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"Call me BAAL"
A woman is ravished...
and to her a child is born...
unleashing an unimaginable evil upon the world!
And they call him BAAL in the orphanage, where he leads the children on a rampage of violence...in California, where he appears as the head of a deadly Manson-like cult...in Kuwait, where crazed millions heed his call to murder and orgy.
They call him BAAL in the Arctic's hellish wasteland, where he is tracked by the only three men with a will to stop him: Zark, the shaman; Virga, the aging professor of theology; and Michael, the powerful, mysterious stranger. 
Baal
 Baal is my Angry Young Man novel. It was also my first published novel, and the first book I ever tried to write. I think that in Baal you can feel the friction of shoulders being squeezed by iron walls: my shoulders, pressing against the walls of a dead-end job.
 You see, I never thought I could be a writer. Write? For money? Like...really say something? That was someone else's dream. I went to the University of Alabama and majored in journalism, because that's what I figured writers did. As a kid, I played around with a typewriter, and I did ghost stories, mysteries, westerns, science fiction ... but those were creations to entertain myself. I was a shy kid, gawky, not very good at sports. You know the type---they never go out of style. Somewhere there is a heaven where revenge is exacted, and all those jocks who burned bright and handsome now have beer guts and have to wait to be ... the ... very ... last ... one ... chosen.
 So maybe I'm still a little angry after all.
 Baal is about power, written at a time when I had none. I was twenty-five years old when I wrote Baal, and working at a department store in my hometown of Birmingham, Alabama. My job was ferrying advertising proofs between the local newspaper and the various department heads: "traffic control," they called it. When I went home at night, I sat down at my old Royal typewriter---long since deceased---and worked on the novel that would become Baal.
 People often ask me where I get my ideas for characters. I always say that each character, whether male or female, is put together from observation, memory, and is part of the author too. I really believe there's part of me in all my characters---and not only the good ones. The character of Baal---with his unleashed wild power and his ability to do just about anything he pleases---is certainly part of what I was feeling at that time in my life. I was an electric plug and I couldn't seem to find the right socket, until I began writing.
 One character in Baal particularly stands out to me, and that is the elderly and very innocent Virga. I used to have lunch at the same place every day, a restaurant called the Molton Grill that's no longer in Birmingham, and an elderly Catholic priest would come in almost every day as well. He had his favorite table, he always seemed to order the same thing, and he ate alone. I watched the man, and I created the character of Virga in his image. I never knew the priest's name, but I have his face in my mind. And maybe some of his spirit in Virga.
 You always hear this said to young writers: "Write what you know." I wanted to write about things I didn't know, so I consciously set Baal in locations as far from the South as possible: Boston, the Middle East, and Greenland. I wanted a global scale and a story that would take the reader to the very edge of Armageddon, and I hope I succeeded.
 As I said, Baal was my first novel. My first step into the unknown. Whatever I am today, and wherever I'm going, Baal started me on the path. Ten years since Baal was first published, I'm still on the journey.
 Robert R. McCammon
 June 1988







“KING, STRAUB, AND NOW ROBERT McCAMMON…”
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FROM THE SEETHING CAULDRON OF THE MIDDLE EAST
HIS FOLLOWERS BURST FORTH IN UNHOLY FURY…
 
He is the foul seed of evil the dark prophet who sees what is—and creates what will always be. Across the earth, he spreads his fiendish blasphemy, unleashes his holocaust, proclaims himself messiah. But he is Baal, the prince of demons. Fear him. He will never be destroyed.
From Robert R. McCammon, bestselling author of Stinger and Swan Song, comes a tale of bloodcurdling horror where the powers of darkness challenge man to the ultimate battle… and the winner loses all.
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Baal. The Ancient Evil,
Known to Every Generation Where
Chaos Reigns Supreme.
Now He Has Come Again…

This time he was born to a woman raped by a beast with hands of ice. From his crib, he drove her to murder.

Now millions of fanatic disciples cry out his name in obscene worship, hailing him as the living prophet, heeding his call to murder and orgy. On every continent, his work is done—bombings, terror, war. And only those who follow him survive.

But three men vow to silence him. In a journey to the Arctic wastelands, they will track him down: Zark, the shaman… Virga, the aging theology professor… and Michael, the mysterious, powerful stranger. Three modern warriors battling a force more ancient, more horrifying, more merciless than death itself…
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Prologue

FURY STUNG THE SKY.
     Kul-Haziz smelled it. It had the odor of clashing weapons, of men’s sweat, of new blood, of old sins.
     Smelling it, he narrowed his eyes and looked over the backs of the grazing flock to the north. The sun hung high in a white sky, burning as it had for a thousand years. Its eye saw what was happening beyond the crags, beyond the flat plains, over meadows and hills in the distance. It saw what he could not. He could only smell.
     His eyes fixed on the grim horizon, Kul-Haziz took his gnarled staff and walked slowly among his flock, softly nudging the flanks of the sheep. He was a man who, with his wife and young son, had always followed the rainfall because the rainfall meant new grass. Life for the flock. Now, in the distant north toward the city of Hazor, he saw the gathering of dark shapes that looked like rain clouds. But no. There was no odor of rain in the air. He would have smelled it days before. No, not rain. Only the smell of fury.
     Behind him, inside a goatskin tent, his wife looked up from her mending. On the other side of the rolling, slightly sloped plain his son had been striking his staff on the ground to urge straying animals back to the flock. Now he looked toward his father.
     Kul-Haziz stood like stone on the hillside. He put his hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun. He didn’t know what was happening. He had heard the stories from other nomadic families: the wrath of Yahweh has fallen upon us. We are a doomed race, they said with blabbering tongues. Yahweh will destroy us all for our wickedness. So said the shepherd prophets, the nomads of the grasslands, the kings of the hills. His heart beat within him. It sounded like someone crying out for knowledge.
     His son reached him through the flock. He grasped his father’s hand.
     There was a flash like lightning, but no lightning. Far away in the distance, to the north, toward the city of Hazor. It was bright blue and blinding, intense, terrible. Kul-Haziz clapped a hand over his eyes. His son held to him, hiding his face. Behind him his wife cried out and the sheep scattered all around. Kul-Haziz felt the heat on his hand. When it had died away he looked again and saw nothing. His son was staring up at him, his eyes asking a question the man could not answer.
     And then he saw it. Over the far crags, beyond the flat plains: trees bending in a fierce wind, breaking off and flying through the air, their branches turning to fire. And the grasslands beyond blackened as if an army were marching across them, leaving Hazor behind. The fire army crawled across the plains below, scorching them. Thornscrubs exploded in flame. Fire ripped the sands.
     As the wind reached Kul-Haziz up on the grass-covered hill it whirled around him, tore at his rags, whispered the secrets into his ear. The flock bawled.
     Only a short time now before the fire would come. It had consumed Hazor and was now devouring every living thing on all sides of that city. Kul-Haziz knew his family could take only a few more breaths before the warming air turned to raging white flame.
     At his side his son said, “Father?”
     The prophets had been right. Their skulls and sticks, their writing across the sky had foretold the coming of the end. It had only been a matter of time.
     Kul-Haziz said, “The great god Baal is no more.”
     He stood like stone.
     Burning stone.
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“Who is like unto the beast?”
—Revelation 13:4
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ON THE TELEVISION SCREEN the newscaster was speaking of falling economies and the latest South American earthquakes.
     Mary Kate slid a cup of coffee across the cigarette-burned countertop to the night’s last customer. He looked at her through bleary eyes and mumbled a thank-you.
     Ernest was leaning against the counter watching the late-night news program; he always did. She knew the routine. “Holy Jesus Christ!” he said. “They’re killin’ the city with all this tax shit! You can’t make a decent livin’ no more!”
     “Man shouldn’t even try,” said the customer. “Should just be a bum and lay around in the park like all those kids do. The world has gone to hell.”
     There was a clatter of plates as Mary Kate gathered them up. “Watch that!” Ernest said. On the fly-blown black-and-white screen the solemn face said, “…fear another assassination attempt…”
     She glanced at her wristwatch. Late! she thought. I’m running late! Joe’s home by now and he’d be tired as hell. He’ll want something to eat and I know how it is when he doesn’t get his dinner on time. Damn it!
     “You know what it is?” the customer was asking Ernest. “It’s time, that’s what it is. The world has run the circle. You know what I’m talking about? The circle’s been run and now, by God, it’s time to pay up.”
     “… kidnapped yesterday by members of Japan’s Black Mask terrorist organization. Ransom demands have not yet…” said the newscaster.
     “The circle’s been run?” Ernest asked. He had turned his head to look at the other man and one side of his heavy-jowled face reflected the television’s blue glow. “What’d you mean by that?”
     “You’re only given so much time, y’know,” said the customer, his gaze flickering from Ernest to the newscaster and back again. “When your time is up, you go. Same’s true of cities, of countries even. You know what happened to Rome, right? It reached its peak and then fell right over the edge.”
     “So New York and Rome both got somethin’ in common, huh?”
     “Sure. I read about all this somewhere. Or maybe I saw it on the tube.”
     Mary Kate had cradled greasy, cigarette-butt-littered plates in her arms. The odors repelled her. People are just like pigs, she mused. Oink oink oink just like pigs. She went through a pair of swinging doors into the kitchen and set the dirty dishes in a rack near the sink. The combination cook and dishwasher, a young black named Woodrow, lifted his chin and watched her intently, a cigarette dangling from a corner of his mouth.
     “Do Baby Mary need a ride home tonight?” he asked her; he always did.
     “I’ve asked you to stop calling me that.”
     “It’s right on my way. And I got me some good-lookin’ rims last week.”
     “I’ll take the bus.”
     “I can save you some money.”
     She turned toward him and saw the heat simmering behind his eyes; that look of his always frightened her. “I can save you some time. I don’t need a ride. I’ll take the bus like I always take the bus. You understand that now?”
     Woodrow grinned around the cigarette. An ash fell like a block of marble from the Tower of Babel. “I dig, sister. You don’t go for the black meat is all.”
     She swung the kitchen doors shut behind her and the sound made Ernest look up sharply. His gaze fixed on her for a few seconds and then turned again to the television, where a long-legged weathergirl was explaining that the heat wave would continue at least through Thursday.
     That bastard! Mary Kate began methodically wiping the grime from ashtrays scattered along the counter. I’ve got to get a new job, she told herself; she always did. I’ve got to get a new job and get my ass out of here. I don’t care what it is as long as I’m away from here!
     Here I am, she said. Twenty years old and a waitress in a slop shop, married to an English-major dropout who drives a cab. Christ! I’ve got to get out of here even if it means… doing something I don’t want to do. She wondered what Joe’s reaction would be if one night in their cramped steaming apartment she touched him gently and whispered, “Joe my darling dearest one on earth, I think I’d be happier as a whore.”
     There was a click! as Ernest switched off the television set. The customer had gone. A dime lay beside the coffee cup.
     “Time to go home,” Ernest said. “Another day, another dollar. Another lousy dollar. Hey! Woodrow! Hey! You locking up back there?”
     Woodrow called back in his best slave imitation, “I’se lockin’ up, boss!”
     Mary Kate folded her apron neatly and laid it beneath the counter. She said, “I’m leaving now, okay? I’ve got to get home and cook something for Joe.”
     Ernest was still propped against the counter, staring at the empty eye of the television. Without looking around, he said, “So? Leave.”
     She pushed through the frosted-glass door out into the street where a red neon sign flashed Ernie’s Grill off and on, off and on a thousand times a day; once she’d actually counted.
     The air was as thick and heavy as if she were standing in the center of a steambath. She walked away from the grill toward her bus stop three blocks away, keeping her purse high on her shoulder to guard against hit-and-run thieves.
     At one time she had wanted to go to secretarial school; she and Joe would be able to support each other and maybe save a little on the side. But then he had dropped out of school and his subsequent depression infected her as well. They were now like two survivors of a shipwreck in a leaking life raft. Too weak to live, too scared to die, just drifting, drifting. Things had to change.
     And now she found herself doubting that she still loved him. She didn’t know. No one had ever explained to her how she should feel; her father was the strict conservative type, a grease-handed mechanic in a New Jersey garage, and her mother was a chattering bingo addict who wore sunglasses after dark, as if she hoped to be discovered for the movies by talent scouts scrounging amid damaged canned goods in second-rate supermarkets.
     She still felt attracted to Joe, yes. Of course she did. But love? Love? That thrilling passionate dip into the soul of someone else? She really couldn’t put it into words, and if she asked Joe to help her articulate it she was certain he’d laugh. It wasn’t that she was no longer healthy or pretty or anything like that, though when she stood before a mirror she had to admit she was far too thin and her face had taken on the blank stare of a well-worn woman. No, something was needed; something drastic.
     The grill was far from her thoughts now. Ahead the streetlights glowed yellow all along the curb. The empty scarred stone faces of apartment buildings watched her pass as solemnly as priests with bowed heads. Garbage cans overflowed into the gutter and newspaper headlines shrieked of murder and arson and the threat of war.
     This heat, she said. This heat. The sweat had burst out across the bridge of her nose. It had collected under her arms and now trickled down her sides. How many more days of this? Already two weeks. How much longer? And only the beginning of summer, with the hottest months yet to come.
     The bus stop. No, no, a block further. Her footsteps on the empty street echoed back and forth, back and forth between the stone walls. How much longer, she asked herself, can I take this?
     Ahead she saw that the globe of one of the streetlights had been broken. Someone had thrown a stone or bottle and broken the glass, but not hard enough to completely shatter the bulb. It flickered wildly, buzzing like a great lost insect, yellow to black, yellow to black, yellow to black. It threw black shadows across the faces of the fearful watching priests.
     “Come here,” someone said. It was a gentle, distant voice like that of a little child.
     She turned and wiped her forearm across her face. It came away wet.
     There was no one. The street was empty and quiet but for the noise of the bulb above her head. She pulled her purse higher on her arm, clamped it in her armpit. Hunching her head down, she walked on toward the bus stop. Her bus would be there soon.
     “Come here,” said the voice, cool and startling as if a cube of ice had been pressed suddenly against her forehead. She stopped abruptly and stood motionless.
     Mary Kate glanced over her shoulder. Someone’s playing a joke, she thought. Some little kid is playing a joke. “That is not funny,” she said to no one. “Go on home.”
     But before she could move away the voice said softly, “Here. I’m here.”
     Something touched her; it was like smoke, grasping with whirling changing fingers. She felt it moving beneath her wet garments; her flesh crawled. The voice had walked up the skeletal staircase of her spine. And now it descended with measured steps.
     “I’m here,” someone said, and she turned to peer into a black garbage-strewn alley that smelled of urine and sweat.
     Someone was standing there, someone tall. Not a child. A man? Wearing a man’s clothes, yes. A man. Who? A mugger? She felt an electric impulse to run. Above her head the broken bulb screamed in shades of yellow and black.
     “Do I know you? Do I know you?” she found herself asking; a damned stupid question to ask a mugger, she angrily told herself. Her grip tightened around her purse. She was going to run and keep running until she’d lost him.
     “No,” he said quietly. “Don’t run.”
     He remained in shadow. She could see his shoes, a pair of battered black wingtips below dark trousers. He made no attempt to come closer to her. He simply stood framed in the alley entrance, with his arms at his sides, and she felt the urge to escape drained from her. No need to run, she told herself. This is someone I know.
     “I’m someone you know,” he said in his childlike whisper. “I’m someone you haven’t seen for a long while. There is no need for fear.”
     “What do you want with me?”
     “Time. Just a moment out of all moments you will ever live. Is that too much to ask of a friend?”
     “No. Not too much to ask.” She felt strange and heavy. Her head swam in a pool of yellow and black; her tongue was a plate of concrete jammed back into her mouth.
     “If I reach out my hand for you,” he asked, “will you take it?”
     She shuddered. No. Yes. Yes. “My bus,” she said in a helpless, unfamiliar voice.
     His arm pierced the shadows. The fingers were long and thin; filth caked the nails.
     The heat lay heavy about her shoulders and her hair, wet and stringy, clung to her neck. I can’t breathe! she screamed inwardly. I’m drowning! I’m drowning. The mad buzzing streetlight drilled into her brain and lit it in glaring yellow neon. I don’t want to, she said to herself.
     And he answered, “You will.”
     His hand touched hers. The fingers locked around her knuckles, moved over her palm, clenched her wrist with a steadily rising force.
     And then from the alley shadows a face yellow-illuminated burst its soundlessly screaming mouth open to devour her. She had no time to see him; she was overcome by a powerful high odor of something burning. His flesh was wet and soft—spongy—and hot. He bore down on her as she fell screaming and clawing to the concrete.
     He smashed her head into the sidewalk. Again. Again. Something was bleeding; her ear was bleeding. The hot blood was streaming down her neck. “YOU BITCH!” he shrieked in a voice that flailed her like a burning whip. “YOU DAMNED COCKSUCKING BITCH AND ALL YOUR LOVERS DOGS!” The man’s breath smelled foul and hot. She cringed as he beat at her breasts; he ripped her blouse and raked the smooth skin of her abdomen with his nails.
     She screamed in agony and sang harmony with the streetlight. A window across the street slammed shut. Then another.
     With both hands he tore away her skirt. Then he spread wide her thighs and drove in with a mad inhuman strength that ground her buttocks against the concrete. He pressed his fingers against her eyes and for an instant she thought, I’m dead oh God I’m dead.
     “OOOOHHHH GODDDD!” she screamed aloud. Her mouth was filled suddenly by a greedy eager tongue.
     “DIE YOU BITCH DIE YOU BITCH YOU CUNT DIE!” he screamed pounding and grinding and pounding and pounding until he climaxed with a fierce shudder that drew the breath from him and made her whine with pain.
     “Hey! Hey! You! Get away from there!” Brakes squealed and rubber burned. She felt his weight rise from her and smelled him again; the odor made her vomit on the concrete. She heard someone running; no, two people running. Someone running away and someone running toward her. Oh God oh God oh God help me.
     Mary Kate opened her eyes and saw a young man. Woodrow. Woodrow running toward her and behind him a fire-engine-red Buick with shining chrome wheel rims that caught the distorted reflections of streetlights. Woodrow reaching her and bending down and the cigarette dropping from his lips and…
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HE CRACKED THE TOP off a can of beer and stood at an open window staring down at the dark quiet street. She’s been late before but not like this. The bus never ran this late.
     He’d tried the grill but it was past closing and no one answered the telephone. Maybe the bus had broken down. No, she would’ve called. Maybe she missed it and had to walk. No, that was a hell of a long way. Maybe she’d had an accident; or maybe she’d gotten crazy like she had before when she didn’t come home for two days and they’d finally found her sitting in the park, doing nothing but just sitting.
     Shit. Why does she do these things to me? He drank the beer down and placed the can on the splintery windowsill. She’s more than two hours late. More than two hours and where can she be this time of night? He picked up the telephone and started to dial her parents’ apartment in Jersey City but then he recalled her mother’s whining voice. He put the receiver back on its cradle. Not yet.
     Out in the distance, above the packed dirty rows of square-shouldered buildings, a police siren wailed. Or was it an ambulance? He’d never learned to tell the difference like some people could. Something had happened. Standing in the dark small fourth-floor apartment that inhaled the odors wafting from beneath other doors, he was certain something had happened.
     And he stood waiting and frozen until someone knocked at the door. But he knew it would not be her; no. The police officer with an impassive acne-scarred face simply said, “I have a car outside.”
     In the car on the way to the hospital he asked, “Is she all right? I mean…”
     “I’m sorry, Mr. Raines,” the police officer said. “They asked me to pick you up.”
     He sat in an antiseptic-white waiting room on the seventh floor and clenched his hands. Hit by a car. That was it. Oh Jesus God hit by some drunk while she was walking to her bus stop.
     Even at this early-morning hour, Bellevue moved at a frantic life-and-death pace. He watched the doctors and their nurses consulting charts in low-keyed, serious voices. And a sight that chilled him to the bone, a man in a suit sprinting down the hospital corridor, his shoes clat-clat-clatting on the linoleum. He sat and watched these private dramas until finally he was aware of someone standing beside him.
     “Mr. Joseph Raines?” someone asked. A tall gaunt man with tightly curled gray hair. He said, “I’m Lt. Hepelmann.” He flashed an NYPD badge and Joe rose from his seat.
     “No, no. Sit down. Please.” Hepelmann put a hand on the younger man’s shoulder and eased him back down into the chair. He sat beside him and drew his own chair closer, as if he were a friend about to advise him on a personal matter.
     “I knew she was late and I knew something had happened,” said Joe, staring into his palms. “I tried the grill but no one answered the phone.” He looked up. “A hit-and-run driver?”
     Hepelmann’s deep-set blue eyes were calm and untroubled. He was used to scenes like this. “No, Mr. Raines. I don’t know who told you that, but she was not struck by a car. Your wife has been… assaulted. She’s safe now but still in shock. She might have died but some nigger saved her. Ran the guy off and chased him a block before he got away.”
     “Assaulted? Assaulted? What does that mean?”
     Hepelmann’s jaw tightened. This was the moment that broke them to pieces, the mental image of some guy ramming himself in between thrashing thighs. “There was sexual penetration, Mr. Raines,” he said softly, as if sharing a secret.
     Raped. Jesus Christ. Jesus Holy Christ. Raped. He looked directly into Hepelmann’s eyes with a savage ferocity. “You got the sonofabitch?”
     “No. We haven’t been able to get a description. Probably it’s some nut who has a history of… violations. When Mrs. Raines recovers we’ll get her to page through our mug files. We’ll get the guy.”
     “Oh man. Oh man oh man oh man.”
     “Listen, you want a cup of coffee or something? Here. A cigarette.”
     He took the cigarette the lieutenant offered. “Christ,” he said weakly. “But she’s okay, right? I mean, no broken bones or anything?”
     “No broken bones.” Hepelmann leaned forward until he might have been whispering in the other man’s ear. “I’ve worked a lot of these cases, Mr. Raines. These things happen a hundred times a day. It’s rough, yes. But you adjust to it. And usually the woman adjusts faster than the man. Everything’s okay now. It’s over.”
     The man didn’t react to this statement as Hepelmann had seen others react. He simply sat and smoked the cigarette, his eyes boring down the tunnel-like hospital corridor. Someone was paging a Dr. Holland on the address system.
     “Some people are just like animals,” Hepelmann said. “They think of one thing and they go after it. Hell, they don’t care who it is. I’ve investigated violation cases where the victims were eighty-year-old grandmothers! Hell, they don’t care. Their minds are gone already.”
     Joe sat quiet and still.
     “You know what they ought to do? And I’m a firm believer in this. They ought to take these damned guys and cut their balls off. I’m sincere.”
     Someone was walking toward them down the corridor. Joe watched the man approach. He presumed the man was either another police officer or a doctor because he carried a clipboard.
     Hepelmann stood up and shook the man’s hand. “Dr. Wynter, this is Mr. Raines. I’ve told him she’s going to be okay.”
     “That’s correct, Mr. Raines,” the doctor said. There were deep lines of strain around his eyes. “She’s suffered some minor cuts and abrasions but otherwise she’s physically sound. She’s in a mild state of shock now; it’s natural after something like this so don’t be alarmed. Now you’re going to have to be very strong for her. When she begins to recover she’s going to have a little orientation disorder. And she may believe you think less of her. That’s a problem many rape victims encounter.”
     He was nodding. “Can I see her?”
     The doctor’s eyes flashed over to Hepelmann and then back to the other man. “I’d rather you didn’t right now. We’re trying to keep her sleeping under sedation. Tomorrow we can get you in to see her for a few minutes.”
     “I’d like to see her now.”
     Dr. Wynter blinked.
     “The doctor’s right,” said Hepelmann, grasping the other man’s elbow. “Look. It’s been a tough night. Go home and get some sleep. Okay? I’ll even give you a ride.”
     “Tomorrow,” Dr. Wynter said. “Check with me tomorrow.”
     Joe ran a hand over his face. The men were right. She should sleep for a while and, anyway, there was nothing he could do. He said, “Okay.”
     “Here,” said Hepelmann, stepping toward the elevators on the other side of the corridor. “I’ll give you a ride home.”
     Before the elevator doors closed on Raines and the policeman, Dr. Wynter said, “She’s going to be all right”
     Wynter stood motionless for a moment after they had gone. He trembled inwardly from the confrontation with the man. What was he? A taxi driver, Hepelmann had told him. The man had looked intelligent; a high forehead, eyes that when not cold with fear would be warm and generous, moderately long dark hair that curled over his collar. An intelligent man. Thank God he had not pressed to see his wife.
     Dr. Wynter walked back up the corridor to the nurse’s station. He asked one of them, “Mrs. Raines is resting now?”
     “Yes, sir. She’ll be calm for a while.”
     “Very good. Now listen to me well. You make your nurses understand this.” He lowered his voice. “No word on any other floor about her condition. This is our problem. Okay?”
     “Yes, sir.”
     He nodded and continued through the corridor around to her room. He stopped himself as he reached for the door. No need to look in on her again; no need to look at her body and ask himself and the skin specialist Dr. Bertram what the hell it was. He knew the answer. But what in Christ’s name would he tell Raines? What was the logical explanation for those burns on her body? Certainly not friction burns incurred as she was forced to the harsh concrete.
     The burns were in the shape of human hands.
     First-degree burns, yes. Nothing serious, but…
     Handprints where the rapist had grasped her. Hands burned across stomach and arms and thighs as distinctly as if they had been dipped into red paint and then slapped against her smooth white flesh.
     And two fingerprints.
     One on each eyelid.
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IN THE PREDAWN HOURS the heat wafted high above the city and then, dropping down, wrapped itself like ropes around blocks of granite slugs. It waited for sunrise, to burn the city dry.
     He had not slept. Bloated with beer, he sat in a cracked vinyl chair before the open window and watched the lights that never dimmed, very far away, toward the city’s heart.
     My God, he said to himself over and over until he thought there was someone else standing behind him and speaking. My God. How can a man be allowed to do something like this? He saw the scene in the reddened eye of his mind: the drunken gutter bum waiting in the shadows as Mary Kate approached. Then leaping from his hiding place to bear down on her like a heavy sack of filth. And pounding pounding pounding until he couldn’t bear to think about it anymore.
     Things hadn’t been the greatest in the world for a while; he knew that too well. And now this moved inside him like something trying to escape through the bears of his teeth, something to make him pick up a gun and roam the streets like a mad spittle-mouthed dog.
     He had telephoned her parents earlier. Her mother choked back a cry. “And where were you? You weren’t where you were supposed to be! No, you were sitting on your ass at home! She could have been murdered!”
     “I’m holding you responsible for this, Joe,” said her father, taking the phone away from the woman and bellowing into it. “Now act like a man! What hospital did they take her to?”
     “They’re not going to let you see her,” he said quietly. “They wouldn’t even let me see her.”
     “I don’t give a damn about that! What hospital?”
     He deliberately put the receiver on its cradle, cutting off the man’s voice. He had expected there would soon be an angry knocking on the door but they didn’t come. Maybe they’d checked the hospitals and found her, or maybe they meant to find him later on in the morning. He didn’t care; for the moment he was glad he didn’t have to face them.
     He had come from the Midwest two years ago, hunting an education and a “meaningful experience.” His family were people “tied to the land,” as his father put it. They had wanted him to root himself into the earth and grow like an ear of corn, rich with the good ways of the dirt. But that was not for him; he had known it for a long long time. He wanted to become a teacher, perhaps of Shakespeare and Renaissance Literature, but first he wanted to live, to break away from the flat land of his birth and perhaps in the city find himself born again. That was when he was so much younger and idealistic.
     He’d found a part-time job driving a cab, enough to get by on with monthly allowances from his family, as he attended classes at night. And for a while he enjoyed Othello and Central Park concerts and the sweet strength of pot.
     Then he met Mary Kate. He walked into a diner and there found himself attracted to a thin doe-eyed young girl who slapped plates down and feverishly wrote his check in a stilted, unschooled hand. They had nothing in common except an immature sexual yearning; she liked to read love novels in the afterglow. His parents had protested violently at the news of their impending marriage. Son, they’d written, if you do this thing you can’t count on us sending you money anymore. Remember your education. He’d written back: Go to hell.
     But then the plans had turned to smoke. Money was needed badly; driving the cab became a full-time occupation and the English courses went down the drain. Their dissimilarities became painfully obvious; her illiteracy made him wince. And here they were, like two roommates who suddenly discovered they got in each other’s way. They barely made enough money to live on; a divorce was beyond their means.
     Yet there had been good, close times. On their “honeymoon,” a trip to the movies to see a horror double bill, they sat together in the balcony and threw popcorn at the leering bloody faces, then slipped down under the seats and necked, smacking loudly like highschoolers. They did have their friends in common; scatterbrained longhairs who supplied them with some good highs at low costs; a few married couples he had met in his classes. And sometimes a few buddies from the company would pop over for beer and poker and she would serve them sandwiches, writing them checks on paper napkins. That was always good for a laugh.
     Sitting in the chair amid drained cans of beer, he realized how different the apartment was without her. At this time of the morning, usually, he would be awakened by her restless thrashings as she fought hashhouse phantoms in her dreams. He sometimes sat up on their sofa-sleeper and watched her eyes dart beneath closed lids. Dreaming of what? Rush hour? The dinner trade? A hamburger fifty feet across?
     He was responsible for her, for better or worse, as the vows had said. It was only right that he take care of her through this thing. He gathered up the cans and threw them into the trash. Outside, dawn was breaking behind a gray veil. It was odd, he thought, how at this time of morning the sky was so washed and featureless, neither holding the promise of sun nor rain. Blank like a staring impassive face.
     He waited until visiting hours and then took a cross-town bus back to Bellevue.
     On the seventh floor he stopped a nurse and inquired about his wife.
     “I’m sorry, sir,” she told him. “I can’t let you see Mrs. Raines without an official okay from either Dr. Wynter or Dr. Bertram.”
     “What? Listen, I’m her husband. I’ve got a right to see her. What room’s she in?”
     “I’m sorry, sir,” she repeated, and started to move away toward the nurses’ station down the corridor.
     Something was wrong. He had sensed it earlier and now he knew. He grasped her wrist. “I am going to see my wife now,” he said, leveling his gaze at her. “I am going to see her and you’re going to take me to her.”
     “Do you want me to call a security officer? I will.”
     “All right then, goddamn it, you go ahead and call a damn security officer. But you’re taking me to her room.” His voice had become unintentionally harsh. From the corner of his eye he saw the nurses at the station gawking. One of them reached for a telephone and pressed a button.
     His threat had done its work. “Room 712,” she said, and shook away from him.
     He walked on down the corridor to room 712 and entered without hesitation.
     Mary Kate was asleep. She had been placed in a private room with off-white walls and white half-closed window curtains. Through the blinds the sun cast three stripes across her bed.
     He closed the door behind him and approached her. The sheets were pulled up around her neck. She looked pale and wasted, frail and lost. Her eyelids were oddly red and swollen, probably, he thought, from crying. Here, surrounded by cloud-like walls, she seemed very far removed from both the harsh neon-painted grill and their forlorn apartment.
     He lifted the sheets to take her hand.
     And when he did he staggered back.
     Splotched along her arm were the reddened marks of hands. Grasping and clawing, they crawled five-fingered along her flesh, disappearing beneath her hospital gown. The red hands tore open her thighs; a handprint clutched at her throat. Fingers, like some strange faddish makeup, painted her cheek. He let the sheets fall, knowing that beneath her gown more hands moved, clutched, clawed in an obscene bit of choreography. Branded, he said. Like a piece of beef. Someone’s tied her and branded her.
     Someone touched him. Someone behind him. He caught his breath and whirled around. The touch had seared him.
     It was Dr. Wynter, with dark circles beneath his eyes that clearly indicated he, too, had gone without sleep. A severe-looking nurse stood behind him in the doorway.
     “This is the man who caused the disturbance, Doctor,” the nurse was saying. “We told him he couldn’t just…”
     “It’s all right,” Dr. Wynter said softly, searching the other man’s eyes. “Go back to your station and tell the security officer everything is under control. Go on, now.”
     She looked from Dr. Wynter to the ashen-faced man who stood limply over the bed and silently closed the door.
     “I didn’t want you to see her,” the doctor said. “Not yet.”
     “Not yet? Not yet?” He looked up, his lips spraying spittle, his confused eyes demanding a fierce vengeance. “When? Jesus Christ! What’s happened to my wife? You told me she’d been attacked… you didn’t say a damned thing about this!”
     Dr. Wynter reached over and arranged the sheets neatly around the sleeping girl’s throat. “She’s in no pain,” he said. “The sedative is still in effect.” He turned to face the younger man. “Mr. Raines, I want to be candid with you. Lt. Hepelmann asked me to withhold some things from you so as not to… overly excite you.”
     “Jesus Christ!”
     Dr. Wynter held up a hand. “Which I agreed with. I felt… telling you certain things would not be in order. These marks are first-degree burns. I’ve had two skin specialists examine her during the night. I called them out of bed. They both came to the same conclusion. Burns. Like a moderate sunburn. Mr. Raines, I’ve been in medicine a very long time. Even probably before you were born. But never, never have I seen anything like this. These are the handprints of the man who attacked your wife.”
     Dazed and suddenly very tired, he shook his head. “Is that supposed to explain anything?”
     “I’m sorry,” Dr. Wynter said.
     Joe had moved to the edge of the bed. He put his hand out and gingerly touched the print on his wife’s cheek. It was still hot. When he pressed the flesh the print whitened away, but when the blood flowed back it re-emerged in a sear of red.
     “What could have caused this… ? My God, the way these marks… ?”
     “I’ve never seen anything like it. Neither have the police. There should be no lasting tissue damage. It should peel within a few days, exactly as a sunburn would. But the heat from the man who attacked her left its mark, amazingly, on her flesh. And there is no way I can stand here and say that I understand it.”
     “And you didn’t want me to see until you could explain.”
     “Or at the very least give an excuse why we couldn’t. One theory has been offered by a psychologist friend of mine, though I tend to discount it because he said I woke him in the middle of a nightmare. He proposes that it’s a psychological reaction to the attack, a mind-over-body sort of thing. But I am convinced that those are burns from some sort of… unnatural source of heat.”
     “So you can see for yourself,” Dr. Wynter continued, “why we must keep this as quiet as possible. Our observation will continue for another week or so at the very least. We wouldn’t want any of those National Enquirer journalists nosing around, would we? All right?”
     “Yes,” he said. “All right. You say she’s in no pain?”
     “No pain.”
     “Jesus,” he breathed, stunned by the patchwork of hands that violated her body, though their owner was now God knows where. “The man,” he said after a moment. “The man who attacked her. Did he… you know… did he… ?”
     “In emergency our usual procedure was followed. She was cleaned and probed. The nurses administered diethylstilbestrol. We’ll conduct a thorough pelvic-vaginal exam. But from all indications there was no spermatozoal contact. Evidently the man was interrupted just prior to climax.”
     “Oh man,” said Joe. “Another week? I’ve got some insurance, but I don’t know… I’m not a rich man.”
     On the bed Mary Kate stirred. She whimpered and her arms weakly flailed the air above her.
     He sat beside her and took both her hands. They were cold. “Don’t worry. I’m here,” he said. “I’m here.”
     She stirred again and finally looked up at him. Her face was swollen and her hair was disheveled and dirty. She said, “Joe? Joe?” and, reaching out, she clung to him and cried bitterly until the tears had wet the front of his shirt.
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THE SUMMER MOVED like something alive. It weakened through August, losing days like scorching drops of blood.
     The handprints peeled away, as the doctors had theorized, and Mary Kate came home from the hospital. She adjusted well to everyday life and no mention was made of the attack; in fact, it seemed to Joe that she was much more content with both her job and their life together. Once, though, they watched a television program about a rapist on the loose in Manhattan and she suddenly began laughing, quietly at first but with a rising, frightening intensity, until she burst into tears and he held her as she trembled.
     Lt. Hepelmann telephoned to ask if she would come down to his precinct stationhouse to page through their mug files. She declined, explaining to Joe that if she ever saw the man again she felt sure she’d go into hysterics. He told Hepelmann and put down the phone before the policeman could protest.
     There were other calls and visits: from Dr. Wynter, who told them he wanted to check with Mary Kate every few weeks because the “handprint symptom,” as he now called it, was something he would not soon forget: from her parents, who brought her flowers and bottles of wine and who spoke to him with the tongues of serpents.
     One night while they sat in the dark before black-and-white figures on the television screen, she looked at him and he saw the images reflected, glistening, in her eyes. “I love you,” she said.
     He sat still. The phrase was neither familiar nor easy for him.
     “I do. I really do. It’s just in the last few weeks that I’ve realized I love you so much.” She put her arms around his neck and kissed him lightly on the lips, her hair soft against his face.
     He returned her kiss. Her tongue slipped into his mouth and explored it like a wet Columbus, though the world was hardly new. He felt his body answering the call. “All right,” he said with a wry smile. “You want something. I can always tell.”
     She held him tight and kissed him again. She always smelled, he thought, like newly mown grass in a wide, wet field. Probably his Midwest “tied to the land” imagination showing. She leaned over and nibbled softly at his ear. “I want,” she whispered, “a child.”
     She followed his eyes. They slid away from her toward the television screen. “Mary Kate,” he said in a low, restrained voice, “we’ve gone through all this before. There will be a time when a child will be welcome. You know that. But right now we have a hard enough time supporting ourselves, much less another mouth. And I wouldn’t want to bring up a child in this neighborhood.”
     “That ivy-covered suburban cottage you’ve been dreaming about,” she said, “is something we’re never going to have. Can’t you see that? Now we don’t have anything. Don’t look at me like that. You know I’m right. All we own right now is what we have in this apartment, things that are either yours or mine. We don’t have anything we can call ‘ours.’”
     “Come on,” he said. “A child is not a toy. You don’t pick up a child and play with it like a doll. You’d have to quit your job, I’d have to work a double shift. Hell, no.”
     She disentangled herself from him and stood staring through the open window, her arms folded across her chest. Finally she turned to him again. “I need something,” she said softly. “I really do. I want something to be different… I don’t know what it is.”
     “You’re coming down off a traumatic experience.” He winced. Christ! Don’t bring that up! “You need some time to rest, baby. Don’t get yourself all upset about this. We’ll talk about it later.”
     Mary Kate watched him, her dark brown eyes unyielding in a face suddenly pale and hard. She said, “We could get a loan to cover my time off from work.”
     “Mary Kate. Please.”
     She came over beside him and put his hand to her cheek. He was amazed to feel tears. What the hell is this? he wondered. She’d never before gotten this emotional about a child. Usually, after he’d explained to her the economics of the thing, she would drop the subject without argument. This time she was hanging on with a tenacity he’d never seen before. “It would be a beautiful child,” she said softly.
     He eased her over the chair arm into his lap and whispered, “I’m sure it would be,” kissing the tears away as they danced down the fine plains of her face.
     “Now,” he said, nudging her chin to root her out of this mood, “what is ‘it’ going to be? Can’t have them both ways, you know. Got to have one or another.”
     She smiled and sniffled. “You’re teasing me. I don’t like to be teased.”
     “I’m not teasing. We’re going to have a child someday. We should at least decide now what ‘it’ is going to be.”
     “A boy. I want a boy.”
     “Everybody wants boys. What happens to girls when they’re born and they find out their parents wanted boys? That’s the beginnings of the inferiority feelings women have. A girl would be nice. Pink diapers scattered all over the floor, dolls lying on the chair so that when I sit down something squeaks and it scares hell out of me…”
     “You’re teasing again…”
     “You want a boy, huh? That’s all right. Then there are those little plastic soldiers that puncture your bare feet when you walk into the kitchen for a midnight snack. That’s all right.”
     Mary Kate snuggled closer to his chest and held tightly to him, her hands gently swirling at the back of his neck.
     “A big businessman, maybe that’s what he’ll be,” he envisioned, kissing her forehead and then the closed lids of her eyes. “Maybe the President.” He reconsidered for a few seconds. “No, no. Scratch that. But somebody important.”
     As the television continued flickering its shades of fantasy, he picked her up and carried her to the sofa that, when kicked in the right place, turned down into a spring-mattressed bed. He laid her down between the cool blue sheets and then, undressing, joined her there. She twined her arms and legs around him in a sweet captivity.
     He made love to her in a soft, quiet way. Her body, always responsive, reacted to the caress of his fingertips. She cried out and he took her cries deep into his throat. But always in his mind was the knowledge that someone else had enjoyed her warmth. Someone else, held between her thighs, had moved his body powerfully within her. The vision nagged relentlessly at him and he sought to control it by concentrating only on her body; the firm ripened breasts, the smooth light down on her arms and thighs, the barely healed scratches that ran the length of her belly…
     And when he slept, enclosed by her limbs, he dreamed of those marks he had first seen beneath the crisp hospital sheets. Now they moved in red circles on her body, around and around until every inch of her flesh was burnt and swollen. And then a fiery hand planted itself on his face and sought to gouge out his eyes and hold them steaming on the tips of vaporish fingers.
     When he awakened from his troubled sleep sweat was cold at his temples. He rose quietly from wet sheets and stood in the darkness, staring at her where she lay coiled on the mattress. Behind him the television’s test pattern cast a black-shadowed grid on the opposite wall. He switched it off.
     Those nightmares, he thought, are becoming too real. They had begun when Mary Kate returned from the hospital. When his mind was unguarded in sleep they crept out from their hiding places and sowed the seeds of hysteria. They now hid, rasping, in corners, listening, listening. Waiting for him to lose strength and return to the bed. And when his eyes had closed they would ooze from their crevices to touch hot fingers to his forehead. Against them he was defenseless. What was that theory, he asked himself, about the subconscious mind being the ruler of the body? That the subconscious mind, through dreams, spoke in cryptic scrawls of mental pain? Shit on it, he protested to himself. I’m just tired as hell.
     He went into the bathroom and drank a glass of cold water, then returned to bed, and slipped against Mary Kate’s warmth. As an afterthought he threw aside the sheets again and rechecked the door to make certain it was locked.
     In the morning he was stirred by the sun as it lay in golden stripes across his face. She was cooking bacon and eggs for him—something she rarely did anymore. Usually it was only cold cereal and a pot of reheated coffee. He made a conscious effort to be pleasant to her as she moved about the tiny nook of a kitchen. There was no mention of babies and he drank his fresh strong coffee while talking about the new dispatch man they’d hired at the cab company.
     During the weeks that followed she ceased to talk about wanting children. He was honestly relieved not to have to answer her questions about why they couldn’t afford a baby. The frequency of his nightmares diminished until, finally, he lost his fear of giving himself up to the darkness of sleep. Mary Kate settled back into a regular work schedule, though now she always left the diner before dusk, and it seemed to him that his tips were getting better. He was certain it was his imagination but he felt inspired and new all the same. He began, after a while, to entertain thoughts of returning to school.
     He soon decided to do so without consulting Mary Kate, and telephoned a friend he had met in a literary criticism class three semesters before. “Hello? Kenneth? This is Joe Raines. Right, from Marsh’s class.”
     “Oh yeah. Hey, I haven’t seen you for a while. You’ve been hiding or something? What’d you come out with?”
     “B. Just barely. Listen, I’m thinking about getting back into school next semester and I’d like to know what’s going on, who’s teaching what. I’m taking a day off Friday and I… we… wondered if you and Terri could drop over.”
     “You’re still hacking, huh?”
     “Yeah. It’s pretty rough but it beats working.”
     “I know how it is. God, you and I have got a lot of ground to cover. It’s been almost a year since I’ve seen you.”
     “Well,” said Joe, “I’ve gotten caught up in things, I guess.”
     “Friday? Okay then, that sounds great. I’ll pick up a semester catalogue for you and bring it over. What time? Do you want us to bring a bottle of wine?”
     “We’ll take care of that. Would seven be okay?”
     “Fine. You’re still at the same place? The sweat-box?”
     “Right.” He laughed weakly. “The sweatbox.”
     “Okay then, we’ll see you Friday. Thanks for calling.”
     “Sure. Good-bye.”
     The idea of returning to school excited him. For him attending classes was a release from the hot chrome crush of Manhattan traffic. The cavalier poets would sing in his ears instead of the metal voice of a taxi meter.
     That night after work when he told Mary Kate of his decision, he was surprised at her genuine enthusiasm. On Friday afternoon they shopped for sandwich meats at the delicatessen on the next block, then went to the neighborhood liquor store to look for two bottles of a good inexpensive wine. Their arms filled with packages, they kissed on the front steps of their building, and a small kid laughed at them from behind a fudge popsicle.
     Kenneth Parks and his wife, Terri, were the kind who attended student-sponsored bonfires and campus Bogart festivals. He was tall and lean, the perfect build for a basketball player though he had told Joe he was never athletically inclined. She was his perfect complement, a girl of medium height with flashing green eyes and long chestnut-colored hair. Dressed in clothes that were neither too old nor too new but just, as the rage demanded, “lived in,” they were a magazine couple, and Joe immediately felt a little insecure as they entered his cluttered, poster-walled apartment.
     “The man is here,” said Parks, grasping his friend’s hand. “Haven’t seen your face for a long time. I almost forgot what you looked like.”
     Joe closed the door behind them and introduced his wife. She stood smiling and composed. “Joe’s told me about you,” she said to Parks. “Aren’t you the guy who explores the caves? A spe—” she began hesitantly.
     “Spelunker. Yeah, off and on I guess.” He took the glass of wine Joe offered and gave it to his wife. “Used to do it every weekend when I was a kid.”
     “What do you do for a living?”
     “Well…” He glanced over at his wife, whose eyes were bright and empty over the rim of the wineglass. “Terri’s father is kind of… lending us the money we need until we finish school.” He playfully punched Joe’s arm. “Old buddy, only one more semester to go and then I pound my feet flat looking for a job.”
     “And they’re hard as hell to come by. I was lucky to get the one I have, believe me.”
     Terri sat with the wineglass in her hand, transfixed by a poster on the opposite wall that showed King Kong atop the Empire State Building, crushing a bullet-spitting biplane in a hairy fist. “Do you like our apartment?” Mary Kate asked.
     Parks had opened a semester catalogue on the scarred coffee table before him and indicated courses he had marked with a ballpoint pen. “And Dr. Ezell is teaching my European Lit Forum. That’s supposed to be one of the major gut-grabbers this semester.”
     “Oh yeah? I suppose Ezell hasn’t eased up any?”
     “Hell, no. That guy should’ve retired years ago. He mixes his lectures up, still. Like that final we had where he was asking us questions from another comparative lit course. My God.”
     Joe grunted. “Listen, can I get you a sandwich or something?”
     “No, thanks. This is fine.” He glanced over to where Mary Kate and Terri had begun a conversation of their own. Terri’s eyes were widening. “So,” he said flatly, swinging his gaze back to Joe. “You want to get back into it.”
     “Yes, I do. I’ve got to. I need something more than what I’m doing. I mean, sure, driving a cab is okay. Really. I hear some fabulously funny stories and the tips are fair. But I don’t want to stay there, like I’m locked behind the wheel or something. I’ve got to move in some kind of direction. I’ve got to take that first step.”
     “And you want to complete your degree. You’ve only got two more semesters to go, right?”
     “Three more.”
     “The worst thing you can do,” Parks said, “is to start and then quit. What happened? You didn’t have the money?”
     “Yeah. I don’t know. I thought I could make it with what I had. And I was stupid. I wasn’t prepared the way I should have been. My grades started falling off and I just lost interest in studying.” Mary Kate said something to him which he didn’t hear. He nodded at her as if to say, Just a minute and I’ll listen to you. Terri watched them as if she were frozen. “I wasn’t prepared for the grind of both school and work and it took me under.”
     “I guess I’m lucky in that respect. Terri’s father is making it very easy on—”
     Terri was nudging her husband in the ribs. He looked at her and then at Mary Kate.
     Mary Kate’s eyes were fixed on Joe’s face. “What have we decided to name our baby?” she asked again.
     Terri said, “She’s been telling me all about it. I think that’s great. Really.” Her voice was quiet and breathless, as if her lungs were grabbing for air. Joe thought something was wrong with her.
     He asked, “What?”
     Mary Kate watched him silently. Terri grinned into his face with long horselike teeth.
     “I’m pregnant,” Mary Kate said. She looked at Terri. “He didn’t know. This is a surprise.”
     “I can tell it’s knocked him on his ass,” said Parks, slapping his friend on the back. “Here, here. Let’s drink a toast. Everybody fill their glasses. Come on, Joe, drink up. You’ll need your strength to open those diaper pins. Here’s to the expectant mother. Come on, Joe, snap out of it.”
     “How long have you been pregnant?” Terri asked. “That’s great. Isn’t that great, Kenny?”
     “A little less than a month,” Mary Kate said. She watched Joe as he stared into the depths of his wineglass, swirling the liquid round and round as his lips slowly tightened.
     “A baby,” Terri was saying, as if mesmerized by the word, “a baby. We want to have a baby sometime too, don’t we, Kenny? Sometime when we finish school.”
     He lifted the glass to his lips. “Sure, sure,” he said. “Damn. A kid. That’s really something.”
     Terri rambled on about sweet babies in cradles surrounded by squeaking Donald Ducks and pink rattles. Mary Kate’s eyes never moved.
     “This,” Joe said very quietly, “finishes it.”
     Parks hadn’t heard him. He leaned over and said, “What’d you say, old buddy?”
     He could no longer contain the rage. It was blood-boiling, bursting behind his eyes; it was bile that gathered in his stomach and rocketed, geyserlike, toward his mouth. It overcame him and suddenly he was standing, his eyes hot and wild, the glass of wine leaving his hand. The glass shattered with a loud, pistol-like crack! and wine smeared along the wall like a thick track of blood. It ran down in rivulets to an oval pool on the floor.
     Terri squealed as if someone had struck her. She sat, her upper torso swaying slightly, giddy on her one glass of wine.
     Joe stood staring at the eye of blood. His arms hung limply at his sides; he no longer seemed to have any muscle. The act of throwing the glass had drained him of all energy. Now even his speech was faint and weak: “I… I’ve made a mess. I’ve have to clean it up.”
     A moment before, a candle had burned within him, something to warm him and give strength to go forward. Now someone had suddenly put it out; he seemed to smell the sharp odor of a smoking wick. He stared dumbly at the broken glass and the pool of wine until Mary Kate went to the kitchen and returned with paper towels and trash can and began to clean the floor.
     Parks was struggling to maintain a smile. It was awkward and lopsided. His bewildered eyes made him look wild and embarrassed, as if he had just stepped onstage without knowing what the play was about. He took his wife’s arm and stood up. “We’d better go,” he said apologetically. “Joe, call me, okay? About your classes?”
     Joe nodded.
     Terri said to Mary Kate, “I think it’s wonderful. I hope he’s not too upset. Men are like that.”
     “Good night,” said Parks, pushing his wife ahead of him, and Mary Kate closed the door after them.
     She stood with her back to the wall, watching him as he continued nodding at his absent friend’s last question.
     “A month?” he asked her finally, avoiding her face. Instead he studied the red drops that slowly ran the length of the wall. “A whole month and you didn’t tell me before this?”
     “I didn’t know how to—”
     He looked at her, his eyes burning. Over his shoulder King Kong glowered at her as well. “That’s impossible. Unless you’ve been lying to me about taking the Pill. You were lying to me, weren’t you? Goddammit!”
     “No,” she said softly. “I haven’t been lying.”
     “I don’t care about that now!” His anger sparked again. He took a step forward and she realized, with the harsh coldness of fear, that she was trapped against the wall. She had seen him lose his temper before. Once, after a heated telephone argument with her father over money, he had torn the telephone from the wall and smashed it to the floor; he had jerked lamps up off tables and hurled them crashing across the room until finally she left the apartment, wandering for two days until found by a police officer in the park. She had always been afraid of his unrestrained anger, though he had never before raised a hand to her. Now his red-rimmed eyes glared vengefully.
     “I want to know,” he said in a loud, ragged voice, “when you decided we’d have a child! I want to know when you decided to forget every goddamned thing I have ever told you about our having a child!”
     “I always took my pills,” she said. “Always. I promise.”
     “Shit!” he yelled at her, and the word was like a hand across her cheek. She winced from the blow and stood breathless. He reached out for an ashtray, a ceramic bowl that had been given to them as a wedding gift by one of her uncles, and tensed to smash it across through the kitchen and into the far wall. The weight of it in his hand made him suddenly stop, realizing the utter futility of shattering bits of clay to avenge his bitter disappointment and, worse, to dispel his conviction that she had finally, utterly, overstepped her bounds. He let the ashtray drop to the floor and stood, his chest heaving, too confused and angry to do anything.
     She sensed a gap in the tension. “I swear to you,” she said quickly before his anger could peak again, “I’ve never missed my pills. I don’t know. I felt that I should have an examination about two weeks ago and the doctor told me. I got the bill out of the box before you could find it and paid it myself.”
     “He’s wrong!” said Joe. “The doctor is wrong!”
     “No,” she said. “No.”
     He sat down slowly on the sofa and put his face in his hands. “You don’t get pregnant unless you… Shit. Oh man. Mary Kate, I cannot afford this. I’ll go under… I swear before God I’ll go under!”
     She waited until she felt certain that his anger had subsided. She came over and quietly knelt on the floor beside him, taking his hands and pressing them against her cheek. “We can get a loan. Maybe from my father.”
     “Sure,” he said. “He won’t let me have a dime!”
     “I’ll talk to him. I mean it.”
     He shrugged. After a moment he said, “You’ll talk to him?”
     “We can get a loan from him and we’ll be okay,” Mary Kate said. “It’ll be rough; we know it will be. But other people have kids and they make it. They scrimp and save like hell but they do make it, Joe.”
     He withdrew his hands and looked down into her innocent, wide-eyed face. Through tightly drawn lips he said, “I don’t mean a loan to keep the child, Mary Kate. I mean a loan for an abortion.”
     “Goddamn you!” she cried out, drawing away from him. The tears burst from her eyes and streamed down over her cheeks. “No abortion! Nobody in the world could make me go through that!”
     “You’re not going to break me,” he snarled bitterly at her. “That’s what you want to do! You want to finish my ass off!”
     “No,” she said, her teeth clenched. “No abortion. I mean it. I don’t care what I have to do. I’ll work a double shift, night and day. I’ll sell my blood, I’ll sell my body. I don’t care. No abortion.”
     Joe faced her, his lips working but no words coming out. He wondered if this was what made so many men just walk out the door and never come back, this sudden and terrible power she had obtained, this awesome force that came with the knowledge that she harbored a child in her body. The King is dead. Long live the Queen. But when the hell did I die? he asked himself. Two years ago? A minute ago? When?
     Something was working its way out from a deep place of tissues and bone. It swam up through her blood and surfaced across her face. It distorted her features and left her glowering at him like an animal. She said, “The baby is mine.”
     He slumped back on the sofa, wanting instinctively to lengthen the distance between himself and the woman whose white teeth glittered in the darkness. She had placed defeat like a crown of black thorns on his head. Her face, as lifeless and determined as some ancient concrete death mask, ate its way past his eyes and hung marionettelike in his brain, dancing there like a grim shade of what she had been only a few moments before. He shuddered suddenly and wondered why. In an empty, toneless voice he said, “You’re killing me, Mary Kate. I don’t know why or how but you’re killing me all the same. And this business about a child. This is the last nail in my coffin.”
     “Then lie in it,” she said.
     She rose and stood with her back to him. Her eyes, reflected in the window glass, were fierce and uncompromising. I will have my baby, she said to the wind that blew newspapers in the narrow street below. No one on earth will take my baby away from me now. And standing there she suddenly sensed someone standing beside her, a man whose pale thin hand touched her shoulder like a burning brand. I will have my baby.
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THE CHILD WAS BORN at the end of a turbulent March, while the wind outside Mary Kate’s hospital room blew snow past the window in wild high flurries. She heard the scream of the storm both before and after labor, even as she was wheeled down linoleum corridors into Recovery.
     The child was not beautiful. It was a boy with tight flat features and piercing, inquisitive blue eyes that she knew would dim to a much darker hue. But still she gratefully took the child from the nurse’s arms and held him close to her breast to feed. The child was very quiet, barely moving except to grab the flesh of her swollen teat with his tiny fists.
     She didn’t care for Joe’s choice of a name for the baby, Edward, after one of his more obscure English poets. Instead, she wanted a name that had been in her family for years. So on the records of birth was written Jeffrey Harper Raines, over Joe’s mild protests that the name Jeffrey currently belonged to one of his least favorite of her cousins.
     When they brought him home from the hospital they lowered him into a crib he would share with red-lipped rubber animals. Above the crib, attached to the ceiling, was a hanging mobile of grinning plastic fish. She would move the fish in a tight circle and Jeffrey always sat in silence, watching. They arranged the crib so the child could see the television. It disturbed Mary Kate in the first few weeks that Jeffrey was home, that the child so seldom cried. She complained about it to Joe, citing tears as a healthy response in children, and he replied, “So? Maybe he’s satisfied.”
     But Jeffrey never laughed either. Even on Saturday mornings during cat-and-mouse cartoons and Howdy Doody reruns, Jeffrey’s eyes roamed the tight confines of the apartment while his new teeth gripped at a pacifier. The lack of emotion in the child’s eyes worried her, they were like the eyes of a fish or a snake, desiring either the cold sea or the depths of a den.
     Sometimes when she held the child she thought it didn’t seem to want to be near her. He would fight against her grasp and, when she pulled him closer, he would reach out to pinch her flesh between his fingers. Looking at Jeffrey, actually examining his features, unsettled her more and more as time went on. He didn’t seem to resemble her at all, nor did he resemble Joe, as much as she imagined this to be the case. He would comment dryly on how the baby would eventually look just like him but she knew it was far from the truth. And what was the truth? Was it perhaps locked away in her subconscious, lurking there where she remembered dimly a screaming ambulance and nurses white against emergency walls, groping, groping, groping?
     Despite her disappointment, she never allowed herself to cry. She always stopped thinking about the child before the rush of tears, of mad whirling self-doubt, of figures framed in darkness, could begin.
     Joe had begun working a double shift three days a week at the cab company. He came home on those days in the early morning hours, ready to drink a can or two of beer and fall into bed, sometimes without even undressing. Some days he went to work in the same clothes he had worn the day before and slept in; sometimes he went without shaving for days at a time; he had neither the time nor the energy to even consider a return to college, and always his sharp accusing eyes cut her to the quick. He barely spoke to her anymore unless he found it necessary, and she learned to turn her back on him in bed.
     In three months’ time, as the apartment began to become cluttered with rubber toys and diapers and smelled of sourness and milk, Joe took to leaving on rambling walks, often not returning until Mary Kate had been asleep for some time. Wakened by the opening door, she would hear him enter, often drunkenly, and mutter to himself things she couldn’t quite hear. The bastard, she would say to herself. The stupid drunken bastard. And then she would say sharply, without looking at him, “Take your clothes off before you come to bed.”
     Joe’s sleep was becoming more and more restless; often he cried out in the dark of night. Then she would hear him get out of bed, drink a glass of water in the bathroom and, oddly, rattle the door chain to make certain it held securely. But she never moved to show him she had awakened, and when he returned to bed she felt sure he lay for a very long while with his eyes open in the dark, just staring at her back.
     More than once she awakened to see him framed in the square of light from the window, looking down into the crib at the sleeping child. He would stand rigid with his fists white-knuckled, staring down at the little quiet form in white baby pajamas. In the mornings she would find Jeffrey already awake, his hands curled around the safety bars as if he wanted to escape the prison of infancy prematurely. His dark eyes pierced her; he seemed to be glaring through her at her sleeping husband. Once when Joe held the child in his arms in a rare show of fatherly affection, his eye was almost jabbed as Jeffrey pointed with a finger at the fish mobile. Joe said, “Shit!” and eased the child back down into the crib, rubbing his injured eye.
     She became fearful of Joe. He became increasingly short-tempered toward the child, as the hot summer fell upon them like a slavering animal. Jeffrey’s eyes grew darker. They became black slits that gleamed with some sort of childish intelligence; his hair became straight and black. His nose lengthened and Mary Kate saw, with a rush of alarm, that there was going to be a cleft in the chin. There were no cleft chins in her family, as far as she knew, nor in Joe’s. She traced the beginnings of the cleft with her finger, hearing somewhere the faint wail of a siren across the roof of the city. And Joe had noticed it as well. He would pop open a beer and watch the child as Jeffrey played on the floor. Mary Kate was certain that, if he could, Joe would lean forward and kick the child in the face.
     As Jeffrey played with blocks strewn across the carpet one evening in late summer, she sat before him on the floor and examined his face. The black eye slits watched her incuriously, daring her to maintain a steady gaze, as he built towers of multicolored blocks. The thin fingers moved not with the clumsiness of an infant, but instead with a practiced adult grace.
     “Jeffrey,” Mary Kate whispered.
     The child slowly looked up from his blocks.
     Mary Kate was forced to avert her gaze from his intense black stare. Looking into those eyes made her feel breathless and dizzy, as if she had been drinking. His eyes were as immobile as those in a painting.
     Mary Kate reached out to smooth his swirling mass of black hair. “My Jeffrey,” she said.
     With one arm Jeffrey swung out and through the tower of building blocks. They scattered across the room, and one of them struck Mary Kate in the mouth. She cried out, startled.
     Jeffrey leaned forward, his eyes wide and entranced, and Mary Kate shivered. She took his hand and slapped it, saying, “Bad baby! Bad baby!” but Jeffrey paid no attention. Instead, with his free hand, he touched his mother’s lip. The fingers came away with a single drop of blood.
     Horrified and hypnotized by his black, unwavering stare, she watched him put his fingers to his mouth, saw the tongue dart from between lips to lick the red liquid, saw the eyes gleam briefly like a light shining far away in the night. She recovered herself and said, “Bad for baby!” trying to slap his hand again, but he turned his back on her and began gathering up the building blocks.
     Autumn came, then winter. Outside the wind was unnervingly shrill, day after day. Leaves clattered along the gutters. Ice and snow caked the lids of garbage cans. Throughout the winter bleakness Mary Kate grew more distant from Joe. It was as if he had given up; now he ceased even to try to communicate with her at all. He had long since forgotten that she shared a bed with him and now she knew it was only a matter of time before he would leave the apartment one night for “a walk” and never come back. Already he was sometimes gone for a day at a time and, afterward, when she would scream at him about having to make up excuses for the cab dispatcher, he would simply spin around on his heel and disappear again through the doorway. And then, finally, he would come home unshaven and dirty, his body reeking of beer and sweat, stumbling through the doorway muttering something about the child. “You fool,” she would tell him. “You pitiful fool.”
     And one night less than a week before the child’s first birthday, after leaving Jeffrey with Joe for a few moments while she went down to the delicatessen for groceries, she returned home to find him calmly undressing the child over a tub of steaming water. The child’s hands were gripped around his shoulders; the eyes were narrowed and cunning. Across Joe’s unshaven face were red marks that looked like scratches. An empty wine bottle lay broken on the yellow bathroom tiles.
     She dropped the sack. A glass broke. “What do you think you’re doing?” she screamed as Joe held the struggling child over the hot water. He looked around, his eyes bleary and frightened, and she twisted Jeffrey away from him to hug the child to her breast.
     “My God!” she said, her shrill voice echoing from the tiles. “You’re crazy! My God!”
     He sat, his shoulders sagging, on the edge of the tub. His face seemed drained of blood, the only color the gray circles beneath his eyes. “One more minute,” he said in a distant, dead, emotionless voice. “If you’d only stayed away one minute more. Just one.”
     “My God!”
     “Just one,” he said, “and it would’ve been over.”
     She screamed at him, “You’re crazy! My God! Oh my God Jesus!”
     “Yes,” he said. “You call out for Jesus. You do that. But it’s too late. Oh God it’s too late for that. You look at me. Look at me, I said! I’m dying… inch by inch… I’m dying, and you know it.” He looked around and saw the fragments of glass on the floor. “Oh no,” he whimpered. “My last bottle.”
     As he stood up and began walking toward her, she backed away with the child in her arms. He caught himself in the bathroom doorway and stood there with his head down and mouth open, as if he were about to be sick. “I have good dreams at night, Mary Kate. Oh those dreams I have. You know what I dream about? You really want to know? I dream of faces that come flying around me screaming my name. A thousand… ten thousand times a night they wake me. And I dream of a child’s gouging out my eyes until I’m blind. Oh Jesus Christ I need a drink!”
     “You’re crazy,” said Mary Kate, her tongue slowly going numb so she had to concentrate to get the two words out.
     “I thought maybe if I got away from here, if I slept somewhere else, it would help. If I slept in the subway, or in a movie, or even in a church, I thought it would help. But no. You know what else I dream, Mary Kate? My sweet Mary Kate… you want to know? I dream of finding you on your knees, my sweet wife, sucking the penis of a man with the face of a child. That child in your arms now.”
     She caught back a cry and saw his mad eyes darting at the long shadows in the room. “That child is not mine, Mary Kate,” he said. “I’m certain of that now. And you’ve known all along. I don’t care how it’s done, Mary Kate, I don’t care who does it. That child must die. We can put the body in a trash can somewhere across town; we can throw the body in the river.”
     He stood staring at her, pleading, and she saw him through eyes that suddenly filled with tears. “Oh God you need help, Joe. You need help.”
     “No one can give me help.” He staggered weakly to the window and stood with his forehead steaming the cold glass as his hands scratched across the cracked walls. He closed his eyes. “Oh Jesus Christ.”
     Jeffrey stirred in her arms and moved against her. “I love you I love you I love you,” she murmured inaudibly to the child. “He’s crazy. This man is crazy and he’s going to try to kill you. Oh God.”
     The child’s hands moved at her face. It burrowed against her for warmth and when she looked down she saw his strange hot stare.
     Joe leaned against the window, breathing harshly. She saw his breath fan out in a mist across the dirty glass. Tears streaming hotly down her face, she put Jeffrey back into his crib and listened to Joe’s wild muttering. Jeffrey sat up, squeezing his face against the safety bars. He’ll try to kill both of us, she said to herself. Both of us. Goddamn his soul! He’s going to kill my baby… and then me so I’ll never tell anyone what happened!
     Going back into the bathroom, she watched her tears splash the long jagged shards of the broken wine bottle on the floor. He’ll kill us both. Both both both. He’s gone crazy. She picked up the neck of the bottle and stepped toward him.
     Joe started to turn away from the window and opened his mouth to say something.
     She took two quick steps and was upon him, driving the jagged glass into his chest, beneath the collarbone. He grunted with the shock of the blow and stood, his mouth still open, looking down at the front of his shirt. When the racing pain had arrived at his brain, he cried out wildly and pushed her away. She dislodged the broken bottle and struck again; his drink-slowed hand was not enough to stop her. The glass pierced through the rib cage into lung tissue. He coughed a shower of red droplets that sprayed across her face and blouse. She struck at his face. He frantically backed away, bleeding from his chest and cheeks, and still she attacked, like something wild and relentless, her arm upraised for a second thrust at his face.
     His panic carried him backward and, his arms flailing, smashed him through the window. His face, white and with terror-stricken eyes, went over the ledge and the last thing she saw before he fell were his fingertips, reaching desperately for the windowsill.
     Below the window his body lay sprawled wildly on the concrete, the neck twisted at an angle to the torso.
     Someone, a man in a brown overcoat, stood over the corpse and stared up at her with frightened eyes.
     Behind her, in his crib, Jeffrey pointed up at the dancing mobile. “Mommy,” he said in a saliva-thick voice, “see pretty fish?”
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THE BOYS, CHATTERING and rough-housing like young jungle-fresh monkeys, filed into the lunchroom with a burst of noise, taking their usual seats around a long table scarred with the initials of those who had come before them.
     Sister Miriam watched them from behind her severe black-rimmed eye glasses, waiting patiently until all thirty were seated. Even sitting around the table, waiting for grace to be said before lunch, the children still poked each other with the rough curious hands of ten-year-olds. She said above their noise, “All right. Can I have quiet, please?”
     They settled like food bubbling in a pot and watched her as she stood before them, a dark grandmother in her black habit. She held up her clipboard. It was her responsibility to make certain they’d all returned from their recreation period. She knew their names and faces well, but still there was the possibility that one of them, perhaps one of the less bright ones, had managed to straggle into the forest around the orphanage. It had happened once before, many years ago when she had first begun her work here, before the fence was put up, and there had almost been serious consequences for the child. Now she took no chances.
     “We’ll have roll call before our lunch,” she told them, as she always told them. “James Patterson Antonelli?”
     “Here.”
     “Thomas Keene Billings?”
     “Here.”
     “Edward Andrew Bayless?”
     “Present.”
     “Jerome Darkowski?”
     “President.” Giggles and howls from the children. Sister Miriam looked up sharply.
     “You have half an hour for lunch before the next group comes in, children. If you choose to be silly you simply waste your time. Now I asked for silence, didn’t I?” She turned back to her clipboard. “Gregory Holt Frazier?”
     “Here.”
     “She went through the alphabet, nearing his name. Sometimes she wished that he would leave, that he would turn his back on the home and disappear like a wraith into the thicket, leaving perhaps only a shred of torn clothing on the fence to indicate that he had ever been there at all. No, no, she said inwardly. Forgive me. I don’t mean to think such things. She glanced up, her eyes nervous behind the glasses, and saw him sitting there, at the head of the table where he always sat, waiting for her to get on to his name. He was smiling faintly, as if he knew what unprofessional disorder lay behind her mask-like features.
     “Jeffrey Harper Raines.”
     He didn’t answer.
     The children had stopped moving.
     They waited.
     He waited.
     She cleared her throat and kept her head down, away from them. She caught the odor of hamburgers cooking back in the kitchen. “Jeffrey Harper Raines,” she repeated.
     He sat in silence, his hands folded before him on the table. His black eyes, narrow slits in a pale face, challenged her to challenge him.
     Sister Miriam dropped the clipboard down by her side. Really! This nonsense had gone on quite long enough! “Jeffrey, I called your name out twice. You failed to answer. You will write your name two hundred times during your study hour and present that paper to me.” She looked to the next name on the list. “Edgar Oliver Tortorelli.”
     But it was not that child who answered. This was the voice of another child. Him.
     “I didn’t hear my name called, Sister,” he said, hissing the word Sister so she thought at first he was going to utter a profanity.
     She blinked. She felt suddenly hot. Trays and plates clattered in the kitchen. She said, “I called your name. Children, didn’t I call Jeffrey’s name?” She winced. No, no. Don’t bring the other children into this. This is something between him and me, not them.
     They squirmed in their chairs, their eyes moving like little dark marbles between the boy and the woman.
     “My name is Baal,” the boy said. “I do not answer to any other name.”
     “Now don’t start that nonsense again, young—”
     The crack of his voice stopped her short. “I will not write a paper. I will not answer to any name but my own.”
     She stood helpless under his steady gaze. And she saw the grin slowly spread over his mouth, lifting the lips into a cruel smile, yet those eyes… those eyes remained as cold and deadly as upraised rifle barrels. Sister Miriam slammed the clipboard down on the table. The other children jumped and giggled nervously, but not him. He sat motionless with his hands folded before him.
     Sister Miriam looked through a doorway and called to the sisters in the kitchen, “They’re ready for their lunches now.” Without another glance at the children, she pushed through the heavy doors that led out of the dining hall. Down dim corridors lined with classrooms, through the main corridor, past the reception area, out stained-glass doors onto the great wide porch and past a gray-metal sign near the steps that read THE VALIANT SAINTS HOME FOR BOYS. Out in the far playground, rimmed by the forest that was beginning to lose its late-autumn colors of red and yellow, another group of boys ran round and in circles like bees about a hive.
     She traversed the courtyard and started across the concrete drive for a small brick building, so dissimilar in its construction to the rambling gable-eyed hulk of the orphanage, that housed the administrative offices. Beside that building, ringed by trees that glowed bright yellow in the sunlight, was the orphanage chapel.
     Sister Miriam entered the brick building and continued through quiet wine-carpeted hallways to a small office with the name Emory T. Dunn in gold script on the door. His receptionist, a frail woman with a bitter face, looked up at her. “Sister Miriam? Can I help you?”
     “Yes. I’d like to see Father Dunn, please.”
     “I’m sorry. He has an appointment in ten minutes. I believe we have a nice family for the Latta child.”
     “I have to see him,” Sister Miriam said, and the receptionist watched, astonished, as the other woman knocked on the door without listening to what she, an orphanage legend as Father Dunn’s receptionist for twenty-one years, had said.
     “Come in,” said a voice from behind the door.
     “Really, Sister Miriam,” the receptionist said indignantly. “I don’t see why…”
     Sister Miriam closed the door behind her.
     Father Dunn, seated behind a wide blotter-topped desk, looked at her with his quizzical gray eyes. He was a middle-aged man with gray hair that still held, here and there, traces of a glossy black. Behind him, on an oak-paneled wall, were a score of citations for his theological and humanitarian work; he was an intelligent man who had brought his degree in sociology from Harvard into the priesthood with him. Sister Miriam had wondered about him at times. He was certainly a well-kept and dignified man, though there was often a brief flash of ill temper in his eyes.
     He said, “Isn’t this rather irregular? I have an appointment shortly. Could you come back later this afternoon?”
     “Please, Father. I do need to talk with you for a moment.”
     “Perhaps Father Cary can help you? Or Sister Rosamond?”
     “No, sir,” she replied, unwilling to give any ground. She had talked to all the others before. They had listened politely and made their suggestions, some liberal and some harsh. But none of them had worked. Now it was time for Father Dunn’s opinion and she was not going to be cut short before she’d spoken her piece. “I need to speak with you about the Raines child.”
     Dunn’s eyes narrowed fractionally; she thought they even became icy as he stared up at her. He said, “Very well, then. Please sit down.” He motioned toward a black leather chair and with the other hand switched on his intercom. “Mrs. Beamon, ask Mr. and Mrs. Scheer to wait a few moments, please.”
     “Yes, sir.”
     He sat back in his chair, fingers tapping steadily on the blotter. “I believe I’m familiar with this problem, Sister Miriam,” he said. “Any new developments?”
     “Sir… this child. This child is so… different. I cannot control him. He hates me with such an intensity that—well, I can almost physically feel the hate.”
     Father Dunn reached again for the intercom. “Mrs. Beamon, will you find the records for me on Jeffrey Harper Raines? Ten years old.”
     “Yes, sir.”
     “I believe you’ve seen his records?” Father Dunn asked.
     “Yes, I have,” Sister Miriam said.
     “Then you’re familiar with his history?”
     “His history, yes; not his motivations.”
     “Well,” Father Dunn said, “you might be familiar also with my theories on infant stress. Are you?”
     “Not directly. I believe I overheard you and Father Robson discussing the subject.”
     “Well then,” he said, “consider the fact that the infant is the most superbly sensitive of all God’s creations. From the moment of birth the infant is reaching out, touching, exploring a new environment. And he reacts to that environment; the environment molds him to a certain degree. Infants, or children of any age for that matter, are remarkably perceptive of emotions, passions.” He held up a finger. “And hatred in particular. An infant can carry those disruptive passions, those emotions that seethe on the edge of violence, with him for the rest of his life. The child we’re speaking of, as you’re aware, has had a history of… unpleasantness. The rape of his mother ignited in her a small spark of hatred that, growing unchecked, finally culminated in the murder of her husband with the child present. I believe this is the seed of hatred, of agony perhaps, that Jeffrey carries within him. He’s been affected by a scene of brutal violence that repeats itself just on the fringe of his memory…”
     Mrs. Beamon came through the door and put a yellow folder marked RAINES, JEFFREY HARPER, on Father Dunn’s desk. He thanked her and then silently turned pages for a moment. “Jeffrey probably doesn’t even remember that night, at least not in his conscious memory. But in his subconscious mind he can recall every angry word, every brutal blow.” He glanced up for a second to see if she were paying attention. “And then, Sister Miriam, there’s the psychology of the orphan to consider, and what we have here are those who are continual orphans, children no one wants, children who cause problems, children who are problems. They didn’t ask to be brought into the world. They think it was some kind of a mistake, someone forgot to take their birth control pills, and so here they are. We’re managing—very slowly and with minimum return on maximum effort—to break through to some of them. But this Raines child… has not yet let us in.”
     “He unnerves me,” she said.
     Father Dunn grunted and looked back to the yellow folder. “He’s been here four months, transferred to us from the St. Francis School for Boys in Trenton. Before that he was transferred from the Home of the Holy Mother in New York City, before that the St. Vincent Boys’ Center, also in New York City. He’s been in several foster homes, all of which in one way or another have not seemed to work out. The parents have repeatedly cited his unwillingness to cooperate, his—” he glanced up at Sister Miriam “—foul language and habits, his defiance of parental authority. And then this thing… this recurring insistence on denying his Christian name.” He raised his brow and looked at the woman. “What do you make of that?”
     “He refuses now to even answer to his real name. He calls himself Baal and I’ve heard several of the others address him also by that name.”
     “Yes,” said Father Dunn, swinging his chair around to stare out an open-curtained window at the children playing in the recreation yard. “Yes. And I understand he refuses to attend chapel. Is that correct?”
     “Yes, sir. That’s correct. He refuses to even set foot in the chapel. We’ve taken away his playground privileges, his movie privileges, everything, but nothing works. Father Robson told us to reinstate his privileges and go about our business as usual.”
     “I think that’s best,” Father Dunn said. “Very strange, very strange. I wonder if his father was a religious man?”
     Sister Miriam shook her head and Father Dunn said, “Well, I don’t know either. I only know what’s written here in his file. He doesn’t socialize very much with the others, does he?”
     “There are a few I believe he’s taken into his confidence, but they’re all like him, silent and suspicious. Still, for all his misbehavior, he’s a very good student. He reads a great deal, especially history and geography texts, and biography. I might add that he has a rather morbid interest in Hitler. Once in the library I heard him grinding his teeth. He was reading an old Life magazine article on the Dachau ovens. He shut the magazine when he saw me looking.”
     Father Dunn grunted. “Well, I suspect he’s more intelligent than he pretends to be.”
     “Sir?”
     He tapped a finger on a page of the file. “His standard test results give him a phenomenal IQ score and still Father Robson, after examining the answer forms, feels Jeffrey was hedging. Some of the answers, he feels, were deliberate mistakes. Can you give me an answer to that?”
     “No, sir.”
     “I don’t understand it myself,” he said, then muttered something under his breath.
     “Sir?” she asked, leaning forward. She hadn’t heard him.
     “Baal… Baal,” he repeated softly. Then, as if he’d made up his mind about something, he turned toward her once again. “He’s playing a game with us, Sister Miriam. It’s a game he subconsciously wants to lose; I’ll grant you that. Father Robson has an aptitude with these… difficult cases. I’ll have him speak with Jeffrey. But, Sister Miriam, we must not give up. It’s for the child’s own welfare that we’re as strong,” he paused, searching for the correct phrasing, “as we have to be. All right?” He looked questioningly at Sister Miriam.
     “Yes, sir,” she said. “I hope Father Robson can understand him much better than I.”
     “Agreed then. I’ll ask him to talk with the child at the first opportunity. Good day, then, Sister Miriam.”
     “Good day, Father,” she said, nodding her head respectfully and rising from her chair.
     When Sister Miriam had closed the door behind her, Father Dunn sat perfectly still for a moment more, looking through the window at the yard where children flew in the autumn sunlight like aimless tattered bats. He started to reach for a cigar from the humidor in his desk drawer but stopped himself; no, not another one until late afternoon. Doctor’s orders. He reached instead for a book on mental disorders in preteenagers from a shelf behind his desk. But as his eyes scanned the cold logical information his mind sparred with the name Baal.
     The prince of demons.
     Father Dunn closed the book and peered out the window. Such enigmas children are, he told himself. Leading their secret lives and shutting the door on those who try to come in; children are jealous of their mysterious identities, they become different people after nightfall. So different even their own parents wouldn’t know them.
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THE CHILD WALKED slowly along the high mesh fence where the playground and the thick belt of varicolored woodland met. He stood for a moment, his back to the others who ran and screamed in the dusty yard; he stood staring out to where the trees surrendered to the highway that went through Albany and on to the city. Then he turned and, leaning against the fence, watched the others scrambling after a wildly thrown football.
     Two other children approached him. One was heavy-set with thick black hair and prominent teeth, the other was a thinner child with hair the color of dirty sand and deep-set, hollow blue eyes. The sandy-haired child said, “That four-eyes is a bitch.”
     Baal remained silent. He wove his thin fingers through the metal mesh. “This place is a prison,” he said after another moment. “They’re frightened of us. Can’t you feel it? So in their fear they hope to cage us. But they cannot keep us here much longer.”
     “How can we get away?” the sandy-haired child asked.
     His black eyes glittered. “Already you doubt me?”
     “No. No, Baal. I believe you.”
     “All in its time,” Baal said quietly. “I will choose my friends and take them with me. The rest will perish.”
     “Take me with you, Baal,” the heavy-set child whined. “Please.”
     Baal grinned but his black eyes remained lifeless. He reached out and, tangling his fingers in the boy’s curly black hair, drew his face toward him until his glistening eyes were only inches away. “Love me, Thomas,” whispered Baal. “Love me and follow what I say. If you do this I can save you.”
     Thomas was trembling. Saliva dribbled from his open mouth, hung from his chin by a silvery thread. His eyes blinked back tears that threatened to break over his cheeks. He said, “I love you, Baal. I don’t want you to leave me.”
     “Saying you love me is not enough. You must show me; and you will.”
     “I will,” Thomas said. “I will.”
     The two children stood transfixed. His eyes would not free them.
     Someone called, “Jeffrey! Jeffrey!”
     Baal blinked. The two boys lowered their heads and ran away across the playground.
     Someone approached him; a nun in a flowing black habit, Sister Rosamond. She reached him and, smiling, said, “Jeffrey, you’re going to be excused from your reading class. Father Robson would like to see you.”
     Baal nodded. He followed her silently as she walked across the yard, through a screaming knot of boys who instantly parted when they saw him, and into the dark corridors of the rambling orphanage. He watched her buttocks as they swayed beneath the material of the habit.
     Sister Rosamond was probably in her early thirties. She had a high-browed oval face and very clear greenish-blue eyes. Her hair would probably be golden with a slight tinge of red. She was very much unlike the other gray-fleshed, thick-glassed women at the boys home; she was, in Baal’s eyes, attainable. She was the one sister who encouraged the children to come to her with their personal problems; with wide, reassuring eyes, she would sit and listen to their stories of drunken fathers and whorish mothers and beatings and drugs and on and on. Baal wondered if she ever fucked.
     They climbed the wide stairway. Sister Rosamond looked to make sure he was following; she saw his eyes flicker from her haunches up to her face and back again.
     She didn’t want to look at him. She could feel his eyes ripping away the habit and running up and down her full thighs like fingers on a keyboard, pressure here, pressure here, pressure here. Her lips were drawn and white; her hands trembled at her sides. Beneath her habit the eyes of the child reached her undergarments and slid relentlessly toward the triangle between her legs. She whirled, finally unable to maintain her composure, and said, “Stop that!”
     “Stop what?” the child asked.
     Sister Rosamond stood shaking, her lips moving without making sounds. She was new to the orphanage, yet she understood the harmless pranks and dirty street language of the children. She understood all that. But this child… this child she could not understand. There was something intangible about him that both attracted and repelled her. His incurious gaze and coldly calculating eyes now sent chills of fear skittering toward her throat.
     They stood before the closed doors of the upper-floor library. Wincing at the sound of her own strained voice, Sister Rosamond said, “Father Robson wants to speak with you.”
     She watched as he stepped through the doorway and then turned to smile faintly into her face, like the cat that stalks a caged canary. She caught her breath and let the door swing shut.
     In the library Baal breathed the smell of old paper and book bindings. Library period had not yet begun; the bookshelves were undisturbed, everything in its proper place. Chairs were arranged neatly around circular reading tables. After sweeping the room, Baal’s eyes finally came to rest on the back of a man who stood in a corner, his finger brushing the spines of books on a shelf.
     Father Robson had heard the door close. He had watched the child from the corner of his eye; now he turned slowly from his appraisal of the bookshelves and said, “Hello, Jeffrey. How are you today?”
     The child remained motionless. Somewhere in the library a clock ticked; a pendulum swung back and forth, back and forth.
     “Come sit down, Jeffrey. I’d like to talk with you.”
     The child still didn’t move. Father Robson had no indication at all that what he’d said had even registered with Jeffrey.
     “I won’t bite,” Father Robson said. “Come over here.”
     “Why?” the child asked.
     “Because I don’t like to talk over a distance. If I did I would’ve called you on the downstairs telephone.”
     “You should have. Then you wouldn’t have wasted your time.”
     Father Robson grunted. Damn. Hard as nails. He managed another smile and said, “I understand you’re quite interested in books. I thought you’d be comfortable here.”
     “I would be,” the child said, “if you would leave.”
     “Aren’t you at all curious as to why I wanted to speak with you?”
     “No.”
     “Why not?”
     The child didn’t answer for a moment. Father Robson, peering through the shadows thrown across the library floor, was almost certain he saw a brief flash of red in the eyes of the child. It was so sharp and sudden that he was momentarily dizzied. He blinked and looked again, but the child had lowered his gaze. “I already know,” Baal said. He stepped toward a bookshelf and began looking at the illustrations on the dust jackets. “You were sent here to talk to me because I am what you call an ‘incorrigible.’ Sister Miriam calls me a ‘delinquent.’ Father Gary calls me a ‘troublemaker.’ Isn’t that right?”
     “It’s right that they call you those things, yes,” said Father Robson, moving a step closer to the child. “But I don’t believe it’s right that you are those things.”
     Baal’s head swiveled around and his eyes flashed briefly, an illumination so uncanny that Father Rob-son stopped as surely as if he had walked into a wall. “Don’t approach me,” the child said quietly. When he saw that the man was going to obey, Baal turned back to the bookshelves. “You’re a psychologist. What do you see in me?”
     “I’m a psychologist but not a mind reader,” he said, his eyes narrowed. Had he imagined that glimmer of red? Maybe the shadows had something to do with it, playing tricks with his vision. “If I cannot move toward you physically I certainly can’t move toward you mentally.”
     “Then I will tell you what you see in me,” Baal said. “You think I have a mental disorder; you think some experience or series of experiences in my past has affected me. Is that correct?”
     “Yes. How did you know?”
     “I’m quite interested in books,” said Baal, glancing up. “Didn’t you say so yourself?”
     Father Robson nodded. This child was different from any he had ever seen before. He wondered at the strangeness of him; the body was that of a normal ten-year-old, clad in patched jeans and a sweater, but the extraordinarily intelligent mind was possessed of a clarity that suggested extrasensory perception. And this aura around the child, this aura of a heavy, demanding power. A presence, Father Robson told himself, that was utterly without precedent in his own experience. He said, “Why do you persist in denying your name, Jeffrey? Do you wish to deny your past?”
     “My name is Baal. That is my one and only name. I do not deny it. You’re referring also to an incident in my past that you believe has affected me. You believe I underwent a trauma that made me want to bury any recollection of the period in which it happened.”
     Father Robson took note of something behind the face of this child that, for all his years as a child psychologist, he could not identify. “What incident do you refer to?”
     Baal looked at him steadily; a grin flickered across his face, and then was gone. “I seem to have… forgotten.”
     “You’re playing games now.”
     “No,” Baal said. “Only playing out the game you’ve begun.”
     “You’re an intelligent young man,” Father Robson said. “I won’t talk to you as I would talk to the others. I’ll lay it on the line for you. You’ve been with a half-dozen families and every time you’ve been returned to a children’s home because of your disruptive attitude. I don’t believe you want to go out.”
     Baal was silent, listening.
     “What do you want? What is it you’re waiting for? The time will come when you’re old enough to leave the children’s home system. What then?”
     “Then…” said Baal, and Father Robson thought he was going to continue but the child’s mouth closed slowly; he stood without saying another word, just watching the man across the shadow-dappled, musty library-No, this will not work, Father Robson said to himself. This child needs professional, full-time guidance. To build a bridge toward the child was a futile hope. He was not getting through at all. As a last effort, a throwaway attempt, he asked, “Why do you not attend chapel with the others?”
     “I choose not to,” Baal said.
     “You’re not religious?”
     “I’m religious.”
     The answer surprised him. He had expected a curse instead of a curt reply. “Then you believe in God?” he asked.
     “A god,” said Baal, his eyes scanning the packed bookshelves. “Perhaps not yours.”
     “Is yours a different God?”
     The child’s head turned slowly. His lips were twisted into a cold grin. “Your god,” said the child, “is one of white-steepled churches. That’s all; beyond the chapel doors He has no strength. Mine is the god of the alley, the whorehouse, the world. Mine is the true king.”
     “My God, Jeffrey,” said Father Robson, astonished at the outburst. “What’s made you like this? Who planted these terrible things inside you?” He took a step forward to see the child’s face more clearly.
     Baal growled, “Stay back.”
     But he would not listen. He was going to move close enough to touch the child. He said, “Jeffrey…”
     And that was all he said, for in the next second the child shrieked “Stay back I said!” in a voice that slammed the man back into the bookshelves, sending volumes toppling him to the floor. Father Robson struggled against something that seemed to be choking him, pinning him physically so that he could not move, could not breathe, could not think.
     With one hand the child ripped books from their places and scattered them through the air, yellowed pages flying, bindings breaking. His teeth clenched and his breath rasping like that of an enraged animal, he tore into the shelves. Father Robson saw that he had reached the section of the library that housed religious books. As if in a mad frenzy, a terrible uncontrolled anger because the man had not obeyed, he tore the books to shreds and let their remains fall around him.
     Father Robson tried to shout but his voice, weakened and strangled by the force that held him, came out only as a barely audible croak. His eyes were swimming in their sockets and his head felt bloated with blood, distorted like a freak’s, ballooning and ready to explode.
     But the child stopped. He stood amid the carnage of books and grinned at him with a savage ferocity that froze the blood in Father Robson’s veins.
     Baal slowly, gracefully, lifted his arm. Clutched in the hand was a Bible with a white binding. As Father Robson watched, the book seemed to smoke; vapors whirled around the child’s head and moved up toward the ceiling lights. Baal opened his hand and let the book fall into the scattered heaps around him.
     Baal said, “This conversation is ended.” He turned abruptly and shut the doors behind him.
     When the child left it seemed that the heavy force fell away from Father Robson. He felt his neck, certain that a hand had grasped his throat but knowing there would be no bruises. He waited for a moment until a spasm of trembling had passed and then he picked carefully through the litter of paper and bindings. The smell of heat, of burned paper, was still strong. He searched for its source.
     He found the white-bound Bible the child had held above his head. There, scorched brown and curled around the front cover, was a sight that made him catch his breath as sharply as if the floor had suddenly given way beneath him.
     A handprint.
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IN MOTTLED SHADOWS cast by the late-afternoon sun, Father Robson thrust his hands into his pockets and walked the orphanage grounds. He had completed what little paperwork he could concentrate on and finally, after filing it away in his office, emerged to breathe the crisp fall air that smelled of cold Canadian winds and leaves burning in Albany backyards. The Bible he had locked securely away in a safe.
     He studied the ground as he walked. Above him wind suddenly swept through the brilliant trees and showered him with leaves that clung briefly to his coat before falling to the ground.
     In his years with the orphanage, in his years as a man who observed the mentality of children, he had never before encountered anything like this. The child’s hatred, the name he had chosen, his savage unnatural intelligence, the scorched handprint: perhaps they were, he thought, beyond any experience. There had been a child a few years before whose hatred was similar; this had been a child of the streets who had learned early to fight for his survival. He had hated everything and everybody. Father Robson could understand his motivation; in the instance of Jeffrey Harper Raines, or Baal or whatever, there was no simple explanation. Perhaps there was a persecution complex that manifested itself in anger, a desire to strike out, but that scorched handprint across the book… ? No, there was no explanation.
     He’d kept the incident to himself. After he’d composed himself in the ravaged library he calmly put as many books as he could back into their proper places. He would talk later with the librarian about the books that needed to be replaced. He had returned to his office with the Bible underneath his arm. And after lighting a cigarette, he sat staring at the handprint until his vision was clouded by smoke.
     Now, walking the grounds, he decided he could not yet tell Father Dunn. He would have to begin a quiet examination of the child; then, when his findings were complete, some explanation might offer itself. But until that moment arrived the questions were knots that ate at his guts.
     As he crossed the paved parking area toward the administration building someone reached out a pale hand from the shadow of a tree and grasped his arm.
     He whirled to face a woman in black. One of the sisters. “Oh!” he said, recognizing her. “Sister Rosamond.”
     “I’m sorry. Is something bothering you? I saw you walking…”
     “No, no.” He kept his head down. They walked together, two figures in flowing black, along the line of trees. “Aren’t you cold? The wind’s coming up.”
     She walked in silence. Ahead loomed the dark structure of the orphanage; lights in the windows made it seem like some kind of great dark bulldog, watching them with hooded eyes, crouched on powerful hind legs. “I overheard you and the Raines child in the library this afternoon,” she said after a moment. “I didn’t mean to be listening.”
     Father Robson nodded. She glanced over and saw the deep creases in his face, the spider-web lines around his cautious eyes. He said, “I don’t know how to deal with this child. Over a hundred children here and I can handle all of them. All of them. But this one? No. I don’t even think he wants any help.”
     “I think he does. Down deep, perhaps.”
     He grunted. “Buried maybe. Well. You’ve been with us two months now. Is this what you expected?”
     “Yes, it is.”
     “Working with orphans appeals to you?”
     She smiled, thinking that his psychologist’s curiosity was working overtime. He returned her smile but his eyes were intent and watchful. “I’m attracted to them because of their helplessness,” she said. “They need a shoulder on which to lean and I enjoy providing that shoulder. I couldn’t bear the thought of them turned out in the world with nowhere to go.”
     “And yet many of them would prefer the street to being here,” he said.
     “Because they’re still afraid of us. It’s very difficult to shake our image of severe, black-robed instructors who strike rulers across the palms of children.”
     Father Robson nodded, intrigued by her passionate criticism of the sisterhood’s past. “Agreed. You overheard the Raines child this afternoon; would you say a ruler across the palm would work in his case?”
     “No.”
     “What, then?”
     “Respect and understanding. He has a human core but it’s going to take a great deal of effort to uncover it.”
     Yes, Father Robson thought, like digging with a pickaxe. “You seem to be interested in him. Are you?”
     “Yes,” she said without hesitation, “I am, and I don’t know why.” She glanced over at the man. “He seems so out of place here.”
     “Oh?”
     “All the others are simply helpless, drifting; you can see it in their eyes. Jeffrey is different. His eyes reflect, to me, some sort of purpose, something he wants to keep hidden from any of us. If you ask any of the other children what they might like to become when they grow up you’ll get the usual answers: firemen, detectives, things like that. But Jeffrey never says anything because for some reason he doesn’t want us to know.”
     Father Robson nodded. “Good observation. Very good.”
     They neared the broad porch of the orphanage. Father Robson stopped walking and she looked at him.
     “Would you like to help me?” he asked. “Jeffrey is not going to communicate with me at all. He’s shut the door on me. I need someone who can talk with him, who can find out what’s troubling him. I’d appreciate it very much if you would look in on him from time to time, as your schedule permits.”
     “Something torments him,” she said. “He frightens me.”
     “I think he frightens everyone.”
     “Do you feel he’s… mentally unbalanced?”
     “I can’t say. I need more information and that’s where you can do me a great favor.”
     “Why do you think he might respond to me?”
     “He came with you to the library, didn’t he? Believe me, if you’d been Sister Miriam the best you could’ve hoped for was a curse or a rock. Anything but obedience.”
     The wind disturbed fallen leaves around their feet, making them crackle with the sound of a sudden brushfire. “Yes,” she said, the lights from windows shining across her face. “I’ll try to make some sort of contact with him.”
     “Good,” he said. “I’d appreciate it very much. I’ll say goodnight, then.” He smiled at her and started back toward his office, wishing that he could have told her more, and damning himself for bringing her into this. He turned and said, “Be careful he doesn’t… bite you,” and then he disappeared into the deepening shadows.
     She watched until she could no longer see him. On the ground before her was a yellow square of light, streaming from a window on the third floor, the floor that served as a dormitory for the children. She was abruptly jolted from her dreamy state of mind and stared at the square of light as a new gust of whirling leaves blew past. She thought she had seen someone move away from the window; a shadow had swept across the light at her feet. She walked out into the yard and looked up at the window as the wind wrenched violently at her habit. The curtains were open but no one was there. She shivered, thinking how cold the air had suddenly become, and climbed the steps to the doorway.
     Sister Rosamond had almost seen him where he stood watching from the window. He had seen both of them, Sister Rosamond and Father Robson, as they approached across the grounds. He had watched as they spoke, surrounded by a swirling carpet of leaves. They had been talking about him. Father Robson would have been intrigued by what he’d done to the book; he was a stupid man, the child thought, who believed himself intelligent. And Sister Rosamond was no better, she thought herself a guiding angel of mercy when she was nothing but a whore in holy black.
     He stood amid the rows of metal-framed bunk beds, cluttered with clothes and toys and comic books. He stood staring into the night that fell like the blow of an axe.
     Behind him one of the sisters called in a shrill voice, “Jeffrey! Aren’t you going downstairs for your dinner?”
     He remained motionless. In another moment he heard her walk heavily through the corridor and down the staircase. Then the only sounds were of the wind and the muffled voices of the children, downstairs in the dining hall.
     From the other end of the room someone, a child, said, “Baal?”
     He turned slowly and saw that it was Peter Francis, a pale-fleshed, frail child who walked with an aggravated limp from an accident as an infant. The child, his eyes wide and pleading, made his way through the tangle of beds toward Baal.
     Peter said, “You haven’t talked to me today, Baal. Have I done something wrong?”
     Baal said nothing.
     “I have? What have I done?”
     Baal said softly, “Come here.”
     The child approached, fear swimming in his eyes like darting red fish in dark waters.
     Baal said, “You almost told, didn’t you?”
     “No! I swear I didn’t! Whoever told you that is a liar! I swear I didn’t!”
     “I was told by someone who did not lie. He never lies to me. You almost told Sister Miriam, didn’t you?”
     Peter saw Baal’s eyes change, from a thick terrible black through gray and on to a burning, uncontrollable red that froze his blood and scorched his flesh at the same time. He shuddered and, in a mindless panic, looked about for help before realizing that everyone, the children and the sisters, was now downstairs in the dining hall. He was beyond help. Baal’s eyes became as red as pooling blood; they became white-hot, like molten steel.
     Peter said, “I swear she made me! She wanted to know all about you and everything! She wanted to know about you and she said she could trust me!”
     The power and heat from those eyes made his tongue bloat like a frog in a stagnant pond; it filled his mouth so he could do nothing but blubber unintelligibly. He tried desperately to cry out for the sisters, for anyone who would hear him, but the words were strangled in his throat.
     Baal said, “I’ve seen your records, Peter. Did you know that? Yes, I have. They keep them in a dark cave beneath this place. I broke in there once and read all the records. Do you know how you got that limp, Peter?”
     “No…”—the child choked—“… please…” He fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around Baal’s legs, but the other stepped back quickly and let him drop forward. Peter whimpered, waiting for the crack of the whip.
     “They never told you, did they?” Baal whispered. “Then remember, Peter… remember… remember.”
     “No… please…”
     “Yesssss. Remember. They never wanted you at all, did they, Peter? And your father—your drunken old father—picked you up… remember?”
     “No…” He held his hands over his ears and crouched down on the floor. In his mind’s eye he saw a man with a leering crooked grin and red-veined eyes lifting him up. Then, with a harsh and desperate curse, the man threw him at a blank white expanse that would have looked like snow but for the cracks. And then falling falling with a searing pain in his hip and a smear of red across the white. “No!” he screamed aloud, feeling again the pain of broken bones tearing through infant flesh.
     Peter sobbed on the floor, holding his hands over his ears but knowing that alone would not stop the pain.
     “That never… that never happened… happened,” he sobbed brokenly, in heaving shudders. “It never did…”
     Baal reached out and savagely clutched the child’s face in one hand; until the flesh was white, the eyes devoid of hope. “It happened,” Baal said, “if I say it did. You are mine now. I have your past and your future.”
     Peter was hunched over, his crying now without tears or noise.
     Slowly, the red intensity drained from Baal’s eyes and they went back to the deep black of a bottomless cavern. His fierce grip softened; he stroked the child as one would stroke a dog after whipping it. “No, Peter, now you can forget those things that harmed you. You’re safe. They can’t reach you here.”
     The child grasped Baal’s legs. “They can’t? They can’t?” he asked through swollen, blubbering lips.
     “No. Those shadows are gone. If you belong to me they can never reach you.”
     “I do… I do…”
     “Peter,” Baal said softly, “Sister Miriam must not know. No one must know except us. If they find out they’ll try to kill us. Do you understand?”
     “Yes.”
     “And if Sister Miriam—if anyone asks about me you must not tell them. I want you to stay away from Sister Miriam. When she speaks to you again you will not even answer. She is evil, Peter. She can bring the shadows back.”
     The child at his feet tensed. “No!”
     “It’s all right now,” Baal said. “It’s all right. Stand up.”
     The child stood on trembling legs. One tear hung, ready to drop, from the point of his chin. Peter looked up sharply, over Baal’s shoulder and past him, and Baal stood as motionless as if he had suddenly turned to stone. Someone was standing behind them; someone had been there for several moments, watching.
     Baal turned to gaze at Sister Rosamond in the corridor doorway, her arms hanging limply by her sides and her face questioning. He had been too engrossed with Peter to sense her there.
     “Jeffrey?” she asked. “You didn’t come down for your dinner. I wanted to see if anything was wrong.” There was the faintest tremor in her voice, an uncertainty in the eyes.
     “Peter… stumbled and hurt himself,” Baal said. He held his hand beneath the child’s chin to catch in his palm the falling teardrop. He offered the glistening intact tear to Sister Rosamond. “He’s been crying. You see?”
     “Yes,” she said. “I see. Peter, are you all right? Are you hurt?”
     “I’m okay,” he said, wiping his face with a shirtsleeve. “I tripped over something.”
     She moved closer so she could see the two boys clearly beneath the globe lights that studded the ceiling. She said, “You’re going to miss your dinner, Peter. Go downstairs now and eat.”
     “Yes, ma’am,” he said obediently, and with a final glance over his shoulder at Baal he went past Sister Rosamond. In another moment they heard him descending the corridor staircase.
     “I’m missing my dinner too,” Baal said. “I’d better go.”
     “No,” she said quickly.
     He looked her fully in the face, his eyes narrowing. “Isn’t that what you’re here for? To ask me to come downstairs to dinner?”
     “That’s why I came here, yes. But I saw you and Peter. And I know he didn’t fall.”
     “Didn’t I say he fell?”
     “I was standing there watching, Jeffrey.”
     “Then perhaps,” Baal whispered, so low she had to strain to hear, “your eyes are at fault.”
     She realized that her breathing had quickened. She felt suddenly cold though the window was closed. The window; yes. This was the window she’d seen from the ground. She rubbed her eyes because they’d filled with water; her eyes stung as if she had rinsed them in sea brine. She said, “My eyes…”
     “Perhaps your vision is fading, Sister,” Baal said. “Surely your sweet Jesus would not rob the sight of one of his ladies-in-waiting?”
     The pain was increasing. She gasped, pushing her palms against her eye sockets. When she took her hands away she found that her vision was hazy, confused, as if what she saw was reflected by fun-house mirrors. Where the child’s head should have been there was an intense white glow like the globe lights on the ceiling. She blinked, water fell from her lashes. I’ve gotten something in my eyes, she thought. Some dust or something. When I wash them with water they’ll be all right. But the pain… “My eyes,” she said aloud, and her trembling voice shamed her as it echoed off the walls.
     She reached out both arms to feel her path through the beds and toward the doorway. But his hand clamped itself firmly around her wrist. He would not let her go.
     Through the murky tears she saw him step forward and felt him run his fingers lightly across her eyelids; she felt a strange heat that, penetrating her skull, seemed to burn at the back of her head.
     “There is no need to be afraid,” he told her. “Not now.”
     She blinked her eyes.
     She was standing on a street corner. No, it was a bus stop. Around her the city was absorbing the blue tinge of early evening. Lights, garish neon, flickering bulbs, hot white, gleamed off mounds of dirty snow piled in gutters and around alleyways. She was dressed not in the black habit but, instead, in a long dark coat and dark gloves. She knew what she wore under the coat. A dark blue dress with a striped belt. Her birthday present.
     Christopher stood beside her. He blew into his hands to warm them. His eyes, normally so carefree and laughing, now were as cold as the bitter February wind that sliced across the avenue. He said, “This is a hell of a time to tell me. Jesus Christ what a time to tell me!”
     “I’m sorry, Chris,” she said, and instantly chided herself because she had said she was sorry so many times. She was tired of explaining her decision. In the last few days she had had endless long-distance telephone conversations, tearful ones, with her parents in Hartford. They had finally, she hoped, come to understand the reasons for her decision. Now this man with whom she had fallen in and out of love again and again demanded once more to know why.
     “I was hoping you would understand,” she said. “I really thought you would.”
     “Is it that you feel useless or something? Do I make you feel useless? Is that it?”
     “No,” she said, and inwardly winced. Yes, that was part of it. The love she felt for him was for the most part physical. Emotionally and intellectually, she had come to realize, he left her untouched. “There are things I want to do that perhaps I can do by making this vow. We’ve talked about this before, Chris. You know we have.”
     “Talked about it, yes. Talked about it. But now you’ve actually contacted them and you’re going to go through with it? I mean, hell, that’s putting your neck in the rope, isn’t it?”
     “Rope? I don’t consider it a rope. I consider it an opportunity.”
     He shook his head and kicked at a frozen mound of snow with one foot. “Right. Right. An opportunity. Listen, you want to be an old lady in a convent somewhere? You want to give up everything? You want to give up… us?”
     She turned around and looked directly into his face. My God, she thought. He’s actually serious. “I have decided,” she said flatly, “that my life belongs to me.”
     “To throw away,” he said.
     “I will take the vows because I believe in some small way I can do something for someone else. I’ve been considering this for quite some time and it is the right choice to make.”
     He stood looking at her to see if she would suddenly start laughing and nudge him in the ribs to let him know this was all a joke. He mumbled, “I don’t understand. You don’t have to run from anything.”
     She glanced up the avenue. Her bus, its tires throwing slush, had made its turn and would be there shortly. “I am not running from anything, Chris. I’m running toward something.”
     “I don’t understand,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I never knew anybody who wanted to be a nun before.”
     Her bus came closer and slowed. She could hear the crunch of the tires on packed gutter snow. She had her fare ready, as she always did, clutched tightly in her hand. Christopher kept his head down, seemingly absorbed by the pattern the dirty slush made as it ran through a sewer grating. She unconsciously jingled the coins in her hand.
     He looked up suddenly. “I’ll marry you. Is that what you want? Really. I mean it. I’ll marry you.”
     The bus braked to a halt. The doors hissed open and the driver peered out at her.
     She stepped up into the bus.
     “I’ll marry you,” he said again. “I’ll call you tonight, Rose. Okay? We’ll get together for a little while. Okay?”
     She dropped her coins into the fare box; they fell like shells exploding on some foreign battlefield. Behind her the doors closed, cutting off his voice as surely as if they were cutting off his head. When she sat down and the bus pulled away from the curb, she looked back again and saw Christopher standing in a floating white cloud of bus exhaust.
     The child dropped his hand from her eyes; no, not the child. Christopher. She saw him standing beneath the harsh white light of the ceiling globes. Christopher smiling, his eyes clear and untroubled. He’d come to see her! After all this time he’d finally found her!
     Baal’s hand fell to his side. Slowly her vision cleared until she recognized his black, slitted eyes. Her breath was forced and rasping, her flesh cold as if she had just stepped indoors from the snow.
     He said, “You should have married him. You broke his heart, Sister. He would have been good for you.”
     No, no, she screamed inwardly. This is not happening. “He didn’t understand what I needed,” she said weakly. “Not really.”
     “That’s a shame,” Baal said, “because he loved you so much. And now it’s just too late.”
     “What?” she asked, her head throbbing. “What?”
     “Didn’t you know? That’s why he never looked for you. That’s why he never called your parents to find you. He’s dead, Sister. He was killed in an automobile accident—”
     Her hand went to her mouth. She choked.
     “—that mangled him horribly. Oh you wouldn’t have recognized him, the way he was. He had to be cut… piece by piece… out of his car.”
     “You’re lying!” she screamed. “You’re lying!”
     “Then why,” Baal asked, “do you believe me?”
     “My parents would have called and told me. You’re lying!” Clapping her hand over her mouth because she knew her lips were as white, as brittle as dried bones, she backed away from him toward the corridor. And she saw him grinning and the grin became a wide smile on Christopher’s face. Christopher held out his arms for her and said in a soft, distant voice, “Rose? I’m here. I know how much you need me now. And I need you, darling. I keep falling asleep at the wheel.” She screamed, a long thin scream that cracked and left her throat raw, and bolted from the dormitory into the corridor. As she ran down the stairway, her habit flowing, her feet missing stairs, she saw the faces of the sisters looking up the stairwell at her. They were whispering.
     She stopped to steady herself, her hands gripping the banister to prevent a fall as a thick wave of nausea suddenly shuddered its way through her. Am I going insane? she wondered. Am I going insane? Her hands were clenched so tightly around the banister she could see the blood as it raced through the veins toward her wildly pumping heart.
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SISTER ROSAMOND AVOIDED the child during the next few weeks; she couldn’t bear to be near him because of the memory of Christopher’s smiling face atop his body.
     Sometimes, even while teaching her basic history pupils or at chapel with the other nuns, she would begin trembling uncontrollably. Once it happened during dinner and she dropped her tray, shattering the plates on the floor. More and more often she caught the inquisitive sidelong glances of her colleagues.
     She had telephoned her parents for any news they might have about Christopher, but they’d heard nothing from him in years. That left only one other person she could call, his brother who lived in Detroit. But dialing the Detroit information operator she caught herself and slammed the receiver down. She was uncertain as to whether or not she really wanted to know; perhaps finding out it was true would be too much for her. She was caught between two poles—wanting to know yet fearing the knowledge—and at night she tossed and turned in her bed until the sheets were wet.
     Perhaps this was wrong after all, she told herself in the silent darkness so many times. Yes, she’d turned her back on him when he needed her. Now she was tied in the black bindings of her mistake. He’d been right. She’d been running from something and, worse, had known it all along. She had wished to avoid the harsh trappings of reality; she’d wanted to find security somewhere, anywhere, and cling to it as if it were her dying breath.
     And now she realized how she missed the physical intimacies of love. She missed the strong tender hands touching her on a wide rumpled bed in his apartment; she missed curling up in his arms while he tucked his face down and whispered into her ear about how beautiful he thought her body was. She missed the act almost as much as she missed him. This is so very unfair, she told herself, to deny myself those things I need. And here, surrounded by austere black and holy contemplation, she felt suddenly out of place and lost; she was suddenly surrounded by freaks who also denied themselves and who, if she were to dare to tell them of her feelings, would scold her severely and probably also send her to see Father Robson.
     I am still young, she told herself in the middle of the night. I am growing old here before it’s time, and for the rest of my life I’ll wear black and have to hide my feelings. Oh God oh God it isn’t fair.
     Each day that drifted by reminded her of the time she could never regain; she tried to immerse herself totally in her work and she spent her free hours alone, reading, but she couldn’t quell the rising insecurities. She expected every morning to look into a mirror and see tiny lines crisscrossing the plains beneath her eyes. She expected to find herself resembling the older sisters who had forgotten anything existed beyond the orphanage grounds. Soon she ate her meals in her room, refusing to participate in the little birthday parties and movie nights. She began to question the judgment of a God who would trap her here like a sleek animal, to rot and die in a bleak-walled cage.
     One morning she dismissed her history pupils and, after the children had filed from the room to go to their next period class, Father Robson came through the door and quietly shut it behind him.
     She sat at her desk, watching him approach. So, she thought, it’s finally come to this. When he smiled she busied herself by arranging stacks of test papers.
     He said, “Good morning, Sister Rosamond. Are you busy?”
     “We’ve had a test this morning.”
     “Yes, I see.” He looked around at the bulletin board with its exhibit on Thomas Jefferson, drawings done by the children. In one of the portraits of that esteemed statesmen Father Robson saw that his hair was green and his teeth blackened. On the blackboard were Sister Rosamond’s handwritten questions on the American Constitution. He recognized the stress in the squeezed, disarrayed lettering, in the sentences that climbed from the middle of the board up toward the top. He made a mental note. “You know, I was quite a history scholar myself. Made all the history clubs in prep school, even won a few scholastic awards. I was always interested in ancient history, the beginnings of civilization and all that. Fascinating subject.”
     “I’m afraid the children aren’t quite prepared for that.”
     “Well,” he said, “probably not.”
     “I’m very busy,” Sister Rosamond said. “My next class will be in a few minutes.”
     He nodded. “Can I talk with you for just a moment?”
     She didn’t reply.
     He stood over her until she had glanced up. Catching her eyes, he said, “Sister Rosamond, is something bothering you?”
     “Why should anything be bothering me?”
     “I didn’t say anything was bothering you,” he said softly. “I only asked. And you know it’s not fair to answer a question with a question.”
     “Things are not always fair,” she said, and immediately dropped her eyes.
     He had caught the sarcasm and now he knew that the sisters’ concern for her behavior during the past weeks had some sort of basis. “No,” he said. “I don’t suppose so. Would you like to talk about it?”
     “You’re confusing me with the children. Did someone ask you to talk with me? Father Dunn?”
     “No. I’ve noticed a sharp change in your behavior. Everyone has, even the children. And I simply wanted to know if I could be of help.”
     “No,” she said flatly, “you can’t.”
     “All right then,” he said. “I’m sorry if I disturbed you. One more thing and then I’ll go. You remember I spoke with you about the Raines child?”
     She looked up from her papers and Father Robson saw the blood drain from her face for a few seconds.
     The sight chilled him. “I’m sorry,” she said after a moment. “I’d forgotten that you’d asked me to look in on him.”
     “No, no, don’t be. I understand. You have enough work to do and, besides, the child should really be my responsibility.”
     She opened a drawer and began to file the papers away.
     Pursue this, Father Robson told himself. Something is very wrong. “Have your feelings changed about him? Do you still think he can be touched?”
     She closed the drawer. “He’s a… very difficult child.”
     He grunted in agreement. The stress in her face was so defined it could have been etched by a sculptor; her fingers continually clenched and unclenched. He realized with a sudden start that she had become, strangely, like the child, distant and remote and bitterly cold. He said, “Does the child have anything to do with your problem, Sister?” and instantly regretted the bluntness of the question.
     A gleam of heat flashed briefly in her eyes. Just as suddenly she controlled herself and Father Robson felt the boil of anger, of confusion, subsiding. For a moment he thought she wouldn’t reply but then she said, “What makes you think that?”
     “There you are,” he said, trying to maintain a smile, “answering a question with a question. I asked you to speak with him; almost immediately after that you began acting very… depressed and withdrawn. I believe the child radiates a disturbing presence. So…”
     “I told you,” she said. “I haven’t spoken with him.” She tried to look him in the eye but her gaze wavered.
     “You’re holding back on me, Sister,” he said, “and if you can’t talk with me about it then you might speak with one of the others. I don’t like to see you upset.”
     Several children had begun to come in for the next period’s history class. They ground their pencils into the sharpener on the wall and took their seats in the classroom.
     “I have to give a test,” she said.
     “Very well, then,” Father Robson said, exploring her eyes once more in a final attempt to discover what was hidden there. “If you need me you know where I am.” He smiled one last time at her and then stepped toward the door.
     “Father Robson,” she said as he reached for the knob.
     The desperation in her voice stopped him. There was something in it that was about to break like a fragile bit of glass. The grinding of the pencil sharpener abruptly ceased.
     His hand on the doorknob, he turned to look at her.
     “Do you think I’m an attractive woman?” she asked. She trembled; beneath her desk her leg struck wood.
     He said very softly, “Yes, Sister Rosamond. I think you’re attractive in many different ways. You’re a very kindhearted woman.”
     The children sat still, listening.
     “I don’t mean that. I mean…” But suddenly she didn’t know what she meant. She let the sentence falter and die on trembling lips. Her face burned. Several of the children giggled.
     Father Robson said, “Yes?”
     “I have a test to give,” she said abruptly, looking away from him. “If you’ll excuse me now…”
     “Of course,” he said. “Forgive me for taking up so much of your time.”
     She shuffled through a stack of papers and he knew she would say nothing else.
     In the corridor he wondered if her involvement with the children was too much of a responsibility for her; perhaps her emotional nature was such that the orphans were depressing her. Or it could be something else entirely… He remembered the way her face had become ashen at the mention of the child. Something was wrong, terribly, possibly irreversibly wrong. All is not as it seems, he told himself. All is not as it seems. He thrust his hands into his pockets and walked away down the dimly lit corridor, unconsciously counting the linoleum tiles on the floor.
     And soon, locking herself away from the curious stares and whispers of the others, Sister Rosamond began to fear herself. She had trouble sleeping; often she dreamed that Christopher was shrouded in a white robe and standing amid high golden dunes in a swirling desert. His arms reached out for her and, as she approached, she was nude and wet. As their fingers entwined she saw his skin turn the cold gray of wet sand, his lips draw back in an obscene grimace. And then he drew away his robe to reveal his grotesque nakedness and, throwing her down across the golden expanse, wrenched her thighs apart. And slowly slowly the features changed from those of Christopher to someone else, someone with pale flesh and burning dark eyes like fires at the bottom of black wells. She recognized the child and awakened with her breast heaving for air, he had been heavy as he lay across her belly with slavering tongue lapping at her swollen nipples.

     Autumn lost its colors for the bleakness of winter. The trees gave up their leaves with a desperate finality and stood fragile under gray snow-laden skies. The grass became brown and harsh; the orphanage itself was a dark stone capped with glistening frost.
     She suspected she was losing her mind. She was increasingly forgetful and would sometimes, in mid-sentence, forget what she was talking about. Her dreams became more intense; the child and Christopher became interchangeable. Sometimes she thought she had always known Jeffrey’s face; she dreamed she was stepping onto a bus on a street in some city and as the bus pulled away she looked back to see the child, she thought, waving from the curb, but she wasn’t certain. She was never certain. She shuddered and burned and knew she was insane.
     Sister Rosamond would have to be assigned somewhere else; Father Robson observed that her dark moods, her preoccupation and listlessness, had affected the children. Now it seemed to him that the children whispered behind his back; it seemed to him that they had grown older, more secretive, even in a few months. Their childish horseplay natural at this age had almost entirely ceased. Now they spoke and moved as if on the brink of manhood and their eyes mirrored a feverish intelligence that seemed to him terribly, terribly out of place.
     And apart from them all, above them all, was the child. He walked alone in the bitter wind on the playground, his hands slowly clenching and unclenching at his sides. He spoke to no one, at least as far as Father Robson could tell, and no one spoke to him. But Father Robson saw the child’s eyes sweep the faces of the others. When they drew back, cowering, Father Robson dropped his own eyes and pretended not to see.
     There was only one word for it. Father Robson knew it: power. He sat behind his desk in his paper-cluttered office and chewed a pencil as he flipped through psychological journals he had already read and reread. Power. Power. Power. Rising, rising up like a shadow, intangible. Perhaps, like—and the thought chilled him—the shadow he had seen in the eyes of Sister Rosamond.
     And the child’s power was growing. Father Robson could sense it rising like a cobra from a wicker basket, undulating in the dirty sunlight. Inevitably it would strike. But… at what? At what?
     He put aside his journals and sat with his hands folded. The numb disbelief when the child had forced him back with a single sentence, the cold terror when the child had burned his handprint into the bookcover with an eerie inexplicable force had returned. Perhaps now it was time to send the child into New York for examination by a psychiatrist who had experience with problem children, who could explain the things that had haunted Father Robson for so long. And perhaps also it was time to unlock the safe, to disclose the scorched Bible. Yes. It was time. It was past time.

     Out in the yard he stood alone.
     The freezing wind whipped around him. He watched them approach; two children, one limping, nearing him from across the yard. They shivered in their coats and hunched to warm themselves from the wind. He waited without moving.
     The weather was wild, unsettled, vicious. The thick layer of clouds alternated white and black, all washed-out bright and deep bottomless pits. They reached him, the wind tangling their hair.
     They did not speak.
     Baal caught their eyes. He said, “Tonight.”
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SISTER ROSAMOND WAS WET. She threw aside the blankets feverishly, though across the room harsh wind scratched the windows. Rolling and tossing between sodden sheets, she dreamed of beautiful animals trapped in cages, pacing back and forth back and forth until they were forgotten and their flesh rotted. Oh God oh Christ my mistake my mistake where is my faith? Where is my faith?
Your faith, someone said, seeks now to save you. Your faith grows stronger now, stronger now. Beyond these walls you will be strong and free.
     Can I be? Can I be?
Yes. But not here. Oh misguided misguided come to me.
     Tangled in the sheets, she put her hands to her ears.
     Someone, very close to her now, said, You try to hide. Your fear breeds another mistake. There is a man here who wants you. He wants to take you away with him. His name is…
     Christopher.
Christopher. He waits here for you, but he cannot wait long. His time is limited, as is yours. And in this place of rot and dark walls you have no time at all. Come to me.
     The sheets, clinging to her, would not let her go. She wrenched at them and the tearing of cloth awakened her from sleep. She lay still until her breathing was measured and calm. Who is calling me? Who is calling me?
     There was no answer.
     She knew the voice had come from the opposite side of the floor, from the dormitory where the children slept. She rose from her bed, quietly so as not to disturb any of the others, and started to reach for the light switch but caught herself. No, no, she thought. They’ll want to know what I’m doing. They’ll want to stop me and they’ll say I’m crazy and should not be up in the night. She fumbled in a bureau drawer for a candle and matches; she lit the wick and watched the small flame climb to the white point of a blade. Barefoot and clad in her gray nightgown, she let the circle of the candle lead her through the corridors toward the children’s dormitory, toward… Christopher. Yes, yes. Christopher who had come to take her away with him, back to life and the city. He’d learned how unhappy she was and he’d come to take her back with him. The candle, sputtering, dripped hot wax down over her hand. She didn’t feel any pain.

     Father Robson typed the final pages of notes and rubbed his eyes. He reached for his cup of coffee and realized, to his chagrin, that he must have finished it some time before. The late-night work in his office had been rewarding; he’d completed the compilation of notes on the behavior of both Jeffrey Harper Raines and Sister Rosamond for presentation to Father Dunn the following morning. He knew what Dunn was going to say. What? Hogwash! And then it would be up to him to convince the man that Sister Rosamond would best be helped by being given a different assignment, and that, in the child’s case, a thorough professional examination was necessary. The evidence of the Bible would be a point in his favor; indeed, it was practically the case itself. Even someone as stubborn and opinionated as Dunn would see the need for outside aid when confronted by that handprint on the Bible. They would have to send the child to the city for a few weeks while the examinations were conducted. He felt relieved to have come to a positive decision on the matter. At the same time he realized his own shortcomings; he was just not able to deal with this case as he would have liked. No, it was better this way. Call for the services of a professional and send the child to the city. Then, possibly, the dark mood that had descended on the orphans with the winter would dissipate somewhat. Yes, he told himself finally as he switched off the lights and locked his office door, this is the right thing to do.
     He left the brick building and made his way against the cold swirling wind to his car in the parking lot. Now an exhausting thirty-minute drive to his home; he’d lost all track of time when he sat down to organize and write out his thoughts. He realized that still he knew no more than when he’d first begun, only now he could see the frightening questions on the page in black type. He wished he’d had another cup of coffee before starting the drive.
     Reaching his car, he stopped abruptly.
     What was that he’d just seen? Passing before the window up there? That was the third floor, the children’s dormitory. There were no lights, everyone was certainly sleeping at this hour of the morning, and yet… and yet…
     He’d seen something pass the window, like a flashlight or the flame of a candle. And now—or was it his imagination stirred by shadows thrown by the moonlight on dancing bare limbs—did he see figures moving there, darting past the dark glass? He stood motionless for a moment and then, as the chill began to gnaw at him, he pulled his coat up around his neck. Yes! There! The flame of a candle passing the window!
     He walked back across the parking area and up onto the orphanage porch, where the wind sang through cracks in the wood. He unlocked the doors with his master key.
     There was no sound on the lower floor. After his eyes had grown accustomed to the dark, the empty corridors and classrooms seemed haunted by long shadows that suddenly leaped from his path or slid soundlessly along the papered walls. He climbed the stairs, past the second-floor landing with its tattered carpet and mothball odor, on up the stairway toward the third floor. He walked with one hand grasping the smooth bannister, mindful of his footing in the dark. He was careful to make as little noise as possible; he did not, for some reason he was reluctant to admit, want to announce his presence to whomever was walking amid the children as they slept.
     On the third floor he could smell the path in the air where a burning candle had passed; the thick odor of wax led directly down the corridor to the dormitory’s closed doors. He moved through the corridor, stopping once and wincing as a loose board squealed beneath him, and then his hand touched the dormitory doors. The crack at the bottom betrayed no light and there was no sound of movement beyond. He listened. He hoped to confront a sister who had perhaps gotten up to attend to a sick child but the relentless hammering of his heart, the fearful pounding of blood through his veins, reminded him that he already knew this was not the case.
     Behind that door something waited. Behind that door was the child.
     He thought he felt vibrations with his hand, as if someone—or more than one?—were on the other side of the door and heard his heartbeats, counted them while laughing into cupped hands. Go away, he told himself, go away. Get away from this door, this place. Get into your car and drive home and come back in the morning as if nothing had happened, as if you had never seen a white trace of flame flicker briefly by the glass. Get away. Get away while you can.
     But no. No.
     He opened the doors and stepped through into the dormitory.
     It seemed darker than the corridor. His eyes strained to make out the jigsaw of bunk beds. A thin silver of moonlight zigzagged across the floor from a window, cut in thirds and quarters by the shadows of tree limbs. A branch scraped across glass and made the flesh crawl at the back of his neck; the sound reminded him of fingernails on blackboards.
     And then he noticed something—too late, and with a sudden rush of fear that made his eyes widen involuntarily, made him back toward the doors that had now shut behind him.
     The beds.
     The beds were empty.
     Hands clawed at his legs; dozens of hands moved over him like cold ants. He tripped and threw out his arms for support but he was falling, falling, falling to the floor as the bodies leaped at him from the blackness around the doorway. He saw gleaming teeth, eyes round and wild, fingers curled into awful tearing claws. He opened his mouth to cry out but one of them jammed a fist between his teeth; other hands grasped at his hair, scratched at his eyes, held him down against the floor. He thrashed wildly in an effort to escape but the bodies he shook off returned like angry wasps. And finally, bruised and beaten, he lay quiet knowing it was not yet over.
     One of them wrenched his head to the right.
     In the corner, standing with his back against the wall, was the child. He held a candle; Father Robson watched wax splatter to the floor in a round puddle. The flame, swaying to a silent rhythm, cast red shadows on the wall around the child’s head. The child’s eyes were in shadow still, but his lips were tight and grim in the dim candle glow. The lips, Father Robson thought, of a man.
     And then the child whispered, “We’ve been waiting for you, Dog Father. Now we can begin.”
     The children waited. Eyes glittered in the candlelight. Father Robson heard the boys’ harsh breath and saw it beginning to fog the cold glass of the windows. Begin? Begin? Now he knew; he was too late. The power and madness of this child had taken them over, had mesmerized them until they were all echoes of his own black rage. Father Robson wanted to scream, loudly scream scream scream for help without shame. For anyone. For God. But he was afraid to try to scream; he was afraid he would not be heard and the realization of his fate would drive him mad.
     Baal hadn’t moved. He stood holding the candle, watching the pale face of the man on the floor beneath him, as the thin flame sharpened into a burning knife and illuminated a pair of eyes that tore bloodily through the soul of the holy man and emerged, grinning, with his heart.
     There was a movement from the other side of the room, from among a jumble of metal bed frames. Someone was being held there by three of the children, someone moving, shaking a head from side to side, someone with eyes wide and glistening. A woman. A woman in a gown with her hair tangled behind her as she lay outstretched on a bed. Father Robson struggled to see her face but he could not. Their grip on him was too strong. He saw her fragile white limbs outspread; the hands clutched helplessly at the metal bars above her head.
     Baal said to one of the children, “Richard. You will go through the corridor and lock the sisters’ wing off from the stairway. Go.” The child nodded and slipped away into the darkness. In a moment he had returned and Baal saw that it had been done. “Good,” he said. “My good Richard.”
     Baal cast his eyes on the man and Father Robson saw a thin smile on his lips, as if he had already declared himself the victor in this vile game of blind-man’s buff. Baal said, “The time for struggle is past, Dog Father. Things are simply as they are. Each passing day has seen my strength increase. Now these are my children. This has been my testing ground; the ultimate test was this…” He held forth the candle. “The minds of children are simple and innocent. The mind of an adult is somewhat more… complex. My angel of light came bearing gifts, Dog Father. The gift of life; the gift of freedom. And I give freedom to my faithful. Oh yes. One touch and I make them kings. One touch and I destroy them. I hold them. I hold you.”
     The man’s face was contorted with fear. Tears began to well in his eyes and mucus dripped from his nose to the floor. Baal said, “No tears, Dog Father. You will go to your everlasting reward; isn’t that so? Or have you sinned and been fucking the sisters in the closets? Man of God, where is your God? Where is He?” Baal bent toward the offered, blood-drained face. “Where is He now, Dog Father? I’ll tell you… He cringes and hides. He holds up a cross and hides in the darkness.”
     Baal straightened. “And now I consummate my angel of light,” he said mockingly, and the children around him moved aside to let him pass. Father Robson worked his head around to watch.
     Baal, his face gaunt and purposeful in the light of the flame, stood over the bed where the woman lay and gave the candle to one of the others. Father Robson saw that the woman had stopped moving. She lay still even when the children released her. Baal unhurriedly removed his pants and with groping hands spread apart the woman’s legs. He moved upon her and then, with a maddened intensity, tore at her gown, clawing red rents in her flesh. Father Robson ground his teeth and closed his eyes to escape the awful moment but he could not shut out the sounds; the flesh against flesh, the moaning of the woman, the urgent breathing of the child. Then he exhaled finally with a noise that made Father Robson sick to his stomach. The bedsprings creaked as the child stood and put on his pants again. And there was another sound, a sound that made Father Robson spray tears and sweat as he jerked his head up against the force of the children.
     He had heard the sound of licking flames. The child had set the mattress afire with the candle. Fire crept toward the spent, naked body of the woman. Dark smoke began to billow up. Oh God, the holy man thought, the child will kill us all. He thrashed and bit his lips but to no purpose.
     Baal stepped back, his red eyes reflecting tongues of flame. He moved to another bed and, extending both hands, grasped the sheets. Father Robson watched, horrified. It had not been the candle that had set the bed afire, as he’d thought. It had been the hands, the body of the child. Baal grew rigid and the sheets began to char where his hands touched. On the already burning mattress the woman hadn’t moved; Father Robson turned his head away as he saw flames catch the remnants of her gown and spread into her fan of hair.
     The child moved through the dormitory, his hands outspread as if conducting a symphony of flame, touching the sheets and pillows and mattresses, setting hungry fires racing. Smoke choked them. Father Robson had difficulty breathing and he heard the children around him coughing, yet none of them moved to extinguish the fires. A glass shattered with the heat. The ceiling began to char and blacken. Flames weaved like cobras before Father Robson’s face. He thought he could smell his own flesh burning.
     And he was aware, as well, that the smoke was spreading through the cracks of the doors out into the corridor. Soon the sisters would be alerted by the smoke and heat. But something tensed in his throat, choking him. He gagged on his wild hopes of rescue. The wing where they slept… had been locked off from the corridor. They would not be able to smell the smoke until flames had reached the stairway.
     Baal, framed by wild raging fire, stood over him. The eyes of the others were on him; their clothing smoked. Baal said over the noise, “Rend him to pieces,” and the children fell upon Father Robson like greedy rats on a bloating carcass, savage teeth sinking for veins. When they had finished they stood in crimson pools and held out their hands for Baal’s approval.
     The child moved among them, mindless of the heat, searching their eyes. Some he touched gently, a finger to the forehead. When he withdrew the finger, it left in its place a small burned print like a whirling design. With the marking of each uplifted face Baal spoke a name:
     “Verin.”
     “Cresil.”
     “Ashtaroth.”
     They seemed to feel no pain but rather to welcome his searching touch. Their eyes glittered; the finger descended.
     “Carreau.”
     “Sonneilton.”
     “Asmodeus.”
     Windows shattered from the heat all along the dormitory. Flames pulsated like a great fiery heartbeat.
     “Olivier.”
     “Verrier.”
     “Carnivean.”
     Those Baal passed unmarked cast down their eyes and fell to their knees before him. He cast a final glance along the mass of huddled bodies and threw open the doors; smoke and sparks rushed past him, driven by the wind through broken glass. The chosen nine followed him from the fiery dormitory and the last one, a hobbling Sonneilton whose name had once been Peter, quietly closed and locked the doors on the other children.
     The chosen followed Baal to the stairway. From the other wing came muffled cries for help; glass broke as someone tried to climb from a window. Pulled by the wind, the smoke whirled beneath locked doors to choke the trapped women.
     They crossed the porch and reached the fringe of trees. Baal held up a hand and turned to watch the final act of his performance of flame.
     The wind, roaring in, spewed sparks into the sky. Flames had completely engulfed the third floor; as the children watched there was a sound of sagging timber and the fourth floor, the library with its aged volumes, caved in, sending new fire tongues lapping. The gabled roof caught; tiles burst into flame, lighting a thin smile on the face of Baal. Someone from inside the structure screamed, a long and piercing scream that shattered, for an instant, the noise of the fires. Someone else cried out for God and then there were no more cries.
     The groaning roof collapsed. Burning timbers exploded into the sky. Flames leaped at the roof of the administration building and in another moment it too had caught afire.
     Against the cacophony of crashing timber and bursting glass, against the framework of black sky and whirling white smoke, Baal turned to his chosen nine. He did not raise his voice but still they could hear him above the flames. He said, “We are now men in a world of children. We will teach them what to see, what to say, what to think. They will follow because they have no choice; and if we choose we will set the world afire.”
     His black eyes passed from one to the other; they stood in smoking garments and on their foreheads the fingerprint glowed red. Baal moved into the dark veil of forest and the others followed without a backward glance.
     The orphanage shuddered on fire-weakened legs; its blood had flowed away in the smoke that leaped up and up, dancing like the smoke of pagan fires. With a final hopeless cry as from a scorched open mouth, the structure trembled and crashed down in an explosion of flames that would burn the forest into ashes before the coming of dawn.






TWO



“…and who is able to war with him?”
—Revelation 13:4
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HE HAD WOKEN at six o’clock and was now sitting in the breakfast nook of his quiet apartment, reading the morning newspaper as the sun threw purple shadows along the cobblestoned street below.
     This was his time of the day, before the noise of awakening Boston reached him, urging him forward with a note-filled briefcase. Now he sipped at a cup of hot dark tea and watched the day brighten, thinking how beautiful and distant the furry cirrus clouds looked over the towers of the city. In the last few years he had found that he enjoyed the little things so much. The tea’s sharp taste, the blues and whites that stretched the sky and gave it life, the peaceful silence of the apartment with its shelves of books and busts of Moses and Solomon: he wished so much, as he did always these early mornings, that Katherine could be here to share these things with him. But death, he knew, was never the end. Her death had made him reanalyze his own life; he knew she was at a blessed peace that he had finally learned to share.
     He scanned the newspaper’s front page. Here was a catalogue of what had happened in the world while he’d slept. The headlines screamed of a world hungry for either relief or destruction. Every morning it was the same; in fact, the horrible had become commonplace. There had been more than a dozen murders in Boston alone. Kidnappings, arson, robberies and beatings spread across the nation like a thread of blood from a ripped-open wound. A bombing in Los Angeles had killed ten and wounded thrice that many, perhaps, he thought, at the same time he’d rolled over in his sleep; a mass murder in Atlanta while he pulled the blanket up around him; gang warfare in New York while his eyes darted beneath closed lids in pursuit of dreams. Here at the top of the page a suicide pact, in the lower column abandoned children. A tramway explosion in London, a burning monk in the streets of New Delhi, a terrorist group in Prague holding captives and vowing to murder them slowly, one by one, in the name of God.
     During the night, while he slept, the world had moved and agonized. It had writhed in fits of passion. Old wounds had been reopened, old hatreds stirred, until bullets and bombs were the only voices to be heard. Indeed, even the bullets and bombs spoke softly now. Soon, perhaps, the loudest voice of all, that blasting voice that rocked nations and burned cities to rubble, would descend screaming through the night. And when he awakened the next morning and looked at the headlines, perhaps he would see no headlines there at all, just a question mark because then all the words in the world would be powerless.
     He finished his tea and pushed the cup aside. The pain of the night had settled within him. And the pain of the nights ahead was already unbearable. He knew that his feeling of awful frustration also tormented many of his colleagues at the university, the frustration of speaking out but never being heard.
     Many years before he’d had great hopes for his books on philosophy and theology, and though they had been academic successes, they had all died quiet deaths in that limited literary arena. He realized now that no book could ever change a man, no book ever quiet the rush or violent fever on the streets. Perhaps they’d been wrong; the sword now was much mightier than the pen. The sword wrote in red passages of carnage and violence that seemed now to outweigh by far the black words on white pages. Soon, he thought, the time for thinking would be past and men, like automatons, would grasp guns to scrawl their signatures in flesh.
     He looked at the grandfather clock in the hallway and noted the time. Today, fittingly, he was lecturing to his morning class on the Book of Job and the theme of human suffering. It had begun to concern him that time was passing very swiftly indeed; he’d been lecturing day in and day out for almost sixteen years with only a few visits to the Holy Land to break the routine. It had begun to concern him that he should always be either traveling or working wholeheartedly on another book. After all, he told himself, he was past sixty-five—he would be sixty-seven in three months—and time was passing. He was afraid of senility, that disease of old minds, that horrible thing of drooling lips and uncaring eyes, partly because in the last few years he’d already observed the aging process in several of the theology professors at the university. As head of the department, it had been his responsibility to cut back their teaching assignments or, as tactfully as possible, suggest they work on independent studies. He’d hated being administrative hatchet-man but there was no use in arguing with the Board of Review. He was afraid that, in a few years, he would find himself on that scholarly chopping block.
     He drove his accustomed route to the university and saw it awakening in the golden morning as he walked, briefcase in hand, up the wide stone steps, flanked by time-scarred statues of angels about to spring toward the sky, of the Theology and Philosophy Building. He walked across the marble-floored hallway and took the elevator to his office on the third floor.
     His secretary said good morning. She was a good worker, always there before him in the morning to straighten his papers and arrange his appointments around his classroom schedule. He made small talk with her for a few moments, asking her about the trip to Canada he knew she was going to take in two weeks, and then went on through the frosted-glass door bearing in black letters the name JAMES N. VIRGA and, in smaller letters, PROFESSOR OF THEOLOGY, DEPARTMENT HEAD. In his comfortable dark-blue-carpeted office, he sat at his desk and arranged his notes on the Book of Job. His secretary knocked at the door and entered with his appointment agenda.
     He scanned the names to get an idea of what was ahead for the day. There was a coffee meeting with the Rev. Thomas Griffith of the First Methodist Church of Boston; in midmorning a session with the University Financial Board to compile budget information for the coming fiscal year; in early afternoon a special seminar on the Crucifixion with Professors Landon and O’Dannis in preparation of a public television taping; in late afternoon a conference with Donald Naughton, one of the younger professors who was also a close personal friend. He thanked his secretary and asked her if she would leave Friday afternoon clear of appointments.
     An hour later, he moved back and forth behind his podium, framed by the blackboard that bore his distinguished handwriting tracing the probable lineage of Job, identifying him as Jobab the second king of Edom.
     The faces of the students in the amphitheater watched him, dipped as notes were made, watched him again as he emphasized his words with sweeping gestures.
     “It was at a very early time,” he was saying, “that man began wondering why he must suffer. Why?” He threw up his hands. “Why me, Lord? I haven’t done anything wrong! So why should it be me? Why not that guy who lives over across the chasm?”
     There was a murmur of respectful laughter.
     “That’s right!” he continued. “And that’s an attitude and question that lingers today. We cannot understand the type of God who is represented to us as a kind Father yet who does nothing—at least in our limited perception—to turn back the tide of suffering from innocents. Now look at Job, or Jobab. He maintained he was always a moral, upright man, as much a sinner as anyone else but certainly no more so. And yet when he was at the height of his power he was struck with what we believe to be a form of leprosy, complicated also by what was most probably elephantiasis. He was afflicted with swollen flesh that broke and tore with every movement; his herds of camels were stolen by Chaldean thieves; his seven thousand sheep were killed in a thunderstorm, his ten children were wiped out by a cyclone. And yet Job knows himself; he proclaims his innocence. He says, “’Til I die I hold fast my integrity.’ Our minds boggle at this vast reserve of faith despite his ordeal.
     “The Book of Job,” he said, “is primarily a philosophic meditation on the mysterious ways of God. It is also a book that explores the relationship between God and Satan; God observes as Satan experiments with the strength of Job’s faith. So then this is the question: Does human suffering come about because of an eternal game between God and Satan? Are we simply pawns in a game that would stagger the imagination? Do we exist only as flesh to hold the sores?”
     Eyes flickered up from notebooks, then back down again.
     He held up a hand. “If this is true then the whole world, the universe, the cosmos, is Job. And we either endure the sores, which are certain to come, crying for help, or we say, like the Biblical Job, integrity. And this is the philosophic core of the book. Integrity. Bravery. Self-knowledge.”
     He lunched on a ham sandwich and a cup of coffee in his office while he worked up an outline on the Crucifixion seminar. After his last class he returned and began reading a newly published work entitled The Christians versus The Lions, a lengthy account of early Christianity in Rome, written by a scholarly friend who taught at the College of the Bible. He sat with the afternoon sun glinting through the window over his shoulder, carefully reading page after page and wondering how he’d let his communication with the man grow so lax. He’d heard nothing about the publication of this book and here it had shown up in the morning mails. He made a mental note to telephone the man the following day.
     His secretary looked in. “Dr. Virga?”
     “Yes?”
     “Dr. Naughton is here.”
     He glanced up from the book. “Oh? Yes. Show him in, please.”
     Naughton was in his mid-thirties, a tall lean man with inquisitive blue eyes and fair hair that had begun to retreat farther and farther up his forehead during three years at the university. He was a quiet man who rarely attended faculty luncheons or teas, preferring instead to work alone in his office down the corridor. Virga liked him, seeing in him a conservatism that made a steady, conscientious teacher. The man had been working of late on a history of messianic cults; the research involved was very time-consuming and Virga hadn’t seen much of Naughton in the past few weeks.
     “Hello, Donald,” said Virga, motioning toward a chair before his desk. “How is everything?”
     “Fine, sir,” he said, taking the seat.
     Virga relit his pipe. “I’ve been meaning to take you and Judith to lunch sometime soon, but it seems you’re so busy these days even your own wife can’t keep track of you.”
     He smiled. “I’m afraid the research has kept me tied up. I’ve been spending so much time in libraries I’m beginning to feel like a fixture.”
     “I know the feeling.” Virga looked across the desk into the man’s eyes. “But I know it’s worth it. When can I see a first draft?”
     “Sometime soon, I hope. I also hope that after you’ve read it you’ll still feel it’s academically justified.”
     “Oh?”
     “Well,” he said, leaning forward fractionally, “I’ve gathered a great deal of information on latter-day cults, those originating toward the end of the eighteenth century up until the present. Almost without fail these cults are based not on the deeds of the messianic figure, but instead on his personality, his ability to attract converts into his flock. The mass worshiped his talent for domination instead of any true God-given vision. So the more recent cults evolved around strong-willed fanatics who were adept at impressing their beliefs onto others.”
     Virga grunted. “And you’ve stumbled into a religious viper’s nest?”
     “Viper is the correct term,” Naughton said. “The ‘messiahs’ shared two common motives: money and sexual power. In Great Britain in the early nineteenth century the Rev. Henry Prince announced he was the prophet Elijah and became the master of a religious movement that regarded all female disciples as members of a huge harem; Aleister Crowley built a castle on Loch Ness and proclaimed himself ‘The Great Beast,’ converting hundreds of women into his concubines; Francis Pencovic, Krishna Venta, established the Fountain of the World in the San Fernando Valley and was later blown up by a rebellious disciple; Paul Baumann, Grand Master of Methernitha, a cult based in Switzerland, advocated the purification of female converts by sexual intercourse; Charles Manson held his Family on a threat of sexuality and murder. The list, unbelievably, goes on and on.”
     A line of blue smoke rose from the bowl of Virga’s pipe. Naughton continued: “It might interest you to know that on one occasion Crowley pulled down his trousers and defecated in the midst of a formal dinner; then he urged the guests to preserve his excreta because, he said, it was divine.”
     “Mankind under the direction of madmen,” Virga mused. “Well, Donald, it’s a book that needs to be written. I’m afraid men are only too willing to be led by those who proclaim themselves divine but who are, in essence, only as divine as Mr. Crowley’s… offerings.”
     Naughton nodded. Virga’s cool gray eyes were sharp and intelligent through a thin curtain of smoke. Naughton was amazed, as always, at how little Virga reflected his advancing age. There were heavy lines around the eyes; a fringe of white was all that was left of his hair. But the expression on the face, the way the man carried himself, the way he expressed himself, all these were controlled and precise. There was none of the confusion, both mental and physical, that plagued many other men his age. Naughton respected him greatly. Virga smiled faintly and placed his hands on the desk before him. “Did you want to see me this afternoon about anything in particular? Anything pressing?”
     Naughton said, “Yes there is. A mutual friend of ours, Dr. Deagan of the Holy Catholic Center, has been helping me compile information in the last few weeks.”
     “Has he? How is Raymond?”
     “Fine. And he wishes you’d call him. But I received a message from him two days ago concerning a report from a missionary family in Iran. It seems they understand a new messianic figure is being financed by oil money in Kuwait. They weren’t able to supply details, but Dr. Deagan tells me a great number of people are making pilgrimages into Kuwait City.”
     “I hadn’t heard anything about that,” Virga said, “but I suppose it’s because I have my nose in a book all the time.”
     “So far the missionary family believes it to be an underground movement,” Naughton said, “with little or no publicity. They only learned of it when they discovered the members of their own village were leaving for Kuwait. These people simply left their belongings and that was it.”
     “Throughout history, as you well know,” Virga said, “that sort of thing has gone on. A powerful man gains financial backing and converts the unfortunately ignorant to a religious fervor. It’s not new. What’s this one teaching?”
     “No information,” Naughton said. “The missionaries can’t even supply a name or nationality. Evidently, though, the movement involves children in some way.”
     “How do you know?”
     “Our missionary friends report that the influx of children into the area from Iran, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia is phenomenal. But they’re at a loss to explain how the children are involved. Anyway, the missionaries are traveling to Kuwait themselves in order to report further.”
     “Well,” said Virga, shrugging, “in the past these men have thrust children up as the vanguard of their flock in imitation of Christ. The pattern seems the same.”
     “But intriguing, nonetheless, due to the utter lack of publicity. You’ll recall that one of the most recent messianic figures purchased a full-page advertisement in the New York Times. In this case the man, if it is indeed a man, prefers secrecy.”
     “Yes,” Virga said. He struck a match and held it above the bowl of his pipe. “Yes, that’s intriguing. That doesn’t quite follow the usual outburst of ‘spiritual resurgence’ when a ‘messiah’ begins to take some sort of control over the mass. Usually the name is shouted from the lips of poor followers who find out too late they’re being used.”
     Naughton cleared his throat. “Up until now I’ve buried myself in libraries, digging through books for the observations of others on messianic cults. Up until now I’ve only been able to compile secondhand information. Now I feel this is an excellent opportunity to document a gathering of this nature personally. So I’d like to request from you a leave of absence.”
     “Oh?”
     “Yes sir. I want to go to Kuwait myself. I’d like to request a leave now in order to make the arrangements.”
     Virga had leaned forward, his eyes shining. He wished he could be undertaking the trip himself. “Can you afford it?”
     “Well,” Naughton said, “Judith wanted to go as well but I told her no. I can afford myself.”
     Virga smiled and turned his chair around slightly so the afternoon sun streaked across his face. Beyond the window the sky was a muted blue that held pink-edged clouds. “I’ll arrange a leave for you,” he said after a moment. “Off into the sky.”
     “Sir?”
     “I’m thinking aloud. I’d go with you if I could. I need some foreign air. But someone’s got to mind the store.” He swung back around to face Naughton. “Can I ask that you keep me informed of your progress? I’ll be very interested in your findings.”
     “I will,” said the other man, rising from his seat. “Thank you.”
     “Just remember me in your acknowledgments,” Virga said. “I’d like for my name to appear in print again one last time. And I still want to take you and Judith to lunch one day before you leave.”
     “All right,” Naughton said. “I’ll be in touch.” He moved toward the door and reached for the knob. Virga reopened the book and leaned back in his chair.
     Naughton turned again and Virga looked up. “You know, sir, I find myself puzzling over the same question that men have asked themselves ever since the time of Jesus Christ. What if this one is… different? What if this one isn’t false? What then?”
     “If this is a false messiah,” Virga said after a moment, “you’ll be there to see how men can be tricked. If this is not a false messiah, then,” he smiled, “you’ll have a fascinating last chapter for your book, won’t you?”
     Naughton stood at the door for a few seconds. He nodded and closed the door behind him.
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IN THE DIRTY desert city with its fringe of tin-walled tenements Naughton thought he was still asleep, that perhaps when he had imagined awakening at the rude kiss of rubber tires on concrete runway he had been sleeping and that was part of the nightmare as well. But no. The blazing white sun in a diamond-blue sky told him no. This was not a nightmare from which he could struggle away through the watery folds of sleep. This was real. Very real.
     His cab, driven by a middle-aged man with blackened front teeth and dark sunken circles beneath the eyes, had stopped on a suburban street where traffic was snarled by an accident up ahead. Someone had been run off the road into a gully and voices were raised in a frantic Arabic chatter. Hands waved in the air. The two drivers involved, both as burly as black slabs of meat, squared off in an argument that bordered on hysteria. But Naughton was not concerned by all that. He was staring fixedly out the back window at something on the side of the street, a patchwork of broken concrete and sand that, beyond the stinking sores of tenements, became a dark ribbon through the towers of Kuwait City proper.
     There in the gutter, held by sticks planted into firm sand, the skinned carcass of a dog rotated over and over, over and over above a fire of newspaper and rags. Two half-naked children watched the meat turn, choosing a spot at which to rip when the feast was done, and the eyes of the dog stared back, popping from their sockets like white marbles. The smell of it reached Naughton and he instinctively recoiled. He would have rolled up the window but the heat was too much and the smell would have finally reached him anyway through the cab’s broken windshield.
     A loud crack! like the backfiring of a car very near made him start violently. Up ahead there was a haze of smoke in the air.
     The driver muttered an oath and pulled out of the line of traffic and up over the curb. As they swept around the accident Naughton looked out to see what had happened. One of the drivers lay on the concrete, bleeding profusely from a stomach wound. The other stood over him, one foot on each side of the body, and in his right hand was a smoking pistol. The man on the ground clutched out weakly for the tires of the cab as it passed him to regain the street.
     Naughton said over the howl of the engine, “That man was shot back there!”
     The driver half-turned his squat head.
     “Shot! Do you understand? Can’t you stop and help him?”
     The driver laughed harshly. “Ha! You Americans!”
     Naughton looked back and saw that the man with the gun was still standing over his fallen victim. Cars pulled around the accident to continue down the street and their movement whirled smoke around the man’s head in a lazy blue circle.
     The cab moved over gouged concrete toward the outskirts of the city, through a maze of makeshift dwellings. There were people everywhere, dark people in flowing rags who grinned at him and tried to reach him through the open window before he could slide away. They sprawled in gutters, their eyes open and cautious but their faces already dead They stepped out into the street from between the tenement houses and eagerly watched the approach of the cab, as if he rode the engine of destruction and destruction here was the guest of honor.
     Naughton had been prepared for the poverty but not quite enough. This land bothered him greatly; he felt as if something were about to crash down on his head without warning. He seemed to sense it in the acid pall over the city. The smoke began to drift in during the early-morning hours, out of the west where the desert (lipped and swayed like a lissome brown woman. And during the night he stood on the mosaic-tiled terrace of his hotel room and saw them there; the thousands of blinking fire eyes that matched the cold silver starlids above. He was amazed at their number, he was awestruck. Some of the reports had counted upward of three thousand and that had been days before. Now Naughton felt certain that over five thousand people crowded together there between the walls of sand.
     He had immediately, on viewing the great sprawling assembly, written to both Dr. Virga and Judith.
     To Dr. Virga he had written of the horrible paradox of this country: on one side the beggars pulled and cried on the garments of tourists, on the other the thin spires of oil derricks shot up from the desert and dishdashah-clad sheiks drove gleaming Ferraris on palm-lined avenues. Here the line dividing the rich and poor was so sharp as to be utterly appalling. He had written Dr. Virga of the gathering people and the still-nameless messiah figure, a man who was completely unreachable; Naughton had still not even been able to learn his nationality. But there on the desert they waited for him. Each day saw them kneeling toward the sun and shrieking out lamentations because he had not seen fit to address them yet.
     To Judith he had written of the country itself, its mysterious facelessness and the colors of the desert, the gold shimmering waves of midday and the thick black snake shadows cast by the setting sun.
     But there was something he’d kept to himself. The number of violent incidents he’d witnessed since his arrival two weeks before unnerved him; it seemed that this country seethed with growing hatred. There was the smoke of guns and fires in the air; this was a land at war with itself.
     He realized he was being affected as well. He was being hardened by the unconcern with poverty and violent death; at one time he would have demanded that the cabdriver stop to call an ambulance for the wounded man they’d left behind. Now—and he wondered why—he really didn’t give a damn and felt no shame about it. It had shocked him, yes, as any raw act of violence would shock him, but he rationalized that there was nothing he could do and left it at that. This land breeds violence, he told himself. This was a hard land, so different from America that it made him feel truly alien, cold, and detached. Perhaps the natives lived in poverty and died by the gun or knife because it was their destiny; to order anything else would cause a disharmony, a disorder in the world like ripples spreading across a pond. People died here because they got in the way. Their way of life nursed violence until it was as prevalent and bitter as the hot overhead sun.
     Now the cab had left the rows of tenements. The road smoothed, stretching long and empty over a flat expanse of shimmering desert. The country was still in the midst of hurried growth. Oil derricks stood gaunt on the horizon. Superhighways cut the desert only to die sand-covered deaths far from where they had begun. Many roads led nowhere, just winding and winding in circles as if someone had built them as playthings to while away the hours and then, tiring of the game, simply abandoned them unfinished.
     Ahead, between desert dunes that shifted like the tails of dragons, lay the encampment. He had visited it daily, moving in among the goatskin tents and aluminum huts with his tape recorder over his shoulder, watching his footing on the hard-packed, excrement-covered sand and stopping now and then to speak with the Bedouins and Kuwaitis who, after eying him suspiciously, always turned their back on him. Packs of howling dogs roamed the encampment fighting over scraps from garbage piles; flies by the thousands had followed people from all parts of this land and now circled in dark clouds, landing to pick at festered sores. The sick who had hobbled from the desert villages kept to themselves; Naughton had seen them kicked and beaten to the ground when they begged food from others.
     In the encampment, as in the city, a firm line was drawn. On one side the poor made their beds in simple tents or on the sand; on the other the wealthy sheiks constructed elaborate flowing tents with rich carpets, employing servants with fans to beat away the flies and servants with guns to beat away the beggars. For one of the wealthy to cross that invisible line was suicide. Naughton, on his fifth day as an observer, had seen one of them, drunken with hashish, stumble over that boundary into the realm of the poor. At once he had been seized and thrown to the ground by a score of men as others watched with glaring eyes and the women screamed in wild laughter. The man had tried to get away but they tore his robes and kicked him back, naked and bruised, like a thin dark dog turned from the house. Naughton watched it all silently, realizing from the burning faces that his interference would mean his death.
     The cab turned onto a long unpaved road that led directly into the midst of the encampment. Naughton could see the sun glinting fiercely off the aluminum-walled huts. He could smell the stench of the human specimens gathered there, waiting for… whom?
     Naughton asked his driver, “Who is this man?”
     He didn’t answer. His eyes in the rearview mirror never acknowledged a question.
     Naughton leaned forward. Perhaps the man hadn’t heard. He said in a louder voice, “This man they’ve assembled to see? What do you know of him?”
     When there was still no answer Naughton muttered a curse. Try another tack. “Is he a prophet?” he asked.
     Backward bunch of bastards, Naughton thought. Bastards all. This bastard was just as uncommunicative as the rest had been. He settled back on the seat, feeling the hard springs beneath him, and watched the line of huts come up to meet them.
     It was worse than it had been the day before. The huts were packed side by side like sudden slums constructed in the desert. Lines of clothes hung from roof to roof. The beggars assailed his cab as it wound its way through the haphazard dwellings; they grinned through broken teeth and shouted foul curses at him after he’d passed. The sand was churned as two beggars fought, rolling over and over into the road as a crowd of people screamed with delight and passed money from hand to hand. Naughton’s driver blasted them with a horn and swerved. Naked children moved through the tents in the quarters of the sick, throwing rocks or sand at the bedridden. Everywhere clusters of ragged people swarmed like mad frothing animals and Naughton saw a man with a knife, stalking a woman who fell to her knees and screamed for mercy. Naughton wanted to strike out at them, to wipe them from the face of the earth as cleanly as if he had created them to begin with.
     The cab slowed as a group of beggars hammered at the hood. The driver shouted, “Get away or I’ll run you down!”
     Naughton reached over to roll up his window, heat or no. When he did someone caught his hand and squeezed it tightly. He looked up into the pleading dark eyes of a young girl, possibly fifteen or sixteen, who stood pressed against the door of the cab.
     She said in a faint, tired voice, “Money, please.”
     Naughton saw that she might have been pretty but for her protruding bones, sunken gums, and listless eyes that made her appear already a corpse. She must have gone without food for days. She whined, “Money, please.”
     Her fingers were digging viciously into the flesh of his hand. He reached into a pocket for a few coins and gave them to her. “Here,” he said. “For food.”
     The girl caught up the money and stared directly into his eyes; he felt a tremor of panic at the point-blank gaze. She suddenly hoisted up her long dirt-edged skirt so that he was staring into the dark triangle between her bony thighs. Across her legs were rough-handed scratches, blue-black bruises; scores of open sores gave forth a yellowish liquid that had flowed almost down to her knees. He started in horror and when she saw his eyes she laughed wildly, spraying spittle. And she was still laughing, her skirt up like a whore’s banner, as the cab pulled away. Naughton shivered with the bestiality of this place.
     At the other side of the encampment they came to the clean tents of the wealthy, scattered across the flatland and up on a rock bluff over the assembly. Here there were the odors of spices and rich perfumes, of burning incense and flowing silks. Great gleaming cars, their back sides raked by the rocks and bodies of the poor, stood attended by armed servants. Naughton noticed the dented front grill and shattered headlamp of a nearby Mercedes-Benz. Dried blood was smeared along a fender where something or someone had been struck down.
     Naughton paid the driver and asked him to come back to pick him up at dusk. The driver’s eyes were impassive and Naughton knew he would again have to walk back to the highway before finding a ride. He slammed the door shut and the cab roared away in a flurry of sand and dark exhaust.
     You bastard, Naughton said to his back. All of them bastards. He plugged the tape recorder’s microphone into its jack and strung its cord around his hand. Moving among the tents of the wealthy, he saw the suspicious eyes of the armed servants. He started to approach one but when the man dropped his hand to his pistol Naughton moved away toward the stench of the packed dwellings.
     It was then that he noticed a new addition to the encampment, something that must have gone up during the night. It was a huge oval tent staked out on a clean white spot of sand, removed from the encampment’s dirty rectangle. Trucks with electrical equipment had moved around it and Naughton saw workmen fencing in a generator. The folds of the great tent undulated sluggishly in a hot breeze from the Persian Gulf. There were no other dwellings near it and Naughton was drawn by its solitariness. His boots sinking in the sand, he started walking toward the equipment trucks.
     “Hey! Sorry, old boy! I’ve already tried that. No luck.”
     Naughton turned.
     A man wearing a khaki desert suit had come from between two of the tents. He was a stocky, broad-shouldered specimen; his exposed arms showed cords of muscle. Two cameras were slung around his neck and clicked together as he approached Naughton. In his late thirties at least, the man had a tangle of light hair and gray eyes that had become red-rimmed from too much sun. He’d been badly sunburned; some sort of greasy ointment was applied to his forehead and the bridge of his nose. He said, “I’ve already tried the workmen. But they don’t know anything. They’re only employees.”
     Naughton said, “I was hoping they might tell me something about what’s going on here.”
     The man shrugged. “They were sent from the city. They don’t know anything.” He held out a hand. “I’m George Kaspar from the BBC. Scouting a documentary. About to burn alive in this damned sun. Who you working for?”
     “Working for?”
     “Yes. Your paper. You’re an American, aren’t you? Don’t tell me the networks want something on this.”
     “Oh. No, no. I’m Donald Naughton; I’m a professor of theology at Boston City University. I’m doing field research for a book on messianic figures. And you’re right about the sun. I never thought it would be like this.”
     “The eye of the beast,” said Kaspar, nodding up toward that blazing spot of fire. “Look at me. Fried alive and raw in a dozen places. You’re here with a group?”
     “No, regrettably alone. Had to finance the trip myself.”
     Kaspar grunted. “Goddamn,” he said, brushing at a fly that had attached itself to his forearm. “Bloody things just suck at you until you’re as dry as a bone.” He held out a canteen. “Here. Better take this.”
     “Thanks. I’ve got water,” said Naughton, indicating the canteen beneath his jacket.
     Kaspar laughed and took a drink. “Water, hell,” he said. “That’s good whiskey. And God knows I need it. Here I am up to my ass in sand and God knows where the rest of them are. A cameraman and two assistants, out fucking around somewhere in our van. They up and left me out here. Fucking buggers. Three days out here and I’ve had it.” He narrowed his eyes seriously. “I mean it. Fucking had it. All this sprawled out here, this stink and… you’re a writer? You’re writing a book on this bloody mess?”
     “A professor,” Naughton corrected him, shielding his eyes from the sun to look over his shoulder at the men connecting the generator cables. “I wonder what they’re up to over there. Have you heard?”
     “Hell, yes. I’ve heard this and that and this and that and all of it lies.” Kaspar slapped at a fly circling his head. “The BBC tried to find out what was going on through diplomatic contacts. No luck. Then through personal friends. Nothing. Just a great mess of these buggers out in the desert waiting. That’s all they’re doing… just waiting. I saw a couple of fellows from The Times here yesterday, a correspondent from one of your magazines, and a few others from area publications. But this mass of humanity is sickening. I was told to get my ass out here; I wouldn’t have fucking come if it were left to me. I’m going to have to go to the hospital when I get back.”
     Naughton started walking away from the huge tent toward the smoking expanse of huts. Kaspar walked with him. “You’re not going into that mess, are you? Hell, it’s a risk of life in that bloody caldron.”
     They left the opulent tents and crossed that invisible line over into the other side. The odors of excrement, both animal and human, and the odor of something else, indescribable in its baseness, hit them full in the face. Kaspar drew back but then followed Naughton when he saw the other man was going on.
     “What’s this about a book?” Kaspar asked. “You’re working on a book?”
     “Yes. I needed firsthand contact with a mass religious assembly like this to—”
     “Fucking buggers,” Kaspar said. “Fucking buggers to leave me out here. I’ll fix their asses.”
     They walked shoulder to shoulder among the walls of goatskin and hot blinding aluminum, hearing everywhere sobs and shouts, screams of wrath and wild uncontained laughter. They ran into a whirling black cloud of flies. The fires of burning garbage piles glowed orange around them; the smoke drifted down like a yellow door cutting off retreat. Rounding a cluster of aluminum huts Kaspar gasped audibly and stepped back, bumping into Naughton. Before them a pack of dogs spun in a mad death fight, their slavering jaws snapping the air, over a thick piece of tattered bloody meat. Neither Kaspar nor Naughton dared even guess what the mauled bit of flesh had been; they made a wide circle of the dogs and heard their growling fade in the distance.
     “I’m going back,” Kaspar said after another moment. “This is too bloody much for me.”
     “Go ahead. But it’ll be easy to get lost back there,” Naughton replied.
     “The hell with that,” the other man said. He waved a hand and turned to retrace his steps in the opposite direction.
     But then he had stopped, frozen in the sun, and Naughton heard the click-click-click of his cameras bumping together.
     Naughton looked to see what was wrong. As he spun around, he was aware of figures darting amid the murky haze of yellow smoke, shadows hiding behind walls and water barrels. The smoke began to burn the back of Naughton’s throat.
     Kaspar said, “Great Jesus! Who is that there? Did you see them?”
     Naughton stood still and watched but they were hiding. Around the two men the yellow walls dropped until they were as close and tight as those of any prison.
     “They’re following us,” Naughton said finally. “Come on.” He grasped the man’s shoulder and pulled him along as they ducked through the narrow alleys. When Kaspar looked back Naughton felt him go tense as he realized they—whoever they were—were still behind them, following just out of reach and then hiding when the two men turned to see.
     And finally Kaspar turned and shouted, “Get away you bloody bastards!” and was answered by a thin piercing laugh that came to them through the silence of the smoke.
     They went on. At all sides they were haunted by shrill laughter, mutterings, and screams. Dark faces watched them; the dark faces held red eyes and had gleaming yellow teeth as sharp as those of the dogs that battled for garbage and human refuse.
     At last they came to the far side of the encampment where the sick were banished from the rest of the assembly. The sun burned down on pitiful bodies coughing thick liquids and blood into the sand. Some lay on cots, others sprawled out on the ground as if claiming the right to die on a particular spot. Stepping among the huts and bodies, the two men continued to look back to make sure they were not still being tracked.
     Kaspar said, “What is this place? What’s going on here?”
     “I don’t know,” Naughton said. “Something’s gone wrong—this is madness.”
     “Madness?” someone asked. “Madness? Who is there?”
     Naughton looked around. An old man, so thin his bones seemed to bear no flesh at all, sat in the sand with his back to an aluminum wall. His skin was almost black while the hair on his head was white and clean. The old man sat cross-legged, his frail straw arms in his naked lap, and Naughton saw that he was staring directly into the afternoon sun. His eyes were incredibly black hollows. Naughton knew the eyeballs had retreated from the sun’s power; the old man had been burned blind.
     “Madness?” the old man asked again, tilting his head to catch the voice he’d heard. “Is someone there?”
     Naughton bent down, squinting against the sun reflected off the metal wall, and softly touched the old man’s hard cheeks. The old man started at the touch and jerked back but Naughton said, “I mean you no harm.”
     “Where’d those fucking buggers go?” Kaspar asked.
     “Who is there?” asked the old man, fumbling weakly for Naughton’s hand, his own hard fingers searching, searching, then finally lacing with the young American’s.
     “A soft man,” he said as he felt Naughton’s hands. “No work against the weather. I’m blind.”
     “Yes,” said Naughton, staring into those deep sockets. “You’ve blinded yourself.”
     “Just up and left my ass here,” said Kaspar, his expensive Nikons cracking together like pistol shots. “I’ll kill them.”
     “There were men following us,” Naughton said.
     “Yes. I hear the beating of your heart. I smell your fear.”
     “I’m an American,” Naughton said. “I want to know what’s happening here. Have these people gone mad?”
     The old man smiled, showing yellowed teeth broken and ground into stubs, and shook his head as if he had just heard a joke. “Mad? Mad? No. There is no longer any madness. There is now only what is.” He turned his face toward the heat of the sun and its golden fire settled in his sightless eyes. “I can still see the sun; I am not yet blind after all. And while I can still see there is no hope.”
     “What?” Naughton asked. “What?”
     Kaspar said, “Let’s get out of here, old boy. Take to the desert and get back to the highway.”
     “I came to this place with my daughter and her husband,” the old man was saying. “A new life, they said. Here we will find a new life, they said. And here they left me. I don’t know where they are. She was my daughter until she reached this place; then I knew her no longer. I must burn it out. I must burn it out.”
     “Huh?” Kaspar said. “What’s that old cock talking about?”
     Naughton leaned forward. “Who have these people assembled to see? Who will give your daughter a new life?”
     The old man nodded. “Yes. A new life is what she said.”
     “Who will give her a new life?”
     The old man groped for Naughton’s face; his fingers traced the lips and nose, felt along his cheeks. “Can you help me find them? Perhaps they will still go back with me. Help me.”
     “Come on, Naughton. He’s crazy.”
     “No!” Naughton said harshly over his shoulder. He turned back to the old man. “I’ll help you. But who… what is the name of the man you’ve come to find?”
     The old man smiled again. “Baal,” he said. “Baal.”
     Something clattered off the wall of the aluminum hut and fell to Naughton’s feet. A rock.
     He looked up to see Kaspar ducking, shielding the lens of his cameras with one hand. And beyond Kaspar ragged hollow-eyed men and women stood in a semicircle. Naughton could hear their breathing, coarse and hot. They held jagged stones. A thin Bedouin in gaily colored rags reared back and threw his weapon. Naughton dodged; the rock sang past his head and cracked off the metal.
     “Jesus Christ!” Kaspar shouted. “Have you people gone fucking nuts? I’m a British citizen!”
     Someone else, a woman, threw her stone and Naughton heard Kaspar grunt. Then the air was filled with them, clattering off the metal wall and striking Naughton on the arms he had brought up to protect his head. He looked down and saw that a stone had struck the old man; his head was gashed above the empty pools of his eyes. Kaspar shouted out in pain and staggered back, holding his chest where a shattered camera dangled, the lens dripping glass. Then Naughton saw another stone strike Kaspar directly on the head and he fell to his knees, his head dragging.
     The beggars moved forward. Someone threw an arm back to fling another stone and Naughton knew already where it would strike, on the forehead over his right eye, as if he had seen this in a dozen sweating dreams. He tensed his back against the scorching metal wall.
     A long gleaming black limousine roared between Naughton and the beggars. Sand spattered across his shins. He heard the solid thunk! as the stone, meant for him, struck the window jamb of the car and bounced off. He dropped down and saw that Kaspar was barely breathing.
     The car doors opened. Two white-robed Kuwaitis herded the beggars back. They obeyed, muttering in menacing tones but subservient all the same. Someone took Naughton’s arm and lifted him up.
     “Are you injured?” the man asked. Dark darting eyes beneath the traditional headdress, a thin mustache above pouting feminine lips.
     Naughton shook his head to clear it. “No. No, I’m all right. Another thirty seconds and it might have been different.”
     The man grunted and nodded. He looked across and saw the old man but did not move to give aid. He said, “This scum is difficult. I am Haiber Talat Musallim. You’re an American?”
     “Yes. My friend there… he’s hurt badly, I’m afraid.”
     The man glanced down. Kaspar was lying in a pool of blood. “This scum is difficult,” he said. He motioned with a thick hand. “Please… my car.”
     Naughton shook his head; he felt overcome and off balance. Leaning against Musallim, he staggered to the limousine. In the air-conditioned, perfume-reeking car was a white-uniformed driver and another man, blond and pale, in a dark blue suit. Naughton said drunkenly, “My friend is hurt. I’ve got to see about my friend.” He made a move to climb out of the car, but Musallim grasped him clawlike on the upper arm.
     The man in the blue suit was staring at him with vacant eyes. He slowly opened the car door, rose to his feet, and said, “I’ll take care of your friend.”
     Naughton said, “No, I…”
     “I’ll take care of your friend,” said the pale man in the blue suit, and as he approached the figure on the ground Naughton saw that he walked with an aggravated limp as if something was wrong with his hip joint.
     Musallim patted Naughton’s hand and said calmly, “You’re all right now. You’re among friends.”
     And as the limousine roared off through the tangle of blinding walls and emaciated bodies, Naughton turned in his seat as weakly as if he had been suddenly drained of his lifeblood. He was almost certain that he saw the group of beggars moving forward again toward Kaspar, creeping creeping with their hands tight around new stones.
     And the man in the blue suit stood watching.
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“Here,” Musallim said as he took two thimble-sized silver cups from a tray held by a white-uniformed servant, “some tea would cool you. This heat, I know, must be unbearable to foreigners. Me, I was born in the desert.”
     Naughton took the proffered cup and drank. The tea was black and very strong, with an aftertaste of cloves. The two men sat within Musallim’s magnificent gold-embroidered tent at the fringe of the encampment. Rich red and gold carpets were spread across the sand. Musallim sat behind a wide ornate desk and Naughton occupied one of two canvas armchairs in the tent’s blessed shade. Naughton said, “This is very good.”
     “Someday I’ll control the desert,” Musallim said. “Already I’ve cut across it like the most skilled surgeon of your country. Water lines, gas lines… I’ve strung them through the sand as if I were,” he made a needle-and-thread gesture, “sewing stitches. The people appreciate me for that.”
     Naughton nodded. In the distance, over Musallim’s droning voice, he could still hear the din of the people bubbling in the pot of the encampment. “Could you find out about my friend, please?” he asked.
     “Your friend?”
     “Yes, the man I was with. Mr. Kaspar.”
     Musallim waved a hand and leaned back in his chair. Against the startling white of his dishdashah the man’s flesh was the color of rust. “He’s well taken care of. That rabble out there can be quite annoying. It is hot, isn’t it?”
     Naughton finished the tea and put the cup down on a circular table beside his chair. He looked up into the flat, hooded eyes of the man across the desk. “I don’t understand what’s going on here,” he said. “I’ve been researching my book for several weeks and I’ve watched this crowd grow. Now it seems as though they’ve finally gotten out of control. I don’t know…” he ran a hand across his forehead to soak up the droplets of sweat that hung, eager to break, over his eyebrows, “I’ve never seen anything like this before. It’s ugly. It—I don’t know.”
     Musallim sat in silence for a moment, his ring-laden fingers toying with the golden scrolls that decorated the arms of his chair. “Mr. Naughton,” he said finally, “there are many things in this life that seem ugly. But later, on close and logical scrutiny, they begin to take on a special beauty. You’re disturbed by what is happening here because you do not yet understand. I’m at ease because I do. And I would not have donated this land for such a purpose if I did not feel it was worthwhile and very important. You’ll see, Mr. Naughton. History will record this flat plain of sand as a place of exquisite and divine purpose.”
     Naughton had looked up sharply. “You own this land?”
     “Yes, this land and miles beyond. Would you like more tea?”
     “No. Thank you.” From the corner of his eye Naughton caught the sudden brilliance of a diamond as it gleamed from Musallim’s hand. “Please explain this to me. I see madness and death here. Do you see something else?”
     “I see everything else,” the other man said. He gazed at Naughton for a few seconds and then his dark eyes flickered around the confines of the tent. He seemed to be choosing the correct words. “My family was of very poor stock, Mr. Naughton… or so I thought at the time.” He held up a finger for emphasis. “They were Bedouins, nomads of the desert. My father—oh I remember my father, his teeth flashing in the sun, astride a great foaming white horse. He was a strong-willed man who took what he wanted when he wanted and who,” he glanced at Naughton and smiled self-consciously, “beat his wife and children when he felt the need. He was a man of the desert, Mr. Naughton, and more important, he was a man of the spirit.”
     “The spirit… ?” Naughton asked.
     “When he was still a young man he controlled six families and their water wells. He was a man to be reckoned with. Of course he… had his enemies. They despised him as cowardly dogs fear all noble wolves. And even his own family moved against him. I remember one night our camp was set up on stone bluffs where he could stand and look out to the gulf… I remember there was a full moon. And I remember our tents stirring in the breeze and the gulf crashing beyond. It was his brother Assaid who was the enemy… his own brother. He came to tell my father that he’d gone too far. Too far, said Assaid. Like telling the gulf to stop its gnawing of the land.
     “My father had killed someone—one of the well-keepers who had cheated him—and he’d left his head on a stake to drip blood into the water, to poison it as a message to those who would not give my father the respect he deserved. And his brother had come to tell him that his family was through with him. He had disgraced their name, said Assaid. And he spit at my father’s feet. I remember that because I saw the spit gleam in the moonlight.”
     The man’s eyes were shining. He leaned forward, his fingers tracing pictures in the air before Naughton’s face.
     “Assaid turned to walk back to his horse,” Musallim said, “but that was not the end of it. Oh no. That could never be the end of it My father, as I said, was a strong-willed man. There was a knife at his belt. He unsheathed it and my mother put her hands over my eyes but I pulled away. And around the fire the rest of the men grinned as they saw the naked Made. My father never drew a knife and sheathed it clean. So he struck at his brother and the knife caught him here, up above the shoulder blade. But Assaid was a strong man too, though weak in the ways of the world. He turned and grasped my father around the throat; they battled there in the moonlight, my father cursing and Assaid gasping for air with the knife in him up to its black hilt. They reached the edge of the bluff and my father, with a twist of the knife that scraped against bone—I remember hearing that—tossed Assaid over onto the rocks at the foot of the gulf.” He looked up suddenly into Naughton’s eyes. “With no regrets.”
     Naughton was shocked by the unconcern in Musallim’s tone of voice. The man didn’t seem to realize he had been witness to a coldblooded murder. Naughton said, “He killed his brother? Why?”
     Musallim smiled faintly, cruelly, and there was something about his smile that mirrored a strange satisfaction. “Why? Why does a lion hunt a lamb? Why does a vulture wait for the last gasp of death? It’s the nature of the beast, Mr. Naughton; the glorious beast stalks, waits for the right moment, then—” he reached out as if catching something in the air “—the prize. The world spins on that circle of victims, Mr. Naughton. All of us either stalk or are stalked. It’s an inescapable fact.”
     “But,” Naughton said, “hopefully a man has progressed far enough over the lions and vultures that he no longer needs to stalk.”
     “Ah,” said Musallim, holding up a hand. “The God that created this earth and all on it was wise. He created the natural rhythm of life and death, the circle of victim and survivor. We act in blasphemy if we fail to observe His sacred wisdom.”
     Naughton sat still. The din outside was rising. It seemed to thrash the folds of the tent.
     “What noble creatures the lions are,” Musallim said, “to make themselves stronger over the bodies of the weak. How wise and kind are the talons of vultures, to rend away the dead and dying flesh and in so doing clear the way for the strong. The struggle of life and death is not a purposeless game, Mr. Naughton, it’s a thing of special beauty. Do you understand?”
     Naughton reached for the cup of tea and swirled the residue at the bottom. He did not want to look into the face of the man before him because a strange and terrible philosophy glittered in Musallim’s eyes.
     “The land my father left to me wasn’t much,” Musallim said, “but the secrets hidden from him were revealed to me. One day I found my land swimming in a thick dark pool that had flowed up from the depths. I scooped it up by the bucketful. I smeared it over my face and rolled in it. On that day I traded my modest clothing for the raiment of a wealthy man. On that day I finally knew the power my father had left to me. And now I can build cities and move mountains and change the course of water. Now I finally have the opportunity to communicate to the world the logic of my father.”
     “I don’t understand.”
     Musallim motioned for the servant to carry away the two silver cups. The man bowed and backed out of the tent. “I have met a man,” Musallim said after another moment, “who has taught me what I failed to see before. Through him I have grasped the beauty of power. It’s so clear to me, Mr. Naughton. He is the tooth of the lion, the talon of the vulture. I have given myself to him in order to live in glorious honor.”
     The name the old man had spoken. Naughton couldn’t remember it. What had it been?
     “At first I thought him only a prophet. Now I see him as so much more, so much more. The old prophets spoke of a god who saw things as they could never be. Baal sees what is and what shall always be.”
     Naughton tensed involuntarily. Baal. Baal. That was it. He’d read something about it somewhere before. The word Canaan briefly came into his mind.
     Naughton said, “Baal.”
     “Yes,” Musallim said. “Baal. The living Muhammad.”
     The other man stood up abruptly and walked to the tent opening. He could see the mad dancing figures in the encampment beyond; the rising smoke dimmed the setting sun. He was breathing heavily though he didn’t know why; he wondered if it was safe to try to get back to the city. He said, “This is madness. This is… madness.”
     “No, my friend. The madness lies in not accepting the reality of the world as it is. To suddenly find oneself seeing life for the first time after so long being deceived… that is a recovery from madness, isn’t it?”
     He was silent. He could see, in the shadows cast by the dying sun, the great oval tent erected beyond the encampment. He said, “This man has taken the name of a heathen god. No more, no less.”
     “Has he?” the other man whispered. Musallim had moved quietly up behind Naughton. He touched the American gently, up over the shoulder blade, and the fingers reminded Naughton, oddly, of the touch of a knife. “That was my reaction also, until I saw evidence of his miracles. I’ve seen the holy fire leap from his fingers. I’ve seen him kiss the sand and cause a flower to grow. You’ll soon discover a truth that will silence all the lying voices. The crowd waits for Baal. His disciples have roamed this land whispering his name to those who would hear. I’ve seen the converts arriving, in increasing numbers, day after day. But this night, Mr. Naughton, Baal breaks his silence… there.” He pointed beyond to the huge tent and the humming generator. “And tomorrow will be the first day of a new world.”
     Naughton turned and said hurriedly, “I need to send a cable immediately. Is there a telegraph office this far from the city?”
     Musallim held up his hand to quiet the other man. “No time, my friend. No time.” And almost with the end of his sentence there began the deep hollow clamor of a bell somewhere in the encampment, over and over until it seemed as if first one person moaned with the bell, then a dozen, then a hundred, until the encampment reverberated with the sound.
     “He is come,” said Musallim, his voice trembling with excitement. “He is come!”
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THE DAY HELD ON to life by a thin red thread gashed along the horizon. Above it the sky was starless as a lowered blackout curtain.
     All across the wide encampment the fires flickered, the lights of a city perched on the brink of a desert no-man’s-land. At the tolling of the bell the noise of the assembly, their howls and curses, suddenly rumbled to a halt until there was only the barking of the camp dogs.
     And then, as Naughton stood cold and transfixed at the mouth of Musallim’s tent, the mass of humanity began to rise up from the smoke-enshrouded encampment. They had thrown all consideration of dignity away; Naughton saw them running for the tent beyond as if they were a pack of maddened animals, snarling and snapping at each other, most of them in filthy rags and many entirely nude. They called out the name over and over, shrieking and begging, as they sent a cloud of sand that spun whipping through tents like desert devil spirals. Naughton saw many of them trampled; one would fall, tripping a score of others, and then there would be a crush of bodies, all arms and legs and heads, fighting to get free and find room inside the great tent ahead. The wealthy ones, clad in shining gold robes and dazzling jewelry, ran shrieking with the rabble; their servants, in the lead, struck down people right and left with the butts of rifles. And still the bell boomed on and on like a great commanding voice and the assembly shrieked the answer Baal Baal Baal until it became so loud and terrible Naughton put his hands to his ears.
     Wherever the main body of the assembly had passed, the torn ground was littered with the broken bodies of those dead and dying. Then came the sick, struggling through the thick sand on crutches and crawling on their bellies like snake skeletons while angry-eyed dogs nipped at their heels and, taking hold of ripped clothes, worried the wasted bodies mercilessly.
     Musallim said quietly, “It is time for us to go, Mr. Naughton. Our place is waiting.” He opened a desk drawer and reached inside. His hand emerged with a shining ruby-encrusted revolver.
     Naughton was watching a fight that had broken out at the tent’s aperture; men and women battled with each other to gain entrance and finally vanished in a swirl of sand. Musallim caught his elbow and urged him from his safe refuge into a maddened horde beyond.
     As they neared the tent Naughton saw how huge it really was; its appearance had been deceptive. Now the wind beat at its billowing sides and the entrance swallowed swarms of ragged figures. Naughton heard a click! as Musallim eased back the hammer of his revolver. Around them the masses churned with glittering teeth and grasping hands, their voices calling out the name even as they battered each other. Musallim shouted at a group of beggars to make way and one of the men, a cruel savagery in his eyes, leaped for Naughton. Musallim’s arm jerked out and a pistol shot flung the man away.
     They reached the tent entrance, which was clogged by the shouting hordes, and to Naughton’s horror Musallim began indiscriminately firing into the dark clot of bodies until a path was made and the two men were able to slip through.
     Inside more than one thousand people crowded shoulder to shoulder, kneeling in the sand. Glittering golden chandeliers hung suspended by cables from the ceiling, illuminating in harsh white a sea of heads and bodies in motion like waves. Naughton followed Musallim as he elbowed his way through the mob, brandishing his gun and shouting threats, but the American kept a careful watch over his shoulder in case of an attack from behind. They reached the front of the shouting, sobbing mass and then Naughton saw the immense statue to which the assembly seemed to be praying. High atop a pedestal of gold was a primitive statue of a man. The arms were thrown across the chest in an attitude of superiority and the elongated head, almost triangular, showed thin slits of eyes and a cruel slash of lips. One of the most remarkable, and certainly most disturbing, aspects of the strange artifact was its sexual organs; the penis jutted forward almost four feet and the testes were great black spheres. Naughton stood motionless for a moment, staring at the figure; beside him Musallim fell to his knees and blended his own pleading voice with those of the others. The figure had been carved by a time-lost master; beneath the black stone actual rippling muscles bulged. The features were fierce and demanding. Its eyes seemed to follow Naughton as he stepped forth from the throng and reached out to touch the stone.
     It was then that he almost tripped over something that cried out and scuttled away. He looked down and saw an Arab child in rags, its eyes wide and frightened and its body reduced to the merest house of bone. The elbows looked as sharp as daggers and the knees were flat pads on rails of legs. Naughton decided the child was male and that he had probably fallen and been injured in the rush of the crowd. As he looked closer he saw a metal collar around the child’s neck, attached to a chain that let out about three feet of slack, then joined to a metal spike driven firmly into the sand. The child seemed on the verge of hysteria; he cringed, holding up his hands for mercy from the man towering over him.
     Naughton stepped back a few paces, realizing with a curious and alien sense of power that, if he had so desired, he could have crushed the child with one well-placed slam of his boot.
     The great clamor of the bell stopped so abruptly that the sudden silence made Naughton’s ears ring. The assembly was quieted; figures lay prone on the ground or kneeled in deference to the glowering statue. Naughton, breaking out in a sweat of absolute fear, looked around for Musallim, but the man had been sucked into the maelstrom. It was not so much the man Naughton sought as the safety of his revolver. Now, standing amid the sour smells of sweat and anticipation, Naughton again felt compelled to seek the eyes of the idol. Its gaze rooted him to the spot. He heard a roar in his head like someone shouting at him from a great distance and he said, No no this cannot be!
     He was awed by the utter power of the figure as it stood triumphant over the child. How strong and firm it was, he thought. It was the master of them all. When they’d all died and their flesh had decayed back to the dust it would still be there, haughty and sure, in its stone body that had worn the coats of countless ages. He was suddenly ashamed of his frailty. He wanted to fall to his knees and hide his face, but he could not. He trembled, caught between the statue and the mob and unable to turn his back on either.
     Naughton was aware of a new sound. The wind had risen to a high-pitched wail that ripped past the great tent. Around him the walls were beaten by the fists of those who had not found room inside. The tent shuddered and rippled. Ropes and support beams groaned. Naughton thought for an instant that the entire enclosure and all in it would be ravaged by the force of the gathering sandstorm.
     From behind him, at the rear of the mass, someone screamed brokenly, a strangling sound. Naughton turned to look over the assembly but he couldn’t see back as far as the source of the sound. He thought another fight had broken out. And then a Bedouin very near him cried out and put his hands over his ears, throwing himself to the ground and rolling amid the other bodies.
     Naughton stood as if in a trance, the sweat beading on his face and dripping softly to his collar.
     He watched as the throes began to spread. The wealthy Kuwaitis and Bedouin beggars alike took up the same moan, the same terrible cry of hatred. Scattered fights erupted. Naughton saw the gleam of bloodlust in their eyes as they sprang at each other’s throats. He drew back against the statue, feeling somehow protected by its bulk. When the men and women struggled to their feet and attacked each other without hesitation the screaming, moaning din rose and rose until Naughton thought he was going mad. The noise pounded at his temples and he cringed, unable to protect himself.
     He saw men ripping the clothes from women and then copulating with them in the churned sand. Women threw their skirts over their heads and spread their legs for anyone who would take them. Gradually the fighting altered itself into an endless series of private sexual combats, but here and there new fights began over partners. Naughton saw men and women wildly hammering each other with no shame nor guilt; women used brutally and then thrown aside for the next pair of ready thighs. He was sickened but could not turn away; it was beyond his power to turn away. A copulating pair rolled against him and he stepped back out of their way. Someone, a Bedouin, screamed something in his ear and leaped for him. He wrestled away from the man and saw the Bedouin dragged down into a heap of struggling bodies. He moved back to get away from sweating nude figures plastered with sand and as he did he stumbled again over the child. He said, “Goddammit!” and kicked out blindly, hearing a grunt as his boot struck flesh. A hollow-eyed woman with gray decaying teeth groped at his crotch. He swung out at her, his stomach reeling, and caught her solidly beneath the chin. Another woman clutched at his back, her nails raking open his shirt while her teeth tore at his ear. Naughton cursed and pushed her off, his chest heaving and blood dripping down from his ravaged earlobe. A gaunt man in stained robes kicked at his groin, but Naughton caught the man’s ankle and heaved him backward onto a stuporous nude couple.
     He had no time to think; the blood boiled in his brain. Goddamn them, he said. Goddamn all of them to hell. They were going to kill both themselves and him too; that was it. This would go on until they were all dead. He heard pistol shots and wondered if he could find Musalhm. He could hardly breathe for the awful stink. He was choking. Goddamn them, he said. They’re trying to kill me. He stumbled against two Bedouins embroiled in a knife fight; one of the men bled from a long gash across his chest and his weak eyes mirrored the loss of blood. The draining man saw Naughton and, turning toward him with a foul curse, lifted his arm to strike with his weapon. At once his opponent took advantage; his arm flashed as he drove his weapon into the small of the wounded man’s back.
     Naughton picked up the fallen man’s knife and backed away as the victor approached like a dark juggernaut. Naughton screamed, “Get away!” but his voice was lost in the raging din. He saw murder in the eyes of the other man. Someone behind Naughton shrieked loudly into his ear, and as he spun around to strike he tripped over a body and fell heavily, at the same time tearing the knife back and forth with newfound strength to save his own life.
     And then the moaning ceased.
     Those fighting in bloody sand stared as if someone had abruptly startled them from their anger. The copulating bodies slowed their sexual throes. Naughton saw Musallim standing halfway across the tent, the gun still in his hand. Their eyes met.
     Naughton trembled in rage and confusion. His arms and chest were sticky and warm, but he was only dimly aware that he had bitten into his lower Up. He felt feverish, on the verge of collapse. As the sweet smell of blood reached him he dropped the knife and, like a wounded animal, pressed his face against the wet sand.
     He had slashed the throat of the child.
     With a cry Naughton pushed at the slack body and dragged himself through the sand. The child’s eyes were open above its horrible mauled throat; they stared blankly at Naughton and the wound made him think the child was laughing through blood-caked lips. Naughton dragged over bodies that sought to touch him, to clutch at his drawn face and tear strips from his tattered shirt. He hid his face from them and cringed at the kiss of crawling hands.
     And then the sound grew even louder, they were calling the name over and over. He felt as if he were encased in a vault with fleshy walls. He reached out and touched a woman’s bare thigh. She sucked eagerly at his mouth. Around him they lifted their arms to the ceiling and the name Baal Baal Baal whirled about his head. When he took a breath it was the breath of Baal. When he clutched at slippery flesh it was the flesh of Baal. When he kissed a pair of straining lips they were the lips of Baal.
     Sweat filled his eyes. His vision became cloudily dreamlike. He suddenly felt elated and free, caressed intimately by a woman—or more than one woman—he had never even seen before. The smell of blood had seemed to heighten his general sensory awareness. He ripped at the remnants of his shirt, suddenly wishing to be rid of it, and a woman bit like a wild thing at his stomach. The voices around him reached a fever pitch and he let the fever take him. The name throbbed within him. It had already filled his mouth before he could speak. He said, “Baal.”
     Through his blurred eyes he saw men moving among the assembly. One of them he seemed to recognize though he couldn’t remember from where. The multitude shrieked in a frenzy. He tried to rise up but was too weak; he remained where he was, his head down. And then someone took his arm and began to pull him steadily to his feet. The grip was tight and strong. Naughton could feel nails biting into his flesh. He tried to see who it was but he could not; the man towered over him like the bulbous-organed statue.
     A finger touched his forehead.
     He felt a sensation like a mild electric shock course through him; it set him on fire and made the blood tingle. He opened his mouth to cry out in an ecstatic agony as his blood turned to liquid fire. Then the man released him and was gone in the crush of the assembly.
     Someone else moved beside him and held him as his knees sagged. He looked across and through the mist could make out the placid, drained face of Musallim. His chest was marked with the paths of riotous fingernails and his headdress had been torn away. Naughton blinked. On the man’s forehead, directly between his eyes, was a small red mark that looked like some sort of stain. No, Naughton told himself, no stain. No stain. A fingerprint. A fingerprint.
     When he reached out to touch it with grasping empty fingers his knees finally buckled.
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WHILE HE WAS PACKING Virga came across the copy of Time magazine that had arrived in the mail some days before. He had read it cover to cover, concentrating on the article that had first attracted his interest. Now he took the magazine and walked through the gray-carpeted hallway into his study. He switched on the lights and sat at his desk to reread the article because in the space of a few days it had become more meaningful than he could have imagined.
     It was under the heading Religion. Two words, in the magazine’s bold typeface, began the article: The Messiah? There was a picture of ragged men and women huddled around a fire, leering and gesturing toward the camera. And another picture, enlarged and very grainy, showed a figure standing on the balcony of a great turreted palace. The caption read “Baal.”
     Virga reached for a pipe from the rack on his desk and lit it thoughtfully. The article contained a piecemeal picture of the swarm of people who had flooded into Kuwait and gathered at a religious shrine erected in the desert. The correspondent had evidently been able to work only with secondhand sources and thus the philosophy of the “Baalism movement” was not clear; the article indicated that “Baalism” sought to reinstate individual power. But the primary figure, this mysterious man who called himself Baal, granted no interviews and gave out no public relations material. Kuwait City and its surrounding desert villages, said the article, “are on the verge of an uncontained religious hysteria due to the very presence of this man, whom some recognize as the living Muhammad, the chosen one, the Messiah.” Virga closed the magazine and pushed it across the desk.
     He sat motionless. This was certainly a madman who had taken the name of an ancient Canaanite god of sexuality and sacrifice. But why? For what purpose? The worship of Baal, some fifteen hundred years before Christ, involved extravagant and loathsome orgies, child sacrifice, and the transformation of the temple into a house of sodomy and prostitution. It was unbelievable to Virga that any sane man should hope to identify himself with a figure whom Jehovah had ordered banished from the land of Canaan. Under the worship of Baal, primarily a god of fertility, Canaan became a marketplace of flesh and savagery; Virga knew that archaeologists who dug the ruined Canaanite cities at Hazor and Megiddo found abominations shocking to a modern world: skeletons of infants stuffed into rude earthen jars for sacrificial burial, idols with warriorlike features and hugely exaggerated sexual organs. There were other times and places, as well, in which the name Baal had surfaced: about three thousand years before Christ he was the “storm-god” of the Amorites; in the sixteenth century, having fallen from grace by the hand of Jehovah so long before, he preferred to cast his lot with the darker fates and was identified by demonologist Jean Wier as a demon prince with three heads: of a man, a toad, and a cat.
     And this man, this “Baal,” was the one whom Naughton had gone to find.
     Judith Naughton had telephoned Virga one afternoon at his office.
     “I was wondering,” she said calmly, “if you had heard anything from Donald in the last week or so?”
     “No, I haven’t,” said Virga. “I expected him to be back by now. He isn’t?”
     “No.”
     Virga waited for her to say something more. When she didn’t he said, uncomfortably, “Well, he’s probably all wrapped up in his project. You know how we so-called men of learning act like children when we’re working. We lose all sense of time. By the way, wasn’t Timmy’s birthday last week? What is he now? Seven?”
     “Yes. Seven. Donald bought him a present before he left.”
     “Oh. Anyway, I really expected to hear more from Donald by now. I received a few letters, just general information on how he was progressing. But nothing in the last three weeks. Actually I need him back to give me an idea of the content of his courses for next semester. Any notion when he’s returning?”
     “No,” she said. Virga heard her suddenly choke.
     “Judith?” he asked. “Is anything wrong?”
     And when he met her at lunch the following afternoon he noticed her trembling hands and the swollen pouches beneath her eyes. He ordered a drink for her and said, “Now. You haven’t told me what the problem is. Here I am doing my best to cheer you and you won’t give me an inch.” He smiled gently. “I don’t understand the modern woman. I suppose I should give up trying.”
     She returned his smile, awkwardly, and Virga saw that she was extremely disturbed. He leaned forward slightly and said, “I’d like to help you if I can.”
     Judith looked into her drink; Virga knew she was deliberately avoiding his gaze. She toyed with the stem of the glass and said, “I did receive a letter from Donald. A week or so ago. I didn’t know what to do; I didn’t know whom to talk to. I thought maybe it was some kind of joke or something; I don’t know what I thought.” She reached into her handbag. The letter was folded and refolded and bore the stains of a long journey. She slid it across the table to Virga. “Here,” she said.
     He opened the envelope and carefully unfolded a piece of tattered paper. There was only one word on it, scribbled in an almost illegible handwriting. The word Goodbye.
     Virga said, “This isn’t Donald’s handwriting. He didn’t send this.”
     “Yes,” she said. “I recognize the handwriting except it’s distorted and hurried.” She put a hand to her face. “I don’t know what I’ve done.” She began to tremble and caught back a sob.
     “Did he tell you where he was staying?”
     “Yes. I called them but they told me he’d left all his clothes and suitcases and just… gone.” She looked up, suddenly pleading with him. “We never had any trouble. Honestly. Just, you know, arguments over little things. But never anything to make him just decide to leave me with no warning. This is not like him…” She dropped her eyes, ashamed at having dragged him into this. “What am I going to do?”
     Virga sat with his hands folded beneath his chin. The Time magazine lay on the desk beside him. Judith’s eyes, lost and hopeless, had forced his decision. He had discussed with Dr. Landon the possibilities of his assuming the duties of department head for a week or so; he had made his airline connections and hotel reservations in advance.
     Judith had been correct; such an action was not in line with Naughton’s cool, restrained character. And Virga remembered the handwriting, like the mad scratching of an animal’s claw on paper. And now this… this madman who called himself Baal and who was perhaps responsible, directly or indirectly, for Naughton’s letter. He felt the heat of challenge course through his blood. A madman, a false messiah who had encouraged thousands to pay homage to him there on the desert. A man of reason and intelligence suddenly throwing away with a scrawled word his wife, his work, his life. Was there a connection? Virga stood up, filled with new resolve, and went back to his bedroom to finish packing.
     On the following day Virga was flying into the rising sun in a TWA Boeing bound for Lisbon, still hours away. From there would be a connection to Cairo, then across the jutting triangle of Saudi Arabia to Kuwait. He drank two scotches and tried to concentrate on The God-Myths, a book he had brought along, to sharpen his recall of the pre-Christ Canaan fertility rites and the significance of the warrior-god Baal. Baal, as he’d remembered from his own education on pre-Christ cults, was vanquished from the land by Jehovah, in that period of history called Yahweh. From that time the people of Yahweh grew to despise the memory of Baal.
     It interested Virga how the god Baal had become the demon Baal. Perhaps it was only man’s memory, reacting to the vile orgies and sacrifices of children performed in Baal’s temple; perhaps it was the memory of Yahweh’s destruction of Canaan, passed down from mouth to mouth over tribal campfires and finally depicted in Joshua in the Old Testament. But a question haunted him: was Baal only a myth? If Jehovah was a true entity, as Virga believed, then what about the minor gods, like Baal and Seth, Mot and Mithras? But in any event, this man had taken the name Baal for a purpose and Virga was intrigued to find out why.
     He was unprepared for the pandemonium at Kuwait’s International Airport. Bone-weary and afflicted with jet lag, he took his suitcases and hailed a taxi to get away as soon as possible from the crush of journalists with their cameras and sound rigs. On the highway into the city the sun shimmered in hot waves that rolled and broke across the barren flats. He had visited the Middle East many times before and was well-versed in both customs and language; he found always that the land looked either very old or very new, either ravaged by time or just awakening from a sleep that had spanned the centuries. He reached into his coat and from a tube spread a balm over his forehead and the bridge of his nose to prevent sunburn. The highway seemed congested with all manner of vehicles from limousine on down, and Virga saw scattered accidents here and there. On each side of the highway wrecked and abandoned car hulks had been set afire. In the distance the towers of the city undulated in the heat and, south of them, smoke rose up to the sky in a thousand dark banners. Virga knew it was the encampment Naughton had described.
     As they neared the city Virga saw that ramshackle tenements had been constructed to handle an overflow of people. Prefabricated houses and goatskin tents simmered side by side on the flat landscape. And in the sky there was always a slow whirl of smoke that at times drifted across the concrete and made the driver skitter into the sand to avoid heaps of rotting food and bundles of clothing.
     In the city Virga felt he had finally caught up with the war; he was appalled. Groups of angry-eyed beggars heaved stones through car windows and uniformed Kuwaiti police officers, armed with revolvers and batons, surged into them to force them away from the roadway. The beggars rocked parked automobiles back and forth, flipped them over on their sides. Fires burned through tenement sections; in the midst of the city several buildings had been set afire. Twice Virga’s driver cursed and swerved to miss a body sprawled in the car’s path.
     The driver put his foot to the floor and roared through a group of Arabs expecting him to slow. They leaped back, cursing, and one of them threw a stone that glanced off the fender. Virga knew that he had entered the land of the insane. Here the insanity was brother to the smoke. Blown by the wind off the gulf, it was everywhere, and he was fearful that if he inhaled it too deeply it would bring on madness.
     They arrived at his hotel. Virga took his suitcases in through the shattered glass doors of the lobby. Fragments glittered on the rich dark carpets. One wall, he noted, was punctured by two neat round bulletholes.
     The Kuwaiti at the reception desk, a young man in a cream-colored suit, rang for a boy to carry the cases. “Dr. Virga, yes? It’s good you reserved a suite. The Americans have landed, yes?”
     “I was unaware there was a war on,” he said, motioning to the smashed windows.
     “Last night the scum overflowed the streets. The Holiday Inn and the Hilton were set afire. Nothing left now but hulks. There’s not much we can do.”
     “I see the police are out.”
     “They have to be,” said the Kuwaiti, shrugging. “If they weren’t we’d have no order at all. And three-fourths of the officers have deserted their jobs. Military units are stationed in the city and there are curfews, but there’s not much that can be done to stop the property destruction. The jails and hospitals are crowded. What can be done with these people? I’ve even started carrying a gun.”
     Virga looked around the lobby. It was deserted. Chairs were overturned, mirrors broken, ornamental pottery ground into bits. A gold and green tapestry had been ripped down from the ceiling. A small fountain, now drained of water, was filled with glass.
     “I apologize for the condition of our vestibule,” the man said. “Too many stones and no one able to control these people.”
     “No,” Virga said, “that’s all right. I understand.”
     “You have come, of course,” he said, “to seek Baal?”
     Virga raised his brow. Beside him a slim young man bent to pick up his suitcases.
     “All the rest of them have. The airport has been jammed; the highways are almost impassable. I understand the airport will be closed by military order soon. They’ve come here from all over: Greece, Italy, Spain. The wealthy ones arrived early. They moored their yachts in the harbor or brought their own aircraft; the poor got here anyway they could. Of course no one stays in the city. They’re all out… there.”
     “Have you seen this man yourself?” Virga asked.
     “Oh no. Not myself. But I know people who have. And of course the place is packed with journalists seeking interviews.”
     Virga reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and unfolded the Time magazine page with its photograph of the man standing on a balcony. “Do you know this place?”
     The Kuwaiti leaned over and looked at it carefully. In the far distance Virga heard gunfire that seemed to go on and on, then stopped with disturbing suddenness. The man said, “In the ancient section. The estate of Haiber Talat Musallim. You’ve heard of him?”
     “No.”
     “Ah. The new prophet and disciple of Baal. I’m surprised at this photograph. I didn’t know the sentries allowed cameras near the walls.” He looked up from the photograph. “So. You are here to seek him.”
     Virga said, “Yes,” and took the key he was offered. “And now I want to take a hot bath and wash this smell of smoke off me.”
     “The flow of water is erratic,” the man called. “Something’s wrong with the pipes.”
     Virga followed the young man across the lobby to the elevators. He stopped suddenly, staring at a dark wide crust of blood that spread out in a circle on the smooth marble floor. The young man carrying the suitcases looked back at him incuriously.
     “Please forgive us,” said the Kuwaiti behind the reception desk. “We haven’t been able to be as clean as we would like. I was forced to shoot a man last night. That is where he bled to death.”
     Virga looked up. “Bled to death?”
     “There was no need to call an ambulance. As I told you, the hospitals are crowded.” Virga blinked, suddenly sick to his stomach. “If it offends you, we’ll clean it up,” the man said. Behind Virga the elevator doors opened.
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FROM HIS ROOM Virga telephoned the hotel in which Naughton had stayed. A man there explained to him basically what he’d already learned from Judith. Naughton had simply left his belongings and vanished. No word, no trace. Perhaps, the man inquired, if he were a friend of Mr. Naughton he would care to pay the remainder of his bill and pick up his suitcases? Virga said he would be in touch again and hung up the receiver.
     He tried to rest to alleviate his jet lag but he couldn’t fall asleep. Instead he tossed in bed and finally lay staring fixedly up at the ornate ceiling. Through the open windows that looked out on a small balcony the waves of heat were stubborn and brutal, but to close the windows would mean no air circulation. The air conditioning wasn’t working. So he lay on the bed, the sweat slowly gathering under his arms and at his temples, and he listened to the raucous noise in the streets below: the honking of automobile horns, the screech of tires, the cursing and shouting, the occasional blast that might have been either a backfire or the report of a gun. He watched the noise swirl up at the ceiling, there among the ornate gilt-edged scrollwork the Arabs use to excess. It hung there like cobwebs.
     He rolled over and unfolded the magazine photograph. The figure was thin and tall; the features were only a shapeless blur. Virga wondered what this man who called himself Baal looked like. He found himself mentally piecing together fragments of faces, though none of them seemed quite right. Whatever he looked like, whoever he was, his presence had thrown this land crazily off balance. And, Virga realized, this man’s strength was now stretching across the land’s boundaries infecting, as the Kuwaiti had told him, those in other countries as well. The idea of one man wielding the power to throw people into savagery, like the god he had named himself after, was as unsettling and frightening as a nightmare in which one must run but is trapped in an invisible mire.
     And another thing disturbed him. He could see no good in this movement whatsoever. Behind the facade of its promise of “individual power” was the extreme of violence and rule by mob. All order in this land was on the verge of being overthrown.
     He rose up from the bed. He had loosened his tie earlier, and now he took it off. He stripped off his shirt and walked into the bathroom to draw bathwater. After he had turned on the taps he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror: almost completely bald, dark circles of age under his eyes, the mouth slack and tired. Age had crept upon him line by line, night by night, year by year. He didn’t remember growing old. Around his neck hung the small golden crucifix, a gift from Katherine.
     Katherine.
     He took the crucifix off and laid it carefully on a table on the other room. When he returned to the bathroom he saw a residue of sand at the bottom of the tub.
     When he had dressed in a cool blue suit and reapplied the sunburn balm to his face he locked the door and took the elevator down to the lobby. The pool of blood was still there.
     Outside the hotel he stood in the heat and watched the erratic flow of traffic while waiting for a taxi.
     The cabdriver had a ragged gray beard and wore a dirty white cap pulled low. Virga slipped into the rear seat and showed him the magazine photograph. “Do you recognize this place?”
     “I recognize it,” the man said.
     “Can you take me there?”
     He re-entered the stream of traffic. He drove for a while without speaking, sometimes detouring streets that had been closed off by police officers. Here and there Virga saw groups of uniformed soldiers on patrol; once they passed the body of a soldier, sprawled and bloated on the sidewalk. Once the cab was waved away from a street of ravaged, bullet-torn shops by three soldiers who appeared to be fresh from battle; one of them had a bandage wrapped around his head and another supported himself weakly on his rifle.
     They drove on through narrow deserted side streets and alleys.
     The driver said, “Everyone wants to go out there. Why do you wish to see him?”
     “I’m very curious,” Virga said.
     “You won’t get in.”
     “Why not?”
     “He sees no one.”
     “Have you taken many others there?” Virga asked.
     “And brought them back when they were turned away. You’re no different. I’ll be bringing you back as well.”
     “Perhaps.”
     The driver grunted. “No perhaps. You’re an American? A journalist?”
     “Yes, an American. But not a journalist.”
     “Then what do you want to see him for?”
     “I’m a professor of theology,” Virga said. “I’ve heard a great deal about him.”
     “No one,” the driver said, “sees him.”
     Virga decided there was no point in arguing. Something caught his eye, a white-painted slogan, in Arabic, on the wall of an empty building: KILL THE JEWS.
     They passed the jumble of beggars’ shanties and continued out toward the city’s edge. Then they were in the older part of the city where the stone walls twisted like serpents and the stones of the road were rough and broken. Beyond the square, flat dwellings Virga could see high walls surrounding a structure with imposing, time-worn turrets. As they neared he saw a cluster of automobiles and vans and a swarm of men with cameras and microphones. Around the walls people, in all manner of clothing, either milled about or sat on the ground with their foreheads pressed against the stone. An iron gate was closed across a driveway through the wall and Virga saw it was guarded by two Bedouins in white dishdashahs. He also saw they carried submachine guns.
     The driver stopped the cab along the wall and said without looking back, “I’ll leave the meter running.”
     Virga looked at him disdainfully and walked the fifteen yards or so along the wall to where the main body of journalists packed around the barred gate. He was able to see the turreted structure beyond; he had the immediate impression of great wealth and grandeur. The driveway continued on, split around an island of carefully manicured shrubs, then became a short stairway of stone leading up to a massive canopy-shaded doorway. The structure was more tall than it was broad; windows in the turrets gave no sign of life and Virga noted that much of the glass had been broken out. On all sides the lawn was green and immaculate and there was even a small pond. Beyond the landscaped shrubbery there was a metal-walled hangar and a hint of heat waves rolling across tarmac.
     Someone jostled into him. Someone dropped a camera; Virga heard it shatter on the stones. There were curses and shouts and suddenly he realized he was in the midst of a group of journalists, none of them appearing to be American. Someone started shouting in French at the Bedouin guards and Virga saw, with an alarm bordering on panic, one of the men swing his submachine gun up, smoothly and coldly, with the air of a seasoned killer. The angrily shouting Frenchman continued his verbal abuse. One of the guards stepped forward and grabbed at a man in a loud green jacket. Another man said something sharply in a language Virga didn’t recognize, and a scuffle began between two or three men at the front of the group. Fists were flying. The Bedouin guard staggered back away from the gate and at that moment the crowd of journalists saw their opportunity and surged forward with their cameras ready, moving toward the gate in hopes of getting through. The other guard backed away.
     Virga struggled against them. He was carried forward and almost went down. Someone beside him was shrieking in Arabic, “One picture! One picture!” A man ahead of Virga fell down and Virga tripped over his legs. He reached out a hand for support and found himself grasping the bars of the gate, his face pressed against the scorching iron.
     He caught his breath and tried to pull away but there were others behind him, pressed forward by the group of wild journalists.
     Something growled, low and with utter menace.
     Virga was looking into the bared maw of a Doberman pinscher on the other side of the gate. Its eyes were wide with a fury that signaled attack; the gleaming white teeth, stake-sharp, were only inches from Virga’s face. The animal strained on a chain leash.
     “My God,” Virga said.
     Behind him the journalists were snapping pictures one after another. They pressed against the gate, their cameras whirring.
     The man holding the Doberman let his grip go slack on the chain.
     Virga jerked his head away just as the animal charged the gate. It sprang up on its hind legs, snapping and snarling at the men, who cringed but still kept taking pictures even as they backed away. Another Doberman sprang from nowhere. It remained crouched, growling, with eyes that watched for any new threat.
     The Bedouin guards tore into the journalists, pushing them back with their weapons. One of them fired his gun over their heads by only a few inches and spent shells clattered to the ground. Another Bedouin reached down and roughly grabbed Virga around the collar, dragging him back away from the gate.
     “No,” said a man standing on the other side, the man whose fingers had released the dog chain. “Not him.”
     The Bedouin looked up. He immediately let Virga go and turned to push the other men back with the butt of his gun.
     The man behind the gate grabbed hold of the dangling chain and drew the dog toward him. Someone else, another man, retrieved his animal as well.
     Virga shook his head. He had bumped it on the gate and he felt dizzy. He slowly brushed himself off and got to his feet. He looked through the bars at a tall blond man whose flesh was the color of paste. His eyes seemed dead; they stared through Virga. Beside him stood a darker man with curly hair and broad shoulders. Both of them shared the same incurious expression, the same air of superiority. And both of them, Virga saw, had some sort of mark on their foreheads. He couldn’t tell what it was.
     The blond man said in English, “I heard you say something. You’re an American.”
     “Yes,” Virga said, his head beginning to ache. “I am.”
     “You’re a journalist?” the man asked. At his side the eyes of the Doberman yearned for Virga.
     “No.” He thought for a moment of what he was but the ache in his head prevented him from remembering.
     “Your name?”
     “Virga,” he said. “My name is James Virga.”
     The man nodded. He glanced over at the darker man, who turned without a word and walked up the drive toward the structure beyond.
     And suddenly he remembered. “I’m a professor of theology,” he said.
     “I know,” the man replied. He threw a bolt on the gate, then another, and finally he swung it open.
     Behind Virga the crowd surged forward again toward the opened gate. The blond man grasped Virga’s shoulder and pulled him through, then let the Doberman stand guard while he unhurriedly rebolted the gate. The Bedouins were knocked aside, cursing. Men crushed up against the iron bars, shouting and pleading.
     Over the noise of the journalists, the man said, “Rashid. Kill three of them.”
     The words took effect. The journalists scrambled away from the gate, clawing at each other so as to get someone in front of them in the line of fire. Several of them fell to the ground and were trampled senseless.
     But already one of the guards had stepped forward, satisfaction and pleasure on his face. His weapon came up with an excruciating delicacy. In the next moment it rattled in an arc across the front line of the terrified men. Shell casings hissed in all directions.
     The blond man drew the Doberman close and began walking up the drive. When he saw that Virga wasn’t following he turned and said softly, “Are you coming?”
     Virga was staring at the dead men on the other side of the bars. The crowd of journalists had scattered; some were still taking pictures as they ran. One of the Bedouins kicked a corpse squarely in the face. Virga turned away. “Yes,” he said. “I’m coming.”
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DOWN THE DIM CORRIDORS Virga followed the blond man who had moments before ordered the execution of three men.
     They climbed a long marble staircase where Virga saw food and excrement smeared about; he wondered if the dogs were allowed to run free. They reached a narrow hallway that stretched on past a dozen closed doors. Here and there the hallway turned off into huge rooms or widened into alcoves. They moved through an area that had been decorated with elaborate Islamic art; Virga saw the remnants of pictures, now shredded as if by maddened claws, and of bits of ancient and probably priceless pottery. Now the once beautiful objects crunched beneath their feet.
     Virga felt alarm at being in a hostile environment. Everywhere eyes seemed to be following him; he was conscious of being watched from all sides, though they never passed anyone or saw anyone. He had felt, or rather sensed, the ominous presence that was part of this place. The notion of something lurking, something staring from the shadows at his back, was unshakable. And he noticed, in the dankness of the hallway, things scrawled on the walls, on the floor, on the ceiling. Triangles and circles and strange scribblings that made no sense to him at all, yet filled him with a dread he could not even begin to grasp. He was trembling and he hoped the other man would not notice.
     And there was something else. An odor, a stench. Part of it was the excrement smeared everywhere, even on the walls; part of it was rotted food. But there was something else, something that was whirling around his head, clinging to his clothes as if it were a solid but decaying presence. It was the stench of death, of something perhaps long past death.
     “Are you also an American?” Virga asked the man. His voice echoed in the hallway.
     “I was born in America,” the man said without turning.
     Virga had hoped he would. He wanted to see what it was up on the man’s forehead. “What’s your name?”
     “Olivier,” the man said.
     “That’s all?”
     “Yes. That’s all.”
     Ahead the hallway ended at a pair of gold-ornamented closed doors. On the walls and ceiling were the same strange symbols, triangles and circles. Centered directly above the doorway, Virga noted, was an inverted cross.
     The man turned abruptly. “I assume we’ll be meeting again. I’ll leave you now.” He opened the doors and Virga stepped through, his eyes trying to pierce the gloom that leaped at him from the silent chamber. The man firmly shut the doors behind him.
     He felt, with the closing of the door, a tremendous and awful sense of being imprisoned in a place from which he had no chance of escape. He shivered; it was actually cold in the room. As his eyes grew accustomed to the dimness he saw that he stood in a library of some sort. Around him were shelves packed with books, thousands and thousands of them. Not wanting to betray his fear, he attempted to control his trembling. He checked his initial impulse to turn toward the doorway and retrace his steps, if that were possible, out into the sweet hot sun. In this room the presence was fierce and heavy, bearing down on his back like the teeth of the snarling Dobermans.
     And he realized, as the flesh tingled at the back of his neck, that he was not alone.
     He heard the breathing, steady and soft, from the opposite side of the room. A single thin beam of sunlight was thrown through the narrow slit of a window. It fell across the shoulders of a man.
     The man sat motionless, his hands folded before him on a wide desk topped with the alternating squares of a chessboard. The two opposing camps had been set up; they glowered at each other across their battlefield. Virga stepped forward. He could not see the man’s face quite yet; it was covered by a broad band of shadow. But he could see clearly the man’s hands, skeletal and white as if carved of either ivory or ice. They never moved, but as Virga approached he was aware of the man’s head turning slightly, very slightly, to watch him. He was aware of eyes cutting into his brain, though he couldn’t see them at all. He felt open and defenseless.
     Baal said softly, “Dr. Virga?”
     He was surprised. Had the man been aware of his presence? He was fearful of moving any closer. He stopped where he was.
     “It is Dr. Virga, isn’t it?” the man asked.
     “Yes. That’s right.”
     The man was nodding. He gestured with a thin finger to the shelves of books. “Your works are here. I’ve read them. I’ve read every volume in this library.”
     Virga grunted. Impossible.
     “Is it?”
     He froze. Had he spoken the word? Had he? The choking presence in the room made it difficult to think clearly. Yes, he decided momentarily, he’d spoken aloud.
     “Your colleague Dr. Naughton,” Baal said, “has told me a great deal about you. And of course your reputation as a man of intellect precedes you.”
     “Naughton? He’s here?”
     “Of course. Isn’t that why you’ve come to this place? To seek Dr. Naughton? Yes, I think it is. Dr. Naughton is also a man of great intellect, a man of great foresight. He recognizes opportunities and thus controls his destiny.”
     Virga was straining to see through the shadows that obscured the man’s face. He had the impression of sharp features, of high cheekbones and narrow eyes. “I’ve come a long way. I’d like to see him.”
     Baal smiled; Virga saw the teeth flash in an obscene grimace. Something oppressive radiated from this man that filled him with alarm. “Dr. Naughton has been working day and night on his research. His book will be completed shortly.”
     “His book?”
     “I believe he discussed it with you before he left America. His book on the false messiahs that distorted the truth before I came to cleanse it. His final chapter is devoted to my philosophy.”
     “I’d like to see him. Surely you won’t turn me away after I’ve come all this distance. He’s here, isn’t he?”
     “He’s here,” Baal said. “But working.”
     Virga waited but Baal sat without speaking. As a final effort Virga said, “I have a message from his wife.”
     “He has no wife.”
     Virga had decided he would have to see Baal more clearly. He stepped forward, almost to the edge of the chessboard.
     The power, the menace, in Baal’s eyes almost staggered him. He found he couldn’t gaze into them; he had to avert his own eyes. They were dark and deepset with a cruel intelligence, a glimmer of utter hatred. The man was lean but there was a suggestion of raw physical strength in his wide firm shoulders. Virga guessed that he was in his late twenties, possibly thirty but certainly no more. He spoke perfect English with no trace of an accent. Indeed, his voice was as soft and soothing as the first wave on the shore of sleep. It was only those eyes, those terrible things moving in a white firm-jawed face, that gave him the aspect of a death’s head.
     “You’re an American?” Virga asked.
     “I am Baal,” the man said, as if in some way this answered his question.
     Virga suddenly noticed the chess pieces, carved of a fine and lustrous stone. The white pieces, on the side on which Virga stood, were monks in flowing robes, demure nuns, somber priests, thin towers of cathedrals. The queen was represented by a woman in a shawl, her eyes cast to heaven. The king, a bearded image of Christ, stood with hands imploring the Father. On the opposite side, and Virga saw now that the man had moved some of the black pieces to begin the game, were sorcerers, sword-wielding barbarians, hunch-backed demons; the king and queen were, respectively, a thin crouching figure with a beckoning forefinger and a woman with the tongue of a snake.
     Baal had noticed his interest. “You’re a chess player?” he asked.
     “Occasionally. I see you’re attacking. But you lack an opponent.”
     “Attacking?” he asked quietly. He leaned forward. His eyes were burning through Virga’s forehead. “Oh no, not yet. I’m still learning the art of maneuver.”
     “A time-consuming art.”
     “I have time.”
     Virga raised his eyes from the chessboard and looked into Baal’s face; he held his gaze as long as he dared. “Tell me,” he said, “who you really are. Why have you chosen the name of a god of savagery and sacrifice?”
     “My name is… my name. It has always been Baal; Baal it will always be. And in this world, my good Dr. Virga, savagery and sacrifice are the wine and bread of the true God.”
     “Then who is the true God?”
     Baal smiled again, as if he knew some secret Virga could never hope to fathom. “You have eyes. You’ve seen the forces at work in this land, even in the entire world. Now you can answer your own senseless question. Who is the true God?”
     “I see here men becoming less than men. I’ve seen brutality and murder and I want to know the part you’re playing in it all. I want to know your motives. Is it political power you seek? Money?”
     Baal’s eyes had become more threatening. Virga felt the need to back away a few paces. “I have all the money I want at my disposal. Political power is worthless. No. Mine is the power to reinforce the will of the true God of this world. And reinforce it I will. They listen; they listen. They’ve grown sick of a teaching for mindless children. Real men must live in the real world and the real world teaches one law—survive. Survive if you must break the bodies of those who hope to break yours. It is a world of the living and the dead, the wise and the foolish.”
     “Yours is a dog-eat-dog philosophy that leads to… what I’ve seen happening here. This city has gone mad. I’ve seen what I never thought was possible in a civilized country.”
     “This city has regained its senses.”
     “Then,” Virga said, “you’re the one who must be mad. You advocate death and destruction, fire and hatred. Your name is well-chosen. The Baal who preceded you was a festering sore to Jehovah.”
     Baal sat without moving. Virga thought he felt something clutch at his throat, something cold and solid. Baal’s head slowly, slowly came up; in his white face were the eyes of a snake. “No Baal,” he said, “preceded me. I know Jehovah,” he spat the name out as if it were pus, “better than you dream. Bethel, Ai, Jericho, Hazor… all the glorious cities ash.” His face suddenly distorted. His voice changed from silken smoothness to the rough guttural voice of the storm. “War,” he breathed, “war is the scepter of my God and he wields it so very very well. To take the name of Jehovah and induce men to betray their cardinal nature is the sin. To distort the world with lies is the fall of Jehovah. He wishes to hide the truth.”
     Baal’s eyes flashed. “Enough games,” he said.
     “My God,” Virga said, transfixed. “You actually want havoc and death. Who are you?”
     “I am Baal,” said the man across the chessboard, and Virga caught a brief, frightening glimmer of red in the man’s gaze, “and I hold you between my fingers.”
     With one arm Baal swept across the chessboard, scattering the white pieces around Virga’s feet. Virga’s head pounded fiercely; he wondered vaguely if he could have a concussion from striking the gate. But there was something else, the thing that he thought had grasped him around the throat. Now he was certain that something was there, squeezing with icy disembodied fingers. He put his hand to his forehead; he was sweating and seemed to be running a sudden fever. He staggered and shook his head, aware of the man’s eyes burning, burning, burning. Oh God the pain, the pain.
     “Yes,” said the man softly. “The pain.”
     Black smoke whirled inside Virga’s head. His brain had caught fire; the smoke clogged his sight and breathing. He shook his head to clear it but it was no good. He stumbled backward, away from Baal, and almost fell to the floor.
     “It is no accident,” Baal said, “that you’re here. You were expected. Naughton’s letter brought you.”
     It seemed as though Baal were speaking in more than one voice. The voices merged together and then split into hundreds of distinct sounds, strained through the kaleidoscope of whirling smoke that brought tears to Virga’s eyes.
     Baal said, “You are a respected theologian, known as a man of sound and logical intellect. I can use you…”
     The pounding within Virga’s head continued. He could not free himself of it. The voice shouted into his ears; he could hear nothing but the voice, the commands, of Baal.
     “… to bring others to me. You will tell the story of how I was born in poverty in America, how the image of God came to me in a dream and commanded that I lead the people through the labyrinth of knowledge. This you will do and more. Much much more. You will publicly proclaim your faith to me and your rejection of the Jew disease. I am the cleansing fire.”
     “No,” said Virga, struggling to keep his balance. He closed his eyes but still the voices hammered at him brutally. “No… I… won’t…”
     “Yesssss,” hissed the thousand voices. They echoed from the library walls and tore through him like bullets from all directions. “Yesssss.”
     Virga struggled and shook his head. The black smoke was choking him. No. No. “Yes,” he said, falling to his knees. “Yes. The pain. The pain.”
     Baal was standing. He moved around the desk and Virga saw him reaching as if in a slow-motion nightmare, his thin fingers outspread. “Yesssss,” said Baal, almost in his ear. “Yesssss.”
     Virga couldn’t breathe. He was choking, gasping for air in the stinking chamber. He wrenched loose his tie, tore open his collar, and the sunlight glinted from the crucifix as it hung free.
     Baal didn’t move. “Take that off,” he said very quietly. “Did you hear what I said?” There was something of the knife’s edge in his voice.
     Virga stirred, feeling that the disembodied fingers around his throat had, at least fractionally, weakened. He tried to rise but couldn’t.
     Baal stood his ground but still did not move. “Take that off,” he said, his eyes red and widened.
     “No,” said Virga, bile burning within him. “No.”
     “DOG! YOU DAMNED WHORESON BASTARD!” Baal snarled, his teeth clenched like a ravening animal. “DAMN YOU TO HELL! DAMN YOU!”
     Virga frantically shook his head to clear it. Baal kicked at him and then drew back; he would not move any closer to the crucifix. Virga tore it from around his neck and held it in the palm of his outstretched hand, defying Baal with the object’s gleaming golden surface.
     And he was aware too late that the doors had been violently flung open, that two men, one dark and the other fair, had burst behind him into the library. Baal motioned with a hand and Virga turned to meet the fist that slammed solidly into the side of his head. He groaned in pain and fell forward, gripping the crucifix with ebbing strength.
     “GET THAT OUT OF HIS HAND!” commanded Baal, maintaining his distance.
     The two disciples picked at Virga’s closed hand as if it were red-hot; they worked at the fingers, trying to loosen the man’s grip. Virga, in semiconsciousness, held on to it knowing that if he lost it he too was lost. The power of the man would swallow him into a bestial maw without its protection.
     Virga’s fingers would not open. The dark-haired disciple cursed violently and stamped down on the man’s hand with his booted foot. There was the sound of shattering bone and Virga immediately lost consciousness. The man who had broken his hand found the crucifix and with the toe of his boot kicked it away into a dark corner.
     “Bastard,” said Baal, whispering close to Virga’s head. “You thought it would be easy. No, my friend, it is not. You will come to love me and despise that. Its touch, the mere sight of it, will be hot like the diseased bowels from which it dropped. You weak bastard.” Baal paused, glancing down to where a smear of blood showed on the palm of Virga’s injured hand. Baal roughly spread the broken fingers and stared into the wound inflicted when a booted foot had smashed flesh against a golden object.
     The wound was in the shape of a crucifix.
     Baal dropped the hand with a shouted oath and wrenched away. “HIS HAND!” he said. “CLOSE IT! CLOSE IT!”
     The fair-haired disciple hauled Virga up by his collar and then let him fall so he was lying on the offending wound. Then he too backed away, trembling, from the fallen man.
     “We have come far,” Baal said, “but not far enough. Someday we can withstand that, but not now… not now. Our good Dr. Virga—our fucking bastard Dr. Virga was to provide our passage. And now…” his eyes narrowed. “There is another way. There is another way.”
     “What about him?” the dark-haired disciple asked.
     Baal turned, keeping his eyes averted from the far corner of the library. He towered over the motionless body. “He’s contaminated by that mark. With the stub of a hand he’ll do us no good. I don’t want his corpse found near this place. Do you understand, Verm?”
     “Yes,” the other man said.
     “Then you and Cresil do what you will with him; afterward leave the corpse for the vultures in the desert.”
     The fair-haired man, Cresil, bent and dragged Virga across the floor and through the doorway, leaving a trail of blood, while Verin followed like a jackal smelling death.
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VIRGA REGAINED CONSCIOUSNESS when a sponge was thrown across his face. No, not a sponge, he decided momentarily, but rather his swollen and bloody hand. He remembered the awful sound of bones giving way, like sticks broken by powerful hands, and wanted to be sick but could not move. He forced down the bile that rose, burning, to the top of his throat and tried to get his bearings.
     He looked up at the bright stars as they whirled their divine patterns. But night was not old; a faint tinge of purple in the sky showed the path on which the sun had slipped the horizon. He was moving, being jostled and bounced on thick tires, and there was the loud roar of an engine. There was no longer the smell of gulf salt in the air. Now there was only the dry, bitter smell of the desert cooling into night.
     Virga’s knees were drawn up tightly, his legs cramped. He had been slammed onto the rear floorboard of a Land-Rover and it was only when he twisted his head to the side that he realized his mouth was gagged with coarse cloth. At the driver’s seat was a man Virga had to concentrate to recognize. Yes. The fair-haired man from Baal’s library. And in the other seat was the darker disciple. He had seen them for only a split second before his vision was blocked out by a fist. Both of the men wore pistols at their belts.
     How far into the desert they were Virga had no way of knowing. He didn’t know where they were headed or why, but he made no noise or motion to indicate to the disciples that he had awakened.
     His head pounded fiercely. It was a fiery ache that raged just behind his eyes. The pain of his head and the pain of his shattered hand were two brothers who met somewhere at his shoulder.
     He realized that the crucifix had saved him, had amazingly repelled the man, as if he were a vampire. Another moment and Virga would have been swept away by an awesome combination of horror and euphoria, sweating and screaming. The man’s eyes remained in his mind, circling in mockery of the stars.
     The Land-Rover dipped and swayed over desert dunes like a craft at sea. The two men never spoke or moved; the guns they wore spoke for them. Virga thought he was either going to be killed or held somewhere until he agreed to aid Baal. Perhaps he would even be tortured. These were men like their eerie master, without shame, without guilt, without mercy.
     Virga fought off a new wave of unconsciousness that crept subtly over him. His fingers, crushed and crooked, had turned blue. Veins throbbed in his wrist and the injured hand had swollen hideously to twice its size. Like Job’s disease, Virga thought, almost humored by that recollection. The Land-Rover, jarred by rocks, brought him back into the terrible present and the realization that he must at least try to escape.
     He stretched slowly, watching the men’s profiles. There seemed to be no injuries other than the hand. But his legs were very stiff. If he could leap from the Land-Rover and find a hiding place in the darkness, perhaps… but he feared that his legs might not hold against the shock. If his knees buckled they would simply run him down, if they meant to kill him, or jam him into the vehicle again if they meant to hold him captive. He worked his shoulders free, painfully, and was able to glance about in the darkness. On all sides the desert was bare and forbidding. The only lights he saw were cast by the headlamps of the vehicle, revealing flat sand and outcroppings of rock. He drew his head back down.
     He would not get two chances. The element of surprise would have to carry him. He would have to take the risk of not being able to find a hiding place. If they meant to kill him it was the logical thing to do; if they meant to torture him it was the logical thing to do because he would rather be dead than help this madman who called himself Baal. His breath hissing under the cloth, he worked his legs free. He tensed to jump and then untensed, tensed and untensed, waiting for a rush of adrenaline to boost him. His heart pounded almost audibly.
     The Land-Rover was climbing a bluff. Rocks thumped beneath the tires. This was the moment.
     Virga gritted his teeth and, shoving out with his legs, dived over the side of the vehicle.
     He cradled his injured hand but his elbows hit rocks when he fell, shredding his jacket. He cried out involuntarily and knew that the muffled sound had carried. As he slid across rocks to smooth sand at the base of the bluff, he saw the two men look down at the Land-Rover’s empty rear floorboard.
     The Land-Rover turned sharply, its yellow headlamps searching like spider eyes.
     Virga scrambled to his feet, sweating with the awful pain, and ran. The sand, sucking at his shoes, slowed him. Behind him the vehicle roared louder and louder. He did not dare took around. Suddenly there came the crack! of a pistol shot and sand kicked up viciously to his right, less than a foot away. Virga knew they meant to murder him. Before him stretched a plain of sand and rock; the Land-Rover would soon reach him on this terrain. Already his silhouette ran ahead of him, framed in the headlamps that were rapidly gaining distance. He cursed and felt cold panic rising. There was no place to hide!
     But no! Virga ducked his head and ran, smelling the swirl of sand from the heavy-ribbed tires. Ahead, the plain suddenly dropped off into jagged darkness: a narrow chasm. If he could reach it the Land-Rover couldn’t follow without turning turtle. But there was no way of judging its depth. It could be a fall of only ten feet to deep sand, or it could be a fall of twenty-five feet to razor-edged rocks. There was no time to weigh a death by bullet against a death in free-fall. The Land-Rover roared at his heels; the next bullet screamed past his left ear. Virga took a deep breath and, reaching the edge, leaped out into space.
     The length of the fall made him shriek into the cloth. Brush and rocks ripped at him. And then, finally, he hit sand peppered with stone. His knees and elbows scraped raw, he rolled for cover against the chasm wall. With his good hand he ripped away the gag and panted heavily, listening for another shot.
     Dozens of feet above him, the lights of the Land-Rover prowled the opposite wall. He could see the men looking over the precipice into the chasm’s depths. Virga flattened himself against the wall of sand and stone, afraid that they might pinpoint him by his heartbeat. He tried to control his ragged breathing. After a few endless moments Virga watched the Land-Rover’s headlamps move a dozen yards along the rim.
     Virga’s senses stirred. Perhaps they had lost him entirely. Perhaps they thought he was moving at the bottom of the chasm, or perhaps they even thought that he might be dead and now they were searching for the body. The Land-Rover slowly, slowly followed the winding course of the chasm. Virga watched the yellow headlamps move away. Yes! They’d lost him! But still he crouched in the darkness, ignoring the swollen agony of his hand; his eyes were narrowed and probing the depths around him, wary of some kind of trick. Perhaps one of the men had come down into the chasm and was now, gun in hand, stalking him.
     But then he saw the two men begin to fire randomly down from the Land-Rover, spraying bullets in haphazard patterns. Slugs whined around him; he cringed and saw sparks fly along the chasm wall as bullets ricocheted off the rock. The men continued firing until Virga heard the clicking of empty chambers. They arranged themselves back into their seats and the Land-Rover tore away across the desert, leaving a tail of spinning sand.
     It was a very long time before Virga reached the rim. Losing a foothold on rocks or a grip on brush, he fell twice before hauling himself over the edge. Very far away but still visible on the desert were the red taillights of the vehicle.
     Watching the Land-Rover vanish in the night, Virga was aware of the pain that had crawled up his shoulder and spread across his chest, sending out razors as reconnaissance over the fields of flesh. It gradually and insidiously claimed his neck, numbing it, and when it reached his temples he slumped forward and lay with his lips pressed into the sand.
     When he awakened he realized why they had not made a stronger effort to find him. In the harsh crimson light of the predawn sky he struggled to his feet, his hand hanging like a sack of concrete, and saw the immense empty expanse of desert that even now shifted and danced in veils of heat. For miles and miles and miles beyond stretched only the white dunes and sunbaked flats. God only knew how far it would be to a highway or a Bedouin waterhole. Soon the sun would burst over the far dam of land and drown him in an ocean of his own salt sweat. Around him, with the first blinding arc, came a solid drone of insects awakening in their sand nests. Flies began circling his head, darting down to suck at the sweat; they smelled the blood and attached themselves greedily to the crusted wound on his palm.
     They had left him, not caring whether he was dead or not, because out here it was only a matter of time. He had no water and no hope of shade, though tire tracks were still clear in the direction in which the Land-Rover traveled. He blessed the deep indentations that stretched on, on, on out of sight, seeing in them at least the correct direction in which to walk. Virga pulled his jacket up like a makeshift Arab headdress to protect his face and bald head. He started walking, squinting as the sun whitened above the horizon.
     The sun climbed. Maddening insects bit at his exposed flesh. When he ducked his head to escape their whirling cloud they descended too; they filled his eyes and clogged his nostrils. They smashed themselves to death against his face. He moved on, across rock flats and across dunes in which he sank to his knees. Overhead the sun was both a staring inflamed eye and an open bloody mouth.
     Fever boiled in his brain. His legs cramped and knotted again and again; he had to sit in the sand and knead the muscles with his good hand until he could walk again. Soon he found himself dazed by the heat and drifting off the tire track. Shaking himself awake, he stared into the distance hoping to see telephone lines or the rise of derricks, but nothing altered the desolation. His lips cracked with the unbearable mid-day sun; the thought of cool water was driving him mad but it was difficult to think of anything else. He was past the point of either pain or fear, he concentrated on what seemed to be the blue shimmer of a river far, far ahead.
     He remembered sailing the Charles with Katherine clutching his arm, her nose and cheeks windburned, her dark hair wild in the bracing wind. Above them the canvas billowed dramatically and he caught the fresh scent of the wide wonderful river; he wondered now, thousands of miles from that time and place, why he hadn’t cupped his hand in the water and pressed it to his lips, gently, just like… this.
     And when he opened his eyes he staggered and spat out sand.
     Katherine, he said, closing his eyes to blot away the sun. Katherine. The world had revolved around her face, the center of the universe. He had watched her grow from a tomboyish Irish girl into a woman of charm and grace. He remembered that she spoke with her hands. They were always in motion like white butterflies and it intrigued him to watch their performance. She said it was a trait passed down from generation to generation on her mother’s side, that constant conversation of weaving fingers. Katherine had been a fine woman; the memory of her was still fine. She had been energy and life, beauty and hope.
     He remembered her joy at realizing she was pregnant. When she’d first thought, after two miscarriages, that she was destined to remain childless she had purposefully kept a tight grip on her emotions. Maybe, she had whispered to him while they lay beneath the blankets listening to the crack of logs in the fireplace, the muted music of rain against the windows, she was not meant to bear children.
     “And how can you be a judge of that?” he asked her.
     “I don’t know. I feel it, that’s all.”
     “Mrs. Virga,” he said, taking on the tone of mock gravity, “beware. You’re dabbling in theories of predestination.”
     “No. I’m serious.”
     He gazed into her placid eyes, those orbs of fathomless blue, and saw that she was. He said, “They say the third time is the charm.”
     “This is the last time,” she said. “If something happens this time I don’t know what I’ll do. I don’t think I could go through that again.”
     “Nothing,” he said firmly, “is going to happen.”
     “I’m frightened,” she said, drawing close to him. In the fireplace a log squealed. “Really I am. I’ve never been so frightened about anything before.”
     “I’m not.” He looked deep into her eyes. “I’m not frightened because I know it’ll be all right. Whatever happens, everything will be all right.”
     But everything was not “all right.” It ceased being all right when, months later as she was swollen and radiant, she tripped on loose carpeting at the top of the stairway and, screaming out, plunged helplessly down the stairs.
     He wondered what the child would have been like. A boy. Perhaps like Naughton.
     He opened his eyes, the movement of his lids scattering flies. He’d been walking in his sleep. The sun was still as hot; the desert was still as empty. He might have been walking for days; he might have been walking in circles. He didn’t know. Looking toward the horizon, he felt the knot of tension in his stomach explode in a burst of bitter pain.
     Ahead the sand was endless and unchanging.
     He had lost the Land-Rover trail.
     In all directions there was only the blinding white. Nothing else. He reached into a pocket of his tattered jacket and found the small bottle of sunburn balm. He applied it to his face, feeling cracked skin and the beginnings of large watery blisters. Several broke when he touched them and fluids leaked down his face, attracting new hordes of insects. Still he moved on, stumbling along what he thought was a straight line leading directly toward the gulf, but after a while he decided no, this was not the right way. He turned and retraced his path; after several minutes he decided this was again wrong and began walking in yet another direction. His flesh burned, blistered, burst and then reburned all over again.
     The sun ate through his skull to the brain. The great white circle darkened, darkened, darkened until it was as black as the eye of Baal. Virga saw the man’s head as huge as a solar system, with one eye the sun and the other the moon. His captive planet was always beneath his gaze. Virga saw him in black robes towering over the cities of man. And he grew larger and larger, his shadow spreading across the face of the earth. Finally his awful form darkened the stars and all creation was pitched into the black stagnation of the abyss. Virga shook his head to free himself of the maddening visions but he could still see Baal’s gigantic head suspended in the sky and his mouth opening to swallow museums and libraries and all the wonderful works of man.
     Virga fell to his hands and knees. The flies swarmed thickly about his head; he waved them off weakly with a hand swollen black. This is the moment. He saw it scrawled on the sand, in the blazing sky, on the undulating horizon. Of all the hundreds who had proclaimed themselves messiah, all the madmen, all the cheats, this one was different.
     Fluids from broken blisters dripped down his chin. He watched the pattern they made as they splattered in the sand.
     This one was different. An animal and a man. The intelligence and cunning of a man, the savagery and power of a brute beast. This one… was different. He had already infected thousands; how many more? And thus the slaughter and chaos would continue until that final finger moved toward a button in an unlocked steel cylinder. And the blast would moan on four winds Baal Baal Baal. It would scrawl his name on ravaged concrete and scorched flesh. And then it would be too late. Could it be too late already? Could it? Virga trembled violently and shook his head from side to side. The Antichrist. He looked up to the sun for flaming mercy but it only burned him the more. The Antichrist. The insects’ torment had his sanity hanging by a thread. Filled with his blood, they would fly to their nests to disgorge it and then return, newly hungry. They shrieked in his ears. Against the silence of the desert was a great multitude of people shouting at him from a distance: Antichrist Antichrist.
     Virga could not hold on. Beneath his face there was a puddle of liquid, his liquid. His life. He saw himself reflected in it.
     He loosened his grip on consciousness. As he fell forward the noise of the multitude rose in his ears until he was completely, totally deafened.
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OUT OF THE DEPTHS of darkness came a hand that circled his face. Its fingers were poised to rip out his eyes; Virga tried desperately to move his head but he couldn’t. It seemed that he was pinned down, helpless to protect himself. He thrashed and moaned, trying to avoid the awful claw that now lowered itself, twitching sporadically toward his open eyes. He could see nothing but the hand as it gradually grew larger and larger, broader and more sinewy, and he saw the shudder through the tendons that foretold the coming pain of plucked-out eyes. He fought against whatever was confining him and cried out “NO!” at the top of his lungs.
     The hand suddenly burst into flame. Within seconds it had burned itself out and fallen into ashen pieces. He saw the outline of another hand pressing against his forehead. Its touch soothed him; he felt mercifully released from the pain that tormented his every breath. He tried to see who it was but the palm touched his eyelids and made him forget everything but the softness of rest.
     A man said, “The fever is gone. Sleep now.”
     And Virga slipped away to dream of sailing the Charles with Katherine, smelling of cinnamon, clutching tightly to his arm.
     When he opened his eyes again it seemed that he could still smell the warm timber of his sloop, the soft suppleness of the river. But it was still dark and he thought at first he was still dreaming. He lay, his eyes open, and listened.
     Insects hummed in the distance; the thought of them made him wince. Something was burning. Virga heard the gentle crackling of wood and smelled smoke. He was lying on a frame cot within a tent of goatskin. He could see a small fire of brush and sticks burning just outside the tent entrance. Night had fallen but he had no idea how long it had been since he found himself lost in the desert. When he tried to struggle up he realized his hand had been splinted with sticks and wrapped in a cloth bandage.
     Virga quietly pushed back the blanket and got to his feet. He staggered, drunk with the sudden rush of blood to his head, and waited until he could walk steadily to the tent entrance. Outside there was a battered jeep, its windshield cobwebbed with cracks. On the fire there was a spit impaling the roasting meat of some sort of fowl. He was about to cross through the tent opening when a tall, slender man in a bush suit walked into his field of vision. The man bent down over the fire, adding to it bits of brush and sticks he’d been carrying in his arms. He tended the meat, turning the spit to make certain it wasn’t burning.
     Virga watched, his eyes narrowed, as the man sat before the flames, crossed his legs beneath him, and stared motionlessly out toward the glittering fires that burned far away across the desert.
     The man seemed to be watching for something. His expression, an intense composure, never altered. He seemed to be a young man but in the flicker of the fires it was hard for Virga to tell his exact age. He had light hair and a fair complexion; he wasn’t Arabic, there was no doubt about that. But for all this man’s fair, even fragile, appearance his eyes were strangely disturbing and Virga was uncertain if he could withstand his direct gaze. They glistened in the firelight; they seemed to absorb the golden hue of the flames before becoming darker, as if they were no fixed color at all. He reached out to turn the spit again and at the same time his head came around a few inches to the left. He looked directly at Virga as if he’d known all along the other man had been standing there. The force and abruptness of his gaze made Virga step back, his heart hammering.
     He rose up. The man was well over six feet; his lean frame made him appear even taller. When he saw Virga’s apprehension his fierce eyes slowly gave way to a controlled concern. He turned and without speaking sat before the fire again.
     Virga stood at the mouth of the tent, aware that his hand was throbbing painfully. The man had seemed not to notice him; he sat staring out, as he had before, at the small dots of fires in the black distance. Hunger was churning in Virga’s stomach, enough to make him risk any threat this man might pose. After another moment he said through still swollen lips, “Are you going to eat that or let it burn?”
     The man’s eyes flickered toward the fire. He took the spit off and, with a knife from his belt, cut a hunk of stringy meat. He said in a very distinct voice, “Be careful. You’ve been throwing up everything I’ve fed you.”
     Virga took the meat and tore into it thankfully. He wiped his greasy hands along the sides of his trousers. He painfully sat down across from the man, shielding his face from the flames because the heat made his blistered flesh feel as if it were puckering.
     “Your hand was infected,” said the man, not looking at Virga but rather through him. “I cleaned the wound and bound it.”
     “Thank you.”
     “I found you a few miles away. What were you doing out here?”
     Virga didn’t know if he could trust this man or not. He averted his eyes from the man’s, but that had little effect. He could feel the man watching him. He said, “Someone left me there.”
     The man said, “I see.”
     He looked away from Virga, directing his attention toward the fires. When Virga turned to look he saw a great orange tongue of flame leap up amid the smaller fires. “Is that an explosion?” he asked.
     “They’re burning books,” the man answered softly. “They began yesterday, first raiding the libraries and then the private residences. Soon they’ll turn to other things.”
     Virga gave a tired sigh of frustration. He fearfully touched the healing blisters on his cheeks and forehead. “They’ve gone too far. There’s no stopping them.”
     “Who are you?”
     “My name is James Virga. I’m a professor of theology.”
     The man raised a brow. “Oh?”
     “And you? I’d like to know who saved my life.”
     “I didn’t save your life. I only found you.”
     “Isn’t that the same thing?”
     The man paused and then said, “My name is Michael.”
     “You’re an American also?”
     “No,” he said, “not an American.”
     Virga chewed at a bone. The heat of the fire made him draw away a few feet. He threw aside the bone and said, “Why are you out here? Why aren’t you in the city?”
     The man smiled faintly and motioned toward the jeep. “I did go into the city,” he said, “but I couldn’t get through the crowd without… injuring someone, and that was over two weeks ago. So I decided it might be best to make camp out here. In the city the forces of violence are building too rapidly.”
     “I never saw anything like it before. Never.”
     “Then be prepared to see more of it,” said the man with a bluntness that made Virga look up from his new piece of meat, “because it’s only begun.”
     Virga stared at him.
     “This place is not the worst, only the most well-publicized. There are villages and settlements all over the Middle East that have been burned to the ground by their own inhabitants. After they’d turned on everything in sight they finally, ultimately, turned on themselves and destroyed each other. Al Ahmadi, Al Jahra, Safwan, even Abadan and Basra. Up into Iran and Iraq, crawling toward Turkey. I know because I’ve seen.”
     “It’s all happened so suddenly,” Virga said. “No one had any idea this was going on.”
     “Suddenly?” Michael asked. “No, not suddenly. This has been building since the beginning of time, this mad last struggle, this legacy of destruction. No, not suddenly.”
     “What about the Holy Land?”
     Michael glanced over at him, through him. “Soon,” he said.
     “My God,” Virga said. “If this insanity ever spread into America…”
     The man was quiet for a moment, watching the last embers of a million ideas. Then he said, “You’ve been in delirium for the last four days. I thought at first you were going to die but you were gradually able to keep down small amounts of water. For that space of time—four days—you hung on the edge of death. Yesterday your fever broke and you regained consciousness for only a moment.”
     “Four days…” Virga repeated.
     “I’ve met stragglers here and there,” Michael said. “Those who have somehow maintained their senses in this onslaught and who are trying to leave the country. But there are not very many. The police force and the military have been severely weakened. Four days can be a very long time; in this place there is not much more time left. Having used all he could here, Baal will go elsewhere.”
     At the mention of that obscene name, Virga shuddered. He remembered the figure that sat in darkness on the other side of a chessboard. “How do you know all this?” he asked.
     “I have my sources.”
     “What sources?”
     The man said, “You ask too many questions.”
     “Because I want to understand,” Virga said. “I have to understand… Dear God, I have to…”
     Michael had leaned forward slightly. His eyes cut Virga to the bone. “What you’ve seen here pains you,” he stated matter-of-factly.
     “Yes. I’ve seen murder and savagery. I’ve met Baal and escaped with my life.”
     Michael seemed surprised. He narrowed his eyes very slightly. “You’ve met Baal?”
     “He has one of my colleagues, a Dr. Naughton.”
     “As a disciple?”
     “Hell, no!” cried Virga, realizing as soon as he said it that he didn’t know for certain. “He’s probably a prisoner… I don’t know. But Baal told me he had Naughton.”
     “If he’s not dead,” Michael said, “he’s given his life to Baal. Those were his two alternatives. How was it that you managed to get away?” There was a hint of caution, of distrust, in the man’s voice.
     “I don’t know. I can’t understand it. I had a crucifix—”
     Michael nodded.
     “—and he couldn’t touch me as long as I held it where he could see it. Yet above his doorway there was the drawing of a crucifix, in plain view.”
     “But,” Michael said, “wasn’t it upside down?”
     He remembered. “Yes. It was.”
     Michael sat back, seemingly satisfied.
     “I want to know,” Virga said, “how you can know so much about this man.”
     Virga waited for an answer. From the corner of his eye he saw orange flames explode into the sky again.
     Michael said, “I’ve been following Baal. I have been tracking him across the world. I won’t stop, not until I have him. I know his past and present; I will write his future.”
     “For what purpose? To kill him?”
     The other man paused, his eyes still guarded and wary. “No. No, not to kill him. But to stop him before this Godless disease overpowers the centers of humanity. To destroy is enough, justified perhaps, though that is not for me to say. But to strip the creation of all intelligence and dignity, like a cat that slowly strips a wounded mouse, is too much.”
     “Have you ever met the man?”
     “We’ve met,” Michael said.
     “Then you believe there are no limits to his power?”
     “He has his limits, though they are only temporary. As his power develops he will be able to overcome those limitations.”
     “My God,” Virga breathed, “you mean to say he hasn’t fully developed his capabilities?”
     The man looked up. “By no means.”
     “I felt his power even when I was in the same room with him. I still don’t know what it was. Some sort of hypnotism or something, some sort of brainwashing technique.”
     “Yes,” Michael said, “that was what it was.”
     “He almost had me,” Virga said. “God only knows what he’s done to Naughton.”
     “Remember that moment. Remember that Baal has no mercy. He exists only to shame the creation in the sight of God.”
     Virga noted the use of the word creation again. He began to think that this man might be some sort of fanatic. “If you won’t kill him,” he asked after a moment, “how can you stop him? His disciples would rip you to pieces if you even got near.”
     Michael seemed to disregard the question. He sat as motionless as if he were part of the desert itself, perhaps a clump of camel’s-thorn. Then he said, very quietly, “His influence must be contained.”
     “It’s not quite that simple.”
     “No. Not quite.”
     A taut, dry silence stretched between them. Virga expected the man to say more, but he seemed preoccupied with the book-burning miles away. He winced, almost imperceptibly, with every new thrust of fire.
     Virga’s hand was hurting. He wanted to keep the conversation going so he wouldn’t have to be alone with the pain. “You said you’ve been following Baal. Where from?”
     “It’s not important. What’s important is the here and now.”
     “I’d like to know.”
     “No you wouldn’t,” the man said. Virga said, “Yes. I want to know.”
     The man’s eyes shifted from the fires to Virga and back again. With an effort he said, “I came across his trail in California some years ago. He and his disciples, a small group then, had taken control of a town called Borja, near the Mexican border. The townspeople, the law officers, the ministers, at first everyone thought them only a commune of fanatics; they were affected by the same powers you see working here. Soon they’d turned against each other. Some of them Baal induced into his circle. The others he destroyed. Then it was only a matter of time; the word spread underground to every madman who would listen. The motorcycle gangs, the Satan-worshipers, the drug- and power-obsessed: Baal held sway over all these. When Baal was prepared, the commune, now over five hundred strong, split into four groups, and all of them gained notoriety. They became murderers and terrorists and they neither knew why nor cared. They were tainted. But they were only part of Baal’s education.”
     “His education?” asked Virga, watching the shadows the dying fire scrawled across the man’s face.
     “His power grew by degrees, as his followers increased. And those he claimed added their forces to the movement to make it possible to influence thousands of people very quietly. He wanted no fanfare nor banners, not yet. He was not prepared for that. His commune left California and in Nevada sought out a group of Satanists financed on a desert estate by a woman named Van Lynn. Within weeks he had taken control of both the group and the money; they worshiped him as their master’s prince. Baal remained with Mrs. Van Lynn for several years while his followers quietly made more converts in both America and Europe. From the very beginning he had always known what to do: appeal to man’s baser desires, tap the capacity for violence and the lust for power. Make them drunk with illusion. He impressed upon his converts that the God they had been following is dead; His ideas of peace and harmony are no longer valid in this world. Thus, Baal said, the only recourse for the survival of man is a battle of the animals, a survival of the strongest.”
     “From reason to chaos,” Virga said, “is not a very long step.”
     Michael shook his head. “No, unfortunately not. Baal took the remainder of Mrs. Van Lynn’s money and left America. In Europe he began the same procedure of selecting converts and spreading them out to influence others. But he needed more money, more power, and thus he came to the oil fields.”
     “So in the midst of all this Baal is the manipulator?”
     “Yes.”
     “Leading us toward…” Virga let his voice trail off; the answer was too terrible to consider.
     “Yes,” Michael said. “A complete breakdown of order. Death and destruction.”
     “But what is his motive? And why has he named himself after a god of sacrifice?”
     Michael did not answer.
     “We have our sanity,” Virga said, “and while we do we cannot just sit here and let these things happen. There must be someone we can warn… there must be someone we can tell.”
     “We? We?” Michael looked sharply at him over the last of the fire. “You have no part in this.”
     Virga leaned forward, defying the man’s gaze. He said, “No. I owe Naughton that much. I’m going to do what I can to help him.”
     “You’re a fool. You don’t understand what you’re dealing with here.”
     Virga said, “I’m a fool, then.”
     Michael fixed his gaze firmly on the other man. After a moment Michael’s eyes softened only a fraction. “All men are fools,” he said. “And fools are dangerous.”
     “You said you’ve met Baal before,” Virga said. “Where?”
     At first he thought the man would refuse to answer. Then he, slowly unbuttoned the collar of his bush jacket and thrust his chin into the dim light of the embers. “Where is not your concern,” he said. “It’s enough to say we’ve met.”
     Virga recoiled.
     Splayed across the fair flesh of Michael’s throat, two deeply burned handprints sought to strangle him.
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IN THE MORNING Virga awakened with nerves on edge, afraid that the nightmares he’d endured were about to become realities.
     He swung himself into a sitting position on the cot and gingerly tested his injured hand. It was completely numb from the wrist down. When he tried to move the crushed fingers pain began somewhere deep within his forearm and raced through agonized nerves up his shoulder and neck to the brain. He was afraid the hand was beyond repair. He stepped through the tent opening out into the white sunlight, where the desert stretched flat and dry forever, and saw Michael sitting on the ground in almost the same spot as the night before. The man’s eyes were narrowed against the glare; he looked out across the vast expanse.
     Virga looked around. No words were needed.
     Far out, where they had watched the fires, the sky was filled with a brooding black smoke that coiled around and around like vipers twisting amid the clouds. It was like the smoke of a gigantic bomb blast, thick and heavy. Virga shivered at the ominous sight, the preview of things to come. He watched it moving with the currents of air and knew the sickening odor of it would soon reach them.
     “What is it?” he asked.
     “The city,” Michael said.
     “They’ve destroyed their homes? How could they?”
     “No man has a home any longer,” the other man said quietly. “They’ve gone to join Baal and the city has been set afire, possibly as an offering.”
     Virga stood, his arms at his sides, and watched the smoke fill the sky. He had never in his life felt as helpless as he did now; no, he corrected himself, there was one other time, but he kept that so far back in his mind that it hardly ever hurt anymore. Now he was one little speck on the world and he was helpless against the man whose power grew against the heavens like the columns of black smoke. No words could save them, not the philosophic wisdom of the saints nor even the teachings of Christ. Baal had given them what they wanted; they had been granted permission to smash at the guiding forces of reason, and they would snarl in the streets like wild dogs until they were mastered by the frenzy.
     The smoke had almost reached them. It hovered across the desert. Virga watched it coming. He said, “I’ve got to know whether Naughton is dead or alive.”
     “He’s dead.”
     “How do you know that?”
     “I know,” Michael said. “Perhaps he still walks and breathes and perhaps his brain still functions, but the man is dead.”
     “I don’t believe that,” said Virga, hearing the lie as he spoke it. If he had fallen into Baal’s grasp there was nothing that could save him.
     Michael stood up, towering over Virga. He said, “You know who Baal is, you know what he represents. You sense it. Don’t look away; I can read it in your eyes. Soon Baal will be capable of burning this land to a cinder. Can a man stand against power of that nature?”
     “Can a man turn his back?” Virga asked. “No. To turn my back would be my surrender to him. And if I can tear anything from him, even Naughton’s corpse, I will.”
     The smoke touched the white desert sand and immediately blackened it with its filth. Soon the rolling darkness would engulf them like a fog at sea. Virga smelled a high, acrid odor that made his stomach churn.
     Michael said, “You’re an old man.”
     “I’m a man!” Virga said sharply. He trembled, trying to control himself. “Don’t ever say that to me again.”
     Michael paused to let the man’s anger subside. Then he said, “You want to find your friend?”
     “I’m going to find my friend.”
     “All right then. We’ll go into the city, or rather what’s left of it, and I don’t think that’s much. Perhaps we’ll find your friend with Baal.” He looked directly into Virga’s eyes. “Or perhaps it will not be your friend we find.”
     Michael stepped past Virga toward the jeep. He started to climb in and then stopped, listening for something. He looked around, his eyes scanning the horizon. Virga looked also but could see nothing beyond the silent wall of smoke. He felt the other man’s tension. Michael said, “This place is haunted. I hear the mad gods shrieking for revenge. Listen.”
     Virga couldn’t hear anything. He thought the man was insane. He said, “There’s nothing.”
     “Oh yes,” the other man replied softly. “Oh yes there is.”
     He took his place behind the wheel, and Virga took the seat beside him. They roared away into the smoke, throwing sand. Twenty minutes later, on the city’s outskirts, they had not seen a living soul. Bodies of men and animals lay scattered everywhere as if a terrible storm had ripped through, but nothing moved. Ahead of them fires gutted the city, modern and ancient sections alike, and the entire sky was a maelstrom of searing red and whirling black smoke, a chaotic kaleidoscope.
     The roar of the fires was deafening. It was as if some giant with torch in hand had walked the streets setting everything in sight ablaze. To Virga it was revolting; he had never seen so much carnage and waste. Michael drove on, his hands tight around the wheel, his narrowed eyes flickering right and left to pierce the gloom. The human storm had torn through the city’s commercial district without mercy. Windows were shattered and stores had been looted. Merchandise littered the streets and Michael swept through it as if running an obstacle course.
     Michael heard it first. Virga saw him lean forward almost imperceptibly, and then he also heard the loud static-garbled Arabic voice:
     “… impossible to accurately count this mass of people… also members of the press from the United States, the Soviet Union, England, Germany, and Japan… the officials cannot maintain order. Already the ambulances have been… but the medical centers that have been set up here are being ravaged by those in search of drugs. I don’t know if transmission is getting through…”
     Michael swung the jeep to the curb and cut the engine. In the broken window of a housewares store, amid shattered goods and displays, were three televisions. Two of them were overturned and useless but the third was still operating, though the picture faded in and out. The volume had been turned up to full. The voice of a man on the brink of panic blared out into the street.
     “… but we’ll try to keep you informed.” The newsman, a slim sunglassed Arab, stood on a platform over what appeared to be an endless sea of heads. As he spoke into a microphone he kept looking over his shoulder at the mass of humanity beneath him. Virga saw that the platform shook as bodies crushed around its base.
     The newsman said, “… some call him the living Muhammad, some call him devil, but there is no mistaking the strength of this man. He has declared himself the unreachable, the untouchable savior of man and hundreds of thousands have gathered here to pay him homage. Even now I can look across and see… I can see the fires of the old city. On this site he has proclaimed the beginnings of the new age of Baal and the Baalians gathered here will soon strike the first stone into the foundations of his city. Now he…” Static overpowered the voice and Virga put his hands to his ears. When the picture had cleared the camera was panning and he saw the horrible mass of them, some groveling in the sand and others dancing wildly, both clothed and nude. In the distance there were trucks with emblems of both Middle Eastern and foreign television networks. The camera towers rose up like derricks.
     “… I have never witnessed anything like this,” the newsman said. The platform shook. He put a hand to the railing for support. “I feel a mixture of elation and fear. I can’t describe it. I only pray that what is happening here is indeed for the good of all mankind…”
     Michael sat rigid in his seat. He was motionless, staring at the television. Behind the two men, across the street, flames burst along the roof of a building and timbers cracked.
     “There are people here from around the world,” the Arab was saying. “This is totally without parallel. There are those who say that Baal was born with the mark of heaven. From birth, they say, he was destined to lead men to the gates of greatness. It is only for the future to decide. This is without a doubt the beginning of a new age…” He touched his earphones and listened for a moment. The picture became unfocused as tubes cracked suddenly, then regained its sharpness. “Yes… yes. It’s been verified now. Yes. He is walking among the crowd now! Look at them! You can see them falling to their knees, wave after wave of them, as he passes into their midst! I can see him!” The camera panned, jerking crazily, until it had picked up the tableau of kneeling figures. People were lifting up their faces for his touch as he passed. Virga recognized the tall frame of the man who had faced him over the chessboard. Baal, though still in the distance and almost obscured, touched his fingertip to upturned faces and Virga saw the forms collapse in a writhing ecstasy.
     “He’s out there among the masses now!” the newsman said. “This is the first time we’ve been able to get a good picture, though we still can’t quite see—” The platform suddenly shook violently. The newsman shouted, “Watch that boom! Get away from there!” Someone in the background, a technician, shouted, “Move away from the platform!”
     The newsman was still trying to regain his composure. “The officials cannot control this crowd,” he was saying, “and to move among them is a great risk… I saw someone fall a moment ago and he was trampled; the power of the crowd is too much…” He swung around and watched the moving figures as the camera photographed over his shoulder.
     Suddenly Michael leaned forward. His eyes had caught something Virga had not seen.
     “What was that?” the newsman shrieked. The platform shook. The crowd was pushing forward and Virga heard something like a low moan, growing in intensity. “I’ve just heard something!” said the newsman. “I don’t know what it was!” He tapped on his earphones. “Hey! What was that? Hassan! Do you hear me?”
     He listened through the earphones. Behind him the crowd surged forward. Screams and moans drowned out the voice of the newsman as he frantically shouted into his microphone. His face had suddenly become gaunt and ashen.
     Virga was only peripherally aware that the row of buildings on the opposite side of the street were completely afire and smoking timbers were crashing down onto the pavement all around.
     “… a few moments ago. We still don’t know who or why…” The newsman looked up as if he were not certain he was still on the air. He nodded at someone. “Hassan is out there with an audio unit but he’s having trouble communicating… I can’t hear very well. Right now… I think only two bullets were fired… The crowd is still moving forward. GRAB THAT EQUIPMENT!” The platform shuddered and swayed. Something crashed. “IT’S GOING OVER!”
     Behind Michael and Virga one of the buildings exploded in a belch of black smoke. Bits of concrete skittered along the broken sidewalk. Virga ducked his head instinctively.
     The newsman was leaning over the railing. “THEY’RE TEARING HIM TO PIECES! THE MAN IS BEGGING FOR MERCY BUT THEY’RE TEARING HIM TO PIECES!” He put his hand to the headset. “What? Get out of there! Those people will tear you apart!” Then, directed back into the microphone, “Someone, a Jew, has fired two bullets into Baal at point-blank range! They’re lifting Baal… they’re taking him somewhere… I can’t see for the people crowded around him… They’re putting him in a car but the people are still crowded around. GET AWAY FROM HIM! GIVE HIM ROOM!” The Arab stopped to catch his breath. Tears of either rage or frustration were glittering on his cheeks. Static blurred his voice when he spoke again.
     “… I have a report… he is seriously injured… I repeat, Baal is seriously injured. There is no controlling this crowd now… They’re ripping at each other… The Jew who held the gun is—he’s been torn and scattered… We’re going to have to radio a helicopter to get us out of here! The car is pulling away… I don’t know where they’re going to take him, I don’t know who fired the shots, I don’t know…” He suddenly pitched forward and caught the handrail again. Beneath him fights were erupting; the screaming of the crowd was loud and bloodthirsty. The newsman cried out, “GET AWAY FROM THE PLATFORM! WATCH THAT CABLE! GET AWAY FROM THE—” and the television screen was suddenly a solid blank, cracked occasionally with a black line of static.
     Michael started the engine and jammed it into gear. Across the street another building exploded. Ashes were raining down. Virga had to grab hold of the dash with his good hand to steady himself. Michael drove through the holocaust as if pursuing something, or as if something were pursuing him. He drove over curbs and down narrow stinking side streets and across the charred remains of elegant homes. Virga gritted his teeth and held on for life. The jeep plunged through the ruins of the modern section into the ancient section of the city, where already the ashes were cold and only occasional red flames lit the way in a morass of black earth and gray sky. Virga glimpsed, for an instant, the scorched walls and towers of Musallim’s palace in the distance, above the burned remains of other dwellings.
     They swerved onto a long street paved with rough, broken squares of stone. On both sides were high walls, veined with cracks and bearing painted Arabic slogans. Doorways were cut directly into the stone; here and there Virga saw sprawled corpses.
     The engine suddenly screamed. Michael was ramming his foot down on the accelerator. Virga cried out, “What the hell are you doing?”
     Ahead of them was a gleaming black limousine with closed blinds across the rear window. It was racing across the rough stones, its wheels trembling from the impact of crashing down again and again. Michael was bearing down on the limousine; his eyes were purposeful, his jaw clenched. They roared up on the left side of the car and Virga saw that closed blinds obscured the rear seat. The driver of the limousine had been unaware of their presence; he looked over and his eyes widened.
     And Virga saw it was the man named Olivier.
     Michael swerved the jeep to the right. Metal crashed against metal. Rubber burned. Virga shouted out, realizing that Michael was deliberately trying to run them into a wall. Virga saw fingers pull down a blind. The eyes that stared through were black, something from a nightmare. The fingers let go and the blind snapped back.
     Michael wrenched at the wheel over Virga’s shouted protests. This time Olivier met him in the middle of the street and the two vehicles, like bulls with locked horns, roared together. Something, a small piece of metal like a hubcap, flew up from beneath the limousine and went spinning past Virga’s head. He crouched down, hearing the wail of metal beside his ear.
     Olivier was trying to drive the jeep into the wall now. The limousine was screaming, forcing the other vehicle closer and closer to those stones. They were going so fast that the handwritten slogans on the ancient walls were now only a solid smear of primary colors. Metal crashed again; the jeep shuddered and Michael’s hands were bone-white on the wheel. The limousine was driving them toward the wall. A headlamp smashed and glass went flying. Virga caught a glimpse of Olivier’s face, grinning like a bleached skull. The jeep hit the far wall and the noise of rending metal sounded like the shrieking of a man’s voice. And Virga realized it was his own.
     Michael slammed on the brakes. The limousine scraped along the side of the jeep, then regained the middle of the street and roared away. The veins in his neck throbbing, Michael fought the wheel to stave off a headlong crash; he pulled the jeep away from the wall with only a slight reduction of speed, then he too had reached the middle of the street. Far ahead the limousine swerved sharply and disappeared around a corner.
     They followed, seeing the limousine as it turned into a side street ahead. They lost sight of it again as it made another sharp turn.
     In another few moments they came into full view of Musallim’s palace. Masonry had crumbled until the place looked unused and decrepit; ashes had settled everywhere like a layer of dust. It seemed to be deserted; Virga could see neither guards nor dogs. The gate had been torn from its hinges. The jeep raced through into the courtyard. Michael skidded the vehicle up across the driveway and onto the scorched ground where it spun in a fishtail circle. The engine died.
     He took the key from the ignition and looked around. There was no sign that anyone had ever been here. It could have been a mass of charred brick and shattered glass a thousand years before and no one would have known the difference. Virga saw that the huge door of the palace had been wrenched open. Now the entrance yawned obscenely.
     Michael stepped out of the jeep. Before he could move there came a whine of engines gathering power and in another moment, before either Michael or Virga could cross the grounds to the private airstrip, a gleaming white aircraft burst along the black tarmac and took to the sky. A last correction of the rudder, a minor shudder along the tail, and the banshee wail of the engines had lifted, along with the aircraft, toward the northwest.
     Michael stared at its slipstream. Then he said, as quietly as if he were speaking to himself, “I’m too late.”
     “What did you expect to find here,” Virga asked. “This place has been destroyed. They’ve all gone.”
     “Yes. Now they’ve all gone.”
     “Where would they take Baal? With the hospitals afire there would be no one to treat the wounds.”
     Michael seemed not to be listening. He ran a hand along his forehead and then looked at the black ash his fingers had accumulated.
     “Did you hear me? We’ve got to find where they’ve taken Baal.”
     “What?” he asked, then seemed to remember what Virga had said. “Baal was on board that aircraft. Probably they’re leaving the country. Even the continent.”
     “What? How do you know?”
     “I know,” Michael said.
     “Surely he’ll bleed to death without medical attention. Where are they taking him?”
     Michael turned away without answering. He walked back across the barren grounds to the open entrance with Virga following. Michael stopped just short of the doorway and stood peering into the dank, filth-walled interior. “Something is wrong,” he said quietly.
     “A trap?”
     “I’m not sure. It seems that no one is here… and yet… Follow directly behind me and walk quietly. All right?”
     “Yes,” Virga said. “All right.”
     Michael stepped through and Virga followed, minding his footing on shards of broken glass and burned tapestries. The interior was ruined. The walls were scarred and burned black, carpets torn to pieces, huge mirrors shattered, exquisitely ornamented furniture ripped apart as if by axes. There was the heavy pall of smoke, the thick garbage stench of it; this place had been murdered and already smelled of decaying flesh. Michael turned to him to make certain he could go on and then they continued together through the corridors past huge rooms and marble staircases. Beneath them their feet slipped on human excrement and glass.
     There was no sound. They’re all gone, Virga thought. All of them. The disciples as well as their wounded master had vanished. They moved silently through the darkness; the corridors wound about them as if they crawled in the intestines of a burned carcass.
     And then there was the sharp noise of glass breaking from behind closed doors on one side of the corridor. Michael tensed and waited, his hand gripping Virga’s forearm to prevent him from moving, but the noise did not repeat itself.
     Michael set himself and kicked through into the room beyond. The doors collapsed from their battered hinges and fell with a resounding crash to a floor of cracked stone.
     They stood in the remains of what had been a dining hall. Chairs were overturned, scattered wildly about a charred, ash-topped table. There were still food-smeared dishes and pewter goblets arranged as if for a banquet. Three of the goblets had overturned and the liquid had collected in slimy puddles. Blue clouds of smoke still wafted about the room, swirling like spirits of the dead. Above the odors of smoke and decay there was something else, something that made Virga grind his teeth against its presence. It was the sickly sweet smell of the burial vault. He felt Michael tense beside him.
     Someone sat at the table.
     Someone who had slumped forward, overturning a crystal decanter, and whose face was now hidden in shadows. The figure, dressed in a man’s ragged clothes, was emaciated and pale-fleshed. Virga gasped as he saw the terrible dark blotches on one of the exposed arms. The figure stirred, turning his face toward the muddy light that streamed through shattered doors.
     “My God,” Virga said. “It’s Naughton.”
     But he knew immediately it was also not Naughton. The man who sat there perhaps resembled Naughton, in a high fine forehead now covered with festering sores, in the shape of a nose now partially eaten away by some cancerous disease, in fair hair that had been ripped away in spots to expose bloody scalp, but this was also not Donald Naughton.
     The man’s eyes glittered with a savage ferocity. He scooped up a goblet and, shouting out in incomprehensible rage, threw it directly at the two men.
     Michael ducked. The goblet clattered against the far wall. Naughton struggled to his feet. He lifted a chair high and threw it at them; the effort made him stagger back and he fell to all fours. He growled and scurried into a corner, where his eyes glowed red in the midst of shadows.
     “My God,” Virga said. “They’ve made him into some sort of animal! Oh Jesus Christ!”
     “Stay back!” Michael commanded. He stepped forward and Naughton howled like a maddened dog.
     Naughton reached out for dinnerware and pieces of glass scattered about him, throwing them at the men. Michael asked Virga quietly, “What was his first name?”
     “Donald,” Virga said. ‘Was’? Had the man said ‘was’?
     Naughton settled down on his haunches.
     When Michael took another step forward Naughton bared his teeth.
     “Be quiet,” Michael said in a voice that resounded with calm authority. “Be quiet. Your name is Donald Naughton. Do you remember that name?”
     Naughton cocked his head to one side, listening. He put both hands to his ears and sank his chin down against his chest.
     “Donald Naughton, listen to me,” Michael said. “You’re still a man. You can still fight this; I want you to fight it. FIGHT IT!”
     Naughton growled and looked for something else to throw.
     Michael stepped forward again and bent to look across into the man’s eyes. “Fight it,” he commanded. He thrust his arm out, offered his palm. “Trust me. Trust me. You can fight it.”
     Naughton seemed confused. He shook his head back and forth in a mindless frenzy. He turned and scratched at the walls, seeking some kind of escape.
     “DONALD NAUGHTON!” Michael said.
     “NOOOOOO!” moaned the animal on the floor. “NOT DONALD NAUGHTON ANYMORE!”
     “Jesus Christ,” Virga said under his breath.
     Michael sprang up from his bent position. As the diseased figure turned from the wall he was upon him. Naughton screamed, a wild cry of rage and fear. Michael clapped both hands to Naughton’s temples. Virga could see the veins stand out in Michael’s hands. “DONALD NAUGHTON!” he said.
     The man shook himself; saliva drooled from his open mouth. Slowly, very slowly, his eyes changed. There was the brief glimmer of recognition. His entire body seemed to unwind, as if giving itself up to Michael’s touch. Then he breathed, a harsh awful rattle that filled the hall with stinking breath, and collapsed in Michael’s arms. Michael held him as he was racked with sobbing and gently, gently laid him down on the stone. He motioned for Virga to come forward.
     Virga leaned over his friend. The sores were even more terrible than he had thought. Some unimaginable disease had ripped across the flesh, tearing like the teeth of dogs. Michael, cradling Naughton’s head, said, “This man is dying. It will be his only release from the pain.”
     “No help now,” Naughton muttered, his eyes glazed. “Too late. Now too late…” He looked up, unbelieving. “You… are… Dr. Virga… ?”
     “Yes. My God, my God. What have they done to you?”
     He moaned, tormented by the pain. He could fight it off only for moments at a time and when it returned it was always stronger. “All of them have left this place,” he whispered weakly, haltingly. “Cresil, Verin, Sonneilton, Carreau… all of them. Baal has taken them away.”
     “Baal was shot,” Virga said. “Where was he taken?”
     Naughton looked up. Virga thought the man was smiling, just a trace of it, but he couldn’t be sure. “Shot…” the man said. “No.”
     “Where was he taken?” Virga asked again.
     Naughton was breathing harshly. The pain was coming back. It caressed him with red-hot fingers. He shuddered and Michael put his hand on the man’s forehead.
     “Gone,” said Naughton, gasping around the agony.
     “What?” Michael bent his head down to hear. “Gone where?”
     “That child that child,” Naughton was saying. Tears filled his eyes, streamed down his cheeks. “Oh God I held the knife… I didn’t know… I couldn’t think…” Michael brushed the tears away with a fingertip. “No one can stop him now,” Naughton whispered.
     “Baal was shot,” Virga said. He glanced over at Michael. “Wasn’t he?”
     “Twice…” Naughton said, “shot twice. The Arabs will rise up to avenge the murder of the living Mu—oh God the pain the pain the pain—ooohhhhh!” He fought it, his teeth clenched.
     Virga felt the tears on his face. “For what purpose?” he heard himself asking. Naughton looked up at him through a haze of pain.
     “The destruction of the Jews… total destruction… no Jew left alive… terrorism across the world… total…”
     “Why?”
     Michael was staring at Virga. “Revenge,” he said, answering even as Naughton whispered the word.
     The breath rattled in Naughton’s throat. “He plans a resurrection from death… while his disciples spread chaos and war… he waits… and… oh Jesus the pain ooohhhhh!”
     Dear God in Heaven, breathed Virga. Dear God in Heaven.
     “And when he returns the master will come with him…”
     The man was insane, his senses destroyed. Dear God in Heaven. Vipers vipers vipers. “I don’t understand,” Virga said, almost to himself. “Baal was shot… he was shot…”
     Michael asked softly, “Where has Baal gone?”
     “No one can find him,” Naughton said. He choked and dribbled a vile-smelling liquid. “Too far…”
     “Where?” Michael asked. His eyes frightened Virga; they had become fierce and weirdly golden in the dim light.
     Naughton blinked his eyes to regain focus. Virga could see him slipping away. “I saw… the maps,” he said finally. “I heard them talking. They left me here to die… but I saw the maps…”
     Michael leaned forward.
     “Greenland,” Naughton said, “gathering supplies at an Eskimo settlement… Avatik… then across the ice cap…” He looked away from Michael, searching for Virga. He touched Virga’s hand. “Judith… she’s all right?”
     “Yes. Judith is well.”
     “They made me write the letter… They were going to use you…”
     “I know.”
     The pale light in Naughton’s eyes had almost burned away. His face was white and his lips barely moved when he spoke. Whimpering in pain, he looked up suddenly, appealingly, at Virga and his eyes were filled with tears. “I don’t want to die like this,” he said, “not like this…”
     Virga couldn’t reply. The helplessness on the man’s face had taken his breath away. He stammered.
     Michael pressed his hand against Naughton’s forehead. “It’s all right,” he whispered. “Rest now. Just close your eyes and rest for a while.”
     “Oh…” Naughton said. He gave a small sigh and as Virga watched, the light of life flickered and vanished from his eyes. Michael folded the man’s arms across the chest.
     He stood up. “You should take his body back home with you. This place will be burned to the ground and the ashes buried.”
     “He was a very fine man.”
     “And now at peace.”
     Virga suddenly looked up sharply. “I’ll ship his body to his wife for proper burial. I’m not going back yet.”
     Michael slowly turned on the other man and the force of his presence was almost palpable. He said, “Your part in this is done. You’ve found your friend. What lies ahead will not be for you.”
     “And how can you track him alone? Answer me that.”
     “I have done so for… years before this day. Alone.”
     “I’m going with you.”
     “No.”
     “Yes.”
     Michael said, “I could make you stay, you know.”
     “I don’t know who you are but I’ll tell you one thing. I am fully aware of Baal’s capabilities and I am not going to go back to Boston and sit on my ass.”
     Michael looked at him through the gloom for a silent moment. He abruptly shrugged his shoulders. “As you wish. I don’t care, I’m not going to look after you. And I repeat my sentiments that you’re a fool.”
     “So be it,” Virga said.
     “Yes,” Michael said. “The winter night is about to begin in Greenland—I assume you’re aware of that fact—so I suggest you take along more than what you’re wearing now. We will not be traveling together. If you haven’t met me in the place called Avatik in three days I leave without you.”
     “I’ll meet you.”
     “Yes. I believe you will. Then you’d best make your air connections and leave this country as soon as possible. I don’t think it has much future. Here. I’ll help you carry your friend out of this place.”






THREE



“And I saw… a sea of glass mingled with fire”
—Revelation 15:2
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ACROSS SPRAWLING WHITE SANDS in the lands of simmering heat, across winter-canopied Europe, across great blue threads of rivers and wide valleys marked with man’s cities Virga thought of Baal and Baal alone.
     Baal was the disease of madness, carried through the bodies of once-sane men to infect the world; he was the end of man. And why Virga desired to confront Baal again was a question he could not answer. Michael had been right. He had no part in this, no place in what was to unfold. He was only a man, yes, and an old man; he had the awesome and frightening premonition that what was to come would be beyond his comprehension. Michael’s glittering golden eyes disturbed him as much as the darker visage of Baal. The two would finally meet face to face, if not in Greenland then somewhere else, somewhere hidden from all eyes but his own. He would have to see it; he had made up his mind he would have to see it. and this, he concluded, was what drove him on.
     Through a succession of airline connections he steadily moved toward the top of the world. He watched the sun lower on the horizon; it hung blood-red and sinking in a sky of ice. Through the airports and the flights that carried him farther north he watched the faces of people and wondered how they could be so unaware. The businessmen with their eternal black briefcases and dark suits, the young tourists, the solitary travelers: all of them so unaware. And everywhere, in every language, he saw magazines and newspapers with front-page photographs of murders and bombings and faces eager for war. Baal, though hidden perhaps from even the eye of God, was still at work. Virga turned his head from the smiling SAS stewardess in the aisle and looked through the oval window at a sea of darkening clouds. Where is God? he asked himself. Has man lost himself so hopelessly now that God allows this moment without a single merciful breath? Has Baal grown so strong that even He is struck with terror? The thought chilled him. Now it seemed that the great mechanism that governed the last moments of man had been set in motion; it ticked the seconds away like a gigantic pendulum clock.
     Virga was wasted. The constant pressure of the travel schedule necessary to meet the time limit imposed by Michael had worn him down until he was so tired he couldn’t even sleep. The stubble of whiskers he’d seen in the lavatory mirror made him look dismal and forlorn and the new lines around his eyes added years to his appearance.
     In glittering, frost-encrusted Copenhagen he’d purchased boots and warm clothing for the colder climate ahead. Now, in the final hours, there would be a landing at Reykjavik and then at the commercial air facilities at Søndre Strømfjord. From there he would have to arrange a charter flight up the western coast to Avatik, a pinhead on the map of Greenland.
     When they had left Iceland, Virga saw the sun vanish beneath the horizon, leaving only a faint trace of angry red in the sky. They were outracing its brilliance, climbing toward the dark Pole.
     Virga drank a final scotch and wondered if Michael had lied to him. Perhaps he would not wait at all; perhaps he would be gone when Virga arrived there. Then the long journey would have been for nothing. He would be lost and alone and not know whether to remain in Avatik or return, without hope, to the United States. Both of them would seem foreign to him now.
     But he found himself wondering, while a knot of tension steadily grew in his stomach, what they would do when, and if, they found Baal. Short of murder, they could do nothing to stop the man and, in murdering him, they would only be strengthening the philosophy of violence that had grown in his shadow. No, he was not yet prepared to view himself as a religious assassin; there was enough bloodshed in the world already.
     At the air facility at Søndre Strømfjord, Virga found that the violence had arrived with Baal. Danish authorities were carefully checking passports and baggage. A bomb, one of them told a man ahead of Virga, had been hidden in a suitcase and left among the seats in a waiting area. The resultant blast had killed four people and wounded six more. The authorities checked through the one bag Virga carried and waved him through. Virga passed the area that had been damaged; he saw the remaining metal stumps where seats had been ripped away. There were dark stains on the linoleum floor. Virga wondered briefly who the people had been.
     With little difficulty, which surprised him because he knew none of the language, Virga learned from the attractive dark-haired girl at the information center that, yes, there were private planes for charter up the coast but he would have to arrange for a pilot some days in advance. No, Virga said, that would not do. He would be willing to pay anything the man asked. It was crucial that he get to Avatik by the following morning, he said, and watched as she winced and reached for a directory of charter agents. Virga chose one at random, Helmer Ingestahl. It was only when he heard the sleepy voice on the other end of the telephones that Virga realized he was calling in the middle of the night; he was that disoriented and bone-weary.
     “Avatik?” the man asked in a thick Danish accent. “I know the settlement. There’s an airstrip. Who has given you this number?”
     “I’m at the airfield now,” said Virga, speaking slowly so the man would understand. “I cannot tell you how much it means to me to reach Avatik immediately.”
     “Why?” he asked. “Something you’re doing is against the law?”
     “No. I’ll pay as much as you ask.”
     Silence. Then, “You will?”
     “Yes,” Virga said.
     The man grunted. “Well then,” he said, “maybe I forgive you for awakening me.”
     Ingestahl was a burly, broad-shouldered Dane with reddish-brown hair and a thick bull neck. Out on the airfield, as they walked across the crust of snow toward his hanger, he laughed at the wolfskin coat Virga had bought in Copenhagen. “You going to wear that thing?” he asked. “Ha! Your balls will freeze off!”
     His plane was an old United States Army recon job that Ingestahl said he’d bought from the junkpile and refitted. Virga took little comfort in the way he kicked the studded rubber tires and wrenched at the wing slats. “Fine old lady,” Ingestahl said. “Good American labor.”
     Within twenty minutes they were lifting off from the frozen airfield. With a final shudder and groan the plane left the ground. Swirling snow threatened for a moment to obscure visibility; then they were free of it and climbing, climbing, climbing into the darkness.
     Ingestahl cursed and slammed violently at the heater; it sputtered and refused to operate. Virga pulled his collar up around his frost-burning ears and breathed slowly and shallowly to protect his lungs as the craft continued to gain altitude. When they leveled off Ingestahl unscrewed a thermos of coffee and drank from it. He offered a swig to Virga.
     “You never said what you were going there for,” the man said. “You don’t plan to?”
     Virga saw the dark caps of mountains around them. The sun had completely gone now, though the sky still clung to the faintest trace of gray at the horizon. Below them were stretched miles and miles of snow-covered land, dotted infrequently with the lights of settlements. The land was rough. Virga could see its harshness even at this height. He pulled the hood of his coat up and laced it beneath his chin. The cold across his cheeks lay as heavy as freezing metal. In the darkness Virga could look over and see the blinking light at the wingtip on his side; as he sat in the cockpit steam rose from the open thermos in his hand and Ingestahl’s face was daubed green by the glow of his instrument panel.
     “I’m going to meet someone,” Virga said.
     “Well. None of my business. You’re paying me. Looks like you had a fall.”
     “What?”
     “Looks like you had a fall. Your hand.”
     “Oh. An accident.”
     The man nodded. “Had a fall like that once myself. Broke my shoulder, my collarbone and my left leg. Ha!” His laugh was a clearing of the throat. “Crash-landing when I was a bush pilot in Manitoba.”
     Virga drank from the thermos. The taste was terrible. It had obviously been sitting for some time, but he needed the warmth. He peered out through the ice-glazed window at forbidding glaciers as they slid their inevitable way to the sea. The expanse of snow was now completely unbroken except for dark outcrop-pings of rock. And when they had passed over the mountainous land, beneath them was nothing but a flat stretch of solid ice. There seemed to be no end to it. It stretched in every direction and at the horizon seemed to merge into the sky. Beyond the wingtip light and the green of the panel Virga could see no colors but black and white, black and white, black and white, merging and yet startlingly separate.
     “I don’t know what you’re traveling to this place for,” Ingestahl said, “but I’ll tell you something. This is a hard land. It lulls you to sleep and when you fall asleep it kills you. I can tell by your face you don’t live in the weather. And I don’t know if you know the Eskimo or not. Do you?”
     “No.”
     “As I thought. You’re a stranger, kraslunas. You have no place here. You’d better keep your eyes open.”
     Between them they drank the thermos dry. On the last leg of the journey, over a new series of black rock and white wind-tossed snow, the heater abruptly clicked on and the glorious warmth filled the cockpit. Virga took off his gloves and thrust his hands before the vent.
     “You’re going to be returning soon?” the man asked. “You’ll have to pay me for my waiting time.”
     “No,” Virga said. “I’m not sure. It won’t be necessary for you to wait.”
     Ingestahl nodded. “There’s a Danish family living with the Eskimos in Avatik. A Lutheran minister and his wife who came up about four years ago. You’ll be just in time for breakfast.” He motioned ahead. Far below and off to the left there were lights on the ice-pack. “That’s Avatik. The Eskimo there is in the middle: too far south to be nomadic, too far north to be part of modern Greenland. You’ll see.”
     He swung the plane around in a wide arc. Virga could see two rows of widely spaced oil drums, the contents of which had been set afire, marking the boundaries of a short airstrip. Ingestahl steadily lost altitude until Virga could make out pale yellow lights in the windows of what appeared to be shantylike dwellings. Beyond Avatik the ice mountains loomed like bleached bodies, supine in the snow. Ingestahl hit the airstrip, calmly corrected a threatening skid, and stopped the craft in a wild flurry of snow and chips of ice.
     Ingestahl kept the engine alive and reached behind the cockpit for Virga’s case. He waited until the other man had stepped out into the snow and then tossed it to him. Ingestahl made a thumbs-up gesture, and shouted over the roar of the prop, “Good luck!”
     Virga stepped back out of the way and, snow stinging his face, stood watching the old craft tear away between the rows of bright burning drums until it finally lifted from the ice and headed into the veil of darkness.
     He pulled his coat up against the bitter wind and, his boots crunching snow, walked toward the settlement. A metal-walled supply hut, ringed with broken stones, stood at one end of the airstrip. The doors had been thrown open and empty crates were scattered about. Across the ice were the prefabricated dwellings of Avatik. Lanterns gleamed behind windows that Virga thought must be of double thickness to withstand the below-zero temperatures.
     Ahead he could hear dogs howling and barking. There came a sudden series of yips as if one, or more than one, had been injured. Then the dogs quieted and there was only the sound of the wind as it hissed through the thick snow underneath his feet.
     A figure clad in furs appeared suddenly from between two of the prefabricated dwellings. Startled, Virga stood where he was and watched the bundled figure approach. Virga heard the crunch of snow beneath heavy boots. Beyond the figure the howling started up again; there was the sound of churning bodies as if some of the dogs had begun fighting.
     Michael reached him. He said, “You’re late.”
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THEY WALKED TOGETHER between the crude huts. Virga saw that if the ground had not been smoothed by heavy snow it would have turned his stomach. Everywhere there was frozen garbage, frayed ropes, dog excrement, cans and crates. They stepped across pools of icy blood that glimmered black in the lantern light shining through hut windows; Virga was startled by the frozen gaping maw of a huge seal whose puckered protuberant eyes looked like softballs.
     Near many of the prefab huts dogs were tied to steel poles driven into the ground. As the two men passed, the huge, intelligent-eyed animals struggled to their feet, tangling each other in their ropes as they did so. Virga saw that several of them were sick and several had been severely bitten in dogfights; these misfits curled up into balls of white fur and let the stronger animals walk about over their bodies as they pleased.
     “How long have you been here?” he asked Michael.
     “Yesterday. I arrived by charter flight. I had them set up the oil drums for you.”
     Virga nodded. He was aware now of the eyes that peered through windows and then darted away. He heard the creaking of doors; he turned once and a door slammed shut with a noise that made a pack of sledge dogs nearby leap to their feet, expecting the hiss of the whip.
     Ahead there was the tall timber spire of a church, battered by the subzero winds. A plaster image of Jesus had been nailed above the arched doorway and the figure’s eyes looked plaintively down at the approaching men. With only the traditional robes of Nazareth to shield it from the awful wind, the image looked odd to Virga.
     To the left of the church was a prefab dwelling with a number of windows and a stone chimney that now showed a brief column of white smoke. Someone passed a window and in another moment the door was opened.
     A lean-framed elderly man in a dark brown sweater said, “Dr. Virga, yes? We’ve been waiting for you. Please come in.”
     Virga entered a room lit with kerosene lamps. The walls were plastered with newspaper for extra insulation; there was a crude painting of a halo-crowned Jesus. On the floor were animal skins. There was a fire in a wide stone hearth and Virga immediately stepped to it to soak up the warmth. The man took Virga’s coat and gloves and said, “You’ve come a long way?”
     “Yes. A very long way.”
     “My name is Thomas Lahr; I am minister to the Eskimo in this settlement.”
     Virga shook the offered hand, finding that the man’s palm was as hard as the toughest leather. He said, “You’re a Lutheran minister?”
     “That is right. We came here when the man before me took ill and died. His grave is just beyond the village.” He called into the next room, “Dorte, we have a new visitor. Is the tea brewing?”
     A woman as old as Lahr came into the room and said hello. Her face was weather-beaten and heavily lined, though in her eyes there was a tremendous and refreshing hope. “Dr. Virga?” she asked.
     “Yes.”
     “Can I prepare something for you to eat? Some broth?”
     “Yes, that would be fine. Thank you.”
     She smiled and, nodding, stepped back into what Virga presumed was a small kitchen.
     Michael was slowly and methodically peeling off first his bulky fur coat and then a lighter parka. He hung them to dry over a wooden rack near the fire.
     Through a window Virga saw beams of light and shadowy figures moving in the darkness. He stared.
     “They’re very curious people,” Lahr said. “They mean no offense; they were frightened of you and now they feel safe to gather up ice to melt for water. It’s just that the noise of the airplane and the activity in this area has unsettled them.”
     “They won’t harm the crate, will they?” Michael asked.
     “Oh no, oh no,” Lahr said. “Don’t worry about that.”
     “What crate?” asked Virga, looking around at Michael.
     “Something I brought with me.”
     “I didn’t see it.”
     Lahr said, “It’s perfectly safe where we left it, out in the storage shed. No one will harm it.”
     Virga was still looking at Michael. “What is it?” he asked.
     Lahr’s wife came through the doorway with tea. It was thick, black stuff that clung to the sides of clay cups. Michael and Virga drank it in silence.
     Lahr stretched out in a chair before the fire and said, “So. Your friend and I have been discussing the problems of teaching Christianity to the nomadic Eskimo, Dr. Virga. I find his views very interesting.”
     “You’re the only Danish family here?” Virga asked.
     “Oh yes. Actually the Eskimos have taken to us quite well and vice versa. They’re fascinating people. When I decided I would like to be a missionary in the North I read books and books on their customs; I even attended classes on Eskimo culture in Copenhagen. But nothing is as revealing as observing their way of life first hand. They have a perfect communion with the land.”
     “In some ways,” said Michael from his position in the corner of the room, “they’ve been damaged by the white men who came here to teach Christianity.”
     The elderly minister smiled and waved a hand. “Yes, yes. I couldn’t agree with you more. There were some unscrupulous men posing as missionaries. With them, unfortunately, came venereal disease and alcoholism. Now the Danish government has to ration beer and liquor on a monthly basis to these people: one bottle of spirits, two bottles of wine, or twenty small bottles of beer. That’s the Greenlandic disease, that and suicide. This year we’ve had six. I don’t know what it is. Their moods change so quickly. They’re difficult to predict. Did you know,” he turned to Virga, “that many many years ago, after listening to the Christian missionaries from the Netherlands, some Eskimo fathers killed their sons to make a religious gesture? Yes, it’s true. Unbelievable. But of course then the Eskimo was much more naive.
     “Still,” he continued, “there are elements of the primitive that linger. During the summer months when the sun begins to thaw the bay the piniartorssuit—the best hunters—pray to their individual and very personal deities before taking to the ice. The animals, the winds, the tides: all of them have spirits. And all of them, like the Eskimo, have their moods.”
     “Your task must be very difficult,” said Virga, finishing his tea and putting the cup aside.
     “I consider it a learning experience. We’ll be here until we die. I couldn’t conceive of living again in Copenhagen. Now all that seems too distant to be real. This,” he motioned in a circle with his hard brown hands, “is real. These are the real people. For four years I’ve settled family disputes, I’ve laughed and cried with them, I’ve seen them give birth and lower coffins. Yes; we’ll die here. It would be a fine place. Ah! Here’s your broth. Drink it while it’s hot.”
     As Virga lifted the steaming mug to his lips Lahr leaned forward in his chair and said quietly, “So you two men are going northward, uh? That’s the way their helicopters went.”
     Virga looked up. Michael had not moved from his corner.
     Lahr said, “Oh,” and glanced over at Michael. “You didn’t tell him, did you?”
     “No.”
     “Well.” He turned back around to Virga. “They came less than seven days ago. They dropped prefab materials and supplies down and built that shed out on the airstrip to keep them dry. I don’t know who they were but… well, I kept to my business and advised the elders to do the same. I had a very strange feeling about these men. The Eskimos stayed in their huts and even the dogs cringed from them. I thought about sending a message to the Ice Patrol that maybe these men were up to no good, but one of the younger hunters, Ingsavik, came to me and said he had spoken with these men, that they were part of a weather-research team. He said everything was all right and I should not try to alert the authorities. I did as he asked and the men left soon afterward.
     “I thought nothing more of it,” the minister said, “but they returned only a few days ago and recovered their supplies. Then the helicopters flew to the north, toward the barren ice flats, and that was the end of it except…”
     The man paused. Virga said, “Yes?”
     “Perhaps there’s no connection. I had noticed he was drinking heavily and beating his wife and that probably had a great deal to do with it. But Ingsavik stripped and walked away into the snow. His wife screamed and begged him not to go but he struck her in the face until she was senseless and let her drop. I walked with him for almost a kilometer asking him if I could help, but he turned on me in a rage. Then he begged my forgiveness and ran away across the flat. It’s a time-honored method of suicide.”
     Virga sat motionless. Behind him the fire cracked.
     Lahr said, “Who were these men? You know, don’t you?”
     “Yes,” Michael replied, “we know.”
     “And you cannot tell me?”
     “No. We cannot tell you. But if you understand that our search is just, then possibly you can help us. Dr. Virga and I want to leave as soon as we can; it may even be too late now. We need someone who knows the ice flats to guide us. We need a sledge and dogs.”
     The other man shrugged. “All of them know the ice flats, but they’re wary of strangers by nature. And certainly no one would take the trouble of guiding two kraslunas into the North. Bad country. You men don’t know the ice; the man who took you would be considered a fool by his peers.”
     “We can bargain with them?”
     “Perhaps.” Lahr looked over as the door opened and a young Eskimo boy entered, glancing nervously at Virga and Michael. He was carrying two buckets of chunk ice. Lahr said, “Come on, don’t be afraid. This is Chinauganuk, a young man who brings us fresh ice every morning. Yes, take those into the kitchen, will you? Dorte helped deliver Chinauganuk’s little brother a year ago and in this way he hopes to repay the debt.”
     The boy, buried in thick dirty furs and his eyes rolling in fleshy folds, said a few words to Lahr in the Eskimo language that sounded to Virga like clickings of the tongue and a sudden clearing of the throat. Lahr shook his head and replied. The boy looked at the two strangers and backed warily toward the door. Lahr said, “He’s afraid you’re piktaungitok—evil—as he believes the men with the helicopters were.” He said something in a soothing voice to calm Chinauganuk, and the Eskimo, after glancing with visible fear into Michael’s radiant eyes, scurried through the door and into the darkness.
     “Well,” Lahr said after another moment, “the old superstitions persist and there is not much I can do to change them. I can tell them about a forgiving and powerful God and the glory of Christ but I cannot take away the teachings of the ancients. And I do not know if it is wise to try.”
     Lahr looked into the fire as if attempting to read there some answer to the question he had asked himself. Then he turned again toward Virga. “I’ve asked Chinauganuk to send his father, Migatuk, around to see us. He’s one of the settlement elders and he may suggest a guide for you, though I doubt seriously that he will wish to regard your journey as anything but a hazard. That may sound rude, but unfortunately it’s a reality.”
     “We understand,” Michael said.
     “I expect my friend Migatuk will take his time in paying us a visit,” the elderly minister said. He took the empty cups and stepped toward the kitchen. “I’ll pour more tea and then you men can tell me what’s happening down below. I’m afraid most of the news I get here is very dated.”
     When Lahr left the room Virga said to Michael, “I don’t see how you reached this place before me.”
     Michael looked at him and said nothing.
     “Thank you for waiting,” Virga said, and the other man nodded his head.
     After another round of tea and more conversation between the three men, Lahr listening and then reacting with disgust at the news of murders and bombings, the door came open again.
     With the bitter gust of wind and snow that blew in across the floor came a heavyset Eskimo man, bareheaded, with narrow inquisitive eyes and cautious lips compressed tight. The stub of a cigarette burned at his mouth and Virga caught the scent of harsh tobacco and sweat. The man closed the door behind him and nodded respectfully to Lahr. “My son brought your request,” the man said in a stiff Danish-influenced English.
     “Sit down, Migatuk. Over by the fire. That’s right. Would you like a brew?”
     “No.” The man’s eyes flickered back and forth between the two strangers.
     “Your family is well?”
     “Yes.”
     “And your wife no longer has her trouble sleeping?”
     “No.”
     Lahr said to Virga, “Migatuk’s wife was experiencing some very upsetting nightmares there for a while.” He turned again to the stocky Eskimo. “You’re my friend, Migatuk. I value your friendship highly. Because you’re my friend I know I can make a request of you that I ask you to consider carefully.”
     Migatuk cocked his head to one side.
     “These men want to journey up into the flats,” Lahr said. The Eskimo nodded. Now there was the beginning of a mocking smile, though the eyes remained carefully controlled. He took his cigarette stub and flicked it into the hearth. “These men have come a very long way,” the minister was saying. “They know nothing about ice travel.”
     “Nuna sutakasuitok,” the Eskimo said. “Why do you wish to go up there? Nothing is there but a few small settlements and ice. In the darkness the hunting is bad. So why?”
     “It has to do with the men who gathered their supplies here,” Michael said. “We must find them.”
     Migatuk shrugged. “They left. They flew into the north, yes, but can you be certain they did not fly also in some other direction?”
     “A possibility. But someone in a northward settlement might have seen their helicopters.”
     Lahr said, “What I would like to ask of you, Migatuk, is that you recommend someone as a guide to these men. Yes, I know. Their not knowing the ice would make it very dangerous. But I have faith in their cause, though they’ve felt it best to keep their reasons to themselves.”
     “There is something I do not understand about this,” Migatuk said in a firm voice. He looked for a few seconds at Michael and then back at Lahr. “I would not ask any other man to do this thing; I would not do it myself.”
     Lahr looked disappointed. He nodded and said after a pause, “All right then. I understand your feelings. But I have another request to make, if my friends allow. Perhaps the two-headed man can help them?”
     The mocking smile vanished off Migatuk’s face. He slowly lit another cigarette and shrugged.
     “Would you take them to the two-headed man?” Lahr asked. “I would consider it the greatest personal favor.”
     The man muttered something in his native language and Lahr replied. They talked back and forth for a few moments and Virga could see the restrained fear in the Eskimo’s dark eyes. Migatuk sat examining his calloused knuckles for a long while, then he looked around at Virga and Michael and said in an authoritative tone, “I will take you to the two-headed man. But no further. We leave in the morning. I will ask the women to find for you kamiks and dogskin mitts.” He took a final drag at the cigarette and flicked it with the other smoldering butt. Then he nodded at Lahr and went through the door.
     “He’s a very fine man,” Lahr said. “Not many of them would have done this for you.”
     “What’s this about a two-headed man?” Virga asked.
     “A shaman,” Michael said. “A sorcerer.”
     Lahr looked at him in surprise. “I didn’t know you knew the language. Well then, as you overheard, these people hold the two-headed man in great esteem. He lives a few kilometers to the north and has for several years, all alone. One rarely hears the word shaman anymore. It’s rather something the elders talk about when they relive the ancient past. I’ve never seen the man, though once last summer I went up there with a group of very reluctant hunters. I saw his hut but his dogs and sledge were gone.”
     “Why is he called that?”
     “I don’t know. A shaman, according to the legends, is traditionally deformed in some way or another, but I draw the line at believing he actually has two heads. I do understand that he’s a very fine hunter. Once a year, before the thaw, a chosen elder is allowed to visit him to ask his opinion of what the season’s hunting will produce. Perhaps he can help you in determining the route of the helicopters; his eye, they say, is everywhere. But there is also the possibility that he will refuse to talk with you because you are white men, and therefore considered less than perfect by the Eskimo.”
     Lahr looked out the window. Following his gaze, Virga saw someone approaching through the gloom, a kerosene lamp swinging from one hand. “Ah!” Lahr said. “Chinauganuk is coming to take you to be fitted. Please don’t be offended by any sexual comments the women may make about you to each other. They see kraslunas so rarely.”






23


FOR HOURS they traveled into harsh winds wailing down from the bitter icecap. They were slowed to a crawl by its force and now Migatuk only cracked his whip over the heads of the struggling dogs to change their course a few degrees. Piled atop the wide iron-runnered Eskimo sledge were enough supplies to maintain them should an ice storm pin them down. There were fresh parkas and kamiks, boots of seal flesh with dog-skin liners, and a tent of sewn polar-bear hides that could be hammered into the ice with small steel pegs. Lashed down as well was the long canvas-covered crate Michael had brought along with him. The three men had strained against its weight as they lifted it onto the sledge; Migatuk had voiced his displeasure at forcing his dogs to haul such an impediment, but Michael remained silent as to its contents. Ahead of them was only blackness as if they were either climbing or falling headlong into a gigantic hole. Even the ice seemed black. Migatuk had warned them to rub their cheeks and the bridge of the nose vigorously if the flesh felt as if it might be deadening. That, he said, was the first sign of frostbite. The small white sores would come later. So after every fierce howl of wind swept past, staggering him, Virga gingerly felt his exposed flesh, fearful of what he might discover.
     At Avatik the strong-armed, heavy-bellied Eskimo women had giggled and made snide comments about the men as they were fitted with the kamiks. They were given thermal underwear and heavier trousers, though not nearly so warm as the polar-bear pants worn proudly by the Eskimo men. Then, while they sat with Migatuk and he carefully cleaned his rifle, explaining how the oil and grit would freeze in only a few moments on the ice flats, he told them bluntly what he expected. They would not talk without purpose, they would not stray out from behind the sledge track, and they would under no circumstances go near the dogs. Michael agreed and, after the men and a group of other Eskimos had loaded the sledge, they had slept soundly before the fire in Lahr’s hut.
     In the morning—and the only way Virga could tell it was morning was because Lahr said it was—the winds had increased, slapping intermittent snow against the windows. After a fortifying cup of tea the two men stepped into the cold and found Migatuk and his son untangling the dogs’ traces before hooking them in place on the sledge. Then, with a final wave from Lahr and Migatuk’s cry of “Gamma! Gamma!” to his team, they moved away from the settlement until its warm lights were lost across the plain.
     The cold was numbing but not as bad as Virga had expected. The subzero winds could not penetrate either his trousers or parka. His feet and hands were warm with the coverings provided by Migatuk; his face was the only flesh exposed to the weather and he felt ice collecting in his eyebrows and in the stubble on his chin.
     Michael, walking beside and a pace in front of Virga, seemed oblivious to the cold.
     After a while Virga thought that Migatuk had lost the way. Virga himself had no sense of direction here. Everything was bleak and alien; there were no landmarks, not even rocks or abandoned huts, on which to base a path. But occasionally the dogs would yip at the crack of the whip and the sledge, its runners hissing through the packed snow, would slide a fraction to the left or right. And still they climbed, without speaking, into the wind.
     Without warning the land erupted from a flat plain to rocks dappled with ice. They seemed to be going down an incline and the dogs slowed to keep their footing on the slope. Great black rocks rose up on all sides. They were shielded from the direct blast of the wind but Virga could hear it whining eerily through cracks and crevices, to explode high over their heads. Migatuk snapped his whip and called to the dogs to give them confidence.
     Virga looked into the distance. There seemed to be a glimmering light very far ahead. He could feel his heart racing. Migatuk called to the dogs again and Virga thought, but was not certain, that he heard the man’s voice tremble. They continued on, the Eskimo’s whip cracking on all sides to keep the dogs on a straight path.
     At the base of the incline they were again on a solid sheet of smooth snow and ice, but here the wind was not so fierce. Ahead on the plain, Virga could recognize the squat rectangular shape of a prefab hut. A light shone through a solitary window. Beyond the hut there was nothing but a solid black curtain.
     Migatuk called out and the sledge ground to a halt far short of the prefab dwelling. Then there was no sound but the breathing of the dog team and the distant otherworldly whine of wind in the rocks. Migatuk said to the two men, “This is as far as I dare go. Beyond is the hut of the two-headed man.”
     And in the next second Virga’s eardrums reverberated with a crack! that made the dogs howl in fear. Migatuk spun around. Just ahead of the sledge a spiral of snow kicked up, ice chips spraying back into the men’s faces. The sound of the shot stretched out loud and hollow across the plain, rolling on to the frozen sea.
     Migatuk shouted, “Maiksuk!” and lashed his whip full into the side of the lead dog, at the same time wrenching bodily on the sledge to spin it around in the direction from which they had come. Virga, thrown backward and off the sledge, saw Michael also knocked to the ground by the sudden momentum of the dogs. Migatuk cracked his whip; the sledge shuddered fiercely, gathering speed. As the sledge reached the incline and started up Virga saw a knife in the Eskimo’s hand, glittering in the light from the hut window. He was cutting their supplies loose to gain more speed. The equipment and the heavy canvas-covered thing were thrown off; they slid down to the base of the incline. Freed of the weight, the sledge took wings. Snow was thrown up by the churning legs of the dogs; in another moment the sledge disappeared among the rocks in Migatuk’s headlong journey back to the safety of Avatik.
     Michael rolled over on his stomach, his eyes narrowed, his senses combing the darkness. The sound of the shot had not yet died away; the men could still hear it moving like a thunderclap in the far distance. Over by the prefab hut there came a tremendous barking and baying of dogs.
     Virga was lost. He stood looking around helplessly, knowing he made a perfect target but unable, somehow, to recall what it was he should do.
     “Stay where you are,” said a man’s harsh voice. The sound reached them as a command but it had been spoken softly, almost casually.
     Virga looked toward the source of the voice, off to his right. From the corner of his eye he saw a movement. Someone rose up from a prone position on the ice. Virga thought at first his legs were chopped off at the knee but then he realized the man had been crouched behind a small white screen. The man walked away from the camouflage and stood with a rifle aimed at a spot somewhere between Virga and Michael. He said something in Danish and waited. Then he said in English, “You! Down on the ice with the other one. Both of you spread your arms and legs and don’t move. Good, you speak the language. That’s right, very easy.”
     The man slowly moved toward them. Virga saw his boots, battered sealskin with a fringe of yellowed polar-bear fur. The man methodically slapped their waists and underarms in a search for weapons. Then, satisfied, he stepped back a few paces and said quietly, “Turn over very slowly. I’ll kill you if I don’t like the way you breathe.”
     They did as he said. In his furs and polar-bear pants the man was a shapeless, faceless bulk that towered over them. He was silent, examining their faces in the darkness. “You’re neither Eskimo nor Danish. Who are you?”
     “We’ve come from Avatik to find you,” Michael said, and in his voice there was a strange soothing quality. “We mean you no harm. We only wish to talk with you.”
     The rifle barrel dipped down an inch or so. “Some men came to talk with me once,” he said. “They wanted my haul of bearskins. Before they were through talking I’d killed them. What are you after?”
     Michael said calmly, “Your help.”
     The man was quiet.
     “Can we stand up?” Michael asked.
     The rifle barrel swung up again and he stepped back. “Stand up, then,” he told them. “But remember that I can see in the dark.”
     They got to their feet and brushed away the snow. Michael said, “We can talk more comfortably out of the cold.”
     “It doesn’t bother me.”
     “It bothers me,” Michael said.
     The man grunted and motioned with his rifle. “Walk ahead. But don’t even think of trying to trick me. Don’t even think it.”
     Near the prefab hut there were dogs staked out on chain leaders. They were large beautiful animals with eyes like burning coals; they rose up, rumbling a welcome, as the men approached. An Eskimo-style sledge stood on one side of the hut and around it were empty tin cans and garbage, similar to the debris Virga had noted in Avatik. The man said, “Stop,” and with his rifle still aimed in their direction, he walked around in front of them and pushed open the door. He stepped back to watch them carefully as they entered.
     Inside, a portable stove hissed, flooding the hut with warmth. Two kerosene lamps emitted a dim yellow glow. A sleeping rack, covered with polar-bear skins, stood in one corner. The floor of the single-room dwelling was dirty and stained with blood. Across the bearskin-lined walls were strung pinup-girl posters. They lay in nude abandon on beds, on sofas, and on sun-warmed beaches.
     “Ha!” the man barked abruptly. “You like my little companions, huh?”
     Virga turned to face him.
     The man was shedding his great bloodstained coat. He was bearlike himself, huge and wide. Almost as tall as Michael, his head was within a foot of the ceiling. He had long unkempt black hair and a black beard that turned the color of frost around his mouth. His eyes, cobalt-blue, glittered in a face ravaged by the elements. Lines traced his forehead and gathered around his eyes. Virga saw small, pitted scars that he thought were the remnants of frostbite sores that the man might have cut away himself. His eyes were narrowed slightly from years of squinting into the sun as it glanced dazzlingly off blue-green ice. There was a trace of Eskimo blood in the high cheekbones and tawny color of the skin, but he was certainly a mixture of other races as well. It occurred to Virga that he spoke with a slight Russian accent, though his English seemed tinged with other, less identifiable, accents.
     Michael said, “We were expecting someone with two heads.”
     The man nodded slightly. He put his rifle down in the corner but his cautious, intelligent eyes never left them. He eased down into a battered chair and threw his feet up onto the lip of the stove. “The Eskimo have their own way of saying things,” the man said. “You’ve found me now. Who the hell are you?”
     “My name is Michael; this is Dr. James Virga. And yours?”
     “I’m asking the questions. What’re you doing up here?”
     “I’ve already answered. We were told about you in Avatik and we sought you out.”
     “And almost caught a slug in the bargain,” the man said. “You should be careful you don’t catch one yet.”
     “You saw us on the incline?” Michael asked.
     “Saw you, hell,” the man said. He leaned forward slightly and stared up at the other. “I smelled you.”
     Michael grunted and looked around at the walls.
     “My name is Ryan Zark,” the man said after a silent moment spent appraising the two strangers. “You men are not ice travelers; you have no business here. Why do you search for me?”
     Michael drew up another chair and sat warming himself before the stove. He said, “We have information that helicopters flew over this area some days ago. We want to know where they landed.”
     Zark’s eyes narrowed fractionally. He said in a cautious voice, “They were seen by a group of hunters from a settlement further north. The birds veered off to the east. Why?”
     “We want to know where they landed,” Michael repeated in a flat, even voice, swinging his gaze from the stove into the eyes of the other man.
     Zark held it for a few seconds, then grunted and leaned back. He reached in his parka and brought out a pipe that seemed to be a hollowed-out bone. In another moment he had filled it with a black, oily-looking tobacco, and blue smoke was curling from his mouth and nostrils. “I don’t know where they landed. I don’t want to know where they landed. It’s not my business.”
     “We understood,” Michael said, “that you were a man of wisdom, a shaman.”
     “Shaman? Shit. I’m a good hunter and sometimes I tell the Eskimo where to look for the seal and bear. I hear the wind sing and I see the clouds that mean a storm on the ice. I know the land and I know men and most of all I know myself. But I am not a shaman.” He sucked vigorously at the pipe, looking from Michael to Virga and back again. “Did you know that there are some Eskimos who follow me because they say that where I walk is a path of good fortune? They say I never have to find the bear; the bear will find me. If that were true I’d march down to Copenhagen and take them all with me. Shaman; I haven’t heard that word for a long while.”
     “If you know yourself you have more power than most men possess,” Michael said.
     “Maybe. When I first came to this land, many years ago, I almost starved. The Eskimo saved me; they fed me and taught me how to feed myself. So sometimes when I go out for bear or seal I tell the Eskimo hunters where I believe they’re going to be found. I always repay my debts.”
     “Do you keep in contact with the rest of the world here? Do you know what’s going on below?”
     “The rest of the world? Ha! There is no other world but this.”
     Michael said, “A man has arrived here with those helicopters. That man has grave power, he has power to do what he wants with whomever he wants. That is the man we must find, and we must find him quickly.”
     Zark had been smoking his pipe and listening. “Why should I care? I can’t help you.”
     “But you can. You know the land. You’ve said so yourself. Dr. Virga and I need someone to take us into the Northeast.”
     “What? Are you crazy? I’m not in the business of tourist guides. To make a journey with men who have no knowledge of this country would be suicide. Is this what you sought me for?”
     “Yes,” Michael said.
     “Then go back to Avatik. Go back to wherever you came from. I don’t travel across the ice on the errands of fools.”
     “I’ll pay you.”
     “I’ve said no.”
     Michael glanced over at Virga and then back into the eyes of Zark. “We have no way of getting back.”
     “That coward,” Zark said. “One bullet and he runs like an old woman. I should have shot him in the ass. All right, then. I’ll take you in the morning to Sagitak; the Eskimos there will see that you return safely to Avatik. But you’ll pay me for my time and trouble.”
     “We seek a man named Baal,” Michael said after another moment. “It is vital that we find him. We will not return. We will go on from Sagitak into the Northeast.”
     “Not with me. Maybe you can pay one of the Eskimos up there to go on with you. Give them a couple of bottles of good whiskey and they’ll do anything. Did you bring any with you?”
     “No.”
     “Well then,” said Zark, shrugging, “you’re in a shit of a shape.”
     His eyes glittering, Michael opened his mouth to say something, but then he thought better of it and sat relaxed in the chair. He said, “You won’t help us?”
     “I won’t help you. I’ve got my own self to take care of. Look. That route you just came over from Avatik is a trade route; an old woman with one bad leg could get over it. But you get up higher than this, on rocks and pressure ridges and ice chunks as big as goddamned battleships, and then, my friend, you need good eyes and good lungs and you’d sure better have some ice experience under your belt.”
     He stopped speaking abruptly and seemed to listen to the silence in the room. In a few seconds more the dog team staked outside began barking. Zark picked up his rifle. He whispered, “We have a visitor.”
     As Zark stood peering out the window, Virga could see nothing but total blackness. Then Zark stepped toward the hut door and opened it to admit a rotund but hawk-eyed Eskimo man with a scar across the bridge of his nose. The man shook snow from his furs and looked cautiously over at Michael and Virga. The Eskimo seemed to ask a question in his native language and Zark motioned to the two men and nodded his head. Then the Eskimo spoke again, fixing his eyes on the floor at Zark’s feet and rounding his shoulders to appear humble, though he was obviously older than Zark. When he had finished his plaintive-sounding recitation he continued staring fixedly at the floor.
     Zark turned to look at the two men. Then he nodded and said something to the Eskimo. The other man grasped Zark’s hand and then went back out into the night.
     Virga said, “What was all that about?”
     “The man,” Zark told him, “is a hunter from an eastern settlement. His new bride wishes a child; he has sadly and regretfully lost the fire. So he’s brought her here for me.”
     “What?”
     “Hell, I’ve probably got kids all up and down the Arctic Circle. I don’t know; they seem to think it’s some sort of honor if I can give their wives a child. The women aren’t so bad. All that fat makes them like big soft pillows.”
     “The man feels you have the qualities of a shaman,” Michael said. “Since he feels disgraced at being unable to father a child he hopes a son with the qualities of a shaman will bring honor back to his name.”
     “I guess that’s it,” Zark said. “Anyway, I don’t mind. Well now, what’s this? A young one.”
     The Eskimo had brought his woman in from the sledge outside. He took off her fur-lined parka and put his hand beneath her chin to indicate her beauty. She was very young, probably only just out of her teens, yet her face showed the hardships she had already endured. She stood like the man had, staring directly at the floor, not daring to meet Zark’s intense gaze. Virga supposed she was very beautiful indeed by Eskimo standards; her full lips were trembling though her round dark eyes seemed to reflect a remarkable inner calm. The girl’s lustrous black hair, freed of the parka’s confining hood, hung loose and full about her shoulders.
     As the Eskimo spoke, Zark examined the girl’s face. Zark nodded and the man beamed with happiness. The Eskimo touched her cheek gently, with scarred brown fingers, and spoke to her. Then he nuzzled her as if sniffing at her flesh. When he turned to leave she clung to his arm, but he spoke sharply to her and she let go her grasp. The Eskimo went through the doorway and in another moment the men heard his shouts as he urged his dog team up the incline.
     The young girl stood trembling in the center of the hut, her eyes downcast. Zark walked around her and said to the men, “A fine-looking woman. Very fine. Good strong arms and thighs. Look at those muscles right here. You see? She hasn’t yet got a lot of fat on her.”
     Virga’s face was reddening. He said, “Are we going to watch this?”
     Zark’s surprised eyes left the girl’s firm buttocks and looked up at him. He said, “What else? You going to freeze your asses outside? Hell, I don’t care. You can close your eyes if you like. You can have a go at her if you like. Do you want to?” He swung his gaze around to Michael.
     “No,” Michael said, “thank you.”
     The man shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He walked around and said something in a quiet voice to the girl. She didn’t reply. He put his hand under her chin and raised her head but she still kept her eyes on the floor. Slowly and softly, Zark nuzzled her as the other man had, sniffing gently at her nose and across her cheeks and eyes. Finally, reassured by his caress, she raised her eyes to meet his and Zark smiled.
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VIRGA STIRRED. Something was jabbing him sharply and repeatedly in the ribs.
      He rolled over from his curled-up position on the dirty floor and after a few seconds recognized Zark standing over him. He had been nudging Virga in the side with the toe of his boot. Zark bent down and put a mug of steaming dark liquid in Virga’s hand. “Here,” he said, “this’ll wake you up.”
     Michael was already awake, drinking from a mug and taking his clothes off a rack above the stove where he had hung them to dry the night before. Virga sipped at the beverage, finding it to be a brackish black beer, and saw that the Eskimo girl was gone. He’d barely been able to sleep for the noise they had made, rolling and thrashing on the sleeping rack like a couple of wild beasts. But he was grateful in one respect for having been able to find out something about Zark: before the man had lowered the kerosene flame to join the girl in the bearskins Virga had caught a glimpse of his broad naked back. Across it was a beautiful tattoo of the head of a Chinese ancient, done with such clarity and grace that it would have made Virga envious if he were an advocate of tattooing.
     “Where’s the girl?” he asked.
     “Her husband came for her,” said Zark, cutting pieces of meat off a larger black slab he’d taken from an ice-packed oil drum at the rear of the hut. “They’re always a little jealous the morning after. You ever try walrus meat?”
     “No.”
     “You’d better get used to it.”
     Virga and Michael took the pieces of black, tough-grained meat that Zark had cut for them. Michael ate his wholeheartedly, but the taste of it coupled with the beer was almost more than Virga could take: it was oily with a strong smell of fermentation. Nevertheless, he was glad to get something in his stomach. When he swallowed the last hunk without gagging he felt pretty damned proud of himself, but shook his head when Zark offered him a second piece.
     Zark shrugged and tore into it himself. He said, “What’s that you brought along covered with canvas? Prefab materials in a crate?”
     “No,” Michael said. “It’s some of my belongings.”
     “Christ. You must have brought along everything you own. I walked out there and took a look at that junk the Eskimo cut off his sledge. You didn’t plan to move very fast, did you?”
     “We carried what was necessary.”
     “Necessary, hell. All a man needs is a good solid sledge and eight strong dogs and he can go to the Pole and back, living off the land. You can forget about the prefabs and build ice shelters like the old hunters did. But you’re kraslunas and you don’t even know what I’m talking about.” He looked over at Virga. “What kind of doctor are you?”
     “A professor. Of theology.”
     “What’s that?”
     “Religious concepts.”
     “You live by the Book, huh?”
     “I suppose I do,” Virga said, “in a manner of speaking.”
     Zark nodded. “Yeah, there’s always more room in the world for another holy man.” He took the leftover walrus meat back to the oil drum. “Perverting everything, talking about things you don’t even understand yourselves. You look at something and say it’s bad in the name of God because you don’t like it.” He took the drum lid off and wrapped the meat in newspaper before putting it in the ice amid other bundles. “You use God as an excuse.” He snapped the lid shut.
     Virga felt that this man was trying to pick an argument. He said irritably, “Some people do.”
     The other man grunted and shifted his attention to Michael. He said, “And I suppose you use God as an excuse too, huh?”
     “No,” said Michael, his eyes glittering in the dim kerosene-lamp glow. “I only blame men.”
     Zark stood looking into his face as if he were not quite certain of what he was seeing. His nostrils flared briefly, catching a scent. Then he smiled slightly and said, “You ever killed anyone, boy?”
     “Not to my knowledge,”
     “You look like you could. You look like you could shoot a man down and never even wince. Killing a man is not so different from killing any other kind of animal, not really. Especially if he’s about to kill you. Does talk about killing a man bother you, Holy Man?”
     “I’m very broadminded,” Virga said.
     “Good,” Zark said. “That’s good.”
     Michael said, “You won’t reconsider about taking us into the Northeast from Sagitak?”
     “No. I won’t reconsider. Now I’ll go harness the team; you be ready to help me lift that gear of yours up onto the sledge when I get back.” He went through the doorway, admitting a blast of icy air, and momentarily Virga and Michael could hear him shouting to his dogs as he worked with them.
     “What should we do?” Virga asked. “Go back to Avatik and pay someone to guide us up? We’re going to lose three days.”
     “Yes, three days. Perhaps too late.” He looked directly at the other man. “But if I’m too late here then there will be another place. I’ll go on. What will you do?”
     “I don’t know. I haven’t read a newspaper or heard a newscast in two days. I’m afraid to learn what’s happening.”
     “The worst,” Michael said softly. “Always prepare for the worst.”
     “How did you come to be so desperately pursuing Baal?” Virga asked. “How can you, how can we, do anything to stop him short of murder?”
     “We must find him first. Then I’ll deal with Baal… in my own way.”
     The door came open again and Zark said, “All right. I need some muscle.”
     In the bitter darkness the three men heaved together to lift the shrouded crate onto Zark’s weather-beaten sledge. He cursed violently and said, “You’re going to break the backs of my dogs with this goddamned thing!”
     They lashed down the rest of the scattered equipment and then followed Zark back to his hut to gather up a few more things. Zark carefully cleaned his rifle and a rubber-gripped flare gun and stored ammunition and flares in a sealskin bag. Then he tied up a hunk of the walrus meat and checked one of the lamps to make certain the kerosene was brimming. Michael said, “You’re taking an ice-axe?”
     “Yes,” Zark said. “Why?”
     Michael gathered his parka hood around his head without answering.
     Outside, Zark rubbed snow all along the sledge runners and Virga had an opportunity to appraise his dogs as they stood in the glare of the lamp. They were broad and thick, powerful beasts that even now tugged at their rope leaders. The lead dog was a one-eyed black with numerous scars on his sides; the other dogs gave him a wide berth and, though they snarled menacingly among each other, never bared a tooth in his direction.
     Zark checked the lashed-down equipment and cursed at its bulk. He said suddenly, “We’re moving,” and almost before Virga realized he had called to the dogs, the sledge shuddered and tore away up the incline with Michael running alongside and Zark cracking his whip over the head of the lead animal.
     The beasts climbed the incline with a burst of power. They seemed eager and happy to be running in the snow. The sledge passed between the sharp outcroppings of rock and in a few moments they were running out on the open ice plain with the wind howling maddeningly about them.
     Virga noted that Zark seemed much more skilled with his team than Migatuk had been. The man only occasionally used his whip or shouted to the team; they seemed to understand his commands even when his broad hands only tightened on the guiding handlebars. The man and the team were at one with each other, Virga thought, through long hard years of companionship. He’d heard stories of the fierceness of Arctic dogs, of their sudden savage attacks on both their own kind and Eskimo children, but here they were part of a beautiful living machine that awed him with its primal grace.
     Michael did not seem disturbed at Zark’s refusal to take them on, but Virga was downcast. He felt a childish frustration and a simmering resentment at the way Zark had tried to bait him at the hut. Zark didn’t understand the importance of their search for Baal; probably he was the kind of stubborn man who would act no differently even if he did understand. But Virga felt useless and afraid. His long travel and the great expense it had incurred was now wasted because one man—one man—refused to show them the way. He cursed. If Baal could not be found how could he, Virga, return to the university and his day-to-day life knowing the full extent of Baal’s power, knowing that for a brief instant he had almost been ensnared by that power, knowing that he could possibly still be. What could he say to Judith? What would he feel when he awakened in his Boston apartment in the middle of a restless night, more alone and frightened of the future than he had ever been before?
     He glanced over and saw that Michael’s sharp features had become a taut, determined mask. Here in this bitter land, traveling under skies as black as the door of death, there was no way to go but forward.
     They reached a pressure ridge after a mile or so. Great chunks of ice were scattered in disarray like concrete blocks. Zark lowered his head against the wind and chopped with his ice-axe until he had cleared a narrow place for the dogs to struggle over. Then they were across the rough terrain and moving over smooth ice with the splash of the lantern leading them on. Zark corrected their course by a few degrees from time to time, though Virga could not determine how he sighted the path.
     Sometime later, when ice had frozen in Virga’s eyebrows and his new beard and he saw nothing but the dark wastes beyond, Zark waved a hand and slowly braked the team with his heels. “We’ll rest here for a while,” he said against the wind. “This is the halfway point.”
     Zark unpacked the bearskin tent and staked it out with metal anchors, keeping it loose to absorb the wind’s force. As the dogs voided themselves in the snow and Zark unceremoniously followed suit, Michael and Virga crawled through the tent opening with Zark’s lantern and warmed themselves in its glow.
     Inside the tent they were still cold but at least shielded from the harsh wind. Zark crawled in and lit his bone pipe, then checked his exposed flesh for frostbite sores. He held the lamp up to examine the faces of the other men and, satisfied that they had suffered no damage, he set the lamp in the midst of them, where it cast their broad black shadows on the walls.
     Virga painfully rubbed the warmth back into his hands. “How cold is it out there?” he asked Zark.
     “Warm compared to some I’ve known. Maybe forty below but not any more than that.”
     “How can you tell?”
     Zark grunted. “When it’s forty below your piss freezes as it hits the ground. At fifty below it freezes on the way down. At sixty you try to piss and your dick falls off.” He blew a billowing cloud of blue smoke and watched as it rose to the conical top of the tent and hung there.
     “You’re not a full Eskimo,” Michael said after a few moments. “What are you doing here?”
     He rubbed his hands around the warmth of the bone pipe as if he hadn’t heard the question. There was no indication that he was going to answer. Virga was about to ask him how the dogs withstood the weather when Zark said, “I’m part Eskimo. Enough to feel the ice in my blood; enough to know I belong here.”
     “You were born in Greenland?”
     “Hell, I’m not a Dane. I was born in Gor’kiy. My father was a breed, Eskimo and Russian. My grandfather was an Eskimo and damned if I can remember his name, but he was a powerful hunter, a great leader in his tribe. I don’t remember anything about him, but my father once told me he was lost in the bergs hunting narwhal with a bone harpoon. We had a small flat in Gor’kiy and my father was a welder; that place we had, that place was so small we couldn’t even wipe our noses. My father couldn’t stand it but he wanted to please my mother. He wanted to live on the northern coast and she loved the city.”
     The smoke whirled around Zark’s head. His eyes were cold and blue, glistening, Virga thought, like the ice must glisten beneath a white summer sun.
     “He tried to please her,” Zark said, “but you can’t please women. You can’t. And he started drinking and finally lost her. I remember him glaring at her, wide-eyed, in that place. She was leaving, she said, and he could keep the child because they were both alike. Both of them were wild and vicious and didn’t belong around people. That was just after I almost killed another boy in a streetfight, but that’s another story. And she was right. My father and I were alike; we shared a love of freedom. Inside us the Eskimo wanted a return to the ice.”
     Zark was quiet for a moment. The north-born wind shook the tent; Zark seemed to be listening to it. He looked warily at the faces of the two men, uncertain as to whether he should continue.
     “And so you both came here?” Virga asked, both interested in the man and fearful of returning into that cold blast.
     “No,” Zark said. “He went from place to place, from job to job, and I followed along. And every place we went was closer to the northern sea. There was where we were headed; he didn’t have to say it. I knew it already. But before we reached the coast he took sick, something wrong with his lungs. I worked full-time at whatever I could find, which wasn’t much but roadwork and pouring concrete. I fought for a while in men’s clubs. That was bare-knuckled fighting and I saw a lot of strong men go down. You ever see a bare-knuckle match?” He looked at Virga.
     “No, I haven’t.”
     “I didn’t think so. Too brutal for your blood, uh? Some of those men scarred their hands and let the calluses thicken until they might’ve been wearing brass knucks. They could punch into brick. Those fights would go on until neither of us knew where we were; we’d just stumble around looking for something to hit. The last man standing was the winner and the money was good in those days. But my father became worse. He was always coughing, always pleading with me to get him up to the ice. I found him dead one morning, just like he’d fallen asleep the night before. That was the only night he didn’t cough until he’d choked, and I remember thinking that soon maybe he would be well enough to travel. It snowed on the day he was buried. Well,” Zark shrugged his shoulders and sucked furiously at the pipe to clear his vision, “I reached the sea. I landed a job on a freighter hauling scrap iron. Holy Man, you ever work on the sea?”
     “No.”
     “It’s tough work. But it teaches you a hell of a lot. It teaches you when to fight and when to lay back, when to plant your feet and when to run like hell. I worked in and out of the freight docks for a few years hauling on old buckets that almost came apart at the rivets out in the Baltic. I like the ways of the sea; it moves at its own pace. Nothing hurries it, nothing weakens that thunder. But then I landed a mate’s slot on a tub hauling snowplows from Riga up into the White Sea. I didn’t get along with the bosun. He was a lying sonofabitch and a card cheat; I can’t even remember what he looked like though God knows I had to look at him enough. He was always picking something, anything at all, to get at me. And damned if he didn’t.”
     Zark laughed suddenly, a hoarse bark that might have issued from the throat of one of the dogs. “Damned if he didn’t. I killed that man right on the foredeck under a half-moon. Two blows to the head. Two fine blows I would’ve been proud of in any ring.” He made the motion of a thrust with his huge fist. “He went down like a fucking sack of grain. They were going to put me in the brig and head into Rusanova to give me up. But there were other men who had taken trouble off that bastard, and they were damned grateful to me for cleaning him off. So one night out in the Barents Sea they turned their backs and I lowered myself a lifeboat and headed out into the bergs. They thought I’d died out there, that maybe I was going out to commit suicide or some shit like that. Hell, no. I was getting away as fast as I could row.”
     He regarded Michael and Virga through his whirling blue smoke curtain. Over the black bush of beard his eyes had become dark and hollow. “You don’t know what it’s like to be alone in the sea, surrounded by nothing but ice, great huge pieces like frozen cities. Nothing around but the deep water and the bergs that blinded you with their colors: bone-white, deep blue, pale green. You could see the depths of the ocean reflected in that ice. And sometimes you’d likely as not hear a growl as ice crushed against ice and broke off into a smaller berg. Sometimes ice as big as my boat would rise up almost under me. That was maybe what I feared most: ice breaking up in the depths and rising to capsize me in that cold water.
     “On the third day,” Zark went on, “I was lost. I couldn’t smell the wind. And then the bergs against the white sky looked like gray slabs of dirty concrete. I was going in fucking circles; everything looked the same. My food ran out. I went without anything to eat for three more days. There was never anything but the low clouds and the white sea and those berg mountains. And on the seventh day I woke up and saw him.”
     Zark sat motionless, his pipe clenched between his teeth, his eyes black and brooding.
     “Him?” Virga asked. “Who?”
     He shrugged abruptly. “I don’t know. I don’t know who the hell it was but he was off my starboard between two bergs, an Eskimo in a kayak. I started rowing after him but he never let me get near enough to see his face. Never. But it was a man, all right; I could tell by the way he handled that kayak. Even though I grit my teeth and rowed after him until I was almost dead, he paddled Eskimo-style, always ahead of me. I followed that kayak for two days. He never said a word though I shouted and cursed for him to speak; he’d turn to make sure I was following and then he’d go on. He wound me through ice tunnels and bergs as high as buildings in Moscow. He knew those fucking waters, that’s for sure. But after three days I lost him. He slipped away into a pocket between two bergs and when I rounded them he was gone. That’s when I saw, over my port and far off, a group of Eskimos hunting from kayaks. They took me with them to Edge Island and I got a good meal of broth and walrus meat and slept for two days. When I asked them who had led me out they didn’t seem to know. They didn’t have any idea; they told me they knew of no hunter who had ever gone that far from land before. So I still have no damned idea who that was. I wonder about him.”
     Michael was nodding. He said, “The vision of a shaman.”
     “Huh? Hell with that. Anyway, I followed the nomad Eskimos over the ice plains into Greenland and here I’ve stayed. The hunting is damned good and a man answers to no one but himself. That’s as it should be.”
     The three men sat for a while without speaking. Tobacco burned in Zark’s pipe with a faint crackling sound. After a few moments he stirred and said, “Time to move on. I want to have you at Sagitak in another couple of hours.”
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WITHOUT WARNING the wind died away and was replaced by an utter calm that, oddly, played on Virga’s nerves until they were as raw as the flesh across his windburned cheeks. Even the harsh breathing of the team quieted until all Virga could hear was the sound of runners on the ice, a smooth hissing as if they were nearing the nest of a coiled white reptile.
     They continued on into the North, Zark correcting their course with only a slight movement on the handlebars. Looking up, Virga could see stars clearly and individually against a backdrop of total darkness. There was no moon, but the stars seemed to radiate a dim silvery glimmer that splashed down across the plain and painted it in deepest blue.
     They reached a point where the land gradually began to slope down. Zark halted the team with a single soft command, and as the dogs milled about he stood with his lantern at his side and looked out to where the distance became a drawn curtain.
     Michael stepped beside him. “Is something wrong?”
     “Be quiet,” Zark said. He was listening for something. He narrowed his eyes and swept them back and forth along the horizon. He looked briefly to the stars and then back at the far landscape.
     “There are no lights,” Zark said.
     “What?” Virga asked.
     “No lights,” the man repeated. “Sagitak is on the horizon. There should be lights in windows.”
     “They’re nomads? Maybe they’ve left,” Virga suggested hopefully. The man would have to take them on.
     “Shit,” Zark muttered. He walked to the sledge and retrieved his flare gun and the sealskin bag. Virga watched as he popped open the breech and inserted a red cartridge. Holding it at arm’s length over his head, he fired it with a soft plop! in the direction of the settlement. In another few seconds they could see, bathed in red light as the flare arced in the sky, the dim outlines of huts far away and something else, something like a dark semicircular scrawl. Zark tightened; Virga felt the response repeated in Michael. The hunter bent on one knee in the snow and waited for either a light or the reply of another flare.
     There was nothing.
     One of the dogs whined. Another answered. The black animal stood grim and unyielding; when another animal began to whine the big black snapped in its direction.
     Zark shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said quietly, almost to himself. He said, “Gamma!” to the dogs and the sledge moved off again toward the lower plain.
     In another fifteen minutes they had reached the flat. The flare had faded, returning them to darkness. Virga was aware Zark’s breathing had become heavier. The dogs strained at their leads, perhaps recognizing by habit a place of food and rest. Virga tried to pierce the gloom but his eyes were not good enough. He cursed his weakness.
     And suddenly the dogs yelped, stopping and then tangling together as if they had run collectively into a wall of glass.
     Zark cursed. He tightened his grip on the handlebars and cracked his whip over the head of the lead dog. It wanted to go on and pulled mightily at its lead, but the other animals balked, thrusting their tails between their legs and digging in with their paws. Zark struck his whip directly into their midst, but still they refused to move.
     The ground was rutted with the marks of sledges that had passed in the same direction, so Virga reasoned that they had not run into rocks or some obstruction. The settlement, if he had estimated the distance correctly, still lay some hundred yards ahead.
     Throwing his whip down, Zark cursed the animals and retrieved his rifle from the sledge. He said to the two men, “These animals are not moving. I’m going ahead. Are you coming?”
     “What’s wrong?” asked Virga, afraid to know. Beyond Zark the darkness was awesome and absolute.
     The man’s eyes blazed briefly. “I’m going to find out.” He held the lantern with one hand and followed its yellow track on the scarred snow. Virga and Michael followed behind. Zark stopped twice to bend down and examine the sledge tracks.
     As they walked toward the settlement, the dogs still whimpered behind them. Zark stopped abruptly and sniffed the air, his face intent in the yellow light. “Can you smell it?” he asked Michael.
     “No. What do you smell?”
     “Blood,” the man said. He raised his lantern and walked on.
     Patches of it, black and frozen, were scattered about on the snow. Virga avoided it, feeling his heart hammering in his chest. They could no longer hear the dogs. Virga longed for any sound, even the wind’s piercing wail.
     Zark stopped again. He held out the lantern. Its illumination splashed onto the bloody snow and crept along a narrow path that broadened and broadened until it fell upon something that made Virga gasp and stiffened Zark as if he were suddenly frozen.
     It was the body of an Eskimo, clad in bloody furs, bound with rawhide thongs to a cross of splintered wood. The cross had been hammered upside down into the permafrost, so the man’s staring eyes were near ground level. Virga had a sudden recollection of having seen an inverted cross over a doorway, but the frantic rush of blood in his brain prevented him from remembering exactly where.
     As Zark moved the lantern slightly its glow revealed a deep gash across the man’s throat. Bone glinted; the blood made a black oily pool beneath a face open-mouthed in absolute, primal terror.
     And he was not alone.
     Zark swung the lantern to both sides. The three men saw a row of bodies, some disemboweled, some decapitated, hanging from obscene crosses and stretching on both sides into the darkness beyond the range of the lantern, seemingly into infinity. Virga caught the scent of blood that Zark had mentioned and noticed with a dulled sense of alarm that he was standing in a frozen puddle. The red snow covered his boots.
     “Thirty-six men,” Zark said suddenly. He spoke as if he were totally drained of strength. “Twenty-eight women. All of them have been murdered.”
     “A barrier.” It was Michael speaking.
     “What?” asked Virga, tearing his gaze away from those terrible agonized corpses.
     “This is a warning to anyone who has reached this point. An example of what lies beyond for anyone crossing the barrier.”
     “All of them,” Zark was saying. He shifted the lantern and looked, disbelieving, down the line of gruesome crucifixions. Faces caught the yellow light and stared back through ice-filmed eyes. Open straining mouths screamed at death blows. Curled fingers of outthrust hands clawed at the last remnants of life. They had died in much pain and, worse, a terrible certainly of what lay before them.
     Zark stepped forward and shined the light on an upturned face, here another, another, another. Some he touched gently. Some he stood over and spoke to, quietly, in their native tongue. Virga shuddered and, glancing toward Michael, realized that the man was looking beyond the row of corpses out toward the black wastes.
     “These were good people,” Zark said. “They were good hunters with loyal wives. And now…” He turned suddenly upon Michael. “Who did this thing?”
     “Baal,” Michael said softly.
     “The man you seek?”
     “The man we seek.”
     “One man did this? One man murdered these people and left them staked out like dog meat?”
     “He’s not alone. There are others with him.”
     “How many?”
     “Three or four.”
     Zark cursed bitterly. “How can a man do anything like this?”
     “They were your friends?”
     “I knew them,” Zark said. “They asked my advice. They trusted me. I knew them.”
     Zark’s anger was wild and churning behind his eyes; it seemed on the verge of breaking free. Virga shifted his weight, crunching through blood-caked snow.
     “What kind of man,” Zark said, “is this Baal?”
     “The thing Baal has done here is nothing compared with what he’s done below,” Michael replied. “It’s nothing compared to what he can do. We must find him very soon.”
     The hunter turned, his eyes sweeping along the row of crosses. He shook his head at the awful carnage. “This has the stink of evil,” Zark said.
     “Yes,” Michael said in a voice Virga had to strain to hear.
     Zark said, “This is the final settlement before the great plain. I’ll guide you along the route taken by their birds. But I must ask one thing. I want to deal with this man Baal.”
     Michael regarded the other man and finally shook his head. “No. That I can’t promise you and I will not explain why. I know you want revenge. Revenge can be noble. But in this case revenge is a lost cause.”
     Revenge. Revenge. Revenge. The word thudded inside Virga’s head. He’d heard it before and it had terrified him. Where? Where?
     “Lost or not,” Zark thundered. “I’ll have it!”
     “No,” the other man said. “You will not because you cannot.”
     “Do you want him for yourself? Then I’ll tell you something right now. You’ll have to fight me for him. And I’ll break you in half.”
     “Perhaps.”
     The two men glared at each other as if expecting a confrontation.
     “We should be leaving this place,” Virga said. “We can’t do anything here.”
     Zark blinked. His gaze flickered over toward Virga. He fired a last red stare in Michael’s direction and then turned away. He stood for a moment, the lantern down at his side and blood all over his boots. “Something is wrong,” he said. “Damn me if something isn’t wrong!” He stalked down the row of corpses, shining the light on agonized faces. “There were over twenty children in this settlement. There are none here. There are no bodies.”
     “We should be leaving,” Michael said.
     “Where are their bodies?” demanded Zark, pacing up and down the barrier like a great hulking beast.
     “Zark!” It was a command for attention, sharp and cold. The hunter stood in his tracks and very slowly turned his head toward the lean, authoritative figure standing beside him. Michael put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “We are leaving now.”
     Zark drew himself up to curse in Michael’s face but, seeing the grim determination on the other’s features, let his anger subside before he spoke. He shook the hand off and wheeled around in the direction of the sledge. “We’re leaving,” he said.
     Walking back, Michael stepped beside Virga and said quietly, “Prepare for the worst.”
     “What do you mean?”
     “The children’s bodies were taken for a purpose, the same purpose for which children by the thousands were induced into Kuwait.”
     When Virga did not reply Michael said, “No matter. We shall see what we shall see. To attempt to explain to Zark the depth of Baal’s power would be futile.”
     Walking fifteen yards ahead, Zark turned and said, “You talking about me back there? Come on. I’m not waiting for you.”
     Zark cracked his whip into the left side of the lead dog to guide the team around the grisly barrier. The dogs were still shy but the ferocious head animal strained at its lead and growled until the others, sensing that they were not headed any further into that death-smelling place, shared the weight. The sledge tore away on a horizontal line a hundred yards beyond the barrier. Though Zark cursed and whipped them, the team refused to turn on a northern path for what seemed like almost an hour. Finally Zark cracked his whip over the lead’s head and wrenched with all his strength at the handlebars. The sledge shuddered as the dogs began to turn and, minutes later, they had regained the correct course and left the visage of death behind.
     They traveled in silence. Zark was grim and brooding, his eyes fixed on the indefinable, at least to Virga’s untrained vision, horizon. The air was still and calm; it yet smelled of blood even though the settlement was far behind.
     On all sides there was nothing but empty black and the ever-present stars. Virga saw the red and blue trails of particles streaking across the heavens, burning in Earth’s atmosphere. Once a meteor flashed along the horizon and burned itself out in dazzling red hundreds of miles to the east. To primitive peoples, Virga thought, it would be a sign from God, perhaps a warning that the entity of the skies was displeased. The priests would sit over ceremonial fires for days debating the meaning of the flaming skywriting. Drought, famine, or even a war yet to come: the priests would argue as to which it was. And the mysterious result was that a great percentage of ancient predictions based on sky observation came about. There was no fall from heaven, the priests said, that did not foretell a fall on terra firma.
     Another two hours—or so Virga thought—passed before Michael turned to him. “Are you tired? Do you need rest?”
     Virga shook his head. It was a lie but he didn’t want to delay them. He felt weak and hollow-eyed but he didn’t want to sleep. The images of the frozen dead faces were too sharp in his memory to allow peace; he knew he would dream of them and in his dream he would be one of them, struggling to escape over bloody snow but knowing always he could never get far enough away.
     Several times Zark stopped the sledge and walked a few yards ahead, where he would bend down on one knee and just stare without moving, his eyes fierce slits. Then he would walk back and systematically make certain everything was still lashed securely to the sledge. He checked the rifle repeatedly and refilled his lantern with kerosene from a small metal container.
     “How far would you say?” Virga asked.
     “Can’t say. Maybe one kilometer, maybe ten. Maybe one hundred. But I’ll know. This is land that even the Eskimo avoids. There’s nothing here.”
     “You’re sure we’re headed in the right direction?”
     “We’re swinging east, the same route as the birds. You trust me and I’ll trust these.” He touched the corner of one eye and his nose.
     The stars disappeared. The harsh breathing of the dogs, the crack of Zark’s whip became a regular rhythm. Virga, his eyes and limbs heavy, hung on to the sledge and let it pull him. Soon the terrain about them began to change; ice-crusted black rocks tore their way out of the permafrost and huge mountains of ice, veined in deep green, squatted like Eskimo attempts at skyscrapers.
     The sledge began to slide, slowly at first then roller-coasterlike, up and over the slopes. Zark kept control by holding back on the handlebars and dragging his heels along the ground.
     Then the ground simply fell away with breathtaking abruptness. Its runners hissing, the sledge came up a slope and hurtled down like a rocket-sled over glimmering blue ice. Michael was thrown to one side, sliding down the incline on his belly. Zark scrabbled for a foothold but there was none. He lost his grip and fell, cursing.
     Virga, hanging on, saw the dogs trying to scramble out of the way or, impossibly, outrun the vehicle with its overload of equipment. The sledge slipped to the right, throwing the team off balance and scattering them into their leads. A wall of snow and ice fragments collapsed over Virga’s head, blinding him. He heard Zark shout, “Jump clear!”
     At the base of the steep slope was a flat ice plain. The sledge was going to crash down on it. The dogs were yelping in fear. Virga released his hold on wood and threw himself to the left, wide of the hurtling sledge. He landed on his side and spun around and around on a surface of glass, trying to protect his injured hand. Below him, on the plain, there was a sound of metal grinding over rocks. Sparks flew up. The team whimpered, a chorus of pain. Then Virga slid to the base and lay there, breathing heavily, on his stomach.
     Zark had regained his footing and was walking carefully down the lower third of the slope. Beyond him, Michael struggled to his feet.
     Virga cleared his vision and cursed. Damn! Possibly three or four dogs had been injured. The dark hulk of the sledge lay ahead and the dogs, though still bound by their leads, were scattered everywhere. Most had already regained their footing to wait for instructions, but a few had not stirred.
     And, as Virga counted the remaining uninjured dogs, he saw a light flash perhaps half a mile away.
     He tensed. Michael had almost reached him. Virga stood, heedless of the new pain that throbbed in his hand, and motioned. “A light,” he said. “I saw a light out there.”
     “Damn it to hell!” Zark said from behind them. He was brushing snow off his furs as he walked. Ice had completely caked his beard and made him appear an old man. “That probably tore a fucking runner loose! And my dogs—”
     “Zark,” Michael said quietly. He pointed into the distance and the hunter looked along the finger toward the flashing light.
     The man grunted. He whispered, “Could be another group of hunters on the ice. But hunting isn’t good here. Still…”
     “How far is that?” Virga asked. “About a half-mile?”
     “Maybe,” Zark said. “No, more than that. You can be sure the sound of that sledge hitting bottom carried over there. Looks like someone with a lantern walking… moving too slow to be on a sledge.” He watched the light for a few more seconds and then quickly stepped to check his sledge and dogs. He moved among the team, speaking softly to them.
     “You’re all right?” Michael asked Virga.
     “Yes. I’m fine.”
     “Good. I believe that light is shining in Baal’s camp. There is a possibility that Baal himself may already be gone. If that’s the case I’ll go back to Avatik and continue somewhere else. Will you go back to America?”
     “I don’t know. I don’t know what I’ll do.”
     One of the dogs cried out sharply. They turned to see Zark raising his rifle and clubbing a second dog in the head. Then a third and a fourth. He bent down and with a knife from his coat cut loose the leaders of the dead animals. Then he carefully checked the runners and walked back to the two men. “Three dogs with broken legs, one with a broken back,” he said. “The sledge has a damaged runner. We’ll be slowed but I don’t have the means of repairing it. Both of you are okay? No broken bones? Good.” Zark gathered up a few supplies that had been thrown free and relashed them to the sledge frame. He coiled the whip around his hand and made certain all the leads were free. “From here on in,” he said, “I want no talking. None. Don’t even breathe hard. Someone up there knows we’re here. He may not know who we are or how many but he has heard us. We won’t be showing our light.” He grasped the handlebars and said very quietly, “Gamma.”
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WHEN THERE IS no sound for the brain to register it must invent one of its own, a fierce dry buzzing, to keep the nerves active, the electric impulses crackling.
     In Virga’s ears the buzzing had become a roar of deprived nerve endings. He and Michael walked a few dozen yards behind Zark, who would occasionally hold up his hand for them to remain still and then crouch down on the ice plain, sniffing the air, his head moving from side to side to catch any trace of sound.
     They had left the sledge when the light beyond flickered and vanished. They had covered more than a hundred yards on foot and still there was no break in the blackness ahead. Virga felt his flesh crawling; fear had filled his mouth with the taste of blood. Beside him, Michael moved as quietly as a shadow.
     Zark held up his hand, crouched, and listened. Virga could hear nothing. Around them the rocks and upturned ice chunks were ominous markers on a path that fell off into the dark. They were large enough to hide a building; they were large enough to conceal any number of men who might be even now watching their progress. In fact, Virga suddenly had the feeling of being observed, though he thrust it aside as a fancy of his fearful imagination. Around him there was angry black rock and smooth glistening ice, nothing more.
     Zark rose to his feet.
     There was the sound of metal against metal.
     At first Virga thought the sound had come from Zark but when the hunter turned his head violently to the left, Virga realized there was a man hidden in the rocks.
     The men threw themselves to the ground even as the shot echoed back and forth, off blue ice and jagged stone. Ice kicked up less than a foot to Zark’s left and the man rolled for cover. Michael was on his feet and running. He reached out and with one hand wrenched Virga up, dragging him along into an outcropping of ice-glazed rock. Another shot rang out. Sparks exploded over Michael’s head. In another moment Zark, holding his rifle before him and crawling on his stomach, had reached them. He worked his way into a crevice so his entire body was protected. “One man to the left,” Zark said, “and another moving in behind us. We’ll have to worry about the man on the left first; the other bastard won’t be within range for a minute more.”
     A rifle cracked. The bullet, whining wildly, scattered ice chips. “Ha!” Zark shouted, then lowered his voice. “That cocksucker can’t get us, but he’s pinning us here for the man behind.” He eased up over the rock and positioned his rifle so the barrel was firmly supported. He did not fire; he was waiting.
     The man on the left fired again. Virga could see the orange flame spit from the muzzle. The bullet sang over their heads and on toward the Pole.
     “All right,” Zark said softly. “Once more, you bastard. Once more.”
     Fire exploded again from the man’s rifle. Before it had vanished Zark had it pinpointed. Even as the bullet hit rock in front of him and screamed off, Zark’s finger pulled the trigger. His rifle bucked. Then he whirled about, firing at the fur-clad man who had been climbing on the rocks behind them. The man, twenty feet away, was thrown backward and fell, open-mouthed, into a cluster of ice and rock. His rifle clattered down and slid, spinning, onto the ground a few feet from Virga.
     Zark waited, his eyes narrowed and his senses throbbing. He said, “That’s it,” and stood up. He reached beneath his furs and felt for the kerosene lamp he was carrying from a short rope at his waist. The glass was cracked but no fuel had escaped.
     “You knew they were there,” Michael said.
     “I knew they were there. I had to offer myself as a target. And that bastard nearly blew my head off, too.” The man laughed abruptly at the expressions on Virga and Michael’s faces. “You can’t shoot a man if you can’t see him. If you can’t see him you take the next best target—the muzzle flash. You care to stroll over there? I’ll show you the hole at his heart.”
     “I’ll take your word for it”
     “I thought you would. All right. We’re all in one piece. Holy Man, if you’ll pick up our friend’s rifle and carry it along we can move on. It won’t bite. Good. Just strap it across your shoulder.”
     They moved onward around the outcroppings of rock. Everywhere Virga thought he saw black shadows sliding around them, men looking for clear shots. He had only fired a gun, a pistol, long ago and then only at paper targets. He understood very little about firearms but he felt somehow more secure with the weapon slung across his shoulder. Its weight reassured him.
     No one spoke. Snow crunched dryly beneath their boots. Around them the great slabs of ice grew larger. Here jagged fingers of rock swept up toward the sky; here skeletal blue ice, phantom faces, watched them pass. Zark still crouched and listened at intervals; Virga looked from side to side as Michael watched the rear.
     Like an animal sniffing game, Zark stopped. Michael stepped beside him.
     Ahead, as the great hulks of ice and stone gave way to a new smooth plain, was a long high-roofed prefab structure. The walls and roof were coated with ice. There were wide doors, like those of an aircraft hangar, that opened outward. The doors were cracked and there was a dim glimmer of light from within. To the right of the prefab structure was a thin-spired radio tower. Beyond that an ice pathway led off into a new burst of rock.
     Motioning for the others to remain silent, Zark paused for a moment. He took the kerosene lamp from around his waist and relit it. Then he tied the lamp to the barrel of his rifle, holding it at arm’s length ahead of him. They followed its light across snow pitted by many boots. Zark reached the long structure and carefully, quietly, pulled at one of the doors until they could slip through. Ice along the door seam cracked.
     He stood on the threshold and shined the lantern inside. There was an unmarked black helicopter amid rows of stacked crates. At the far side of the structure was a small room, lit by three kerosene lamps, and the men could hear the crackling static of a transceiver. Zark took the lantern from the rifle muzzle and walked beneath the fan of helicopter rotors toward the radio room with the men following behind.
     Virga’s eyes were so accustomed to darkness that, once inside the room, he squinted. A chair stood before the transceiver and there was a small table with a coffeepot and a cup.
     Zark touched the pot. “Still warm,” he said.
     There came the sound of someone running across the hangar floor. Zark pushed roughly past the two men and stood in the radio room doorway with his rifle upraised. Beyond him a man had just reached the hanger entrance and was running out into the snow. Zark’s weapon barked hollowly. The man cried out before he fell.
     Michael reached him first. He rolled the body over and saw that the bullet had torn away the top of the man’s head. The face was gaunt and terror-struck. It was no one he had ever seen before. “Do you recognize him?” he asked Virga over his shoulder.
     “No.”
     “The bastard must have been hiding behind a pile of crates,” Zark said. “That was the radio operator.”
     “Killing him was unnecessary,” said Michael, rising to his feet. For the first time Virga saw a deep red glimmer of anger burning in his gaze. “He could have told us where to find Baal.”
     Zark was startled by the fierceness in Michael’s face. He regained his composure, his muscles coiling beneath his thick furs. “Shit!” he said. “If he’s one of the men who destroyed that Eskimo settlement he deserved to die! I don’t ask questions of dead men!”
     “It seems to me,” Michael said firmly, “that you do most of your thinking with your trigger finger.”
     The hunter’s face darkened. His hands curled into fists and he started to step forward.
     “Baal is still here,” Virga said sharply. “There’s no need for argument. If the helicopter and radio operator were still needed then Baal is here.”
     Zark looked at Virga for a few seconds and then back at Michael. “He’s right. So back off.”
     The anger drained visibly from Michael. He seemed displeased that he had shown any emotion. He said, “All right. If he’s here we’ll find him.”
     Zark gestured toward the path that led away into the forbidding rocks. He started up it, mindful of his footing on the slick surface. They had gone no more than a hundred feet when Zark held up a hand for them to stop. The hand trembled.
     Ahead there was a maze of ice and prefab materials. Huge ice blocks supported a roof glazed with snow. Corridors wound off in all directions. It was a sprawling, nightmarish structure that seemed to have neither shape nor purpose; it was a winding labyrinth of ice-walled tunnels.
     But it was not the structure itself that had stopped Zark. He had thrust his lantern forward; the light glared off the ice on both sides of the pathway. Now he stared wild-eyed past the light, unable to move.
     Something was buried in the ice.
     It was a small dark form; its shape chilled Virga to the marrow. He dared not look but was forced to all the same, hypnotized by its obscenity. Zark was stepping forward, the breath ragged between his teeth. He held the lantern against the ice. The yellow light showed clearly the open eyes, the gaping dark-spattered mouth, the curled fingers of an Eskimo child. And the light showed bodies to the right, bodies to the left. The ice was filled with corpses of children, frozen like butterflies under glass. The men had walked into a horrible museum of death. Virga felt weak and sick; he staggered backward before Michael turned and caught him. It seemed that the eyes were all imploring his mercy, the mouths shrieking the word revenge.
     Revenge.
     Revenge.
     Virga shook his head violently to clear it.
     “Christ!” Zark breathed hoarsely, putting a hand against the ice to steady himself and then jerking it away as he realized his fingers had covered a glaring pair of eyes. “Christ!”
     “I told you,” Michael said, still with a grip on Virga’s arm, “to prepare yourself for this. The ancient cults of Baal sacrificed children and buried their bodies in the walls of dwellings as a pagan protection from harm. I told you to be ready.”
     Zark shook his head in disbelief. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the awful scattered forms. It was beyond anything in his experience. Caught off balance, his senses reeled.
     “We must go on!” Michael said. “They’re dead and beyond help.” He took the lantern from Zark and continued along the pathway, then stopped to wait for the men to compose themselves. Virga was quietly sick. He wiped his face and then went on.
     They entered the ice corridors. The lantern threw a solitary splash of light on the prefab floor and glimmered from the open eyes of the children on each side. Zark cringed from the bodies and kept to the center. They continued on, reaching countless dead ends and retracing their steps through one death-littered hall after another. The corridors wound in circles, split into twos and threes, ended in empty vaultlike rooms. The determination in Michael’s face became more dark and grim with each blank wall they reached. And on and on they searched, avoiding the imploring faces, through the halls and through a hundred more until Virga knew they could never find their way out again. They would be lost forever, searching, and no man would find their frozen corpses even in a thousand years. Virga felt that the walls were closing in, the corridors steadily narrowing until the frozen fingers would reach from the ice and drag them into it with them. His nerve was breaking; he feared for his sanity. I can’t go on, he said to himself. Oh dear God, I can’t go on.
     And then the corridor turned sharply to the right and there was someone sitting in a chair in a huge ice-gleaming room.
     Michael stopped, the frozen breath bursting in clouds from his nostrils.
     The man was sitting in darkness. Michael held his arm out and the lantern illuminated burning eyes above a savagely twisted mouth. He wore a heavy coat of dark fur. His hands rested along the arms of the chair.
     Baal said softly, “So. You’ve found me.”
     “No, you sonofabitch!” raged Zark, bursting past Michael and raising his rifle to fire point-blank. “I’ve found you!”
     “WAIT!” Michael said. The command rocked Zark back on his heels. He shook his head as if he’d been struck. Slowly he brought the rifle barrel down and stood looking across at Michael.
     Baal laughed, a cold quiet laugh without mirth. “Go ahead, Michael. Let him use his weapon. You! Come here!”
     Zark stirred. He blinked his eyes and looked into Baal’s dark gaze. He stepped forward and immediately Michael turned in front of him to hold him back. Michael said forcefully, “You will not go forward. Both of you will stand exactly as you are, do you understand? I want this very clear. You will always keep yourselves at a distance from Baal; keep myself between you and him. You will avoid looking into his eyes. You will by no means touch him or let him touch you. Do you understand?” He shook Zark. “Do you?”
     “Yes,” Zark said thickly. “I understand.”
     “And the same for you, Dr. Virga.”
     “All right. Yes.”
     “Dr. Virga?” Baal had looked in his direction but the other man cast his eyes away. He laughed harshly. “Well, well. My good Dr. Virga. I see you injured your hand. Isn’t that unfortunate? You probably won’t ever be able to use it again. Tell me, can you beat off with your left?”
     Above the lantern Michael’s eyes were glittering gold and alert. He said, “Your time has finished. I’ve seen your name spread a burning evil trail. Now it is finished.”
     Baal bent forward slightly. He said, “Never. You’re too late. Oh, you’ve found me. But now that you’ve found me, what can you do? Nothing, you goddamned whoreson fool, nothing! Even now my disciples are in America, Africa, South America; they spread the news of the Messiah’s resurrection. In the Middle East the crowds clamor for war against the bastard Jews in retribution for what they thought was my assassination. Soon the superpowers will be involved. There is no way they can avoid involvement; the area is too strategically important, the oil fields too necessary for the continuation of their civilization. It will start with only a few rockets, perhaps, or a heated rush of infantry…” He smiled, slowly and mockingly. “So you see? You can do nothing. I will have my pleasure dealing with the bastard Jews; my master will strike in the midst of chaos.”
     “Who was the man sacrificed to the crowd in Kuwait?”
     “An American Jew, a newsmagazine correspondent. We were able to ‘persuade’ him to fire the shots. Then my disciples spread the word through the mass that it was a Jewish-American plot. On the following day the television and radio networks released the news that Baal had died of two gunshot wounds at the hands of a Jew assassin. Response in Beirut was predictable anguish, peaking now toward holy revenge. The body—a body—was cremated and the ashes placed in a golden urn. The Arabs are armed with what I taught them; there will be no stopping their fury at the death of the living Muhammad. No, Michael… you’re too late.”
     “I’ve come prepared this time,” Michael said.
     Baal nodded. “Yes? How?”
     “Like all those who have given themselves to the dark forces, you cannot withstand the power of the Cross. It burns you with its purity. You’re reduced, like all Satanists, to make mockery of it by inverting it.”
     “Oh?” Baal said quietly. “Watch yourself. You underestimate me. You judge my present strength by my past weaknesses.”
     “I won’t underestimate you,” Michael said. “Not again.”
     “What are you going to do? Burn a cross in my flesh? Stake me to one and leave me in the snow? No good, Michael. I wouldn’t make a very good Jesus. I will only find a different method of approach.”
     “I know that.”
     Zark had recovered himself. He said in a still-weakened voice, “Leave him to me. I’ll rip out his guts.”
     Baal laughed. “Yes, Michael. Yes. Leave me to this stupid man. Then turn your back with the assurance that you’ll never again have to deal with me. He’ll do a good job, Michael.”
     “No. You’re coming with us. You’re going to lead us out of here.”
     “Why? I could refuse to go and let you wander here until you become too weak to go on. Then…” He grinned, his cold stare unyielding.
     “You’ll lead us out because one of your great weaknesses is curiosity. You want to know how I’ve readied myself for you.”
     “When last we met, in Nevada, I was weak compared to this,” Baal said menacingly. “I am warning you now. I have the strength of a million—no, more than a million. Are you very sure you wish to challenge me?”
     Michael remained silent.
     “Think,” Baal said. “Think. If you were to aid me instead of opposing me. Think what we would have! Everything! Instead of being the mercenary of bastards like these, you would be the master! How can you turn your back on such power?”
     “And what of your master? When you have given him what he desires do you actually think he will share the spoils with you? Do you actually think Israel will be yours for the taking?”
     Baal spoke in a guttural growl. “It will be mine again.”
     “Stand up,” Michael commanded.
     Baal remained seated. His black eyes began to take on a tinge of deep red. They glowed in his white skull-like face. Very slowly and carefully he rose from the chair, his gaze flickering between Zark and Virga. “I am in need of amusement,” he said.
     Michael stepped forward until his face was only a few inches away from Baal’s. He said grimly, “You will show us the way out of here. You will walk ahead of us.”
     “And if I refuse?”
     “Then the end will come here.”
     Baal nodded. “So finally you’ve decided it has come to that? Like the noble pissing martyrs you try to emulate, you would do it that way?”
     “If need be.”
     “You stinking sonofabitch,” Baal said in a low growl. “You cocksucker, you coward.”
     “I said you will move ahead of us. Dr. Virga, step aside and let us pass.”
     Virga gave Michael and Baal a wide berth. As Baal passed him he felt a terrible repulsion and, yet, a sudden sharp impulse to reach out and touch the man. Michael stepped beside Baal and Virga felt the impulse fade. Baal had seemingly been aware of the reaction he’d caused. He turned and grinned, his eyes bright and scorching-red, into Virga’s face before moving out into the corridor.
     As Michael held the lantern to watch Baal, Virga and Zark followed behind. Zark kept shaking his head, as if struggling from a daze, and muttering to himself.
     “Are you all right?” Virga asked him.
     “Leave him to me,” he said. “Leave him to me.”
     They reached the clean cold air outside the awful death-frozen maze. Passing the radio tower and hangar, they started through the rocks on the path that would lead them back to Zark’s sledge. In the cold Zark’s senses sharpened. He kept his rifle at the ready and watched the rear for another attack. When they reached the sledge the dogs growled a greeting to Zark before they caught Baal’s scent. Instantly they whimpered, backing away from the approaching figures. The dogs cowered, their tails dragging, and even the lead dog trembled.
     Zark walked ahead to calm the animals.
     “Beasts of burden,” Baal said. “That’s what you are, Michael. And you’ll be a beast of burden until you have the courage not to be.”
     Michael retrieved a canvas bag from the load of equipment on the sledge. From it he withdraw a pair of manacles joined together with a short chain. He approached Baal, who watched him incuriously and even thrust out his wrists to be bound. Michael clamped the manacles on and snapped them shut.
     “You fool,” Baal said into Michael’s face. “You stupid, pitiful fool.”
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ZARK COILED HIS WHIP around his hand. He looked over at Michael. “What did you say?”
     “I said,” the other man replied, “that we are not going back to Avatik.”
     “Where then?”
     “The sea. I want you to take us to the frozen sea.”
     “What?” Zark asked. “It’ll take us at least two days to reach the coast. I don’t want to travel with that man.”
     “Don’t be afraid,” Michael said. “You need not be afraid so long as you do as I ask.”
     “Why the sea?” Virga asked.
     “Because it suits my purpose. That’s all I’ll say.” Beyond Michael, Baal was watching them, his eyes glaring across the ice.
     There was still hesitation on Zark’s frost-crusted face. He shook his head. “I don’t understand this. I don’t understand that man you call Baal, nor do I understand you.”
     “You don’t have to understand. Just trust me and do as I ask.”
     Michael held Zark’s gaze for a few seconds. Then the hunter nodded and said, “All right, dammit. The sea. But just to the coast and not onto the ice. Why not kill that man here and now?”
     Michael didn’t answer. He purposefully turned his back and neared Baal so as to shield the other men from him.
     Zark cursed and cracked the whip over the heads of the team. The dogs started, pulling heavily at the sledge with its damaged runner. Virga saw that the sledge was leaving a deep, crooked track.
     “I don’t like this,” Zark said to Virga. “We should kill that man here and leave his body. He deserves to die.”
     Virga said nothing. He was haunted by confusion and insecurity; now, finally facing Baal, he wasn’t sure that even Michael could control him. The sudden burst of panic he’d felt when Baal had glared at him still gnawed at the pit of his stomach. He would see those terrible red eyes forever. He couldn’t even venture a guess as to why Michael wanted to reach the sea. He had the unshakable feeling that Baal’s power was always on the verge of breaking wildly free, of turning on them all and reducing them to cinders. And at that point even Michael couldn’t help them. He shivered though the sweat of fear burned on his face. He felt alone and helpless, wrenched from his life at the university, destined never to be the same again. And there were so many questions he wanted to ask, things that whirled around his head and left him staggering…
     “You sonofabitch!” Baal was shouting at Michael where they walked off to the right of the crawling sledge. “You fucking bastard!”
     Virga rested his chin on his chest and grabbed hold of the sledge for support, trying to shut his mind to the awful obscenities that now poured from Baal’s mouth. They did not stop but instead grew in both intensity and vulgarity. Baal was shrieking in Michael’s ear and Virga wondered how the man could stand it. Then Baal’s voice changed in pitch, changed from a low hoarse shout to the piercing scream of a small child: “You cocksucker! You priest-sucking bastard! I’ll kill you! You’ll rot before you destroy me!” And then, incredibly, the voice of a young woman. Virga turned his head and Zark made an effort to keep his attention on the ice plain ahead. “Your eyes will fall from your head, you sonofabitch! I’ll command you to go blind! Goddamn you! Goddamn you!”
     Virga put his hands to his ears.
     Zark whirled around. “SHUT UP! SHUT UP!”
     And the voices, Baal’s voice, quieted. The laugh that reached them across the ice was low and lazy, gratified and pleased, as if from a man who has just won a game of chess.
     The dogs strained, whimpering, on their leads; the sledge was dragging ice. As he walked Virga was aware of the hiss of runners on the snow, the grind against outcropping rock, the hiss, the grind, the hiss, the grind until his head was pounding with those alternating sounds. He could distinguish hard-packed snow and smooth ice plain, rocks the size of a fist and rocks with razor edges that could slash the paws of the team, all without opening his eyes, just listening to the sounds they made underneath the runners. Once, testing his newly developed abilities, he fell asleep while walking. When he jerked his eyes open he was looking to the right, toward Baal. With an effort he looked away, his nerves screaming alarm and new sweat freezing into his eyebrows.
     When Virga stumbled and fell Zark halted the team. He helped the man to his feet and called to Michael, “We’ve got to rest. The fatigue will kill us.”
     Michael considered the request. After a moment he said, “Very well. We’ll rest here.”
     Zark staked down the bearskin tent and crawled through its opening. Virga, his joints throbbing and his face a mask of painful cold, followed him and lay slumped against a wall, his breath coming in harsh gasps. Outside the dogs whined anew as Baal and Michael passed. Michael entered first and waited for Baal to crawl through, then he deliberately sat between Baal and the others.
     Zark opened his package of walrus meat and cut a slice for Virga, who tore into it ravenously. He offered a piece to Michael, who refused it, and then cut a piece for himself before wrapping it away. Taking out his pipe and lighting it, Zark leaned back against the tent’s firm wall, closed his eyes, and smoked.
     Virga curled up for warmth and laid his head down.
     Michael did not attempt to sleep. Baal’s gaze was burning into the back of his neck. He sat cross-legged and watched the two exhausted men as they drifted toward a deep, empty sleep.
     And suddenly the tent was filled with a terrible rising scream that made even Michael’s flesh crawl. His eyes bloodshot, Virga wrenched himself up because he thought he’d heard Naughton screaming from the shadows of an evil-smelling hall. Zark’s eyes came open and in a blurred instant he had grasped his rifle and hurtled through the opening in a flurry of snow.
     Virga shook his head when he realized where he actually was. The tent reeked of rancid breath. Baal laughed quietly from his corner, his teeth bared, his eyes coals.
     In another few seconds Zark burst back in, his eyes rimmed with white and his beard ice-caked and dirty, and said, “There was a bear outside! I heard it! Damn me if I didn’t…” He stopped, hearing the mocking laughter, and his face flamed with rage. “You sonofa-bitch!” he shouted, reaching across Michael for Baal. “I’ll kill you!”
     Michael grasped Zark’s arm.
     The laughter abruptly stopped.
     Baal said, “Touch me. Go ahead. Go ahead.”
     “Sit down,” Michael said.
     “I’ll kill him.” The breath clouds were fumed from Zark’s nostrils and mouth. “I swear I’ll kill him!”
     “Sit down,” Michael repeated, his voice sharp. He tightened his grip on the man’s arm and Zark’s eyes slowly cleared. Zark fell back against the wall and sat, motionless and drained.
     “You won’t sleep,” Baal whispered. “If you try, the same thing will happen again. And soon your nerves will be shot and you’ll be jumping at my every breath. Go ahead.” He grinned at them. “Close your eyes.”
     In Virga’s frost-numbed mind was still the image of Naughton, lying on his back in a littered chamber, whispering something, whispering…
     “Kill him now,” Zark muttered. “Now.”
     What was it? What had he said? What had he said?
     “There is only one way. You! Eskimo! No, don’t turn your face away. I need you. You and I together will leave this place… we’ll leave both of them out here and we’ll get back to Avatik. I’ll let you sleep once we’ve left them behind. Listen to me,” Baal hissed. “Listen to me!”
     Michael reached over and clamped his hand firmly about the hunter’s thick shoulder. “Stay where you are,” he said softly.
     “You can’t continue without sleep. You’ll never make the sea. You’ll fall dead in your tracks.”
     Virga was trembling. He saw Naughton’s mouth opening, opening, opening…
     “Let me go,” Baal hissed.
     Naughton whispered, “Re…”
     “… venge,” Virga said.
     Michael looked over at him, his eyes blank and incurious. Baal was silent.
     Virga said, “What did you mean by that? It was something both you and Naughton said to me when I asked what Baal’s purpose was. You said the word revenge.”
     “Naughton?” Baal whispered from the corner. “You found Naughton? Bastard! Cocksucking traitor! We should have torn out his eyes and tongue before we left him to die!”
     “But,” Michael said, “you didn’t.” He said to Virga, “Yes, that was what I said. That is the truth.”
     “Your truth, perhaps. But beyond my understanding. And there are things here so far from my understanding that I’m afraid I’m losing my mind.”
     Zark said, “We should kill that man here and now.” He lapsed into a low, coarse muttering.
     “I told you from the beginning,” Michael said to Virga, “that there would be things beyond your understanding.”
     Virga said, “I want to know. I have to know.”
     “Then know one thing first. You can never go back; you can never be what you once were. You’ll be hung between life-in-death and death-in-life. If you choose to speak no one will ever listen; you’ll be branded a madman.”
     “I can never go back now,” Virga said.
     Michael paused for a moment, searching the man’s eyes relentlessly. Behind him Baal breathed like a beast in heat.
     Michael said, “You’ll listen to what I’m going to say, but you won’t hear. It will be beyond your comprehension. Do you believe in Jehovah?”
     The question startled Virga. He said, “Yes. Of course.”
     “And then you also believe in Satan?”
     Virga said, somewhat more uncertainly, “Yes…”
     “The great powers. The light and the dark. One patient and tolerant, the other reckless and cruel; but both of them warriors. Between them is a mixing of the elements, the All. There is a completeness in the combination of good and evil. Do you see? Without one the other could not exist—that is a Law. And balanced on that Law of All is the cosmos; to tip the balance of power would result in chaos and madness. It would result in what you see taking place at this moment.”
     “Dog!” Baal whispered.
     “Satan has never been a secondary power; he is the equalizing darkness to Jehovah’s light. At the beginnings the cosmos was created by both Jehovah and Satan. The cosmos was, and is, a combination of celestial and demonic energy. Your ancestors were part of that energy. You are part of that energy. Baal is part of that energy.”
     “The pagan god this man has named himself after,” Virga said.
     Baal laughed quietly, a rumbling in the throat.
     Michael said, “No. What you see is a human body, but the entity itself is a formless mass of energy. He is Baal, within a form to make himself visually acceptable to those he wishes to influence.”
     Virga sat motionless. Beside him Zark had closed his eyes and was breathing harshly.
     “The light and the dark were not always enemies. As I’ve said, Satan is reckless. He is concerned only with the accumulation of power. If the Law of All is destroyed he is destroyed as well, but like a spittle-mouthed dog he cares only for the moment. At the beginnings the creation recognized only the god of light and the god of darkness, each equal. But Satan saw advantages in increasing his strength through the use of demons as pagan gods. Baal was one of the most successful; he was already strong, with an unreasonable lust for power and grandeur. Under Satan’s influence Baal became a Canaanite deity, urging the sacrifice of children, sodomy and prostitution, the sacrilege of the temple. Satan was pleased with the result: he urged more and more of his demons to claim themselves as gods before a creation now confused and tormented. It was the only way Satan could claim more power than Jehovah. All these things Jehovah endured until Satan began to influence the Hebrews, Jehovah’s chosen own, into darkness and black sorcery. The balance was overthrown. As an example He turned on Baal, the most successful of Satan’s vanguard, and with the aid of the Israelites drove Canaan into the ground. His wrath was furious; He ordered His celestial armies to burn the wicked cities to ash, that the land should be fiery rock and nothing should grow. The idols and temples of Baal were destroyed; those who had worshipped the demon entity were wiped off the face of the earth. Baal was a combination of both powers, the light and the dark, but he’d betrayed one and now sought refuge in the other.”
     “Lies,” hissed the figure behind Michael. “Liesssss.”
     “The damage was done. Satan had tasted blood. And so began then the battle that would determine the continuation or destruction of the Law of All. It rages here and now. Satan uses Baal to throw havoc into the creation; Baal seeks his own revenge, destruction of the Israelites who destroyed his kingdom of Canaan. He has existed in many physical forms, before this moment. And in each incarnation he’s come a step closer to achieving both his goal and the goal of his master. Baal is a mad god, possessed by the forces of darkness.”
     Virga was trembling. He was aware of it but he couldn’t stop it. He tried to concentrate on stopping it. He said in a halting voice, “Baal is a man… he’s only a man…”
     “Have it as you will,” Michael said softly. “You asked, I answered.”
     “Let me go,” Baal said in the voice of a child.
     “We must continue. Can you go on?” Michael gazed at Virga.
     Beside Virga, Zark had opened his eyes and was rubbing his neck and shoulders, working the blood.
     “I don’t know. I don’t know. I’m so tired.”
     “That’s not what I’m asking. Can you go on?”
     “They can’t continue, Michael,” Baal said. “Give it up. Let me go. Join me.”
     Michael looked over at the hunter. “Can you travel?”
     Zark rubbed his hands together. He looked from Michael to Virga and back again. “Yes,” he said.
     “Good. Dr. Virga?”
     He didn’t know. It seemed difficult to breathe. He said, “I’m so tired.”
     “I warned you. Didn’t I warn you?” Michael said. “We must reach the sea as soon as possible. You have two choices. You can continue with us or we will leave you here.”
     Virga looked up, startled at the ultimatum. He ran his hands over his face. “That’s not a choice. I’ll go on.”
     Michael nodded. “All right. Baal and I will crawl first through the opening. Then you and Zark.”
     The bearskin tent was lashed away and the dogs, curled in tight balls against the cold, were urged to their feet by Zark’s insistent whip. The team strained against their leads, the tautening ropes sending ice flying, and the sledge again began to wind its ragged way across the wastes. They walked as they had before, Zark and Virga close to the sledge and Michael shielding Baal far to the right. The cold ripped across Virga’s ravaged face. It didn’t serve to keep him alert but instead aggravated his exhaustion, and soon his chin was lowered to his chest again. He staggered on without knowing where he was.
     Moments—or hours—later, someone whispered, “Virga.”
     He shook his head. He was dreaming. In the snow his boots sounded a continuous unbroken tattoo. He hung between sleep and wakefulness, fearful of both.
     “Virga,” someone whispered.
     He opened his eyes.
     Zark stood at the front of the sledge, his back broad and bearlike in his furs. The dogs moved at their rhythmic pace, ice whirling beneath their paws. Virga slowly turned his head to the right, toward the two men walking in the gloom beyond. He couldn’t see their faces. He narrowed his eyes.
     Baal’s red eyes were glowing fiercely over Michael’s shoulder. The other man hadn’t seen. Virga felt himself spinning, spinning, spinning down a great distance.
     The red eyes, like terrible siren beacons, flashed.
     “James,” she said. “James.”
     He called out, “Who is that?” but he knew the voice and it choked him inside as if he were gagging on something lodged in his throat. His heart pounded with a violent intensity. I want to hear your voice, he told her. I want to hear your voice.
     “James,” she said again, only now it was a pleading voice that almost killed him. Tears sprang to his eyes and he wiped them away before they could freeze. “I’m here beside you. Can’t you see me?”
     “No,” he whispered. “I can’t.”
     “Here. I need you, James. I don’t want to go back.”
     “Go back? Go back where?”
     “Where I’ve been,” she replied, almost sobbing. “A terrible cold place with gray walls. I don’t understand this, James. I don’t I remember falling; I remember a hospital and people standing over me. Then nothing. Everything faded… everything turned to gray like the walls of that place. I can’t go back. Please don’t make me go back.”
     He strained to see into the distance, but there was nothing. He couldn’t see her. The bite of the cold reminded him that he was still awake but he moved across the ice sluggishly, as if it were turning into a vicious paste over the tops of his kamiks. It was her voice, yes, incredibly her voice. But where was she? Where was she? Her voice. Yes. Her voice.
     “Answer me, James,” she pleaded. “Please let me know you hear me.”
     “I hear you,” he called. “Where are you?”
     “Here beside you. I’m walking beside you but something separates us and I can’t quite touch you. Oh God, you’re so close. Why can’t you see me?” The voice was on the edge of panic; it ate into him.
     He turned and thrust his arms out in all directions, flailing, flailing, finding nothing. He choked back a bitter cry of rage and frustration. “There’s nothing here!” he said.
     She began to cry. The tears overflowed and ran down his own face. “I don’t want to go back! I don’t want to go back!”
     “Then stay! Help me find you! Reach out and touch my hand! Can you?”
     “Almost. I almost can. Something is between us. Help me!”
     “How? How can I help you?” He looked around feverishly for her. The tears froze on his face, left thin crusts of ice in the lines around his mouth.
     Her voice, moaning for him, died away. With a new determination he searched the darkness, his fingers grasping for a form that had seemed to be speaking just to the right of him.
     And then she said, sobbing, “They want me to go back, James. They say I have to and that I can’t stay. Touch me. I don’t want to go!”
     His breathing was harsh and ragged. He cried out, “I can’t find you!”
     “I do want to stay. I do. Help me!”
     “Yes. How?”
     “That man,” she said, her voice almost cracking, “walking ahead of you. He keeps us apart. As long as he is there I can’t reach through. If he were gone then they would let me touch you…”
     The images of her were flashing kaleidoscopically through his brain. There was a roaring in his head; a tremendous weight was pressing down on the back of his neck. “If he were gone… ?” he asked weakly, a voice not his own.
     She sobbed. “Around your shoulder. The rifle…”
     “Where are you?” Virga cried out. “I don’t see you!”
     “The rifle… Oh God, they’re calling me back!”
     Virga was weak and off balance. He was afraid he would stumble. He saw the offered target of Zark’s back only a few feet in front of him. The man was crude and cruel, a beast, a killer. Why should he live and make her suffer? Why should he live?
     “The rifle,” she said. “James…” Her voice began to fade.
     “No! Don’t go… not yet!” He hefted the weapon up with his injured hand and placed his finger on the trigger. The bastard was making her suffer! He was torturing her!
     “James,” she said, calling from such a distance now that it made new tears course over his cheeks.
     He took no aim. From this distance he couldn’t miss. He squeezed the trigger.
     Someone wheeled in front of him and wrenched the barrel toward the sky. The explosion of the shot deafened him and rocked him back. Flame exposed, briefly, Zark’s incredulous face as the hunter dodged down to avoid a bullet that whizzed over his right shoulder into the darkness.
     “Christ!” Zark said.
     Michael wrenched the rifle away from Virga, his golden gaze unflinching. Virga felt his knees begin to give way but before he could fall the other man caught him and lowered him gently. Beyond Michael, Baal stood without moving, arms chained before him.
     “Has he gone crazy?” Zark said. “That almost took my head off!”
     “She was there,” Virga whispered to Michael, the hot tears of shame and regret already freezing down his face. “She was standing right beside me all the time and I couldn’t even touch her…”
     Michael said softly, “She was never there.”
     “She was! I heard her! She tried to touch me!”
     “No. She was never there.”
     “She was…” he began, and the terrible sound of his pleading voice stopped him.
     Slowly, with a hesitation born of deep and awful emptiness, Virga let her go. Her voice had been swept away by the rifle’s blast but her image remained in his mind. Now, as he blinked away the tears, as he remembered who stood over him, he saw the beautiful face lose its color and life. The light, gleaming softly from the eyes he remembered through a thousand dim nights alone in his apartment, that place that smelled of musty books and useless pottery and rancid smoke, faded until it was only a hollow shade of reality. And now she was receding back through a gray wall of mist and he felt the fear of losing her again throb at his temples.
     He reached out a hand for her.
     Michael grasped his wrist. “She is dead.”
     “No,” said Virga, begging. “No.”
     And beyond Michael, Baal laughed like the shriek of a woman.
     Michael’s eyes blazed. Virga instinctively cringed from the fire that seemed to glow from the man’s face. The younger man rose up, up, towering as he walked across the ice, finally standing with his face inches from Baal’s. There the two men, like cunning animals, weighed the possibilities of battle.
     Michael’s hands were curled into claws at his sides.
     “Do it,” said Baal, grinning. “Do it and destroy yourself too. You’d destroy yourself forever for the sake of an old man? No, I think not. Like me, you find this incarnation suitable.”
     Michael’s teeth clenched. A muscle spasmed in his jaw. Where the gaze of the two men met the air seemed to glow white-hot.
     “Do it,” Baal whispered.
     Michael turned abruptly and disdainfully and walked back to Virga. He helped the man to his feet and gave him the rifle again. “I want both of you walking side by side,” he told them. “I want you to know always what the other is doing.”
     “Coward,” Baal said over Michael’s shoulder. “You stupid bag of scum. You priest-fucking bastard.”
     “You’re all right now?” Michael asked Virga. “You can continue?”
     “Yes. I think I can.”
     Zark said, “For Christ’s sake, watch him. I don’t want a bullet in my back.”
     Virga could now fully recognize his surroundings; he could remember why he was here. For a black instant he’d been caught in an amnesiac solitude. He felt weakened and drained as he’d never been before.
     “You’re very certain?” Michael asked.
     Virga bent down and gathered up a handful of snow. He rubbed it across his eyes, then wiped it away with his sleeve before it could freeze his lids shut. His skin felt raw. “I’m all right,” he said, “but I swear before God I heard my wife speaking to me.”
     “If you hear her voice again you’ll recognize it for what it is. If you’d killed Zark, as Baal wished you to, we would have no guide to the sea.”
     “My God,” Zark breathed. He glanced over at Baal. “What kind of man are you?” He immediately lowered his eyes, remembering Michael’s instructions.
     “A better man than any of you,” Baal said. “You think you’re going to stop me, Michael, contain me, kill me? You know you can’t do that. If anyone falls it will be you.” His eyes swept toward the other two men. “And what will you do then? When I finish with him, where will you hide? Hear me well. There is nowhere on this earth you’ll be able to go. I’ll find you, and I have ten million eyes to help me search.”
     Virga shivered. The man’s voice cracked through the darkness and stung him.
     “I’ve got a gun,” Zark said. “You remember that.”
     “On the contrary. I won’t forget.”
     “Move the team on, Zark,” Michael commanded. “Remember, I want both of you walking side by side. That’s right.”
     The sledge continued its ragged course. The dogs seemed tired and Zark stopped repeatedly to feed them hunks of dwindling meat. Michael thrust his hands inside his furs for warmth and watched the men at the sledge for any sign of trouble.
     “I won’t be stopped,” Baal said. “I’ve come too far. I’ve never been this strong before.”
     “And that is exactly why I must stop you. You’re on the verge of overpowering me. I realize that. And for that reason your time must come to an end.”
     “I warn you,” Baal said very quietly. “Watch yourself. You’ve thought all along you could master me. Me—one to whom hundreds of thousands have proclaimed their loyalty. And there will be more. And more. And then I will crush my enemies and take the place that was meant for me. You stupid cock-sucker, you filthy piece of shit, you overstep your bounds.”
     “I overstep mine to force you back over yours.”
     “Too late,” Baal said.
     “We’ll see.”
     “Damn you!” Baal spat at him. “Hiding behind a cross of shit! You hope to win, knowing you cannot. You meddle with the future.”
     “No. I preserve it. Their wars will come, yes. Their famines, their droughts. Their crops will turn to dust and their flesh will dry beneath a burning sun, but it will not be by your hand. You’ve begun the decay. I will not allow your power to warp them beyond all redemption.”
     Baal’s eyes burned, mirroring an insatiable greed and lust. He said mockingly, “My master and I offer them hate. They take it gladly. They murder and loot and spit on everything you hold sacred. They take our hand and not yours. They praise our name and not yours. They are ours and not yours.”
     “Be silent!” Michael said.
     Baal laughed coldly. “Ah. You smell the stench of truth.”
     Michael didn’t look at him.
     Ahead the ice plains stretched to the lip of the sea.
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THE DOGS WERE HUNGRY. Zark could only lash his whip into the midst of the swirling pack as they turned on one of their number that had slashed a paw on jagged rocks. Fur flying and teeth bared, they bore the injured dog to the ground, while Zark shouted curses at them. The lead animal, now powerless to control against hunger, stood apart from the pack as if disdaining their cannibalism. The weaker animal fell beneath their combined weight but still guarded its throat with snapping teeth. The pack, their leads tangled around legs and throats, stood in a tight circle, waiting for an opening. And then a stout gray-flecked dog leaped in for the kill, followed by two more, and together they bore down with jaws straining for the jugular.
     “Damn you!” shrieked Zark, laying in with his whip. “Back off!”
     But they were hungry beyond the comprehension of pain. There was a final cry from the dying dog.
     Baal was laughing. “The law of the world,” he said.
     Zark could do nothing. He lowered his whip and shook his head from side to side, sickened. “That was a good dog,” he muttered. “A damned good dog.”
     “How far to the sea?” Michael asked.
     Zark shrugged. “A couple of hours. Maybe more. If I lose any more dogs we’ll never make it. Hell, I’m not so certain we can even make it back ourselves. Our food is gone; there won’t be another refill for the lantern. We’ll be moving in total darkness—very dangerous.”
     Virga braced himself against the sledge, fighting off another wave of numbing exhaustion. His beard stubble was laced with ice and he had difficulty breathing, so sharp was the cold. Hours before, Zark had told him he had the first white patches of frostbite across his cheeks and, feeling his battered flesh, Virga felt them growing there like cold cancers. But there was nothing he could do. His feet, even in the sturdy dog-skin socks and kamiks, were rapidly growing numb. His fingers had frozen the day before. Now he kept walking only by a reserve of sheer willpower.
     Nor had Zark escaped frostbite. It pocked his cheeks and the bridge of his nose. Ice matted his beard, the weight of it making him stoop over, as if he were aging with every step. Virga had tried to keep a conversation going with the man in order to stay awake, but Zark seemed not to want to talk. He preferred silence, answering Virga in a low mutter that disdained communication.
     Beyond them, far to the right and behind the lantern’s yellow track, were the two dark figures of Michael and Baal. They would walk in silence for what seemed like hours, then Baal would suddenly spray a string of terrible oaths directly into Michael’s face. And always, always, Baal would taunt Virga and Zark, reminding them that soon they would be his, that after he’d finished with Michael he would rip them to pieces, that after Michael could no longer give them protection they could never run far enough to hide.
     “Virga,” Baal called suddenly over the growling of the dogs, “you stumbling sack of shit, you’re going to die out here, do you know that? You think I don’t know you’re slowly freezing to death? What good will you do your precious God when your body is a solid lump of ice? Answer me that.”
     “Shut up, you bastard,” Virga said weakly, not knowing if Baal heard him or not. He raised his voice. “Shut up.”
     “Virga,” Baal said through the dark curtain that separated them. “Virga, pray to your precious God that He freezes you to death before I can have my revenge. Come over here to me, Virga. I’ll keep you warm.”
     “God help us all,” Zark muttered. “We should have killed that man a long time ago.”
     “Zark,” Michael called out. “Do you need help with the dogs?”
     “No. I can take care of them.” He saw that they’d almost finished with the carcass. He took his rifle from the sledge and with the butt began to shove the animals back from the dead dog. He reached down and pulled the torn mass of flesh away. He waded among them, watching for any bared teeth or upraised tails, and calmly straightened the leads. The one-eyed black brute turned to face the rest of the team, ready if need be to protect his master. In a few moments Zark had disentangled the leads and they were free to continue.
     As they neared the coastal shelf the land began to rise up in winding hulks of rock and ice. Forbidding masses of stone, all agonized edges, suddenly materialized out of the gloom to bar their path. Zark corrected their course, taking a smoother but longer route to avoid any more injuries to his animals. A strong wind whined in from the sea; it began high above their heads, where they could hear it screaming, turning upon itself in blasting convolutions, and then dropped directly into their faces. Virga huddled for warmth but it was no use; he was slowly, as Baal had said, freezing to death.
     They crawled against the wind through a wide black band of scabbish rocks to face a sight that froze the breath in Virga’s lungs.
     Balanced on the precipice of the ice-bound horizon was the moon, huge and blood-red, a bullet hole in ebon flesh. The ice reflected its brilliant crimson back onto the faces of the fur-clad men. For miles and miles the ground was smooth and bloody, bright and distant as a foreign desert.
     Zark said over his shoulder, “Melville Bay,” and Michael nodded.
     There was no sea noise, no sound of breakers over rock; the thick layer of ice acted as a muffler. The only noise was that of the fierce wind, wailing now from the Pole, as it lashed across the bay and whirled through coastal rock on toward Greenland’s interior.
     Michael said, “I want to find a place to cut through the ice.”
     “What?” Zark twisted around. “Now you want to go chopping holes? Christ!”
     “How thick is it?”
     “Several meters. This coastal ice is like iron except during summer thaw.”
     “It’s thinner ice further out?”
     “Hell!” Zark said. “My agreement was to bring you to the sea and no further. Not onto the ice.”
     Michael ignored him. “I seek a place of great depth. I presume that would be a kilometer or more out?”
     Beside him Baal’s eyes were burning slits. He looked from Michael to the hunter and back again.
     “Maybe it would be,” Zark said. He swore. “Maybe a kilometer or so.”
     “Will you take us?”
     Zark laughed harshly. “Hell,” he said, “do I have a choice?” He called to the dogs over the rush of wind and they pushed ahead, dragging the crippled sledge over a last fringe of rock-dappled land before reaching the bay’s bleak smoothness.
     “What are you going to do?” Baal asked.
     Michael was silent.
     “Doesn’t the condemned man deserve to know?”
     Michael fixed his gaze on the red-streaked horizon. The moon hung before him like a frozen sun.
     “You bastard,” Baal said, barely loud enough to be heard. “I warn you. Soon you can’t turn back. Let me go while you still can.”
     Baal waited for the other man to reply. Michael seemed not to be listening. “You must want to be destroyed very badly,” Baal said. “And what will it be for? Nothing. You will be scattered like dust in the stars and for what? Look at those two. Look at them! Fine examples of what you want to save. Weak, crawling, begging slabs of filth, no more. One already dead on his feet and the other soon to be.”
     Michael turned his head slightly. “You cannot save yourself.”
     Baal’s lips curled back in a travesty of a grin. He thrust his face forward, spittle shining on his mouth. “And who will save you, Michael?”
     The wind howled into their faces. Virga could hardly walk against its blast. The team was extremely irritable now that they’d left land behind. Zark’s whip cracked continually over their heads; the lead animal, snapping and growling, bullied the others to keep them moving.
     The sea ice beneath the men’s feet was treacherous. It was worse than glass, blue- and white-veined with deep threads of green. Virga, one hand always on the sledge for support, could feel a vibration through the soles of his boots. It was the sea thrashing beneath him, its tidal currents wrenching back and forth on the underside of the ice. He wondered at its depth, at its fury. He was gripped with a sudden fear of plunging through a weak spot to freeze almost instantly in the waters. His legs were shaking and uncertain. Go on, he told himself. Another step. Another. Another.
     Walking on the other side of the sledge, Zark halted the team every few moments to chop at the ice with his axe. Then he would straighten and they would continue on a few more yards into the wind before he again knelt to test the thickness.
     Beyond Michael, Baal burst into a wild scream that echoed around Virga’s head like the whirl of wind. His scream grew in intensity and volume until Virga cringed to escape its terrible rage. It bore off into the distance; it vibrated against the far ice mountains. The dogs churned, whining.
     Baal said in a low growl, “I’ll kill all of you slowly. So slowly, so slowly, so very very slowly. You’ll cry out for death but it will be on my side. I promise you a century of pain.”
     Zark stood up, his axe dangling at his side. “This is as far as I go,” he said. “I can feel the sea just beneath my feet. Further on, the ice won’t support my sledge.”
     Michael walked toward him, taking the axe and bending down beside the sledge. He chopped for a moment and then rose to his feet. “How deep is the sea here?”
     “Damned if I know. Deep enough.”
     “And we cannot go on?”
     “No. Too dangerous.”
     Michael turned, contemplating the crated object still lashed to Zark’s sledge. With an air of resignation he gave the axe back to the other man and said, “The hole should be large enough for the contents of that crate to slide through. You begin it; I’ll finish.”
     Zark motioned at the canvas. “What is that thing?”
     Michael silently walked back and began working at the lashings, glancing up occasionally into Baal’s gleaming eyes. Zark and Virga helped him slide it from the bindings and then Virga stepped back, breathing heavily from the exertion, to let Zark tear away the canvas covering. He began breaking it open with the axe. When he’d cut part of it away he tore feverishly at the wood and Michael helped him break open the sides to expose an oblong object inside.
     A coffin.
     But not so much a coffin as a simple chamber. It was dark and austere, plated with undecorated metal. There were no inscriptions, no flowing scrollwork, only a great dark bulk designed to hold a terrible, raging power.
     Baal’s laughter cut them to the bone. His mouth grinned below derelict eyes; his tongue flashed along the lips. “You play games with me, Michael.”
     “No games,” said the other. “To destroy you totally would be my destruction as well. There are still your disciples with which to deal. They are demon entities within human bodies, carriers of your disease. You will be lowered into the sea and covered with ice. There your hideous soul will be trapped, unable to return in another Satan-seeded incarnation. No man will find you, no man will free you.”
     Baal drooled saliva like an enraged animal. “Nothing can hold me! You’re a fool to think otherwise!”
     “This can hold you,” Michael said. “And this will hold you.” Taking off his mitten, he held his right hand motionless, fingers together, over the coffin’s lid. Very slowly he moved his arm downward. Virga felt the hair at the back of his neck tingle, rise, rise, rise. Zark breathed a curse, his eyes wide and protuberant.
     The man’s hand was leaving a trail that melded, electric-blue and seemingly solid, with the metal. It glowed with enough energy to cause Virga to thrust a hand before his eyes and stagger back a few paces. Michael’s hand continued downward in a straight, thick blue line the length of the coffin. Then he brought the hand up to the middle of the line and crossed it with another. There, pulsating on the coffin’s metal lid, was an electric-blue crucifix, drawn from Michael’s bodily energy.
     Baal held both hands before his face, his chains clattering. He growled through gritted teeth, “You sonofabitch! I’ll kill you!”
     But something was wrong; Virga sensed it. Baal’s eyes glittered behind the hands. Michael let his arm drop and turned slowly, his eyes narrowed.
     Baal backed away from the glowing blue crucifix. “I’ll kill you for this!” he shouted. “All of you!”
     “God in Heaven,” Zark whispered. His face, bathed in blue light, was tired and haggard. There were dark circles beneath the eyes. “God in Heaven. You’re not a man.”
     Michael took the ice axe from Zark’s hand. He bent down and, with tremendous force, steadily chopped at the sea ice. Over to the right Baal cursed slowly, his voice intermittently rising and falling.
     Slabs of ice scattered out around the sledge. Virga, watching Michael work, felt writhing within him a new fear from being so close to something awesome and intangible. His mind reeled at the recognition of the only possible link between Michael and Baal. The answer was in the form of a glowing blue crucifix shaped by a hand of flesh. Virga felt he had so much to ask, so much to learn. And so little time. He thought for a sudden terrifying instant that here, in this land of ice and barren plains, he stood poised on the brink of insanity.
     The axe rose and fell, rose and fell. Zark stood dazed, his mouth moving but making no sound. And beyond the men Baal’s eyes shined for a fraction of a second, bright and hideously red.
     Michael, water-spattered from the sea that churned black and fathomless in the wide hole before him, rose to his full height. He threw open the latches on the coffin lid and opened it to expose a bare metal interior. He looked toward Baal. “Come here,” he commanded.
     Baal growled. “You bastard!”
     “Come here!” The voice shook Zark and Virga. Its power, like the report of a gun or the explosion of a cannon, echoed off across the frozen bay.
     Even Baal seemed to tremble, but still he refused to obey.
     And suddenly Michael’s eyes began to change, to lighten through brown to hazel to hazel-flecked gold. In another instant, only time enough for Virga to draw a ragged breath, Michael’s eyes were whirling gold, freezing and burning. Zark cried out and threw his arm over his face, staggering back into the cringing dogs. Virga’s knees sagged. Something pounded at his temples. Again. Again. Again.
     “Come here!” Michael said.
     Shielding his eyes, Baal roared like an enraged animal. He took a step back, confused and wary.
     And then Michael had reached him. He grasped the chain between Baal’s wrists and flung him to the ground. Baal grunted in pain and began to crawl toward the sledge on his belly.
     “Crawl,” Michael said. “Crawl back to the pit, you thing of slime. Crawl!”
     Baal staggered to his feet, hissing and cursing, and Michael flung him down again, forcing him to remain on his stomach. Michael said, “By the power granted me I force you to crawl as you have forced others, innocent ones, weaker ones. The brute blind force in both yourself and your master sickens me. You’ve murdered and burned, raped and ravaged…”
     Baal reached up to grasp at Michael and the other man thrust his groping hand away.
     “… you attack the weak, the mindless, the helpless. Never the strong.” Michael’s eyes blazed. “By the will of Jehovah your black soul will be confined for eternity.” They had almost reached the open coffin. He grasped the wrist chains and dragged Baal up.
     Baal’s own eyes were fierce and red. It was an unbearable sight. Zark cried out again and Virga put his hands to his face.
     Michael struck Baal across the cheek, a backhanded blow, and bore him down into the coffin.
     Baal whispered harshly, “My master will win yet. On the Megiddo plain. Sweet lost Megiddo.” And Michael slammed shut the lid. As he carefully latched it he seemed weakened by the confrontation. The blue glow illuminated dark hollows under his eyes. He staggered when he motioned for the two men to help him.
     The three men heaved until they thought their spines would break. Slowly, slowly, the coffin inched over the edge of the hole and tilted toward the sea. Finally the sound of metal grinding over ice was no more, and it slipped from their grasp and sank down into the black water. The crucifix remained visible for a time, shrinking until it had been swallowed in the maw of Melville Bay.
     “Finis,” Michael said tonelessly. He ran a hand over his face. “I’m tired. I’m so tired.”
     “He’s gone,” Virga whispered. “Thank God.”
     Zark stood peering down into the hole as if uncertain that all of it had ever taken place. “Who was he?” he asked in a weak, listless voice.
     “Someone who will never die,” Michael said, “but will only wait.”
     Zark looked toward Michael, the ice in his beard glittering red from the bullet-hole moon. With an effort he walked away from the other men and began to calm his dogs, checking to see that all the leads were untangled. “We should be on our way,” he said after a moment. “We’ve got a long journey.”
     “Yes,” Michael said. “We do.”
     Zark cracked his whip over the team and the dogs, still nervous, began to stir. The sledge inched forward. Virga clasped his arms beneath his furs for enough warmth to get himself moving.
     His eyes afire again, Michael twisted around toward the hole where dark water churned.
     The dogs stumbled into each other, tangling themselves in the leads. The huge one-eyed black howled in fear.
     Virga looked around, every breath a knife tearing his lungs. What had it been? That sound that sound that sound. What had it been? Beside him Zark stood motionless, his fisted hands white-knuckled at his sides.
     And there it was again, that sound.
     The sound of foot-thick ice cracking with pistol-shot intensity.
     And then the crack that had begun at the lip of the hole widened, widened, veining out in blue and green, streaking across the ice plain beside them, behind them, in front of them, crisscrossing like jigsaw puzzle pieces.
     The sea thrashed. Steam rose up, ghostly blood-red wraiths. Melville Bay, maddened black fury, overflowed the edges of the hole and sloshed around the men’s boots. Virga felt its rage underneath the ice on which he stood. He struggled to keep his balance against a force thrusting against the frozen surface, threatening to burst through.
     “What the hell is it?” shouted Zark, one hand on the sledge and his feet wide for balance.
     But Michael would not, or could not, answer.
     A great slab of ice cracked in half with a tremendous splitting sound and the coffin shot up from the water and bobbed once, twice. Its lid had been ripped away. The coffin turned on its side, filled with water, and sank again.
     And then the ice at their feet exploded.
     It lifted up around them, groaning with the sea’s power. Black waves burst free. The veiny cracks widened into fissures, widened into gaps, widened into chasms. The men struggled for balance on pitching ice platforms, the sea crashing on every side. Virga, his arms flailing for some kind of support, staggered back and fell to his knees. The rifle around his shoulder slipped away, spun on the ice. Virga grabbed for it and saw it vanish through a fissure. Michael stood where he was on a wide slab, his fists clenched at his sides. Zark, hanging onto his sledge, muttered a continuous guttural cry.
     They saw the fingers first.
     Reaching from the hole where the coffin had gone down.
     Grasping at ice, curling, the naked fingers thawed a hold, pulled from the black water forearms, shoulders, the top of a head. And Virga, on his knees, saw Baal’s face break the surface, saw the red reflections of the moon in the eyes, saw the mouth grin wide and soundlessly in grim revenge.
     And Virga knew. Hearing Michael cry out, he knew. And in knowing he knew the first seconds of death.
     Michael was too late. Baal’s power had doubled, tripled; he could overpower the Cross. He’d allowed himself to be brought to this place knowing that here there was no escape for them. Here he was the Messiah, and they disloyal.
     Baal, steam swirling from his body, stepped free of the pitching waves onto solid ice.
     Zark’s footing gave way. Great fissures opened around him, the ice dividing with the noise of splitting timber. The dogs, scrambling for safety, wrenched at their leads. The sledge overturned, scattering equipment. Much of it, including Zark’s weapon, went spinning by Baal’s legs and into the sea.
     Baal opened his mouth and emitted a high piercing shriek that threatened to burst Virga’s eardrums. He clasped his hands to the sides of his head and cringed.
     The huge one-eyed black, within range of Baal, leaped for the man’s throat. Bound by the lead, the animal fell short, his slavering jaws gripping only empty air. But Baal, his mouth wide in the terrible shriek of vengeance, caught the animal around the neck and squeezed with both hands. The dog kicked and clawed. Virga smelled something burning. The one-eyed black burst into flame. It cried out once in agony and then Baal let the mass of fire drop. The other animals, with no leader now, pitched forward in the flight of terror, dragging the overturned sledge. The ice beneath them split open and, with a single terrible moan, the team fell through, borne down by the weight.
     Someone, a hulk of furs, crashed into Baal even as the team disappeared. Baal staggered back, his eyes glinting. Trailing steam from his fingertips, he swung a blow that Zark dodged.
     Michael started for Baal, weaving from platform to platform.
     Zark struck Baal full in the face with the same sound as the blow of an ice-axe. Baal fell back only two steps before regaining himself, and this time he came up beneath another blow and caught the hunter around the throat. He lifted Zark bodily and held him at arm’s length. Zark screamed, his eyes imploring Virga, before his furs caught fire. Then his hair. His body caught in a mass of yellow fire, the smoke of burning flesh mingling with steam from Baal’s body. But Michael had almost reached them and, with the abrupt unconcern of a child turning to another plaything, Baal tossed the body to one side. Grinning, he whirled to face his adversary.
     The two clashed with the sound of crunching bone. Michael drove his elbow into Baal’s chin, knocking him back across the writhing plain. Baal’s knee came up into Michael’s stomach as the other man advanced. Then Baal struck a downward blow on Michael’s head that resounded across to Virga, still huddled on his knees some yards away. Michael fell onto his hands and knees, and Baal struck him in the face before he could regain his feet. Michael shook his head from side to side, stunned, and as Virga watched in mind-reeling fear Baal’s claw-fingered hands reached Michael’s throat.
     A red mist had fallen before Virga’s vision. MOVE! He couldn’t move. YOU OLD MAN! YOU WEAK PITIFUL OLD MAN, MOVE!
     When he did it was with agonizing slowness. His muscles screamed. He searched about for a weapon. Something, anything, a jagged clump of ice, anything. Dear God, he shrieked, help me help me help me! Beyond him Baal’s hands burned at Michael’s throat. Michael clutched at him weakly, his eyes lost and defeated.
     And then Virga saw the flare gun and cartridges that had scattered with the overturning of the sledge. They lay on the other side of Baal and to reach them Virga must pass him. He had no choice. He leaped up, moving low to keep his balance, and ran toward the two figures ahead.
     Baal’s head wrenched up.
     His eyes blazed. He dropped his gaze around to where the flare gun lay. Virga knew that Baal already realized what he was going to attempt. Baal released Michael and spun around, his hands outstretched to destroy Virga as he had Zark.
     At the last second, inches beyond Baal’s grasping fingers, Virga dropped to his belly, He slid beneath the grip of the thing that walked as a man, slid with the ice spinning into his face, slid with his good hand groping for the flare gun. He reached it and grasped a cartridge, whirling to guard against an attack from behind.
     Already Baal was almost on him, his teeth bared and his eyes bottomless pools of holocaustic energy. Steam swirled from his reddened fingertips.
     Virga, in desperation, slammed the gun against the ice to open its breach.
     Baal reached, reached.
     Virga rammed in the cartridge.
     Baal growled, thrusting out his arms.
     Virga whirled, a finger on the trigger, and saw Baal’s fingertips inches away. A blood-lust cry vibrated in Baal’s throat.
     And Virga fired point-blank into Baal’s face.
     The flare exploded in a mass of red and yellow incandescence, streaking across Baal’s flesh into his hair. His clothes caught fire and he towered over Virga, his arms outspread, a single burst of flame in the form of a man. Baal grinned.
     Fire leaping out of his black-scorched lips, he bellowed in expectation of what was to come. Still he reached for Virga’s throat. Virga opened his mouth to cry out in helplessness, knowing he could never reload in time.
     But there was a blur of motion to Baal’s left and fingers entwined around the man’s throat. Michael had recovered himself. They struggled in silence, like animals, and Baal gripped Michael’s neck as they staggered back and forth over the ravaged field.
     Something like electricity, white rimmed with blue, seemed to spark between the combatants. The two figures, still engrossed in fierce battle, were outlined by a glow that built in intensity, pulsating, pulsating, pulsating like the beat of a huge heart.
     And then there was an explosion that seemed like the end of the world.
     It lifted Virga up and threw him more than thirty yards over the ice. He grasped onto fragments, the terrible blast-thunder ripping at his eardrums, the sea crashing against him again and again. He gripped the ice until his fingers were bloody. Around him there was nothing but the white of plunging ice, the black of rising water. The sound of the blast would not die away; it echoed off to the distant coast and came back full force. He cried out against it. Great chunks of ice, raining back from where they’d been thrown into the sky, clattered down around him, some striking him and glancing off. He strained to hold on to his senses.
     Slowly the sound of the blast died away. The sea fell back within its limits. Across the broken field huge fragments groaned as they crushed others. Then there was only the noise of the high wind and the sea as its tides churned about far below the surface.
     After a while Virga, wet and freezing, struggled up. The ice was broken all the way to the horizon. Jagged holes gaped. A greater hole, the center of the blast, was devoid of ice. He felt with dead fingers the burns on his face and realized, with a sudden strange humor, that he’d lost his eyebrows and stubble of beard. There were no corpses. It had seemed to Virga that, an instant before the explosion, he’d seen Baal and Michael simply swept away. Zark’s body had probably been blown into the bay. No matter, Virga thought as he shivered with the piercing cold, I shall soon be dead as well.
     He fell back and waited, his eyes closed. What did they say about freezing to death? That it is only like falling asleep, that one is indeed very warm when just about to die? Perhaps. He felt the folds closing about him. There were so many questions he’d wanted to ask. Now, very soon, he hoped to have those questions answered. The wind swept over him, whistling past his head, and he welcomed the first signs of death.
Baal’s disciples.
     Virga waited, poised with his last strength before slipping away. Someone had spoken, whispering close to his ear, but he didn’t recognize the voice.
Baal’s disciples.
     There are more, Virga said. Baal is gone but they remain to walk as men, to spread contamination and brutality, blasphemy and war. They hope to deny man his mind, rob him of his thinking processes and in so doing rob him of his final chance. Baal is gone but they remain.
     Something burned in his brain. He envisioned murders, gang warfare in the streets, jet fighters shrieking over flat plains where armies battled face to face, the high columns of mushroom explosions, the blasted bodies, the roar of wind through cracked city towers. Very slowly, very slowly, he climbed from the warm depths back toward the cold rim of life. He was aware, finally, of a noise over the screech of the wind. Something hovering above him. Thock thock thock thock thock thock.
     He opened his eyes and they filled with tears.
     It was a helicopter. A Danish flag was painted on the gray metal underbelly. Two men in heavy furs bent from the open cargo doors, staring down at him, and one of them lifted a bullhorn to his lips and spoke in Danish.
     When Virga had neither stirred nor replied the man spoke again, in English. “This is the Ice Patrol. Lift your hand as a signal. We will lower a lifeline,”
     Virga blinked his eyes and lay still. His body felt old and useless, something that had been drained and discarded. He was afraid he would not be able to move and, realizing his fear, he realized also that he desperately wanted to signal. He wanted to cling to life.
     Someone, whispering very close to his ear, said, Baal’s disciples.
     And Virga raised his arm.






Afterword

Robert McCammon Tells How He
Wrote Baal


Baal is my Angry Young Man novel. It was also my first published novel, and the first book I ever tried to write. I think that in Baal you can feel the friction of shoulders being squeezed by iron walls: my shoulders, pressing against the walls of a dead-end job.
     You see, I never thought I could be a writer. Write? For money? Like… really say something? That was someone else’s dream. I went to the University of Alabama and majored in journalism, because that’s what I figured writers did. As a kid, I played around with a typewriter, and I did ghost stories, mysteries, westerns, science fiction… but those were creations to entertain myself. I was a shy kid, gawky, not very good at sports. You know the type—they never go out of style. Somewhere there’s a heaven where revenge is exacted, and all those jocks who burned bright and handsome now have beer guts and have to wait to be… the… very… last… one… chosen.
     So maybe I’m still a little angry after all.
Baal is about power, written at a time when I had none. I was twenty-five years old when I wrote Baal, and working at a department store in my hometown of Birmingham, Alabama. My job was ferrying advertising proofs between the local newspaper and the various department heads: “traffic control,” they called it. When I went home at night, I sat down at my old Royal typewriter—long since deceased—and worked on the novel that would become Baal.
     People often ask me where I get my ideas for characters. I always say that each character, whether male or female, is put together from observation, memory, and is part of the author too. I really believe there’s part of me in all my characters—and not only the good ones. The character of Baal—with his unleashed wild power and his ability to do just about anything he pleases—is certainly part of what I was feeling at that time in my life. I was an electric plug, and I couldn’t seem to find the right socket, until I began writing.
     One character in Baal particularly stands out to me, and that’s the elderly and very innocent Virga. I used to have lunch at the same place every day, a restaurant called the Molton Grill that’s no longer in Birmingham, and an elderly Catholic priest would come in almost every day as well. He had his favorite table, he always seemed to order the same thing, and he ate alone. I watched the man, and I created the character of Virga in his image. I never knew the priest’s name, but I have his face in my mind. And maybe some of his spirit in Virga.
     You always hear this said to young writers: “Write what you know.” I wanted to write about things I didn’t know, so I consciously set Baal in locations as far from the South as possible: Boston, the Middle East, and Greenland. I wanted a global scale and a story that would take the reader to the very edge of Armageddon, and I hope I succeeded.
     As I said, Baal was my first novel. My first step into the unknown. Whatever I am today, and wherever I’m going, Baal started me on the path. Ten years since Baal was first published, I’m still on the journey.

Robert McCammon
June 1988
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The year is 1964. On a cold spring morning before the sun, Cory Mackenson is accompanying his father on his milk delivery route. Without warning a car appears in the road before them and plunges into a lake some say is bottomless. Cory's father makes a desperate attempt to save the driver, but instead comes face-to-face with a vision that will haunt and torment him: a dead man handcuffed to the steering wheel, naked and savagely beaten, a copper wire knotted around his neck. The lake's depths claim the car and the corpse, but the murderer's work is unfinished as, from that moment, both Cory and his father begin searching for the truth.
The small town of Zephyr, Alabama, has been an idyllic home for Cory and his friends. But now, the murder of an unknown man who lies in the dark lake, his tortured soul crying out for justice, causes Cory's life to explode into a kaleidoscope of clues and deepening puzzles. His quest to understand the forces of good and evil at work in his hometown leads him through a maze of dangers and fascinations: the vicious Blaycock clan, who defend their nefarious backwoods trades with the barrels of their guns; a secret assembly of men united by racial hatred; a one-hundred-six-year-old black woman named the Lady who conjures snakes and hears voices of the dead; a reptilian thing that swims in the belly of a river; and a bicycle with a golden eye.
As Cory searches for a killer, he learns more about the meaning of both life and death. A single green feather leads him deeper into the mystery, and soon he realizes not only his life, but the sanity of his father may hang in the balance.
Welcome to the imagination of Robert R. McCammon, the New York Times bestselling author who now takes us on a whirlwind voyage into the realm where innocence and evil are on a collision course. Boy's Life is a tour de force of magic and wonder, a journey that is at once joyful, unrelentingly mysterious, and hauntingly poignant.







“WE ALL START OUT KNOWING MAGIC…
BUT THEN WE GET THE MAGIC
EDUCATED RIGHT OUT OF OUR SOULS.”
—Robert R. McCammon

“AN EXUBERANT CELEBRATION OF
CHILDHOOD MYSTERY AND
MARVEL… BY FAR McCAMMON’S
FINEST BOOK.”
—Kirkus Reviews






“BOY’S LIFE IS A WONDERFUL BOOK. IT RECAPTURES
THE MAGIC OF BEING A CHILD IN A WORLD OF
POSSIBILITIES AND PROMISE. IT IS ABOUT BEING BORN
‘WITH WHIRLWINDS, FOREST FIRES AND COMETS INSIDE
US,’ AND IT REMINDS US OF A MAGICAL TIME BEFORE
THE MAGIC WAS ‘CHURCHED OUT, SPANKED OUT,
WASHED OUT, AND COMBED OUT.’ BOY’S LIFE IS FOR
THE BOYS—AND GIRLS—IN ALL OF US.”
—Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Robert R. McCammon captivated millions of readers with his storytelling power in such bestsellers as Mine, Swan Song and Stinger. Now he has created his tour de force: BOY’S LIFE, a masterpiece of magic and mystery, of the splendors of growing up in a small town, and of the wonders beyond. Narrated by one of the most engaging young voices in modern fiction, BOY’S LIFE takes us back to our own childhoods, when bicycles were enchanted steeds and anything was possible…

Zephyr, Alabama, has been an idyllic home for eleven-year-old Cory Mackenson… a place where monsters swim in the belly of the river, and friends are forever. Then, on a cold spring morning in 1964, as Cory accompanies his father on his milk route, they see a car plunge into a lake some say is bottomless. A desperate rescue attempt brings Cory’s father face-to-face with a vision that will haunt him: a murdered man, naked and beaten, handcuffed to the steering wheel, a copper wire knotted around his neck. As Cory struggles to understand the forces of good and evil at work in his hometown, from an ancient woman called the Lady who conjures snakes and hears the voices of the dead, to a violent clan of moonshiners, he realizes that not only his life but his father’s sanity may hang in the balance…

“IT’S McCAMMON’S THE PRINCE OF TIDES…
INCREDIBLY MOVING.”—Peter Straub

A Literary Guild Main Selection







Critical Acclaim for
Robert R. McCammon’s


“BOY’S LIFE IS REALLY JUST GORGEOUS—IT’S McCAMMON’S THE PRINCE OF TIDES… INCREDIBLY MOVING—BOYHOOD AS IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN, RECOLLECTED IN GENUINE AND GENEROUS DETAIL. I LOVED IT, AND I WANT MY SON TO READ IT, TOO.”
—Peter Straub

“ENTHRALLING… Midway through BOY’S LIFE, the young hero learns of a book ‘about [a] town and the people in it… maybe there wasn’t a real plot to it… but the book was about life… [it] was sweet and deep and left you wishing for more.’ That’s a perfect description of McCammon’s fictional autobiography as well, an exuberant celebration of childhood mystery and marvel… McCammon paints with a score of bull’s-eye details… BOY’S LIFE is teeming with smartly realized characters… A CORNUCOPIA OF BITTERSWEET FANTASY STORYTELLING THAT IS BY FAR McCAMMON’S FINEST BOOK.”
—Kirkus Reviews

“BOY’S LIFE, THE FIRST ‘MAINSTREAM’ NOVEL FROM ROBERT R. McCAMMON, IS A WONDERFUL STORY OF POWERFUL EMOTIONS, MARVELOUS IMAGES AND INVENTIVE NARRATIVE… FILLED WITH ENOUGH ADVENTURE, JOY, DISCOVERY AND HEARTACHE FOR A DOZEN BOYS’ LIFETIMES.”
—Houston Chronicle

“FOR SHEER SCREWBALL STORYTELLING EXUBERANCE, McCAMMON’S BOOK IS HARD TO TOP. There will be times when most adults will find themselves faintly embarrassed to be gobbling the thing like hot buttered popcorn, but gobble they will all the same… Not one to husband his narrative energies, McCammon writes here as if he had several lives to squander, weaving together… enough plots and subplots to fill a half-dozen ordinary novels.”
—Entertainment Weekly

“THIS SUPERBLY TOLD TALE COMBINES THE SENSIBILITIES OF MARK TWAIN, FLANNERY O’CONNOR AND STEVEN SPIELBERG—SHIFTING FROM THE MORAL TO THE MAGICAL, AND ALL THE WHILE SUCCEEDING AS A SOLID COMING-OF-AGE STORY AND A FINE MYSTERY… FORTUNATELY, McCAMMON HAS NOT… HAD THE MAGIC TAKEN OUT OF HIM, ALLOWING US TO WILLINGLY, AND HAPPILY, SUSPEND OUR DISBELIEF AND DEVOUR THIS BOUNTIFUL BOOK.”
—Newsday

“McCAMMON CAPTURES THE JOYS AND FEARS OF LATE CHILDHOOD WITH SURE STROKES, ABLY CONVEYING HIS LOVE FOR THE TIME, THE PLACE AND ALL THE ATTENDANT FORMS OF POP CULTURE: MONSTER MOVIES, COMIC BOOKS, ROADSIDE CARNIVALS AND BASEBALL. INDIVIDUAL EPISODES RESONATE WITH WONDER, HUMOR AND TRAGEDY… AS AN AFFECTING PAEAN TO THE MAGICAL POSSIBILITIES OF BOYHOOD… THE NOVEL WORKS EXCEEDINGLY WELL.”
—San Francisco Chronicle

“BOY’S LIFE IS CERTAINLY UNLIKE ANY OF McCAMMON’S OTHER NOVELS, AND IS EASILY HIS BEST TO DATE, DISPLAYING A RANGE THAT IS ASTONISHING. A TOUR DE FORCE OF STORY-TELLING, IT IS A POWERFUL STORY ABOUT THE MAGIC INHERENT IN EVERYDAY LIFE, ABOUT THE MANY WONDERS AND PAINS OF GROWING UP, ABOUT THE STRANGE BEAUTY AROUND US THAT WE SO OFTEN MISS… BOY’S LIFE HAS A WEALTH OF SMALL, ANECDOTAL GEMS THAT GIVE IT ALL LIFE. LIKE A KALEIDOSCOPE TURNING TO REVEAL FASCINATING PATTERNS IN THE LIGHT, SO McCAMMON SHOWS US A MULTITUDE OF INCIDENTS AND CHARACTERS INTERTWINING TO CREATE ONE OF THE MOST ENTERTAINING BOOKS IN A LONG TIME.”
—BookPage

“McCammon hangs this expertly told episodic tale on the bones of a skeleton that becomes symbolic of evil doings in the quiet waters of small-town life… This evocative novel is successful on more than one level. THE MYSTERY WILL SATISFY THE MOST FINICKY AFICIONADO; McCAMMON HAS ALSO PRODUCED A BOISTEROUS, POIGNANT TRAVELOGUE THROUGH A STORMY SEASON IN ONE BOY’S LIFE, PEOPLED WITH THE ZANIEST, MOST MEMORABLE SOUTHERN CHARACTERS SINCE THOSE OF HARPER LEE.”
—Publishers Weekly
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     We ran like young wild furies,
     where angels feared to tread.
     The woods were dark and deep.
     Before us demons fled.
     We checked Coke bottle bottoms
     to see how far was far.
     Our worlds of magic wonder
     were never reached by car.
     We loved our dogs like brothers,
     our bikes like rocket ships.
     We were going to the stars,
     to Mars we’d make round trips.
     We swung on vines like Tarzan,
     and flashed Zorro’s keen blade.
     We were James Bond in his Aston,
     we were Hercules unchained.
     We looked upon the future
     and we saw a distant land,
     where our folks were always ageless,
     and time was shifting sand.
     We filled up life with living,
     with grins, scabbed knees, and noise.
     In glass I see an older man,
     but this book’s for the boys.


















I WANT TO TELL YOU SOME IMPORTANT THINGS BEFORE WE START our journey.
     I lived through it all. That’s one problem about relating events in first person. The reader knows the narrator didn’t get killed. So whatever might happen to me—whatever did happen to me—you can be sure I lived through it all, though I might be a little better or worse for the experience, and you can make up your own mind which.
     There might be some places where you’ll say, “Hey, how come he knows this event right here happened or this person said or did this or that if he wasn’t even there?” The answer to that question is that I found out enough later on to fill in the blanks, or in some cases I made up what happened, or in other cases I figured it ought to have happened that way even if it didn’t.
     I was born in July of 1952. I am approaching my fortieth birthday. Gosh, that’s some number, isn’t it? I am no longer, as my reviews used to say, a “promising young talent.” I am what I am. I have been writing since I was in grammar school, and thinking up stories long before I understood exactly what it was I was doing. I have been a published writer since 1978. Or is it “author”? Paperback writer, as the Beatles said. Hardback author? One thing’s for sure: I certainly have developed a hard back. I have suffered kicks and smiled at kindnesses just like any other brother or sister on our spinning home. I have been blessed, to be able to create characters and worlds out of whole cloth. Writer? Author?
     How about storyteller?
     I wanted to set my memories down on paper, where I can hold them. You know, I do believe in magic. I was born and raised in a magic time, in a magic town, among magicians. Oh, most everybody else didn’t realize we lived in that web of magic, connected by the silver filaments of chance and circumstance. But I knew it all along. When I was twelve years old, the world was my magic lantern, and by its green spirit glow I saw the past, the present, and into the future. You probably did too; you just don’t recall it. See, this is my opinion: we all start out knowing magic. We are born with whirlwinds, forest fires, and comets inside us. We are born able to sing to birds and read the clouds and see our destiny in grains of sand. But then we get the magic educated right out of our souls. We get it churched out, spanked out, washed out, and combed out. We get put on the straight and narrow and told to be responsible. Told to act our age. Told to grow up, for God’s sake. And you know why we were told that? Because the people doing the telling were afraid of our wildness and youth, and because the magic we knew made them ashamed and sad of what they’d allowed to wither in themselves.
     After you go so far away from it, though, you can’t really get it back. You can have seconds of it. Just seconds of knowing and remembering. When people get weepy at movies, it’s because in that dark theater the golden pool of magic is touched, just briefly. Then they come out into the hard sun of logic and reason again and it dries up, and they’re left feeling a little heartsad and not knowing why. When a song stirs a memory, when motes of dust turning in a shaft of light takes your attention from the world, when you listen to a train passing on a track at night in the distance and wonder where it might be going, you step beyond who you are and where you are. For the briefest of instants, you have stepped into the magic realm.
     That’s what I believe.
     The truth of life is that every year we get farther away from the essence that is born within us. We get shouldered with burdens, some of them good, some of them not so good. Things happen to us. Loved ones die. People get in wrecks and get crippled. People lose their way, for one reason or another. It’s not hard to do, in this world of crazy mazes. Life itself does its best to take that memory of magic away from us. You don’t know it’s happening until one day you feel you’ve lost something but you’re not sure what it is. It’s like smiling at a pretty girl and she calls you “sir.” It just happens.
     These memories of who I was and where I lived are important to me. They make up a large part of who I’m going to be when my journey winds down. I need the memory of magic if I am ever going to conjure magic again. I need to know and remember, and I want to tell you.
     My name is Cory Jay Mackenson. My hometown was a place called Zephyr, in south Alabama. It never got too cold there, or too hot. Its streets were shaded with water oaks, and its houses had front porches and screens on the windows. There was a park with two baseball fields, one for the kids and one for the grown-ups. There was a public swimming pool where the water was blue and clear and children plumbed the deep end for pennies. On the Fourth of July there was a barbecue, and at the end of summer a writing contest. When I was twelve years old, in 1964, Zephyr held about fifteen hundred people. There was the Bright Star Cafe, a Woolworth’s, and a little Piggly-Wiggly grocery store. There was a house where bad girls lived out on Route Ten. Not every family had a television set. The county was dry, which meant that bootleggers thrived. The roads went south, north, east, and west, and at night a freight train passed through on its way to Birmingham and left the smell of scorched iron in its wake. Zephyr had four churches and an elementary school, and a cemetery stood on Poulter Hill. There was a lake nearby so deep it might as well have been bottomless. My hometown was full of heroes and villains, honest people who knew the beauty of truth and others whose beauty was a lie. My hometown was probably a lot like yours.
     But Zephyr was a magic place. Spirits walked in the moonlight. They came out of the grassy graveyard and stood on the hill and talked about old times when Coca-Cola really had a bite and you could tell a Democrat from a Republican. I know. I’ve heard them. The breeze in Zephyr blew through the screens, bringing the incense of honeysuckle and awakening love, and jagged blue lightning crashed down upon the earth and awakened hate. We had windstorms and droughts and the river that lay alongside my town had the bad habit of flooding. In the spring of my fifth year, a flood brought snakes to the streets. Then hawks came down by the hundreds in a dark tornado and lifted up the snakes in their killing beaks, and the river slinked back to its banks like a whipped dog. Then the sun came out like a trumpet call, and steam swirled up from the blood-specked roofs of my hometown.
     We had a dark queen who was one hundred and six years old. We had a gunfighter who saved the life of Wyatt Earp at the O.K. Corral. We had a monster in the river, and a secret in the lake. We had a ghost that haunted the road behind the wheel of a black dragster with flames on the hood. We had a Gabriel and a Lucifer, and a rebel that rose from the dead. We had an alien invader, a boy with a perfect arm, and we had a dinosaur loose on Merchants Street.
     It was a magic place.
     In me are the memories of a boy’s life, spent in that realm of enchantments.
     I remember.
     These are the things I want to tell you.
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The Shades of Spring
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1
Before the Sun


“CORY? WAKE UP, SON. IT’S TIME.”
     I let him pull me up from the dark cavern of sleep, and I opened my eyes and looked up at him. He was already dressed, in his dark brown uniform with his name—Tom—written in white letters across his breast pocket. I smelled bacon and eggs, and the radio was playing softly in the kitchen. A pan rattled and glasses clinked; Mom was at work in her element as surely as a trout rides a current. “It’s time,” my father said, and he switched on the lamp beside my bed and left me squinting with the last images of a dream fading in my brain.
     The sun wasn’t up yet. It was mid-March, and a chill wind blew through the trees beyond my window. I could feel the wind by putting my hand against the glass. Mom, realizing that I was awake when my dad went in for his cup of coffee, turned the radio up a little louder to catch the weather report. Spring had sprung a couple of days before, but this year winter had sharp teeth and nails and he clung to the South like a white cat. We hadn’t had snow, we never had snow, but the wind was chill and it blew hard from the lungs of the Pole.
     “Heavy sweater!” Mom called. “Hear?”
     “I hear!” I answered back, and I got my green heavy sweater from my dresser. Here is my room, in the yellow lamplight and the space heater rumbling: Indian rug red as Cochise’s blood, a desk with seven mystic drawers, a chair covered in material as velvety blue-black as Batman’s cape, an aquarium holding tiny fish so pale you could see their hearts beat, the aforementioned dresser covered with decals from Revell model airplane kits, a bed with a quilt sewn by a relative of Jefferson Davis’s, a closet, and the shelves. Oh, yes, the shelves. The troves of treasure. On those shelves are stacks of me: hundreds of comic books—Justice League, Flash, Green Lantern, Batman, the Spirit, Blackhawk, Sgt. Rock and Easy Company, Aquaman, and the Fantastic Four. There are Boy’s Life magazines, dozens of issues of Famous Monsters of Filmland, Screen Thrills, and Popular Mechanics. There is a yellow wall of National Geographics, and I have to blush and say I know where all the African pictures are.
     The shelves go on for miles and miles. My collection of marbles gleams in a mason jar. My dried cicada waits to sing again in summer. My Duncan yo-yo that whistles except the string is broken and Dad’s got to fix it. My little book of suit cloth samples that I got from Mr. Parlowe at the Stagg Shop for Men. I use those pieces of cloth as carpet inside my airplane models, along with seats cut from cardboard. My silver bullet, forged by the Lone Ranger for a werewolf hunter. My Civil War button that fell from a butternut uniform when the storm swept Shiloh. My rubber knife for stalking killer crocodiles in the bathtub. My Canadian coins, smooth as the northern plains. I am rich beyond measure.
     “Breakfast’s on!” Mom called. I zipped up my sweater, which was the same hue as Sgt. Rock’s ripped shirt. My blue jeans had patches on the knees, like badges of courage marking encounters with barbed wire and gravel. My flannel shirt was red enough to stagger a bull. My socks were white as dove wings and my Keds midnight black. My mom was color-blind, and my dad thought checks went with plaid. I was all right.
     It’s funny, sometimes, when you look at the people who brought you into this world and you see yourself so clearly in them. You realize that every person in the world is a compromise of nature. I had my mother’s small-boned frame and her wavy, dark brown hair, but my father had given me his blue eyes and his sharp-bridged nose. I had my mother’s long-fingered hands—an “artist’s hands,” she used to tell me when I fretted that my fingers were so skinny—and my dad’s thick eyebrows and the small cleft in his chin. I wished that some nights I would go to sleep and awaken resembling a man’s man like Stuart Whitman in Cimarron Strip or Clint Walker in Cheyenne, but the truth of it was that I was a skinny, gawky kid of average height and looks, and I could blend into wallpaper by closing my eyes and holding my breath. In my fantasies, though, I tracked lawbreakers along with the cowboys and detectives who paraded past us nightly on our television set, and out in the woods that came up behind our house I helped Tarzan call the lions and shot Nazis down in a solitary war. I had a small group of friends, guys like Johnny Wilson, Davy Ray Callan, and Ben Sears, but I wasn’t what you might call popular. Sometimes I got nervous talking to people and my tongue got tangled, so I stayed quiet. My friends and I were about the same in size, age, and temperament; we avoided what we could not fight, and we were all pitiful fighters.
     This is where I think the writing started. The “righting,” if you will. The righting of circumstances, the shaping of the world the way it should have been, had God not had crossed eyes and buck teeth. In the real world I had no power; in my world I was Hercules unchained.
     One thing I do know I got from my granddaddy Jaybird, my dad’s father: his curiosity about the world. He was seventy-six years old and as tough as beef jerky, and he had a foul mouth and an even fouler disposition, but he was always prowling the woods around his farm. He brought home things that made Grandmomma Sarah swoon: snake-skins, empty hornets’ nests, even animals he’d found dead. He liked to cut things open with a penknife and look at their insides, arranging all their bloody guts out on newspapers.
     One time he hung up a dead toad from a tree and invited me to watch the flies eat it with him. He brought home a burlap sack full of leaves, dumped them in the front room, and examined each of them with a magnifying glass, writing down their differences in one of his hundreds of Nifty notebooks. He collected cigar butts and dried spits of chewing tobacco, which he kept in glass vials. He could sit for hours in the dark and look at the moon.
     Maybe he was crazy. Maybe crazy is what they call anybody who’s got magic in them after they’re no longer a child. But Granddaddy Jaybird read the Sunday comics to me, and he told me stories about the haunted house in the small hamlet of his birth. Granddaddy Jaybird could be mean and stupid and petty, but he lit a candle of wonder in me and by that light I could see a long way beyond Zephyr.
     On that morning before the sun, as I sat eating my breakfast with my dad and mom in our house on Hilltop Street, the year was 1964. There were great changes in the winds of earth, things of which I was unaware. All I knew at that moment was that I needed another glass of orange juice, and that I was going to help my dad on his route before he took me to school. So when breakfast was over and the dishes were cleared, after I had gone out into the cold to say good morning to Rebel and feed him his Gravy Train, Mom kissed both Dad and me, I put on my fleece-lined jacket and got my schoolbooks and off we went in the coughy old pickup truck. Freed from his backyard pen, Rebel followed us a distance, but at the corner of Hilltop and Shawson streets he crossed into the territory of Bodog, the Doberman pinscher that belonged to the Ramseys, and he beat a diplomatic retreat to a drumroll of barks.
     And there was Zephyr before us, the town quiet in its dreaming, the moon a white sickle in the sky.
     A few lights were on. Not many. It wasn’t five o’clock yet. The sickle moon glittered in the slow curve of the Tecumseh River, and if Old Moses swam there he swam with his leathery belly kissing mud. The trees along Zephyr’s streets were still without leaves, and their branches moved with the wind. The traffic lights—all four of them at what might be called major intersections—blinked yellow in a steady accord. To the east, a stone bridge with brooding gargoyles crossed the wide hollow where the river ran. Some said the faces of the gargoyles, carved in the early twenties, were representations of various Confederate generals, fallen angels, as it were. To the west, the highway wound into the wooded hills and on toward other towns. A railroad track cut across Zephyr to the north, right through the Bruton area, where all the black people lived. In the south was the public park where a bandshell stood and a couple of baseball diamonds had been cut into the earth. The park was named for Clifford Gray Haines, who founded Zephyr, and there was a statue of him sitting on a rock with his chin resting on his hand. My dad said it looked as if Clifford was perpetually constipated and could neither do his business nor get off the pot. Farther south, Route Ten left Zephyr’s limits and wound like a black cottonmouth past swampy woods, a trailer park, and Saxon’s Lake, which shelved into unknown depths.
     Dad turned us onto Merchants Street, and we drove through the center of Zephyr, where the stores were. There was Dollar’s Barbershop, the Stagg Shop for Men, the Zephyr Feeds and Hardware Store, the Piggly-Wiggly grocery, the Woolworth’s store, the Lyric theater, and other attractions along the sidewalked thoroughfare. It wasn’t much, though; if you blinked a few times, you were past it. Then Dad crossed the railroad track, drove another two miles, and turned into a gate that had a sign above it: GREEN MEADOWS DAIRY. The milk trucks were at the loading dock, getting filled up. Here there was a lot of activity, because Green Meadows Dairy opened early and the milkmen had their appointed rounds.
     Sometimes when my father had an especially busy schedule, he asked me to help him with his deliveries. I liked the silence and stillness of the mornings. I liked the world before the sun. I liked finding out what different people ordered from the dairy. I don’t know why; maybe that was my granddaddy Jaybird’s curiosity in me.
     My dad went over a checklist with the foreman, a big crew-cut man named Mr. Bowers, and then Dad and I started loading our truck. Here came the bottles of milk, the cartons of fresh eggs, buckets of cottage cheese and Green Meadows’ special potato and bean salads. Everything was still cold from the ice room, and the milk bottles sparkled with frost under the loading dock’s lights. Their paper caps bore the face of a smiling milkman and the words “Good for You!” As we were working, Mr. Bowers came up and watched with his clipboard at his side and his pen behind his ear. “You think you’d like to be a milkman, Cory?” he asked me, and I said I might. “The world’ll always need milkmen,” Mr. Bowers went on. “Isn’t that right, Tom?”
     “Right as rain,” my dad said; this was an all-purpose phrase he used when he was only half listening.
     “You come apply when you turn eighteen,” Mr. Bowers told me. “We’ll fix you up.” He gave me a clap on the shoulder that almost rattled my teeth and did rattle the bottles in the tray I was carrying.
     Then Dad climbed behind the big-spoked wheel, I got into the seat next to him, he turned the key, and the engine started and we backed away from the loading dock with our creamy cargo. Ahead of us, the moon was sinking down and the last of the stars hung on the lip of night. “What about that?” Dad asked. “Being a milkman, I mean. That appeal to you?”
     “It’d be fun,” I said.
     “Not really. Oh, it’s okay, but no job’s fun every day. I guess we’ve never talked about what you want to do, have we?”
     “No sir.”
     “Well, I don’t think you ought to be a milkman just because that’s what I do. See, I didn’t start out to be a milkman. Granddaddy Jaybird wanted me to be a farmer like him. Grandmomma Sarah wanted me to be a doctor. Can you imagine that?” He glanced at me and grinned. “Me, a doctor! Doctor Tom! No sir, that wasn’t for me.”
     “What’d you start out to be?” I asked.
     My dad was quiet for a while. He seemed to be thinking this question over, in a deep place. It occurred to me that maybe no one had ever asked him this before. He gripped the spoked wheel with his grown-up hands and negotiated the road that unwound before us in the headlights, and then he said, “First man on Venus. Or a rodeo rider. Or a man who can look at an empty space and see in his mind the house he wants to build there right down to the last nail and shingle. Or a detective.” My dad made a little laughing noise in his throat. “But the dairy needed another milkman, so here I am.”
     “I wouldn’t mind bein’ a race car driver,” I said. My dad sometimes took me to the stock car races at the track near Barnesboro, and we sat there eating hot dogs and watching sparks fly in the collision of banged-up metal. “Bein’ a detective would be okay, too. I’d get to solve mysteries and stuff, like the Hardy Boys.”
     “Yeah, that’d be good,” my dad agreed. “You never know how things are gonna turn out, though, and that’s the truth. You aim for one place, sure as an arrow, but before you hit the mark, the wind gets you. I don’t believe I ever met one person who became what they wanted to be when they were your age.”
     “I’d like to be everybody in the world,” I said. “I’d like to live a million times.”
     “Well”—and here my father gave one of his sagely nods—“that would be a fine piece of magic, wouldn’t it?” He pointed. “Here’s our first stop.”
     That first house must’ve had children in it, because they got two quarts of chocolate milk to go along with their two quarts of plain milk. Then we were off again, driving through the streets where the only sounds were the wind and the barking of early dogs, and we stopped on Shantuck Street to deliver buttermilk and cottage cheese to somebody who must’ve liked things sour. We left bottles glistening on the steps of most of the houses on Bevard Lane, and my dad worked fast as I checked off the list and got the next items ready from the chilly back of the truck; we were a good team.
     Dad said he had some customers down south near Saxon’s Lake and then he’d swing back up so we could finish the rest of the street deliveries before my school bell rang. He drove us past the park and out of Zephyr, and the forest closed in on either side of the road.
     It was getting on toward six o’clock. To the east, over the hills of pine and kudzu, the sky was beginning to lighten. The wind shoved its way through the trees like the fist of a bully. We passed a car going north, and its driver blinked the lights and Dad waved. “Marty Barklee deliverin’ the newspapers,” Dad told me. I thought about the fact that there was a whole world going about its business before the sun, and people who were just waking up weren’t part of it. We turned off Route Ten and drove up a dirt drive to deliver milk, buttermilk, and potato salad to a small house nestled in the woods, and then we went south toward the lake again. “College,” my dad said. “You ought to go to college, it seems to me.”
     “I guess so,” I answered, but that sounded like an awful long distance from where I was now. All I knew about college was Auburn and Alabama football, and the fact that some people praised Bear Bryant and others worshipped Shug Jordan. It seemed to me that you chose which college to go to according to which coach you liked best.
     “Gotta have good grades to get into college,” Dad said. “Gotta study your lessons.”
     “Do detectives have to go to college?”
     “I reckon they do if they want to be professional about it. If I’d gone to college, I might’ve turned out to be that man who builds a house in empty space. You never know what’s ahead for you, and that’s the—”
Truth, he was about to say, but he never finished it because we came around a wooded bend and a brown car jumped out of the forest right in front of us and Dad yelped like he was hornet-stung as his foot punched the brake.
     The brown car went past us as Dad whipped the wheel to the left, and I saw that car go off Route Ten and down the embankment on my right. Its lights weren’t on but there was somebody sitting behind the wheel. The car’s tires tore through the underbrush and then it went over a little cliff of red rock and down into the dark. Water splashed up, and I realized the car had just plunged into Saxon’s Lake.
     “He went in the water!” I shouted, and Dad stopped the milk truck, pulled up the hand brake, and jumped out into the roadside weeds. As I climbed out, Dad was already running toward the lake. The wind whipped and whirled around us, and Dad stood there on the red rock cliff. By the faint pinkish light we could see the car wallowing in the water, huge bubbles bursting around its trunk. “Hey!” Dad shouted with his hands cupped around his mouth. “Get out of there!” Everybody knew Saxon’s Lake was as deep as sin, and when that car went down into the inky depths it was gone for good and ever. “Hey, get out!” Dad shouted again, but whoever was behind the wheel didn’t answer. “I think he’s been knocked cold!” Dad told me as he took off his shoes. The car was starting to turn onto its passenger side, and there was an awful howling sound coming from it that must’ve been the rush of water pouring into the car. Dad said, “Stand back.” I did, and he leaped into the lake.
     He was a strong swimmer. He reached the car in a few powerful strokes, and he saw that the driver’s window was open. He could feel the suction of water moving around his legs, drawing the car down into the unfathomed deep. “Get out!” he hollered, but the driver just sat there. Dad clung to the door, reached in, and grabbed the driver’s shoulder. It was a man, and he wore no shirt. The flesh was white and cold, and my dad felt his own skin crawl. The man’s head lolled back, his mouth open. He had short-cropped blond hair, his eyes sealed shut with black bruises, his face swollen and malformed from the pressures of a savage beating. Around his throat was knotted a copper piano wire, the thin metal pulled so tightly that the flesh had split open.
     “Oh Jesus,” my dad whispered, treading water.
     The car lurched and hissed. The head lolled forward over the chest again, as if in an attitude of prayer. Water was rising up over the driver’s bare knees. My dad realized the driver was naked, not a stitch on him. Something glinted on the steering wheel, and he saw handcuffs that secured the man’s right wrist to the inner spoke.
     My dad had lived thirty-four years. He’d seen dead men before. Hodge Klemson, one of his best friends, had drowned in the Tecumseh River when they were both fifteen years old, and the body had been found after three days bloated and covered with yellow bottom mud like a crusty ancient mummy. He’d seen what remained of Walter and Jeanine Traynor after the head-on collision six years ago between Walter’s Buick and a logging truck driven by a kid eating pep pills. He’d seen the dark shiny mass of Little Stevie Cauley after firemen doused the flames of the crumpled black dragster named Midnight Mona. He had looked upon the grinning rictus of death several times, had taken that sight like a man, but this one was different.
     This one wore the face of murder.
     The car was going down. As its hood sank, its tail fins started rising. The body behind the wheel shifted again, and my father saw something on the man’s shoulder. A blue patch, there against the white. Not a bruise, no; a tattoo. It was a skull with wings swept back from the bony temples.
     A great burst of bubbles blew out of the car as more water rushed in. The lake would not be denied; it was going to claim its toy and tuck it away in a secret drawer. As the car began to slide down into the murk, the suction grabbed my father’s legs and pulled him under, and standing on the red rock cliff I saw his head disappear and I shouted “Dad!” as panic seized my guts.
     Underwater, he fought the lake’s muscles. The car fell away beneath him, and as his legs thrashed for a hold in the liquid tomb, more bubbles rushed up and broke him loose and he climbed up their silver staircase toward the attic of air.
     I saw his head break the surface. “Dad!” I shouted again. “Come on back, Dad!”
     “I’m all right!” he answered, but his voice was shaky. “I’m comin’ in!” He began dog-paddling toward shore, his body suddenly as weak as a squeezed-out rag. The lake continued to erupt where the car disturbed its innards, like something bad being digested. Dad couldn’t get up the red rock cliff, so he swam to a place where he could clamber up on kudzu vines and stones. “I’m all right!” he said again as he came out of the lake and his legs sank to the knees in mud. A turtle the size of a dinner plate skittered past him and submerged with a perplexed snort. I glanced back toward the milk truck; I don’t know why, but I did.
     And I saw a figure standing in the woods across the road.
     Just standing there, wearing a long dark coat. Its folds moved with the wind. Maybe I’d felt the eyes of whoever was watching me as I’d watched my father swim to the sinking car. I shivered a little, bone cold, and then I blinked a couple of times and where the figure had been was just windswept woods again.
     “Cory?” my dad called. “Gimme a hand up, son!”
     I went down to the muddy shore and gave him as much help as a cold, scared child could. Then his feet found solid earth and he pushed the wet hair back from his forehead. “Gotta get to a phone,” he said urgently. “There was a man in that car. Went straight down to the bottom!”
     “I saw… I saw…” I pointed toward the woods on the other side of Route Ten. “Somebody was—”
     “Come on, let’s go!” My father was already crossing the road with his sturdy, soggy legs, his shoes in his hand. I jump-started my own legs and followed him as close as a shadow, and my gaze returned to where I’d seen that figure but nobody was there, nobody, nobody at all.
     Dad started the milk truck’s engine and switched on the heater. His teeth were chattering, and in the gray twilight his face looked as pale as candle wax. “Damnedest thing,” he said, and this shocked me because he never cursed in front of me. “Handcuffed to the wheel, he was. Handcuffed. My God, that fella’s face was all beat up!”
     “Who was it?”
     “I don’t know.” He turned the heater up, and then he started driving south toward the nearest house. “Somebody did a job on him, that’s for sure! Lord, I’m cold!”
     A dirt road turned to the right, and my father followed it. Fifty yards off Route Ten stood a small white house with a screened-in front porch. A rose garden stood off to one side. Parked under a green plastic awning were two cars, one a red Mustang and the other an old Cadillac splotched with rust. My dad pulled up in front of the house and said, “Wait here,” and he walked to the door in his wet socks and rang the bell. He had to ring it two more times before the door opened with a tinkle of chimes, and a red-haired woman who made three of my mom stood there wearing a blue robe with black flowers on it.
     Dad said, “Miss Grace, I need to use your telephone real quick.”
     “You’re all wet!” Miss Grace’s voice sounded like the rasp of a rusty saw blade. She gripped a cigarette in one hand, and rings sparkled on her fingers.
     “Somethin’ bad’s happened,” Dad told her, and she sighed like a redheaded raincloud and said, “All right, come on in, then. Watch the carpet.” Dad entered the house, the chimey door closed, and I sat in the milk truck as the first orange rays of sunlight started breaking over the eastern hills. I could smell the lake in the truck with me, a puddle of water on the floorboard beneath my father’s seat. I had seen somebody standing in the woods. I knew I had. Hadn’t I? Why hadn’t he come over to see about the man in the car? And who had the man in the car been?
     I was puzzling over these questions when the door opened again and Miss Grace came out, this time wearing a floppy white sweater over her blue gown. She had on sneakers, her ankles and calves thick as young trees. She had a box of Lorna Doone cookies in one hand and the burning cigarette in the other, and she walked to the milk truck and smiled at me. “Hey there,” she said. “You’re Cory.”
     “Yes’m,” I answered.
     Miss Grace didn’t have much of a smile. Her lips were thin and her nose was broad and flat and her brows were black-penciled streaks above deep-set blue eyes. She thrust the Lorna Doones at me. “Want a cookie?”
     I wasn’t hungry, but my folks had always taught me never to refuse a gift. I took one.
     “Have two,” Miss Grace offered, and I took a second cookie. She ate a cookie herself and then sucked on the cigarette and blew smoke through her nostrils. “Your daddy’s our milkman,” she said. “I believe you’ve got us on your list. Six quarts of milk, two buttermilks, two chocolates, and three pints of cream.”
     I checked the list. There was her name—Grace Stafford—and the order, just as she’d said. I told her I’d get everything for her, and I started putting the order together. “How old are you?” Miss Grace asked as I worked. “Twelve?”
     “No, ma’am. Not until July.”
     “I’ve got a son.” Miss Grace knocked ashes from her cigarette. She chewed on another cookie. “Turned twenty in December. He lives in San Antonio. Know where that is?”
     “Yes ma’am. Texas. Where the Alamo is.”
     “That’s right. Turned twenty, which makes me thirty-eight. I’m an old fossil, ain’t I?”
     This was a trick question, I thought. “No ma’am,” I decided to say.
     “Well, you’re a little diplomat, ain’t you?” She smiled again, and this time the smile was in her eyes. “Have another cookie.” She left me the box and walked to the door, and she hollered into the house: “Lainie! Lainie, get your butt up and come out here!”
     My dad emerged first. He looked old in the hard light of morning, and there were dark circles under his eyes. “Called the sheriff’s office,” he told me as he sat in his wet seat and squeezed his feet into his shoes. “Somebody’s gonna meet us where the car went in.”
     “Who the hell was it?” Miss Grace asked.
     “I couldn’t tell. His face was…” He glanced quickly at me, then back to the woman. “He was beat up pretty bad.”
     “Must’ve been drunk. Moonshinin’, most likely.”
     “I don’t think so.” Dad hadn’t said anything over the phone about the car’s driver being naked, strangled with a piano wire, and handcuffed to the wheel. That was for the sheriff and not for Miss Grace’s or anybody else’s ears. “You ever see a fella with a tattoo on his left shoulder? Looked like a skull with wings growin’ out of its head?”
     “I’ve seen more tattoos than the Navy,” Miss Grace said, “but I can’t recall anything like that around here. Why? Fella have his shirt off or somethin’?”
     “Yeah, he did. Had that skull with wings tattooed right about here.” He touched his left shoulder. Dad shivered again, and rubbed his hands together. “They’ll never bring that car up. Never. Saxon’s Lake is three hundred feet deep if it’s an inch.”
     The chimes sounded. I looked toward the door with the tray of milk quarts in my arms.
     A girl with sleep-swollen eyes stumbled out. She was wearing a long plaid bathrobe and her feet were bare. Her hair was the color of cornsilk and hung around her shoulders, and as she neared the milk truck she blinked in the light and said, “I’m all fucked up.”
     I think I must’ve almost fallen down, because never in my life had I heard a female use a word that dirty before. Oh, I knew what the word meant and all, but its casual use from a pretty mouth shocked the fool out of me.
     “There’s a young man on the premises, Lainie,” Miss Grace said in a voice that could curl an iron nail. “Watch your language, please.”
     Lainie looked at me, and her cool stare made me recall the time I’d put a fork in an electric socket. Lainie’s eyes were chocolate brown and her lips seemed to wear a half smile, half sneer. Something about her face looked tough and wary, as if she’d run out of trust. There was a small red mark in the hollow of her throat. “Who’s the kid?” she asked.
     “Mr. Mackenson’s son. Show some class, hear?”
     I swallowed hard and averted my eyes from Lainie’s. Her robe was creeping open. It hit me what kind of girl used bad words, and what kind of place this was. I had heard from both Johnny Wilson and Ben Sears that there was a house full of whores somewhere near Zephyr. It was common knowledge at the elementary school. When you told somebody to “go suck a whore,” you were standing right on the razor’s edge of violence. I’d always imagined the whorehouse to be a mansion, though, with drooping willow trees and black servants who fetched the customers mint juleps on the front porch; the reality, however, was that the whorehouse wasn’t much of a step up from a broken-down trailer. Still and all, here it was right in front of me, and the girl with cornsilk hair and a dirty mouth earned her living by the pleasures of the flesh. I felt goose bumps ripple up my back, and I can’t tell you the kind of scenes that moved like a slow, dangerous storm through my head.
     “Take that milk and stuff to the kitchen,” Miss Grace told her.
     The sneer won out over the smile, and those brown eyes turned black. “I ain’t got kitchen duty! It’s Donna Ann’s week!”
     “It’s whose week I say it is, missy, and you know why I ought to put you in the kitchen for a whole month, too! Now, you do what I tell you and keep your smart mouth shut!”
     Lainie’s lips drew up into a puckered, practiced pout. But her eyes did not register the chastisement so falsely; they held cold centers of anger. She took the tray from me, and standing with her back to my dad and Miss Grace, she stuck out her wet pink tongue in my face and curled it up into a funnel. Then the tongue slicked back into her mouth, she turned away from me, and dismissed all of us with a buttstrut that was as wicked as a sword slash. She swayed on into the house, and after Lainie was gone Miss Grace grunted and said, “She’s as rough as a cob.”
     “Aren’t they all?” Dad asked, and Miss Grace blew a smoke ring and answered, “Yeah, but she don’t even pretend she’s got manners.” Her gaze settled on me. “Cory, why don’t you keep the cookies. All right?”
     I looked at Dad. He shrugged. “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
     “Good. It was a real pleasure to meet you.” Miss Grace returned her attention to my father and the cigarette to the corner of her mouth. “Let me know how everything turns out.”
     “I will, and thanks for lettin’ me use the phone.” He slid behind the wheel again. “I’ll pick up the milk tray next trip.”
     “Ya’ll be careful,” Miss Grace said, and she went into the white-painted whorehouse as Dad started the engine and let off the hand brake.
     We drove back to where the car had gone in. Saxon’s Lake was streaked with blue and purple in the morning light. Dad pulled the milk truck off onto a dirt road; the road, both of us realized, was where the car had come from. Then we sat and waited for the sheriff as the sunlight strengthened and the sky turned azure.
     Sitting there, my mind was split: one part was thinking about the car and the figure I thought I’d seen, and the other part was wondering how my dad knew Miss Grace at the whorehouse so well. But Dad knew all of his customers; he talked about them to Mom at the dinner table. I never recalled him mentioning Miss Grace or the whorehouse, however. Well, it wasn’t a proper subject for the dinner table, was it? And anyway, they wouldn’t talk about such things when I was around, even though all my friends and everybody else at school from the fourth grade up knew there was a house full of bad girls somewhere around Zephyr.
     I had been there. I had actually seen a bad girl. I had seen her curled tongue and her butt move in the folds of her robe.
     That, I figured, was going to make me one heck of a celebrity.
     “Cory?” my father said quietly. “Do you know what kind of business Miss Grace runs in that house?”
     “I…” Even a third-grader could’ve figured it out. “Yes sir.”
     “Any other day, I would’ve just left the order by the front door.” He was staring at the lake, as if seeing the car still tumbling slowly down through the depths with a handcuffed corpse at the wheel. “Miss Grace has been on my delivery route for two years. Every Monday and Thursday, like clockwork. In case it’s crossed your mind, your mother does know I come out here.”
     I didn’t answer, but I felt a whole lot lighter.
     “I don’t want you to tell anybody about Miss Grace or that house,” my father went on. “I want you to forget you were there, and what you saw and heard. Can you do that?”
     “Why?” I had to ask.
     “Because Miss Grace might be a lot different than you, me, or your mother, and she might be tough and mean and her line of work might not be a preacher’s dream, but she’s a good lady. I just don’t want talk gettin’ stirred up. The less said about Miss Grace and that house, the better. Do you see?”
     “I guess I do.”
     “Good.” He flexed his fingers on the steering wheel. The subject was closed.
     I was true to my word. My celebrityhood took flight, and that was that.
     I was about to open my mouth to tell him about the figure I’d seen in the woods when a black and white Ford with a bubble light on top and the town seal of Zephyr on the driver’s door rounded the corner and slowed to a stop near the milk truck. Sheriff Amory, whose first name was J.T., standing for Junior Talmadge, got out and Dad walked over to meet him.
     Sheriff Amory was a thin, tall man whose long-jawed face made me think of a picture I’d seen: Ichabod Crane trying to outrace the Headless Horseman. He had big hands and feet and a pair of ears that might’ve shamed Dumbo. If his nose had been any larger, he would’ve made a dandy weather-vane. He wore his sheriff’s star pinned to the front of his hat, and underneath it his dome was almost bald except for a wreath of dark brown hair. He pushed his hat back up on his shiny forehead as he and my dad talked at the lake’s edge and I watched my father’s hand motions as he showed Sheriff Amory where the car had come from and where it had gone. Then they both looked out toward the lake’s still surface, and I knew what they were thinking.
     That car might’ve sunken to the center of the earth. Even the snapping turtles that lived along the lakeshore couldn’t get far enough down to ever see that car again. Whoever the driver had been, he was sitting in the dark right now with mud in his teeth.
     “Handcuffed,” Sheriff Amory said, in his quiet voice. He had thick dark eyebrows over deep-set eyes the color of coal, and the pallor of his flesh suggested he had an affinity to the night. “You’re sure about that, Tom? And about the wire, too?”
     “I’m sure. Whoever strangled that fella did a hell of a job. Near about took his head off.”
     “Handcuffed,” the sheriff said again. “That was so he wouldn’t float out, I reckon.” He tapped his lower lip with a forefinger. “Well,” he said at last, “I believe we’ve got a murder on our hands, don’t you?”
     “If it wasn’t, I don’t know what murder is.”
     As they talked, I got out of the milk truck and wandered over to where I thought I’d seen that person watching me. There was nothing but weeds, rocks, and dirt where he’d been standing. If it had been a man, I thought. Could it have been a woman? I hadn’t seen long hair, but then again I hadn’t seen much of anything but a coat swirling in the wind. I walked back and forth along the line of trees. Beyond it, the woods deepened and swampy ground took over. I found nothing.
     “Better come on to the office and let me write it up,” the sheriff told my father. “If you want to go home and get some dry clothes on, that’d be fine.”
     My dad nodded. “I’ve got to finish my deliveries and get Cory to school, too.”
     “Okay. Seems to me we can’t do much for that fella at the bottom, anyhow.” He grunted, his hands in his pockets. “A murder. Last murder we had in Zephyr was in 1961. You remember when Bo Kallagan beat his wife to death with a bowlin’ trophy?”
     I returned to the milk truck and waited for my dad. The sun was up good and proper now, lighting the world. Or, at least, the world I knew. But things weighed heavy on my mind. It seemed to me that there were two worlds: one before the sun, and one after. And if that were true, then maybe there were people who were citizens of those different worlds as well. Some moved easily through the landscape of night, and others clung to the bright hours. Maybe I had seen one of those darktime citizens, in the world before the sun. And—a chilling thought—maybe he had seen me seeing him, too.
     I realized I had brought mud back into the milk truck. It was smeared all over my Keds.
     I looked at the soles, and the earth I had collected.
     On the bottom of my left Ked was a small green feather.
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Down in the Dark


THE GREEN FEATHER WENT INTO MY POCKET. FROM THERE IT found its way into a White Owl cigar box in my room, along with my collection of old keys and dried-up insects. I closed the box lid, placed the box in one of the seven mystic drawers, and slid the drawer shut.
     And that was how I forgot about it.
     The more I thought about seeing that figure at the edge of the woods, the more I thought I’d been wrong, that my eyes had been scared from seeing Dad sink underwater as the car went down. Several times I started to tell Dad about it, but something else got in the way. Mom threw a gut-busting fit when she found out he’d jumped into the lake. She was so mad at him she sobbed as she yelled, and Dad had to sit her down at the kitchen table and explain to her calmly why he had done it. “There was a man at the wheel,” Dad said. “I didn’t know he was already dead, I thought he was knocked cold. If I’d stood there without doing anything, what would I have thought of myself after it was over?”
     “You could’ve drowned!” she fired at him, tears on her cheeks. “You could’ve hit your head on a rock and drowned!”
     “I didn’t drown. I didn’t hit my head on a rock. I did what I had to do.” He gave her a paper napkin, and she used it to blot her eyes. A last salvo came out of her: “That lake’s full of cottonmouths! You could’ve swum right into a nest of ’em!”
     “I didn’t,” he said, and she sighed and shook her head as if she lived with the craziest fool ever born.
     “You’d better get out of those damp clothes,” she told him at last, and her voice was under control again. “I just thank God it’s not your body down at the bottom of the lake, too.” She stood up and helped him unbutton his soggy shirt. “Do you know who it was?”
     “Never saw him before.”
     “Who would do such a thing to another human being?”
     “That’s for J.T. to find out.” He peeled his shirt off, and Mom took it from him with two fingers as if the lake’s water carried leprosy. “I’ve got to go over to his office to help him write it up. I’ll tell you, Rebecca, when I looked into that dead man’s face my heart almost stopped. I’ve never seen anything like that before, and I hope to God I never see such a thing again, either.”
     “Lord,” Mom said. “What if you’d had a heart attack? Who would’ve saved you?”
     Worrying was my mother’s way. She fretted about the weather, the cost of groceries, the washing machine breaking down, the Tecumseh River being dirtied by the paper mill in Adams Valley, the price of new clothes, and everything under the sun. To my mother, the world was a vast quilt whose stitches were always coming undone. Her worrying somehow worked like a needle, tightening those dangerous seams. If she could imagine events through to their worst tragedy, then she seemed to have some kind of control over them. As I said, it was her way. My father could throw up a fistful of dice to make a decision, but my mother had an agony for every hour. I guess they balanced, as two people who love each other should.
     My mother’s parents, Grand Austin and Nana Alice, lived about twelve miles south in a town called Waxahatchee, on the edge of Robbins Air Force Base. Nana Alice was even worse a worrier than Mom; something in her soul craved tragic manna, whereas Grand Austin—who had been a logger and had a wooden leg to show for the slip of a band saw—warned her he would unscrew his leg and whop her upside the head with it if she didn’t pipe down and give him peace. He called his wooden leg his “peace pipe,” but as far as I know he never used it for any purpose except that for which it was carved. My mother had an older brother and sister, but my father was an only child.
     Anyway, I went to school that day and at the first opportunity told Davy Ray Callan, Johnny Wilson, and Ben Sears what had happened. By the time the school bell rang and I walked home, the news was moving across Zephyr like a crackling wildfire. Murder was the word of the hour. My parents were fighting off the phone calls. Everybody wanted to know the grisly details. I went outside to ride my rusted old bike and lead Rebel for a chase in the woods, and it came to me that maybe one of those people who called already knew the details. Maybe one of them was just trying to find out if he’d been seen, or what Sheriff Amory knew.
     I realized then, as I pedaled my bike through the forest and Rebel ran at my heels, that somebody in my hometown might be a killer.
     The days passed, warming into the heart of spring. A week after Dad had jumped into Saxon’s Lake, this was the story: Sheriff Amory had found no one missing from Zephyr or from any of the surrounding communities. A front-page article in the weekly Adams Valley Journal brought forth no new information. Sheriff Amory and two of his deputies, some of the firemen, and a half dozen volunteers got out on the lake in rowboats and dragged nets back and forth, but they only came up with an angry catch of snapping turtles and cottonmouths.
     Saxon’s Lake used to be Saxon’s Quarry back in the twenties, before the steam shovels had broken into an underground river that would not be capped or shunted aside. Estimates of its depth ranged from three hundred to five hundred feet. There wasn’t a net on earth that could scoop that sunken car back to the surface.
     The sheriff came by one evening for a talk with Dad and Mom, and they let me sit in on it. “Whoever did it,” Sheriff Amory explained, his hat in his lap and his nose throwing a shadow, “must’ve backed that car onto the dirt road facin’ the lake. We found the tire marks, but the footprints were all scuffed over. The killer must’ve had somethin’ wedged against the gas pedal. Just before you rounded the bend, he released the hand brake, slammed the door, and jumped back, and the car took off across Route Ten. He didn’t know you were gonna be there, of course. If you hadn’t been, the car would’ve gone on into the lake, sunk, and nobody would ever have known it happened.” He shrugged. “That’s the best I can come up with.”
     “You talked to Marty Barklee?”
     “Yeah, I did. Marty didn’t see anything. The way that dirt road sits, you can drive right past it at a reasonable clip and never even know it’s there.”
     “So where does that leave us?”
     The sheriff pondered my dad’s question, the silver star on his hat catching the lamplight. Outside, Rebel was barking and other dogs picked up the tribal call across Zephyr. The sheriff spread his big hands out and looked at his fingers. “Tom,” he said, “we have a real strange situation here. We’ve got tire marks but no car. You say you saw a dead man handcuffed to the wheel and a wire around his throat, but we don’t have a body and we’re not likely to recover one. Nobody’s missin’ from town. Nobody’s missin’ in the whole area, except a teenaged girl whose mother thinks she ran off with her boyfriend to Nashville. And the boy don’t have a tattoo, by the way. I can’t find anybody who’s seen a fella with a tattoo like the one you described.” Sheriff Amory looked at me, then my mother, and then back to my dad with his coal-black eyes. “You know that riddle, Tom? The one about a tree fallin’ in the woods, and if there’s nobody around to hear it, does it make a noise? Well, if there’s no body and no one’s missin’ anywhere that I can tell, was there a murder or not?”
     “I know what I saw,” Dad said. “Are you doubtin’ my word, J.T.?”
     “No, I didn’t say that. I’m only sayin’ I can’t do anything more until we get a murder victim. I need a name, Tom. I need a face. Without an identification, I don’t even know where to start.”
     “So in the meantime somebody who killed another man is walkin’ around as free as you please and doesn’t have to be scared of gettin’ caught anytime soon. Is that it?”
     “Yep,” the sheriff admitted. “That about sums it up.”
     Of course Sheriff Amory promised he’d keep working on it, and that he’d call around the state for information on missing persons. Sooner or later, he said, somebody would have to ask after the man who had gone down in the lake. When the sheriff had gone, my father went out to sit on the front porch by himself with the light off, and he sat there alone past the time Mom told me to get ready for bed.
     That was the night my father’s cry awakened me in the dark.
     I sat up in bed, my nerves jangled. I could hear Mom talking to Dad through the wall. “It’s all right,” she was saying. “It was a bad dream, just a bad dream, everything’s all right.”
     Dad was quiet for a long time. I heard water running in the bathroom. Then the squeak of their bedsprings. “You want to tell me about it?” Mom asked him.
     “No. God, no.”
     “It was just a bad dream.”
     “I don’t care. It was real enough.”
     “Can you get back to sleep?”
     He sighed. I could imagine him there in the darkened bedroom, his hands pressed to his face. “I don’t know,” he said.
     “Let me rub your back.”
     The bedsprings squeaked again, as the weight of their bodies shifted. “You’re awful tight,” Mom said. “All up in your neck, too.”
     “That hurts like hell. Right there, where your thumb is.”
     “It’s a crick. You must’ve pulled a muscle.”
     Silence. My neck and shoulders, too, had been comforted by my mother’s supple hands. Every so often the springs spoke, announcing a movement. Then my father’s voice came back. “I had another nightmare about that man in the car.”
     “I figured so.”
     “I was lookin’ at him in that car, with his face beat all to pulp and his throat strangled with a wire. I saw the handcuff on his wrist, and the tattoo on his shoulder. The car was goin’ down, and then… then his eyes opened.”
     I shivered. I could see it myself, and my father’s voice was almost a gasp.
     “He looked at me. Right at me. Water poured out of his eyeholes. He opened his mouth, and his tongue was as black as a snake’s head. And then he said, ‘Come with me.’”
     “Don’t think about it,” Mom interrupted. “Just close your eyes and rest.”
     “I can’t rest. I can’t.” I pictured my father’s body, lying like a question mark on the bed as Mom kneaded the iron-tight muscles of his back. “My nightmare,” he went on. “The man in the car reached out and grabbed my wrist. His fingernails were blue. His fingers bit hard into my skin, and he said, ‘Come with me, down in the dark.’ The car… the car started sinkin’, faster and faster, and I tried to break loose but he wouldn’t let me go, and he said, ‘Come with me, come with me, down in the dark.’ And then the lake closed over my head and I couldn’t get away from it and I opened my mouth to scream but the water filled it up. Oh Jesus, Rebecca. Oh, Jesus.”
     “It wasn’t real. Listen to me! It was only a bad dream, and everythin’s all right now.”
     “No,” Dad answered. “It’s not. This thing is eatin’ at me, and it’s only gettin’ worse. I thought I could put it behind me. I mean, my God, I’ve seen a dead person before. Up close. But this… this is different. That wire around his throat, the handcuff, the face that somebody had pounded into putty… it’s different. And not knowin’ who he was, or anythin’ about him… it’s eatin’ at me, day and night.”
     “It’ll pass,” Mom said. “That’s what you tell me whenever I want to worry the warts off a frog. Hang on, you tell me. It’ll pass.”
     “Maybe it will. I hope to God it will. But for right now, it’s in my head and I can’t shake it loose for the life of me. And this is the worst thing, Rebecca; this is what’s grindin’ inside of me. Whoever did it had to be a local. Had to be. Whoever did it knew how deep the lake is. He knew when that car went in there, the body was gone. Rebecca… whoever did this thing might be somebody I deliver milk to. It might be somebody who sits on our pew at church. Somebody we buy groceries or clothes from. Somebody we’ve known all our lives… or thought we knew. That scares me like I’ve never been scared before. You know why?” He was silent for a moment, and I could imagine the way the pulse throbbed at his temple. “Because if it’s not safe here, it’s not safe anywhere in this world.” His voice cracked a little on the last word. I was glad I wasn’t in that room, and that I couldn’t see his face.
     Two or three minutes passed. I think my father was just lying there, letting Mom rub his back. “Do you think you can sleep now?” she finally asked him, and he said, “I’ll try.”
     The springs spoke a few times. I heard my mother murmur something close to his ear. He said, “I hope so,” and then they were silent. Sometimes my dad snored; tonight he did not. I wondered if he lay awake after Mom had drifted off, and if he saw the corpse in the car reaching for him to drag him under. What he’d said haunted me: if it’s not safe here, it’s not safe anywhere in this world. This thing had hurt my father, in a place deeper than the bottom of Saxon’s Lake. Maybe it was the suddenness of what had happened, or the violence, or the cold-bloodedness of it. Maybe it was the knowledge that there were terrible secrets behind closed doors, even in the kindest of towns.
     I think my father had always believed all people were good, even in their secret souls. This thing had cracked his foundations, and it occurred to me that the murderer had handcuffed my father to that awful moment in time just as the victim had been handcuffed to the wheel. I closed my eyes and prayed for Dad, that he could find his way up out of the dark.
     March went out like a lamb, but the murderer’s work was unfinished.






3
The Invader


THINGS SETTLED DOWN, AS THINGS WILL.
     On the first Saturday afternoon in April, with the trees budding and flowers pushing up from the warming earth, I sat between Ben Sears and Johnny Wilson surrounded by the screaming hordes as Tarzan—Gordon Scott, the best Tarzan there ever was—plunged his knife into a crocodile’s belly and blood spurted in scarlet Eastman color.
     “Did you see that? Did you see that?” Ben kept saying, elbowing me in the ribs. Of course I saw it. I had eyes, didn’t I? My ribs weren’t going to last until the Three Stooges short between the double features, that was for certain.
     The Lyric was the only movie theater in Zephyr. It had been built in 1945, after the Second World War, when Zephyr’s sons marched or limped back home and they wanted entertainment to chase away the nightmares of swastika and rising sun. Some fine town father dug into his pockets and bought a construction man from Birmingham who drew a blueprint and marked off squares on a vacant lot where a tobacco barn used to be. I wasn’t there at the time, of course, but Mr. Dollar could tell you the whole story. Up went a palace of stucco angels, and on Saturday afternoons we devils of the common clay hunkered down in those seats with our popcorn, candy, and Yoo-Hoos and for a few hours our parents had breathing space again.
     Anyway, my two buddies and me were sitting watching Tarzan on a Saturday afternoon. I forget why Davy Ray wasn’t there; I think he was grounded for hitting Molly Lujack in the head with a pine cone. But satellites could go up and spit sparks in outer space. A man with a beard and a cigar could jabber in Spanish on an island off the coast of Florida while blood reddened a bay for pigs. That bald-headed Russian could bang his shoe. Soldiers could be packing their gear for a trip to a jungle called Vietnam. Atom bombs could go off in the desert and blow dummies out of tract-house living rooms. We didn’t care about any of that. It wasn’t magic. Magic was inside the Lyric on Saturday afternoons, at the double feature, and we took full advantage of getting ourselves lost in the spell.
     I recall watching a TV show—“77 Sunset Strip”—where the hero walked into a theater named the Lyric, and I got to thinking about that word. I looked it up in my massive two-thousand-four-hundred-and-eighty-three-page dictionary Granddaddy Jaybird had given me for my tenth birthday. “Lyric,” it said: “Melodic. Suitable for singing. A lyric poem. Of the lyre.” That didn’t seem to make much sense in regards to a movie theater, until I continued following lyre in my dictionary. Lyre took me into the story-poems sung by traveling minstrels back when there were castles and kings. Which took me back to that wonderful word: story. It seemed to me at an early age that all human communication—whether it’s TV, movies, or books—begins with somebody wanting to tell a story. That need to tell, to plug into a universal socket, is probably one of our grandest desires. And the need to hear stories, to live lives other than our own for even the briefest moment, is the key to the magic that was born in our bones.
     The Lyric.
     “Stab it, Tarzan! Stab it!” Ben yelled, and that elbow was working overtime. Ben Sears was a plump boy with brown hair cropped close to his skull, and he had a high, girlish voice and wore horn-rimmed glasses. The shirt wasn’t made that could stay tucked into his jeans. He was so clumsy his shoelaces could strangle him. He had a broad chin and fat cheeks and he would never grow up to resemble Tarzan in any girl’s dream, but he was my friend. By contrast to Ben’s chubby exuberance, Johnny Wilson was slim, quiet, and bookish. He had some Indian blood in him that showed in his black, luminous eyes. Under the summer sun his skin turned brown as a pine nut. His hair was almost black, too, and slicked back with Vitalis except for a cowlick that shot up like a wild onion at the crease of his part. His father, who was a foreman at the sheet rock plant between Zephyr and Union Town, wore his hair exactly the same way. Johnny’s mother was the library teacher at Zephyr Elementary, so I suppose that’s how he got his affinity for reading. Johnny ate encyclopedias like any other kid might eat Red Hots or Lemonheads. He had a nose like a Cherokee hatchet and a small scar warped his right eyebrow where his cousin Philbo had hit him with a stick when we were all playing soldiers back in 1960. Johnny Wilson endured schoolyard taunts about being a “squawboy,” or having “nigger blood,” and he’d been born with a clubfoot to boot, which only doubled the abuse directed at him. He was a stoic before I knew the meaning of the word.
     The movie meandered to its conclusion like a jungle river to the sea. Tarzan defeated the evil elephant poachers, returned the Star of Solomon to its tribe, and swung into the sunset. The Three Stooges short subject came on, in which Moe wrenched out Larry’s hair by the handfuls and Curly sat in a bathtub full of lobsters. We all had a grand old time.
     And then, without fanfare, the second feature began.
     It was in black and white, which caused immediate groans from the audience. Everybody knew that color was real life. The title came up on the screen: Invaders from Mars. The movie looked old, like it had been made in the fifties. “I’m goin’ for popcorn,” Ben announced. “Anybody want anythin’?” We said no, and he negotiated the raucous aisle alone.
     The credits ended, and the story started.
     Ben returned with his bucket of buttered popcorn in time to see what the young hero saw through his telescope, aimed at the stormy night sky: a flying saucer, descending into a sand hill behind his house. Usually the Saturday-afternoon crowd hollered and laughed at the screen when there was no fighting going on, but this time the stark sight of that ominous saucer coming down silenced the house.
     I believe that for the next hour and a half the concession stand did no business, though there were kids leaving their seats and running for a view of daylight. The boy in the movie couldn’t make anybody believe he’d seen a flying saucer come down, and he watched through his telescope as a policeman was sucked down into a vortex of sand as if by a grotesque, otherworldly vacuum cleaner. Then the policeman came to visit the house and assure the boy that no, of course no flying saucer had landed. Nobody else had seen this flying saucer land, had they? But the policeman acted… funny. Like he was a robot, his eyes dead in a pasty face. The boy had noticed a weird X-shaped wound on the back of the policeman’s neck. The policeman, a jolly gent before his walk to the sand hill, did not smile. He was changed.
     The X-shaped wound began to show up on the backs of other necks. No one believed the boy, who tried to make his parents understand there was a nest of Martians in the earth behind his house. Then his parents went out to see for themselves.
     Ben had forgotten about the bucket of popcorn in his lap. Johnny sat with his knees pulled up to his chest. I couldn’t seem to draw a breath.
     Oh, you are such a silly boy, the grim, unsmiling parents told him when they returned from their walk. There is nothing to be afraid of. Nothing. Everything is fine. Come with us, let us go up to where you say you saw this saucer descend. Let us show you what a silly, silly boy you are.
     “Don’t go,” Ben whispered. “Don’t go don’t go!” I heard his fingernails scrape against the armrests.
     The boy ran. Away from home, away from the unsmiling strangers. Everywhere he looked, he saw the X-shaped wound. The chief of police had one on the back of his neck. People the boy had always known were suddenly changed, and they wanted to hold him until his parents could come pick him up. Silly, silly boy, they said. Martians in the ground, about to take over the world. Who would ever believe a story like that?
     At the end of this horror, the army got down in a honeycomb of tunnels the Martians had burrowed in the ground. The Martians had a machine down there that cut into the back of your neck and turned you into one of them. The leader of the Martians, a head with tentacles in a glass bowl, looked like something that had backed up out of a septic tank. The boy and the army fought against the Martians, who shambled through the tunnels as if fighting the weight of gravity. At the collision of Martian machines and army tanks, with the earth hanging in the balance…
     …the boy awakened.
     A dream, his father said. His mother smiled at him. A dream. Nothing to fear. Go to sleep, we’ll see you in the morning.
     Just a bad, bad dream.
     And then the boy got up in the dark, peered through his telescope, and saw a flying saucer descending from the stormy night sky into a sand hill behind his house.
The End?
     The lights came up. Saturday afternoon at the movies was over.
     “What’s wrong with them?” I heard Mr. Stellko, the Lyric’s manager, say to one of the ushers as we filed out. “Why’re they so darned quiet?”
     Sheer terror has no voice.
     Somehow we managed to get on our bikes and start pedaling. Some kids walked home, some waited for their parents to pick them up. All of us were linked by what we had just witnessed, and when Ben, Johnny, and I stopped at the gas station on Ridgeton Street to get air put in Johnny’s front tire, I caught Ben staring at the back of Mr. White’s neck, where the sunburned skin folded up.
     We parted ways at the corner of Bonner and Hilltop streets. Johnny flew for home, Ben cranked his bike with his stumpy legs, and I fought the rusted chain every foot of the distance. My bike had seen its best days. It was ancient when it came to me, by way of a flea market. I kept asking for a new one, but my father said I would have to do with what I had or do without. Money was tight some months; going to the movies on Saturday was a luxury. I found out, sometime later, that Saturday afternoon was the only time the springs in my parents’ bedroom could sing a symphony without me wondering what was going on.
     “You have fun?” my mother asked when I came in from playing with Rebel.
     “Yes ma’am,” I said. “The Tarzan movie was neat.”
     “Double feature, wasn’t it?” Dad inquired, sitting on the sofa with his feet up. The television was tuned to an exhibition baseball game; it was getting to be that time of year.
     “Yes sir.” I walked on past them, en route to the kitchen and an apple.
     “Well, what was the other movie about?”
     “Oh… nothin’,” I answered.
     Parents can smell a mouse quicker than a starving cat. They let me get my apple, wash it under the faucet, polish it, and then bring it back into the front room. They let me sink my teeth into it, and then my dad looked up from the Zenith and said, “What’s the matter with you?”
     I crunched the apple. Mom sat down next to Dad, and their eyes were on me. “Sir?” I asked.
     “Every other Saturday you burst in here like gangbusters wantin’ to tell us all about the movies. We can’t hardly stop you from actin’ ’em out scene by scene. So what’s the matter with you today?”
     “Uh… I guess I… don’t know, exactly.”
     “Come here,” Mom said. When I did, her hand flew to my forehead. “Not runnin’ a fever. Cory, you feel all right?”
     “I’m fine.”
     “So one movie was about Tarzan,” my father plowed on, bulldog stubborn. “What was the other movie about?”
     I supposed I could tell them the title. But how could I tell them what it was really about? How could I tell them that the movie I had just seen tapped the primal fear of every child alive: that their parents would, in an instant of irreversible time, be forever swept away and replaced by cold, unsmiling aliens? “It was… a monster movie,” I decided to say.
     “That must’ve been right up your alley, then.” Dad’s attention veered back to the baseball game as a bat cracked like a pistol shot. “Whoa! Run for it, Mickey!”
     The telephone rang. I hurried to answer it before my folks could ask me any more questions. “Cory? Hi, this is Mrs. Sears. Can I speak to your mother, please?”
     “Just a minute. Mom?” I called. “Phone for you!”
     Mom took the receiver, and I had to go to the bathroom. Number one, thankfully. I wasn’t sure I was ready to sit on the toilet with the memory of that tentacled Martian head in my mind.
     “Rebecca?” Mrs. Sears said. “How are you?”
     “Doin’ fine, Lizbeth. You get your raffle tickets?”
     “I sure did. Four of them, and I hope at least one is lucky.”
     “That’s good.”
     “Well, the reason I’m callin’ is, Ben got back from the movies just a little while ago and I was wonderin’ how Cory is.”
     “Cory? He’s—” She paused, and in her mind she was considering my strange state. “He says he’s fine.”
     “So does Ben, but he acts a little… I don’t know, maybe ‘bothered’ is the word I’m lookin’ for. Usually he hounds the heck out of Sim and me wantin’ to tell us about the movies, but today we can’t get him to talk. He’s out back right now. Said he wants to make sure about somethin’, but he won’t tell us what.”
     “Cory’s in the bathroom,” my mother said, as if that, too, was a piece of the puzzle. She cast her voice lower, in case I could hear over my waterfall. “He does act a little funny. You think somethin’ happened between ’em at the movies?”
     “I thought of it. Maybe they had a fallin’-out.”
     “Well, they’ve been friends for a long time, but it does happen.”
     “Happened with me and Amy Lynn McGraw. We were fast friends for six years and then we didn’t speak for a whole year over a lost packet of sewin’ needles. But I was thinkin’, maybe the boys ought to get together. If they’ve had an argument, maybe they ought to work it out right off.”
     “Makes sense.”
     “I was gonna ask Ben if he’d like Cory to spend the night. Would that be all right with you?”
     “I don’t mind, but I’ll have to ask Tom and Cory.”
     “Wait a minute,” Mrs. Sears said, “Ben’s comin’ in.” My mother heard a screen door slam. “Ben? I’ve got Cory’s mother on the phone. Would you like Cory to spend the night here tonight?” My mother listened, but she couldn’t make out what Ben was saying over the flush of our toilet. “He says he’d like that,” Mrs. Sears told her.
     I emerged from the bathroom, into the well-meaning complicity. “Cory, would you like to spend the night at Ben’s house?”
     I thought about it. “I don’t know,” I said, but I couldn’t tell her why. The last time I’d spent the night over there, back in February, Mr. Sears hadn’t come home all night and Mrs. Sears had walked the floor fretting about where he might be. Ben told me his father took a lot of overnight trips and he asked me not to say anything.
     “Ben wants you to come,” Mom prodded, mistaking my reluctance.
     I shrugged. “Okay. I guess.”
     “Go make sure it’s all right with your father.” While I went to the front room to ask, my mother said to Mrs. Sears, “I know how important friendship is. We’ll get ’em patched up if there’s any problem.”
     “Dad says okay,” I told her when I returned. If my father was watching a baseball game, he would be agreeable to flossing his teeth with barbed wire.
     “Lizbeth? He’ll be there. ’Round six o’clock?” She put her hand over the mouthpiece and said to me, “They’re havin’ fried chicken for dinner.”
     I nodded and tried to summon a smile, but my thoughts were in the tunnels where the Martians plotted the destruction of the human race, town by town.
     “Rebecca? How’re things goin’?” Mrs. Sears asked. “You know what I mean.”
     “Run on, Cory,” she told me, and I did even though I knew important things were about to be discussed. “Well,” she said to Lizbeth Sears, “Tom’s sleepin’ a little better now, but he still has the nightmares. I wish I could do somethin’ to help, but I think he just has to work it out for himself.”
     “I hear the sheriff’s about given it up.”
     “It’s been three weeks without any kind of lead. J.T. told Tom on Friday that he sent word out all over the state, Georgia and Mississippi, too, but he hasn’t come up with a thing. It’s like the man in that car came from another planet.”
     “Now, there’s a chilly thought.”
     “Somethin’ else,” my mother said, and she sighed heavily. “Tom’s… changed. It’s more than the nightmares, Lizbeth.” She turned toward the kitchen pantry and stretched the cord as far as it would go so there was no chance of Dad hearing. “He’s careful to lock all the doors and windows, where before he didn’t care about locks. Up until it happened, we left our doors unlocked most of the time, like everybody else does. Now Tom gets up two or three times in the night to check the bolts. And last week he came home from his route with red mud on his shoes, when it hadn’t rained. I think he went back to the lake.”
     “What on earth for?”
     “I don’t know. To walk and think, I suppose. I remember when I was nine years old I had a yellow cat that got run over by a truck in front of our house. Calico’s blood stayed on the pavement for a long time. That place pulled me. I hated it, but I had to go there and see where Calico died. I always thought that there was somethin’ I could’ve done to keep him alive. Or maybe up until it happened, I thought everythin’ lived forever.” She paused, staring at pencil marks on the back door that showed the steady progress of my growth. “I think Tom’s got a lot on his mind right now.”
     Their conversation rolled on into the realm of this and that, though at the center of it was the incident at Saxon’s Lake. I watched the baseball game with Dad, and I noticed that he kept closing and opening his right hand as if he were either trying to grasp something or free himself from a grip. Then it got time to get ready to go, and I gathered up my pajamas, my toothbrush, and another set of socks and underwear and shoved everything down in my army surplus knapsack. Dad told me to be careful and Mom told me to have fun, but to be back in the morning in time for Sunday school. I rubbed Rebel’s head and threw a stick for him to chase, and then I climbed on my bike and pedaled away.
     Ben didn’t live very far, only a half mile or so from my house at the dead end of Deerman Street. On Deerman Street I pedaled quietly, because guarding the corner of Deerman and Shantuck was the somber gray stone house where the notorious Branlin brothers lived. The Branlins, thirteen and fourteen years of age, had peroxided blond hair and delighted in destruction. Oftentimes they roamed the neighborhood on their matching black bicycles like vultures searching for fresh meat. I had heard from Davy Ray Callan that the Branlins sometimes tried to run cars off the street with their speeding black bikes, and that he’d actually witnessed Gotha Branlin, the oldest, tell his own mother to go to the bad place. Gotha and Gordo were like the Black Plague; you hoped they wouldn’t get you, but once they laid a hand on you, there was no escape.
     So far I had been insignificant to their careening meanness. I planned for it to stay that way.
     Ben’s house was much like my own. Ben had a brown dog named Tumper, who got up from his belly on the front porch to bark my arrival. Ben came out to meet me, and Mrs. Sears said hello and asked if I wanted a glass of root beer. She was dark-haired and had a pretty face, but she had hips as big as watermelons. Inside the house, Mr. Sears came up from his woodshop in the basement to speak to me. He was large and round, too, his heavy-jowled face ruddy under crew-cut brown hair. Mr. Sears was a happy man with a buck-toothed grin, woodshavings clinging to his striped shirt, and he told me a joke about a Baptist preacher and an outhouse that I didn’t really understand, but he laughed to cue me and Ben said, “Aw, Daddy!” as if he’d heard that dumb joke a dozen times.
     I unpacked my knapsack in Ben’s room, where he had nifty collections of baseball cards, bottle caps, and wasps’ nests. As I got squared away, Ben sat down on his Superman bedspread and said, “Did you tell your folks about the movie?”
     “No. Did you?”
     “Uh-uh.” He picked at a loose thread on Superman’s face. “How come you didn’t?”
     “I don’t know. How come you didn’t?”
     Ben shrugged, but thoughts were working in his head. “I guess,” he said, “it was too awful to tell.”
     “Yeah.”
     “I went out back,” Ben said. “No sand. Just rock.”
     We both agreed the Martians would have a tough time drilling through all the red rock in the hills around Zephyr, if they were to come calling. Then Ben opened a cardboard box and showed me his Civil War bubble gum cards that had gory paintings of guys getting shot, bayoneted, and clobbered by cannon balls, and we sat making up a story for each card until his mother rang a bell to say it was time for fried chicken.
     After dinner—and Mrs. Sears’s wonderful black bottom pie washed down with a glass of cold Green Meadows milk—we all played a game of Scrabble. Ben’s parents were partners, and Mr. Sears kept trying to pass made-up words that even I knew weren’t in the dictionary, like “kafloom” and “goganus.” Mrs. Sears said he was as crazy as a monkey in itching powder, but she grinned at his antics just like I did. “Cory?” he said. “Didja hear the one about the three preachers tryin’ to get into heaven?” and before I could say “No” he was off on a joke-telling jaunt. He seemed to favor the preacher jokes, and I had to wonder what Reverend Lovoy at the Methodist church would think of them.
     It was past eight o’clock and we’d started our second game when Tumper barked on the front porch and a few seconds later there was a knock on the door. “I’ll get it,” Mr. Sears said. He opened the door to a wiry, craggy-faced man wearing jeans and a red-checked shirt. “Hey, Donny!” Mr. Sears greeted him. “Come on in, you buzzard!”
     Mrs. Sears was watching her husband and the man named Donny. I saw her jaw tense.
     Donny said something in a low voice to Mr. Sears, and Mr. Sears called to us, “Me and Donny are gonna sit on the porch for a while. Y’all go on and play.”
     “Hon?” Mrs. Sears drew up a smile, but I could tell it was in danger of slipping. “I need a partner.”
     The screen door closed at his back.
     Mrs. Sears sat very still for a long moment, staring at the door. Her smile had gone.
     “Mom?” Ben said. “It’s your turn.”
     “All right.” She tried to pull her attention to the Scrabble tiles. I could tell she was trying as hard as she could, but her gaze kept slipping back to the screen door. Out on the porch, Mr. Sears and the wiry man named Donny were sitting in folding chairs, their conversation quiet and serious. “All right,” Ben’s mother said again. “Let me think now, just give me a minute.”
     More than a minute passed. Off in the distance, a dog began barking. Then two more. Tumper took up the call. Mrs. Sears was still choosing her tiles when the door flew open again.
     “Hey, Lizbeth! Ben! Come out here, and hurry!”
     “What is it, Sim? What’s—”
     “Just come out here!” he hollered, and of course we all got up from the table to see.
     Donny was standing in the yard, looking toward the west. The neighborhood dogs were really whooping it up. Lights burned in windows, and other people were emerging to find out what the uproar was about. Mr. Sears pointed in the direction Donny was looking. “You ever seen anythin’ like that before?”
     I looked up. So did Ben, and I heard him gasp as if he’d been stomach-punched.
     It was coming down from the night sky, descending from the canopy of stars. It was a glowing red thing, purple spears of fire trailing behind it, and it left a white trail of smoke against the darkness.
     In that instant my heart almost exploded. Ben took a backward step, and he might have fallen had he not collided with one of his mother’s hips. I knew in my hammering, rioting heart that everywhere across Zephyr kids who had been in the Lyric theater that afternoon were looking up at the sky and feeling terror peel the lips back from their teeth.
     I came very close to wetting my pants. Somehow I held my water, but it was a near thing.
     Ben blubbered. He made mangled sounds. He wheezed, “It’s… it’s… it’s…”
     “A comet!” Mr. Sears shouted. “Look at that thing fall!”
     Donny grunted and slid a toothpick into the corner of his mouth. I glanced at him and by the porch light saw his dirty fingernails.
     It was falling in a long, slow spiral, ribbons of sparks flaying out in its wake. It made no noise, but people were shouting for other people to look and some of the dogs had started that kind of howling that makes your backbone quiver.
     “Comin’ down between here and Union Town,” Donny observed. His head was cocked to one side, his face gaunt and his dark hair slick with brilliantine. “Comin’ down like a sonofabitch.”
     Between Zephyr and Union Town lay eight miles of hills, woods, and swamp cut by the Tecumseh River. It was Martian territory if there ever was, I thought, and I felt all the circuits in my brain jangle like fire alarms going off. I looked at Ben. His eyes seemed to be bulging outward by the cranial pressure of pure fear. The only thing I could think of when I stared at the fireball again was the tentacled head in the glass bowl, its face serenely evil and slightly Oriental. I could hardly stand up, my legs were so weak.
     “Hey, Sim?” Donny’s voice was low and slow, and he was chewing on the toothpick. “How about we go chase that bugger down?” His face turned toward Mr. Sears. His nose was flat, as if it had been busted by a big fist. “What do you say, Sim?”
     “Yeah!” he answered. “Yeah, we’ll go chase it down! Find out where it falls!”
     “No, Sim!” Mrs. Sears said. In her voice was a note of pleading. “Stay with me and the boys tonight!”
     “It’s a comet, Lizbeth!” he explained, grinning. “How many times in your life do you get to chase a comet?”
     “Please, Sim.” She grasped his forearm. “Stay with us. All right?” I saw her fingers tighten.
     “About to hit.” Donny’s jaw muscles clenched as he chewed. “Time’s wastin’.”
     “Yeah! Time’s wastin’, Lizbeth!” Mr. Sears pulled away. “I’ll get my jacket!” He rushed up the porch steps and into the house. Before the screen door could slam, Ben was running after his father.
     Mr. Sears went back to the bedroom he shared with his wife. He opened the closet, got his brown poplin jacket, and shrugged into it. Then he reached up onto the closet’s top shelf, his hand winnowing under a red blanket. As Mr. Sears’s hand emerged, Ben walked into the room behind him and caught a glint of metal between his father’s fingers.
     Ben knew what it was. He knew what it was for.
     “Daddy?” he said. “Please stay home.”
     “Hey, boy!” His father turned toward him, grin in place, and he slid the metal object down into his jacket and zipped the jacket up. “I’m gonna go see where the comet comes down with Mr. Blaylock. I won’t be but a little while.”
     Ben stood in the doorway, between his father and the outside world. His eyes were wet and scared. “Can I go with you, Daddy?”
     “No, Ben. Not this time. I gotta go now.”
     “Let me go with you. Okay? I won’t make any noise. Okay?”
     “No, son.” Mr. Sears’s hand clamped down on Ben’s shoulder. “You have to stay here with your mother and Cory.” Though Ben stiffly resisted, his father’s hand moved him aside. “You be a good boy, now,” Mr. Sears said as his big shoes carried him toward the door.
     Ben made one more attempt by grasping his father’s fingers and trying to hold him. “Don’t go, Daddy!” he said. “Don’t go! Please don’t go!”
     “Ben, don’t act like a baby. Let me go, son.”
     “No, sir,” Ben answered. The wetness of his eyes had overflowed onto his pudgy cheeks. “I won’t.”
     “I’m just goin’ out to see where the comet falls. I won’t be gone but a little while.”
     “If you go… if you go…” Ben’s throat was clogging up with emotion, and he could hardly squeeze the words out. “You’ll come back changed.”
     “Let’s hit the road, Sim!” Donny Blaylock urged from the front porch.
     “Ben?” Mr. Sears said sternly. “I’m goin’ with Mr. Blaylock. Act like a man, now.” He worked his fingers free, and Ben stood there looking up at him with an expression of agony. His father scraped a hand through Ben’s cropped hair. “I’ll bring you back a piece of it, all right, Tiger?”
     “Don’t go,” the weeping tiger croaked.
     His father turned his back on him, and strode out the screen door to where Donny Blaylock waited. I was still standing with Mrs. Sears in the yard, watching the fiery thing in its last few seconds of descent. Mrs. Sears said, “Sim? Don’t do it,” but her voice was so weak it didn’t carry. Mr. Sears did not speak to his wife, and he followed the other man to a dark blue Chevy parked at the curb. Red foam dice hung from the radio antenna, and the right rear side was smashed in. Donny Blaylock slid behind the wheel and Mr. Sears got in the other side. The Chevy started up like a cannon going off, shooting black exhaust. As the car pulled away, I heard Mr. Sears laugh as if he’d just told another preacher joke. Donny Blaylock must’ve stomped the gas pedal, because the rear tires shrieked as the Chevy tore away up Deerman Street.
     I looked toward the west again, and saw the fiery thing disappear over the wooded hills. Its glow pulsed against the dark like a beating heart. It had come to earth somewhere in the wilderness.
     There was no sand anywhere out there. The Martians, I thought, were going to have to slog through a lot of mud and waterweeds.
     I heard the screen door slam, and I turned around and saw Ben standing on the front porch. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. He stared along Deerman Street, as if he were tracking the Chevy’s progress, but by that time the car had turned right on Shantuck and was out of sight.
     In the distance, probably up in Bruton, dogs were still baying. Mrs. Sears released a long, strengthless sigh. “Let’s go in,” she said.
     Ben’s eyes were swollen, but his crying was done. No one seemed to want to finish the game of Scrabble. Mrs. Sears said, “Why don’t you boys go play in your room, Ben?” and he nodded slowly, his eyes glazed as if he’d taken a heavy blow to the skull. Mrs. Sears went back to the kitchen, where she turned on the water. In Ben’s room, I sat on the floor with the Civil War cards while Ben stood at the window.
     I could tell he was suffering. I’d never seen him like this before, and I had to say something. “Don’t worry,” I told him. “It’s not Martians. It was a meteor, that’s all.”
     He didn’t answer.
     “A meteor’s just a big hot rock,” I said. “There’re no Martians inside it.”
     Ben was silent; his thoughts had him.
     “Your dad’ll be okay,” I said.
     Ben spoke, in a voice terrible in its quiet: “He’ll come back changed.”
     “No, he won’t. Listen… that was just a movie. It was made up.” I realized that as I said this I was letting go of something, and it felt both painful and good at the same time. “See, there’s not really a machine that cuts into the backs of people’s necks. There’s not really a big Martian head in a glass bowl. It’s all made up. You don’t have to be scared. See?”
     “He’ll come back changed,” Ben repeated.
     I tried, but nothing I could say would make him believe any differently. Mrs. Sears came in, and her eyes looked swollen, too. But she managed a brave smile that hurt my heart, and she said, “Cory? Do you want to take the first bath?”
     Mr. Sears was not home by ten o’clock, when his wife switched off the light in Ben’s bedroom. I lay under the crisp white sheet beside Ben, listening to the night. A couple of dogs still conversed back and forth, and every once in a while Tumper offered a muttered opinion. “Ben?” I whispered. “You awake?” He didn’t answer, but the way he was breathing told me he wasn’t sleeping. “Don’t worry,” I said. “Okay?”
     He turned over, and pressed his face against his pillow.
     Eventually I drifted off. I did not, surprisingly, dream of Martians and X-shaped wounds on the backs of loved ones’ necks. In my dream my father swam for the sinking car, and when his head went under, it did not come back up. I stood on the red rock cliff, calling for him, until Lainie came to me like a white mist and took my hand in a damp grip. As she led me away from the lake, I could hear my mother calling to me from the distance, and a figure stood at the edge of the woods wearing a long overcoat that flapped in the wind.
     An earthquake woke me up.
     I opened my eyes, my heart pounding. Something had crashed; the sound was trapped inside my head. The lights were still off, and the night still reigned. I reached out and touched Ben beside me. He drew in a sharp breath, as if my touch had scared the wits out of him. I heard an engine boom, and I looked out the window toward Deerman Street to see a Chevy’s taillights as Donny Blaylock pulled away.
     The screen door, I realized. The sound of the screen door slamming had jolted me awake.
     “Ben?” I rasped, my mouth thick with sleep. “Your dad’s come home!”
     Something else crashed down in the front room. The whole house seemed to shake.
     “Sim?” It was Mrs. Sears’s voice, high-pitched. “Sim?”
     I got out of bed, but Ben just lay there. I think he was staring at the ceiling. I walked through the hallway in the dark, my feet squeaking the boards. I bumped into Mrs. Sears, standing where the hall met the front room, no lights on anywhere.
     I heard a hoarse, terrible breathing.
     It was, I thought, the sound a Martian might make as its alien lungs strained on earthly air.
     “Sim?” Mrs. Sears said. “I’m right here.”
     “Right here,” a voice answered. “Right… here. Right… fuckin’… here.”
     It was Mr. Sears’s voice, yes. But it was different. Changed. There was no humor in it, no fun, no hint of a preacher joke. It was as heavy as doom, and just as mean.
     “Sim, I’m going to turn on the light now.”
Click.
     And there he was.
     Mr. Sears was on the floor on his hands and knees, his head bowed and one cheek mashed against the rug. His face looked bloated and wet, his eyes sunken in fleshy folds. The right shoulder of his jacket was dirty, and dirt was smeared on his jeans as if he’d taken a fall in the woods. He blinked in the light, a silver thread of saliva hanging from his lower lip. “Where is it?” he said. “You see it?”
     “It’s… beside your right hand.”
     His left hand groped. “You’re a goddamned liar,” he said.
     “Your other hand, Sim,” she told him wearily.
     His right hand moved toward the metal object lying there. It was a whiskey flask, and his fingers gripped it and pulled it to him.
     He sat up on his knees and stared at his wife. A fierceness passed over his face, ugly in its swiftness. “Don’t you smart-mouth me,” he said. “Don’t you open that big fat smart mouth.”
     I stepped back then, into the hallway. I was seeing a monster that had slipped from its skin.
     Mr. Sears struggled to stand. He grabbed hold of the table that held the Scrabble tiles, and it went over in an explosion of vowels and consonants. Then he made it to his feet, and he unscrewed the cap off the flask and licked the bottle neck.
     “Come on to bed, Sim,” she said; it was spoken without strength, as if she knew full well what the outcome of this would be.
     “Come on to bed!” he mocked. “Come on to bed!” His lip curled. “I don’t wanna come to bed, you fat-assed cow!”
     I saw Mrs. Sears tremble as if she’d been stung by a whip. A hand pressed to her mouth. “Oh… Sim,” she moaned, and it was an awful sound to hear.
     I backed away some more. And then Ben walked past me in his yellow pajamas, his face blank of expression but tear tracks glistening on his cheeks.
     There are things much worse than monster movies. There are horrors that burst the bounds of screen and page, and come home all twisted up and grinning behind the face of somebody you love. At that moment I knew Ben would have gladly looked into that glass bowl at the tentacled Martian head rather than into his father’s drunk-red eyes.
     “Hey, Benny boy!” Mr. Sears said. He staggered and caught himself against a chair. “Hey, you know what happened to you? You know what? The best part of you stayed in that busted rubber, that’s what happened.”
     Ben stopped beside his mother. Whatever emotion tortured him inside, it did not show on his face. He must’ve known this was going to happen, I realized. Ben had known when his father went with Donny Blaylock, he would come home changed not by the Martians but by the home brew in that flask.
     “You’re a real sight. The both of you.” Mr. Sears tried to screw the cap back on, but he couldn’t make it fit. “Standin’ there with your smart mouths. You think this is funny, don’t you, boy?”
     “No sir.”
     “Yes you do! You can’t wait to go laugh and tell everybody, can you? Where’s that Mackenson boy? Hey, you!” He spotted me, back in the hall, and I flinched. “You can tell that goddamned milkman daddy of yours to go straight to hell. Hear me?”
     I nodded, and his attention wandered away from me. This was not Mr. Sears talking, not really; this was the voice of what the flask flayed raw and bloody inside his soul, what it stomped and kicked and tortured until the voice had to scream for release.
     “What’d you say?” He stared at Mrs. Sears, his eyelids swollen and heavy. “What’d you say?”
     “I… didn’t say—”
     He was on her like a charging bull. Mrs. Sears cried out and retreated but he grabbed the front of her gown with one hand and reared his other hand back, the flask gripped in it, as if to smash her across the face. “Yes you did!” he shouted. “Don’t you backtalk me!”
     “Daddy, don’t!” Ben pleaded, and he flung both arms around one of his father’s thighs and hung tight. The moment stretched, Mr. Sears about to strike his wife, me standing in a state of shock in the hallway, Ben holding on to his father’s leg.
     Mrs. Sears’s lips trembled. With the flask poised to strike her face, she spoke: “I… said… that we both love you, and that… we want you to be happy. That’s all.” Tears welled up and trickled. “Just happy.”
     He didn’t speak. His eyes closed, and he opened them again with an effort.
     “Happy,” he whispered. Ben was sobbing now, his face pressed against his father’s thigh, his knuckles white at the twining of his fingers. Mr. Sears lowered his hand, and he let go of his wife’s gown. “Happy. See, I’m happy. Look at me smile.”
     His face didn’t change.
     He stood there, breathing roughly, his hand with the flask in it hanging at his side. He started to step one way and then another, but he couldn’t seem to decide which way to go.
     “Why don’t you sit down, Sim?” Mrs. Sears asked. She sniffled and wiped her dripping nose. “Want me to help you?”
     He nodded. “Yeah. Help.”
     Ben let him go, and Mrs. Sears guided her husband to his chair. He collapsed into it, like a large pile of dirty laundry. He stared at the opposite wall, his mouth hanging open. She drew up another chair close beside him. There was a feeling in the room as if a storm had passed. It might come again, some other night, but for now it was gone.
     “I don’t think—” He stopped, as if he’d lost what he was about to say. He blinked, searching for it. “I don’t think I’m doin’ so good,” he said.
     Mrs. Sears leaned his head gently on her shoulder. He squeezed his eyes shut, his chest heaved, and he began to cry, and I walked out of the house into the cool night air in my pajamas because it didn’t seem right for me to be in there, a stranger at a private pain.
     I sat down on the porch steps. Tumper plodded over, sat beside me, and licked my hand. I felt an awful long way from home.
     Ben had known. What courage it must have taken for him to lie in that bed, pretending to sleep. He had known that when the screen door slammed, long after midnight, the invader who wore his father’s flesh would be in the house. The knowing and the waiting must’ve been a desperate torment.
     After a while, Ben came outside and sat on the steps, too. He asked me if I was all right, and I said I was. I asked him if he was all right. He said yeah. I believed him. He had learned to live with this, and though it was a horrible thing, he was grappling with it the best he could.
     “My daddy has spells,” Ben explained. “He says bad things sometimes, but he can’t help it.”
     I nodded.
     “He didn’t mean what he said about your daddy. You don’t hate him, do you?”
     “No,” I said. “I don’t.”
     “You don’t hate me, do you?”
     “No,” I told him. “I don’t hate anybody.”
     “You’re a real good buddy,” Ben said, and he put his arm around my shoulders.
     Mrs. Sears came out and brought us a blanket. It was red. We sat there as the stars slowly wheeled their course, and soon the birds of morning began to peep.
     At the breakfast table, we had bowls of hot oatmeal and blueberry muffins. Mrs. Sears told us that Mr. Sears was sleeping, that he would sleep most of the day, and that if I wanted to I could ask my mother to call her and they’d have a long talk. After I got dressed and packed all my belongings into the knapsack, I thanked Mrs. Sears for having me over, and Ben said he’d see me at school tomorrow. He walked me out to my bike, and we talked for a few minutes about our Little League baseball team that would soon start practicing. It was getting to be that time of year.
     Never again would we mention to each other the movie where Martians plotted to conquer the earth, town by town, father by mother by child. We had both seen the face of the invader.
     It was Sunday morning. I pedaled for home, and when I looked back at the house at the dead end of Deerman Street, my friend waved so long.
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Wasps at Easter


THE METEOR, AS IT TURNED OUT, MUST’VE BURNED ITSELF TO cinders as it flamed down from outer space. A few pine trees had caught fire, but it started raining on Sunday night and the fire hissed away. It was still raining on Monday morning, when the school bell rang, and the rain fell all through that long, gray day. The following Sunday was Easter, and Mom said she hoped the rain—forecast to fall intermittently all week long—didn’t spoil the Merchants Street Easter parade on Saturday.
     Early on the morning of Good Friday, starting around six o’clock or so, there was always another parade of sorts in Zephyr. It began in Bruton, at a small frame house painted purple, orange, red, and sunburst yellow. A procession of black men in black suits, white shirts, and ties made their way from this house, with a number of women and children in somber clothing following behind. Two of the men carried drums, and beat a slow, steady rhythm to time the paces. The procession wound its way across the railroad track and along Merchants Street, the center of town, and no one spoke to each other. Since this was an annual event, many of Zephyr’s white population emerged from their houses to stand along the street and watch. My mother was one of them, though my dad was already at work by that time of the morning. I usually went with her, because I grasped the significance of this event just as everyone else did.
     The three black men who led the way carried burlap bags. Around their necks, dangling down over their ties, were necklaces of amber beads, chicken bones, and the shells of small river mussels. On this particular Good Friday, the streets were wet and the rain drizzled down, but the members of the black parade carried no umbrellas. They spoke to no one on the sidewalks, nor to anyone who happened to be so rude as to speak to them. I saw Mr. Lightfoot walking near the parade’s center, and though he knew every white face in town he looked neither right nor left but straight ahead at the back of the man who walked before him. An invaluable asset to the interlocked communities of Bruton and Zephyr, Marcus Lightfoot was a handyman who could repair any object ever devised by the human mind though he might work at the pace of grass growing. I saw Mr. Dennis, who was a custodian at the elementary school. I saw Mrs. Velvadine, who worked in the kitchen at our church, and I saw Mrs. Pearl, who was always laughing and cheerful at the Merchants Street Bake Shoppe. Today, though, she was nothing but serious, and she wore a clear plastic rain hat.
     Bringing up the very rear of the procession, even behind the women and children, was a spindly man wearing a black tuxedo and a top hat. He carried a small drum, and his black-gloved hand beat it to mark the rhythm. It was this man and his wife whom many had come out on the chilly, rainy morning to see. The wife would arrive later; he walked alone, his face downcast.
     We called him the Moon Man, because we didn’t know his real name. He was very old, but exactly how old it was impossible to say. He was very rarely seen outside of Bruton, except on this occasion, as was his wife. Either a birth defect or a skin malady had affected one side of his long, narrow face, turning it pale yellow while the other side remained deep ebony, the two halves merging in a war of splotches down his forehead, the bridge of his elegant nose, and his white-bearded chin. The Moon Man, an enigma, had two watches on each wrist and a gilded crucifix the size of a ham hock hanging on a chain around his neck. He was, we presumed, the parade’s official timekeeper as well as one of its royal personages.
     The parade continued, step by steady step, through Zephyr to the gargoyle bridge over the Tecumseh River. It might take a while, but it was worth being late to school to see, and because of it school never really got into session until around ten o’clock on Good Fridays.
     Once the three men with the burlap bags reached the center of the bridge, they stopped and stood like black statues. The rest of the procession got as close as possible without blocking the bridge, though Sheriff Amory had set up sawhorses with blinking lights along the route.
     In a moment a Pontiac Bonneville covered hood to trunk with gleaming plastic rhinestones was driven slowly along Merchants Street from Bruton, following the parade’s path. When it arrived at the center of the gargoyle bridge, the driver got out and opened the rear door, and the Moon Man took his wife’s wrinkled hand and helped her to her feet.
     The Lady had arrived.
     She was as thin as a shadow, and just as dark. She had a cotton-cloud of white hair, her neck long and regal, her shoulders frail but unbowed. She wore not a costume of outlandish color and design, but a simple black dress with a silver belt, white shoes, and a white pillbox hat with a veil. She wore white gloves to her bony elbows. As the Moon Man helped her from the car, the driver opened an umbrella and held it over her royal, ancient head.
     The Lady, it was said, had been born in the year 1858. That made her one hundred and six years old. My mom said the Lady had been a slave in Louisiana, and had run away with her momma into the swamp before the Civil War. The Lady had grown up in a colony of lepers, escaped convicts, and slaves in the bayou below New Orleans, and that was where she’d learned everything she knew.
     The Lady was a queen, and Bruton was her kingdom. No one outside Bruton—and no one inside Bruton, as far as I understood—knew her by any name but “the Lady.” It suited her; she was elegance, through and through.
     Someone gave her a bell. She stood looking down at the sluggish brown river, and she began to slowly swing the bell back and forth.
     I knew what she was doing. My mom did, too. Everyone who watched did.
     The Lady was calling the river’s monster up from its mansion of mud.
     I had never seen the beast that was called Old Moses. One night when I was nine years of age, I did think I heard Old Moses calling after a heavy rain, when the air itself was as thick as water. It was a low rumble, like the deepest bass note from a church’s pipe organ, so deep your bones hear it before your ears do. It went up into a hoarse roar that made the town’s dogs go crazy, and then the noise was gone. It hadn’t lasted but maybe five or six seconds. The next day, that noise was the talk of the school. Train’s whistle, was Ben’s and Davy Ray’s opinion. Johnny didn’t say what he thought. At home, my folks said it must’ve been the train passing through, but we didn’t find out until later that the rain had washed away a section of track more than twenty miles from Zephyr and the freight to Birmingham hadn’t even run that night.
     Such things make you wonder.
     A mangled cow washed up, once, under the gargoyle bridge. Missing its head and guts, Mr. Dollar told my father when he and I went to get scalped. Two men netting crayfish along the riverbank just beyond Zephyr spread the story that a human corpse had floated past on the current, the body’s chest peeled open like a sardine can and its arms and legs ripped off at the roots, but no corpse was ever found downriver. One October night, something hit a submerged piling of the gargoyle bridge and left cracks in the support columns that had to be filled with concrete. “A big tree trunk” was Mayor Swope’s official explanation in the Adams Valley Journal.
     The Lady rang the bell, her arm working like a metronome. She began to chant and sing, in a voice surprisingly clear and loud. The chant was all African words, which I understood about as much as I grasped nuclear physics. She would stop for a while, her head slightly cocked to one side as if watching or listening for something, and then she’d swing the bell again. She never once said the name “Old Moses.” She kept saying “Damballah, Damballah, Damballah,” and then her voice would sail upward in an African song again.
     At last she ceased ringing the bell, and she lowered it to her side. She nodded, and the Moon Man took it from her. She was staring fixedly at the river, but what she was seeing there I don’t know. Then she stepped back and the three men with the burlap bags stood at the edge of the gargoyle bridge. They opened the bags and brought out objects wrapped up in butcher’s paper and tape. Some of the paper was bloody, and you could smell the coppery odor of fresh meat. They began to unwrap the gory feast, and as they did they threw the steaks, briskets, and beef ribs down into the swirling brown water. A whole plucked chicken went into the river, too, along with chicken intestines poured from a plastic jar. Calf brains slid out of a green Tupperware bowl, and wet red beef kidneys and liver came out of one of the damp packages. A bottle of pickled pigs’ feet was opened, its contents splashing down into the water. A pig’s snout and ears followed the feet. The last thing in was a beef heart bigger than a wrestler’s fist. It splashed in like a red stone, and then the three men folded up their burlap bags and the Lady stepped forward again, watching her footing on the blood that had dripped onto the pavement.
     It occurred to me that an awful lot of Sunday dinners had just gone into the drink.
     “Damballah, Damballah, Damballah!” the Lady chanted once more. She stood there for maybe four or five minutes, motionless as she watched the river move beneath the bridge. Then she breathed a long sigh and I saw her face behind the veil as she turned toward her rhinestone Pontiac again. She was frowning; whatever she had seen or had not seen, she wasn’t too happy about it. She got into the car, the Moon Man climbed in after her, the driver closed the door and slid behind the wheel. The Pontiac backed up to a place where it could turn around and then started toward Bruton. The procession began to go back the route it had come. Usually by this time there was a lot of laughing and talking, and people would stop to speak to the white faces along the way. On this particular Good Friday, however, the Lady’s somber mood had carried and no one seemed to feel much like laughing.
     I knew exactly what the ritual was all about. Everybody in town did. The Lady was feeding Old Moses his annual banquet. When this had started, I didn’t know; it had been going on long before I was born. You might think, as Reverend Blessett at the Freedom Baptist Church did, that it was pagan and of the devil and should be outlawed by the mayor and town council, but enough white people believed in Old Moses to override the preacher’s objections. It was like carrying a rabbit’s foot or throwing salt over your shoulder if you happened to spill any; these things were part of the grain and texture of life, and better to do them than not, just in case God’s ways were more mysterious than we Christians could grasp.
     On the following day the rain fell harder, and thunderclouds rolled over Zephyr. The Merchants Street Easter parade was canceled, much to the dismay of the Arts Council and the Commerce Club. Mr. Vandercamp Junior, whose family owned the hardware and feeds store, had been dressing up as the Easter bunny and riding in the parade’s last car for six years, having inherited the task from Mr. Vandercamp Senior, who got too old to hop. This Easter the rain doused all hopes of catching candy eggs thrown by the various merchants and their families from their cars, the ladies of the Sunshine Club couldn’t show off their Easter dresses, husbands, and children, the members of Zephyr’s VFW unit couldn’t march behind the flag, and the Confederate Sweethearts—girls who attended Adams Valley High School—couldn’t wear their hoop skirts and spin their parasols.
     Easter morning arrived, cloaked in gloom. My dad and I were compatriots in grousing about getting slicked up, putting on starched white shirts, suits, and polished shoes. Mom had an all-purpose answer to our grumbles, much the same as Dad’s “Right as rain.” She said, “It’s only one day,” as if this made the stiff collar and the necktie knot more comfortable. Easter was a family day, and Mom phoned Grand Austin and Nana Alice and then Dad picked up the telephone to call Granddaddy Jaybird and Grandmomma Sarah. We would all, as we did every Easter, converge on the Zephyr First Methodist church to hear about the empty tomb.
     The white church on Cedarvine Street, between Bonner and Shantuck, was filling up by the time we parked our pickup truck. We walked through the sloppy mist toward the light that streamed through the church’s stained-glass windows, all the polish getting soaked off our shoes. People were shedding their raincoats and closing their umbrellas at the front door, beneath the overhanging eaves. It was an old church, built in 1939, the whitewash coming off and leaving gray patches. Usually the church was primed to its finest on Easter day, but this year the rain had defeated the paintbrush and lawn mower so weeds were winning in the front yard.
     “Come in, Handsome! Come in, Flowers! Watch your step there, Noodles! Good Easter morning to you, Sunshine!” That was Dr. Lezander, who served as the church’s greeter. He had never missed a Sunday, as far as I knew. Dr. Frans Lezander was the veterinarian in Zephyr, and it was he who had cured Rebel of the worms last year. He was a Dutchman, and though he still had a heavy accent he and his wife Veronica, Dad had told me, had come from Holland long before I was born. He was in his mid-fifties, stood about five eight, was broad-shouldered and baldheaded and had a neatly trimmed gray beard. He wore natty three-piece suits, always with a bow tie and a lapel carnation, and he made up names for people as they entered the church. “Good morning, Peach Pie!” he said to my smiling mother. To my father, with a knuckle-popping handshake: “Raining hard enough for you, Thunderbird?” And to me, with a squeeze of the shoulder and a grin that shot light off a silver front tooth: “Step right in, Bronco!”
     “Hear what Dr. Lezander called me?” I asked Dad once we were inside. “Bronco!” Getting a new christening for a day was always a highlight of church.
     The sanctuary was steamy, though the wooden ceiling fans revolved. The Glass sisters were up front, playing a piano and organ duet. They were the perfect definition of the word strange. While not identical twins, the two spinster sisters were close enough to be slightly skewed mirrors. They were both long and bony, Sonia with piled-high whitish-blond hair and Katharina with piled-high blondish-white hair. They both wore thick black-framed glasses. Sonia played the piano and not the organ, while Katharina did vice versa. Depending on who you asked, the Glass sisters—who seemed to always be nagging each other but lived together on Shantuck Street in a house that looked like gingerbread—were either fifty-eight, sixty-two, or sixty-five. The strangeness was completed by their wardrobes: Sonia wore only blue in all its varying shades, while Katharina was a slave to green. Which brought about the inevitable. Sonia was referred to by us kids as Miss Blue Glass, and Katharina was called… you guessed it. But, strange or not, they sure could play up a storm.
     The pews were packed almost solid. The place looked and felt like a hothouse where exotic hats had bloomed. Other people were trying to find seats, and one of the ushers—Mr. Horace Kaylor, who had a white mustache and a cocked left eye that gave you the creeps when you stared at it—came up the aisle to help us.
     “Tom! Over here! For God’s sake, are you blind?”
     In the whole wide world there was only one person who would holler like a bull moose in church.
     He was standing up, waving his arms over the milling hats. I could feel my mother cringe, and my dad put his arm around her as if to steady her from falling down of shame. Granddaddy Jaybird always did something to, as Dad said when he thought I wasn’t listening, “show his butt,” and today would be no exception.
     “We saved you seats!” my grandfather bellowed, and he caused the Glasses to falter, one to go sharp and the other flat. “Come on before somebody steals ’em!”
     Grand Austin and Nana Alice were in the same row, too. Grand Austin was wearing a seersucker suit that looked as if the rain had drawn it up two sizes, his wrinkled neck clenched by a starched white collar and a blue bow tie, his thin white hair slicked back and his eyes full of misery as he sat with his wooden leg stuck out straight below the pew in front of him. He was sitting beside Granddaddy Jaybird, which had compounded his agitation: the two got along like mud and biscuits. Nana Alice, however, was a vision of happiness. She was wearing a hat covered with small white flowers, her gloves white and her dress the glossy green of a sunlit sea. Her lovely oval face was radiant; she was sitting beside Grandmomma Sarah, and they got along like daisies in the same bouquet. Right now, though, Grandmomma Sarah was tugging at Granddaddy Jaybird’s suit jacket—the same black suit he wore rain or shine, Easter or funeral—to try to get him to sit down and stop directing traffic. He was telling people in the rows to move in tighter and then he would holler, “Room for two more over here!”
     “Sit down, Jay! Sit down!” She had to resort to pinching his bony butt, and then he scowled at her and took his seat.
     My parents and I squenched in. Grand Austin said to Dad, “Good to see you, Tom,” and they shook hands. “That is, if I could see you.” His spectacles were fogged up, and he took them off and cleaned the lenses with a handkerchief. “I’d say this is the biggest crowd in a half-dozen Eas—”
     “Place is packed as the whorehouse on payday, ain’t it, Tom?” Granddaddy Jaybird interrupted, and Grandmomma Sarah elbowed him in the ribs so hard his false teeth clicked.
     “I sure wish you’d let me finish a single sentence,” Grand Austin told him, the red rising in his cheeks. “Ever since I’ve been sittin’ here, I’ve yet to get a word in edgewi—”
     “Boy, you’re lookin’ good!” Granddaddy Jaybird plowed on, and he reached across Grand Austin to slap my knee. “Rebecca, you feedin’ this boy his meat, ain’t you? You know, a growin’ boy’s got to have meat for his muscles!”
     “Can’t you hear?” Grand Austin asked him, the red now pulsing in his cheeks.
     “Hear what?” Granddaddy Jaybird retorted.
     “Turn up your hearin’ aid, Jay,” Grandmomma Sarah said.
     “What?” he asked her.
     “Hearin’ aid!” she shouted, at her rope’s end. “Turn it up!”
     It was going to be an Easter to remember.
     Everybody said hello to everybody, and still wet people were coming into the church as rain started to hammer on the roof. Granddaddy Jaybird, his face long and gaunt and his hair a white bristle-brush, wanted to talk to Dad about the murder, but Dad shook his head and wouldn’t go into it. Grandmomma Sarah asked me if I was playing baseball this year, and I said I was. She had a fat-cheeked, kind face and pale blue eyes in nests of wrinkles, but I knew that oftentimes Granddaddy Jaybird’s ways made her spit with anger.
     Because of the rain, the windows were shut tight and the air was really getting muggy. The floorboards were wet, the walls leaked, and the fans groaned as they turned. The church smelled of a hundred different kinds of perfume, shaving lotion, and hair tonic, plus the sweet aromas of blossoms adorning lapels and hats. The choir filed in, wearing their purple robes. Before the first song was finished, I was sweating under my shirt. We stood up, sang a hymn, and sat down. Two overstuffed women—Mrs. Garrison and Mrs. Prathmore—came up to the front to talk about the donation fund for the poverty-stricken families of Adams Valley. Then we stood up, sang another hymn, and sat down. Both of my grandfathers had voices like bullfrogs battling in a swamp pond.
     Plump, round-faced Reverend Richmond Lovoy stepped behind the pulpit and began to talk about what a glorious day it was, with Jesus risen from the dead and all. Reverend Lovoy had a comma of brown hair over his left eye, the sides of his hair gone gray, and every Sunday without fail his brushed-back hair pulled loose from its shellacked moorings and slid down over his face like a brown flood as he preached and gestured. His wife was named Esther, their three children Matthew, Luke, and Joni.
     As Reverend Lovoy spoke, his voice competing with the thunder of heaven, I realized who was sitting directly in front of me.
     The Demon.
     She could read minds. That much was an accepted fact. And just as it dawned on me that she was there, her head swiveled and she stared at me with those black eyes that could freeze a witch at midnight. The Demon’s name was Brenda Sutley. She was ten years old, and she had stringy red hair and a pallid face splashed with brown freckles. Her eyebrows were as thick as caterpillars, and the untidy arrangement of her features looked like somebody had tried to beat out a fire on her face with the flat side of a shovel. Her right eye looked larger than the left, her nose was a beak with two gaping holes in it, and her thin-lipped mouth seemed to wander from one side of her face to the other. She couldn’t help her heritage, though; her mother was a fire hydrant with red hair and a brown mustache, and her red-bearded father would’ve made a fence post look brawny. With all those red kinks in her background, it was no wonder Brenda Sutley was spooky.
     The Demon had earned her name because she had once drawn a picture of her father with horns and a forked tail in art class, and had told Mrs. Dixon, the art teacher, and her classmates that her pappy kept at the back of his closet a big stack of magazines that showed boy demons sticking their tails in the holes of girl demons. But the Demon did more than spill her family’s closeted secrets: she had brought a dead cat to school in a shoebox with pennies taped to its eyeballs for show-and-tell; she had made a graveyard out of green and white Play-Doh for her art class project, with the names of her classmates and the dates of their deaths on the headstones, which caused more than one child to go into hysterics when they realized they would not live to see sixteen; she had a fondness for bizarre practical jokes that involved dog manure pressed between sandwich bread; and it was widely rumored that she was behind the explosion of pipes in the girls’ bathroom at Zephyr Elementary last November, when every toilet was clogged with notebook paper.
     She was, in a word, weird.
     And now her royal weirdness was staring at me.
     A slow smile spread across her crooked mouth. I couldn’t look away from those piercing black eyes, and I thought She’s got me. The thing about adults is, when you want them to pay attention to you and intervene, their minds are worlds away; when you want them to be worlds away, they’re sitting on the back of your neck. I wanted my dad or mom or anybody to tell Brenda Sutley to turn around and listen to Reverend Lovoy, but of course it was as if the Demon had willed herself to be invisible. No one could see her but me, her victim of the moment.
     Her right hand rose up like the head of a small white snake with dirty fangs. Slowly, with evil grace, she extended the index finger and aimed it toward one of her gaping nose holes. The finger winnowed deep into that nostril, and I thought she was going to keep pushing it in until her whole finger was gone. Then the finger was withdrawn, and on the tip of it was a glistening green mass as big as a corn kernel.
     Her black eyes were unblinking. Her mouth began to open.
No, I begged her, mind to mind. No, please don’t do it!
     The Demon slid her green-capped finger toward her wet pink tongue.
     I could do nothing but stare as my stomach drew up into a hard little knot.
     Green against pink. Dirty fingernail. A sticky strand, hanging down.
     The Demon licked her finger, where the green thing had been. I think I must’ve squirmed violently, because Dad gripped my knee and whispered, “Pay attention!” but of course he never saw the invisible Demon or her act of prickly torment. The Demon smiled at me, her black eyes sated, and then she turned her head away and the ordeal was over. Her mother lifted up a hand with hairy knuckles and stroked the Demon’s fiery locks as if she were the sweetest little girl who ever drew God’s breath.
     Reverend Lovoy asked everyone to pray. I lowered my head and squeezed my eyes shut.
     And about five seconds into the prayer, something thumped hard against the back of my skull.
     I looked around.
     Horror choked me. Sitting directly behind me, their pewter-colored eyes the hue of sharpened blades, were Gotha and Gordo Branlin. On either side of them, their parents were deep in prayer. I imagined they prayed for deliverance from their brood. Both Branlin boys wore dark blue suits, white shirts, and their ties were similar except Gotha’s had black stripes on white and Gordo’s had red. Gotha, the oldest by one year, had the whitest hair; Gordo’s was a little on the yellow side. Their faces looked like mean carvings in brown rock, and even their bones—lower jaws jutting forward, cheekbones about to tear through flesh, foreheads like slabs of granite—suggested coiled rage. In the fleeting seconds that I dared to look upon those cunning visages, Gordo thrust an upraised middle finger in my face and Gotha loaded a straw with another hard black-eyed pea.
     “Cory, turn around!” my mother whispered, and she tugged at me. “Close your eyes and pray!”
     I did. The second pea bounced off the back of my head. Those things could sting the whine out of you. All during the rest of that prayer, I could hear the Branlins back there, whispering and giggling like evil trolls. My head was their target for the day.
     After the prayer was over, we sang another hymn. Announcements were made, and visitors welcomed. The offering plate was passed around. I put in the dollar Dad had given me for this purpose. The choir sang, with the Glasses playing piano and organ. Behind me, the Branlins giggled. Then Reverend Lovoy stood up again to deliver his Easter sermon, and that was when the wasp landed on my hand.
     My hand was resting on my knee. I didn’t move it, even as fear shot up my spine like a lightning bolt. The wasp wedged itself between my first and second fingers and sat there, its blue-black stinger twitching.
     Now let me say a few things about wasps.
     They are not like bees. Bees are fat and happy and they float around from flower to flower without a care for human flesh. Yellowjackets are curious and have mood swings, but they, too, are usually predictable and can be avoided. A wasp, however, particularly the dark, slim kind of wasp that looks like a dagger with a head on it, was born to plunge that stinger into mortal epidermis and draw forth a scream like a connoisseur uncorking a vintage wine. Brushing your head against a wasps’ nest can result in a sensation akin to, as I have heard, being peppered with shotgun pellets. I have seen the face of a boy who was stung on the lips and eyelids when he explored an old house in the middle of summer; such a swollen torture I wouldn’t even wish on the Branlins. Wasps are insane; they have no rhyme or reason to their stingings. They would sting you to the marrow of your bones if they could drive their stingers in that deeply. They are full of rage, like the Branlins. If the devil indeed ever had a familiar, it was not a black cat or monkey or leather-skinned lizard; it was, and always will be, the wasp.
     A third pea got me in the back of the head. It hurt a lot. But I stared at the wasp wedged between my first and second fingers, my heart beating hard, my skin crawling. Something flew past my face, and I looked up to watch a second wasp circle the Demon’s head and land on her crown. The Demon must’ve felt a tickle. She reached back and flicked the wasp off without knowing what she was flicking, and the wasp rose up with an angry whir of black wings. I thought sure the Demon was about to be stung, but the wasp must’ve sensed its brethren because it flew on up to the ceiling.
     Reverend Lovoy was really preaching now, about crucified Jesus and weeping Mary and the stone that had been rolled away.
     I looked up at the church’s ceiling.
     Near one of the revolving fans was a small hole, no bigger than a quarter. As I watched, three wasps emerged from it and descended down into the congregation. A few seconds later, two more came out and swirled in the muggy, saccharine air.
     Thunder boomed over the church. The noise of the rain almost drowned out Reverend Lovoy’s rising and falling voice. What he was saying I didn’t know; I looked at the wasp between my fingers again, then back to the hole in the ceiling.
     More were coming out, spiraling down into the steamy, closed-up, rain-damp church. I counted them. Eight… nine… ten… eleven. Some of them clung to the fan’s slow blades and rode them like a merry-go-round. Fourteen… fifteen… sixteen… seventeen. A dark, twitching fist of wasps pushed through the hole. Twenty… twenty-one… twenty-two. I stopped counting at twenty-five.
     There must be a nest of them up there in the attic, I thought. Must be a nest the size of a football, pulsing in the damp dark. As I watched, transfixed at the sight as Mary must have been when a stranger on the road showed her his wounded side, a dozen more wasps boiled out of the hole. No one else seemed to notice; were they invisible, as the Demon had been when she picked a nose grape? The wasps spun slowly around and around the ceiling, in emulation of the fans. There were enough now to form a dark cloud, as if the outside storm had found a way in.
     The wasp between my fingers was moving. I looked at it, and winced as another pea stung the back of my neck where the hair was stubbled. The wasp crawled along my index finger and stopped on the knuckle. Its stinger lay against my flesh, and I felt the tiny little jagged edge of it like a grain of broken glass.
     Reverend Lovoy was in his element now, his arms gesturing and his hair starting to slide forward. Thunder crashed outside and rain beat on the roof. It sounded like Judgment Day out there, time to hew some wood and call the animals together two by two. All but the wasps, I thought; this time around we could fix Noah’s mistake. I kept watching that hole in the ceiling with a mixture of fascination and dread. It occurred to me that Satan had found a way to slip into the Easter service, and there he was circling above our heads, looking for flesh.
     Two things happened at once.
     Reverend Lovoy lifted his hands and said, in his loud preacher’s cadence, “And on that glorious mornin’ after the darkest day the angels came down and gakkkk!” He had raised his hands to the angels, and suddenly he found them crawling with little wings.
     My mom put her hand on mine, where my own wasp was, and squeezed in a loving grip.
     It got her at the same instant the wasps decided Reverend Lovoy’s sermon had gone on long enough.
     She screamed. He screamed. It was the signal the wasps had been waiting for.
     The blue-black cloud of them, over a hundred stingers strong, dropped down like a net on the heads of trapped beasts.
     I heard Granddaddy Jaybird bellow, “Shitfire!” as he was pierced. Nana Alice let out an operatic, quavering high note. The Demon’s mother wailed, wasps attacking the back of her neck. The Demon’s father flailed at the air with his skinny arms. The Demon started laughing. Behind me, the Branlins croaked with pain, the peashooter forgotten. All across the church there were screams and hollers and people in Easter suits and dresses were jumping up and fighting the air as if grappling the devils of the invisible dimension. Reverend Lovoy was dancing in a paroxysm of agony, shaking his multiple-stung hands as if to disconnect them from the wrists. The whole choir was up and singing, not hymns this time but cries of pain as the wasps stung cheeks, chins, and noses. The air was full of dark, swirling currents that flew into people’s faces and wound around their heads like thorny crowns. “Get out! Get out!” somebody was shouting. “Run for it!” somebody else hollered, behind me. The Glasses broke, running for the exit with wasps in their hair. All at once everybody was up, and what had been a peaceful congregation barely ten seconds before was now a stampede of terror-struck cattle.
     Wasps will do that to you.
     “My damn leg’s stuck!” Grand Austin shouted.
     “Jay! Help him!” Grandmomma Sarah yelled, but Grand-daddy Jaybird was already fighting his way out into the clogged, thrashing mass of people in the aisle.
     Dad pulled me up. I heard an evil hum in my left ear, and the next instant I took a sting at the edge of my ear that caused the tears to jump from my eyes. “Ow!” I heard myself shout, though with all the screaming and hollering one little ow was of no consequence. Two more wasps, however, heard me. One of them got me in my right shoulder, stinging through my suit coat and shirt; the other darted at my face like an African lance and impaled my upper lip. I gave a garbled shout—owgollywowwow—of the kind that speaks volumes of pain but no syllable of sense, and I, too, fought the churning air. A voice squealed with laughter, and when I looked at the Demon through my watering eyes I saw her jumping up and down on the pew, her mouth split in a grin and red whelps all over her face.
     “Everyone out!” Dr. Lezander hollered. Three wasps clung, pulsing and stinging, to his bald skull, and his gray-haired, stern-faced wife was behind him, her blue-blossomed Easter hat knocked awry and wasps crawling on her wide shoulders. She gripped her Bible in one hand and her purse with the other and swung tremendous blows at the attacking swarms, her teeth gritted with righteous anger.
     People were fighting through the door, ignoring raincoats and umbrellas in their struggle to escape from torment into deluge. Coming into church, the Easter crowd had been the model of polite Christian civilization; going out, they were barbarians to the core. Women and children went down in the muddy yard, and the men tripped over them and fell facefirst into rain-beaten puddles. Easter hats spun away and rolled like soggy wheels until the torrent slammed them flat.
     I helped Dad pry Grand Austin’s wooden leg loose from under the pew. Wasps were jabbing at my father’s hands, and every time one would sting I could hear his breath hiss. Mom, Nana Alice, and Grandmomma Sarah were trying to get out into the aisle, where people were falling down and tangling up with each other. Reverend Lovoy, his fingers swollen like link sausages, was trying to shield his children’s faces between himself and sobbing Esther. The choir had disintegrated, and some of them had left their empty purple robes behind. Dad and I got Grand Austin out into the aisle. Wasps were attacking the back of his neck, and his cheeks were wet. Dad brushed the wasps off, but more swarmed around us in a vengeful circle like Comanches around a wagon train. Children were crying and women were shrieking, and still the wasps darted and stung. “Out! Out!” Dr. Lezander was shouting at the door, shoving people through as they knotted up. His wife, Veronica, a husky Dutch bear, grabbed a struggling soul and all but flung the man through the doorway.
     We were almost out. Grand Austin staggered, but Dad held him up. My mother was plucking the wasps out of Grandmomma Sarah’s hair like living nettles. Two hot pins jabbed into the back of my neck, one a split second after the other, and the pain felt like my head was going to blow off. Then Dad took hold of my arm and pulled and the rain pounded on my skull. We all got through the door, but Dad slipped in a puddle and went down on his knees in the muck. I grasped the back of my neck and ran around in circles, crying with the pain, and after a while my feet slipped out from under me and my Easter suit met Zephyr’s mud, too.
     Reverend Lovoy was the last one out. He slammed the church door shut and stood with his back against it, as if to contain the evil within.
     Thunder boomed and rolled. The rain came down like hammers and nails, beating us all senseless. Some people sat in the mud; others wandered around, dazed; others just stood there letting the rain pour over them to help cool the hot suffering.
     I was hurting, too. And I imagined, in my delirium of pain, that behind the church’s closed door the wasps were rejoicing. After all, it was Easter for them, too. They had risen from the dead of winter, the season that dries up wasps’ nests and mummifies their sleeping infants. They had rolled away their own stone and emerged reborn into a new spring, and they had delivered to us a stinging sermon on the tenacity of life that would stay with us far longer than anything Reverend Lovoy could have said. We had, all of us, experienced the thorns and nails in a most personal way.
     Someone bent down beside me. I felt cool mud being pressed against the stings on the back of my neck. I looked into Granddaddy Jaybird’s rain-soaked face, his hair standing up as if he’d been electric-shocked.
     “You all right, boy?” he asked me.
     He had turned his back on the rest of us and fled for his own skin. He had been a coward and a Judas, and there was no satisfaction in his offering of mud.
     I didn’t answer him. I looked right through him. He said, “You’ll be all right,” and he stood up and went to see about Grandmomma Sarah, who huddled with Mom and Nana Alice. He looked to me like a half-drowned, scrawny rat.
     I might’ve punched him if I’d been my father’s size. I couldn’t help but be ashamed of him, a deep, stinging shame. And I couldn’t help but wonder, as well, if some of Granddaddy Jaybird’s cowardice might be inside me, too. I didn’t know it then, but I was going to find out real soon.
     Somewhere across Zephyr the bells of another church rang, the sound coming to us through the rain as if heard in a dream. I stood up, my lower lip and shoulder and the back of my neck throbbing. The thing about pain is, it teaches you humility. Even the Branlins were blubbering like babies. I never saw anybody act cocky after they got a hide full of stingers, have you?
     The Easter bells rang across the watery town.
     Church was over.
     Hallelujah.






5
The Death of a Bike


THE RAIN KEPT FALLING.
     Gray clouds hung over Zephyr, and from their swollen bellies came the deluge. I went to sleep with rain slamming the roof, and I awoke to the crash of thunder. Rebel shivered and moaned in his doghouse. I knew how he felt. My wasp stings had diminished to red welts, but for day upon day no ray of sunshine fell upon my hometown; only the incessant rain came down, and when I wasn’t doing homework I sat in my room rereading old Famous Monsters magazines and my stock of comic books.
     The house got that rainy smell in it, an odor of damp boards and wet dirt wafting up from the basement. The downpour caused the cancellation of the Saturday matinee at the Lyric, because the theater’s roof had sprung leaks. The very air itself felt slick, like green mold growing on damp stones. At the dinner table a week after Easter, Dad put down his knife and fork and looked at the steamy wet windows and said, “We’re gonna have to grow gills if this keeps up.”
     It did keep up. The air was heavy with water, the clouds cutting all light to a dim, swampy murk. Yards became ponds, and the streets turned into streams. School started letting out early, so everyone could get home, and on Wednesday afternoon at seventeen minutes before three o’clock my old bike gave up the ghost.
     One second I was trying to pedal through a torrent on Deerman Street. The next second my bike’s front wheel sank into a crater where the pavement had broken and the shock thrummed through the rust-eaten frame. Several things happened at once: the handlebars collapsed, the front wheel’s spokes snapped, the seat broke, the frame gave way at its tired old seams, and suddenly I was lying on my belly in water that flooded into my yellow rain slicker. I lay there, stunned, trying to figure out how the earth had knocked me down. Then I sat up, wiped the water out of my eyes, and looked at my bike, and just like that I knew it was dead.
     My bike, old in the ways of a boy’s life long before it had reached my hands by merit of a flea market, was no longer a living thing. I felt it, as I sat there in the pouring rain. Whatever it is that gives a soul to an object made by the tools of man, it had cracked open and flown to the watery heavens. The frame had bent and snapped, the handlebars hanging by a single screw, the seat turned around like a head on a broken neck. The chain was off its sprockets, the front tire warped from its rim, and the snapped spokes sticking up. I almost cried at the sight of such carnage, but even though my heart hurt, I knew crying wouldn’t help. My bike had simply worn out; it had come to the end of its days, pure and simple. I was not its first owner, and maybe that made a difference, too. Maybe a bike, once discarded, pines away year after year for the first hand that steered it, and as it grows old it dreams, in its bike way, of the young roads. It was never really mine, then; it traveled with me, but its pedals and handlebars held the memory of another master. Maybe, on that rainy Wednesday, it killed itself because it knew I yearned for a bike built for me and me alone. Maybe. All I knew for sure at that moment was that I had to walk the rest of the way home, and I couldn’t drag the carcass with me.
     I pulled it up onto somebody’s yard and left it under a dripping oak tree, and I went on with my drenched knapsack on my back and my shoes squeaking with water.
     When my father, who was home from the dairy, found out about the bike, he packed me into the pickup truck, and off we went to fetch the carcass on Deerman Street. “It can be fixed,” he told me as the wipers slogged back and forth across the windshield. “We’ll get somebody to weld it together or somethin’. That’ll be cheaper than a new bike, for sure.”
     “Okay,” I answered, but I knew the bike was dead. No amount of welding was going to revive it. “The front wheel was messed up, too,” I added, but Dad was concentrating on his driving.
     We reached the place where I’d pulled the carcass up under the oak tree. “Where it is?” Dad asked. “Was this the place?”
     It was, though the carcass was gone. Dad stopped the truck, got out, and knocked on the front door of the house we sat before. I saw the door open, and a white-haired woman peered out. She and Dad talked for a minute or so, and I saw the woman point toward the street. Then my dad came back, his cap dripping water and his shoulders hunched in his wet milkman’s jacket. He slid behind the wheel, closed the door, and said, “Well, she walked out to get her mail, she saw the bike lyin’ there under her tree, and she called Mr. Sculley to come pick it up.” Mr. Emmett Sculley was Zephyr’s junkman, and he drove around in a bright green truck with SCULLEY’S ANTIQUES and a telephone number painted on the sides in red. My dad started the engine and looked at me. I knew that look; it was hard and angry, and I could read a grim future in it. “Why didn’t you go to that woman’s door and tell her you were gonna come back for your bike? Didn’t you think of that?”
     “No, sir,” I had to admit. “I didn’t.”
     Well, my dad pulled the truck away from the curb and we started off again. Not toward home, but heading west. I knew where we were going. Mr. Sculley’s junk shop lay to the west, past the wooded edge of town. On the way, I had to endure my father’s tale, the one that began like this: “When I was your age, I had to walk if I wanted to get somewhere. I wish I’d had a bike back then, even a used one. Heck, if my buddies and me had to walk two or three miles, we didn’t think a thing about it. And we were healthier for it, too. Sun, wind, or rain, it didn’t matter. We got where we were going on our own two le—” And so on, you know the kind of speech I mean, the generational paean of childhood.
     We left the town limits behind us, and the glistening road wound through the wet green forest. The rain was still coming down, pieces of fog snagged on the treetops and drifting across the road. Dad had to drive slowly because the road around here was dangerous even when the pavement was dry. My dad was still going on about the dubious joys of not having a bike, which I was beginning to realize was his way of telling me I’d better get used to walking if my old ride was unfixable. Thunder boomed off beyond the hazy hills, the road deserted before us as it curved beneath the tires like a wild horse fights a saddle. I don’t know why I chose that moment to turn my head and look back, but I did.
     And I saw the car that was coming up fast behind us.
     The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and the skin beneath it tingled like the scurrying of ants. The car was a black, low-slung, mean-looking panther with gleaming chrome teeth, and it rocketed around the long curve my father had just negotiated with an uneasy alliance of brake and accelerator. The pickup truck’s engine was sputtery, but I could hear no sound from the black car that closed on us. I could see a shape and a pale face behind the wheel. I could see red and orange flames painted on the slope of the ebony hood, and then the car was on our tail and showed no sign of slowing or swerving and I looked at my father and shouted, “Dad!”
     He jumped in his seat and jerked the wheel. The truck’s tires slewed to the left, over the faded centerline, and my father fought to keep us from going into the woods. Then the tires got a grip again, the truck straightened out, and Dad had fire in his eyes when he swung his face in my direction. “Are you crazy?” he snapped. “You want to get us killed?”
     I looked back.
     The black car was gone.
     It hadn’t passed us. It hadn’t turned off anywhere. It was just gone.
     “I saw… I saw…”
     “Saw what?
Where?” he demanded.
     “I… thought I saw… a car,” I told him. “It was… about to hit us, I thought.”
     He peered into the rearview mirror. Of course he saw only the same rain and empty road I was seeing. He reached out, put his hand against my forehead, and said, “You feelin’ all right?”
     “Yes sir.” I didn’t have a fever. Of that, at least, I was certain. My father, satisfied that I was not building up heat, pulled his hand away and refastened it to the steering wheel. “Just sit still,” he said, and I obeyed him. He fixed his attention on the tricky road again, but his jaw muscle clenched every few seconds and I figured he was trying to decide whether I needed to go see Dr. Parrish or get my butt busted.
     I didn’t say anything more about the black car, because I knew Dad wouldn’t believe me. But I had seen that car before, on the streets of Zephyr. It had announced itself with a rumble and growl as it roamed the streets, and when it had passed you could smell the heat and see the pavement shimmer. “Fastest car in town,” Davy Ray had told me as he and I and the other guys had lounged around in front of the ice house on Merchants Street, catching cool breezes from the ice blocks on a sultry August day. “My dad,” Davy Ray had confided, “says nobody can outrace Midnight Mona.”
     Midnight Mona. That was the car’s name. The guy who owned it was named Stevie Cauley. “Little Stevie,” he was called, because he stood only a few inches over five feet tall though he was twenty years old. He chain-smoked Chesterfield cigarettes, and maybe those had stunted his growth.
     But the reason I didn’t tell my dad about Midnight Mona streaking up behind us on that rain-slick road was that I remembered what had happened on a night last October. My dad, who used to be a volunteer fireman, got a telephone call. It was Chief Marchette, he’d told Mom. A car had wrecked on Route Sixteen, and it was on fire in the woods. My dad had hurried out to help, and he’d come home a couple of hours later with ashes in his hair and his clothes smelling of burnt timber. After that night, and what he’d seen, he hadn’t wanted to be a fireman anymore.
     We were on Route Sixteen right now. And the car that had wrecked and burned was Midnight Mona, with Little Stevie Cauley behind the wheel.
     Little Stevie Cauley’s body—what was left of it, I mean—lay in a coffin in the cemetery on Poulter Hill. Midnight Mona was gone, too, to wherever burned-up cars go.
     But I had seen it, racing up behind us out of the mist. I had seen someone sitting behind the wheel.
     I kept my mouth shut. I was in enough trouble already.
     Dad turned off Route Sixteen and eased the truck onto a muddy side road that wound through the woods. We reached a place where rusted old metal signs of all descriptions had been nailed to the trees; there were at least a hundred of them, advertisements for everything from Green Spot Orange Soda to B.C. Headache Powders to the Grand Ole Opry. Beyond the signpost forest the road led to a house of gray wood with a sagging front porch and in the front yard—and here I mean “sea of weeds” instead of yard as ordinary people might know it—a motley collection of rust-eaten clothes wringers, kitchen stoves, lamps, bed-frames, electric fans, iceboxes, and other smaller appliances was lying about in untidy piles. There were coils of wire as tall as my father and bushel baskets full of bottles, and amid the junk stood the metal sign of a smiling policeman with the red letters STOP DON’T STEAL painted across his chest. In his head there were three bullet holes.
     I don’t think stealing was a problem for Mr. Sculley, because as soon as my dad stopped the truck and opened his door two red hound dogs jumped up from their bellies on the porch and began baying to beat the band. A few seconds later, the screen door banged open and a frail-looking little woman with a white braid and a rifle came out of the house.
     “Who is it?” she hollered in a voice like a lumberjack’s. “Whadda ye want?”
     My father lifted his hands. “It’s Tom Mackenson, Mrs. Sculley. From Zephyr.”
     “Tom who?”
     “Mackenson!” He had to shout over the hound dogs. “From Zephyr!”
     Mrs. Sculley roared, “Shaddup!” and she plucked a fly swatter from a hook on the porch and swung a few times at the dogs’ rumps, which quieted them down considerably.
     I got out of the truck and stood close to my dad, our shoes mired in the boggy weeds. “I need to see your husband, Mrs. Sculley,” Dad told her. “He picked up my boy’s bike by mistake.”
     “Uh-uh,” she replied. “Emmett don’t make no mistakes.”
     “Is he around, please?”
     “Back of the house,” she said, and she motioned with the rifle. “One of them sheds back there.”
     “Thank you.” He started off and I followed him, and we’d taken maybe a half-dozen steps when Mrs. Sculley said, “Hey! You trip over somethin’ and break your legs, we ain’t liable for it, hear?”
     If what lay in front of the house was a mess, what lay behind it was nightmarish. The two “sheds” were corrugated metal buildings the size of tobacco warehouses. To get to them, you had to follow a rutted trail that meandered between mountains of castaway things: record players, broken statuary, garden hose, chairs, lawn mowers, doors, fireplace mantels, pots and pans, old bricks, roof shingles, irons, radiators, and washbasins to name a few. “Have mercy,” Dad said, mostly to himself, as we walked through the valley between the looming hills. The rain spilled and spattered over all these items, in some places running down from the metallic mountaintops in gurgling little streams. And then we came to a big twisted and tangled heap of things that made me stop in my tracks because I knew I had found a truly mystical place.
     Before me were hundreds of bicycle frames, locked together with vines of rust, their tires gone, their backs broken.
     They say that somewhere in Africa the elephants have a secret grave where they go to lie down, unburden their wrinkled gray bodies, and soar away, light spirits at the end. I believed at that moment in time that I had found the grave of the bicycles, where the carcasses flake away year after year under rain and baking sun, long after the spirits of their wandering lives have gone. In some places on that huge pile the bicycles had melted away until they resembled nothing more than red and copper leaves waiting to be burned on an autumn afternoon. In some places shattered headlights poked up, sightless but defiant, in a dead way. Warped handlebars still held rubber grips, and from some of the grips dangled strips of colored vinyl like faded flames. I had a vision of all these bikes, vibrant in their new paint, with new tires and new pedals and chains that snuggled up to their sprockets in beds of clean new grease. It made me sad, in a way I couldn’t understand, because I saw how there is an end to all things, no matter how much we want to hold on to them.
     “Howdy, there!” somebody said. “Thought I heard the alarms go off.”
     My dad and I looked at a man who pushed a large handcart before him through the muck. He wore overalls and muddy boots, and he had a big belly and a liver-spotted head with a tuft of white at its peak. Mr. Sculley had a wrinkled face and a bulbous nose with small broken veins showing purple at its tip, and he wore round-lensed glasses over gray eyes. He was grinning a square grin, his teeth dark brown, and on his grizzled chin was a mole that had sprouted three white hairs. “What can I do for you?”
     “I’m Tom Mackenson,” my dad said, and offered his hand. “Jay’s son.”
     “Oh, yeah! Sorry I didn’t recognize you right off!” Mr. Sculley wore dirty canvas gloves, and he took one of them off to shake my father’s hand. “This Jay’s grandson?”
     “Yep. Cory’s his name.”
     “Seen you around, I believe,” Mr. Sculley said to me. “I remember when your daddy was your age. Me and your grandpa go back a piece.”
     “Mr. Sculley, I believe you picked up a bike this afternoon,” Dad told him. “In front of a house on Deerman Street?”
     “Sure did. Wasn’t much to it, though. All busted up.”
     “Well, it was Cory’s bike. I think I can get it fixed, if we can have it back.”
     “Oops,” Mr. Sculley said. His square grin faltered. “Tom, I don’t think I can do that.”
     “Why not? It is here, isn’t it?”
     “Yeah, it’s here. Was here, I mean.” Mr. Sculley motioned toward one of the sheds. “I took it in there just a few minutes ago.”
     “So we can get it and take it back, can’t we?”
     Mr. Sculley sucked on his lower lip, looked at me, and then back to Dad. “I don’t believe so, Tom.” He pushed the handcart aside, next to the mound of dead bikes, and he said, “Come on and have a look.” We followed him. He walked with a limp, as if his hip worked on a hinge instead of a ball-and-socket.
     “See, here’s the story,” he said. “Been meanin’ to get rid of those old bikes for over a year. Tryin’ to clean the place up, ya see. Got to make room for more stuff comin’ in. So I said to Belle—that’s my wife—I said, ‘Belle, when I pick up one more bike I’m gonna do it. Just one more.’” He led us into an open doorway, into the building’s cool interior. Light bulbs hanging on cords threw shadows between more mounds of junk. Here and there larger things rose up from the gloom like Martian machines and presented a glimpse of mysterious curves and edges. Something squeaked and skittered; whether mice or bats, I don’t know. The place sure looked like a cavern, where Injun Joe would feel right at home.
     “Watch your step here,” Mr. Sculley cautioned us as we went through another doorway. Then he stopped beside a big rectangular machine with gears and levers on it and he said, “This here crusher just ate your bike about fifteen minutes ago. It was the first one in.” He prodded a barrel full of twisted and crumpled metal pieces. Other barrels were waiting to be filled. “See, I can sell this as scrap metal. I was waitin’ for one more bike to start breakin’ ’em up, and yours was the one.” He looked at me, the overhead bulb shining on his rain-wet dome, and his eyes were not unkind. “Sorry, Cory. If I’d known anybody was gonna come claim it, I’d have held on to it, but it was dead.”
     “Dead?” my father asked.
     “Sure. Everythin’ dies. It wears out and can’t be fixed for love nor money. That’s how the bike was. That’s how they all are by the time somebody brings ’em here, or somebody calls me to come pick ’em up. You know your bike was dead long before I put it in that crusher, don’t you, Cory?”
     “Yes sir,” I said. “I do.”
     “It didn’t suffer none,” Mr. Sculley told me, and I nodded.
     It seemed to me that Mr. Sculley understood the very nucleus of existence, that he had kept his young eyes and young heart even though his body had grown old. He saw straight through to the cosmic order of things, and he knew that life is not held only in flesh and bone, but also in those objects—a good, faithful pair of shoes; a reliable car; a pen that always works; a bike that has taken you many a mile—into which we put our trust and which give us back the security and joy of memories.
     Here the ancient hearts of stone may chortle and say, “That’s ridiculous!” But let me ask a question of them: don’t you ever wish—even for just a fleeting moment—that you could have your first bike again? You remember what it looked like. You remember. Did you name it Trigger, or Buttermilk, or Flicka, or Lightning? Who took that bike away, and where did it go? Don’t you ever, ever wonder?
     “Like to show you somethin’, Cory,” Mr. Sculley said, and he touched my shoulder. “This way.”
     My dad and I both followed him, away from the bike-crushing machine into another chamber. A window with dirty glass let in a little greenish light to add to the overhead bulb’s glare. In this room was Mr. Sculley’s desk and a filing cabinet. He opened a closet and reached up onto a high shelf. “I don’t show this to just anybody,” he told us, “but I figure you fellas might like to see it.” He rummaged around, moving boxes, and then he said, “Found it,” and his hand emerged from dark into light again.
     He was holding a chunk of wood, its bark bleached and dried mollusks still gripping its surface. What looked like a slim ivory dagger, about five inches long, had been driven into the wood. Mr. Sculley held it up to the light, his eyes sparkling behind his glasses. “See it? What do you make of it?”
     “No idea,” Dad said. I shook my head, too.
     “Look close.” He held the wood chunk with its embedded ivory dagger in front of my face. I could see pits and scars on the ivory’s surface, and its edges were serrated like a fishing knife.
     “It’s a tooth,” Mr. Sculley said. “Or a fang, most likely.”
     “A fang?” Dad frowned, his gaze jumping back and forth between Mr. Sculley and the wood chunk. “Must’ve been a mighty big snake!”
     “No snake, Tom. I cut this piece out of a log I found washed up along the river when I was huntin’ bottles three summers ago. See the shells? It must be from an old tree, probably laid on the bottom for quite a while. I figure that last flood we had pulled it up from the mud.” He gingerly ran a gloved finger along the serrated edge. “I do believe I’ve got the only evidence there is.”
     “You don’t mean…” Dad began, but I already knew.
     “Yep. This here’s a fang from the mouth of Old Moses.” He held it in front of me once more, but I drew back.
     “Maybe his eyesight ain’t so good anymore,” Mr. Sculley mused. “Maybe he went after that log thinkin’ it was a big turtle. Maybe he was just mean that day, and he snapped at everythin’ his snout bumped up against.” His finger tapped the fang’s broken rim. “Hate to think what this thing could do to a human bein’. Wouldn’t be pretty, would it?”
     “Can I see that?” Dad asked, and Mr. Sculley let him hold it. Mr. Sculley went to the window and peered out as Dad examined what he held, and after another moment Dad said, “I swear, I believe you’re right! It is a tooth!”
     “Said it was,” Mr. Sculley reminded him. “I don’t lie.”
     “You need to show this to somebody! Sheriff Amory or Mayor Swope! Heck, the governor needs to see it!”
     “Swope’s already seen it,” Mr. Sculley said. “He’s the one advised me to put it in my closet and keep the door shut.”
     “Why? Somethin’ like this is front-page news!”
     “Not accordin’ to Mayor Swope.” He turned away from the window, and I saw that his eyes had darkened. “At first Swope thought it was a fake. He had Doc Parrish look at it, and Doc Parrish called Doc Lezander. Both of them agreed it’s a fang from some kind of reptile. Then we all had a sit-down talk in the mayor’s office, with the doors closed. Swope said he’d decided to put a lid on the whole thing. Said it might be a fang or it might be a fraud, but it wasn’t worth gettin’ folks upset over.” He took the pierced wood chunk back from my father’s hands. “I said, ‘Luther Swope, don’t you think people would want to see real evidence that there’s a monster in the Tecumseh River?’ And he looked at me with that damn pipe in his mouth and he says, ‘People already know it. Evidence would just scare ’em. Anyway,’ Swope says, ‘if there’s a monster in the river, it’s our monster, and we don’t want to share it with nobody.’ And that’s how it ended up.” Mr. Sculley offered it to me. “Want to touch it, Cory? Just so you can say you did?”
     I did, with a tentative index finger. The fang was cool, as I imagined the muddy bottom of the river must be.
     Mr. Sculley put the piece of wood and the fang back up on the closet shelf, and he closed the door. The rain was coming down hard again outside, banging on the metal roof. “All this water pourin’ down,” Mr. Sculley said, “must make Old Moses mighty happy.”
     “I still think you ought to show somebody else,” Dad told him. “Like somebody from the newspaper in Birmingham.”
     “I would, Tom, but maybe Swope’s got a point. Maybe Old Moses is our monster. Maybe if we let everybody else know about him, they’d come try to take him away from us. Catch him up in a net, put him in a big glass tank somewhere like an overgrown mudcat.” Mr. Sculley frowned and shook his head. “Nah, I wouldn’t want that to happen. Neither would the Lady, I reckon. She’s been feedin’ him on Good Friday for as long as I can remember. This was the first year he didn’t like his food.”
     “Didn’t like his food?” Dad asked. “Meanin’ what?”
     “Didn’t you see the parade this year?” Mr. Sculley waited for Dad to say no, and then he went on. “This was the first year Old Moses didn’t give the bridge a smack with his tail, same to say Thanks for the grub.’ It’s a quick thing, it passes fast, but you get to know the sound of it when you’ve heard it so many years. This year it didn’t happen.”
     I recalled how troubled the Lady looked when she left the gargoyle bridge that day, and how the whole procession had been so somber on the march back to Bruton. That must have been because the Lady hadn’t heard Old Moses smack the bridge with his tail. But what did such a lack of table manners mean?
     “Hard to say what it means,” Mr. Sculley said as if reading my mind. “The Lady didn’t like it, that’s for sure.”
     It was starting to get dark outside. Dad said we’d better be getting home, and he thanked Mr. Sculley for taking the time to show us where the bike had gone. “Wasn’t your fault,” Dad said as Mr. Sculley limped in front of us to show us the way out. “You were just doin’ your job.”
     “Yep. Waitin’ for one more bike, I was. Like I said, that bike couldn’t have been fixed anyhow.”
     I could’ve told my dad that. In fact, I did tell him, but one sorry thing about being a kid is that grown-ups listen to you with half an ear.
     “Heard about the car in the lake,” Mr. Sculley said as we neared the doorway. His voice echoed in the cavernous room, and I sensed my father tightening up. “Bad way for a man to die, without a Christian burial,” Mr. Sculley continued. “Sheriff Amory got any clues?”
     “None that I know of.” My father’s voice was a little shaky. I was sure that he saw that sinking car and the body handcuffed to the wheel every time he lay down in bed and closed his eyes.
     “Got my own ideas about who it was, and who killed him,” Mr. Sculley offered. We reached the way out, but the rain was still falling hard onto the mountains of old dead things and the last of the sunlight had turned green. Mr. Sculley looked at my father and leaned against the door frame. “It was somebody who’d crossed the Blaylock clan. Must’ve been a fella who wasn’t from around here, ’cause everybody else in their right mind knows Wade, Bodean, and Donny Blaylock are meaner’n horny rattlers. They got stills hidden all up in the woods around here. And that daddy of theirs, Biggun, could teach the devil some tricks. Yessir, the Blaylocks are the cause of that fella bein’ down at the bottom of the lake, and you can count on it.”
     “I figure the sheriff thought of that already.”
     “Probably did. Only trouble is, nobody knows where the Blaylocks hide out. They show up now and again, on some errand of meanness, but trackin’ ’em to their snakehole is another thing entirely.” Mr. Sculley looked out the door. “Rain’s easin’ up some. Reckon you don’t mind gettin’ wet.”
     We trudged through the mud toward my dad’s truck. I looked again at the mound of bikes as we passed, and I saw something I hadn’t noticed before: honeysuckle vines were growing in the midst of the tangled metal, and the little sweet white cups were sprouting amid the rust.
     My father’s attention was snagged by something else that lay over beyond the bikes, something we had not seen on the way in. He stopped, staring at it, and I stopped, too, and Mr. Sculley, limping ahead, sensed our stopping and turned around.
     “I wondered where they brought it,” Dad said.
     “Yeah, gonna haul it off one of these days. Gotta make room for more stuff, y’know.”
     You couldn’t tell much about it, really. It was just a rusted mass of crumpled metal, but some of the metal still held the original black paint. The windshield was gone, the roof smashed flat. Part of the hood remained, though, and on it was a ripple of painted flames.
     This one had suffered.
     Dad turned away from it, and I followed him to the pickup. Real close, I might add.
     “Come back anytime!” Mr. Sculley told us. The hound dogs bayed and Mrs. Sculley came out on the porch, this time without her rifle, and Dad and I drove home along the haunted road.






6
Old Moses Comes to Call


MOM  HAD PICKED UP THE  PHONE WHEN  IT RANG, PAST TEN o’clock at night about a week after our visit to Mr. Sculley’s place.
     “Tom!” she said, and her voice carried a frantic edge. “J.T. says the dam’s burst at Lake Holman! They’re callin’ everybody together at the courthouse!”
     “Oh, Lord!” Dad sprang up from the sofa, where he’d been watching the news on television, and he slid his feet into his shoes. “It’ll be a flood for sure! Cory!” he called. “Get your clothes on!”
     I knew from his tone that I’d better move quick. I put aside the story I was trying to write about a black dragster with a ghost at the wheel and I fairly jumped into my jeans. When your parents get scared, your heart starts pounding ninety miles a minute. I had heard Dad use the word flood. The last one had been when I was five, and it hadn’t done a whole lot of damage except stir up the swamp snakes. I knew, though, from my reading about Zephyr that in 1938 the river had flooded the streets to the depth of four feet, and in 1930 the spring flood had risen almost to the rooftops of some of the houses in Bruton. So my town had a history of being waterlogged, and with all the rain we and the rest of the South had been getting since the beginning of April, there was no telling what might happen this year.
     The Tecumseh River fed out of Lake Holman, which lay about forty miles north of us. So, being as it is that all rivers flow to the sea, we were in for it.
     I made sure Rebel would be all right in his dog run behind the house, and then my mom, dad, and I jammed into the pickup truck and headed for the courthouse, an old gothic structure that stood at the terminus of Merchants Street. Most everybody’s lights were on; the message network was in full operation. It was just drizzling right now, but the water was up to the pickup’s wheel rims because of the overloaded drainpipes and some people’s basements had already flooded. My friend Johnny Wilson and his folks had had to go live with relatives in Union Town for that very reason.
     Cars and pickup trucks were filling up the courthouse’s parking lot. Off in the distance, lightning streaked across the heavens and the low clouds lit up. People were being herded into the courthouse’s main meeting room, a large chamber with a mural painted on the ceiling that showed angels flying around carrying bales of cotton; it was a holdover from when cotton crop auctions used to be held here, twenty years ago, before the cotton gin and warehouse were moved to floodproof Union Town. We found seats on one of the splintery bleachers, which was fortunate because the way other folks were coming in, there soon wasn’t going to be room enough to breathe. Somebody had the good sense to turn on the fans, but the hot air emanating from people’s mouths seemed inexhaustible. Mrs. Kattie Yarbrough, one of the biggest chatterboxes in town, squeezed in next to Mom and started jabbering excitedly while her husband, who was also a milkman at Green Meadows, trapped my father. I saw Ben come in with Mr. and Mrs. Sears, but they sat down across the room from us. The Demon, whose hair looked as if it had just been combed with grease, entered trailing her monstrous mother and spindly pop. They found places near us, and I shuddered when the Demon caught my repulsed gaze and grinned at me. Reverend Lovoy came in with his family, Sheriff Amory and his wife and daughters entered, the Branlins came in, and so did Mr. Parlowe, Mr. Dollar, Davy Ray and his folks, Miss Blue Glass and Miss Green Glass, and plenty more people I didn’t know so well. The place got jammed.
     “Quiet, everybody! Quiet!” Mr. Wynn Gillie, the assistant mayor, had stepped up to the podium where the cotton auctioneer used to stand, and behind him at a table sat Mayor Luther Swope and Fire Chief Jack Marchette, who was also the head of Civil Defense. “Quiet!” Mr. Gillie hollered, the veins standing out on his stringy neck. The talking died down, and Mayor Swope stood up to speak. He was tall and slim, about fifty years old, and he had a long-jawed, somber face and gray hair combed back from a widow’s peak. He was always puffing on a briar pipe, like a locomotive burning coal up a long, steep haul, and he wore perfectly creased trousers and shirts with his initials on the breast pocket. He had the air of a successful businessman, which he was: he owned both the Stagg Shop for Men and the Zephyr Ice House, which had been in his family for years. His wife, Lana Jean, was sitting with Dr. Curtis Parrish and the doctor’s wife, Brightie.
     “Guess everybody’s heard the bad news by now,” Mayor Swope began. He had a mayorly appearance, but he spoke as if his mouth was full of oatmeal mush. “We ain’t got a whole lot of time, folks. Chief Marchette tells me the river’s already at flood stage. When that water from Lake Holman gets here, we’re gonna have us a real problem. Could be the worst flood we’ve ever had. Which means Bruton’ll get swamped first, it bein’ closest to the river. Vandy, where are you?” The mayor looked around, and Mr. Vandercamp Senior raised his rickety hand. “Mr. Vandercamp is openin’ up the hardware store,” Mayor Swope told us. “He’s got shovels and sandbags we can use to start buildin’ our own dam between Bruton and the river, maybe we can hold the worst of the flood back. Which means everybody’s gonna have to work: men, women, and children, too. I’ve called Robbins Air Force Base, and they’re sendin’ some men to help us. Folks are comin’ over from Union Town, too. So everybody who can work oughta get over to Bruton and be ready to move some dirt.”
     “Hold on just one damn minute, Luther!”
     The man who’d spoken stood up. You couldn’t miss him. I think a book about a white whale was named after him. Mr. Dick Moultry had a florid, puffed face and wore his hair in a crew cut that resembled a brown pincushion. He had on a tent-sized T-shirt and blue jeans that might’ve fit my dad, Chief Marchette, and Mayor Swope all at the same time. He lifted a blubbery arm and aimed his finger at the mayor. “What you’re tellin’ us to do, it seems to me, is to forget about our own homes! Yessir! Forget about our own homes and go to work to save a bunch of niggers!”
     This comment was a crack in the common clay. Some hollered that Mr. Moultry was wrong, and some hollered he was right.
     “Dick,” Mayor Swope said as he pushed his pipe into his mouth, “you know that if the river’s going to flood, it always starts in Bruton. That’s the lowland. If we can hold it back there, we can—”
     “So where are the Bruton people?” Mr. Moultry asked, and his big square head ratcheted to right and left. “I don’t see no dark faces in here! Where are they? How come they ain’t in here beggin’ us for help?”
     “Because they never ask for help.” The mayor spouted a plume of blue smoke; the locomotive’s engine was starting to stoke. “I guarantee you they’re out on the riverbank right now, tryin’ to build a dam, but they wouldn’t ask for help if the water came up to their roofs. The Lady wouldn’t stand for it. But they do need our help, Dick. Just like last time.”
     “If they had any sense, they’d move out of there!” Mr. Moultry insisted. “Hell, I’m sick and tired of that damn Lady, too! Who does she think she is, a damn queen?”
     “Sit down, Dick,” Chief Marchette told him. The fire chief was a big-boned man with a chiseled face and piercing blue eyes. “There’s no time to argue this thing.”
     “The hell you say!” Mr. Moultry had decided to be stubborn. His face was getting as red as a fireplug. “Let the Lady come over here to white man’s land and ask us for help!” That brought a storm of assenting and dissenting shouts. Mr. Moultry’s wife, Feather, stood up beside him and hollered, “Hell, yes!” She had platinum-blond hair and was more anvil than feather. Mr. Moultry bellowed over the noise, “I ain’t breakin’ my ass for no niggers!”
     “But, Dick,” Mayor Swope said in a bewildered way, “they’re our niggers.”
     The shouting and hollering went on, some people saying it was the Christian thing to keep Bruton from being flooded and others saying they hoped the flood was a jimdandy so it would wash Bruton away once and for all. My folks kept quiet, as most of the others did; this was a war of the loudmouths.
     Suddenly a quiet began to spread. It began from the back of the chamber, where people were clustered around the doorway. Somebody laughed, but the laugh was choked off almost at once. A few people mumbled and muttered. And then a man made his way into the chamber and you’d have thought the Red Sea was parting as folks shrank back to give him room.
     The man was smiling. He had a boyish face and light brown hair cresting a high forehead.
     “What’s all this yelling about?” he asked. He had a Southern accent, but you could tell he was an educated man. “Any problem here, Mayor Swope?”
     “Uh… no, Vernon. No problem. Is there, Dick?”
     Mr. Moultry looked like he was about to spit and scowl. His wife’s face was red as a Christmas beet under her platinum locks. I heard the Branlins giggle, but somebody hushed them up.
     “I hope there’s no problem,” Vernon said, still smiling. “You know how Daddy hates problems.”
     “Sit down,” Mayor Swope told the Moultrys, and they did. Their asses almost busted the bleacher.
     “I sense some… disunity here,” Vernon said. I felt a giggle about to break from my throat, but my father grasped my wrist and squeezed so hard it went away. Other people shifted uneasily in their seats, especially some of the older widow women. “Mayor Swope, can I come up to the podium?”
     “God save us,” my father whispered, and Mom shivered with a silent laugh beating at her ribs.
     “Uh… I… suppose so, Vernon. Sure. Come on up.” Mayor Swope stepped back, pipe smoke swirling around his head.
     Vernon Thaxter stepped up to the podium and faced the assembly. He was very pale under the lights. All of him was pale.
     He was stark naked. Not a stitch on him.
     His doodad and balls hung out in full view. He was a skinny thing, probably because he walked so much. The soles of his feet must’ve been as hard as dried leather. Rain glistened on his white flesh and his hair was slick with it. He looked like a picture of a dark Hindu mystic I’d seen in one of my National Geographics, though, of course, he was neither dark nor Hindu. I’d have to say he was no mystic, either. Vernon Thaxter was downright, around-the-bend-and-through-the-woods crazy.
     Of course, walking around town in his birthday suit was nothing new for Vernon Thaxter. He did it all the time, once the weather started warming up. You didn’t see him very much in late autumn or winter, though. When he first appeared in spring, it was always a start; by July nobody gave him a second glance; by October the falling leaves were more interesting. Then it came spring again, and there was Vernon Thaxter with his private parts on public display.
     You might wonder why Sheriff Amory didn’t stand up right then and there and haul Vernon off to jail for indecent exposure. The reason he did not was because of Moorwood Thaxter, Vernon’s father. Moorwood Thaxter owned the bank. He also owned Green Meadows Dairy and the Zephyr Real Estate Company. Just about every house in Zephyr was mortgaged through Moorwood Thaxter’s bank. He owned the land the Lyric theater stood on, and the land where this courthouse had been built. He owned every crack in Merchants Street. He owned the shotgun shacks of Bruton, and his own twenty-eight-room mansion at the height of Temple Street. The fear of Moorwood Thaxter, who was in his seventies and rarely seen, was what kept Sheriff Amory in his seat and had kept forty-year-old Vernon naked on the streets of my hometown. It had been this way as long as I remembered.
     Mom told me that Vernon used to be all right, but he’d written a book and gone to New York with it and a year later he was back home wandering around nude and nutty.
     “Gentlemen and ladies,” Vernon began. “And children, too, of course.” He reached out his frail arms and grasped the podium’s edges. “We have here a very serious situation.”
     “Momma!” the Demon suddenly squalled. “I can see that feller’s dingdo—”
     A hand with hairy knuckles clamped over her mouth. I guess the elder Thaxter owned their house, too.
     “A very serious situation,” Vernon repeated, oblivious to everything but his own voice. “Daddy sent me here with a message. He says he expects the people of this town to show true brotherhood and Christian values in this time of trouble. Mr. Vandercamp Senior, sir?”
     “Yes, Vernon?” the old man answered.
     “Will you kindly keep a record of the names of those able-bodied and good-thinking men who borrow digging utensils from you for the purpose of helping the residents of Bruton? My daddy would appreciate it.”
     “Be glad to,” Mr. Vandercamp Senior said; he was rich, but not rich enough to say no to Moorwood Thaxter.
     “Thank you. That way my daddy can have a list at hand when interest rates go up, as they are bound to do in this unsettled age. My daddy has always felt that those men—and women—who aren’t loath to work for their neighbors are deserving of extra considerations.” He smiled, gazing out at his audience. “Anyone else have anything to say?”
     No one did. It’s kind of difficult to talk to a naked man about anything but why he won’t wear clothes, and nobody would dare bring up such a sensitive subject.
     “I think our mission is clear, then,” Vernon said. “Good luck to all.” He thanked Mayor Swope for letting him speak, and then he stepped down from the podium and walked out of the chamber the way he’d come. The Red Sea parted for him again, and closed at his back.
     For a minute or so everybody sat in silence; maybe we were waiting to make sure Vernon Thaxter was out of earshot. Then somebody started laughing and somebody else picked it up, and the Demon started screaming with laughter and jumping up and down, but other people were hollering for the laughers to shut up and the whole place was like a merry glimpse of hell. “Settle down! Settle down, everybody!” Mayor Swope was yelling, and Chief Marchette stood up and bellowed like a foghorn for quiet.
     “It’s damn blackmail!” Mr. Moultry was on his feet again. “Nothin’ but damn blackmail!” A few others agreed with him, but Dad was one of the men who stood up and told Mr. Moultry to shut his mouth and pay attention to the fire chief.
     This is how it got sorted out: Chief Marchette said that everybody who wanted to work should get on over to Bruton, where the river flowed against the edge of town on its way to the gargoyle bridge, and he’d have some volunteers load the shovels, pickaxes, and other stuff into a truck at Mr. Vandercamp’s hardware store. The power of Moorwood Thaxter was never more evident when Chief Marchette finished his instructions: everybody went to Bruton, even Mr. Moultry.
     Bruton’s narrow streets were already awash. Chickens flapped in the water, and dogs were swimming. The rain had started falling hard again, slamming on the tin roofs like rough music. Dark people were pulling their belongings out of the wood-frame houses and trying to get to higher ground. The cars and trucks coming over from Zephyr made waves that rolled across submerged yards to crash foam against the foundations. “This,” Dad said, “is gonna be a bad one.”
     On the wooded riverbank, most of the residents of Bruton were already laboring in knee-deep water. A wall of mud was going up, but the river was hungry. We left the pickup near a public basketball court at the Bruton Recreation Center, where a lot of other vehicles were parked, then we slogged toward the river. Fog swirled over the rising water, and flashlight beams crisscrossed in the night. Lightning flashed and thunder boomed. I heard the urgent cries of people to work faster and harder. My mother’s hand gripped mine, and held on tightly while Dad went on ahead to join a group of Bruton men. Someone had backed a dump truck full of sand to the riverbank, and a Bruton man pulled Dad up into it and they started filling little burlap bags and tossing them down to other rain-soaked men. “Over here! Over here!” somebody yelled. “It ain’t gonna hold!” someone else shouted. Voices crisscrossed and merged like the flashlight beams. They were scared voices. I was scared, too.
     There is something about nature out of control that touches a primal terror. We are used to believing that we’re the masters of our domain, and that God has given us this earth to rule over. We need this illusion like a good night-light. The truth is more fearsome: we are as frail as young trees in tornadoes, and our beloved homes are one flood away from driftwood. We plant our roots in trembling earth, we live where mountains rose and fell and prehistoric seas burned away in mist. We and the towns we have built are not permanent; the earth itself is a passing train. When you stand in muddy water that is rising toward your waist and you hear people shouting against the darkness and see their figures struggling to hold back the currents that will not be denied, you realize the truth of it: we will not win, but we cannot give up. No one on that disappearing riverbank, there in the pouring rain, thought the Tecumseh was going to be turned aside. It had never been so. Still, the work went on. The truck full of tools came from the hardware store, and Mr. Vandercamp Junior had a clipboard where people signed their names as they accepted a shovel. Walls of mud and sandbags were built up, and the river surged through the barricade like brown soup through a mouthful of weak teeth. The water rose. My belt buckle submerged.
     Lightning zigzagged down from the heavens, followed by a crash of thunder so loud you couldn’t hear the women scream. “That hit somethin’ close!” said Reverend Lovoy, who held a shovel and resembled a mud man. “Lights are goin’ out!” a black woman shouted a few seconds later, and indeed the power was failing all over Bruton and Zephyr. I watched the lights flicker and disappear from the windows. Then my hometown lay in darkness, and you couldn’t tell sky from water. In the distance I saw what looked like a candle glowing in the window of a house about as far from Bruton as you could get and still be within Zephyr’s boundaries. As I watched, the light moved from window to window. I realized I was looking at Mr. Moorwood Thaxter’s mansion up at the high point of Temple Street.
     I sensed it before I saw it.
     A figure stood to my left, watching me. Whoever it was wore a long raincoat, his hands in his pockets. The wind shrilled in off the thunderstorm and moved the wet folds of the coat, and I almost choked on my heart because I remembered the figure in the woods opposite Saxon’s Lake.
     Then whoever it was started wading past my mother and me toward the laborers. It was a tall figure—a man, I presumed—and he moved with purposeful strength. Two flashlight beams seemed to fence in the air for a few seconds, and the man in the raincoat walked into their conflict. The battling lights did not reveal the man’s face, but did reveal something else.
     The man wore a drenched and dripping fedora. The band of that hat was secured by a silver disc the size of a half-dollar, and a small decorative feather stuck up from it.
     A feather, dark with wet, but a feather with a definite glint of green.
     Like the green feather I’d found on the bottom of my sneaker that morning.
     My mind raced. Might there have been two green feathers in that hatband, before the wind had plucked one out?
     One of the beams, defeated, drew back. The other pranced away. The man walked in darkness.
     “Mom?” I said. “Mom?”
     The figure was wading away from us, and had passed no more than eight feet from me. He reached up with a white hand to hold the hat on his head. “Mom?” I said again, and she finally heard me over the noise and answered, “What is it?”
     “I think… I think…” But I didn’t know what I thought. I couldn’t tell if that was the person I’d seen across the road, or not.
     The figure was moving off through the brown water, step after step.
     I pulled my hand free from my mother’s, and I went after him.
     “Cory!” she said. “Cory, take my hand!”
     I heard, but I didn’t listen. The water swirled around me. I kept going.
     “Cory!” Mom shouted.
     I had to see his face.
     “Mister!” I called. It was too noisy, what with the rain and the river and the working; he couldn’t hear. Even if he did, he wouldn’t turn around. I felt the Tecumseh’s currents pulling at my shoes. I was sunken waist-deep in cold murk. The man was heading toward the riverbank, where my dad was. Flashlights bobbed and weaved, and a shimmering reflection danced up and struck the man’s right hand as he pulled it from his pocket.
     Something metallic glinted in it.
     Something with a sharp edge.
     My heart stuttered.
     The man in the green-feathered hat was on his way to the riverbank for an appointment with my father. It was an appointment, perhaps, that he’d been planning ever since Dad dove in after the sinking car. With all this commotion, all this noise, and in all this watery dark, might not the man in the green-feathered hat find a chance to drive that blade into my father’s back? I couldn’t see my dad; I couldn’t make out anyone for sure, just glistening figures straining against the inevitable.
     He was stronger against the current than I. He was pulling away from me. I lunged forward, fighting the river, and that was when my feet slipped out from under me and I went down, the muddy water closing over my head. I reached up, trying to grab something to hold on to. There was nothing solid, and I couldn’t get my feet planted. My mind screamed that I’d never be able to draw a breath again. I splashed and wallowed, and then somebody had gripped me and was lifting me up as the muddy water oozed from my face and hair.
     “I’ve got you,” a man said. “You’re all right.”
     “Cory! What’s wrong with you, boy?” That was my mother’s voice, rising to new heights of terror. “Are you crazy?”
     “I believe he stepped in a hole, Rebecca.” The man set me down. I was still standing in waist-deep water but at least my feet were touching earth. I wiped clots of mud from my eyes and looked up at Dr. Curtis Parrish, who wore a gray raincoat and a rainhat. The hat had no band, therefore it had no silver disc and no green feather. I turned around, looking for the figure I’d been trying to reach, but he had merged with the other people nearer the river’s edge. He and the knife he’d drawn from his pocket.
     “Where’s Dad?” I said, working up to another fever pitch. “I’ve gotta find Dad!”
     “Whoa, whoa, settle down.” Dr. Parrish took hold of my shoulders. In one hand he held a flashlight. “Tom’s right over there.” He pointed the flashlight’s beam toward a group of muddied men. The direction he indicated was not the direction in which the man with the green-feathered hat had gone. But I saw my father over there, working between a black man and Mr. Yarbrough. “See him?”
     “Yes sir.” Again I searched for the mysterious figure. Vanished.
     “Cory, don’t you run away from me like that!” Mom scolded. “You scared me almost to death!” She took my hand again in a grip of iron.
     Dr. Parrish was a heavyset man, about forty-eight or forty-nine years old, with a firm, square jaw and a flattened nose that reminded everyone he’d been a champion boxer when he was a sergeant in the army. With the same hands that had scooped me from the hole at my feet, Dr. Parrish had delivered me from my mother’s womb. He had thick dark eyebrows over eyes the color of steel, and beneath his rainhat his dark brown hair was gray on the sides. Dr. Parrish said to Mom, “I heard from Chief Marchette a little while ago that they’ve opened up the school gym. They’re puttin’ in oil lamps and bringin’ in some cots and blankets. Most of the women and children are goin’ over there to stay, since the water’s gettin’ so high.”
     “Is that where we ought to go, then?”
     “I think it’d be the wise thing. There’s no use you and Cory standin’ out here in this mess.” He pointed with the flashlight again, this time away from the river and toward the swampy basketball court where we’d parked. “They’re pickin’ up whoever wants to go to the shelter over that way. Probably be another truck along in a few minutes.”
     “Dad won’t know where we are!” I protested, still thinking of the green feather and the knife.
     “I’ll let him know. Tom would want you both in a safe place, and I’ll tell you the truth, Rebecca: the way this is goin’, we’ll be catchin’ catfish in attics before mornin’.”
     We didn’t need much prodding. “Brightie’s already over there,” Dr. Parrish said. “You ought to go catch the next truck. Here, take this.” He gave Mom the flashlight, and we turned away from the swollen Tecumseh and started toward the basketball court. “Keep hold of my hand!” Mom cautioned as the floodwaters swept around us. I looked back, could see only the lights moving in the darkness and glittering off the roiling water. “Watch your step!” Mom said. Farther along the riverbank, past where my father was working, voices rose in a chorus of shouts. I did not know it then, but a frothy wave had just swamped over the highest part of the earthen dam and the water churned and foamed and men suddenly found themselves up to their elbows in trouble as the river burst through. A flashlight’s beam caught a glimpse of brown-mottled scales in the muddied foam, and somebody hollered, “Snakes!” In the next second, the men were bowled over by the twisting currents, and Mr. Stellko, the Lyric’s manager, aged by ten years when he put his hand out to seize a grip and felt a log-sized, scaly shape moving past him in the turbulence. Mr. Stellko was struck dumb and peed in his pants at the same time, and when he could find his voice to scream, the monstrous reptile was gone, following the flood into the streets of Bruton.
     “Help me! Somebody help me!”
     We heard the voice of a woman from nearby, and Mom said, “Wait.”
     Someone carrying an oil lamp was splashing toward us. Rain hissed on the lamp’s hot glass and steamed away. “Please help me!” the woman cried.
     “What is it?” Mom turned the light onto the panic-stricken face of a young black woman. I didn’t know her, but Mom said, “Nila Castile? Is that you?”
     “Yes ma’am, it’s Nila! Who’s that?”
     “Rebecca Mackenson. I used to read books to your mother.”
     This was before I was born, I presumed.
     “It’s my daddy, Miz Rebecca!” Nila Castile said. “I think his heart’s give out!”
     “Where is he?”
     “At the house! Over there!” She pointed into the darkness, water swirling around her waist. I was about chest-deep by now. “He can’t stand up!”
     “All right, Nila. Settle down.” My mother, a framework of little terrors with skin stretched over it, was amazingly calm when someone else needed calming. This, as I understood it, was part of being a grown-up. When it was truly needed, my mother could reveal something that was sorely lacking in Granddaddy Jaybird: courage. “You lead the way,” she said.
     Water was rushing into the houses of Bruton. Nila Castile’s house, like so many others, was a narrow gray shotgun shack. She led us in, the river surging around us, and she shouted in the first room, “Gavin! I’m back!”
     Her light, and Mom’s light, too, fell on an old black man sitting in a chair, the water up around his knees and newspapers and magazines swirling in the current. He was clutching his hand to his wet shirt over his heart, his ebony face seamed with pain and his eyes squeezed shut. Standing next to him, holding his other hand, was a little boy maybe seven or eight years old.
     “Grandpap’s cryin’, Momma,” the little boy said.
     “I know he is, Gavin. Daddy, I’ve brought some help.” Nila Castile set the lamp down on a tabletop. “Can you hear me, Daddy?”
     “Ohhhhh,” the old man groaned. “Hurtin’ mighty bad this time.”
     “We’re gonna help you stand up. Gonna get you out of here.”
     “No, honey.” He shook his head. “Old legs… gone.”
     “What’re we gonna do?” Nila looked at my mother, and I saw the bright tears in her eyes.
     The river was shoving its way in. Thunder spoke outside and the lightning flared. If this had been a television show, it would’ve been time for a commercial.
     But real life takes no pauses. “Wheelbarrow,” my mother said. “Have you got one?”
     Nila said no, but that they’d borrowed a neighbor’s wheelbarrow before and she thought it might be up on their back porch. Mom said to me, “You stay here,” and she gave me the oil lamp. Now I was going to have to be courageous, whether I liked it or not. Mom and Nila left with the flashlight, and I stood in the flooding front room with the little boy and the old man.
     “I’m Gavin Castile,” the little boy said.
     “I’m Cory Mackenson,” I told him.
     Hard to be sociable when you’re hip-deep in brown water and the flickering light doesn’t fill up the room.
     “This here’s my grandpap, Mr. Booker Thornberry,” Gavin went on, his hand locked with the old man’s. “He ain’t feelin’ good.”
     “How come you didn’t get out when everybody else did?”
     “Because,” Mr. Thornberry said, rousing himself, “this is my home, boy. My home. I ain’t scared of no damned river.”
     “Everybody else is,” I said. Everybody with sense, is what I meant.
     “Then everybody else can go on and run.” Mr. Thornberry, whom I was beginning to realize shared a stubborn streak with Granddaddy Jaybird, winced as a fresh pain hit him. He blinked slowly, his dark eyes staring at me from a bony face. “My Rubynelle passed on in this house. Right here. I ain’t gonna die in no white man’s hospital.”
     “Do you want to die?” I asked him.
     He seemed to think about this. “Gonna die in my own home,” he answered.
     “Water’s gettin’ deep,” I said. “Everybody might get drowned.”
     The old man scowled. Then he turned his head and looked at the small black hand he was clutching.
     “My grandpap took me to the movies!” Gavin said, attached to the thin dark arm as the water rose toward his throat. “We seen a Looney Tune!”
     “Bugs Bunny,” the old man said. “We seen ol’ Bugs Bunny and that stutterin’ fella looks like a pig. Didn’t we, boy?”
     “Yes sir!” Gavin answered, and he grinned. “We gone go see another one real soon, ain’t we, Grandpap?”
     Mr. Thornberry didn’t answer. Gavin didn’t let go.
     I understood then what courage is all about. It is loving someone else more than you love yourself.
     My mother and Nila Castile returned, lugging a wheelbarrow. “Gonna put you in this, Daddy,” Nila told him. “We can push you to where Miz Rebecca says they’re pickin’ up people in trucks.”
     Mr. Thornberry took a long, deep breath, held it for a few seconds, and then let it go. “Damn,” he whispered. “Damn old heart in a damn old fool.” His voice cracked a little bit on that last word.
     “Let us help you up,” Mom offered.
     He nodded. “All right,” he said. “It’s time to go, ain’t it?”
     They got him in the wheelbarrow, but real soon Mom and Nila realized that even though Mr. Thornberry was a skinny thing, they were both going to have a struggle pushing him and keeping his head above water. I saw the predicament: out beyond the house on the underwater street, Gavin’s head would be submerged. A current might whisk him away like a cornhusk. Who was going to hold him up?
     “We’ll have to come back for the boys,” Mom decided. “Cory, you take the lamp and you and Gavin stand up on that table.” The tabletop was awash, but it would keep us above the flood. I did as Mom told me, and Gavin pulled himself up, too. We stood together, me holding the lamp, a small pinewood island beneath our feet. “All right,” Mom said. “Cory, don’t move from there. If you move, I’ll give you a whippin’ you’ll remember for the rest of your life. Understand?”
     “Yes ma’am.”
     “Gavin, we’ll be back directly,” Nila Castile said. “We’ve got to get Grandpap to where people can help him. Hear?”
     “Yes ma’am,” Gavin answered.
     “You boys mind your mothers.” Mr. Thornberry spoke up, his voice raspy with pain. “I’ll whip both your butts if you don’t.”
     “Yes sir,” we both said. I figured Mr. Thornberry had decided he wanted to live.
     Mom and Nila Castile began the labor of pushing Mr. Thornberry in the wheelbarrow against the brown water, each supporting one handle and Mom holding the light. They tilted the wheelbarrow up as high as they could, and Mr. Thornberry lifted his head up, the veins standing out in his scrawny neck. I heard my mother grunt with the effort. But the wheelbarrow was moving, and they pushed it through the water that was swirling around the open doorway and across the flooded porch. At the foot of the two cinderblock steps, the water came up to Mr. Thornberry’s neck and splashed into his face. They moved away, the current at their backs helping them push the wheelbarrow. I had never thought of my mother as being physically strong before. I guess you never know what a person can do until that person has to do it.
     “Cory?” Gavin said after a minute or so.
     “Yeah, Gavin?”
     “I cain’t swim,” he said.
     He was pressed up against my side. He was starting to shiver now that he didn’t have to be so brave for his grandpap. “That’s okay,” I told him. “You won’t have to.”
     I hoped.
     We waited. Surely they’d be back soon. The water was lapping up over our soggy shoes. I asked Gavin if he knew any songs, and he said he knew “On Top of Old Smoky,” which he began to sing in a high, quavering yet not unpleasant voice.
     His singing—more of a yodel, actually—attracted something that suddenly came paddling through the doorway, and I caught my breath at the noise and swung the light onto it.
     It was a brown dog, matted with mud. Its eyes gleamed wildly in the light, its breathing harsh as it swam across the room toward us, through the flotsam of papers and other trash. “Come on, boy!” I said. Whether it was a boy or girl was incidental; the dog looked like it needed a perch. “Come on!” I gave Gavin the lamp, and the dog whimpered and yelped as a slow wave slipped through the door and lifted the animal up and down again. Water smacked the walls.
     “Come on, boy!” I leaned down to get the struggling dog. I grasped its front paws. It looked up into my face, its pink tongue hanging out in the dank yellow light, as a born-again Christian might appeal to the Savior.
     I was lifting the dog out by its paws, and I felt it shudder.
     Something went crunch.
     As fast as that.
     And then its head and shoulders were coming out of the dark water and suddenly there was no more of the dog beyond the middle of its back, no hindquarters, no tail, no hind legs, nothing but a gaping hole that started spilling a torrent of black blood and steaming guts.
     The dog made a little whining sound. That’s all. But its paws twitched and its eyes were on me, and the agony I saw in them will last in my mind forever.
     I cried out—and what I said I will never know—and dropped the mess that had once been a dog. It splashed in, went under, came back up, and the paws were still trying to paddle. I heard Gavin shout something; wannawaterMars? it sounded like. And then the water thrashed around the half of a carcass, the entrails streaming behind it like a hideous tail, and I saw the skin of something break the surface.
     It was covered with diamond-shaped scales the colors of autumn leaves: pale brown, shimmering purple, deep gold, and tawny russet. All the shades of the river were there, too, from swirls of muddy ocher to moonlight pink. I saw a forest of mussels leeched to its flesh, gray canyons of scars and fishhooks scarlet with rust. I saw a body as thick as an ancient oak twist slowly around in the water, taking its own sweet time. I was transfixed by the spectacle, even as Gavin wailed with terror. I knew what I was looking at, and though my heart pounded and I could hardly draw a breath, I thought it was as beautiful as anything in God’s creation.
     Then I recalled the jagged fang driven like a blade into the chunk of wood at Mr. Sculley’s. Beautiful or not, Old Moses had just torn a dog in half.
     He was still hungry. This happened so fast, my mind hardly had time to see it: a pair of jaws opened, fangs glistened, and an old boot was in there impaled on one of them along with a flopping silver fish. The jaws sucked the remaining half of the dog’s carcass in with a snarling rush of water and then closed delicately, as one might savor a lemonhead candy at the Lyric theater. I caught a quick glimpse of a narrow, pale green cat’s-eye the size of a baseball, shielded with a gelatinous film. Then Gavin fell back off the table into the water, and the lamp he was holding hissed out.
     I didn’t think about being brave. I didn’t think about being scared.
I cain’t swim.
     That’s what I thought about.
     I jumped off the table to where Gavin had gone in. The water was heavy with mud, and up to my shoulders, which meant Gavin was nostrils-deep. He was flailing and kicking, and when I grabbed him around the waist he must’ve thought it was Old Moses because he almost jerked my arms off. I shouted, “Gavin! Stop kickin’!” and I got his face up out of the water. “Humma hobba humma,” he was babbling, like a rain-soaked engine trying to fire its plugs.
     I heard a noise behind me, in that dark and soggy room. The noise of something rising from the water.
     I turned around. Gavin yelped and grabbed hold with both arms around my neck, all but throttling me.
     I saw the shape of Old Moses—huge, horrible, and breathtaking—coming up from the water like a living swamp log. Its head was flat and triangular, like a snake’s, but I think it was not just a snake because it seemed to have two small arms with spindly claws just below what would have been the neck. I heard what must have been its tail thwacking against a wall so hard the house shook. Its head bumped the ceiling. Gavin’s grip was making my face balloon with blood.
     I knew without seeing that Old Moses was looking at us, with eyes that could spot a catfish through murky water at midnight. I felt its appraisal of us, like a cold knife blade pressed against my forehead. I hoped we didn’t look much like dogs.
     Old Moses smelled like the river at noon: swampy, steaming, and pungent with life. To say I respected that awesome beast would be quite an understatement. But right at that moment I wished I was anywhere else on earth, even in school. But I didn’t have much time for thinking, because Old Moses’s snaky head began to descend toward us like the front end of a steam shovel and I heard the hiss of its jaws opening. I backed up, hollering at Gavin to let go, but he would not. If I’d been him, I wouldn’t have let go, either. The head came at us, but just then I backed out of the front room into a narrow corridor—which I certainly didn’t know was there—and Old Moses’s jaws slammed against the door frame on either side of us. This seemed to make him mad. He drew back and drove forward again, with the same result, except this time the door frame splintered. Gavin was crying, making a whoop whoop whoop sound, and a frothy wave from Old Moses’s agitations splashed into my face and over my head. Something jabbed my right shoulder, scaring a ripple up my spine. I reached for it, and found a broom floating in the debris.
     Old Moses made a noise like a locomotive about to blow its gaskets. I saw the awful shape of its head coming at the corridor’s entrance, and I thought of Gordon Scott’s Tarzan, spear in hand, fighting against a giant python. I picked up the broomstick, and when Old Moses hit the doorway again I jammed that broom right down its gaping, dog-swallowing throat.
     You know what happens when you touch your finger to the back of your throat, don’t you? Well, the same thing happens, evidently, to monsters. Old Moses made a gagging noise as loud as thunder in a barrel. The head drew back and the broom went with it, cornstraw bristles jammed in the gullet. Then, and this is the only way I can describe it, Old Moses puked. I mean it. I heard the rush of liquid and gruesome things flooding from its mouth. Fish, some still flopping and some long dead, went flying all around us along with stinking crayfish, turtle shells, mussels, slimy stones, mud, and bones. The smell was… well, you can imagine it. It was a hundred times worse than when the kid in school throws up his morning oatmeal on the desk in front of you. I dunked my head underwater to get away from it, and of course Gavin had to go, too, whether he liked it or not. Underneath there, I thought that Old Moses ought to be more particular about what he scooped off the Tecumseh’s bottom.
     Currents thrashed around us. I came up again, and Gavin took a gasping breath and yelled his head off. At that point I started yelling, too. “Help!” I shouted. “Somebody help us!”
     A light speared through the front door, over the choppy water, and hit me in the face.
     “Cory!” came the sound of judgment. “I told you not to move, didn’t I?”
     “Gavin? Gavin?”
     “Lord God!” my mother said. “What’s that smell?”
     The water was settling down. I realized Old Moses was no longer between the two mothers and their sons. Dead fish floated in a slimy brown sludge on the surface, but Mom’s attention was on me. “I’m gonna tan your hide, Cory Mackenson!” she shouted as she waded in with Nila Castile behind her.
     Then they walked right into the floating monster disgorgement, and from the sound she made I don’t believe my mother was thinking about whipping me anymore.
     Lucky me.






7
A Summons from the Lady


NONE OF MY FRIENDS BELIEVED ME, OF COURSE.
     Davy Ray Callan just laughed and shook his head, and he said he couldn’t have made up a better story if he’d tried. Ben Sears looked at me like I had seen one too many monster movies at the Lyric. Johnny Wilson thought about it awhile, in that slow, deliberating way of his, and then he gave his opinion: “Nope. Didn’t happen.”
     “It did!” I told them as we sat on the porch of my house in the shade under a clear blue sky. “It really did, I swear it!”
     “Oh yeah?” Davy Ray, the feisty one of our group and the one who was most likely to make up astounding tales, cocked his brown-haired head and stared at me through pale blue eyes that always held a hint of wild laughter. “Then how come Old Moses didn’t just eat you up? How come a monster ran from a kid with a broom?”
     “Because,” I answered, flustered and angry, “I didn’t have my monster-killin’ ray gun with me, that’s why! I don’t know! But it happened, and you can ask—”
     “Cory,” my mother said quietly from the doorway, “I think you’d better stop talkin’ about this now.”
     So I did. And I understood what she meant. There was no use trying to make anybody believe it. My mom herself couldn’t quite grasp it, though Gavin Castile had sputtered the whole story to his mother. Mr. Thornberry, incidentally, was all right. He was alive and getting stronger day by day, and I understand he wanted to get well so he could take Gavin to see more Looney Tunes.
     My friends would have believed it, though, if they could’ve smelled my clothes before Mom threw them in the garbage. She threw her own tainted clothes away, too. Dad listened to the tale, and he nodded and sat there with his hands folded before him, bandages on his palms and fingers covering huge blisters that had been raised by the shoveling.
     “Well,” Dad said, “all I can say is, there’re stranger things on this earth than we can ever figure out if we had a hundred lifetimes. I thank God the both of you are all right, and that nobody drowned in the flood. Now: what’s for dinner?”
     Two weeks passed. We left April and moved through the sunny days of May. The Tecumseh River, having reminded us who was boss, returned to its banks. A quarter of the houses in Bruton weren’t worth living in anymore, including Nila Castile’s, so the sound of sawing and hammering in Bruton was almost around the clock. There was one benefit of the rain and the flood, though; under the sunshine, the earth exploded in flowers and Zephyr blazed with color. Lawns were deep emerald, honeysuckle grew like mad passion, and kudzu blanketed the hills. Summer was almost upon us.
     I turned my attention to studying for final exams. Math was never my strongest subject, and I was going to have to make a high grade so I wouldn’t have to go to—and the mere thought of this made me choke—summer school.
     In my quiet hours, I did wonder how I’d managed to beat Old Moses away with a bristle-brush broom. I had been lucky in jamming it down the monster’s throat, that was for sure. But I figured it might have been something else, too. Old Moses, for all his size and fury, was like Granddaddy Jaybird; he could holler a good game, but at the first sting he took off running. Or swimming, as the case might be. Old Moses was a coward. Maybe Old Moses had gotten used to eating things that didn’t fight back, like catfish and turtles and scared dogs paddling for their lives. With that broomstick in his throat, Old Moses might have figured there was easier prey where he came from, down at the bottom of the river in that cool, muddy banquet hall where nothing bites back.
     At least, that’s my theory. I don’t ever want to have to test it again, though.
     I had a dream about the man in the long coat and the green-feathered hat. I dreamed I was wading toward him, and when I grasped his arm he turned his face toward me and it was a man with not human skin but diamond-shaped scales the color of autumn leaves. He had fangs like daggers and blood dripping down his chin, and I realized I had interrupted him in the process of eating a small brown dog, the upper half of which he held struggling in his left hand.
     It was not a pleasant dream.
     But maybe there was some truth in it. Somewhere.
     I was a walker in these days, bereft of two wheels to call my own. I enjoyed walking to and from school, but all my friends had bikes and I definitely had lost a step or two of status. One afternoon I was pitching a stick to Rebel and rolling around in the green grass with him when I heard a clankety sound. I looked up, Rebel looked up, and there was a pickup truck approaching our house.
     I knew the truck. It was splotchy with rust and its suspension sagged, and the noise it made caused dogs to bay in its wake. Rebel started barking, and I had a time getting him quiet. The truck had a metal frame thing bolted in the bed from which hung, clattering like asylum inmates, a bewildering array of tools, most of which looked as antique and worthless as the truck. On the driver’s door was stenciled, not very neatly, LIGHTFOOT’S FIX-IT.
     The truck stopped in front of the house. Morn came out on the porch, alerted by the clamor, but Dad wouldn’t be home from work for another hour or so. The truck’s door opened, and a long, skinny black man wearing dusty gray overalls got out, so slowly it seemed that movement might be painful for him. He wore a gray cap, and his dark skin was smoky with dust. He came slowly toward the porch, and I have to say that even if a bull had suddenly come charging up behind him, Mr. Marcus Lightfoot probably wouldn’t have hurried his pace.
     “Good afternoon, Mr. Lightfoot,” Mom said, her apron on. She had been working in the kitchen, and she wiped her hands on a paper towel. “How are you?”
     Mr. Lightfoot smiled. His small, square teeth were very white, and gray hair boiled up from under his cap. This is how he spoke, in a voice like a slow leak from a clogged pipe: “Good     afternoon     to      you,      too, Miz      Mackenson.        Hey   there,      Cory.”
     This was a good-paced conversational clip for Mr. Light-foot, who had been a handyman in Zephyr and Bruton for more than thirty years, picking up the task from his father. Mr. Lightfoot was renowned for his skill with appliances, and though he was slow as a toothache, he always got the job done no matter how baffling the problem. “Mighty fine.” He stopped, looking up at the blue sky. The seconds ticked past. Rebel barked, and I put my hand over his muzzle.
     “Day,” Mr. Lightfoot decided.
     “Yes, it is.” Mom waited for him to speak again, but Mr. Lightfoot just stood there, this time looking at our house. He reached into one of his many pockets, brought out a handful of penny nails, and clicked them around, as if he were waiting, too. “Uh…” Mom cleared her throat. “Can I help you with anythin’?”
     “Jus’     passin’,” he replied, slow as warm molasses. “Wonderin’     if    you”—and here he paused to study the nails in his hand for a few seconds—“might     need somethin’      fixed?”
     “Well, no, not really. I can’t think of—” She stopped, and her expression told me she had thought of something. “The toaster. It went out on me day before yesterday. I was gonna call you, but—”
     “Yes’m,       I   know.” Mr. Lightfoot nodded sagely. “Time      sure     does      fly.”
     He went back to the truck to get his toolbox, an old metal fascination filled with drawers and every kind of nut and bolt, it seemed, under the workman’s sun. He strapped on his tool belt, from which hung several different kinds of hammers, screwdrivers, and arcane-looking wrenches. Mom held the door open for Mr. Lightfoot, and when he walked into the house she looked at me and shrugged, her statement being: I don’t know why he’s here, either. I left Rebel the gnawed stick and went into the house, too, and in the cool of the kitchen I drank a glass of iced tea and watched Mr. Lightfoot stare down the toaster.
     “Mr. Lightfoot, would you care for somethin’ to drink?” Mom asked.
     “Nome.”
     “I’ve got some oatmeal cookies.”
     “Nome,      thank you      kindly.” He took a clean white square of cloth from another pocket and unfolded it. He draped the cloth over the seat of one of the chairs to the kitchen table. Then he unplugged the toaster, set it on the table alongside his toolbox, and sat down on the white cloth. All this had been done at an underwater pace.
     Mr. Lightfoot chose a screwdriver. He had the long, graceful fingers of a surgeon, or an artist. Watching him work was a form of torture for the patience, but no one can say he didn’t know what he was doing. He opened the toaster right up, and sat staring at the naked grills. “Uh-huh,” he said after a long moment of silence. “Uh-huh.”
     “What is it?” Mom peered over his shoulder. “Can it be fixed?”
     “See   there?   Little      ol’      red      wire?” He tapped it with the screwdriver’s edge. “Done      come      a’loose.”
     “Is that all that’s wrong? Just that little wire?”
     “Yes’m, that’s.” He began to carefully rewind the wire around its connection, and watching him do this was like a strange kind of hypnosis. “All,” he finally finished. Then he put the toaster back together again, plugged it in, pushed down the timer prongs, and we all saw the coils start to redden. “Sometimes,” Mr. Lightfoot said.
     We waited. I think I could hear my hair growing.
     “Just the.”
     The world turned beneath us.
     “Little things.” He began to refold the white cloth. We waited, but this particular line of thought had either derailed or reached its dead end. Mr. Lightfoot looked around the kitchen. “Anythin’      else      need      fixin’?”
     “No, I think we’re in good shape now.”
     Mr. Lightfoot nodded, but I could tell that he was searching for problems like a bird dog sniffing game. He made a slow circle of the kitchen, during which he delicately placed his hands on the icebox, the four-eyed stove, and the sink’s faucet as if divining the health of the machinery through his touch. Mom and I looked at each other, puzzled; Mr. Lightfoot was certainly acting peculiar.
     “Icebox      kinda      stutterin’,” he said. “Want me to       take      a peek?”
     “No, don’t bother with it,” Mom told him. “Mr. Light-foot, are you feelin’ all right today?”
     “Surely, Miz Mackenson. Surely.” He opened a cupboard and listened to the slight squeak of the hinges. A screwdriver was withdrawn from his tool belt, and he tightened the screws in both that cupboard door and the next one, too. Mom cleared her throat again, nervously this time, and she said, “Uh… Mr. Lightfoot, how much do I owe you for fixin’ the toaster?”
     “It’s,” he said. He tested the hinges of the kitchen door, and then he went to my mother’s MixMaster blender on the countertop and started examining that. “Done paid,” he finished.
     “Paid? But… I don’t understand.” Mom had already reached up on a shelf and brought down the mason jar full of dollar bills and change.
     “Yes’m. Paid.”
     “But I haven’t given you any money yet.”
     Mr. Lightfoot’s fingers dug into another pocket, and this time emerged with a white envelope. He gave it to Mom, and I saw that it had The Mackenson Family written across its front in blue ink. On the back, sealing it, was a blob of white wax. “Well,” he said at last, “I ’spect      I’m done      for.” He picked up his toolbox. “Today.”
     “Today?” Mom asked.
     “Yes’m. You know.” Mr. Lightfoot now started looking at the light fixtures, as if he longed to get into their electrical depths. “My number,” he said. “Anythin’      needs     fixin’, you.” He smiled at us. “Jus’ call.”
     We saw Mr. Lightfoot off. He waved as he drove away in the clankety old pickup, the tools jangling on their hooks and the neighborhood dogs going crazy. Mom said, mostly to herself, “Tom’s not gonna believe this.” Then she opened the envelope, took a letter from it, and read it. “Huh,” she said. “Want to hear?”
     “Yes ma’am.”
     She read it to me: “ ‘I’d be honored if you would come to my house at seven o’clock this Friday evening. Please bring your son.’ And look who it’s from.” Mom handed the letter to me, and I saw the signature.
The Lady.
     When Dad got home, Mom told him about Mr. Lightfoot and showed him the letter almost before he could get his milkman’s cap off. “What do you think she wants with us?” Dad asked.
     “I don’t know, but I think she’s decided to pay Mr. Lightfoot to be our personal handyman.”
     Dad regarded the letter again. “She’s got nice handwritin’, to be so old. I would’ve thought it’d be crimped up.” He chewed on his bottom lip, and just watching him I could tell he was getting edgy. “You know, I’ve never seen the Lady close up before. Seen her on the street, but…” He shook his head. “No. I don’t believe I want to go.”
     “What’re you sayin’?” Mom asked incredulously. “The Lady wants us to come to her house!”
     “I don’t care.” Dad gave her back the letter. “I’m not goin’.”
     “Why, Tom? Give me one good reason.”
     “Phillies are playin’ the Pirates on radio Friday night,” he said as he retired to the comfort of his easy chair. “That’s reason enough.”
     “I don’t think so,” Mom told him, setting her jaw.
     Here we came to a rare fact of life: my parents, though I believe they got along better than ninety-nine percent of the married couples in Zephyr, did have their go-rounds. Just as no one person is perfect, no marriage of two imperfects is going to be without a scrape of friction here and there. I have seen my father blow his top over a missing sock when in fact he was mad he didn’t get a raise at the dairy. I have seen my usually placid mother steam with anger over a muddy bootmark on the clean floor when in fact the root of her discontent lay in a rude remark from a neighbor. So, in this tangled web of civilities and rage riots that we know as life, such things will happen as now began to take shape in my parents’ house.
     “It’s because she’s colored, isn’t it?” Mom threw the first punch. “That’s the real reason.”
     “No, it’s not.”
     “You’re as bad as your daddy about that. I swear, Tom—”
     “Hush!” he hollered. Even I staggered. The comment about Granddaddy Jaybird, who was to racism as crabgrass is to weeds, had been a very low blow. Dad did not hate colored people, and this I knew for sure, but please remember that Dad had been raised by a man who saluted the Confederate flag every morning of his life and who considered black skin to be the mark of the devil. It was a terrible burden my father was carrying, because he loved Granddaddy Jaybird but he believed in his heart, as he taught me to believe, that hating any other man—for any reason—was a sin against God. So this next statement of his had more to do with pride than anything else: “And I’m not takin’ charity from that woman, either!”
     “Cory,” Mom said, “I believe you have some math homework to do?”
     I went to my room, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t hear them.
     They weren’t really loud, just intense. I suspected this had been brewing awhile, and came from a lot of different places: the car in the lake, the wasps at Easter, the fact that Dad couldn’t afford to buy me a new bike, the dangers of the flood. Listening to Dad tell Mom that she couldn’t put a rope around his neck and drag him into the Lady’s house, I got the feeling that it all boiled down to this: the Lady scared him.
     “No way!” he said. “I’m not goin’ to see somebody who fools with bones and old dead animals and—” He stopped, and I figured he’d realized he was describing Granddaddy Jaybird. “I’m just not,” he finished on a lame note.
     Mom had decided she had run this horse to death. I could hear it in her sigh. “I’d like to go find out what she has to say. Is that all right with you?”
     Silence. Then, in a quiet voice: “Yeah, it’s all right.”
     “I’d like to take Cory, too.”
     This started another flare-up. “Why? You want him to see the skeletons hangin’ in that woman’s closet? Rebecca, I don’t know what she wants and I don’t care! But that woman plays with conjure dolls and black cats and God knows what all! I don’t think it’s right to take Cory into her house!”
     “She asks, right here in the letter, that we bring Cory. See?”
     “I see it. And I don’t understand it, either, but I’m tellin’ you: the Lady is not to be messed with. You remember Burk Hatcher? Used to be assistant foreman at the dairy back in ‘fifty-eight?”
     “Yes.”
     “Burk Hatcher used to chew tobacco. Chewed gobs of it, and he was always spittin’. Got to be a bad habit he hardly even knew he had, and—don’t you dare tell anybody this—but a couple of times he forgot himself and spat right in a milk vat.”
     “Oh, Tom! You don’t mean it!”
     “Right as rain, I do. Now, Burk Hatcher was walkin’ down Merchants Street one day, had just got his hair cut at Mr. Dollars’s—and he had a full, thick head of hair he could hardly pull a comb through—and he forgot himself and spat on the sidewalk. Only the tobacco wattle never hit the sidewalk, ’cause it got on the Moon Man’s shoes. Smack dab all over ’em. Wasn’t on purpose, as I understand it. The Moon Man was just walkin’ past. Well, Burk had a weird sense of humor, and this thing struck him as funny. He started laughin’, right there in the Moon Man’s face. And you know what?”
     “What?” Mom asked.
     “A week later Burk’s hair started to fall out.”
     “Oh, I don’t believe it!”
     “It’s true!” The adamance of my father’s voice indicated that he, at least, believed it. “Within one month after Burk Hatcher spat tobacco juice on the Moon Man’s shoes, he was balder’n a cue ball! He started wearin’ a wig! Yes ma’am, he did! He almost went crazy because of it!” I could imagine my father leaning forward in his chair, his face so grim my mother was having to struggle to keep from laughing. “If you don’t think the Lady had somethin’ to do with that, you’re crazy!”
     “Tom, I swear I never knew you put so much faith in the occult.”
     “Faith, smaith! I saw Burk’s bald head! Heck, I can tell you a lot of things I’ve heard about that woman! Like frogs jumpin’ out of people’s throats and snakes in the soup bowl and… uh-uh, no! I’m not settin’ foot in that house!”
     “But what if she gets mad at us if we don’t go there?” Mom asked.
     The question hung.
     “Mightn’t she put a spell on us if I don’t take Cory to see her?”
     I could tell Mom was jiving my dad a little, from her tone of voice. Still, Dad didn’t answer and he was probably mulling over the potential disasters of snubbing the Lady.
     “I think I’d better go and take Cory, too,” Mom went on. “To show that we respect her. Anyway, aren’t you the least bit curious why she wants to see us?”
     “No!”
     “Not the tiniest least bit?”
     “Lord,” Dad said after another bout of thinking. “You could argue the warts off a toad. And the Lady’s probably got bottles full of those, too, to go along with her mummy dust and bat wings!”
     The result of all this was that on Friday evening, as the sun began to slide down across the darkening earth and a cool wind blew through the streets of Zephyr, my mother and I got in the pickup truck and left our house. Dad stayed behind, his radio tuned to the baseball game he’d been awaiting, but I believe he was with us in spirit. He just didn’t want to make a mistake and offend the Lady, in manner or speech. I have to say I was no solid rock myself; under my white shirt and the clip-on tie Mom had made me wear, my nerves were frazzling mighty fast.
     Work was still going on in Bruton, the dark people sawing and hammering their houses back together. We passed through Bruton’s business center, a little area with a barbershop, grocery store, shoe and clothing store, and other establishments run by the locals. Mom turned us onto Jessamyn Street, and at the end of that street she stopped in front of a house from which lights glowed through every window.
     The small frame house, as I’ve already mentioned, was painted in a blaze of orange, purple, red, and yellow. A garage was set off to the side, where I figured the rhinestone-covered Pontiac was stored. The yard was neatly trimmed, and a sidewalk led from the curb to the porch steps. The house appeared neither scary nor the residence of royalty; it was just a house and, except for its coat of many colors, very much like every other house on the street.
     Still, I balked when Mom came around and opened my door.
     “Come on,” she said. Her voice had tightened, though her nervousness didn’t show in her face. She was wearing one of her best Sunday dresses, and her nice Sunday shoes. “It’s almost seven.”
     Seven, I thought. Wasn’t that supposed to be a voodoo number? “Maybe Dad was right,” I told her. “Maybe we ought not to do this.”
     “It’s all right. Look at all the lights on.”
     If this was supposed to make me feel at ease, it didn’t work.
     “There’s nothin’ to be afraid of,” Mom said. This, from a woman who fretted that the gray insulation they’d recently sprayed above the ceiling of the elementary school might be bad for your breathing.
     Somehow I got up the porch steps to the door. The porch light was painted yellow, to keep bugs away. I’d imagined the door’s knocker might be a skull and crossbones. It was, instead, a little silver hand. Mom said, “Here goes,” and she rapped on the door.
     We heard muffled talking and footsteps. It occurred to me that our time to flee was running out. Mom put her arm around me, and I thought I could feel her pulse beating. Then the door’s knob turned, the door opened, and the Lady’s house offered entry. A tall, broad-shouldered black man wearing a dark blue suit, a white shirt, and a tie filled up the doorway. To me he looked as tall and burly as a black oak. He had hands that looked as if they could crush bowling balls. Part of his nose appeared to have been sliced off with a razor. His eyebrows merged together, thick as a werewolf’s pelt.
     In seven mystic words: he scared the crap out of me.
     “Uh…” Mom began, and faltered. “Uh…”
     “Come right in, Miz Mackenson.” He smiled. With that smile his face became less fearsome and more welcome. But his voice was as deep as a kettledrum and it vibrated in my bones. He stepped aside, and Mom grasped my hand and pulled me across the threshold.
     The door closed at our backs.
     A young woman with skin the hue of chocolate milk was there to greet us. She had a heart-shaped face and tawny eyes, and she took my mother’s hand and said with a smile, “I’m Amelia Damaronde, and I’m so verra pleased to meet you.” She had bangle bracelets covering her forearms and five gold pins up the edges of each of her ears.
     “Thank you. This is my son, Cory.”
     “Oh, this is the young man!” Amelia Damaronde turned her attention to me. She had an electricity about her that made me feel as if the air between us was charged. “A pleasure to meet you, too. This is my husband, Charles.” The big man nodded at us. Amelia stood about up to his armpits. “We take care of things for the Lady,” Amelia said.
     “I see.” Mom was still holding on to my hand, while I was busy looking around. The mind is a strange thing, isn’t it? The mind concocts spiderwebs where there are no spiders, and darkness where the lights are bright. The living room of the Lady’s house was no temple to the devil, no repository of black cats and bubbling cauldrons. It was just a room with chairs, a sofa, a little table on which knickknacks rested, and there were shelves with books and framed, vividly colored paintings on the walls. One of the paintings caught me: it showed the face of a bearded black man, his eyes closed in either suffering or ecstasy, and on his head was a crown of thorns.
     I had never seen a black Jesus before, and this sight both knocked me for a loop and opened up a space in my mind that I’d never known needed light.
     The Moon Man suddenly walked through a hallway into the room. Seeing him so close caused a start for both my mother and me. The Moon Man wore a light blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a pair of black trousers, and suspenders. Tonight he had only one wristwatch on, and the white rim of a T-shirt showed instead of his chain and huge gilded crucifix. He wasn’t wearing his top hat; the splotchy division of pale yellow and ebony flesh continued up his high forehead and ended in a cap of white wool. The white beard on his chin was pointed, and curled slightly upward. His dark, wrinkle-edged eyes rested on first my mother and then me, and he smiled faintly and nodded. He lifted a thin finger and motioned us into the hallway.
     It was time to meet the Lady.
     “She’s not been feelin’ well,” Amelia told us. “Dr. Parrish’s been loadin’ her up with vitamins.”
     “It’s not anythin’ serious, is it?” Mom asked.
     “The rain got in her lungs. She doesn’t get along so good in damp weather, but she’s doin’ better now that the sun’s been out.”
     We came to a door. The Moon Man opened it, his shoulders frail and stooped. I smelled dusty violets.
     Amelia peered in first. “Ma’am? Your callers are here.”
     Sheets rustled within the room. “Please,” said the shaky voice of an old woman, “send them in.”
     My mother took a breath and walked into the room. I had to follow, because she gripped my hand. The Moon Man stayed outside, and Amelia said, “If you need anythin’, just call,” before she gently closed the door.
     And there she was.
     She lay in a bed with a white metal frame, her back supported by a brocaded pillow, and the top sheet pulled up over her chest. The walls of her bedroom were painted with green fronds and foliage, and but for the polite drone of a box fan, we might have been standing in an equatorial jungle. An electric lamp burned on the bedside table, where magazines and books were stacked, and within her reach was a pair of wire-rimmed glasses.
     The Lady just stared at us for a moment, and we at her. She was almost bluish-black against the white bed, and not an inch of her face looked unwrinkled. She reminded me of one of those apple dolls whose faces shrivel up in the hard noonday sun. I had seen handfuls of fresh snow scraped off the Ice House’s pipes; the Lady’s soft cloud of hair was whiter. She was wearing a blue gown, the straps up around her bony shoulders, and her collarbone jutted in such clear relief against her skin that it appeared painful. So, too, did her cheekbones; they seemed sharp enough to slice a peach. To tell the truth, though, except for one feature the Lady wouldn’t have looked like much but an ancient, reed-thin black woman whose head trembled with a little palsy.
     But her eyes were green.
     I don’t mean any old green. I mean the color of pale emeralds, the kind of jewels Tarzan might have been searching for in one of the lost cities of Africa. They were luminous, full of trapped and burning light, and looking into them you felt as if your secret self might be jimmied open like a sardine can and something stolen from you. And you might not even mind it, either; you might want it to be so. I had never seen eyes like that before, and I never have since. They scared me, but I could not turn away because their beauty was like that of a fierce wild animal who must be carefully watched at all times.
     The Lady blinked, and a smile winnowed up over her wrinkled mouth. If she didn’t have her own teeth, they were good fakes. “Don’t you both look nice,” she said in her palsied voice.
     “Thank you, ma’am,” Mom managed to answer.
     “Your husband didn’t want to come.”
     “Uh… no, he’s… listenin’ to the baseball game on the radio.”
     “Was that his excuse, Miz Mackenson?” She lifted her white brows.
     “I… don’t know what you mean.”
     “Some people,” the Lady said, “are scared of me. Can you beat that? Scared of an old woman in her one hundred and sixth year! And me layin’ here can’t even keep no supper down! You love your husband, Miz Mackenson?”
     “Yes, I do. Very much.”
     “That’s good. Love strong and true can get you through a lot of dookey. And I’m here to tell you, honey, you got to walk through many fields of dookey to get to be my age.” Those green, wonderful, and frightening eyes in that wrinkled ebony face turned full blaze on me. “Hello, young man,” she said. “You help your momma do chores?”
     “Yes’m.” It was a whisper. My throat felt parched.
     “You dry the dishes? Keep your room neat? You sweep the front porch?”
     “Yes’m.”
     “That’s fine. But I bet you never had call to use a broom like you used one at Nila Castile’s house, did you?”
     I swallowed hard. Now I and my mother knew what this was about.
     The Lady grinned. “I wish I’d been there. I swanee I do!”
     “Did Nila Castile tell you?” Mom asked.
     “She did. I had a long talk with little Gavin, too.” Her eyes stayed fixed on me. “You saved Gavin’s life, young man. You know what that means to me?” I shook my head. “Nila’s mother, God keep her, was a good friend of mine. I kind of adopted Nila. I always thought of Gavin as a great-grandchild. Gavin has a good life ahead of him. You made sure he’ll get there.”
     “I was just… keepin’ from gettin’ eaten up myself,” I said.
     She chuckled; it was a gaspy sound. “Run him off with a broomstick! Lawd, Lawd! He thought he was such a mean ole thing, thought he could swim right up out of that river and snatch him a feast! But you gave him a mouthful, didn’t you?”
     “He ate a dog,” I told her.
     “Yeah, he would,” the Lady said, and her chuckling died down. Her thin fingers intertwined over her stomach. She looked at my mother. “You did a kindness for Nila and her daddy. That’s why whenever you need somethin’ fixed, you call Mr. Lightfoot and it’s done. Your boy saved Gavin’s life. That’s why I want to give him somethin’, if I have your permit.”
     “It’s not necessary.”
     “Ain’t nothin’ necessary,” the Lady said, and she showed a little flare of irritation that made me think she would’ve been plenty tough when she was young. “That’s why I’m gone do it.”
     “All right,” Mom said, thoroughly cowed.
     “Young man?” The Lady’s gaze moved to me again. “What would you like?”
     I thought about it. “Anything?” I asked.
     “Within reason,” Mom prodded.
     “Anythin’,” the Lady said.
     I thought some more, but the decision wasn’t very difficult. “A bike. A new bike that’s never belonged to anybody before.”
     “A new bicycle.” She nodded. “One with a lamp on it?”
     “Yes’m.”
     “Want a horn?”
     “That’d be fine,” I said.
     “Want it to be a fast one? Faster’n a cat up a tree?”
     “Yes’m.” I was getting excited now. “I sure do!”
     “Then you’ll have it! Soon as I can get my old self up from here.”
     “That’s awfully nice of you,” Mom said. “We sure appreciate it. But Cory’s father and I can go pick up a bike from the store, if that’s—”
     “Won’t come from a store,” the Lady interrupted.
     “Pardon?” Mom asked.
     “Won’t come from a store.” She paused, to make sure my mother understood. “Store-bought’s not good enough. Not special enough. Young man, you want a real special bicycle, don’t you?”
     “I… guess I’ll take what I can get, ma’am.”
     At this, she laughed again. “Well, you’re a little gentleman! Yessir, Mr. Lightfoot and I are gone put our heads together and see what we can come up with. Does that suit you?”
     I said it did, but in truth I didn’t quite understand how this was going to bring me a brand-new bicycle.
     “Step closer,” the Lady told me. “Come around here real close.”
     Mom let me go. I walked to the side of the bed, and those green eyes were right there in front of me like spirit lamps.
     “What do you like to do besides ride a bicycle?”
     “I like to play baseball. I like to read. I like to write stories.”
     “Write stories?” Her eyebrows went up again. “Lawd, Lawd! We gots us a writer here?”
     “Cory’s always liked books,” Mom offered. “He writes little stories about cowboys, and detectives, and—”
     “Monsters,” I said. “Sometimes.”
     “Monsters,” the Lady repeated. “You gone write about Old Moses?”
     “I might.”
     “You gone write a book someday? Maybe about this town and everybody in it?”
     I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
     “Look at me,” she said. I did. “Deep,” she said.
     I did.
     And then something strange happened. She began to speak, and as she spoke, the air seemed to shimmer between us with a pearly iridescence. Her eyes had captured mine; I could not look away. “I’ve been called a monster,” the Lady said. “Been called worse than a monster. I saw my momma killed when I wasn’t much older than you. Woman jealous of her gift killed her. I swore I was gone find that woman. She wore a red dress, and she carried a monkey on her shoulder that told her things. Woman’s name was LaRouge. Took me all my life to find her. I’ve been to Lepersville, and I’ve rowed a boat through the flooded mansions.” Her face, through that shimmering haze, had begun to shed its wrinkles. She was getting younger as I stared at her. “I’ve seen the dead walkin’, and my best friend had scales and crawled on her belly.” Her face was younger still. Its beauty began to scorch my face. “I’ve seen the maskmaker. I’ve spat in Satan’s eye, and I’ve danced in the halls of the Dark Society.” She was a girl with long black hair, her cheekbones high and proud, her chin sharp, her eyes fearsome with memories. “I have lived,” she said in her clear, strong voice, “a hundred lifetimes, and I’m not dead yet. Can you see me, young man?”
     “Yes’m,” I answered, and I heard myself as if from a vast distance. “I can.”
     The spell broke, quick as a heartbeat. One second I was looking at a beautiful young woman, and the next there was the Lady as she really was, one hundred and six years old. Her eyes had cooled some, but I felt feverish.
     “Maybe someday you’ll write my life story,” the Lady told me. It sounded more like a command than a comment. “Now, why don’t you go on out and visit with Amelia and Charles while I talk to your momma?”
     I said I would. My legs were rubbery as I walked past Mom to the door. Sweat had crept around my collar. At the door, a thought hit me and I turned back to the bed. “’Scuse me, ma’am?” I ventured. “Do you… like… have anythin’ that would help me pass math? I mean like a magic drink or somethin’?”
     “Cory!” Mom scolded me.
     But the Lady just smiled. She said, “Young man, I do. You tell Amelia to get you a drink of Potion Number Ten. Then you go home and you study hard, harder’n you ever did before. So hard you can do them ’rithmatics in your sleep.” She lifted a finger. “That ought to do the trick.”
     I left the room and closed the door behind me, eager for magic.
     “Potion Number Ten?” Mom asked.
     “Glass of milk with some nutmeg flavorin’ in it,” the Lady said. “Amelia and me got a whole list of potions worked out for folks who need a little extra courage or confidence or what have you.”
     “Is that how all your magic’s done?”
     “Most all. You just give folks a key, and they can rightly open their own locks.” The Lady’s head cocked to one side. “But there’s other kinds of magic, too. That’s why I need to talk to you.”
     My mother was silent, not understanding what was about to come.
     “Been dreamin’,” the Lady said. “Been dreamin’ asleep and awake. Things ain’t right here no more. Things are tore up on the other side, too.”
     “The other side?”
     “Where the dead go,” she said. “Across the river. Not the Tecumseh. The broad, dark river where I’m gonna be goin’ before too much longer. Then I’ll look back and laugh and I’ll say, ‘So that’s what it’s all about!’”
     Mom shook her head, uncomprehending.
     “Things are tore up,” the Lady went on. “In the land of the livin’ and the world of the dead. I knew somethin’ was wrong when Damballah denied his food. Jenna Velvadine told me what happened at your church Easter mornin’. That was the spirit world at work, too.”
     “It was wasps,” Mom said.
     “To you, wasps. To me, a message. Somebody’s in terrible pain on the other side.”
     “I don’t—”
     “Understand,” the Lady finished for her. “I know you don’t. Sometimes I don’t either. But I know the language of pain, Miz Mackenson. I grew up speakin’ it.” The Lady reached over to her bedside table, opened a drawer, and took out a piece of lined notebook paper. She gave it to my mother. “You recognize this?”
     Mom stared at it. On the paper was the pencil sketch of a head: a skull, it looked to be, with wings swept back from its temples.
     “In my dream I see a man with that tattoo on his shoulder. I see a pair of hands, and in one hand there’s a billy club wrapped up with black tape—we call it a crackerknocker—and in the other there’s a wire. I can hear voices, but I can’t tell what’s bein’ said. Somebody’s yellin’, and there’s music bein’ played real loud.”
     “Music?” Mom was cold inside; she had recognized the winged skull from what Dad had told her about the corpse in the car.
     “Either a record,” the Lady said, “or somebody’s beatin’ hell out of a piano. I told Charles. He recalled me a story I read in the Journal back in March. Your husband was the one who saw a dead man go down in Saxon’s Lake, ain’t that right?”
     “Yes.”
     “Might this have anythin’ to do with it?”
     Mom took a deep breath, held it, and then let it out. “Yes,” she said.
     “I thought so. Your husband sleepin’ all right?”
     “No. He… has bad dreams. About the lake, and… the man in it.”
     “Tryin’ to reach your husband,” the Lady said. “Tryin’ to get his attention. I’m just pickin’ up the message, like a party line on a telephone.”
     “Message?” Mom asked. “What message?”
     “I don’t know,” the Lady admitted, “but that kind of pain can sure ’nuff drive a man out of his mind.”
     Tears began to blur my mother’s vision. “I… can’t… I don’t…” She faltered, and a tear streaked down her left cheek like quicksilver.
     “You show him that picture. Tell him to come see me if he wants to talk about it. Tell him he knows where I live.”
     “He won’t come. He’s afraid of you.”
     “You tell him,” the Lady said, “this thing could tear him to pieces if he don’t set it right. You tell him I could be the best friend he ever had.”
     Mom nodded. She folded the notebook paper into a square and clenched it in her hand.
     “Wipe your eyes,” the Lady told her. “Don’t want the young man gettin’ upset.” When my mother had gotten herself fairly composed, the Lady gave a grunt of satisfaction. “There you go. Lookin’ pretty again. Now, you go tell the young man he’ll have his new bicycle soon as I can manage it. You make sure he studies his lessons, too. Potion Number Ten don’t work without a momma or daddy layin’ down the law.”
     My mother thanked the Lady for her kindness. She said she’d talk to my father about coming to see her, but she couldn’t promise anything. “I’ll expect him when I see him,” the Lady said. “You take care of yourself and your family.”
     Mom and I left the house and walked to the truck. The corners of my mouth still had a little Potion Number Ten in them. I felt ready to tear that math book up.
     We left Bruton. The river flowed gently between its banks. The night’s breeze blew softly through the trees, and the lights glowed from windows as people finished their dinners. I had two things on my mind: the hauntingly beautiful face of a young woman with green eyes, and a new bike with a horn and headlight.
     My mother was thinking about a dead man whose corpse lay down at the bottom of the lake but whose spirit haunted my father’s dreams and now the Lady’s dreams as well.
     Summer was close upon us, its scent of honeysuckle and violets perfuming the land.
     Somewhere in Zephyr, a piano was being played.
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Last Day of School


TICK… TICK… TICK.
     In spite of what the calendar says, I have always counted the last day of school as the first day of summer. The sun had grown steadily hotter and hung longer in the sky, the earth had greened and the sky had cleared of all but the fleeciest of clouds, the heat panted for attention like a dog who knows his day is coming, the baseball field had been mowed and white-lined and the swimming pool newly painted and filled, and as our homeroom teacher, Mrs. Selma Neville, intoned about what a good year this had been and how much we’d learned, we students who had passed through the ordeal of final exams sat with one eye fixed to the clock.
Tick… tick… tick.
     In my desk, alphabetically positioned between Ricky Lembeck and Dinah Macurdy, half of me listened to the teacher’s speech while the other half longed for an end to it. My head was full up with words. I needed to shake some of them out in the bright summer air. But we were Mrs. Neville’s property until the last bell rang, and we had to sit and suffer until time rescued us like Roy Rogers riding over the hill.
Tick… tick… tick.
     Have mercy.
     The world was out there, waiting beyond the square metal-rimmed windows. What adventures my friends and I would find this summer of 1964, I had no way of knowing, but I did know that summer’s days were long and lazy, and when the sun finally gave up its hold on the sky the cicadas sang and the lightning bugs whirled their dance and there was no homework to be done and oh, it was a wonderful time. I had passed my math exam, and escaped—with a C-minus average, if truth must be known—the snarling trap of summer school. As my friends and I went about our pleasures, running amuck in the land of freedom, we would pause every so often to think of the inmates of summer school—a prison Ben Sears had been sentenced to last year—and wish them well, because time was moving on without them and they weren’t getting any younger.
Tick… tick… tick.
     Time, the king of cruelty.
     From the hallway we heard a stirring and rustling, followed by laughter and shouts of pure, bubbling joy. Some other teacher had decided to let her class go early. My insides quaked at the injustice of it. Still, Mrs. Neville, who wore a hearing aid and had orange hair though she was at least sixty years old, talked on, as if there were no noise of escape beyond the door at all. It hit me, then; she didn’t want to let us go. She wanted to hold us as long as she possibly could, not out of sheer teacher spite but maybe because she didn’t have anybody to go home to, and summer alone is no summer at all.
     “I hope you boys and girls remember to use the library during recess.” Mrs. Neville was speaking in her kindly voice right now, but when she was upset she could spit sparks that made that falling meteor look like a dud. “You mustn’t stop reading just because school is out. Your minds are made to be used. So don’t forget how to think by the time September comes around a—”
RINGGGGGGG!
     We all jumped up, like parts of the same squirming insect.
     “One moment,” Mrs. Neville said. “One moment. You’re not excused yet.”
     Oh, this was torture! Mrs. Neville, I thought at that instant, must have had a secret life in which she tore the wings off flies.
     “You will leave my room,” she announced, “like young ladies and gentlemen. In single file, by rows. Mr. Alcott, you may lead the way.”
     Well, at least we were moving. But then, as the classroom emptied and I could hear the wild hollering echoing along the hallway, Mrs. Neville said, “Cory Mackenson? Step to my desk, please.”
     I did, under silent protest. Mrs. Neville offered me a smile from a mouth that looked like a red-rimmed string bag. “Now, aren’t you glad you decided to apply yourself to your math?” she asked.
     “Yes ma’am.”
     “If you’d studied as hard all year, you might’ve made the honor roll.”
     “Yes ma’am.” Too bad I hadn’t gotten a drink of Potion Number Ten back in the autumn, I was thinking.
     The classroom was empty. I could hear the echoes fading. I smelled chalk dust, lunchroom chili, and pencil-sharpener shavings; the ghosts were already beginning to gather.
     “You enjoy writing, don’t you?” Mrs. Neville asked me, peering over her bifocals.
     “I guess.”
     “You wrote the best essays in class and you made the highest grade in spelling. I was wondering if you were going to enter the contest this year.”
     “The contest?”
     “The writing contest,” she said. “You know. The Arts Council sponsors it every August.”
     I hadn’t thought about it. The Arts Council, headed by Mr. Grover Dean and Mrs. Evelyn Prathmore, sponsored an essay and story-writing contest. The winners got a plaque and were expected to read their entries during a luncheon at the library. I shrugged. Stories about ghosts, cowboys, detectives, and monsters from outer space didn’t seem much like contest-winning material; it was just something I did for me.
     “You should consider it,” Mrs. Neville continued. “You have a way with words.”
     I shrugged again. Having your teacher talk to you like a regular person is a disconcerting feeling.
     “Have a good summer,” Mrs. Neville said, and I realized suddenly that I was free.
     My heart was a frog leaping out of murky water into clear sunlight. I said, “Thanks!” and I ran for the door. Before I got out, though, I looked back at Mrs. Neville. She sat at a desk with no papers on it that needed grading, no books holding lessons that needed to be taught. The only thing on her desk, besides her blotter and her pencil sharpener that would do no more chewing for a while, was a red apple Paula Erskine had brought her. I saw Mrs. Neville, framed in a spill of sunlight, reach for the apple and pick it up as if in slow motion. Then Mrs. Neville stared out at the room of empty desks, carved with the initials of generations who had passed through this place like a tide rolling into the future. Mrs. Neville suddenly looked awfully old.
     “Have a good summer, Mrs. Neville!” I told her from the doorway.
     “Good-bye,” she said, and she smiled.
     I ran out along the corridor, my arms unencumbered by books, my mind unencumbered by facts and figures, quotations and dates. I ran out into the golden sunlight, and my summer had begun.
     I was still without a bike. It had been almost three weeks since Mom and I had gone to visit the Lady. I kept bugging Mom to call her, but Mom said for me to be patient, that I’d get the new bike when it arrived and not a minute before. Mom and Dad had a long talk about the Lady, as they sat on the porch in the blue twilight, and I guess I wasn’t supposed to be listening but I heard Dad say, “I don’t care what she dreams. I’m not goin’.” Sometimes at night I awakened to hear my father crying out in his sleep, and then I’d hear Mom trying to calm him down. I’d hear him say something like “…in the lake…” or “…down in the dark…” and I knew what had gotten into his mind like a black leech. Dad had started pushing his plate away at dinner when it was still half full, which was in direct violation of his “clean your plate, Cory, because there are youngsters starvin’ in India” speech. He’d started losing weight, and he’d had to pull the belt in tight on his milkman trousers. His face had begun changing, too; his cheekbones were getting sharper, his eyes sinking back in their sockets. He listened to a lot of baseball on the radio and watched the games on television, and as often as not he went to sleep in his easy chair with his mouth open. In his sleep, his face flinched.
     I was getting scared for him.
     I believe I understand what was gnawing at my father. It was not simply the fact that he’d seen a dead man. It was not the fact that the dead man had been murdered, because there had been murders—though, thank goodness, relatively few—in Zephyr before. I think the meanness of the act, the brutal cold-bloodedness of it, was what had eaten into my father’s soul. Dad was smart about a lot of things; he was commonsense smart, and he knew right from wrong and he was a man of his word, but he was naive about the world in many ways. I don’t think he’d ever believed that evil could exist in Zephyr. The idea that a fellow human being could be beaten and strangled, handcuffed to a wheel and denied a Christian burial in God’s earth—and that this terrible thing had happened right in his own hometown where he’d been born and raised—had hurt something deep inside him. Broken something, maybe, that he couldn’t fix by himself. Maybe it was also because the murdered man seemed to have no past, and that no one had responded to Sheriff Amory’s inquiries.
     “He had to be somebody,” I’d heard Dad telling Mom one night, through the wall. “Didn’t he have a wife, or children, or brothers or sisters? Didn’t he have folks of his own? My God, Rebecca, he had to have a name! Who was he? And where did he come from?”
     “That’s for the sheriff to find out.”
     “J.T. can’t find out anythin’! He’s given it up!”
     “I think you ought to go see the Lady, Tom.”
     “No.”
     “Why not? You saw the drawin’. You know it’s the same tattoo. Why won’t you at least go talk to her?”
     “Because—” He paused, and I could tell he was searching inside himself for an answer. “Because I don’t believe in her kind of magic, that’s why. It’s false trickery. She must’ve read about that tattoo in the Journal.”
     “It wasn’t described in such detail in the paper. You know that. And she said she heard voices and piano music, and she saw a pair of hands. Go talk to her, Tom. Please go.”
     “She doesn’t have anythin’ to tell me,” Dad said firmly. “At least not anythin’ I want to hear.”
     And that was where it stood, as my father’s sleep was haunted by a drowned phantom with no name.
     On this first day of summer, though, I wasn’t thinking about any of that. I wasn’t thinking about Old Moses, or Midnight Mona, or the man with the green-feathered hat. I was thinking of joining my friends in what had become our ritual of celebration.
     I ran home from school. Rebel was waiting for me on the front porch. I told Mom I’d be back after a while, and then I ran into the woods behind our house with Rebel at my heels. The forest was green and glorious, a warm breeze stirring through the foliage and trees and the bright sun slanting down. I reached the forest trail and followed it deeper into the woods, and Rebel veered off to chase a squirrel up a tree before he came on. It took me about ten minutes to break through the forest and reach the wide green clearing that stood on a rolling hillside with Zephyr stretched out below. My friends, who’d come on their bikes, were already there with their dogs: Johnny Wilson with his big red Chief, Ben Sears with Tumper, and Davy Ray Callan with his brown-and-white-spotted Buddy.
     The wind was stronger up here. It whirled around and around in the clearing, a happy circle of summer air. “We made it!” Davy Ray shouted. “School’s out!”
     “School’s out!” Ben yelled, and jumped around like a pure idiot with Tumper barking at his side.
     Johnny just grinned, and he stood staring down at our hometown with the sun hot on his face.
     “You ready?” Ben asked me.
     “Ready.” I told him, my heart starting to beat hard.
     “Everybody ready?” Ben shouted.
     We were.
     “Let’s go, then! Summer’s started!” Ben began to run around the edges of the clearing in a wide circle, with Tumper loping along behind. I followed him, Rebel weaving in and out of my track. Johnny and Davy Ray started running behind me, their dogs racing back and forth across the clearing and tusseling with each other.
     We ran faster and faster. The wind was first in our faces and then at our backs. We ran around the clearing on our sturdy young legs, the wind speaking through the pines and oaks that rimmed our playground. “Faster!” Johnny shouted, limping just a little on his clubfoot. “Gotta go faster!”
     We kept going, fighting the wind and then flying before it. The dogs ran beside us, barking with the sheer happiness of movement. The sun sparkled on the Tecumseh River, the sky was clear azure, and summer’s heat bloomed in our lungs.
     It was time. Everyone knew it was time.
     “Ben’s goin’ up first!” I shouted. “He’s gettin’ ready! He’s gettin’—”
     Ben gave a holler. Wings tore through the back of his shirt as they grew from his shoulder blades.
     “His wings are gettin’ bigger!” I said. “They’re the same color as his hair, and they’re lazy from not bein’ used for so long, but now they’re startin’ to beat! Look at ’em! Just look!”
     Ben’s feet lifted off the earth, and his wings began to take him upward.
     “Tumper’s goin’, too!” I said. “Wait for him, Ben!”
     Tumper’s wings unfurled. Yapping nervously, the dog ascended beneath his master’s heels. “Come on, Tumper!” Ben cried out. “Let’s go!”
     “Davy Ray!” I said. “Do you feel it?”
     He wanted to. He really did, but I could tell he wasn’t ready. “Johnny!” I said. “You’re about to go!”
     Johnny’s wings, when they exploded from his shoulder blades, were shimmering black. He went up with big red Chief flapping at his side. I looked up at Ben, who was already fifty feet above the earth and flying like a pudgy eagle. “Ben’s leavin’ you, Davy Ray! Look up there at him! Hey, Ben! Call Davy Ray!”
     “Come on up, Davy Ray!” Ben shouted, and he turned a barrel roll. “The air’s just fine!”
     “I’m ready!” Davy Ray said, his teeth clenched. “I’m ready! Talk me up, Cory!”
     “You can feel your wings startin’ to grow, can’t you? Yeah, I see ’em! They’re gettin’ ready to bust free! Here they come! They’re loose!”
     “I feel ’em! I feel ’em!” Davy Ray grinned, sweat on his face. His sleek auburn-colored wings began to flap, and he ascended with a swimming motion. I knew that Davy Ray was not afraid of flying; he never had been in the summers we’d been coming here. He was only afraid of that first leap of faith when you left the ground. “Buddy’s comin’ after you!” I shouted as the dog’s brown-and-white-spotted wings caught the air. Buddy dog-paddled upward.
     My own wings suddenly burst from my shoulder blades, unfurling like brown flags. They ripped through my shirt, hungry for wind. I felt the delirium of freedom lighten my bones. As I began to rise, I had a few seconds of panic akin to the summer’s first jump into the cold waters of the public pool. My wings had been tight and dormant under my flesh since the end of August, and though they might have twitched every once in a while around Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas vacation, and Easter break, they had been asleep and only dreaming of this day. They felt heavy and ungainly, and I wondered—as I did every summer since our ritual had begun—how such things could read the air almost of their own accord. And then my wings filled up with wind and I felt their awesome muscular might. They gave a jerking motion, like the reaction after a sneeze. The second flap was more controlled and powerful; the third was as pretty as poetry. My wings began to beat in the current of air. “I’m doin’ it!” I shouted as I rose after my friends and their dogs in the bright sky.
     I heard a familiar barking, close behind. I looked back. Rebel’s white wings had grown, and he was following me. I flapped upward, following the others who followed Ben. “Not so fast, Ben!” I cautioned, but he was soaring toward seventy feet. He deserved to fly, I thought, for what he had endured on the ground. Tumper and Buddy swooped around and around in a long lazy circle and Rebel barked to be allowed in the game. Chief, like his master, was more of a loner. Then Rebel swooped over toward me again and licked my face, and I put my arm around his neck and together we soared above the treetops.
     Davy Ray had conquered his fears. He made a caw-caw-cawing sound and he put his head straight down with his arms rigid at his sides and he dove at the earth, laughing. His wings were smoothed back along his shoulders, his face contorted by the rush of air. “Pull up, Davy Ray!” I shouted as he streaked past me with Buddy in dogged pursuit. “Pull up!”
     But Davy kept going down toward the green forest. When it seemed he was doomed to crash like a meteor, his wings suddenly spread out like a beautiful fan and he jackknifed his body upward. He could’ve chewed on pine needles if he’d wanted. Davy flew across the treetops, yelling with delight, but Buddy crashed through a few thin branches before he got himself straightened out again. The dog came up from the trees spitting and growling, leaving shell-shocked squirrels in his wake.
     I kept rising toward Ben. Off by himself, Johnny was executing slow figure-eights. Rebel and Tumper began playing chase sixty feet above the ground. Ben grinned at me, his face and shirt damp with sweat, his shirttail hanging out. “Cory!” he said. “Watch this!” Then he closed his arms over his belly and pulled his knees up tightly and he whooped as he cannonballed down. As Davy had done, Ben opened his wings large to catch the wind when he wanted to slow his speed, but here something went wrong. One of his wings didn’t open full. Ben yelped, knowing he was in trouble. He cartwheeled, his arms flailing. “I’m goin’ dowwwnnnn!” Ben wailed on a wing and a prayer.
     He slammed into the treetops, belly first.
     “You okay?” Davy Ray asked him.
     “You all right?” I asked.
     Johnny stopped running, too, and Tumper ran over to his master and licked Ben’s face. Ben sat up and showed us a skinned elbow. “Wow,” he said. “That stung a little bit.” Blood was showing.
     “Well, you shouldn’t have gone so fast!” Davy Ray told him. “Numb nuts!”
     “I’m okay, really I am.” Ben stood up. “We’re not through flyin’ yet, are we, Cory?”
     He was ready to go again. I started running, my arms spread out at my sides. The others sped around me in all directions, their arms out, too, and the wind buffeting us. “Now Davy Ray’s up to seventy feet,” I said, “and Buddy’s right there with him. Johnny’s doin’ a figure-eight at fifty feet. Come on, Ben! Get out of those trees!”
     He came up, pine needles in his hair, his mouth split by a grin.
     The first day of summer was always a wonderful time.
     “This way, fellas!” Davy Ray shouted as he began flying toward Zephyr. I followed him. My wings knew the blue roads.
     The sun was hot on our backs. The houses of Zephyr lay below us like toys on gum-stick streets. The cars looked like little windups you might buy at the five and dime. We flew on over the Tecumseh’s sparkling brown snake, over the gargoyle bridge and the old railroad trestle. I could see some fishermen in a rowboat down there. If Old Moses decided to grab their bait, they wouldn’t be sitting so calmly waiting for a mudcat.
     Our small shadows, and those of our dogs, moved across the earth like secret writing. We flew over the dark brown, oblong stain of Saxon’s Lake. I didn’t like it, even as I caught a warm current and zoomed up to seventy feet. I didn’t like what was lying in it like a seed in a rotten apple. Davy dove down and flew less than ten feet over the lake’s surface. I figured he’d better be careful; if his wings got wet, he was through flying until they dried out. Then he ascended again, and all of us flew over the forest and farmland that lay beyond Saxon’s Lake like a patchwork quilt of wild green and burnished brown.
     “Where are we now, Cory?” Davy Ray asked.
     I said, “We’re almost to…”
     Robbins Air Force Base, a huge flat clearing amid an ocean of woods. I pointed out a silver jet fighter heading in for a landing. Beyond the base, and off limits to everybody including boys with wings, was a testing ground where the fighter pilots shot at dummy ground targets and bombers occasionally dropped a real payload that rattled the windows of Zephyr. The airfield was the boundary of our jaunt, and we turned around in the hot blue and began flying back the way we’d come: over fields and forest, lake, river, and rooftops.
     With Rebel at my side, I circled above my house. The other guys were swooping around their own houses, their dogs barking happily. I realized how small my house was compared to the great world that stretched off in all directions. From my height I could see roads going off to the horizon, and cars and trucks on those roads heading to destinations unknown. Wanderlust is part of summer, too; I was feeling it, and wondering if I would ever travel those roads, and if I did where I would be going. I wondered, as well, what might happen if Mom or Dad suddenly walked out of the house, saw my shadow and Rebel’s on the yard, and looked up. I doubt if they ever knew their son could fly.
     I made a circle of the chimneytops and turrets of the Thaxter mansion, at the top of Temple Street. Then I rejoined my friends, and we reached the clearing on tired wings.
     We made a few circles, descending one after the other like graceful leaves. The ground was a jolt under my heels, and I kept running as my wings and body adjusted again to earth’s grasp. Then we were all on the ground, running around the clearing with our dogs, first pushing the wind and then being pushed by it. Our wings folded up and returned to their hidden sheaths in our hollow shoulder blades; the dogs’ wings slid down into the flesh and sealed over with a rippling of hair—white, brown, red, brown and white spotted. Our torn shirts mended themselves, and no mother would ever know what had burst through them. We were drenched with sweat, our faces and arms shining with it, and as we became earthbound again we ceased our running and dropped exhausted to the grass.
     The dogs were upon us at once, licking our faces. Our ritual flight had ended for another summer.
     We sat around for a while, talking once our hearts and minds had settled down. We talked about all the things we were going to do this summer; there were so many things, the days wouldn’t be long enough. But we all decided we wanted to go camping, and that was for sure.
     Then it was time to go home. “See you guys!” Ben said as he wheeled away on his bike with Tumper in pursuit. “Catch ya later!” Davy Ray told us as he departed on his bike and Buddy sprinted after a cottontail rabbit. “See you later!” Johnny said as he pedaled away with faithful Chief loping at his side. I waved. “Alligator!” I said.
     I walked home, pausing to throw a few pine cones for Rebel to chase. He barked furiously at a snake hole he’d discovered, but I pulled him away from it before whatever was inside came sliding out. It was a mighty big snake hole.
     At home, Mom looked at me aghast when I strolled into the kitchen. “You’re drippin’ wet!” she said. “What’ve you been doin’?”
     I shrugged as I reached for the pitcher of cold lemonade.
     “Nothin’ much,” I answered.
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Barbershop Talk


“LITTLE BIT OFF THE TOP AND THIN THE SIDES OUT, TOM?”
     “That’ll do me, I believe.”
     “You got it, my friend.”
     This was how Mr. Perry Dollar, the owner of Dollar’s Barbershop on Merchants Street, began every haircut. It never mattered how a fellow requested his hair cut; he always walked out with a little bit off the top and the sides thinned out. Of course, we’re talking about a real haircut here, none of that “hair-styling” stuff. For one dollar and fifty cents, you got the treatment: wrapped to the neck under a crisp blue-striped barber towel, scissors-trimmed and clippers-raked, hot lather applied to the back of your neck and the fine hairs there scraped off with a freshly stropped straight razor, followed by a liberal dousing from one of the mystery bottles of Wildroot, Vitalis, or Brylcreem hair dressings. I say “mystery bottles” because every time I got my hair cut at Mr. Dollar’s, those bottles, on a shelf above the barber chair, were exactly half full and never seemed to go up or down an inch. When the haircutting was done—“the scalping” was much the better term for it—and Mr. Dollar unpinned the barber towel from around your neck and swept the dead hairs out of your collar with a brush that felt like whiskers from a boar’s snout, the adults got to reach into the peanut-brittle jar and the kids got their choice of lime, lemon, grape, or cherry suckers.
     “Hot day,” Mr. Dollar commented as he lifted up Dad’s hair with a comb and snipped the ends with scissors.
     “Sure is.”
     “Known it hotter, though. One hundred and three degrees this day in 1936.”
     “One hundred and four degrees this day in 1927!” said Mr. Owen Cathcoate, an aged specimen who was playing checkers with Mr. Gabriel “Jazzman” Jackson at the back of the barbershop, where the overhead fan kept the place the coolest. Mr. Cathcoate’s wrinkled face was dotted with liver spots, like a map of some strange and foreign country. He had narrow-slit eyes and long-fingered hands, and his scraggly yellowish-white hair hung down around his shoulders, which must have been torture for Mr. Dollar to have to look at. Mr. Jackson was a big-bellied black man with iron-gray hair and a small, neat mustache, and he shined and repaired shoes for people who brought them in, his workshop being at the rear of Mr. Dollar’s place. Mr. Jackson got his nickname because, as Dad told me, he could “blow butterflies and hornets out of that clarinet of his.” The clarinet, in a well-seasoned black case, was never far from Mr. Jackson’s side.
     “Be a whole lot hotter ’fore July gets here,” Mr. Jackson said as he pondered the pieces. He started to make a move and then thought better of it. “Owen, I do believe you’re tryin’ to put me between a rock and a hard place, ain’t you?”
     “I wouldn’t dream of such a thing, Mr. Jackson.”
     “Oh, you sly old fox you!” the Jazzman said when he saw the simple but deadly trap Mr. Cathcoate had laid open for him. “Gonna skin me up and serve me for dinner, huh? Well, I’d be mighty tough to chew on!” He made a move that for the moment got him out of danger.
     Mr. Dollar was short and stocky and had a face like a contented bulldog. His gray eyebrows stuck out everywhichway like wild weeds, and his hair was shaved to the sandy scalp. He could make the neatest parts of anybody I’ve ever seen. He knew all there was to know about the history of Zephyr. Because he had been the only barber in town for over twenty years, he had his finger on the roaring pulse of gossip and he could tell you everything that was going on, if you had an afternoon to sit and listen. He also had a nifty collection of tattered comic books, Field & Streams, and Sports Illustrateds, and I had heard from Davy Ray that Mr. Dollar kept a box of Stag, Confidential, and Argosy magazines in the back for adults only.
     “Cory?” Mr. Dollar said as he cut my father’s hair. “You met the new boy yet?”
     “No sir?” I didn’t know there was a new boy.
     “Came in here yesterday with his dad to get a haircut. Got good hair, but that cowlick about blunted my scissors.” Snip, snip, they sang. “He just moved here last week.”
     “New family rentin’ that house on the corner of Greenhowe and Shantuck?” Dad asked.
     “Yeah, that’s them. The Curliss family. Nice people. All of ’em got good hair.”
     “What’s Mr. Curliss do?”
     “Salesman,” Mr. Dollar said. “Sells shirts for some company in Atlanta. The boy’s a couple of years younger than Cory. I set him up on the horse and he didn’t squirm a bit.”
     The horse was a carved golden palomino that had been salvaged from a doomed merry-go-round somewhere; now it was bolted to the floor next to the regular barber’s chair. Only babies got their hair cut while sitting on the horse, even though there were times when I wished I might be able to sit on that horse again and put my feet in the stirrups while my hair was being snipped. Still, the fact that the Curliss boy—at nine or ten years of age, say—wanted to sit on the horse told me he must be a pansy.
     “Mr. Curliss seems like a decent fella,” Mr. Dollar went on, following the scissors across my father’s scalp. “Quiet, though. Kinda timid for a salesman, I’d say. That’s a hard row to hoe.”
     “I’ll bet,” Dad said.
     “I got the impression Mr. Curliss has moved around quite a bit. He told me all the places he and the family have lived. I guess, bein’ a salesman, you’d have to be prepared to go where the company says go.”
     “I couldn’t do that,” Dad said. “I’ve gotta have roots.”
     Mr. Dollar nodded. He left that topic and wandered through others like a man through high grass, not seeing anything but the next step. “Yessir,” he said. “If them Beatle boys came in here, they’d sure ’nuff leave lookin’ like men ’stead of women.” His eyebrows squeezed together as he wandered on in a new direction. “Communists say they’re gonna bury us. Gotta stop ’em while we can, ’fore they get to our country. Send our boys to bust their tails in that place over there… y’know, where they grow all the bamboo.”
     “Vietnam,” Dad supplied.
     “Right. That’s the place. Kill ’em there and we won’t have to worry no more.” Mr. Dollar’s scissors were getting up to speed. A new thought was being born somewhere between Mr. Dollar’s ears. “J.T. ever figure out who went down in Saxon’s Lake, Tom?”
     I watched my father’s face. No expression registered there, but I knew this question must be stabbing him. “No, Perry. He never did.”
     “He was a federal man, is what I think,” the Jazzman ventured. “Must’ve been lookin’ for stills. I think the Blaylocks killed him.”
     “That’s what Mr. Sculley believes, too,” Dad said.
     “The Blaylocks are bad news, that’s the truth.” Mr. Dollar switched on his clipper and worked on Dad’s sideburns. “Wouldn’t be the first man they’ve killed.”
     “Why do you say that?”
     “Sim Sears used to buy whiskey from the youngest boy, Donny. Oh—” Mr. Dollar looked at me. “I’m not talkin’ out of school, am I?”
     “It’s all right,” Dad told him. “Go ahead.”
     “Well, this is from Sim’s mouth, so I guess he’s come to grips with it. Anyway, Donny Blaylock used to sell moonshine to Sim, and Sim told me Donny and him got drunk up in the woods one night—the night that meteor fell up there near Union Town—and Donny told him things.”
     “Things?” Dad prodded. “What things?”
     “Donny told Sim he’d killed a man,” Mr. Dollar said. “Didn’t tell him the why, the when, or the who. Just that he’d killed a man and he was glad of it.”
     “Does J.T. know about this?”
     “Nope. And he won’t hear it from me, either. I don’t want to get J.T. killed. You ever see Biggun Blaylock?”
     “No.”
     “Big as a moose and full of the devil. If I told J.T. what Sim had told me, he’d have to go out and find the Blaylocks. If he did find ’em, which I doubt he could, that bunch would hang him up by his heels and cut his throat open like a—” Again Mr. Dollar looked at me, sitting there, all eyes and ears, behind a Hawkman comic book. “Well, I kinda figure that’d be the last of our sheriff,” Mr. Dollar finished.
     “The Blaylocks don’t own the county!” Dad said. “If they committed a murder, they ought to pay for it!”
     “That’s right, they should,” Mr. Dollar agreed as he returned to his clipping. “Biggun came in here last November to pick up a pair of boots he was havin’ resoled. Remember that, Jazzman?”
     “Shore do. Fine, expensive boots. I was scared to death of gettin’ a scuff on ’em.”
     “You know what Biggun said as he was payin’ for his boots?” Mr. Dollar asked my father. “He said they were his stompin’ boots, and anybody who got under ’em wouldn’t be standin’ up again. I figured that to mean he didn’t want anybody messin’ in his business. So who’s gonna be fool enough to go lookin’ to get killed by the Blaylocks?”
     “That’s what happened to that fella at the bottom of the lake,” the Jazzman said. “He was messin’ in the Blaylocks’ business.” Bidness, he pronounced it.
     “I don’t care if they brew up ’shine and sell it outta the back of their trucks,” Mr. Dollar went on. “No harm done to me. I don’t care if they fix the stock car races, because I’m not a gambler. I don’t care what they do to them fallen angels at Grace Stafford’s, because I’m a family man.”
     “Hold on,” Dad said. “What about Grace Stafford’s place?”
     “Ain’t her place. She just manages it. The Blaylocks own it, lock, stock, and hair curlers.”
     Dad grunted softly. “I didn’t know that.”
     “Oh, yeah!” Mr. Dollar applied lather to the back of Dad’s neck and worked a straight razor along the leather strop. “The Blaylocks are rakin’ it in, that’s for sure. Makin’ a killin’ off the Air Force fellas.” With a steady hand, he began shaving my father’s neck. “The Blaylocks are too much for J.T. to handle. It’d take Edgar Hoover himself to throw ’em in jail.”
     “Wyatt Earp could do it.” Mr. Cathcoate spoke up now. “If he was still alive, I mean.”
     “I reckon he could at that, Owen.” Mr. Dollar glanced at me, gauging my interest, and then back to the old man. “Hey, Owen! I don’t think young Cory here knows about you and Wyatt Earp!” Mr. Dollar winked at me conspiratorially. “Tell him the tale, why don’t you?”
     Mr. Cathcoate didn’t answer for a moment, but it was his turn and he didn’t move any of the checkers pieces. “Naw,” he replied at last. “I’ll let it rest.”
     “Come on, Owen! Tell the boy! You want to hear it, don’t you, Cory?” Before I could say yes or no, Mr. Dollar plowed on. “See there? He wants to hear it!”
     “Long time gone,” Mr. Cathcoate said quietly.
     “Eighteen hundred and eighty-one, wasn’t it? October twenty-sixth at Tombstone, Arizona? You were all of nine years old?”
     “That’s right.” Mr. Cathcoate nodded. “I was nine years old.”
     “And tell the boy what you did on that day.”
     Mr. Cathcoate sat staring at the checkers board. “Go on, Owen,” the Jazzman urged in a gentle voice. “You tell him.”
     “I… killed a man on that day,” Mr. Cathcoate said. “And I saved the life of Wyatt Earp at the O.K. Corral.”
     “There you go, Cory!” Mr. Dollar grinned. “Bet you didn’t know you were sittin’ in here with a real live gunfighter, did you?” The way Mr. Dollar said that, though, made me think he didn’t believe a word of it, and that he enjoyed goading Mr. Cathcoate about it.
     Of course I’d heard about the O.K. Corral. Every boy with even a passing interest in cowboys and the Wild West knew that story, about the day the Earp brothers—Wyatt, Virgil, and Morgan—and cardsharp Doc Holliday faced down the rustling Clantons and McLowerys in the hot dust of Tombstone. “Is that for real, Mr. Cathcoate?” I asked.
     “For real. I was lucky that day. I was just a kid, didn’t know nothin’ about guns. Almost shot my foot off.”
     “Tell him how you saved ol’ Wyatt,” Mr. Dollar urged as he blotted the last of the lather off the back of Dad’s neck with a steaming towel.
     Mr. Cathcoate frowned. I figured he didn’t like remembering it, or else he was trying to put the details together again. A ninety-two-year-old man has to open a lot of locks to recall a day when he was nine years old. But I suppose that particular day was worth remembering.
     Mr. Cathcoate finally said, “Wasn’t supposed to be anybody on the street. Everybody knew the Earps, Doc Holliday, the McLowerys, and the Clantons were gonna spill blood. It had been a long time brewin’. But I was there, hidin’ behind a shack. Little fool, me.” He pushed his chair back from the checkers board, and he sat with his long-fingered hands twined together and the fan’s breeze stirring his hair. “I heard all the shoutin’, and all the guns goin’ off. I heard bullets hittin’ flesh. That’s a sound you don’t forget if you live to be a hundred and ninety-two.” His slitted eyes stared at me, but I could tell he was looking toward the past, where dust clouds rose from the bloodstained earth and shadows aimed their six-guns. “A terrible lot of shootin’,” he said. “A bullet went through the shack next to my head. I heard it whine. Then I got down low and I stayed there. Pretty soon a man came staggerin’ past me and fell to his knees. It was Billy Clanton. He was all shot up, but he had a gun in his hand. He looked at me. Right at me. And then he coughed and blood spurted out of his mouth and nose and he fell on his face right next to me.”
     “Wow!” I said, my arms chillbumped.
     “Oh, there’s more!” Mr. Dollar announced. “Tell him, Owen!”
     “A shadow fell on me,” Mr. Cathcoate said, his voice raspy. “I looked up, and I saw Wyatt Earp. His face was covered with dust, and he seemed ten feet tall. He said, ‘Run home, boy.’ I can hear him say that, clear as a bell. But I was scared and I stayed where I was, and Wyatt Earp walked on around to the other side of the shed. The fight was over. Clantons and McLowerys were lyin’ on the ground shot to pieces. Then it happened.”
     “What happened?” I asked when Mr. Cathcoate paused to breathe.
     “The fella who’d been hidin’ in an empty rain barrel raised up and took aim with his pistol at Wyatt Earp’s back. I’d never seen him before. But he was right there, as close to me as you are. He took aim, and I heard him click the trigger back.”
     “This here’s the good part,” Mr. Dollar said. “Then what, Owen?”
     “Then… I picked up Billy Clanton’s pistol. Thing was as heavy as a cannon, and it had blood all over the grip. I could hardly hold it.” Mr. Cathcoate was silent; his eyes closed. He went on: “Wasn’t time to call out. Wasn’t time to do a thing except what I did. I was just meanin’ to scare the fella by firin’ into the sky, and to get Mr. Earp’s attention. But the gun went off. Just like that: boom.” His eyes opened at the memory of the shot. “Knocked me down, ’bout busted my shoulder. I heard the bullet ricochet off a rock about six inches from my right foot. That bullet went straight through the fella’s gunhand wrist. Blew the pistol out of his hand, broke his wrist open so the edge of a bone was stickin’ out. He bled like a fountain. And as he was bleedin’ to death I was sayin’, ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ ’Cause I didn’t mean to kill anybody. I just meant to keep Mr. Earp from gettin’ killed.” He sighed, long and softly; it was like the sound of wind blowing dust over the graves on Boot Hill. “I was standin’ over the body, holdin’ Billy Clanton’s gun. Doc Holliday came up to me, and he gave me a four-bit piece and he said, ‘Go buy yourself a candy stick, kid.’ That’s how I got the name.”
     “What name?” I asked.
     “The Candystick Kid,” Mr. Cathcoate answered. “Mr. Earp came to my house to have dinner. My dad was a farmer. We didn’t have much, but we fed Mr. Earp as best we could. He gave me Billy Clanton’s gun and holster as a gift for savin’ his life.” Mr. Cathcoate shook his scraggly-maned head. “I should’ve thrown that damn gun down the well, like my momma wanted me to.”
     “Why?”
     “’Cause,” he said, and here he seemed to get irritable and agitated, “I liked it too much, that’s why! I started learnin’ how to use it! Started likin’ its smell, and its weight, and how it felt warm in my hand after it had just gone off, and how that bottle I was aimin’ at flew all to pieces in a heartbeat, that’s why.” He scowled as if he’d just had a taste of bitter fruit. “Started shootin’ birds out of the sky, and believin’ I was a quick-draw artist. Then it started workin’ on my mind, wonderin’ how fast I could be against some other boy with a gun. I kept practicin’, kept slappin’ that leather and pullin’ that hogleg out time and again. And when I was sixteen years old I went to Yuma in a stagecoach and I killed a gunslinger there name of Edward Bonteel, and that’s when I put a foot in hell.”
     “Ol’ Owen here got to be quite a name,” Mr. Dollar said as he brushed the clipped hairs from Dad’s shoulders. “The Candystick Kid, I mean. How many fellas did you send to meet their Maker, Owen?” Mr. Dollar looked at me and quickly winked.
     “I killed fourteen men,” Mr. Cathcoate said. There was no pride in his voice. “Fourteen men.” He stared at the red and black squares of the checkerboard. “Youngest was nineteen. Oldest was forty-two. Maybe some of ’em deserved to die. Maybe that’s not for me to say. I killed ’em, every one, in fair fights. But I was lookin’ to kill ’em. I was lookin’ to make a big name for myself, be a big man. The day I got shot by a younger, faster fella, I decided I was livin’ on borrowed time. I cleared out.”
     “You got shot?” I asked. “Where’d it hit you?”
     “Left side. But I aimed better. Shot that fella through the forehead, smack dab. My gunfightin’ days were over, though. I headed east. Wound up here. That’s my story.”
     “Still got that gun and holster, don’t you, Candystick?” Mr. Dollar inquired.
     Mr. Cathcoate didn’t reply. He sat there, motionless. I thought he’d gone to sleep, though his heavy-lidded eyes were still open. Then, abruptly, he stood up from his chair and walked on stiffened legs to where Mr. Dollar was standing. He pushed his face toward Mr. Dollar’s, and I saw his expression in the mirror; Mr. Cathcoate’s age-spotted face was grim and thin-lipped, like a skull bound up with brown leather. Mr. Cathcoate’s mouth split open in a smile, but it was not a happy smile. It was a terrible smile, and I saw Mr. Dollar shrink back from it.
     “Perry,” Mr. Cathcoate said, “I know you think I’m an old fool half out of my head. I accept the fact that you laugh at me when you think I’m not lookin’. But if I didn’t have eyes in the back of my head, Perry, I wouldn’t be alive right now.”
     “Uh… uh… why, no, Owen!” Mr. Dollar blubbered. “I’m not laughin’ at you! Honest!”
     “Now you’re either lyin’, or callin’ me a liar,” the old man said, and something about the soft way he said that made my bones grow cold.
     “I’m… sorry if you think I’m—”
     “Yes, I still have the gun and holster,” Mr. Cathcoate interrupted him. “I kept ’em for old time’s sake. Now, you understand this, Perry.” He leaned in closer, and Mr. Dollar tried to smile but he only summoned up a weak grin. “You can call me Owen, or Mr. Cathcoate. You can call me Hey, you or Old Man. But you’re not to call me by my gunfighter name. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever. Do we see eye to eye on that, Perry?”
     “Owen, there’s no call to be—”
     “Do we see eye to eye?” Mr. Cathcoate repeated.
     “Uh… yeah. We do. Sure.” Mr. Dollar nodded. “Whatever you say, Owen.”
     “No, not whatever I say. Just this.”
     “Okay. No problem.”
     Mr. Cathcoate stared into Mr. Dollar’s eyes for another few seconds, as if looking for the truth there. Then he said, “I’ll be leavin’ now,” and he walked to the door.
     “What about our game, Owen?” the Jazzman asked.
     Mr. Cathcoate paused. “I don’t want to play anymore,” he said, and then he pushed through the door and out into the hot June afternoon. A wave of heat rolled in as the door settled shut. I stood up, went to the plate-glass window, and watched Mr. Cathcoate walking slowly up the sidewalk of Merchants Street, his hands in his pockets.
     “Well, what do you think about that?” Mr. Dollar asked. “What do you suppose set him off?”
     “He knows you don’t believe none of that story,” the Jazzman said as he began to put away the checkers pieces and the board.
     “Is it true, or not?” Dad stood up from the chair. His ears had been lowered considerably, the back of his neck ruddy where it had been shaved and scrubbed.
     “’Course it’s not true!” Mr. Dollar laughed with a snort. “Owen’s crazy! Been out of his head for years!”
     “It didn’t happen like he said it did?” I kept watching Mr. Cathcoate move away up the sidewalk.
     “No. He made the whole thing up.”
     “How do you know that for sure?” Dad asked.
     “Come on, Tom! What would a Wild West gunfighter be doin’ in Zephyr? And don’t you think it’d be in the history books if a kid saved Wyatt Earp’s life at the O.K. Corral? I went to the library and looked it up. Ain’t no mention of any kid savin’ Wyatt Earp’s life, and in this book I found about gunfighters there’s nobody called the Candy-stick Kid, either.” Mr. Dollar brushed hair out of the chair with furious strokes. “Your turn, Cory. Get on up here.”
     I started to move away from the window, but I saw Mr. Cathcoate wave to someone. Vernon Thaxter, naked as innocence, was walking on the other side of Merchants Street. Vernon was walking fast, as if he had somewhere important to go, but he lifted his hand in greeting to Mr. Cathcoate.
     The two crazy men passed each other, going their separate ways.
     I didn’t laugh. I wondered what it was that had made Mr. Cathcoate want to believe so badly that he’d been a gunfighter, just as Vernon Thaxter believed he really had somewhere to go.
     I got up in the chair. Mr. Dollar pinned the barber towel around my neck, and he combed through my hair a few times as Dad sat down to read a Sports Illustrated.
     “Little bit off the top and thin the sides out?” Mr. Dollar asked.
     “Yes sir,” I said. “That’d be fine.”
     The scissors sang, and little dead parts of me flew off.
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A Boy and a Ball


IT WAS ON THE FRONT PORCH WHEN WE GOT HOME FROM MR. Dollar’s.
     Right there, on its kickstand.
     A brand new bicycle.
     “Gosh,” I said as I got out of the pickup. That’s all I could say. I walked up the porch steps in a trance, and I touched it.
     It was not a dream. It was real, and it was beautiful.
     Dad whistled in appreciation. He knew a good-looking bike when he saw it. “That’s some piece of work, huh?”
     “Yes sir.” I still couldn’t believe it. Here was something I had desired in my heart for a long, long time. It belonged to me now, and I felt like the king of the world.
     In later years I would think that no woman’s lips had ever been as red as that bike. No low-slung foreign sports car with wire wheels and purring engine would ever look as powerful or as capable as that bike. No chrome would ever gleam with such purity, like the silver moon on a summer’s night. It had a big round headlight and a horn with a rubber bulb, and its frame looked as strong and solid as the biceps of Hercules. But it looked fast, too; its handlebars sloped forward like an invitation to taste the wind, its black rubber pedals unscuffed by any foot before mine. Dad ran his fingers along the headlight, and then he picked the bike up with one hand. “Boy, it hardly weighs anything!” he marveled. “Lightest metal I’ve ever felt!” He put it down again, and it settled on its kickstand like an obedient but barely tamed animal.
     I was on that seat in two seconds. I had a little trouble at first, because the way both the handlebars and the seat tilted forward I felt like my balance was off. My head was thrust over the front wheel, my back pressed down in a straight line in emulation of the bike’s spine. I had the feeling of being on a machine that could easily get out of my control if I wasn’t careful; there was something about it that both thrilled and scared me.
     Mom came out of the house. The bike had arrived about an hour before, she told us. Mr. Lightfoot had brought it in the back of his truck. “He said the Lady wants you to ride easy on it until it gets used to you,” she said. She looked at Dad, who was walking in a circle around the new bike. “He can keep it, can’t he?”
     “I don’t like us acceptin’ charity. You know that.”
     “It’s not charity. It’s a reward for a good deed.”
     Dad continued his circling. He stopped and prodded his shoe at the front tire. “This must’ve cost her an awful lot of money. It’s a fine bike, that’s for sure.”
     “Can I keep it, Dad?” I asked.
     He stood there, his hands on his hips. He chewed on his bottom lip for a moment, and then he looked at Mom. “It’s not charity?”
     “No.”
     Dad’s gaze found me. “Yeah,” he said, and no word was ever more welcome. “It’s yours.”
     “Thanks! Thanks a million times!”
     “So now that you’ve got a new bike, what’re you gonna name it?” Dad asked.
     I hadn’t thought about this yet. I shook my head, still trying to get used to the way it held my body forward like a spear.
     “Might as well take it out for a spin, don’t you think?” He slid an arm around Mom’s waist, and he grinned at me.
     “Yes sir,” I said, but I got off to chop the kickstand up and guide it down the porch steps. It seemed an indignity to jar the bike before we’d gotten to know each other. Either that, or I feared waking it up just yet. I sat on the seat again, my feet on the ground.
     “Go ahead,” Dad told me. “Just don’t burn up the street.”
     I nodded, but I didn’t move. I swear I thought I felt the bike tremble, as if with anticipation. Maybe it was just me.
     “Crank ’er up,” Dad said.
     This was the moment of truth. I took a breath, put one foot on a pedal, and pushed off with the other. Then both feet were on the pedals, and I aimed the bike toward the street. The wheels turned with hardly any noise, just a quiet tick… tick… tick like a bomb about to go off.
     “Have fun!” my mother called as she opened the porch door.
     I looked back and took a hand off the handlebars to wave, and the bike suddenly lurched out of my control and zigzagged wildly. I almost went down in my first crash, but I grasped hold again and the bike straightened out. The pedals were smooth as ice cream, the wheels spinning faster across the hot pavement. This was a bike, I realized, that could get away from you like a rocket. I tore away along the street, the wind hissing through my newly cut hair, and to tell the truth, I felt as if I was hanging on for dear life. I was used to an old, sluggish chain and sprocket that needed a lot of leg muscle, but this bike demanded a lighter touch. When I put on the brakes the first time, I almost flew off the seat. I spun it around in a wide circle and gave it more speed again, and I got going so fast so quickly, the back of my neck started sweating. I felt one pedal-push away from leaving the ground, but the front wheel responded to my grip on the handlebars seemingly even as I thought what direction I wanted to turn. Like a rocket, the bike sped me through the tree-shaded streets of my hometown, and as we carved the wind together I decided that would be its name.
     “Rocket,” I said, the word whirling away behind me in the slipstream. “That sound all right to you?”
     It didn’t throw me off. It didn’t veer for the nearest tree. I took that as a yes.
     I started getting bolder. I sideslipped and figure-eighted and curb-jumped, and Rocket obeyed me without hesitation. I leaned over those handlebars and pumped the pedals with all my strength and Rocket shot along Shantuck Street, the pools of shadow and sunlight opening up before me. I zipped up onto the sidewalk, where the tires barely registered the passing cracks. The air was hot in my lungs and cool on my face, and the houses and trees were whipping past in a sublime blur. At this instant I felt at one with Rocket, as if we were of the same skin and grease, and when I grinned, a bug flew into my teeth. I didn’t care; I swallowed it because I was invincible.
     And such ideas inevitably lead to what next occurred.
     I hit a patch of broken sidewalk without slowing down or trying to miss it, and I felt Rocket shudder from fender to fender. A noise like a grunt ran through the frame. The jolt knocked one of my hands loose from the handlebars, and Rocket’s front tire hit an edge of concrete and the bike bucked up and twisted like an angry stallion. My feet left the pedals and my butt left the seat, and as I went off into the air I thought of something Mom had said: The Lady wants you to ride easy on it until it gets used to you.
     I didn’t have much time to ponder it. In the next second I crashed into a hedge in somebody’s yard and my breath left me in a whoosh and the green leaves took me down. I had nearly ripped a hole clear through the hedge. My arms and cheeks were scratched up some, but nothing seemed to be skinned up and bleeding. I got out of the hedge, shaking off leaves, and I saw Rocket lying on its side in the grass. Terror gripped me; if this new bike was busted up, Dad’s spanking hand would be finding work. I knelt beside Rocket, checking the bike for damage. The front tire was scuffed and the fender crimped, but the chain was still on and the handlebars straight. The headlight was unbroken, the frame unbent. Rocket had been bruised but was amazingly healthy for such a nasty spill. I righted the bike, thanking whatever angel had been riding on my shoulder, and as I ran my fingers over the dented fender I saw the eye in the headlamp.
     It was a golden orb with a dark pupil, and it stared at me with what might have been a brooding tolerance.
     I blinked, startled.
     The golden eye was gone. Now the headlight was just a plain bulb behind a circle of glass again.
     I kept staring at the headlight. There was no eye in it. I rolled Rocket around, from sun to shadow and back again, but the image did not return.
     I felt my head, searching for a lump. I found none.
     It’s crazy, the things a boy can imagine.
     I got back on the seat and started pedaling along the sidewalk again. This time I took it slow and easy, and I hadn’t gone twenty feet before I saw all the glass from a broken Yoo-Hoo bottle scattered across the sidewalk in front of me. I swerved Rocket over the curb and onto the street, missing the glass fragments and saving Rocket’s tires. I hated to think what might have happened if I’d gone over that glass at high speed; a few scratches from a leafy hedge were mild compared to what could have been.
     We had been very lucky, Rocket and me.
     Davy Ray Callan lived nearby. I stopped at his house, but his mother said Davy Ray had gone to the ball field with Johnny Wilson to practice. Our Little League team—the Indians, for whom I played second base—had lost our first four games and we needed all the practice we could get. I thanked Mrs. Callan and I aimed Rocket toward the field.
     It wasn’t far. Davy Ray and Johnny were standing out in the sunshine and the red dust, pitching a ball back and forth. I rode Rocket onto the field and circled them, and their mouths dropped open at the sight of my new bike. Of course they had to touch it, too, had to sit on it and pedal it around a little. Next to Rocket, their bikes looked like dusty antiques. Still, this was Davy Ray’s opinion of Rocket: “It don’t handle so good, though, does it?” And Johnny’s: “It sure is pretty, but the pedals are stiff.” I realized they were not saying this simply to rain on my parade; they were good friends, and they rejoiced in my happiness. The fact of the matter is that they preferred their own bikes. Rocket had been made for me and me alone.
     I rested Rocket on its kickstand and watched while Davy Ray threw high fly balls to Johnny. Yellow butterflies flew from the grass, and overhead the sky was blue and cloudless. I looked toward the brown-painted bleachers, under the signs advertising different Merchants Street stores, and I saw a figure sitting at the top.
     “Hey, Davy!” I said. “Who’s that?”
     Davy glanced over and then lifted his glove to snare Johnny’s return pitch. “I don’t know. Just some kid, been sittin’ there since we got here.”
     I watched the guy. He was hunkered forward, watching us, with one elbow on a knee and his chin propped on his palm. I turned away from Davy and walked toward the bleachers, and the kid at the top suddenly stood up as if he meant to run.
     “What’re you doin’ up there?” I called to him.
     He didn’t answer. He just stood there, and I could tell he was trying to decide whether to take to his heels or not.
     I got closer. I didn’t recognize him; he had short-cropped dark brown hair with a wiry cowlick sticking up from the left side of his head, and he wore glasses that seemed too big for his face. He was maybe nine or ten years old, I figured, and he was a real beanpole, with gawky arms and legs. He wore blue jeans with patched knees and a white T-shirt, and the buttermilk pallor of his skin told me he didn’t get outside very much. “What’s your name?” I asked him as I reached the fence between the field and the bleachers.
     He didn’t reply.
     “Can you talk?”
     I saw him tremble. He looked as scared as a deer caught in a hunter’s flashlight.
     “I’m Cory Mackenson,” I said. I stood there, waiting, with my fingers grasping the fence’s mesh. “Don’t you have a name?”
     “Yeth,” the boy answered.
     I thought he’d said Seth at first, and then it dawned on me that he had a lisp. “What is it?”
     “Nemo,” he said.
     “Nemo? Like Captain Nemo?”
     “Huh?”
     A student of Jules Verne he was not. “What’s your last name?”
     “Curlith,” he said.
Curlith. It took me a few seconds to decipher it. Not Curlith, but Curliss. The new boy in town, the one who had a traveling salesman as a father. The boy who sat on the horse to get his hair cut at Mr. Dollar’s. The pansy.
     Nemo Curliss. Well, the name suited him. He looked like something a net might drag up from twenty thousand leagues. But my parents had taught me that everybody deserved respect, no matter if they were pansies or not, and to tell the truth, I was nothing to write home about in the physical looks department. “You’re new in town,” I offered.
     He nodded.
     “Mr. Dollar told me about you.”
     “He did?”
     “Yeah. Said”—you sat on the horse, I almost told him—“you got a haircut.”
     “Uh-huh. ’Bout thaved me baldheaded,” Nemo said, and he scratched the top of his scalp with a thin-fingered hand attached to a white, bony wrist.
     “Heads up, Cory!” I heard Davy shout. I looked up. Johnny had put all his strength into a fly ball that not only overshot Davy’s glove, but cleared the fence, banged against the second row of bleachers, and rolled down to the bottom.
     “Little help!” Davy said, smacking his glove with his fist.
     Nemo Curliss walked down from the top and picked up the ball. He was the littlest runt I think I’d ever seen. My own arms were skinny, but his were all bones and veins. He looked at me, his dark brown eyes magnified owlish by his glasses. “Can I throw it back?” he asked.
     I shrugged. “I don’t care.” I turned toward Davy, and maybe it was mean but I couldn’t suppress a wicked smile. “Comin’ at you, Davy.”
     “Oh, wow!” Davy started backing up in mock terror. “Don’t scorch me, kid!”
     Nemo walked up to the top bleacher again. He squinted toward the field. “You ready?” he yelled.
     “I’m ready! Throw it, big hoss!” Davy answered.
     “No, not you,” Nemo corrected him. “That other guy out there.” And then he reared back, swung his arm in a circle that was impossible for the eye to follow, and the ball left his hand in a white blur.
     I heard the ball hiss as it rose into the sky, like a firecracker on a short fuse.
     Davy cried out, “Hey!” and backpedaled to get it, but the ball was over him and gone. Beyond Davy, Johnny looked up at the falling sphere and took three steps forward. Then two steps back. One more step back, to where he’d been standing when the ball was thrown. Johnny lifted his hand and held his glove out in front of his face.
     There was a sweet, solid pop as the ball kissed leather.
     “Right in the pocket!” Davy shouted. “Man, did you see that thing fly?”
     Out toward first base, Johnny removed his glove and wrang his catching hand, his fingers stinging with the impact.
     I looked at Nemo, my mouth agape. I couldn’t believe anybody as little and skinny as him could throw a baseball over the bleachers fence, much less half the width of the field and into an outstretched glove. What’s more, Nemo didn’t even act as if it had hurt his arm, and a heave like that would’ve left my shoulder sore for a week, even if I could’ve gotten that kind of distance out of it. It was a major league throw if I’d ever seen one. “Nemo!” I said. “Where’d you learn to throw a ball like that?”
     He blinked at me behind his glasses. “Like what?” he asked.
     “Come down here. Okay?”
     “Why?” Nemo looked scared again. I had the feeling that he was well acquainted with the bad end of the stick. There are three things every town in the country has in common: a church, a secret, and a bully ready to tear the head off a skinny kid who couldn’t fight his way out of a paper bag. I imagined that Nemo Curliss, in following his salesman daddy from town to town, had seen his share of those. I felt ashamed for my wicked smile. “It’s all right,” I said. “Just come on down.”
     “Man, what a throw!” Davy Ray Callan, having retrieved the ball from Johnny, jogged up to where Nemo was entering the field through the players’ gate. “You really nailed it in there, kid! How old are you?”
     “Nine,” was the answer. “Almost nine and a half.”
     I could tell Davy was as puzzled as I was about Nemo’s size; there should have been no way on earth for a runt like that to drill a baseball into a mitt as he had. “Go stand on second base, Johnny!” I shouted, and Johnny waved and ran over to take the position. “You want to throw some, Nemo?”
     “I don’t know. I’m thaposed to be gettin’ home thoon.”
     “It won’t take long. I’d kinda like to see what you can do. Davy, can he wear your glove?”
     Davy took it off. The glove swallowed Nemo’s left hand like a brown whale. “Why don’t you stand on the pitcher’s mound and throw Johnny a few?” I suggested.
     Nemo looked at the pitcher’s mound, at second base, and then at home plate. “I’ll thand right there,” he said, and he walked to the batter’s box while Davy and I stood dumbfounded. From home plate to second base was quite a toss for guys our age, much less anybody nine-and-a-half years old. “You sure, Nemo?” I asked, and he said, “Thure.”
     Nemo took the ball out of the glove with what might have been reverence. I watched his long fingers work around it, find a grip on the seams, and fasten themselves. “Ready?” he called.
     “Yeah, I’m ready! Let ’er ri—”
Smack!
     If we hadn’t seen such a thing with our own eyes, none of us would ever have believed it. Nemo had wound up and pitched in a heartbeat, and if Johnny hadn’t been extra quick, the ball would’ve caught him right in the center of his chest and knocked him flat. As it was, the sheer power of the pitch made Johnny stagger back off second base, dust smoking from the ball in his clenched glove. Johnny began to walk around in a circle, his face pinched with pain.
     “You okay?” Davy shouted.
     “Hurts a little,” Johnny answered. Davy and I knew it must be bad for Johnny to admit it. “I can take another one.” We were too far away to hear him say, under his breath, “I hope.” He threw the ball back in a high arc to Nemo, who stepped forward six paces, watched the ball speed downward toward his face, and plucked it out of the air at the very last second. The kid knew what economy of movement was all about, but I swear he’d been an instant away from a smashed nose.
     Nemo returned to the plate. He wiped dust off the tops of his brown loafers by rubbing them on the backs of his jeans legs. He started to wind up, and Johnny braced for the throw. Nemo unwound and put the ball back in his glove. “Throwin’ ain’t nothin’,” he told us, as if all this attention embarrassed him. “Anybody with an arm can do it.”
     “Not like that!” Davy Ray said.
     “You guyth think thith is a big deal or thomethin’?”
     “It’s fast,” I said. “Real fast, Nemo. The pitcher on our team’s not even as fast, and he’s twice your size.”
     “Thith ith eathy thuff.” Nemo looked out at Johnny. “Run for turd bayth!”
     “What?”
     “Run for turd bayth!” Nemo repeated. “Hold your glove anywhere, just keep it open and where I can thee it!”
     “Huh?”
     “Run as fath as you can!” Nemo urged. “You don’t have to look at me, jutht keep your glove open!”
     “Go ahead, Johnny!” Davy called. “Do it!”
     Johnny was a brave fellow. He showed it right then, as he started pounding the dirt between second and third bases. He didn’t look toward home, but his head and shoulders were pulled in tight and his glove was down in front of his chest, the pocket open and facing Nemo Curliss.
     Nemo pulled in a quick breath. He drew back, his white arm flashed, and the ball went like a bullet.
     Johnny was going full out, his gaze fixed on third base. The ball popped into his glove when he was still a half-dozen steps from third, and the feel of it wedging solidly into the pocket was so startling that Johnny lost his balance and went down on the ground in a slide that boiled up yellow dust. When the dust began to clear, Johnny was sitting on third base staring at the ball in his glove. “Wow,” he said, stunned. “Wow.”
     I had never in my life seen a baseball thrown with such amazing accuracy. Johnny hadn’t even had to reach an inch for it; in fact, he hadn’t even known the ball was coming until it hit him in the glove. “Nemo?” I said. “You ever pitched on a Little League team before?”
     “Nope.”
     “But you’ve played ball before, haven’t you?” Davy Ray asked.
     “Nope.” He frowned and pushed his glasses up with a finger because the bridge of his nose was getting slick with sweat. “My mom won’t let me. Thays I might get hurt.”
     “You’ve never played ball on a team?”
     “Well, I’ve got a ball and glove at home. Thometimeth I practith catchin’ fly ballth. Thometimeth I thee how far I can throw. I thet up bottleth on a fence potht and knock ’em down. Thuff like that.”
     “Doesn’t your dad want you to play ball?” I asked.
     Nemo shrugged and scuffed the dust with the toe of his loafer. “He don’t have much to thay about it.”
     I was struck with wonder. Standing before me, in the shape of a skinny little runt with thick glasses and a lisp, was a natural. “Will you pitch me a few?” I asked, and he said he would. I got Johnny’s glove—which he gave up gladly from his sore hand—and I tossed the ball to Nemo. I ran to second base and planted myself. “Put it right here, Nemo!” I told him, and I extended my arm and held the mitt level with my shoulder. Nemo nodded, wound up, and let fly. I never had to move my hand. The ball smacked into the glove with a force that jangled the nerves all the way from my fingertips to my collarbone. When I threw it back, Nemo had to run forward and dart and weave to catch it. Then I backed up some more, out toward center field, where the weeds were sprouting. I lifted the mitt up over my head. “Right here, Nemo!”
     Nemo crouched down, almost on his knees. His head was bent forward, as if he were trying to squeeze himself into a tight knot. He stayed that way for a few seconds, the sunlight glinting off his glasses, and then he exploded.
     He flew up from his crouch like Superman bursting out of a phone booth. His throwing arm whipped back and then forward. If anybody’s jaw had been caught by that flashing, bony elbow they’d have been spitting out a mouthful of broken teeth. The ball left Nemo’s hand and it came at me like gangbusters.
     It was a low ball, and it almost skimmed the dust between the batter’s box and the pitcher’s mound. But it was rising as it passed over the mound, and it seemed to be picking up speed, too. It was still rising as it zipped over second base. I heard Davy yelling at me, but I don’t know what he was saying. My attention was riveted to that flying white sphere. I kept the glove up over my head, exactly where it had been when the ball was thrown, but I was prepared to duck to keep from getting plastered. The ball entered the outfield, and I could hear its hissing, full of steam and menace. I didn’t move my feet. I had time to swallow—gulp—and then the ball was upon me.
     It popped into the mitt’s pocket, its impact strong enough to make me step back a couple of paces. I closed my hand around the ball, trapping it, and I could feel its heat throbbing like a pulse through the cowhide.
     “Cory!” Davy Ray was shouting, his hands up to bracket his mouth. “Cory!”
     I didn’t know what Davy was hollering about, and I didn’t care. I was in a trance. Nemo Curliss had an unearthly arm. How much of this had been a gift and how much he had trained himself to do, I didn’t know, but one thing was clear: Nemo Curliss possessed that rare combination of arm and eye that elevated him above mere mortals. In other words, he was a humdinger.
     “Cory!” This time it was Johnny yelling. “Look out!”
     “What?” I called.
     “Behind you!” Johnny screamed.
     I heard a sound like scythes at work, slicing wheat. I turned around, and there they were.
     Gotha and Gordo Branlin, grinning astride their black bicycles, their peroxided-yellow hair aflame with sunlight. They were coming at me through the knee-high grass beyond the mowed outfield, their legs pumping the pedals. Green grasshoppers and black field crickets leaped for their lives under the grinding wheels. I wanted to run, but my legs were locked up. The Branlins stopped with me between them, Gotha on my right and Gordo on my left. Sweat glistened on their angular faces, their eyes cutting into me. I heard a crow cawing somewhere, like the devil’s laughter.
     Gotha, the oldest at fourteen, reached out and prodded the baseball mitt with his index finger. “You playin’ ball, Cory?” The way he said it, it sounded dirty.
     “He’s playin’ with his balls,” Gordo snickered. He was thirteen, and just a shade smaller than Gotha. Neither one of them were very big, but they were wiry and fast as whippets. Gordo had a little scar between his eyebrows and another on his chin that said he was no stranger to either pain or bloodshed. He looked toward home plate, where Davy, Johnny, and Nemo stood. “Who the fuck is that?”
     “New kid,” I said. “His name’s Nemo.”
     “Asshole?” Gotha stared at Nemo, too, and I could see the wolfishness in the Branlins’ faces. They smelled sheep’s blood. “Let’s go see Asshole,” he said to Gordo, and started pedaling. Gordo hit the bottom of my mitt with his hand and made the ball jump out. As I bent over to pick it up, he spat a wad into my hair. Then he pedaled away after his brother.
     I knew what was going to happen. It was bad enough that Nemo was so small and skinny, but when the Branlins heard that lisp, it was going to be all she wrote. I held my breath as the Branlins approached Rocket. As they passed, Gotha kicked Rocket to the ground with supreme indifference. I swallowed my rage like a bitter seed, not knowing that it would bear fruit.
     The Branlins pulled their black bikes to a halt, with the three boys between them. “You guys playin’ a game?” Gotha asked, and he smiled like the snake in the Garden of Eden.
     “Just throwin’ the ball around some,” Davy Ray told him.
     “Hey, niggerblood,” Gordo said to Johnny. “What’re you lookin’ at?”
     Johnny shrugged and stared at the ground.
     “You smell like shit, you know that?” Gordo taunted.
     “We don’t want any trouble,” Davy said. “Okay?”
     “Who said anythin’ about trouble?” Gotha uncoiled from his bike and stood up. He rested the bike on its kickstand and leaned against it. “We didn’t say anythin’ about trouble. Gimme a cigarette.”
     Gordo reached into a back pocket and gave his brother a pack of Chesterfields. Gotha produced a matchbook that had Zephyr Hardware & Feeds across the front. He put a cigarette into his mouth and held the matchbook out to Nemo Curliss. “Light one.”
     Nemo took it. His hands were trembling. It took him three scrapes to make the match flare.
     “Light my cigarette,” Gotha ordered.
     Nemo, who perhaps had seen many other Gothas and Gordos in many other towns, did as he was told. Gotha drew in smoke and exhaled it through flared nostrils. “Your name’s Asshole, ain’t it?”
     “My… name ith… Nemo.”
     “Ith?” Gordo sprayed spittle. “Ith? What’s the matter with your mouth, Asshole?”
     I was picking up Rocket from the grass. Here I faced a decision. I could get on Rocket and ride away, leaving my friends and Nemo Curliss to their fates, or I could join them. I was no hero, that’s for sure. My fighting ability was a fantasy. But I knew that if I rode away from that place and point in time, I would be forever disgraced. Not that I didn’t want to, and not that every fiber of good sense wasn’t telling me to haul ass.
     But some good sense you listen to, and some good sense you can’t live with.
     I walked toward a beating, my heart pounding on its root.
     “You look like a queer,” Gordo said to Nemo Curliss. “Is that what you are?”
     “Hey… listen, guys.” Davy Ray managed a frail smile. “Why don’t you guys—”
     Gotha whirled on him, took two strides, planted a hand on Davy’s chest, and shoved him hard, knocking him to the ground by hooking a sneakered foot around Davy’s ankle. Davy grunted as he hit, dust pluming up around him. Gotha stood over him, smoking the Chesterfield. “You,” he said. “Just. Shut. Up.”
     “I’ve gotta get home.” Nemo started to walk away, but Gordo grabbed his arm and held him.
     “C’mere,” Gordo said. “You don’t wanna go nowhere.”
     “Yeah, I do, ’cauth my mom thays I’ve gotta—”
     Gordo howled with laughter, the sound startling birds out of the trees around the field. “Listen to him, Gotha! He’s got shit in his mouth!”
     “I think he’s been suckin’ too many cocks,” was Gotha’s opinion. “Is that right?” He aimed his hard stare at Nemo. “You been suckin’ too many cocks?”
     What made the Branlins the way they were was anybody’s guess. Maybe the meanness had been born in them; maybe it had developed, like the pus around a wound that will not heal. In any case, the Branlins knew no law but their own, and this situation was rapidly spiraling into the danger zone.
     Gordo shook Nemo. “That right? You like to suck cocks?”
     “No.” Nemo’s voice was choked.
     “Yes he does,” Gotha said, his shadow heavy across Davy Ray. “He likes to suck big fat donkey cocks.”
     “No, I don’t.” Nemo’s chest shook, and the first sob squeezed out.
     “Oh, momma’s little baby’s gonna cry now!” Gordo said, grinning.
     “I… wanna go… home…” Nemo began to sob, the tears flooding up behind his glasses.
     There is nothing more cruel in this world than a young savage with a chip on his shoulder and anger in his soul. It is worse still when there is a yellow stripe down his back, as evidenced by the fact that the Branlins never went after boys their age or older.
     I looked around. A car was passing the field, but its driver paid us no notice. We were on our own out here, under the scorching sun.
     “Put the baby down, Gordo,” Gotha said. His brother shoved Nemo to the ground. “Feed the baby, Gordo,” Gotha said, and Gordo unzipped his blue jeans.
     “Hey, come on!” Johnny protested. “Don’t!”
     Gordo, holding his exposed penis, stood over Nemo Curliss. “Shut up, niggerblood, if you don’t want some rain in your face, too.”
     I couldn’t take any more of this. I looked at the baseball in my hand. Nemo was crying. Gordo was waiting for the water to flow. I just couldn’t take it.
     I thought of Rocket being kicked over. I thought of the tears on Nemo’s face. I threw the baseball at Gordo from about ten feet.
     It didn’t really have a lot on it, but it made a solid thunk as it hit his right shoulder. He wailed like a bobcat and staggered away from Nemo just as his fountain arced. The urine wet the front of his jeans and ran down his legs, but Gordo was grasping his shoulder and his face was all screwed up and he was yelling and sobbing at the same time. Gotha Branlin turned toward me, the cigarette clenched between his teeth and smoke whirling from his mouth. His cheeks flamed, and he propelled himself at me. Before I could think to dodge, he rammed me full force. The next thing I knew I was flat on my back with Gotha sitting on top of me, his weight crushing my chest. “I… can’t… I can’t… breathe…” I said.
     “Good,” he said, and he hit me in the face with his right fist.
     The first two punches hurt. Real bad. The next two about knocked me cold, but I was squirming and yelling and trying to get away, and the scarlet blood was all over Gotha’s knuckles. “Ohhhhh shit, my arm’s broke!” Gordo moaned, on his knees in the grass.
     A hand grabbed Gotha’s peroxided hair. Gotha’s head was jerked back, the cigarette fell from his mouth, and I saw Johnny standing over him. Then Davy Ray said, “Hold him!” and he smashed his fist into Gotha’s nose.
     The lump of flesh burst open. Blood streamed from Gotha’s nostrils, and Gotha roared like a beast and got off me. He attacked Davy Ray, hammering at him with his fists. Johnny went after him, trying to grab Gotha’s arms, but Gotha twisted around and swung a blow that crunched against the side of Johnny’s head. Then Gordo was up again, his face a blotched rictus of pure rage, and he ran in kicking at Johnny’s legs. Johnny went down, and I saw a fist bust him right in the eye. Davy Ray shouted, “You bastards!” and flung himself at Gotha, but the older boy grabbed him by the collar and swung him around like a laundry bag before throwing him to the ground. I was sitting up, blood in my mouth. Nemo was up and running for his life, but he tripped over his own tangled legs and fell headlong into the grass.
     What followed in the next thirty seconds I don’t like to think about. First Gotha and Gordo left Davy Ray crumpled up and crying, and then they pounced on Johnny and worked him over with brutal precision. When Johnny was gasping for air, the blood bubbling from his nostrils, the Branlins advanced on me again.
     “You little piece o’ shit,” Gotha said, his nose dripping. He put his foot on my chest and slammed me down on my back again. Gordo, still holding his shoulder, said, “Lemme have him.”
     I was too dazed to fight back. Even if I hadn’t been dazed, I couldn’t have done very much against those two without a spiked mace and a broadsword and fifty more pounds on my bones.
     “Stomp his ass, Gordo,” Gotha urged.
     Gordo grabbed the front of my shirt and started to haul me to my feet. My shirt ripped, and I remember thinking that Mom was going to tear me up.
     “I’ll kill you,” somebody said.
     Gotha laughed like a bark. “Put it down, kid.”
     “I’ll kill you, I thwear I will!”
     I blinked, spat blood, and looked at Nemo Curliss, who stood fifteen feet away. The baseball was in his hand, his skinny arm cocked back.
     Now, this was an interesting situation. I’d been lucky in hitting Gordo’s shoulder; in Nemo’s hand, however, that hard round sphere was a lethal weapon. I had no doubt that Nemo could hit either one of the Branlins right between the eyes and knock their brains out. I had no doubt, either, that he would. Because I saw his eyes magnified behind those glasses. The fury trapped in them, like a distant conflagration, was terrible to behold. He was no longer crying or trembling. With that baseball in his grip, he was the master of the universe. I really think he was ready to kill somebody. Maybe it was the rage at being born a runt, of having a lisp, of attracting bullies like a weak calf makes a predator’s mouth water. Maybe he was full to the gullet with being shoved and taunted. Whatever it was, it was there like a deadly resolve in his eyes.
     Gordo let me go. Lip-ripped and shirt-ripped, I sat in the grass.
     “Look at me shake,” Gotha said silkily as he took a step toward Nemo.
     Gordo fanned out a few paces from his brother. His penis was still hanging out of his jeans. I wondered if that would make a good target. “Throw it, chickenshit,” Gordo said.
     A Branlin was very close to death.
     “Hey, you boys! Hey, there!”
     The voice came across the field at us, from the road that ran along its edge. “Hey, you boys all right?”
     I turned my head, my face as heavy as a bag of stones. Parked on the roadside was a mailman’s truck. The mailman himself was walking toward us, a pith helmet shading his face. He wore shorts with black socks, and sweat stains darkened his blue shirt.
     Like any animals, the Branlins knew the sound of the hinge on a cage’s lid. Without a word to each other, they turned away from the carnage they had created and ran to their bikes. Gordo hurriedly pushed his penis back in and zipped up his fly, then he swung himself up in the seat. Gotha paused to kick Rocket over again; I suppose the temptation to ruin was just too great. Then he got on his bike and the two brothers started pedaling frantically back the way they’d come. “Wait a minute!” the mailman shouted, but the Branlins listened only to their inner demons. They raced across the field, dust swirling up behind them, and then they hit the trails they’d carved through the brushy grass and were gone into the patch of woods that stood beyond. Some ravens screamed in there: scavengers, welcoming their own.
     It was all over but the cleaning up.
     Mr. Gerald Hargison, our mailman who delivered my monthly issue of Famous Monsters magazine in a plain brown envelope, reached me and stopped when he saw my face. “Good God!” he said, which told me it was bad. “Cory?”
     I nodded. My lower lip felt as big as a goosedown pillow, and my left eye was swelling up.
     “You okay, boy?”
     I didn’t feel like twirling a Hula Hoop, that’s for sure. But I could stand up, and all my teeth were still in their sockets. Davy Ray was all right, too, except his face was a mass of bruises and one of the Branlins had stepped on his fingers. Johnny Wilson, however, had been the hardest hit. Mr. Hargison, who had a fleshy, ruddy-cheeked face and smoked plastic-tipped cheroots when he was walking his route, winced as he helped Johnny sit up. Johnny’s Cherokee hatchet of a nose was broken, no doubt about it. The blood was dark red and thick, and Johnny’s swollen eyes couldn’t hold a focus. “Boy?” Mr. Hargison said to him. “How many fingers am I holdin’ up?” He held up three, right in front of Johnny’s face.
     “Six,” Johnny said.
     “I believe he’s got a—”
     And here was a word that never failed to frighten, giving images of brain-damaged drooling.
     “—concussion. I’m gonna take him to Doc Parrish. Can you two get home?”
     Us two? I saw Davy Ray, but where was Nemo? The ball was lying on the ground next to home plate. The boy with the perfect arm was gone.
     “Those were the Branlin brothers, weren’t they?” Mr. Hargison helped Johnny stand, and he took a handkerchief from his shorts pocket and held it against Johnny’s nostrils. In no time, the white was spotted with blood. “Those fellas need their butts kicked.”
     “You’re gonna be all right, Johnny,” I told him, but Johnny didn’t answer me and he walked rubber-legged as Mr. Hargison led him to the truck. Davy and I stood watching as Mr. Hargison got him in and then went around and started the engine. Johnny leaned back in the seat, his head lolling. He’d been hurt bad.
     After Mr. Hargison had turned the mail truck around and sped off in the direction of Dr. Parrish’s office, Davy and I rolled Johnny’s bike up under the bleachers, where it wouldn’t be readily seen. The Branlins might come back and tear it to pieces before Johnny’s dad could come get it, but it was the best we could do. Then it dawned on our foggy minds that the Branlins might be in the patch of woods still, where they’d been waiting for Mr. Hargison to leave.
     That thought hurried us up some. Davy retrieved his baseball and got on his bike and I picked Rocket up again. I saw, for a brief instant, the golden eye in the headlight. It seemed to regard me with cool pity, same to say, “You’re my new master? You’re gonna need all the help you can get!” Rocket had had a rough first day, but I hoped we’d get along all right.
     Davy and I pedaled away from the field, both of us hurting. We knew what was to come: horror from our parents, indignation at the Branlins, angry phone calls, probably a visit by the sheriff, an empty promise from Mr. and Mrs. Branlin that their boys would never, ever do anything like this again.
     We knew better.
     We had escaped the Branlins for now, but Gotha and Gordo held grudges. At any moment, they might swoop at us on their black bikes and finish what they’d started. Or what I had started, by throwing that danged baseball.
     Summer had suddenly been poisoned by the Branlin touch. With July and August still ahead, we were not likely to have all our teeth by September.






4
I Get Around


OUR PREDICTIONS OF THE FUTURE WERE CORRECT.
     After the parental horror and the angry phone calls, Sheriff Amory made a call on the Branlins. He did not, as he told my dad, find Gotha and Gordo at home. But he told their parents that the boys had broken Johnny Wilson’s nose and come close to fracturing his skull, and this was what Mr. Branlin replied, with a shrug: “Well, Sheriff, I kinda figure boys will be boys. Might as well learn ’em when they’re young that it’s a tough old world.”
     Sheriff Amory had clamped his anger down tight and stuck his finger in Mr. Branlin’s rheumy-eyed face. “Now, you listen to me! You control those boys of yours before they end up in reform school! Either you do it or I will!”
     “Don’t matter none,” Mr. Branlin had said as he sat in front of the television in a room where dirty shirts and socks were scattered around and Mrs. Branlin moaned about her bad back from the bedroom. “They ain’t scared of me. Ain’t scared of nobody on earth. They’d burn a reform school smack to the ground.”
     “You tell ’em to come see me, or I’ll come here and get ’em!”
     Mr. Branlin, probing his molars with a toothpick, had just grunted and shaken his head. “You ever try to catch the wind, J.T.? Them boys are free spirits.” He had lifted his gaze from the Calling-for-Cash afternoon movie and stared up at the sheriff, the toothpick between his teeth. “Say my two sons beat the asses of four other boys? Sounds to me like Gotha and Gordo were fightin’ in self-defense. They’d have to be crazy to pick a fight with four boys at once, don’t you figure?”
     “It wasn’t self-defense, from what I’ve heard.”
     “From what I’ve heard”—Mr. Branlin paused to examine a brown glob on the end of his toothpick—“that Mackenson boy threw a baseball at Gordo and came near breakin’ his shoulder. Gordo showed me the bruise, and it’s as black as the ace of spades. Those people want to push this thing, I reckon I might have to press charges against that Mackenson kid.” The toothpick and the brown glob went back into his mouth. He returned his attention to the movie, which starred Errol Flynn as Robin Hood. “Yeah, those Mackensons go to church all high-and-mighty, and they teach their kid to throw a baseball at one of my boys and then whimper and whine when he gets his clock cleaned.” He snorted. “Some Christians!”
     In this matter, though, Sheriff Amory prevailed. Mr. Branlin agreed to pay Dr. Parrish’s bill and for the medicine Johnny was going to need. Gotha and Gordo had to sweep and mop the jail and couldn’t go to the swimming pool for a week by order of the sheriff, which I knew, of course, simply stoked their rage at Davy Ray and me. I had to have six stitches to seal the gash on my lower lip—an experience almost as bad as getting the lip split in the first place—but Mr. Branlin refused to pay for it on account of my throwing the baseball at Gordo. My mother pitched a fury, but my father let it go. Davy Ray went to bed with an ice pack, his violet-bruised face looking like two miles of bad road. As I learned from my dad, Johnny’s concussion was severe enough to put him on his back until Dr. Parrish gave him the green light, which might be a couple of weeks or more. Even when Johnny was back on his feet, he was not to do any running or roughhousing and he couldn’t even ride his bike, which his father had rescued intact from beneath the bleachers. So the Branlins had done something even worse than beating us up: they’d stolen part of Johnny Wilson’s summer away from him, and he would never again be twelve years old in June.
     It was about this time that, sitting on my bed with my eyes puffed up and the curtains drawn against the stinging light, I put my stack of Famous Monsters magazines in my lap and began to cut out some of the pictures with scissors. Then I got a roll of Scotch tape and started taping the pictures up on my walls, on my desk, on my closet door, and just about anywhere that would hold adhesive. When I finished, my room was a monster museum. Staring down at me were Lon Chaney’s Phantom of the Opera, Bela Lugosi’s Dracula, Boris Karloff’s Frankenstein and Mummy. My bed was surrounded by moody black and white scenes from Metropolis, London after Midnight, Freaks, The Black Cat, and The House on Haunted Hill. My closet door was a collage of beasts: Ray Harryhausen’s Ymir battling an elephant, the monster spider stalking the Incredible Shrinking Man, Gorgo wading across the Thames, the scar-faced Colossal Man, the leathery Creature from the Black Lagoon, and Rodan in full flight. I had a special place above my desk—a place of honor, if you will—for Vincent Price’s suave, white-haired Roderick Usher and Christopher Lee’s lean and thirsty Dracula. My mother came in, saw what I had done, and had to hold on to the door’s edge to keep from falling down. “Cory!” she said. “Take these awful pictures off the walls!”
     “Why?” I asked her, my lower lip straining against its stitches. “It’s my room, isn’t it?”
     “Yes, but you’ll have nightmares with these things starin’ at you all the time!”
     “No I won’t,” I said. “Honest.”
     She retreated graciously, and the pictures stayed up.
     I had nightmares about the Branlins, but not about the creatures who adorned my walls. I took comfort in the belief that they were my watchdogs. They would not allow the Branlins to crawl through my window after me, and they spoke to me in the quiet hours of strength and endurance against a world that fears what it does not understand.
     I was never afraid of my monsters. I controlled them. I slept with them in the dark, and they never stepped beyond their boundaries. My monsters had never asked to be bora with bolts in their necks, scaly wings, blood hunger in their veins, or deformed faces from which beautiful girls shrank back in horror. My monsters were not evil; they were simply trying to survive in a tough old world. They reminded me of myself and my friends: ungainly, unlovely, beaten but not conquered. They were the outsiders searching for a place to belong in a cataclysm of villagers’ torches, amulets, crucifixes, silver bullets, radiation bombs, air force jets, and flamethrowers. They were imperfect, and heroic in their suffering.
     I’ll tell you what scared me.
     One afternoon I picked up an old copy of Life from a stack of magazines Mom was about to throw out, and I sat on the porch and looked through it with Rebel sprawled beside me, the cicadas droning from the trees and the sky as still as a painting. In this magazine were photographs of what had happened in Dallas, Texas, in November of 1963. There were sunny pictures of the president and his wife in a long black convertible, and he was smiling and waving to the crowd. Then, in a blur, it all changed. Of course I had seen that guy Oswald get killed on television, and what I remembered about that was how small the shot had sounded, just a pop and not at all like the cannon booms of Matt Dillon’s six-shooter on “Gunsmoke.” I remembered how Oswald had cried out as he fell. I made a louder noise than that stubbing my toe on a rock.
     As I looked at the photographs of President Kennedy’s funeral—the riderless horse, the dead man’s little boy saluting, rows of people standing to watch the coffin go past—I realized what to me was a peculiar and scary thing. In those pictures, you can see black pools spreading. Maybe it was just the light, or the film, or something, but those pictures seemed to me to be filling up with darkness. Black shadows hang in the corners; they spread tendrils across men in suits and weeping women, and they connect cars and buildings and manicured lawns with long fingers of shadow. Faces are shrouded with darkness, and it has gathered around people’s shoes like ponds of tar. The darkness seems like a living thing in those pictures, something growing among the people like a virus and hungrily stretching right off the frame.
     Then, on another page, there was a photograph of a man on fire. He is baldheaded and Oriental, and he wears the flames like a cloak as he sits cross-legged in the street. His eyes are closed, and though the fire is eating up his face he is as serene as my dad listening to Roy Orbison on the radio. The caption said this had happened in a city called Saigon, and the Oriental man was a monk who poured gasoline on himself, sat down, and lit a match.
     And there was a third picture that haunts me yet. It shows a burned-out church, the stained-glass windows shattered and firemen picking through the ruins. A few black people are standing around, their expressions dull with shock. The trees in front of the church have no leaves on them, though the caption said this event happened on September fifteenth of 1963, before summer’s end. The caption said this was what was left of the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, after somebody planted a bomb that went off as Sunday school was just letting out and four girls died in the blast.
     I looked out, across my hometown. I looked at the green hills and the blue sky, and the distant roofs of Bruton. Beside me, Rebel whimpered in a dog’s dream.
     I never knew what hate really was until I thought of somebody wrapping up a bomb and putting it in a church on a Sunday morning to kill little girls.
     I wasn’t feeling very well. My head, still lumpy from Gotha Branlin’s fist, was hurting. I went to my room and lay down, and there amid my monsters I fell asleep.
     This was early summer in Zephyr: an awakening to hazy morning heat, the sun gradually burning the haze off and the air getting so humid your shirt stuck to your skin by the time you’d walked to the mailbox and back. At noon the world seemed to pause on its axis, and not a bird dared to wing through the steaming blue. As afternoon rambled on, a few clouds rimmed with purple might build up from the northwest. You could sit on the porch, a glass of lemonade at your side and the radio tuned to a baseball game, and watch the clouds slowly roll toward you. After a while you might hear distant thunder, and a zigzag of lightning would make the radio crackle. It might shower for thirty minutes or so, but most times the clouds just marched past with a rumble and grunt and not a drop of rain. As evening cooled the earth, the cicadas droned in their hundreds from the woods and lightning bugs rose from the grass. They got up in the trees and blinked, and they lit up the branches like Christmas decorations here on the edge of July. The stars came out, and some phase of the moon. If I played my cards right, I could talk my folks into letting me stay up late, like until eleven or so, and I would sit in the front yard watching the lights of Zephyr go out. When enough lights were extinguished, the stars became much brighter. You could look up into the heart of the universe, and see the swirls of glowing stars. A soft breeze blew, bringing with it the sweet perfume of the earth, and the trees rustled quietly in its passage. It was very hard, at times like this, not to think that the world was as well-ordered and precise as the Cartwright ranch on “Bonanza,” or that in every house lived a “My Three Sons” family. I wished it were so, but I had seen pictures of a spreading dark, a burning man, and a bomb-wrecked church, and I was beginning to know the truth.
     I got to know Rocket better, when my folks would let me ride again. My mom told it to me straight: “You fall down and bust that lip open again, it’s back to Dr. Parrish’s and this time it’ll be fifteen or twenty stitches!” I knew better than to push my luck. I stayed close to the house, and I pedaled Rocket around as gingerly as riding one of those swaybacked ponies that plods in circles at the county fair. Sometimes I thought I caught a glimpse of the golden eye in the headlamp, but it was never there when I looked directly at it. Rocket accepted my careful touch, though I sensed in the smoothness of the pedals and chain and the snap of the turns that Rocket, like any high-strung Thoroughbred, wanted to run. I had the feeling that I had a lot to learn yet about Rocket.
     My lip healed. So did my head. My pride stayed bruised, though, and my confidence was fractured. Those injuries, the ones that didn’t show, I would have to live with.
     One Saturday my folks and I went to the public swimming pool, which was crowded with high-school kids. I have to tell you that it was for whites only. Mom jumped eagerly into the choppy blue water, but Dad took a seat and refused to leave it even when we both begged him to come in. I didn’t think until later that the last time Dad had been swimming, he’d seen a dead man sink into Saxon’s Lake. So I sat with him for a while as Mom swam around, and I had the opportunity to tell him for the third or fourth time about Nemo Curliss’s throwing ability. This time, though, I had his undivided attention, because there was no television or radio nearby and he wanted to focus on something beside the water, which he seemed not to want to look at. He told me I ought to tell Coach Murdock about Nemo, that maybe Coach Murdock could talk Nemo’s mother into letting him play Little League. I filed that suggestion away for later.
     Davy Ray Callan, his six-year-old brother, Andy, and their mom and dad showed up at the pool in the afternoon. Most of the bruises had vanished from Davy’s face. The Callans sat with my folks, and their talk turned to what ought to be done about the Branlin boys, that we weren’t the only ones who’d been beaten up by that brood. Davy and I didn’t especially want to relive our defeat, so we asked our folks for money to go get a milk shake at the Spinnin’ Wheel and, armed with dollar bills, we headed off in our flipflops and sunburns while Andy squalled and had to be restrained from tagging after us by Mrs. Callan.
     The Spinnin’ Wheel was just across the street from the pool. It was a white-painted stucco building with white stucco icicles hanging from the roof’s edge. A statue of a polar bear stood in front of it, adorned with such spray-painted messages as “Nobody Else Will Beat Our Score, We’re The Seniors ’64” and “Louie, Louie!” and “Debbie Loves Goober” among other declarations of independence. Davy and I guessed Mr. Sumpter Womack, who owned and managed the Spinnin’ Wheel, thought that “Goober” was some guy’s name. Nobody told him differently. The Spinnin’ Wheel was what might be called a teen hangout. The lure of hamburgers, hot dogs, fries, and thirty different flavors of milk shakes—from root beer to peach—kept the parking lot full of high school guys and girls in their daddy’s cars or pickups. This particular Saturday was no exception. The cars and trucks were packed in tight, their windows open and the radio music drifting out over the lot like sultry smoke. I recalled that I had once seen Little Stevie Cauley, in Midnight Mona, parked here with a blond girl who leaned her head against his shoulder, and Little Stevie had glanced at me, his hair coal black and his eyes as blue as swimming-pool water, as I’d walked past. I had not seen the girl’s face. I wondered if that girl, whoever she had been, knew that Little Stevie and Midnight Mona now haunted the road between Zephyr and Union Town.
     Davy, ever the daring one, bought a jumbo peppermint milk shake and got fifty cents back. He talked me out of getting plain vanilla. “You can get plain vanilla anytime!” he said. “Try…” He scanned the chalkboard that listed all the flavors. “Try peanut butter!”
     I did. I have never been sorry, because it was the best milk shake I ever tasted, like a melted and frozen Reese’s cup. And then it happened.
     We were walking across the parking lot, under the burning sun, with our shakes freezing our hands in the big white paper cups that had Spinnin’ Wheel in red across the sides. A sound began: music, first from a few car radios and then others as teenaged fingers turned the dial to that station. The volume dials were cranked up, and the music flooded out from the tinny speakers into the bright summer air. In a few seconds the same song was being played from every radio on the lot, and as it played, some of the car engines started and revved up and young laughter flew like sparks.
     I stopped. Just couldn’t walk anymore. That music was unlike anything I’d ever heard: guys’ voices, intertwining, breaking apart, merging again in fantastic, otherworldly harmony. The voices soared up and up like happy birds, and underneath the harmony was a driving drumbeat and a twanging, gritty guitar that made cold chills skitter up and down my sunburned back.
     “What’s that, Davy?” I said. “What’s that song?”
…Round… round… get around… wha wha wha-oooooo…
     “What’s that song?” I asked him, close to panic that I might never know.
     “Haven’t you heard that yet? All the high-school guys are singin’ it.”
…Gettin’ bugged drivin’ up and down the same ol’ strip… I gotta find a new place where the kids are hip…
     “What’s the name of it?” I demanded, standing at the center of ecstasy.
     “It’s on the radio all the time. It’s called—”
     Right then the high-school kids in the lot started singing along with the music, some of them rocking their cars back and forth, and I stood with a peanut butter milk shake in my hand and the sun on my face and the clean chlorine smell of the swimming pool coming to me from across the street.
     “—by the Beach Boys,” Davy Ray finished.
     “What?”
     “The Beach Boys. That’s who’s singin’ it.”
     “Man!” I said. “That sounds… that sounds…”
     What would describe it? What word in the English language would speak of youth and hope and freedom and desire, of sweet wanderlust and burning blood? What word describes the brotherhood of buddies, and the feeling that as long as the music plays, you are part of that tough, rambling breed who will inherit the earth?
     “Cool,” Davy Ray supplied.
     It would have to do.
…Yeah the bad guys know us and they leave us alone… I get arounnnnddddd…
     I was amazed. I was transported. Those soaring voices lifted me off the hot pavement, and I flew with them to a land unknown. I had never been to the beach before. I’d never seen the ocean, except for pictures in magazines and on TV and movies. The Beach Boys. Those harmonies thrilled my soul, and for a moment I wore a letter jacket and owned a red hotrod and had beautiful blondes begging for my attention and I got around.
     The song faded. The voices went back into the speakers. Then I was just Cory Mackenson again, a son of Zephyr, but I had felt the warmth of a different sun.
     “I think I’m gonna ask my folks if I can take guitar lessons,” Davy Ray said as we crossed the street. Git-tar, he pronounced it.
     I thought that when I got home I would sit down at my desk and try to scratch out a story in Ticonderoga #2 about where music went when it got into the air. Some of it had gotten into Davy Ray, and he was humming that song as we returned to the pool and our parents.
     The Fourth of July sizzled in. There was a big barbecue picnic in the park, and the men’s team—the Quails—lost to the Union Town Fireballs by seven to three. I saw Nemo Curliss watching the game as he sat crushed between a brunette woman in a red-flowered dress and a gangly man who wore thick glasses and was sweating through his once-crisp white shirt. Nemo’s father didn’t spend much time with his son and wife. He got up after the second inning and walked off, and I later saw him prowling through the picnic crowd with a book full of shirt swatches and a desperate look on his face.
     I had not forgotten about the man in the green-feathered hat. As I sat with my folks at a picnic table in the shade, munching barbecued ribs as the elderly men threw horseshoes and the teenaged guys heaved footballs, I scanned the crowd for that elusive feather. It dawned on me, as I searched, that the hats of winter had been put away, and every hat in evidence was made of straw. Mayor Swope wore a straw fedora as he moved through the throngs, puffing his pipe and glad-handing barbecue-sauced palms. Straw hats adorned the heads of Fire Chief Marchette and Mr. Dollar. A straw boater with a bright red band was perched on the bald skull of Dr. Lezander, who came over to our table to examine the scar’s pale line on my lower lip. He had cool fingers, and his eyes peered into mine with steely intensity. “Those fellows ever cause you any more trouble,” he said in his Dutch dialect, “you just let me know. I’ll introduce them to my gelding clippers. Eh?” He nudged me with an elbow and grinned, showing his silver tooth. Then his heavyset wife, Veronica, who was also Dutch and whose long-jawed face reminded me of a horse, came up with a paper plate piled high with ribs and pulled Dr. Lezander away. Mrs. Lezander was a cool sort; she didn’t have a lot to do with any of the other women, and Mom told me that she understood Mrs. Lezander’s older brother and his family had been killed fighting the Nazis in Holland. I figured something like that could hurt your trust in people. The Lezanders had escaped from Holland before the country had fallen, and Dr. Lezander himself had shot a Nazi soldier with a pistol as the man burst through the door of his house. This was a subject that fascinated me, since Davy Ray, Ben, Johnny, and I played army out in the woods, and I wanted to ask Dr. Lezander what war was really like but Dad said I was not to bring it up, that such things were best left alone.
     Vernon Thaxter made an appearance at the picnic, which caused the faces of women to bloom red and men to pretend to be examining their barbecue with fierce concentration. Most people, though, acted as if Moorwood Thaxter’s son was invisible. Vernon got a plate of barbecue and sat under a tree at the edge of the baseball field; he wasn’t totally naked on this occasion, however. He was wearing a floppy straw hat that made him look like a happily deranged Huckleberry Finn. I believe Vernon was the only man Mr. Curliss didn’t approach with his shirt sample book.
     During the afternoon I heard the Beach Boys’ song several times from transistor radios, and every time it seemed better than the last. Dad heard it and wrinkled his nose as if he’d smelled sour milk and Mom said it made her ears hurt, but I thought it was great. The teenagers sure went wild over it. Then, as it was playing for about the fifth time, we heard a big commotion over where some high school guys were throwing a football not far from us. Somebody was bellowing like a mad bull, and Dad and I pushed through the gawkers to see what it was all about.
     And there he was. All six-foot-six of him, his curly red hair flying around his head and his long, narrow face pinched even tighter with righteous rage. He wore a pale blue suit with an American flag pin on his lapel and a small cross above it, and his polished black size-fourteen wingtips were stomping the devil out of a little scarlet radio. “This. Has. Got. To. Cease!” he bellowed in time with his stomps. The guys who’d been playing football just stared at the Reverend Angus Blessett in open-mouthed amazement, and the sixteen-year-old girl whose radio had just been busted to splinters was starting to cry. The Beach Boys had been silenced under the boot, or, in this case, the wingtip. “This Satan’s squallin’ has got to cease!” Reverend Blessett of the Freedom Baptist Church hollered to the assembled throng. “Day and night I hear this trash, and the Lord has moved me to strike it down!” He gave the offending radio a last stomp, and wires and batteries flew from the wreckage. Then Reverend Blessett looked at the sobbing girl, his cheeks flushed and sweat glistening on his face, and he held out his arms and approached her. “I love you!” he yelled. “The Lord loves you!”
     She turned and fled. I didn’t blame her. If I’d had a nifty radio smashed right in front of me, I wouldn’t feel like hugging anybody either.
     Reverend Blessett, who’d been embroiled last year in a campaign to ban the Lady’s Good Friday ritual at the gargoyle bridge, now turned his attention to the onlookers. “Did you see that? The poor child’s so confused she can’t recognize saint from sinner! You know why? ’Cause she was listenin’ to that wailin’, unholy trash!” He aimed a finger at the dead radio. “Have any of you bothered to listen to what’s fillin’ our children’s ears this summer? Have you?”
     “Sounds like bees swarmin’ on a donkey to me!” somebody said, and people laughed. I looked over and saw Mr. Dick Moultry’s sweat-wet bloat, the front of his shirt splotched with barbecue sauce.
     “Laugh if you want to, but before God it’s no laughin’ matter!” Reverend Blessett raged. I don’t think I ever heard him speak in a normal voice. “You give that song one listen, and the very hairs will rise up on the back of your necks just like it did on mine!”
     “Aw, come on, Reverend!” My father was smiling. “It’s just a song!”
     “Just a song?” Reverend Blessett’s shiny face was suddenly up in my dad’s, and his ash-colored eyes were wild under eyebrows so red they looked painted on. “Just a song, did you say, Tom Mackenson? What if I was to tell you this ‘just a song’ was makin’ our young people itch with immorality? What if I was to tell you it preaches illicit sexual desires, hotrod racin’ in the streets, and big-city evil? What would you say then, Mr. Tom Mackenson?”
     Dad shrugged. “I’d say that if you heard all that in one listen, you must have ears like a hound dog. I couldn’t understand a single word of it.”
     “Ah-ha! Yes! See, that’s Satan’s trick!” Reverend Blessett stabbed my father’s chest with an index finger that had barbecue sauce under the nail. “It gets into our children’s heads without them even knowin’ what they’re hearin’!”
     “Huh?” Dad asked. By this time Mom had come up beside us and was holding on to Dad’s arm. Dad had never cared much for the reverend, and maybe she was afraid he might blow his top and take a swing.
     Reverend Blessett retreated from my father and surveyed the crowd again. If there’s anything that pulls people in, it’s a loudmouth and the smell of Satan in the air like charred meat on a griddle. “You good folks come to the Freedom Baptist Church at seven o’clock on Wednesday night and you’ll hear for yourselves exactly what I’m talkin’ about!” His gaze skittered from face to face. “If you love the Lord, this town, and your children, you’ll break any radio that plays that Satan-squallin’ garbage!” To my dismay, several people with dazed eyes hollered that they would. “Praise God, brothers and sisters! Praise God!” Reverend Blessett waded through the crowd, slapping backs and shoulders and finding hands to shake.
     “He got sauce on my shirt,” Dad said, looking down at the stain.
     “Come on, fellas.” Mom pulled at him. “Let’s get under some shade.”
     I followed them, but I looked back to watch Reverend Blessett striding away. A knot of people had closed around him, all of them jabbering. Their faces seemed swollen, and a dark sweat stain the shape of a watermelon wedge had grown on the back of the reverend’s coat. I couldn’t figure this out; the same song I’d first heard that day in the Spinnin’ Wheel’s parking lot was unholy? I didn’t know very much about big-city evil, but I didn’t itch with immorality. It was just a cool song, and it made me feel… well, cool. Even after all the listenings, I still couldn’t decipher what the chorus was after the I get around part, and neither could Ben, Davy Ray, or Johnny, who still had a wrapping of bandages across his beak and couldn’t yet leave his house. I was curious; what had Reverend Blessett heard in the song that I had not?
     I decided I wanted to find out.
     That night fireworks blossomed red, white, and blue over Zephyr.
     And sometime after midnight, a cross was set afire in front of the Lady’s house.
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Welcome, Lucifer


I AWAKENED WITH THE SMELL OF BURNING IN MY NOSTRILS.
     Birds were singing and the sun was up, but I was reminded of a terrible thing. Three years ago, a house two blocks south of us had caught fire. It had been a hot, dry summer, and the house had gone up quick as pineknot kindling in the middle of an August night. The Bellwood family had lived there: Mr. and Mrs. Bellwood, their ten-year-old daughter Emmie, and their eight-year-old son Carl. The fire, which had started from a bad electrical connection, had consumed Carl in his bed before the Bellwoods could get to him. Carl died a few days later, and was buried on Poulter Hill. His tombstone had Our Loving Son carved on it. The Bellwoods had moved away soon after, leaving their son in Zephyr earth. I remember Carl clearly, because his mother was allergic to animals and wouldn’t allow him to have a dog, so he sometimes came up to my house to play with Rebel. He was a slight boy with curly, sandy-colored hair and he liked the banana Popsicles the Good Humor man sold from his truck. He told me once that he wished he could have a dog more than anything in the world. Then the fire took him away, and Dad sat down with me and said God has a plan but sometimes it’s awfully hard to decipher.
     On this particular morning, the fifth of July, Dad had gone to work and Mom was left to tell me what that burning smell was. She’d been on the phone most of the morning, wired into Zephyr’s amazingly accurate information network: the society of women who circled gossip like hawks for the meat of truth. As I ate my breakfast of scrambled eggs and grits, Mom sat with me at the table. “You know what the Ku Klux Klan is, don’t you?” she asked.
     I nodded. I had seen Klansmen on the TV news, dressed in their white robes and conical hoods and walking around a fiery cross while they cradled shotguns and rifles. Their spokesman, a gent who had pulled his hood back to expose a face like a chunk of suet, had been talking about keeping your heart in Dixie or getting your ass out and “not lettin’ no Washington politician say I gotta kiss a colored boy’s shoes.” The rage in the man’s face had swollen his cheeks and puffed his eyelids, and behind him the fire had gnawed at the cross as the white-robed figures continued their grim parade.
     “The Klan burned a cross in the Lady’s yard last night,” Mom said. “They must be warnin’ her to get out of town.”
     “The Lady? Why?”
     “Your father says some people are afraid of her. He says some people think she’s got too much say-so about what goes on in Bruton.”
     “She lives in Bruton,” I said.
     “Yes, but some people are scared she wants to have say-so about what goes on in Zephyr, too. Last summer she asked Mayor Swope to open the swimmin’ pool to the Bruton folks. This year she’s been askin’ him about it again.”
     “Dad’s afraid of her, isn’t he?”
     Mom said, “Yes, but that’s different. He’s not afraid of her because of her skin color. He’s afraid because…” She shrugged. “Because of what he doesn’t understand.”
     I swirled my fork around in my grits, thinking this point over. “How come Mayor Swope won’t open up the pool to them?”
     “They’re black,” Mom answered. “White people don’t like to be in the water with black people.”
     “We were in the flood water with them,” I said.
     “That was river water,” Morn said. “The swimmin’ pool’s never been open to them. The Lady’s gotten a petition up that says she either wants a pool built in Bruton or the Zephyr pool open for black people. That must be why the Klan wants her gone.”
     “She’s always lived there. Where would she go?”
     “I don’t know. I don’t think the people who set that cross on fire care much, either.” Mom frowned, the little lines surfacing around her eyes. “I didn’t know the Klan was even anywhere around Zephyr. Your father says they’re a bunch of scared men who want to turn time backward. He says things are gonna get a lot worse before they get better.”
     “What’ll happen if the Lady won’t leave?” I asked. “Would those men hurt her?”
     “Maybe. They might try, at least.”
     “She won’t go,” I said, remembering the cool green-eyed beauty I’d seen looking back at me from behind the Lady’s wrinkled face. “Those men can’t make her leave.”
     “You’re right about that.” Mom got up from her chair. “I’d hate to get on her wrong side, that’s for sure. You want another glass of orange juice?”
     I told her no. As Mom was pouring one for herself, I finished off my eggs and then said something that caused her to look at me as if I’d just requested money for a trip to the moon. “I want to go hear what Reverend Blessett has to say.” She remained speechless. “About that song,” I continued. “I want to know why he hates it so much.”
     “Angus Blessett hates everything,” Mom said when she had recovered her voice. “He can see the end of the world in a pair of penny loafers.”
     “That’s my favorite song. I want to find out what he can hear in it that I don’t.”
     “That’s easy. He’s got old ears.” She offered a faint smile. “Like me, I guess. I can’t abide that song, either, but I don’t think there’s anythin’ evil about it.”
     “I want to know,” I persisted.
     For me this was a first. I had never been so adamant about attending church before, and it wasn’t even our congregation. When Dad got home, he tried his best to talk me out of it, by saying that Reverend Blessett was so full of hot air he could blow up a blimp, that he wouldn’t even think about crossing the threshold of Reverend Blessett’s church, and so on, but, at last—after a hushed conference with Mom in which I overheard the words “curiosity” and “let him find out for himself”—Dad grudgingly agreed to go with us on Wednesday night.
     And so it was that we found ourselves sitting with about a hundred other people in the sweltering hotbox of the Freedom Baptist Church on Shawson Street near the gargoyle bridge. Neither Dad nor I wore a coat and tie, as this was not a Sunday service, and some of the other men even wore their field-stained overalls. We saw a lot of people we knew, and before the service began the place was standing room only, including a lot of sullen teenagers who looked as if they’d been dragged into the church on nooses by their cheerless parents. I guess the reverend’s urgent hollering had gotten his message across, as had the signs he’d posted all over town that proclaimed he would be “wrestling with the devil on Wednesday night—our children are worth the fight.” A record player and speakers had been set up at the front of the church, and at long last Reverend Blessett—flush-faced and sweating in a white suit and a rose-colored shirt—strode out onto the podium with the offending 45 rpm disc of black vinyl in one hand. In the other he held the leather grip of a wooden box with small holes on its sides, which he placed on the floor out of the way. Then he grinned at his audience and hollered, “Are we ready to fight Satan tonight, brothers and sisters?”
Amen! they shouted back. Amen! and Amen!
     They were ready, all right.
     Reverend Blessett began with an impassioned sermon about how the evils of the big city were creeping into Zephyr, how Satan wanted to drag all the young people into hell and how the citizens had to fight the devil every minute of their lives to keep from being fried in fire. Reverend Blessett’s face sweated and his arms flew this way and that and he paced back and forth before the congregation like a man possessed. I have to say, he put on a great show and I was more than half convinced Satan was hiding under my bed waiting for me to open a National Geographic to one of the naked-bosom pictures.
     He stopped pacing and grinned out at us with his glistening face. The doors had been propped open, but the heat was stifling and the sweat was sticking my shirt to my skin. In the hazy golden light, Reverend Blessett was steaming. He held up the record. “You came to hear it,” he said. “And hear it you shall.”
     He switched on the record player, put the disc down on its thick spindle, and held the needle over the first groove. “Listen,” he said, “to the voices of the demons.” Then he lowered the needle, and a static of scratches clicked through the speakers.
     Those voices. Demons or angels? Oh, those voices! Round round get around I get around. Way out of town. I get around.
     “Did you hear it?” He jerked the needle up. “Right there! Tellin’ our children that the grass is greener on the other side of the fence? That they’re not to be satisfied livin’ in their own hometown anymore? It’s devil’s wanderlust they’re singin’ about!” Again the needle went down. When the song reached the part about having a car that’s never been beat and never missing yet with the girls we meet, Reverend Blessett was almost dancing with delirious rage. “Hear it? Doesn’t that tell our young people to race their cars in the streets? Doesn’t it tell them to indulge in free and easy pleasures of the flesh?” He said it like a sneer. “Think of it, folks! Your sons and daughters inflamed by this garbage, and Satan just a-laughin’ at us all! Picture our streets runnin’ red with the blood of our children in wrecked hotrods, and your pregnant daughters and sex-mad sons! You think such things happen only in the big city? You think we here in Zephyr are safe from the prince of darkness? You listen to some more of this so-called ‘music’ and you’ll find out how wrong you are!” He let the needle play some more. The sound wasn’t very good. I think Reverend Blessett himself had listened to the song a few dozen times, judging from all the scratches. I don’t care what he said; the music was about freedom and happiness, not about crashing cars in the streets. I didn’t hear the song like Reverend Blessett did. To me it was the sound of summer, a slice of heaven on earth; to him it was all stinking brimstone and the devil’s leer. I had to wonder how a man of God like he was could hear Satan’s voice in every word. Wasn’t God in control of everything, like the Bible said? If God was, then why was Reverend Blessett so scared of the devil?
     “Heathen trash!” he roared at the part of the record where the Beach Boys sang about not leaving their best girl home on a Saturday night. “Sex garbage! God help our daughters!”
     “The man,” my father said as he leaned toward Mom, “is as crazy as a one-legged toad-frog.”
     As the song played, Reverend Blessett raged on about disrespect for the law and the destruction of the family, about Eve’s sin and the serpent in the Garden of Eden. He was spouting spittle and flinging sweat, and his face got so red I feared he was going to explode at the seams. “The Beach Boys!” he said with another ferocious sneer. “You know what those are? They’re bums who wouldn’t know a good day’s work if you handed ’em a hoe and paid ’em fifty dollars! They lay around all day out there in California and fornicate in the sand like wild beasts! And this is what our young people are listenin’ to day and night? God help this world!”
     “Amen!” somebody shouted. The crowd was getting worked up. “Amen, brother!” another voice yelled.
     “You ain’t heard nothin’ yet, my friends!” Reverend Blessett hollered. He picked up the needle, put his hand flat against the record to keep it from turning, and as the player’s gears whined in protest, he searched for a groove on the disc. “Listen to this!” He disengaged the gears, and he lowered the needle while his other hand rotated the record backward.
     What came out, in a slow groan, was: Daaadeelsmaaastraaabaaaa.
     “Hear it? Hear it?” The reverend’s eyes glittered with triumph; he had unlocked the mystery at the music’s heart. “The devil is my strawberry! That’s what they said! Clear as a bell! They’re singin’ a song in praise of Satan and they don’t care who knows it! And this thing is goin’ out on the radio waves all over the country right at this very minute! It’s bein’ played by our children and they won’t even know what they’re hearin’ until it’s too late and there’s no turnin’ back! It’s the devil’s plan to snare their souls!”
     “I think they said the same thing about the Charleston,” Dad said to Mom, but his was a small voice in the fevered chorus of amens.
     This is the way the world spins: people want to believe the best, but they’re always ready to fear the worst. I imagine you could take the most innocent song ever written and hear the devil speaking in it, if that’s what your mind told you to listen for. Songs that say something about the world and about the people in it—people who are fraught with sins and complications just like the best of us—can be especially cursed, because to some folks truth is a hurtful thing. I sat in that church and heard the reverend rage and holler. I saw his face redden and his eyes gleam and the spittle spray from his mouth. I saw that he was a terrified man, and he was stoking the hot coals of terror in his congregation. He skipped the needle around, playing more snippets backward that to me sounded like gibberish but to him held satanic messages. It occurred to me that he must’ve spent an awfully long time huddled over that record player, scratching the needle back and forth in search of an evil thought. I wasn’t sure he was trying to protect people as much as he was trying to direct them. In this latter area he was highly successful; soon he had most everybody yelling amens like the cheerleaders at Adams Valley High yelled for touchdowns. Dad just shook his head and crossed his arms, and I don’t think Mom knew what to make of all this commotion.
     Then, with sweat dripping from his chin and his eyes wild, Reverend Blessett announced, “Now we’ll make the devil dance to his own tune, won’t we?” He snapped the wooden box open, and from it jerked something that was alive and kicking. As the Beach Boys continued to croon, Reverend Blessett gripped a leash and made the creature on its other end start dancing crazily to the music.
     It was a little spider monkey, all gangly arms and legs, its face spitting with fury as the reverend jerked its chain this way and that. “Dance, Lucifer!” the reverend shouted, his voice carrying over even those of the Californicators. “Dance to your music!” Lucifer, who had been cooped up in that cramped box for Lord knew how long, did not look too pleased. The thing hissed and snapped at the air, its tail flailing like a furry gray whip, and Reverend Blessett kept shouting, “Dance, Lucifer! Go on and dance!” as he wrenched the monkey back and forth on the end of its tether. Some people got up and started clapping and writhing in the aisle. A woman whose stomach looked as big as a sofa pillow got up on her tree-trunk legs and staggered around sobbing and calling for Jesus as if He were a lost puppy. “Dance, Lucifer!” the reverend yelled. I thought he was going to start swinging that poor monkey round and round his head like a rabbit’s foot on a key chain. A man in the row in front of us spread his arms wide and started shouting something with God and praise be and destroy the heathens in it, and I found myself staring at the back of his sun-browned neck to see if I might find an alien X whittled there.
     The place had turned into a madhouse. Dad reached for Mom’s hand and said, “We’re gettin’ out of here!” People were gyrating and jiggling in rapturous ecstasies, and all this time I’d thought Baptists couldn’t dance.
     Reverend Blessett gave the monkey a ferocious shake. “Dance, Lucifer!” he commanded as the music thundered on. “Show ’em what’s in you!”
     And then, quite abruptly, Lucifer did just that.
     The monkey shrieked and, obviously fed up with the shaking and jerking, sprang for the reverend’s head. Those spidery arms and legs wrapped around the reverend’s skull, and Reverend Blessett squalled with terror as Lucifer sank his sharp little fangs into the reverend’s right ear. At the same time, Lucifer displayed exactly what he’d been fed up on, as from his rear end spewed a stream of foul matter as brown as Bosco all over the reverend’s white suit. It was a sight that caused all rapture and speaking in tongues to immediately cease. The reverend was staggering around, trying to get that monkey off his head as Lucifer’s bowels sprayed his suit with runny brown patterns. The woman with a sofa-pillow belly screamed. Some men in the front row ran to help the reverend, whose ear was being chewed ragged. As the men reached the struggling reverend and the gnawing monkey, Lucifer suddenly turned his head and saw the hands about to grab him, a bit of bloody ear gripped in his teeth. He released his grip from Reverend Blessett’s skull and with a chattering screech he sprang over the men’s heads, making them holler and duck as more Bosco streamed down upon them. The leash came loose from Reverend Blessett’s hand, and Lucifer was free.
     Like his nasty namesake, the monkey jumped from person to person, snapping at their ears and spraying their clothes. I don’t know what the reverend had been feeding him, but it must have disagreed with Lucifer’s stomach. Mom screamed and Dad dodged as Lucifer sprang past us, and we barely missed getting splashed. Lucifer leaped from the edge of a pew, swung on the light fixture, and then landed on a woman’s blue hat, where he fertilized a false carnation. Then he was on the move again, paws and claws and whipping tail, snapping teeth, a shriek, a splatter. The smell of rotten bananas was enough to knock you to your knees. A brave Christian soldier made a try at grabbing the leash, but he got a wet brown face for his efforts and Lucifer made a noise like a laugh as the man staggered back, temporarily blinded, and his own wife fled from him. Lucifer sank his teeth into a woman’s nose, anointed a teenaged boy’s hair with brown slickum, and leaped from pew to pew like a demonic little version of Fred Astaire.
     “Get him!” Reverend Blessett shouted, holding his bleeding ear. “Get that damn thing!”
     A man did get a hand on Lucifer, but he jerked it back a second later with a fang-stung knuckle. The monkey was quick, and as mean as hell. Most everybody was too busy dodging the flying streams to think about catching Lucifer. I was belly-down on a pew, and Dad and Mom crouched in the aisle. Reverend Blessett yelled, “The doors! Somebody shut the doors!”
     It was a good idea, but it came much too late. Lucifer was already in motion toward the way out, his beady little eyes glittering with delight. Behind him, he left his signature on the walls. “Stop him!” the reverend hollered, but Lucifer danced over a man’s shoulder and swan-dived off a woman’s head and with a screech of triumph he bounded through the open doorway into the night.
     A few men ran out after him. Everybody else started breathing a lot easier, though the air wasn’t fit to breathe. Dad helped Mom to her feet, and then he helped another two men pick up the fat lady, who had fainted and fallen like an oak tree. “Everybody stay calm!” the reverend said shakily. “It’s all right now! Everything’s all right!”
     I wondered about a man who could say that when his ear was half chewed off and his white suit covered with monkey mess.
     The sinful song we had all gathered to hear was forgotten. That seemed a minor thing now, in perspective. People started to get over their shock, and what took its place was indignation. Somebody hollered at Reverend Blessett that he shouldn’t have let that monkey get loose, and somebody else said that he was sending his cleaning bill over first thing in the morning. The woman with the bitten nose squawked that she was going to sue. The voices rose and clamored, and I saw Reverend Blessett shrink back from them, all the power sucked out of him. He looked confused and miserable, just like everybody else.
     The men who’d chased out after Lucifer returned, sweating and breathless. The monkey had scrambled up a tree and gone, they said. Maybe he’d turn up somewhere when it got light, they said. Then maybe they could snare him in a net.
     People trying to snare Lucifer instead of Lucifer snaring people. That struck me as peculiar and funny at the same time, but Dad put a voice to the thought. “Dream on,” he said.
     Reverend Blessett sat down on the podium. He stayed there, in his fouled white suit, and he looked at his hands as his congregation left him. On the record player, the needle ticked… ticked… ticked.
     We went home, through the humid summer night. The streets were quiet, but the symphony of insects droned and keened from the treetops. I couldn’t help but think that from one of those trees Lucifer was watching. Now that he had gotten free, who could put him back in his box again?
     I imagined I smelled the burning cross again, wafting its taint over my hometown. I decided it must be somebody cooking hot dogs over an open fire.
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Nemo’s Mother
& a Week with the Jaybird


THE SUMMER MOVED ON, AS SUMMERS WILL.
     Reverend Blessett tried to keep the furor going, but except for a few people who wrote to the Journal demanding that the song be banned from sale, the steam was gone from the reverend’s engine. Maybe it had something to do with the long, lazy days of July; maybe it concerned the mystery of who had set that cross afire in the Lady’s yard; maybe people had listened to that song for themselves and made up their own minds. Whatever the reason, folks in Zephyr seemed to have decided that Reverend Blessett’s campaign was nothing but hot air. It ended with a slam when Mayor Swope visited his house and told him to stop scaring people into seeing demons that weren’t anywhere but in the reverend’s mind.
     As for Lucifer, he was seen traveling in the trees by a half-dozen people. A banana cream pie cooling on a shady windowsill at the house of Sonia and Katharina Glass was utterly destroyed, and at any other time I’d have said the Branlins did it but the Branlins were lying low. Lucifer, on the other hand, was swinging high. An attempt was made by Chief Marchette and some of the volunteer firemen to snag Lucifer in a net, but what they got for their trouble was monkey business all over their clothes. Lucifer evidently had a sure aim and a steady spout, both front and rear. Dad said that was a pretty good defense mechanism, and he laughed about it, but Mom said the thought of that monkey loose in our town made her sick.
     Lucifer stayed pretty much to himself during the day, but sometimes when night fell he shrieked and screamed loud enough to wake up the sleepers on Poulter Hill. On more than one occasion I heard the crack of gunshots as someone, roused from sleep by Lucifer’s racket, tried to put a hole through him, but Lucifer was never there to catch a bullet. But the gunfire would wake up all the dogs and their barking would awaken the entire town and therefore the Zephyr council passed an emergency ordinance forbidding gunshots in the town limits after eight o’clock at night. Soon afterward, Lucifer learned how to clang sticks against trash cans, which he liked to do between three and six A.M. He avoided a bunch of poisoned bananas Mayor Swope laid out for him, and he shunned a trip-wire trap. He started leaving his brown mark on newly washed cars, and he swung down from a tree one afternoon and bit a plug out of Mr. Gerald Hargison’s ear when the mailman was walking his route. Mr. Hargison told my dad about it as he sat for a moment on the porch and puffed a plastic-tipped cheroot, a bandage on his diminished left ear.
     “Would’ve shot that little bastard if I’d had my gun on me,” Mr. Hargison said. “He was a fast thing, I’ll give him that. Bit me and took off and I swear I hardly saw him.” He grunted and shook his head. “Hell of a note when you can’t walk on a street in the daylight without gettin’ attacked by a damn monkey.”
     “Maybe they’ll catch him pretty soon,” Dad offered.
     “Maybe.” Mr. Hargison puffed blue smoke and watched it drift away. “Know what I think, Tom?”
     “What’s that?”
     “There’s more to that damn monkey than meets the eye, that’s what I think.”
     “How do you mean?”
     “Well, consider this. How come that damn monkey stays around here in Zephyr? How come he don’t go over into Bruton and cause trouble?”
     “I don’t know,” Dad said. “I haven’t thought about it.”
     “I think that woman’s got somethin’ to do with it.”
     “What woman, Gerald?”
     “You know.” He cocked his head toward Bruton. “Her. The queen over there.”
     “You mean the Lady?”
     “Yeah. Her. I think she’s whipped up some kind of spell and put it on us, because of… you know… the trouble.”
     “The burnin’ cross, you mean.”
     “Uh-huh.” Mr. Hargison shifted into the shadows, because the sun was hitting his leg. “She’s workin’ some of that hoodoo on us, is what I think. It’s spooky, how come nobody can catch that damn monkey. Thing screamed like a banshee one night outside my bedroom window and Linda Lou about had a heart attack!”
     “That monkey gettin’ loose was Reverend Blessett’s fault,” Dad reminded him. “The Lady didn’t have anythin’ to do with it.”
     “We don’t know that for sure, do we?” Mr. Hargison tapped ashes onto the grass, and then the cheroot’s tip returned to his teeth. “We don’t know what kind of powers she has. I swear, I believe the Klan’s got the right idea. We don’t need that woman around here. Her and her petitions.”
     “I don’t side with the Klan, Gerald,” Dad told him. “I don’t go in for cross burnin’s. That seems to me like a cowardly thing.”
     Mr. Hargison grunted quietly, a little plume of smoke leaking from his lips. “I didn’t know the Klan was even active around here,” he said. “But I’ve been hearin’ things lately.”
     “Like what?”
     “Oh… just talk. In my profession, you hear a lot of lips flap. Some folks around here think the Klan’s mighty brave for sendin’ a warnin’ to that woman. Some folks think it’s high time she got sent on her way before she ruins this town.”
     “She’s lived here a long time. She hasn’t ruined Zephyr yet, has she?”
     “Up until the last few years she’s kept her mouth shut. Now she’s tryin’ to stir things up. Colored people and white people in the same swimmin’ pool! And you know what? Mayor Swope’s just fool enough to give her what she wants!”
     “Well,” Dad said, “times are changin’.”
     “My Lord!” Mr. Hargison stared at my father. “Are you takin’ her side, Tom?”
     “I’m not takin’ anybody’s side. All I’m sayin’ is, we don’t need attack dogs and fire hoses and bombs goin’ off here in Zephyr. Bull Connor’s days are done. It seems to me that times are changin’ and that’s the way of the world.” Dad shrugged. “Can’t hold back the future, Gerald. That’s a fact.”
     “I believe those Klan boys might argue the point with you.”
     “Maybe. But their days are done, too. All hate does is breed more hate.”
     Mr. Hargison sat in silence for a moment. He was looking toward the roofs of Bruton, but what he was seeing there was difficult to say. At last he stood up, picked up his mail satchel, and slung it over his shoulder. “You used to be a sane fella,” he said, and then he began walking back to his truck.
     “Gerald? Wait a minute! Come on back, all right?” Dad called, but Mr. Hargison kept going. My father and Mr. Hargison had graduated in the same class from Adams Valley High, and though they weren’t close friends, they had traveled the same road of youth together. Mr. Hargison, Dad had told me, used to quarterback the football team and his name was on a silver plaque on the high school’s Honor Wall. “Hey, Big Bear!” Dad called, using Mr. Hargison’s high school nickname. But Mr. Hargison flipped his cheroot stub into the gutter and drove away.
     My birthday arrived. I had Davy Ray, Ben, and Johnny over for ice cream and cake. On that cake were twelve candles. And sometime during the cake-eating, Dad put my birthday present on my desk in my room.
     Before I found it, Johnny had to go home. His head still hurt him sometimes, and he had dizzy spells. He had brought me two fine white arrowheads from his collection. Davy Ray had brought me an Aurora model of the Mummy, and Ben’s gift was a bagful of little plastic dinosaurs.
     But on my desk, with a clean sheet of white paper gripped in its roller, was a Royal typewriter as gray as a battleship.
     It had some miles on it. The keys showed wear, and Z.P.L. was scratched on its side. The Zephyr Public Library, I later learned, had been selling some of their older equipment. The E key stuck, and the lower-case i was missing its dot. But I sat at my desk in the deepening twilight of my birthday, and I pushed aside my tin can full of Ticonderoga pencils and, heart pounding, laboriously typed out my name on the paper.
     I had entered the technological age.
     Soon enough I realized typing was going to be no simple task. My fingers were rebellious. I would have to discipline them. I kept practicing, long after the night had thickened and Mom said I ought to go to sleep. COERY JAT MACKEMAON. DAVY RSU CALKAN. JIHNMY QULSON. BEM SEARS. REBEL. OLF MOSES. THE LADT. BURNUNG CROSD. BRAMKINS. GREEN-FEATHRED HAT. ZEPHIR. ZEPHTR. ZEPHYR.
     I had a long way to go, but I sensed the excitement of the cowboy heroes, Indian braves, army troops, detective legions, and monster squads within me, eager to be born.
     One afternoon I was riding Rocket around, enjoying the steam that rose from a passing shower, and I found myself near the house where Nemo Curliss lived. He was out front, a small figure throwing a baseball up in the air and catching it as it hurtled down again. I eased Rocket onto its kickstand, and offered to throw him a few. What I really wanted was to see Nemo in action once more. A boy with a perfect arm, no matter how frail that arm might look, surely had been touched by God. Soon I was encouraging Nemo to aim for the knothole in an oak tree across the street, and when he zoomed that ball right in and made it stick not once but three times, I almost fell to my knees and worshipped him.
     Then the front door of his house opened with the ringing of chimes and his mother came out onto the porch. I saw Nemo’s eyes flinch behind his glasses, as if he were about to be struck. “Nemo!” she shouted in a voice that reminded me of the stinging wasp. “I told you not to throw that ball, didn’t I? I’ve been watchin’ you out the window, young man!”
     Nemo’s mother descended the porch steps and approached us like a storm. She had long, dark brown hair, and maybe she’d been pretty once but now there was something hard about her face. She had piercing brown eyes with deep lines radiating out from their corners, and her pancake makeup was tinted orange. She wore a tight pair of black pedal-pushers, a white blouse with big red polka dots, and on her hands were a pair of yellow rubber gloves. Her mouth was daubed crimson, which I found peculiar. She was all fancied up to do housework. “Wait’ll your father hears about this!” she said.
     Hears about what? I wondered. All Nemo was doing was playing outside.
     “I didn’t fall down,” Nemo said.
     “But you could’ve!” his mother snapped. “You know how fragile you are! If you broke a bone, what would we do? How would we pay for it? I swear, you’re not right in the head!” Her eyes swept toward me like prison searchlights. “Who’re you?”
     “Coryth my friend,” Nemo said.
     “Friend. Uh-huh.” Mrs. Curliss looked me over from head to foot. I could tell by the set of her mouth and the way her nose wrinkled that she thought I might be carrying leprosy. “Cory what?”
     “Mackenson,” I told her.
     “Your father buy any shirts from us?”
     “No, ma’am.”
     “Friend,” she said, and her hard gaze returned to Nemo. “I told you not to get overheated out here, didn’t I? I told you not to throw that ball, didn’t I?”
     “I didn’t get overheated. I wuth jutht—”
     “Disobeyin’ me,” she interrupted. “My God, there’s got to be some order in this family! There’s got to be some rules! Your father gone all day and when he comes home he’s spent more money than he’s made and you’re out here tryin’ to hurt yourself and cause me more worry!” The bones seemed to be straining against the taut flesh of her face, and her eyes had a bright and awful shine in them. “Don’t you know you’re sickly?” she demanded. “Don’t you know your wrists could snap in a hard breeze?”
     “I’m all right, Momma,” Nemo said. His voice was small. Sweat glistened on the back of his neck. “Honetht.”
     “You’d say that until you passed out with heatstroke, wouldn’t you? And then you’d fall down and knock your teeth out and would your good friend’s father pay for the dentist’s bill?” Again, she glared at me. “Doesn’t anybody wear nice shirts in this town? Doesn’t anybody wear nice tailored white shirts?”
     “No, ma’am,” I had to say in all honesty. “I don’t think so.”
     “Well, isn’t that just dandy?” She grinned, but there was no humor in it. Her grin was as hot as the sun and terrible to look upon. “Isn’t that just so very civilized?” She grasped Nemo’s shoulder with one of her yellow-gloved hands. “Get in the house!” she told him. “This minute!” She began to haul him toward the porch, and he looked back at me with an expression of longing and regret.
     I had to ask. I just had to. “Mrs. Curliss? How come you won’t let Nemo play Little League?”
     I thought she was going to go on in without answering. But suddenly she stopped just short of the porch steps and spun around and her eyes were slitted with rage. “What did you say?”
     “I… was askin’… how come you won’t let Nemo play Little League. I mean… he’s got a perfect ar—”
     “My son is fragile, in case you didn’t know! Do you understand what that word means?” She plowed on before I could tell her I did. “It means he’s got weak bones! It means he can’t run and roughhouse like other boys! It means he’s not a savage!”
     “Yes ma’am, but—”
     “Nemo’s not like the rest of you! He’s not a member of your tribe, do you understand that? He’s a cultured boy, and he doesn’t get down and wallow in the dirt like a wild beast!”
     “I… just thought he might like—”
     “Listen, here!” she said, her voice rising. “Don’t you stand on my lawn and tell me what’s right or wrong for my son! You didn’t worry yourself crazy when he was three years old and he almost died of pneumonia! And where was his father? His father was on the road tryin’ to sell enough shirts to keep us from bankruptcy! But we lost that house, that pretty house with the window boxes, we lost that house anyway! And would anybody help us? Would any of those churchgoin’ people help us? Not a one! So we lost that house, where my pretty dog is buried in the backyard!” Her face seemed to shatter for an instant, and behind its brittle mask of anger I caught a glimpse of a heartbreaking fear and sadness. Her grip never left Nemo’s shoulder. Then the mask sealed up again, and Mrs. Curliss sneered. “Oh, I know the kind of boy you are! I’ve seen plenty of you, in every town we’ve lived in! All you want to do is hurt my son, and laugh at him behind his back! You want to see him fall down and scrape his knees, and you want to hear his lisp because you think it’s funny! Well, you can find somebody else to pick on, because my son’s not having anythin’ to do with you!”
     “I don’t want to pick on—”
     “Get in the house!” she shouted at Nemo as she pushed him up the steps.
     “I’ve gotta go!” Nemo called to me, trying desperately to keep his dignity. “I’m thorry!”
     The screen door slammed behind them. The inner door closed, too, with a thunk of finality.
     The birds were singing, stupid in their happiness. I stood on the green grass, my shadow like a long scorch mark. I saw the blinds on the front windows close. There was nothing more to be said, nothing more to be done. I turned around, got on Rocket, and started pedaling for home.
     On that ride to my house, as the summer-scented air hit me in the face and gnats spun in the whirlwinds of my passage, I realized all prisons were not buildings of gray rock bordered by guard towers and barbed wire. Some prisons were houses whose closed blinds let no sunlight enter. Some prisons were cages of fragile bones, and some prisons had bars of red polka dots. In fact, you could never tell what might be a prison until you’d had a glimpse of what was seized and bound inside. I was thinking this over when Rocket suddenly veered to one side, narrowly missing Vernon Thaxter walking on the sidewalk. I figured even Rocket’s golden eye had blinked at the sight of Vernon strolling in the sun.
     July passed like a midsummer’s dream. I spent these days doing, in the vernacular of my hometown, “much of nothin’.” Johnny Wilson was getting better, his dizzy spells abating, and he was allowed to join Ben, Davy Ray, and me on our jaunts around town. Still and all, he had to take things easy, because Dr. Parrish had told Johnny’s folks that a head injury had to be watched for a long time. Johnny himself was just as quiet and reserved as ever, but I noticed that he’d slowed down some. He was always lagging behind us on his bike, slower even than tubby Ben. He seemed to have aged since that day the Branlins had beaten him senseless; he seemed to be apart from us now, in a way that was hard to explain. I think it was because he had tasted the bitter fruit of pain, and some of the magic carefree view that separates children from adults had fallen away from him, gone forever no matter how hard he tried to pedal his bike in pursuit of it again. Johnny had, at that early age, looked into the dark hole of extinction and seen—much more than any of us ever could—that someday the summer sun would not throw his shadow.
     We talked about death as we sat in the cooling breezes from the ice house and listened to the laboring lungs of the frosty machines within. Our conversation began with Davy Ray telling us that his dad had hit a cat the day before, and when they got home part of the cat’s insides were smeared all over the right front tire. Dogs and cats, we agreed, had their own kinds of heaven. Was there a hell for them, too? we wondered. No, Ben said, because they don’t sin. But what happens if a dog goes mad and kills somebody and has to be put to sleep? Davy Ray asked. Wouldn’t that be a hell-bound sin? For these questions, of course, we only had more questions.
     “Sometimes,” Johnny said, his back against a tree, “I get out my arrowheads and look at ’em and I wonder who made ’em. I wonder if their ghosts are still around, tryin’ to find where the arrow fell.”
     “Naw!” Ben scoffed. “There’s no such thing as ghosts! Is there, Cory?”
     I shrugged. I had never told the guys about Midnight Mona. If they hadn’t believed I’d shoved a broomstick down Old Moses’s gullet, how would they believe a ghost car and driver?
     “Dad says Snowdown’s a ghost,” Davy offered. “Says that’s why nobody can shoot him, because he’s already dead.”
     “No such thing as ghosts,” Ben said. “No such thing as Snowdown, either.”
     “Yes there is!” Davy was ready to defend his father’s beliefs. “My dad said Grandpap saw him one time, when he was a little kid! And just last year Dad said a guy at the paper mill knew a guy who saw him! Said he was standin’ right there in the woods as big as you please! Said this guy took a shot at him, but Snowdown was runnin’ before the bullet got there and then he was gone!”
     “No. Such. Thing,” Ben said.
     “Is too!”
     “Is not!”
     “Is too!”
     “Is not!”
     This line of discussion could go on all afternoon. I picked up a pine cone and popped Ben in the belly with it, and after Ben howled in indignation, everybody laughed. Snowdown was a hope and mystery for the community of hunters in Zephyr. In the deep forest between Zephyr and Union Town, the story went, lived a massive white stag with antlers so big and twisted you could swing on them as on the branches of an oak. Snowdown was usually seen at least once every deer season, by a hunter who swore the stag had leaped into the air and disappeared in the gnarly foliage of its kingdom. Men went out with rifles to track Snowdown, and they invariably returned talking about finding the prints of huge hooves and scars on trees where Snowdown had scraped his antlers, but the white stag was impossible to catch. I think that if a massive white stag really did roam the gloomy woods, no hunter really wanted to shoot him, because Snowdown was for them the symbol of everything mysterious and unattainable about life itself. Snowdown was what lay beyond the thickness of the woods, in the next autumn-dappled clearing. Snowdown was eternal youth, a link between grandfather and father and son, the great expectations of future hunts, a wildness that could never be confined. My dad wasn’t a hunter, so I wasn’t as involved in the legend of Snowdown as Davy Ray, whose father was ready with his Remington on the first chilly dawning of the season.
     “My dad’s gonna take me with him this year,” Davy Ray said. “He promised. So you’ll be laughin’ through your teeth when we bring Snowdown back from the woods.”
     I doubted that if Davy Ray and his father saw Snowdown, either one of them would pull a trigger. Davy had a boy-sized rifle that he sometimes fired at squirrels, but he never could hit anything with it.
     Ben chewed on a weed and offered his throat to an ice house breeze. “One thing I sure would like to know,” he said. “Who’s that dead guy down at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake?”
     I pulled my knees into my chest and watched two ravens circling overhead.
     “Ain’t it weird?” Ben asked me. “That your dad saw the guy go under, and now the guy’s down there in his car gettin’ all mossy and eat up by turtles?”
     “I don’t know,” I said.
     “You think about it, don’t you? I mean, you were there.”
     “Yeah. I think about it some.” I didn’t tell him that hardly a day went by when I didn’t think of the car speeding in front of the milk truck, or my dad jumping into the water, or the figure I’d seen standing in the woods, or the man with the green-feathered hat and a knife in his hand.
     “It’s spooky, for sure,” Davy Ray said. “How come nobody knew the guy? How come nobody ever missed him?”
     “Because he must not have been from here,” Johnny commented.
     “Sheriff thought of that,” I said. “He called around other places.”
     “Yeah,” Ben went on, “but he didn’t call everywhere, did he? He didn’t call California or Alaska, did he?”
     “What would a guy from California or Alaska be doin’ in Zephyr, dope?” Davy Ray challenged him.
     “He could’ve been! You don’t know everythin’, Mr. Smart!”
     “I know a big dope when I see one!”
     Ben was about to fire a reply back, but Johnny said, “Maybe he was a spy,” and that halted Ben’s tongue.
     “A spy?” I asked. “There’s nothin’ around here to spy on!”
     “Yes there is. Robbins Air Force Base.” Johnny systematically began to crack his knuckles. “Maybe he was a Russian spy. Maybe he was watchin’ the planes drop bombs, or maybe there’s somethin’ goin’ on over there that nobody’s supposed to know about.”
     We were silent. A Russian spy killed in Zephyr. The thought gave all of us delicious creeps.
     “So who killed him, then?” Davy Ray asked. “Another spy?”
     “Maybe.” Johnny contemplated this for a moment, his head slightly cocked to one side. The lid of his left eye had begun to tic a bit, another result of his injury. “Or maybe,” he said, “the guy at the bottom of the lake is an American spy, and the Russian spy killed him because the dead guy found out about him.”
     “Oh, yeah!” Ben laughed. “So somebody around here might be a Russian spy?”
     “Maybe,” Johnny said, and Ben stopped laughing. Johnny looked at me. “Your dad said the guy was stripped naked, right?” I nodded. “Know why that might be?” I shook my head. “Because,” Johnny said, “whoever killed him was smart enough to take the dead guy’s clothes off so nothin’ would float up to the top. And whoever killed him had to be from around here, because he knew how deep the lake is. And the dead guy knew a secret, too.”
     “A secret?” Davy Ray was all ears now. “Like what?”
     “I don’t know what,” Johnny answered. “Just a secret.” His dark Indian eyes returned to me. “Didn’t your dad say the guy was all beat up, like somebody had really worked him over? How come whoever killed him beat him up so bad first?”
     “How come?” I asked.
     “’Cause the killer was tryin’ to make him talk, that’s why. Like in the movies when the bad guy’s got the good guy tied to a chair and he wants to know the secret code.”
     “What secret code?” Davy Ray asked.
     “That’s just for instance,” Johnny explained. “But it seems to me like if a guy was gonna kill somebody, he wouldn’t beat him up for no reason.”
     “Yeah, but maybe the dead guy was just plain beat to death,” Ben said.
     “No,” I told him. “There was a wire around the guy’s neck, chokin’ him. If he’d been beat to death, why would he get choked, too?”
     “Man!” Ben plucked up a weed and chewed on it. Overhead, the two ravens cawed and flapped. “A killer right here in Zephyr! Maybe even a Russian spy!” He stopped chewing all of a sudden. “Hey,” he said, and he blinked as a new thought jabbed his mind like a lightning bolt. “What’s to keep him from killin’ again?”
     I decided it was time. I cleared my throat, and I began to tell my friends about the figure I’d seen, the green feather, and the man in the green-feathered hat. “I didn’t see his face,” I said. “But I saw that hat and the feather, and I saw him pull a knife out of his coat. I thought he was gonna sneak up behind my dad and stab him. Maybe he tried to, but he figured he couldn’t get away with it. Maybe he’s steamed ’cause my dad saw the car go down and told Sheriff Amory about it. Maybe he saw me lookin’ at him, too. But I didn’t see his face. Not a bit of it.”
     When I’d finished, they didn’t say anything for a few seconds. Then Ben spoke up: “How come you didn’t tell us this before? Didn’t you want us to know?”
     “I was gonna tell you, but after what happened with Old Moses—”
     “Don’t start that bull again!” Davy Ray warned.
     “I don’t know who the man in the green-feathered hat is,” I said. “He could be anybody. Even… somebody we all know real well, somebody you wouldn’t think could do such a thing. Dad says you never know people through and through, and that everybody’s got a part they don’t show. So it could be anybody at all.”
     My friends, excited by this new information, flung themselves eagerly into the roles of detectives. They would agree to be on the lookout for a man in a green-feathered hat, but we also agreed to keep this knowledge to ourselves and not spread it to our parents, in case one of them happened to tell the killer without knowing it. I felt better for having relieved myself of this burden, yet I was still troubled. Who was the man Mr. Dollar said Donny Blaylock had killed? And what was the meaning of the piano music in the dream the Lady had told my mom about? Dad still refused to visit the Lady, and I still sometimes heard him cry out in his sleep. So I knew that even though that ugly dawn was long behind us, the memory of the event—and of what he’d seen handcuffed to the wheel—haunted him. If Dad went out walking at Saxon’s Lake, he didn’t tell me, but I suspected this might be true because of the crusty red dirt he left scraped on the porch steps on more than one afternoon.
     August came upon us, riding a wave of sultry heat. One morning I awakened to the realization that in a few days I would be spending a week with Granddaddy Jaybird, and I immediately pulled the sheet over my head.
     But there was no turning back the clock. The monsters on my walls could not help me. Every summer, I spent a week with Granddaddy Jaybird and Grandmomma Sarah whether I wanted to or not. Granddaddy Jaybird demanded it, and whereas I spent several weekends throughout the year with Grand Austin and Nana Alice, the visit with Grand-daddy Jaybird was one lump sum of frenetic bizarrity.
     This year, though, I was determined to strike a bargain with my folks. If I had to go to that farmhouse where Granddaddy Jaybird jerked the covers off me at five in the morning and had me mowing grass at six, could I at least go on an overnight camping trip with Davy Ray, Ben, and Johnny? Dad said he’d think about it, and that was about the best I could hope for. So it happened that I said good-bye to Rebel for a week, Dad and Mom drove me out from Zephyr into the country, my suitcase in the back of the truck, and Dad turned off onto the bumpy dirt road that led across a corn field to my grandparents’ house.
     Grandmomma Sarah was a sweet woman, of that there was no doubt. I imagine the Jaybird had been a rounder in his youth, full of vim and vigor and earthy charm. Every year, however, his bolts had gotten a little looser. Dad would say it right out: Jaybird was out of his mind. Mom said he was “eccentric.” I say he was a dumb, mean man who thought the world revolved around him, but I have to say this as well: if it wasn’t for the Jaybird, I would never have written my first story.
     I never saw Granddaddy Jaybird perform an act of kindness. I never heard him praise his wife or his son. I never felt, when I was around him, that I was anything but a—thankfully temporary—possession. His moods were as fleeting as the faces of the moon. But he was a born storyteller, and when he focused his mind on tales of haunted houses, demon-possessed scarecrows, Indian burial grounds, and phantom dogs, you had no choice but to willingly follow wherever he led.
     The macabre, it may be said, was his territory. He was grave smart and life stupid, as he’d never gotten past the fourth grade. Sometimes I wondered how my dad had turned out as he had, having lived seventeen years in the Jaybird’s strange shadow. As I’ve said, though, my grandfather didn’t really start going crazy until after I was born, and I guess there were sensible genes on my grandmother’s side of the family. I never knew what might happen during that week of suffering, but I knew it would be an experience.
     The house was comfortable, but really nothing special. The land around it was, except for the stunted corn field, a garden and a small plot of grass, mostly forest; it was where the Jaybird stalked his prey. Grandmomma Sarah was genuinely glad to see us when we arrived, and she ushered us all into the front room, where electric fans stirred the heat. Then the Jaybird made his appearance, clad in overalls, and he carried with him a big glass jar full of golden liquid that he announced to be honeysuckle tea. “Been brewin’ it for two weeks,” he said. “Lettin’ it mellow, ya see.” He had mason jars all ready for us. “Have a sip!”
     I have to say it was very good. Everybody but the Jaybird had a second glass of it. Maybe he knew how potent the stuff was. Within twelve hours, I would be sitting on the pot feeling as if my insides were flooding out, and at home Dad and Mom would be just as bad off. Grandmomma Sarah, who was surely used to such concoctions by now, would sleep like a log through the whole disgusting episode, except in the dead of night she was liable to make a high, banshee keening noise in her sleep that was guaranteed to lift the hair right off your scalp.
     Anyway, the time came when Dad and Mom had to be getting back to Zephyr. I felt my face sag, and I must’ve looked like a wounded puppy because Mom put her arm around me on the porch and said, “You’ll be all right. Call me tonight, okay?”
     “I will,” I vowed, and I watched them as they drove away. The dust settled over the brown cornstalks. Just one week, I thought. One week wouldn’t be so bad.
     “Hey, Cory!” the Jaybird said from his rocking chair. He was grinning, which was a bad sign. “Got a joke for ya! Three strings walk into a bar. First string says, ‘Gimme a drink!’ Bartender looks at him, says, ‘We don’t serve strings in here, so get out!’ Second string tries his luck. ‘Gimme a drink!’ Bartender says, Told you we don’t serve strings in here, so you hit the trail!’ Then the third string’s just as thirsty as the devil, so he’s got to try, too. ‘Gimme a drink!’ he says. Bartender looks at him squinty-eyed, says, ‘You’re a danged-gone string, too, ain’t ya?’ And the string, he puffs out his chest and says, ‘’Fraid not!’” The Jaybird hooted with laughter, while I just stood there staring at him. “Get it, boy? Get it? ‘‘Fraid not’?” He frowned, the joke over. “Hell!” he growled. “You got a sense of humor as bad as your daddy’s!”
     One week. Oh, Lord.
     There were two subjects the Jaybird could talk about for hours on end: his survival through the Depression, when he held such jobs as coffin polisher, railroad brakeman, and carnival roustabout, and his success as a young man with women, which according to him was enough to turn Valentino green. I would have thought that was a big deal if I’d known who Valentino was. Anytime the Jaybird and I were away from the reach of my grandmother’s ear, he might launch into a tale about “Edith the preacher’s daughter from Tupelo” or “Nancy the conductor’s niece from Nashville” or “that buck-toothed girl used to hang around eatin’ candy apples.” He rambled on about his “jimbob” and how the girls got all fired up about it. Said there used to be jealous boyfriends and husbands after him by the dozens, but he always escaped whatever trap was closing around him. Once, he said, he’d hung on to the bottom of a railroad trestle above a hundred-foot gorge while two men with shotguns stood right above him, talking about how they were going to skin him alive and nail his hide to a tree. “Thing was,” the Jaybird said to me as he chewed lustily on a weed, “I spoiled them girls for every other fella. Yeah, me and my jimbob, we had us a time.” Then, inevitably, his eyes would take on a sad cast, and the young man with the flaming jimbob would start slipping away. “I bet you I wouldn’t know one of them girls today if I passed her on the street. No sir. They’d be old women, and I wouldn’t know a one of them.”
     Granddaddy Jaybird despised sleep. Maybe it had something to do with his knowing that his days on this earth were numbered. Come five o’clock, rain or shine, he’d rip the covers off me like a whirlwind passing through and his voice would roar in my ear: “Get up, boy! Think you’re gonna live forever?”
     I would invariably mumble, “No, sir,” and sit up, and the Jaybird would go on to rouse my grandmother into cooking a breakfast that might have served Sgt. Rock and most of Easy Company.
     The days I spent with my grandparents followed no pattern once breakfast was down the hatch. I could just as well be handed a garden hoe and told to get to work as I could be informed that I might enjoy a trip to the pond in the woods behind the house. Granddaddy Jaybird kept a few dozen chickens, three goats—all of whom closely resembled him—and for some strange reason he kept a snapping turtle named Wisdom in a big metal tub full of slimy water in the backyard. When one of those goats stuck his nose into Wisdom’s territory, and Wisdom took hold, there was hell to pay. Things were commonly in an uproar at the Jaybird’s place: “All snakes and dingleberries” was his phrase to describe a chaotic moment, as when Wisdom bit a thirsty goat and the goat in turn careened into the clean laundry my grandmother was hanging on the line, ending up running around festooned in sheets and dragging them through the garden I’d just been hoeing. The Jaybird was proud of his collection of the skeletons of small animals which he’d painstakingly wired together. You never knew where those skeletons might appear; the Jaybird had a nasty knack for putting them in places you might reach into before looking, like beneath a pillow or in your shoe. Then he’d laugh like a demon when he heard you squall. His sense of humor was, to say it kindly, warped. On Wednesday afternoon he told me he’d found a nest of rattlesnakes near the house last week and killed them all with a shovel. As I was about to drift off to sleep that night, already dreading five o’clock, he opened my door and peered into the dark and said in a quiet, ominous voice, “Cory? Be careful if you get up to pee tonight. Your grandmomma found a fresh-shed snakeskin under your bed this mornin’. Good-sized rattle on it, too. ’Night, now.”
     He’d closed the door. I was still awake at five.
     What I realized, long after the fact, was that Granddaddy Jaybird was honing me like one might sharpen a blade on a grinding edge. I don’t think he knew he was doing this, but that’s how it came out. Take the snake story. As I lay awake in the dark, my bladder steadily expanding within me, my imagination was at work. I could see that rattler, coiled somewhere in the room, waiting for the squeak of a bare foot pressing on a board. I could see the colors of the forest in its scaly hide, its terrible flat head resting on a ledge of air, its fangs slightly adrip. I could see the muscles ripple slowly along its sides as it tasted my scent. I could see it grin in the dark, same to say, “You’re mine, bub.”
     If there could be a school for the imagination, the Jaybird would be its headmaster. The lesson I learned that night, in what you can make yourself describe in your mind as true, I couldn’t have bought at the finest college. There was also the subsidiary lesson of gritting your teeth and bearing pain, hour upon hour, and damning yourself for drinking an extra glass of milk at supper.
     You see, the Jaybird was teaching me well, though he didn’t have a clue.
     There were other lessons, all of them valuable. And tests, too. On Friday afternoon Grandmomma Sarah asked him to drive into town to pick up a box of ice cream salt at the grocery store. Normally the Jaybird didn’t like to run errands, but today he was agreeable. He asked me to go with him, and Grandmomma Sarah said the sooner we got back the sooner the ice cream would be made.
     It was a day right for ice cream. Ninety degrees in the shade, and so hot in the full sun that if a dog went running, its shadow dropped down to rest. We got the ice cream salt, but on the way back, in the Jaybird’s bulky old Ford, another test began.
     “Jerome Claypool lives just down the road,” he said. “He’s a good ole fella. Want to drop by and say howdy?”
     “We’d better get the ice cream salt to—”
     “Yeah, Jerome’s a good ole fella,” the Jaybird said as he turned the Ford toward his friend’s house.
     Six miles later, he stopped in front of a ramshackle farmhouse that had a rotting sofa, a cast-off wringer, and a pile of moldering tires and rusted radiators in the front yard. I think we had crossed the line between Zephyr and Dogpatch by way of Tobacco Road somewhere a few miles back. Obviously, though, Jerome Claypool was a popular good ole fella, because there were four other cars parked in front of the place as well. “Come on, Cory,” the Jaybird said as he opened his door. “We’ll just go in a minute or two.”
     I could smell the stench of cheap cigars before we got to the porch. The Jaybird knocked on the door: rap rap rapraprap. “Who is it?” a cautious voice inquired from within. My grandfather replied, “Blood ‘n Guts,” which made me stare at him, thinking he’d lost whatever mind he had left. The door opened on noisy hinges, and a long-jawed face with dark, wrinkle-edged eyes peered out. Those eyes found me. “Who’s he?”
     “My grandboy,” Jaybird said, and put his hand on my shoulder. “Name’s Cory.”
     “Jesus, Jay!” the long-jawed face said with a scowl. “What’re you bringin’ a kid around here for?”
     “No harm done. He won’t say nothin’. Will you, Cory?” The hand tightened.
     I didn’t understand what was going on, but clearly this was not a place Grandmomma Sarah would have enjoyed visiting. I thought of Miss Grace’s house out beyond Saxon’s Lake, and the girl named Lainie who’d furled her wet pink tongue at me. “No sir,” I told him, and the grip relaxed again. His secret—whatever it might be—was safe.
     “Bodean won’t like this,” the man warned.
     “Jerome, Bodean can stick his head up his ass for all I care. You gonna let me in or not?”
     “You got the green?”
     “Burnin’ a hole,” the Jaybird said, and touched his pocket.
     I balked as he started pulling me over the threshold. “Grandmomma’s waitin’ for the ice cream sa—”
     He looked at me, and I saw something of his true nature deep in his eyes, like the glare of a distant blast furnace. On his face there was a desperate hunger, inflamed by whatever was going on in that house. Ice cream salt was forgotten; ice cream itself was part of another world six miles away. “Come on!” he snapped.
     I stood my ground. “I don’t think we ought to—”
     “You don’t think!” he said, and whatever was pulling him into that house seized his face and made it mean. “You just do what I tell you, hear me?”
     He gave me a hard yank and I went with him, my heart scorched. Mr. Claypool closed the door behind us and bolted it. Cigar smoke drifted in a room where no sunlight entered; the windows were all boarded up and a few measly electric lights were burning. We followed Mr. Claypool through a hallway to the rear of the house, and he opened another door. The windowless room we walked into was layered with smoke, too, and at its center was a round table where four men sat under a harsh light playing cards, poker chips in stacks before them and glasses of amber liquid near at hand. “Fuck that noise!” one of the men was saying, making my ears sting. “I ain’t gonna be bluffed, no sir!”
     “Five dollars to you, then, Mr. Cool,” another one said. A red chip hit the pile at the table’s center. A cigar tip glowed like a volcano in the maelstrom. “Raise you five,” the third man said, the cigar wedged in the side of a scarlike mouth. “Come on, put up or shut—” I saw his small, piggish eyes dart at me, and the man slapped his cards facedown on the table. “Hey!” he shouted. “What’s that kid doin’ in here?”
     Instantly I was the focus of attention. “Jaybird, have you gone fuckin’ crazy?” one of the other men asked. “Get him out!”
     “He’s all right,” my grandfather said. “He’s family.”
     “Not my family.” The man with the cigar leaned forward, his thick forearms braced on the table. His brown hair was cropped in a crew cut, and on the little finger of his right hand he wore a diamond ring. He took the cigar from his mouth, his eyes narrowed into slits. “You know the rules, Jaybird. Nobody comes in here without gettin’ approved.”
     “He’s all right. He’s my grandson.”
     “I don’t care if he’s the fuckin’ prince of England. You broke the rules.”
     “Now, there’s no call to be ugly about it, is th—”
     “You’re stupid!” the man shouted, his mouth twisting as he spoke the word. A fine sheen of sweat glistened on his face, and his white shirt was damp. On the breast pocket, next to a tobacco stain, was a monogram: BB. “Stupid!” he repeated. “You want the law to come in and bust us up? Why don’t you just give a map to that goddamned sheriff?”
     “Cory won’t say anythin’. He’s a good boy.”
     “That so?” The small pig eyes returned to me. “You as stupid as your grandpap, boy?”
     “No sir,” I said.
     He laughed. The sound of it reminded me of when Phillip Kenner threw up his oatmeal in school last April. The man’s eyes were not happy, but his mouth was tickled. “Well, you’re a smart little fella, ain’t you?”
     “He takes after me, Mr. Blaylock,” the Jaybird said, and I realized the man who thought I was so smart was Bodean Blaylock himself, brother of Donny and Wade and son of the notorious Biggun. I recalled my grandfather’s brash pronouncement at the door that Bodean could stick his head up his ass; right now, though, it was my grandpop who looked butt-faced.
     “Like hell he does,” Bodean told him, and when he laughed again he looked around at the other gamblers and they laughed, too, like good little Indians following the chief. Then Bodean stopped laughing. “Hit the road, Jaybird,” he said. “We’ve got some high rollers comin’ in here directly. Bunch of flyboys think they can make some money off me.”
     My grandfather cleared his throat nervously. His eyes were on the poker chips. “Uh… I was wonderin’… since I’m here and all, mind if I sit in for a few hands?”
     “Take that kid and make dust,” Bodean told him. “I’m runnin’ a poker game, not a baby-sittin’ service.”
     “Oh, Cory can wait outside,” the Jaybird said. “He won’t mind. Will you, boy?”
     “Grandmomma’s waitin’ for the ice cream salt,” I said.
     Bodean Blaylock laughed again, and I saw the crimson flare in my grandfather’s cheeks. “I don’t care about no damned ice cream!” the Jaybird snapped, a fury and a torment in his eyes. “I don’t care if she waits till midnight for it, I can do whatever I damn well please!”
     “Better run on home, Jaybird,” one of the other men taunted. “Go eat yourself some ice cream and stay out of trouble.”
     “You shut up!” he hollered. “Here!” He dug into his pocket, brought out a twenty-dollar bill, and slammed it on the table. “Am I in this game, or not?”
     I almost choked. Twenty dollars to risk playing poker. That was an awful lot of money. Bodean Blaylock smoked his cigar in silence, and looked back and forth from the money to my granddaddy’s face. “Twenty dollars,” he said. “That’ll hardly get you started.”
     “I’ve got more, don’t you worry about it.”
     I realized the Jaybird must’ve raided the cash jar, or else he had a secret poker-playing fund hidden away from my grandmother. Surely she wouldn’t approve of this, and surely the Jaybird had agreed to get the ice cream salt as a ruse to come here. Maybe he’d just planned on dropping by to see who was playing, but I could tell the fever had him and he was going to play come hell or high water. “Am I in, or not?”
     “The kid can’t stay.”
     “Cory, go sit in the car,” he said. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
     “But Grandmomma’s waitin’ for—”
     “Go do like I said and do it right now!” the Jaybird yelled at me. Bodean stared at me through a haze of smoke. His expression said: See what I can do to your granddaddy, little boy?
     I left the house. Before I got to the door, I could hear the sound of a new chair scraping up to the table. Then I walked out into the hot light and I put my hands in my pockets and kicked a pine cone across the road. I waited. Ten minutes went past. Then ten more. A car pulled up, and three young men got out, knocked on the front door, and were admitted by Mr. Claypool. The door closed again. Still my grandfather didn’t emerge. I sat in the car for a while, but the heat was so bad my sweat drenched my shirt and I had to peel myself off the seat and get out again. I paced up and down in front of the house, and I paused to watch ants stripping a dead pigeon to the bones. Maybe an hour went past. At some point, though, I realized my grandfather was treating me like a little piece of nothing, and that was how he was treating Grandmomma Sarah, too. Anger started building in me, beginning in the belly like a dull, throbbing heat. I stared at the door, trying to will him to come out. The door remained closed.
     The thought came to me, shocking in its decisiveness: To hell with him.
     I got the box of ice cream salt, and I started walking.
     The first two miles were all right. On the third, the heat began getting to me. Sweat was pouring down my face, and my scalp felt as if it were aflame. The road shimmered between its walls of pine forest, and only a couple of cars passed, but they were going in the wrong direction. The pavement started burning my feet through my shoes. I wanted to sit down in some shade and rest, but I did not because resting would be weakness; it would be saying to myself that I shouldn’t have tried to walk six miles in hundred-degree heat and blazing sun, that I should have stayed at that house and waited for my grandfather to come out when he was good and ready. No. I had to keep going, and worry about my blisters later.
     I started thinking about the story I was going to write about this. In that story, a boy would be crossing a burning desert, a boxful of priceless crystals entrusted to his care. I looked up to watch hawks soaring in the thermals, and when my attention roamed from what I was doing I stepped in a pothole, twisted my ankle, and fell down and the box of ice cream salt burst open beneath me.
     I almost cried.
     Almost.
     My ankle hurt, but I could still stand on it. What hurt me most was the ice cream salt glistening on the pavement. The bottom of the box had broken open. I scooped ice cream salt up in my hands, filled my pockets, and started limping on again.
     I was not going to stop. I was not going to sit in the shade and cry, my pockets leaking salt. I was not going to let my grandfather beat me.
     I was nearing the end of the third mile when a car’s horn honked behind me. I looked around, expecting the Jaybird’s Ford. It was, instead, a copper-colored Pontiac. The car slowed, and Dr. Curtis Parrish looked at me through the rolled-down passenger window. “Cory? You need a ride?”
     “Yes sir,” I said gratefully, and I climbed in. My feet were about burned to the nubs, my ankle swelling up. Dr. Parrish gave it the gas, and we rolled on. “I’m stayin’ at my grandfolks’,” I said. “About three miles up the road.”
     “I know where the Jaybird lives.” Dr. Parrish picked up his medical bag, which was sitting between us, and put it onto the back seat. “Awful hot day. Where were you walkin’ from?”
     “I… uh…” Here was a crossroads of conscience, thrust upon me. “I… had to run an errand for my grandmother,” I decided to say.
     “Oh.” He was quiet for a moment. Then: “What’s that spillin’ out of your pocket? Sand?”
     “Salt,” I said.
     “Oh,” he said, and he nodded as if this made sense to him. “How’s your daddy doin’ these days? Things ease up at work for him?”
     “Sir?”
     “You know. His work. When Tom came to see me a few weeks ago, he said his workload was so tough he was havin’ trouble sleepin’. I gave him some pills. You know, stress can be a mighty powerful thing. I told your dad he ought to take a vacation.”
     “Oh.” This time I was the one who nodded, as if this made sense. “I think he’s doin’ better,” I said. I gave him some pills. Dad hadn’t said anything about his work being tough, or that he’d gone to see Dr. Parrish. I gave him some pills. I stared straight ahead, at the unfolding road. My father was still trying to escape the realm of troubled spirits. It occurred to me that he was hiding part of himself from Mom and me, just as the Jaybird hid his poker fever from my grandmother.
     Dr. Parrish went with me to the front door of my grandparents’ house. When Grandmomma Sarah answered his knock, Dr. Parrish said he’d found me walking on the side of the road. “Where’s your granddaddy?” she asked me. I must’ve made a pained face, because after a few seconds of deliberation she answered her own question. “He’s gotten himself into some mischief. Uh-huh. That’s just what he’s done.”
     “The box of salt busted open,” I told her, and I showed a handful of it, my hair wet with sweat.
     “We’ll get us a new box. We’ll save what’s in your pockets for the Jaybird.” I wasn’t to know it for a while, but for the next week every meal the Jaybird sat down to eat would be so loaded with salt his mouth would pucker until it squawked. “Would you come in for a cold glass of lemonade, Dr. Parrish?”
     “No, thank you. I’ve got to get back to the office.” His face clouded over; a concern was working its way out of him. “Mrs. Mackenson, did you know Selma Neville?”
     “Yes, I know her. Haven’t seen her for a month or more, though.”
     “I just came from her house,” Dr. Parrish said. “You know she’d been fightin’ cancer for the last year.”
     “No, I surely didn’t!”
     “Well, she put up a good fight, but she passed on about two hours ago. She wanted to pass at home instead of a hospital.”
     “My Lord, I didn’t know Selma was sick!”
     “She didn’t want a fuss. How she got through her last year teachin’ I’ll never know.”
     It hit me who they were talking about. Mrs. Neville. My Mrs. Neville. The teacher who’d said I should enter the short-story contest this year. Good-bye, she’d said as I’d left her room on the first day of summer. Not see you next year or see you in September, but a firm and final good-bye. She must’ve known she was dying, as she sat behind that desk in summer’s light, and she had known that for her there would be no new class of grinning young monkeys in September.
     “Thought you might like to know,” Dr. Parrish said. He touched my shoulder with a hand that had two hours ago pulled a sheet over Mrs. Neville’s face. “You take care now, Cory.” He turned around and walked to his Pontiac, and my grandmother and I watched him drive away.
     An hour later, the Jaybird came home. He wore the expression of a man whose last friend had kicked him in the rump and whose last Washington had snickered as it sailed off into another man’s pocket. He tried to work up a show of anger at me, for “runnin’ off and worryin’ me half to death” but before he could get steamed up on that route Grandmomma Sarah derailed him by asking, very quietly, where the ice cream salt was. The Jaybird wound up sitting by himself on the porch in the fading light, moths whirling around him, his face long and haggard and his spirits as low as his flagging jimbob. I felt kind of sorry for him, actually, but the Jaybird was not the kind of man you felt sorry for. One word of regret from me would’ve made him sneer and swagger. The Jaybird never apologized; he was never wrong. That was why he had no true companions, and that was why he sat alone on that porch in the company of dumb gleaming wings that swirled around him like his ancient memories of pretty farmers’ daughters.
     One last incident marked my week with my grandparents. I had not slept well on Friday night. I dreamed of walking into my classroom, which was empty of everyone but Mrs. Neville, sitting behind her desk straightening papers. Golden light slanted across the floor, bars of it striping the blackboard. The flesh of Mrs. Neville’s face had shriveled. Her eyes looked bright and large, like the eyes of a baby. She held her back rigid, and she watched me as I stood on the threshold between the hallway and classroom. “Cory?” she said. “Cory Mackenson?”
     “Yes ma’am,” I answered.
     “Come closer,” she said.
     I did. I walked to her desk, and I saw that the red apple there on its edge had dried up.
     “Summer’s almost over,” Mrs. Neville told me. I nodded. “You’re older than you were before, aren’t you?”
     “I had a birthday,” I said.
     “That’s nice.” Her breath, though not unpleasant, smelled like flowers on the verge of decay. “I have seen many boys come and go,” she said. “I’ve seen some grow up and set roots, and some grow up and move away. The years of a boy’s life pass so fast, Cory.” She smiled faintly. “Boys want to hurry up and be men, and then comes a day they wish they could be boys again. But I’ll tell you a secret, Cory. Want to hear it?”
     I nodded.
     “No one,” Mrs. Neville whispered, “ever grows up.”
     I frowned. What kind of secret was that? My dad and mom were grown-up, weren’t they? So were Mr. Dollar, Chief Marchette, Dr. Parrish, Reverend Lovoy, the Lady, and everybody else over eighteen.
     “They may look grown-up,” she continued, “but it’s a disguise. It’s just the clay of time. Men and women are still children deep in their hearts. They still would like to jump and play, but that heavy clay won’t let them. They’d like to shake off every chain the world’s put on them, take off their watches and neckties and Sunday shoes and return naked to the swimming hole, if just for one day. They’d like to feel free, and know that there’s a momma and daddy at home who’ll take care of things and love them no matter what. Even behind the face of the meanest man in the world is a scared little boy trying to wedge himself into a corner where he can’t be hurt.” She put aside the papers and folded her hands on the desk. “I have seen plenty of boys grow into men, Cory, and I want to say one word to you. Remember.”
     “Remember? Remember what?”
     “Everything,” she said. “And anything. Don’t you go through a day without remembering something of it, and tucking that memory away like a treasure. Because it is. And memories are sweet doors, Cory. They’re teachers and friends and disciplinarians. When you look at something, don’t just look. See it. Really, really see it. See it so when you write it down, somebody else can see it, too. It’s easy to walk through life deaf, dumb, and blind, Cory. Most everybody you know or ever meet will. They’ll walk through a parade of wonders, and they’ll never hear a peep of it. But you can live a thousand lifetimes if you want to. You can talk to people you’ll never set eyes on, in lands you’ll never visit.” She nodded, watching my face. “And if you’re good and you’re lucky and you have something worth saying, then you might have the chance to live on long after—” She paused, measuring her words. “Long after,” she finished.
     “How’s all this stuff supposed to happen?” I asked.
     “First things first. Enter the short-story contest, like I told you.”
     “I’m not good enough.”
     “I’m not saying you are. Yet. Just do the best you can, and enter the contest. Will you do that?”
     I shrugged. “I don’t know what to write about.”
     “You will,” Mrs. Neville said. “When you make yourself sit and look at a blank piece of paper long enough, you will. And don’t think of it as writing. Just think of it as telling your friends a story. Will you at least try?”
     “I’ll think about it,” I said.
     “Don’t think too hard,” she cautioned me. “Sometimes thinking gets in the way of doing.”
     “Yes ma’am.”
     “Ah, well.” Mrs. Neville pulled in a breath and let it slowly out. She looked around the classroom at the empty desks carved with initials. “I have done my best,” she said quietly, “and that is all I can do. Oh, you little children, what years you have ahead.” Her gaze returned to me. “Class dismissed,” she said.
     I woke up. It was not quite light yet. A rooster was crowing to herald the sun. The Jaybird’s radio was on in their bedroom, tuned to a country station. The sound of a steel guitar, alone and searching over the dark miles of woods and meadows and roads, has always had the power to break my heart in two.
     Mom and Dad came to pick me up that afternoon. I kissed Grandmomma Sarah good-bye, and I shook the Jaybird’s hand. He put a little extra pressure into his grip. I squeezed back. We knew each other. Then I went out to the pickup truck with my folks, and I found they’d brought Rebel along, so I climbed into the truckbed and let my legs hang over the edge and Rebel nudged up close to me and blew dog breath in my face but it was fine with me.
     Grandmomma Sarah and the Jaybird stood on their front porch and waved good-bye. I went home, where I belonged.
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My Camping Trip


THERE IS NOTHING MORE FRIGHTENING OR EXCITING THAN A blank piece of paper. Frightening because you’re on your own, leaving dark tracks across that snowy plain, and exciting because no one knows your destination but yourself, and even you can’t say exactly where you’ll end up. When I sat down at my typewriter to chop out that story for the Zephyr Arts Council Writing Contest, I was so scared it was all I could do to spell my name. Concocting a story for yourself and a story that you know strangers are going to read are two different animals; the first is a comfortable pony, the second a crazy bronco. You just have to hold tight, and go along for the ride.
     The sheet of paper stared me in the face for quite a while. At last I decided to write about a boy who runs away from his small town to see the world. I got two pages done before it became clear my heart wasn’t in it. I started on a tale about a boy who finds a magic lantern in a junkyard. That, too, went into the wastebasket. A story about a ghost car was going pretty well until it hit the wall of my imagination and burst into flames.
     I sat there, staring at another fresh sheet of paper.
     The cicadas were whirring in the trees outside. Rebel barked at something in the night. From far away I heard a car’s engine growl. I thought of my dream about Mrs. Neville, and what she’d said: Don’t think of it as writing. Think of it as telling your friends a story.
     What if? I asked myself. What if I was to write about something that had really happened?
     Like… Mr. Sculley and the tooth of Old Moses. No, no. Mr. Sculley wouldn’t want people coming around to his place to see it. All right then, what about… the Lady and the Moon Man? No, I didn’t know enough about them. What about…
     …the dead man in the car at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake?
     What if I was to write a story about what had happened that morning? Write about the car going into the water, and Dad jumping in after it? Write about everything I’d felt and seen on that March morning before the sun? And what if… what if… I wrote about seeing the man in the green-feathered hat, standing there at the edge of the woods?
     Now, this I could get fired-up about. I began with my father saying, “Cory? Wake up, son. It’s time.” Soon I was back in the milk truck with him, on our way through the silent early morning streets of Zephyr. We were talking about what I wanted to grow up to be, and then suddenly the car came out of the woods right in front of us, my dad twisted the milk truck’s wheel, and the car went over the edge of the red rock cliff into Saxon’s Lake. I remembered my father running toward the lake, and how my heart had clutched up as he’d leaped into the water and started swimming. I remembered watching the car starting to go down, bubbles bursting around its trunk. I remembered looking around at the woods across the road and seeing the figure standing there wearing a long overcoat that flapped in the wind and a hat with a green—
     Wait.
     No, that’s not how it had been. I had stepped on the green feather, and found it on the bottom of my muddy shoe. But where else could a green feather come from but the band of a hat? Still and all, I was writing this as it had really been. I hadn’t actually seen the green-feathered hat until the night of the flood. So I stuck to the facts, and wrote about the green feather as I’d found it. I left out the part about Miss Grace, Lainie, and the house of bad girls, figuring Mom wouldn’t care to read about it. I read the story over and decided it wasn’t as good as I could do, so I rewrote it. It was hard making talking sound like talking. Finally, though, after three times through my Royal, the story was ready. It was two pages long, double-spaced. My masterpiece.
     When Dad, clad in his red-striped pajamas and his hair still damp from his shower, came in to say good night, I showed him the two sheets of paper.
     “What’s this?” He held the title up under my desk lamp. “‘Before the Sun,’” he read, and he looked at me with a question in his eyes.
     “It’s a story for the writin’ contest,” I said. “I just wrote it.”
     “Oh. Can I read it?”
     “Yes sir.”
     He began. I watched him. When he got to the part about the car coming out of the woods, a little muscle tensed in his jaw. He put out a hand to brace himself against the wall, and I knew he was reading about swimming out to the car. I saw his fingers slowly grip and relax, grip and relax. “Cory?” Mom called. “Go lock Rebel in for the night!” I started to go, but Dad said, “Wait just a minute,” and then he returned to the last few paragraphs.
     “Cory?” Mom called again, the TV on in the front room.
     “We’re talkin’, Rebecca!” Dad told her, and he lowered the pages to his side. He stared at me, his face half in shadow.
     “Is it okay?” I asked.
     “This isn’t what you usually write,” he said quietly. “You usually write about ghosts, or cowboys, or spacemen. How come you to write somethin’ like this?”
     I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just thought… I’d write somethin’ true.”
     “So this is true? This part about you seein’ somebody standin’ in the woods?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “Then how come you didn’t tell me about it? How come you didn’t tell Sheriff Amory?”
     “I don’t know. Maybe… I wasn’t sure if I really saw somebody or not.”
     “But you’re sure now? Almost six months after it happened, you’re sure now? And you could’ve told the sheriff this, and you didn’t?”
     “I… guess that’s right. I mean… I thought I saw somebody standin’ there. He was wearin’ a long overcoat, and he—”
     “You’re sure it was a man?” Dad asked. “You saw his face?”
     “No sir, I didn’t see his face.”
     Dad shook his head. His jaw muscle twitched again, and a pulse throbbed at his temple. “I wish to God,” he said, “that we’d never driven along that road. I wish to God I’d never jumped in after that car. I wish to God that dead man at the bottom of the lake would leave me alone.” He squeezed his eyes shut, and when he opened them again they were bleary and tortured. “Cory, I don’t want you showin’ this to anybody else. Hear me?”
     “But… I was gonna enter it in the con—”
     “No! God, no!” He clamped a hand to my shoulder. “Listen to me. All this happened six months ago. It’s history now, and there’s no need dredgin’ it all up again.”
     “But it happened,” I said. “It’s real.”
     “It was a bad dream,” my father answered. “A very bad dream. The sheriff never found anybody missin’ from town. Nobody missin’ from anywhere around here who had a tattoo like that. No wife or family ever turned up huntin’ a lost husband and father. Don’t you understand, Cory?”
     “No sir,” I said.
     “That man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake never was,” Dad said, his voice hurt and husky. “Nobody cared enough about him to even miss him. And when he died, beat up so bad he hardly looked like a man anymore, he didn’t even get a proper burial. I was the last person on this earth to see him before he sank down forever. Do you know what that’s done to me, Cory?”
     I shook my head.
     My father looked at the story again. He put the two pages back on my desk, next to the Royal typewriter. “I knew there was brutality in this world,” he said, but he kept his eyes averted from mine. “Brutality is part of life, but… it’s always somewhere else. Always in the next town. Remember when I was a fireman, and I went out when that car crashed and burned between here and Union Town?”
     “Little Stevie Cauley’s car,” I said. “Midnight Mona.”
     “That’s right. The tire tracks on the pavement said that another car forced Stevie Cauley off the road. Somebody deliberately wrecked him. The car’s gas tank ruptured, and it blew sky high. That was brutality, too, and when I saw what was left of a livin’, breathin’ young man, I—” He flinched, perhaps recalling the sight of charred bones. “I couldn’t understand how one human bein’ could do that to another. I couldn’t understand that kind of hate. I mean… what road do you take to get there? What is it that has to get inside you and twist your soul so much you can take a human life as easily as flickin’ a fly?” His gaze found mine. “You know what your granddaddy used to call me when I was your age?”
     “No sir.”
     “Yellowstreak. Because I didn’t like to hunt. Because I didn’t like to fight. Because I didn’t like to do any of the things that you’re supposed to like, if you’re a boy. He forced me to play football. I wasn’t any good at it, but I did it for him. He said, ‘Boy, you’ll never be any good in this life if you don’t have the killer instinct.’ That’s what he said. ‘Hit ’em hard, knock ’em down, show ’em who’s tough.’ The only thing is… I’m not tough. I never was. All I ever wanted was peace. That’s all. Just peace.” He walked to my window, and he stood there for a moment listening to the cicadas. “I guess,” he said, “I’ve been pretendin’ for a long time that I’m stronger than I am. That I could put that dead man in the car behind me and let him go. But I can’t, Cory. He calls to me.”
     “He… calls to you?” I asked.
     “Yes, he does.” My father stood with his back to me. At his sides, his hands had curled into fists. “He says he wants me to know who he was. He wants me to know where his family is, and if there’s anybody on this earth who mourns for him. He wants me to know who killed him, and why. He wants me to remember him, and he says that as long as whoever beat him and strangled him to death walks free, I will have no more peace for the rest of my life.” Dad turned toward me. I thought he looked ten years older than when he’d taken the two pages of my story in his hand. “When I was your age, I wanted to believe I lived in a magic town,” he said softly, “where nothin’ bad could ever happen. I wanted to believe everyone was kind, and good, and just. I wanted to believe hard work was rewarded, and a man stood on his word. I wanted to believe a man was a Christian every day of the week, not just Sunday, and that the law was fair and the politicians wise and if you walked the straight path you found that peace you were searchin’ for.” He smiled; it was a difficult thing to look at. For an instant I thought I could see the boy in him, trapped in what Mrs. Neville’s dream-shape had called the clay of time. “There never was such a place,” my father said. “There never will be. But knowin’ can’t stop you from wishin’ it was so, and every time I close my eyes to sleep, that dead man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake tells me I’ve been a damned fool.”
     I don’t know why I said it, but I did: “Maybe the Lady can help you.”
     “How? Throw a few bones for me? Burn a candle and incense?”
     “No sir. Just talk,” I said.
     He looked at the floor. He drew a deep breath and slowly freed it. Then he said, “I’ve gotta get some rest,” and he walked to the door.
     “Dad?”
     He paused.
     “Do you want me to tear the story up?”
     He didn’t answer, and I thought he wasn’t going to. His gaze flickered back and forth from me to the two sheets of paper. “No,” he said at last. “No, it’s a good story. It’s true, isn’t it?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “It’s the best you can do?”
     “Yes sir.”
     He looked around at the pictures of monsters taped on the walls, and his eyes came to me. “You’re sure you wouldn’t rather write about ghosts, or men from Mars?” he inquired with a hint of a smile.
     “Not this time,” I told him.
     He nodded, chewing on his lower lip. “Go ahead, then. Enter it in the contest,” he said, and he left me alone.
     On the following morning, I put my story in a manila envelope and rode Rocket to the public library on Merchants Street, near the courthouse. In the library’s cool, stately confines, where fans whispered at the ceiling and sunlight streamed through blinds at tall arched windows, I handed my contest entry—marked “Short Story” on the envelope in Crayola burnt umber—to Mrs. Evelyn Prathmore at the front desk. “And what little tale might we have here?” Mrs. Prathmore asked, smiling sweetly.
     “It’s about a murder,” I said. Her smile fractured. “Who’s judgin’ the contest this year?”
     “Myself, Mr. Grover Dean, Mr. Lyle Redmond from the English department at Adams Valley High School, Mayor Swope, our well-known published poet Mrs. Teresa Abercrombie, and Mr. James Connahaute, the copy editor at the Journal.” She picked up my entry with two fingers, as if it were a smelly fish. “It’s about a murder, you say?” She peered at me over the pearly rims of her eyeglasses.
     “Yes ma’am.”
     “What’s a nice, polite young man like you writin’ about murder for? Couldn’t you write about a happier subject? Like… your dog, or your best friend, or—” She frowned, at her wit’s end. “Somethin’ that would enlighten and entertain?”
     “No ma’am,” I said. “I had to write about the man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake.”
     “Oh.” Mrs. Prathmore looked at the manila envelope again. “I see. Do your parents know you’re enterin’ this in the contest, Cory?”
     “Yes ma’am. My dad read it last night.”
     Mrs. Prathmore picked up a ball-point pen and wrote my name on the envelope. “What’s your telephone number?” she asked, and when I told her she wrote that underneath my name. “All right, Cory,” she said, and she summoned up a cool smile, “I’ll see that this gets where it needs to go.”
     I thanked her, and I turned around and walked toward the front door. Before I got out, I glanced back at Mrs. Prathmore. She was bending the envelope’s clasp back to unseal it, and when she saw me looking she stopped. I took this as a good sign, that she was eager to read my entry. I went on out into the sunlight, unchained Rocket from a park bench, and pedaled home.
     No doubt about it, summer was on the wane.
     The mornings seemed a shade cooler. The nights were hungry, and ate more daylight. The cicadas sounded tired, their whirring wings slowing to a dull buzz. From our front porch you could look almost due east and see a single Judas tree up in the forested hills; its leaves had turned crimson almost overnight, a shock amid all that green. And the worst—the very worst for those of us who loved the freedom of summer’s days—was that the television and radio trumpeted back-to-school sales with depressing fervor.
     Time was running out. So one evening at supper I broached the subject. Bit the bullet. Took the bull by the horns. Jumped in headfirst.
     “Can I go campin’ overnight with the guys?” was the question that brought silence to the table.
     Mom looked at Dad. Dad looked at Mom. Neither of them looked at me. “You said I could if I went to Granddaddy Jaybird’s for a week,” I reminded them.
     Dad cleared his throat and swirled his fork in his mashed potatoes. “Well,” he said, “I don’t see why not. Sure. You guys can pitch a tent in the back and make a campfire.”
     “That’s not what I mean. I mean campin’ out. Like out in the woods.”
     “There are woods behind the house,” he said. “That’s woods enough.”
     “No sir,” I said, and my heart was beating harder because for me this was really being daring. “I mean way out in the woods. Out where you can’t see Zephyr or any lights. Like real campin’.”
     “Oh, my,” Mom fretted.
     Dad grunted and put his fork down. He folded his fingers together, and the thought lines deepened into grooves between his eyes. All this was, I knew from past experience, the first signs of the word “no” being born. “Way out in the woods,” he repeated. “Like how far out?”
     “I don’t know. I thought we could hike somewhere, spend the night, and then come back in the mornin’. We’d take a compass, and sandwiches, and Kool-Aid, and we’d take knapsacks and stuff.”
     “And what would happen if one of you boys broke an ankle?” Mom asked. “Or got bitten by a rattlesnake? Or fell down in poison ivy, and Lord knows that’s everywhere this summer.” I hung on; she was working up to full speed. “What would happen if you got attacked by a bobcat? Lord, a hundred things could happen to you in the woods, and none of them good!”
     “We’d be all right, Mom,” I said. “We’re not little kids anymore.”
     “You’re not grown up enough to go wanderin’ around out in the woods by yourselves, either! What if you got out there at night two miles from home and a storm blew up? What if it started lightnin’ and thunderin’? What if you or one of the others got sick to your stomach? You know, you can’t just find a phone and call home out there. Tell him it’s a bad idea, Tom.”
     He made a face; the dirty jobs always fell to the father.
     “Go on,” Mom urged. “Tell him he can wait until he’s thirteen.”
     “You said last year I could wait until I was twelve,” I reminded her.
     “Don’t talk smart, now! Tom, tell him.”
     I awaited the firm, resolute “no.” It came as a real surprise, then, when my dad asked, “Where would you get the compass?”
     Mom looked at him in horror. I felt a spark of hope leap within me. “From Davy Ray’s dad,” I said. “He uses it when he goes huntin’.”
     “Compasses can break!” Mom insisted. “Can’t they?” she asked Dad.
     My father kept his attention on me, his expression solid and serious. “Goin’ out on an overnight hike isn’t any game for children. I know plenty of men who’ve gotten lost in the woods, and they’ll tell you right off what it feels like to be without a bed or a bathroom, have to sleep on wet leaves and scratch skeeter bites all night. That sound like fun to you?”
     “I’d like to go,” I said.
     “You talk to the other guys about this?”
     “Yes sir. They all said they’d like to go, too, if their folks’ll let ’em.”
     “Tom, he’s too young!” Mom said. “Maybe next year!”
     “No,” my father answered, “he’s not too young.” My mother wore a stricken look; she started to speak again, but Dad put a finger to her lips. “I made a deal with him,” he told her. “In this house, a man stands on his word.” His gaze swung back to me again. “Call ’em. If their parents say all right, it’s all right with us, too. But we’ll talk about how far you can go, and when we expect you back, and if you’re not back by the time we agree on, you’ll have a tough time sittin’ down for a week. Okay?”
     “Okay!” I said, and I started to go for the phone but Dad said, “Hold on. Finish your supper first.”
     After this, events gained momentum. Ben’s parents gave their approval. Davy Ray’s folks said okay. Johnny, however, could not go with us, though he pleaded for my dad to talk to his. Dad did what he could, but the judgment was already passed. Because of Johnny’s dizzy spells, his parents were afraid for him to be out in the woods overnight. Once again the Branlins had robbed him.
     And so, on a sunny Friday afternoon, laden with knapsacks, sandwiches, canteens of water, mosquito repellent, snakebite kits, matches, flashlights, and county maps we’d gotten from the courthouse, Davy Ray, Ben, and I struck out from my house into the beckoning forest. All our good-byes had been said, our dogs locked up, our bicycles porched and chained. Davy carried his father’s compass, and he wore a camouflage-print hunting cap. We all wore long pants, to guard our shins against thorns and snake fangs, and our winter boots. We were in it for the long haul, and we set our faces against the sun like pioneers entering the forest primeval. Before we reached the woods, though, my mother the constant worrier called from the back porch, “Cory! Have you got enough toilet paper?”
     I said I did. Somehow, I couldn’t imagine Daniel Boone’s mother asking him that question.
     We climbed the hill and crossed the clearing from where we had flown on the first day of summer. Beyond it the serious woods began, a green domain that might’ve given Tarzan pause. I looked back at Zephyr lying below us, and Ben stopped and then so did Davy Ray. Everything seemed so orderly: the streets, the roofs, the mowed lawns, the sidewalks, the flowerbeds. What we were about to enter was a wild entanglement, a dangerous realm that offered neither comfort nor safety; in other words, in that one moment I realized exactly what I’d gotten myself into.
     “Well,” Davy Ray said at last, “I guess we’d better get movin’.”
     “Yeah,” Ben murmured. “Get movin’.”
     “Uh-huh,” I said.
     We stood there, the breeze on our faces and sweat on our necks. Behind us, the forest rustled. I thought of the hydra’s heads, swaying and hissing, in Jason and the Argonauts.
     “I’m goin’,” Davy Ray said, and he started off. I turned away from Zephyr and followed him, because he was the guy with the compass. Ben hitched his knapsack’s straps in a notch tighter, the tail of his shirt already beginning to wander out of his pants, and he said, “Hold up!” and came on as fast as he could.
     The forest, which had been waiting a hundred years for three boys just like us, let us in and then closed its limbs and leaves at our backs. Now we had set foot in the wilderness, and we were on our own.
     Pretty soon we were drenched with sweat. Going up and down wooded ridges in the heavy August heat was no easy task, and Ben started puffing and asking Davy Ray to slow down. “Snake hole!” Davy Ray shouted, pointing at an imaginary hole at Ben’s feet, and that got Ben moving lickety-split again. We traveled through a green kingdom of sun and shadow, and we found honeysuckle boiling in sweet profusion and blackberries growing wild and of course we had to stop for a while and take a taste. Then we were on the march again, following the compass and the sun, masters of our destinies. Atop a hill we found a huge boulder to sit on, and we discovered what appeared to be Indian symbols carved into the stone. Alas, though, we weren’t the first to make this find, because nearby was a Moon Pie wrapper and a broken 7-Up bottle. We went on, deeper into the forest, determined to find a place where no human foot had ever marked the dirt. We came to a dried-up streambed and followed it, the stones crunching under our boots. A dead possum, swarming with flies, snared our attention for a few minutes. Davy Ray threatened to pick up the possum’s carcass and throw it at Ben, but I talked him out of such a grisly display and Ben shuddered with relief. Farther ahead, at a place where the trees thinned and white rocks jutted from the earth like dinosaur ribs, Davy Ray stopped and bent down. He came up holding a black arrowhead, almost perfectly formed, which he put in his pocket for Johnny’s collection.
     The sun was falling. We were sweaty and dusty, and gnats spun around our heads and darted at our eyeballs. I have never understood the attraction of gnats to eyeballs, but I believe it’s the equivalent of moths to flames; in any case, we spent a lot of time digging the little dead things out of our watering orbs. But as the sun settled and the air cooled, the gnats went away. We began to wonder where we might find a place to spend the night, and it was right about then that the truth of the matter came clear.
     There were no mothers and fathers around to make our suppers. There were no televisions, no radios, no bathtubs, no beds, and no lights, which we began to fully realize as the sky darkened to the east. How far we were from home we didn’t know, but for the last two hours we’d seen no mark of civilization. “We’d better stop here,” I told Davy Ray, and I indicated a clearing, but he said, “Ah, we can go on a little farther,” and I knew his curiosity about what lay over the next ridge was pulling him onward. Ben and I kept up with him; as I’ve said before, he was the guy with the compass.
     Our flashlights came out to spear through the gathering gloom. Something fluttered in front of my face and spun away: a bat on the prowl. Another something scuttled away through the underbrush at our approach, and Ben kept asking, “What was that? What was that?” but neither of us could answer. At last Davy Ray stopped walking, and he shone his flashlight around and announced, “We’ll set up camp here.” It was none too soon for Ben and me, because our legs were whipped. We shrugged the knapsacks off our aching shoulders and peed in the pine straw and then we set about finding wood for a fire. In this case we were lucky, because there were plenty of pine branches and pine cones lying about and those burned on half a match. So before long we had a sensible fire going, the firepit rimmed with stones as my dad had told me to do, and by its ruddy light we three frontiersmen ate the sandwiches our mothers had made.
     The flames crackled. Ben discovered a pack of marshmallows his mom had put in his knapsack. We found sticks and began the joyful task of toasting. All around our circle was nothing but dark beyond the firelight’s edge, and lightning bugs blinked in the trees. A breath of wind stirred the treetops, and way up there we could see the blaze of the Milky Way across the sky.
     In this forest sanctuary our voices were quiet, respectful for where we were. We talked about our dismal Little League season, vowing that somehow we’d get Nemo Curliss on our team next year. We talked about the Branlins, and how somebody ought to clean their clocks for screwing up Johnny’s summer. We talked about how far we must be from home; five or six miles, Davy Ray believed, while Ben said it must be more like ten or twelve. We wondered aloud what our folks were doing at that very same instant, and we all agreed they were probably worried sick about us but this experience would be good for them. We were growing up now, and it was high time they understood our childhood days were numbered.
     In the distance an owl began to hoot. Davy Ray talked with great anticipation about Snowdown, who must even now be somewhere in the same woods sharing these sights and sounds, perhaps hearing the same owl. Ben talked about school getting ready to start soon, but we shushed him. We lay on our backs as the firelight dimmed, and stared up at the sky as we talked about Zephyr and the people who lived there. It was a magic town, we all agreed. And we were touched with magic, too, for having been born there.
     Sometime after the flames had died and the embers glowed red, after the owl had gone to sleep and the soft warm breeze brought the fragrance of wild cherries into our campsite, we watched shooting stars streak incandescent blue and gold across the heavens. When the show had ended and we were all lying there thinking, Davy Ray said, “Hey, Cory. How about tellin’ us a story?”
     “Nah,” I said. “I can’t think of anythin’.”
     “Just make one up,” Davy Ray urged. “Come on. Okay?”
     “Yeah, but don’t make it too scary,” Ben said. “I don’t wanna have bad dreams.”
     I thought for a while, and then I began. “Did you guys know they had a prison camp for Nazis around here? Dad told me all about it. Yeah, he said they had all these Nazis in this camp in the woods, and all of ’em were the worst killers you can think of. It was right near the Air Force base, only this is before it was an Air Force base.”
     “Is this for real?” Ben asked warily.
     “Naw, dummy!” Davy Ray said. “He’s makin’ it up!”
     “Maybe I am,” I told him, “and maybe I’m not.”
     Davy Ray was silent.
     “Anyway,” I went on, “there was a fire in this prison camp, and some of the Nazis got out. And some of ’em were all burned up, like their faces were all messed up and stuff, but they got out, right in these woods, and—”
     “You saw this on ‘Thriller,’ didn’t you?” Davy Ray asked.
     “No,” I said. “It’s what my dad told me. This happened a long time ago, before any of us were even bora. So these Nazis got out into the woods right near here, and their leader—his name was Bruno—was a big guy with a scarred-up, burned face and he found a cave for everybody to live in. But there wasn’t enough food for everybody, and so when some of them died the others cut up the bodies with knives and—”
     “Oh, gross!” Ben said.
     “And ate ’em, and Bruno always got the brains. He cracked open their skulls like walnuts, scooped out the brains with both hands, and threw ’em down his gullet.”
     “I’m gonna puke!” Davy Ray cried out, and made retching noises. Then he laughed and Ben laughed, too.
     “After a long time—like two years—Bruno was the only one left, and he was bigger’n ever,” I continued. “But his face never healed up from the fire. He had one eye on his forehead and the other eye hung down on his chin.” This brought more gusts of laughter. “So after all that time in the cave, and eatin’ the other Nazis up, Bruno was crazy. He was hungry, but he only wanted one thing to eat: brains.”
     “Yech!” Ben said.
     “Brains was all he wanted,” I told my audience of two. “He was seven feet tall and he weighed three hundred pounds, and he had a long knife that could slice the top of your head right off. Well, the police and the army were lookin’ for him all this time but they never could find him. They found a forest ranger with the top of his head cut off and his brains gone. They found an old moonshiner dead and his brains gone, too, and they figured Bruno was gettin’ closer and closer to Zephyr.”
     “Then they called in James Bond and Batman!” Davy Ray said.
     “No!” I shook my head gravely. “There wasn’t anybody to call in. There was just the policemen and the army soldiers, and every night Bruno walked through the forest carryin’ his knife and a lantern, and his face was so ugly it could freeze people solid like Medusa and then slash! he cut somebody’s head open and splatter! there were the brains down his throat.”
     “Oh, sure!” Ben grinned. “I’ll bet ol’ Bruno’s still in these woods right now, eatin’ people’s brains for supper, huh?”
     “Nope,” I said, formulating the conclusion of my tale. “The police and the soldiers found him, and they shot him so many times he looked like Swiss cheese. But every so often, if you happen to be out in the woods on a real dark night, you can see Bruno’s lantern movin’ through the trees.” I spoke this in an icy whisper, and neither Davy Ray nor Ben did any more laughing. “Yeah, you can see his lantern movin’ as he wanders in search of somebody’s brains to eat. He casts that light all around, and if you get close to it, you can see the shine of his knife, but don’t look at his face!” I held up a warning finger. “No, don’t you look at his face, ’cause it’ll drive you crazy and it might just make you want to eat some brains!” I yelled the last word and jumped as I yelled it, and Ben hollered with fright but Davy Ray just laughed again.
     “Hey, that’s not funny!” Ben protested.
     “You don’t have to worry about ol’ Bruno,” Davy Ray told him. “You don’t have any brains, so that lets you off the—”
     Davy Ray stopped speaking, and he just sat there staring into the dark.
     “What is it?” I asked him.
     “Ahhhh, he’s tryin’ to scare us!” Ben scoffed. “Well, it ain’t workin’!”
     Davy Ray’s face had gone white. I swear I saw his scalp ripple, and the hair stand up. He said, “Guh… guh… guh…” and he lifted his arm and pointed.
     I turned around to look in the direction he indicated. I heard Ben make a choked gasp. My own hair jittered on my head, and my heart kaboomed.
     A light was coming toward us, through the trees.
     “Guh… guh… God a’mighty!” Davy Ray croaked.
     We all three were struck with the kind of horror that makes you want to dig a hole, jump in, and pull the hole in after you. The light was moving slowly, but coming closer. And as it came closer it broke into two, and all of us got down on our quaking bellies in the pine straw. In another moment I could tell what it was: a car’s headlights. The car looked like it was going to roll right over our hiding-place, and then it veered away and we watched its red taillights flare as the driver applied the brakes. The car kept going, following a winding trail that was only fifty yards or so from our campsite, and in a couple of minutes it had disappeared amid the trees.
     “Did you guys see that?” Davy Ray whispered.
     “’Course we saw it!” Ben whispered back. “We’re right here, aren’t we?”
     “Wonder who was in that car, and why they’re way out here?” Davy Ray looked at me. “You want to find out, Cory?”
     “Probably moonshiners,” I answered. My voice trembled. “I think we’d better leave ’em alone.”
     Davy Ray picked up his flashlight. His face was still pallid, but his eyes shone with excitement. “I’m gonna find out what’s goin’ on! You guys can stay here if you want to!” He stood up, flicked on the flashlight, and began to stealthily follow the car. He stopped when he realized we weren’t with him. “It’s okay,” he said. “I won’t think you guys are scared or anythin’.”
     “Good,” Ben answered, “’cause I’m stickin’ right here.”
     I stood up. If Davy Ray had enough courage to go, then so did I. Besides, I wanted to know who was driving a car way out here in the woods myself. “Come on!” he said. “But watch where you step!”
     “I’m not stayin’ here alone!” Ben hoisted himself to his feet. “You two are damn crazy, you know that?”
     “Yeah.” Davy Ray sounded proud about it. “Everybody stay low and no talkin’!”
     We crept from tree to tree, following the trail that we hadn’t even seen when we’d set up camp at nightfall. Davy Ray kept the flashlight’s beam aimed at the ground, so it couldn’t be spotted by anyone up ahead. The trail wound back and forth between the trees. The owl was hooting again, and lightning bugs blinked around us. We’d gone a couple of hundred yards more along the trail when Davy Ray suddenly stopped and whispered, “There it is!”
     We could see the car ahead of us. It was sitting still, but its lights were on and the engine was rumbling. We crouched down in the pine straw, and I don’t know about the others, but my heart was going a mile a minute. The car didn’t move. Whoever was sitting behind the wheel didn’t get out. “I’ve gotta pee!” Ben whispered urgently. Davy Ray told him to squeeze it.
     After five or six minutes, we saw more lights coming through the woods from the opposite direction. It was another car, this one a black Cadillac, and it stopped, facing the first car. Davy Ray looked at me, his expression saying we’d really stumbled into something this time. I didn’t particularly care what was going on; I just wanted to get away from what I figured was a meeting of moonshiners. Then the doors of the first car opened, and two people got out.
     “Oh, man!” Davy Ray breathed.
     Standing in the crossing of headlights were two men wearing ordinary clothes except until you got to their heads, which were covered by white masks. One of the men was medium-sized, the other was big and fat, with a belly that flopped over the waist of his jeans. The medium-sized man was smoking either a cigarette or cigar, it was hard to tell which, and he angled his masked head and blew smoke from the corner of his mouth. Then the Cadillac’s doors opened, and I almost swallowed my heart when Bodean Blaylock slid out from behind the wheel. It was him, all right; I remembered his face from when he’d looked across the poker table at me, same to say he had my granddaddy and wasn’t about to let him go. A slim man with slicked-back dark hair and a jutting slab of a chin got out of the passenger side; he was wearing tight black pants and a red shirt with cowboy spangles on the shoulders, and at first I thought it was Donny Blaylock but Donny didn’t have a chin like that. This man opened the Cadillac’s right rear door, and the whole car trembled as whoever was still inside started to climb out.
     It was a mountain on two legs.
     His gut was tremendous, straining the front of the red-checked shirt and overalls he wore. When he rose up to his full height, he was maybe six and a half feet tall. He was baldheaded except for a wisp of gray hair circling his acorn-shaped skull, and he had a trimmed gray beard that angled to a point below his chin. He breathed like a bellows, his face a ruddy mass of wrinkled flesh. “You boys goin’ to a masquerade party?” he growled in a voice like a cement mixer, and he laughed hut-hut-hut like a big old engine starting to fire its plugs. Bodean laughed, and the other man laughed, too. The men wearing the masks shifted uneasily. “You fellas look like sacks of shit,” the mountainous bulk said as he shambled forward. I swear his hands were the size of country hams, and his feet in their scuffed-up boots looked like they could stomp down small trees.
     The masked man with the bulbous belly said, “We’re incog… incog… We don’t wanna be recognized.”
     “Shit, Dick!” the bearded monster said, and he guffawed again. “Have to be a blind fuckin’ fool not to recognize your fat gut and ass!” Talk about the pot calling the kettle black, I thought.
     “Awwww, you’re not supposed to recognize us, Mr. Blaylock!” the man who’d been called Dick answered with a whine of petulance, and I realized with a double start that this man was Mr. Dick Moultry and the other was Biggun Blaylock, the fearsome head of the Blaylock clan himself.
     Ben realized it, too. “Let’s get outta here!” he whispered, but Davy Ray hissed, “Shut up!”
     “Well,” Biggun said, his hands on his massive hips, “I don’t give a shit if you wear sackcloth and ashes. You bring the money?”
     “Yes sir.” Mr. Moultry reached into his pocket and brought out a wad of bills.
     “Count it,” Biggun ordered.
     “Yes sir. Fifty… one hundred… hundred and fifty… two hundred…” He kept counting, up to four hundred dollars. “Take the money, Wade,” Biggun said, and the man in the spangled shirt walked forward to get it.
     “Just a minute,” the second masked man said. “Where’s the merchandise?” He was talking in a low, gruff voice that sounded false, yet I knew that voice from somewhere.
     “Bodean, get what the fella wants,” Biggun told him, and Bodean took the Cadillac’s keys from the ignition and walked back to the trunk. Biggun’s gaze stayed fixed on the man with the false voice. I was glad it wasn’t directed at me, because it looked so intense it could puddle iron. “It’s fine, quality work,” Biggun said. “Just what you boys asked for.”
     “It oughta be. We’re payin’ enough for it.”
     “You want a demonstration?” Biggun grinned, his mouth full of gleaming teeth. “If I were you, friend, I’d get rid of that cheroot.”
     The masked man took a final pull on it, then he turned and flicked it right where we were hiding. It fell into the pine straw about four feet in front of me, and I saw its chewed plastic tip. I knew who smoked cheroots with a tip like that. It was Mr. Hargison, our mailman.
     Bodean had opened the trunk. Now he closed it again, and he approached the two masked men carrying a small wooden box in his arms. He carried it gently, as if it might hold a sleeping baby.
     “I want to see it,” Mr. Hargison said in a voice I’d never heard Mr. Hargison use.
     “Show him what he’s buyin’,” Biggun told his son, and Bodean carefully released a latch and opened the box’s top to reveal what lay within. None of us guys could see inside the box, but Mr. Moultry walked over to peer in and he gave a low whistle behind his mask.
     “That suit you?” Biggun asked.
     “It’ll do just fine,” Mr. Hargison said. “They won’t know what hit ’em until they’re tap-dancin’ in hell.”
     “I threw in an extra.” Biggun grinned again, and I thought he looked like Satan himself. “For good luck,” he said. “Close it up, Bodean. Wade, take our money.”
     “Davy Ray!” Ben whispered. “Somethin’s crawlin’ on me!”
     “Shut up, goofus!”
     “I mean it! Somethin’s on me!”
     “You hear anythin’?” Mr. Moultry asked, and that question froze the marrow in my bones.
     The men were silent. Mr. Hargison gripped the box with both hands, and Wade Blaylock had the fistful of money. Biggun’s head slowly turned from side to side, his blastfurnace eyes searching the woods. Hoot-hoot, went the distant owl. Ben made a soft, terrified whining noise. I hugged the earth, my chin buried in pine straw, and near my face Mr. Hargison’s cheroot smoldered.
     “I don’t hear nothin’,” Wade Blaylock said, and he took the money to his father. Biggun counted it again, his tongue flicking back and forth across his lower lip, and then he shoved the cash into a pocket. “Okey-dokey,” he said to the two masked men. “I reckon that concludes our bidness, gents. Next time you want a special order, you know how to find me.” He started trudging back to get into the Cadillac again, and Bodean moved fast to open the door for him.
     “Thank you kindly, Mr. Blaylock.” Something about Mr. Moultry’s voice made me think of a ratty dog trying to lick up to a mean master. “We sure do appreciate the—”
     “SPIIIIIDERS!”
     The world ceased its turning. The owl went dumb. The Milky Way flickered on the verge of extinction.
     Ben hollered it again: “Spiders!” He started thrashing wildly amid the pine needles. “They’re all over me!”
     I couldn’t draw a breath. Just couldn’t do it. Davy Ray stared at Ben, his mouth hanging open as Ben writhed and yelled. The five men were frozen where they stood, all of them looking in our direction. My heart thundered. Three seconds passed like a lifetime, and then Biggun Blaylock’s shout parted the night: “Get ’em!”
     “Run!” Davy Ray hollered, scrambling to his feet. “Run for it!”
     Wade and Bodean were coming after us, their shadows thrown large by the crossing of headlights. Davy Ray was already running back in the direction we’d come, and I said, “Run, Ben!” as I got up and fled. Ben squawked and struggled up, his hands madly plucking at his clothes. I looked over my shoulder and saw Wade about to reach Ben, but then Ben put on a burst of frantic speed and left Wade snatching at empty air. “Come back here, you little bastards!” Bodean yelled as he chased after Davy Ray and me. “Get ’em, damn it!” Biggun bellowed. “Don’t let ’em get away!”
     Davy Ray was fast, I’ll say that for him. He left me behind pretty quick. The only trouble was, he had the flashlight. I couldn’t see where I was going, and I could hear Bodean’s breath rasping behind me. I dared to glance back again, but Ben had headed off in another direction with Wade at his heels. Whether Mr. Hargison and Mr. Moultry were coming after us, too, I didn’t know. Bodean Blaylock was reaching for me, about to snag my collar. I ducked my head and changed directions on him, and he skidded in the pine straw. I kept going, through the dark wilderness. “Davy Ray!” I shouted, because I no longer could see his light. “Where are you?”
     “Over here, Cory!” he called, but I couldn’t tell where he was. Behind me, I heard Bodean crashing through the underbrush. I had to keep running, the sweat leaking from my face. “Cory! Davy Ray!” Ben shouted from somewhere off to the right. “Goddammit, bring ’em back here!” Biggun raged. I dreaded finding out what that monstrous mountain and his brood would do to us, because whatever had been going on back there was definitely something he’d wanted to keep a secret. I started to call for Ben, but as I opened my mouth my left foot slid on pine needles and suddenly I was rolling down an embankment like a sack of grain. I rolled into bushes and vines, and when I stopped I was so scared and dizzy I almost upchucked my toasted marshmallows. I lay there on my belly, my chin scraped raw by something I’d collided with, while I waited for a hand to winnow from the darkness and grab the back of my neck. I heard branches cracking; Bodean was nearby. I held my breath, fearing he could hear my heartbeat. To me it sounded like a drum corps all slamming an anvil with sledgehammers, and if Bodean couldn’t detect it, he was surely as deaf as a post.
     His voice drifted to me, from my left. “Might as well give up, kid. I know where you are.”
     He sounded convincing. I almost answered him, but I realized he was just as much in the dark as I was. I kept my mouth shut and my head low.
     A few seconds later, Bodean shouted from a little farther away: “We’re gonna find you! Oh yeah, don’t you worry, we’ll find every one of you sneakin’ bastards!”
     He was moving off. I waited a couple of minutes longer, listening to the Blaylocks calling to each other. Evidently, Davy Ray and Ben had both escaped and Biggun was furious about it. “You’re gonna find those kids if it takes you all goddamn night!” he roared at his sons, and they meekly answered “Yes sir.” I figured I’d better get out while the getting was good, so I got up and crept away like a whipped pup.
     I sure didn’t know where I was going. I knew only that I needed to put as much distance between my skin and the Blaylocks as possible. I thought about doubling back and trying to find the other guys, but I was scared the Blaylocks would nab me. I just kept walking into the dark. If bobcats and rattlers were anywhere around, they couldn’t possibly be worse than the two-legged beasts behind me. Maybe I walked for half an hour before I found a boulder to crouch on, and under the stars I realized my predicament: my knapsack, with all it contained, was back at the campsite, wherever that might be from here. I had no food, no water, no flashlight, no matches, and Davy Ray had the compass.
     I had a crushing thought: Mom had been right. I should’ve waited until I was thirteen.
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I HAVE KNOWN LONG NIGHTS BEFORE. LIKE WHEN I HAD STREP throat and couldn’t sleep and every minute seemed a torment. Or when Rebel had been sick with worms, and I stayed awake worrying as he coughed and whined. The night I spent huddled on that boulder, though, was an eternity of regret, fear, and discomfort all jammed into six hours. I knew one thing for sure: this was my last camping trip. I jumped at every imagined sound. I peered into the dark, seeing hulking shapes where there were only skinny pines. I would’ve tossed every issue of National Geographic on a bonfire for two peanut-butter sandwiches and a bottle of Green Spot. Sometime near dawn, the mosquitoes found me. They were so big I might’ve grabbed their legs and hitched a ride to Zephyr by air. I was miserable, from my red-blotched bites to my growling belly.
     I had plenty of time, between slapping at skeeters and listening for the sounds of footsteps creeping up on me, to wonder what was in the box that Mr. Moultry and Mr. Hargison had paid four hundred dollars for. Man, that was a fortune of money! If the Blaylocks were involved, it had to be something wicked. What were Mr. Moultry and Mr. Hargison planning to do with the contents of that box? Something Mr. Hargison had said came back to me: They won’t know what hit ’em until they’re tap-dancin’ in hell.
     Whatever this was about, it was a bad enough business to be conducted late at night in the middle of the woods, and I had no doubt the Blaylocks would cut our throats—and maybe Mr. Moultry and Mr. Hargison would, too—to keep it a secret.
     At last the sun began to rise, painting the sky pink and purple. I figured I’d better get moving again, in case the Blaylocks were somewhere close. Yesterday we’d been following the sun, and that had been afternoon, so I chose to head due east. I started off on aching legs, my heart hungry for home.
     I figured I might be able to get to a high point and see Zephyr, or Saxon’s Lake, or at least a road or a railroad track. On the hilltops, however, I could see only more woods. I did get a break, though, about two hours after dawn: a jet plane screamed overhead, and I saw its landing gears slide down. I changed course a few degrees, heading for what I hoped was the Air Force base. The woods, though, seemed to be thickening up rather than thinning. The sun was heating up, the ground rough underfoot, and soon I was wet with sweat. The gnats returned, with all their brothers, sisters, uncles, and cousins, and they swarmed around my head like a dark halo.
     Soon I heard more jets shrieking, though I couldn’t see them through the trees, and then I heard the dull whump! whump! whump! of explosions. I stopped, realizing I was near the bomb testing grounds. From the next ridge I could see dark plumes of smoke and dust rising into the sky to what I reasoned was the northeast. Which meant I was a long, arduous way from my front door.
     My belly and the sun at its zenith told me it was high noon. I was supposed to have been home by now. My mother would start going crazy soon, and my dad would start warming up his whipping hand. What would hurt most would be admitting I wasn’t as grown-up today as I thought I’d been yesterday.
     I continued on, skirting the area where the bombs were dropped. The last thing I needed was to be greeted by a few hundred pounds of high explosive. I pushed through tangles of thorns that bit my skin and tore my clothes, and I gritted my teeth and took what was coming to me. Little panics kept flaring up inside me, my mind seeing rattlesnakes in every shadow. If ever I wished I could really fly, now was the time.
     And then, all of a sudden, I emerged from the pine woods into a green, leafy glade. Sunlight glittered off the rippling water of a small pond, and in that water a girl was swimming. She must’ve not been there long because only the ends of her long, golden hair were wet. She was as brown as a berry, the water glistening on her arms and shoulders as she stroked back and forth. I was about to call to her, and then she flipped over on her back and I saw she was naked.
     Instantly my heart jumped and I stepped behind a tree, more afraid to startle her than anything else. Her legs kicked blissfully, the small buds of her breasts visible above the surface. She wore nothing to cover the area between her long, sleek thighs either, and I was ashamed to be looking but my eyes were spellbound. She turned and slid underwater. When she came up again, halfway across the pond, she swept her thick wet tresses back from her forehead and flipped over once more, gazing up at the blue sky as she floated.
     Now, this was an interesting situation, I reasoned. Here I stood, hungry and thirsty, covered with mosquito bites and thorn welts, knowing my mother and father were calling up the sheriff and the fire chief by now, and twenty feet in front of me was a shimmering green pond with a naked blond girl floating in it. I hadn’t gotten a good look at her face yet, but I could tell she was older than me, maybe fifteen or sixteen. She was long and lean, and she swam not with the splashy giddiness of a child but with an elegant, easy grace. I saw her clothes lying at the base of a tree on the other side of the pond, and a trail led off into the woods. The girl dove under, her legs kicking, then she resurfaced and slowly swam toward her clothes. She stopped, her feet finding the slippery bottom. Then she started wading in toward shore, and the moment of truth was thrust upon me.
     “Wait!” I called out.
     She spun around. Her face turned red and her hands flew up to cover her breasts, and then she ducked down in the water up to her throat. “Who’s there? Who said that?”
     “I did.” I came out, sheepishly, from my hiding-place. “Sorry.”
     “Who are you? How long have you been standin’ there?”
     “Just a couple of minutes,” I said. I followed it with a white lie. “I didn’t see anythin’.”
     The girl was staring at me with open-mouthed indignation, her wet hair crimped around her shoulders. Her face was illuminated by a spill of sunlight through the trees, and I looked beyond her anger at a vision of beauty. Which surprised me, because the power of her beauty hit me so hard and suddenly. There are many things a boy considers beautiful: the shine of a bike’s paint, the luster of a dog’s pelt, the singing of a yo-yo as it loops the loop, the yellow harvest moon, the green grass of a meadow, and free hours at hand. The face of a girl, no matter how well-constructed, is usually not in that realm of appreciation. At that moment, though, I forgot about my hungry belly and my mosquito bites and my thorn stings. A girl with the most beautiful face I’d ever seen was staring at me, her eyes pale cornflower blue, and I had the feeling of waking up from a prolonged, lazy sleep into a new world I had never realized existed.
     “I’m lost,” I managed to say.
     “Where’d you come from? Were you spyin’ on me?”
     “No. I… came from that way.” I motioned in the direction behind me.
     “You’re tellin’ a story!” she snapped. “Ain’t nobody lives up in them hills!”
     “Yeah,” I said. “I know.”
     She remained hunkered down in the water, her arms around herself. I could tell that the anger was gradually leaving her, because the expression in her eyes was softening. “Lost,” she repeated. “Where do you live?”
     “Zephyr.”
     “Oh, now I know you’re tellin’ a story! Zephyr’s all the way on the other side of the valley!”
     “I was campin’ out last night,” I told her. “Me and my friends. Somethin’ happened, and I got lost.”
     “What happened?”
     I shrugged. “Some men got after us.”
     “Are you tellin’ me the honest truth?”
     “I am, I swear it.”
     “All the way from Zephyr? You must be worn out!”
     “Kinda,” I said.
     “Turn around,” she told me. “Don’t you dare look till I say for you to. All right?”
     “All right,” I agreed, and I turned my back to her. I heard her getting out of the water, and in my mind I saw her naked from head to toe. Clothes rustled. In a minute or two she said, “You can turn around now.” When I looked at her again, she was dressed in a pink T-shirt, blue jeans, and sneakers. “What’s your name?” she asked, pushing her hair back from her forehead.
     “Cory Mackenson.”
     “I’m Chile Willow,” she said. “Come on with me, Cory.”
     Oh, she spoke my name so fine.
     I followed her along the trail through the woods. She was taller than me. She didn’t walk like a little girl. She was sixteen, I figured. Walking behind her, I inhaled her scent like the aroma of dew on newly cut grass. I tried to step where she stepped. If I’d had a tail, I would’ve wagged it. “I don’t live too far,” Chile Willow said, and I answered, “That’s good.”
     On a dirt road stood a tarpaper shack with a chicken coop next to it and a rust-eaten car hulk sitting on cinderblocks in the weedy yard. The place was even worse than the rundown house where Granddaddy Jaybird had lost his shirt playing poker. I had already taken notice that Chile’s jeans were patched and ragged, and there were dime-sized holes in her T-shirt. The house she lived in made the poorest dwelling in Bruton look like a palace. She opened the screen door on squalling hinges and said into the gloom, “Momma? I found somebody!”
     I entered the house after her. The front room smelled of harsh cigarette smoke and turnip greens. A woman was sitting in a rocking chair, knitting as she rocked. She stared at me with the same cornflower blue eyes as her beautiful daughter, from a face seamed with wrinkles and burned dry by hard work in the sun. “Throw him back,” she said, and her needles never stopped.
     “He’s lost,” Chile told her. “Was lost, I mean. Says he came from Zephyr.”
     “Zephyr,” the woman said. Her eyes returned to me. She wore a dark blue shift with yellow needlework across the front, and she had on rubber flipflops. “You’re a long way from home, boy.” Her voice was low and husky, as if the sun had dried up her lungs, too. On a scarred little table near at hand was an ashtray full of cigarette butts, and half a cigarette still burning.
     “Yes, ma’am. I sure would like to call my folks. Can I use your phone?”
     “Ain’t got no phone,” she said. “This ain’t Zephyr.”
     “Oh. Well… can somebody take me home?”
     Chile’s mother plucked the cigarette from the ashtray, took a long pull on it, and set it back down. When she spoke again, the smoke dribbled from her mouth. “Bill’s took the truck off. Be back directly, I reckon.”
     I wanted to ask how long “directly” might be, but that would be impolite. “Can I have a glass of water?” I asked Chile.
     “Sure thing. You ought to take off that shirt, too, it’s wringin’ wet. Go on, take it off.” While Chile went back to the dismal little kitchen, I unbuttoned my shirt and peeled it away from my skin. “Done got yourself in some thorns, boy,” Chile’s mother said, her mouth leaking smoke again. “Chile, bring the iodine in here and doctor this boy.” Chile answered, “Yes’m,” and I folded my sweat-drenched shirt up and stood waiting for pleasure and pain.
     Chile had to pump the water out of the kitchen faucet. Coming out, the water spat and gurgled. When it got to me, it was warm and tinged with brown and contained in a jelly glass with a picture of Fred Flintstone on it. I took a taste and smelled something foul. Then Chile Willow’s face was near mine, and the sweetness of her breath was like new roses. She had a swab of cotton and a bottle of iodine. “This might hurt a little bit,” she said.
     “He can take it,” her mother answered for me.
     Chile went to work. I winced and drew in my breath as the stinging started and then deepened. As the pain progressed, I watched Chile’s face. Her hair was drying, falling in golden waves over her shoulders. Chile got down on her knees before me, the red cotton swab leaving streaks of red across my flesh. My heart was beating harder. Her pale blue eyes met mine, and she smiled. “You’re doin’ just fine,” she said. I smiled back, though I was hurting so bad I wanted to cry.
     “How old are you, boy?” Chile’s mother inquired.
     “Twelve.” Another white lie rolled out: “I’ll be thirteen soon.” I kept looking at Chile’s eyes. “How old are you?” I asked her.
     “Me? I’m an old lady. I’m sixteen.”
     “You go to the high school?”
     “Went one year,” she said. “That was enough for me.”
     “You don’t go to school?” I was amazed at this fact. “Wow!”
     “She goes to school,” the mother said, her needles at work. “School of hard knocks, same as I did.”
     “Aw, Mom,” Chile said; from her cupid’s-bow mouth, two words could sound like music.
     I forgot about the stinging. Pain was nothing to a man like me. As Chile’s mother said, I could take it. I looked around the gloomy room, with its stained and battered sticks of furniture, and when I looked at Chile’s face again, it was like seeing the sun after a long, stormy night. Though the iodine was cruel, her touch was gentle. I imagined she must like me, to be so gentle. I had seen her naked. In all my life I had seen no female naked but my mother. I had been in the presence of Chile Willow only a short time, but what is time when a heart speaks? My heart was speaking to Chile Willow in that moment, as she bathed my cuts and gave me a smile. My heart was saying If you were my girlfriend I would give you a hundred lightning bugs in a green glass jar, so you could always see your way. I would give you a meadow full of wildflowers, where no two blooms would ever be alike. I would give you my bicycle, with its golden eye to protect you. I would write a story for you, and make you a princess who lived in a white marble castle. If you would only like me, I would give you magic. If you would only like me.
     If you would only—
     “You’re a brave little boy,” Chile said.
     From the rear of the house, a baby began crying.
     “Oh, Lord,” Chile’s mother said, and she put aside her needles. “Bubba’s woke up.” She stood up and walked in the direction of the crying, her flipflops smacking the splintery floor.
     “I’ll feed him in a minute,” Chile said.
     “Naw, I’ll do it. Bill’s gonna be back soon, and if I was you, I’d put that ring back on. You know how crazy he gets.”
     “Uh-huh, do I ever.” This was said under Chile’s breath. Something in her eyes had darkened. She swabbed the last thorn scrape and capped the iodine bottle. “There you go. All done.”
     Chile’s mother returned, holding an infant that wasn’t a year old. I stood in the middle of the room, my skin screaming as Chile got off her knees and went back into the kitchen. When she came back, she was wearing a thin gold band on the third finger of her left hand. She took the baby from her mother and began to rock it and croon softly.
     “He’s a feisty thing,” the older woman said. “Gonna be a handful, that’s for sure.” She went to a window and pulled aside a flimsy curtain. “Here comes Bill now. Gonna get your ride home, fella.”
     I heard the pickup truck clattering as it pulled up almost to the porch. A door opened and slammed. Then through the screen door came Bill, who was tall and slim and had a crew cut and was all of eighteen years old. He wore dirty jeans and a blue shirt with a grease stain on the front, and he had heavy-lidded brown eyes and was chewing on a match. “Who’s he?” he asked, first thing.
     “Boy needs a ride to Zephyr,” Chile’s mother told him. “Got hisself lost in the woods.”
     “I ain’t gone take him to Zephyr!” Bill protested with a scowl. “It’s hotter’n hell in that truck!”
     “Where’d you go?” Chile asked, her arms full of baby.
     “Fixed that engine for old man Walsh. And if you think that was fun, you got another think comin’.” He glanced at her as he strode past toward the kitchen. I saw him look right through her, as if she wasn’t even there, and Chile’s eyes had deadened.
     “You get any money?” the mother called after him.
     “Yeah, I got some money! You think I’m stupid, I wouldn’t get no money for a job like that?”
     “Bubba needs some fresh milk!” Chile said.
     I heard the faucet pumping slimy water. “Shit,” Bill muttered.
     “You gonna take this boy home to Zephyr, or not?” Chile’s mother asked.
     “Not,” he answered.
     “Here.” Chile offered the baby to her mother. “I’ll drive him, then.”
     “The hell you say!” Bill came back into the room, holding brown water in another Flintstones jelly glass. “You can’t drive nowhere, you ain’t got no license!”
     “I keep tellin’ you I ought to—”
     “You don’t need to do no drivin’,” Bill said, and he looked right through her again. “Your place is in this house. Tell her, Mrs. Purcell.”
     “I ain’t barkin’ up nobody’s tree,” Chile’s mother said, but she didn’t take the infant. She sat down in her rocking chair, put the cigarette in her mouth, and gripped the knitting needles.
     Bill drank down the brown water and made a face. “All right, then. Hell with it. I’ll take him to that gas station over near the base. He can use the pay phone.”
     “That okay with you, Cory?” Chile asked me.
     “I…” My head was still spinning, and the sight of that gold ring hurt my eyes. “I guess so.”
     “Well, you better take what I’m offerin’ or I’ll just kick your butt out the door,” Bill warned.
     “I don’t have any money for the phone,” I said.
     “Boy, you’re in damn sorry shape, ain’t you?” Bill took the glass back to the kitchen. “You ain’t gettin’ none of my work money, that’s for sure!”
     Chile reached down into the pocket of her jeans. “I’ve got some money,” she said, and her hand came out clutching a small red plastic purse in the shape of a heart. It was cracked and much-used, the kind of thing a little girl might buy at Woolworth’s for ninety-nine cents. She popped it open. I saw a few coins inside it. “I just need a dime,” I told her. She gave me a dime, one with Mercury’s head on it, and I shoved it into my own pocket. She smiled at me, which was worth a fortune. “You’ll get home all right.”
     “I know I will.” I looked at the infant’s face, and I saw he had her beautiful eyes of cornflower blue.
     “Come on, if you’re comin’,” Bill said on his way past me to the door. He didn’t spare a glance at his wife or baby. He went on out, the screen door slammed, and I heard the truck’s engine snort.
     I could not tear myself away from Chile Willow. In later years I would hear about the “chemistry” between two people, and what that meant; I would be told by my father about the “birds and the bees” but of course by then I would know all about it from my schoolmates. All I knew at that moment was a longing: to be older, taller, stronger, and handsome. To be able to kiss the lips of her lovely face, and crank back time so she didn’t have Bill’s baby in her arms. What I wanted to say to her, in that moment, was: You should’ve waited for me.
     “Go on home where you belong, boy,” Mrs. Purcell said. She was watching me intently, her needles paused, and I wondered if she knew what was in my head.
     I would never set foot in this house again. I would never again see Chile Willow. I knew this, and I drank her in while I could.
     Outside, Bill leaned on the horn. Bubba started crying again.
     “Thank you,” I told Chile, and I took my wet shirt and walked out into the sunlight. The truck was painted bilious green, its sides dented up, its body sagging to the left. A pair of red velvet dice dangled from the rearview mirror. I climbed into the passenger seat, a spring jabbing my butt. On the floorboard was a toolbox and coils of wires, and though the windows were rolled down, the interior smelled like sweat and a sickly sweet odor I later came to connect with miserable poverty. I looked at the house’s doorway and saw Chile emerge into the light, cradling her baby. “Stop and get him some milk, Bill!” she called. I could see her mother standing behind her, in the musty gloom. It occurred to me that their faces were very much alike, though one had already been weathered by time and circumstance, probably a lot of disappointment and bitterness, too. I hoped Chile would be spared such a journey. I hoped she would never lock her smile away, and forget where she’d put the key.
     “’Bye, now!” she said to me.
     I waved. Bill pulled the pickup truck away from the house, and dust boiled up off the road between Chile Willow and me.
     It was a mile or more until the pavement started. Bill drove in silence, and let me off at a gas station on the edge of the air force base. As I was getting out, he said, “Hey, boy! Better watch where you put your pecker.” Then he drove away, and I stood alone on the hot concrete.
     Pain was nothing to a man like me.
     The gas station’s owner showed me where the pay phone was. I started to put the Mercury-head dime into the slot, but I couldn’t let go of it. It had come from Chile Willow’s purse. I just couldn’t. I asked the owner to let me borrow a dime, telling him my dad would pay him back. “I ain’t no bank,” he huffed, but he took a dime out of the cash register anyway. In another moment it was tinkling down into the pay phone. I dialed the number, and Mom picked up on the second ring.
     My folks were there to pick me up in about half an hour. I expected the worst, but I got a rib-busting squeeze from my mother and my dad grinned and cuffed me on the back of my head and I knew I was in high cotton. On the drive home, I learned that Davy Ray and Ben had reached Zephyr together about seven this morning and Sheriff Amory knew the whole story, that two masked men had bought something in a wooden box from Biggun Blaylock and then the Blaylocks had chased us through the forest. “The men with the masks were Mr. Hargison and Mr. Moultry,” I said. I felt bad about this, because I recalled that Mr. Hargison had saved our skins from the Branlins. Still and all, the sheriff needed to know.
     We passed the Air Force base, its runways and barracks and buildings enclosed by a high mesh fence topped with barbed wire. We drove along the forest road, passing the turnoff to the house of bad girls. Dad slowed almost imperceptibly as we drove past Saxon’s Lake, but he didn’t look at it. The exact place where I’d seen the figure in the flapping coat was lost in summer growth. As soon as the lake was behind us, Dad picked up speed again.
     I was lavished with attention when I got home. I got a big bowl of chocolate ice cream and all the Oreos I could eat. Dad called me “pal” and “partner” with just about every breath. Even Rebel almost licked my face off. I had been delivered from the wilderness, and I was okay.
     Of course they wanted to hear about my adventure, and they pressed me to tell them more about the girl who had treated my thorn scrapes. I told them her name, that she was sixteen years old, and that she was as beautiful as Cinderella in that Walt Disney movie. “I do believe our pal’s got himself a crush on her,” Dad said to Mom, and he grinned. I said, “Awww, I don’t have time for any old girl!”
     But I fell asleep on the sofa with a dime in my hand.
     Before the sun set on Saturday afternoon, Sheriff Amory dropped by. He had been to see Davy Ray and Ben; now it was my turn to be questioned. We sat on the front porch, Rebel sprawled beside my chair and occasionally lifting his head to lick my hand, while in the distance thunder grumbled amid the darkening clouds. He listened to my story about the wooden box, and when I came to the part about the masked men being Mr. Dick Moultry and Mr. Gerald Hargison, he said, “Why do you think it was them, Cory, if you couldn’t see their faces?”
     “’Cause Biggun Blaylock called the fat one Dick and I saw the cheroot Mr. Hargison threw away and that’s what he smokes, the kind with the white plastic tip.”
     “I see.” He nodded, his long-jawed face betraying no emotion. “You know, there are probably a lot of fellas around here who smoke cheroots like that. And just ’cause Biggun Blaylock called a man by his first name doesn’t mean it was Dick Moultry.”
     “It was them,” I said. “Both of them.”
     “Davy Ray and Ben told me they didn’t know who the masked men were.”
     “Maybe they don’t, sir, but I do.”
     “All right, then, I’ll make sure I find out where Dick and Gerald were ’round about eleven last night. I asked Davy Ray and Ben if they could take me to where this thing happened, but they said they couldn’t find it again. Could you?”
     “No sir. It was near a trail, though.”
     “Uh-huh. Trouble is, there are an awful lot of old loggin’ roads and trails cut through those hills. You didn’t happen to see what was inside that box, did you?”
     “No sir. Whatever it was, Mr. Hargison said it was gonna make some people tap-dance in hell.”
     Sheriff Amory’s brow furrowed. His black eyes held a spark of renewed interest. “Now, why do you think he’d say somethin’ like that?”
     “I don’t know. But Biggun Blaylock would. He said he threw an extra one into the box.”
     “An extra what?”
     “I don’t know that, either.” I watched lightning flicker on the horizon from sky to earth. “Are you gonna find Biggun Blaylock and ask him?”
     “Biggun Blaylock,” the sheriff said, “is an invisible man. I hear about him, and I know the things he and his sons do, but I never see him. I think he’s got a hideout somewhere in the woods, probably pretty close to where you boys were.” He watched the lightning, too, and he wound the fingers of his big hands together and worked his knuckles. “If I could ever catch one of his sons at some mischief, maybe I could smoke Biggun out. But to tell you the truth, Cory, the sheriff’s office in Zephyr is pretty much a one-man operation. I don’t get a whole lot of money from the county. Heck,” he said, and he smiled thinly, “I only got this job ’cause nobody else would have it. My wife’s on me all the time to give it up, says I oughta go back into the house-paintin’ business.” He shrugged. “Well,” he said, dismissing those thoughts, “a whole lot of people around here are scared of the Blaylocks. Especially of Biggun. I doubt I could deputize more than five or six men to help me comb the woods for him. And by the time we found him—if we ever did—he’d have known we were comin’ long before we got there. See my problem, Cory?”
     “Yes sir. The Blaylocks are bigger than the law.”
     “Not bigger than the law,” he corrected me. “Just a whole lot meaner.”
     A storm was coming. The wind was in the trees. Rebel got up and sniffed the air.
     Sheriff Amory stood up. “I’ll be goin’ now,” he said. “Thanks for helpin’ me.” In the fading light he looked old and burdened, his shoulders slightly stooped. He called good-bye to Mom and Dad through the screen door, and Dad came out to see him off. “You take care of yourself, Cory,” he told me, then he and Dad walked together to his car. I stayed on the porch, stroking Rebel, as Sheriff Amory and Dad talked a few minutes more. When the sheriff had driven off and Dad returned to the porch, it was he who appeared burdened. “Come on in, partner,” he said, and held the door open for me. “It’s gonna get bad out.”
     The wind roared that night. The rain pounded down, and the lightning was scrawled like the track of a mysterious finger over my hometown.
     That was the night I first dreamed about the four black girls, all dressed up and with their shoes shined, who stood beneath a leafless tree calling my name again and again and again.
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Summer Winds Up


AUGUST WAS DYING. So WAS SUMMER. SCHOOLDAYS, GOLDEN rule days; those lay ahead, on the gilded rim of autumn.
     These things happened in the last days of summer: I learned that Sheriff Amory had indeed visited Mr. Hargison and Mr. Moultry. Their wives had told the sheriff that both men were home all night that particular night, that they hadn’t even set one foot outside their front doors. The sheriff couldn’t do anything else; after all, I hadn’t seen the faces of the two men who’d accepted that wooden box from Biggun Blaylock.
     The September issue of Famous Monsters came to my mailbox. On the envelope that bore my name there was a long green smear of snot.
     Mom answered the telephone one morning, and said, “Cory! It’s for you!”
     I came to the phone. On the other end was Mrs. Evelyn Prathmore, who informed me that I had won third place in the short-story division of the Zephyr Art Council’s Writing Contest. I was to be given a plaque with my name on it, she told me. Would I be prepared to read my story during a program at the library the second Saturday of September?
     I was stunned. I stammered a yes. Instantly upon putting the telephone down, I was struck first with a surge of joy that almost lifted me out of my Hush Puppies and then a crush of terror that about slammed me to the floor. Read my story? Aloud? To a roomful of people I hardly knew?
     Mom calmed me down. That was part of her job, and she was good at it. She told me I had plenty of time to practice, and she said I had made her so proud, she wanted to bust. She called Dad at the dairy, and he told me he’d bring me home two cold bottles of chocolate milk. When I called Johnny, Davy Ray, and Ben to tell them the news, they thought it was great, too, and they congratulated me, but all of them quickly pricked the boil of my nascent terror by reacting dolefully to the fact that I had to read my story aloud. What if your zipper breaks and it won’t stay up? Davy Ray asked. What if you start shakin’ so hard you can’t even hold the paper? Ben asked. What if you open your mouth to talk and your voice goes and you can’t even say a single word? Johnny asked.
     Friends. They really know how to knock you off your pedestal, don’t they?
     Three days before school started, on a clear afternoon with fleecy clouds in the sky and a cool breeze blowing, we all rode our bikes to the ball field, our gloves laced to the handlebars. We took our positions around the diamond, which was cleated up and going to weed. On the scoreboard was the proof that our Little League team was not alone in agony; the men’s team, the Quails, had suffered a five-to-zip loss from the Air Force base team, the High Flyers. We stood with pools of shadow around our ankles and threw a ball back and forth to each other as we talked with some sadness about the passing of summer. We were in our secret hearts excited about the beginning of school. There comes a time when freedom becomes… well, too free. We were ready to be regulated, so we could fly again next summer.
     We threw fastballs and curves, fly balls and dust-kickers. Ben had the best wormburner you ever saw, and Johnny could make it fishtail an instant before it smacked into your glove. Too bad we were strikeout kings, each and every one. Well, there was always next season.
     We’d been there maybe forty minutes or so, working up a sweat, when Davy Ray said, “Hey, look who’s comin’!” We all looked. Walking through the weeds toward us was Nemo Curliss, his hands plunged deep into the pockets of his jeans. He was still a beanpole, his skin still buttermilk white. His mother ruled that roost, for sure.
     “Hi!” I said to him. “Hey, Nemo!” Davy Ray called. “Come on and throw us a few!”
     “Oh, great!” Johnny said, recalling his blistered hand. “Uh… why don’t you throw some to Ben instead?”
     Nemo shook his head, his face downcast. He continued walking across the field, passing Johnny and Ben, and he approached me at home plate. When he stopped and lifted his face, I saw he’d been crying. His eyes behind the thick glasses were red and swollen, the tear tracks glistening on his cheeks.
     “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Somebody been beatin’ up on you?”
     “No,” he said. “I… I…”
     Davy Ray came up, holding the baseball. “What is it? Nemo, you been cryin’?”
     “I…” He squeezed out a small sob. He was trying to get control of himself, but it was more than he could manage. “I’ve gotta go,” he said.
     “Gotta go?” I frowned. “Go where, Nemo?”
     “Away. Jutht…” He made a gesture with a skinny arm. “Jutht away.”
     Ben and Johnny arrived at home plate. We stood in a circle around Nemo as he sobbed and wiped his runny nose. Ben couldn’t bear the sight, and he walked off a few paces and kicked a stone around. “I… went to your houth, to tell you, and your mom told me you were here,” Nemo explained. “I wanted to let you know.”
     “Well, where do you have to go? Are you gonna go visit somebody?” I asked.
     “No.” Fresh tears ran down his face. It was a terrible sight to behold. “We’ve gotta move, Cory.”
     “Move? To where?”
     “I don’t know. Thomeblathe a long way from here.”
     “Gosh,” Johnny said. “You hardly lived in Zephyr a whole summer!”
     “We were hopin’ you could play on our team next year!” Davy told him.
     “Yeah,” I said. “And we thought you were gonna go to our school.”
     “No.” Nemo kept shaking his head, his puffy eyes full of torment. “No. No. I can’t. We’ve gotta move. Gotta move tomorrow.”
     “Tomorrow? How come so fast?”
     “Mom thez. Gotta move. Tho Dad can thell thome shirts.”
     The shirts. Ah yes, the shirts. Nobody wore tailored white shirts in Zephyr. I doubted that anybody wore tailored white shirts in any of the towns Mr. Curliss took his wife and son and his fabric swatches to. I doubted if anybody ever would.
     “I can’t…” Nemo stared at me, and the pain of his gaze made my heart hurt. “I can’t… ever make no friendth,” he said. “‘Cauthe… we’ve alwath gotta move.”
     “I’m sorry, Nemo,” I said. “Really I am. I wish you didn’t have to move.” On an impulse, I took the baseball out of my glove and held it out to him. “Here you go. You keep this, so you can remember your buddies here in Zephyr. Okay?”
     Nemo hesitated. Then he reached out and wrapped the skinny fingers of his miracle pitching hand around the ball, and he accepted it. Here Johnny showed his true class; the baseball belonged to him, but he never said a word.
     Nemo turned the baseball over and over between both hands, and I saw the red-stitched seam reflected in his glasses. He stared at that baseball as if into the depths of a magic crystal. “I want to thtay here,” he said softly. His nose was running, and he sniffled. “I want to thtay here, and go to thcool and have friendth.” He looked at me. “I jutht want to be like everybody elth. I want to thtay here so bad.”
     “Maybe you can come back sometime,” Johnny offered, but it was a measly crumb. “Maybe you can—”
     “No,” Nemo interrupted. “I’ll never come back. Never. Never even for a thingle day.” He turned his head, facing the house they would soon be leaving. A tear crawled down his face and hung quivering from his chin. “Mom thez Dadth gotta thell thirts tho we can have money. At night thometimeth thee hollerth at him and callth him lathee, and thee thez thee never thouda married him. And he thez, ‘It’ll be the nextht town. The nextht town, that’ll be the lucky break.’” Nemo’s face swung back to mine. It had changed in that instant. He was still crying, but there was rage in his eyes so powerful that I had to step back a pace to escape its heat. “Ith never gonna be the nextht town,” he said. “We’re gonna move and move and move, and my mom’th gonna alwath holler and my dad’th gonna alwath thay it’ll be the nextht town. But it’ll be a lie.”
     Nemo was silent, but the rage spoke. His fingers squeezed around the baseball, his knuckles whitening, his eyes fixed on nothing.
     “We’re gonna miss you, Nemo,” I said.
     “Yeah,” Johnny said. “You’re okay.”
     “You’ll get up to the mound someday, Nemo,” Davy Ray told him. “When you get there, you strike ’em all out. Hear?”
     “Yeth,” he answered, but there wasn’t much conviction in his voice. “I with I didn’t have to…” He faded off; there was no point in it, because he was a little boy and he had to go.
     Nemo began walking home across the field, the baseball gripped in his hand. “So long!” I called to him, but he didn’t respond. I imagined what life must be like for him: forbidden to play the game he was so naturally gifted at, shuttered away in a series of houses in a parade of towns, staying in one place only long enough to get picked on and beaten up but never long enough for guys to get to know who and what he was behind the pale skin, the lisp, and the thick glasses. I could never have stood such suffering.
     Nemo screamed.
     It came out of him with such force that the sound made us jump. The scream changed, became a wail that rose up and up, painful in its longing. And then Nemo spun around, his head and shoulders first and then his hips, and I saw his eyes were wide and enraged and his teeth were clenched. His throwing arm whipped around in a blur, his backbone popped like a whip, and he hurled that baseball almost straight up into the sky.
     I saw it go up. I saw it keep going. I saw it become a dark dot. Then the sun took it.
     Nemo was on his knees, the scream and the throw having drained all the strength out of him. He blinked, his glasses crooked on his face.
     “Catch it!” Davy Ray said, squinting up. “Here it comes down!”
     “Where?” Johnny asked, lifting his glove.
     “Where is it?” I asked, stepping away from the others to try to find it in the glare.
     Ben was looking up, too. His glove hung at his side. “That bugger,” he said softly, “is gone.”
     We waited, searching the sky.
     We waited, our gloves ready.
     We waited.
     I glanced at Nemo. He had gotten up, and was walking home. His stride was neither fast nor slow, just resigned. He knew what was waiting for him in the next town, and in the town after that. “Nemo!” I shouted after him. He just kept walking, and he did not look back.
     We waited for the ball to come down.
     After a while, we sat down in the red dirt. Our eyes scanned the sky as the fleecy clouds moved and the sun began to sink toward the west.
     No one spoke. No one knew what to say.
     In later days, Ben would speculate that the wind blew the ball into the river. Johnny would believe a flock of birds had hit it, and knocked it off course. Davy Ray would say something must’ve been wrong with the ball, that it had come to pieces way up there and we hadn’t seen the skin and the innards plummet back to earth.
     And me?
     I just believed.
     Twilight came upon us. At last I climbed on Rocket, the other guys got on their bikes, and we left the ball field and our summer dreams. Our faces now were turned toward autumn. I was going to have to tell somebody soon about the four black girls I saw in my sleep, the ones all dressed up and calling my name under a tree with no leaves. I was going to have to read my story about the man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake in front of a roomful of people. I was going to have to figure out what was in that wooden box Biggun Blaylock had sold in the dead of night for four hundred dollars.
     I was going to have to help my father find peace.
     We pedaled on, four buddies with the wind at our backs and all roads leading to the future.






THREE






Burning Autumn

Green-Feathered Hat—The Magic Box—Dinner with Vernon—The Wrath of Five Thunders—Case #3432—Dead Man Driving—High Noon in Zephyr—From the Lost World






1
Green-Feathered Hat


“CORY?”
     I pretended I didn’t hear the ominous whisper.
     “Cory?”
     No. I wasn’t going to look. At the front of the schoolroom, Mrs. Judith Harper—otherwise known as “Hairpie,” “Harpy,” and “Old Leatherlungs”—was demonstrating on the blackboard the division of fractions. Arithmetic was for me a walk into the Twilight Zone; this dividing fractions stuff was a mystifying fall into the Outer Limits.
     “Cory?” she whispered again, behind me. “I’ve got a big ole green booger on my finger.”
     Oh my Lord, I thought. Not again!
     “If you don’t turn around and smile at me, I’m gone wipe it on the back of your neck.”
     It was the fourth day of class. I knew on the first day that it was going to be a long year, because some idiot had decreed the Demon a “gifted child” and had double-promoted her, and like the fickle finger of fate, Mrs. Harper had devised a seating chart—boy, girl, boy, girl, boy, girl—that put the Demon in the desk at my back.
     And the worst part, the very worst, was that—as Davy Ray told me and laughed wickedly—she had a crush on me as big as the cheesy green moon.
     “Cory?” Her voice demanded my attention.
     I had to turn around. Last time I’d resisted, she’d smeared saliva on the back of my neck in the shape of a heart.
     Brenda Sutley was grinning, her red hair oily and ratty and her wandering eyes shining with mischief. She held up her index finger, which had a dirt-grimed nail but no booger on it.
     “Got’cha,” she whispered.
     “Cory Jay Mackenson!” Leatherlungs roared. “Turn around this instant!”
     I did, almost giving myself whiplash. I heard the traitors around me giggling, knowing that the Harpy would not be satisfied with this display of respect. “Oh, I guess you know all about the division of fractions by now, don’t you?” she inquired, her hands on hips as wide as a Patton tank. “Well, why don’t you come up here and do some division for us, to show us how it’s done?” She held the accursed yellow chalk out to me.
     If I am ever on death row, the walk to the electric chair will be no more terrifying than that walk from my desk to the chalk in Mrs. Harper’s hand and then, ultimately, to the blackboard. “All right,” she said as I stood there shoulder-slumped and hang-doggy. “Write down these fractions.” She rattled some off, and when I copied them my chalk broke and Nelson Bittner laughed and in two seconds I had a fellow sufferer up there with me.
     Everybody knew by now: we weren’t going to be able to defeat Mrs. Harper with a frontal attack. We weren’t going to be able to storm her ramparts and yell victory over her scattered math books. It would have to be a slow, insidious war of snipers and booby traps, a painstaking probe to learn her weakness. All us kids had found out by now that all teachers had a sore spot; some went crazy over gum chewing, others insane over behind-the-back giggles, still others nuts over the repeated squeaking and scuffing of shoes on the linoleum. Machine-gun coughs, donkeylike snorts, a fusillade of throat clearing, spitballs stuck to the blackboard: all these were arsenals in the battle against Hitlerian teachers. Who knows? Maybe we could get the Demon to bring to class a dead, stinking animal in a shoebox, or get her to sneeze and blow ribbons of snot out of those talented nostrils of hers to make Mrs. Harper’s hair uncurl.
     “Wrong! Wrong! Wrong!” Leatherlungs bellowed at me as I finished my queasy attempt at fraction division. “Go sit down and pay attention, you blockhead!”
     Between Leatherlungs and the Demon, I was really in for it.
     After the three o’clock bell had rung and Davy Ray, Johnny, Ben, and I had jawed about the events of the day, I pedaled home on Rocket under a dark, glowering sky. I found Mom at home, cleaning the oven. “Cory!” she said when I walked into the kitchen intent on raiding the cookie jar. “Lady from the mayor’s office called for you about ten minutes ago. Mayor Swope wants to see you.”
     “Mayor Swope?” I paused with my hand reaching for a Lorna Doone. “What for?”
     “Didn’t say what for, but she said it was important.” Mom glanced out the window. “A storm’s blowin’ up. Your father’ll drive you over to the courthouse, if you can wait an hour.”
     My curiosity was piqued. What would Mayor Swope want with me? I looked out the window as Mom continued her oven cleaning, and judged the gathering clouds. “I think I can get there before it starts rainin’,” I said.
     Mom pulled her head out of the oven, looked at the sky again, and frowned. “I don’t know. It might start pourin’ on you.”
     I shrugged. “I’ll be all right.”
     She hesitated, her fretful nature gnawing at her. Ever since my camping trip, though, I could tell she’d been making a mighty effort to stop worrying so much about me. Even though I’d gotten lost, I’d proven I could survive in the face of hardship. Finally, she said, “Go on, then.”
     I took two Lorna Doones and headed for the porch.
     “If it starts comin’ down hard, you stay at the courthouse!” she called. “Hear?”
     “I hear!” I told her, and I got on Rocket and pedaled as I crunched the Lorna Doones between my teeth. Not too far from the house, Rocket suddenly shuddered and I felt the handlebars jerk to the left. Ahead of me, the Branlins were pedaling side by side on their black bikes, but they were going in the same direction as me and didn’t see me. Rocket wanted to turn to the left at the next intersection, and I followed Rocket’s sage advice to take a detour.
     Thunder was rumbling and it was starting to sprinkle a little as I reached the dark-stoned, gothic-styled courthouse at the end of Merchants Street. The drops were chilly; summer’s warm rain was a thing of the past. I left Rocket chained to a fire hydrant and went into the courthouse, which smelled like a moldy basement. A sign on the wall said Mayor Swope’s office was on the second floor, and I climbed the wide staircase, the high windows around me letting in murky, storm-blue light. At the top of the staircase, three carved gargoyles sat atop the black walnut banister, their scaly legs curled up and their claws folded across their chests. One wall was decorated with an old tattered Confederate flag and there were dusty display cases holding butternut uniforms riddled with moth holes. Above my head was a darkened glass cupola, reachable only by ladder, and through the cupola I heard thunder resonate as through a bell jar.
     I walked along the long corridor, which had a floor of black and white linoleum squares. On either side were offices: License Bureau, County Tax Department, Probate Judge, Traffic Court, and the like. None of their lights were on. I saw a man with dark hair and a blue-paisley bow tie coming out of a pebbled-glass door marked Sanitation and Maintenance. He locked the door from a ring of jingling keys and looked at me. “Can I help you, young fella?” he asked.
     “I’m supposed to see Mayor Swope,” I said.
     “His office is at the end of the corridor.” He checked his pocket watch. “Might be gone home by now, though. Most everybody leaves around three-thirty.”
     “Thank you,” I told him, and I went on. I heard his keys jingling as he walked toward the stairs, and he whistled a tune I didn’t know.
     I passed the council’s chambers and the recorder’s office—both dark—and at the corridor’s end I faced a big oak door with brass letters on it that said OFFICE OF THE MAYOR. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to knock or not, and there was no buzzer. I grappled with the question of etiquette here for a few seconds, as the thunder growled outside. Then I balled up my fist and knocked.
     In a few seconds the door opened. A woman with hornrimmed glasses and an iron-gray mountain of hair peered out. Her face was like a chunk of granite, all hard ridges and cliffs. Her eyebrows lifted in a question.
     “I’m… here to see Mayor Swope,” I said.
     “Oh. You’re Cory Mackenson.”
     “Yes ma’am.”
     “Come in.” She opened the door wider, and I slipped in past her. As I did, I got a jolt of either violet-scented perfume or hair spray up my nostrils. I had entered a red-carpeted room which held a desk, a row of chairs, and a magazine rack. A map of Zephyr, brown at the edges, adorned one wall. On the desk there was an in tray and an out tray, a neat stack of papers, framed photographs of a baby being held between a smiling young woman and man, and a nameplate that said MRS. INEZ AXFORD and, underneath that in smaller letters, MAYOR’S SECRETARY.
     “Just have a seat for a minute, please.” Mrs. Axford walked across the room to another door. She rapped softly on it, and I heard Mayor Swope say in his mushmouth accent, “Yes?” from the other side. Mrs. Axford opened it. “The boy’s here,” she said.
     “Thank you, Inez.” I heard a chair creak. “I believe that finishes us up for the day. You can go on home if you like.”
     “Want me to send him in?”
     “Two minutes and I’ll be with him.”
     “Yes sir. Oh… did you sign that application for the new traffic lights?”
     “Need to study that a little more, Inez. Get to it first thing in the mornin’.”
     “Yes sir. I’ll be goin’ on, then.” She retreated from the mayor’s domain and closed the door and said to me, “He’ll be with you in two minutes.” As I waited, Mrs. Axford locked her desk, got her sturdy brown purse, and straightened the photographs on her desk. She wedged her purse up under her arm, took a long look around the office to make sure everything was in its proper place, and then she walked out the door into the hallway without saying boot, shoot, or scoot to me.
     I waited. Thunder boomed overhead and rolled through the courthouse. I heard the rain start—slowly at first, then building up to a hammering.
     The door to the mayor’s office opened, and Mayor Swope emerged. The sleeves of his blue shirt were rolled up, his initials in white on the breast pocket, his suspenders striped with red. “Cory!” he said, smiling. “Come in and let’s have us a talk!”
     I didn’t know what to make of this. I knew who Mayor Swope was and all, but I’d never spoken to him. And here he was, smiling and motioning me into his office! The guys would believe this about as much as they believed I’d stuck a broomstick down Old Moses’s throat!
     “Come in, come in!” the mayor urged.
     I walked into his office. Everything was fashioned of dark, glistening wood. The air smelled of sweet pipe tobacco. There was a desk in the office that seemed as big as the deck of an aircraft carrier. Shelves were full of thick, leatherbound books. They looked to me as if they had never been touched, because none had bookmarks in them. Two burly black leather chairs faced the desk over an expanse of Persian carpet. Windows afforded a view of Merchants Street, but right now the rain was streaming down them.
     Mayor Swope, his gray hair combed back from a widow’s peak and his eyes dark blue and friendly, closed the door. He said, “Have a seat, Cory.” I hesitated. “Doesn’t matter which one.” I took the one on his left. The leather pooted when I sat down in it. Mayor Swope settled himself in his own chair, which had scrolled armrests. On his flattop of a desk was a telephone, a leather-covered jar full of pens, a can of Field and Stream tobacco, and a pipe rack cradling four pipes. One of the pipes was white, and had a man’s bearded face carved into it.
     “Gettin’ some rain out there, aren’t we?” he asked, his fingers lacing together. He smiled again, and this close I saw his teeth were discolored.
     “Yes sir.”
     “Well, the farmers need it. Just so we don’t have another flood, huh?”
     “Yes sir.”
     Mayor Swope cleared his throat. His fingers tapped. “Are your folks waitin’ for you?” he asked.
     “No sir. I came on my bike.”
     “Oh. Gosh, you’re gonna have a wet ride home.”
     “I don’t mind.”
     “Wouldn’t be good,” he said, “if you had an accident on the way. You know, with that rain comin’ down so hard, a car could hit you, you could go down in a ditch and…” His smile had slipped. Now it crept back. “Well, it wouldn’t be good.”
     “No sir.”
     “I suppose you’re wonderin’ why I wanted to see you?”
     I nodded.
     “You know I was on the panel that judged the writin’ contest? I enjoyed your story. Yessir, it deserved a prize.” He picked up a briar pipe and popped open the can of tobacco. “It surely did. You’re the youngest person ever to win a plaque in the contest.” I watched his fingers as he began to fill the pipe’s bowl with bits of tobacco. “I checked the records. You’re the youngest by far. That ought to make you and your folks very proud.”
     “I guess so.”
     “Oh, you don’t have to be so modest, Cory! I sure couldn’t write like that when I was your age! Nosir! I was good at math, but English wasn’t my subject.” He produced a pack of matches from his pocket, struck one, and touched it to the tobacco in his pipe. Blue smoke bloomed around his mouth. His eyes were on me. “You’ve got a keen imagination,” he said. “That part in your story about seein’ somebody standin’ in the woods across the road. I liked that part. How’d you happen to come up with that?”
     “It really—” Happened, I was going to say. But before I could, somebody knocked at the door. Mrs. Axford looked in. “Mayor Swope?” she said. “Lord, it’s pourin’ cats and dogs! I couldn’t even get to my car, and I just had my hair fixed yesterday! Do you have an umbrella I might borrow?”
     “I believe so, Inez. Look in that closet over there.”
     She opened a closet and rummaged around in it. “Should be one in the corner,” Mayor Swope told her. “Smells awfully musty in here!” Mrs. Axford said. “I believe somethin’s mildewed!”
     “Yeah, gotta clean it out one of these days,” he said.
     Mrs. Axford came out of the closet clutching an umbrella. But her nose was wrinkled, and in her other hand she was clutching two articles of clothing that were white with mildew. “Look at these!” she said. “I believe mushrooms are growin’ in here!”
     My heart seized up.
     Mrs. Axford was holding a mildew-blotched overcoat and a hat that appeared to have been run through a washer and wringer.
     And in the band of that battered hat was a silver disc and a crumpled green feather.
     “Whew! Just smell it!” Mrs. Axford made a face that might’ve stopped a clock. “What’re you keepin’ this stuff for?”
     “That’s my favorite hat. Was, at least. It got ruined the night of the flood, but I thought I could get it fixed. And I’ve had that raincoat for fifteen years.”
     “No wonder you won’t let me clean out your closet! What else is in here?”
     “Never you mind! Run on, now! Leroy’s waitin’ at home for you!”
     “You want me to throw these in the garbage on my way out?”
     “No, Lord no!” Mayor Swope said. “Just put ’em back in there and close the door!”
     “I swear,” Mrs. Axford said as she returned the items to the closet, “you men are worse about hangin’ on to old clothes than little babies with their blankets.” She closed the door with a firm thunk. “There. I can still smell that mildew, though.”
     “It’s all right, Inez. You go on home, and be careful on the road.”
     “I will.” She gave me a quick glance, and then she walked out of the office with the umbrella.
     I don’t think I had drawn a breath during that entire exchange. Now I pulled one in, and I shivered as the air burned my lungs.
     “Now, Cory,” Mayor Swope said, “where were we? Oh yes: the man across the road. How’d you come up with that?”
     “I… I…” The green-feathered hat was in a closet ten feet from me. Mayor Swope was the man who’d worn it that night when the floodwaters had raged in the streets of Bruton. “I… never said it was a man,” I answered. “I just said… it was somebody standin’ there.”
     “Well, that was a nice touch. I’ll bet that was an excitin’ mornin’ for you, wasn’t it?” He reached into another pocket, and when his hand came into view there was a small silver blade in it.
     It was the knife I’d seen in his hand, that night when I was afraid he was going to sneak up behind my dad and stab him in the back for what he’d seen at Saxon’s Lake.
     “I wish I could write,” Mayor Swope said. He turned the blade around. On its other end was a blunt little piece of metal, which he used to tamp the burning tobacco down in his pipe. “I’ve always liked mysteries.”
     “Me too,” I managed to rasp.
     He stood up, rain pelting the windows behind him. Lightning zigzagged over Zephyr, and the lights suddenly flickered. Thunder crashed. “Oh my,” Mayor Swope said. “That was a little too close, wasn’t it?”
     “Yes sir.” My hands were about to break the armrests of my chair.
     “I want you,” he said, “to wait right here for a minute. There’s somethin’ I want to show you, and I think it’ll explain things.” He crossed the room, the pipe clenched between his teeth and a scrawl of smoke behind him, and he went out into the area where Mrs. Axford’s desk was. He left the door ajar, and I could hear him opening the drawer of a filing cabinet.
     My gaze went to the closet.
     The green feather was in there. So close. What if I was to pluck it from its hat and compare it to the green feather I’d found on the sole of my shoe? If the feathers matched, what then?
     I had to move fast if I was going to move at all.
     The filing cabinet’s drawer closed. Another opened. “Just a minute!” Mayor Swope called to me. “It’s not where it’s supposed to be!”
     I had to go. Right now.
     I got up on rubbery legs and opened the closet. The reek of mildewed cloth hit me in the face like a damp slap. But the coat and the hat were there on the floor, nudged up into a corner. I heard the drawer slide shut. I grasped the feather and tugged at it. It wouldn’t come loose.
     Mayor Swope was coming back into the office. My heart was a cold stone in my throat. Thunder boomed and the rain slammed against the windows, and I grasped that green feather and jerked it and this time it tore loose from the hatband. It was mine.
     “Cory? What’re you doin’ in—”
     Lightning flared, so close you could hear the sizzle. The lights went out, and the next crack of thunder shook the windows.
     I stood in the dark, the green feather in my hand and Mayor Swope in the doorway.
     “Don’t move, Cory,” he said. “Say somethin’.”
     I didn’t. I edged toward the wall and pressed my back against it.
     “Cory? Come on, now. Let’s don’t play games.” I heard him shut the door. A floorboard creaked, ever so quietly. He was moving. “Let’s sit down and talk, Cory. There’s somethin’ very important you need to understand.”
     Outside, the clouds had gone almost black, and the room was a dungeon. I thought I could see his tall, thin shape gliding slowly toward me across the Persian carpet. I was going to have to get through him to the door.
     “No need for this,” Mayor Swope said, his voice trying to sound calm and reassuring. It had the same hollow ring as Mr. Hargison’s false voice. “Cory?” I heard him release a long, resigned sigh. “You know, don’t you?”
     Darned right I knew.
     “Where are you, son? Talk to me.”
     I didn’t dare.
     “How’d you find out?” he asked. “Just tell me that.”
     Lightning flickered and hissed. By its split-second glare I could see Mayor Swope, white as a zombie, standing at the center of the room with pipe smoke drifting around him like a wraith. Now my heart was really hammering; a spark of lightning had jumped off something metal clenched in his right hand.
     “I’m sorry you found out, Cory,” Mayor Swope said. “I didn’t want you to get hurt.”
     I couldn’t help it; in my panic, I blurted it out: “I wanna go home!”
     “I can’t let you do that,” he said, and his shape began moving toward me through the electric-charged dark. “You understand, don’t you?”
     I understood. My legs responded first; they propelled me across the Persian carpet toward the way out, and my lungs snagged a breath and my hand gripped the green feather. I don’t know how near I passed to him, but I got to the door unhindered and tried to twist the doorknob but my palm was slick with cold sweat. He must’ve heard the rattle, because he said, “Stop!” and I could sense him coming after me. Then the doorknob turned and the door opened and I shot through it as if from the barrel of a cannon. I collided with Mrs. Axford’s desk, and I heard the photographs clatter as they fell.
     “Cory!” he said, louder. “No!”
     I caromed off the side of the desk, a human pinball in motion. I went into the row of chairs, striking my right knee on a hard edge. My lips let out a cry of pain, and as I tried to find the door into the hallway it seemed that the chairs had come to malevolent life and were blocking my way. A cold chill skittered up my spine as Mayor Swope’s hand fell on my shoulder like a spider.
     “No!” he said, and his fingers started to close.
     I pulled loose. A chair was beside me, and I shoved it at Mayor Swope like a shield. He stumbled into it, and I heard him say “Oof!” as his legs got tangled up and he fell to the floor. Then I turned away from him, frantically searching for the door. At any second I expected a hand to seal itself around my ankle, and that hand to draw me to him like the tentacle of the glass-bowled monster of Invaders from Mars. Tears of terror were starting to burn my eyes. I blinked them away, and suddenly my hand found the cold knob of the door that led out. I twisted it, pushed through, and ran along the storm-darkened corridor, my footsteps ringing on the linoleum and thunder echoing through the halls of justice.
     “Cory! Come back here!” he hollered as if he really thought I might. He was coming after me, and he was running, too. I had the mental picture of myself beaten to a pulp, my hand cuffed to Rocket, and Rocket tumbling down, down, down into the awful netherworld of Saxon’s Lake.
     I tripped over my own flying feet, fell, and skidded on my belly across the linoleum. My chin banged into the bottom of a wall, but I scrambled up and kept going, Mayor Swope’s footsteps right behind me. “Cory!” he shouted, fury in his voice. It was surely the voice of a crazed killer. “Stop where you are!”
     Like hell, I thought.
     And then I saw dank gray light streaming through the cupola over the staircase and I started running down the stairs without even holding on to the railing, which was enough right there to cause my mother to go white-haired. Mayor Swope was puffing behind me, and his voice was losing its steam: “No, Cory! No!” I reached the bottom of the staircase, and I ran across the entrance lobby and out the front door into the chilly rain. The worst of the storm had already swept over Zephyr, and now squatted above the hills like a massive grayish-blue toad-frog. I got Rocket unlocked, but I left the chain hanging. I pedaled away from the courthouse just as Mayor Swope came through the door hollering at me to stop.
     The last thing he hollered—and I thought this was strange, coming from a crazed killer—was “For God’s sake, be careful!”
     Rocket flew over the rain-pocked puddles, its golden eye picking out a path. The clouds were parting, shards of yellow sunlight breaking through. Dad had always told me that when it rained while the sun showed, the devil was beating his wife. Rocket dodged the splashing cars on Merchants Street and I hung on for the ride.
     At home, Rocket skidded to a stop at the front porch steps and I ran inside, my hair plastered down with rain and my hand gripping the soggy green feather.
     “Cory!” Mom called as the screen door slammed. “Cory Mackenson, come here!”
     “Just a minute!” I ran into my room, and I searched the seven mystic drawers until I found the White Owl cigar box. I opened it, and there was the green feather I’d found on the bottom of my shoe.
     “Come here this instant!” Mom shouted.
     “Wait!” I placed the first green feather down on my desk, and the green feather I’d plucked from the mayor’s hatband beside it.
     “Cory! Come in here! I’m on the phone with Mayor Swope!”
     Oh-oh.
     My feeling of triumph cracked, collapsed, cascaded around my wet sneakers.
     The first feather, the one that had come from the woods, was a deep emerald green. The one from the mayor’s hatband was about three shades lighter. Not only that, but the hatband feather was at least twice as large as the Saxon’s Lake feather.
     They didn’t match one iota.
     “Cory! Come talk to the mayor before I get a switch after you!”
     When I dared to walk into the kitchen, I saw that my mother’s face was as red as a strangled beet. She said into the telephone, “No sir, I promise you Cory doesn’t have a mental condition. No sir, he doesn’t have panic attacks, either. Here he is right now, I’ll put him on.” She held the receiver out to me, and fixed me with a baleful glare. “Have you lost your mind? Take this phone and talk to the mayor!”
     I took it. It was all I could do to utter one pitiable word: “Hello?”
     “Cory!” Mayor Swope said. “I had to call to make sure you’d gotten home all right! I was scared to death you were gonna fall down those stairs in the dark and break your neck! When you ran out, I thought you were… like… havin’ a fit or somethin’.”
     “No sir,” I answered meekly. “I wasn’t havin’ a fit.”
     “Well, when the lights went out I figured you might be afraid of the dark. I didn’t want you to hurt yourself, so I was tryin’ to get you settled down. And I figured your mom and dad wouldn’t want me to let you try gettin’ home in that storm, either! If you’d gotten sideswiped by a car… well, thank the Lord it didn’t happen.”
     “I… thought…” My throat choked up. I could feel my mother’s burning eyes. “I thought… you were tryin’ to… kill me,” I said.
     The mayor was silent for a few seconds, and I could imagine what he must be thinking. I was a pure number-one nut case. “Kill you? Whatever for?”
     “Cory!” Mom said. “Are you crazy?”
     “I’m sorry,” I told the mayor. “My… imagination got away from me, I guess. But you said I knew somethin’ about you, and you wondered how I’d found out, and—”
     “No, not somethin’ about me,” Mayor Swope said. “Somethin’ about your award.”
     “My award?”
     “Your plaque. For winnin’ third place in the short story contest. That’s why I asked you to come see me. I was afraid somebody else on the awards panel had told you before I could.”
     “Told me what?”
     “Well, I wanted to show it to you. I was bringin’ your plaque in to show you when the lights went out and you went wild. See, the fella who engraves the plaques misspelled your name. He spelled Cory with an ‘e.’ I wanted you to see it before the ceremony so you wouldn’t get your feelin’s hurt. The fella’s promised to do your plaque again, but he’s got to do some softball awards first and he can’t get to it for two weeks. Understand?”
     Oh, what a bitter pill. What a bitter, bitter pill.
     “Yes sir,” I answered. I felt dazed, and my right knee was really starting to throb. “I do.”
     “Are you on… any medication?” the mayor asked me.
     “No sir.”
     He grunted quietly. That grunt said, You sure ought to be.
     “I’m sorry I acted a fool,” I said. “I don’t know what got into me.” If he figured I was crazy now, I thought, just wait until he saw what I’d done to his hat. I decided to let him find that out for himself.
     “Well,” and the mayor gave a little laugh that told me he was finding some humor in this mess, “it’s been a real interestin’ afternoon, Cory.”
     “Yes sir. Uh… Mayor Swope?”
     “Yes?”
     “Uh… the plaque’s okay as it is. Even with my name spelled wrong. You don’t have to get it fixed.” I figured this was penance of a sort; every time I looked at that plaque, I’d remember the day I shoved a chair at the mayor and knocked him down.
     “Nonsense. We’ll get it changed for you.”
     “I’d just as soon have it the way it is now,” I told him, and I guess I sounded firm about it because Mayor Swope said, “All right, Cory, if that’s what you really want.”
     He said he had to go get into a bathtub full of Epsom salts, and then he said he’d see me at the awards ceremony. When he hung up, I had to face my mother and explain to her why I’d thought Mayor Swope was going to kill me. Dad came in during this explanation, and though by all rights I should have been punished for my foolishness, my folks simply sent me to my room for an hour, which was where I was going to go anyhow.
     In my room, I looked at the two mismatched green feathers. One bright, one sober. One small, one large. I picked up the Saxon’s Lake feather and held it in the palm of my hand, and I found my magnifying glass and examined the feather’s rills and ridges. Maybe Sherlock Holmes could’ve deduced something from it, but I was as confounded as Dr. Watson.
     Mayor Swope had been the man in the green-feathered hat. His “knife” had been his pipe-cleaning tool. This feather in my hand had nothing to do with Mayor Swope’s hat. Did it have anything to do with the figure I thought I’d seen standing at the edge of the woods, or the dead man at the bottom of the lake? One thing I knew for sure: there were no emerald-green birds in the woods around Zephyr. So where had that feather come from?
     I put the mayor’s feather aside, intending to return it to him though I knew deep down in my heart I never would, and I slid the Saxon’s Lake feather back into the White Owl box which was deposited once more into one of the seven mystic drawers.
     That night I dreamed again about the four black girls, all dressed up as if for church. I guessed the youngest was maybe ten or eleven, the other three around fourteen. Only this time they stood talking to each other under a green, leafy tree. Two of them were holding Bibles. I couldn’t hear what was being said. One of them laughed, and then the others laughed and the sound was like water rippling. Then there was a bright flash so intense I had to close my eyes, and I was standing at the center of thunder and a hot wind yanked at my clothes and hair. When I opened my eyes again, the four black girls were gone and the tree was stripped bare.
     I woke up. There was sweat on my face, as if I had actually been kissed by that scorching breath. I heard Rebel barking in the dark from the backyard. I looked at the luminous dial of my alarm clock, seeing that it was almost two-thirty. Rebel barked on and on, like a machine, and his voice was igniting other dogs, so I figured since I was awake I’d go out and calm him down. I started out of my room, and I saw at once that a light was on in the den.
     I could hear a scratching noise. I followed it to the den’s threshold, and there I saw my father, wearing his pajamas, sitting at his desk where he wrote out the checks for the bills. He gripped a pen in his hand, and under a pool of light he was writing or drawing something on a sheet of paper. His eyes looked feverish and sunken, and I saw that moisture glistened on his forehead just as it did on mine.
     Rebel’s barking broke. He started to howl.
     Dad muttered, “Damn it,” and stood up, being careful not to scrape his chair on the floor. I shrank back into a shadow; I’m not sure why I did this, but Dad looked like he didn’t want to be disturbed. He walked to the back door, and I heard him go out to hush Rebel.
     Rebel’s howling ceased. Dad would be back in a minute or two.
     I couldn’t help it. I had to know what was so important for him to be up at two-thirty doing.
     I walked into the den, and I looked at the sheet of paper.
     On it, my father—who was by no means an artist—had drawn a half-dozen crude skulls with wings growing from their temples. There was a column of question marks, and the words Saxon’s Lake repeated five times. The Lady was written there, followed by another series of question marks. Down in the dark was there, the pen’s point almost tearing through the paper. It was followed in capital letters by two desperate questions: WHO? WHY?
     And then a progression that made me feel sick to my stomach:
I am.
     I am afraid.
     I am about to have a breakd
     The back door opened.
     I retreated to my shadow, and watched as Dad entered the den. He sat down again, and he stared at what he’d drawn and written.
     I had never seen his face before. Not the face he wore now, at this quiet hour before the sun. It was the face of a frightened little boy, tortured beyond his understanding.
     He opened a drawer and took out a coffee cup with Green Meadows Dairy stenciled on the side. He brought out a pack of matches. Then he folded the sheet of paper up, and began to tear it into small pieces. The fragments of it went into the coffee cup. When the paper was all torn up, Dad struck a match and dropped it into the cup, too.
     There was a little smoke. He opened a window, and then there was none.
     I slipped back to my room and lay down to think.
     While I was dreaming of the four black girls in their Sunday dresses, what was my father being visited by? A mud-covered figure rising from the lake’s murky depths, borne up by a fleet of moss-backed snapping turtles? A beaten and misshapen face, whispering Come with me, come with me, down in the dark? A handcuff on the wrist of a tattooed arm? Or the knowledge that it could be any man and every man who ends his life alone, forgotten, drifting down into oblivion?
     I didn’t know, and I was afraid to guess. But I knew this for sure: whoever had murdered that unknown man was killing my father, too.
     At last sleep overtook me, and gentled me away from these tribulations. I rested, while around me my monsters kept their watch.






2
The Magic Box


THE SATURDAY NIGHT OF THE ZEPHYR ARTS COUNCIL AWARDS ceremony arrived. We all put on our Sunday clothes, jammed into the pickup truck, and headed for the library. My fright level, which had been hovering around eight on a scale of ten, now moved past nine. During the week, my so-called buddies had been telling me what might happen when I got up to read my story. If their predictions came true, I would break out in hives, pee in my pants, and lose my dinner from both ends in one simultaneous rush of shame and agony. Davy Ray had told me that to be safe I ought to put a cork in my butt. Ben had said I’d better be careful walking up to the podium in front of all those people, because that’s when likely I’d have my accident. Johnny said he’d known a boy who got up to read something in front of people and he forgot how to read right then and there, had started babbling in what sounded like Greek or Zulu.
     Well, I’d decided against the cork. But when I saw the lights on in the library and all the cars parked out front, I started regretting my decision. Mom put her arm around my shoulder. “You’re gonna do just fine,” she said.
     “Yep,” Dad said. He was wearing his father’s face again, but he had dark hollows under his eyes and I’d heard Mom telling him he might need to start taking some Geritol. She knew something was wrong, of course, but she didn’t know how deep the troubled current ran. “Just fine,” he told me.
     The library’s meeting room was full of chairs, and at the front there was a table and the dreaded podium. Worse yet, there was a microphone at that podium! About forty people occupied the chairs, and Mayor Swope, Mrs. Prathmore, Mr. Grover Dean, and some of the other contest judges were moving around hobnobbing. I wanted to shrivel up and squeeze into a corner when Mayor Swope saw us and started walking over, but Dad placed his hand on my shoulder and I stood my ground.
     “Hi there, Cory!” Mayor Swope smiled, but his eyes were wary. I figured he thought I might go crazy at any second. “You ready to read your story tonight?”
No sir, I wanted to say. “Yes sir,” was what came out.
     “Well, I think we’re gonna have a good turnout.” His attention went to my folks. “I suspect you two are awfully proud of your boy.”
     “We sure are,” Mom said. “There’s never been a writer in the family.”
     “He’s surely got the imagination for it.” Mayor Swope smiled again; it was a very tight smile. “By the way, Cory: I got my hat out of my closet to get it reshaped. You don’t happen to know what became of the—”
     “Luther!” a voice interrupted. “Just the man I need to see!”
     Mr. Dollar, all dressed up in a dark blue suit and smelling of Aqua Velva, pushed up beside the mayor. I was never so relieved to see anyone in my life. “Yes, Perry?” Mayor Swope asked, turning away from me.
     “Luther, you’ve gotta do somethin’ about that dang-goned monkey!” Mr. Dollar insisted. “That thing got on my roof last night and neither me nor Ellen could sleep a wink for all the racket it was makin’! The thing even did its business all over my car! I swear, there’s gotta be a way to catch it!”
     Ah, Lucifer. The monkey was still loose in the trees of Zephyr, and woe to the occupant of the house on whose roof Lucifer chose to squat. Because of the resulting furor and threatened lawsuits for property damage, Reverend Blessett had slinked out of town in mid-August and left no forwarding address.
     “If you come up with a good idea, you let me know,” Mayor Swope answered with a hint of irritation. “Short of askin’ the Air Force boys to drop a bomb on the town, just about everythin’s been tried.”
     “Maybe Doc Lezander can catch it, or we can pay somebody from a zoo to come in here and…” Mr. Dollar was still talking as Mayor Swope moved away, and Mr. Dollar followed him, prattling about the monkey. My folks and I took our seats, and I fidgeted as more people entered the room. Dr. Parrish came in with his wife, and lo and behold the Demon sashayed in with her fireplug mother and candlestick dad. I tried to shrink down in my chair, but she saw me and waved gleefully. Luckily there were no vacant chairs around us, or I’d have walked up to the podium with a booger on the back of my neck. Then my senses got another shock as Johnny Wilson and his parents came in. It wasn’t two minutes later that Ben and his mother and dad entered, with Davy Ray and his folks close behind them. I was going to have to brave their leering mugs, but in truth I was glad to see them. As Ben had once told me, they were good old buddies.
     It must be said that the people of Zephyr were supportive of their own. Either that, or there wasn’t much good on television on Saturday nights. A closet was opened and more folding chairs brought out. The crowd hushed for a few seconds as Vernon Thaxter, wearing only the last shade of his summer tan, strode into the room with a big smile on his face. But people were used to Vernon by now, and they’d learned where to look and where not to. “That feller’s still nekkid, Momma!” the Demon pointed out, but except for a few muffled chuckles and flushed faces, nobody made a scene. Vernon pulled a chair into a corner at the back of the room and sat there, contented as a cow. Bull, I mean.
     By the time Mayor Swope and Mrs. Prathmore took a box full of plaques up to the table at the front, there were around seventy lovers of fine literature present. Mr. Grover Dean, a slender man of middle age who wore a neatly combed brown wig and round glasses with silver frames, went to the front, carrying a satchel, and he sat down at the table with the mayor and Mrs. Prathmore. He unzipped the satchel and slid out a stack of papers that I presumed were the winning entries in the three categories of short story, essay, and poetry.
     Mayor Swope got up and tapped the microphone at the podium. He was greeted with a squeal of feedback and a noise like an elephant breaking wind, which brought a chorus of guffaws and made Mayor Swope motion for the man who operated the sound system. Everybody quietened at last, the microphone was adjusted, and the mayor cleared his throat and was about to speak when a ripple of whispers crossed the audience. I looked back toward the door, and my pounding heart leaped like a catfish. The Lady had just walked in.
     She was dressed in violet, with a pillbox hat and gloves. There was a veil of fine netting over her face. She looked frail, her bluish-black arms and legs as thin as sticks. Supporting her with an ever-so-discreet hand to her elbow was Charles Damaronde, he of the massive shoulders and werewolf’s eyebrows. Walking three steps behind the Lady was the Moon Man, carrying his cane and wearing a shiny black suit and a red necktie. He was hatless, his dark-and-light-divided face and forehead there for all to see.
     I think you could’ve heard a pin drop. Or, more precisely, a booger fall from the Demon’s nose. “Oh my,” Mom whispered. Dad shifted nervously in his chair, and I believe he might’ve gotten up and walked out if he hadn’t had to stay for me.
     The Lady scanned the audience from behind her veil. All the chairs were taken. I got a quick glimpse of her green eyes—just a glint—but it was enough to make me think I smelled steamy earth and swamp flowers. Then, suddenly, Vernon Thaxter stood up and with a bow offered his chair to her. She said, “Thank you, sir,” in her quavery voice and sat down, and Vernon remained standing at the back of the room while Charles Damaronde and the Moon Man stood on either side of the elegant Lady. A few people—not many, only five or six—got up not to offer their chairs but to stalk out. They weren’t scared of her like Dad was; it was their indignation that black people had entered a room full of whites without asking permission. We all knew that, and the Lady did, too. It was the time we lived in.
     “I guess we can get started,” Mayor Swope began. He kept looking around at the crowd, then toward the Lady and the Moon Man, back to the crowd again. “I want to welcome you all to the awards ceremony of the 1964 Zephyr Arts Council Writing Contest. First off, I’d like to thank every one of the participants, without whom there could be no contest.”
     Well, it went on like that for a while. I might have drowsed off if I hadn’t been so full of ants. Mayor Swope introduced all the judges and the Arts Council members, and then he introduced Mr. Quentin Farraday, from the Adams Valley Journal, who was there to take pictures and interview the winners. Finally, Mayor Swope sat down and Mrs. Prathmore took his place at the podium to call up the third-place winner in the essay division. An elderly woman named Delores Hightower shuffled up, took her essay from Mr. Dean, and read to the audience for fifteen minutes about the joys of an herb garden, then she was given her plaque and she sat down again. The first-place essay, by a beefy, gap-toothed man named George Eagers, concerned the time he had a flat tire near Tuscaloosa and the one and only Bear Bryant had stopped to ask him if he needed some help, thus proving the Bear’s divinity.
     The poetry division was next. Imagine my surprise when the Demon’s mother stood up to read the second-place poem. This was part of it: “Rain, rain, go away,”/ said the sun, on a summer day./ “I have lots of shinin’ to do yet,/ and those dark clouds make me get/ To cryin’.” She read it with such emotion, I feared she was going to get to crying and rain on the whole room. The Demon and her father applauded so loud at the end of it, you’d have thought it was the Second Coming.
     The first-place poem, by a little wrinkled old lady named Helen Trotter, was in essence a love letter, the first rhyme of which was: “He’s always there to show he cares,/ whatever’s right, that’s what he dares,” and the last rhyme: “Oh, how I love to see the smiling face/ Of our great state governor, George C. Wal-lace.”
     “Groan,” Dad whispered. The Lady, Charles Damaronde, and the Moon Man were gracious enough to make no public comment.
     “And now,” Mrs. Prathmore announced, “we move into the short-story division.”
     I needed that cork. I needed it bad.
     “This year we have the youngest winner ever on record since we began this contest in 1955. We had a little difficulty deciding if his entry was a short story or essay, since it’s based on an actual event, but in the end we decided he showed enough flair and descriptive imagination to consider it a short story. Now, welcome if you will, our third-place winner, reading his story entitled ‘Before the Sun’: Cory Mackenson.” Mrs. Prathmore led the applause. Dad said, “Go get ’em,” to me, and somehow I stood up.
     As I walked to the podium in a trance of terror, I heard Davy Ray giggling and then a soft pop as his dad cuffed him on the back of the neck. Mr. Dean gave me my story, and Mrs. Prathmore bent the microphone down so it could gather my voice. I looked out at that sea of faces; they all seemed to blur together, into a collective mass of eyes, noses, and mouths. I had a sudden fright: was my zipper up? Did I dare to look and see? I caught sight of the Journal photographer, his bulky camera poised. My heart was beating like the wings of a caged bird. Queasiness roiled in my belly, but I knew that if I threw up, I could never again face the light of day. Somebody coughed and somebody else cleared his throat. All eyes were on me, and in my hands the paper was shaking.
     “Go ahead, Cory,” Mrs. Prathmore urged.
     I looked at the title, and I started to read it, but what felt like a spiny egg seemed to be lodged in my throat where the words were formed. Darkness lapped around the edges of my vision; was I about to pass out in front of all these people? Wouldn’t that make a dandy front-page picture for the Journal? My eyes rolled back in my head, my body tumbling for the floor, my underpants white in the maw of my open zipper?
     “Just take your time,” Mrs. Prathmore said, and in her voice I heard her nerves starting to shred.
     My eyes, which felt as if they were about to burst from my head, danced over the audience. I saw Davy Ray, Ben, and Johnny. None of them were grinning anymore; this was a bad sign. I saw Mr. George Eagers look at his wristwatch; another bad sign. I heard some malicious monster whisper, “He’s scared, poor little boy!”
     I saw the Lady rise to her feet at the back of the room. Behind her veil her gaze was cool and placid, like still green waters. She lifted her chin, and that movement spoke a single word: Courage.
     I pulled in a breath. My lungs rattled like a freight train crossing a rickety bridge. I was here; this was my moment. I had to go on, for better or worse.
     I said, “‘Before the—’” My voice, thunderous through the microphone, shocked me silent again. Mrs. Prathmore placed her hand against my back, as if to steady me. “‘—Sun,’” I went on. “By C-C-Cory Mackenson.”
     I started reading. I knew the words; I knew the story. My voice seemed to belong to someone else, but the story was part of me. As I continued on, from sentence to sentence, I was aware that the coughing and throat clearing had ceased. No one was whispering. I read the story as if traveling a trail through a familiar woods; I knew the way to go, and this was a comfort. I dared to glance up again at the audience, and when I did I felt it.
     This was to be my first experience with it, and like any first experience, the feeling stays with you forever. What this was exactly I can’t say, but it drove into my soul and made a home there. Everyone was watching me; everyone was listening to me. The words coming out of my mouth—the words I’d conceived and given birth to—were making time null and void; they were bringing together a roomful of people into a journey of common sights, sounds, and thoughts; they were leaving me and traveling into the minds and memories of people who had never been at Saxon’s Lake that chill, early morning in March. I could tell when I looked at them that those people were following me. And the greatest thing—the very greatest thing—is that they wanted to go where I led them.
     All this, of course, I reasoned out much later. What struck me at the moment, beside getting to the end, was how quiet and still everybody had become. I had found the key to a time machine. I had discovered a current of power I’d never dreamed I possessed. I had found a magic box, and it was called a typewriter.
     That voice coming out of me seemed to get stronger. It seemed to speak with expression and clarity rather than being a mumbled drone, which is how it had begun. I was amazed and elated. I actually—wonder of wonders—was enjoying reading aloud.
     I reached the final sentence, and ran out of story.
     For now.
     My mother started applauding first. Then my dad, and the others in the room. I saw the Lady’s violet-gloved hands clapping. The applause felt good; but it wasn’t nearly as good as that feeling of leading people on a journey and them trusting you to know the way. Tomorrow I might want to be a milkman like Dad, or a jet pilot or a detective, but at that instant I wanted to be a writer more than anything on earth.
     I accepted my plaque from Mayor Swope. When I sat down, people around me clapped me on the back, and I could tell by the way my mom and dad smiled that they were proud of me. I didn’t mind that my name was misspelled on the plaque. I knew who I was.
     The second-place winner, by Mr. Terrence Hosmer, was about a farmer trying to outsmart a flock of ravens after his corn crop. The first-place winner, by Mrs. Ada Yearby, concerned the midnight kneeling down of the animals at the birth of Jesus Christ. Then Mayor Swope thanked everyone for coming and said that we could all go home. On the way out, Davy Ray, Johnny, and Ben swarmed around me, and I believe I got more attention than even Mrs. Yearby. The Demon’s mother waddled up to congratulate me, and she looked at my mother with her broad, mustached face and said, “You know, Brenda’s birthday party is next Saturday and Brenda sure would like your boy to be there. You know, I wrote that poem for Brenda, ’cause she’s a real sensitive child. Would your boy come to Brenda’s birthday party? He don’t have to bring no present or nothin’.”
     Mom looked at me for a cue. I saw the Demon, standing with her father across the room. The Demon waved at me and sniggered. Davy Ray elbowed me in the ribs; he didn’t know how close he was to getting killed. I said, “Gee, Mrs. Sutley, I think I might have some chores to do at home on Saturday. Don’t I, Mom?”
     Mom, God love her, was quick. “Yes, you sure do! You’ve got to cut the grass and help your father paint the porch.”
     “Huh?” Dad said.
     “It’s got to be done,” Mom told him. “Saturday’s the only day we can all work on it together.”
     “And maybe I can get some guys to help,” I offered, which made my buddies find wings on their feet.
     “Well, if you wanna come to Brenda’s party, she sure would like it. She’s havin’ her relatives over and all.” Mrs. Sutley gave me a defeated smile. She knew. Then she returned to the Demon and said something to her and the Demon gave me that exact same smile. I felt like a heel on a dung-stained boot. But I couldn’t encourage the Demon, I just couldn’t! It was inhuman to ask me to. And oh brother, I could just imagine what the Demon’s relatives must be like! That group would make the Munsters appear lovely.
     We were almost out the door when a quiet voice spoke: “Tom? Tom Mackenson?”
     My dad stopped and turned around.
     He was in the presence of the Lady.
     She was smaller than I remembered. She barely stood to my father’s shoulders. But there was a strength in her that ten men couldn’t have matched; you could see the force of life in her as you can see it in a weathered tree that has bent before the winds of countless storms. She had approached us without Mr. Damaronde or the Moon Man, who stood waiting at a distance.
     “Hello again,” Mom said. The Lady nodded at her. My dad wore the expression of a man trapped in a dark closet with a tarantula. His eyes were skittering around, searching for a way out, but he was too much of a gentleman to be rude to her.
     “Tom Mackenson,” she repeated. “You and your wife sure have raised a talented boy.”
     “I… we… we’ve done our best, thank you.”
     “And such a good speaker,” the Lady went on. She smiled at me. “You’ve done well,” she said.
     “Thank you, ma’am.”
     “How’s that bicycle doin’?”
     “Fine. I named it ‘Rocket.’”
     “That’s a nice name.”
     “Yes ma’am. And…” Tell her, I decided. “And it’s got an eyeball in the headlight.”
     Her brows lifted, ever so slightly. “Is that a fact?”
     “Cory!” Dad scolded. “Don’t make up such things!”
     “Seems to me,” the Lady said, “a boy’s bicycle needs to see where it’s goin’. Needs to see whether there’s a clear road or trouble ahead. Seems to me a boy’s bicycle needs some horse in it, and some deer, and maybe even a touch of rep-tile. For cleverness, don’t you know?”
     “Yes ma’am,” I agreed. She knew Rocket, all right.
     “That was kind of you to give Cory a bike,” Dad said to her. “I’m not one to accept charity, but—”
     “Oh, it wasn’t charity, Mr. Mackenson. It was repayment for a good deed. Mrs. Mackenson, is there anythin’ at your house that Mr. Lightfoot needs to fix?”
     “No, I think everythin’s workin’ just fine.”
     “Well,” she said, and she stared at my father. “You never know when things are likely to suffer a breakdown.”
     “It was good to see you, Mrs… uh… Lady.” Dad took my mother’s elbow. “We’d better be gettin’ on home now.”
     “Mr. Mackenson, we have some matters to discuss,” the Lady said as we all started moving away. “I believe you understand when I say they’re matters of life and death?”
     Dad stopped. I saw a muscle in his jaw work. He didn’t want to turn back to her, but she was pulling at him. Maybe he felt her life force—her raw, primal power—heat up a notch, just as I did. He seemed to want to take another step away from her, but he just couldn’t do it.
     “Do you believe in Jesus Christ, Mr. Mackenson?” the Lady asked.
     This question broke through his final barricade. He turned around to face her. “Yes, I do,” he said solemnly.
     “As do I. Jesus Christ was as perfect as a human bein’ can be, yet he got mad and fought and wept and had days of feelin’ like he couldn’t go on another step. Like when the lepers and the sick folks almost trampled him down, all of ’em beggin’ for miracles and doggin’ him till he was about miracled out. What I’m sayin’, Mr. Mackenson, is that even Jesus Christ needed help sometimes, and he wasn’t too proud to ask for it.”
     “I don’t need…” He let it go.
     “You see,” the Lady said, “I believe everybody has visions, now and again. I believe it’s part of the human animal. We have these visions—these little snippets of the big quilt—but we can’t figure out where they fit, or why. Most times they come in dreams, when you’re sleepin’. Sometimes you can dream awake. Just about everybody has ’em, only they can’t fathom the meanin’. See?”
     “No,” Dad said.
     “Oh yes, you do.” She raised a reedy finger. “Folks get all wrapped up in the sticky tape of this world, makes ’em blind, deaf, and dumb to what’s goin’ on in the other one.”
     “The other one? Other what?”
     “The other world across the river,” she answered. “Where that man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake is callin’ to you from.”
     “I don’t want to hear any more of this.” But he didn’t move.
     “Callin’ you,” she repeated. “I’m hearin’ him, too, and he’s wreckin’ my damn sleep, and I’m an old woman who needs some peace.” She took a step closer to my father, and her eyes had him. “That man needs to tell who killed him before he can pass on. Oh, he’s tryin’, he’s tryin’ mighty hard, but he can’t give us a name or a face. All he can give us are those little snippets of the big quilt. If you were to come see me, and let’s us put our thinkin’ caps on, maybe we could start sewin’ those snippets together. Then you could get a good night’s sleep again, so could I, and he could go on where he belongs. Better still: we could catch us a killer, if there’s a killer here to be caught.”
     “I don’t… believe in… that kind of non—”
     “Believe it or don’t believe it, that’s your choice,” the Lady interrupted. “But when that dead man comes callin’ on you tonight—and he will—you won’t have any choice but to hear him. And my advice to you, Mr. Mackenson, is that you ought to start listenin’.”
     Dad started to say something; his mouth opened, but his tongue couldn’t jimmy the words out.
     “Excuse me,” I said to the Lady. “I wanted to ask you… if you’ve been… like… havin’ any other dreams.”
     “Oh, most all the time,” she said. “Trouble is, at my age, most all my dreams are reruns.”
     “Well… I was wonderin’ if… you’ve been havin’ any dreams about four girls.”
     “Four girls?” she asked.
     “Yes ma’am. Four girls. You know. Dark, like you. And they’re all dressed up, like it’s a Sunday.”
     “No,” she said. “I can’t say that I have.”
     “I dream about ’em a lot. Not every night, but a lot. What do you suppose it means?”
     “Snippet of a quilt,” she said. “Could be somethin’ you already know, but you don’t know you know.”
     “Ma’am?”
     “Might not be spirits talkin’,” she explained. “Might just be your ownself, tryin’ to figure somethin’ out.”
     “Oh,” I said. This must be why the Lady was picking up Dad’s dreams but not mine; mine were not the ghosts of the past, but a shadow of the future.
     “You’ll have to come over to Bruton and see our new museum when it’s done,” the Lady said to Mom. “We’ve raised money to start buildin’ onto the recreation center. Should be finished in a couple of months. Gonna have a nice exhibition room.”
     “I’ve heard about it,” Mom said. “Good luck.”
     “Thank you. Well, I’ll let you know when the openin’ ceremony’s gonna be. Remember what I’ve told you, Mr. Mackenson.” She offered her violet-gloved hand, and my father took it. He might be fearful of the Lady, but he was first and foremost a gentleman. “You know where I live.”
     The Lady rejoined her husband and Mr. Damaronde, then they walked out into the warm, still night. We went out soon after them, and we saw them drive away in not the rhinestone Pontiac but a plain blue Chevrolet. The last of the attendees were talking on the sidewalk, and they took the time to tell me again how much they’d enjoyed my reading. “Keep up the good work!” Mr. Dollar said, and then I heard him brag to another man, “You know, I cut his hair. Yessir, I’ve been cuttin’ that boy’s hair for years!”
     We drove home. I kept my plaque on my lap, clenched with both hands. “Mom?” I asked. “What kind of museum’s gonna be in Bruton? They gonna have dinosaur bones and stuff?”
     “Nope,” my father told me. “It’s gonna be a civil rights exhibit. I guess they’ll have letters and papers and pictures, that kind of thing.”
     “Slave artifacts is what I hear,” Mom said. “Like leg chains and brandin’ irons, would be my guess. Lizbeth Sears told me she heard the Lady sold that big Pontiac and donated the money toward the buildin’ costs.”
     “I’ll bet whoever burned that cross in her front yard isn’t exactly whistlin’ ‘Dixie’ about this,” Dad observed. “The Klan’ll have somethin’ to say, that’s for sure.”
     “I think it’s a good thing,” Mom said. “I think they need to know where they’ve been to know where they’re goin’.”
     “Yeah, I know where the Klan wishes they’d go, too.” Dad slowed down and turned the pickup truck onto Hilltop Street. I caught a glimpse of the Thaxter mansion through the trees, its windows streaming with light. “She had a hard grip,” Dad said, almost to himself. “The Lady, I mean.” We knew who he was talking about. “Had a hard grip. And it was like she was lookin’ right into me, and I couldn’t stop her from seein’ things that—” He seemed to realize we were still there, and he abruptly canceled that line of thought.
     “I’ll go with you,” Mom offered, “if you want to go see her. I’ll stay right by your side the whole time. She wants to help you. I wish you’d let her.”
     He was silent. We were nearing the house. “I’ll think about it,” he said, which was his way of saying he didn’t want to hear any more talk about the Lady.
     Dad might know where the Lady lived, and he might need her help to exorcise the spirit that called to him from the bottom of Saxon’s Lake, but he wasn’t ready yet. Whether he was ever going to be ready or not, I didn’t know. It was up to him to take the first step, and nobody could make him do it. I had to concern myself with other problems for now: the dream of the four black girls, the Demon’s crush on me, how I was going to survive Leatherlungs, and what I was going to write about next.
     And the green feather. Always the green feather, its unanswered questions taunting me from one of the seven mystic drawers.
     That night, Dad hung the plaque on a wall in my room for me, right over the magic box. It looked nice, up there between the pictures of a large fellow with bolts in his neck and a dark-caped individual with prominent teeth.
     I had been charged with power and tasted life tonight. I had taken my own first step, however awkward, to wherever I was going. This feeling of sheer exhilaration might fade, might wane under the weight of days and dimmish in the river of time; but on this night, this wonderful never-to-be-again night, it was alive.
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Dinner with Vernon


TO SAY THE DEMON PESTERED ME IN THE FOLLOWING DAYS ABOUT coming to her birthday party is like saying a cat has a fondness for the company of mice. Between the Demon’s insistent whispering and Leatherlungs’ window-shaking bellows, I was a bundle of nerves by Wednesday, and I still couldn’t divide fractions.
     On Wednesday night, just after supper, I was drying the dishes for Mom when I heard Dad say from the chair where he was reading the paper, “Car’s stoppin’ out front. We expectin’ anybody?”
     “Not that I know of,” Mom answered.
     The chair creaked as he stood up. He was going out to the porch. Before he went out the door, he gave a low whistle of appreciation. “Hey, you oughta come take a look at this!” he said, and then he went outside. We couldn’t resist this invitation, of course. And there parked in front of our house was a long, sleek car with a paint job that gleamed like black satin. It had wire wheels and a shiny chrome grille and a windshield that seemed a mile wide. It was the longest and most beautiful car I’d ever seen, and it made our pickup truck look like a crusty old scab. The driver’s door opened and a man in a dark suit got out. He came around the car and stepped onto our lawn, and he said, “Good evening” in an accent that didn’t sound like he was from around here. He came on up the walk, into the porch light’s circle, and we all saw he had white hair and a white mustache and his shoes were as shiny and black as the car’s skin.
     “Can I help you?” Dad asked.
     “Mr. Thomas Mackenson?”
     “Tom. That’s me.”
     “Very good, sir.” He stopped at the foot of the steps. “Mrs. Mackenson.” He nodded at my mother, then he looked at me. “Master Cory?”
     “Uh… I’m Cory, yes sir,” I said.
     “Ah. Excellent.” He smiled, and he reached into the inside pocket of his coat and his hand came out holding an envelope. “If you please?” He offered the envelope to me.
     I looked at Dad. He motioned for me to take it. I did, and the white-haired man waited with his hands clasped behind his back as I opened it. The envelope was sealed with a circle of red wax that had the letter T embossed in it. I slid from the envelope a small white card on which there were several lines of typed words.
     “What’s it say?” Mom leaned over my shoulder.
     I read it aloud. “‘Mr. Vernon Thaxter requests the pleasure of your company at dinner, on Saturday, September 19, 1964, at seven o’clock P.M. Dress optional.’”
     “Casual wear recommended,” the white-haired man clarified.
     “Oh my,” Mom said; her worry-bead words. Her brows came together.
     “Uh… can I ask just who you are?” Dad inquired, taking the white card from me and scanning it.
     “My name is Cyril Pritchard, Mr. Mackenson. I am in the employ of the Thaxter household. My wife and I have looked after Mr. Moorwood and young master Vernon for almost eight years.”
     “Oh. Are you… like… the butler or somethin’?”
     “My wife and I serve as we’re required, sir.”
     Dad grunted and frowned, his own mental worry-beads at work. “How come this was sent from Vernon and not from his father?”
     “Because, sir, it’s Vernon who wishes to have dinner with your son.”
     “And why is that? I don’t recall Vernon ever meetin’ my boy.”
     “Young master Vernon attended the Arts Council awards ceremony. He was very impressed with your son’s command of the language. You know, he had aspirations of being a writer himself at one time.”
     “He wrote a book, didn’t he?” Mom asked.
     “Indeed he did. The Moon My Mistress was its title. Published in 1958 by Sonneilton Press in New York City.”
     “I took it out from the library,” Mom admitted. “I have to say I wouldn’t have bought it, not with that bloody meat cleaver on the front. You know, I always thought that was odd, because the book was more about life in that little town than the butcher who… well, you know.”
     “Yes, I do know,” Mr. Pritchard said.
     What I didn’t know until later was that the butcher in Vernon’s book had cut out a different intestine from a number of ladies every time the moon was full. Everybody in the fictional town raved over the butcher’s steak-and-kidney pies, spicy Cajun sausages, and lady-finger meat-spread sandwiches.
     “It wasn’t bad, though, for a first novel,” Mom said. “Why didn’t he write another one?”
     “The book unfortunately didn’t sell, for whatever reason. Young master Vernon was… shall we say… disenchanted.” His gaze returned to me. “What shall I tell young master Vernon in regards to the dinner invitation?”
     “Hold your horses.” Dad spoke up. “I hate to state the obvious, but Vernon’s not… well, he’s not in any mental shape to entertain guests up at that house, is he?”
     Here Mr. Pritchard’s stare went icy. “Young master Vernon is perfectly capable of entertaining a dinner guest, Mr. Mackenson. In response to your implied concern, your son would be safe with him.”
     “I didn’t mean any offense. It’s just that when somebody walks around naked all the time, you’ve got to believe he’s not rowin’ with both oars. I can’t figure why Moorwood lets him go around like that.”
     “Young master Vernon has his own life. Mr. Thaxter has decided to let him do as he pleases.”
     “That’s clear to see,” Dad said. “You know, I haven’t seen hide nor hair of Moorwood in… oh, I guess over three years. He was always a hermit, but doesn’t he ever come up for air anymore?”
     “Mr. Thaxter’s business is taken care of. His rents are collected and his properties maintained. That was always his principal pleasure in life, and so it remains. Now: what may I tell young master Vernon, please?”
     Vernon Thaxter had had a book published. A mystery, by the sound of it. A real book, by a real New York City publisher. I might never get the chance to talk to a real writer again, I thought. I didn’t care if he was crazy, or walked around in his birthday suit. He had knowledge of a world far beyond Zephyr, and though this knowledge may have scorched him, I was interested in finding out his own experiences with the magic box. “I’d like to go,” I said.
     “That’s a yes, I presume?” Mr. Pritchard asked my parents.
     “I don’t know, Tom,” my mother said. “One of us ought to go, too. Just in case.”
     “I understand your hesitation, Mrs. Mackenson. I can only tell you that my wife and I know young master Vernon to be a gentle, intelligent, and sensitive man. He doesn’t have any friends, not really. His father is and has always been very distant to him.” Again, the ice crept back into Mr. Pritchard’s eyes. “Mr. Thaxter is a single-minded man. He never wanted young master Vernon to be a writer. In fact, up until quite recently he refused to allow the library to stock copies of The Moon My Mistress.”
     “What changed his mind?” Mom asked.
     “Time and circumstances,” Mr. Pritchard replied. “It became clear to Mr. Thaxter that young master Vernon did not have the aptitude for the business world. As I’ve said, young master Vernon is a sensitive man.” The ice left him; he blinked, and even offered a shade of a smile. “Pardon me. I didn’t mean to ramble on about concerns with which I’m sure you don’t wish to be bothered. But young master Vernon is eager for an answer. May I tell him yes?”
     “If one of us can go, too,” Dad told him. “I’ve always wanted to see the inside of that house.” He looked at Mom. “Is that all right with you?”
     She thought about it for a minute. I watched for signs of a decision: the chewing of her lower lip usually brought forth a no, whereas a sigh and slight twitch of the right corner of her mouth was a yes being born. The sigh came out, then the twitch. “Yes,” she said.
     “Very good.” Mr. Pritchard’s smile was genuine. He seemed relieved that a positive decision had been reached. “I’ve been instructed to tell you that I’ll pick you up here on Saturday evening at six-thirty. Is that suitable, sir?”
     The question was directed to me. I said it would be fine.
     “Until then.” He gave us all a stiff-backed bow and walked to the black-satin-skinned car. The noise the engine made starting up was like hushed music. Then Mr. Pritchard drove away, and turned at the next intersection onto the upward curve of Temple Street.
     “I hope everything’ll be all right,” Mom said as soon as we were back in the house. “I have to say, Vernon’s book gave me the willies.”
     Dad sat down in his chair again and picked up the sports page where he’d left off. All the headlines were about Alabama and Auburn football games, the religions of autumn. “Always wanted to see where ol’ Moorwood lives. I guess this is as good an opportunity as I’ll get. Anyhow, Cory’ll have a chance to talk to Vernon about writin’.”
     “Lord, I hope you don’t ever write anythin’ as gruesome as that book was,” Mom said to me. “It’s strange, too, because all that gruesome stuff just seemed sewn in where it didn’t have to be. It would’ve been a good book about a small town if all that murder hadn’t been in there.”
     “Murders happen,” Dad said. “As we all know.”
     “Yes, but shouldn’t a book about life be good enough? And that bloody meat cleaver on the cover… well, I wouldn’t have read it to begin with if Vernon’s name hadn’t been on it.”
     “All life isn’t hearts and flowers.” Dad put down his paper. “I wish it was, God knows I do. But life is just as much pain and mess as it is joy and order. Probably a lot more mess than order, too. I guess when you make yourself realize that, you”—he smiled faintly, with his sad eyes, and looked at me—“start growin’ up.” He began reading an article about the Auburn football team, then he put it aside again as another thought struck him. “I’ll tell you what’s strange, Rebecca. Have you seen Moorwood Thaxter in the last two or three years? Have you seen him just once? At the bank, or the barbershop, or anywhere around town?”
     “No, I haven’t. I probably wouldn’t even know what he looks like, anyway.”
     “Slim old fella. Always wears a black suit and a black bow tie. I remember seein’ Moorwood when I was a kid. He always looked dried up and old. After his wife died, he stopped comin’ out of his house very often. But it seems like we would’ve seen him now and again, don’t you think?”
     “I’ve never seen Mr. Pritchard before. I guess they’re all hermits.”
     “Except Vernon,” I said. “Until the weather turns cold, I mean.”
     “Right as rain,” Dad said. “But I think I might ask around tomorrow. Find out if anybody I know has seen Moorwood lately.”
     “Why?” Mom frowned. “What does it matter? You’ll probably see him on Saturday night.”
     “Unless he’s dead,” came his answer. “Now, wouldn’t that be somethin’? If Moorwood’s been dead for two years or more, and everybody in Zephyr still jumps at the sound of his name because his dyin’s been kept a secret?”
     “And why would it be kept a secret? What would be the point?”
     Dad shrugged, but I could tell he was thinking in overdrive. “Inheritance taxes, maybe. Greedy relatives. Legal mess. Could be a lot of things.” A smile stole across his mouth, and his eyes sparkled. “Vernon would have to know it. Now, wouldn’t that just be a hoot if a naked insane man owned most of this town and everybody did what he said to do because we thought it was Moorwood talkin’? Like the night the whole town turned out to keep Bruton from bein’ washed away? I always thought that was peculiar. Moorwood was more interested in keepin’ his money in a tight fist than givin’ it away to Good Samaritans, even if they had to be threatened to be good.”
     “Maybe he had a change of heart,” Mom suggested.
     “Yeah. I suspect bein’ dead can do that.”
     “You’ll have your chance to find out on Saturday night,” Mom said.
     And so we would. Between now and then, however, I had to face the Demon and hear about how much fun her birthday party was going to be and how everybody else in the class would be there. Just as my father was asking around about sightings of Moorwood Thaxter, I asked my classmates at recess if they were going to the Demon’s birthday party.
     No one was. Most made comments that led me to believe they’d rather eat one of her dog dookey sandwiches than go to any party where they’d be at her booger-flicking, Munster-family mercy. I said I’d lie down in red-hot coals and kiss that baldheaded Russian guy who beat his shoe on the table rather than go to the Demon’s party and have to smell her stinking relatives.
     But I didn’t say this where she could hear me, of course. In fact, I was starting to feel more than a little sorry for her, because I couldn’t find one single kid who was going to that party.
     I don’t know why I did it. Maybe because I thought of what it would feel like, to invite a classful of kids to your birthday party, offer to feed them ice cream and cake and they wouldn’t even have to bring a present, and have every one of them say no. That is a hurtful word, and I figured the Demon would hear a lot of it in time to come. But I couldn’t go to the party; that would be begging for trouble. On Thursday after school, I rode Rocket to the Woolworth’s on Merchants Street, and I bought her a fifteen-cent birthday card with a puppy wearing a birthday hat on the front. Inside, under the doggerel poem, I wrote Happy Birthday from Your Classmates. Then I slid it into its pink envelope, and on Friday I got into the room before anybody else and put the envelope on the Demon’s desk. I thanked God nobody saw me, either; I never would’ve lived it down.
     The bell rang, and Leatherlungs took command. The Demon sat down behind me. I heard her open the envelope. Leatherlungs started hollering at a guy named Reggie Duffy because he was chewing grape bubble gum. This was part of the overall plan; we’d learned she despised the smell of grape bubble gum, and so almost every day somebody became a purple-mouthed martyr.
     Behind me, I heard a faint sniff.
     That was all. But it was a heart-aching sound, to think that fifteen cents could buy a happy tear.
     At recess, on the dusty playground behind the school, the Demon fluttered from kid to kid showing them the card. Everybody had the good sense to pretend they already knew about it. Ladd Devine, a lanky kid with a red crew cut who was already showing signs of being a football star in his quick feet, loping passes, and general fondness for mayhem, began telling all the girls he’d bought the card when he heard they thought it was sweet. I didn’t say anything. The Demon was already staring at Ladd with love in her eyes and a finger up her nose.
     On Saturday evening, at the appointed time, Mr. Pritchard arrived at our house in the long black car. “Watch your manners!” Mom cautioned me, though it was meant for Dad, too. We weren’t dressed up in suits; “casual wear” meant comfortable short-sleeved shirts and clean blue jeans. Dad and I climbed into the back of the car and the impression I had was of finding yourself in a cavern with walls of mink and leather. Mr. Pritchard sat divided from us by a pane of clear plastic. He drove us away from the house and took the turn up onto the heights of Temple Street, and we could hardly hear the engine or even feel a bump.
     On Temple Street, amid huge spreading oaks and poplars, were the homes of the elite citizens of Zephyr. Mayor Swope’s red brick house was there, on a circular driveway. Dad pointed out the white stone mansion of the man who was president of the bank. A little farther along the winding street stood the house of Mr. Sumpter Womack, who owned the Spinnin’ Wheel, and directly across the way in a house with white columns lived Dr. Parrish. Then Temple Street ended at a gate of scrolled ironwork. Beyond the gate, a cobblestoned drive curved between rows of evergreens that stood as straight as soldiers at attention. The windows of the Thaxter mansion were ablaze with light, its slanted roofs topped with chimneys and bulbous onion-shaped turrets. Mr. Pritchard stopped to get out to open the gate, then he stopped again on the other side to close it. The car’s tires made pillows out of the cobblestones. We followed the curve between the fragrant pines, and Mr. Pritchard pulled us to a halt under a large canvas awning striped with blue and gold. Beneath the awning, a stone-tiled entryway led to the massive front door. Before Dad could unlatch the car’s door, Mr. Pritchard was there to do it for him. Then Mr. Pritchard, moving with the grace and silence of quicksilver, opened the mansion’s front door for us, and we walked in.
     Dad stopped. “Golly,” was all he could say.
     I shared his sense of awe. To describe the interior of the Thaxter mansion in the detail it deserves is impossible, but I was struck by the vastness of it, the high ceilings with exposed beams and chandeliers hanging down. Everything seemed to be shining and gleaming and glinting, and our feet were cushioned by gardens of Oriental weave. The air smelled of cedar and saddle soap. On the walls pictures in gilded frames basked in pools of light. A huge tapestry showing a medieval scene adorned one entire wall, and a wide staircase swept up to the second floor like the sweet curve of Chile Willow’s shoulder. I saw textures of burled wood, burnished leather, crushed velvet, and colored glass, and even the chandelier bulbs were sparkling clean, not a cobweb between them.
     A woman about the same age as Mr. Pritchard appeared from a hallway. She wore a white uniform and had her snowy hair in a bun clasped with silver pins. She had a round, pretty face and clear blue eyes, and she said hello to us in the same accent as her husband. Dad had told me it was British. “Young master Vernon’s with his trains,” she told us. “He’d like you to join him there.”
     “Thank you, Gwendolyn,” Mr. Pritchard said. “If you’ll follow me, gentlemen?” He began walking into a corridor flanked with more rooms, and we were quick to keep up. It was obvious to us that you could put several houses the size of ours in this mansion and still have room left over for a barn. Mr. Pritchard stopped and opened a pair of tall doors and we heard the tinny wail of a train whistle.
     And there was Vernon, naked as the day he escaped the womb. He was leaning over, examining something he held close to his face, and we had quite a view of his rear end.
     Mr. Pritchard cleared his throat. Vernon turned around, a locomotive in his hand, and he smiled so wide I thought his face would split. “Oh, there you are!” he said. “Come on in!” We did. The room had no furniture but a huge table on which toy trains were chugging across a green landscape of miniature hills, forest, and a tiny town. Vernon was attending to the locomotive’s wheels with a shaving brush. “Dust on the tracks,” he explained. “If it builds up, a whole train can crash.”
     I watched the train layout with pure amazement. Seven trains were in motion at the same time. Little switches were being thrown automatically, little signal lights blinking, little cars stopped at little railroad crossings. Sprinkled throughout the green forest were red-leafed Judas trees. The tiny town had matchbox houses and buildings painted to resemble brick and stone. At the terminus of the main street there was a gothic structure with a cupola: the courthouse where I’d fled from Mayor Swope. Roads snaked between the mounded hills. A bridge crossed a river of green-painted glass, and out beyond the town there was a large oblong black-painted mirror. Saxon’s Lake, I realized. Vernon had even painted the shoreline red to represent the rocks there. I saw the baseball field, the swimming pool, the houses and streets of Bruton. Even a single rainbow-splashed house, at the end of what must be Jessamyn Street. I found Route Ten, which ran along the forest that opened up a space for Saxon’s Lake. I was looking for a particular house. Yes, there it was, the size of my thumbnail: Miss Grace’s house of bad girls. In the wooded hills to the west, between Zephyr and the off-map Union Town, there was a round scorch mark where some of the little trees had burned away. “Somethin’ caught fire,” I said.
     “That’s where the meteor fell,” Vernon replied without even glancing at it. He blew on the locomotive’s wheels, a naked Amazing Colossal Man. I found Hilltop Street, and our own house at the edge of the woods. Then I followed the stately curve of Temple Street, and right there stood the cardboard mansion my father and I were standing in.
     “You’re in here, Cory. Both of you are.” Vernon motioned toward a shoebox beside his right hand, near a scatter of railroad cars, disconnected tracks, and wiring. On the shoebox’s lid was written PEOPLE in black crayon. I lifted the lid and looked down at what must’ve been hundreds of tiny toy people, their flesh and hair meticulously painted. None of them wore any clothes.
     One of the moving trains let out a high, birdlike whistle. Another was pulled by a steam engine, which puffed out circles of smoke the size of Cheerios. Dad walked around the gigantic, intricate layout, his mouth agape. “It’s all here, isn’t it?” he asked. “Poulter Hill’s even got tombstones on it! Mr. Thaxter, how’d you do all this?”
     He looked up from his work. “I’m not Mr. Thaxter,” he said. “I’m Vernon.”
     “Oh. All right. Vernon, then. How’d you do all this?”
     “Not overnight, that’s for sure,” Vernon answered, and he smiled again. From a distance his face was boyish; up close, though, you could see the crinkly lines around his eyes and two deeper lines bracketing his mouth. “I did it because I love Zephyr. Always have. Always will.” He glanced at Mr. Pritchard, who’d been waiting by the door. “Thanks, Cyril. You can go now. Oh… wait. Does Mr. Mackenson understand?”
     “Understand what?” Dad asked.
     “Uh… young master Vernon wants to have dinner alone with your son. He wants you to eat in the kitchen.”
     “I don’t get it. Why?”
     Vernon kept staring at Mr. Pritchard. The older man said, “Because he invited your son to dinner. You came along, as I understand, as a chaperon. If you still have any… uh… reservations, let me tell you that the dining room is next to the kitchen. We’ll be there eating our dinner while your son and young master Vernon are in the dining room. It’s what he wants, Mr. Mackenson.” This last sentence was spoken with an air of resignation.
     Dad looked at me, and I shrugged. I could tell he didn’t like this arrangement, and he was close to pulling up stakes.
     “You’re here,” Vernon said. He put the locomotive down on a track, and it clickety-clicked out from under his hand. “Might as well stay.”
     “Might as well,” I echoed to Dad.
     “You’ll enjoy the food. Gwendolyn’s a fine cook,” Mr. Pritchard added.
     Dad folded his arms across his chest and watched the trains. “Okay,” he said quietly. “I guess.”
     “Good!” Now Vernon truly beamed. “That’s all, Cyril.”
     “Yes sir.” Mr. Pritchard left, and the doors closed behind him.
     “You’re a milkman, aren’t you?” Vernon asked.
     “Yes, I am. I work for Green Meadows.”
     “My daddy owns Green Meadows.” Vernon walked past me and around the table to check a connection of wires. “It’s that way.” He pointed off the table with one of his skinny arms in the direction of the dairy. “You know there’s a new grocery store opening in Union Town next month? They’re almost finished with that new shopping center there. Going to be what they call a supermarket. Going to have a whole big section of milk in—can you believe this?—plastic jugs.”
     “Plastic jugs?” Dad grunted. “I’ll be.”
     “Everything’s going plastic,” Vernon said. He reached down and straightened a house. “That’s what the future’s going to be. Plastic, through and through.”
     “I… haven’t seen your father for a good long while, Vernon. I talked to Mr. Dollar yesterday. Talked to Dr. Parrish and Mayor Swope today, too. Even went by the bank to talk to a few people. Nobody’s seen your father for two or more years. Fella at the bank says Mr. Pritchard picks up the important papers and they come back signed by Moorwood.”
     “Yes, that’s right. Cory, how do you like this bird’s-eye view of Zephyr? Kind of makes you feel like you could fly right over the roofs, doesn’t it?”
     “Yes sir.” I’d been thinking the exact same thing just a minute or so before.
     “Oh, don’t ‘sir’ me. Call me Vernon.”
     “Cory’s been taught to respect his elders,” Dad said.
     Vernon looked at him with an expression of surprise and dismay. “Elders? But we’re the same age.”
     Dad didn’t speak for a few seconds. Then he said, “Oh” in a careful voice.
     “Cory, come here and run the trains! Okay?” He was standing next to a control box with dials and levers on it. “Express freight’s coming through! Toot toot!”
     I walked to the control box, which looked as complicated as dividing fractions. “What do I do?”
     “Anything,” Vernon said. “That’s the fun of it.”
     Hesitantly, I started twisting dials and pushing levers. Some of the trains got faster, others slower. The steam engine was really puffing now. The signal lights blinked and the whistles blew.
     “Is Moorwood still here, Vernon?” my father asked.
     “Resting. He’s upstairs, resting.” Vernon’s attention was fixed on the trains.
     “Can I see him?”
     “Nobody sees him when he’s resting,” Vernon explained.
     “When is he not restin’, then?”
     “I don’t know. He’s always too tired to tell me.”
     “Vernon, would you look at me?” Vernon turned his head toward my dad, but his eyes kept cutting back to the trains. “Is Moorwood still alive?”
     “Alive, alive-o,” Vernon said. “Clams and mussels, alive, alive-o.” He frowned, as if the question had finally registered. “Of course he’s alive! Who do you think runs all this business stuff?”
     “Maybe Mr. Pritchard does?”
     “My daddy is upstairs resting,” Vernon repeated with firm emphasis on the resting. “Are you a milkman or a member of the Inquisition?”
     “Just a milkman,” Dad said. “A curious milkman.”
     “And curiouser and curiouser you get. Pick up the speed, Cory! Number Six is running late!”
     I kept twisting the dials. The trains were zipping around the bends and racing between the hills.
     “I liked your story about the lake,” Vernon said. “That’s why I painted the lake black. It’s got a dark secret deep inside, doesn’t it?”
     “Yes, si—Vernon,” I corrected myself. I’d have to get used to being able to call a grown-up by his first name.
     “I read about it in the Journal.” Vernon reached out toward a hillside to straighten a crooked tree, and his shadow fell over the earth. Then, the task done, he stepped back and gazed down upon the town. “The killer had to know how deep Saxon’s Lake is. So he has to be a local. Maybe he lives in one of those houses, right there in Zephyr. But, if I’m to understand the dead man was never identified and nobody’s turned up missing since March, then he must not have been a local. So: what’s the connection between a man who lives here and a man who lived somewhere far away?”
     “The sheriff would like to know that, too.”
     “Sheriff Amory’s a good man,” Vernon said. “Just not a good sheriff. He’d be the first to admit it. He doesn’t have the hound-dog instinct; he lets the birds fly when he’s got his paws on them.” Vernon scratched a place just below his navel, his head cocked to one side. Then he walked to a brass wallplate and flicked two switches. The room’s lights went off; tiny lights in some of the toy houses came on. The trains followed their headlights around the tracks. “So early in the morning,” he mused. “But if I was going to kill somebody, I’d have killed them early enough to dump them in the lake and be sure nobody was coming along Route Ten. Why’d the killer wait until almost dawn to do it?”
     “I wish I knew,” Dad said.
     I kept playing with the levers, the dials illuminated before me.
     “It must be somebody who doesn’t get home delivery from Green Meadows,” Vernon decided. “He didn’t think about the milkmen’s schedules, did he? You know what I believe?” Dad didn’t answer. “I believe the killer’s a night owl. I think dumping the body into the lake was the last thing he did before he went home and went to bed. I believe if you find a night owl who doesn’t drink milk, you’ve got your killer.”
     “Doesn’t drink milk? How do you figure that?”
     “Milk helps you sleep,” Vernon said. “The killer doesn’t like to sleep, and if he works in the daytime, he’ll drink his coffee black.”
     The only response Dad gave was a muffled grunt, whether in agreement or in sympathy I didn’t know.
     Mr. Pritchard returned to the darkened room to announce that dinner was being served. Then Vernon turned off the trains and said, “Come on with me, Cory,” and I followed him as Dad went with the butler. We walked into a room with suits of armor standing in it, and there was a long table with two places set, one across from the other. Vernon told me to choose a seat, so I sat where I could see the knights. In a few minutes Gwendolyn entered, carrying a silver tray, and so began one of the strangest dinners of my life.
     We had strawberry soup with vanilla wafers crumbled up in it. We had ravioli and chocolate cake on the same plate. We had lemon-lime Fizzies to drink, and Vernon put a whole Fizzie tablet in his mouth and I laughed when the green bubbles boiled out. We had hamburger patties and buttered popcorn, and dessert was a bowl of devil’s food cake batter you ate with a spoon. As I ate these things, I did so with guilty pleasure; a kid’s feast like this was the kind of thing that would’ve made my mother swoon. There wasn’t a vegetable in sight, no carrots, no spinach, no Brussels sprouts. I did get a whiff of what I thought to be beef stew from the kitchen, so I figured Dad was having a grown-up’s meal. He probably had no idea what I was assaulting my stomach with. Vernon was a happy eater; he laughed and laughed and both of us wound up licking our batter bowls in a sugar-sopped delirium.
     Vernon wanted to know all about me. What I liked to do, who my friends were, what books I liked to read, what movies I enjoyed. He’d seen Invaders from Mars, too; it was a linchpin between us. He said he used to have a great big trunk full of superhero comic books, but his daddy had made him throw them away. He said he used to have shelves of Hardy Boys mysteries, until his daddy had gotten mad at him one day and burned them in the fireplace. He said he used to have all the Doc Savage magazines and the Tarzan and John Carter of Mars books and the Shadow and Weird Tales and boxes of Argosy and Boy’s Life magazines, but his daddy had said Vernon had gotten too old for those things and all of them, every one, had gone into the fire or the trash and burned to ashes or been covered in earth. He said he would give a million dollars if he could have them again and he said that if I had any of them I should hold on to them forever because they were magic.
     And once you burn the magic things or cast them out in the garbage, Vernon said, you become a beggar for magic again.
     “‘I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled,’” Vernon said.
     “What?” I asked him. I’d never even seen Vernon wearing shorts before.
     “I wrote a book once,” he told me.
     “I know. Mom’s read it.”
     “Would you like to be a writer someday?”
     “I guess,” I said. “I mean… if I could be.”
     “Your story was good. I used to write stories. My daddy said it was fine for me to have a hobby like that, but never to forget that someday all this would be my responsibility.”
     “All what?” I asked.
     “I don’t know. He never would tell me.”
     “Oh.” Somehow this made sense. “How come you didn’t write another book?”
     Vernon started to say something; his mouth opened, then closed again. He sat for a long moment staring at his hands, his fingers smeared with cake batter. His eyes had taken on a shiny glint. “I only had the one in me,” he said at last. “I looked and I looked for another one. But it’s not there. It wasn’t there yesterday, it’s not there today… and I don’t think it’ll be there tomorrow, either.”
     “How come?” I asked. “Can’t you think of a story?”
     “I’ll tell you a story,” he said.
     I waited.
     Vernon drew a long breath and let it go. His eyes were unfocused, as if he were struggling to stay awake but sleep was pulling him under. “There was a boy,” he began, “who wrote a book about a town. A little town, about the size of Zephyr. Yes, very much like Zephyr. This boy wrote a book, and it took him four years to get everything exactly right. And while this boy was writing his book, his daddy…” He trailed off.
     I waited.
     “His… daddy…” Vernon frowned, trying to find his thoughts again. “Yes,” he said. “His daddy told him he was nothing but a fool. His daddy said it night and day. You fool, you crazy fool. Spending your time writing a book, when you ought to know business. That’s what I raised you for. Business. I didn’t raise you to spend your time disappointing me and throwing your chances away, I raised you for business and your mother is looking at you from her grave because you disappointed her, too. Yes, you broke her heart when you failed college and that’s why she took the pills that reason and that reason alone. Because you failed and all that money was wasted I should’ve just thrown it out the window let the niggers and the white trash have it.” Vernon blinked; something about his face looked shattered. “‘Negroes,’ the boy said. We must be civilized. Do you see, Cory?”
     “I… don’t…”
     “Chapter two,” Vernon said. “Four years. The boy stood it for four years. And he wrote this book about the town, and the people in it who made it what it was. And maybe there wasn’t a real plot to it, maybe there wasn’t anything that grabbed you by the throat and tried to shake you until your bones rattled, but the book was about life. It was the flow and the voices, the little day-to-day things that make up the memory of living. It meandered like the river, and you never knew where you were going until you got there, but the journey was sweet and deep and left you wishing for more. It was alive in a way that the boy’s life was not.” He sat staring at nothing for a moment. I watched his chocolate-smeared fingers gripping at the table’s edge. “He found a publisher,” Vernon went on. “A real New York City publisher. You know, that’s where the heart of things is. That’s where they make the books by the hundreds of thousands, and each one is a child different and special and some walk tall and some are crippled, but they all go out into the world from there. And the boy got a call from New York City and they said they wanted to publish his book but would he consider some changes to make it even better than it was and the boy was so happy and proud he said yes he wanted it to be the very best it could be.” Vernon’s glassy eyes moved, finding pictures in the air.
     “So,” Vernon said in a quiet voice, “the boy packed his bags while his daddy told him he was a stupid fool that he’d come back to this house crawling and then we’d see who was right, wouldn’t we? And the boy was a very naughty boy that day, he told his daddy he’d see him in the bad place first. He went from Zephyr to Birmingham on a bus and Birmingham to New York City on a train, and he walked into an office in a tall building to find out what was going to happen to his child.”
     Vernon lapsed into silence again. He picked up his batter bowl, trying to find something else to lick. “What happened?” I prodded.
     “They told him.” He smiled; it was a gaunt smile. “They said this is a business, like any other. We have charts and graphs, and we have numbers on the wall. We know that this year people want murder mysteries, and your town would make a wonderful setting for one. Murder mysteries, they said. Thrill people. We’re having to compete with television now, they said. It’s not like it used to be, when people had time to read. People want murder mysteries, and we have charts and graphs to prove it. They said if the boy would fit a murder mystery into the book—and it wouldn’t be too difficult, they said, it wouldn’t be too hard at all to do—then they would publish it with the boy’s name right there on the cover. But they said they didn’t like the title Moon Town. No, that wouldn’t do. Can you write hard-boiled? they asked. They said they needed a hard-boiled writer this year.”
     “Did he do it?” I asked.
     “Oh, yes.” Vernon nodded. “Oh, he did it. Whatever they wanted. Because it was so close, so close he could taste it. And he knew his daddy was watching over his shoulder. He did it.” Vernon’s smile was like a fresh wound in scar tissue. “But they were wrong. It was very, very hard to do. The boy got a room in a hotel, and he worked on it. That hotel… it was all he could afford. And as he worked on that rented typewriter in that mean little rented room, some of that hotel and some of that city got into him and made its way through his fingers into that book. Then one day he didn’t know where he was anymore. He was lost, and there were no signs telling him which way to go. He heard people crying and saw people hurt, and something inside him closed up like a fist and all he wanted to do was get to that last page and get out of it. He heard his daddy laughing, late at night. Heard him say you fool, you little fool you should’ve stood your ground. Because his daddy was in him, and his daddy had come with him all that way from Zephyr to New York City.”
     Vernon’s eyes squeezed shut for a few agonized seconds. Then they opened again, and I saw they were rimmed with red. “That boy. That stupid little foolish boy took their money, and he ran. Back to Zephyr, back to the clean hills, back where he could think. And then that book came out, with the boy’s name on it, and he saw that cover and knew he had taken his child and he had dressed that beautiful child up like a prostitute and now only people who craved ugliness wanted her. They wanted to wallow in her, and use her up and throw her away because she was only one of a hundred thousand and she was crippled. And that boy… that boy had done it to her. That evil, greedy boy.”
     His voice cracked with a noise that startled me.
     Vernon pressed his hand to his mouth. When he lowered his hand, a silver thread of saliva hung from his lower lip. “That boy,” he whispered. “Found out very soon… that the book was a failure. Very soon. He called them. Anything, he said. I’ll do anything to save it And they said we have the charts and tables, and numbers on the wall. They said people were tired of murder mysteries. They said people wanted something different. Said they’d like to see his next book, though. He had promise, they said. Just come up with something different. You’re a young man, they said. You have lots of books in you.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand: a slow, labored movement. “His daddy was waiting. His daddy grinned and grinned and kept on grinning. His daddy’s face got as big as the sun and the boy was burned every time he looked at it. His daddy said you’re not fit to wear my shoes. And I paid for those shoes. Yes I did. I paid for that shirt and those pants. You’re not fit to wear what good money buys you. All you know is failure and failure and that’s all you’ll ever know for the rest of your life, and he said if I died in my sleep tonight it would be because you killed me with your failures. And that boy stood at the foot of the stairs, and he was crying and he said go on and die, then. I wish to God you would die, you… miserable… sonofabitch.”
     On that last terrible, hiss-breathed word I saw the tears jump in his eyes as if he’d been speared. He made a soft moaning sound, his face in torment like a Spanish painting I’d once seen of a naked saint in National Geographic. A tear streaked down to his jaw, followed by a second that got caught in a smear of chocolate batter in the corner of his mouth.
     “Oh…” he whispered. “Oh… oh… no.”
     “Young master Vernon?” The voice was as soft as his, but spoken with firmness. Mr. Pritchard had come into the room. Vernon didn’t even look at him. I started to stand up, but Mr. Pritchard said, “Master Cory? Please stay where you are for right now.” I stayed. Mr. Pritchard crossed the room and stood behind Vernon, and he reached out and put a gentle hand on Vernon’s thin shoulder. “Dinner’s over, young master Vernon,” he said.
     The naked man didn’t move or respond. His eyes were dull and dead, nothing alive about him but the slow crawl of tears.
     “It’s time for bed, sir,” Mr. Pritchard said.
     Vernon spoke in a hollow, faraway voice: “Will I wake up?”
     “I believe you will, sir.” The hand patted his shoulder; it was a fatherly touch. “You should say good night to your dinner guest.”
     Vernon looked at me. It was as if he’d never seen me before, as if I were a stranger in his house. But then his eyes came to life again and he sniffled and smiled in his boyish way. “Dust on the tracks,” he said. “If it builds up, a train can crash.” A frown passed over his features, but it was just a small storm and quickly gone. “Cory.” The smile returned. “Thank you for having dinner with me tonight.”
     “Yes si—”
     He held up a finger. “Vernon.”
     “Vernon,” I repeated.
     He stood up, and I did, too. Mr. Pritchard said to me, “Your father’s waiting for you at the front door. You turn right and walk along the hallway, you’ll come to it. I’ll be outside to drive you home in a few minutes, if you’ll just wait by the car.” Mr. Pritchard grasped one of Vernon’s elbows, and he guided Vernon to the door. Vernon walked like a very old man.
     “I enjoyed my dinner!” I told him.
     Vernon stopped and stared at me. His smile flickered off and on, like the sputtering of a broken neon sign. “I hope you keep writing, Cory. I hope everything good happens to you.”
     “Thank you, Vernon.”
     He nodded, satisfied that we had made a connection. He paused once more at the entrance to the dining room. “You know, Cory, sometimes I have the strangest dream. In it, I’m walking the streets in broad daylight and I don’t have on any clothes.” He laughed. “Not a stitch! Imagine that!”
     I can’t remember smiling.
     Vernon let Mr. Pritchard lead him out. I looked around at the carnage of plates, and I felt sick.
     The front door was easy to find. Dad was there; from the way he smiled, I could tell he had no inkling of what I’d witnessed. “You have a good talk?” I guess I mumbled something that satisfied him. “He treat you okay?” I just nodded. Dad was jovial and happy now that his belly was full of beef stew and Vernon hadn’t hurt me. “Nice house, isn’t it?” he asked as we walked to the long black car. “A house like this… there’s no tellin’ how much it cost.”
     I didn’t know either. But I did know that it was more than any one human being ought to pay.
     We waited to go home, and in a little while Mr. Pritchard walked out of the house to deliver us at our own front door.
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The Wrath of Five Thunders


ON MONDAY MORNING I FOUND THE DEMON HAD SPURNED ME. She had eyes now only for Ladd Devine, and her fickle fingers left the back of my neck alone. It was the birthday card that had done it, and Ladd’s unknowing declaration that he had sent it. Ladd was going to be a really good football player when he got to high school; between then and now, he would be getting plenty of practice running and dodging.
     There was one last incident in the tale of the Demon’s birthday. I asked her at recess, as she watched Ladd passing a football to Barney Gallaway, how her party had been. She looked at me as if I were one shade short of invisible. “Oh, we had fun,” she said, her stare going back to the young football star. “My relatives came and ate ice cream and cake.”
     “Did you get any presents?”
     “Uh-huh.” She began to chew on a dirty fingernail, her hair stringy and oily and hanging in her face. “My momma and daddy gave me a nurse kit, my aunt Gretna gave me a pair of gloves she knitted, and my cousin Chile gave me a dried flower wreath to hang over my door for good luck.”
     “That’s good,” I said. “That’s real—”
     I had been about to move away. Now I stopped in my tracks.
     “Chile?” I said. “What’s her last name?”
     “Purcell. Used to be, I mean. She got married to a fella and the stork brought ’em a little bitty baby.” The Demon sighed. “Oh, ain’t Ladd just the handsomest thing?”
     God has a sense of humor that gets my goat sometimes.
     September dwindled away, and one morning it was October. The hills were streaked with red and gold, as if some magician had painted the trees almost overnight. It was still hot in the afternoons, but the mornings began to whisper about sweaters. This was Indian summer, when you saw those purple-and-red-grained ears of corn in baskets in the grocery store and an occasional dead leaf chuckled along the sidewalk.
     We had Show-and-Tell Day at our grade in school, which meant that everybody got to bring something important and tell why it was. I brought an issue of Famous Monsters to class, the sight of which would probably set Leatherlungs off like a Roman candle but would make me a hero of the oppressed. Davy Ray brought his “I Get Around” record, and the picture of an electric guitar he hoped to learn to play when his parents could afford lessons. Ben brought a Confederate dollar. Johnny brought his collection of arrowheads, all kept in separate drawers in a metal fishing-tackle box and protected by individual cotton balls.
     They were a wonder to behold. Small and large, rough and smooth, light and dark: they beckoned the imagination on a journey into the time when the forest was unbroken, the only light was cast from tribal fires, and Zephyr existed only in a medicine man’s fever. Johnny had been gathering the arrowheads ever since I’d known him, in the second grade. While the rest of us were running and playing without a moment’s interest in that dusty crevice known as history, Johnny was searching the wooded trails and creekbeds for a sharp little sign of his heritage. He had collected over a hundred, lovingly cleaned them—but no shellac, that would be an insult to the hand that carved the flint—and tucked them away in the tackle box. I imagined he took them out at night, in his room, and over them he dreamed of what life was like in Adams Valley two hundred years ago. I wondered if he imagined there were four Indian buddies who had four dogs and four swift ponies, and that they lived in tepees in the same village and talked about life and school and stuff. I never asked him, but I think he probably did.
     Before school began that morning of show-and-tell—which I had been dreading for several days because of what the Demon would offer up for appraisal—the guys and I met where we usually did, near the monkey bars on the dusty playground, our bikes chained to the fence along with dozens of others. We sat in the sun because the morning was cool and the sky was clear. “Open it,” Ben said to Johnny. “Come on, let’s see.”
     It didn’t take much urging for Johnny to flip up the latch. He may have kept them protected like rare jewels, but he wasn’t stingy about sharing their magic. “Found this one last Saturday,” he said as he opened a wad of cotton and brought a pale gray arrowhead to the light. “You can tell whoever did this was in a hurry. See how the cuts are so rough and uneven? He wasn’t takin’ his time about it. He just wanted to make an arrowhead so he could go shoot somethin’ to eat.”
     “Yeah, and from the size of it I’ll bet all he got was a gopher,” Davy Ray commented.
     “Maybe he was a sorry shot,” Ben said. “Maybe he knew he’d probably lose it.”
     “Could be,” Johnny agreed. “Maybe he was a boy, and this was his first one.”
     “If I’d had to depend on makin’ arrowheads to eat,” I said, “I would’ve dried up and blown away mighty fast.”
     “You sure have got a lot of them.” Ben’s fingers might have been itching to explore in the tackle box, but he was respectful of Johnny’s property. “Have you got a favorite one?”
     “Yeah, I do. This is it.” Johnny picked up a wad of cotton, opened it, and showed us which one.
     It was black, smooth, and almost perfectly formed.
     I recognized it.
     It was the arrowhead Davy Ray had found in the deep woods on our camping trip.
     “That’s a beauty,” Ben agreed. “Looks like it’s been oiled, doesn’t it?”
     “I just cleaned it, that’s all. It does shine, though.” He rubbed the arrowhead between his brown fingers, and he placed it in Ben’s pudgy hand. “Feel it,” Johnny said. “You can hardly feel any cuts on it.”
     Ben passed it to Davy Ray, who passed it to me. The arrowhead had one small chip in it, but it seemed to melt into your hand. Rubbing it in your palm, it was hard to tell where arrowhead stopped and flesh began. “I wonder who made this one,” I said.
     “Yeah, I’d like to know, too. Whoever did it wasn’t in any hurry. Whoever did it wanted to have a good arrowhead, one that would fly true, even if he lost it. Arrowheads were more than just the tips of arrows to Indians; they were like money, and they showed how much care you put into things. They showed how good of a hunter you were, whether you needed a lot of cheap old arrowheads to do the job, or if you had the time to make a few you could count on. I sure would like to know who made it.”
     This seemed important to Johnny. “I’ll bet it was a chief,” I offered.
     “A chief? Really?” Ben’s eyes got wide.
     “He’s fixin’ to make up a story,” Davy Ray told him. “Can’t believe a thing he says from here on out.”
     “Sure it was a chief!” I said adamantly. “Yes, he was a chief and he was the youngest chief the tribe ever had! He was twenty years old and his father was a chief before him!”
     “Oh, brother!” Davy Ray pulled his knees up to his chest, a knowing smile on his face. “Cory, if there’s ever a biggest-liar-in-town contest, you’ll win first prize for sure!”
     Johnny smiled, too, but his eyes were keen with interest. “Go on, Cory. Let’s hear about him. What was his name?”
     “I don’t know. It was… Runnin’ Deer, I—”
     “That’s no good!” Ben said. “That’s a girl Indian’s name! Make his name… oh… a warrior’s name. Like Heap Big Thundercloud!”
     “Big Heap Do-Do!” Davy Ray cackled. “That’s you, Ben!”
     “His name was Chief Thunder,” Johnny said, looking directly at me and ignoring the squabbling duo. “No. Chief Five Thunders. Because he was tall and dark and—”
     “Cross-eyed,” Davy Ray said.
     “Had a clubfoot,” Johnny finished, and Davy Ray shut up his giggling.
     I paused, the arrowhead gleaming on my palm.
     “Go ahead, Cory,” Johnny urged in a quiet voice. “Tell us a story about him.”
     “Chief Five Thunders.” I was thinking, weaving the story together, as my fingers squeezed and relaxed around the warm flint. “He was a Cherokee.”
     “Creek,” Johnny corrected me.
     “Creek, like I said. He was a Creek Indian, and his father was a chief but his father got killed when he was out huntin’. He went out huntin’ for deer, and they found him where he’d fallen off a rock. He was dyin’, but he told his son he’d seen Snowdown. Yes, he had. He’d seen Snowdown up close, close enough to see that white skin and those antlers that were as big as trees. He said as long as Snowdown lived in the woods, the world would keep goin’. But if anybody ever killed Snowdown, the world would end. Then he died, and Five Thunders was the new chief.”
     “I thought a chief had to fight to get to be chief,” Davy Ray said.
     “Well, sure he did!” I answered. “Everybody knows that. He had to fight a whole bunch of braves who thought they ought to be chief. But he liked peace better than he liked fightin’. It wasn’t that he couldn’t fight when he had to, it was just that he knew when to fight and when not to fight. But he had a temper, too. That’s why they didn’t call him just ‘One Thunder’ or ‘Two Thunders.’ He didn’t get mad very much, but when he did—look out! It was like five thunders boomin’ out all at the same time.”
     “The bell’s about to ring,” Johnny said. “What happened to him?”
     “He… uh… he was the chief for a long, long time. Until he got to be sixty years old. Then he passed bein’ chief to his son, Wise Fox.” I glanced toward the entrance; kids were starting to go into the school. “But Five Thunders was the chief they remembered best, because he kept peace between his tribe and the other tribes, and when he died they took his best arrowheads and scattered them around the woods for people to find a hundred years later. Then they carved his name in a rock and they buried his body in the secret Indian burial ground.”
     “Oh, yeah?” Davy Ray grinned. “Where’s that?”
     “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s a secret.”
     They groaned. The bell rang, summoning the kids in. I returned the arrowhead of Five Thunders to Johnny, who wrapped it in cotton and returned it to the tackle box. We stood up and started walking across the playground, puffs of dust rising behind our heels. “Maybe there really was somebody like Chief Five Thunders,” Johnny said as we neared the door.
     “Sure there was!” Ben spoke up. “Cory said so, didn’t he?”
     Davy Ray made a noise like the breaking of wind, but I knew he didn’t mean it. He had a part to play in our group—the part of scoffer and agitator—and this he played very well. I knew what Davy Ray was inside; after all, it was he who had brought Five Thunders to life.
     I heard Ladd Devine hollering, “Get away from me with those squirrel heads!” Some girl screamed and somebody shouted, “Oh, gross!” The Demon was in her element.
     As I had predicted, the sight of cinematic monsters in her classroom enraged Leatherlungs. She threw a tantrum that made one of Five Thunders’ outbreaks seem more like Half-a-Pipsqueak. Leatherlungs demanded to know if my parents knew what kind of garbage I was stuffing my mind with. Then she went into a tirade about how all decency and thoughtfulness in this world was going to ruin, just going to ruin, and why wasn’t I interested in good reading instead of this monster trash? I just sat there and took it on the chin, like I was supposed to. Then the Demon opened up the shoebox she’d brought and stuck it in Leatherlungs’ face and the sight of those four squirrel heads crawling with ants and their eyes poked out with a toothpick made Leatherlungs beat a hasty retreat to the teachers’ lounge.
     At last the three o’clock bell rang, and school was behind us for another day. We left Leatherlungs reduced to a raspy whisper. Out on the playground under the hot afternoon sun, clouds of dust stormed through the air as kids ran for freedom. As usual, Davy Ray was ragging Ben about something or other. Johnny put his tackle box on the ground as he unlocked his bike chain, and I knelt down to work the combination lock that secured Rocket.
     It happened very fast. Such things always do.
     They came out of the dust. I felt them before I saw them. The skin at the back of my neck drew tight.
     “Four little pussies, all in a row,” came the first taunt.
     My head whipped around, because I knew that voice. Davy Ray and Ben ceased their wrangling. Johnny looked up, his eyes darkening with dread.
     “There they are,” Gotha Branlin said, with Gordo at his side. They wore their grins like open razors, their black bikes crouched behind them. “Ain’t they sweet, Gordo?”
     “Yeah, ain’t they?”
     “What’s this?” With one quick movement, Gotha tore from my hand the magazine I’d brought for show-and-tell. It ripped along the staples, and on the cover Christopher Lee’s Count Dracula hissed with impotent rage. “Look at this shit!” Gotha told his brother, and Gordo laughed at a picture of the sleek female robot from Metropolis. “I can see her fuckin’ titties!” Gordo said. “Gimme it!” He grabbed the page, Gotha grabbed for it, and between their hands the picture dissolved as if consumed by acid. Gotha got most of it, though—the part showing a glimpse of metallic breasts—and it went down crumpled and dirty in his jeans pocket. Gordo squalled, “You shithole, give it here!” and he wrenched at the rest of the magazine while Gotha pulled at it, too. In another second the rest of the staples surrendered and pages of dark and glittering dreams, heroes and villains and fantastic visions, fluttered through the dust like bats in daylight. “You ruined it!” Gotha shrieked, and he shoved his brother so hard Gordo slammed to the ground on his back and a geyser of saliva shot from his mouth. Gordo sat up, his face swollen with rage and his eyes unspeakable, but Gotha cocked a fist back and stood over him like Godzilla over Ghidrah. “Come on and try it!” Gotha said. “Just come on!”
     Gordo stayed where he was. His elbow was crushing a picture of King Kong fighting a wet-fleshed giant serpent. Even monsters had their collisions and death battles. Gordo’s face was hard and bitter. Any other kid who’d taken so hard a blow would’ve sobbed at least once. I imagine a tear in the Branlin household was as rare as a dragon’s tooth, and all those unshed tears and simmering rages had twisted Gotha and Gordo into what they were: two animals who could not escape their cages, no matter how hard they fought or how far away they roamed on those vulture bikes.
     I might have felt sorry for them if they’d given you room to. But then Gotha said, “What’s in here?” and he scooped the tackle box off the ground before Johnny could think to grab for it. Johnny made a choking sound as Gotha flipped the latch up and lifted the lid. The big rude hand went in and started plucking the wads of cotton open. “Hey, man!” he said to Gordo. “Look what squawboy’s got! Arrowheads!”
     “Why don’t you leave us alone?” Davy Ray asked. “We’re not botherin’—”
     “Shut your hole, dickhead!” Gotha shouted at him, and Gordo got up grinning, their brotherly hate forgotten for the moment. Both of them started going through the collection of arrowheads, their fingers grasping and gripping; I would’ve hated to see what dinnertime at the Branlin household was like.
     “Those are mine,” Johnny said.
     Words had never stopped the Branlins before, and they didn’t now. “They belong to me,” Johnny said, sweat glistening on his cheeks.
     This time, something in Johnny’s voice made Gotha look up. “What’d you say, niggernuts?”
     “They’re my arrowheads. I… I want ’em back.”
     “He wants ’em back!” Gordo crowed.
     “You little pussies tried to get us in trouble, didn’t you?” Gotha’s right hand was full of arrowheads. “Went cryin’ to the sheriff and tried to get our dad mad at us, too. Didn’t you?”
     This tactic did not sway Johnny’s attention. “Give ’em to me,” he said.
     “Hey, Gotha! I think squawboy wants his fuckin’ arrowheads!”
     “Why don’t you guys—” I began, but just that quick Gordo was in my face and he grabbed a handful of my shirtfront and pressed me up against the fence.
     “Little pussy.” Gordo made smacking noises. “Little pussy queer.”
     I saw Rocket’s golden eye in the headlamp, there for just an instant, taking in the situation, then gone.
     “Here’re your arrowheads, squawboy,” Gotha said, and he threw the ones he held across the dusty playground. Johnny trembled, as if he’d been hit by a crosscurrent of winds. He watched Gotha’s hand winnow into the box, come up again, and throw arrowheads away as if they were worthless chips of stone.
     “Pussy, pussy, pussy!” Gordo chanted, and he laid his wiry forearm across my neck. His nose was running, and he smelled like engine oil and burnt barbecue.
     “Quit it,” I gasped. His breath was no perfume from France, either.
     “Woo-woo, woo-woo!” Gotha started giving Indian whoops as he tossed Johnny’s collection away. “Woo-woo, woo-woo!”
     “Cut it out!” Davy Ray shouted.
     And then Gotha’s fingers came up gripping an arrowhead that was smooth and black and almost perfectly formed. Even Gotha could tell that this one was special, because he paused in his pride of meanness and looked closely at it.
     “Don’t,” Johnny said with a note of pleading.
     Whatever Gotha might be seeing in the black arrowhead of Chief Five Thunders, it was a passing vision. He reared his arm back, his fingers opened, and the arrowhead took flight. It spun up and up and fell into the grass and weeds near the trash dumpster, and I heard Johnny grunt as if he’d been punched.
     “What do you think about that, squaw—” Gotha began; he didn’t finish it, because in the next second Johnny had made one limp and a leap between them and Johnny’s fist came up in a blur and smacked dead solid into Gotha Branlin’s chin.
     Gotha staggered, blinked, and a wave of pain passed over his face. Then his tongue flicked out, and there was blood on it. He threw aside the tackle box and said, “You’re dead, niggernuts!”
     “Get him, Gotha!” Gordo shouted.
     Johnny shouldn’t be fighting. I knew this, and I knew he did, too. The Branlin fists had put him in the hospital once. He still suffered an occasional dizzy spell, and he wasn’t nearly equal to Gotha Branlin’s size. “Run, Johnny!” I shouted.
     Johnny was through running.
     Gotha came at him swinging. A fist caught Johnny’s shoulder and knocked him back, and Johnny dodged a fist to his face and slammed his own punch into Gotha’s ribs.
     “Fight! Fight!” somebody among the few kids who were left on the field started hollering.
     I shoved Gordo back with all my strength. Gordo put out a hand to steady himself, and his fingers gripped Rocket’s handlebars. “Shit!” he screamed suddenly, and he wrung his hand and stared at his fingers. Blood was showing on the pad of flesh between his thumb and index digit. “Bastard bit me!” I imagine he had been cut by a screw, or an edge of metal, though I would later search Rocket and find no protruding screw or metal edge. Gordo twisted around and kicked Rocket, and that’s when Five Thunders spoke to me.
     He said, as he’d said to Johnny: Enough.
     I was no puncher. If Gordo wanted to kick, that was fine with me. I stepped forward, my blood bubbling, and I gave him a kick in the shin that made him holler and dance a one-legged jig. Johnny and Gotha were grappling on the ground, the dust swirling around them. Fists rose and fell, and Davy Ray and Ben were ready to jump in if it looked as if Gotha was going to get on top of Johnny and start pummeling him. Johnny, though, was holding his own. He scrambled and twisted and fought, his sweating face paled with dust. Gotha’s hand gripped Johnny’s hair, but Johnny shook loose. A fist hit Johnny’s chin, but Johnny showed no pain. Then Johnny was flailing away at Gotha like a boy with nothing to lose but his dignity, and when those blows connected, they made Gotha grunt with pain and try to curl up like a writhing worm. “Fight! Fight!” the merry call went up, and a knot of onlookers closed around Johnny and Gotha as they battled on the ground.
     But Gordo was coming after me with a stick in his right hand.
     I didn’t care to get my brains knocked out, or have Rocket beaten into submission. I jumped on Rocket, knocked the kickstand up, and wheeled away, trying to put some distance between us. I thought Gordo would turn away from me and then I could try to dart in and knock that stick out of his hand. I was wrong. Gordo got on his black bike and started speeding after me, leaving Gotha to fight his own hateful little war.
     I had no time to shout for Ben and Davy Ray. I doubted if they could hear me anyway, over the hollering of the blood-mad crowd. I turned Rocket away from Gordo and pedaled frantically across the playground, going out through the gate in the fence and onto the sidewalk. When I looked back, Gordo was gaining, his head slung forward over the handlebars and his legs pumping. I started to swerve Rocket toward the playground again, to get support from my buddies.
     But Rocket wouldn’t let me.
     Rocket stiffened up. The handlebars wouldn’t turn. I had no choice but to keep going along the warped sidewalk, and here a strange thing happened.
     The pedals started turning faster, so fast I could hardly keep my feet on them. In fact, my sneakers slid off the grips more than once; the pedals, though, kept going. Rocket’s chain rattled through the gears and built up to a high, powerful singing sound.
     Rocket raced on, with me doing nothing more than clinging to its back as if on a wild horse. Our speed increased, the wind whipping through my hair. I looked over my shoulder; like doom and the end of time, Gordo was still at my heels.
     He wanted my skin, and he wasn’t going to stop until he had it.
     Back at the playground, Gotha struggled to his feet. Before he could aim a punch, Johnny tackled him at the kneecaps and they went down again as the onlookers shouted their delight. Davy Ray and Ben started looking for me, and they saw Rocket gone and Gordo and one of the black bikes missing.
     “Uh-oh!” Ben said.
     Gordo’s bike was fast. It might’ve beaten any other bike in Zephyr, but Rocket wasn’t like any other bike. Rocket was going like a hellhound, and I dreaded what might happen if that chain jumped its sprocket. We passed a man out raking leaves from his driveway. We passed two women talking in a front yard. I wanted to stop, but whenever I tried to put on the brake there was a high, angry hissing and Rocket would have none of it. I tried to turn right at the next intersection, to try to get home. Rocket wanted to go left, and I yelped as the bike’s handlebars took the corner and the rear wheel skidded on the edge of disaster. But Rocket held tight to the pavement, and we were off again with the wind in my teeth. “What’re you doin’?” I shouted. “Where’re you goin?” There was only one answer to these questions: Rocket had gone insane.
     Another backward glance showed me that Gordo was still right on my tail, though he was puffing and his face was mottled with crimson. “Better stop!” he hollered. “I’m gonna get you anyway!”
     Not if Rocket could help it. But every time I tried to urge Rocket toward my house, Rocket refused to be guided. The bike had its own destination, and I had no choice but to be swept along with it.
     Through the swirling dust, the battlers at the school yard fought to their feet. Gotha, not used to having anybody fight back, was showing his weakness; he was throwing wild punches, and he was so tired he was stumbling like a drunkard. Johnny danced in and out, making Gotha strike air again and again. When Gotha roared with rage and rushed in, the smaller boy dodged aside and Gotha tripped over his own feet and fell headlong, scraping his bruised chin raw over the pebbly ground. He got up again, his arms heavy. Again he attacked, and once more Johnny eluded him, using his clubfoot as Pan might twist and turn on a hoof. “Stand still!” Gotha gasped. “Stand still, you niggerblood!” His chest was heaving, his face as red as a beef chunk.
     “All right,” Johnny said, his nose bleeding and a gash across his cheekbone. “Come on, then.”
     Gotha charged him. Johnny feinted to the left. Davy Ray would say later that it was like watching Cassius Clay in action. When Gotha shifted to meet the feint, Johnny put everything he had into a haymaker that caught Gotha’s jaw and snapped his head around. Ben said that was when he’d seen Gotha’s eyes roll up and go white. But Johnny had one more thunder in him; he stepped forward and hit Gotha in the mouth so hard everybody heard two of Johnny’s knuckles pop like gunshots.
     Gotha made no noise. Not even a whimper.
     He just fell like a big dumb tree.
     He lay there, drooling blood. A front tooth slid from his lips, and then Gotha started shaking and he began to cry in hard, angry silence.
     Nobody offered to help him. Somebody laughed. Somebody else sneered, “Gonna go cryin’ home to his momma!”
     Ben clapped Johnny on the back. Davy Ray grabbed his shoulder and said, “You showed him who’s tough, didn’t you?”
     Johnny pulled loose. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand, which Dr. Parrish would be splinting soon for the two broken knuckles. Johnny’s parents would give him hell. They would finally understand why he’d spent so much time in his room alone, over the long hot summer, reading a book that had cost three dollars and fifty cents from a mail-order publisher and had the title Fundamentals of the Fight by Sugar Ray Robinson.
     “I’m not so tough,” Johnny replied, and he leaned down beside Gotha and said, “You want some help?”
     I, however, did not have the benefit of Sugar Ray’s experience. I only had Rocket beneath me and Gordo a relentless pursuer, and when Rocket suddenly turned with a whip of the handlebars and started onto a trail into the woods, I feared I was fast approaching the last roundup.
     Rocket refused the brake, refused my frantic tugging on the handgrips. If my bike had gone crazy, I had to get off. I tensed to jump for the underbrush.
     But then Rocket burst out through the trees and there was a big ditch right in front of us full of weeds and garbage and with a burst of speed that made the hair stand up on my scalp Rocket took flight.
     I think I screamed. I know I wet my pants, and that I hung on so tightly my hands ached for days afterward.
     Rocket leaped the ditch and came down on the other side with an impact that cracked my teeth together and made my spine feel like a bowstring that had just been snapped. The jump was too much for even Rocket; the frame thrummed, the tires skidded on a mass of leaves and pine needles, and we went down all tangled up together. I saw Gordo tear along the path toward me, and his face contorted with terror when he saw the ditch yawning for him. He hit the brake, but he was going too fast to stop in time. His black bike slid on its side, and carried Gordo with it as it toppled over into the weeds and trash.
     The ditch wasn’t all that deep. It wasn’t full of thorns, or sharp rocks. Gordo really had a soft landing amid thick green three-leafed vines and a hodgepodge of things: pillows with the stuffing spilling out, garbage can lids, empty tin cans, a few aluminum pie pans, socks and torn-up shirts, rags, and the like. Gordo thrashed around in the green vines for a minute, getting himself loose from the black bike. He was none the worse for wear. He said, “You wait right there, you little shithole. You just wait right—”
     He screamed suddenly.
     Because something was in the ditch with him.
     He had landed right on top of it, as it had been eating the last of a coconut cream pie stolen from the sill of an open kitchen window less than ten minutes before.
     And now Lucifer, who did not care to share his den of trash-can treasures, was very, very angry.
     The monkey squirted up out of the vines and jumped Gordo, its teeth bared and its rear end spraying forth a nasty business.
     Gordo fought for his life. The vicious monkey took plugs of flesh from his arms, his cheek, his ear, and almost gnawed off a finger before Gordo, screaming to high heaven and stinking like hell, was able to scramble out of the ditch and take off running. Lucifer raced after him, chattering, spitting, and shitting, and the last I saw of them Lucifer had leaped onto Gordo’s head and had handfuls of peroxided blond hair, riding Gordo like an emperor on an elephant.
     I pulled Rocket up and got on. Rocket was docile now, all the willful fight drained away. Before I pedaled off to find a path around the ditch, I thought of how Gordo would be feeling in a few days, his face and arms swollen with bites, when he’d realized all those green three-leafed vines down in Lucifer’s domain were poison ivy pregnant with silent evil. He would be a walking fester. If he could walk, that is.
     “You’ve got a mean streak,” I said to Rocket.
     The defeated black bike lay down at the bottom of the ditch. Whoever went in after it had better be stocked up on calamine lotion.
     I rode back to school. The fight was over, but three guys were searching the playground. One of them had a tackle box under his arm.
     We found most of the arrowheads. Not all. A dozen or so had been swallowed up by the earth. An offering, as it were. Among the lost was the smooth black arrowhead of Chief Five Thunders.
     Johnny didn’t seem to mind that much. He said he’d look again for it. He said if he didn’t find it, somebody else might, in ten years, or twenty years, or who knew how long. It hadn’t been his to own anyway, he said. He’d just been keeping it for a while, until the chief needed it on the Happy Hunting Grounds.
     I had always wondered what Reverend Lovoy meant when he talked about “grace.” I understood it now. It was being able to give up something that it broke your heart to lose, and be happy about it.
     By that definition, Johnny’s grace was awesome.
     I didn’t know it yet, but I stood on the verge of my own test of grace.
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Case #3432


AFTER THAT DAY ON THE PLAYGROUND, THE BRANLINS DIDN’T bother us anymore. Gotha returned to school with a false front tooth and a dose of humility, and when Gordo was released from the hospital he skulked away whenever I was near. The capper came when Gotha actually approached Johnny and asked to be shown—in slow motion, of course—the haymaker punch that he hadn’t even seen coming. That’s not to say Gotha and Gordo became saints overnight. But Gotha’s beating and Gordo’s itchy agony had been good for them. They’d been given a drink from the cup of respect, and it was a start.
     As October moved along, the hillsides lit up with gold and orange. The smell of burning autumn hazed the air. Alabama and Auburn were both winning, Leatherlungs had eased off her tirades, the Demon was in love with somebody other than me, and everything would have been right with the world.
     Except.
     I often found myself thinking about Dad, scribbling questions he could not answer, in the small hours of the morning. He was getting downright skinny now, his appetite gone. When he forced a smile, his teeth looked too big and his eyes shone with a false glint. Mom started biting her fingernails, and she was really nagging Dad now but he refused to go to either Dr. Parrish or the Lady. They had a couple of arguments that made Dad stalk out of the house, get in the pickup, and drive away. Afterward, Mom cried in their room. I heard her on the phone more than once, begging Grandmomma Sarah to talk some sense into him. “… Eatin’ him up inside,” I heard Mom say, and then I went out to play with Rebel because it hurt me to hear how much pain my mother was suffering. Dad, as I well knew, was already locked in his own cell of torment.
     And the dream. Always the dream: two nights straight, skip a night, there it is again, skip three nights, then seven nights in a row.
Cory? Cory Mackenson? they whispered, standing in their white dresses beneath the scorched and leafless tree. Their voices were as soft as the sound of doves in flight, but there was an urgency about them that struck a spark of fear in me. And as the dream went on, little details began to be revealed as if through misted glass: behind the four black girls was a wall of dark stones, and in that wall the splintered window frame held only a few ragged teeth of glass. Cory Mackenson? There was a distant ticking noise. Cory? It was getting louder, and the unknown fear welled up in me. Cor—
     On this seventh night, the lights came on. I looked at my parents, my eyes and brain still drugged with sleep. “What was that noise?” Dad asked. Mom said, “Look at this, Tom.” On the wall opposite my bed there was a big scraped mark. Glass and gears lay on the floor, the clock face read two-nineteen. “I know time flies,” Mom said to me, “but alarm clocks cost money.”
     They chalked it up to the Mexican enchilada casserole Mom had made for dinner.
     For some time now, an event had been taking shape that was one of those destinies of place and circumstance. I was unaware of it. So were my folks. So, too, was the man in Birmingham who got into his truck at the soft-drink bottling company every morning and drove out to make his deliveries to a prearranged list of gas stations and grocery stores. Would it have made a difference, if that man had decided to spend an extra two minutes in the shower that morning? If he’d eaten bacon instead of sausage with his eggs for breakfast? If I had tossed the stick for Rebel to retrieve just one more time before I’d gone off to school, might that have changed the fabric of what was to be?
     Being a male, Rebel was wont to roam when the mood was right. Dr. Lezander had told my folks it would be best if Rebel and his equipment were removed from each other, to cure the wandering itch, but Dad winced every time he thought of it and I wasn’t too keen on it, either. So it just didn’t get done. Mom didn’t like to keep Rebel in his pen all day long, considering the facts that he stayed on the porch most of the day anyhow and our street never got much traffic.
     The stage was set. The die was cast.
     On the thirteenth of October, when I walked into the front door after school, I found Dad home from work early and waiting for me. “Son,” he began. That word instantly told me something terrible had happened.
     He took me in the pickup truck to Dr. Lezander’s house, which stood on three acres of cleared land between Merchants and Shantuck streets. A white picket fence enclosed the property, and two horses grazed in the sunshine on the rolling grass. A kennel and dog exercise area stood off to one side, a barn on the other. Dr. Lezander’s two-storied house was white and square, precise and clean as arithmetic. The driveway curved us around to the rear of the house, where a sign said PLEASE LEASH YOUR PETS. We left the pickup truck parked at the back door, and Dad pulled a chain that made a bell ring. In another minute the door opened, and Mrs. Lezander filled up the entrance.
     As I’ve said before, she had an equine face and a lumpish body that might’ve scared a grizzly. She was always somber and unsmiling, as if she walked under a thundercloud. But I had been crying and my eyes were swollen, and perhaps this caused the transformation that I now witnessed.
     “Oh, you poor dear child,” Mrs. Lezander said, and such an expression of care came over her face that I was half stunned by it. “I’m so, so sorry about your dog.” Dok, she pronounced it. “Please come in!” she told Dad, and she escorted us through a little reception area with portraits of children hugging dogs and cats on the pine-paneled walls. A door opened on stairs leading to Dr. Lezander’s basement office. Each step was a torture for me, because I knew what was down there.
     My dog was dying.
     The truck bringing soft drinks from Birmingham had hit him as he’d run across Merchants Street around one o’clock. Rebel had been with a pack of dogs, Mr. Dollar had told Mom when he’d called the house. It was Mr. Dollar who had heard the shriek of tires and Rebel’s crushed yelp as he’d been coming out of the Bright Star Cafe after lunch. Rebel had been lying there on Merchants Street, the rest of the dogpack barking for him to get up, and Mr. Dollar had gotten Chief Marchette to help him lift Rebel onto the back of Wynn Gillie’s pickup truck and bring him to Dr. Lezander. Mom was all torn up about it, too, because she’d meant to put Rebel in his pen that afternoon but had gotten wrapped up in “Search for Tomorrow.” Never in his entire life had Rebel roamed as far away as Merchants Street. It was clear to me that he’d been running with a bad bunch, and this was the price.
     Downstairs the air smelled of animals; not unpleasant, but musky. There was a warren of rooms lit up with fluorescent lights, a shine of scrubbed white tiles and stainless steel. Dr. Lezander was there, wearing a doctor’s white coat, his bald head aglow under the lights. His voice was hushed and his face grim as he said hello to Dad. Then he looked at me, and he placed a hand on my shoulder. “Cory?” he said. “Do you want to see Rebel?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “I’ll take you to him.”
     “He’s not… he’s not dead, is he?”
     “No, he’s not dead.” The hand massaged a tight muscle at the base of my neck. “But he’s dying. I want you to understand that.” Dr. Lezander’s eyes seized mine and would not let me look away. “I’ve made Rebel as comfortable as possible, but… he’s been hurt very badly.”
     “You can fix him!” I said. “You’re a doctor!”
     “That’s right, but even if I operated on him I couldn’t repair the damage, Cory. It’s just too much.”
     “You can’t… just… let him die!”
     “Go see him, son,” Dad urged. “Better go on.” While you can, he was saying.
     Dad waited while Dr. Lezander took me into one of the rooms. Upstairs I could hear a whistling noise: a teakettle. Mrs. Lezander was above us, boiling water for tea in the kitchen. The room we walked into had a sickly smell. There was a shelf full of bottles and a countertop with doctor’s instruments arranged on a blue cloth. And at the center of the room was a stainless steel table with a form atop it, covered by a dog-sized cotton blanket. My legs almost gave way; blotches of brown blood had soaked through the cotton.
     I must’ve trembled. Dr. Lezander said, “You don’t have to, if you don’t—”
     “I will,” I said.
     Dr. Lezander gently lifted part of the blanket. “Easy, easy,” he said, as if speaking to an injured child. The form shivered, and I heard a whine that all but tore my heart out. My eyes flooded with hot tears. I remembered that whine, from when Dad had brought Rebel home as a puppy in a cardboard box and Rebel had been afraid of the dark. I walked four steps to the side of the table, and I looked at what Dr. Lezander was showing me.
     A truck tire had changed the shape of Rebel’s head. The white hair and flesh on one side of the skull had been ripped back, exposing the bone and the teeth in a fixed grin. The pink tongue lolled in a wash of blood. One eye had turned a dead gray color. The other was wet with terror. Bubbles of blood broke around Rebel’s nostrils, and he breathed with a painful hitching noise. A forepaw was crushed to pulp, the broken edges of bones showing in the twisted leg.
     I think I moaned. I don’t know. The single eye found me, and Rebel started struggling to stand up but Dr. Lezander grasped the body with his strong hands and the movement ceased.
     I saw a needle clamped to Rebel’s side, a tube from a bottle of clear liquid feeding into his body. Rebel whimpered, and instinctively I offered my hand to that ruined muzzle. “Careful!” Dr. Lezander warned. I didn’t think about the fact that an animal in agony might snap at anything that moves, even the hand of a boy who loves it. Rebel’s bloody tongue came out and swiped weakly at my fingers, and I stood there staring numbly at the streak of scarlet that marked me.
     “He’s suffering terribly,” Dr. Lezander said. “You can see that, can’t you?”
     “Yes sir,” I answered, as if in a horrible dream.
     “His ribs are broken, and one of them has punctured his lung. I thought his heart might have given out before now. I expect it will soon.” Dr. Lezander covered Rebel back over. All I could do was stare at the shivering body. “Is he cold?” I asked. “He must be cold.”
     “No, I don’t think so.” Zo, he pronounced it. He grasped my shoulder again, and guided me to the door. “Let’s go talk to your father, shall we?”
     Dad was still waiting where we’d left him. “You okay, partner?” he asked me, and I said I was though I was feeling very, very sick. The smell of blood was in my nostrils, thick as sin.
     “Rebel’s a strong dog,” Dr. Lezander said. “He’s survived what should have killed most dogs outright.” He picked up a folder from his desk and slid a sheet of paper out. It was a preprinted form, and at the top of it was Case #3432. “I don’t know how much longer Rebel will live, but I think it’s academic at this point.”
     “There’s no possibility, you mean?” Dad asked.
     “No possibility,” the doctor said. He glanced quickly at me. “I’m sorry.”
     “He’s my dog,” I said, and fresh tears streamed down. My nose felt clogged with concrete. “He can get better.” Even as I said that, I knew all the imagination in the world could not make it so.
     “Tom, if you’ll sign this form, I can administer a drug to Rebel that will… um…” He darted another glance at me.
     “Help him rest,” Dad offered.
     “That’s right. Exactly right. If you’ll sign here. Oh, you need a pen, I think.” He opened a drawer, fished around, and brought one up.
     Dad took it. I knew what this was about. I didn’t need to be lulled and coddled as if I were six years old. I knew they were talking about giving Rebel a shot to kill him. Maybe it was the right thing to do, maybe it was humane, but Rebel was my dog and I had fed him when he was hungry and washed him when he was dirty and I knew his smell and the feel of his tongue on my face. I knew him. There would never be another dog like Rebel. A huge knot had jammed in my throat. Dad was bending over the form, about to touch pen to paper. I looked for something to stare at, and I found a black and white photograph in a silver frame on the doctor’s desk. It showed a light-haired, smiling young woman waving, a windmill behind her. It took me a few seconds to register the young apple-cheeked face as being that of Veronica Lezander.
     “Hold on.” Dad lifted the pen. “Rebel belongs to you, Cory. What do you have to say about this?”
     I was silent. Such a decision had never been offered to me before. It was heavy.
     “I love animals as much as anyone,” Dr. Lezander said. “I know what a dog can mean to a boy. What I’m suggesting be done, Cory, is not a bad thing. It’s a natural thing. Rebel is in terrible pain, and will not recover. Everything is born and dies. That is life. Yes?”
     “He might not die,” I murmured.
     “Say he doesn’t die for another hour. Or two, or three. Say he lives all night. Say he manages somehow to live twenty-four more hours. He can’t walk. He can hardly breathe. His heart is beating itself out, he’s in deep shock.” Dr. Lezander frowned, watching my blank slate of a face. “Be a good friend to Rebel, Cory. Don’t let him suffer like this any longer.”
     “I think I need to sign this, Cory,” Dad said. “Don’t you?”
     “Can I… go be with him for a minute? Just alone?”
     “Yes, of course. I wouldn’t touch him, though. He might snap. All right?”
     “Yes sir.” Like a sleepwalker, I returned to the scene of a bad dream. On the stainless steel table, Rebel was still shivering. He whined and whimpered, searching for his master to make the pain go away.
     I began to cry. It was a powerful crying, and would not be held back. I dropped down to my knees on that cold hard floor, and I bowed my head and clasped my hands together.
     I prayed, with my eyes squeezed tightly shut and the tears burning trails down my face. I don’t recall exactly what I said in that prayer, but I knew what I was praying for. I was praying for a hand to come down from heaven or paradise or Beulah land and shut the gates on DEATH. Hold those gates firm against DEATH, though DEATH might bluster and scream and claw to get in at my dog. A hand, a mighty hand, to turn that monster away and heal Rebel, to cast DEATH out like a bag of old bleached bones and run him off like a beggar in the rain. Yes, DEATH was hungry and I could hear him licking his lips there in that room, but the mighty hand could seal shut his mouth, could slap out his teeth, could reduce DEATH to a little drooling thing with smacking gums.
     That’s what I prayed for. I prayed with my heart and my soul and my mind. I prayed through every pore of my flesh, I prayed as if every hair on my head was a radio antenna and the power was crackling through them, the mega-megamillion watts crying out over space and eternity into the distant ear of the all-knowing, all-powerful Someone. Anyone.
     Just answer me.
     Please.
     I don’t know how long I stayed there on the floor, bowed up, sobbing and praying. Maybe it was ten minutes, maybe longer. I knew that when I stood up, I had to go out there where Dad and Dr. Lezander waited, and tell them yes or—
     I heard a grunt, followed by an awful sound of air being sucked into ruined, blood-clogged lungs.
     I looked up. I saw Rebel straining to stand on the table. The hair rippled at the back of my neck, my flesh exploding into chill bumps. Rebel got up on two paws, his head thrashing. He whined, a long terrible whine that pierced me like a dagger. He turned, as if to snap at his tail, and the light glinted in his single eye and the death-grin of his teeth.
     “Help!” I shouted. “Dad! Dr. Lezander! Come quick!”
     Rebel’s back arched with such violence I thought surely his tortured spine would snap. I heard a rattle like seeds in a dry gourd. And then Rebel convulsed and fell onto his side on the table, and he did not move again.
     Dr. Lezander rushed in, with my father close behind. “Stand back,” the doctor told me, and he put his hand to Rebel’s chest. Then he got a stethoscope and listened. He lifted the lid of the good eye; it, too, had rolled back to the white.
     “Hold on, partner,” Dad said with both hands on my shoulders. “Just hold on.”
     Dr. Lezander said, “Well,” and he sighed. “We won’t be needing the form after all.”
     “No!” I cried out. “No! Dad, no!”
     “Let’s go home, Cory.”
     “I prayed, Dad! I prayed he wouldn’t die! And he’s not gonna die! He can’t!”
     “Cory?” Dr. Lezander’s voice was quiet and firm, and I looked up at him through a hot blur of tears. “Rebel is—”
     Something sneezed.
     We all jumped at the sound, as loud as a blast in the tiled room. It was followed by a gasp and rush of air.
     Rebel sat up, blood and foam stringing from his nostrils. His good eye darted around, and he shook his grisly head back and forth as if shaking off a long, hard sleep.
     Dad said, “I thought he was—”
     “He was dead!” Dr. Lezander wore an expression of utter shock, white circles ringing his eyes. “Mein… my God! That dog was dead!”
     “He’s alive,” I said. I sniffled and grinned. “See? I told you!”
     “Impossible!” Dr. Lezander had almost shouted it. “His heart wasn’t beating! His heart had stopped beating, and he was dead!”
     Rebel tried to stand, but he didn’t have the strength. He burped. I went to him and touched the warm curve of his back. Rebel started hiccuping, and he laid his head down and began to lick the cool steel. “He won’t die,” I said confidently. My crying was done. “I prayed Death away from him.”
     “I don’t… I can’t…” Dr. Lezander said, and that’s all he could say.
     Case #3432 went unsigned.
     Rebel slept and woke up, slept and woke up. Dr. Lezander kept checking his heartbeat and temperature and writing everything down in a notebook. Mrs. Lezander came down and asked Dad and me if we would like some tea and apple cake, and we went upstairs with her. I was secure in the knowledge that Rebel would not die while I was gone. Mrs. Lezander poured Dad a cup of tea, while I got a glass of Tang to go with my cake. As Dad called Mom to tell her it looked like Rebel was going to pull through and we’d be home after a while, I wandered into the den next to the kitchen. In that room, four bird cages hung from ceiling hooks and a hamster ran furiously on a treadmill in his own cage. Two of the bird cages were empty, but the other two held a canary and a parakeet. The canary began to sing in a soft, sweet voice, and Mrs. Lezander walked in with a bag of birdseed.
     “Would you like to feed our patients?” she asked me, and I said yes. “Just a little bit now,” she instructed. “They haven’t been feeling well, but they’ll be better soon.”
     “Who do they belong to?”
     “The parakeet belongs to Mr. Grover Dean. The canary there—isn’t she a pretty lady—belongs to Mrs. Judith Harper.”
     “Mrs. Harper? The teacher?”
     “Yes, that’s right.” Mrs. Lezander leaned forward and made tiny smacking noises to the canary. That noise was strange, coming from such a horsey mouth. The bird picked delicately at the seed I’d poured into its feedtray. “Her name is Tinkerbell. Hello there, Tinkerbell, you angel you!”
     Leatherlungs had a canary named Tinkerbell. I couldn’t imagine it.
     “Birds are my favorite,” Mrs. Lezander said. “So trusting, so full of God and goodness. Look over here, at my aviary.”
     Mrs. Lezander showed me her set of twelve hand-painted ceramic birds, which rested atop a piano. “They came with us all the way from Holland,” she told me. “I’ve had them since I was a little girl.”
     “They’re nice.”
     “Oh, much better than nice! When I look at them, I have such pleasant memories: Amsterdam, the canals, the tulips bursting forth in spring by the thousands.” She picked up a ceramic robin and stroked the crimson breast with her forefinger. “They were broken in my suitcase when we had to pack up quickly and get out. Broken all to pieces. But I put them all together again, each and every one. You can hardly see the cracks.” She showed me, but she’d done a good job of repairing them. “I miss Holland,” she said. “So much.”
     “Are you ever goin’ back?”
     “Someday, maybe. Frans and I talk about it. We’ve even gotten the travel brochures. Still… what happened to us… the Nazis and all that terrible…” She frowned and returned the robin to its place between an oriole and a hummingbird. “Well, some broken things are not so easily mended,” she said.
     I heard a dog barking. It was Rebel’s bark, hoarse but strong. The sound was coming up from the basement through an air vent. Then I heard Dr. Lezander call, “Tom! Cory! Will both of you come down here, please?”
     We found Dr. Lezander taking Rebel’s temperature again, by the bottom route. Rebel was still listless and sleepy, but he showed no signs of dying. Dr. Lezander had applied a white ointment to Rebel’s wounded muzzle and had him connected now to two needles and bottles of dripping clear liquid. “I wanted you to see this animal’s temperature,” he said. “I’ve taken it four times in the last hour.” He picked up his notebook and wrote down the thermometer’s reading. “This is unheard of! Absolutely unheard of!”
     “What is it?” Dad asked.
     “Rebel’s body temperature has been dropping. It seems to have stabilized now, but half an hour ago I thought he was going to be dead.” Dr. Lezander showed Dad the readings. “See for yourself.”
     “My God.” Dad’s voice was stunned. “It’s that low?”
     “Yes. Tom, no animal can live with a body temperature of sixty-six degrees. It’s just… absolutely impossible!”
     I touched Rebel. My dog was no longer warm. His white hair felt hard and coarse. His head turned, and the single eye found me. His tail began to wag, with obvious effort. And then the tongue slid from between the teeth in that awful, flesh-ripped grin and licked my palm. His tongue was as cold as a tombstone.
     But he was alive.
     Rebel stayed at Dr. Lezander’s house. Over the following days, Dr. Lezander stitched his torn muzzle, filled him full of antibiotics, and was planning on amputating the crushed leg but then it began to wither. The white hair fell away, exposing dead gray flesh. Intrigued by this new development, Dr. Lezander postponed the amputation and instead wrapped the withering leg to monitor its progress. On the fourth day in Dr. Lezander’s care, Rebel had a coughing fit and vomited up a mass of dead tissue the size of a man’s fist. Dr. Lezander put it in alcohol in a bottle and showed it to Dad and me. It was Rebel’s punctured lung.
     But he was alive.
     I began riding Rocket over to Dr. Lezander’s every day after school to check on my dog. Each afternoon, the doctor wore a freshly puzzled expression and had something new to show me: pieces of vomited-up bones that could only be broken ribs, teeth that had fallen out, the blinded eye that had popped from its socket like a white pebble. For a while Rebel picked at strained meat and slurped a few tonguefuls of water, and the newspapers at the bottom of his cage were clotted and soaked with blood. Then Rebel stopped eating and drinking, wouldn’t touch food or water no matter how much I urged him. He curled up in a corner, and stared with his one eye at something behind my shoulder, but I couldn’t figure out what had his attention. He would sit like that for an hour or more, as if he’d gone to sleep with his eye open, or he was lost in a dream. I couldn’t get him to respond even when I snapped my fingers in front of his muzzle. Then he would come out of it, all of a sudden, and he would lick my hand with his tombstone tongue and whine a little bit. Then he might sleep, shivering, or he might slide off into the haze again.
     But he was alive.
     “Listen to his heart, Cory,” Dr. Lezander told me one afternoon. I did, using the stethoscope. I heard a slow, labored thud. Rebel’s breathing was like the sound of a creaking door in an old deserted house. He was neither warm nor cold; he just was. Then Dr. Lezander took a toy mouse and wound it up, and he set it loose to twist and turn right in front of Rebel, while I listened to his heartbeat through the stethoscope. Rebel’s tail wagged sluggishly. The sound of his heart never changed an iota from its slow, slow beating. It was like the working of an engine set to run at a steady speed, day and night, with no increase or decrease in power no matter what the engine’s job required. It was the sound of a machine beating in the darkness without purpose or joy or understanding. I loved Rebel, but I hated the hollow sound of that heartbeat.
     Dr. Lezander and I sat on his front porch in the warm October afternoon light. I drank a glass of Tang and ate a slice of Mrs. Lezander’s apple cake. Dr. Lezander wore a dark blue cardigan sweater with gold buttons; the mornings had taken a chilly turn. He sat in a rocking chair, facing the golden hills, and he said, “This is beyond me. Never in my life have I seen anything like this. Never. I should write it up and send it to a journal, but I don’t think anyone would believe me.” He folded his hands together, a tawny spill of sunlight on his face. “Rebel is dead, Cory.”
     I just stared at him, an orange mustache on my upper lip.
     “Dead,” he repeated. “I don’t expect you to understand this, when I don’t. Rebel doesn’t eat. He doesn’t drink. He voids nothing. His body is not warm enough to sustain his organs. His heartbeat is… a drum, played over and over in the same tattoo without the least variation. His blood—when I can squeeze any out—is full of poisons. He is wasting away to nothing, and still he lives. Can you explain that to me, Cory?”
Yes, I thought. I prayed Death away from him.
     But I didn’t say anything.
     “Ah, well. Mysteries, mysteries,” he said. “We come from darkness, and to darkness we must return.” He spoke this almost to himself as he rocked back and forth in his chair with his fingers interwoven. “True of men, and animals, too.”
     I didn’t like this line of thought and conversation. I didn’t like thinking about the fact that Rebel was getting skinny and his hair was falling out and he didn’t eat or drink but he lived on. I didn’t like the empty sound of his heartbeat, like a clock working in a house where no one lived anymore. To get my mind off these thoughts, I said, “My dad told me you killed a Nazi.”
     “What?” He looked at me, startled.
     “You killed a Nazi,” I repeated. “In Holland. My dad said you were close enough to see his face.”
     Dr. Lezander didn’t reply for a moment. I remembered Dad telling me not to ask the doctor about this subject, because most men who’d been in the war didn’t like to talk about killing. I had feasted on the exploits of Sgt. Rock, Sgt. Saunders, and the Gallant Men, and in my visions of heroes war was a television show adapted from a comic book.
     “Yes,” he answered. “I was that close to him.”
     “Gosh!” I said. “You must’ve been scared! I mean… I would’ve been.”
     “Oh, I was scared, all right. Very scared. He broke into our house. He had a rifle. I had a pistol. He was a young man. A teenager, actually. One of those blond, blue-eyed teenaged boys who love a parade. I shot him. He fell.” Dr. Lezander kept rocking in his chair. “I had never fired a gun before. But the Nazis were in the streets, and they were breaking into our houses, and what could I do?”
     “Were you a hero?” I asked.
     He smiled thinly; there was some pain in it. “No, not a hero. Just a survivor.” I watched his hands grip and relax on the armrests. His fingers were short and blunt, like powerful instruments. “We were all terrified of the Nazis, you know. Blitzkrieg. Brownshirt. Waffen SS. Luftwaffe. Those words struck us with pure terror. But I met a German a few years after the war was over. He had been a Nazi. He had been one of the monsters.” Dr. Lezander lifted his chin and watched a flock of birds winging south across the horizon. “He was just a man, after all. With bad teeth, body odor, and dandruff. Not a superman, only one man. I told him I’d been in Holland in 1940, when the Nazis had invaded us. He said he wasn’t there, but he asked me… for forgiveness.”
     “Did you forgive him?”
     “I did. Though I had many friends who were crushed under that boot, I forgave one of the men who wore it. Because he was a soldier, and he was following orders. That is the steel of the German character, Cory. They follow orders, even if it means walking into fire. Oh, I could have struck that man across the face. I could’ve spat on him and cursed him. I could’ve found a way to hound him until the day he died, but I am not the beast. The past is the past, and sleeping dogs should be left alone. Yes?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “And speaking of sleeping dogs, we ought to go have a look at Rebel.” He stood up, his knees creaking, and I followed him into the house.
     The day came when Dr. Lezander said he had done all he could and there was no use to keep Rebel at his house anymore. He gave Rebel back to us, and we took him home in the pickup truck.
     I loved my dog, though the gray flesh showed through his thin white hair, his skull was scarred and misshapen, and his withered gray leg was as thin as a warped stick. Mom couldn’t be around him. Dad brought up the subject of putting Rebel to sleep, but I wouldn’t hear it. Rebel was my dog, and he was alive.
     He never ate. Never drank a drop. He stayed in his pen, because he could hardly walk on his withered leg. I could count his ribs, and through his papery skin you could see their broken edges. When I got home from school in the afternoons, he would look at me and his tail would wag a few times. I would pet him—though I have to be honest here and say that the feel of his flesh made my skin crawl—then he would stare off into space and I would be as good as alone until he came back, however long that might be. My buddies said he was sick, that I ought to have him put to sleep. I asked them if they’d like to be put to sleep when they got sick, and that shut them up.
     The season of ghosts came upon us.
     It was not just that Halloween loomed close at hand, and that the cardboard boxes of silky costumes and plastic masks appeared on the shelves at Woolworth’s along with glittery magic wands, rubber pumpkin heads, witches’ hats, and spiders jiggling on black webs. It was a feeling in the crisp twilight air; it was a hush across the hills. The ghosts were gathering themselves, building up their strength to wander the fields of October and speak to those who would listen. Because of my interest in monsters, my buddies and even my parents concluded that Halloween was my favorite time of year. They were right, but for the wrong reasons. They thought I relished the skeleton in the closet, the bump in the night, the sheet-wrapped spook in the house on the haunted hill. I did not. What I felt in the hushed October air, as Halloween came nearer, was not the dime-store variety of hobgoblin, but titanic and mysterious forces at work. These forces could not be named; not headless horseman, not howling werewolf or grinning vampire. These forces were as old as the world and as pure in their good or evil as the elements themselves. Instead of seeing gremlins under my bed, I saw the armies of the night sharpening swords and axes for a clash in the swirling mist. I saw in my imagination the tumult on Bald Mountain in all its wild and frantic frenzy, and at the crowing of a rooster to announce the dawn all the thousands of capering demons turning their hideous faces toward the east in sadness and disgust and marching away to their fetid dens in step with the “Anvil Chorus.” I saw, as well, the broken-hearted lover pined away to a shade, the lost and sobbing translucent child, the woman in white who wants only kindness from a stranger.
     It was thus on one of these still, cool nights approaching All Hallow’s Eve that I went out to see Rebel in his pen and found someone standing there with him.
     Rebel was sitting on his haunches, his scarred head cocked to one side. He was staring at a figure who stood on the opposite side of the mesh fence. The figure—a little boy, I could tell it was—seemed to be talking to Rebel. I could hear the murmur of his voice. As soon as the back door closed behind me, the little boy jumped, startled, and took off running into the woods like a scalded cat. “Hey!” I shouted. “Wait!”
     He didn’t stop. He ran over the fallen leaves without making any noise at all. The woods swallowed him up.
     The wind blew, and the trees whispered. Rebel circled around and around in his pen, dragging his withered leg. He licked my hand with his chilly tongue, his nose as cold as a lump of ice. I sat with him for a while. He tried to lick my cheek, but I turned my face away because his breath smelled like something dead. Then Rebel went into one of his fixed stares again, his muzzle aimed at the woods. His tail wagged a few times, and he whimpered.
     I left him staring at nothing and I went inside because it was getting cold.
     Sometime during the night, I woke up in agony because I had refused Rebel my cheek to lick. It was one of those things that grew and grew, until you couldn’t stand to live with it inside you. I had rejected my dog, pure and simple. I had prayed Death away from him, and my selfishness had caused him to exist in this state of betwixt and between. I had rejected him, when all he’d wanted to do was lick my cheek. I got up in the dark, put on a sweater, and went to the back door. I was about to turn the back porch light on when I heard Rebel give a single bark that made my hand stop short of the switch.
     After years of having a dog, you know him. You know the meaning of his snuffs and grunts and barks. Every twitch of the ears is a question or statement, every wag of the tail is an exclamation. I knew this bark: it spoke of excited happiness, and I hadn’t heard it since before Rebel had died and come back to life.
     Slowly and carefully, I nudged the back door open. I stood in the dark and listened through the screen. I heard the wind. I heard the last of summer’s crickets, a hardy tribe. I heard Rebel bark again, happily.
     I heard the voice of a little boy say, “Would you like to be my dog?”
     My heart squeezed. Whoever he was, he was trying to be very quiet. “I sure would like for you to be my dog,” he said. “You sure are a pretty dog.”
     I couldn’t see Rebel or the little boy from where I stood. I heard the clatter of the fence, and I knew Rebel had jumped up and planted his paws in its mesh just as he used to do when I went out to be with him.
     The little boy began to whisper to Rebel. I couldn’t make out what was being said.
     But I knew now who he was, and why he was here.
     I opened the door. I tried to be careful, but a hinge chirped. It was no louder than one of the crickets. As I walked out onto the porch, I saw the little boy running for the forest and the moonlight shone silver on his curly, sandy-colored hair.
     He was eight years old. He would be eight years old forever.
     “Carl!” I shouted. “Carl Bellwood!”
     It was the little boy who had lived down the street, and who had come to play with Rebel because his mother would not let him have a dog of his own. It was the little boy who had burned up in his bed when a bad electrical connection had thrown a spark, and who now slept on Poulter Hill under a stone that read Our Loving Son.
     “Carl, don’t go!” I shouted.
     He glanced back. I caught the white blur of his face, his eyes scared and glittering with trapped moonlight. I don’t think he ever got to the edge of the woods. He was just not there anymore.
     Rebel began to whine and circle in his pen, the withered leg dragging. He looked toward the forest, and I could not help but see his longing. I stood at the pen’s gate. The latch was next to my hand.
     He was my dog. My dog.
     The back porch light came on. Dad, his eyes squinty from sleep, demanded, “What’s all this hollerin’ about, Cory?”
     I had to make up a story about hearing something rummaging around the garbage cans. I couldn’t use Lucifer as an excuse, as the second week of October Lucifer had been shotgunned to nasty pieces by Gabriel “Jazzman” Jackson, who’d caught the monkey ravaging his wife’s pumpkin patch. I said I thought it might have been a possum.
     At breakfast I didn’t feel like eating. The ham sandwich in my Clutch Cargo lunchbox remained untouched. At dinner I picked at my hamburger steak. Mom put her hand against my forehead. “You don’t have a fever,” she said, “but you do look kind of peaked.” This was pronounced peak-ed, and was Southern for “sick.” “How do you feel?”
     “All right.” I shrugged. “I guess.”
     “Everythin’ okay at school?” Dad inquired.
     “Yes sir.”
     “Those Branlins aren’t botherin’ you anymore, are they?”
     “No sir.”
     “But somethin’ else is?” Mom asked.
     I was silent. They could read me like a fifty-foot SEE ROCK CITY sign.
     “Want to talk about it, then?”
     “I…” I looked up at them in the comforting kitchen light. Beyond the windows, the land was dark. A wind sniffed around the eaves, and tonight clouds covered the moon. “I did wrong,” I said, and before I could stop them tears came into my eyes. I began to tell my parents how much I regretted praying Death away from Rebel. I had done wrong, because Rebel had been so badly hurt he should’ve been allowed to die. I wished I hadn’t prayed. I wished I could remember Rebel as he had been, bright-eyed and alert, before he had become a dead body living on the sheer power of my selfishness. I wished, I wished; but I had done wrong, and I was ashamed.
     Dad’s fingers turned his coffee cup around and around. It helped him sort things out, when there were many things to be considered. “I understand,” he said, and two words were never more welcome. “You know, no mistake in the world can’t be fixed. All it takes is wantin’ to fix it. Sometimes it’s hard, though. Sometimes it hurts to fix a mistake, but you have to do it no matter what.” His eyes rested on me. “You know what ought to be done, don’t you?”
     I nodded. “Take Rebel back to Dr. Lezander.”
     “I think so,” Dad said.
     We were going to do it the next day. Later that night, as my bedtime approached, I took a piece of hamburger steak out for Rebel. It was a real dog’s treat. I hoped he might eat it, but he smelled it and then just stared at the woods again as if waiting for someone to come for him.
     I was no longer his master.
     I sat beside him as the chill wind moved around us. Rebel made little whining noises deep in his throat. He let me pat him, but he was somewhere else. I remembered him as a puppy, full of boundless energy, enthralled by a yellow ball with a little bell in it. I remembered the times we had raced each other, and like a true Southern gentleman he had always let me win. I remembered when we flew, over the hills of summer. Even if that had only been in my imagination, it was truer than true. I cried some. More than some.
     I stood up, and I turned toward the woods. I said, “Are you there, Carl?”
     He didn’t answer, of course. He had always been a shy little boy.
     “I’m givin’ Rebel to you, Carl,” I said. “Okay?”
     No answer. But he was there. I knew he was.
     “Will you come get him, Carl? I don’t want him to be alone very long.”
     Just silence. Just the silence, listening.
     “He likes to have his ears scratched,” I said. “Carl?” I called. “You’re not burned up anymore, are you? Will Rebel… be like he used to be?”
     The wind was speaking. Only that and nothing more.
     “I’m goin’ inside now,” I said. “I won’t come back out.” I looked at Rebel. His attention was fixed on the woods, and his tail wagged the slightest bit. I walked into the house, shut the door, and turned off the back porch light.
     Long past midnight, I awakened to the sound of Rebel’s happy bark. I knew what I would see if I went to the back door. It was best they get to know each other without me butting in. I turned over, and I went back to sleep.
     The next afternoon, at Dr. Lezander’s, Dad and the doctor left me alone while I said good-bye to Rebel. He licked me with his cold tongue. I stroked his misshapen head and patted him for a while, and then it was time. Dr. Lezander had the form ready, and Dad held the pen poised for my final word.
     “Dad?” I said. “He’s my dog, isn’t he?”
     My father understood. “Yes, he sure is,” he answered, and he gave the pen to me.
     We left the form that said Case #3432 with Dr. Lezander, my name signed on the dotted line. When we got home again, I walked around in Rebel’s pen. It seemed so very small. I left the gate open when I went out.






6
Dead Man Driving


TOWARD THE END OF OCTOBER, DAD BOUGHT A WIRE BASKET FOR me to put on Rocket. At first I thought it was pretty cool, until I realized that now I would be expected to run all sorts of errands for Mom. It was about this time that she put up a hand-lettered sign on the bulletin-board at church, announcing that she was selling pies and other baked goods. A similar sign went up in the barbershop. A few orders began to come in, and soon Mom was elbow-deep in floury mixing bowls, eggshells, and boxes of powdered sugar.
     The reason for this, I later learned, was that Dad’s hours had been cut back at the dairy. We were hurting for money, though I never would’ve known it. There was simply less work for Dad to do at Green Meadows. Some of the dairy’s oldest customers had canceled their orders. It was because of the new supermarket in Union Town, which had recently opened its doors to the fanfare of the Adams Valley High School marching band. The supermarket, called Big Paul’s Pantry, could’ve swallowed our own little Piggly-Wiggly like a whale swallows a shrimp. It had a section, it seemed, for everything under a fat man’s chin. The milk section alone was a whole aisle, and all the milk was in opaque plastic jugs that didn’t have to be rinsed out and returned. And because Big Paul stocked so much milk, he could afford to sell it at prices that knocked the stuffing out of Green Meadows Dairy. So it came to pass that Dad’s milk route became progressively shorter, if such a thing can be called progress. People liked the newness of going into a clean, air-conditioned supermarket and buying their milk in plastic jugs and then throwing those jugs away without a second thought. Not only that, but Big Paul’s Pantry stayed open until eight o’clock at night, which was unheard of.
     Putting a basket on Rocket was like saddling Seabiscuit with mailbags. But I did my duty, carrying pies and cakes around to people in the afternoons, and Rocket stiffened up from time to time in protest but never dropped one item.
     To show thanks to the Lezanders for being so kind to Rebel, Mom decided to make a pumpkin pie—her best seller—for them free of charge. She put the pie in a box, tied it up with twine, and I slid the box into Rocket’s basket and pedaled for Dr. Lezander’s house. On the way, I passed Gotha and Gordo Branlin on their black bikes. Gotha acknowledged me with a slight lift of his chin, but Gordo—still wearing bandages that covered oozing sores—sped away like blue blazes. I got to Dr. Lezander’s house and knocked on the back door, and in a minute Mrs. Lezander answered.
     “Mom baked you and the doctor a pie,” I said, offering her the box. “It’s pumpkin.”
     “Oh, how very nice.” She took it and sniffed around the lid. “Oh dear,” she said. “Does this have cream in it?”
     “Evaporated milk, I think.” I should know. The kitchen was teeming with Pet Milk cans. “My mom made it this mornin’.”
     “It’s very thoughtful of your mother, Cory, but I’m afraid neither of us can eat cream. We’re both allergic to anything from a cow.” She smiled. “That’s how we met, all red and blotched at a clinic in Rotterdam.”
     “Oh. Gosh. Well, maybe you can give it to somebody else, then. It’s a real good pie.”
     “I’m sure it’s a wonderful pie.” Vunderful, she’d said. “But if I even kept it in the house, Frans would get into it like a little mouse around midnight. He has the sweet tooth, you know. Then in two days he would look like he had the measles and he would itch so much he couldn’t wear clothes. So, better not to even let Frans smell it, or he’d be walking around like Vernon Thaxter, yes?”
     I laughed at that image. “Yes, ma’am.” I took the pie back. “Maybe Mom can make you somethin’ else, then.”
     “It’s not necessary. Just the thought is kind enough.”
     I paused at the door, wondering if I should mention something that had been on my mind lately.
     “Yes?” Mrs. Lezander prodded.
     “Can I see the doctor? I’d like to talk to him for a minute.”
     “He’s taking a nap right now. He stayed up all night listening to his radio shows.”
     “His radio shows?”
     “Yes, he’s got one of those shortwave radios. Sometimes he stays up until dawn listening to the foreign countries. May I give him a message?”
     “Uh… I’ll just talk to him later.” What I wanted to ask was if he needed some help in the afternoons. After watching Dr. Lezander at work, it seemed to me that being a veterinarian was a pretty important job. I could be a veterinarian and a writer at the same time. The world would always need veterinarians, just like it would always need milkmen. “I’ll come back some other time,” I said, and I returned the pumpkin pie to Rocket’s basket and headed for home.
     I pedaled leisurely. Rocket acted a little nervous, but I took that to be his dissatisfaction with the basket, like a greyhound with a leash. The sun was warm and the hills were blazing yellow. A week from now the leaves would be brown and tumbling. It was one of those beautiful afternoons when even the blue shadows are lovely, and you know instinctively to slow down and enjoy things because they cannot and will not last.
     I grinned, thinking of Dr. Lezander walking around as naked as Vernon Thaxter. That would be a sight, wouldn’t it? I’d heard of people being allergic to grass, dogs and cats, ragweed, tobacco and dandelions. Grand Austin was allergic to horses; they made him sneeze until he could hardly stand, which was why he’d stopped going to the Brandywine Carnival when it came through town every November. Grandmomma Sarah said the Jaybird was allergic to work. I supposed people could be allergic to everything under and including the sun. Just think! Neither of the Lezanders could eat ice cream. They couldn’t eat banana pudding, or drink a glass of vanilla milk. If I couldn’t have any of those things, I’d go just as crazy as—
     Vernon came to mind.
     Vernon, standing in that room with the trains circling little Zephyr.
You know what I believe?
     I remembered the lights off, the windows of the tiny houses glowing.
I believe if you find a night owl who doesn’t drink milk, you’ve got your killer.
     I hit the brake. The suddenness of it surprised even Rocket. The bike skidded to a stop.
He stayed up all night listening to his radio shows, Mrs. Lezander had said.
     I swallowed hard. I might’ve had a Pet Milk can wedged in my throat.
Sometimes he stays up until dawn listening to the foreign countries.
     “Oh no,” I whispered. “Oh no, it can’t be Dr. Le—”
     A car pulled up beside me, so close it almost skinned my leg, and then it swerved to block my way. It was a dark blue, low-slung Chevy, its right rear side smashed in and rust splotched across it like dead poison ivy leaves. A white rabbit’s head on a black square hung from the rearview mirror. The Chevy’s engine boomed and popped under the hood, and the whole car trembled with pent-up power. “Hey, boy!” the man behind the wheel said through the rolled-down window. The wheel was covered with blue fur. “You’re that little Mackenson shit!”
     His voice was slurred, the lids of his red eyes at half mast. Donny Blaylock was three sheets to an ill wind. His face was as craggy as rough-cut rock, a greasy comma hanging down from his dark, slick brilliantined hair. “I ’member you,” he said. “Sim’s house. Little fucker.”
     I felt Rocket shiver. The bike suddenly darted forward and banged into the Chevy, like a terrier attacking a Doberman.
     “Been seein’ things you shouldn’t oughta see,” Donny went on. “Been causin’ us some trouble, ain’t you?”
     “No sir,” I said. Rocket backed up and banged into the Chevy again.
     “Oh, yes you have. Biggun’s gonna be glad to see you, boy. Gonna have a talk with you ’bout them big eyes and that big ol’ mouth of yours. Get in.”
     If my heart had been pounding any harder, it would’ve pulled up its root and burst right out of my chest.
     “I said, get in. Now.” He raised his right hand.
     It gripped a pistol, and the pistol was aimed at me.
     Once again Rocket attacked the car. Rocket had saved me from Gordo Branlin, but against this dirty rat and his gun, Rocket was powerless.
     “Shoot your fuckin’ head off in two seconds,” Donny vowed.
     I was scared half to death, and the other half was terrified. That gun’s barrel looked as big as a cannon. It made a convincing argument. In my mind I could hear Mom screaming as I left Rocket and got into the car, but what choice did I have? “Goin’ for a ride,” Donny said, and he leaned across me—all but suffocating me with the foul odors of stale sweat and moonshine whiskey—and slammed the door shut. He put his foot down on the gas pedal and the Chevy growled and crawled up on the curb before he could get it straightened out again. I looked back at Rocket, which was rapidly shrinking. A little plastic Hawaiian girl did a wobbly hula in the Chevy’s rear windshield. “Sit still!” Donny snapped, and I obeyed him because the pistol was right there to jab the obedience into me. Donny’s foot pressed harder on the gas. The Chevy’s engine was wailing as we tore along Merchants Street and turned toward the gargoyle bridge.
     “Where’re we goin’?” I dared ask.
     “You just wait ’n see.”
     The speedometer’s needle climbed to sixty. We left the gargoyles gasping for breath. The Chevy’s engine was making thunder, and we were going seventy miles an hour on the curving road that led past Saxon’s Lake. When I gripped the armrest, Donny laughed. On the floorboard an empty bottle rolled back and forth under my feet and the smell of raw rotgut moonshine was harsh enough to make my eyes water.
     The woods on either side of the road passed in a yellow blur, the Chevy’s rear tires shrieking on the snake-twist road. “I’m fuckin’ alive!” Donny howled. Maybe so, but he looked near dead. His eyes were sunken, his jaw stubbled with a scraggly beard, his clothes as wrinkled and dirty as if he’d slept for three days in a pigpen. Or maybe just laid in there and drank for three days. “I saw you!” he shouted to me over the wind’s blast. “Followed you! Yessir, ol’ Donny crept up behind you and bagged him a bird, didn’t he?” He threw his shoulders into a curve that made my eyes pop. “That fat sumbitch says I’m stupid! Show his fat ass who the smart Blaylock is!”
     If a gun, a fast car, and being drunker than a Shriner made a man smart, then Donny was Copernicus, Da Vinci, and Einstein rolled up into one mass of doughy genius.
     We whipped past Saxon’s Lake and the red rock cliff. “Whoa! Whoa, Big Dick!” Donny hollered at the car as he stepped on the brake. We slowed down enough for Donny to turn the Chevy to the right and onto a dirt road without flying us into the trees. Then he put on the gas again, and we zoomed the fifty yards between Route Ten and the small white house with a screened-in front porch that stood at the end of that road. I knew the house. The red Mustang was still parked under the green plastic awning, but the old rust-gnawed Cadillac was gone. The rose garden was still there, all thorns and no flowers.
     “Whoa!” Donny shouted, and his Big Dick came to a throbbing halt at the door of Miss Grace’s house of bad girls.
     Lord help me! I thought. What was this all about?
     He got out of the car, gun in hand. He showed me its ugly snout. “You better be here when I come back! Better be here, or I’ll hunt you down and kill you! Understand?”
     I nodded. Donny Blaylock had already killed one man. Mr. Dollar had said so. I had no doubt he would do it again, so my butt stayed glued to the seat. Donny staggered to the door and started beating on it. Somebody hollered from inside. Donny kicked the door open and charged in, shouting, “Where is she? Where’s my fuckin’ woman?”
     I was in deep dookey, that was for sure. Somehow in my fear-seized brain I thought that Dr. Lezander couldn’t be the one who’d killed that man at Saxon’s Lake; it had to be Donny Blaylock. Mr. Dollar had heard about it from Sim Sears. Donny Blaylock was the killer, not Dr. Lezander!
     Donny emerged from the house less than thirty seconds after he’d crashed in. He had hold of a girl by her blond hair, and he was dragging her as she fought and cursed.
     That girl was Lainie, who’d furled her tongue at me that very first day.
     “Get in that car!” Donny yelled as he dragged her over the ground. She was wearing a pink halter top and purple hot pants, and one of her silver shoes had come off. “Get in there, and do it quick!”
     “Lemme go! Lemme go, you sumbitch!”
     Out from the doorway shot redhaired, stocky Miss Grace, who wore a white sweater and blue jeans big enough to house a barn dance. She had the look of hellfire on her face and a frying pan in her right hand, and she lifted it to strike Donny over the head.
     He shot her. Bam! Just that fast.
     Miss Grace screamed and grabbed her shoulder as the crimson blossomed against the white like the opening of a rose. She fell to her knees, crying, “You shot me, you asshole! You dumb bastard, you!” Two more girls, both brunette and one as plump as the other was skinny, rushed out to kneel beside Miss Grace, while another blond girl stood in the doorway shouting, “We’re callin’ the sheriff! Right this minute, we’re callin’ him!”
     “You stupid shit!” Donny yelled as he reached the car. “We own the sheriff!” He yanked the door open and threw Lainie in on me, and I scrambled over into the backseat as she clawed and kicked to get out. Donny said, “Stop it!” and he hit her across the face with his free hand so hard, one second I was looking at the back of her head and the next at her face, the tough but pretty features pinched with pain. Blood began crawling from the corner of her mouth. “You want some more, you just keep it up!” Donny warned her, and then he went around and slid under the wheel. The Chevy’s engine fired. I started to jump out, but Donny caught my motion in the rearview mirror and the pistol’s barrel swatted at my head. If I hadn’t ducked in time, I might’ve earned my wings for real. “Just sit there! The both of you!” Donny shouted, and he whipped the car around in a neck-wrenching circle and headed for Route Ten again.
     “You’re crazy!” Lainie seethed, one hand pressed to her mouth. “I told you to leave me alone!”
     “Do tell!”
     “I swear I won’t stand for this! Miss Grace’ll—”
     “What’ll she do? I shoulda shot her brains out!”
     Lainie made a move for the door handle. But just then we reached Route Ten and Donny laid on the gas. The Chevy’s tires screeched as we sped toward Zephyr once more. Lainie’s fingers were gripping the handle, but we were already going fifty miles an hour.
     “Jump,” Donny said, and he grinned. “Go on, I dare ya!”
     Her fingers loosened. They let go.
     “I’ll get the law on you! I swear it!”
     “Sure you will.” His grin widened. “The law don’t have time for trash like you.”
     “You’re drunk and out of your mind!” She glanced back at me. “What’re you doin’ draggin’ a kid around with you for?”
     “Family business. You just shut up and look pretty.”
     “Damn you to hell,” she spat at him, but he just laughed.
     The Chevy crossed the gargoyle bridge again. We passed Rocket. A crow was perched on the handlebars, trying to pry the pie box open. The indignity of it! Donny tore through Zephyr at sixty miles an hour, blowing dead leaves in our wake. He burst out on the other side and hit Route Sixteen, and we raced across the hills toward Union Town.
     “Kidnappin’!” Lainie was still raging. “That’s what it is! They can kill you for that!”
     “I don’t give a shit. I got you. That’s what I want.”
     “I don’t want you!”
     His hand grabbed her chin and squeezed. The Chevy swerved across the road, and I gasped as I saw the woods reaching for us. Then Donny veered us back onto pavement again with a jerk of his arm. We were straddling the centerline. “Don’t you say that. Don’t you ever say that, or you’ll be real sorry.”
     “I’m just shakin’!” She tried to pull loose, but his wiry fingers tightened.
     “I don’t wanna hurt you, baby. God knows I don’t.” His fingers released her, but their marks stayed on her skin.
     “I ain’t your baby! I told you a long time ago, I don’t want nothin’ to do with you or them damn brothers of yours!”
     “You take our money, don’t you? High and mighty for a damned punchboard, ain’t you?”
     “I’m a professional,” she said with a measure of pride. “I don’t love you, don’t you get it? I don’t even like you! Only one man I ever loved, and he’s with Jesus.”
     “Jesus.” He mocked her voice. “That bastard’s rottin’ in hell.” His eyes flickered to the rearview mirror. I saw them narrow. “What the fuck?” he whispered.
     I looked back. A car was behind us, gaining rapidly.
     It was a black car. Black as a panther.
     “No.” Donny shook his head. “Oh, no. I cain’t be that wasted!”
     Lainie looked back, too, her lower lip swollen. “What is it?”
     “That car. See it?”
     “What car?”
     Her deep brown eyes registered nothing. I saw it, though. Clear as light. And Donny did, too. I could tell by the way he was letting the Chevy drift all over the road. The black car was speeding after us. In another moment I could make out the flames painted on the hood. I could see the faint shape of the driver through the slanted windshield. He seemed to be crouched forward, eager to catch us.
     “Hell’s bells!” Donny’s knuckles whitened around the furry wheel. “I’m goin’ off my rocker!”
     “You just now figurin’ that one out? Kidnappin’ me is bad enough, but your ass is gonna be in a crack for shootin’ Miss Grace! What if you’d killed her?”
     “Shut up.” Little beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead. His eyes kept ticking back and forth from the rearview mirror to the winding road ahead. The black car was lost for a few seconds behind a curve, and then I saw Midnight Mona slide around it and come out of a shadow, barreling after us. The sun was dull on the black paint and the tinted windshield. The Chevy was on the high side of seventy; Midnight Mona had to be doing near ninety.
     “There’s where it happened!” Lainie pointed at a place off the roadside, the wind whipping the hair around her strained and lonely face. “That’s where my baby got killed!”
     She was pointing at a place that might’ve just looked like weeds and thick underbrush, except two dead and blackened trees stood side by side, their trunks cut by deep and ugly gashes. The limbs of the trees were interlocked, as if embracing each other even in death.
     I looked at her blond hair, and I remembered it.
     Hers was the head I had seen resting on the shoulder of Little Stevie Cauley, a long time ago in the Spinnin’ Wheel’s parking lot.
     “Look out!” Lainie suddenly screamed, and she grabbed for the wheel as a tractor-trailer truck roared over a hill in front of us, its grille filling Big Dick’s windshield like a mouthful of silver teeth. Donny had been watching Midnight Mona grow in the rearview mirror, and he shouted with terror and twisted the wheel. The truck’s massive tires zoomed past, a deep bass horn bellowing with indignation. I turned around in time to see the truck and Midnight Mona merge together, and then Midnight Mona burst through the truck’s rear wheels and kept on coming and the truck went on its way as dumb as Paul Bunyan’s ox. Donny hadn’t seen this feat of magic; he’d been too busy trying to keep us from crashing. “That was damn close!” Lainie said, and when she looked back I could tell she still saw nothing of the black car.
     But I knew. And Donny knew, too. Little Stevie Cauley was coming to save his girlfriend.
     “If he wants to fuckin’ play, I’ll play with him!” Donny yelled, and his foot sank to the floor. The Chevy’s engine screamed, the whole car starting to vibrate, everything that wasn’t bolted down rattling and groaning. “He never could beat me! Never could!”
     “Slow down!” Lainie begged, her eyes filling up with fear. “You’ll kill us!”
     But Midnight Mona was right on our tail now, hanging there like a black jet plane, matching speed for speed. The driver was a dark shape behind the wheel. The Chevy’s tires flayed rubber as Donny gritted his teeth, sweat on his face, and followed the dangerous road. Over the engine and the wind and Lainie’s voice crying for Donny to slow down, I couldn’t hear a sound from Midnight Mona.
     “Come on, you sumbitch!” Donny snarled. “I killed you once! I can kill you again, too!”
     “You’re crazy!” Lainie was clinging to her seat like a cat. “I don’t wanna die!”
     I was thrown from one side of the car to the other as the Chevy took the curves at breakneck speed, Donny fighting the wheel with every ounce of mean strength in his body. My mind was jangled, but not disconnected; I realized, as I was flung around like yesterday’s laundry, that Donny Blaylock had killed Little Stevie Cauley. How it had happened I could see in my imagination: two cars—one blue, one black—racing hell-for-sparkplugs on this very road, flames shooting from their tail pipes under last year’s October moon. Maybe they were neck and neck, like the chariots in Ben-Hur, and then Donny had whipped Big Dick to one side and the right rear panel had slammed into Midnight Mona. Maybe Little Stevie had lost control of the wheel, or maybe a tire had blown. But Midnight Mona had taken flight, as graceful as a black butterfly through the silvery dark, and exploded into fire when she came down. I could hear Donny’s fiendish laugh as he’d raced away from the burning ruin of glass and metal.
     As a matter of fact, I could hear his fiendish laugh right this minute.
     “I’ll kill you again! I’ll kill you again!” he hollered, his eyes crazed and his brilliantined hair swept back and twisting like Medusa’s snakes. It was obvious he was riding on his rims.
     He slammed on the brake. Lainie screamed. I screamed. Big Dick screamed, too.
     Midnight Mona, which was five feet behind the Chevy’s rear fender, hit us.
     I saw, as my eyes almost blasted out of my head, the black car’s flame-painted snout shove through the back seat. Then, like blurred freeze-frame pictures, Midnight Mona began to fill up the inside of Big Dick. I smelled burning oil and scorched metal, cigarette smoke and English Leather cologne. For the briefest of instants a black-haired young man with eyes as blue as swimming-pool water sat beside me, his hands gripping a steering wheel, his teeth clenching a Chesterfield’s stub. The sharp chin of his ruggedly handsome face was set like the prow of the Flying Dutchman. I believe my hair stood on end.
     Midnight Mona cleaved through Big Dick. Went right through the front seats, and on its way into the engine block its driver reached out a hand and seemed to touch Lainie’s cheek. I saw her blink and jump, her face going as pale as white silk. Donny cringed, yelling in stark-naked fear. He twisted the wheel back and forth because he could see the passing apparition even if Lainie was blind to it. Then Midnight Mona had gone through the front fender, its taillights the shape of red diamonds and its exhaust pipes spouting in Donny’s face, and the Chevy started spinning around and around like a Tiltawhirl, the brakes and tires shrieking like drunken banshees at an all-night haunt.
     I felt a crunch and heard a thud and I flew into the back of Lainie’s seat as if pressed there by an invisible waffle iron. “Jesus!” I heard Donny shout; this time he wasn’t mocking anybody. Glass crashed and something kabonged in the car’s belly, and with a loud ripping noise of bushes and low tree limbs the Chevy came to a halt with its nose buried in a bank of red dirt.
     “Yi yi yi yi!” Donny was yelping like a dog with a hurt leg. I tasted blood, and my nose felt as if it had been pushed right through my face. I saw Donny looking wildly about; at his hairline along the sides of his head, the hair had gone gray. “I killed him!” he squalled in a high and giddy voice. “Killed that bastard! Midnight Mona burned up! Saw it burn up!”
     Lainie stared at him, her eyes unfocused, an egg-sized knot bulging on her reddened forehead. She whispered thickly, “You… killed…”
     “Killed him! Killed him dead! Went flyin’ off the road! Boom, he went! Boom!” Donny started laughing, and he scrambled out through the driver’s-side window without opening the door. His face looked swollen and wet, his eyes cocked and crazy. He began to stagger in a circle, the front of his jeans soggy with urine. “Daddy?” he cried out. “Help me, Daddy!” Then he started gibbering and sobbing and he climbed up the bank of red dirt for the woods beyond.
     I heard a click.
     Lainie had reached down to the floorboard and retrieved the pistol. She had pulled its hammer back, and now she took aim at the struggling, insane wretch who sobbed for his daddy.
     Her hand trembled. I saw her finger tighten on the trigger.
     “Better not,” I said.
     Her finger didn’t listen.
     But her hand did. It moved an inch. The pistol went off, and the bullet threw up a chunk of red dirt. She kept firing, four more times. Four more red dirt chunks, flying in the air.
     Donny Blaylock ran for the yellow woods. He got caught up in branches for a moment, and as he thrashed to get loose the branches ripped the shirt right off his back. He hightailed it, but we could hear him laughing and crying until the awful sound faded and was gone.
     Lainie lowered her head and pressed her hand to her eyes. Her back began to tremble. She gave a low, moaning sob. My nose was starting to feel like it was on fire.
     But through it I could still smell a hint of English Leather.
     Lainie looked up, startled. She touched her tear-stained cheek. “Stevie?” she said, her voice alive with hope.
     As I’ve said, it was the season of ghosts. They had gathered themselves, building up their strength to wander the fields—and roads—of October and speak to those who would listen.
     Maybe Lainie never saw him. Maybe she wouldn’t have believed her own mind if she had, and she would’ve gone running for a rubber room the same as Donny.
     But I believe she heard him, loud and clear. Maybe just in the scent of his skin, or the memory of a touch.
     I believe it was enough.
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High Noon in Zephyr


MY NOSE WASN’T BROKEN, THOUGH IT SWELLED UP LIKE A MELON and turned a ghastly purplish-green and my eyes puffed up into black-and-blue slits. To say Mom was horrified about the whole experience is like saying the Gulf of Mexico has some water in it. But I survived, and I was all right after my nose shrank to its regular size.
     Sheriff Amory, who’d been called by Miss Grace, found Lainie and me walking back to Zephyr on Route Sixteen. I didn’t have much to say to him, because I remembered Donny yelling that the Blaylocks owned him. I told Dad about this when he and Mom came to pick me up at Dr. Parrish’s office. Dad didn’t say anything, but I could see the thundercloud settling over his head and I knew he wouldn’t let it lie.
     Miss Grace was okay. She had to be taken to the hospital in Union Town, but the bullet hadn’t hit anything that couldn’t be fixed. I had the feeling that it would take an awful lot to put Miss Grace down for the count.
     This was the story about Lainie and Little Stevie Cauley, as I learned later from Dad, who found it out from the sheriff: Lainie, who’d run away from home when she was seventeen, had met Donny Blaylock while she was a stripper at the Port Said in Birmingham. He had convinced her to come work for his family’s “business,” promising her all sorts of big money and stuff, saying the Air Force boys really knew how to part with a paycheck. She came, but soon after she arrived at Miss Grace’s, she’d met Little Stevie when she’d gone to the Woolworth’s in Zephyr to buy her summer wardrobe. Maybe it hadn’t been love at first sight, but something close to it. Anyhow, Little Stevie had been encouraging Lainie to leave Miss Grace’s and straighten up her act. They’d started talking about getting married. Miss Grace had been in favor of it, because she didn’t want any girl working for her who couldn’t put her all into the job. But Donny Blaylock fancied himself to be Lainie’s boyfriend. He hated Little Stevie anyway because as much as Donny wanted to deny it, Midnight Mona could leave Big Dick dragging. He’d decided the only way to keep Lainie working was to get Stevie out of the picture. The crash and burning of Midnight Mona had been the wreck of Lainie’s dreams as well, and from that point on she didn’t care about what she did, with who, or where. As Miss Grace had said, Lainie had gotten as rough as a cob.
     The last I heard of Lainie, she was going home, older and wiser.
     Sadder, too.
     But who ever said everybody gets a happy ending?
     Some of this information came right from the jackass’s mouth. Donny was behind bars in the Zephyr jail, which stood next to the courthouse. He’d been found, dancing with a scarecrow, by a farmer with a very large shotgun. The sight of iron bars in front of his face had squared up some of Donny’s raggedy edges, and he had come out of his madness long enough to admit running Little Stevie off the road. It was clear that this time a Blaylock was not going to escape the long arm of the law, even if the hand on that arm was dirty with Blaylock cash.
     November had touched the yards of Zephyr with frosty fingers. The hills had gone brown, the leaves falling. They crackled like little fireworks when somebody came up the walk. We heard them on a Tuesday evening, when a fire burned in our hearth, Dad was reading the newspaper, and Mom was poring over her cookbooks for new pie and cake recipes.
     Dad answered the door when the knock sounded. Sheriff Junior Talmadge Amory stood under the porch light, his long-jawed face sullen and his hat in his hand. He had the collar of his jacket turned up; it was cold out there.
     “Can I come in, Tom?” he asked.
     “I don’t know,” Dad said.
     “I’d understand if you didn’t care to talk to me anymore. I’d take it like a man. But… I sure would like to have my say about some things.”
     Mom stepped up beside my father. “Let him in, Tom. All right?”
     Dad opened the door, and the sheriff came in from the night.
     “Hi, Cory,” he said to me. I was on the floor next to the fireplace, doing my Alabama history homework. A certain area where Rebel used to lounge in the hearth’s glow seemed awfully empty. But life went on.
     “Hi,” I said.
     “Cory, go to your room,” Dad instructed, but Sheriff Amory said, “Tom, I’d like for him to hear me out, too, seein’ as he was the one found out and all.”
     I stayed where I was. Sheriff Amory sank his slim Ichabod Crane body onto the couch and put his hat on the coffee table. He sat staring at the silver star that adorned it. Dad sat down again, and Mom—ever the hospitable one—asked the sheriff if he’d like some apple pie or spice cake but he shook his head. She sat down, too, her chair and Dad’s bracketing the fireplace.
     “I won’t be sheriff very much longer,” Sheriff Amory began. “Mayor Swope’s gonna appoint a new man as soon as he can decide on one. I figure I’ll be done with it by the middle of the month.” He sighed heavily. “I expect we’ll be leavin’ town before December.”
     “I’m sorry to hear it,” Dad told him. “But I was sorrier to hear what Cory had to tell me. I guess I can’t kick you around too much, though. You could’ve lied when I came to you about it.”
     “I wanted to. Real bad. But if you can’t believe your own son, who in the world can you believe?”
     Dad scowled. He looked as if he wanted to spit a foul taste from his mouth. “For God’s sake, why’d you do it, J.T.? Takin’ money from the Blaylocks to shield ’em? Lookin’ the other way when they sold their ’shine and suckered people into that crooked gamblin’ den? Not to mention Miss Grace’s house, and I like and respect Miss Grace but God knows she oughta be in some other line of work. What else did you do for Biggun Blaylock? Polish his boots?”
     “Yes,” the sheriff said.
     “Yes what?”
     “I did. Polish his boots.” Sheriff Amory gave a wan, tired smile. His eyes were black holes of sadness and regret. His smile slipped off, leaving his mouth twisted with pain. “I always went to Biggun’s house to get my money. He had it for me, first day of the month. Two hundred dollars in a white envelope with my name on it. ‘Sheriff Junior.’ That’s what he calls me.” He winced a little at the thought. “When I went in that day, all the boys were there: Donny, Bodean, and Wade. Biggun was oilin’ a rifle. Even sittin’ in a chair, he can fill up a room. He can look at you and knock you down. I picked up my envelope, and all of a sudden he reaches to the floor and puts his muddy boots on the table, and he says, ‘Sheriff Junior, I’ve got me a mess here to clean up and I don’t rightly feel up to doin’ it. You think you could clean ’em for me?’ And I started to say no, but he takes a fifty-dollar bill out of his shirt pocket and he puts it down inside one of them big boots, and he says, ‘Make it worth your while, of course.’”
     “Don’t tell me this, J.T.,” Dad said.
     “I want to. I have to.” The sheriff peered into the fire, and I could see the flames make light and shadows ripple across his face. “I told Biggun I had to go, that I couldn’t be cleanin’ anybody’s boots. And he grins and says, ‘Aw, Sheriff Junior, why didn’t you name your price right off?’ and he takes another fifty-dollar bill out of his pocket and he slides it down into the other boot.” Sheriff Amory looked at the fingers of his traitorous right hand. “My girls needed new clothes,” he said. “Needed some Sunday shoes, with bows on ’em. Needed somethin’ that wasn’t already worn out by somebody else. So I earned myself an extra hundred dollars. But Biggun knew I’d be comin’ that day, and he… he’d been stompin’ around in filth. When his boots were clean, I went outside and threw up, and I heard the boys laughin’ in the house.” His eyes squeezed shut for a few seconds, and then they opened again. “I took my girls to the finest shoestore in Union Town, and I bought Lucinda a bouquet of flowers. It wasn’t just for her; I wanted to smell somethin’ sweet.”
     “Did Lucinda know about this?” Dad asked.
     “No. She thought I’d gotten a raise. You know how many times I’ve asked Mayor Swope and that damn town council for a raise, Tom? You know how many times they’ve said, ‘We’ll put it in the budget next year, J.T.’?” He gave a bitter laugh. “Good ol’ J.T.! Ol’ J.T. can make do, or do without! He can stretch a dime until Roosevelt hollers, and he don’t need no raise because what does he do all day? Ol’ J.T. drives around in his sheriff’s car and he sits behind his desk readin’ True Detective and he maybe breaks up a fight now and then or chases down a lost dog or keeps two neighbors from squabblin’ over a busted fence. Every blue moon there’s a robbery, or a shootin’, or somethin’ like that car goin’ down into Saxon’s Lake. But it’s not like good ol’ harmless J.T.’s a real sheriff, don’t you see? He’s just kind of a long, slumpy thing with a star on his hat, and nothin’ much ever happens in Zephyr that he should be gettin’ a raise, or a half-decent gasoline allowance, or a bonus every once in a while. Or maybe a pat on the back.” His eyes glittered with feverish anger. I realized, as my parents did, that we had not known Sheriff Amory’s hidden anguish. “Damn,” he said. “I didn’t mean to come in here and spill all my belly juice like this. I’m sorry.”
     “If you felt this way so long,” Mom said, “why didn’t you just quit?”
     “Because… I liked bein’ the sheriff, Rebecca. I liked knowin’ who was doin’ what to who, and why. I liked havin’ people depend on me. It was… like bein’ a father and big brother and best friend all rolled up into one. Maybe Mayor Swope and the town council don’t respect me, but the people of Zephyr do. Did, I mean. That’s why I kept at it, even though I should’ve walked away from it a long time ago. Before Biggun Blaylock called me in the middle of the night and said he had a proposition for me. Said his businesses don’t hurt anybody. Said they make people feel better. Said he wouldn’t be in business to begin with if people didn’t come lookin’ for what he was sellin’.”
     “And you believed him. My God, J.T.!” Dad shook his head in disgust.
     “There was more. Biggun said if he and his boys weren’t in business, the Ryker gang would move in from the next county, and I’ve heard those fellas are stone-cold killers. Biggun said that by acceptin’ his money I might be shakin’ hands with the devil, but the devil I knew was better than the devil I didn’t know. Yeah, I believed him, Tom. I still believe him.”
     “So you knew where his hideout was all along. And there you were makin’ everybody believe you couldn’t find hide nor hair of him.”
     “That’s right. It’s near where Cory and the boys saw that box change hands. I honestly don’t know what was inside it, but I do know Gerald Hargison and Dick Moultry are Klansmen from way back. But now I’m a sinner and slime of the earth and I’m not fit to walk the streets with decent people.” Sheriff Amory directed his hard gaze at my dad. “I don’t need to be told I’ve messed things up, Tom. I know I was wrong. I know I’ve shamed the office of sheriff. And shamed my family, which is killin’ me when people I thought were our good friends look at Lucinda and the girls like they crawled out of a spittoon. Like I say, we’ll be leavin’ town before long. But I’ve got one last duty to perform as the elected sheriff of Zephyr.”
     “What might that be? Openin’ the bank vault for Biggun?”
     “No,” the sheriff said quietly. “Makin’ sure Donny goes to prison for murder. Manslaughter, at the very least.”
     “Oh,” Dad said, and I know he must’ve felt an inch tall. But he grew back quickly enough. “What’s Biggun gonna think about that? After he’s been payin’ you to lay off?”
     “Biggun didn’t pay me to protect a killer. And that’s what Donny is. I just thank God he didn’t kill Miss Grace, too. I knew Stevie Cauley. He might’ve been a tough guy, and he had his share of scrapes with me, but he was decent. His folks are good people, too. So I’m not gonna let Donny slither out of this, Tom. No matter what Biggun threatens me with.”
     “Has he threatened you?” Mom asked as Dad stood up to shift a fireplace log with the poker.
     “Yes. Warned me, is more like it.” Sheriff Amory’s brows merged, the lines between his eyes deepening. “Day after tomorrow, two marshals from the county seat are comin’ on the Trailways bus. It’s bus number thirty-three, and it comes in at noon. I’m to have all the transfer papers ready, and they’re gonna take custody of Donny.”
     The Trailways bus came through Zephyr every other day, on its way to Union Town. On rare occasions it stopped, under the little Trailways sign at the Shell gas station on Ridgeton Street, to pick up or disgorge a passenger or two. But most days it sped on, going somewhere else.
     “I found a little black book in a pocket under the driver’s seat of Donny’s car,” the sheriff explained. Dad fed another log into the fire, but he was listening. “It’s got names and numbers in it that I think have to do with gamblin’ on high school football games. Some names are in there that might surprise you. Not Zephyr people, but names you might know from the newspapers if you keep up with politics. I think the Blaylocks might have been payin’ a coach or two to throw games.”
     “My Lord!” Mom breathed.
     “Those two marshals are comin’ to pick up Donny, and I’ve gotta make sure he’s there to meet ’em.” Sheriff Amory ran a finger along the edge of his star. “Biggun says he’ll kill me before he lets me put his son on that bus. I figure he means to, Tom.”
     “He’s bluffin’!” Dad said. “Tryin’ to scare you into lettin’ Donny go!”
     “This mornin’ there was somethin’ dead on our front porch. I think… it might’ve been a cat. But it was all chopped to pieces and the blood was smeared everywhere and on our front door was written Donny won’t go in cat’s blood. You should’ve seen the girls’ faces when they saw that mess.” Sheriff Amory lowered his head for a moment, and stared at the floor. “I’m scared. Awful scared. I think Biggun’s gonna try to kill me and spring Donny out of jail before that bus comes in.”
     “I’d be more afraid those damned snakes would go after Lucinda and the girls,” Mom said, and I knew she was heated up about it because she hardly ever cursed.
     “I sent ’em to Lucinda’s mother this mornin’, after what happened. She called me around two o’clock, said they’d gotten there fine.” He lifted his face and looked at my father with a tortured expression. “I need help, Tom.”
     Sheriff Amory went on to explain that he needed three or four men to deputize, and that they’d all spend tonight, tomorrow, and tomorrow night at the jail guarding Donny.
     He said he’d deputized Jack Marchette, who was at the jail pulling guard duty right this minute, but that he was having trouble finding anybody else. He’d asked ten men, he said, and been turned down ten times. It would be dangerous work, he said. The deputies would each get fifty dollars out of his own pocket, and that was all he could afford to pay. But there were pistols and ammunition at the jailhouse, and the jailhouse itself was as firm as a fortress. The tricky part, he said, would be taking Donny from his cell to the bus stop.
     “That’s the story.” Sheriff Amory gripped his bony knees. “Can I deputize you, Tom?”
     “No!” Mom’s voice almost shook the windows. “Are you out of your mind?”
     “I’m sorry to have to ask this of Tom, Rebecca. I swear I am. But it’s got to be done.”
     “Ask somebody else, then! Not Tom!”
     “Can I get your answer?” the sheriff urged.
     Dad stood next to the fireplace, the logs crackling. His eyes went from Sheriff Amory to Mom and back again, with a quick dart toward me. He slid his hands into his pockets, his face downcast. “I… don’t know what to say.”
     “You know what’s right, don’t you?”
     “I do. But I know I don’t believe in violence. I can’t stand the thought of it. Especially… not the way I’ve been feelin’ for the last few months. Like I’m walkin’ on eggshells with an anvil strapped to my back. I know I couldn’t pull a trigger and shoot anybody. I know that for a fact.”
     “You wouldn’t have to carry a gun, then. I wouldn’t expect you to. Just be there to show Biggun he can’t get away with murder.”
     “Unless the Blaylocks murder all of you!” Mom fairly leaped from her chair. “No! Tom’s been under a lot of stress lately, and he’s not in any physical or mental shape to—”
     “Rebecca!” Dad snapped. She hushed. “I can speak for myself, thank you,” he said.
     “Just tell me yes, Tom.” Sheriff Amory was pleading now. “That’s all I want to hear.”
     Dad was in pain. I could see its grim mark on his face. He did know what was right, but he was all twisted up and hurting inside, and the chilly hand of the man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake clutched the back of his neck. “No,” he said, his voice raspy. “I can’t, J.T.”
     May I be forgiven. I thought one word, and that word was Yellowstreak. Immediately I was overcome with shame, and my face was burning as I got up and ran to my room.
     “Cory!” Dad called. “Wait a minute!”
     “Well, that’s just fine!” Sheriff Amory stood up, and he plucked his hat from the coffee table and jammed it on his head. The crown was crushed, the silver star awry. “Just damn fine! Everybody wants the Blaylocks put behind bars and they kick my ass for takin’ his dirty money, but when it comes a chance to actually do somethin’ about ’em, everybody and their brother, sister, and uncle runs for the hills! Just damned fine!”
     Dad said, “I wish I could—”
     “Forget it. Stay home. Stay safe. Good night.” Sheriff Amory walked out the door into the cold. The leaves crunched under his shoes, the sound fading. Dad stood at the window and watched him drive away.
     “Don’t worry about him,” Mom said. “He’ll find enough deputies.”
     “What if he doesn’t? What if everybody does run for the hills?”
     “Then if this town doesn’t care enough about law and order to help their sheriff, Zephyr deserves to dry up and blow away.”
     Dad turned toward her, his mouth a tight line. “We’re Zephyr, Rebecca. You and me. Cory. J.T. The ten men he asked who turned him down, they’re Zephyr, too. It’s people’s souls and caring for each other that dries up and blows away before buildin’s and houses do.”
     “You can’t help him, Tom. You just can’t. If somethin’ happened to you…” She didn’t finish, because that train of thought led to a desolate destination.
     “Maybe he did wrong, but he deserves help. I should’ve said I would.”
     “No, you shouldn’t have. You’re not a fighter, Tom. Those Blaylocks would kill you before you could blink.”
     “Then maybe I shouldn’t blink,” Dad said, his face stony.
     “Just do what J.T. said, Tom. Stay home and stay safe. Okay?”
     “Fine example I’m settin’ for Cory. Did you see the way he looked at me?”
     “He’ll get over it,” Mom said. She made an effort to summon a smile. “How about a nice piece of spice cake and a cup of coffee?”
     “I don’t want any spice cake. I don’t want any apple pie, or coconut muffins, or blueberry fritters. All I want is some—” He had to stop speaking, but the rush of emotion choked him. Peace might have been the next word he was going to say. “I’m gonna go talk to Cory,” he told her, and he came to my room and knocked on the door.
     I let him in. I had to. He was my dad. He sat down on my bed, while I held a Blackhawk comic book close to my face. Before he’d come in, I’d been remembering something Vernon had said: Sheriff Amory’s a good man, just not a good sheriff. He lets the birds fly when he’s got his paws on them. I guess it could never be said that Sheriff Amory wasn’t trying to do well by his family. Dad cleared his throat. “Well, I reckon I’m lower than a snake’s pecker, is that right?”
     I would’ve laughed at that any other time. I just stared at my comic book, attempting to climb inside the world of sleek ebony airplanes and square-jawed heroes who used their wits and fists for justice.
     Maybe I betrayed myself somehow. Maybe Dad had an instant of reading my mind. He said, “The world’s not a comic book, son.” Then he touched my shoulder, and he stood up and closed the door on his way out.
     I had a bad sleep that night. If it wasn’t the four girls calling my name, it was the car going over the red rock cliff into black water, and then Midnight Mona raced through me and Biggun Blaylock’s demonic, bearded face said I threw in an extra for good luck and Lucifer’s shotgun-ripped head screamed from his grave and Mrs. Lezander offered me a glass of Tang and said Sometimes he stays up until dawn listening to the foreign countries.
     I lay staring into darkness.
     I hadn’t told Dad or Mom about Dr. Lezander’s distaste for milk or his liking to be a night owl. Surely that had nothing to do with the car in Saxon’s Lake. What earthly reason would Dr. Lezander have to kill a stranger? And Dr. Lezander was a kind man who loved animals, not a savage beast who had beaten a man half to death and then strangled the other half with a piano wire. It was unthinkable!
     Yet I was thinking it.
     Vernon had been right about Sheriff Amory. Could he be right about the milk-hating night owl, too?
     Vernon was crazy, but like the Beach Boys, he got around. Like the eye of God, he watched the comings and goings of the citizens of Zephyr, saw their grand hopes and mean schemes. He saw life laid bare. And maybe he was aware of more than he even knew.
     I decided. I was going to have to start watching Dr. Lezander. And Mrs. Lezander, too. How could he be such a monster under his civilized skin, and her not know it?
     The next day, which was cold and drizzly, I pedaled Rocket past Dr. Lezander’s after school. Of course he and his wife were both inside. Even the two horses were in the barn. I don’t know what I was looking for, I just wanted to look. There had to be more to tie the doctor to Saxon’s Lake than Vernon’s theories. That night, the silence at the dinner table couldn’t have been cleaved with a chain saw. I didn’t trust myself to meet Dad’s gaze, and Dad and Mom were avoiding looking at each other as well. So it was a merry dinner, all around.
     Then, as we were eating the pumpkin pie that we were all getting so heartily sick of, Dad said, “They let Rick Spanner go today.”
     “Rick? He’s been with Green Meadows as long as you!”
     “That’s right,” Dad said, and he picked at the crust with his fork. “Talkin’ to Neil Yarbrough this mornin’. He hears they’re cuttin’ back. Have to, because of that damn… that supermarket,” he corrected himself, though his curse was already flying. “Big Paul’s Pantry.” He snorted so hard I thought pumpkin pie might come through his nose. “Milk in plastic jugs. What’ll they figure out next to mess things up?”
     “Leah Spanner just had a baby in August,” Mom said. “That’s their third one. What’s Rick gonna do?”
     “I don’t know. He left as soon as they told him. Neil says he heard they gave him a month’s pay, but that won’t go very far with four mouths to feed.” He put down his fork. “Maybe we can take ’em a pie or somethin’.”
     “I’ll make a fresh one first thing in the mornin’.”
     “That’d be good.” Dad reached out, and he placed his hand over Mom’s. With all that had been going on—said and left unsaid—it was a heartening sight. “I have a feelin’ that’s just the start of it, Rebecca. Green Meadows can’t compete with those supermarket prices. We cut our rates for our regular customers last week, and then Big Paul’s Pantry undercut us two days later. I think it’s gonna get a whole lot worse before it gets any better.” I saw his hand squeeze Mom’s, and she squeezed back. They were in it together, for the long haul.
     “One other thing.” Dad paused. His jaw clenched and relaxed. He was obviously having a hard time spitting this out, whatever it was. “I talked to Jack Marchette this afternoon. He was at the Shell station when I stopped to fill up the truck. He said—” Again, this was a thorny obstruction in his throat. “He said J.T.’s only found one more volunteer deputy other than Jack himself. You know who that is?”
     Mom waited.
     “The Moon Man.” A tight smile flickered across Dad’s face. “Can you believe that? Out of all the able-bodied men in this town, only Jack and the Moon Man are gonna stand with J.T. against the Blaylocks. I doubt if the Moon Man can even hold a pistol, much less use one if he had to! Well, I suppose everybody else decided to stay home and be safe, don’t you?”
     Mom pulled her hand away, and she looked somewhere else. Dad stared across the table at me, his eyes so intense I had to shift in my chair because I felt their heat and power. “Some father you’ve got, huh, partner? You go to school today and tell your friends how I helped uphold the law?”
     “No sir,” I answered.
     “You should have. Should’ve told Ben, Johnny, and Davy Ray.”
     “I don’t see their fathers linin’ up to get themselves killed by the Blaylocks!” Mom said, her voice strained and unsteady. “Where are the people who know how to use guns? Where are the hunters? Where’re the big-talkin’ men who say they’ve been in so many fights and they know how to use their fists and guns to solve every problem in this whole wide world?”
     “I don’t know where they are.” Dad scraped his chair back and stood up. “I just know where I am.” He started walking toward the front door, and Mom said with a frightened gasp of breath, “Where’re you goin’?”
     Dad stopped. He stood there, between us and the door, and he lifted a hand to his forehead. “Out to the porch. Just out to the porch, Rebecca. I need to sit out there and think.”
     “It’s cold and rainin’ outside!”
     “I’ll live,” he told her, and he left the house.
     But he came back, in about thirty minutes. He sat before the fireplace and warmed himself. I got to stay up a little later, since it was a Friday night. When it was time for me to go to bed, between ten-thirty and eleven, Dad was still sitting in his chair before the hearth, his hands folded together and supporting his chin. A wind had kicked up outside, and it blew rain like handfuls of grit against the windows.
     “Good night, Mom!” I said. She said good night, from her Herculean labors in the kitchen. “Good night, Dad.”
     “Cory?” he said softly.
     “Yes sir?”
     “If I had to kill a man, would that make me any different from whoever did that murder at Saxon’s Lake?”
     I thought about this for a moment. “Yes sir,” I decided. “Because you’d only kill to protect yourself.”
     “How do we know whoever did that murder wasn’t protectin’ himself in some way, too?”
     “We don’t, I guess. But you wouldn’t get any pleasure from it, like he did.”
     “No,” he said. “I sure wouldn’t.”
     I had something else to say. I didn’t know if he wanted to hear it or not, but I had to say it. “Dad?”
     “Yes, son?”
     “I don’t think anybody gives you peace, Dad. I think you have to fight for it, whether you want to or not. Like what happened with Johnny and Gotha Branlin. Johnny wasn’t lookin’ for a fight. It was forced on him. But he won peace for all of us, Dad.” My father’s expression didn’t alter, and I wasn’t sure he understood what I was driving at. “Does that make any sense?”
     “Perfect sense,” he replied. He lifted his chin, and I saw the edge of a smile caught in the corner of his mouth. “Alabama game’s on the radio tomorrow. Ought to be a humdinger. You’d better get on to bed.”
     “Yes sir.” I started toward my room.
     “Thank you, son,” my father said.
     I awakened at seven o’clock to the clatter of the pickup truck’s cold engine starting. “Tom!” I heard my mother calling from the front porch. “Tom, don’t!” I peered out the window into the early sunlight to see Mom in her robe, running to the street. But the pickup truck was already moving away, and Mom cried out, “Don’t go!” Dad’s hand emerged from the driver’s window, and he waved. Dogs barked up and down Hilltop Street, roused from their doghouses by the commotion. I knew where Dad was going. I knew why.
     I was scared for him, but during the night he had made a momentous decision. He was going to find peace, rather than waiting for it to find him.
     That morning was an exercise in torture. Mom could hardly speak. She stumbled around in her robe, her eyes glazed with terror. Every fifteen minutes or so she called the sheriff’s office to talk to Dad, until finally around nine o’clock he must’ve told her he couldn’t talk anymore because she didn’t dial the number again.
     At nine-thirty, I got dressed. Pulled on my jeans, a shirt, and a sweater, because though the sun was bright and the sky blue the air was stinging cold. I brushed my teeth and combed my hair. I watched the clock tick toward ten. I thought of the Trailways bus, number thirty-three, on its way over the winding roads. Would it be early, late, or right on time? Today such a thing as seconds might mean life or death for my father, the sheriff, Chief Marchette, and the Moon Man. But I pushed thoughts like that aside, as much as I could. They came back, though, evil as poison ivy. I knew near ten-thirty that I would have to go. I would have to be there, to see my father. I could not wait for the telephone call that would say Donny was on the bus with the two marshals, or my father was lying shot by a Blaylock bullet. I would have to go. I strapped on my Timex, and I was ready.
     As eleven o’clock approached, Mom was so nervous she had both the television and the radio on and she was baking three pies at once. The Alabama game was just about to start. I didn’t care a damn for it.
     I walked into the pumpkin-and-nutmeg-fumed kitchen, and I said, “Can I go to Johnny’s, Mom?”
     “What?” She looked at me, wild-eyed. “Go where?”
     “Johnny’s. The guys are gonna meet there to…” I glanced at the radio. Rollllll Tide! the crowd was cheering. “To listen to the game.” It was a necessary lie.
     “No. I want you right here with me.”
     “I told ’em I’d be there.”
     “I said…” Her face flamed with anger. She slammed a mixing bowl down onto the counter. Utensils filmed with pumpkin slid to the floor. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she put a hand over her mouth to hold back a cry of anguish.
     Cool on the outside, hell-roasted in the guts. That was me. “I’d like to go,” I said.
     The hand could no longer hold. “Go on, then!” Mom shouted, her nerves at last unraveling to reveal the tormented center. “Go on, I don’t care!”
     I turned and ran out before the sob that welled up rooted my shoes. As I climbed onto Rocket, I heard a crash from the kitchen. The mixing bowl had met the floor. I started pedaling for Ridgeton Street, the chill biting my ears.
     Rocket was fast that day, as if it sensed impending tragedy. Still, the town lay quiet in its Saturday drowse, the cold having chased all but a few hardy kids indoors and most folks tuned to Bear’s latest triumph. I leaned forward, my chin slicing the wind. Rocket’s tires thrummed over the pavement, and when my shoes lost the pedals the wheels kept turning on their own.
     I reached the gas station just past eleven-fifteen. It had two pumps and an air hose. Inside the office part that connected to a two-stall garage, the gas station’s owner—Mr. Hiram White, an elderly man with a humped back who shambled around his wrenches and engine belts like Quasimodo amid the bells—sat at his desk, his head cocked toward a radio. At one corner of the cinderblock building a yellow tin sign with TRAILWAYS BUS SYSTEM on it hung from rusted screws. I parked Rocket around back, near the oily trash cans, and I sat on the ground in the sun to wait the coming of high noon.
     At ten minutes before twelve, my fingernails gnawed to the bone, I heard the sound of cars approaching. I edged around the corner and took a peek. The sheriff’s car pulled in, followed by Dad’s pickup truck. The Moon Man, wearing his top hat, was sitting beside Dad. Chief Marchette was in the passenger seat of the sheriff’s car, and seated behind Sheriff Amory was the criminal himself. Donny Blaylock wore a gray uniform and a smirk. Nobody got out. They sat there, both engines rumbling.
     Mr. White emerged from his office, scuttling sideways like a crab. Sheriff Amory rolled his window down, and they exchanged some words but I couldn’t hear what was being said. Then Mr. White returned to his office. A few minutes later, he was leaving wearing a grease-stained jacket and a baseball cap. He got into his DeSoto and drove off, blue smoke in his wake like dots and dashes of Morse code.
     The sheriff’s window went back up again. I checked my Timex. It was two minutes before twelve.
     Two minutes later, the bus had not arrived.
     Suddenly a voice behind me said, “Don’t move, boy.”
     A hand seized the nape of my neck before I could turn my head. Wiry fingers squeezed so hard my nerves were frozen. The hand pulled me, and I retreated from the building’s corner. Was it Wade or Bodean who had me? Lord, wasn’t there some way to warn my dad? The hand kept pulling me until we were back at the trash cans. Then it let me go, and I turned to see my adversary.
     Mr. Owen Cathcoate said, “What the damn hell are you doin’ here, boy?”
     I couldn’t speak. Mr. Cathcoate’s wrinkled, liver-spotted face was topped by a sweat-stained brown cowboy hat, its shape more of a Gabby Hayes than a Roy Rogers. His scraggly yellow-white hair hung untidily over his shoulders. He wore, over his creased black trousers and a mud-colored cardigan sweater, a beige duster that looked more musty than dusty. Its ragged hem hung almost to the ankles of his plain black boots. But this was not what had stolen my voice. The voice stealer was the tooled-leather gunbelt cinched around his slim waist and the skeleton-grip pistol tucked down into its holster on his left side, turned around so the butt faced out. Mr. Cathcoate’s narrow eyes appraised me. “Asked you a question,” he said.
     “My dad,” I managed to say. “He’s here. To help the sheriff.”
     “So he is. That don’t explain why you’re here, though.”
     “I just wanted to—”
     “Get your head blown off? There’s gonna be some fireworks, if I know what the Blaylocks are made of. Get on that bike and make a trail.”
     “The bus is late,” I said, trying to stall him.
     “Don’t stall,” he countered. “Get!” He shoved me toward Rocket.
     I didn’t get on. “No sir. I’m stayin’ with my dad.”
     “You want me to whip your tail right this minute?” The veins stood out in his neck. I expect he could deliver a whipping that would make my father’s seem like a brush with a powder puff. Mr. Cathcoate advanced on me. I took a single step back, and then I decided I wasn’t going any farther.
     Mr. Cathcoate stopped, too, less than three feet from me. A hard-edged smile crossed his mouth. “Well,” he said. “Got some sand in you, don’t you?”
     “I’m stayin’ here,” I told him.
     And then we both heard the sound of a vehicle approaching, and we knew the time for debate was ended. Mr. Cathcoate whirled around and stalked to the building’s corner, the folds of his duster rustling. He stopped and peered furtively around the edge, and I realized I was no longer seeing Mr. Owen Cathcoate.
     I was seeing the Candystick Kid.
     I looked around the corner, too, before Mr. Cathcoate waved me back.
     My heart jumped at what I saw. Not the Trailways bus, but a black Cadillac. It pulled into the gas station and parked at an angle in front of the sheriffs car. I dodged away from Mr. Cathcoate’s restraining hand, and I ran for a pile of used tires near the garage and flopped down on my belly behind them. Now I had a clear view of what was about to happen, and I stayed there despite Mr. Cathcoate motioning me back behind the building’s edge.
     Bodean Blaylock, wearing an open-collared white shirt and a gray suit that shone with slick iridescence, got out from behind the wheel. His hair was cropped in a severe crew cut, his mean mouth twisted into a thin smile. He reached into the car and his hand came out with a pearl-handled revolver. Then Wade Blaylock, his dark hair slicked back and his chin jutting, got out of the passenger side. He was wearing black pants so tight they looked painted on, the sleeves of his blue-checked cowboy-style shirt rolled up to show his slim, tattooed forearms in spite of the chill. He had a shoulder holster with a gun in it, and he pulled a rifle out of the Cadillac with him and quickly cocked it: ka-chunk!
     Then the rear door opened, the Cadillac wobbled, and that big brute heaved himself out. Biggun Blaylock was wearing camouflage-print overalls and a dark brown shirt. He looked like one of the November hills come to life, ripped loose from its bedrock to roll across the earth. He wore a toothy grin, his bald head with its tuft of gray hair gleaming with scalp oil. He breathed hard, winded from the exertion of leaving the car. “Do it, boys,” he said between wheezes.
     Wade leveled the rifle. Bodean cocked his pistol. They aimed at the sheriff’s car and started shooting.
     I almost left my skin. The bullets hit the two front tires of Sheriff Amory’s car and knocked them flat. Then Wade and Bodean took aim at Dad’s truck even as Dad threw the gearshift into reverse and tried to skid the truck out of danger. It was fruitless; the two front tires blew, and the truck was left lame and rocking on its shocks.
     “Let’s talk some business, Sheriff Junior!” Biggun thundered.
     Sheriff Amory didn’t get out. Donny’s grinning face was pressed up against the window glass like a kid looking at fresh cakes in a bakery. I glanced over to see what Mr. Cathcoate was doing. But the Candystick Kid wasn’t there anymore.
     “Bus ain’t comin’ for a while!” Biggun said. He leaned into the Cadillac’s rear seat and came out holding a double-barreled shotgun in one ham-sized hand and in the other a camouflage shoulder bag. He put the bag on top of the Caddy’s roof, unzipped it, and reached in. “Funniest damn thing, Sheriff Junior!” He broke the shotgun open, brought out two shells from the ammo bag, and pushed them in. Then he snapped the weapon shut again. “Damn bus had two flats ’bout six miles down Route Ten! Gonna be hell fixin’ them big mothers!” He rested his weight against the Caddy, making it groan and sag. “Always hated changin’ tires, myself.”
     A gun spoke: crack crack!
     The Cadillac’s rear tires exploded. Biggun, for all his bulk, jumped two feet in the air. He made a noise that was a combination of hootenanny yodel and opera aria. Wade and Bodean whirled around. Biggun came down with a concrete-cracking concussion.
     Smoke drifted around a figure that stood behind the Cadillac, next to Mr. White’s parked tow truck. The Candystick Kid was holding his pistol in his right hand.
     “What the fuckin’ hell of a shit—!” Biggun raged, his face swelling up with blood and the tip of his beard quivering.
     Sheriff Amory jumped from his car. “Owen! I told you I didn’t want you around here!”
     The Candystick Kid ignored him, his cool gaze riveted to Biggun. “Know what this is called, Mr. Blaylock?” He suddenly spun his pistol around and around his trigger finger, the sun glinting off the blued metal, and he delivered the gun to its butt-first position in the left-sided holster with a shricking noise of supple leather. “This is called,” he said, “a standoff.”
     “Standoff, my ass!” Biggun shouted. “Nail him, boys!”
     Wade and Bodean opened fire as Sheriff Amory yelled, “No!” and brought up the rifle he’d been holding at his side.
     The Candystick Kid might have been an old, wrinkled man, but whatever was in him that had made him the Kid now showed its mettle. He dived behind the tow truck as bullets crashed through the windshield and pocked the hood. Sheriff Amory squeezed off two shots, and the Cadillac’s windshield blew out. Wade yelped and went for the ground, but Bodean turned around with fury contorting his face and his pistol popped. Sheriff Amory’s hat flew off his head like a pigeon. The next shot from the sheriff’s rifle put a part in the side of Bodean’s crew cut, and Bodean must’ve felt the heat of its passage because he hollered “Yow!” and dropped to a snake’s view.
     Mr. Marchette climbed out of the sheriff’s car, holding a pistol. Dad scrambled out of the pickup truck and threw himself to the pavement, and a thrill of mingled pride and fear went through me as I saw he was gripping a gun, too. The Moon Man stayed in the truck and ducked his head, only his top hat showing.
Boom! the double-barreled shotgun said. The tow truck shook, pieces of glass and metal flying off it. Biggun was on his knees beside the Cadillac, and it came to me that he shouldn’t destroy that tow truck because he was going to need it to stand up again.
     “Daddy!” Donny shouted from the sheriff’s car. “Get me outta this, Daddy!”
     “Ain’t nobody takin’ what belongs to me!” Biggun yelled back. He fired off a shell at the sheriff’s car, and the grille exploded. Steaming radiator water spewed like a geyser. From the back seat, where he must’ve been restrained by cuffs or a rope, Donny hollered, “Don’t kill me ’fore you save me, Daddy!”
     I saw where Donny got his smarts from.
     Biggun reached up and grabbed the ammo bag’s strap, and he hauled it down with him to reload. Another bullet smacked into the Cadillac, and a taillight crashed. The Candystick Kid was still at work.
     “Ain’t no use!” Biggun said, snapping the shotgun shut again. “We’re gonna go through you like shit through a goose! Hear me, Sheriff Junior?”
     Dad got up. I almost shouted for him to stay down, but he ran alongside the sheriff’s car and crouched next to Sheriff Amory. I could see how pale his face was. But he was there, and that’s what counted.
     There was a lull as everybody got their second gulp of courage. Bodean and Wade began firing at the sheriff’s car again, and Donny hunkered down in the back seat. “Stop that shootin’, ya damn fools!” Biggun commanded. “You wanna blow your brother’s head off?”
     Maybe it was my imagination, but neither Wade nor Bodean stopped firing as fast as they should have.
     “Get around behind ’em, Wade!” Bodean yelled.
     “You get around behind ’em, dumb ass!”
     Bodean, proving the cunning of a poker player did not translate into common sense, stood up and sprinted for the building’s corner. He got about three strides when a single gunshot rang out and he grabbed at his right foot and fell sprawling to the pavement. “I’m shot, Daddy! Daddy, I’m shot!” he whined, his pistol lying out of reach.
     “Didn’t think you were fuckin’ tickled!” Biggun roared back. “Lord God, you got the brains of a BB in a boxcar!”
     “Gimme somethin’ else to shoot at!” the Candystick Kid urged, well-hidden in the shadow of the tow truck. “I got a gun full of lonely bullets!”
     “Give it up, Biggun!” Sheriff Amory said. “You’re washed up around here!”
     “If I am, I’ll make you choke on the soap, you bastards!”
     “Ain’t no use anybody else gettin’ hurt! Throw out your guns and let’s call it quits!”
     “Sheeeeyit!” Biggun snarled. “You think I got anywhere in this life by callin’ it quits? You think I come up from hog turds and cotton fields to let a little tin star take my boy away from me and ruin everythin’? You shoulda used that money I been payin’ you to buy a head doctor with!”
     “Biggun, it’s over! You’re surrounded!” That was my father’s voice. To my dying day I shall never forget the steel in it. He was a Blackhawk, after all.
     “Surround this!” Wade jumped up and started firing with his rifle in my father’s direction. Biggun hollered for him to get down, but Wade was balanced on the lunatic edge just like Donny. Bullets struck sparks off the concrete, and one of them thunked into a tire in my nest of concealment. My heart seized up, it was so close. Then the Candystick Kid’s gun cracked again, just once, and a chunk of Wade’s left ear spun off his head and red blood spattered the Cadillac’s hood.
     You would’ve thought the bullet had chopped off something more central, because Wade screamed like a woman. He clutched at his ragged ear, fell to the ground, and started wheeling around and around like the Three Stooges’ Curly having a caterwauling fit.
     “Oh, my soul!” Biggun moaned.
     It was obvious that, like the Branlins, the Blaylocks could dish it out but they sure couldn’t take it.
     “Damn, I missed!” the Candystick Kid said. “I was aimin’ for his head instead of his ass!”
     “I’ll kill ya!” Biggun’s voice returned to the thunder zone. “I’ll kill every one of ya and dance on your graves!”
     It was a frightening sound. But with Bodean and Wade writhing on the pavement and Donny yelping like a sad little puppy, there wasn’t much lightning left in the storm.
     And then the pickup’s passenger-side door opened and the Moon Man stepped out. He was wearing a black suit and a red bow tie, as well as his top hat. Around his neck were six or seven strings and attached to the strings were small things that looked like tea bags. A chicken foot was pinned to one lapel, and he wore three watches on each wrist. He didn’t duck or dodge. Instead, he began walking past the sheriff’s car, past Fire Chief Marchette and my dad and Sheriff Amory. “Hey!” Chief Marchette shouted. “Get your head down!”
     But the Moon Man kept going with a deliberate stride, his head held high. He was going right to where Biggun Blaylock crouched by the Cadillac holding a loaded double-barreled shotgun.
     “Cease this violence!” the Moon Man intoned in a soft, almost childlike voice. I had never heard him speak before. “Cease this violence, for the sake of all that’s good!” His long legs stepped over Wade without hesitation.
     “Keep away from me, you nutty nigger!” Biggun warned. But the Moon Man would not be halted. Dad shouted, “Come back!” and started to get up, but Sheriff Amory’s hand closed on his forearm.
     “I’ll blow you to voodoo blazes!” Biggun said, indicating that he indeed knew the reputations of the Moon Man and the Lady. Biggun’s eyes had taken on the wet glint of fear. “Stay away from me! Stay away, I said!”
     The Moon Man stopped in front of Biggun. The Moon Man smiled, his eyes crinkling up, and he held out his long, slim arms. “Let us search for light,” he said.
     Biggun aimed the shotgun at the Moon Man at point-blank range. He sneered, “Well, light one for me!” and his thick finger wrenched both triggers at once.
     I flinched, my eardrums already cracking from the blast.
     But there was no blast.
     “Stand up and walk like a man,” the Moon Man said, still smiling. “It’s not too late.”
     Biggun gagged and gasped at the same time. He wrenched the triggers again. Still, no blast. Biggun snapped the shotgun open, and what was jammed into the chambers came spilling out over his hands.
     They were little green garden snakes. Dozens of them, all tangled together. Perfectly harmless, but they did some damage to Biggun Blaylock, and that’s no lie.
     “Gaaaaakkkk!” he choked. He knocked the snakes out of the chambers, reached into his ammo bag, and his hand came out full of rippling green bodies. Biggun made a noise like Lou Costello coming face-to-face with Lon Chaney Junior’s werewolf—“Wo wo wo wo wo!”—and suddenly that monstrous bulk was up on its feet and showed that he might not walk like a man but he sure could run like a rabbit. Of course, in such cases the reality of physics must eventually intrude and Biggun’s weight crashed him to the concrete before he got very far. He struggled and thrashed like a turtle turned on its shell.
     Tires shrieked. A pickup truck loaded with men roared into the gas station. I recognized among them Mr. Wilson and Mr. Callan. Most of the men held baseball bats, axes, or guns. Close behind them came a car, followed by another car. Then a second pickup truck skidded to a stop. The men of Zephyr—and many of the Bruton men, too—leaped out ready to bust some heads. “I’ll be,” Sheriff Amory said, and he stood up.
     They were sorely disappointed, to say the least, that it was all over. I later learned the noise of the shootout had thawed their guts and brought them out to defend their sheriff and their town. They had all thought, I suppose, that someone else would shoulder the responsibility, that they could stay home and be safe. A lot of wives had done a lot of crying. But they had come. Not all of the Zephyr and Bruton men, by far, but more than enough to take care of business. I imagine that seeing the crowd of wild men with butcher knives, Louisville Sluggers, hatchets, pistols, and meat cleavers, the Blaylocks thanked their lucky stars they weren’t going to jail in snuffboxes.
     In all the confusion, I came out from hiding. Mr. Owen Cathcoate was standing over Wade, lecturing him about the straight and narrow path. Wade was listening with only half an ear. My dad was with the Moon Man, over by the Blaylocks’ Caddy. I walked to him, and he looked at me and wanted to ask what I was doing there, but he didn’t because the answer to that would lead to a whipping. So he didn’t ask, he just nodded.
     Dad and I stood together, staring down at Biggun’s shotgun and the ammo bag. Green garden snakes wriggled around each other like a big mass of seaweed, overflowing from the bag.
     The Moon Man just grinned. “My wife,” he said. “She one craaaaazy old lady.”
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THE BLAYLOCKS, IT MAY BE SAFE TO SAY, WENT DIRECTLY TO jail. They did not have a Get Out of Jail Free card, they did not collect two hundred dollars, and their mean monopoly was smashed. I understood that they were as tight-lipped as clams at first, but then the family ties began unraveling as the state investigators drilled them. Wade learned that Donny had stolen a large chunk of his moonshine profits, Bodean found that Wade was skimming the gambling den’s money, and Donny suspected that Wade had put some arsenic in his bottle of moonshine and that’s why he thought he’d seen a ghost. As the Blaylock brothers began spilling their guts, Biggun decided to take the high road. He fell on his knees at the arraignment and professed, sobbing to shame Shakespeare, that he was Born Again and had been duped into following the paths of Satan by his own misguided sons. They must take after their mothers, he said. He vowed to devote his life to being a minister, if, by the grace of the Lord above, the judge would offer him the cup of mercy.
     He was told he would have a very long time in which to practice his preaching, and a nice secure place to catch up on his Bible reading.
     When they dragged him out of court, kicking and screaming, he damned everybody in sight, even the stenographer. They said he threw so many curses that if those bad words had been bricks, they’d have made a three-bedroom house with a two-car garage. The brothers went before judges as well, to similar results. I didn’t have any sympathy for them. If I knew the Blaylocks, they’d soon be running the prison store and making a killing off every cigarette and square of toilet paper.
     One thing, though, the Blaylocks refused to divulge: what was in the wooden box they’d sold to Gerald Hargison and Dick Moultry. It couldn’t be proven that any box even existed. But I knew better.
     The Amorys left town. Mr. Marchette gave up being fire chief and stepped into the role of sheriff. I understand Sheriff Marchette told Mr. Owen Cathcoate anytime he wanted to wear a deputy’s badge it would be fine with him. But Mr. Cathcoate informed the sheriff that the Candystick Kid had gone to roam the frontiers of the Wild West, where he belonged, and from here on out he was just plain old Owen.
     Mom was in a zombie state for a while, as visions of what might have been careened through her mind, but she came out of it. I believe that deep in her heart she might have wanted Dad to stay safe at home but she respected him more for making up his own mind about what was right. When my lie became obvious, Dad debated not letting me go to the Brandywine Carnival when it came to town but he wound up making me wash and dry the dinner dishes for a week straight. I didn’t argue. I had to pay the piper somehow.
     Then the posters began appearing around town. BRANDYWINE CARNIVAL IS ON ITS WAY! Johnny was looking forward to seeing the Indian ponies and trick riders. Ben was excited about the midway, and the rides lit up with pulsing multicolored bulbs. I looked forward to the haunted house, which you rode through on rickety railcars while unseen things brushed your face and howled at you in the dark. Davy Ray’s excitement concerned the freak show. I never saw anybody who got so worked up about freaks as he did. They gave me the creeps and I could hardly look at them, but Davy Ray was a true connoisseur of freakdom. If it had three arms, a pinhead, crocodile-scaled skin, or sweated blood, he went into giddy fits of delight.
     So it happened that on Thursday night the park area near the baseball field where we’d had our Fourth of July barbecue was empty when the last Zephyr light went off. On Friday morning, kids on their way to school witnessed the transformation a few hours could bring. The Brandywine Carnival appeared like an island in a sea of sawdust. Trucks were chugging around, men were hoisting up tents, the frameworks of rides were being pieced together like dinosaur bones, and the booths were going up where food would be sold and Kewpie dolls not worth a quarter would be won for two dollars’ worth of horseshoes.
     Before school, my buddies and I took a spin around the park on our bikes. Other kids were doing the same thing, circling like moths in expectation of a light bulb. “There’s the haunted house!” I said, pointing toward the bat wings of a gothic mansion being hinged together. Ben said, “Gonna be a Ferris wheel this year, looks like!” Johnny’s gaze was on a trailer with horses and Indians painted on its side. Davy Ray hollered, “Looka there! Hoo boy!” We saw what he was so excited about: a big, garishly painted canvas with a wrinkled face at its center and in the center of the wrinkled face a single horrible eyeball. FREAKS OF NATURE! the words on the canvas said. IT COULD’VE BEEN YOU!
     In truth, it was not a large carnival. It was short of medium-sized, too. Its tents were patched, its trailers rust-streaked, its trucks and workers equally tired. It was the end of the carnival season for them, and our area was almost its last stop. But we never thought that we were getting the leftover crop of caramel apples, that the Indian ponies and trick riders went through their routines with an eye on the clock, that the rides clattered in need of oiling and the barkers were surly not to add flavor but because they were damned bushed. We just saw a carnival out there, aglow and beckoning. That’s what we saw.
     “Looks like a good one this year!” Ben said as we started to turn back for school.
     “Yeah, it sure—”
     And then a horn blasted behind me and Rocket zoomed out of the way as a Mack truck passed us. It turned onto the sawdust, its heavy tires crunching down. The truck was a hodgepodge of different-colored parts, and it was hauling a wide trailer with no windows. We could hear the suspension groan. On the trailer’s sides, an amateurish hand had painted crude green jungle fronds and foliage. Across the jungle scene was scrawled, in thick red letters that had been allowed to drip like rivulets of blood: FROM THE LOST WORLD.
     It rumbled away, toward the maze of other trucks and trailers. But in its wake I caught a smell. Not just exhaust, though of that there was plenty. Something else. Something… lizardy.
     “Whew!” Davy Ray wrinkled his nose. “Ben let one!”
     “I did not!”
     “Silent but deadly!” Davy Ray whooped.
     “You did it yourself, then! Not me!”
     “I smell it,” Johnny said calmly. Davy Ray and Ben shut up. We had learned to listen when Johnny spoke. “Came from that trailer,” he said.
     We watched the Mack truck and trailer turn between two tents and go out of sight. I looked at the ground, and saw the tires had smushed right through the sawdust and left brown grooves in the earth. “Wonder what’s in it?” Davy Ray asked on the scent of a freak. I told him I didn’t know, but whatever it was, it was mighty heavy.
     On the ride to school, we formulated our plans. Parents permitting, we would meet at my house at six-thirty and go to the carnival together like the Four Musketeers. Does that suit everybody? I asked.
     “Can’t,” Ben answered, pedaling beside me. He spoke the word like a grim bell tolling.
     “Why not? We always go at six-thirty! That’s when all the rides are goin’!”
     “Can’t,” Ben repeated.
     “Hey, you got a parrot stuck in your throat?” Davy Ray asked. “What’s wrong with you?”
     Ben sighed, blowing a wisp of steam in the morning’s sunny chill. He had on a woolen cap, his round cheeks flushed with crimson. “Just… can’t. Not until seven o’clock.”
     “We always go at six-thirty!” Davy Ray insisted. “It’s… it’s…” He looked at me for help.
     “Tradition,” I said.
     “Yeah! That’s what it is!”
     “I think there’s somethin’ Ben doesn’t want to tell us,” Johnny said, swerving his bike up on the other side of Davy Ray. “Spit it out, Ben.”
     “It’s just… I can’t…” He frowned, and with another plume of steam decided to give up the game. “At six o’clock I’ve got a piana lesson.”
     “What?” Davy Ray had fairly yelled it. Rocket wobbled. Johnny looked as if he’d taken a Cassius Clay roundhouse punch to the noggin.
     “A piana lesson,” Ben repeated. The way he said that word, I could see legions of simpering pansies behind legions of upright pianos while their adoring mothers smiled and patted their beanies. “Miss Blue Glass has started teachin’ piana. Mom’s signed me up, and my first lesson’s at six o’clock.”
     We were horrified. “Why, Ben?” I asked. “Why’d she do it?”
     “She wants me to learn Christmas songs. Can you believe it? Christmas songs!”
     “Man!” Davy Ray shook his head in commiseration. “Too bad Miss Blue Glass can’t teach you guitar!” Git-tar, he pronounced it. “Now, that’d be cool! But piana… yech!”
     “Don’t I know it,” Ben muttered.
     “Well, there’s a way around this,” Johnny said as we neared the school. “Why don’t we just meet Ben at the Glasses’ house? We can ride on to the carnival at seven instead of six-thirty.”
     “Yeah!” Ben perked up. “That way it won’t be so awful!”
     It was settled, then, pending parental okay. But every year we all got together and went to the carnival on Friday night from six-thirty until ten, and our parents had always said yes. It was really the only night kids our age could go. Saturday morning and afternoon was when the black people went, and Saturday night belonged to the older kids. Then by ten o’clock on Sunday morning the park area was clear again except for a few scatters of sawdust, crushed Dixie cups, and ticket stubs the cleanup crew had left like a dog marking its territory.
     The day passed in a slow crawl of anticipation. Leatherlungs called me a blockhead twice and made Georgie Sanders stand with his nose pressed against a circle on the blackboard for smarting off. Ladd Devine went to the office for drawing a lewd picture on the inside cover of his notebook, and the Demon swore she’d fix Leatherlungs’ wagon. I sure would’ve hated to be in Leatherlungs’ clunky brown shoes.
     From my house, as the blue twilight gathered and the sickle moon appeared, I could see the lights of the Brandywine Carnival. The Ferris wheel was turning, outlined in red. The midway sparkled with white bulbs. The sound of calliope music, laughter, and joyous screams drifted to me over the roofs of Zephyr. I had five dollars in my pocket, a gift from my father. I was wrapped up in my fleece-lined denim jacket against the cold. I was ready to roar.
     The Glass sisters lived about a half mile away, on Shantuck Street. By the time I got there on Rocket, near quarter before seven, Davy Ray’s bike was parked next to Ben’s in front of the house, which looked like a gingerbread cottage Hansel and Gretel might’ve envied. I left Rocket and went up on the porch. I could hear piano notes being banged behind the door. Then the high, fluty voice of Miss Blue Glass: “Softly, Ben. Softly!”
     I pressed the doorbell. Chimes rang, and Miss Blue Glass said, “Will you please answer that, Davy Ray?”
     He opened the door as the banging continued. I could tell by his sick expression that listening to Ben try to hammer out the same five notes over and over again wasn’t good for your health. “Is that Winifred Osborne?” Miss Blue Glass called over the racket.
     “No ma’am, it’s Cory Mackenson,” Davy Ray told her. “He’s waitin’ for Ben, too.”
     “Bring him in, then. Too cold to wait outside.”
     I crossed the threshold into a living room that was a boy’s nightmare. All the furniture looked like spindly antiques that wouldn’t bear the weight of a starved mosquito. Little tables held porcelain figures of dancing clowns, children holding puppies, and the like. A gray carpet on the floor appeared to indelibly remember footprints. A glass curio cabinet as tall as my dad held a forest of colored crystal goblets, coffee mugs with the faces of all the presidents on them, twenty-odd ceramic dolls clothed in lace costumes, and maybe another twenty rhinestone-decorated eggs each with its own brass four-footed stand. What a crash that thing would make if it went over, I thought. A green-and-blue-streaked marble pedestal held an open Bible as big as my gargantuan dictionary, the type in it large enough to be read from across the room. Everything looked too frail to touch and too precious to enjoy, and I wondered how anybody could live in such a state of frozen pretty. Of course, there was the gleaming brown upright piano, with Ben trapped at its keys and Miss Blue Glass standing beside the bench holding a conductor’s baton.
     “Hello, Cory. Please have a seat,” she said. She was wearing all blue, as usual, except for a wide white belt around her bony waist. Her whitish-blond hair was piled up like a foamy fountain, her black glasses so thick they made her eyes bug.
     “Where?” I asked her.
     “Right there. On the sofa.”
     The sofa, covered in velvety cloth that showed shepherds playing their harps to prancing sheep, had legs that looked about as sturdy as rain-soaked twigs. Davy Ray and I eased down into the sofa’s cushiony grip. The sofa creaked ever so slightly, but my heart jumped in my throat.
     “Now! Thinkin’ cap on! Fingers flow like the waves! One, two, three, one, two, three.” Miss Blue Glass started motioning up and down with her baton as the pudgy fingers of Ben’s right hand tried to play the same five notes with some resemblance to rhythm. Soon enough, though, he was pounding those notes as if trying to crush fire ants. “Flow like the waves!” Miss Blue Glass said. “Softly, softly! One, two, three, one, two, three!”
     Ben’s playing was less wavy and more sludgy. “I can’t do it!” he wailed, and he pulled his hand away from those frightful keys. “My fingers are gettin’ all crossed up!”
     “Sonia, give that boy a rest!” Miss Green Glass called from the rear of the house. “You’re gonna wear his fingers to the bone!” Her voice was more trombone than flute.
     “You just mind your own beeswax now, Katharina!” Miss Blue Glass retorted. “Ben’s got to learn the proper technique!”
     “Well, it’s his first lesson, for pity’s sake!” Miss Green Glass walked out of a hallway into the living room. She put her hands on her skinny hips and glowered at her sister from behind her own black-framed glasses. She was wearing all green, the shades varying from pale to forest. She made you feel a little seasick just looking at her. Her blondish-white hair was piled higher than Sonia’s, and had a vague pyramidal shape about it. “Not everybody’s a musical genius like you, you know!”
     “Yes I do know, thank you very much!” Swirls of red had crept into Miss Blue Glass’s ivory cheeks. “I’ll thank you not to interrupt Ben’s lesson!”
     “His time’s about over, anyway. Who’s your next victim?”
     “Winifred Osborne is my next student,” Miss Blue Glass said pointedly. “And if it wasn’t for your magazine subscriptions, I wouldn’t have to go back to teachin’ piano to begin with!”
     “Don’t you blame my magazine subscriptions! It’s your own self at fault! I swear, if you buy another set of dinner plates, I’m gonna go straight out of my head! What’re you buyin’ all those dinner plates for when we don’t ever have anybody to dinner?”
     “Because they’re pretty, that’s why! I like pretty things! And I could ask you why you went out and bought a collection of First Lady thimbles when you can’t even sew a stitch!”
     “Because they’re gonna grow in value, that’s why! You wouldn’t know an investment if it crawled up on one of those dumb dinner plates and begged you to eat it with a biscuit!”
     I feared the Glass sisters were going to come to blows. The timbres of their voices sounded like a duel of slightly off-key musical instruments. Caught between them, Ben appeared about to leap from his skin. Then something went crooaaakk from the rear of the house. It was the kind of noise I would’ve imagined the tentacled Martian in the bowl could make. Miss Blue Glass jabbed the baton at her sister and snapped, “See there? You’ve upset him! Are you satisfied now?”
     The door chimes rang. “It’s probably the neighbors fussin’ about your hollerin’!” Miss Green Glass predicted. “They can hear you all the way to Union Town!”
     Johnny stood there when Miss Blue Glass opened the door. He was bundled up in a dark brown jacket over a black turtleneck. “I’m here to wait for Ben,” he said.
     “Lord have mercy! Is the whole world waitin’ for Ben?” She made a face as if she’d bitten into a lemon, but she said, “He’s still got five minutes! Come on in, then!” Johnny entered the house, and he saw our edgy faces and realized he had stepped into something that was not a pile of roses.
Crooaaakk! Crooaaakk! the thing in the back room squawked.
     “Would you see to him if you aren’t too busy?” Miss Blue Glass told her sister. “Since you’ve stirred him up, at least see to him!”
     “I swear I’d move out of here if I could find a cardboard box worth livin’ in!” Miss Green Glass groused, but she stalked into the hallway again and the ruckus was over at least for the moment.
     “Lord, I’m worn out!” Miss Blue Glass picked up an old church bulletin and fanned herself with it. “Ben, get up and I’ll show you what you can be playin’ if you’ll do your exercises like I’ve told you.”
     “Yes ma’am!” He jumped up.
     Miss Blue Glass settled herself on the piano bench. Her hands with their long elegant fingers poised over the keyboard. She closed her eyes, getting in the mood I guess. “I used to teach this song to all my students when I was teachin’ piano full-time,” she said. “Ever heard of ‘Beautiful Dreamer’?”
     “No ma’am,” Ben said. Davy Ray elbowed me in the ribs and rolled his eyes.
     “This is it,” Miss Blue Glass explained, and she began to play.
     It wasn’t the Beach Boys, but it was nice. The music swarmed out of that piano and filled up the room, and Miss Blue Glass swayed slightly from side to side on the bench as her fingers rippled across the keyboard. I have to say, it did sound pretty.
     Then a terrible screech intruded. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and strained at their roots. The noise felt like jagged glass hammered into your earhole.
     “Skulls and bones! Hannah Furd! Skulls and bones! Cricket in Rinsin!”
     Miss Blue Glass stopped playing. “Katharina! Feed him a cracker!”
     “He’s goin’ crazy in here! He’s beatin’ at his cage!”
     “Skulls and bones! Draggin me packin! Skulls and bones!”
     I didn’t know if those words were what the thing was screaming, but that’s what it sounded like to me. Ben, Davy Ray, Johnny, and I looked at each other as if we’d walked into a nuthouse. “Hannah Furd! Crooaaakk! Cricket in Rinsin!”
     “A cracker!” Miss Blue Glass yelled. “Do you know what a cracker is?”
     “I’ll crack your head in a minute!”
     The screaming and screeching went on. Over this tumult, the door chimes rang again.
     “It’s that song, I’m tellin’ you!” Miss Green Glass hollered. “He goes insane every time you play it!”
     “Crooaaakk! Draggin me packin! Hannah Furd! Hannah Furd!”
     I got up and opened the front door in prelude to running out. A middle-aged man and a little girl eight or nine years old stood on the porch. I recognized the man. Mr. Eugene Osborne was the cook at the Bright Star Cafe. “We’re here for Winifred’s piano less—” he began, before the caterwauling started up again. “Skulls and bones! Crooaaakk! Cricket in Rinsin!”
     “What in the world is that racket?” Mr. Osborne asked, his hand on the little girl’s shoulder. Her blue eyes were wide and puzzled. On Mr. Osborne’s knuckles, I saw, were faded tattooed letters. A U.S. on the thumb, and on the following fingers A, R, M, and Y.
     “That’s my parrot, Mr. Osborne.” Miss Blue Glass came up and shoved me aside. She was mighty strong to be so thin. “He’s havin’ a little trouble lately.”
     Miss Green Glass emerged from the hallway, carrying a bird cage that contained the source of all that noise. It was a fairly large parrot, and it was fluttering at the bars and shaking like a tornado-spun leaf. “Skulls and bones!” it shrieked, showing a black tongue. “Draggin me packin!”
     “You give him a cracker!” Miss Green Glass put the bird cage down on the piano bench, none too gently. “I’m not gettin’ my fingers snapped off!”
     “I fed yours all the time, and I sure risked my fingers!”
     “I’m not feedin’ that thing!”
     “Hannah Furd! Draggin me packin! Skulls and bones!” The parrot was a bright turquoise blue, not a speck of any other color on him except for the yellow of his beak. He attacked the bars, blue feathers flying.
     “Well, then get him to the bedroom!” Miss Blue Glass said. “Put the night cloth over him and settle him down!”
     “I’m a slave! I’m just a slave in my own home!” Miss Green Glass wailed, but she picked up the bird cage by its handle again and left the living room.
     “Skulls and bones!” the parrot shrieked in parting. “Cricket in Rinsin!”
     A door closed, and the noise was thankfully muffled.
     “He has a little bitty problem,” Miss Blue Glass said to Mr. Osborne with a nervous smile. “He doesn’t seem to like one of my favorite songs. Please come in, come in! Ben, that finishes your lesson for this evenin’! Remember, now! Thinkin’ cap on! Fingers flow like the waves!”
     “Yes, ma’am.” Then he said under his breath to me, “Let’s get outta here!”
     I started out, following Davy Ray. The parrot had quieted, perhaps calmed by its night cloth. And then I heard Mr. Osborne say, “First time I ever heard a parrot curse in German.”
     “I’m sorry, Mr. Osborne?” Miss Blue Glass lifted her penciled-on eyebrows.
     I stopped at the door, and turned to listen. Johnny bumped into me.
     “Curse in German,” Mr. Osborne repeated. “Who taught him those words?”
     “Well, I… have no idea what you’re talkin’ about, I’m sure!”
     “I was a cook for the Big Red One in Europe. Got the chance to talk to a lot of prisoners, and believe me I know some foul words in German when I hear ’em. I just heard an earful.”
     “My… parrot said those things?” Her smile flickered off and on. “You’re mistaken, of course!”
     “Let’s go!” Johnny told me. “The carnival’s waitin’!”
     “Wasn’t just cursin’, either,” Mr. Osborne went on. “There were other German words in there, but they were all garbled up.”
     “My parrot is American,” Miss Blue Glass informed him with an upward tilt of her chin. “I have no earthly idea what you’re talkin’ about!”
     “Well, okay, then.” He shrugged. “Don’t matter none to me.”
     “Boys! Will you close that door and stop lettin’ all the heat out?”
     “Come on, Cory!” Davy Ray called, already astride his bike. “We’re late enough as it is!”
     A door opened in the back. Miss Green Glass said from the hallway, “He’s quiet now, thank the Lord! Just don’t play that song again, whatever you do!”
     “I’ve told you it’s not that song, Katharina! I used to play it for him all the time and he loved it!”
     “Well, he hates it now! Just don’t play it!”
     Their squawking was beginning to remind me of two squabbling old parrots, one blue and one green. “Close that door, if you please!” Miss Blue Glass yelled at me, and Johnny gave me a shove onto the porch to uproot my feet. He closed the door behind us, but we could still hear the Glass sisters clamoring like buzz saws. I pitied that poor little Osborne girl.
     “Those two are loony!” Ben said as he got on his bike. “Man, that was even worse than school!”
     “You must’ve done somethin’ to make your mom awful mad at you,” was Davy Ray’s opinion. “Time’s wastin’!” He gave a whoop and took off in the direction of the carnival, his bike’s pedals flying.
     I lagged behind the others, though they kept yelling for me to catch up. German curse words, I was thinking. How come Miss Sonia Glass’s parrot knew German curse words? As far as I knew, neither of the sisters spoke anything but Southern English. I hadn’t realized Mr. Osborne was in the Big Red One. That, I knew from my reading, was a very famous infantry division. Mr. Osborne had really been there, on the same war-torn earth as Sgt. Rock! Wow, I thought. Neato!
     But how come the parrot knew German curse words?
     Then the happy sounds of the carnival drifted to me along with the aromas of buttered popcorn and carameled apples. I left the German-cursing parrot behind, and sped up to catch my buddies.
     We paid our dollars at the admission gate and threw ourselves into the carnival like famished beggars at a feast. The strings of light bulbs gleamed over our heads like trapped stars. A lot of kids our age were there, along with their parents, and some older people and high school kids, too. Around us the rides grunted, clattered, and rattled. We bought our tickets and got on the Ferris wheel, and I made the mistake of sitting with Davy Ray. When we got to the very top and the wheel paused to allow riders on the bottommost gondola, he grinned and started rocking us back and forth and yelling that the bolts were about to come loose. “Stop it! Stop it!” I pleaded, my body freezing solid to offset his elasticity. At that height, I could see all across the carnival. My gaze fell on a garish sign with crude green jungle fronds and the red, dripping words FROM THE LOST WORLD.
     I paid Davy Ray back in the haunted house. When the warty-nosed witch jumped out of the darkness at our clanking railcar, I grabbed the back of his neck and wailed to shame the scratchy recorded gibberings of ghost and goblin. “Quit it!” he said after he’d come down onto his seat again. Outside, he told me the haunted house was the dumbest thing he’d ever seen in his life and it wasn’t even a bit scary. But he sure was walking funny, and he hustled himself off to the row of portable toilets.
     We stuffed our faces with cotton candy, buttered popcorn, and glazed miniature doughnuts. We ate candied apples covered with peanuts. We packed away corn dogs and drank enough root beer to make our bellies slosh. Then Ben wanted to ride the Scrambler, with results that were not pretty. We got him into one of the portable toilets, and luckily his aim was good and his clothes were spared a Technicolor splatter.
     Ben passed on entering the tent that displayed the big, wrinkled one-eyed face. Davy Ray almost chewed his way through the canvas in his hurry to get in there, but Johnny and I went with him against our better judgment.
     In the gloomy confines, a dour-looking man with a nose as large as a dill pickle held court before a half dozen other freak aficionados. He went on for a while about the sins of the flesh and the eye of the Lord. Then he drew back a small curtain and switched on a spotlight and there in a big glass bottle was a shriveled, pink and naked baby with two arms, two legs, and a Cyclops eye in the center of its domed forehead. I winced and Johnny shifted uncomfortably when the man picked up the formaldehyde-filled bottle, the Cyclops baby drifting in its dream. He started showing it to everybody up close. “This is the sin of the flesh, and here’s the eye of God as punishment for that sin,” he said. I had the feeling he might get along famously with Reverend Blessett. When the man paused in front of me, I saw that the eye was golden, like Rocket’s. The baby’s face was so wrinkled it might have been that of a tiny old man, about to open his toothless mouth and call for a sip of white lightning to ease his aches. “Notice, son, how the finger of God has wiped clean the means of sin,” the man said, his baggy-drawered eyes glinting with a spark of evangelical fever. I saw what he meant: the baby had neither male nor female equipment. There was nothing but wrinkled pink skin down there. The man turned the bottle to show me the baby’s back. The baby drifted against the glass, and I heard its shoulder make a soft wet noise of collision.
     I saw the Cyclops baby’s shoulder blades. They were thick, bony protrusions. Like the stumps of wings, I thought.
     And I knew. I really did.
     The Cyclops baby was somebody’s angel, fallen to earth.
     “Woe to the sinner,” the man said as he moved on to Johnny and Davy Ray. “Woe to the sinner, under the eye of God.”
     “Ah, that was a gyp!” Davy Ray ranted when we were outside on the midway again. “I thought it was gonna be alive! I thought it could talk to you!”
     “Didn’t it?” I asked him, and he looked at me like I was halfway around the bend.
     We went to a show where motorcycle drivers raced around and around a caged-in cylinder, the engines screaming right in front of our faces and the tires gripping disaster’s edge. Then we went to the Indian pony show, under a large tent where palefaces who wouldn’t know Geronimo from Sitting Bull jumped around in loincloths and feathers and tried to spur some spirit into horses one hay bale away from the glue factory. The finale came when a wagon with cowboys on it circled the tent with the pseudo-Indians in pursuit, and the cowboys shot off their blanks and the white redmen hollered and ran for their lives. Alabama history was never so boring, but at the end of the show Johnny gave a wan smile and said that one of the ponies, a little tawny thing with a swayed back, looked as if it really could gallop if it had half a field.
     By this time Davy Ray was freak-hungry again, so we accompanied him to see a rail-skinny red-haired woman who could make electric bulbs light up by holding them in her mouth. Next was the Al Capone Death Car, the display of which showed bleeding bodies sprawled on a city sidewalk while leering gangsters raked the air with tommy-gun bullets. The actual car, which had a dummy behind the wheel and four dummies standing there gawking at it, was a piece of junk Mr. Sculley would’ve scorned. We hung in with Davy Ray, as he worked up to speed. The Gator Boy, the Human Caterpillar, and the Giraffe-Necked Woman lured him from behind their canvas folds.
     And then we rounded a corner, and we caught that smell.
     Just a hint of it, drifting down at the bottom below the reeks of hamburger grease and doughnut fat.
     Lizardy, I thought.
     “Ben’s messed his pants!” Davy Ray said. He should talk.
     “Did not!” Ben ought to know by now not to invoke this vicious cycle.
     “There it is,” Johnny said, and right in front of me was the huge red LOST with THE and WORLD on either side of it.
     The trailer had steps that went up into a large, square boxcarlike opening. A dingy brown curtain was pulled across it. At the ticket booth, a man with greasy strands of dark hair combed flat across his bald skull was sitting on a stool, chewing on a toothpick and reading a Jughead comic book. His small, pale blue marbles of eyes flickered up and saw us, and he reached drowsily for a microphone. His voice rasped through a nearby speaker: “Come one, come all! See the beast from the lost world! Come one, come…” He lost interest in his spiel and returned to the cartoon balloons.
     “Stinks around here,” Davy Ray said. “Let’s go!”
     “Wait a minute,” I told him. “Just a minute.”
     “Why?”
     LOST filled up my vision. “I might want to see what this is.”
     “Don’t waste your money on this!” Ben warned. “It’ll be a big snake or somethin’!”
     “Well, it can’t be any dumber than the Death Car!”
     They had to agree with that.
     “Hey, there’s a two-headed bull over yonder!” Davy Ray pointed to the painted canvas. “That’s for me!” He started walking off, and Ben took two steps with him but stopped when he realized Johnny and I weren’t following. Davy Ray glanced back, scowled, and stopped, too. “It’ll be a gyp!” he said.
     “Maybe,” I answered. “But maybe it’ll be—”
Something neat, I was about to say.
     But there came the sound of a massive body shifting its weight. The trailer groaned. Boom! went the noise of bulk hitting wood. The entire trailer shivered, and the man behind the ticket booth reached down at his side and picked up something. Then he started banging on the trailer with a baseball bat studded with nails. I could see where countless nail points had scarred the huge red T of LOST.
     Whatever was inside settled down. The trailer ceased its motions. The man put the baseball bat away, his face an expressionless blank.
     “Whoa,” Ben said quietly. “Mighty big critter in there.”
     My curiosity was raging. The swampy smell seemed to be keeping customers away, but I had to know. I approached the ticket seller.
     “One?” He didn’t even look up.
     “What is it?” I asked.
     “It’s from the lost world,” he answered. Still he stared at the comic book. His face was gaunt, his cheeks and forehead pitted with acne scars.
     “Yes sir, but what is it?”
     This time he did look up. I almost had to step back, because simmering in his eyes was a fierce anger that reminded me of Branlin fury. “If I told you that,” he said, sucking noisily on his toothpick, “then it wouldn’t be no surprise, would it?”
     “Is it… like… a freak or somethin’?”
     “You go in.” He smiled coldly, showing little nubs of chewed-down teeth. “Then you tell me what you saw.”
     “Cory! Come on!” Davy Ray was standing behind me. “This is a gyp, I said!”
     “Oh it is, is it?” The man slapped his comic book down. “What do you know, kid? You don’t know nothin’ but this little blister of a town, do you?”
     “I know a gyp when I see it!” He caught himself. “Sir.”
     “Do you? Boy, you don’t know your head from your ass! Get on out of here and quit botherin’ me!”
     “I sure will!” Davy Ray nodded. “You bet I will! Come on, Cory!” He stalked off, but I stayed. Davy Ray saw I wasn’t coming, and he made a noise like a fart and went over to a concession stand near the two-headed bull.
     “One,” I told the man as I dug a quarter out of my jeans pocket.
     “Fifty cents,” he said.
     “Everythin’ else is a quarter!” Ben had come up beside me, with Johnny on my other side.
     “This is fifty cents,” the man repeated. “Thing’s gotta eat. Thing’s always gotta eat.”
     I slid the money in front of him. He put the two quarters into a tin can that sounded all but empty, then he tore a ticket and gave me half. “Go up through that curtain and wait for me. There’s another curtain on the other side. Don’t go through that one till I come up. Hear?” I said I did, and I climbed the steps. The lizardy, swampy odor was terrible, and under that was the sickly-sweet smell of rotting fruit. Before I reached that curtain, I was debating the wisdom of my curiosity. But I pushed through it, and I stood in near darkness. “I’ll go, too,” I heard Johnny say behind me. Then I waited. I reached out and felt a rough burlap curtain between me and whatever else was in the trailer.
     Something rumbled, like a distant freight train.
     “Move on in some,” the ticket man said, speaking to me as he came up the steps, herding Johnny and Ben. When he pushed the first curtain open, I saw he was holding the nail-studded baseball bat. I gave the other guys room to stand between the curtains. Ben pinched his nostrils shut and said, “That smells sick!”
     “Likes ripe fruit,” the man explained. “Sometimes it goes over.”
     “What is this thing?” Johnny asked. “And what’s the lost world?”
     “The lost world is lost! Just like it says. What’s lost is no more and can never be again. That get through your skull?”
     None of us liked his attitude. Johnny probably could’ve punched his lights out. But Johnny said, “Yes sir.”
     “Hey, I’m comin’ up!” It was Davy Ray. “Where’s everybody?”
     The man moved onto the stairs to block his way. “Fifty cents or forget it.”
     Of course this caused an outburst. I peered through the curtain to watch Davy Ray wrangle with the man. Davy Ray was chewing on a Zero candy bar, the white kind with chocolate nougat in the center. “If you don’t shut up,” the man warned, “I’m gonna charge you seventy-five cents! Pay up or take a walk!”
     Two quarters changed possession. Davy Ray squeezed in with us, and then the man entered muttering sourly. He said to me, “You, boy! Go on through!”
     I pushed aside the rough burlap. As I entered, the smell almost knocked me out. The guys filed in behind me, then Mr. Attitude. Four oil lamps, hanging from ceiling hooks, afforded the only light and it was murky at best. In front of me was what appeared to be a big hogpen, enclosed by iron bars the thickness of pythons. Something lay in that pen that was so huge it made my legs go wobbly. I heard Ben gasp behind me. Johnny gave a low whistle. In the pen were piles of rotting, moldy fruit rinds. The fetid decay lay in a soup of greenish-brown mud and, to be delicate here, the mud was adorned with dozens of brown chunks as long as my father’s arm and twice as thick. A dark cloud of flies whirled above the pen like a miniature tornado. The smell of all this at close range was bad enough to knock the stripes off a skunk. Little wonder Mr. Attitude’s tin can was empty.
     “Step up there and take a look!” he said. “Go on, you paid for it!”
     “I’m gonna puke!” Ben wailed, and he had to turn and run out.
     “I ain’t givin’ no refunds!” Mr. Attitude hollered after him.
     Maybe it was the man’s brawling voice. Maybe it was the way we all smelled to that thing in the pen. But suddenly it started heaving itself up from its mud bed, and the huge bulk just kept getting bigger as more of it shucked free from the liquidy mess. The thing gave a single snort that rumbled like a hundred bassoons. Then it lumbered over toward the far side of the trailer, its wet gray flesh glistening with mud and filth, a universe of flies crawling on its hide. With a shriek of shocks and stressed timbers, the entire trailer suddenly began tilting to that side, and all three of us yowled and hollered with the conviction of fear we’d never felt in the haunted house.
     “Hold still, you shithead!” Mr. Attitude stood up on a wooden platform. “I said hold still ’fore you throw us over!” He lifted that baseball bat and brought it savagely down.
     The sound of that bat smacking flesh made my stomach lurch. I almost lost my carnival feast, but I clenched my teeth together. Mr. Attitude kept hitting the beast: a second time, a third, and a fourth. The creature made no noise, but with the fourth blow it staggered away from the trailer’s wall toward the center of the pen again and the trailer righted itself.
     “And stay there, ya dumb shit!” Mr. Attitude yelled.
     “Are you tryin’ to kill it, mister?” Davy Ray asked.
     “That sonofabitch don’t feel no pain! He’s got skin like fuckin’ armor plate! Hey, don’t you be tellin’ me my business or I’ll throw you outta here on your ass!”
     I didn’t know if the creature could feel pain or not. All I knew was that I was looking at a big slab of wrinkled gray flesh with dots of blood welling up out of it.
     The thing was half the height of an elephant and about as big as our pickup truck. As the thick muscles of its haunches quivered, flies rose lazily into the air. In the murky lamp-light, as the creature stood motionless in its mudhole with its stumpy legs mired in rotten fruit rinds and its own excrement, I could see the stubs of three horns rising up from a neckplate of bone covered with leathery gray flesh.
     I almost fell down, but I feared what might be on that floor.
     “This here’s an old thing,” Mr. Attitude said. “You know how some turtles can live for two hundred, three hundred years? Well, this thing’s so old he makes them turtles look like teenagers. Older’n Methuselah’s pecker,” he said, and laughed as if this was funny.
     “Where’d you find him?” I heard my voice ask, my mind too stunned to connect.
     “Bought him for seven hundred dollars, cash on the barrel. Fella had him on the circuit in Louisiana, down in Cajun land. Before that, guy out in Texas was showin’ him. Before the Texan, fella in Montana trucked him around. I guess that was in the twenties. Yeah, he’s been around some.”
     Davy Ray said, in a quiet and uneasy voice, “He’s bleedin’.” He held half of the Zero candy bar down at his side, his appetite vanished.
     “Yeah, so what? Gotta smack him some to make him pay attention. Hell, he’s got a brain ’bout the size of a walnut, anyhow.”
     “Where’d he come from?” I asked. “I mean… who found him first?”
     “It was a long time ago. I don’t remember what that Cajun fucker told me. Somethin’ about… some professor found him. Either in the Amazon jungle or the Belgian Congo, I forget which. Up on some plateau nobody can get to or find again. His name was… Professor Chandler… no…” He frowned. “Callander… no, that ain’t it.” He snapped his fingers. “Professor Challenger! He’s the one found it and brung it back! Know what it is? It’s a tri… a tri—”
     “—ceratops,” I finished for him. I knew my dinosaurs, and that’s no lie.
     “Yeah, a tricereytopalis,” Mr. Attitude said. “That’s just what it is.”
     “Somebody cut his horns off,” Johnny said. He, too, had recognized it, and he walked past me and clamped his hands to the iron bars. “Who cut his horns off, mister?”
     “Me, myself, and I. Had to. You shoulda seen them fuckers. Like spears they were. He kept bustin’ through the trailer’s walls with ’em. Tore right through sheet metal. My chain saw broke all to pieces ’fore I was even half through, had to use a fuckin’ ax. He just laid there. That’s what he does, just lays there and eats and shits.” Mr. Attitude kicked at a white-molded watermelon rind that had somehow been shoved out of the mudhole. “Know how much it costs to keep that old fucker in fruit this time of year? Man, that was the dumbest seven hundred dollars I ever spent!”
     Davy Ray stepped up to the bars beside Johnny. “How come he only eats fruit?”
     “Oh, he can eat most anythin’. Once carnival season’s over, I feed him garbage and tree bark.” Mr. Attitude grinned. “Fruit makes him smell better, y’see.”
     The triceratops’s small black eyes slowly blinked. His massive head moved from one side to the other, searching for a thought. The pen was hardly large enough for him to turn around in. Then he exhaled a long breath and eased down into the mud again, and he stared at nothing with tendrils of blood creeping down his flank.
     “Awful tight in there, ain’t it?” Davy Ray asked. “I mean… don’t you ever let him out?”
     “Hell, no! How would I get him back in again, genius?” He leaned over the iron bars, which came to his waist when he was standing on the wooden platform. “Hey, shithead!” he yelled. “Why don’t you do somethin’ to earn your fuckin’ keep? Why don’t you learn to balance a ball on your snout, or jump through a hoop? Thought I could fuckin’ train you to do some tricks! How come you don’t do nothin’ but sit there lookin’ stupid?” Mr. Attitude’s face contorted, and its anger was ugly. “Hey, I’m talkin’ to you!” He smacked the beast’s back with the baseball bat once and then again, the nails drawing blood. The triceratops’s watery eyes closed in what might have been mute suffering. Mr. Attitude lifted the bat for a third blow, his nubby teeth clenched.
     “Don’t do that, mister,” Davy Ray said.
     And something in his voice meant it.
     The bat paused in its descent. “What’d you say, boy?”
     “I said… don’t do that. Please,” he added. “It’s not right.”
     “Might not be right,” Mr. Attitude agreed, “but it is fun.” And he whacked the triceratops across the back a third time with all his strength.
     I saw Davy Ray’s hand clench as he mashed the remaining half of the Zero candy bar.
     “I’ve had enough,” Johnny said. He turned away from the pen and walked past me and out of the trailer.
     “Let’s go, Davy Ray,” I told him.
     “It’s not right,” Davy Ray repeated. Mr. Attitude had stopped beating the beast, and the nails were slicked with red. “Somethin’ like this shouldn’t be caged up in a mudhole.”
     “You had your fifty cents’ worth,” the man said. He sounded drained, sweat glistening on his forehead. I guess it was hard work, whacking those nails in and pulling them out. The act of violence seemed to have sapped some of his anger. “Go on home, country boys,” he said.
     Davy Ray didn’t budge. His eyes reminded me of smoldering coals. “Mister, don’t you know what you’ve got?”
     “Yep. One big fuckin’ headache. You wanna buy him? Hell, I’ll cut you a deal! Get your daddy to bring me five hundred dollars, I’ll sure as shit unload him in your front yard and he can sleep in your fuckin’ bed with you.”
     Davy Ray was not suckered by this spiel. “It’s not right,” he said, “to hate somethin’ just for bein’ alive.”
     “What do you know?” Mr. Attitude sneered. “You don’t know shit about nothin’, kid! You live twenty more years and see what I seen of this stinkin’ world and then you come tell me what to do and what not to do!”
     Then Davy Ray did a strange thing. He threw the mashed-up Zero candy bar into the mud right under the triceratops’s beaky snout. It made a little plop as it went into the liquid. The triceratops just sat there, its eyes heavy-lidded.
     “Hey! Don’t you be throwin’ nothin’ in that pen, boy! Both of you just git!”
     I was on my way out.
     I heard a great gobbling sound and looked around to see the triceratops opening its mouth and scooping up the Zero and the surrounding mud like a living bulldozer. The beast chewed a few times and then he tilted his head back to let all the muck slide down his throat.
     “Go on!” Mr. Attitude told us. “I’m shuttin’ down for the—”
     The trailer trembled. The triceratops was standing up, dripping like an ancient swamp oak. I swear his rust-colored tongue, which was as big as a dinner plate, emerged to lick his gray, mud-caked mouth. His head with its three hacked-off horn stumps tilted toward Davy Ray, and he began lumbering forward.
     It was like watching a tank build up to speed. And then he lowered his head to collide with the iron bars, and the thick plate of bone made a noise like the popping together of two giants’ football helmets. The triceratops stepped back three paces and with a snorting grunt he crashed his head against the iron bars again.
     “Hey! Hey!” Mr. Attitude was yelling.
     The triceratops shoved forward, his feet or paws or whatever they were sliding in the mud. His strength was awesome; muscles rippled beneath the elephantine flesh, and flies fled the quake. The iron bars groaned and began to bend outward, bolts making a squealing noise as they came loose.
     “Hey, quit it! Quit!” Mr. Attitude started beating the triceratops again, and droplets of blood flew from the nails. The beast paid no attention, but kept bending the bars in his effort, I realized, to get to Davy Ray. “You sonofabitch! You stupid old fucker!” the man hollered as the baseball bat rose and fell. He looked at us, his eyes wild. “Get out! You’ve drivin’ him crazy!”
     I grabbed Davy Ray’s arm and pulled at him. He came with me, and we heard more bolts breaking loose behind us. The trailer started rocking like a demonic cradle; the triceratops, it seemed to me, was throwing a fit. We got down the steps, and saw Johnny standing upwind while Ben—a perfect picture of misery—was sitting on an upturned soft-drink case with his face buried in his hands.
     “He was tryin’ to get out,” Davy Ray said as we watched the trailer shake, rattle, and roll. “Did you see that?”
     “Yeah, I did. He went crazy.”
     “Bet he never had a candy bar before,” he said. “Not in his whole life. He likes Zeros as much as I do, huh? Boy, I’ve got a whole boxful at home he’d like to get into, I’ll bet!”
     I wasn’t sure the taste of a candy bar had done it, but I said, “I think you’re right.”
     The trailer’s rocking subsided. In a few minutes Mr. Attitude came out. His clothes and face were splattered with gobbets of mud and dookey. Both Davy Ray and I started shaking trying to hold in our belly laughs. Mr. Attitude drew the curtain, pulled a door shut, and locked it with a chain and padlock. Then he looked at us and exploded. “Get outta here, I said! Go on, before I—” He came at us, waving the nail-studded baseball bat, and we let our laughter go and ran.
     The carnival was closing for the night, the midway’s crowd dwindling, the rides shutting down and the freak-show barkers hanging up their superlatives. The lights began to go off, one by one.
     We walked to where we’d left our bikes. The air had gotten frosty. Winter was on the march.
     Ben, his load somewhat lightened, had returned to the land of the living and was chattering happily. Johnny didn’t say much, but he did mention how neat the motorcycle riders were. I said I could build a haunted house that would scare the pickles out of people, if I had a mind to. Davy Ray, however, said nothing.
     Until we got to our bikes. Then Davy Ray said, “I wouldn’t like to live that way.”
     “What way?” Ben asked.
     “In that pen. You know. Like the thing from the lost world.”
     Ben shrugged. “Ahhhhh, he’s probably used to it by now.”
     “Bein’ used to somethin’,” Davy Ray answered, “is not the same as likin’ it. Numb nuts.”
     “Hey, don’t get mad at me!”
     “I ain’t mad at anybody.” Davy Ray sat on his bike, his hands clenching the grips. “It’s just… I sure would hate to live that way. Could hardly move. Sure couldn’t see the sun. And every day would be just like the day before, even if you lived a million days. I can’t stand the thought of that. Can you, Cory?”
     “It would be pretty awful,” I agreed.
     “That man’ll kill it real soon, the way he’s beatin’ it. Then he can go dump it on a garbage pile and be done with it.” Davy Ray looked up at the sickle moon, his breath white. “Thing wasn’t real, anyhow. That man was a low-down liar. It was a deformed rhinoceros, that’s all it was. So, see? It was a gyp, like I told you.” And he started pedaling away before I could argue with him.
     That was our visit to the Brandywine Carnival.
     Early Saturday morning, sometime around three, the civil defense siren atop the courthouse began yowling. Dad got dressed so fast he put his underwear on backward, and he took the pickup to go find out what was happening. I thought the Russians were bombing us, myself. When Dad returned near four o’clock, he told us what he’d learned.
     One of the carnival’s attractions had escaped. Broken right out of its trailer and left it in kindling. The man who owned it had been sleeping in another trailer. I later heard Dad tell Mom it was a trailer occupied by a red-haired woman who did strange things with light bulbs. Anyway, this thing had gotten loose and rampaged down the midway like a Patton tank, tearing through tents like they were heaps of autumn leaves. This thing had evidently run right down Merchants Street and smashed into several stores, then had turned a number of parked cars into Mr. Sculley’s fodder. Had to have done ten thousand dollars’ worth of damage, Dad said Mayor Swope had told him. And they hadn’t caught the thing yet. It had gotten into the woods and headed for the hills while everybody was still jumping into their boots. Except Mr. Wynn Gillie had seen it when it had crashed its head through the bedroom wall of his house, and Mr. Gillie and his wife were now being treated for shock at the hospital in Union Town.
     The beast from the lost world was free, and the carnival left without him.
     I let it wait until Sunday evening. Then I called the Callan house from Johnny’s, and we used the telephone in the back room while his folks were watching TV. Davy Ray’s little brother Andy answered. I asked to speak to Mr. Callan.
     “What can I do for you, Cory?” he asked.
     “I was callin’ for my dad,” I told him. “We’re gonna be takin’ Rebel’s pen down this week, and we were wonderin’ if you might have… oh, a chain cutter we could use?”
     “Well, you’ll probably need wire cutters for that job. There’s a difference.”
     “There’s some chain needs to be cut, too,” I said.
     “Okay, then. No problem. I’ll have Davy Ray bring it over tomorrow afternoon, if that’ll suit you. You know, I bought that chain cutter a few years ago but I never use it. Down in the basement in a box somewhere.”
     “Davy Ray’ll probably know where it is,” I said.
     Mr. Attitude had slinked away, most likely because a seven-hundred-dollar loss was cheaper than a ten-thousand-dollar vacation in jail. Many mighty hunters went out on the trail of the beast from the lost world, but they returned with dookey on their boots and their egos busted.
     I have a picture in my mind.
     I see the park after the carnival has packed up and gone. It is clear again, except for a few scatters of sawdust, crushed Dixie cups, and ticket stubs the cleanup crew has left like a dog marking its territory.
     But this year the wind blows Zero wrappers before it, and they make a sound like giggling as they pass.
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1
A Solitary Traveler


“YOUR FATHER’S LOST HIS JOB,” MOM SAID.
     I had just walked in from school, with Thanksgiving four days behind us. This news hit me like a blow to the belly. Mom’s face was grim, her eyes already seeing days of hardship ahead. She knew the red-ink realities of her baking business; Big Paul’s Pantry had an immense section of pies and cakes as well as milk in disposable plastic jugs.
     “They told him when he went in,” she continued. “They gave him two weeks’ pay and a bonus, and they said they couldn’t afford him anymore.”
     “Where is he?” I dropped my books on the nearest flat surface.
     “Gone somewhere, about an hour ago. He sat around most of the day, couldn’t eat a bite of lunch or hardly talk. Tried to sleep some, but he couldn’t. I believe he’s about wrecked, Cory.”
     “Do you know where he’s gone?”
     “No. He just said he was goin’ somewhere to think.”
     “Okay. I’m gonna try to find him.”
     “Where’re you goin’?”
     “Saxon’s Lake, first,” I told her, and I walked out to Rocket.
     She followed me to the porch. “Cory, you be care—” She stopped herself. It was time to admit that I was on my way to being a man. “I hope you find him,” she offered.
     I rode away, under a low gray sky threatening sleet.
     It was a good haul out there from my house. The wind was blowing against me. As I pedaled on Route Ten, my head thrust forward over the handlebars, I looked cautiously from side to side at the wind-stripped woods. The beast from the lost world was still at large. That in itself wasn’t a fearful thing, since I doubted the triceratops wanted to have much to do with the entrapping mudhole of civilization. What made me cautious was the fact that two days before Thanksgiving Marty Barklee, who brought the newspapers in from Birmingham before the sun, had been driving along this very road when a massive bulk had come out of the woods and slammed into his car so hard that its tires left the pavement. I’d seen Mr. Barklee’s car. The passenger side was crushed in as if kicked by a giant steel boot, the window smashed all to pieces. Mr. Barklee had said the monster had literally hit and run. I believed the triceratops had staked out his claim in these dense and swampy woods around Saxon’s Lake, and any vehicles on Route Ten were in jeopardy because the triceratops thought they were rival dinosaurs. Whether he would think Rocket was worth a snort and charge, I didn’t know. I just knew to keep pedaling and looking. Evidently, Mr. Attitude had not realized that instead of a big gray lump that sat snoozing in the mud, he owned a Patton tank that could outrun a car. Freedom will sure speed your legs, that’s for sure. And for all its age and size, the triceratops was at heart a boy.
     Other than having Davy Ray show up at my front door with a chain cutter, I never let on what I suspected. Johnny didn’t either, and we never told Ben because sometimes Ben had a runaway mouth. Davy Ray didn’t speak a word about it other than to remark he hoped they just let the creature live out its days in peace. I was never exactly sure, but it seemed like the kind of thing Davy Ray might have done. How was he to know the triceratops was going to do ten thousand dollars’ worth of damage? Well, glass could be replaced and metal hammered out. Mr. Wynn Gillie and his wife moved to Florida like they’d been wanting to do for five or six years. Before Mr. Gillie left, Mr. Dollar told him the swamps of Florida were full of dinosaurs, that they came to your back door begging for table scraps. Mr. Gillie turned paste-white and started shaking until “Jazzman” Jackson told him Mr. Dollar was only pulling his leg.
     As I turned the curve that would take me past Saxon’s Lake, I saw Dad’s pickup truck parked over near the red rock cliff. I coasted, trying to figure out what I was going to say. Suddenly I had run out of words. This was not going to be like feeding the magic box; this was real life, and it was going to be very, very hard.
     I didn’t see him anywhere around the truck as I eased Rocket onto the kickstand. And then I did see him: a small figure, sitting on a granite boulder halfway around the lake. He was staring out across the black, wind-rippled water. As I watched him, I saw him lift a bottle to his lips and drink deeply. Then he lowered the bottle, and sat there staring.
     I began walking to him through a morass of reeds and stickerbushes. The red mud squished under my shoes, and I saw my father’s footprints in it. He had come this way many times before, because he’d trampled down a narrow trail through the worst of the undergrowth. In doing this he had unconsciously continued his work as a father, by making the path just a little easier for the son.
     When I got nearer, he saw me coming. He didn’t wave. He lowered his head, and I knew he, too, had run out of words.
     I stood ten feet away from him on the boulder, which at one time had been part of the lip of Saxon’s Quarry. He sat with his head bowed and his eyes closed, and beside him was a plastic jug half-full of grape juice. I realized he had gone shopping at Big Paul’s Pantry.
     The wind shrilled around me and made the trees’ bare branches clatter. “You all right?” I asked.
     “No,” he said.
     “Mom told me.”
     “Figured.”
     I dug my hands into the pockets of my fleece-lined denim jacket, and I gazed out over the dark, dark water. Dad didn’t say anything for a long time, and neither did I. Then he cleared his throat. “Want some grape juice?”
     “No sir.”
     “Got plenty left.”
     “No sir, I’m not thirsty.”
     He lifted his face to me. In the hard, cold light he looked terribly old. I thought I could see his skull beneath the thin flesh, and this sight frightened me. It was like looking at someone you loved very much, slowly dying. His emotions had already been balanced on the raw edge. I remembered his desperately scribbled questions in the middle of the night, and his unspoken fears that he was about to suffer a breakdown. I saw all too clearly that my father—not a mythic hero, not a superman, but just a good man—was a solitary traveler in the wilderness of anguish.
     “I did everythin’ they asked me to,” he said. “Worked a double route. Picked up the slack when it needed pickin’ up. Got there early and stayed late doin’ stock work. I did whatever they wanted.” He looked up, trying to find the sun, but the clouds were plates of iron. “They said, Tom, you have to understand how it is.’ They said, ‘We’ve got to cut to the bone to keep Green Meadows afloat.’ And you know what else they said, Cory?”
     “No sir.”
     “They said home milk delivery is as dead as the dinosaurs. They said there’s no room for it in all those shelves of plastic jugs. They said the future is gonna be easy come and easy go, and that’s what people want.” He laced his fingers together, a muscle in his gaunt jaw working. “That’s not what I want.”
     “We’ll be all right,” I said.
     “Oh, yeah.” He nodded. “Yes, we will be. I’ll find somethin’ else. I went by the hardware store before I came here and wrote up an application. Mr. Vandercamp Junior might need a truck driver. Heck, I’d work behind a cash register. But I really did think that in three more years I’d be an assistant foreman on the loadin’ dock. I really did. Dumb, huh?”
     “You didn’t know.”
     “I never know,” he said. “That’s my trouble.”
     The water rippled as the wind swept across it, kicking up little wavelets. In the woods beyond, unseen crows cawed. “It’s cold, Dad,” I said. “We ought to go home.”
     “I can’t wait for your granddad to find out about this.” He was talking about the Jaybird. “Won’t he have a fine old laugh?”
     “Mom and me won’t be laughin’,” I said. “Neither will anybody else.”
     He picked up the grape juice jug and took another long swig. “Went by Big Paul’s Pantry, too. I walked in there and saw all that milk. A white sea of it.” He looked at me again. His lips were blue. “I want things to stay the way they are. I don’t want a gum-chewin’ girl who doesn’t know my name to take my money and not even smile when I ask her how she’s doin’. I don’t want supermarkets open until eight o’clock at night and full of lights that hurt your eyes. Families ought to be home together at eight o’clock at night, not out at the supermarket buyin’ stuff that the big banners hangin’ from the ceilin’ say you ought to buy. I mean… if it goes so far, even in the little ways, we can’t ever go back. And someday somebody’ll say, ‘Oh, it’s so fine we can go to the supermarket after dark and we can pick and choose from shelves of stuff we’ve never even heard of before, but whatever happened to those milkmen, or those fellas used to sell watermelons out of the back of their trucks, or that woman who sold fresh vegetables right out of her garden and smiled like the sun when you said good mornin’?’ Somebody’ll say, ‘Oh, they sell all those things at the supermarket now, and you don’t have to go hither and yon to buy what you need, it’s all under one roof. And why don’t they do that to everythin’? Just put a whole town’s stores under one roof so the rain won’t fall on you and you won’t get cold. Wouldn’t that be a jim-dandy idea?’” My father worked his knuckles for a moment. “And then you’ll have stores and roads and houses, but you won’t have towns anymore. Not the way they are now. And you’ll walk into one of those stores under one roof and you’ll ask for somethin’ and the gum-chewin’ girl’ll say no, we don’t have that. We don’t have that, and we can’t get it for you because they don’t make that anymore. That’s not what people want, you see. People only want what the big banners hangin’ from the ceilin’ tell them to want. We only have those things, and they’re made by machines a thousand a minute. But they’re perfect, she’ll say. Not an imperfection in the lot. And when you use it up or get tired of it or when the banners change, you can just throw it away because it’s made to be thrown away. Now! she’ll say, How many of these perfect things do you need today, and please hurry because there’s a line behind you.”
     He was silent. I heard his knuckles crack.
     “It’s just one supermarket,” I said.
     “The first one,” he replied.
     He narrowed his eyes, and for maybe a minute he stared out at the lake as the wind scrawled patterns across its surface.
     “I hear you,” he said softly.
     I knew who he was talking to. “Dad? Can we go home?”
     “You go on. I’m gonna sit here and listen to my friend.”
     I heard the wind and the crows, but I knew my father heard another voice. “What’s he sayin’, Dad?”
     “He’s sayin’ the same thing he always says. He’s sayin’ he’s not gonna let me alone until I come with him, down in the dark.”
     Tears came to my eyes. I blinked them away. “You’re not gonna go, are you?”
     “No, son,” he said. “Not today.”
     I almost told him about Dr. Lezander. My mouth opened, but my brain posed a question: What would I tell my father? That Dr. Lezander didn’t like milk and was a night owl, and Vernon Thaxter believed those were the qualities of a killer? What came out of my mouth was: “The Lady knows things, Dad. She can help us if we ask her.”
     “The Lady,” he repeated. His voice sounded thick. “She pulled a good one on Biggun Blaylock, didn’t she?”
     “Yes sir, she did. She could help us if we go see her.”
     “Maybe so. Maybe not.” He frowned, as if the thought of asking the Lady’s help caused him deep pain. It was surely no worse than the pain already lodged and festering. “I’ll tell you what,” he said as the frown went away. “I’ll ask my friend what he thinks.”
     I was scared for him. Very, very scared. “Please come home soon,” I told him.
     “I will.” He nodded. “Soon.”
     I left him there, sitting on the boulder under the low gray clouds. When I made my way to Rocket, I looked back and saw him standing on the boulder’s edge. His attention was fixed on the water below him, as if he were searching for the trace of a car in those terrible depths. I started to call to him, to warn him away from the edge, but then he walked back to where he’d been and sat down again.
Not today, he’d said. I had to believe him.
     I pedaled home the way I’d come, and I had way too much on my mind to even give a thought to the beast from the lost world.
     The following days were gray and cold, the hills around Zephyr brown as the grass on Poulter Hill. We entered December, the jolly month. Dad was around some days when I got home from school, and some days he was not. Mom, who suddenly appeared strained and tired beyond her years, said he was out looking for work. I hoped he wasn’t back on that boulder, contemplating the future in a mirror of black glass.
     The mothers of my friends were supportive. They started bringing over covered dishes, baskets of biscuits, homemade canned goods, and such. Mr. Callan promised to bring us some venison from his first kill of the season. Mom insisted on baking everyone cakes in return. Dad ate the food, but I could tell it was killing him to take such obvious charity. Evidently the hardware store didn’t need a truck driver, nor did it need another man behind the cash register. Often at night I heard Dad up and about, rambling around the house. It started being that he slept much of the day, until eleven or so, and remained awake until after four in the morning. It was a night owl’s hours.
     One Saturday afternoon Mom asked me to ride to the Woolworth’s on Merchants Street and pick her up a box of cake pans. I started out, Rocket easy beneath me. I went to the store, bought the cake pans, and started back.
     I stopped in front of the Bright Star Cafe.
     Mr. Eugene Osborne worked in there. Mr. Eugene Osborne had been in the Big Red One infantry division. And Mr. Eugene Osborne knew German curse words when he heard them.
     This had been nagging at me, like a small little demon’s voice at the back of my head, since the night we’d gone to the Brandywine Carnival. How could a parrot know German curse words if its owner spoke no German? And something else I remembered Mr. Osborne saying: Wasn’t just cursin’, either. There were other German words in there, but they were all garbled up.
     How could such a thing be?
     I left Rocket outside and walked into the Bright Star.
     It wasn’t much of a place, just a few tables and booths and a counter where people could sit on stools and jaw with the two waitresses, old Mrs. Madeline Huckabee and younger Carrie French. I have to say that Miss French got most of the attention, because she was blond and pretty and Mrs. Huckabee resembled two miles of bad road. But Mrs. Huckabee had been a waitress at the Bright Star long before I was born, and she ruled the cafe with an iron glance. The Bright Star was by no means very active this time of day, but a few people were inside drinking coffee, most of them elderly retired men. Mr. Cathcoate was among them, sitting in a booth reading a newspaper. The television above the counter was on. And sitting at the counter grinning at Miss French was none other than whale-sized Mr. Dick Moultry.
     He saw me, and his grin vanished like a ghost at dawn.
     “Hi, there!” Miss French said, offering me a sunny smile as I approached the counter. If it weren’t for her buck teeth, she might have been as lovely as Chile Willow. “What can I do for you?”
     “Is Mr. Osborne here?”
     “Sure is.”
     “Can I talk to him, please?”
     “Hold on a minute.” She went to the window between the counter and the kitchen. I noticed Mr. Moultry’s huge belly pressing against the counter’s edge as he leaned forward to get a look at her legs. “Eugene? Somebody wants to talk to you!”
     “Who?” I heard him ask.
     “Who?” she asked me. Miss French didn’t move in my circles, and I didn’t come into the Bright Star enough to warrant recognition.
     “Cory Mackenson.”
     “Oh, are you Tom’s boy?” she inquired, and I nodded. “Tom’s boy!” she told Mr. Osborne.
     My dad, like the Beach Boys, got around. I felt Mr. Moultry watching me. He took a loud slurp of coffee, trying to get my attention, but I didn’t favor him with it.
     Mr. Osborne walked through a swinging door. He was wearing an apron and a white cap, and he wiped his hands on a cloth. “Afternoon,” he said. “What can I do for you?”
     Mr. Moultry was leaning forward, all ears and belly. I said, “Can we sit down? Over there, maybe?” I motioned toward a back booth.
     “Guess so. Lead the way.”
     When we’d gotten situated, with my back to Mr. Moultry, I said, “I was at Miss Glass’s house when you brought Winifred in for her piano lesson.”
     “I remember that.”
     “You remember the parrot? You said it was cursin’ in German.”
     “If I know German, it was. And I do.”
     “Do you remember what else the parrot was sayin’?”
     Mr. Osborne leaned back in the booth. He cocked his head to one side, his hand with its U.S. ARMY tattoo on the fingers toying with a fork from the place setting. “What’s all this about, if you don’t mind me askin’?”
     “Nothin’ special.” I shrugged. “It just got my curiosity up, that’s all.”
     “Your curiosity, huh?” He smiled faintly. “You came in here to ask me what a parrot said?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “That was almost three weeks ago. How come you didn’t want to know before now?”
     “I guess I had other things on my mind.” I had wanted to know, of course, but with the escape of the beast from the lost world and Dad’s losing his job, I hadn’t given it the highest priority.
     “I don’t rightly remember what it said, except for the spicy words I couldn’t repeat to you without Tom’s permission.”
     “I didn’t know my dad came in here.”
     “Sometimes he does. He came in to fill out an application.”
     “Oh. Gosh,” I said. “I didn’t know my dad could cook.”
     “Dishwasher,” Mr. Osborne said, watching me carefully. I think I flinched a little. “Actually, Mrs. Huckabee does all the hirin’. Runs this place like boot camp, she does.”
     I nodded, trying not to meet his steady gaze.
     “That parrot,” he said, and his smile widened. “That blue parrot. Cursed a blue streak. Not surprisin’, though, is it? Since he belonged to Miss Blue Glass, I mean.”
     “I guess not.” I hadn’t known any adults called her Miss Blue Glass.
     “What’s this about, Cory? Really.”
     “I want to be a writer,” I answered, though I don’t know why. “Stuff like this is interestin’ to me.”
     “A writer? Like writin’ stories and all?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “Seems like that would be a hard row to hoe.” He put his elbows on the table. “Is this… like… research for a story or somethin’?”
     “Yes sir.” I saw a ray of light. “Yes sir, it sure is!”
     “You’re not writin’ a story about Miss Blue Glass, are you?”
     “I’m writin’… a story about a parrot,” I said. “That speaks German.”
     “Are you, now? Well, how about that! When I was your age, I wanted to be a detective or a soldier. I got my wish on one count.” He looked at his tattooed fingers. “I think I might’ve been better off bein’ a detective,” he said with a quiet sigh that spoke volumes about what real-life soldiering was as opposed to playing out scenes from Combat in the woods.
     “Can you remember what else that parrot said, Mr. Osborne?”
     He grunted, but his smile was still friendly. “If you’ve got to have determination to be a writer, you’re well on your way. Is knowin’ all this so important to you?”
     “Yes sir. It’s real important.”
     Mr. Osborne paused, thinking it over. Then he said, “It was all jumbled up, really. Didn’t make a whole lot of sense.”
     “I’d just like to know.”
     “Let’s see, then. Got to crank my mind back some. I’ll tell you a secret.” He leaned forward a little. “When you work with Mrs. Huckabee, you hear a lot of blue language.” I looked around for her, but she was either in the kitchen or the rest room. “I remember the parrot sayin’ somethin’ about—” He closed his eyes, bringing it back. “Who knows?”
     “Can’t you remember?” I prodded.
     “No, that’s it.” His eyes opened. “‘Who knows?’ That’s what the parrot was sayin’ when it wasn’t spoutin’ off the curses.”
     “Who knows what?” I asked.
     “Search me. Just ‘Who knows?’ is all I could get out of it. That, and what I thought sounded like a name.”
     “A name? What was it?”
     “Hannaford, I think it was. At least it sounded like it was close to that.”
Hannah Furd, I thought.
     “I could be wrong, though. I only heard the name once. But I’m not wrong about the cursin’, believe you me!”
     “Do you remember somethin’ Miss Green… uh… Miss Katharina Glass said about the parrot goin’ crazy when that song was played?” I tried to think of the name of it. “‘Beautiful Dream’?”
     “‘Dreamer,’” he corrected me. “Oh, yeah. That’s the song Miss Blue Glass taught me.”
     “Taught you?”
     “That’s right. I always wanted to play a musical instrument. I took lessons from Miss Blue Glass… oh, I guess it was four years ago when she was teachin’ full-time. She had a lot of older students, and she taught us all that song. Now that you mention it, I don’t recall that parrot screamin’ around back then like he did that night. Funny, huh?”
     “Strange.” It was my turn to correct him.
     “Yeah. Well, I’d best get back to work.” He’d seen Mrs. Huckabee emerge from the rest room, and she was dragon enough to scare a soldier. “Does that help you any?”
     “I think so,” I said. “I’m not sure yet.”
     Mr. Osborne stood up. “Hey, how about puttin’ me in that story?”
     “What story?”
     He looked at me oddly again. “The story you’re writin’ about the blue parrot.”
     “Oh, that story! Yes sir, I sure will!”
     “Say somethin’ nice about me,” he requested, and he started toward the kitchen door again. Some man in a brown uniform was on television, raising a ruckus.
     “Hey, Eugene!” Mr. Moultry hollered. “Get a load of this jackass!”
     “Mr. Osborne?” I asked, and he gave me his attention before he looked at the television set. “Do you think Miss Blue Glass would mind playin’ that song again, with the parrot in the room? And maybe you could listen to it and see what it was sayin’?”
     “I think that’d be kinda difficult,” he said.
     “Sir?”
     “Miss Blue Glass took that parrot to Dr. Lezander a couple of weeks ago. It had a brain fever or somethin’ birds get. That’s what the doc told her. Anyhow, the parrot kicked the bucket. What is it, Dick?”
     “Lookit this guy!” Mr. Moultry said, motioning to the man snarling on the television screen. “Name’s Lincoln Rockwell! Sonofagun’s the head of the American Nazi Party, if you can believe that garbage!”
     “American Nazis?” I saw the back of Mr. Osborne’s neck redden. “You mean I helped beat their butts over in Europe, and now they’re right here in the U.S. of A.?”
     “Says they’re gonna take over the country!” Mr. Moultry told him. “Listen to him go on, it’ll split your ribs!”
     “If I could get hold of him, I’d split his ugly head!”
     I was on my way out, my mind heavy with thoughts. Then I heard Mr. Moultry—whom ex-Sheriff Amory had said was a member of the Ku Klux Klan—laugh and say, “Well, that’s one thing he’s got right! I say ship all the niggers back to Africa! I sure as blazes wouldn’t want one in my house, like a certain somebody invites that Lightfoot nigger right into their front door!”
     I had caught this remark, and I knew who it was aimed at. I stopped and looked at him. Mr. Moultry was grinning and talking to Mr. Osborne, the man on the television screen going on about “racial purity,” but Mr. Moultry was watching me from the corner of his eye. “Yeah, my house is my castle! I sure as blazes wouldn’t stink my castle up by askin’ a nigger to come in and make hisself at home! Would you, Eugene?”
     “Lincoln Rockwell, huh?” Mr. Osborne said. “That’s a hell of a name for a Nazi.”
     “Seems like some people would know better than to be friends with niggers, don’t it, Eugene?” Mr. Moultry plowed on, baiting me.
     At last what was being said got through to Mr. Osborne. He regarded Dick Moultry as one might look at rancid cheese. “A man named Ernie Graverson saved my life in Europe, Dick. He was blacker’n the ace of spades.”
     “Oh… listen… I didn’t mean no…” Mr. Moultry’s grin was pathetic. “Well,” he said as he struggled for his dignity, “there’s always one or two gonna have the brains of a white man instead of a gorilla.”
     “I think,” Mr. Osborne said, clamping that U.S. ARMY hand on Mr. Moultry’s shoulder and putting some muscle into his grip, “you’d better shut your mouth, Dick.”
     Mr. Moultry didn’t make another peep.
     I left the Bright Star, and the brown-uniformed man who was being interviewed on television. I pedaled Rocket home, the cake pans in Rocket’s basket. But all the way I was puzzling over the blue parrot—the recently deceased blue parrot, that is—who spoke German.
     When I got home, Dad was sleeping in his chair. The Alabama game on the radio had ended before I went to the Woolworth’s, and now the radio was tuned to a country music station. I delivered the cake pans to Mom and then watched my father sleep. He was curled up, his arms gripped across his chest. Trying to hold himself together, I thought. He made a soft husking noise, his mouth on the verge of a snore. Something passed through his mind that made him flinch. His eyes came open, red-rimmed, and he seemed to stare right at me for a couple of seconds before his eyes closed again.
     I didn’t like the way his face looked in sleep. It looked sad and starved, though our food was plentiful. It looked defeated. There was honor in being a dishwasher, of course. I’m not saying there’s not, because every labor has its share of honor and necessity. But I couldn’t help thinking that he must be on despair’s front porch, to have to walk into the Bright Star Cafe and apply to be a dishwasher when assistant foreman of the dairy’s loading dock had been so very close. His face suddenly twisted in the grip of a daymare, his mouth letting loose a quiet groan. Even in sleep, he couldn’t escape for long.
     I walked into my room, shut the door, and I opened one of the seven mystic drawers. I brought out the White Owl cigar box, lifted its lid, and looked at the feather under my desk lamp.
     Yes, I decided, my heartbeat quickening. Yes.
     It could be a parrot’s feather.
     But it was emerald green. Miss Blue Glass’s German-cursing parrot had been turquoise, not a speck of any other color on it except for the yellow of its beak.
     Too bad Miss Green Glass hadn’t been the one with the parrot, I thought. That way it would’ve been emerald green for—
     —sure, I thought. And suddenly I felt as if I’d just leaped off a red rock cliff.
     Something Miss Blue Glass had said when Miss Green Glass refused to feed the parrot a cracker for fear of losing her fingers.
     Three words.
I.
Fed.
Yours.
     Your what? Parrot?
     Had both Glass sisters, who lived their lives in a strange agreement of mimicry and competition, each owned a parrot? Had there been a second parrot—this one emerald green and missing a feather—somewhere else in that house, as silent as the first was raucous?
     A phone call would tell me.
     I gripped the feather in my palm. My heart was pounding as I left my room, headed for the telephone. I didn’t know the number, of course; I’d have to look it up in the slim directory.
     Before I could get to the Glass number, the phone rang.
     I said, “I’ll get it!” and picked it up.
     I would remember for the rest of my life the voice that spoke.
     “Cory, this is Mrs. Callan. Let me speak to your mother, please.”
     The voice was tight and scared. Instantly I knew something was terribly wrong. “Mom!” I shouted. “Mom, it’s Mrs. Callan!”
     “Don’t wake your father!” Mom scolded when she came to the phone, but a grunt and rustle told me it was too late. “Hello, Diane. How are—” She stopped. I saw her smile break. “What?” she whispered. “Oh… my Jesus…”
     “What is it? What is it?” I asked. Dad came in, bleary-eyed.
     “Yes, we will,” Mom was saying. “Of course. Yes. As soon as we can. Oh, Diane, I’m so sorry!” When she returned the receiver to its cradle, her eyes were full of tears and her face bleached with shock. She looked at Dad, and then at me. “Davy Ray’s been shot,” she said. My hand opened, and the green feather drifted away.
     Within five minutes we were in the pickup truck, headed to the hospital in Union Town. I sat between my folks, my mind fogged with what Mom had told me. Davy Ray and his father had gone hunting today. Davy Ray had been excited about being with his dad, out in the winter-touched woods on the trail of deer. They had been coming down a hill, Mrs. Callan had said. Just an ordinary hill. But Davy Ray had stepped into a gopher hole hidden under dead leaves and fallen forward, and as he’d fallen his rifle had gotten caught up beneath him, aimed at his lungs and heart. The rifle had gone off on the impact of body and earth. Mr. Callan, not a man in the best physical shape, had picked up his son in his arms and run a mile through the woods with him back to their truck.
     Davy Ray had gone into emergency surgery, Mom said. The damage was very bad.
     The hospital was a building of red stone and glass. I thought it looked small to be such an important place. We went in through the emergency entrance, where a nurse with silver hair told us where to go. In a waiting room with stark white walls, we found Davy Ray’s parents. Mr. Callan was wearing camouflage-print hunting clothes with blood all over the front, a sight that knocked the breath out of me. He had daubed olive green greasepaint on his cheeks and across the bridge of his nose. It was smeared, and looked like the most horrible bruise. I guess he was in too much shock to even wash his face; what was soap and water compared to flesh and blood? He still had forest dirt crusted under his fingernails. He was frozen in the instant of disaster. Mrs. Callan and Mom hugged each other, and Mrs. Callan began to cry. Dad stood with Mr. Callan at a window. Davy Ray’s little brother Andy wasn’t there, probably dropped off at a relative’s or neighbor’s house. He was much too young to understand what a knife was doing inside Davy Ray.
     I sat down and tried to find something to read. My eyes couldn’t focus on the magazine pages. “So fast,” I heard Mr. Callan say. “It happened so fast.” Mom sat with Mrs. Callan and they held hands. A bell bonged somewhere in the hospital’s halls, and a voice over a loudspeaker called for Dr. Scofield. A man in a blue sweater looked into the waiting room, and everybody gave him their rapt attention but he said, “Any of you folks the Russells?” He went away, searching for some other suffering family.
     The minister from the Union Town Presbyterian Church, where the Callans belonged, entered and asked us all to link hands and pray. I held one of Mr. Callan’s hands; it was damp with nervous moisture. I knew the power of prayer, but I was through being selfish. I wanted Davy Ray to be all right, of course, and that’s what I prayed for with all my heart, but I would never dream of wishing Rebel’s death-in-life on a force of nature like Davy Ray.
     Johnny Wilson and his mother and father showed up. Johnny’s father, a stoic like his son, spoke quietly to Mr. Callan but showed no emotion. Mrs. Wilson and my mom sat on either side of Mrs. Callan, who couldn’t do much but stare at the floor and say, “He’s a good boy, he’s such a good boy,” over and over again, as if preparing herself to argue with God for Davy Ray’s life.
     Johnny and I didn’t know what to say to each other. This was the worst thing either of us had ever been through. Ben and his parents came in a few minutes after the Wilsons, and then some of Davy Ray’s relatives. The Presbyterian minister took Mr. and Mrs. Callan away with him, for more intimate prayer, I presumed, and Ben, Johnny, and I stood out in the hallway talking about what had happened. “He’s gonna be okay,” Ben said. “My dad says this is a real good hospital.”
     “My dad says Davy Ray was lucky it didn’t kill him right off,” Johnny said. “He says he knew a boy who shot himself in the stomach, and he didn’t last but a couple of hours.”
     I checked my Timex. Davy Ray had been in the operating room for four hours. “He’ll make it,” I told the others. “He’s strong. He’ll make it.”
     Another hour crept slowly past. Night had fallen, and with it a cold mist. Mr. Callan had washed the greasepaint from his face, scrubbed the dirt from beneath his fingernails, and accepted the loan of a green hospital shirt. “That’s my last huntin’ trip,” he said to my father. “I swear to Jesus it is. When Davy Ray gets out of this, we’re strippin’ the gun rack clear to the wood.” He put his hand to his face and choked back a sob. Dad put his arm around Mr. Callan’s shoulder. “Know what he said to me today, Tom? Wasn’t ten minutes before it happened. He said, ‘If we see it, we won’t shoot at it, will we? We’re just out huntin’ deer, aren’t we? We won’t shoot it if we see it.’ You know what he was talkin’ about?”
     Dad shook his head.
     “The thing that ran away from the carnival. Now, what do you think got that in his mind?”
     “I don’t know,” Dad said.
     It hurt me to hear these things.
     A doctor with short-cropped gray hair and wire-rimmed glasses came in. Instantly the Callans were on their feet. “May I speak with both of you outside, please?” he asked. Mom gripped Dad’s hand. I knew, as well, that this was not good news.
     When they returned, Mr. Callan told everyone Davy Ray was out of the operating room. Davy Ray’s condition was guarded, and the night would tell the tale. He thanked everyone for coming and showing their support, and he said we all ought to go home and get some sleep.
     Ben and his parents stayed until ten, and then they left. The Wilsons went home a half-hour later. Gradually, the relatives thinned out. The Presbyterian minister said he would stay as long as they wanted him there. Mrs. Callan grasped my mother’s hand, and asked her not to go just yet. So we waited in that room with the stark white walls as the mist turned to rain, the rain stopped, fog drifted across the windows, and mist returned.
     Past midnight, Mr. Callan went to get a cup of coffee from a machine down the hall. He returned a few minutes later with the gray-haired doctor. “Diane!” he said excitedly. “Diane, he’s come to!”
     They rushed out, their hands linked.
     Ten minutes passed. Then, after what seemed an eternity, Mr. Callan walked back into the waiting room. I have seen cigarette burns with more life than his eyes possessed. “Cory?” he said softly. “Davy Ray wants to see you.”
     I was afraid.
     “Go on, Cory,” my father urged. “It’s all right.”
     I stood up, and I followed Mr. Callan.
     The doctor was standing outside Davy Ray’s room, talking to their minister. They made a grim picture. Mr. Callan opened the door, and I walked in. Mrs. Callan was in there, sitting in a chair beside a bed enveloped by a filmy oxygen tent. Plastic tubing snaked up from the figure that lay under a pale blue sheet and connected with bags full of blood and clear liquid. A machine showed a green dot, blipping slowly on a round black screen. Mrs. Callan saw me and leaned over toward the head under that tent. “Davy Ray? He’s here.”
     I heard the sound of labored breathing, and I smelled Clorox and Pine Sol. Rain began to tap against the window. Mrs. Callan said, “Cory, sit here,” and she stood up. I went to her. Mrs. Callan picked up one of Davy Ray’s hands; it was as white as Italian marble. “I’ll be right here, Davy Ray.” She summoned up a smile with a mighty effort, and then she lowered his hand to the bed once more and moved away.
     I stood next to the bed, looking through the oxygen tent at my friend’s face.
     He was very pale, with dark purplish hollows under his eyes. Somebody had combed his hair, though. The comb had been wet. He was all covered up, so I saw no indication of the wound that had brought him here. Tubes came out of his nostrils, and his lips were gray. His face looked waxen, and his eyes were staring right at me.
     “It’s me,” I said. “Cory.”
     He swallowed thickly. Maybe the green blip had picked up a little, or maybe it was my imagination.
     “You took a fall,” I said, and instantly thought that was the stupidest thing ever uttered.
     He didn’t answer. He couldn’t speak, I thought. “Ben and Johnny were here,” I offered.
     Davy Ray breathed. The breath became a word: “Ben.” One side of his mouth hitched up. “Numb nuts.”
     “Yeah,” I said, and I tried to smile. I wasn’t as strong as Mrs. Callan. “Do you remember much about what happened?”
     He nodded. His eyes were feverishly bright. “Tell you,” he said, his voice crushed. “Have to tell you.”
     “All right,” I said, and I sat down.
     He smiled. “Saw him.”
     “You did?” I leaned forward conspiratorially. I caught a whiff of something that smelled bloody, but I didn’t show it. “You saw the thing from the lost world?”
     “No. Better.” His smile went away as he swallowed painfully, then came back. “Saw Snowdown,” he said.
     “Snowdown,” I whispered. The great white stag with antlers like oak trees. Yes, I decided. If anyone deserved to see Snowdown, it would be Davy Ray.
     “Saw him. That’s why I fell down. Wasn’t watchin’. Oh, Cory,” he said. “He’s so pretty.”
     “I’ll bet he is,” I said.
     “He’s bigger than they say! And he’s a whole lot whiter, too!”
     “I’ll bet,” I said, “he’s the most beautiful stag there ever was.”
     “Right there,” Davy Ray whispered. “He was right there in front of me. And when I started to tell my dad, Snowdown leaped. He just leaped, and he was gone. Then I fell down, ’cause I wasn’t watchin’. But it wasn’t Snowdown’s fault I fell, Cory. Wasn’t anybody’s fault. Just happened.”
     “You’re gonna be fine,” I said. I watched a bloody bubble of saliva grow at the corner of his mouth.
     “I sure am glad I saw Snowdown,” Davy Ray said. “I wouldn’t have missed it. For nothin’.”
     He was silent, but for the soft wet rattling of his breath. The machine blip… blip… blipped. “I guess I’d better go,” I said, and I started to stand up.
     His marble-white hand grasped my own.
     “Tell me a story,” he whispered.
     I paused. Davy Ray watched me, his eyes needful. I settled back down again. He kept hold of my hand, and I didn’t try to pull loose. He felt cold.
     “All right,” I said. I would have to put this together as I went, like the tale of Chief Five Thunders. “There was a boy.”
     “Yeah,” Davy Ray agreed, “gotta be a boy.”
     “This boy could just think of it, and he could go to other planets. This boy could get the red sand of Mars on his sneakers, or he could skate on Pluto. He could ride his bike on Saturn’s rings, and he could fight dinosaurs on Venus.”
     “Could he go to the sun, Cory?”
     “Oh, sure he could. He could go to the sun every day, if he wanted to. That’s where he went when he needed a good suntan. He just put on his sunglasses and went there, then he came back brown as a berry.”
     “Must’ve gotten awful hot, though,” Davy Ray said.
     “He took a fan with him,” I said. “And this boy was friends with all the kings and queens of the planets, and he visited all their castles. He visited the red sand castle of King Ludwig of Mars, and the cloud castle of King Nicholas of Jupiter. He helped stop King Zanthas of Saturn and King Damon of Neptune from fightin’, when they got into a war over who owned a comet. He went to the fire castle of King Burl of Mercury, and on Venus he helped King Swane build a castle in the tall blue trees. On Uranus King Farron asked him to stay all year, and be an admiral in the ice fleet navy. Oh, all the royalty knew about this boy. They knew there’d never be another boy just exactly like him, even if all the stars and planets burned out and were struck to light again a million times. Because he was the only one on the whole earth who could walk on the planets, and he was the only one whose name was written in their invitation books.”
     “Hey, Cory?”
     “Yes?”
     His voice was getting drowsy. “I’d kinda like to see a cloud castle, wouldn’t you?”
     “I sure would,” I said.
     “Gosh.” He wasn’t looking at me anymore. He was looking somewhere else, like a solitary traveler about to wish himself to a fabled land. “I never was afraid of flyin’, was I?”
     “Not a bit.”
     “I’m awful tired, Cory.” He frowned, the red saliva beginning to thread down his chin. “I don’t like bein’ so tired.”
     “You oughta rest, then,” I said. “I’ll come see you tomorrow.”
     His frown vanished. A smile sneaked across his mouth. “Not if I go to the sun tonight. Then I’ll have me a suntan and you’ll be stuck here shiverin’.”
     “Cory?” It was Mrs. Callan. “Cory, the doctor needs to get in here with him.”
     “Yes ma’am.” I stood up. Davy Ray’s cold hand clung to mine for a few seconds, and then it fell away. “I’ll see you,” I said through the oxygen tent. “Okay?”
     “Good-bye, Cory,” Davy Ray said.
     “Good—” I stopped myself. I was thinking of Mrs. Neville, on the first day of summer. “I’ll see you,” I told him, and I walked past his mother to the door. A sob welled up in my throat before I got out, but I clenched it down. As Chile Willow’s mother had said, I could take it.
     There was nothing more we could do. We drove home, along misty Route Sixteen, where Midnight Mona arrowed in search of love. We didn’t say much; at a time like this, words were empty vessels. At home, the green feather lay on the floor where it had drifted; it went back to its cigar box.
     On Sunday morning I awakened with a start. Tears were in my eyes, the sunlight lying in stripes across the floor. My father was standing in the doorway, wearing the same clothes he’d had on all day yesterday.
     “Cory?” he said.
     Traveling, traveling: to see Kings Ludwig, Nicholas, Zanthas, Damon, Farron, Burl, and Swane. Traveling, traveling: to castles of red sand, hewn of blue trees, formed of fire, shaped of sculpted clouds. Traveling, traveling, with planets and stars beyond and invitation books open to a single name. The solitary traveler has left this world. He will not pass this way again.
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Faith


I THOUGHT I HAD KNOWN DEATH.
     I had walked with it, ever since I could remember sitting in front of the television set, or hunkered down with a box of buttered popcorn before the Lyric’s silver screen. How many hundreds of cowboys and Indians had I witnessed fall, arrow-pierced or gut-shot, into the swirling wagon train dust? How many dozens of detectives and policemen, laid low by the criminal bullet and coughing out their minutes? How many armies, mangled by shells and burp guns, and how many monster victims screaming as they’re chewed?
     I thought I had known Death, in Rebel’s flat, blank stare. In the last good-bye of Mrs. Neville. In the rush and gurgle of air as a car with a man at the wheel sank into cold depths.
     I was wrong.
     Because Death cannot be known. It cannot be befriended. If Death were a boy, he would be a lonely figure, standing at the playground’s edge while the air rippled with other children’s laughter. If Death were a boy, he would walk alone. He would speak in a whisper and his eyes would be haunted by knowledge no human can bear.
     This was what tore at me in the quiet hours: We come from darkness, and to darkness we must return.
     I remembered Dr. Lezander saying that as I’d sat on his porch with him facing the golden hills. I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to think that Davy Ray was in a place where he could see no light, not even the candle that burned for him at the Presbyterian church. I didn’t want to think of Davy Ray confined, closed away from the sun, unable to somehow breathe and laugh even if doing so was only shadow play. In the days that followed the death of Davy Ray, I realized what fiction I had been a witness to. The cowboys and Indians, the detectives and policemen, the armies and the monster victims, would all rise again, at the dimming of the stage lights. They would go home, to wait for a casting call. But Davy Ray was dead forever, and I could not stand the thought of him in darkness.
     It got to where I couldn’t sleep. My room was too dark. It got to where I wasn’t sure what I’d seen, the night a blurred figure spoke to Rebel. Because if Davy Ray was in darkness, so, too, was Carl Bellwood. Rebel was. And all the sleepers on Poulter Hill and all the generations whose bones lay beneath the twisted roots of Zephyr’s trees: they, too, had returned to darkness.
     I remembered Davy Ray’s funeral. How thick the red earth was, on the edges of the grave. How thick, how heavy. There was no door down there when the minister was finished and the people gone and the dirt shoveled in by Bruton men. There was only dark, and its weight made something crack inside me.
     I didn’t know where heaven was anymore. I wasn’t sure if God had any sense, or plan or reason, or if maybe He, too, was in the dark. I wasn’t sure of anything anymore: not life, not afterlife, not God, not goodness. And I anguished over these things as the Christmas decorations went up on Merchants Street.
     Christmas was still two weeks away, but Zephyr struggled for a festive air. The death of Davy Ray had drowned everybody’s joy. It was talked about at Mr. Dollar’s, at the Bright Star Cafe, at the courthouse, and everywhere in between. He was so young, they said. Such a tragic accident, they said. But that’s life, they said; whether we like it or not, that’s life.
     Hearing these things didn’t help me. Of course my folks tried to talk to me about it, saying that Davy Ray’s suffering was over and that he’d gone to a better place.
     But I just couldn’t believe them. What place would ever be better than Zephyr?
     “Heaven,” Mom told me as we sat together before the crackling fire. “Davy Ray’s gone to heaven, and you have to believe that.”
     “Because why?” I asked her, and she looked as if I’d just slapped her face.
     I waited for an answer. I hoped for one, but it came in a word that left me unsatisfied, and that word was “faith.”
     They took me to see Reverend Lovoy. We sat in his office at church, and he gave me a lemon candy from a bowl on his desk. “Cory,” he said, “you believe in Jesus, don’t you?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “And you believe that Jesus was sent from God to die for the sins of man?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “Then you also believe Jesus was crucified, dead and buried, and on the third day He arose from the grave?”
     “Yes sir.” Here I frowned. “But Jesus was Jesus. Davy Ray was just a regular boy.”
     “I know that, Cory, but Jesus came to earth to show us that there’s more to this existence than we understand. He showed us that if we believe in Him, and follow His will and way, we, too, have a place with God in heaven. You see?”
     I thought about this for a minute as Reverend Lovoy sat back in his chair and watched me. “Is heaven better than Zephyr?” I asked him.
     “A million times better,” he said.
     “Do they have comic books there?”
     “Well…” He smiled. “We don’t really know what heaven will be. We just know it’ll be wonderful.”
     “Because why?” I asked.
     “Because,” he answered, “we must have faith.” He offered the bowl to me. “Would you like another candy?”
     I couldn’t picture heaven. How could a place be any good at all if it didn’t have the things there you enjoyed doing? If there were no comic books, no monster movies, no bikes, and no country roads to ride them on? No swimming pools, no ice cream, no summer, or barbecue on the Fourth of July? No thunderstorms, and front porches on which to sit and watch them coming? Heaven sounded to me like a library that only held books about one certain subject, yet you had to spend eternity and eternity and eternity reading them. What was heaven without typewriter paper and a magic box?
     Heaven would be hell, that’s what.
     These days were not all bleak. The Christmas lights, red and green, glowed on Merchants Street. Lamps shaped like the head of Santa Claus burned on the street corners, and silver tinsel hung from the stoplights. Dad got a new job. He began working three days a week as a stock clerk at Big Paul’s Pantry.
     One day Leatherlungs called me a blockhead six times. She told me to come up to the blackboard and show the class what I knew about prime numbers.
     I told her I wasn’t coming.
     “Cory Mackenson, you get up here right now!” she roared.
     “No, ma’am,” I said. Behind me the Demon laughed gleefully, sensing a new assault in the war on Mrs. Harper.
     “Get. Up. Here. This. Minute!” Leatherlungs’ face bloomed red.
     I shook my head. “No.”
     She was on me. She moved a lot faster than I ever would’ve thought. She grabbed two handfuls of my sweater and wrenched me up out of my desk so hard my knee hit and sent a shiver of pain through my leg, and by the time that pain got to my head it was sheer white-hot anger.
     With Davy Ray and darkness and a meaningless word called faith lodged in my mind like thorns, I swung at her.
     I hit her right in the face. I couldn’t have aimed any better. Her glasses flew off, and she gave a croaking cry of surprise. The anger fled from me just that fast, but Leatherlungs hollered, “Don’t you hit me, don’t you dare!” and she grabbed my hair and started jerking my head. The rest of my classmates sat in stunned amazement; this was too much, even for them. I had stepped into a mythic realm, though I didn’t know it yet. Leatherlungs slung me, I crashed into Sally Meachum’s desk and about knocked her over, and then Leatherlungs was hauling me out the door on the way to the principal’s office, raging every step.
     Inevitably, the phone call brought both Mom and Dad. They were, to say the least, appalled at my behavior. I was suspended from school for three days, and the principal—a small, birdlike man named, fittingly, Mr. Cardinale—said that before I could return to class, I would have to write an apology to Mrs. Harper and have both my parents sign it.
     I looked at him, with my parents right there in his office, and I told him I could be suspended for three months for all I cared. I told him I wasn’t writing her any apology, that I was tired of being called a blockhead, and I was sick of math and sick of everybody.
     Dad came up off his chair. “Cory!” he said. “What’s wrong with you?”
     “Never in the history of this school has a student struck a teacher!” Mr. Cardinale piped up. “Never! This boy needs a whippin’ to remember, is what I think.”
     “I’m sorry to have to say it,” Dad told him, “but I agree with you.”
     I tried to explain to them on the way home, but they wouldn’t hear it. Dad said there was no excuse for what I’d done, and Mom said she’d never been so ashamed. So I just stopped trying, and I sat sullenly in the pickup with Rocket riding in the truckbed. The whipping was delivered by my father’s hand. It was swift, but it was painful. I did not know that the day before, Dad had been ragged by his boss at Big Paul’s Pantry about messing up the count on boxes of Christmas candy. I did not know that Dad’s boss was eight years younger than he, that he drove a red Thunderbird, and that he called my father Tommy.
     I bore the whipping in silence, but in my room I pressed my face into the pillow.
     Mom came in. She said she couldn’t understand the way I was acting. She said she knew I was still torn up about Davy Ray, but that Davy Ray was in heaven and life was for the living. She said I would have to write the apology whether I wanted to or not, and the sooner I did it the better. I lifted my face from the pillow, and I told her Dad could whip me every day from now until kingdom come, but I wasn’t writing any apology.
     “Then I believe you’d better stay in here and think about it, young man,” she said. “I believe you’ll think better on an empty stomach, too.”
     I didn’t answer. There was no need. Mom left, and I heard my folks talking about me, what was wrong with me and why I was being so disrespectful. I heard the clatter of dinner plates and I smelled chicken frying. I just turned over and went to sleep.
     A dream of the four black girls, the flash of light, and a soundless blast awakened me. I had knocked my alarm clock off the bedside table again, but this time my parents didn’t come in. The clock was still working; it was almost two in the morning. I got up and looked out the window. A crescent moon appeared sharp enough to hang a hat on. Beyond the window’s cold glass the night was still and the stars blazing. I wasn’t going to write any apology; maybe this was the Jaybird showing up in me, but I was damned if I’d give the satisfaction to Leatherlungs.
     I needed to talk to somebody who understood me. Somebody like Davy Ray.
     My fleece-lined jacket hung in the closet near the front door. I didn’t want to go out that way, because Dad might be awake. I put on a pair of corduroy jeans, two sweaters, and a pair of gloves. Then I eased the window up. It squeaked once, a hair-raising sound, but I waited for a minute and heard no footsteps. Then I finished the job and slid out the window into the bitter air.
     I closed the window behind me, but for a thin slice I could get my fingers hooked into. I got on Rocket, and rode away under the sharp-fanged moon.
     The stoplights blinked yellow as I pedaled through the silent streets. My breath billowed out like a white octopus before me. I saw a few lights in houses: bathroom bulbs left on to ease the sleepy stumbling. My nose and ears got cold mighty fast; it was a night not fit for dog or Vernon Thaxter. On my way to Poulter Hill, I took a left turn and pedaled about a quarter mile more than I had to, because I wanted to see something. I coasted slowly past the house that sat on three acres and had a horse barn.
     A light burned in an upstairs room. It looked too bright to be a bathroom bulb. Dr. Lezander was up, listening to the foreign countries.
     A curious thought occurred to me. Maybe Dr. Lezander was a night owl because he feared the darkness. Maybe he sat up there in that room under the light, listening to voices from around the world, to reassure himself that he was not alone, even as the clock ticked through the lonely hours.
     I turned Rocket away from Dr. Lezander’s house. I had not pursued the mystery of the green feather any more since Davy Ray had died. A phone call to Miss Blue Glass was too much effort in this time of death and doubt. It was all I could do to fend off my own gathering darkness, much less think of what lay in the mud at the lightless bottom of Saxon’s Lake. I didn’t want to think that Dr. Lezander had anything to do with that. If he had, then what in this world was real and true anymore?
     I reached Poulter Hill. The wrought-iron gates were locked, but since the stone wall around the cemetery was only two feet high, getting in was no feat of magic. I left Rocket to wait there, and I walked up the hill among the moon-splashed tombstones. As Poulter Hill stood on the invisible line between worlds, so, too, did it stand between Zephyr and Bruton. The white dead people lay on one side, the black dead people on the other. It made sense that people who could not eat in the same cafe, swim in the same public pool, or shop in the same stores would not be happy being dead and buried within sight of each other. Which made me want to ask Reverend Lovoy sometime if the Lady and the Moon Man would be going to the same heaven as Davy Ray. If black people occupied the same heaven as white people, what was the point of eating in different cafes here on earth? If black people and white people walked in heaven together, did that mean we were smarter or more stupid than God because on earth we shunned each other? Of course, if we all returned to darkness, there was no God and no heaven, anyway. How Little Stevie Cauley had managed to drive Midnight Mona through a crack of that darkness was another mystery, because I had seen him clear as I now saw the city of stones rising up around me.
     There were so many of them. So many. I remember hearing this somewhere: when an old man dies, a library burns down. I recalled Davy Ray’s obituary in the Adams Valley Journal. They said he had died in a hunting accident. They said who his mother and father were, that he had a younger brother named Andy and that he was a member of the Union Town Presbyterian Church. They said his funeral would be at ten-thirty in the morning. What they had left out stunned me. They hadn’t said one word about the way the corners of his eyes crinkled up when he laughed, or how he would set his mouth to one side in preparation for a verbal jab at Ben. There had been no mention of the shine in his eyes when he saw a forest trail he hadn’t explored before, or how he chewed his bottom lip when he was about to pitch a fastball. They had written down the cut-and-dried of it, but they had not mentioned the real Davy Ray. I wondered about this as I walked amid the graves. How many stories were here, buried and forgotten? How many old burned libraries, how many young ones that had been building their volumes year by year? And all those stories, lost. I wished there was a place you could go, and sit in a room like a movie theater and look through a catalogue of a zillion names and then you could press a button and a face would appear on the screen to tell you about the life that had been. It would be a living memorial to the generations who had gone on before, and you could hear their voices though those voices had been stilled for a hundred years. It seemed to me, as I walked in the presence of all those stilled voices that would never be heard again, that we were a wasteful breed. We had thrown away the past, and our future was impoverished for it.
     I came to Davy Ray’s grave. The headstone hadn’t arrived yet, but a flat stone marker was set into the bare earth. He was neither at the bottom of the hill nor at the top; he occupied the middle ground. I sat down beside the marker, taking care not to trample on the slight mound that rain would settle and spring would sprout. I looked out into the darkness, under the cold, sharp moon. In the sunlight, I knew, there was a panoramic view of Zephyr and the hills from here. You could see the gargoyle bridge, and the Tecumseh River. You could see the railroad track as it wound its way through those hills, and the trestle as it crossed the river on its passage through Zephyr to the larger towns. It was a nice view, if you had eyes to see it. I somehow doubted that Davy Ray cared much whether he had a view of the hills and river or if his grave overlooked a swamp bowl. Such things might be important to the grievers, but not so much to the leavers.
     “Gosh,” I said, and my breath drifted out. “I sure am mixed up.”
     Had I expected Davy Ray to answer? No, I had not. Thus I was not disappointed at the silence.
     “I don’t know if you’re in darkness or heaven,” I said. “I don’t know what would be so great about heaven if you can’t get in a little trouble there. It sounds like church to me. Church is fine for an hour on Sunday, but I wouldn’t want to live there. And I wouldn’t want darkness, either. Just nothin’ and nothin’ and more nothin’. Everythin’ you ever thought or did or believed just gone, like a ripple in a pond that nobody sees.” I pulled my knees up to my chest, and locked my arms around them. “No voice to speak, no eyes to see, no ears, nothin’ at all. Then what are we born for, Davy Ray?”
     This question, as well, elicited a burst of silence.
     “And I can’t figure this faith thing out,” I went on. “Mom says I ought to have it. Reverend Lovoy says I’ve got to have it. But what if there’s nothin’ to have faith in, Davy Ray? What if faith is just like talkin’ on a telephone when there’s nobody on the other end, but you don’t know nobody’s there until you ask ’em a question and they don’t answer? Wouldn’t it make you go kind of crazy, to think you spent all that time jawin’ to thin air?”
     I was doing some jawing to empty air myself, I realized. But I was comforted, knowing Davy Ray was lying beside me. I shifted over to a place where the brown grass was unmarked by shovels and I reclined on my back. I stared up at the awesome stars. “Look at that,” I said. “Just look at that sky. Looks like the Demon blew her nose on black velvet, huh?” I smiled, thinking Davy Ray would’ve gotten a kick out of that. “Not really,” I said. “Can you see that sky from where you are?”
     Silence and more silence.
     I folded my arms across my chest. It didn’t seem so cold, with my back against the earth. My head was next to Davy Ray’s. “I got whipped today,” I confided. “Dad really blistered me. Maybe I deserved it. But Leatherlungs deserves to get whipped, too, doesn’t she? How come nobody listens to kids, even when they’ve got somethin’ to say?” I sighed, and my breath rose toward Capricorn. “I can’t write that apology, Davy Ray. I just can’t, and nobody’s gonna make me. Maybe I was wrong, but I was only half wrong, and they want me to say I was whole wrong. I can’t write it. What am I gonna do?”
     I heard it then.
     Not Davy Ray’s voice, chiding me.
     But a train’s whistle, off in the distance.
     The freight was coming through.
     I sat up. Off in the hills I could see the headlight like a moving star as the train wound toward Zephyr. I watched it coming.
     The freight would slow down as it approached the Tecumseh trestle. It always did. It would slow down even more as it crossed the trestle, its heavy wheels making the old structure moan and clatter.
     As it came off the trestle, it would be slow enough to catch if someone had a mind to.
     The moment wouldn’t last very long. The freight would pick up speed, and by the time it had reached the far side of Zephyr it would be running fast again.
     “I can’t write any apology, Davy Ray,” I said quietly. “Not tomorrow, not the day after that. Not ever. I guess I can’t ever go back to school, huh?”
     Davy Ray offered neither opinion nor advice. I was on my own.
     “What if I was to go away for a while? Not long. Maybe two or three days. What if I was to show ’em I’d rather run away than write an apology? Then maybe they’d listen to me, don’t you think?” I watched the moving star come nearer. The whistle blew again, maybe warning a deer off the track. I heard it say Corrrrryyyyyyyyy.
     I stood up. I could make it to the trestle if I ran to Rocket. But I had to go right this minute. Fifteen more seconds and I would face one more day of anger and disappointment from my parents. One more day of being a boy closed up in a room with an unwritten apology staring me in the face. The freight that was about to pass through always returned again. I reached into my pocket, and found two quarters left over from some purchase of popcorn or candy bar at the Lyric last winter when things were good.
     “I’m goin’, Davy Ray!” I said. “I’m goin’!”
     I started running through the graveyard. As I reached Rocket and swung up onto the saddle, I feared I was already too late. I pedaled like mad for the trestle, the breath blooming around my face, I heard the moan and clatter as I pulled alongside the gravel-edged tracks; the freight was crossing, and I could yet meet it.
     And then there it was, the headlight blazing. The huge engine came off the trestle and passed me, going a little faster than I could walk. Then the boxcars began going past: Southern Railroad cars, bump ka thud, bump ka thud, bump ka thud on the ties. Already the train was starting to pick up speed. I got off Rocket and put the kickstand down. I ran my fingers along the handlebar. For a second I saw the headlamp’s golden eye, luminous with the moon. “I’ll be back!” I promised.
     All the boxcars were closed up, it seemed. But then here came one toward the end of the freight that had a door partway open. I thought of railroad bulls bashing heads and throwing freeloaders face-first into steam-scalded space, but I shook the thought away. I ran alongside the boxcar with the open door. A ladder was close at hand. I reached up, hooked four gloved fingers around a metal rung, got my thumb wedged there, too, and then I grabbed hold with the other hand and lifted my feet off the gravel.
     I swung myself toward the boxcar’s open door. I was amazed that I had such dexterity. I guess when you hear a few tons of steel wheels grinding underneath you, you can become an acrobat real quick. I went through that opening into the boxcar, my fingers released the iron rungs, and I hit a wooden floor sparsely covered with hay. The sound of my entrance was not gentle; it echoed in the boxcar, which was sealed shut on the other side. I sat up, hay all over the front of my outermost sweater.
     The boxcar rumbled and shook. It was clearly not made for passengers.
     But someone was indeed along for the ride.
     “Hey, Princey!” a voice said. “A little bird just flew in!”
     I jumped up. That voice had sounded like a combination of rocks in a cement mixer and a bullfrog’s lament. It had come from the dark before me.
     “Yes, I see him,” another man answered. This voice was as smooth as black silk and had the lilt of a foreign accent. “I think he almost broke his wings, Franklin.”
     I was in the company of boxcar-riding tramps who would slit my throat for the quarters in my pocket. I turned to jump through the doorway, but Zephyr was speeding past.
     “I wouldn’t, young man,” the foreign-accented voice cautioned. “It would not be pretty.”
     I paused on the edge, my heart pounding.
     “We ain’t gonna bite ya!” the froggish cement-mixer voice said. “Are we, Princey?”
     “Speak for yourself, please.”
     “Ah, he’s just kiddin’! Princey’s always kiddin’, ain’t ya?”
     “Yes,” the black silk voice said with a sigh, “I’m always kidding.”
     A match flared beside my face. I jumped again, and turned to see who stood there.
     A nightmare visage peered at me, so close I could smell his musty breath.
     The man would’ve made a railroad tie look like Charles Atlas. He was emaciated, his black eyes submerged in shadow pools and the cheekbones thrust against the flesh of his face. And what flesh! I had seen summer-baked creekbeds that held more moisture. Every inch of his face was cracked and wrinkled, and the cracks drew his mouth back from his yellow teeth and continued up like a weird cap over the hairless dome of his scalp. His long, skinny fingers, exposed by the matchlight, were likewise shriveled, as was the hand on which they were fixed. His throat was a dried mass of cracks. He wore a dusty white costume of some kind, but where shirt and pants met I couldn’t tell. He looked like a stick in a bag of dirty rags.
     I was frozen with terror, waiting for the blade to slice my neck.
     The wrinkled man’s other hand rose like an adder’s head. I tensed.
     He was holding a package with a few Fig Newtons in it.
     “Well, well!” the foreign man said with obvious surprise. “Ahmet likes you! Take a Fig Newton, he doesn’t speak.”
     “I… don’t think I…”
     The match went out. I could smell Ahmet next to me, an odor so dry it threatened to crisp the hairs in my nostrils. He breathed like the rustle of dead leaves.
     A second match was struck. Ahmet had a black streak across his pointed chin. He still held the Fig Newtons, and now he nodded at me. When he did so, I thought I heard his flesh creak.
     He was grinning like warmed-over Death. Baked and crusted Death, to be more exact. I slid a trembling hand into the package and accepted a Fig Newton. This seemed to appease Ahmet. He shambled over toward the boxcar’s other side, and he knelt down and touched the match to three candle stubs stuck with wax to the bottom of an upturned bucket.
     The light grew. And as it grew, it showed me things I wished I didn’t have to look at.
     “There,” the foreign man said from where he sat with his shoulder against a pile of burlap sacks. “Now we see eye-to-eye.”
     I wished we’d been back to back with five miles between us.
     If this man had ever seen the sun, the Lady was my grandmother. His skin was so pallid, he made the moon appear as dark as Don Ho. He was a young man, younger at least than my father, and he had fine blond hair combed back from a high forehead. A touch of silver glinted at his temples. He was wearing a dark suit, a white shirt, and a necktie. Only I could tell right off that his suit had seen better days from the patches around the shoulders, the cuffs of his shirt were frayed, and brown blotches marred his tie. Still, there was an elegance about this man; even sitting down, he commanded your attention with a stare that had a trace of well-bred haughtiness in it. His wingtips were scuffed. At first I thought he was wearing white socks, but then I realized those were his ankles. His eyes bothered me, though; in the candlelight, the pupils gleamed scarlet.
     But this man, and Ahmet the dried-up one, looked like Troy Donahue and Yul Brynner compared to the third monstrosity in that boxcar.
     He was standing up in a corner. His head, which was strangely shovel-shaped, almost brushed the ceiling. The man must have been over seven feet tall. His shoulders looked as wide as some of the wings on the planes at Robbins Air Force Base. His body appeared bulky and lumpy and altogether not right. He was wearing a loose brown jacket and gray trousers with patches on the knees. The trousers looked as if they had gotten drenched and shrunken while he was still in them. The size of the man’s shoes astounded me; to call them clodhoppers is like calling an atomic bomb a pregnant grenade. They were more like earthmovers.
     “Hi dere,” he said as his shoes slammed on the timbers and he came toward me. “I’m Franklin.”
     He was grinning. I wished he hadn’t been. His grin made Mr. Sardonicus look unhappy. What was worse than his grin was a scar that sliced across his Neanderthal forehead and had been stitched together, it seemed, by a cross-eyed medical student with a severe case of hiccups. His huge face looked flattened, his shiny black hair all but painted on his skull. In the candlelight, he appeared as if something he’d recently eaten hadn’t agreed with him. The misfortunate oaf was a sickly, grayish hue. And lo and behold! There from each side of the man’s bull-thick neck protruded a small rusted screw.
     “You want some wadda?” he asked, and he held up a dented canteen. In his hand, it seemed the size of a clamshell.
     “Uh… no sir. No thank you. Sir.”
     “Wadda washes down da Fig Newton,” he said. “Udderwise get stuck in da troat.”
     “I’m okay. Really.” I cleared my throat. “See?”
     “Hokay. Dass fine, den.” He returned to his corner, where he stood like a grotesque statue.
     “Franklin’s a happy sort,” Princey explained. “Ahmet’s the quiet one.”
     “What are you?” I asked.
     “I’m the ambitious type,” he said. “What type are you?”
     “Scared.” I heard the rush of wind behind me. The freight train was speeding now, leaving Zephyr sleeping in peace.
     “Sit down if you like,” Princey offered. “It’s not too clean in here, but neither is it a dungeon.”
     I looked longingly out the door. We must’ve been going…
     “…sixty miles an hour,” Princey said. “Sixty-four, it feels to me. I’m a good judge of the wind.”
     I sat down, keeping my distance from all three of them.
     “So.” He slid his hands into the pockets of his coat. “Favor us with your destination, Cory.”
     “I guess I… wait a minute. Did I tell you my name?”
     “You must have, I’m sure.”
     “I don’t remember,”
     Franklin laughed. It sounded like a backed-up drain being Roto-Rootered. “Haw! Haw! Haw! Dere he goes again! Princey’s got da best sense’a yuma!”
     “I don’t think I told you my name,” I said.
     “Well, don’t be stubborn,” Princey answered. “Everybody has a name. What’s yours?”
     “Co—” I stopped. Were these three insane, or was I? “Cory Mackenson. I’m from Zephyr.”
     “Going to… ?” he prompted.
     “Where does the train go?” I asked.
     “From here?” He smiled slightly. “To everywhere.”
     I glanced over at Ahmet. He was squatting on his haunches, watching me intently over the flickering candles. He wore sandals on his shriveled feet, his toenails two inches long. “Kinda cold to be wearin’ sandals, isn’t it?”
     “Ahmet doesn’t mind,” Princey said. “That’s his footwear of choice. He’s Egyptian.”
     “Egyptian? How’d he get all the way here?”
     “It was a long, dusty trail,” he assured me.
     “Who are you people? You look kinda—”
     “Familiar if you’re a devotee of the sweet science. Boxing, that is,” Princey said, shoveling words in my mouth. “Ever heard of Franklin Fitzgerald? Otherwise known as Big Philly Frank?”
     “No sir.”
     “Then why did you say you had?”
     “I… did I?”
     “Meet Franklin Fitzgerald.” He motioned to the monster in the corner.
     “Hello,” I said.
     “Pleased ta meet ya,” Franklin replied.
     “I’m Princey Von Kulic. That’s Ahmet Too-Hard-to-Pronounce.”
     “Hee hee hee,” Franklin giggled behind a massive hand with scarred knuckles.
     “You’re not American, are you?” I asked Princey.
     “Citizen of the world, at your service.”
     “Where’re you from, then?”
     “I am from a nation that is neither here nor there. It is an unnation, if you will.” He smiled again. “Unnation. I like that. My country has been ransacked by foreign invaders so many times, we give green stamps for raping and pillaging. It’s easier to make a buck here, what can I say?”
     “So you’re a boxer, too?”
     “Me?” He grimaced as if he had a bad taste in his mouth. “Oh, no! I’m the brains behind Franklin’s brawn. I’m his manager. Ahmet’s his trainer. We all get along famously, except when we’re trying to kill each other.”
     “Haw haw!” Franklin rumbled.
     “We are currently between opponents,” Princey said with a slight shrug. “Bound from the last place we were to the next place we will be. And such, I fear, is our existence.”
     I had decided that no matter how fearsome this trio appeared, they really meant me no harm. “Does Mr. Fitzgerald do a lot of fightin’?” I asked.
     “Franklin will take on anyone, anywhere, at any time. Unfortunately, though his size is quite formidable, his speed is quite deplorable.”
     “Princey means I’m slow,” Franklin said.
     “Yes. And what else, Franklin?”
     The huge man’s overhanging brow threatened to collapse as he pondered this question. “I don’t have da killer instink,” he said at last.
     “But we’re working on that, aren’t we, Silent Sam?” Princey asked the Egyptian. Ahmet showed his hooked yellow teeth and nodded vigorously. I thought he’d better be careful, in case his head flew off.
     I began staring at Franklin’s neck. “Mr. Princey, why does he have those screws in there?”
     “Franklin is a man of many parts,” Princey said, and Franklin giggled again. “Most of them of the rusted variety. His meetings with other individuals in the squared circle have not always been pleasant. In short, he’s had so many broken bones that the doctor’s had to wire some of him together. The screws are connected to a metal rod that strengthens his spine. It’s painful, I’m sure, but necessary.”
     “Aw,” Franklin said, “it ain’t so bad.”
     “He has the heart of a lion,” Princey explained. “Unfortunately, he also has the mind of a mouse.”
     “Hee hee nee! Dat Princey’s a laff riot!”
     “I’m thirsty,” Princey said, and he stood up. He was tall, too, maybe six four, and slender though not nearly the beanpole Ahmet was.
     “Here ya go.” Franklin offered him the canteen.
     “No, I don’t want that!” Princey’s pale hand brushed it aside. “I want… I don’t know what I want.” He looked at me. “Has that ever happened to you? Have you ever wanted something but you can’t figure out what it is for the life of you?”
     “Yes sir,” I said. “Like sometimes when I think I want a Co’Cola but I really want root beer.”
     “Exactly. My throat’s as dusty as Ahmet’s pillow!” He walked past me and peered out at the passing forest. There were no lights out there, under the firmament. “So!” he said. “You know us now. What about you? I presume you’re running away from home?”
     “No sir. I mean… I’m just gettin’ away for a little while, I guess.”
     “Trouble with your parents? With school?”
     “Both of those,” I said.
     He nodded, leaning against the boxcar’s opening. “The universal tribulations of a boy. I, too, had such troubles. I, too, set out to get away for a little while. Do you really think this will help your problems?”
     “I don’t know. It was all I could think of.”
     “The world,” Princey said, “is not like Zephyr, Cory. The world has no affection for a boy. It can be a wonderful place, but it can also be savage and vile. We should know.”
     “Why is that?” I asked.
     “Because we have traveled all over. We’ve seen this world, and we know the people who live in it. Sometimes it scares me to death, thinking about what’s out there: cruelty, callousness, utter disregard and disrespect for fellow human beings. And it’s not getting better, Cory; it’s getting worse.” He gazed up at the moon, which kept our pace. “‘O world,’” he said. “‘But that thy strange mutations make us hate thee, life would not yield to age.’”
     “Ain’t dat preddy?” Franklin asked.
     “It’s Shakespeare,” Princey replied. “Talking about the universal tribulations of men.” He turned from the moon and stared at me, his pupils scarlet. “Would you like some advice from an older soul, Cory?”
     I didn’t really want it, but I said, “Yes sir” to be polite.
     He wore a bemused expression, as if he knew my thoughts. “I’ll give it to you anyway. Don’t be in a hurry to grow up. Hold on to being a boy as long as you can, because once you lose that magic, you’re always begging to find it again.”
     That sounded vaguely familiar to me, but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it before.
     “Do you want to see something of the world, Cory?” he asked me.
     I nodded, transfixed by his bloodred pupils.
     “You’re in luck, then. I see a city’s lights.”
     I stood up and looked out. And there in the distance, over the dragon’s spine of twisted hills, the stars were washed out by earthly phosphorescence.
     Princey explained to me that we would come to a part of that city where the freight slowed as it entered the yards. It was then that we could abandon our boxcar without breaking our legs. Gradually the city grew around us, from wooden houses to brick houses to buildings of stone. Even at this late hour, the city was alive. Neon signs blinked and buzzed. Cars sped along the streets, and figures trudged the sidewalks. Then the freight train clattered over the crisscrossed railyard tracks where other trains lay sleeping and began to slow. When it was going the speed of a walking man, Franklin’s huge shoes touched the ground. Then Ahmet went out, dust whuffing from his body as he hit. “Go on, if you want to go,” Princey told me, standing at my back. I scrambled out and landed all right, and then Princey made his exit. We had arrived in the city, and I was a long way from home.
     We walked across the railyard, the sounds of whistles and chugging engines drifting around us. The air smelled burnt, though it was a cold fire. Princey said we’d better find some shelter for the night. We kept going, deeper along the gray streets that stood beneath the tall gray buildings, though several times we had to stop and wait for Franklin, who indeed was a slow mover.
     We came to a place where alleys cut the walls, and neon reflected off standing pools of water on the cracked concrete. As we were passing an alley, I heard a grunting noise followed by the smacking of flesh. I stopped to look. One man was holding another with his arms behind him, while a third methodically beat the second man in the face with his fist. The second man was bleeding from the nose and mouth, his eyes dazed and wet with fear. The man who was doing the beating did this as if it were a common labor, like the hacking down of a wayward tree. “Where’s the money, you motherfucker?” the first man said in a voice of quiet evil. “You’re gonna give us the money.” The beating continued, the third man’s knuckles red with blood. The victim made a groaning, whimpering noise, and as the fist kept rising and falling, his bruised face began to change shape.
     A pale hand gripped my shoulder. “Let’s move along, shall we?”
     Up ahead, a police car had pulled to the curb. Two policemen stood on either side of a man with long hair and dressed in dirty clothes. They were stocky and their guns gleamed in their black leather holsters. One of the policemen leaned forward and shouted in the long-haired man’s face. Then the other policeman grabbed a handful of that hair, spun him around, and slammed his head against the windshield’s glass. The glass didn’t break, but the man’s knees sagged. He didn’t try to fight back as he was shoved into the police car. As they drove past us, I caught a glimpse of the man’s face peering out, tendrils of blood creeping from his forehead.
     Music throbbed and thumped from a doorway. It sounded like all rhyme and no reason. A man sat against a wall, a puddle of urine between his legs. He grinned at the air, his eyes demented. Two young men came along, and one of them held a tin gasoline can. “Get up, get up!” the other one said, kicking at the man on the ground. The demented one kept grinning. “Get up! Get up!” he parroted. In the next second, gasoline sloshed over him. The other young man pulled a pack of matches from his pocket.
     Princey guided me around a corner. Franklin, slogging behind Ahmet, sighed like a bellows, his face daubed with shadow.
     A siren wailed, but it was going somewhere else. I felt sick to my stomach, my skull pressured. Princey kept his hand on my shoulder, and it was comforting.
     Four women were standing on a corner, under the stuttering neon. They were all younger than my mother but older than Chile Willow. They wore dresses that might have been applied with paint, and they appeared to be waiting for somebody important to come along. As we passed them, I smelled their sweet perfume. I looked into the face of one of them, and I saw a blond-haired angel. But something about that face was lifeless, like the face of a painted doll. “Motherfucker better do me right,” she said to a dark-haired girl. “Better fuckin’ score me, goddammit.”
     A red car pulled up. The blond-haired angel switched on a smile to the driver. The other girls crowded around, their eyes bright with false hope.
     I didn’t like what I saw, and Princey guided me on.
     In a doorway, a man in a denim jacket was standing over a woman sprawled in a doorway. He was zipping up his pants. The woman’s face was a pulped mass of black bruises. “There you go,” the man said. “Showed you, didn’t I? Showed you who’s boss.” He reached down and grabbed her hair. “Say it, bitch.” He shook her head. “Say who’s boss!”
     Her swollen eyes were pleading. Her mouth opened, showing broken teeth. “You are,” she said, and she began to cry. “You’re the boss.”
     “Keep going, Cory,” Princey told me. “Don’t stop, don’t stop.”
     I staggered on. Everywhere I looked, there was only mean concrete. I saw not a hill nor a trace of green. I lifted my face, but the stars were blanked out and the night a gray wash. We turned a corner and I heard a clatter. A small white dog was searching desperately through garbage cans, its ribs showing. Suddenly a hulking man was there, and he said, “Now I’ve got you” as the dog stood staring at him with a banana peel in its mouth. The man lifted a baseball bat and slammed it down across the dog’s back. The dog howled with pain and thrashed, its spine broken, the banana peel lost. The man stood over it, and he lifted the baseball bat and brought it down and then the dog had no more muzzle or eyes, just a smashed red ruin. The white legs kept kicking, as if trying to run.
     “Little piece a shit,” the man said, and he stomped the skinny ribs with his boot.
     Tears burned my eyes. I stumbled, but Princey’s hand held me up. “Move on,” he said. “Hurry.” I did, past the carnage. I was about to throw up, and I fell against a wall of rough stones. Behind me, Franklin rumbled, “Da kid’s too far from home, Princey. It ain’t right.”
     “You think I like this?” Princey snapped. “Numb nuts.”
     I came to the edge of the wall, and I stopped. I seemed to be looking into a small room. I could hear voices raised in argument, but only a boy sat in the room. He was about my age, I thought, but something in his face looked older by far. The boy was staring at the floor, his eyes glassy as the arguing voices got louder and louder. And then he picked up a sponge and a tube of glue, the kind my buddies and I put plastic models together with. He squeezed glue into the sponge, and then he pressed the sponge over his nose and closed his eyes as he inhaled. After a minute he fell backward, his body starting to convulse. His mouth was open, and his teeth began to clamp down again and again on his tongue.
     I shivered, sobbed, and looked away. Princey’s hand touched the back of my head, and drew my face into his side.
     “You see, Cory?” he whispered, and his voice was tight with strangled rage. “This world eats up boys. You’re not ready yet to shove a broomstick down its throat.”
     “I want to… I want to…”
     “Go home,” Princey said. “Home to Zephyr.”
     We were back at the railyard, amid the whistles and chugs. Princey said they’d go back some of the way with me, to make sure I caught the right train. Here came a Southern Railroad freight train, with one of its boxcars partway open. “This is the one!” Princey said, and he jumped up into the opening. Franklin went next, moving fast on those big old shoes when he had to. Then Ahmet, his cracked flesh puffing dust with every step.
     The train was picking up speed. I started running alongside the boxcar, trying to find a grip, but there was no ladder. “Hey!” I shouted. “Don’t leave me!”
     It began pulling away. I had to run hard to keep up. The boxcar’s opening was dark. I couldn’t see Princey, Franklin, or Ahmet in there. “Don’t leave me!” I shouted frantically as my legs began to weaken.
     “Jump, Cory!” Princey urged from the darkness. “Jump!”
     The tons of steel wheels were grinding beside me. “I’m scared!” I said, losing ground.
     “Jump!” Princey said. “We’ll catch you!”
     I couldn’t see them in there. I couldn’t see anything but dark. But the city was at my back, part of the world that ate up boys.
     I would have to have faith.
     I lunged forward, and I leaped upward toward the dark doorway.
     I was falling. Falling through cold night and stars.
     My eyes opened with a jolt.
     I could hear the freight train’s whistle, moving somewhere beyond Zephyr on its way to that other world.
     I sat up, next to Davy Ray’s grave.
     My sleep had lasted only ten minutes or so. But I had gone a long way, and come back shaken and sick inside but safe. I knew the world beyond Zephyr wasn’t all bad. After all, I read National Geographic. I knew about the beauty of the cities, the art museums, and the monuments to courage and humanity. But just like the moon, part of the world lay hidden. As the man who had been murdered on Zephyr earth lay hidden from the moonlight. The world, like Zephyr, was not all good and not all bad. Princey—or whatever Princey had been—was right; I had some growing up to do before I faced that monster. Right now, though, I was a boy who wanted to sleep in his own bed, and wake up with his mother and father in the house. The apology to Leatherlungs still stuck in my craw. I’d hack through that jungle when I got there.
     I stood up, under the blazing stars. I looked at the grave, sadly fresh. “Good-bye, Davy Ray,” I said, and I rode Rocket home.
     The next day, Mom commented on how tired I looked. She asked if I’d had a bad dream. I said it was nothing I couldn’t handle. Then she made me some pancakes.
     The apology remained unwritten. While I was in my room that evening, my monsters watching me from the walls, I heard the telephone ring four different times. Dad and Mom came in to talk to me. “Why didn’t you tell us?” Dad asked. “We didn’t know that teacher was raggin’ the kids so hard.” He was, as I’ve said before, familiar with being ragged.
     One of the callers had been Sally Meachum’s mother. Another had been the Demon’s mustachioed mater. Ladd Devine’s dad had called, and Joe Peterson’s mother. They had told my parents what their kids had told them, and suddenly it appeared that though I was certainly wrong for flying off the handle and whacking Leatherlungs’ glasses off, Leatherlungs herself was responsible for some of this.
     “It’s not right for a teacher to call anybody’s child a blockhead. Everybody deserves respect, no matter how old or young they are,” Dad told me. “Tomorrow I believe I’ll have a little talk with Mr. Cardinale and straighten this thing out.” He gave me a puzzled look. “But why in the world didn’t you tell us to begin with, Cory?”
     I shrugged. “I guess I didn’t think you’d take my side of it.”
     “Well,” Dad said, “it seems to me we didn’t have enough faith in you, did we, partner?”
     He ruffled my hair.
     It sure was nice, being back.






3
Snippets of the Quilt


DAD DID GO TO MR. CARDINALE. THE PRINCIPAL, WHO HAD already heard rumors from the other teachers that Leatherlungs was a burnt-out case two bricks shy of a load, decided that the time I’d spent away from school was enough. No apology was necessary.
     I returned to find I was a conquering hero. In years to come, no astronaut home from the moon would feel as welcome as I did. Leatherlungs was cowed but surly, Mr. Cardinale’s shrill admonitions ringing in her brain like Noel bells. But I had done my share of wrong, too, and I realized I ought to admit it. So, on that day I returned, which was also the last day of school before Christmas vacation, I raised my hand right after roll call and Leatherlungs snapped, “What is it?”
     I stood up. All eyes were on me, expecting another heroic gesture in this grand campaign against injustice, inequality, and the banning of grape bubble gum. “Mrs. Harper?” I said. I hesitated, my grandeur in the balance.
     “Spit it out!” she said. “I can’t read your mind, you blockhead!”
     Whatever Mr. Cardinale had told her, it obviously wasn’t enough to persuade her to hang up her guns. But I went ahead anyway, because it was right. “I shouldn’t have hit you,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
     Oh, fallen heroes! Idols with feet of miserable clay! Mighty warriors, laid low by flea bites between the cracks in their suits of armor! I knew how they felt, in the groans and stunned gasps that rose around me like bitter flowers. I had stepped from my pedestal and pooted as I hit a mudhole.
     “You’re sorry?” Leatherlungs might have been the most stunned of the lot. She took off her glasses and put them back on. “You’re apologizing to me?”
     “Yes ma’am.”
     “Well, I… I…” Words had fled from her. She was treading the unknown waters of forgiveness, trying to find the bottom of it. “I don’t… know what to…”
     Grace beckoned her. Grace, with all its magic and wonder. The grace of a moment, and I saw her face start to soften.
     “…say, but…” She swallowed. Maybe there was a lump in her throat.
     “…but… It’s high time you showed some common sense, you blockhead!” she roared.
     It had been a lump of nails, obviously. She was spitting them out.
     “Sit down and get that math book open!”
     Her face had not softened, I thought as I sighed and sat down. It had just been luffing like a sail before its second wind.
     In the hollering madhouse that was called lunch period, I noticed the Demon sneaking out of the lunchroom as Leatherlungs was blasting some poor boy about spending his lunch money on baseball cards. She returned about five minutes later, sliding into her chair near the door before Leatherlungs knew she was gone. I saw the Demon and the other girls at her table giggle and grin. A plot was afoot.
     When we were herded back to our room, Leatherlungs sat down at her desk like a lioness curling around a meatbone. “Get those Alabama history books open!” she said. “Chapter Ten! Reconstruction! Hurry it up!” She reached for her own history book, and I heard her grunt.
     Leatherlungs couldn’t lift the book up off the desktop. As everybody watched, she wrenched at the book with both hands, her elbows planted against the desk’s edge, but it wouldn’t budge. Somebody chortled. “Is it funny?” she demanded, the fury leaping into her eyes. “Who thinks that it’s fun—” And then she squawked, because her elbows wouldn’t leave the desk’s edge. Sensing calamity, she tried to stand up. Her ample behind would not part with the seat, and when she stood, the chair came with her. “What’s going on here!” she shouted as the entire class began to yell with laughter, myself included. Leatherlungs tried to shuffle to the door, but her face contorted as she realized those clunky brown shoes were as good as nailed to the linoleum. There she was, crouched over with her butt stuck to the chair’s seat, her shoes mired in invisible iron, and her elbows stuck fast to the desk. She looked as if she were bowing to us, though the expression of rage on her face hardly approved of the courtesy.
     “Help me!” Leatherlungs bawled, close to maddened tears. “Somebody help me!” Her cries for assistance were directed at the door, but the way everybody was hollering and laughing I doubted if even her foghorn voice could be heard beyond the frosted glass. She ripped the cloth of one arm of her blouse away as she got an elbow free, and then she made the mistake of placing that free hand against the desktop for added leverage. The hand was free no longer. “Help me!” she shouted. “Somebody get me out of this!”
     The upshot of all this was that Mr. Dennis, the black custodian, had to be summoned by Mr. Cardinale to free Leatherlungs. Mr. Dennis was forced to use a hacksaw on the tough fibers of the substance that bound Leatherlungs so firmly to desk, chair, and floor. Mr. Dennis’s hand unfortunately slipped during the hacksawing, and a patch of Leatherlungs’ rear end was thereafter in need of reconstruction.
     I heard Mr. Dennis tell Mr. Cardinale, as the ambulance attendants wheeled Leatherlungs away wheezing and gibbering along the holly-decked hall, that it was the most godawesome glue he’d ever seen. The stuff, he said, changed color depending on what it was smeared on. It was odorless but for the faint smell of yeast. He said Leatherlungs—Mrs. Harper, he called her—was mighty lucky she still had her hand connected to her wrist, the stuff was so powerful. Mr. Cardinale was enraged, in his flighty way. But no jar or tube of glue was found in the room, and Mr. Cardinale was stumped as to how any child could’ve been cunning and devious enough to perform such trickery.
     He did not know the Demon. I never found out for sure, but I assumed she must’ve had the glue bottle hanging from a string outside the window and had reeled it in while the rest of us were eating lunch. Then, when she was through smearing all the necessary surfaces, the glue bottle had gone out the window again to be collected after school. I’d never heard of such a strong glue before. I learned later that the Demon had concocted it herself, using ingredients that included Tecumseh riverbottom mud, Poulter Hill dirt, and her mother’s recipe for angel food cake. If that were so, I would’ve hated to taste Mrs. Sutley’s devil’s food. She called it Super Stuff, which made perfect sense.
     I knew there had to be a reason the Demon had skipped a grade. I’d had no idea her real talent lay in the realm of chemistry.
     Dad and I ventured out into the woods on a chilly afternoon. We found a small pine that would do. We took it home with us, and that night Mom popped corn and we strung the tree with popcorn, gold and silver tinsel, and the scuffed decorations that nestled in a box in the closet except for one week of the year.
     Ben was learning his Christmas songs. I asked him whether Miss Green Glass had a parrot, but he didn’t know. He’d never seen one, he said. But they might have a green parrot in the back somewhere. Dad and I went in together and bought Mom a new cake cookbook and a baking pan, and Mom and I went in together and bought Dad some socks and underwear. Dad made a solitary purchase of a small bottle of perfume from Woolworth’s for Mom while she bought him a plaid muffler. I liked knowing what was inside those brightly wrapped packages under the tree. Two packages were also there, though, that had my name on them and I had no idea what they contained. One was small and one was larger: two mysteries, waiting to be revealed.
     I was snakebit about picking up the phone and calling the Glass sisters. The last time I’d intended to, tragedy had struck. The green feather was never far from my hand, though. One morning I woke up, after a dream of the four black girls calling my name, and I rubbed my eyes in the winter sunlight and I picked up the feather from where I’d left it on the bedside table and I knew I had to. Not call them, but go see for myself.
     Bundled up, I rode Rocket under the Zephyr tinsel to the gingerbread house on Shantuck Street. I knocked at the door, the feather in my pocket.
     Miss Blue Glass opened the door. It was still early, just past nine. Miss Blue Glass wore an azure robe and quilted cyan slippers. Her whitish-blond hair was piled high as usual, which must’ve been her first labor of the morning. I was reminded of pictures I’d seen of the Matterhorn. She regarded me through her thick black-framed glasses, dark hollows beneath her eyes. “Cory Mackenson,” she said. Her voice was listless. “What can I do for you?”
     “May I come in for a minute?”
     “I am alone,” she said.
     “Uh… I won’t take but a minute.”
     “I am alone,” she repeated, and tears welled up behind her glasses. She turned away from the door, leaving it open. I walked into the house, which was the same museum of chintzy art it had been the night I was here for Ben’s lesson. Still… something was missing.
     “I am alone.” Miss Blue Glass crumpled down onto the spindly-legged sofa, lowered her head, and began to sob.
     I closed the door to keep out the cold. “Where’s Miss Gre—the other Miss Glass?”
     “No longer Miss Glass,” she said with the trace of a hurt sneer.
     “Isn’t she here?”
     “No. She’s in… heaven knows where she is by now.” She took off her glasses to blot the tears with a blue lace hanky. I saw that without those glasses and with her hair let down an altitude or two, she might not look nearly so… I guess frightful’s the word.
     “What’s wrong?” I asked.
     “What’s wrong,” she said, “is that my heart has been ripped out and stomped! Just utterly stomped!” Fresh tears streaked down her face. “Oh, I can hardly even think about it!”
     “Did somebody do somethin’ bad?”
     “I have been betrayed!” she said. “By my own flesh and blood!” She picked up a piece of pale green paper from beside her and held it out to me. “Read this for yourself!”
     I took it. The words, a graceful script, were written in dark green ink.
Dearest Sonia, it began. When two hearts call to each other, what else can one do but answer? I can no longer deny my feelings. My emotions burn. I long to be joined in the raptures of true passion. Music is fine, dearest sister, but the notes must fade. Love is a song that lives on. I must give myself to that finer, deeper symphony. That is why I must go with him, Sonia. I have no choice but to give myself to him, body and soul. By the time you read this, we shall be…
     “Married?” I must’ve shouted it, because Miss Blue Glass jumped.
     “Married,” she said grimly.
…married, and we hope in time you will understand that we do not conduct our own chorale in this life, but are conducted by the hand of the Master Maestro. Love and Fond Farewell, Your Sister, Katharina.
     “Isn’t that the damnedest thing?” Miss Blue Glass asked me. Her lower lip began to tremble.
     “Who did your sister run off with?”
     Miss Blue Glass spoke the name, though speaking it seemed to crush her all the more.
     “You mean… your sister married… Mr. Cathcoate?”
     “Owen,” Miss Blue Glass sobbed, “oh, my sweet Owen ran off with my own sister!”
     I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Not only had Mr. Cathcoate gone off and married Miss Green Glass, but he’d been catting with Miss Blue Glass, too! I’d known he had parts of the Wild West in him, but I hadn’t imagined his south parts were just as wild. I said, “Isn’t Mr. Cathcoate kind of old for you ladies?” I put the letter back on the sofa beside her.
     “Mr. Cathcoate has the heart of a boy,” she said, and her eyes got dreamy. “Oh Lord, I’ll miss that man!”
     “I have to ask you about somethin’,” I told her before her faucets turned on again. “Does your sister have a parrot?”
     Now it was her turn to look at me as if my senses had flown. “A parrot?”
     “Yes ma’am. You had a blue parrot. Does your sister have a green one?”
     “No,” Miss Blue Glass said. “I’m tellin’ you how my heart has been broken, and you want to talk about parrots?”
     “I’m sorry. I just had to ask.” I sighed and looked around the room. Some of the knickknacks in the curio cabinet were gone. I didn’t think Miss Green Glass was ever coming back, and I supposed that Miss Blue Glass knew it. A bird, it seemed, had left its cage. I slid my right hand into my pocket and put my fingers around the feather. “I didn’t mean to bother you,” I said, and I walked to the door.
     “Even my parrot has left me,” Miss Blue Glass moaned. “And my parrot was so sweet and gentle…”
     “Yes ma’am. I was sorry to hear about—”
     “…not like that filthy, greedy parrot of Katharina’s!” she plowed on. “Well, I should’ve known her true nature, shouldn’t I? I should’ve known she had her cap set for Owen, all along!”
     “Wait,” I said. “I thought you just told me your sister didn’t have a parrot.”
     “That’s not what I said. I said Katharina doesn’t have a parrot. When it died, the devil ate a drumstick!”
     I walked back to her, and as I did I brought my hand out of my pocket and opened the fingers. My heart was going ninety miles a minute. “Was that the color of your sister’s parrot, Miss Glass?”
     She gave it one sniffy glance. “That’s it. Lord knows I’d recognize one of his feathers, he was always flyin’ against his cage and flingin’ ’em out. He was about bald when he died.” She caught herself. “Just a minute. What are you doin’ with one of his feathers?”
     “I found it. Somewhere.”
     “That bird died back in… oh, when was it?”
     I knew. “March,” I said.
     “Yes, it was March. The buds were startin’ to show, and we were choosin’ our Easter music. But…” She frowned, her stomped heart forgotten for the moment. “How did you know, Cory?”
     “A little bird told me,” I said. “What did the parrot die of, Miss Glass?”
     “A brain fever. Same as my parrot. Dr. Lezander says it’s common among tropical birds and when it happens there’s not much can be done.”
     “Dr. Lezander.” The name left my lips like frozen breath.
     “He loved my parrot. He said my parrot was the gentlest bird he’d ever seen.” Her lips curled into a snarl. “But he hated that green one of Katharina’s! I think he could’ve killed it the same as me, if I could’ve gotten away with it!”
     “He almost got away with it,” I said quietly.
     “Got away with what?” she asked.
     I let her question slide. “What happened to the green parrot after it died? Did Dr. Lezander come get it?”
     “No. It was sick, wouldn’t touch a grain of seed, and Katharina took it to Dr. Lezander’s office. It died the next night.”
     “Brain fever,” I said.
     “That’s right, brain fever. Why are you askin’ all these strange questions, Cory? And I still don’t understand why you have that feather.”
     “I… can’t tell you yet. I wish I could, but I can’t.”
     She leaned forward, smelling a secret. “What is it, Cory? I swear I won’t breathe it to a soul!”
     “I can’t say. Honest.” I returned the feather to my pocket, and Miss Blue Glass’s face slowly dropped again. “I’d better be goin’. I hated to bother you, but it was important.” I glanced at the piano as I went to the door, and a thought struck me like the arrowhead of Chief Five Thunders lodging right between my eyes. I remembered the Lady saying she’d dreamed of hearing piano music, and seeing hands holding piano wire and a “crackerknocker.” I recalled the piano in the room where all the ceramic birds were, at Dr. Lezander’s house. “Did you ever teach Dr. Lezander to play the piano?” I asked.
     “Dr. Lezander? No, but his wife took lessons.”
     His wife. Big, horse-faced Veronica. “Was this real recently?”
     “No, it was four or five years ago, when I was teachin’ full-time. Before Katharina had me knockin’ at the poor-house door,” she said icily. “Mrs. Lezander won several gold stars, as I recall.”
     “Gold stars?”
     “I give gold stars for excellence. Mrs. Lezander could’ve been a professional pianist in my opinion. She has the hands for it. And she loved my song.” Her face brightened.
     “What song?”
     Miss Blue Glass got up and situated herself at the piano. She began to play the song she’d been playing that night her parrot had started squawking in German. “‘Beautiful Dreamer,’” she said, and she closed her eyes as the melody filled the room. “It’s all I have left now, isn’t it? My beautiful, beautiful dreams.”
     I listened to the music. What had made the blue parrot go so crazy that night?
     I remembered the voice of Miss Green Glass: It’s that song, I’m tellin’ you! He goes insane every time you play it!
     And Miss Blue Glass, answering: I used to play it for him all the time and he loved it!
     A small glimmer began to cut through the darkness. It was like a single shard of sunlight, as seen from the bottom of murky water. I couldn’t make out anything by it yet, but I knew it was there.
     “Miss Glass?” I said. A little louder, because she’d increased the volume and was starting to hammer the keys as if she were playing with Ben’s fingers: “Miss Glass?”
     She stopped on a bitter note. Tears had streamed down all the way to her chin. “What is it?”
     “That song right there. Did it make your parrot act strange?”
     “No! That was a vile lie of Katharina’s, because she hated my favorite song herself!” But the way she said it, I knew it wasn’t true.
     “You’ve just started givin’ piano lessons again, haven’t you? Have you played that song very much since… oh… the green parrot died?”
     She thought about it. “I don’t know. I guess… I played it at church rehearsal some, to warm up. But because I wasn’t givin’ lessons, I didn’t play the piano much at home. Not that I didn’t want to, but Katharina”—she couldn’t help but sneer the name—“said my playin’ hurt her sensitive ears, that vicious man-stealer!”
     The light was still there. Something was taking shape, but it was still a long way off.
     “It was Katharina this and Katharina that!” Miss Blue Glass suddenly slammed her hands down on the keyboard with such force the entire piano shook. “I was always bendin’ over backward to appease almighty Katharina! And I loathe and despise green!” She stood up, a skinny, seething thing. “I’m gonna take everythin’ green in this house and burn it, and if that means parts of the house, the very walls, well, I’ll burn those, too! If I never see green again, I’ll smile in my grave!”
     She was working up to a frenzy of destruction. That was a sight I didn’t care to witness. I had my hand on the doorknob. “Thank you, Miss Glass.”
     “Yes, I’m still Miss Glass!” she shouted, but she was crying again. “The one and only Miss Glass! And I’m proud of it, do you hear me? I’m proud of it!” She plucked the pale green farewell letter from the sofa and, her teeth clenched, she began to rip it to shreds. I got out while the getting was good. As the door closed behind me, I heard the curio cabinet go over. I’d been right; it did make a terrible crash.
     As I pedaled home, I was trying to put everything together in my head. Snippets of the quilt, the Lady had said. The pieces were there, but how did they fit?
     The murder of a man no one knew.
     The green feather of a dead parrot, there at the scene of the crime.
     A song that caused a second parrot to curse blue blazes in German.
     Dr. Lezander, the night owl who hated milk.
Who knows?
Hannaford?
     If the green parrot had died at Dr. Lezander’s office, how had one of its feathers gotten to the lake?
     What was the link between the two parrots, the dead man, and Dr. Lezander?
     When I got home, I went straight to the telephone. I called the Glass house again, my fears of tragedy pushed down out of sheer necessity. At first I thought Miss Blue Glass wasn’t going to answer, because the phone rang eight times. Then, on the ninth ring: “Yes?”
     “Miss Glass, it’s me again. Cory Mackenson. I’ve got one more question for you.”
     “I don’t want to talk about Benedictine Arnold anymore.”
     “Who? Oh, not your sister. Your parrot. Besides this last time, when it died at Dr. Lezander’s, was it ever sick before?”
     “Yes. They were both sick on the same day. Katharina and I took them both to Dr. Lezander’s office. But that next night her damn bird died.” She made a noise of exasperation. “Cory, what is this all about?”
     The light was a little brighter. “Thanks again, Miss Glass,” I said, and I hung up. Mom asked me from the kitchen why I was calling Miss Glass, and I said I was going to write a story about a music teacher. “That’s nice,” Mom said. I had discovered that being a writer gave you a lot of license to fiddle with the truth, but I’d better not get into the habit of it.
     In my room, I put on my thinking cap. It took a while, but I did some sewing with those snippets of the quilt.
     And I came to this conclusion: both parrots had been at Dr. Lezander’s the night in March the unknown man had been murdered. The green parrot had died that night, and the blue one had come away cursing in German when “Beautiful Dreamer” was played on the piano. Mrs. Lezander played the piano. Mrs. Lezander knew “Beautiful Dreamer.”
     Was it possible, then, that when Miss Blue Glass had played that song, her parrot remembered something that was said—or cursed and shouted in the German language—while Mrs. Lezander had been playing it? And why would Mrs. Lezander be playing a piano while somebody was shouting and curs—
     Yes, I thought. Yes.
     I saw the light.
     Mrs. Lezander had been playing the piano—that song, “Beautiful Dreamer”—to cover up the shouts and cursing. Only both parrots had been in that room, in the bird cages there. But it seemed unlikely that anybody would be hollering and cursing right over her shoulder, didn’t it?
     I remembered Dr. Lezander’s voice, rising up through the air vent from his basement office. Calling Dad and me to come down. He had known we would hear him clearly through the vent, which was why he hadn’t come upstairs. Had he feared, on that night in March, that the noise of shouting might be heard outside the house, and that was why Mrs. Lezander had been playing the first song that came to mind as the two parrots listened and remembered?
     Had Dr. Lezander beaten that unknown man with a crackerknocker in the basement, and strangled him as the parrots listened? Maybe it had taken almost all night, the noises of violence making both parrots thrash against their cages? Then when the deed was done Dr. Lezander and his big horsey wife had carted the naked body out to that unknown man’s car, parked in the barn? And either one of them had driven to Saxon’s Lake, while the other had followed in their own car? But they hadn’t realized that a green feather had whirled out of a bird cage and wound up in the folds of a coat or the depths of a pocket? And since both the Lezanders were allergic to milk, they weren’t on the dairy’s delivery list and they didn’t know what time Dad would be on Route Ten?
Who knows?
Hannaford?
     Maybe it had been like that. Maybe.
     Or maybe not.
     It sure would’ve made a good Hardy Boys mystery. But all I had was a feather from a dead parrot and a halfway-sewn quilt that seemed a little ragged at the seams. The German cursing, for instance. Dr. Lezander was Dutch, not German. And who was the unknown man? What possible link could a man with the tattoo of a winged skull on his shoulder have with Zephyr’s veterinarian? Ragged, ragged seams.
     Still… there was the green feather, “Beautiful Dreamer,” and Who Knows?
     Knows what? That, it seemed to me, was the key to this dark engine.
     I told my parents none of this. When I was ready, I would; I wasn’t, so I didn’t. But I was convinced now more than ever that a stranger lived among us.






4
Mr. Moultry’s Castle


TWO DAYS BEFORE CHRISTMAS, THE TELEPHONE RANG AND MOM answered it. Dad was stock-clerking at Big Paul’s Pantry. Mom said, “Hello?” and found herself talking to Mr. Charles Damaronde. Mr. Damaronde was calling to invite our family to a reception for the Lady at the Bruton Recreation Center, where the civil rights museum had been completed and was set to open on December 26. The reception was on the afternoon of Christmas Eve, and it was going to be a casual occasion. Mom asked me if I wanted to go, and I said yes. She didn’t have to ask Dad, knowing he wouldn’t go, and anyway he had to work on Christmas Eve because big boxes of canned eggnog and pressed turkey slices were backing up on the loading dock.
     Dad didn’t try to stop us from going. He didn’t say a word when Mom told him. He just nodded, his eyes somewhere distant. The big boulder at Saxon’s Lake, I guessed. So on Christmas Eve morning Mom drove Dad to work in the pickup truck, and when time to get ready for the reception rolled around, Mom suggested that I wear a white shirt and a tie even though Mr. Damaronde had said to come casual. She put on a nice dress, and we set off for Bruton.
     One of the interesting things about living in south Alabama is that, though there might be a cold snap in October and maybe even a snow flurry or two in November, Christmas is usually warm. Not summertime warm, of course, but a return to Indian summer. This year was no exception. The sweater I had on was aptly named; I was sweating in it by the time we got to the recreation center, a red brick building next to the basketball court on Buckhart Street. A sign with a red arrow pointed to the Bruton Hall of Civil Rights, which was a white-painted wooden structure a little larger than a house trailer, added on to the recreation center. A red ribbon encircled the entire white building. Although the museum’s grand opening wasn’t for two more days, there were a lot of cars and quite a bit of activity. People—most of them black, but a few white—were going into the recreation center, and we followed them. Inside, in a big room decorated with pine-cone Christmas wreaths and a huge Christmas tree with red and green bows on the branches, people were lining up to sign a guest book, of which Mrs. Velvadine was in charge. Then the line continued to a punch bowl full of lime-colored liquid, and on to other tables that held a holiday bounty: various chips and dips, little sandwiches, sausage balls, two golden turkeys awaiting the knife, and two weighty hams. The last three tables were true groaning boards; atop them was a staggering selection of cakes, puddings, and pies. Dad’s eyes would’ve shot out of his head if he could’ve but seen all this feast. The mood was happy and festive, people laughing and talking while a couple of fiddlers sawed their strings on a small stage. And it might have been a casual occasion, but people were dressed to the elevens. The Sunday suits and dresses abounded, the white gloves and flowered hats thrived. I think a peacock might’ve felt nude in all this rainbow splendor. People were proud of Bruton and proud of themselves, and that was clear to all.
     Nila Castile came up and hugged my mother. She pressed paper plates into our hands and guided us through the crowd. The turkeys were about to be carved, she said, and if we didn’t hurry, all that fine meat would be sucked right off the bones. She pointed out old Mr. Thornberry, who was wearing a baggy brown suit and buck-dancing to the fiddlers’ tune. Beside him, Gavin grinned and matched him step for step. Mr. Lightfoot, elegant as Cary Grant in a black suit with velvet lapels, held a paper plate piled high with ham layered on cake layered on pie layered on sandwiches, and he moved through the throng with slow-motion grace. Then our plates were loaded down with food, our punch cups brimmed with lime fizz. Charles Damaronde and his wife appeared, and thanked Mom for coming. She said she wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Children scampered around and grandparents chased futilely after them. Mr. Dennis sidled up to me and asked me in mock seriousness if I didn’t know who had spread that glue down for poor Mrs. Harper to get stuck in like a fly in molasses. I said I had an idea, but I couldn’t say for sure. He asked me if my idea went around picking her nose to beat the band, and I said it might.
     Somebody began playing an accordion. Somebody else whipped out a harmonica, and the fiddlers had competition. An elderly woman in a dress the color of fresh orchids started buck-dancing with Mr. Thornberry, and I imagined that at that moment he was very glad he had chosen life. A man with an iron-gray beard grasped my shoulder and leaned his head down beside mine. “Broomstick in his craw, heh heh heh,” he said, and gave my shoulder a good hard squeeze before he moved on.
     Mrs. Velvadine and another rotund woman, both of them wearing flowered dresses bright enough to shame nature, took the stage and shooed the musicmakers off. Mrs. Velvadine spoke through a microphone, telling everybody how glad the Lady was that they’d come to share this moment with her. The museum they’d worked so hard to build was almost ready, Mrs. Velvadine said. Come the day after Christmas, it would open its doors and tell the story of not only the people of Bruton but the struggles that had brought them to where they were. There are struggles ahead! Mrs. Velvadine said. Don’t you think there aren’t! But though we have a long way to go, she said, we have come a long way, too, and that’s what the museum was meant to show.
     As Mrs. Velvadine spoke, Mr. Damaronde came up beside Mom and me. “She wants to see you,” he said quietly to my mother. We knew who he meant, and we went with him.
     He led us out of the reception area and through a hallway. One room we passed was set up for table tennis, and had a dartboard and a pinball machine. Another room held four shuffleboard courts side by side, and a third contained gymnasium equipment and a punching bag. Then we came to a white door, the smell of paint still fresh. He held it open for us as we passed through.
     We were in the civil rights museum. The floor was made of varnished timbers, and the lighting was low. Glass display cases held slave and Civil War clothes on black mannequins, as well as primitive pottery, needlework, and lace. A section of bookshelves held maybe a hundred or more thin, leatherbound volumes. They looked like notebooks or diaries. On the walls were large blown-up black and white photographs. I recognized Martin Luther King in one, and in another Governor Wallace blocking the schoolhouse door.
     And at the center of this room stood the Lady, dressed in white silk, her thin arms adorned with elbow-length white gloves. She wore a white, wide-brimmed hat, and beneath it her beautiful emerald eyes shone with light.
     “This,” she said, “is my dream.”
     “It’s lovely,” Mom told her.
     “It’s necessary,” the Lady corrected her. “Who on this earth can know where they’re going, unless they have a map of where they’ve been? Your husband didn’t come?”
     “He’s workin’.”
     “No longer at the dairy, I understand.”
     Mom nodded. I had the impression the Lady knew exactly where Dad was.
     “Hello, Cory,” she said. “You’ve had some adventures lately, haven’t you?”
     “Yes ma’am.”
     “You wantin’ to be a writer, you ought to be interested in those books.” She motioned toward the shelves. “Know what those are?” I said I didn’t. “They’re diaries,” she said. “Voices of people who used to live all around here. Not just black people, either. Anytime somebody wants to find out what life was like a hundred years ago, there are the voices waitin’ to be heard.” She walked to one of the glass display cases and ran her gloved fingers across the top, checking for dust. She found none, and she grunted with satisfaction. “Everybody needs to know where they’ve been, it seems to me. Not just blackskins, but whiteskins, too. Seems to me if a person loses the past, he can’t find the future either. Which is what this place is all about.”
     “You want the people of Bruton to remember their ancestors were slaves?” Mom asked.
     “Yes, I do. I want ’em to remember it not to feel pity for themselves, or to feel put-upon and deservin’ of what they don’t have, but to say to themselves, ‘Look where I have come from, and look what I have become.’” The Lady turned to face us. “Ain’t no way out but up,” she said. “Readin’. Writin’. Thinkin’. Those are the rungs on the ladder that lead up and out. Not whinin’ and takin’ and bein’ a mind-chained slave. That’s the used-to-be world. It ought to be a new world now.” She moved around the room, and stopped at a picture of a fiery cross. “I want my people,” she said quietly, “to cherish where they’ve come from. Not sweep it under a rug. Not to dwell on it either, because that’s nothin’ but givin’ up the future. But to say, ‘My great-granddaddy pulled a plow by the strength of his back. He worked from sunup to sundown, heat and cold. Worked for no wages but a master’s food and a roof over his head. Worked hard, and was sometimes whipped hard. Sweated blood and kept goin’, when he wanted to drop. Took the brand and answered Yes, massa, when his heart was breakin’ and his pride was belly-down. Did all this when he knew his wife and children might go up on the auction block and be torn away from him in the blink of an eye. Sang in the fields, and wept at night. He did all this and more, and by God… by God, because he suffered this I can at least finish school.’” She lifted her chin in defiance of the flames. “That’s what I want ’em to think, and to say. This is my dream.”
     I left my mother’s side, and walked to one of the blown-up photographs. It showed a snarling police dog, its teeth full of shirt as a black man tried to fight away and a policeman lifted a billy club. The next photograph showed a slim black girl clutching schoolbooks and walking through a crowd as rage-swollen white faces shouted derision at her. The third showed…
     I stopped.
     My heart had jumped.
     The third picture showed a burned-out church, the stained-glass windows shattered and firemen picking through the ruins. A few black people were standing around, their expressions dull with shock. The trees in front of the church had no leaves on them.
     I had seen this picture before, somewhere.
     Mom and the Lady were talking, standing over by the slave-spun pottery. I stared at the picture, and I remembered. I had seen this in the copy of Life magazine Mom was about to throw out.
     I turned my head to the left about six inches.
     And there they were.
     The four black girls of my recurring dream.
     Under individual pictures, their names were etched on brass plaques. Denise McNair. Carole Robinson. Cynthia Wesley. Addie Mae Collins.
     They were smiling, unaware of what the future held.
     “Ma’am?” I said. “Ma’am?”
     “What is it, Cory?” Mom asked.
     I looked at the Lady. “Who are these girls, ma’am?” My voice trembled.
     She came over beside me, and she told me about the dynamite time bomb that had killed those girls in the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham on September 15, 1963.
     “Oh… no,” I whispered.
     I heard the voice of Gerald Hargison, muffled behind a mask as he held a wooden box in his arms: They won’t know what hit ’em until they’re tap-dancin’ in hell.
     And Biggun Blaylock, saying: I threw in an extra. For good luck.
     I swallowed hard. The eyes of the four dead girls were watching me.
     I said, “I think I know.”
     Mom and I left the recreation center about an hour later. Dad was joining us to go to the candlelight service at church tonight. After all, it was Christmas Eve.
     “Hello, Pumpkin! Merry Christmas to you, Sunflower! Come right in, Wild Bill!”
     I heard Dr. Lezander before I saw him. He was standing there in the church doorway, wearing a red vest with his gray suit and a red-and-green-striped bow tie. He had a Santa Claus pin on his lapel, and when he smiled, light sparkled off his silver front tooth.
     My heart started beating very hard, and moisture sprang to my palms. “Merry Christmas, Calico!” he said to my mother for no apparent reason. He grasped my father’s hand and shook it. “How are you, Midas?” And then his gaze fell on me, and he put his hand on my shoulder. “And a very happy holiday to you, too, Six-Guns!”
     “Thank you, Birdman,” I said.
     I saw it then.
     His mouth was very, very smart. It kept smiling. But his eyes flinched, almost imperceptibly. Something hard and stony came into them, banishing the Christmas light. And then it was gone again, and the whole thing had been perhaps two seconds. “What are you trying to do, Cory?” His hand wouldn’t let me go. “Take my job?”
     “No sir,” I answered, my cleverness squeezed away by Dr. Lezander’s increasing pressure. He held my gaze for a second longer, and in that second I knew fear. Then his fingers relaxed and left my shoulder and he was looking at the family who entered behind me. “Come on in, Muffin! Merry Yuletide, Daniel Boone!”
     “Tom! Come on and hurry it up, boy!”
     We knew who that was, of course. Granddaddy Jaybird, Grandmomma Sarah, Grand Austin, and Nana Alice were there in a pew waiting for us. Grand Austin, as usual, looked thoroughly miserable. The Jaybird was on his feet, waving and hollering and making the same kind of ass out of himself here at Christmas as he had at Easter, proving that he was a fool for all seasons. But when he looked at me he said, “Hello, young man” and I saw in his eyes that I was growing up.
     During the candlelight service, while Miss Blue Glass played “Silent Night” on the piano and the organ across from her indeed remained silent, I watched the Lezanders, who were sitting five pews ahead of us. I saw Dr. Lezander turn his bald head and look around, pretending to be quickly scanning the congregation. I knew better. Our eyes met, just briefly. He wore an icy smile. Then he leaned toward his wife and whispered in her ear, but she remained perfectly motionless.
     I imagined he might have been answering the question: Who Knows? What he whispered to horse-faced Veronica, there between the “darkness flies” and the “all is light,” might well have been: Cory Mackenson knows.
     Who are you? I thought as I watched him during Reverend Lovoy’s Christmas prayer. Who are you really, behind that mask you wear?
     We lit our candles, and the church was bathed in flickering light. Then Reverend Lovoy wished us a happy and healthy holiday season, said for us to keep the spirit of Christmas first and foremost in our hearts, and the service came to a close. Dad, Mom, and I went home; tomorrow belonged to the grandparents, but Christmas Eve was ours.
     Our dinner this year wasn’t as grand as in the past, but I did like eggnog and we had plenty of that, courtesy of Big Paul’s Pantry. Then came the gift-opening time. As Mom found carols on a radio station, I unwrapped my presents beneath the Yule pine tree.
     From Dad I received a paperback book. It was titled The Golden Apples of the Sun, by a writer named Ray Bradbury. “You know, they sell books at Big Paul’s, too,” Dad told me. “Got a whole rack of ’em. This fella who works in the produce department says that Bradbury is a good writer. Says he’s got that book himself and there’re some fine stories in it.”
     I paged to the first story. “The Fog Horn,” it was called. Skimming it, I saw it was about a sea monster rising to a foghorn’s lament. This story had a boy’s touch. “Thanks, Dad!” I said. “This is neat!”
     As Dad and Mom opened their own presents, I unwrapped my second package. A photograph in a silver frame slid out. I held it up to the hearth’s light.
     It was a picture of a face I knew well. This was the face of one of my best friends, though he didn’t know it. Across the bottom of the photograph was written: To Cory Mackenson, With Best Wishes. Vincent Price. I was thrilled beyond words. He actually knew my name!
     “I knew you liked his movies,” Mom said. “I just wrote the movie studio and asked ’em for a picture, and they sent one right off.”
     Ah, Christmas Eve! Was there ever a finer night?
     When the presents had been opened and the wrappings swept away, the fire fed another log, and a third cup of eggnog warm in our bellies, Mom told Dad what had happened at the Hall of Civil Rights. He watched the fire crack and sparkle, but he was listening. When Mom was finished, Dad said, “I’ll be. I never thought such a thing could happen here.” He frowned, and I knew what he was thinking. He’d never thought a lot of things that had happened in Zephyr could ever happen here, starting with the incident at Saxon’s Lake. Maybe it was the age that was beginning to take shape around us. The news talked more frequently about a place called Vietnam. Civil strifes broke out in the cities like skirmishes in an undeclared war. A vague sense of foreboding was spreading across the land, as we neared the plastic, disposable, commercial age. The world was changing; Zephyr was changing, too, and there was no going back to the world that used to be.
     But: tonight was Christmas Eve and tomorrow was Christmas, and for now we had peace on earth.
     It lasted about ten minutes.
     We heard the shrieking of a jet plane over Zephyr. This in itself wasn’t unusual, since we often heard jets at night either taking off from or landing at Robbins. But we knew the sound of those planes as we knew the freight train’s whistle, and this plane…
     “Sounds awfully low, doesn’t it?” Mom asked.
     Dad said it sounded to him like it was skimming the rooftops. He got up to go to the porch, and suddenly we heard a noise like somebody whacking a barrel with a fifty-pound mallet. The sound echoed over Zephyr, and in another moment dogs started barking from Temple Street to Bruton and the roving bands of carolers were forced to give up the holy ghost. We stood out on the porch, listening to the commotion. I thought at first that the jet had crashed, but then I heard it again. It circled Zephyr a couple of times, its wingtip lights blinking, and then it veered toward Robbins Air Force Base and sped away.
     The dogs kept barking and howling. People were coming out of their houses to see what was going on. “Somethin’s up,” Dad said. “I think I’ll give Jack a call.”
     Sheriff Marchette had stepped ably into the job J. T. Amory had vacated. Of course, with the Blaylocks behind bars, Zephyr’s crime wave was over. The most serious task that lay before Sheriff Marchette was finding the beast from the lost world, which had attacked the Trailways bus one day and gave it such a hard knock with its sawed-off horns that the driver and all eight of the passengers were admitted to the Union Town hospital with whiplash.
     Dad reached Mrs. Marchette, but the sheriff had already grabbed his hat and run out, summoned away from Christmas Eve dinner by a phone call. Mrs. Marchette told Dad what her husband had told her, and with a stunned expression Dad relayed the news.
     “A bomb,” he said. “A bomb fell.”
     “What?” Mom was already fearing Russian invasion. “Where?”
     “On Dick Moultry’s house,” Dad said. “Mrs. Moultry told Jack it went right through the roof, the livin’ room floor, and into the basement.”
     “My Lord! Didn’t the whole house blow up?”
     “No. The bomb’s just sittin’ in there.” Dad returned the receiver to its cradle. “Just sittin’ in there with Dick.”
     “With Dick?”
     “That’s right. Mrs. Moultry gave Dick a new workshop bench for Christmas. He was in the basement puttin’ it together. Now he’s trapped down there with a live bomb.”
     It wasn’t very long before the civil defense siren began wailing. Dad got a phone call from Mayor Swope, asking him if he would meet with a group of volunteers at the courthouse and help spread the word from door to door that both Zephyr and Bruton had to be immediately evacuated.
     “On Christmas Eve?” Dad said. “Evacuate the whole town?”
     “That’s right, Tom.” Mayor Swope sounded at his rope’s end. “Do you know a bomb fell out of a jet plane right into—”
     “Dick Moultry’s house, yeah I’ve heard. It fell out of a jet plane?”
     “Right again. And we’ve gotta get these people out of here in case that damn thing blows.”
     “Well, why don’t you call the air base? Surely they’ll come get it.”
     “I just got off the phone with ’em. Their public relations spokesman, I mean. I told him one of his jets lost a bomb over our town, and you know what he said? He said I must’ve been in the Christmas rum cake! He said no such thing happened, that none of their pilots were so careless as to accidentally hit a safety lever and drop a bomb on civilians. He said even if such a thing happened, their bomb deactivation team was not on duty on Christmas Eve, and if such a thing happened, he’d hope the civilians in that town upon which a bomb did not drop ought to have sense enough to evacuate because the bomb that did not fall from a jet plane could blow most of that town into toothpicks! Now, how about that?”
     “He’s got to know you’re tellin’ the truth, Luther. He’ll send somebody to keep the bomb from explodin’.”
     “Maybe so, but when? Tomorrow afternoon? Do you want to go to sleep tonight with that thing tickin’? I can’t risk it, Tom. We’ve got to get everybody out!”
     Dad asked Mayor Swope to come pick him up. Then he hung up the phone and told Mom she and I ought to take the truck and get to Grand Austin and Nana Alice’s for the night. He’d come join us when the work was done. Mom started to beg him to come with us; she wanted to, as much as rain wants to follow clouds. But she saw that he had decided what was right, and she would have to learn to deal with it. She said, “Go get your pajamas, Cory. Get your toothbrush and a pair of fresh socks and underwear. We’re goin’ to Grand Austin’s.”
     “Dad, is Zephyr gonna blow up?” I asked.
     “No. We’re movin’ everybody out just for safety’s sake. The Air Force boys’ll send somebody to get that thing real soon, I’m sure of it.”
     “You’ll be careful?” Mom asked him.
     “You know it. Merry Christmas.” He smiled.
     She couldn’t help but return it. “You crazy thing, you!” she said, and she kissed him.
     Mom and I got some clothes packed. The civil defense siren wailed for almost fifteen minutes, a sound so spine-chilling it even silenced the dogs. Already people were getting the message, and they were driving away to spend the night with relatives, friends in other towns, or at the Union Pines Motel in Union Town. Mayor Swope came by to pick up Dad. Then Mom and I were ready to go. Before we walked out the door, the phone rang and it was Ben wanting to tell me they were going to Birmingham to spend the night with his aunt and uncle. “Ain’t it somethin’?” he said excitedly. “Know what I heard? Mr. Moultry’s got two busted legs and a broke back and the bomb’s lyin’ right on top of him! This is really neat, huh?”
     I had to agree it was. We’d never experienced a Christmas Eve quite like it.
     “Gotta go! Talk to you later! Oh, yeah… Merry Christmas!”
     “Merry Christmas, Ben!”
     He hung up. Mom collared me, and we were on our way to Grand Austin and Nana Alice’s house. I’d never seen so many cars on Route Ten before. Heaven help us all if the beast from the lost world decided to attack right about now; there’d be a bomb behind us, cars and trucks tumped over like tenpins, and people flying through the air without wings.
     We left Zephyr behind, all lit up for Christmas.
     The rest of this story I found out later, since I wasn’t there.
     Curiosity got the best of Dad. He had to see the bomb. So, as Zephyr and Bruton gradually emptied out, he left the group of volunteers he was riding with and walked a half-dozen blocks to where Mr. Moultry lived. Mr. Moultry’s house was a small wooden structure painted pale blue with white shutters. Light was streaming upward through the splintered roof. The sheriff’s car was parked out front, its bubble light spinning around. Dad climbed up onto the porch, which had been knocked crooked by the impact. The front door was ajar, the walls riddled with cracks. The bomb’s velocity had shoved the house off its foundations. Dad went inside, and he couldn’t miss the huge hole in the sagging floor because it had swallowed half the room. A few Christmas tree decorations were scattered about, and a little silver star lay balanced on the hole’s ragged edge. The tree itself was missing.
     He peered down. Boards and beams were tangled up like a plateful of macaroni. Plaster dust was the Parmesan cheese. There was the meatball of the bomb: its iron-gray tail fins protruded from the debris, its nose plowed right into the basement’s dirt floor.
     “Get me outta here! Ohhhhh, my legs! Get me to the hospital! Ohhhhh, I’m dyin’!”
     “You’re not dyin’, Dick. Just don’t try to move.”
     Mr. Moultry was lying amid wreckage with a carpenter’s workbench on top of him, and atop that a beam as big around as a sturdy oak. It had split, and Dad figured it had been a support for the living room’s floor. Lying across the beam that crisscrossed Mr. Moultry was the Christmas tree, its balls and bulbs shattered. The bomb wasn’t on top of Mr. Moultry, but it had dug itself in about four feet from his head. Sheriff Marchette knelt nearby, deliberating the mess.
     “Jack? It’s Tom Mackenson!”
     “Tom?” Sheriff Marchette looked up, his face streaked with plaster dust. “You ought to get outta here, man!”
     “I wanted to come see it. Not as big as I thought it would be.”
     “It’s plenty big enough,” the sheriff said. “If this thing blows, it’ll take the house and leave a crater where the whole block used to be.”
     “Ohhhhh!” Mr. Moultry groaned. His shirt had been torn open by the falling timbers, and his massive gut wobbled this way and that. “I said I’m dyin’, damn it!”
     “He hurt bad?” Dad asked.
     “Can’t get in there close enough to tell. Says he thinks his legs are broken. Maybe a busted rib or two, the way he’s wheezin’.”
     “He always breathes like that,” Dad said.
     “Well, the ambulance ought to be here soon.” Sheriff Marchette checked his wristwatch. “I called ’em directly I got here. I don’t know what’s keepin’ ’em.”
     “What’d you tell ’em? That a fella got hit by a fallin’ bomb?”
     “Yes,” the sheriff said.
     “In that case, I think Dick’s in for a long wait.”
     “Get me outta here!” Mr. Moultry tried to push some of the dusty tangle of lumber off him, but he winced and couldn’t do it. He turned his head and looked at the bomb, sweat glistening on his suety cheeks. “Get that outta here! Jesus Christ, help me!”
     “Where’s Mrs. Moultry?” Dad asked.
     “Huh!” Mr. Moultry’s plaster-white face sneered. “She took off runnin’ and left me here, that’s what she did! Wouldn’t even lift a finger to help me!”
     “That’s not quite right. She did call me, didn’t she?” the sheriff pointed out.
     “Well, what the hell are you good for? Ohhhhhh, my legs! They’re broke plumb in two, I’m tellin’ ya!”
     “Can I come down?” Dad asked.
     “Rather you didn’t. Rather you got on out of here like any sane man should. But come on if you want to. Be careful, though. The stairs collapsed, so I set up a stepladder.”
     Dad eased himself down the ladder. He stood appraising the pile of timbers, beams, and Christmas tree on top of Mr. Moultry. “We can probably move that big one,” he said. “I’ll grab one end if you grab the other.”
     They cleared the tree aside and did the job, moving the oak-sized beam though their backs promised a rendezvous with deep-heating rub. Mr. Moultry, however, was still in a heap of trouble. “We can dig him out, take him to your car, and get him to the hospital,” Dad suggested. “That ambulance isn’t comin’.”
     The sheriff knelt down beside Mr. Moultry. “Hey, Dick. You weighed yourself lately?”
     “Weighed myself? Hell, no! Why should I?”
     “What did you weigh the last time you had a physical?”
     “One hundred and sixty pounds.”
     “When?” Sheriff Marchette asked. “In the third grade? How much do you weigh right now, Dick?”
     Mr. Moultry scowled and muttered. Then he said, “A little bit over two hundred.”
     “Try again.”
     “Aw, shit! I weigh two hundred and ninety pounds! Does that satisfy you, you sadist you?”
     “Maybe got two broken legs. Broken ribs. Possible internal injuries. And he weighs two hundred and ninety pounds. Think we can get him up that ladder, Tom?”
     “No way,” my father said.
     “My thoughts right on the button. He’s stuck in here until somebody can bring a hoist.”
     “What do you mean?” Mr. Moultry squawked. “I gotta stay here?” He looked fearfully at the bomb again. “Well, for God’s sake get that damn thing away from me, then!”
     “I’d do that for you, Dick,” the sheriff said. “I really would, but I’d have to touch it. And what if the thing’s primed to go off and all it needs is a finger’s touch? You think I want to be responsible for blowin’ you up? Not to mention myself and Tom? No, sir!”
     “Mayor Swope told me he talked to somebody at Robbins,” Dad said to the sheriff. “Said the fella didn’t believe—”
     “Yeah, Luther came by here before he and his family hit the trail. He told me all about what that sumbitch said. Maybe the pilot was too scared to let anybody know how bad he messed up. Probably staggered out of a Christmas party and climbed right into the cockpit. All I know for sure is, nobody’s comin’ from Robbins to get this thing anytime soon.”
     “What am I supposed to do?” Mr. Moultry asked. “Just lie here and suffer?”
     “I can go upstairs and fetch you a pilla, if you like,” Sheriff Marchette offered.
     “Dick? Dick, you okay?” The voice, tentative and afraid, was coming from upstairs.
     “Oh, I’m just dandy!” Mr. Moultry hollered. “I’m just tickled pink”—pank, he pronounced it—“to be layin’ down here with two busted legs and a bomb next to my melon! God a’mighty! I don’t know who you are up there, but you’re a bigger idiot than the fool who dropped that damn bomb in the first… oh. It’s you.”
     “Hi there, Dick,” Mr. Gerald Hargison said sheepishly. “How’re you doin’?”
     “I could just dance!” Mr. Moultry’s face was getting splotched with crimson. “Shit!”
     Mr. Hargison stood at the edge of the hole and peered down. “That’s the bomb right there, is it?”
     “No, it’s a big goose turd!” Mr. Moultry raged. “’Course it’s the bomb!”
     While Mr. Moultry thrashed to get free again and only succeeded in raising a storm of plaster dust and causing himself considerable pain, Dad looked around the basement. Over in one corner was a desk, and above it a wall plaque that read A MAN’S HOME IS HIS CASTLE. Next to it was a poster of a bug-eyed black minstrel tap-dancing, and underneath it the hand-lettered sign THE WHITE MAN’S BURDEN. Dad wandered over to the desk, the top of which was six inches deep in untidy papers. He slid open the upper drawer and was hit in the face by the enormous mammary glands of a woman on a Juggs magazine cover. Underneath the magazine was a hodgepodge of Gem clips, pencils, rubber bands, and the like. An overexposed Kodak picture came to hand. It showed Dick Moultry wearing a white robe and cradling in one arm a rifle while the other embraced a peaked white cap and hood. Mr. Moultry was smiling broadly, proud of his accomplishments.
     “Hey, get outta there!” Mr. Moultry swiveled his head around. “It ain’t enough I’m layin’ here dyin’, you’ve gotta ransack my house, too?”
     Dad closed the drawer on the picture and walked back to Sheriff Marchette. Above them, Mr. Hargison nervously scuffed his soles on the warped floor. “Listen, Dick, I just wanted to come by and see about you. Make sure you weren’t… you know, dead and all.”
     “No, I’m not dead yet. Much as my wife wishes that bomb had clunked me right on the brainpan.”
     “We’re headin’ out of town,” Mr. Hargison explained. “Uh… we probably won’t be back until day after Christmas. Probably get back near ten o’clock in the mornin’. Hear me, Dick? Ten o’clock in the mornin’.”
     “Yeah, I hear you! I don’t care what time you get back!”
     “Well, we’ll get back near ten o’clock. In the mornin’, day after Christmas. Thought you might want to know, so you could set your watch.”
     “Set my watch? Are you—” He stopped. “Oh. Yeah. Okay, I’ll do that.” He grinned, his face sweating as he looked up at the sheriff. “Gerald and me are supposed to help a friend clean out his garage day after Christmas. That’s why he’s tellin’ me what time he’ll be back.”
     “Is that so?” the sheriff asked. “What friend might that be, Dick?”
     “Oh… fella lives in Union Town. You wouldn’t know him.”
     “I know a lot of people in Union Town. What’s your friend’s name?”
     “Joe,” Mr. Hargison said, at the exact second Mr. Moultry said, “Sam.”
     “Joe Sam,” Mr. Moultry explained, still sweatily grinning. “Joe Sam Jones.”
     “I don’t think you’re gonna be helping any Joe Sam Jones clean out his garage the day after Christmas, Dick. I think you’ll be in a nice secure hospital room, don’t you?”
     “Hey, Dick, I’m headin’ off!” Mr. Hargison announced. “Don’t you worry, you’re gonna be just fine.” And with that last word the toe of his left shoe nudged the silver Christmas tree star that lay balanced on the hole’s ragged edge. Dad watched the little star fall as if in graceful slow motion, like a magnified snowflake drifting down.
     It hit one of the bomb’s iron-gray tail fins, and exploded in a shower of painted glass.
     In the seconds of silence that followed, all four of the men heard it.
     The bomb made a hissing sound, like a serpent that had been awakened in its nest. The hissing faded, and from the bomb’s guts there came a slow, ominous ticking: not like the ticking of an alarm clock, but rather the ticking of a hot engine building up to a boil.
     “Oh… shit,” Sheriff Marchette whispered.
     “Jesus save me!” Mr. Moultry gasped. His face, which had been flushed crimson a few moments before, now became as white as a wax dummy.
     “The thing’s switched on,” Dad said, his voice choked.
     Mr. Hargison’s speech was by far the most eloquent. He spoke with his legs, which propelled him across the warped floor, out onto the crooked porch and to his car at the curb as if he’d been boomed from a cannon. The car sped away like the Road Runner: one second there, the next not.
     “Oh God, oh God!” Tears had sprung to Mr. Moultry’s eyes. “Don’t let me die!”
     “Tom? I believe it’s time.” Sheriff Marchette was speaking softly, as if the weight of words passing through the air might be enough to cause concussion. “To vamoose, don’t you?”
     “You can’t leave me! You can’t! You’re the sheriff!”
     “I can’t do anythin’ more for you, Dick. I swear I wish I could, but I can’t. Seems to me you need magic or a miracle right about now, and I think the well’s run dry.”
     “Don’t leave me! Get me out of this, Jack! I’ll pay you whatever you want!”
     “I’m sorry. Climb on up, Tom.”
     Dad didn’t have to be told a second time. He scaled that ladder like Lucifer up a tree. At the top, he said, “I’ll steady the ladder for you, Jack! Come on!”
     The bomb ticked. And ticked. And ticked.
     “I can’t help you, Dick,” Sheriff Marchette said, and he climbed the ladder.
     “No! Listen! I’ll do anythin’! Get me out, okay? I won’t mind if it hurts! Okay?”
     Dad and Sheriff Marchette were on their way to the door.
     “Please!” Mr. Moultry shouted. His voice cracked, and a sob came out. He fought against his trap, but the pain made him cry harder. “You can’t leave me to die! It’s not human!”
     He was still shouting and sobbing as Dad and the sheriff left the house. Both their faces were drawn and tight. “Great job this turned out to be,” Sheriff Marchette said. “Jesus.” They reached the sheriff’s car. “You need a ride somewhere, Tom?”
     “Yeah.” He frowned. “No.” And he leaned against the car. “I don’t know.”
     “Now, don’t look like that! There’s not a thing can be done for him, and you know it!”
     “Maybe somebody ought to wait around, in case the bomb squad shows up.”
     “Fine.” The sheriff glanced up and down the deserted street. “Are you volunteerin’?”
     “No.”
     “Me, neither! And they’re not gonna show up anytime soon, Tom. I think that bomb’s gonna explode and we’ll lose this whole block, and I don’t know about you, but I’m gettin’ out while I’ve still got my skin.” He walked around to the driver’s door.
     “Jack, wait a minute,” Dad said.
     “Ain’t got a minute. Come on, if you’re comin’.”
     Dad got into the car with him, and Sheriff Marchette started the engine. “Where to?”
     “Listen to me, Jack. You said it yourself: Dick needs magic or a miracle, right? So who’s the one person around here who might be able to give it to him?”
     “Reverend Blessett’s left town.”
     “No, not him! Her.”
     Sheriff Marchette paused with his hand on the gearshift.
     “Anybody who can turn a bag of shotgun shells into a bag of garden snakes might be able to take care of a bomb, don’t you think?”
     “No, I don’t! I don’t think the Lady had a thing to do with that. I think Biggun Blaylock was so blasted out of his mind on his own rotgut whiskey that he thought he was fillin’ that ammo bag full of cartridges when all the time he was shovelin’ the snakes in!”
     “Oh, come on! You saw those snakes the same as I did! There were hundreds of ’em! How long would it have taken Biggun to find ’em all?”
     “I don’t believe in that voodoo stuff,” Sheriff Marchette said. “Not one bit.”
     Dad said the first thing that came to mind, and saying it left a shocked taste in his mouth: “We can’t be afraid to ask her for help, Jack. She’s all we’ve got.”
     “Damn,” the sheriff muttered. “Damn and double-damn.” He looked at the Moultry house, light rising from its broken roof. “She might be gone by now.”
     “She might be. She might not be. Can’t we at least drive over there and find out?”
     Many houses in Bruton were dark, their owners having obeyed the siren and fled the impending blast. Her rainbow-hued dwelling, however, was all lit up. Tiny sparkling lights blinked in the windows.
     “I’ll wait right here,” Sheriff Marchette said. Dad nodded and got out. He took a deep breath of Christmas Eve air and made his legs move. They carried him to the front door. He took the door’s knocker, a little silver hand, and did something he never dreamed he would’ve done in a million years: he announced to the Lady that he had come to call.
     He waited, hoping she would answer.
     He waited, watching the doorknob.
     He waited.
     Fifteen minutes after my father took the silver hand, there was a noise on the street where Dick Moultry lived. It was a rumble and a clatter, a clanking and a clinking, and it caused the dogs to bark in its wake. The rust-splotched, suspension-sagging pickup truck stopped at the curb in front of the Moultry house, and a long, skinny black man got out of the driver’s door. On that door was stenciled, not very neatly: LIGHTFOOT’S FIX-IT.
     He moved so slowly it seemed that movement might be a painful process. He wore freshly washed overalls and a gray cap that allowed his gray hair to boil out from beneath it. In supreme slow motion, he walked to the truck’s bed and strapped on his tool belt, which held several different kinds of hammers, screwdrivers, and arcane-looking wrenches. In a slow extension of time he picked up his toolbox, an old metal fascination filled with drawers that held every kind of nut and bolt under the workman’s sun. Then, as if moving under the burden of the ages, Mr. Marcus Lightfoot walked to Dick Moultry’s crooked entrance. He knocked at the door, even though it stood wide open: One… two…
     Eternities passed. Civilizations thrived and crumbled. Stars were born in brawny violence and died doddering in the cold vault of the cosmos.
     …three.
     “Thank God!” Mr. Moultry shouted, his voice worn to a frazzle. “I knew you wouldn’t let me die, Jack! Oh, God have mer—” He stopped shouting in mid-praise, because he was looking up through the hole in the living room’s floor, and instead of help from heaven he saw the black face of what he considered a devil of the earth.
     “Lawdy, lawdy,” Mr. Lightfoot said. His eyes had found the bomb, his ear the ticking of its detonation mechanism. “You sure       in     a      big       pile’a mess.”
     “Have you come to watch me get blown up, you black savage?” Mr. Moultry snarled.
     “Nossuh.       Come      ta      keep you       from     gettin’       blowed.”
     “You? Help me? Hah!” He pulled in a breath and roared through his ravaged throat: “Jack! Somebody help me! Anybody white!”
     “Mr.    Moultry,    suh?” Mr. Lightfoot waited for the other man’s lungs to give out. “That       there      bumb     might not      care      for       such a’   noise.”
     Mr. Moultry, his face the color of ketchup and the sweat standing up in beads, began fighting his condition. He thrashed and clawed at the pile of debris; he grasped at his own shirt in a fit of rage and ripped the rest of it away; he gripped at the very air but found no handholds there. And then the pain crashed over him like one wrestler bodyslamming another and Mr. Moultry was left gasping and breathless but still with two broken legs and a bomb ticking next to his head.
     “I   believe,” Mr. Lightfoot said, and he yawned at the lateness of the hour, “I’d     best     come      on   down.”
     It might have been New Year’s Eve before Mr. Lightfoot reached the bottom of the stepladder, the tools in his belt jingling together. He grasped his toolbox and started toward Mr. Moultry, but the poster of the bug-eyed minstrel on the wall caught his attention. He stared at it as the seconds and the bomb ticked.
     “Heh-heh,” Mr. Lightfoot said, and shook his head. “Heh heh.”
     “What’re you laughin’ at, you crazy jigaboo?”
     “Thass     a      white man,” he said. “All      painted up      and      lookin’      the fool.”
     At last Mr. Lightfoot pulled himself away from the picture of Al Jolson and went to the bomb. He cleared away some nail-studded timbers and roof shingles and sat down on the red dirt, a process that was like watching a snail cross a football field. He drew the toolbox close to his side, like a trusted companion. Then he took a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles from the breast pocket of his shirt, blew on the lenses, and wiped them on his sleeve, all at excruciating slowness.
     “What have I done to deserve this?” Mr. Moultry croaked.
     Mr. Lightfoot got his spectacles on. “Now,” he said. “I    can.” He leaned closer to the bomb, and as he frowned the small lines deepened between his eyes. “See       what’s     what.”
     He took a hammer with a miniature head from his belt. He licked his thumb and—slowly, slowly—marked the hammer’s head with his spit. Then he tapped the bomb’s side so lightly it hardly made a noise.
     “Don’t hit it! Oh Jeeeeesus! You’ll blow us both to hell!”
     “Ain’t,” Mr. Lightfoot replied as he made small tappings up and down the bomb’s side, “plannin’     on it.” He pressed his ear against the bomb’s iron skin. “Uh-huh,” he said. “I      hears you      talkin’.” As Mr. Moultry agonized in terrified silence, Mr. Lightfoot’s fingers were at work, moving across the bomb as one might stroke a small dog. “Uh-huh.” His fingers stopped on a thin seam. “Thass      the    way      ta      your   heart,      ain’t   it?” He located four screws just below the tail fins, and he lifted the proper screwdriver from its place on his belt like a glacier melting.
     “You came here to kill me, didn’t you?” Mr. Moultry groaned. He received a punch of insight. “She sent you, didn’t she? She sent you to kill me!”
     “Got,” Mr. Lightfoot said as he made the first turn of the first screw, “half      that      right.”
     Eons later, the final screw fell into Mr. Lightfoot’s palm. Mr. Lightfoot had started humming “Frosty, the Snowman,” in his somnolent way. Sometime between the removal of the second and third screws, the sound of the detonation mechanism had changed from a tick to a rasp. Mr. Moultry, lying in a stew of sweat, his eyes glassy and his head thrashing back and forth with dementia, had lost five pounds.
     Mr. Lightfoot took from his toolbox a small blue jar. He opened it and with the tip of his index finger withdrew some greasy gunk the color of eel’s skin. He spat into it, and smeared the gunk onto the seam that circled the bomb. Then he took hold of the tail fins and tried to give them a counterclockwise turn. They resisted. He tried it in the clockwise direction, but that, too, was fruitless.
     “Listen   here!” Mr. Lightfoot’s voice was stern, his brow furrowed with disapproval. “Don’t  you      gimme    no      sass!” With the miniature hammer he clunked the screw holes, and Mr. Moultry lost another few ounces as his pants suddenly got wet. Then Mr. Lightfoot gripped the tail fins with both hands and pulled.
     Slowly, with a thin high skrreeeeek of resistance, the bomb’s tail section began to slide out. It was hard work, and Mr. Lightfoot had to pause to stretch his cramping fingers. Then he went back to it, with the determination of a sloth gripping a tree branch. At last the tail section came free, and exposed were electronic circuits, a jungle of different-colored wires, and shiny black plastic cylinders that resembled the backs of roaches.
     “Hoooowheeee!” Mr. Lightfoot breathed, enchanted. “Ain’t it pretty?”
     “Killin’ me…” Mr. Moultry moaned. “Killin’ me dead…”
     The rasping was louder. Mr. Lightfoot used a metal probe to touch a small red box from which the noise emanated. Then he used his finger, and he whistled as he drew the finger back. “Oh-oh,” he said. “Gettin’ kinda      warm.”
     Mr. Moultry began to blubber, his nose running and the tears trickling from his swollen eyes.
     Mr. Lightfoot’s fingers were at work again, tracing the wires to their points of origin. The smell of heat rose into the air, which shimmered over the red box. Mr. Lightfoot scratched his chin. “Y’know,” he said, “I believe      we     gots us      a      problem      here.”
     Mr. Moultry trembled on the edge of coma.
     “See, I”—Mr. Lightfoot tapped his chin, his eyes narrowed with concentration—“fix      things.    I    don’t      break ’em.” He drew in a long breath and slowly released it. “Gone have ta       do       a little       breakin’, seems ta me.” He nodded. “Yessuh.    Sure      do hate      ta break somethin’      so pretty.” He chose another, larger hammer. “Gone      have      ta      do it.” He cracked the hammer down on the red box. Its plastic skin split from one end to the other. Mr. Moultry’s teeth gripped his tongue. Mr. Lightfoot removed the two plastic sections and regarded the smaller workings and wires within. “Jus’       mysteries       in mysteries,” he said. He put his hand down into the toolbox and it came out holding a little wire cutter that still had its ninety-nine-cent price sticker on it. “Now,       listen    good,” he told the bomb, “don’t     you      burp      in   my   face,    hear?”
     “Ohhhhh God, oh Jeeeesus above, oh I’m comin’ to heaven, I’m comin’,” Mr. Moultry gasped.
     “You get there,” Mr. Lightfoot said with a faint smile, “you       tell  St. Peter       he’s       got   a      fix-it-man       on the way.” He reached the cutter toward two wires—one black, the other white—that crisscrossed at the heart of the machine.
     “Wait,” Mr. Moultry whispered. “Wait…”
     Mr. Lightfoot paused.
     “Gotta get it off my soul,” Mr. Moultry said, his eyes as bugged as the minstrel’s. “Gotta get light, so I can fly to heaven. Listen to me…”
     “Listenin’,” Mr. Lightfoot told him as the bomb spoke on.
     “Gerald and me… we… it was Gerald did the most of it, really… I didn’t wanna have nothin’ to do with it… but… it’s set to go off at… ten in the mornin’… day after Christmas. Hear me? Ten in the mornin’. It’s a box… full of dynamite… and an alarm clock timer. We paid Biggun Blaylock, and he… he got it for us.” Mr. Moultry swallowed, perhaps feeling hell’s fire under his buns. “It’s set to blow up that civil rights museum. We… it was all Gerald’s idea, really… decided to do it when we first heard the Lady was plannin’ on buildin’ it. Listen to me, Lightfoot!”
     “Listenin’,” he said slowly and calmly.
     “Gerald planted it, somewhere around that museum. Could be in the recreation center. I don’t know where it is, I swear to God… but it’s over there right now, and it’s gonna go off at ten in the mornin’, day after Christmas.”
     “That right?” Mr. Lightfoot asked.
     “Yes! It’s the truth, and God take me to heaven ’cause I’ve freed my soul!”
     “Uh-huh.” Mr. Lightfoot reached out. He gripped the black wire with the cutter and snip, the black wire was parted. The bomb, however, would not be silenced so easily.
     “Do you hear me, Lightfoot? That box of dynamite is over there right this minute!”
     Mr. Lightfoot eased the cutter’s blades around the white wire. A muscle clenched in his jaw, and sweat sparkled on his cheeks like diamond dust. He said, “No,      it      ain’t.”
     “Ain’t what?”
     “Over       there.       Not       no   more.       Done    found   it.       Gone   cut     this     wire      now.” His hand trembled. “Might blow       if      I’ve       cut    the       wrong wire      first.”
     “God have mercy,” Mr. Moultry whined. “Oh Jesus I swear I’ll be a good boy every day of my life if you just let me live!”
     “I’m         cuttin’,” Mr. Lightfoot said.
     Mr. Moultry squeezed his eyes shut. The cutter went snip.
     KA-BOOOMMMMM!
     In that tremendous roar of destruction and fire, Mr. Moultry screamed.
     When his screaming wound down, he heard not the harps of the angels nor the devils singing “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.” He heard: “Heh  heh heh       heh.”
     Mr. Moultry’s eyes flew open.
     Mr. Lightfoot was grinning. He blew a little flicker of blue flame from the snipped end of the white wire. The bomb was tamed and mute. Mr. Lightfoot spoke in a voice made hoarse by the tremendous yell he’d just yelled into Mr. Moultry’s ear. “Beggin’      your pardon,       suh,” he said. “Jus’       couldn’t       pass it      up.”
     Mr. Moultry seemed to deflate, as if he’d been punctured. With a slow hissing sound, he fainted dead away.






5
Sixteen Drops of Blood


I’M BACK.
     The time bomb box full of dynamite—with an extra stick thrown in from the gracious hand of Biggun Blaylock—had indeed been found, not long after I had informed the Lady who my dream visitors were. I must’ve remembered that picture and kept it in the back of my head, and then after the cross-burning and my witnessing Mr. Hargison and Mr. Moultry buy the box from Biggun Blaylock, I must’ve known subconsciously what the box was. That’s why I’d taken to knocking my alarm clock off my bedside table. The only hitch in this theory is that I’d never seen pictures of the girls who’d died at the 16th Street Baptist Church until at the museum. I don’t think. Maybe they were in the Life magazine. Mom had thrown it out, though, so I can’t say for sure.
     The Lady put it together as soon as I’d told her. She organized everyone at the reception to start looking for a wooden box either in the recreation center, the civil rights museum, or in the vicinity outside. Nobody could find it, and we tore that place up searching. Then the Lady recalled that Mr. Hargison was a postman. Right outside the center, on the corner of Buckhart Street, was a mailbox. Charles Damaronde held Gavin by his heels as he slid into the mailbox, and we heard his muffled voice say, “Here it is!” He couldn’t bring it up, though, because it was too heavy. Sheriff Marchette was called, and he came with Zephyr’s postmaster, Mr. Conrad Oatman, who brought the mailbox key. In that box was enough dynamite to blow up the recreation center, the civil rights museum, and two or three houses across the street. Evidently, four hundred dollars was enough to buy a mighty big bang.
     Mr. Hargison, knowing what times the mail was picked up and that the mailbox would not be opened again until sometime on the afternoon of December 26th, had set the alarm clock timer for ten on the dot. Sheriff Marchette said the bomb had been constructed by a professional, because you could adjust the timer to either twelve, twenty-four, or forty-eight hours. He told the Lady that he didn’t want Mr. Hargison or Mr. Moultry to know the bomb had been found yet, not until the innards were dusted for fingerprints. Mom and I had told Dad when we’d gotten home from the recreation center, and I have to say that both he and Sheriff Marchette did a good job of not spilling the beans when they were at Dick Moultry’s house and Mr. Hargison walked in. Mr. Moultry’s confession turned out to be the icing on the cake, since the time bomb yielded five prints that perfectly matched Mr. Hargison’s. So those two were taken off pretty soon to visit the Federal Bureau of Investigation office in Birmingham, and needless to say their names were ticked off the roster of the residents of my hometown.
     The civil rights museum had its grand opening. I had no more dreams of the four black girls. But if I ever wanted to see them again, I knew where to go.
     The falling of the bomb from a jet plane and the finding of a Ku Klux Klan bomb in a mailbox outside the civil rights museum kept Zephyr buzzing in the days following Christmas. Ben, Johnny, and I debated whether Mr. Lightfoot had ever been really afraid of the bomb or not. Ben said he had been, while Johnny and I took the position that Mr. Lightfoot was like Nemo Curliss; instead of baseball, though, Mr. Lightfoot’s natural affinity was to anything mechanical, even a bomb, so when he stared those wires down he knew exactly what he was doing every second. Ben, incidentally, had had an interesting experience in Birmingham. He and his mom and dad had stayed with Ben’s uncle Miles, who worked at a downtown bank. Miles had given Ben a tour of the vault, and all Ben could talk about was the smell of money, how green it was and how pretty. He said Miles had actually let him hold a pack of fifty one-hundred-dollar bills, and Ben’s fingers were still tingling. Ben announced that he didn’t know what he was going to do in this life, but as far as possible it was going to involve lots and lots of money. Johnny and I just laughed at him. We missed Davy Ray, because we knew what his comment would’ve been.
     Johnny had asked for and received two Christmas presents. One was a policeman’s kit, complete with honorary badge, fingerprint powder, handcuffs, burglar dust that got on the shoes of burglars and only showed up under ultraviolet light, and a policeman’s handbook. The other was a wooden display case with little shelves in it, to show his arrowhead collection. He filled it up except for one shelf, which was reserved for a certain smooth black arrowhead if Chief Five Thunders ever decided to give it up again.
     A question remained about Mr. Lightfoot and the bomb. Mom voiced it two nights after Christmas, as a cold rain fell on Zephyr.
     “Tom?” she said. We were all sitting in the front room, with the fireplace blazing. You couldn’t have pried The Golden Apples of the Sun out of my hands with a crowbar. “What made Mr. Lightfoot go to Dick Moultry’s house, anyway? I wouldn’t have thought that was somethin’ he might’ve volunteered to do.”
     Dad didn’t answer.
     Just as parents have sixth senses about their children, so, too, do children about their parents. I lowered my book. Dad continued to read the newspaper.
     “Tom? Do you know what made Mr. Lightfoot do it?”
     He cleared his throat. “Kind of,” he said quietly.
     “Well, what was it?”
     “I guess… I had somethin’ to do with it.”
     “You did? How?”
     He lowered the paper, realizing there was no way out but the truth. “I… asked the Lady for help.”
     Mom sat in stunned silence. Rain struck the windows and the fireplace log popped, and still she didn’t budge.
     “I figured she was the only chance Dick had. After what she did with Biggun Blaylock’s ammo bag… I thought she could help him. And I was right, it appears. She called Marcus Lightfoot while I was there at her house.”
     “Her house? I can’t believe this! You went to the Lady’s house?”
     “Not just to it. Inside it. I sat down in her chair. I drank a cup of her coffee.” He shrugged. “I suppose I was expectin’ shrunken heads on the walls and black widow spiders in every corner. I didn’t know she was religious.”
     “To the Lady’s house,” Mom said. “I just can’t believe it! And after all this time when you were so afraid of her!”
     “I wasn’t afraid of her,” Dad corrected Mom. “I was just… a little skittish, that’s all.”
     “And she said she’d help Dick Moultry? Even when she knew he’d had a hand in settin’ that time bomb?”
     “Well… it wasn’t quite that simple,” my father admitted.
     “Oh?” Mom waited. When Dad offered no more information, Mom said, “I’d like to hear it.”
     “She made me promise to come back. She said she could look at me and tell I was bein’ eaten up alive. She said it showed in your face and in Cory’s, too. She said we were all livin’ under the strain of that dead man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake.” Dad put the newspaper down and watched the fire. “And you know what? She’s right. I promised to go back to see her tomorrow evenin’ at seven o’clock. I was gonna tell you, eventually. Or maybe I wasn’t, I don’t know.”
     “Pride, pride,” Mom scolded him. “You mean to tell me you did for Dick Moultry what you wouldn’t do for me?”
     “No. It’s just that I wasn’t ready. Dick needed help. I found it for him. And now I’m ready to find it for myself and both of you, too.”
     Mom got up from her chair. She stood behind my father, and she put her hands on his shoulders and leaned her chin against his head. I watched their shadows merge. He reached up and put his arm around her neck. They stayed that way for a moment, heart-close, as the fire cracked and sizzled.
     It was time to go see the Lady.
     When we arrived at her house at ten minutes before seven o’clock, Mr. Damaronde answered the door. Dad had no qualms about crossing the threshold; his fear of the Lady was gone. The Moon Man came out, clad in his robe and slippers, and offered us some pretzels. Mrs. Damaronde put on a pot of coffee—the New Orleans kind with chicory, she said—and we waited in the front room until the Lady was ready to see us.
     I was keeping my suspicions about Dr. Lezander to myself. I still couldn’t let my heart believe that Dr. Lezander, who had always been so kind and gentle to Rebel, might be a murderer. I had the connection of the two parrots, but there was nothing to connect Dr. Lezander with the dead man except a green feather, and that was just my theory. So he didn’t like milk and he was a night owl; did that make him a killer? Before I told my parents, I would need something more solid to go on.
     We didn’t have to wait very long. Mr. Damaronde asked us to come back with him, and he led us not to the Lady’s bedroom but to another room across the hallway. In it, the Lady was sitting in a high-backed chair behind a folding card table. She wore not a voodoo robe or a wizard’s cap, but just a plain dark gray dress with a lapel pin in the shape of a dancing harlequin. On the floor of what was obviously her consultation room was a rug of woven reeds, and a crooked tree grew from a big clay pot in the corner. The walls were painted beige and unadorned. Mr. Damaronde closed the door and the Lady said, “Sit down, Tom.”
     Dad obeyed. I could tell he was nervous, because I could hear his throat click when he swallowed. He flinched a little when the Lady reached down beside her chair and brought up a doctor’s bag. She placed it on the table and unzipped it.
     “Is this gonna hurt?” Dad asked.
     “It might. Depends.”
     “On what?”
     “How deep we have to cut to get at the truth,” she answered. She reached into the bag and brought out something wrapped up in blue cloth. Then a silver filigreed box came out, followed by a deck of cards. She brought out a sheet of typing paper. In the overhead light I saw the Nifty watermark; it was the same brand of paper I used. Last out of the bag was a pill bottle containing three polished river pebbles: one ebony, one reddish-brown, one white with gray bands. She said, “Open your right hand,” and when Dad did she unscrewed the pill bottle’s cap and shook the river pebbles into his palm. “Work those in your hand awhile,” she directed.
     Dad gave a nervous smile as he did as she asked. “Did these come from Old Moses’s stomach or somethin’?”
     “No. They’re just old pebbles I found. Keep workin’ ’em, they’ll calm you down.”
     “Oh,” Dad said, rolling the worry-pebbles around and around in his palm.
     Mom and I stood to one side, to give the Lady plenty of room to do what she was going to do. Whatever that might be. I don’t know what I expected. Maybe one of those torchlit ceremonies with people dancing around in circles and hollering. But it wasn’t like that at all. The Lady began to shuffle the cards, and the way she did it I suspected she might have given lessons to Maverick. “Tell me about your dreams, Tom,” she said as the cards made a rhythmic whirring noise between her supple fingers.
     Dad glanced uneasily at us. “Do you want them to go?” the Lady asked, but he shook his head. “I dream,” he began, “about watchin’ the car go into Saxon’s Lake. Then I’m in the water with it, and I’m lookin’ through the window at the dead man. His face… all smashed up. The handcuff on his wrist. The piano wire around his throat. And as the car’s goin’ down and the water starts floodin’ in he—” Dad had to pause a minute. The pebbles clicked together in his palm. “He looks at me and he grins. That awful, smashed face grins. And when he speaks it’s like… mud gurglin’.”
     “What does he say?”
     “He says… ‘Come with me, down in the dark.’” Dad’s face was a study in pain, and it hurt me to look at it. “That’s what he says. ‘Come with me, down in the dark.’ And he reaches for me, with his hand that isn’t shackled. He reaches for me, and I pull back because I’m terrified he’s gonna touch me. Then it ends.”
     “You have other recurrin’ dreams?”
     “A few. Not as strong as that one, though. Sometimes I think I hear piano music. Sometimes I think I hear somebody hollerin’, but it sounds like gibberish. Occasionally I see a pair of hands holdin’ that wire, and what looks like a thick wooden baton wrapped up with black tape. There are faces in there that are all blurred up, as if I’m lookin’ at ’em through blood or my eyes can hardly hold a focus. But I don’t have those nearly as much as the one about the man in the car.”
     “Did Rebecca tell you that I’m pickin’ up some of those snippets, too?” She continued to shuffle the cards. It was a hypnotic, soothing sound. “I hear bits of piano music, the hollerin’, and I see the wire and the crackerknocker. I’ve seen the tattoo, but not the rest of him.” She smiled faintly. “You and me are plugged into the same socket, Tom, but you’re gettin’ more juice than I am. Can you beat that?”
     “I thought you were supposed to be the mystic,” Dad said.
     “I am. Supposed to be. But everybody’s got the dream-eyes, Tom. Everybody sees snippets of some quilt or another. You’re real close to this one. Closer than I am. That’s why.”
     Dad worked the river pebbles. The Lady shuffled her cards and waited.
     “At first,” he said, “I was havin’ those dreams right when I went to bed. Then later on… they started comin’ on me when I wasn’t even asleep. Durin’ the day. I just have a flash of that car, and that man’s face, and I hear him callin’. He says the same thing, over and over: ‘Come with me, down in the dark.’ I hear that mud-gurglin’ voice, and I’ve… I’ve come close to goin’ to pieces over it, because I can’t shake it. I can’t get any rest. It’s like I’m up all night, too scared to let myself sleep for fear of…” He trailed off.
     “Yes?” the Lady prodded.
     “For fear of… listenin’ to that dead man, and doin’ what he wants me to do.”
     “And what might that be, Tom?”
     “I think he wants me to kill myself,” Dad said.
     The card shuffling ceased. Mom’s hand found mine and clenched it hard.
     “I think he… wants me to come to that lake and drown myself in it. I think he wants me to come with him, down in the dark.”
     The Lady watched him intently, her emerald eyes gathering light. “Why would he want you to do that, Tom?”
     “I don’t know. Maybe he wants company.” He tried for a smile, but his mouth wouldn’t work.
     “I want you to think very, very carefully. Are those the exact words?”
     “Yeah. ‘Come with me, down in the dark.’ He says it kinda gurgly, because I guess his jaw’s busted or there’s blood or water or mud in his mouth, but… yeah, that’s it.”
     “Nothin’ else? Does he call you by name?”
     “No. That’s all.”
     “You know, that’s funny, don’t you think?” the Lady asked.
     Dad grunted. “I wish I knew what was so funny about it!”
     “This: If the dead man has a chance to speak to you—to give you a message—then why does he waste it on askin’ you to commit suicide? Why doesn’t he tell you who killed him?”
     Dad blinked. Now the clickings of the pebbles stopped. “I… never thought about that.”
     “Think about it, then. The dead man has a voice, however torn up it is. Why doesn’t he tell you the name of his killer?”
     “I can’t say. Seems he would if he could.”
     “He could.” The Lady nodded. “If he was speakin’ to you, that is.”
     “I’m not followin’ you.”
     “Maybe,” she said, “there are three plugs in that socket.”
     Realization crawled over Dad’s face. Over mine and Mom’s, too.
     “The dead man isn’t speakin’ to you, Tom,” the Lady said. “He’s speakin’ to his killer.”
     “You… mean I’m…”
     “Pickin’ up the killer’s dreams, like I’m pickin’ up yours. Oh, mercy! You’ve got some strong dream-eyes, Tom!”
     “He doesn’t… want me to… kill myself because I couldn’t get him out?”
     “No,” the Lady said. “Of that I’m sure.”
     Dad pressed his free hand to his mouth. Tears blurred his eyes, and I heard Mom sob beside me at the sight. He leaned his head forward. A single tear dropped to the table.
     “Cuttin’ deep,” the Lady said, and she put a hand on his forearm. “It’s a good hurt, though, isn’t it? Like cuttin’ away a cancer.”
     “Yes.” His voice cracked. “Yes.”
     “You want to go outside and walk around a bit, you go right ahead.”
     Dad’s shoulders trembled. But the burden was leaving him, ton by ton. He drew a deep, gasping breath, like the breath of someone whose head has just broken the surface of dark water. “I’m all right,” he said, but he didn’t lift his face up just yet. “Give me a minute.”
     “All the minutes you need, take ’em.”
     At last he looked up. He was still the man he’d been a moment before; his face was still lined, his chin a little saggy. But in his eyes he was a boy again, and he was free.
     “You interested in tryin’ to find out who that killer might be?” the Lady asked.
     Dad nodded.
     “I’ve got my own host of friends across the river. You get to be my age, you’ve got more of ’em on that side than this. They see things, and sometimes they tell me. But they like to play games with me. They like to throw me a riddle or two. So they never come right out and answer any question directly; it’s always a sly answer, but it’s always the truth. You want to involve them in this matter?” It sounded like a question she was used to asking.
     “I guess I do.”
     “Either do or not, no damn guessin’ about it.”
     After the least bit of hesitation, my father said, “I do.”
     The Lady opened the silver filigreed box and shook six small bones out on the table. “Put down the pebbles,” she said. “Pick up those in your right hand.”
     Dad looked distastefully at what lay before him. “Do I have to?”
     The Lady paused. Then she sighed and said, “Naw. It’s a mood-setter, is all.” She used the edge of her hand to sweep the bones back into the silver box. She closed it and set it aside. Then she reached into the doctor’s bag again. This time her hand came out with a small bottle of clear liquid and a plastic bag full of cotton swabs. She set these between them and opened the bottle. “You’ll have to put the pebbles down, though. Hold out your index finger.”
     “Why?”
     “Because I said so.”
     He did it. The Lady opened the bottle and upturned it over one of the cotton swabs. Then she dabbed the tip of Dad’s index finger. “Alcohol,” she explained. “Get it from Dr. Parrish.” She spread the Nifty typing paper down on the table. Then she unwrapped the object in the blue cloth. It was a stick with two needles driven through one end. “Keep your finger still,” she told him as she picked up the needled stick.
     “What’re you gonna do? You’re not gonna jab me with those, are—”
     The needles came down fast and rather roughly into the tip of Dad’s finger. “Ouch!” he said. I, too, had winced, my index finger stinging with phantom pain. Instantly blood began to well up from the needle holes. “Keep your blood off that paper,” the Lady told him. Working quickly, she dabbed alcohol on the index finger of her own right hand and with her left she whacked the needles down. Here blood was drawn, too. She said, “Ask your question. Not aloud, but in your mind. Ask it clearly. Ask it like you expect an answer. Go ahead.”
     “All right,” Dad said after a few seconds. “What now?”
     “What was the date that car went into Saxon’s Lake?”
     “March sixteenth.”
     “Squeeze eight drops of blood on the center of the paper. Don’t be stingy. Eight drops. Not one more and not one less.”
     Dad squeezed his finger, and the blood began dripping. The Lady added eight drops of her own red blood to the white paper. Dad said, “Good thing it didn’t happen on the thirty-first.”
     “Take the paper in your left hand and crumple it up with the blood inside it,” the Lady instructed him, ignoring his witticism. Dad did as she said. “Hold it and repeat the question aloud.”
     “Who killed that man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake?”
     “Hold it tight,” the Lady told him, and she pressed another cotton swab to her bleeding finger.
     “Are your friends here right this minute?” Dad asked, his left fist around the crumpled-up paper.
     “We’ll soon find out, won’t we?” She held out her left palm. “Give it to me.” When it was lodged there, she said sternly to the air, “Don’t ya’ll show me up to be a fool, now. This is an important question, and it deserves an answer. Not no riddle, neither. An answer we can figure out. Ya’ll gone help us, or not?” She waited perhaps fifteen more seconds. Then she placed the crumpled paper in the middle of the table. “Open it,” she said.
     Dad took it. As he began to uncrumple it, my heart was slamming. If Dr. Lezander was scrawled there in blood, I was going to split my skin.
     When the paper was open, Mom and I peered over his shoulder. There was a great big blotch of blood in the middle of the paper and other blotches all around it. I couldn’t see a name in that mess to save my life. Then the Lady took a pencil from her bag and studied the paper for a moment, after which she began to play connect-the-blotches.
     “I don’t see a thing,” Dad said.
     “Have faith,” she told him. I watched the pencil’s tip at work, moving between the blood. I watched a long, curvy line swing out and in.
     And suddenly I realized I was looking at a 3.
     The pencil’s tip kept moving. Curving again. Out and in, out and in.
     A second 3. And then the pencil’s tip ran out of blood blotches to connect.
     “That’s it,” the Lady said. She frowned. “Two threes.”
     “That’s sure not a name, is it?” Dad asked.
     “They’ve riddled me again, is what they’ve done. I swear, I wish they’d make somethin’ easy every once in a while!” She thunked the pencil down in disgust. “Well, that’s all there’s gonna be.”
     “That’s it?” Dad sucked at his wounded finger. “You’re sure you did this right?”
     Words cannot describe the look she gave him. “Two threes,” she said. “That’s the answer. Three three. Maybe thirty-three. If we can figure out what that means, we’ll have the killer’s name.”
     “I can’t think of anybody who has three letters in their first and last name. Or maybe it’s an address?”
     “I don’t know. All I know is what I’m lookin’ at: three three.” She slid the paper toward him; it was his to keep for his pain and trouble. “That’s all I can do for you. Sorry there’s nothin’ more.”
     “I am, too,” Dad said, and he took the paper and stood up.
     Then the Lady removed her professional face and became sociable. She said she smelled the fresh coffee, and that there was chocolate roulage made by Mrs. Pearl from the Bake Shoppe. Dad, who had been eating like a bird before we came to the Lady’s, ate two whopping pieces of roulage and washed them down with two cups of hot black chicory coffee. He and the Moon Man talked about that day the Blaylocks had been routed at the Trailways bus stop, and Dad laughed at the memory of Biggun running from a bag full of garden snakes.
     My father was well and truly returned. Maybe even better than he was before.
     “Thank you,” Dad said to the Lady as we stood at the door ready to leave. Mom took her hand and kissed her ebony cheek. The Lady regarded me with her shining emerald eyes. “You still gone be a writer?” she asked me.
     “I don’t know,” I said.
     “Seems to me a writer gets to hold a lot of keys,” she said. “Gets to visit a lot of worlds and live in a lot of skins. Seems to me a writer has a chance to live forever, if he’s good and if he’s lucky. Would you like that, Cory? Would you like to live forever?”
     I thought about it. Forever, like heaven, was an awfully long time. “No ma’am,” I decided. “I think I might get tired.”
     “Well,” she said, and she placed a hand on my shoulder, “it seems to me a writer’s voice is a forever thing. Even if a boy and a man are not.” She leaned her face closer to mine. I could feel the heat of her life, like the sun glowing from her bones. “You’re gonna be kissed by a lot of girls,” she said. “Gonna kiss a lot of girls, too. But remember this.” She kissed me, very lightly, on the forehead. “Remember when you do all that kissin’ of girls and women in all the summers left ahead of you that you were first kissed”—her ancient, beautiful face smiled—“by a lady.”
     When we got home, Dad sat down with the telephone book and scanned the names, looking for the address “thirty-three.” There were two residents and a business: Phillip Caldwell at 33 Ridgeton Street, J. E. Grayson at 33 Deerman Street, and the Crafts Barn at 33 Merchants Street. Dad said Mr. Grayson went to our church, and that he was nearing ninety. He believed Phillip Caldwell was a salesman at the Western Auto in Union Town. The Crafts Barn, Mom knew, was run by a blue-haired woman named Edna Hathaway. She seriously doubted if Mrs. Hathaway, who went around supported by a walker, had had anything to do with the incident at Saxon’s Lake. Dad decided Mr. Caldwell’s house was worth a visit, and he planned to go early in the morning before Mr. Caldwell left for work.
     A mystery could always get me out of bed. I was up bright-eyed by the time the clock showed seven, and Dad said I could go with him but I wasn’t to say a word while he was talking to Mr. Caldwell.
     On the drive over, Dad said he hoped I understood he might have to tell Mr. Caldwell a white lie. I feigned shock and dismay at this, but my own count of white lies had been on the heavy side lately so I couldn’t really be disappointed in him. Anyway, it was for the right cause.
     Mr. Caldwell’s red brick house, four blocks past the gas station, was small and unremarkable. We left the pickup truck at the curb and I followed Dad to the front door. He pressed the buzzer and we waited. The door was opened by a middle-aged woman with jowly cheeks and sleepy eyes. She was still wearing her quilted pink robe. “Is Mr. Caldwell at home, please?” Dad asked.
     “Phillip!” she called into the house. “Philllleeeeup!” She had a voice like a buzz saw at high pitch.
     In another moment a gray-haired man wearing a bow tie, brown slacks, and a rust-colored sweater came to the door. “Yes?”
     “Hi, I’m Tom Mackenson.” Dad offered his hand. Mr. Caldwell shook it. “Aren’t you the fella who works at the Western Auto in Union Town? Rick Spanner’s brother-in-law?”
     “That’s right. Do you know Rick?”
     “Used to work with him at Green Meadows. How’s he doin’?”
     “Better, now that he found a job. Had to move to Birmingham, though. I pity him, I wouldn’t care for the big city myself.”
     “Me neither. Well, the reason I dropped by so early and all is… I lost my job at the dairy, too.” Dad smiled tightly. “I’m workin’ at Big Paul’s Pantry now.”
     “Been there. Big ol’ place.”
     “Yes, it is. A little too big for me. I was just wonderin’… uh… if… uh…” Even a white lie stuck in his craw. “If there were any jobs to be had at the Western Auto.”
     “No, not that I know of. We hired a new fella last month.” He frowned. “How come you just didn’t go by there and ask?”
     Dad shrugged. “Thought I might save myself the gas, I suppose.”
     “You ought to go by and fill out an application. You never know what’ll come up. The manager’s name is Mr. Addison.”
     “Thank you, I might do that.”
     Mr. Caldwell nodded. Dad didn’t retreat from the door. “Anythin’ else I can do for you?”
     Dad’s eyes were searching the man’s face. Mr. Caldwell lifted his eyebrows, waiting. “No,” Dad said, and I heard in his voice that his answer had not been found. “I don’t think so. Thanks anyway.”
     “All right. You come on by and fill out an application, Mr. Addison’ll keep it on file.”
     “Okay, I’ll remember that.”
     Back in the truck, Dad started the engine and said, “I believe that was a strikeout, don’t you?”
     “Yes sir.” I had been trying to figure out what the numbers 3 and 3 might have to do with Dr. Lezander, but I, too, was coming up empty.
     So was the truck. “Uh-oh!” Dad glanced at the gas gauge. “I’d better stop in and filllleeeeeup! Don’t you think?” He smiled, and I returned it.
     At the station, Mr. Hiram White shambled out of his cathedral of engine belts and radiators and started pumping the gas in. “Pretty day,” Mr. White commented, looking up at the blue sky. It had gotten cold again, though; January was champing at its bit like an eager horse.
     “Yes, it is,” Dad agreed, leaning against the truck.
     “Ain’t gone be no gunplay today, is there?”
     “I don’t think so.”
     Mr. White grinned. “I swear, that was more excitin’ than television!”
     “I’m just thankful nobody got killed.”
     “Good thing the bus didn’t come in while all that shootin’ was goin’ on, there would’ve been some dead bodies to sweep up.”
     “Right as rain.”
     “You heard about the bus gettin’ hit by that monster out on Route Ten, didn’t you?”
     “Sure did.” Dad checked his watch.
     “’Bout knocked it off its wheels. You know Cornelius McGraw, been drivin’ ol’ thirty-three for eight years?”
     “I don’t know him personally.”
     “Well, he told me that monster was as big as a bulldozer. Said it ran like a deer, too. Said he tried to swerve, but it hit ’em broadside and he said the whole bus ’bout shook itself to pieces. Had to retire the bus is what they had to do.”
     “Is that right?”
     “Sure is.” Mr. White finished the job and pulled the nozzle from the truck’s gas port. He wiped the end with a cloth so no drop of gas would mar the pickup’s paint. “New bus has the route, but Corny’s still drivin’ it. Still number thirty-three, too, so things don’t change so much, do they?”
     “I don’t know about that,” Dad said, and paid him.
     “Ya’ll take care, now!” Mr. White told us as we drove away.
     We were halfway home when Dad said, “I guess I’d better check the phone book again. Maybe I missed somethin’.” He glanced at me, then back to the unwinding street. “I was wrong about the Lady, Cory. She’s not evil, is she?”
     “No sir.”
     “I’m glad I went. I feel lighter now, knowin’ that man isn’t callin’ for me. I feel sorry for whoever he is callin’, though. Poor devil must have a hell of a time sleepin’, if he sleeps at all.”
He’s a night owl, I thought. It was time. “Dad?” I said. “I think I know who—”
     “God have mercy!” Dad suddenly shouted, and he hit the brake so hard the pickup slewed around and went up onto somebody’s lawn. The engine shuddered and died. “Did you hear what Mr. White said?” Dad’s voice quavered with excitement. “Thirty-three! Ol’ thirty-three, he said!”
     “Sir?”
     “The Trailways bus, Cory! It’s number thirty-three! I was standin’ right there listenin’ to him, and I hardly heard it! You think that could be what those numbers mean?”
     I was honored that he was asking my opinion, but I had to say, “I don’t know.”
     “Well, the killer couldn’t be Cornelius McGraw. He doesn’t even live around here. But what would the bus have to do with whoever killed that man in Saxon’s Lake?” He started puzzling it over, his hands clenched hard around the steering wheel. Then a woman holding a broom came out on her porch and started hollering at us to move the truck before she called the sheriff, so we had to go.
     We returned to the gas station. Mr. White emerged again. “Sure went through that tank in a hurry, didn’t ya?” he asked. Dad wasn’t interested in filling up anything but his curiosity, though. When was number thirty-three due back in again? he asked Mr. White, and Mr. White said the next day around noon.
     Dad said he’d be there.
     Maybe he was wrong, he told Mom that night at dinner, but he was going to be at that gas station waiting for the bus at noon. It wasn’t Cornelius McGraw he would be there to see, but he would be watching to find out who the bus brought to Zephyr or who it took away.
     I was there with him as noon approached. Mr. White was driving us crazy talking about how hard it was to find good GoJo to clean the grease off your hands anymore. Then Dad said, “Here it comes, Cory,” and he walked from cold shadow into crisp sunlight to meet it.
     The Trailways bus, with number 33 on the plate above its windshield, swept on past without even slowing, though Mr. McGraw honked the horn and Mr. White waved.
     Dad watched it go. But he turned to Mr. White again, and I saw by the set of his jaw that now my father was a man with a mission. “Bus come back through day after tomorrow, Hiram?”
     “Sure does. Twelve noon, same as always.”
     Dad lifted a finger and tapped it against his lips, his eyes narrowed. I knew what he was thinking. How was he going to meet the bus on the days he had to work at Big Paul’s Pantry?
     “Hiram,” he said at last, “you need any help around here?”
     “Well… I don’t know if I—”
     “I’ll take a dollar an hour,” Dad said. “I’ll pump the gas, I’ll clean the garage, I’ll do whatever you ask me to do. You want me to work overtime, that’s fine. A dollar an hour. How about it?”
     Mr. White grunted and stared at the cluttered garage. “I reckon I do need some stuff inventoried. Brake shoes, gaskets, radiator hoses, and such. And I could use another strong back.” This from Quasimodo of the Belts. He stuck out his hand. “Got a job, if you want it. Startin’ six in the mornin’, if that’s all right?”
     “I’ll be here,” Dad said, grasping Mr. White’s hand.
     My father was nothing if not resourceful.
     The bus passed through once more without even a hiss of brakes. But it was due again, twelve noon, same as always, and my dad would be there.
     New Year’s Eve came, and we watched on television the festivities in Times Square. At the stroke of midnight, someone shot off fireworks over Zephyr, the church bells rang, and horns honked. It had become 1965. On New Year’s Day we ate black-eyed peas to bring us silver, and collard greens to bring us gold, and we watched football games until our south ends were sore. Dad sat in his chair with a notepad on his lap, and though he hollered for his teams he was scribbling 33… 33… 33 into an interlocking mosaic of numbers with his ball-point pen. Mom chided him to put down that pen and relax, and he did for a little while but soon his fingers found it again. I could tell by the way she looked at him that she was getting worried about him once more; ol’ number thirty-three was becoming as much an obsession as the bad dream had ever been. He was still having that dream, of course, but he knew the dead man was not calling him and that made a big difference. I suppose, though, that in my father’s case it took one obsession to break another.
     Ben, Johnny, and I and the rest of the childish generation returned to school. In my class, I discovered we had a new teacher. Her name was Miss Fontaine, and she was as young and pretty as spring. Beyond the windows, though, winter was starting to rage.
     Every other day, near noon, my father would step outside the gas station’s office into chilly wind or blowing sleet or cold pale sun. He would watch the Trailways bus—ol’ number thirty-three with Cornelius McGraw at the wheel—as it approached, his heart beginning to pound.
     But it didn’t stop. Not once. It always kept going, bound for somewhere else.
     Then Dad would return to the office, where he was likely to be playing dominoes with Mr. White, and he would sit down in a creaky chair and wait for the next move.
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The Stranger Among Us


JANUARY ADVANCED, COLD AS THE TOMB.
     At eleven o’clock on the morning of Saturday, the sixteenth, I said good-bye to Mom and left home on Rocket to meet Ben and Johnny at the Lyric. The sky was plated with clouds, the threat of freezing rain in the air. I was bundled up like an Eskimo, but I’d soon be shedding my coat and gloves. The movie for today was called Hell Is for Heroes, the poster of which showed the sweating faces of American soldiers crouched down behind machine gun and bazooka, awaiting the enemy attack. To accompany this carnage, there would be a program of Daffy Duck cartoons and the next chapter of Fighting Men of Mars. The last chapter had ended with the Fighting Men about to be crushed by a falling boulder at the bottom of a Martian mine shaft. I’d already plotted out their escape; they would scramble into a previously hidden tunnel at the very last second, thus escaping a flattening fate.
     On my way to the theater, I myself took a fateful turn.
     I pedaled to Dr. Lezander’s house.
     I hadn’t seen him at church since Christmas Eve. Since I’d called him “Birdman,” and looked him in his eyes of stone. I was beginning to wonder if he and Mrs. Lezander hadn’t flown the coop. Several times I’d started to tell Dad my suspicions, but he had thirty-three on his mind and I had nothing but a green feather and two dead parrots. I stopped Rocket at the bottom of the driveway and sat there watching the house. It was dark. Empty? I wondered. Had the doctor and his wife cleared out in the dead of night, alerted by whatever it was I might know? I kept watch; there was no sign of light or life. The heroes and the fighting men could wait. I had to find out, and I began to pedal Rocket up the driveway to the house. I went around back. The PLEASE LEASH YOUR PETS sign was still up. I eased Rocket down on the kickstand and peered into the nearest window.
     Dark upon dark. At first I saw only shapes of furniture, but as my eyes grew used to the gloom I was able to make out the twelve ceramic birds perched atop the piano. It was the den where the bird cages were. Dr. Lezander’s office was below, closer to hell. I couldn’t help but see Mrs. Lezander sitting at that piano, playing “Beautiful Dreamer” over and over again as the green and the blue parrots flapped wildly in their cages and shouted curses came up through the air vent. But why were the curses in German?
     Lights hit me. My heart hammered; I felt like a prisoner in a jailbreak movie, caught by the roaming circle. I twisted around, and there were a car’s headlights as the car pulled up to the back porch. It was a late-model steel-gray Buick with a chrome radiator that resembled a grinning mouthful of silver teeth; the doctor’s work was well paid. I made a move toward Rocket, but it was too late to get the kickstand up before I heard a voice say “Who is that?” Mrs. Lezander got out, her bulk made bearish in a brown overcoat. She must’ve recognized my bike, because my collar was turned up. “Cory?”
     I was caught. Easy, I thought. Just take it easy. “Yes ma’am,” I answered. “It’s me.”
     “This is providential,” she said. “Will you help me, please?” She went around to the passenger side and opened the door. “I’ve got some groceries.”
     Rocket might have whispered to me in that second. Rocket might have said in a silken, urgent voice Get away, Cory. Get away while you still can. I’ll take you, if you’ll just hang on.
     “Help me, please?” Mrs. Lezander hefted the first of a half-dozen burdened paper bags. On all of them, printed in red letters, was Big Paul’s Pantry.
     “I’m goin’ to the movies,” I said.
     “It’ll just take a minute.”
     What could be done to me in broad daylight? I took the bag. Mrs. Lezander, a second bag under one arm, slid her key into the back door’s lock. A gust of wind blew around us, and I saw the folds of her overcoat move and I knew she had been the figure I saw standing at the edge of the woods.
     “Go on,” she said, “the door’s open.”
     With Mrs. Lezander hulking at my back and a boulder of fear in my throat, I walked across the threshold as if into a mine shaft.

     “Ten points,” Mr. White said as he plunked down another domino.
     “And ten,” Dad said, his own domino going down at the end of the L-shaped pattern.
     “I swear I didn’t think you had that one!” Mr. White shook his head. “Tricky fella, ain’t you?”
     “I try my best.”
     There was a tapping sound. Mr. White peered out the window. The clouds had darkened, the gas station’s light splashed across the concrete. Little flecks of sleet were striking the glass. Dad took the opportunity for a glance at the clock on the wall, which showed twelve minutes before noon. “All right, where was I?” Mr. White rubbed his chin and pondered his dominoes like a hunchbacked sphinx. “Here we go!” he said, and reached for one. “Just mark down fifteen points in my fa—”
     Something hissed.
     Dad turned his head to the left.
     The Trailways bus was pulling in.
     “—vor,” Mr. White finished. “How do, how do! Look who’s early this fine day!”
     Dad was already on his feet. He walked past the cash register and the shelves of oil and gasoline additives toward the door. “Must’ve caught a tailwind!” Mr. White said. “Probably caught sight of that monster out on Route Ten, and Corny gave it the lead foot!”
     Dad walked out into the cold. The bus pulled to a halt beneath the yellow TRAILWAYS BUS sign. The doors folded outward with a breath of hydraulics. “Watch your step, gents!” Dad heard the driver say.
     Two men were getting off. Sleet hit Dad in the face and the wind whirled around him, but he stood his ground. One of the men looked to be in his sixties, the other half those years. The older man, who wore a tweed overcoat and a brown hat, carried a suitcase. The younger, dressed in blue jeans and a beige jacket, carried a duffel bag. “Enjoy your stay, Mr. Steiner!” Corny McGraw said, and the older man lifted a gloved hand and waggled the fingers. Hiram White, who’d come out of the office behind Dad, said, “Howdy” to the two men, and then he looked up the steps at Mr. McGraw. “Hey, Corny! You want some hot coffee?”
     “No, I’m gettin’ on down the road, Hiram. My sister Jenny had her baby this mornin’, and as soon as I finish my route I can go see her. Third young’un, but first boy. Bring you a cigar next time ’round.”
     “I’ll get a match ready. You be careful, Uncle Corny!”
     “Ta-ta, ya’ll,” he said. The doors closed, the bus pulled away, and the two strangers stood facing my father.
     The older one, Mr. Steiner, had a wrinkled face but a chin like a slab of granite. He was wearing glasses, flecks of sleet on the lenses. “Sir? Pardon me,” he said with a foreign accent. “Is there a hotel?”
     “Boardin’house will do,” the younger one said; he had thinning blond hair and a flat midwestern brogue.
     “No hotel in town,” Dad said. “No boardin’house, either. We don’t get a lot of visitors here.”
     “Oh my.” Mr. Steiner frowned. “Where’s the nearest hotel, then?”
     “There’s a motel in Union Town. The Union Pines. It’s—” He stopped, his arm rising to point the way. “You fellas need a ride?”
     “That would be very nice, thank you. Mr… ?”
     “Tom Mackenson.” He shook the gloved hand. The man’s grip jammed his knuckles.
     “Jacob Steiner,” the older man said. “This is my friend, Lee Hannaford.”
     “Pleased to meet the both of you,” Dad said.

     The sixth bag was the heaviest. It was full of dog-food cans. “That goes downstairs,” Mrs. Lezander said as she put other canned goods into the cupboard. “Just set it on the counter, I’ll take it myself.”
     “Yes ma’am.”
     The lights were on in the kitchen. Mrs. Lezander had shed her overcoat, and beneath it she wore a somber gray dress. She took a jar of Folger’s instant coffee out of the fourth sack and opened it with a slight wrist-twist. “May I ask,” she said, her broad back to me, “why you were looking in the window?”
     “I… uh…” Think fast! I told myself. “I thought I’d drop by because… uh…”
     Mrs. Lezander turned around and watched me, her eyes flat and impassive.
     “Because… I wanted to ask Dr. Lezander if he… like… needed some help in the afternoons. I thought maybe I could clean up downstairs, or sweep, or—” I shrugged. “Whatever.”
     A hand grasped my shoulder from behind.
     I almost cried out. I came very close to it. As it was, I felt my face freeze as the blood left it.
     Dr. Lezander said, “An ambitious young man. Isn’t that right, Veronica?”
     “Yes, Frans.” She turned away from me and continued putting the groceries up.
     He released me. I looked at him. He obviously had just awakened; his eyes were sleep-swollen, the hairs had come out in a grizzle around his neatly trimmed chin beard, and he was wearing a red silk robe over pajamas. He yawned and stifled it with the same hand that had just been on my shoulder. “Coffee, please, dearest,” he said. “The blacker the better.”
     She began to spoon coffee into a cup that had the picture of a collie on it. Then, that task done, she turned on the hot water faucet.
     “I heard East Berlin this morning around four,” he told her. “A wonderful orchestra was playing Wagner.”
     Mrs. Lezander filled the collie cup full of steaming water and stirred it. She handed the ebony coffee to her husband, who first inhaled its aroma. “Ahhhhhh, yes!” he said. “This should do the trick!” He took a little slurpy sip. “Good and strong!” he said, satisfied.
     “I’d better be goin’ now.” I edged toward the back door. “Ben Sears and Johnny Wilson are waitin’ for me at the Lyric.”
     “I thought you wanted to ask me about an afternoon job.”
     “Well… I’d better go.”
     “Oh, nonsense.” He reached out again, and his hand found my shoulder. He had iron in his fingers. “I’d be pleased and happy to have you come by and help in the afternoons, Cory. As a matter of truth, I’ve been looking for a young apprentice.”
     “Really?” I didn’t know what else to say.
     “Really.” He smiled with his mouth. His eyes were careful. “You’re a smart young man, aren’t you?”
     “Sir?”
     “A smart young man. Oh, don’t be so modest! You pursue things, don’t you? You grip a fact and shake it like a… like a terrier.” His mouth smiled again, and the silver tooth sparkled. He took a longer sip of coffee.
     “I don’t know what you mean.” I heard my voice tremble, the slightest bit.
     “I admire that quality in you, Cory. The terrier determination to get to the root of things. That’s a fine quality for a boy to have.”
     “His bicycle’s outside, Frans,” Mrs. Lezander said as she put away packs of Rice-A-Roni, the San Francisco treat.
     “Bring it in, will you?”
     “I’ve gotta go,” I said, and now the fear had started choking me.
     “Non”—he answered, smiling—“sense. If we have a freezing rain—and it certainly looks grim out there today—you don’t want that fine bicycle of yours to be covered with ice, do you?”
     “I… really have to—”
     “I’ll bring it in,” Mrs. Lezander said, and she went outside. I watched, Dr. Lezander’s hand on my shoulder, as the woman pushed Rocket across the threshold and into the den.
     “Very good,” Dr. Lezander said. He drank some more coffee. “Better safe than sorry, yes?”
     Mrs. Lezander returned, sucking her left thumb. She brought it from her mouth to show blood on it. “Look at this, Frans. I cut myself on his bicycle.” She said it with an almost clinical detachment. The thumb returned to her mouth. There was blood on her lower lip.
     “While you’re here, Cory, it seems to me you should see what your job would entail. Don’t you agree?”
     “Ben and Johnny… they’re gonna miss me,” I said.
     “Yes, they will, I’m sure. But they’ll go in and sit down and watch the film, won’t they? They’ll probably think”—he shrugged—“that something happened. Like things do to boys.” His fingers began to knead my shoulder. “What film is it?”
     “Hell Is for Heroes. It’s an army picture.”
     “Oh, an army picture. I expect it’s the conquering American heroes destroying the wretched German dogs, isn’t it?”
     “Frans,” Mrs. Lezander said quietly.
     A look passed between them, as hard and sharp as a dagger.
     Dr. Lezander’s attention returned to me. “Let’s go downstairs, Cory. All right?”
     “My mom’s gonna be worried,” I tried, but I knew it was no good.
     “But she believes you’re at the film, doesn’t she?” His eyebrows lifted. “Now, let’s go downstairs and see what I’m prepared to pay you twenty dollars a week to do.”
     My breath was stolen. “Twenty dollars?”
     “Yes. Twenty dollars a week for an able and understanding apprentice seems like a bargain to me. Shall we go?” His hand guided me toward the steps that led down. It was a powerful hand, and it would not be denied. I had to go. Dr. Lezander flicked a switch that turned on the light over the stairs and flooded light below me. As I descended, I heard the rustle of his red silk robe and the shuffle of his slippers on the stairs. I heard him slurp his coffee. It was a greedy sound, and I was afraid.

     My father had not taken Jacob Steiner and Lee Hannaford directly to the Union Pines Motel. On the way, jammed in the pickup truck with the wipers knocking away sleet, he’d asked them if they wanted some lunch. Both men had said yes, and that was how they’d wound up walking into the Bright Star Cafe.
     “How about a booth in the back?” Dad asked Carrie French, and she guided them to one and left them with luncheon menu cards.
     Mr. Steiner took off his gloves and overcoat. He was wearing a tweed suit and a pale gray vest. He hung his overcoat and his hat on a rack. His hair was as white and thick as a bristle brush. As Mr. Steiner slid into the booth and Dad sat down, too, the younger man peeled off his jacket. He was wearing a blue-checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up past his muscular biceps. And on the right bicep… there it was.
     Dad said, “Oh my God.”
     “What is it?” Mr. Hannaford asked. “I’m not supposed to take my jacket off in here?”
     “No, it’s all right.” A sheen of sweat had broken out on my father’s forehead. Mr. Hannaford sat down beside Mr. Steiner. “I mean… that tattoo…”
     “You got a problem with it, friend?” The younger man’s slate-colored eyes had narrowed into dangerous slits.
     “Lee?” Mr. Steiner cautioned. “No, no.” It was like telling a bad dog to sit.
     “No problem,” Dad said. “It’s just that…” He was having trouble breathing, and the room wanted to spin. “I’ve seen your tattoo before.”
     The two men were silent. Mr. Steiner spoke first. “May I ask where, Mr. Mackenson?”
     “Before I tell you, I want to know where you’ve come from and why you’re here.” Dad pulled his gaze away from the faint outline of a skull with wings swept back from its temples.
     “I wouldn’t,” Mr. Hannaford warned Mr. Steiner. “We don’t know this guy.”
     “True. We don’t know anyone here, do we?” Mr. Steiner glanced around, and Dad saw his hawklike eyes take in the scene. A dozen or so people were having lunch and shooting the breeze. Carrie French was fending off the good-natured flirting of a couple of farmers. The television was tuned to a basketball game. “How can we trust you, Mr. Mackenson?”
     “What’s not to trust?” Something about this man—the way he carried himself, the way his eyes were darting this way and that, sizing things up—made Dad ask the next question. “Are you a policeman?”
     “By profession, no. But in a sense, yes.”
     “What profession are you in, then?”
     “I am… in the field of historical research,” Mr. Steiner answered.
     Carrie French came over on her long, pretty legs, her order pad ready. “Help you today?”
     “Got any griddle cakes?” Mr. Hannaford plucked a pack of Luckies out of his breast pocket.
     “Beg pardon?”
     “Griddle cakes! Do you have ’em here or not?”
     “I think,” Mr. Steiner said patiently as the younger man lit a cigarette, “that they’re called pancakes in this part of the country.”
     “We’re not servin’ breakfast now.” Carrie offered an uncertain smile. “Sorry.”
     “Just gimme a burger, then.” He spouted smoke through his pinched nostrils. “Jesus!”
     “Is the chicken noodle soup fresh?” Mr. Steiner asked, examining the menu card.
     “Canned, but it’s still good.”
     “I will not eat canned chicken noodle soup, my dear.” He gazed at her sternly over the rims of his glasses. “I, too, will have a hamburger. Very well done, if you please.” Pliss, he pronounced it.
     Dad ordered the beef stew and a cup of coffee. Carrie paused. “Ya’ll aren’t from around here, are you?” she asked the two strangers.
     “I’m from Indiana,” Mr. Hannaford said. “He’s from—”
     “Warsaw, Poland, originally. And I can speak for myself, thank you.”
     “Both of you sure are a long way from home,” Dad said when Carrie had gone.
     “I live in Chicago now,” Mr. Steiner explained.
     “Still a long way from Zephyr.” Dad’s eyes kept ticking back to the tattoo. It looked as if the younger man had tried to bleach it out of his skin. “Does that tattoo mean somethin’?”
     Lee Hannaford let smoke dribble from the corner of his mouth. “It means,” he said, “that I don’t like people askin’ me my business.”
     Dad nodded. The first smolderings of anger were reddening his cheeks. “Is that so?”
     “Yeah, it’s so.”
     “Gentlemen, please,” Mr. Steiner said.
     “What would you say to this, hotshot?” Dad propped his elbows on the table and leaned his face closer to the younger man’s. “What would you say if I told you that ten months ago I saw a tattoo just like yours on the arm of a dead man?”
     Mr. Hannaford didn’t respond. His face was emotionless, his eyes cold. He drew cigarette smoke in and blew it out. “Did he have blond hair?” he asked. “Kinda the same color as mine?”
     “Yes.”
     “About the same build, too?”
     “I think so, yes.”
     “Uh-huh.” Mr. Hannaford leaned his chiseled face toward my father’s. When he spoke, the words left smoke trails. “I’d say you saw my brother.”

     “…and these cages must be kept scrupulously clean,” Dr. Lezander was saying as he pointed them out. They were empty right now. “As well as the floor. If you come in three times a week, I expect the floor to be scrubbed three times a week. You’ll be expected to water and feed all the animals in the kennel, as well as exercise them.” I followed along behind him as he showed me from room to room in the basement. Every once in a while I would glance up and see an air vent overhead. “I order my hay in bales. You’d be expected to help unload the truck, cut the baling wire, and spread out hay for the horse stalls. I can attest that cutting baling wire is not an easy endeavor. It’s tough enough to string a piano with. Plus your job will include whatever errands I need you to run.” He turned to face me. “Twenty dollars a week for three afternoons, say from four until six. Does that sound fair?”
     “Gosh.” I couldn’t believe this. Dr. Lezander was offering me a fortune.
     “If you come in on Saturdays, I’ll pay you an extra five dollars for… say, two until four.” He smiled, again with just his mouth. He drank his coffee and set the collie cup down atop an empty wire-mesh cage. “Cory?” he said softly. “I do have two requests before I give you this job.”
     I waited to hear them.
     “One: that your parents don’t know how much I’m paying you. I think they should believe I’m paying you perhaps ten dollars a week. The reason I say this is that… well, I know your father’s working at the gas station now. I saw him the last time I pulled in. I know your mother’s struggling in her baking business. Wouldn’t it be better for you if they didn’t know how much money you were coming home with?”
     “You think I ought to keep such a thing from them?” I asked, bewildered.
     “It would be your decision, of course. But I believe both your mother and father might be… anxious to share your good fortune, if they were to know. And there are so many things a boy could buy with twenty-five dollars a week. The only problem is, you’d have to be discreet about those purchases. You couldn’t spend it all in one place. I might even have to drive you to Union Town or Birmingham to spend some of that money. But couldn’t you think of a few things you might like to have that your parents can’t buy you?”
     I thought. And then I answered: “No sir, I can’t.”
     He laughed, as if this tickled him. “You will, though. With all that money in your pocket, you will.”
     I didn’t answer. I didn’t like what Dr. Lezander thought I would keep from my mother and father.
     “Secondly.” He folded his arms across his chest, and I saw his tongue probe the inside of his cheek. “There is the matter of Miss Sonia Glass.”
     “Sir?” My heart, which had settled down some, now speeded up again.
     “Miss Sonia Glass,” he repeated. “She brought her parrot to me. It died of a brain fever. Right here.” He touched the wire-mesh cage. “Poor, poor creature. Now, it happens that Veronica and Miss Glass are in the same Sunday school class. Miss Glass, it seems, was terribly upset and puzzled by questions you asked her, Cory. She said you were very curious about a particular song, and why her parrot had… reacted strangely to that song.” He smiled thinly. “Miss Glass told Veronica she thought you knew a secret, and might either Veronica or I know what it was? And there was some odd little thing as well, about you being in the possession of a green feather from Miss Katharina Glass’s dead parrot. Miss Sonia said she couldn’t believe her eyes when she saw it.” He began working the knuckles of his right hand as he stared at the floor. “Are these things true, Cory?”
     I swallowed hard. If I said they weren’t, he’d know I was lying anyway. “Yes sir.”
     He closed his eyes. A pained expression stole over his face, there and then gone. “And where did you find that green feather, Cory?”
     “I… found it…” Here was the moment of truth. I sensed something in that room coiled up like a snake and ready to strike. Though the overhead light was bright and harsh, the tile-floored room seemed to seethe with shadows. Dr. Lezander, I suddenly realized, had positioned himself between me and the stairs. He waited, his eyes closed. If I made a run for it, Mrs. Lezander would snare me even if I got past the doctor. Again, the choice was stolen from me. “I found it at Saxon’s Lake,” I said, braving the fates. “At the edge of the woods. Before the sun, when that car went down with a dead man handcuffed to the wheel.”
     With his eyes closed, Dr. Lezander smiled. It was a terrible sight. The flesh on his face looked tight and damp, his bald head shining under the light. Then he began to laugh: a slow leak of a laugh, bubbling from his silver-toothed mouth. His eyes opened, and they speared me. For a few seconds he had two faces: the lower one wore a silver-glinting smile; the upper one was pure fury. “Well, well,” he said, and he shook his head as if he’d just heard the most amazing joke. “What are we going to do about this?”

     “Have you ever seen this man before, Mr. Mackenson?”
     Mr. Steiner had removed his wallet. He had taken a laminated card from it, and now he slid the card before my father as they sat at the back booth in the Bright Star Cafe.
     It was a grainy black and white photograph. It showed a man wearing a white knee-length coat, waving and smiling to someone off the frame. He had dark hair that swept back like a skullcap, and he had a square jaw and a cleft in his chin. Behind him was the hood of a gleaming car that looked like an antique, like from the thirties or forties. Dad studied the face for a moment; he paid close attention to the eyes and the white scar of a smile. For all his studying, however, it remained the face of a stranger.
     “No,” he said as he slid the picture back across the wood. “Never.”
     “He’ll probably look different now.” Mr. Steiner studied the picture, too, as if looking into the face of an old enemy. “He might have had some plastic surgery. The easiest way to change appearance is to grow a beard and shave your head. That way even your own mother wouldn’t recognize you.” Mudder, he’d said.
     “I don’t know that face. Sorry. Who is he?”
     “His name is Gunther Down in the Dark.”
     “What?” Dad almost chewed on his heart.
     “Gunther Down in the Dark,” Mr. Steiner repeated. He spelled the last name, and then he pronounced it again: “Dahninaderke.”
     Dad sat back in the booth, his mouth open. He gripped the table’s edge to keep from being spun off the entire world. “My God,” he whispered. “My God. ‘Come with me… Dahninaderke.’”
     “Excuse me?” Mr. Steiner asked.
     “Who is he?” Dad’s voice was thick.
     Lee Hannaford answered. “He’s the man who killed Jeff, if my brother’s body is lyin’ at the bottom of that damned lake.” Dad had told them the story of that morning last March. Mr. Hannaford looked mean enough to snap the head off a cobra. He hadn’t eaten much of his hamburger, but he’d almost swallowed three Luckies. “My brother—my stupid-assed brother—must’ve been blackmailin’ him, by what we can figure out. Jeff left a diary hidden in his apartment, back in Fort Wayne. It was in code, written in German. I found the diary in May, when I quit my job in California and came lookin’ for him. It took us until a couple of weeks ago to figure the code out.”
     “It was based on Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelung,” Mr. Steiner said. “Very, very intricate.”
     “Yeah, he always was nuts about that code shit.” Mr. Hannaford stabbed out another cigarette butt in his ketchupy plate. “Even as a kid. He was always doin’ secret writin’ and shit. So we pieced it together from the diary. He was blackmailin’ Gunther Dahninaderke, first five hundred dollars a month, then eight hundred, then a thousand. It was down in the book that Dahninaderke lived in Zephyr, Alabama. Under a false name, I mean. Jeff and those scumbags helped him come up with a new identity, after he got in touch with ’em. But Jeff must’ve decided he wanted a payoff for his trouble. In the diary, he said he was gonna make a big score, get his stuff out of the apartment and move to Florida. He said he was drivin’ down to Zephyr from Fort Wayne on the thirteenth of March. And that was the last entry.” He shook his head. “My brother was fuckin’ crazy to get involved in this. Well, I was crazy for gettin’ involved in it, too.”
     “Involved in what?” Dad asked. “I don’t understand.”
     “Do you know the term ‘neo-Nazi’?” Mr. Steiner asked.
     “I know what a Nazi is, if that’s what you’re askin’?”
     “Neo-Nazi. A new Nazi. Lee and his brother were members of an American Nazi organization that operated in Indiana, Illinois, and Michigan. The symbol of that organization is the tattoo on Lee’s arm. Lee and Jeff were initiated at the same time, but Lee left the group after a year and went to California.”
     “Damn straight.” A match flared, and a Lucky burned. “I wanted to get as far away from those bastards as I could. They kill people who decide Hitler didn’t shit roses.”
     “But your brother stayed with ’em?”
     “Hell, yes. He even got to be some kind of storm-trooper leader or somethin’. Jesus, can you believe it? We were all-Americans on our high school football team!”
     “I still don’t know who this Gunther Dahninaderke fella is,” Dad said.
     Mr. Steiner laced his fingers together atop the table. “This is where I come in. Lee took the diary to be deciphered by the Department of Languages at Indiana University. A friend of mine there teaches German. When he got as far as deciphering Dahninaderke’s name from that code, he sent the diary directly to me at Northwestern in Chicago. I took over the project from there in September. Perhaps I should explain that I am the director of the languages department. I am also a professor of history. And last but not least, I am a hunter of Nazi war criminals.”
     “Say again?” Dad asked.
     “Nazi war criminals,” Mr. Steiner repeated. “I have helped track down three of them in the last seven years. Bittrich in Madrid, Savelshagen in Albany, New York, and Geist in Allentown, Pennsylvania. When I saw the name Dahninaderke, I knew I was getting closer to the fourth.”
     “A war criminal? What did he do?”
     “Dr. Gunther Dahninaderke was the directing physician at Esterwegen concentration camp in Holland. He and his wife Kara determined who was fit to work and who was ready to be gassed.” Mr. Steiner flashed a quick and chilling smile. “It was they, you see, who decided on a sunny morning that I was still fit to live but my wife was not.”
     “I’m sorry,” Dad said.
     “That’s all right. I knocked his front tooth out and spent a year at hard labor. But it made me hard, and it kept me alive.”
     “You… knocked his front tooth…”
     “Right out of his head. Oh, those two were quite a pair.” Mr. Steiner’s face crinkled with the memory of pain. “We called his wife the Birdlady, because she had a set of twelve birds made from clay mixed with the ash of human bones. And Dr. Dahninaderke, who was originally a veterinarian from Rotterdam, had a very intriguing habit.”
     Dad couldn’t speak. He forced it out with an effort. “What was it?”
     “As the prisoners passed him on their way to the gas chamber, he made up names for them.” Mr. Steiner’s eyes were hooded, lost in visions of a horrible past. “Comical names, they were. I’ll always remember what he called my Veronica, my beautiful Veronica with the long golden hair. He called her ‘Sunbeam.’ He said, ‘Crawl right in, Sunbeam! Crawl right in!’ And she was so sick she had to crawl through her own…” Tears welled up behind his glasses. He took them quickly off with the manner of a man who rigidly controlled his emotions. “Forgive me,” he said. “Sometimes I forget myself.”
     “You okay?” Lee Hannaford asked my father. “You look awful white.”
     “Let me… let me see that picture again.”
     Mr. Steiner slid it in front of him.
     Dad took a long breath. “Oh no,” he said. “Oh please, no.”
     Mr. Steiner had heard it in Dad’s voice: “You know him now.”
     “I do. I know where he lives. It’s not far from here. Not very far at all. But… he’s so nice.”
     “I know Dr. Dahninaderke’s true nature,” Mr. Steiner said. “And the true nature of his wife. You saw it when you looked at the face of Jeff Hannaford. Dr. Dahninaderke and Kara probably tortured him to find out who else knew where he was, or maybe they got the information about the diary out of him, and they beat him to death when he wouldn’t tell them where it was or who else knew about it. When you looked at the face of Jeff Hannaford, you saw the twisted soul of Dr. Gunther Dahninaderke. I pray to God you don’t have to look upon such a sight again.”
     Dad stood up and fumbled for his wallet, but Mr. Steiner put money on the table. “I’ll take you to him,” Dad said, and he started for the door.

     “Such a bright young man,” Dr. Lezander said, standing between me and the way out. “There’s that terrier determination, isn’t it? Finding that green feather and then pursuing it to the end? I admire that, Cory, I truly do.”
     “Dr. Lezander?” I felt as if my chest were constricted by iron bands. “I sure would like to go home.”
     He took two steps toward me. I retreated as many.
     He stopped, aware of his power over me. “I want that green feather. Do you know why?”
     I shook my head.
     “Because your having it upsets Miss Sonia. It’s a reminder of the past, and she doesn’t like that. The past should be put behind us, Cory. The world should go on, and leave the things of the past alone, don’t you agree?”
     “I don’t—”
     “But no, just like that green feather, the past has to turn up again and again and again. It has to be plowed up and spread out for everyone to see. The past has to be put on exhibit, and everyone who struggled to keep from drowning in that sludge has to pay the price over and over. It’s not fair, Cory, it’s not right. Do you see?”
     I didn’t. Somewhere along the line, his train had derailed.
     “We were honorable,” Dr. Lezander said, his eyes feverish. “We had honor. We had pride. And look at the world now, Cory! Look what it’s become! We knew the destination, but they wouldn’t let us take the world there. And now you see what you see. Chaos and vulgarity on all sides. Gross interbreedings and couplings that even animals wouldn’t abide. You know, I had my chance to be a physician to human beings. I did. Many times. And do you know that I would rather kneel in the mud and attend to a swine than save a human life? Because that’s what I think of the human race! That’s what I think of the liars who turned their backs on us and sullied our honor! That’s what I… that’s what I… what I think!” He picked up the collie cup and flung it to the floor, and it hit the tiles near my right foot and shattered to pieces with a noise like a gunshot.
     Silence.
     In another moment, Mrs. Lezander called from upstairs: “Frans? What broke, Frans?”
     His brain, I thought.
     “We’re talking,” Dr. Lezander said to her. “Just talking, only that.”
     I heard her footsteps, heavy on the floor, as she moved away.
     Then a scraping sound above us.
     And a few seconds later, the piano being played.
     The tune was “Beautiful Dreamer.” Mrs. Lezander was actually a very talented pianist. She had the hands for it, I recalled Miss Blue Glass saying. I wondered if she also had the hands that were strong enough to wrap hay-baling wire around a man’s throat and strangle him to death. Or had Dr. Lezander done that as Mrs. Lezander had played that same tune in the den above and the parrots had squawked and screamed with the memory of brutal violence?
     “Twenty-five dollars a week,” Dr. Lezander said. “But you must bring me the green feather, and you must never, never talk to Miss Sonia Glass about this again. The past is dead. It should stay buried, where it belongs. Do you agree, Cory?”
     I nodded. Anything to get out of there.
     “Good boy. When can you bring me the feather? Tomorrow afternoon?”
     “Yes sir.”
     “That’s very, very good. When you bring it, I’ll destroy it so Miss Sonia Glass won’t think of the past anymore, and it won’t hurt her. When you bring it, I’ll give you your first week’s money. Is that agreeable?”
     “Yes sir.” Anything, anything.
     “All right, then.” He moved aside from the stairs. “After you, mein herr.”
     I started up.
     The front doorbell rang. “Beautiful Dreamer” abruptly stopped. I heard the scrape again: the piano bench being pushed back. At the top of the stairs, Dr. Lezander put his hand on my shoulder again and held me. “Wait,” he whispered.
     We heard the front door opening.
     “Tom!” Mrs. Lezander said. “What may I do for—”
     “Dad!” I shouted. “Help—” Dr. Lezander’s hand clamped over my mouth, and I heard him give a muffled cry of anguish that it had all come to this end.
     “Cory! Get outta my way, you—!” Dad started into the house, with Mr. Steiner and Lee Hannaford behind him. He shoved the big woman aside, but in the next instant Mrs. Lezander bellowed, “Nein!” and slammed a forearm across the side of his face. He fell backward into Mr. Steiner, blood trickling from a gashed eyebrow. Only Mr. Steiner could understand the things Mrs. Lezander shouted to her husband: “Gunther, run! Take the boy and run!” As she was shouting, Mr. Hannaford grabbed her around her throat from behind and with all his weight and strength he wrestled her to the floor. She got up on one knee and fought back, but suddenly Mr. Steiner was on her, too, trying to pin her flailing arms. A coffee table and lamp crashed over. Mr. Steiner, his hat flown off and his lower lip burst open by one of her fists, yelled, “It’s over, Kara! It’s over, it’s over!”
     But it was not over for her husband.
     At her warning cry, he had picked me up with one arm and scooped the car keys off the kitchen counter where his wife had left them. As I thrashed to get free, he dragged me out the back door into the falling sleet, the wind whipping his red silk robe. He lost a slipper, but he didn’t slow down. He flung me into the Buick, slammed the door almost on my leg, and came close to sitting on my head when he leaped behind the wheel. He jammed the key into the ignition, turned it, and the engine roared to life. As he put the gears into reverse and the Buick’s tires laid rubber on the driveway, I sat up in time to see Dad run out the back door into the glare of the headlights.
     “Dad!” I reached for the door handle on my side. An elbow crashed into my shoulder and paralyzed me with pain, and when the hand gripped the back of my head and flung me down onto the floorboard like an old sack I lay there dazed and hurting. Dr. Gunther Dahninaderke, the murderer—whom I still knew as Dr. Frans Lezander, the murderer—crunched the gearshift into first and the Buick’s engine screamed as the car tore away.
     Behind us, my father was already running back through the house to get to the pickup. He jumped over the struggling bodies of Mr. Steiner, Mr. Hannaford, and Kara Dahninaderke. The woman was still fighting, but Mr. Hannaford was using his fists on her horsey face and the results were not on the side of beauty.
     Dr. Lezander was racing through the streets of Zephyr, the Buick’s tires shrieking at every turn. I started to crawl up from the floorboard, but Dr. Lezander shouted, “Stay there! Don’t you move, you little bastard!” and he slapped me in the face and I slid back down again. We must’ve passed the Lyric; I wondered how much hell a hero could stand. We roared onto the gargoyle bridge, and when the steering wheel slipped out of Dr. Lezander’s frantic hands for an instant, the Buick sideswiped the left side of the bridge and sent sparks and pieces of chrome flying into the air, the car’s frame moaning with the impact. Then he seized control again and, his teeth gritted, he aimed us onto Route Ten.
     I saw light leap from the rearview mirror and stab Dr. Lezander in the eyes. He shouted a curse in German that was louder than the Buick’s wail, and I could just imagine what the parrots had had to endure that night. But I knew whose lights those were, ricocheting off the mirror. I knew who was behind us, right on the Buick’s tail, pushing that old pickup truck to its point of explosion. I knew.
     I reached up and grabbed the bottom of the steering wheel, jerking the car to the right. It went off the road onto loose gravel, the tires slipping. Dr. Lezander gave me another Germanic oath, hollered at the velocity and volume of a howitzer shell to the skull, and pounded my fingers loose with his fist. With that same fist, he knocked me in the forehead so hard I saw purple stars and that was the end of my heroics.
     “Leave me alone!” Dr. Lezander screamed to the pickup truck whose headlights filled the rearview mirror. “Can’t you leave me alone?” He fought the wheel around Route Ten’s snaky curves, the force of gravity trying its best to rip the tires off. I pulled myself up on the seat again, my head still ringing, and Dr. Lezander yelled, “You little shit!” and grabbed the back of my coat, but he had to use two hands on the wheel so he released me.
     I looked back at my father’s pickup, twenty feet of sleet and air between Dad’s front bumper and Dr. Lezander’s rear bumper. We hurtled out of the series of tight curves, and I held on to the seat as Dr. Lezander accelerated, widening the distance between vehicles. I heard a pop and twisted my head in time to see Dr. Lezander reaching into the glove compartment, which he’d knocked open with a blow of his fist. His hand emerged gripping a snub-nosed .38 pistol. He threw that arm back, almost cuffing me in the head with the gun’s barrel before I ducked, and he fired twice without aiming. The rear windshield exploded, the glass fragments flying toward Dad’s pickup like pieces of jagged ice. I saw the pickup swerve and almost go off the road, its rear end wildly fishtailing, but then Dad got it righted. As Dr. Lezander’s gun hand passed over my head again, I reached up and grabbed his wrist, pinning that gun against the seat with all my strength. The Buick began to slew from side to side as he grappled with the wheel and with me at the same time, but I hung on.
     The gun went off in front of my face, the bullet passing through the seat and out the door with a metallic clang. The sound and heat of it going off so close to me sent a shock and shiver through my bones, and I guess I let go but I don’t remember and then Dr. Lezander hit me a glancing blow on the right shoulder with that gun barrel. It was perhaps the worst pain I’d ever felt in my life; it filled me up and overspilled from my mouth in a cry. Without the padding of my coat in the way, my shoulder would’ve surely been broken. As it was, I grabbed at it and fell back against the passenger-side door, my face contorted with pain and my right arm all but dead. I saw, as if locked in a cyclic dream akin to that in Invaders from Mars, that we were about to pass the dark plain of Saxon’s Lake. And then Dr. Lezander jammed on the brake with his bare foot, and as the Buick slowed and Dad’s pickup gained ground, the doctor threw his arm back again and this time he looked over his shoulder to aim. His face was slickly wet in the wash of the lights, his teeth clenched, his eyes those of the savage, hunted animal. He fired, and the windshield of Dad’s truck suddenly had a fist-sized hole in it. I saw his finger tighten on the trigger, and I wanted to fight him with all the want in my body, but that pain in my shoulder had me whipped.
     Something huge and dark and fast burst out of the woods on the other side of the road, near where I’d seen Mrs. Lezander standing that morning in March.
     It was on us before Dr. Lezander even saw it, and it was headed straight for his door.
     At the same instant, the gun went off and the beast from the lost world collided with us.
     This, truly, was a noise like the end of the world.
     Over gunshot and Lezanderscream and crash of glass and folding metal, the Buick was knocked up onto the two tires on my side and they shrieked like constipated banshees as the entire car was shoved off the pavement. Dr. Lezander, his door buckled in as if kicked by God, came tumbling into me across the seat and my breath burst out, my ribs in danger of snapping. I heard a snort and grunt: the triceratops, protecting his territory, was pushing the rival dinosaur off Route Ten. Dr. Lezander’s face was pressed up against mine, his weight crushing me, and I smelled his fear like green onions. Then he screamed again and I think I screamed, too, because suddenly the car was falling.
     We hit with a bone-jarring jolt and splash.
     Dark water seethed up into the floorboard. We had just been received by Saxon’s Lake.
     The Buick’s steaming hood was rising. As it did, water began to surge over the slope of the trunk and pour through the shattered glass. The window on Dr. Lezander’s side was broken as well, but the water hadn’t yet reached it. He was lying on top of me, the gun lost. His eyes were glassy, blood oozing from his mouth where he must’ve bitten his lip or tongue. His left arm, the arm which had taken the brunt of the beast’s power, was lying at a weird crooked angle. I saw the wet glistening of white bone protruding from the wrist in the red silk sleeve.
     The lake was coming in faster now, air bubbles exploding around the trunk. The rear windshield was a waterfall. I couldn’t get Dr. Lezander off me, and now the car was turning slowly against me as the Buick rolled over like a happy hog and my side started to submerge. Dr. Lezander was drooling bloody foam, and I realized his ribs must’ve taken a wallop, too.
     “Cory! Cory!”
     I looked up, past Dr. Lezander to the broken window rising above me.
     My father was there, his hair plastered flat, his face dripping. Blood was creeping down from his cut eyebrow. He started wrenching out bits of glass from the window frame with his fingers. The Buick shuddered and moaned. Water edged up over the seat and its cold touch shocked me and made Dr. Lezander start thrashing.
     “Can you grab my hand?” Dad wedged his body in through the crumpled window and strained to reach me.
     I couldn’t, not with that weight on me. “Help me, Dad,” I croaked.
     He fought to winnow in farther. His sides must’ve been raked and clawed by glass, but his face showed no pain. His lips were tight and grim, his eyes fixed on me like red-rimmed lamps. His hand tried to part the distance between us, but still the distance was too great.
     Dr. Lezander’s body lurched. He said something, but it must’ve been a snarl of German. He blinked, his eyes coming into painful focus. Water sloshed over us, a touch of the grave. He looked at his broken wrist, and he made a deep moaning noise.
     “Get off him!” Dad shouted. “For God’s sake, get off my son!”
     Dr. Lezander shuddered and coughed. On the third cough, bright red blood sprayed from his nose and mouth. He grasped at his side, and suddenly there was blood on his hand. The beast from the lost world had staved his ribs right through his innards.
     The water was roaring now. The Buick was sinking at the trunk.
     “Please!” Dad begged, still straining to reach me. “Please give me my son!”
     Dr. Lezander looked around as if trying to figure out exactly where he was. He lifted himself off me a few inches, which made me able to breathe without feeling like I was jammed in a sardine can. Dr. Lezander looked back at the sinking trunk and the water surging dark and foamy where the rear windshield had been and I heard him whisper “Oh.”
     It was the whisper of surrender.
     Dr. Lezander’s face turned. He stared at me. Blood dripped from his nose and ran down my cheek. “Cory,” he said, and his voice gurgled. His good hand closed on my wrist.
     “Up you go,” he whispered. “Bronco.”
     He lifted himself up with an effort that must’ve racked him, and he guided my hand into my father’s.
     Dad pulled me out, and I flung my arms around his neck. He held me, his legs treading water and tears streaming down his heroic face.
     With a great buckling and moaning noise, the Buick was going down. The water rushed around us, drawing us in. Dad started kicking us away from it, but the pull was too strong. Then, with a hissing noise of heat and liquid at war, the Buick was drawn down into the depths. I felt my father fighting the suction, and then he gasped a breath and I knew he had lost.
     We went under.
     The car was sinking below us, into a huge gloomy vault where the sun was a stranger. Air bubbles rose from it like silver jellyfish. Dad was kicking frantically, trying to break the pull, but we were going down with Dr. Lezander. In the underwater blur I saw the doctor’s white face pressed up against the windshield. Bubbles were streaming from his open mouth.
     And suddenly something had drifted up from below and was clinging to the trunk. Something that might have been a big clump of moss or rags somebody had dumped into Saxon’s Lake with their garbage. Whatever this thing was, it moved slowly and inexorably into the Buick through the broken rear windshield. The car was turning, turning over like a bizarre ride at the Brandywine Carnival, suspended against darkness. As my lungs burned for breath I saw the blur of Dr. Lezander’s white face again, only this time the ragged mossy thing had wrapped itself around him like a putrid robe. Whatever this thing was, it had hold of his jaw. I saw a faint glint of a silver tooth, like a receding star. Then the Buick turned over on its back like a huge turtle and as air bubbles rushed up again I felt them hit us and break us loose from the suction. We were rising toward the realm of light.
     Dad lifted me up, so my head broke the surface first.
     There wasn’t much light up there today, but there was a whole lot of air. Dad and I clung together in the choppy murk, breathing.
     At last we swam to where we could pull ourselves out, through mud and reeds to solid earth. Dad sat down on the ground next to the pickup truck, his hands scraped raw with glass cuts, and I huddled on the red rock cliff and looked out over Saxon’s Lake.
     “Hey, partner!” Dad said. “You okay?”
     “Yes sir.” My teeth were chattering, but being cold was a passing thing.
     “Better get in the truck,” he said.
     “I will,” I answered, but I wasn’t ready yet. My shoulder, which would become one swollen lump of bruise in the next couple of days, was mercifully numb.
     Dad pulled his knees up to his chest. The sleet was falling, but we were already cold and wet, so what of it? “I’ve got a story to tell you about Dr. Lezander,” he said.
     “I want to tell you one, too,” I answered. I listened; the wind swept over the lake’s surface and made it whisper.
     He was down in the dark now. He had come from darkness and to darkness he had returned.
     “He called me Bronco,” I said.
     “Yeah. How about that?”
     We couldn’t stay here very much longer. The wind was really getting cold. It was the kind of weather that made you catch your death.
     Dad looked up at the low gray clouds and the January gloom. He smiled, with the face of a boy unburdened.
     “Gosh,” he said, “it’s a beautiful day.”

     Hell might have been for heroes, but life was for the living.
     These things happened, in the aftermath.
     When Mom got up off the floor from her faint, she was all right. She hugged both Dad and me, but she didn’t cling on to us. We had come back to her a little worse for wear, but we were back. Dad in particular; his dreams of the man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake were ended, good and truly.
     Mr. Steiner and Mr. Hannaford, though dismayed that they had never even gotten a finger on Dr. Gunther Dahninaderke, were at least satisfied with the outcome of rough justice. They had Mrs. Kara Dahninaderke and her birds of human bone in their custody, however, and that was a great consolation. The last I heard of her, she was going to a prison where even the light lay chained.
     Ben and Johnny were beside themselves. Ben jumped up and down in a fit and Johnny scowled and stomped when they realized they had been sitting in front of a movie while I’d been battling for my life against a Nazi war criminal. To say this made me a celebrity at school was like saying the moon is the size of a river pebble. Even the teachers wanted to hear my tale. Pretty Miss Fontaine was enthralled by it, and Mr. Cardinale asked to hear it twice. “You ought to be a writer, Cory!” Miss Fontaine said. “You surely do know your words!” Mr. Cardinale said, “You’d make a fine author, in my opinion.”
     Writer? Author?
     Storyteller, that’s what I decided to be.
     On a cold but sunny Saturday morning toward the end of January, I left Rocket on the front porch and got into the pickup truck with Mom and Dad. He drove us across the gargoyle bridge and along Route Ten—slowly, all the time watching for the beast from the lost world. Though the beast remained loose in the woods, I never saw him again. I believe he was a gift to me from Davy Ray.
     We reached Saxon’s Lake. The water was smooth. There was no trace of what lay at its bottom, but we all knew.
     I stood on the red rock cliff, and I reached into my pocket and pulled out the green feather. Dad had tied twine around it, with a little lead-ball weight on its end. I threw it into the lake, and it went down faster than you can say Dahninaderke. Much faster, I’m sure.
     I wanted no souvenirs of tragedy.
     Dad stood on one side of me, and Mom on the other. We were a mighty good team.
     “I’m ready now,” I told them.
     And I went home, where my monsters and my magic box were waiting.
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IT HAS BEEN A LONG, COLD WINTER, AND I AM GOING HOME.
     South from Birmingham on Interstate 65, that busy highway leading to the state capital. A left turn at Exit 205, and then following the road as it narrows and winds past drowsing towns named Coopers, Rockford, Hissop, and Cottage Grove. No sign spells out the name Zephyr anymore, but I know where it is and I am going home.
     I am not going alone, on this beautiful Saturday afternoon at the beginning of spring. My wife, Sandy, is beside me, and our own “young’un” in the back, curled up wearing a Birmingham Barons baseball cap on backward and baseball cards scattered over the seat. These days there might be a fortune back there, who knows? The radio—pardon me, the stereo cassette player—is on, with Tears For Fears coming out of the speakers. I think Roland Orzabal is a fantastic singer.
     It’s 1991. Can you believe it? We’re poised on the edge of a new century, for better or worse. I guess we’ll all make up our own minds which. The year 1964 seems like ancient history now. The Polaroids taken in that year have turned yellow. No one wears their hair like that anymore, and the clothes have changed. People have changed, too, I think. Not just in the South, but everywhere. For better or worse? You can decide for yourself.
     And what we and the world have been through since 1964! Think of it! It’s been a faster, more brain-busting ride than ever could be devised by the Brandywine Carnival. We’ve lived through Vietnam—if we’ve been fortunate—and the era of Flower Power, Watergate and the fall of Nixon, the Ayatollah, Ronnie and Nancy, the cracking of the Wall and the beginning of the end of Communist Russia. We truly are living in the time of whirlwinds and comets. And like rivers that flow to the sea, time must flow into the future. It boggles the mind to think what might be ahead. But, as the Lady once said, you can’t know where you’re going until you figure out where you’ve been. Sometimes I think we have a lot of figuring out to do.
     “It’s such a lovely day,” Sandy says, and she leans back in her seat to watch the countryside glide past. I glance at her and my eyes are blessed. She wears sunlight in her blond hair like a spill of golden flowers. There’s some silver in there, too, and I like it though she frets some. Her eyes are pale gray and her gaze is calm and steady. She is a rock when I need strength, and a pillow when I need comfort. We’re a good team. Our child has her eyes and her calm, the dark brown of my hair and my curiosity about the world. Our child has my father’s sharp-bridged nose and the slim-fingered “artist’s hands” of my mother. I think it’s a fine combination.
     “Hey, Dad!” The baseball cards have been forgotten for the moment.
     “Yeah?”
     “Are you nervous?”
     “No,” I say. Better be honest, I think. “Well… maybe a little bit.”
     “What’s it gonna be like?”
     “I don’t know. It’s been… oh… let’s see, we left Zephyr in 1966. So it’s been… you tell me how many years.”
     A few seconds’ pause. “Twenty-five.”
     “Right as rain,” I say. Our child gets an aptitude in math strictly from Sandy’s side of the family, believe me.
     “How come you never came back here? I mean, if you liked it so much?”
     “I started to, more than a few times. I got as far as the turnoff from I-65. But Zephyr’s not like it was. I guess I know things can’t stay the same, and that’s all right but… Zephyr was my home, and it hurts to think it’s changed so much.”
     “So how’s it changed? It’s still a town, isn’t it?” I hear the baseball cards being flipped through again, being sorted by team and alphabetized.
     “Not like it was,” I say. “The air force base near here closed down in 1974, and the paper mill up on the Tecumseh shut down two years later. Union Town grew. It’s about four or five times the size it was when I was a boy. But Zephyr… just got smaller.”
     “Um.” The attention is drifting now.
     I glance at Sandy, and we smile at each other. Her hand finds mine. They were meant to be clasped together, just like this. Before us, the hills rise around Adams Valley. They are covered by trees that blaze with the yellow and purple of new buds. Some green is appearing, too, though April’s not here yet. The air outside the car is still cool, but the sun is a glorious promise of summer.
     My folks and I indeed did leave Zephyr, in August of 1966. Dad, who had found a job working at Mr. Vandercamp’s hardware store, sensed the changing winds and decided to search for greener pastures. He found a job in Birmingham, as the assistant manager on the night shift at the Coca-Cola bottling plant. He was making twice as much money as he’d ever made when he was a milkman. By 1970, he’d moved up to be the night-shift manager, and he thought we were in high cotton. That was the year I started college, at the University of Alabama. Dad saw me graduate, with a degree in journalism, before he died of cancer in 1978. It was, thankfully, a quick passing. Mom grieved terribly, and I thought I was going to lose her, too. But in 1983, on a cruise to Alaska with a group of friends from her church, Mom met a widowed gentleman who owned a horse breeding farm near Bowling Green, Kentucky. Two years later, she became his wife and she lives on that farm still. He’s a great guy and is very good to my mother, but he’s not my dad. Life goes on, and the roads always lead to unexpected destinations.
     ROUTE TEN, reads a sign pocked with rust-edged bullet holes.
     My heart is starting to beat harder. My throat is dry. I expect change, but I’m afraid of it.
     I’ve tried my damnedest not to get old. This in itself is a tough job. I don’t mean age old, because that’s an honorable thing. I mean attitude old. I’ve seen guys my age suddenly wake up one morning and forget their fathers forbade them to listen to those demonic Rolling Stones. They’ve forgotten their fathers demanding that they get out of the house if they’re going to wear their hair down on their foreheads. They’ve forgotten what it meant, to be the bossee instead of the bosser. Of course the world is tougher now, no doubt about it. There are harder choices to be made, with more terrible consequences. Kids need guidance, for sure. I did, and I’m glad I got guided because it helped me miss making a lot of mistakes. But I think parents aren’t teachers anymore. Parents—or a whole lot of us, at least—lead by mouth instead of by example. It seems to me that if a child’s hero is their mother or father—or even better, both of them in tandem—then the rough road of learning and experience is going to be smoothed some. And every little bit of smoothing helps, in this rough old world that wants children to be miniature adults, devoid of charm and magic and the beauty of innocence.
     Well, my last name’s neither Lovoy nor Blessett, so I ought to get off my pulpit now.
     I’ve changed somewhat since 1964, of course. I don’t have as much hair, and I wear glasses. I’ve picked up some wrinkles, but I’ve gained some laugh lines, too. Sandy says she thinks I’m more handsome now than I ever was. This is called love. But as I say, I really have tried to hold off the attitude aging. In this regard, music came to my rescue. I believe music is the language of youth, and the more you can accept as being valid, the younger your attitude gets. I credit the Beach Boys with getting me interested in music to begin with. Now my record collection—excuse me, my CD collection—includes artists like Elvis Costello, U2, Sinead O’Connor, Concrete Blonde, Simple Minds, and Technotronic. I have to say, however, that sometimes I feel the classics pulling at me, like Led Zeppelin and the Lovin’ Spoonful. But with all this choice on my platter, I have a feast.
     I drive past a weeded-up road that cuts through the woods, and I know what ruin lies at its end fifty yards away. Miss Grace and her bad girls folded their tents right after the Blaylocks went to prison. The house’s roof was blown off during a windstorm in July of 1965. I doubt if there’s much left at all now. The kudzu vines around here have always been hungry.
     Ben started college at the University of Alabama the same year I did, majoring in business. He even stayed to go to graduate school, and I would never in a million years have thought that Ben would actually enjoy school. He and I got together from time to time at the university, but gradually he was more and more involved with his business fraternity and I didn’t see a whole lot of him. He joined Sigma Chi social fraternity and became vice president of the chapter. He lives now in Atlanta, where he’s a stockbroker. He and his wife, Jane Anne, have a boy and a girl. The guy is rich, he drives a gold-colored BMW, and he’s fatter than ever. He called me three years ago, after he read one of my books, and we see each other every few months. Last summer we drove down to a small town near the state line between Alabama and Florida to visit the chief of police there. His name is John Wilson.
     I always knew Johnny had the blood of a chief in his veins. He runs a tight ship in that town, and he accepts no nonsense. But I understand that he’s a fair man, and everybody there seems to like him, because he’s in his second term. While we were there, Ben and I met Johnny’s wife, Rachel. Rachel is a stunning woman who looks like she could easily be a fashion model. She hangs all over that guy. Though they have no children, Johnny and Rachel are perfectly happy. We all went deep-sea fishing off Destin one weekend, and Johnny caught a marlin, I got my line tangled up under the boat, and Ben got the sunburn of his life. But we sure did do a lot of laughing and catching up.
     It is there before I realize it. My stomach tightens.
     “Saxon’s Lake,” I tell them. They both crane their necks to look.
     It hasn’t changed at all. The same size, the same dark water, the same mud and reeds, the same red rock cliff. It wouldn’t take much effort to imagine Dad’s milk truck parked there, and him leaping into the water after a sinking car. It likewise wouldn’t take much effort to remember a Buick wallowing there, water flooding through the broken rear windshield, and my father straining to reach me with a glass-slashed hand. Not much effort at all.
Dad, I love you, I think as we leave Saxon’s Lake behind.
     I remember his face, washed by firelight, as he sat there in the house and explained to me about Dr. Gunther Dahninaderke. It took us both—and Mom, too, and just about everybody in town—a long time to accept the fact that he and his wife had done such evil things. Though he wasn’t evil through and through, or else why would he have saved my life? I don’t think anyone is evil beyond saving. Maybe I’m like Dad that way: naive. But better naive, I think, than calloused to the core.
     It dawned on me sometime later about Dr. Dahninaderke and his nightly vigils at the shortwave radio. I firmly believe he was listening to the foreign countries for news on who else in the Nazi regime had been captured and brought to justice. I believe that under his cool exterior he lived in perpetual terror, waiting for that knock on the door. He had delivered agonies, and he had suffered them, too. Would he have killed me once he had that green feather in his fist, as he and Kara had tortured and killed Jeff Hannaford over blackmail money? I honestly don’t know. Do you?
     Oh, yes! The Demon!
     Ben told me this. The Demon, who had demonstrated later in high school that she was indeed a genius, went to college at Vanderbilt and became a chemist for DuPont. She did very well at that, but her strange nature would not let her alone. The last Ben understood, the Demon has become a performance artist in New York City and is locking horns with Jesse Helms over an art piece she does in which she screams and rants about corporate America while sitting in a baby pool full of… you can guess what.
     All I can say is, Jesse Helms better not get on her bad side. If he does, I pity him. He might find himself glued to his desk one fine day.
     I follow the same curves that scared the yell out of me when Donny Blaylock flew around them. And then the hills move aside and the road becomes as cleanly straight as a part made by Mr. Dollar and there is the gargoyle bridge.
     Missing its gargoyles. The heads of the Confederate generals have been hacked away. Maybe it was vandalism, maybe it was somebody who would get a thousand dollars apiece for them on the art market as examples of Southern primitivism. I don’t know, but they are gone. There is the railroad trestle, which is about the same, and there is the shine of the Tecumseh River. I imagine that Old Moses is happier, now that the paper mill has closed. He doesn’t get pollution in his teeth when he bites a mouthful of turtle. Of course, he doesn’t get his Good Friday feast anymore, either. That ended, Ben told me, when the Lady passed over her own river in 1967 at the grand old age of one hundred and nine. The Moon Man, Ben said, left town soon afterward, heading for New Orleans, and after that the community of Bruton began to dwindle, getting smaller at even a faster rate than Zephyr. The Tecumseh River may be cleaner now, but I wonder if on some nights Old Moses doesn’t lift his scaly head to the surface and spout steam and water from the twin furnaces of his nostrils. I wonder if he doesn’t listen to the silence beyond the sounds of water sloshing over rocks and think in his own reptilian language “Why doesn’t anybody ever come to play with me anymore?”
     Maybe he’s still here. Maybe he’s gone, following the river to the sea.
     We cross the gargoyle-less bridge. And there on the other side is my hometown.
     “Here we are,” I hear myself say as I slow the car down, but instantly I know I am incorrect. We may be in a particular place in time, but this place is no longer Zephyr.
     At least not the Zephyr I knew. The houses are still here, but many of them are tumbling down, the yards forlorn. It’s not totally a ghost town, however, because some of the houses—a small, small number, it appears—are still being lived in, and there are a few cars on the streets. But already I feel that a great gathering—a wonderful party and celebration of life—has moved on somewhere else, leaving its physical evidence behind like a garden of dead flowers.
     This is going to be a lot tougher than I thought.
     Sandy senses it. “You all right?”
     “We’ll find out,” I tell her, and I manage a feeble smile.
     “There’s hardly anybody here, is there, Dad?”
     “Hardly a soul,” I answer.
     I turn off Merchants Street before I get to the center of town. I can’t take that yet. I drive to the ball field where the Branlins made their savage attack on us that day, and I stop the car on the field’s edge.
     “Mind if we sit here for a minute, kids?” I ask.
     “No,” Sandy says, and she squeezes my hand.
     About the Branlins. Johnny supplied me with this information, being an officer of the law. It seems that the brothers were not of a single nature after all. Gotha started playing football in high school and became the man of the hour when he intercepted a Union Town High School pass right on their goal line and ran it back for a big TD. The acclaim did wonders for him, proving that all the time he only craved the attention his mother and father were too stupid or mean to give him. Gotha, Johnny told me, now lives in Birmingham and sells insurance, and he coaches a peewee football team on the side. Johnny told me Gotha needs no peroxide in his hair anymore, since he has not a strand of it left.
     Gordo, on the other hand, continued his descent. I’m sorry to say that in 1980 Gordo was shot to death by the owner of a 7-Eleven in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, where he’d fallen in with a bad crowd. Gordo died trying to steal less than three hundred dollars from the register and all the Little Debbie cakes he could carry. It seems to me that once upon a time he did have a chance, but he didn’t listen to the poison ivy.
     “I’m gonna get out for a minute and stretch my legs,” I say.
     “Want us to go with you, Dad?”
     “No,” I answer. “Not right now.”
     I get out and walk across the overgrown baseball field. I stand on the pitcher’s mound, caressed by cool breeze and warm sun. The bleachers where I first saw Nemo Curliss are sagging. I hold my arm out with my palm toward the sky, and I wait.
     What would happen if that ball Nemo Curliss flung to heaven suddenly came down into my hand after all these years?
     I wait.
     But it doesn’t happen. Nemo, the boy with a perfect arm who was trapped by all-too-imperfect circumstances, threw that ball beyond the clouds. It never came down and it never will, and only Ben, Johnny, and I remember.
     I close my palm, and return my arm to my side.
     I can see Poulter Hill from here.
     It, too, has been allowed to deteriorate. The weeds are pushing up amid the headstones, and it appears that no new flowers have been put up there for a long time. That’s a shame, I think, because there lie Zephyr’s faithful ones.
     I don’t want to walk amid those stones. I had never been back, after my train trip. I had said my good-bye to Davy Ray, and he said his to me. Anything else would be a numb-nuts thing to do.
     I turn away from Death, and walk back to the living.
     “This was my school,” I tell my wife and child as I stop the car beside the playground.
     We all get out here, and Sandy walks at my side as my shoes stir the playground’s dust. Our “young’un” begins to run around in wider and wider circles, like a pony set free after a long period of confinement. “Be careful!” Sandy warns, because she’s seen a broken bottle. Worrying, it seems, comes with the job.
     I put my arm around Sandy, and her arm goes around my back. The elementary school is empty, some of the windows shattered. There is a crushing silence, where so many young voices whooped and hollered. I see the place near the fence where Johnny and Gotha Branlin squared off. I see the gate where I fled from Gordo on Rocket and led him to Lucifer’s judgment. I see—
     “Hey, Dad! Look what I found!”
     Our “young’un” comes trotting back. “I found it over there! Neat, huh?”
     I look into the small, offered palm, and I have to smile.
     It is a black arrowhead, smooth and almost perfectly formed. There are hardly any cuts on it at all. It was obviously fashioned by someone who was proud of his labors. A chief, most likely.
     “Can I keep it, Dad?” my daughter asks.
     Her name is Skye. She turned twelve in January, and she’s going through what Sandy calls the “tomboy stage.” Skye would rather put on a baseball cap backward and run grinning through the dust than play with dolls and dream about the New Kids on the Block. These things will come later, I’m sure. For right now, Skye is fine.
     “I believe you ought to,” I tell her, and she eagerly pushes that arrowhead down into the pocket of her jeans like a secret treasure.
     You see, it’s a girl’s life, too.
     And now we drive along Merchants Street, into the center of the stilled heart.
     Everything is closed. Mr. Dollar’s barbershop, the Piggly-Wiggly, the Bright Star Cafe, the hardware store, the Lyric, everything. The windows of the Woolworth’s are soaped over. The growth of retail outlets, apartments, and a shopping mall with four theaters in Union Town consumed the spirit of Zephyr, as Big Paul’s Pantry finished off the milkman’s route. This is a going-forward, but is it progress?
     We drive past the courthouse. Silence. Past the public swimming pool and the shell of the Spinnin’ Wheel. Silence, silence. We drive past the house of Miss Blue Glass, and the silence where there used to be music is heavy indeed.
     Miss Blue Glass. I wish I can say I know what happened to her, but I don’t. She would be in her eighties now, if she is still alive. I just don’t know. The same is true with so many others, who drifted away from Zephyr in the waning years: Mr. Dollar, Sheriff Marchette, Jazzman Jackson, Mr. and Mrs. Damaronde, Nila Castile and Gavin, Mrs. Velvadine, Mayor Swope. I think they are all alive, in other towns. I think they have kept part of Zephyr with them, and wherever they go they leave Zephyr’s seeds in the earth. As I do.
     I worked for a newspaper in Birmingham for two years after I finished college. I wrote headlines and edited other people’s stories. When I went to my apartment in that big city after work, I sat down at my magic box—not that same one, but a new magic box—and I wrote. And I wrote. The stories went out into the mail and the stories came back. Then, out of desperation, I tried to write a novel. Lo and behold, it found a publisher.
     I am a library now. A small one, but I’m growing.
     I slow the car as we move past a house set back off the street next to a barn. “He lived right there,” I tell Sandy.
     “Wow!” Skye says. “It’s creepy! It looks like a haunted house!”
     “No,” I tell her, “I think it’s just a house now.”
     Like Bo knows football, my daughter knows haunted houses. She knows Vincent Price and Peter Cushing, the films of Hammer, the works of Poe, the chronicles of Mars and the town called ’Salem’s Lot. But she knows Alice through the looking glass, too, and the Faithful Tin Soldier, the Ugly Duckling, and the journeys of Stuart Little. She knows Oz and the jungles of Tarzan, and though she is too young to fully appreciate anything but the colors, she knows the hands of Van Gogh, Winslow Homer, and Miro. She will listen to Duke Ellington and Count Basie, as well as to the Beach Boys. Just last week she asked me if she could put a picture in a frame on her dresser. She said she thought this particular dude was cool.
     His name is Freddy.
     “Skye,” I said, “I really think havin’ that in here is gonna give you night—”
     And then I stopped. Oh-oh, I thought. Oh-oh.
     Freddy, meet Skye. Talk to her about the power of make-believe, will you?
     I turn the car onto Hilltop Street, and we rise toward my house.
     I’m doing all right with my writing. It’s a hard job, but I enjoy it. Sandy and I aren’t the kind of people who need to own half the world to be happy. I have to say, though, that once I did splurge. I bought an old red convertible that called to me from a used car lot when Sandy and I were taking a vacation in New England. I think they used to refer to such cars as roadsters. I’ve restored it back to how it must’ve looked when Zephyr was new. Sometimes, when I’m alone out in that car, speeding along with the wind in my hair and the sun on my face, I forget myself and speak to it. I call it by a certain name.
     You know what I call it.
     That bicycle went with me when we left Zephyr. We had more adventures, and that golden eye saw a lot of trouble coming and kept me from getting into it on more than several occasions. But eventually it creaked under my weight, and my hands didn’t seem to fit on the grips anymore. It was consigned to the basement, under a blue tarp. I imagined it went to sleep like a bird. One weekend I returned from college to find that Mom had had a garage sale, which included the contents of the basement. And here’s your money a fella paid for your old bike! she’d said as she handed me a twenty-dollar bill. He bought it for his own boy, isn’t that grand, Cory? Cory? Isn’t that grand?
     It’s grand, I’d told my mother. And that night I put my head on my dad’s shoulder and cried as if I were twelve again instead of twenty.
     My heart stutters.
     There it is. Right there.
     “My house,” I tell Sandy and Skye.
     It has aged, under sun and rain. It needs paint and care. It needs love, but it is empty now. I stop the car at the curb, and I stare at the porch and see my father suddenly emerge smiling from the front door. He looks strong and fit, like he always does when I remember him.
     “Hey, Cory!” he says. “How ya gettin’ along?”
Just fine, sir, I answer.
     “I knew you would be. I did all right, didn’t I?”
Yes sir, you did, I say.
     “Sure do have a pretty wife and a good daughter, Cory. And those books of yours! I knew you were gonna do well, all the time I knew it.”
Dad? Do you want me to come in and stay awhile?
     “Come in here?” He leans against the porch column. “Why would you want to do that, Cory?”
Aren’t you lonely? I mean… it’s so quiet here.
     “Quiet?” He laughs heartily. “Sometimes I wish it was quiet! It’s not a bit of quiet here!”
But… it’s empty. Isn’t it?
     “It’s full to the brim,” my father says. He looks up at the sun, over the hills of spring. “You don’t have to come here to see them, Cory. Or to see me, either. You really don’t. You don’t have to leave what is, to visit what was. You’ve got a good life, Cory. Better than I dreamed. How’s your mom doin’?”
She’s happy. I mean, she misses you, but…
     “But life is for the livin’,” he tells me in his fatherly voice. “Now go on and get on with it instead of wantin’ to come in an old house with a saggy floor.”
Yes sir, I say, but I can’t leave yet.
     He starts to go in, but he pauses, too. “Cory?” he says.
Yes sir?
     “I’ll always love you. Always. And I’ll always love your mother, and I am so very happy for the both of you. Do you understand?”
     I nod.
     “You’ll always be my boy,” Dad says, and then he returns to the house and the porch is empty.
     “Cory? Cory?”
     I turn my face and look at Sandy.
     “What do you see?” she asks me.
     “A shadow,” I say.
     I want to go one more place before I turn the car around and drive away. I head us up the winding path of Temple Street, toward the Thaxter mansion at its summit.
     Here things have really changed.
     Some of the big houses have actually been torn down. Where they were is rolling grass. And here is another surprise: the Thaxter mansion has grown, sprouting additions on either side. The property around it is huge. My God! I realize. Vernon must still live there! I drive through a gate and past a big swimming pool. A treehouse has been constructed in the arms of a massive oak. The mansion itself is immaculate, the grounds beautiful, and smaller buildings have been constructed in its style.
     I stop the car in front. “I can’t believe this!” I tell Sandy. “I’ve gotta find out if Vernon’s still here!”
     I get out and start for the front door, my insides quaking with excitement.
     But before I reach it, I hear a bell ring. Ding… ding… ding… ding.
     I hear what sounds like a tidal wave, gaining speed and force.
     And my breath is well and truly swept away.
     Because here they come.
     Swarming out of the front door, like wasps from the nest in the church’s ceiling on Easter Sunday. Here they come, laughing and hollering and jostling each other. Here they come, in a wonderful riot of noise.
     The boys. Dozens of them, dozens. Some white, some black. Their numbers surge around me, as if I am an island in the river. Some of them run for the treehouse, others scamper across the rolling green yard. I am at the center of a young universe, and then I see the brass plaque on the wall next to the door.
     It says THE ZEPHYR HOME FOR BOYS.
     Vernon’s mansion has become an orphanage.
     And still they stream out around me, furious in their freedom on this glorious Saturday afternoon. A window opens on the second floor, and a wrinkled face peers out. “James Lucius!” her voice squawks. “Edward and Gregory! Get up here for your piano lessons right this very minute!”
     She wears blue.
     Two older women I don’t know come out, chasing after the crowd of boys. Good luck to them, I think. And then a younger man emerges, and he stops before me. “Can I help you?”
     “I… used to live here. In Zephyr, I mean.” I am so stunned I can hardly talk. “When did this become an orphanage?”
     “In 1985,” the man tells me. “Mr. Vernon Thaxter left it to us.”
     “Is Mr. Thaxter still alive?”
     “He left town. I’m sorry, but I don’t know what became of him.” This man has a gentle face. He has blond hair, and eyes of cornflower blue. “May I ask your name?”
     “I’m—” I stop, because I realize who he must be. “Who are you?”
     “I’m Bubba Willow.” He smiles, and I can see Chile in him. “Reverend Bubba Willow.”
     “I’m very pleased to meet you.” We shake hands. “I met your mother once.”
     “My mom? Really? What’s your name?”
     “Cory Mackenson.”
     The name doesn’t register. I was a ship, passing through Chile’s night. “How’s your mother doin’?”
     “Oh, just great. She moved to St. Louis, and she’s teachin’ sixth grade now.”
     “I’ll bet her students sure feel lucky.”
     “Parson?” A wizened voice says. “Par son Willa?”
     An elderly black man in faded overalls has come out. Around his skinny waist he wears a tool belt holding hammers, screwdrivers, and arcane-looking wrenches. “Parson,      I done      fixed      that      slow      leak    upastairs.      Oughta      lookat    that     ol’      freezer    now.” His eyes find me. “Oh,” he says with a soft slow gasp. “I      know      you.”
     And a smile spreads across his face like day following night.
     I hug him, and when he grasps me his tool belt jingle-jangles.
     “Cory Mackenson! My Lord! Is that you?”
     I peer up at the woman in blue. “Yes ma’am, it is.”
     “My Lord, my Lord! Excuse me, Reverend! My Lord, my Lord!” Then her attention goes where it ought to: toward the new generation of boys. “James Lucius! Don’t you get up in that treehouse and break those fingers!”
     “Would you and your family like to come in?” Reverend Willow asks.
     “Please     do,” Mr. Lightfoot says, smiling. “Lots     ta      talk      about.”
     “Got coffee and doughnuts inside,” the reverend tempts me. “Mrs. Velvadine runs a grand kitchen.”
     “Cory, you get on in here!” Then: “James Luuuuucius!”
     Sandy and Skye have gotten out of the car. Sandy knows me, and she knows I’d like to stay for just a little while. We will not tarry long here, because my hometown is not our home, but an hour would be time well spent.
     As they go in, I pause outside the door before I join them.
     I look up, into the bright blue air.
     I think I see four figures with wings, and their winged dogs, swooping and playing in the rivers of light.
     They will always be there, as long as magic lives.
     And magic has a strong, strong heart.
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NIGHTCRAWLERS
I
 "Hard rain coming down," Cheryl said, and I nodded in agreement. 
 Through the diner's plate-glass windows, a dense curtain of rain flapped across the Gulf gas pumps and continued across the parking lot. It hit Big Bob's with a force that made the glass rattle like uneasy bones. The red neon sign that said BIG BOB'S! DIESEL FUEL! EATS! sat on top of a high steel pole above the diner so the truckers on the interstate could see it. Out in the night, the red-tinted rain thrashed in torrents across my old pickup truck and Cheryl's baby-blue Volkswagen. 
 "Well," I said, "I suppose that storm'll either wash some folks in off the interstate or we can just about hang it up." The curtain of rain parted for an instant, and I could see the treetops whipping back and forth in the woods on the other side of Highway 47. Wind whined around the front door like an animal trying to claw its way in. I glanced at the electric clock on the wall behind the counter. Twenty minutes before nine. We usually closed up at ten, but tonight—with tornado warnings in the weather forecast—I was tempted to turn the lock a little early. "Tell you what," I said. "If we're empty at nine, we skedaddle. 'Kay?" 
 "No argument here," she said. She watched the storm for a moment longer, then continued putting newly-washed coffee cups, saucers and plates away on the stainless steel shelves. 
 Lightning flared from west to east like the strike of a burning bullwhip. The diner's lights flickered, then came back to normal. A shudder of thunder seemed to come right up through my shoes. Late March is the beginning of tornado season in south Alabama, and we've had some whoppers spin past here in the last few years. I knew that Alma was at home, and she understood to get into the root cellar right quick if she spotted a twister, like that one we saw in '82 dancing through the woods about two miles from our farm. 
 "You got any Love-Ins planned this weekend, hippie?" I asked Cheryl, mostly to get my mind off the storm and to rib her, too. 
 She was in her late-thirties, but I swear that when she grinned she could've passed for a kid. "Wouldn't you like to know, redneck?" she answered; she replied the same way to all my digs at her. Cheryl Lovesong—and I know  that couldn't have been her real name—was a mighty able waitress, and she had hands that were no strangers to hard work. But I didn't care that she wore her long silvery-blond hair in Indian braids with hippie headbands, or came to work in tie-dyed overalls. She was the best waitress who'd ever worked for me, and she got along with everybody just fine—even us rednecks. That's what I am, and proud of it: I drink Rebel Yell whiskey straight, and my favorite songs are about good women gone bad and trains on the long track to nowhere. I keep my wife happy, I've raised my two boys to pray to God and to salute the flag, and if anybody don't like it he can go a few rounds with Big Bob Clayton. 
 Cheryl would come right out and tell you she used to live in San Francisco in the late 'sixties, and that she went to Love-Ins and peace marches and all that stuff. When I reminded her it was nineteen eighty-four and Ronnie Reagan was president, she'd look at me like I was walking cow-flop. I always figured she'd start thinking straight when all that hippie-dust blew out of her head. 
 Alma said my tail was going to get burnt if I ever took a shine to Cheryl, but I'm a fifty-five-year-old redneck who stopped sowing his wild seed when he met the woman he married, more than thirty years ago. Lightning crisscrossed the turbulent sky, followed by a boom of thunder. Cheryl said, "Wow! Look at that light-show!" 
 "Light-show, my ass," I muttered. The diner was as solid as the Good Book, so I wasn't too worried about the storm. But on a wild night like this, stuck out in the countryside like Big Bob's was, you had a feeling of being a long way off from civilization—though Mobile was only twenty-seven miles south. On a wild night like this, you had a feeling that anything could happen, as quick as a streak of lightning out of the darkness. I picked up a copy of the Mobile Press-Register  that the last customer—a trucker on his way to Texas—had left on the counter a half-hour before, and I started plowing through the news, most of it bad: those A-rab countries were still squabbling like Hatfields and McCoys in white robes; two men had robbed a Quik-Mart in Mobile and had been killed by the police in a shootout; cops were investigating a massacre at a motel near Daytona Beach; an infant had been stolen from a maternity ward in Birmingham. The only good things on the front page were stories that said the economy was up and that Reagan swore we'd show the Commies who was boss in El Salvador and Lebanon. The diner shook under a blast of thunder, and I looked up from the paper as a pair of headlights emerged from the rain into my parking-lot. 
 II
 The headlights were attached to an Alabama State Trooper car. 
 "Half alive, hold the onion, extra brown the buns." Cheryl was already writing on her pad in expectation of the order. I pushed the paper aside and went to the fridge for the hamburger meat. 
 When the door opened, a windblown spray of rain swept in and stung like buckshot. "Howdy, folks!" Dennis Wells peeled off his gray rainslicker and hung it on the rack next to the door. Over his Smokey the Bear trooper hat was a protective plastic covering, beaded with raindrops. He took off his hat, exposing the thinning blond hair on his pale scalp, as he approached the counter and sat on his usual stool, right next to the cash-register. "Cup of black coffee and a rare--" Cheryl was already sliding the coffee in front of him, and the burger sizzled on the griddle. "Ya'll are on the ball tonight!" Dennis said; he said the same thing when he came in, which was almost every night. Funny the kind of habits you fall into, without realizing it. 
 "Kinda wild out there, ain't it?" I asked as I flipped the burger over. 
 "Lordy, yes! Wind just about flipped my car over three, four miles down the interstate. Thought I was gonna be eatin' a little pavement tonight." Dennis was a husky young man in his early thirties, with thick blond brows over deep-set, light brown eyes. He had a wife and three kids, and he was fast to flash a wallet-full of their pictures. 
 "Don't reckon I'll be chasin' any speeders tonight, but there'll probably be a load of accidents. Cheryl, you sure look pretty this evenin'." 
 "Still the same old me." Cheryl never wore a speck of makeup, though one day she'd come to work with glitter on her cheeks. She had a place a few miles away, and I guessed she was farming that funny weed up there. "Any trucks moving?" 
 "Seen a few, but not many. Truckers ain't fools. Gonna get worse before it gets better, the radio says." He sipped at his coffee and grimaced. "Lordy, that's strong enough to jump out of the cup and dance a jig, darlin'!" I fixed the burger the way Dennis liked it, put it on a platter with some fries and served it. "Bobby, how's the wife treatin' you?" he asked. 
 "No complaints." 
 "Good to hear. I'll tell you, a fine woman is worth her weight in gold. Hey, Cheryl! How'd you like a handsome young man for a husband?" 
 Cheryl smiled, knowing what was coming. "The man I'm looking for hasn't been made yet." 
 "Yeah, but you ain't met Cecil  yet, either! He asks me about you every time I see him, and I keep tellin' him I'm doin' every thing I can to get you two together." Cecil was Dennis' brother-in-law and owned a Chevy dealership in Bay Minette. Dennis had been ribbing Cheryl about going on a date with Cecil for the past four months. "You'd like him," Dennis promised. "He's got a lot of my qualities." 
 "Well, that's different. In that case, I'm certain  I don't want to meet him." Dennis winced. "Oh, you're a cruel woman! That's what smokin' banana peels does to you—turns you mean. Anybody readin' this rag?" He reached over for the newspaper. 
 "Waitin' here just for you," I said. Thunder rumbled, closer to the diner. The lights flickered briefly once... then again before they returned to normal. Cheryl busied herself by fixing a fresh pot of coffee, and I watched the rain whipping against the windows. When the lightning flashed, I could see the trees swaying so hard they looked about to snap. 
 Dennis read and ate his hamburger. "Boy," he said after a few minutes, "the world's in some shape, huh? Those A-rab pig-stickers are itchin' for war. Mobile metro boys had a little gunplay last night. Good for them." He paused and frowned, then tapped the paper with one thick finger. "This I can't figure." 
 "What's that?" 
 "Thing in Florida couple of nights ago. Six people killed at the Pines Haven Motor Inn, near Daytona Beach. Motel was set off in the woods. Only a couple of cinderblock houses in the area, and nobody heard any gunshots. Says here one old man saw what he thought was a bright white star falling over the motel, and that was it. Funny, huh?" 
 "A UFO," Cheryl offered. Maybe he saw a UFO." 
 "Yeah, and I'm a little green man from Mars," Dennis scoffed. "I'm serious. This is weird. The motel was so blown full of holes it looked like a war had been going on. Everybody was dead—even a dog and a canary that belonged to the manager. The cars out in front of the rooms were blasted to pieces. The sound of one of them explodin' was what woke up the people in those houses, I reckon." He skimmed the story again. "Two bodies were out in the parkin' lot, one was holed up in a bathroom, one had crawled under a bed, and two had dragged every piece of furniture in the room over to block the door. Didn't seem to help 'em any, though." 
 I grunted. "Guess not." 
 "No motive, no witnesses. You better believe those Florida cops are shakin' the bushes for some kind of dangerous maniac—or maybe more than one, it says here." He shoved the paper away and patted the service revolver holstered at his hip. "If I ever got hold of him—or them—he'd find out not to mess with a 'Bama trooper." He glanced quickly over at Cheryl and smiled mischievously. "Probably some crazy hippie who'd been smokin' his tennis shoes." 
 "Don't knock it," she said sweetly, "until you've tried it." She looked past him, out the window into the storm. 
 "Car's pullin' in, Bobby." 
 Headlights glared briefly off the wet windows. It was a station-wagon with wood-grained panels on the sides; it veered around the gas pumps and parked next to Dennis' trooper car. On the front bumper was a personalized license plate that said: Ray & Lindy . The headlights died, and all the doors opened at once. Out of the wagon came a whole family: a man and a woman, a little girl and boy about eight or nine. Dennis got up and opened the diner door as they hurried inside from the rain. 
 All of them had gotten pretty well soaked between the station wagon and the diner, and they wore the dazed expressions of people who'd been on the road a long time. The man wore glasses and had curly gray hair, the woman was slim and dark-haired and pretty. The kids were sleepy-eyed. All of them were well-dressed, the man in a yellow sweater with one of those alligators on the chest. They had vacation tans, and I figured they were tourists heading north from the beach after spring break. 
 "Come on in and take a seat," I said. 
 "Thank you," the man said. They squeezed into one of the booths near the windows. "We saw your sign from the interstate." 
 "Bad night to be on the highway," Dennis told them. "Tornado warnings are out all over the place." 
 "We heard it on the radio," the woman—Lindy, if the license was right—said. "We're on our way to Birmingham, and we thought we could drive right through the storm. We should've stopped at that Holiday Inn we passed about fifteen miles ago." 
 "That would've been smart," Dennis agreed. "No sense in pushin' your luck." He returned to his stool. The new arrivals ordered hamburgers, fries and Cokes. Cheryl and I went to work. Lightning made the diner's lights flicker again, and the sound of thunder caused the kids to jump. When the food was ready and Cheryl served them, Dennis said, "Tell you what. You folks finish your dinners and I'll escort you back to the Holiday Inn. Then you can head out in the morning. How about that?" 
 "Fine," Ray said gratefully. "I don't think we could've gotten very much further, anyway." He turned his attention to his food. 
 "Well," Cheryl said quietly, standing beside me, "I don't guess we get home early, do we?" 
 "I guess not. Sorry." 
 She shrugged. "Goes with the job, right? Anyway, I can think of worse places to be stuck." I figured that Alma might be worried about me, so I went over to the payphone to call her I dropped a quarter in
 - and the dial tone sounded like a cat being stepped on. I hung up and tried again. The cat-scream continued. "Damn!" I muttered. "Lines must be screwed up." 
 "Ought to get yourself a place closer to town, Bobby," Dennis said. "Never could figure out why you wanted a joint in the sticks. At least you'd get better phone service and good lights if you were nearer to Mo—" He was interrupted by the sound of wet and shrieking brakes, and he swivelled around on his stool. I looked up as a car hurtled into the parking lot, the tires swerving, throwing up plumes of water. For a few seconds I thought it was going to keep coming, right through the window into the diner—but then the brakes caught and the car almost grazed the side of my pickup as it jerked to a stop. In the neon's red glow I could tell it was a beatup old Ford Fairlane, either gray or a dingy beige. Steam was rising off the crumpled hood. The headlights stayed on for perhaps a minute before they winked off. A figure got out of the car and walked slowly
 —with a limp—toward the diner. 
 We watched the figure approach. Dennis's body looked like a coiled spring, ready to be triggered. "We got us a live one, Bobby boy," he said. 
 III 
 The door opened, and in a stinging gust of wind and rain a man who looked like walking death stepped into my diner. 
 He was so wet he might well have been driving with his windows down. He was a skinny guy, maybe weighed all of a hundred and twenty pounds, even soaking wet. His unruly dark hair was plastered to his head, and he had gone a week or more without a shave. In his gaunt, pallid face his eyes were startlingly blue; his gaze flicked around the diner, lingered for a few seconds on Dennis. Then he limped on down to the far end of the counter and took a seat. He wiped the rain out of his eyes as Cheryl took a menu to him. 
 Dennis stared at the man. When he spoke, his voice bristled with authority. "Hey, fella." The man didn't look up from the menu. "Hey, I'm talkin' to you." 
 The man pushed the menu away and pulled a damp packet of Kools out of the breast pocket of his patched Army fatigue jacket. "I can hear you," he said; his voice was deep and husky, and didn't go with his less-than-robust physical appearance. 
 "Drivin' kinda fast in this weather, don't you think?" 
 The man flicked a cigarette lighter a few times before he got a flame, then he lit one of his smokes and inhaled deeply. "Yeah," he replied. "I was. Sorry. I saw the sign, and I was in a hurry to get here. Miss? I'd just like a cup of coffee, please. Hot and real  strong, okay?" 
 Cheryl nodded and turned away from him, almost bumping into me as I strolled down behind the counter to check him out. 
 "That kind of hurry'll get you killed," Dennis cautioned. 
 "Right. Sorry." He shivered and pushed the tangled hair back from his forehead with one hand. Up close, I could see deep cracks around his mouth and the corners of his eyes and I figured him to be in his late thirties or early forties. His wrists were as thin as a woman's; he looked like he hadn't eaten a good meal for more than a month. He stared at his hands through bloodshot eyes. Probably on drugs, I thought. The fella gave me the creeps. Then he looked at me with those eyes—so pale blue they were almost white—and I felt like I'd been nailed to the floor. 
 "Something wrong?" he asked—not rudely, just curiously. 
 "Nope." I shook my head. Cheryl gave him his coffee and then went over to give Ray and Lindy their check. The man didn't use either cream or sugar. The coffee was steaming, but he drank half of it down like mother's milk. 
 "That's good," he said. "Keep me awake, won't it?" 
 "More than likely." Over the breast pocket of his jacket was the faint outline of the name that had been sewn there once. I think it was Price,  but I could've been wrong. 
 "That's what I want. To stay awake, as long as I can." He finished the coffee. "Can I have another cup, please?" I poured it for him. He drank that one down just as fast, then he rubbed his eyes wearily. 
 "Been on the road a long time, huh?" 
 Price nodded. "Day and night. I don't know which is more tired, my mind or my butt." He lifted his gaze to me again. "Have you got anything else to drink? How about beer?" 
 "No, sorry. Couldn't get a liquor license." 
 He sighed. "Just as well. It might make me sleepy. But I sure could go for a beer right now. One sip, to clean my mouth out." 
 He picked up his coffee cup, and I smiled and started to turn away. 
 But then he wasn't holding a cup. He was holding a Budweiser can, and for an instant I could smell the tang of a newly-popped beer. 
 The mirage was only there for maybe two seconds. I blinked, and Price was holding a cup again. "Just as well," he said, and put it down. 
 I glanced over at Cheryl, then at Dennis. Neither one was paying attention. Damn! I thought. I'm too young to be either losin' my eyesight or my senses! "Uh...” I said, or some other stupid noise. 
 "One more cup?" Price asked. "Then I'd better hit the road again." My hand was shaking as I picked it up, but if Price noticed, he didn't say anything. 
 "Want anything to eat?" Cheryl asked him. "How about a bowl of beef stew?" He shook his head. "No, thanks. The sooner I get back on the road, the better it'll be." Suddenly Dennis swivelled toward him, giving him a cold stare that only cops and drill sergeants can muster. 
 "Back on the road?"  He snorted. "Fella, you ever been in a tornado before? I'm gonna escort those nice people to the Holiday Inn about fifteen miles back. If you're smart, that's where you'll spend the night, too. No use tryin' to—" 
"No."  Price's voice was rock-steady. "I'll be spending the night behind the wheel." Dennis' eyes narrowed. "How come you're in such a hurry? Not runnin' from anybody, are you?" 
 "Nightcrawlers," Cheryl said. 
 Price turned toward her like he'd been slapped across the face. and I saw what might've been a spark of fear in his eyes. 
 Cheryl motioned toward the lighter Price had laid on the counter, beside the pack of Kools. It was a beat-up silver Zippo, and inscribed across it was Nightcrawlers  with the symbol of two crossed rifles beneath it. "Sorry," she said. "I just noticed that, and I wondered what it was." 
 Price put the lighter away. "I was in 'Nam," he told her. "Everybody in my unit got one." 
 "Hey." There was suddenly new respect in Dennis voice. "You a vet?" Price paused so long I didn't think he was going to answer. In the quiet, I heard the little girl tell her mother that the fries were "ucky." Price said, "Yes." 
 "How about that! Hey, I wanted to go myself, but I got a high number and things were windin' down about that time, anyway. Did you see any action?" 
 A faint, bitter smile passed over Price's mouth. "Too much." 
 "What? Infantry? Marines? Rangers?" 
 Price picked up his third cup of coffee, swallowed some and put it down. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, and when they opened they were vacant and fixed on nothing. "Nightcrawlers," he said quietly. "Special unit. Deployed to recon Charlie positions in questionable villages." He said it like he was reciting from a manual. "We did a lot of crawling through rice paddies and jungles in the dark." 
 "Bet you laid a few of them Vietcong out, didn't you?" Dennis got up and came over to sit a few places away from the man. "Man, I was behind you guys all the way. I wanted you to stay in there and fight it out!" Price was silent. Thunder echoed over the diner. The lights weakened for a few seconds; when they came back on, they seemed to have lost some of their wattage. The place was dimmer than before. Price's head slowly turned toward Dennis, with the inexorable motion of a machine. I was thankful I didn't have to take the full force of Price's dead blue eyes, and I saw Dennis wince. "I should've  stayed," he said. "I should be there right now, buried in the mud of a rice paddy with the eight other men in my patrol." 
 "Oh," Dennis blinked. "Sorry. I didn't mean to—', 
 "I came home," Price continued calmly, "by stepping on the bodies of my friends. Do you want to know what that's like, Mr. Trooper?" 
 "The war's over," I told him. "No need to bring it back." 
 Price smiled grimly, but his gaze remained fixed on Dennis. "Some say it's over. I say it came back with the men who were there. Like me. Especially  like me." Price paused. The wind howled around the door, and the lightning illuminated for an instant the thrashing woods across the highway. "The mud was up to our knees, Mr. Trooper," he said. "We were moving across a rice paddy in the dark, being real careful not to step on the bamboo stakes we figured were planted there. Then the first shots started: pop pop pop—like firecrackers going off. One of the Nightcrawlers fired off a flare, and we saw the Cong ringing us. We'd walked right into hell, Mr. Trooper. Somebody shouted, 'Charlie's in the light!' and we started firing, trying to punch a hole through them. But they were everywhere. As soon as one went down, three more took his place. Grenades were going off, and more flares, and people were screaming as they got hit. I took a bullet in the thigh and another through the hand. I lost my rifle, and somebody fell on top of me with half his head missing." 
 "Uh... listen," I said. "You don't have to—" 
 "I want  to, friend." He glanced quickly at me, then back to Dennis. I think I cringed when his gaze pierced me. "I want to tell it all. They were fighting and screaming and dying all around me, and I felt the bullets tug at my clothes as they passed through. I know I was screaming, too, but what was coming out of my mouth sounded bestial. I ran. The only way I could save my own life was to step on their bodies and drive them down into the mud. I heard some of them choke and blubber as I put my boot on their faces. I knew all those guys like brothers... but at that moment they were only pieces of meat. I ran. A gunship chopper came over the paddy and laid down some fire, and that's how I got out. Alone." He bent his face closer toward the other man's. "And you'd better believe I'm in that rice paddy in 'Nam every time I close my eyes. You'd better believe the men I left back there don't rest easy. So you keep your opinions about 'Nam and being 'behind you guys' to yourself, Mr. Trooper. I don't want to hear that bullshit. Got it?" 
 Dennis sat very still. He wasn't used to being talked to like that, not even from a 'Nam vet, and I saw the shadow of anger pass over his face. 
 Price's hands were trembling as he brought a little bottle out of his jeans pocket. He shook two blue-and-orange capsules out onto the counter, took them both with a swallow of coffee and then recapped the bottle and put it away. The flesh of his face looked almost ashen in the dim light. 
 "I know you boys had a rough time," Dennis said, "but that's no call to show disrespect to the law." 
 "The law," Price repeated. "Yeah. Right. Bull shit." 
 "There are women and children present," I reminded him. "Watch your language." Price rose from his seat. He looked like a skeleton with just a little extra skin on the bones. "Mister, I haven't slept for more than thirty-six hours. My nerves are shot. I don't mean to cause trouble, but when some fool says he understands,  I feel like kicking his teeth down his throat—because no one who wasn't there can pretend to understand." He glanced at Ray, Lindy, and the kids. "Sorry, folks. Don't mean to disturb you. Friend, how much do I owe?" He started digging for his wallet. 
 Dennis slid slowly from his seat and stood with his hands on his hips. "Hold it." He used his trooper's voice again. "If you think I'm lettin' you walk out of here high on pills and needin' sleep, you're crazy. I don't want to be scrapin' you off the highway." 
 Price paid him no attention. He took a couple of dollars from his wallet and put them on the counter. I didn't touch them. "Those pills will help keep me awake," Price said finally. "Once I get on the road, I'll be fine." 
 "Fella, I wouldn't let you go if it was high noon and not a cloud in the sky. I sure as hell don't want to clean up after the accident you're gonna have. Now why don't you come along to the Holiday Inn and—" Price laughed grimly. "Mister Trooper, the last place you want me staying is at a motel." He cocked his head to one side. "I was in a motel in Florida a couple of nights ago, and I think I left my room a little untidy. Step aside and let me pass." 
 "A motel in Florida?" Dennis nervously licked his lower lip. "What the hell you talkin' about?" 
 "Nightmares and reality, Mr. Trooper. The point where they cross. A couple of nights ago, they crossed at a motel. I wasn't going to let myself sleep. I was just going to rest for a little while, but I didn't know they'd come so fast."  A mocking smile played at the edges of his mouth, but his eyes were tortured. "You don't want me staying at that Holiday Inn, Mr. Trooper. You really don't. Now step aside." 
 I saw Dennis' hand settle on the butt of his revolver. His fingers unsnapped the fold of leather that secured the gun in the holster. I stared at him numbly. My God, I thought. What's goin' on? My heart had started pounding so hard I was sure everybody could hear it. Ray and Lindy were watching, and Cheryl was backing away behind the counter. 
 Price and Dennis faced each other for a moment, as the rain whipped against the windows and thunder boomed like shell-fire. Then Price sighed, as if resigning himself to something. He said, "I think I want a T-bone steak. Extra-rare. How 'bout it?" He looked at me. 
 "A steak?" My voice was shaking. "We don't have any T-bone—" 
 Price's gaze shifted to the counter right in front of me. I heard a sizzle. The aroma of cooking meat drifted up to me. 
 "Oh... wow," Cheryl whispered. 
 A large T-bone steak lay on the countertop, pink and oozing blood. You could've fanned a menu in my face and I would've keeled over. Wisps of smoke were rising from the steak. 
 The steak began to fade, until it was only an outline on the counter. The lines of oozing blood vanished. After the mirage was gone, I could still smell the meat—and that's how I knew I wasn't crazy. Dennis' mouth hung open. Ray had stood up from the booth to look, and his wife's face was the color of spoiled milk. The whole world seemed to be balanced on a point of silence—until the wail of the wind jarred me back to my senses. 
 "I'm getting good at it," Price said softly. "I'm getting very, very good. Didn't start happening to me until about a year ago. I've found four other 'Nam vets who can do the same thing. What's in your head comes true—as simple as that. Of course, the images only last for a few seconds—as long as I'm awake. I mean, I've found out that those other men were drenched by a chemical spray we call Howdy Doody—because it made you stiffen up and jerk like you were hanging on strings. I got hit with it near Khe Sahn. That shit almost suffocated me. It fell like black tar, and it burned the land down to a paved parking lot." He stared at Dennis. "You don't want me around here, Mr. Trooper. Not with the body count I've still got in my  head." 
 "You... were at... that motel, near Daytona Beach?" 
 Price closed his eyes. A vein had begun beating at his right temple, royal blue against the pallor of his flesh. "Oh Jesus," he whispered. "I fell asleep, and I couldn't wake myself up. I was having the nightmare. The same one. I was locked in it, and I was trying to scream myself awake." He shuddered, and two tears ran slowly down his cheeks. 
"Oh."  he said, and flinched as if remembering something horrible. "They... they were coming through the door when I woke up. Tearing the door right off its hinges. I woke up... just as one of them was pointing his rifle at me. And I saw his face. I saw his muddy, misshapen face." His eyes suddenly jerked open. "I didn't know they'd come so fast." 
 "Who?" I asked him. "Who  came so fast?" 
 "The Nightcrawlers," Price said, his face void of expression, masklike. "Dear God... maybe if I'd stayed asleep a second more. But I ran again, and I left those people dead in that motel." 
 "You're gonna come with me." Dennis started pulling his gun from the holster. Price's head snapped toward him. 
 "I don't know what kinda fool game you're—" 
 He stopped, staring at the gun he held. 
 It wasn't a gun anymore. It was an oozing mass of hot rubber. Dennis cried out and slung the thing from his hand. The molten mess hit the floor with a pulpy splat. 
 "I'm leaving now." Price's voice was calm. "Thank you for the coffee." He walked past Dennis, toward the door. Dennis grasped a bottle of ketchup from the counter. Cheryl cried out, "Don't!"  but it was too late. Dennis was already swinging the bottle. It hit the back of Price's skull and burst open, spewing ketchup everywhere. Price staggered forward, his knees buckling. When he went down, his skull hit the floor with a noise like a watermelon being dropped. His body began jerking involuntarily. 
 "Got him!" Dennis shouted triumphantly. "Got that crazy bastard, didn't I?" Lindy was holding the little girl in her arms. The boy craned his neck to see. Ray said nervously, "You didn't kill him, did you?" 
 "He's not dead," I told him. I looked over at the gun; it was solid again. Dennis scooped it up and aimed it at Price, whose body continued to jerk. Just like Howdy Doody, I thought. Then Price stopped moving. "He's dead!" Cheryl's voice was near frantic. "Oh God, you killed him, Dennis!" 
 Dennis prodded the body with the toe of his boot, then bent down. "Naw. His eyes are movin' back and forth behind the lids." Dennis touched his wrist to check the pulse, then abruptly pulled his own hand away. "Jesus Christ! 
 He's as cold as a meat-locker!" He took Price's pulse and whistled. "Goin' like a racehorse at the Derby." I touched the place on the counter where the mirage-steak had been. My fingers came away slightly greasy, and I could smell the cooked meat on them. At that instant, Price twitched. Dennis scuttled away from him like a crab. Price made a gasping, choking noise. 
 "What'd he say?" Cheryl asked. "He said something!" 
 "No he didn't." Dennis stuck him in the ribs with his pistol. "Come on. Get up." 
 "Get him out of here," I said. "I don't want him—" 
 Cheryl shushed me. "Listen. Can you hear that?" 
 I heard only the roar and crash of the storm. 
 "Don't you hear  it?" she asked me. Her eyes were getting scared and glassy. 
 "Yes!" Ray said. "Yes! Listen!" 
 Then I did hear something, over the noise of the keening wind. It was a distant chuk-chuk-chuk,  steadily growing louder and closer. The wind covered the noise for a minute, then it came back: CHUK-CHUK-CHUK, almost overhead. 
 "It's a helicopter!" Ray peered through the window. "Somebody's got a helicopter out there!" 
 "Ain't nobody can fly a chopper in a storm!" Dennis told him. The noise of the rotors swelled and faded, swelled and faded... and stopped. 
 On the floor, Price shivered and began to contort into a fetal position. His mouth opened, his face twisted in what appeared to be agony. 
 Thunder spoke. A red fireball rose up from the woods across the road and hung lazily in the sky for a few seconds before it descended toward the diner. As it fell, the fireball exploded soundlessly into a white, glaring eye of light that almost blinded me. 
 Price said something in a garbled, panicked voice. His eyes were tightly closed, and he had squeezed up with his arms around his knees. 
 Dennis rose to his feet; he squinted as the eye of light fell toward the parking lot and winked out in a puddle of water. Another fireball floated up from the woods, and again blossomed into painful glare. Dennis turned toward me. "I heard him." His voice was raspy. "He said, 'Charlie's in the light.'" As the second flare fell to the ground and illuminated the parking lot, I thought I saw figures crossing the road. They walked stiff-legged, in an eerie cadence. The flare went out. 
 "Wake him up," I heard myself whisper. "Dennis... dear God... wake him up." IV 
 Dennis stared stupidly at me, and I started to jump across the counter to get to Price myself. A gout of flame leaped in the parking lot. Sparks marched across the concrete. I shouted, "Get down!" and twisted around to push Cheryl back behind the shelter of the counter. 
 "What the hell—"  Dennis said. 
 He didn't finish. There was a metallic thumping of bullets hitting the gas pumps and the cars. I knew if that gas blew we were all dead. My truck shuddered with the impact of slugs, and I saw the whole thing explode as I ducked behind the counter. Then the windows blew inward with a Godawful crash, and the diner was full of flying glass, swirling wind and sheets of rain. I heard Lindy scream, and both the kids were crying and I think I was shouting something myself. 
 The lights had gone out, and the only illumination was the reflection of red neon off the concrete and the glow of the fluorescents over the gas pumps. Bullets whacked into the wall, and crockery shattered as if it had been hit with a hammer. Napkins and sugar packets were flying everywhere. 
 Cheryl was holding onto me as if her fingers were nails sunk to my bones. Her eyes were wide and dazed, and she kept trying to speak. Her mouth was working, but nothing came out. 
 There was another explosion as one of the other cars blew. The whole place shook, and I almost puked with fear. Another hail of bullets hit the wall. They were tracers, and they jumped and ricocheted like white-hot cigarette butts. One of them sang off the edge of a shelf and fell to the floor about three feet away from me. The glowing slug began to fade, like the beer can and the mirage-steak. I put my hand out to find it, but all I felt was splinters of glass and crockery. A phantom bullet, I thought. Real enough to cause damage and death-and then gone. You don't want me around here, Mr. Trooper,  Price had warned. Not with the body count I've got in my head. The firing stopped. I got free of Cheryl and said, "You stay right here. " Then I looked up over the counter and saw my truck and the station-wagon on fire, the flames being whipped by the wind. Rain slapped me across the face as it swept in where the windowglass used to be. I saw Price lying still huddled on the floor, with pieces of glass all around him. His hands were clawing the air, and in the flickering red neon his face was contorted, his eyes still closed. The pool of ketchup around his head made him look like his skull had been split open. He was peering into Hell, and I averted my eyes before I lost my own mind. 
 Ray and Lindy and the two children had huddled under the table of their booth. The woman was sobbing brokenly. I looked at Dennis, lying a few feet from Price: he was sprawled on his face, and there were four holes punched through his back. It was not ketchup that ran in rivulets around Dennis' body. His right arm was outflung, and the fingers twitched around the gun he gripped. 
 Another flare sailed up from the woods like a Fourth-of-July sparkler. 
 When the light brightened, I saw them: at least five figures, maybe more. They were crouched over, coming across the parking lot—but slowly, the speed of nightmares. Their clothes flapped and hung around them, and the flare's light glanced off their helmets. They were carrying weapons—rifles, I guessed. I couldn't see their faces, and that was for the best. 
 On the floor, Price moaned. I heard him say "light... in the light...” 
 The flare hung right over the diner. And then I knew what was going on. We  were in the light. We were all caught in Price's nightmare, and the Nightcrawlers that Price had left in the mud were fighting the battle again—the same way it had been fought at the Pines Haven Motor Inn. The Nightcrawlers had come back to life, powered by Price's guilt and whatever that Howdy Doody shit had done to him. 
 And we were in the light, where Charlie had been out in that rice paddy. 
 There was a noise like castanets clicking. Dots of fire arced through the broken windows and thudded into the counter. The stools squealed as they were hit and spun. The cash register rang and the drawer popped open, and then the entire register blew apart and bills and coins scattered. I ducked my head, but a wasp of fire—I don't know what, a bit of metal or glass maybe—sliced my left cheek open from ear to upper lip. I fell to the floor behind the counter with blood running down my face. 
 A blast shook the rest of the cups, saucers, plates and glasses off the shelves. The whole roof buckled inward, throwing loose ceiling tiles, light fixtures and pieces of metal framework. 
 We were all going to die. I knew it, right then. Those things were going to destroy us. But I thought of the pistol in Dennis' hand, and of Price lying near the door. If we were caught in Price's nightmare and the blow from the ketchup bottle had broken something in his skull, then the only way to stop his dream was to kill him. I'm no hero. I was about to piss in my pants, but I knew I was the only one who could move. I jumped up and scrambled over the counter, falling beside Dennis and wrenching at that pistol. Even in death, Dennis had a strong grip. Another blast came, along the wall to my right. The heat of it scorched me, and the shockwave skidded me across the floor through glass and rain and blood. 
 But I had that pistol in my hand. 
 I heard Ray shout, "Look out!" 
 In the doorway, silhouetted by flames, was a skeletal thing wearing muddy green rags. It wore a dented-in helmet and carried a corroded, slime-covered rifle. Its face was gaunt and shadowy, the features hidden behind a scum of rice-paddy muck. It began to lift the rifle to fire at me—slowly, slowly... I got the safety off the pistol and fired twice, without aiming. A spark leapt off the helmet as one of the bullets was deflected, but the figure staggered backward and into the conflagration of the station-wagon, where it seemed to melt into ooze before it vanished. 
 More tracers were coming in. Cheryl's Volkswagen shuddered, the tires blowing out almost in unison. The state trooper car was already bullet-riddled and sitting on flats. 
 Another Nightcrawler, this one without a helmet and with slime covering the skull where the hair had been, rose up beyond the window and fired its rifle. I heard the bullet whine past my ear, and as I took aim I saw its bony finger tightening on the trigger again. 
 A skillet flew over my head and hit the thing's shoulder, spoiling its aim. For an instant the skillet stuck in the Nightcrawler's body, as if the figure itself was made out of mud. I fired once... twice... and saw pieces of matter fly from the thing's chest. What might've been a mouth opened in a soundless scream, and the thing slithered out of sight. 
 I looked around. Cheryl was standing behind the counter, weaving on her feet, her face white with shock. "Get down!" I shouted, and she ducked for cover. 
 I crawled to Price, shook him hard. His eyes would not open. 
 "Wake up!" I begged him. "Wake up, damn you!" And then I pressed the barrel of the pistol against Price's head. Dear God, I didn't want to kill anybody, but I knew I was going to have to blow the Nightcrawlers right out of his brain. I hesitated—too long. 
 Something smashed into my left collarbone. I heard the bone snap like a broomstick being broken. The force of the shot slid me back against the counter and jammed me between two bullet-pocked stools. I lost the gun, and there was a roaring in my head that deafened me. 
 I don't know how long I was out. My left arm felt like dead meat. All the cars in the lot were burning, and there was a hole in the diner's roof that a tractor-trailer truck could've dropped through. Rain was sweeping into my face, and when I wiped my eyes clear I saw them, standing over Price. 
 There were eight of them. The two I thought I'd killed were back. They trailed weeds, and their boots and ragged clothes were covered with mud. They stood in silence, staring down at their living comrade. I was too tired to scream. I couldn't even whimper. I just watched. 
 Price's hands lifted into the air. He reached for the Nightcrawlers, and then his eyes opened. His pupils were dead white, surrounded by scarlet. 
 "End it," he whispered. "End it...” 
 One of the Nightcrawlers aimed its rifle and fired. Price jerked. Another Nightcrawler fired, and then they were all firing, point-blank, into Price's body. Price thrashed and clutched at his head, but there was no blood; the phantom bullets weren't hitting him. 
 The Nightcrawlers began to ripple and fade. I saw the flames of the burning cars through their bodies. The figures became transparent, floating in vague outlines. Price had awakened too fast at the Pines Haven Motor Inn, I realized; if he had remained asleep, the creatures of his nightmares would've ended it there, at that Florida motel. They were killing him in front of me—or he was allowing them to end it, and I think that's what he must've wanted for a long, long time. 
 He shuddered, his mouth releasing a half-moan, half-sigh. 
 It sounded almost like relief. 
 I saw his face. His eyes were closed, and I think he must've found peace at last. 
 V
 A trucker hauling lumber from Mobile to Birmingham saw the burning cars. I don't even remember what he looked like. 
 Ray was cut up by glass, but his wife and the kids were okay. Physically, I mean. Mentally, I couldn't say. Cheryl went into the hospital for awhile. I got a postcard from her with the Golden Gate Bridge on the front. She promised she'd write and let me know how she was doing, but I doubt if I'll ever hear from her. She was the best waitress I ever had, and I wish her luck. 
 The police asked me a thousand questions, and I told the story the same way every time. I found out later that no bullets or shrapnel were ever dug out of the walls or the cars or Dennis' body—just like in the case of that motel massacre. There was no bullet in me, though my collarbone was snapped clean in two. Price had died of a massive brain hemorrhage. It looked, the police told me, as if it had exploded in his skull. I closed the diner. Farm life is fine. Alma understands, and we don't talk about it. But I never showed the police what I found, and I don't know exactly why not. 
 I picked up Price's wallet in the mess. Behind a picture or a smiling young woman holding a baby there was a folded piece of paper. On that paper were the names of four men. 
 Beside one name, Price had written DANGEROUS. 
I've found four other 'Nam vets who can do the same thing,"  Price had said. I sit up at night a lot, thinking about that and looking at those names. Those men had gotten a dose of that Howdy Doody shit in a foreign place they hadn't wanted to be, fighting a war that turned out to be one of those crossroads of nightmare and reality. I've changed my mind about 'Nam, because I understand now that the worst of the fighting is still going on, in the battlefields of memory. 
 A Yankee who called himself Tompkins came to my house one May morning and flashed me an ID that said he worked for a veterans' association. He was very soft-spoken and polite, but he had deep-set eyes that were almost black, and he never blinked. He asked me all about Price, seemed real interested In picking my brain of every detail. I told him the police had the story, and I couldn't add any more to it. Then I turned the tables and asked him about Howdy Doody. He smiled in a puzzled kind of way and said he'd never heard of any chemical defoliant called that. No such thing, he said. Like I said, he was very polite. 
 But I know the shape of a gun tucked into a shoulder-holster. Tompkins was wearing one, under his seersucker coat. I never could find any veterans' association that knew anything about him, either. Maybe I should give that list of names to the police. Maybe I will. Or maybe I'll try to find those four men myself, and try to make sense out of what's being hidden. 
 I don't think Price was evil. No. He was just scared, and who can blame a man for running from his own nightmares? I like to believe that, in the end, Price had the courage to face the Nightcrawlers, and in committing suicide he saved our lives. 
 The newspapers, of course, never got the real story. They called Price a 'Nam vet who'd gone crazy, killed six people in a Florida motel and then killed a state trooper in a shootout at Big Bob's diner and gas stop. But I know where Price is buried. They sell little American flags at the five-and-dime in Mobile. I'm alive, and I can spare the change. 
 And then I've got to find out how much courage I have. 
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THE DEEP END
 Winner of the 1988 Bram Stoker Award for Best Short Story 
 Summer was dying. The late afternoon sky wept rain from low, hovering clouds, and Glenn Calder sat in his Chevy station wagon, staring at the swimming pool where his son had drowned two weeks ago. Neil was just sixteen years old,  Glenn thought. His lips were tight and gray, and the last of his summer tan had faded from his gaunt, hollowed face. Just sixteen.  His hands tightened around the steering-wheel, the knuckles bleaching white. It's not fair. My son is dead—and  you're still alive. Oh, I know you're there. I've figured it all out. You think
you're so damned smart. You think you've got everybody fooled. But not me. Oh no—not me. He reached over the seat beside him and picked up his pack of Winstons, chose a cigarette and clamped the filter between his lips. Then he punched the cigarette lighter in and waited for it to heat up. His eyes, pale blue behind a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, remained fixed on the Olympic-sized public swimming pool beyond the high chainlink fence. A sign on the admissions gate said in big, cheerful red letters: CLOSED FOR THE SEASON! SEE YOU NEXT SUMMER! Beyond the fence were bleachers and sundecks where people had lolled in the hot, sultry summer of north Alabama, and there was a bandstand where an occasional rock band had played at a pool party on a Saturday night. Steam rose from the glistening concrete around the pool and, in the silence between the patter of raindrops, with his windows rolled down and the moody smell of August's last hours inside the car, he thought he could hear ghostly music from that bandstand, there under the red canopy where he himself had danced as a kid in the late fifties
 He imagined he could hear the shouts, squeals and rowdy laughter of the generations of kids that had come to this pool, here in wooded Parnell Park, since it had been dug out and filled with water back in the mid-forties. He cocked his head to one side, listening, and he felt sure that one of these ghostly voices belonged to Neil, and Neil was speaking like a ripple of water down a drain, calling "Dad? Dad?  It killed me, Dad! I didn't drown! I was always a good swimmer, Dad! You  know that, don't you... ?" 
 "Yes," Glenn answered softly, and tears filled his eyes. "I know that." The lighter popped out. Glenn got his cigarette going and returned the lighter to the dashboard. He stared at the swimming pool as a tear crept down his cheek. Neil's voice ebbed and faded, joining the voices of the other ghosts that were forever young in Parnell Park. 
 If he had a dollar for every time he'd walked through that admissions gate he'd be a mighty rich man today. At least he'd have a lot more money, he mused, than running the Pet Center at Brookhill Mall paid him. But he'd always liked animals, so that was okay, though when he'd been young enough to dream he'd had plans of working for a zoo in a big city like Birmingham, travelling the world and collecting exotic animals. His father had died when he was a sophomore at the University of Alabama, and Glenn had returned to Barrimore Crossing and gone to work because his mother had been hanging on the edge of a nervous breakdown. He'd always planned on going back to college but the spool of time just kept unwinding: he'd met Linda, and they'd fallen in love. And then they'd gotten married and Neil was born four years later, and... . 
 Well, that was just the story of life, wasn't it? 
 There were little flecks of rain on his glasses, caused when the drops ricocheted off the edge of the rolled-down window. Glenn took them off to wipe the lenses with a handkerchief. Without the glasses, everything was kind of fuzzy, but he could still see all right. 
 His hands were trembling. He was afraid, but not terrified. Funny. He'd thought for sure he'd be scared shitless. Of course, it wasn't time yet. Oh, no. Not yet. He put his glasses back on, drew deeply at his cigarette and let the smoke leak from his mouth. Then he touched the heavy-duty chain cutter that lay on the seat beside him. Today—the last day of summer—he had brought his own admission ticket to the pool. 
 Underneath his trousers he was wearing his bathing suit—the red one, the one that Linda said he'd better not wear around the bull up in Howard Mackey's pasture. Glenn smiled grimly. If he hadn't had Linda these past two weeks it might've made him slip right off the deep end. She said they were strong, that they would go on and learn to live with Neil's death, and Glenn had agreed—but that was before he'd started thinking. That was before he'd started reading and studying about the Parnell Park swimming pool. 
 That was before he knew. 
 After Neil had drowned, the town council had closed the pool and park. Neil had been its third victim of the summer; back in June a girl named Wanda Shackleford had died in the pool, and on the fourth of July it had been Tom Dunnigan. Neil had known Wanda Shackleford. And Glenn remembered that they'd talked about the incident at home one night. 
 "Seventeen years old!" Glenn had said, reading from a copy of the Barrimore Crossing Courier. "What a waste!" He was sitting in his Barcalounger in the den, and Linda was on the sofa doing her needlepoint picture for Sue Ann Moore's birthday. Neil was on the floor in a comfortable sprawl, putting together a plastic model of a space ship he'd bought at Brookhill Mall that afternoon. "Says here that she and a boy named Paul Buckley decided to climb the fence and go swimming around midnight." He glanced over at Linda. "Is that Alex Buckley's boy? The football player?" 
 "I think so. Do you know, Neil?" 
 "Yeah. Paul Buckley's a center for Grissom High." Neil glued a triangular weapons turret together and put it aside to dry, then turned to face his father. Like Glenn, the boy was thin and lanky and wore glasses. "Wanda Shackleford was his girlfriend. She would've been a senior next year. What else does it say?" 
 "It's got a few quotes from Paul Buckley and the policeman who pulled the girl's body out. Paul says they'd had a sixpack and then decided to go swimming. He says he never even knew she was gone until he started calling her and she didn't answer. He thought she was playing a trick on him." He offered his son the paper. 
 "I can't imagine wanting to swim in dark water," Linda said. Her pleasant oval face was framed with pale blond hair, and her eyes were hazel, the same color as Neil's. She concentrated on making a tricky stitch and then looked up. "That's the first one." 
 "The first one? What do you mean?" 
 Linda shrugged uneasily. "I don't know. Just... well they say things happen in threes." She returned to her work. 
 "I think the City should fill in that swimming pool." 
 "Fill in the pool? " There was alarm in Neil's voice. "Why?" 
 "Because last June the Happer boy drowned in it, remember? It happened the first weekend school was out. Thank God we weren't there to see it. And two summers before that, the McCarrin girl drowned in four feet of water. The lifeguard didn't even see her go down before somebody stepped on her." She shivered and looked at Glenn. "Remember?" 
 Glenn drew on his cigarette, staring through the rain-streaked windshield at the pool. "Yes," he said softly. "I remember." But at the time, he'd told Linda that people—especially kids—drowned in pools, ponds and lakes every summer. People even drown in their own bathtubs! he'd said. The city shouldn't close Parnell Park pool and deprive the people of Barrimore Crossing, Leeds, Cooks Springs and the other surrounding communities. Without Parnell Park, folks would have to drive either to Birmingham or go swimming in the muddy waters of nearby Logan Martin lake on a hot summer afternoon! 
 Still, he'd remembered that a man from Leeds had drowned in the deep end the summer before Gil McCarrin's daughter died. And hadn't two or three other people drowned there as well? 
 "You think you're so damned smart," Glenn whispered. "But I know. You killed my son, and by God you're going to pay." 
 A sullen breeze played over the pool, and Glenn imagined he could hear the water giggle. Off in the distance he was sure he heard Neil's voice, floating to him through time and space: "It killed me, Dad! I didn't drown... I didn't drown... I didn't... I—" 
 Glenn clamped a hand to his forehead and squeezed. Sometimes that made the ghostly voice go away, and this time it worked. He was getting a whopper of a headache, and he opened the glove compartment and took a half-full bottle of Excedrin from it. He popped it open, put a tablet on his tongue and let it melt. Today was the last day of August, and tomorrow morning the city workmen would come and open the big circular metal-grated drain down in the twelve-foot depths of the deep end. An electric pump would flood the water through pipes that had been laid down in 1945, when the pool was first dug out. The water would continue for more than two miles, until it emptied into a cove on Logan Martin lake. Glenn knew the route that water would take very well, because he'd studied the yellowed engineering diagrams in Barrimore Crossing's City Hall. And then, the last week of May, when the heat had come creeping back and summer was about to blaze like a nova, the pipes would start pumping Logan Martin lake water back through another system of filtration tanks and sanitation filters and when it spilled into the Parnell Park swimming pool it would be fresh, clean and sparkling. But it would not  be lifeless. 
 Glenn chewed a second Excedrin, crushed his cigarette out in the ashtray. This was the day. Tomorrow would be too late. Because tomorrow, the thing that lurked in the public swimming pool would slither away down the drain and get back to the lake where it would wait in the mud for another summer season and the beckoning rhythm of the pump. 
 Glenn's palms were wet. He wiped them on his trousers. Tom Dunnigan had drowned in the deep end on the fourth of July, during the big annual celebration and barbecue. Glenn and Linda had been eating sauce-sloppy barbecues when they'd heard the commotion at the pool, and Linda had screamed, "Oh my God! Neil!" But it was not Neil who lay on his stomach as the lifeguard tried to force breath back into the body. Neil had been doing cannonballs off the high dive when Tom's wife had shouted for help. The pool had been crowded with people, but no one had seen Tom Dunnigan slip under; he had not cried out, had not even left a ripple in the water. Glenn got close enough through the onlookers to see Tom's body as the lifeguard worked on him. Tom's eyes were open, and water was running between the pale blue lips. But Glenn had found himself staring at a small, circular purple bruise at the back of Tom's neck, almost at the base of the brain; the bruise was pinpricked with scarlet, as if tiny veins in the skin had been ruptured. He'd wondered what could have caused a bruise like that, but it was so small it certainly wasn't important. Then the ambulance attendants wheeled Tom away, covered with a sheet, and the pool closed down for a week. 
 It was later—much later—that Glenn realized the bruise could've been a bitemark. 
 He'd been feeding a chameleon in the pet store when the lizard, which had turned the exact shade of green as the grass at the bottom of his tank, had decided to give him a bite on his finger. A chameleon has no teeth, but the pressure of the lizard's mouth had left a tiny circular mark that faded almost at once. Still the little mark bothered Glenn until he'd realized what it reminded him of. 
 He'd never really paid much attention to the chameleon before that, but suddenly he was intrigued by how it changed colors so quickly, from grass-green to the tan shade of the sand heaped up in the tank's corner. Glenn put a large gray rock in there as well, and soon the chameleon would climb up on it and bloom gray; in that state, he would be invisible but for the tiny, unblinking black circles of his eyes. 
 "I know what you are," Glenn whispered. "Oh, yeah. I sure do." The light was fading. Glenn looked in the rear seat to check his gear: a snorkel, underwater mask, and fins. On the floorboard was an underwater light—a large flashlight sealed in a clear plastic enclosure with an upraised red off-on switch. Glenn had driven to the K-Mart in Birmingham to buy the equipment in the sporting goods department. No one knew him there. And wrapped up in a yellow towel in the back seat was his major purchase. He reached over for it, carefully picked it up, and put it across his lap. Then he began to unfold the towel, and there it was—clean, bright, and deadly. 
 "Looks wicked, doesn't it?" the K-Mart clerk had asked. 
 Glenn had agreed that it did. But then, it suited his needs. 
 "You couldn't get me  underwater," the clerk had said. "Nossir! I like my feet on solid ground! What do you catch with that thing?" 
 "Big game," Glenn had told him. "So big you wouldn't believe it." He ran his hands over the cool metal of the speargun in his lap. He'd read all the warnings and instructions, and the weapon's barbed spear was ready to fire. All he had to do was move a little lever with his thumb to unhook the safety, and then squeezing the trigger was the same as any other gun. He'd practiced on a pillow in the basement, late at night when Linda was asleep. She'd really think he was crazy if she found what was left of that tattered old thing. 
 But she thought he was out of his mind anyway, so what did it matter? Ever since he'd told her what he knew was true, she'd looked at him differently. It was in her eyes. She thought he'd slipped right off the deep end. 
 "We'll see about that." There was cold sweat on his face now, because the time was near. He started to get out of the station wagon, then froze. His heart was pounding. 
 A police car had turned into the parking lot, and was heading toward him. 
 Oh, Jesus! he thought. No! He visualized Linda on the phone to the police: "Officer, my husband's gone crazy! I don't know what he'll do next. He's stopped going to work, he has nightmares all the time and can't sleep, and he thinks there's a monster in the Parnell Park swimming pool! He thinks a monster killed our son, and he won't see a doctor or talk to anybody else about—" 
 The police car was getting closer. Glenn hastily wrapped the towel around the speargun, put it down between the seat and the door. He laid the chain cutter on the floorboard and then the police car was pulling up right beside him and all he could do was sit rigidly and smile. 
 "Having trouble, sir?" the policeman on the passenger side asked through his rolled-down window. 
 "No. No trouble. Just sitting here." Glenn heard his voice tremble. His smile felt so tight his face was about to rip. The policeman suddenly started to get out of the car, and Glenn knew he would see the gear on the back seat. 
 "I'm fine!" Glenn protested. "Really!" But the police car's door was opening and the man was about to walk over and see— 
 "Hey, is that you,  Mr. Calder?" the policeman sitting behind the wheel asked. The other one hesitated. 
 "Yes. I'm Glenn Calder." 
 "I'm Mike Ward. I bought a cocker spaniel puppy from you at the first of the summer. Gave it to my little girl for her birthday. Remember?" 
 "Uh... yes! Sure." Glenn recalled him now. "Yes! How's the puppy?" 
 "Fine. We named him Bozo because of those big floppy feet. I'll tell you, I never knew a puppy so small could eat so much!" 
 Glenn strained to laugh. He feared his eyes must be bulging with inner pressure. 
 Mike Ward was silent for a few seconds, and then he said something to the other man that Glenn couldn't make out. The second policeman got back into the car and closed the door, and Glenn released the breath he'd been holding. 
 "Everything okay, Mr. Calder?" Mike asked; "I mean... I know about your son, and—" 
 "I'm fine!" Glenn said. "Just sitting here. Just thinking." His head was about to pound open. 
 "We were here the day it happened," Mike told him. "I'm really sorry." 
 "Thank you." The whole, hideous scene unfolded again in Glenn's mind: he remembered looking up from his Sports Illustrated magazine and seeing Neil going down the aluminum ladder on the left side of the pool, down at the deep end. "I hope he's careful," Linda had fretted and then she'd called to him. "Be careful!" Neil had waved and gone on down the ladder into the sparkling blue water. 
 There had been a lot of people there that afternoon. It had been one of the hottest days of the summer. And then Glenn remembered that Linda suddenly set aside her needlepoint, her face shaded by the brim of her straw hat, and said the words he could never forget: "Glenn? I don't see Neil anymore." Something about the world had changed in that moment. Time had been distorted and the world had cracked open, and Glenn had seen the horror that lies so close to the surface. 
 They brought Neil's body up and tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, but he was dead. Glenn could tell that right off. He was dead. And when they turned his body over to try to pound the life back into him, Glenn had seen the small purple bruise at the back of his son's neck, almost at the base of the brain. Oh God, Glen had thought. Something stole the life right out of him. 
 And from that moment on, maybe he had  gone crazy. Because he'd looked across the surface of the pool, and he had realized something very odd. 
 There was no aluminum ladder on the left side of the pool down at the deep end. On the pool's right side there was a ladder—but not on the left. 
 "He was a good boy," Glenn told the two policemen. There was still a fixed smile on his face, and he could not make it let go. "His mother and I loved him very, very much." 
 "Yes sir. Well... I guess we'll go on, then. You sure you're all right? You... uh... haven't been drinking, have you?" 
 "Nope. Clean as a whistle. Don't you worry about me, I'll go home soon. Wouldn't want to get Linda upset, would I?" 
 "No sir. Take care, now." Then the police car backed up, turned around in the parking lot and drove away along the wooded road. 
 Glenn had a splitting headache. He chewed a third Excedrin, took a deep breath, and reached down for the chain cutter. Then he got out of the car, walked to the admissions gate and cleaved the chain that locked it. The chain rattled to the concrete, and the gate swung open. 
 And now there was nothing between him and the monster in the swimming pool. 
 He returned to the car and threw the clippers inside, shucked off his shoes, socks and trousers. He let them fall in a heap beside the station-wagon, but he kept his blue-striped shirt on. It had been a present from Neil. Then he carried his mask, fins and snorkel into the pool area, walked the length of the pool and laid the gear on a bleacher. Rain pocked the dark surface, and on the pool's bottom were the black lines of swimming lanes, sometimes used for area swim-meets Ceramic tiles on the bottom made a pattern of dark blue, aqua and pale green. There were thousands of places for it to hide, Glenn reasoned. It could be lying along a black line, or compressed flat and smooth like a stingray on one of the colored tiles. He looked across the pool where the false ladder had been—the monster could make itself resemble a ladder, or it could curl up and emulate the drain, or lie flat and still in a gutter waiting for a human form to come close enough. Yes. It had many shapes, many colors, many tricks. But the water had not yet gone back to the lake, and the monster that had killed Neil was still in there. Somewhere. He walked back to the car, got the underwater light and the speargun. It was getting dark, and he switched the light on. 
 He wanted to make sure the thing found him once he was in the water—and the light should draw it like a neon sign over a roadside diner. 
 Glenn sat on the edge of the pool and put on his fins. He had to remove his glasses to wear the facemask; everything was out of focus, but it was the best he could do. He fit the snorkel into his mouth, hefted the underwater light in his left hand, and slowly eased himself over the edge. 
 I'm ready, he told himself. He was shaking, couldn't stop. The water, untended for more than two weeks, was dirty—littered with Coke cups, cigarette butts, dead waterbugs. The carcass of a bluejay floated past his face, and Glenn thought that it appeared to have been crushed. 
 He turned over on his stomach, put his head underwater, and kicked off against the pool's side, making a splash that sounded jarringly loud. He began to drift out over the drain, directing the light's yellow beam through the water. Around and beneath him was gray murk. But the light suddenly glinted off something, and Glenn arched down through the chill to see what it was—a beer can on the bottom. Still, the monster could be anywhere. Anywhere.  He slid to the surface, expelling water through the snorkel like a whale. Then he continued slowly across the pool, his heartbeat pounding in his ears and the sound of his breathing like a hellish bellows through the snorkel. In another moment his head bumped the other side of the pool. He drifted in another direction, guiding himself with an occasional thrust of a fin. 
 Come on, damn you! Glenn thought. I know you're here! 
 But nothing moved in the depths below. He shone the light around, seeking a shadow. I'm not crazy, he told himself. I'm really not. His head was hurting again, and his mask was leaking, the water beginning to creep up under his nose. Come out and fight me, damn you! I'm in your element now, you bastard! 
 Come on! 
 Linda had asked him to see a doctor in Birmingham. She said she'd go with him, and the doctor would listen. There was no monster in the swimming pool, she'd said. And if there was  where had it come from? 
 Glenn knew. Since Neil's death, Glenn had done a lot of thinking and reading. He'd gone back through the Courier  files, searching for any information about the Parnell Park swimming pool. He'd found that, for the last five years, at least one person had died in the pool every summer. Before that you had to go back eight years to find a drowning victim—an elderly man who'd already suffered one heart attack. 
 But it had been in a copy of the Birmingham News,  dated October tenth six years ago, that Glenn had found his answer. 
 The article's headline read "Bright Light" Frightens Lake Residents. On the night of October ninth, a sphere of blue fire had been seen by a dozen people who lived around Logan Martin lake. It had flashed across the sky, making a noise—as one resident put it—"like steam whistling out of a cracked radiator." The blue light had gone down into the lake, and for the next two days, dead fish washed up on shore. 
 You found the pipes that brought you up into our swimming pool, didn't you? Glenn thought as he explored the gray depths with his light. Maybe you came from somewhere that's all water, and you can't live on land. Maybe you can suck the life out of a human body just as fast and easy as some of us step on ants. Maybe that's what you live on—but by God I've come to stick you, and I'll find you if I have to search all—
 Something moved. 
 Down in the gloom, below him. Down near the drain. A shadow... something. 
 Glenn wasn't sure what it was. He just sensed a slow, powerful uncoiling. 
 He pushed the speargun's safety off with his thumb. He couldn't see anything, dead bugs floated through the light like a dust storm, and a sudden newspaper page drifted up from the bottom, flapped in his face and sank out of sight again. Glenn's nerves were near snapping, and he thought with a touch of hysterical mirth that it might have been an obituaries page. 
 He lowered his head and descended. 
 Murky clouds swirled around him. He probed with the light, alert for another movement. The water felt thick, oily; a contaminated feel. He continued to slide down into the depths, and they closed over him. His fins stirred more pool silt, and the clouds refused the light. He stayed down as long as he could, until his lungs began to heave, and then he rose toward the surface like a flabby arrow. 
 When he reached the top, something grasped his head. 
 It was a cold, rubbery thing, and Glenn knew it was the grip of death. He couldn't help it; he shrieked around the snorkel's mouthpiece, twisted violently in the Water and caught sight of slick green flesh. His frantic movement dislodged the facemask, and water flooded in. He was blinded, water was pressing up his nostrils and the thing was wrapped around his shoulders. He heard his gurgling underwater scream, flailed the thing off him and thrashed desperately away. 
 Glenn kicked to the edge of the pool, raising geysers. The aluminum ladder was in front of him, and he reached up to haul himself out. 
No!  he thought, wrenching his hand back before it touched the metal—or what was supposed to pass as metal. That's how it had killed Neil. It had emulated the other ladder and entwined itself around Neil as he entered the water, and it had taken him under and killed him in an instant while everyone else was laughing and unaware. He swam away from the ladder and hung to the gutter's edge. His body convulsed, water gurgling from his nostrils. His dangling legs were vulnerable, and he drew them up against his chest, so fast he kneed himself in the chin. Then he dared to look around and aim the light at the monster. 
 About ten feet away, bouncing in the chop of his departure, was a child's deflated rubber ring, the green head of a seahorse with a grinning red mouth lying in the water. 
 Glenn laughed, and spat up more of the pool. Brave man, he thought. Real brave. Oh Jesus, if Linda had been here to see this! I was scared shitless of a kid's toy! His laughter got louder, more strident. He laughed until it dawned on him that he was holding his facemask's strap around his right wrist, and his right hand gripped the gutter. 
 In his left hand was the underwater light. 
 He had lost his snorkel. And the speargun. 
 His laughter ceased on a broken note. 
 Fear shot up his spine. He squinted, saw the snorkel bobbing on the surface five or six feet away. The speargun had gone to the bottom. 
 He didn't think about getting out of the pool. His body just did it, scrabbling up over the sloshing gutter to the concrete, where he lay on his belly in the rain and shivered with terror. 
 Without the speargun, he had no chance. I can use the chain cutter, he thought. Snap the bastard's head off! But no, no: the chain cutter needed two hands, and he had to have a hand free to hold the light. He thought of driving back to Birmingham, buying another speargun, but it occurred to him that if he got in the car and left Parnell Park, his guts might turn to jelly on the highway and Neil's voice would haunt him: "You know I didn't drown, don't you,
Dad? You know I didn't...” 
 He might get in that car and drive away and never come back, and today was the last day of summer, and when they opened the drain in the morning, the monster would go back to the lake and await another season of victims. He knew what he had to do. Must do. Must. He had to put the facemask back on, retrieve the snorkel, and go down after that speargun. He lay with his cheek pressed against the concrete and stared at the black water; how many summer days had seen him in that pool, basking like a happy whale? As a kid, he couldn't wait for the clock of seasons to turn around and point him to this pool—and now, everything had changed. Everything, and it could never be the same again. 
 Neil was dead, killed by the monster in the swimming pool. The creature had killed part of him, too, Glenn realized. Killed the part that saw this place as a haven of youthful dreams, an anchor-point of memories. And next summer, when the monster came back, someone else's dreams would die as well. 
 He had to go down and get the speargun. It was the only way. 
 It took him another minute or so to make his body respond to his mind's command. The chill shocked his skin again as he slipped over the side; he moved slowly, afraid of noise or splashes. Then he put the mask on, swam carefully to the snorkel with his legs drawn up close to the surface; he bit down hard on the mouthpiece, thinking suddenly that if there was really a monster here it could have emulated the snorkel, and both of them would've gotten a very nasty surprise. But the snorkel remained a snorkel, as Glenn blew the water out of it. If there was really a monster here.  The thought caught him like a shock. If.  And there it was. What if Linda was right? 
 he asked himself. What if there's nothing here, and I'm just treading dirty water? What if everything I've thought is wrong—and I'm losing my mind? No, no, I'm right. I know I am. Dear God. I have  to be right. He took a deep breath, exhaled it. The collapsed green seahorse seemed to be drifting toward him again. Was its grin wider? Did it show a glint of teeth? Glenn watched the rubber ring move through the light's beam, and then he took another breath and slid downward to find the speargun. 
 His thrashing had stirred up more debris. The water seemed alive with reaching, darting shadows as he kicked to the bottom and skimmed along it, his belly brushing the tiles. The light gleamed off another beercan, off a scatter of pennies left by children who'd been diving for them. Something bony lay on the bottom, and Glenn decided it was a chicken drumstick somebody had tossed over the fence. He kept going, slowly swinging his light in an arc before him. 
 The dirty clouds opened under his waving hand, and more metal glinted. Another crushed beercan—no, no, it wasn't. His heart kicked. He fanned the murk away, and caught sight of the speargun's handle. Gripped it in his right hand with a flood of relief. Thank God! he thought. Now he felt powerful again, and the shadows seemed to flee before him. He turned in a circle, illuminating the darkness at his back. Nothing there. Nothing. To his right the newspaper page flapped like a manta ray, and to his left the clouds parted for a second to show him a glimpse of the drain. He was in the twelve-foot depth. The deep end, that place where parents warned their kids not to go. And about three feet from the drain lay something else. Something that made Glenn's throat catch and bubbles spill from his nostrils. 
 And that was when the thing that had taken the shape of a speargun in his hand burst into its true form, all camouflage done. Ice-white tentacles tightened around Glenn's wrist as his fingers spasmed open. The bubbles of a scream exploded from Glenn's mouth, but his jaws clamped shut before all his air was lost. As he tried to lunge upward, a third and fourth tentacle—pale, almost translucent and as tough as piano-wire—shot out, squeezing into the drain's grate and locked there. 
 Glenn fought furiously, saw the monster's head taking shape from its gossamer ghost of a body; the head was triangular, like a cobra's, and from it emerged a single scarlet, blazing eye with a golden pupil. Below the eye was a small round mouth full of suction pads like the underside of a starfish. The mouth was pulsating rapidly, and began to turn from white to crimson. 
 The single eye stared into Glenn's face with clinical interest. And suddenly the thing's neck elongated and the mouth streaked around for the back of Glenn's neck. 
 He'd known that's where it was going to strike, and he'd flung his left arm up to ward off the blow an instant before it came. The mouth sealed to his shoulder like a hot kiss, hung there for a second and withdrew with a sputt of distaste. The monster's head weaved back and forth as Glenn hunched his shoulders up to protect the back of his neck and spinal cord. His lungs heaved; his mouth was full of water, the snorkel spun away in the turbulence. Water was streaming into his mask, and the light had dropped from the fingers of his left hand and lay on the bottom, sending rays through the roiling clouds like a weird sunset through an alien atmosphere. The thing's head jerked forward, its mouth aiming at Glenn's forehead; he jerked aside as much as he could, and the mouth hit the facemask glass. Glenn felt tentacles slithering around his body, drawing him closer, trying to crack his ribs and squeeze the last of his air out. He pressed his left hand to the back of his neck. The monster's eye moved in the socket, seeking a way to the juices it craved. The mouth was bright red now, and deep in the folds of its white body, Glenn saw a crimson mass that pulsated at the same rhythm as its mouth. Its heart, he realized. Its heart. 
 The blood thundered in his head. His lungs were seizing, about to grab for water. He looked down, saw the real speargun a few feet away. He had no time for even a second's hesitation, and he knew that if he failed he was dead. He took his hand away from the back of his neck and reached for the gun, his own heartbeat about to blow the top of his skull off. 
 The creature's head came around like a whip. The suckers fixed to the base of Glenn's brain, and for an instant there was an agony that he thought would end only when his head split open; but then there was a numbing, floating, novocained sensation, and Glenn felt himself drifting toward death. 
 But he had the speargun in his hand. 
 The monster shivered with hungry delight. From between the suction cups tiny needle-like teeth began to drill through the pores of its prey's flesh, toward the spinal cord at the base of the brain. One part of Glenn wanted to give up. Wanted to drift and sleep. Wanted to join Neil and the others who had gone to sleep in this pool. It would be so easy... so easy... 
 But the part of him that clung to life and Linda and the world beyond this pool made him lift the gun, press the barbed spear against the monster's pulsing heart and squeeze the trigger. 
 Sharp, head-clearing pain ripped through him. A black cloud of blood spilled into the water. The spear had pierced the creature's body and gone into his own forearm. The monster released his neck, its head whipping and the eye wide and stunned. Glenn saw that the spear had gone right through the thing's heart—if that's indeed what the organ was—and then he wrenched at his arm with all his remaining strength. The spear and the heart tore out of the monster's writhing body. The pupil of its eye had turned from gold to black, and its tattered body began to ooze through the drain's grate like strands of opaque jelly. 
 Glenn's lungs lurched. Pulled in water. He clawed toward the surface, his arm puffing blood. The surface was so far, so terribly far. The deep end had him, was not going to let him go. He strained upward, as dark gnawed at him and his lungs hitched and the water began to gurgle in his throat. 
 And then his head emerged into night air, and as he drew a long, shuddering breath he heard himself cry out like a victorious beast. 
 He didn't remember reaching the pool's side. Still would not trust the ladder. He tried to climb out and fell back several times. There seemed to be a lot of blood, and water still rattled in his lungs. He didn't know how long it was, but finally he pulled himself out and fell on his back on the wet concrete. 
 Sometime later, he heard a hissing sound. 
 He wearily lifted his head, and coughed more water out. At the end of the spear, the lump of alien flesh was sizzling. The heart shriveled until it resembled a piece of coal—and then it fell apart like black ash, and there was nothing left. 
 "Got you," Glenn whispered. "Got you... didn't I?" 
 He lay on his back for a long time, as the blood continued to stream from the wound in his arm, and when he opened his eyes again he could see the stars. 
 "Crazy fella busted in here last night," one of the overall-clad workmen said to the other as he lit a cigarette. "Heard it on the news this mornin'. Radio said a fella broke in here and went swimmin'. That's why the chain's cut off the gate." 
 "Is that right? Lawd, lawd! Jimmy, this is some crazy world!" The second workman, whose name was Leon, sat on the concrete beside the little brick enclosure housing an iron wheel that opened the drain and a switch that operated the electric pump. They'd spent an hour cleaning the pool out before they'd turned the wheel, and this was the first chance to sit down and rest. They'd filled a garbage bag with beercans, dead bugs, and other debris that had collected at the bottom. Now the water was draining out, the electric pump making a steady thumping sound. It was the first morning of September, and the sun was shining through the trees in Parnell Park. 
 "Some folks are just born fools," Jimmy offered, nodding sagely. "Radio said that fella shot himself with a spear. Said he was ravin' and crazy and the policeman who found him couldn't make heads or butts outta anythin' he was sayin'." 
 "Musta wanted to go swimmin' awful bad. Hope they put him in a nice asylum with a swimmin' pool." Both men thought that was very funny, and they laughed. They were still laughing when the electric pump made a harsh gasping moan and died. 
 "Oh, my achin' ass!" Jimmy stood up, flicked his cigarette to the concrete. "We musta missed somethin'! Drain's done clogged for sure!" He went over to the brick enclosure and picked up a long-handled, telescoping tool with a hooked metal tip on the end. "Let's see if we can dig whatever it is out. If we can't, then somebody named Leon is goin' swimmin'." 
 "Uh uh, not me! I don't swim in nothin' but a bathtub!" 
 Jimmy walked to the edge of the low diving board and reached into the water with his probe. He telescoped the handle out and began to dig down at the drain's grate, felt the hook slide into something that seemed... rubbery. He brought the hook up and stood gawking at what dangled from it. 
 Whatever it was, it had an eye. 
 "Go... call somebody," he managed to tell Leon. "Go call somebody right quick!" Leon started running for the pay phone at the shuttered concessions stand. 
 "Hey, Leon!" Jimmy called, and the other man stopped. "Tell 'em I don't know what it is... but tell 'em I think it's dead! And tell 'em we found it in the deep end!" 
 Leon ran on to make the phone call. 
 The electric pump suddenly kicked on again, and with a noise like a heartbeat began to return water to the lake. Copyright © 1987 by Robert R. McCammon. All rights reserved. This story originally appeared in the anthology Night
Visions IV, first published in 1987. Reprinted with permission of the author. 





DOOM CITY
 He awakened with the memory of thunder in his bones. 
 The house was quiet. The alarm clock hadn’t gone off. Late for work! he realised, struck by a bolt of desperate terror. But no, no... wait a minute; he blinked the fog from his eyes and his mind gradually cleared too. He could still taste the onions in last night’s meatloaf. Friday night was meatloaf night. Today was Saturday. No office work today, thank God. Ah, he thought, settle down... settle down... 
 Lord, what a nightmare he’d had! It was fading now, all jumbled up and incoherent but leaving its weird essence behind like a snakeskin. There’d been a thunderstorm last night—Brad was sure of that, because he’d awakened to see the garish white flash of it and to hear the gut-wrenching growl of a real boomer pounding at the bedroom wall. But whatever the nightmare had been, he couldn’t recall it now; he felt dizzy and disorientated, like he’d just stepped off a carnival ride gone crazy. He did recall that he’d sat up and seen that lightning, so bright it had made his eyes buzz blue in the dark. And he remembered Sarah saying something too, but now he didn’t know what it was... 
 Damn, he thought as he stared across the bedroom at the window that looked down on Baylor Street. Damn, that light looks strange. Not like June at all. More like a white, winter light. Ghostly. Kind of made his eyes hurt a little. 
 Brad got out of bed and walked across the room. He pushed aside the white curtain and peered out, squinting. What appeared to be a grey, faintly luminous fog hung in the trees and over the roofs of the houses on Baylor Street. It looked like the colour had been sucked out of everything, and the fog lay motionless for as far as he could see up and down the street. He looked up, trying to find the sun. It was up there somewhere, burning like a dim bulb behind dirty cotton. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Brad Forbes said, “Sarah? Honey? Take a look at this.” 
 She didn’t reply, nor did she stir. He glanced at her, saw the wave of her brown hair above the sheet that was pulled up over her like a shroud. “Sarah?” he said again, and took a step towards the bed. And suddenly Brad remembered what she’d said last night, when he’d sat up in a sleepy daze to watch the lightning crackle. 
I’m cold, I’m cold. 
 He grasped the edge of the sheet and pulled it back. 
 A skeleton with tendrils of brittle brown hair attached to its skull lay where his wife had been sleeping last night. 
 The skeleton was wearing Sarah’s pale blue night-gown, and what looked like dried-up pieces of tree bark—skin, he realised, yes... her... skin—lay all around, on and between the white bones. The teeth grinned, and from the bed there was the bittersweet odour of a damp graveyard. 
 “Oh...” he whispered, and he stood staring down at what was left of his wife as his eyes began to bulge from their sockets and a pressure like his brain was about to explode grew in his head and blood trickled down from his lower lip where his teeth had pierced. 
I’m cold, she’d said, in a voice that had sounded like a whimper of pain. I’m cold. And then Brad heard himself moan, and he let go of the sheet and staggered back across the room, tripped over a pair of his tennis shoes and went down hard on the floor. The sheet settled back over the skeleton like a sigh. Thunder rumbled outside, muffled by the fog. Brad stared at one skeletal foot that protruded from the lower end of the sheet, and he saw flakes of dried, dead flesh float down from it to the Sears deep-pile aqua-blue carpet. He didn’t know how long he sat there, just staring. He thought he might have giggled, or sobbed, or made some combination of both. He almost threw up, and he wanted to curl up into a ball and go back to sleep again; he did close his eyes for a few seconds, but when he opened them again the skeleton of his wife was still lying in the bed and the sound of thunder was nearer. 
 And he might have sat there until Doomsday if the telephone beside the bed hadn’t started ringing. Somehow, he was up and had the receiver in his hand. Tried not to look down at the brown-haired skull, and remember how beautiful his wife—a just twenty-eight years old, for God’s sake!—had been. 
 “Hello,” he said, in a dead voice. 
 There was no reply. Brad could hear circuits clicking and humming, deep in the wires. 
 “Hello?” 
 No answer. Except now there might have been— might  have been—a soft, silken breathing. 
 “Hello? ” Brad shrieked into the phone. “Say something, damn you!” 
 Another series of clicks; then a tinny, disembodied voice: “We’re sorry, but we cannot place your call at this time. All lines are busy. Please hang up and try again later. Thank you. This is a recording...” 
 He slammed the receiver back into its cradle, and the motion of the air made flakes of skin fly up from the skull’s cheekbones. 
 Brad ran out of the bedroom, barefoot and in only his pyjama bottoms; he ran to the stairs, went down them screaming. “Help! Help me! Somebody!” He missed a step, slammed against the wall and caught the banister before he broke his neck. Still screaming for help, he burst through he front door and out into the yard where his feet crunched on dead leaves. 
 He stopped. The sound of his voice went echoing down Baylor Street. The air was still and wet, thick and stifling. He stared down at all the dead leaves around him, covering brown grass that had been green the day before. And then the wind suddenly moved, and more dead leaves swirled around him; he looked up, and saw bare grey branches where living oak trees had stood before he’d closed his eyes to sleep last night. 
 “HELP ME!” he screamed. “SOMEBODY PLEASE HELP ME!” 
 But there was no answer; not from the house where the Pates lived, not from the Walkers’ house, not from the Crawfords’ nor the Lehmans’. Nothing human moved on Baylor Street, and as he stood amid the falling leaves on the seventh day of June he felt something fall into his hair. He reached up, plucked it out and looked at what he held in his hand. 
 The skeleton of a bird, with a few colourless feathers sticking to the bones. 
 He shook it from his hand and frantically wiped his palm on his pyjamas—and then he heard the telephone ringing again in his house. 
 He ran to the downstairs phone, back in the kitchen, picked up the receiver and said, “Help me! Please... I’m on Baylor Street! Please help—” 
 He stopped babbling, because he heard the clicking circuits and a sound like searching wind, and down deep inside the wires there might have been a silken breathing. 
 He was silent too, and the silence stretched. Finally he could stand it no longer. “Who is this?” he asked, in a strained whisper. “Who’s on this phone?” 
Click.  Buzzzzzz... 
 Brad punched the O. Almost at once that same terrible voice came on the line : “We’re sorry, but we cannot place your call at—” He smashed his fist down on the phone’s two prongs, dialled 911. “We’re sorry, but we cannot—” 
 His fist went down again; he dialled the number of the Pates next door, screwed up and stared twice more. “We’re sorry, but—” His fingers went down on about five numbers at once. “We’re sorry—” 
 He screamed and wrenched the telephone from the wall, threw it across the kitchen and it broke the window over the sink. Dead leaves began to drift in, and through the glass panes of the back door Brad saw something lying out in the fenced-in backyard. He went out there, his heart pounding and cold sweat beading on his face and chest. Lying amid dead leaves, very close to its doghouse, was the skeleton of their collie, Socks. The dog looked as if it might have been stripped to the bone in mid-stride, and hunks of hair lay about the bones like snow. In the roaring silence, Brad heard the upstairs phone begin to ring. 
 He ran. 
 Away from the house this time. Out through the backyard gate, up onto the Pates’ front porch. He hammered at the door, hollering for help until his voice was about to give out. Then he smashed a glass pane of the door with his fist and, heedless of the pain and blood, reached in and unsnapped the lock. 
 With his first step into the house, he smelled the graveyard reek. Like something had died a long time ago, and been mummified. 
 He found the skeletons in the master bedroom upstairs; they were clinging to each other. A third skeleton—Davy Pate, once a tow-headed twelve-year-old boy—lay in the bed in the room with posters of Prince and Quiet Riot tacked to the walls. In a fishtank on the far side of the room there were little bones lying in the red gravel on the bottom. 
 It was clear to him then. Yes, very clear. He knew what had happened, and he almost sank to his knees in Davy Pate’s mausoleum. 
 Death had come in the night. And stripped bare everyone and everything but him. 
 But if that were so... then who—or what— had dialled the telephone? What had been listening on the other end? 
 What... oh dear God, what? 
 He didn’t know, but he suddenly realised that he’d told whatever it was that he was still on Baylor Street. And maybe Death had missed him last night; maybe its scythe had cleaved everyone else and missed him, and now... and now it knew he was still on Baylor Street, and it would be coming after him. 
 Brad fled the house, ran through the dead leaves that clogged the gutters of Baylor Street, and headed east towards the centre of town. The wind moved again, sluggishly and heavily; the wet fog shifted, and Brad could see that the sky had turned the colour of blood. Thunder boomed behind him like approaching footsteps, and tears of terror streamed down Brad’s cheeks. 
I’m cold, Sarah had whispered. I’m cold. And that was when the finger of Death had touched her, had missed Brad and gone roaming through the night. I’m cold, she’d said, and there would never be any warming her again. He came to two cars smashed together in the street. Skeletons in clothes lay behind the steering wheels. Further on, the bones of a large dog were almost covered by leaves. Above him, the trees creaked and moaned as the wind picked up, ripping holes in the fog and showing the bloody sky through them. 
 It’s the end of the world, he thought. Judgement Day. All the sinners and saints alike turned to bones overnight. Just me left alive. Just me, and Death knows I’m on Baylor Street. 
 “Mommy! ” 
 The sobbing voice of a child pierced him, and he stopped in his tracks, skidding on leaves. 
 “Mommy!” the voice repeated, echoing and warped by the low-lying fog. “Daddy! Somebody... help me!” 
 It was the voice of a little girl, crying somewhere nearby. Brad listened, trying to peg its direction. First he thought it was to the left, then to the right. In front of him, behind him... he couldn’t be sure. “I’m here!” he shouted. “Where are you?” 
 The child didn’t answer, but Brad could still hear her crying. “I’m not going to hurt you!” he called. “I’m standing right in the middle of a street! Come to me if you can!” 
 He waited. A flurry of brown, already-decaying leaves fell from overhead—and then he saw the figure of the little girl, hesitantly approaching him through the fog on his right. She had blond hair done up in pigtails with pale blue ribbons, and her pallid face was streaked with tears and distorted by terror; she was maybe five or six years old, wearing pink pyjamas and clasping a Smurf doll tightly in her arms. She stopped about fifteen feet away from him, her eyes red and swollen and maybe insane too. 
 “Daddy?” she whispered. 
 “Where’d you come from?” he asked, still shocked at hearing another voice and seeing someone else alive on this last day of the world. “What house?” 
 “Our house,” she answered, her lower lip trembling. Her face looked like it was about to collapse. “Over there.” She pointed through the fog at a shape with a roof, then her eyes came back to Brad. 
 “Anyone else alive?” Your mother or father?” 
 The little girl just stared. 
 “What’s your name?” 
 “Kelly Burch,” she answered dazedly. “My tel’phone number is... is... 633-6949. Could... you help me find... a p’liceman, please?” 
 It would be so easy, Brad thought, to curl up in the leaves on Baylor Street and let himself lose his mind; but if there was one little girl still left alive, then there might be other people too. Maybe this awful thing had only happened on Baylor Street... or maybe only in this part of town; maybe it was a chemical spill, radiation, something unholy in the lightning, some kind of Army weapon that had backfired. Whatever it was, maybe its effects were only limited to a small part of town. Sure! he thought, and when he grinned the child abruptly took two steps back. 
 “We’re going to be all right,” he told her. “I won’t hurt you. I’m going to walk to Main Street. Do you want to go with me?” 
 She didn’t reply, and Brad thought she’d truly gone over the edge but then her lips moved and she said, “I’m looking for... for my Mommy and Daddy. They’re gone.” She caught back a sob, but new tears ran down her cheeks. “They just... they just... left bones in their bed and they’re gone.” 
 “Come on.” He held out his hand to her. “Come with me, okay? Let’s see if we can find anybody else.” 
 Kelly didn’t come any closer. Her little knuckles were white where she gripped the smiling blue Smurf. Brad heard thunder roaming somewhere to the south, and electric-blue lightning scrawled across the crimson sky like a crack in time. Brad couldn’t wait any longer; he started walking again, stopped and looked back. Kelly stopped too, dead leaves snagged in her hair. “We’re going to be all right,” he told her again, and he heard how utterly ridiculous he sounded. Sarah was gone; beautiful Sarah was gone, and his life might as well be over. But no, no—he had to keep going, had to at least try  to make some sense out of all this. He started off once more, east towards Main Street, and he didn’t look back but he knew Kelly was following about fifteen or twenty feet behind. At the intersection of Baylor and Ashley Streets, a police car had smashed into an oak tree. The windshield was layered with leaves, but Brad saw the hunched-over, bony thing in the police uniform sitting behind the wheel. And the most terrible thing was that its skeletal hands were still gripping that wheel, trying to guide the car. Whatever had happened—radiation, chemicals or the Devil striding through the streets of his town—had taken place in an instant. These people had been stripped to bones in the blink of a cold eye, and again Brad felt himself balanced precariously on the edge of madness. 
 “Ask the p’liceman to find Mommy and Daddy!” Kelly called from behind him. 
 “There’s a police station on Main Street,” he told her. “That’s where we’re going to go. Okay?” 
 She didn’t answer, and Brad set off. 
 They passed silent houses. Near the intersection of Baylor and Hilliard, where the traffic light was still obediently blinking yellow, a skeleton in jogging gear lay sprawled on the ground. Its Nike sneakers were too small for Brad’s feet, too large for Kelly’s. They kept going, and Kelly cried for a few minutes but then she hugged her doll tighter and stared straight ahead with eyes swollen almost shut. 
 And then Brad heard it, and his heart pounded with fear again. 
 Off in the fog somewhere. 
 The sound of a phone ringing. 
 Brad stopped. The phone kept on ringing, its sound thin and insistent. 
 “Somebody’s calling,” Kelly said, and Brad realised she was standing right beside him. “My tel’phone number is 633-6949.” 
 He took a step forward. Another, and another. Through the fog ahead of him he could make out the shape of a payphone there on the corner of Dayton Street. 
 The telephone kept on ringing, demanding an answer. 
 Slowly, Brad approached the payphone. He stared at the receiver as if it might be a cobra rearing back to strike. He did not want to answer it, but his arm lifted and his hand reached towards that receiver, and he knew that if he heard that silken breathing and the metallic recorded voice on the other end he might start screaming and never be able to stop. 
 His hand closed around it. Started to lift it up. 
 “Hey, buddy!” someone said. “I wouldn’t answer that if I was you.” 
 Startled almost out of his skin, Brad whirled around. 
 A young man was sitting on the kerb across the street, smoking a cigarette, his legs stretched out before him. “I wouldn’t,” he cautioned. 
 Brad was oddly shocked by the sight of a flesh-and-blood man, as if he’d already forgotten what one looked like. The young man was maybe in his early twenties, wearing scruffy jeans and a dark green shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He had sandy-brown hair that hung to his shoulders, and he looked to have a couple of days’ growth of beard. He pulled on the cigarette and said, “Don’t pick it up, man. Doom City.” 
 “What?” 
 “I said... Doom City.” The young man stood up; he was about six feet, thin and lanky. His workboots crunched leaves as he crossed the street, and Brad saw that he had a patch on the breast pocket of his shirt that identified him as a Sanitation Department workman. As the young man got closer, Kelly pressed her body against Brad’s legs and tried to hide behind the Smurf doll. “Let it ring,” the young man said. His eyes were pale green, deep-set and dazed. “If you were to pick that damned thing up... Doom City.” 
 “Why do you keep saying that?” 
 “Because it is what it is. Somebody’s tryin’ to find all the strays. Tryin’ to run us all down and finish the job. Sweep us all into the gutter, man. Close the world over our heads. Doom City.” He blew a plume of smoke into the air that hung between them, unmoving. 
 “Who are you? Where’d you come from?” 
 “Name’s Neil Spencer. Folks call me Spence. I’m a...” He paused for a few seconds, staring along Baylor Street. 
 “I used  to be a garbage man. ‘Til today, that is. ‘Til I got to work and found skeletons sitting in the garbage trucks. That was about three hours ago, I guess. I’ve been doin’ a lot of walkin’. Lot of pokin’ around.” His gaze rested on the little girl, then back to Brad. The payphone was still ringing, and Brad felt the scream kicking behind his teeth. 
 “You’re the first two I’ve seen with skin,” Spence said. “I’ve been sittin’ over there for the last twenty minutes or so. Just waitin’ for the world to end, I guess.” 
 “What... happened?” Brad asked. Tears burned his eyes. “My God... my God... what happened?” 
 “Somethin’ tore,” Spence said tonelessly. “Ripped open. Somethin’ won the fight, and I don’t think it was who the preachers said was gonna win. I don’t know... maybe Death got tired of waitin’. Same thing happened to the dinosaurs. Maybe it’s happenin’ to people now.” 
 “There’s got to be other people somewhere!” Brad shouted. “We can’t be the only ones!” 
 “I don’t know about that.” Spence drew on his cigarette one last time and flicked the butt into the street. “All I know is, somethin’ came in the night and had a feast, and when it was done it licked the plate clean. Only it’s still hungry.” He nodded towards the ringing phone. “Wants to suck on a few more bones. Like I said, man... Doom City. Doom City here, there and everywhere.” 
 The phone gave a final, shrilling shriek and went silent. 
 Brad heard the child crying again, and he put his hand on her head, stroked her hair to calm her. He realised he was doing it with his bloody hand. “We’ve... we’ve got to go somewhere... got to do something...” 
 “Do what?” Spence asked laconically. “Go where? I’m open to suggestions, man.” 
 From the next block came the distant sound of a telephone ringing. Brad stood with his bloody hand on Kelly’s head, and he didn’t know what to say. 
 “I want to take you somewhere, my friend,” Spence told him. “Want to show you something real interestin’. Okay?” 
 Brad nodded, and he and the little girl followed Neil Spencer north along Dayton Street, past more silent houses and buildings. 
 Spence led them about four blocks to a Seven-Eleven store, where a skeleton in a yellow dress splotched with blue and purple flowers lolled behind the cash register with a National Enquirer open on its jutting knees. “There you go,” Spence said softly. He plucked a pack of Luckies off the display of cigarettes and nodded towards the small TV set on the counter. “Take a look at that, and tell me what we ought to do.” 
 The TV set was on. It was a colour set, and Brad realised after a long, silent moment that the channel was tuned to one of those twenty-four-hour news networks. The picture showed two skeletons—one in a grey suit and the other in a wine-red dress—leaning crookedly over a newsdesk at centre camera; the woman had placed her hand on the man’s shoulder, and yellow sheets of the night’s news were scattered all over the desktop. Behind the two figures were three or four out-of-focus skeletons, frozen forever at their desks as well. Spence lit another cigarette. An occasional spark of static shot across the unmoving TV picture. “Doom City,” 
 Spence said. “Not only here, man. It’s everywhere. See?” 
 The telephone behind the counter suddenly started ringing, and Brad put his hands to his ears and screamed. The phone’s ringing stopped. 
 Brad lowered his hands, his breathing as rough and hoarse as a trapped animal’s. 
 He looked down at Kelly Burch, and saw that she was smiling. 
 “It’s all right,” she said. “You don’t have to answer. I found you, didn’t I?” 
 Brad whispered, “Wha—” 
 The little girl giggled, and as she continued to giggle the laugh changed, grew in intensity and darkness, grew in power and evil until it became a triumphant roar that shook the windows of the Seven-Eleven store. “DOOM
 CITY!” the thing with pigtails shrieked, and as the mouth strained open the eyes became silver, cold and dead, and from that awful crater of a mouth shot a blinding bolt of blue-white lightning that hit Neil Spencer and seemed to spin him like a top, throwing him off his feet and headlong through the Seven-Eleven’s plate-glass window. He struck the pavement on his belly, and as he tried to get up again Brad Forbes saw that the flesh was dissolving from the young man’s bones, falling away in chunks like dried-up tree bark. 
 Spence made a garbled moaning sound, and Brad went through the store’s door with such force that he almost tore it from its hinges. His feet slivered with glass, Brad ran past Spence and saw the other man’s skull grinning up at him as the body writhed and twitched. 
 “Can’t get away!” the thing behind him shouted. “Can’t! Can’t! Can’t!” 
 Brad looked back over his shoulder, and that was when he saw the lightning burst from her gaping mouth and hurtle through the broken window at him. He flung himself to the pavement, tried to crawl under a parked car. Something hit him, covered him over like an ocean wave, and he heard the monster shout in a voice like the peal of thunder. He was blinded and stunned for a few seconds, but there was no pain... just a needles-and-pins prickling settling deep into his bones. 
 Brad got up, started running again. And as he ran he saw the flesh falling from his hands, saw pieces drifting down from his face; fissures ran through his legs, and as the flesh fell away he saw his own bones underneath. 
 “DOOM CITY!” he heard the monster calling. “DOOM CITY!” 
 Brad stumbled; he was running on bones, and had left the flesh of his feet behind him on the pavement. He fell, began to tremble and contort. 
 “I’m cold,” he heard himself moan. “I’m cold...” 
 She awakened with the memory of thunder in her bones. 
 The house was quiet. The alarm clock hadn’t gone off. Saturday, she realised. No work today. A rest day. But Lord, what a nightmare she’d had! It was fading now, all jumbled up and incoherent. There’d been thunderstorm last night—she remembered waking up, and seeing lightning flash. But whatever the nightmare had been, she couldn’t recall now; she thought she remembered Brad saying something too, but now she didn’t know what it was... 
 That light... so strange. Not like June light. More like... yes, like winter light. Sarah got out of bed and walked across the room. She pushed aside the white curtain and peered out, squinting. A grey fog hung in the trees and over the roofs of the houses on Baylor Street. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Sarah Forbes said, “Brad? Honey? Take a look at this.” 
 He didn’t reply, nor did he stir. She glanced at him, saw the wave of his dark hair above the sheet that was pulled up over him like a shroud. “Brad?” she said again, and took a step towards the bed. And suddenly Sarah remembered what he’d said last night, when she’d sat up in a sleepy daze to watch the lightning crackle. 
I’m cold, I’m cold. 
 She grasped the edge of the sheet and pulled it back. 
 Copyright © 1987 by Robert R. McCammon. All rights reserved. This story originally appeared in the anthology Doom
City, edited by Charles L. Grant, Tor Books, New York, 1987. Reprinted with permission of the author. 





THE NIGHT I KILLED THE KING
 by Robert McCammon and Paul Schulz
 Ten o'clock on a Friday night. Nasty rain comin' down, like silver needles. Miralee and me were sittin' in the parkin' 
 lot of the Kentucky Fried Chicken place in Eustace, Arkansas, our windows rolled up and steam on the glass. "Oh Lord!" she said suddenly. "Oh Lord, that's him! Look at the way he walks!" She sat up straight, and I picked the gun up from the floorboard. 
 Me and Elvis, we were one of a kind. 
 I always got mistook for him, even before Miralee dyed my hair black and froze it in the pompadour and I started wearin' the Elvis outfits. I'm talkin' about the real  Elvis, of course, when he was somebody worth lookin' at and he hadn't lost the Tupelo snarl, not when he was big as a whale's belly and—God forgive me—all used up. I weigh about a hundred and fifty pounds soakin' wet, so my Elvis is the King of Dreams, back before he made them dog-ass movies and carried his soul in his wallet. 
 I'm not knockin' money now, hear? Money is the green grease that runs this world, and you gotta have a wad of it to get by in this day and age. I used to do all sorts of things; I've been a truck driver, a mechanic, a coffin polisher in a funeral home, a used-car salesman, and a bartender in a country-western joint. You do what you have to do to get by, am I right? And nobody ever said Dwayne Pressley wasn't one to grab hold of an opportunity when it come a'knockin'. That's why I started wearin' the Elvis outfits, doin' the makeup and all, and Miralee and me went into the soul-channelin' business. 
 Templin is a quiet town. Hell, Arkansas is a quiet state. Miralee, my girlfriend goin' on six years, works at the Sophisticated Lady Beauty Shoppe on Central Street in Templin. She can tell you right off: people in Templin have been starved for entertainment for years. Last entertainer who passed this way was Joey Heatherton, and her bus was lost on the way to the National Guard Armory in Eustace, forty miles south of us. Anyway, Miralee knew about my Elvis impressions. When you kinda look like the King and your last name is Pressley, you go with the flow, know what I mean? I can sing some, and it ain't hard to find somebody who can play a guitar. Miralee got the band together for me. She's a smart little lady, and ambitious to boot. She went right out and bought some Elvis tapes for the VCR, and I started studyin' 'em. This was right after I got fired from the Templin Tap Room for sellin' liquor to minors under the table. Man's got to make a profit, don't he? Hell, that's the American way! So, anyhow, I had plenty of time to lay in bed and study ol' Elvis in them concert videos. There were tapes of him just talkin', too, about his life and everythin', so I could get the twang of his accent Memphis-perfect. Then I started practicin' with the band. You know the songs: "Hound Dog," "Burnin' Love," "In the Ghetto," "Jailhouse Rock," all those tunes that make the memories glow like barbecue coals on a summer night. I was better at the motions than I was at the singin', but then again you might have to say the same thing about the King, too. 
 Miralee got the costumes for me, all them black leather and high-collared jobs covered with rhinestones. She talked Mr. Riggston at the Tap Room into lettin' us do a show there on a Saturday night, and if I said I wasn't sweatin' bullets I'd be a damn liar. The first few numbers were pretty bad, and I split my tight britches, but I just kept on goin' cause some woman screamed "ELVIS!" and it kinda fired me up. I found out later that Miralee gave her five dollars to do it. But we did good. So good Mr. Riggston wanted us back the next weekend, and he even put an ad in the Templin Journal. About a month after that, you couldn't stir the folks in the Tap Room with a thin stick. Like I say, people were starved for entertainment. 
 "Ain't no way!" I told Miralee, as I watched the fella go into the Kentucky Fried Chicken place. I was wearin' a cap to hide my pompadour, and I didn't have my Elvis makeup on. I put the pistol down again. "That can't be him. Fella's as big as a barn door." 
 "I say it is  him!" Her eyes, blue as Christmas, locked on me in that way she has that'd make a pit bull turn tail. 
 "You saw the way he walked!" 
 "Hell, he's a big fat guy. All big fat fellers waddle like that." 
 "No! I mean how he moved his shoulders! You know what I'm talkin' about, you've seen it a hundret times in those videos! I say that's him, and don't you say different!" 
 When Miralee gets excited, she don't want nobody to slap a wet rag in her face. And God knows I wouldn't want to try. Miralee is a hundred pounds of dynamite with a two second fuse. I just shrugged. The fella I'd seen shamble into the Kentucky Fried Chicken joint had worn a raggedy brown overcoat and had on a cowboy hat that looked puke green with mildew. He'd weighed maybe near three hundred pounds, and the collar of his coat was up so you couldn't see even his profile. As far as I was concerned, it was just some big fat Eustace dude who wanted a bucketful of fried chicken at ten o'clock on a Friday night. 
 "I'm goin' in to see," Miralee said all of a sudden. She opened the door, slid out from under the Chevy's steerin' 
 wheel, and stood in the rain. "Keep that damn gun ready," she told me, and before I could say yea or nay she was stridin' across the parkin' lot. 
 I watched her go in. I picked up the pistol again, a little snubnosed .38 with six bullets in it. I shook a bit; the night was chilly for mid-October. I watched the restaurant's front door, and my fingers played with the .38's bone-white grip. I was scared as hell, but my mind was made up. If the King showed up with a hankerin' for fried chicken on this rainy Friday night, I was gonna kill him. 
 We didn't stop with the shows at the Tap Room. We were packin' 'em in every Friday and Saturday night, and suddenly Mr. Riggston was my best buddy. But then Miralee started readin' a paperback book she'd bought at a garage sale, and she walked around the house with glassy eyes. When Miralee's thinkin', she's walkin'. Round and round the house, all night long, like a cat who hears a mouse but can't find the hole. I got a look at the book's cover: My Seven Selves, it was called. Written by some woman whose picture showed her in a long white robe starin' at a big crystal ball in her palm. 
 Miralee stopped her walkin'. One mornin' she looked at me and asked, in a quiet voice, "Dwayne? You ever hear of somethin' called channelin'?" 
 This was her drift: that some folks—and the lady in the white robe was one of 'em—could call back the souls of the dead and make 'em talk. Yessir, believe it! That these folks, channelers they were called, could let themselves be took over by the souls of dead people and the dead people would talk through 'em. "That's the most craziest thing I've ever heard in my—" I stopped what I was sayin', 'cause Miralee had a look on her face that makes silence golden. 
 "Crazy or not," Miralee said, "there's money in it." 
 My ears perked up like a hound dog's. 
 The road to riches is paved with suckers and that's God's honest truth. I started studyin' the Elvis tapes harder than ever, 'til I knew every twitch and sneer. I read that book by the white-robed woman, and though I didn't get the drift of all of it, I learned enough of the babble to get by. Mostly, I worked on my Elvis accent, 'cause Miralee said that soundin' like the King was gonna be real important. Then, when she thought I was ready, she called ads in to the newspapers in Little Rock, Memphis, Knoxville, Birmingham, and Atlanta. After that, we waited. Wasn't two days before we got the first call, from a Tennessee woman. She wanted to know if her husband was messin' round on her, and since the ads said that Elvis knew everythin', just like God, she figured that he was the one to ask. She showed up at the house on a Tuesday afternoon—a little fireplug of a woman with a white beehive hairdo—and I was scared again like my first night on stage, but I gave her the show Miralee and I had worked out. I didn't pretend I was Elvis, see, but I pretended I was took over by his soul and channelin' him right there in the livin' 
 room. I wore my Elvis outfit, of course, and I had my makeup on. Oh, I gave her a dandy show, fallin' down on one knee and gyratin' around and actin' up a storm. Then I took her hands and I said, "Darlin'," in the King's voice. She looked just about to faint. "Darlin'," I said, "your man's a good 'un. He knows he better not mess around on you, 
 'cause you'd leave his ass in a minute and find a young stud, wouldn't you?" 
 "I sure as hell would, Elvis!" she answered, in a choked-up voice. 
 "He best hold tight to you," I told her, "and you hold tight to him. You be a good wife to him, and he won't do no strayin'. That's what the King has to say to you, darlin'. And one more thing: you've been a mighty loyal fan and I sure do appreciate your love." Then I sang "Amazin' Grace" to her, real quiet-like, and she just about fell out of her chair. Tears ran down her cheeks. She held my hand to her face, and she kissed my ring that has the big E on it in false diamonds. 
 I didn't like it when she cried. I don't know; it made my heart hurt, kinda. I stood up and gave a few half-assed twists and shakes, and Miralee told the woman it was the King goin' back to Rock 'n Roll Heaven. Then Miralee told her it would be fifty dollars. The woman didn't flinch, but I did. I put on my sunglasses, and I watched the woman take bills out of her purse and scratch up some change. She only had forty-one dollars. We took it. But by God if that woman didn't leave smilin' and happy. Miralee said, "Tell your friends about the King's comeback!" and that Tennessee woman answered, "I will, I will, you better believe I will, oh mercy I'm still shakin' 
 like a schoolgirl!" 
 I went to the bathroom, took off my shades and looked at my face—the King's face—in the mirror. Lord, lord; what a world this has turned out to be. 
 The telephone rang. Fella from a little town in Georgia wanted to know if he should open up a bowlin' alley or not. Miralee said Elvis didn't give advice over long-distance. The fella said he'd be there to see us on Thursday night. And that was just the beginnin' of it. 
 People are lonely. They want to believe, more than anythin'. They want to connect with somethin', they want to see into the future. Listenin' to those people, and seein' 'em look at me like I was really Elvis... well, the world's just one big Heartbreak Hotel, and all of a sudden I had the room keys in my fist. At fifty dollars a pop, ten or twelve
 "fans" a week, you'd better believe Miralee and I were standin' hip-deep in high cotton. I watched the Kentucky Fried Chicken place, the pistol in my hand and rain runnin' down the windshield. The door came open, and Miralee walked out. Walkin' fast, too. My heart started hammerin'. She was comin' back to the car. I didn't want to hear what she was gonna tell me, not really. I wasn't ready for it. But then she slid back under the steerin' wheel, her black hair drenched, and she looked at me and said, "It's him. I swear to God it is." Her voice was steady, not nervous at all. She was ready, even if I wasn't. "He's buyin' two buckets of chicken, and he'll be out in a minute or two. Lord, he's gotten so fat!" 
 "It's not him," I said. "No way." 
 "I heard his voice. He tried to disguise it, and he sounds like he's been garglin' with glass, but I'd know that voice anywhere." She nodded, her mind made up. "It's him, all right. When he comes out the door, you go get him." She turned the key, and the noise of the engine firin' made me jump. "Can you believe it?" Miralee asked me, her knuckles bleachin' white as she gripped the wheel. "That sumbitch pretends to be dead for goin' on ten years, and he shows up just when our business is gettin' good!" She revved the engine, and the Chevy shook like a bull about to charge. 
 And that was the point, of course. That was why we were sittin' out there in front of the Kentucky Fried Chicken place, and me with a gun in my hand. We'd been hauntin' that parkin' lot for over a week, waitin' for the King to show up. Stalkin'  him, I guess you might say. We had to kill him. Had to. See, we were makin' almost a thousand scoots a week soul-channelin' the King into our livin' room, and then all of a sudden the Midnite Tattler reports that a Zippy Mart clerk in Eustace says Elvis walked in at three o'clock in the mornin' and bought an armload of Little Debbie cakes and a six-pack of Dr. Pepper, and that he winked at her and left hummin' "My Way." She said he'd changed a lot, of course, but she was an Elvis fan and could see it was him right off. Not long after that, a fella says he was huntin' squirrels in the woods north of Eustace when he comes face-to-face with the King pissin' in the bushes. Said Elvis squawled and took off like Bigfoot, and that he moved mighty fast for a man his size. Well, it wasn't long before other folks said they'd seen Elvis too, and by God if some agent fella from New York didn't go on a TV show and tell the world he'd been communicatin' with Elvis over the phone for the last two months, that the King had been hidin' out and now he wanted to get back into show business, write a book, and star in a movie of his life and all. 
 You can guess what happened to our business. How can you soul-channel Elvis if he's still alive? Folks wanted their money back, and some of 'em even said they were gonna put the law on us. And while all that was goin' on, the reporters were swarmin' all over Eustace tryin' to hunt the King down. Miralee and me both knew a stone-cold fact: if the reporters found Elvis, we were fit to be flushed. 
 Where to look was the problem. I remembered somethin' from one of the tapes. Elvis was a young fella, sharp and lean as a blade, and he was about to go over to Europe in the Army. Reporter asked him what he was gonna miss most, and he drawled it with a sneer: "Southern fried chicken." 
 We knew that sooner or later, if the King was anywhere near Eustace, he'd make a late-night run on the only Kentucky Fried Chicken place in twenty miles. 
 But with that pistol in my hand and murder on my mind, I hoped I'd been wrong. I hoped Miralee was wrong too, but she's got a good eye. She sure as hell would know Elvis if she saw him, even if he did weigh near three hundred pounds. 
 The Kentucky Fried Chicken's front door opened, and the King waddled out into the rain with his booty of buckets. 
 I saw it, then. The way he walked. Movin' his shoulders. Somethin' you just can't explain. Somethin'... kingly. Like he owned the world, and everybody else was just rentin' space. Seein' him in the flesh, even that big and all, froze me. I said, "Miralee, that's not him," because I didn't want it to be. She said, "Go get him," and she gave me a shove. 
 He was headin' to a beat-up rust-bucket of a brown Cadillac. The rain was fallin' harder, and when I got out of the Chevy the rain pelted my shoulders. I had the pistol clenched in my hand, and I started walkin' toward the King. 
 "Hurry!" Miralee urged. 
 Elvis must've heard. He stopped dead, holdin' onto his buckets. He looked at me, his face hidden under the mildewed cowboy hat. I could tell he had three or four chins. I lifted the gun, and I said, "Into the car and get come on." 
 "Huh?" That voice. Oh lord, that voice. 
 I got my tongue untangled on the next try. "Come on and get into the car!" I motioned toward the Chevy. 
 "I ain't nobody!" he said, clingin' to his buckets so hard they were startin' to bust open at the seams and fried chicken pieces were squeezin' out. "You don't know me! I ain't nobody!" 
 "I know who you are," I said, and I meant it. 
 The bottom popped out of one of his buckets, and chicken wings fell out. 
 I pulled the hammer back. "Let's go," I told him. My hand was shakin' so hard I'm surprised the gun didn't go off right then and there. The King lifted his thick arms and dropped the buckets, and he walked over fried chicken toward Miralee and the Chevy. I opened the back door for him and he squeezed in, then I climbed in right after him. Miralee hit the gas as soon as the door was closed, and we headed out of the parkin' lot. 
 "We got him!" Miralee said, merrily. "We got that big sumbitch, didn't we!" She drove us over a curb and I heard the King's teeth click together. "We got him, sure did!" 
 "We got him!" I answered, half about to laugh and half about to cry. "Right here in the car he sits!" I poked him in the belly with the gun's barrel, just to make sure he was real, and my arm almost sank wrist-deep in flab. Elvis smelled like a pigpen, and he had a gray beard that didn't hide his triple chins. His clothes—blue jeans, a red checked shirt and that brown overcoat—were blotched with food stains. He breathed like a bellows, and I swear he made the whole car tilt slightly to one side. 
 "I ain't nobody," Elvis said. "I ain't nobody at all, mister." 
 "You're Elvis Presley and I got a damn gun in your belly!" I hollered at him. "You been hidin' and pretendin' 
 you're dead and I got a good soul-channelin' business goin' and then you decide to come back to life so where does that leave me, huh?" 
 "Where does that leave us?" Miralee corrected, driving through the rain. The wipers were sluggish, and they made a skreeking sound across the glass. We'd been plannin' on buyin' us a new BMW when we had thirty thousand dollars saved up. 
 "I ain't no—" He stopped, 'cause he must've known it was no use. He just sat starin' at nothin', his head titled forward. "I knew it couldn't be forever," he said, quiet-like. He shook his head. "Knew it couldn't be." He looked at me; I couldn't see his eyes under that hat, but I knew they must still be keen. I knew his stare could still strip the bark off a tree; I felt its power, directed right at me. Elvis said, "What're ya'll plannin' on doin' with me?" 
 "We're gonna kill you," Miralee told him, as brightly as you please. "Take you out to the woods and kill you. Bury you deep, too." I flinched a little, because I was thinkin' of how big the hole would have to be. We had a pickaxe and a shovel in the trunk. "You wanted to be dead, didn't you?" she asked. "Well, we're gonna help you out." I have to say, I thought it was pretty disrespectful puttin' it this way to the King. I mean, I was ready to kill him and all, but... I was still respectful. The King was fat and he smelled like a goat, but he was still the King. Until I got around to killin' him, I mean. 
 Elvis just sat there, and didn't say a word. 
 Miralee suddenly hollered and swerved the wheel, 'cause a van with ABC NEWS on the side came out of the rain and almost knocked us off the road. A few seconds later, a car with CBS NEWS and a blue blinker on it swept past us, movin' fast. Like I said, the reporters were crawlin' all over Eustace, tryin' to hunt Elvis down. We were headin' out of town to find a good spot in the woods, but a red light caught us before we got more than a mile away from the Kentucky Fried Chicken joint. Miralee pulled up beside a white station wagon that had somethin' written on the passenger door. I saw what it was: THE GERALDO RIVERA SHOW. 
 The King saw it too, and in the next second he moved like he had lightning in his pants. He whipped that door open and bellowed, "I'm Elvis Presley! They're gonna kill me!" and by that time I had an arm around his neck tryin' 
 to keep him from gettin' out. He got stuck in the door, and Miralee was screamin', "Don't let him out! Don't let him out!" I jabbed the gun's barrel into his back, but he kept on thrashin'. 
 Fella got out of the station wagon. I saw who it was. That fella who went to Chicago to dig up Al Capone's vault. He reached out for Elvis, and Elvis strained to grip his hand. That was when the light changed, and Miralee stomped her foot down on the pedal. The Chevy laid rubber, Elvis still tryin' to squeeze through the open door, and that TV
 fella gave a shout and jumped back into the station wagon's passenger side. His driver gave it the gas too, and started after us. Miralee shouted, "Get that door shut, Dwayne!" The King's blue sneakers were shreddin' on the pavement. I don't believe he wanted to jump, with the engine revvin' up toward fifty. He pulled himself back into the car with a big whuff of breath, and I reached over his belly and slammed the door shut. The station wagon with that TV fella in it was right on our tail, comin' up fast so they could read the license plate. Well, there was just one thing to do about that, wasn't there? I cranked the window on my side down, leaned out into the wind and rain, and shot at the station wagon's tires. My cap flew off my head, my pompadour whippin' around like a scalded poodle. My third bullet knocked out one of the wagon's headlights, and then the driver didn't feel so nosy; he hit the brakes, and the wagon skidded off the road into a tangle of kudzu vines. 
 We were out beyond the town limits by now. I cranked the window up and sat there shakin', realizin' I could've killed either one of those two fellas. Only one I wanted to kill was the King, and to tell the truth I was feelin' a bit queasy about the whole business. Miralee was still flyin' us along that rain-slick highway, but I said, "Don't want a trooper pullin' us over, babe," and she cut the speed some. 
 I felt Elvis starin' at me again. He said, in his raspy, old man's voice, "I've got money. I'll give you all of it." 
 "Don't say that," I told him. I just couldn't stand it if the King started to beg. "You sit there and be quiet, all right?" Miralee's head had cocked. "Money? How much money?" 
 "We're supposed to kill him, not rob him!" I complained, but she shot me a hard glance in the rearview mirror and I buttoned my lip. 
 "How much money?" she asked Elvis. 
 "A lot. A whole lot, darlin'." I winced when he used that word. "My place is six, seven miles from here. I'll show you. You don't really want to kill me, do you?" 
 Miralee didn't say nothin'. I didn't either. My throat was so dry I probably couldn't have said anythin'. I mean, it's one thing to plan on killin' somebody and another to do it. I guess it was the sound of the shots that got to me, or the way the gun smelled. Maybe it was the fact that the King was sittin' beside me, livin' and breathin'. No, no! I had to quit thinkin' like that! If I didn't kill him, our business was washed up! I had to go through with this, if I liked it or not! 
 Miralee said, "Show us where you live." Her voice was silky; it was the way she asked me to go down in the basement and clean out the spiders. 
 We got to the King's place about fifteen minutes later. It was one of them tin burritos rural gents of, ahem, modest means seem to prefer. Graceland West was certainly a step down for the King. Only two things separated it from the run-of-the-mill poor-boy estate: the satellite dish off to one side and the dumpster located where most folks might put their trash cans. The dumpster looked full to overflowin', too. 
 I stopped the car on the graveled area in front of the King's home. Miralee got out of the Chevy first and ran up to the trailer door. She ducked inside, then stuck her head out and waved us in. 
 "Don't try anything now, King," I told him, and jabbed the .38 into his blubber. "Just get out nice an' easy, and walk into your home." 
 Once in the trailer, you could see that the King's taste in interior decoratin' fit in with his current fashion statement. Dirty clothes, empty chicken buckets, and food wrappers were strewn all about the livin' room. There was an old record player pushed against one wall, right under a velvet picture of the King in his Las Vegas days. On top of the TV was a glass statue of the King. All in all, the place looked about as invitin' as a Beirut swap meet. 
 "I suppose you want to know why I left it all," the King wheezed out as he settled into a La-Z-Boy. 
 "No, we don't," I said. "The only thing we want from you is the money you got hid out here. Where is it?" 
 "Oh, it's buried outside. Let me rest up a minute and we'll go get it. But anyway," the King continued, "it was in the spring of '77. One of my boys had been on vacation in England. When he got back, he brought me a little present. He said it was the biggest thing goin' over there. Thought I might get a real kick outta listenin' to what trash the kids were into. 
 "Well, I played that record, son. And it changed me. See, no matter what else I'd been over the years, I'd always had the Power within me. The music was the Power. Hearin' that song was like pissin' my pants. I could just feel my life drainin' away. When it was over, I was empty. There was no music left in me. I just knew I couldn't go on like before." 
 The King paused for a minute. I looked over to Miralee, to see what she made of all this. She was starin' at the King, but not in that nasty way she has. No, she seemed to be really payin' attention to this crap. 
 "I talked to the Colonel about it," the King started up again. "And we decided that I should get away for awhile, out of the public eye, 'til I was feelin' right. That's why I went underground, so to speak. Just bidin' my time, waitin' 
 for the Power to come back to me." 
 "What changed then, King?" Miralee asked. Boy, she really seemed to be into it now. 
 "About six months ago, I read somethin' in the Midnite Tattler  about a Harmonica Conversion. This Conversion was supposed to be some kinda mystical moment when all the spheres would line up. The Tattler  said it was a real special time when anything might happen, even the Second Coming of the King. So I started to pave the way back for me." 
 "I read about that, too," Miralee jumped in. "But it said you needed a special charm to help focus the astral energies." 
 Elvis turned to face Miralee. "Yeah, darlin', that's right. See that little statue on the TV? There's my talisman. Got it from the Home Shopping Club for $49.95. I've been concentratin' at it for weeks now, tryin' to make it work. Nothin's happened yet, but I can feel that the time is almost at hand." 
 "Say, son." The King looked at me now. "I'll bet you'd sure like to know what it was exactly that caused me to drop outta sight. Why don't you reach into that drawer next to you and I'll show you." I opened the drawer slowly, expectin' a snake to jump out. The only thing in it was an old 45 in a greasy paper sleeve. The title on the single was blurred out and I could only make out part of the band's name: -ex Pis-"Real impressive, King," I said, tossin' him the record. "Now, why don't we head outside and get that money before it rots in the ground." 
 "Just give me another minute or so," the King said. "I really want the two of you to hear this." The King waddled over to the record player and put the single on. Out of the speakers blasted a noise like a car crusher sinkin' its teeth into an old pickup. The singer, if that's what you'd call a guy who sounds like he'd just got a butt full of buckshot, was screechin' somethin' about the Anti-Christ, Anarchy, or whatever. Just listenin' to a few seconds of it was enough to make my fillin's ache. 
 "Christ almighty, King!" I yelled. "Those pig farts are what made you give up your music?" Killin' him would be an act of mercy. He must already be tone dead. 
 The King didn't hear a word I said. He seemed to be in some kind of trance, starin' at the crystal Elvis. The statue had started to flicker with a weird milky light. The light got stronger and stronger as the song rasped on. By the time the song got to the last chorus, it was bright enough to cast five o'clock shadows in the room. 
 "This is it!" the King said. "It's the Harmonica Conversion! I can feel it! My music's comin' back to me!" The King lumbered toward the TV; Miralee got up off the couch to stop him. The King may have been plumped up like a Christmas goose, but he still had some speed left in him. He put one of those karate moves you used to see him do on stage to Miralee, and she ended up face down back on the couch. The King picked up the crystal Elvis and cradled it as if it was his day-old Lisa Marie. It was funny too, but in the light of the statue the fat seemed to melt off his face and, just for an instant, you could see the real King underneath. 
 That damn song finally ended. As the last note bleated away, the King turned around and faced me. He had a really odd look in his eyes, sorta like a starvin' teenager eyein' a jumbo bag of Doritos. 
 "Come on over here, son. I've got somethin' to show you." 
 I glanced over at Miralee. She was still out cold on the couch. Things were gettin' a little too weird. It was time to wrap it up. 
 "Okay, King," I said, though my voice wasn't any too strong. "Why don'cha just put down that figurine and we'll go outside and dig up that stash of yours." Once the money was out of the ground, I figured the King's grave would be half dug. A quick headshot, ten minutes of shovel work, and Miralee and I would be out of here. The King took a step toward me. "Well, son, I have to admit that I told you a little lie there. There ain't no stash. I get my money from the Colonel a little bit at a time, and this month's check hasn't come yet. But here, why don't you take this beautiful statue instead? It oughta be worth somethin'. Here." 
 He held out the statue. The damn thing was still glowin'. Lookin' at it made me feel a little dizzy. It was gettin' 
 hard to keep my mind on things. I took a step back and pointed the .38 at the King. 
 "Turn that damn thing off before I shoot it outta your hand!" I screamed at the King. The King just grinned and moved in. It struck me that things weren't workin' out the way Miralee and I planned. The King seemed to be followin' his own agenda now. 
 "Stop right there or I'll drop you where you stand!" 
 "But I thought that's what you came lookin' for me for." The King was gettin' too close. A few more steps and he might try that karate crap on me. 
 BANG! The pistol seemed to fire on its own. The King grabbed his left leg and fell to the carpet. When his 300+
 pounds hit, the whole damn trailer shook. The phonograph started up and the -ex Pis-began caterwaulin' all over again. 
 Sweet Jesus, I couldn't believe it! I had actually shot the King. Dwayne Pressley, the Assassin of Rock 'n' Roll. That's how I'd be remembered. I didn't want to finish him off now. To hell with that stupid plan of Miralee's. I dropped the .38 and walked over to him. He just lay there, curled up like a baby, huggin' his leg and that glass Elvis. 
 "Oh, God, I'm sorry, King," I bawled to him. "I really didn't mean to shoot you. I ain't never shot at anything but squirrels before. Just lie still 'til I can get you a doctor." 
 The King rolled over to face me. "It's too late for that now, son. I'm a goner." Now that statement seemed to be a bit odd, comin' from a man who had only been grazed in the leg. I figured the pain must have addled his wits. I saw an old sock on the floor and pressed it against the wound. 
 "Don't you worry now, King. You're gonna be alright." 
 "You're right. I'm gonna be just fine." 
 With that, he swung that crystal statue at my head. Only instead of hittin' my skull, it felt like it passed straight through my brain. I felt a cold shiver go all the way from my eyeballs down to my tail bone. Things got all white and I couldn't see anything except for a black dot a long ways away. The dot came closer and closer, 'til I finally got sucked all the way in. 
 I don't know how long I was out. When I woke up, I felt tired and fuzzy. My left leg hurt like the dickens, and I couldn't move my arms or legs. I guess I must have been sittin' up, though I couldn't really make sense of things. The King was standin' in front of me, but he looked different. He seemed to be a lot skinnier than before, and better dressed. In fact, he was wearin' my clothes. And my Miralee was standin' next to him. They were whisperin' 
 somethin' I couldn't quite hear. 
 "Are you awake yet, Dwayne?" Miralee asked. 
 "Barely," I croaked back at her. Funny, but my voice sounded different. "Say, what happened to the King? How'd he get my duds on?" 
 "The Harmonica Conversion, son," the King answered. Even his voice seemed changed now. Not quite right, as if he was tryin' to do a poor imitation of hisself. "It gave me back the Power. With a little help from you all, of course." I peeked down. Below me ballooned out some stubbly layers of chin flab, a food-speckled checked shirt, and some overstuffed blue jeans. The body fillin' the clothes seemed to be taped to one of the dinette chairs. I looked back in horror at the King. 
 "You damned thief! You stole my body!" 
 "I wouldn't call it stealin'. More like tradin' in mine on a newer model." 
 "Well, I don't much like the terms of the trade!" I told the King. "Put me back in my own body right now!" 
 "Now, why would I want to do somethin' like that, son?" the King asked. "I've been waitin' for the Power to come back, and I'm not gonna lose it now." 
 "Miralee, help me! What about our undyin' love, all those nights in the back of the Chevy? What about my career, the big future ahead? Untie me, honey, and we'll get this hoodoo hillbilly to put things right!" 
 "I don't think we can do that," Miralee piped in. "See, accordin' to the books, the Harmonica Conversion only comes around once every 34,521 years. A soul swap can only happen at that time. And the moment's gone, Dwayne. 
 'Course, you could always hang around 'til the next one and try again." 
 "You mean I'm stuck in this overstuffed sausage?" I screamed at them. 
 "Yes, but don't worry," Miralee said. "Just follow the Midnite Tattler  crawdad-and-whipped-cream diet and those pounds will fly off in no time." 
 "Besides," Miralee continued, "I kinda like things the way they are now. Why should I keep workin' on makin' 
 you into a blue-light-special version of the King, when I can have the real thing?" She reached over and squeezed my old body's arm. 
 I turned my glare back to the King. "Well, body snatcher, what are you gonna do now? I'll get the FBI after you soon as I get free." 
 "Son," the King drawled, "who'd believe you? You're wearin' Elvis Aron Presley's body now. Tell your story and all you'll get is a comfortable suite at the local fruit farm. Best settle in and make the best of it. 
 "As for me, well, I'm gonna try usin' the Power again. Of course, with the real Elvis field bein' so full up, the real King comin' back and all, I'm gonna have to get me another style. Think the world is ready for a down-home Johnny Rotten?" 
 "Miralee, darlin'," I pleaded with her, "help me!" 
 "Now hush up, Dwayne," Miralee said. "Elvis bandaged up your leg, and you'll be just fine. The newspeople will be comin' across this place in a few hours, and they'll cut you free. Just think of this as your big break. You'll be able to do the King now for the rest of your life." 
 After she spoke her piece, she linked arms with my old body and left the trailer. On his way out, the King began singin' a snatch of a tune about feelin' pretty vacant. I heard my Chevy fire up and roar off into the night. I stared at the glassy lump on the floor, all that was left of the Elvis statue after the big changearoo. At that moment, the lump kinda matched the feelin's in my heart. 
 Well, I had a long time to think things over. Even if the world believed my story, the King was right; no person in their mind, even Midnite Tattler readers, would buy into this yarn. The return of the King was gonna be enough of a shock as is. A line from an old movie kept runnin' through my head: "The King is dead. Long live the King." Well, maybe it was true now in more ways than one. The old King everyone knew was gone for good now. Maybe it was time for a new one. 
 The newspeople didn't get to me 'til late Saturday night. By that time, I was ready. I heard a car squeal to a halt outside the trailer. The door burst open and bright camera lights were shinin' in my eyes. That Al Capone fella stuck a mike in my face and started jabberin' away. 
 "America, this is certainly the most momentous event of my life! Even my special on the pagan groundhog cults of Fort Lynn, New Jersey, must pale beside this! Twelve years after his purported death, the King of Rock and Roll, Elvis Presley, has turned up alive and well in a trailer outside Eustace, Arkansas. So many questions to answer, so many mysteries to unravel, so many ratings to improve! Elvis, your public awaits! What do you have to say to them after all this time?" 
 I looked him straight in the eye. I cleared my throat, and then I spoke, as the King, for the first time. "Well, son, before we get to talkin', it might be a good idea for you to cut me loose. And while you're at it, pass me over that box of moon-pies. 
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NIGHT CALLS THE GREEN FALCON
 1. Never Say Die
 He was in the airplane again, falling towards the lights of Hollywood. 
 Seconds ago the craft had been a sleek silver beauty with two green-painted propellers, and now it was coming apart at the seams like wet cardboard. The controls went crazy, he couldn't hold the stick level, and as the airplane fell he clinched his parachute pack tighter around his chest and reached up to pop the canopy out. But the canopy was jammed shut, its hinges red with clots of rust. The propellers had seized up, and black smoke whirled from the engines. The plane nosed towards the squat, ugly buildings that lined Hollywood Boulevard, a scream of wind passing over the fuselage. 
 He didn't give up. That wasn't his way. He kept pressing against the canopy, trying to force the hinges, but they were locked tight. The buildings were coming up fast, and there was no way to turn the airplane because the rudder and ailerons were gone too. He was sweating under his green suit, his heart beating so hard he couldn't hear himself think. There had to be a way out of this; he was a never-say-die type of guy. His eyes in the slits of the green cowl ticked to the control panel, the jammed hinges, the dead stick, the smoking engines, back to the control panel in a frantic geometry. 
 The plane trembled; the port side engine was ripping away from the wing. His green boots kicked at the dead rudder pedals. Another mighty heave at the canopy, another jerk of the limp control stick—and then he knew his luck had, at long last, run out. It was all over. 
 Going down fast now, the wings started to tear away. Klieg lights swung back and forth over the boulevard, advertising somebody else's premiere. He marked where the plane was going to hit: a mustard-yellow five-floored brick building about eight blocks east of the Chinese Theatre. He was going to hit the top floor, go right into somebody's apartment. His hands in their green gloves clenched the armrests. No way out... no way out... He didn't mourn for himself so much, but someone innocent was about to die, and that he couldn't bear. Maybe there was a child in that apartment, and he could do nothing but sit in his trap of straps and glass and watch the scene unfold. No, he decided as the sweat ran down his face. No, I can't kill a child. Not another one. I WON'T! This script has to be re-written. It wasn't fair, that no one had told him how this scene would end. Surely the director was still in control. Wasn't he? "Cut!" he called out as the mustard-yellow building filled up his horizon. "Cut" he said again, louder - then screamed it: "CUT!" 
 The airplane crashed into the building's fifth floor, and he was engulfed by a wall of fire and agony. 2. An Old Relic
 He awoke, his flesh wet with nightmare sweat and his stomach burning with the last flames of an enchilada TV
 dinner. 
 He lay in the darkness, the springs of his mattress biting into his back, and watched the lights from the boulevard—reflections of light—move across the cracked ceiling. A fan stuttered across his chest of drawers, and from down the hall he could hear the LaPrestas hollering at each other again. He lifted his head from the sodden pillow and looked at his alarm clock on the table beside his bed; twenty-six minutes past twelve, and the night had already gone on forever. 
 His bladder throbbed. Right now it was working, but sometimes it went haywire and he peed in his sheets. The laundromat on the corner of Cosmo street was not a good place to spend a Saturday night. He roused himself out of bed, his joints clicking back into their sockets and the memory of the nightmare scorched into his mind. It was from Chapter One of Night Calls The Green Falcon, RKO Studios, 1949. He remembered how he'd panicked when he couldn't get the plane's canopy up, because he didn't like closed places. The director had said, "Cut!" and the canopy's hinges had been oiled and the sequence had gone like clockwork the second time around. The nightmare would be back, and so would the rest of them—a reel of car crashes, falls from buildings, gunshots, explosions, even a lion's attack. He had survived all of them, but they kept trying to kill him again and again. Mr. Thatcher at the Burger King said he ought to have his head looked at, and maybe that was true. But Mr. Thatcher was only a kid, and The Green Falcon had died before was born. 
 He stood up. Slid his feet into slippers. Picked his robe off a chair and shrugged into it, covering his pajamas. His eyes found the faded poster taped to the wall: NIGHT CALLS THE GREEN FALCON, it said, and showed an assemblage of fistfights, car crashes and various other action scenes. IN TEN EXCITING CHAPTERS! the poster promised. STARRING CREIGHTON FLINT, "THE GREEN FALCON." 
 "The Green Falcon has to piss now," he said, and he unlocked the door and went out into the hallway. The bathroom was on the other side of the building. He trudged past the elevator and the door where the LaPrestas were yelling. Someone else shouted for them to shut up, but when they got going there was no stopping them. Seymour, the super's cat, slinked past, hunting rats, and the old man knocked politely at the bathroom door before he entered. He clicked on the light, relieved himself at the urinal and looked away from the hypodermic needles that were lying around the toilet. When he finished, he picked up the needles and put them in the trashcan, then washed his hands in the rust-stained sink and walked back along the corridor to his apartment. Old gears moaned. The elevator was coming up. It opened when he was almost even with it. Out walked his next-door neighbor, Julie Saufley, and a young man with close-cropped blonde hair. She almost bumped into him, but she stopped short. "Hi, Cray. You're prowlin' around kinda late, aren't you?" 
 "Guess so." Cray glanced at the young man. Julie's latest friend had pallid skin that was odd in sun-loving California, and his eyes were small and very dark. Looks like an extra in a Nazi flick, Cray thought, and then returned his gaze to Julie, whose dark brown hair was cut in a Mohawk and decorated with purple spray. Her spangled blouse and short leather skirt were so tight he couldn't fathom how she could draw a breath. "Had to use the bathroom," he said. Didn't that just sound like an old fool? he asked himself. When he was forty years younger such a statement to a pretty girl would have been unthinkable. 
 "Cray was a movie star," Julie explained to her friend. "Used to be in... what did they call them, Cray?" 
 "Serials," he answered. Smiled wanly. "Cliff-hangers. I was the—" 
 "I'm not paying you for the tour of the wax museum, baby." The young man's voice was taut and mean, and the sound of it made Cray think of rusted barbed wire. A match flared along the side of a red matchbook; the young man lit a cigarette, and the quick yellow light made his eyes look like small ebony stones. "Let's get done what we came here for," he said, with a puff of smoke in Cray Flint's direction. 
 "Sure." Julie shrugged. "I just thought you might like to know he used to be famous, that's all." 
 "He can sign my autograph book later. Let's go." Spidery white fingers slid around her arm and drew her away. Cray started to tell him to release her, but what was the use? There were no gentlemen anymore, and he was too old and used up to be anyone's champion. "Be careful Julie," he said as she guided the man to her apartment. 
 "My name's Crystal this week," she reminded him. Got her keys out of her clutch purse. "Coffee in the morning?" 
 "Right." Julie's door opened and closed. Cray went into his room and eased himself into a chair next to the window. The boulevard's neon pulse painted red streaks across the walls. The street denizens were out, would be out until dawn, and every so often a police car would run them into the shadows, but they always returned. Like Julie did. She'd been in the building four months, was just twenty years old, and Cray couldn't help but feel some grandfatherly concern for her. Maybe it was more than that, but so what? Lately he'd been trying to help her get off those pills she popped like candy, and encouraged her to write to her parents back in Minnesota. Last week she'd called herself Amber; such was the power of Hollywood, a city of masks. 
 Cray reached down beside his chair and picked up the well-worn leather book that lay there. He could hear the murmur of Julie's voice through the paper-thin wall; then her customer's, saying something. Silence. A police car's siren on the boulevard, heading west. The squeak of mattress springs from Julie's apartment. Over in the corner, the scuttling of a rat in the wall. Where was Seymour when you needed him? Cray opened his memory book and looked at the yellowed newspaper clipping from the Belvedere, Indiana, Banner  of March 21st, 1946, that said, 
 "Hometown Football Hero Hollywood-Bound." There was a picture of himself, when he was still handsome and had a head full of hair. Other clippings—his mother had saved them—were from his high school and college days, and they had headlines like "Boomer Wins Gymnastic Medal" and "Boomer Breaks Track-Meet Record." That was his real name: Creighton Boomershine. The photographs were of a muscular, long-legged kid with a lopsided grin and the clear eyes of a dreamer. 
 Long gone, Cray thought, long gone. 
 He had had his moment in the sun. It had almost burned him blind but it had been a lovely light. He had turned sixty-three in May, an old relic. Hollywood worshipped at the altar of youth. Anyway, nobody made his kind of pictures anymore. Four serials in four years and then— 
 "Cut," he thought. No use stirring up all that murky water. He had to get back to bed, because morning would find him mopping the floor in the Burger King three blocks west, and Mr. Thatcher liked clean floors. He closed his memory book and put it aside. On the floor was a section of yesterday's L.A. Times; he'd already read the paper, but a headline caught his attention: "Flip-Top Killer Challenges Police." Beneath that was a story about the Fliptop, and the eight photographs of the street people whose throats had been savagely slashed in the last two months. Cray had known one of them: a middle-aged women called Auntie Sunglow, who rocketed along the boulevard on roller skates singing Beatles songs at the top of her lungs. She was crazy, yes, but she always had a kind tune for him. Last week she'd been found in a trash dumpster off Sierra Bonita, her head almost severed from her neck. 
 Bad times, Cray mused. Couldn't think of any worse. Hopefully the police would nail the Fliptop before he—or she—killed again, but he didn't count on it. All the street people he knew were watching their backs. Something struck the wall in Julie's apartment. It sounded like it might have been a fist. Cray heard the springs squalling, like a cat being skinned alive. He didn't know why she sold her body for such things, but he'd learned long ago that people did what they had to do to survive. 
 There was another blow against the wall. Something crashed over, a chair, maybe. 
 Cray stood up. Whatever was going on over there it sounded rough. Way too rough. He heard no voices, just the awful noise of the springs. He went to the wall and pounded on it. "Julie?" he called. "You all right?" No answer. He put his ear to the wall, and heard what he thought might have been a shuddering gasp. The squall of the springs had ceased. Now he could hear only his own heartbeat. "Julie?" He pounded on the wall again. "Julie, answer me!" When she didn't respond, he knew something was terribly wrong. He went out to the corridor, sweat crawling down his neck, and as he reached out to grip the doorknob of Julie's apartment he heard a scraping noise that he knew must be the window being pushed upward. 
 Julie's window faced the alley. The fire escape, Cray realized. Julie's customer was going down the fire escape. 
 "Julie!" he shouted. He kicked at the door, and his slipper flew off. Then he threw his shoulder against it, and the door cracked on its hinges but didn't give. Again he rammed into the door, and a third time. On the fourth blow the door's hinges tore away from the wood and it crashed down, sending Cray sprawling into the apartment. He got up on his hands and knees, his shoulder hurting like hell. The young man was across the untidy room, still struggling with the reluctant windowsill, and he paid Cray no attention. Cray stood up, and looked at the bed where Julie lay, naked, on her back. 
 He caught his breath as if he'd been punched in the stomach. The blood was still streaming from the scarlet mass of Julie Saufley's throat, and it has splattered across the wall like weird calligraphy. Her eyes were wet and aimed up at the ceiling, her hands gripped around the bars of the iron bedframe. Without clothes, her body was white and childlike, and she hardly had any breasts at all. The blood was everywhere. So red. Cray's heart was laboring. As he stared at the slashed throat he heard the window slide up. He blinked, everything hazy and dreamlike, and watched the young man climb through the window onto the fire escape. 
 Oh, God, Cray thought. He wavered on his feet, feared he was about to faint. Oh, my God... Julie had brought the Fliptop killer home to play. 
 His first impulse was to shout for help, but he squelched it. He knew the shout would rob his breath and strength, and right now he needed both of them. The LaPrestas were still fighting. What would one more shout be? 
 He stepped forward. Another step, and a third one followed. With the rusty ability of a champion gymnast, he ran to the open window and slid out to the fire escape. 
 The Fliptop killer was about to go down the ladder. Cray reached out, grasped the young man's T-shirt in his freckled fist, and said hoarsely, "No." 
 The man twisted toward him. The small black eyes regarded him incuriously: the emotionless gaze of a clinician. There were a few spatters of blood on his face, but not many. Practice had honed his reflexes, and he knew how to avoid the jetting crimson. Cray gripped his shirt; they stared at each other for a few ticks of time, and then the killer's right hand flashed up with an extra finger of metal. 
 The knife swung at Cray's face, but Cray had already seen the blow coming in the tension of the man's shoulder, and as he let go of the shirt and scrambled backward, the blade hissed past. 
 And now the Fliptop killer stepped toward him—a long stride, knife upraised, the face cold and without expression, as if he were about to cut a hanging piece of beef. But a woman screamed from an open window, and as the man's head darted to the side, Cray grasped the wrist of his knife hand and shouted, "Call the po—" A fist hit him in the face, crumpling his nose and mashing his lips. He pitched back, stunned—and he fell over the fire escape's railing into empty space. 
 3. A Red Matchbook
 His robe snagged on a jagged edge of metal. The cloth ripped, almost tore off him, and for three awful seconds he was dangling five floors over the alley, but then he reached upward and his fingers closed around the railing. The Fliptop Killer was already scrambling down the fire escape. The woman—Mrs. Sargenza, bless her soul—was still screaming, and now somebody else was hollering from another window and the Fliptop Killer clambered down to the alley with the speed and power of a born survivor. 
 Cray pulled himself up, his legs kicking and his shoulder muscles standing out in rigid relief. He collapsed onto his knees when he'd made it to the landing's safety. He thought he might have to throw up enchiladas, and his stomach heaved, but mercifully there was no explosion. Blood was in his mouth, and his front teeth felt loose. He stood up, black motes buzzing before his eyes. Looked over the edge, gripping hard to the railing. The Fliptop Killer was gone, back to the shadows. 
 "Call the police," he said, but he didn't know if Mrs. Sargenza had heard him, though she disappeared from her window and slammed it shut. He was trembling down to his gnarly toes, and after another moment he climbed back into the room where the corpse was. 
 Cray felt her wrist for a pulse. It seemed the sensible thing to do. But there was no pulse, and Julie's eyes did not move. In the depths of the wound he could see the white bone of her spine. How many times had the killer slashed, and what was it inside him that gave him such a maniacal strength? "Wake up," Cray said. He pulled at her arm. 
 "Come on Julie. Wake up." 
 "Oh Jesus!" Mr. Myers from across the hall stood in the doorway. His hand went to his mouth, and he made a retching sound and staggered back to his apartment. Other people were peering in. Cray said, "Julie needs a doctor," though he knew she was dead and all a doctor could do was pull the bloodied sheet over her face. He still had her hand, and he was stroking it. Her fingers were closed around something; it worked loose and fell into Cray's palm. Cray looked at it. A red matchbook. The words "GRINDERSWITCH BAR" printed on its side, and an address just off Hollywood and Vine, three blocks over. 
 He opened the red matchbook. Two matches were missing. One of them had been used to light the Fliptop Killer's cigarette, out in the hallway. The Fliptop Killer had been to the Grinderswitch, a place Cray had walked past but never entered. 
 "Cops are on their way!" Mr. Gomez said, coming into the room. His wife stood at the door, her face smeared with blue anti-aging cream. "What happened here, Flint?" 
 Cray started to speak, but found no words. Others were entering the room, and suddenly the place with its reek of blood and spent passions was too tight for him; he had a feeling of suffocation, and a scream flailed behind his teeth. He walked past Mr. Gomez, out the door, and into his own apartment. And there he stood at the window, the brutal neon pulse flashing in his face and a red matchbook clenched in his hand. 
 The police would come and ask their questions. An ambulance without a siren would come and take Julie's corpse away, to a cold vault. Her picture would be in the Times  tomorrow, and the headline would identify her as the Fliptop Killer's ninth victim. Her claim to fame, he thought, and he almost wept. I saw him, he realized. I saw the Fliptop. I had a hold of that bastard. 
 And there in his hand was the matchbook Julie had given him. The bartender at the Grinderswitch might know the Fliptop. It was a vital clue, Cray thought, and if he gave it up to the police it might be lost in shufflings of paper, envelopes, and plastic bags that went into what they called their evidence storage. The police didn't care about Julie Saufley, and they hardly cared about the other street victims either. No, Julie was another statistic—a "crazy," the cops would say. The Fliptop Killer loved to kill "Crazies." 
 Julie had given him a clue. Had, perhaps, fought to keep it with her dying breath. And now what was he going to do with it? 
 He knew, without fully knowing. It was a thing of instincts, just as his long-ago gymnastic training, track-and-field, and boxing championships were things of instinct. Inner things that, once learned and believed in, could never be fully lost. 
 He opened the closet door. 
 A musty, mothball smell rolled out. And there it was, on its wooden hanger, amid the cheap shirts and trousers of an old dreamer. 
 It had once ben emerald green, but time had faded it to more of a dusky olive. Bleach stains had mottled the flowing green cape, and Cray had forgotten how that had happened. Still, he'd been a good caretaker: various rips had been patched over, the only really noticeable mar a poorly stitched tear across the left leg. The cowl, with its swept-back, crisply winglike folds on either side of the head and its slits for the eyes, was in almost perfect condition. The green boots were there on the floor, both badly scuffed, and the green gloves were up on the shelf. His Green Falcon costume had aged, just like its owner. The studio had let him keep it after he had come out of the sanitorium in 1954. By then serials were dying anyway, and of what use was a green suit with a long cape and wings on the sides of its cowl? In the real world, there was no room for Green Falcons. He touched the material. It was lighter than it appeared, and it made a secret—and dangerous—whispering noise. The Green Falcon had made mincemeat out of a gallery of villains, roughnecks, and killers every Saturday afternoon in the cathedrals of light and shadow across North America. Why, then, could the Green Falcon not track down the Fliptop Killer? 
 Because the Green Falcon is dead, Cray told himself. Forget it. Close the door. Step back. Leave it to the police. But he didn't close the door, nor did he step back. because he knew, deep at his center, that the Green Falcon was not dead. Only sleeping, and yearning to awaken. 
 He was losing his mind. He knew that clearly enough, as if somebody had thrown ice water in his face and slapped him too. But he reached into the closet, and he brought the costume out. 
 The siren of a police car was approaching. Cray Flint began to pull the costume over his pajamas. His body had thinned, not thickened, with age; the green tights were loose, and though his legs were knotty with muscles, they looked skinny and ill-nourished. His shoulders and chest still filled out the tunic portion of the costume, though, but his thin, wiry arms had lost the bulky muscularity of their youth. He got the costume zipped up, worked his feet into the scuffed boots, then put on the cape and laced it in place. The dust of a thousand moth wings shimmered gold against the green. He lifted the gloves off the shelf but discovered the moths had enjoyed an orgy in them and they were riddled with holes. The gloves would have to stay behind. His heart was beating very hard now. He took the cowl off its hanger. The police car's siren was nearing the building. Cray ran his fingers over the cowl, which still gleemed with a little iridescence, as it had in the old days. 
 I shouldn't do this, he told himself. I'm going crazy again, and I'm nothing but an Indiana boy who used to be an actor... 
 I shouldn't... 
 He slipped the cowl over his head and drew the drawstring tight. And now he saw the world through cautious slits, the air coming to his nostrils through small holes and smelling of mothballs and... yes, and something else. Something indefinable: the brassy oder of a young man's sweat, the sultry heat of daredevilry, maybe the blood of a split lip incurred in a fight scene with an overeager stunt man. Those aromas and more. His stomach tightened under the green skin. "Walk tall and think tall," he remembered a director telling him. His shoulders pulled back. How many times had he donned this costume and gone into battle against hoodlums, thugs, and murderers? How many times had he stared Death in the face through these slits, and walked tall into the maelstrom? 
 I'm Creighton Flint, he thought. And then he looked at the faded poster that promised a world of thrills and saw STARRING CREIGHTON FLINT, "THE GREEN FALCON." 
 The one and only. 
 The police car's siren stopped. 
 It was time to go if he was going. 
 The Green Falcon held the matchbook up before his eye slits. The Grinderswitch was a short walk away. If the Fliptop Killer had been there tonight, someone might remember. 
 He knew he was one stride away from the loony bin, and if he went through that door dressed like this there was no turning back. But if the Green Falcon couldn't track down the Fliptop, nobody could. It was worth a try wasn't it? 
 He took a deep breath, and then the one stride followed. He walked out into the hallway, and the residents gathered around Julie Saufley's saw him and every one of them recoiled as if they'd just seen a man from Mars. He didn't hesitate; he went past them to the elevator. The little numerals above the door were on the upward march. The policemen were coming up, he realized. It would not be wise to let them see the Green Falcon. 
 "Hey!" Mr. Gomez shouted. "Hey, who the hell are you?" 
 "He must be nuts!" Mrs. LaPresta said, and her husband—in a rare moment—agreed. But Cray was already heading towards the door marked STAIRS. The cape pinched his neck, and the mask was stuffy; he didn't remember the costume being so uncomfortable. But he pulled open the door and started quickly down the stairway, the matchbook clenched in his hand and the smell of Julie's blood up his nostrils. He was puffing by the time he reached the ground floor. But he crossed the cramped little lobby, went out the revolving door and onto Hollywood Boulevard, where the lights and the noise reminded him of a three-ring circus. But he knew full well that shadows lay at the fringes of those lights, and in those shadows it was dangerous to tread. He started walking west, toward Vine street. A couple of kids zipped past him on skateboards, and one of them gave a fierce tug at his cape that almost strangled him. Horns were honking as cars passed, and ladies of the night waved and jiggled their wares from the street corner. A punk with his hair in long red spikes peered into Cray's eyeholes and sneered, "Are you for real, man?" The Green Falcon kept going, a man with a mission. A black prostitute jabbed her colleague in the ribs, and both of them hooted and made obscene noises as he passed. Here came a group of Hare Krishnas, banging tambourines and chanting, and even their blank eyes widened as they saw him coming. But the Green Falcon, dodging drunks and leather clad hustlers, left them all in the flap of his cape. And then there was the Grinderswitch Bar, jammed between a porno theater and a wig shop. Its blinking neon sign was bright scarlet, and out in front of the place were six big Harley-Davidson motorcycles. Cray paused, fear fluttering around in the pit of his stomach. The Grinderswitch was a place of shadows; he could tell that right off. There was a meanness even in the neon's buzz. Go home, he told himself. Forget this. Just go home and— 
 Do what? Vegetate? Sit in a lousy chair, look at clippings, and reflect on how lucky you are to have a job sweeping the floor at a Burger King? 
 No. He was wearing the armour of the Green Falcon now, and why should he fear? But still he paused. To go into that place would be like walking into a lion's den after rolling around in fresh meat. Who was Julie Saufley, anyway? His friend, yes, but she was dead now, and what did it matter? Go home. Put the costume back on its hanger and forget it. He looked at the door, and knew that beyond it the monsters waited. Go home. Just go home. 4. One-Eyed Skulls
 He swallowed thickly. Walk tall and think tall, he told himself. If he did not go in, the very name of the Green Falcon would be forever tainted. Pain he could take; shame he could not. 
 He grasped the door's handle, and he entered the Grinderswitch. 
 The six motorcycle owners, husky bearded men wearing black jackets that identified them as members of the ONE-EYED SKULLS gang, looked up from their beers. One of them laughed, and the man sitting in the center gave a low whistle. 
 The Green Falcon paid them no attention. Bass-heavy music pounded from ceiling-mounted speakers, and on a small upraised stage a thin blonde girl wearing a G-string gyrated to the beat with all the fervor of a zombie. A few other patrons watched the girl, and other topless girls in G-strings wandered around with trays of beers and cheerless smiles. The Green Falcon went to the bar, where a flabby man with many chins had halted in his pouring of a new set of brews. The bartender stared at him, round-eyed, as the Green Falcon slid onto a stool. 
 "I'm looking for a man," Cray said. 
 "Wrong joint, Greenie," the bartender answered. "Try the Brass Screw, over on Selma." 
 "No, I don't mean that." He flushed red under his mask. Trying to talk over this hellacious noise was like screaming into a hurricane. "I'm looking for a man who might have been in here tonight." 
 "I serve beer and liquor, not lonely-hearts-club news. Take a hike." 
 Cray glanced to his left. There was a mug on the bar full of GRINDERSWITCH matchbooks. "The man I'm looking for is blonde, maybe in his early or mid-twenties. He's got pale skin and his eyes are very dark—either brown or black. Have you seen anybody who—" 
 "What the hell are you doing walking around in a friggin' green suit?" the bartender asked. "It's not St. Patrick's Day. Did you jump out of the nuthouse wagon?" 
 "No. Please, try to think. Have you seen the man I just described?" 
 "Yeah. A hundred of them. Now I said move it, and I'm not going to say it again." 
 "He took one of those matchbooks," Cray persisted. "He might have been sitting on one of these stools not long ago. Are you sure you—" 
 A hand grasped his shoulder and swung him around. Three of the bikers had crowded in close, and the other three watched from a distance. A couple of Go-Go dancers rubbernecked at him, giggling. The bass throbbing was a physical presence, making the glasses shake on the shelves behind the bar. A broad, brown-bearded face with cruel blue eyes peered into Cray's mask; the biker wore a bandanna wrapped around his skull and a necklace from which rusty razor blades dangled. "God Almighty, Dogmeat. There's somebody inside it!" The biker called Dogmeat, the one who'd whistled as Cray had entered, stepped forward. He was a burly, grey-bearded hulk with eyes like shotgun barrels and a face like a pissed-off pit bull. He thunked Cray on the skull with a thick forefinger. "Hey, man! You got some screws loose or what?" 
 Cray smelled stale beer and dirty armpits. "I'm all right," he said with just a little quaver in his voice. 
 "I say you ain't," Dogmeat told him. "What's wrong with you, coming into a respectable joint dressed up like a Halloween fruitcake?" 
 "Guy was just on his way out," the bartender said. "Let him go." The bikers glared at him, and he smiled weakly and added, "Okay?" 
 "No, Not okay," Dogmeat answered. He thunked Cray's skull again, harder. "I asked you a question. Let's hear you speak, man." 
 "I'm... looking for someone," Cray said. "A young man. Blonde, about twenty or twenty-five. Wearing a T-shirt and blue jeans. He's got fair skin and dark eyes. I think he might have been in here not too long ago." 
 "What're you after this guy for? He steal your spaceship?" The others laughed, but Dogmeat's face remained serious. Another thunk of Cray's skull. "Come on, that was a joke. You're supposed to laugh." 
 "Please," Cray said. "Don't do that anymore." 
 "Do what? This?" Dogmeat thunked him on the point of his chin. 
 "Yes. Please don't do that anymore." 
 "Oh. Okay." Dogmeat smiled. "How about if I do this?" And he flung his half full mug of beer into Cray's face. The liquid blinded Cray for a few seconds, then washed out of his mask and down his neck. The other One-Eyed Skulls howled with laughter and clapped Dogmeat on the back. 
 "I think I'd better be going." Cray started to get up, but Dogmeat's hand clamped to his shoulder and forced him down with ridiculous ease. 
 "Who are you supposed to be, man?" Dogmeat asked, feigning real interest. "Like... a big bad superhero or somethin'?" 
 "I'm nobo—" He stopped himself. They were watching and listening, smiling with gap-toothed smiles. And then Cray straightened up his shoulders, and it came out of him by instinct. "I'm the Green Falcon," he said. There was a moment of stunned silence, except for that thunderous music. Then they laughed again and the laughter swelled. But Dogmeat didn't laugh; his eyes narrowed, and when the laughter had faded he said, "Okay, Mr. Green Falcon, sir. How about takin' that mask off and... like... let's see your secret identity." Cray didn't respond. Dogmeat leaned closer. "I said, Mr. Green Falcon, sir, that I want you to take your mask off. Do it. Now." Cray was trembling. He clenched his fists in his lap. "I'm sorry. I can't do that." Dogmeat smiled a savage smile. "If you won't, I will. Hand it over." 
 Cray shook his head. No matter what happened now, the die was cast. "No. I won't." 
 "Well," Dogmeat said softly, "I'm really sorry to hear that." And he grasped the front of Cray's tunic, lifted him bodily off the stool, twisted and threw him across a table eight feet away. Cray went over the table, crashed into a couple of chairs, and sprawled to the floor. Stars and rockets fired in his brain. He got up on his knees, aware that Dogmeat was advancing toward him. Dogmeat's booted foot drew back, the kick aimed at the Green Falcon's face. 5. The Star and Question Mark
 A shriek like the demons of hell singing Beastie Boys tunes came from the speakers. "Christ!" Dogmeat shouted, clapping his hands to his ears. He turned, and so did the other One-Eyed Skulls. 
 A figure stood over at the record's turntable near the stage, calmly scratching the tone arm back and forth across the platter. The Green Falcon pulled himself up to his feet and stood shaking the explosions out of his head. The figure let the tone arm skid across the record with a last fingernails-on-chalkboard skreel, and then the speakers were silent. 
 "Let him be." she said in a voice like velvet smoke. 
 The Green Falcon's eyes were clear now, and he could see her as well as the others did. She was tall—maybe six-two or possibly an inch above that—and her amazonian body was pressed into a tigerskin one-piece bathing suit. She wore black high heels, and her hair was dyed orange and cropped close to her head. She smiled a red-lipped smile, her teeth startlingly white against her ebony flesh. 
 "What'd you say, bitch?" Dogmeat challenged. 
 "Gracie!" the bartender said. "Keep out of it!" 
 She ignored him, her amber eyes fixed on Dogmeat. "Let him be," she repeated. "He hasn't done anything to you." 
 "Lord, Lord." Dogmeat shook his head with sarcastic wonder. "A talkin' female monkey! Hey, I ain't seen you dance yet! Hop up on that stage and shake that black ass!" 
 "Go play in someone else's sandbox," Gracie told him. "Kiddie time's over." 
 "Damned right it is." Dogmeat's cheeks burned red, and he took a menacing step towards her. "Get up on that stage! Move your butt!" 
 She didn't budge. 
 Dogmeat was almost upon her. The Green Falcon looked around, said, "Excuse me," and lifted an empty beer mug off a table in front of a pie-eyed drunk. Then he cocked his arm back, took aim, and called out, "Hey, Mr. Dogmeat!" 
 The biker's head swiveled toward him, eyes flashing with anger. 
 The Green Falcon threw the beer mug, as cleanly as if it were a shotput on an Indiana summer day. It sailed through the air, and Dogmeat lifted his hand to ward it off, but he was way too late. The mug hit him between the eyes, didn't shatter but made a satisfying clunking sound against his skull. He took two steps forward and one step back, his eyes rolled to show the bloodshot whites, and he fell like a chopped-down sequoia. 
 "Sonofabitch!" the brown-bearded one said, more in surprise than anything else. Then his face darkened like a storm cloud and he started toward the Green Falcon with two other bikers right behind him. The Green Falcon stood his ground. There was no point in running; his old legs would not get him halfway to the door before the bikers pulled him down. No, he had to stand there and take whatever was coming. He let them get within ten feet, and then he said in a calm and steady voice, "Does your mother know where you are, son?" Brown Beard stopped as if he'd run into an invisible wall. One of the others ran into him and bounced off. " Huh? " 
 "Your mother," the Green Falcon repeated. "Does she know where you are?" 
 "My... my mother? What's she got to do with this, man?" 
 "She gave birth to you and raised you, didn't she? Does she know where you are right now?" The Green Falcon waited, his heart hammering, but Brown Beard didn't answer. "How do you think your mother would feel if she could see you?" 
 "His mother wouldn't feel nothin'," another of them offered. "She's in a home for old sots up in Oxnard." 
 "You shut up!" Brown Beard said, turning on his companion. "She's not an old sot, man! She's just... like... a little sick. I'm gonna get her out of that place! You'll see!" 
 "Quit the jawin'!" a third biker said. "We gonna tear this green fruit apart or not?" The Green Falcon stepped forward, and he didn't know what he was about to say, but lines from old scripts were whirling through his recollection like moths through klieg lights. "Any son who loves his mother," he said, "is a true American, and I'm proud to call him friend." He held his hand out toward Brown Beard. The other man stared at it and blinked uncertainly. "Who... who the hell are you?" 
 "I'm the Green Falcon. Defender of the underdog. Righter of wrongs and champion of justice." That's not me talking
 , he realized. It's from  Night Calls The Green Falcon, Chapter Five. But he realized also that his voice sounded different, in a strange way. It was not the voice of an old man anymore. It was a sturdy, rugged voice, with a bass undertone as strong as a fist. It was a hero's voice, and it demanded respect. 
 No one laughed. 
 And the biker with the brown beard slid his hand into the Green Falcon's, and the Green Falcon gripped it hard and said, "Walk tall and think tall, son." 
 At least for a few seconds, he had them. They were in a thrall of wonder, just like the little children who'd come to see him during the public-relations tour in the summer of 1951, when he'd shaken their hands and told them to respect their elders, put up their toys, and do right: the simple secret of success. Those children had wanted to believe in him, so badly; and now in this biker's eyes there was that same glimmer—faint and faraway, yes—but as clear as a candle in the darkness. This was a little boy standing here, trapped in a grown-up skin. The Green Falcon nodded recognition and when he relaxed his grip, the biker didn't want to let go. 
 "I'm looking for a man who I think is the Fliptop Killer," the Green Falcon told them. He described the blonde man who'd escaped from the window of Julie Saufley's apartment. "Have any of you seen a man who fits that description?" 
 Brown Beard shook his head. None of the others offered information either. Dogmeat moaned, starting to come around. "Where is he?" Dogmeat mumbled. "I'll rip his head off." 
 "Hey, this joint's about as much fun as a mortician's convention," one of the bikers said. "Women are ugly as hell too. Let's hit the road." 
 "Yeah," another agreed. "Ain't nothing happening around here." He bent down to help haul Dogmeat up. Their leader was still dazed, his eyes roaming in circles. The bikers guided Dogmeat towards the door, but the brown-bearded one hesitated. 
 "I've heard of you before," he said. "Somewhere. Haven't I?" 
 "Yes," the Green Falcon answered. "I think you probably have." The man nodded. Pitched his voice lower, so the others couldn't hear: "I used to have a big stack of Batman comics. Read 'em all the time. I used to think he was real, and I wanted to grow up just like him. Crazy, huh?" 
 "Not so crazy," the Green Falcon said. 
 The other man smiled slightly, a wistful smile. "I hope you find who you're lookin' for. Good luck." He started after his friends, and the Green Falcon said, "Do right." 
 And then they were gone, the sounds of their motorcycles roaring away. The Green Falcon glanced again at the bartender, still hoping for some information, but the man's face remained a blank. 
 "You want a beer, Greenie?" someone asked, and the Green Falcon turned to face the tall, black go-go dancer. 
 "No, thank you. I've got to go." To where, he didn't know, but the Grinderswitch was a dead end. He had taken two steps towards the door when Gracie said, "I've seen him. The guy you're after." The Green Falcon abruptly stopped. "I know that face," Gracie went on. "He was in here maybe two, three hours ago." 
 "Do you know his name?" 
 "No, but I know where he lives." 
 His heart kicked. "Where?" 
 "Well... he might live there or he might not," she amended. She came closer to him, and he figured she was in her late twenties, but it was hard to tell with all the makeup. "A motel on the strip. The Palmetto. See... I used to... uh... work there. I was an escort." She flashed a quick warning glance at the bartender, as if she dared him to crack wise. Then back to the Green Falcon again. "I used to see this guy hanging out around there. He comes in here maybe two or three times a week. Asked me out one time, but I wouldn't go." 
 "Why not?" 
 She shrugged. "Too white. Amazin' Grace doesn't have to go out with just anybody. I choose my own friends." 
 "But you remember seeing him at the Palmetto?" 
 "Yeah. Or at least somebody who fits that description. I'm not saying it's the same guy. Lots of creeps on the strip, and those hot-springs motels lure most of them one time or another." She licked her lower lip; the shine of excitement was in her eyes. "You really think he's the Fliptop?" 
 "I do. Thank you for telling me, miss." He started toward the door, but again her husky voice stopped him. 
 "Hey, hold on! The Palmetto's about ten to twelve blocks east. You got a car?" 
 "No." 
 "Neither do I, but there's a cabstand down the street. I'm clocking out. Right, Tony?" 
 "You're the star," the bartender said with a wave of his hand. 
 "You want some company, Greenie? I mean...” She narrowed her eyes. "You're not a crazy yourself are you?" Gracie laughed at her own question. "Hell, sure you are! You've got to be. But I'm heading that way, and I'll show you the place if you want. For free." 
 "Why would you want to help me?" he asked. 
 Gracie looked wounded. "I've got civic pride, that's why! Hell, just because I strut my butt in this joint five nights a week doesn't mean I'm not a humanitarian!" 
 The Green Falcon considered that, and nodded. Amazin' Grace was obviously intelligent, and she probably enjoyed the idea of a hunt. He figured he could use all the help he could get. "All right. I'll wait while you get dressed." 
 She frowned. "I am dressed, fool! Let's go!" 
 They left the Grinderswitch and started walking east along the boulevard. Gracie had a stride that threatened to leave him behind, and his green suit drew just as many double-takes as her lean ebony body in its tigerskin wrapping. The cabstand was just ahead, and a cab was there, engine running. A kid in jeans and a black leather jacket leaned against the hood; he was rail-thin, his head shaved bald except for a tuft of hair in the shape of a question mark on his scalp. 
 "You've got a fare, kid," Gracie said as she slid her mile-long legs in. "Move it!" The kid said, "I'm waiting for—" 
 "Your wait's over," Gracie interrupted. "Come on, we don't have all night." The kid shrugged, his eyes vacant and disinterested, and got behind the wheel. As soon as the Green Falcon was in, the kid shot away from the curb with a shriek of burning rubber and entered the flow of the westbound traffic. 
 "We want to go to the Palmetto Motel," Gracie said. "You know where that is?" 
 "Sure." 
 "Well, you're going the wrong way. And start your meter, unless we're going to ride for free." 
 "Oh, yeah." The meter arm came down, and the mechanism started ticking. "You want to go east, huh?" he asked. And without warning he spun the wheel violently, throwing the Green Falcon and Gracie up against the cab's side, and the vehicle careened in a tight U-turn that narrowly missed a collision with a BMW. Horns blared and tires screeched, but the kid swerved into the eastbound lane as if he owned Hollywood Boulevard. And the Green Falcon saw a motorcycle cop turn on his blue light and start after them, at the same time as a stout Hispanic man ran out of a Chock Full O' Nuts coffee shop yelling and gesturing frantically.. 
 "Must be a caffeine fit," Gracie commented. She heard the siren's shrill note and glanced back. "Smart move, kid. You just got a blue-tailed fly on your ass." 
 The kid laughed, sort of. The Green Falcon's gut tightened; he'd already seen the little photograph on the dashboard that identified the cab driver. It was a stout Hispanic face. 
 "Guy asked me to watch his cab while he ran in to pick up some coffee," the kid said with a shrug. "Gave me a buck, too." He looked in the rearview mirror. The motorcycle cop was waving him over. "What do you want me to do, folks?" 
 The Green Falcon had decided, just that fast. The police might be looking for him since he left the apartment building, and if they saw him like this they wouldn't understand. They'd think he was just a crazy old man out for a joyride through fantasy, and they'd take the Green Falcon away from him. 
 And if anyone could find the Fliptop Killer and bring him to justice, the Green Falcon could. He said, "Lose him." 
 The kid looked back, and now his eyes were wild and thrilled. He grinned. "Roger wilco," he said, and pressed his foot to the accelerator. 
 The cab's engine roared, the vehicle surged forward with a power that pressed the Green Falcon and Gracie into their seats, and the kid whipped around a Mercedes and then up onto the curb, where people screamed and leapt aside. The cab, its exhaust pipe spitting fire, rocketed toward the plate-glass window of a lingerie store. Gracie gave a stunned little cry, gripped the Green Falcon's hand with knuckle-cracking force, and the Green falcon braced for impact. 
 6. Handful of Straws
 The kid spun the wheel to the left, and the cab's fender knocked sparks off a brick wall as it grazed past the window. Then he veered quickly to the right, clipped away two parking meters, and turned the cab off Hollywood onto El Centro Avenue. He floorboarded the gas pedal. 
 "Let's get outta here!" Gracie shouted as she grasped the door's handle, but the cab's speedometer needle was already nosing past forty. She decided she didn't care for a close acquaintance with asphalt, and anyway, the Green Falcon had her other hand and wasn't going to let her jump. 
 The motorcycle cop was following, the blue light spinning and the siren getting louder. The kid tapped the brakes and swerved in front of a gasoline truck, through an alley, and behind a row of buildings, then back onto El Centro and speeding southward. The motorcycle cop came out of the ally and got back on their tail, again closing the gap between them. 
 "What's your name?" the Green Falcon asked. 
 "Me? Ques," he answered. "Because of—" 
 "I can guess why. Ques, this is very important." The Green Falcon leaned forward, his fingers clamped over the seat in front of him. "I don't want the policeman to stop us. I'm—" Again, lines from the scripts danced through his mind. "I'm on a mission," he said. "I don't have time for the police. Do you understand?" Ques nodded. "No," he said. "But if you want to give the cop a run, I'm your man." The speedometer's needle was almost to sixty, and Ques was weaving in and out of traffic like an Indy racer. "Hold on," he said. Gracie screamed. 
 Ques suddenly veered to the left, almost grazing the fenders of cars just released from the red light at the intersection of El Centro and Fountain Avenue. Outraged horns hooted, but then the cab had cleared the intersection and was speeding away. Ques took a hard right onto Gordon Street, another left on Lexington, and then pulled into an alley behind a Taco Bell. He drew up close to a Dumpster and cut the headlights. Gracie found her voice: "Where the hell did you learn to drive? The Demolition Derby?" Ques got himself turned around in the seat so he could look at his passengers. He smiled, and the smile made him almost handsome. "Close. I was a third-unit stunt driver in `Beverly Hills Cop II.' This was a piece of cake." 
 "I'm getting out of here." Gracie reached for the door's handle. "You two never saw me before, okay?" 
 "Wait." The Green Falcon grasped her elbow. The motorcycle cop was just passing, going east on Lexington. The siren had been turned off and the blue light faded as he went on. 
 "Not in the clear yet," Ques said. "There'll be a lot of shellheads looking for us. We'd better sit here a while." He grinned at them. "Fun, huh?" 
 "Like screwing in a thornpatch." Gracie opened the door. "I'm gone." 
 "Please don't go," the Green Falcon said. "I need you." 
 "You need a good shrink is what you need. Man, I must've been crazy myself to get into this! You thinking you could track down the Fliptop!" She snorted. "Green Falcon, my ass!" 
 "I need you," he repeated firmly. "If you've got connections at the Palmetto, maybe you can find someone who's seen him." 
 "The Fliptop?" Ques asked, his interest perked again. "What about that sonofabitch?" 
 "I saw him tonight," the Green Falcon said. "He killed a friend of mine, and Gracie knows where he might be." 
 "I didn't say that, man. I said I knew where I'd seen a guy who looked like the guy who's been coming into the Grinderswitch. That's a big difference." 
 "Please stay. Help me. It's the only lead I've got." 
 Gracie looked away from him. The door was halfway open and she had one leg out. "Nobody cares about anybody else in this city," she said. "Why should I stick around and get my ass in jail... or worse?" 
 "I'll protect you," he answered. 
 She laughed. "Oh yeah! A guy in a green freaksuit's going to protect me! Wow, my mind feels so much better! Let me go." He hesitated, then did as she said. She sat on the seat's edge, about to get out. About to. But a second ticked past, and another, and still she sat there. "I live on Olympic Boulevard," she said. "Man, I am a long way from home." 
 "Green Falcon, huh?" Ques asked. "That what you call yourself?" 
 "Yes. That's...” A second or two of indecision. "That's who I am." 
 "You got information about the Fliptop, why don't you give it to the cops?" 
 "Because...” Why not indeed?  he asked himself. "Because the Fliptop has killed nine times and he's going to kill again. Maybe tonight, even. The police aren't even close to finding him. We are." 
 "No, we're not!" Gracie objected. "Just because I saw a guy at a motel a few times doesn't mean he's the Fliptop! 
 You've got a handful of straws, man!" 
 "Maybe I do. But it's worth going to the Palmetto to find out, isn't it?" 
 "You just don't want to go to the cops because you're afraid they'll pitch you in the nuthouse," Gracie said, and the way the Green Falcon settled back against the seat told her she'd hit the target. She was silent for a moment, watching him. "That's right isn't it?" 
 "Yes," he said, because he knew it was. "I...” He hesitated, but they were listening and he decided to tell it as it had been, a long time ago. "I spent some time in a sanitarium. Not recently. Back in the early fifties. I had a nervous breakdown. It... wasn't a nice place." 
 "You used to be somebody, for real?" Ques inquired. 
 "The Green Falcon. I starred in serials." The kid's face showed no recognition. "They used to show them on Saturday afternoons," Cray went on. "Chapter by chapter. Well, I guess both of you are too young to remember." He clasped his hands together in his lap, his back bowed. "Yes, I used to be somebody. For real." 
 "So how come you went off your rocker?" Gracie asked. "If you were a star and all, I mean?" He sighed softly. "When I was a young man I thought the whole world was one big Indiana. That's where I'm from. Some talent scouts came through my town one day, and someone told them about me. Big athlete, they said. Won all the medals you can think of. Outstanding young American and all that." His mouth twitched into a bitter smile. "Corny, but I guess it was true. Heck, the world was pretty corny back then. But it wasn't such a bad place. Anyway, I came to Hollywood and I started to do the serials. I had a little talent. But I saw things...” He shook his head. "Things they didn't even know about in Indiana. It seemed as if I was on another world, and I was never going to find my way back home. And everything happened so fast... it just got away from me, I guess. I was a star—whatever that means—and I was working hard and making money, but... Cray Boomershine was dying. I could feel him dying, a little bit more every day. And I wanted to bring him back, but he was just an Indiana kid and I was a Hollywood star. The Green Falcon, I mean. Me. Cray Flint. Does that make any sense to you?" 
 "Not a bit," Gracie said. "Hell, everyone wants to be a star! What was wrong with you?" His fingers twined together, and the old knuckles worked. "They wanted me to do a public-relations tour. I said I would. So they sent me all across the country... dressed up like this. And the children came out to see me, and they touched my cape and they asked for my autograph and they said they wanted to grow up just like me. Those faces... they gave off such an innocent light." He was silent, thinking, and he drew a deep breath and continued because he could not turn back. "It was in Watertown, South Dakota. April 26, 1951. I went onstage at the Watertown Palace Theater, right after they showed the tenth and final chapter of `Night Calls The Green Falcon.' That place was packed with kids, and all of them were laughing and happy." He closed his eyes, his hands gripped tightly together. "There was a fire. It started in a storeroom in the basement." He smelled acrid smoke, felt the heat of the flames on his face. 
 "It spread so fast. And some of the kids... some of them even thought it was part of the show. Oh God... Oh, my God... the walls were on fire and the children were being crushed as they tried to get out... and I heard them screaming! 
 `Green Falcon! Green Falcon!"' His eyes opened, and stared without seeing. "But the Green falcon couldn't save them, and fourteen children died in that fire. He couldn't save them. Couldn't." He looked at Ques, then to Gracie, then back again, and his eyes were wet and sunken into the mask's slits. "When I came out of the sanitarium, the studio let me keep the costume. For a job well done, they said. But there weren't going to be any more Green Falcon serials. Anyway, everyone was watching television, and that was that." 
 Neither Ques nor Gracies spoke for a moment. Then Gracie said, "We're going to take you home. Where do you live?" 
 "Please." He put his hand over hers. "I can find the Fliptop Killer. I know I can." 
 "You can't. Give it up." 
 "What would it hurt?" Ques asked her. "Just to drive up to that motel, I mean. Maybe he's right." He held up his hand before she could object. "Maybe. We could drive there and you could ask around, and then we'll take him home. How about it?" 
 "It's crazy," she said. "And I'm crazy." But then she pulled her leg back in and shut the door. "Let's try it." The Palmetto was a broken-down stucco dump between Normandie and Mariposa, on the cheap end of Hollywood Boulevard. Ques pulled the cab into the trash-strewn parking lot, and he spoke his first impression:
 "Place is a crack gallery, folks." He saw shadowy faces peering through the blinds of second-floor windows, and blue fire-light played across a wall. "Bullet holes in a door over there." He motioned toward it. "From here on we watch our asses." He stopped the cab next to a door marked "office" and cut the engine. 
 "It's sure enough gone to hell since I worked here," Gracie said. "Nothing like addicts to junk a place up." Not far away stood the hulk of a a car that looked as if it had been recently set afire. "Well, let's see what we can see." She got out, and so did the Green Falcon. Ques stayed behind the wheel, and when Gracie motioned him to come on, he said, nervously, "I'll give you moral support." 
 "Thanks, jerkoff. Hey, hold on!" she said, because the Green Falcon was already striding toward the office door. He grasped the knob, turned it, and the door opened with a jingle of little bells. He stepped into a room where lights from the boulevard cut through slanted blinds, and the air was thick with the mingled odors of marijuana, a dirty carpet and... what else was it? 
 Spoiled meat, he realized. 
 And that was when something stood up from a corner and bared its teeth. 
 The Green Falcon stopped. His eyes looking at a stocky black-and-white pit bull, its eyes bright with the prospect of violence. 
 "Oh shit," Gracie whispered. 
 Soundlessly the pit bull leapt at the Green Falcon, its jaws open for a bone-crushing bite. 7. The Watchman
 The Green Falcon stepped back, colliding with Gracie. The pit bull's body came flying towards him, reached the end of its chain, and its teeth clacked together where a vital member of the Green Falcon's anatomy had been a second before. Then the dog was yanked back to the wall, but it immediately regained its balance and lunged again. The Green Falcon stood in front of Gracie, picked up a chair to ward the beast off, but again the chain stopped the pit bull short of contact. As the animal thrashed against its collar, a figure rose up from behind the counter and pulled back the trigger on a double-barreled shotgun. 
 "Put it down," the man told the Green Falcon. He motioned with the shotgun. "Do it or I swear to god I'll blow your head off." The man's voice was high and nervous, and the Green Falcon slowly put the chair down. The pit bull was battling with its chain, trying to slide its head out of the collar. "Ain't nobody gonna rob me again," the man behind the counter vowed. Sweat glistened on his gaunt face. "You punks gonna learn some respect, you hear me?" 
 "Lester?" Gracie said. The man's frightened eyes ticked towards her. "Lester Dent? It's me." She took a careful step forward, where the light could show him who she was. "Sabra Jones." The Green Falcon stared at her. She said, "You remember me, don't you, Lester?" 
 "Sabra? That really you?" The man blinked, reached into a drawer, and brought out a pair of round-lensed spectacles. He put them on and the tension in his face immediately eased. "Sabra! Well, why didn't you say so?" He uncocked the shotgun and said, "DOWN, Bucky!" to the pit bull. The animal stopped its thrashing, but it still regarded the Green Falcon with hungry eyes. 
 "This is a friend of mine, Lester. The Green Falcon." She said it with all seriousness. 
 "Hi." Lester lowered the shotgun and leaned it behind the counter. "Sorry I'm a little jumpy. Things have changed around here since you left. Lot of freaks in the neighbourhood, and you can't be too careful." 
 "I guess not." Gracie glanced at a couple of bullet holes in the wall. Flies were buzzing around the scraps of hamburger in Bucky's feed bowl. "Used to be a decent joint. How come you're still hanging around here?" Lester shrugged. He was a small man, weighed maybe a hundred and thirty pounds, and he wore a Captain America T-shirt. "I crave excitement. What can I say?" He looked her up and down with true appreciation. "Life's being pretty good to you, huh?" 
 "I can't complain. Much. Lester, my friend and I are looking for somebody who used to hang around here." She described the man. "I remember he used to like Dolly Winslow. Do you know the guy I mean?" 
 "I think I do, but I'm not sure. I've seen a lot of them." 
 "Yeah, I know, but this is important. Do you have any idea what the guy's name might have been, or have you seen him around here lately?" 
 "No, I haven't seen him for a while, but I know what his name was." He grinned, gapped-tooth. "John Smith. That's what all their names were." He glanced at the Green Falcon. "Can you breath inside that thing?" 
 "The man we're looking for is the Fliptop Killer," the Green Falcon said, and Lester's grin cracked. "Do you know where we can find Dolly Winslow?" 
 "She went to Vegas," Gracie told him. "Changed her name, the last I heard. No telling where she is now." 
 "You're looking for the Fliptop Killer?" Lester asked. "You a cop or somethin'?" 
 "No. I've got... a personal interest." 
 Lester drummed his fingers on the scarred countertop and thought for a moment. "The Fliptop, huh? Guy's a mean one. I wouldn't want to cross his path, no sir." 
 "Anybody still around who used to hang out here?" Gracie asked. "Like Jellyroll? Or that weird guy who played the flute?" 
 "That weird guy who played the flute just signed a million-dollar contract at Capitol Records," Lester said. "We should all be so weird. Jellyroll's living uptown somewhere. Pearly's got a boutique on the Strip, makin' money hand over fist. Bobby just drifted away." He shook his head. "We had us a regular club here, didn't we?" 
 "So everybody's cleared out?" 
 "Well... not everybody. There's me, and the Watchman." 
 "The Watchman?" The Green Falcon came forward, and the pit bull glowered at him but didn't attack. "Who's that?" 
 "Crazy old guy, lives down in the basement," Lester said. "Been here since the place was new. You won't get anything out of him, though." 
 "Why not?" 
 "The Watchman doesn't speak. Never has, as far as I know. He goes out and walks, day and night, but he won't tell you where he's been. You remember him, don't you, Sabra?" 
 "Yeah. Dolly told me she saw him walking over on the beach at Santa Monica one day, and Bobby saw him in downtown L.A. All he does is walk." 
 "Can he speak?" the Green Falcon asked. 
 "No telling," Lester said. "Whenever I've tried talkin' to him, he just sits like a wall." 
 "So why do you call him the Watchman?" 
 "You know the way, Sabra" Lester motioned toward the door. "Why don't you show him?" 
 "You don't want to see the Watchman," she said. "Forget it. He's out of his mind. Like me for getting into this. See you around, Lester." She started out, and Lester said, "Don't be such a stranger." Outside, Gracie continued walking to the cab. The Green Falcon caught up with her. "I'd like to see the Watchman. What would it hurt?" 
 "It would waste my time and yours. Besides, he's probably not even here. Like I said, he walks all the time." She reached the cab, where Ques was waiting nervously behind the wheel. 
 "Let's go," Ques said. "Cars have been going in and out. Looks like a major deal's about to go down." 
 "Hold it." The Green Falcon placed his hand against the door before she could open it. "If the Watchman's been here so long, he might know something about the man we're looking for. It's worth asking, isn't it?" 
 "No. He doesn't speak to anybody. Nobody knows where he came from, or who he is, and he likes it that way." She glanced around, saw several figures standing in a second-floor doorway. Others were walking across the lot toward a black Mercedes. "I don't like the smell around here. The faster we get out, the better." The Green Falcon stepped back and let her get into the cab. But he didn't go around to the other door. "I'm going to talk to the Watchman," he said. "How do I get to the basement?" 
 She paused, her eyelids at half-mast. "You're a stubborn fool, aren't you? There's the way down." She pointed at a door near the office. "You go through there, you're on your own." 
 "We shouldn't leave him here," Ques said. "We ought to stay—" 
 "Shut up, cueball. Lots of bad dudes around here, and I'm not getting shot for anybody." She smiled grimly. "Not even the Green Falcon. Good luck." 
 "Thanks for your help. I hope you—" 
 "Can it," she interrupted. "Move out, Ques." 
 He said, "Sorry," to the Green Falcon, put the cab into reverse, and backed out of the lot. Turned left across the boulevard and headed west. 
 And the Green Falcon stood alone. 
 He waited, hoping they'd come back. They didn't. Finally he turned and walked to the door that led to the Palmetto Motel's basement, and he reached for the knob. 
 But somebody came out of another room before he could open the door, and the Green Falcon saw the flash of metal. 
 "Hey, amigo," the man said, and flame shot from the barrel of the small pistol he'd just drawn. 8. Yours Truly
 The Hispanic man lit his cigarette with the flame, then put the pistol-shaped lighter back into his pocket. "What kinda party you dressed up for?" 
 The Green Falcon didn't answer. His nerves were still jangling, and he wasn't sure he could speak, even if he tried. 
 "You lookin' for a score or not?" the man persisted. 
 "I'm... looking for the Watchman," he managed to say. 
 "Oh. Yeah, I should've figured you were. Didn't know the old creep had any friends." Somebody called out, "Paco! Get your ass over here, NOW!" 
 The man sneered. "When I'm ready!" and then he sauntered toward the group of others who stood around the Mercedes. 
 The Green Falcon went through the door and into the darkness. 
 He stood on a narrow staircase, tried to find a light switch, but could not. Two steps down and his right hand found a light bulb overhead, with a dangling cord. He pulled it, and the light bulb illuminated with a bright yellow glow. The concrete stairs extended beyond the light's range, the walls made of cracked grey cinder block. The Green Falcon went down, into a place that smelled as damp and musty as a long-closed crypt. Halfway down the steps, he halted. 
 There had been a sound of movement over on the right. "Anyone there?" he asked. No answer, and now the sound had ceased. Rats, he decided. Big ones. He came to the bottom of the stairs, darkness surrounding him. Again he felt for a light switch, again with no reward. The smell was putrid: wet and decaying paper, he thought. He took a few steps forward, reaching out to both sides; his right arm brushed what felt like a stack of magazines or newspapers. And then the fingers of his left hand found a wall and a light switch, and when he flicked it, a couple of naked bulbs came on. 
 He looked around the Watchman's domain. 
 The basement—a huge, cavernous chamber—might have put the periodicals department of the L.A. Public Library to shame. Neat stacks of books, newspapers, and magazines were piled against the walls and made corridors across the basement, their turns and windings as intricate as a carefully constructed maze. The Green Falcon had never seen anything like it before, there had to be thousands—no, hundreds of thousands—of items down here. Maps of Los Angeles, Hollywood, Santa Monica, Beverly Hills, and other municipalities were mounted on the walls, tinged with green mold but otherwise unmarred. Here stood a stack of telephone books six feet tall, there were multiple stacks of old Hollywood Reporters. The place was an immense repository of information, and the Green Falcon was stunned because he'd never expected anything like this. A bank of battered filing cabinets stood against one wall, more newspapers stacked on top of them. There had to be thirty years of accumulated magazines and papers just in this part of the basement alone, and the chamber stretched the length of the motel. He couldn't restrain his curiosity; he went to one of the filing cabinets, which had precise little alphabet letters identifying their contents, and opened a drawer. Inside were hundreds of notebook pages covered with what appeared to be license plate numbers and the make and color of the cars that carried them, all written with an elegant, almost calligraphic handwriting. Another drawer held lists of items found in various trashcans at scores of locations and dates. A third drawer bulged with pages that seemed to record the routes of pedestrians through the city streets, how long to the second they stayed in this or that store or restaurant, and so forth. 
 And it dawned on the Green Falcon that this was exactly what the watchman did: he watched, recorded, filed away, all to the service of some bizarre inner logic, and he'd been doing it for years. Something moved, back beyond the room in which the Green Falcon stood. There was a quick rustling sound of papers being disturbed... then silence. The Green Falcon wound his way through the maze, found another light switch that illuminated two more bulbs at the rear of the basement. Still more periodicals, maps, and filing cabinets stood in that area of the basement as well, but there was a cot too, and a desk with a blue blotter. And a man in a long, dirty olive coat, huddled up with his back wedged into a corner, and his Peter Lorre eyes looked as if they were about to pop from their sockets. 
 "Hello," the Green Falcon said quietly. The man, gray-bearded and almost emaciated, trembled and hugged his knees. The Green Falcon walked closer and stopped, because the Watchman was shaking so hard he might have a heart attack. "I've come to talk to you." 
 The Watchman's mouth opened in his sallow face, gave a soft gasp, then closed again. 
 "I'm looking for someone you might help me find." The Green Falcon described the man. "I think he might be the Fliptop Killer, and I understand a man fitting that description used to come around here. He might have been friends with a girl named Dolly Winslow. Do you know the man I'm talking about?" Still no response. The Watchman looked as if he were about to jump out of his skin. 
 "Don't be afraid. I'm the Green Falcon, and I wish you no harm." 
 The Watchman was so terrified there were tears in his eyes. The Green Falcon started to speak again, but he realized the futility of it. The Watchman was a human packrat, and Amazin' Grace had been right: there was nothing to be gained here. 
 He took off his mask and threw it aside in disgust. What had made him think he could track down the Fliptop? 
 he asked himself. A red matchbook from a dead girl's hand? A glimpse of the killers face, and an ill-founded yearning for a counterfeit past? It was ridiculous! He was standing in a motel's dank basement with a drug deal going on over his head, and he'd better get out of here as fast as he could before he got his throat cut. "I'm sorry to have bothered you," he told the Watchman, and he started walking towards the stairs. He heard the Watchman gasp and crawl across the floor, and he looked back to see the man rummaging with frantic speed inside an old mildewed cardboard box. 
 This is no place for me, the Green Falcon realized. In fact, there was no place at all left for the Green Falcon, but Cray Flint's mop was waiting at the Burger King. 
 He kept going to the stairs, burdened with age. 
 "`Dear davy,"' the voice rang out. "Ì am sorry I can't come to Center City this summer, but I'm working on a new mystery...”' 
 The Green Falcon stopped. 
 "`... and I'm very busy. I just wanted you to know that I appreciate your letter, and I like to hear from my fans very much. Enclosed is something that I want you to have, and I hope you'll wear it with pride. Remember to respect your elders, put up your toys, and do right...”' 
 He turned, his heart pounding. 
 "`Yours truly, the Green Falcon."' And the Watchman looked up, smiling, from the yellowed, many-times-folded letter in his hands. "You signed it," he said "Right here. Remember?" He held it up. Then he scrambled to the box again, rummaged, and came up with an old wallet covered in multicolored Indian beads. He flipped it open and showed what was pinned inside. "I kept it all this time. See?" 
 The plastic button said THE GREEN FALCONEERS. "I see." Cray's voice cracked. 
 "I did right," Davy said. "I always did right." 
 "Yes," the Green Falcon nodded. "I know you did." 
 "We moved from Center City." Davy stood up; he was at least six inches taller than the Green Falcon. "My Dad got a new job, when I was twelve. That was...” He hesitated, trying to think. "A long time ago," he decided. A frown slowly settled on his deeply lined face. "What happened to you?" 
 "I got old," the Green Falcon said. 
 "Yes, sir. Me too." His frown started to slip away, then took hold again. "Am I still a Falconeer?" 
 "Oh, yes. That's a forever thing." 
 "I thought it was," Davy said, and his smile came back. 
 "You've got a nice collection down here." The Green Falcon walked amid the stacks. "I guess gathering all this takes a lot of time." 
 "I don't mind. It's my job." 
 "Your job?" 
 "Sure. Everybody's got a job. Mine is watching things, and writing them down. Keeping them, too." 
 "Have you actually read all these papers and magazines?" 
 "Yes, sir. Well... most of them," he amended. "And I remember what I read, too. I've got... like... a Kodak in my brain." 
 Did he mean a photographic memory? the Green Falcon wondered. If so, he might recall the man Gracie remembered? "Davy," he said in his heroic voice, "I've come to you because I need your help. I'm trying to find the Fliptop Killer. Have you heard of him?" 
 Davy nodded without hesitation. 
 "Can you think of a man like the one I described? A man who was a friend of—" 
 "Dolly Winslow," Davy finished for him. "Yes, sir. I remember him. I never liked him, either. He laughed at people when he didn't think they were looking." 
 So far, so good. The Green Falcon felt sweat on the back of his neck. "I want you to concentrate very hard, like a good Falconeer. Did you ever hear the man's name?" 
 Davy rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand, and his eyes took on a steely glint. He walked to a filing cabinet, bent down, and opened the bottom drawer. Looked through dozens of envelopes. And then he pulled one of them out, and he brought it to the Green Falcon. On it Davy had written: 23. "Dolly's room," he said. "He cleaned his wallet out in her trashcan one night." 
 The Green Falcon went to the desk and spilled the envelope's contents out on the blotter. There was a torn-open Trojan wrapper, two dried-up sticks of Doublemint gum, a few cash-register receipts, a ticket stub to a Lakers game, and... 
 "His name's Rod Bowers. It's on the library card," Davy said. "His address too." The library card had been torn into quarters, but Davy had taped it back together again. And there were the name and address: Rodney E. Bowers, 1416D Jericho Street, Santa Monica. 
 "That was over a year ago, though. He might not be there now," Davy said. 
 "The Green Falcon's hands were shaking. Davy had taped together another piece of paper: a receipt that had been torn into many fragments. On that receipt was the name of a business: The House Of Blades. On December 20th, 1986, Rodney Bowers had bought himself a Christmas present of a John Wayne Commemorative Hunting Knife. 
 "Did I do right?" Davy asked, peering over the Green Falcon's shoulder. 
 "You sure did, son." He grasped the younger man's arm. "You're...” He said the first thing that came to mind: "The number-one Falconeer. I have to go now. I've got a job to do." He started striding, his pace quick, toward the stairs. 
 "Green Falcon, sir?" Davy called, and he paused. "I'll be here if you ever need my help again." 
 "I'll remember," the Green Falcon answered, and he climbed the stairs with the taped-together library card and the House Of Blades receipt gripped in his hand. 
 He went through the door into the parking lot—and instantly heard someone shouting in Spanish. Somebody else was hollering from the second floor, and there were other angry voices. The man named Paco was standing next to the Mercedes, and suddenly he drew a pistol—not a cigarette lighter this time, but a .45 automatic. He shouted out a curse and began firing into the Mercedes, glass from the windshield exploding into the air. At the same time, two men got out of another car, flung themselves flat onto the pavement, and started spraying Paco with gunfire. Paco's body danced and writhed, the .45 going off into the air. 
 "Kill 'em!" somebody yelled from the second floor. Machine-gun fire erupted, and bullets ricocheted off the concrete in a zigzagging line past the Green Falcon. 
 Oh, my God! Cray thought. And he realized he'd come out of the basement into the middle of a drug deal gone bad. 
 The two men on the pavement kept firing. Now figures were sprinting across the parking lot, shooting at the men on the second floor. Machine-gun bullets cut one of them down, and he fell in a twitching heap. The Green Falcon backed up, hit the wall, and stayed there—and then a man in a dark suit turned toward him, a smoking Uzi machine-gun in his hand, his face sparkling with the sweat of terror. He lifted the weapon to spray a burst at the Green Falcon. 
 9. Hell Or High Water
 A black-and-white streak shot across the parking lot, and the pit bull hit the gunman like a miniature locomotive. The man screamed and went down, the Uzi firing an arc of tracers in the sky. And Lester ran past, stopped almost in front of the Green Falcon, fired a shotgun blast at another man, and then skidded on his belly behind the protection of a car. 
 The Green Falcon ran towards the street—and was almost struck by a cab that whipped into the lot with a shriek of burning rubber. 
 Ques hit the brake, and Gracie shouted, "Come on, fool!" as she threw the door open. The Green Falcon heard a bullet hiss past his head, and then he grasped the door and hung on as Ques reversed out of the lot and sped away on Hollywood. 
 Gracie pulled the Green Falcon in, and they got the door closed, but Ques still kept a leaden foot on the accelerator. "Slow down!" she told him. "We don't want the cops stopping us!" He didn't respond, and she slapped him on the question mark. "SLOW DOWN!" 
 Ques did, but only by a little. "They had guns," he said shakily. " Real guns!" 
 "What'd you expect drug dealers to carry? Slingshots?" She looked at the Green Falcon. "You in one piece?" He nodded, his eyes huge behind the mask. "We were circling the block, waiting for you to come out. We figured you'd never get out of this neighbourhood alive. We were almost right, huh?" 
 "Yes," he croaked. 
 "Welcome to the big city. You find the Watchman?" 
 "I did." He drew a couple of deep breaths, could still smell the gunsmoke. "And something else too." He gave the library card to Ques. "That's where we're going. I think it's the Fliptop Killer's name and address." 
 "Not that again!" Gracie protested. "Man, we're taking you home!" 
 "No. We're going to Santa Monica. You don't have to get out of the cab if you don't want to—in fact, I'd rather you didn't. But I'm going to find the Fliptop, with you or without you." 
 "It'll be without me, all right," she answered, but the way he'd said that let her know he was through talking about it. The man had a mission, and he was going to do it come hell or high water. She settled back into her seat, muttering, and Ques turned toward the Santa Monica freeway. 
 The address was near the beach, so close they could smell the sea. The building was dark-bricked, one of those old art-deco places that probably used to be a hotel when Santa Monica was young. Ques pulled the cab to a halt in front of it and cut the engine. 
 "I want you both to stay here," the Green Falcon said. "I'm going in alone." He started to get out, but Gracie caught his arm. 
 "Hey, listen. If the Fliptop's really in there, this is the time to call the cops. No joke." 
 "I don't know that he's in there. It's an old library card; he might have moved. But if he's there, I've got to see his face for myself. Then we can call the police." 
 "She's right," Ques told him. "Listen, it's crazy to go in there. You don't have a gun or anything." 
 "The Green Falcon," he said adamantly, "never carries a gun." 
 "Yeah, and the Green Falcon's only got one life, fool!" Gracie didn't release her grip. "Playtime's over. I mean it. This isn't some old serial. This is real life. You know what reality is?" 
 "Yes, I do." He turned the full wattage of his gaze on her. "The reality is that... I think I'd rather die as the Green Falcon than live as an old man with a screwed-up bladder and a book of memories. I want to walk tall, just once more. Is that so terrible?" 
 "It's nuts," she answered. "And you're nuts." 
 "So I am. I'm going." He pulled loose from her and got out of the cab. He was scared, but not as much as he thought he'd be. It wasn't as bad as indigestion, really. And then he went up the front steps into the building, and he checked the row of mailboxes in the alcove. 
 The one for apartment D had BOWERS on it. 
 Apartments A, B, and C were on the first floor. He climbed the stairs, aided by a red-shaded light fixture on the wall, and stood before apartment D's door. 
 He started to knock. Stopped his hand, the fist clenched. A thrill of fear coursed through him. He stood there facing the door, and he didn't know if he could do it or not. He wasn't the Green Falcon; there was no such entity, not really. It was all a fiction. But Julie's death was not a fiction, and neither was what he'd been through tonight to reach this door. The sane thing was to back off, go down those stairs, get to a phone, and call the police. Of course it was. 
 He heard a car's horn blare a quick tattoo. The cab, he thought. Ques, urging him to come back? 
 He knocked at the door and waited. His heart had lodged in his throat. He tensed for a voice, or the sudden opening of the door. 
 The stairs creaked. 
 He heard the cab's horn again. This time Ques was leaning on it, and suddenly the Green Falcon knew why. He turned, in awful slow motion, and saw the shadow looming on the wall. 
 And there he was: the young blonde, dark-eyed man who'd slashed Julie's throat. Coming up the staircase, step by step, not yet having seen the Green Falcon. But he would, at any second, and each step brought them closer. The Green Falcon didn't move. The killer's weight made the risers moan, and he was smiling slightly—perhaps, the Green Falcon though, musing over the feel of the blade piercing Julie's flesh. And then the Fliptop Killer looked up, saw the Green Falcon at the top of the stairs, and stopped. They stared at each other, standing not quite an arm's length apart. The killer's dark eyes were startled, and in them the Green Falcon saw a glint of fear. 
 "I've found you," the Green Falcon said. 
 The Fliptop Killer reached to his back, his hand a blur. It returned with the bright steel of the hunting knife, taken from a sheath that must fit down at his waistband. He moved fast, like an animal, and the Green Falcon saw the blade rising to strike him in the throat or chest. 
 "IT'S HIM!" Gracie shouted as she burst into the alcove and to the foot of the steps. The killer looked around at her—and it was the Green Falcon's turn to move fast. He grasped the man's wrist and struck him hard in the jaw with his right fist, and he felt one of his knuckles break, but the killer toppled backward down the stairs. 
 The man caught the railing before he'd tumbled to the bottom, and he still had hold of the knife. A thread of blood spilled from his split lower lip, his eyes dazed from a bang of his skull against a riser. The Green Falcon was coming down the steps after him, and the Fliptop Killer struggled up and backed away. 
 "WATCH OUT!" the Green Falcon yelled as Gracie tried to grab the man's knife. The killer swung at her, but she jumped back and the blade narrowly missed her face. But she had courage, and she wasn't about to give up; she darted in again, clutching his arm to keep the knife from another slash. The Green Falcon tensed to leap at the man, but suddenly the killer struck Gracie in the face with his left fist and she staggered back against the wall. Just that fast, the man fled towards the front door. 
 The Green Falcon stopped at Gracie's side. Her nose was bleeding and she looked about to pass out. She said, 
 "Get the bastard," and the Green Falcon took off in pursuit. 
 Out front, the Fliptop Killer ran to the parked cab. Ques tried to fight him off, but a slash of the blade across Ques' shoulder sprayed blood across the inside of the windshield; the Fliptop Killer looked up saw the man in the green suit and cape coming after him. He hauled Ques out of the cab and leapt behind the wheel. As the cab's tired laid down streaks of rubber, the Green Falcon grasped the edge of the open window on the passenger side and just had an instant to lock his fingers, broken knuckle and all, before the cab shot forward. Then he was off his feet, his body streamlined to the cab's side, and the vehicle was roaring north along serpentine Jericho Street at fifty miles an hour. 
 The Green Falcon hung on. The killer jerked the wheel back and forth, slammed into a row of garbage cans, and kept going. He made a screeching left turn at a red light that swung the Green Falcon's body out from the cab's side and all but tore his shoulders from his sockets, but still the Green Falcon hung on. And now the Fliptop Killer leaned over, one hand gripping the wheel, and jabbed at the Green Falcon's fingers with the knife. Slashed two of them, but the Green Falcon's right hand darted in and clamped around the wrist. The cab veered out of its lane, in front of a panel truck whose fender almost clipped the Green Falcon's legs. The killer thrashed wildly, trying to get his knife hand free, but the Green Falcon smashed his wrist against the window's frame and the fingers spasmed open; the knife fell down between the seat and the door. 
 Beachfront buildings and houses flashed by on either side. The cab tore through a barricade that said WARNING—NO VEHICLES BEYOND THIS POINT. 
 The Green Falcon tried to push himself through the window. A fist hit his chin and made alarm bells go off in his brain. And then the Fliptop Killer gripped the wheel with both hands, because the cab was speeding up a narrow wooden ramp. The Green Falcon had the taste of blood in his mouth, and now he could hear a strange thing: the excited shouts of children, the voices of ghosts on the wind. His fingers were weakening, his grip about to fail; the voices overlapped and intermingled, said, "Hold on, Green Falcon, hold on...” 
 And then before his strength collapsed, he lunged through the window and grappled with the Fliptop Killer as the cab rocketed up onto a pier and early-morning fishermen leapt for their lives. Fingers gouged for the Green Falcon's eyes, could not get through the mask's slits. The Green Falcon hit him in the face with a quick boxer's left and right, and the killer let go of the wheel to clench both sinewy hands around the Green Falcon's throat. 
 The cab reached the end of the pier, crashed through the wooden railing, and plummeted into the Pacific Ocean twenty feet below. 
 10. Nightmare Netherworld
 The sea surged into the cab, and the vehicle angled down into the depths. 
 The Fliptop Killer screamed. The Green Falcon smashed him in the face with a blow that burst his nose, and then the sea came between them, rising rapidly towards the roof as the cab continued to sink. The last bubbles of air exploded from the cab. One headlight still burned, pointing toward the bottom, and for a few seconds the instrument panel glowed with weird phosphorescence. And then the lights shorted out, and darkness claimed all. 
 The Green Falcon released his prey. Already his lungs strained for a breath, but still the cab was sinking. One of the killer's thrashing legs hit his skull, a hand tearing at his tunic. The Green Falcon didn't know which way was up and which was down; the cab was rotating as it descended, like an out-of-control aircraft falling through a nightmare netherworld. The Green Falcon searched for an open window but found only the windshield's glass. He slammed his fist against it, but it would take more strength than he had to break it. 
 ... Cut, he thought. Panic flared inside him, almost tore loose the last of the air in his lungs. CUT! But there was no director here, and he had to play this scene out to its end. He twisted and turned, seeking a way out. His cape was snagged around something—the gearshift, he thought it was. He ripped the cape off and let it fall, and then he pulled his cowl and mask off and it drifted past him like another face. His lungs heaved, bubbles coming out of his nostrils. And then his flailing hands found a window's edge; as he pushed himself through, the Fliptop Killer's fingers closed on his arm. 
 The Green Falcon grasped the man's shirt and pulled him through the window too. 
 Somewhere below the surface, he lost his grip on the Fliptop Killer. His torn tunic split along the seams, and left him. He kicked toward the top with the legs that had won a gold medal in his junior-year swim meet, and as his lungs began to convulse his head broke the surface. He shuddered, drawing in the night air. People were shouting at him from the pier's splintered rail. A wave caught him, washed him forward. The rough surface of a barnacled piling all but ripped the green tights off his legs. Another wave tossed him, and a third. The fourth crashed foam over him, and then a young arm got him around the neck and he was being guided to the beach. 
 A moment later, his knees touched sand. A wave cast him onto shore and took his last tatters of his Green Falcon costume back with it to the sea. 
 He was turned over. Somebody trying to squeeze water out of him. He said, "I'm all right," in a husky voice, and he heard somebody else shout, "The other one washed up over here!" 
 Cray sat up. "Is he alive?" he asked the tan face. "Is he alive?" 
 "Yeah," the boy answered. "He's alive." 
 "Good. Don't let him go," Cray snorted seaweed out of his nostrils. "He's the Fliptop Killer." The boy stared at him. Then shouted to his friend, "Sit on that dude till the cops get here, man!" It wasn't long before the first police car came. The two officers hurried down to where Cray sat at the edge of the land and one of them bent down and asked his name. 
 "Cray Fli...” He stopped. A piece of green cloth washed up beside him, was pulled back again just as quickly. 
 "Cray Boomershine," he answered. And then he told them the rest of it. 
 "This guy got the Fliptop!" one of the kids nearby called to his friend, and somebody else repeated it and it went up and down the beach. People crowded around, gawking at the old man who sat in his pajamas on the sand. The second police car came, and the third one brought a black go-go dancer and a kid with a question mark on his scalp and a bandage around his shoulder. They pushed through the crowd, and Gracie called out, "WHERE IS HE? 
 WHERE'S THE GREEN FAL—" 
 She stopped, because the old man standing between two policemen was smiling at her. He said, "Hello, Gracie. It's all over." 
 She came toward him. Didn't speak for a moment. Her hand rose up, and her fingers picked seaweed out of his hair. "Lord have mercy," she said. "You look like a wet dog." 
 "You got that sucker, didn't you?" Ques watched the cops taking the Fliptop, in handcuffs, to one of the cars. 
 " We got him," Cray said. 
 A TV news truck was pulling onto the beach. A red-haired woman with a microphone and a guy carrying a video camera and power pack got out, hurrying towards the center of the crowd. "No questions," a policeman told her, but she was right there in Cray's face before she could be restrained. The camera's lights shone on him, Gracie, and Ques. "What happened here? Is it true that the Fliptop Killer was caught tonight?" 
 "No questions!" the policeman repeated, but Gracie's teeth flashed as she grinned for the camera. 
 "What's your name?" the woman persisted. She thrust the microphone up to Cray's lips. 
 "Hey, Lady!" Ques said. The microphone went to him. "Don't you recognize the GREEN FALCON?!" The newswoman was too stunned to reply, and before she could find another question, a policeman herded her and the cameraman away. 
 "We're going to the station and clear all this mess away," the officer who had hold of Cray's elbow said. "All three of you. Move it!" 
 They started up the beach, the crowd following and the newswoman trying to get at them again. Gracie and Ques got into one of the police cars, but Cray paused. The night air smelled sweet, like victory. The night had called, and the Green Falcon had answered. What would happen to him, Gracie, and Ques from this moment on, he didn't know. But of one thing he was certain: they had done right. 
 He got into the police car, and realized he still wore his green boots. he thought that maybe—just maybe—they still had places to go. 
 The police car carried them away and the TV news truck followed. 
 On the beach, the crowd milled around for a while. Who was he? somebody asked. The Green Falcon? Did he used to be somebody? Yeah, a long time ago. I think I saw him on a rerun. He lives in Beverly Hills now, went into real estate and made about ten million bucks, but he still plays the Green Falcon on the side. Oh, yeah, somebody else said. I heard that too. 
 And at the edge of the ocean a green mask and cowl washed up from the foam, started to slip back into the waves again. 
 A little boy picked it up. He and his Dad had come to fish on the pier this morning, before the sun came up and the big ones went back to depths. He had seen the cab go over the edge, and the sight of this mask made his heart beat harder. 
 It was a thing worth keeping. 
 He put it on. It was wet and heavy, but it made the world look different, kind of. He ran back to his Dad, his brown legs pumping in the sand, and for a moment he felt as if he could fly. Copyright © 1988 by Robert R. McCammon. All rights reserved. This story first appeared in the anthology Silver Scream, edited by David J. Schow and published by Dark Harvest in 1988. Reprinted with permission of the author. 





SOMETHING PASSED BY
1
 Johnny James was sitting on the front porch, sipping from a glass of gasoline in the December heat, when the doomscreamer came. Of course, doomscreamers were nothing new; these days they were as common as blue moons. This one was of the usual variety: skinny-framed, with haunted dark eyes and a long black beard full of dust and filth. He wore dirty khaki trousers and a faded green Izod shirt, and on his feet were sandals made from tires with the emblem still showing: Michelin. Johnny sipped his Exxon Super Unleaded and pondered that the doomscreamer's outfit must be the yuppie version of sackcloth and ashes. 
 "Prepare for the end! Prepare to meet your Maker!" The doomscreamer had a loud, booming voice that echoed in the stillness over the town that stood on the edge of Nebraskan cornfields. It floated over Grant Street, where the statues of town fathers stood, past the Victorian houses at the end of King's Lane that had burned with such beautiful flames, past the empty playground at the silent Bloch School, over Bradbury Park where paint flaked off the grinning carousel horses, down Koontz Street where the businesses used to thrive, over Ellison Field where no bat would smack another softball. The doomscreamer's voice filled the town, and ignited the ears of all who remained. 
 "No refuge for the wicked! Prepare for the end! Prepare! Prepare!" 
 Johnny heard a screen door slam. His neighbor in the white house across the way stood on his own porch loading a rifle. Johnny called, "Hey, Gordon! What're you doin', man?" 
 Gordon Mayfield continued to push bullets into his rifle. Between Johnny and Gordon, the air shimmered with hazy heat. "Target practice!" Gordon shouted; his voice cracked and his hands were shaking. He was a big fleshy man with a shaved head, and he wore only blue jeans, his bare chest and shoulders glistening with sweat. "Gonna do me some target practice!" he said as he pushed the last shell into the rifle's magazine and clicked the safety off. Johnny swallowed gasoline and rocked in his chair. "Prepare! Prepare!" the doomscreamer hollered as he approached his end. The man was standing in front of the empty house next to Gordon's, where the Carmichael family had lived before they fled with a wandering evangelist and his flock on his way to California. "Prepare!" The doomscreamer lifted his arms, sweat stains on his Izod, and shouted to the sky, "O ye sinners, prepare to—" His voice faltered. He looked down at his Michelins, which had begun to sink into the street. The doomscreamer made a small terrified squeak. He was not prepared. His ankles had sunk into the gray concrete, which sparkled like quicksilver in a circle around him. Swiftly he sank to his waist in the mire, his mouth open in a righteous O. 
 Gordon had lifted the rifle to put a bullet through the doomscreamer's skull. Now he realized a pull of the trigger would be wasted energy, and might even increase his own risk of spontaneous combustion. He released the trigger and slowly lowered his gun. 
 "Help me!" The doomscreamer saw Johnny, and lifted his hands in supplication. "Help me, brother!" He was up to his alligator in the shimmering, hungry concrete. His eyes begged like those of a lost puppy. "Please... help me!" Johnny was on his feet, though he didn't remember standing. He had set the glass of gasoline aside, and he was about to walk down the porch steps, across the scorched yard, and offer his hand to the sinking doomscreamer. But he paused, because he knew he'd never get there in time, and when the concrete pooled like that, you never knew how firm the dirt would be either. 
 "Help me!" The doomscreamer had gone down to his chin. He stretched, trying to claw his way out, but quicksilver offers no handholds. "For God's sake, hel—" His face went under. His head slid down, and the concrete swirled through his hair. Then—perhaps two seconds later—his clawing hands were all that was left of him, and as they slid down after him, the street suddenly solidified again in a ripple of hardening silver. Concrete locked around the ex-doomscreamer's wrists, and his hands looked like white plants growing out of the center of the street. The fingers twitched a few times, then went rigid. 
 Gordon went down his steps and walked carefully to the upthrust hands, prodding his path with the rifle's barrel. When he was certain, or as certain as he could be, that the street wouldn't suck him under too, he knelt beside the hands and just sat there staring. 
 "What is it? What's going on?" Brenda James had come out of the house, her light brown hair damp with sweat. Johnny pointed at the hands, and his wife whispered, "Oh my God." 
 "Got on a nice wristwatch," Gordon said after another moment. He leaned closer, squinting at the dial. "It's a Rolex. You want it Johnny?" 
 "No," Johnny said. "I don't think so." 
 "Brenda? You want it? Looks like it tells good time." 
 She shook her head and grasped Johnny's arm. 
 "It'd be a waste to leave it out here. First car that comes along, no more watch." Gordon glanced up and down the street. It had been a long time since a car had passed this way, but you never knew. He decided, and took the Rolex off the dead man's wrist. The crystal was cracked and there flecks of dried concrete on it, but it was a nice shiny watch. He put it on and stood up. "Happened too fast to do anythin' about it. Didn't it, Johnny?" 
 "Yeah. Way too fast." His throat was dry. He took the last sip of gasoline from the glass. His breath smelled like the pumps at Lansdale's Exxon Station on deLint Street. 
 Gordon started to walk away. Brenda said, "Are you... are you just going to leave him there?" Gordon stopped. He looked down at the hands, wiped his brow with his forearm, and returned his gaze to Brenda and Johnny. "I've got an ax in my garage." 
 "Just leave him there," Johnny said, and Gordon nodded and walked up his porch steps, still testing the earth with the rifle's barrel. He sighed with relief when he reached the porch's sturdy floor. 
 "Poker game at Ray's tonight," Gordon reminded them. "You gonna make it?" 
 "Yeah. We'd planned on it." 
 "Good." His gaze slid toward the white hands, then quickly away again. "Nothin' like winnin' a little cash to take your mind off your troubles, right?" 
 "Right," Johnny agreed. "Except you're the one who usually wins all the money." 
 "Hey, what can I say?" Gordon shrugged. "I'm a lucky dude." 
 "I thought I'd bring J.J. tonight," Brenda offered in a high, merry voice. Both Johnny and Gordon flinched a little. 
 "J.J. needs to get out of the house," Brenda went on. "He likes to be around people." 
 "Uh... sure." Gordon glanced quickly at Johnny. He darted another look at the white hands sticking out of the street, and then he went into his house and the screen door slammed behind him. 
 Brenda began to sing softly as Johnny followed her into their house. An old nursery song, one she'd sung to J.J. when he was just an infant. "Go to sleep, little baby, when you wake I'll give you some cake and you can ride the pretty little
poneeee... ." 

 "Brenda? I don't think it's a good idea." 
 "What?" She turned toward him, smiling, her blue eyes without luster. "What's not a good idea, hon?" 
 "Taking J.J. out of his room. You know how he likes it in there." 
 Brenda's smile fractured. "That's what you say! You're always trying to hurt me, and keep me from being with J.J. Why can't I take J.J. outside? Why can't I sit on the porch with my baby like other mothers do? Why can't I? Answer me, Johnny?" Her face had reddened with anger. "Why?" 

 Johnny's expression remained calm. They'd been over this territory many times. "Go ask J.J. why," he suggested, and he saw her eyes lose their focus, like ice forming over blue pools. 
 Brenda turned away from him and strode purposefully down the corridor. She stopped before the closed door to J.J.'s room. Hanging on a wall hook next to the door was a small orange oxygen tank on a backpack, connected to a clear plastic oxygen mask. Brenda had had much practice in slipping the tank on, and she did it with little difficulty. Then she turned on the airflow and strapped the hissing oxygen mask over her nose and mouth. She picked up a crowbar, inserting it into a scarred furrow in the doorjamb at J.J.'s room. She pushed against it, but the door wouldn't budge. 
 "I'll help you," Johnny said, and started toward her. 
 "No! No, I'll do it!" Brenda strained against the crowbar with desperate strength, her oxygen mask fogging up. And then there was a small cracking noise followed by a whoosh  that never failed to remind Johnny of a pop top coming off a vacuum-sealed pack of tennis balls. Air shrilled for a few seconds in the hallway, the suction staggering Johnny and Brenda off balance, and then the door to J.J.'s room was unsealed. Brenda went in, and lodged the crowbar between the doorjamb and the door so it wouldn't trap her when the air started to leak away again, which would be in less than two minutes. 
 Brenda sat down on Johnny Junior's bed. The room's wallpaper had airplanes on it, but the glue was cracking in the dry, airless heat and the paper sagged, the airplanes falling to earth. "J.J?" Brenda said. "J.J? Wake up, J.J." She reached out and touched the boy's shoulder. He lay nestled under the sheet, having a good long sleep. "J.J, it's Momma," Brenda said, and stroked the limp dark hair back from the mummified, gasping face. Johnny waited in the corridor. He could hear Brenda talking to the dead boy, her voice rising and falling, her words muffled by the oxygen mask. Johnny's heart ached. He knew the routine. She would pick up the dry husk and hold him—carefully, because even in her madness she knew how fragile J.J. was—and maybe sing him that nursery rhyme a few times. But it would dawn on her that time was short, and the air was being sucked out of that room into a vacuum-sealed unknown dimension. The longer the door was left open, the harder the oxygen was pulled into the walls. If you stayed in there over two or three minutes, you could feel the walls pulling at you, as if they were trying suck you right through the seams. The scientists had a name for it: the "pharaoh effect." The scientists had a name for everything, `like "concrete quicksand" and "gravity howitzers" and "hutomic blast," among others. Oh, those scientists were a real smart bunch, weren't they? Johnny heard Brenda begin to sing, in an oddly disconnected, wispy voice: "Go to sleep, little baby, when you wake I'll give you some cake... ." It had happened almost two months ago. J.J. was four years old. Of course, things were crazy by then, and Johnny and Brenda had heard about the "pharaoh effect" on the TV news, but you never thought such a thing could ever happen in your own house. J.J. had gone to bed, like any other night, and sometime before morning all the air had been sucked out of his room. Just like that. All gone. Air was the room's enemy; the walls hated oxygen, and sucked it all into that unknown dimension before it could collect. They both had been too shocked to bury J.J, and it was Johnny who'd realized that J.J.'s body was rapidly mummifying in the airless heat. So they let the body stay in that room, though they could never bring J.J. out because the corpse would surely fall apart after a few hours of exposure to oxygen. 
 Johnny felt the air swirling past him, being drawn into J.J.'s room. "Brenda?" he called. "You'd better come on out now." 
 Brenda's singing died. He heard her sob quietly. The air was beginning to whistle around the crowbar, a dangerous sound. Inside the room, Brenda's hair danced and her clothes were plucked by invisible fingers. A storm of air whirled around her, being drawn into the walls. She was transfixed by the sight of J.J.'s white baby teeth in his brown, wrinkled face: the face of an Egyptian prince. "Brenda!" Johnny's voice was firm now. "Come on!" She drew the sheet back up to J.J.'s chin; the sheet crackled like a dead leaf. Then she smoothed his dried-out hair and backed toward the door with insane winds battering her body. 
 They both had to strain to dislodge the crowbar. As soon as it came loose, Johnny grasped the door's edge to keep it from slamming shut. He held it, his strength in jeopardy, as Brenda squeezed through. Then he let the door go. It slammed with a force that shook the house. Along the door's edge was a quick whoooosh  as it was sealed tight. Then silence. 
 Brenda stood in the dim light, her shoulders bowed. Johnny lifted the oxygen tank and backpack off her, then took the mask from her face. He checked the oxygen gauge; have to fill it up again pretty soon. He hung the equipment back on its hook. There was a shrill little steampipe whistle of air being drawn through the crack at the bottom of the door, and Johnny pressed a towel into it. The whistle ceased. 
 Brenda's back straightened. "J.J. says he's fine," she told him. She was smiling again, and her eyes glinted with a false, horrible happiness. "He says he doesn't want to go to Ray's tonight. But he doesn't mind that we do. Not one little bit." 
 "That's good," Johnny said, and he walked to the front room. When he glanced at his wife, he saw Brenda still standing before the door to the room that ate oxygen. "Want to watch some TV?" he asked her. 
 "TV. Oh. Yes. Let's watch some TV." She turned away from the door and came back to him. Brenda sat down on the den's sofa, and Johnny turned on the Sony. Most of the channels showed static, but a few of them still worked: on them you could see the negative images of old shows like "Hawaiian Eye," "My Mother the Car," "Checkmate," and "Amos Burke, Secret Agent." The networks had gone off the air a month or so ago, and Johnny figured these shows were just bouncing around in space, maybe hurled to Earth out of the unknown dimension. Their eyes were used to the negative images by now. It beat listening to the radio, because on the only stations they could get, Beatles songs were played backward at half-speed, over and over again. Between "Checkmate" and a commercial for Brylcreem Hair Dressing—"A Little Dab'll Do Ya!"—Brenda began to cry. Johnny put his arm around her, and she leaned her head against his shoulder. He smelled J.J. on her: the odor of dry corn husks, burning in the midsummer heat. Except it was almost Christmastime, ho, ho, ho. Something passed by, Johnny thought. That's what the scientists had said, almost six months ago. Something passed
by. That was the headline in the newspapers, and on the cover of every magazine that used to be sold over at Sarrantonio's newsstand on Gresham Street. And what it was that passed by, the scientists didn't know. They took some guesses, though: magnetic storm, black hole, time warp, gas cloud, a comet of some material that kinked the very fabric of physics. A scientist up in Oregon said he thought the universe had just stopped expanding and was now crushing inward on itself. Somebody else said he believed the cosmos was dying of old age. Galactic cancer. A tumor in the brain of Creation. Cosmic AIDS. Whatever. The fact was that things were not what they'd been six months ago, and nobody was saying it was going to get better. Or that six months from now there'd be an Earth, or a universe where it used to hang. 
Something passed by. Three words. A death sentence. On this asylum planet called Earth, the molecules of matter had warped. Water had a disturbing tendency to explode like nitroglycerine, which had rearranged the intestines of a few hundred thousand people before the scientists figured it out. Gasoline, on the contrary, was now safe to drink, as well as engine oil, furniture polish, hydrochloric acid, and rat poison. Concrete melted into pools of quicksand, the clouds rained stones, and... well, there were other things too terrible to contemplate, like the day Johnny had been with Marty Chesley and Bo Duggan, finishing off a few bottles at one of the bars on Monteleone Street. Bo had complained of a headache, and the next minute his brains had spewed out of his ears like gray soup. Something passed by. And because of that, anything could happen. 
 We made somebody mad, Johnny thought; he watched the negative images of Doug McClure and Sebastian Cabot. We screwed it up, somehow. Walked where we shouldn't have. Done what we didn't need to do. We picked a fruit off a tree we had no business picking, and... . 
 God help us, he thought. Brenda made a small sobbing sound. 
 Sometime later, red-bellied clouds came in from the prairie, their shadows sliding over the straight and empty highways. There was no thunder or lightning, just a slow, thick drizzle. The windows of the James house streamed crimson, and blood ran in the gutters. Pieces of raw flesh and entrails thunked down onto the roofs, fell onto the streets, lay steaming in the heat-scorched yards. A blizzard of flies followed the clouds, and buzzards followed the flies. 
 2
 "Read 'em and weep, gents," Gordon said, showing his royal flush. He swept the pot of dimes and quarters toward him, and the other men at the round table moaned and muttered. "Like I say, I'm a lucky dude." 
 "Too lucky." Howard Carnes slapped his cards down—a measly aces and fours—and reached for the pitcher. He poured himself a glassful of high-octane. 
 "So I was sayin' to Danny," Ray Barnett went on, speaking to the group as he waited for Gordon to shuffle and deal. "What's the use of leavin' town? I mean, it's not like there's gonna be anyplace different, right? Everything's screwed up." He pushed a plug of chewing tobacco into his mouth and offered the pack to Johnny. Johnny shook his head. Nick Gleason said, "I heard there's a place in South America that's normal. A place in Brazil. The water's still all right." 
 "Aw, that's bullshit." Ike McCord picked up his newly dealt cards and examined them, keeping a true poker face on his hard, flinty features. "The whole damn Amazon River blew up. Bastard's still on fire. That's what I heard before the networks went off. It was on CBS." He rearranged a couple of cards. "Nowhere's any different from here. The whole world's the same." 
 "You don't know everything!" Nick shot back. A little red had begun to glow in his fat cheeks. "I'll bet there's someplace where things are normal! Maybe at the north pole or somewhere like that!" 
 "The north pole!" Ray laughed. "Who the hell wants to live at the damned north pole?" 
 "I could live there," Nick went on. "Me and Terri could. Get us some tents and warm clothes, we'd be all right." 
 "I don't think Terri would want to wake up with an icicle on her nose," Johnny said, looking at a hand full of nothing. 
 Gordon laughed. "Yeah! It'd be ol' Nick who'd have an icicle hangin' off something', and it wouldn't be his nose!" The other men chortled, but Nick remained silent, his cheeks reddening; he stared fixedly at his cards, which were just as bad Johnny's. 
 There was a peal of high, false, forced laughter from the front room, where Brenda sat with Terri Gleason, Jane McCord and her two kids, Rhonda Carnes and their fifteen-year-old daughter, Kathy, who lay on the floor listening to Bon Jovi tapes on her Walkman. Elderly Mrs. McCord, Ike's mother, was needlepointing, her glasses perched on the end of her nose and her wrinkled fingers diligent. 
 "So Danny says he and Paula want to go west," Ray said. "I'll open for a quarter." He tossed it into the pot. "Danny says he's never seen San Francisco, so that's where they want to go." 
 "I wouldn't go west if you paid me." Howard threw a quarter in. "I'd get on a boat and go to an island. Like Tahiti. One of those places where women dance with their stomachs." 
 "Yeah, I could see Rhonda in a grass skirt! I'll raise you a quarter, gents." Gordon put his money into the pot. 
 "Couldn't you guys see Howard drinkin' out of a damn coconut? Man, he'd make a monkey look like a prince char—" 
 From the distance came a hollow boom that echoed over the town and cut Gordon's jaunty voice off. The talking and forced laughter ceased in the front room. Mrs. McCord missed a stitch, and Kathy Carnes sat up and took the Walkman earphones off. 
 There was another boom, closer this time. The house's floor trembled. The men sat staring desperately at their cards. A third blast, further away. Then silence, in which hearts pounded and Gordon's new Rolex ticked off the seconds. 
 "It's over," old Mrs. McCord announced. She was back in her rhythm again. "Wasn't even close." 
 "I wouldn't go west if you paid me," Howard repeated. His voice trembled. "Gimme three cards." 
 "Three cards it is." Gordon gave everybody what they needed, then said, "One card for the dealer." His hands were shaking. 
 Johnny glanced out the window. Far away, over the rotting cornfields, there was a flash of jagged red. The percussion came within seconds: a muffled, powerful boom. 
 "I'm bumpin' everybody fifty cents," Gordon announced. "Come on, come on! Let's play cards!" Ike McCord folded. Johnny had nothing, so he folded too. "Turn 'em over!" Gordon said. Howard grinned and showed his kings and jacks. He started to rake in the pot, but Gordon said, "Hold on, Howie," as he turned over his hand and showed his four tens and a deuce. "Sorry, gents. Read 'em and weep." He pulled the coins toward himself. Howard's face had gone chalky. Another blast echoed through the night. The floor trembled. Howard said, 
 "You're cheatin', you sonofabitch." 
 Gordon stared at him, his mouth open. Sweat glistened on his face. 
 "Hold on, now, Howard," Ike said. "You don't want to say things like—" 
 "You must be helpin' him, damn it!" Howard's voice was louder, more strident, and it stopped the voices of the women. "Hell, it's plain as day he's cheatin'! Ain't nobody's luck can be as good as his!" 
 "I'm not a cheater." Gordon stood up; his chair fell over backward. "I won't take that kind of talk from any man." 
 "Come on, everybody!" Johnny said. "Let's settle down and—" 
 "I'm not a cheater!" Gordon shouted. "I play 'em honest!" A blast made the walls moan, and a red glow jumped at the window. 
 "You always win the big pots!" Howard stood up, trembling. "How come you always win the big pots, Gordon?" Rhonda Carnes, Jane McCord, and Brenda were peering into the room, eyes wide and fearful. "Hush up in there!" old Mrs. McCord hollered. "Shut your traps, children!" 
 "Nobody calls me a cheater, damn you!" Gordon flinched as a blast pounded the earth. He stared at Howard, his fists clenched. "I deal 'em honest and I play 'em honest, and by God, I ought to...” He reached out, his hand grasping for Howard's shirt collar. 
 Before his hand could get there, Gordon Mayfield burst into flame. 
 "Jesus!" Ray shrieked, leaping back. The table upset, and the cards and coins flew through the air. Jane McCord screamed, and so did her husband. Johnny staggered backward, tripped, and fell against the wall. Gordon's flesh was aflame from bald skull to the bottom of his feet, and as his plaid shirt caught fire, Gordon thrashed and writhed. Two burning deuces spun from the inside of his shirt and snapped at Howard's face. Gordon was screaming for help, the flesh running off him as incandescent heat built inside his body. He tore at his skin, trying to put out the fire that would not be extinguished. 
 "Help him!" Brenda shouted. "Somebody help him!" But Gordon staggered back against the wall, scorching it. The ceiling above his head was charred and smoking. His Rolex exploded with a small pop. Johnny was on his knees in the protection of the overturned table, and as he rose he felt Gordon's heat pucker his own face. Gordon was flailing, a mass of yellow flames, and Johnny leapt up and grasped Brenda's hand, pulling her with him toward the front door. "Get out!" he yelled. "Everybody get out!" Johnny didn't wait for them; he pulled Brenda out the door, and they ran through the night, south on Silva Street. He looked back, saw a few more figures fleeing from the house, but he couldn't tell who they were. And then there was a white flare that dazzled his eyes and Ray Barnett's house exploded, timbers and roof tiles flying through the sultry air. The shock wave knocked Brenda and Johnny to the pavement; she was screaming, and Johnny clasped his hand over her mouth because he knew that if he started to scream it was all over for him. Fragments of the house rained down around them, along with burning clumps of human flesh. Johnny and Brenda got up and ran, their knees bleeding. 
 They ran through the center of town, along the straight thoroughfare of Straub Street, past the Spector Theatre and the Skipp Religious Bookstore. Other shouts and screams echoed through the night, and red lightning danced in the cornfields. Johnny had no thought but to get them home, and hope that the earth wouldn't suck them under before they got there. 
 They fled past the cemetery on McDowell Hill, and there was a crash and boom  that dropped Johnny and Brenda to their knees again. Red lightning arced overhead, a sickly-sweet smell in the air. When Johnny looked at the cemetery again, he saw there was no longer a hill; the entire rise had been mashed flat, as if by a tremendous crushing fist. And then, three seconds later, broken tombstones and bits of coffins slammed down on the plain where a hill had stood for two hundred years. Gravity howitzer, Johnny thought; he hauled Brenda to her feet, and they staggered on across Olson Lane and past the broken remnants of the Baptist church at the intersection of Daniels and Saul streets. 
 A brick house on Wright Street was crushed to the ground as they fled past it, slammed into the boiling dust by the invisible power of gravity gone mad. Johnny gripped Brenda's hand and pulled her on, through the deserted streets. Gravity howitzers boomed all across town, from Schow Street on the west to Barker Promenade on the east. The red lightning cracked overhead, snapping through the air like cat-o'-nine-tails. And then Johnny and Brenda staggered onto Strieber Circle, right at the edge of town, where you had a full view of the fields and the stars, and kids used to watch, wistfully, for UFOs. 
 There would be UFOs tonight, and no deliverance from the Earth. Gravity howitzers smashed into the fields, making the stars shimmer. The ground shook, and in the glare of the red lightning Johnny and Brenda could see the effect of the gravity howitzers, the cornstalks mashed flat to the ground in circles twelve or fifteen feet around. The fist of God, Johnny thought. Another house was smashed to rubble on the street behind them; there was no pattern or reason for the gravity howitzers, but Johnny had seen what was left of Stan Haines after the man was hit by one on a sunny Sunday afternoon. Stan had been a mass of bloody tissue jammed into his crumpled shoes, like a dripping mushroom. 
 The howitzers marched back and forth across the fields. Two or three more houses were hit, over on the north edge of town. And then, quite abruptly, it was all over. There was the noise of people shouting and dogs barking; the sounds seemed to combine, until you couldn't tell one from the other. 
 Johnny and Brenda sat on the curb, gripping hands and trembling. The long night went on. 3
 The sun turned violet. Even at midday, the sun was a purple ball in a white, featureless sky. The air was always hot, but the sun itself no longer seemed warm. The first of a new year passed, and burning winter drifted toward springtime. 
 Johnny noticed them in Brenda's hands first. Brown freckles. Age spots, he realized they were. Her skin was changing. It was becoming leathery, and deep wrinkles began to line her face. At twenty-seven years of age, her hair began to go gray. 
 And sometime later, as he was shaving with gasoline, he noticed his own face: the lines around his eyes were going away. His face was softening. And his clothes: his clothes just didn't fit right anymore. They were getting baggy, his shirts beginning to swallow him up. 
 Of course, Brenda noticed it too. How could she not, though she tried her best to deny it. Her bones ached. Her spine was starting to bow over. Her fingers hurt, and the worst was when she lost control of her hands hands and dropped J.J. and a piece of him cracked off like brittle clay. One day in March it became clear to her, when she looked in the mirror and saw the wrinkled, age-freckled face of an old woman staring back. And then she looked at Johnny and saw a nineteen-year-old boy where a thirty-year-old man used to be. 
 They sat on the porch together, Johnny fidgety and nervous, as young folks are when they're around the gray-haired elderly. Brenda was stooped and silent, staring straight ahead with watery, faded blue eyes. 
 "We're goin' in different directions," Johnny said in a voice that was getting higher-pitched by the day. "I don't know what happened or why. But... it just did." He reached out, took one of her wrinkled hands. Her bones felt fragile, bird-like. "I love you," he said. 
 She smiled. "I love you," she answered in her old woman's quaver. 
 They sat for a while in the purple glare. And then Johnny went down to the street and pitched stones at the side of Gordon Mayfield's empty house while Brenda nodded and slept. 
Something passed by, she thought in her cage of dreams. She remembered her wedding day, and she oozed a dribble of saliva as she smiled. Something passed by. What had it been, and where had it gone? 
 Johnny made friends with a dog, but Brenda wouldn't let him keep it in the house. Johnny promised he'd clean up after it, and feed it, and all the other stuff you were supposed to do. Brenda said certainly not, that she wouldn't have it shedding all over her furniture. Johnny cried some, but he got over it. He found a baseball and bat in an empty house, and he spent most of his time swatting the ball up and down the street. Brenda tried to take up needlepoint, but her fingers just weren't up to it. 
 These are the final days, she thought as she sat on the porch and watched his small body as he chased the ball. She kept her Bible in her lap, and read it constantly, though her eyes burned and watered. The final days were here at last, and no man could stop the passage of their hours. 
 The day came when Johnny couldn't crawl into her lap, and it hurt her shoulders to lift him, but she wanted him nestled against her. Johnny played with his fingers, and Brenda told him about paradise and the world yet to be. Johnny asked her what kind of toys they had there, and Brenda smiled a toothless grin and stroked his hair. Something passed by, and Brenda knew what it was: time. Old clocks ticking down. Old planets slowing in their orbits. Old hearts laboring. The huge machine was winding to a finish now, and who could say that was a bad thing? 
 She held him in her arms as she rocked slowly on the front porch. She sang to him, and old sweet song: "Go to
sleep, little baby, when you wake... ." 

 She stopped and squinted at the fields. 
 A huge wave of iridescent green and violet was undulating across the earth. It came on silently, almost... yes, Brenda decided. It came on with a lovely grace. The wave rolled slowly across the fields, and in its wake it left a gray blankness, like the wiping clean of a schoolboy's slate. It would soon reach the town, their street, their house, their front porch. And then she and her beautiful child would know the puzzle's answer. It came on, with relentless power. She had time to finish her song: "... I'll give you some cake and you can ride the
pretty little poneeee." 

 The wave reached them. It sang of distant shores. The infant in her arms looked up at her, eyes glowing, and the old woman smiled at him and stood up to meet the mystery. 
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LIZARDMAN
 The lizardman, king of his domain, rode on air into the swamp and gnashed his teeth against the night. He had a feeling in his bones. A mighty feeling. He was old and wise enough to know the power of such feelings. Tonight—yes, tonight—he would find the beast he sought. Out there amid the cypresses and on the mud flats, somewhere betwixt moonrise and dawn, the Old Pope waited for him, in robes of gnarled green. Tonight he would pay his respects to the Old Pope, that chawer of bones and spitter of flesh, and then he would sail his lasso around the Old Pope's throat and drive his gaffhook into the white bellyflesh to pierce a heart as tough as a cannonball. 
 The Lizardman chewed on his unlit cigar, the wind streaming his long white hair back from his leather-brown face, and powered the airboat over a sea of weeds. The light of a single battery lamp, mounted on the frame behind his seat, speared a direction for him, but he could have found his way in the dark. He knew the sounds of the swamp—the chirrs, croaks, and whispers—and he knew the smells of the swamp, the stale wet odors of earth caught between dry land and sea. The lizardman had navigated this place in drought and monsoon; he knew it as a man knows the feel of a well-worn shirt, but in all these many years the Old Pope had found a secret pocket and would not come out to play. 
 "You'll come out," the lizardman growled. The wind ate his words. "You'll come out tonight, won't you? Yessir. you'll come out tonight and we'll dance us a little dance." 
 He had said those same words every night he'd left the shore and ventured into the swamp. Saying those words was a habit now, a ritual, but tonight... tonight he could feel the true power in them. Tonight he felt them prick the hide of the Old Pope, like darts thunking into treebark, and the Old Pope stirring in his underwater cavern, opening one red eye and exhaling a single bubble from the great, gruesome snout. 
 The lizardman changed his direction, a wrinkled hand nudging the tiller. South by southwest, into the sweet and rancid heart of the swamp, where honeysuckle covered the hulks of decaying boats and toads as big as dinner platters sang like Johnny Cash. Some of those boats had belonged to the lizardman's friends: other lizardmen, who had sailed the sargasso seas of the swamp in search of Old Pope, and found their eternity here. Their corpses had not been recovered. The lizardman knew where they were. Their guts and gristle had nourished Old Pope, had rushed through the reptilian bulk in bloody tides to be expelled into the dark mud thirty feet down. Their bones had moldered on the bottom, like gray castles, and slowly moss had streamed from their ramparts and consumed them in velvet slime. The lizardman knew. His friends, the old braggers and bastards and butchers, had made their living from the swamp, and the swamp now laid new foundations on their frames. 
 "Gonna dance a little dance," the lizardman said. Another correction of the tiller, the fan rotor roaring at his back. 
 "Gonna prance a little prance." 
 He had seen sixty-three summers; this sweltering August was his sixty-fourth. He was a Southern man, burned dark by the Florida sun, his skin freckled and blotched, his eyes dark brown, almost black, revealing nothing. He lived alone, drank rotgut whiskey straight from the moonshiner's still, played a wicked game of five-card stud, had two ex-wives who couldn't stand the sight or smell of him, and he made his money off gator skins. He'd done his share of poaching, sure, but the gators were growing wild in Florida now and it was open season. He'd read in the paper last week that a gator had chomped three fingers off a golfer's hand when he'd reached into the bushes for his ball on a Sarasota course. That didn't surprise the lizardman. If it moved or used to move, a gator would go after it. Mean sonsofbitches, they were. Almost as mean as he was. Well, the lizardman figured, it took mean and ugly to kill mean and ugly. 
 A slight nudge of the tiller sent the airboat heading straighter south. He could smell honeysuckle and Indian weed, the sweet tang of wild persimmons and the musky fragrance of cypress. And the odor of death in the night air, too: rot and fungus, putrifying gas from the muddy bottom, something long dead caught in a quicksand pool. The wind took those aromas, and he arrowed on, following the beam of light. Wasn't too far now; maybe a mile or so, as the buzzard flew. 
 The lizardman did not fear the swamp. That didn't mean, of course, that he came in asking to be gator bait. Far from it: in his airboat he carried two gaffhooks, a billyclub with nails driven into it and sticking out like porcupine quills, a double-barreled shotgun, a bangstick, and his rope. Plus extra food, water, and gasoline. The swamp was a tricky beast; it lulled you, turned you into false channels and threw a mudbar up under your keel when you thought you were in six feet of water. Here, panic was death. The lizardman made a little extra money in tourist season, guiding the greenhorns through. It always amazed him how soft the tourists were, how white and overfed. He could almost hear the swamp drool when he brought the tourists in, and he made sure he stayed in the wide, safe channels, showed the greenhorns a few snakes and deer and such, and then got them out quick. They thought they'd seen a swamp; the lizardman just smiled and took their money. 
 The Seminoles, now, they were the tall-talers. You get a Seminole to visit the little hamlet where the lizardman lived, and his stories would make curly hair go straight. Like how Old Pope was a ghost gator, couldn't be killed by mortal man but only by God himself. Like how Old Pope had ridden on a bolt of lightning into the heart of the swamp, and any man who went looking for him was going to end up as nuggets of gator dung. The lizardman believe that one, almost. Too many of his friends had come in here and not come out again. Oh yeah, the swamp had teeth. Eat you up, bury you under. That was how it was. 
 He cut his speed. The light showed a green morass ahead: huge lilypads, and emerald slime that sparkled with iridescence, The air was heavy, humid, pungent with life. A mist hung over the water, and in that mist glowed red rubies; the eyes of gators, watching him approach. As his airboat neared, their heads submerged with thick shucccck ing sounds, then came back up in the foamy wake. The lizardman went on another hundred yards or so, then he cut off the rotor and the airboat drifted, silent through the mist. 
 He lit his cigar, puffed smoke, reached for his rope, and began to slip-knot a noose in it. The airboat was drifting over the lilypads, making toads croak and leap for safety. Just beyond the area of lilypads was a deeper channel that ran between glades of rushes, and it was at the edge of this channel that the lizardman threw his anchor over the side, a rubber boot full of concrete. The airboat stopped drifting, in the midst of the rushes on the rim of the deep channel. 
 The lizardman finished knotting the rope, tested it a few times and found it secure. Then he went about the business of opening a metal can, scooping out bloody chunks of horseflesh, and hooking them onto a fist-sized prong on the end of a chain. The chain, in turn, was fixed to the metal framework of the airboat's rotor and had a little bell on it. He tossed the bait chain out, into the rushes, then he sat on his perch with a gaffhook and the lasso near at hand, switched off the light, and smoked his White Owl. 
 He gazed up at the stars. The moon was rising, a white crescent. Off in the distance, toward Miami, heat lightning flared across the sky. The lizardman could feel electricity in the night. It made his scalp tingle and the hairs stand up on the backs of his sinewy, tattooed arms. He weighed about a hundred and sixty pounds, stood only five feet seven, but he was as strong as a Dolphins linebacker, his shoulders hard with muscle. The lizardman was nobody's kindly old grandpap. His gaze tracked a shooting star, a red streak spitting sparks. The night throbbed. He could feel it, like a pulse. To his right somewhere a nightbird screeched nervously, and a gator made a noise like a bass fiddle. Tonight the swamp seethed. Clouds of mosquitoes swirled around the lizardman's face, but the grease and ashes he'd rubbed onto his flesh kept them from biting. He felt the same powerful sensation he'd experienced when he was getting ready to cast off from shore: something was going to happen tonight, something different. The swamp knew it, and so did the lizardman. Maybe the Old Pope was on the prowl, mean and hungry. Maybe. Laney Allen had seen Old Pope here, in this channel a year ago. The big gators cruised it like submarines, placid in the depths, angry on the surface. Laney Allen—God rest his soul—said the biggest gator paled beside the Old Pope. Said the Old Pope had eyes that shone like Cadillac headlamps in the dark, and his ebony-green hide was so thick cypress roots grew out of it. The Old Pope's wake could drown an airboat, Laney had said, and from grinning snout to wedge-shaped tail the Old Pope looked like an island moving through the channel. 
 Laney and T-Bird Stokes had come out here, in late April, armed with shotguns, rifles, and a few sticks of dynamite, to root Old Pope out of his secret pocket. In May, a Seminole had found what was left of their airboat: the rotor and part of the splintered stern. 
 The bell dinged. The lizardman felt the boat shudder as a gator took the bait. 
 Teeth clenched around the cigar's butt, he picked up a high-intensity flashlight from its holder beside his seat and flicked it on. The gator was thrashing water now, turning itself over and over on the end of the chain. The lizardman's light found it, there in the rushes. It was a young gator, maybe four feet long, not very heavy but it was madder than hell-cast Lucifer and ready to fight. The lizardman got down off his perch, put on a pair of cowhide gloves, and watched the gator battle against the prongs jabbed in its jaws. Foamy water and dark mud splattered him, as the beast's tail smacked back and forth. The lizardman couldn't help it; though he and the gators were always on opposite ends of the chain, he found a savage beauty in the saw-toothed grin, the red-filmed eyes, the heaving, slime-draped body. But money was more beautiful, and the hides kept him alive. So be it. The lizardman waited until the gator lifted its head to try to shake the prongs loose, then he let fly with the lasso. His aim, born of much practice, was perfect. He snared the gator's throat, drew the beast in closer, the muscles standing out in his arms and the boat rocking underneath him. Then he picked up the gaffhook and speared the white belly as the gator began to turn over and over again in the frothy gray water. Blood bloomed like a red flower, the heart pierced. But the gator still fought with stubborn determination until the lizardman conked it a few times on the skull with the nail-studded billyclub. The gator, its brain impaled, expired with a last thrash that popped water ten feet into the air, then its eyes rolled back into the prehistoric head and the lizardman hauled the carcass over the side. He gave the skull another hard knock with the billyclub, knowing that gators sometimes played possum until they could get hold of an arm or leg. This one, however, had given up the ghost. The lizardman slipped the chain out of the prongs. which were deeply imbedded and would have to be pulled out with pliers at a later date. He had a cardboard box full of prongs, so he attached another one to the chain, baited it with horseflesh, and threw it over the side. 
 He freed his lasso from around the bleeding, swamp-smelling carcass, turned off his flashlight, and climbed again onto his perch. 
 This was what his life was all about. 
 An hour passed before the bait was taken again. This gator was larger than the first, heavy but sluggish. It had one claw missing, evidence of a fight. The lizardman hauled it in some, rested, hauled it in the last distance with the lasso and the gaffhook. Finally, the gator lay in the bottom of the airboat with the first, its lungs making a noise like a steam engine slowly losing power. 
 The lizardman, slime on his arms and his face glistening with sweat, waited. 
 It was amazing to him that these creatures had never changed. The world had turned around the sun a million times, a hundred times a million, and the gators stayed the same. Down in the mud they dwelled, in their secret swamp caverns, their bodies hard and perfect for their purpose. They slept and fed, fed and bred, slept and fed, and that was the circle of their existence. It was weird, the lizardman thought, that jet airplanes flew over the swamp and fast cars sped on the interstate only a few miles from here while down in the mud dinosaurs stirred and crept. That's what they were, for sure. Dinosaurs, the last of their breed. 
 The lizardman watched shooting stars, the dead cigar clamped in his teeth. The hair prickled on his arms. There was a power in the night. What was it? Something about to happen, something different from all the other nights. The swamp knew it too, and wondered in its language of birdcalls, gator grunts, frog croaks, and whistles. What was it? 
 The Old Pope, the lizardman thought. The Old Pope, on the move. 
 The moon tracked across the sky. The lizardman brought in his bait—found a water moccasin clinging to it—then he pulled up anchor and guided the boat through the weeds with a gaffhook. The water was about five feet deep, but nearer the channel the bottom sloped to twelve or more. He found what he thought might be a good place next to a clump of cypress, a fallen tree angled down into the depths and speckled with yellow crabs. He let the anchor down again, threw out the bait chain, got up on his perch, and sat there, thinking and listening. The swamp was speaking to him. What was it trying to say? 
 Ten minutes or so later, the bell dinged. 
 Water foamed and boiled. A big one! the lizardman thought. "Dance a little dance!" he said, and turned on the flashlight. 
 It was a big gator, true, but it wasn't Old Pope. This beast was seven feet long, weighed maybe four hundred pounds. It was going to be a ballbreaker to get in the boat. Its eyes flared like comets in the light, its jaws snapping as it tried to spit out the prongs. The lizardman waited for the right moment, then flung his rope. It noosed the gator's muzzle, sealing the jaws shut. The lizardman pulled, but the gator was a powerful bastard and didn't want to come. Careful, careful, he thought. If he lost his footing and went overboard. God help him. He got the gaffhook ready, the muscles straining in his shoulders and back, though he already knew he'd have to use the shotgun on this one. 
 He started to pick up the shotgun when he felt the airboat rise on a pressure wave. He lost his balance, came perilously close to slipping over, but the rubber grips of his boots gripped to the wet deck. He was surprised more than anything else, at the suddenness of it. And then he saw the gator on the end of the chain thrash up and almost leap out of the foaming water. If a gator's eyes could register terror, then that was what the lizardman saw. 
 The gator shivered. There was a ripping noise, like an axed tree falling. Bloody water splashed up around the reptile's body. Not only bloody water, the lizardman saw in another second, but also ropy coils of dark green intestines, billowing out of the gator's belly. The beast was jerked downward with a force that made the rope and the chain crack taut, the bell dinging madly. The lizardman had dropped his light. He fumbled for it, amid the gator carcasses, the rope scorching his cowhide glove. The airboat lifted up again, crashed down with a mighty splash, and the lizardman went to his knees. He heard terrible, crunching noises: the sounds of bones being broken. And just that fast, it was all over. 
 He stood up, shaking. The airboat rocked, rocked, rocked, a cradle on the deep. He found the light and turned it on the beast at the chain's end. 
 The lizardman gave a soft gasp, his mouth dry as Sahara dust. 
 The gator had been diminished. More than half of it had been torn away, guts and gore floating in the water around the ragged wound. 
 Bitten in two, the lizardman thought. A surge of pure horror coursed through him. Bitten by something from underneath... 
 "Good God A'mighty," he whispered, and he let go of the rope. 
 The severed gator floated on the end of the chain, its insides still streaming out in sluggish tides. On the fallen tree trunk, the crabs were scrambling over each other, smelling a feast. 
 The lizardman realized that he was a long way from home. 
 Something was coming. He heard it pushing the reeds aside on the edge of the deep channel. Heard the swirl of water around its body, and the suction of mud on its claws. Old Pope. Old Pope, risen from the heart of the swamp. Old Pope, mean and hungry. Coming back for the rest of the gator, caught on the chain's end. The lizardman had often heard of people bleating with fear. He'd never known what that would've sounded like, until that moment. It was, indeed, a bleat, like a stunned sheep about to get its head smashed with a mallet. He turned toward the airboat's engine, hit the starter switch, and reached for the throttle beside his seat. As soon as he gave the engine some gas, the rotor crashed against the frame, bent by the force of Old Pope on the chain, and it threw a pinwheel of sparks and crumpled like wet cardboard. The airboat spun around in a tight circle before the engine blew, the flashlight flying out of the lizardman's grip as he fell onto the rough hides of the dead gators. He looked up, slime dripping from his chin, as something large and dark rose up against the night. Swamp water streamed from Old Pope's armored sides. The lizardman could see that Laney had been right: roots, rushes, and weeds grew from the ebony-green plates, and not only that but snakes slithered through the cracks and crabs scuttled over the leathery edges. The lizardman recoiled, but he could only go to the boat's other side and that wasn't nearly far enough. He was on his knees, like a penitent praying for mercy at Old Pope's altar. He saw something—a scaled claw, a tendril, something—slither down and grasp the snared gator's head. Old Pope began to pull the mangled carcass up out of the water, and as the chain snapped tight again the entire airboat started to overturn. 
 In another few seconds the lizardman would be up to his neck in deep shit. He knew that, and knew he was a dead man one way or the other. He reached out, found the shotgun, and gave Old Pope the blast of a barrel. In the flare of orange light he saw gleaming teeth, yellow eyes set under a massive brow where a hundred crabs clung like barnacles to an ancient wharf. Old Pope gave a deep grunt like the lowest note of a church organ, and that was when the lizardman knew. 
 Old Pope was not an alligator. 
 The severed gator slid into Old Pope's maw, and the teeth crunched down. The airboat overturned as the lizardman fired his second barrel, then he was in the churning water with the monster less than fifteen feet away. His boots sank into mud. The flashlight, waterproof, bobbed in the turbulence. Snakes writhed around Old Pope's jaws as the beast ate, and the lizardman floundered for the submerged treetrunk. Something oozing and rubbery wound around his chest. He screamed, being lifted out of the water. An object was beside him; he grabbed it, held tight, and knew Old Pope had decided on a second meal. He smelled the thing's breath—blood and swamp—as he was being carried toward the gaping mouth, and he heard the hissing of snakes that clung to the thing's gnarled maw. The lizardman saw the shine of an eye, catching the crescent moon. He jabbed at it with the object in his grip, and the bangstick exploded. 
 The eye burst into gelatinous muck, its inside showering the lizardman. At the same time, Old Pope roared with a noise like the clap of doom, and whatever held the lizardman went slack. He fell, head over heels, into the water. Came up again, choking and spitting, and half-ran, half-swam for his life through the swaying rushes. Old Pope was coming after him. He didn't need an eye in the back of his head to tell him that. Whatever the thing was, it wanted his meat and bones. He heard the sound of it coming, the awful suction of water and mud as it advanced. The lizardman felt panic and insanity, two Siamese twins, whirl through his mind. Dance a little dance! 
 Prance a little prance! He stepped in a hole, went in over his head, fought to the surface again and threw himself forward. Old Pope—swamp-god, king of the gators—was almost upon him, like a moving cliff, and snakes and crabs rained down around the lizardman. 
 He scrambled up, out of the reeds onto a mudflat. Hot breath washed over him, and then that rubbery thing whipped around his waist like a frog's tongue. It squeezed the breath out of him, lifted him off his feet, and began to reel him toward the glistening, saw-edged jaws. 
 The lizardman had not gotten to be sixty-four years old by playing dead. He fought against the oozing, sticky thing that had him. He beat at it with his fists, kicked and hollered and thrashed. He raged against it, and Old Pope held him tight and watched him with its single eye like a man might watch an insect struggling on flypaper. It had him. It knew it had him. The lizardman wasn't far gone enough in the head not to know that. But still he beat at the beast, still he hollered and raged, and still Old Pope inspected him, its massive gnarly head tilted slightly to one side and water running through the cracks on the skull-deep ugly of its face. Lightning flashed. There was no thunder. The lizardman heard a high whine. His skin prickled and writhed with electricity, and his wet hair danced. 
 Old Pope grunted again. Another surge of lightning, closer this time. 
 The abomination dropped him, and the lizardman plopped down onto the mudflat like an unwanted scrap. Old Pope lifted its head, contemplating the stars. 
 The crescent moon was falling to earth, in a slow spiral. The lizardman watched it, his heart pounding and his arms and legs encased in mire. The crescent moon shot streaks of blue lightning, like fingers probing the swamp's folds. Slowly, slowly, it neared Old Pope, and the monster lifted claw-fingered arms and called in a voice that wailed over the wilderness like a thousand trumpets. 
 It was the voice, the lizardman thought, of something lost and far from home. 
 The crescent moon—no, not a moon, but a huge shape that sparkled metallic—was now almost overhead. It hovered, with a high whine, above the creature that had been known as Old Pope, and the lizardman watched lightning dance around the beast like homecoming banners. 
 Dance a little dance, he thought. Prance a little prance. 
 Old Pope rumbled. The craggy body shivered, like a child about to go to a birthday party. And then Old Pope's head turned, and the single eye fixed on the lizardman. 
 Electricity flowed through the lizardman's hair, through his bones and sinews. He was plugged into a socket of unknown design, his fillings sparking pain in his mouth. He took a breath as the Old Pope stepped toward him, one grotesque, ancient leg sinking into the earth. 
 Something—a tendril, a third arm, whatever—came out of Old Pope's chest. It scooped up mud and painted the lizardman's face with it, like a tribal marking. The touch was sticky and rough, and it left the smell of the swamp and reptilian things in the lizardman's nostrils. 
 Then Old Pope lifted its face toward the metallic crescent, and raised its arms. Lightning flared and crackled across the mudflats. Birds screeched in their trees, and the voices of gators throbbed. The lizardman blinked, his eyes narrowed against the glare. 
 And when the glare had faded, two seconds later, the lightning had taken Old Pope with it. The machine began to rise, slowly, slowly. Then it ascended in a blur of speed and was gone as well, leaving only one crescent moon over the cacophonous swamp. 
 The Seminoles had been right, the lizardman thought. Right as rain. Old Pope had come to the swamp on a bolt of lightning, and was riding one home again too. 
 Whatever that might be. 
 He rested awhile, there in the mud of his domain. 
 Sometime before dawn he roused himself, and he found a piece of his airboat floating off the mudflat. He found one of his gaffhooks too, and he lay on the splintered remnant of his boat and began pushing himself through the downtrodden rushes toward the far shore. The swamp sang around him, as the lizardman crawled home on his belly. 
 Copyright © 1989 by Robert R. McCammon. All rights reserved. This story originally appeared in the anthology Stalkers, edited by Ed Gorman and Martin H. Greenberg and published in 1989 by Dark Harvest. Reprinted with permission of the author. 





HAUNTED WORLD
 Well, I knew it was the end of the world for sure when I walked into my den and found William Shakespeare sittin' 
 in my BarcaLounger. 
 At least I think it was him. Anyways, it was one of them fellas wore starched collars and a velvet suit and said a lot of "thees" and "thous" like they used to do every year at the high school senior play down the road. I called Vera in. I said, "Vera, come in here and take a look at this right quick!" and she came runnin'. Of course, we'd seen ghosts before, just like everybody else in the world had by then, but Will Shakespeare sittin' in your den watchin' Crosswits on the TV is a damn peculiar sight. 
 Every so often he'd speak, as if he were tryin' to answer the Crosswits questions. Then he'd rest his head back, and I saw him close his eyes and heard him say, "Woe is me," clear as a church bell. By then Ben Junior had come in, and he pressed in between his momma and me, and we all three watched the ghost tryin' to talk to the man on TV. Ol' 
 Will was the same as the other spirits: He wasn't all there. Oh, you could make him out all right, and even see the color of his hair and skin and suit, but he was kinda smoky too, and you could see the chair right through him. He reached out toward the lamp beside him, but his hand was misty and couldn't touch it. "Woe is me," he said again, and then he looked at us standin' in the doorway. His eyes were sad. They were the eyes of a man who was lost on a long trip and couldn't find the right road again. 
 Vera said, "Would you like me to change the channel?" She was always mannerly to house guests. Even uninvited ones. Ol' Will started to fade away then, bit by bit. Didn't surprise us none, 'cause we'd seen the others do it too. In another minute just his face was left, floatin' in the air like a pale moon. Then nothin' but his eyes. They blinked a couple of times, then those were gone too. But we all knew ol' Will hadn't vanished for good, and he hadn't gone too far away neither. He was like all the other ones roamin' around the haunted world. Hell of a mess, that's for sure. 
 Wasn't too long before Ben Junior said, "Dad?" and he motioned me and his momma over to the big picture window in the front room, the one that has such a pretty view over the meadow. It was October, and the world was turnin' deep red and purple. The sky was that greenish-gray it gets just before it happens. Vera said a while back that the sky reminds her of a lizard's skin, and I guess that about hits the nail on the head. Ben Junior pointed, and he said in a quiet voice, "There's another one." 
 Vera and I looked, and of course we saw it. Have to be blind as a bat in a Bundt cake not to see one of those things, once they get started. 
 The tornadoes are always that peculiar lizard-skin color. One of 'em whipped right across Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C., the other day. I saw it on the five o'clock news. Anyway, there was a tornado whippin' and whirlin' down the hillside into our meadow not two hundred yards away. Things started poppin' and creakin' in our house like the whole place was fixin' to come unjointed. A light bulb blew out and right after that the power went. 
 "Lord," Vera whispered, standin' beside me in the lizard-green light. "Lord have mercy." You could see 'em in the tornado, goin' around and around and tumblin' over each other from the bottom of the cone to the top of the spout. How many were there it was hard to say. Hundreds, I reckon. Some of 'em were smoky, but others looked just as solid as you and me. The tornado was spittin' 'em out hither and yonder, and they were fallin' to earth like autumn leaves. They drifted into the treetops and onto the grass, and they fell over the fence and onto the road that leads to Concordia. Some of 'em were tattered to pieces, like old rags caught in the blades of a lawn mower, but others stood up and staggered around like Saturday night drunks. The tornado took a turn away from our house and marched up the hillside again toward the south, spittin' out ghosts with every whirl, and then Vera reached out and pulled the curtains shut, and we all stood in the twilight listenin' to the trees moan as the tornado went on. 
 "Well," I said, because there wasn't much else to say. Deep subject, I know. Cold, too. Vera walked over to the wall switch and flicked it up and down with a vengeance, but the power wasn't goin' to come back on for quite a while. "There goes a hot dinner," she said, and she sounded like she was about to cry. I put my hand on her shoulder, and then she kind folded up against me and hung on. Ben Junior sneaked a peek through the curtain, but what he saw he didn't care for, because he let the curtain drop back real quick. 
 Someone—somethin'—called from outside. "Mary?" It was a man's voice, and it was terribly lonely. "Mary? Are you in there?" 
 I started to go to the door, but Vera held me tight. We both knew I had to go. I pulled away from her, and I went to the door and opened it. 
 On our front porch stood a frail-lookin' man with dark hair slicked back and parted in the middle. He wore a dark suit—black or brown, I couldn't really tell. His face was pale and kinda yellow, like spoiled milk. He took a step back when he saw me, and he was wearin' old high-top shoes. He was shiverin', and he looked around himself. If he saw all the others staggerin' about in the meadow, nothin' registered on his face but pure puzzlement. Then he looked at me again, and when his mouth opened, his voice was like the chilly wind. You felt it more than heard it. 
 "Mary? Is Mary waiting for me?" 
 "Mary's not here," I told him. 
 "Mary?" he asked again. "Is she waiting for me?" 
 "No," I said. "Not here." 
 He stopped speakin', but his mouth stayed open. His eyes looked wet, like those of a dog that had just gotten kicked in the ribs. "I don't think you know anybody here," I told him, because he seemed to be waitin' for somethin' 
 else. And then his mouth closed, and he turned away from my door and started across the meadow in his high-topped shoes. "Mary?" I heard him call. "Mary?" He started fadin' away as he passed a Roman soldier sittin' 
 sprawled in the grass, and he was almost gone when a little boy in knickers ran right through him. The man who was searchin' for Mary faded away like a Polaroid left in the noonday sun too long, but the Roman soldier stayed where he was, and the little boy ran into the woods. There were maybe forty or fifty others out in the meadow, wanderin' around like strangers at a weird garden party. Or a Halloween party, it bein' October and all. Out on the edge of the meadow there was what looked like somebody from Revolutionary times, a skinny man wearin' a powdered wig and a three-cornered hat. Near him was a cowboy in a yellow duster. Over there on the other side was a black-haired woman in a long blue gown that trailed on the grass, and not far from her stood a man in a suit, lookin' around as if he was waitin' for the next bus. The blue mist of ghosts trailed from the trees like cobwebs and drifted over the meadow in an ankle-deep haze. Ghosts were all in the woods, and you hear 'em babblin' and calling' in a bedlam of accents and languages. "Dan!" I heard one American-speakin' woman—ghost, I mean—shout from over on the edge of the woods. "Damn it, Dan, where's my robe?" she hollered, as she walked buck naked across the grass. Not walked, actually. Kinda wobbled is more like it. The wind hit her and tattered her to pieces so we didn't have to look at her big, old flabby butt anymore. Ben Junior was peekin' out beside me, and I shoved him back inside and shut the door. 
 Vera and I just stared at each other, there in the gloom, as the ghosts hollered and chattered outside. We heard an Indian war-whoopin', and somebody screamin' that she'd lost her cat, and somebody else raisin' a ruckus in what sounded like Greek to me. They were all searchin' for their own world, the one they used to be part of. But of course they couldn't get back there. They couldn't find anybody or anythin' that was familiar, because this wasn't their world anymore. It was our world. And that's the hell of it. See? 
 I remember what Burt Truman said. I remember, because it seemed so right. Burt looked at me, his eyes huge behind those bottle-bottom glasses he wears, and he said, "You know why this is happenin', Ben? Well, I'll tell you my opinion. You take the air and the water nowadays. Both so polluted you can't take a safe breath or a decent sip. And what happened on them beaches last summer, all that garbage and crap washin' up 'cause the ocean can't take no more. He lifted up his glasses and scratched his nose. "Seems to me heaven—or hell—can't take no more either. And all the dead folks are gettin' cast back up on shore. Whatever that place is that kept the dead, it's full to overflowin'. The dead folks are washin' back up into our world, and that's God's truth or I ain't sittin' here in Clyde's barbershop." 
 "Bullshit," Clyde said as he clipped Burt's side burns. Clyde has a voice like a steam shovel with stripped gears. 
 "Damn ghosts are comin' through the ozone hole. That's what they said on Dan Rather yesterday." 
 "God's shut with us," Phil Laney offered. He's a deacon at the Baptist church, and he was gloomin'-and-doomin' 
 long before all this started. "Only way for us to fix this is to get down on our knees and pray like we've never prayed before. I mean, serious prayin'. We've got to get right with God before this thing'll be fixed." 
 "Hell, this thing's done broke to pieces," Luke McGuire said. Ol' Luke's a big fella, stands about six foot three and wears raggedy overalls, but he's got the best farmland in south Alabama. "Just like a machine," he said as he rolled himself another cigarette. "You bust a cylinder on your tractor, ain't prayin' that gets it fixed. You bend a blade on a tiller, you don't get on your knees and kiss the ground until it's straight again. Hell, no. The world's a machine. Thing's done broke to pieces, and the repair shop's shut down." 
 This was the sort of conversation that could fill most of a Saturday afternoon and evenin' and still leave you goin' in circles. But I mostly thought of what Burt said, about the dead overflowin' and washin' back up into our world. The tornadoes brought 'em back, of course, but I knew what he meant. Heaven and hell were like busted pipes, and the ghosts were spillin' out. 
 And right about then, as Luke and Phil were arguin' hammer and tongs, a knight in tarnished armor walked past the window of Clyde Butler's barbershop. Walked right out in the street, he did, and Mrs. Beacham in her green Oldsmobile swerved the wheel and crashed into the front of Sammy Kane's Stag Shop for Men. Clothes dummies flew all over the place, broken arms and legs lyin' on the pavement. That knight just kept on goin', fine as you please, and he took a few more rusty steps before he vanished into the unknown. But he didn't go far. We all knew that. He couldn't go far, see. He was still stuck in the haunted world, like all the other dead folks. After all that commotion had died down, Luke McGuire picked his teeth with a splintered match and brought up the question: "How come the ghosts are wearin' clothes?" 
 Not all of 'em were, of course, but most of 'em did. We thought about that for a little while, and then Luke went on in that thick drawl of his that always makes me think of mud simmerin' in the bottom of a ditch. "Clothes," he said. "Ghosts of people are one thing. But are they wearin' ghosts of clothes?" We drifted into talkin' about what ghosts were, and that was a tangled thicket. Then Clyde brought up the next skull knocker. "Thank God they're ghosts, that's all I can say." He brushed hairs off Burt's shoulders. "Not solid, I mean." He glanced around at everybody, to see if we'd gotten the point. We hadn't. "You can drive cars through ghosts. You can put your hand through 'em. They don't need food or water, and they can't touch you neither. Take that fella in armor just walked past here. Think you'd like to feel him slap you upside the head? I looked out my window this mornin' and saw the woods full of damn ghosts, blowin' in the breeze like old newspapers. One of 'em had a long black beard and carried a sword 'bout as big as ol' Luke. Think you'd like to get stabbed a few times with somethin' like that?" 
 "Wasn't a real sword," Luke observed sagely. "Was a ghost of a sword." 
 "Yeah, and thank God for that," Clyde steam-shoveled on. "What do you think would happen if every body who ever died in the whole world came back?" 
 "We might find out," I said. "Seems like that's happenin' right now." I knew, like we all did, that this thing was happenin' not just in Concordia, Alabama, but in Georgia and North Carolina and New York and Illinois and Wyoming and California and everywhere else under the sun. Ghosts were roamin' the streets of London and Paris, and stompin' through Red Square. Even the Australians were seein' ghosts, so when I say haunted world that's exactly what I mean. 
 "Thank God, they're ghosts and not real," Clyde said, as he finished up on Burt. "There you go." He handed Burt a mirror. "Slicker'n owl shit." 
 Luke switched on the barbershop's TV to catch the midday news. There was a report from Washington, D.C. It showed somethin' that looked like Thomas Jefferson, sittin' on the steps of the Capitol and cryin' his eyes out. It hit me then, as I was standin' in the gloom starin' at Vera and the ghosts were catterwaulin' outside. The power was out. How were we gonna see the TV show tonight? They'd been advertisin' it for a week. Tonight Tom Edison was supposed to be a guest on the Johnny Carson show. I'm talkin' about the Tom Edison who invented the light bulb, the genuine article. Seems Edison—his spirit, I mean—had been talked into appearin' on TV. Tonight was the night. Shirley MacLaine was supposed to be a guest too, but she wasn't even dead yet, so what did she know? 
 Anyway, the power was off! 
 I went to the phone and called Clyde. "They got the juice back on over here," Clyde said, speakin' from eight miles away. The phone was hissin' with static, but I could hear him good enough. "I just got a call from Phil, too," Clyde told me. "His TV's out. I reckon mine is at home too. You want to watch that show, come on over to the barbershop tonight. Hell, I'll get us some beers and we'll have a time of it." I said that was a fine idea. Ben Junior was tuggin' at my sleeve, and Vera was starin' out the window again. I hung up the phone and walked over to see what had been roused up this time. 
 More Roman soldiers were out in the meadow. I guess they were Roman, but I'm not sure. There were about a hundred of 'em, and they had shields and swords. Ghost shields and swords, I mean. And there were about a hundred or so Chinese-lookin' fellas too, half-naked and with long braids in their hair. Well, the Romans and the Chinese had taken to fightin'. Maybe they were tryin' to finish up an old battle, or maybe all they knew was fightin' 
 and that was their job. The Romans were swingin' their ghost swords, and the Chinese were kickin' with their ghost legs, and nothin' but mist was bein' hit. From out of the woods swarmed other ghosts: cowboys, musketeers, guys with bowl-shaped haircuts and long robes, women in lacy dresses, and black Africans with animal-skin shields and spears like in that English movie Ben Junior and me watched one Saturday. All the ghosts swirled around each other like they were part of a big churnin' whirlpool, and I'm tellin' you that the noise they made-hollerin' and screamin' 
 at each other was somethin' fearsome. No doubt about it: Even when people were dead, they still couldn't get along. Then a few dogs were even runnin' around out among the ghosts—ghost dogs, snappin' at ghost ankles. Maybe there was a horse or two out there, but I'm not sure. Anyway, it looked like Animal Heaven had started overfiowin' 
 too. "Lord save us!" Vera said, but Ben Junior said, "Neat!" and I saw he was grinnin'. Boy's got a strange sense of humor. Takes after me, I reckon, because I was kinda fascinated at the sight of all those ghosts tanglin' and whirlin'. Vera turned away from the window, and that was when she screamed. 
 I looked. I think Ben Junior let out a strangled squawk. It might've been my voice. Standin' in front of us, right in our pine-paneled livin' room, was a red-bearded man with a double bladed battle-ax. That sumbitch stood at least six foot six, taller even than Luke McGuire, and he had on some kind of ragged animal skin and a metal skullcup with bull horns sticking out on either side of it. His face looked like a lump of meat wrapped up in wrinkled leather. He had green eyes under red brows as big as scrub brushes, and he let out a holler that shook the room as he lifted that battle-ax up over his head. 
 What would you have done? I knew he was a ghost and all, but at a time like that you don't think exactly calm. I shoved Vera out of the way of that battle-ax, and I picked up the first thing that came to hand: a lamp table beside the couch. The lamp flew off of it, and I thrust that little wooden table up like a Vikin' shield, my shoulders tensin' 
 for the shock. 
 It didn't come. The battle-ax, a misty thing, went right through the table. I swear I saw a glint of metal, though, and old blood on the edge. I could smell that sumbitch, sure enough; he smelled like a dead cow. He took another step forward, crowdin' me, and he flailed back and forth with that battle-ax like he really thought he was gonna hit somethin'. His face was splotched with red. Ever heard the expression, "mad as a ghost"? I just made it up, 'cause he was mad as hellfire sure enough. He chopped the ax back and forth a dozen times, and the rage on his face would've been terrible if he'd been flesh and blood instead of colored mist. I laughed, and that made him madder still. The ax kept whippin' back and forth, through the table. I said, "Fella, why don't you put that toy away and get the hell out of my house?" 
 He stopped choppin', his big chest heavin' up and down. He glared at me for a minute, and I could tell he hated me. Maybe for bein' alive-I don't know. Then he gave a growl and started to fade away. His beard was the last thing to go. It hung in the air for a few seconds, workin' as if it still had a mouth under it, and then it went. 
 "Is it gone? Is it gone? Ben, tell me it's gone!" Vera had scrunched herself up into a corner, her arms hugging herself and her eyes wide and starey. I didn't like the looks of them. Ben Junior was kinda dazed. He stood where the Vikin' had been, feelin' around in the air. 
 "It's gone, hon," I said to Vera. "Wasn't ever here, really. You okay?" 
 "I've never... I've never... seen anything... like that." She could hardly get a breath, and I set the table down and put my arms around her while she trembled. 
 "They're not real," I told her. "None of them are. They're just... pictures in the air. They hang there for a while, and then they go away. But they're not real. Okay?" 
 She nodded. "Okay," she said, but she sounded choked. 
 "Dad?" 
 "Just a minute. You want me to go get you an aspirin? You want to lie down awhile?" I kept my arms around Vera, for fear her knees might give way. 
 "Dad?" Ben Junior's voice was a little higher. "Look at this." 
 "I'm all right," Vera said. She had a strong constitution. Livin' on a farm for over twenty years makes you that way. "See what Ben Junior wants." 
 I looked over at the boy. He was standin' there, starin' at the table I'd just set down. "Dad?" he repeated. "I... don't think this was here before." 
 "What wasn't there before?" I walked over beside him, and I saw what he was talkin' about. On the table's surface was a single diagonal scratch. It wasn't much. The tip of a nail might've done it. Only Ben Junior was right, and I knew that at once. The scratch hadn't been there before. I touched it to make sure it was real, and ran my finger along its length. The lamp's base had green backing on it, to keep it from scratchin' anythin'. I looked at Ben Junior. He was a smart boy, and I knew he knew. And he knew I knew, too. 
 "Vera?" I tried to sound calm, but I don't think I did. "Let's drive on into town and get some dinner. How does that suit you?" 
 "Fine." She took my hand and wouldn't let go of it, and I walked with her to the closet to get her sweater. Ben Junior went back through the hallway at a cautious pace, stirrin' the air before him with his hands to make sure nothin' was there, and a minute later he returned with a jacket from his room. I got my wallet and the keys to the pickup, and we went outside into the gray-green twilight. The driveway was full of fightin' ghosts: Chinese, Romans, an Indian or two, and a husky fella wearin' a kilt. I backed the truck right through 'em, and none of 'em seemed to mind. 
 On the drive to Concordia I turned on the radio, but all the stations were screwed up with the most god-awful static you ever heard. I switched it off real quick, because the noise sounded to me like the whole world was screamin'. Vera touched my arm and pointed off toward the right. Another tornado was movin' across the hills, blowin' red leaves' before it and leavin' ghosts in its wake. The sky was green and low, shot through with pearly streaks. Half-formed, misty figures swept past the truck. I turned on the windshield wipers. We passed Bobby Glover's pasture. There were so many ghosts wanderin' and staggerin' around that field it looked like a spirit convention. Things that looked like pieces of filmy cloth were hangin' in Bobby's barbed-wire fence, and they were growin' arms, legs, and heads. An old woman dressed like a Pilgrim was walkin' in the middle of the road, and she saw us comin' and made a noise like a cat gettin' skinned as the truck went through her. I looked back in the rear-view mirror and saw blue mist floatin' in the air where the Pilgrim lady had been a second before. Somethin' occurred to me real strange just about then: Somewhere in the world my own father and mother were wanderin'. Vera's mother, too; her father was in a rest home in Montgomery. Somewhere all our ancestors were out in the haunted world, and the ancestors of everybody who'd ever drawn a breath. I hadn't seen any ghosts of babies yet. I hoped I wouldn't, but you never knew. Peculiar thoughts whirled through my brain, like those red leaves thrown by the tornado: My father had died six years ago, and my mother had gone on a year later. They could be roamin' the jungles of Brazil or the streets of Dallas for all I knew. I hoped my father didn't come back in Tokyo. He'd fought the Japanese in World War II, and that would be pure hell for him. 
 About three miles from Concordia, we came upon a station wagon that had gone into a ditch. Both the front doors were open, but nobody was around. I stopped the truck and was gonna get out to take a look, hut I heard what sounded like Indian war whoops off in the woods somewhere. I thought about that scratch on the table, and I swallowed hard and drove on. 
 I took the next curve pretty fast. Anyway, we were on him before we knew it. Vera screamed and her foot plunged to the floorboard, but of course the brake pedal was on my side, and I sure as hell wasn't gonna hit it. He looked more ape than human, really. He was monstrous, and he wore a tattered lion's skin that still had the lion's head on it. He bellowed and charged the pickup, his fangy teeth showin'. I tried to swerve, but there wasn't much use, and I sure didn't want to go into a ditch. The caveman lifted a club that had sharp rocks embedded in it, and he swung that thing like it weighed a feather. 
 The club turned to mist an instant before it would've hit the fender. I heard the caveman bellow again—right up next to my head, it seemed like—and I gave the truck all the gas she could handle. We sped on down the road, the engine poppin' and snarlin'. I guess that caveman—ghost of a caveman, I mean—must've thought we were somethin' good to eat. I looked in the rearview mirror, but he was gone. 
 "It wasn't real, was it?" Vera said in a quiet voice. Her gaze was fixed straight ahead. "It was just a picture that hung in the air, wasn't it?" 
 "Yeah, that's right," I answered. I thought about the scratched table. My fingers were clenched real hard around the steerin' wheel. That table hadn't been scratched before the Vikin' sumbitch had swung his ax at me. My mind was wanderin' in dangerous country. The Vikin' was a ghost, with the ghost of a battle-ax. Just a picture, hangin' in the air. So how come the table was scratched, as if the slightest edge of metal had grazed it? 
 I didn't care to think about that anymore. Such thoughts made the hair prickle on the back of your neck. Concordia was a small town, hardly much to look at, but it had never been prettier. The sun was goin' down fast, into a lizard-skin horizon, and Concordia's street lights were glowin' in the murk. We went straight to the Concordia Cafe. It was crowded, I guess because a lot of folks had the same idea as us. Bein' with real people was a comfort, though the food was as bad as usual. You can be sure that ghosts were the prime topic of conversation, and every so often somebody would holler for everybody else to look out the windows and you could see spirits on Main Street. The sky flashed and flickered, blue lightnin' jumpin' from horizon to horizon, and we all sat in the Concordia Cafe and watched the parade of ghosts. Here came a fella dressed up in a tuxedo, his hair gleamin' with pomade, and spats on his shoes, and he was callin' for somebody named Lily in a broken voice, ghost tears runnin' 
 down his cheeks. Then a Nazi soldier ran past, carryin' a ghost rifle. A little girl in a nightgown, her hair red and curly, staggered along the street callin' in a language I couldn't understand. Some of the women wanted to go out and help her, but the men blocked the door. It was a ghost little girl, and the hell if we wanted her in here among the livin'. 
 A whole bunch of 'em wandered past the cafe: half-naked Egyptians brown as berries, women in gaudy dance-hall duds, a pair of fellas in those tall caps with fur on 'em, and ghosts in rags. And then the ghost of a boy about twelve, Ben Junior's age, came over and peered in the cafe's window, and he was joined by the ghost of a woman with long white hair and no teeth. A man in a striped prison suit looked in another window, and peerin' in over his shoulder was the ghost of a tall, skinny fella in clown makeup. In a few minutes more they were all around the cafe, starin' in through the windows at us, and Lord knows our appetites fled. Fifty or sixty ghosts were out there, lookin' in and maybe longin' to join us. Grace Tarpley, the head waitress, started closin' all the blinds, then Mitch Brenner and Tommy Shawcross got up from their tables and helped her. But as soon as all the blinds were down and the windows sealed up, the ghosts outside took to moanin' and catterwaulin' and that was the end of our dinner. Some folks—live folks, I mean—started cryin' and wailin' too, specially some of the children. Hell, I even saw a couple of men break down and start bawlin'. This wasn't no fun, that's for sure. Anyway, the noise comin' out of the Concordia Cafe must've scared the ghosts off, because their voices started gettin' fainter and fainter until finally it was just the live people moanin'. Then Gracie let out a scream that almost lifted the roof, because the old farmer sittin' by himself at a booth in the back, an untouched cup of coffee on the table before him, suddenly stood up and faded away. Nobody had known him, but I guess we all figured he was from the next county. It was gettin' so you couldn't tell the livin' from the dead anymore. The night moved on. It seemed like nobody wanted to go home to their haunted houses. Jack and Sarah Kelton came by our table for a few minutes and said the power was still out their way and they'd heard the lines were all fouled up. Which didn't sound so good, since the Keltons lived about two miles closer to town than us. The lights flickered off and on a few times in the cafe, which made everybody scream to high heaven, but Gracie said the men were workin' on the wires down the road and not to worry because there were plenty of flashlights and candles. As Jack talked on about seein' a ghost he swore was Abraham Lincoln strollin' along Highway 211, I looked out the blinds and watched the blue lightnin' cracklin' across the sky. It was a bad night here. Hell, it was a bad night everywhere. 
 I don't know how many cups of coffee Vera and I had. Ben Junior got stuffed on potato chips, and gettin' his belly full is a true miracle. Anyway, the crowd started thinnin' out, folks decidin' to go home to sleep—if they could sleep, that is. It was almost time for the Johnny Carson show, and I paid the bill and took Vera and Ben Junior to Clyde's barbershop down the street. 
 The regulars were there, and the cast-iron stove was stoked up warm and ruddy. The TV was on, the show about ten minutes away from startin'. We found chairs and sat down next to Phil and Gloria Laney. Luke McGuire was there with his wife Missy and their two kids, the Trumans were there and so was Sammy and Beth Kane. Clyde had a few sixpacks of Bud ready, but none of us felt like a beer. 
 The show started, Johnny Carson came out—all serious this time, didn't even crack a funny—and he showed a few old pictures of Thomas Edison. The first guest was a fella who'd written a biography of Edison, then Mickey Rooney came on because he played Young Edison in a movie a long time ago. The next guest was a man who talked about the ghosts appearin' all over the world, and he said ghosts had been seen from the Sahara desert to the South Pole. He was an expert, I guess, but exactly what at I don't know. While the talkin' was goin' on, buildin' up to Edison appearin', I was thinkin' about the scratched table. What had made that mark? The edge of that Vikin's battle-ax? No, that couldn't be! The ghosts were just pictures hangin' in the air. They weren't real. But I thought about that station wagon we'd seen in the ditch on the way to town, and the sound of Indians war-whoopin' in the woods. 
 I remembered Clyde saying, "What do you think would happen if everybody who ever died in the whole world came back?" 
 Ghosts of everybody who'd ever died was one thing. But what if—I liked to choke thinkin' about this... what if everybody who'd ever died in the whole world did come back? Maybe as ghosts first, yes, but... maybe they weren't always gonna stay ghosts. Maybe death had reversed itself. Maybe some of 'em were already turnin' solid, a little piece at a time. As solid as the sharp edge of an ax blade. As solid as Indians, who'd pulled somebody out of their station wagon and—
 I shook those thoughts out of my head. Ghosts were ghosts. Weren't they? 
 Shirley MacLaine came on next, carryin' a crystal ball. She said Thomas Edison was a good friend of hers. And then it was time. 
 They lowered the lights in the studio, I guess so Edison wouldn't get spooked. Then all the guests started callin' 
 his name and Johnny Carson asked the audience to be real quiet. They guests kept on callin' Thomas Edison's name and askin' him to join them, but the seat next to Johnny's desk stayed empty. It went on awhile, and pretty soon Johnny got that look on his face like when he has a talkin' dog on the show and it won't pip a squeak. I mean, the whole thing was almost ridiculous. "I need a beer," Luke said, and he reached for one. His hand never got there. Because suddenly we all gasped. There was a shape just beginnin' to take form in that empty chair next to Johnny's desk. Some of the audience started talkin', but Johnny hushed them up. The shape was becomin' the body of a man: a white-haired, sad-faced man, dressed in a wrinkled white suit that looked as if it had been slept in for quite some time. The figure got clearer and clearer, and damned if it wasn't the man who was in those old yellowed photographs. 
 "Got on clothes," Luke rasped. "How can a ghost wear clothes?" 
 "Shush!" Phil told him, and he leaned closer to the TV. 
 Clyde turned up the volume. Thomas Edison his own self was sittin' in that chair on the Carson show, and even though the lights were dim he blinked as he looked around as if they stung his eyes. He was tremblin'. So was Johnny, and 'most everybody else. Thomas Edison looked like somebody's frail, scared old grandpap. 
 "Hello, Mr. Edison," Johnny finally said. He sounded like he had a chicken bone caught in his throat. "Can I... call you Tom?" 
 Edison didn't answer. He just shook and gasped, plain terrified. "Stage fright," Burt said. "Happened to me once when I gave a speech to the Civitan Club." 
 "Tom?" Johnny Carson went on. "Do you know who I am?" 
 Edison shook his head, his eyes wet and glassy. 
 "Mr. Edison," Shirley said, "we're all your friends here." 
 Edison gave a soft moan, and Shirley recoiled from him a little bit. "Tom?" Johnny tried again. "Where did you come from?" 
 "I... don't...” Edison started to speak, but his voice was wispy. "I... don't...” He looked around, gasping for words. 
 "I... don't... belong here." He squinted at the audience. "I don't... like this place." 
 "We all love you," Shirley told him. "Tell us about your journey, and what you've seen on the other si—" If ever hell broke loose on earth, it was the next instant. 
 Somebody in the audience took a picture. You could see the quick pop and glare of the flashbulb, right in Tom Edison's eyeballs. Another flash went off, and a third. Johnny Carson jumped up and shouted, "No pictures! I said no pictures! Somebody get those cameras!" The studio lights came on, real sudden. Tom Edison almost jumped out of his chair. People in the audience were rushin' the stage, and Johnny Carson was yellin' for everybody to stay back, but you could hardly hear him over the noise. More flashbulbs were poppin', and I guess somehow the reporters had gotten into the studio when they weren't supposed to be there. Lights flashed in Tom Edison's face, and all of a sudden he reached out and plucked that crystal ball off Shirley's lap, and he threw it straight into the TV camera that was trained on him. The camera smashed, zigzag lines goin' all over the screen. Another TV camera trained on Edison and caught him as he stood up, screamed at the top of his lungs, and vanished in a whirl of blue mist. 
 "Everybody sit down!" Johnny was shoutin'. People were still tryin' to get closer, and now you could see folks grapplin' with each other like a backwoods wrestlin' match. "Everybody please sit—" The screen went dark. "Somebody stepped on a cord," Burt said. Static jumped and jittered across the screen, and then a message came on: NETWORK DIFFICULTY. PLEASE STAND BY. 
 We stood by, but the Carson show didn't come back on. "He picked it up," Luke said quietly. "Did you see that? 
 He picked it up." 
 "Picked what up?" Clyde asked. "What're you babblin' about?" 
 "Thomas Edison picked up the crystal ball and flung it," Luke told him, and looked around at the rest of us. "A ghost picked up somethin' solid. How can a ghost pick up somethin' solid?" 
 Nobody answered. I almost did, but I kept my mouth shut. I didn't want what I was thinkin' to be true. Maybe I should have said somethin', but the time slipped past. 
 Lightnin' flared and crackled over Concordia. About three seconds later, the barbershop's lights flickered once, twice, and went out. All of Concordia lay in darkness. Vera grasped my hand so hard I thought my knuckles were about to bust. 
 "Well, that's that," Clyde said. He stood up in the dark, and Luke lit a match. In its pale glow we all looked like ghosts. Clyde turned off the dead TV. "I don't know about everybody else," he said, "but I'm goin' home and get a good night's sleep, ghosts or not." 
 The group started breakin' up, and Clyde locked the doors. "We ought to go to the Holiday Inn over near Grangeville," I told Vera and Ben Junior as we were walkin' back to the pickup. "Maybe they'll have the power on over there. All right?" 
 Vera wouldn't let go of my hand. "No," she said. "I can't sleep in a strange bed. Lord knows all I want to do is get in my bed and pull the covers over my head and hope I wake up from this nightmare in the mornin'. 
 "Holiday Inn might be safer," I said. Instantly I regretted it, because Vera stiffened up. "Safer?" she asked. "Safer? 
 What's that mean?" 
 If I told her what I was thinkin', that would be all she wrote. You'd have to peel Vera off a wall. Ben Junior was listenin' too, and I knew he knew, but still and all, home was where we belonged. "All right, hon," I said, and put my arm around her. "We'll sleep in our own bed tonight." Vera relaxed, and I was mighty glad I hadn't steered her into dark, deep water. 
 We started off. The pickup's headlights were a comfort. Maybe we should sleep in the truck tonight, I thought. No, we'd all have cricked backs in the mornin'. Best to get on home and pull the covers over our heads just like Vera wanted to. I found myself thinkin' about the rifle down in the basement. I ought to get that out and loaded. Wouldn't hurt to have it beside the bed if I needed—
 "Look out, Ben!" Vera shouted, and I went for the brake, but too late. 
 The caveman was standin' in the road. He snarled and lifted that club studded with sharp-edged rocks, and as he swung it I could see the muscles ripple in his ape-like shoulders. 
 I expected the club to turn to mist. I wanted it to. I prayed for it, in that long instant as it came at the fender in a powerful blur. Oh, God, I prayed for it. 
 The club smashed into the front of our pickup truck with a shock that lifted us all off the seat. Vera screamed and so did Ben Junior, and I think Ben Senior let out a scream too. One of the headlights shattered and went out. I felt and heard somethin' boom and clatter in the engine, behind the crushed radiator. The truck lurched, and steam bellowed out around the crumpled hood. The caveman jumped back as the truck passed him, but I think he was scared just as witless as we were. I looked into the rearview mirror and saw him standin' there in the glare of the red taillights. Lightnin' flared behind him, over dark Concordia. I think he was grinnin'. He swung his club, and he started lumberin' along the road in the direction we were goin'. 
 The truck was laborin'. "Come on, come on!" I said, and I kept my foot to the gas. Vera's scream had broken; she was a shakin' moan, pressed up against my ribs. "He hit us, Dad!" Ben Junior said. "That sumbitch hit us!" 
 "Yeah," I told him. Wheezed it, really. "Yeah, I know he did." The truck kept goin'. Chevy builds 'em strong. But I watched the gauges and I listened to the engine racketin', and I knew the eight miles home was askin' way too much. 
 Finally, with a groan and a shudder, the engine quit. I let the truck coast as far as she'd go, and I prayed again, this time for a slope to take us home, but I knew the road was flat as a flounder all the way to our front porch. We rolled to a stop, and we sat there. 
 "We've stopped, Dad," Ben Junior said. 
 I nodded. One part of me wanted to wring his neck. One part of me wanted to wring my own neck. Vera was sobbin', and I put my arm around her tight. "Don't cry," I said. "We're all right. We're gonna be fine. Don't cry, now." She kept cryin'. Words were cheap. 
 We sat for a while longer. Out in the night we could hear the freight-train roar of a tornado movin' through the hills. "Dad?" Ben Junior said at last, "I don't think we ought to stay here all night." I hadn't raised a dummy, that was for sure; I was the dumb one, for not insistin' we go to the Holiday Inn. 
 I hesitated at openin' the door. Vera was clingin' to me, and I'm not sure whose heart was poundin' harder. I was thinkin' about the caveman, with his club that must've weighed seventy or eighty pounds. He was between us and Concordia, and every second we wasted brought him closer. I got out of the truck real quick, pulled Vera out, and Ben Junior scram bled out the other side. Lightnin' crackled overhead, and you could hear tornadoes moanin' in the night. 
 "We've got to get home," I said, maybe just to steady up my own nerves. Once I had my hands on that rifle and we were shut up in our bedroom with our backs to the wall, we'd be just fine. "Sooner we start, the sooner we'll get there." 
 "It's dark," Vera whispered, her voice shakin'. "Oh, Lord, it's so dark." I knew she was talkin' about the road that lay ahead. I knew every curve and bump in it, but tonight it was a road that led through the haunted world. Out in the woods were Indians, Roman soldiers, Nazis, Chinese karate kickers, at least one Vikin' with a battle-ax, and God only knew what else. And behind us, maybe stalkin' somethin' 
 good to eat, was a caveman with an eighty-pound club. 
 And all of 'em, all the ghosts, maybe gettin' more solid by the hour. What was gonna happen, I wondered, when all the billions and billions of people who'd ever died in the world were back on earth again, hungry and thirsty, some of 'em peaceful folks for sure, but others ready to chop your head off or bust your skull with a club? One rifle suddenly seemed an awful puny thing. I had a thought: If we got killed, we wouldn't stay dead very long, would we? 
 The tornadoes sounded closer, whirlin' more ghosts into the woods. I said, "Come on," in the calmest voice I could manage, and I pulled Vera along with me. Ben Junior walked close to me on the other side, his hands clenched into fists. We had a long way to go. Maybe a car would come along. Maybe. This wasn't a night fit for travelin'. The road ahead was dark, so very dark. We had no choice but to walk it. 
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EAT ME
 Winner of the 1989 Bram Stoker Award for Best Short Story
 A question gnawed, day and night, at Jim Crisp. He pondered it as he walked the streets, while a dark rain fell and rats chattered at his feet; he mulled over it as he sat in his apartment, staring at the static on the television screen hour after hour. The question haunted him as he sat in the cemetery on Fourteenth Street, surrounded by empty graves. And this burning question was: when did love die? 
 Thinking took effort. It made his brain hurt, but it seemed to Jim that thinking was his last link with life. He used to be an accountant, a long time ago. He'd worked with a firm downtown for over twenty years, had never been married, hadn't dated much either. Numbers, logic, the rituals of mathematics had been the center of his life; now logic itself had gone insane, and no one kept records anymore. He had a terrible sensation of not belonging in this world, of being suspended in a nightmare that would stretch to the boundaries of eternity. He had no need for sleep any longer; something inside him had burst a while back, and he'd lost the ten or twelve pounds of fat that had gathered around his middle over the years. His body was lean now, so light sometimes a strong wind knocked him off his feet. The smell came and went, but Jim had a caseload of English Leather in his apartment and he took baths in the stuff. 
 The open maw of time frightened him. Days without number lay ahead. What was there to do, when there was nothing to be done? No one called the roll, no one punched the time-clock, no one set the deadlines. This warped freedom gave a sense of power to others; to Jim it was the most confining of prisons, because all the symbols of order—stoplights, calendars, clocks—were still there, still working, yet they had no purpose or sense, and they reminded him too much of what had been before. 
 As he walked, aimlessly, through the city's streets he saw others moving past, some as peaceful as sleepwalkers, some raging in the grip of private tortures. Jim came to a corner and stopped, instinctively obeying the DON'T
WALK sign; a high squealing noise caught his attention, and he looked to his left. Rats were scurrying wildly over one of the lowest forms of humanity, a half-decayed corpse that had recently awakened and pulled itself from the grave. The thing crawled on the wet pavement, struggling on one thin arm and two sticklike legs. The rats were chewing it to pieces, and as the thing reached Jim, its skeletal face lifted and the single dim coal of an eye found him. From its mouth came a rattling noise, stifled when several rats squeezed themselves between the gray lips in search of softer flesh. Jim hurried on, not waiting for the light to change. He thought the thing had said Whhhyyy?  and for that question he had no answer. He felt shame in the coil of his entrails. When did love die? Had it perished at the same time as this living death of human flesh had begun, or had it already died and decayed long before? He went on, through the somber streets where the buildings brooded like tombstones, and he felt crushed beneath the weight of loneliness. Jim remembered beauty; a yellow flower, the scent of a woman's perfume, the warm sheen of a woman's hair. Remembering was another bar in the prison of bones; the power of memory taunted him unmercifully. He remembered walking on his lunch hour, sighting a pretty girl and following her for a block or two, enraptured by fantasies. He had always been searching for love, for someone to be joined with, and had never realized it so vitally before now, when the gray city was full of rats and the restless dead. 
 Someone with a cavity where its face had been stumbled past, arms waving blindly. What once had been a child ran by him, and left the scent of rot in its wake, Jim lowered his head, and when a gust of hot wind hit him he lost his balance and would have slammed into a concrete wall if he hadn't grabbed hold of a bolted-down mailbox. He kept going, deeper into the city, on pavement he'd never walked when he was alive. At the intersection of two unfamiliar streets he thought he heard music: the crackle of a guitar, the low grunting of a drumbeat. He turned against the wind, fighting the gusts that threatened to hurl him into the air, and followed the sound. Two blocks ahead a strobe light flashed in a cavernous entrance. A sign that read THE COURTYARD  had been broken out, and across the front of the building was scrawled BONEYARD in black spray paint. Figures moved within the entrance: dancers, gyrating in the flash of the strobes. 
 The thunder of the music repulsed him—the soft grace of Brahms remained his lullaby, not the raucous crudity of Grave Rock—but the activity, the movement, the heat of energy drew him closer. He scratched a maddening itch on the dry flesh at the back of his neck and stood on the threshold while the music and the glare blew around him. The Courtyard, he thought, glancing at the old sign. It was the name of a place that might once have served white wine and polite jazz music—a singles bar, maybe, where the lonely went to meet the lonely. The Boneyard it was now, all right: a realm of dancing skeletons. This was not his kind of place, but still... the noise, lights, and gyrations spoke of another kind of loneliness. It was a singles bar for the living dead, and it beckoned him in. Jim crossed the threshold, and with one desiccated hand he smoothed down his remaining bits of black hair. And now he knew what hell must be like: a smoky, rot-smelling pandemonium. Some of the things writhing on the dance floor were missing arms and legs, and one thin figure in the midst of a whirl lost its hand; the withered flesh skidded across the linoleum, was crushed underfoot as its owner scrabbled after it, and then its owner was likewise pummeled down into a twitching mass. On the bandstand were two guitar players, a drummer, and a legless thing hammering at an electric organ. Jim avoided the dance floor, moving through the crowd toward the blue neon bar. The drum's pounding offended him, in an obscene way; it reminded him too much of how his heartbeat used to feel before it clenched and ceased. 
 This was a place his mother—God rest her soul—would have warned him to avoid. He had never been one for nightlife, and looking into the decayed faces of some of these people was a preview of torments that lay ahead—but he didn't want to leave. The drumbeat was so loud it destroyed all thinking, and for a while he could pretend it was indeed his own heart returned to scarlet life; and that, he realized, was why the Boneyard was full from wall to wall. This was a mockery of life, yes, but it was the best to be had. 
 The bar's neon lit up the rotting faces like blue-shadowed Halloween masks. One of them, down to shreds of flesh clinging to yellow bone, shouted something unintelligible and drank from a bottle of beer; the liquid streamed through the fissure in his throat and down over his violet shirt and gold chains. Flies swarmed around the bar, drawn to the reek, and Jim watched as the customers pressed forward. They reached into their pockets and changepurses and offered freshly-killed rats, roaches, spiders, and centipedes to the bartender, who placed the objects in a large glass jar that had replaced the cash register. Such was the currency of the Dead World, and a particularly juicy rat bought two bottles of Miller Lite. Other people were laughing and hollering—gasping, brittle sounds that held no semblance of humanity. A fight broke out near the dance floor, and a twisted arm thunked to the linoleum to the delighted roar of the onlookers. 
 "I know you!" A woman's face thrust forward into Jim's. She had tatters of gray hair, and she wore heavy makeup over sunken cheeks, her forehead swollen and cracked by some horrible inner pressure. Her glittery dress danced with light, but smelled of grave dirt. "Buy me a drink!" she said, grasping his arm. A flap of flesh at her throat fluttered, and Jim realized her throat had been slashed. "Buy me a drink!" she insisted, 
 "No," Jim said, trying to break free. "No, I'm sorry." 
 "You're the one who killed me!" she screamed. Her grip tightened, about to snap Jim's forearm. "Yes you are! You killed me, didn't you?" And she picked up an empty beer bottle off the bar, her face contorted with rage, and started to smash it against his skull. 
 But before the blow could fall a man lifted her off her feet and pulled her away from Jim; her fingernails flayed to the bones of Jim's arm. She was still screaming, fighting to pull away, and the man, who wore a T-shirt with Boneyard  painted across it, said, "She's a fresh one. Sorry, mac," before he hauled her toward the entrance. The woman's scream got shriller, and Jim saw her forehead burst open and ooze like a stomped snail. He shuddered, backing into a dark corner—and there he bumped into another body. 
 "Excuse me," he said. Started to move away. Glanced at whom he'd collided with. And saw her. 
 She was trembling, her skinny arms wrapped around her chest. She still had most of her long brown hair, but in places it had diminished to the texture of spiderwebs and her scalp showed. Still, it was lovely hair. It looked almost healthy. Her pale blue eyes were liquid and terrified, and her face might have been pretty once. She had lost most of her nose, and gray-rimmed craters pitted her right cheek. She was wearing sensible clothes: a skirt and blouse and a sweater buttoned to the throat. Her clothes were dirty, but they matched. She looked like a librarian, he decided. She didn't belong in the Boneyard—but, then, where did anyone belong anymore? 
 He was about to move away when he noticed something else that caught a glint of frenzied light. Around her neck, just peeking over the collar of her sweater, was a silver chain, and on that chain hung a tiny cloisonné heart. 
 It was a fragile thing, like a bit of bone china, but it held the power to freeze Jim before he took another step. 
 "That's... that's very pretty," he said. He nodded at the heart. 
 Instantly her hand covered it. Parts of her fingers had rotted off, like his own. 
 He looked into her eyes; she stared—or at least pretended to—right past him. She shook like a frightened deer. Jim paused, waiting for a break in the thunder, nervously casting his gaze to the floor. He caught a whiff of decay, and whether it was from himself or her he didn't know; what did it matter? He shivered too, not knowing what else to say but wanting to say something, anything, to make a connection. He sensed that at any moment the girl—whose age might be anywhere from twenty to forty, since Death both tightened and wrinkled at the same time —might bolt past him and be lost in the crowd. He thrust his hands into his pockets, not wanting her to see the exposed fingerbones. "This is the first time I've been here," he said. "I don't go out much." She didn't answer. Maybe her tongue is gone, he thought. Or her throat. Maybe she was insane, which could be a real possibility. She pressed back against the wall, and Jim saw how very thin she was, skin stretched over frail bones. Dried up on the inside, he thought. Just like me. 
 "My name is Jim," he told her. "What's yours?" 
 Again, no reply. I'm no good at this! he agonized. Singles bars had never been his "scene", as the saying went. No, his world had always been his books, his job, his classical records, his cramped little apartment that now seemed like a four-walled crypt. There was no use in standing here, trying to make conversation with a dead girl. He had dared to eat the peach, as Eliot's Prufrock lamented, and found it rotten, 
 "Brenda," she said, so suddenly it almost startled him. She kept her hand over the heart, her other arm across her sagging breasts. Her head was lowered, her hair hanging over the cratered cheek. 
 "Brenda," Jim repeated; he heard his voice tremble. "That's a nice name." She shrugged, still pressed into the corner as if trying to squeeze through a chink in the bricks. Another moment of decision presented itself. It was a moment in which Jim could turn and walk three paces away, into the howling mass at the bar, and release Brenda from her corner; or a moment in which Brenda could tell him to go away, or curse him to his face, or scream with haunted dementia and that would be the end of it. The moment passed, and none of those things happened. There was just the drumbeat, pounding across the club, pounding like a counterfeit heart, and the roaches ran their race on the bar and the dancers continued to fling bits of flesh off their bodies like autumn leaves. 
 He felt he had to say something. "I was just walking. I didn't mean to come here." Maybe she nodded. Maybe; he couldn't tell for sure, and the light played tricks. "I didn't have anywhere else to go," he added. She spoke, in a whispery voice that he had to strain to hear: "Me neither." Jim shifted his weight—what weight he had left. "Would you... like to dance?" he asked, for want of anything better. 
 "Oh, no!" She looked up quickly. "No, I can't dance! I mean... I used to dance, sometimes, but... I can't dance anymore." 
 Jim understood what she meant; her bones were brittle, just as his own were. They were both as fragile as husks, and to get out on that dance floor would tear them both to pieces. "Good," he said. "I can't dance either." She nodded, with an expression of relief. There was an instant in which Jim saw how pretty she must have been before all this happened—not pretty in a flashy way, but pretty as homespun lace—and it made his brain ache. "This is a loud place," he said. "Too loud." 
 "I've... never been here before." Brenda removed her hand from the necklace, and again both arms protected her chest. "I knew this place was here, but...” She shrugged her thin shoulders. "I don't know." 
 "You're...” lonely, he almost said. As lonely as I am.  "... alone?" he asked. 
 "I have friends," she answered, too fast. 
 "I don't," he said, and her gaze lingered on his face for a few seconds before she looked away. "I mean, not in this place," he amended. "I don't know anybody here, except you." He paused, and then he had to ask the question: 
 "Why did you come here tonight?" 
 She almost spoke, but she closed her mouth before the words got out. I know why, Jim thought. Because you're searching. Just like I am. You went out walking, and maybe you came in here because you couldn't stand to be alone another second. I can look at you, and hear you screaming. "Would you like to go out?" he asked. "Walking, I mean. Right now, so we can talk?" 
 "I don't know you," she said, uneasily. 
 "I don't know you, either. But I'd like to." 
 "I'm...” Her hand fluttered up to the cavity where her nose had been. "Ugly,"  she finished. 
 "You're not ugly. Anyway, I'm no handsome prince." He smiled, which stretched the flesh on his face. Brenda might have smiled, a little bit; again, it was hard to tell. "I'm not a crazy," Jim reassured her. "I'm not on drugs, and I'm not looking for somebody to hurt. I just thought... you might like to have some company." Brenda didn't answer for a moment. Her fingers played with the cloisonné heart. "All right," she said finally. "But not too far. Just around the block." 
 "Just around the block," he agreed, trying to keep his excitement from showing too much. He took her arm—she didn't seem to mind his fleshless fingers—and carefully guided her through the crowd. She felt light, like a dry-rotted stick, and he thought that even he, with his shrunken muscles, might be able to lift her over his head. Outside, they walked away from the blast of the Boneyard. The wind was getting stronger, and they soon were holding to each other to keep from being swept away. "A storm's coming," Brenda said, and Jim nodded. The storms were fast and ferocious, and their winds made the buildings shake. But Jim and Brenda kept walking, first around the block and then, at Brenda's direction, southward. Their bodies were bent like question marks; overhead, clouds masked the moon and blue streaks of electricity began to lance across the sky. 
 Brenda was not a talker, but she was a good listener. Jim told her about himself, about the job he used to have, about how he'd always dreamed that someday he'd have his own firm. He told her about a trip he once took, as a young man, to Lake Michigan, and how cold he recalled the water to be. He told her about a park he visited once, and how he remembered the sound of happy laughter and the smell of flowers. "I miss how it used to be," he said, before he could stop himself, because in the Dead World voicing such regrets was a punishable crime. "I miss beauty," he went on. "I miss... love." 
 She took his hand, bone against bone, and said, "This is where I live." 
 It was a plain brownstone building, many of the windows broken out by the windstorms. Jim didn't ask to go to Brenda's apartment; he expected to be turned away on the front steps. But Brenda still had hold of his hand, and now she was leading him up those steps and through the glassless door. 
 Her apartment, on the fourth floor, was even smaller than Jim's. The walls were a somber gray, but the lights revealed a treasure—pots of flowers set around the room and out on the fire escape. "They're silk," Brenda explained, before he could ask. "But they look real, don't they?" 
 "They look... wonderful." He saw a stereo and speakers on a table, and near the equipment was a collection of records. He bent down, his knees creaking, and began to examine her taste in music. Another shock greeted him: Beethoven... Chopin... Mozart... Vivaldi... Strauss. And, yes, even Brahms. "Oh!" he said, and that was all he could say. 
 "I found most of those," she said. "Would you like to listen to them?" 
 "Yes. Please." 
 She put on the Chopin, and as the piano chords swelled, so did the wind, whistling in the hall and making the windows tremble. 
 And then she began to talk about herself: She had been a secretary, in a refrigeration plant across the river. Had never married, though she'd been engaged once. Her hobby was making silk flowers, when she could find the material. She missed ice cream most of all, she said. And summer—what had happened to summer, like it used to be? All the days and nights seemed to bleed together now, and nothing made any of them different. Except the storms, of course, and those could be dangerous. 
 By the end of the third record, they were sitting side by side on her sofa. The wind had gotten very strong outside; the rain came and went, but the wind and lightning remained. 
 "I like talking to you," she told him. "I feel like... I've known you for a long, long time." 
 "I do too. I'm glad I came into that place tonight." He watched the storm and heard the wind shriek. "I don't know how I'm going to get home." 
 "You... don't have to go," Brenda said, very quietly. "I'd like for you to stay." He stared at her, unbelieving. The back of his neck itched fiercely, and the itch was spreading to his shoulders and arms, but he couldn't move. 
 "I don't want to be alone," she continued. "I'm always alone. It's just that... I miss touching. Is that wrong, to miss touching?" 
 "No. I don't think so." 
 She leaned forward, her lips almost brushing his, her eyes almost pleading. "Eat me," she whispered. Jim sat very still. Eat me: the only way left to feel pleasure in the Dead World. He wanted it, too; he needed it, so badly. "Eat me," he whispered back to her, and he began to unbutton her sweater. Her nude body was riddled with craters, her breasts sunken into her chest. His own was sallow and emaciated, and between his thighs his penis was a gray, useless piece of flesh. She reached for him, he knelt beside her body, and as she urged "Eat me, eat me," his tongue played circles on her cold skin; then his teeth went to work, and he bit away the first chunk. She moaned and shivered, lifted her head and tongued his arm. Her teeth took a piece of flesh from him, and the ecstasy arrowed along his spinal cord like an electric shock. 
 They clung to each other, shuddering, their teeth working on arms and legs, throat, chest, face. Faster and faster still, as the wind crashed and Beethoven thundered; gobbets of flesh fell to the carpet, and those gobbets were quickly snatched up and consumed. Jim felt himself shrinking, being transformed from one into two; the incandescent moment had enfolded him, and if there had been tears to cry, he might have wept with Joy. Here was love, and here was a lover who both claimed him and gave her all. 
 Brenda's teeth closed on the back of Jim's neck, crunching through the dry flesh. Her eyes closed in rapture as Jim ate the rest of the fingers on her left hand—and suddenly there was a new sensation, a scurrying around her lips. The love wound on Jim's neck was erupting small yellow roaches, like gold coins spilling from a bag, and Jim's itching subsided. He cried out, his face burrowing into Brenda's abdominal cavity. 
 Their bodies entwined, the flesh being gnawed away, their shrunken stomachs bulging. Brenda bit off his ear, chewed, and swallowed it; fresh passion coursed through Jim, and he nibbled away her lips—they did  taste like slightly overripe peaches—and ran his tongue across her teeth. They kissed deeply, biting pieces of their tongues off. Jim drew back and lowered his face to her thighs. He began to eat her, while she gripped his shoulders and screamed. 
 Brenda arched her body. Jim's sexual organs were there, the testicles like dark, dried fruit. She opened her mouth wide, extended her chewed tongue and bared her teeth; her cheekless, chinless face strained upward—and Jim cried out over even the wail of the wind, his body convulsing. 
 They continued to feast on each other, tike knowing lovers. Jim's body was hollowed out, most of the flesh gone from his face and chest. Brenda's lungs and heart were gone, consumed, and the bones of her arms and legs were fully revealed. Their stomachs swelled. And when they were near explosion, Jim and Brenda lay on the carpet, cradling each other with skeletal arms, lying on bits of flesh like the petals of strange flowers. They were one now, each into the other—and what more could love be than this? 
 "I love you," Jim said, with his mangled tongue. Brenda made a noise of assent, unable to speak, and took a last love bite from beneath his arm before she snuggled close. 
 The Beethoven record ended; the next one dropped onto the turntable, and a lilting Strauss waltz began. Jim felt the building shake. He lifted his head, one eye remaining and that one sated with pleasure, and saw the fire escape trembling. One of the potted plants was suddenly picked up by the wind. "Brenda," he said—and then the plant crashed through the glass and the stormwind came in, whipping around the walls. Another window blew in, and as the next hot wave of wind came, it got into the hollows of the two dried bodies and raised them off the floor like reed-ribbed kites. Brenda made a gasping noise, her arms locked around Jim's spinal cord and his handless arms thrust into her ribcage. The wind hurled them against the wall, snapping bones like matchsticks as the waltz continued to play on for a few seconds before the stereo and table went over. There was no pain, though, and no reason to fear. They were together, in this Dead World where love was a curseword, and together they would face the storm. 
 The wind churned, threw them one way and then the other—and as it withdrew from Brenda's apartment it took the two bodies with it, into the charged air over the city's roofs. 
 They flew, buffeted higher and higher, bone locked to bone. The city disappeared beneath them, and they went up into the clouds where the blue lightning danced. 
 They knew great joy, and at the upper limits of the clouds where the lightning was hottest, they thought they could see the stars. 
 When the storm passed, a boy on the north side of the city found a strange object on the roof of his apartment building, near the pigeon roost. It looked like a charred-black construction of bones, melded together so you couldn't tell where one bone ended and the other began. And in that mass of bones was a silver chain, with a small ornament. A heart, he saw it was. A white heart, hanging there in the tangle of someone's bones, He was old enough to realize that someone—two people, maybe—had escaped the Dead World last night. Lucky stiffs, he thought. 
 He reached in for the dangling heart, and it fell to ashes at his touch. 
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BLACK BOOTS
 Under the hard green sky, Davy Slaughter ran from Black Boots. 
 He glanced back over his shoulder, his face shadowed by the brim of his sweat-stained hat. Gritty sand and stones shifted underfoot, and his horse nickered with thirst. He had been leading the roan for the better part of an hour across the no-man's land between Jalupa and Zionville. The sun, white as a pearl in the emerald air, was burning the moisture out of both man and beast. Davy thought he could hear his skin frying. He reached for his canteen slung around his shoulder, uncapped it and took a drink. Then he poured a little in his hand and gave it to the horse. The roan's tongue scraped his palm. Davy swigged once more from the precious canteen, and something writhing oozed into his mouth. 
 Davy gagged and spat. White worms trailed from his lips and fell to the sand. He watched with almost a bland curiosity as they squirmed around his feet. One was caught between his cheek and gum, like a little plug of tobacco. He picked it out and let it fall. The worms were bleeding into the sand. They were becoming less solid and more liquid with each passing second. And then they were gone, just a wet blotch where they'd been. That was a new one, Davy thought. His tongue roamed his mouth, but found no more invaders. He shook the canteen, and a measly amount of remaining water sloshed faintly inside it. He capped the canteen, wiped his mouth with the back of his sweating hand, and looked toward the shimmering horizon in the direction of Jalupa. Scraggly cacti, as purple as bullet holes on the body of a dead man, stood on the desert's floor. Furnace heat undulated before him like banners of misery. But of Black Boots there was no sign. That didn't matter, Davy knew. Black Boots was back there, somewhere. Black Boots was always back there, coming after him. Getting closer and closer, as the white sun beat down and the desert was hot enough to cook lizards in their skins. Black Boots was always back there. 
 Davy should know. He'd killed Black Boots yesterday afternoon, at just after four o'clock, in a barroom in Cozamezas. Two bullets had done the job: one to the chest, one to the skull. Black Boots had gone down, spewing blood onto the dirty boards. 
 But Black Boots—the crafty bastard—had gotten off a single shot. Davy looked at the back of his gunhand, where the slug had left a burned streak. His fingers were still stiff from the shock. Crafty bastard, Davy thought. Softening me up for the next time. Used to be I could cut him down before he drew his pistol. Used to be I could send him to Hell in an eyeblink. But Hell couldn't hold Black Boots. He was back there, crossing the no-man's land, getting closer all the time. 
 Davy worked his fingers, his eyes scanning the horizon. No sign of Black Boots. There never was, until it happened. He turned away from Jalupa and, holding the horse's reins, continued walking toward Zionville. His stride was a little faster than before. He glanced at his gunbelt fastened around the roan's saddlehorn. His Colt pistol had a handle of yellow ivory, and in that ivory were twenty-two notches. He'd stopped notching it the fifth time he'd killed Black Boots. 
 The horse made a nervous, rumbling noise. Davy saw a vulture circling overhead. It swooped down low, smelling him. And then it climbed again into the green sky, and as it flapped its wings it began to fall to pieces, drifting apart like dark whorls of smoke. Davy looked away from it, and went on. 
 His real name was not Slaughter. It was Gartwood. He was twenty-four years old, and he had been born with the eyes of a rattlesnake. Speed was his mistress, and gunsmoke his god. When he'd run with the Bryce Gang three years ago, they'd called him "Slaughter" after the bank job in Abilene. That had a better ring than Gartwood. Gartwood was the name of a grocer, or a shoe salesman. Slaughter was his name now, and he was proud of it. He'd shot down four people in a two-minute gun battle in Abilene. So Slaughter it was. 
 A sidewinder moved across his path, leaving a trail of fire that dwindled to cinders as he passed. He stared straight ahead, toward unseen Zionville. He knew this country, with the true knowledge of a predator. Another glance over his shoulder; Black Boots was still not in sight. Davy felt tight inside, full of rusted springs. His bones were melting under this terrible heat. He touched his Colt to make sure it was still real. It was, mercifully. In this day and age, a friend was hard to find. 
 How Black Boots had gotten onto his trail, he didn't know. The Wanted Dead Or Alive posters were up all over Texas and Oklahoma. Maybe that was it. Black Boots had seen the posters, and he wanted the fifty dollar bounty. A man who could get killed so many times and come back again with a cold hand must need money mighty bad, Davy figured. Hell, if I had fifty dollars I'd give it him, just to let me be. But Black Boots wanted to earn his money, that much was crystal clear. 
 Davy started to look back again, but he checked himself. I don't need to, he told himself. "I ain't scared of him," he said aloud. The roan's ears twitched. "I've killed him eight damn times. I can kill him again. I ain't scared of him, no sir." 
 A half-dozen more steps, and his head swiveled back over his shoulder. 
 Davy Slaughter stopped in his tracks. 
 There was a figure on the horizon. A man on horseback? Maybe. It was hard to tell, because the heatwaves were tricky. They made you see things that weren't there. Davy reached for his Colt, twisted his stiff fingers around the notched handle, and lifted the gun from the supple leather. Davy's heart was beating harder, and his throat was dry. His mouth tasted of white worms, and there was a hurting in his skull. He eased the Colt's hammer back, then he stood and watched the faraway figure coming as drops of sweat trickled through his beard. The figure had stopped too. Whoever it was, they were a long ways off. Davy squinted in the green glare. The figure was just sitting there, watching him. Davy felt one of the rusted springs inside him break, and his mouth opened. "You after me?" he shouted. The man jumped, startled. "You after me, you sonofabitch?" He took aim, his gunhand trembling. Green fire glinted off the barrel. Steady! he told himself. Damn it, steady! . He let go of the horse's reins, and grasped his wrist with his other hand. 
 Behind a haze of rising heat, the figure neither retreated nor advanced. 
 "How many times do I have to kill you?" Davy shouted. "You want another bullet in your damned head?" The calmness of the figure enraged him. If there was anything he couldn't stand, it was when somebody had no fear of him. "All right!" he said. "All right, then!" He squeezed the trigger, a motion he'd performed so many times that it was as instinctive as breathing and just as sweet. The solid, balanced weapon gave a little kick, but it was a tame beast. The noise of the shot made his eardrums crack. "All right, have another one!" he cried out, his voice getting ragged. A second, almost loving squeeze of the trigger, and another bullet left the Colt's barrel. He was about to fire off a third shot when it came to him, quite clearly. He was shooting at a cactus. Davy blinked into the distance. He laughed, a croaking sound. It wasn't Black Boots after all, was it? Hell, no! He rubbed his eyes with grimy fingers and looked again. The cactus was still there, and Black Boots was nowhere in sight. "Wasn't him," Davy said to the roan. "Oh, he's scared of me, is what he is. Keepin' his distance. He knows I'll kill him again, stiff hand or not. Hell, I'll drill him right straight through the eye next time." He returned the hot Colt to the gunbelt and grasped the horses's reins again. He began walking, leading the roan across the tortured land to Zionville. Davy looked back a few times, but Black Boots wasn't there. Not yet, anyway. It occurred to Davy that this was the type of day his father would've liked. The elder Gartwood, in his last years, used to like to strip naked and lie out in the sun, reading his Bible. The elder Gartwood burned raw, was covered with blisters and boils, and he read the Good Book aloud as the sun ate him alive. Not Davy nor his mother nor his sister could get the elder Gartwood to find some shade. He wants to die, Davy remembered his Ma saying. And something else, too, she used to proclaim in her righteous voice: Those whom the Lord would destroy, He first makes insane. Davy's gunhand was aching. He worked the fingers. The knuckles felt bruised. He gazed at the burned streak of the bullet's kiss, and he recalled that the first time he'd killed Black Boots the sonofabitch hadn't even been fast enough to clear leather. The second time, Black Boots had died with his gun just barely out of the holster. In their third encounter, Black Boots had fired into the ground as he'd stumbled backward with a Colt slug in his throat. Davy licked along the bullet's track, tasting the salt of his sweat. 
 No doubt about it, Davy thought. No doubt at all. Black Boots was getting faster. 
 It stood to reason. A man couldn't die eight times without learning something. 
 Davy was thirsty again. He uncapped the canteen, opened his mouth, and drank. 
 Warm liquid trickled over his tongue. It tasted coppery. Water's gone bad, he thought. He spat it out in his palm, and watched as the crimson blood oozed through his fingers and dripped to the sand. Davy walked on, leading the roan, as the white sun burned down from an emerald sky and blood dribbled over his chin. Black Boots was on his mind. 
 Zionville wasn't much. There was a stable, a general goods store, a saloon, a church and graveyard and a few ramshackle houses, all bleached white as old bones. A red dog with two heads ran circles around Davy and the roan, both mouths yapping, but a kick to its ribs taught it some respect. In front of the goods store, a gawky kid with a bowl-haircut was sweeping off the boards, and he stopped his work to watch Davy pass. Two elderly women stood in a slice of shade, speaking in whispers. Davy noticed a little stucco structure with SHERIFF'S OFFICE painted on the door, but the windows were boarded up and the way the sand had drifted against the bottom of that door told him Zionville's sheriff was long gone. That suited him just fine. He tied the roan to the hitch in front of the saloon, which had no name, and then he took his gunbelt off the saddlehorn and buckled it on. As he laced the holster down against his thigh, he felt himself being watched. He glanced around, his eyes narrowed in the glare, and saw a thin man wearing dungarees and a sodbuster's shapeless hat sitting on a bench in front of a small wooden building. A weatherbeaten sign identified the place as a Wells Fargo bank. Rathole wasn't worth robbing, Davy decided. Probably didn't have anything in there but a few sacks of change. Still, it might be nice to hear his pockets jingle when he left town. 
 He saw the kid in front of the goods store staring at him, leaning on his broom. The door opened with the clang of a cowbell, and a brown-haired woman in an apron peered out. She followed the kid's line of sight and saw Davy. 
 "Joseph!" she said. "Come inside!" 
 "In a minute, Ma," the kid answered. 
 "Joseph, I said now! " The woman caught his sleeve and tugged at him, and the kid was reeled inside like a hooked fish. The door was firmly shut. 
 "Yeah, Joseph," Davy said under his breath. "You mind your momma." He gazed along the length of the street, saw a few more faces watching him through windows. Nobody was going to give him any trouble here. He walked into the saloon, his boots clumping on the boards. One drink of whiskey and a mulling over of whether to take the bank or not, and then he was going to be on his way. 
 Stale heat hung in the saloon. Sawdust had been scattered on the floor, and the light was gray through dirty windows. The bartender was a fleshy man with slicked-back black hair and a bovine face. He was swatting flies with a rolled-up newspaper when he looked into the cracked mirror behind the bar and saw Davy approaching. 
 "Afternoon," he said to the mirror image. 
 Davy nodded. He leaned against the bar and propped one foot up on the bar rail. "Somethin' wet," he said, and the bartender pulled the cork from a brown bottle and poured him a shot. Davy had already seen the two middle-aged men who were playing cards at the back of the saloon. They'd paused only briefly, to note his laced-down holster, before they returned to their game. Over by a battered old piano, an elderly man slept in his chair as a fly buzzed his head. Davy accepted the shotglass and sipped fire. 
 "Hot day," the bartender said. 
 "Sure is." Davy scanned the shelves behind the bar. "Got any cold beer?" 
 "Got beer. No ice, though." 
 Davy shrugged and sipped at the whiskey again. There was more water in it than liquor, but that was all right with him. He'd killed a man for watering his whiskey once, when he was younger. Today it didn't matter so much. 
 "Quiet town you got here." 
 "Oh, yeah. Zionville's real quiet." The bartender swatted another fly. "Where you goin?" 
 "Me? From here to there, I reckon." Davy watched the man's thick hands as they scraped the smashed fly off the bartop. "I just stopped to rest for a little while." 
 "You picked the right place. What's your name?" 
 Davy looked into the bartender's face. It was a mess of green flies, only the small dark eyes showing. Flies were crawling merrily in and out of the man's nostrils and they covered his lips. "Ain't that kinda uncomfortable?" Davy asked. 
 "Huh? What's uncomfortable?" The bartender's face was clear again, not a single fly on it. 
 "Nothin'," Davy said. He stared at the bullet crease on the back of his hand. "My name's Davy. What's yours?" 
 "Carl Haines. This is my place." The man said it proudly, as if talking about his child. 
 "I pity you," Davy told him, and Carl looked stung for a few seconds, but then he laughed. It was a nervous laugh. Davy heard that kind of laugh before, and it pleased him. "You got a sheriff in this town?" Carl's laugh stopped. He blinked. "Why?" 
 "Just curious. I saw the sheriff's office, but I didn't see no sheriff." He took another taste of the watered-down whiskey. "I'd like to know. Do you have a sheriff?" 
 "No," Carl said warily. "I mean... there's one on the way. He'll be here directly. Comin' from El Paso." 
 "Well, that's a far piece from here, ain't it?" Davy turned the shotglass between his fingers. "An awful far piece." 
 "Ain't so far," Carl said, but his voice was weak. He cleared his throat, glanced at the card players and then back to Davy. "Uh... you wouldn't want to cause any trouble now, would you?" 
 "Do I look like the kind of fella who'd want to cause--" Davy stopped speaking. He noticed that Carl Haines had only one eye. There was a black, empty socket in the bartender's face. And from that socket began to slide the snout of a rattlesnake, forked tongue flicking out to taste the air. 
 "We're peaceful folks here," Carl said, as the rattler slowly emerged from his eyehole. "We don't quarrel with nobody. Honest to God." 
 Davy just stared, fascinated. The rattler's wedge-shaped head was all the way out now, and its eyes were bright amber. Davy's skull hurt. It felt about to burst open, and the thought of what might spew out terrified him. He had an image of a withered skeleton lying in the burning sun, reading aloud from the Book of Job. 
 "Nothin' around here worth takin'," Carl went on. "Zionville's about dried up." The bartender had two eyes again. The rattlesnake was gone, Davy set the shotglass down and pushed it aside with trembling fingers. Something wanted to scream inside him; he almost released it, but then he smashed it down and it shrank to its dark place. 
 "What's wrong?" Carl asked. "How come you're lookin' at me like that?" 
 "My last name," Davy said, his voice husky, "is Slaughter. Do you know that name?" Carl shook his head. 
 "Anybody been around here, askin' for me?" 
 Again, a shake of the head. 
 "You ever see a man," Davy said, "who wears black boots?" 
 "I don't know. Hell, a lot of drifters pass through. I can't remem--" 
 "You'd remember him, if you saw him." Davy leaned forward slightly, staring into the bartender's eyes. He was looking for the rattlesnake again. It was hiding inside Carl's head. Hiding there, coiled up and waiting. "This man who wears black boots is tall and skinny. He looks like he ain't had a good meal in a long time. He looks hungry, His face is dusty-white, but you can't set eyes on him very long because you feel cold inside, like your bones are freezin' up. Sometimes he'd dressed like a dandy. Sometimes he's ragged. Have you ever seen a man like that?" 
 "No." The word was soft and strained. "Never." 
 "I have." Davy's fingers played on the handle of his Colt, where the notches were. "I've killed him eight times. The same man. Ol' Black Boots. See, he's stalking me. He figures he can catch me when I'm not ready for him. But I was born ready, Carl. You believe that?" 
 Carl made a choking sound, and a bead of sweat ran along his hooked nose. 
 "He's got nerve, I'll say that for him," Davy continued. "Not many men would face me down eight damned times, would they? No sir." He smiled faintly, watching a nerve tick at the corner of Carl's mouth. "Oh, he won't give up. Nope. But I won't give up neither." He took his hand off his gun, and worked his fingers. "He's gettin' faster, Carl. Everytime I kill him, he gets a little faster." Davy heard the soft crackling of flames. He looked toward the piano, and saw the old sleeping man ablaze with blue fire. In the old man's lap was an open Bible, and black pages were whirling out of it like bats at twilight. 
 "I swear," Carl managed to say, "I... ain't seen nobody like that." There was the scrape of a boot on timbers. Davy saw Carl glance quickly toward the saloon's swinging doors. Davy felt the presence behind him, and fear like a streak of lightning shot through his bones. As he twisted toward the door, he had his hand on the Colt and had drawn and cocked it before the movement was complete. He brought the gun up to fire at chest-level, his finger tightening on the trigger. 
 "No!" Carl shouted. "Don't!" 
 Davy hesitated, ready to blast Black Boots to Hell again. But it wasn't Black Boots. It was the lanky kid who'd been sweeping in front of the goods store, his eyes wide as he peered over the doors at the gunfighter. The seconds stretched, Davy's finger touching the trigger. The kid lifted his hands. "I ain't got a gun, mister," he said in a reedy voice. "See? I'm just lookin'." 
 Davy scanned the other men in the bar. The card players had stopped their game, and the old man by the piano was awake and had ceased burning. Carl said, "It's just Joey McGuire. He don't mean no harm. Joey, get on away from here! You know your Ma don't like you hangin' around!" 
 The kid stared at the Colt in Davy's hand. "You ain't gonna shoot me, are you?" Davy thought about it. Once his blood was stirred, it was hard to cool it down. But then he eased the trigger forward. "You came mighty close to playin' a harp, boy." 
 "Go on home, Joey!" Carl urged. "This ain't no place for you!" 
 "Do like he says," Davy told him. He returned the Colt to his holster. "This is a man's place." 
 "Hell, I'm a man!" Joey had pushed one of the doors partway open. "I can come in if I want to!" The kid was fifteen or sixteen, Davy figured. Eager to set foot where it didn't belong. Eager to grow up, too. Like I was, Davy thought. He turned his back on the kid and finished off his shot of whiskey. It was time to be on his way, before Black Boots got here. He looked at Carl. There was a red-edged, jagged fissure across the bartender's forehead, and something gray was oozing out. "How much I owe you?" 
 "Nothin'," Carl said quickly, slime trickling down his face. "It's on the house. Okay?" 
 "Mister?" Joey had put a foot into the saloon. "You from around here?" 
 "Nope." Davy watched the fissure in Carl's head writhe. It was splitting open some more, and the brains were swelling out. "I ain't from nowhere." 
 "You know how to use that gun?" 
 "Maybe." Davy heard the kid's mother calling. Her voice echoed up the street: "Joseph! Joseph, come back here!" Twisted gray tissue was squeezing through the wound in Carl's forehead. Davy thought it was an interesting sight. 
 "I can come in if I want to," Joey said adamantly, turning a deaf ear to his mother. "Ain't no place I can't go, if it suits me." 
 "Your Ma's callin' you, Joey," Carl told him. "She'll raise hell at me again." 
 "I'm comin' in," the boy decided, and he pushed through the saloon doors. His boots clomped on the sawdusty boards. 
 "Don't that hurt?" Davy asked, and started to poke a finger at the oozing wound. Before his finger got there, he glanced up into the mirror behind the bar. 
 The kid who'd been sweeping in front of the goods store was not reflected there. The mirror told Davy Slaughter that someone else had entered the saloon. 
 The man was tall and skinny. He looked hungry, and his face had never seen the sun. Davy heard the black boots on the floor, saw the gunfighter who would not die reaching in a blur of motion toward the pistol slung low on his hip. 
 Black Boots, that crafty bastard, had gotten in wearing a kid's skin. 
 A surge of cold terror gripped at Davy's throat. He saw the shine of the man's black, fathomless eyes in the mirror, and then Davy shouted, "Damn you!" and was whirling as he shouted it, his stiff hand going for his Colt. Black Boots was drawing his own pistol out, was just about to clear leather. Davy's Colt slid out, quicker by far. He heard Carl shout something, but Davy was already lifting his gun. He thrust it toward Black Boots and squeezed the trigger. Black Boots was knocked backward, a hole appearing in his chest. He gripped his pistol, but hadn't been fast enough to take aim. Black Boots staggered back through the saloon doors with blood all over his chest. 
 "Are you crazy?" Carl screamed. "Are you crazy?" 
 "I got you, didn't l?" Davy jeered. His voice cracked. "I got you again, you bastard!" He strode to the swinging doors, his heart hammering but his mind clear and calm, and he stood there watching as Black Boots fell to the dust on his knees. A woman screamed. Davy saw the kid's mother about twenty feet away. She retreated a drunken step, her face bleached white and her hand pressed to her mouth. Her shocked eyes found Davy and seized on him. Black Boots was trying to get up, trying to aim his gun. "You sonofabitch," Davy said, and fired a shot into Black Boots' 
 forehead. The woman screamed again, a nettlesome sound. Black Boots pitched over on his side, the back of his head burst open. "I got you," Davy told him. "Serves you right, sneakin' up on me like--" Black Boots was no longer lying in the dust. Where Black Boots had been was a kid, maybe fifteen or sixteen. His face and chest were all bloody. The woman made a groaning sound, turned and ran toward the goods store with dust whirling up beneath her shoes. Davy's head was hurting something awful. He looked up at the green sky, and his eyes stung. Then he returned his gaze to the dead boy. What had happened to Black Boots? He was there just a minute ago. Wasn't he? Davy backed away from the corpse. Somebody else was shouting in the distance: "Get off the street! Get off the street!" Davy kept backing away, and he retreated through the swinging doors into the saloon, away from the blinding light and that dead boy somebody had shot. 
 He heard the click of a trigger being cocked. 
 He spun around, cocking his Colt at the same time, and that was when Black Boots rose up from behind the bar. Black Boots had a rifle this time, and as its barrel swung upon him, Davy shouted with rage and fired his pistol. The Colt and the rifle spoke at the same instant. Davy was suddenly on the floor, though he had no recollection of how he'd gotten there. His left shoulder was wet and numb. Black Boots was chambering another slug, and behind him the mirror had been shattered to pieces. "Get him!" one of the card players hollered. The rifle took aim, but Davy had already found his mark and he shot Black Boots in the throat before another heartbeat had passed. Black Boots slammed back into the shelves of bottles, his throat punctured, and the rifle went off, but the bullet whacked into the wall over Davy's head. With a rush of air through the hole in his throat, Black Boots slid down to the floor behind the bar. Davy got up. He glanced at the old man who'd been over by the piano; the man was hiding under a table, his flesh patterned with gray diamonds like the skin of a sidewinder. Davy walked to the bar, his head pulsing with pain, and he leaned over and shot Black Boots in the face. 
 Except it was not Black Boots. It was a man with slicked-back black hair, a rifle clenched in his twitching hands. Blood and air bubbled from the ruin of Carl's throat. Davy's legs felt weak. About to pass out, he thought. I'm shot. Sonofabitchin' Black Boots got me, didn't he? He staggered through the swinging door, leaving a trail of crimson, blue smoke wafting from the Colt's barrel. In the glare of the hard green sky, Davy saw that the horse he'd hitched in front of the saloon no longer had skin. It was a skeleton horse with a saddle and bridle. But it still had four legs, and in its cage of bones its red lungs and heart were still working. Davy pulled the reins free, swung himself up onto the skeleton horse, and turned it toward the way out of Zionville. He dug his heels into the bare ribs. The horse shot forward, but in the next instant Davy realized he was going the wrong way. He was heading back the way he'd come, toward Jalupa again. He tried to get the skeleton horse turned around, but it wheeled and fought him. He heard the noise of a cowbell. 
 Black Boots had just emerged from the goods store, a pistol in his hand. Davy lost the reins. He saw Black Boots running toward him, and Davy tried to take aim but the horse wheeled again and then Black Boots was right there and the pistol was thrust out at arm's-length. He thought he saw Black Boots smile. The first bullet grazed Davy's cheek. The second hit him in the side, and the third caught him in the stomach and knocked him out of the saddle. He fell into the dust, the horse's bony legs thrashing around him. Davy crawled away from the bucking skeleton, and a shadow fell upon him. 
 His eyes heavy-lidded and blood in his mouth, he looked up at Black Boots. The man was just standing there, dust swirling around him, the gun hanging at his side. Davy coughed up crimson, and he forced a crooked grin. 
 "You... never beat me," Davy whispered. "I was always faster. Always." And then he lifted his own gun, aimed it at Black Boots' chest and squeezed the trigger. 
 The hammer fell on an empty chamber. Six bullets had been fired: two in the no-man's land, four killing Black Boots. Davy laughed, a broken sound. 
 Black Boots shot Davy Slaughter twice, once in the belly and once at close range in the skull. Davy twitched a few times. The Colt fell from his fingers, and he lay staring up at the sky. Joey's mother stood there a moment longer. She was shaking, and tears had streaked her face. She dropped the pistol, wiped her palm on her apron, and then she began to walk toward her dead son as the people of Zionville emerged from shelter. Burning down from a fierce blue sky, the sun threw long shadows. Not far away, the roan horse had ceased its bucking and stood in the middle of the street waiting for a guiding hand. 
 No one knew the gunfighter. He was crazy as hell, old Braxton said. Shot Joey down for no reason at all. Crazy as hell, he was. Pine boxes cost money, and no one came forward to offer any. The gunfighter was wrapped up in a canvas sack, his pallid face showing through, and somebody leaned him up against a wall while a picture was taken. The new sheriff from El Paso would want to know about this. Then a hole was dug, way over on the edge of the cemetery away from where Zionville's own lay. The reverend said a few words over the gunfighter, but nobody was there to hear them. Then the corpse was laid down into the hole, the reverend went away, and the man who threw dirt on the gunfighter's face wore black boots. 
 Copyright © 1989 by Robert R. McCammon. All rights reserved. This story first appeared in the anthology Razored
Saddles, edited by Joe R. Lansdale and Pat LoBrutto and published by Dark Harvest in 1989. Reprinted with permission of the author. 





BEAUTY
Welcome, Beauty was what the sign said. It was right up in front of the SeaHarp Hotel, where everybody in the world could see it. What I didn't find out until later was that the sign had said Welcome, Miss Greystone Bay Beauty, but the windstorm the night before had blown the rest of the letters to kingdom come. When my Momma and I saw that sign, she squeezed my hand and I felt like my heart was going to burst open. My Momma always called me Beauty, and now the SeaHarp was calling me Beauty too. 
 Oh, that was a wonderful day! My Momma used to tell me the story of Cinderella. I could never get enough of it. And when we took the curve in that fancy, long black car they'd sent for us, and I saw the SeaHarp Hotel up on the hill in front of us, I knew how Cinderella felt. If you were to take a dream and put sugar frosting on it, you'd have the SeaHarp. All those windows, that green grass, the blue sky over us... and that sign. It made my blood thrill, to think the SeaHarp knew my name. 'Course, my little sister Annie had to come along with us, and she was kicking a fuss because it was my day to get all the attention. But I didn't mind. Not much. I missed Daddy being there, but Mr. Teague wouldn't let him off from the mill, not even for a day like this. Momma says things about Mr. Teague that I wouldn't tell a soul. 
 The driver pulled us on up to the front steps. Another man in a uniform came down and opened the door for us. We got out, and we went up to the porch and we didn't even have to carry our own bags. Then I stood at the open doors looking in at the SeaHarp like a frozen statue while Annie danced and raised Cain all around me. Momma told her to hush and not disgrace us, and the man in the uniform smiled and said, "It's our honor, Mrs. Guthrie," in a voice that let you know you'd gotten to where you were supposed to be. My Momma smiled, but her lips were tight; she was always ashamed of her teeth, the front one broken and all. 
 Before we went in, I turned toward the Bay. It was full of sunshine. And then I just let my head turn along the crescent of the water, and way off in the distance I saw a smudge of smoke against the sky. It was coming up from a long brown building that hardly had any windows. "My Daddy's there," I told the man at the door, and I pointed. I saw my Momma flinch just a little bit, but the doorman smiled real nice. 
 I won the contest, see. The Greystone Bay Beauty Contest, for young ladies sixteen to eighteen. The winner got a dozen roses, a hundred dollars and a weekend stay at the SeaHarp. And her picture in the paper too, of course. I'd just turned sixteen, on the second day of May. My Momma always had faith in me. She said I could sing up a storm, and my voice was okay I guess. She said, "Beauty, someday you're gonna go far. Gonna see and do things I never did. I wish I could go with you to those places." 
 I said, "You can. Momma! You can always go with me!" 
 She smiled, a little bit. "You're a beauty," she said, and she took my hands and held them. "Beauty outside, beauty inside. Me, I'm just a tired rag." 
 "No!" I told her. "Don't you say that!" Because my Momma was a pretty woman, and there's nobody better say she wasn't. Isn't, I mean. 
 The manager was waiting to meet us, in that big lobby bathed in light. He was a tall man, in a dark blue suit with pinstripes. He said how happy he was that the SeaHarp could host us for the weekend, but I hardly heard him. I was looking around that lobby, and trying to figure out how many of our house could fit in it. Maybe ten. We only had four rooms; they called where we lived a "shotgun shack," and the walls were gray. Not in the SeaHarp. The walls were white, like clouds. I'd never seen so many chairs, sofas and tables outside of a furniture store, and there were crystal vases full of fresh-cut flowers. I've always loved flowers. I used to pick daffodils in the Spring, where they grew along the creekbed outside our back door. 
 "Hello," the manager said to me, and I said hello back. "Someone's wearing some nice perfume." 
 "That's violets," Momma said. "She always wears the scent of violets, because that's a right smell for a beauty like her." 
 "Yes," the manager agreed, "it certainly is." And then he snapped his fingers and you would've thought the carpet has sprouted bellboys like mushrooms. 
 It's strange, how you notice things. Like the pink dress my Momma and Daddy had bought for me to wear. It looked fine in the gray light of our house, but at the SeaHarp... it looked like the pink was old and faded. It looked like something that had been on a hanger for a long, long time. And the sheets of my bed in that room were so cool and crisp; they embraced you. They didn't want you to leave them. The windows were all so clean, and the sun was so bright, and you had hot water whenever you wanted it. Oh, that was a Cinderella dream come true. Momma said Daddy was going to come visit the SeaHarp when he got off work, even if it was at nine o'clock at night. She said Daddy was so proud of me, just like she was. All Annie did, though, was prance around and make a mighty fool of herself. Momma said she was going to lie down and have a rest, and for me to watch Annie and keep her out of mischief. We went off together, through the white hallways, and we found the stairs. Annie said she could dance better than me, and I said she couldn't. I was sixteen, but there was enough little girl in me to want to show her who was a better dancer. So we danced up and down those stairs, like that scene where Shirley Temple dances on the steps and she goes up three, down two, up four, down two, up five, down... My head hurts. 
 Sometimes I get tired real easy. Sometimes day seems like night, and night seems like a long day when clocks won't move. I get tired, and I can't think right. 
 I leave my room, where the crisp cool sheets of that bed are always laid open like a blue wound, and I go to the elevator. I know the elevator man's name: Clancy. He's a black man with gray hair, and he knows me too. He brings the elevator to where I wait, and when he cranks the doors open I step in smooth as pink silk. 
 "Evenin', Beauty," Clancy says. I say hello to Mr. Clancy. "Mighty quiet in the SeaHarp tonight," he says—this is what he always says. Mr. Clancy only works during the quiet hours. He cranks the doors shut, pulls a lever and the old elevator begins its descent. I listen to the cables and gears turning above our heads. A gear needs oiling; it squeaks too loudly. 
 "What time is it?" I ask Mr. Clancy. 
 "Gloria's sister June is gonna have a baby," he answers. Oh, he can be a mean man! Sometimes he acts as if you have no voice at all! "Got the names all picked out. Third baby for her, shouldn't be no big thing." 
 "Is it springtime, Mr. Clancy?" I ask. "At least tell me that." 
 "Smithie got a raise. Seems like I oughta get a raise. You know, that Smithie's always complainin' 'bout one thing or another." 
 I want to scream, but that would be beneath me. To tell the truth, I like hearing Mr. Clancy talk to me. I like the sound of his voice, and the noise of the elevator. I don't care for the stairs. 
 The elevator arrives at the lobby. The doors open, and I see the lamps glowing and the beautiful walls and furniture; all there, all just the same as the first day. "You sure smell nice tonight. Beauty," Mr. Clancy says as I leave—he always says this—and I turn back and say thank you to his blind-eyed face. Then Mr. Clancy sits on his stool and rests awhile, waiting for me to return. I roam the lobby, between the walls of clouds. There are new, fresh-cut flowers in the crystal vases. I decide it must be springtime, after all. At the SeaHarp, it's always springtime. This is my Cinderella dream. I can sing here, and dance across a carpet the color of sun on the Bay. Once I saw a young man walking here; he was a handsome young man, older than me. Maybe he was twenty. I walked beside him, but he had a newspaper under his arm and no time for beauty. I drift amid the vases, and some of the flowers rustle as I pass. Sometimes I hear other voices here: fragile voices, drifting in and out. Daddy used to have an old radio he kept in the front room, and Annie and I listened to it. That's what those voices are like: from faraway places, places that aren't nearly so beautiful as this. 
 I don't like the attic. They don't keep it clean enough, and the voices up there want you to do naughty things. Once I was here, dancing and singing, and I saw the manager. The very same man. I recognized him by his walk, and the way he snapped his fingers at the people behind the front desk. They jumped like whipped dogs. I came up behind him and snapped my fingers at his ear, and he turned around real quick and for a second he looked right straight into my eyes. 
 Oh, no, I thought. Oh, no. This couldn't be the same man. I was wrong. This was an old man, with white hair and a wrinkled face. Oh, the man I was thinking about was a lot younger than this. But he must've smelled my violets, because he made a gasping sound and stepped back against the counter and his eyes were as big as silver dollars. 
 "Talk to me," I said. "Somebody talk to me." 
 But the old man just gasped, and I went on. 
 What time is it? My head... sometimes it hurts so bad. Momma? I thought I heard— 
 I get tired, real easy. 
 Mr. Clancy takes me in the elevator, back up to the third floor. "Goodnight, Beauty," he says, and I wish him goodnight too. Momma always said being polite was a sign of good blood. 
 The door to Room 301 is open. It's always open. I wouldn't have it any other way, because if anyone wants to come in and talk to me, I want them to know they're welcome. I go inside—and there's a woman sitting in a chair, a lamp with a blue shade burning next to her. She looks up as soon as I come in, and her eyes widen. She shakes a little bit, as if she's about to get up and run for the door. But she settles down and sticks, and I drift past her toward the bed with blue sheets. 
 "You're there, aren't you?" the woman asks. Her voice is strained, but... I know that voice, from somewhere. 
 "You're there," she says, positive now. "It's Ann, Beauty. It's your sister Ann." 
 "I know who my sister is!" I say, turning toward the woman. "But you're not her!" This is an old woman sitting in my chair; an old woman with gray in her hair and deep lines on her face. "My sister's a little girl!" 
 "I... don't know if you can understand this or not." The old woman who's pretending to be my sister stands up, and she grips her hands in front of her as if she's afraid they're going to fly away like wrinkled birds. "I wanted you to know... that Momma died tonight. At the hospital. The cancer got her." 
 "Liar!" I shout. "You dirty old liar! Get out of my room!" 
 "Momma asked me to come tell you," the crazy old woman goes on. "I was right there when she died. Can you understand what I'm saying?" 
 "NO! NO! NO! NO!" 
 "Jesus, I must be a damn fool." The woman shakes her head. "I'm talking to the walls. I'm in a damn hotel room, talking to the walls." 
 "Get out!" I want to knock the stuffing out of the old woman. I want to pick her up like a scarecrow and throw her through the door. I want to drag her by the hair to the stairs and shove her down the... My head. My head hurts. Oh, my head... 
 "It's better she passed on," the woman says. Why did such a crazy old fool think I'd believe she was Annie? 
 "Momma had some pain. It's better this way." She looks at her hands, and I can see them too, in the lamplight. The fingernails are broken, and her hands are rough and cracked. They're the hands of my Momma. "I... came up the stairs, Beauty," she says. "I was going to take the elevator, but...” She shrugs. "I needed to walk up the stairs." Then she lifts her head, and I watch her look all around the room as if she's searching for a ghost. "Beauty," she says, in a very quiet voice, "I want to ask you something. It's been... tearing at me, for such a long time. Beauty, please tell me... I didn't make you fall down those stairs, did I?" 
 She's not my sister! My sister's a little girl! "YOU GET OUT!" I shout at her... 
 "Please tell me. It's been killing me, all these years. I didn't make you fall... did I?" She waits. Annie, what happened to us? What happened, in an instant when balance failed? What time is it, and where is our Momma? 
 "Please... please," Annie says, and she lowers her head and begins to cry. 
 "No," I tell her. "Annie? You didn't make me fall. Okay?" 
 Annie keeps crying. She always did like attention. 
 "I'm all right now," I say. "See?" 
 She sobs, and runs a hand over her eyes. I remember something, now: here, in my room, Momma sitting on the bed and crying as she told me Daddy had died. An accident at the mill, she said. An accident... just like yours was an accident. 
 "Annie!" I say. "I'm all right! Stop crying!" 
 "I just wanted to tell you about Momma," Annie says. She blows her nose on a tissue and wads it up. An old stranger, she moves toward the door. Then she stops, on the threshold. "Beauty? I don't know why you stayed here. Maybe Momma did, but I didn't. Maybe you're here and maybe you're not, but... if you can, could you go be with Momma? I mean... it seems like it's time for you to leave here, Beauty. It's time for you to go on." And then my sister goes through the door, and I follow her to the staircase. She descends, treading carefully, and I watch her out of sight. 
 "Annie?" I call down after her. "I love you!" 
 Momma? Are you here, Momma? Have you come to be with your Beauty? 
 No, Wherever Momma is, she's not at the SeaHarp. She's gone to a place I should have gone to first. She's already seen things I never have. But we can be together again! Can't we? 
 If I want to be with her, I have to leave the Cinderella dream. I don't think I'm ready for that yet. I'm afraid. I love the springtime, and I'm so afraid of winter. 
 But I have my answer now. I know what time it is. Annie told me: it's time to leave here. It's time to go on. Maybe I will. Maybe. But if you were to take a dream and put sugar frosting on it, you'd have the SeaHarp. Do all dreams have to end at midnight? Do they? 
 My head hurts. I get tired real easy. I want to rest in the blue sheets, and I want to hear the Bay crash against the rocks. I want to dream of pink dresses, a dozen roses, and a sign that said Welcome, Beauty. Maybe my Momma will find me in that dream. Maybe she's waiting for me there, and if I hurry we can go together. But the SeaHarp holds me. It's so full of light and beauty, so full of dreams. Can't I stay here, just a little while longer? 
 I need to rest. Mr. Clancy will be waiting, at the elevator. He is the master of his little square of the SeaHarp, just as I am the mistress of mine. Tomorrow is the first day of spring. I am sixteen years old, there will be fresh-cut flowers in the crystal vases, and all the world will be beautiful. 
 Copyright © 1990 by Robert R. McCammon. All rights reserved. This story originally appeared in the anthology The
SeaHarp Hotel: The Third Chronicle of Greystone Bay , edited by Charles L. Grant and published in 1990. Reprinted with permission of the author. 





A PROFILE OF ROBERT M cCAMMON
 "My key word is hope; I think there’s hope in any situation." 
 (Robert McCammon in Fear, Nov/Dec 1988, p.27)
 The Kings, the Herberts, the Barkers, the Straubs. It’s only been comparatively recently that you could add the surname McCammon to such a formidable lineup of names popularly associated with the modern horror genre. After 17 years, 13 books and a lot of adverse opinion regarding his novels, Robert R. McCammon has at last struck gold, not only in terms of critical success (there have been awards: Boy’s Life, for instance, won the World Fantasy Award for Best Novel in 1992) but also with regard to the richness of his writing. For the novels and short stories of this talented American author are nowadays acclaimed as amongst the best in the field, indeed any field you care to mention. 
 Robert McCammon began his career as a journalist. In 1978, at the age of 26, he sold his novel Baal  at the first attempt; these were followed by a succession of bestselling horror novels including Bethany’s Sin (1979),  The Night
Boat  (1980), They Thirst  (1981), Mystery Walk (1983) and Swan Song (1987). To date his novels have yet to be filmed although two of his short stories ('Makeup' and 'Nightcrawlers') have been adapted for U.S. television. In 1984, McCammon came up with the idea of The Horror Writers Of America for which he has acted as contributing editor for the Association’s vampire anthology Under The Fang. He currently lives in Birmingham, Alabama. Perhaps what first brought McCammon to the public’s attention was not the originality of his style or plots but instead the comparisons which were made to other name writers of the seventies, in the main one Stephen King. The parallel was undeniable. His first success Baal  with its demonic-child-wreaks-havoc-on-mankind scenario was mirrored to a certain extent by King’s first effort Carrie, the story of a troubled teenage girl with telekinetic powers. Never mind that the former was a better novel, it soon became fashionable to equate McCammon’s books with his revered rival and often with justification. They Thirst, for example, is the author’s foray into the much-trod fictional arena of the vampire novel. Though intrinsically different from King’s vampire opus Salem’s Lot, there were certainly plot similarities thankfully balanced out by McCammon’s very different characters and ideas. And then there’s Swan Song, post-apocalyptical and long; versus King’s The Stand, post-apocalyptical and very long. There’s actually some mileage to be had in comparing McCammon to other authors: it sheds light (both favourable and equivocal) on the many varying aspects of his writing and at the same time gives us an overview of his career, presenting his work in a better-understood light. Another writer associated with the deep south is Joe R. Lansdale. Could you compare the two and get away with it? Both McCammon’s and Lansdale’s characters are warm but often enigmatic in the extreme; both mix old-fashioned morality tales with sometimes extremely brutal violence in a mixture that conversely works well. McCammon’s stories however tend to be spread across a very broad canvass whereas Lansdale usually restricts his tales to a more personal viewpoint. Or what about the fact that more recent McCammon novels have followed the trend set by Clive Barker, Peter Straub and Dean Koontz in that they have tended to move away from supernatural horror and have merely retained elements of the fantasy genre to supplement their more mainstream works. In McCammon’s case, examples of these would include Mine, Boy’s Life and  Gone South. 
 Which brings us to the type of books that the author writes. Certainly the horror tag is applicable to a good many of them. Baal, Bethany’s Sin, The Night Boat, They Thirst, Mystery Walk, Usher’s Passing: all classifiable as "horror novels". Others range into more diverse territory. The post-apocalyptic terror of Swan Song which follows the plight of several unrelated characters in the aftermath of a nuclear holocaust; the out-and-out sci-fi of  Stinger (assorted alien monsters let loose on a small town); the frank and at times spiritual account of a porn actress in the novella Blue
World; Gone South  with its bizarre assortment of characters including an awful Elvis impersonator called Pelvis Eisley, his partner, a freak with a mean streak and a woman with a disfiguring birthmark, all headed for the Louisiana swamplands. Into all of these books McCammon has thrust enough assorted ingredients to ensure readability at all times: despite not writing such conspicuously horror-based novels of late, all of his novels have utilised sex, violence, terror, humour and hope. Whether it is a book such as Usher’s Passing, an intriguing pseudo-historical updating of Poe’s legendary story The Fall Of The House Of Usher, which lends a depth (not to mention genuine scares) to the original, or the Bradbury-like nostalgia of a young boy’s tale of loss, redemption and innocence in Boy’s Life, Robert McCammon has demonstrated his competence several times over. Arguably he hit high gear with the publication of Mystery Walk  in 1983. This sensitive and often very eerie tale concerns a young boy and his extraordinary "gift" to help the deceased "pass on" following an often traumatic and sudden death. Following his path to manhood it sets him against many obstacles including a crackpot preacher determined to prove his powers are less than holy. It’s a beautifully paced novel, full of affecting moments and sensitive characterisation with enough ghostly chills to please any cynical horror fan. Following this with another masterly effort, Usher’s Passing, McCammon soon became a force to be reckoned with. The Wolf’s Hour (1989) is the story of a British Secret Agent who is actually a werewolf and what’s more, a World War II hero to boot! As unlikely as it sounds, it was probably his best book to date taking an epic plot and weaving it in a way that was more focused than his previous epic, Swan Song. 
 1990 saw the publication of the psychological thriller Mine. It showed the author at the pinnacle of his ability. Mary Terrell is a former member of a 60s Liberation Army movement who years later, yearning for the "good old days" of violent protests goes underground and eventually, quite mad. She decides to kidnap a baby from a hospital, and the rest of the novel examines the plight of the mother whose baby was stolen, her attempts to locate Mary and reclaim her offspring. Being a current and, as recent cases both in the UK and the U.S. have proved, pertinent issue, the book makes enthralling reading and you literally hold your breath during the scenes involving the extremely unpredictable Mary wondering what on earth she’s going to do next. 
 It’s been said before that one of the most important things about McCammon’s novels is the element of hope that infiltrates his fictional situations time and time again. True enough there is almost always a positive ending to his books but as in the best horror/fantasy novels, the characters really go through the mix before arriving, shop-soiled but basically intact at the conclusions to their personal journeys. And it is these characters that more than anything else determine the pedigree of a Robert McCammon novel. 
 McCammon’s people are often a strange assortment: the Elvis impersonator in  Gone South; the bag lady-turned-heroine in Swan Song; the sewer-dweller with a heart in They Thirst. All endear themselves to our hearts because we all love an outcast. His players are some of the most rounded and fascinating in horror fiction. Although his narrative moves at a fast pace, he spends a lot of time showing us his major (and minor) characters, characters who are sometimes larger than life but always interesting enough to engage our attention through even his longest novels. 
 It is probably true that the author has used old plots and stereotypes with great frequency down the years, but it is the interpretation he gives his subject matter that counts. So McCammon has done vampires, he’s done werewolves, resurrected zombies, the apocalypse, people with paranormal gifts: yet he’s also executed each idea with a certain individuality and an undeniably intelligent finesse. Remove the chills from his novels and you’re still left with fine writing and quick-witted observation about the big L, Life. 
 Combined with the above assets, Robert McCammon has always demonstrated an astute ear for dialogue. Like several of his contemporaries, he seems to be able to be able to tell you as much about his characters through what they say as through straightforward description. 
 Note the following naturalistic dialogue, taken from his short story, Yellachile’s Cage (Blue World, p.67): I’ve spent time in juve centres and workhomes and crap like that, but you say "Prison" and your talking a different animal. You walk in a prison like the Brickyard and you be twenty-one years old and you better keep a tight ass and your head tucked down real low to the ground or somebody he gone knock it off cause thats his kick... Anyways, I didn’t pay a feller no respect and I was in the hospital bout three hours after the Cap’n dropped me down the chute. Important too is the visual aspect inherent in his novels. In one magazine, McCammon comments that he writes his books as a film-maker constructs a film, taking into account sets, costumes, and actors. Bearing this in mind, one wonders why we haven’t seen the transition of print into celluloid with any of his longer works. (On the other hand, maybe that’s no bad thing considering what has happened to many of our best genre stars when their visions were debased and turned into some really dreadful movies.)
 So what makes a powerful McCammon story? To answer this, let’s take a brief look at a short story and a novel both of which are good examples of why McCammon’s fiction has such universal appeal. Firstly, the short story, 
 'The Deep End' ( Night Fears, 1989). It’s the story of Glenn whose son Neil "drowned" in the local public swimming pool. However, the father is suspicious when he discovers that there have been similar deaths for at least the past five summers, and together with the evidence he found on his son’s neck (possibly bite wounds), he decides to investigate further in the hope of destroying the creature he suspects inhabits the pool, one which can change its shape and colour to suit its environment. What follows is typically McCammon in terms of style, content and characterisation. Almost Twilight Zone-ish in its story, we are made to feel the father’s anguish and self-doubt (Is the creature real? Is the grief driving him mad?) but also his hope, for revenge, for peace of mind. Typical also is the skillfully portrayed pathos and the simple but exciting storyline which sees a confrontation with an alien life-form and a climactic fight for life. Some of McCammon’s best stories feature heroism prominently—for example, 'Night Calls The Green Falcon', 'Yellachile’s Cage' and 'Wolf’s Hour'—and in 'The Deep End' we are once more confronted with a hero, whose deeds not only avenge his son’s death but also save a town from further tragedy. Described by its creator as a "fictography"—a mixture of fiction and biography— Boy’s Life (1991) is set in an Alabama town in 1964. It portrays a young boy and the adventures he has as a result of what he and his father witness one fateful morning. Here we have one of those nostalgic, often sentimental (though never melodramatic) epics which the likes of Ray Bradbury, Stephen King and Dan Simmons have tackled in the past and whose movie equivalents include Stand By Me, The Lady In White, and Something Wicked This Way Comes. In a letter included at the back of the U.S. edition of Mine, McCammon makes this comment:
 " Boy’s Life is not about lost innocence, because I believe we all maintain the pool of innocence and wonder inside us no matter how far we get away from our childhood." 
 Whatever the author intended his book be about it’s certainly an uplifting experience in every way. Few modern authors possess the asset of such a capable imagination that allows them to depict a grown man’s reminiscences of his magical past in quite such a moving, funny and enlightening manner. By means of affecting nostalgia McCammon takes us with his character through episodic accounts of practical realism (the witnessing of a tragedy), sharply etched humour (the "stinging sermon") and fantastic improbability (a huge beast that appears during a flood), introducing us along the way to some of the most memorable characters ever devised. Here are all the elements intact: pathos; tragedy; humour; optimism. There are reminiscences on the golden age of science fiction, creepy moments, sad reflections: all lovingly presented in what is probably McCammon’s best book to date. Robert McCammon and his work have been labelled many things over the years, but more and more recently these have included such descriptions as "electric", "blistering" and "enthralling". He has even been cast in the
 "splatterpunk" mode by some critics, though this is a term obviously ill-suited to a writer of such diverse books. As American as apple pie and with all the best attributes one expects from a talented modern author, it will be fascinating to discover to what heights Robert McCammon has yet to aspire if indeed such a pinnacle has not already been reached. 
 Version 1.0. Compiled for #bookz by Ted aka BearBear aka TedBear. August 2003. 
 Visit www.robertmccammon.com for more information about the author and his works. 
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SUMMARY:
After a decade, New York Times bestselling author Robert McCammon returns with an epic novel of suspense that reinstates him as one of the great storytellers of our time....The Carolinas, 1699: The citizens of Fount Royal believe their town is cursed by a witch. What else could explain the sudden fires, crop failures and gruesome murders? Convinced that Rachel Howarth, the beautiful widow of the recently slain minister, is to blame, they throw her into a gaol to await trial and execution.Presiding over the trial is traveling magistrate Issac Woodward, aided by his astute young clerk, Matthew -- who, despite the evidence against Rachel, believes in her innocence. But soon he realizes that there truly is Evil at work in Fount Royal: a malevolent force more powerful than any witch could ever hope to conjure....
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Thinkwhere man's glory most begins and ends
Andsay that my glory was I had such friends.
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one
CAME THE TIME when the two travellers knew night would catch them, and shelter must be found. It had been a joyful day for frogs and mudhens. For the human breed, however, the low gray clouds and chill rain coiled chains around the soul. By the calendar the month of May should by all rights and predictions be charitable if not merry, but this May had entered like a grim-lipped miser pinching out candles in church.
Waterfalls streamed through the thick branches that interlocked forty feet above the road. The leaves of ancient oaks and elms, and the needles of the lofty pines, were more ebon than green, the huge trunks bearded with moss and blotched by brown lumps of fungus the size of a blacksmith's fist. To say that there was a road beneath those branches would be taking liberties with language: it was a canchre-colored mudhole emerging from the mist and disappearing into the mist.
"Steady, steady," said the wagon's driver to the pair of laboring nags as they pulled southward, breath steaming and skinny flanks trembling against the weight of wooden wheels through slop. He had a small stinger of a whip close at hand, but he declined to use it. The horses, which along with the wagon had been afforded him from the municipal stable of Charles Town, were doing all they could. Beneath the wagon's soaked brown burlap canopy, and behind the raw pinewood plank that occasionally fired splinters into the travellers' rear ends, were two unmatched trunks, a valise, and a wig box, all four pieces of luggage bearing scars and gouges that betrayed lives of undignified shipment.
Thunder rumbled overhead. The horses struggled to lift their hooves in the muck. "Get up, there," the driver said, with not a smudge of enthusiasm. He gave the reins a half-hearted flick, his hands protected by a pair of gray cloth gloves, then he sat without further comment as raindrops fell from the furled edges of his black, mud-spattered tricorn hat and added more soggy bulk to his raven's-hue fearnaught coat.
"Shall I take them, sir?"
The driver glanced at his fellow sufferer, who was offering to hold the reins. By no idylls of the imagination could the two be called bookends; the driver was fifty-five years of age, the passenger fresh of twenty. The older man was big-boned and had a heavy-jowled and ruddy face, with thick and bristling gray eyebrows set like ramparts over deeply cast ice-blue eyes that were as congenial as newly primed cannon barrels. His nose—as a polite Englishman might say—was well-dimensioned. A forthright Dutchman might say its owner had bloodhound in his lineage. The driver's chin was also a sturdy piece of sculpture, a square bulwark scored with a cleft that could have sheltered a small musket ball. Usually his face was scraped clean by scrupulous passes of the razor, but today the salt-and-pepper beard was making an appearance.
"Yes," he said. "Thank you." He passed the reins over, one of the many times they'd exchanged this duty in the past hours, and worked some feeling back into his fingers.
The younger man's lean, long-jawed face had courted more candle glow than sunlight. He was thin but not frail, rather sinewy like a tough garden vine. He wore square-toed shoes, white stockings, olive-green breeches, and a short, tight-fitting brown jacket made of cheap kerseymere over a plain white linen shirt. The knees of his breeches and the elbows of his jacket had been patched at least as often as the older man's clothing. On his head was a dun-colored woolen cap, pulled down over finely textured black hair that had recently been cropped close to the scalp to combat an infestation of lice in Charles Town. Everything about the younger man—nose, chin, cheekbones, elbows, knees—conveyed the impression of sharp angles. His eyes were gray, flecked with dark blue, the colors of smoke at twilight. He did not urge on the horses nor spank them with the reins; he only intended to guide. He was if anything a stoic. He understood the value of stoicism, for already in his life he'd endured such trials as might break someone who did not.
As he worked his hands, the older man mused that if he saw fifty-six after this ordeal then he should put aside his vocation and become a Samaritan in thanks to God. He was not cut from the crude frontier cloth. He considered himself a man of taste and refinement, an urban denizen ill-suited to pierce this wilderness. He appreciated clean brickwork and painted fences, the pleasing symmetry of manicured hedges, and the solid regularity of the lamplighter's rounds. He was a civilized man. Rain was down his neck and in his boots, the light was fading, and he had but a single rusty saber in the wagon with which to protect their belongings and their scalps. The village of Fount Royal lay at the end of this mudtrack, but that was cold comfort. His task at that place would not be a gentle one.
But now a touch of mercy! The rain was tapering off, the sound of thunder more distant than before. The older man thought that the worst of the storm must be moving over the ocean, which they'd glimpsed as a frothy gray plain through brief breaks in the forest. Still, a nasty drizzle continued to sting their faces. The hanging folds of mist had curtained the treelimbs, giving the forest a phantasmagoric pall. The wind had stilled, the air thick with a swampy green smell.
"Carolina spring," the older man muttered, his husky voice carrying the melodic accent of well-bred English generations. "There'll be many new flowers in the graveyard come summer."
The younger man didn't answer, but inwardly he was thinking that they might perish on this road, that a stroke of evil could befall them and they'd vanish from the face of the earth just as Magistrate Kingsbury had vanished on this same journey not two weeks ago. The fact that wild Indians haunted these woods, along with all manner of savage animals, was not lost on his imagination. Even with its lice and plague deaths, Charles Town looked like paradise compared to this dripping green hell. The settlers of Fount Royal must be insane to stake their lives and fortunes on such a territory, he'd decided.
But what now was Charles Town had itself been wilderness twenty years ago. Now it was a city and a thriving port, so who could say what Fount Royal might become? Still, he knew that for every Charles Town there were dozens of other settlements that had been devoured by misfortunes. Such too might be the eventual fate of Fount Royal, but at present it was the physical reality of someone's hard-worked dream, and the problem there must be tended to like any problem of a civilized society. But the question remained: why had Magistrate Kingsbury, en route from Charles Town to Fount Royal on this same—and only—road, never reached his destination? The older man had supplied a number of answers to the younger's inquiry—that Kingsbury had run afoul of Indians or highwaymen, that his wagon had broken down and he'd been set upon by beasts. But though the older man had the nose resembling a bloodhound's, it was the younger man who had the bloodhound's instinct. Any lingering scent of a question was strong enough to keep him pondering in pale candle glow long after the older man had retired and was snoring in his bedchamber.
"What's that?"
A gray-gloved finger pointed toward the mist ahead. In a moment the younger man saw what his companion had spied: the pitch of a roof off to the right side of the road. It was the same dark green and wet black as the woods, and might be as ruined a place as the trading post at which they'd expected to rest the horses and break bread in early afternoon, but instead had found only charred timbers and collapse. But there on the roof before them was a pretty sight: a stone chimney flying a flag of white smoke. The mist moved, and the rough-hewn lines of a log cabin took shape.
"Shelter!" said the older man, with exultant relief. "God's grace on us, Matthew!"
It was a fairly new structure, which explained why it hadn't been marked on the map. The nearer they got, the stronger was the smell of freshly axed pinelogs. Matthew noted, perhaps ungraciously, that the cabin's builder had not been the most skilled nor neatest of craftsmen. Copious amounts of red mud had been used to seal the cracks and chinks in crooked walls. The chimney was more mud than stones, spitting smoke through its fissures. The roof sat at a precarious angle, like a tilted cap on the head of a blowzy drunk. The cabin was unadorned by any paint or decoration, and the small narrow windows were all sealed by plain plankboard shutters. Behind the cabin was an even more slovenly looking structure that must be a barn, beside which stood three swaybacked horses in a fenced enclosure. A half-dozen pigs snorted and grumbled in the nasty mire of a second pen nearby. A red rooster strutted about, followed by a number of wet hens and their muddy chicks.
A stake had been driven into the ground beside a hitching rail. Nailed to the stake was a green pinewood placard with the words Tavern Ye Trade scrawled on it in thick egg-white paint.
"A tavern too!" the older man said, taking the reins from Matthew as if his hands could speed them to that hitching rail any faster. "We'll get a hot meal tonight after all!"
One of the horses back by the barn began nickering, and suddenly a shutter opened and an indistinct face peered out. "Hello!" the older man called. "We're in need of shel—"
The shutter slammed closed.
"—ter," he finished. Then, as the horses made their last slog to the rail, "Whoa! Hold up!" He watched the shutter. "Inhospitable for a tavern-keeper. Well, here we are and here we'll stay. Right, Matthew?"
"Yes, sir." It was said with less than firm conviction.
The older man climbed down from his seat. His boots sank into the mud up to his ankles. He tied the reins to the hitching post as Matthew eased himself down. Even losing two inches to the mud, Matthew was taller than his companion; he stood ten inches over five feet, an exceptionally tall young man, whereas his companion was a more normal height at five feet seven inches.
A bolt was thrown. The cabin's door opened with dramatic flourish. "Good day, good day!" said the man who stood on the threshold. He wore a stained buckskin jacket over a brown shirt, gray-striped breeches and gaudy yellow stockings that showed above calf-high boots. He was smiling broadly, displaying peglike teeth in a face as round as a chestnut. "Come in and warm y'selves!"
"I'm not certain about it being a good day, but we will surely enjoy a fire."
Matthew and the older man scaled two steps to the porch. The tavern-keeper stepped back and held open the door for their entry. Before they reached him, both wished the pungence of the pinewood was stronger, so as to mask the appalling smell of their host's unwashed body and dirty clothes. "Girl!" he hollered to someone inside the tavern, just as Matthew's left ear got in the path of his pewter-melting voice. "Put another log on that fire and move y'self quick!"
The door closed at their backs and gone was the light. It was so gloomy in the place that neither of the two travellers could see anything but the red glimmer of fitful flames. Not all the smoke was leaving through the chimney; a duke's portion of it had made its home in the room, and hung in greasy gray layers. Matthew had the sensation of other shapes moving around them, but his eyes were blurred by smoke. He felt a knotty hand press against his back. "Go on, go on!" the tavern-keeper urged. "Get the chill out!"
They shuffled closer to the hearth. Matthew banged into a table's edge. Someone—a muffled voice—spoke, someone else laughed and the laugh became a hacking cough. "Damn ye, mind your manners!" the tavern-keeper snapped. "We got gentlemen among us!"
The older man had to cough several times too, to relieve his lungs of the tart smoke. He stood at the flickering edge of the firelight and peeled off his wet gloves, his eyes stinging. "We've been travelling all day," he said. "From Charles Town. We thought we'd see red faces ere we saw white."
"Yessir, the red demons are thick 'round here. But you never see 'em 'less they wants to be saw. I'm Will Shawcombe. This is my tavern and tradin' post."
The older man was aware that a hand had been offered to him through the haze. He took it, and felt a palm as hard as a Quaker's saddle. "My name is Isaac Woodward," he replied. "This is Matthew Corbett." He nodded toward his companion, who was busy rubbing warmth into his fingers.
"From Charles Town, do y'say?" Shawcombe's grip was still clamped to the other man's hand. "And how are things there?"
"Livable." Woodward pulled his hand away and couldn't help but wonder how many times he would have to scrub it before all the reek was gone. "But the air's been troublesome there these past few weeks. We've had hot and cold humours that test the spirit."
"Rain won't quit 'round these parts," Shawcombe said. "Steam one mornin', shiver the next."
"End a' the world, most like," someone else—that muffled voice—spoke up. "Ain't right to wear blankets this time a' year. Devil's beatin' his wife, what he is."
"Hush up!" Shawcombe's small dark eyes cut toward the speaker. "You don't know nothin'!"
"I read the Bible, I know the Lord's word! End a' time and all unclean things, what it is!"
"I'll strop you, you keep that up!" Shawcombe's face, by the flickering red firelight, had become a visage of barely bridled rage. Woodward had noted that the tavern-keeper was a squat, burly man maybe five-foot-six, with wide powerful shoulders and a chest like an ale keg. Shawcombe had an unruly thatch of brown hair streaked with gray and a short, grizzled gray beard, and he looked like a man not to be trifled with. His accent—a coarse lowborn English yawp—told Woodward the man was not far removed from the docks on the river Thames.
Woodward glanced in the direction of the Bible-reader, as did Matthew, and made out through the drifting smoke a gnarled and white-bearded figure sitting at one of several crudely fashioned tables set about the room. The old man's eyes caught red light, glittering like new-blown coals. "If you been at that rum again, I'll hide you!" Shawcombe promised. The old man started to open his mouth for a reply but had enough elder wisdom not to let the words escape. When Woodward looked at the tavern-keeper again, Shawcombe was smiling sheepishly and the brief display of anger had passed. "My uncle Abner," Shawcombe said, in a conspiratorial whisper. "His brain pot's sprung a leak."
A new figure emerged through the murk into the firelight, brushing between Woodward and Matthew to the edge of a large hearth rimmed with black-scorched stones. This person—slim, slight, barely over five feet tall—wore a patched moss-green woolen shift and had long dark brown hair. A chunk of pinewood and an armload of cones and needles were tossed into the flames. Matthew found himself looking at the pallid, long-chinned profile of a young girl, her unkempt hair hanging in her face. She paid him no attention, but moved quickly away again. The gloom swallowed her up.
"Maude! What're you sittin' there for? Get these gentlemen draughts of rum!" This command had been hurled at another woman in the room, sitting near the old man. A chair scraped back across the raw plank floor, a cough came up followed by another that ended in a hacking gasp, and then Maude—a skinny white-haired wraith in clothes that resembled burlap bags stitched together—dragged herself muttering and clucking out of the room and through a doorway beyond the hearth. "Christ save our arses!" Shawcombe hollered in her miserable wake. "You'd think we never seen a breathin' human before in need of food or drink! This here's a tavern, or ain't you heard?" His mood rapidly changed once more as he regarded Woodward with a hopeful expression. "You'll be stayin' the night with us, won't you, sirrah? There's a room right comfortable back there, won't cost you but a few pence. Got a bed with a good soft mattress, ease your back from that long trip."
"May I ask a question?" Matthew decided to say before his companion could respond. "How far is Fount Royal?"
"Fount Royal? Oh, young master, that's a two, three hour ride on a good road. The weather bein' such, I'd venture it'd take you double that. And dark's comin' on. I wouldn't care to meet Jack One Eye or a red savage without a torch and a musket." Shawcombe focused his attention once more on the older traveller. "So you'll be stayin' the night then?"
"Yes, of course," Woodward began to unbutton his heavy coat. "We'd be fools to continue on in the dark."
"I suspect you have luggage in need of cartin'?" His smile slipped off as his head turned. "Abner\ Get your arse up and fetch their belongin's! Girl, you go too!"
The girl had been standing motionlessly with her back against a wall, her face downcast and her bare arms crossed over her chest. She made no sound, but walked at Shawcombe's drumbeat toward the door, her feet and legs clad in knee-high deerskin boots. "Ain't fit for a pig out there!" Abner complained, holding firm to his chair.
"No, but it's just right for a hog like you!" Shawcombe countered, and daggers shot from his eyes again. "Now get up and get to it!" Muttering under his beard, Abner pulled himself to his feet and limped after the girl as if his very legs were stricken by some crippling disease.
Matthew had wanted to ask Shawcombe who "Jack One Eye" was, but he hated the thought of that girl and the old man—the girl, especially—struggling with the heavy trunks. "I should help." He started toward the door, but Shawcombe gripped his arm.
"No need. Those two sops sit 'round here too long, they get lazy. Let 'em stir a bone for their supper."
Matthew paused, staring into the other man's eyes. He saw something in them—ignorance, pettiness, pure cruelty perhaps—that sickened him. He had seen this man before—with different faces, of course—and he knew him to be a bully who revelled in power over the weak of body and feeble of mind. He saw also a glint of what might have been recognition of his perceptions, which meant Shawcombe might be more intelligent than Matthew had surmised. Shawcombe was smiling slightly, a twist of the mouth. Slowly but forcefully, Matthew began to pull his arm away from Shawcombe's hand. The tavern-keeper, still smiling, would not release him. "I said," Matthew repeated, "that I should help them."
Shawcombe didn't surrender his grip. Now at last Woodward, who had been shrugging out of his coat, realized some small drama was being played out before him. "Yes," he said, "they will need help with the trunks, I think."
"Yessir, as you say." Shawcombe's hand instantly left the young man's arm. "I'd go m'self, but my back ain't no good. Used to lift them heavy bales, port a' Thames, but I can't do it no—"
Matthew gave a grunt and turned away, walking out the door into the last blue light and what was now blessedly fresh air. The old man had hold of Woodward's wig box, while the girl was around behind the wagon trying to hoist one of the trunks up on her back. "Here," Matthew said, slogging through the mud to her. "Let me help you." He took hold of one of the leather handles, and when he did the girl skittered away from him as if he were a leper. Her end of the trunk smacked down into the muck. She stood there in the rain, her shoulders hunched over and the lank hair covering her face.
"Ha!" Abner chortled. In this clearer light, his skin was as dull gray as wet parchment. "Ain't no use you talkin' to her, she don't say nothin' to nobody. She's one step out of Bedlam, what she is."
"What's her name?"
Abner was silent, his scabby brow furrowing. "Girl," he answered. He laughed again as if this were the most foolish thing any man had ever been asked, and then he carried the wig box inside.
Matthew watched the girl for a moment. She was beginning to shiver from the chill, but yet she made no sound nor lifted her gaze from the mud that lay between them. He was going to have to heft the trunk—and the second one as well, most likely—in by himself, unless he could get Abner to help. He looked up through the treetops. The rain, strengthening now, pelted his face. There was no use in standing here, shoes buried in the mire, and bewailing his position in this world; it had been worse, and could yet be. As for the girl, who knew her story? Who even gave a spit? No one; why then should he? He started dragging the trunk through the mud, but he stopped before he reached the porch.
"Go inside," he told the girl. "I'll bring the other things."
She didn't move. He suspected she'd remain exactly where she was, until Shawcombe's voice whipped her.
It was not his concern. Matthew pulled the trunk up to the porch, but before he hauled it across the threshold he looked again at the girl and saw she had tilted her head back, her arms outflung, her eyes closed and her mouth open to catch the rain. He thought that perhaps—even in her madness—it was her way of cleansing Shawcombe's smell off her skin.
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MOST INCONVENIENT," Isaac Woodward said, just after Matthew had looked under the straw-mattressed pallet of a bed and found there to be no chamberpot. "An oversight, I'm sure."
Matthew shook his head with dismay. "I thought we were getting a decent room. We'd have been better served in the barn."
"We won't perish from one night here." Woodward motioned with a lift of his chin toward the single shuttered window, which was being pelted by another heavy downpour. "I dare say we would perish, if we had to continue out in that weather. So just be thankful, Matthew." He turned his attention back to what he was doing: getting dressed for dinner. He'd opened his trunk and taken from it a clean white linen shirt, fresh stockings, and a pair of pale gray breeches, which he'd laid carefully across the bed so as not to snag the material. Matthew's trunk was open as well, a clean outfit at the ready. It was one of Woodward's requirements that, wherever they were and whatever the circumstances, they dress like civilized men for the dinner hour. Matthew often saw no point in this—dressing like cardinals, sometimes for a pauper's meal—but he understood that Woodward found it vitally important for his sense of well-being.
Woodward had removed a wigstand from his trunk, and had placed it upon a small table which, along with the bed and a pinewood chair, comprised the room's furnishings. On the wig-stand Woodward had set one of his three hairpieces, this one dyed a passable shade of brown with curling ringlets that fell about the shoulders. By the smoky candlelight from the hammered-metal lantern that hung on a wallhook above the table, Woodward examined his bald pate in a silver-edged hand mirror that had made the journey with him from England. His white scalp was blotched by a dozen or more ruddy age spots, which to his taste was a thoroughly disagreeable sight. Around his ears was a fragile fringe of gray hair. He studied the age spots as he stood in his white undergarments, his fleshy belly overhanging the cinched waistband, his legs pale and thin as an egret's. He gave a quiet sigh. "The years," he said, "are unkind. Every time I look in this mirror, I see something new to lament. Guard your youth, Matthew. It's a precious commodity."
"Yes, sir." It had been said without much expression. This topic of conversation was not unfamiliar to Matthew, as Woodward often waxed poetic on the tribulations of aging. Matthew busied himself by shrugging into a fresh white shirt.
"I was handsome," Woodward wandered on. "Really I was." He angled the mirror, looking at the age spots. "Handsome and vain. Now just vain, I suppose." His eyes narrowed slightly. There were more blotches this time than the last time he'd counted them. Yes, he was sure of it. More reminders of his mortality, of his time leaking away as water through a punctured bucket. He abruptly turned the mirror aside.
"I do go on, don't I?" he asked, and he gave Matthew a hint of a smile. "No need to answer. There'll be no self-incrimination here tonight. Ah! My pride!" He reached into his trunk and brought out—very carefully and with great admiration—a waistcoat. But by no means an ordinary one. This waistcoat was the dark brown color of rich French chocolate, with the finest of black silk linings. Decorating the waistcoat, and glinting now in the candlelight as Woodward held it between his hands, were thin stripes woven with golden threads. Two small and discreet pockets were likewise outlined with woven gold, and the waistcoat's five buttons were formed of pure ivory—a rather dirty yellow now, after all the years of use, but ivory just the same. It was a magnificent garment, a relic from Woodward's past. He had come to breadcrumbs and briars on several occasions, facing a bare larder and an even barer pocketbook, but though this garment would procure a pretty sum in the Charles Town marketplace he had never entertained a notion of selling it. It was, after all, a link to his life as a gentleman of means, and many times he'd fallen asleep with it draped over his chest, as if it might impart dreams of happier years in London.
Thunder boomed overhead. Matthew saw that a leak had begun, over in the corner; water was trickling down the raw logs into a puddle on the floor. He had noted as well the number of rat droppings around the room and surmised that the rodents here might be even larger than their urban cousins. He decided he would ask Shawcombe for an extra candle, and if he slept at all it would be sitting up with the lantern close at hand.
As Matthew dressed in a pair of dark blue trousers and a black coat over his shirt, Woodward pulled on his stockings, the gray breeches—a tight squeeze around the midsection—and then his white blouse. He thrust his legs into his boots, which had been scraped of mud as much as possible, and then put on and buttoned up his prized waistcoat. The wig went on, was straightened and steadied with the aid of the hand mirror. Woodward checked his face for stubble, as he had shaved with the benefit of a bowl of rainwater Shawcombe had brought in for their washing. The last piece of apparel to go on was a beige jacket—much wrinkled but a sturdy traveller. Matthew ran a brush through the cropped and unruly spikes of his black hair, and then they were ready to be received by their host.
"Come in and set y'selves!" Shawcombe brayed as Woodward and Matthew came into the main room. If anything, the smoke from the hearth seemed thicker and more sourly pungent. A few candles were set about, and Maude and the girl were at work over a pot that bubbled and steamed on a hook above the red coals. Shawcombe was on his feet with a wooden tankard of rum in one hand, motioning them to a table; his balance, or lack of same, indicated the liquor was finding its target. He blinked and let out a low whistle that rose in volume. "Lord fuck the King, is that gold you're wearin'?" Before Woodward could draw back, Shawcombe's dirty hand had snaked out and fondled the glittering waistcoat. "Ah, that's a fine piece of cloth there! Maude, look at this! He's wearin' gold, have you ever seen the like?"
The old woman, revealed by the firelight to have a face like a mask of cracked clay under her long white hair, peered back over her shoulder and made a noise that could have been either mangled English or a wheeze. Then she focused again on her cooking, stirring the pot and snapping what sounded like orders or criticism at the girl.
"You two look the birds!" Shawcombe said, grinning widely. His mouth appeared to Matthew like a wet-edged cutlass wound. "The gold bird and the black bird! Ain't you the sights!" He scraped back a chair from the nearest table. "Come on, sit down and rest your feathers some!"
Woodward, whose dignity had been affronted by this performance, pulled out his own chair and lowered himself into it with as much grace as he could muster. Matthew remained standing and, looking Shawcombe directly in the face, said, "A chamberpot."
"Huh?" The grin stayed, crooked, on Shawcombe's mouth.
"A chamberpot," the younger man repeated firmly. "Our room lacks one."
"Chamberpot." Shawcombe took a swig from the tankard, a rivulet of rum dribbling down his chin. His grin had vanished. The pupils of his eyes had become dark pinpoints. "Chamber fuckin' pot, huh? Well, what do you think the woods are for? You want to shit and piss, you go out there. Wipe your arse with some leaves. Now sit down, your supper's 'bout ready."
Matthew remained standing. His heart had begun beating harder. He could feel the raw tension in the air between them, as nasty as the pinewood smoke. The veins in Shawcombe's thick neck were bulging, gorged with blood. There was a defiant, churlish expression on his face that invited Matthew to strike him, and once that strike was delivered the response would be triplefold in its violence. The moment stretched, Shawcombe waiting to see what Matthew's next move would be.
"Come, come," Woodward said quietly. He grasped Matthew's sleeve. "Sit down."
"I think we deserve a chamberpot," Matthew insisted, still locking his gaze with the tavern-keeper's. "At the very least a bucket."
"Young master"-—and now Shawcombe's voice drooled false sentiment—"you should understand where you are. This ain't no royal palace, and you ain't in no civilized country out here. Maybe you squat over a fancy chamberpot in Charles Town, but here we squat out behind the barn and that's how things is. Anyway, you wouldn't want the girl to have to clean up behind you, would you?" His eyebrows lifted. "Wouldn't be the gentlemanly thing."
Matthew didn't answer. Woodward tugged at his sleeve, knowing this particular skirmish wasn't worth fighting. "We'll make do, Mr. Shawcombe," Woodward said, as Matthew reluctantly surrendered and sat down. "What may we look forward to supping on this evening?"
Bang! went a noise as loud as a pistol shot, and both men jumped in their chairs. They looked toward the hearth, at the source of the sound, and saw the old woman holding a hefty mallet in one hand. "Eyegots at 'am bigun!" she rasped, and proudly raised her other hand, two fingers of which pinched the long tail of a large, crushed black rat that twitched in its death throes.
"Well, toss the bastard!" Shawcombe told her. Both Woodward and Matthew expected her to throw the rat into the cookpot, but she shambled over to a window, unlatched the shutter, and out went the dying rodent into the stormy dark.
The door opened. A wet rat of another breed came in trailing a blue flag of curses. Uncle Abner was soaked, his clothes and white beard dripping, his boots clotted with mud. "End 'a the damn world, what it is!" he pronounced, as he slammed the door and bolted it. "Gonna wash us away, d'rectly!"
"You feed and water them horses?" Shawcombe had previously commanded Abner to take the travellers' horses and wagon to shelter in the barn, as well as tend to the three other sway-backed steeds.
"I reckon I did."
"You bed 'em down all right? If you left them nags standin' in the rain again, I'll whip your arse!"
"They're in the damn barn, and you can kiss my pickle if you're doubtin' me!"
"Watch that smart mouth, 'fore I sew it up! Go on and get these gents some rum!"
"I ain't doin' nothin'!" the old man squalled. "I'm so wet I'm near swimmin' in my skin!"
"I believe I'd prefer ale," Woodward said, remembering how his earlier taste of Shawcombe's rum had almost burned his tongue to a cinder. "Or tea, if you have it."
"Myself the same," Matthew spoke up.
"You heard the gentlemen!" Shawcombe hollered at his hapless uncle. "Go on and fetch 'em some ale! Best in the house! Move, I said!" He took a threatening two steps toward the old man, lifting his tankard as if he were about to crown Abner's skull with it, in the process sloshing the foul-smelling liquor onto his guests. Matthew shot a dark glance at Woodward, but the older man just shook his head at the base comedy of the situation. Abner's soaked spirit collapsed before his nephew's ire and he scurried off to the storage pantry, but not without leaving a vile, half-sobbed oath lingering in his wake.
"Some people don't know who's the master of this house!" Shawcombe pulled a chair over and sat without invitation at their table. "You should pity me, gents! Everywhere I look, I have to rest my eyes on a halfwit!"
And a halfwit behind his eyes too, Matthew thought.
Woodward shifted in his chair. "I'm sure running a tavern is a troublesome business."
"That's God's own truth! Get a few travellers through here, but not many. Do some tradin' with the trappers and the redskins. 'Course, I only been here three, four months."
"You built this place yourself?" Matthew asked. He had noted a half-dozen sparkles of water dripping from the shoddy roof.
"Yep. Every log and board, done it all." 
"Your bad back allowed you to cut and haul the logs?"
"My bad back?" Shawcombe frowned. "What're you goin' on about?"
"Your bad back that you injured lifting the heavy bales. Didn't you say you worked on the river Thames? I thought your injury prevented you from carrying anything like ... oh ... a trunk or two."
Shawcombe's face had become a chunk of stone. A few seconds passed and then his tongue flicked out and licked his lower lip. He smiled, but there was a hardness in it. "Oh," he said slowly, "my back. Well ... I did have a partner. He was the one did the cuttin' and haulin'. We hired a few redskins too, paid 'em in glass beads. What I meant to say is . . . my back's in pain more when it's wet out. Some days I'm fit as a fiddle."
"What happened to your partner?" Woodward inquired.
"Took sick," came the quick response. His stare was still fixed on Matthew. "Fever. Poor soul had to give it up, go back to Charles Town."
"He didn't go to Fount Royal?" Matthew plowed on. His bloodhound's instinct had been alerted, and in the air hung the definite smell of deceit. "There's a doctor in Fount Royal, isn't there?"
"I wouldn't know. You asked, I'm answerin'. He went back to Charles Town."
"Here! Drink 'til your guts bust!" Two wooden tankards brimming with liquid were slammed down in the center of the table, and then Abner withdrew—still muttering and cursing— to dry himself before the hearth.
"It's a hard country," Woodward said, to break the tension between the other two men. He lifted his tankard and saw, distressingly, that an oily film had risen to the liquid's surface.
"It's a hard world," Shawcombe corrected, and only then did he pull his stare away from Matthew. "Drink up, gents," he said, uptilting the rum to his mouth.
Both Woodward and Matthew were prudent enough to try sipping the stuff first, and they were glad at their failure of courage. The ale, brewed of what tasted like fermented sour apples, was strong enough to make the mouth pucker and the throat clench. Matthew's eyes watered and Woodward was sure he felt prickles of sweat under his wig. Even so, they both got a swallow down.
"I get that ale from the Indians." Shawcombe wiped his lips with the back of his hand. "They call it a word means 'snakebite.'"
"I feel soundly bitten," Woodward said.
"Second swaller's not so bad. Once you get halfway done, you'll be a lion or a lamb." Shawcombe took another drink and sloshed the liquor around in his mouth. He propped his feet up on the table beside them and leaned back in his chair. "You don't mind me askin', what business do you have in Fount Royal?"
"It's a legal matter," Woodward answered. "I'm a magistrate."
"Ahhhhhh." Shawcombe nodded as if he understood perfectly. "Both of you wear the robes?"
"No, Matthew is my clerk."
"It's to do with the trouble there, am I right?"
"It is a matter of some concern, yes," Woodward said, not knowing how much this man knew about the events in Fount Royal, and unwilling to give him any more rope with which to bundle a tale for other travellers.
"Oh, I know the particulars," Shawcombe said. "Ain't no secret. Message riders been back and forth through here for the last couple a' months, they gimme the story. Tell me this, then: you gonna hang her, burn her, or cut her head off?"
"Firstly, the accusations against her must be proven. Secondly, execution is not one of my duties."
"But you'll be passin' the sentence, won't you? C'mon! What'll it be?"
Woodward decided the only way to get him off this route was to run the distance. "If she's found guilty, the penalty is hanging."
"Pah!" Shawcombe waved a disapproving hand. "If it was up to my quirt, I'd cut her head off and burn her to boot! Then I'd take them ashes and throw 'em in the ocean! They can't stand salt water, y'know." He tilted his head toward the hearth and hollered, "Hey, there! We're waitin' for our suppers!"
Maude snapped something at him that sprayed an arc of spittle from her mouth, and he yelled, "Get on with it, then!" Another swig of rum went down his hatch. "Well," he said to his guests' silence, "this here's how I see it: they ought to shut Fount Royal down, set fire to everything there, and call it quits. Once the Devil gets in a place, ain't no remedy but the flames. You can hang her or whatever you please, but the Devil's took root in Fount Royal now, and there ain't no savin' it."
"I think that's an extreme position," Woodward said. "Other towns have had similar problems, and they survived—and have flourished—once the situation was corrected."
"Well,Iwouldn't want to live in Fount Royal, or any other place where the Devil's been walkin' 'round town like he's made hisself at home! Life's damn hard enough as it is. I don't want conjures bein' put on me while I'm sleepin'!" He grunted to emphasize his point. "Yessir, you talk pretty, but I'll wager you wouldn't care to turn down an alley and see ol' Scratch waitin' in the dark! So my advice to you, sir—lowly tavern-keeper that I am—is to cut the head off that Devil's whore and order the whole town burnt to the ground."
"I will not pretend that I know any answers to mysteries—holy or unholy," the magistrate said evenly, "but I do know the situation in Fount Royal is precarious."
"And damn dangerous too." Shawcombe started to say something else, but his open mouth expelled no words; it was obvious to Woodward and Matthew that his attention, made imprecise by strong drink, had been diverted from the matter of Fount Royal. He was admiring the gold-threaded waistcoat once more. "I swear, that's a fine piece a' work," he said, and dared to run his grimy fingers over the material again. "Where'd you get that? New York?"
"It . . . was a present from my wife. In London."
"I was married once'st. And once'st was enough." He gave a gruff, humorless laugh. His fingers continued to caress the fabric, much to Woodward's discomfort. "Your wife is in Charles Town?"
"No." Woodward's voice had thickened. "My wife ... remains in London."
"Mine's at the bottom of the bloody Atlantic. She died on the passage, shit herself to death. They rolled her up and rolled her over. Y'know, a waistc't like this . . . how much is somethin' like this worth?"
"More than any man should have to pay," Woodward said, and then he pointedly moved his chair a few inches away from Shawcombe and left the tavern-keeper's fingers groping the air.
"Clear room! Watchyer elbows, there!" Maude slapped two wooden bowls, both filled with a murky brown stew, onto the table in front of Shawcombe and the magistrate. Matthew's bowl was brought by the girl, who set it down and quickly turned away to retreat to the hearth again. As she did, her clothes brushed his arm and the wind of her passage brought a strong scent to Matthew's nostrils: the scent of an unwashed body, yes, but another odor that overpowered the first. It was musky and sweetly sour, a compelling pungency, and it hit him like a fist to the chest that it was the aroma of her private region.
Shawcombe inhaled deeply, with a raucous noise. He looked at Matthew, whose eyes had widened slightly and were still tracking the girl. "Hey, there!" Shawcombe barked. "What're you gawkin' at?"
"Nothing." Matthew averted his gaze to the stew bowl.
"Uh huh."
The girl returned, bringing with her their wooden spoons. Once more her skirt brushed his arm, and he moved it with a twitch as if his elbow had been hornet-stung. That smell wafted to his nostrils. His heart was beating very hard. He picked up his spoon and realized his palm was damp. Then he realized Shawcombe was staring intensely at him, reading him like a broadsheet.
Shawcombe's eyes glittered in the candlelight. He wet his lips before he spoke. "She's a fair piece, do y'think?"
"Sir?"
Shawcombe smiled slightly, a mean and mocking smile. "A fair piece," he repeated. "You fancy a look at her oyster basket?"
"Mr. Shawcombe!" Woodward grasped the situation, and it was not acceptable to him. "If you don't mind—"
"Oh, you both can have a go at her, if you please. Won't cost you but a guinea for the two of you."
"Certainly not!" Woodward's cheeks had flamed. "I told you, I'm a married man!"
"Yeah, but she's in London, ain't she? Don't mean to tell me you got her name tattooed on your cock now, do you?"
If the storm had not been raging outside, if the horses had not been in the barn, if there were anywhere else in the world to spend this night, Woodward might've gotten to his feet with all the dignity he could summon and bade farewell to this coarse-minded lout. What he really wanted to do, deep in his soul, was to strike an open-handed blow across Shawcombe's leering face. But he was a gentleman, and gentlemen did no such things. Instead, he forced down his anger and disgust like a bucketful of bile and said tersely, "Sir, I am faithful to my wife. I would appreciate your understanding of that fact."
Shawcombe replied by spitting on the floor. He riveted his attention on the younger man again. "Well, how 'bout you then? You care for a toss? Say ten shillin's?"
"I ... I mean to say—" Matthew looked to Woodward for help, because in truth he didn't know what he meant to say.
"Sir," Woodward said, "you force us into a difficult position. The young man . . . has lived in an almshouse for much of his life. That is . . ." He frowned, deciding how to phrase the next thing. "What you must realize is . . . his experience is very limited. He hasn't yet partaken of-—"
"Great sufferin' mother!" Shawcombe broke in. "You mean he ain't never been fucked?"
"Well... as I say, his experience hasn't yet led him to—"
"Oh, quit that foamin' at the mouth! He's a fuckin' virgin, is that what you're tellin' me?"
"I believe your way of expressing that is a contradiction of terms, sir, but . . . yes, that's what I'm telling you."
Shawcombe whistled with amazement, and the way he regarded Matthew made the younger man blush blood-red. "I ain't never met one of your breed before, sonny! Damn my ears if I ever heard such a thing! How old are you?"
"I'm . . . twenty years old," Matthew was able to answer. His face was absolutely on fire.
"Twenty years and no pussy? How're you able to draw a breath without bustin' your bag?"
"I might ask how old that girl is," Woodward said. "She's not seen fifteen yet, has she?"
"What year is this?" Shawcombe asked.
"Sixteen ninety-nine."
Shawcombe began counting on his fingers. Maude brought to their table a wooden platter laden with chunks of brown cornbread, then scurried away once more. The tavern-keeper was having obvious difficulty with his digital mathematics, and finally he dropped his hand and grinned at Woodward. "Never you mind, she's ripe as a fig puddin'."
Matthew reached for the snakebite and near guzzled it.
"Be that as it may," Woodward countered, "we shall both pass on your invitation." He picked up his spoon and plunged it into the watery stew.
"Wasn't no invite. Was a business offer." Shawcombe drank some more rum and then started in on his stew as well.
"Damnedest thing I ever heard!" he said, his mouth full and leaking at the corners. "I was rogerin' the girls when I was twelve years old, m'self!"
"Jack One Eye," Matthew said. It had been something he'd wanted to ask about, and now seemed as good a time as any to get Shawcombe's mind off the current subject.
"What?"
"Earlier you mentioned Jack One Eye." Matthew dipped a chunk of cornbread into his stew and ate it. The bread tasted more of scorched stones than corn, but the stew wasn't at all objectionable. "What were you talking about?"
"The beast of beasts." Shawcombe picked up his bowl with both hands and slurped from it. "Stands seven, eight feet tall. Black as the hair on the Devil's ass. Had his eye shot out by a redskin's arrow, but just one arrow didn't stop him. No sir! Just made him meaner, is what they say. Hungrier, too. Swipe your face off with a claw and eat your brains for breakfast, he would."
"Jack One Eye's a fuckin' bear!" spoke up Abner, from where he stood steaming by the hearth. "Big one, too! Bigger'n a horse! Bigger'n God's fist, what he is!"
"Hain't no burr."
Shawcombe looked toward the speaker of this last declaration, stew glistening on his grizzled chin. "Huh? What're you sayin'?"
"Sayin' he hain't no burr." Maude came forward, silhouetted by the firelight. Her voice was still a mangled wheeze, but she was speaking as slowly and clearly as she could. This subject, both Woodward and Matthew surmised, must be of importance to her.
'"Course he's a bear!" Shawcombe said. "What is he, if he ain't no bear?"
"Hain't jus' a burr," she corrected. "I seen 'im. You hain't. I know 'hut he is."
"She's as addle-brained as the rest of 'em," Shawcombe told Woodward with a shrug.
"I seen 'im," the old woman repeated, a measure of force in her voice. She had reached their table and stood next to Matthew. Candlelight touched upon her wizened face, but her deep sunken eyes held the shadows. "I 'as at the door. Right they, at the door. Me Joseph was comin' home. Our boy too. I watch 'em, comin' out of the woods, over the field. Had a deer hangin' 'tween 'em. I lift up me laneturn, and I start ta holler 'em in . . . and all suddens that thang behind 'em! Jus' rose up, out of nowhar'." Her right hand had raised, her skinny fingers curled around the handle of a spectral lantern. "I try ta scream me husband's name . . . but hain't get nothin' out," she said. Her mouth tightened. "I try," she croaked. "I try . . . but God done stole me voice."
"Most like it was rotgut liquor stole it!" Shawcombe said, with a rough laugh.
The old woman didn't respond. She was silent, as rain battered the roof and a pine knot popped in the hearth. Finally she drew a long ragged breath that held terrible sadness and resignation. "Kilt our boy 'fore Joseph could tarn 'round," she said, to no one in particular. Matthew thought she might be looking at him, but he wasn't certain of it. "Like take his head off, one swang o' them claws. Then it fell on me husband . . . and weren't nothin' to be dun. I took a'running, threw me laneturn at 'im, but he 'as big. So awful big. He jus' shake them big black shoulders, and then he drag that deer off and leave me with what 'as left. Joseph 'as a-split open from 'is windpipe to 'is gullet, his innards a-hangin' out. Took 'im three days ta die." She shook her head and Matthew could see a wet glint in her eye sockets.
"My Lord!" Woodward said. "Wasn't there a neighbor to come to your aid?"
"Naybarr?" she said, incredulously. "Hain't no naybarrs out 'chere. Me Joseph 'as a trapper, dun some Injun tradin'. Tha's how we live. What I'm tellin' you is, Jack One Eye hain't jus' a burr. Ever'thin' dark 'bout this land . . . ever'thin' cruel and wicked. When you think your husband 'n son are comin' home and you liftin' a light and 'bout to holler 'em in. Then that thang rises up, and all sudden you hain't got nothin' no more. Tha's what Jack One Eye is."
Neither Woodward nor Matthew knew how to respond to this wretched tale, but Shawcombe, who had continued slurping stew and pushing cornbread into his mouth, had his own response. "Aw, shit!" he cried out and grasped his jaw. His face was pinched with pain. "What's in this bloody bread, woman?" He reached into his mouth, probed around, and his fingers came out gripping a small dark brown object. '"Bout broke my tooth on this damn thing! Hell's bells!" Realization had struck him. "It is a fuckin' tooth!"
"I 'spect it's mine," Maude said. "Had some loose 'uns this mornin'." She grabbed it from his hand, and before he could say anything more she turned her back on them and went to her duties at the hearth.
"Damn ol' bitch is fallin' to pieces!" Shawcombe scowled. He swigged some rum, swished it around his mouth, and started in on his supper once more.
Woodward looked down at a chunk of cornbread that he'd placed in his stewbowl. He very politely cleared his throat. "I believe my appetite has been curtailed."
"What? You ain't hungry no more? Here, pass it over then!" Shawcombe grabbed the magistrate's bowl and dumped it all into his own. He had decided to disdain the use of his eating utensils in favor of his hands, stew dripping from his mouth and spattering his shirt. "Hey, clerk!" he grunted, as Matthew sat there deciding whether to risk chewing on a rotten tooth or not. "You want a go with the girl, I'll pay you ten pence to watch. Ain't like I'll see a virgin ridin' the wool every day."
"Sir?" Woodward's voice had sharpened. "I've already told you, the answer is no."
"You presumin' to speak for him, then? What are you, his damn father?"
"Not his father. But I am his guardian."
"What the hell does a twenty-year-old man need with a fuckin' guardian?"
"There are wolves everywhere in this world, Mr. Shawcombe," Woodward said, with a lift of his eyebrows. "A young man must be very careful not to fall into their company."
"Better the company of wolves than the cryin' of saints," Shawcombe said. "You might get et up, but you won't die of boredom."
The image of wolves feasting on human flesh brought another question to Matthew's mind. He pushed his stewbowl toward the tavern-keeper. "There was a magistrate travelling to Fount Royal from Charles Town two weeks ago. His name was Thymon Kingsbury. Did he happen to stop here?"
"No, ain't seen him," Shawcombe answered without pause in his gluttony.
"He never arrived at Fount Royal," Matthew went on. "It seems he might have stopped here, if he—"
"Prob'ly didn't get this far," Shawcombe interrupted. "Got hisself crowned in the head by a highwayman a league out of Charles Town, most like. Or maybe Jack One Eye got him. Man travellin' alone out here's a handshake away from Hell."
Matthew pondered this statement as he sat listening to the downpour on the roof. Water was streaming in, forming puddles on the boards. "I didn't say he was alone," Matthew said at last.
Shawcombe's chewing might have faltered a fraction. "You just spoke the one name, didn't you?"
"Yes. But I might not have mentioned his clerk."
"Well, shit!" Shawcombe slammed the bowl down. The fury had sparked in his eyes again. "Was he alone or not? And what does it matter?"
"He was alone," Matthew said evenly. "His clerk had taken ill the night before." He watched the candle's flame, a black thread of smoke rising from its orange blade. "But then, I don't suppose it really matters."
"No, it don't." Shawcombe darted a dark glance at Woodward. "He's got an itch to ask them questions, don't he?"
"He's an inquisitive young man," Woodward said. "And very bright, as well."
"Uh huh." Shawcombe's gaze turned on Matthew again, and Matthew had the distinct and highly unsettling sensation of facing the ugly barrel of a primed and cocked blunderbuss. "Best take care somebody don't put out your lamp." Shawcombe held the penetrating stare for a few seconds, and then he started in on the food Matthew had pushed aside.
The two travellers excused themselves from the table when Shawcombe announced that Abner was going to play the fiddle for their "entertainment." Woodward had tried mightily to restrain his bodily functions, but now nature was shouting at him and he was obliged to put on his coat, take a lantern, and venture out into the weather.
Alone in the room, rain pattering from the roof and a single candle guttering, Matthew heard Abner's fiddle begin to skreech. It appeared they would be serenaded whether they liked it or not. To make matters worse, Shawcombe began to clap and holler in dubious counterpoint. A rat scuttled in a corner of the room, obviously as disturbed as was Matthew.
He sat down on the straw mattress and wondered how he would ever find sleep tonight, though he was exhausted from the trip. With rats in the room and two more caterwauling out by the hearth, it was likely to be a hard go. He decided he would create and solve some mathematics problems, in Latin of course. That usually helped him relax in difficult situations.
I don't suppose it really matters, he'd told Shawcombe in regard to Magistrate Kingsbury's travelling alone. But it seemed to Matthew that it did matter. To travel alone was exceptional and—as Shawcombe had correctly stated—foolhardy. Magistrate Kingsbury had been drunk every time Matthew had seen the man, and perhaps the liquor had enfeebled his brain. But Shawcombe had assumed that Kingsbury was alone. He had not asked Was he alone or Who was travelling with him. No, he'd made the statement: Man travellin' alone . . .
The fiddling's volume was reaching dreadful heights. Matthew sighed and shook his head at the indignity of the situation. At least, however, they had a roof over them for the night. Whether the roof held up all night was another question.
He could still smell the girl's scent.
It came upon him like an ambush. The scent of her was still there, whether in his nostrils or in his mind he wasn't sure. Care for a toss?
Yes, Matthew thought. Math problems. She's ripe as a fig puddin'. And definitely in Latin.
The fiddle moaned and shrieked and Shawcombe began to stomp the floor. Matthew stared at the door, the girl's scent summoning him.
His mouth was dry. His stomach seemed to be tied up in an impossible knot. Yes, he thought, sleep tonight was going to be a hard go.
A very, very hard go.
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MATTHEW'S EYES OPENED with a start. The light had dwindled to murky yellow, the candle having burned itself to a shrunken stub. Beside him on the harsh straw, Woodward was snoring noisily, mouth half ajar and chin flesh quivering. It took Matthew a few seconds to realize that there was a wetness on his left cheek. Then another drop of rainwater fell from the sodden ceiling onto his face and he abruptly sat up with a curse clenched behind his teeth.
The sudden movement made a rodent—a very large one, from the sound—squeal in alarm and scurry with a scrabbling of claws back into its nest in the wall. The noise of rain falling from the ceiling onto the floor was a veritable tenpence symphony. Matthew thought the time for building an ark was close at hand. Perhaps Abner was right about it being the end of the world; the year 1700 might never be marked on a calendar.
Be that as it may, he had to add his own water to the deluge. And a bit more as well, from the weight of his bowels. Damned if he wouldn't have to go out in that weather and squat down like a beast. Might try to hold it, but some things could not be constrained. He would relieve himself in the woods behind the barn like a civilized man while the rats did their business on the floor beside the bed. Next trip—God forbid—he would remember to pack a chamberpot.
He got out of the torture apparatus that passed as a bed. The tavern was quiet; it was a slim hour, to be sure. Distant thunder rumbled, the storm still lingering over the Carolina colony like a black-winged vulture. Matthew worked his feet into his shoes. He didn't have a heavy coat of his own, so over his flannel nightshirt he donned the magistrate's fearnaught, which was still damp from Woodward's recent trek behind the barn. The magistrate's boots, standing beside the bed, were clotted with mud and would bear the administrations of a coarse hog's bristle brush to clean. Matthew didn't want to take the single candle, as the weather would quickly extinguish it and the wall-dwellers might become emboldened by the dark. He would carry a covered lantern from the other room, he decided, and hope it threw enough illumination to avoid what Woodward had told him was "an unholy mess" out there. He might check on the horses, too, while he was so near the barn.
He placed his hand on the door latch and started to lift it when he heard the magistrate cease snoring and quietly moan. Glancing at the man, he saw Woodward's face wince and contort under the freckled dome of his bald head. Matthew paused, watching in the dim and flickering light. Woodward's mouth opened, his eyelids fluttering. "Oh," the magistrate whispered, very clearly. His voice, though a whisper, was wracked with what Matthew could only describe as a pure and terrible agony. "Ohhhhh," Woodward spoke, in his cage of nightmares. "He's hurting Ann." He drew a pained breath. "Hurting he's hurting oh God Ann . . . hurting ..." He said something more, a jumble of a few words mingled with another low awful moan. His hands were gripping at the front of his nightshirt, his head pressed back into the straw. His mouth released a faint sound that might have been the memory of a cry, and then slowly his body relaxed and the snoring swelled up once again.
This was not something new to Matthew. Many nights the magistrate walked in a dark field of pain, but what its source was he refused to talk about. Matthew had asked him once, five years ago, what the trouble had been, and Woodward's response had been a rebuke that Matthew's task was learning the trade of judicial clerking, and if he did not care to learn that trade, he could always find a home again at the orphans' refuge. The message— delivered with uncharacteristic vinegar—had been clear: whatever haunted the magistrate by night was not to be touched upon.
It had something to do with his wife in London, Matthew believed. Ann must be her name, though Woodward never mentioned that name in his waking hours and never volunteered any information about the woman. In fact, though Matthew had been in the company of Isaac Woodward since turning fifteen years old, he knew very little about the man's past life in England. This much he did know: Woodward had been a lawyer of some fame and had found success in the financial field as well, but what had caused his reversal of fortune and why he had left London for the rough-hewn colonies remained mysteries. At least Matthew understood from his readings and from what Woodward said about London that it was a great city; he'd never set foot there, or in England either, for he'd been born aboard a ship on the Atlantic nineteen days out of Portsmouth.
Matthew quietly lifted the latch and left the room. In the darkened chamber beyond, small flames still gnawed at black bits of wood in the hearth, though the largest of the coals had been banked for the night. Bitter smoke lingered in the air. Hanging from hooks next to the fireplace were two lanterns, both made of hammered tin with small nail-holes punched in the metal for the light to pass through. One of the lanterns had a burnt candle stuck on its inner spike, so that was the illuminator Matthew chose. He found a pine twig on the floor, touched it alight in the remains of the fire, and transferred the flame to the candle's wick.
"What are you about? Eh?"
The voice, cutting the silence as it did, almost lifted Matthew out of his shoes. He twisted around and the lantern's meager but spreading light fell upon Will Shawcombe, who was sitting at one of the tables with a tankard before him and a black-scorched clay pipe clenched in his teeth.
"You up prowlin', boy?" Shawcombe's eyes were deep sunken and the skin of his face was daubed dirty yellow in the candlelight. A curl of smoke oozed from his mouth.
"I . . . have to go out," Matthew replied, still unnerved.
Shawcombe drew slowly on his pipe. "Well," he said, "mind your legs, then. Awful sloppy out there."
Matthew nodded. He started to turn toward the door, but Shawcombe spoke up again: "Your master wouldn't want to part with that fine waistc't, would he?"
"No, he wouldn't." Though he knew Shawcombe was baiting him, he couldn't let it go past. "Mr. Woodward is not my master."
"He ain't, huh? Well then, how come he tells you what you can do and what you cain't? Seems to me he's the master and you're the slave."
"Mr. Woodward looks out for my interest."
"Uh huh." Shawcombe tilted his head back and fired a dart of smoke at the ceiling. "Makes you cart the baggage, then he won't even let you dip your wick? All that shit about wolves and how you ought to be guarded. And you a twenty-year-old man! I'll bet he makes you scrape the mud off his boots, don't he?"
"I'm his clerk," Matthew said pointedly. "Not his valet."
"Does he clean his own boots, or do you?"
Matthew paused. The truth was that he did clean the magistrate's boots, but it was a task he did without complaint. Some things over the years—such as organizing the judicial paperwork, keeping their living quarters in order, darning the clothes, packing the trunks, and arranging sundry other small affairs—had fallen to Matthew simply because he was much more efficient at taking care of details.
"I knew you did it," Shawcombe went on. "Man like that's got blue blood in his veins. He don't want to get them hands too dirty, does he? Yeah, like I said, he's the master and you're the slave."
"You can believe what you like."
"I believe what I see," Shawcombe said. "Come over here, lemme show you somethin'. You bein' a slave and all, you might well want to have a look." Before Matthew could decline and go on his way, Shawcombe lifted his right fist and opened it. "Here's somethin' you ain't never seen before and ain't like to see again."
The lantern's light sparked off the surface of a gold coin. "Here!" Shawcombe offered it to Matthew. "I'll even let you hold it."
Against his better judgment—and the urge to pee pressing on his bladder—Matthew approached the man and took the coin from him. He held it close to the lantern and inspected the engraving. It was a well-worn piece, much of the lettering rubbed off, but at its center was a cross that separated the figures of two lions and two castles. Matthew could make out the faint letters Charles II and Dei Grat around the coin's rim.
"Know what that is?" Shawcombe prodded.
"Charles the Second is the King of Spain," Matthew said. "So this must be Spanish."
"That's right. Spanish. You know what that means, don't you?"
"It means a Spaniard was recently here?"
"Close. I got this from a dead redskin's pouch. Now what's a redskin doin' with a Spanish gold piece?" He didn't wait for Matthew to venture a guess. "Means there's a damn Spanish spy 'round here somewhere. Stirrin' up some trouble with the Indians, most like. You know them Spaniards are sittin' down there in the Florida country, not seventy leagues from here. They got spies all in the colonies, spreadin' the word that any black crow who flies from his master and gets to the Florida country can be a free man. You ever heard such a thing? Them Spaniards are promisin' the same thing to criminals, murderers, every like of John Bad-seed."
He swiped the coin from Matthew's hand. "If you was to run to Florida and your master was to want you back, them Spaniards would jus' laugh at him. Same's true of somebody done a stealin' or a murder: get to Florida, them Spaniards would protect him. I tell you, once them blackamoors start runnin' to Florida by the scores and gettin' turned into free men, this world's gonna roast in Hell's fires." Shawcombe dropped the coin into the tankard, which still had liquid in it, judging from the sound of the wet plop, then sat smoking his pipe with his arms crossed over his chest. "Yeah," he said with a knowing nod, "a Spanish spy's out there, payin' the redskins to get up to some mischief. Hell, he might even be livin' in Fount Royal, an Englishman turned black-coat!"
"Possibly." Matthew's need for relief was now undeniable. "Excuse me, I have to go."
"Go on, then. Like I say, watch where you step." Shawcombe let Matthew get to the door and then said, "Hey, clerk! You sure he wouldn't part with that waistc't?"
"Absolutely sure."
Shawcombe grunted, his head wreathed with blue pipe smoke. "I didn't think so," he said in a quiet voice.
Matthew unlatched the door and went out. The storm had quietened somewhat, the rain falling now as misty drizzle. In the sky, though, distant lightning flashed through the clouds. The mud clasped hold of Matthew's shoes. A half-dozen steps through the mire, Matthew had to lift up his nightshirt and urinate where he stood. Decorum, however, dictated that he relieve his bowels in the woods behind the barn, for there were no leaves or pine needles nearby with which to clean himself. When he finished, he followed the lantern's glow past the barn, his shoes sinking up to the ankles in a veritable swamp. Once beyond the forest's edge, he gathered a handful of wet leaves and then crouched down to attend to his business. The lightning danced overhead, he was soaked, muddy, and miserable, and all in all it was a nasty moment. Such things, however, could not be rushed no matter how fervently one tried.
After what seemed an eternity, during which Matthew cursed Shawcombe and swore again to pack a chamberpot on their next journey, the deed was completed and the wet leaves put to use.
He straightened up and held the lantern out to find his path back to the so-called tavern. Once more the waterlogged ground opened and closed around his shoes, his knee joints fairly popping as he worked his legs loose from the quagmire. He intended to check on the horses before he returned to the so-called bed, where he could look forward to the magistrate's snoring, the rustling of rats, and rainwater dripping on his— He fell.
It was so fast he hardly knew what was happening. His initial thought was that the earth had sucked his legs out from under him. His second thought, which he barely had an eye-blink of time to act upon, was to keep the lantern from being extinguished. So even as he fell on his belly and the mud and water splashed around him and over the magistrate's fearnaught coat, he was able to lift his arm up and protect the light. He spat mud out of his mouth, his face aflame with anger, and said, "Damn it to Hell!" Then he tried to sit up, mud all over his face, his sight most blinded. He found this task harder than it should have been. His legs, he realized, had been seized by the earth. The very ground had collapsed under his shoes, and now his feet were entangled in something that felt like a bramble bush down in the swampy muck. Careful of the lantern, he wrenched his right foot loose but whatever held his left foot would not yield. Lightning flared again and the rain started falling harder. He was able to get his right leg under him, and then he braced himself as best he could and jerked his left leg up and out of the morass.
There was a brittle cracking sound. His leg was free.
But as he shone the lantern down upon his leg, Matthew realized he'd stepped into something that had come out of the earth still embracing his ankle.
At first he didn't know what it was. His foot had gone right through what looked like a mud-dripping cage of some kind. He could see the splintered edges, one of which had scraped a bleeding gouge in his leg.
The rain was slowly washing mud off the object. As he stared at it, another flash of lightning helped aid his recognition of what held him, and his heart felt gripped by a freezing hand.
Matthew's anatomy studies did not have to be recollected to tell him that he'd stepped into and through a human-sized rib cage. A section of spinal cord was still attached, and on it clung bits of grayish-brown material that could only be decayed flesh.
He let out a mangled cry and began frantically kicking at the thing with his other shoe. The bones cracked, broke, and fell away, and when the last of the rib cage and vertebrae had been kicked loose Matthew crawled away from it as fast as the mud would allow. Then he sat up amid leaves and pine needles and pressed his back against a tree trunk, the breath rasping in his lungs and his eyes wide and shocked.
He thought, numbly, how distraught the magistrate was going to be over the fearnaught coat. Such coats were not easy to come by. It was ruined, no doubt. A rib cage. Human-sized. Ruined beyond all hope of cleaning. Damn this rain and mud, damn this wild land, and damn Shawcombe and the chamberpot he should have had.
A rib cage, Matthew thought. Rain was running down his face now. It was cold, and the chill helped him organize his mind. Of course, the rib cage might've belonged to an animal. Mightn't it?
The lantern was muddy but—thank providence!—the candle was still burning. He stood up and made his way over to the broken bones. There he knelt down and shone the light upon them, trying to determine what animal they might've come from. While he was so occupied, he heard a soft slithering sound somewhere to his right. He angled the lantern toward it and in a few seconds saw that a gaping hole some four feet across had opened in the boggy ground; the slithering sound was mud sliding down its sides.
Matthew thought it might have been what had collapsed under his feet and caused him to fall, for the earth itself was rebelling against this incessant downpour. He stood up, eased to the edge of the hole, and directed the lantern's light down into it.
At first he saw what looked like a pile of sticks lying in the hole. Everything was muddy and tangled together into an indistinct mess. The longer he stared, however, the more clear came the picture.
Yes. Horribly clear.
He could make out the bones of an arm, thrown across what might've been a half-decayed, naked torso. A gray knee joint jutted up from the muck. There was a hand, the fingers shriveled to the bones, grasping upward as if in a begging gesture for help. And there was a head, too; mostly a mud-covered skull, but some of the flesh remained. Matthew, his mouth dry of saliva and his heart pounding, could see how the top of the skull had been crushed inward by a savage blow.
A hammer could've delivered such a death, he realized. A hammer or a rat-killing mallet.
Perhaps there were more corpses than one in that burial pit. Perhaps there were four or five, thrown in and entangled together. It was hard to tell how many, but there were a great number of bones. None of the bodies seemed to have been buried with their clothing.
Hey, clerk! You sure he wouldn't part with that waistc't?
Matthew felt the earth shift and slide around his feet. There was a noise like a dozen serpents hissing and, as the ground began to collapse around him, Matthew saw more human bones being pushed up to the surface like the muddy spars of ships wrecked on vicious shoals. Dazed as if locked in a nightmare, Matthew stood at the center of the sinking earth as evidence of murders revealed themselves under his shoes. Only when he was about to be sucked under into an embrace with the dead did he turn away, pulling his feet up and struggling toward the barn.
He fought his way through the rain in the direction of the tavern. The immediacy of his mission gave flight to his heels. He slipped and fell once again before he reached the door, and this time the lantern splashed into a puddle and the candle went out. Red mud covered him from head to toe. When he burst through the door, he saw that Shawcombe was no longer sitting at the table, though the tankard was still in its same position and the bitter-smelling pipe smoke yet wafted in the air. Matthew restrained the urge to shout a warning to the magistrate, and he got into the room and latched the door behind him. Woodward was still stretched out and soundly asleep.
Matthew shook the man's shoulders. "Wake up! Do you hear me?" His voice, though pinched with fright, was strong enough to pierce the veil of the magistrate's sleep. Woodward began to rouse himself, his eyelids opening and the bleary eyes struggling to focus. "We have to get out!" Matthew urged. "Right now! We've got to—"
"Good God in Heaven!" Woodward croaked. He sat upright. "What happened to you?"
"Just listen!" Matthew said. "I found bodies out there! Skeletons, buried behind the barn! I think Shawcombe's a murderer!"
"What? Have you lost your senses?" Woodward sniffed the younger man's breath. "It's that damn Indian ale, isn't it?"
"No, I found the bodies down in a hole! Shawcombe may have even killed Kingsbury and thrown him in there!" He saw the magistrate's expression of bewilderment. "Listen to me! We have to leave as fast as we—"
"Gentlemen?"
It was Shawcombe. His voice beyond the door made Matthew's blood go cold. There came the rap of knuckles on the wood. "Gentlemen, is all well?"
"I think he means to kill us tonight!" Matthew whispered to the magistrate. "He wants your waistcoat!"
"My waistcoat," Woodward repeated. His mouth was dry. He looked at the door and then back to Matthew's mud-splattered face. If anything was true in this insane world, it was that Matthew did not lie, nor was he servant to flights of fantasy. The shiny fear in the younger man's eyes was all too real, and Woodward's own heart began beating rapidly.
"Gents?" Now Shawcombe's mouth was close to the door. "I heard you talkin'. Any trouble in there?"
"No trouble!" Woodward replied. He put a finger to his lips, directing Matthew to be silent. "We're very well, thank you!"
There was a few seconds' pause. Then: "Clerk, you left the front door open," Shawcombe said. "How come you to do that?"
Now came one of the most terrible decisions of Isaac Woodward's life. His saber, as rusted and blunt as it was, remained in the wagon. He had neither a dirk nor a prayer to protect them. If Shawcombe was indeed a killer, the time had arrived for him to deliver death. Woodward looked at the room's single shuttered window and made the decision: they would have to leave everything behind—trunks, wigs, clothing, all of it—to save their skins. He motioned Matthew toward the window and then he eased up out of the damp straw.
"What's got your tongue, boy?" Shawcombe demanded. His voice was turning ugly. "I asked you a question!"
"Just a moment!" Woodward opened one of the trunks, lifted a pair of shirts, and put his hands on the golden-threaded waistcoat. He could not leave this, even with a murderer breathing down his neck. There was no time to work his feet into his boots nor grab his tricorn hat. Grasping the waistcoat, he straightened up and motioned for Matthew to unlatch the window's shutter.
Matthew did. The latch thunked out of its groove and he pushed the shutter open into the falling rain.
"They're comin' out the winda!" Uncle Abner yelled, standing just beneath it. Matthew saw he was holding a lantern in one hand and a pitchfork in the other.
Behind Woodward, there was a tremendous crash as the door burst inward. He twisted around, his face bleached of blood, as Shawcombe came across the threshold with a grin that showed his peglike teeth. Behind him, Maude carried a double candlestick that held two burning tapers, her white hair wild and her wrinkled face demonic.
"Oh, oh!" Shawcombe said mockingly. "Looky here, Maude! They're tryin' to get gone without payin' their bill!"
"What's the meaning of this outrage?" Woodward snapped, putting on a mask of anger to hide his true emotion, which was raw and naked terror.
Shawcombe laughed and shook his head. "Well," he said, lifting up his right hand and inspecting the mallet with which Maude had earlier crushed the black rat, "the meanin' of it, you bloody ass, is that you and the clerk ain't goin' nowhere tonight. 'Cept Hell, I reckon." His eyes found the prize. "Ahhhhh, there 'tis. Give it here." He thrust out his grimy left hand.
Woodward looked at the dirty fingers and then at the waistcoat he held so dearly. His gaze returned to Shawcombe's greedy hand; then Woodward lifted his chin and took a long breath. "Sir," he said, "you'll have to kill me to take it."
Shawcombe laughed again, more of a piggish grunt this time. "Oh, indeedy I'll kill you! " His eyes narrowed slightly. "I 'spected you'd go out like a mouse 'stead of a man, though. 'Spected you might give a squeal like that other little drunk titmouse did when I whacked him." He abruptly swung the mallet through the air past Woodward's face, and the magistrate flinched but did not retreat. "Gonna make me take it, huh? All-righty then, ain't no skin off my bum."
"They'll send someone else," Matthew spoke up. "From Charles Town. They'll send—"
"Another fuckin' magistrate? Let 'em, then! They keep sendin' 'em, I'll keep killin' 'em!"
"They'll send the militia," he said, which was not nearly as fearsome as it sounded and was probably untrue anyway.
"The militia!" Shawcombe's teeth gleamed in the murky light. "They're gonna send the militia all the way from Charles Town? But they didn't come lookin' for Kingsbury or none of them others I laid to rest, did they?" His grin began to twist into a snarl. He lifted the mallet up to a striking position. "I think I'm gonna kill you first, you skinny son of a bi—"
Woodward made his move.
He whipped the waistcoat sharply across Shawcombe's eyes and rushed the man, grabbing his wrist before the mallet could begin its descent. Shawcombe hollered a curse and Maude started shrieking, a sound that surely scared the wall-dwelling rats into flight. Shawcombe's left hand came up—a fist now instead of a palm—and smacked into the magistrate's chin. Woodward's head rocked back, his eyes clouding, but he kept his grip on Shawcombe's right wrist. 'Abner! Abner!" the old woman was yelling. Woodward fired his own blow at Shawcombe's face, a fist that grazed the man's cheekbone when Shawcombe saw it coming and twisted to avoid it. Then Shawcombe clamped his free hand around the magistrate's throat and squeezed as they fought in the little room, one trying to get the mallet into action and the other intent on restraining it.
They staggered back against the bed. Shawcombe's eye caught a movement to his side and he looked in that direction a second before Matthew slammed him in the head with one of the magistrate's boots he'd picked up from the floor. Another swing of the boot struck Shawcombe on the shoulder, and now Matthew could see a glint of desperation in the man's eyes. Shawcombe, who had realized that the magistrate was more formidable than he appeared, gave a roar like an enraged beast and drove his knee upward into Woodward's genitals. Woodward cried out and doubled over, clutching himself. Suddenly the mallet was free. Shawcombe lifted it high, a two-handed grip, in preparation to bash in the back of the other man's skull.
"No!" said Matthew. The boot was already swinging forward, and with every ounce of strength he could muster, Matthew hit Shawcombe across the bridge of the nose with its wooden heel.
The noise of the blow was like an axeblade striking oak; somewhere in it was the crunch of Shawcombe's nose breaking. Shawcombe gave a strangled cry and stumbled backward, intent on grabbing at his wounded face instead of seeing the color of the magistrate's brain. Matthew stepped forward to wrest the mallet away, but suddenly he was attacked by the shrieking old hag, who grabbed at his coat collar with one hand and with the other shoved the candleflames toward his eyes.
Matthew reflexively struck at her, hitting her in the face, but he had to retreat to get away from her, and now Abner was coming into the room with his lantern and his pitchfork.
"Kill 'em!" Shawcombe whined, a nasal sound; he'd met the wall and slid down to the floor, his hands clamped across his face and the mallet lying beside him. Blood, black in the ochre light, was leaking between his fingers. "Abner! Kill 'em both!"
The old man, rain dripping from his beard, lifted the pitchfork and stepped toward Woodward, who was still groaning and trying to straighten himself up.
Matthew was aware of the open window behind him. His mind worked, faster than his body could react. He said, "Thou shalt not kill."
Abner stopped in his tracks. He blinked as if stunned. "What?"
"Thou shalt not kill," Matthew repeated. "It's in the Bible. You do know the Lord's word, don't you?"
"I . . . the Lord's word? Yeah, I reckon I—"
'Abner! Goddamn it, kill 'em!" Shawcombe bawled.
"It's in the Bible, is it not? Mr. Woodward, would you go out the window, please?" The magistrate had tears of pain streaming down his face. He'd regained enough sense, however, to realize he should move quickly.
"Shit! Lemme up!" Shawcombe tried getting to his feet, but both eyes were already turning purplish and starting to swell. He had a harder time than he'd expected finding his balance, and it yet eluded him. He sank back down to the floor. "Maude! Don't let 'em get out!"
"Gimme 'at damn pigsticka!" Maude grabbed the pitchfork and tugged at it, but Abner resisted her.
"The boy's right," Abner said; his voice was calm, as if a great truth had been revealed to him. "It's in the Bible. Thou shalt not kill. That's the Lord's word."
"Ya damn fool! Give it 'ere!" Maude tried, unsuccessfully, to wrench the pitchfork out of his hands.
"Hurry," Matthew said, as he helped the magistrate over the windowsill and out. Woodward fell into the mud like a flour sack. Then Matthew started climbing out.
"You ain't gettin' far!" Shawcombe promised, his voice tight with pain. "We'll hunt ya down!"
Matthew glanced back into the room to make sure Maude didn't have the pitchfork. Abner was still holding on to it, his face furrowed with thought. Matthew figured the old man wouldn't remain in that state of religious piety much longer, though; he was as much of a murderer as the other two, and Matthew had only rolled a stone in his path. Before Matthew let go of the sill, he saw another figure standing in the doorway. It was the girl, her face pale, the dark and dirty hair hanging in her eyes. Her arms were clasped around herself, a protective gesture. He had no idea if she was as mad as the rest of them, or what would become of her; he knew for certain, though, that she was beyond his help.
"Go on and run like a dog!" Shawcombe taunted. The blood was dripping between his fingers to the floor, his eyes becoming narrow, puffed slits. "If you're thinkin' to get that sword was in your wagon, it's done been got! Damn blade ain't sharp enough to cut a fart! So go on and see how far ya get!"
Matthew released the sill and jumped down into the mud beside Woodward, who was struggling to his feet. Maude began flailing Abner with curses, and Matthew knew they'd better put as much distance between them and the tavern as they could before the pursuit started. "Can you run?" he asked the magistrate.
"Run?" Woodward looked at him incredulously. "You might ask if I could crawl!"
"Whatever you can do, you'd best do it," Matthew said. "I think we should get into the woods, first thing."
"What about the horses and the wagon? We're not just going to leave them here!"
"There's no time. I expect they'll be after us in a few minutes. If they come at us with an axe or a musket—"
"Say no more." With an effort, Woodward began slogging toward the woods across the road from the tavern. Matthew followed close at his side, watchful in case he staggered.
The lightning flashed, thunder clapped, and rain fell upon their heads. Before they reached the forest, Matthew looked back at the tavern but saw no one yet following. He hoped Shawcombe had lost—at least for the moment—the desire to rouse himself and come out in this storm; he doubted if the old man and woman were very self-motivated without him. Probably Shawcombe was too busy dealing with his own pain to inflict it on anyone else. Matthew thought about going back for the horses, but he'd never saddled and bridled a mount in his life and the situation was volatile. No, he decided, it was best to head into the forest and follow the road in the direction they'd been going.
"We left everything," Woodward said disconsolately as their feet sank into the quagmire of mud and pine needles at the forest's edge. "Everything! My clothes, my wigs, my judicial robes! Dear Christ, my waistcoat! That animal has my waistcoat!"
"Yes, sir," Matthew answered. "But he doesn't have your life."
"And a sorry thing that will be, from this day forward! Ahh-hhh, that man almost made me a soprano!" He peered into the utter darkness that lay ahead. "Where are we going?"
"Fount Royal."
"What?" The magistrate faltered. "Has that man's madness impressed you?"
"Fount Royal is at the end of the road," Matthew said. "If we keep walking, we might be there in a few hours." An optimistic appraisal, he thought. This swampy earth and the pelting rain would slow them considerably, but it would also hinder their pursuers. "We can return here with their militia and retrieve our belongings. I think it's our only choice."
Woodward was silent. It was indeed their only choice. And if he could get his waistcoat back—and see Shawcombe kicking at the end of a noose—it would be worth a few hours of this vile indignity. He could not help thinking that once a man fell into the pit of disfavor with God, the hole was bottomless. He had no shoes, his balls were bruised and aching, his head was naked to the world, and his nightshirt was sopping and covered with mud. But at least they did both have their lives, which was more than he could say of Thymon Kingsbury. Execution is not one of my duties, he'd told Shawcombe. Well, that just might have to be amended.
He would come back here and get that waistcoat if it was the last thing he did on this earth.
Matthew was moving a little faster than the magistrate, and he paused to wait for Woodward. In time, the night and the storm swallowed them up.
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AT LAST THE AFTERNOON SUN had cleaved a path through the clouds and shone now on the drenched earth. The weather had warmed considerably, compared to the chill of the night before. This was more like the usual May, though the clouds—dark gray and swollen with more ghastly rain—were still looming, slowly converging together from all points of the compass to overtake the sun again.
"Go on," said the heavyset, lavishly bewigged man who stood at a second-floor window of his house, overlooking the vista. "I am listening."
The second man in the room—which was a study lined with shelves and leather-bound books, a gold-and-red Persian rug on the pinewood floor—sat on a bench before a desk of African mahogany, a ledger book open in his lap. He was the visitor here, however, as the bewigged man had recently lifted his 220-pound bulk from his own chair, which stood on the other side of the desk facing the bench. The visitor cleared his throat and placed a finger upon a line written in the ledger. "The cotton plants have again failed to take root," he said. "Likewise the tobacco seedlings." He hesitated before he delivered the next blow. "I regret to say that two-thirds of the apple trees have been blighted."
"Two-thirds?" said the man at the window, without turning away from the view. His wig, a majesty of white curls, flowed down around the shoulders of his dark blue, brass-buttoned suit. He wore white ruffles at his sleeves, white stockings on his thick calves, and polished black shoes with silver buckles.
"Yes, sir. The same is true of the plum trees, and about half of the pears. At present the blackcherries have been spared, but it is Goode's opinion that a parasite of some kind may have laid eggs in all the fruit trees. The pecans and the chestnuts are so far unblemished, but the fields have been washed to the extent that many of their roots are now aboveground and vulnerable to harm." The speaker halted in his recitation of agricultural maladies and pushed his spectacles up a little further on his nose. He was a man of medium height and stature, also of medium age and appearance. He had light brown hair, a lofty forehead, and pale blue eyes, and he bore the air of a wearied accountant. His clothes, in contrast to the other man's finery, consisted of a plain white shirt, brown cloth waistcoat, and tan trousers.
"Continue, Edward," the man at the window urged quietly. "I am up to the hearing."
"Yes, sir." The speaker, Edward Winston, returned his attention to the items quilled in the ledgerbook. "Goode has made a suggestion regarding the fruit trees that he felt important for me to pass to you." Again, he paused.
"And that suggestion is?"
Winston lifted his hand and slowly ran two fingers across his mouth before he went on. The man at the window waited, his broad back held straight and rigid. Winston said, "Goode suggests they be burned."
"How many trees? Only those afflicted, yes?"
"No, sir. All."
There was a long silence. The man at the window pulled in his breath and let it slowly out, and when he did so his shoulders lost their square set and began to sag. "All," he repeated.
"Goode believes that burning is the only way to kill the parasite. He says it will do no good in the long run to destroy only the trees presently showing ill. Furthermore, he believes that the site of the fruit orchards should be moved and the earth itself cleansed with seawater and ashes."
The man at the window made a soft noise that had some pain in it. When he spoke, his voice was weak. "How many trees are to be burned, then?"
Winston consulted his ledger. "Eighty-four apple, fifty-two plum, seventy-eight blackcherry, forty-four pear."
"And so we start over yet again, is that it?"
"I fear it is, sir. As I always say, it's better to be safe than sorry."
"Damn," the man at the window whispered. He placed his hands on the sill and stared down through red-rimmed hazel eyes at his endangered dream and creation. "Is she cursing us, Edward?"
"I don't know, sir," answered Winston, in all candor.
Robert Bidwell, the man at the window, was forty-seven years old and scarred with the marks of suffering. His deeply lined face was strained, his forehead furrowed, more lines bracketing his thin-lipped mouth and cutting across his chin. Many of those markings had afflicted him in the past five years, since the day he had been presented with official papers deeding him 990 acres on the coast of the Carolina colony. But this was his dream, and there before him, under the ochre sunlight that slanted through the ominously building clouds, lay his creation.
He'd christened it Fount Royal. The reason for the name was twofold: one, to thank King William and Queen Mary for their fount of faith in his abilities as a leader and manager; and two, as a geographic waypoint for future commerce. Some sixty yards from the front gate of Bidwell's house—which was the sole two-story structure in the community—was the fount itself: an oblong-shaped spring of fresh, cold aquamarine-colored water that covered an expanse of nearly three acres. Bidwell had learned from a surveyor who'd been mapping the area several years ago and who'd also plumbed the spring that it was more than forty feet deep. The fount was of vital importance to the settlement; in this country of salt marshes and stagnant black ponds, the spring meant that fresh water would always be in abundance.
Bulrushes grew in the spring's shallows, and hardy wildflow-ers that had endured the intemperate chill grew in clumps on the grassy banks. As the spring was the center of Fount Royal, all streets—their muddy surfaces made firmer by sand and crushed oyster shells—radiated from it. The streets were four in number, and had been named by Bidwell: Truth ran to the east, Industry to the west, Harmony to the north, and Peace to the south. Along those streets were the whitewashed clapboard houses, red barns, fenced pastures, lean-to sheds, and workshops that made up the settlement.
The blacksmith toiled at his furnace on Industry Street; on Truth Street stood the schoolhouse, across from the general store; Harmony Street was host to three churchhouses: Anglican, Lutheran, and Presbyterian; the cemetery on Harmony Street was not large, but was unfortunately well-planted; Peace Street led past the slave quarters and Bidwell's own stable to the forest that stood just short of the tidewater swamp and beyond that the sea; Industry Street continued to the orchards and farmland where Bidwell hoped someday to see bounties of apples, pears, cotton, corn, beans, and tobacco; on Truth Street also stood the gaol, where she was kept, and near it the building that served as a meeting-house; the surgeon-barber was located on Harmony Street, next to Van Gundy's Publick Tavern; and a number of other small enterprises, scattered about the fledgling town in hopes that Bidwell's dream of a southernmost city might come to fruition.
Of the 990 acres Bidwell had purchased, little more than two hundred were actually built upon, tilled, or used as pasture. A wall made of logs, their uptilted ends shaved and honed by axes into sharpened points, had been constructed around the entire settlement, orchards and all, as protection against Indians. The only way in or out—notwithstanding the seacoast, though a watchtower built in the forest there was occupied day and night by a musket-armed militiaman—was through the main gate that opened onto Harmony Street. A watchtower also stood beside the gate, allowing its militiaman a view of anyone approaching on the road.
So far in the existence of Fount Royal, the Indian element had offered no trouble; in fact, they'd been invisible, and Bidwell might have questioned whether there were indeed redskins within a hundred miles, if Solomon Stiles hadn't discovered strange symbols painted on the trunk of a pinetree during a hunting expedition. Stiles, a trapper and hunter of some regard, had explained to Bidwell that the Indians were marking the wilderness beyond the tree as territory not to be trespassed upon. Bid-well had decided not to press the issue, though by the royal deed all that land belonged to him. No, best to let the redskins alone until it was time to smoke them out.
Looking down upon the current decrepit condition of his dream hurt Bidwell's eyes. There were too many empty houses, too many gardens gone to weed, too many broken fences. Un-tended pigs lay about in the muck and dogs wandered, snapping and surly. In the past month five hard-built structures—all deserted at the time—had been reduced to piles of ash by midnight fires, and a burnt smell still tainted the air. Bidwell was aware of whom the residents blamed for these fires. If not her hand directly, then the hands—or claws, as the case might be—of the infernal beasts and imps she invoked. Fire was their language, and they were making their statements very clear.
His dream was dying. She was killing it. Though the bars of her cell and the thick walls of the gaol confined her body, her spirit—her phantasm—escaped to dance and cavort with her unholy lover, to plot more wreckage and woe to Bidwell's dream. To banish such a hydra into the judgment of the wilderness was not enough; she had plainly said she would not go, that no power on earth could make her leave her home. If Bidwell hadn't been a lawful man, he might have had her hanged at the beginning and been done with it. Now it was a matter for the court, and God help the judge who must sit in attendance.
No, he thought grimly. God help Fount Royal.
"Edward," BidweU said, "what is our present population?"
"The exact figure? Or an estimate?" 
"An estimate will do."
"One hundred or thereabouts," Winston offered. "But that will change before the week is done. Dorcas Chester is ill onto death."
"Yes, I know. This damp will fill up our cemetery ere long."
"Speaking of the cemetery . . . Alice Barrow has taken to bed as well."
"Alice Barrow?" Bidwell turned from the window to face the other man. "Is she ailing?"
"I had cause to visit John Swaine this morning," Winston said. "According to Cass Swaine, Alice Barrow has told several persons that she's been suffering dreams of the Dark Man. The dreams have so terrified her that she will not leave her bed."
Bidwell gave an exasperated snort. "And so she's spreading them about like rancid butter on scones, is that it?"
"It seems to be. Madam Swaine tells me the dreams have to do with the cemetery. More than that, she was too fearful herself to say."
"Good Christ!" Bidwell said, the color rising in his jowls. "Mason Barrow is a sensible man! Can't he control his wife's tongue?" He took two strides to the desk and slapped a hand down upon its surface. "This is the kind of stupidity that's destroying my town, Edward! Our town, I mean! But by God, it'll be ruins in six months if these tongues don't cease wagging!"
"I didn't mean to upset you, sir," Winston said. "I'm only recounting what I thought you should know."
"Look out there!" Bidwell waved toward the window, where the rain-swollen clouds were beginning to seal off the sunlight once again. "Empty houses and empty fields! Last May we had more than three hundred people! Three hundred! And now you say we're down to one hundred?"
"Or thereabouts," Winston corrected.
"Yes, and how many will Alice Barrow's tongue send running? Damn it, I cannot stand by waiting for a judge to arrive from Charles Town! What can I do about this, Edward?"
Winston's face was damp with perspiration, due to the room's humid nature. He pushed his spectacles up on his nose. "You have no choice but to wait, sir. The legal system must be obeyed."
"And what legal system does the Dark Man obey?" Bidwell planted both hands on the desk and leaned toward Winston, his own face sweating and florid. "What rules and regulations constrain his mistress? Damn my eyes, I can't watch my investment in this land be destroyed by some spectral bastard who shits doom in people's dreams! I did not build a shipping business by sitting on my bum quaking like a milksop maid." This last had been said through gritted teeth. "Come along or not as you please, Edward! I'm off to silence Alice Barrow's prattling!" He stalked toward the door without waiting for his town manager, who hurriedly closed his ledger and stood up to follow, like a pug after a barrel-chested bulldog.
They descended what to the ordinary citizens of Fount Royal was a wonder to behold: a staircase. It was without a railing, however, as the master carpenter who had overseen the construction of the stairs had died of the bloody flux before its completion. The walls of Bidwell's mansion were decorated with English pastoral paintings and tapestries, which upon close inspection would reveal the treacheries of mildew. Water stains marred many of the whitewashed ceilings, and rat droppings lay in darkened niches. As Bidwell and Winston came down the stairs, their boots loudly clomping, they became the focus of Bidwell's housekeeper, who was always alert to her master's movements. Emma Nettles was a broad-shouldered, heavyset woman in her mid-thirties whose hatchet-nosed and square-chinned face might've scared a redskin warrior into the arms of Jesus. She stood at the foot of the stairs, her ample body clad in her customary black cassock, a stiff white cap enforcing the regimented lie of her oiled and severely combed brown hair.
"May I he'p you, sir?" she asked, her voice carrying a distinct Scottish burr. In her formidable shadow stood one of the servant girls.
"I'm away to business," Bidwell replied curtly, plucking from a rack on the wall a navy blue tricorn hat, one of several in a variety of colors to match his costumes. He pushed the hat down on his head, which was no simplicity due to the height of his wig. "I shall have toss 'em boys and jonakin for my supper," he told her. "Mind the house." He strode past her and the servant girl toward the front door, with Winston in pursuit.
"As I always do, sir," the madam Nettles said quietly an instant after the door had closed behind the two men, her flesh-hooded eyes as dark as her demeanor.
Bidwell paused only long enough to unlatch the ornate white-painted iron gate—six feet tall and shipped at great expense from Boston—that separated his mansion from the rest of Fount Royal, then continued along Peace Street at a pace that tested Winston's younger and slimmer legs. The two men passed the spring, where Cecilia Semmes was filling a bucket full of water; she started to offer a greeting to Bidwell, but she saw his expression of angry resolve and thought it best to keep her tongue sheltered.
The last of the miserly sunlight was obscured by clouds even as Bidwell and Winston strode past the community's brass sundial, set atop a wooden pedestal at the conjunction of Peace, Harmony, Industry, and Truth streets. Tom Bridges, guiding his oxcart to his farmhouse and pasture on Industry, called a good afternoon to Bidwell, but the creator of Fount Royal did not break stride nor acknowledge the courtesy. "Afternoon to you, Tom!" Winston replied, after which he had to conserve his wind for keeping up with his employer as Bidwell took a turn onto the easterly path of Truth.
Two pigs occupied a large mud puddle in the midst of the street, one of them snorting with glee as he rooted deeper into the mire while a mongrel dog blotched with mange stood nearby barking his indignation. David Cutter, Hiram Abercrombie, and Arthur Dawson stood not far from the pigs and puddle, smoking their clay pipes and engrossed in what appeared to be stern conversation. "Good day, gentlemen!" Bidwell said as he passed them, and Cutter removed his pipe from his mouth and called out, "Bidwell! When's that judge gettin' here?"
"In due time, sir, in due time!" Winston answered, still walking.
"I'm talkin' to the string puller, not the puppet!" Cutter fired back. "We're gettin' tired a' waitin' for this thing to be resolved! You ask me, they ain't gonna never send us a judge!"
"We have the assurances of their councilmen, sir!" Winston said; his cheeks were stinging from the insult.
"Damn their assurances!" Dawson spoke up. He was a spindly red-haired man who served as Fount Royal's shoemaker. "They might assure us the rain will cease, too, but what of it?"
"Keep walking, Edward," Bidwell urged sotto voce.
"We've had a gutful of this dawdlin'!" Cutter said. "She needs to be hanged and done with it!"
Abercrombie, a farmer who'd been one of the first settlers to respond to Bidwell's broadsheets advertising the creation of Fount Royal, threw in his two shillings: "The sooner she hangs, the safer we'll all sleep! God save us from bein' burnt up in our beds!"
"Yes, yes," Bidwell muttered, lifting a hand into the air as a gesture of dismissal. His stride had quickened, sweat gleaming on his face and darkening the cloth at his armpits. Behind him, Winston was breathing hard; the air's sullen dampness had misted his spectacles. With his next step, his right foot sank into a pile of moldering horse apples that Bidwell had just deftly avoided.
"If they send us anybody," Cutter shouted as a last riposte, "it'll be a lunatic they plucked from the asylum up there!"
"That man speaks knowingly of asylums," Bidwell said, to no one in particular. They passed the schoolhouse and next to it Schoolmaster Johnstone's house. A pasture where a small herd of cattle grazed stood next to Lindstrom's farmhouse and barn, and then there was the meeting-house with a flagpole before it from which drooped the British colors. Just a little further on, and Bidwell's pace hastened even faster; there loomed the rough and windowless hardwood walls of the gaol, its single entrance door secured with a chain and iron lock. In front of the gaol was a pillory where miscreants who thieved, blasphemed, or otherwise incurred the wrath of the town council found themselves bound and sometimes pelted with the same substance that currently weighted Winston's right boot.
Past the gaol, a number of houses with barns, gardens, and small fieldplots occupied the last portion of Truth Street. Some of the houses were empty, and one of them had dwindled to a charred shell. Weeds and thorns had overtaken the forlorn gardens, the fields now more frightful swamp than fruitful earth. Bidwell walked to the door of a house almost at the very end of the street and knocked solidly while Winston stood nearby, blotting the sweat from his face with a shirtsleeve.
Presently the door was opened a crack and the grizzled, sunken-eyed face of a man who needed sleep peered out. "Good afternoon to you, Mason," Bidwell said. "I've come to see your wife."
Mason Barrow knew full well why the master of Fount Royal was at his door; he drew it open and stepped back, his black-haired head slumped like that of a dog about to be whipped. Bid-well and Winston entered the house, which seemed the size of a wig box compared to the mansion they'd recently left. The two Barrow children—eight-year-old Melissa and six-year-old Preston—were also in the front room, the older watching from behind a table and the younger clinging to his father's trouser leg. Bidwell was not an ungracious man; he removed his hat, first thing. "She's to bed, I understand."
"Yes sir. Sick to the soul, she is."
"I shall have to speak to her."
"Yes sir." Barrow nodded numbly. Bidwell noted that the two children also looked in need of sleep, as well as in need of a good hot meal. "As you please." Barrow motioned toward the room at the rear of the house.
"Very well. Edward, come with me." Bidwell walked to the open door of the other room and looked in. Alice Barrow was lying in the bed there, a wrinkled sheet pulled up to her chin. Her eyes were open and staring at the ceiling, her sallow face gleaming with sweat. The room's single window was shuttered, but the light was strong because seven tallows were aflame, as well as a clay bowl full of pine knots. Bidwell knew it was a remarkable extravagance for a farmer such as Mason Barrow, whose children must be suffering due to this surplus of illumination. As Bidwell stepped across the threshold, a loose plank squeaked underfoot and the woman looked at him; her eyes widened, she sucked in her breath as if she'd been struck, and shrank away from him deeper into the confines of the bed.
Bidwell immediately halted where he stood. "Good afternoon, madam," he said. "May I have a word with you?"
"Where's my husband?" the woman cried out. "Mason! Where's he gone?"
"I'm here!" Barrow replied, standing behind the other two men. "All's well, there's naught to fear."
"Don't let me sleep, Mason! Promise me you won't!"
"I promise," he said, with a quick glance at Bidwell.
"What's all this nonsense?" Bidwell asked him. "The woman's feared to sleep?"
"Yes, sir. She fears fallin' asleep and seein'—"
"Don't speak it!" Alice Barrow's voice rose again, tremulous and pleading. "If you love me, don't speak it!"
The little girl began to cry, the little boy still clinging to his father's leg. Barrow looked directly into Bidwell's face. "She's in a bad way, sir. She ain't slept for the past two nights. Cain't abide the dark, not even the day shadows."
"This is how it begins," Winston said quietly.
"Rein yourself!" Bidwell snapped at him. He produced a lace-rimmed handkerchief from a pocket of his jacket and wiped beads of sweat from his cheeks and forehead. "Be that as it may, Barrow, I must speak to her. Madam? May I enter?"
"No!" she answered, the damp sheet drawn up to her terror-stricken eyes. "Go away!"
"Thank you." Bidwell walked to her bedside and stood there, looking down at her with both hands gripping his hat. Winston followed behind him, but Mason Barrow remained in the other room to comfort the crying little girl. "Madam," Bidwell said, "you must desist in your spreading of tales about these dreams. I know you've told Cass Swaine. I would ask—"
"I told Cass 'cause she's my friend!" the woman said behind her sheet. "I told others of my friends too! And why shouldn't I? They should know whatIknow, if they value their lives!"
"And what is it that makes your knowledge so valuable, madam?"
She pushed the sheet away and stared defiantly up at him, her eyes wet and scared but her chin thrust toward him like a weapon. "That whoever lives in this town is sure to die."
"That, I fear, is only worth a shilling. All who live in any town are sure to die."
"Not by his hand! Not by fire and the torments of Hell! Oh, he told me! He showed me! He walked me through the graveyard, and he showed me them names on the markers!" The veins in her neck strained, her brown hair lank and wet. She said in an agonized whisper, "He showed me Cass Swaine's marker! And John's too! And he showed me the names of my children!" Her voice cracked, the tears coursing down her cheeks. "My own children, laid dead in the ground! Oh, sweet Jesus!" She gave a terrible, wrenching moan and pulled the sheet up to her face again, her eyes squeezed shut.
With all the candle flames, the pine knot smoke, and the humidity seeping in, the room was a hotbox. Bidwell felt as if drawing a breath was too much effort. He heard the rumble of distant thunder, another storm approaching. A response to Alice Barrow's phantasms was in order, but for the life of him Bidwell couldn't find one. There was no doubt a great Evil had seized upon the town, and had grown in both murky day and blackest night like poisonous mushrooms. This Evil had invaded the dreams of the citizens of Fount Royal and driven them to frenzies. Bidwell knew that Winston was correct: this indeed was how it began.
"Courage," he offered, but it sounded so very weak.
She opened her eyes; they had become swollen and near-scarlet. "Courage?" she repeated, incredulously. "Courage again' him? He showed me a graveyard full of markers! You couldn't take a step without fallin' over a grave! It was a silent town. Everybody gone ... or dead. He told me. Standin' right at my side, and I could hear him breathin' in my ear." She nodded, her eyes staring straight through Bidwell. "Those who stay here will perish and burn in Hell's fires. That's what he said, right in my ear. Burn in Hell's fires, forever and a day. It was a silent town. Silent. He said Shhhhhhhh, Alice. He said Shhhhhhhh, listen to my voice. Look upon this, he said, and know what I am." She blinked, some of the focus returning to her eyes, but she still appeared dazed and disjointed. "I did look," she said, "and I do know."
"I understand," Bidwell told her, trying to sound as calm and rational as a man at the bitter end of his rope possibly could, "but we must be responsible, and not so eager to spread fear among our fellows."
"I'm not wantin' to spread fear!" she answered sharply. "I'm wantin' to tell the truth of what was shown me! This place is cursed! You know it, I know it, every soul with sense knows it!" She stared directly at one of the candles. The little girl in the other room was still sobbing, and Alice Barrow said with small strength in her voice, "Hush, Melissa. Hush, now."
Bidwell, again, was lost for words. He found himself gripping his tricorn with a force that made his fingers ache. The distant thunder echoed, nearer now, and sweat was crawling down the back of his neck. This hotbox room seemed to be closing in on him, stealing his breath. He had to get out. He abruptly turned, almost bowling Winston over, and took the two strides to the door.
"I saw his face," the woman said. Bidwell stopped as if he'd run into a brick wall. "His face," she repeated. "I saw it. He let me see it."
Bidwell looked at her, waiting for the rest of what she had to say. She was sitting up, the sheet fallen aside, a terrible shiny anguish in her eyes. "He was wearin' your face," she said, with a savage and half-crazed grin. "Like a mask, it was. Wearin' your face, and showin' me my children laid dead in the ground." Her hands came up and covered her mouth, as if she feared she might let loose a cry that would shatter her soul.
"Steady, madam," Bidwell said, but his voice was shaky. "You must tend to reality, and put aside these visions of the netherworld."
"We'll all burn there, if he has his way!" she retorted. "He wants her free, is what he wants! Wants her free, and all of us gone!"
"I'll hear no more of this." Bidwell turned away from her again, and got out of the room.
"Wants her free!" the woman shouted. "He won't let us rest 'til she's with him!"
Bidwell kept going, out the front door, with Winston following. "Sir! Sir!" Barrow called, and he came out of the house after them. Bidwell paused, trying mightily to display a calm demeanor.
"Beg pardon, sir," Barrow said. "She meant no disrespect."
"None taken. Your wife is in a precarious condition."
"Yes, sir. But . . . things bein' as they are, you'll understand when I tell you we have to leave."
A fine drizzle was starting to fall from the dark-bellied clouds. Bidwell pushed the tricorn down on his head. "Do as you please, Barrow. I'm not your master."
"Yes sir." He licked his lower lip, plucking up the courage to say what was on his mind. "This was a good town, sir. Used to be, before . . ." He shrugged. "It's all changed now I'm sorry, but we cain't stay."
"Go on, then!" Bidwell's facade cracked and some of his anger and frustration spilled out like black bile. "No one's chaining you here! Go on, run like a scared dog with the rest of them! I shall not! By God, I have planted myself in this place and no phantasm shall tear me—"
A bell sounded. A deep-tolling bell. Once, then a second and third time.
It was the voice of the bell at the watchman's tower on Harmony Street. The bell continued to sound, announcing that the watchman had spied someone coming along the road.
"—shall tear me out!" Bidwell finished, with fierce resolve. He looked toward the main gate, which was kept closed and locked against Indians. New hope blossomed in his heart. "Edward, it must be the judge from Charles Town! Yes! It has to be! Come along!" Without another word to Mason Barrow, Bidwell started off toward the junction of the four streets. "Hurry!" he said to Winston, picking up his pace. The rain was beginning to fall now in earnest, but not even the worst deluge since Noah would've kept him from personally welcoming the judge this happy day. The bell's voice had started a chorus of dogs to barking, and as Bidwell and Winston rushed northward along Harmony Street—one grinning with excitement and the other gasping for breath—a number of mutts chased round and round them as if at the heels of carnival clowns.
By the time they reached the gate, both men were wet with rain and perspiration and were breathing like bellows. A group of a dozen or so residents had emerged from their homes to gather around, as a visitor from the outside was rare indeed. Up in the watchtower, Malcolm Jennings had ceased his pulling on the bell-cord, and two men—Esai Pauling and James Reed—were readying to lift the log that served as the gate's lock from its latchpost.
"Wait, wait!" Bidwell called, pushing through the onlookers. "Give me room!" He approached the gate and realized he was trembling with anticipation. He looked up at Jennings, who was standing on the tower's platform at the end of a fifteen-foot-tall ladder. "Are they white men?"
"Yes sir," Jennings answered. He was a slim drink of water with a shockpate of unruly dark brown hair and perhaps five teeth in his head, but he had the eyes of a hawk.
"Two of 'em. I mean to say ... I think they be white."
Bidwell couldn't decipher what that was supposed to mean, but neither did he want to tarry at this important moment. "Very well!" he said to Pauling and Reed. "Open it!" The log was lifted and pulled from its latch. Then Reed grasped the two wooden handgrips and drew the gate open.
Bidwell stepped forward, his arms open to embrace his savior. In another second, however, his welcoming advance abruptly stopped.
Two men stood before him: one large with a bald head, one slender with short-cropped black hair. But neither one of them was the man he'd hoped to greet.
He presumed they were white. With all the mud they wore, it was difficult to tell. The larger—and older—had on a mud-covered coat that seemed to be black under its earth daubings. He was barefoot, his skinny legs grimed with muck. The younger man wore only something that might serve as a nightshirt, and he appeared to have recently rolled on the ground in it. He did wear shoes, however filthy they might be.
The mutts were so excited by all the commotion that they began to snarl and bark their lungs out at the two arrivals, who seemed dazed at the appearance of people wearing clean clothing.
"Beggars," Bidwell said; his voice was quiet, dangerously so. He heard thunder over the wilderness, and thought it must be the sound of God laughing. His welcoming arms fell heavily to his sides. "I have been sent beggars," he said, louder, and then he began to laugh along with God. Soft at first it was, and then the laughter spiraled out of him, raucous and uncontrollable; it hurt his throat and made his eyes water, and though he ardently wanted to stop—ardently tried to stop—he found he had as much power over this laughter as if he'd been a whirligig spun by the hand of a foolish child. "Beggars!" he shouted through the wheezing. "I . . . have . . . run ... to admit beggars!"
"Sir," spoke the larger man, and he took a barefooted step forward. An expression of anger swept across his mud-splattered features. "Sir!"
Bidwell shook his head and kept laughing—there seemed to be some weeping in it as well—and he waved his hand to dismiss the wayfaring jaybird.
Isaac Woodward pulled in a deep breath. If the night of wet hell had not been enough, this crackerjack dandy was here to test his mettle. Well, his mettle broke. He bellowed, "Sir!" in his judicial voice, which was loud and sharp enough to silence for a moment even the yapping dogs. "1 am Magistrate Woodward, come from Charles Town!"
Bidwell heard; he gasped, choked on a last fragment of laughter, and then he stood staring with wide and shocked eyes at the half-naked mudpie who called himself a magistrate.
A single thought entered Bidwell's mind like a hornet's sting: // they send us anybody, it'll be a lunatic they plucked from the asylum up there!
He heard a moan, quite close. His eyelids fluttered. The world—rainstorm, voice of God, green wilderness beyond, beggars and magistrates, parasites in the apples: ruin and destruction like the shadows of vulture wings—spun around him. He took a backward step, looking for something to lean against.
There was nothing. He fell onto Harmony Street, his head full of cold gray fog, and there was cradled to sleep.
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A KNOCK SOUNDED on the door. "Magistrate? Master Bidwell sent me to tell you the guests are arrivin'."
"I'll be there directly," Woodward answered, recognizing the housekeeper's Scottish brogue. He recalled that the last time he'd heard a knock on a door, his life had been near snuffed. Of course the mere thought of that wretch wearing the gold-striped waistcoat was enough to make him fumble in buttoning the clean pale blue shirt he had recently put on. "Damn!" he said to his reflection in the oval wall mirror.
"Sir?" Mrs. Nettles inquired beyond the door. 
"I said I'd be there directly!" he told her again. 
She said, "Yes sir," and walked with a heavy gait along the corridor to the room Matthew occupied.
Woodward completed the task of buttoning his shirt, which was a bit short at the sleeves and more than a bit tight across the belly. It was among a number of clothes—shirts, trousers, waistcoats, stockings, and shoes—that had been collected for himself and Matthew by their host, once Bidwell's fainting spell had been overcome and the man made aware of what had happened to their belongings. Then Bidwell, realizing his providence was at hand, had been most gracious in arranging two rooms in his mansion for their use, as well as gathering up the approximately sized clothing for them and making sure they had such necessities as freshly stropped razors and hot water for baths. Woodward had feared he'd never be able to scrub all the mud from his skin, but the last of it had come off by the administrations of a rough sponge and plenty of elbow oil.
He had previously put on a pair of black trousers—again, a shade snug but wearable—and white stockings and a pair of square-toed black shoes. Over his shirt he donned a pearl-gray silk waistcoat, loaned to him from Bidwell's own wardrobe. He checked his face again in the mirror, lamenting that he would have to meet these new people in a bareheaded and age-spotted condition, as a wig was such a personal item that asking the loan of one was out of the question. But so be it. At least he still had a head upon his neck. If truth be told, he would rather have slept the night away than be the centerpiece at Bidwell's dinner, as he was still exhausted; but he'd slumbered for three hours after his bath, and that would have to do until he could again stretch himself out on that excellent feather-mattressed four-poster behind him.
As a last precaution he opened his mouth and checked the condition of his teeth. His throat felt somewhat parched but nothing that a draught of rum couldn't satisfy. Then, smelling of sandalwood soap and lemon-oil shaving lotion, he opened the door of his spacious room and ventured out into the candle-illumed hallway.
Downstairs, he followed the sound of voices into a large wood-panelled room that stood just off the main entrance vestibule. It was arranged for a gathering, the chairs and other furniture shunted aside to afford space for movement, a polite fire burning in a white stone hearth as the rainy night had turned cool. A chandelier made of antlers hung overhead, a dozen candles flickering amid the points. Bidwell was there, wearing another opulent wig and a velvet suit the color of dark port. He was standing with two other gentlemen, and as Woodward entered the room Bidwell interrupted his conversation to say, "Ah, there's the magistrate now! Sir, how was your rest?"
"Not long enough, I fear," Woodward admitted. "The rigors of last night haven't yet been eased."
"The magistrate tells a remarkable tale!" Bidwell said to the other gentlemen. "It seems he and his scribe were almost murdered at a tavern on their way here! The rogue was evidently well versed in murder, isn't that right sir?" He lifted his eyebrows, prompting Woodward to take over the story.
"He was. My clerk saved our skins, though that's all we came away with. By necessity, we abandoned our belongings. Oh, I look forward to the morrow, Mr. Bidwell."
"The magistrate has asked me to send a party of militia there in order to regain his worldly goods," Bidwell explained to the two others. "Also to arrest that man and bring him to justice."
"I'll be going, too," Woodward said. "I wouldn't miss seeing the expression on Shawcombe's face when the iron's slapped on him."
"Will Shawcombe?" One of the gentlemen—a younger man, perhaps in his early thirties—frowned. "I've stopped at his tavern before, on my trips back and forth to Charles Town! I had my suspicions about that man's character."
"They were well founded. Furthermore, he murdered the magistrate who was on his way here two weeks ago. Thymon Kingsbury was his name."
"Let me make introductions," Bidwell said. "Magistrate Isaac Woodward, this is Nicholas Paine"—he nodded toward the younger man, and Woodward shook Paine's outstretched hand— "and Elias Garrick." Woodward grasped Garrick's hand as well. "Mr. Paine is the captain of our militia. He'll be leading the expedition to secure Mr. Shawcombe in the morning. Won't you, Nicholas?"
"My duty," Paine said, though it was obvious from the glint in his iron-gray eyes that he might resent these plans of arrest being made without his representation. "And my pleasure to serve you, Magistrate."
"Mr. Garrick is our largest farmholder," Bidwell went on. "He was also one of the first to cast his lot with me."
"Yes sir," Garrick said. "I built my house the very first month."
"Ah!" Bidwell had glanced toward the room's entrance. "Here's your scribe!"
Matthew had just walked in, wearing shoes that pinched his feet. "Good evening, sirs," he said, and managed a wan smile though he was still dog-tired and in no mood for convivialities. "Pardon my being late."
"No pardon necessary!" Bidwell motioned him in. "We were hearing about your adventure of last night."
"I'd have to call it a misadventure," Matthew said. "Surely not one I'd care to repeat."
"Gentlemen, this is the magistrate's clerk, Mr. Matthew Cor-bett," Bidwell announced. He introduced Matthew to Paine and Garrick, and hands were again shaken. "I was telling the magistrate that Mr. Paine is the captain of our militia and shall be leading—"
"—the expedition to secure Mr. Shawcombe in the morning," Paine broke in. "As it's a lengthy trip, we shall be leaving promptly at sunrise."
Woodward said, "It will be a pleasure to rise early for that satisfaction, sir."
"Very well. I'll find another man or two to take along. Will we need guns, or do you think Shawcombe'll give up without violence?"
"Guns," Woodward said. "Definitely guns."
The talk turned to other matters, notably what was happening in Charles Town, and therefore Matthew—who was wearing a white shirt and tan trousers with white stockings—had the opportunity to make quick studies of Paine and Garrick. The captain of militia was a sturdy-looking man who stood perhaps five-ten. Matthew judged him to be in the vicinity of thirty years; he wore his sand-colored hair long and pulled into a queue at the back of his head, secured with a black cord. His face was well balanced by a long, slender-bridged nose and thick blond brows that settled low over his gunmetal gray eyes. Matthew surmised from Paine's build and economy of motion that he was a no-nonsense type of man, someone who was no stranger to strenuous activity and probably an adept horseman. Paine was also no clotheshorse; his outfit consisted of a simple gray shirt, well-used leather waistcoat, dark brown trousers, gray leggings, and brown boots.
Garrick, who listened far more than he spoke, impressed Matthew as an earthy gentleman who was probably facing the dusk of his fifties. He was slim and rawboned, his gaunt-cheeked face burnt and weathered by the fierce sun of past summers. He had deeply set brown eyes, his left brow slashed and drawn upward by a small scar. His gray hair was slicked with pomade and combed straight back on his skull, and he wore cream-colored corduroy trousers, a blue shirt, and an age-buffed waistcoat that was the bright yellowish hue of some spoiled cheese Matthew once had the misfortune to inhale. Something about Garrick's expression and manner—slow-blinking, thick and labored language when he did deem to speak—made Matthew believe that the man might be the salt of the earth but was definitely limited in his selection of spices.
A young negress servant appeared with a pewter tray upon which were goblets—real cut glass, which impressed Woodward because such treasures of luxury were rarely seen in these rough-edged colonies—brimming with red wine. Bidwell urged them all to partake, and never did wine flow down two more appreciative throats than those of the magistrate and his clerk.
The ringing of a dulcet-toned bell at the front door announced the arrival of others. Two more gentlemen were escorted into the room by Mrs. Nettles, who then took her leave to attend to business in the kitchen. Woodward and Matthew had already made the acquaintance of Edward Winston, but the man with him—who limped in his walk and supported himself on a twisted cane with an ivory handle—was a stranger.
"Our schoolmaster, Alan Johnstone," Bidwell said, introducing them one to another. "We're fortunate to have Master Johnstone as part of our community. He brings to us the benefit of an Oxford education."
"Oxford?" Woodward shook the man's hand. "I too attended Oxford."
"Really? Which college, may I ask?" The schoolmaster's elegant voice, though pitched low and quiet, held a power that Woodward felt sure would serve him well securing the respectful attention of students in a classroom.
"Christ Church. And you?"
"All Souls'."
"Ah, that was a magnificent time," Woodward said, but he rested his eyes on Bidwell because he found the schoolmaster more than a little strange in appearance. Johnstone wore a dusting of white facial powder and had plucked his eyebrows thin. "I remember many nights spent studying the bottom of ale tankards at the Chequers Inn."
"I myself preferred the Golden Cross," Johnstone said with a slight smile. "Their ale was a student's delight: very strong and very cheap."
"I see we have a true scholar among us." Woodward returned the smile. "All Souls' College, eh? I expect Lord Mallard will be drunk again next year."
"In his cups, I'm sure."
As this exchange between fellow Oxfordians had been going on, Matthew had been making his own cursory study of Alan Johnstone. The schoolmaster, slim and tall, was dressed in a dark gray suit with black striping, a white ruffled shirt and a black tri-corn. He wore a simple white wig, and from the breast pocket of his jacket protruded a white lace handkerchief. With the powder on his face—and a spot of rouge highlighting each sharp cheekbone—it was difficult to guess his age, though Matthew reasoned lie was somewhere between forty and fifty. Johnstone had a long, aristocratic nose with slightly flared nostrils, narrow dark blue eyes that were not unfriendly but rather somewhat reserved in expression, and the high forehead of an intellectual. Matthew glanced quickly down and saw that Johnstone wore polished black boots ;ind white stockings, but that a misshapen lump on his right leg served him as a knee. When he looked up again, he found the schoolmaster staring into his face and he felt a blush spreading across his cheeks.
"As you're interested, young man," Johnstone said, with an uplift of his finely plucked eyebrows, "it is a defect of birth."
"Oh . . . I'm sorry. I mean ... I didn't—"
"Tut tut." Johnstone reached out and patted Matthew's shoulder. "Observance is the mark of a good mind. Would that you hone that quality, but be a shade less direct in its application."
"Yes, sir," Matthew said, wishing he might sink through the floor.
"My clerk's eyes are sometimes too large for his head," Woodward offered, as a poultice of apology. He, too, had noted the malformed knee.
"Better too large than too small, I think," returned the schoolmaster. "In this town at this present time, however, it would be wise to keep both eyes and head in moderation." He sipped his wine, as Woodward nodded at Johnstone's sagacity. "And as we are speaking of such things and it is the point of your visit here, might I ask if you've seen her yet?"
"No, not yet," Bidwell answered quickly. "I thought the magistrate should like to hear the particulars before he sets sight on her."
"Do you mean particulars, or peculiars?" Johnstone asked, which brought uneasy laughter from Winston and Paine but only a slight smile from Bidwell. "As one Oxford man to another, sir," he said to the magistrate, "I should not wish to be in your shoes."
"If you were in my shoes, sir," Woodward said, enjoying this joust with the schoolmaster's wit, "you would not be an Oxford man. You would be a candidate for the noose."
Johnstone's eyes widened a fraction. "Pardon me?"
"My shoes are in the custody of a murderer," Woodward explained, and then proceeded to paint in detail the events at Shawcombe's tavern. The judge had realized that such a tale of near-tragedy was as sure a draw to an audience as was a candle-flame to inquisitive moths, and so began to bellows the flame for all it was worth. Matthew was intrigued to find that in this go-round of the tale, the judge was certain from the beginning that Shawcombe was "a scoundrel of evil intent," and that he'd made up his mind to guard his back ere Shawcombe sank a blade into it.
As the clay of history was being reshaped, the doorbell again rang and presently Mrs. Nettles reappeared escorting another guest to the gathering. This gentleman was a slight, small-boned man who brought to Matthew's mind the image of a bantam owl perched atop a barn's beam. His face was truly owlish, with a pale pursed mouth and a hooked nose, his large pallid blue eyes swimming behind round-lensed spectacles and arched brown brows set high on his furrowed dome. He wore a plain black suit, blue shirt with ruffled cuffs, and high-topped boots. His long brown hair— streaked with gray at the temples—overhung his shoulders, his head crowned by an ebon tricorn.
"Dr. Benjamin Shields, our surgeon," Bidwell announced. "How goes it, Ben?"
"An unfortunate day, I fear," the doctor said, in a voice very much larger than himself. "Forgive my tardiness. I just came from the Chester house."
"What is Madam Chester's condition?" Winston asked.
"Lifeless." Shields removed his tricorn and handed it to Mrs. Nettles, who stood behind him like a dark wall. "Sad to say, she passed not an hour ago. It's this swamp air! It clogs the lungs and thickens the blood. If we don't have some relief soon, Robert, our shovels will see much new work. Hello!" He strode forward and offered his hand to Woodward. "You're the magistrate we've been waiting for. Thank God you've finally come!"
"As I understand it from the council in Charles Town," Woodward said after he'd shaken the doctor's hand, which he noticed was more than a little cold and clammy, "I am actually the third magistrate involved in this situation. The first perished by the plague back in March, before he could leave the city, and the second . . . well, Magistrate Kingsbury's fate was unknown until last night. This is my clerk, Matthew Corbett."
"A pleasure, young man." The doctor shook Matthew's hand. "Sir," he said, addressing Woodward again, "I care not if you are the third, thirteenth, or thirty-third magistrate involved! We just want this situation resolved, and the sooner the better." He punctuated his statement with a fiery glare over the rims of his spectacles, then he sniffed the air of the aroma that had been creeping into the room. "Ah, roasted meat! What's on the table tonight, Robert?"
"Toss 'em boys in peppercorn sauce," Bidwell said, with less vitality than a few moments previously; he was pained by the death of Dorcas Chester, a grandly aged lady whose husband Timothy was Fount Royal's tailor. Indeed, the cloth of things was unravelling. The doctor's remark about the work of shovels also made Bidwell think—uncomfortably so—of Alice Barrow's dreams.
"Dinner will be a'table presently," Mrs. Nettles told them, and then she left the room, carrying the doctor's tricorn.
Shields walked to the fireplace and warmed his hands. "A pity about Madam Chester," he said, before anyone else could venture off into new territory. "She was a fine woman. Magistrate, have you had much of a chance to inspect our town?"
"No, I haven't."
"Best hurry. At this rate of mortality, Fount Royal will have to soon be renamed Grave Common."
"Ben!" Bidwell said, rather more sharply than he'd intended. "I don't think there's any purpose in such language, do you?"
"Probably not." Shields rubbed his hands together, intent on removing from them the chill of Dorcas Chester's flesh. "Unfortunately, though, there's much truth in it. Oh, the magistrate will find out these things for himself soon enough; we may as well speed his knowledge." He looked at the schoolmaster, who stood nearby. "Alan, are you finished with that?" Without waiting for a response, he plucked the half-full wineglass from Johnstone's hand and took a hearty swallow. Then he fixed his baleful gaze full upon Isaac Woodward. "I didn't become a doctor to bury my patients, but lately I should wear an undertaker's shingle. Two last week. The little Richardson child, bless his soul, was one of them. Now Dorcas Chester. Who shall I be sending off next week?"
"This does no good," Bidwell said firmly. "I urge you to restrain yourself."
"Restrain myself." The doctor nodded and gazed into the glass's shallow pond of red wine. "Robert, I've restrained myself too long. I have grown weary of restraining myself."
"The weather is to blame," Winston spoke up. "Surely these rains will pass soon, and then we'll—"
"It's not just the weather!" Shields interrupted, with a defiant uplift of his sharp-boned chin. "It's the spirit of this place now. It's the darkness here." He drank again, finishing off the glass. "A darkness at noon the same as at midnight," he said, his lips wet. "These sicknesses are spreading. Sick of spirit, sick of body. They're linked, gentlemen. One regulates the other. I saw how Madam Chester's sickness of spirit robbed her body of health. I saw it, and there wasn't a damned thing I could do. Now Timothy's spirit has been blighted with the contagion. How long will it be before I'm attending his demise?"
"Pardon me, sir," Garrick said, before Bidwell could deliver a rebuke. "When you say the sickness is spreadin' ... do you mean ..." He hesitated, as he fit together exactly what he desired to say. "Do you mean we're facin' the plague?"
"Careful, Benjamin," the schoolmaster cautioned in a quiet voice.
"No, that's not what he means!" Bidwell said heatedly. "The doctor's distraught about Madam Chester's passing, that's all! Tell him you're not speaking of plague, Ben."
The doctor paused and Matthew thought he was about to announce that plague indeed had come to Fount Royal. But instead, Shields released his breath in a long weary sigh and said, "No, I'm not speaking of plague. At least, not plague caused by any physical  power."
"What the good doctor means, I believe," said Johnstone to Garrick, "is that the town's current spiritual. . . um . . . vulnerability is affecting the physical health of us all."
"You mean the witch is makin' us sick," Garrick said, thick-tongued.
Bidwell decided it was time to stop these floodwaters, ere the dam break when Garrick—who was a proficient farmer but whose intellect in less earthy things was lacking—repeated these musings around the community. "Let us look to the future and not to the past, gentlemen! Elias, our deliverance is at hand in the magistrate. We should put our trust in the Lord and the law, and forbid ourselves of these destructive ramblings."
Garrick looked to Johnstone for translation. "He means not to worry," the schoolmaster said. "And I'm of the same opinion. The magistrate will resolve our difficulties."
"You put great faith in me, sirs." Woodward felt both puffed and burdened by these attentions. "I hope I meet your expectations."
"You'd better." Shields had put aside the empty glass. "The fate of this settlement is in your hands."
"Gentlemen?" Mrs. Nettles loomed in the doorway. "Dinner's a'table."
The banquet room, toward the rear of the house next to the kitchen, was a marvel of dark-timbered walls, hanging tapestries, and a fieldstone fireplace as wide as a wagon. Above the hearth was the mounted head of a magnificent stag, and displayed on both sides of it was a collection of muskets and pistols. Neither Woodward nor Matthew had expected to find a mansion out here on the coastal swampland, but a room like this—which might have served as the centerpiece in a British castle—rendered them both speechless. Above a huge rectangular table was an equally huge candlelit chandelier supported from the ceiling by thick nautical chains, and upon the floor was a carpet as red as beef-blood. The groaning board was covered with platters of food, principal among them the roasted toss 'em boys still asizzle in their juices.
"Magistrate, you sit here beside me," Bidwell directed; it was clear to Matthew that Bidwell relished his position of power, and that he was obviously a man of uncommon wealth. Bidwell had the places already chosen for his guests, and Matthew found himself seated on a pewlike bench between Garrick and Dr. Shields. Another young negress servant girl came through a doorway from the kitchen bringing wooden tankards of what proved to be—when Woodward tried a tentative sip, remembering the bite of the Indian ale—cold water recently drawn from the spring.
"Shall we have a prayer of thanks?" Bidwell asked before the first blade pierced the roasted and peppercorn-spiced chicken. "Master Johnstone, would you do the honors?"
"Surely." Johnstone and the others bowed their heads, and the schoolmaster gave a prayer that appreciated the bounties of the table, praised God for His wisdom in bringing the magistrate safely to Fount Royal, and asked for an abatement to the rains if that was indeed in God's divine plan. While Johnstone was praying, however, the muffled sound of thunder heralded the approach of another storm, and Johnstone's "Amen" sounded to Matthew as if the schoolmaster had spoken it through clenched teeth.
"Let us sup," Bidwell announced.
Knives flashed in the candlelight, spearing roasted toss 'em boys—a title rarely used in these modern days except by sportsmen who recalled the gambler's game of setting dogs upon chickens to bet upon which dog would "toss" the greatest number. A moment of spirited jabbing by Bidwell's guests was followed by tearing the meat from its bones with teeth and fingers. Hunks of the heavy, coarse-grained jonakin bread that tasted of burnt corn and could sit in a belly like a church brick found use in sopping up the greasy juices. Platters of steaming beans and boiled potatoes were there for the taking, and a servant girl brought a communal, beautifully worked silver tankard full of spiced rum with which to wash everything down the gullet.
Rain began to drum steadily on the roof. Soon it was apparent to Matthew that the banquet had drawn a number of unwelcome guests: large, buzzing horseflies and—more bothersome—mosquitoes that hummed past the ears and inflicted itching welts. In a lull of the idle conversation—which was interrupted quite frequently by the slapping at an offensive fly or mosquito—Bidwell took a drink from the rum tankard and passed it to the magistrate. Then Bidwell cleared his throat, and Woodward knew it was time to get to the heart of the matter.
"I should ask you what you know of the situation here, sir," Bidwell said, with chicken grease gleaming on his chin.
"I know only what the council told me. In essence, that you have in your gaol a woman accused of witchcraft."
Bidwell nodded; he picked up a bone from his plate and sucked on it. "Her name is Rachel Howarth. She's a mixed breed, English and Portuguese. In January, her husband Daniel was found dead in a field with his throat cut."
"His head almost severed from the neck," the doctor added.
"And there were other wounds on the body," Bidwell went on. Made by the teeth or claws of a beast. On his face, his arms, his hands." He returned the naked bone to his plate and picked up another that still held a bit of meat. "Whatever killed him . . . was ferocious, to say the least. But his was not the first death in such a fashion."
"The Anglican minister, Burlton Grove," Johnstone spoke up, reaching for the silver tankard. "He was murdered in a similar way in November. His corpse was found in the church by his wife. Widow, I should say. She very soon afterward left town."
"Understandable," Woodward said. "You have a minister at present?"
"No," Bidwell said. "I've been presenting sermons from time to time. Also Dr. Shields, Master Johnstone, and several others. We had a Lutheran here for a while, to serve the Germans, but he spoke very little English and he left last summer."
"The Germans?"
"That's right. At one point, we had a number of German and Dutch families. There are still. . . oh . . ." He looked to Winston for help. "How many, would you say?"
"Seven German families," Winston supplied. He swung a hand at a mosquito that drifted past his face. "Two Dutch."
"Edward is my town manager," Bidwell explained to the magistrate. "He takes care of the accounting, a position in which he served for my shipping company in London."
"Would I know the name of your company?" Woodward asked.
"The Aurora. You might've come over on one of my ships."
"Possibly. You're a long way from the center of commerce here, aren't you?"
"Not so far. My two sons are now at the helm, and my wife and daughter remain in London also. But I trust the young men to do what has to be done. In the meantime, I am busy in furthering the future of my company."
"In Fount Royal? How?"
Bidwell smiled slightly, like a cat that has swallowed the canary. "It must be apparent to you, sir, that I hold the southernmost settlement in these colonies. You must be aware that the Spaniards are not too far from here, down in the Florida land." He beckoned for Dr. Shields to pass him the rum tankard. "It is my intent," he said, "to create a city out of Fount Royal that will rival... no, surpass Charles Town as a point of trade between the colonies and the Indies. In time, I shall base my company here to take advantage of such trade. I expect to have a military presence here in the future, as the King is interested that the Spanish don't pursue their territorial greed in a northerly direction." He grasped the tankard's handle and downed a swig. "Another reason to create a naval base at Fount Royal is to intercept the pirates and privateers who regularly attack ships carrying freight from the Indies. And who should build those naval vessels, do you think?" He cocked his head to one side, awaiting Woodward's reply.
"Yourself, of course."
"Of course. Which also means the construction of docks, warehouses, lumberyards, homes for the officers . . . well, you can see the profit in the picture, can't you?"
"I can," Woodward said. "I presume you would build a better road between here and Charles Town, as well?"
"In time, Magistrate," Bidwell answered, "the councilmen of Charles Town will build the road. Oh, I expect I'll meet them halfway and we'll make some kind of compromise." He shrugged. "But it will be obvious to them that Fount Royal is better situated as a port city and naval base, and they'll need the trade I send them."
Woodward grunted softly. "Lofty ambitions, sir. I suspect the councilmen must already know your plans. That may be part of why it took so long to get a magistrate here."
"Likely so. But I'm not planning on running Charles Town out of the shipping business. I simply saw an opportunity. Why the founders of Charles Town didn't elect to build as far south as possible, I don't know. I expect it had to do with the rivers there, and their need for fresh water. But the spring, you see, gives us all the fresh water we need. Plenty enough to fill barrels for thirsty sailors from the Indies, that's a certainty!"
"Uh . . . sir?" Matthew said, scratching at a mosquito bite on his right cheek. "If these plans of yours are so clear . . . then why is it you haven't yet begun building your docks and warehouses?"
Bidwell glanced quickly at Winston. Matthew thought it was a glance of nervous communication. "Because," Bidwell said, directing a hard stare at Matthew, "first things are first." He pushed his plate of bones aside and folded his hands on the table. "It is just like the building of a ship, young man. You do not mount the mast first, you lay the keel. As it will take several years to drain the swampland and prepare the necessary details before construction of the docks can begin, I must make sure that Fount Royal is self-supporting. Which means that the farmers"—here he gave a nod of acknowledgment to Garrick—"are able to raise sufficient crops; that the cobbler, tailor, blacksmith, and other craftsmen are able to work and thrive; that we have a sturdy schoolhouse and church and an atmosphere of purpose and security; and that we have a yearly increase in population."
He paused after this recitation, and regarded the plate of bones as darkly as if they were the ribs of the burned houses that littered Fount Royal. "I regret to speak the truth," he said after a few seconds of grim silence, "but very few of those conditions have come to pass. Oh, our farmers are doing the best they can, as the weather is doing its worst, but the fight is all uphill. We have the staples—corn, beans, and potatoes—and the game is abundant. But as far as producing a commerce crop such as cotton or tobacco . . . the attempts have not met with success. We are losing our population at a rapid rate, both to illness and ..." Again, he hesitated. He took a pained breath. "And to fear of the witch," he went on. Then he looked into Woodward's eyes.
"It is my passionate dream," Bidwell said, "to create a town here. To build from it a port city that shall be the pride of my possessions. In truth, sir, I have strained my accounts to see that dream become a reality. I have never failed at anything. Never." He lifted his chin a fraction, as if daring a blow from the fist of fate. Woodward noticed that on it was a large, reddening insect bite. "I am not going to fail here," he said, with iron in his voice, and this time he swept his gaze around the table to take in the rest of his audience. "I refuse to fail," he told them. "No damned witch, warlock, nor cloven-hooved ass shall destroy Fount Royal so long as I have a drop of blood in my body, and that's my vow to all of you!"
"Your vow finds a brother in mine, sir," Paine said. "I won't run from a woman, even if she is licking the devil's buttocks."
"More like sucking his cock," the doctor said. His voice was a little slurred, indicating that the wine and rum had together overrun his fortifications. "Isn't that right, Elias?"
The attention of the magistrate and his clerk turned toward Garrick, whose weathered face had blushed a shade red. "Yes sir, it is," the farmer agreed. "I seen the witch on her knees, tendin' to her master in such a way."
"One moment." Woodward had felt his heart give a kick. "You mean to say . . . you actually witnessed such a thing?"
"I did," came the answer without hesitation. "I seen Rachel Howarth on her knees, in the dirt. He was standin' in front of her, with his hands on his hips. She had hold of. . ." He stopped, and squirmed uneasily on the bench.
"Go on," Bidwell urged. "Tell the magistrate exactly what you saw."
"It... it was . .. awful big," Garrick struggled onward, "and ... it was black and shiny. Wet-lookin', like a snail. And . . . the worst thing was that ... it ..." He glanced for help first to Johnstone and then to Shields, but both those gentlemen had chosen to stare at their plates. Garrick forced himself to look at the magistrate and finish what he'd begun. "It was covered with thorns," he said, and instantly he dropped his gaze to his own plate.
"Thorns," Woodward repeated; he felt a little lightheaded himself, whether from the rum or the impact of this testimony he didn't know.
"Mr. Garrick?" Matthew leaned forward. "What did the man's face look like?"
"His face?"
"Yes, sir. I presume you saw his face?"
"Well . . ." Garrick frowned, his eyes downcast. "I was might scared. I don't reckon I got a good look at that part of him."
"Hell's bells, boy!" Shields said, with a harsh laugh. "If you'd taken a gander at a woman sucking a foot-long black pecker covered with thorns, would you have looked at the face hanging over it?"
"I don't know," Matthew replied calmly. "I've never been in that position before."
"He was wearing a cloak and a cowl over his head. Isn't that what you told me, Elias?" Bidwell prompted.
"Yes sir, that he was. A black cloak, with gold buttons on the front. I seen 'em shine in the moonlight." Garrick paused once more; he swallowed thickly, his eyes glassy from the memory of what he'd witnessed. "Where his face was . . . was just dark, that's all. Like a hole you could look into and not see the bottom of. I was might scared, 'bout to wet my britches. I stood there, starin' at 'em. Both of 'em, right there behind the barn. Then all of a sudden he musta spied me . . . 'cause he said my name. Spoke it like he knew me. He said, 'Elias Garrick, do you like what you see?'" Garrick lifted trembling fingers and ran them across his lips. "I . . . wanted to run. I tried, but he had me rooted. He made me open my mouth. Made me say 'Yes.' Then he . . . laughed, and he let me go. I ran home, but I was too scared to wake up my 'Becca. I didn't tell her ... I couldn't bear to tell her. But I did go to Mr. Paine, and then he took me to see Mr. Bidwell."
"And you're positive the woman you saw ... uh ... in service to this creature was Rachel Howarth?" Woodward asked.
"Yes sir, I am. My farm's right next to the Howarth land. That night I had me some stomach trouble, and I woke up and went outside to spew. Then I seen somebody walkin' 'cross the Howarth cornfield, near where Jess Maynard found Daniel's body. I thought it was might strange, somebody walkin' in the dark with no lantern, so I crossed the fence and followed. Went behind the barn, and that's where I seen what I did."
"You saw the woman's face, then?" Matthew asked.
"Back to the face he goes again!" Dr. Shields scoffed.
"I seen her hair," the farmer went on. "I seen . . . well... by the time I'd got there, she was out of her clothes."
"The woman was naked?" Woodward, on an impulse, reached for the tankard. There was a single drink left in it, which he made disappear.
"Naked, yes sir." Garrick nodded. "It was her, all right. Rachel Howarth, the witch." He looked from Woodward to his host and then back again to the magistrate. "Who else would it've been?"
"No one else," Bidwell said flatly. "Magistrate, you do know your daemoniacals, do you not?"
"I do."
"The witch has all but admitted a hand in murdering Reverend Grove and her husband. She has the marks, and she cannot recite the Lord's Prayer. She has the evil eye, and—most telling of all—a number of straw poppets that she fashioned to trance her victims were found hidden beneath a floorboard in her house. Rachel Howarth is most certainly a witch, and she along with her black-cocked master have almost succeeded in destroying my town."
"Mastuh Bidwell?" The voice had come from the kitchen doorway. A man with flesh as black as polished ebony stood there, peering into the dining room. The sight of such a crow coming on the heels of the discussion was startling enough to drive spikes of alarm through both Woodward and his clerk.
"Yes, Goode! Come in, we need your talents!"
The black man entered the room. He was a carrying a wooden box and something bound in a burlap wrapping. Matthew watched as the man—white-haired and ancient but moving with strong purpose and youthful posture—set the wooden box down in a corner. His coarse-clothed suit of thin gray stripes against darker gray was damp, indicating a walk of some distance through the rain. He unwrapped the burlap, exposing a wheaten-colored violin and its bow; then he stood upon the box and began to pluck and tune the violin's strings, his lean black face tilted to one side to cup the notes in an ear. As the instrument was being tuned, two negress servants came in to clear away the plates, while a third carried a burning candle.
Bidwell had produced a golden snuffbox from his jacket. He opened it and placed a pinch into both nostrils. "Now," he said after he'd snorted, "I think she should be hanged here, instead of transported to Charles Town. I believe it will do the citizens well to see her swing, and know she's good and gone. Magistrate, I'll give you the day tomorrow, to go about your business of reclaiming your property from that villain tavern-keeper. But might you see fit to pass sentence on the following day?"
"Well. . ." Woodward looked around the table. Dr. Shields was involved in his own ritual of snuff-pinching, both Johnstone and Garrick were lighting up pipes—the former a smooth briar and the latter a corncob—from the servant girl's candleflame, and Paine had drawn a leather holder from within his waistcoat. Only Winston watched the magistrate with full attention. "Well," Woodward repeated, "I. . . don't know if—"
"Mr. Bidwell, sir?" Garrick interrupted, as one of the girls reached for his plate. "Could I ask you to let me take this here piece a' chicken home to 'Becca? She sure would like a taste of it."
"Yes, of course. Naomi, take that chicken and have it wrapped for Mr. Garrick. Put some beans and potatoes in with it as well, also a slice of the vanilla cake. Our excellent dessert shall be out shortly, gentlemen." Bidwell's eyes, still watering from the snuff's sting, swung back toward the magistrate. "Will you pass sentence on the witch day after tomorrow, sir?"
"I . . . I'm afraid I can't." He felt the beginnings of a terrible itch at the back of his neck, and placing his fingers there he found he'd been pierced at least twice by a true leviathan.
"What, then? You need another day to compose yourself?"
"No, sir," Woodward said; he saw a quick flash of flame in the other man's stare. "I am a servant of the law," he continued. "I am compelled to speak to the witch—the woman, I mean— and also to witnesses both against her and in her favor."
"There's no one here in her favor!" Winston said, rather loudly; he too was feeling the rum sway his decks. "Excepting one, and I doubt you'd be pleased to be visited by such a witness!"
"Not only that," spoke Paine, who had withdrawn from his leather holder a slim brown cylinder, "but many of the people who saw her in the act of communion with her master have already fled." He put the cylinder into his mouth and leaned toward the offered candle, touching its tip to the flame. Blue smoke puffed from his lips. "Possibly there are two or three witnesses left, but that's all."
"She's a damn witch, and I seen her with my own good eyes!" Garrick said forcefully to Woodward. "Nicholas was the one found the poppets! I was right there with James Reed and Kelvin Bonnard, we seen him bring them poppets out of the floor! She can't speak the Lord's Prayer, and she's got the Devil's marks on her! What more do you need to hang her?"
"What more, indeed?" Shields's nostrils were flecked with snuff. The brown powder had dusted his lapels. "My God, man! The sooner she dances on the rope, the better we'll all—"
Scrrrowllllll, went a noise like a cat whose tail had been stomped. So loud and disagreeable was the sound that all present jumped in their seats and one of the servant girls dropped her plates. A silence remained, punctuated only by the rain on the roof.
"Beg pardon," Goode said, staring at the floor. His bow was poised over the quivering strings. "A bad note." Without waiting for a response, he lowered the bow and began to play in earnest— quietly this time, and much more tunefully as well. Tones as sweet as butterscotch wafted through the smoky room, and as Goode played he closed his eyes to commune with the music.
Johnstone cleared his throat and removed the pipe from between his teeth. "The magistrate is correct, Robert. If the woman is to be hanged, it must be done by the letter of the law. I say bring the witnesses forward and let them speak. Let the magistrate interview Madam Howarth as well, and divine for himself whether she's a witch or not."
"Foolishness!" Garrick scowled. "It's just givin' her time to do more harm!"
"Elias, we are not uncivilized men." The schoolmaster's voice had softened. "We are in the process of building a vital city here, so the more reason not to sully its future with our present actions." He inserted the pipestem into his mouth again and drew on it, as Goode continued to display a wondrous pleasing knowledge of harmony and timing. "I suggest the magistrate handle this situation as he sees fit," Johnstone said. "How long can it take? A week? Am I correct?" He looked at Woodward for a response.
"You are," Woodward said, with a brief nod of thanks for Johnstone's smoothing of these rough waters.
Bidwell started to say something, his face blighted with frustration as well as with insect bites, but then he thought twice about it and his mouth closed. He dug out his snuffbox again and once more indulged. "Damn," he said quietly. "You're right." He snapped the box shut. "We don't want to become a mob here, do we? Then that black-cocked bastard would have the last laugh on us."
The violin's melody never faltered. Goode's eyes were still closed.
"Very well, then." Bidwell smacked the table's edge with his palm as a way of enforcing his judgment, much as Woodward would've used his gavel. "I grant you one week to interview the witch and the witnesses."
"Kindly appreciated," Woodward answered, not without a hint of sarcasm at being rushed into what he considered an odious task.
While this small contest of wills had been going on, Matthew had been interested in watching Nicholas Paine. In particular, Paine's method of partaking tobacco by lighting up a tightly rolled leaf. Matthew had seen this only twice before, as it was very rare in the English kingdom of snuff-pinchers and pipesmen; it was called, as he understood it, smoking in the "Spanish style."
Paine took a puff, released the blue smoke into the thickened air, and suddenly turned his head to look directly into Matthew's face. "Your eyes have gotten large, young man. Might I ask what you're staring at?"
"Uh . . ." Matthew resisted the urge to avert his gaze. He decided in another second that he didn't care to make an issue of this, though he didn't quite understand why his mind told him to make a note of it. "Nothing, sir," he said. "My pardon."
Paine lowered the smoking stick—Matthew thought it was called a "cigar"—and directed his attention to his host. "If I'm going to lead this expedition at sunrise, I'd best find two or three other men to go along." He stood up. "Thank you for the dinner and the company. Magistrate, I'll meet you at the public stable. It's behind the blacksmith's shop on Industry Street. Good night to you all." He nodded, as the other men—excepting Bidwell and Dr. Shields—stood as a matter of courtesy, and then he left the dining room with a brisk stride, the "cigar" gripped between his teeth.
"Nicholas seemed ill at sorts," Johnstone said after Paine was gone; he grasped his deformed knee for extra support as he eased himself onto the bench again. "This situation has gotten the best of all of us."
"Yes, but the dawn of our dark night has arrived." Bidwell looked over his shoulder. "Goode!" The black man immediately stopped playing and lowered the violin. "Are there any more turtles in the spring?" Bidwell asked.
"Yes, suh. They be some big ones." His voice was as mellow as the violin's.
"Catch us one tomorrow. Magistrate, we'll have turtle soup in our bowls for dinner. Would that suit you?"
"Very much," Woodward said, scratching another massive welt on his forehead. "I pray that all goes well with our hunting party on the morrow. If you want a hanging in your town, I'd be glad to pass sentence on Shawcombe as soon as we return."
"That might be splendid!" Bidwell's eyes lit up. "Yes! To show the citizens that the wheels of justice are indeed in motion! That would be a fine sippet before the main course! Goode, play us something merry!"
The black servant lifted his violin again and began another tune; it was faster and more lively than the one previous, but Matthew thought it was still more tinged with melancholy than merriment. Goode's eyes closed again, sealing himself off from his circumstances.
The vanilla cake arrived, along with another tankard of rum. Talk of Rachel Howarth dwindled, while Bidwell's talk of his plans for Fount Royal increased. Matthew found himself drifting, itching in a dozen places and longing for the embrace of the bed in his room. The candles burned low in the overhead chandelier. Garrick excused himself and went home, followed soon afterward by the schoolmaster. Dr. Shields, after imbibing much of the fresh tankard, laid his head upon the table and so departed the company. Bidwell dismissed Goode, who carefully wrapped the violin in the burlap before he braved the weather. Winston also began to drowse in his chair, his head thrown back and his mouth open. Woodward's eyes were heavy, his chin dropping. At last their host stood up, yawned, and stretched.
"I'll take my leave of you," Bidwell announced. "I hope you both sleep well."
"I'm sure we shall, thank you."
"If there's anything you need, Mrs. Nettles will be at your service. I trust your endeavors tomorrow will be successful." He started out of the room, then halted on the threshold. "Magistrate, don't put yourself at risk. Paine can handle a pistol. Let him and his men do the dirty work, as I require you for a higher purpose. Understand?"
"Yes."
"Good night then, gentlemen." Bidwell turned and left the dining room, and in a moment could be heard tromping up the staircase to his own quarters.
Woodward regarded the two sleepers, to make sure they were both unconscious, and then said to Matthew, "Nothing like a command performance to sharpen the wits, eh? One week to decide the fate of a woman I've never met. Even the cold-hearted murderers in Newgate prison are afforded more time than that. Well . . ." He stood up, his vision bleary. "I'm to bed. Good night."
"Good night, sir," Matthew replied. After the magistrate had trudged out, Matthew got up from the bench and retrieved the empty tankard near Dr. Shields's outstretched hand. He stared into it, recalling the tankard in which Shawcombe had dropped the gold coin. A Spanish coin, taken from an Indian. What was an Indian doing with a Spanish coin? This question had needled him all day, daring him to find an answer. It was still there, something that required clearing away before he could fully concentrate on his clerking duties and the case of the witch. Possibly Shawcombe could be persuaded to shed more light on it, before he swung.
Tomorrow was sure to be an interesting day. Mathew returned the tankard to the table, then wearily climbed the stairs to his room. Within a few minutes he was asleep in his borrowed clothes.
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FIRST PROVIDENCE HAD
BROUGHT
the
magistrate
and
his clerk to Shawcombe's wretched little tavern, and
now
necessity
had
returned
them.
There stood the place, festering alongside the muddy track. As he saw it come into view, Woodward felt his guts tighten. He and Matthew were sitting in a wagon whose team of horses was guided by Malcolm Jennings, he of the hawkish eye and toothless mouth. On the left, Nicholas Paine sat easily astride a burly chestnut stallion while on the right a third militiaman named Duncan Tyler—an older man, his beard gray and face seamed with wrinkles but his attitude right and eager for the job at hand—mounted a black horse. The journey from Fount Royal had taken well over three hours, and even though the rain had ceased before dawn the sky was still pale gray with clouds. The onset of an oppressive, damp heat had caused steam to rise from the muck. All the travellers were wet with sweat under their shirts, the horses ill tempered and stubborn.
Still fifty yards from the tavern, Paine lifted his hand as a signal for Jennings to halt the wagon. "Wait here," he commanded, and he and Tyler rode their horses on to the tavern's door. Paine reined his steed and dismounted. He brought his wheel-lock pistol from his saddlebag and inserted a spanner to properly wind and prepare the mechanism. Tyler got off his horse and, a readied wheel-lock pistol also in hand, followed the captain of militia up onto the tavern's porch.
Matthew and the magistrate watched as Paine balled up his fist and pounded the door. "Shawcombe!" they heard him call. "Open up!"
There was no response. Matthew expected at any second to hear the ugly crack of a pistol shot. The door was unlatched, and the force of Paine's fist had made it creak open a few inches. Inside was not a glimmer of light. "Shawcombe!" Paine shouted warily. "You'll be better served by showing yourself!" Still no response.
"They're like to get they heads blowed off," Jennings said, both hands gripping the reins and his knuckles white.
Paine put one boot against the door and kicked it wide open.
"Careful," Woodward breathed.
Paine and Tyler entered the tavern. The others waited, Matthew and Woodward expecting to hear shouts and shots. But no such things happened. Presently Paine reappeared. He held his pistol down at his side and motioned for Jennings to bring the wagon and the passengers the rest of the distance.
"Where are they?" Woodward asked as he climbed down from the wagon. "Didn't you find them?"
"No sir. It appears they've cleared out."
"Damn it!" Heat rose into Woodward's face. "That cunning bastard! But wait, there's the barn to be searched!"
"Duncan!" Paine called into the tavern's gloom. "I'm going back to the barn!" He started off, slogging through the mud, and Matthew followed at a distance respectful of any gunfire that might erupt from the barn or the forest. Matthew quickly noted that things had indeed changed: the horses were no longer in their corral, which was wide open, and the pigs were gone as well. The rooster, hens, and chicks were likewise vanished. The barn door was slightly ajar, its locking timber lying in the mud nearby. Paine lifted his pistol again. "Come out of there!" he called toward the entrance. "I won't hesitate to shoot!"
But again, no one replied. Paine glanced sharply back at Matthew as a warning to remain where he was, then he walked forward and pulled the barn door open wider. He peered in, his pistol ready for any sudden movement. He drew a breath to steel himself and walked inside.
Matthew waited, his heart pounding. Presently, Paine emerged with his pistol lowered. "Not in there," he said. "I found two wagons, but no horses."
Then they were well and truly fled, Matthew thought. Probably when Shawcombe realized his intended victims might reach Fount Royal, he knew his reign had ended. "I'll show you where Shawcombe buried the bodies," he told Paine, and led him around behind the barn toward the woods. Back there, where the water-soaked earth had given way and revealed Shawcombe's misdeeds, a small storm cloud of flies swirled above the grisly remains. Paine put one hand over his mouth and nose to stifle the smell and approached the gravepit, but only close enough for a quick look before he retreated.
"Yes," he said, his face gone pasty-gray. "I see the picture."
Matthew and Paine returned to the tavern. Tyler had opened most of the shutters, allowing the daylight to overrun Shawcombe's sorry domain. With the onset of such illumination, the rats that had been making carnival in every room put up a fierce and indignant squealing and fled for their holes, save one large individual that bared its teeth and might've attacked had not Tyler's right boot dealt the first and bone-breaking blow. Jennings was happily busying himself by collecting such items as lanterns, wooden bowls, spoons and knives, and other small utensils that could be easily carted home. Matthew found the magistrate standing in the room from which they'd escaped; the light revealed the shattered door and on the floorboards the dark brown stains of Shawcombe's blood.
"Gone," Woodward said grimly. "Everything, gone."
And so it was. Their luggage—the two trunks and the wig box, the valise containing Matthew's writing quills, inkpot, and tablet—had disappeared.
"My waistcoat." Woodward might've sunken down onto the straw pallet, but evidence of rodent habitation prevented him, even though he felt weak enough to faint. "That animal Shawcombe has taken my waistcoat, Matthew." He looked into the younger man's face, and Matthew saw that his eyes were damp with soul-deep anguish. "I'll never get it back now," he said. "Never."
"It was just a garment, " Matthew answered, and instantly he knew it was the wrong thing to say because the magistrate winced as if he'd been physically struck.
"No." Woodward slowly shook his head; he stood stoop-shouldered, as if crushed by a tremendous sadness. "It was my life."
"Magistrate?" Paine called. He looked into the room before Woodward could rouse himself to respond. "They haven't been gone very long. The fire's still banked. Did you find your belongings?"
"No. They've been taken."
"Oh, I'm sorry. You had some items of value?"
"Very much value, yes. Shawcombe took everything."
"This is a strange state of affairs," Matthew said, after a moment of thought. He went to the open window and stared toward the barn. "There are no horses here, but Shawcombe left two wagons. I presume one of those is ours. Shawcombe took our luggage and his pigs and chickens, but he left behind the lanterns. I'd say a good lantern is as valuable as a hen, wouldn't you?"
"Hey, hey! Looky what I done found!" came a happy cry from the front room. Paine hurried to see what the discovery was, followed by the magistrate and Matthew.
Jennings, who'd uncovered a burlap sack in which to deposit his booty, was holding a wooden tankard. His lips were wet, his eyes shiny. "Rum!" he said. "This was a-settin' right on that table over there! Might be a bottle 'round somewhere. We oughta hunt it down a'fore we—"
"One moment," Matthew said, and he approached the man and took the tankard from him. Without another word, Matthew held the tankard over the nearest table and upended it.
"Great God, boy!" Jennings squalled as the drink poured out. "Are you era—" Plink!
A gold coin had fallen from the bottom of the murky brown liquid. Matthew picked it up and looked closely at it, but he already knew what it was. "It's a Spanish piece," he said. "Shawcombe told me he got it off a dead Indian. I saw him drop it in that tankard."
"Let me see that!" Paine reached out for it, and Matthew gave it up. Paine walked closer to a window, the better to inspect the coin's details. Tyler stood behind him, looking at the coin over Paine's shoulder. "You're right, it is Spanish," the militia captain said. "You say Shawcombe got it from a dead Indian?"
"That's what he claimed."
"Strange. Why would an Indian be in possession of Spanish gold?"
"Shawcombe believed there was—" Matthew suddenly stopped. A Spanish spy hereabouts, he had been meaning to say. But he had the mental image of Paine lighting his cigar at the banquet last night. Smoking in the Spanish style. Who had taught Paine to take his tobacco in that fashion?
Matthew recalled, as well, something else that Shawcombe had said about this Spanish spy: Hell, he might even be livin' in Fount Royal, an Englishman turned blackcoat!
"Believed what?" Paine's voice was quiet and controlled; his fist had closed around the gold piece.
"He . . . said ..." Matthew hesitated, thinking furiously. He couldn't make out the expression on Paine's face, as the steamy light held Paine in silhouette. "He . . . believed the Indians might have found pirate's gold," Matthew finished, lamely.
"Pirate's gold?" Jennings had sniffed a new intoxication. "Where? 'Round here?"
"Steady, Malcolm," Paine warned. "One coin does not make a fortune. We've had no squall with pirates, nor do we wish to." He cocked his head to one side and Matthew could tell his brain-wheels were turning. "Shawcombe was wrong," he said. "No black-flagger in his right mind would bury his loot in redskin wilderness. They hide their gold where they can easily get to it, but it would be a poor pirate whose winnings could be found and unearthed by savages."
"I imagine so," Matthew said, unwilling to dig his grave of deceit any deeper.
"Still . . . how else would an Indian get hold of this? Unless there was a shipwreck, and somehow this washed up. Intriguing, wouldn't you say, Magistrate?"
"Another possibility," Woodward ventured, "that a Spaniard gave it to the Indian, down in the Florida country."
"No, the redskins around here wouldn't travel that far. The tribes in the Florida country would make sure to part the scalps from their skulls."
"Stranger still," Matthew spoke up, wanting to divert this line of discourse, "is the fact that Shawcombe left that coin in the tankard."
"He must'a been in an almighty hurry to get out," Jennings said.
"But he took the time to gather up our luggage and his pigs and chickens? I think not." Matthew swept his gaze around the room. Nothing was disturbed; no tables overthrown, no blood nor evidence of violence. The hearth was still warm, the cooking kettles still in the ashes. There was no hint of what had happened to Shawcombe or the others. Matthew found himself thinking about the girl; what had become of her, as well? "I don't know," he said, thinking aloud. "But I do know Shawcombe would never have left that coin. Under ordinary circumstances, I mean."
Paine gave a soft grunt. He worked the coin with his fingers for a few seconds, and then he held it out to Matthew. "This is yours, I suppose. It's most likely all the revenge you'll have from Shawcombe."
"Revenge is not our aim, sir," Woodward said curtly. "Justice is. And I must say that justice has been cheated this day."
"Well, I don't think Shawcombe's going to return here." Paine bent down and picked up the burnt stub of a candle from the floor. "I would offer to stay the night and keep watch, but I don't care to be eaten alive." He looked uneasily around at the room's shadowy corners, from which some agitated squeaking could still be heard. "This is a place only Linch could abide."
"Who?" the magistrate asked.
"Gwinett Linch. Our ratcatcher in Fount Royal. Even he might wake up with his legs chewed off in this damn hovel." Paine tossed the candlestub into one of the dark corners. Something large scuttled for safety. "I saw tack and harness in the barn. Duncan, you and I can hitch our horses to the magistrate's wagon and let them take it back. Is that agreeable to you, Magistrate?"
"Absolutely."
"All right, then. I say we quit this place." Paine and Tyler went outside to discharge their pistols into the air, because the firing mechanisms, once wound, were as dangerous as coiled vipers. Tyler's pistol fired immediately, but Paine's threw sparks and went off only after a sputtering delay.
Within a half hour, the horses were harnessed to the recovered wagon and Woodward was at the reins, following the first wagon on the swampy trail back to Fount Royal. Matthew occupied the uncomfortable plank beside the magistrate, while Paine and Tyler rode with Malcolm Jennings; he looked back at Shawcombe's tavern before they left it from sight, imagining what the place would be like in a few days—or, forbid the thought, a few weeks—of uninterrupted rodent dominion. The image of the young girl, who had seemed to be only a bystander to her master's crimes, again came to him, and he couldn't help but wonder why God could be so cruel. But she was gone to her fate—as they all were—and there was nothing more to be done. With that thought he turned his gaze from the past and aimed it toward the future.
Matthew and Woodward were alone together for the first time since their arrival at Fount Royal, as their walk from Bidwell's mansion to the public stable this morning had been escorted by a young black servant boy on Mrs. Nettles's command. It was, therefore, the first opportunity Matthew had to make remarks about their dinner companions of the night before without the ears of strangers between them.
But it was the magistrate who first grasped the chance to speak freely. "What do you make of Paine, Matthew?"
"He seems to know his work."
"Yes, he does. He seems also to know the work of. . . That term he used: a 'black-flagger' . . . Interesting."
"How so?"
"In New York some years ago ... 1 believe it was 1693 or thereabouts ... I sat at the docket on a case involving a man who had come up on charges of piracy. I recall the case because he was a learned man, a timber merchant who'd lost his business to creditors. His wife and two children had died by the plague. He was not at all the kind of man you might expect would turn to that life. I remember ... he referred to his compatriots as 'black-flaggers.' I'd never heard that term before." Woodward glanced up at the sky, making judgment on how long it might be before the thick gray clouds let loose another torrent. "I'd never heard the term since, until Paine spoke it." He returned his attention to the road ahead. "Evidently, it's a term used with respect and more than a little pride. As one member of a society speaking about another."
"Are you suggesting that Paine—"
"I'm suggesting nothing," Woodward interrupted. "I'm only saying that it's of interest, that's all." He paused to emphasize his position. Then he said, casually, "I should like to know more about Mr. Paine's background. Just for interest's sake, of course."
"What happened to the timber merchant?"
"Ex—timber merchant," the magistrate corrected. "He committed murder on the high seas, as well as piracy. He was guilty, no matter what the circumstances of his fall from grace. I ached for his soul, but I had no recourse other than to sentence him to hanging. And so it was done."
"I was going to ask you what you thought of the guests last night," Matthew said. "Take Schoolmaster Johnstone. What do you make of his face powder?"
"Such fashion is currently popular in Europe, but I've seen it in the colonies on occasion. Actually, though, I believe I have another explanation for his appearance."
"What might that be?"
"He attended Oxford, yes? All Souls' College. Well, that college had a reputation as being the plaything of young dandies and gamblers who were certainly not there for spiritual enlightenment. The core of the debauchers at All Souls' was an organization called the Hellfire Club. It was a very old gathering, closed to all but a select few within the college, those with wealthy families and debased sensibilities. Among Hellfire Club members the custom was to wear daubings of white ashes the morning after their bawdy banquets." He looked quickly at Matthew and then focused on the road once more. "There was some strange pseudo-religious significance to it, I think. As in washing their faces clean of sin, that sort of thing. Unfortunately, they couldn't powder their hearts. But perhaps Johnstone is simply aware of European fashion and wishes to mimic it, though why one would care to do so in this forsaken wilderness is beyond me."
Matthew said nothing, but he was thinking about the magistrate insisting they dress for dinner at that wretched tavern.
"It is peculiar, though," Woodward mused. "If Johnstone was a member of the Hellfire Club—and I'm not saying he was, though there are indications—why would he care to carry on its custom so long after he left Oxford? I mean to say, I used to wear a crimson jacket with green tassels dangling from the sleeves when I was a college student, but I wouldn't dream of putting on such an item today." He shook his head. "No, it must be that Johnstone has embraced the European trend. Of course, I doubt if he wears his powder in the daytime. Such would only be for nocturnal festivities."
"He seems an intelligent man," Matthew said. "I wonder why a schoolmaster who'd earned his education at Oxford would consent to come to a settlement like Fount Royal. One would think he might prefer more civilized surroundings."
"True. But why are any of them in Fount Royal? For that matter, why does anyone in his or her right mind consent to go live in a place that seems poised on the edge of the earth? But they do. Otherwise there would be no New York or Boston, Philadelphia or Charles Town. Take Dr. Shields, for instance. What prompted him to leave what was probably a well-established urban practise for a task of extreme hardship in a frontier village? Is Bidwell paying him a great deal of money? Is it a noble sense of professional duty? Or something else entirely?" Woodward tilted his gaze upward once more; his eyes had found the slow, graceful circling of a hawk against the curtain of clouds. It occurred to him that the hawk had spied a victim—a rabbit or squirrel, perhaps—on the ground.
"Dr. Shields seems to me an unhappy man," Woodward went on, and he cleared his throat; it had been moderately sore and scratchy since his awakening this morning, and he resolved to gargle some warm salt water to soothe it. "He seems also to want to drown his sorrows in strong drink. I'm sure that the high rate of deaths in Fount Royal does nothing to ease the doctor's depression. Still . . . one would hope Dr. Shields does not rely too much on the cup when he's making his professional rounds." He watched the hawk wheel around and suddenly dive for its prey, and he had the thought that death was always close at hand in this world of tumults and cataclysms.
That thought led into another, which also involved death: he saw in his mind small fingers curled around the iron frame of a bedpost. The knuckles—so perfect, so fragile—were bleached white from the pressure of a terrified grip.
Woodward squeezed his eyes shut. The sounds had almost come to him again. Almost. He could not stand hearing those sounds, even from this distance of time and place. From the deep green thicket on his left he thought he heard the shrill, triumphant cry of a hawk and the brief scream of some small animal.
"Sir?" He opened his eyes. Matthew was staring at him. "Are you all right?"
"Yes," Woodward said. "A little weary, perhaps. It will pass."
"I'll take the reins, if you like."
"Not necessary." Woodward gave them a flick across the horses' haunches to show he was in full command. "I would be just as weary riding as a passenger. Besides, at least this time we know Fount Royal is not very far."
"Yes, sir," Matthew answered. After a moment, he reached into the pocket of his trousers and took out the gold coin he'd put there. He held it in his palm and studied the markings. "I told an untruth to Mr. Paine," he admitted. "About this coin. Shawcombe did take it from the body of an Indian . . . but he told me he believed there might be a Spanish spy hereabouts who was paying the Indians for their loyalty."
"What? He said nothing about pirate's gold, then?"
"No, sir. I made that up because of the fashion in which Paine took his tobacco after dinner last night. He smoked a roll called a 'cigar.' It's—"
"A Spanish custom, yes." Woodward nodded; his eyes narrowed, a sign that told Matthew he was intrigued by this new information. "Hmmm. Yes, I understand your fiction. Very few Englishmen that I know of have taken to smoking in such a manner. I wondered about it last night, but I said nothing. But there's the question of how Paine might have become introduced to it."
"Yes, sir. Shawcombe also made mention that the Spanish spy might be an Englishman. Or at least an Englishman in appearance. And that he might be living in Fount Royal."
"Curious. What would be the purpose of such a spy? Ah!" he said, answering his own question. "Of course! To report on the progress of Fount Royal. Which may yet turn out to be known as Bidwell's Folly, I might add. But what part would the Indians play in this, that they would have to be tamed by Spanish gold?"
Matthew had already formulated this question and given it some thought. He ventured his opinion, something he was never reluctant to do: "One of Bidwell's motives behind the creation of Fount Royal is as a fort to keep watch on the Spanish. It might be that they're already much nearer than the Florida country."
"You mean living with the Indians?"
Matthew nodded. "A small expeditionary force, possibly. If not living with the Indians, then close enough to want to seek their good graces."
Woodward almost reined the horses in, so hard did this speculation hit him. "My God!" he said. "If that's true—if there's any possibility of it being true—then Bidwell's got to be told! If the Spaniards could incite the Indians to attack Fount Royal, they wouldn't have to lift a finger to destroy the whole settlement!"
"Yes, sir, but I don't think Mr. Bidwell should be alarmed in such a way just yet."
"Why not? He'd want to know, wouldn't he?"
"I'm sure he would," Matthew agreed calmly. "But for now you and I are the only ones making these suppositions. And that's what they should remain, until some proof can be found."
"You don't think the coin is proof enough?"
"No, I don't. As Mr. Paine said, one coin does not make a fortune. Nor does it give proof that Spanish soldiers are encamped out in the wilderness. But if such an idea flew out of Mr. Bidwell's mouth and into the ears of the citizens, it would mean the certain end of Fount Royal."
"Do you propose we do nothing?" Woodward asked, rather sharply.
"I propose we watch and listen," Matthew said. "That we make some discreet inquiries and—as far as we are able—monitor Mr. Paine's activities. If indeed there is a spy, he might be waiting to see what develops concerning the witchcraft case. After all, with Satan walking the fields, Fount Royal may simply continue to shrivel up and soon dissolve."
"Well, it's a damnable thing!" the magistrate snorted. "You raise these speculations, but you don't wish to act on them!"
"Now is not the time. Besides, sir, I believe we both have a more pressing engagement with Rachel Howarth."
Woodward started to respond, but sealed his mouth. The wagon's wheels continued to turn through the mud, the two horses keeping a slow but steady pace. After a spell of deliberation, Woodward cleared his throat again. "Rachel Howarth," he said. "I can't say I look forward to making her acquaintance tomorrow. What did you make of Garrick's story?"
"Very strange."
"A grand understatement, I should think. I don't believe I've ever heard anything quite like it. In fact, I know I haven't. But is it believable?"
"Unless he's one of the best liars I've ever heard, he believes it."
"Then he did see someone or something behind that barn, yes? But that act he described . . . how in the name of all that's holy could a woman perform in such a way?"
"I don't think we're dealing with a holy situation," Matthew reminded him.
"No. Of course not. Two murders. It seems reasonable that the first murder should've been a minister. The diabolic would seek to destroy first and foremost a man who could wield the sword of God."
"Yes, sir, it does. But in this instance, it appears the blade of Satan was a stronger weapon."
"I'd keep such blasphemies chained, before you're summoned to a higher court by a bolt of lightning," Woodward cautioned.
Matthew's eyes regarded the green, steamy wilderness that loomed beside the road, but his mind had turned to other sights: namely, the finding of truth in this matter of witchcraft. It was a blasphemous thought—and he knew he risked eternal damnation for thinking it—but sometimes he had to wonder if there was indeed a God who reigned over this earthly arena of fury and brutality. Matthew could sing the hymns and mouth the platitudes with the best of them, in the stiffly regimented Sabbath church services that basically consisted of the minister begging for five or six hours that Jehovah show mercy on His wounded and crippled Creation. But in his life Matthew had seen very little real evidence of God at work, though it seemed he'd seen much of Satan's fingermarks. It was easy to sing praise to God when one was wearing a clean white shirt and eating from china platters, much less easy when one lay on a dirty mattress in an almshouse dormitory and heard the shrill scream of a boy who'd been summoned after midnight to the headmaster's chambers.

 
SOMETIMES HE DID DREAM of his mother and father. Not often, but sometimes. In those dreams he saw two figures that he knew were his parents, but he could never clearly see their faces. The shadows were always too deep. He might not have recognized them even if he had been able to see their faces, as his mother had died of poisoned blood when he was three years old and his father—a taciturn but hardworking Massachusetts colony plowman who had tried his best to raise the boy alone—succumbed to the kick of a horse to the cranium when Matthew was in his sixth year. And with the flailing of that fatal equine hoof, Matthew was thrust into a pilgrimage that would both mold and test his mettle. His first stop on the journey was the squalid little cabin of his uncle and aunt who ran a pig farm on Manhattan island. As they were both drunks and insensate much of the time, with two imbecile children aged eight and nine who thought of Matthew as an object to be tormented—which included regular flights into a huge pile of pig manure beside the house—Matthew at seven years of age leaped upon the back of a southbound haywagon, burrowed into the hay, and so departed the loving embrace of his nearest relatives.
There followed almost four months of living hand-to-mouth on the New York waterfront, falling in with a group of urchins who either begged from the merchants and traders in that locale or stole from them when the fires of hunger became too hot. Matthew knew what it was like to fight for a few crumbs of hard bread and feel like a king when he came away from the battle bloody-nosed but his fists clenching sustenance. The finale to that episode in his life came when one of the harbor merchants roused the constable to action and men of the law subsequently raided the beach-wrecked ship where Matthew and the others were sheltered. They were caught in nets and bound up like what they were—kicking, spitting, frightened, vicious little animals.
And then a black wagon carried them all—still bound and now gagged to contain the foul language they'd gleaned from the merchants—over the city's hard dirt streets, four horses pulling the load of snot-nosed criminals, a driver whipping, a bell-ringer warning citizens out of the way. The wagon pulled to a halt in front of a building whose bricks were soot-dark and glistening with rain, like the rough hide of some squatting lizard yellow-eyed and hungry. Matthew and the others were taken none too gently out of the wagon and through the iron-gated entrance; he would always remember the awful sound that gate made as it clanged shut and a latchpin fell into place. Then under an archway and through another door into a hall, and he was well and truly in the chill embrace of the Sainted John Home for Boys.
His first full day in that drear domain consisted of being scrubbed with coarse soap, immersed in a skin-stinging solution meant to kill lice and fleas, his hair shorn to the scalp, his nails trimmed, and his teeth brushed by the eldest of the boys—the "fellows," he was to learn they were called—who were overseen by an eagle-eyed "commander" by the name of Harrison, aged seventeen and afflicted with a withered left hand. Then, dressed in a stiff-collared gray gown and wearing square-toed Puritan shoes, Matthew was taken into a room where an old man with sharp blue eyes and a wreath of white hair sat behind a desk awaiting him. A quill pen, ledgerbook, and inkwell adorned the desktop.
They were left alone. Matthew looked around the room, which held shelves of books and had a window overlooking the street. He walked directly across the bare wooden floor to the window and peered out into the gray light. In the misty distance he could see the masts of ships that lay at harbor. It was a strange window, with nine squares set in some kind of metal frame. The shutters were open, and yet when Matthew reached toward the outside world his hand was stopped by a surface that was all but invisible. He placed his palm against one of the squares and pressed, but the surface would not yield. The outside world was there to be seen, the shutters were open, but some eerie force prevented him from pushing his hand through.
"It's called 'glass,'" the man behind the desk said in a quiet voice.
Matthew brought his other hand up and pressed all his fingers against this strange new magic. His heart was beating hard, as he realized this was something beyond his understanding. How could a window be open and closed at the same time?
"Do you have a name?" the man asked. Matthew didn't bother answering. He was enraptured in studying the mysterious window.
"I am Headmaster Staunton," the man said, still quietly. "Can you tell me how old you are?" Matthew pressed his face forward, his nose pushing against the surface. His breath bloomed before him. "I suspect you've had a difficult time. Would you tell me about it?"
Matthew's fingers were at work again, probing and investigating, his young brow furrowed with thought. "Where are your parents?" Staunton asked. "Dead," Matthew replied, before he could think not to. "And what was your family name?"
Matthew tapped at the window with his knuckles. "Where does this come from?"
Staunton paused, his head cocked to one side as he regarded the boy. Then he reached out with a thin, age-spotted hand, picked up a pair of spectacles on the desk before him, and put them on. "The glazier makes it."
"Glazier? What's that?"
"A man whose business is making glass and setting it in lead window frames." Matthew shook his head, uncomprehending. "It's a craft not long introduced into the colonies. Does it interest you?"
"Never seen the like. It's a window open and shut at the same time."
"Yes, I suppose you might say that." The headmaster smiled slightly, which served to soften his gaunt face. "You have some curiosity, don't you?"
"I don't got nothin'," Matthew said adamantly. "Them sons-abitches come and now we ain't got nothin', none of us."
"I have seen six of your tribe so far this afternoon. You're the only one who's shown interest in that window. I think you do have some curiosity."
Matthew shrugged. He felt a pressure at his bladder, and so he lifted the front of his gown and peed against the wall.
"I see you've learned to be an animal. We must unlearn some things. Relieving yourself without benefit of a bucket—and in privacy, as a gentleman—would earn you two stings of the whip given by the punishment captain. The speaking of profanity is also worthy of two lashes." Staunton's voice had become solemn, his eyes stern behind the spectacles. "As you're new here, I will let this first display of bad habits pass, though you shall mop up your mess. The next time you do such a thing, I will make certain the lashes are delivered promptly and—believe me, son—the punishment captain performs his task very well. Do you understand me?"
Matthew was about to shrug again, dismissing the old man's complaint; but he was aware of the fierce gaze that was levelled at him, and he had some idea that he might be doing himself future harm not to respond. He nodded, and then he turned away from the headmaster to once more direct his full attention to the window's glass. He ran his fingers over it, feeling the undulating ripples and swells of its surface.
"How old are you?" Staunton asked. "Seven? Eight?"
'"Tween 'em," Matthew said.
"Can you read and write?"
"I know some numbers. Ten fingers, ten toes. That makes twenty Double that's forty. Double again's . . ." He thought about it. His father had taught him some basic arithmetic, and they'd been working on the alphabet when the horse's hoof had met skullbone. "Forty and forty," he said. "I know a-b-c-d-e-f-g-h-i-j-n-l-o-p-k too."
"Well, it's a beginning. You were given a name by your parents, I presume?"
Matthew hesitated; it seemed to him that telling this headmaster his name would give the man some power over him, and he wasn't ready to do that. "This here window," he said. "It don't let the rain in?"
"No, it doesn't. On a windy day, it allows sunlight but turns away the wind. Therefore I have more light to read by, but no fear of my books and papers being disturbed."
"Damn!" Matthew said with true wonder. "What'll they think of next?"
"Watch your language, young man," Staunton cautioned, but not without a hint of amusement. "The next profanity will raise a blister on your hide. Now, I want you to know and remember this: I want to be your friend, but it is your choice whether we are friends or adversaries. Enemies, I mean to say. In this almshouse there are sixty-eight boys, ages seven to seventeen. I do not have the time nor resources to coddle you, nor will I overlook bad manners or a troublesome attitude. What the lash does not cure, the dunking barrel remedies." He paused to let that pronouncement sink to its proper depth. "You will be given studies to achieve, and chores to perform, as befits your age. You will be expected to learn to read and write, as well as calculate arithmetic. You will go to chapel on the Sabbath and learn the holy writ. And you shall comport yourself as a young gentlemen. But," Staunton added in a gentler tone, "this is not a prison, and I am not a warden. The main purpose of this place is to prepare you for leaving it."
"When?" Matthew asked.
"In due time, and not before." Staunton plucked the quill from the inkwell and poised it over the open ledgerbook. "I'd like to know your name now."
Matthew's attention had wandered back to the window's glass once more. "I sure would like to see how this is made," he said. "It's a puzzle how it's done, ain't it?"
"Not such a puzzle." Staunton stared at the boy for a moment, and then he said, "I'll strike a deal with you, son. The glazier has a workshop not far from here. You tell me your name and your circumstances, and—as you're so interested in the craft—I'll ask the glazier to come and explain it. Does that sound reasonable?"
Matthew considered it. The man, he realized, was offering him something that set a spark to his candle: knowledge. "Rea-son'ble," he repeated, with a nod. "My name's Matthew Corbett. Two t's and two t's."
Headmaster Staunton entered the name into the ledger in small but precise handwriting, and thus was Matthew's life greatly altered from its previous muddy course.
Given books and patient encouragement, Matthew proved to be a quick study. Staunton was true to his word and brought the glazier in to explain his craft to the assembly of boys; so popular was the visit that soon followed a shoemaker, a sailmaker, a blacksmith, and other honest, hardworking citizens of the city beyond the almshouse walls. Staunton—a devoutly religious man who had been a minister before becoming headmaster—was scrupulously fair but set high goals and expectations for his charges. After several encounters with the lash, Matthew's use of profanity ended and his manners improved. His reading and writing skills after a year were so proficient that Staunton decided to teach him Latin, an honor given only to two other boys in the home, and the key that opened for Matthew many more volumes from Staunton's library. Two years of intense Latin training, as well as further English and arithmetic studies, saw Matthew leave the other scholars behind, so sharp and undivided was his power of concentration.
It was not a bad life. He did such chores as were required of him and then returned to his studies with a passion that bordered on religious fervor. As some of the boys with whom he'd entered the almshouse left to become apprentices to craftsmen, and new boys were brought in, Matthew remained a fixed star—solitary, aloof—that directed his light only toward the illumination of answers to the multitude of questions that perplexed him. When Matthew turned twelve, Staunton-—who was now in his sixty-fourth year and beginning to suffer from palsy—began to teach the boy French, as much to sow a language he himself found fascinating as well as to further cultivate Matthew's appreciation of mental challenges.
Discipline of thought and control of action became Matthew's purpose in life. While the other boys played such games as slide groat and wicket, Matthew was likely to be found dredging through a Latin tome on astronomy or copying French literature to improve his handwriting. His dedication to the intellectual—indeed his slavery to the appetite of his own mind—began to concern Headmaster Staunton, who had to encourage Matthew's participation in games and exercise by limiting his access to the books. Still, Matthew was apart and afar from the other boys, and had grown gangly legged and ill-suited for the rough-and-tumble festivities his compatriots enjoyed, and so even in their midst he was alone.
Matthew had just seen his fourteenth birthday when Headmaster Staunton made a startling announcement to the boys and the other almshouse workers: he had experienced a dream in which Christ appeared, wearing shining white robes, and told him his work was done at the Home. The task that remained for him was to leave and travel west into the frontier wilderness, to teach the Indian tribes the salvation of God. This dream was to Staunton so real and compelling that there was no question of disobedience; it was, to him, the call to glory that would assure his ascent into Heaven.
Before he left—at age sixty-six and severely palsied—Headmaster Staunton dedicated his library of books to the almshouse, as well as leaving to the Home's fund the majority of the money he'd banked over his service of some thirty years. To Matthew in particular he gave a small box wrapped in plain white paper, and asked the boy not to open it until he'd boarded a wagon and departed the following morning. And so, after wishing every boy in his charge good fortune and a good life, Headmaster Staunton took the reins of his future and travelled to the ferry that would deliver him across the Hudson River into his own personal promised land, a Bible his only shield and companion.
In the solitude of the Home's chapel, Matthew unwrapped the box and opened it. Within it was a palm-sized pane of glass, especially made by the glazier. Matthew knew what Headmaster Staunton had given him: a clear view unto the world.
A short time later, however, the Home had a new headmaster by the name of Eben Ausley, who in Matthew's opinion was a rotund, fat-jowled lump of pure vileness. Ausley quickly dismissed all of Staunton's staff and brought in his own band of thugs and bullies. The lash was used as never before, and the dunking barrel became a commonplace item of dread employed for the slightest infraction. Whippings became beatings, and many was the night that Ausley took a young boy into his chambers after the dormitory's lamps were extinguished; what occurred in that chamber was unspeakable, and one boy was so shamed by the deed that he hanged himself from the chapel's belltower.
At fifteen, Matthew was too old to attract Ausley's attentions. The headmaster left him alone and Matthew burrowed ever deeper into his studies. Ausley didn't share Staunton's sense of order and cleanliness; soon the place was a pigsty, and the rats grew so bold they seized food off the platters at suppertime. Several boys ran away; some were returned, and given severe whippings and starvation diets. Some died and were buried in crude pinewood boxes in a cemetery beside the chapel. Matthew read his books, honed his Latin and French, and in a deep part of himself vowed that someday, somehow, he would bring justice to bear on Eben Ausley, as a grinding wheel on a piece of rotten timber.
There came the day, toward the midst of Matthew's fifteenth year, that a man arrived at the Home intent on finding a boy to apprentice as his clerk. A group of the five eldest and best educated were lined up in the courtyard, and the man went down the line asking them all questions about themselves. When the man came to Matthew, it was the boy who asked the first question: "Sir? May I enquire as to your profession?"
"I'm a magistrate," Isaac Woodward said, and Matthew glanced at Ausley, who stood nearby with a tight smile on his mouth but his eyes cold and impassive. "Tell me about yourself, young man," Woodward urged.
It was time to leave the Home. Matthew knew it. His view upon the world was about to widen further, but never would he lose sight of this place and what he'd learned here. He looked directly into the magistrate's rather sad-eyed face and said, "My past should be of little interest to you, sir. It is my usefulness in the present and future that I expect you wish to ascertain. As to that, I speak and write Latin. I'm also fluent in French. I don't know anything about law, but I am a quick study. My handwriting is legible, my concentration is good, I have no bad habits to speak of—"
"Other than being full of himself and a bit too big for his britches," Ausley interrupted.
"I'm sure the headmaster prefers smaller britches," Matthew said, still staring into Woodward's eyes. He felt rather than saw Ausley go rigid with barely controlled anger. One of the other boys caught back a laugh before it doomed him. "As I was saying, I have no bad habits to speak of. I can learn whatever I need to know, and I would make a very able clerk. Would you get me out of here, sir?"
"The boy's unsuitable for your needs!" Ausley spoke up again. "He's a troublemaker and a liar! Corbett, you're dismissed."
"One moment," the magistrate said. "If he's so unsuitable, why did you even bother to include him?"
Ausley's moon-shaped face bloomed red. "Well. .. because . . . that is to say, I—"
"I'd like to see an example of your handwriting," Woodward told the boy. "Write for me . . . oh . . . the Lord's Prayer. In Latin, if you're such a scholar." Then, to Ausley, "Can that be arranged?"
"Yes sir. I have a tablet and quill in my office." Ausley cast Matthew a look that, had it been a knife, would've plunged between the eyes, and then he dismissed the other boys and led the way to his chamber.
When it was done, the magistrate satisfied as to Matthew's value, and the papers of transferral drawn up, Woodward announced he had some business to attend to elsewhere but that he would return the next morning and take the boy away. "I do expect the young man will be in good condition," Woodward told the headmaster. "As he is now my charge, I shouldn't like it that he might suffer an accident in the night."
"You needn't be concerned, sir," was Ausley's rather chill reply. "But I require the sum of one guinea to house and feed him until your return. After all, he is your charge."
"I understand." The gold guinea coin—worth twenty-one shillings, an exorbitant price to pay—was removed from Woodward's wallet and placed into Ausley's outstretched hand. Thus was the agreement sealed and Matthew's protection bought.
At supper, however, one of Ausley's thuggish helpers entered the dining hall. A silence fell as the man walked directly to Matthew and grasped his shoulder. "You're to come with me," he said, and Matthew had no choice but to comply.
In the headmaster's chamber, Ausley sat behind the same desk that Staunton had occupied in happier times. The place was dirty, the window's glass panes filmed with soot. Ausley lit a churchwarden pipe with the flame of a lamp and said, "Leave us," to his accomplice. When the other man had retreated, Ausley sat smoking his pipe and staring with his small dark eyes at Matthew.
"My supper's getting cold," Matthew said, daring the lash.
"Oh, you think you're so smart, don't you?" Ausley drew on the pipe and expelled smoke from his nostrils. "So damned clever. But you're not near as clever as you take yourself to be, boy."
"Do you require a response from me, sir, or do you wish me to be silent?"
"Silent. Just stand there and listen. You're thinking that because you're off to be the ward of a magistrate you can cause some trouble for me, isn't that right? Maybe you think I've done some things that ought to be called to his attention?"
"Sir?" Matthew said. "Might I suggest a book on logic for your bedtime reading?"
"Logic? What's that got to do with anything?"
"You've told me to be silent, but then posed questions that require an answer."
"Shut your mouth, you little bastard!" Ausley rose to his feet on a surge of anger. "Just mark well what I say! My commission gives me absolute authority to run this institution as I see fit! Which includes the administering of order and punishments, as I see fit!" Ausley, realizing he was on the edge of losing all control, settled back into his chair and glared at Matthew through a blue haze of pipesmoke. "No one can prove I have been remiss in that duty, or overzealous in my methods," he said tersely. "For a very simple reason: I have not been so. Any and all actions I have taken here have been to benefit my charges. Do you agree with that, or do you disagree?"
"I presume you wish me to speak now?"
"I do."
"I have small qualm With the method of your punishments, though I would consider some of them to have been delivered with a sickening sense of joy," Matthew said. "My objections concern your methods after the dormitory lamps have been put out."
"And what methods are you referring to? My private counseling of wayward, stubborn boys whose attitudes are disruptive? My willingness to take in hand these boys and guide them in the proper direction? Is that your reference?"
"I think you understand my reference very clearly, sir."
Ausley gave a short, hard laugh. "You don't know anything. Have you witnessed with your own eyes any impropriety? No. Oh, you've heard things, of course. Because all of you despise me. That's why. You despise me, because I'm your master and wild dogs cannot bear the collar. And now, because you fancy yourself so damned clever, you think to cause me some trouble by way of that black-robed magpie. But I shall tell you why you will not."
Matthew waited while Ausley pushed more tobacco into the bowl of his pipe, tamped it down, and relit it with deliberately slow motions.
"Your objections," Ausley said acidly, "would be very difficult to prove. As I've said, my commission gives me absolute authority. I know I've delivered some harsh punishments; too harsh perhaps. That is why you might wish to slander me. And the other boys?
Well... I like this position, young man, and I plan on staying here for many years to come. Just because you're leaving does not mean the others—your friends, the ones among whom you've grown up—will be departing anytime soon. Your actions might have an effect on their comfort." He drew on the pipe, tilted his head upward, and spewed smoke toward the ceiling. "There are so many young ones here," he said. "Much younger than you. And do you realize how many more the hospitals and churches are trying to place with us? Hardly a day goes by when I don't receive an enquiry concerning our available beds. I am forced to turn so many young ones away. So, you see, there will always be a fresh supply." He offered Matthew a cold smile. "May I give you some advice?"
Matthew said nothing. "Consider yourself fortunate," Ausley continued. "Consider that your education concerning the real world has been furthered. Be of excellent service to the magistrate, be of good cheer and good will, and live a long and happy life." He held up a thick finger to warrant Matthew's full attention. "And never—never—plot a war you have no hope of winning. Am I understood?"
Matthew hesitated; his mind was working over the planes and angles of this problem, diagramming and dissecting it, turning it this way and that, shaking it in search of a loose nail that might be further loosened, stretching it like a chain to inspect the links, and hoping to find one rust-gnawed and able to be broken.
"Am I understood?" Ausley repeated, with some force.
Matthew was left with one response. At least for the moment. He said, "Yes, sir," in his calmest voice.
"Very good. You may go back to your supper."
Matthew left the headmaster's office and returned to his food; it was, indeed, cold and quite tasteless. That night he said goodbye to his friends, he climbed into his bunk in the dormitory, but he found sleep elusive. What should have been an occasion of rejoicing was instead a time for reflection and more than a little regret. At first light, he was dressed and waiting. Soon afterward, the bell at the front gate rang and a staff member came to escort him to Magistrate Woodward in the courtyard.
As the magistrate's carriage pulled away, Matthew glanced back at the Home and saw Ausley standing at the window, watching. Matthew felt the tip of a blade poised at his throat. He looked away from the window, staring instead at his hands clenched together in his lap.
"You seem downcast, young man," the magistrate said. "Are you troubled by something?"
"Yes, sir, I am," Matthew had to admit. He thought of Ausley at the window, the carriage wheels turning to take him far away from the almshouse, the boys who were left behind, the terrible punishments that Ausley could bring down upon them. For now, Ausley held the power.Iplan on staying here for many years to come, the headmaster had said. In that case, Matthew knew where to find him.
"Is this a matter you wish to talk about?" Woodward asked. "No sir. It's my problem, and mine alone. I will find a way to solve it. I will."
"What?"
Matthew looked into the magistrate's face. Woodward no longer wore his wig and tricorn, his appearance much aged since that day he'd driven Matthew away from the almshouse. A light rain was falling through the thick-branched trees, steam hanging above the muddy track they were following. Ahead of them was the wagon Paine drove.
"Did you say something, Matthew?" the magistrate asked. I will, he thought it had been.
It took Matthew a few seconds to adjust to the present from his recollections of the past. "I must have been thinking aloud," he said, and then he was quiet.
In time, the fortress walls of Fount Royal emerged from the mist ahead. The watchman on his tower began to ring the bell, the gate was unlocked and opened, and they had returned to the witch's town.






 
 
seven






IT WAS DARK-CLOUDED and cool, the sun a mere specter on the eastern horizon. From the window of his room, which faced away from Fount Royal, Matthew could see Bidwell's stable, the slaves' clapboard houses beside it, the guard tower, and the thick pine forest that stretched toward the swamp beyond. It was a dismal view. His bones ached from the continual damp, and because of a single mosquito that had gotten past the barrier of his bed-netting, his sleep had been less than restful. But the day had come, and his anticipation had risen to a keen edge.
He lit a candle, as the morning was so caliginous, and shaved using the straight razor, soap, and bowl of water that had been left in the hallway outside. Then he dressed in black trousers, white stockings, and a cream-colored shirt from the limited wardrobe Bidwell had provided him. He was blowing out the candle when a knock sounded at his door. "Breakfast is a'table, sir," said Mrs. Nettles.
"I'm ready." He opened the door and faced the formidable, square-chinned woman in black. She carried a lantern, the yellow light and shadows of which made her stern visage almost fearsome. "Is the magistrate up?"
"Already downstairs," she said. Her oiled brown hair was combed back from her forehead so severely that Matthew thought it looked painful. "They're waitin' for you before grace is said."
"Very well." He closed the door and followed her along the hallway. Her weight made the boards squeal. Before they reached the staircase, the woman suddenly stopped so fast Matthew almost collided into her. She turned toward him, and lifted the lantern up to view his face.
"What is it?" he asked.
"May I speak freely, sir?" Her voice was hushed. "And trust you na' to repeat what I might say?"
Matthew tried to gauge her expression, but the light was too much in his eyes. He nodded.
"This is a dangerous day," she said, all but whispering. "You and the magistrate are in grave danger."
"Of what nature?"
"Danger of bein' consumed by lies and blasphemies. You seem an able-minded young man, but you nae understand this town and what's transpirin' here. In time you might, if your mind is na' poisoned."
"Poisoned by whom? The witch, do you mean?"
"The witch." It was said with more than a hint of bitterness. "Nay, I'm na' speakin' of Rachel Howarth. Whatever you hear of her—however you perceive her—she is na' your enemy. She's a victim, young man. If anythin', she needs your he'p."
"How so?"
"They're ready to hang her," Mrs. Nettles whispered. "They'd hang her this morn, if they could. But she does na' deserve the rope. What she needs is a champion of truth. Somebody to prove her innocent, when ever'body else is again' her."
"Madam, I'm just a clerk. I have no power to—"
"You're the only one with the power," she interrupted. "The magistrate is the kind of man who plows a straight furrow, ay? Well, this field's damn crooked!"
"So you contend that Madam Howarth is not a witch? Even though her husband was brutally murdered, poppets were found in her house, she can't speak the Lord's Prayer, and she bears the Devil's marks?"
"Lies upon lies. I think you're a man of some education: do you believe in witchcraft?"
"The books on demonology are well founded," Matthew said.
"Hang the books! I asked if you believe." Matthew hesitated; the question had never been posed to him. Of course he knew the Salem incident, which had occurred only seven years ago. He'd read Cotton Mather's Memorable Providences and Richard Baxter's Certainty of the Worlds of Spirits, both of which secured witchcraft and demon possession as fact. But he'd also read John Webster's The Displaying of Supposed Witchcraft and John Wagstaffe's The Question of Witchcraft Debated, and both of those volumes held that "witchcraft" was either deliberate fraud or that "witches" were insane and should be bound for an asylum rather than the gallows. Between those two poles, Matthew hung suspended.
"I don't know," he said.
"Mark this," Mrs. Nettles told him. "Satan does walk in Fount Royal, but Rachel Howarth's na' the one beside him. Things that nae want to be seen are plentiful here. And that's God's truth."
"If you believe so, why don't you speak to Mr. Bidwell?"
"What? And then he'll be thinkin' I'm bewitched too? Because any woman or man who speaks up for Rachel Howarth would have a noose ready for—"
"Mrs. Nettles!" came a shout from the bottom of the stairs. "Where's Mr. Corbett?" It was Bidwell and he sounded quite irritated. "We're awaiting our breakfast, woman!"
"I'm at your mercy!" she whispered urgently to Matthew. "Na' a word about this, please!"
"All right," he agreed.
"We're here, sir!" Mrs. Nettles called to the master of the house, as she started toward the staircase again. "Beg pardon, the young man was late a'risin'!"
Their breakfast was slices of ham and cornmeal porridge, biscuits and locally gathered honey, all washed down with mugs of strong amber tea. Matthew was still full from last night's dinner of turtle soup, turtle steaks, and cornbread, so he ate only sparingly. Woodward, who'd awakened with a raw throat and clogged nostrils after a restless night, drank as much tea as he could and then sucked on a lemon. In ravenous appetite, however, was Bid-well; the master of the house consumed slice after slice of ham and a whole serving bowl full of porridge, as well as a platter of biscuits.
At last Bidwell leaned back in his chair, expelled air, and patted his bulging stomach. "Ahhhh, what a breakfast!" His gaze fell upon an unclaimed soul amid the carnage. "Magistrate, are you going to finish that biscuit?"
"No, sir, I'm not."
"May I, then?" Bidwell reached for it and pushed it into his mouth before an assent could be made. Woodward swallowed thickly, his throat very painful, and afforded himself another drink of the tart tea.
"Magistrate, are you not feeling well?" Matthew asked; it would have been difficult not to notice the man's pallor and the dark circles beneath his eyes.
"I didn't sleep very soundly last night. The mosquitoes here seem to favor me."
"Tar soap," Bidwell said. "That's what you should bathe in this evening. Tar soap keeps them away. Well . . . most of them, that is."
"I thought the insects were particularly greedy in Charles Town." Woodward scratched at a reddened welt on the back of his right hand, one of a dozen bites he'd suffered already this morning. "But your mosquitoes, sir, have no compare."
"You have to get used to them, that's all. And the tar soap does help."
"I look forward, then, to being tarred." He knew he appeared rather peaked, as the shaving mirror had told him. He was miserable in these borrowed clothes, which might have been a plowman's pride but were ill-suited for his elegant tastes. Also, he felt near naked without his wig, and terribly conscious of his age-spots. Never in his life had he felt so old, and such a prisoner of fate. Without the wig, it seemed to him that his entire face drooped near off the skull bones, his teeth appeared chipped and crooked, and he feared he looked more of a country bumpkin than an urban sophisticate. His sore throat and swollen air passages further tortured him; on any other morning, he might have returned to bed with a cup of hot rum and a medicinal poultice but on this morning he had major work ahead. He realized Matthew was still staring at him, the young man's sense of order disturbed. "I'll be fine directly," Woodward told him.
Matthew said nothing, unwilling to embarrass the magistrate by appearing overly concerned. He poured some tea for himself, thinking that Woodward's bare-headed exposure to the raw swamp humours was certainly not beneficial to his health. Not very far from the forefront of his mind, however, was the encounter he'd had with Mrs. Nettles. Her passion on the subject had been undeniable, but was her purpose to cloud his mind instead of clear it? Indeed, if she were bewitched she would be in the employ of Rachel Howarth's master as well. Was that master trying to use him, to taint the magistrate's judgment? He couldn't help but ponder the vastly different opinions on the subject of witchcraft by the authors of the tomes he'd read. He'd spoken the truth to Mrs. Nettles; he honestly didn't know what he believed.
But Matthew didn't have time for much reflection, because suddenly Mrs. Nettles appeared in the dining room's doorway. "Sir?" she said, addressing Bidwell. "The carriage is ready." Her visage was stern again, and she gave not even a glance in Matthew's direction.
"Excellent!" Bidwell stood up. "Gentlemen, shall we go?"
Outside, the carriage's team was reined by the elderly black servant, Goode, who had played the violin at the first dinner and caught the turtle for the second. Bidwell, Woodward, and then Matthew climbed into the carriage and under tumultuous clouds were taken away from the mansion and past the spring along Peace Street. A few citizens were out, but not many; the quality of light-—or lack of such—made for a gloomy morning, and Matthew saw clearly that life was fast ebbing from this forsaken village.
At the useless sundial, Goode turned the carriage's team eastward onto Truth Street. A fit of nerves seemed to affect Bidwell as they neared the gaol, and he eased his mounting tension with a doubleshot of snuff up the nostrils. Goode steered them around the pigs that wallowed in Truth's mud, and in a moment he reined the horses to a halt before the grim and windowless wooden walls of the gaol. Two men were awaiting their arrival; one was Nicholas Paine, the other a stocky, barrel-chested giant who must have stood six feet tall. The giant wore a tricorn, but the hair that could be seen was flaming red, as was his long and rather unkempt beard.
Upon departing from the carriage, Bidwell made introductions between the magistrate, Matthew, and the red-bearded giant. "This is Mr. Hannibal Green, our gaol-keeper," he said. When Woodward shook the man's red-furred hand, he had the feeling that his fingers might be snapped like dry sticks. Green's eyes, an indeterminate dark hue, were deeply sunken into his head and held no expression other than—in Matthew's opinion—a promise to do bodily harm to anyone who displeased him.
Bidwell drew a long breath and released it. "Shall we enter?"
Green, a man of no words, produced two keys on a leather cord from a pocket of his buckskin waistcoat and inserted a key into the padlock that secured the gaol's entry. With one sharp twist, the lock opened and Green removed a chain that the lock had held fastened across the door. He pulled the door open to reveal a dark interior. "Wait," he rumbled, and then he walked inside, his boots pounding the rough planked floor.
Staring into the gaol's darkened recesses, both the magistrate and his clerk felt the gnaw of anxiety. The bittersweet smells of damp hay, sweat, and bodily functions came drifting out into their faces, along with the sense of what it must be like to be caged in that stifling and humid environment. Green soon returned, carrying a lantern that shed only paltry light through its filmed glass. "Come in," he told them. Bidwell took another quick snort of snuff and led the way.
It was not a large place. Past the entrance room there were four iron-barred cells, two on each side of a central corridor. The floor was covered with hay. Matthew presumed it had been a small stable before its conversion. "Thank Christ you're here!" called a man's voice, off to the right. "I was startin' to believe you'd forsaked me!"
Green paid him no mind. The gaol-keeper reached up to the utter height of his outstretched hand and caught hold of a chain that dangled from the ceiling. He gave it a good firm pull and with the sound of ratchets turning a hatch opened up there, allowing in more fresh air and much-needed illumination.
The light—gray and murky yet still much better than the dirty lamp—afforded a view of the man who stood in the nearest cage on the right, his hands gripping the bars, his beard-grizzled face pressed against them as if he might somehow squeeze himself to freedom. He was young, only five or six years elder than Matthew, but already thick around the middle. He had husky forearms and a stout bull's neck, his unruly black hair falling over his forehead, and a pair of gray eyes glittering on either side of a bulbous nose that was—as were his cheeks—covered with pock-marks. "I'm ready to go home!" he announced.
"She's in the cell back here," Bidwell said to the magistrate, ignoring the young man.
"Hey! Bidwell!" the man hollered. "Damn you, I said I'm ready to go—"
Wham! went Green's fist into one of the man's hands gripping the bars. The prisoner howled with pain and staggered back holding his injured fingers against his chest.
"You speak with respect," Green said, "or you don't speak at all. Hear me?"
"Ahhhh, my hand's near broke!"
"Noles, you have one more day and night on your sentence," Bidwell told the prisoner. "You'll be released tomorrow morning, and not one minute sooner."
"Listen! Please!" Noles, now apologetic, came to the bars again. "I can't bear another night in here, sir! I swear before God, 1 can't! The rats are terrible! They et up most all my food, and I near had to fight 'em off my throat! Ain't I paid my penance yet, sir?"
"Your sentence was three days and three nights. Therefore: no, you have not yet paid your penance."
"Wait, wait!" Noles said, before Bidwell and the others could move along. "It ain't just the rats I'm feared of! It's her." He'd whispered the last sentence, and motioned with a tilt of his head toward the last cage on the left of the corridor. His eyes were wide and wild. "I'm feared she's gonna kill me, sir!"
"Has she threatened you?"
"No sir, but. . . well. . . I've heard things."
"Such as?" Bidwell's interest had been fully secured now, and he gave Noles a long ear.
"Last night... in the dark . . . she was talkin' to somethin'," Noles whispered, his face once more pressed against the bars. "I couldn't hear much of it . . . but I heard her speak the word 'master.' Yessir, I did. 'Master', she said, three or four times. Then she started a'laughin', and by Christ I hope to never hear such a laugh as that again, because it was nothin' but wickedness."
"And what happened after that?"
"Well. . . she talked some more, to whatever it was. Just jab-berin', like to scare the moon." He ran his tongue across his lips; his eyes flickered across Woodward and Matthew and then returned to Bidwell. "Then ... I saw a light back there. Like fire, but it was cold blue. Yessir. Cold blue, and it was burnin' in her cage. Well, I drew myself back and laid down, 'cause I didn't want to see what it was."
"Go on," Bidwell urged, when Noles paused again.
"Well sir . . . there came a hummin' and a buzzin'. And I seen what I took to be a fly, leavin' the witch's cage. Only it was burnin' blue, makin' the air spark. Then it flew into here and started flittin' 'round my head, and I swatted at it but to tell the truth I didn't really care to touch it. It flew 'round and 'round, and I crawled over there in that corner and threw some hay at it to keep it away from me. After a while it flew on out of here and went away."
"Went away? To where?"
"I don't know, sir. It just vanished."
Bidwell looked gravely at the magistrate. "You see what we're up against? The witch's master can transform himself—itself—into shapes that have no equal on this earth."
"Yessir, that's right!" Noles said. "I'm feared for my life, bein' in here with her! I seen what I seen, and she's like to kill me for it!"
"Might I ask a question?" Matthew proposed, and Bidwell nodded. "What offense has this man committed?"
"He whipped his wife bloody with a carpet-beater," Bidwell said. "Dr. Shields had to attend to her. As it was Noles's second offense, I ordered him here."
"And what was his first offense?"
"The same," Bidwell said.
"She's a liar and a nag!" Noles spoke up adamantly. "That woman don't know when to shut her mouth! I swear, even a saint would pick up an ax and cleave her head when she starts that damn prattlin'!" The man's attention fixed on Bidwell once more. "Will you let me out then, to save my life?"
"Well—" He looked to Woodward for aid in this question. "Richard Noles is a good Christian fellow. I shouldn't want to leave him to the mercy of the witch. What do you propose I do, sir?"
"Has his wife recovered?"
"She is abed at Dr. Shields's infirmary. Her arm was broken during the incident, and her back much bruised. But . . . after all, sir . . . she is his property, by the writ of marriage."
"I have a suggestion," Matthew said, which relieved Woodward of a difficult decision. "Since Mr. Noles last night defeated the Devil with a handful of hay, surely he can hold off the demons of Hell with a carpet-beater. Why not bring him one with which he might defend himself."
Bidwell slowly blinked. "Are you joking, young man?"
"No, sir. He seems to be proficient with such a weapon, doesn't he?"
"What kind of damned horseshit is this?" Noles said, almost hollering again. "I want out of here, right now!"
"I won't have this man's blood on my hands, if the witch strikes him dead tonight." Bidwell nodded at Green. "Let him loose."
"Sir?" Matthew said, as the gaol-keeper found the proper key from his ring. "If the witch strikes Mr. Noles dead tonight, I don't believe there'll be need to interview the other witnesses."
"He's right," said Paine, standing behind Matthew. "It would put the rope around the witch's neck, pure and simple!"
"Hold." Bidwell grasped Green's arm before the key could be inserted in its lock.
"Have you lost your damned minds?" Noles bellowed. "She'll kill me tonight if you don't let me out!"
Matthew said, "I don't think she will. It would be against her interests."
"You!" Noles stared at Matthew, his eyes hot. "I don't know who you are, but you'd best beware me when I get out!"
"That loose tongue might earn you a further sentence," Woodward warned. "I'm a magistrate, and the young man is my clerk."
Bidwell added, "Constrain your speech, Noles! That is, if you value your freedom come morning!"
"Damn you all, then!" the prisoner shouted. Turning, he picked up from the floor a bucket above which several flies of the non-demonic variety were circling. His face purple with anger, Noles braced his body to fling the bucket's contents at his tormentors.
"Noles!" Green's voice seemed to shake the gaol's walls. "Your teeth in trade!"
The bucket hung poised on the edge of being thrown. Even in his rage, Noles realized it was a bad bargain. He paused, shaking, his face contorted in a sneer that might have cracked a mirror. He lowered the bucket to his side and finally let it drop into the hay.
"Tomorrow morning you shall be free," Bidwell said. "If you so wish, I'll . . . have brought to you a carpet-beater, with which you might—"
Noles laughed harshly. "Give it to that skinny whelp and he can stick it up his arse! Go on, I've nothin' more to say to you!" He sat down on the bench and turned his face toward the wall.
"All right." Bidwell motioned Green on. "Let's see to Madam Howarth."
They moved along the corridor, to the final cell on the left-hand side. From the occupant of this cage there was no outburst of noise or apparent movement. A hooded figure wrapped in coarse gray clothing lay huddled in the hay.
Bidwell's voice was tight when he spoke. "Open it."
Green used the second key on the leather cord, which evidently unlocked all the cells. The key turned, the lock clinked, and the gaol-keeper pulled the barred door open.
"Madam?" Bidwell said. "Stand up." The figure did not move. "Do you hear me? I said, stand up!" Still, there was no response.
"She tests me," Bidwell muttered, grim-lipped. Then, louder, "Will you stand up, madam, or will Mr. Green pull you to your feet?"
At last there was a movement, but slow and deliberate. Woodward thought it was as dangerously graceful as the uncoiling of a serpent. The figure stood up and remained standing against the far wall, head fully cloaked and arms and legs shrouded by the gray sackcloth.
"I've brought visitors," Bidwell announced. "This is Magistrate Isaac Woodward and his clerk, Matthew Corbett. The magistrate desires to ask you some questions."
Again there was no reaction. "Go ahead, sir," Bidwell said.
Woodward stepped forward, into the cage's doorway. He took note of the cell's furnishings: a refuse bucket, the same as afforded Noles; another smaller bucket that held water; a bench, and upon it a wooden tray with some scraps of bread and what appeared to be chicken bones. "Madam Howarth?" Woodward said. "I am here to ascertain the facts concerning your situation. Do I have your compliance?"
Nothing, from the hooded woman.
Woodward glanced quickly at Bidwell, who nodded for him to continue. The magistrate was aware that Green and Paine were flanking him, presumably to catch the woman should she fling herself at him. Matthew watched with acute interest, his hands clenching the bars. Woodward said, "Madam Howarth, would you please speak the Lord's Prayer?"
Again, nothing. Not a word, not a nod, not even a curse.
"Do you know the Lord's Prayer?"
"Of course she does!" Paine said. "But speaking it would scorch her tongue!"
"Please." Woodward held up a hand to beg the man's silence. "Madam, on these matters I do need your response. Your unwillingness to repeat the Lord's Prayer can be taken as your inability to speak it. Do you not understand how important this is?"
"She'll understand the noose, all right!" Bidwell said.
Woodward paused, putting his thoughts in order. "Silence is guilt, madam," he continued. "I want you to listen well to what I say. There is much talk here of nooses and hangings. You know of what you stand accused. Many witches in these colonies have met their deaths by hanging . . . but since you stand accused of murdering your husband, to whom by law you owed obedience, this is also a case of what is called 'petty treason.' The punishment for such treason is not the rope, but death by fire at the stake. Therefore it does you no good whatsoever to remain mute to my questions."
He may as well have been speaking to a gray-gowned statue. "This is absurd!" he protested to Bidwell. "It's all useless, if she refuses to speak! "
"Then we ought to get a stake ready, yes?"
"Sir?" Matthew said. "May I pose her a question?"
"Yes, go ahead!" Woodward answered, disgusted with the whole thing.
"Madam Howarth?" Matthew kept his voice as quiet and un-threatening as possible, though his heart was beating very hard. "Are you a witch?"
Bidwell gave an abrupt, nervous laugh that sounded like an ill-tuned trumpet. "That's a damned foolish question, boy! Of course she's a witch! None of this would be necessary if she wasn't!"
"Mr. Bidwell?" Matthew speared the man with a cold gaze. "It was a question I posed to the woman, not to you. I'd appreciate if you would not presume to answer for her."
"Why, you're an impudent young cock!" The blood flushed to the surface of Bidwell's jowls. "If you were more than half a man, I'd require satisfaction for that sharp tongue of—"
"I," spoke the woman, loud enough to command attention. Bidwell was immediately silent. ". . . am . . .judged a witch," she said, and then nothing more.
Matthew's heart was now at full gallop. He cleared his throat. "Do you judge yourself one?"
There was a long pause. Matthew thought she wouldn't reply, but then the hooded head tilted a fraction. "My husband has been taken from me. My house and land have been taken." Her voice was wan but steady; it was the voice of a young woman, not that of a wizened crone as Matthew had expected. "My innocence has been taken from me, and my very soul has been beaten. Before I answer your question, you answer mine: what more do I possess?"
"A voice. And knowledge of the truth."
"Truth," she said acidly. "Truth in this town is a ghost, its life long departed."
"There, listen!" Bidwell said, his excitement rampant. "She speaks of ghosts!"
Hush! Matthew almost snapped, but he restrained himself. "Madam, do you commune with Satan?"
She took a long breath and let it go. "I do not."
"Did you not create poppets for use in spells of witchcraft?" Woodward asked, feeling he should endeavor to take command of this questioning.
The woman was silent. Woodward realized, uncomfortably, that she was indeed making a statement: for whatever reason, she would only speak to Matthew. He looked at his clerk, who was also discomfited by the woman's behavior, and gave a shrug of his shoulders.
"The poppets," Matthew said. "Did you make them?" Bid-well let out an exasperated snort, but Matthew paid him no heed. "No, I did not," the woman answered.
"Then how come they to be found in the floor of her house?" Paine asked. "I myself found them!"
"Madam Howarth, do you know how the poppets came to be in your house?"
"I do not," she said.
"This is a fool's court!" Bidwell was about to burst with impatience. "Of course she's going to deny her wickedness! Do you expect her to confess her sins?"
Matthew turned to the captain of militia. "How did you know to investigate the floor of her house?"
"The locality of the poppets was seen in a dream by Cara Grunewald. Not the exact locality, but that the witch had something of importance hidden underneath the floor of her kitchen. I took some men there, and we found the poppets beneath a loosened board."
"Was Madam Howarth still living there when you made this discovery?"
"No, she was here in the cell by then."
"So this Cara Grunewald told you where to look?" Woodward asked. "According to the dictates of a vision?"
"That's correct."
"I should think we might want to speak to Madam Grunewald, as well," the magistrate decided.
"Impossible!" Bidwell said. "She, her husband, and four children left Fount Royal two months ago!"
Matthew frowned, rubbing his chin. "How long was Madam Howarth's house empty before these poppets were discovered?"
"Oh . . . two weeks, perhaps." Now it was Paine's turn to wear a furrowed brow. "What's your direction, young man?"
"No direction yet." Matthew offered a faint smile. "I'm only testing the compass."
"Magistrate, I protest this ridiculous behavior by your clerk!" Bidwell had nearly snarled the word. "It's not his place to be posing these questions!"
"It is his place to be helping me," Woodward said, his temper beginning to fray from the man's insinuations. "As we all desire to find the truth in this situation, anything my well-versed scrivener can add to that process is—to me, at least—entirely welcome."
"The truth is already clear as glass, sir!" Bidwell retorted. "We should put the witch to death—fire, hanging, drowning, whatever—and be done with it!"
"It seems to me there are too many questions yet to be answered," Woodward said steadfastly.
"You want proof of her witchcraft, do you? Well, here it is then, and she won't have to speak a word! Green, remove the witch's clothing!" The burly gaol-keeper started into the cage. Instantly the gray-cloaked figure backed against the wall, so tightly as if to press herself into it. Green didn't hesitate; in another two strides he was upon her, reaching out to grasp a handful of sackcloth.
Suddenly the woman's right hand came up, its palm lodging against the man's chest to restrain him. "No," she said, and the force of her voice stopped Green in his tracks.
"Go on, Green!" Bidwell insisted. "Strip her!"
"I said no!" the woman repeated. Her other hand came up from the folds, and suddenly her fingers were working at the wooden buttons of her cloak. The gaol-keeper, realizing she had elected to disrobe herself, retreated to give her room.
Her fingers were nimble. The buttons came undone. Then she reached up, pushed the hood back from her face and head, shrugged quickly out of her clothes, and let the sorry garment slide into the hay.
Rachel Howarth stood naked before the world.
"Very well," she said, her eyes defiant. "Here is the witch."
Matthew almost fell down. Never in his life had he seen a naked woman; what's more, this woman was . . . well, there was no other description but belle exotique.
She was no wizened crone, being perhaps twenty-five years or thereabouts. Whether by nature or due to the gaol's diet, she was lean to the point of her rib cage being visible. Her flesh was of a swarthy mahogany hue, her Portuguese heritage. Her long, thick hair was black as midnight but in dire need of washing. Matthew couldn't help but stare at her dark-nippled breasts, his face reddening with shame but his eyes wanton as those of a drunken seaman. When he removed his gaze from that area, he instantly was attracted to the mysterious triangle of black curls between her slim thighs. His head seemed to be mounted on a treacherous swivel. He gazed into the woman's face, and there found further undoing of his senses.
She was staring at the floor, but her eyes—pale amber-brown, verging on a strange and remarkable golden hue— burned so fiercely they might have set the hay aflame. Her face was most pleasing—heartshaped, her chin marked with a small cleft—and Matthew found himself imagining how she would appear if not in such dire circumstances. If his heart had been galloping before, now it was a runaway. The sight of this lovely woman naked was almost too much to bear; something about her was frail, deeply wounded perhaps, while her expression conveyed an inner strength the likes of which he'd never witnessed. It hurt him to view such a creature in this ignoble fashion and he sought to rest his eyes somewhere else, but Rachel Howarth seemed the center of the world and there was nowhere he could look without seeing her.
"Here!" Bidwell said. "Look here!" He strode toward the woman, grasped her left breast in a rough grip, and lifted it. He pointed at a small brown blotch underneath. "This is one. Here is another!" He pressed a forefinger against a second mark on her right thigh, just above the knee. "Turn around!" he told her. She obeyed, her face blanked of emotion. "The third one, here!" He put his finger against a dark blotch—a bit larger than the others, though not by very much—on her left hip. "Devil's marks, one and all! This third one here even seems to be the impression of her master! Come, look closer!"
He was speaking to Woodward, who was having as difficult a time in the presence of this compelling nudity as was Matthew. The magistrate stepped forward to get a better view of the skin blotch that Bidwell was showing. "You see? Right here? And there too?" Bidwell asked. "Don't those appear to be horns growing from a devil's head?"
"I . . . well... I suppose so," Woodward answered, and then decorum dictated that he retreat a few paces.
"Her right arm," Matthew said, with an uptilt of his chin. He'd recognized two small, blood-crusted wounds near the elbow. "Rat bites, I think."
"Yes, I see. Another on the shoulder." Bidwell touched the shoulder wound, which was gray-rimmed with infection, and the woman winced but made no sound. "The rats have been after you, Madam?" She didn't reply, nor did she need to; it was obvious the rodents had been visiting. "All right, we can't have you eaten up in your sleep. I'll have Linch catch the bastards. Put your clothes back on." He walked away from her and immediately she bent down, picked up her sackcloth, and covered herself. Then, shrouded once more, she huddled in the hay as she'd been at the beginning.
"There you have it!" Bidwell announced. "She cannot speak the Lord's Prayer, she created those poppets to enchant her victims, and she has the marks. For some unholy reason known only to herself and her master, she murdered or caused the murder of Burlton Grove and Daniel Howarth. She and her hellish kin are responsible for the fires we've been lately enduring. She conjures phantasms and demons and I believe she's cursed our orchards and fields as well." He placed his hands on his hips, his chest bellowing out. "It is her plan to destroy Fount Royal, and on that account she has made great and terrible progress! What more remains to be said?"
"One question," Matthew said, and he saw Bidwell visibly flinch. "If indeed this woman commands such awesome and unholy powers—"
"She does!" Bidwell asserted, and behind him Paine nodded.
"—then why," Matthew went on, "can she not strike mere rodents dead with a touch?"
"What?"
"The rats, sir. Why is she bitten?"
"A good point," Woodward agreed. "Why would she allow herself to be bitten by common rats, if she's joined with such a demonic league?"
"Because . . . because . . ." Bidwell looked for help from Green and Paine.
The militia captain came to his rescue. "Because," Paine said forcefully, "it's a trick. Would you not think it more peculiar that Noles was attacked by the rodents, but the witch was spared? Oh, she knows what she's doing, gentlemen!" He looked directly at Matthew. "She is attempting to blind you, young man. Her evil is well planned. If she has the bites of rodents on her flesh, it was done by her will and blasphemous blessing."
Woodward nodded. "Yes, that sounds reasonable."
"Then there's no disagreement of the fact that she is a witch?" Bidwell prompted.
Matthew said, "Sir, this is a matter for careful consideration."
"What damned consideration? Who else has poisoned my town but her? Who else murdered her husband and the reverend? Boy, the facts are there to be seen!"
"Not facts. Contentions."
"You push me, boy! Remember, I'm your host here!"
"Would you take my clothes and turn me out into the forest if I refuse to view contentions as facts?"
"Please, please!" the magistrate said. "Nothing is being accomplished by this."
"My point exactly!" Bidwell steamed. "Your clerk seems determined to blunt the weapon you were brought here to wield!"
"And what weapon might that be, sir?" Woodward's raw throat and this dank gaol had combined to inflame his nerves. He felt his self-control slipping.
Bidwell's face might have been a pickled beet. "The law, of course!"
"Listen well to me." The magistrate's voice was calm but strained, and the power of it seized Bidwell like a hand around the scruff of a cur. "My clerk and I have come to this place to discover the truth, not to use the privilege of law as a battering ram." Bidwell glowered at him but didn't speak. "You may be the master of Fount Royal, but I am the master of a larger realm. I will decide whether Madam Howarth is a witch or not, and I will determine her fate. And no man shall rush or shove me to judgment. You may take that as a fact. If you have some problem with it, Matthew and I will be glad to find other lodgings."
"Let me understand this fully, then!" Bidwell said. "Who is the magistrate and who is the clerk?"
Woodward clenched his teeth to restrain what he'd really like to say. "I need some air," he told Matthew. "Will you join me in walking back to Mr. Bidwell's house?"
"Yes, sir."
"Is that all?" Paine asked. "Aren't you going to interview the witch further?"
"Not today." Woodward motioned toward the woman's crumpled form. "I don't believe she's in a communicative mood, and I'm damned certain I'm not! Matthew, come along!" He turned away and started for the exit.
"She needs a hot iron to loosen her tongue, is what she needs!" Bidwell shouted after them as they went along the corridor between the cages. Noles gave a snort and a spit as they passed. His senses still shaken by his introduction to Rachel Howarth, Matthew knew he would win no contests of popularity hereabouts, and especially that he should beware making further enemies in the uncertain days to come.
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OUTSIDE THE GAOL, the humid air and clouded light seemed the breath and glow of paradise. Woodward disdained the carriage, where Goode sat on the driver's seat whittling a piece of wood with a small blade, and began walking in the direction of the spring. Matthew followed close behind.
"That man galls me!" Woodward said. "I may be a servant of the law, but I'm not his slave and neither are you!"
"No, sir. I mean, yes, sir." Matthew got beside him and kept pace. "As much as his manner grates, however, I can understand his anxiety."
"Well, aren't you the generous soul!"
"I might be as eager for an execution if I'd put so much money into Fount Royal, and now saw my investment near ruin."
"To the Devil with his investment!"
"Yes, sir," Matthew said. "I think that's what he fears."
Woodward slowed his pace and then stopped. He mopped beads of sweat from his face with his shirtsleeve, looked up at the ominous sky and then at his clerk. "That's why you're so invaluable to me, you know," he said, his anger dissolving. "At a glance you see the picture, the frame, the nail, and the wall."
"I see only what's there to be seen."
"Yes, and surely we've today seen a bit too much of Madam Howarth. She was . . . younger than I suspected. Much more handsome, as well. One might say lovely, if in different circumstances. When she disrobed, I . . . well, I haven't judged very many female defendants. Never have I stood and seen a woman disrobe willingly before strangers."
"Not willingly," Matthew said. "She knew her clothes would be taken from her, so she elected to remove them herself."
"Yes. What does that say about the woman?"
"That she wishes to retain some measure of control over herself. Or, at least, deny that control from Bidwell."
"Hmm." Woodward began walking west along Truth Street again, and Matthew walked alongside. Though the village still seemed very quiet, there were residents going about their daily business. Two women were crossing the street ahead, one of them carrying a large basket. A man at the reins of an oxcart passed, hauling bales of hay and a few barrels. "I should like to know," the magistrate said, "... what intrigues you have with Mrs. Nettles."
"Sir?"
"You may wear that expression of innocent surprise with everyone but me. I know you too well. On this day, of all days, you would never have been late rising from bed. In fact, I suspect you were up early in anticipation. So why did Mrs. Nettles say such a thing to Bidwell?"
"I . . . promised her I wouldn't betray her confidence."
Woodward pulled up short again, and this time when he looked at Matthew his gaze was more penetrating. "If it has to do with Madam Howarth, I should like to be informed. In fact, it's your requirement as my clerk to inform me."
"Yes, sir, I know. But—"
"Promise her anything you please," Woodward said. "But tell me what I ought to be told."
"She did ask that I not speak a word to Mr. Bidwell."
"Well, neither shall I. Tell me."
"In essence, she requested that you and I both approach this case with an open mind. She believes Madam Howarth to be falsely accused."
"And she told you why she believes this?"
"No, sir. Just that she fears our minds will be poisoned."
Woodward stared off across Truth Street at a small pasture where several cows grazed. A woman wearing a straw hat was on her knees in a beanfield, pulling up weeds, while her husband was at work nailing shingles atop their farmhouse. Nearby, on the other side of a split-rail fence, stood a farmhouse that had been abandoned by its previous tenants, its field now a swampy thicket. Three crows perched on the roof of the forlorn house, looking to Woodward like a trio of black-robed magistrates. Perhaps, he mused, they were awaiting the departure of the next-door neighbors.
"You know," he said quietly, "that if Rachel Howarth is a witch, then she has powers of influence that are much beyond our perception."
"Mrs. Nettles asked me not to mention our conversation to Bidwell, for the reason that he might think her so influenced."
"Hmm," Woodward said, a sound of thought. "Poison can be served from many cups, Matthew. I'd beware the one from which I chose to drink. Come, let's walk." They started off once more. "What did you make of Noles's story?"
"Hogwash. He wants out of his cage."
"And the Devil's marks on the woman's body?"
"Inconclusive," Matthew said. "Such marks are common on most people." He didn't have to mention the blotches that marked Woodward's pate.
"Granted. What, then, of the poppets?"
"I think you should see them for yourself."
"Agreed. I'm sorry Madam Grunewald is no longer available."
"You should ask Bidwell for a list of witnesses who are available," Matthew suggested. "Then you should secure some place to interview them where Bidwell can't interfere."
"Yes." He nodded, then darted a sidelong glance at Matthew. "We will have to interview Madam Howarth again, of course. At length. She seems to be acceptable to your questions, but mute to anyone else. Why do you think that is?"
"I don't know."
Woodward let them stride a few more paces before he spoke again. "You don't think it's possible that she knew Mrs. Nettles would speak to you this morning? And that by only addressing your questions she might. . . how shall I put this?. . . Win some favor from you?"
"I'm just a clerk. I have no—"
"—powers of influence?" Woodward interrupted. "You see my point, don't you?"
"Yes, sir," Matthew had to admit. "I do."
"And her unwillingness or inability to speak the Lord's Prayer is especially damning. If she would or could speak it, then why won't she? Do you have any theories?"
"None," Matthew said.
"Except for the obvious, that—as Paine said—her tongue would be scorched by mention of the Holy Father. It's happened before in witchcraft trials that the accused made an attempt at speaking the prayer and fell convulsed with agony to the courtroom floor."
"Has it ever happened that anyone accused of witchcraft spoke the prayer and was set free?"
"Of that I can't say. I'm far from an expert in these matters. I do know that some witches are able to speak the name of God without ill effect, being somehow shielded from harm by their master. That much I've read in court dockets. But if Madam Howarth did speak the prayer—in its entirety, with proper holy attitude and without fainting or crying out in pain—then it would go a distance in helping her cause." The magistrate frowned, watching another crow circling above their heads. It came to him that the Devil could take many forms, and he ought to be wary of what he said and where he said it. "You do realize, don't you, that Madam Howarth today made a confession of sorts?"
"Yes, sir." Matthew knew what he meant. "When she disrobed, she said, 'Here is the witch.'"
"Correct. If that's not a confession, I never heard one. I could order the stake to be cut and the fire to be laid this afternoon, if I had a mind to." He was silent for a moment, during which they neared the conjunction of Fount Royal's streets. "Tell me why I should not," he said.
"Because the witnesses should be heard. Because Madam Howarth deserves the right to speak without pressure from Bid-well. And because . . ." Matthew hesitated, "I'd like to know why she murdered her husband."
"And I the—" same, Woodward was about to say, but before he could finish he was interrupted by the high-pitched voice of a woman.
"Magistrate! Magistrate Woodward!"
It was so sharp and startling that for an instant Woodward thought the crow had spoken his name, and if he were to look up he would see the evil bird about to sink its talons into his scalp. But suddenly a woman came into view, hurrying across the square where Fount Royal's streets met. She wore a simple indigo blue dress, a blue-checked apron, and a white bonnet, and she carried a basket that held such household items as candles and blocks of soap. The magistrate and Matthew halted as the woman neared.
"Yes, madam?" Woodward asked.
She gave him a sunny smile and a quick curtsey. "Forgive me, but when I saw you walking I had to come and introduce myself. I am Lucretia Vaughan. My husband is Stewart, who owns the carpentry shop." She nodded in the direction of Industry Street.
"My pleasure. This is my clerk, Matthew—"
"Corbett, yes, I know. Oh, you two gentlemen are quite the talk hereabouts. How you defied that mad innkeeper and fought off his brood of murderers with a single sword! It's made for a welcome tale of bravery among us!" Matthew had to hold back a laugh; it seemed their midnight flight from Shawcombe's tavern was being transformed by the residents of Fount Royal into something akin to Ulysses's monumental battle with the Cyclops.
"Well," Woodward said, unconsciously puffing out his chest a bit, "it did take all our wits to escape that gang of killers." Matthew was forced to lower his head and study the ground.
"But how exciting that must have been!" the woman went on, almost breathless. It had already registered to Woodward that she was a very handsome figure, in her thirties perhaps, with clear blue eyes and a friendly, open demeanor. Curls of light brown hair escaped her bonnet, and her face—though lined by time and the rigors of the frontier life—was as pleasing as a warm lantern on a chill, dark night. "And to have found such a treasure, as well!"
Woodward's smile faltered. "A treasure?"
"Yes, the sack of gold coins you discovered! Spanish gold, wasn't it? Come, sir, please don't be coy with a simple country lady!"
Matthew's heart was beating somewhere in the vicinity of his Adam's apple. He said, "May I ask a question?" then waited for Mrs. Vaughan to nod. "Who informed you of this sack of gold coins?"
"Well, I heard it from Cecilia Semmes, who heard it from Joan Baltour. But everyone knows, Mr. Corbett! Oh!" Her eyes widened, and she put a finger to her lips, "Was it supposed to be a secret?"
"I fear you've been misinformed," Woodward said. "My clerk found a single coin of Spanish gold, not a sackful."
"But Cecilia promised me it was God's truth! And Cecilia's not one to pass on tales that aren't true!"
"In this case, your friend has erred. Grievously," Woodward added.
"But, I can't understand why—" She stopped, and a knowing smile spread over her face. Her eyes gleamed with delight. "Ohhhh, I see! The cat jumped out of the bag, didn't it?"
"I beg your pardon?"
"You can trust me, sir! Mum's the word!"
"I'm afraid mum is not the word. If you're thinking that we have a sack of gold coins that we wish to keep a secret, you're sadly mistaken."
The coin was in the pocket of Matthew's breeches, and he would've taken it out to show her but he doubted it would do any good but simply set more tongues in motion. "I really did only find one," he told her.
"Yes." Her smile remained constant. "Of course you did. That's what I certainly shall tell anyone who asks me . . ." She looked hopefully at the magistrate. "When will the witch swing, sir?"
"Well, I—"
"I would like to know in advance, so I might make some pies to sell. There will be a great number of people there to see it, I'm sure. The whole town, most likely. Where will the gallows be constructed?"
It took Woodward a few seconds to recover from the jarring shock of the woman's rather brusque questions. "I really don't know, Mrs. Vaughan. But at the moment there are no plans to construct a scaffold."
"Oh?" Her smile began to fade, a frown tugging at the edges of her cupid's-bow mouth. "I presumed you were here to carry out an execution."
"You and many others, evidently. I am here to satisfy justice."
"I see. So you're saying there will be an execution, but it may be delayed for several days?"
Now it was Woodward's turn to study the ground.
"The witch must swing," Mrs. Vaughan plowed on. Her initial sweetness had given way to something more sour. "For the sake of this town and everyone in it, she must be executed as soon as possible. I mean to say, as soon as justice is satisfied. Do you have any idea when that might be?"
"No, I do not."
"But. . . you're in charge, aren't you? Surely you're not going to suffer the witch to live and keep cursing us too much longer, are you?"
"Magistrate!" Woodward and Matthew saw that Bidwell's carriage had stopped nearby, before it made the turn onto Peace Street. Bidwell had removed his tricorn and held it between both hands, a gesture that Woodward took as contrition. "Good day there, Mrs. Vaughan! I trust you and your family are well?"
"I'm feeling quite ill after learning Rachel Howarth won't swing anytime soon!" the woman replied, her comely face now stitched tight with disgust. "What's wrong with this magistrate? Has the witch already claimed him?"
Bidwell decided, at this combustible moment, to deny the powder its flame. "Magistrate Woodward has the situation well in hand, madam. He operates in a considered and proper judicial manner. Magistrate, may I have a word with you?"
"Good day, Mrs. Vaughan," Woodward said, and she gave an indignant grunt, lifted her pinched nose in the air, and strode away in the direction she'd come. He walked to the carriage. "Yes?"
Bidwell stared at his tricorn, his fingers working the curled brim. "I . . . must make a deepfelt apology, sir. Sometimes I let my impatience guide my tongue." He glanced quickly up to gauge the magistrate's reaction, then lowered his eyes once more. "I'm very sorry to have caused you grief. I know this is a difficult situation as it is for all of us. But you do understand my responsibility here, don't you?"
"I do. I trust you understand and will respect mine."
"Absolutely."
"In that case, I accept your apology. I'd also like you to know I will do my best to resolve your predicament as soon as possible, within the bounds and necessities of the law."
"I ask nothing more," said Bidwell, and then he put his tricorn back on and gave a visible exhalation at the fact that this distasteful business of apology was concluded. "Might I offer you and your clerk a ride?"
"Yes, I'd certainly accept one. It is terribly humid this morning, isn't it?" Woodward was also grateful that the air had been cleared, since any difficulty with their host would be painful to endure. He stepped up on the carriage's footclimb as Bidwell opened the door for him, and then he eased himself into the seat that faced the other man. He realized that Matthew hadn't moved an inch from his previous position.
"Matthew? Aren't you coming?"
"No, sir, I am not."
"My apology," Bidwell said, and now the word tasted like spoiled cheese, "was directed to your clerk as well as to you, sir." He was staring at Woodward, not even bothering to lay eyes on the boy.
"I'd rather walk," Matthew said, before the magistrate was put in the position of having to be a diplomat passing chilly responses between warring powers. "I would like the chance to think awhile. Also to explore the town."
"If your clerk desires to walk, he shall walk." Bidwell raised his voice to deliver a command to his servant: "Goode! Drive on!"
At once Goode gave the reins a flick, the team of horses responded, and the carriage moved away from Matthew. It turned left onto Peace Street, running out of its path a couple of scruffy-looking dogs who were growling over a muddy bone. Matthew watched with amusement as a third dog—much smaller than the other two—darted in just behind the carriage's wheels, grabbed up the bone, and fled at speed while its rivals seemed to gape in an amazed stupor before they took pursuit.
Matthew was on his own. He began walking again, going no particular place and certainly in no hurry. He crossed the intersection of streets and headed westward on Industry. Strolling past more fields and farmhouses, picket fences and barns, he greeted and was greeted by several people who were either at work on their various labors of living or who were walking to other destinations. Here and there stood groups of oak trees, massive shapes that overhung their branches above the roofs and yards. The number of large treestumps told Matthew that it had been an endeavor of some sweat and toil to clear this land for any kind of use, but the fallen trees had been put to good service in the walls that protected Fount Royal. It had been no easy job to build this town to its present condition, that was a surety; the sheer willpower of the people to settle what not long ago had been thick woods at the edge of a seaboard swamp greatly impressed Matthew, and seeing the number of houses and plowed fields, greened pastures, and gardens made him fully realize the hopes that humans held to be masters of an untamed land.
"Good mornin' to you!" called a man who was mending a broken fence.
"Good morning," Matthew answered.
"Your magistrate's gonna deliver us from the witch, I hear," the man said, straightening up from his work.
"The problem is being considered," was all Matthew felt free to say.
"I hope he does more'n consider it! Sooner she hangs, sooner we can sleep well at night!"
"Yes, sir. I'll be sure to pass that along to the magistrate." He kept walking, continuing on his westward trek. He expected another response, but the man had returned to his task.
They're ready to hang her, Mrs. Nettles had said. They'd hang her this morn, if they could.
He thought of the shape wrapped in gray sackcloth, huddled in the hay.
What she needs is a champion of truth.
He thought of the way she'd risen to her feet, the slow and sinuous movement that had started his heart beating harder.
Somebody to prove her innocent. . . He thought of the sackcloth coming open, and what was revealed beneath. He saw her lean taut body, her raven-black hair, her heartshaped face and strange gold-hued eyes . . . when ever'body else is again' her.
He had to stop thinking. The thoughts were causing him distress. He heard the dark growl of distant thunder and realized, not without a sense of humor, that he'd grown his own lightning rod. That was a damnable thing, and to be ashamed of. The woman was, after all, a widow. But still she was a woman, and he a man; though he often wore a lightning rod at the sight of some female that might be passing by, he had devised methods of deflating the issue. Reciting by memory Bible verses in Latin, mentally working complex mathematics problems, or observing the patterns of nature; all those had sufficed at one time or another. In this instance, however, neither Deuteronomy nor geometry had the least effect. Therefore he steered himself by the foremast toward the nearest mighty oak and sat down beneath it to ease his passions in study of grass, clouds, and anything else that needed studying.
More rain, that gift of life the people of Fount Royal certainly could live without for a time, was coming. Matthew saw the charcoal-gray clouds against the lighter gray, and could smell the scent of water in the air. It would soon be above the town, and Matthew welcomed it because it would wash some of this nonsense out of him. And it was nonsense, really, to let himself be so bothered, so discomforted, by the sight of a woman's nudity. He was the clerk—the trusted clerk—of an important magistrate, and by that office and responsibility he should be above these transgressions of thought.
He watched the storm clouds fast approaching. In a pasture nearby, the cows began lowing. A man on horseback rode past, his steed visibly nervous and fighting the bit. The smell of rain was stronger now, and the next boom of thunder was like the sound of a kettledrum being pounded. Still Matthew stayed where he was, though he'd begun to wonder about finding better shelter. Then the wind came and made the oak's branches shiver over his head, and so he got up and started walking eastward along Industry Street.
Lightning flared across the sky. Within another moment, large drops of rain began pelting Matthew's back. He picked up his pace, realizing he was in for a thorough soaking. The severity of the rainfall rapidly increased, as did the hard-blowing wind. Matthew had not yet reached the conjunction of streets when the bottom fell out of the bucket with a boom and crash, and the rain descended in a gray torrent that all but blinded him. In a matter of seconds he was as wet as a carp. The wind was fierce, almost shoving him headlong into the mud. He looked desperately around, rain slapping his face, and saw in the aqueous gloom the square of an open doorway. There was no time to beg invitation; lie ran toward the shelter, which proved to be a small barn, and once inside he stepped back from the windblown entrance and shook the rain from himself like one of Fount Royal's bone-chasing mongrels.
Matthew surmised he would be captive here for a while. On a wallpeg hung a lantern, a flame aglow within its bell; Matthew realized someone had been recently here, but where that someone now was he didn't know. There were four narrow stalls, two of them each confining a horse; both horses stared at him, and one rumbled a greeting of sorts deep in the throat. Matthew ran a hand through the stubble of his wet hair and watched the deluge at a prudent distance from the doorway.
The barn was well put together. There were a few pattering raindrops falling from the roof, but not enough to be bothersome. He looked about for a place to rest and saw a pile of hay over against the far wall; going to it, he sat down and stretched his legs out to await the storm's finale. One of the horses nickered, as if asking him what he was doing. Matthew hoped that whoever owned this barn would not be too troubled by his presence here, but he didn't care to drown on the way to Bidwell's mansion. A boom of thunder and flash of lightning made the horses jump and whinny. The rain was still pouring down—if anything, harder than before—and Matthew figured that his stay here would be, unfortunately, longer than he'd planned.
A drop of rain plunked him on the top of the head. He looked up in time to receive another raindrop between his eyes. Yes, he was sitting directly beneath a leak. He moved two feet or so to the left, nearer the wall, and stretched his legs out before him again.
But then he became aware of a new discomfort. Something was pressing into his spine. He reached back, his hand winnowing into the hay, and there his fingers came into contact with a surface of rough burlap. A sack of some kind, he realized as his fingers did their exploring. A sack, buried in the hay.
He pulled his hand away from it. Whatever the sack contained, it was not his business. After all, this was private property. He should be gracious enough not to go looking through private piles of hay, shouldn't he?
He sat there for a moment, watching the rain. Perhaps it had lessened somewhat, perhaps not. The leak that had moved him aside was still dripping. He reached back, almost unconsciously, sank his hand into the hay, and felt the sack's surface once more. Then again withdrew his fingers. Private property, he told himself. Leave it alone.
But a question had come to him. This was indeed private property, so why had its owner felt the need to hide a burlap sack at the bottom of a haypile? And the next question, of course— what did the sack contain that merited hiding?
"It's not my business," he said aloud, as if saying it could convince him.
He recalled then something else that Mrs. Nettles had said: Satan does walk in Fount Royal, but Rachel Howarth's na' the one beside him. Things that nae want to be seen are plentiful here. And that's God's truth.
Matthew found himself wondering if that burlap sack held one of the things that, as Mrs. Nettles had expressed it, nae wanted to be seen.
If that was so, might it have some bearing on the case of witchcraft? And if it did, was he not bound to investigate it as a representative of Magistrate Woodward?
Perhaps so. Then again, perhaps not. He was torn between his curiosity and his respect for private property. Another moment passed, during which the frown of deliberation never left Matthew's face. Then he made his decision: he would clear away enough hay to get a good look at the sack, and thereafter dictate his actions.
When the job was done, Matthew saw that it was simply a plain dark brown grainsack. Touching it, however, indicated that its content was not grain; his fingers made out a circular shape that seemed to be made of either wood or metal. More study was needed. He grasped the sack and, in attempting to dislodge it, quickly learned how heavy it was. His shoulders protested the effort. Now all reluctance to pierce this mystery had fled before the attack of Matthew's desire to know; he gave the sack a mighty heave and succeeded in pulling it free about half of its length. His hands felt another circular shape, and the folds and creases of some unknown material. He got a firm grip on the thing, in preparation of dragging it out so he might inspect its other—and presumably open—end.
One of the horses suddenly gave a snort and a whuff of air. Matthew felt the small hairs move on the back of his neck and he knew in an instant that someone else had just entered the barn.
He started to turn his head. Before he could, he heard the crunch of a boot on the earthen floor and he was grasped by two hands, one around the back of the neck and the other seizing his right arm just above the elbow. There was a garbled cry that might have been a curse with God's name in it, and an instant after that Matthew was picked up and thrown through the air with terrifying force. He had no time to prevent a bad landing; on the journey his right shoulder grazed a wooden post and then he collided with the gate that secured one of the empty stalls. The breath was knocked from his lungs and he fell to the floor, his bones having suddenly become unjointed and less solid than as objects of pliable putty.
He was struggling to get his breath when his attacker loomed over him again, and now a hand took hold of his shirt and pulled him up and another hand clamped upon his throat. The pressure was such that Matthew feared his eyeballs would explode from their sockets. "You sneakin' bastard, you!" the man was shouting. With a violent twisting motion the man threw Matthew once more, this time into the wall with such force that the entire barn trembled and old dust blew from the chinks. The stunned clerk felt his teeth bite into his tongue, and as he sank to the ground again in a haze of pain he tasted bitter blood.
The man came after him. "I'll kill you, you damn sneak!" he raged, and he swung a booted foot directly at Matthew's head. Matthew knew in a flash that if he didn't move, his skull would be bashed in, so he scrabbled forward and at the same time threw up an arm to ward off the blow. The kick got him on the right shoulderblade, bringing a cry of pain from his bloody lips, but he kept frantically crawling and pulled his legs underneath himself before the man could get balanced to kick him again. Matthew staggered up, his knees buckled, but he forced them to hold true with sheer willpower, and then he turned to face his attacker, his back pressed against the wallboards.
By the lantern's light he recognized the man. He'd seen this fellow in passing yesterday morning, when he and the magistrate had met Paine at the public stables behind the blacksmith's foundry. It was indeed the blacksmith; by name, according to the sign of his business, Seth Hazelton. The smithy was a squat, round-bellied man of middle age, with a wet gray brush of hair and a coarse and dripping gray beard. His face was as rugged as weathered rock, his nose a hooked precipice. At the moment his intense blue eyes were lit with the fire of sheer, white-hot fury, and the knotty veins stood out in relief on his bull-thick neck. He paused in his onrush, as if recognizing Matthew as the magistrate's clerk, but the respite was only for a few seconds; his face flamed anew and, bellowing a cry of mingled wrath and anguish, he hurtled forward again.
Matthew was fast when he needed to be. He gauged Hazel-ton's swinging blow, ducked under the fist, and ran for the way out. The smithy, however, was also quick of foot when it deemed him to be so; he bounded after Matthew like a corpulent hound and caught the boy's shoulder in a grip fashioned hard by the contest with iron. Matthew was spun around, two hands set upon his throat, he was lifted off his feet and carried backward to slam once more into the wall with a force that near shattered his spine. Then the hands began to squeeze with deadly intent.
Matthew grasped the man's wrists and tried to unhinge those killing hands, but even as he fought he knew it was in vain. Hazel-ton's sweating face was pressed right into his, the man's eyes glazed from the heat of this—rather onesided—combat. The fingers were digging deep into Matthew's throat. He couldn't breathe, and dark motes were beginning to dance before his eyes. He was aware, strangely, that one horse was whinnying piteously and the other was kicking in its stall.
He was going to die. He knew it. In a few seconds, the darkness was going to overcome him and he would die right here by this blacksmith's crushing hands.
This was the moment he should be rescued, he thought. This was the moment someone should come in and tear Hazelton away from him. But Matthew realized it wasn't likely to happen. No, his fate would be interrupted by no Samaritan this sorry day.
The lantern. Where was the lantern?
On his right, still hanging from its peg. With an effort he angled his head and eyes and found the lamp several feet away. He reached for it; he had long arms, but the lantern was at the very limit of his grasp. Desperation gave him the strength to lurch the two or three extra inches. He plucked the hot lamp from its peg. Then he smashed it as hard as he could into the side of Hazelton's face.
An edge of unsmoothed tin did its work. A cut opened across the blacksmith's cheek from the corner of the eye to the upper lip, and crimson rivulets streamed down into his beard. Hazelton blinked as the pain hit him; there was a pause in which Matthew feared the man's fit of rage was stronger than the desire to preserve his face, but then Hazelton let out a howl and staggered back, his hands leaving Matthew's throat to press against the tide of blood.
Matthew sucked air into his lungs. His head swimming, he half-ran, half-stumbled toward the barn's open doorway. The rain was still falling, but not near with its previous velocity. Matthew didn't dare to look behind to see if the smithy was gaining on him, as that glance would surely slow him down a precious step. Then he was outside the barn. The rain hit him and the wind swirled about him, his left foot snagged a treeroot that almost sent him sprawling, but he recovered his balance and ran on into the tumult, aiming his flight in the direction of Bidwell's mansion. Only when he'd reached the conjunction of streets did he slow his pace and look over his shoulder. If the blacksmith had followed, he had been left behind.
Still, Matthew didn't care to tarry. He spat blood into a mud-puddle and then tilted his head back, opened his mouth to wash it with rain, and spat again. His back and shoulders felt deeply bruised, his throat savaged by Hazelton's fingers. He would have quite a tale to tell the magistrate, and he knew he was damned lucky he was alive to tell it. He started off again, walking as fast as he could, toward Bidwell's house.
Two questions remained in his mind: what had been in the burlap sack? And what had the blacksmith concealed that he would kill to protect?






 
 
nine





THAT'S A DAMNABLE STORY!" Bidwell said, when Matthew had finished telling it. "You mean Hazelton tried to strangle you over a grainsack?"
"Not just a grainsack." Matthew was sitting in a comfortable chair in the mansion's parlor, a pillow wedged behind his bruised back and a silver cup of rum on a table next to him. "There was something in it." His throat felt swollen, and he'd already looked into a handmirror and seen the blacksmith's blue fingermarks on his neck. "Something he didn't want me to see."
"Seth Hazelton has a cracked bell in his steeple." Mrs. Nettles stood nearby, her arms crossed over her chest and her dark gaze positively frightening; it was she who had fetched the cup of rum from the kitchen. "He was odd 'fore his wife died last year. Since then, he's become much the worse."
"Well, thank God you weren't killed!" Woodward was sitting in a chair across from his clerk, and he wore an expression of both profound relief and concern. "And I thank God you didn't kill him, either, or there would surely be Hell to pay. You know you were trespassing on private property, don't you?"
"Yes, sir."
"I understand your desire to find shelter from that storm, but what on earth prompted you to dig into the man's hidden possessions? There was no reason for it, was there?"
"No, sir," Matthew said grimly. "I suppose there wasn't."
"I tell you there wasn't! And you say you struck him a blow to the face that brought the blood flowing?" Woodward winced at the gravity of the legal wheels that might have to turn because of this. "Was he on his feet the last you saw him?"
"Yes, sir."
"But he didn't come out of the barn after you?"
Matthew shook his head. "I don't think so." He reached for the rum and downed some of it, knowing where the magistrate was headed. His wounded tongue—which was so enlarged it seemed to fill up his mouth—had already been scorched by the liquor's fire and was mercifully numbed.
"Then he could have fallen after you left." Woodward lifted his gaze to Bidwell, who stood beside his chair. "The man could be lying in that barn, severely injured. I suggest we see to him immediately."
"Hazelton's as tough as a salt-dried buzzard," Mrs. Nettles said. "A wee cut on the face would nae finish 'im off."
"I'm afraid it was more than a wee ... I mean, a small cut," Matthew admitted. "His cheek suffered a nasty slice."
"Well, what did he expect?" Mrs. Nettles thrust out her chin. "That you should let 'im choke you dead without a fight? You ask me, I say he deserved what he got!"
"Be that as it may, we must go." Woodward stood up. He was feeling poorly himself, his raw throat paining him with every swallow. He dreaded having to leave the house and travel in the drizzling rain, but this was an extremely serious matter.
Bidwell too had recognized the solemnity of the situation. His foremost thought, however, was that the loss of the town's blacksmith would be another crippling hardship. "Mrs. Nettles," he said, "have Goode bring the carriage around."
"Yes sir." She started out toward the rear of the house. Before she'd gotten more than a few steps, however, the bell that announced a visitor at the front door was rung. She hurried to it, opened it—and received a shock.
There stood the blacksmith himself, hollow-eyed and gray-faced, a bloody cloth secured to his left cheek with a leather strap that was knotted around his head. Behind him was his horse and wagon, and in his arms he held a dark brown burlap sack.
"Who is it?" Bidwell came into the foyer and instantly stopped in his tracks. "My God, man! We were just on our way to see about you!"
"Well," Hazelton said, his voice roughened by the pain of his injury, "here I be. Where's the young man?"
"In the parlor," Bidwell said.
Hazelton came across the threshold without invitation, brushing past Mrs. Nettles. She wrinkled her nose at the combined smells of body odor and blood. When the blacksmith entered the parlor, his muddy boots clomping on the floor, Matthew almost choked on his rum and Woodward felt his hackles rise like those of a cat anticipating the attack of a large and brutish dog.
"Here." Hazelton threw the sack down at Matthew's feet. "This is what you were sneakin' to see." Matthew stood up— carefully, as his back's stability was precarious.
"Go on, open it," Hazelton told him. "That's what you wanted to do, ain't it?"
Matthew got his mouth working. "I'm sorry, sir. I shouldn't have invaded your priva—"
"Swalla that shit and have a look." Hazelton bent down, lifted the stitched end of the sack, and began to dump its contents out onto the floor. Bidwell and Mrs. Nettles had come in from the foyer, and they witnessed what Hazelton had fought so viciously to protect.
Clothes spilled from the sack, along with two pairs of scuffed and much-worn shoes. A woman's wardrobe, it was: a black dress, an indigo apron, a few yellowed blouses, and a number of patched skirts that at one time had fit a pair of very broad hips. A small, unadorned wooden box also slid from the sack, and came to rest against Matthew's left shoe.
"Sophie's clothes," the blacksmith said. "Ever'thin' she owned. Pick up that box and open it." Matthew hesitated; he was feeling at the moment like a complete horse's ass.
"Go on, open it!" Hazelton commanded. Matthew picked it up and lifted the lid. Within the box were four ivory hairpins, a comb fashioned from golden-grained wood, a silver ring that held a small amber stone, and another silver ring etched with an intricate rope-like design.
"Her ornaments," the blacksmith said. "Weddin' ring, too. When she passed, I couldn't bear to throw them things away. Couldn't bear to have 'em in the house, neither." He pressed a hand against the bloody cloth. "So I put 'em in a sack and hid 'em in my barn for safekeepin'." Hazelton's dark-rimmed eyes stared furiously at Matthew. "Thought it was someplace nobody'd go pokin'. Then I come in and there you be, tryin' to drag it out." He turned his gaze upon Woodward. "You be the magistrate, huh? A man of the law, sworn to uphold it?",
"That's correct."
"If it be so, I want some satisfaction. This whelp come in my barn uninvited and go to diggin' out my dear wife's belongin's. I ain't done nothin' wrong, I ain't tryin' to hide nothin' but what's mine and nobody else's business." Hazelton looked at Bidwell for a response. "Maybe I did go some crazy, like to try to kill that boy, but damn if I didn't think he was tryin' to steal my Sophie's things. Can you blame me, sir?"
"No," Bidwell had to admit, "I cannot."
"This boy"—Hazelton lifted an accusing, bloodstained finger to point at Matthew—"cut my face wide open, like to blinded me. I'm gonna lose work over it, that's for sure. A wound like I've suffered won't bear the furnace heat 'til it's near mended. Now you tell me, Mr. Bidwell and Mr. Magistrate, what you're gonna do to give me my satisfaction."
Bidwell stared at the floor. Woodward pressed his fingers against his mouth, realizing what had to come out of it, and Matthew closed the lid of Sophie Hazelton's ornament box. At last the magistrate had to speak. "Mr. Hazelton, what would you consider a proper satisfaction?"
"If it was up to my quirt, I'd lash 'im," the blacksmith said. "Lash 'im until his back was laid open good and proper."
"His back has already received injury," Woodward said. "And he'll have your fingermarks on his throat for some time to come, I'm sure."
"Don't make no mind! I want him whipped!"
"This is a difficult position you put me in, sir," the magistrate said, his mouth tightening. "You ask me to sentence my own clerk."
"Who else'll sentence 'im, then? And if he wasn't your clerk, what would your judgment be?"
Woodward glanced quickly at Matthew and then away again; the younger man knew what torments of conscience Woodward was fighting, but he also knew that the magistrate would be ultimately compelled to do the correct thing.
Woodward spoke. "One lash, then," he said, almost inaudibly.
"Five!" the blacksmith thundered. "And a week in a cell, to boot!"
Woodward drew a long breath and stared at the floor. "Two lashes and five days."
"No sir! Look at this!" Hazelton tore the bloody bandage away from his face, revealing a purple-edged wound so ugly that Bidwell flinched and even Mrs. Nettles averted her eyes. "You see what he done to me? Tell me I ain't gonna wear a pretty scar the rest of my life! Three lashes and five days!"
Matthew, dazed at all this, sank down into the chair again. He reached for the rum cup and emptied it.
"Three lashes," Woodward said wearily, a vein beating at his temple, "and three days." He forced himself to meet the power of Hazelton's stare. "That's my judgment and there will be no addition or reversal to it. He will enter the gaol at six o'clock in the morning and will receive his lashes at six o'clock on the third morning. I expect Mr. Green will administer the whip?" He looked at Bidwell, who nodded. "All right, then. As a magistrate under the King of England and the governor of this colony, I have made my decree."
The blacksmith scowled; it was an expression fierce enough to scare the shine from a mirror. But then he pushed the cloth back against his injury and said, "I reckon it'll have to do, then, you bein' such a fair-minded magistrate and all. To Hell with that sneakin' bastard, is what I say."
"The decree has been made." Woodward's face had begun to mottle with red. "I suggest that you go pay a visit to the physician."
"I ain't lettin' that death-doctor touch me, no sir! But I'll go, all right. It smells like a pigsty in here." He began to quickly stuff the clothes back into the burlap sack. The last item in was the ornament box, which Matthew had set down upon the table. Then Hazelton held the sack in his thickly corded arms and looked defiantly from Woodward to Bidwell and back again. "It's a damn bad world when a man has to wear a scar for de-fendin' his wife's memory, and the law won't lay the lash on good and proper!"
"The lash will be laid on good and proper," Woodward said coldly. "Three times."
"You say. Well, I'll be there to make sure, you can mark it!" He turned around and started out of the parlor.
"Mr. Hazelton?" Matthew suddenly said. The blacksmith stopped and cast a brooding gaze upon his antagonist.
Matthew stood up from the chair. "I wish to say . . . that I'm very sorry for my actions. I was grievously wrong, and I beg your pardon."
"You'll have my pardon after I see your back split open."
"I understand your emotions, sir. And I must say I am deserving of the punishment."
"That and more," Hazelton said.
"Yes, sir. But. . . might I ask something of you?"
"What?"
"Might you let me carry that sack for you to your wagon?"
Hazelton frowned like five miles of bad road. "Carry it?
Why?"
"It would be a small token of my repentance." Matthew took two steps toward the man and extended his arms. "Also my wish that we might put this incident behind us, once my punishment is done." Hazelton didn't speak, but Matthew could tell that his mind was working. It was the narrowing of the smithy's eyes that told Matthew the man knew what he was up to. Hazelton, for all his brutish behavior and oxlike countenance, was a crafty fox.
"That boy's as crazy as a bug in a bottle," Hazelton said to Woodward. "I wouldn't let 'im loose at night, if I was you." And with that pronouncement the blacksmith turned his back on the company, strode out of the parlor and through the front door into the drizzling rain. Mrs. Nettles followed behind him, and closed the door rather too hard before she returned to the room.
"Well," Woodward said as he lowered himself into his chair like a suddenly aged invalid, "justice has been served."
"My regrets over this situation," Bidwell offered. "But to be truthful about it, I would have imposed the five lashes." He looked at Matthew and shook his head. "You knew better than to disturb a man's private property! Boy, you delight in causing grief wherever you wander, don't you?"
"I have said I was wrong. I'll repeat it for you, if you like. And I'll take the lashes as I deserve . . . but you must understand, Mr. Bidwell, that Hazelton believes he's made a fool out of all of us."
"What?" Bidwell made a face, as if he'd tasted something foul. "What're you going on about now?"
"Simply that what Hazelton revealed to be in that sack was not its contents when it was hidden beneath the hay."
There was a silence. Then Woodward spoke up. "What are you saying, Matthew?"
"I'm saying that the weight of the sack when I tried to dislodge it was much heavier than old clothes and some shoes. Hazelton knew I was trying to ascertain its weight, and of course he didn't want me touching it."
"I should say not!" Bidwell dug into a pocket of his waistcoat for his snuffbox. "Haven't you had enough of Hazelton for one day? I'd mind my step around him!"
"It's been . . . oh, about forty minutes since our meeting," Matthew went on. "I believe he used the time to either remove what was originally in that sack and replace it with the clothes, or he found another similar sack for the purpose."
Bidwell inhaled a pinch of snuff and then blinked his watering eyes. "You never quit, do you?"
"Believe what you like, sir, but I know there was something far more substantial than clothing in the sack I uncovered. Hazelton knew I'd tell the tale, and he knew there might be some suspicion about what he would hide and then kill to protect. So he bandaged himself, got in his wagon, and brought the counterfeit sack here before anyone could go there and make inquiries about it."
"Your theory." Bidwell snorted snuff up his nose again, then closed the box with a snap. "I'm afraid it won't do to save you from the lash and the cage. The magistrate's made his decree, and Mrs. Nettles and I have witnessed it."
"A witness I may be," Mrs. Nettles said with frost in her voice, "but I tell you, sir, that Hazelton's a strange bird. And I happ'n to know he treated Sophie like a three-legged horse 'fore she died, so why should he now treat her mem'ry the better? Most like he kept her clothes and ornaments to sell 'em after a space a' time."
"Thank you, Mrs. Nettles," said Bidwell sarcastically. "It seems the 'theory tree' is one plant that's taken firm root in Fount Royal!"
"Whatever the truth of this matter is," the magistrate observed, "what cannot be altered is the fact that Matthew will spend three nights in the gaol and take the lashes. The blacksmith's private property will not be intruded upon again. But in reference to your statement, Mr. Bidwell, that you would've insisted on five strikes of the whip, let me remind you that the proceedings against Rachel Howarth must be delayed until Matthew has paid his penance and recovered from it."
Bidwell stood like a statue for a few seconds, his mouth half-open. Woodward continued in a calm tone, anticipating another storm from the master of Fount Royal, and bracing himself for it. "You see, I require a clerk to take notation when I interview the witnesses. I must have in writing the answers to my questions, and Matthew has developed a code that I can easily read. If I have no clerk, there is no point in scheduling the interviews. Therefore, the time he spends in your gaol and the time spent in recuperation from being lashed must be taken into account."
"By God, man!" Bidwell blustered. "What're you telling me? That you won't get to questioning the witnesses tomorrow?"
"I would say five days at the least."
"Damn it all, Woodward! This town will wither up and blow away before you get to work, won't it?"
"My clerk," the magistrate said, "is indispensable to the process of justice. He cannot take notation from a cage, and I dare say he won't be up to the task of concentration with fresh whip burns on his back."
"Well, why can't he take notation from a cage?" Bidwell's thick brows lifted. "There are three witnesses on the list I've given you. Why can you not set up your office in the gaol and have the witnesses brought there to testify? As I understand the law, they would be required to speak in the presence of the accused anyway, am I correct?"
"Yes, you are."
"All right, then! They can speak in the gaol as well as in the meetinghouse! Your clerk can be given a table and scribing materials and he can do the work while he carries out his sentence!" Bidwell's eyes had a feverish gleam. "What say you to that?"
Woodward looked at Matthew. "It is a possibility. Certainly it would speed the process. Are you agreeable?"
Matthew thought about it. He could feel Mrs. Nettles watching him. "I'd need more light in there," he said.
Bidwell waved an impatient hand. "I'll get you every lantern and candle in Fount Royal, if that's what you require! Winston has quills, ink, and foolscap aplenty!"
Matthew rubbed his chin and continued to contemplate. He rather enjoyed having Bidwell lapping at his feet like a powdered spaniel.
"I might point out one thing to you," Bidwell said quietly. His voice had some grit in it again, proving he was nobody's cur. "Mr. Green owns three whips. One is a bullwhip, the second is a cat-o'-nine, and the third is a leather braid. The magistrate may have decreed the punishment, but as master—governor, if you will—of Fount Royal it is my right to choose the implement." He paused to let Matthew fully appreciate the situation. "Now ordinarily in a violation of this nature I would ask Mr. Green to use the bullwhip." Bidwell gave the merest hint of a cunning smile. "But if you are employed in, shall we say, a noble task to benefit the citizens of my town whilst imprisoned, I should be gratified to recommend the braid."
Matthew's contemplation came to an end. "You make a persuasive argument," he said. "I'd be happy to be of service to the citizens."
"Excellent!" Bidwell almost clapped his hands together with joy. He didn't notice that Mrs. Nettles abruptly turned and walked out of the room. "We should notify the first witness, then. Who shall it be, Magistrate?"
Woodward reached into a pocket and brought out the piece of paper upon which were quilled three names. Bidwell had given him the list on his request when they'd returned from the gaol. "I'll see the eldest first, Jeremiah Buckner. Then Elias Garrick. Lastly the little girl, Violet Adams. I regret she must be questioned in the gaol, but there is no recourse."
"I'll have a servant go inform them all directly," Bidwell offered. "I presume, since your clerk is going to the gaol at six o'clock, that we may have Mr. Buckner appear before you at seven?"
"Yes, if Matthew's table and scribing materials are present and I have a comfortable place to preside."
"You shall have it. Well, now our horses are getting somewhere, are they not?" Bidwell's smile would have paled the glow from his chandelier.
"The poppets," Woodward said. He remained cool and composed, unwilling to share Bidwell's ebullience. "Who has them?"
"Nicholas Paine. Don't worry, they're in safekeeping."
"I should like to see those and speak to Mr. Paine concerning them after the first three witnesses."
"I'll arrange it. Anything else?"
"Yes, there is." Woodward glanced quickly at Matthew and then returned his gaze to Bidwell. "I would request that you not be present during the interviews."
The man's buoyant mood instantly sagged. "And why not? I have a right to be there!"
"That, sir, is debatable. I believe your presence might have some undue influence on the witnesses, and certainly on Madam Howarth when she gives her testimony. Therefore, in fairness to all, I wish no spectators in my court. I understand that Mr. Green must be present, as he has the keys to the gaol, but he may sit at the entrance until he is required to lock the gaol again at the end of the hearing."
Bidwell grunted. "You'll want Mr. Green closer at hand the first time the witch throws her slopbowl at you!"
"It will be explained to her that if she disrupts the proceedings in any way, she shall be bound and—as much as I detest to do so—gagged. Her opportunity to respond to the charges will come when the witnesses have been heard."
Bidwell started to protest once more, but he decided to let it go in favor of moving the witch nearer the stake. "Regardless what you think of me and my motives," he said, "I am a fair-minded man. I will go reside in Charles Town for a week, if that's what you need to hold your court!"
"That won't be necessary, but I do appreciate your cooperation."
"Mrs. Nettles!" Bidwell hollered. "Where did that woman get off to?"
"I think she went to the kitchen," Matthew said.
"I'll have a servant go inform the witnesses." Bidwell started out of the parlor. "It will be a happy day when this ordeal is over, I can assure you that!" He walked toward the kitchen, intent to have Mrs. Nettles choose a servant to carry out the necessary errands.
When Bidwell had gone, the magistrate ran a hand across his forehead and regarded Matthew with a stony stare. "What ever possessed you to invade a man's privacy in such a fashion? Didn't you stop to consider the consequences?"
"No, sir, I didn't. I know I should have, but . . . my curiosity was stronger than my good sense."
"Your curiosity," Woodward said in a chill tone, "is like strong drink, Matthew. Too much of it, and you're drunk beyond all reason. Well, you'll have time to repent in the gaol. And the three lashes are mild punishment indeed for such an injury as you did Hazelton." He shook his head, his lips grim. "I cannot believe it! I had to sentence my own clerk to the cage and the whip! My God, what a weight you put on me!"
"I suppose," Matthew said, "this is not the proper time to insist to you that what was originally in the sack was not what Hazelton revealed it to be."
"No! Certainly not!" Woodward swallowed painfully and stood up. He was feeling weak and listless, and he thought he might have a touch of fever. It was the humidity, of course. The swamp air, contaminating his blood. "There is no way to prove your theory. And I don't think it really matters, do you?"
"Yes, sir," came the firm reply. "I do think it matters."
"It does not because I say it doesn't! That man is within his rights to have you horsewhipped until your back is split to the bone, do you understand? You'll keep your nose out of his barn, his sacks, and his business!"
Matthew didn't respond. He fixed his gaze to the floor, waiting for the magistrate's anger to ebb. "Besides," Woodward said after another moment, his voice softer, "I should need your help in this case, and having you behind bars or suffering in bed from the stripes will do nothing to advance our progress." There was sweat on his brow. He felt near faint, and had to retire. "I am going upstairs to rest."
Instantly Matthew was on his feet. "You're not well, are you?"
"A sore throat. Some weakness. I'll feel better once I'm accustomed to these swamp humours."
"Do you wish to see Dr. Shields?"
"No! Heavens, no. It's a matter of acclimation, that's all. I should want to rest my voice, too." He hesitated before he went to the stairs. "Matthew, please restrain your investigations for the remainder of the day, will you promise me that?"
"Yes, sir."
"Very good." Woodward turned away and took his leave.
The day's hours passed. Outside, the rain fell in fits and spits. Matthew discovered a small library room that held a few shelves of books on subjects such as the flora and fauna of the New World, European history, some well-known English plays, and the business of shipbuilding. Only the latter tomes showed any kind of wear whatsoever. The library also held two chairs that faced each other on opposite sides of a chessboard, its squares formed of beautiful pale and dark wood, the chesspieces of the same materials. A map of Fount Royal was fixed to a wall. Upon closer study, Matthew saw the map was a fanciful representation of what Bidwell proposed the town to be in the future, with elegant streets, orderly houses, huge quiltwork farms, spreading orchards, and of course the precise pattern of the naval yards and docks.
Matthew chose a book on the history of Spain, and when he opened it the leather binding popped like the report of a pistol. He read until a late lunch of corncakes and barley-and-rice soup was served in the dining room. Bidwell was absent from the table, and when one of the servant girls went upstairs to fetch the magistrate she reported to Matthew that he had decided to decline eating. So Matthew lunched alone—his concern for Woodward's health beginning to gnaw at him—after which he returned to reading in the library.
He noted that Mrs. Nettles didn't make another appearance, and he judged that either she was busy on some errand for her master or she was avoiding him because she regretted her confidences. That was fine with him, as her opinions surely clouded what should be based solely on fact. Several times the image of Rachel Howarth opening her cloak came to him, and the vision of her lovely though stern-eyed face. It had occurred to him that, as Noles would be released on the morrow, he would be the woman's lone gaol-mate for the next three days. And then, of course, there was the braid's kiss awaiting him. He set to translating Spanish history into the French tongue.
Darkness fell, the house's lamps were lighted, and a dinner of chicken pie was presented. Both Bidwell and Woodward did attend this meal, the former light in spirits and the latter more heavily cloaked in responsibility. Attending the dinner, as well, was another contingent of mosquitoes that hummed about the ears and did their damnedest to swell their bellies. The master of the mansion offered up a bottle of Sir Richard and made toast after toast congratulating Woodward's "sterling abilities" and "clear sight of the harbor ahead," among other pufferies. The magistrate, who was hollow-eyed, feeling quite ill, and not at all receptive to a celebration, endured this falderal with stoicism, sipped the rum sparsely and picked at his food, but truly ate only a third of his portion. Though Woodward's demeanor was noticeably poor, Bidwell never inquired as to his health—probably because, Matthew surmised, the man feared a further delay in the witch's trial.
At last, over a dessert of egg custatd that Woodward deigned to touch, Matthew had to speak. "Sir, I believe you're in need of Dr. Shields."
"Nonsense!" Woodward said hoarsely. "I told you, it's the swamp air!"
"You don't look very well, if you'll pardon my saying so."
"I look like what I am!" The magistrate had neared the raw edge of his nerves, what with his painful throat, swollen nasal passages, and this plague of biting insects. "I'm a bald-headed old man who's been robbed of his wig and waistcoat! Thank you for your flattery, Matthew, but please constrain your opinions!"
"Sir, I only meant to say—"
"Oh, the magistrate seems fit enough to me," Bidwell interrupted, a false smile frozen upon his face. "The swamp air does take some getting used to, but it's nothing a good toss of rum can't cure. Isn't that right, sir?"
Woodward was unwilling to be gracious. "Actually, no. The rum inflames more than it cures."
"But you are well, are you not?" Bidwell pressed. "I mean, well enough to carry out your duties, yes?"
"Certainly I am! Perhaps I do feel a shade under the weather—"
"Who does not, with all this rain?" Bidwell said, and uttered a quick and nervous laugh.
"—but I have never in my entire career been unfit to carry out my duties, and I won't blemish that record here and now." He gave Matthew a pointed glance. "I have a sore throat and I'm a little weary, that's all."
"I would still like for you to see Dr. Shields."
"Damn it, boy!" Woodward snapped. "Who is the father here?" Instantly his face bloomed red. "I mean . . . who is the guardian here?" He lowered his eyes and stared at his fingers, which gripped the table's edge. Silence reigned in the room. "Forgive me," Woodward said quietly, "I misspoke. Of course I am my clerk's guardian, not his father." The blood was still scorching his cheeks. "It seems my mind is rather slipshod. I believe I should retire to my room now and try to rest." He stood up from his seat and Matthew and Bidwell also rose as a measure of respect. "I require to be awakened at five o'clock," he told his host. Then, to Matthew, "And I suggest you get to sleep early, as you will find the gaol ill-suited to comfort. Good night, gentlemen." So saying, the magistrate stiffened his spine and left the room with as much dignity as he could muster.
Silence again held sway as Matthew and Bidwell returned to their places. The older man hurriedly finished his custard, drank a last swallow of rum, and departed the table with a chill "I'll take my leave now. Good night," leaving Matthew alone with the ruins of the meal.
Matthew decided it would be wise to follow the magistrate's advice, and so he went upstairs, traded his clothes for a nightshirt, and climbed into bed under the mosquito netting. Through the closed shutters of his window he heard the distant sound of a woman singing, accompanied by the double-quick plucks of a violin. He realized the music was coming from the servants' quarters, and it had to be Goode playing his instrument in a much more relaxed manner than his recital on the first evening. It was a pleasant, lively sound, and it distracted Matthew from thoughts of the gaol, Rachel Howarth, and the braid awaiting him. Therefore he pushed aside the netting, got out of bed, and opened the shutters to allow the music in.
Lanterns were aglow down in the small village of clapboard houses where the servants resided. Now Goode's tune altered itself, and the woman—who had a truly regal voice—began to sing a different song. Matthew couldn't make out any of the words; he thought it must be in some kind of African dialect. A tambourine picked up the rhythm and another, deeper-toned drum began to beat counterpoint. The woman's voice rose and fell, wandering around the tune, jesting with it, then returning to its arms. Matthew leaned his elbows against the windowframe and looked up at the sky; the clouds were too thick to see any stars or the moon, but at least the drizzle that had aggravated the afternoon had ceased.
He listened to the music, enjoying the moment.
Who is the father here? What a strange thing for the magistrate to say. Of course he wasn't feeling well, and his mind was indeed somewhat disordered, but. . . what a strange thing to say.
Matthew had certainly never thought of the magistrate as his father. His guardian, yes; his mentor perhaps. But father? No. Not to say that Matthew didn't feel an affinity for the man. After all, they'd been working and living together for five years. If Matthew had not been performing his duties in a satisfactory manner, he felt sure he never would have lasted so long in the magistrate's employ.
And that's what the arrangement was, of course. An employment. Matthew had hopes to continue his obligation for as many years as Woodward needed him, and then perhaps to make a study of law himself. Woodward had told him he might even make a magistrate someday, if he decided to enter that field.
Father? No. There were so many things that Matthew didn't know about the magistrate, even after five years. What Woodward's past had been in London, and why he'd come to the colonies. Why he refused to talk about this mysterious "Ann" he sometimes mentioned when he was enthralled in a bad dream. And the great significance of the gold-striped waistcoat.
Those were all things a father would explain to a son, even one secured from an almshouse. They were, likewise, things of a highly personal nature that an employer would not discuss with his employee.
After a short while the music came to a melodic conclusion. Matthew stared toward the swamp and the sea, both veiled by night, then he dtew the shutters closed, returned to bed, and found sleep waiting.
When he awakened—with a jarring, frightful start—he knew immediately what had roused him. He could still hear the echo of a tremendous blast of thunder. As it receded, dogs began to bay and bark all across Fount Royal. Matthew turned over, intending to return to the land of Somnus, and was no sooner drifting in that direction when a second thunder cannon went off seemingly above his head. He sat up, unnerved, and waited for the next detonation. The flash of lightning could be seen through the shutters' slats, and then the entire house quaked as Vulcan hammered on his forge.
Matthew got up, his bruised back considerably stiff, and opened the window to view the storm. It was an uncertain hour somewhere between midnight and dawn. The lanterns were all extinguished down in the servants' village. No rain had yet begun to fall, but the wind was thrashing through the forest that stood at the swamp's edge. The lightning flared again, the thunder spoke, and Matthew heard the dogs answer.
He was thinking how Fount Royal might conquer the Devil, only to be washed away by God, when something caught his attention. A furtive movement, it was, down amid the Negro shacks. He peered into the dark, watching that area. In another moment the lightning streaked overhead once more, and by its fierce illumination he saw a figure depart the corner of a house and begin to walk briskly toward Fount Royal. Then the night rolled in again, like ocean waves. Matthew was left with the impression that the figure was a manor, at least, had a masculine stride—wearing dark clothes and a monmouth cap. Had there been something swinging from the right hand? Possibly, but it was difficult to say. Also impossible to determine was if the person had been white-skinned or black. The next bolt of lightning revealed that the figure had gone from the window's viewpoint and thus out of Matthew's sight.
He closed the shutters and latched them. How very peculiar, he thought. Someone skulking around the servants' village in this slim hour, taking care—or certainly it appeared—not to be seen. How very, very peculiar.
Now: was this his business, or not? An argument might be made for either position. It was not unlawful for a person to walk where they pleased at whatever time they pleased . . . but still, it seemed to Matthew that the blacksmith was not the only person in Fount Royal who might have something to hide.
The boom and bluster of the storm—which yet held its torrents in check—in addition to this new intrigue made Matthew anything but sleepy. He scraped a sulphur match across a flint-stone and lit the lamp he'd been afforded, then he poured himself a cup of spring water from the clay pitcher atop the dresser and downed it. The water, he'd already decided, was most certainly the best thing about Fount Royal. After his drink he decided to go to the library and fetch a book with which to beckon sleep, so he took the lantern before him and ventured out into the hallway.
The house was silent. Or so Matthew thought, until he heard a faint voice speaking somewhere nearby. He stopped, listening; more thunder came and went, and the voice was quiet. Then it began again, and Matthew cocked his head to judge its origin.
He knew that voice. Even though it was muffled by the thickness of a door, it was recognizable to him. The magistrate, a heavy sleeper, was speaking to his own demons.
Matthew approached the man's room. The voice faded and became a snore that would have shamed a sawblade fighting iron-wood. As the next peal of thunder rang out, the snoring seemed to increase in volume as if in competition with nature's cacophony. Matthew was truly concerned for Woodward's health; indeed, the magistrate had never allowed illness to prevent him from doing his work, but then again the magistrate was rarely under the weather. This time, however, Matthew felt sure he should seek assistance from Dr. Shields.
The snoring abruptly stopped. There was a silence, and then a groan from beyond the door. "Ann," the magistrate said. "Ann, he's hurting."
Matthew listened. He knew he should not. But this, he thought, was somehow a key to the man's inner torment.
"In pain. Pain." The magistrate drew a quick, rattling breath. "Ann, he's hurting. Oh dear God . . . dear God . . ."
"What's going on in there?" The voice, spoken so close to his ear, almost made Matthew leap not only from his nightshirt but the very skin his bones were bound up in. He twisted around, his mouth agape—and there stood Robert Bidwell, wearing a robe of crimson silk and holding a lantern.
It took Matthew a few seconds to regain his voice, during which the thunder crashed mightily again. "The magistrate," Matthew managed to whisper. "He's having a difficult night."
"He's snoring down the house, is what he's doing! I could sleep through the storm, but his noise trepanned my skull!"
Even as Bidwell spoke, the magistrate's snoring began anew. It was never so loud and disagreeable as this, Matthew knew; probably it was due to his ill health.
"My bedroom's next to his," Bidwell said. "I'm damned if I can get a wink!" He reached for the doorknob.
"Sir?" Matthew grasped his wrist. "I would ask that you leave him be. He'll snore again, even if you disturb him. And I do think he needs his rest for tomorrow."
"What about my rest?"
"You won't be interviewing the witnesses, as the magistrate will be."
Bidwell made a sour face. Without his lavish and expensive wig, he seemed a diminished presence. His hair, the color of sand, was cropped to the scalp. He pulled his arm away from Matthew's grip. "A second-rate citizen in my own house!" he fumed.
"I thank you for your understanding."
"Understanding be damned!" He flinched as Woodward sputtered and moaned.
"Hurting," the magistrate said. "Dear God . . . hurting . . ." His voice was overcome once more by the darktime sawing.
Bidwell released the breath from between his teeth. "I suppose he ought to see Dr. Shields, then, if he's suffering so grievously."
"He's speaking to a dream," Matthew explained.
"A dream? Well, he's not the only one in Fount Royal with evil dreams! Satan plants them in the mind like bad seeds!"
"It isn't something new. I've heard him this way on many occasions."
"My pity on your ears, then!" Bidwell ran a hand across his coarse-cut hair, his vanity making him realize how much an opulent wig added to his stature. "What're you doing up? Did he awaken you?"
"No, it was the thunder. I looked out my window and saw—" Matthew hesitated. Saw what? he asked himself. A man or woman? Negro or white? Carrying something or not? This news might add to Bidwell's impression of him as a wolf-crier. He decided to let the matter pass. "The storm approaching," he said.
"Ha!" Bidwell grinned. "You're not as smart as you fancy yourself, clerk!"
"Pardon?"
"Your window faces the sea. The storm's approaching from i he west."
"Oh," Matthew said. "My mistake, then."
"Hell's bells!" Bidwell growled as the thunder crashed again. "Who can sleep in this?"
"Not I. In fact, I was on my way down to your library for something to read."
"To read? Do you know what time it is? Near three o'clock!"
"The lateness of the hour never stopped me from reading before," Matthew said. He had a sudden thought. "Of course . . . since you're unable to sleep, you might indulge me."
"Indulge you in what?"
"A game of chess. I saw your board and the pieces there. Do you play?"
"Yes, I certainly do!" Bidwell thrust out his chin. "And very well too, I might say!"
"Really? Well enough to beat me?"
"Well enough," Bidwell said, and offered a slight smile, "to grind you into a powder and puff you to the winds!"
"I should like to see that."
"Then see it you shall! After you, my swell-headed clerk!"
In the library, as the storm continued to bellow and boom outside the shuttered windows, they set the lamps down to give light upon the board and Bidwell announced his choice of the white pieces. Once seated, Bidwell advanced a pawn with ferocious alacrity. "There!" he said. "The first soldier who seeks to have your head!"
Matthew moved a knight. "Seeking," he said, "is a long distance from having."
Another pawn entered the fray. "I was schooled in chess by an expert, so don't be alarmed at the speed with which you're conquered."
"I suppose I am at a disadvantage, then." Matthew studied the board. "I was self-taught."
"Many evenings I played on this same board with Reverend Grove. In fact, this was his chess set. Now surely you're not going to tarry very long over what must be a simple move, are you?"
"No," Matthew said. "Not very long." His next move was a minute more in being placed. Within twelve moves, Bidwell saw his queen impaled between a bishop and a rook.
"Go on, then! Take her, damn it!" he said.
Matthew did. Now it was Bidwell's turn to study the board. "You say Reverend Grove taught you?" Matthew asked. "He was a chess scholar as well as a minister?"
"Are you being witty?" Bidwell's tone had turned sharp.
"No, not at all. I asked an honest question."
Bidwell was silent, his eyes searching for moves but registering the fact that his king would soon be threatened by the very same knight with which Matthew had begun his game. "Grove wasn't a chess scholar," Bidwell said, "but he did enjoy playing. He was a bright man. If he was a scholar at anything, it was Latin."
"Latin?"
"That's right. He loved the language. So much that when he played—and this never failed to infuriate me, which I suppose was partly the point—he announced his moves in Latin. Ah! There's my savior!" Bidwell started to take the offending knight with a bishop.
"Uh ... if you move that piece," Matthew said, "your king will be in check from my queen."
Bidwell's hand stopped in midair. "I knew that!" he snapped. "Do you think I'm blind?" He quickly altered the destination of his hand to move a knight toward Matthew's king.
Which Matthew instantly killed with a pawn that had been lying in wait. "Did Reverend Grove have any enemies?" he asked.
"Yes. Satan. And the witch, of course." Bidwell frowned, rubbing his chin. "I must need spectacles, to have missed that little bastard!"
"How long had the reverend been here?"
"Since the beginning. He offered himself the very first month."
"Where did he come from?"
"Charles Town. Winston and Paine met him on a trip to buy supplies." Bidwell looked into Matthew's face. "Are you playing at chess or playing at magistrate?"
"It's your move, I believe."
"Yes, and here it is!" A rook was picked up and slammed down, taking Matthew's second knight.
The rook died by the sword of Matthew's queen. "Mr. Paine," Matthew said. "From where did he come?"
"He answered my placard for citizens, which was placed in Charles Town. Most of the first residents came from there. Why are you asking?"
"Curious," Matthew told him, staring at the board. "Was Mr. Paine ever a sailor?"
"Yes, he was. He served as the first mate on an English brig-antine in his younger years. Many times we've talked of ships and the sea." He narrowed his eyes. "How come you to ask that question?"
"Mr. Paine . . . strikes me as having a seaman's knowledge. What exactly is a brigantine?"
"A ship, of course!"
"Yes, sir." Matthew gave a polite, if fleeting, smile. "But what kind of ship?"
"It's a two-masted square-rigger. Fast ships, they are. Used in coastal commerce. And brigantines, because of their speed, have unfortunately found favor with the more brutal element."
Matthew lifted his eyebrows. "Sir?"
"Pirates and privateers," Bidwell said. "Brigantines are their vessels of choice. They can get in and out of tight harbors. Well, when my naval port is complete we're going to run those dogs down and hang them from their skins." His hand flashed out and moved his remaining rook to threaten Matthew's queen between it and a bishop.
"Check," Matthew said, as he moved a lowly pawn next to Bidwell's king.
"There, then!" The king slayed the pawn.
"Check," Matthew said, as he moved his queen into a position of attack.
"Not so easily, you don't!" Bidwell placed a pawn in the queen's path.
"Mate," Matthew said, as he picked up his first knight and executed the pawn.
"Just a moment!" Bidwell near shouted, frantically studying the board.
He didn't have long to complete his fruitless study. A bell began clamoring outside. A shout came through the shutters; it was a fearsome word, and struck terror like a blade into Bidwell's heart.
"Fire! Fire!"
At once Bidwell was on his feet and had thrown the shutters open. There was the glow of flames against the night, the conflagration being whipped back and forth by the wind, orange sparks flying.
"Fire! Fire!" was the shout, and the alarm bell at the watchman's tower continued to ring.
"My God!" Bidwell cried out. "I think it's the gaol!"
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THERE WERE SHOUTS to hurry the buckets. Another wagon pulled up, carrying two barrels full of water, and instantly a man climbed up beside the barrels and began to fill the buckets that were offered to him. Then, moving rapidly, he returned each bucket to the line of men to be passed along until the water was thrown upon the flames. It was clear to Matthew and the other onlookers, however, that the buckets were no match against a wind-tossed fire; the structure was already almost eaten by the flames, and would soon be beyond all redemption.
Matthew thought that nearly all of Fount Royal's citizens had been roused by the watchman's cries, and had come to Truth Street to either help the line of firemen or watch the flames do their work. Most of them had come to the scene as had Matthew and Bidwell: still clad in their nightshirts, with hurriedly donned trousers and shoes, or in the case of the women, robes and cloaks over their night apparel. Matthew had run upstairs, put on his breeches, and then gone to awaken the magistrate but heard the awesome snoring before he'd reached the door. Not even the cries of the crowd nor the alarm bell had pierced Woodward's sleep, though as the shutters were surely closed in his room the sounds would not have overcome his own nasal rhapsody. Therefore Matthew had decided not to take the time to hammer at his door, but had instead run down the stairs to follow Bidwell.
The heat was ferocious, the wind whipping the fire into a frenzy. It was now the zenith of irony, Matthew realized. Though thunder still rumbled and lightning flashed over the sea, this time the clouds hadn't opened above Fount Royal. He knew that Bid-well would wish for a downpour to smother this conflagration, but it was not to be. The farmhouse—the very same deserted farmhouse upon which three crows had been sitting the previous morning as Matthew and Woodward had paused to talk—was doomed.
But there wasn't much danger of the fire spreading. Certainly the firemen knew it, which was why they had formed only a single line instead of a double or triple. Yesterday's torrential rain had soaked the occupied house that stood opposite a split-rail fence from the burning structure, and other houses—and the gaol, as well—were distant enough from the flying embers. It was a fierce fire in appearance and it was gnawing down its victim quickly, but it would not leap to any other roof.
Which had started Matthew thinking. Everything had been so thoroughly wet; how had this fire started? A lightning strike, perhaps? He wasn't sure if even lightning had the power to burn drenched wood. No, the fire had to have begun inside the house. Even so, how?
"That one's gone," a man said, standing to Matthew's right.
Matthew glanced at the speaker. He was a tall, slim man wearing a brown cloak and a woolen cap. It took Matthew a few seconds to register the man's face: a long, aristocratic nose and lofty forehead, narrowed and reserved dark blue eyes. Without his white wig, his face powder, and rouge the schoolmaster looked— at least at first glance—a different person altogether. But Johnstone leaned on his twisted cane with its ivory handle, the flames daubing his face red and orange. "It was William Bryerson's house," he said. "His two sons used to come to school."
"When did the family leave?"
"Oh, William didn't leave. He lies in the cemetery yonder.
But his widow took the boys and they left ... I suppose it was early last year." Johnstone turned his gaze upon Matthew. "I understand your magistrate is beginning his interviews tomorrow?"
"Yes, sir."
"I heard so from Mr. Winston. I also heard that you got into some trouble with Seth Hazelton?" Matthew nodded. "Talk is a great currency in this town," Johnstone said. "Everyone knows everyone else's business. But you happened to have stumbled onto a secret, is that correct?"
"Who told you this?"
"Winston, again. Mr. Bidwell confides everything in him. He visits me of an afternoon. We play a few hands of all fours and a game or two of chess, after which I am completely educated as to current events." He stared at the burning house again. Bidwell was shouting orders, trying to get more barrels of water to the scene, but the energy of the firemen was dwindling. "You're going to spend three days in the gaol and receive three lashes, I understand."
"Correct."
"And the interviews are to be held in the gaol? That will be a novel setting."
"It was on Mr. Bidwell's request."
"Mr. Bidwell," Johnstone said, his face showing not a shade of emotion, "is a bastard hungry for coin, young man. He presents himself as an altruistic gentleman, concerned for the future of safe shipping to this colony, when indeed his one single goal is the further stuffing of his pockets. And for that purpose he will have Rachel Howarth executed."
"He believes she's a witch." Matthew paused a few seconds. "Don't you?"
Johnstone gave a faint half-smile. "Do you?"
"It remains to be seen."
"Ah, diplomacy in action. It's to be commended in this day and age, but I'd request a more honest answer." Matthew was silent, not knowing what more he should reveal. "The magistrate," Johnstone said, looking around. "Where is he?"
"I left him asleep at the house. He's not easily awakened."
"Evidently not. Well, since he's not within earshot, I'd like to know what you honestly think about Rachel Howarth."
"It would be betraying my office, sir."
Johnstone thought about that for a moment, and then nodded. He tilted his head to one side, intently watching the fire. "Thank you; you've told me what I needed to know. I assumed you were an educated young man, freed from the bondage of ancient thinking. You have your doubts about witchcraft, as I do. Rachel Howarth is in a cage because of several reasons, not the least of which being she is a beautiful woman and threatens the sensibilities of the more portly cows in this town. Her Portuguese blood is also a mark against her. Too close to being a Spaniard. Add to that the fact that Daniel Howarth was a man of Bidwell's stripe, without his charm. He had enemies here, without a doubt."
"What, then?" Matthew had to take a glance around to make sure no one was standing close enough to overhear. "You believe someone else murdered him?"
"Yes, I do. Not Satan. A man. Or a woman who has a man's strength, of which there are some hereabouts."
"But Mr. Garrick saw Madam Howarth and . . . something . . . behind the barn."
"Mr. Garrick," Johnstone said calmly, "has a mind like an iron sieve. I would question if not his eyesight, then his soundness of sanity."
"Why did you not speak out at our dinner, then?"
"Yes, and then I might find myself a cellmate with Rachel Howarth. That's an honor I would not wish to have."
"This is a merry damnation, isn't it?" someone else spoke up, stepping beside the schoolmaster. The small-framed Dr. Shields was in his nightshirt, his long hair wild and wind-whipped, his pale blue eyes large behind the oval spectacles. "It's no use the waste of good water!"
"Hello, Benjamin." Johnstone gave a slight nod. "I should think you'd stay in bed, these fires being such a commonplace nowadays."
"I could say the same for you. In truth, this is much more exciting than watching crops fail to grow." He steadied his gaze at Matthew. "Hello there, young man. In some trouble yesterday, I hear."
"A little," Matthew said.
"Three days in the gaol and three lashes is a modicum, not a minimum. Favor me, as I shall be applying liniment to your stripes before long. Where's the magistrate?"
"In bed," Johnstone said before Matthew could answer. "He's a sensible sleeper, it seems, not given to excitement over the burning of abandoned houses."
"Yes, but he's a man of the city, and therefore has learned how to sleep through all manner of holocausts." Shields faced the fire, which was now totally beyond control. Bidwell was still hollering orders, trying to rouse the firemen to further action but some of the urgency had gone from his demeanor. Matthew saw Nicholas Paine conferring with Bidwell, who waved an impatient arm in the direction of his mansion. Then Paine merged into the onlookers again and was gone from sight. Matthew noted also the presence of Mrs. Nettles, who was wrapped up in a long black robe; there was the giant gaol-keeper, Mr. Green, standing off to one side smoking a corncob pipe; Garrick was there, looking mightily worried; Edward Winston, wearing a gray shirt and wrinkled brown trousers that appeared hastily climbed into, stood beside Garrick. Winston glanced back over his shoulder and his eyes locked for a second or two with Matthew's. Then he too moved off into the throng of onlookers.
"I'm going home to bed," Johnstone announced. "The dampness gives my knee the devil of an ache."
"I'll give you some more liniment, if you like," Shields offered.
"You and that liniment! Matthew, if it's the same hogsfat preparation for your stripes as it is for my knee, you have my sincerest condolences. I suggest you practise wearing a clothes pin on your nose." Johnstone started to limp away, but then paused. "You think on what I've said, young man," he entreated. "When your time is served, I should like to talk to you further on this subject."
"What, are these secrets I shouldn't be hearing?" Shields asked.
"No secrets, Benjamin. I'm just attempting to advance the young man's education. Good night." So saying, he turned and followed his cane through the crowd.
"Well," Shields said with a sigh, "I should be returning to bed myself. I have a long hard day of watching another patient die." He gave a twisted smile. "Life in the New World, indeed."
A few minutes after the doctor had gone, the house's red-glowing roof collapsed. Sparks shot to the heavens and spun 'round and 'round in the whirlwinds. Bidwell had ceased giving orders; now he just stood back, his arms hanging at his sides. One of the firemen threw a final bucket of water, but then he retreated from the conflagration and suddenly the entire front wall buckled and caved in.
"It's the Devil, speakin' to us!" a man shouted. Matthew saw Bidwell's head snap around, the dark-circled eyes hunting the shouter like a hawk after a rodent. "It's Satan hisself, tellin' us to leave this damn town 'fore we all burn up!"
Someone else—a woman with reddish hair and a gaunt, long-chinned face—took up the cry. "Neal Callaway's right!" she hollered. "Satan's warnin' us to get out!"
"Stop that!" Bidwell's voice made the thunder sound meek. "I won't hear such talk!"
"Hear it or don't, as you please!" another man yelled, standing a few feet to Matthew's left. "I've had enough! I'm takin' my wife and children out of here before we all end up in caskets!"
"No, you're not!" Bidwell fired back. He was silhouetted by the flames and looked the part of a demon himself. "Cutter, don't be a fool!"
"It's a fool who stays when the Devil wants him gone!" Cutter shouted. "First light, my Nora and me are packin' up!" He surveyed the crowd, his eyes glittering with fire. "Anybody with sense oughta do the same! This town ain't worth livin' in no more, 'cause that bitch and her master want it!"
That statement caused a ripple of reactions: many shouting their accord, a few—a very few—trying to holler him silent. Bid-well spread his arms, a patronly gesture. "Listen to me!" he yelled. "The magistrate's going to start the hearings this very day! I promise to you, by my very soul, that the witch shall be dealt with and out of our lives before much longer!" Matthew said nothing, but he thought that Bidwell had just placed his soul in jeopardy.
"One day's too long for me!" Cutter was playing the crowd now, like an actor upon a stage. "No, sir! First light, we're gettin' out 'fore our skins are burnt off or the plague gets us!"
"Hush, hush!" Bidwell shouted anew, trying to quash that evil word. "There's no plague here!"
"You dig up them bodies fresh buried in the graveyard!" a woman near shrieked.
"You ask 'em what kilt 'em, 'cause that doctor a'yours sure did 'em no good!"


WHILE THIS UGLY SCENE was unfolding and Bidwell fought for control of the crowd, Isaac Woodward had awakened in a cold sweat. His throat, however, was aflame. He lay in bed on his back, staring up through the insect net at the ceiling; the net had not prevented at least one new intruder from leaving a welt on his grizzled cheek. The particulars of his nightmare—that common, cruel visitor—remained in his mind like the details of a woodcut. He saw small fingers clenched around the bars of an iron bed, and he heard a soft and terrible gasping. Ann, his voice had spoken. Dear God, he's . . .
A light! A strange light was in the room.
Woodward was aware of it now. It was not part of the nightmare, and he thought he had passed the purple edge of sleep into full reality again. But the strange light was indeed real; it was a leaping, writhing luminescence ruddy-orange in hue. He looked at the window and realized the light was coming between the shutters. The morning sun—would that there would be a morning sun!—never appeared so drunk before. And now he could smell it, and he thought that this was what might have awakened him: the bitter scent of smoke.
Still somewhat hazed in the mind, Woodward got up out of bed and opened the shutter. And there was the view of a house afire, down along Truth Street. Dangerously close to the gaol, he thought; but it looked to be on the opposite side of the street. In the phantasmagoric light he could see a crowd of onlookers, and the swirling wind brought him the crackle of the flames and the noise of shouts that sounded raised in more anger than alarm. He didn't know how long this had been going on, but it seemed his sleeping must have been a little death. He lit his lamp with its sulphur match and left the room, going across the hall to Matthew's door.
Just as he lifted his hand to knock, he heard a soft click from within.
The latch, he realized. Matthew must have either locked or unlocked the door.
He knocked. "Matthew! There's a fire outside, did you know?" There was no response.
"Matthew? Open, please!" Still, nothing. "Are you feeling well?" A fine question for him to ask, he thought; his voice sounded like sawblades and bloody bones.
Matthew did not speak, nor did he open the door. Woodward placed his hand on the knob and started to turn it, but he hesitated. This was so unlike Matthew, but then again . . . the young man was going to a cage shortly, so who could predict what his emotions and actions might be? But why would he not even speak through the door?
"Matthew, I'm going downstairs. Do you know if Bidwell's up?" Woodward waited, and then said with some exasperation, "I do think you should at least answer my question, don't you?"
But no answer was forthcoming.
"As you please!" Woodward turned away and stalked along the corridor toward the staircase. That was so strange and rude for Matthew, he thought. The young man was if nothing always courteous. But he was probably brooding in there, mad at the world. Woodward stopped. Well, he decided, I shall pound on that door until he opens it! I shall pound it down, because if his frame of mind is dark he'll be no use to me when the first witness arrives! He started to turn again to retrace his steps.
A hand reached out from behind him and viciously swept the lamp from Woodward's grasp. The candle was extinguished. A shoulder hit the magistrate's body and shoved him aside, and he shouted and stumbled and went down upon the floor. Then the figure was past him, the sound of footsteps running down the stairs in the dark. Though stunned, Woodward knew what he was dealing with. "Help!" he hollered. "Thief! Thief!"


AT THE FIRE, Matthew decided it was time to return to Bidwell's mansion. The shouts and accusations were still being flung about and Bidwell had been reduced to a croaking hoarseness attempting to answer all the discord. A further incentive to vacate the scene was the fact that Matthew had spied Seth Hazelton—bandage still strapped to his face—standing in the throng watching the commotion. It flashed through Matthew's mind—his wicked, wicked mind—to run over to the blacksmith's barn and find the other sack that must be hidden somewhere in there. But he dashed that idea for the sake of his skin and turned to leave the area.
He collided with a man who'd been standing right behind him. '"Ere, 'ere!" the man bawled, his accent reeking of London's backstreets. "Watch yer clumsy self."
"I'm sorry." Matthew's next impression was that the accent was not the only thing that reeked. He wrinkled up his nose and drew back, getting a good look at the man.
He was a short, fatbellied toad; at least, that was Matthew's first thought. The man's skin was even a toadish shade of gray,
but Matthew realized it was the color of grime. This dirty citizen was perhaps in his early forties, with tousled brown hair from which was rising a bald dome at the crown. His face was round, with a beard that had streaks of gray running through it. He wore a loose-fitting garment that looked like nothing so much as rags sewn together by a drunken seamstress. The man was repellent to Matthew's sensibilities, but one feature snared his attention: the grimy toad had eyes so clear gray as to be nearing the white shade of ice on a January morning, and yet their centers seemed to be as fiery as any smith's furnace. Those compelling eyes were lodged beneath matted tufts of brows that appeared in need of brushing. Suddenly the nostrils of the man's wide, rather coarsely shaped nose flared and he looked down at the ground.
"Don't move," he said; it carried the force of a shouted command, and yet it was not a shout. He lifted his right arm. In it was a long wooden stick. The arm plunged down, and then he grinned a mouthful of yellow teeth and raised the business end of the stick up to Matthew's face.
Impaled upon a blade was a black rat, kicking in its agony. "They like to be near people," the man said.
Matthew looked down, and now he saw dark scurrying shapes running hither and yon between the shoes and boots— and bare feet, in some cases—of the assembly.
"Think they can get 'em some crumbs, a crowd like this." The man was wearing deerskin gloves stained with the fluids of previous executions. With his free hand he adroitly unfastened the leather strap of a long brown seedbag that hung from his belt, and he pushed the stick's blade and the writhing rat into it. Then he reached down into the bag and Matthew saw his hand give a sickening twist before the blade was withdrawn minus its victim. The bag, Matthew couldn't fail to notice, bulged with a number of carcasses. At least one that had not yet given up the ghost was still twitching.
Matthew realized he'd just witnessed Gwinett Linch—the ratcatcher—at his noble profession.
"Somebody's got to do it," Linch said, reading Matthew's expression. "A town may live without a magistrate, but it ain't no place to live without a ratcatcher. Sir." He gave an exaggerated bow and walked past Matthew, making sure his bag of booty brushed along the young man's hip.
And now it was surely time to move on. The burning house had become a pile of seething embers and fiery spits. An old woman had begun hollering about how Rachel Howarth should be hauled from the gaol and beheaded with an axeblade bathed in the blood of a lamb. Matthew saw Bidwell standing staring into the waning flames, his shoulders slumped, and truly the master of Fount Royal appeared to have lost his foundations.
Matthew watched his footing as he walked back to the mansion. He also watched his back, taking care that Seth Hazelton wasn't stalking him.
He returned to find a number of lanterns illuminating the parlor, and Mrs. Nettles in attendance to the magistrate. Woodward was in the room's most comfortable chair, his head back, eyes closed, and a compress laid against his forehead. At once Matthew deduced that something very serious had happened. "What's wrong?"
Woodward's eyes immediately opened. He sat bolt upright. "I was attacked, Matthew!" he said forcefully, though his voice was strained and weak. "By someone I took to be you!"
"Took to be me?"
"Someone was in your room." Mrs. Nettles took the compress from Woodward's head and wet it again in a bowl of water nearby. "The magistrate heard your door bein' latched."
"In my room?" Matthew was aware he sounded all at sea, which he was. "Who was it?"
Woodward shook his head. Mrs. Nettles replaced the wet compress. "Didn't see his face," Woodward said. "It happened so swiftly. He knocked the lantern from my hand and near broke my shoulder. I heard him run down the stairs, and then . . . gone."
"This happened only a short time ago?"
"Twenty minutes a' th' most," Mrs. Nettles said. "I'd just returned from the fire, and I heard him hollerin' 'Thief.'"
"You mean the man stole something?"
"I don't know." Woodward lifted a hand and held it against the compress. "It was all I could think of at the moment. That he was a thief trying to ransack your room."
"Well, I'm sure he was quite disappointed. Everything I have is borrowed." And then it struck Matthew like a musketball. "Except for one thing." He picked up a lantern and hurriedly ascended the stairs. He found his room to be neat and orderly, not a trace of an intruder. Except for one thing, and this was what he'd suspected.
Before going to bed, he'd placed the gold coin upon the dresser top. The coin was now gone, and Matthew doubted that it would be found in this room.
A thief indeed, Matthew thought. He spent a moment searching the floor for a gold glint, but it was not to be. "Damn!" he swore softly.
"Anythin' missin'?" Mrs. Nettles asked when Matthew returned to the parlor. "Yes. My gold coin."
"Oh my Lord! Mr. Bidwell keeps some coins in a box next to his bed! I'd best go up and see if they've been plucked too!" She took a lamp and went up the stairs with a speed that Matthew would never have assigned to her.
He stood next to the magistrate's chair. Woodward was a pasty color and his breathing was very harsh. "You're not well at all," Matthew said.
"Who would be, after such an encounter? Goode's gone to fetch me some rum. I'll be better presently."
"It's more than the encounter. Your health concerns me."
Woodward closed his eyes, his head tilted back. "I'm under the weather. I told you, it's this swamp ai—•"
"No, sir," Matthew interrupted. "I think the swamp air is the least of it. I'm going to have one of the servants go get Dr. Shields."
"No, no, no!" Woodward swatted a hand at that idea as if it were one of the bothersome insects. "I have a job to do, and I intend to do it!"
"You can still do your job. But Dr. Shields needs to be informed of your condition. Perhaps he can prescribe a tonic."
"Sir?" It was Goode, bringing a tray upon which sat a tankard of West Indies tonic. Woodward took it and put down two swallows that made his throat feel as if scraped with a razor.
Mrs. Nettles returned to the parlor. "Everythin's there. At least, that box a' coins hasn't been touched. Must be you scared him off'fore he could get to Mr. Bidwell's room."
"Likely someone who thought . . . because of the attention drawn to the fire ... he could rob at his leisure." Woodward dared to take another drink; the pain was severe, but bearable.
"There are some people jealous of what Mr. Bidwell has, for sure."
"Did this thief carry a lantern?" Matthew asked the magistrate.
"No. I told you . . . the lantern was knocked from my hand. Quite forcibly."
Goode, who was standing behind Woodward's chair, suddenly spoke, "Seems to me it had to be somebody knew this house." All eyes stared at him. "What I mean is . . . whoever it was had to know his way up and down them stairs in the dark. No rail to hold on to, you could break your neck if you mis-stepped."
"And you say you heard the man run down the stairs?" Matthew returned his attention to Woodward. "Yes. Definitely."
"If I may ask, sir . . . was nothin' stolen, then?" Goode asked of Matthew.
"One thing only, at least from my room. A Spanish gold coin."
"A gold coin," Goode repeated, and he frowned. "Uh ... if I may ask another question, sir?" He paused. "Yes, go ahead."
"Uh . . . where might you got this coin from, sir?"
"It was in the possession of a tavern-keeper on the road from Charles Town." He saw the black servant's frown deepen, and this perplexed him. "Why?"
"No reason, sir." Instantly Goode's frown relaxed. "No reason, just curious 'bout such a thing. Forgive an old man's boldness, sir."
"I understand." What Matthew understood was that Goode might know somewhat more about this incident than he was willing to say, but now was not the time to pursue it.
"Is there anythin' else I'm required for, ma'am?" Goode asked Mrs. Nettles, and she told him he was free to go. The servant left the parlor, moving rather hurriedly for his age.
Presently Bidwell returned to the house. His face was damp with sweat and streaked dark by ashes, and his regal bearing had been reduced to a pauperly state by the grievances of the crowd. Though he was bone-tired and sick at heart, still his presence of mind was sharp enough to immediately see from the gathering of Mrs. Nettles, Woodward, and Matthew that something untoward had occurred.
"We've suffered a thief," Mrs. Nettles said, before the master of the mansion could speak. "A man was in Mr. Corbett's room. He knocked the magistrate to the floor on escapin'."
"Near broke my shoulder," Woodward added.
"A thief? Did you recognize the man? What was taken?"
"I didn't see his face," the magistrate said. "But the man evidently stole Matthew's gold coin."
"The coin you found at Shawcombe's tavern?" Bidwell had heard about it from Paine just after they'd returned from their expedition.
Matthew nodded. "Yes, sir."
"I have to say I'm not surprised!" Bidwell put a hand into the bowl of water and wiped it across his sooty face. "I understand the tales that were spreading magnified that single coin into a treasure box full! Small wonder some poor farmer didn't dare to come in here and make off with the fortune!"
"Sir?" Matthew said. "Goode has advanced the theory that whoever did it might have been a frequent visitor to your house, in that he could negotiate the stairs without benefit of a candle. Do you have many poor farmers as your guests?"
"No. Excepting Garrick, of course. But he's only been here twice, and the second time was at our dinner." Again he wet his face with a handful of water. It dawned upon him what Matthew was getting at. "You believe the thief was a common acquaintance of mine?"
"A probability. I found no lantern in my room. The man may have entered in the dark and been familiar enough with your house not to need illumination."
"A servant, then!" Bidwell looked at Mrs. Nettles. "Have you seen to my bedchamber yet?"
"Yes sir, I have. Your coin box is undisturbed. I took the liberty also of inspectin' your study. Nothin' missin' there, as far as I could tell. And—if I ma' speak my mind, sir—the servants know where your coin box is. There're Dutch gold pieces aplenty in it." She lifted her eyebrows. "You follow what I'm sayin', sir?"
"Mr. Bidwell?" Matthew said. He had come to a conclusion of sorts. "Whoever entered your house had been here before, probably many times. I believe he specifically wanted the coin that was in my possession. He knew I wouldn't be in the room. He knew also that the magistrate was a hard sleeper. Because I told him."
"You did?"
"Yes, sir. Except this theory is somewhat flawed. Schoolmaster Johnstone couldn't have run down the stairs."
Bidwell stared at him, mouth agape. And then from that open mouth came a laugh like donkey's bray. "Now you've shown your true intellect, boy!" he said, with more than a touch of glee. "Schoolmaster Johnstone a thief! Put this in your broken pipe and puff on it: the man's even unable to climb stairs, much less run down them! He has a deformed knee, in case it's escaped you!"
"I've seen what appears to be a deformed knee," Matthew said calmly. "I've not seen the knee itself."
"By God, you are a right brash set of bones!" Bidwell grinned savagely. "Have you lost whatever mind you brought to this town?"
"I am only telling you, sir, that I informed the schoolmaster that Magistrate Woodward was asleep in his room."
"Well, Hell's burnin' bells! I told the same thing to Nicholas Paine, when he asked where the magistrate was!"
"And Mr. Winston asked me," Mrs. Nettles said. "I told him I thought the magistrate was still abed."
"Mrs. Nettles knew it!" Bidwell brayed on. "I think she could knock a man down, don't you?" His wet face flushed when he realized what he'd just said. "No offense, Mrs. Nettles."
"None taken, sir. I once threw my dear departed husband through a winda."
"There, you see?" Bidwell turned his glare upon Woodward. "Sir, if this was the most able clerk you could discover, I pity the judicial world!"
"He's able enough," was the magistrate's rather frosty reply. "Even if he does sometimes put his cart before his horses."
"In this case, his cart is lacking not only horses but wheels!" Bidwell shook his head, disgusted with the whole business. "Oh, if I live to see the new year I shall count it as a miracle! Here, what's that you're drinking?"
"Rum," Woodward answered.
"What's rum for one is rum for two, then!" Bidwell took the tankard from him and swigged the rest of it down.
"There is another thing," Matthew said; he'd remembered it, just as Bidwell had mentioned living to see the new year. "Dr. Shields."
"Yes? What about him? Was he in here with the schoolmaster, both of them thieving?"
"He also inquired as to the whereabouts of the magistrate, and Mr. Johnstone told him what I'd said. The doctor excused himself from my presence just after Mr. Johnstone left."
"Oh, so now we have a gang of thieves! The schoolmaster, Dr. Shields, Mr. Paine, Winston, and Mrs. Nettles! A fearsome five, indeed!"
"Make light as you wish," Matthew said, "but I think one of those five entered this house and took my gold coin."
"Not me!" the woman said sharply. "Surely you don't mean me!"
"Of course he means you!" Bidwell assured her. "If he can accuse a cripple of running down a staircase in the dark, he can accuse whomever the hell he pleases!"
"It wasn't the doctor." Woodward placed his hand against his bruised shoulder. "The man who hit me had some size to him. Six feet he was, at least. A giant, possibly. And he moved as swiftly as a snake."
"Yes, sir." Matthew gave a faint smile. "And we fought off Shawcombe with candles versus daggers, didn't we?"
Woodward understood his meaning, and tucked his head down an inch or so. Bidwell slammed the tankard down upon the nearest tabletop. "I'm going back up to bed, for whatever sleep I can find! I daresay it won't be much!" He focused his gaze directly at Matthew. "First light will be here in two hours. I'll expect you to be ready to carry out your sentence."
"I shall be."
Bidwell picked up a lantern and took three weary steps toward the staircase. Then he abruptly stopped and looked back, his face daubed yellow in the glow. "Is there something in particular about that coin I should know?"
Matthew recalled the conversation he'd had with Woodward, concerning the theory that there might be an encampment of Spanish soldiers near the Indians' village. Now, however, seemed not the moment to bring it up with Bidwell, his being in such a fractious temperament.
"What I'm asking is," Bidwell continued, "why would someone risk entering my house for one gold coin?"
Matthew said, "I don't know."
"No ideas? Have your theories failed you?"
"For the moment, yes."
"I think," Bidwell said bluntly, "that you know much more about this than you wish to say. But I'll let it go, as I'm in no mood for a fencing match with you. Good night, gentlemen." Bidwell ascended the stairs, and Mrs. Nettles gave the two men a crisp good night—her face a solemn mask that told Matthew she was quite offended at his accusation of thievery—and went about her business.
Woodward waited until he was positive they were alone. Then he gave a quiet laugh. "Of course you have a theory, don't you? You have a theory for everything under the sun."
"If you mean I fervently desire to know the why of things, you're correct."
"The why of things," Woodward repeated, and there was a bitter edge in his voice. "Knowing the why of things can kill a man, Matthew." He put his hand to his throat and massaged it. "Sometimes it's best not to ask too many questions. Haven't you learned that yet?"
"It's not my nature, sir," Matthew replied; he felt sure that Woodward's attitude in this matter of the why had to do with the man's past life in London.
"You are young. I am old. That makes all the difference." He let go a long, pained sigh. "All right, then. Tell me what you're thinking."
"We may have had a visit tonight," Matthew said quietly, "from the Spanish spy." Woodward didn't respond. He scratched the mosquito bite on his cheek. "That coin may be evidence of the Spanish presence near the Indians' village, wherever it might be," Matthew continued, keeping his voice hushed. "The spy may have felt it necessary to remove it from sight."
"But the damage has been done. Bidwell already knows about the coin. The entire population does, it seems."
"Yes, sir, but—as Bidwell might say—a hole in a ship must be patched, regardless how much water has already flooded the hull. The thief didn't expect to be interrupted. Perhaps he hoped I might believe the coin to be misplaced. But removing it from sight would also remove it as an object of Bidwell's interest."
"And of course," Woodward added, "the spy wouldn't know your suspicions."
"Exactly."
"What action do you propose, then?"
"I propose ... to serve my sentence and scribe the answers of the witnesses. Then I propose to endure the whip as best I can, and hope I neither weep in public nor soil my breeches. I propose for you to visit Dr. Shields and ask for a tonic."
"Matthew, I told you that I'm—-"
"You're ill, sir," Matthew said firmly. "And you might worsen, without help. I shall not retreat on this subject."
Woodward made a sound of exasperation. He knew the young man could be as tenacious as a dockside dog trying to gnaw through a crab's shell. "All right," he relented. "I'll go."
"Tomorrow."
"Yes, yes. Tomorrow."
"Your visit should be twofold," Matthew said. "One, to aid your health. Two, to make some inquiries—subtle, of course— about Mr. Paine, Mr. Winston, and Schoolmaster Johnstone."
"The schoolmaster? It can't be him, Matthew! His deformed knee!"
"I should like to know if Dr. Shields has ever inspected it."
"You're accusing an Oxford brother," Woodward said, with an uptilt of his chin. "I find that objectionable."
"I'm accusing no one, sir. But I would wish to know the schoolmaster's history, just as I would wish to know the histories of Mr. Winston and Mr. Paine."
"And what of Dr. Shields's history?"
"His, too. But I think the doctor may be less than candid about his own life, therefore other sources will have to be tapped."
"All this is well and good." Woodward eased himself to his feet. "However, we can't forget our main purpose here. We're primarily concerned with a witch, not a spy."
"A woman accused of witchcraft," Matthew corrected. He had spoken it a little too sternly, and he had to amend his tone. "Sir," he said.
"Of course." The magistrate nodded, his eyelids drooping. "Good night."
"Good night, sir." Matthew let him start walking away before he decided, on an impulse, to say the next thing that left his lips. "Magistrate? Who is in pain when you call to Ann?"
Woodward stopped as if he had collided with a wall. He stood very still.
"I couldn't help but overhear. But it's not something I haven't heard before, sir." There was no response. "Forgive my intrusion. I had to ask."
"No." Woodward's voice was tight. "You did not have to ask." He remained standing exactly as he was, his back toward the young man. "This is one why you should leave be, Matthew. Heed what I say. Leave it be."
Matthew said nothing more. He watched as the magistrate walked out of the parlor, his back ramrod-straight.
And thus the night ended, with more questions and no answers.
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A SMALL BUT IMPORTANT MIRACLE greeted Matthew as he awakened, responding to the insistent fist of Robert Bidwell upon his chamber door: the sun had appeared.
It was a weak sun, yes, and in imminent danger of being clouded over by the jealous sky, but there it was all the same. The early light, a misty golden sheen, had brought forth Fount Royal's roosters in fine trumpeting form. As Matthew shaved and dressed, he listened to the orchestra of cocks vying for vocal dominance. His gaze kept slipping down to where the Spanish coin had been resting atop the dresser, and he couldn't help but wonder whose boots had crossed the floor to steal it. But today another matter was supreme. He would have to forswear his mind from the subject of the coin and the spy and concentrate fully on his task—which was, after all, his raison d'etre.
A breakfast of eggs, fried potatoes, and corncakes filled Matthew's belly, all washed down with a cup of sturdy dark brown tea. Woodward was late to the table, his eyes swollen and his breathing harsh; he appeared to have either slept not at all for the remainder of the night or suffered dreams that prevented rest. Before Matthew could speak, Woodward lifted a hand and said in a croaking voice, "I promised I would visit Dr. Shields today, and I shall. As soon as we have interviewed Mr. Buckner."
"Surely you're going to interview more than one witness today, aren't you? As tomorrow is the Sabbath, I mean." Bidwell was sitting at the head of the table, his breakfast platter already scraped clean. Though he'd been severely tried by the recent events, he was clean-shaven, freshly washed, and dressed in a tan-colored suit. The ringlets of his lavish wig cascaded down around his shoulders.
"I will interview Mr. Buckner this morning." Woodward seated himself on the bench across the table from Matthew. "Then I'm going to visit Dr. Shields. If I am up to the task, I will interview Mr. Garrick in the afternoon."
"All right, then. Just so there is some movement, I should be satisfied."
"I, too, should be satisfied with a movement," Woodward said. "My system has been clogged by these country meals." He pushed aside his breakfast dish, which had been loaded with food by a servant girl in preparation for his arrival. Instead he reached for the green ceramic teapot and poured a cup, which he drank down with several noisy swallows.
"You'll be feeling better before long," Bidwell assured him. "The sun cures all ills."
"Thank you, sir, but I do not desire platitudes. Will we have the proper furnishings on hand when we reach the gaol?"
"I've arranged for Mr. Winston and Mr. Green to take care of what you need. And I must say, there's no reason to be snappish. This is a great day, sir, for the history of Fount Royal."
"No day is great when murder is involved." Woodward poured a second cup of tea and that, too, went down his hatch.
It came time to leave. Bidwell announced that Goode was already waiting in front with the carriage, and he wished them both—as he put it—"good hunting." Woodward felt positively feeble as he left the house, his bones heated and flesh clammy, his throat paved by Hell's burning brimstone. It was all he could do to suck in a breath, as his nostrils were so constricted. But he would have to carry on, and hopefully Dr. Shields could relieve his discomfort later in the day.
Clouds had moved in, obscuring the blessed sun, as Goode flicked the reins and the carriage wheels began to turn. But as they passed the spring—where two women were already drawing water into buckets—the sun's rays slipped their bondage and shone down upon the surface. Matthew saw the spring suddenly glow golden with a marvelously beautiful light. Around the water, the green tops of oak trees were cast with the same gilded lumination, and for a moment Matthew realized the power that Fount Royal held over its citizens: a place carved from the wild, fenced and tamed, baptized in sweat and tears, made useful by sheer human will and muscle. It was a dream and a damnation too, this desiring to control the wilderness, to shape it with axe-blade and shovel. Many had perished in the building of this town; many more would die before it was a harbor city. But who could deny the temptation and challenge of the land?
In some old Latin tome on philosophy he'd read, Matthew recalled that the author had assigned all reflection, peace, and piety to God; to the Devil had been assigned the need of man to go forth and conquer, to break asunder and rework, to question and reach beyond all hope of grasping.
It seemed to him, then, that according to that philosophy the Devil was indeed at work in Fount Royal. And the Devil was indeed at work in him, because the question of why was rooted in the tree of forbidden fruit. But what would this land—this world—be without such a question? And where would it be without those instincts and needs—seeds from the Devil, some might say—that caused men to wish for more than God had given them?
The clouds shifted, and suddenly yet again the sun had vanished. Matthew looked up and saw patches of blue amid the gray, but they were becoming slimmer and smaller. In another moment, the gray clouds held dominion once more.
"So much for the healing properties of the sun," Woodward said.
Smoke was still drifting from the charred ruins of what had yesterday been a farmhouse. Along Truth Street the acrid odor of burning remained strong. Presently Goode bade the horses slow and reined them in before the gaol. The giant red-haired and red-bearded Mr. Green was waiting outside for them, along with Edward Winston.
"Your wishes have been met," Winston said, eager to please. "I've even donated my own desk and Bible to the cause."
Green took them all inside. Matthew was relieved to see that Noles had been released and had fled his coop. The roof hatch was open, allowing in the hazy gray light, and Green had lit several lanterns and hung them from wallhooks. Back in the last cell, the woman was huddled in the straw, her sackcloth clothing bundled about her.
"This is where you'll be," Green rumbled, opening the door of the cage opposite the one in which Noles had been confined. Clean straw had been laid down. In a corner had been placed two buckets, one empty and the other brimmed with fresh water. At the center of the cell stood a desk and chair, a leatherbound Bible (suitable for swearing truth upon) atop the desk, and the chair holding a comfortable-looking blue cushion. Before the desk was a stool for the witness. To the right of the magistrate's position was a second, smaller combination desk and chair—removed from the schoolhouse, Matthew presumed—and atop it another blotter and a rectangular wooden box. Matthew's first act upon entering the cell was to lift the box's lid; he found within it a thick sheaf of rather yellowed paper, a well of black ink, three quills, a small brush, and a square of coarse brown cloth with which to clean clots of ink from the writing instruments.
"Is everything satisfactory?" Winston asked, waiting at the cell's threshold as Matthew inspected his tools and the magistrate tested the firmness of the cushion with the palm of his hand.
"I believe it is," Woodward decided. "One request, though: I'd like a pot of tea."
"Yes sir, I'll see to it."
"A large pot, please. With three cups."
"Certainly. Mr. Paine has gone to fetch Jeremiah Buckner, and should be returning presently."
"Very good." Woodward was loath to sit down yet, as he didn't fancy these surroundings. In his career there'd never been an equal to this set of circumstances. He heard the rustling of straw, and both he and Matthew saw Rachel Howarth rise up from her repose. She stood at the middle of her cage, her head and face hooded by her garment.
"Not to be alarmed, madam," Winston told her. "Your court is about to convene." She was silent, but Matthew sensed she was well aware of what was in preparation.
"There'll be no disruptions from you, hear?" Green warned. "Mr. Bidwell's given me the authority to bind and gag you if I must!"
She made a sound that might have been a bitter laugh. She said, "Aren't you feared to touch me? I might conjure you into a frog and stomp you flat!"
"Did you hear?" Green's eyes had widened; he looked from Woodward to Winston and back again. "She's threatenin' me!"
"Steady," Woodward said. "She's talking, nothing more." He raised his voice to address the woman. "Madam, I would suggest to you that such claims of ability are not helpful to your position."
"My position? What position?" Now she reached up, pulled back her hood, and her fiercely beautiful face was fully exposed, her black hair dirty and wild, her amber eyes aflame. "My position is already hopeless! What lesser depth can there be?"
"Mind that tongue!" Green shouted, but it seemed to Matthew that he was trying to make up in volume for what he might be lacking elsewhere.
"No, it's all right." The magistrate walked to the bars and peered through them into the woman's face. "You may speak your mind in my court. Within reason of course."
"There is no reason here! And this is not a court!"
"It is a court, because I have decreed it so. And as for the matter of reason, I am here to find it. I am going to be questioning witnesses who have some knowledge of your activities, and it will be for your benefit if you don't attempt to make a mockery of the proceedings."
"A mockery," she repeated, and she laughed again. Some of her fire, however, had been extinguished by the magistrate's calmness of tone. "Why don't you go ahead and pronounce me guilty? Put me to the rope or the stake, or whatever. I can't receive a fair trial in this town."
"On the contrary. I am sworn before the law to make certain you do receive a fair trial. We are holding court here because my clerk has been sentenced to three days—"
"Oh?" Her gaze fixed on Matthew. "Have they pronounced you a warlock?"
"Three days," Woodward repeated, shifting his position so that he stood between the woman and his clerk, "for a crime that does not concern you. If I were not interested in the fairness of your trial, I should have you taken to some other location and kept confined. But I wish for you to be present and hear the accusations, under the tenets of English law. That does not mean, however"—and here he lifted a finger for emphasis—"that you will be suffered to speak during the questioning." He had to pause for a moment, to clear his ravaged throat of what felt like a slow, thick stream of phlegm. He was going to need the acidity of the tea to get through this day. "Your time to speak will come, and you shall have all the opportunity you need to refute, explain, or otherwise defend yourself. If you choose the path of disruption, you shall be bound and gagged. If, when the opportunity of your speaking arrives, you choose silence as the cornerstone of your defense, that is your privilege. Now: do we have an understanding?"
She stared at him, saying nothing. Then, "Are you really a magistrate?"
"Yes, I really am."
"From where?" Her eyes narrowed, like those of a suspicious cat.
"Charles Town. But I originally served the bench in London for many years."
"You have experience in witch trials?"
"No, I do not. I do, however, have much experience in murder trials." He offered a faint smile. "All the jurists I know who have experience in witchcraft trials are either writing books or selling lectures."
"Is that what you hope to do?"
"Madam, I hope to find the truth," Woodward said. "That is my profit."
"And where's Bidwell, then? Isn't he attending?"
"No. I've instructed him to keep his distance." She cocked her head to one side. Her eyes were still slightly narrowed, but Woodward could tell that this last bit of information had cooled her coals.
"If you please?" Winston said, desiring the magistrate's attention. "I'll go fetch your tea now. As I said, Nicholas should be here shortly with Mr. Buckner. Three cups, did you say?"
"Three. For me, my clerk, and the witness. Wait. Make that four. A cup for Madam Howarth as well."
"This is a gaol!" Green protested. "It ain't no social club!"
"Today it's a court," Woodward said. "My court, and I'll preside over it as I please. At the end of the day, it will be a gaol again. Four cups, Mr. Winston."
Winston left without another word, but Green shook his red-maned head and grumbled his disapproval. The magistrate paid him no further heed, and sat down in the desk's chair. Likewise, Matthew situated himself at his clerk's station. He took a sheet of paper from the box, set it before him, and then shook the inkwell to mix the pigments and opened it. He chose a quill, dipped the nib, and made some circles so as to get the feel of the instrument; all quills might look similar, he'd learned, but some were far more suited for the task of writing than others. This one, he found directly, was a wretched tool. Its nib was much too broad, and unevenly split so that the ink came out in spots and dollops rather than a smooth flow. He snapped it in two, dropped it to the floor, and chose a second quill. This one was better; it was a neater point and the ink flowed sufficiently well, but its shape was so crooked that the hand would be paralyzed before an hour's work was finished.
"Horrible," Matthew said, but he decided not to break the second one before he tested the third. His regular quills—the ones carried in a leather holder that had been lost back at Shawcombe's tavern—were precision instruments that, not unlike fine horses, required only the lightest of touches to perform their task. He longed for them now, as he tried the third quill and found it to be the sorriest of the batch, with a crack down its center that caused ink to bleed into the feathers. He broke it at once, and therefore was wed to the handkiller.
"Are the tools unsuitable?" Woodward asked as Matthew practised writing a few lines of Latin, French, and English on the rough-skinned paper.
"I'd best accept what I've got." He was leaving blotches of ink on the paper, and so he further lightened his pressure. "This will do, once I've tamed it."
Within a few moments Nicholas Paine entered the gaol with the first witness. Jeremiah Buckner walked slowly and unsteadily even with the use of a cane. His beard, far more white than gray, trailed down his chest, and what remained of his snowy hair hung about his frail shoulders. He wore loose-fitting brown breeches and a faded red-checked shirt. Both Woodward and Matthew stood as a show of respect for the aged as Paine helped the old man across the threshold. Buckner's watery brown eyes marked the presence of Rachel Howarth, and he seemed to draw back a bit but allowed Paine to aid him in sitting on the stool.
"I'm all right," he said; it was more of a gasp than speech.
"Yes sir," Paine said. "Magistrate Woodward will protect you from harm. I'll be waiting just outside to take you home when you are done here."
"I'm all right." The old man nodded, but his eyes kept returning to the figure in the next cage.
"Where do you want me, Magistrate?" Green inquired, with more than a little sarcasm in his voice.
"You may also wait outside. I'll ask you to return if it's necessary."
The two men left, and Buckner positioned his cane so as to give himself balance on the stool. He swallowed nervously, his knotty fingers working together, his face gaunt and blotched with the dark spots of advanced age.
"Are we ready to begin?" Woodward asked of Matthew, and the clerk dipped his quill and nodded. The firsr thing was for Woodward to stand and offer the Bible to Buckner, instructing him to place his right hand upon it and swear before God that he would tell the truth. Buckner did, and Woodward put the Good Book aside and settled himself back in his chair.
"Your full name and age, please, for the record."
"Jeremiah Buckner. I shall be sixty-and-eight year come August."
"Thank you. Mr. Buckner, how long have you been a citizen of Fount Royal?"
"Ever since it begun. Five year, I reckon."
"You're a farmer, is that correct?"
"Was. My son brung Patience and me here to live with 'em. He did some farmin'. Wasn't no good at it, though. Two year ago, he an' Lizabeth lit out, took the boys. Gonna come back an' fetch us, once they's settled."
"Yes, sir, thank you," Woodward said. "So you and your wife occupy a farm? On which street?"
"Industry."
"And what is your source of income?"
Buckner wet his lips with his tongue. "Patience an' me get by on the lovin' kindness of our fellows, sir. Our farm ain't worth nothin'. Just got a roof o'er our heads, that's all. But when Ezra comes to get us, everythin'll be paid back. I'll swear that on the Lord's Book, too. He writ me a letter, come by the post rider from Charles Town. Said he was lookin' for some good land up Virginia way."
"I see. Now I presume you have an accusation to make concerning Madam Howarth?"
"Well ..." Buckner glanced quickly through the bars into the next cell.
"Sir?" Woodward said sternly. "Look at me, please, not at anyone else. If you have an accusation to make, now is the proper time."
Matthew waited in the silence that fell, his quill poised. On the paper was written every utterance up to the moment, penned in the code of shortened words, abbreviations, and alphabetic memory-devices of his own creation.
Buckner stared at the floor. A blue vein at his temple throbbed. With an obvious effort he opened his mouth and spoke. "She . . . the witch . . . she come to me. In the night. She come to me . . . naked, she was. Wearin' a . . . serpent 'round her neck. A black serpent, with yella eyes. Like hers. She come to me, stood right at the foot of my bed, and Patience sleepin' a'side me."
"You're referring to Rachel Howarth?"
"She's the one."
"You have that down?" Woodward asked his clerk, but he needn't have because he knew Matthew's ability. Matthew just nodded grimly and dipped his quill once more.
"May I speak?" Rachel asked sharply.
"No, you may not!" The answer was delivered with an even-sharper point. "I told you, I'll have no disruptions in my court!"
"I would just like to say that I—"
"Madam!" Woodward shouted, and his raw throat paid the price for it. "One more word and the gag shall be delivered!"
Matthew had been scribing all this down as well. Now he stared at her, his quill's nib resting at the end of a letter, and he said quietly, "It would be wise not to speak further. Believe me."
Her mouth had already begun to open to test the magistrate's will. Now, however, she paused in her intent. Woodward waited, his fists clenched in his lap and his teeth gritted behind his lips. Slowly Rachel Howarth closed her mouth and then seated herself on the bench.
Woodward returned his full attention to Buckner. "When did this event occur? Was it before or after the murder of Daniel Howarth?"
"After. I believe Daniel had been laid down a week or two, so I reckon it was early February."
"All right. Tell me then, as clearly as you recall, exactly what happened."
"Yes sir." Buckner spent a moment putting it together in his mind, his head lowered. "Well ... I don't recollect so good as I used to, but that kinda thing you don't forget. Me and Patience went to bed just like usual that night. She put out the lamp. Then ... I don't know how long it was ... I heard my name spoke. I opened my eyes. Everythin' was dark, and silent. I waited, a'lis-tenin'. Just silent, like there was nothin' else in the whole world makin' a sound but my breathin'. Then ... I heard my name spoke again, and I looked at the foot of the bed and seen her."
"By what light, if there was none?" Woodward asked.
"Well, I've put my mind to that but I can't answer it. The winda's were shuttered, 'cause it was might cold outside, so there wasn't no moonlight. But she was there, all right. I seen her, clear as I see you."
"You're positive it was Rachel Howarth?"
"I am."
Woodward nodded, staring at his hands spread out on the desktop before him. "And what else transpired?"
"I was scairt half out of my wits," Buckner said. "Any man would've been. I started to wake up Patience, but then that woman—the witch—said I wasn't to. She said if I woke up Patience I would be sorry for it."
"But your wife wasn't roused by Madam Howarth's voice?"
"No sir. I've puzzled on that, too, but I can't make no sense out of it. Patience slept deep as usual. Only thing I figure is that the witch put a conjure on her."
Matthew heard the woman give a muffled grunt of frustration; he was tempted to lift his head to glance at her, but the quill demanded his absolute concentration.
"All right. Then what occurred?"
"The witch . . . said I was to keep her visit a secret. Said if I spoke it to anyone, they would be killed on the spot. Said I was to meet her two nights hence, in the orchard behind my house. Just said be there betwixt midnight and two, she would find me."
"Madam Howarth was nude, you say?"
"Yes sir, she wore not a stitch."
"But she had a serpent around her neck?"
"Yes sir. Black, it was. With yella eyes."
"Had you latched your doors and windows before retiring to bed?"
Buckner nodded. "We had. Never used to, but . . . with somebody a'killin' Reverend Grove and then Daniel like that . . . Patience felt easier with the latches throwed after dark."
"Therefore in your estimation there was no possible earthly way for Rachel Howarth to have entered your house?"
"Well sir . . . after she was gone, I lit the lantern and checked them latches. They was all still throwed. Patience woke up and asked me what I was doin'. I had to tell her a lie, say a barkin' dog stirred me up. She went on back to sleep, but I couldn't near close my eyes."
"I can understand," Woodward said. "Tell me this, then: exactly how did Madam Howarth leave your house?"
"I don't know, sir."
"Oh? You didn't see her leave?"
"Soon as she told me where to meet her . . . she was just gone. Didn't fade nor nothin', like you might think a phantasm would. She was there and then not."
"And you immediately lit the lantern?"
"I think so. Maybe it was a minute or two. It was kinda hazy what I did just after she left. I believe I was still conjured, myself."
"Uh . . . Magistrate?" The voice made Matthew jump, the quill scrawling across two neat lines above it before he could rein it in.
"Yes?" Woodward snapped, looking toward the gaol's entrance. "What is it?"
"I've brought your tea, sir." Winston carried a wicker basket with a lid. He came into the cell, put the basket down upon the magistrate's desk, and opened it, revealing a white clay teapot and four cups, three of the same white clay but the fourth a dark reddish-brown. "Compliments of Mrs. Lucretia Vaughan," Winston said. "She sells pies, cakes, and tea from her home, just up Harmony Street, but she graciously offered to brew the pot free of charge. I felt it my duty, however, to inform her that the witch would be drinking as well, therefore Mrs. Vaughan asks that Madam Howarth use the dark cup so that it may be broken into pieces."
"Yes, of course. Thank you."
"Is there anything else I might do for you? Mr. Bidwell has put me at your disposal."
"No, nothing else. You may go, and thank you for your assistance."
"Yes sir. Oh . . . one more thing: Mrs. Vaughan would like Madam Howarth herself to break the cup, and then she asks that you gather the pieces and return them to her."
Woodward frowned. "May I ask why?"
"I don't know, sir, but it was her request."
"Very well, then." Woodward waited for the other man to leave, and then he removed the teapot from the basket and poured himself a cup. He drank almost all of it immediately, to soothe his throat. "Tea?" he offered Buckner, but the farmer declined. Matthew took a cup, taking care not to spill any upon his papers. "Madam Howarth?" Woodward called. "I should be lacking in manners if I failed to offer you a cup of tea."
"Lucretia Vaughan brewed it?" she asked sullenly. "I wonder if it's not poisoned."
"I have drunk some that I would swear was tainted, but this is quite good. I'd daresay it's been a while since you've had a taste." He poured some into the dark cup and handed it to Matthew. "Put this through the bars, please."
Matthew stood up to do so, and the woman rose from her bench and approached. In a moment Matthew found himself face-to-face with her, the compelling amber eyes staring fixedly at him. Curls of her thick ebony hair had fallen across her forehead, and Matthew was aware of tiny beads of sweat glistening on her upper lip, due to the gaol's damp heat. He saw her pulse beating in the valley of her throat.
He pushed the cup through; it was a tight fit, but it did scrape between the bars. She reached to accept it, and her fingers pressed across his. The sensation of her body heat was like a wildfire that burned through his flesh and flamed along the nerves of his hand. He let go of the cup and jerked his arm back, and he didn't know what his expression had revealed but the woman was looking at him with curious interest. He abruprly turned his back to her and resumed his place.
"Let us continue," Woodward said, when his clerk was once more situated. "Matthew, read back to me the last question and answer, please."
"The question was: And you immediately lit the lantern? Mr. Buckner's reply was: I think so. Maybe it was a minute or two. It was kind of hazy what I did just after she left. I believe I was still conjured, myself."
"All right. Mr. Buckner, did you later that day inform your wife of what had occurred?"
"No sir, I did not. I was a'feared that if I told her, the witch's curse might kill her on the spot. I didn't tell nobody."
"Two nights hence, did you go to the orchard at the prescribed time?"
"I did. Betwixt midnight and two, just as the witch commanded. I got out of bed slow and quiet as I could. I didn't want Patience hearin' and wakin' up."
"And when you went to the orchard, what transpired?" Woodward sipped at a fresh cup of tea and waited for the man to respond.
This question obviously troubled Jeremiah Buckner, as the farmer shifted uneasily on his stool and chewed at his lower lip. "Sir?" he at last said. "I'd . . . beg not relare it."
"If it has to do with Madam Howarth, I must insist that you relate it." Again, Buckner shifted and chewed but no words were forthcoming. "I would remind you that you have taken an oath on the Bible," Woodward said. "Also, that this is a station of the law just as much as any courthouse in Charles Town. If you're fearful of your safety, let me assure you that these bars are solid and Madam Howarth cannot reach you."
"The walls of my house are solid, too," Buckner muttered. "She got through 'em, didn't she?"
"You came here to testify of your own free will, did you not?"
"Yes sir, I did."
"Then you will leave here with your testimony incomplete if you fail to respond to my questions. I need to know what occurred in the orchard."
"Oh Lord," Buckner said softly; it was a supplication for strength. He bowed his head, staring at the floor, and when he lifted it again the lamplight sparkled from the sheen of sweat on his face. "I walked into the orchard," he began. "It was a cold night, and silent. I walked in, and directly I heard ... a woman laughin', and another noise too. Somethin' that sounded . . . sounded like a beast, a'gruntin'." He was quiet, his head once again lowered.
"Go on," Woodward said.
"Well... I followed them sounds. Followed 'em, deeper in. I 'member I stopped to look back at my house. It seemed such an awful long way off. Then I took to walkin' again, tryin' to find the woman. Wasn't a few minutes passed 'fore I did." Buckner paused and took a deep breath, as if fortifying himself for the rest of it. "She was a'layin' on her back, under one of them apple trees. She was a'layin' with her legs spread wide, 'bout to split her down the middle. And on top a'her was . . . that thing I seen. It was goin' at her, like the drivin' of a spike. It was a'gruntin' ever'time it come down, and she had her eyes closed and was laughin'."
"A thing?" Woodward said. "What kind of thing?"
Buckner looked directly into the magistrate's eyes, his jaw slack and the sweat gleaming on his forehead. "It was somethin' that . . . kinda 'sembled a man, but ... it had a black hide, and leathery. I couldn't see its face ... I didn't want to. But it was big. A beast the likes I'd never set eye on before. It just kept poundin' her. That woman's legs open wide, and that beast comin' down a'top her. I saw its back movin' ... it had some kinda spines or the like up and down its backbone. Then all a'sudden it whipped its head side to side and let out an awful moan, and the woman gave a cry too. It got up off her . . . must'a been seven, eight feet tall. I could see . . ." Buckner hesitated, his eyes glazed with the memory of it. "I could see the woman was all bloody, there in her private parts. The beast moved away, and then . . . then somethin' else come out of the orchard, and it got down on its knees a'side her."
"What was it?" Woodward had gripped his teacup in his hand, his palm damp.
"I don't know. It had white hair and a child's face. But it was a dwarf-thing, its skin all gray and shrivelled like a dead fish. It got down on its knees a'side her. It leaned its head down, and then . . . then a terrible long tongue slid out of its mouth, and ..." He stopped, squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. "Can't say," he gasped. "Can't say."
Woodward took a drink of tea and put the cup down. He restrained himself from casting a glance in Rachel Howarth's direction. He could feel Matthew tensed and ready to resume his scrivening. Woodward spoke quietly, "You must say."
Buckner released a noise that sounded like a sob. His chest was trembling. He said painfully, "I'll be damned to Hell for these pi'tures in my head!"
"You are acting as a proper Christian, sir. You were an observer to these sins, not a participant. I would ask you again to continue."
Buckner ran a hand across his mouth, the fingers palsied. The hue of his flesh had become pasty, and dark hollows had taken form beneath his eyes. He said, "That dwarf-thing . . . looked like a child. White hair. A failed angel, is what I thought. All shrunk up when it was cast in the Pit. I saw it. . . saw that tongue come out . . . saw it wet and shiny, like raw beef. Then . . . that tongue went up in the woman. In her bloody parts. She took to thrashin' and cryin' out, and the tongue was a'movin' inside her. I wanted to hide my face, but I couldn't near move my arms. I had to stand there and watch it. It was like . . . somebody was a'makin'
me watch it, when I wanted to hide my face and call to God to take them sights away." His voice cracked, and for a moment Woodward feared the old man would collapse into sobbing. But then Buckner said, "When that thing . . . slid its tongue back out again . . . there was blood all over it. Drippin' blood, it was. And that woman grinned like she was a new bride."
"Matthew?" Woodward's throat felt so constricted that clear speaking had become an effort of will. "Are you getting all this?"
"If I weren't," Matthew answered tersely, "I would have to be deaf."
"Yes. Of course. This represents a new threshold in your experience of clerking, I am sure." Woodward used his sleeve to mop the moisture from his face. "It certainly opens a new door for me, one that I might wish had remained latched."
"Then there was the third one," Buckner said. "The one that was man and woman both."
Neither Woodward nor Matthew moved nor spoke. In the silence they heard Buckner's hoarse breathing. Through the open roof-hatch came the sound of a crow cawing in the far distance. Matthew dipped his quill into the inkwell and waited.
"Let us not say," spoke the magistrate, "that in our interview we failed to turn over all rocks, regardless of what might be coiled underneath them. Tell us of the third creature, Mr. Buckner."
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BUCKNER'S EYES WERE SHINY now, as if these sights had burned the vision from them. "It came out of the orchard, after the dwarf-thing had gone," he related. "I took it to be a naked woman at first. Taller than most women, though, and terrible thin. She—it—had long dark hair. Brown or black, I couldn't say. The thing had tits, I seen 'em clear enough. Then I seen what else it had, and I near staggered and fell." Buckner leaned his head forward, the veins standing out in his neck. "Stones and a yard. Right there where a woman's basket oughta be. That yard was ready for work, too, and when the witch seen it she smiled so wicked it near froze my heart. The creature laid down a'side her, and then she started to . . . started to lickin' the creature's spike."
"By 'she,' you are referring to whom?" Woodward asked. "Her. In the cage there. The witch, Rachel Howarth."
"All right." Woodward again mopped the sweat from his face. The walls of the gaol seemed to be closing in on him. The one saving grace was the open hatch, through which he could see a square of gray clouds. "Continue."
"There was just. . . more sin and vileness after that. The witch turned over, on her hands and knees, so her rear quarters was showin'. Then that half-man, half-woman took its spike in hand and squatted down atop her. I saw . . . things no Christian should e'er have to witness, sir. I tell you, before I seen them sights I was all right in the head. Now I ain't. You ask my Patience. She'll tell you, I'm no good for nothin' no more."
"This creature that was half-man and half-woman penetrated Madam Howarth with its penis?"
"Yes sir. The creature pushed its yard in from behind."
"Let us move past those particulars," Woodward said, his face blanched. "What was the aftermath of this incident?"
"The what, sir?"
"The aftermath. What happened after the creature had ..." He paused, seeking the proper word, "... finished?"
"It got up off her and walked away. Then the witch stood up and took to dressin' herself. All a' sudden I heard my name spoke, right up next to my ear, and I whipped 'round to see who it be."
"And did you see?"
"Well ... I was mighty scairt. There was a man standin' behind me . . . but I don't think he had no face. 'Cept a mouth. He did have a mouth ... I 'member that. He said, 'Jeremiah Buckner, run home.' That's all. I must'a done what he said, 'cause next thing I knew I was a'layin' in bed, sweatin' and shakin'. Patience was hard asleep, conjured most likely. I heard a cock crow, and I knew then that the demons of the night was passin'."
"Did you in the morning, then, tell your wife what had happened?"
"No sir, I didn't. I was shamed to tell Patience such things. And I was scairt, too, that the witch might kill her for hearin'. I didn't tell nobody, not even after I heard what Elias Garrick seen. Then Lester Crane told me Stephen Dunton seen such a thing-— them three creatures with the witch, 'cept they was doin' their wickedness inside the house where the Poole family used to live, right next to Dunton's farm. Still I held my tongue."
"What made you decide to tell what you'd seen?" Woodward asked. "And who did you tell?"
"I decided . . . after they found them poppets in the witch's house. I went straight to Mr. Bidwell and told him all of it."
"I should like to speak to Mr. Dunton," Woodward said to Matthew. "Make a note of that, please."
"Cain't," Buckner said. "He took his family and they left, back two month ago. Dunton's house since burnt down. Lester Crane and his brood lit out 'bout the same time."
Woodward paused for a moment, ordering his thoughts. "Did you know Daniel Howarth?"
"Yes sir."
"What kind of man was he?"
"Oh, he was but a youngster. Maybe forty, forty-five year old. Big man, he was. Took a right demon to lay him low, I'll grant you!"
"Did you have occasion to see Mr. Howarth and his wife together?"
"No, not much. Daniel kept to hisself. Wasn't a social kind of man."
"And what about his wife? Was she social?"
"Well ... I don't know about such. Daniel and that woman been here maybe three year. He had a sizable piece a' land, bought it from a Dutchman named Niedecker. That man's wife had passed in childbirth, the child died too, so he decided to give it up. Daniel was always a quiet man. Never needed much help at anythin', seemed like." Buckner shrugged. "The woman . . . well, mayhap she did try to be social. But it just caused a stir."
"A stir? What kind of stir?"
"Look at her, sir. If you can bear it, after what I've told you. She's betwixt a nigger and a Spaniard. Would you care to share a pew with her?"
"The witch attended church?" Woodward raised his eyebrows.
"That was 'fore she took to witchcraft," Buckner explained. "She only come to church two or three Sabbaths. Wouldn't nobody sit near her. Them Port'a'geeze got a whiff about 'em."
"So she was not welcome in church, is that correct?"
"She could do and go as she pleased. Wasn't nobody gonna stop her from enterin' Our Lord's house. But I recall the last time she showed up, somebody—and I know who it was, but I ain't sayin'—pelted her with a rotten egg a'fore she could come in. Hit her right a'side the face. You know what she done?"
"What?"
"She sat down in a pew with that egg smellin' as it did, that mess all in her hair, and she nary made a move 'til Reverend Grove said the last Praise and Amen 'bout four hours later. 'Course, he did rush it some, that smell in the church as it was."
Matthew was aware of a movement from the corner of his eye. He looked up as he finished scribing the last line—and there was Rachel Howarth, standing next to the bars, her teeth gritted and an expression of sheer ferocity on her face. Her right arm was lifted and swinging forward, a gesture of violence that made Matthew shout, "Magistrate!"
The shout itself most possibly caused Woodward to lose the remaining few hairs on his scalp. He twisted his head around as well, and Buckner gave a garbled cry of terror and raised a hand to protect his face from what he was sure would be Satanic flame.
There was a loud crack! at the end of the woman's blow against the bars. Fragments of dark reddish-brown clay fell into the straw. Matthew saw that in her right hand was the cup's grip, the rest of it smashed to smithereens.
"I am done with my tea," Rachel said. She opened her hand and dropped the largest bit of the cup into their cell. "That is how Lucretia Vaughan wanted it returned, is it not?"
"Yes, it is. And thank you, Matthew, for your help in emptying my bladder. Will you collect those pieces for me, please?" The magistrate blotted his face with his sleeve and attempted mightily to control his galloping heart. Matthew had to bend down on his knees and reach into the woman's cell to gather up all the shards. She stood over him, an intimidating presence to begin with but now—due to farmer Buckner's tale—absolutely fearsome, even though Matthew had the benefit of clear-headed reasoning.
"Wait," she said as he started to rise. Her hand came down and plucked up a small piece he'd missed. "Take this one, too."
She placed it in his outstretched palm, which he immediately withdrew between the bars.
Woodward put the fragments into Madam Vaughan's basket. "Let us continue, please, though my mind is as shambled as that broken cup." He rubbed his temples with both hands. "Matthew, do you have any questions for the witness?"
"Yes, sir, I do," he answered readily, and then he prepared to scribe his own inquiry. "Mr. Buckner, how long have you depended on that cane?"
"My cane? Oh . . . eight, nine year. My bones are poorly."
"I understand that you were terrified that night in the orchard. Terror can strengthen a man's legs, I know. But when the person behind you said, 'Jeremiah, run home,' did you actually run?"
"I don't know. But I must'a, 'cause I got back to my bed."
"You don't recall running? You recall no pain to your legs?"
"No," Buckner said. "I don't recall."
"By which door did you enter your house?"
"Which door? Well... I reckon the back door."
"You don't remember which door?"
"Jus' two doors," Buckner said with a snort. "Back 'n front. I was behind the house, so I must'a gone in the back un."
"Was it cold that night?" Matthew asked, as he dipped the quill once more.
"It was February, like I say."
"Yes, sir. But my question to you is: was it cold that night?"
"Sure it was. Had to be cold, a February night!"
"You don't know for certain whether it was cold or not? You don't recall it being cold?"
"I'm not on trial here, am I?" Buckner looked to the magistrate for help. "What's he poundin' the nail for?"
"Is there some point to this, Matthew?"
"\es, sir, there is. If you'll bear with me?"
"All right, then." Woodward nodded. "But please remember that Mr. Buckner is a witness, not a defendant."
"Mr. Buckner, when you rose from bed to go outside in the cold February night, did you pause to put on any outer garments?"
"Outer garments? What're you goin' on about?"
"A coat," Matthew said. "A cloak. A hat. Gloves. Surely you paused to at least put on shoes."
Buckner scowled. "Well... of course I put on shoes!"
"And a coat?"
"Yes, I reckon I put on a coat too! Do you think me a fool?"
"No, sir, I do not. But you don't sound very certain about those details. Tell me this, then: when you heard the cock crow, were you lying in bed with your shoes and coat still on?"
"What?"
"You testified that you were lying in bed, sweating and shaking. Did you pause at some point to remove your shoes and coat before you got into bed?"
"Yes." It was said with faint conviction. "I must'a."
"You don't recall?"
"I was scairt. Like I said, scairt half dead!"
"What about your cane?" Matthew asked. "You did take your cane outside with you, did you not?"
"I did. I cain't hardly get 'round wirhout it."
"Where did you put your cane when you returned from the orchard?"
"I . . . put it. . ." He pressed his fingers against his mouth. "I put it... in the corner next to the bed, I reckon. Where it always is put."
"Then that's where it was when morning came?"
"Yes. Right there in that corner."
"Where did you put your coat and shoes?"
"I . . . took off my coat, and laid it and my shoes ... at the foot of the bed, I believe."
"That's where they were the next time you had need of them?"
"Wait," Buckner said, his forehead deeply creased. "No. I must'a hung up my coat on the hook by the front door. That's where it was."
"By the front door? Yet you entered by the back door? Was there a lantern lit within the house, or was it dark?"
"Dark. I don't recall no light."
"You were—as you put it—scared half dead, a witness to demonic wickedness, and yet you walked from one side of the house to the other in the dark to hang your coat on its proper hook?" Matthew held up a finger before Buckner could respond. "Ah! You did so because you didn't wish your wife to know you'd been outside, could that be correct?"
"Yes, it could." He nodded vigorously. "That must be the why of it."
"Sir, if you had decided to do so, why did you believe you took it off and laid it at the foot of the bed? Is it so unclear in your mind where you left your coat?"
"I was conjured! Must'a been. Like I say, after what I seen I ain't right in the head no more."
"Mr. Buckner?" Matthew stared forcefully into the man's eyes. "You have given us a story of amazing details, seen without the benefit of illumination. Why is it, then, that your grasp of details is so hazy both before and after the incident in the orchard?"
Buckner's face tightened. "You think I'm lyin', don't you?"
"Mr. Buckner," Woodward spoke up, "no one has said that."
"Don't have to say it! I can read it in these damn questions you're askin' me! All this 'bout coats and shoes, and did I have my cane and whatnot! I'm a honest man, you can ask anybody!"
"Please, sir, there's no need for an outburst."
"I ain't no liar!" Buckner had fairly shouted it. He hobbled to his feet and pointed at Rachel Howarth. "There's the witch I seen with them three demons from Hell! I seen it was her, no mis-takin' it! She's evil to her black heart, and if you think I'm lyin' she's conjured you, too!"
"Sir," Woodward said quietly, trying to calm the man. "Please. Won't you sit down and—"
"No, I will not! I won't be called a liar, not even by a magistrate! God knows I'm tellin' the truth, and He's the only judge matters!"
"In Heaven, yes," Woodward said, feeling a bit wounded by this last remark. "In the courts of Earth, however, justice is the responsibility of mortals."
"If justice is served, that witch'll be dead 'fore another day goes past!" Buckner had white spittle on his lips, his eyes enraged. "Or hav'ya already decided it's the town that dies and the witch that lives?"
"I still have a few questions to ask, sir." Woodward motioned toward the stool. "Won't you sit down?"
"I've had a fill of this! I ain't answerin' nothin' more!" The old man abruptly turned and walked out of the cell, leaning heavily on his cane.
Woodward also stood up. "Mr. Buckner! Please! Just a few moments longer!" His entreaties were in vain, however. Buckner stalked away and was gone from the gaol altogether.
"He can be convinced to return," Matthew said. "He'll listen to Bidwell."
"I only had two or three more questions to ask." Woodward cast a dark glare at his clerk. "What was the meaning of badgering the man like that?"
"I don't think I was badgering, sir. I was clarifying."
"You took that man to task, Matthew! You just as well said you believed him a liar!"
"No, sir," Matthew replied evenly, "I never said such a thing. I simply desired to know why he couldn't recall some specific details, when other specifics were so very clear. I should think he would remember putting on and removing his coat and shoes, no matter what kind of fright he'd experienced."
"Well, the man's not a liar!" Woodward vowed. "Confused, possibly. Frightened, certainly. But I don't believe him the stripe of man who would make up such phantasms, do you? I mean . . . dear God, if he was concocting such a tale, I'd fear his mind was diseased beyond all salvation!"
There came a laugh. Matthew and Woodward looked into the next cage. Rachel Howarth was sitting on her bench, her back against the rough wall and her head uptilted.
"You find this amusing, madam?" Woodward inquired.
"No," she said. "I find it sad. But as I am far past tears, I must laugh instead of weep."
"Laugh or weep as you please. This is damning evidence."
"Evidence?" Again, she laughed. "What evidence is there? An insane tale told by an old man? Oh, there is some truth in what he told you."
"Are you admitting your concordance with the Devil, then?"
"Not at all. I'm admitting that I attended church on three Sabbaths, and the third time I sat with a rotten egg in my hair. But I was not going to give them the pleasure of watching me run home, or seeing me sob like a wounded child. That's the only truth in Buckner's story."
"Of course you would deny the incident in the orchard. I wouldn't expect you to do otherwise."
"What was the point of it, then?" She turned her amber gaze upon him. "If I am such a witch, why did I choose to invite Buckner to watch my . . . indiscretions? Why would I not want to do such things in private?"  
"I don't know, madam. Why did you not?"
"Evidently, according to Buckner, I can walk through latched doors. Why am I still here in this cage, then?"
"It would be an admission of witchcraft to leave this gaol."
"And allowing Buckner to witness that profanity was not an admission?" She shook her head. "If I really were a witch, I'd be much more clever than that."
"Oh, I think you're clever enough. Besides, madam, who is to say you do not leave this gaol at night, and roam where you please with your master? Possibly you inhabit some spectral world of which God-fearing citizens dare not imagine.'"
"You might ask your clerk tomorrow morning," Rachel said. "He'll find out tonight if I have the power to walk through walls."
"I doubt that you would show any such power while Matthew is present," Woodward parried. "Again, it would be an admission of guilt that would lead to your appointment at the stake."
She suddenly stood up. "You must be as insane as the rest of them! Do you honestly think, after what you heard today, that I am not going to burn? There are other witnesses—other liars— yet to speak against me, I know. But who will speak for me? No one. Oh, they hated me here before they took me to be a witch, so they made me into one, the better to hate all the stronger!"
"They made you into a witch? How could you be made into what you are not?"
"Hear me well, Magistrate. Someone murdered Reverend Grove and my husband, and then fashioned me into the blackest witch south of Salem. Someone made poppets and hid them in the floor of my house. Someone spread these filthy lies about me, so that now the people here don't know their own minds!"
"I believe Mr. Buckner," Woodward said. "I've seen liars before, in many courtrooms. I've seen them spin webs from which they cannot escape. Mr. Buckner may be confused about some small details, due to his advanced age and the experience of that night, but he is not lying."
"If he's not lying," Rachel answered, "then he's either in need of an asylum or he's been cursed by some witch other than the one I am painted to be. I never set foot in his house or that orchard. I swear it before God."
"Beware your mouth, madam! A bolt of holy fire might end your games."
"If it would be a quicker death than the stake, I would welcome it."
Matthew said, "There's a simple way to end all of this. Madam, if you would recite the Lord's Prayer, I think the magistrate might consider your case in a different light."
"I'll speak for myself, thank you!" Woodward said. "After what I've heard here today, I think even a recitation of the Lord's Prayer might be a trick provided by this woman's master!"
"I will save you the wondering," Rachel said, "because I refuse to speak such a thing that has no meaning in this town. Those who babble the Lord's Prayer day and night would be first to grin when I'm set afire. Like Lucretia Vaughan, for instance. Oh, there's a fine Christian example! She would've given Christ on the cross a drink of vinegar and called it honey!"
"She was kind enough to provide you a cup for tea. I didn't find it vinegared."
"You don't know her as I do. I believe I know why she wanted the cup broken and returned. Ask her yourself. You might be enlightened."
Woodward busied himself by putting the teapot and the remaining cups back into the basket. "I think that will do for today, Matthew. I'm off to visit Dr. Shields. On Monday morning we shall resume our interviews."
"I'd suggest, sir, that our next witness be Mrs. Buckner. I have some questions I'd like to pose."
"Do you, now?" Woodward paused, his cheeks showing a flame. "Who is presiding over this court, you or me?"
"You are, of course."
"Then shouldn't I be the one who determines the next witness? And since I do not have any questions for Mrs. Buckner, I suggest Mr. Garrick come to court on Monday morning."
"I understand that you are the authority in this court, as in any other," Matthew said, with a slight bow of his head, "but shouldn't Mrs. Buckner be asked to describe her husband's mental state during the period of time that—"
"Mrs. Buckner should be left alone," the magistrate interrupted. "She was asleep during both incidents her husband related. I daresay Mr. Buckner has never told her what he saw. Would you bring a decent Christian wife into this gaol, within earshot of Madam Howarth?"
"She would be brought into any other courtroom."
"At the discretion of the judge. In my opinion, she has nothing to add, and indeed might even suffer harm by being called to appear."
"Magistrate," Matthew said quietly, "a wife knows her husband. I would like to learn whether Mr. Buckner has had . . . shall we say . . . delusions of any kind in previous years."
"If you're saying that what he witnessed was a delusion, remember that it was a delusion shared by another person. Stephen Dunton, wasn't that the man's name?"
"Yes, sir. But as Mr. Dunton is no longer present, we only have Mr. Buckner's word."
"Sworn on the Bible. Delivered in a rational manner. Told in as stomach-churning detail as I ever hope to hear. His word is good enough for me."
"But not good enough for me," Matthew said. The rawly honest thought had left his mouth before he could constrain it. If Woodward's teeth had been false, they might have dropped to the floor. The silence stretched, as the magistrate and his clerk stared at each other.
Woodward's throat was ravaged, his air passages swollen, and his bones aching in the damp, close heat. He had just heard a reliable witness relate a story of both fascination and horror that brought a woman—a human being, even if she was a notorious witch—nearer the stake. He felt sick to his very marrow, and now this audacity added to his freight was enough to lay him low. "You've forgotten your place," he rasped. "You are a clerk, not a magistrate. Not even—though you seem to wish it—an attorney. Your duty is as a scrivener, not a questioner. The former you do very well, the latter undoes you."
Matthew didn't respond except for the flush of shame on his face. He realized that he'd spoken completely out of turn and was better off embracing silence.
"I will ascribe this incident to our surroundings and the miserable weather," Woodward decided. "Therefore we shall put this behind us like gentlemen. Agreed?"
"Yes, sir," Matthew said, though he still thought it was appropriate—no, vital— to interview Buckner's wife.
"Very good, then." Woodward picked up the basket in preparation of leaving. "I'll ask Mr. Green to come in and move you to one of the cells over there." He nodded toward the opposite cages. "I would prefer that you not be in such close proximity to Madam Howarth."
"Uh ... I'd like to stay where I am, sir," Matthew countered quickly. "I'd appreciate the benefit of the desk."
"Why? You won't be needing it."
"It. . . makes the place seem not such a cage."
"Oh. Yes, I see. Then I'll have Madam Howarth moved."
"There's no need for that, sir," Matthew said. "The distance of one or two cages hardly matters, if indeed she employs such witchcraft. And I do have this." He held up the leatherbound Bible. "If this isn't strong enough to protect me, nothing can."
The magistrate paused, glancing from his clerk to Rachel Howarth and back again. This whole situation—Matthew being forced to remain in this wretched place with a woman who'd known such wickedness—gnawed at his nerves. Who knew what Matthew would witness in the dead of night? He damned himself for passing sentence on the boy, but what other choice had there been? It crossed his mind to occupy one of the other cages for the night, on some pretext of keeping an eye on Madam Howarth's activities, but he knew Bidwell and everyone else would see through the flimsy gauze and realize him to be quite less the taskmaster than he appeared.
At the bottom of his pond, far down from the light of public inspection, he was afraid. Fearful of Rachel Howarth, and of what she might do to the boy. Fearful also that once he left Matthew alone with this Devil's doxy, the boy might never again be the same. The witch's pleasure would be in destroying innocence, would it not?
"I shall be all right," Matthew said, reading some of these thoughts in the magistrate's anguished expression. "Just go to Dr. Shields and ask for a tonic."
Woodward nodded, but still he couldn't bear to leave. The time, however, had come. "I'll return this afternoon and see to you," he said. "Can I bring you anything? Books from Mr. Bidwell's library?"
"Yes, that would be fine. Any books will do."
"I'm sure you will be fed before long. If you're displeased at the meal, I'll be glad to bring you—"
"Whatever the meal is, it will be good enough," Matthew told him. "Just go see Dr. Shields."
"Yes, I shall." Woodward turned his attention to the woman, who had resumed sitting on her bench. "Your actions toward my clerk will be watched and noted, madam," he said sternly. "I strongly suggest you keep your distance."
"My actions needn't cause you worry," she replied. "But the rats in here are not subject to strong suggestions."
There was nothing more that Woodward could do. Matthew would have to fend for himself, and the Lord God be with him. Woodward, basket in hand, left the gaol. In another moment Green entered, closed and locked the door of Matthew's cage, and then he too retreated.
Matthew stood at the bars, staring up toward the open hatch. His fingers were gripping the iron. The sound of the cell's door being shut had made him think of the iron gate clanging at the almshouse, and sickness roiled in his stomach.
"You've not been in here very long to feel the loss of freedom," Rachel said quietly. "What is your sentence?"
"Three days."
"An age!" She gave a harsh laugh that sounded biting. "I've never been in a gaol before. At least, not on this side of the bars."
"Neither had I. It's not so bad here, in the daylight. But the darkness is not kind."
"Three days," Matthew repeated. "I can bear it."
"What kind of foolishness is this?" Her tone had sharpened. "Do you think I don't know you've been placed in here to spy on me?"
"You're wrong. I am here because I . . . offended the blacksmith."
"Oh, of course you did! Well, what shall I do to conjure you tonight? Shall I become a raven and flit from cage to cage? Shall I dance a jig on the air, while Satan plays the fiddle? Ah! Why don't I turn you into a piece of cheese and let the rats tear you apart! Would that impress your magistrate?"
"I'm sure it might," Matthew said evenly. "But it would do neither of us any good, for if I were crumbs by dawn you would be ashes by noon."
"Some noon I shall be ashes. Why should it not be tomorrow?"
Matthew looked through the bars at Rachel Howarth, who had drawn her legs up beneath herself. "Not all in this town believe you to be a witch."
"Who does not?"
"One, at least. As for the name, I don't feel I should betray the confidence."
"One." She smiled thinly. "That one is not the magistrate, is it?"
"No."
"Well then? It is you?"
"I have an open mind on such subjects."
"And your magistrate does not?"
"Magistrate Woodward," Matthew said, "is a man of honor and conviction. No matter his reaction today, he will act in a tempered fashion. You'll notice no flames around your feet yet, and after Mr. Buckner's tale I think the magistrate might be justified in lighting the torch."
"Buckner!" Rachel spoke it like a spit. "He's insane. I was neither in his home nor in the orchard. I hardly know the man; perhaps I've spoken a dozen words to him altogether."
Matthew walked over to his desk and began to arrange the papers into a neat stack. "He seems to know you well enough. After your display here yesterday, I must wonder if your natural inclination is not to shed your clothing and walk the town."
"I shed my clothing for my husband," she said. "No one else. Certainly not in public, and certainly not... for the vile purposes Buckner imagined."
"Was that it, then? The imaginings of an old man?"
"Yes! Of course."
Matthew located a particular sheet of paper and read from it. "Regarding the incident in the orchard, Mr. Buckner says as follows: I
didn't tell nobody, not even after I heard what Elias Garrick seen. Then Lester Crane told me Stephen Dunton seen such a thing— them three creatures with the witch, 'cept they was doin' their wickedness inside the house where the Poole family used to live, right next to Dun-ton's farm." He looked up at her. "How could it be the imaginings of two men, at two different times and two different places?"
She didn't answer; her face seemed darker and she stared straight ahead.
"The testimony of Elias Garrick on Monday morning will add more sticks to your pyre," Matthew said. "Are you aware of what he's going to say?" There was no reply. "I take it that you are. Then we shall hear from a child by the name of Violet Adams. I have no knowledge of what she will testify. Do you?" Silence met his question. "Whatever it is, it will be doubly damning coming from a child. The magistrate is very sensitive to the testimony of children, and I would advise you to hold your tongue when she is speaking."
"No matter what lies she spews?" Rachel asked, still staring blankly ahead.
"No matter if she swears she witnessed you in a privyhouse accommodating three hundred and three demons. Keep your tongue shackled."
"You might care to know," Rachel said, "that the child's mother is the person who anointed my head with such a perfumed present before the church. Constance Adams made no secret of her feelings toward me." Rachel's head turned, and her eyes found Matthew's. "You're the magistrate's clerk, sworn to abide by his law. If you're not here to spy for him, then why are you in the least interested in what I might say or not say?"
Matthew continued straightening the sheets of paper. When he was done, he returned them to the box and closed the lid. It had taken him that long to formulate an answer. "I have a curiosity for puzzles," he said, refusing to meet her gaze. "I am satisfied only when all the pieces fit to perfection. In this instance ... I feel there are many pieces that have been forced into the wrong positions, and thus are ragged of edge. There are missing pieces that must be found. There are pieces that seem to be correct . . . but are, to me at least, of false shape. That is my interest."
A long silence followed, during which Matthew set about cleaning the quill. Then, "Do you think I am a witch?" Rachel asked pointedly.
"I think," he replied after some deliberation, "that this town is the host to a very cunning evil. Whether it is demon or man, it does seem Satanic. More than that, I can't say."
"Neither can I," she said. "But no matter who—or what— cut my husband's throat and masqueraded as me in these filthy performances, I'll be the one to burn for it." Matthew couldn't deny her statement. That conflagration now seemed very near indeed.
Lies upon lies, Mrs. Nettles had said. What she needs is a champion of truth.
Just as truth was sparse here, Matthew thought, so were champions. He was a clerk, nothing more. Not a magistrate, not an attorney . . . certainly not a champion.
He was certain of one thing, though; it had become clear to him, after the sickening ordeal of Buckner's testimony and the magistrate's forceful reaction. At the conclusion of these interviews, Woodward would be compelled to immediately order Rachel Howarth put to death. She would burn to the bone in a matter of days after that order had been read to the prisoner. And whose hand would scribe the sentence of death?
Matthew's own, of course. He had done it several times before; it was nothing new.
Except in this instance, he would go to his own grave pondering the pieces that did not fit, and agonized over the missing why.
He finished cleaning the quill and put it and the inkwell into the box, and then the box went into one of the desk's drawers— which Winston had obviously cleaned out before carting to the gaol, since the desk was absolutely empty—to await further need.
Then he stretched himself out in the straw—which was fresh thanks be to Mr. Green—closed his eyes, and tried to rest. It came to him only after a moment that he had reclined as far as possible from the bars that stood between his cage and Rachel Howarth's, and that in his right hand he gripped the Bible across his chest.
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BY THE TIME THE MAGISTRATE reached Dr. Shields's infirmary, which was a chalkwhite painted house on Harmony Street, he felt as if he were walking in a fog cloud. This dazed, opaque sensation was more than his physical distress; it was his mental burden, as well.
Woodward had just left the house of Lucretia Vaughan. Mrs. Vaughan had been summoned to the door by a lovely blonde girl of sixteen or thereabouts, whom the elder lady had introduced as her daughter Cherise. Upon returning the basket containing teapot and cups, Woodward had inquired why Mrs. Vaughan had wished the reddish-brown cup to be broken to pieces by Rachel Howarth.
"Surely you understand, being a sophisticated man of the city," Mrs. Vaughan had said, "that now the cup is much more valuable than before."
"Valuable?" he'd asked. "How is it that fragments of a cup are worth more than the whole?"
"Because she broke it," came the reply, which only further puzzled the magistrate. It must have shown on his face, because Mrs. Vaughan explained, "After the witch is put to death and Fount Royal is steadied again, the citizens of this town might wish to possess some token of the terrible ordeal we have been strong enough to endure." She gave a smile that Woodward could only describe as chilling. "It will take time, of course, but with the proper presentation the bits of broken cup might be sold as charms of good fortune."
"Pardon me?" Woodward had then felt the fog closing in around his head.
"I chose the nearest hue to blood-red that I could find," Mrs. Vaughan said, her tone of voice that of a sharper to a dimwit. "The blood of the witch. Or the scarlet tears of the witch. I haven't yet settled on one or the other. It's a matter of imagination, do you see?"
"I . . . fear my imagination isn't as developed as yours," Woodward said, a thick knot seemingly clogged in his throat.
"Thank you for returning these so promptly. At the appropriate time I can advertise that the pieces of cup broken by the witch were given to my own hand by the magistrate who executed her." Mrs. Vaughan now exhibited a slight frown. "Tell me—what's to become of the straw poppets?"
"The straw poppets?" he'd echoed.
"Yes. Surely you'll have no need of them after the witch is dead, will you?"
"Excuse me," Woodward had said. "I really must go."
And so he found himself—fogheaded under the gray-plated sky—reaching for the bellcord at Dr. Shields's door. Above the door, a sign painted in the medical colors of red, white, and blue announced this to be the shop of Benj. Shields, Surgeon Barber. Woodward pulled the cord and waited, and presently the door was opened by a portly, broad-faced woman with curly dark brown hair. He introduced himself, asked to be seen by Dr. Shields, and was admitted into a sparsely appointed parlor, the most notable feature of it being a gilded birdcage that held two yellow canaries. The woman, whose ample figure was contained by a beige dress and apron that might have served as a settler's tent, went through a door at the other side of the room and Woodward was left with the birds.
But not for very long, however, as within a minute or two the door opened again and the doctor appeared, his clothing a white blouse with sleeves rolled up, a wine-colored waistcoat, and charcoal-gray breeches. He wore his round-lensed spectacles, his long hair trailing over his shoulders. "Magistrate!" he said, and offered his hand. "To what do I owe this pleasure?"
"Would that pleasure was the purpose," Woodward answered, his voice—though quite husky—now in a fragile condition. "I fear I've been visited by ill health."
"Open your mouth, please," Shields instructed. "Angle your head back a bit, if you will." He peered in. "Oh my," he said, after the briefest of inspections. "Your throat appears quite swollen and aflame. You're in some pain, I would presume."
"Yes. Very much."
"No doubt. Come with me, let's have a better look."
Woodward followed the doctor through the door and along a hallway, past one room where there stood a basin of water, a chair, and a leather strop to keen the razor for the barbering duties, and past a second room that held three narrow beds. A young female with a plaster bandage around her right arm and her torpid face discolored by bruises lay in one of the beds, being fed a bowl of soup by the woman who'd admitted Woodward. He realized it must be Noles's unfortunate wife, who'd suffered the wrath of his carpet-beater.
A door into a third room further down the hallway was opened, and Shields said, "Sit there, please," as he motioned toward a chair positioned near the single window. The magistrate seated himself. Shields opened the shutters to let in the misty gray illumination. "My soul rose at the dawn," the doctor said, as he turned away to prepare the examination. "Then it fell back to earth and resides now in a puddle of mud."
"Myself the same. Will a full day of sun never again shine on the New World?"
"A debatable question, it seems."
Woodward considered the room into which he'd been led. It appeared to be both the physician's study and his apothecary. On one side of the chamber stood a timeworn desk and chair, next to which was a bookcase of what looked to be old medical tomes, by their thickness and the dark solemnity of their bindings. Opposite those furnishings was a long workbench built to the height of Dr. Shields's waist. Atop the bench, which had perhaps a dozen small drawers with ivory pulls constructed along its length, was a glassblower's nightmare of arcane bottles, beakers, jars, and the like, along with a set of measuring scales and various other instruments. On the wall, too, were mounted shelves that held more bottles and jars, many of the vessels murky with fluids and potions.
Shields scrubbed his hands with soap in a waterbowl. "You've just recently come into this condition? Or was it bothersome before you reached Fount Royal?"
"Just recently. It began as a slight soreness, but now ... I can hardly swallow."
"Hmmm." He dried his hands upon a cloth and then opened one of the bench's drawers. "We must go down into your throat." He turned toward the magistrate again, and Woodward saw with a start that Shields was holding a pair of clippers suitable for shearing treelimbs.
"Oh," Shields said with a slight smile at Woodward's alarm. "What I mean to say is, we must look down into your throat." With the clippers he snipped a candle in two, then laid the dread shears aside and fitted one of the candle stubs into a small metal holder with a mirror fixed behind the flame so as to amplify its light. He lit the candle from a match, then took another instrument out of a drawer and positioned the desk's chair in front of his patient. "Open wide, please."
Woodward did. Shields held the candle near the magistrate's mouth and studied the scene. "Quite raw, it appears. Are you having difficulty breathing as well?"
"It is a labor, yes."
"Lean your head back, let me inspect your nostrils." Shields gave a grunt as he peered up that formidable proboscis. "Yes, quite swollen there, too. The right much more than the left, but the passage of air is equally endangered. Your mouth open again."
This time when Woodward obeyed, the doctor inserted a long metal probe that at its end held a square of cotton secured by a clamp. "Refrain from swallowing, please." The cotton swabbed along the back of Woodward's throat, and the magistrate was compelled to squeeze his eyes shut and fight the urge to gag or cry out as the pain was so acute. At last the probe was withdrawn, and Woodward saw—through a veil of tears—that a pasty yellow fluid had soaked the cotton.
"I've seen this ailment before, in varying degrees of severity," the doctor said. "Your condition lies at about the midpoint. Such is the price one pays for habitation at the edge of a swamp, enduring fetid air and damp humours. This constriction and drainage is therefore inflicting extreme irritation to your throat." He stood up and laid the probe and yellow-soaked cotton on the benchtop. "I'll paint your throat with a tonic that should relieve much of the pain. I have also a remedy for the breathing obstruction." As he was speaking, he removed the tainted cotton and inserted a fresh square into the clamp.
"Thank God I can find some relief!" Woodward said. "It was sheer torture having to speak at the testimony today!"
"Ah, the testimony." Shields selected a bottle from the wall-shelf and removed its stopper. "Jeremiah Buckner was the first witness? Mr. Winston told me you were beginning with him."
"That's correct."
"I know his story." Shields returned to his chair, carrying bottle and probe but minus the mirrored candle this time. "It's enough to shock the hair off a wigstand, isn't it?"
"I've never heard anything more sickening."
"Open, please." Shields dipped the cotton into the bottle and brought it out wet with a dark brown liquid. "This may sting a bit, but it's the rawness being soothed." He slid the probe in and Woodward braced himself. "Steady, now." The liquid-soaked cotton made contact. Woodward almost bit down on the probe, so fierce was the pain. New tears sprang to his eyes, his hands curled into fists, and he found himself thinking that this must be akin to a burning at the stake but without the smoke. "Steady, steady," the doctor said, pausing to dip the cotton into the bottle again. The contest with agony began once more, and Woodward realized his head was starting to twist on his neck in an involuntary effort to escape; thus it was akin, he thought in a fevered sort of humor, to being hanged as well as being burnt.
In another moment, though, the awful pain did begin to subside. Shields kept redipping the cotton into the bottle and swabbing liquid liberally over the back of Woodward's throat. "You should be feeling some relief by now," Shields said. "Are you?" Woodward nodded, tears streaking his face.
"This is my own mixture: Jesuit's Bark, limonum, and opium, made more firm by a base of oxymel. It's shown very excellent results in the past. I'm even considering applying for a label." He made a few more applications of the tonic and then, satisfied that the magistrate's throat was well done, sat back with a smile. "There! I wish all my patients were as sturdy as you, sir! Ah, just a moment!" He got up, went to one of the drawers, and returned with a linen cloth. "You might wish to use this."
"Thank you," Woodward croaked. He used the cloth as it was intended, to blot his tears.
"If your condition worsens in the next few days, we shall apply the tonic again at a greater strength. But I expect you'll feel much more yourself by tomorrow evening. . . . Elias Garrick is to be your next witness?"
"Yes."
"He's already told you his story. Why do you need to see him?"
"His testimony must be spoken onto the record."
Dr. Shields peered over his spectacles, looking every bit the barn owl. "I must warn you that prolonged speaking will further harm your throat. You should rest it, by all means."
"I'm seeing Garrick on Monday. I'll have the Sabbath to rest."
"Even Monday might be too soon. I'd recommend a week of as little speech as absolutely necessary."
"Impossible!" Woodward said. "I'd be a fine magistrate who couldn't speak!"
"Be that as it may, I'm simply giving you my advice." He again went to the workbench, where he put aside the probe and opened a blue ceramic jar. "This remedy will aid your air passages," he said, returning to Woodward with the jar. "Take one."
Woodward looked into the jar and saw what appeared to be a dozen or so small brown sticks, each perhaps two inches in length. "What are they?"
"A botanical remedy, from the hemp plant. I grow and cure the weed myself, as it seems to be one of the few crops that will thrive in this atrocious climate. Go ahead; you'll find it quite a useful drug."
Woodward selected one of the sticks, which had a rather oily texture, and started to slide it into his mouth, intending to chew it. "No, no!" Shields said. "It's smoked, much as one would puff a pipe."
"Smoked?"
"Yes. Except for one difference: the smoke is pulled deeply into the lungs, let settle, and then slowly exhaled." Shields brought the candle over. "Put it between your lips and draw on it." The magistrate obeyed, and Shields touched the candle's flame to the stick's slightly twisted end. A thin plume of bluish smoke began to rise. "Draw it in," Shields instructed. "It will do you no good if you don't."
Woodward inhaled as deeply as possible. He felt the bitter-tasting smoke sear his lungs, and then the bout of coughing that burst forth from him brought fresh tears. He bent over, coughing and weeping.
"The first several inhalations are difficult," the doctor admitted. "Here, I'll show you how it's done." He seated himself, chose one of the hemp sticks, and lit it. Then he inhaled with a familiar ease. After a slight pause, he let the smoke exit his mouth. "You see? It does take some practise."
Even so, Woodward noted that Shields's eyes were glistening. He tried it again, and again was attacked by a coughing fit.
Shields said, "You may be taking in too much smoke. Small doses are the better."
"Do you insist I suffer this remedy?"
"I do. You'll breathe so much more freely." Shields inhaled again, uptilted his chin, and let the smoke drift toward the ceiling.
Woodward tried it a third time. The coughing was not so severe. The fourth time, he coughed only twice. By the sixth inhalation, there did seem to be some lessening of the pressure in his head.
Dr. Shields had almost smoked his down to the halfway point. He regarded the burning tip, and then he stared fixedly at Woodward. "You know, Magistrate," he said after a long silence, "you're a very fine man."
"And why is that, sir?"
"Because you take Robert Bidwell's bluff and bluster without complaint. You must be a fine man. By God, you must be verging on sanctity."
"I think not. I'm just a servant"
"Oh, more than a servant! You're master of the law, which makes you Bidwell's superior, since he so desperately needs what only you can supply."
"But I might say the same for you, sir," Woodward answered. He inhaled deeply, let settle, and then exhaled. The smoke, as it rose, seemed to him to break apart, merge, and break apart again like the movement of a beautiful kaleidoscope. "You are master of the healing arts."
"Would that I were!" Shields gave a hollow laugh, then leaned forward to give a conspiratorial whisper: "Most of the time, I don't know what the hell I'm doing."
"Oh, you're joking!"
"No." Shields drew again and the smoke spooled from his mouth. "It's quite pitifully true."
"I think your honesty has lost its brindle. I mean . . ." Woodward had to pause to collect the words. The lessening of the pressure in his head also seemed to have shaken the proper vocabulary from his brain. "Your modesty has lost its bridle, I think."
"Being a physician here ... in this town, at this time ... is a depressing occupation, sir. I have occasion to stroll past the cemetery in visiting my patients. Sometimes I feel I should set up office amid the graves, as there would not be as much travel required." He held the hemp stick between his lips and pulled rather violently on it. The amount of smoke that poured from his mouth was copious. Behind his spectacles, his eyes had become reddened and sad. "It's the swamp, of course. Human beings were not meant to live so near to such a miasma. It burdens the soul and weakens the spirit. Add upon that dismal picture the continual rain and the presence of the witch, and I cannot for the life of me see how Bidwell's town can thrive. People are leaving here every day . . . one way or the other. No." He shook his head. "Mark Fount Royal as doomed."
"If you really believe so, why don't you take your wife and leave?"
"My wife?"
"Yes." Woodward blinked heavily. His air passages were feeling so much clearer, but his mind seemed befogged. "The woman who admitted me. Isn't she your wife?"
"Oh, you mean Mrs. Heussen. My nurse. No, my wife and two sons—no, one son—live in Boston. My wife is a seamstress. I did have two sons. One of them ..." He inhaled in a way that struck Woodward as being needful. "... the eldest, was murdered by a highwayman on the Philadelphia Post Road. That would be . . . oh . .. eight years ago, I suppose, but still some wounds refuse the remedy of time. To have a child—no matter what age—snatched away from you in such a fashion ..." He trailed off, watching the blue smoke swirl in currents and eddies as it rose toward the ceiling. "Pardon me," he said presently, lifting a hand to rub his eyes. "My mind wandered."
"If I may ask," Woodward ventured, "why does your wife remain in Boston?"
"You're not suggesting that she come here to live, are you? Christ's Blood, I wouldn't hear of it! No, she's much better off in Boston, where the medical facilities are modern. They've tamed their salt marshes and tidepools up there, as well, so the damp humours aren't so vengeful." He took a quick sip of the hemp and slowly spewed out the smoke. "For the same reasons, Winston left his family in England and Bidwell wouldn't dream of having his wife make the voyage—not even on one of his own ships! You know, Johnstone's wife so detested the place that she returned to England and refused to make the crossing again. Do you blame her? This isn't a woman's land, that's a surety!"
Woodward, though this fog was rapidly overcoming his mind, remembered what he had intended to ask Dr. Shields. "About Schoolmaster Johnstone," he said, his tongue thick and seemingly coated with cat fur. "I have to inquire about this, and I know it must sound very strange, but . . . have you ever seen his deformed knee?"
"His knee? No, I haven't. I'm not sure I would care to, since deformation is not my area of interest. I have sold him bandages and liniment for his discomfort, though." Shields frowned. "Why do you ask such a question?"
"My curiosity," he replied, though it was more Matthew's curiosity that his own. "Uh . . . would it be unlikely that Mr. Johnstone could ... for instance . . . run or climb stairs?"
The doctor looked at Woodward as if the magistrate's senses had flown the coop.
"I take it that he could not," Woodward said.
"Most certainly not. Well, he might be able to climb stairs one at the time, but I think the effort would be considerable." He cocked his head to one side, his owlish eyes bright. "What are these questions about, Isaac? May I call you Isaac?"
"Yes, of course. And may I call you Benjamin?"
"Absolutely. So: Isaac, my friend, why these questions pertaining to Johnstone's knee?"
"A thief entered Mr. Bidwell's house early this morning," Woodward said, leaning his head forward. Smoke moved sinuously between himself and the doctor. "Whoever it was, he stole a gold coin from my clerk's room—"
"Ah, yes." Shields nodded. "The famous coin. I heard about it from Malcolm Jennings when he came to have a boil lanced."
"I encountered the thief in the hallway," Woodward continued. "He was a big man, with the strength of a bull. I fought him as best I could, but as he had caught me from behind I was at the disadvantage." It seemed more true now in his recollection that this had occurred, and who was to say it had not? "Everything happened so quickly," Woodward said. "I didn't see his face. He knocked a lamp from my hand and fled down the staircase. Of course I know Mr. Johnstone's deformity is severe, but . . . my clerk wanted to learn whether you've inspected his knee, and if he's capable of such an action."
Shields laughed. "Surely you're not serious! Alan Johnstone a thief! I should say that in all of Fount Royal there's no one who'd be less a thief! The man's from a wealthy family!"
"I presumed so, since he did attend All Souls' College at Oxford, but one never knows."
"I've personally seen his gold pocket watch, inscribed with his initials. He owns a gold ring with a ruby in it the size of a man's fingernail!" Shields laughed again, rather giddily. "A thief indeed! No, it wouldn't be possible for Alan to run down a staircase. You've seen how he depends on his cane."
"Yes, I have. But the theory that I believe my clerk is advancing—and understand, please, that he's young and his imagination roams unrestrained—is that Mr. Johnstone's knee appears to be malformed, but is in truth—his theory, now—as normal as yours or mine."
Shields blinked, took a sip of smoke, blinked again, and then his face broke into a merry grin. "Oh, you're wearing a jester's cap now, is that it?"
Woodward shrugged. "My clerk is quite serious. Therefore I had to make the inquiry."
The doctor's grin faltered. "This is the most . . . unbalanced thing I've ever heard! You can see the deformity of his knee through his stocking! He's been in Fount Royal for three years! Why in the world would it serve him to devise such a pretense?"
"I have no idea. Again, please understand that Matthew is a very intelligent young man, but that sometimes his mind is unfettered by common sense."
"I should say so!" Shields smoked his remedy some more, and so did the magistrate. Woodward was feeling quite better now, most of the pain having left his throat and his breathing passages much clearer. The movement of the smoke entranced him, and the quality of the light entering the room was like gray silk. "I will tell you something about Alan that you might find of interest," Shields suddenly confided. "About his wife, I mean." He pitched his voice a little lower. "Her name was Margaret. She was . . . how shall I say this ... of a peculiar character."
"In what way?"
"A lovely woman, no doubt. But . . . her bell was somewhat cracked. I never witnessed any of her outbursts, but I heard from reliable sources that she was quite the hellion, with a penchant for throwing whatever came to hand. Winston witnessed it, one night at Bidwell's house. The woman flew into a rage and smashed a platter of chicken against the wall. And there was the other thing." Shields let his sentence hang while he puffed his hemp stick, which was beginning to burn down between his fingers. "One moment." He got up, went to the workbench, and returned with the small stub of hemp clamped in the probe as the cotton had been. He sat down again, a mischievous shine in his eyes. "Mrs. Johnstone and the husband of that poor woman in the infirmary ..." He motioned with an angling of his head in the direction of the other room. "They had a number of assignations."
"Noles and Johnstone's wife?"
"Correct. And quite bold about it, as I recall. Many knew what was going on—including Noles's wife. In time someone told Alan, but I think it came as no surprise to him. Well, Margaret despised Fount Royal anyway—she made no secret of that—and so Alan took her back to England to live with her parents. She was of wealthy stock too—her father was in the textile business—but I believe she was a trifle overbred. A few months later, Alan returned here and the matter was forgotten."
"Adultery is a serious offense," Woodward said. "Did he not wish to press charges?"
"I honestly think he was relieved to be rid of the woman. She was a menace to his reputation, and certainly lacking in decorum. Alan is a quiet, thoughtful man who keeps to himself for the most part, but he does have a cutting wit."
"He must be a dedicated teacher, to have returned so soon to Fount Royal."
"That he is. He's taken it upon himself to educate not only the children here, but many of the farmers who can't read. And of course the salary Bidwell pays him is hardly enough to buy a needle and thread, but as I say the schoolmaster has money of his own."
Woodward nodded, drawing once more on his hemp stick; it had burned quite well down, and he could feel its heat between his fingers. In fact, he felt very warm all over now, and was perspiring. This was a good thing, he thought. It must mean that he was sweating out the bad humours. His eyes felt heavy-lidded, and without much prompting he could lie down and take a nap. "What about Winston?" he asked.
"What of him?"
"I mean, what do you know about him?"
Shields grinned, smoke leaking between his teeth. "Am I on the witness stand, sir?"
"No, and I don't intend to sound like a magistrate. I'd simply like to know more about the people here."
"I see," Shields said, though from his tone of voice it was clear he still believed court was in session. After a pause of deliberation, he said, "Edward Winston is a loyal mule. You know that Winston was Bidwell's office manager in London, don't you? He's an excellent administrator, organizer, and bean counter. He, too, keeps quite to himself. I think in his case he's a bit uncomfortable around people. But it was his idea to bring the maskers here."
"The maskers?"
"Yes. The actors, that is. Bidwell's fond of the theater. For the past three summers, a travelling company has come to enact a morality play. It does seem to bring some culture and civilization out here in the wilderness. At least, the citizens have something to look forward to every year. They come in mid-July, so it's a pity you won't be present to see them." Shields took one last puff and realized he had reached the end of his stick. "Then again," he said, "Fount Royal may not be here in mid-July, either."
"What of Nicholas Paine?" Woodward asked. "Do you know him well?"
"Nicholas Paine," the doctor repeated. He smiled slightly. "Yes, I do know him well."
"He seems an able man." Woodward was thinking of that term Paine had used: black-flagger. "What do you know of his history?"
"I know he has one. A history, I mean."
"I'd call that a cryptic remark," Woodward said when Shields lapsed into silence.
"Nicholas is a very private man," Shields offered. "He has been a jack-of-all-trades. Was a seaman for a number of years, I understand. But he's not open to discussing his past at much length."
"Is he married? Does he have a family?"
"He was married, when he was a younger man. His wife perished from an illness that caused her to suffer fits until she died."
Woodward had lifted the small stub to his mouth for a final inhalation; now, however, his hand froze. "Fits?" he said. He swallowed thickly. "What kind of fits?"
"Convulsions, I suppose." The doctor shrugged. "Some form of fever, most probably. Or the plague. But it was long ago, and I'm sure Paine wouldn't care to speak about it. In fact, I know he would not."
"The plague," Woodward repeated. His eyes had become glazed, not entirely from the bitterly compelling smoke of his remedy.
"Isaac?" Shields, noting the other man's vacant stare, touched the magistrate's sleeve. "What is it?"
"Oh, forgive me." Woodward blinked, waved some of the fumes away from his face, and brought himself back to his surroundings. "I was thinking, that's all."
Shields nodded, a sly smile twisting his mouth. "Yes. Thinking of whom you might ask questions about me, is that correct?"
"No. About something else entirely."
"But you are planning on inquiring about me, are you not? It would only be fair, since you've pumped the well concerning the schoolmaster, Mr. Winston, and Mr. Paine. Ah, I believe you're done with that! May I?" He took the burnt-down stub from Woodward's hand and placed it, along with the remnant of his own, into a small pewter jar, which he then closed with a hinged lid. "Are you feeling better now?"
"Yes. Remarkably so."
"Good. As I said, you might have to repeat the treatment according to your constitution. We shall see." Shields stood up. "Now allow me to escort you to Van Gundy's tavern for a cup of his excellent hard cider. Also he has a stock of peanuts on hand, as I'm feeling quite hungry. Will you join me?"
"I would be honored."
When the magistrate stood from his chair, his legs almost betrayed him. His head was swimming and strange lights seemed to dance behind his eyes. But the pain in his throat had all but vanished, and his breathing was miraculously cleared. The doctor's remedy, he thought, was surely a wonder drug.
"Sometimes the smoke does play tricks with the balance," Shields said. "Here, take my arm and a'tavern we shall go!"
"A tavern, a tavern!" Woodward said. "My kingdom for a tavern!" This struck him as riotously funny, and he began to laugh at his own wit. The laughter was a little too loud and a little too harsh, however, and even in his lightened state of mind he knew what he was trying to cloak.
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WITH THE FADING of the light, the rats grew bold. Matthew had heard their squeakings and rustlings all the afternoon, but they'd not yet made an appearance. He'd been relieved to find that the rodents had not emerged to attack either his lunch or supper—meager beef broth and two slices of black bread, humble but stomach-filling—but now, ever since Green had closed the roof hatch and left only a single lantern burning on its hook, the creatures were creeping out of their nooks and crannies to claim the place.
"Watch your fingers," Rachel told him, sitting on her bench. "They'll give you a bite if you try to strike them. If one crawls on you tonight, it's best to lie perfectly still. They'll be sniffing at you, that's all."
"The one that bit your shoulder," Matthew said. He was standing up, his back against the wall. "Was it only sniffing?"
"No, I tried to get that one away from my waterbucket. I found out they can jump like cats, and I also learned they're going to have your water no matter what you do."
Matthew picked up his own bucket of water, which Green had recently filled from a larger container, and he drank copiously from it. Enough, he hoped, to quench his thirst for the night.
Then he placed the bucket on the floor in the opposite corner, as far away from his bed of straw as possible.
"Green only brings fresh water every other day," Rachel said, watching him. "You won't mind drinking after the rats when you get thirsty enough."
Another quandary had presented itself to Matthew, far worse than the problem of the rodents and the waterbucket. Green had also brought in a fresh bucket to be used for elimination. Matthew had realized he was going to have to pull down his breeches and use it—sooner or later—right in front of the woman. And, likewise, she would be using her own without benefit of a shade or screen. He thought he might endure two more lashes added to his sentence if he could have at least a modicum of privacy, but it was not to be.
Suddenly a dark shape darted from a small crevice in the wall of Matthew's cell and went straight for the bucket. As Matthew watched, the rodent—black-furred, red-eyed, and as long as his hand—climbed swiftly up the bucket's side and leaned over its rim to lap the water, its claws gripping the wood. A second one followed, and then a third. The things interrupted their drinking to chatter like washerwomen trading gossip at the common well, and then they broke ranks and squeezed their bodies again into the crevice.
It was going to be a very long night.
Matthew had several books on hand, courtesy of the magistrate, who'd brought the tomes from Bidwell's library that afternoon, but as the light was so meager there would be no reading tonight. Woodward had told him he'd had an interesting conversation with Dr. Shields, and would reveal more when Matthew was set free. Now, though, Matthew felt the walls and bars closing in upon him; without proper light by which to read or write, and with rats scratching and scurrying in the logs, he feared he might lose his grip on his decorum and shame himself before Rachel Howarth. It shouldn't matter, of course, because after all she was an accused murderess—and much worse—but still he desired to present himself as a sturdy oak, not the thin willow he felt to be.
It was warm and steamy in the gaol. Rachel cupped her hands into her waterbucket and dampened her face, washing off the salty perspiration that had collected on her cheeks and forehead. She cooled her throat with the water as well, and paid no heed when two rats squeaked and fought in the corner of her cage.
"How long is it that you've been here?" Matthew asked, sitting on his bench with his knees pulled up to his chin. "This is the second week of May, is it not?"
"Yes."
"I was brought here on the third day of March."
Matthew flinched at the very thought of it. No matter what she might have done, she was made of sterner stuff than he. "How do you stand it, day after day?"
She finished bathing her throat before she replied. "Do I have any choice but to stand it? I suppose I could become a gibbering fool. I suppose I could break down, fall to my knees, and confess witchcraft at the boots of fine Mr. Bidwell, but should I go to my death that way?"
"You could recite the Lord's Prayer before him. That might win you some mercy."
"No," she said, and she aimed those fierce amber eyes at him, "it would not. As I told you, I refuse to recite something that has no meaning in this town. And my recitation of it would change no one's mind about my guilt." She cupped her hands again and this time let the water flow through her wild mane of ebony hair. "You heard what the magistrate said. If I spoke the Lord's Prayer, it might be a trick of the Devil to save my skin."
Matthew nodded. "I grant you, you're right. Bidwell and the others have made their opinions about you, and nothing will shake them."
"Except one thing," she said firmly. "Discovering who really murdered the reverend and my husband, and who plotted this evil against me."
"Discovery is only half the solution. The other half would be the presentation of proof, without which discovery is hollow."
When Matthew was silent again he was aware of the noises the rats were making, so he chose to speak in an effort to keep his mind busied. "Who would have cause to commit those crimes? Do you have any idea?"
"No."
"Did your husband anger someone? Did he cheat someone? Did he—"
"This is not about Daniel," she interrupted. "It is about me. I was chosen as the object of this farce because of the very reasons I was hounded from their church. My mother was Portuguese, my father a dark Irishman. But I have my mother's color and her eyes. They mark me as surely as a raven among doves. I alone am of this color, here in this town. Who would not look upon me as someone different. . . someone to be feared, because I am different?"
Matthew had thought of another reason, as well: her exotic beauty. He doubted that a woman more comely than Rachel Howarth had ever set foot in Fount Royal. Her nigrescent coloring was surely objectionable to many—if not most—in this society of pallid whitebreads, but that very same hue was as the burnished flesh of a forbidden fruit. He'd never in his life seen anyone the equal of her. She seemed more proud animal than suffering human, and he thought that this quality too could stir the fire of a man's lust. Or fan the crackling embers of another woman's jealousy.
"The evidence against you," he said, and quickly amended himself: "The apparent evidence against you is overwhelming. Buckner's story may be riddled with holes, but he believes what he said today to be true. The same with Elias Garrick. He firmly believes he witnessed you in . . . shall we say . . . intimate accord with Satan."
"Lies," she said.
"I have to disagree. I don't think they're lying."
"So you do believe me to be a witch, then?"
"I don't know what I believe," he said. "Take the poppets, for instance. They were found under a floorboard of your kitchen. A woman named Cara—"
"Grunewald," Rachel said. "She pinched her husband's ear for speaking to me, long before any of this happened."
"Madam Grunewald saw the location of the poppets in a dream," Matthew continued. "How do you account for that?"
"Simply. She made the poppets and put them there herself."
"If she hated you so deeply, then why did she leave Fount Royal? Why did she not stay to testify before the magistrate? Why did she not satisfy her hatred by remaining here to watch your execution?"
Now Rachel was staring at the floor. She shook her head.
Matthew said, "If I had made the poppets and hidden them beneath the floorboard, I would make certain to be in the crowd on the day of your departure from this earth. No, I don't believe Madam Grunewald had a hand in creating them."
"Nicholas Paine," Rachel said suddenly, and looked again at Matthew. "He was one of the three men who broke down my door that March morning, bound me with ropes, and threw me into the back of a wagon. He also was one of the men who found the poppets."
"Who were the other two men who took you into custody?"
"Hannibal Green and Aaron Windom. I never shall forget that dawn. They dragged me from my bed, and Green locked his arm around my throat to stop my screaming. I spat in Windom's face and got a slap for it."
"Paine, Garrick, James Reed, and Kelvin Bonnard discovered the poppets," Matthew said, recalling what Garrick had said on the night of their arrival. "Can you think of any possible reason Paine or any of those others might have fashioned them and hidden them there?"
"No."
"All right, then." Matthew saw another dark streak go across the floor. He watched the rat climb up the side of the waterbucket and drink. "Let us say that Paine, for whatever reason, did make the poppets and put them under the floorboard. Why should it be Madam Grunewald who saw their location in a dream? Why should it not be Paine himself, if he was so eager to present physical evidence against you?" He pondered the question and thought he might have an answer. "Did Paine have . . . uh . . . a relationship with Madam Grunewald?"
"I don't think so," Rachel replied. "Cara Grunewald was as fat as a pig and had half her nose eaten away by the pox."
"Oh." Matthew pondered some more. "Less reason she should leave Fount Royal, then, if she had made the poppets and knew you to be falsely accused. No, whoever fashioned them is still here. Of that I'm positive. A person who would go to the effort of such deceit would make sure he—or she—had the satisfaction of watching you die." He glanced through the bars at her. "Pardon my bluntness."
Rachel said nothing for a while, as the rats continued to squeak and scurry in the walls. Then, "You know, I'm really beginning to believe you've not been sent here to spy on me."
"You should. I'm here—unfortunately—on a criminal offense."
"Involving the blacksmith, did you say?"
"I entered his barn without permission," Matthew explained. "He attacked me, I injured his face, and he desired satisfaction. Therefore the three-day sentence and three lashes."
"Seth Hazelton is a very strange man. I wouldn't doubt that he attacked you, but what was the reason?"
"I discovered a sack hidden in the barn that he desired not to have brought to light. According to him, it was full of his wife's belongings. But I think it was something else altogether."
"What, then?"
He shook his head. "I don't know, but I do intend to find out."
"How old are you?" she asked suddenly. "Twenty years."
"Have you always been so curious?"
"Yes," he answered. "Always."
"From what I saw today, the magistrate doesn't appreciate your curiosity"
Matthew said, "He appreciates the truth. Sometimes we arrive at it from different routes."
"If he chooses to believe what's claimed about me, he is lost in the wilderness," she said. "Tell me why it is that you—a clerk—seem to grant me more innocence than does a learned magistrate of the law."
Matthew thought about this point before he gave a reply. "Perhaps it's because I never met a witch before."
"And the magistrate has?"
"He's never tried a witch, but he does know judges who have. I think also that he was more impressed by the Salem trials than I, since I was only thirteen years at the time and still in an almshouse." Matthew rested his chin upon one of his knees. "The magistrate has in his sphere of learning all the accumulated knowledge of English law," he said. "Some of that knowledge is built on a framework of medieval belief. As I am a lowly clerk and have not yet been immersed in such knowledge, I do not hold so strongly to its conceptions. You should realize, however, that Magistrate Woodward is indeed a liberal jurist. If he were entirely of the medieval mind, you would be burnt by now."
"What's he waiting for, then? If I'm going to burn anyway, why hear these witnesses?"
"The magistrate wants to give you an opportunity to answer all the charges. It's the proper way of procedure."
"Damn the procedure!" Rachel snapped, and she stood up. "Damn the charges! They're all lies!"
"Profanity will not help your position," Matthew said calmly. "I'd suggest you refrain from it."
"What will help my position?" she demanded, approaching the bars. "Shall I fall on my knees and beg mercy for crimes I haven't committed? Shall I sign over my husband's land and all my possessions and swear upon the Bible that I shall never bewitch the citizens of Fount Royal again? Tell me! What can I possibly do to save my life?"
It was a good question. So good, in fact, that Matthew was unable to supply an answer. The best he could manage was: "There is some hope."
"Ah, hope!" Rachel said bitterly. Her hands curled around the bars. "Perhaps you're not a spy, but you're a liar and you know you are. There is no hope for me. There never was any hope, not since that morning I was dragged from my house. I am going to be executed for crimes I have not committed, and the murderer of my husband will go free. Where's the hope in that?"
"Hey, there! Quiet down!" It was Hannibal Green, thundering from the entrance. He came into the gaol, bearing a lantern, and behind him trudged the filthy, ragged figure Matthew had last seen by the light of a burning house. Gwinett Linch had his ratsack at his side, a cowhide bag over his shoulder, and his sticker in his hand.
"Brought you some company," Green rumbled. "Gonna clean this hole up a bit."
Rachel didn't respond. Tight-lipped, she returned to her bench and sat down, then she covered her head and face with her cowl again.
"Which one'll do ye?" Green asked of the ratcatcher, and Linch motioned toward the cage opposite Matthew's. Linch entered the cell and used his foot to brush aside the layer of dirty straw from the floor in a small circle. Then he reached into a pocket of his breeches and his hand emerged to throw a few dozen dried kernels of corn into the circle. Again his hand went into his pocket, and then a number of small pieces of potato joined the corn kernels. He produced a wooden jar from the cowhide bag, out of which he shook a brown powdery substance around the circle's perimeter. The same brown powder was shaken here and there in the straw, and applied at the base of the cell's walls.
"You gonna need me?" Green asked.
Linch shook his head. "I mi' be a while."
"Here, I'll give you the keys. You can lock up when you're done. Remember to put out the lantern."
The exchange of the keys was made, after which Green hurried out. Linch shook more of the brown powder into the straw, making trails between the corners of the walls and the circle.
"What is that?" Matthew inquired. "Some kind of poison?"
"It's most ground sugar," Linch answered. "With a teech of opium mixed to it. Got to get them rats drowsy, slow 'em down some." He returned the lid to the wooden jar and put it back in the cowhide bag. "Why? You thinkin' of robbin' my job?"
"I think not."
Linch grinned. He was listening to the squeakings and squealings of the rats, which had obviously caught scent of the feast that was being offered to them. Linch put on his deerskin gloves and then with smooth familiarity removed the piece of wood that secured the single blade at the end of his sticker. From his bag he brought out a fearsome appliance that had five curved blades, much like small scythes, and this he twisted into position on the sticker's tip. Two metal clips were forced into grooves to lock the ugly implement, and then Linch regarded it with obvious pride. "Ever see such a thing, boy?" he asked. "I can strike two or three at a time with this. Thought it up myself."
"An artful device, I'm sure."
"A useful device," Linch corrected. "Hazelton fashioned it for me. He's an inventor, once he puts his mind to a task." He cocked his head toward a rustling in the corner.
"Ah, listen to 'em! Fightin' to eat their last meal!" His grin widened. "Hey, witch!" he called to Rachel. "You gonna give me a tumble 'fore you burn?"
She didn't dignify his request with a reply or even a movement.
"You get over close to her, boy, and stick out your cock," Linch said. "She mi' suck it for you." He laughed as Matthew's face bloomed red, and then he pulled the cell's bench next to the cleared-off circle. When it was situated as he pleased, Linch left the cell to pluck the lantern from its hook and he brought it into the cage with him. He put it down on the floor a few feet away from the circle, then he sat upon the bench with his legs crossed beneath him and the five-bladed sticker held in a two-handed grip. "Won't be long now," he announced. "They're gettin' 'em-selves a taste of that sweet stupidity."
Matthew saw the ratcatcher's luminous pale gray eyes glitter in the dim candlelight. They might have been the icy eyes of a specter rather than those of a human being. Linch spoke again, in a low, soft, almost singsong cadence: "Come out, come out, my dames and dandies. Come out, come out, and taste my candies." He repeated it twice more, each time becoming softer and more song than speech.
And then, indeed, a large black rat did enter the deadly circle. It sniffed at a piece of potato, its tail twitching; then it grabbed up a corn kernel between its teeth and fled for the darkness again.
"Come out, come out," Linch sang, all but whispering. He stared at the circle, waiting for the rodents to appear in his field of vision. "Come out, come out, and taste my candies."
Another rat appeared, grabbed up a corn kernel, and fled. But the third rat that entered the circle moved more sluggishly, and Matthew knew it must be feeling the effects of Linch's sugared opium. This benumbed rodent chewed on one of the potatoes for a moment, then stood up on its hind legs to stare at the candleflame as if it were a celestial light.
Linch was very fast. The sticker whipped down in a blur of motion and there was a high-pitched squeal as the rat was impaled. At once Linch snapped the small beast's neck, then plucked the carcass from its blade and made a deposit in his sack. All of this had taken only a very few seconds, and now Linch held the sticker ready again and he was softly singing. "Come out, come out, my dames and dandies. Come out, come out, and taste my candies ..."
Within a minute, Matthew had witnessed two more executions and a near-miss. Linch might be disgusting, Matthew thought, but he was certainly proficient at his task.
The rats that were entering the circle now showed signs of lethargy. Feasting on the sugar and opium had clearly robbed them of much of their survival instinct. A few of them still had the speed to escape Linch's blades, but most perished before they could turn tail. Several died so bewildered they didn't even squeal as they were pierced.
After twenty or more executions there was quite a lot of rodent blood in the circle, yet the rats kept coming, too drug-fogged to be daunted from the promise of such treats. Every once in a while Linch would repeat in that soft, singsong tone his little ditty about dandies and candies, but it was such an easy massacre that it seemed a waste of breath. Down came the sticker, and rarely did Linch misjudge his aim. Soon the ratcatcher was killing them two at a time.
In forty minutes or so, the number of rodents began to subside. Matthew presumed that either Linch had killed the majority of gaolhouse rats, or that at last the odors of blood and carnage were strong enough to warn them away even through the numbing effects of the—as Linch had put it—"sweet stupidity." The ratcatcher, too, seemed thoroughly fatigued by the slaughter, which had bloodied his gloves and bulged his sack.
One small gray specimen, weaving around like a drunken lord, entered the circle. As Matthew watched, intrigued not by the grisly spectacle but by Linch's speed and surety of dispatch, the little rat nibbled at a kernel of corn and then began to chase its tail with ferocious intent. Around and around it went in a mad spin, with Linch's sticker poised above it waiting to strike. At last the rat gave up the chase and lay on its belly as if exhausted. Matthew expected the sticker to flash down and a blade to bite deep, but Linch stayed his hand.
The ratcatcher gave a long, weary sigh. "You know," he said quietly, "they ain't such terrible creatures. Got to eat, just like anybody. Got to live. They came over on the ships, same as the people did. They're smart beasts; they know that where the people are, that's where they'll find food. No, they ain't so terrible." He leaned over and touched a finger to some of the sugared opium he'd scattered on the floor, and then he pressed the finger to the rat's mouth. Whether it ate the offering or not,
Matthew couldn't tell, but the rodent was far too stupified to flee.
"Hey, watch this trick," Linch said. He reached over, picked up the lantern, and began to move it in a slow, sinuous circle above the gray rat. The rodent just lay there, seemingly uninterested, its body stretched out next to a gnawed lump of potato. Linch kept the movement slow and steady, and presently Matthew saw the rat's tail twitch and its head angle up toward the mysterious glow that was circling its theater of night. A minute passed. Linch kept moving the lantern around and around, with no discernible reduction or addition of speed. The candlelight glinted red in the eyes of the rat, and ice-white in the eyes of the ratcatcher.
Linch whispered, "Up, my pretty. Up, up, my pretty." The rat's tail continued to twitch, its eyes followed the light, but otherwise it remained stationary.
"Up, up," Linch whispered, again almost in a singsong cadence. "Up, up, my pretty." The lantern went around and around again. Linch bent his head toward the rodent, his untamed brows knitting with concentration. "Up, up," he spoke, a compelling note entering his voice. "Up, up."
Suddenly the rat gave a shiver and stood on its hind legs. Balancing on its tail, it began to circle with the progress of the lantern, like a tiny dog begging for a bone. Matthew watched with absolute fascination, realizing the rat in its bewildered state was transfixed by the candle. The rodent's eyes were directed to the flame, its stubby front legs clawing at the air as if desiring union with that which made such a strange and beautiful illumination. Who knew what the rat was seeing—by benefit of the sugared opium—there at the center of the fire?
"Dance for me," Linch whispered. "A reel, if you please." He circled the lantern a bit faster, and it seemed the rodent turned faster as well, though this might have been Matthew's imagination. Indeed, one might imagine the rat had become a dancer in accord with Linch's command. Its hind legs were shivering, about to collapse, yet still the rat sought communion with the flame.
"Pretty, pretty one," Linch said, in a voice as soft as a touch of mist on the cheek. And then he brought the sticker down, not hurriedly but rather with an air of resignation. Two of the blades pierced the rat's exposed belly and the rodent stiffened and shrieked. It bared its teeth and gnashed at the air, as most of its brothers and sisters had done in their death agonies. Linch put the lantern aside, broke the rat's neck with a quick jerk of his right hand, and the bloody carcass went into the sack with the others.
"How'd you like that?" he asked Matthew, his grin wide and expectant of praise.
"Quite impressive," Matthew said. "You might find employ in a circus, if you would spare the life of your partner."
Linch laughed. He removed a dark-stained cloth from his bag and began to clean the sticker's five blades, which meant the executions had come to an end. "I was in the circus," he said as he blotted away the blood. "Nine, ten years ago back in England. Used rats in my act. Dressed 'em up in little suits, made 'em dance just as you saw. They have a taste of ale or rum—or stronger—and a candle makes 'em think they're seein' God. Whatever God is to a rat, I mean."
"How come you to leave the circus?"
"Didn't get on so well with the bastard who owned it. I was makin' the lion's share of money for him, but he was payin' me lamb's wages. Anyhow, the plague's got so bad over there your audience is all ribs and teeth." He shrugged. "I found me a better way to earn my livin'."
"Ratcatching?" Matthew realized he'd spoken it a shade distastefully.
"Gainful elimination of pests," Linch answered. "Like I told you, every town's got to have a ratcatcher. If there's anythin' on earth I know about, it's rats. And people, too," he added. "I know enough about people to be happy I spend most of my time with rats." He shook the heavy sack full of carcasses. "Even if they are dead ones."
"A delightful sentiment," Matthew said.
Linch stood up, the ratsack attached to his belt. He returned the bloodied cloth to the cowhide bag and slipped its strap around his shoulder. "I been here near two years," he said. "Long enough to know this is a good town, but it ain't got a chance while that witch stays alive." He nodded toward Rachel in her cage. "Ought to take her out come Monday mornin' and finish her off. Put her out of her misery and the rest of us out of ours, too."
"Has she done anything against you?" Matthew asked.
"No. Not yet, I mean to say. But I know what she's done, and what she's like to do 'fore it's over." He held the sticker in his right hand and picked up the lantern with his left. "If I was you, boy, I'd watch my back tonight."
"Thank you for your concern, sir."
"You're so very welcome." Linch gave a mocking bow. When he had straightened up, he narrowed his eyes and looked around the cell. "Believe I've cleaned the place might fairly. Maybe a few more still hidin', but none much to worry about. I'll say good night to you and the witch, then." He left the cell and started off, still carrying the lantern.
"Wait!" Matthew said, his hands clenching the bars. "Aren't you going to leave the light?"
"What, this stub of a candle? Ain't an hour of burnin' left in it. Anyway, how am I supposed to see to lock up? No, I'm takin' it with me." Without a further word Linch walked out of the gaol and the darkness was total. There was the sound of a chain rattling as Linch secured the entrance, and then the awful silence descended.
Matthew stayed exactly where he was for a minute or more, still gripping the bars. He stared toward the gaol's doorway, hoping beyond hope that Linch, or someone, would return with a lantern, because this darkness was a brutally terrible thing. He could smell the blood of rats. He felt his nerves starting to unravel like axe-hacked ropes.
"I told you," Rachel said in a quiet but very calm voice. "The darkness is bad. They never leave a lantern in here at night. You might have known that."

"Yes." His voice sounded thick. "I might have."
He heard her stand up from her bench. He heard her footsteps through the straw. Then there came the rustling of her sackcloth gown and the scrape of a bucket. What followed next was the noise of a stream of water.
One problem, he realized grimly, had been solved.
He would have to bear the dark, though it was almost beyond endurance. He would have to bear it anyway, because if he did not fight its pressure upon his mind, then he might scream or weep, and what good would come of those actions? Surely he could bear it for three nights, if Rachel Howarth had borne it for three months. Surely he could.
From the logwall behind him he heard a squeaking and scurrying. He knew full well that now had come the night that would test his mettle, and if his mettle be found cracked he was lost.
Rachel's voice suddenly came from just beyond the bars that parted them. "Try to sleep, if you can. There's no use in standing up all night."
At last Matthew reluctantly loosened his grip on the iron and made his way past the desk to the place in the straw where he'd decided to sleep. That had been before the light had been taken, of course. He knelt down, feeling around to make sure no rats were waiting to attack him. There were none, though they sounded alarmingly near. He lay on his side and curled himself up into a tight ball, his arms around his knees. It seemed eons until the dawn.
He heard the woman lie down in the straw. Then silence reigned, except for the rodents. He clenched his teeth together and squeezed his eyes shut. Perhaps he made a noise of despair—a gasp, a moan, something—but he wasn't sure.
"May I call you Matthew?" Rachel asked.
It wasn't proper. Wasn't proper at all. He was the magistrate's clerk, and she the accused. No, such familiarity was not proper.
"Yes," he said, his voice strained and near cracking. "Good night, Matthew."
"Good night," he answered, and he almost said Rachel but he closed his mouth before the name could emerge. He did speak it, though, in his innermost voice.
He waited, listening. For what, he did not know. Perhaps the buzz of a luminous, witch-directed fly. Perhaps the cold laughter of a demon who had come to visit for obscene purposes; perhaps the sound of raven's wings flitting in the dark. None of those sounds occurred. There were just the furtive noises of the surviving rodents and then, a while later, the soft breathing of Rachel Howarth in sleep.
What she needs is a champion of truth, he thought.
And who in this town could be that champion but himself? But the evidence . . . the apparent evidence . . . was so damning.
Damning or not, there were so many questions. So many whys, he could scarce list them all in his mind.
One thing was certain: if the woman was not a witch, someone in Fount Royal—perhaps more than a single person—had gone to great and evil effort to paint her as one. Again the question: why?
In spite of his trepidations, his body was relaxing. He felt sleep coming nearer. He fought it by going over in his head the testimony of Jeremiah Buckner. At last, though, sleep was the victor, and he joined Rachel in the land of forgetting.
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THE POWER OF GOD was the subject of Robert Bidwell's lecture at the Anglican church on Sabbath morn, and during its second hour—as Bidwell paused to drink a cup of water and renew his vigor—the magistrate felt his eyes drooping as if drawn down by leaden weights. It was a sensitive situation, as he was seated in the front pew of the church, and thus being in the seat of honor Woodward was subject to the stares and whispers of the congregation. Such would not be worrisome to him if he were in firmer health, but as he'd slept very poorly and his throat was once more ravaged and swollen, he might have chosen a rack-and-wheel over the torture of this predicament.
Bidwell, to be so eloquent and forceful face-to-face, was a wandering wastrel at the pulpit. Between half-cooked pronouncements simmered long pauses, while the congregation steamed in the close, hot room. To add even more injury, Bidwell didn't know his Good Book very well and continually misquoted what to Woodward were passages every child had memorized by the age of baptism. Bidwell asked the congregation to join him in prayer after prayer concerning the well-being and future of Fount Royal, a task which became truly laborious by the fifth or sixth amen. Heads nodded and snores grumbled, but those who dared to sleep were slapped awake by the glove that Mr. Green—who was acting just as much gaol-keeper here as at the gaol—had fixed to a long wooden pole capable of reaching the cheek of any sinner.
At last Bidwell came to his dutiful conclusion and went to his seat. Next arose the schoolmaster, who limped up to the pulpit with his Bible beneath his arm, and asked that there be another prayer to secure the presence of God among them. It went on for perhaps ten minutes, but at least Johnstone's voice had inflection and character and so Woodward was able—with an effort of will—to avoid the glove.
Woodward had risen from his bed at first light. From his shaving mirror stared the face of a sick man, hollow-eyed and gray-fleshed. He opened his mouth wide and caught sight in the glass of the volcanic wasteland his throat had become. Again his air passages were thickened and blocked, which proved that Dr. Shields's remedy was less a cure than a curio. Woodward had asked Bidwell if he might see to Matthew before the beginning of Sabbath service, and a trip to Mr. Green's house had secured the key, which had been returned to him after its use by the ratcatcher.
Fearing the worst, Woodward discovered that his clerk had actually enjoyed a better rest in the harsh straw than he himself had endured at the mansion house. Matthew had had his tribulations, to be sure, but except for finding a drowned rodent in his waterbucket this morning he'd suffered no lasting harms. In the next cage, Rachel Howarth remained cloaked and impassive, perhaps a pointed response to Bidwell's presence. But Matthew had come through the first night without being transformed into a black cat or a basilisk, and seemed to have undergone no other entrancements, as Woodward had feared might happen. Woodward had vowed he would return again in the afternoon, and so had reluctantly left his clerk in the company of the cloaked harridan.
The magistrate had expected to smell the dust of a hundred dry sermons when the schoolmaster took the pulpit to speak, but Johnstone was at ease before the congregation and therefore earned more ears than had Bidwell before him. In fact, Johnstone was quite a good speaker. His message was faith in the mysterious ways of God, and over the course of an hour he skillfully wove that topic into a parallel with the situation faced by the citizens of Fount Royal. It was clear to Woodward that Johnstone relished public speaking, and used his hands in grand gestures to illustrate the verses of scripture that were his emphasis. Nary a head nodded nor a snore sounded while the schoolmaster held forth, and at the end of Johnstone's lesson the prayer that followed was short, concise, and the final "Amen" delivered like an exclamation point. Bidwell rose to say a few more words—perhaps feeling a bit upstaged by the schoolmaster. Then Bidwell called upon Peter Van Gundy, proprietor of the tavern, to dismiss the service, and at long last Mr. Green rested his glove-on-a-pole in a corner as the congregation took their leave of the sweatbox.
Outside, beneath the milky sky, the air was still and damp. Beyond Fount Royal's walls mist hung low over the forest and draped the taller treetops with white shrouds. No birds sang. As Woodward followed Bidwell to the carriage where Goode waited to drive them home, the magistrate's progress was interrupted by a tug on his sleeve. He turned to find Lucretia Vaughan standing there, wearing her somber black Sabbath gown as did the other women, yet hers had a touch of lace decorating the high bodice that seemed to Woodward a bit ostentatious. Behind her stood her blonde daughter Cherise, also in black, and a slim man of short stature who wore a vacant smile and had equally vacant eyes.
"Magistrate?" the woman said. "How goes the case?"
"It goes," he answered, his voice little more than a raspy croak.
"Dear me! You sound in need of a salt gargle."
"The weather," he said. "It disagrees with me."
"I'm very sorry to hear that. Now: I would like—that is, my husband and I would like—to offer an invitation to our table on Thursday night."
"Thursday? I'll have to wait and see how I'm feeling by then."
"Oh, you misunderstand!" She flashed him a bright smile. "I mean an invitation to your clerk. His sentence will be done by Tuesday morning, as I hear. He'll receive his lashes at that time, am I correct?"
"Yes, madam, you are."
"Then he should be up to joining us on Thursday evening. Say at six o'clock?"
"I can't speak for Matthew, but I will pass your invitation along."
"I would be oh so grateful," she said, with a semblance of a curtsey. "Good day, then."
"Good day."
The woman took her husband's arm and guided him along— a shocking sight, especially on the Sabbath—and the daughter followed a few paces behind. Woodward pulled himself up into the waiting carriage, lay back against the cushioned seat across from Bidwell, and Goode flicked the reins.
"You found the service of interest, Magistrate?" Bidwell asked.
"Yes, very much."
"I'm pleased to hear it. I feared my sermon was rather on the intellectual side, and most of the citizens here are—as you know by now—charmingly rustic. It wasn't too deep for them, was it?"
"No, I think not."
"Ah." Bidwell nodded. His hands folded in his lap. "The schoolmaster has an agile mind, but he does tend to speak in circles rather than to a point. Wouldn't you agree?"
"Yes," Woodward said, realizing what Bidwell desired to hear. "He does have an agile mind."
"I've told him—suggested to him—that he keep his message more grounded in reality than abstract concepts, but he has his own way of presentation. I myself find him somewhat tiresome, though I do try to follow his threads."
"Um," Woodward said.
"You would think that, being a teacher, he might be also a better communicator. But I suspect his talents lie in other areas. Not thievery, however." He gave a brief laugh and then attended to the straightening of his ruffled cuffs.
Woodward was listening to the creak of the wheels when another sound intruded. The signal bell at the front gate's watch-tower began to ring. "Hold, Goode!" Bidwell commanded, and he looked toward the tower as Goode reined in the horses. "Someone's approaching, it seems." He frowned. "I can't think of anyone we're expecting, though. Goode, take us to the gate!"
"Yes sir," the servant answered, and he maneuvered the team around to change direction.
On this afternoon, Malcolm Jennings was again atop the watchtower. A group of citizens had already assembled to see who the visitor might be. As Jennings saw Bidwell's carriage stop on the street below, he leaned over the railing and shouted, "A covered wagon, Mr. Bidwell! Young man at the reins!"
Bidwell scratched his chin. "Well, who could it be? Not the maskers; it's way too early yet for them." He motioned toward a rawboned pipesmoker who wore a straw hat. "Swaine, open the gate! You there, Hollis: help him with the timber!"
The two men Bidwell had spoken to drew the latching log from its position of security and pulled the gate open. When the gate was drawn wide, the covered wagon Jennings had announced rumbled across the threshold, hauled by two horses—a piebald and a roan—that appeared but several ragged breaths away from the pastepot. The wagon's driver reined in the team as soon as the vehicle had cleared the entrance, and he surveyed the onlookers from beneath a battered brown monmouth cap. His gaze settled on the nearest citizen, which was John Swaine. "Fount Royal?" he inquired.
"That it is," Swaine answered. Bidwell was about to direct a question of his own about who the young man might be, when suddenly the wagon's canvas was whipped open with the speed of revelation and another man emerged from the interior. This man, who wore a black suit and a black tricorn hat, stood on the seat plank next to the driver, his hands on his hips, and scanned the vista from left to right with the narrowed eyes of an arrogant emperor.
"At last!" The thunder of his voice made the horses jump. "The Devil's own town!"
This statement, delivered so loudly and imperially, sent a terror through Bidwell. Instantly he stood up in the carriage, his face flushed. "Sir! Who might you be?"
The dark eyes of this new arrival, which were hooded with flesh in a long-jawed, gaunt face that seemed a virtual patchwork quilt of deep lines and wrinkles, fixed upon Bidwell. "Who might thee be?"
"My name is Robert Bidwell. I am the founder of Fount Royal, as well as its mayor."
"Mine condolences, then, in thy time of tribulation." He removed his hat, displaying a shockpate of white hair that was much too unruly to be a wig. "I am known by the name God hast given me: Exodus Jerusalem. I have come many a league to this place, sir."
"For what reason?"
"Need thou ask? I am brought here by the might of God, to do God's bidding." He returned the tricorn to his head, his show of manners finished. "God hast compelled me to this town, to smite thy witch dead and do battle with demons infernal!" Bid-well felt weak in the knees. He had realized, as had Woodward, that the gates had been opened to allow the entrance of a travelling preacher, and this one sounded steeped in the blood of vengeance.
"We have the situation in hand, Mr. . . . uh . . . Jerusalem. Well in hand," Bidwell said. "This is Magistrate Woodward, from Charles Town." He pointed a finger at his companion. "The witch's trial is already under way."
"Trial?" Jerusalem had snarled it. He looked across the faces of the assembled citizens. "Dost thou not know the woman is a witch?"
"We know it!" shouted Arthur Dawson. "We know she's cursed our town, too!" This brought up a chorus of angry and frustrated voices, which Woodward noted made the preacher smile as if he were hearing the sweet refrains of chamber music.
"Then of what need is a trial?" Jerusalem asked, his voice becoming something akin to a bludgeoning instrument. "She is in thy gaol, is she not? But whilst she lives, who may say what evil she performs?"
"One moment!" Bidwell hollered, motioning with both arms for the onlookers to settle themselves. "The witch will be dealt with, by the power of the law!"
"Foolish man!" Jerusalem, a human cannon, blasted at the top of his leathered lungs. "There is no power greater than the law of God! Dost thou deny that God's law is greater than the law of fallen Adam?"
"No, I do not deny it! But—"
"Then shall thou depend upon the law of fallen Adam, knowing it to be tainted by the Devil himself?"
"No! I mean ... we have to do this thing the correct way!"
"And allowing evil to live in thy town for one more minute is, in thy opinion, the correct way?" Jerusalem grinned tightly and shook his head. "Thyself hath been blighted, sir, along with thy town!" Again his attention went to the assembly, which was growing larger and more restless. "I say God is the truest and purest of lawgivers, and what doth God say in regards to witchcraft? Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live!"
"That's right!" George Bartow shouted. "God says to kill a witch!"
"God doth not say tarry, nor wait upon the tainted law of humankind!" Jerusalem plowed on. "And any man who serveth such folly is doomed himself to the brimstone pit!"
"He's rousting them!" Bidwell said to the magistrate, and then he called out, "Wait, citizens! Listen to—" but he was hollered silent.
"The time of God's judgment," Jerusalem announced, "is not tomorrow, nor is it the day after! The time is now!" He reached back into the wagon, and his hand emerged clamped to the grip of an axe. "I shall rid thee of thy witch, and afterward we shall pray for God's blessing upon thy homes and families! Who amongst thee will lead me to mine enemy?"
At the sight of the axe, Woodward's heart had started pounding and he was now on his feet. He gave a shout of "No! I won't have such a—" blasphemy against the court, he was going to say, but his tormented voice collapsed and he was left speechless. A half dozen men yelled that they would lead the preacher to the gaolhouse, and suddenly the crowd—which had grown to twenty-five or more—-seemed to Woodward to have been seized by a raging fit of bloodlust. Jerusalem climbed down from the wagon, axe in hand, and surrounded by a veritable phalanx of human hounds he stalked down Harmony Street in the direction of the gaol, his long thin legs carrying him with the speed of a predatory spider.
"They won't get in, the fools!" Bidwell snorted. "I have the keys!"
Woodward managed to croak, "An axe may serve as a key!" He saw it, then, in Bidwell's face: a smug complacency, perhaps, or the realization that Jerusalem's blade might end the witch's life much quicker than the flames of the law. Whatever it was, Bid-well had made his decision on the side of the mob. "Stop them!" Woodward demanded, sweat glistening on his cheeks.
"I tried, sir," came the reply. "You witnessed that I tried."
Woodward thrust his face toward Bidwell's. "If the woman's killed I'll charge every man in that crowd with murder!"
"A difficult charge to prosecute, I would think." Bidwell sat down. He glanced toward the preacher's wagon, where a dark-haired woman of slim build and middle years had emerged from the interior to speak with the young driver. "I fear it's out of my hands now."
"But not out of mine!" Woodward climbed down from the carriage, his blood aboil. Before he could take out after the preacher and the pack, he was stopped by a voice that said, "Magistrate, suh?" He looked up at Goode.
The Negro was offering a thin lash that usually sat in a leather pouch next to the driver's seat. "Protection 'gain the wild beasts, suh," he said.
Woodward accepted the lash, fired a glance of disgust at Bid-well, and then—aware that time was of the essence—turned and ran after Preacher Jerusalem and the mob as fast as his suffering bones would allow.
The voracious stride of Jerusalem's legs had already taken him halfway down Harmony Street. Along the way he had attracted more moths to his bonfire. By the time he made the turn onto Truth Street, the crowd trailing him had swelled to forty-six men, women, and children, four dogs, and a small pig that was scurrying about to avoid being trampled. Chickens fluttered and squawked, feathers flying, as the mass of shouting humanity and barking mongrels passed in their vengeful parade, and at the forefront Exodus Jerusalem—his sharp-boned chin thrust forward like the prow of a warship—brandished his axe as if it were a glorious torch.
Within the gaol, Matthew and Rachel heard the oncoming mob. He stood up from his bench and rushed to the bars, but Rachel remained seated. She closed her eyes, her head tilted slightly back and her face damp with perspiration.
"It's some kind of uproar!" Matthew said; his voice cracked, for he knew full well what it must mean: the citizens of Fount Royal were about to attack the gaol.
"I might have known"—Rachel's voice was calm, but it did tremble—"they would kill me on a Sabbath."
Outside, Exodus Jerusalem spied the chain that secured the entry, and lifted his axe high. When it came down upon the chain, the iron links held but sparks flew like hornets. Again he lifted the axe, and again it fell with tremendous strength. Still the chain held, however, though two of the links had received severe damage. Jerusalem braced himself, gave a mighty swing, and once more sparks flew. He was lifting the axe for a fourth and what might be a final blow, as one link was near parting from its brothers, when suddenly a figure came out of the mob and raised a walking-stick up across Jerusalem's arms.
"What is this?" Schoolmaster Johnstone demanded. He wore the wine-colored suit and black tricorn that had served him at church. "I don't know who you are, sir, but I ask you to put aside that axe!"
"And I do not know who thee may be, sir," Jerusalem said, "but if thou stand between me and yonder witch, thee must answer for it to God Almighty!"
"Stop him, Johnstone!" Woodward pushed through the crowd, his breathing ragged. "He intends to kill her! "
"That's right!" Arthur Dawson, who stood at the front of the mob, cried out. "It's time to put her to death!"
"Kill her!" shouted another man, standing beside Dawson. "We're not gonna dawdle no longer!"
The crowd responded with more shouts and cries for the witch's death. Jerusalem said loudly, "Thy people have spoken!" and he brought the axe down again, even more furiously than thrice before. This time the chain broke. Johnstone, hobbling on his bad knee, grabbed at the preacher's arm in an attempt to get the axe away from him. Woodward attacked him from the other side, also trying to gain possession of the axe. Suddenly someone caught Woodward around the throat from behind and pulled him away from the preacher, and another citizen struck at Johnstone's shoulder with a closed fist. The magistrate twisted around and flailed out with the lash, but now the mob was surging forward and several men were upon Woodward before he could use the lash again. A fist caught him in the ribs, and a hand seized the front of his shirt and near tore it from his back. A sea of bodies lifted him from his feet and then he was thrown down to the ground amid the shoals of dangerous boots. He heard thuds and grunts and knew Johnstone was striking in all directions with his cane.
"Go on! Into the gaol!" someone yelled. A boot narrowly missed stomping Woodward's wrist as he tried to gain his footing again.
"Stand back!" he heard a man shout. "Stand back, I said!" There was the sound of a horse's whinny, followed by the sudden jarring crack of a pistol shot. At that noise of authority, the crowd fell back and at last Woodward found space to pull himself up.
He saw Johnstone on the ground, the schoolmaster's body blocking Jerusalem's entrance to the gaol. Johnstone's tricorn hat lay crushed at his side and the preacher stood over him, Jerusalem's own hat also knocked awry but the axe still in his grip-
"Damn, what a sorry sight you are!" Gunsmoke swirled over the head of Nicholas Paine, who had ridden his chestnut stallion into the midst of the vengeful congress. He held aloft the pistol he'd just fired. "What is this insanity?"
"It's no insanity, Nicholas!" spoke an older man Woodward recognized as Duncan Tyler. "It's time for us to come to our senses and put the witch to death!"
"The preacher's gonna do it!" Dawson said. "One blow from that axe and we're free of her!"
"No!" Johnstone had regained his hat, and now he was trying to stand but was meeting great difficulty. Woodward reached down and helped his Oxford brother to his feet. "We agreed to honor the law, like civilized men!" Johnstone said when he was balanced on his cane.
Paine stared disdainfully at Jerusalem. "So you're a preacher?"
"Exodus Jerusalem, called by God to set thy town on the righteous path," came the reply. "Dost thou not wish it to be so?"
"I wish for you to put down that axe," Paine said, "or I'll knock your damn brains out."
"Ah, here is a bewitched soul!" Jerusalem yelled, his gaze sweeping the crowd. "He threatens a man of God and protects the whore of Satan!"
"I look at you, sir, and see only a common fool attempting to enter Fount Royal's gaol without the proper authority, a situation to which I am held accountable," Paine replied, with what seemed to Woodward marvelous restraint and dignity. "I'll ask you once more to put down the axe."
"Nicholas!" Tyler said, and he grabbed hold of Paine's breeches leg. "Let the man do what has to be done!"
"I have the power of God in me!" bellowed the preacher. "No evil shall stand against its justice!"
"Don't let him do it, Nicholas!" Johnstone implored. "It wouldn't be justice, it would be murder!"
Paine moved his horse, breaking Tyler's grip. He guided his mount through the crowd that stood between him and Jerusalem and pulled up barely three feet from the man's daggerblade of a nose. Paine leaned toward him, the saddle's leather creaking. "Preacher," he said quietly, "my next word to you will be presented at your graveside." He let the solemn promise hang for a few seconds as he and Jerusalem engaged in a staring duel. "Magistrate, will you please accept the gift of the preacher's axe?"
"I will," Woodward rasped, and carefully held out his hand. He was prepared to jump aside if Jerusalem took a swing at him.
Jerusalem didn't move. Woodward saw a muscle twitch in the preacher's gray-grizzled jaw. Then a smile that was part sneer and most mockery stole across his face, and in truth that smile was more fearful to look upon than the preacher's expression of righteous anger. "Mine compliments to thee," Jerusalem said, as he turned the axe around and placed its wooden handle into the magistrate's palm as gently as mist might settle to the earth.
"Go home, all of you!" Paine commanded the assembly. "There's nothing more to be seen here!"
"One question for you, Nicholas Paine!" shouted James Reed, who stood next to Tyler. "You and I both saw them poppets in the floor of her house! You know what she's been doin' to this town! Are you bewitched, like the preacher says? You must be, to turn aside an axe from killin' her!"
"James, if you were not my friend I'd have to strike you down!" Paine shouted back at him. "Now listen to me, every one of you!" He wheeled his horse around so he was facing the crowd, which by now numbered near sixty. "Yes, I know what the witch has done to us! But this I know, as well, and mark it: when Rachel Howarth dies—and she will—her wicked life shall be ended by the torch of legal decree, not by a preacher's axe!" He paused, almost daring any man to speak out against him. There were a few halfhearted shouts from the crowd, but they dwindled and perished like little fires. "I too believe she should die for the good of Fount Royal!" he continued. "As long as she lives, there is great danger of further corruption. Some of you may wish to leave before she burns, and that is your right and privilege to do so, but . . . listen, listen!" he commanded another heckler, who fell silent.
"We're building more than a town here, don't you understand that?" Paine asked. "We're building new lives for ourselves, in what will someday be a city! A city, with a courthouse of its own and a permanent magistrate to occupy it!" He scanned the crowd from one side to the other. "Do we wish to say in the future that the very first trial held in Fount Royal was interrupted by a preacher's axe? Let me tell you, I have seen mob justice before, and it is a sight to sicken a dog! Is that the first timber we wish to lay for our courthouse?"
"There'll be no courthouse!" Reed hollered. "There'll be no town, no city, nothin' here but ruins unless she's put to death!"
"There'll be ruins aplenty if she's hauled out and murdered!" Paine answered, just as vehemently. "The first thing to fall to ruin will be our honor! That I've seen men lose as well, and once lost they are as weak as scarecrows against the wind! We have agreed to allow Magistrate Woodward to carry out the trial and sentencing, and we cannot now give over that task to Artemis Jerusalem!"
"Exodus Jerusalem, if thy please!" The preacher had an astounding gift, Woodward rhought; he could mimic thunder with hardly an effort. "I would remind thee, citizens," Jerusalem stormed on, "that the Devil's tongue is formed of silver!"
"You!" Paine snapped at him. "Shut . . . your . . . hole."
"Best heed my hole, or thou shalt perish in one that has no bottom!"
"I think yours has no bottom!" the schoolmaster said. "Or perhaps it's your bottom that's become confused with your top!"
Woodward knew this statement could not have been delivered with better timing or in better elocution on the Shakespearian stage. Its effect was to visibly cause the preacher to stumble in his search for a suitable riposte, his jaw working but no words yet formed; and at the same time, it urged laughter from several persons who had a moment earlier been scowling. The laughter rippled out across the crowd, breaking the aura of solemnity, and though most did not crack a smile, the mood of all had definitely been changed.
To his credit, Exodus Jerusalem recognized the value of a dignified retreat. He made no further entreaties to the assembly, but rather crossed his slim arms over his chest and glowered at the ground.
"Go home!" Paine presently repeated to the citizens. "The afternoon's entertainment has ended!"
Glances were exchanged, words were spoken, and the mob found its passions diminished. At least for today, Woodward thought. The crowd began to drift apart. The magistrate saw that Bidwell sat in his carriage just up the way, his legs crossed at the ankles and one arm resting across the seatback. Now, as it was apparent Rachel Howarth would not die this afternoon, Bidwell got down from the carriage and began to approach the gaol.
"Thank you, Nicholas," Johnstone told him. "I dread to think what might have happened."
"You." Paine was speaking to the preacher, and Jerusalem looked up at him. "Did you really intend to go in there and kill her?"
"I intended to do just what was done," he answered, his normal voice much more restrained. "What? Cause a commotion?"
"Thy citizens know Exodus Jerusalem has arrived. That is well enough for now."
"I think we've been honored by the performance of a thes-pian," Johnstone said.
He saw Bidwell approaching. "Robert, here stands someone you should meet."
"We have met." Bidwell frowned as he regarded the broken chain. "There's work for Hazelton, I see. //his injury permits it." His eyes speared the preacher. "Damage to the property of Fount Royal is a serious offense, sir. I would say the payment of a guinea should be in order."
"Alas, I am simply a poor travelling man of God," Jerusalem replied, with a shrug. "The Lord provideth food, clothing, and shelter, but English gold not a pence."
"You're a beggar, you mean!"
"Oh, not a beggar. A diviner, if thy will. I divine that my stay here shall be of great importance."
"Your stay here? I think not!" Bidwell said. "Nicholas, will you escort this man to the gate, make sure he boards his wagon and—"
"One moment." Jerusalem lifted a long, thin finger. "I have journeyed here from Charles Town, whence I learned of thy plight. The witch is being discussed there on the streets. A visit to the council office also told me thy have need of a preacher."
"The council office? In Charles Town?" Bidwell's brow wrinkled. "How did they know we don't have a minister?"
"They know of Grove's murder," Johnstone supplied. "It was all written out in the requesr for a magistrate that Nicholas and Edward carried to them."
"That may be so, but they received rhat letter in March. The council presumes we haven't found a minister to replace a man who was murdered last November?" His frown deepened. "It seems to me someone has loose lips concerning our business."
"Dost thou have a preacher or not?" Jerusalem asked.
"We do not. But we don't need one at the present time, thank you."
"Oh, it is quite apparent thou dost not need a preacher." Jerusalem gave a slim smile. "A witch in the gaol and Satan in the town. God only knows what other wickedness thrives. No, thou dost not need a preacher. Thou art in need of a second coming." His dark, flesh-hooded eyes in that grotesquely wrinkled face pierced Bidwell. "Thy fellow on horseback dost make a pretty point concerning laws, houses of court, and cities. But let me ask this: who speaketh here over the dead and the newborn?"
"Whomever wishes to!" Paine answered.
"Yet whomever wishes cannot walk into thy gaol and deliver the stroke of an axe? Is the life of a witch to be valued more than the burial services of thy Christian citizens and the redemption of thy little infants? Thou sendeth the dead and the newborn alike off on journeys of dark despair without proper blessings? The shame of it!"
"We'll find a minister after the witch is dead!" Bidwell said. "But I won't have anyone in my town who within five minutes of their arrival causes a near-riot! Nicholas, would you please show this man to the—"
"Thou shalt weep bitter tears," Jerusalem said, so quietly that it caught Bidwell by surprise. "Dost thou not know the power of a witch to rise from the grave?"
"From the grave? What are you jabbering about?"
"When thou dost kill the witch and bury her without the proper rite of sanctimonity, thou shalt be jabbering aplenty thyself. In mortal terror, I might add."
"Sanctimonity?" Johnstone said. "I've never heard of such a thing!"
"Are thee a preacher, sir? Dost thou have experience with witches, the Devil, and the demons of night? I have administered the rite over the graves of the notorious witches Elizabeth Stockham, Marjorie Ballard, and Sarah Jones, as well as the infamous warlocks Andrew Spaulding and John Kent. In so doing, I sealed them into the depths of Hell where they might enjoy the ticklings of the eternal fires. But without such a rite, sirs, thy witch will flee the grave and continue her wickedness as a phantasm, hellhound, or . . ." He shrugged again. "Who can say? Satan has a creative mind."
"I think it's not only Satan whose mind is creative," Johnstone said.
"Wait!" A sheen of sweat had begun to glisten on Bidwell's face. "You mean to say the witch could be put to death and we'd still not be rid of her?"
"Not," Jerusalem said grimly, "without the rite of sanctimonity."
"That's pure nonsense!" the schoolmaster scoffed, and then he said to Bidwell, "I suggest you run this man out of town at once!"
From his pained expression, Bidwell was obviously caught on the horns of a dilemma. "I've never heard of such a rite," he said, "but that's not to say it doesn't exist. What's your opinion, Magistrate?"
"The man has come here to cause difficulty," Woodward croaked. "He's a flame in a powderhouse."
"I agree!" Paine spoke up.
"Yes, yes, I also agree." Bidwell nodded. "But what if such a rite is needed to secure the witch's phantasm in her grave?"
"It most surely is, sir," Jerusalem said. "If I were thee, I should wish all possible precautions to be taken."
Bidwell reached for a handkerchief from his pocket and blotted the moisture from his face. "I'll be damned!" he finally said. "I'm feared to let him stay and feared to make him leave!"
"If I am made to leave, it is not only thee who should be damned but thy entire enterprise." Jerusalem, with theatrical drama, motioned with a sweeping gesture across the vista of Fount Royal. "Thou hast created a most pleasing town here, sir. The work that hast gone into its creation is most evident. Why, building that fortress wall must have consumed untold energies, and these streets are far better laid than those in Charles Town. I did note, in passing, that thy cemetery is also well laid. It would give a sadness to God for all that work to have been done, and all those souls to have perished, for naught."
"You can dismount the podium now, preacher," Johnstone told him. "Robert, I still say he should go."
"I must think on it. Better to err on the side of God than against Him."
"Whilst thee is thinking," Jerusalem said, "might I view mine enemy?"
"No!" Woodward said. "Certainly not!"
"Magistrate," he answered in a silken voice, "from the sound of thee, I should say the witch hath already struck thee ill. Might she also hath struck ill your judgment?" He turned his attention again to Bidwell. "I request to view her, please. So that I may know the depth of Satan's infestation in her soul."
Woodward thought that Bidwell looked near fainting. The master of Fount Royal had come to his weakest moment. He said, "All right. I cannot see the harm in it."
"I can!" Woodward protested, but Bidwell moved past him and pulled open the gaol's door. Jerusalem bowed his head slightly to acknowledge Bidwell's gesture and then walked inside, his boots clumping on the boards.
At once Woodward followed him, desirous to contain whatever damage the preacher might do. Bidwell entered too, as well as Johnstone, while Paine seemed to have come to the end of his interest in the matter and remained on horseback. The gaol's dim interior was illuminated only by the milky light that came through the roof's hatch, which Woodward himself had opened that morning.
Matthew and Rachel had heard the commotion, Paine's speech, and the voices of the men outside the door, so they knew what to expect. Exodus Jerusalem first paused before Matthew's cage and peered through the bars. "Who art thee?"
"My clerk," Woodward said, his voice all but vanished.
"He is present to keep watch o'er the witch?"
"I'm present," Matthew said, "because I have been sentenced for three days due to an incident I regret."
"What?" Jerusalem pursed his lips. "A magistrate's clerk hast become a criminal? This too must be the witch's doing, to undermine the trial." Before Matthew could reply, Jerusalem's head swivelled toward the other cell and his gaze fell upon Rachel, who sat on her bench with her sackcloth cloak pulled around her but her face exposed.
There was a long silence.
"Ah, yes," Jerusalem said at last. "I see a deep pool of sin in that one." Rachel gave no reply, but she did return his stare.
"Look how she glowers," Jerusalem said. "Like a hot flame, eager to burn mine heart to a cinder. Wouldst thou delight in flying me to Hell on the wings of a crow, woman? Or wouldst thou be content to drive nails through mine eyes and split mine tongue in two?" She didn't answer, choosing to shift her gaze to the straw. "There! Dost thou see? The evil in her quakes before me, and she cannot bear to look longer upon mine face."
"You are half right, " Rachel said.
"A taunt, it seems! She's a witty bitch." Jerusalem walked past Matthew's cell and stood next to the bars of the other cage. "What is thy name?"
"A witty bitch," she answered. "You have already named me."
"Her name is Rachel Howarth," Bidwell said, standing behind the preacher. "Needless to say, she is very uncooperative."
"They always are." Jerusalem curled his long, slender fingers around the bars. "As I say, I have had much experience with witches. I know the evil that hath eaten their hearts and blackened their souls. Oh yes, I know." He nodded, his eyes fixed on Rachel. "This one hath committed two murders, is that correct?"
"Yes. She first murdered our Anglican reverend and then her own husband," Bidwell answered.
"No, thou art wrong. This witch became the bride of Satan when she spilled the blood of a reverend. She hath also bewitched thy crops and the minds of thy citizens?"
"Yes."
"Conjecture," Matthew had to say. "So far unproven."
Jerusalem looked sharply at him. "What sayest thou?"
"The evidence is not yet complete," Matthew said. "Therefore the charges against Madam Howarth are still unproven."
"Madam Howarth, didst thou say?" Jerusalem gave a slight, chilly smile. "Thou dost refer to the witch with respect?"
Woodward managed to speak: "My clerk has a liberal mind."
"Thy clerk may well have a diseased mind, made infirm by the power of this witch. It is quite dangerous to leave him here, in such close quarters. Wouldst there not be another place to confine him?"
"No," Bidwell said. "Nowhere else."
"Then the witch should be confined elsewhere. In strict solitude."
"I would have to protest that action," Matthew said quickly. "As the trial is taking place here, it is Madam Howarth's right to be present during the questioning of witnesses."
The preacher was silent, staring at Matthew. Then he said, "Gentlemen, I fear we are witnesses to the corruption of a young man's soul. No clean Christian wouldst protect the rights of a witch." He let that sentence linger before he went on. "It is a witch's evil desire to drag into Hell as many persons as demonically possible. In the Old World, entire towns were burned to the ground and their citizens hanged because they were corrupted by a single witch."
"That may be so," Matthew replied, "but this is the New World."
"Old World or New, the eternal battle between God and Satan remaineth the same. There is no middle ground. Either thou art a Christian soldier on one side ... or a pawn of the Devil on the other. Where dost thou stand?"
It was a nice trap, Matthew realized. He also, for the first time, realized the convolutions of warped logic that had been brought to bear against Rachel. "If I say I stand on the side of truth," he answered, "does that make me a soldier or a pawn?"
Jerusalem gave a quiet laugh. "Now here, gentlemen, thy see the beginnings of Adam's fall: to emulate the serpent, first in thought, then in word, and finally in deed. Young man, be wary. Executions allow no such slippery maneuvers."
"If you please!" Woodward rasped. "My clerk is not on trial!"
"Thy clerk," Jerusalem said, "may no longer be truly thine." He directed his attention once more to Rachel. "Witch!" he said, with the thunder returning to his voice. "Hast thou willed a spell on this young man's tender soul?"
"I've willed no spell on any soul," she replied. "Tender or otherwise."
"Time shall tell, I think. Oh, thou art a brassy whore, full of lies and enchantments! But thou art caged now, art thy not? And every day's dusk is one less day remaining for thy sin to take root!" He looked at Bidwell. "This one shalt not go easy to the gallows, that is a surety."
"Her death will be by burning," Bidwell told him. "The magistrate's decreed it."
"Ahhhhh, burning." Jerusalem spoke it with such reverence it might be the very balm of life. "Yes, that would be suitable. Still, even ashes need the rite of sanctimonity." He gave Rachel another chilly smile. "Enemy mine," he said, "thy face changeth from town to town, but thou art always the same." Then, to Bidwell again, "I have seen enough now. Mine sister and nephew wait for me. Art we free to camp on some available plot of land?"
"Yes," Bidwell said, with only a minor hesitation. "I'll direct you."
"I'm against it!" Johnstone spoke up. "Is there nothing I can say to dissuade you, Robert?"
"I think we need Jerusalem as much as we need the magistrate."
"You'll think differently when he sets off another riot! Good day to you!" Johnstone, obviously angry and frustrated, limped out of the gaol with the aid of his cane.
"Alan will come 'round," Bidwell said to the preacher. "He's our schoolmaster, but he's also a sensible man."
"I trust thy schoolmaster is not being led astray in the same fashion as this clerk. Well sir, I am at thy disposal."
"All right, then. Come with me. But we'll have no further . . . uh . . . disturbances, I hope?"
"Disturbance is not mine cause, sir. I am here in the cause of deliverance."
Bidwell motioned for Jerusalem to proceed from the gaol, and then he followed. Just short of the doorway, he turned back toward Woodward. "Magistrate? I suggest you come along, if you wish to ride in my carriage."
Woodward nodded. He cast a sad-eyed look at Matthew and said weakly, "I shall have to rest, and so won't be back before the morning. Are you all right?"
"I am. You should ask Dr. Shields for another tonic, I think."
"I plan to." He stared grimly at Rachel. "Madam?" he said. "Do not believe that because my voice is weak and my body impoverished that I shall not continue this trial to the best of my ability. The next witness will be heard on schedule." He took two steps toward the door and hesitated again. "Matthew?" he said, in an agonized whisper. "Take care that your senses not become as feeble as my health." Then he turned away and followed Bidwell.
Matthew sat down on his bench. The arrival of Exodus Jerusalem added a highly combustible element to this tinderbox. But Matthew found himself most presently concerned about the magistrate's failing health. It was clear that Woodward should be abed, under the care of a physician. And certainly he shouldn't be spending any time in this rank gaol, but his pride and sense of duty dictated that he see this trial through without delay. Matthew had never known the magistrate to be so fragile of voice and spirit, and it frightened him.
"The magistrate," Rachel suddenly said, "is very sick, isn't he?"
"I fear he is."
"You've been serving him a long time?"
"Five years. I was a child when I met him. He has given me great opportunity to make something of myself." Rachel nodded. "May I be forward?" she asked. "As you please."
"When he looks at you," she said, "it is a father looking at a son."
"I'm his clerk, nothing more," Matthew answered curtly. He clasped his hands together, his head bent down. There was a hollow pain in the vicinity of his heart.
"Nothing more," he said again.
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NEAR FOUR-THIRTY on Monday morning, the lamps were lit in Robert Bidwell's mansion. Soon afterward a negress servant girl emerged from the house into the drizzling rain and quickly walked to the home of Dr. Shields on Harmony Street. Hers was an errand of urgency, and she wasted no time in ringing the bell at the doctor's door. Within fifteen minutes—long enough for Dr. Shields to dress himself and gather the necessary implements into his carrying case—the doctor was hurrying through the rain, his tricorn hat pulled low over his eyes and water dripping from the curled brim.
He was admitted to Bidwell's house by Mrs. Nettles. Bidwell was in the parlor, still wearing his silk nightclothes, an expression of deep concern on his face. "Thank God!" Bidwell said when Shields crossed the threshold. "Upstairs! Hurry!"
Mrs. Nettles climbed the stairs with the speed of a mountain goat, all but carrying the diminutive doctor in the wake of her black skirt. Before Shields reached the magistrate's closed door, he could hear the man gasping for air. "A pan of hot water and a cloth!" he commanded Mrs. Nettles, who relayed the order to a servant girl. Then Mrs. Nettles opened the door and Shields entered the chamber, where three lamps had been lit around the bed. Instantly Shields picked up one of them and shone the candlelight onto Woodward's face. What he saw made him flinch, if only imperceptibly.
The magistrate's face was the yellowish-gray hue of old parchment. Darker hollows had formed beneath his eyes, which were glassy and wet with the labor of breathing. But by no means was the effort going well; crusted mucus had all but sealed his nostrils, and a foam of saliva had gathered in the corners of his gaping mouth and glistened on his chin. His hands gripped the sodden sheet that lay around him, beads of sweat standing on his cheeks and forehead.
"Be calm," was the first thing that Dr. Shields could think to say. "It's going to be all right."
Woodward trembled, his eyes wild. He reached up and caught the sleeve of Shields's coat. "Can't breathe," he gasped. "Help me."
"I shall. Mrs. Nettles, will you hold this lamp?" He gave it to her and quickly shrugged out of his coat. He took his tricorn off as well, and put his leather carrying case atop a stool next to the bed.
"I heard him cry out." Bidwell had entered the room, and stood near the door. "Wasn't but a little while ago. I had the girl go fetch you as soon as I realized he was so ill."
Shields had removed a small blue bottle and a spoon from the case. He shook the bottle well and then proceeded to pour some oily dark brown liquid from it onto the spoon. "You did the proper thing. Magistrate, drink this please." He poured the liquid into Woodward's mouth, then loaded up the spoon again and repeated the dose. The magistrate, who was just on the edge of panic, could neither taste nor smell anything but he was aware of the thick fluid sliding down his tortured throat.
His chest hitched as he fought to find air, his fingers once more entwined in the sheets. "Am I . . . am I dying?"
"No! Of course not! Lie easy now. Mrs. Nettles, might I have that lamp, please?" He took it from her and held the light toward Woodward's mouth. "Open as wide as you can, magistrate."
Woodward did, the effort making a tear run from each eye.
Shields held the lamp as close as possible to the magistrate's face and peered down into the man's throat.
First of all, there was the smell. Shields knew the sickly sweet odor of pestilence, and here it was on the magistrate's breath. The candlelight showed him what he had already expected to find, yet much worse: the interior of Woodward's throat was red—blood-red, the red of seething caverns in the infernal landscape of Hell. Down in the folds of crimson flesh, which had swollen to such a degree as to almost completely close together over the esophagus, were ugly yellow blisters of pus and yellow streaks where previous blisters had burst. It was like viewing a platter of raw meat that had become infested with vermin, and Shields knew the pain of such a condition must be absolutely horrendous.
"Mrs. Nettles," he said, his voice tight, "please go and hurry the hot water. Also fetch me a drinking cup with two hands of salt in it."
"Yes sir." Mrs. Nettles left the room.
"Easy, there," Shields said, as the magistrate began to groan with the effort of breathing. "We shall have your air passages cleared directly." He clasped his free hand to Woodward's shoulder to give him some measure of comfort.
"Ben?" Bidwell came to the bedside. "He will live, won't he?"
"Yes, yes!" Shields had seen the magistrate's watery eyes tick toward Bidwell. "This is a serious condition, but treatable. No need to be concerned with mortality here." He looked at Bidwell over the rims of his spectacles. "The magistrate will be abed for quite some time, however."
"What do you mean, 'quite some time'? Exactly how long?"
"I can't say. A week, perhaps. Two weeks." He shrugged. "It depends on the strength of the patient."
"Two weeks?" Bidwell had spoken it in a tone of horrified amazement. "Are you saying he can't continue the trial for two weeks?"
"I am, yes. Please keep your voice down; it does no good to heighten the magistrate's discomfort."
"He can't stay in bed! He has to finish the trial and have Rachel Howarth burned and done with!"
"Impossible, Robert. I doubt he's able to sit upright in a chair, much less pose questions to witnesses."
Bidwell pushed his face toward the doctor's, whorls of red flaring in his cheeks. "Then make him able!"
Woodward—though his throat was afire, his lungs starved for air, and his very bones and tendons ached as if stretched on a medieval torture wheel—was not oblivious to the words being spoken about him, even if the pressure in his ears muffled the voices. "I can do my job!" he roused himself to whisper.
"I will suspect delirium has set in if you repeat such a declaration," Shields told him sternly. "You just lie there and quiet yourself."
Bidwell grasped the doctor's arm. "Come here a moment." He guided Shields over to a far corner of the room and stood with his back toward the magistrate. Bidwell pitched his voice low, but he might have been shouting for the force of it: "Ben, listen to me! We can't afford to let him lie in bed for two weeks! Not even one week! Did you know that Winston told me we lost three more families after that house burning the other night? One of them was the Reynolds clan, and you know Franklin had vowed he wouldn't let a witch run him off his farm! Well, Meredith talked him into going and now it's empty over there! He was the last tobacco planter! Do you realize what that means?"
"I do," Shields said, "but that does not alter the fact that Magistrate Woodward is gravely ill."
"We are scraping bottom, and our sails are near collapse. In two more weeks, we may have a ghost town! And who will come to live here, with those bastards in Charles Town spreading tales of the witch far and wide?"
"My sentiments are with you, Robert, but—"
"Give him something," Bidwell said.
"Pardon me?"
"Give him something to get him on his feet. Something strong enough to allow him to finish the trial. Surely in your bag of tricks there's a potion to shock a man out of bed!"
"I'm a doctor, not a magician."
"You know what I mean. Give him drugs powerful enough to stand him up."
"I have no stimulants. I have only opium, which is a calming drug. Besides, I just gave him a dose of opium in that tonic."
"Ben, I am begging you. Get that man on his feet, no matter what it takes!"
"I can only do what I'm able."
"You can do much more," Bidwell said, his face only a few inches away from the doctor's. "How much money would you like to be sent to your wife?"
"What?"
"Your wife. A seamstress in Boston. Surely she is in need of some money? And your ledger at Van Gundy's tavern has become quite heavy, I understand. I shall be glad to erase your debt and arrange that your thirst for rum not be interrupted. Be a good friend to me, Ben, and I shall be a good friend to you."
"I . . . can't just—"
"Who is this magistrate to us, Ben? A tool, that's all! Only a tool. Brought here for a specific purpose, just as any shovel or axe." He heard the door opening and glanced around as Mrs. Nettles entered, bringing a drinking cup with the salt in it, followed by a servant girl carrying a pan of steaming water and a clean white cloth. "Money for your wife and all the rum you please," Bidwell whispered to the doctor, his eyes fierce. "All you need do is patch the tool well enough to work."
Shields had a reply on his lips, but he paused before he spoke it. He blinked slowly, a pulse beating at his temple, and then he said in a wan voice, "I . . . must see to my patient." Bidwell stepped out of his way.
"Hold the pan steady," Shields directed the servant girl. The water had just come off the fire, and so was near scalding. Shields took the drinking cup and dipped it in, then used the spoon to stir the salt until the mixture was well clouded. His hand hesitated near the blue bottle. His eyes narrowed, but only Bidwell saw it. Then the doctor picked up the bottle and poured most of its contents into the cup. He stirred the mixture again, after which he put the cup to Woodward's mouth.
"Drink," he said. Woodward accepted the liquid and swallowed. What ensued next, when the hot salt water came into contact with the ravaged flesh and ripe blisters, was not a pretty moment. The pain that ripped through Woodward's throat was blinding in its savagery, and caused him to convulse and cry out in a grotesquely mangled voice that Bidwell feared would wake the citizens before the first rooster's crow. The servant girl fairly jumped back from the bedside, almost spilling the pan's contents, and even stalwart Mrs. Nettles retreated a pace before she could steady her courage.
Tears streamed down the magistrate's cheeks. He shuddered and looked up through his reddened eyes at Dr. Shields.
"I'm sorry," the doctor said, "but you'll have to drink again."
"I can't," Woodward whispered.
"The salt must do its work. It will be painful, yes, but not as much so. Here, clasp my hand and hold tight. Robert, will you grip his other hand?"
"Me? Why me?"
"If you please," Shields said, not without some vexation, and Bidwell with great reluctance took the magistrate's other hand. "Now," Shields said to the magistrate, "you must hold the salt water in your throat for as long as possible and allow it to burn the infection. Are you ready?"
Woodward gasped a breath. He squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them again to the blurred world. Knowing there was no other way, he nodded and stretched open his mouth.
Shields poured some more of the opium-spiked brine onto Woodward's whitened tongue. Again, when the salt touched its nemesis, Woodward groaned and convulsed but he did hold the water in his throat as long as he was humanly able, the sweat shining slickly upon his face and scalp.
"There, that's very good," Shields said when Woodward had swallowed. He put aside the cup and soaked the cloth in the hot water, then wrang it out and immediately put it over Woodward's face. The magistrate trembled, but the sensation of the hot cloth against his flesh was of no consequence after what he'd just endured. Shields began to vigorously massage Woodward's cheeks through the cloth, to open up the sinus passages through a combination of heat and friction. He paused in the massage to attack the crusted mucus that blocked the magistrate's nostrils, his fingers still working through the cloth. The heat had softened the obstructions, and Shields was successful in breaking loose most of the clots. He returned to massaging Woodward's face again, concentrating on the areas on either side of the nose. In another moment he removed the cloth, dowsed it in the pan of hot water and then applied it once more to the magistrate's face, continuing the hard pressure of his fingers on the areas that he knew must be severely inflamed and swollen deep beneath the flesh.
Quite suddenly, his brain still reeling from the pain he'd suffered, Woodward realized he could breathe again through his nostrils. His air passages were slowly opening. His throat simply felt dead but that was a far better cry than before. He drew a breath in through his nose and mouth, inhaling steam from the cloth as well.
"An improvement!" Shields said, his fingers tirelessly working. "I think we're bringing the swelling down."
"God be praised!" Bidwell exclaimed.
"God may be praised," Shields told him, "but the magistrate's blood has been fouled by the swamp's evil humours. It's the thickening of the blood that's caused the closure of his throat and sinuses." He peeled the cloth away from Woodward's face, which now was as pink as a boiled ham, and put it into the pan. "Your breathing is easier?"
"Yes." Woodward's voice, however, had been reduced to a whisp and a rattle.
"Very good. You may lay the pan aside and step out of my way," he told the servant girl, who immediately obeyed. "Now," he said to the magistrate, "you realize this condition will most likely recur. As long as your blood is so thickened to affect the tissues, there's danger of the air passages again closing. Therefore ..." He paused to remove from his carrying case a small pewter bowl, its interior marked by rings that indicated a measurement of ounces. Also from the case Dr. Shields brought a leather sheath, which he opened to display a number of slim rectangular instruments made from tortoiseshell. He chose one of them and unfolded from the tortoiseshell grip a thin blade two inches in length.
"I shall have to bleed you," he said. "When was the last time you were bled?"
"Many years," Woodward answered. "For a touch of fever."
"A flame, please," Shields requested. Mrs. Nettles opened a lamp and offered the burning wick. The doctor put the blade of his lancet into the fire. "I'll make the cuts behind your left ear," he told Woodward. "Therefore I shall need you to overhang your head off the bedside. Will you help him, Robert?"
Bidwell summoned the servant girl, and together they got Woodward's body turned on the bed so his head was in the proper position. Then Bidwell retreated to the door, as the sight of blood made his stomach queasy and the jellied eels and oysters he'd consumed for dinner seemed to be locked in combat down below.
"You might wish to bite on this." Shields put into Woodward's right hand a piece of sassafras root that still held the fragrant bark. Woodward couldn't help but note that it was marked by the grooves of previous teeth. Still, it was better than gnashing on his tongue. He put the sassafras into his mouth and fixed his teeth upon it.
The blade was ready. Shields stood beside the magistrate's head with the lancet poised at the point he wished to open, just at the base of Woodward's left ear, and the pewter bleeding bowl held beneath it. "Best to grasp the sheet and keep your fists closed," he suggested. Then he said quietly, "Courage, sir," and his hand designed the first cut.
Woodward stiffened and bit into the sassafras root as the hot lancet pierced his flesh. To the doctor's credit, the first cut was done quickly. As blood began to drip into the bowl, Shields made a second incision and then a third. Now the crimson drops were falling faster, and Shields refolded the lancet's blade back into its tortoiseshell grip. "There," he told the magistrate. "The worst is over." He took the root from Woodward's mouth and put it into his pocket, all the while holding the bleeding bowl directly beneath the three leaking wounds.
All that could be done now was wait. The sound of the blood dripping into the widening pool at the bowl's bottom was terribly loud to Woodward, who closed his eyes and also tried to close his mind. Bidwell, still standing at the door, had watched the procedure with a kind of sickened fascination, though the process of bleeding was certainly nothing novel and he himself had been bled several years ago when he'd been suffering stomach cramps.
Shields used the pressure of his fingers on the area behind Woodward's ear to keep the wounds open. In a few moments Shields said, "Mrs. Nettles, I shall need a pan of cool water and another cloth, please. Also a cup of rum would do the magistrate well, I think."
Mrs. Nettles directed the servant girl to get what Dr. Shields had requested. The blood kept falling, drop after drop, into the red pond.
Bidwell cleared his throat. "Magistrate? Can you hear me?"
"He hears you," Shields said, "but let him be. He needs no bothering."
"I only wish ro ask him a question."
Woodward opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. Up there he could see a brown waterstain. "Go ahead," he rasped.
"What did he say?" Bidwell asked, coming nearer to the bed.
"He said to ask your question," the doctor told him, looking down at the bowl to see that almost two ounces of life's fluid had so far been collected.
"Good. My question, sir, is this: what time will you be able to commence the trial today?"
Woodward's eyes found the face of Dr. Shields above him.
"What say you?" Bidwell stood beside the bed, keeping his gaze averted from the dripping blood. "This afternoon, perhaps?"
Woodward swallowed thickly; the raw pain in his throat was returning with a vengeance. "I . . . don't know ... if I can—"
"Actually," Dr. Shields spoke up, "you might consider returning to your task, sir. Lying abed too long does no soul any goodB He glanced toward Bidwell, and Woodward saw the other man's face doubly reflected in the doctor's spectacles. "We wish to keep your circulation from stagnating. It would also do you good, I think, to put your mind to proper use."
"Yes!" Bidwell said. "My sentiments exactly!"
"However," the doctor amended, "I would not suggest you sit in that putrid gaol without some protection from the vapors. Robert, do you have a coat that might fit the magistrate?"
"If not, I can find one."
"All right. I'm going to prepare a liniment for you that should be smeared liberally upon your throat, chest, and back. It will stain your shirt and coat beyond hope, so give them up for lost. I wish you to wear a scarf around your throat after the liniment has been applied." He looked at Mrs. Nettles. "The magistrate will require a diet of soup and pap. Nothing solid until I give the word. Understood?"
"Yes sir."
"I'll send a servant to inform Elias Garrick he won't be needed at the gaol until . . . what time would you say, Ben?" Bid-well asked with all innocence. The doctor didn't answer, but instead watched the blood that continued to collect in the cup. "What say, Ben?" Bidwell lifted his eyebrows.
Woodward heard Dr. Shields give a heavy sigh. Then the doctor answered, "Two o'clock would be sufficient. Depending, of course, on the magistrate's desire to return to his task."
"Well, that's most of nine hours from now!" Great exultation was evident in Bidwell's voice. "Surely you can be rested and ready to continue the trial by then, Magistrate?"
"I'm not sure. I feel so poorly."
"Well of course you feel poorly at the moment, but a few hours of sleep will do wonders for you! Isn't that right, Ben?"
"He may feel stronger later in the day, yes," Shields said, with lackluster enthusiasm.
Bidwell grinned broadly. "There you have it! I should want to get out of this room and do something constructive, myself."
Woodward was hurting and his mind was fogged, but he knew precisely what Bidwell's prime interest in his health concerned. He was of the opinion that the sooner he completed the trial and delivered sentence, the sooner he might quit this swamphole and return to Charles Town.
"Very well," he managed to say. "If I am able, I'll hear Mr. Garrick at two o'clock."
"Wonderful!" Bidwell almost clapped his hands with joy; his obvious disregard for the magistrate's condition earned him a dagger of a glance from Dr. Shields, but he paid no heed. "I'll make certain Elias is at the gaol promptly on the hour."
Shortly afterward, the servant girl returned to the room with the pan of cool water, a cloth, and a cup of rum. When Dr. Shields saw that nearly four ounces of blood had dripped into the bowl, he said, "Mrs. Nettles, help me sit him up, please." Together they got the magistrate up to a sitting position. "Lean your head forward," Shields instructed him, and he immersed the cloth into the water and pressed it tightly against the incisions. "I have a brown jar in my case," he told the servant girl. "Fetch it out and open it." Shields scooped out some of the thick amber-colored ointment—a mixture of honey, pine oil, and hogsfat— and smeared it over the wounds. He repeated the process, and in so doing sealed together the edges of the cuts.
Woodward was light-headed. He felt sick to his stomach, but his breathing was so relieved that he didn't care. "Drink this down," Shields said, holding the rum cup to the magistrate's lips, and Woodward finished it off with three gulps. His throat flared again as the liquor scorched it, but after the rum was consumed he did feel so much the better.
"You should sleep now," Shields said. "I'll go directly and make up the liniment." He gave the bleeding bowl to the servant girl. "Dispose of this and return the bowl here when you're done." She accepted it, but held it at arm's length. Shields returned the lancet to the leather sheath. "We will have to bleed you again tonight," he said to Woodward, "lest the condition recur." Woodward nodded, his eyes glazed over and his mouth numb. Shields turned his attention to Bidwell. "He should be looked in upon every hour. I'll return at ten o'clock to apply the liniment."
"Thank you, Ben," Bidwell said. "You're a true friend."
"I do what has to be done," Shields replied, returning his implements and medicines to the carrying case. "I trust you will do likewise?"
"You may rely on me."
"Magistrate, lie down and keep this cloth pressed against the incisions, as there may be some leakage."
"Mrs. Nettles," Bidwell said, "will you see the doctor out?"
"No need." Shields closed his case and picked it up. Behind his spectacles, his eyes were dead. "I know the way."
"Thank you for your help, doctor," Woodward whispered. "I do think I can sleep awhile." He heard the first cock crow outside.
Shields left the room and went downstairs. At the bottom of the staircase he was stopped by the servant girl who had attended him. She said, "Doctor, suh? Will you be needin' this?"
"Yes," he replied, "I think I shall," and he took from her the jug of rum she had uncorked. Then he continued on his way, out into the somber gray light and chilly drizzling rain.
 
 
BEFORE HANNIBAL GREEN arrived at the gaol with the prisoners' breakfast of biscuits and eggs, Matthew and Rachel received another visitor.
The door, its broken chain yet unmended by the blacksmith, was opened and there entered a slim black-suited figure, carrying a lantern with which to illume the murky confines.
"Who is that?" Matthew asked sharply, as the person's stealthy approach alarmed him. He'd awakened to a ragged chorus of rooster crows a short time previously, and had just finished relieving his bladder in his waste bucket. He was still in a bleary state, which caused him to fear for a few seconds that Satan himself had come to visit Rachel.
"Quiet, clerk!" came the stern reply. "Tis not thee I have business with." Exodus Jerusalem, his prune of a face painted ruddy gold by the candlelight, wore his tricorn hat pulled low over his forehead. He passed by Matthew's cage and aimed the light toward Rachel. She was washing her face from her water bucket, her ebony hair wet and slicked back.
"Good morning to thee," the preacher said. She continued as if no one had spoken. "Well, thou canst be mute if thee please. But thou should not play at being deaf, as I have some words of interest."
"You're not supposed to be in here," Matthew said. "Mr. Green is—"
"The entry was not locked, was it? And as a commander in the army of God, I have a right to visit the battlefield, do I not?" He cast Matthew a bone-freezing stare, and then looked again upon Rachel. "Witch Howarth?" he said, his voice silken. "I had a very enlightening dinner with Mr. Bidwell and the magistrate last night." He felt no need to reveal that he had for the most part invited himself to dinner at the mansion, and had taken his sister and nephew there with him. While he had feasted at the banquet table, his relatives had been seated at the smaller table in the kitchen where Mrs. Nettles ate. "Mr. Bidwell was a genial host," Jerusalem went on. "He entertained me with the particulars of thy offenses."
Rachel began to wash her arms. "Thou hast committed murders and vile wickedness," the preacher hissed. "So vile it dost take mine breath away."
Something about Jerusalem's voice made Matthew speak up. "You should remove yourself from here. You're neither needed nor wanted."
"Of that I am sure. As I said, clerk, I have no business with thee, but take care lest thy haughty demeanor draw down misery." Jerusalem dismissed Matthew with a slight lifting of his pointed chin. "Witch Howarth?" he implored. "Thy motives intrigue me. Wouldst thou tell me why the Devil hast embraced thee so fondly?"
"You're half crazed," Rachel said, without looking at him. "And the other half is a raving lunatic."
"I shouldn't think thee would fall to the ground and kiss my boots. But at least we have moved beyond the silence of a stone. Let me pose this question, Witch Howarth: dost thou not know the power I possess?"
"Power to do what? Make an ass of yourself!"
"No," he replied calmly. "The power to free thee from thy prison."
"What? And walk me to the stake?"
"The power," he said, "to banish Satan from thy soul, and therefore save thee from the stake."
"You're mistaking your power with that belonging to Magistrate Woodward," Matthew said.
Jerusalem ignored him. "I will tell thee a tale," he offered to Rachel. "Two years ago, in a new settlement in the Maryland colony, a young widow by the name of Eleanor Peyton found herself in the same predicament as thee. Cast into a cage, she was, on accusation of witchcraft and the murder of her neighbor's wife. The magistrate who heard her case was a right true man of God, and breached no affronts by the Devil. He sentenced Madam Peyton to be hanged by the neck. But on the night before her gallows dance, Madam Peyton confessed her sins and witchcraft to me. She sank to her knees, spoke the Lord's Prayer in a reverent voice, and begged me to oust Satan from her soul. The Evil One caused her breasts to swell and her private parts to water, and these afflictions I attacked by the laying on of hands. Her salvation, though, did not come easily. That night it was a tremendous battle. The both of us struggled mightily, until we were drenched in sweat and gasping for God's air. At last, just before the dawn, she threw her head back and released a scream, and I knew it was the sound of Satan tearing loose from the depths of her innermost being." He closed his eyes; a slight smile played across his mouth, and Matthew imagined he must be hearing that scream.
When Jerusalem's eyes opened once more, some trick of the candlelight gave them a reddish glint. "At first light," he said to Rachel, "I pronounced Madam Peyton freed of the Devil's claws, and therefore petitioned the magistrate that he should hear her confession before the torches were flamed. I said I would stand as a witness for any woman who embraced Christianity and engulfed it with such passion. The end result was that Madam Peyton was banished from the town, yet she became a crusader for God and travelled with me for some months." He paused, his head cocked to one side. "Art thou listening to my tale, Witch Howarth?"
"I think your tale exposes you," Rachel answered.
"As a man who careth deeply for the right ways of women, yes. Thy breed is so easily led astray, by all manner of evil. And thus thy breed leadeth men astray as well, and woe be to the tribe of Adam."
Rachel finished washing and pushed the bucket aside. She lifted her gaze to the preacher. "You seem to know a great deal about evil."
"I do. Both from without and within."
"I'm sure you are most interested in the ins and outs, especially concerning my breed."
"Thy mockery is well aimed, but falls short of the mark," Jerusalem said. "In my youth—indeed, for most of my life—I myself walked the dark path. I was a thief and blasphemer, I sought the company of doxies and revelled in the sinful pleasures of fornication and sodomy. Indeed, I ruined the souls of many women even as I revelled in their flesh. Oh yes, Witch Howarth, I do know a great deal about evil."
"You sound prideful of it, preacher."
"My attraction to such matters was a thing of birth. I have been told by many doxies—and good widows, too—that my member is the largest they have ever seen. Some admitted it took their breath away."
"What kind of ministry is this?" Matthew asked, his face flushed by Jerusalem's indecent claims. "I think you'd better leave, sir!"
"I shall." Jerusalem kept staring fixedly at Rachel. "I want thee to know, Witch Howarth, that my gift of persuasion is undiminished. If thou desireth, I may do the same for thee that was done for Madam Peyton. She now lives a virtuous life in Virginia, all the sin having been squeezed from her bosom. Such release may be given to thee, as well, if thou but sayeth the word."
"And I would be spared from the stake?"
"Without a doubt."
"After which you would recommend that I be banished from my land and home, and you would offer me a place alongside yourself?"
"Yes."
"I am not a witch," Rachel said forcefully. "I do not follow a dark master now, and I will not follow a dark master in the future. My word to you is: no."
Jerusalem smiled. The lantern's light glinted off his teeth. "The magistrate has yet to pass sentence on thee, of course. Perhaps thou hast hopes to sway the man through this boy?" He motioned with a nod toward Matthew. Rachel just glowered at him. "Well, thou dost have some time to think upon it. I would not linger too long, though, as I expect the timber will be laid for thy fire within a few days. Wouldst be a terrible pity for thee to burn, being so young and so badly in need of a Christian sword."
He'd no sooner finished his last word when the door opened and Hannibal Green entered carrying a lantern and a steaming bucket full of the biscuit-and-eggs mush that would be their breakfast. Green stopped in his tracks when he saw the preacher. Exodus Jerusalem had made a strong impression on him yesterday afternoon. "Sir?" he said, rather meekly. "No visitors are allowed here unless Mr. Bidwell approves it. That's his rule."
"The Lord God approves it," Jerusalem said, and offered a warm smile to the giant gaol-keeper. "But as I do not wish to violate the earthly rules of Mr. Bidwell, I shall immediately withdraw."
"Thank you, sir."
On his way out, Jerusalem placed a hand upon Green's shoulder. "Thou hast done a fine job guarding the witch. A man cannot be too careful in dealing with the likes of her."
"Yes sir, I know that. And I thank you for the 'preciation."
"A thankless task, I'm sure. Thou art a good Christian fellow, I can tell." He started to move on, then paused. "Oh. I am speaking this night at seven o'clock on the subject of the witch, if thou shouldst care to attend. It shall be the first of a series of sermons. Dost thou know where I am camped? On Industry Street?"
"Yes sir."
"If thou wouldst serve God, please inform your brother and sister citizens of the time. Also, please let it be known that I live from hand to mouth on the blessings of Christ and what may find its way into my offering basket. Wouldst thou serve God in such a way?"
"Yes sir," Green said. "I would. I mean ... I will."
Jerusalem turned his face toward Rachel once more. "Time is short for repentance, Witch Howarth. But redemption may still be thine, if thou dost desireth it." He touched a finger to the brim of his tricorn, and then made his departure.
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MATTHEW WAS SHOCKED at his first sight of the magistrate, just before two o'clock. Woodward, who entered the gaol supported between Hannibal Green and Nicholas Paine, wore a long gray overcoat and a rust-colored scarf wrapped about his throat. His face—which glistened with sweat and was a few shades lighter than his coat—was cast downward, mindful of his walking. He took feeble steps, as if he'd aged twenty years since Matthew had seen him yesterday afternoon.
When Green had brought the midday meal, he'd explained to Matthew that the course of the trial had been delayed because the magistrate had fallen very ill during the night, but what he heard from Paine was that Elias Garrick was scheduled to appear at two o'clock. Therefore Matthew had expected to see the magistrate under the weather, but not become a near invalid. He realized at once that Woodward should be in bed—or possibly even at Dr. Shields's infirmary.
"What are you bringing him in here for?" Matthew protested, standing at the bars. "The magistrate's not healthy enough to sit at court today!"
"I'm following Mr. Bidwell's orders," Paine replied, as he steadied Woodward while Green unlocked the cell. "He said to bring the magistrate here."
"This is an outrage! The magistrate shouldn't be forced to work when he's hardly strong enough to stand!"
"I see no one forcing him," Paine answered. Green got the door open and then helped Paine walk Woodward through. A strong, bitter medicinal odor also entered.
"I demand to see Bidwell!" Matthew had almost shouted it, his cheeks reddening as his temper rose. "Bring him here this minute!"
"Hush," the magistrate whispered. "That hurts my ears."
"Sir, why did you allow yourself to be brought here? You're in no condition to—"
"The work must be done," Woodward interrupted. "The sooner the trial is ended . . . the sooner we may leave this wretched town." He eased himself down into his chair. "Hot tea," he said to Paine, his face pinched with the effort of speech.
"Yes sir, I'll get you some directly."
"But not from Mrs. Vaughan," Woodward said. "I'll drink any tea but hers."
"Yes sir."
"Mr. Paine!" Matthew said as he and Green started to leave the cell. "You know the magistrate has no business being here!"
"Matthew, settle yourself," Woodward cautioned, in his raw whisper. "I may be somewhat ill . . . but I have my responsibilities. You have your own. Be seated and prepare for our witness." He glanced through the bars into the next cage. "Good afternoon, madam." Rachel nodded at him from her seat on the bench, her face grim but well composed. Paine and Green left the cell and made their way out of the gaol.
"Sit and prepare," Woodward repeated to his clerk. "Mr. Garrick will soon be here."
Matthew knew there was no point in further argument. He put the Bible in front of Woodward, then opened the desk drawer into which he'd placed the box of writing supplies and placed it atop his own desk. He sat down, lifted the boxlid, and removed the quill, inkwell, and paper, after he began to massage his right hand to warm it for the exertion that was to follow. The noise of Woodward's husky, labored breathing was going to be a considerable distraction. In fact, he didn't know how he could concentrate at all today. He said, "Sir, tell me this: how are you going to ask questions of Mr. Garrick when you can hardly speak?"
"Mr. Garrick will do most of the speaking." Woodward paused, securing a breath. His eyes closed for a few seconds; he felt so weak he feared he might have to lay his head down upon the desk. The pungent fumes of the liniment that even now heated his chest, back, and throat rose around his face and up his swollen nostrils. He opened his eyes, his vision blurred. "I will do my task," he vowed. "Just do yours."
In a few minutes Edward Winston entered the gaol with Elias Garrick, who wore a dark brown suit that appeared two sizes too small and bore fresh patches on the elbows and knees. His gray hair had been combed back against his scalp with glistening pomade. Garrick looked fearfully into the cell at Rachel Howarth, prompting Winston to say, "She can't harm you, Elias. Come along."
Garrick was motioned toward the stool that had been positioned before Woodward's desk. He sat down upon it, his gaunt-cheeked face cast toward the floor. His sinewy hands clasped together, as if in silent supplication.
"You're going to be fine." Winston placed his hand on Gar-rick's shoulder. "Magistrate, you can understand that Elias is a bit nervous, with the witch in such close proximity."
"He won't be kept long," was Woodward's rasped reply.
"Uh . . . well sir, I was wondering, then." Winston raised his eyebrows. "What time should I bring Violet Adams?"
"Pardon?"
"Violet Adams," Winston said. "The child. Mr. Bidwell told me to fetch her later this afternoon. What time would be agreeable?"
"One moment!" It was all Matthew could do to keep his seat. "The magistrate's only seeing one witness today!"
"Well. . . Mr. Bidwell seems to think otherwise. On the way to get Elias, I stopped at the Adams house and informed the family that Violet was expected to testify this afternoon. It was Mr. Bidwell's wish that the trial be concluded today."
"I don't care whose wish it was! Magistrate Woodward is too ill to—"
Woodward suddenly reached our and grasped Matthew's arm, squeezing it to command silence. "Very well," he whispered. "Bring the child ... at four o'clock."
"I shall."
Matthew looked incredulously at the magistrate, who paid him no attention.
"Thank you, Mr. Winston," Woodward said. "You may go."
"Yes sir." Winston gave Garrick a reassuring pat on the shoulder and took his leave.
Before Matthew could say anything more, Woodward picked up the Bible and offered it to Garrick. "Hold this. Matthew, swear him to truth."
Matthew obeyed. When the ritual was done and Matthew reached out to take the Good Book, Garrick pressed it against his chest. "Please? Might I keep a'hold of it?"
"You may," Woodward answered. "Go ahead and tell your story."
"You mean what I already done told you?"
"This time for the record." Woodward motioned toward Matthew, who sat with his quill freshly dipped and poised over the paper.
"Where do you want me to start?"
"From the beginning."
"All right, then." Garrick continued to stare at the floor, then licked his lips and said, "Well . . . like I done told you, my land's right next to the Howarth farm. That night I was feelin' poorly, and I waked up to go outside and spew what was makin' me ill. It was silent. Everythin' was silent, like the whole world was afeared to breathe."
"Sir?" Matthew said to the farmer. "What time would you make this to be?"
"What time? Oh . . . two or three, maybe. I don't recall." He looked at Woodward. "Want me to go on?" Woodward nodded. "Anyways, I went out. That's when I seen somebody crossin' the Howarth cornfield. Wasn't no stalks that time of year, y'see. I seen this person walkin' in the field, without no lantern. I thought it was awful strange, so I went over the fence, and I followed 'em behind the barn. That's when . . ." He stared at the floor again, a pulse beating at his temple. "That's when I seen the witch naked and on her knees, tendin' to her master."
"By 'the witch,' do you mean Rachel Howarth?" Woodward's frail whisper had just about vanished.
"Yes sir."
Woodward started to ask another question, but now his voice would not respond. He had reached the end of his questioning. He looked at Matthew, his face stricken. "Matthew?" he was able to say. "Ask?"
Matthew realized the magistrate was giving over to him the reins of this interview. He redipped his quill, a dark anger simmering in him that Bidwell had either forced or persuaded the magistrate to imperil his health in such a fashion. But now that the interview had begun, it should be finished. Matthew cleared his throat. "Mr. Garrick," he said, "what do you mean by 'master'?"
"Well. . . Satan, I reckon."
"And this figure was wearing exactly what?"
"A black cloak and a cowl, like I done told you. There was gold buttons on the front. I seen 'em shine in the moonlight."
"You couldn't see this figure's face?"
"No sir, but I seen . . . that thing the witch was suckin' on. That black cock covered with thorns. Couldn't be nobody but Satan hisself, owned somethin' like that.
"And you say Rachel Howarth was completely naked?"
"Yes sir, she was."
"What were you wearing?"
"Sir?" Garrick frowned.
"Your clothes," Matthew said. "What were you wearing?" Garrick paused, thinking about it. "Well sir, I had on ... I mean to say. I . . ." His frown deepened. "That's might odd," he said at last. "I can't recall."
"A coat, I presume?" Matthew prodded. "Since it was cold out?"
Garrick slowly blinked. "A coat," he said. "Must've had on my coat, but... I don't remember puttin' it on."
"And shoes? Or boots?"
"Shoes," he said. "No, wait. My boots. Yes sir, I believe I had on my boots."
"Did you get a good look at Rachel Howarth's face, there behind the barn?"
"Well. . . not her face, sir," Garrick admitted. "Just her backside. She was kneelin' away from me. But I seen her hair. And she was a dark-skinned woman. It was her, all right." He glanced uneasily at the magistrate and then back to Matthew. "It had to be her. It was Daniel's land."
Matthew nodded, scribing down what Garrick had just said. "Did you spew?" he asked suddenly.
"Sir?"
Matthew lifted his face and stared directly into Garrick's dull eyes. "Did you spew? You left your bed to go outside for that purpose. Did you do so?"
Again, Garrick had to think about it. "I . . . don't recall if I did," he said. "No, I think I seen that figure crossin' the Howarth cornfield, and I . . . must've forgot 'bout feelin' poorly."
"Let's go back a bit, please," Matthew instructed. "What time had you gone to bed that night?"
"Usual time. 'Bout half past eight, I reckon."
"Both you and your wife went to bed at the same time?"
"Thereabouts, yes sir."
"Were you feeling poorly when you went to bed?"
"No sir. I don't think I was." He licked his lips again, a nervous gesture. "Pardon me for askin', but . . . what's all this got to do with the witch?"
Matthew looked at the magistrate. Woodward's chin had drooped, but his eyes were open and he gave no sign of wishing to interfere—even if that were possible—with Matthew's line of inquiry. Matthew returned his attention to Garrick. "I'm trying to clear up a point of confusion I have," he explained. "So you did not go to bed feeling ill, but you awakened perhaps six hours later sick to your stomach?"
"Yes sir."
"You got out of bed carefully, so as not to awaken your wife?"
"Yes sir, that's right."
"And then?"
"Then I went outside to spew," Garrick said. "But before that didn't you pause to put on your coat and boots?"
"I . . . well. . . yes sir, I must've, but I can't rightly recall it."
"How many gold buttons," Matthew said, "were on the front of Satan's cloak?"
"Six," Garrick answered.
"Six? Of that number you're positive?"
"Yes sir." He nodded vigorously. "I seen 'em shine in the moonlight."
"It was a full moon, then?"
"Sir?"
"A full moon," Matthew repeated. "Was it a full moon?"
"Reckon it had to be. But I don't recall ever lookin' up at it."
"And even with this bright moonlight—which enabled you to see a figure crossing a distant field without a lantern—you were unable to see Satan's face?"
"Well sir . . . the Devil was wearin' a cowl over his head."
"That may be so, but were not the buttons on the front of his cloak? If the bright moonlight made those six gold buttons so memorable, could you not see a portion of his face?"
"No sir." Garrick shifted uneasily on the stool. "It weren't his face that caught my sight. It was . . . that terrible big thing the witch was suckin' on."
"Covered with thorns, I think you've already told us?"
"Yes sir, it was."
"Satan spoke to you, did he not? In fact, he called you by name?" Garrick nodded. "Did you not look at Satan's face when he spoke to you?"
"I believe I did. But . . . there weren't nothin' there but dark."
"Did Rachel Howarth ever turn her face toward you?"
"No sir, she didn't."
Matthew paused to lay aside his quill and massage his hand again. He glanced once more at Woodward, and saw that the magistrate was still motionless but his eyes were open and his breathing was steady, if very labored.
"Mr. Garrick!" Rachel suddenly said, standing at the bars. "What have I ever done to you, to cause you to make up these lies?"
"They ain't lies!" Garrick hugged the Bible for protection. "You know I seen you, out there givin' service to your master!"
"I was never behind that barn, doing such a sin! And I never consorted with such a creature! If you're not lying, your mind has invented a fantasy!"
Woodward loudly slapped his hand upon the table for order, and immediately Matthew said, "Silence, please! Madam Howarth, I speak for the magistrate when I say it's in your best interest not to disrupt the testimony."
"Her best interest?" Garrick sounded amazed. "Have you taken the witch's side?"
"No, Mr. Garrick, I have not. I'm only pointing out to Madam Howarth that it is your right to speak without interruption." Matthew started to pick up the quill again when Nicholas Paine entered the gaol bearing a basket.
"Pardon the intrusion, but I have your tea." Paine came into the cell, placed the basket before Woodward, and opened it. Inside was a simple white clay pot and a single cup. "Compliments of Mrs. Zeborah Crawford."
"My thanks," Woodward whispered.
"Will you be needing anything else?"
Woodward thought about it. He patted the desk in front of him. "Poppets," he said.
"The poppets? You wish to see them?" Woodward nodded. "Now."
"They're at my house. I'll go directly and fetch them." Paine cast a quick glance in the direction of Rachel and then hurried out.
Matthew had his quill in hand once more, and a fresh sheet of paper before him. "May I continue, sir?" he asked Woodward, who was pouring himself a cup of dark brown brew, and he received a slight nod as a signal to proceed. "Mr. Garrick?" Matthew said. "Think hard on this next question, if you will. Put the image of Satan's six gold buttons in your mind, and tell me if they were fixed on the cloak six in a straight line or three side by side?"
There was a sharp clatter of crockery. Matthew looked to his left to see that Woodward had spilled his tea. The magistrate was staring at him as if the clerk had taken leave of his senses.
"It is a pertinent question, sir," Matthew said. "I do think it deserves an answer."
"It's foolish," Woodward whispered, his gray face stern as a rock.
"Might you reserve your opinion until after the question is answered?"
"What kind of question is it?" Garrick asked, visibly agitated. "I thought I was brung here to tell you 'bout the witch, not about buttons!"
"You were brought here to tell us whatever is necessary for the magistrate to weigh his judgment," Matthew countered. "Remember, sir, that you hold a Holy Bible, and that you've vowed to speak only the truth. Remember that God is listening to your answer." He paused a few seconds to let Garrick reflect on that pronouncement. "Now: were the six buttons arranged in a single line, or were they three side by side?"
"They were . . ." Garrick suddenly stopped. His tongue flicked out again, wetting his lips. His fingers tightened on the Bible, his knuckles whitening. "They were . . ." Again he faltered. His face seemed threatened by conflicting currents that moved beneath the skin. He took a long breath, in preparation to make his decision. "Six gold buttons," he said. "On the black cloak. I seen 'em. Shine in the moonlight."
"Yes, sir," Matthew said. "But what arrangement were they in?" Garrick frowned; his mouth worked, but no sound emerged. His right hand began to rub in small circles on the Bible. He stared blankly at nothing, his eyes glazed and the pulse beating harder at his temple. Matthew realized that Woodward had leaned slightly forward and his expression had become keen.
"It was a silent town," Garrick said, in what was almost a whisper. A glaze of sweat glistened on his forehead. "Silent. The whole world, afeared to breathe."
Matthew had been taking down every word that the man uttered. He redipped his quill and held it ready. "It's a simple question, sir. Do you not have an answer?" Garrick slowly blinked, his jaw slack. "Sir?" Matthew prompted. "An answer, please?"
"The six gold buttons were . . . they . . ." He stared into nothingness for a moment longer, and then he shook his head. "I don't know."
"They caught your attention and were clearly defined by the moonlight, yes?"
"Yes."
"But you don't recall how they were arranged on the cloak?"
"No," Garrick said, his voice thick. "I . . . can see them buttons in my head. I see 'em shinin' in the moonlight, but ... I don't know if they was straight down or three by three."
"All right, then. Tell us what happened after Satan spoke to you."
"Yes sir." Garrick lifted a hand from the Good Book and wiped his damp forehead. "He . . . asked me if I liked what I was a'lookin' at. I didn't want to speak, but he made me say 'yes.' He made me. Then he laughed, and I was ashamed. He let me go. I ran home, and I got in bed beside my 'Becca. That next mornin' I went to see Mr. Paine and I told him the whole story."
"When you say he let you go, do you mean he held you spellbound?"
"Yes sir, I believe he did. I wanted to run, but I couldn't move."
"Did he release you with a word or a gesture?"
Again, Garrick frowned as he tried to assemble his thoughts. "I can't say. All I know is, he let me go."
"And your wife was still sleeping when you teturned to bed?"
"Yes sir, she was. She never waked up at all. I closed my eyes tight as I could, and next thing I knew I heard the cock crow and it was mornin'."
Matthew's eyes narrowed. "You mean after that experience you had no trouble falling asleep?"
"I don't know if I did or not. The cock crowed, and I waked up."
Matthew glanced quickly at the magistrate before he posed the following question: "Mr. Garrick, sir, is it possible—just possible— that you were never awake at all?"
"I don't know what you mean, sir."
"I'm asking if what you thought was real may have been a dream. Is there any possibility of that?"
"No sir!" Garrick clutched the Bible tightly once more. "It all happened like I said! I woke up with stomach trouble and had to spew, and I went outside! I seen that devil and the witch there behind that barn sure as I'm lookin' at you! I swear before the Lord God I did!"
Matthew said quietly, "There's no need for such swearing. You hold the Bible and you've already vowed your story is the truth. You are a God-fearing man, aren't you?"
"Yes sir, I am. If I was lyin' to you, I'd be struck dead in an instant!"
"I'm sure you believe so. I have only one last question for you, and then—with the magistrate's approval, of course—you may go. My question is: how many buttons are on the coat you wore that night?"
"Sir?" Garrick tilted his head to one side, as if his ears hadn't quite caught the inquiry.
"You seem to be a highly observant individual," Matthew said. "Can you tell me how many buttons adorn the coat you put on before you went outside to spew?"
"Well. . . like I said, I don't recall puttin' my coat on."
"But you must know how many buttons it has. I presume you wear it quite a lot in cold weather. How many? Four? Five? Six, perhaps?"
"Five," Garrick answered. "No ... I think one of 'em broke off. It must be four."
"Thank you," Matthew said, and he put his quill aside. "Magistrate, I would suggest that Mr. Garrick be freed to go home."
"Are you sure?" Woodward whispered, not without some sarcasm.
"I'm sure Mr. Garrick has told us the truth, as far as he knows the truth to be. I don't think there's any use in keeping him here."
Woodward took a drink of tea and put the cup aside. "Good day," he told the farmer. "The court thanks you."
"I'm free to go, then?" Garrick stood up. He reluctantly relinquished his grip on the Bible and laid it back before the magistrate. "May I be bold to say, sir ... I hope I've helped send that witch to the fire. Reverend Grove was a right good man, and what I knew of Daniel he was a Christian too. But when Satan slips into a town, there ain't nothin' that follows but wickedness and tears."
"Mr. Garrick?" Matthew said as the man started to leave the cell. "In your opinion, was it Rachel Howarth or Satan who committed those murders?"
"Had to be Satan, I'd say. I seen Grove's body laid out in the church, and I seen Daniel's a'layin' in the field. A throat cut like those were . . . couldn't been a woman's hand that done it."
"In your opinion, as a God-fearing soul, would you believe that Satan could freely enter a church and murder a man of the Lord?"
"I would never have thought it. But it happened, didn't it?"
"Thank you," Matthew said. "You may go."
As soon as Garrick left the gaol Rachel said, "You understand it now, don't you? He was dreaming the whole thing!"
"That is a distinct possibility." Matthew looked at the magistrate, who was stroking his unshaven chin with his fingers. "Would you agree, sir?"
Woodward took his time in offering a reply It seemed to him that Matthew was awfully quick in his attempts to deflect Garrick's testimony The boy was very intelligent, yes; but it appeared to Woodward that Matthew was sharper and quicker now rhat he'd ever seen him to be. Of course, never before had Matthew been put into the position of commanding an interrogation, and perhaps his abilities had simply risen to the challenge, but . . . there was something a bit frightening in his desire to destroy Garrick's Bible-sworn sratements.
It was a fervor, Woodward decided, that bore careful watching. He sipped the bitter tea and whispered, "This court is not yet adjourned. Let us keep our opinions in rein."
"It seems to me, sir," Matthew plowed on, "that Mr. Garrick's testimony bears all the signs of being a dream. Some things he can recall quite vividly, while others—things he ought to be able to know—are lost to his memory."
"Though my voice is weak," Woodward said, "my ears are still in order. I heard exactly what you did."
"Yes, sir." Matthew decided he should retreat on this subject. "Pardon my manners."
"Pardon accepted. Now be quiet." Matthew took the time to clean his quill. Woodward poured himself a fresh cup and Rachel paced back and forth in her cage.
Nicholas Paine returned carrying a bundle wrapped with white cloth. Instantly Rachel stopped her pacing and came to the bars to watch. Paine placed the bundle on the desk before Woodward and started to open the cloth.
"A moment," Matthew said. "Was that how you originally found the objects?"
"The cloth is original, yes."
"It was not bound up?"
"It was just as you see it. And here are the poppets, just as they were." He opened the cloth and there were four small figures formed of straw, sticks, and what appeared to be red clay. The poppets were human-shaped, but bore no attempt at facial features; the red clay of their heads was smooth and unmarked. Two of the figures, however, had thin black ribbons tied around the sticks that would represent the human throat. On closer inspection, Woodward saw that the stick-throats had been gashed with a blade.
"I assume those two were meant to be Reverend Grove and Daniel Howarth," Paine said. "The others must have been victims of enchantment, or maybe people who would've been murdered had we not captured the witch." Rachel made a sound of disgust, but was wise enough to hold her tongue.
"You can deny it all you please!" Paine turned toward her. "But I myself found these under a floorboard in your kitchen, madam! Under the very boards that your husband walked upon! Why did you murder him? Because he found you doing witchcraft? Or did he catch you servicing your master?"
"If they were hidden in my house, someone else put them there!" Rachel replied, with considerable heat. "Maybe you did! Maybe you murdered my husband, too!"
"I'm sure he had nothing I wanted!"
"But he did!" she said. "He had me."
Paine's face froze with the last vestige of a mocking smile on his mouth.
"I can think of a reason you might have fashioned those poppets and hidden them in my house," Rachel went on, her face pressed against the bars and her eyes afire. "Do you not think I noticed the way you looked at me, when you thought Daniel didn't see? Do you not think I felt you devouring me? Well, Daniel saw it too! He told me, less than a week before he was murdered, to beware of you because you had a hungry stare and you were not to be trusted! Daniel may have been a stern and quiet man, but he was a very good judge of character!"
"Obviously he was," Paine said. "He married a witch."
"Look at the magistrate," Rachel commanded, "and tell him about your affair with Lucretia Vaughan! Oh, everyone in Fount Royal knows it but Mr. Vaughan, and he knows it too in his heart but he's too much a mouse to make a squeak! Tell him about your affair with Blessed Pearson, and your dalliance with Mary Summers! Go on, look him in the face and admit it like the man you wish to be!"
Paine did not look at the magistrate. He continued to stare at Rachel even as he let out a laugh that—to Matthew's ears— sounded a bit strangled. "You're not only a damnable witch," he said, "but you're raving insane as well!"
"Tell us all why a handsome, healthy man like yourself has never married! Isn't it because you're only pleased to possess what belongs to other men?"
"Now I know you're insane! I've never married because I've spent my life in travelling! I also prize freedom, and a man's freedom is destroyed when he gives it up to a wife!"
"And while you have no wife, you are free to turn wives into wenches!" Rachel said. "Mary Summers was a respectable woman before you got your hands on her, and now where is she? After you killed her husband in that duel, she perished of sorrow within a month!"
"That duel," he answered coldly, "concerned a point of honor. Quentin Summers splashed wine in my face at the tavern and called me a card cheat. I had no choice but to call him out."
"He knew you were having your way with his wife, but he couldn't catch you! He was a farmer, not a duellist!"
"Farmer or not, he was given the first shot. He missed. If you'll recall, I only wounded him in the shoulder."
"A bullet wound in this town is a death sentence! He just took longer to die than if you'd shot him through the heart!"
"The subject of my visit here, I believe, is to display the poppets." Paine turned his gaze toward the magistrate. "Which I have done. Do you wish to keep them, sir?"
Even if Woodward's voice hadn't been so diminished, it would have been altogether stolen by the accusations and statements that had just flown like wild birds in a storm. It was going to take him a while to absorb all of this, but one thing stood out in clear relief in his mind.
He remembered Dr. Shields saying in regards to Paine: He was married, when he was a younger man. His wife perished from an illness that caused her to suffer fits until she died. Why, then, did Paine contend he had never been married?
"Magistrate? Do you wish to keep the poppets?" Paine repeated.
"Oh! Uh . . . yes, I do," Woodward answered, in his tortured whisper. "They shall become the court's property."
"Very well, then." He fired a look at Rachel that, were it a can-nonshot, might have cleaved through the hull of a warship. "I'd beware that one and her nasty tongue, sir! She holds such a grudge against me I'm surprised my murder wasn't on her list of crimes!"
"Face the magistrate and deny that what I've said is the truth!" Rachel all but shouted.
Woodward had endured enough of this discord. For want of a better instrument, he picked up the Bible and slapped it down against the desk's edge. "Hush!" he said, as loudly as he could; instantly he paid the price in pain, and tears welled up.
"Madam Howarth?" Matthew said. "I think it wise to be silent."
Paine added, "I think it wise to begin cutting the stake for her execution!"
This sarcastic remark bruised Matthew's sense of propriety, especially following on the heels of such heated wranglings. His voice tightened. "Mr. Paine, it would interest me to know if what Madam Howarth claims about you is true."
"Would it, now?" Paine put his hands on his hips. "You're overstepping your bounds, aren't you, clerk?"
"May I speak for you, sir?" Matthew asked Woodward, and the magistrate didn't hesitate to nod his assent. "There, Mr. Paine. My bounds are more clearly defined. Now: are these claims true or false?"
"I didn't know I was to be a witness today. I might've worn a better suit."
"Your delay in answering," Matthew said, "delays the outcome of this trial. Shall you be instructed to sit down and swear truth on the Bible?"
"You might instruct it, but I doubt you could enforce it."
"Yes, I'm sure you're correct. I'm no duellist, either."
Paine's face had taken on a reddish cast. "Listen to me! I didn't want to fight that man, and if he'd insulted me in private I would have let it go! But he had to test me in public, right there at Van Gundy's! What could I do but call him out? He had the choice of weapons, and the fool chose pistols instead of blades! I would've given him a single cut and called it done!" He shook his head, his expression taking on a hint of regret. "But no, Summers wanted heart's blood. Well, his pistol misfired and the ball hardly rolled out of the muzzle! Still, that was his shot. Then it was mine. I aimed for the meat of his shoulder, which I squarely hit. How would I know he was such a bleeder?"
"You might have fired at the earth," Matthew said. "Isn't that acceptable when the first shot misfires?"
"Not by my rules," came the chill reply. "If a man aims a weapon at me, whether it's a pistol or a dagger, he must account for it. I've been stabbed between the ribs before and shot through my leg; so I hold no sympathy for anyone who tries to do me harm! No matter if he is a farmer!"
"You suffered these wounds during your career at sea?" Matthew asked.
"The stab, yes. The shot . . . was a later incident." He stared at the clerk with fresh interest. "What do you know of my career at sea?"
"Just that you were a seaman aboard a brigantine. Mr. Bid-well told me. A brigantine is a fast ship, isn't it? In fact, brigantines are the vessels of choice by pirates, are they not?"
"They are. And they are also the vessels of choice by those who would hunt pirates in service of the trading companies."
"That was your profession, then?"
"Hardly a profession. I was sixteen years old, hot-tempered and eager to fight. I served one year and four months on a coastal patrol before a black-flagger's rapier laid me low. That was the end of my saltwater adventures."
"Oh," Matthew said quietly. "I see."
"What? Did you think me a pirate?"
"I wondered." Now that the subject had been opened, he had to ask the next question as well: "Might I inquire . . . who taught you to roll your tobacco in the Spanish fashion?"
"A Spaniard, of course," Paine said. "A prisoner aboard ship. He had no teeth, but he dearly loved his cigars. I think he was hanged with one in his mouth."
"Oh," Matthew repeated. His suspicions concerning the Spanish spy had just fallen to pieces like shattered mirrorglass, and he felt an utter fool.
"All right, I admit it! " Paine lifted his hands. "Yes, I have done the things the witch claims, but they were not all my doing! Lucretia Vaughan came after me like a shewolf! I couldn't walk the street without being near attacked by her! A match can only bear so much friction before it flames, and a single hot blaze is all I gave her! You know how such things happen!"
"Um ..." Matthew inspected the tip of his quill. "Well . . . yes, such things do happen."
"And perhaps—perhaps—my eye does wander. I did, at one point, feel an attraction to the witch. Before she was a witch, I mean. You must admit, she's a handsome piece. Is she not?"
"My opinion is of no consequence." Matthew blushed so furiously that his face hurt.
"You do admit it. You'd have to be blind if you did not. Well,
I may have looked in her direction once or twice, but I never laid a hand on her. I had respect for her husband."
"I'd be amazed if you had respect for anyone!" Rachel said sharply.
Paine started to fire off another volley at her, but he checked himself. After a pause in which he stared at the floor, he answered in what was almost a saddened tone, "You don't know me very well, madam, even though you imagine you do. I am not the beast you make me out to be. It is my nature to respect only those who respect themselves. As for the others, from them I feel free to take what is offered. Whether that makes me good or bad, I can't say, but that is how I am." He looked at the magistrate and lifted his chin high. "I did not put those poppets in the witch's house. I found them, according to a dream related to me by Cara Grunewald. It seems she had a vision—God-sent, if you want my opinion—in which a shining figure told her there was something of importance hidden beneath the floor of Rachel Howarth's kitchen. We knew not what we were searching for. But there the poppets were, beneath a loosened board."
"This was how long after Madam Howarth had been removed from her house?" Matthew asked.
"Two weeks, I believe. Not any longer."
"I presume her house wasn't guarded or watched in any way?"
"No. Why should it have been?"
"No reason. But two weeks was time enough for someone else to form the poppets and hide them under the floor, don't you think?"
Paine surprised Matthew by giving a short, sharp laugh. "You're jesting, of course!"
"Two weeks," Matthew repeated. "An empty, unguarded house. The poppets are made of common materials. Anyone might have placed them there."
"Have you lost your senses, clerk? No one put them there but the witch herself! You're forgetting that Madam Grunewald had a divine vision that directed us where to look!"
"I know nothing of divine visions. I only know two weeks passed and the house was open to all who might want to enter."
"No one wanted to enter," Paine argued. "The only reason I and the others who were with me entered is that we had a task to perform. When it was done, we didn't linger there!"
"Who discovered the loosened board? You or someone else?"
"I did, and if you like I'll vow on the Bible that I hadn't set foot in that house since the morning the witch was taken out of it!"
Matthew glanced at the magistrate. Woodward, who was looking dourly at him, shook his head. Matthew felt he'd come to the end of this particular road. He believed Paine. Why should the man have made the poppets and placed them there? Perhaps it had been a divine vision sent from God to Cara Grunewald; but then again, if he followed that track, he must come to the conclusion that Rachel was indeed performing witchcraft. He sighed heavily and said, "It's not necessary that you swear on the Bible, sir. Thank you for your candor in this matter. I believe you may go, if the magistrate desires it."
"Go," Woodward said.
Paine hesitated. "Are you thinking," he said to Matthew, "that someone other than the prisoner might have murdered Reverend Grove and Daniel Howarth? If so, you'd best take care the witch is not casting a spell on your mind this very minute! She did those crimes, and she did the other sins she's been accused of too. Her ultimate purpose was the destruction of this town, which she nearly did—and still might do, if she's not soon ashes! Why should it be anyone else's purpose?"
To this question, Matthew had no answer. "Good afternoon, sir," Paine said, addressing the magistrate, and then he turned away and stalked out of the gaol.
Woodward watched through hooded eyes as the militia captain left. The magistrate had recalled something else Dr. Shields had said concerning the subject of Paine's deceased wife: // was a long time ago, and I'm sure Paine wouldn't care to speak about it. In fact, I know he would not. Had it been such a terrible experience that Paine had decided to deny to the people of Fount Royal that he ever had a wife? And if so, why had he confided it to Dr. Shields? It was a small thing, to be sure . . . but still, a point of interest.
On Matthew's mind was the imminent arrival of the final witness, the child Violet Adams. He cleaned his quill and prepared a fresh sheet of paper. Rachel returned to her bench and sat down, her head lowered. Woodward closely inspected one of the black-ribboned poppets, after which he closed his eyes and took the opportunity to rest.
In a short while the gaol's door was opened, and Violet Adams had arrived.
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EDWARD WINSTON ENTERED FIRST through the door, followed by a thin brown-haired man of about thirty years who wore a dark green suit and tan stockings. Close behind him—up under his arm, it would be more accurate to say—was the child, of eleven or twelve years. She, too, was slender. Her light brown hair was pulled severely back from her forehead under the constriction of a stiff white bonnet. She wore a smoke-gray cassock from throat to ankles, and sturdy black shoes that had recently been buffed. Her right hand gripped the left of her father's, while in the crook of her own left arm she held a battered Bible. Her blue eyes, set rather far apart on her long, sallow face, were wide with fear.
"Magistrate, this is Violet Adams and her father, Martin," Winston said as he led them in. The child balked at the entrance to the cell, but her father spoke quietly and firmly to her and she reluctantly came along.
"Hello," Woodward whispered to the little girl; the sound of his raw voice seemed to alarm her further, as she stepped back a pace and might have fled had not Martin Adams put his arm around her. "I'm having trouble speaking," Woodward explained. "Therefore my clerk will speak for me."
"Tell her to quit a'lookin' at us!" Adams said, his bony face damp with sweat. "She's castin' the evil eye!"
Matthew saw that Rachel was indeed staring at them. "Madam, in the interests of keeping everyone calm, would you refrain from looking at this father and child?"
She aimed her gaze at the floor. "Ain't good 'nuff!" Adams protested. "Cain't you put her somewheres else?"
"I'm sorry, sir, but that's impossible."
"Make her turn 'round, then! Make her put her back to us!" At this Matthew looked to the magistrate for help, but all Woodward could do was give a dismissive shrug.
Adams said, "We ain't stayin' here if she don't turn 'round! I didn't want to bring Violet to this place anyways!"
"Martin, please!" Winston held up a hand to quiet him. "It's very important that Violet tell the magistrate what she knows."
Violet suddenly jumped and her eyes looked about to burst from her skull. Rachel had risen to her feet. She pulled the bench away from the wall and then sat down upon it again, this time with her back toward them.
"There," Matthew said, much relieved. "Is that agreeable?"
Adams chewed his lower lip. "For now," he decided. "But if she looks at us again, I'll take my child out of here."
"Very well, then." Matthew smoothed out the fresh sheet of paper before him. "Mr. Winston, you may remove yourself." Winston's departure made the father and daughter even more nervous; now both of them looked liable to bolt at any instant. "Violet, would you care to sit down?" Matthew motioned toward the stool, but the little girl quickly and emphatically shook her head. "We shall have to swear you to truth on the Bible."
"What's the need for that?" Adams spoke up, in what was becoming an irritant to Matthew's ears. "Violet don't lie. She ain't never lied."
"It is a formality of the court, sir. You may use your own Good Book, if you please."
With sullen hesitation, the man agreed and Matthew administered the oath to his daughter, who made hardly a sound in her acceptance to tell only the truth in the sight of God. "All right,"
Matthew said after that hurdle had been cleared, "what is it that you have to offer in this case?"
"This thing she's 'bout to tell you happent near three week ago," came back that aural irritation. "It were of an afternoon. Violet was kept late to school, so when she was comin' home she was by herself."
"School? You mean she's a student?" Matthew had never heard of such a thing.
"She was. I never wanted her to go, myself. Readin' is a fool's way to waste time."
Now the knave had well and truly endeared himself to Matthew. He examined the child's face. Violet was not a particularly handsome little girl, but neither was she homely; she was simply ordinary, not being remarkable in any way except perhaps the wide spacing of her eyes and a slight tic of her upper lip that was becoming a bit more pronounced as it became time for her to speak. Still, the child carried herself with grace and seemed of a sturdy nature; Matthew knew it had taken quite a lot of courage to enter this gaol.
"My name is Matthew," he began. "May I call you Violet?"
She looked to her father for aid. "That'll do," Adams agreed.
"Violet, it's important that you answer my questions instead of your father. All right?"
"She will," Adams said.
Matthew dipped his quill in the inkwell, not because it needed ink but because he required a moment to compose himself. Then he tried it again, first offering Violet a smile. "Your bonnet is pretty. Did your mother sew it?"
"What's that got to do with the witch?" Adams asked. "She's here to tell her tale, not talk 'bout a bonnet!"
Matthew wished for a jolt of rum. He glanced at the magistrate, who had cupped his hand to his mouth to hide what was a half-smile, half-grimace. "Very well," Matthew said. "Violet, tell your tale."
The little girl's gaze slid over toward Rachel, registering that the accused still remained sitting with her face to the wall. Then Violet lowered her head, her father's hand on her shoulder, and said in a small, frightened voice, "I seen the Devil and his imp. Sittin' there. The Devil told me the witch was to be set loose. Said if the witch was kept in the gaol everybody in Fount Royal would pay for it." Again her eyes darted to mark if Rachel had moved or responded, but the prisoner had not.
Matthew said quietly, "May I ask where this sighting occurred?"
Of course Adams spoke up. "It were in the Hamilton house. Where the Hamiltons used to live 'fore they took up and went. On Industry Street, 'bout three houses shy of our'n."
"All right. I presume the Hamiltons had left before this sighting took place?"
"They was gone right after the witch murdered Dan'l. Abby Hamilton knowed it was that woman's doin'. She told my Constance that a dark woman's got dark in her."
"Hm," Matthew said, for want of any better response. "Violet, how come you to be in that house?"
She didn't answer. Her father nudged her. "Go on and tell it, child. It's the right thing to do."
Violet began in what was almost an inaudible voice, her face angled toward the floor. "I . . . was walkin' home. From the schoolhouse. I was goin' by where the Hamiltons used to live . . . and ... I heared somebody." She paused once more and Matthew thought he would have to urge her on, but then she said, "Somebody was callin' me. Said . . . 'Violet, come here.' Low and quiet, it was. 'Violet, come here.' I looked . . . and the door was open."
"The door to the Hamilton house," Matthew said.
"Yes sir. I knowed it was empty. But I heared it again. 'Violet, come here.' It sounded like . . . my papa was callin' me. That's why I went in."
"Had you ever been inside that house before?"
"No sir."
Matthew redipped his quill. "Please go on."
"I went in," Violet said. "There wasn't nary a noise. It was silent, like ... it was just me breathin', and that was the only sound. I near turned to run out. . . and then ... I heared 'Violet, look at me.' At first . . . 'cause it was so dark, I couldn't see nothin*. Then a candle was lit, and I seen 'em sittin' there in that room." Both Matthew and Woodward could see that her face, though turned downward, was agonized with the recollection. She trembled, and her father patted her shoulder for comfort. "I seen 'em," she repeated. "The Devil was sittin' in a chair . . . and the imp was on his knee. The imp . . . was holdin' the candle . . . and he was grinnin' at me." She made a soft, wounded gasp down in her throat and then was quiet.
"I know this is difficult," Matthew told her, as gently as he could, "but it has to be spoken. Please continue."
She said, "Yes sir," but offered nothing more for a space of time. Obviously the recounting of this incident was a terrible ordeal. Finally she took a long breath and let it go. "The Devil said, 'Tell them to free my Rachel.' He said, 'Let her out of the gaol, or Fount Royal is cursed.' After that ... he asked me if I could remember what he'd said. I nodded. Then the imp blowed out the candle, and it come dark again. I run home." She looked up at Matthew, her eyes shocked and wet. "Can I go now?"
"Soon," he said. His heart had begun beating harder. "I'm going to have to ask you some questions, and I want you to think carefully before you answer to make sure that—"
"She'll answer 'em," Adams interrupted. "She's a truthful child."
"Thank you, sir," Matthew said. "Violet? Can you tell me what the Devil looked like?"
"Yes sir. He . . . had on a black cloak . . . and a hood over his head, so I couldn't see no face. I remember ... on his cloak . . . was gold buttons. They was shinin' in the candlelight."
"Gold buttons." Matthew's mouth had gone dry; his tongue felt like a piece of iron. "May I ask ... if you know how many there were?"
"Yes sir," she said. "Six."
"What's this fool question for?" Adams demanded. "Six buttons or sixty, what does it matter?"
Matthew ignored him. He stared intently into the child's eyes. "Violet, please think about this: can you tell me how the buttons were arranged on the cloak? Were they six straight up and down, or were they three side by side?"
"Pah!" The man made a disgusted face. "She seen the Devil, and you're askin' 'bout his buttons?"
"I can answer, Papa," Violet said. "They was six straight up and down. I seen 'em shinin'."
"Straight up and down?" Matthew pressed. "You're absolutely certain of it?"
"Yes sir, I am."
Matthew had been leaning forward over his paper; now he sat back in his chair, and ink dripped upon the previous lines he'd quilled.
"Child?" Woodward whispered. He managed a frail smile. "You're doing very well. Might I ask you to describe the imp?"
Again Violet looked to her father, and he said, "Go on, tell the magistrate."
"The imp . . . was sittin' on the Devil's knee. It had white hair, looked like spider webs. It wasn't wearing no clothes, and . . . its skin was all gray and wrinkled up, like a dried apple. 'Cept for its face." She hesitated, her expression tormented; in that instant Woodward thought she more resembled a life-burned woman than an innocent child. "Its face . . . was a little boy," she went on. "And . . . while the Devil was talkin' to me . . . the imp stuck out its tongue . . . and made it wiggle 'round and 'round." She shuddered at the memory of it, and a single tear streaked down her left cheek.
Matthew couldn't speak. He realized that Violet Adams had just described perfectly one of the three grotesques that Jeremiah Buckner claimed he saw in the orchard, having unholy sexual relations with Rachel.
Add to that the child's description of Satan as seen by Elias Garrick, right down to the black cloak and six gold buttons, and— Dear God, Matthew thought. It couldn't be true! Could it?
"Violet?" He had to strain to keep his voice steady. "Have you heard anything of the other tales concerning the Devil and this imp that may have been told around town? What I mean to say is—"
"No sir, she ain't makin' up a lie!" Adams clenched his teeth at the very suggestion of it. "I done told you, she's a truthful child! And yes, them tales are spoken here and yon, and most like Violet's heard 'em from other children, but by God you didn't see her pale as milk when she come home that day! You didn't hear her sobbin' and wailin', near scairt to death! No sir, it ain't a lie!"
Violet had downcast her face again. When her father had ceased his ranting, she lifted it to look fully at Matthew. "Sir?" she said timorously. "It happened as I told it. I heared the voice and went in the house, and I seen the Devil and the imp. The Devil said them things to me, and then I run home quick as I could."
"You're positive—absolutely positive—that the figure in the black cloak said . . ." Matthew found the appropriate lines on the paper. '"Tell them to free my Rachel'?"
"Yes sir. I am."
"The candle. In which hand did the imp hold it?"
She frowned. "The right."
"Did the Devil have on shoes or boots?"
"I don't know, sir. I didn't see."
"Upon which knee did the imp sit? The left or right?"
Again, Violet frowned as she called up the memory. "The . . . left, I think. Yes sir. The left knee."
"Did you see anyone else on the street before you went inside?"
"No sir. I don't recall."
"And afterward? Was there anyone on the street when you came out?"
She shook her head. "I don't know, sir. I was cryin'. All I cared to do was get home."
"How come you to stay late at school?"
"It was 'cause of my readin', sir. I need help at it, and Master Johnstone had me stay late to do some extra work."
"You were the only student asked to stay late?"
"That day, yes sir. But Master Johnstone has somebody stay late most every day."
"What made you notice those gold buttons?" Matthew lifted his eyebrows. "How, with the Devil and the imp sitting there before you, did you have the presence of mind to count them?"
"I don't recall countin' 'em, exactly. They just caught my eye. I collect buttons, sir. I have a jar of 'em at home, and ever when I find one I put it up."
"When you left the schoolhouse, did you happen to speak to anyone on the—"
"Matthew." Though it had been only a whisper, Woodward had delivered it with stern authority. "That's enough." He glowered at his clerk, his eyes bleary and red-rimmed. "This child has spoken what she knows."
"Yes, sir, but—"
"Enough." There was no denying the magistrate's will; particularly not in this instance, since Matthew had for all intents and purposes run out of questions. All Matthew.could do was nod his head and stare blankly at what he'd scribed on the paper before him. He had come to the conclusion that, of the three witnesses who'd testified, this child's story sounded the most chillingly real. She knew what details she ought to know. What she couldn't recall was forgivable, due to the stress and quickness of the incident.
Tell them to free my Rachel, the Devil had said. That single statement, coupled with the poppets, was powerful enough to burn her even if there had been no other witnesses.
"I assume," Matthew said, his own voice somewhat diminished, "that the schoolmaster has heard this story?"
"He has. I told him myself the very next mornin'," Adams said.
"And he remembers asking Violet to stay late that afternoon?"
"He does."
"Well, then." Matthew licked his dry lips and resisted turning his head to look at Rachel. He could think of nothing more to say but the same again: "Well, then."
"You are very courageous," Woodward offered the child. "Very courageous, to come in here and tell us this. My compliments and gratitude." Though in pain, he summoned up a smile albeit a tight one. "You may go home now."
"Yes sir, thank you sir." Violet bowed her head and gave the magistrate a clumsy but well-meant curtsey. Before she left the cell, though, she glanced uneasily at the prisoner, who still sat backwards upon the bench. "She won't hurt me, will she?"
"No," Woodward said. "God will protect you."
"Well. . . sir, there's somethin' else I have to tell."
Matthew roused himself from his dismayed stupor. "What is it?"
"The Devil and that imp . . . they wasn't alone in the house."
"You saw another creature, then?"
"No sir." She hesitated, hugging her Bible. "I heared a man's voice. Singin'."
"Singing?" Matthew frowned. "But you saw no other creature?"
"No sir, I didn't. The singin' ... it was comin' from back of the house, seemed like. Another room, back there in the dark. I heared it just 'fore the candle went out."
"It was a man's voice, you say?" Matthew had put his quill aside. Now he picked it up again and began to record the testimony once more. "Loud or soft?"
"Soft. I could just hardly hear it. But it was a man's voice, yes sir."
"Had you ever heard that voice before?"
"I don't know, sir. I'm not sure if I had or hadn't."
Matthew rubbed his chin and inadvertently smeared black ink across it. "Could you make out anything of the song?"
"Well. . . sometimes I feel I'm near 'bout to know what song it is, that maybe I heared it before . . . but then it goes away. Sometimes it makes my head hurt thinkin' of it." She looked from Matthew to the magistrate and back again. "It's not the Devil cursin' me, is it, sir?"
"No, I think not." He stared at the lines on the paper, his mind working. If there was a third demonic creature in that house, why didn't it show itself to the child? After all, the idea had been to scare an alarm into her, hadn't it? What was the point of a demon singing in the dark, if the song and the voice were not loud enough to be fearful? "Violet, this may be difficult for you," he said, "but might you try to remember what the voice was singing?"
"What does it matter?" Adams had held his peace long enough. "She done told you 'bout the Devil and the imp!"
"My own curiosity, Mr. Adams," Matthew explained. "And it seems to me that the memory of this voice troubles your daughter, or she would not have brought it to light. Don't you agree?"
"Well..." The man made a sour face. "Mayhaps I do."
"Is there anything further?" Matthew asked the girl, and she shook her head. "All right, then. The court thanks you for your testimony." Violet and her father withdrew from the cell. Just before they left the gaol, the child looked back fearfully at Rachel, who was sitting slumped over with a hand pressed to her forehead.
When the two were gone, Woodward began to wrap the poppets back up in the white cloth. "I presume," he whispered, "that all other witnesses have fled town. Therefore . . ." He paused to try to clear his throat, which was a difficult and torturous task. "Therefore our trial is ended."
"Wait!" Rachel stood up. "What about my say? Don't I get a chance to speak?"
Woodward regarded her coldly. "It is her right, sir," Matthew reminded him.
The magistrate continued wrapping the poppets. "Yes, yes," he said. "Of course it is. Go on, then.
"You've made your decision, have you not?" She came to the bars and gripped them.
"No. I shall first read over the transcript, when I am able."
"But that's only a formality, isn't it? What can I possibly say to convince you I am not guilty of these lies?"
"Bear in mind," Matthew said to her, "that the witnesses did swear on the Bible. I would be wary in calling them liars. However ..." He paused.
"However what?" Woodward rasped.
"I think there are some omissions of detail in the testimonies of Mr. Buckner and Mr. Garrick that ought to be taken into account. For instance—"
Woodward lifted a hand. "Spare me. I shall not discuss this today."
"But you do agree, don't you, sir?"
"I am going to bed." With the bundle tucked under his arm, Woodward pushed the chair back and stood up. His bones ached and his head grew dizzy, and he stood grasping the desk's edge until the dizziness abated.
Instantly Matthew was on his feet too, alert to preventing the magistrate from falling. "Is someone coming to help you?"
"I trust there's a carriage waiting."
"Shall I go out and see?"
"No. Mind you, you're still a prisoner." Woodward felt so drained of strength he had to close his eyes for a few seconds, his head bowed.
"I demand my right to speak," Rachel insisted. "No matter if you have decided."
"Speak, then." Woodward feared his throat was closing up again, and his nostrils seemed all but sealed.
"It is a wicked conspiracy," she began, "to contend that I murdered anyone, or that I have made spells and poppets and committed such sins as I am accused of. Yes, I know the witnesses swore truth on the Bible. I can't understand why or how they could create such stories, but if you'll give me the Bible I'll swear truth on it too!"
To Matthew's surprise, Woodward picked up the Holy Book, walked unsteadily to the bars, and passed the volume through into her hands.
Rachel clasped it to her bosom. "I swear upon this Bible and every word in it that I have done no murders and I am not a witch!" Her eyes gleamed with a mixture of trepidation and triumph. "There! You see? Did I burst into flame? Did I scream because my hands were scorched? If you put such value on Bible-sworn truth, then will you not also value my denial?"
"Madam," the magistrate whispered wearily, "do not further profane yourself. Your power to confuse is very strong, I grant you."
"I am holding the Bible! I have just sworn on it! Would you have me kiss it?"
"No. I would have you return it." He held out his hand. Matthew saw the bright fire of anger leap into Rachel's eyes, and for an instant he feared for the magistrate's safety. But then Rachel stepped back from the bars, opened the Holy Book, and began to methodically rip the parchment pages from it, her expression all but dead.
"Rachel!" Matthew cried out, before he could think better of it. "Don't!"
The torn pages of God's Writ drifted to the straw around her feet. She stared into the magistrate's eyes as she did her blasphemous damage, as if daring him to prevent her.
Woodward held her gaze, a muscle clenching in his jaw. "Now," he whispered, "I see you clearly."
She yanked out another page, let it fall, and then shoved the Bible between the bars. Woodward made no move to capture the mutilated Book, which dropped to the floor. "You see nothing," Rachel said, her voice trembling with emotion though her face was held under tight control. "Why did God not strike me dead just now?"
"Because, madam, He has given me that task."
"If I were truly a witch, God would never have allowed such an act!"
"Only a vile sinner would have committed it," Woodward said, showing admirable composure. He leaned down and retrieved the volume, the back of which had been broken.
Matthew said, "She's distraught, sir! She doesn't know what she's doing!"
At that, Woodward turned toward his clerk and managed to say heatedly, "She knows! Dear God, Matthew! Has she blinded you?"
"No, sir. But I think this action should be excused on the grounds of extreme mental hardship."
Woodward's mouth fell agape, his gray face slack. He seemed to feel the entire world wheel around him as he realized that, indeed, this woman had beguiled the very fear of God out of his clerk.
The magistrate's shocked expression was not lost on Matthew. "Sir, she is under difficult circumstances. I hope you'll weigh that in your consideration of this incident."
There was only one response Woodward could make to this plea. "Get your papers. You're leaving."
Now it was Matthew's turn to be shocked. "But ... I have one more night on my sentence."
"I'll pardon you! Come along!"
Matthew saw that Rachel had moved back into the shadows of her cage. He was torn between the desire to rid himself of this dirty hovel and the realization that once he left the gaol he would most likely not see Rachel again until the morning of her death. There were still so many questions to be asked and answered! He couldn't let it go like this, or he feared he might be haunted for the rest of his days. "I'll stay here and finish my sentence," he said.
"What?"
"I'll stay here," Matthew repeated calmly. "One more night will be of no consequence."
"You forget yourself!" Woodward felt near collapse. "I demand you obey!"
Even though this demand had been delivered in such a frail voice, it still carried enough power to offend Matthew's sense of independence. "I am your servant," he answered, "but I am not your slave. I elect to stay here and finish my sentence. I will take my lashes in the morning, and that will be the end of it."
"You've lost your reason!"
"No, sir, I have not. My being pardoned would only cause further problems."
Woodward started to argue the point, but neither his voice nor his spirit had the strength. He stood at the cell's threshold, holding the violated Bible and the bundled poppets. A glance at Rachel Howarth showed him that she'd retreated to the far wall of her cage, but he knew that as soon as he left she would begin to work her mind-corrupting spells on the boy again. This was like leaving a lamb to the teeth of a bitch wolf. He tried once more: "Matthew ... I beg you to come with me."
"There's no need. I can stand one more night."
"Yes, and fall for eternity," Woodward whispered. Woodward laid the Holy Book down atop the desk. Even so desecrated, the volume might serve as a shield if Matthew called upon it. That is, if Matthew's clouded vision would allow him to recognize its power. He damned himself for letting the boy be put in this place; he might have known the witch would leap at the opportunity to entrance Matthew's mind. It occurred to Woodward that the court records were in jeopardy as well. There was no telling what might befall them during this last night they'd be within the witch's reach. "I will take the papers," he said. "Box them, please."
This was not an unreasonable request, as Matthew assumed the magistrate would want to begin his reading. He immediately obeyed.
When it was done, Woodward put the box under one arm.
There was nothing more he could do for Matthew except offer a prayer. He cast a baleful glare upon Rachel Howarth. "Beware your acts, madam. You're not yet in the fire."
"Is there any doubt I shall be?" she asked.
He ignored the question, turning his eyes toward Matthew. "Your lashing ..." It seemed his throat was doubly swollen now, and speaking took a maximum of effort. "... will be at six o'clock. I shall be here . . . early as possible. Be alert to her tricks, Matthew." Matthew nodded but offered no opinion on the validity of the statement.
The magistrate walked out of the cell, leaving the door wide open. He steeled himself not to look back, as the sight of Matthew voluntarily caged and in mortal danger of witchcraft might tear his heart asunder.
Outside the gaol, in the dim gray light and with a mist hanging in the air, Woodward was relieved to see that indeed Goode had brought the carriage for him. He pulled himself up into one of the passenger seats and set the bundled poppets at his side. As soon as Woodward was settled, Goode flicked the reins and the horses started off.
Shortly after the magistrate had departed, Green came to the gaol to deliver the evening meal, which was corn soup. He locked Matthew's cell and said, "I trust you sleep well, boy. Tomorrow your hide belongs to me." Matthew didn't care for the way Green laughed; then the gaol-keeper removed the lantern, as was his nightly custom, and left the prisoners in darkness.
Matthew sat on his bench and tipped the foodbowl to his mouth. He heard a rat squeaking in the wall behind him, but their numbers had dwindled dramatically in the wake of the ratcatcher's visit and they seemed not nearly so bold as before.
Rachel's voice came from the dark. "Why did you stay?"
He swallowed the soup that was in his mouth. "I intend to serve out my sentence."
"I know that, but the magistrate offered you a pardon. Why didn't you take it?"
"Magistrate Woodward is ill and confused right now."
"That doesn't answer my question. You elected to stay. Why?"
Matthew busied himself in eating. At last he said, "I have other questions to ask of you."
"Such as?"
"Such as where were you when your husband was murdered? And why is it that someone other than you found the body?"
"I remember Daniel getting out of bed that night," Rachel said. "Or perhaps it was early morning. I don't know. But he often rose in the dark and by candlelight figured in his ledger. There was nothing odd in his rising. I simply turned over, pulled the blanket up, and went back to sleep as I always did."
"Did you know that he'd gone outside?"
"No, I didn't."
"Was that usual also? That he should go out in the cold at such an early hour?"
"He might go out to feed the livestock, depending on how near it was to sunrise."
"You say your husband kept a ledger? Containing what?"
"Daniel kept account of every shilling he had. Also how much money was invested in the farm, and how much was spent on day-to-day matters such as candles, soap, and the like."
"Was money owed to him by anyone in town, or did he owe money?"
"No," Rachel said. "Daniel prided himself that he was his own master."
"Admirable, but quite unusual in these times." Matthew took another swallow of soup. "How did your husband's body come to be found?"
"Jess Maynard found it. Him, I mean. Lying in the field, with his throat . . . you know." She paused. "The Maynards lived on the other side of us. Jess had come out to feed his chickens at first light when he saw . . . the crows circling. He came over and that's when he found Daniel."
"Did you see the body?"
Again, there was a hesitation. Then she said quietly. "I did."
"I understand it was the throat wound that killed him, but were there not other wounds on his body? Bidwell described them, I recall, as claw or teeth marks to the face and arms."
"Yes, there were those."
"Forgive my indelicacy," Matthew said, "but is that how you would describe them? As teeth or claw marks?"
"I . . . remember . . . how terrible was the wound to his throat. I did see what appeared to be claw marks on his face, but ... I didn't care at the moment to inspect them. The sight of my husband lying dead, his eyes and mouth open as they were ... I remember that I cried out and fell to my knees beside him. I don't recall much after that, except that Ellen Maynard took me to her house to rest."
"Are the Maynards still living there?"
"No. They moved away after ..." She gave a sigh of resignation. "After the stories about me began to fly."
"And who began these stories? Do you know of any one person?"
"I would be the last to know," Rachel said dryly.
"Yes," Matthew agreed. "Of course. People being as they are, I'm sure the stories were spread about and more and more embellished. But tell me this: the accusations against you did not begin until your husband was murdered, is that correct? You were not suspected in the murder of Reverend Grove?"
"No, I was not. After I was brought here, Bidwell came in to see me. He said he had witnesses to my practise of witchcraft and that he knew I—or my 'master,' as he put it—was responsible for the calamities that had struck Fount Royal. He asked me why I had decided to consort with Satan, and what was my purpose in destroying the town. At that point he asked if I had murdered the reverend. Of course I thought he'd lost his mind. He said I was to cease all associations with demons and confess myself to be a witch, and that he would arrange for me to be immediately banished. The alternative, he said, was death."
Matthew finished his soup and set the bowl aside. "Tell me," he said, "why you didn't agree to banishment. Your husband was dead, and you faced execution. Why didn't you leave?"
"Because," she answered, "I am not guilty. Daniel bought our farm from Bidwell and we had both worked hard at making it a success. Why should I give it up, admit to killing two men and being a witch, and be sent out into the wilds with nothing? I would have surely died out there. Here, at least, I felt that when a magistrate arrived to hear the case I might have a chance." She was silent for a while, and then she said, "I never thought it would take so long. The magistrate was supposed to be here over a month ago. By the day you and Woodward arrived, I had suffered Bidwell's slings and arrows many times over. I had almost lost all hope. In fact, you both looked so . . . well, unofficial. . . that I at first thought Bidwell had brought in two hirelings to goad a confession out of me."
"I understand," Matthew said. "But was there no effort to discover who had murdered the reverend?"
"There was, as I recall, but after Lenora Grove left, the interest faded over time, as there were no suspects and no apparent motive. But the reverend's murder was the first incident that caused people to start leaving Fount Royal. It was a grim Winter."
"I can imagine it was." Matthew listened to the increasing sound of rain on the roof. "A grim Spring, as well. I doubt if Fount Royal could survive another one as bad."
"Probably not. But I won't be here to know, will I?"
Matthew didn't answer. What could he say? Rachel's voice was vety tight when she spoke again. "In your opinion, how long do I have to live?"
She was asking to be told the truth. Matthew said, "The magistrate will read thoroughly over the records. He will deliberate, according to past witchcraft cases of which he has knowledge." Matthew folded his hands together in his lap. "He may give his decision as early as Wednesday. On Thursday he might ask for your confession, and on that day as well he might require me to write, date, and sign the order of sentencing. I expect . . .
the preparations would be made on Friday. He would not wish to carry out the sentence on either the day before the Sabbath or the Sabbath itself. Therefore—"
"Therefore I burn on Monday," Rachel finished for him.
"Yes," Matthew said. A long silence stretched. Though he wished to ease her sorrow, Matthew knew of no consolation he could offer that would not sound blatantly foolish.
"Well," she said at last, her voice carrying a mixture of courage and pain, and that was all.
Matthew lay down in his accustomed place in the straw and folded himself up for warmth. Rain drummed harder on the roof. He listened to its muffled roar and thought how simple life had seemed when he was a child and all he had to fear was the pile of pig dung. Life was so complicated now, so filled with strange twists and turns like a road that wandered across a wilderness no man could completely tame, much less understand.
He was deeply concerned for the magistrate's failing health. On the one hand, the sooner they got away from Fount Royal and returned to the city, the better; but on the other hand he was deeply concerned as well for the life of the woman in the next cell.
And it was not simply because he did think her beautiful to look upon. Paine had been correct, of course. Rachel was indeed—as he had crudely put it—a "handsome piece." Matthew could understand how Paine—how any man, really—could be drawn to her. Rachel's intelligence and inner fire were also appealing to Matthew, as he'd never met a woman of such nature before. Or, at least, he'd never met a woman before who had allowed those characteristics of intelligence and fire to be seen in public. It was profoundly troubling to believe that just possibly Rachel's beauty and independent nature were two reasons she'd been singled out by public opinion as a witch. It seemed to him, in his observations, that if one could not catch and conquer an object of desire, it often served the same to destroy it.
The question must be answered in his own mind: was she a witch or not? Before the testimony of Violet Adams, he would have said the so-called eyewitness accounts were fabrications or fantasies, even though both men had sworn on the Bible. But the child's testimony had been tight and convincing. Frighten-ingly convincing, in fact. This was not a situation where the child had gone to bed and awakened thinking that a dream had been reality; this had happened when she was wide awake, and her grasp of details seemed about right considering the stress of the moment. The child's testimony—especially concerning the black cloak, the six gold buttons, and the white-haired dwarf, or "imp," as she'd called it—gave further believability to what both Buckner and Garrick had seen. What, then, to make of it?
And there were the poppets, of course. Yes, anyone might have made them and hidden them under the floorboards. But why would anyone have done so? And what to make of Cara Grunewald's "vision" telling the searchers where to look?
Had Rachel indulged in witchcraft, or not? Had she murdered or wished the murders of Reverend Grove and her husband, the actual killings having been committed by some demonic creature summoned from the bullypit of Hell?
Another thought came to him while he was on this awful track: if Rachel was a witch, might she or her terrible accomplices have worked a spell on the magistrate's health to prevent him from delivering sentence?
Matthew had to admit that, even though there were puzzling lapses of detail in the accounts of Buckner and Garrick, all the evidence taken together served to light the torch for Rachel's death. He knew the magistrate would read the court documents carefully and ponder them with a fair mind, but there was no question the decree would be guilty as charged. So: was she a witch, or not?
Even having read and digested the scholarly volumes that explained witchcraft as insanity, ignorance, or downright malicious accusations, he honestly couldn't say, which frightened him far more than any of the testimony he'd heard.
But she was so beautiful, he thought. So beautiful and so alone. If she was indeed a servant of Satan, how could the Devil himself let a woman so beautiful be destroyed by the hands of men?
Thunder spoke over Fount Royal. Rain began to drip from the gaol's roof at a dozen weak joints. Matthew lay in the dark, huddled up against the chill, his mind struggling with a question inside a mystery within an enigma.
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JUST BEFORE THE STORM had broken, Mrs. Nettles had answered the front door bell to admit Schoolmaster Johnstone, who inquired if the magistrate was able to see him. She took his black coat and tricorn and hung them near the door, then escorted him into the parlor, where Woodward—still bundled up in coat and scarf as he'd been at the gaol—sat in a chair that had been pulled up close to the fireplace. A tray across Woodward's knees held a bowl of steaming, milky pap that was near the same grayish hue as the color of his face, and Woodward had been stirring his dinner with a spoon to cool it.
"Pardon me. For not rising," Woodward whispered. 
"No pardon necessary between Oxford brothers, sir."
"Mr. Bidwell is in his study with Mr. Winston," Mrs. Nettles said. "Shall I fetch 'im?"
"No, I won't disturb their work," Johnstone said, leaning on his cane. Woodward noted he was wigless this evening, his light brown hair shorn close to the scalp. "I have business with the magistrate.
"Very well, sir." She bowed her head in a gesture of respect and left the parlor.
Johnstone watched the magistrate stirring his pap. "That doesn't look very appetizing.
"Doctor's orders. All I can swallow."
"Yes, I had a talk with Dr. Shields this morning and he told me you'd been suffering. I'm sorry you're in such a condition. He bled you, I understand."
Woodward nodded. "More bleeding. Yet to be done."
"Well, it is helpful to drain the corrupted fluids. Might I sit down?" He motioned toward a nearby chair, and Woodward whispered, "Yes, please do." Johnstone, with the aid of his cane, eased himself into the chair and stretched his legs out toward the crackling fire. Rain began to beat at the shuttered windows. Woodward took a taste of the pap and found it just the same as what he'd eaten at midday: entirely tasteless, since his nostrils were so clogged he could not smell even the smoke from the burning pinewood.
"I won't take much of your time," Johnstone said. "I did wish to ask how the trial was coming."
"Over. The last witness has been heard."
"Then I presume your decision will be forthcoming? Tomorrow, perhaps?"
"Not tomorrow. I must review the testimony."
"I see. But your decision will be made by the end of the week?" Johnstone waited for Woodward to nod his assent. "You have a responsibility I do not envy," he continued. "Sentencing a woman to death by fire is not a kind job."
"It is not," Woodward answered between swallows of pap, "a kind world."
"Granted. We have come a long way from Oxford, the both of us. I imagine we began our careers as shining lamps. It is unfortunate that life has a way of dirtying the glass. But tell me this, Magistrate: can you in good conscience sentence Rachel Howarth to death without yourself seeing evidence of her supposed witchcraft?"
Woodward paused in bringing another spoonful of pap to his mouth. "I can. As did the magistrates of Salem."
"Ah, yes. Infamous Salem. But you're aware, of course, that since the incident in Salem there has been much written concerning questions of guilt and innocence." His right hand settled on the misshapen knee and began to massage it. "Thete are some who believe the incident in Salem resulted in the execution of persons who were either mentally unbalanced or falsely accused."
"And some who believe," Woodward hesitated to get a breath, "Christ was served and Satan vanquished."
"Oh, Satan is never vanquished. You know that as well as anyone. In fact, one might say that if a single innocent person died at Salem, the Devil's work was well and truly done, for the souls of the magistrates themselves were corrupted." Johnstone stared into the flames. "I have to confess something," he said at length. "I consider myself a man of the here-and-now, not a man whose opinions are rooted in the beliefs and judgments of the past. I believe in God's power and I trust in the wisdom of Christ . . . but I have difficulty with this question of witchcraft, sir. It seems to me a highly doubtful thing."
"Doubtful?" Woodward asked. "You doubt the witnesses, then?"
"I don't know." The schoolmaster shook his head. "I can't understand why such elaborate lies should be produced against Madam Howarth—whom I always thought to be, by the way, a very dignified and intelligent woman. Of course she did—and does—have her enemies here. A beautiful, strong-spirited woman as she is could not fail to have enemies. Constance Adams is one of them. Granny Lawry was another who spoke with a vehement tongue, but she passed away in late March. A number of citizens were outraged when Madam Howarth attended church, she being Portuguese and of such dark coloring. They wanted her to go worship in the slave quarters."
"The slaves have a church?"
"A shed that serves the purpose. Anyway, since the day Madam Howarth set foot in church, she was the object of bitter resentment. The citizens were looking for a reason to openly despise her. The nature of her heritage—and the fact that she'd married a much older and reasonably wealthy man—had made her a target of scorn since she and Daniel arrived here."
"Howarth was wealthy?" Woodward asked, his pap-loaded spoon poised near his mouth.
"Yes. Though not in the sense of Bidwell's wealth, of course. The Howarth land is larger than most of the other farms. He did have some money, as I understand."
"Money from what source?"
"He was a wine merchant in Virginia. From what I heard, he'd suffered some bad luck. A shipment was lost at sea, another shipment was delivered foul, and evidently there was a continuing problem with a tax collector. As I understand, Daniel simply sickened of laboring beneath the threat of losing his business. He was married to another woman at that point, but I don't know if she died or returned to England. Some women can't stand the New World, you know."
"Your own wife being an example?" Woodward whispered before he slid the spoon of pap into his mouth.
"Yes, my own Margaret." Johnstone offered a thin smile. "Ben told me you'd been asking questions. He said that somehow—he couldn't quite recall—you had wandered onto that field where Margaret lies buried. Figuratively speaking, of course. No, Margaret lives with her family now, south of London." He shrugged. "I suppose she does, if they haven't locked her up in Bedlam yet. She was—to be kind—mentally unstable, a condition that the rigors of life in Fount Royal made only worse. Unfortunately, she sought balance in the rum barrel." Johnstone was silent, the firelight and shadows moving on his thin-nosed, aristocratic face. "I expect Ben—knowing Ben as I do—has told you also of Margaret's . . . um . . . indiscretions?"
"Yes."
"The one in particular, with that Noles bastard, was the worst. The man is an animal, and for Margaret—who when I married her was a virgin and comported herself as a proper lady—to have fallen to his level was the final insult to me. Well, she had made no secret of hating Fount Royal and everyone in it. It was for the best that I took her where she belonged." He looked at Woodward with a pained expression. "Some people change, no matter how hard one tries to deny it. Do you understand what I mean?"
"Yes," Woodward answered, in his fragile voice. His own face had taken on some pain. He stared into the fire. "I do understand."
The schoolmaster continued to rub his deformed knee. Sparks popped from one of the logs. Outside, the sound of rain had become a dull roar. "This weather," Johnstone said, "plays hell with my knee. Too much damp and I can hardly walk. You know, that preacher must be getting his feet wet. He's camped up on Industry Street. Last night he gave a sermon that I understand sent a few people into spasms and separated them from their coins as well. Of course, the subject of his speech was Rachel Howarth, and how her evil has contaminated the whole of Fount Royal. He mentioned you by name as one of those so afflicted, as well as your clerk, Nicholas Paine, and myself."
"I'm not surprised."
"At the risk of verifying the preacher's opinion of me," Johnstone said, "I suppose I'm here to plead for Madam Howarth. It just makes no sense to me that she would commit two murders, much less take up witchcraft. I'm aware that the witnesses are all reliable and of good character, but . . . something about this is very wrong, sir. If I were you, I'd be wary of rushing to pass sentence no matter how much pressure Bidwell puts upon you."
"I am not rushing," Woodward replied stiffly. "I set my own pace."
"Surely you do, and forgive me for stating otherwise. But it appears there is some pressure being put upon you. I understand how Bidwell feels Fount Royal is so endangered, and it's certainly true that the town is being vacated at an alarming rate. These fires we've been suffering don't help matters. Someone is trying to paint Madam Howarth as having the power of destruction beyond the gaol's walls."
"Your opinion."
"Yes, my opinion. I'm aware that you have more experience in these matters than do I, but does it not seem very strange to you that the Devil should so openly reveal himself about town? And it seems to me quite peculiar that a woman who can burn down houses at a distance can't free herself from a rusty lock."
"The nature of evil," Woodward said as he ate another spoonful of the tasteless mush, "is never fully understood."
"Agreed. But I would think Satan would be more cunning than illogical. It appears to me that the Devil went to great pains to make certain everyone in town knew there was a witch among us, and that her name was Rachel Howarth."
After a moment of contemplation, Woodward said, "Perhaps it is strange. Still, we have the witnesses."
"Yes, the witnesses." Johnstone frowned, his gaze fixed upon the fire. "A puzzle, it seems. Unless . . . one considers the possibility that—as much as I might wish to deny it—Satan is indeed at work in Fount Royal, and has given Madam Howarth's face to the true witch. Or warlock, as the case might be."
Woodward had been about to eat the last swallow of his pap, but he paused in lifting the spoon. This idea advanced by Johnstone had never occurred to him. Still, it was only an idea, and the witnesses had sworn on the Bible. But what if the witnesses had been themselves entranced, without knowing it? What if they had been led to believe they were viewing Madam Howarth, when indeed it was not? And when Satan had spoken Madam Howarth's name to Violet Adams, was he simply attempting to shield the identity of the true witch?
No! There was the evidence of the poppets found in Madam Howarth's house! But, as Matthew had pointed out, the house was empty for such a period of time that someone else might have secreted them there. Afterward, Satan might have slipped the vision into Madam Grunewald's dreams, and thereby the poppets were discovered.
Was it possible—only by the slimmest possibility—that the wrong person was behind bars, and the real witch still free?
"I don't wish to cloud your thinking," Johnstone said in response to the magistrate's silence, "but only to point out what damage a rush to execute Madam Howarth might do. Now, that being said, I have to ask if you have progressed any in your search for the thief."
"The thief?" It took Woodward a few seconds to shift his thoughts to the missing gold coin. "Oh. No progress."
"Well, Ben also informed me that you and your clerk had questions about my knee, and if I was able to climb the staircase or not. I suppose I could, if I had to. But I'm flattered that you would consider I could move as quickly as the thief evidently did." The schoolmaster leaned forward and unbuttoned his breeches leg at the knee. "I wish you to judge for yourself."
"Uh ... it isn't necessary," Woodward whispered.
"Oh, but it is! I want you to see." He pulled the breeches leg back and then rolled his stocking down. A bandage had been secured around the knee, and this Johnstone began to slowly unwrap. When he was finished, he turned his leg so as to offer Woodward a clear view of the deformity by the firelight. "There," Johnstone said grimly. "My pride."
Woodward saw that a leather brace was buckled around Johnstone's knee, but the kneecap itself was fully exposed. It was the size of a knotty fist, gray-colored and glistening with some kind of oil. The bone itself appeared terribly misshapen, bulging up in a ghastly ridge along the top of the kneecap and then forming a concavity at the knee's center. Woodward found himself recoiling from the sight.
"Alan! We heard the bell, but why didn't you announce yourself?" Bidwell had just entered the parlor, with Winston a few steps behind him.
"I had business with the magistrate. I wished to show him my knee. Would you care to look?"
"No, thank you," Bidwell said, as politely as possible.
But Winston came forward and craned his neck. He wrinkled up his nose as he reached the fireside. "My Lord, what's that smell?"
"The hogsfat ointment Ben sells me," Johnstone explained. "As the weather is so damp, I've had to apply it rather liberally tonight. I apologize for the odor." Woodward, because his nostrils were blocked, could smell nothing. Winston came a couple of steps closer to view the knee but then he retreated with as much decorum as he could manage.
"I realize it's not a pretty sight." Johnstone extended his index finger and moved it along the bony ridge and down into the concavity, an exploration that made the magistrate's spine crawl. Woodward had to look away, choosing to stare into the fire. "Unfortunately, it is part of my heritage. I understand my great-grandfather—Linus by name—was born with a similar defect. In good weather it has decent manners, but in such weather as we've been enduring lately it behaves rather badly. Would you care for a closer inspection?"
"No," Woodward said. Johnstone gave his knee an affectionate pat and wrapped the bandage around it once more.
"Is there a point to this, Alan?" Bidwell asked.
"I am answering the magistrate's inquiry as to whether my condition would allow me to take your staircase at any speed."
"Oh, that." Bidwell came over to the fireplace and offered his palms to the heat, as the schoolmaster pulled his srocking back up and rebuttoned the breeches leg. "Yes, the magistrate's clerk advanced one of his rather dubious theories concerning your knee. He said—"
"—that he wondered if my knee was really deformed, or if I were only shamming," Johnstone interrupted. "Ben told me. An interesting theory, but somewhat flawed. Robert, I've been in Fount Royal for—what?—three years or thereabouts? Have you ever seen me walk without the aid of my cane?"
"Never," Bidwell said.
"If I were shamming, what would be the reason for ir?" Johnstone was addressing this question to Woodward. "By God's grace, I wish I could run down a staircase! I wish I could walk without putting my weight on a stick!" Heat had crept into the schoolmaster's voice. "I cut a fine figure at Oxford, as you can imagine! There the prizes always belonged to the young and the quick, and I was forced to carry myself like a doddering old man! But I proved myself in the classroom, that's what I did! I could not throw myself down the playing field, but I did throw myself into my studies, and thereafter I became president of my social club!"
"The Hellfires, I presume?" Woodward asked.
"No, not the Hellfires. The Ruskins. We emulated the Hell-fires in some things, but we were rather more studious. Quite a bit more timid, to be truthful." Johnstone seemed to realize he had displayed some bitterness at his condition, and his voice was again under firm control. "Forgive my outburst," he said. "I am not a self-pitier and I wish no pity from anyone else. I enjoy my profession and I feel I am very good at what I do."
"Hear, hear!" Winston said. "Magistrate, Alan has shown himself to be an excellent schoolmaster. Before he came, school was held in a barn and our teacher was an older man who didn't have near Alan's qualifications."
"That's right," Bidwell added. "Upon Alan's arrival here, he insisted a schoolhouse be built and regular lessons begun in the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. He's taught many of the farmers and their children how to write their own names. I must say, though, that Alan's opening of the schoolhouse to the female children is a bit too liberal for my tastes!"
"That is liberal," Woodward remarked. "Some might even say misguided."
"Females are becoming more educated in Europe," Johnstone said, with the slightly wearied sound of someone who has defended a position time and again. "I believe at least one member of every family should be able to read. If that is a wife or a female child, then so be it."
"Yes, but Alan's had to pry some of these children away from their families," Winston said. "Like Violet Adams, for one. Education goes against the grain of these rustics."
"Violet approached me wanting to learn to read the Bible, as neither of her parents were able. How could I refuse her? Oh, Martin and Constance at first were set against it, but I convinced them that reading is not a dishonorable exercise, and thereby Violet would please the Lord. After the child's experience, however, she was forbidden to attend school again. A pity, too, because Violet is a bright child. Well. . . enough of this horn blowing." The schoolmaster braced himself with his cane and stood up from the chair. "I should be on my way now, ere this weather gets any worse. It was a pleasure speaking with you, Magistrate. I hope you're soon feeling better."
"Oh, he shall!" Bidwell spoke up. "Ben's coming by tonight to tend to him. It won't be long before Isaac is as fit as a racehorse!"
Woodward summoned a frail smile. Never in his life had he been a racehorse. A workhorse, yes, but never a racehorse. And now he was Isaac to the master of Fount Royal, since the trial had ended and sentencing was imminent.
Bidwell walked with Johnstone to get his coat and tricorn before he braved the rain. Winston came forward to stand before the fire. The flames reflected off the glass of his spectacles. "A chill wind in May!" he said. "I thought I'd left such a thing behind in London! But it's not so bad when one has a house as grand as this in which to bask, is it?" Woodward didn't know whether to nod or shake his head, so he did neither.
Winston rubbed his hands together. "Unfortunately, my own hearth smokes and my roof will be leaking tonight like an oar-boat. But I shall endure it. Yes, I shall. Just as Mr. Bidwell has said at times of business crisis: whatever tribulations may come, they mold the character of the man."
"What say, Edward?" Bidwell had entered the parlor again, after seeing Johnstone off.
"Nothing, sir," Winston replied. "I was thinking aloud, that's all." He turned from the fire. "I was about to point out to the magistrate that our sorry weather is one more evidence of the witch's spellcraft against us, as we've never been struck with such damp misery before."
"I think Isaac is already well aware of Witch Howarth's abilities. But we won't have to endure her but a day or two longer, will we, Isaac?"
Bidwell was waiting for a response, his mouth cracked by a smile but his eyes hard as granite. Woodward, in order to keep the peace and thereby get to his bed without an uproar, whispered, "No, we won't." Instantly he felt shamed by it, because indeed he was dancing to Bidwell's tune. But at the moment he was too sick and tired to give a damn.
Winston soon said good night, and Bidwell summoned Mrs. Nettles and a servant girl to help the magistrate upstairs. Woodward, ill as he was, protested against the girl's efforts to disrobe him and insisted on preparing himself for bed. He had been under the sheet for only a few minutes when he heard the doorbell ring. Presently Mrs. Nettles knocked at his door, announcing the arrival of Dr. Shields, and the doctor came in armed with his bag of potions and implements.
The bleeding bowl was readied. The hot lancet bit true and deep through the crusted wounds of the morning's bloodletting. As Woodward lay with his head over the edge of the bed and the sound of his corrupted fluids pattering into the bowl, he stared up at the ceiling where Dr. Shields's shadow was thrown by the yellow lamplight.
"Not to fear," the doctor said, as his fingers worked the cuts to keep the blood running. "We'll banish this sickness."
Woodward closed his eyes. He felt cold. His stomach had clenched—not because of the pain he was suffering, but because he'd thought of the three lashes that would soon be inflicted upon Matthew. At least, though, after the lashing was done Matthew would be free to go from that filthy gaol; and thankfully he would be free also from Rachel Howarth's influence.
The blood continued to flow. Woodward felt—or imagined he felt—that his hands and feet were freezing. His throat, however, remained fiery hot.
He entertained himself for the moment with musings on how wrong Matthew had been in his theory concerning the Spanish spy. If indeed there was such a spy, Alan Johnstone was not the man. Or, at least, Johnstone was not the thief who'd taken Matthew's coin. Matthew was so cocksure of his theories that sometimes the boy became insufferable, and this was a good opportunity to remind him that he made mistakes just like the rest of mankind.
"My throat," he whispered to Dr. Shields. "It pains me."
"Yes, we'll tend it again after I've finished here."
It was bad fortune to become so ill without benefit of a real hospital, Woodward thought. A city hospital, that is. Well, the task here would be soon finished. Of course he didn't look forward with great relish to that trip back to Charles Town, but neither would he care to remain in this swamphole more than another week.
He hoped Matthew could bear the lashes. The first one would be a shock; the second would likely tear the flesh. Woodward had seen hardened criminals break into tears and cry for their mothers after the whip had thrice bitten their backs. But soon the ordeal would be over. Soon they could both take leave of this place, and Satan could fight the mosquitoes for its ruins as far as he cared.
Does it not seem very strange to you, Johnstone had said, that the Devil should so openly reveal himself about town? Woodward squeezed his eyes shut more tightly. . . . consider the possibility that Satan is indeed at work in Fount Royal, and has given Madam Howarth's face to the true witch. Or warlock, as the case might be.
No! Woodward thought. No! There were the witnesses, who had sworn truth on the Bible, and the poppets that were even now sitting atop the dresser! To consider that there was some other witch would not only delay his decision in regards to the prisoner but would also result in the complete abandonment of Fount Royal. No, Woodward told himself. It was sheer folly to march down that road!
"Pardon?" Dr. Shields said. "Did you say something, Isaac?" Woodward shook his head. "Forgive me, I thought you did. A bit more in the bowl and we'll be done."
"Good," Woodward said. He could sleep now, if his throat were not so raw. The sound of his blood dripping into the bowl was nearly a strange kind of lullaby. But before he gave himself up to sleep he would pray for God to endow strength to Matthew, both to resist that woman's wiles and to endure the whip with the grace of a gentleman. Then he would add a prayer to keep his own mind clear in this time of tribulation, so that he might do what was right and proper in the framework of the law.
But he was sick and he was troubled, and he had also begun to realize that he was afraid: of sinking into deeper illness, of Rachel Howarth's influence over Matthew, of making a mistake. Afraid on a level he hadn't known since his last year in London, when his whole world had been torn asunder like a piece of rotten cloth.
He feared the future. Not just the turn of the century, and what a new age might bring to this strife-burnt earth, but tomorrow and the next day and the day after that. He feared all the demons of the unknown tomorrows, for they were creatures who destroyed the shape and structure of yesterday for the sake of a merry fire.
"A little more, a little more," Dr. Shields said, as the blood continued to drip from the lancet cuts.


WHILE WOODWARD WAS BEING SO ATTENDED, Matthew lay in the dark on his pallet of straw and grappled with his own fears. It would not be seemly if tomorrow morning, at the delivering of the lashes, he should lose control and disgrace himself before the magistrate. He had seen criminals whipped before, and knew that sometimes they couldn't hold their bodily functions, so great was the pain. He could stand three lashes; he knew he could. Rather, he hoped he could. If that giant Mr. Green put his strength into the blows . . . well, it was best not to think about that right now, or he'd convince himself that his back would be split open like a ripe melon.
Distant thunder sounded. The gaol had taken on a chill. He wished for a coat to cover himself, but of course there was nothing but these clothes that were—from the smell and stiffness of them—fit to be boiled in a kettle and cut into rags. Instantly he thought how petty were his own discomforts, as Rachel's sackcloth robe was surely torment to her flesh by now and the punishment she faced was far more terrible—and more final—than a trio of whipstrikes.
So much was whirling through his mind that it seemed hot as a hearth, though his body was cold. He might wish for sleep, but he was his own hardest taskmaster and such relief was withheld. He sat up, folding his arms around himself, and stared into the dark as if he might see some answer there to the questions that plagued him.
The poppets. The testimony of Violet Adams. The three Devil's familiars who could not have sprung from the rather simple mind of Jeremiah Buckner. And how to explain the dwarf-creature—the "imp"—that both Buckner and Violet Adams had seen at different times and locales? What also of the cloak with six buttons? And the Devil's commandment to the child to "tell them to free my Rachel"? Could there be any more damning a decree?
But another thing kept bothering Matthew: what the child had said about hearing a man's voice, singing in the darkness of another room at that house. Was it a fragment of nothing? Or was it a shadow of great importance?
"You're awake." It had been a statement, not a question.
"Yes," Matthew said.
"I can't sleep either."
"Little wonder." He listened to the noise of rain dripping from the roof. Again there came the dull rumble of thunder.
"I have remembered something," Rachel said. "I don't know how important it is, but at the time I thought it was unusual."
"What is it?" He looked toward her shape in the darkness.
"The night before Daniel was murdered ... he asked me if I loved him."
"This was an unusual question?"
"Yes. For him, I mean. Daniel was a good man, but he was never one to speak of his feelings ... at least not where love was concerned."
"Might I ask what was your reply?"
"I told him I did love him," she answered. "And then he said that I had made him very happy in the six years of our marriage. He said ... it made no matter to him that I had never borne a child, that I was his joy in life and no man could change that fact."
"Those were his exact words, as best you recall?"
"Yes."
"You say he was not normally so concerned with emotions? Had anything occurred in the previous few days that might have made him wish to express such feelings? A quarrel, perhaps?"
"I recall no quarrel. Not to say that we didn't have them, but they were never allowed to linger."
Matthew nodded, though he realized she couldn't see it. He laced his fingers around his knees. "You were both well matched, would you say? Even though there was such a difference in ages?"
"We both desired the same things," Rachel said. "Peace at home, and success for our farm. As for the difference in our ages, it mattered some at the beginning but not so much as the years passed."
"Then he had no reason to doubt that you loved him? Why would he ask such a question, if it was against his usual nature?"
"I don't know. Do you think it means anything?"
"I can't say. There's so much about this that begs questions. Things that should fit don't, and things that shouldn't fit do. Well, when I get out of here I plan on trying to find out why."
"What?" She sounded surprised. "Even after the child's testimony?"
"Yes. Her testimony was—pardon my bluntness—the worst blow that could have been dealt to you. Of course you didn't help your case by violating the Holy Book. But still. . . there are questions that need answers. I can't close my eyes to them."
"But Magistrate Woodward can?"
"I don't think he's able to see them as I do," Matthew said. "Because I'm a clerk and not a jurist, my opinions on witchcraft have not been formed by court records and the articles of de-monology."
"Meaning," she said, "that you don't believe in witches?"
"I certainly do believe in the power of the Devil to do wickedness through men—and women. But as for your being a witch and having murdered Reverend Grove and your husband ..." He hesitated, knowing that he was about to throw himself into the flames of commitment. "I don't believe it," he said.
Rachel said something, very quietly, that gave him a twinge deep in his stomach. "You could be wrong. I could be casting a spell on you this moment."
Matthew considered this point carefully before he answered. "Yes, I could be wrong. But if Satan is your master, he has lost his grip on logic. He wishes you released from the gaol, when he personally went to great lengths to put you here. And if his aim is to destroy Fount Royal, why doesn't he just burn the whole town in one night instead of an empty house here and there? I don't think Satan would care if a house was empty before it burned, do you? And what are these tricks of bringing the three demons out to parade them as if in a stageplay? Why would you appear to Jeremiah Buckner and invite him to view a scene that would certainly send you to the stake?" He waited for a response but there was none. "Buckner may have sworn truth on the Bible, yes. He may believe that what he saw was the truth. But my question is: what is it that two men—and a little girl—may see that appears to be true but is in reality a cunning fiction? It must be more than a dream, because certainly Violet Adams was not dreaming when she walked into that house in the afternoon. Who would create such a fiction, and how could it possibly be disguised as the truth?"
"I can't see how any man could do it," Rachel said.
"I can't either, but I believe it has somehow been done. My task is to find out first of all how. Then to find out the why of it. I hope from those two answers will come the third: who."
"And if you can't find them? What then?"
"Then . . ." Matthew paused, knowing the reply but unwilling to give it, "that bridge is best crossed when it is reached."
Rachel was silent. Even the few rats that had returned to the walls after Linch's massacre had stilled themselves. Matthew lay down again, trying to get his thoughts in order. The sound of thunder was louder; its power seemed to shake the very earth to its deepest foundations.
"Matthew?" Rachel said.
"Yes?"
"Would you . . . would you hold my hand?"
"Pardon?" He wasn't sure he'd heard her correctly.
"Would you hold my hand?" she asked again. "Just for a moment. I don't like the thunder."
"Oh." His heart was beating harder. Though he knew full well that the magistrate would look askance on such a thing, it seemed wrong to deny her a small comfort. "All right," he said, and he stood up. When he went to the bars that separated them, he couldn't find her.
"I'm here." She was sitting on the floor.
Matthew sat down as well. Her hand slipped between the bars, groping, and touched his shoulder. He said, "Here," and grasped her hand with his. At the intertwining of their fingers, Matthew felt a shock of heat that was first intense and then softened as it seemed to course slowly up his forearm. His heart was drumming; he was surprised she couldn't hear it, as surely a military march was being played next to her ear. It had occurred to him that his might be the last hand ever offered her.
The thunder again announced itself, and again the earth gave a tremble. Matthew felt Rachel's grip tighten. He couldn't help but think that in seven days she would be dead. She would be bones and ashes, nothing left of her voice or her touch or her compelling presence. Her beautiful tawny eyes would be burnt blind, her ebony hair sheared by the flames.
In seven days.
"Would you lie with me?" Rachel asked. "What?"
"Would you lie down with me?" Her voice sounded very weary, as if now that the trial had ended her strength of spirit had been all but overwhelmed by the evidence arrayed against her. "I think I might sleep, if you were to hold my hand."
"Yes," he answered, and he eased down onto his back with his hand still gripping hers. She also reclined alongside the bars, so near to him that he felt the heat of her body even through the coarse and dirty sackcloth.
The thunder spoke, closer still and more powerful. Rachel's hand squeezed his, almost to the point of pain. He said nothing, as the sound of his heartbeat made speech impossible.
For a while the thunder was a raging young bully above Fount Royal, but at last it began to move away toward the sea and became aged and muttering in its decrease. The hands of the two prisoners remained bound together, even as sleep took them in different paths. Matthew awakened once, and listened in the quiet dark. His mind was groggy, but he thought he'd heard a sound that might have been a hushed sobbing.
If the sound had been real or not, it was not repeated. He squeezed Rachel's hand. She gave an answering pressure.
That was all.
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MATTHEW EMERGED FROM SLEEP before the first rooster crowed. He found his hand still embracing Rachel's. When Matthew gently tried to work his hand free, Rachel's eyes opened and she sat up in the gray gloom with bits of straw in her hair.
The morning of mixed blessings had arrived; his lashing and his freedom were both soon to be delivered. Rachel made no statement to him, but retreated to the other side of her cage for an illusion of privacy with her waste bucket. Matthew moved to the far side of his own cell and spent a moment splashing cold water upon his face, then he too reached for the necessary bucket. Such an arrangement had horrified him when he'd first entered the gaol, but now it was something to be done and over with as quickly as possible.
He ate a piece of stale bread that he'd saved from last night, and then he sat on his bench, his head lowered, waiting for the sound of the door opening.
It wasn't a long wait. Hannibal Green entered the gaol carrying a lantern. Behind him was the magistrate, bundled in coat and scarf, the bitter reek of liniment around him and his face more chalky now than gray, with dark purplish hollows beneath his swollen eyes. Woodward's ghastly appearance frightened Matthew more than the expectation of the lashes, and the magistrate moved with a slow, painful step.
"It's time." Green unlocked Matthew's cell. "Out with you." Matthew stood up. He was afraid, but there was no use in delay. He walked out of the cell.
"Matthew?" Rachel was standing at the bars. He gave her his full attention. "No matter what happens to me," she said quietly, the lantern's light reflecting in her amber eyes, "I wish to thank you for listening." He nodded. Green gave him a prod in the ribs to move him along. "Have courage," she said.
"And you," he replied. He wanted to remember her in that moment; she was beautiful and proud, and there was nothing in her face that betrayed the fact she faced a hideous death. She lingered, staring into his eyes, and then she turned away and went back to her bench, where she eased down and shrouded herself in the sackcloth gown once more.
"Move on!" Green rumbled.
Woodward grasped Matthew's shoulder, in almost a paternal gesture, and led him out of the gaol. At the doorway, Matthew resisted the desire to look back again at Rachel, for even though he felt he was abandoning her, he knew as well that, once free, he could better work for her benefit.
It occurred to him, as he walked out into the misty, meager light of morning, that he had accepted—to the best of his ability—the unfamiliar role of champion.
Green closed the gaol's door. "Over there," he said, and he took hold of Matthew's left arm and pulled him rather roughly away from Woodward, directing him toward the pillory that stood in front of the gaolhouse.
"Is there need for that, sir?" Woodward's voice, though still weak, was somewhat more able than the previous day.
Green didn't bother to answer. As he was being led to be pilloried, Matthew saw that the novelty of a lashing had brought a dozen or so citizens out of their homes to be entertained. Among them were Seth Hazelton, whose grinning face was still swaddled by a dirty bandage, and Lucretia Vaughan, who had brought along a basket of breads and teacakes that she was in the process of selling to the assembly. Sitting in his carriage nearby was the master of Fount Royal himself, come to make sure justice was done, while Goode sat up front slowly whittling on a piece of wood.
"Tear his back open, Green!" Hazelton urged. "Split it like he done split my face!"
Green used a key from his ring to unlatch the top half of the pillory, which he then lifted up. "Take your shirt off," he told Matthew. As Matthew did Green's bidding, he saw with a sick jolt to his stomach that coiled around a hitching-post to his right was a braided leather whip perhaps two feet in length. It certainly was not as formidable as a bullwhip or a cat-o'-nine, but the braid could do considerable damage if delivered with any sort of srrength—and Green, at the moment, resembled nothing less than a fearsome, red-bearded Goliath.
"In the pillory with you," the giant said. Matthew put his arms into the depressions meant for them and then laid his neck against the damp wood. Green closed the pillory and locked it, trapping Matthew's head and arms. Matthew now was bent into a crouch, his naked back offered to the whip. He couldn't move his head to follow Green, but he heard the noise of the braid as it slithered off the hitching-post.
The whip cracked as Green tested it. Matthew flinched, the skin crawling across his spine. "Give it to 'im good!" Hazelton yelled. Matthew was unable to either lift or lower his head to any great degree. A feeling of dreadful helplessness swept over him. He clenched his hands into fists and squeezed his eyes shut.
"One!" Green said, and by that Matthew knew the first strike was about to be made. Standing close by, the magistrate had to turn away and stare at the ground. He felt he might have to spew at any second.
Matthew waited. Then he sensed rather than heard Green drawing back. The onlookers were silent. Matthew realized the whip was up and about to—
Crack!
—across his shoulders, a hot pain that grew hotter, a flame, an inferno that scorched his flesh and brought tears to his sealed eyes. He heard himself gasp with the shock of it, but he had enough presence of mind to open his mouth lest he bite into his tongue. After the whip had been withdrawn, the strip of skin it had bitten continued to burn hotter and hotter; it was the worst physical pain Matthew had ever experienced—and the second and third strikes were yet to fall.
"Damn it, Green!" Hazelton bawled. "Show us some blood!"
"Shut your mouth!" Green hollered back. "This ain't no ha'penny circus!"
Again, Matthew waited with his eyes tightly closed. Again he sensed Green drawing back the whip, sensed the man putting his strength into the lash as it hissed down through the sodden air. "Two!" Green shouted.
Crack! it came once more, exactly upon the same strip of blistered flesh.
For an instant Matthew saw bright crimson and deepest ebony swirling in his mind like the colors of war flags, and then the truest, keenest, most savage pain under the sky of God gnawed into him. As this pain bloomed down his back and up his neck to the very top of his skull, he heard himself give an animal-ish groan but he was able to restrain the cry that fairly leapt from his throat.
"Three!" Green announced.
Here came the whip's hiss. Matthew felt tears on his cheeks. Oh God, he thought. Oh God oh God oh—
Crack! This time the braid had struck a few inches lower than the first two lashes, but its bite was no less agonizing. Matthew trembled, his knees about to give way. So fierce was the pain that he feared his bladder might also empty itself, so he concentrated solely on damming the flow. Thankfully, it did not. He opened his eyes. And then he heard Green say something that he would remember with joy the rest of his life: "Done, Mr. Bidwell!"
"No!" It was Hazelton's angry snarl. "You held back, damn you! I seen you hold back!"
"Watch that tongue, Seth, or by God I'll blister it!"
"Gentlemen, gentlemen!" Bidwell had stepped down from his carriage, and made his way to the pillory. "I think we've had violence enough for this morning." He leaned down to peer into Matthew's sweat-slick face. "Have you learned your lesson, clerk?"
"Green held back!" the blacksmith insisted. "It ain't fair to go so easy on that boy, when he done scarred me for life!"
"We agreed on the punishment, Mr. Hazelton," Bidwell reminded him. "I believe Mr. Green applied the lash with proper consideration. Wouldn't you say, Magistrate?"
Woodward had seen the red welts that had risen across Matthew's shoulders. "I would."
"I pronounce the punishment correctly administered and the young man free to go. Release him, Mr. Green."
But Hazelton was so enraged he was nearly dancing a jig. "I ain't satisfied! You didn't draw no blood!"
"I could remedy that," Green warned, as he coiled the braid and then went about unlocking the pillory.
Hazelton took two strides forward and thrust his ugly face at Matthew. "You set foot on my land again, and I'll strop your hide myself! I won't hold back, neither!" He drew himself up again and cast a baleful stare at Bidwell. "Mark this as a black day for justice!" he said, and with that he stalked away in the direction of his home.
The latch was opened. Matthew stood up from the pillory's embrace and had to bite his lip as a fresh wave of pain coursed through his shoulders. If Green had indeed held back, Matthew would have hated to be on the receiving end of a whip that the giant put his full power behind. He felt light-headed and stood for a moment with one hand grasping the pillory.
"Are you all right?" Woodward was standing beside him.
"Yes, sir. I shall be, I mean."
"Come along!" Bidwell was wearing a smirk that was not very much disguised. "You look in need of some breakfast!"
Matthew followed Bidwell to the carriage, with the magistrate walking at his side. The onlookers were going away to their daily business, the small excitement over. Suddenly a woman stepped in front of Matthew and said brightly, "My compliments!"
It took Matthew a few seconds to register that Lucretia Vaughan was offering him a teacake from her basket. "Please take one!" she said. "They're freshly baked!" He felt numbed of mind and scorched of shoulders, but he didn't wish to offend her so he did accept a teacake.
"The lashing wasn't so bad, was it?" she asked.
"I'm gratified it's over."
"Madam, we have breakfast to attend to!" Bidwell had already secured his seat in the carriage. "Would you let him pass, please?"
She kept her eyes locked on Matthew's. "You will come to dinner on Thursday evening, will you not? I have made plans for it."
"Dinner?" He frowned.
"My mistake," Woodward said to the woman. "I neglected to inform him."
"Oh? Then I shall make the invitation myself. Would you come to dinner on Thursday evening? At six o'clock?" She gave Woodward a brief, rather tight smile. "I would invite you also, Magistrate, but seeing as how you are so feeble I fear an evening out might only worsen your health." She turned her rapacious attention upon Matthew once more. He thought that the shine of her blue eyes was glassy enough to indicate fever. "May I count on your arrival?"
"Well ... I thank you," he said, "but I—"
"You will find my home very hospitable," she plowed on. "I do know how to set a table, and you might ask anyone as to the quality of my kitchen." She leaned her head forward, as if offering to share a secret. "Mr. Green is quite fond of my onion bread. He told me that the loaf I presented to him yesterday afternoon was the finest he'd ever set eyes on. The thing about onion bread," and here she lowered her voice so that Bidwell might not hear, "is that it is a great persuader. A meal of it, and mercy follows."
What the woman was saying wasn't lost on Matthew. If indeed Green had held back in his delivery of the whip—which Matthew, in severe pain, found difficult to believe—it was likely due to Madam Vaughan's influence on his behalf. "I see," he said, though his view was not entirely clear.
"Come along!" Bidwell said impatiently. "Madam, good day!"
"Might you favor my home with your presence on Thursday evening?" Madam Vaughan was obviously not one to buckle before pressure, though she certainly knew how to apply it. "I can promise you will find it of interest."
He surely didn't feel in need of dinner company at the moment, but by Thursday he knew the pain would be a bad memory. Besides that, the woman's manipulations intrigued him. Why had she desired to intercede in his punishment? He nodded. "Yes, I'll be there."
"Excellent! Six o'clock, then. I shall send my husband to fetch you." She gave a quick curtsey and withdrew, after which Matthew pulled himself up into the carriage.
Bidwell watched Matthew try to keep his shoulders from rubbing the seatback as the carriage creaked along Peace Street. Try as he might, Bidwell couldn't wipe the smirk of satisfaction off his face. "I hope you're cured of your malady!"
Matthew had to bite at the offered hook. "What malady might that be?"
"The sickness of sticking your nose in places it doesn't belong. You got off very lightly."
"I suppose I did."
"I know you did! I've seen Green whip a man before. He did hold back. If he hadn't, you'd be bleeding and blubbering right now." He shrugged. "But Green doesn't care much for Hazelton, so there you have it. Magistrate, might I hope you'll pass sentence today?"
"Not today," came the hoarse reply. "I must study the records."
Bidwell scowled. "I don't for the life of me see what you have to study!"
"It's a matter of being fair," Woodward said.
"Being fair?" Bidwell gave a harsh laugh. "Yes, this is why the world's in its current shape!"
Matthew couldn't remain quiet. "Meaning what, sir?"
"Meaning that some men mistake hesitation for fairness, and thus the Devil runs rampant over the heads of good Christians!" Bidwell's eyes had a rapier glint and dared Matthew to disagree. "This world will be burnt to a cinder in another fifty years, the way Evil is allowed to prosper! We'll be barricading our doors and windows against Satan's soldiers! But we'll be fair about it, won't we, and therefore we'll leave a battering ram on our doorsteps!"
Matthew said, "You must have attended one of Preacher Jerusalem's speeches."
"Pah!" Bidwell waved a hand at him in disgust. "What do you know of the world? Much less than you think! Well, here's a laugh on you, clerk: your theory about Alan Johnstone is just as crippled as he is! He came to the house last night and showed us his knee!"
"He did?" Matthew looked to Woodward for confirmation.
The magistrate nodded and scratched a fresh mosquito bite on his gray-grizzled chin. "I saw the knee at close quarters. It would be impossible for Johnstone to be the man who stole your gold coin."
"Oh." Matthew's brow knitted. His pride had taken a blow, especially following Nicholas Paine's reasonable explanation of his career as a pirate-hunter and how he came to roll his tobacco in the Spanish fashion. Now Matthew felt himself adrift at sea. He said, "Well ..." but then he stopped, because there was nothing to be said.
"If I were half as smart as you think yourself to be," Bidwell said, "I could build ships in my sleep!"
Matthew didn't respond to this taunt, preferring instead to concentrate on keeping his injured shoulders from making contact with the seatback. At last Goode drew the carriage up in front of the mansion and Matthew was the first to step down. He then aided the magistrate, and in doing so discovered that Woodward was warm and clammy with fever. He also for the first time caught sight of the crusted wounds behind Woodward's left ear. "You've been bled."
"Twice. My throat is still pained, but my breathing is somewhat better."
"Ben's due to bleed him a third time this evening," Bidwell said as he descended from the carriage. "Before then, might I suggest that the magistrate attend to his studying?"
"I plan on it," Woodward said. "Matthew, Dr. Shields would have something to ease your discomfort. Do you wish to see him?"
"Uh . . . beg pardon, suh," Goode spoke up from the driver's seat. "I have an ointment to cool the sting some, if he cares to use it."
"That would be helpful." Matthew reasoned that a slave would indeed have an able remedy for a whip burn. "Thank you."
"Yes suh. I'll fetch it to the house directly I barn the carriage. Or if you please you can ride along with me."
"Goode, he doesn't care to visit the slave quarters!" Bidwell said sharply. "He'll wait for you in the house!"
"One moment." Matthew's hackles had risen at the idea of Bidwell telling him what he cared to do or not to do. "I'll come along."
"You don't want to go down there, boy! The place smells!"
"I am not so fragrant myself," Matthew reminded him, and then he climbed back up into the carriage. "I would like a warm bath after breakfast. Is that possible?"
"I'll arrange it for you," Bidwell agreed. "Do what you please, but if you go down there you'll regret it."
"Thank you for your consideration. Magistrate, might I suggest you return to bed as soon as convenient? You do need your rest. All right, Goode, I'm ready."
"Yes suh." Goode flicked the reins, said a quiet, "Giddup," and the team started off again.
Peace Street continued past Bidwell's mansion to the stable and the slave quarters, which occupied the plot of land between Fount Royal and the tidewater swamp. It interested Matthew that Bidwell had referred to the quarters as being "down there" but in fact the street never varied in its elevation. The stable itself was of handsome construction and had been freshly whitewashed, but in contrast the ramshackle, unpainted houses of the servants had an impermanent quality.
Peace Street passed through the village of shacks and ended, Matthew saw, in a sandy path that led across a belt of pines and moss-draped oaks to the watchman's tower. Up at the tower's summit, a man sat under a thatched roof facing out to sea, his feet resting on the railing. A more boring task, Matthew could not imagine. Yet in these times of pirate raids and with the Spanish territory so close, he understood the need for caution. Beyond the tower, the bit of land that Matthew was able to see—if indeed it could be called something so solid—looked to be waist-high grass that surely hid a morass of mud and swamp ponds.
Smoke hung low over the house chimneys. A strutting rooster, his hens in close attendance, flapped out of the carriage's way as Goode steered the team toward the stable, beside which was a split-rail fence that served as a corral for a half-dozen fine-looking horses. Presently Goode reined the team in at a water trough and dismounted. Matthew followed. "My house be there, suh," Goode said, as he aimed a finger at a structure that was neither better nor worse than the other shacks around it, but might have fit within Bidwell's banquet room with space to spare.
On the short walk, Matthew noted several small plots of cornstalks, beans, and turnips between the houses. A Negro a few years younger than Goode was busy chopping firewood, and he paused in his labor to stare as Goode led Matthew past. A lean woman with a blue scarf wrapped around her head had emerged from her house to scatter some dried corn for her chickens, and she too stared in open amazement.
"They got to looksee," Goode said, with a slight smile. "You doan' come here so much."
By you Matthew realized he meant the English, or possibly the larger meaning of white skins in general. From around a corner peeked a young girl, whom Matthew recognized as one of the house servants. As soon as their eyes met, she pulled herself out of view again. Goode stopped in front of his own door. "Suh, you can wait here as you please. I'll fetch the balm." He lifted the latch. "But you can step in, as you please." He pushed the door open and called into the house, "Visitah, May!" He started across the threshold but then paused; his ebony, fathomless eyes stared into Matthew's face, and Matthew could tell the old man was trying to make a decision of sorts. "What is it?" Matthew asked.
Goode seemed to have made up his mind; Matthew saw it, in a tightening of the jaw. "Suh? Would you favor me by steppin' inside?"
"Is something wrong?"
"No suh." He offered no further explanation, but stood waiting for Matthew to enter. Matthew decided there was more to this than hospitality. Therefore he walked into the house, and Goode entered behind him and shut the door.
"Who is that?" asked the heavyset woman who stood at the hearth. She had been stirring the contents of a cooking-pot that was placed in the hot ashes, but now the revolutions of the wooden spoon had ceased. Her eyes were deep-set and wary, her face crisscrossed with lines, under a coarse brown cloth scalp-wrapping.
"This be Mastuh Matthew Corbett," Goode said. "Mastuh Corbett, this be my wife May."
"Pleased to meet you," Matthew said, but the old woman didn't respond. She looked him head to toe, made a little windy sound with her lips, and returned to her labors at the pot.
"Ain't got on no shirt," she announced.
"Mastuh Corbett got hisself three lashes today. You 'member, I told you they was gon' whip him."
"Hm," May said, at the pittance of three whipstrikes.
"Will you set y'self here, suh?" Goode motioned toward a short bench that stood before a roughly constructed table, and Matthew accepted the invitation. Then, as Goode went to a shelf that held a number of wooden jars, Matthew took the opportunity to examine his surroundings. The examination did not take long, as the house only had the single room. A pallet with a thin mattress served as the bed, and apart from the bench and table the only other furnishings were a highbacked chair (which looked as if it had once been regal but was now sadly battered), a clay washbasin, a crate in which was folded some clothing, and a pair of lanterns. Matthew noted a large tortoise shell displayed on the wall above the hearth, and a burlap-wrapped object (the violin, of course) had its own shelf near the bed. Another shelf held a few wooden cups and platters. That seemed to be the end of the inventory of Goode's belongings.
Goode took one of the jars, opened it, and came around behind Matthew. "Suh, do you mind my fingers?"
"No."
"This'll sting some." Matthew winced as a cool liquid was applied to his stripes. The stinging sensation was quite bearable, considering what he'd just endured. Within a few seconds the stinging went away and he had the feeling that the potion was deadening his raw flesh. "Ain't too bad," Goode remarked. "Seen terrible worse."
"I appreciate this. It does soothe the pain."
"Pain," the woman said, as she stirred the pot. It had been spoken with an edge of mockery. "Ain't no pain in three lashes. Pain don't start 'til they gets to thirty."
"Now, now, keep that tongue still," Goode said. He finished painting the stripes and corked the jar. "Ought to do you, suh. Doubt you'll sleep so well tonight, though, 'cause whipburns get hotter 'fore they start to healin'." He walked back to the shelf and returned the jar to its proper place. "Pardon my speakin'," he said, "but Mastuh Bidwell don't care for you, do he?"
"No, he doesn't. The feeling, I have to say, is mutual."
"He thinks you're standin' up for Mistress Howarth, don't he?" Goode carefully lowered the burlap-wrapped violin from the shelf and began to unwind the cloth. "Pardon my speakin', but be you standin' up for her?"
"I have some questions concerning her."
"Questions?" Goode laid the wrapping aside. In the smoky yellow lanternlight, the violin took on a soft, buttery sheen. He spent a moment running his slim fingers up and down the neck. "Suh, can I ask a question of my own?"
"Yes."
"Well, it 'pears to me that Mistress Howarth's near bein' burnt. I don't know her so good, but one mornin' she picked up a bucket and helped Ginger carry water when Ginger 'as child-heavy."
"He don't know who Ginger be!" May said. "What're you goin' on for?"
"Ginger be May's sister," Goode explained. "Live right 'cross the way. Anyhows, it was a kind thing. You see, it's peculiar." Goode plucked a note, listened, and made an adjustment by tightening the string. "Why ain't no slaves heard nor seen nothin'." He plucked another string, listened and adjusted. "No, only them English seen things. An' y'know, that's kinda peculiar too."
"Peculiar? In what way?"
"Well suh, when this first start up we had us a good many tongues bein' spoke in Fount Royal. Had them Germans, had them Dutchmen too. They all gots scairt and gone, but nary a one of 'em seen or heard nothin' to mark Mistress Howarth. No suh, just them English." A third string was plucked, but he found this one satisfactory. He looked into Matthew's face. "See what I'm sayin', suh? My question be: how come Satan don't talk German nor Dutch and he don't talk to us darks neither?"
"I don't know," Matthew said, but it was a point worth consideration.
"Thought Satan knew ever' tongue there was," Goode went on. "Just peculiar, that's all." He finished tuning the violin and his fingers plucked a quick succession of notes. "Mastuh Bidwell don't care for you," he said, '"cause you askin' such questions. Mastuh Bidwell want to burn Mistress Howarth quick and be done with it, so's he can keep Fount Royal from dyin'. Pardon my spielin'."
"That's all right," Matthew said. He dared to try to put his shirt back on, but his shoulders were still too tender. "I know your master has ambitious plans."
"Yes suh, he do. Heard him talk 'bout bringin' in more darks to drain that swamp. Hard job to be done. All them skeeters and bitin' things, got gators and snakes out there too. Only darks can do that job, y'see. You English—pardon my speakin'—ain't got the backs for it. Used to I did, but I got old." Again, he played a fast flurry of notes. May poured some water from a bucket into the cooking-pot, and then she turned her efforts to a smaller pot that was brewing near the firewall. "Sure never thought I'd live to see such a world as this," Goode said quietly, as he caressed the strings. "Sixteen hundred and ninety-nine, and the cent'ry 'bout to turn!"
"Ain't got long," May offered. "World's gone be 'stroyed in fire come directly."
Goode smiled. "Maybe so, and maybe not. Could be 'stroyed in fire, could be a cent'ry of wonders."
"Fire," May said sharply. Matthew had the thought that this difference of opinion was a bone of contention between them. "Everythin' burnt and made new 'gain. That's the Lord's vow."
'"Spect it is," he agreed gently, displaying his gift of diplomacy. '"Spect it is."
Matthew decided it was time to be on his way. "Thank you again for the help." He stood up. "I do feel much—"
"Oh, not to be leavin' just yet!" Goode insisted. "Please favor me, suh! I brung you here to show you somethin' I think you might find a' interest." He put aside the violin and went once more to the shelf that held the wooden jars. When he chose the one next to the jar that had held the potion, May said with alarm in her voice, "What're you doin', John Goode?"
"Showin' him. I want him to see." This jar had a lid instead of a cork and Goode lifted it.
"No! They ain't to be seen!" On May's wrinkled face was an expression that Matthew could only define as terror. "Have you lost your mine?"
"It's all right," Goode said, calmly but firmly. "I done decided it." He looked at Matthew. "Suh, I believe you be a decent man. I been wantin' to let somebody see this, but . . . well, I was feared to." He peered into the jar, and then lifted his gaze back to Matthew. "Would you promise me, suh, that you will not speak to anyone about what I'm gon' show you?"
"I don't know that I can make such a promise," Matthew said. "What is it?"
"See? See?" May was wringing her hands. "All he's gon' do is steal 'em!"
"Hush!" Goode said. "He ain't gone steal 'em! Just calm y'-self, now!"
"Whatever they are, I do promise not to steal them." Matthew had spoken this directly to May, and now he sat back down on the bench again.
"He say!" May appeared close to tears.
"It's all right." Goode put his hand on his wife's shoulder. "I want him to see, 'cause it's a thing needs answerin' and I figure he would care to know, 'specially since he got thieved hisself." Goode came to the table and upended the jar in front of Matthew. As the items inside tumbled out, Matthew caught his breath. On the table before him were four objects: a broken shard of light blue pottery, a small and delicate silver spoon, a silver coin, and . . .
Matthew's hand went to the fourth item. He picked it up and held it for close examination.
It was a gold coin. At its center was a cross that separated the figures of two lions and two castles. The letters Charles II and Dei Grat were clearly visible around the rim.
At first he thought it was the coin that had been stolen from his room, but it took only a brief inspection to tell him that— though it certainly was Spanish gold—it was not the same coin. The stamping on this piece was in much fresher condition, and on the other side was an ornately engraved E and a faint but discernible date: 1675.
Matthew picked up the silver coin, which was obviously old and so worn that most of the stamping had been wiped clean. Still, there was the barest impression of a Dei Grat.
He looked up at Goode, who stood over him. "Where did these come from?"
"Turtle bellies," Goode said.
"Pardon?"
"Yes suh." Goode nodded. "They come from turtle bellies. The spoon and silver piece came out of one I caught last year. The blue clay came out of one I got . . . oh . . . must'a been two month ago."
"And the gold coin?"
"The first night you and the magistrate was here," Goode explained, "Mastuh Bidwell asked me to catch a turtle for your supper the next night. Well, I caught a big one. There's his shell hangin'. And that gold piece was in his belly when I cut it open."
"Hm," Matthew grunted. He turned the gold coin between his fingers. "You caught these turtles out of the spring?"
"The fount. Yes suh. Them turtles like to be eatin' the reeds, y'see."
Matthew put the coins down upon the table and picked up the silver spoon. It was tarnished dark brown and the stem was bent, but it seemed remarkably preserved to have spent any length of time in a turtle's stomach. "Very strange, isn't it?" he said.
"I thought so too, suh. When I found that gold piece, and hearin' that yours was thieved a few days after'ard . . . well, I didn't know what to think."
"I can understand." Matthew looked again at the gold coin's date, and then studied the fragment of blue pottery before he replaced it and the other items in the wooden jar. He noted that May appeared very much relieved. "And I do promise not to tell anyone. As far as I'm concerned, it's no one's business."
"Thank you, suh," she said gratefully.
Matthew stood up. "I have no idea why turtles should have such things in their bellies, but it is a question that begs an answer. Goode, if you catch a turtle and happen to find anything else, will you let me know?"
"I will, suh."
"All right. I'd best return to the house. No need taking the carriage up, I'll be glad to walk." He watched as Goode put the lid back on the jar and returned it to the shelf.
"Let me ask you a question now, and please answer truthfully: do you think Rachel Howarth is a witch?"
He responded without hesitation. "No suh, I don't."
"Then how do you account for the witnesses?"
"I can't, suh."
"That's my problem," Matthew confided. "Neither can I."
"I'll walk you out," Goode said. Matthew offered a goodbye to May, and then he and the old man left the house. On the walk back toward the stable, Goode shoved his hands into the pockets of his brown breeches and said quietly, "May's got it in her mind we're gon' run to the Florida country. Take them gold and silver pieces and light out some night. I let her think it, 'cause it eases her. But we're long done past our runnin' days." He looked at the muddy earth beneath his shoes. "Naw, I come over when I was a boy. First mastuh was Mastuh Cullough, in V'ginia. Seen eight children sold. Seen my brother whipped to death for kickin' a white man's dog. I seen my little daughter's back branded, and her beggin' me to make 'em stop. That's why I play that fiddle Mastuh Bidwell give me; it be the only sound keep me from hearin' her voice."
"I'm sorry," Matthew said.
"Why? Did you brand her? I ain't askin' nobody to be sorry. All I'm sayin' is, my wife needs to dream 'bout the Florida country, just like I need to play my music. Just like anybody needs anythin' to give 'em a reason to live. That's all. Suh," he added, remembering his place.
They had reached the stable. Matthew noticed that Goode's pace had slowed. It seemed to him that there was something else the slave wanted to express, but he was taking his time in constructing it. Then Goode cleared his throat and said in a low, wary voice, "I don't believe Mistress Howarth is a witch, suh, but that ain't to say not some strange goin's-on here'bouts."
"I would certainly agree."
"You may not know the half of it, suh." Goode stopped walking, and Matthew did the same. "I'm speakin' of the man who goes out to the swamp now and again, after it's long past dark."
Matthew recalled the figure he'd seen here in the slave quarters that night the lightning had been so fierce. "A man? Who is it?"
"Couldn't see his face. I heard the horses cuttin' up one night and come out here to ease 'em. On the way back, I seen a man walkin' out to the swamp. He was carryin' a lantern, but it weren't lit. Walkin' quick, he was, like he had somewheres to go in a hurry. Well, I was spelt by it so I followed him. He slip past the watchman there and go on out through them woods." Goode motioned toward the pines with a tilt of his head. "The man that Mastuh Bidwell has watchin' at night does poorly. I've had call to wake him up m'self come dawn."
"The man who went out to the swamp," Matthew said, much intrigued. "Did you find out what his business was?"
"Well suh, nobody with right business to do would go out there, seein' as how that's where the privy wagon gets carted to and dumped. And it's a dangerous place, too, full a' mucks and mires. But this man, he just kept on goin'. I did follow him a ways, though, but it's hard travel. I had to turn 'round and come on home 'fore I seen what he was up to."
"When was this?"
"Oh . . . three, four month past. But I seen him again, near two week ago."
"He walked out to the swamp again?"
"I seen him on his way back. Both Earlyboy and me seen him, 'bout run right into him as we come 'round a corner. Bullhead—he's Ginger's man—has got some cards. We was over at his house, playin' most the night, and that's why it was such a small hour. We seen the man walkin', but he didn't see us. This time he was carryin' a dark lantern and a bucket."
"A bucket," Matthew repeated.
"Yes suh. Must'a been sealed, though. It was swingin' back and forth, but nothing was spillin' out."
Matthew nodded. He'd remembered that he had also seen something in the man's possession that might have been a bucket.
"Earlyboy was scairt," Goode said. "Still is. He asked me if we'd seen the Devil, but I told him I thought it was just a man." He lifted his thick white eyebrows. "Was I right, suh?"
Matthew paused to consider it. Then he said thoughtfully, "Yes, I think you were. Though it might have been a man with some Devil in him."
"That could be any man under the sun of creation," Goode observed. "I swear I can't figure why anybody would go out to that swamp, particular at night. Ain't nothin' out there a'tall."
"There must be something of value. Whatever it is, it can be carried in a bucket." Matthew looked back toward the watch-tower for a moment; the watchman still had his feet up on the railing, and even now appeared to be sleeping. He doubted that anyone who wanted to get past at night would have much difficulty, especially if they weren't showing a light. Well, he felt in dire need of breakfast and a hot bath to wash off the gaol's filth. "Thank you again for the liniment," he told Goode.
"Yes suh, my pleasure. Luck to you."
"And you." Matthew turned away and walked along Peace Street, leaving the slave quarters behind. He had more things to think about now, and less time to sort them all out if indeed they could be sorted. He felt that someone—perhaps more than one person—had woven a tangled web of murder and deceits in this struggling, rough-hewn town, and had gone to great and inexplicable lengths to paint Rachel as the servant of Satan. But for what purpose? Why would anyone go to such labors to manufacture a case of witchcraft against her? It made no sense.
But then again, it must make sense—somehow, to someone.
And it was up to him to use his mind and instincts to uncover the sense of it, because if he did not—and very soon—then he could bid Rachel farewell at the burning pyre.
Who was the man who ventured at night into the swamp, carrying a dark lantern and a bucket? Why was a coin of Spanish gold in the belly of a turtle? And Goode's question: How come Satan don't talk German nor Dutch and he don't talk to us darks neither?
Mysteries within mysteries, Matthew thought. Unravelling them would be a task fit for a far greater champion than he—but he was all Rachel had. If he did not answer these questions, then who would? The answer to that was simple: no one.







twenty-one





THE WARM BATH—taken in a tub room beside the kitchen—had turned out to be chilly and his shaving razor had nicked his chin, but otherwise Matthew found himself to be invigorated as he dressed in clean clothes. He had consumed a breakfast of eggs, sausage, and salted ham, put away two cups of tea and a jolt of rum, and so was eager to get out and about as the morning progressed.
His knock on the magistrate's door was not answered, but the door was unlatched. When he looked in, he saw Woodward asleep with the box of court papers beside him on the bed. The magistrate had obviously begun reading through them, as there were some papers lying in disarray near his right hand, but his illness had stolen him away. Matthew quietly entered the room and stood at the bedside, staring at Woodward's pallid yellow-tinged face.
The magistrate's mouth was open. Even in sleep he suffered, for his breathing was a harsh, painful wheeze. Matthew saw the brown stains on the pillowcase under his left ear. The room had a thick, sickly smell, an odor of dried blood and wet pus and . . . death? Matthew thought.
Instantly his mind recoiled. Such a thought should not be allowed. No, no, neither allowed nor dwelt upon! He looked down at the scuffed floorboards for a moment, listening to the magistrate's struggle with the very air.
At the orphanage, Matthew had seen boys grow sick and wither away in such a fashion. He suspected Woodward's illness might have begun with the cold rain that had pelted them on their flight from Shawcombe's tavern, the thought of which made him again damn that murderous villain to the innermost fires of Hell. And now Matthew was tormented by worry, because the magistrate's condition was only likely to worsen if he was not soon gotten back to Charles Town; he presumed Dr. Shields knew what he was doing—he presumed—but by the doctor's own admission the town of Fount Royal and its cemetery were becoming one and the same. Also, Matthew kept thinking about something the magistrate had said concerning Dr. Shields: What prompted him to leave what was probably a well-established urban practise for a task of extreme hardship in a frontier village?
What, indeed?
Woodward made a noise, a combination of a whisper and a groan. 'Ann," he said.
Matthew lifted his gaze to the man's face, which appeared fragile as bone china in the light of the room's single lamp.
"Ann," Woodward spoke again. His head pressed back against the pillow. "Ohhhhhh." It was an exclamation of heart-wrenching agony. "... hurting . . . he's hurting, Ann . . . hurting . . ." The magistrate's voice dwindled away, and his body relaxed once again as he fell into a deeper and more merciful realm of sleep.
Carefully Matthew came around the bed and straightened the papers into a neat stack, which he left within reach of Woodward's right hand.
"Sir? Are ye in need of anythin'?" Matthew looked toward the door. Mrs. Nettles stood on the threshold, and had spoken quietly so as not to disturb the sleeper. He shook his head.
"Very well, sir." She started to withdraw, but Matthew said, "A moment, please," and followed her out into the hallway after closing the door behind him.
"Let me say I did not mean to accuse you of stealing my coin," he told her. "I was only pointing out that a woman might have done the job as equally as a man."
"You mean, a woman a' my size, do ye not?" Mrs. Nettles's ebony eyes bored holes through him.
"Yes, that's exactly right."
"Well, I did nae steal it, so think what ye please. Now, if you'll pardon me, I ha' work to do." She turned away and walked toward the stairs.
"As do I," Matthew said. "The work of proving Rachel Howarth innocent."
Mrs. Nettles halted in her advance. She looked back at him, her face mirroring a confusion of amazement and suspicion.
"That's right," Matthew assured her. "I believe Madam Howarth to be innocent and I plan on proving it so."
"Proviri it? How?"
"It would be improper for me to say, but I thought you might like to know my intentions. Might I now ask you a question?" She made no response, but neither did she walk away. "I doubt much goes on here that escapes your attention," he said. "I'm speaking of Fount Royal as well as this house. You certainly heard the tales concerning Madam Howarth's supposed witchcraft. Why is it, then, that you so adamantly refused to believe her to be a witch, when the majority of the citizens are convinced she is?"
Mrs. Nettles glanced toward the stairs, marking that no one was close enough to overhear, before she offered a guarded reply. "I ha' seen the evil done by misguided men, sir. I saw it takin' shape here, long ere Mistress Howarth was accused. Oh yes sir, it was a thing waitin' to happen. After the rev'rend was laid low, it was bound an' sealed."
"You mean that a scapegoat was found for the murder?"
"Aye. Had to be Mistress Howarth, y'see. Had to be someone different—someone who was nae welcomed here. The fact that she's dark-skinned and near a Spaniard ... it jus' had to be her accused of such crimes. And whoever murdered the rev'rend killed Mr. Howarth, too, and hid those poppets in the house to make sure Mistress Howarth fell to blame. I nae care what Cara Grunewald said about visions from God and th' like. She was ha' crazy and the other ha' dumb. How the tricks were done, I canna' say, but there's a true fox in our coop. Do y'see, sir?"
"I do," Matthew said, "but I'd still like to know why you believe Rachel to be innocent."
The woman's mouth was set in a tight, grim line. Again, she checked the staircase before she spoke. "I had an elder sister by the name a' Jane. She married a man named Merritt and come over here, settled in the town a' Hampton, in the Massachusetts colony. Jane was a wonderful spinner. She could sit at the wheel and spin most anythin'. She could read the weather by the clouds, and foretold storms by the birds. She took to bein' a midwife, as well, after Mr. Merritt died of fever. Well, they hanged her in 1680 up there in Hampton, for bein' a witch an' spellin' a woman to give birth to a Devil's baby. So they said. Jane's own son—my nephew—was accused of evils and sent to prison in Boston, and he passed away there a year later. I've tried to find their graves, but no one knows where they're lyin'. No one cares where they're lyin'. You know what my sister's great sin was, sir?" Matthew said nothing, but simply waited.
"She was different, do y'see?" Mrs. Nettles said. "Her readin' of the clouds, her spinnin', and her midwifery made her different. In Hampton they put her neck in a noose for it, and when our father read the letters and found out how she'd died, he fell sick too. Our mother and me worked the farm, best we could. He got better, and he lived another four year, but I canna' say I ever saw him smile ag'in, 'cause Jane's hangin' was always there in that house. It was always there that she had been killed as a witch, when we all knew she had a sweet, Christian soul. But who was there to defend her, sir? Who was there to be her champion of justice?" She shook her head, a bitter smile pinching her mouth.
"Nae, not a single man nor woman stood up for her, for they must'a feared the same thing as we fear in this town: anyone who speaks up in defense must be also bewitched and fit for the hangin' tree. Yes sir, he knows that, too." Mrs. Nettles again stared through Matthew with fierce intensity. "The fox, I mean. He knows what happened in Salem, and in a dozen other towns. No one's gonna speak out for Mistress Howarth, for fear of their own necks. They'd rather quit this town and drag a guilty shadow. I'd quit it m'self, if I had the courage to turn my back on Mr. Bidwell's coin . . . but 1 do not, and so there you have it."
"The witnesses insist that what they've seen is neither dream nor phantasm," Matthew said. "How would you account for that?"
"If I could account for it—and could prove it—I would make sure it was brought to Mr. Bidwell's attention."
"Exactly what I'm trying to do. I understand that Rachel was not well liked here, and was forced away from the church, but can you think of anyone who might have held such a grudge against her that they would wish to paint her as a witch?"
"No sir, I canna'. As I say, there were plenty who disliked her for bein' dark and near Spaniard. Disliked her for bein' a handsome woman, too. But no one I can think of who had that much hate in 'em."
"What about Mr. Howarth?" Matthew asked. "Did he have enemies?"
"A few, but as far as I know they've all either died or left town."
"And Reverend Grove? Did anyone display ill feelings toward him?"
"No one," Mrs. Nettles said flatly. "The rev'rend and his wife were fine people. He was a smart man, too. If he was still alive, he'd be the first to defend Mistress Howarth and that's the truth."
"I wish he were alive. I'd much rather Reverend Grove calm the crowd than Exodus Jerusalem work them into a frenzy."
"Yes sir, he's a right loose cannon," Mrs. Nettles agreed. "May I ask if I should set a plate for you at the midday meal?"
"No, it's not necessary. I have some places to go. But would you please look in on the magistrate from time to time?"
"Yes sir." She glanced quickly toward the closed door. "I'm feared he's doin' poorly."
"I know. All I can hope is that Dr. Shields tends him adequately until we can return to Charles Town, and that he doesn't grow any worse."
"I ha' seen this sickness before, sir," she said, after which she was silent but Matthew grasped what was left unspoken.
"I'll return in the afternoon," he told her, and then he walked by Mrs. Nettles and descended the stairs.
The day continued gloomy, befitting Matthew's state of mind. He trudged past the spring on his way to the conjunction of streets, where he turned west onto Industry. A sharp eye had to be kept ready for the blacksmith, but Matthew put Hazelton's property behind him without incident. He did, however, receive a generous spattering of mud from the wheels of a wagon that creaked past, freighted with the belongings of a family—father, mother, three small children—who evidently had chosen this as the day to abandon Fount Royal.
Indeed, the town under this murky gray sky appeared all but deserted, with only a few citizens in evidence. Matthew saw on both sides of Industry Street the fallow fields and forlorn dwellings that were the results of wretched weather, ill fate, and the fear of witchcraft. It seemed to him that the further he ventured along Industry, in the direction of the orchards and farmland that should have been the pride of Fount Royal, the worse became the sense of desolation and futility. Piles of animal manure littered the street, among them more than a few nuggets of human waste as well. Matthew saw the wagon and campsite of Exodus Jerusalem but the preacher was not in view. When Matthew came upon the carcass of a pig, its bulk having been gnawed open and the innards being ravaged by a couple of desperate-looking mongrels, he thought that the days of Fount Royal were numbered—no matter what Bidwell did to save the place—simply because the lethargy of the doomed had settled here like a funeral shroud.
He did spy an elderly man who was outside his barn lathering a saddle, and from him he inquired as to the home of Martin Adams. "House is up the way. Got blue shutters," the aged gent answered. Then, "Seen you take the lash this mornin'. You done good not to holler. When's that witch gonna burn?"
"The magistrate is debating," Matthew said, starting to move along.
"Hope it's in a day or two. I'll be there, you can mark it!"
Matthew kept going. The very next house—whitewashed but losing its paint in large, ugly splotches—looked to be long vacant and its front door was partway open but all the shutters sealed. Matthew suspected this was the Hamilton place, where Violet had experienced her encounter. Three more houses, and there stood the one with blue shutters. He walked to the door and knocked.
When the door was opened, Violet herself stood before him. Her eyes widened and she started to retreat but Matthew said, "Hello, Violet. May I speak with you?"
"No sir," she said, obviously overcome by his presence and the memory it stirred. "I have to go, sir." She made a motion to close the door in his face.
"Please." Matthew put his hand against the door. "Just one moment."
"Who is that?" came a woman's rather shrill voice from within. "Violet, who's there?"
"The man who asked me questions, Mama!" Almost at once Violet was pulled aside none too gently and a woman who was as thin and rawboned as her husband stepped upon the threshold. Constance Adams wore a drab brown dress and white bonnet, a stained and frayed apron, and held a broom. She was older than her husband, possibly in her late thirties, and might have been a handsome woman but for the length of her pointed chin and the unrestrained anger in her pale blue eyes.
"What do you want?" she snapped, as if biting off a piece of beef jerky.
"Pardon my intrusion," he said. "I wanted to ask your daughter another question pertaining to—"
"No," she interrupted. "Violet's answered enough questions.
That woman is a curse and a plague on us, and I wish her dead. Now go away!"
Matthew kept his hand on the door. "One question," he said firmly. He saw the little girl standing behind her mother, about to bolt like a scared deer. "Violet told me that in the Hamilton house she heard the voice of a man singing. I asked her to think about it further, and try to remember what she heard."
"You're painin' her, don't you see that? All these questions are like to make her head split open, she's hurtin' so bad!"
"Mama?" Violet said, close to tears. "Don't yell, Mama!"
"Hush!" The woman laid the broom's handle against Matthew's chest. "Violet can't sleep at night, her head aches so! Dr. Shields can't even help her! All this thinkin' and remem-berin' of such evil things is drivin' us all to madness!"
"I can understand your difficulty, but I have to—"
"You don't have to do nothin' but turn around and go!" she said, all but shouting. "If the witch had been put to death three month past, this town would be all right, but look at it now! She's near killed it, just like she killed the reverend and her own husband! Just like she's killed Sarah Davis and James Lathrop, Giles Geddy and Dorcas Chester and all the rest of 'em laid down in them graves! And now she's tryin' to kill my Violet by a knife to the brains!" Spittle had spewed from the woman's mouth and glistened on her chin. The expression in her eyes, wild to begin with, now had taken on a frightening fever. "I told 'em she was no good! I told 'em all along, but they didn't care to hear me! No, they let her walk in that church, just walk in and her a black nigger from Hell!"
"Mama! Mama!" Violet was crying, and had clasped her hands to her ears.
"She will damn us all before she's done!" Constance Adams continued to rave, her voice now risen to a dreadful, piercing pitch. "I've begged him to leave! By Christ I've begged him, but he says we ain't runnin'! She's tainted his mind, too, and she'll have him dead a'fore long!"
Matthew presumed she meant her husband. It was obvious that the woman was in danger of losing her last tattered rag of sanity. And obvious as well that no good was being done here. He backed away from the door as the distraught wretch went on jabbering, "She killed Phillip Beale! Choked him on blood in his sleep! I told 'em to run her out of this town! I told 'em she was evil, and Abby Hamilton knew it too! Lord God protect and save us! Burn her, for the love of Almighty God, burn her!" The door slammed shut, and from beyond it Matthew heard Constance Adams wailing like an injured, terrified animal caught in a cage.
He turned around and walked away from the house, going eastward along Industry Street. His heart was pounding, his stomach seemingly twisted into a knot by his encounter with the madwoman. He understood, though, the power of fear to distort and destroy. Perhaps Constance Adams had been long balanced on a precarious edge, and this situation had pushed her over. In any case, he could expect no further help from woman or child. This he found extremely unfortunate, because the matter of a man's singing voice in the demon-inhabited Hamilton house was so strange that he felt it might have great bearing on the truth.
In a few moments he came once again to the house itself. There was nothing particularly forbidding about it, other than the fact that it had the air of abandonment, but Matthew thought that on this grim day it was like an ugly fist clenched around a secret. It was made of the same pine timbers as the other houses and was the same small size—two or three rooms, at the most—yet this house was indeed different for it had been chosen, if one believed the child, as the site of Satan's warning against the citizens of Fount Royal.
He decided to see the interior for himself, and particularly find the back room from whence the man's voice had come. The door was already open wide enough to admit him, and Matthew recalled Violet saying that the door was open when she entered as well. He doubted that anyone had set foot here since the child's experience, and so he thought there might be some evidence of interest. Possibly the imp's candle, or the chair upon which Satan had been sitting?
Matthew approached the door, not without some trepidation. Because all the shutters were closed, the interior was as dark as the gaol at midnight. He was greeted at the threshold by a damp, putrid, altogether unsavory odor. He called on the sternest stuff he had and entered the house.
His first task was to make his way to the nearest window and open the shutters wide, which he did. Now, with the aid of feeble though welcome light, his courage grew. He went to the other window and opened those shutters also, allowing God's illumination into the refuge of Satan.
When he turned to survey the room in which he stood, there were three things he noted in rapid succession: the Hamil-tons had evidently carried everything away in a wagon, for there was not a stick of furniture remaining; the floor was littered with what appeared to be dog droppings, some of them relatively fresh; and a skeleton lay in the corner.
The skeleton, of course, secured his attention. Matthew approached it for a closer inspection.
It had been at one time a medium-sized dog, obviously aged because its teeth were so worn down. The skeleton lay on its right side on a mat of its own grayish-brown hair, its bones picked clean by the flies that even now buzzed around the fresher mounds of excrement. The smell in this corner of the room was not pleasant, as the boards beneath the dead animal had been stained by the liquids of decay. Matthew wondered how long this carcass had been lying here, being whittled down to its foundations by scavenging insects.
He remembered what Martin Adams had said before Violet had related her story: This thing she is 'bout to tell you happent near three week ago.
Surely, to have been so completely consumed, the dead dog had been lying in this room for at least that long, he thought. The smell must have been sickening. It must have struck a person in the face as soon as that threshold was crossed, and indeed must have been quite apparent even before the entry was reached. Yet it had not stopped Violet Adams from entering the house, and indeed she'd not noticed it even when she was well within.
One might say the Devil had masked the odor, or that Violet had been too entranced to let it wrinkle her nose, but still ... Of course, the dog could have died here two weeks ago rather than three. But still. . .
Matthew turned his mind to the fact that there were no furnishings in the room. No chair, no bench, nothing upon which the Devil might have been sitting with the imp upon his knee. Of course Satan might have conjured a chair from thin air, but still. . .
He heard a noise from the rear of the house.
It was a slight sound, just a whisper of a noise, but it was enough to make the small hairs stir on the back of his neck. He stood very still, his mouth gone dry. He stared into the darkness that held reign back there, beyond the spill of meager light.
The sound—whatever it was—was not repeated. Matthew thought it had been the creaking of a board, or the slow shifting of something that would not be seen. He waited, his hands clenched into fists at his sides, his eyes trying to pierce the gloom. A fly landed on his forehead, and he quickly brushed it away.
The room back there. From where the child had said she'd heard a man's voice, singing.
Matthew was terrified by the thought of what might be lurking just beyond his range of vision. Or, indeed, lying in wait for him. But, God help him, he had come to this house to ascertain the truth and therefore he must go back into that dark room, for who would go if he would not?
Still, his feet had grown roots. He looked around for a weapon of some kind—of any kind—but found nothing. No, that was not quite correct: amid the ashes of the hearth he saw two items that had been left by the Hamiltons—a broken clay tankard and a small iron cooking pot. He picked up the pot, which had been so used its bottom was burned black, and again faced the gathered dark.
Matthew would have traded two teeth for a sword and a lantern, but a cooking pot was at least substantial enough to strike a blow with, if need be. He sincerely hoped there would be no need. And now came the test of his own mettle. To go or not to go, that was the question. If he slinked out, would it not be an admittance that the Devil really might be back in that room awaiting him? And had he heard a noise, or had it been only his fevered imagination?
It could have been a rat, of course. Yes, a rat. That was all.
He took one step toward the dark and stopped, listening. There was no sound other than the pounding of his heartbeat in his ears. One more step, and then another. He could now make out an open doorway, beyond which might have been a bottomless pit.
Slowly, slowly, Matthew approached the room and winced as his weight made a board groan. He peered inside, all his senses alert for any hint of motion or threat of attack from a spectral fiend. He saw the barest crack of daylight back there: the seam of closed shutters.
Again his courage faltered. To have a view of the room meant he must cross it and unlatch the shutters. A cold hand might grip the back of his neck before he could get there.
No, it was ridiculous! he thought. His very reticence here was giving weight to the notion—absurd, in his belief—that indeed Satan had visited this house and might still be a presence in its darkness. The longer he tarried on the threshold, the more claws and teeth Satan bared. There was nothing to do but enter the room, go straight to the shutters, and throw them open.
And, of course, while doing so keep a tight grip on the iron pot.
Matthew took as much of a deep breath as he could stand, as the smell was less than fragrant. Then he gritted his teeth and walked into the room.
He felt the darkness take him. His spine crawling, he went the ten feet or so to the opposite wall, found the shutter latch, and lifted it with a quick—one might say frantic—motion. As he opened the shutters the blessed gray light rushed in, and never had he been so glad to see a skyful of ugly clouds.
At the instant of Matthew's relief, a groan came from behind him that rose in volume and power and quite near sent him hurtling through the window. This sound of a vengeful demon all but lifted Matthew out of his shoes. He twisted around with his face frozen into a terrified rictus and the iron pot lifted to strike a blow against a horned skull.
It was difficult to say who was more frightened, the wild-eyed young man or the wild-eyed brown mongrel that cowered in a corner. But it was definitely Matthew's fear that passed first, as directly he saw on the floor the six pups that had been suckling at their mother's swollen teats. He gave a reflexive, strangled laugh, though his testicles were yet to descend from the height they had risen.
The bitch was trembling, but now she began to show her teeth and mutter a growl, therefore Matthew felt it prudent to take his leave. He had a look around the room, which was quite bare except for the animals, their excrement, and a couple of tattered chicken carcasses. He lowered the cooking pot and backed out, and was on his way to the door when the master of the house suddenly arrived.
It was one of the dogs that had been pulling the entrails from the dead pig in the street. It came in bloody-mouthed, carrying between its jaws a hunk of something dark red and dripping. As soon as its glinting eyes took sight of Matthew, the animal dropped its gory prize and crouched down in an attitude of attack, its husky growl indicating that Matthew had intruded upon a territory off-limits to the humans of Fount Royal. The beast was about to jump for Matthew's throat, that much was dangerously clear. Matthew wasted no time in making his decision; he flung the pot to the floor in front of the dog, causing it to leap backward and issue a fusillade of indignant barks, and then he immediately turned to the nearest window, climbed up over the sill, and jumped out.
Up on his feet again, he made haste in an easterly direction.
He glanced back, but the dog did not follow. Matthew kept his pace brisk until he'd left the Hamilton house well in his wake, and then he stopped to take account of a scraped right shin and a number of splinters in the palm of his right hand. Otherwise, he was none the worse for his venture.
As he continued to walk toward the conjunction of streets, he reflected on the meaning of this experience. Possibly the dogs had belonged to the Hamiltons and had been left behind months ago, or possibly they were curs abandoned by some other fleeing family. The question was: how long had the dogs been living there? More or less than three weeks? Was it reasonable to assume they had been there when Violet Adams had entered the house?
If she had entered the house. There had been no chair. No candle or candlestick. Bidwell and Exodus Jerusalem would say that those items had been spectral and of course had vanished with the demons, but Matthew needed to see them to believe they had been there at all. And what of the dog's skeleton? The decaying carcass would have filled that room with a repulsive odor, yet Violet had not noticed it nor been hesitant in entering the house. Matthew doubted very much if he would have gone into a deserted house that had the smell of death wafting from its front door, no matter who'd been calling to him. Therefore, what to make of the child's testimony?
Had she really been in there, or not? The strangest thing about this was that, as far as he could tell, Violet—like Buckner and Garrick—was not lying. She fervently—and fearfully—believed in the truth of what she'd witnessed. It was her truth, perhaps, just as what had happened to Buckner and Garrick were truths to them . . . but was it the whole and actual truth?
But what kind of truth was it, that might be both true and false at the same time?
He felt he was venturing onto philosophical ground, worthy of intense thought and debate yet not very helpful to Rachel's cause. He'd been planning on asking directions to Dr. Shields's infirmary, in order to more thoroughly understand the magistrate's illness, but somehow he did not approach the next person he saw, which was a man mending a wagon's wheel, nor did he approach the next two men who were standing together smoking pipes and conversing. Perhaps he didn't wish to answer questions concerning the magistrate's health or the fate of the witch, but in any case he kept walking from Industry Street onto Truth Street and therefore in the direction of where he knew he'd been heading all along: the gaol.
The door was still left unsecured. The sight of the pillory standing beside the gaol did nothing for his fond memories of this morning, yet he realized—and would be loath to admit it to anyone, especially Bidwell or the magistrate—that he missed Rachel's presence. And why was that? He asked himself that question, as he stood just outside the door.
Because she needed him. That was it, in an acorn's shell.
He went inside. A lantern burned and the roof's hatch had been opened, courtesy of Mr. Green, therefore the gloom had been somewhat conquered. Upon seeing who her visitor was, Rachel stood up from the bench and pushed the hood of her coarse cloak back from her face. She allowed as much of a smile as she was able to muster—so feeble it was hardly worth the effort—and she came to the bars to meet him.
He approached her cell. He didn't know what to say, didn't know how to explain his return. So he was relieved when Rachel spoke first, "I heard the whip strike. Are you all right?"
"I am."
"It sounded painful."
He felt suddenly very shy in her company. He didn't know whether to look at the floor or into Rachel's eyes, which caught the yellow lamplight and gleamed like gold coins. Though her smile had been weak, her eyes still held remarkable strength, and Matthew had the sensation that she could see through his frame of flesh and bones, into the depths of his guarded soul. He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. What she might see there, he knew, was his own desire to be needed, which had always been true in his relationship with the magistrate but was now a bright, hot bonfire. It was that he had seen her naked, he thought: not the moment of her being physically unclothed, but the moment in which she had exposed her own need and reached for his hand through the bars to seek comfort.
He'd realized he was all the hope she had left in the world. Whatever aid and comfort would be given to her for the rest of her short days, it would come from him. How could he banish her from his mind and soul? Woodward was in dire need as well, but he had the care of Dr. Shields. This woman—this beautiful, tragic woman standing before him—had no one on earth to care for her but himself.
"Has Green brought your meal yet?" he asked.
"I've just now finished it."
"Do you need fresh water? I could go fetch you some."
"No," she said. "I have enough water. But thank you."
Matthew looked around at the dirty hovel. "This place should be swept out and fresh straw laid down. It's abysmal that you should have to endure such filth."
"I imagine it's a late hour for that," she replied. "May I ask how goes the magistrate's deliberations?"
"He has issued no word yet."
"I know there can be no other decree but that of guilty," she said. "The evidence against me is too strong, particularly after what the child said. I know also I didn't help myself by violating the Bible, but I lost my senses. So . . . Bidwell will have his witch-burning before long." There was pain in her face, but she lifted her chin. "When the time comes, I shall be ready. I will have made my preparations. When I am led out of this place I will be glad, because I know that though I am banished from earth I shall be received in Heaven."
Matthew started to protest her surrender, but words failed him.
"I am very, very tired," Rachel said quietly. She pressed the fingers of her right hand to her forehead and closed her eyes for a few seconds. "I will be ready to fly this cage," she said. "I did love my husband. But I have so long felt alone . . . that death must be better." Her eyes opened, and she lowered her hand. "Will you attend it?"
Matthew realized what she meant. "No," he said.
"Will I be buried near my husband? Or somewhere else?"
There was no use in telling her anything but the truth. "Probably outside the town."
"I thought as much. They won't behead me, will they? I mean . . . after I'm burned, will my body be violated?"
"No." He would make sure not even a fingerbone was cleaved off to be shown for two pence at Van Gundy's tavern. Of course, what some graverobber did to her skeleton after he and Woodward had departed was beyond his control and beyond his wish to think about.
Rachel's expression of concern told Matthew this thought had entered her mind as well, but she didn't give it voice. She said, "I'll have only one regret: that whoever murdered Daniel and Reverend Grove will never be brought to justice. That's not fair, is it?"
"No, it certainly is not."
"But by then I won't care, will I?" She looked up at the clouded sky through the roof hatch. "I thought—I hoped—I would die of old age, in bed in my own home. I never dreamed my life would end like this, and that I'd not even be allowed to lie beside my husband! That's not fair either, is it?" She breathed in and let go a long sigh, and finally she lowered her gaze, her mouth drawn into a tight line.
The gaol's door opened, and instantly upon seeing who had arrived Rachel stepped back from the bars.
"Ah ha!" Exodus Jerusalem tilted his head to one side, smiling slyly. "What doth go on here?"
Matthew turned to confront him. "May I ask what your business is?"
"Whatever I do, wherever I goeth, 'tis the business of my Lord God." Jerusalem, clad in his black tricorn and black suit, came forward within an arm's length of Matthew. "I should wager thy business doth not be so holy."
"Your presence is not wanted here, sir."
"Oh, I am sure of that. But I hath come to speak to the witch, not to her cock-a-doodler."
Matthew felt the blood burn in his cheeks. "I don't think Madam Howarth has anything to say to you."
"She might, as without my influence her tongue should be forever silent." The preacher directed his next statement to Rachel: "Witch Howarth, thy hourglass is near empty. I have heard it said the tree hath been selected from which thy stake shall be cut. Even now, the axes are being sharpened. I sincerely hope thou hast given some thought to the offer I made thee on my last visit."
"What, the offer to be your travelling doxy?" Rachel asked sharply.
"To be my travelling disciple," he answered, his voice a smooth adagio, so leisurely that Matthew felt sure Jerusalem had proposed this arrangement so many times it was second nature. Or perhaps first nature. "And companion in study and prayer," Jerusalem added.
"The study of sin and prayer that you find another woman whom you can pluck from a gaol?" On Rachel's face was an expression of sheer disgust that might have curdled a pail of milk. "I would rather kiss the flames."
"Thy wish shall become reality," Jerusalem said. "And thy dark beauty shall be burnt from thy skull and crushed beneath the foot of God, and where thou dost lie the beasts shall come and tear thy very bones asunder."
The anger was rising up in Matthew like a floodtide. "I wish you to leave."
"Boy, this a public place, and I have just as much right to enter it as thyself." His eyes narrowed. "At least I entered here to bring salvation to the witch, not to receive her vile blessings."
"Madam Howarth and I are both aware of your purpose."
"Oh, thou and the witch are coupled now, is that it? Yes, I knew it was only a matter of time." He lifted his right hand and inspected his fingernails. "I hath seen witches at work before. I hath seen them promise all manner of pleasures to young boys. Tell me this, then: how did she propose thou should ride her? From the north or the south?"
Matthew swung at him. It was so fast he hardly knew what he was doing, but the blood roared in his ears and his right fist came up and cracked across the preacher's prominent jaw. Jerusalem staggered back two steps but found his balance; he blinked, touched his lower lip, and then regarded the smear of crimson on his fingertips. Instead of offering a wounded and angry countenance, as Matthew had thought he would, the preacher only smiled, but there was some wicked triumph in it. "Thou nicked me, boy. Yet I think I drew first blood."
"I should apologize, but I will not." Matthew rubbed his stinging knuckles.
"Oh, don't apologize! This action speaks for itself, and therefore should be reported to thy master."
"As you please. The magistrate trusts my judgment."
"Really?" Jerusalem's smile broadened. He licked his injured lip. "What shall Woodward say, upon report that his clerk was caught in intimate conversation with the witch, and that his clerk is so bewildered in the mind that he hath struck a proper man of God? And look here! 'Tis the damage to prove it!"
"Tell what you like, then." Matthew feigned indifference, but he knew this would not go over very well with the magistrate.
"When a right Christian boy is entranced by a witch, who knoweth where such actions may lead? Thou may find thyself sharing the fire with her, and thereafter thou may fornicate in Hell to thy eternal delight."
Matthew shouted, "Get out! By God, I'll strike you again!"
"And blasphemous as well!" Jerusalem crowed. "This is a sorry day for thee, that I can promise!" His gaze slid toward Rachel. "Then burn, witch!" His voice, at the fullest of its power, seemed to shake the walls. "I offered thee salvation, and thou hast spurned the last hope of a Godly life! Yes, burn, and call upon me with thy last tortured breath but thou—"
Rachel reached to the floor. "Move!" she told Matthew, who saw what she had picked up and so dodged the oncoming deluge.
"—shall call in vain, for Exodus Jerusalem shall not ans— ohhhhh!" he bellowed, as Rachel threw the contents of her waste bucket through the bars at him, and he danced backward to avoid as much as possible a meeting between the sacred and the profane. For the most part he was lucky, but his shoes received a washing.
Matthew couldn't help it; he burst out laughing at the preacher's whirligigging, and thus called upon himself Jerusalem's blackest regards.
"You'll be damned too, you young bastard!" It was amazing how a bucket of pee could knock the thees and thous out of a man. "I'll call the wrath of Heaven down on both your heads!"
"Call away, then!" Rachel said. "But do it somewhere else!"
Matthew was still grinning. Then he saw a fleeting look in Jerusalem's eyes that should only be described as terror; in that moment he realized that ridicule was the sharpest sword that could pierce the preacher's swollen pride, and thereafter Jerusalem spun around and fled the gaol like a cat with a burning tail.
Rachel threw the emptied bucket aside and viewed the wet floor. "Mr. Green will have a few choice words to say about this, I'm sure."
Matthew's grin faded away, as did the hilarity that had for a brief time lightened his soul. "I'll tell the magistrate what happened."
"Jerusalem will be there before you." She sank down on her bench. "You will have some explaining to do."
"I'll take care of it."
"The magistrate won't understand why you came here. I don't fully understand why, either."
"I wished to see you," he said, before he could ponder his choice of words.
"Why? Your business is finished here, is it not?"
"Magistrate Woodward's business is finished," he corrected. "I intend to continue working at this puzzle."
"I see. Is that what I've become, then? A puzzle to be worked at?"
"Not entirely."
Rachel looked at him, but said nothing for a stretch of time. Then she spoke in a quiet voice, "Are you becoming interested in me?"
"Yes." He had to pause to swallow. "In your situation, I mean to say."
"I'm not speaking of my situation, Matthew. I mean: are you interested in me?" He didn't know what to say, therefore he did not answer.
Rachel sighed and stared at the floor. "I am flattered," she said. "Honestly. You are a bright and kind young man. But . . . though you're twenty and I am twenty-six, I am fifty years older than you. My heart is used up, Matthew. Can you understand that?"
Again, words failed him. He had never in his life felt so confused, timid, and utterly strange, as if his powers of self-control had melted away like a lump of butter set on a forge. He might have preferred three more lashes than wearing this simpleton's suit.
"As I said, I will be ready to die when the time comes," Rachel continued. "It will come soon, I know. I thank you for your help and care . . . but please don't make my death any more difficult than it has to be." She sat for a moment, her hands clasped together in her lap, and then she lifted her head. "How is the magistrate's health?"
Matthew forced himself to speak. "Not well. I was on my way to see Dr. Shields. Where is the infirmary from here?"
"On Harmony Street, toward the gate."
Matthew knew it was time to go. His presence seemed to be sinking Rachel into deeper gloom. "I won't give up," he vowed.
"Give what up?"
"Trying to find an answer. To the puzzle. I won't give up, because . . ." He shrugged. "I can't."
"Thank you," she replied. "I think—if you ever do find an answer—it will come much too late to save my life, but I thank you just the same."
He went to the door, where he felt the need to look back at Rachel once again. He saw her lift her hood over her head and face, as if to block out everything possible of this treacherous world.
"Goodbye," he said. There was no response. He left the gaol, but he had the most compelling sensation that part of himself did not follow.
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MRS. NETTLES CAUGHT MATTHEW at the staircase when he returned to the mansion after his visit with Dr. Shields. "The magistrate asked that you see him directly ye arrived. I ha' to tell you that the preacher's been here, and he was might loud."
"I expected it. Thank you." He braced himself for what was ahead and started up the stairs.
"Oh, sir!" Mrs. Nettles said before he'd gotten more than halfway up. "I recalled somethin' I thought you might find of interest. About Rev'rend Grove."
"Go on," Matthew urged.
"Well, sir . . . you asked if the rev'rend had any enemies, and I said he had none I knew of. But I was thinkin' over it some, and I recall a strange thing happened—oh, I'd say it was three or four days 'fore he was killed."
"What was it?"
"He'd come for dinner," she said. "Had some business 'bout the church to talk over with Mr. Bidwell and Mr. Winston, so his wife had stayed home. I remember they were talkin' there in the parlor, with the fire goin'." She nodded toward that room. "Mr. Bidwell had walked with Mr. Winston out to the carriage. I had come in to ask the rev'rend if I could refresh his cup, and he said no, that he was fine as he was. I turned my back and started to leave, and he says, 'Mrs. Nettles? What would you do if you knew a thing, and tellin' it might be right but it would serve no good purpose?' That's what he said."
"Did you ask what he meant?"
"No sir, that would not have been proper. I told him I was nae one to be givin' advice to a man a' God, but that it depended on what it was he knew."
"And what was the reverend's response?"
"He just sat there, lookin' at the fire. I started out again, on my way to the kitchen, and then I heard him say, 'No Latin.' That was all, and he'd said it so quiet I hardly heard it. But I said, 'Sir?' 'cause I didn't know what he meant. He didn't answer; he was just sittin' there, lookin' at the fire and thinkin'."
"Hm," Matthew grunted. "You're sure he spoke those words, and not something else?"
"I heard him say, 'No Latin.' At least, it sounded like that to me. Then Mr. Bidwell came back in, and I went about my business."
"And you say Reverend Grove was killed three or four days afterward?"
"Yes sir, he was. His wife found him, lyin' there on the church floor." She frowned. "What do ye think he meant?"
"I have no idea," Matthew said, "but his question to you may mean that someone of physical rather than spectral nature had cause to wish him harm. I'd very much like to find out what it might have been he knew. May I ask why you've not brought this up before?"
"I'd forgot it, 'til this mornin'. Bein' who he was, the rev'rend knew a lot of things about a lot of people," she said. "But like I told ye, he had no enemies."
"Obviously he did," Matthew corrected. "Only it was someone who might have worn the disguise of being a friend."
"Yes sir, I suppose so."
"Thank you for telling me this." Matthew decided to store this information away and pursue it at a later date. Right now there was the magistrate to deal with. "I'd better go up." He ascended the stairs, his face grim.
He had spoken to Dr. Shields at length concerning the magistrate's condition, and had been informed that though the sickness appeared serious it was well under control. The doctor said more bleeding would have to be done and there would be times when the magistrate would feel both better and then worse before he improved. But, said Dr. Shields, the road to recovery was never easy, especially from a malady such as this coastal fever. The magistrate was a strong specimen and otherwise in good health, Dr. Shields had said, therefore there was no reason he shouldn't respond to the bleeding and put this sickness behind him within a week or two.
Matthew reached the magistrate's door and tentatively knocked. "Who is it?" came his voice: a weary but serviceable croaking.
"It's me, sir."
There was a pointed silence. Then, "Come in." Matthew entered. Woodward was still in bed, propped up by two pillows. The box of documents lay beside him, a sheaf of the papers on the blanket that covered his lap. Three candles burned on the bedside table. He didn't look up from his reading. "Please close the door," he said, and Matthew obeyed. Woodward let his clerk stand there for a while; his throat was agonizing him again, his nostrils were swollen, his head ached, and he had a hellish mixture of chills and fever, so when Exodus Jerusalem had told him what Matthew had done it did no good to his nerves or temper. But Woodward kept himself calm and continued reading, unwilling yet to display one iota of anger.
"Sir?" Matthew said. "I know you had a visit from—"
"I'm involved at the moment," Woodward interrupted. "Allow me to finish this page."
"Yes, sir." He stared at the floor, his hands clasped behind him. Finally, he heard the magistrate put aside the documents and clear his throat with what sounded to be painful difficulty.
"As usual," Woodward began, "you have done an admirable job. The papers are excellent."
"Thank you."
"I should finish reading them tonight. Tomorrow morning at the latest. Oh, I'll be glad to get out of this place!" He lifted a hand and massaged his tender throat; his shaving mirror had told him how bad he appeared—pasty-faced, dark hollows under the eyes, and a sheen of fever sweat on his cheeks and forehead. He was extremely tired as well, weakened by both the ravages of his illness and the bleeding lancet, and all he really cared to do was lie back in this bed and sleep. "I'm sure you shall be glad too, won't you?"
A trick, Matthew thought. So obvious it was hardly worth dodging. "I'll be glad when justice is done, sir."
"Well, justice is about to be done. I shall deliver my decree tomorrow."
"Pardon me," Matthew said, "but usually you spend at least two days reviewing the documents."
"Is it etched in stone? No, I hardly need to read these papers."
"Does it matter at all that I feel—very strongly—that Rachel Howarth is neither a murderess nor a witch?"
"Evidence, Matthew." Woodward tapped the sheaf of papers. "The evidence is right here. You heard it, and you recorded it. There are the poppets on the dresser over there. Tell me what evidence refutes the testimony?" Matthew remained silent. "None," Woodward said. "Your opinion, and your opinion only."
"But do you agree that some of the testimony is questionable?"
"I find the witnesses to be credible. How do you explain that all their stories have overlapping elements?"
"I can't."
Woodward swallowed and winced at the pain. He had to speak, though, while his voice had at least a minimum of strength. "You know what will be best for this town, just as I do. I don't relish it. But it has to be done."
"Will you not allow me time to ask some more questions, sir? I believe that Violet Adams may—"
"No," came the firm answer. "Leave that child alone. And I want you to stay away from the gaol, from this minute on."
Matthew took a deep breath. He said, "I believe I should be able to go where I please, sir." He saw the fire jump into Woodward's eyes, even as sick as the magistrate was. "If you are basing your restrictions on what Exodus Jerusalem told you, I might inform you that the preacher has filthy designs on Madam Howarth. He wants her to confess and throw herself at your mercy, whereupon he will step in and vouch for her newfound Christian soul. His aim is to recruit her as his travelling doxy."
Woodward started to speak, but his voice cracked and so he had to pause until he regained it. When he was able, he said, "I don't give a damn about Exodus Jerusalem! Of course he's a scoundrel. I knew that the minute I saw him. My concern is your soul."
"My soul is well protected," Matthew answered.
"Is it? Really?" Woodward stared up at the ceiling for a time, composing his thoughts. "Matthew," he said, "I fear for you. That woman . . . she can do you some harm, if she pleases."
"I can take care of myself."
At that Woodward had to laugh, though it fiercely pained him. "The famous last words of a million sons to their fathers!"
"I am not your son," Matthew said, a muscle clenching in his jaw. "You are not my father. We have a professional relationship, sir, and that is all."
Woodward didn't reply, but simply closed his eyes and rested his head on the pillows. His breathing was slow and steady, if somewhat ragged-sounding. He opened his eyes and looked directly at Matthew. "The time has come," he said.
"Sir?"
"The time," Woodward repeated, "has come. To tell you things . . . that perhaps should already have been told. Sit down, if you like." He nodded toward the chair that was placed close beside the bed, and Matthew sat down upon it.
"Where to begin?" It was a question the magistrate had posed to himself. "The beginning, of course. When I was a prosperous attorney, I lived in London with my wife, Ann. We had a very fine house. A garden in the back, with a fountain. Oxford had prepared me well." He gave Matthew a slight, sad smile, and then it went away. "We had been wed two years when we had a son, whom we named Thomas, after my father."
"A son?" This was an amazement to Matthew.
"Yes. A good boy he was. Very intelligent, very . . . serious, I suppose. He loved for me to read to him, and he loved to hear his mother sing." Woodward heard in his mind the woman's sweet soprano and saw shadows on the green Italian tiles that graced the fountain. "Those were the finest days of my life," he said as softly as his tortured voice would allow. "On our fifth anniversary, I presented Ann with a silver music box, and she gave me the gold-striped waistcoat. I remember the moment I opened the wrapping. I recall thinking . . . that no man on earth had ever been so fortunate. So privileged to be alive. There I was, with my loved ones before me, my house, my possessions, my career. I had tasted the full fruit of life and I was a rich man. Rich in so many ways."
Matthew said nothing, but now he more fully understood the magistrate's anguish at leaving the treasured garment in Shawcombe's hands.
"Four years later," Woodward continued after a painful swallow, "Ann and my partners encouraged me to pursue the robe. I passed the necessary examinations . . . became a jurist apprentice. In time I was informed I would advance when the next appointments were made." He drew a long, suffering breath and let it go. "I didn't have long to wait. That summer the plague came. Many openings were created."
Woodward lapsed into silence as the memories came up around him like so many whispering ghosts. "The plague," he said, his gaze fixed on nothing. "Summer ended. A wet and nasty autumn, and the plague remained. It was a visitation of blisters on the flesh, followed by fits and terrible agonies until death. I saw my closest friend die that September. He withered from a sturdy athlete into a weeping skeleton in the space of two weeks. And then . . . one morning in October . . . the maidservant screamed in Thomas's bedchamber. I rushed in. Knowing already. And fearing what I would find."
His voice had dwindled to a mere whisper and his throat was a burning hellpit, yet he felt the necessity to go on. "Thomas was twelve years old. The plague cared not for age, nor social position, nor riches nor . . . anything. It set in on Thomas ... as if determined to destroy not only him, but his mother and myself. The best the doctors could do was sedate him with opium. It was not enough to make him stop hurting. Not nearly enough."
He had to halt once more to swallow, and felt the scum of infection ooze down his throat.
"May I get you something to drink?" Matthew asked, standing up.
"No. Sit down. I must speak while I can." He waited for Matthew ro settle himself again. "Thomas fought it," he said. "But of course ... he could not win. His skin was so raw he couldn't turn over in bed. Once . . . when a fit struck him, he thrashed so much that the flesh . . . peeled from his back like wet bark from a rotten tree. And everything was blood and pestilence and that smell . . . that smell . . . that death-reeking, hideous smell."
"Sir," Matthew said, "you don't have to—"
Woodward lifted a hand. "Please hear me out. Thomas lived for ten days after he was afflicted. No, lived is not the correct word. Survived. The days and nights were of indistinguishable damnation for us all. He vomited torrents of blood. His eyes were swollen closed from crying, and he lay in filth because we had no help and ... we could not wash the sheets fast enough. On the last day ... he was seized by uncontrollable fits. So strong he grasped hold of the iron bedstead, and the bowing of his body . . . made the entire bed jump up and down . . . like some demonic toy. I remember his face, in that final hour. His face." Woodward squeezed his eyes shut, sweat glistening on his cheeks, and Matthew could barely look at him, so awful was the sight of his soul-caged grief.
"Oh, my God, his face," the magistrate rasped. His eyes opened, and Matthew saw they had gone red with the memory of such torment. "The pox . . . had consumed most of his face. At the end, he . . . hardly appeared human. As he was dying . . . being racked by those fits ... he gripped the bedstead with all his remaining strength. I saw his fingers tighten . . . tighten . . . and he looked at me." Woodward nodded, marking the moment. "He couldn't speak, but I saw him ask a question of me, as if I had been God Almighty. He asked me: Why? And to that question— that unknown, unfathomable question—I was mute. Hardly ten minutes later ... he let loose a groan, and at last he left us. I had such plans for him. Such plans. And I loved him, more than I had even known.
"His death . . . the way he died . . . could not help but taint the rest of our days," Woodward said. "Ann had always been fragile .. . now her mind was blighted. Her spirit grew dark, as did mine. She turned against me. She could no longer bear to live in that house, and she began to suffer violent rages. I think . . . she was so frustrated ... so angry against God . . . that she was reduced to the impulses of an animal." He paused and swallowed. "Took to drink. Took to being seen in unsavory places . . . with unsavory people. I reached out for her, tried to get her into church, but that made things worse. I believe . . . she needed someone to hate on this earth as much as she hated the Lord. Finally, she left the house. I was told that Ann had been seen drunk in a certain neighborhood, in the company of a man of ill repute. My career began to suffer. It was rumored that I was a drunk as well—which was sometimes true—and that I was open to bribes. Which was never true. A convenient lie for some persons who wished me harm. My debts came due, as debts will when a man is down. I sold most of what I owned. The house . . . the garden, the fountain, the bed upon which Thomas had died ... all of it was repugnant to me, anyway."
"But you kept the waistcoat," Matthew said.
"Yes. Because ... I don't know why. Or perhaps I do. It was one item of my past. . . that remained clean and unblemished. It was ... a breath of yesterday, when all the world was fragrant."
"I'm sorry," Matthew said. "I had no idea."
"Well, why would you? Over time . . . the cases I heard grew fewer. I must say much of my disgrace was my fault, as I allowed Brother Rum to accompany me to the bench. I decided ... as my future appeared to be dim in London, I might try my torch in the colonies. But before I left ... I tried to find Ann. I heard she'd fallen in with other women of her class who had . . . experienced the deaths of their husbands by the plague, and who had become . . . rumpots and flesh merchants by necessity. By this time, she was completely gone to me. Gone to herself, as well." He gave a labored sigh. "I think that's what she wished. To lose her identity, and thus the past." He stared past Matthew, into the incalculable distance. "I believe I saw her. In a crowd at the harbor. I wasn't sure. I didn't care to be sure. I walked away Later I boarded a ship . . . and hence to a new world."
Woodward lay his head back and closed his eyes again. He swallowed pus and tried to clear his throat, to no avail. His voice was all but gone now, yet he forced himself on because he feared so for Matthew's soul and wished him to understand these things. "Imagine my surprise ... to find that Manhattan was not paved with gold. I found that the New World ... is no different from the Old. There are the same passions and crimes. The same sins and scoundrels. Only here . . . there's so much more opportunity to sin . . . and so much more space in which to do it. God only knows what the next century will bring."
"I spoke with Goode about that," Matthew said, offering a trace of a smile. "His wife believes the world will be destroyed by fire, while he believes it might be—as he put it—a 'century of wonders.'"
Woodward opened his bloodshot eyes. "I don't know . . . but I do believe it will be a wonder if Fount Royal reaches the new century. This town will surely die if Rachel Howarth is not executed."
Matthew's smile vanished. "Is the future of this settlement your basis for putting a woman to death, sir?"
"Of course not. Not entirely, I mean. But the evidence is there . . . the witnesses . . . the poppets . . . her own blasphemous demeanor. Not to mention her grip on you."
"What grip? I fail to see how my interest in the truth can be construed as—"
"Cease and desist," Woodward said. "Please. The more you go on, the less you convince anyone . . . least of all me. I daresay it is not only Jerusalem who has designs on the woman . . . though I believe it's actually she who has designs on you."
Matthew shook his head. "You're absolutely wrong."
"I have heard enough cases. To know how blinding is the fire of temptation. And how hot it burns." Woodward massaged his throat once more. "My voice is near its end, but this I have to tell you," he whispered. "There was once a merchant. An eager, industrious young man. His business . . . required him to rise early and thus to bed early. But one evening ... he stayed awake past his usual hour . . . and in so doing he heard the wondrous singing of something he'd never heard before: a nightbird. The next night, he managed to stay awake later ... to hear more of the bird's song. And the following night. He became so ... so intoxicated with the nightbird's voice that he thought only of it during the day. Came the time when he spent all the night listening to that song. Could not carry out his business during the sunlit hours. Soon he turned his back altogether on the day, and gave himself over to the nightbird's beautiful voice . . . much to the sad end of his career, his health . . . eventually his life."
"A fine parable," Matthew said curtly. "Is there a point to it?"
"You know its point. A parable, yes, but there's great truth and warning in it." He gave Matthew a piercing stare. "It is not enough to love the nightbird's song. One must also love the nightbird. And . . . one must eventually fall in love with the night itself."
"You mistake my motives. I am simply interested in—"
"Helping her," Woodward interrupted. "Finding the truth. Being of service. However you choose to phrase it . . . Rachel Howarth is your nightbird, Matthew. I'd be no guardian if I saw you in danger of being consumed by the darkness and failed to warn you."
"Consumed by the darkness?" Matthew raised his eyebrows. "I think that's an overstatement, sir."
"I think it's an understatement." Woodward gazed up at the ceiling, his strength almost expired. He felt as if his body were a cumbersome clay jar being baked over a fire, his true self trapped within it and yearning for a breath of clean, cool air. "That woman has entranced you, for her own purposes. She wants nothing more of you . . . than to help her escape the stake . . . which would be a sin that would forever mark you in the eyes of God."
Matthew stood up, unwilling to listen to such nonsense. It occurred to him to stalk out of the room, but he did not because he knew the magistrate was sincere and also that he would regret such rashness. "Sir? May I ask you a question, and request that you think hard on it before you answer?"
A nod gave him permission.
"Do you honestly—with all your heart and soul—believe that Rachel is a witch?"
"Your question ... is weighted on the side of emotion," Woodward answered. "I have responsibility to uphold and carry out the law. The evidence tells me she is a witch . . . therefore I must apply the law in its strictest measure."
"Put aside the robe for one moment, and then reply."
"I am satisfied," came the firm response. "Yes, there are missing details. Yes, there are questions I would have answered, and more witnesses interviewed. But ... I must proceed on what I have. And what I have . . . obvious to both of us ... is testimony and physical evidence any judge would rule sufficient to burn her. She knows it. She must find a way to escape . . . and that involves you."
"I'd think Satan would free her, if she were really his servant."
"Servants are cheap," Woodward said. "I think ... it suits Satan's purpose to stand aside and let his nightbird speak."
Matthew started to parry the thrust, but he realized it was no use. They had come to an impasse, and beyond it they could not travel together.
"I will continue to read through the documents," the magistrate offered. "I would not wish to present my decree with any undue haste."
"May I read what you've already gone through?"
"As you wish." Woodward picked up the sheaf of papers and put them into his clerk's hands. "Beware, though ... no further words on this matter. Do you hear me?"
"Yes, sir," Matthew said, though the agreement had a bitter taste.
"And you'll not return to see Madam Howarth?"
This was a more difficult point. Matthew didn't have to ponder it. "I'm sorry, but I can't promise that."
The magistrate pursed his lips and released a forlorn exhalation. He too, however, had realized the limits of Matthew's obedience. "Your choice," he whispered. "I pray to God it is a wise one." Then he motioned toward the door. "Go. I need my rest."
"Yes, sir." Matthew stared at Woodward for a moment, studying the angles and planes of the man's face.
"What is it?" Woodward asked.
"I have to ask this, sir. Did you come to the almshouse in search of a clerk, or a replacement for your son?"
"My son . . . could never be replaced."
"I'm aware of that. But you and I both know you might have secured an experienced clerk through a legal office. I had to ask, that's all." He turned and went to the door.
"Matthew?" Woodward pushed himself up on his pillows, his face bleached with pain. "I don't know ... if I came looking for a son or not. Perhaps I did. But I do know I wanted to shape someone. I wanted to . . . protect someone ... to keep him clean, from this filthy world. Do you understand?"
"I do," Matthew replied. "And I wish to thank you for your concern on my behalf. If you hadn't removed me from that place, I dread to think what might have become of me."
Woodward eased himself back down. "The whole world is before you. You have a bright future. Please . . . beware those who would destroy it, I beg you."
Matthew left the room with the sheaf of papers under his arm, and in his own room he lit a candle, washed his face with cool water, and then opened the shutters. The light was almost gone, but he looked out across the slaves' quarters toward the watchman's tower and the swamp beyond. It seemed to him now that one might wander into a morass at any time, anywhere, without warning. There were no easy answers to any question in this world, and it seemed that year after year the questions grew more complicated.
He did believe that the magistrate had entered the almshouse searching for a son. How it must agonize Woodward now, to think he might lose another one to the corruption of circumstance. But as much as Matthew felt for the magistrate, he would not—could not-—turn away from Rachel. He might be a substitute for a son, yes . . . but he was also a man, and he must do what he thought to be the correct thing.
Which meant fighting to prove her innocence, right up to the moment of her execution.
Nightbird or not, she had indeed spoken to him. He heard her even now, suffering in the darkness of her cage. What was he going to do tomorrow, when the magistrate asked him to prepare the decree of death and sign it as a witness beneath Woodward's seal?
He set the candle down and reclined on his bed—carefully, as the stripes on his back were hot. Then he began reading the court documents in the hope that something in them would lead him to a fact that had been overlooked, and that single fact might be the key to Rachel's freedom.
But he feared it would not be there.
Time was very short now. If Satan indeed dwelled in Fount Royal, Matthew presumed he must be grinning. Or if not Satan...then the grin belonged to someone else. A true fox, as Mrs. Nettles had said.
But even the most crafty fox left a trace of its passage, Matthew believed. It was up to him to find it, with all the bloodhound instincts in his possession. If they failed him, Rachel was lost, and he himself was damned to a fate he considered worse than the flames of Hell: the struggle with unanswerable questions that would haunt him to his grave.






twenty-three





SATAN SAID, "I have a gift for thee." Matthew could not speak or move; his mouth was frozen shut, his body rigid. He saw, however, in the leaping crimson firelight that Satan indeed wore a black cloak with six gold buttons arranged three by three. A hood covered the fiend's head, and where his face should have been was only deeper darkness.
"A gift," Satan repeated, in a voice that sounded much like that of Exodus Jerusalem. He opened his cloak with long-fingered, bloodless hands, exposing the gold-striped waistcoat he wore beneath it. Then from the confines of his waistcoat he produced a wet and dripping turtle, squirming in its dark green shell, which he held out toward Matthew.
Satan's hands gripped opposite edges of the shell and with no apparent effort tore the reptile open. The carapace cracked like a musket shot. The slow and horrid twisting of those infernal hands ripped the turtle's exposed body in two, and Matthew saw the creature's mouth gape wide with agony. Then its gory internals oozed and slithered out, their colors the red, white, and blue of the British flag.
Gold and silver coins began to fall from the mass of ruined vitals, like money spilling from the bottom of a razor-sliced purse. Satan winnowed his left hand into the guts and showed Matthew his bloody palm: in it was a single gold piece, fouled with carnage.
"This one belongs to thee, " Satan said. He drifted forward, his left arm outstretched and the coin between forefinger and thumb. Matthew was unable to retreat, as if his legs and arms were bound. Then Satan was upon him like a dark bird of prey, and placed the coin's edge against Matthew's lips.
Slowly, inexorably, the gold piece was pushed into Matthew's mouth. He felt his eyes widen and tasted bitter blood. It was then that he saw what was aflame, just behind the master of Pandemonium: a burning stake, and lashed to it was a fire-consumed figure that writhed in untold damnations of the flesh.
Matthew heard himself moan. The coin was in his throat. He was choking on it. And then from within the hood Satan's face began to emerge, within inches of Matthew's own. Bared fangs came out, set in a jaw of exposed bone. A skeletal muzzle followed, and empty canine eyesockets. The dog's skull pressed against Matthew's face and exhaled a hot breath that carried all the mephitic abomination of the charnel house.
He awakened with a further moan. A few heartbeats passed before he realized where he was, and that his audience with the Devil had been an exceptionally vivid dream. He thought he could still taste the blood, but then he recognized it as the strongly peppered sausage Bidwell had offered him at dinner. In fact, the sausage was most likely responsible for the entire production. His heartbeat was still rapid, and beads of sweat had collected on his face and chest. The first order of business was banishing this darkness. He found the matchholder and flint on his bedside table, struck a flame—a match never flared on the first strike when one really needed it—and lit the lantern he'd extinguished upon retiring. Then he got out of bed and went to the dresser, where he poured himself a cup from the water pitcher and drank it down, followed by a second.
"Whew!" Matthew said, in an exclamation of relief. Still, he felt his senses were yet affected by the nightmare, as the walls of his room seemed to be closing in on him. He crossed to the window, opened the shutters wide, and drew a long, deep breath to clear his head of the confusion.
But for the distant barking of a single dog, the night was quiet. No lanterns burned in the slave quarters. Matthew saw a flash of lightning over the sea, though the storm looked to be very far away. And then he saw something that gladdened his soul: a glimpse of stars through the slow-moving clouds. Dare he hope that the grim weather was taking its leave? This strange May with its chills and swelters had been enough to drain the energy of the strongest man, and perhaps with the coming of sustained sunlight June might be a kinder month for Fount Royal.
Then again, what did it matter to him? He and the magistrate would very soon be departing this town, never to return. And good riddance to it and Bidwell, Matthew thought. At dinner, the man had been contentious in his remarks concerning Rachel, such as—between bites of that hellish sausage—"Clerk, if you're growing so fond of the witch, I'm sure it might be arranged for you to hold her hand while she burns!"
Matthew had answered that and other goads with silence, and after a while Bidwell had ceased his needling and concentrated on stuffing his face. Matthew would rather have taken his dinner upstairs with the magistrate, who forced down his distressed throat a bowlful of pap and some hot tea. Then Dr. Shields had arrived again, and the lancet and bleeding bowl had seen more work. Matthew had left Woodward's room halfway through the grisly procedure, his stomach in knots, and he reckoned that sight of the dripping crimson fluid had also counted toward his nightmare.
He watched the stars disappear and then reappear again, as the clouds continued their advance. He had read Buckner's testimony in the documents Woodward had already finished, but had found nothing there that might lead him toward his fox; tomorrow he would read the testimonies of Garrick and Violet Adams after the magistrate was done, but by then Woodward would be close to dictating his decree.
The particulars of his nightmare haunted him: Satan in the black cloak with six gold buttons... nothing but darkness where the face should have been... the fresh-caught turtle... the sinewy hands breaking open the green shell, and bloody coins spilling out...
The coins, Matthew thought. Gold and silver pieces. He saw in his mind's eye the contents of the turtle bellies that Goode had shown him. Spanish coins swallowed by turtles. Where had they come from? How was it that an Indian and turtles shared possession of such lucre?
His theory about the Spanish spy was still alive, even though it had been severely wounded by Paine's revelations. However, the fact remained that Shawcombe had gotten the gold piece from a redskin, and that the Indian must've received it from a Spaniard. But what Spaniard had fed gold and silver coins to turtles?
Matthew had taken his fill of the night air, though he was in no hurry to return to bed. He watched the dance of the stars for a moment longer, and then he grasped hold of one of the shutters in preparation of closing it.
Before he did, he saw an orange glare of light that reminded him much too uncomfortably of the burning stake in his dream. It was not a light whose source was visible, but rather the reflection of light originating from a westerly direction. Perhaps ten seconds passed, and then there came a man's distant shout affirming what Matthew had already suspected: "Fire! Fire!"
The call was picked up and echoed by a second man. Directly Matthew heard a door slam open and knew it must be Bidwell, roused from sleep. The alarm bells began to ring, more people were shouting, and the dogs of Fount Royal were barking up a fury. Matthew hurriedly dressed in the clothes he'd worn yesterday, took the lantern to illume his way down the stairs, and went outside. There he saw the red and orange flames attacking a structure on Truth Street, terribly near to the gaol.
In fact, the fire was so close to the gaol that Matthew was struck with dread like a blow to the belly. If the gaol was aflame, and Rachel was trapped in her cell...
He started running toward Truth Street, his face tight with fear. He passed the spring, where one horse-drawn wagon was pulling away with a load of water barrels while a second had just arrived. "What's burnin?" a woman yelled at him as he went by a house, but he dared not answer. A score of citizens were converging onto the scene, some of them still wearing their night-clothes. He beat the water-wagon to its destination, and was keenly gratified to find that the fire was not burning down the gaol but was instead destroying the schoolhouse.
It was a hot conflagration and was working with great speed. There was Bidwell, wearing a powdered wig but clad in a blue silk night-robe and slippers, hollering at the onlookers to make way for the approaching wagon. The horses got through, and the six firemen aboard the wagon jumped down and began to haul the barrels off. One of them scooped a bucket into the water and ran forward to dash the flames, but—as in the case of the previous fire Matthew had witnessed—it was clear to all that the schoolhouse was doomed.
"Get that fire out! Hurry, all of you!" came a shout that was part command and part plea. Matthew saw the schoolmaster, bareheaded and wearing a long dark green robe with yellow trim. Johnstone was standing perilously close to the roaring blaze, leaning on his cane with one hand and motioning the firemen on with the other, sparks flying around him like red wasps and his face contorted with urgency. "Hurry, I beg of you, hurry!"
"Alan, stand back!" Bidwell told him. "You're in danger there!" A man grasped Johnstone's arm and attempted to pull him away from the flames, but the schoolmaster's mouth twisted with anger and he wrenched his arm free.
"Damn it!" Johnstone bellowed at the firemen, who were obviously doing their best to throw their buckets of water but were being hindered by the sheer cruelty of the heat. "Put that fire out, you idiots! Can't you move any quicker?"
Unfortunately they could not, and all but the schoolmaster seemed to realize the futility of the battle. Even Bidwell simply stood with his hands on his hips and made no effort to bully the firefighters to a frenzied pace.
As the schoolhouse was a small structure and the fire was so eager, Matthew doubted that sixty firemen with sixty buckets could have saved it. The second wagon arrived, bringing three additional men. Several more stalwarts from the crowd stepped forward to help, but it was a matter not of enough hands and hearts but of enough buckets and time.
"Damn it!" Johnstone had ceased his pleading now, and had become visibly enraged. He hobbled back and forth, occasionally aiming a shout of disgust or derision at the ineffective firemen, then cursing the blaze itself. Fire had begun to chew through the schoolhouse's roof. In another few moments Johnstone's raving stopped; he seemed to accept that the fight was truly lost—lost, even, before it had begun—and so he retreated from the flames and smoke. The firemen continued to work, but at this point it was more to justify their presence than anything else. Matthew watched Johnstone, who in turn watched the fire with glazed eyes, his shoulders slumped in an attitude of defeat.
And then Matthew happened to turn his head a few more degrees to the right and his heart rose to his throat. There not ten feet away stood Seth Hazelton. The blacksmith, who still wore a bandage bound to his injured face, was attentive to the spectacle of the flames and thus hadn't seen his antagonist. Matthew doubted if Hazelton was aware of very much anyway, as the man held a brown clay jug at his side and took a long swig from it as Matthew observed him. Hazelton's slow blink and slack-jawed countenance spoke as to the contents of that jug, and his dirty shirt and breeches proclaimed that Hazelton was definitely more interested in wine than water.
Matthew carefully stepped backward a few paces, putting two other onlookers between them just in case the blacksmith might glance around. The thought—an evil thought, but compelling just the same—came to him that now would be an excellent time to search Hazelton's barn. What with the man here at the fire, and weak from strong drink as well...
No, no! Matthew told himself. That barn—and whatever was hidden in it—had caused him trouble enough! Hang it, and let it go!
But Matthew knew his own nature. He knew he might present every reason in the world not to go to the blacksmith's barn and search for the elusive burlap sack, up to and including further lashings. However, his single-minded desire to know—the quality that made him, in the magistrate's opinion, "drunk beyond all reason"—was already at work in him. He had a lamp and the opportunity. If ever he was to find that well-guarded bag, now was the moment. Dare he try it? Or should he listen to that small voice of warning and chalk his back-stripes up as a lesson learned?
Matthew turned and walked briskly away from the fire. One backward glance showed him that Hazelton had never noted his presence, but was again indulging in a taste from the jug. Matthew's jury was still in deliberation concerning his future actions. He knew what Woodward would say, and he knew what Bidwell would say. Then again, neither of them doubted Rachel's guilt. If whatever Hazelton was hiding had something to do with her case...
He was aware that this was the same reasoning that had lured him into trying to open the grainsack to begin with. Yet it was a valid reasoning, in light of the circumstances. So what was the decision to be?
As he reached the conjunction of streets, his scale swung in the direction that Matthew had known it would. He looked over his shoulder, making sure that the blacksmith was not coming up from behind, and then he held the lantern before him and broke into a run toward Hazelton's barn.
When Matthew reached the barn, he lifted the locking timber and pulled the door open just enough for him to squeeze through. The two horses within rumbled uneasily at his presence as he followed the glow of his lantern. He went directly to the area where he remembered finding the sack, put the lamp down on the ground, and then started searching through the straw. Nothing there but straw and more straw. Of course Hazelton had moved the sack, had dragged it to some other location either inside the barn or perhaps inside his house. Matthew stood up, went to another pile of straw on his right, and searched there, but again there was nothing. He continued his explorations to the very back of the barn, where the straw was piled up in copious mounds along with an ample supply of horse apples. Matthew thrust his hands into the malodorous piles, his fingers questing for the rough burlap without success.
At last he realized it was time to go, as he'd already been here longer than was sensible. The sack, if indeed it remained in the straw, was not to be found this night. So much for his opportunity of discovery!
He stood up from his knees, picked up the lantern, and started for the door. As he reached it, something—an instinct of caution perhaps, or a stirring of the hairs on the back of his neck—made him pause to blow down the lantern's chimney and extinguish the candle since he no longer needed the incriminating light.
Which turned out to be a blessing of fortune, because as Matthew prepared to leave the barn he saw a staggering figure approaching, so close he feared Hazelton would see him, roar with rage, and attack him with the jug. Matthew hung in the doorway, not knowing whether to run for it or retreat. He had only a few seconds to make his decision. Hazelton was coming right at him, the blacksmith's head lowered and his legs loose at the knees.
Matthew retreated. He went all the way to the rear of the barn, where he sprawled flat and frantically dug both himself and the lantern into a mound of straw. But before he could do half a good job, the door was pulled open wider and there entered Hazelton's hulking dark figure.
"Who's in here?" Hazelton growled drunkenly. "Damn your eyes, I'll kill you!" Matthew stopped his digging and lay very still, the breath catching in his lungs. "I know you're in here! I closed that damn door!" Matthew dared not move, though a piece of straw was fiercely tickling his upper lip.
"I closed it!" Hazelton said. "I know I did!" He lifted the jug and Matthew heard him gulp a swallow. Then he wiped his mouth with his sleeve and said, "I did close it, didn't I, Lucy?"
Matthew realized he was addressing one of the horses. "I think I did. John Shitass, I think I'm drunk too!" He gave a harsh laugh. "Drunk as a damned lord, that's what I am! What d'ya think of that, Lucy?" He staggered toward one of the horses in the dark, and Matthew heard him patting the animal's hindquarters.
"My sweet girl. Love you, yes I do."
The noise of Hazelton's hand on horseflesh ceased. The blacksmith was silent, possibly listening for any sound of an intruder hiding in the bam. "Anybody in here?" he asked, but the tone of his voice was uncertain. "If you're here, you'd best get out 'fore I take a fuckin' axe to you!" Hazelton staggered back into Matthew's field of vision and stood at the center of the barn, his head cocked to one side and the jug hanging loosely. "I'll let you go!" he announced. "Go on, get out!"
Matthew was tempted, but he feared that even drunk and unsteady the blacksmith would seize him before he reached the door. Better to just lie right here and wait for the man to leave.
Hazelton said nothing and did not move for what seemed a full minute. Finally the blacksmith lifted the jug to his lips and drank, and then upon reaching the bottom he reared back and flung the jug against the wall nearly square above Matthew's head. The jug whacked into the boards and fell, broken into five or six pieces, and the startled horses whinnied and jumped in their stalls.
"The hell with it!" Hazelton shouted. He turned around and made his way out of the barn, leaving the door open.
Now Matthew was faced with a dangerous choice: should he get out while he could, risking the fact that Hazelton might be waiting for him out there just beyond the doorway, or should he lie just as he was? He decided it was best to remain in his prone position for a while longer, and indeed he took the opportunity to bury himself more completely in the straw.
Within a minute or two, Hazelton returned carrying a lighted lantern, though the glass was so dirty it hardly counted as illumination. The lantern was not so fearsome to Matthew as the short-handled hatchet Hazelton gripped in his right hand.
Matthew took a deep breath and let it out, trying to flatten himself even further under his covering of straw and horse apples. Hazelton started staggering around the barn, probing with the dim light, the hatchet held ready for a brain-cleaving blow. He gave the nearest strawpile a kick that might have broken Matthew's ribs. Then, muttering and cursing, Hazelton stomped the straw for good measure. He paused and lifted the lantern. Through the mask of hay that covered his face, Matthew saw the blacksmith's eyes glitter in the foul light and knew Hazelton was looking directly at his hiding place.
Don't move! Matthew cautioned himself. For God's sake, be still!
And the sake of his own skull, he might have added.
Hazelton came toward Matthew's refuge, his heavy boots crushing down. Matthew realized with a start of terror that the man was going to step on him momentarily, and he braced himself to burst out of the straw. If he came up hollering and shrieking, he reasoned he might scare Hazelton into a retreat or at least might cause him to miss with the first swing of the hatchet.
He was ready. Two more steps, and the blacksmith would be upon him.
Then: crack!
Hazelton stopped his advance, the straw up around his knees. He reached down with his free hand, searching. Matthew knew what the noise had been. The lantern's glass had broken, the lantern lying perhaps eight inches from the fingertips of Matthew's right hand. Reflexively, Matthew closed his hand into a fist.
The blacksmith discovered what he'd stepped on. He held the lamp by its handle, lifting it up for inspection. There was a long, dreadful silence. Matthew clenched his teeth and waited, his endurance stretched to its boundary.
At last Hazelton grunted. "Lucy, I found that damn lantern!" he said. "Was a good one, too! Hell's sufferin' bells!" He tossed it aside with a contemptuous gesture, and Matthew realized the man thought in his tipsied state that it was a lamp he had previously misplaced. If he'd been coherent enough to touch the pieces of broken glass, Hazelton might have found they were still warm. But the blacksmith thereafter turned and crunched back through the straw to the barn's bare earth, leaving Matthew to contemplate how near he'd come to disaster.
But—as was said—a miss was as good as a mile. Matthew began breathing easier, though he would not take a full breath until Hazelton had gone. Then another thought struck him, and it might well have been a hatchet to the head: if Hazelton went out and locked the door, he'd be trapped in here. It might be sunrise or later before Hazelton came to the barn again, and then Matthew would be forced to face him anyway! Better run for it while he was able, Matthew decided. But there was the problem of the straw. That which protected him would also hinder his flight.
Now, however, his attention was drawn to the blacksmith once more. Hazelton had hung the lantern up on a wallpeg beside the far stall, and he was speaking to the horse he seemed to favor. "My fine Lucy!" he said, his voice slurred. "My fine, beautiful girl! You love me, don't you? Yes, I know you do!" The blacksmith began to murmur and whisper to his horse, and though Matthew couldn't hear the words he was beginning to think this affection was rather more than that of a man for his mount.
Hazelton came back into sight. He thunked the hatchet's blade into the wall next to the door, and then he pulled the door shut. When he turned again, moisture glistened on his face; and his eyes—directed toward Lucy—seemed to have sunken into dark purple hollows.
"My good lady, " Hazelton said, with a smile that could only be described as lecherous. A cold chill crept up Matthew's spine. He had an inkling now of what the blacksmith intended to do.
Hazelton went into Lucy's stall. "Good Lucy, " he said. "My good and lovely Lucy. Come on! Easy, easy!"
Carefully, Matthew lifted his head to follow the blacksmith's movements. The light was dim and his view was restricted, but he could make out Hazelton turning the horse around in her stall so her hindquarters faced the door. Then Hazelton, still speaking " quietly though drunkenly to Lucy, eased her forward and guided her head and neck into a wooden collar-like apparatus that was meant to hold horses still as they were being shod. He latched the collar shut, and thus the horse was securely held. "Good girl, " he said. "That's my lovely lady!" He went to a corner of the stall and began to dig into a pile of hay provided for Lucy to eat. Matthew saw him reach down for something and pull it out. Whether it was the grainsack or not, Matthew couldn't tell, but he presumed it was at least what might have been secreted inside the sack.
Hazelton came out of the stall carrying what appeared to be an elaborate harness made out of smoothed cow's hide. The blacksmith staggered and almost fell under its bulk, but it seemed that his fevered intent had given him strength. The harness had iron rings attached to both ends: the two circles Matthew had felt through the burlap. Hazelton fixed one of the rings around a peg on the wall, and the second ring was fixed to a peg on a nearby beam so that the harness was stretched to its full width at the entrance to Lucy's stall.
Matthew realized what Hazelton had devised. He recalled Gwinett Linch saying about the smithy: He's an inventor, once he puts his mind to a task. It was not Hazelton's mind, however, that was about to be put to work.
At the center of the harness-like creation was a seat formed of leather lattice. The pegs had been placed so the iron rings could stretch the harness and lift the seat up until whoever sat in it would be several feet off the ground and positioned just under Lucy's tail.
"Good Lucy, " Hazelton crooned, as he dropped his breeches and pulled them off over his boots. "My good and beautiful girl." His bum naked and his spike raised, Hazelton brought over a small barrel that appeared to be empty, from the ease with which he handled it. He stepped up onto the barrel, swung his behind into the leather seat and lifted the horse's tail, which had begun flopping back and forth in what might have been eager anticipation.
"Ahhhhh!" Hazelton had eased his member into Lucy's channel. "There's a sweet girl!" His fleshy hips began to buck back and forth, his eyes closed and his face florid.
Matthew remembered something Mrs. Nettles had said, concerning the blacksmith's deceased wife: I happ'n to know that he treated Sophie like a three-legged horse 'fore she died. It was very clear, from the noises of passion he was making, that Hazelton much preferred horses of the four-legged variety.
Matthew also knew now why Hazelton had so desired this apparatus of strange pleasure not to be discovered. In most of the colonies the sodomizing of animals was punishable by hanging; in a few, it was punishable by being drawn and quartered. It was a rare crime, but quite morally heinous. In fact, two years ago Woodward had sentenced to hanging a laborer who had committed buggery with a chicken, a pig, and a mare. By law, the animals were also put to death and buried in the same grave with their human offender.
Matthew ceased watching this loathsome spectacle and stared instead at the ground beneath him. He could not, however, voluntarily cease from hearing Hazelton's exhortations of passion for his equine paramour.
At last—an interminable time—the barnyard lothario groaned and shuddered, indicating the climax of his copulation. Lucy, too, gave a snort but hers seemed to be more relief that her stud was done. Hazelton lay forward against the horse's hind and began to speak to Lucy with such lover's familiarity that Matthew blushed to the roots of his hair. Such speech would be indecent between a man and his maid, but was absolutely shameless between a man and his mare. Obviously, the blacksmith had banged one too many horseshoes over a red-hot forge.
Hazelton didn't try to remove himself from the harness. His voice was becoming quieter and more slurred. Shortly thereafter, he stopped speaking entirely and began to offer a snore and whistle to his object of affection.
Just as Matthew had recognized an opportunity to enter the barn, now he recognized an opportunity to depart it. He began to slowly push himself out of the straw, mindful that he not suffer a cut from the lantern's broken glass. Hazelton's snoring continued at its regularity and volume, and Lucy seemed content to stand there with her master in repose against her hindquarters. Matthew eased up to a crouch, and then to a standing position. It occurred to him that even if Hazelton awakened and saw him, he couldn't free himself at once from the harness and would be quite reluctant to give chase. But Matthew wasn't above giving Hazelton something to think about, so he picked up the man's dirty breeches and took them with him when he walked unhurriedly to the door, pushed it open, and left the site of such immoral crime. In this case, he pitied not Hazelton but poor Lucy.
Matthew saw that the flames over on Truth Street had died down. He reckoned he'd entered the barn an hour or so ago, and thus most of the schoolhouse had by now been consumed. There would be much conjecture tomorrow about Satan's fiery hand. Matthew didn't doubt that daylight would see another wagon or two leaving Fount Royal.
He laid Hazelton's breeches out in the middle of Industry Street, after which he was glad to rinse his hands in a nearby horse trough. Then he set off on the walk to Bidwell's mansion, his curiosity concerning the hidden grainsack well and truly quenched.
As the hour was so late and the excitement of the fire worn off, the streets were deserted. Matthew saw a couple of houses where the lanterns were still lit—probably illuminating talk between husband and wife of when to quit the Satan-burnt town— but otherwise Fount Royal had settled again to sleep. He saw one elderly man sitting on a doorstep smoking a long clay pipe, a white dog sprawled beside him, and as Matthew neared him the old man said simply, "Weather's breakin'."
"Yes, sir, " Matthew answered, keeping his stride. He looked up at the vast expanse of sky and saw now that the clouds had further dwindled, exposing a multitude of sparkling stars. The scythe of a pumpkin-colored moon had appeared. The air was still damp and cool, but the soft breeze carried the odor of pinewoods rather than stagnant swamp. Matthew thought that if the weather broke and held, the magistrate's health would surely benefit.
He'd decided not to inform Woodward of the blacksmith's activities. It might be his duty to report such a crime—which would surely lead to Hazelton's dance on the gallows—but the magistrate didn't need any further complications. Besides, the loss of a blacksmith would be a hard blow to Fount Royal. Matthew thought that sooner or later someone might discover Hazelton's bizarre interest and make an issue of it, but for his part he would keep his mouth shut.
Before he proceeded to the mansion and therefore to bed, Matthew approached the spring and stood beside an oak tree on its grassy bank. A chorus of frogs thrummed in the darkness, and a number of somethings—turtles, he presumed—plopped into the water off to his right. He saw the reflection of stars and moon on the surface, over which spread slow ripples.
How was it that turtles had Spanish gold and silver coins—as well as silverware and pottery shards—in their bellies? Matthew sat down on his haunches, plucked up some grass, and stared out across the ebon pond.
/ have a gift for thee, Satan had said in his dream.
He thought of the coins spilling from the turtle's guts. He thought of Goode showing him what he'd found, and saying, It's a thing needs answerin'.
It surely is, Matthew told himself. From where might the turtles have gotten such coins? They'd swallowed them, of course. Most likely the limit of their world was this spring, and so...
Oh, Matthew thought. Oh!
The suspicion went off like a cannon blast inside his head. He realized he should have heard such a blast as soon as Goode had shown him the coins, but there had been too many other questions crowding his mind. Now, though, here in the quiet dark, the idea was thunderous in its impact.
Goode had found Spanish gold and silver coins within the bellies of turtles that lived in the spring... because there were Spanish gold and silver coins within the spring.
Abruptly, Matthew stood up. He placed a hand on the trunk of the oak tree beside him, if only to steady his thoughts. This suspicion—like the tearing open of a turtle in his dream—was full of glittering possibilities.
One gold and one silver piece, one pottery shard, and one silver spoon did not make a treasure hoard... but who might say what was lying down in the mud at the very bottom of Fount Royal's center of existence?
He recalled with a jolt of the senses something that Nicholas Paine had said, back at Shawcombe's tavern, upon viewing the original gold piece: No black-flagger in his right mind would bury his loot in redskin wilderness. They hide their gold where they can easily get to it, but it would be a poor pirate whose winnings could be found and unearthed by savages.
Unearthed? But what about sunken to the bottom of a freshwater spring?
His brain had caught fire. Bidwell had decided to build Fount Royal around the spring, as it would be—among other considerations—convenient as a source of fresh water for merchant ships arriving from the Indies.
But what was fresh water for merchants was also fresh water for those flying a blacker flag, was it not? And was it not possible that the spring had been discovered and used for such a purpose long before Bidwell had even set eyes on it? If that were true, the spring would make an excellent vault in which to deposit—as Paine had put it—"winnings."
This was all, however, the wildest possible conjecture. Still... how else to explain the coins in the turtles' bellies? The turtles, searching for food down at the bottom of the spring, may have scooped up the coins from the mud or else been attracted by their shine. The same might be true of the spoon and the pottery shard. The question remained: what else could be down there, secreted away for safekeeping?
But how to explain an Indian's possession of Spanish gold? If indeed there had been pirate treasure in the spring, had the Indians found and raised it before Fount Royal was born? If so, they'd missed a few trinkets. He would have to sleep on these questions, and pursue them—quietly—in the morning. Bidwell might know something, but he would have to be carefully approached.
Matthew paused a little longer, staring out at the pond that seemed now to contain a further enigma. Nothing could be answered tonight, so it was time to get to bed though sleep might be nigh impossible.
He continued on his way along Peace Street toward the mansion, which was dark. He had no idea what the hour was, though it must be long past midnight. And with the next step he took he suddenly stopped and froze, looking straight ahead.
A figure in a tricorn hat and dark cloak was striding briskly past the mansion, in the direction of the slaves' quarters. It took no more than five or six seconds for the figure to disappear from view. Matthew hadn't seen if the man was carrying an unlit lantern or not, but he knew who it was. The fox was on the prowl, he thought. Going to what destination, and for what purpose?
This indeed was a night of opportunities, though this one Matthew realized might be far more treacherous than the blacksmith's hatchet.
His mouth was dry, his blood racing. He looked around but saw no other person out on the street. The embers of the school house still glowed a faint red, and the breeze blew a whirl of sparks into the sky.
He would have to go. He knew it. But he would have to hurry, to find the fox before he got away into the swamp. The fox would be wary around the watchman's tower, and so too would Matthew have to be because he couldn't depend on the fact that the watchman was asleep.
A little dagger of fear stabbed Matthew in the chest. Whoever that midnight prowler was, he was likely to be dangerous if he realized he was being followed. There was the chance that, out in the swamp, anything could happen, and all of it bad.
But there was no time for dawdling. Fear would have to be conquered. The fox was moving fast, and so must Matthew.
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MATTHEW COULD HEAR
the tempestuous sound of the sea. Breakers were hitting islands or exposed sandbars some distance away from the swamp that he was now negotiating with great difficulty. Ahead of him and almost at the limit of his perception was the midnight traveller—a dark, moving blotch within further darkness—who would have been totally lost to him had it not been for the faint orange moonlight, and even that meager illumination was jealously guarded by the streams of moving clouds.
The man had come this way before, that was a certainty. And more than once. His pace was swift and sure-footed, even without benefit of a lantern. Matthew was up to the task of following through the waist-high grasses and across the muck that pulled at his shoes, but it was a tough and laborious journey.
They had left Fount Royal far behind. Matthew estimated the distance at least a quarter mile from the watchman's tower, which had been easily circumvented by cutting through the pinewoods. If the watchman had been awake—and this Matthew seriously doubted—he'd been looking out to sea. Who would expect anyone in their right mind to venture out into this morass in the dead of night?
The midnight traveller had a definite purpose, one that gave speed to his step. Matthew heard something rustle off in the grass to his right; it sounded large and quite sinister, therefore he found a little extra speed himself. He discovered in the next moment, however, that his worst enemy was the swamp itself, as he walked into a shallow pond that closed about his knees and almost sent him sprawling. The mud at the pond's bottom seized his shoes and it was only with extreme tenacity that Matthew worked his way to freedom. Once out of the water he realized he could no longer detect his quarry's movement. He scanned from right to left and back again, but the darkness had truly dropped its curtain.
Still, he knew the man must be going in this general direction. He started off again, more mindful of where he was stepping. The swamp was indeed a treacherous place. The midnight traveller must surely have come out here many times to be able to navigate these dangers. Indeed, Matthew thought the man may have made a map of his route and consigned it to memory.
After three or four minutes, Matthew was yet unable to spy any movement in the darkness. He glanced back and saw that his course had taken him around a headland. A black line of pines and swamp oaks stood between his current position and the watchman's tower, which was probably the greater part of a mile behind. Beyond him was only more swamp. He debated whether to turn back or forge on. Everything out here was only greater and lesser shades of dark, so what was the point? He did continue on a few paces, though, and again paused to scan the horizon. Mosquitoes hummed about his ears, hungry for blood. Frogs croaked in the rushes. Of another human, however, there was not a sign.
What was there to bring a person out here? This was wild desolation, hardly a civilized soul standing between his footprints and the city of Charles Town. So what did the midnight traveller seek to accomplish?
Matthew looked up at the banners of stars. The sky was so huge and the horizon so wide that it was fearsome. The sea, too, was a dark continent. Standing on this coast with the unknown world at his back, he felt more than a little distress, as if his equilibrium and very place on earth were challenged by such immensity. He understood at that moment the need for men to build towns and cities and surround them with walls—not only to keep out the threat of Indians and wild beasts, but to maintain the illusion of control in a world that was too large to be tamed.
His contemplation was suddenly broken. Out at sea, two lights blinked in quick succession.
Matthew had been about to turn his face toward Fount Royal again, but now he stood motionless. A few seconds went by. Then, once again, the two lights blinked.
What followed next gave his heart a jolt. Not fifty yards from where Matthew was standing, a lighted lantern appeared and was uplifted. The lantern swung back and forth, and then disappeared-—concealed, Matthew suspected, by the midnight traveller's cloak. The man must have either crouched down to strike a match and flame the candle, or done it within the cloak's folds. Whatever and however, a signal had been answered.
Matthew lowered himself into the protection of the marsh grass, so that just his eyes were above it. He desired a closer view, and began to move quietly and carefully toward where the lantern had been revealed. It came to mind that if he stepped on a venomous reptile in his present posture, its fangs would strike a most valuable area. He got to within thirty feet of the dark-cloaked man and was forced to stop when the cover of the high grass ended. The man was standing on a stretch of hard-packed sand, just a few yards short of the Atlantic's foamy waves. He was waiting, his face aimed toward the ocean and his lantern hidden in the cloak.
Matthew also waited. Presently, after the passage of perhaps ten minutes during which the man paced back and forth but never left his station, Matthew was aware of a shape emerging from the darkness of the sea. Only when it was about to make landfall did Matthew make out an oarboat, painted either black or dark blue. There were three men aboard, all of whom also wore night-hued clothing. Two of the men jumped out into the surf and pulled the oarboat to shore.
Matthew realized the boat must have come from a larger vessel some distance away. His thought was:Ihave found the Spanish spy.
"Greetin's!" the man who had remained in the oarboat called, his accent as far from being Spanish as Gravesend was from Valencia. He stepped down onto the sand. "How goes it?"
The midnight traveller answered, but his voice was so low Matthew heard only a murmur.
"Seven this trip, " the oarboater said. "That oughta do you. Get 'em out!" He had delivered this command to the other two men, who began to unload what appeared to be wooden buckets. "Same place?" he asked the midnight traveller, who answered with a nod. "You're a man of habit, ain't you?"
The midnight traveller raised his lantern from the folds of his cloak and by its yellow glow Matthew saw his face in profile. "A man of good habit, " Edward Winston said sternly. "Cease this prattle, bury them, and be done with it!" He dropped the lantern, which had been used to show the other man that he was in no mood for dawdling.
"All right, all right!" The oarboater reached into the bottom of his craft and brought up two shovels, and then he walked up the beach to the edge of the high grass. His path brought him within fifteen feet of Matthew's concealment. He stopped at a thatch of spiny palmettos. "This where you want 'em?"
"It will do, " Winston said, following.
"Bring 'em on!" the man ordered his crew. "Hurry it, we ain't got all night!" The buckets, which appeared to be sealed, were carried to the designated place. The oarboater handed the two shovels to the other men, who began to dig into the sand.
"You know where a third shovel is, " Winston said. "You MIGHT employ it, Mr. Rawlings."
"I ain't no damn Injun!" Rawlings replied tartly. "I'm a thief!"
"I beg to differ. You are an Indian, and your chief is Mr. Dan-forth. I suggest you earn the coin he's paying you."
"Very little coin, sir! Very little, for this night work!"
"The faster they're buried, the sooner you may go."
"Well, why bury 'em anyway? Who the hell's comin' out here to find 'em?"
"Safe is better than sorry. Just lay one bucket aside and put the others under with no further argument."
Muttering beneath his breath, Rawlings reached carefully into the palmettos and pulled out a short-handled shovel that had been hidden there. Matthew watched as Rawlings fell to digging at rhythm with his companions. "What of the witch?" he asked Winston as he worked. "When's she gonna hang?"
"Not hang. She'll be burned at the stake. I expect it shall be within the next few days."
"You'll be cooked too then, won't you? You and Danforth both!"
"Just concern yourself with your digging, " Winston said tersely. "You needn't put them deep, but make sure they're well covered."
"All right! Work on, my lads! We don't want to tarry long in this Satan's country, do we?"
Winston grunted. "Here or there, it's all Satan's country, isn't it?" He gave the left side of his neck a sound slap, executing some bloodsucking beastie.
It took only a few moments for a hole to be opened, six buckets secreted within it, and the sand shovelled over them. Rawlings was a master at appearing to work hard, with all the necessary facial contortions and exertions of breath, but his shovel might have been a spoon, for all the sand it moved. When the buckets were laid under, Rawlings stepped back, wiped his brow with his forearm, and said, "Well done, well done!" as if he were congratulating himself. He returned the implement to its hiding place amid the palmettos and grinned broadly at Winston, who stood nearby watching in silence. "I expect this'll be the last trip, then!"
"I think we should continue one more month, " Winston said.
Rawlings's grin collapsed. "What need will you have of any more, if she's to be burned?"
"I'll make a need. Tell Mr. Danforth I shall be here at the hour."
"As you please, your majesty!" Rawlings gave Winston an exaggerated comical bow and the two other men laughed. "Any other communications to the realm?"
"Our business is concluded." Winston said coldly. He picked up by its wire handle the seventh bucket that had been laid aside, and then he abruptly turned toward Matthew—who instantly ducked down and pressed himself against the earth—and began to walk through the grass.
"I've never seen a burnin' before!" Rawlings called after him. "Make sure you take it all in, so's you can describe it to me!" Winston didn't respond, but kept on walking. His course, Matthew was relieved to see, took him along a diagonal line perhaps ten or twelve feet to Matthew's west. Then Winston had gone past, holding the lantern low under his cloak to shed some light on where he was stepping. Matthew presumed he would extinguish the candle long before he got within view of the watchman's tower.
"That tight-assed prig! I could lay him out with my little finger!" Rawlings boasted to his companions after Winston had departed.
"You could lay him out with your bloody breath!" one of the others said, and the third man guffawed.
"Right you are, at that! Come on, let's cast off this damned shingle! Thank Christ we've got a fair wind for a change tonight!"
Matthew lifted his head and watched as the men returned to their oarboat. They pushed it off the beach, Rawlings clambered over the side first and then the other men, the oars were taken up—though not by the big chief—and the vessel moved out through the lathery surf. It was quickly taken by the darkness.
Matthew knew that if he waited long enough and kept a sharp enough eye he might see some evidence of a larger craft at anchor out there—possibly the flare of a match lighting a pipe, or a stain of mooncolor on a billowing sail. He did not, however, have the time or the inclination. Suffice it to know that an oar-boat was not a vessel suitable for a sea voyage.
He looked in the direction Winston had gone, back toward Fount Royal. Satisfied that he was alone, Matthew got up from his defensive posture and immediately went on the offensive. He found the disturbed area beside the palmettos where the buckets had been buried, and—two painful palmetto-spike stabs later— gripped his hand on the concealed shovel.
As Winston had specified, the buckets were not buried very deeply. All Matthew desired was one. The bucket he chose was of common construction, its lid sealed with a coating of dried tar, and of weight Matthew estimated between seven and eight pounds. He used the shovel again to fill the cavity, then returned it to the palmettos and set off for Fount Royal with the bucket in his possession.
The way back was no less difficult than his previous journey. It came to him that he was most likely locked out of Bidwell's mansion and would have to ring the bell to gain entrance; did he wish to let anyone in the household see him with this bucket in hand? Whatever game Winston was up to, Matthew didn't want to tip the man that his table had been overturned. He trusted Mrs. Nettles to a point, but in his opinion the jury was still out on everyone in the damned town. So: what to do with the bucket?
He had an idea, but it would mean trusting one person implicitly. Two persons, if Goode's wife should be counted. He was eager to learn the bucket's contents, and most likely Goode would have an implement to force it open.
With a great degree of thankfulness Matthew put the swamp at his back, negotiated the pinewoods to avoid the watchtower, and shortly thereafter stood before John Goode's door. Upon it he rapped as quietly as he thought possible, though the sound to his ears was alarmingly loud and must have awakened every slave in the quarters. To his chagrin, he had to knock a second time—and harder—before a light blotched the window's covering of stretched oilskin cloth.
The door opened. A candle was pushed out, and above it was Goode's sleepy-eyed face. He'd been prepared to be less than courteous to whoever had come knocking at such an hour, but when he saw first the white skin and then who wore it he put himself together. "Oh... yes suh?"
"I have something that needs looking at." Matthew held up the bucket. "May I enter?"
Of course he was not to be denied. "What is it?" May asked from their pallet of a bed as Goode brought Matthew in and closed the door. "Nothin' that concerns you, woman, " he said as he lit a second candle from the first. "Go back to sleep, now." She rolled over, pulling a threadbare covering up to her neck.
Goode put the two candles on the table and Matthew set the bucket down between them. "I followed a certain gentleman out to the swamp just a while ago, " Matthew explained. "I won't go into the particulars, but he has more of these buried out there. I want to see what's in it."
Goode ran his fingers around the tar-sealed lid. He picked up the bucket and turned it so its bottom was in the light. There, burnt by a brand into the wood, was the letter K and beneath that the letters CT. "Maker's mark, " he said. "From a cooper in Charles Town, 'pears to be." He looked around for a tool and put his hand on a stout knife. Then he began chipping the tar away as Matthew watched in eager anticipation. When enough of the seal had been broken, Goode slid the blade under the lid and worked it up. In another moment the lid came loose, and Goode lifted it off.
Before sight was made of what the bucket concealed, smell gave its testimony. "Whoo!" Goode said, wrinkling his nose. Matthew put the sharp odor as being of a brimstone quality, with interminglings of pine oil and freshly cooked tar. Indeed, what the bucket held looked to be thick black paint.
"Might I borrow your blade?" Matthew asked, and with it he stirred the foul-smelling concoction. As he did, yellow streaks of sulphur appeared. He was beginning to fathom what he might be confronted with, and it was not a pretty picture. "Do you have a pan we might put some of this in? A spoon, as well?"
Goode, true to his name, supplied an iron pan and a wooden ladle. Matthew put a single dip of the stuff into the pan, just enough to cover its bottom. "All right, " Matthew said. "Let us see what we have." He picked up one of the candles and lowered its flame into the pan.
As soon as the wick made contact, the substance caught fire. It was a blue-tinged flame, and burned so hot both Matthew and Goode had to draw back. There were small pops and cracklings as more flammable additives in the mixture ignited. Matthew picked up the pan and took it to the hearth so that the fumes might be drawn upward. Even with so little an amount, the heat on his hand was considerable.
"That's the Devil's own brew, ain't it?" Goode said.
"No, it's made by men, " Matthew answered. "Diabolical chemists, perhaps. It's called 'infernal fire, ' and it has a long history of being used in classical naval warfare. The Greeks made bombs from it and shot them from catapults."
"The Greeks? What're you goin' on about? Uh... beggin' your pardon, suh."
"Oh, it's all right. I think the use of this material is very clear. Our swamp-travelling gentleman has a zest for fire."
"Suh?"
"Our gentleman, " Matthew said, watching the flames continue to burn brightly in the pan, "likes to see houses alight. With this chemical, he is sure of setting fire to even damp wood. I expect he might paint it on the walls and floor with a brush. Then the stuff is touched off at several strategic places... and the firemen will inevitably be too late."
"You mean..." The truth of the matter was dawning on Goode. "The man's been usin' this to burn down houses?"
"Exactly. His last strike was against the schoolhouse." Matthew set the pan down in the fireplace's ashes. "Why he would wish to do so, I have no idea. But the fact that this bucket was fashioned in Charles Town and was brought by sea bodes ill for his loyalty."
"Brought by sea?" He stared long and hard at Matthew. "You know who the man be, don't you?"
"I do, but I'm unprepared to speak the name." Matthew returned to the table and pushed the lid down firmly on the bucket once more. "I have a request to make. Will you hold this in safekeeping for a short time?"
Goode regarded the bucket with trepidation. "It won't blow us up, will it?"
"No, it needs a flame to ignite. Just keep it closed and away from fire. You might wrap it up and treat it with the same care you treat your violin."
"Yes suh, " he said uncertainly. "Only thing be, I don't believe nobody ever got blowed up from fiddle music."
At the door, Matthew cautioned, "Not a word to anyone about this. As far as you should be concerned, I was never here."
Goode had picked up both candles to remove them from the immediate vicinity of such destructive power. "Yes suh. Uh... you'll be comin' back to get this here thing, won't you?"
"I will. I expect I'll need it very soon." But not until he determined exactly why Edward Winston was burning down his employer's town, he might have added.
"The sooner I'll like it, " Goode said, already looking for a piece of burlap with which to wrap the offensive visitor.
Matthew left Goode's house and walked to the mansion, which was a relatively short distance but a world away from the slave quarters. He knew he should get to sleep quickly, as there was much to do at daylight. But he knew also that sleep was going to be difficult in the few hours of dark that remained, be-cause his mind would twist this new revelation into every possible shape in an attempt to understand it. Banished now from his thoughts was the equine lust of Seth Hazelton; the crimes of Edward Winston loomed far larger, for the man had set those fires and willingly ascribed them—as did Bidwell and everyone else—to Rachel's pact with the Devil.
Matthew had every intention of going to the door and ringing the bell to gain entry if necessary, but between intention and deed he shifted his course a few degrees and soon found himself standing again on the grassy bank of the spring. He sat down, pulled his knees up to his chin, and stared out across the smooth water, his mind turbulent with questions of what was and what might be.
Presently he decided to stretch out, and lying on his back in the grass he looked up at the streams of stars that showed between the moving clouds. His last conscious thought before he drifted to sleep was of Rachel in the darkness of her cage; of Rachel, whose life depended on his actions in the hours that remained.
Of Rachel.
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A CHORUS OF ROOSTERS CROWED
like triumphant horns. Matthew opened his eyes to a rose-colored light. Above him, the sky was pale pink and dappled with purple-edged clouds. He sat up, drawing in the sweet air of what seemed the first true morning of May.
Someone began ringing a bell, and then a second higher-toned bell added its voice. Matthew got to his feet. He heard a man's joyous shout from further along Harmony Street, and then Matthew saw perhaps the most beautiful sight of his life: the sun, a golden fireball, was rising over the sea. This was the sun of creation, and its mere touch had the force to waken the earth. Matthew lifted his face toward the light as a third bell chimed. Two birds began to chirp in one of the oaks that stood around the spring. Tendrils of low-lying mist still clung to the ground, but they were pitiful and short-fated relatives to the massive thunderclouds that had so long held dominion. Matthew stood breathing the air as if he'd forgotten what springtime smelled like, as indeed he had: not the wet, foul stagnance of a swamp, but the clean soft breeze that brought the promise of new beginnings.
If ever there had been a morning to put Satan to flight, this was the one. Matthew stretched his arms up toward the sky to loosen the tight muscles in his back, though it could certainly be said that sleeping outdoors in the grass was preferable to grappling with Somnus in the gaol. He watched the sunlight strengthening across the roofs, yards, and fields of Fount Royal, the mist in full retreat. Of course the clear weather might only last one day before the rain returned, but he dared think nature's pendulum had swung in Bidwell's favor.
He had business this morning with the master of Fount Royal. He left the spring and walked to the mansion, the shutters of which had already been opened to the air. He found the entrance unlatched, and as he considered himself somewhat more than a visitor he opened it without ringing the bell and proceeded up the stairs to look in on the magistrate.
Woodward was still asleep, though either Mrs. Nettles or one of the other servants had already entered to crack the shutters of his room. Matthew approached the bed and stood beside it, looking at the magistrate. Woodward's mouth was partway open, the sound of his breathing like the faint scraping together of rusted iron wheels in a mechanism that was near failure. Brown bloodstains on the pillow behind his head marked the administrations of Dr. Shields's lancet last night, a task that was becoming a nocturnal ritual. A plaster medicated with some kind of nose-searing ointment bad been pressed upon Woodward's bare chest, and grease glistened on the magistrate's upper lip and around his green-crusted nostrils. On the bedside table, three candles that had burned down to stubs indicated that Woodward had attempted more reading of the documents last night, and the documents themselves had spilled off the bed and lay now on the floor.
Matthew set about picking up the papers, carefully arranging them in proper sequence, and when he was done he returned them to the wooden box. The portion that Matthew had taken to his room and read yesterday evening had not delivered any further insights, much to his disappointment. He stared at Woodward's face, at the way the yellow-tinged flesh stretched over the skull, at the pale purple eyelids through which could be seen the protrusions of the orbs. A spiderwork of tiny red blood vessels had appeared on either side of Woodward's nose. The man seemed to have become thinner since Matthew last saw him, though this was due possibly to the change of light. He appeared much older too, the lines upon his face cut deeper by suffering. The blotches on his scalp had darkened as the flesh paled. There was a terrible fragility about him now, something breakable as a clay cup. Looking upon the magistrate in this condition frightened Matthew, yet he was compelled to observe.
He had seen the mask of Death before. He knew it was now before him, clasping on to the magistrate's face. The skin was being shrunken, the skull sharpened for its imminent emergence. A dagger of panic pierced him and twisted in his guts. He wished to shake Woodward awake, to pull him to his feet and make him walk, talk, dance... anything to banish this sickness. But, no... the magistrate needed his rest. He needed to sleep long and hard, with the benefit of the ointments and the bloodletting. And now there was good reason to hope for the best, with the freshened air and the sun's appearance! Yes, it was best to let the magistrate sleep until he awakened on his own, no matter how long, and let nature work its medicine.
Matthew reached out and gently touched Woodward's right hand. Instantly he drew back, because even though the magistrate's flesh was hot there was yet a moist waxy sensation to it that greatly disturbed him. Woodward made a soft moaning sound, and his eyelids fluttered but he didn't awaken. Matthew backed to the door, the panic dagger still jabbing at his stomach, and then he went quietly out into the hallway.
Downstairs, he followed the noise of cutlery scraping a plate and found Bidwell at the feasting table attacking a breakfast of corncakes, fried potatoes, and hambone marrow. "Ah, here is the clerk this fine, God-lit morning!" Bidwell said before he stuffed his mouth. He wore a peacock-blue suit, a lace-ruffled shirt, and one of his most elaborately combed and curled wigs.
He washed the food down with a drink of apple beer and nodded toward the place that had been set for Matthew. "Sit down and feed yourself!"
Matthew accepted the invitation. Bidwell shoved a platter of corncakes in his direction and Matthew speared two of them with his knife. The marrow platter followed.
"Mrs. Nettles told me you weren't in your room when she knocked." Bidwell continued to eat as he talked, which resulted in half-chewed food spilling from his mouth. "Where were you?"
"Out, " Matthew answered.
"Out, " Bidwell said, with a note of sarcasm. "Yes, I know you were out. But out where, and doing what?"
"I went outside when I saw the schoolhouse on fire. I stayed out the rest of the night."
"Oh, that's why you look so poorly then!" He started to stab a fried potato with his knife, but paused in mid-thrust. "Wait a moment." His eyes narrowed. "What mischief have you been up to?"
"Mischief? You presume the worst, I think."
"You may think, but I know. Whose barn have you been poking around in this time?"
Matthew looked him in the eyes. "I went back to the blacksmith's barn, of course."
There was a deadly quiet. Then Bidwell laughed. His knife came down into the potato; he claimed it from the platter and shoved the rest of the charred tubers toward Matthew. "Oh, you're full of spite today, aren't you? Well, I know you may be a young fool but you are not fool enough to go back to Hazelton's place! No sirrah! That man would put a pole to your backside!"
"Not unless I was a mare, " Matthew said quietly, taking a bite of a corncake. "What?"
"I said... I would do well to beware. Hazelton, I mean."
"Yes, and that's the smartest thing I've heard leave your lips!" Bidwell spent a moment eating again, as if food would be outlawed by the King on the morrow, before he spoke. "Your back. How is it?"
"A little painful. Otherwise, all right."
"Well, eat up. A full belly dulls all pain. That's what my father used to tell me, when I was your age. Of course, by the time I was your age I was working on the docks fourteen hours a day, and if I could steal a pear I was as happy as a lord." He paused to quaff from his tankard. "Have you ever worked a whole day in your life?"
"Physical work, you mean?"
"What other kind of work is there for a young man? Yes, I mean physical! Have you ever sweated to move a pile of heavy crates twenty feet because the bastard in charge says you'll do it or else? Have you ever pulled a rope until your hands bled, your shoulders cracked, and you cried like a baby but you knew you had to keep pulling? Have you ever gotten on your knees and scrubbed the deck of a ship with a brush, and then gotten down and scrubbed it again when that bastard in charge spat on it? Well? Have you?"
"No, " Matthew said.
"Ha!" Bidwell nodded, grinning. "I have. Many times! And I'm damned proud of it, too! You know why? Because it made me a man. And you know who that bastard in charge was? My father. Yes, my father, rest his soul." He stabbed a chunk of potato with a force that Matthew thought might send the knife through the plate and table both. When Bidwell chewed it, his teeth ground together.
"Your father sounds like a hard taskmaster, " Matthew said.
"My father, " Bidwell replied, "came up from London's dirt, just as I did. My first memory of him was the smell of the river. And he knew those docks and those ships. He started out as a cargo handler, but he had a gift for working wood and he could lay a hull patch with the best who ever lived. That's how the yard started. One ship here, another there. Then more and more, and soon he had his own drydock. Yes, he was a hard taskmaster, but just as hard on himself as on anyone else."
"You inherited your business from him, then?"
"Inherited?" Bidwell cast a scornful glance. "I inherited nothing from him but misery! My father was inspecting a hulk for salvage—something he'd done dozens of times before—when a section of rotten planks gave way and he fell through. His knees were shattered. Gangrene set in and to save his life the surgeon took both his legs. I was nineteen years old, and suddenly I was responsible for my invalid father, my mother, and two younger sisters, one of whom was sickly to the point of emaciation. Well, it quickly became clear to me that though my father was a hard taskmaster he was a sorry bookkeeper. The records of income and debts were abysmal, if they existed at all. And here came the creditors, who presumed the yard would be sold now that my father was confined to his bed."
"But you didn't sell it?" Matthew asked.
"Oh, I sold it all right. To the highest bidder. I had no choice, the records being as they were. My father raged like a tiger. He called me a fool and a weakling, and vowed he would hate me to his grave and beyond for destroying his business." Bidwell paused to swig from the tankard. "But I paid off the debtors and settled all accounts. I put food on our table and bought medicine for my sister, and I found I had a small amount of money left. There was a small marine carpentry shop that advertised for investors, as they were expanding their workplace. I decided to put every last shilling I had into it, so I might have some influence over the decisions. My family name was already known, of course. The greatest problem I first faced was in raising more money to put into the business, which I did by laboring at other jobs and also by some bluffing at the gaming tables. Then there were the small-thinkers to be gotten rid of, those men who let caution be their rulers and so never dared to win for fear of losing."
Bidwell chewed on bone marrow, his eyes hooded. "One of those men, unfortunately, had his name above the workplace door. He was too concerned with inches, while I thought in terms of leagues. He saw marine carpentry, while I saw shipbuilding.
Thus—though he was thirty years older than me, and had built the shop from its beginnings—I knew the pasture belonged to him, but the future was mine. I set out to procure business that I knew he would not condone. I prepared profit statements and cost predictions, down to the last timber and nail, which I then presented to a meeting of the craftsmen. My question to them was: did they wish to take a risk of a great future under my guidance, or did they wish to continue their current plodding path under Mr. Kellingsworth? Two of them voted to throw me out the door. The other four—including the master draftsman— voted to take on the new work."
"And Mr. Kellingsworth?" Matthew raised his eyebrows. "I'm sure he had something to say?"
"At first he was mute with anger. Then... I think he was relieved, because he didn't want the mantle of responsibility. He wanted a quiet life far removed from the specter of failure that haunted his successes." Bidwell nodded. "Yes, I think he'd been searching for a way to that pasture for a long time, but he needed a push. I gave it to him, along with a very decent buyout settlement and a percentage of future income... to decrease with the passage of time, of course. But my name was on the placard above the door. My name and my name only. That was the starting of it."
"I expect your father was proud of you."
Bidwell was silent, staring at nothing though his eyes were fierce. "One of the first things I purchased with my profits was a pair of wooden legs, " he said. "The finest wooden legs that could be made in all of England. I took them to him. He looked at them. I said I would help him learn to walk. I said I would hire a specialist to teach him." Bidwell's tongue emerged, and he slowly licked his upper lip. "He said... he would not wear them if I had bought him a pair of real legs and could bind them solid again. He said I could take them to the Devil, because that is where a traitor was destined to burn." Bidwell pulled in a long breath and let it go. "And those were the final words he ever spoke to me."
Though he didn't particularly care for Bidwell, Matthew couldn't help but feel little sad for him. "I'm sorry."
"Sorry?" Bidwell snapped. "Why?" He thrust his food-streaked chin forward. "Sorry because I'm a success? A self-made man? Sorry because I am rich, that I have built this house and this town and there is more building yet to be done? Because Fount Royal will become a center of maritime trade? Or because at long last the weather has cleared and the spirits of my citizens will rise accordingly?" He jabbed another piece of potato with his knife and pushed it into his mouth. "I think, " he said as he chewed, "that the only thing you're sorry for is the impending execution of that damned witch, because you won't be able to get up her skirt!" A wicked thought struck him and made his eyes glint. "Ah ha! Perhaps that's where you were all night! Were you in the gaol with her? I wouldn't doubt it! Preacher Jerusalem told me about you striking him yesterday!" He gave a dark grin. "What, did a blow upon the preacher earn you a blow from the witch?"
Matthew slowly put down his knife and spoon. Flames were burning behind his face, but he said coldly, "Preacher Jerusalem has his own intents toward Rachel. You may think as you please, but be aware that he has put a ring through your nose."
"Oh yes, of course he has! And she hasn't put a ring through yours, I suppose? Or perhaps she has put her kiss of approval on your balls, is that it? I can see her now, on her knees, and you up close against those bars! Oh, that's a precious sight!"
"I had a precious sight of my own last night!" Matthew said, the flames beginning to burn through his self-control. "When I went out to the—" He stopped himself before the words could flow. He'd been on the verge of telling Bidwell about Winston's escapade and the buckets of infernal fire, but he was not going to be goaded to spill his knowledge before he was ready. He stared down at his plate, a muscle working in his jaw.
"I never met a young man so full of pepper and manure as you, " Bidwell went on, calmer now but oblivious to what Matthew had been about to say. "If it were up to you, my town would be a witch's haven, wouldn't it? You'd even defy your own poor, sick master to save that woman's flesh from the fire! I think you ought to get to a monastery up there in Charles Town and become a monk to save your soul. Either that, or go to a bawdy-house and fuck the doxies 'til your eyeballs blow out."
"Mr. Rawlings, " Matthew said, his voice strained.
"Who?"
"Mr. Rawlings, " he repeated, realizing he had set one foot into the morass. "Do you know that name?"
"No. Why should I?"
"Mr. Danforth, " Matthew said. "Do you know that name?"
Bidwell scratched his chin. "Yes, I do. Oliver Danforth is the harbormaster in Charles Town. I have had some trouble with him, in getting supplies through. What of him?"
"Someone mentioned the name, " Matthew explained. "I hadn't met anyone by that name, so I wondered who he might be."
"Who mentioned him?"
Matthew saw ahead of him a maze taking shape, and he must quickly negotiate out of it. "Mr. Paine, " he said. "It was before I went into the gaol."
"Nicholas, eh?" Bidwell frowned. "That's odd."
"Is it?" Matthew's heart gave a thump.
"Yes. Nicholas can't stand the sight of Oliver Danforth. They've had some arguments over the supply situation, therefore I've been sending Edward to deal with him. Nicholas goes along too, to protect Edward from harm on the road, but Edward is far better a diplomat. I don't understand why Nicholas should be talking about Danforth to you."
"It wasn't to me, exactly. It was a name I overheard."
"Oh, you have big ears too, is that it?" Bidwell grunted and finished off his drink. "I should have guessed!"
"Mr. Winston seems a valuable and loyal man, " Matthew ventured. "Has he been with you very long?"
"Eight years. Now what're all these questions about?"
"My curiosity, that's all."
"Well for Christ's sake, rein it in! I've had enough of it!" He pushed himself up from his seat in preparation to leave.
"Please indulge me just a minute longer, " Matthew said, also standing up. "I swear before God I won't bother you with any further questions if you'll just answer a few more."
"Why? What is you wish to know about Edward?"
"Not about Mr. Winston. About the spring."
Bidwell looked as if he wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry. "The spring? Have you lost your senses altogether?"
"The spring, " Matthew repeated firmly. "I'd like to know how it came to be found, and when."
"You're serious, aren't you? Lord, you really are!" Bidwell started to blast at Matthew, but all the air seemed to leave him before he could gather himself. "You have worn me out, " he admitted. "You have absolutely tattered my rag."
"Humor me, as it is such a beautiful morning, " Matthew said steadfastly. "I repeat my promise not to plague you again, if you'll tell me how you came to find the spring."
Bidwell laughed quietly and shook his head. "All right, then. You must know that, in addition to royally funded explorers, there are men for hire who will carry out private explorations for individuals or companies. It was one of these that I contracted to find a settlement area with a fresh water source at least forty miles south of Charles Town. I stressed the fact that access to the sea was needed, yet a direct seafront was not necessary. I could drain a marsh, therefore the presence of such was tolerable. I also needed an abundance of hardwood and an area defensible from pirates and Indian raiders. When the proper place was found— this place—I presented the findings and my plans to the royal court, whereupon I waited two months for a grant to purchase the land."
"It was given readily?" Matthew asked. "Or did anyone attempt to block the grant?"
"Word had gotten to Charles Town. A coalition of their paid magpies swooped in and tried to dissuade the transaction, but I was already ahead of them. I had greased so many palms I could be called an oil pot, and I even added free giltwork to the yacht of the colonial administrator so he might turn heads on his jaunts up and down the Thames."
"But you hadn't visited this area before you made the purchase?"
"No, I trusted Aronzel Hearn. The man I'd hired." Bidwell took his snuffbox from his coat pocket, opened it, and noisily sniffed a pinch. "I saw a map, of course. It suited my needs, that's all I had to know."
"What of the spring?"
"What of it, boy?" Bidwell's patience was fraying like a rope rubbing splintered wood.
"I know the land was mapped, " Matthew said, "but what of the spring? Did Hearn take a sounding of it? How deep is it, and from where does the water come?"
"It comes from... I don't know. Somewhere." Bidwell took another sniff. "I do know there are other smaller springs out in the wilderness. Solomon Stiles has seen them, and drunk from them, on his hunting trips. I suppose they're all connected underground. As far as the depth is concerned..." He stopped, with his snuff-pinched fingers poised near his nostrils. "Now that's strange, " he said.
"What is?"
"Speaking of the spring like this. I remember someone else asking me similar questions."
At once Matthew's bloodhound sense came to full alert. "Who was it?"
"It was... a surveyor who came to town. Perhaps a year or so after we began building. He was mapping the road between Charles Town and here, and wished to map Fount Royal as well. I recall he was interested in the depth of the spring."
"So he took a sounding?"
"Yes, he did. He'd been set upon by Indians several miles from our gate. The savages had stolen all his instruments, therefore I had Hazelton fashion him a rope with a sounding weight tied at the end. I also had a raft built for him, that he might take his measurements from various areas of the fount."
"Ah, " Matthew said quietly, his mouth dry. "A surveyor without instruments. Do you know if he discovered the spring's depth?"
"As I remember, the deepest point was found to be some forty feet."
"Was this surveyor travelling alone?"
"He was alone. On horseback. I recall he told me he had left the savages playing with his bag, and he felt lucky to escape with his hair. He had a full beard too, so I expect they might have sheared his face off to get it."
"A beard, " Matthew said. "Was he young or old? Tall or short? Fat or thin?"
Bidwell stared blankly at him. "Your mind is as addled as a cockroach, isn't it? What the bloody hell does it matter?"
"I would really like to know, " Matthew persisted. "What was his height?"
"Well... taller than me, I suppose. I don't remember much about him but the beard."
"What color was it?"
"I think... dark brown. There might have been some gray in it." He scowled. "You don't expect me to fully remember a man who passed through here four years ago, do you? And what's the point of these foolish questions?"
"Where did he stay?" Matthew asked, oblivious to Bidwell's rising ire. "Here in the house?"
"I offered him a room. As I recall, he refused and asked for the loan of a tent. He spent two or possibly three nights sleeping outside. I believe it was early September, and certainly warm enough."
"Let me guess where the tent was pitched, " Matthew said. "Was it beside the spring?"
"I think it might have been. What of it?" Bidwell cocked his head to one side, flakes of snuff around his nostrils.
"I am working on a theory, " Matthew answered.
Bidwell giggled; it sounded like a woman's laugh, it was so quick and high-pitched, and Bidwell instantly put his hand to his mouth and flushed crimson. "A theory, " he said, about to laugh again; in fact, he was straining so hard to hold back his merriment that his jowls and corncake-stuffed belly quivered. "By God, we must have our daily theories, mustn't we?"
"Laugh if you like, but answer this: for whom was the surveyor working?"
"For whom? Why... one moment, I have a theory!" Bidwell widened his eyes in mockery. "I believe he must have been working for the Council of Lands and Plantations! There is such an administrative body, you know!"
"He told you he was working for this council, then?"
"Damn it, boy!" Bidwell shouted, the mighty schooner of his patience smashing out its belly on the rocks. "I've had enough of this!" He stalked past Matthew and out of the banquet room.
Matthew instantly followed him. "Please, sir!" he said as Bid-well walked to the staircase. "It's important! Did this surveyor tell you his name?"
"Pah!" Bidwell replied, starting up the steps. "You're as crazy as a loon!"
"His name! Can you recall it?"
Bidwell stopped, realizing he could not shake the flea that gave him such a maddening itch. He looked back at Matthew, his eyes ablaze. "No, I do not! Winston walked him about the town! Go ask him and leave me be! I swear, you could set Satan himself running for sanctuary!" He jabbed a finger toward the younger man. "But you won't ruin this glorious day for me, no sirrah you won't! The sun is out, praise God, and as soon as that damned witch is ashes this town will grow again! So go march to the gaol and tell her that Robert Bidwell has never failed, never, and will never be a failure!"
A figure suddenly appeared at the top of the stairs. Matthew saw him first, of course, and Matthew's astonished expression made Bidwell jerk his head around.
Woodward braced himself against the wall, his flesh near the same hue as his pap-stained cotton nightgown. A sheen of sweat glistened on his sallow face, and his eyes were red-rimmed and weak with pain.
"Magistrate!" Bidwell climbed the risers to lend a supporting arm. "I thought you were sleeping!"
"I was, " he said hoarsely, though speaking with any volume caused his throat grievous suffering. "Who can sleep... during a duel of cannons?"
"I apologize, sir. Your clerk has roused my bad manners yet again."
The magistrate stared down into Matthew's face, and at once Matthew knew what had been important enough to force him from his bed.
"My deliberations are done, " Woodward said. "Come prepare a quill and paper."
"You mean..... you mean..." Bidwell could hardly contain himself. "You have reached your decision?"
"Come up, Matthew, " Woodward repeated, and then to Bid-well, "Will you help me to my bed, please?"
Bidwell might have bodily lifted the magistrate and carried him, but decorum prevailed. Matthew ascended the stairs, and together he and the master of Fount Royal took Woodward along the hallway to his room. Once settled in bed again and propped up on the blood-spotted pillow, Woodward said, "Thank you, Mr. Bidwell. You may depart."
"If you don't mind, I would like to stay and hear the decree." Bidwell had already closed the door and claimed a position next to the bed.
"I do mind, sir. Until the decree is read to the accused"— Woodward paused to gasp a breath—"it is the court's business. It would not be seemly otherwise."
"Yes but—"
"Depart, " Woodward said. "Your presence delays our work." He glanced irritably at Matthew, who stood at the foot of the bed. "The quill and paper! Now!" Matthew turned away to get the document box that also held sheets of clean paper, the quill, and the inkjar.
Bidwell went to the door, but before he left he had to try once again. "Tell me this, then: should I have the stake cut and planted?"
Woodward squeezed his eyes shut at Bidwell's dogged disregard for propriety. Then he opened them and said tersely, "Sir... you may accompany Matthew to read my decree to the accused. Now please... leave us."
"All right, then. I'm going."
"And... Mr. Bidwell... please refrain from dawdling in the hall."
"My word on it as a gentleman. I shall be waiting downstairs." Bidwell left the room and closed the door.
Woodward stared out the window at the gold-tinged sun-illumed morning. It was going to be beautiful today, he thought. A more lovely morning than he'd seen in the better part of a month. "Date the decree, " he told Matthew, though it was hardly necessary.
Matthew sat upon the stool beside the bed, using the document box as a makeshift writing table propped on his knees. He dipped the quill into the ink and wrote at the top of the paper May Seventeenth, Sixteen-Ninety-Nine.
"Ready it, " Woodward prodded, his eyes fixed on the outside world.
Matthew scribed the preface, which he had done enough times in enough different circumstances to know the correct wording. It took him a few moments and a few dips of the quill: By Decree of the Right Honorable King's Appointed Magistrate Isaac Temple Woodward on This Day in the Settlement of Fount Royal, Carolina Colony, Concerning the Accusations of Murder and Witchcraft to Be Detailed As Follows Against the Defendant, a Woman Citizen Known Hereby As Rachel Howarth...
He had to stop to work out a kink in his writing hand. "Go on, " Woodward said. "It must be done."
Matthew had an ashen taste in his mouth. He dipped the quill again, and this time he spoke the words aloud as he wrote them: "On the Charge of the Murder of the Reverend Burlton Grove, I Find the Aforesaid Defendant—" He paused once more, his quill poised to record the magistrate's decree. The flesh of his face seemed to have drawn tight beyond endurance, and a heat burned in his skull.
Suddenly Woodward snapped his fingers. Matthew looked at him quizzically, and when the magistrate put a finger to his lips and then motioned toward the door Matthew realized what he was trying to communicate. Matthew quietly put aside his writing materials and the document box, got up from the stool, went to the door, and quickly opened it.
Bidwell was down on one knee in the hallway, busily buffing his right shoe with his peacock-blue sleeve. He turned his head and looked at Matthew, lifting his eyebrows as if to ask why the clerk had emerged so stealthily from the magistrate's room.
"Gentleman, my ass!" Woodward hissed under his breath.
"I thought you were going downstairs to wait, " Matthew reminded the man, who now ferociously buffed his shoetop and then heaved himself up to his feet with an air of indignance.
"Did I say I would race there? I saw a blemish on my shoe!"
"The blemish is on your vow, sir!" Woodward said, with a measure of fire that belied his watery constitution.
"Very well, then! I'm going." Bidwell reached up and adjusted his wig, which had become somewhat tilted during his ascent from the floor. "Can you blame me for wanting to know? I've waited so long for it!"
"You can wait a little longer, then." Woodward motioned him away. "Matthew, close the door." Matthew resettled himself, with the box on his knees and the writing materials and paper before him.
"Read it again, " Woodward said.
"Yes, sir." Matthew took a deep breath. "On the Charge of the Murder of the Reverend Burlton Grove, I Find the Aforesaid Defendant—"
"Guilty, " came the whispered answer. "With a stipulation. That the defendant did not actually commit the murder... but caused it to be committed by her words, deeds, or associations."
"Sir!" Matthew said, his heart pounding. "Please! There's absolutely no evidence to—"
"Silence!" Woodward lifted himself up on his elbows, his face contorted with a mixture of anger, frustration, and pain. "I'll have no more of your second opinions, do you hear me?" He locked his gaze with Matthew's. "Scribe the next charge."
Matthew might have thrown down the quill and upset the inkjar, but he did not. He knew his duties, whether or not he agreed with the magistrate's decision. Therefore he swallowed the bitter gall in his throat, redipped the quill—that bastard weapon of blind destruction—and spoke again as he wrote: "On the Charge of the Murder of Daniel Howarth, I Find the Aforesaid Defendant—"
"Guilty, with a stipulation. The same as above." Woodward glared at him when Matthew's hand failed to make the entry. "I should like to finish this sometime today."
Matthew had no choice but to write down the decree. The heat of shame flared in his cheeks. Now, of course, he knew what the next decision must be. "On the Charge of Witchcraft... I Find the Aforesaid Defendant—"
"Guilty, " Woodward said quickly. He closed his eyes and rested his head back down on the stained pillow, his breathing harsh. Matthew heard a rattling sound deep in the magistrate's lungs. "Scribe the preface to sentencing."
Matthew wrote it as if in a trance. By Virtue of the Power Ascribed to Me As Colonial Magistrate, I Hereby Sentence the Aforesaid Defendant Rachel Howarth to... He lifted his quill from the paper and waited.
Woodward opened his eyes and stared up at the ceiling. A moment passed, during which could be heard the singing of birds in the springtime sunlight. "Burning at the stake, as warranted by the King's law, " Woodward said. "The sentence to be carried out on Monday, the twenty-second of May, sixteen-ninety-nine.
In case of inclement weather... the earliest necessary date following." His gaze ticked toward Matthew, who had not moved. "Enter it."
Again, he was simply the unwitting flesh behind the instrument. Somehow the lines were quilled on the paper.
"Give it here." Woodward held out his hand and took the document. He squinted, reading it by the light that streamed through the window, and then he nodded with satisfaction. "The quill, please." Matthew had the presence of mind—or rather the dignity of his job—to dip the quill in the inkjar and blot the excess before he handed it over.
Woodward signed his full name and, below it, the title Colonial Magistrate. Ordinarily an official wax seal would be added, but the seal had been lost to that blackhearted Will Shawcombe. He then returned the paper and the quill to Matthew, who knew what was expected of him. Still moving as if enveloped in a gray haze, Matthew signed his name beneath Woodward's, along with the title Magistrate's Clerk.
And it was done.
"You may read it to the defendant, " Woodward said, avoiding looking at his clerk's face because he knew what he would see there. "Take Bidwell with you, as he should also hear it."
Matthew realized there was no use in delaying the inevitable. He slowly stood up, his mind yet fogged, and walked to the door with the decree in hand.
"Matthew?" Woodward said, "For whatever this is worth... I know you must think me heartless and cruel." He hesitated, swallowing thick pus. "But the proper sentence has been given. The witch must be burned... for the good of everyone."
"She is innocent, " Matthew managed to say, his gaze cast to the floor. "I can't prove anything yet, but I intend to keep—"
"You delude yourself... and it is time for delusions to cease."
Matthew turned toward the man, his eyes coldly furious. "You are wrong, sir, " he added. "Rachel is not a witch, she's a pawn. Oh yes, all the conditions for a burning at the stake have been met, and all is in order with the law, sir, but I am damned if I'll let someone I know to be innocent lose her life on hearsay and fantasy!"
Woodward rasped, "Your task is to read the decree! No more and no less!"
"I'll read it." Matthew nodded. "Then I'll drink rum to wash my mouth out, but I will not surrender! If she burns on Monday, I have five days to prove her innocent, and by God that's what I intend to do!"
Woodward started to answer with some vinegar, but his strength failed him. "Do what you must, " he said. "I can't... protect you from your nightbird, can I?"
"The only thing I fear is that Rachel is burned before I can prove who murdered her husband and Reverend Grove. If that happens, I don't know how I can live with myself."
"Oh, my Christ." It had been spoken as nearly a moan. Woodward closed his eyes, feeling faint. "She has you so deeply... and you don't even realize it."
"She has my trust, if that's what you infer."
"She has your soul." His eyes opened; in an instant they had become sunken and bloodshot. "I long for the moment we shall leave this place. Return to Charles Town... civilization and sanity. When I am cured and in good health again, we'll put all this behind us. And then... when you can see clearly... you'll understand what danger tempted you."
Matthew had to get out, because the magistrate had been reduced to babbling. He couldn't bear to see the man—so proud, so regal, and so correct—on the verge of becoming a fever-dulled imbecile. He said, "I'm going, " but he still hesitated before he left the bedchamber. His tone had softened; there was no point now in harshness. "Can I get anything for you?"
Woodward drew in a suffering breath and released it. "I want ... "he began, but his agonized throat felt in jeopardy of closing and he had to start again. "I want... things to be as they were... between us. Before we came to this wretched place. I want us to return to Charles Town... and go on, as if none of this ever happened." He looked hopefully at Matthew. "All right?"
Matthew stood at the window, staring out at the sunlit town. The sky was turning bright blue, though the way he felt it might have been a dismal downpour out there. He knew what the magistrate wanted him to say. He knew it would ease him, but it would be a lie. He said quietly, "I wish it might be so, sir. But you and I both know it will not be. I may be your clerk... I may be under your watchcare, and live in your house... but I am a man, sir. If I fail to fight for the truth as I see it, then what kind of man am I? Surely not the kind you have taught me to be. So... you ask for something I am unable to give you, Isaac."
There was a long, torturous silence. Then the magistrate spoke in his dry husk of a voice: "Leave me."
Matthew walked out, taking the hateful decree downstairs to where Bidwell was waiting.
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THE MAGISTRATE HAS MADE HIS DECREE, " Matthew said. Rachel, who was sitting on her bench with the coarse robe around her and the cowl shielding her face, hadn't moved when Matthew and Bidwell entered the gaol. Now she simply gave a brief nod, signifying her acknowledgment of the document that was about to be read.
"Go on, let's hear it!" Bidwell had been in such a hurry that he'd demanded they walk instead of waiting for the horses and carriage to be readied, and now he was truly champing at his bit.
Matthew stood beneath the roof hatch, which was open. He unrolled the document and began to read the preface in a calm, emotionless voice. Behind him, Bidwell paced back and forth. The master of Fount Royal abruptly stopped when Matthew reached the portion that began: "On the Charge of the Murder of the Reverend Burlton Grove..." Matthew could hear the man's wolfish breathing at his back. "I Find the Aforesaid Defendant Guilty."
There was a smack as Bidwell struck his palm with his fist in a gesture of triumph. Matthew flinched, but kept his attention focused on Rachel. She showed no reaction whatsoever. "With a Stipulation, " Matthew continued. "That the Defendant Did Not Actually Commit the Murder, But Caused It to be Committed by Her Words, Deeds, or Associations."
"Yes, but it's all the same, isn't it?" Bidwell crowed. "She might as well have done it with her own hands!"
Matthew kept going by sheer force of will. "On the Charge of the Murder of Daniel Howarth, I Find the Aforesaid Defendant Guilty, With a Stipulation." At the word guilty, this time Rachel had given a soft cry and lowered her head. "That the Defendant Did Not Actually Commit the Murder, But Caused It to be Committed by Her Words, Deeds, or Associations."
"Excellent, excellent!" Bidwell gleefully clapped his hands together.
Matthew looked fiercely into the man's grinning face. "Would you please restrain yourself? This is not a five-pence play requiring comments from the idiots' gallery!"
Bidwell's grin only broadened. "Oh, say what you like! Just keep reading that blessed decree!"
Matthew's task—performed so many times at the magistrate's behest over criminals common and extraordinary—had become a test of endurance. He had to go on.
"On the Charge of Witchcraft, " he read to Rachel, "I Find the Aforesaid Defendant..." and here his throat almost clenched shut to prevent him from speaking, but the horrible word had to be uttered, "... Guilty."
"Ah, sweet deliverance!" Bidwell all but shouted.
Rachel made no sound, but she put a trembling hand to her cowl-shrouded face as if the word—which she had known would be delivered—had been a physical blow.
"By Virtue of the Power Ascribed to Me As Colonial Magistrate, " Matthew read, "I Hereby Sentence the Aforesaid Defendant Rachel Howarth to Burning at the Stake As Warranted by the King's Law. The Sentence to be Carried Out on Monday, the Twenty-Second of May, Sixteen-Ninety-Nine." When the distasteful chore was finished, he dropped the document down by his side.
"Your hours are numbered!" Bidwell said, standing behind Matthew. "Your master may have torched the schoolhouse last night, but we'll build it back!"
"I think you should leave, " Matthew told him, though he was too drained to raise his voice.
"You may go to your reward knowing that all your work to destroy my town was for nothing!" Bidwell raved on. "Once you're dead, Fount Royal shall rise to fame and glory!"
Rachel gave no response to these cutting comments, if indeed she felt them through her sphere of misery.
Still Bidwell wasn't done. "This is truly the day that God made!" He couldn't help it; he had to reach out and clap Matthew on the back. "A fine job you and the magistrate have done! And an excellent decision! Now... I must go start the preparations! There's a stake to be cut, and by Christ's blood it'll be the best stake any damned witch was ever burned on!" He glared at Rachel through the bars. "Your master may send every demon in his barn to cause us woe between now and Monday morn, but we'll weather it! You may rely on that, witch! So tell your black-cocked dog that Robert Bidwell never failed at anything in his life and Fount Royal will be no exception! Do you hear me?" He was no longer speaking directly to Rachel now but was looking around the gaol, his voice thunderous and haughty as if he were sending a warning to the very ears of the Devil. "We shall live and thrive here, no matter what treacheries you send against us!"
His chest-beating complete, Bidwell stalked to the door but stopped when he realized Matthew had not followed. "Come along! I want you to read that decree in the streets!"
"I take my commands from the magistrate, sir. If he requires me to read it for the public, I shall, but not until he so orders it."
"I've neither the time nor inclination to wrangle with you!" Bidwell's mouth had taken on an ugly sneer. "Ohhhh... yes, I see why you wish to dawdle! You intend to console her! If Woodward could see this lovely scene, it would send him two steps nearer his death!"
Matthew's initial impulse was to advance upon Bidwell and strike his face so hard that what served as the man's brains might dribble from his ears, but the ensuing duel that would likely follow would provide no good purpose save work for the gravedigger and a probable misspelling of his own name on the marker. Therefore he reined in his inclination and simply glowered daggers at the man.
Bidwell laughed, which acted as a bellows to further heat Matthew's banked fires. "A tender, touching moment between the witch and her latest conquest! I swear, you'd be better off lying in the lap of Mrs. Nettles! But do as you please!" He aimed his next jibe at Rachel. "Demons, old men, or babes in the woods: it doesn't matter what flavor your suckets! Well, take your rapture, as you shall be paying dearly for it come Monday!" He turned and made his leave like the strutting bird whose gaudy blue colored his suit.
In the aftermath of Bidwell's departure, Matthew realized that words were not potent enough instruments with which to communicate his sorrow. He rolled up the document, as it would have to be placed on official file in Charles Town.
Rachel spoke, her face still shielded. "You have done what you could. For that I thank you." Her voice, though weakened and listless, yet held a full measure of dignity.
"Listen to me!" Matthew stepped forward and grasped one of the bars with his free hand. "Monday is still a distance off—"
"A small distance, " she interrupted.
"A distance, nevertheless. The magistrate may have issued his decree, but I don't intend to stop my inquiries."
"You might as well." She stood up and pushed the cowl back from her face. "It is finished, whether you accept it or not."
"I don't accept it!" he shouted. "I never shall accept it!" He shut his mouth, shamed by his loss of control; he stared down at the dirty floor, searching within himself for any semblance of an articulate response. "To accept such a thing... means I agree with it and that is impossible. I can never, as long as I live, agree with this... this wrongful execution of an innocent victim."
"Matthew?" she said softly, and he looked at her. They stared at each other for a moment. Rachel approached him but stopped well short of the bars.
She said, "Go on about your life."
He found no answer.
"I am dead, " Rachel told him. "Dead. When I am taken on Monday to be burned, my body will be there for the flames... but the woman I used to be before Daniel was murdered is no longer here. Since I was brought to this gaol, I have slipped away. I did have hope, at one point, but I hardly remember what it felt like."
"You mustn't give up hope, " Matthew insisted. "If there is one more day, there is always—"
"Stop, " she said firmly. "Please... just stop. You think you are doing the right thing, by encouraging my spirit... but you are not. The time has come to embrace reality, and to put aside these... fantasies of my life being spared. Whoever committed these murders is too smart, Matthew. Too... demonic. Against such a power, I have no hope and I wish to cease this pretending. It does not prepare me for the stake, and that above all else is what I must do."
"I am close to learning something, " Matthew said. "Something important, though I'm not sure yet how it relates to you. I think it does, though. I think I have uncovered the first strands that form a rope, and the rope will lead me to—"
"I am begging you, " she whispered, and now there were tears in her eyes though her face displayed no other betrayal of emotion, "to cease this playing with Fate. You can't free me. Neither can you save my life. Do you not understand that an end has been reached?"
"An end has not been reached! I'm telling you, I have found—"
"You have found something that may mean something, " Rachel said. "And you might study it until a year from Monday, but I can't wish for freedom any longer, Matthew. I am going to be burned, and I must—I must—spend the time I have left in prayer and preparation." She looked up at the sunlight that streamed through the hatch, and at the cloudless azure sky beyond. "When they come for me... I'll be afraid, but I can't let them see it. Not Green, not Paine... especially not Bidwell. I can't allow myself to cry, or to scream and thrash. I don't want them sitting in Van Gundy's tavern, boasting over how they broke me. Laughing and drinking and saying how at the end I begged for mercy. I will not. If there is a God in Heaven, He will seal my mouth on that morning. They may cage me and strip me, dirty me and call me witch... but they will not make me into a shrieking animal. Not even on the stake." Her eyes met Matthew's again. "I have a single wish. Will you grant it?"
"If it's possible."
"It is. I wish you to walk out of here and not return."
Matthew hadn't known what to expect, but this request was as painful—and as startling—as a slap across the face.
Rachel watched him intently. When he failed to respond, she said, "It is more than a wish, it is a demand. I want you to put this place behind you. As I said before: go on about your life." Still he couldn't summon an answer. Rachel came forward two more paces and touched his hand that gripped the bar. "Thank you for your belief in me, " she said, her face close to his. "Thank you for listening. But it's over now. Please understand that, and accept it."
Matthew found his voice, though it was near perished. "How can I go on about my life, knowing such injustice was done?"
She gave him a faint, wry smile. "Injustice is done somewhere every day. It is a fact of living. If you don't already know that to be true, you are much less worldly than I thought." She sighed, and let her hand fall away from his. "Go away, Matthew. You've done your best."
"No, I haven't."
"You have. If you need me to release you from some imagined obligation to me... there." Rachel waved her hand past his face. "You are released."
"I cannot just walk out of here like that, " he said.
"You have no choice." Again, she levelled her gaze at him.
"Go on, now. Leave me alone." She turned away and went back to her bench.
"I will not give up, " Matthew said. "You may... but I swear I won't."
  over toward her waterbowl. She cupped her hand into it and brought water to her mouth.
"I won't, " he repeated. "Do you hear me?" She pulled her hood over her head, shrouding her face once more, and withdrew into her mansion of solitude.
Matthew realized he might stand here as long as he pleased, but Rachel had removed herself to a sanctum that only she could inhabit. He suspected it was the place of reflection—perhaps of the memories of happier times—that had kept her mind from cracking during the long hours of her imprisonment. He realized also, with a twist of anguish, that he was no longer welcome in her company. She did not wish to be distracted from her inner dialogue with Death.
It was indeed time to leave her. Still he lingered, watching her immobile figure. He hoped she might say something again to him, but she was silent. After a few moments he went to the door. There was no movement or response from Rachel. He started to speak once more, but he knew not what to say. Goodbye seemed the only proper word, yet he was loath to utter it. He walked out into the cruel sunlight.
Shortly the smell of charred wood drifted to his nostrils, and he paused at the pile of blackened ruins. There was hardly anything left to attest that it had ever been a schoolhouse. All four walls were gone, and the roof had fallen in. He wondered if somewhere in the debris might be the wire handle of what had been a bucket.
Matthew had almost told Rachel about his findings of last night, but he'd decided not to for the same reason he'd decided to withhold the information from Bidwell: for the moment, the secret was best kept locked in his own vault. He needed an answer to the question of why Winston was spiriting infernal fire from Charles Town and using it to set flame to Bidwell's dream. He also needed from Winston further details—if the man could supply them—of the so-called surveyor who'd come to Fount Royal. Therefore his mission this morning was clear: to find Edward Winston.
He inquired from the first person he saw—a pipe-smoking farmer carrying a flasket of yellow grain—as to the location of Winston's house, and was informed that the dwelling stood on Harmony Street just shy of the cemetery. Matthew started off to his destination, walking at a brisk pace.
The house did stand within a stone's toss of the first row of grave markers. Matthew noted that the shutters were sealed, indicating that Winston must be out. It was by no means a large dwelling, and probably only held two or three rooms. The house had been painted white at some point in the past but the whitewash had worn off, leaving a mottled appearance to the walls. It occurred to Matthew that—unlike Bidwell's mansion and some of the sturdier farmhouses—Winston's abode had an air of shoddy impermanence akin to that found in the slave quarters. Matthew continued up the walk, which was made of packed sand and hammer-crushed oyster shells, and knocked soundly at the door.
There was but a short wait. "Who is it?" came Winston's voice—rough-edged and perhaps a bit slurred—from within the house.
"Matthew Corbett. May I please speak with you?"
"Concerning what?" This time he was making an obvious effort to disguise what might be termed an unbalanced condition. "The witch?"
"No, sir. Concerning a surveyor who came to Fount Royal four years ago." Silence fell. "Mr. Bidwell has told me you walked the man around, " Matthew pressed on. "I'd like to know what you might recall of him."
"I... have no recollection of such a man. If you'll forgive me now... I have some ledger business to attend to."
Matthew doubted that Winston had any business other than drinking and plotting more conflagrations. "I do have some information pertaining to Rachel Howarth. Might you want to see the magistrate's decision? I've just come from reading it to her."
Almost at once there was the sound of a latch being undone. The door opened a few inches, enough for a slice of sunlight to enter the house and fall upon Winston's haggard, unshaven face. "The decision?" he said, squinting in the glare. "You have it with you?"
"I do." Matthew held up the rolled document. "May I come in?"
Winston hesitated, but Matthew knew the die had been cast. The door was opened wide enough to admit Matthew and then closed again at his back.
Within the small front room, two candles burned on a wicker table. Beside the candles, and set before the bench that Winston had been occupying, was a squat blue bottle and a wooden tankard. Up until this moment Matthew had thought Winston to be—judging from his usual neatness of appearance and his precise manners—a paradigm of efficiency, but Matthew's opinion suddenly suffered a sharp reversal.
The room might have sickened a pig. On the floor lay scattered shirts, stockings, and breeches that Winston had not bothered to pick up. The smell of damp and musty cloth—coupled with body odor from some of the gamier articles—was somewhat less than appealing. Also littering the floor were crumpled balls of paper, spilled tobacco, a broken clay pipe here and there, a few books whose bindings had come unstitched, and sundry other items that had outlived their use but not been consigned to a proper garbage pit. Even the narrow little hearth was near choked with cold ashes and bits of trash. In fact, it might be within bounds to say that the entire room resembled a garbage pit, and Matthew shuddered to think what Winston's bedchamber might conceal. A bucket of sulphurous chemicals might be the least noxious of it.
Nearby stood the desk that Winston had recovered from the gaol. Now Matthew understood why it had been so thoroughly cleaned out when Winston had it carted over, as its surface was a jumbled mess of more crumpled and ink-splattered papers, a number of candles melted down to stubs, and a disorderly pile of ledger books. Matthew was surprised that Winston had been able to lay his hands on a clean sheaf of paper and an unspilled inkjar in this rat's nest. It occurred to him, in his brief but telling inspection, that all Winston's business with Bidwell was done at the mansion because Winston wished not to reveal his living conditions—and possibly the condition of his mental affairs—to his employer.
Winston was pouring liquid from the blue bottle into his tankard. He wore a long gray nightshirt that bore evidence of many poor repatchings, as well as several small scorched holes that told Matthew the man's control of fire did not extend to power over a spilled pipe. "So, " Winston said. "The decree's been made, eh?" He downed some of his pleasure, which Matthew assumed was either hard cider or rum. "Bring it over here and spread it out."
Matthew did, but he kept a hand on the document, as it was his charge. Winston leaned over and read the ornate handwriting. "No surprises there, I see. She's to be burned on Monday, then?"
"Yes."
"High time. She should've gone to the stake a month ago; we'd all be the better for it."
Matthew rolled the decree up again. He cast a disdainful eye about his surroundings. "Do you always live in this fashion?"
Winston had been about to drink again, but the tankard's ascent paused. "No, " he said with sarcasm. "My servants have been called away. Ordinarily I have a footman, a parlor wench, and a chamberpot scrubber." The tankard went to his mouth and he wiped his lips with the back of his hand. "You may go now, Sir Reverence."
Matthew smiled slightly, but his face was tight. Sir Reverence was gutter slang for human excrement. "You must have had a late night, " he said.
"A late night?" Winston's eyebrows went up. "Meaning what?"
"Meaning... a late night. I had assumed you were an early riser, and therefore must have been working into the small hours."
"Working." He nodded. "Yes. I'm always working." He motioned toward the ledger-laden desk. "See there? Managing his money. His pence and guineas and dog dollars. His ins and outs. That's what I do."
"You don't sound particularly proud of your accomplishments for Mr. Bidwell, " Matthew ventured. "He must rely on your services quite a lot, doesn't he?"
Winston stared at Matthew, his bloodshot eyes wary. "You may go now, " he repeated, with a more ominous inflection.
"I shall. But Mr. Bidwell himself suggested I find you and ask about the surveyor. As you were the one who escorted the man around, I hoped that—"
"A surveyor? I hardly remember the man!" Again Winston quaffed from the tankard, and this time the gleaming residue trickled down his chin. "What was it? Four years ago?"
"Or thereabouts."
"Go on, get out!" Winston sneered. "I don't have time for your foolishness!"
Matthew took a deep breath. "Yes, you do, " he answered.
"What? By God, will I have to throw you out of here?"
Matthew said quietly, "I know about your nocturnal activities."
The hand of God might have come down to stop time and still all sounds.
Matthew went on, taking advantage of the moment. "In addition, I have one of the six buckets that Mr. Rawlings and the others buried. Therefore it's no use to go out tonight and move them. The seventh bucket you took away is hidden here somewhere, I presume?"
The hand of God was a mighty instrument. It had turned Edward Winston into a gape-mouthed statue. In another few seconds, however, the tankard slipped from Winston's grasp and crashed to the floor.
"I presume it is, " Matthew said. "You used a brush to paint the chemicals on the walls of the houses you set afire, am I correct? It does seem to be a potent concoction."
Winston did not move, did not speak, and hardly appeared to be breathing. The color of his face and the somber grisard of his nightshirt were one and the same.
Matthew spent a moment looking around the littered room before he spoke again. "This is what I believe, " he said. "That on one of your supply trips to Charles Town with Nicholas Paine, you approached someone of authority there. Possibly Mr. Danforth, the harbormaster, but possibly someone with more interest in seeing that Fount Royal never grows to Bidwell's ambition. I suspect you might have sent Mr. Paine on some errand or another while you made this contact. He doesn't know, does he?"
Matthew hadn't expected Winston to reply, therefore he was not disappointed. "I don't think he knows, " Matthew said. "I think this is your intrigue alone. You volunteered to take advantage of Rachel Howarth's plight and set numerous fires to empty houses, thus speeding along the process of emptying more. Am I so far correct?" Winston slowly sank down upon his bench, his mouth still open.
"The problem was that you needed an incendiary to ignite in wet weather." Matthew prodded some discarded clothes with the toe of his right shoe. "The buckets of chemicals had to be mixed in Charles Town and secreted here by ship. The crew must have had some rough voyages, I'd suspect. But Mr. Rawlings must be making a profit for his risk. I would think you are making a profit for your risk as well. Or perhaps you've been promised a position in Charles Town after Fount Royal fails?"
Winston lifted a hand and put it to his forehead, his eyes glassy with shock.
"It is to your credit that you don't mar your dignity with denials, " Matthew offered. "I am curious, though. Bidwell tells me you've been in his employ for eight years. Why did you turn against him?"
Now both hands were pressed to Winston's face. He breathed raggedly, his shoulders slumped.
"I have seen enough of human nature to have an idea." Matthew went to the cluttered desk and opened one of the ledger books. He flipped through the pages as he spoke. "You know more than anyone else how much Bidwell is worth. You see his wealth on display, you see his plans for the future, and you see... your own existence, which according to the way you live is at a low flux. So I would venture to say this revolves around your own perceived misery. Did they promise you a mansion in Charles Town? A statue in your honor? What exactly did they promise, Mr. Winston?"
Winston reached with a feeble hand for the blue bottle, brought it to his mouth, and took a long swallow of courage. When he lowered the bottle, he blinked away tears and said, "Money."
"Considerably more than Bidwell was paying you, yes?"
"More than... I could hope to earn in two lifetimes." Again he drank copiously from the bottle. "You don't know what it's like, working for him. Being around him... and all that he has. He spends on wigs alone every year an amount I might live on as a prince. And the clothes and food! If you knew the numbers, you would understand and be sickened as I am by the man's philosophy: not a shilling more for a servant's needs, but spare no expense for the master's desires!"
"I won't defend him, but I will say that such is the right of a master."
"It is the right of no man!" Winston said heatedly. "I have an education, I am literate, and I consider myself reasonably bright! But I might as well be a slave, as far as he's concerned! I might even be the better for it!" He laughed harshly. "At least Bidwell cares enough about Goode to have bought him a fiddle!"
"The difference is that Goode is a slave and you're a free man. You can choose your employer. Then again..." Matthew nodded. "I suppose you have."
"Oh, be as smug as you please!" Winston turned upon Matthew an expression of the deepest disgust. "Look at my house, and look at his! Then look in the ledgers and see who directs the course of his monies! I do! He pretends to be such a sterling businessman, but in fact he is skilled at two things: intimidation and bluster. I ought to be a partner in his enterprises, for what I've encouraged! But it has been clearly and plainly shown to me by his actions that Bidwell takes good opinions and presents them as his own."
He held up a finger to mark his point. "Now, failed ventures... that's a different cart. Failure is always the fault of someone else... someone who invariably deserves to be banished from the kingdom. I have seen it happen. When Fount Royal fails—and it will, regardless of how many houses I flamed and how long the witch roasts on her stake—he will begin to fire his cannons of blame at every possible target. Including this one." He thumped his chest with his fist. "Do you think I should sit at his beck and call and await a further slide into poverty? No. For your information—-and whatever you choose to do with it—I did not do the approaching. They approached me, when Paine and I were on separate tasks in Charles Town. At first I refused... but they sweetened their offer with a house and a position on the Shipping Council. It was my idea to set the fires."
"And a clever idea it was, " Matthew said. "You hid behind Rachel Howarth's skirts and the Devil's shadow. Did it not trouble you in the least that these fires were ascribed to her?"
"No, " he answered without hesitation. "If you'll read that document you hold, you'll find there's no charge there concerning the setting of fires. She fashioned the poppets, committed the murders, and consorted with Satan of her own accord. I simply used the situation to my benefit."
"Simply?" Matthew echoed. "I don't think there's anything simpleminded about you, Mr. Winston. I think coldly might be a better word."
"As you please." Winston offered a bitter smile. "I have learned from Bidwell that one fights fire with fire and ice with ice." His eyes narrowed. "So. You have a bucket. I presume you were hiding out there?" He waited for Matthew to nod. "Who else knows?"
"If you are considering violence as a solution, you might think otherwise. Someone else does know, but your secret is in no current danger."
Winston frowned. "What, then? Aren't you going to go running to Bidwell and tell him?"
"No, I'm not. As you've pointed out, the fires were incidental in the charges against Madam Howarth. I am hunting a smarter—and colder—fox than you."
"Pardon my dulled wits, but what are you talking about?"
"Your grievance against Bidwell is not my concern. Whatever you choose to do from this point is not of interest to me, either. As long as there are no future conflagrations, I might add."
Winston let go a sigh of relief. "Sir, " he said, "I bow gratefully before your mercy."
"My mercy has a price. I wish to know about the surveyor."
"The surveyor, " Winston repeated. He rubbed his temples with both hands. "I tell you... I can hardly recall the man. Why do you care to know about him, anyway?"
"My interest is a personal matter. Do you remember his name?"
"No. Wait... give me a moment..." He closed his eyes, obviously trying his best to concentrate. "I think... it was Spencer ... Spicer... something similar to that, at least." His eyes opened.
"The man was bearded?"
"Yes... a heavy beard. And he wore a hat."
"A tricorn?"
"No. It was... a loose-brimmed shade hat. Much like any farmer or traveller might wear. I remember... his clothing was rustic, as well."
"You took him walking around Fount Royal. How much time would you say you spent with him?"
Winston shrugged. "The better part of an afternoon, I suppose."
"Do you recall his description?"
"A beard and a hat, " Winston said. "That's all I can remember."
"And probably all you were meant to remember." Winston gave him a questioning look. "What does this concern?"
"It concerns the manipulation of memory, " Matthew answered. "Something I think my fox knows a great deal about."
"If you are making sense, I am unable to follow it."
"I believe I have information enough. Thank you for your time." Matthew started toward the door, and Winston stood up.
"Please!" Winston's voice held a note of urgency. "If you were in my position... what would you do? Remain here—and await the end—or go to Charles Town and try to salvage what I can of a future?"
"A difficult question, " Matthew said after a short consideration. "I would agree that your present is precarious, and since you have neither love nor loyalty for Bidwell you might as well seek your fortune elsewhere. However... as much a dog you think Bidwell to be, your masters in Charles Town are probably mongrels of similar breed. You might have known that, judging from the voracity with which they have eaten your soul. So... flip a coin, and good luck to you."
Matthew turned his back and left Edward Winston standing forlorn and alone in the midst of his self-made chaos.
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HIS THOUGHTS STILL CLOUDED
by Winston's betrayal, Matthew was ascending the stairs to look in upon the magistrate when he almost collided with Mrs. Nettles, who was descending with a tray upon which sat a bowl of pap. "How is he?" Matthew asked.
"Not verra well, " she said, her voice low. "He's havin' some trouble even swallowin' the mush."
Matthew nodded grimly. "I have my doubts about whether the bloodletting is doing any good."
"I've seen it do wonders, though. That afflicted blood's got to be rid of."
"I hope you're right. I'm not sure his condition isn't being hastened by all this bleeding." He started to slide past her up the stairs, which was a precarious maneuver due to her formidable size and the lack of a railing.
"Just a moment, sir!" she said. "You have a visitor."
"A visitor? Who?"
"The child, " she said. "Violet Adams. She's in the library, waitin' for you."
"Oh?" Matthew instantly went back down the stairs and entered the library. His quick entrance startled the little girl, who was standing before the open window studying a bishop she had picked up from the chessboard. She jumped and backed away from him like a cornered deer.
"Forgive me, " Matthew said in a calming tone. He showed one palm in a non-threatening gesture, while he held the rolled-up decree at his side. "I should have announced myself."
She just stared at him, her body rigid as if she might either decide to flee past him or leap through the window. On this occasion she definitely was not groomed for a court appearance. Her light brown hair was loose about her shoulders and in need of washing, her tan-and-red-checked shift was held together with patches, and her shoes were near worn through.
"You've been waiting for me?" Matthew asked. She nodded. "I presume this is not an errand on behalf of your father and mother?"
"No sir, " she answered. "They sent me to fetch some water." Matthew looked down and saw two empty buckets on the floor. "I see. But you decided to come here first?"
"Yes sir."
"For what reason?"
Violet carefully placed the chesspiece back in its proper place on the board. "What are these, sir? Are they toys?"
"It's a game called chess. The pieces have different patterns of movement across the board."
"Ohhhh." She seemed much impressed. "Like knuckles 'n' stones, 'ceptin' you play that in the dirt."
"I imagine so, yes."
"They're pretty, " she said. "Did Mr. Bidwell carve 'em?"
"I doubt it."
She continued staring at the chessboard. The tic of her upper lip had returned. "Last night, " she said, "a rat got in my bed." Matthew didn't quite know how to respond to this matter-of-fact statement, so he said nothing.
"It got all tangled up in the beddin's, " she went on. "It couldn't get out, and I could feel it down at my feet, thrashin'. I couldn't get loose, neither. Both of us were tryin' to get out. Then my papa come in and I was scared I was gonna get bit so I was screamin'. So he grabbed it up in the sheet and hit it with a candlestick, and then my mama started screamin' 'cause there was blood everywhere and that sheet was ruined."
"I'm sorry, " Matthew said. "It must have been traumatic." Especially for a child of her sensitive nature, he might have added.
"Trau—what, sir?"
"I meant it must have been a fearsome experience."
"Yes sir." She nodded, and now she picked up a pawn and studied it in the sunlight. "The thing about it, though... is that... near mornin', I started rememberin' somethin'. About that man's voice I heard singin' in the Hamilton house."
Matthew's heart suddenly lodged in his throat. "Remembering what?"
"Whose voice it was." She put down the pawn and lifted her eyes to his. "It's still a fog... and thinkin' about it makes my head hurt somethin' awful, but... I recollected what he was sin-gin'." She took a breath and began to softly sing, in a sweet and clear timbre: "Come out, come out, my dames and dandies. Come out, come out, and taste my candies..."
"The ratcatcher, " Matthew said. In his mind he heard Linch singing that same macabre song during the massacre of rats at the gaol.
"Yes sir. It was Mr. Linch's voice I heard, from that room back there."
Matthew stared intensely into the child's eyes. "Tell me this, Violet: how did you know it was Linch's voice? Had you ever heard that song before?"
"One time he come to kill a nest of rats my papa found. They were all big ones, and black as night. Mr. Linch came and brought his potions and his sticker, and that was what he was singin' when he was waitin' for the rats to get drunk."
"Did you tell anyone else about this? Your mother and father?"
"No sir. They don't like for me to talk of it."
"Then you shouldn't tell them you've been here to see me, either."
"No sir, I wouldn't dare. I'd get a terrible whippin'."
"You ought to get your water and go home, then, " Matthew said. "But one more thing: when you entered the Hamilton house, do you remember smelling anything? Like a very bad odor?" He was thinking of the decaying carcass. "Or did you see or hear a dog?"
Violet shook her head. "No sir, none of that. Why?"
"Well..." Matthew reached down to the chessboard and traded positions between the king's knight and the king's bishop. "If you were to describe this board and the pieces upon it to someone not in this room, how would you do so?"
She shrugged. "I suppose... that it's a wooden board with light and dark squares and some pieces in position on it."
"Would you say the game is ready to be played?"
"I don't know, sir. I would say... it is, but then again I don't know the particulars."
"Yes." He smiled slightly. "And it is the particulars that make all the difference. I want to thank you for coming to tell me what you've remembered. I know this has been very difficult for you."
"Yes sir. But my mama says when the witch is burnt up my head won't pain me no more." She picked up the two buckets. "May I ask you somethin' now, sir?'"
"You may."
"Why do you suppose Mr. Linch was back there in the dark, singin' like that?"
"I don't know, " he answered.
"I thought on it all this mornin'." She stared out the window, the yellow sunlight coloring her face. "It made my head ache so bad I almost cried, but it seemed like somethin' I had to keep thinkin' on." Violet didn't speak for a moment, but Matthew could tell from the set of her jaw that she had come to an important conclusion. "I think... Mr. Linch must be a friend of Satan's. That's what I think."
"You might possibly be right. Do you know where I might find Mr. Linch?"
An expression of alarm tightened her face. "You're not going to tell him, are you?"
"No. I promise it. I would just like to know where he lives."
She hesitated for a few seconds, but she knew he would find out anyway. "At the end of Industry Street. He lives in the very last house."
"Thank you."
"I don't know if I was right to come here, " she said, frowning. "I mean to say... if Mr. Linch is a friend of the Devil, shouldn't he be called to account for it?"
"He'll be called for an accounting, " Matthew said. "You may depend on that." He touched her shoulder. "You were right to come. Go ahead, now. Get your water."
"Yes sir." Violet left the library with her buckets in tow, and a moment later Matthew stood at the window watching her walk to the spring. Then, his mind aflame with this new information, he hurried upstairs to look in on the magistrate.
He found Woodward sleeping again, which was probably for the best. The magistrate's face sparkled with sweat, and when Matthew approached the bed he could feel the man's fever long before he placed his fingers to Woodward's hot forehead.
The magistrate stirred. His mouth opened, yet his eyes remained sealed. "Hurting, " he said, in that tormented whisper. 'Ann... he's hurting..."
Matthew drew his hand back. The tips of his fingers felt as if he had held them over a forge. Matthew placed the rolled-up decree atop the dresser and then picked up the box that held the remainder of the court documents so that he might continue reading through them tonight. For now, though, he had other things to do. He went to his room, put the document box on the table beside his bed, splashed water in his face from his shaving bowl to revive his flagging energies, and then was again out the door.
It had become a truly magnificent day. The sky was bright blue and cloudless and the sun was gorgeously warm. A light breeze was blowing from the west, and in it Matthew could detect the fragrances of wild honeysuckle, pine sap, and the rich aroma of fulsome earth. He might have sat down upon the bank of the spring to enjoy the warmth, as he saw several citizens doing, but he had a task ahead of him that granted no freedom of time for simple pleasures.
On his way along Industry Street—which he was beginning to know quite well—he passed Exodus Jerusalem's camp. Actually, he heard the bluster of Jerusalem's preaching before he got there and he marvelled that the breeze didn't become a hot and malodorous tempest in this quarter of Fount Royal. Jerusalem's sister—and by that term Matthew didn't know whether the preacher meant by blood or by indecent patronage—was scrubbing clothes in a washpot next to the wagon, while the young nephew—and here it was best to make no mental comment— was lying on a quilt in the shade nearby, picking the petals off a yellow flower and tossing them idly aside. The black-garbed master of ceremonies, however, was hard at work; he stood upon an overturned crate, orating and gesticulating for a somber crowd of two men and a woman.
Matthew stared straight ahead, hoping to invoke invisibility as he slipped past Jerusalem's field of view, but he knew it was not to be. "Ah!" came the sky-ripping shout. "Ah, there walketh a sinner! Right there! Look, everyone! Look how he doth scurry like a thief in broad daylight!"
What Jerusalem called scurrying Matthew called picking up his pace. He dared not pause to deflect Jerusalem's hook, for then he would be nattered to holes by this pseudo-holy imbecile. Therefore he kept a constant course, even though the preacher began to rant and rave in a fashion that made Matthew's blood start to boil: "Yes, look at him and thy looketh upon the pride of a witch's bed! Oh, did thou not all know the vile truth? Well, it is as plain as the writ of God across the soul of a righteous man! That sinner yonder hath actually struck me—struck me, I sayeth!—in defense of that wanton sorceress he so dearly yearn-eth to protect! And not just protect! Gentle flock, if thou but kneweth the cravings in that sinner's mind concerning the dark woman, thou might falleth to thy knees in the frenzy of madness! He wisheth the flesh of her body be gripped in his hands, her mouth open to his abominable needs, her every orifice a receptacle of his goatly lusts! And there he goeth, the blind wretched beast, scurrying away from the word of God lest it scorcheth some light into his eyes and maketh him see the path to Damnation upon which he rusheth to travel!"
The only path upon which Matthew rusheth was the one leading away from Exodus Jerusalem. It occurred to him, as he gladly left the preacher's caterwaulings behind, that the gentle flock would probably cough up some coins to hear more on the subject of orifices, receptacles, and goatly lusts, which was probably at the heart of it the whole reason for their attendance today. Matthew had to admit that Jerusalem had a talent at painting horny pictures. For now, though—until, dreadfully, he had to come back this way—his attention was focused on finding the ratcatcher's domicile.
He passed the Hamilton house and Violet's home, and continued by a large weed-choked field where a split-rail fence had fallen to disrepair. Further on, what appeared to be an attempt at an apple orchard was stubbled with dwarfed and twisted trees that seemed to be begging for the mercy of an axe. On the opposite side of Industry Street, the feeble trees of another unfortunate planting drooped in apparent pain, their few remaining leaves blotched with brown and ochre sores. In this area of Fount Royal, the sun might be shining but there was definitely no rejoicing of nature.
Matthew saw that Bidwell's orchards had suffered greatly during the long period of storms. The coarse, sandy earth had been washed away to such an extent that some trees seemed more exposed roots than branches, and what branches there were had shrivelled and malformed in their piteous reach for sunlight. Here and there some kind of knobby-looking thing had sprouted, but it was more green mold than edible product. This display of blighted agriculture seemed to stretch on and on like a preview of the harvests of Hell, and Matthew could readily understand how Bidwell and the citizens might ascribe the devastation not to natural causes but to a demonic purpose.
As Matthew continued walking between the miserable fields he reflected on the possibility that, in addition to the havoc wreaked by the deluge, this climate and soil might not be suited to sustain the types of crops that Bidwell was trying to grow. Of course Bidwell was trying to produce something that would earn him money and attention from the home country, but it might be that apples, for instance, were doomed in this swamp air. Likewise doomed was whatever those green molded things were. It might be, then, that a suitable cash crop for Fount Royal was yet to be planted, and Bidwell could benefit from the advice of a professional botanist. Yet a botanist would command a sizeable fee, and Matthew thought that if Winston was correct about Bidwell's combination of stinginess and swollen self-worth—and there was no reason to doubt it—then the master of Fount Royal was apt to consider himself as much an expert on growing crops as in building ships.
Presently Matthew came to the last dwelling on Industry Street, beyond which stood the fortress wall.
If the ratcatcher desired to live apart from other human beings, he could only have created a more suitable abode by digging a hole in the earth and covering it with a mudcaked roof. The house—-if it might be distinguished by such a term—made Winston's shack appear the brother of Bidwell's mansion. Brush had been allowed to grow up around it, all but obscuring it from view. Vines gripped the gray clapboards and ivy grew abundant on the roof. The house's four windows were sealed by unpainted and badly weathered shutters, and Matthew thought it was a wonder the rains hadn't broken the poor place down to the ground entirely.
Matthew made his way to the door over a bare yard still treacherous with mud. Over the door Linch had hung three large rat skeletons from leather cords, as if to announce his trade to the world—whatever portion of the world cared to come to this place, that is. But then again, perhaps those three rats had given him such a fight Linch felt the need to mount them as trophies. Matthew swallowed his disgust, balled up his fist, and knocked at the door.
He waited, but there was no response. Matthew knocked again, and this time called, "Mr. Linch? May I speak with you, please?" Still there was no answer. The ratcatcher was out, probably pursuing some long-tailed dame or dandy.
Matthew had come a distance to see the man, and he despised the thought of making a second trip. He might wait for Linch, he decided, though there was no telling when the ratcatcher would return. He knocked a third time, just to know he had, and then he put his hand on the door's crude latch. He paused, weighing his sense of morality as concerning entering a man's home unbidden.
Pulling his hand back, he stepped away from the door and stood looking at the latch with his hands on his hips. What was the right thing to do? He glanced up Industry Street the way he'd come. There was no sign of a living soul. Of course, the right thing was to leave and return at a later time. The necessary thing... now that was a horse pulling a different cart.
But he wasn't sure he wanted to enter Linch's sanctum. If a place ever smelled like dead rats, he was sure this one did. And those skeletons did not speak well of what else might be on display in there. Matthew looked again down Industry Street. Still no sign of anyone. If he wanted a chance to explore the ratcatcher's quarters, this was definitely the moment.
He took a deep breath. Trespassing upon a house was far different than intruding upon a barn... or was it? He didn't care to debate the distinction.
He quickly lifted the latch, before he could think better of it, and pushed the door open. It went smoothly, on oiled hinges. And by the sunlight that entered the house Matthew saw a very strange thing.
He stood at the threshold, peering in and wondering if he had lost his senses. Or at least his sense of order. This revelation took him inside. He looked around, his curiosity now well and truly piqued.
There was a desk and a sleeping pallet, a hearth and a shelf of cooking utensils. There was a chair and beside it a table on which sat a lantern. Nearby were a half-dozen candles wrapped up in oiled paper. A chamberpot was placed at the foot of the pallet. Two pairs of dirty shoes were lined up side-by-side next to the hearth, which was perfectly devoid of ashes. A broom leaned against the wall, ready for work.
And this was what so completely astounded Matthew: Linch's dwelling was the absolute picture of neatness.
The pallet had been made, its bedding tight and precise. The chamberpot was spotless. So too were the cooking pots and utensils. The lantern's glass bore not a trace of candlesoot. The floor and walls had been recently scrubbed, and the house still smelled of pinetar soap. Matthew thought he might have eaten off that floor and not tasted a grain of dirt. Everything was so orderly that it put a scare into Matthew even more than the terrible chaos of Winston's home, for the single reason that— like Winston had been—the ratcatcher was not who he appeared to be.
"Well, " Matthew said, and his voice trembled. He looked once more toward town, but thankfully Industry Street was still empty. Then he continued his examination of this place that seemed to be a hovel from without but within was the epitome of ... might the word Matthew was searching for be control?
This was one of the damnedest things he'd ever seen. The only bad note in the house was the foursome of dirty shoes, and Matthew thought those were part of Linch's ratcatching costume. He decided to add a pound to his penny of intrusion and therefore opened a trunk, finding within it more clothes—shirts, breeches, and stockings, all of them clean and perfectly folded.
Beside the lantern and the candles was a small ivory box. Matthew opened it and discovered matches and a flint, the matches all lined up like obedient soldiers. In a larger box that occupied a corner Matthew discovered a supply of salted beef, ears of com, a pot of flour and a pot of grain, a bottle of rum and a bottle of wine, and various other foodstuffs. Upon the desk was a clay pipe and a carefully wrapped packet of tobacco. There was also an inkpot, a quill, and some papers ready to be written upon. He slid open the desk's top drawer, and found a second inkpot and a stack of paper, a leather wallet and... wonder of wonders... a book.
It was a thin volume, but a well-read and well-travelled tome, from the wear and tear of the binding. Matthew gently opened it to the title page—which threatened to fall out between his fingers—and received another puzzlement. The book's title, faded as it was, read A Pharaoh's Life, or Concerning Fanciful Events in Ancient Egypt.
Matthew knew that Egyptian culture, known through the travails of Moses in the Holy Bible, was a source of great fascination to a certain segment of the English and European populace—mainly, those gentry who had the time and inclination to indulge in theories and discourse on what that mysterious civilization might have been like. He could have expected a book of this nature to adorn Bidwell's library, simply for the show of it, but never touched; it was absolutely incredible that the ratcatcher might have an interest in the life of a pharaoh, however fancifully described. Matthew would have paged through the book to get an idea of its contents, but as the leaves were so fragile he decided to forgo that particular exploration. It was enough for now to know that Gwinett Linch was not the man he presented himself to be.
But if not... then who was he?
Matthew closed the book and made sure it was exactly in the position it had been when he'd touched it, as he had the feeling that Linch would know if it had been moved a hair's width. He picked up the wallet, unfolded it, and found inside a small object wrapped in brown cotton cloth and secured with knotted twine. Matthew's interest was further sharpened. The problem, however, was not the undoing of the twine but in the redoing of it. Was it worth the time and effort?
He decided it was.
He carefully untied the cord, noting the structure of the knot. Then he opened the cloth.
It was a piece of jewelry: a circular gold brooch, but missing its clasping pin. Picking up the item, he held it into the sunlight... and stared with amazement into the blazing dark blue depths of a sapphire that was near the size of his thumbnail.
The hairs stood up on the back of his neck. He twisted his head around, his eyes widening, but the doorway was empty.
Linch—or the man who called himself Linch—was not there. From where he stood, Matthew could see no one approaching. But he was certain that if Linch found him with this fabulous jewel in his hand, his life would be as short as that of a belly-gashed rat on the bloody blade of that sticker.
Time to go. Time to get out, while he could.
First, though, to wrap the brooch up once more, return it to the wallet and replace the wallet exactly—exactly—as it had been. His hands were shaking, as precision was a demanding taskmaster. When the wallet was correctly positioned, Matthew slid the drawer shut and stepped back, wiping his moist palms on his hips.
There were other drawers he might have wished to go through, and he might have desired to inspect the underside of Linch's pallet and further explore the house, but it would be daring Fate. He retreated to the door and was about to shut it when he realized with a shock that he had smeared across the otherwise-pristine floor a small amount of mud from the sodden yard.
He bent down, attempting to get the debris up with his hand. He succeeded somewhat but there was still a telltale streak. No doubt of it: Linch was going to know his sanctum had been violated.
A bell began ringing in the distance. Matthew, still working at removing the stain of his presence by spittle and elbow-grease, realized it was the watchman at the gate signaling an arrival. He had done the best he could do. A little grime on the floor would pall before the gore that would flow if Linch found him here. He stood up, went out, pulled the door shut, and dropped its latch.
As Matthew started walking back along Industry Street, the signal bell ceased. He assumed that the new arrival had been allowed into Fount Royal. Would that it was a doctor whose method was more medicine and less bloodletting!
The sun warmed his face and the breeze blew softly at his back. Yet Matthew had never felt as if he walked a darker or colder path. The sapphire in that brooch had to be worth a small fortune, therefore why was Linch stabbing rats for a living? And why did he go to such effort to disguise his true nature, which appeared to be a preference for order and control, behind a facade of filthiness? It seemed to Matthew that Linch even wished his house to look absolutely decrepit from the outside and had gone to some lengths to make it so.
This pit of deceit was deeper than he'd expected. But what did it have to do with Rachel? Linch was obviously a learned, intelligent man who could write with a quill and read books of theoretical substance; he was also quite well off financially, judging from the sapphire brooch. Why in the world was he acting such a wretched part?
And then there was the singing to consider. Had Violet gone into the Hamilton house or not? If she had, why didn't she notice the disagreeable odor of that dead dog? And if she had not gone in, then what strange power had made her believe she had? No, no; it was confusing to even his disciplined mind. The most troubling things about Violet's supposed entrance into the house were her sighting of the white-haired imp and her memory of the six gold buttons on Satan's cloak. Those details she shared with Buckner and Garrick were damnable evidence against Rachel. But what about the ratcatcher singing in that dark room where Matthew had found the bitch and her pups? One might say Violet had imagined it, but then could one not infer that she'd imagined the whole incident? But she could not imagine details that had already been supplied by Buckner and Garrick!
So: if Violet had entered the house, why was the ratcatcher singing back there in the dark? And if she had not entered the house, why—and how—did she fervently believe she had, and from where did those details of the white-haired imp and the six gold buttons come?
He was thinking so furiously on these questions that he failed to gird his wits for his return engagement with Exodus Jerusalem, but he found that the preacher's tongue had ceased its salivation over orifices. Indeed, Jerusalem, the trio of audience, and the so-called sister and the so-called nephew had departed and were nowhere to be seen. Matthew was soon aware, however, of a balhaloo in progress on Harmony Street. He saw four covered wagons and fifteen or twenty townspeople thronged about them. A lean gray-bearded man wearing a green tricorn sat at the reins of the first wagon's team and was engaged in conversation with Bidwell. Matthew also saw Winston standing behind his master; the cur had gone to some effort to shave and dress in clean clothes to make a presentable picture, and he was speaking to a young blond-haired man who appeared to be a companion to the wagon driver.
Matthew approached a farmer standing nearby. "May I ask what's going on?"
"The maskers have come, " the man, who had perhaps three teeth in his head, answered.
"Maskers? You mean actors?"
"That's right. They come every year and show a play. Weren't expected 'til midsummer, though."
Matthew was amazed at the tenacity of a travelling actors' troupe to negotiate the bone-jarring road between here and Charles Town. He recalled a book on the English theater he'd seen in Bidwell's library, and realized Bidwell had engineered a yearly entertainment—a midsummer festival, so to speak—for his citizenry.
"Now we'll have a fine time!" the farmer said, grinning that cavernous mouth. "A witch-burnin' in the morn and a play in the eve!"
Matthew did not reply. He observed that the gray-bearded man, who appeared to be the troupe's leader, seemed to be asking instructions or directions from Bidwell. The master of Fount Royal conferred for a moment with Winston, whose outward mannerisms gave no inkling that he was anything but a loyal servant. Then, the conference done, Bidwell spoke again to the bearded man and motioned westward along Industry Street. Matthew realized Bidwell must be telling the man where the actors might set up their camp. He would have paid an admission fee to hear the thoughts of Exodus Jerusalem when the preacher learned his neighbors would be thespians. Then again, Jerusalem might make some extra coins by giving the players acting lessons.
Matthew went on his way, avoiding contact with Bidwell and the scoundrel in his shadow. He paused for a short while at the spring, watching the golden sunlight ripple on the water's surface. It entered his mind to go to the gaol and look in on Rachel; in fact, he felt an urgent need to see her, but with a considerable effort of willpower he declined. She had made it clear she did not want his presence there, and as much as it pained him, he must respect her wishes.
He returned to the house, found Mrs. Nettles, and asked if he might have some lunch. After a quick repast of corn soup and buttered bread, he ascended the stairs to his room and settled in a chair by the open window to contemplate his findings and to finish reading through the documents.
He could not shake the feeling, as he read the answers to the questions he had posed, that a revelation was close at hand. He only dimly heard the singing of birds and sensed the warmth of the sun, as all his attention was focused on these responses. There had to be something in here—something small, something overlooked—that might be a key to prove Rachel's innocence. As he read, however, he was distracted by two things: first, the bellring-ing and braying voice of a public crier announcing the magistrate's decree even in the slave quarters; and second, the sound of an axe chopping timber in the woods between the mansion and the tidewater swamp.
Matthew reached the end of the documents. He had found nothing. He realized he was looking for a shadow that may or may not exist, and to find it—if it was discoverable—he must concentrate on reading between the lines. He ran a weary hand over his face, and began once more from the beginning.
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ISAAC WOODWARD INHABITED A REALM that lay somewhere between twilight and Tartarus. The agony of his swollen throat had spread now through his every nerve and fiber, and the act of breathing seemed itself a defiance toward the will of God. His flesh was slick with sweat and sore with fever. Sleep would fall upon him like a heavy shroud, bearing him into blessed insensibility, but while he was awake his vision was as blurred as a candle behind soot-filmed glass. In spite of all these torments, however, the worst was that he was keenly aware of his condition. The deterioration of his body had not yet reached his mind, and thus he had sense enough to realize he was perilously close to the grave's edge.
"Will you help me turn him over?" Dr. Shields asked Matthew and Mrs. Nettles.
Matthew hesitated, his own face pallid in the light from a double candleholder to which was fixed a circle of reflective mirror. "What are you going to do?"
Dr. Shields pushed his spectacles up on the bridge of his nose. "The afflicted blood is pooling in his body, " he answered. "It must be moved. Stirred up from its stagnant ponds, if you will."
"Stirred up? How? By more bleeding?"
"No. I think at this point the lancet will not perform its necessary function."
"How, then?" Matthew insisted.
"Mrs. Nettles, " the doctor said curtly, "if you'll please assist me?"
"Yes sir." She took hold of Woodward's arm and leg on one side and Shields took the opposite side.
"All right, then. Turn him toward me, " Shields instructed. "Magistrate, can you help us at all?"
"I shall try, " Woodward whispered.
Together, the doctor and Mrs. Nettles repositioned Woodward so he lay on his stomach. Matthew was torn about whether to give a hand, for he feared what Dr. Shields had decided to do. The magistrate gave a single groan during the procedure, but otherwise bore the pain and indignity like a gentleman.
"Very well." Dr. Shields looked across the bed at Mrs. Nettles. "I shall have to lift his gown up, as his back must be bared."
"What procedure is this?" Matthew asked. "I demand to know!"
"For your information, young man, it is a time-tested procedure to move the blood within the body. It involves heat and a vacuum effect. Mrs. Nettles, would you remove yourself, please? For the sake of decorum?"
"Shall I wait outside?"
"No, that won't be necessary. I shall call if you're needed." He paused while Mrs. Nettles left the room, and when the door was again closed he said to Woodward, "I am going to pull your gown up to your shoulders, Isaac. Whatever help you may give me is much appreciated."
"Yes, " came the muffled reply. "Do what is needed."
The doctor went about the business of exposing Woodward's buttocks and back. Matthew saw that at the base of the magistrate's spine was a bed sore about two inches in diameter, bright red at its center and outlined with yellow infection. A second, smaller, but no less malignant sore had opened on the back of Woodward's right thigh.
Dr. Shields opened his bag, brought out a pair of supple deerskin gloves, and began to put them on. "If your stomach is weak, " he said quietly to Matthew, "you should follow Mrs. Nettles. I need no further complications."
"My stomach is fine, " Matthew lied. "What... is the procedure?"
The doctor reached into the bag again and brought out a small glass sphere, its surface marred only by a circular opening with a pronounced curved rim. The rim, Matthew saw with sickened fascination, had been discolored dark brown by the application of fire. "As I said before... heat and vacuum." From the pocket of his tan waistcoat he produced the fragrant piece of sassafras root, which he deftly pushed to the magistrate's lips. "Isaac, there will be some pain involved, and we wish your tongue not to be injured." Woodward accepted the tongue-guard and sank his teeth into the accustomed grooves. "Young man, will you hold the candles, please?"
Matthew picked up the double candlestick from the table beside Woodward's bed. Dr. Shields leaned forward and stroked the sphere's rim from one flame to the other in a circular motion, all the time staring into Matthew's eyes in order to gauge his nerves. As he continued to heat the rim, Shields said, "Magistrate, I am going to apply a blister cup to your back. The first of six. I regret the sensation, but the afflicted blood will be caused to rise to the surface from the internal organs and that is our purpose. Are you ready, sir?"
Woodward nodded, his eyes squeezed tightly shut. Shields held the cup's opening directly over the flames for perhaps five seconds. Then, rapidly and without hesitation, he pressed the hot glass rim down upon Woodward's white flesh a few inches upward from the virulent bedsore.
There was a small noise—a snake's hiss, perhaps—and the cup clamped tightly as the heated air within compressed itself. An instant after the hideous contact was made, Woodward cried out around the sassafras root and his body shivered in a spasm of pure, animal pain.
"Steady, " Shields said, speaking to both the magistrate and his clerk. "Let nature do its work."
Matthew could see that already the flesh caught within the blister cup was swelling and reddening. Dr. Shields had brought a second cup from his bag, and again let the flames lick its cruel rim. After the procedure of heating the air inside the cup, the glass was pressed to Woodward's back with predictable and—at least to Matthew—spine-crawling result.
By the time the third cup was affixed, the flesh within the first had gone through the stages of red to scarlet and now was blood-gorged and turning brown like a maliferous poison mushroom.
Shields had the fourth cup in his gloved hand. He offered it to the candle flames. "We shall see a play directly, I understand, " he said, his voice divorced from his actions. "The citizens do enjoy the maskers every year."
Matthew didn't answer. He was watching the first brown mushroom of flesh becoming still darker, and the other two following the path of swollen discoloration.
"Usually, " the doctor went on, "they don't arrive until the middle of July or so. I understand from Mr. Brightman—he's the leader of the company—that two towns they customarily play in were decimated by sickness, and a third had vanished altogether. That accounts for their early arrival this year. It's a thing to be thankful for, though, because we need a pleasant diversion." He pressed the fourth blister cup onto Woodward's back, and the magistrate trembled but held back a moan. "My wife and I used to enjoy the theater in Boston, " Shields said as he prepared the fifth implement. "A play in the afternoon... a beaker of wine... a concert on the Commons." He smiled faintly. "Those were wonderful times."
Matthew had recovered his composure enough to ask the question that at this point naturally presented itself. "Why did you leave Boston?"
The doctor waited until the fifth cup was attached before he replied. "Well... let us say I needed a challenge. Or perhaps... there was something I wished to accomplish."
"And have you? Accomplished it, I mean?"
Shields stared at the rim of the sixth cup as he moved it between the flames, and Matthew saw the fire reflected in his spectacles. "No, " he said. "Not yet."
"This involves Fount Royal, I presume? And your infirmary?"
"It involves... what it involves." Shields glanced quickly into Matthew's eyes and then away again. "You do have a fetish for questions, don't you?"
If this remark was designed to seal Matthew's mouth and turn aside his curiosity, it had the opposite effect. "Only for questions that go unanswered."
"Touche, " the doctor said, and he pressed the sixth blister cup firmly onto Woodward's back. Again the magistrate trembled with pain but was steadfastly silent. "All right, then: I left Boston because my practise was failing there. The city has a glut of doctors, as well as lawyers and ministers. There must be a dozen physicians alone, not to mention the herbalists and faith-healers! So I decided that for a space of time I would leave Boston—and my wife, whose sewing enterprise is actually doing quite well— and offer my services elsewhere."
"Fount Royal is a long distance from Boston, " Matthew said.
"Oh, I didn't come directly here. I lived for a month in New York, spent a summer in Philadelphia, and lived in other smaller places. I always seemed to be heading southward." He began peeling off his deerskin gloves. "You may put the candles down now."
Matthew returned the double candlestick to the table. He had seen—though he certainly didn't let his eyes linger on the sight, or his imagination linger on what the sensation must be— that the flesh gripped by the first two cups had become hideous, blood-swollen ebony blisters. The others were following the gruesome pattern.
"We shall let the blood rise for a time." Dr. Shields put the gloves into his bag. "This procedure breaks up the stagnant pools within his body, you see."
Matthew saw nothing but grotesque swellings. He dared not dwell on what pressures were inflicted within the magistrate's suffering bones. To keep his mind from wandering in that painful direction, he asked, "Do you plan on staying in Fount Royal very much longer?"
"No, I don't think so. Bidwell pays me a fee, and he has certainly built a fine infirmary for my use, but... I do miss my wife. And Boston, too. So as soon as the town is progressing again, the population healthy and growing, I shall seek to find a replacement for myself."
"And what then would be the accomplishment you crave, sir?"
Dr. Shields cocked his head to one side, a hint of a smile on his mouth but his owlish eyes stony. "You're a regular goat amid a briar patch, aren't you?"
"I pride myself on being persistent, if that's your meaning."
"No, that is not my meaning, but I'll answer that rather meddlesome question in spite of my reluctance to add pine knots to your fire. My accomplishment—my hoped-for accomplishment, that is—would be twofold: one, to aid in the construction of a settlement that would grow into a city; and two, to have my name forevermore on the title of Fount Royal's infirmary. I plan on remaining here long enough to see both those things come to pass." He reached out and gently grasped the first blister cup between thumb and forefinger, checking its suction. "The influence of Rachel Howarth, " he said, "was an unfortunate interruption in the forward motion of Fount Royal. But as soon as her ashes are buried—or scattered or whatever Bidwell's going to do with them—we shall put an end to our calamities. As the weather has turned for the better, the swamp vapors have been banished. Soon we shall see an increase in the population, both by people coming in from elsewhere and by healthy babies being born. Within a year, I think Fount Royal will be back to where it was before this ugly incident ever happened. I shall do my best to aid that growth, leave my mark and name for posterity, and return to Boston and my wife. And, of course, the comfort and culture of the city."
"Admirable aims, " Matthew said. "I expect having your name on the mast of an infirmary would help your standing in Boston, as well."
"It would. A letter from Bidwell stating that fact and his appreciation for my services could secure me a place in a medical partnership that ordinarily I might be denied."
Matthew was about to ask if Bidwell knew what the doctor intended when there was a knock at the door. Shields said, "Who is it, please?"
"Nicholas, " came the reply. "I wanted to look in on the magistrate."
Instantly Matthew sensed a change in Dr. Shields's demeanor. It was nothing radical, but remarkable nevertheless. The doctor's face seemed to tighten; indeed, his entire body went taut as if an unseen hand had gripped him around the back of his neck. When Shields answered, even his voice had sharpened. "The magistrate is indisposed at the moment."
"Oh... well, then. I'll return later."
"Wait!" Woodward had removed the sassafras root from his mouth, and was whispering in Matthew's direction. "Ask Mr. Paine to come in, please."
Matthew went to the door and stopped Paine before he reached the stairs. When Paine entered the room, Matthew watched the doctor's face and saw that Shields refused to even cast a glance at his fellow citizen.
"How is he?" Paine inquired, standing at the door.
"As I said, indisposed, " Shields replied, with a distinct chill. "You can see for yourself."
Paine flinched a little at the sight of the six glass cups and the ebony blisters they had drawn, but he came around to Matthew's side of the bed for a view of the magistrate's face. "Good evening, " he said, with as much of a smile as he could summon. "I see... Dr. Shields is taking care of you. How are you feeling?"
"I have felt... much superior, " Woodward said.
"I'm sure." Paine's smile faltered. "I wanted to tell you... that I approve heartily of your decree, sir. Also that your efforts—and the efforts of your clerk, of course—have been nothing short of commendable."
"My thanks, " Woodward replied, his eyes heavy-lidded.
"Might I get you anything?"
"You might leave, " Shields said. "You're taxing him."
"Oh. I'm sorry. I don't wish to do any harm."
"No harm." Woodward gasped for a breath, a green crust around his nostrils. "I appreciate... your taking... time and effort... to come and see me."
"I also wanted to tell you, sir, that the stake has been cut. I understand Mr. Bidwell hasn't yet decided where the execution shall take place, but the likelihood is in one of the unused fields on Industry Street."
"Yes." Woodward swallowed thickly. "That would do."
Shields grasped the first blister cup and popped it free. Woodward winced and bit his lower lip. "I think you should depart now, " the doctor said to Paine. "Unless you'd like to give a hand in this procedure?"
"Uh... yes, I'd best be going." Paine, for all his manly experiences, appeared to Matthew to be a little green around the gills. "Magistrate, I'll look in on you at a later time." He glanced at Matthew with a pained expression of commiseration and took a step toward the door.
"Mr. Paine?" Woodward whispered. "Please... may I ask you something?"
"Yes, surely." Paine returned to the bedside and stood close, leaning toward the magistrate, the better to hear him clearly.
Shields removed the second blister cup. Again Woodward winced, and now his eyes were wet. He said, "We share... a commonality."
"We do, sir?"
"Your wife. Died of fits, I understand. I wanted you to know... my son... perished of fits... suffered by the plague. Was your wife... also plague-stricken?"
Dr. Shields's hand had seized the third blister cup, but had not yet removed it.
Nicholas Paine stared into Woodward's face. Matthew saw a pulse beating at Paine's temple. "I fear you're mistaken, sir, " Paine said, in a strangely hollow voice. "I have never been married."
"Dr. Shields told me, " Woodward went on, with an effort. "I know... such things are difficult to speak of. Believe me, I do know."
"Dr. Shields, " Paine repeated, "told you."
"Yes. That she suffered fits until she died. And that... possibly it was the plague."
Shields removed the third cup and placed it almost noiselessly into his bag.
Paine licked his lower lip. "I'm sorry, " he said, "but I fear Dr. Shields is just as mistaken as—" He chose that instant to look into the doctor's face, and Matthew was a witness to what next occurred.
Something passed between Paine and Shields. It was something intangible, yet absolutely horrific. For the briefest of seconds Matthew saw the doctor's eyes blaze with a hatred that defied all reason and logic, and Paine actually drew back as if from a threatening physical presence. Matthew also realized that he'd witnessed very little direct communication between Dr. Shields and Paine. It dawned on Matthew that it was the doctor who preferred to keep his distance from Paine, yet the feeling had been so well disguised that Paine might not even have been aware of a void between them.
However, now an ugly animosity was clearly revealed if only for that fleeting second. Paine perhaps recognized it for the first time, and his mouth opened as if he might exclaim or protest against it. Yet in the next heartbeat Paine's face froze as tightly as the doctor's and whatever he might have said remained unborn.
Shields held the dark bond between them for only a second or two longer, and then he very calmly returned his attention to his patient. He removed the fourth blister cup, and into the bag it went.
Matthew looked questioningly at Paine, but the other man had blanched and would not meet his gaze. Matthew realized a piece of information had been delivered from Dr. Shields to Paine in that brief hateful glare, and whatever it was had almost buckled Paine's knees.
"My wife, " Paine's voice was choked with emotion. "My wife."
"My son... died, " Woodward said, oblivious to the drama. "Fits. From the plague. Pardon my asking you... but I wished you to know... you were not alone in your grief."
"Grief, " Paine repeated. Shadows lay in his eye sockets, and his face appeared to have become more gaunt and aged by five years in as many seconds. "Yes, " he said quietly. "Grief."
Dr. Shields pulled the fifth blister cup free, none too gently, and Woodward winced.
"I should... tell you about my wife, " Paine offered, his face turned toward the window. "She did perish from fits. But not caused by the plague. No." He shook his head. "Hunger was the killer. Hunger... and crushing despair. We were very young, you see. Very poor. We had a baby girl who was sick, as well. And I was sick in the mind... and very desperate."
No one spoke. Even the magistrate, in his cloudy realm on the edge of delirium, realized Paine had dropped his mask of sturdy self-control and was revealing heart's blood and fractured bones.
"I think I understand this, " Paine said, though that strange remark itself was a puzzle to Matthew. "I am... quite overcome... but I must tell you... all of you... that I never intended... the result of what happened. As I said, I was young... I was brash, and I was frightened. My wife and my child needed food and medicine. I had nothing... but an ability I had learned from hunting cruel and violent men." He was silent for a time, during which Dr. Shields stared intently at the sixth blister cup but made no attempt at removing it.
"I did not fire the first shot, " Paine went on, his voice tired and heavy. "I was first struck myself. In the leg. But you must know that already. Something I had been taught by the older men... during my career at sea... was that once a weapon— pistol or rapier—was aimed at you, you fired or slashed back with grievous intent. That was our creed, and it served to keep us— most of us—among the living. It was a natural reaction, learned by watching other men die wallowing in their own blood. That was why I could not—could not—spare Quentin Summers in our duel. How can a man be taught the ways of a wolf and then live among sheep? Especially... when there is hunger and need involved... and the specter of death knocking at the door."
Matthew's curiosity had ignited from a flame to a bonfire and he yearned to ask Paine exactly what he was talking about, but something of the moment seemed almost sacred in its self-revelation, in its picture of a proud man giving up his pride to the overwhelming desire for confession and—perhaps—sanctuary from past misdeeds. Therefore he felt it small of himself to speak and break this spell of soul-broaching.
Paine walked to the window and looked out over the lantern-spangled town. On Industry Street, two fires some distance apart marked the camps of Exodus Jerusalem and the newly arrived maskers. Through the warm night wafted the faint sound of laughter and the trilling of a recorder from Van Gundy's tavern. "My compliments, " Paine said, his face still averted. "I presume my wound left a trail. Is that what you followed?"
Dr. Shields at last freed the ebony flesh under the sixth blister cup. He put the implement into his bag, followed by the sassafras root. Then, slowly and methodically, he began to close the bag by its buttons and loops.
"Are you not going to answer me?" Paine asked. "Or is this a torture by silence?"
"I think, " the doctor said with grit in his voice, "that the time has come for you to depart."
"Depart? What game are you playing at?"
"No game. I assure you... no game." Shields pressed a finger to one of the six horrid black swellings that protruded from Woodward's back. "Ah, yes. Quite firm now. We have drawn the stagnant blood upward from the organs, you see?" He glanced at Matthew, then away. "This procedure has a cleansing effect, and we should see some improvement in the magistrate's condition by morning."
"And if not?" Matthew had to ask.
"If not... then there is the next step."
"Which is?"
"Again applying the cups, " Shields said, "and then bleeding the blisters." Matthew instantly regretted his inquiry. The thought of those swellings being burst by a lancet was almost too much to consider.
Shields lowered the magistrate's gown. "You should endeavor to sleep on your stomach tonight, Isaac. I know your position is less than comfortable, but I'm afraid it's necessary."
"I shall endure it, " Woodward rasped, drifting even now toward sleep again.
"Good. I'll have Mrs. Nettles send a servant with a cold compress for your fever. In the morning we shall—"
"Shields, what do you want of me?" Paine interrupted, this time daring to face the other man. Moisture glistened on Paine's forehead and cheeks.
The doctor lifted his eyebrows. "I've already told you, sir. I wish you to depart."
"Are you going to hold this over my head for the rest of my life?"
Shields did not answer, but stared fixedly through his spectacle lenses at his antagonist. So damning was this wordless accusation that Paine was forced at length to drop his gaze to the floorboards. Then, abruptly, Paine turned toward the door and slinked out in the manner of the wolf he had proclaimed himself to be—yet, however, a wolf whose tail had been shorn off by an unexpected blade.
In the wake of Paine's departure, Dr. Shields let free a breath he'd been hoarding. "Well, " he said, and behind the lenses his magnified eyes appeared stunned by the rapid turn of events. He blinked slowly several times, as if clearing his mind as well as his vision. "What was I saying? Oh... in the morning we shall administer a colonic and apply fresh plasters. Then we shall proceed as necessary." He took a handkerchief from inside his jacket and mopped his brow. "Is it hot in here to you?"
"No, sir, " Matthew said. "The temperature seems very regular." He now saw his opportunity. "May I ask what your exchange with Mr. Paine concerned?"
"I will have Mrs. Nettles look in on the magistrate from time to time tonight, " the doctor said. "You might keep yourself aware, also. I will be ready to come if any emergency presents itself." He placed a reassuring hand on Woodward's shoulder. "I'm going to leave now, Isaac, just rest and be of good spirits. Tomorrow we might have you up and walking for some exercise." From the magistrate there was no reply, because he had already fallen asleep.
"Good night, " Shields said to Matthew and, taking his bag with him, he left the bedchamber.
Matthew was after him like a shot. "One moment, sir!" he called in the hallway, but to be such a small-framed man Dr. Shields suddenly had the stride of a racehorse. Just before the doctor reached the stairs, Matthew said, "If you refuse to tell me, I shall find out on my own."
This statement caused an immediate reaction. Dr. Shields halted in his tracks, spun around with furious speed, and advanced on Matthew as if to strike the clerk a blow. By the Mars-orange glow of the hallway's lantern, Shields's face was a hellish, sweating rictus with bared and clenched teeth, his eyes drawn into narrow slits that made him appear a stranger to the man Matthew had seen only seconds before. To compound this transformation, Shields gripped the front of Matthew's shirt with one hand and forced his back solidly and painfully into the wall.
"You listen!" Shields hissed. His hand tightened, twisting the fabric it clenched. "You do not—I repeat, do not-—have the right to interfere in my business. What transpired between Paine and myself tonight will remain just that: between him and me. No one else. Certainly not you. Do you understand me, boy?" Shields gave Matthew a violent shake to underscore his vehemence. 'Answer!"
In spite of the fact that he towered over the doctor, Matthew was stricken with fright. "Yes, sir, " Matthew said. "I do understand."
"You'd better, or by God you'll wish you had!" Shields held Matthew pressed up against the wall for a few seconds longer— an eternity to Matthew—and then the doctor's hand left his shirt. Without a further word, Shields walked away and descended the stairs.
Matthew was left severely confused and no less severely scared. The doctor might have been a brother to Will Shawcombe, for all that rough treatment. As he straightened his shirt and tried to steady his nerves, Matthew realized something truly treacherous was going on between Shields and Paine; indeed, the violence induced from Shields spoke volumes about the doctor's mental state. What had all that been, about wounds and weapons and Paine's deceased wife? I presume my wound left a trail, Paine had said. Is that what you followed?
Whatever the problem was, it had to do with Paine's past— which seemed more infamous now than ever. But Matthew was faced with so many puzzles to untangle concerning Rachel's plight—and such a short time to untangle them—that this new situation seemed more of a sideshow than a compelling attraction. He didn't believe the strife between the two men had anything to do with Rachel, whereas, for instance, Gwinett Linch's voice singing in the darkness of the Hamilton house while Satan laid an ultimatum at the feet of Violet Adams most certainly did.
Therefore, though he might fervently desire to know more about the relationship he'd witnessed tonight, he felt pressed by time to keep his focus on proving Rachel's innocence and let old griefs fall by the wayside. For now, at least.
He looked in once more on the magistrate and waited for the servant girl to come with the cold compress. Matthew thanked her, bade her go, and himself applied the compress—a water-soaked cotton cloth, to be accurate—to the sleeping man's face and on the back of his neck where the fever seemed most heated. Afterward, Matthew went downstairs and found Mrs. Nettles closing the shutters for the night. He asked if he might have a pot of tea and some biscuits, and was soon thereafter in possession of a tray with both. He took the moment to inquire of Mrs. Nettles what she knew about the ratcatcher, but she could supply nothing other than the facts that Linch kept to himself, and though he was sorely needed he was something of a pariah because of the nature of his craft. Matthew also asked—in a most casual way—if Mrs. Nettles had ever detected a tension between Dr. Shields and Nicholas Paine, or knew of anything that might be a cause of trouble in their dealings with each other.
Mrs. Nettles answered that she knew of no trouble, but that she was aware of a certain chill emanating from the good doctor regarding Mr. Paine. By contrast, she said, Dr. Shields acted warmly toward Mr. Winston and Mr. Bidwell, but it was apparent to her that the doctor would rather not share the same room in which Mr. Paine was present. It was nothing so dramatic that anyone else might notice, but in her opinion Dr. Shields had a marked distaste for the man.
"Thank you, " Matthew said. "Oh... one more thing. Who arrived first in Fount Royal? Mr. Paine or the doctor?"
"Mr. Paine did, " she replied. "It was... oh, more'n a month or two a'fore Dr. Shields came." She knew there must be a valid reason for these questions. "Does this concern Rachel Howarth?"
"No, I don't believe so. It's only an observation I needed verified."
"Oh, I swan it's more'n that!" She offered him a sly smile. "You canna' leave a thread undone, can ya?"
"I might find employment as a weaver of rugs, if that's what you mean."
"Ha!" She gave a rough bark of a laugh. "Yes, I 'spect you might!" However, her smile vanished and her countenance darkened until she had reached her customary grim composure. "It's all up for Madam Howarth then, is that the basket?"
"The lid has not yet been closed, " Matthew said.
"Meanin' what?"
"Meaning that the execution flame has not yet been lighted... and that I have some reading to do. Excuse me and good night." Matthew took his tray of tea and biscuits upstairs to his room, where he poured himself a cup and sat down next to the open window, his lantern burning on its sill. For the third time he took the documents from their protective box and began reading through them, starting at the beginning.
By now he might have recited the testimony by heart. Still he felt—or, rather, ardently hoped—that something in the thicket of words might leap out at him like a directional signpost, signaling the next step in his exploration. He drank from his cup of tea and chewed on a biscuit. Bidwell had taken his own repast at Van Gundy's tavern, as Matthew had discovered from Dr. Shields, who had earlier seen Bidwell hoisting a tankard with Winston and several other men in a general air of merry celebration.
He finished—for the third time—Jeremiah Buckner's account and paused to rub his eyes. He felt in need of a tankard himself, yet strong drink would weaken his resolve and blur his sight. Oh, for a night of pure sleep untouched by the thought of Rachel afire on the stake!
Or even a night untouched by the thought of Rachel. Period.
He recalled what the magistrate had said: Helping her. Finding the truth. Being of service. Whatever and however you choose to phrase it... Rachel Howarth is your nightbird, Matthew. Perhaps the magistrate was right, but not in the sinister way he had meant it.
Matthew closed his eyes for a moment to rest them. Then he opened them, drank some more tea to fortify himself, and continued his reading. Now he was venturing into the testimony of Elias Garrick, and the man's recollection of the night he had awakened and— Wait, he thought. That was odd.
He read again over the section he had just digested. That night I was feelin' poorly, and I waked up to go outside and spew what was makin' me ill. It was silent. Every thin' was silent, like the whole world was afeared to breathe.
Matthew sat up from his slouched position in the chair. He reached out and pulled the lantern nearer. Then he turned back through the pages until he found the beginning of Jeremiah Buckner's testimony.
And there it was.
Me and Patience went to bed just like usual that night. She put out the lamp. Then... I don't know how long it was later... 1 heard my name spoke. I opened my eyes. Every thin' was dark, and silent. I waited, a'listenin'. Just silent, like there was nothin' else in the whole world makin' a sound but my breathin'. Then... I
heard my name spoke again, and I looked at the foot of the bed and seen her.
With an eager hand, Matthew turned to the beginning of Violet Adams's testimony, as she recounted entering the Hamilton house. He put a finger on the line of importance, his heart starting to slam hard in his chest.
There wasn't nary a noise. It was silent, like... it was just me breathin' and that was the only sound.
Three witnesses.
Three testimonies.
But the same word: silent.
And that about breathing being the only sound... what possible coincidence could that be? Also the repeated phrase whole world by both Buckner and Garrick... it defied reason to think both men would speak the exact same words.
Unless... without knowing it... all three of the witnesses had been told what to say.
Matthew felt a chill skitter up his spine. The hairs on the back of his neck moved. He realized he had just had a glimpse of the shadow he sought.
It was a terrifying realization. Because the shadow was larger and darker and more strangely powerful than he had dared believe. The shadow had been standing behind Jeremiah Buckner,
Elias Garrick, and Violet Adams there in the gaol, all the time they'd been giving their accounts.
"My God, " Matthew whispered, his eyes wide. Because he had realized the shadow was in their minds, directing their words, emotions, and counterfeit memories. The three witnesses were no more than flesh-and-blood poppets, constructed by the hand of an evil beyond Matthew's imagining.
One hand. The same hand. A hand that sewed six gold buttons on a Satanic cloak. That created a white-haired imp, a leathery lizard-like manbeast, and a bizarre creature that had a male penis and female breasts. The same hand had created these scenes of sickening depravity, had painted them on the very air to display to Buckner, Garrick, Violet, and probably other citizens, who had fled for their sanity. For that's what the scenes were: air-paintings. Or, rather, paintings that came to life inside the minds that were spelled to accept them as truth.
That was why Buckner could not recall where he'd put his cane, which he was unable to get around without, or whether he had worn a coat outside in the cold February air, or whether he had taken his shoes off when he'd climbed back into bed.
That was why Garrick could not recall what clothes he had worn outside to go spew, or whether he had put on shoes or boots, or what pattern the six gold buttons were arranged in though he clearly noted their number.
That was why Violet Adams had not noticed the reek of a decaying dog's carcass, or the fact that the Hamilton house was overrun by canines.
Not one of the three witnesses had actually witnessed anything but these mental paintings, constructed by a shadowy hand that had emphasized some details for the purpose of shock and disgust—the kind of details that would make for damning court testimony—but had omitted other details of a more commonplace nature.
Except for the pattern of gold buttons on the cloak, Matthew thought. That was where the shadowy hand had been... the only word Matthew could think of was precious.
The hand had made the oversight of not detailing the arrangement of buttons for Buckner or Garrick, but had attempted to make up for it by providing that detail to Violet, who collected buttons and therefore might be more observant as to their pattern.
It occurred to Matthew that the shadowy hand might have placed the poppets under the floor of Rachel's house, and then painted the dream by which Cara Grunewald had seen an item of importance hidden there. He would have liked to have spoken to Madam Grunewald, to learn if, when she'd gone to sleep that night, everything was silent, as if the whole world was feared to breathe.
Matthew turned through the pages to another point he recalled of Garrick's account. It was when he had challenged Garrick concerning the arrangement of the six gold buttons, and had pressed his question to the man's obviously confused agitation.
Garrick's response had been a whispered It was a silent town. Silent. The whole world, afeared to breathe.
Matthew realized that what he had heard was Garrick repeating a phrase supplied to him by the owner of the shadowy hand. Garrick had been unable to answer the question, and had unwittingly fixed on that somnambulistic phrase in a moment of great stress because it was one of the clearest things he did remember.
And now there was the question of Linch's voice, singing in the dark at the Hamilton house. If Violet had not actually set foot in the house, how could she have heard the ratcatcher singing his grotesque ditty from the back room?
Matthew put aside the documents and finished his cup of tea, staring out the window toward the slaves' quarters and the darkness beyond. He might have decided that Violet had been dreaming the involvement of Linch as well as the rest of it, but his own exploration of Linch's dwelling told Matthew the ratcatcher had concealed the secrets of his identity behind a cleverly constructed front.
Linch was literate and obviously cunning. Was it possible his was the shadowy hand that had guided the three witnesses?
But why? And how? By what form of sorcery had Linch—or whomever—caused three individuals to see similar apparitions and believe without a doubt they had been viewing reality? It had to be black magic, of a sort. Not the kind popularly associated with Satan, but the kind that evolves from a corrupt and twisted human mentality. But also a mentality that was well ordered and precise, as Linch's must be.
Matthew couldn't understand how Linch, or anyone else, might have done it.
Such a thing—the guiding of three minds toward a common fiction—seemed to be absolutely impossible. Nevertheless, Matthew was certain that was exactly what had occurred.
And what of the question of motive? Why go to such lengths—and such incredible risk—to paint Rachel as being a servant of the Devil? It had to be much more than simply covering the tracks that led away from the murders of Reverend Grove and Daniel Howarth. In fact, those killings seemed to Matthew to have been committed to add weight of suspicion upon Rachel.
So the point was to create a witch, Matthew thought. Rachel was already disliked by many of the citizens before Grove was murdered. Her dark beauty could not have aided her popularity among the other women, and her Portuguese heritage reminded the men of how close the Spanish territory lay to their farmland. She had a tongue, a willful spirit, and courage that ruffled the feathers of the church-guarding hens. Therefore Rachel was from the beginning a perfect candidate.
Matthew chewed on another biscuit. He looked at the stars that glittered above the ocean, and at the candle that burned within the lantern's glass. The light of understanding was what he sought, yet it was a difficult illumination to unveil.
Why create a witch? What possible reason was there for it? To hurt Bidwell? Was all this engineered by the jealous ravens of Charles Town to destroy Fount Royal before it could grow to rivalry?
If that were so, wouldn't Winston have known Rachel was innocent? Or had the Charles Town elders planted another traitor or two within Fount Royal's midst and for the sake of security not informed Winston?
And then there was the question of the mysterious surveyor, and what might lie in the mud at the fount's bottom. It struck him that tomorrow night—very late, after the last lantern had gone out and the final celebrants swept from Van Gundy's tavern—he might try his strength at some underwater swimming.
Though the tea was certainly sturdy enough, Matthew still felt weariness pulling at him. It was his mind that needed rest just as much—if not more so—than his body. He needed to climb into bed, sleep until dawn, and awaken ready for a fresh appraisal of what he suspected, what he knew, and what he had yet to learn.
Matthew relieved himself at the chamberpot, then undressed and lay down upon the bed. He left the lantern burning, as his realization of the shadowy hand's strange and compelling power had made him somewhat less than easy with the dark.
He tossed and turned in the first bout of what would be a nightlong grappling with the hot gearwheels of his brain. At last, though, he relaxed enough to sleep for a time, and except for the occasional barking of a mongrel the town was ruled by silence.







twenty-nine





UPON AWAKENING AT FIRST LIGHT and the rooster chorale, Matthew hurriedly pulled on his breeches and crossed the hall to look in on the magistrate.
Woodward was still sleeping on his stomach, his breathing harsh but steady. Matthew was curious as to the state of the blisters on Woodward's back, and so carefully lifted the gown to view them.
Instantly he wished he had not. The blisters had flattened into ugly ebony bruises surrounded by circles of mottled flesh. Streaks of red ran underneath the skin, attesting to the pressures that the magistrate's body had endured. It occurred to Matthew that this procedure of heat and blister cups was more suited for the torture chamber than the sickbed. He lowered Woodward's gown again, then dipped a cloth into the bowl of water that sat atop the dresser and spent a moment wiping away the green crust that had accumulated around the magistrate's nostrils. The magistrate's face was damp and swollen, the fever radiating from him like the calidity from a bellows-coaxed blaze.
"What..." Woodward whispered, his eyelids fluttering. "What is the day?"
"Thursday, sir."
"I must... get up... and about. Can you help me?"
"I don't think it's wise to get up quite yet, sir. Possibly later in the day."
"Nonsense. I... shall miss court... if I don't get up." Matthew felt something as keen as an icy dagger pierce his guts. "They... already think me... lax in my duties, " Woodward continued. "They think... I am more fond... of the rumpot... than the gavel. Yes, I saw Mendenhall yesterday. That peacock. Laughing at me... behind his hand. What day is it, did you say?"
"Thursday." Matthew's voice was hushed.
"I... have a larceny trial to hear. This morning. Where are my boots?"
"Sir?" Matthew said. "I fear... that court has been postponed for the day."
Woodward was quiet. Then, "Postponed?"
"Yes, sir. The weather being so bad." Even as he spoke it, he could hear birds singing in the trees around the spring.
"Ahhhhh, the weather, " Woodward whispered. His eyes had never fully opened, but remained hidden behind the fever-inflamed lids. "Then I shall stay indoors today, " he said. "Shall light a fire... drink a hot rum."
"Yes, sir, I think that would be best."
Woodward said something that was more gibberish than language, as if he were losing control over even his speech, but then he spoke clearly enough for Matthew to make out the words, "My back. Pains me."
"It will be well soon. You must lie still and rest."
"A bottle, " Woodward said, drowsing off once more. "Will you... bring me a bottle?"
"I shall, yes, sir." It seemed a small but helpful untruth. The magistrate's eyelids had ceased their war against gravity and he lay quiet again, his breathing returned to its accustomed rasp like that of a rusted hinge being slowly worked back and forth.
Matthew finished his task of carefully cleaning Woodward's nostrils. When he left the room, he was stricken in the middle of the hallway by what might have been a crushing weight suddenly applied to his shoulders. At the same time, the icy dagger that had entered his entrails seemed to twist toward his heart. He stood short of his own door, one hand clasped to his mouth and above it his eyes wide and brimming with tears.
He was trembling, and wished to make it cease but could not. A sensation of utter powerlessness had come upon him, a sensation of being a leaf stripped from a tree in a high wind and blown through a terrifying altitude of lightning and rain.
He had realized that every day—every hour—brought the magistrate closer to death. It was not now a question of whether the magistrate might die, but when. Matthew was sure this bleed-ing-and-blistering treatment was not sufficient; indeed, he doubted the ability of Dr. Shields to heal a man who was only half as ill as the magistrate. If Woodward could be gotten to Charles Town, to the attentions of the urban doctors who commanded fully equipped infirmaries and a benefit of medicines, then there was a chance—be it however diminished—that he might be cured of this savage malady.
Yet Matthew knew that no one here would volunteer to carry Woodward the long distance to Charles Town, especially if it meant denigrating the abilities of their own doctor. If he undertook to convey Woodward there, he would lose at the very least two vital days from his investigation, and by the time he returned here Rachel would likely be a black smudge on a charred stake. Woodward might not be his father, it was true, but the man had served in as near that capacity as was humanly possible, saving him from the drear almshouse and setting him on a path of purpose. Did he not, then, owe the magistrate at least something?
He might persuade Winston to take Woodward to Charles Town, under threat of revealing the incriminating bucket, but should such a disloyal dog be trusted with a man's life? Winston could as well leave his charge on the side of the road for the animals to eat, and never return.
No, not Winston. But... would Nicholas Paine be willing to do the job?
It was a spark, but it might kindle a flame. Matthew pulled himself together, wiped his eyes clear with the back of his hand, and continued into his room. There he shaved, cleaned his teeth, and finished dressing. Downstairs, he found Bidwell clad in a lime-green suit at the bountiful breakfast table, the foxtail of his wig tied with an emerald-hued ribbon.
"Sit down, sit down!" Bidwell offered, his mood jovial because the day promised to be as sunwarmed and beautiful as the one before. "Come have breakfast, but please let us announce a truce on the subject of theories."
"I haven't time for breakfast, " Matthew said. "I am on my way to—"
"Oh, of course you have time! Come sit down and at least eat a blood sausage!" Bidwell indicated the platter heaped with sausages, but their color was so similar to the ebon collapsed blisters on the magistrate's back that Matthew couldn't have swallowed one if it had been shot into his throat from a pistol. "Or, here, have a pickled melon!"
"No, thank you. I am on my way to see Mr. Paine. Can you tell me where he lives?"
"To see Nicholas? Why?" Bidwell speared a segment of pickled melon with his knife and slid it into his mouth.
"Some business I wish to discuss."
"What business?" Bidwell now was truly suspicious. "Any business you have with him is also business with me."
"All right, then!" Matthew had reached his zenith of frustration. "I wish to ask him to take the magistrate to Charles Town! I want him placed in an infirmary there!"
Bidwell cut a blood sausage in two and chewed thoughtfully on half of it. "So you don't trust Dr. Shields's method of treatment? Is that what you're saying?"
"It is."
"I'll have you know, " and here Bidwell aimed his knife at Matthew, "that Ben is just as good a doctor as any of those quacks in Charles Town." He frowned, knowing that hadn't come out as he'd intended. "I mean to say, he's an able practitioner. Without his treatment, I'll grant you that the magistrate would have been deceased days ago!"
"It's the days hence I'm concerned about. The magistrate is showing no improvement at all. Just now he was speaking to me in delirium!"
Bidwell pushed his knife into the second half of sausage and guided the greasy black thing into his mouth. "You should by all means be on your way, then, " he said as he chewed. "Not to see Nicholas, but to visit the witch."
"Why should I wish to do that?"
"Well, isn't it obvious? One day after the decree is delivered, and the magistrate lies at death's door? Your skirt has placed a curse on him, boy!"
"That's nonsense!" Matthew said. "The magistrate's condition has worsened because of this excessive bloodletting! And also because he was required to sit in that cold gaol for hours when he should have been in bed resting!"
"Oh, ho! His sickness is now my fault, is that it? You cast about for blame from everyone except that to whom it rightly belongs! Besides... if you hadn't pulled your stunt with Seth Hazelton, the witch's case would have been heard in the public meetinghouse—which has a very comfortable hearth, I might add. So if you wish to blame anyone, go speak to a mirror!"
"All I wish to do is find the house of Nicholas Paine, " Matthew said, his cheeks flushed and his teeth gritted. "I don't care to argue with you, for that is like trying to outbray a jackass. Will you direct me to his house, or not?"
Bidwell busied himself by stirring the scrambled eggs on his plate. "I am Nicholas's employer, and I direct his comings and goings, " he said. "Nicholas will not go to Charles Town. He is needed here to help with the preparations."
"By God!" Matthew shouted, with such force that Bidwell jumped in his chair. "Would you deny the magistrate a chance at living?"
"Calm your vigor, " Bidwell warned. A servant girl peeked in from the kitchen and then quickly drew her head back. "I will not be shouted at in my own house. If you wish to spend time hollering down the walls at the gaol, I might arrange it for you."
"Isaac needs better medical attention than what he's getting, " Matthew insisted. "He needs to be taken to Charles Town immediately. This morning, if possible."
"And I say you're wrong. I'd also say that the trip to Charles Town might well kill the poor wretch. But... if you're so willing to gallop in that direction, you should load him on a wagon and take him yourself. I will even make you a loan of a wagon and two horses, if you will sign a note of agreement."
Matthew had stood listening to this with his face downcast, staring at the floor. Now he drew in a deep breath, his cheeks mottled with red, and he walked purposefully to the end of the table. Something in his pace or demeanor alerted Bidwell to danger, because the man started to push his chair back and rise to his feet—but before he could, Matthew had reached Bidwell's side and with one sweep of his arm sent the breakfast platters off the table to the floor in a horrendous echoing crash.
As Bidwell struggled to stand up, his distended belly jiggling and his face dark with rage, Matthew clamped a hand on his right shoulder and bore down with all his weight, at the same time thrusting his face into Bidwell's.
"That man you call a wretch, " Matthew said, in what was barely more than an ominous whisper, "has served you with all of his heart and soul." Matthew's eyes blazed with a fire that promised to scorch Bidwell to a cinder, and the master of Fount Royal was for the moment transfixed. "That man you call a wretch lies dying because he has served you so well. And you, sir, for all of your wealth, fine clothes, and pufferies, are not worthy to clean the magistrate's boots with your dung-dripping tongue."
Bidwell suddenly laughed, which made Matthew draw back.
"Is that the worst insult you can construct?" Bidwell lifted his eyebrows. "Boy, you are a rank amateur! On the matter of the boots, however, I'll have you recollect that they are not the magistrate's. Indeed, every item of your own clothing was supplied by me. You came to this town near-naked, the both of you. So remember that I clothed you, fed you, and housed you, while you are flinging insults in my face." He noted the presence of Mrs.
Nettles from the corner of his eye, and he turned his head toward her and said, "All's well, Mrs. Nettles. Our young guest has shown his tail, that's—"
The noise of the front door bursting open interrupted him. "What the bloody hell?" he said, and now he brushed Matthew's hand aside and hoisted himself to his feet.
Edward Winston came into the dining room. But it was a different Winston than Matthew had seen; this one was breathing hard, as if he'd been running, and his face was drawn and pale in the aftermath of what seemed a terrible shock.
"What's the matter?" Bidwell asked. "You look as if you've—"
"It's Nicholas!" Winston put a hand up to his forehead and appeared to be fighting a faint.
"What about him? T^k sense, man!"
"Nicholas... is dead, " Winston answered. His mouth gaped, trying to form the words. "He has been murdered."
Bidwell staggered as if from a physical blow. But instantly he righted himself and his sense of control came to the forefront. "Not a word about this!" he told Mrs. Nettles. "Not to a single servant, not to anyone! Do you hear me?"
"Yes sir, I do." She appeared just as stunned as her master.
"Where is he?" Bidwell asked Winston. "The body, I mean?"
"His house. I just came from there."
"You're sure of this?"
Winston managed a grim, sickened half-smile. "Go look for yourself. I promise you won't soon forget such a sight."
"Take me there. Clerk, you come too. Remember, Mrs. Nettles: not a word about this to a single soul!"
During the walk in the early sunlight, Bidwell maintained his pace at a quick clip for a man of his size. Several citizens called a morning greeting, which Bidwell had the presence of mind to answer in as carefree a voice as he could manage. It was only when one farmer tried to stop him to talk about the forthcoming execution that Bidwell snapped at the man like a dog at a worrisome flea. Then Bidwell, Winston, and Matthew reached the whitewashed dwelling of Nicholas Paine, which stood on Harmony Street four houses northward of Winston's shuttered pigsty.
Paine's house was also shuttered. Winston's pace slowed as they neared the closed door, and finally he stopped altogether.
"Come along!" Bidwell said. "What's wrong with you?"
"I... would rather stay out here."
"Come along, I said!"
"No, " Winston answered defiantly. "By God, I'm not going in there again!"
Bidwell stared at him openmouthed, thunderstruck by this show of impudence. Matthew walked past both men, lifted the door's latch, and pushed the door open. As he did, Winston turned his face and walked away a few strides.
Matthew's first impression was of the copious reek of blood. Secondly, he was aware of the buzzing of flies at work. Thirdly, he saw the body in the slanting rays of vermilion light that entered between the shutter slats.
Fourthly, his gorge rose and if he had eaten any breakfast he surely would have expelled it.
"Oh... my Jesus, " Bidwell said softly, behind him. Then Bidwell was overcome by the picture. He hurried outside and around the house to vomit up his blood sausage and pickled melon where he would not be seen by any passing citizen.
Matthew stepped across the threshold and closed the door to block this sight from view of the street. He stood with his back against the door, the fresh sunlight reflecting off the huge pool of blood that surrounded the chair in which Paine was sitting. Indeed, it appeared that every drop had flowed from the man's veins onto the floor, and the corpse had taken on a waxy sallow color. Matthew saw that Paine had been tied in an upright position, ropes binding his arms behind him and his ankles to the chair legs. His shoes and stockings had been removed, and his ankles and feet slashed to sever the arteries. Likewise slashed were the insides of both arms beginning at the elbows. Matthew shifted his position to see that the deep, vein-slicing cuts continued down the forearms to the wrists. He moved a little closer to the corpse, careful that he not step into the crimson sea of gore.
Paine's head was tilted backward. In his mouth was stuffed a yellow cloth, possibly a pair of stockings. His eyes, mercifully, were closed. Around his neck was knotted a noose. On the right side of his forehead there was a vicious black bruise, and blood had flowed from both nostrils down the white of his shirt. A dozen or more flies crawled over the gashes in Paine's corpse and supped from the bloody banquet at his feet.
The door opened and Bidwell dared enter. He held a handkerchief pressed to his mouth, his face gleaming with beads of sweat. Quickly, he closed the door at his back and stood staring numbly at all the carnage.
"Don't be sick again, " Matthew warned him. "If you are, I shall be as well and it will not add to this prettiness."
"I'm all right, " Bidwell croaked. "I... oh dear God... oh Christ... who could have done such a murder as this?"
"One man's murder is another man's execution. That's what this is. You see the hangman's noose?"
"Yes." Bidwell rapidly averted his eyes. "He... he's been drained of blood, hasn't he?"
"It appears his arteries have been opened, yes." Matthew walked around to the back of the body, getting as close as possible without sinking his shoes into the quagmire. He saw a red clump of blood and tissue near the crown of Paine's head. "Whoever killed him beat him first into insensibility with a blunt object, " Matthew said. "He was struck on the head by someone standing behind and above him. I think that would be a requirement because otherwise Paine would be a formidable opponent."
"This is the Devil's work!" Bidwell said, his eyes glassy. "Satan himself must have done it!"
"If that is so, Satan has a clinical eye as to the flow of blood. You'll notice that Paine's throat was not slashed, as I understand was done to Reverend Grove and Daniel Howarth. Whoever murdered Paine wished him to bleed to death slowly and in excruciating fashion. I venture Paine might have regained consciousness during the procedure, and then was struck again on the forehead. If he was able to return to sensibility after that, by that time he would have been too weak to struggle."
"Ohhhh... my stomach. Dear God... I'm going to be sick again."
"Go outside, then, " Matthew directed, but Bidwell lowered his head and tried to ward off the flood. Matthew looked around the room, which showed no other signs of tumult, and fixed his attention on a nearby desk. Its chair was missing, and probably was the chair in which Paine had died. On a blotter atop the desk was a sheet of paper with several lines written upon it. An inkpot was open, and on the floor lay the quill pen. A melted stub in a candlestick attested to his source of light. Matthew saw drops and smears of blood on the floor between the desk and where the chair was positioned. He walked to the desk and read the paper.
"I, Nicholas Paine, " he recited, "being of sound mind and of my own free will do hereby on this date of May eighteenth, sixteen hundred and ninety- nine, confess to the murder of..." And here the writing ended in a blotch of ink. "Written sometime after midnight, it seems, " Matthew said. "Or close enough that Paine scribed today's date." He saw something else in the room that warranted his attention: on the bedpallet was an open trunk that had been partly packed with clothing. "He was about to leave Fount Royal, I think."
Bidwell stared with dread fascination at the corpse. "What... murder was he confessing?"
"An old one, I believe. Paine had some sins in his past. I think one of them caught up with him." Matthew walked to the bed to inspect the contents of the trunk. The clothes had been thrown in, evidence of intention of a hurried departure.
"You don't think the Devil had anything to do with this? Or the witch?"
"I do not. The murders of the reverend and Daniel Howarth were—as I understand their description—meant to kill quickly. This was meant to linger. Also, you'll note there are no claw marks, as in the other killings. This was done with a very sharp blade by a hand that was both vengeful and... shall we say... experienced in the craft of cutting."
"Oh my God... what shall we do?" Bidwell lifted a trembling hand to his forehead, his wig tilted to one side on his pate. "If the citizens find out about this... that we have another murderer among us... we won't have a soul in Fount Royal by the end of the day!"
"That, " Matthew said, "is true. It will do no good to advertise this crime. Therefore, don't expose it."
"What do you suggest? Hiding the corpse?"
"The details, I'm sure, are better left to you. But yes, I propose wrapping the corpse in a bedsheet and disposing of it at a later date. The later, of course, the more... disagreeable the task will be."
"We cannot just pretend Paine has left Fount Royal! He has friends here! And he at least deserves a Christian burial!"
Matthew aimed his stare at Bidwell. "It is your choice, sir. And your responsibility. After all, you are his employer and you direct his comings and goings." He walked around the body again and approached the door, which Bidwell stood against. "If you'll excuse me?"
"Where are you going?" A flare of panic leaped in Bidwell's eyes. "You can't leave!"
"Yes, I can. Don't concern yourself with my speaking about this to anyone, for I vow I shall not." Except for one person, he might have added. The person he now intended to confront.
"Please... I need your help."
"By that, if you mean you need a pair of hands to strip the pallet, roll Paine up in the sheet, and scrub the floor with ashes and tar soap... then I must deny your noble request. Winston might help you, but I doubt if any amount of coercion or threat will make him cross that threshold again." Matthew smiled tightly. "Therefore... speaking to a man who so abhors failure... I sincerely hope you are successful at your present challenge. Good day to you, sir." Matthew thought he was going to have to bodily pry Bidwell away from the door, which might have been a labor fit for Hercules, but at last the master of Fount Royal moved aside.
As Matthew started to open the door, Bidwell said in a small voice, "You say... ashes and tar soap, then?"
"Some sand, too, " Matthew advised. "Isn't that how they scrub blood off the deck of a ship?" Bidwell didn't answer, but stood looking at the corpse with his handkerchief pressed against his mouth.
Outside, the air had never smelled sweeter. Matthew closed the door again, his stomach still roiling and what felt like cold sweat down the valley of his spine. He approached Winston, who stood in the shadow of an oak tree a few yards away.
"How did you come to find him?" Matthew asked.
Winston still appeared dazed, his color not yet returned. "I... intended... to ask Nicholas to escort me to Charles Town. On the pretense of negotiating for supplies."
"After which, you intended not to return here?"
"Yes. I planned on leaving Nicholas while I went to see Danforth. Then... I would simply lose myself in Charles Town."
"Well, half of your intent has come to fruition, " Matthew said. "You are indeed lost. Good day." He turned away from Winston and walked back along Harmony Street in the direction they'd come, as he had seen the infirmary in passing.
Presently Matthew stood before the door and pulled the bell-cord. There was no response to the first pull, nor to the fifth. Matthew tried the door, found it unlatched from within, and entered the doctor's domain.
The parlor held two canaries in a gilded cage, both singing happily toward the shafts of light that filtered through the white shutters. Matthew saw another door and knocked at it, but again there was no reply. He opened it and ventured into a hallway. Ahead there were three rooms, the doors of the first two ajar. In the initial room stood the barber's chair and leather razor-sharpening strop; in the second room there was a trio of beds, all of which were neatly made and unoccupied. Matthew continued down the hallway to the third door, where he knocked once more.
When there was no response he pushed the door open and faced what appeared to be the doctor's chemistry study, judging from all the arcane bottles and beakers. The chamber held a single shuttered window through which the rays of bright sunlight streamed, though hazed by a pall of blue-tinged smoke.
Benjamin Shields sat in a chair with his back against the wall, holding a small object in a clamplike instrument in his right hand. The object was smoldering, emitting a thin smoke plume. Matthew thought the clouded air smelled of a combination of burnt peanuts and a rope that had been set afire.
The doctor's face was veiled by shadow, though stripes of contaminated light lay across the right shoulder and arm of his tan-colored suit. His spectacles had been placed atop a stack of two leatherbound books that sat on the desk to his right. His legs were crossed at the ankles, in a most casual pose. Matthew didn't speak. He watched as the doctor lifted the burning object—some kind of wrapped tobacco stick, it appeared—to his lips and pulled in a long, slow draw.
"Paine has been found, " Matthew said. Just as slowly as he had drawn the smoke, the doctor released it from his mouth. It floated in a shimmering cloud through the angled sunrays.
"I thought your creed was to save lives, not take them, " Matthew went on. Again, Shields drew from the stick, held it, then let the smoke dribble out.
Matthew looked around at the vessels of the doctor's craft, the glass bottles and vials and beakers. "Sir, " he said, "you are as transparent as these implements. For what earthly reason did you commit such an atrocity?"
Still there was no reply.
Matthew felt as if he'd entered a tiger's den, and the tiger was playing with him like a housecat before it bared its fangs and claws and sprang at him. He kept firmly in mind the position of the door behind him. The savagery of Paine's death was undeniable, and therefore the ability of savagery lay within the man who sat not ten feet away. "May I offer a possible scenario?" Matthew asked, and continued anyway when the doctor refused to speak. "Paine committed some terrible offense against you—or your family—some years ago. Did he murder a family member? A son or a daughter?" A pause did not coax a reaction, except for a further cloud of smoke.
"Evidently he did, " Matthew said. "By a gunshot wound, it seems. But Paine was wounded first, therefore I'm inclined to believe his victim was male. Paine must have had cause to find a doctor to treat his injury. Is that how you followed his trail? You searched for the doctor who treated him, and tracked Paine from that point? How many months did it take? Longer than that? Years?" Matthew nodded. "Yes, I'd suspect several years. Many seasons of festering hatred. It must have taken that long, for a man of healing to give himself over so completely to the urge for destruction."
Shields regarded the burning tip of his tobacco stick.
"You learned the circumstances of the death of Paine's wife, " Matthew said. "But Paine, in wishing to put the past behind him, had never told anyone in Fount Royal that he'd ever been married. He must have been astounded when he realized you knew his history... and, Paine being an intelligent man, he also realized why you knew. So you went to his house sometime around midnight, is that correct? I presume you had all the ropes and blades you needed in your bag, but you probably left that outside. Did you offer to keep your silence if Paine would write a confession and immediately leave Fount Royal?"
Smoke drifted slowly through the light.
"Paine never dreamt you'd gone there to kill him. He assumed you were interested in unmasking him before Bidwell and the town, and that the confession was the whole point of it. So you let Paine sit down and begin writing, and you took the opportunity to bash him in the head with a blunt instrument. Was it something you had hidden on you or something already there?"
No response was forthcoming.
"And then came the moment you relished, " Matthew said.
"You must have relished it, to have performed it so artfully. Did you taunt him as you opened his veins? His mouth was gagged, his head near cracked, and his blood running out in streams. He must have been too weak to overturn the chair, but what would it have mattered? He probably did hear you taunting him as he died, though. Does that knowledge give you a feeling of great joy, sir?" Matthew raised his eyebrows. "Is this one of the happiest mornings of your life, now that the man you've sought so long and steadfastly is a blood-drained husk?"
Shields took another draw from the stick, released the smoke, and then leaned forward. Light touched his moist, perspiring face, and revealed the dark violet hollows of near-madness beneath his eyes.
"Young man, " the doctor said calmly, his voice thick with constrained emotion, "I should like to tell you... that these baseless accusations are extremely ill advised. My attention should rightly be directed to the magistrate's health... rather than any other mental pressure. Therefore... if you desire the magistrate to live beyond this evening... what you ought to do is..." He paused to suck once more from the dwindling stick. "... is make absolutely certain I am free to treat him." He leaned back again, and the shadows claimed his countenance. "But you have already decided that, have you not? Otherwise you never would have come here alone."
Matthew watched the smoke move slowly across the room. "Yes, " he said, feeling that his soul had less foundation than those miniature clouds. "I have already decided."
"An excellent... splendid decision. How goes his health this morning?"
"Badly." Matthew stared at the floor. "He's been delirious."
"Well... that may wax and wane. The fever, you see. I do believe the blistering will show a benefit, though. I intend to apply a colonic today, and that should aid in his recovery."
"His recovery?" Matthew had spoken it with a shade of mockery. "Do you honestly believe he's going to recover?"
"I honestly believe he has a chance, " came the reply. "A small chance, it is true... but I have seen patients come back from such an adverse condition. So... the best we can do is continue treatment and pray that Isaac will respond."
It was insane, Matthew thought. Here he was, talking about the healing arts with a half-crazed butcher! And talking about prayer, to add another level of lunacy! But what choice did he have? Matthew remembered what Bidwell had said, and it had rung very true though he'd made a show of temper over it: The trip to Charles Town might well kill the poor wretch.
Springtime or not, the open air and the swamp humours it carried were dangerous to Woodward's remaining strength. The wagon trip over that road would be torture to him, no matter how firmly he was swaddled. In spite of how much he wished to the contrary, Matthew sincerely doubted that the magistrate would reach Charles Town alive.
So he was forced to trust this man. This doctor. This murderer. He had noted a mortar and pestle on the shelf, and he said, "Can't you mix some medicine for him? Something that would break his fever?"
"Fever does not respond to medicine as much as it responds to the movement of blood, " Shields said. "And as a matter of record, the supply of medicine through Charles Town has become so pinched as to be withered. But I do have some vinegar, liverwort, and limonum. I could mix that with a cup of rum and opium and have him drink it... say... thrice daily. It might heat the blood enough to destroy the afflictions."
"At this point, anything is worth trying... as long as it doesn't poison him."
"I do know my chemicals, young man. You may rest assured of that."
"I won't rest, " Matthew said. "And I am not assured."
"As you please." Shields continued smoking what was now only a stub. The blue clouds swirled around his face, obscuring it from scrutiny even the more.
Matthew released a long, heavy sigh. "I don't doubt you had sufficient reason to kill Paine, but you certainly seemed to enjoy the process. The hangman's noose was a bit much, don't you think?"
Shields said, "Our discussion of Isaac's treatment has ended. You may go."
"Yes, I'll go. But all that you told me of leaving Boston because your practise was suffering... of wanting to aid in the construction of a settlement and having your name forever emblazoned upon this infirmary... those were all lies, weren't they?" Matthew waited, but he knew there would be no reply. "The one true accomplishment you sought was the death of Nicholas Paine." This had not been phrased as a question, because Matthew needed no answer to what he knew to be fact.
"You will pardon me, " Shields said quietly, "if I do not rise to show you out."
There was nothing more to be said, and certainly nothing more to be gained. Matthew retreated from the doctor's study, closed the door, and walked back along the hallway in a mind-numbed daze. The burning-rope smell of that tobacco stick had leeched into his nostrils. When he got outside, the first thing he did was lift his face to the sunlight and draw in a great draught of air. Then he trudged the distance to Bidwell's mansion, his head yet clouded on this clear and perfect day.
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"MR. VAUGHAN?" He got up from his chair, where he'd been drowsing in the twilight of early evening, and opened the door. "What does he want?"
Mrs. Nettles pursed her lips, as if in a silent scold for his deficient memory. "He says he's come to escort you to his home for dinner, and that it shall be a'table at six o'clock."
"Oh, I did forget! What time is it now?"
"Near ha' past five, by the mantel clock."
"If there was ever an evening I didn't care to go out to dinner, this is it, " Matthew said, rubbing his bleary eyes.
"That may be so, " Mrs. Nettles said curtly, "but as much as I do nae care for Lucretia Vaughan, I am also sure some effort has been made to show you hospitality. Ye ought nae to disappoint 'em."
Matthew nodded, though he couldn't erase his frown. "Yes, you're right. Very well, then: please tell Mr. Vaughan I'll be downstairs in a few minutes."
"I shall. Oh... have ye seen Mr. Bidwell since mornin'?"
"No, I haven't."
"He always tells me if he's gonna attend dinner. I'm driftin' without a sea-chain, nae knowin' what he cares ta do."
"Mr. Bidwell... likely is wrapped up in the sorry engagement involving Mr. Paine, " Matthew said. "You of all people must know how buried he becomes in his work."
"Oh, yes sir, 'tis true! But y'know, we're havin' a festival of sorts here tomorra eve. Mr. Bidwell's hostin' a dinner for some of the maskers. Even though we've suffered such a tragedy, I do need ta know what he desires a'table."
"I'm sure he'll be around sooner or later tonight."
"Mayhaps. I've told no one about the murder, sir. Just as he wished. But do you have any idea who mi' ha' done it?"
"Not Rachel, the Devil, or any imagined demon, if that's what you're asking. This was a man's work." He dared go no further. "Excuse me, I'd best get ready."
"Yes sir, I'll tell Mr. Vaughan."
As he hurriedly scraped a razor across the day's growth and then washed his face, Matthew steeled himself for companionship though he fervently wished only to be left alone. He had spent the day attending to the magistrate, and observing Dr. Shields as the excruciating colonic was applied. A fresh plaster had been pressed to the pine oil dressing on Woodward's chesty and the pine oil liniment had also been rubbed around his nostrils. The doctor on his first visit this morning had brought a murky amber liquid that the magistrate swallowed with great difficulty, and had administered a second dose of the potion around four o'clock. Matthew could not help but watch Dr. Shields's hands and envision their grisly work of the previous midnight.
If Matthew had been expecting rapid results, he was disappointed; for most of the day Woodward had remained in a stupor, his fever merciless; but at least the magistrate once asked Matthew if preparations for Madam Howarth's execution were proceeding, therefore he seemed to have returned from his bout with delirium.
Matthew put on a fresh shirt and buttoned it up to the neck, then left his room and went downstairs. Waiting for him was a slim, small-statured man in a gray suit, white stockings, and polished square-toed black shoes. On his head was a brown tricorn and he was holding a lantern that bore double candles. It took only a few seconds of observation for Matthew to detect the darned patches at the man's knees and the fact that his suit jacket was perhaps two sizes too large, indicating either a borrow or a barter.
"Ah, Mr. Corbett!" The man exhibited a smile that was strong enough, but something about his deep-set pale blue eyes, in a face that had a rather gaunt and skeletal appearance, suggested a watery constitution. "I am Stewart Vaughan, sir. Pleased to make your acquaintance."
Matthew shook his hand, meeting a grip that had little substance. "Good evening to you, sir. And I thank you for your invitation to dinner."
"Our gratitude that you might grace us. The ladies are waiting. Shall we go?"
Matthew followed the man, who walked with a pronounced bowlegged gait. Over the roofs of Fount Royal the sky was crimson to the west and violet to the east, the first stars gleaming in the ruddy orange directly above. The breeze was soft and warm, and crickets chirruped in the grass around the spring.
"A lovely evening, is it not?" Vaughan asked as they left Peace Street and walked along Harmony. "I feared we would all drown ere we saw Good Sol again."
"Yes, it was a difficult time. Thanks be to God the clouds have passed for a time."
"Thanks be to God that the witch will soon be dead! She had a hand in that deluge, I'll swear to it!"
Matthew answered with a grunt. He realized it was going to be a very long evening, and he was still measuring that phrase Vaughan had used: The ladies are waiting.
They passed Van Gundy's tavern, which—from the racket of its customers and the caterwauls of two aspiring musicians playing a gittern and a drum—seemed to be a place of high and potent spirits. Matthew thought that Vaughan aimed a wistful eye at the establishment as they continued on. In another moment they walked by the house of the recently deceased Nicholas Paine, and Matthew noted with interest that candlelight could be seen through the shutter slats. He envisioned Bidwell on his knees, scrubbing blood off the floor with tar soap, ashes, and sand, and cursing cruel Fate while Paine's corpse was wrapped up in a sheet and stowed beneath the pallet for future disposal. He was sure Winston had invented some reason to tell Bidwell why he'd gone to see Paine so early in the morning. If nothing else, Winston was an agile liar.
"There is the house, " Vaughan said, indicating a well-lit dwelling two houses northward and across Harmony Street from Paine's. Matthew had remembered Paine's admission of having carnal relations with Lucretia Vaughan, and he could see her approaching his house with a basket of hot buns and he returning the favor by knocking at her entry with a pistol in his pocket.
Matthew saw a small sign above the door that read Breads & Pies Baked Daily. Then Vaughan opened the door with the announcement, "I've brought our guest!" and Matthew entered the abode.
The house smelled absolutely delicious. A fragrant bread or pie had only just been baked, but also in the house were the commingled aromas of past delights. Matthew saw that the lady Vaughan possessed an extremely neat and painstaking hand, as the floor had been swept spotless, the white-washed walls free of any trace of hearth soot or smoke, and even the wood surfaces of the furniture smoothed and polished. Around the large stone fireplace stood a well-organized battery of skillets and cooking pots, the genteel fire burning under a pot on a jackhook. Even the cooking implements appeared to have been scrubbed clean. Adding to the pleasant, welcoming air of the house were several sprays of wildflowers set about in hammered-tin containers, and the remarkable extravagance of perhaps a dozen candles casting golden light. The supper table, which was covered with a snowy linen cloth and displayed four places readied, stood in the corner of the room opposite the hearth.
The hostess made her entrance from another door at the rear of the house, where the bedchamber likely was. "Mr. Corbett!" she said, showing a toothy smile that might have shamed the sun's glow. "How wonderful to have you in our home!"
"Thank you. As I told your husband, I appreciate the invitation."
"Oh, our pleasure, I assure you!" Lucretia Vaughan, in this wealth of candlelight, was indeed a handsome woman, her fine figure clad in a rose-hued gown with a lace-trimmed bodice, her light brown curls showing copper and aureate glints. Matthew could readily see how Paine could be spelled by her; to be fixed in the sights of her penetrating blue eyes was akin to the application of heat. Indeed, Matthew felt a sensation of melting before her leonine presence.
As perhaps she sensed this, she seemed to increase the power of her personality. She approached him nearer, her eyes locked with his. He caught the scent of a peach-inspired perfume. "I know you have many other offers to attend dinner, " she said. "It is not often that we find such a sophisticated gentleman in our midst. Stewart, leave your jacket on. We are so very pleased you have chosen to grace our humble table with your presence." Her instruction to her husband had been like the swift stroke of a razor, not even requiring her to glance at him. Matthew was aware of Stewart standing to his left, shrugging again into the garment the man had nearly gotten out of. "Your hat is removed, " Lucretia said. Stewart's hand instantly obeyed, revealing a thin thatch of blond hair.
'"Sophistication is what we yearn for in this rustic town." It seemed to Matthew that the woman had come even closer to him, though he hadn't seen her move. "I note you have buttoned your shirt to your throat. Is that the current fashion in Charles Town?"
'"Uh... no, I simply did it on the moment."
"Ah!" she said brightly. "Well, I'm sure it shall be fashionable in the future." She turned her head toward the rear doorway. "Cherise? Dearest? Our guest wishes to meet you!"
There was no response. Lucretia's smile appeared a shade frayed. Her voice rose to a higher, sharper pitch: "Cherise? You are expected!"
"Obviously, " Stewart ventured meekly, "she's not yet ready."
The wife speared her husband with a single glance. "I shall help her prepare. If you'll pardon me, Mr. Corbett? Stewart, offer our guest some wine." She was through the door and gone before she'd completed her last direction.
"Wine, " Stewart said. "Yes, wine! Would you care for a taste, Mr. Corbett?" He proceeded to a round table on which was placed a rather ostentatious green glass decanter and three cuplike glasses of the same emeraude. Before Matthew had answered "Yes, " the decanter was unstoppered and the pouring begun. Stewart passed a glass to Matthew and set in on his own with the gusto of a salt-throated sailor.
Matthew had no sooner taken his first sip of what was rather a bitter vintage when from the rear doorway two feminine voices, determined to overpower each other, rose in volume, tangled like the shrieks of harpies, and then fell to abrupt silence as if those winged horrors had dashed themselves upon jagged rocks.
Stewart cleared his throat. "I myself have never been whipped, " he said. "I imagine it is a less than pleasant experience?"
"Less than pleasant, " Matthew agreed, glancing now and again at the doorway as at a portal beyond which an infernal struggle raged. "But more than instructive."
"Oh yes! I would think so! You committed an injury to the blacksmith, I understand? Well, I'm sure you must have had a reason. Did you see him treating a horse with less than affection?"
"Um..." Matthew took a sturdier drink of wine. "No, I believe Mr. Hazelton has a strong affection for horses. It was... let us say... a matter best kept stabled."
"Yes, of course! I've no wish to pry." Stewart drank again, and after a pause of three or four interminable seconds he laughed. "Oh! Stabled! I get your jest!"
Lucretia emerged once more, her radiance undiminished by the wrangling that had just occurred. "My apologies, " she said, still smiling. "Cherise is... having some difficulty with her hair. She wishes to make a good presentation, you see. She is a perfectionist, and so magnifies even small blemishes."
"Her mother's daughter, " Stewart muttered, before he slid his lips into the glass.
"But what would this world be without its perfectionists?" Lucretia was addressing Matthew, and deigned not to respond to her husband's comment. "I shall tell you: it would be all dust, dirt, and utter confusion. Isn't that right, Mr. Corbett?"
"I'm sure it would be disastrous, " Matthew replied, and this was enough to put a religious shine in the woman's eyes.
She made a sweeping gesture toward the table. "As Cherise may be some moments yet, we should adjourn to dinner, " she announced. "Mr. Corbett, if you will sit at the place that has a pewter plate?"
There was indeed a pewter plate on the table, one of the few that Matthew had ever seen. The other plates were of the common wooden variety, which indicated to Matthew the importance the Vaughans gave to his visit. Indeed, he felt as if they must consider him royalty. He sat in the appointed chair, with Stewart seated to his left. Lucretia quickly donned an apron and went about spooning and ladling food from the cooking pots into white clay serving bowls. Presently the bowls were arranged on the table, containing green stringbeans with hogsfat, chicken stew with boiled potatoes and bacon, corncakes baked in cream, and stewed tomatoes. Along with a golden loaf of fresh fennel-seed bread, it was truly a king's feast. Matthew's glass was topped with wine, after which Lucretia took off her apron and seated herself at the head of the table, facing their guest, where by all rights of marriage and household the husband ought to be.
"I shall lead us in our thanks, " Lucretia said, another affront to the duties of her husband. Matthew closed his eyes and bowed his head. The woman gave a prayer of thanksgiving that included Matthew's name and mentioned her hope that the wretched soul of Rachel Howarth find an angry God standing ready to smite her spectral skull from her shoulders after the execution stake had done its work. Then the fervent "Amen" was spoken and Matthew opened his eyes to find Cherise Vaughan standing beside him.
"Here is our lovely daughter!" Lucretia exclaimed. "Cherise, take your place."
The girl, in a white linen gown with a lace bodice and sleeves, continued to stand where she was and stare down at Matthew. She was indeed an attractive girl, perhaps sixteen or seventeen, her waves of blonde hair held fixed by a series of small wooden combs. Matthew imagined she must closely resemble her mother at that age, though her chin was longer and somewhat more square and her eyes almost as pale blue as her father's. In these eyes, however, there was no suggestion of a watery constitution; there was instead a haughty chill that Matthew instantly dropped his gaze from, lest he shiver from a December wind on this May night.
"Cherise?" Lucretia repeated, gently but firmly. "Take. Your. Place. Please."
The girl sat down—slowly, at her own command—on Matthew's right. She wasted no time in reaching out and spooning chicken stew onto her plate.
"Are you not even going to say hello to Mr. Corbett?"
"Hello, " she answered, pushing the first bite of food into her cupid's-bow mouth.
"Cherise helped prepare the stew, " Lucretia said. "She has been desirous to make certain it was to your liking."
"I'm sure it's excellent, " Matthew answered. He spooned some of the stew onto his plate and found it as good as it appeared, then he tore off a hunk of bread and sopped it in the thick, delicious liquid.
"Mr. Corbett is a fascinating young man." This was spoken to Cherise, though Lucretia continued to gaze upon him. "Not only is he a sophisticated gentleman and a judicial apprentice from Charles Town, but he fought off that mob of killers and thieves who attacked the magistrate. Armed only with a rapier, I understand?"
Matthew accepted a helping of stewed tomatoes. He could feel three pairs of eyes upon him. Now was the moment to explain that the 'mob' consisted of one ruffian, an old crone, and an infirm geezer... but instead his mouth opened and what came out was, "No... I... had not even a rapier. Would you pass the corncakes, please?"
"My Lord, what a night that must have been!" Stewart was profoundly impressed. "Did you not have a weapon at all?"
"I... uh... used a boot to good advantage. This is an absolutely wonderful stew! Mr. Bidwell's cook ought to have this recipe."
"Well, our Cherise is a wonderful cook herself, " Lucretia assured him. "I am currently teaching her the secrets of successful pie baking. Not an easy subject to command, I must say."
"I'm sure it's not." Matthew offered a smile to the girl, but she was having none of it. She simply ate her food and stared straight ahead with no trace of expression except, perhaps, absolute boredom.
"And now... about the treasure chest full of gold coins you found." Lucretia laid her spoon and knife delicately across her plate. "You had it sent back to Charles Town, I understand?"
Here he had to draw the line. "I fear there was no treasure chest. Only a single coin."
"Yes, yes... of course. Only a single coin. Very well, then, I can see you are a canny guardian of information. But what can you tell us of the witch? Does she weep and wail at the prospect of burning?"
The stew he was about to swallow had suddenly sprouted thorns and lodged in his throat. "Mrs. Vaughan, " he said, as politely as possible, "if you don't mind... I would prefer not to talk about Rachel Howarth."
Suddenly Cherise looked at him and grinned, her blue eyes gleaming. "Oh, that is a subject I find of interest!" Her voice was pleasingly melodic, but there was a wickedly sharp edge to it as well. "Do tell us about the witch, sir! Is it true she shits toad-frogs?"
"Cherise!" Lucretia had hissed the name, her teeth gritted and her eyes wide with alarm. Instantly her composure altered with the speed of a chameleon's color change; her smile returned, though fractured, and she looked down the table at Matthew. "Our daughter has... an earthy sense of humor, Mr. Corbett. You know, it is said that some of the finest, most gracious ladies have earthy senses of humor. One must not be too stiff and rigid in these strange times, must one?"
"Stiff and rigid, " the girl said, as she pushed a tomato into her mouth and gave a gurgling little laugh. Matthew saw that Lucretia had chosen to continue eating, but red whorls had risen in her cheeks. Stewart drank down his glass of wine and reached for the decanter.
No one spoke for a time. It was then that Matthew was aware of a faint humming sound, but he couldn't place where it was coming from. "I might tell you, as a point of information, " he said, to break the wintry silence, "that I am not yet a judicial apprentice. I am a magistrate's clerk, that's all."
"Ah, but you shall be a judicial apprentice in the near future, will you not?" Lucretia asked, beaming again. "You are young, you have a fine mind and a desire to serve. Why should you not enter the legal profession?"
"Well... I probably shall, at some point. But I do need much more education and experience."
"A humble soul!" She spoke it as if she had found the Grail itself. "Do you hear that, Cherise? The young man stands on the precipice of such political power and wealth, and he remains humble!"
"The problem with standing on a precipice, " he said, "is that one might fall from a great height."
"And a wit as well!" Lucretia seemed near swooning with delight. "You know how wit charms you, Cherise!"
Cherise stared again into Matthew's eyes. "I desire to know more about the witch. I have heard tell she took the cock of a black goat into her mouth and sucked on it."
"Umph!" A rivulet of wine had streamed down Stewart's chin and marred his gray jacket. He had paled as his wife had reddened.
Lucretia was about to either hiss or shriek, but before she could, Matthew met the girl's stare with equal force and said calmly, "You have heard a lie, and whoever told you such a thing is not only a liar but a soul in need of a mouth-soaping."
"Billy Reed told me such a thing. Shall I find him tomorrow and tell him you're going to soap his mouth?"
"That thug's name shall not be uttered in this house!" The veins were standing out in Lucretia's neck. "I forbid it!"
"I will find Billy Reed tomorrow, " Cherise went on, defiantly. "Where shall I tell him you will meet him with your soap?"
"I beg your pardon, Mr. Corbett! I beg a thousand pardons!" In her agitation, the woman had spilled a spoonful of corncake and cream on the front of her gown, and now she was blotting the stain with a portion of the tablecloth. "That thug is James Reed's miscreant son! He's near an imbecile, he has the ambition of a sloth... and he has wicked designs on my daughter!"
Cherise grinned—or, rather, leered—into Matthew's face. "Billy is teaching me how to milk. In the afternoons, at their barn, he shows me how to hold the member. How to slide my hand up and down... up and down... up and down..." She displayed the motion for him, much to his discomfort and her mother's choked gasp. "Until the cream spurts forth. And a wonderful hot cream it is, too."
Matthew didn't respond. It did occur to him that—absolutely, positively—he'd lately been hiding in the wrong barn.
"I think, " Stewart said, rising unsteadily to his feet, "that the rum bottle should be unstoppered."
"For God's sake, stay away from that rum!" Lucretia hollered, oblivious now to their honored guest. "That's the cause of all our troubles! That, and your poor excuse for a carpentry shop!"
Matthew's glance at Cherise showed him she was eating her dinner with a smirk of satisfaction upon her face, which was now not nearly so lovely. He put his own spoon and knife down, his appetite having fled. Stewart was fumbling in a cupboard and Lucretia was attacking her food with a vengeance, her eyes dazed and her face as red as the stewed tomatoes. In the silence that fell, Matthew heard the strange humming sound again. He looked up.
And received a jolt.
On the ceiling directly above the table was a wasp's nest the size of Mr. Green's fist. The thing was black with wasps, all crowded together, their wings folded back along their stingers. As Matthew watched, unbelieving, he saw a minor disturbance ripple across the insects and several of them commenced that angry humming noise.
"Uh... Mrs. Vaughan, " he said thickly. "You have..." He pointed upward.
"Yes, wasps. What of it?" Her manners—along with her composure, her family, and the evening—had greatly deteriorated.
Matthew realized why the nest must be there. He'd heard of such a thing, but he'd never before seen it. As he understood, a potion could be bought or made that, once applied to an indoor ceiling, enraptured wasps to build their nests on the spot.
"Insect control, I assume?" he asked.
"Of course, " Lucretia said, as if any fool on earth knew that. "Wasps are jealous creatures. We suffer no mosquitoes in this house."
"None that will bite her, anyway, " Stewart added, and then he continued suckling from the bottle.
This evening, Matthew thought, might have been termed a farce had there not been such obvious suffering from all persons involved. The mother ate her dinner as if in a stunned trance, while the daughter now set about consuming her food more with fingers than proper utensils, succeeding in smearing her mouth and chin with gleaming hogsfat. Matthew finished his wine and a last bite of the excellent stew, and then he thought he should make his exit before the girl decided he might look more appealing crowned with a serving-bowl.
"I... uh... presume I'd best go, " he said. Lucretia spoke not a word, as if her inner fire had been swamped by her daughter's wanton behavior. Matthew pushed his chair back and stood up. "I wish to thank you for the dinner and the wine. Uh... no need to walk me back to the mansion, Mr. Vaughan."
"I wasn't plannin' on it, " the man said, clutching the rum bottle to his chest.
"Mrs. Vaughan? May I... uh... take some of that delicious bread with me?"
"All you wish, " she murmured, staring into space. "The rest of it, if you like."
Matthew accepted what was perhaps half a loaf. "My appreciation."
Lucretia looked up at him. Her vision cleared, as she seemed to realize that he actually was leaving. A weak smile flickered across her mouth. "Oh... Mr. Corbett... where are my manners? I thought... hoped... that after dinner... we might all play atlanctie loo."
"I fear I am without talent at card games."
"But... there are so many things I wished to converse with you about. The magistrate's condition being one. The state of affairs in Charles Town. The gardens... and the balls."
"I'm sorry, " Matthew said. "I don't have much experience with either gardens or balls. As to the state of affairs in Charles Town, I would call them... somewhat less interesting than those in Fount Royal. The magistrate is still very ill, but Dr. Shields is administering a new medicine he's concocted."
"You know, of course, " she said grimly, "that the witch has cursed your magistrate. For the guilty decree. I doubt he shall survive with such a curse laid on him."
Matthew felt his face tighten. "I believe differently, madam."
"Oh... I... I am being so insensitive. I am only repeating what I overhead Preacher Jerusalem saying this afternoon. Please forgive me, it's just that—"
"That she has a knife for a tongue, " Cherise interrupted, still eating with graceless fingers. "She only apologizes when it cuts herself."
Lucretia leaned her head toward her daughter, much in the manner of a snake preparing to strike. "You may leave the table and our presence, " she said coldly. "Inasmuch as you have disgraced yourself and all of us, I do hope you are happy."
"I am happy. I am also still hungry." She refused to budge from her place. "You know that you were brought here to save me, do you not?" A quick glance was darted at Matthew, as she licked her greasy fingers. "To rescue me from Fount Royal and the witless rustics my mother despises? Oh, if you are so sophisticated you must have known that already!"
"Stop her, Stewart!" Lucretia implored, her voice rising. "Make her hush!"
The man, however, tilted the bottle to his mouth and then began peeling off his suit jacket.
"Yes, it's true, " Cherise said. "My mother sells them breads and pies and wishes them to choke on the crumbs. You should hear her talk about them behind their backs!"
Matthew stared down into the girl's face. Her mother's daughter, Stewart had said. Matthew might have recognized the streak of viciousness. The pity, he mused, was that Cherise Vaughan seemed to be highly intelligent. She had recognized, for instance, that speaking of Rachel Howarth had caused him great discomfort of a personal nature.
"I will show myself out, " Matthew said to Mrs. Vaughan. "Again, thank you for the dinner." He started toward the door, carrying the half-loaf of fennel-seed bread with him.
"Mr. Corbett? Wait, please!" Lucretia stood up, a large cream stain on the front of her gown. Again she appeared dazed, as if these verbal encounters with her daughter sapped the very life from her. "Please... I have a question for you."
"Yes?"
"The witch's hair, " she said. "What is to become of it?"
"Her... hair? I'm sorry, I don't understand your meaning."
"The witch has such... shall I say... attractive hair. One might say beautiful, even. It is a sadness that such thick and lovely hair should be burnt up." Matthew could not have replied even if he'd wished to, so stunned was he by this direction of thinking.
But the woman continued on. "If the witch's hair should be washed... and then shorn off, on the morning of her execution... there are many, I would venture—who might pay for a lock of it. Think of it: the witch's hair advertised and sold as a charm of good fortune." Her countenance seemed to brighten at the very idea of it. "It might be heralded as firm evidence of God's destruction of Evil. You see my meaning now?"
Still Matthew's tongue was frozen solid.
"Yes, and I would grant you a portion of the earnings as well, " she said, mistaking his amazed expression as approval. "But I think it best if you washed and cut the hair yourself, on some pretext or another, as we wouldn't wish too many fingers in our pie."
He just stood there, feeling sick. "Well?" she urged. "Can we consider ourselves in company?"
Somehow, he turned from her and got out the door. As he walked away along Harmony Street, a cold sheen of moisture on his face, he heard the woman calling him from her doorway: "Mr. Corbett? Mr. Corbett?"
And louder and more shrill: "Mr. Corbett?"
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PAST THE HOUSE of deceased Nicholas Paine he went, past Van Gundy's tavern where the revelers made merry, past Dr. Shields's infirmary and the squalid house of Edward Winston. Matthew walked on, his head bowed and the half-loaf of fennel-seed bread in his hand, the night sky above him a field of stars and, in his mind, darkness heavy and unyielding.
He turned left onto Truth Street. Further along, the blackened ruins of Johnstone's schoolhouse secured his attention. It was a testament to the power of the infernal fire as well as a testament to the power of infernal men. He recalled how Johnstone had raged in helpless anguish that night, as the flames had burned unchecked. The schoolmaster might be bizarre—with his white face powder and his deformed knee—but it was a surety that the man had felt his teaching was a vital calling, and that the loss of the schoolhouse was a terrible tragedy. Matthew might have had his suspicions about Johnstone, but the fact that the man believed Rachel not to be a witch—and, indeed, that the entire assertion of witchcraft was built on shaky ground—gave Matthew hope for the future of education.
He went on, nearer to where he had known he was going. And there the gaolhouse stood. He didn't hesitate, but quietly entered the darkened structure.
Though he endeavored to be quiet, his opening of the door nevertheless startled Rachel. He heard her move on her pallet of straw, as if drawing herself more tightly into a posture of self-protection. It occurred to him that, with the door still unchained, anyone might enter to taunt and jeer at her, though most persons would certainly be afeared to do so. One who would not be afeared, however, would be Preacher Jerusalem, and he imagined the snake must have made an appearance or two when no other witnesses were present.
"Rachel, it's me, " he said. Before she could answer or protest his presence, he said, "I know you've wished me not to come, and I do respect your wishes... but I wanted to tell you I am still working on your... um... your situation. I can't yet tell you what I've found, but I believe I have made some progress." He approached her cell a few more paces before he stopped again. "That is not to say I've come to any kind of solution, or have proof of such, but I wished you to know I have you always in mind and that I won't give up. Oh... and I've also brought you some very excellent fennel-seed bread."
Matthew went the rest of the way and pushed the bread through the bars. In the absolute dark, he was aware only of her vague shape coming to meet him, like a figure just glimpsed in some partially remembered dream.
Without a word, Rachel took the bread. Then her other hand grasped Matthew's and she clutched it firmly against her cheek. He felt the warm wetness of tears. She made a choked sound, as if she were trying mightily to restrain a sob.
He didn't know what to say. But at this revelation of unexpected emotion his heart bled and his own eyes became damp.
"I... shall keep working, " Matthew promised, his voice husky. "Day and night. If an answer is to be found... I swear I will find it."
Her response was to press her lips against the back of his hand, and then she held it once more to her tear-stained cheek. They stood in that posture. Rachel clutched to him as if she wanted nothing else in the world at that moment but the warmth—the care—of another human being. He wished to take his other hand and touch her face, but instead he curled his fingers around one of the iron bars between them.
"Thank you, " she whispered. And then, perhaps overcoming with an effort of will her momentary weakness, she let go of his hand and took the bread with her back to her place in the straw.
To stay longer would be hurtful both to himself and her, for in his case it would make leaving all the more painful. He had wished her to know she was not forgotten, and that had certainly been accomplished. So he took his leave and presently was walking westward along Truth Street, his face downcast and his brow freighted with thought.
Love.
It came to him not as a stunning blow, but as a soft shadow.
Love. What was it, really? The desire to possess someone, or the desire to free them?
Matthew didn't believe he had ever been in love before. In fact, he knew he had not been. Therefore, since he had no experience, he was at a loss to clearly examine the emotion within him. It was an emotion, perhaps, that defied examination and could not be shaped to fit into any foursquare box of reason. Because of that, there was something frightening about it... something wild and uncontrollable, something that would not be constrained by logic.
He felt, though, that if love was the desire to possess someone, it was in reality the poor substance of self-love. It seemed to him that a greater, truer love was the desire to open a cage—be it made of iron bars or the bones of tormented injustice—and set the nightbird free.
He wasn't sure what he was thinking, or why he was thinking it. On the subjects of the Latin and French languages, English history, and legal precedents he was comfortable with his accumulated knowledge, but on this strange subject of love he was a total imbecile. And, he was sure the magistrate would say, also a misguided youth in danger of God's displeasure.
Matthew was here. So was Rachel. Satan had made a recent fictitious appearance and certainly dwelled in both the lust of Exodus Jerusalem and the depraved soul of the man who worked the poppet strings.
But where was God, in all this?
If God intended to show displeasure, it seemed to Matthew that He ought to take a little responsibility first.
Matthew was aware that these thoughts might spear his head with lightning on a cloudless night, but the paradox of Man was the fact that one might have been made in the image of God, yet it was often the most devilish of ideas that gave action and purpose to the human breed.
He returned to Bidwell's mansion, where he learned from Mrs. Nettles that the master had not yet returned from his present task. However, Dr. Shields had just left after giving Woodward a third dose of the medicine, and currently the magistrate was soundly asleep. Matthew chose a book from the library— the tome on English plays and dramatists, so that he might better acquaint himself with the craft of the maskers—and went upstairs. After looking in on Woodward to verify that he was indeed sleeping but breathing regularly, Matthew then retired to his bedchamber to rest, read, think, and await the passage of time.
In spite of what had been a very trying day, and the fact that the image of Paine's butchered corpse was still gruesomely fresh in his mind, Matthew was able to find short periods of sleep. At an hour he judged to be past midnight, he relit the lantern he had blown out upon lying down and took it with him into the hallway.
Though it was certainly late, there was still activity in the house. Bidwell's voice could be heard—muffled but insistent— coming from the upstairs study. Matthew paused outside the door, to hear who was in there with him, and caught Winston's strained reply. Paine's name was mentioned. Matthew thought it best he not be a party to the burial plans, even through the thickness of a door, and so he went on his way down the stairs, descending quietly.
A check of the mantel clock in the parlor showed the time to be thirty-eight minutes after midnight. He entered the library and unlatched the shutters so that if the door was later locked from the inside he might still gain admittance without ringing for Mrs. Nettles. Then he set off for the spring, the lantern held low at his side.
On the eastern bank, Matthew set the lamp on the ground next to a large water oak and removed his shoes, stockings, and shirt. The night was warm, but a foot slid into the water gave him a cold shock. It was going to take a sturdy measure of fortitude just to enter that pond, much less go swimming about underwater in the dark.
But that was what he had come to do, and so be it. If he could find even a portion of what he suspected might be hidden down there, he would have made great progress in solving the riddle of the surveyor's visit.
He eased into the shallows, the cold water stealing his breath. A touch of that fount's kindness upon his groin, and his stones became as true rocks. He stood in water up to his waist for a moment, his feet in the soft mud below, as he steeled himself for further immersion. Presently, though, he did become acclimated to the water and he reasoned that if turtles and frogs could accept it, then so could he. The next challenge was going ahead and sliding the rest of the way down, which he did with clenched teeth.
He moved away from the bank. Instantly he felt the bottom angling away under his feet. Three more strides, and he was up to his neck. Then two more... and suddenly he was treading water. Well, he thought. The time had come.
He drew a breath, held it, and submerged.
In the darkness he felt his way along the sloping bottom, his fingers gripping into the mud. As he went deeper, he was aware of the thump of his own heartbeat and the gurgle of bubbles leaving his mouth. Still the bottom continued to slope downward at perhaps an angle of thirty degrees. His hands found the edges of rocks protruding from the mud, and the soft matting of moss-like grass. Then his lungs became insistent, and he had to return to the surface to fill them.
Again he dove under. Deeper he went this time, his arms and legs propelling his progress. A pressure clamped hold of his face and began to increase as he groped his way down. On this descent he was aware of a current pulling at him from what seemed to be the northwestern quadrant of the fount. He had time to close his fists in the mud, and then he had to rise once more.
When he reached the surface, he trod water and squeezed the mud between his fingers. There was nothing but finely grained terra liquum. He took another breath, held it, and went down a third time.
As Matthew descended what he estimated to be more than twenty feet, he again felt the insistent pull of a definite current, stronger as he swam deeper. He reached into the sloping mud. His fingers found a flat rock—which suddenly came to life and shot away underneath him, the surprise bringing a burst of bubbles from his mouth and causing him to instantly rise.
On the surface he had to pause to steady his nerves before he dove again, though he should have expected to disturb turtles. A fourth descent allowed him to gather up two more fistfuls of mud, but in the muck was not a trace of gold or silver coinage.
He resolved on the fifth dive to stay down and search through the mud as long as possible. He filled his lungs and descended, his body beginning to protest such exertion and his mind beginning to recoil from the secrets of the dark. But he did grip several handfuls and sift through them, again without success.
After the eighth dive, Matthew came to the conclusion that he was simply muddying the water. His lungs were burning and his head felt dangerously clouded. If indeed there was a bounty of gold and silver coins down there, they existed only in a realm known by the turtles. Of course, Matthew had realized that a pirate's treasure vault would be no vault at all if just anyone—particularly a land creature like himself—could swim down and retrieve it. He had never entertained the illusion that he could— or cared to—reach the fount's deepest point, which he recalled Bidwell saying was some forty feet, but he'd hoped he might find an errant coin. He imagined the retrieval process would involve several skilled divers, the kind of men who were useful at scraping mollusks from the bottoms of ships while still at sea. The process might also demand the use of hooks and chains, a dense netting and a lever device, depending on how much treasure was hidden.
He had surfaced from this final dive near the center of the spring, and so he began the swim back to the shallows. He was intrigued by the current he'd felt below the level of fifteen feet or thereabouts. It had strengthened as he'd gone deeper, and Matthew wondered at the ferocity of its embrace at the forty-foot depth. Water was definitely flowing down there at the command of some unknown natural mechanism.
In another moment his feet found the mud, and he was able to stand. He waded toward the bank and the tree beside which he'd left his clothes and the lantern.
And that was when he realized his lamp was no longer there.
Instantly a bell of alarm clanged in his mind. He stood in the waist-deep water, scanning the bank for any sign of an intruder.
Then a figure stepped out from behind the tree. In each hand was a lantern, but they were held low so Matthew couldn't see the face.
"Who's there?" Matthew said, trying mightily to keep his speech from shivering as much as his body was beginning to.
The figure had a voice: "Would you care to tell me what you're up to?"
"I am swimming, Mr. Winston." Matthew continued wading toward the bank. "Is that not apparent?"
"Yes, it's apparent. My question remains valid, however."
Matthew had only a few seconds to construct a reply, so he gave it his best dash of pepper. "If you knew anything of health, " he said, "which obviously you do not, because of your living habits, you would appreciate the benefit to the heart of a nocturnal swim."
"Oh, of course! Shall I fetch a wagon to help load this manure?"
"I'm sure Dr. Shields would be glad to inform you of the benefit." Matthew left the water and, dripping, approached Winston. He took the lantern that Winston offered. "I often swim at night in Charles Town, " he plowed on, deepening the furrow.
"Do tell."
"I am telling." Matthew leaned down to pick up his shirt and blot the moisture from his face. He closed his eyes in so doing. When he opened them he realized that one of his shoes—which had both been on the ground when he'd picked up the shirt— was now missing. At the same instant he registered that Winston had taken a position behind him.
"Mr. Winston?" Matthew said, quietly but clearly. "You don't really wish to do what you're considering." From Winston there was no word or sound.
Matthew suspected that if a blow from the stout wooden heel was going to come, it would be delivered to his skull as he turned toward the other man. "Your disloyalty to your master need not deform itself into murder." Matthew blotted water from his chest and shoulders with a casual air, but inwardly he was an arrow choosing his direction of flight. "The residents might find a victim of drowning on the morrow... but you will know what you've done. I don't believe you to be capable of such an act." He swallowed, his heart pounding through his chest, and took the risk of looking at Winston. No blow fell. "I am not the reason for your predicament, " Matthew said. "May I please have my shoe?"
Winston sighed heavily, his head lowered, and held out his hand with the shoe in it. Matthew noted that it was offered heel-first. "You are not a killer, sir, " Matthew said, after he'd accepted the shoe. "If you'd really wished to bash my head in, you never would have signalled your presence by moving the lantern. May I ask how come you to be here?"
"I... just left a meeting with Bidwell. He wants me to take care of disposing of Paine's corpse."
"So you came to consider the fount? I wouldn't. You might weigh the corpse down well enough, but the water supply would surely be contaminated. Unless... that's what you intend." Matthew had put on his shirt and was buttoning it.
"No, that's not my intention, though I had considered the fount for that purpose. I might wish the town to die, but I don't wish to cause the deaths of any citizens."
"A correction, " Matthew said. "You wish not to bear the blame for the death of Fount Royal. Also, you wish to improve your financial and business standing with Mr. Bidwell. Yes?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Well, you're aware then that you have Mr. Bidwell stretched over a very large barrel now, don't you?" Winston frowned. "What?"
"You and he share important knowledge he would rather not have revealed to his citizens. If I were in your position, I would make the most of it. You're adept at drawing up contracts, are you not?"
"I am."
"Then simply contract between yourself and Mr. Bidwell the task of corpse disposal. Write into it whatever you please and negotiate, realizing of course that you will most likely not get everything you feel you deserve. But I'd venture your style of living would find some improvement. And with Bidwell's signature on a contract of such... delicate nature, you need never fear losing your position with his company. In fact, you might find yourself promoted. Where is the body now? Still at the house?"
"Yes. Hidden under the pallet. Bidwell wept and moaned such that I... had to help him place it there."
"That was your first opportunity to negotiate terms. I hope you won't miss the next one." Matthew sat down in the grass to put on his stockings.
"Bidwell will never sign any contract that implicates him in hiding evidence of a murder!"
"Not gladly, no. But he will sign, Mr. Winston. Particularly if he understands that you—his trusted business manager—will take care of the problem without bringing anyone else into it.
That's his greatest concern. He'll also sign when you make him understand—firmly but diplomatically, I hope—that the task will not and cannot be done without your doing it. You might emphasize that the contract with his signature upon it is a formality for your legal protection."
"Yes, that would make sense. But he'll know I might use the contract as future leverage against him!"
"Of course he will. As I said, I doubt if you'll find yourself without a position at Bidwell's firm anytime soon. He might even send you back to England on one of his ships, if that's what you want." The job of putting on his stockings and shoes done, Matthew stood up. "What do you want, Mr. Winston?"
"More money, " Winston said. He took a moment to think. "And a fair shake. I should be rewarded for my good work. And I ought to get credit for the business decisions I've made that have helped pad Bidwell's pockets."
"What?" Matthew raised his eyebrows. "No mansion or statue?"
"I am a realistic man, sir. I might only push Bidwell so far."
"Oh, I think you should at least try for the mansion. If you'll excuse me now?"
"Wait!" Winston said when Matthew started to walk away. "What do you suggest I do with Paine's corpse?"
"Actually, I have no suggestion and I don't care to know what you do, " Matthew replied. "My only thought is... the dirt beneath Paine's floor is the same dirt that fills the cemetery graves. I know you have a Bible and consider yourself a Christian."
"Yes, that is right. Oh... one more thing, " Winston added before Matthew could turn to leave. "How are we to explain Paine's disappearance? And what shall we do to find his killer?"
"The explanation is your decision. About finding his killer... from what I understand, Paine dabbled with other men's wives. I'd think he had more than his share of enemies. But I am not a magistrate, sir. It is Mr. Bidwell's responsibility, as the mayor of this town, to file the case. Until then..." Matthew shrugged. "Good night."
"Good night, " Winston said as Matthew departed. "And good swimming to you."
Matthew went directly to Bidwell's house, to the library shutters he'd unlatched, opened them, and put the lantern on the sill. Then he carefully pulled himself up through the window, taking care not to overturn the chess set on his entry. Matthew took the lantern and went upstairs to bed, disappointed that no evidence of a pirate's hoard had been found but hopeful that tomorrow—or later today, as the fact was—might show him some path through the maze of questions that confronted him.
When the rooster choir of Friday's sunrise sounded, Matthew awakened with the fading impression of a dream but one very clear image remaining in his memory: that of John Goode, talking about the coins he'd discovered and saying May's got it in her mind we're gon' run to the Florida country.
He rose from bed and looked out the window at the red sun on the eastern horizon. A few clouds had appeared, but they were neither dark nor pregnant with rain. They moved like stately galleons across the purple sky.
The Florida country, he thought. A Spanish realm, the link to the great—though English-despised—cities of Madrid and Barcelona. The link, also, to Rachel's Portuguese homeland.
He recalled Shawcombe's voice saying You know them Spaniards are sittin' down there in the Florida country, not seventy leagues from here. They got spies all in the colonies, spreadin' the word that any black crow who flies from his master and gets to the Florida country can be a free man. You ever heard such a thing? Them Spaniards are promisin' the same thing to criminals, murderers, every like of John Badseed.
Seventy leagues, Matthew thought. Roughly two hundred miles. And not simply a two-hundred-mile jaunt, either. What of wild animals and wild Indians? Water would be no hardship, but what of food? What of shelter, if the heavens opened their floodgates again? Such a journey would make his and the magistrate's muddy trek from Shawcombe's tavern seem an afternoon's idyll.
But evidently others had made the journey and survived, and from much greater distances than two hundred miles. May was an elderly woman, and she had no qualms about going. Then again, it was her last hope of freedom.
Her last hope.
Matthew turned away from the window, walked to the basin of water atop his dresser, and liberally splashed his face. He wasn't sure what he'd been thinking, but—whatever it may have been—it was the most illogical, insane thought he'd ever had. He was surely no outdoorsman or leatherstocking, and also he was proud to be a British subject. So he might dismiss from his mind all traces of such errant and unwise consideration.
He shaved, put on his clothes, and crossed the hallway to look in on the magistrate. Dr. Shields's latest potion was evidently quite powerful, as Woodward still dwelled in the land of Nod. A touch of the magistrate's bare arm, however, gave Matthew reason for great joy: sometime during the night, Woodward's fever had broken.
At breakfast Matthew sat alone. He ate a dish of stirred eggs and ham, washed down with a strong cup of tea. Then he was out the door on a mission of resolve: to confront the ratcatcher in his well-ordered nest.
The morning was pleasantly warm and sunny, though a number of white-bellied clouds paraded across the sky. On Industry Street, Matthew hurried past Exodus Jerusalem's camp but neither the preacher nor his relations were in evidence. He soon came to the field where the maskers had made their camp, near the Hamilton house. Several of the thespians were sitting around a fire over which a trio of cooking pots hung. Matthew saw a burly, Falstaffian fellow smoking a churchwarden pipe while conversing with emphatic gestures to two other colleagues. A woman of equal if not greater girth was busy with needle and thread, darning a red-feathered hat, and a more slender female was at work polishing boots. Matthew knew little about the craft of acting, though he did know that all thespians were male and therefore the two women must be wives who travelled with the troupe.
"Good day, young man!" one of the actors called to him, with a lift of the hand.
"Good day to you!" Matthew answered, nodding.
In another few minutes Matthew entered the somber area of deformed orchards. It was fitting, then, that this was the locale chosen for Rachel's burning, as the justice such a travesty represented was surely misshapen. He looked at a barren brown field upon which had been erected the freshly axed execution stake. At its base, ringed by rocks, was a large firemound of pinewood timbers and pineknots. About twenty yards away from it stood another pile of wood. The field had been chosen to accommodate the festive citizens and to be certain no errant sparks could reach a roof.
At first light on Monday morning Rachel would be brought here by wagon and secured to the stake. Some kind of repugnant ceremony would take place, with Bidwell as its host. Then, after the crowd's flame had been sufficiently bellowed, torches would be laid to the firemound. More fuel would be brought over from the woodpile, to keep the temperature at a searing degree. Matthew had never witnessed an execution by burning, but he reasoned it must be a slow, messy, and excruciating business. Rachel's hair and clothes might be set aflame and her flesh roasted, but if the temperature wasn't infernal enough the real burning would take hours. It would be an all-day thing, anyway, for Matthew suspected that even a raging fire had difficulty gnawing a human body to the bones.
At what point Rachel would lose consciousness, he didn't know. Even though she wished to die with dignity and might have readied herself for the ordeal as much as humanly possible, her screams would be heard from one wall of Fount Royal to the other. It was likely Rachel would perish of asphyxiation before the fire cooked her. If she had her senses about her, she might hurry death by breathing in the flames and copious smoke. But who at that agonizing moment could do anything but wail in torment and thrash at their bonds?
Matthew assumed the fire would be kept burning throughout the night, and the citizens encouraged to witness as the witch shrank away to a grisly shade of her former self. The execution stake would dwindle too, but would be kept watered to delay its disappearance. On Tuesday morning, when there was nothing left but ashes and blackened bones, someone—Seth Hazelton, possibly—might come with a mallet to smash the skull and break the burnt skeleton into smaller fragments. It was then that Matthew could envision the swooping down of Lucretia Vaughan—armed with as many buckets, bottles, and containers as she might load upon a wagon—eager to scoop up ashes and bits of bone to sell as charms against evil. It occurred to him that her intelligence and rapacity might encourage her to enter an unholy alliance with Bidwell and Preacher Jerusalem, the former to finance and package this abomination and the latter to hawk it in towns and villages up and down the seaboard.
He had to banish such thoughts, ere they sapped the strength of his belief that an answer could be found before that awful Monday dawn.
He continued westward along Industry. Presently he saw a wisp of white smoke curling from the chimney of Linch's house. The lord of rodents was cooking his breakfast.
The shutters were wide open. Obviously Linch wasn't expecting any visitors. Matthew walked to the door, under the hanging rat skeletons, and knocked without hesitation.
A few seconds passed. Then, suddenly, the shutters of the window nearest the door were drawn closed—not hastily or loudly, but rather with quiet purpose. Matthew knocked again, with a sterner fist.
"Who is it?" came Linch's wary voice.
Matthew smiled thinly, realizing that Linch might just as easily have looked out the window to see. "Matthew Corbett. May I speak with you?"
"I'm eatin' my breakfast. Don't care for no mornin' chat."
"It should just take a minute."
"Ain't got a minute. Go 'way."
"Mr. Linch, " Matthew said, "I do need to speak with you. If not now, then I'll have to persist."
"Persist all you please. I don't give a damn." There was the sound of footsteps walking away from the door. The shutters of a second window were pulled closed, followed by the shutters of a third. Then the final window was sealed with a contemptuous thump.
Matthew knew there was one sure way to make Linch open the door, though it was also surely a risk. He decided to take it.
"Mr. Linch?" Matthew said, standing close to the door. "What interests you so much about the Egyptian culture?"
A pot clattered to the floor within.
Matthew stepped away from the door several paces. He waited, his hands clasped behind his back. A latch was thrown with violent force. But the door was not fairly ripped from its hinges in being opened, as Matthew had expected. Instead, there was a pause.
Control, Matthew thought. Control is Linch's religion, and he's praying to his god. The door was opened. Slowly.
But just a crack. "Egyptian culture? What're you blatherin' about, boy?"
"You know what I mean. The book in your desk."
Again, a pause. Something about it this time was ominous.
"Ohhhhh, it was you come in my house and gone through my things, eh?" Now the door opened wider, and Linch's clean but unshaven face peered out. His pale, icy gray eyes were aimed at Matthew with the power of weapons, his teeth bared in a grin. "I found your shoemud on my floor. You didn't shut my trunk firm enough, either. Have to be blind not to see it was open a quarter-inch."
"You're very observant, aren't you? Does that come from catching rats?"
"It does. I see, though, I let a whorin' mother's two-legged rat creep in and nibble my cheese."
"Interesting cheese, too, " Matthew said, maintaining his distance from the door. "I would never have imagined you... how shall I say this?... lived in such virtuous order, from the wreck you've allowed the exterior of your house to become. I also would never have imagined you to be a scholar of ancient Egypt."
"There is a law, " Linch said, his grin still fixed and his eyes still aimed, "against enterin' a man's house without bein' invited. I believe in this town it's ten lashes. You care to tell Bidwell, or you want me to?"
"Ten lashes." Matthew frowned and shook his head. "I would surely hate to suffer ten lashes, Mr. Linch."
"Fifteen, if I can prove you thieved any thin'. And you know what? I might just be missin' a..."
"Sapphire brooch?" Matthew interrupted. "No, that's in the drawer where I left it." He offered Linch a tight smile.
The ratcatcher's expression did not change, though there might have been a slight narrowing of the eyes. "You're a cocksure bastard, ain't you? But you're good. I'll grant you that. You knotted the twine back well enough to fool me... and I ain't fooled very often."
"Oh, I think it's you who does the fooling, Mr. Linch. What is this masquerade about?"
"Masquerade? You're talkin' riddles, boy!"
"Now you just said an interesting word, Mr. Linch. You yourself are a riddle, and one I mean to solve. Why is it that you present yourself to the town as being... and let us be plainspoken here... a roughhewn and filthy dolt, when you actually are a man of literacy and good order? Meticulous order, I might say. And need I add the point of your obvious financial status, if indeed that brooch belongs to you?"
From Linch there was not a word nor a trace of reaction but Matthew could tell from the glint of his extraordinary eyes that the man's mind was working, grinding these words into a fine dust to be weighed and measured.
"I suspect that even your harborfront accent is shammed, " Matthew went on. "Is it?"
Linch gave a low, quiet laugh. "Boy, your brainpan has been dented. If I were you, I'd either go get drunk or ask the town quack for a cup of opium."
"You are not who you pretend to be, " Matthew said, defying the man's cutting stare. "Therefore... who are you?"
Linch paused, thinking about it. Then he licked his lower lip and said, "Come on in and we'll have us a talk."
"No, thank you. I do enjoy the sun's warmth. Oh... I also spoke to one of the maskers as I passed their camp. If I were to... suffer an accident, say... I'm sure the man would recall I'd been walking in this direction."
"Suffer an accident? What foolishness are you prattlin'? No, come on in and I'll spell you what you care to know. Come on." Linch hooked a finger at him.
"You may spell me what I care to know right here as well as in there."
"No, I can't. 'Sides, my breakfast is coolin'. Tell you what: I'll open all the shutters and leave the door wide. That suit you?"
"Not really. I have noticed a dearth of neighbors in this vicinity."
"Well, either come in or not, 'cause I'm done with this chat-tin'." He opened the door to its widest possible degree and walked away. Soon afterward, the nearest window was opened, the shutters pushed as far as their hinges would allow. Then the next window was opened, and afterward the third and fourth.
Matthew could see Linch, wearing tan-colored breeches and a loose-fitting gray shirt, busying himself around the hearth. The interior of the house appeared just as painstakingly neat as Matthew had previously seen it. He realized that he'd begun a duel of nerves with the ratcatcher, and this challenge to come into the house was the riposte to his own first slash concerning Linch's interest in Egyptian culture.
Linch stirred something in a skillet and added what might have been spices from a jar. Then, seemingly unconcerned with Matthew, he fetched a wooden plate and spooned food onto it.
Matthew watched as Linch sat down at his desk, placed the plate before him, and began to eat with a display of mannered restraint. Matthew knew nothing was to be gained by standing out here, yet he feared entering the ratcatcher's house even with the door and every window open wide. Still... the challenge had been given, and must be accepted.
Slowly and cautiously, he advanced first to the doorway, where he paused to gauge Linch's reaction. The ratcatcher kept eating what looked to be a mixture of eggs, sausage, and potatoes all cooked together. Then, even more cautiously, Matthew walked into the house but stopped with the threshold less than an arm's length behind him.
Linch continued to eat, using a brown napkin to occasionally wipe his mouth. "You have the manners of a gentleman, " Matthew said.
"My mother raised me right, " came the reply. "You won't find me stealin' into private houses and goin' through people's belonging."
"I presume you have an explanation for the book? And the brooch as well?"
"I do." Linch looked out the window that his desk stood before. "But why should I explain anythin' to you? It's my business."
"That's true enough. On the other hand, can't you understand how... uh... strange this appears?"
"Strange is one of them things in the eye of the beholder now, ain't it?" He put his spoon and knife down and turned his chair a few inches so that he was facing Matthew more directly. The movement made Matthew back away apace. Linch grinned. "I scare you, do I?"
"Yes, you do."
"Well, why should you be scared of me? What have I ever done to you, 'cept save your ass from bein' et up by rats there in the gaol?"
"You've done nothing to me, " Matthew admitted. He was ready to deliver the next slash. "I just wonder what you may have done to Violet Adams."
To his credit—and his iron nerves—Linch only exhibited a slight frown. "Who?"
"Violet Adams. Surely you know the child and her family."
"I do They live up the street. Cleaned some rats out for 'em not too long ago. Now what am I supposed to have done to that little girl? Pulled her dress up and poked her twat?"
"No, nothing so crude... or so obvious, " Matthew said. "But I have reason to believe that you may have—"
Linch suddenly stood up and Matthew almost jumped out the door.
"Don't piss your breeches, " Linch said, picking up his empty plate. "I'm gettin' another helpin'. You'll pardon me if I don't offer you none?"
Linch went to the hearth, spooned some more of the breakfast onto his plate, and came back to his chair. When he sat down, he turned the chair a few more inches toward Matthew so that now they almost directly faced each other. A stream of sunlight lay across Linch's chest. "Go on, " he said as he ate, the plate in his lap. "You were sayin'?"
"Uh... yes. I was saying... I have reason to believe you may have defiled Violet Adams in a way other than physical."
"What other way is there?"
"Mental defilement, " Matthew answered. Linch stopped chewing. Only for a space of perhaps two heartbeats, however. Then Linch was eating once more, staring at the pattern of sunlight on the floorboards between them.
Matthew's sword was aimed. It was time to strike for the heart, and see what color blood spurted out. "I believe you created a fiction in the child's mind that she had an audience with Satan in the Hamilton house. I believe you've had a hand in creating such a fiction in many people hereabouts, including Jeremiah Buckner and Elias Garrick. And that you planted the poppets under Rachel Howarth's floor and caused Cara Grunewald to have a 'vision' that led to their discovery."
Linch continued to eat his breakfast without haste, as if these damning words had never been uttered. When he spoke, however, his voice was... somehow changed, though Matthew couldn't quite explain its difference other than a subtle shift to a lower pitch.
"And just how am I supposed to have done such a thing?"
"I have no idea, " Matthew said. "Unless you're a warlock, and you've learned sorcery at the Devil's knee."
Linch laughed heartily and put his plate aside. "Oh, that's rich indeed! Me a warlock! Oh, yes! Shall I shoot a fireball up your arse for you?"
"That's not necessary. If you wish to begin refuting my theory by explaining your masquerade, you may proceed."
Linch's smile faded. "And if I don't, you'll have me burnin' at the stake in place of your wench? Listen to me, boy: when you go see Dr. Shields, ask for a whole keg of opium."
"I'm sure Mr. Bidwell's curiosity about you will be fired just as mine was, " Matthew said calmly. "Particularly after I tell him about the book and the brooch."
"You mean you haven't already?" Linch gave a faint, sinister smile.
"No. Mind you, the maskers saw me pass their camp."
"The maskers!" Linch laughed again. "Maskers have less sense than rats, boy! They pay attention to no details but lookin' at their own damned faces in mirrors!"
This had been said with contemptuous ferocity... and suddenly Matthew knew.
"Ahhhhh, " he said. "Of course. You are a professional actor, aren't you?"
"I've already told you I spent some time with a circus, " Linch said smoothly. "My act with trained rats. I had some dealin's with actors, much to my sorrow. I say to Hell with the whole lyin', stealin' breed. But look here." He opened the drawer and brought out the Egyptian tome and the wallet that hid the sapphire brooch. Linch placed both objects on the desktop, then removed the twine-tied brown cotton cloth from the wallet and began to untie it with nimble fingers. "I expect I should give you some kind of explanation, such as it is."
"It would be much appreciated." And very intriguing to see what Linch came up with, Matthew thought.
"The truth is... that I am more learned than I let on. But I ain't shammin' the accent. I was born on the breast of the Thames, and I'm proud of it." Linch had undone the twine, and now he opened the cloth and picked up the sapphire brooch between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. He held it in the stream of sunlight, inspecting it with his pale, intense eyes. "This belonged to my mother, God rest her lovin' soul. Yes, it's worth a good piece of coin but I'd never part with it. Never. It's the only thing I've got to remember her by." He turned the brooch slightly, and light glinted from its golden edge into Matthew's face. "It's a thing of beauty, ain't it? So beautiful. Like she was. So, so beautiful." Again, the brooch was turned and again a glint of light struck Matthew's eyes.
Linch's voice had almost imperceptibly softened. "I'd never part with it. Not for any amount of money. So beautiful. So very, very beautiful."
The brooch turned... the light glinted...
"Never. For any amount of money. You see how it shines? So, so beautiful. Like she was. So, so beautiful."
The brooch... the light... the brooch... the light...
Matthew stared at the golden glint. Linch had begun to angle the brooch slowly in and out of the sun's stream, in a regular—and transfixing—pattern.
"Yes, " Matthew said. "Beautiful." With a surprising amount of difficulty, he pulled his gaze away from the brooch. "I want to know about the book."
"Ahhhh, the book!" Linch slowly raised the index finger of his left hand, which again secured Matthew's attention. Linch made a small circle in the air with that finger, then slid it down to the brooch. Matthew's eyes followed its smooth descent, and suddenly he was staring once more at the light... the brooch... the light... the brooch...
"The book, " Linch repeated softly. "The book, the book, the book."
"Yes, the book, " Matthew said, and just as he attempted to pull his gaze again from the brooch Linch held it motionless in the light for perhaps three seconds. The lack of movement now seemed as strangely compelling as the motion. Linch then began to move the brooch in and out of the light in a slow clockwise direction.
"The book." This was peculiar, Matthew thought. His voice sounded hollow, as if he were hearing himself speak from the distance of another room. "Why..." The brooch... the light... the brooch... the light. "Why Egyptian culture?"
"Fascinating, " Linch said. "I find the Egyptian culture fascinating."
The brooch... the light...
"Fascinating, " Linch said again, and now he too seemed to be speaking from a distance. "How they... forged an empire... from shifting sand. Shifting sand... all about... shifting sand... flowing... softly, softly..."
"What?" Matthew whispered. The brooch... the light... the brooch...
"Shifting... shifting sand, " Linch said.
... the light...
"Listen, Matthew. Listen."
Matthew was listening. It seemed to him that the room around him had become darkened, and the only glint of illumination came from that brooch in Linch's hand. He could hear no sound but Linch's low, sonorous voice, and he found himself waiting for the next word to be spoken.
"Listen... Matthew... the shifting sand... shifting... so so beautiful..."
The voice seemed to be whispering right in his ear. No, no: Linch was closer than that. Closer...
... the brooch... the light... the brooch... Closer.
"Listen, " came the hushed command, in a voice that Matthew now hardly recognized. "Listen... to the silence."
... the light... the shifting shifting sand... the brooch... the so so beautiful light...
"Listen, Matthew. To the silence. Every. Thing. Silent. Every. Thing. So so beautiful. The shifting shifting sand. Silent, silent. The town... silent. As if... the whole world... holds its breath..."
"Uh!" Matthew said; it was the panicked sound of a drowning swimmer, searching for air. His mouth opened wider... he heard himself gasp... a terrible noise...
"Silent, silent, " Linch was saying, in a hushed, slow singsong voice. "Every. Thing. Silent. Every. Till—"
"No!" Matthew took a backward step and collided with the doorframe. He jerked his eyes away from the glinting brooch, though Linch continued to turn it in and out of the sunlight. "No! You're not... going to..."
"What, Matthew?" Linch smiled, his eyes piercing through Matthew's skull to his very mind. "Not going to what?" He stood up from his chair... slowly... smoothly... like shifting shifting sand...
Matthew felt terror bloom within him unlike anything he'd ever experienced. His legs seemed weighted in iron boots. Linch was coming toward him, reaching out to grasp his arm in what seemed a strange slow-motion travesty of time. Matthew could not look away from Linch's eyes; they were the center of the whole world, and everything else was silent... silent...
He was aware that Linch's fingers were about to take hold of his sleeve.
With all the effort of will he could summon, Matthew shouted, "No!" into Linch's face. Linch blinked. His hand faltered, for perhaps a fraction of a second.
It was enough.
Matthew turned and fled from the house. Fled, though his eyes felt bloodshot and swollen. Fled though his legs were heavy and his throat as dry as shifting sand. Fled with silence thundering in his ears, and his lungs gasping for breath that had seemed stolen away from him only a few seconds before.
He fled along Industry Street, the warm sunlight thawing the freeze that had tightened his muscles and bones. He dared not look back. Dared not look back. Dared not.
But as he ran, putting precious distance between himself and that soft trap he had nearly been snared by, he realized the enormity and strange power of the force that Linch wielded. Such a thing was unnatural... monstrous... such a thing was shifting sand... shifting... sorcery and must be silent silent of the very Devil himself.
It was in his head. He couldn't get it out, and that further terrified him because the contamination of his mind—his most dependable resource—was utterly unthinkable.
He ran and ran, sweat on his face, and his lungs heaving.
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MATTHEW SAT, shivering in the sunlight, in the grass beside the spring.
It had been a half hour since he'd fled Linch's house, and still he suffered the effects of their encounter. He felt tired and sluggish, yet frightened to the very core of his being. Matthew thought—and thinking seemed more of an effort than ever in his life—that Linch had done to his mind what he had done to Linch's dwelling: entered it without permission, poked about, and left a little smear of mud to betray his presence.
Linch had without a doubt been the winner of their duel.
But—also without a doubt—Matthew now knew Linch was the owner of the shadowy hand that could reach into the human mind and create whatever fiction it pleased. Matthew considered himself intelligent and alert; if he had been so affected by the ratcatcher's trancing ability, how simple a task it must have been to overwhelm the more rustic and less mentally agile Buckner, Garrick, and the other targets. And indeed Matthew suspected that the persons in whose minds Linch had planted the scenes of depravity had been carefully chosen because of their receptivity to such manipulation. Linch had obviously had a great deal of experience at this bizarre craft, and most surely he could recognize certain signals that indicated whether a person was a likely candidate for manipulation. Matthew thought that in his own case, Linch had been probing his line of mental defense and had been unsuccessful in breaking the barrier. Linch would probably have never even attempted such a thing if the man hadn't been desperate.
Matthew offered his face to the sun, trying to burn out the last vestiges of shifting sand from the storehouse of memory.
Linch, Matthew believed, had underestimated Violet Adams. The child was more intelligent than her timidity let her appear. Matthew believed that the house in which she described seeing Satan and the white-haired imp was not the Hamilton house, but the house of her own mind. And back there in the dark room was the memory of Linch trancing her. Surely the man had not actually sung that song as he'd done the work, but perhaps the recollection of the event had been locked away from her and so the song—which Violet had heard when Linch had come ratcatching at her house—was an alternate key.
The question was: where and when had Violet been entranced? Matthew thought that if Buckner and Garrick could remember correctly, they might supply the fact that Linch had also come ratcatching—or simply spreading poisoned bait as a "precaution"—to their own houses. Matthew could envision Linch asking either man to step out to the barn to look at evidence of rodent infestation, and then—once away from the sight of wives or other relatives—turning upon them the full power of this strange weapon that both erased reality and constructed a lifelike fiction. What was particularly amazing to Matthew was the fact that the effects of this power might be delayed some length of time; that is, Linch had given some mental command that the fiction not be immediately recollected, but instead recalled several nights later. And the memory of being entranced was erased from the mind altogether... except in the case of Violet Adams, whose mind had begun to sing to her in Linch's voice.
It was the damnedest thing he'd ever heard of. Surely it was some form of sorcery! But it was real and it was here and it was the reason Rachel was going to be burned on Monday morning.
And what could he do about it?
Nothing, it seemed. Oh, he could go to Bidwell and plead his case, but he knew what the result of that would be. Bidwell might arrange shackles for him and put him in a cushioned room where he would be no danger to others or himself. Matthew would fear even mentioning such a theory to the magistrate; even if Woodward were able to hear and respond, he would believe Matthew to be so severely bewitched that the stress might sink him into his grave.
The ratcatcher, it seemed, had done much more than winning a duel. Linch had demonstrated that the war was over and declared himself its absolute and cunning victor.
Matthew drew his knees up to his chin and stared out over the blue water. He had to ask the question that seemed to him the most basic query in existence yet also the most complex: Why?
For what reason would Linch put forth such an effort to paint Rachel as a witch? And why, indeed, was a man of his vile nature even in Fount Royal? Had he murdered Reverend Grove and Daniel Howarth? If Rachel was only a pawn in this strange game—if, for the sake of conjecture, Bidwell was the real target—then why go to such extremes to destroy Fount Royal? Was it possible Linch had been sent from Charles Town to do these dark deeds?
It seemed to Matthew that the jealous watchdogs in Charles Town might encourage the burning of a few empty houses, but they wouldn't stoop so low as to subsidize murder. Then again, who could say what reigned in a man's heart? It would not be the first time that gold coins were spent on a spill of crimson blood.
Matthew narrowed his eyes slightly, watching the surface of the spring ripple with a passing breeze.
Gold coins. Yes. Gold coins. Gold and silver, that is. Of the Spanish stamp.
Taking shape in Matthew's mind was a theory worth chewing on.
Say that, even though he'd found nothing last night, there was indeed a fortune of pirate coins down at the bottom of the fount. Say that somehow Linch—whoever he really was—had learned of its presence, possibly months or even years before he'd arrived on the scene. When Linch got here, he discovered a town surrounding the treasure vault. What, then, could he do to get the coins for himself and himself alone?
The answer: he could create a witch and cause Fount Royal to wither and die.
Perhaps Linch had gone swimming on more than one occasion, late at night, and discovered... Oh, Matthew thought, and the realization was like a punch... discovered not only gold and silver coins... but a sapphire brooch.
What if there was not just coinage in that treasure vault, but also jewelry? Or loose gemstones? If indeed Linch had brought that brooch up from the depths, then the ratcatcher was aware of how necessary it was to clear the town away before a real attempt at salvage could be undertaken.
Yes, Matthew thought. Yes. It was definitely a reason to kill two men and create a witch. But wait... Was it not in Linch's best interest that Rachel not be burned? With the removal of the "witch, " Fount Royal would likely start to grow healthy again. So what was he going to do to make sure the town's decline continued? Create a second witch? That seemed to Matthew to be a task requiring a great deal of risk and months of planning. No, Rachel had been the perfect "witch, " and the more reasonable action would be to somehow capitalize on her death.
Perhaps... with another murder? And who might find himself throat-slashed by the vengeance of "Satan" in a dimly lit room or hallway some evening hence?
Matthew suspected that this time Linch would go for Fount Royal's jugular. Would it be Dr. Shields lying in a pool of blood? Schoolmaster Johnstone? Edward Winston? No. Those three men, though vital, were replaceable in the future of Fount Royal.
The next victim would be Bidwell himself.
Matthew stood up, his flesh in chillbumps. Near him a woman was dipping two buckets while conversing with a man who was filling a keg. Their faces, though lined by their lives of difficult labor, were free from concern; in them was the statement that all was right with Fount Royal... or soon to be right, with the execution of the witch.
Little did they know, Matthew thought. Little did anyone know, except Linch. Especially little did Bidwell know, for as Rachel died writhing in the flames the plan would be set in motion to cut his throat in the same manner as the other victims.
And what could be done about it?
Matthew needed evidence. One sapphire brooch would not do; besides, Matthew was certain Linch would now hide it in a place even a rat couldn't discover. To expose the coins that Goode had found would be beneficial, but would also be a betrayal of Goode's trust. Obviously Linch was the thief who had entered Bidwell's house that night and taken the gold coin from Matthew's room, probably in an effort to ascertain if it was part of the treasure and where it might have come from. That was another question, however: how had an Indian gotten hold of a Spanish coin?
Matthew was feeling more like himself now. He wouldn't return to Linch's house alone for a barrel full of gold coins. But if he could find some piece of evidence that might implicate Linch... some hard proof to show Bidwell...
"There you are! I was just on my way to see you!" That voice, high-pitched and waspish, struck him with fresh dread.
He turned to face Lucretia Vaughan. She was smiling brightly, her hair contained under a stiff white bonnet, and she wore a lilac-colored dress. In her arms was a small basket. "I hoped to find you in good spirits this day!"
"Uh... yes. Good spirits." He was already edging away from her.
"Mr. Corbett, please allow me to present you with a gift! I know... well, I know our dinner last night was difficult for you, and I wished to—"
"It's all right, " Matthew said. "No gift is necessary."
"Oh, but it is! I realized how much you enjoyed your food— in spite of my daughter's display of willful misbehavior—therefore I wished to bake you a pie. I trust you like sweet yams?" She lifted the golden-crusted pie from the basket to show him. It was held in a pie dish of white clay decorated with small red hearts.
"It... truly looks wonderful, " Matthew told her. "But I can't accept it."
"Nonsense! Of course you can! And you may return the dish the next time you come to dinner. Say... Tuesday evening at six o'clock?"
He looked into her eyes and saw there a rather sad combination of voracity and fear. As gently as possible, he said, "Mrs. Vaughan, I can't accept the pie. And I can't accept your invitation to dinner, either."
She just stared at him, her mouth partway open and the pie dish still offered. "It is not in my power to help your daughter, " Matthew continued. "She seems to have her own mind about things, just as you do, and there lies the collision. I regret you have a problem in your household, but I can't solve it for you."
The woman's mouth had opened a little wider.
"Again, thank you for the dinner. I truly did enjoy it, and the company. Now, if you'll excuse—"
"You... ungrateful... young... bastard!" she suddenly hissed, her cheeks flaming red and her eyes half-crazed with anger. '"Do you realize what effort was expended to please you?"
"Uh... well... I'm sorry, but—"
"You're sorry, " she mimicked bitterly. "Sorry! Do you know how much money and time I spent on Cherise's gown? Do you know how I worked over that hearth and cleaned that house for your pleasure? Are you sorry about that, too?"
Matthew noticed that several citizens who'd come to the spring for water were watching. If Lucretia noticed, it made no difference to her because she kept firing cannonades at him. "Oh, but you came in our house and ate your fill, didn't you? You sat there like a lord at feast! You even took bread away with you! And now you're sorry!" Tears of rage—misguided rage, Matthew thought—wet her eyes. "I thought you were a gentleman! Well, you're a right sorry gentleman, aren't you?"
"Mrs. Vaughan, " Matthew said firmly, "I cannot save your daughter from what you perceive as—"
"Who asked you to save anybody, you self-righteous prig? How dare you speak to me as if I'm a milkmaid! I am a person of esteem in this town! Do you hear me? Esteem!"
She was shouting in his face. Matthew said quietly, "Yes, I hear you."
"If I were a man you wouldn't speak to me with such disrespect! Well, damn you! Damn you and Charles Town and damn all you who think you're better than other people!"
"Pardon me, " he said, and began walking toward the mansion.
"Yes, go on and run!" she hollered. "Run back to Charles Town, where your kind belongs! You city dog!" Something in her voice broke, but she forced it back. "Playing in your ludicrous gardens and dancing at your sinful balls! Go on and run!"
Matthew didn't run, but his walking pace was brisk enough. He saw that the window of Bidwell's upstairs study had opened and there was the master himself, looking out upon this unfortunate scene. Bidwell was grinning, and when he realized Matthew had seen him he put his hand to his mouth to hide it.
"Wait, wait!" the brazen woman shouted. "Here, take your pie!"
Matthew looked back in time to see Lucretia Vaughan hurl the pie—dish and all—into the spring. Then she fired a glare at him that might have scorched iron, turned on her heel, and stalked away, her chin lifted high as if she had put the Charles Town draggletail in his fly-blown place.
Matthew entered the mansion and went directly up the stairs to the magistrate's room. Woodward's shutters were closed, but Matthew thought the woman's enraged vocals must have frightened birds back in the swamp. The magistrate, however, still slept on, though he did shift his position to the side as Matthew stood next to his bed.
"Sir?" Matthew said, touching his shoulder. "Sir?"
Woodward's sleep-swollen eyes opened to slits. He struggled to focus. "Matthew?" he whispered.
"Yes, sir."
"Oh... I thought it was you. I had a dream. A crow... shrieking. Gone now."
"Can I get you anything?"
"No. Just... tired... very tired. Dr. Shields was here."
"He was? This morning?"
"Yes. Told me... it was Friday. My days and nights... they run together."
"I can imagine so. You've been very ill."
Woodward swallowed thickly. "That potion... Dr. Shields gives me. It has... a very disagreeable taste. I told him I should... wish some sugar in it on the next drinking."
Here was a reason for hope, Matthew thought. The magistrate was lucid and his senses were returning. "I think the potion is doing you some good, sir."
"My throat still pains me." He put a hand to it. "But I do feel ... somewhat lighter. Tell me... did I dream this, or... did Dr. Shields apply a funnel to my bottom?"
"You had a colonic, " Matthew said. He would long remember the aftermath of that particularly repugnant but necessary procedure. So too would the servant who had to wash out the two chamberpots filled with black, tar-like refusal.
"Ah. Yes... that would explain it. My apologies... to all involved."
"No apologies are necessary, sir. You've comported yourself with extreme grace for the... uh... unpleasantness of your situation." Matthew went to the dresser and got the bowl of fresh water that had been placed there and one of several clean cotton cloths.
"Always... the diplomat, " Woodward whispered. "This potion... does tire me. Matthew... what was done... to my back?"
"The doctor used blister cups." Matthew dipped the cloth into the water bowl.
"Blister cups, " Woodward repeated. "Oh. Yes... I do remember now. Quite painful." He managed a grim smile. "I must have been... knocking at death's door."
"Not nearly so close as that." Matthew wrang out the wet cloth and then began to gently apply the cool cotton to Woodward's still-pallid face. "Let us just say you were on a precarious street. But you're better now, and you're going to continue improving. Of that I'm positive."
"I trust... you are right."
"I am not only right, I am correct, " Matthew said. "The worst part of your illness has been vanquished."
"Tell that... to my throat... and my aching bones. Oh, what a sin it is... to be old."
"Your age has nothing to do with your condition, sir." Matthew pressed the cloth to Woodward's forehead. "You have youth in you yet."
"No... I have too much past behind me." He stared at nothing, his eyes slightly glazed in appearance, as Matthew continued to dampen his face. "I would... give... so much... to be you, son." Matthew's hand may have been interrupted in its motions for only a few fleeting seconds.
"To be you, " Woodward repeated. "And where you are. With the world... ahead of you... and the luxury of time."
"You have much time ahead of you too, sir."
"My arrow... has been shot, " he whispered. "And... where it fell... I do not know. But you... you... are just now drawing back your bow." He released a long, strengthless sigh. "My advice to you... is to aim at a worthy target."
"You will have much further opportunity to help me identify such a target, sir."
Woodward laughed softly, though the act seemed to pain his throat because it ended in a grimace. "I doubt... I can help you... with much anymore, Matthew. It has come... to my attention on this trip... that you have a very able mind of your own. You... are a man, now... with all that manhood entails. The bitter... and the sweet. You have made a good start... at manhood... by standing up for your convictions... even against me."
"You don't begrudge my opinions?"
"I would feel... an utter failure... if you had none, " he answered.
"Thank you, sir, " Matthew said. He finished his application of the cloth and returned it to the water bowl, which he placed atop the dresser again.
"That is not to say, " Woodward added, in as loud and clear a voice as he could summon, "that... we are in agreement. I still say... the woman is your nightbird... intent on delivering you to the dark. But... every man hears a nightbird... of some form or fashion. It is the... struggle to overcome its call that either... creates or destroys a man's soul. You will understand what I mean. Later... after the witch is long silenced."
Matthew stood beside the dresser, his head lowered. He said, "Sir? I need to tell you that—" And then he stopped himself. What was the use of it? The magistrate would never understand. Never. He hardly understood it himself, and he'd experienced Linch's power. No, putting these things into words might rob the magistrate of his improving health, and no good could come of it.
"Tell me what?" Woodward asked.
"That Mr. Bidwell is hosting a dinner tonight, " was the first thing that entered his mind. "The maskers have arrived early, and evidently there's to be a reception to honor them. I... wanted to tell you, in case you heard voices raised in festivity and wished to know why."
"Ah. This Satan-besieged town... could benefit... from voices raised in festivity." Woodward let his eyes close again. "Oh ... I am so tired. Come visit me later... and we shall talk about ... our trip home. A journey... I sincerely look forward to."
"Yes, sir. Sleep well." Matthew left the room.
In his own bedchamber, Matthew settled down in the chair by the window to continue reading the book on English plays. It was not that he was compelled to do so by the subject matter, but because he wished to give his mind a rest from its constant maze-crawl. It was his belief, also, that one might see a large picture only by stepping back from the frame. He'd been reading perhaps ten minutes when there came a knock at his door.
"Young sir?" It was Mrs. Nettles. "I ha' somethin' sent from Mr. Bidwell."
Matthew opened the door and found that the woman had brought a silver tray on which rested a single, beautifully blown glass goblet filled with amber liquid.
"What's this?"
"Mr. Bidwell asked that I open a verra old bottle of rum. He said ta tell you that you deserved a taste of such, after such a foul taste as ye had just recently." She looked at him questioningly. "Bein' a servant, I did nae ask what he meant."
"He's being kind. Thank you." Matthew took the goblet and smelled its contents. From the heady aroma, the liquor promised to send him to the same peaceful Elysium that the magistrate currently inhabited. Though it was quite early for drinking so numbing a friend, Matthew decided to allow himself at least two good swallows.
"I ha' another direction from Mr. Bidwell, " Mrs. Nettles said. "He asks that you take dinner in your room, the kitchen, or at Van Gundy's this eve. He asks me to inform you that your bill at Van Gundy's would be his pleasure."
Matthew realized it was Bidwell's way of telling him he was not invited to the maskers' dinner. Bidwell had no more use for the services of either the magistrate or Matthew, thus out of sight and out of mind. Matthew also suspected that Bidwell was a little wary of allowing him to roam loose at a gathering. "I'll eat at the tavern, " he said.
"Yes sir. May I get you any thin' else?"
"No." As soon as he said it, he reversed his course. "Uh... yes." The unthinkable thing had entered his mind once more, as if bound to determine how strong was his fortress wall between common sense and insanity. "Would you come in for a moment, please?" She entered and he shut the door.
He drank his first swallow of the rum, which lit a conflagration down his throat. Then he walked to the window and stood looking over the slave quarters in the direction of the tidewater swamp.
"I ha' things ta tend, " Mrs. Nettles said.
"Yes. Forgive me for drifting, but... what I need to ask you is..." He paused again, knowing that in the next few seconds he would be walking a thin and highly dangerous rope. "First of all, " he decided to say, "I passed by the field this morning. Where the execution will take place. I saw the stake... the firemound... everything in preparation."
"Yes sir, " she answered, with no emotion whatsoever.
"I know that Rachel Howarth is innocent." Matthew looked directly into Mrs. Nettles's dark, flesh-hooded eyes. "Do you hear me? I know it. I also know who is responsible for the two murders and Rachel's predicament... but I am absolutely unable to prove any of it."
"Are you free to name this person?"
"No. And please understand that my decision is not because I don't trust you, but because telling you would only compound your agony in this situation, as it has mine. Also, there are... circumstances I don't fathom, therefore it's best to speak no names."
"As you wish, sir, " she said, but it was spoken with a broad hint of aggravation.
"Rachel will burn on Monday morning. There is no doubt about that. Unless some extraordinary event occurs between now and then to overturn the magistrate's decree, or some revealing proof comes to light. You may be assured I will continue to shake the bushes for such proof."
"That is all well and good, sir, but what does this ha' to do with me?"
"For you I have a question, " he said. He took his second swallow of rum, and then waited for his eyes to cease watering. Now he had come to the end of the rope, and beyond it lay... what?
He took a deep breath and exhaled it. "Do you know anything of the Florida country?"
Mrs. Nettles gave no visible reaction. "The Florida country, " she repeated.
"That's right. You may be aware that it's Spanish territory? Perhaps two hundred miles from—"
"I do know your meanin'. And yes, for sure I know them Spaniards are down there. I keep up with my currents."
Matthew gazed out the window again, toward the swamp and the sea. "Do you also then know, or have you heard, that the Spanish offer sanctuary to escaped English criminals and English-owned slaves?"
Mrs. Nettles was a moment in replying. "Yes sir, I've heard. From Mr. Bidwell, talkin' at table one eve with Mr. Winston and Mr. Johnstone. A young slave by the name of Morganthus Crispin took flight last year. He and his woman. Mr. Bidwell believed they was goin' to the Florida country."
"Did Mr. Bidwell try to recapture the slaves?"
"He did. Solomon Stiles and two or three others went."
"Were they successful?"
"Successful, " she said, "in findin' the corpses. What was left of 'em. Mr. Bidwell told John Goode somethin' had et 'em, jus' tore 'em up terrible. Likely a burr, is what he said."
"Mr. Bidwell told this to John Goode?" Matthew lifted his eyebrows. "Why? To discourage any of the other slaves from running?"
"Yes sir, I 'spect so."
"Were the corpses brought back? Did you see them?"
"No sir, neither one. They left 'em out there, since there wasn't a value to 'em na' more."
"A value." Matthew said, and grunted. "But tell me this, then: was it possible that the slaves were indeed not killed? Was it possible they were never found, and Bidwell had to invent such a story?"
"I wouldn't know, sir. Of that Mr. Bidwell would nae confide in me."
Matthew nodded. He took a third drink. "Rachel is going to die for crimes she did not commit, because she fits someone's twisted need. And I can't save her. As much as I wish to... as much as I know she is innocent... I can't." Before he could think about it, a fourth swallow of rum had burned down his hatch. "Do you remember saying to me that she needed a champion?"
"I do."
"Well... she needs one now more than ever. Tell me this: have any other slaves but Crispin and his wife fled south? Have any tried to reach the Florida country, been caught and returned?"
Her mouth slowly opened. "My Lord, " she said softly. "You... want to know what the land's like 'tween here and there, don't ye?"
"I said nothing about that. I simply asked if any other—"
"What you asked and what you meant, " Mrs. Nettles said, "are two different horses. I'm gettin' your drift, sir, and I can't believe what I'm hearin'."
"Exactly what are you hearing, then?"
"You know That you'd be willin' ta take her out of that gaol and down ta th' Florida country."
"I said nothing of the sort! And please keep your voice lowered!"
"Did you have to speak it?" she asked pointedly. "All these questions, like ta run out my ears!" She advanced a step toward him, looking in her severe black dress like a dark-painted wall in motion. "Listen to me, young man, and I trust ye listen well. For your further warrant, it is my understandin' that the Florida country lies near a hundred and fifty miles from Fount Royal, nae two hundred... but you would nae make five miles a'fore you 'n Madam Howarth both were either et by wild animals or scalped by wild Indians!"
"You forget that the magistrate and I arrived here on foot. We walked considerably more than five miles, through mud and in a pouring rain."
"Yes sir, " she said, "and look at the magistrate now. Laid low, he is, 'cause of that walk. If you don't believe that had somethin' to do with at least wearin' him out, you're sadly mistook!" Matthew might have become angered, but Mrs. Nettles was only voicing what he already knew to be true.
"The likes of this I've never heard!" She crossed her arms over her massive bosom in a scolding posture, the silver tray gripped in her right hand. "This is a damn dangerous land! I've seen grown men—men with a mite more meat on their bones than you—chopped ta their knees by it! What would you do, then? Jus' parade her from the gaol, mount y'selves two horses and ride out th' gate? Ohhhhh, I think nae!"
Matthew finished the glass of rum and hardly felt the fire. "And even if ye did fetch her out, " the woman continued, "and did by some God-awe miracle get her down ta th' Florida country, what then? You think it's a matter of givin' her over ta th' Spanish and then comin' back? No, again you're sadly mistook! There would be no comin' back. Ever. You'd be livin' the rest of your life out with them conquista-... them con-... them squid-eaters!"
"So long as they wouldn't mix it with blood sausage, " Matthew muttered.
"What?"
"Nothing. Just... thinking aloud." He licked the goblet's rim and then held the glass out. Mrs. Nettles reverted to the role of servant and put the silver tray up to receive the empty goblet.
"Thank you for the information and the candor, " Matthew said. Instead of luffing his sails, the rum had stolen his wind. He felt light-headed but heavy at heart. He went to the window and stood beside it with his hand braced against the wall and his head drooping.
"Yes sir. Is there anythin' else?" She walked to the door, where she paused before leaving.
"One thing, " Matthew said. "If someone had taken your sister to the Florida country, after she was accused and convicted of witchcraft, she would still be alive today. Wouldn't you have wanted that?"
"Of course, sir. But I wouldn't ask a body to give up his life ta do it."
"Mrs. Nettles, my life will be given up when Rachel is burned on that stake Monday morning. Knowing what I do... and unable to save her through the proper legal channels... it's going to be more than I can bear. And I fear also that this is a burden that will never disappear, but only grow heavier with the passage of time."
"If that's the case, I regret ever askin' you ta take an interest in her."
"It is the case, " he replied, with some heat in it. "And you did ask me to take an interest, and I have... and here we are."
"Oh, my, " Mrs. Nettles said quietly, her eyes widening.
"Oh..... my."
"Is there a meaning behind that? If so, I'd like to hear it."
"You... have a feelin' for her, do you nae?"
"A feeling? Yes, I care whether she lives or dies!"
"Nae only that, " Mrs. Nettles said. "You know of what I'm speakin'. Oh, my. Who'd ha' thought such a thing?"
"You may go now." He turned his back to her, directing his attention out the window at some passing figment.
"Does she know? She ought ta. It mi' ease her—"
"Please go, " he said, through clenched teeth.
"Yes sir, " she answered, rather meekly, and she closed the door behind her.
Matthew eased himself down in the chair again and put his hands to his face. What had he ever done to deserve such torment as this? Of course it was nothing compared to the anguish Rachel would be subjected to in less than seventy-two hours.
He couldn't bear it. He couldn't. For he knew that wherever he ran on Monday morning... wherever he hid... he would hear Rachel's screams and smell her flesh burning.
He was near drunk from the goblet of fiery rum, but in truth he could have easily swallowed down the bottle. He had come to the end of the road. There was nothing more he could do, say, or discover. Linch had won. When Bidwell was found murdered a week or so hence—after Matthew and the magistrate had left, of course—the tales of Satan's vengeance would spread through Fount Royal and in one month, if that long, the town would be deserted. Linch might even move into the mansion and lord over an estate of ghosts while he plundered the fount.
Matthew's mind was beleaguered. The room's walls had begun to slowly spin, and if he hadn't put down the Sir Richard he might have feared Linch was still trampling through his head.
There were details... details that did not fit.
The surveyor, for instance. Who had he been? Perhaps just a surveyor, after all? The gold coin possessed by Shawcombe. From where had the Indian gotten it? The disappearance of Shawcombe and that nasty brood. Where had they gone, leaving their valuables behind?
And the murder of Reverend Grove.
He could understand why Linch had killed Daniel Howarth. But why the reverend? To emphasize that the Devil had no use for a man of God? To remove what the citizens would feel was a source of protection from evil? Or was it another reason altogether, something that Matthew was missing?
He couldn't think anymore. The walls were spinning too fast. He was going to have to stand up and try to reach the bed, if he could. Ready... one... two... three!
He staggered to the bed, barely reaching it before the room's rotation lamed him. Then he lay down on his back, his arms out-flung on either side, and with a heaving sigh he gave himself up from this world of tribulations.
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AT HALF-PAST SEVEN, Van Gundy's tavern was doing a brisk business. On any given Friday night the lamplit, smoky emporium of potables and edibles would have a half-dozen customers, mostly farmers who wished to socialize with their brethren away from the ears of wives and children. On this Friday night, with its celebratory air due to the fine weather and the imminent end of Rachel Howarth, fifteen men had assembled to talk, or holler as the case might be, to chew on the tavern's salted beef and drink draught after draught of wine, turn, and apple beer. For the truly adventurous there was available a tavern-brewed corn liquor guaranteed to elevate the earth to the level of one's nose.
Van Gundy—a husky, florid-faced man with a trimmed gray goatee and a few sprouts of peppery hair that stood upright on his scalp—was inspired by this activity to perform. Taking up his git-tern, he planted himself amid the revelers and began to howl bawdy songs that involved succulent young wives, chastity belts, duplicate keys, and travelling merchants. This cattawago proved so ennobling to the crowd that more orders for strong drink thundered forth and the thin, rather sour-looking woman who tended to the serving was gazed upon by bleary eyes as if she were a veritable Helen of Troy.
"Here is a song!" Van Gundy bellowed, his wind puffing the blue pipe smoke that wafted about him. "I made this up myself, just today!" He struck a chord that would've made a cat swoon and began:

"Hihi ho, here's a tale I know,
'tisa sad sad tale I am sure,
Concernsthe witch of Fount Royal,
andher devilish crew,
Tocall her vile is calling shit mannnnure!

Much laughter and tankard-lifting greeted this, of course, but Van Gundy was a fool for music.

"Hihi ho, here's a tale I know, 'tis a sorry sorry tale I know well, For when the witch of Fount Royal, has been burnt to cold gray ash,
She'llstill be suckin' Satan's cock way down in Helllllll!"

Matthew thought the roof might be hurled off the tavern by the hurricane of noise generated by this ode. He had chosen his table wisely, sitting at the back of the room as far as possible from the center of activity, but not even the two cups of wine and the cup of apple beer he'd consumed could dull the sickened pain produced by Van Gundy's rape of the ear. These fools were insufferable! Their laughing and gruesome attempts at jokes turned Matthew's stomach. He had the feeling that if he remained much longer in this town he would become an accomplished drunkard and sink to a nadir known only by the worms that thrived in dog dates.
Now Van Gundy turned his talents to tunes concocted on the spot. He pointed at a gent nearby and then walloped a chord:

"Letme sing 'bout old Dick Cushing, Wore out his wife from his constant pushin'
Shecalled for an ointment to ease her down there, But all the stuff did was burn off her hair'."

Laughter, hilarity, drinking, and rousting aplenty followed. Another customer was singled out:

"Woeto all who cross Hiram Abercrombie,
Forhe's got a temper would sting a bee,
Hecan drink any ten men under a table,
Andplow their wives' furrows when they are unable!"

Oh, this was torture! Matthew pushed aside the plate of chicken and beans that had served as a not very appetizing dinner. His appetite had been further killed by that unfortunate filth flung at Rachel, who might have silenced this haven of jesters with a single regal glance.
He finished the last swallow of the apple beer and stood up from his bench. At that moment Van Gundy launched into a new tuneless tune:

"Allowus to welcome fine Solomon Stiles, 
Whosetalent in life lies in walking for miles, 
ThroughIndian woods and beast-haunted glen, 
Searchin'for a squaw to put his prick in!"

Matthew looked toward the door and saw that a man had just entered. As a reply to the laughter and shouts directed at him, this new arrival took off his leather tricorn and gave a mocking bow to the assembled idiots. Then he proceeded to a table and sat down as Van Gundy turned his graceless wit upon the next grinning victim, by name Jethro Sudrucker.
Matthew again seated himself. He'd realized that an interesting opportunity lay before him, if he handled it correctly. Was not this the Solomon Stiles who Bidwell had told him was a hunter, and who had gone out with a party of men in search of the escaped slaves? He watched as Stiles-—a lean, rawboned man of perhaps fifty years—summoned the serving-woman over, and then he stood up and went to the table.
Just before Matthew was about to make his introduction, Van Gundy strummed his gittern and bellowed forth:

"We should all feel pity for young Matthew Corbett,
I heard beside the spring he was savagely bit.
By that venomous serpent whose passion is pies,
And whose daughter bakes loaves between her hot            thighs!"

Matthew blushed red even before the wave of laughter struck him, and redder yet after it had rolled past. He saw that Solomon Stiles was offering only a bemused smile, the man's square-jawed face weathered and sharp-chiselled as tombstone granite. Stiles had closely trimmed black hair, gray at the temples. From his left eyebrow up across his forehead was the jagged scar of a dagger or rapier slash. His nose was the shape of an Indian tomahawk, his eyes dark brown and meticulous in their inspection of the young man who stood before him. Stiles was dressed simply, in black breeches and a plain white shirt.
"Mr. Stiles?" Matthew said, his face still flushed. Van Gundy had gone on to skewer another citizen on his gittern spike. "My name is—"
"I'm aware of your name, Mr. Corbett. You are famous."
"Oh. Yes. Well... that incident today was regrettable."
"I meant your scuffle with Seth Hazelton. I attended your whipping."
"I see." He paused, but Stiles did not offer him a seat. "May I join you?"
Stiles motioned toward the opposite bench, and Matthew sat down. "How's the magistrate's health?" Stiles asked. "Still poorly?"
"No, actually he's much improved. I have hopes he'll be on his feet soon."
"In time for the execution, possibly?" 
"Possibly, " Matthew said.
"It seems only fitting he should witness it and have the satisfaction of seeing justice done. You know, I selected the tree from which the stake was cut."
"Oh." Matthew busied himself by flicking some imaginary dust from his sleeve. "No, I didn't know that."
"Hannibal Green, I, and two others hauled it and planted it. Have you been out to take a look?"
"I've seen it, yes."
"What do you think? Does it look sufficient for the purpose?"
"I believe it does."
Stiles took a tobacco pouch, a small ebony pipe, and an ivory matchbox from his pocket. He set about filling the pipe. "I inherited the task from Nicholas. That rascal must have gotten down on bended knee to Bidwell."
"Sir?"
"Nicholas Paine. Winston told me that Bidwell sent him to Charles Town this morning. A supply trip, up the coast to Virginia. What that rascal will do to avoid a little honest labor!" He fired a match with the flame of the table's lantern and then set his tobacco alight.
Matthew assumed Winston had performed trickery upon the morning watchman to advance this fiction of Paine's departure. Obviously an agreement had been reached that would benefit Winston's pockets and status.
Stiles blew out a whorl of smoke. "He's dead."
Matthew's throat clutched. "Sir?"
"Dead, " Stiles repeated. "In my book, at least. The times I've helped him when he asked me, and then he runs when there's sweating to be done! Well, he's a proper fool to go out on that road alone, I'll tell you. He knows better than that. Bidwell must have some intrigue in the works, as usual." Stiles cocked his head to one side, smoke leaking between his teeth. "You don't know what it might be, do you?"
Matthew folded his hands together. He spent a few seconds in thought. "Well, " he said. "I might. It is interesting what one overhears in that house. Not necessarily meaning to, of course."
"Of course."
"I'm sure both Mr. Bidwell and Mr. Winston would deny it, " Matthew said, leaning his head forward in a conspiratorial gesture, "but I might have... or might not have, you understand... overheard the mention of muskets."
"Muskets, " Stiles repeated. He took another draw from his pipe.
"Yes sir. Could it be a shipment of muskets? And that might be what Mr. Paine has gone to negotiate?"
Stiles grunted and puffed his pipe. The serving-woman came with a steaming bowl of chicken stew, a spoon, and a rum cup. Matthew asked for another cup of apple beer.
"I was wondering, " Matthew said after a space of time during which Stiles put aside his pipe and began eating the stew, "if Mr. Bidwell might fear an Indian attack."
"No, not that. He would have told me if he feared the redskins were wearing paint."
"There are Indians near Fount Royal, I presume?"
"Near. Far. Somewhere out there. I've seen their signs, but I've never seen a redskin."
"They're not of a warlike nature, then?"
"Hard to say what kind of nature they are." Stiles paused to take a drink of rum. "If you mean, do I think they'd attack us? No. If you mean, would I go in with a band of men and attack them? No. Not even if I knew where they were, which I don't."
"But they do know where we are?"
Stiles laughed. "Ha! That's a good one, young man! As I said, I've never seen a redskin in these woods, but I have seen them before, further north. They walk on leaves as birds fly on air. They disappear into the earth while you're looking in their direction, and come up again at your back. Oh yes. They know everything about us. They watch us with great interest, I'm sure, but we would never see them unless they wanted to be seen. And they definitely do not."
"Then in your opinion a traveller, say, need not fear being scalped by them?"
"I myself don't fear it, " Stiles said. He spooned stew into his mouth. "Then again, I always carry a musket and a knife and I always know what direction to run. Neither would I go out there alone. It's not the redskins I would fear most, but the wild beasts."
Matthew's apple beer was delivered. He drank some and waited a time before he made his next move. "If not Indians, then, " he said thoughtfully, "there might be another reason for a possible shipment of muskets."
"And what would that be?"
"Well... Mrs. Nettles and I were engaged in conversation, and she made mention of a slave who escaped last year. He and his woman. Morganthus Crispin, I think the name was."
"Yes. Crispin. I recall that incident."
"They tried to reach the Florida country, I understand?"
"Yes. And were killed and half-eaten before they got two leagues from town."
"Hm, " Matthew said. So it was true, after all. "Well, " he went on, "I wonder if possibly... just possibly, mind you... Mr. Bid-well might be concerned that other slaves could follow Crispin's example, and that he wishes the muskets as a show of... shall we say... keeping his valuables in their place. Especially when he brings in younger and stronger slaves to drain the swamp." He took a stiff drink and then set the cup down. "I'm curious about this, Mr. Stiles. In your opinion, could anyone... a slave, I mean... actually reach the Florida country?"
"Two of them almost did, " Stiles answered, and Matthew sat very still. "It was during Fount Royal's first year. Two slaves—a brother and sister—escaped, and I was sent after them with three other men. We tracked them to near a half-dozen leagues of the Spanish territory. I suppose the only reason we found them is that they lit a signal fire. The brother had fallen in a gully and broken his ankle."
"And they were brought back here?"
"Yes. Bidwell held them in irons and immediately arranged lor them to be shipped north and sold. It wouldn't do for any slave to be able to describe the territory or draw a map." Stiles relit his pipe with a second match from the ivory matchbox. "Tell me this, if you are able, " he said as he drew flame into the pipe's bowl. "When Mrs. Nettles mentioned this to you, in what context was it? I mean to ask, have you seen any indication that Bid-well is concerned about the slaves?"
Matthew again took a few seconds to formulate a reply. "Mr. Bidwell did express some concern that I not go down into the quarters. The impression I got was that he felt it might be... uh... detrimental to my health."
"I wouldn't care to go down there in any case, " Stiles said, his eyes narrowing. "But it seems to me he might be in fear of an uprising. Such a thing has happened before, in other towns. Little wonder he'd wish to keep such fears a secret! Coming on the heels of the witch, an uprising would surely destroy Fount Royal!"
"My thoughts exactly, " Matthew agreed. "Which is why it's best not spoken to anyone."
"Of course not! I wouldn't care to be blamed for starting a panic."
"And neither would I. My curiosity again, sir... and pardon me for not knowing these things an experienced hunter as yourself knows... but I would think you might lose your way on such a long journey as from here to the Florida country. How far exactly is it?"
"I judge it to be a hundred and forty-seven miles, by the most direct route."
"The most direct route?" Matthew asked. He took another drink. "I am still amazed, though, sir. You must have an uncanny sense of direction."
"I pride myself on my woods craft." Stiles pulled from the pipe, leaned his head slightly back, and blew smoke toward the ceiling. "But I must admit I did have the benefit of a map."
"Oh, " Matthew said. "Your map."
"Not my map. Bidwell's. He bought it from a dealer in Charles Town. It's marked in French by the original explorer—that's how old it is—-but I've found it to be accurate."
"It so happens I read and speak French. If you have need of a translation, I'd be glad to be of service."
"You might ask Bidwell. He has the map."
"Ah, " Matthew said.
"Van Gundy, you old goat!" Stiles shouted toward the tavern-keeper, not without affection. "Let's have some more rum over here! A cup for the young man, too!"
"Oh, not for me, thank you. I think I've had my fill." Matthew stood up. "I must be on my way."
"Nonsense! Stay and enjoy the evening. Van Gundy's going to be playing his gittern again shortly."
"I hate to miss such an experience, but I have some reading to be done."
"That's what's wrong with you legalists!" Stiles said, but he was smiling. "You think too much!"
Matthew returned the smile. "Thank you for the company. I hope to see you again."
"My pleasure, sir. Oh... and thank you for the information. You can be sure I'll keep it to myself."
"I have no doubt, " Matthew said, and he made his way out of the smoke-filled place before that deadly gittern could be again unsheathed.
On his walk back to the mansion, Matthew sifted what he'd learned like a handful of rough diamonds. Indeed, with luck and fortitude, it was possible to reach the Florida country. Planning the trip—taking along enough food, matches, and the like— would be essential, and so too would be finding and studying that map. He doubted it would be in the library. Most likely Bidwell kept the map somewhere in his upstairs study.
But what was he considering? Giving up his rights as an Englishman? Venturing off to live in a foreign land? He might know French and Latin, but Spanish was not a point of strength. Even if be got Rachel out of the gaol—the first problem—and out of the i own—the second problem—and down to the Florida country— i lie third and most mind-boggling problem—then was he truly prepared never to set foot again on English earth?
Or never to see the magistrate again?
Now here was another obstacle. If indeed he surmounted the first two problems and set off with Rachel, then the realization of what Matthew had done could well lay the magistrate in his grave. He might be setting his nightbird free at the cost of killing the man who had opened his own cage from a life of grim despair.
That's what's wrong with you legalists. You think too much.
Candles and lamps were ablaze at the mansion. Obviously the festivity was still under way. Matthew entered the house and heard voices from the parlor. He was intent on unobtrusively walking past the room on his way to the stairs when someone said, "Mr. Corbett! Please join us!"
Alan Johnstone had just emerged on his cane from the dining room, along with the gray-bearded man that Matthew had assumed was the acting troupe's leader. Both men were well dressed—Johnstone certainly more so than the masker—and held goblets of wine. The schoolmaster had adorned his face with a dusting of white powder, just as he'd done the night of Matthew's and the magistrate's arrival. The men appeared fed and satisfied, indicating that dinner had just recently adjourned.
"This young man is Matthew Corbett, the magistrate's clerk, " Johnstone explained to his companion. "Mr. Corbett, this is Mr. Phillip Brightman, the founder and principal actor of the Red Bull Players."
"A pleasure!" Brightman boomed, displaying a basso voice powerful enough to wake cemetery sleepers. He shook Matthew's hand with a grip that might have tested the blacksmith's strength, but he was in fact a slim and rather unassuming-looking fellow though he did have that commanding, theatrical air about him.
"Very good to meet you." Matthew withdrew his hand, thinking that Brightman's power had been seasoned by a life of turning a gruelling wheel between the poles of the maskers' art and the necessity of food on the table. "I understand your troupe has arrived somewhat early."
"Early, yes. Our standing engagements in two other communities were... urn... unfortunately cancelled. But now we're glad to be here among such treasured friends!"
"Mr. Corbett!" Winston strolled out of the parlor, wineglass in hand. He was clean, close-shaven, relaxed and smiling, and dressed in a spotless dark blue suit. "Do join us and meet Mr. Smythe!"
Bidwell suddenly appeared behind Winston to toss in his two pence. "I'm sure Mr. Corbett has matters to attend to upstairs. We shouldn't keep him. Isn't that right, Mr. Corbett?"
"Oh, I believe he should at least step in and say hello, " Winston insisted. "Perhaps have a glass of wine."
Bidwell glowered at Matthew, but he said with no trace of rancor, "As you please, Edward, " and returned to the parlor.
"Come along, " Johnstone urged, as he limped on his cane past Matthew. "A glass of wine for your digestion."
"I'm full up with apple beer. But may I ask who Mr. Smythe is?"
"The Red Bull's new stage manager, " Brightman supplied. "Newly arrived from England, where he performed excellent service to the Saturn Cross Company and before that to James Prue's Players. I wish to hear firsthand about the witch, too. Come, come!" Before Matthew could make an excuse to leave— since he did have a matter to attend to upstairs concerning a certain French-drawn map—Brightman grasped him by the upper arm and guided him into the parlor.
"Mr. David Smythe, Mr. Matthew Corbett, " Winston said, with a gesture toward each individual in turn. "The magistrate's clerk, Mr. Smythe. He delivered the guilty decree to the witch."
"Really? Fascinating. And rather fearful too, was it not?" Smythe was the young blond-haired man Matthew had seen sitting beside Brightman on the driver's plank of the lead wagon. He had an open, friendly face, his smile revealing that he'd been blessed with a mouthful of sturdy white teeth. Matthew judged him to be around twenty-five.
"Not so fearful, " Matthew replied. "I did have the benefit of iron bars between us. And Mr. Bidwell was at my side."
"Fat lot of good I might have done!" Bidwell said mirthfully, also in an effort to take control of this conversation. "One snap from that damned woman and I would've left my boots standing empty!"
Brightman boomed a laugh. Smythe laughed also, and so did Bidwell at his own wit, but Winston and the schoolmaster merely offered polite smiles.
Matthew was stone-faced. "Gentlemen, I remain unconvinced that—" He felt a tension suddenly rise in the room, and Bidwell's laugh abruptly ended. "—that Mr. Bidwell would have been anything less than courageous, " Matthew finished, and the sigh of relief from the master of Fount Royal was almost audible.
"I neither recall meeting the woman nor her husband last year, " Brightman said. "Did they not attend our play, I wonder?"
"Likely not." Bidwell crossed the parlor to a decanter of wine and filled his own glass. "He was a rather quiet... one might say reclusive... sort, and she was surely busy fashioning her own acting skills. Uh... not to infer that your craft has anything whatsoever to do with the infernal realm."
Brightman laughed again, though not nearly so heartily. "Some would disagree with you, Mr. Bidwell! Particularly a reverend hereabouts. You know we had occasion to oust a certain Bible-thumper from our camp this afternoon."
"Yes, I heard. Reverend Jerusalem possesses a fire that unfortunately sears the righteous as well as the wicked. Not to fear, though: as soon as he applies the rite of sanctimonity to the witch's ashes, he'll be booted out of our Garden of Eden."
Oh, the wit overflowed tonight! Matthew thought. "The rite of sanctimonity?" He recalled hearing Jerusalem use that phrase when the preacher had first come to the gaol to confront his "enemy mine."
"What kind of nonsense is that?"
"Nothing you would understand, " Bidwell said, with a warning glance.
"I'm sure he would, " Johnstone countered. "The preacher plans to administer some kind of ridiculous rite over Madam Howarth's ashes to keep her spirit, phantasm, or whatever from returning to haunt Fount Royal. If you ask me, I think Jerusalem has studied Marlowe and Shakespeare at least as much as he's studied Adam and Moses!"
"Oh, you speak the names of our gods, sir!" Brightman said, with a huge smile. His smile, however, quickly faded as a more serious subject came to mind. "I do heavily regret the passing of another reverend, though. Reverend Grove was a man who saw a noble place for theatrical endeavors. I do miss seeing him this trip. David, you would have liked the man. He was of good humor, good faith, and certainly good reason. Mr. Bidwell, I'm sure your community is diminished by his absence."
"It most certainly is. But after the witch is dead—and thank God it will be soon—and our town back on an even keel, we shall endeavor to find a man of similar sterling qualities."
"I doubt you shall find a reverend who was a better player at chess!" Brightman said, smiling again. "Grove trounced me soundly on two occasions!"
"He trounced us all, " Johnstone said, with a sip of his wine. "It got to the point I refused to play him."
"He once beat me in a game that took all of five minutes, " Winston added. "Of course, with him calling out all his moves in Latin and me being a dunce at that language, I was befuddled from the opening pawn."
"Well, " Brightman said, and he lifted his wineglass. "Let me propose a toast to the memory of Reverend Grove. And also the memory of so many others who have departed your town, whether by choice or circumstance."
All but Matthew, who had no glass, participated in the toast. "I do miss seeing others I recall, " Brightman continued, sadness in his voice. "A stroll around town told me how much the witch has hurt you. There weren't nearly so many empty houses, were there? Or burned ones?"
"No, there were not, " Winston said, with either admirable pluck or stunning gall.
"Demonic doings, I gather?" Brightman asked Bidwell, who nodded. Then the thespian turned his attention to Johnstone. "And the schoolhouse burned too?"
"Yes." The schoolmaster's voice held an angry edge. "Burned to the ground before my eyes. The sorriest sight of my life. If our fire fighters had been at all trained and a great deal less lazy, the schoolhouse might have been saved."
"Let us not delve into that again, Alan." It was obvious to Matthew that Bidwell was trying to soothe a terribly sore point. "We must let it go."
"I'll not let it go!" Johnstone snapped, his eyes darting toward Bidwell. "It was a damned crime that those so-called firemen stood there and allowed that schoolhouse—my schoolhouse—to burn! After all that work put into it!"
"Yes, Alan, it was a crime, " Bidwell agreed. He stared into his glass. "But all the work was done by others, so why should you be so angry? The schoolhouse can be—and shall be—rebuilt." Brightman nervously cleared his throat, because again a tension had entered the room.
"What you mean to say, Robert, is that due to my deformity I simply stood aside while others did the labor?" Johnstone's anger was turning colder. "Is that your meaning?"
"I said... and meant... nothing of the sort."
"Gentlemen, gentlemen!" Brightman's smile was intended to return warmth to the gathering. "Let us not forget that Fount Royal faces the morning of a wondrous new day! I have no doubt the schoolhouse and all the rest of the structures shall be returned to their former glory, and that those houses vacated by past friends shall be soon inhabited by new ones." Still the chilly air lingered between Bidwell and Johnstone. Brightman looked to Smythe. "David, what was that you were telling me this afternoon? You recall, before that preacher stormed in? Mr. Bidwell, you might find this of interest!"
"Yes?" Bidwell raised his eyebrows, while Johnstone hobbled away to refill his glass.
"Oh... about the man, " Smythe said. "Yes, this was peculiar.
A man came to the camp today. He was looking about. I know it sounds very odd, but... I found something familiar about him. His walk... his bearing... something."
"And you know who it was?" Brightman asked Bidwell. "Of all people, your ratcatcher!" At the mere mention of the man, Matthew's throat seemed to clutch.
"Linch?" Bidwell frowned. "Was he over there bothering you?"
"No, not that, " Smythe said. "He seemed to be just... inspecting us, I suppose. We'd had several visitors who just strolled around the camp. But this man... well, it does sound very strange, but... I watched him for a moment or two, and then I approached him from behind. He had picked up a blue glass lantern that is used in one of our morality scenes. The way his fingers moved over the glass... the way he turned the lantern this way and that... I thought I had seen such movements before. And I also thought I knew who the man was, yet... he was dressed in filthy clothes, and he was so very changed from the last time I'd seen him, when I was perhaps... oh... sixteen or seventeen years old."
"Pardon me, " Matthew said, his throat still tight. "But who did you think Mr. Linch might have been?"
"Well, I spoke the name. I'm sure I sounded incredulous. I said: 'Mr. Lancaster?' and he turned around." Smythe put a finger to his mouth, as if determining whether to continue this tale or not.
"Yes?" Matthew prodded. "What then?"
"I... know this is absolutely ridiculous... but then again, Mr. Lancaster did have an act in the circus that involved trained rats, so when Mr. Brightman explained to me that the man was Fount Royal's ratcatcher, then... it's all very puzzling."
"Puzzling?" Johnstone had returned with his fresh glass of wine. "How so?"
"I could swear the man was Jonathan Lancaster, " Smythe said. "In fact, I would swear it. He turned toward me and looked me right in the face... and I saw his eyes. Such eyes... pale as ice... and piercing to the soul. I have seen them before. The man is Jonathan Lancaster, but..." He shook his head, his blond brows knit. "I... had not planned on mentioning this to anyone but Mr. Brightman. I intended first to locate Mr. Lancaster— your ratcatcher, I mean—and find out for myself, in private, why he has... um... sunken to such a low profession."
"My pardon, please!" Brightman said. "I didn't realize this was a personal matter!"
"Oh, that's all right." He gave Brightman a rather vexed glance. "Once a cat is out of a bag, sir, it is very difficult to put it back in again."
"The same might be said of a fox, " Matthew offered. "But tell me: did Linch—or Lancaster—speak to you? Did he seem to recognize you as well?"
"No, I saw no recognition on his part. As soon as I spoke his name, he hurried away. I was going to follow him, but... I decided he might be ashamed to be seen dressed in rags. I wished not to intrude on his privacy until I had considered if I was mistaken or not."
"Gwinett Linch has always been Gwinett Linch, from what I know, " Bidwell contended. "Who is this Jonathan Lancaster?"
"Mr. Lancaster was employed at the circus at the same time my father was its manager, " Smythe said. "I had the run of the place, and I helped where my father directed me. As I said, Mr. Lancaster had an act that involved trained rats, but he also—"
The door's bell rang with such ferocity that it must have been near pulled off its hinge. Before two seconds had passed, the door burst open and the visitor announced himself with a soul-withering shout: "How dare ye! How dare ye do me such an injury!"
"Oh my Lord!" Brightman said, his eyes wide. "The storm returns!"
Indeed the black-clad, black-tricorned whirlwind entered the room, his gaunt and wrinkled face florid with rage and the cords standing out in his neck. "I demand to know!" Exodus Jerusalem hollered, aiming his mouth at Bidwell. "Why was I not invited to thy preparations?"
"What preparations?" Bidwell fired back, his own temper in danger of explosion. "And how dare you enter my house with such rudeness!"
"If thee wisheth to speak of rudeness, we might speak of the rudeness thou hast not only shown to me, but also shown to thy God Almighty!" The last two words had been brayed so loudly the walls seemed to tremble. "It was not enough for thee to allow such sinful filth as play-actors into thy town, but then thou forceth me to abide within nostril's reach of them on the same street! God warrant it, I should have given thy town up as lost to Hell's fires that very instant! And I still wouldst, if not for the rite of just lay-ment!"
"The rite of just layment?" Bidwell now exhibited a suspicious scowl. "Hold a moment, preacher! I thought you said it was the rite of sanctimonity!"
"Oh... yes, it is also called such!" Jerusalem's voice had faltered, but already it was gathering hot wind again for another bellow. "Wouldst thou believe that so important a rite wouldst only have one name? Even God Himself is also called Jehovah! Lord above, deliver thy servant from such blind pride as we vieweth aplenty in this room!"
Matthew was not so blind as to fail to realize that Jerusalem, as was his nature, had taken center stage in the prideful parlor. Brightman and Smythe had retreated for the safety of their ears, Bidwell had backed up several paces, and even the stalwart schoolmaster had staggered back, the knuckles of his cane-gripping hand white with pressure.
Winston, however, had stood his ground. "What's the meaning of bursting in on Mr. Bidwell's private affairs?"
"Sir, in God's great kingdom there are no private affairs!" Jerusalem snapped. "It is only Satan who craveth secrecy! That is why I am so amazed and confounded by the fact that thou wouldst hide this meeting with the play-actors from mine eyes!"
"I did not hide anything from you!" Bidwell said. "Anyway, how the hell... I mean... how on earth did you find out the actors were even here?"
"I wouldst have remained unenlightened had I not ventured to the play-actors' camp—as a man who loveth peace and brotherhood—to speak with their leader. And then I learneth from some fat thespian whose saint must surely be gluttony that Mr. Brightman is here with thee! And I kneweth exactly what must be transpiring!"
"And exactly what is transpiring?" Winston asked.
"The planning, as thou well knoweth!" It was spoken with dripping sarcasm. "To cut me out of the execution day!"
"What?" Bidwell saw that Mrs. Nettles and two serving-girls had come to peer into the room, perhaps fearing violence from the wall-shaking volume. He waved them away. "Preacher, I fail to understand what you're—"
"I went to see thee, brother Brightman, " Jerusalem interrupted, addressing the other man, "for the purpose of creating an agreement. I understand that thou planneth a play after the witch hath been burned. That evening, as I hear. I mineself have intentions that very eve to deliver a message to the citizens upon the burning battleground. As an observer of debased human nature, I fully realize there are more misguided sinners who wouldst attend a pig-and-bear show than hear the word of God Almighty, no matter how compelling the speaker. Therefore I wished—as a peaceful, brotherly man—to offer up mine services to enricheth your performance. Say... a message delivered to the crowd between each scene, building to a finale that will hopefully enricheth us all?"
A stunned quiet reigned. Brightman broke it, with thunder. "This is outrageous! I don't know from where you hear your faulty information, but we're planning no play on the night of the witch's burning! Our plans are to exhibit morality scenes several nights afterward!"
"And from where do you get this information, preacher?" Winston challenged.
"From a fine woman of thy town. Madam Lucretia Vaughan came to speak with me earlier this evening. She wisheth to afford the crowd with her breads and pies, a sample of which she was most delighted to give." Matthew had to wonder if that was the only sample the woman had given the lecherous rogue.
"In fact, " Jerusalem went on, "Madam Vaughan hath created a special bread to be offered at the burning. She calleth it 'Witch Riddance Loaf. '"
"For God's justice!" Matthew said, unable to hold his silence an instant longer. "Get this fool out of here!"
"Spoken as a true demon in training!" Jerusalem retorted, with a sneering grin. "If thy magistrate knew anything of God's justice, he would have a second stake prepared for thee!"
"His magistrate... does know God's justice, sir, " came a weak but determined voice from the parlor's doorway.
Every man turned toward the sound.
And there—miraculously!—stood Isaac Temple Woodward, returned from the land of the near-dead.
"Magistrate!" Matthew exclaimed. "You shouldn't be out of bed!" He rushed to his side to offer him support, but Woodward held out a hand to ward him off while he gripped the wall with his other.
"I am sufficiently able... to be out, up, and about. Please... allow me room in which to draw a breath."
Not only had Woodward climbed out of bed and negotiated the staircase, he had also dressed in a pair of tan breeches and a fresh white shirt. His thin calves were bare, however, and he wore no shoes. His face was yet very pallid, which made the dark purple hollows beneath his eyes darker still; his scalp was also milk-pale, the age-spots upon his head a deep red in contrast. Gray grizzle covered his cheeks and chin.
"Please! Sit down, sit down!" Bidwell recovered from his shock and motioned to the chair nearest Woodward.
"Yes... I think I shall. The stairs have winded me." Woodward, with Matthew's aid, eased to the chair and sank down onto it. Matthew felt no trace of fever from the magistrate, but there was still emanating from him the sweetish-sour odor of the sickbed.
"Well, this is quite amazing!" Johnstone said. "The doctor's potion must have gotten him up!"
"I believe... you are correct, sir. A dose of that elixir... thrice a day... would surely awaken Lazarus."
"Thank God for it!" Matthew pressed his hand to Woodward's shoulder. "I would never have let you get out of bed, if I'd known you were able, but... this is wonderful!"
The magistrate put his hand on Matthew's. "My throat still pains me. My chest as well. But... any improvement is welcome." He squinted, trying to make out the faces of two men he didn't know. "I'm sorry. Have we met?"   '
Bidwell made the introductions. Neither Brightman nor Smythe stepped forward to shake hands; in fact, Matthew noted, they stayed well on the other side of the room.
"Some wine, Magistrate?" Bidwell pushed a glass into Woodward's hand, whether he wanted it or not. "We are so very glad you've come out the other side of your ordeal!"
"No one more glad than I, " Woodward rasped. He sipped the wine, but couldn't taste a hint of it. Then his gaze went to the preacher, sharpening as it travelled. "In reply to your comment concerning God's justice, sir... I must say that I believe God to be the most lenient judge... in all of creation... and merciful beyond all imaginings. Because if He were not... you would have found yourself called to His courtroom on a lightning bolt by now."
Jerusalem braced himself to make some cutting reply, but he seemed to think better of it. He bowed his head. "I humbly apologize for any remark that might have caused thee distress, sir. It is not mine wish to offend the law."
"Why not?" Woodward asked, taking another tasteless drink. "You've offended... everyone else hereabouts, it seems."
"Uh... pardon, please, " Brightman spoke up, a little nervously. "David and I ought to be going. I mean no offense either, Magistrate. We both wish to hear about your experience with the witch, but... as you might well understand... the ability of a thespian to project lies in the throat. If we should... um... find difficulty, in that area, then—"
"Oh, I didn't think!" Woodward said. "Please forgive me. Of course... you don't wish to risk any health complications!"
"Exactly, sir. David, shall we go? Mr. Bidwell, thank you for a wonderful dinner and a gracious evening." Brightman was obviously in a hurry to leave, fearing that any throat affliction might doom his play-acting. Matthew was eager to know more about Linch or Lancaster or whatever his name was, but now was not the time. He decided that first thing in the morning he would seek out Smythe for the rest of the story.
"I shall join thee!" Jerusalem announced to the two men, and both of them looked further stricken. "It seems we have much to talk over and plan, does it not? Now... concerning these morality scenes. How long are they to be? I ask because I wish to keep a certain... shall we say... rhythm to the pace of my message!"
"Ahhhh, how magnificent it is... to be free from that bed!" Woodward said, as Bidwell showed his guests and the pest out. "How goes it, Mr. Winston?"
"Fine, sir. I can't tell you how gratified I am to see you doing so much better."
"Thank you. Dr. Shields should be here soon... for my third dose of the day. The stuff has... burned my tongue to a cinder, but thank God I can breathe."
"I have to say, you seemed at a dangerous point." Johnstone finished his wine and set the glass aside. "Far past a dangerous point, to be more truthful. I'm sure you had no way of knowing this, but there are some—many—who feel Madam Howarth cursed you for handing down the decree."
Bidwell entered again, and had heard the last of what Johnstone had said. "Alan, I don't think it's proper to mention such a diing!"
"No, no, it's all right." Woodward waved a reassuring hand. "I would be surprised if... people did not say such a thing. If I was cursed, it was not by the witch... but by the bad weather and my own... weak blood. But I'm going to be fine now. In a few days... I shall be as fit as I ever was."
"Hear, hear!" Winston said, and raised his glass.
"And fit to travel, too, " Woodward added. He lifted his hand and rubbed his eyes, which were still bloodshot and bleary. "This is an... incident I wish to put far behind me. What say you, Matthew?"
"The same, sir."
Johnstone cleared his throat. "I should be going myself, now. Robert, thank you for the evening. We shall... um... have to discuss the future of the schoolhouse at a later date."
"That brings something to mind!" Woodward said. "Alan... you should find this of interest. In my delirium... I had a dream of Oxford."
"Really, sir?" Johnstone wore a faint smile. "I should say many former students suffer deliriums of Oxford."
"Oh, I was there! Right there, on the sward! I was... a young man. I had places to go... and much to accomplish."
"You heard the tolling of Great Tom, I presume?"
"Certainly I did! One who hears that bell... never forgets it!" Woodward looked up at Matthew and gave him a weak smile that nevertheless had the power to rend the clerk's heart. "I shall take you to Oxford one day. I shall show you... the halls... the great rooms of learning... the wonderful smell of the place. Do you recall that, Alan?"
"The most singular aroma of my experience was that of the bitter ale at the Chequers Inn, sir. That and the dry aroma of an empty pocket, I fear."
"Yes, that too." Woodward smiled dreamily. "I smelled the grass. The chalk. The oaks... that stand along the Cherwell. I was there... I swear it. I was there as much as... any flesh and blood can be. I even found myself at the door of my social fraternity. The old door... of the Carleton Society. And there... right there before me... was the ram's head bellpull... and the brass plaque with its motto, lus omni est ius omnibus. Oh, how I recall that door... that bellpull, and the plaque." He closed his eyes for a few seconds, taking in the wondrous memory. Then he opened them again and Matthew saw that Woodward's eyes had grown moist. "Alan... your society was... what did you say it was?"
"The Ruskins, sir. An education fraternity."
"Ah. Do you recall your motto?"
"Certainly I do. It was..." He paused, gathering it from the mist. "The greatest sin is ignorance."
"There's a fitting motto for an educator... is it not?" Woodward asked. "As a jurist, I might... disagree with it... but then again, we were all young and yet to be schooled... at the university of life, were we not?"
"Oxford was difficult, " Johnstone said. "But the university of life is well nigh impossible."
"Yes. It does... grade rather harshly." The magistrate gave a long sigh, his newfound strength now almost spent. "Pardon me... for my rambling. It seems that when one is ill... and so near death... the past becomes paramount... to ease the dwindling of one's future."
"You need never ask apology of me to reflect on Oxford, Magistrate, " Johnstone said with what seemed to Matthew an admirable grace. "I too still walk those halls in my memory. Now... if you'll please forgive me... my knee also has a memory, and it is calling for liniment. Good night to you all."
"I'll walk with you, Alan, " Winston offered, and Johnstone accepted with a nod. "Good night, Mr. Bidwell. Magistrate. Mt. Corbett."
"Yes, good night, " Bidwell replied.
Winston followed as Johnstone limped out of the room, leaning even more than usual on his cane. Then Bidwell poured himself the last few swallows of wine from the decanter and went upstairs to avoid any discourse or possible friction with Matthew. As Woodward half-dozed in the chair, Matthew awaited the arrival of Dr. Shields.
The question of Linch/Lancaster was uppermost in Matthew's mind. Here, at last, might be some hope to cling to. If Smythe could positively identify Linch as this other man, it would be a starting point to convince Bidwell that a fiction had been created around Rachel. Was it too much to hope for that all this might be accomplished on the morrow?
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A PASSING THUNDERSHOWER had wet the earth just before dawn, but Saturday's sun shone through the dissipating clouds, and the blue sky again reappeared before the hour of eight. By then Matthew had finished his breakfast and was on his way to the maskers' camp.
He discovered—by sense of hearing before sense of sight— Phillip Brightman in discourse with two other thespians, all of them sitting in chairs behind a canvas screen, reading over and reciting pages from one of their morality scenes. When Matthew asked where he might find David Smythe, Brightman directed him to a yellow awning set up to protect a number of trunks, lanterns, and sundry other prop items. Beneath it Matthew found Smythe inspecting some brightly hued costumes that one of the troupe's women was adorning with rather used-looking peacock feathers.
"Good morning, Mr. Smythe, " Matthew said. "May I have a word with you?"
"Oh... good morning, Mr. Corbett. What may I help you with?"
Matthew glanced quickly at the seamstress. "May we speak in private, please?"
"Certainly. Mrs. Prater, these are coming along very well. I'll speak with you again when the work is further advanced. Mr. Corbett, we might go over there if you like." Smythe motioned toward a stand of oak trees about sixty feet behind the encampment.
As they walked, Smythe slid his thumbs into the pockets of his dark brown breeches. "I think an apology is in order for our behavior last night. We left so abruptly... and for such an obvious reason. At least we might have tempered it with a more diplomatic excuse."
"No apology is necessary. Everyone understood the reason. And better the truth than a false excuse, no matter how diplomatic."
"Thank you, sir. I appreciate your candor."
"The reason I wished to speak to you, " Matthew said as they reached the oak trees' shade, "concerns Gwinett Linch. The man you believe to be Jonathan Lancaster."
"If I may correct you, not believe to be. As I said last night, I would swear to it. But he appears... so different. So changed. The man I knew would not be... well, would not be caught dead in such dirty rags. In fact, I recall he had a marked affinity for cleanliness."
"And order?" Matthew asked. "Would you say he had an affinity for that as well?"
"He kept his wagon neat enough. I remember one day he complained to my father about not having a supply of wheel grease on hand to silence a squeak."
"Hm, " Matthew said. He leaned against the trunk of an oak and crossed his arms. "Exactly who was... I mean, who is... Jonathan Lancaster?"
"Well, I mentioned he had an act that involved trained rats. He had them jump through hoops and run races and such. The children loved it. Our circus travelled through most of England, and we did play London on several occasions but we found ourselves restricted to a very bad part of the city. So we mostly travelled from village to village. My father was the manager, my mother sold tickets, and I did whatever needed doing."
"Lancaster, " Matthew said, guiding Smythe back to the subject. "He made his living with this trained rat show?"
"Yes, he did. None of us were exactly wealthy, but... we all pulled together." Smythe frowned, and Matthew could tell he was forming his next statement. "Mr. Lancaster... was a puzzling man."
"How so? Because he worked with rats?"
"Not only that, " Smythe said. "But because of the other act he performed. The one that was done... well... that was done only behind closed curtains, for a small audience of adults—no children allowed—who wished to pay an extra coin to see it."
"And what was that?"
"His display of animal magnetism."
"Animal magnetism?" Now it was Matthew's turn to frown. "What is that?"
"The art of magnetic manipulation. Have you not heard of such a thing?"
"I've heard of the process of magnetism, but never animal magnetism. Is this some theatrical whimsy?"
"It's been more popular in Europe than in England, I understand. Particularly in Germany, according to what my father told me. Mr. Lancaster was once a leading light of the cult of magnetism in Germany, though he was English-born. This is also according to my father, who if nothing else has a fortune of friends in the craft of public entertainment. That was, however, in Mr. Lancaster's younger years. An incident occurred that caused him to flee Germany."
"An incident? Do you know what it was?"
"I know what my father told me, and wished me to keep secret."
"You are no longer in England and no longer under your father's jurisdiction, " Matthew said. "It is vital that you tell me everything you know about Jonathan Lancaster. Particularly the secrets."
Smythe paused and cocked his head to one side. "May I ask why this is so important to you?"
It was a fair question. Matthew said, "I'm going to trust you, as I hope you will trust me. Obviously Lancaster has hidden his true identity from Mr. Bidwell and everyone else in this town. I wish to know why. Also... I have reason to believe that Lancaster may be involved with the current situation in which this town finds itself."
"What? You mean the witch?" Symthe offered a nervous smile. "You're joking!"
"I am not, " Matthew said firmly.
"Oh, that can't be! Mr. Lancaster may have been strange, but he wasn't demonic. I'd venture that his closed-curtain talent appeared to some to be witchcraft, but it was evidently based on principles of science."
"Ah." Matthew nodded, his heartbeat quickening. "Now we approach the light, Mr. Smythe. What exactly was his closed-curtain talent?"
"Manipulation of the mind, " Smythe answered, and Matthew had to struggle to suppress a victorious grin. "By the application of magnetic force, Mr. Lancaster could deliver mental commands to some members of his audience, and cause them to do, believe, and say things that... um... would probably not suit the eyes and ears of children. I have to admit; I sneaked behind the curtains and watched on more than a few occasions, because it was a fascinating show. I recall he would cause some to believe day was night, and that they were getting ready for their beds. One woman he caused to believe was freezing in a snowstorm in the midst of July. A particular scene I remember was a man he caused to believe had stepped into a nest of biting ants, and how that man jumped and hollered was nothing short of ludicrous. The other members of the audience laughed uproariously, but that man never heard a giggle of it until Mr. Lancaster awakened him."
"Awakened him? These people were put to sleep in some way?"
"It was a sleep-like state, yet they were still responsive. Mr. Lancaster used various objects to soothe them into this state, such as a lantern, a candle, or a coin. Anything that served to secure their attention. Then he would further soothe and command them with his voice... and once you heard his voice, it was unforgettable. I myself would have fallen under his magnetism, if I hadn't known beforehand what he was doing."
"Yes, " Matthew said, staring past Smythe in the direction of Fount Royal. "I can well understand that." He directed his gaze back to the man. "But what is this about magnetism?"
"I don't quite fathom it, but it has to do with the fact that all bodies and objects hold iron. Therefore a skilled practitioner can use other objects as tools of manipulation, since the human body, blood, and brain also contain iron. The attraction and manipulation is called magnetism. That, at least, is how my father explained it when I asked him." Symthe shrugged. "Evidently it was a process first discovered by the ancient Egyptians and used by their court magicians."
Matthew was thinking 7 have you now, Sir Fox.
"This must be very important to you indeed, " Smythe said, dappled sunlight falling through the oak branches and leaves onto his face.
"It is. As I said, vital."
"Well... as you also said, I am no longer in England or under my father's jurisdiction. If it's so vital that you know... the secret my father asked me to keep concerns Mr. Lancaster's career before he joined the circus. In his younger years he was known as a healer of sorts. A faith-healer, I suppose, in that he could use magnetism to deliver people from illnesses. Apparently he travelled to Europe to practise this art, and drew the attention of a German nobleman who wished Mr. Lancaster to teach him and his son how to be magnetizers themselves. Now... be aware that all this I recall my father telling me, and I might have garbled it in the retelling."
"I shall, " Matthew said. "But please continue."
"Mr. Lancaster did not speak German, though his host spoke a little English. There was a translation problem. Whether that had anything to do with the results, I don't know, but my father told me Mr. Lancaster had fled Germany because the nobleman and his son were adversely affected by their studies. The latter killed himself with a poisoned dagger, and the former went half-mad. Which I suppose testifies to the power of magnetism falling into the wrong hands. In any case, a bounty was offered on Mr. Lancaster's head and so he returned to England. But he obviously was a changed man, too, and he sank to the level of trained rats and a few magnetist's tricks behind closed curtains."
"Possibly he wished to keep a low profile, " Matthew said, "for fear that someone would seek him out and claim the bounty." He nodded. "Yes, that explains a lot. As, for instance, why Goode told me no Dutchmen or Germans had seen the Devil. It was because Lancaster feared Germans and likely is limited to only the English tongue."
"Goode?" Smythe asked, looking perplexed. "I'm sorry, I'm not following you."
"My apologies. My thoughts became words." Matthew, his nervous energy at high flux, began to pace back and forth. "Tell me this, if you will: what caused Lancaster to leave the circus, and when was this?"
"I don't know. My family and I left before Mr. Lancaster did."
"Oh. Then you haven't seen Lancaster since?"
"No. Certainly we didn't wish to return to that circus."
Matthew caught a hint of bitterness. "Why? Was your father discharged?"
"Not that. It was my father's wish to leave. He didn't care for the way Mr. Cedarholm—the man who owned the circus—had decided to run things. My father is a very decent man, God love him, and he bridled about bringing in the freaks."
Matthew suddenly stopped his pacing. "Freaks?"
"Yes. Three of them, to begin with."
"Three, " Matthew repeated. "May I... ask what they were?"
"The first was a black-skinned lizard, as big as a ram. The thing had come from some South Sea island, and it near made my mother faint to look upon it."
"The second, " Matthew said, his mouth dry. "Might it have been an imp of some kind? A dwarf, possibly, with a childlike face and long white hair?"
"Yes. Exactly that. How did..." Now Smythe truly appeared confounded. "How did you know?"
"The third, " Matthew prompted. "Was it... an unspeakable thing?"
"The third one was what made my father pack our bags. It was a hermaphrodite with the breasts of a woman and... the tools of a man. My father said even Satan would shrink to look upon such a blasphemy."
"Your father might be interested, Mr. Smythe, to know that all three of those creatures have lately found work in Fount Royal, with Satan's blessing. Oh, I have him now! I have him!" Matthew couldn't restrain himself from smacking his palm with his fist, his eyes bright with the fire of the hunt. He immediately reined in his enthusiasm, as he noted that Smythe took a backward step and appeared concerned that he might be dealing with a lunatic. "I have a request. Again, a very important one. I happen to know where Lancaster lives. It's not very far from here, at the end of this street. Would you go there with me—this moment—and look upon him face-to-face and tell me you positively know he's the man you claim him to be?"
"I've already told you. I saw his eyes, which are as unforgettable as his voice. It is him."
"Yes, but nevertheless I require you to identify him in my presence." Matthew also wanted Lancaster to know before another hour had passed that a blade had been thrust into his repugnant, inhuman plans, and twisted for good measure.
"I... do have some work to get done. Perhaps later this afternoon?"
"No, " Matthew said. "Now." He correctly read the reticence in Smythe's eyes. "As an officer of the court, I must tell you this is official business. Also that I am empowered by Magistrate Woodward to compel you to accompany me." It was an outright falsehood, but Matthew had no time for dawdling.
Smythe, who obviously had well learned the lessons of decency from his esteemed father, said, "No compelling is necessary, sir. If this has to do with a matter of law, I should be glad to go."
Matthew and Smythe proceeded along Industry Street—the former in expectant haste and the latter more understandably moderate in his willingness to advance—toward the house of the formerly known Gwinett Linch. Smythe's pace slowed as they reached the execution field, and he regarded the stake and pyre with dread fascination. An oxcart had been pulled up beside the woodpile, and two men—one of them the giant Mr. Green, Matthew saw—were at work unloading another cargo of witch-burning fuel.
Yes, build it up! Matthew thought. Waste your muscles and your minutes, for when this day is done one less nightbird shall be confined in a cage and one more vulture there in her place!
Further on stood the house. "My God!" Smythe said, aghast. "Mr. Lancaster lives there?"
"Lancaster lives within, " Matthew replied, his pace yet quickening. "The ratcatcher has groomed the exterior."
He felt a gnaw of disappointment. No smoke rose from the chimney, though indeed the breakfast hour was long past. But all the shutters were closed, indicating that Lancaster was out. Matthew inwardly muttered a curse, for he'd wished to have this identification promptly done and then escort Smythe directly to see Bidwell. It dawned on him that if Lancaster was indeed in there, closed up from the sunlight like a night-faring roach, he might turn violent, and they had no weapon of defense. Perhaps it would be best to go fetch Mr. Green as a precaution. But then another thought hit Matthew, and this one had terrible implications.
What if Lancaster, upon knowing he'd been recognized, had fled Fount Royal? He would have had ample time last night. But what was the procedure for getting out the gate after sunset? Surely such a thing was unheard of. Would the watchman have allowed him to leave without informing Bidwell? But what if Lancaster had saddled a horse and gone yesterday afternoon while it was still light?
"You're near running!" Smythe said, trying to keep up. Without Lancaster, Rachel's fate was still in doubt. Damned right Matthew was nearly running, and he did break into a run the final twenty yards.
He slammed his fist on the door. He had expected no answer, and therefore was immediately prepared to do what he next did: open the door and enter.
Before he could cross the threshold, Matthew was struck in the face.
Not by any physical fist, but rather by the overwhelming smell of blood. He instinctively recoiled, his mouth coming open in a gasp.
These were the things he saw, in a torrent of hideous impressions: light, streaming between the shutter slats and glistening off the dark red blood that had pooled on the floorboards and made large brown blotches on the pallet's sheet; Lancaster's corpse, lying on its right side on the floor, the left hand gripping at the sheet as if to pull itself up, the mouth and icy gray eyes horribly open in a slashed and clawed face, and the throat cut like a red-lipped grin from ear to ear; the formerly meticulous household ravaged as if by a whirlwind, clothes pulled from the trunk and strewn about; desk drawers wrenched out and upturned, cooking implements thrown hither and yon; hearth ashes scooped up and tossed to settle over the corpse like grave dust.
Smythe had also seen. He gave a choked moan and staggered back, and then off he ran along Industry Street in the direction of his companions, his face bone-white and his mouth trailing the shattering cry, "Murder! Murder!"
The shout might have alarmed everyone else who heard it, but it served to steady Matthew's nerves because he knew he had only a short time to inspect this gruesome scene before being intruded upon. He realized as well that the sight of Lancaster lying dead and so brutally disfigured must have been the same sight viewed by Reverend Grove's wife and by Jess Maynard, who had discovered Daniel Howarth's body. Little wonder, then, that Mrs. Grove and the Maynards had fled town.
The cut throat. The face savaged by demonic claws. And, it appeared, the shoulders, arms, and chest also slashed through the bloody ribbons of the man's shirt.
Yes, Matthew thought. A true Satan had been at work here.
He felt sick to his stomach and scared out of his wits, but he had time for neither debility. He looked about the wreckage. The desk's drawers, all the papers and everything else dumped out, the inkwell smashed. He wished to find two items before Mr. Green surely arrived: the sapphire brooch and the book on ancient Egypt. But even as he knelt down to negotiate this mess of blood, ink, and blood-inked papers he knew with a sinking certainty that those two items, above all else, would not be found.
He spent a moment or two in search, but when he suffered the smear of blood on his hands he gave up the quest as both impossible and unreasonable. He was fast weakening in this charnel house, and the desire for fresh air and untainted sunlight was a powerful call. It occurred to him that Smythe had been correct: Lancaster would indeed not be caught dead in his ratcatcher's rags, as he wore what had once been a white shirt and a pair of dark gray breeches.
And now the need to get out was too much to withstand. Matthew stood up and, as he turned to the door—which had not opened to its full extent, but rather just enough to allow his entry—he saw what was scrawled there on its inner surface in the clotted ink of Lancaster's veins.

My Rachel Is Not Alone

In the space of a hammered heartbeat Matthew's flesh prickled and the hairs rose at the back of his neck. The first words that came to his mind were Oh... shit.
He was still staring numbly at that damning declaration a moment later when Hannibal Green came through the door, followed by the other rustic with whom he'd been working. At once Green stopped in his tracks, his red-bearded face twisted with horror. "Christ's Mercy!" he said, stunned to the soles of his four-teen-inch boots. "Linch?" He looked at Matthew, who nodded, and then Green saw the clerk's gore-stained hands and hollered, "Randall! Go fetch Mr. Bidwell! Now!"
In the time that ensued, Green would have thought Matthew a bloody-handed murderer had not David Smythe, pallid but resolute, returned to the scene and explained they'd both been together when the corpse was discovered. Matthew took the opportunity to wipe his hands on one of the clean shirts that had been so rudely torn from the trunk. Then Green had his own hands full trying to keep people who'd been alerted by Smythe's cry—among them Martin and Constance Adams—out of the house.
"Is that Lancaster?" Matthew asked Smythe, who stood to one side staring down at the corpse.
Smythe swallowed. "His face is... so... swollen, but... I know the eyes. Unforgettable. Yes. This man... was Jonathan Lancaster."
"Move back!" Green told the onlookers. "Move back, I said!" Then he had no choice but to close the door in the gawkers' faces, and thereupon he saw the bloody scrawl.
Matthew thought Green might go down, for he staggered as if from a mighty blow. When he turned his head to look at Matthew, his eyes seemed to have shrunken and retreated in his face. He spoke in a very small voice, "I shall... I shall guard the door from the outside." So saying, he was gone like a shot.
Smythe had also seen the bloody writing. His mouth opened, but he made not a sound. Then he lowered his head and followed Green out the door with similar haste.
Now the die was well and truly cast. Alone in the house with the deadly departed, Matthew knew this was the funeral bell for Fount Royal. Once word got out about that declaration on the door—and it was probably beginning its circuit of tongues right now, starting with Green—the town wouldn't be worth a cup of cold drool.
He avoided looking at Lancaster's face, which had not only been severely clawed but had become misshapen from such injury. He knelt down and continued his search for the brooch and book, this time using a cloth to move aside blood-spattered wreckage. Presently a wooden box caught his attention, and he lifted its lid to find within the tools of the ratcatcher's trade: the odious long brown seedbag that had served to hold rodent carcasses, the stained deerskin gloves, the cowhide bag, and various wooden jars and vials of—presumably—rat bait. Also in the box was the single blade—wiped clean and shining—that had been secured to the end of the ratcatcher's sticker.
Matthew lifted his gaze from the box and looked around the room. Where was the sticker itself? And—most importantly— where was that fearsome appliance with the five curved blades that Hazelton had fashioned?
Nowhere to be seen.
Matthew opened the cowhide bag, and in doing so noted two drops and a smear of dried blood near its already-loosened drawstring. The bag was empty.
To be such a cleanliness fanatic, why would Lancaster have not wiped the rodent blood from the side of this bag before putting it back into the wooden box? And why was the five-bladed appliance—-that "useful device" as Lancaster had called it—not here with the other utensils?
Now Matthew did force himself to look at Lancaster's face, and the claw marks upon it. With a mind detached from his revulsion he studied the vicious slashings on the corpse's shoulders, arms, and chest.
He knew.
In perhaps another fifteen minutes, during which Matthew searched without success for the appliance, the door opened again—tentatively, this time—and the master of Fount Royal peered in with eyes the size of teacup saucers. "What... what has happened here?" he gasped.
"Mr. Smythe and I found this scene. Lancaster has left us, " Matthew said.
"You mean... Linch."
"No. He was never truly Gwinett Linch. His name is— was—Jonathan Lancaster. Please come in."
"Must I?"
"I think you should. And please close the door."
Bidwell entered, wearing his bright blue suit. The look of sickness contorted his face. He did close the door, but he remained pressed firmly against it.
"You ought to see what you're pressing against, " Matthew said.
Bidwell looked at the door, and like Green he staggered and almost fell. His jerking away from it made him step into the bloody mess on the floor and for a dangerous instant he balanced on the precipice of falling alongside the corpse. His fight against gravity was amazing for a man of his size, and with sheer power of determination—and more than a little abject, breeches-wetting terror—he righted himself.
"Oh my Jesus, " he said, and he took off both his bright blue tricorn and his gray curled wig and mopped his sandy pate with a handkerchief. "Oh dear God... we're doomed now, aren't we?"
"Steady yourself, " Matthew instructed. "This was done by a human hand, not a spectral one."
"A human hand? Are you out of your mind? Only Satan himself could have done this!" He pushed the handkerchief to his nose to filter the blood smell. "It's the same as was done to the reverend and Daniel Howarth! Exactly the same!"
"Which should tell you the same man committed all three murders. In this case, though, I think there was a falling out of compatriots."
"What are you running off at the lips about now?" Bidwell's sickness had receded and anger was beginning to flood into its mold. "Look at that on the door! That's a message from the damned Devil! Good Christ, my town will be dust and maggots before sunset! Oh!" It was a wounded, terrible cry, and his eyes appeared near bursting out. "If the witch is not alone... then who might the other witches and warlocks be?"
"Shut up that yammering and listen to me!" Matthew advanced upon Bidwell until they stood face to sweating face. "You'll do yourself and Fount Royal no good to fall to pieces! If your town needs anything now, it's a true leader, not a bullier or a weeper!"
"How... how dare you..."
"Put aside your bruised dignity, sir. Just stand there and listen. I am as confounded about this as you, because I thought Linch—Lancaster—was alone in his crimes. Obviously—and stupidly—I was wrong. Lancaster and his killer were working together to paint Rachel as a witch and destroy your town."
"Boy, your love for that witch will put you burning at her side!" Bidwell shouted, his face bright red and the veins pulsing at his temples. He looked to be courting an explosion that would blow off the top of his head. "If you wish to go to Hell with her, I can arrange it!"
"This was written on the door, " Matthew said coldly, "by a human hand determined to finish Fount Royal at one fell swoop. The same hand that cut Lancaster's throat and—when he was dead or dying—used the ratcatcher's own five-bladed device to strike him repeatedly, thereby giving the impression of a beast's claws. That device was also used to inflict similar wounds on Reverend Grove and Daniel Howarth."
"Yes, yes, yes! It's all as you say, isn't it? Everything is as you say!"
"Most everything, " Matthew answered.
"Well, you didn't even see those other bodies, so how can you know? And what nonsense is this about some kind of five-bladed device?"
"You've never seen it? Then again, I doubt you would have. Seth Hazelton forged it for the use—he thought—of killing rats. Actually, it was probably planned for its current use all along."
"You're mad! Absolutely roaring mad!"
"I am neither mad, " Matthew said, "nor roaring, as you are. To prove my sanity, I will ask Mr. Smythe to go to your house and explain to you Lancaster's true identity as he explained it to me. I think you'll find it worth your while."
"Really?" Bidwell sneered. "If that's the case, you'd best go find him! When my carriage passed their camp, the actors were packing their wagons!"
Now a true spear of terror pierced Matthew's heart. "What?"
"That's right! They were in a fever to do it, too, and now I know why! I'm sure there's nothing like finding a Satan-mauled corpse and a bloody message from Hell to put one in mind for a merry play!"
"No! They can't leave yet!" Matthew was out the door faster even than Green's pistol-ball exit. Straightaway his progress was blocked by the seven or eight persons who stood just outside, including Green himself. Then he had to negotiate a half-dozen more citizens who dawdled between the house and Industry Street. He saw Goode sitting in the driver's seat of Bidwell's carriage, but the horses faced west and getting them turned east would take too long. He set off toward the maskers' camp, running so fast he lost his left shoe and had to forfeit precious time putting it back on.
Matthew let loose a breath of relief when he reached the campsite and saw that, though the actors were indeed packing their trunks, costumes, featherboxes, and all the rest of their theatrical belongings, none of the horses had yet been hitched to a wagon. There was activity aplenty, however, and it was obvious to Matthew that Smythe's tale of what was discovered had put the fear of Hell's wrath into these people.
"Mr. Brightman!" Matthew called, seeing the man helping another thespian lift a trunk onto a wagon. He rushed over. "It's urgent I speak with Mt. Smythe!"
"I'm sorry, Mr. Corbett. David is not to be spoken with." Brightman looked past Matthew. "Franklin! Help Charles fold up that tent!"
"I must, " Matthew insisted.
"That's impossible, sir." Brightman stalked off toward another area of the camp, and Matthew walked at his side. "If you'll pardon me, I have much work to do. We plan on leaving as soon as we're packed."
"You needn't leave. None of your troupe is in danger."
"Mr. Corbett, when we discovered your... um... situation with the witch from a source in Charles Town, I myself was reluctant—extremely reluctant—to come here. But to be perfectly honest we had nowhere else to go. Mr. Bidwell is a very generous friend, therefore I was talked into making the trip." Brightman stopped walking and turned to face Matthew. "I regret my decision, young man. When David told me what had happened... and what he saw in that house... I immediately gave the order to break camp. I am not going to risk the lives of my troupe for any amount that Mr. Bidwell might put on our table. End of pronouncement." He began walking once more and boomed, "Thomas! Make sure all the boots are in that box!"
"Mr. Brightman, please!" Matthew caught up with him again. "I understand your decision to leave, but... please... it is absolutely urgent that I speak to Mr. Smythe. I need for him to tell Mr. Bidwell about—"
"Young man, " Brightman said with an exasperated air as he halted abruptly. "I am trying to be as pleasant as possible under the circumstances. We must—I repeat must—get on the road within the hour. We'll not reach Charles Town before dark, but I wish to get there before midnight."
"Would it not be better to stay the night here, and leave in the morning?" Matthew asked. "I can assure you that—"
"I think neither you nor Mr. Bidwell can assure us of anything. Including the assurance that we'll all be alive in the morning. No. I thought you had only one witch here, and that was bad enough; but to have an unknown number, and the rest of them lurking about ready and eager to commit murder for their master... no, I can't risk such a thing."
"All right, then, " Matthew said. "But can't I request that Mr. Smythe speak to Mr. Bidwell? It would only take a few minutes and it would—"
"David cannot speak to anyone, young man, " Brightman said firmly. "Did you hear me? I said can not."
"Well, where is he? If I can have a moment with him—"
"You are not listening to me, Mr. Corbett." Brightman took a step toward him and grasped his shoulder with one of those viselike hands. "David is in one of the wagons. Even if I allowed you to see him, it would do no good. I am being truthful when I say that David cannot speak. After he told me what he'd seen—and particularly about the writing—he broke into a fit of shivering and weeping and thereafter was silent. What you don't know about David is that he is a very sensitive young man. Precariously sensitive, I might say."
Brightman paused, staring intently into Matthew's eyes. "He has had some nervous difficulties in the past. For that reason, he lost his positions with both the Saturn Cross Company and James Prue's Players. His father is an old friend of mine, and so when he asked me to take his son on as a favor—and watch over him—I agreed. I think the sight of that murdered man has sent him to the edge of... well, it's best not to say. He has been given a cup of rum and a pair of day-blinders. Therefore I certainly will not let you see him, as he must rest and be quiet for any hope of a prompt recovery."
"Can't I... just... for one..."
"No, " Brightman said, his voice like the tolling of a bass-tuned bell. He released his grip on Matthew's shoulder. "I'm sorry, but whatever it is you want with David cannot be granted. Now: it was a pleasure to meet you, and I hope all goes well with this witchcraft situation. I hope you sleep with a Bible in your bed and a candle by your hand tonight. Perhaps also a pistol under your pillow. Good luck to you, and goodbye." He stood with his arms crossed, waiting for Matthew to move away from the camp.
Matthew had to give it one more try. "Sir, I'm begging you. A woman's life lies in the balance."
"What woman?"
He started to speak the name, but he knew it wouldn't help. Brightman regarded him with a stony stare.
"I don't know what intrigues are in progress here, " Bright-man said, "and neither do I wish to know. It is my experience that the Devil has a long arm." He scanned the vista of Fount Royal, his eyes saddened. "It pains me to say it, but I doubt we shall have need to come this way next summer. Many fine people lived here, and they were very kind to us. But... such are the tides of life. Now please pardon me, as I have work to do."
Matthew could say nothing more. He watched as Brightman walked away to join a group of men who were taking down the yellow awning. Horses were being hitched to one of the wagons, and the other horses were being readied. It occurred to him that he might assert his rights and go to each wagon in turn until Smythe was found, but what then? If Smythe was too anguished to speak, what good would it do? But no, he couldn't let Smythe just ride out of here without telling Bidwell who the ratcatcher really was! It was inconceivable!
And it was equally inconceivable to grab an ailing person with a nervous disorder by the scruff of the neck and shake him like a dog until he talked.
Matthew staggered, light-headed, to the other side of Industry Street and sat down at the edge of a cornfield. He watched the camp dwindling as the wagons were further packed. Every few minutes he vowed he would stand, march defiantly over there and find Smythe for himself. But he remained seated, even when a whip cracked and the cry "Get up!" rang out and the first wagon creaked away.
Once the departure of wagons had begun, the others soon followed. Brightman, however, remained with the final wagon and helped the Falstaffian-girthed thespian lift a last trunk and two smaller boxes. Before the work was completed, Bidwell's carriage came into view. Bidwell bade Goode halt, and Matthew watched as the master of Fount Royal climbed down and went to speak with Brightman.
The discussion lasted only three or four minutes. Bidwell did a lot of listening and nodding. It ended with the two men shaking hands, and then Brightman got up onto the driver's plank of his wagon, which the Falstaffian gentleman already occupied. A whip popped, Brightman boomed, "Go on there, go on!" and the horses began their labor.
Matthew felt tears of bitter frustration burn his eyes. He bit his lower lip until it nearly bled. Brightman's wagon trundled away. Matthew stared at the ground until he saw a shadow approaching, and even then he kept his head bowed.
"I have assigned James Reed to guard the house, " Bidwell said. His voice was wan and listless. "James is a good, dependable man."
Matthew looked up into Bidwell's face. The man had donned both his wig and tricorn again, but they sat at crooked angles. Bidwell's face appeared swollen and the color of yellow chalk, his eyes like those of a shot-stunned animal. "James will keep them out, " he said, and then he frowned. "What shall we do for a ratcatcher?"
"I don't know, " was all Matthew could say.
"A ratcatcher, " Bidwell repeated. "Every town must have one. Every town that wishes to grow, I mean." He looked around sharply as another wagon—this one open-topped and carrying the hurriedly packed belongings of Martin and Constance Adams—passed along Industry Street on its way out. Martin was at the reins, his face set with grim resolve. His wife stared straight ahead also, as if terrified to even glance back at the house they were fleeing. The child, Violet, was pressed between them, all but smothered.
"Essential for a town, " Bidwell went on, in a strangely calm tone. "That rats be controlled. I shall... I shall put Edward on the problem. He will give me sound advice."
Matthew clasped his fingers to his temples and then released the pressure. "Mr. Bidwell, " he said. "We are dealing with a human being, not Satan. One human being. A cunning fox of which I have never before seen the like."
"They'll be frightened at first, " Bidwell replied. "Yes, of course they will be. They were so looking forward to the maskers."
"Lancaster was murdered because his killer knew he was about to be exposed. Either Lancaster told that man—or a very strong and ruthless woman—about Smythe identifying him... or the killer was in your house last night when Smythe related it to me."
"I think... some of them will leave. I can't blame them. But they'll come to their senses, especially with the burning so near."
"Please, Mr. Bidwell, " Matthew said. "Try to hear what I'm saying." He lowered his head again, his mind almost overwhelmed by what he was thinking. "I don't believe Mr. Winston to be capable of murder. Therefore... if indeed the killer was someone in your house last night... that narrows the field to Mrs. Nettles and Schoolmaster Johnstone." Bidwell was silent, but Matthew heard his rough breathing.
"Mrs. Nettles... could have overheard, from outside the parlor. There may be... may be a fact I've missed about her. I recall... she said something important to me, concerning Reverend Grove... but I can't draw it up. The schoolmaster... are you absolutely certain his knee is—"
Bidwell began to laugh.
It was possibly the most terrible sound Matthew had ever heard. It was a laugh, yes, but also in the depths of it was something akin to a strangled shriek.
Matthew raised his eyes to Bidwell and received another shock. Bidwell's mouth was laughing, but his eyes were holes of horror and tears had streaked down his cheeks. He began to back away as the laughter spiralled up and up. He lifted his arm and aimed his index finger at Matthew, his hand trembling.
The crazed laughter abruptly stopped. "You, " he rasped. And now not only was he weeping, but his nose had begun to run. "You're one of them, aren't you? Sent to ruin my town and drive me mad. But I'll beat you yet! I'll beat all of you! I've never failed and I shall not fail! Do you hear me? Never failed! And I shall not ... shall not... shall—"
"Mr. Bidwell, suh?" Goode had stepped beside the man and gently taken hold of his arm. Though it was such an improper gesture between slave and master, Bidwell made no attempt to pull away. "We ought best be goin'."
Bidwell continued to stare at Matthew, his eyes seeing only a prince of destruction. "Suh?" Goode prompted quietly. "Ought be goin'." He gave Bidwell's arm just the slightest tug.
Bidwell shivered, though the sun was bright and warm. He lowered his gaze and wiped the tearstreaks from his face with the back of his free hand. "Oh, " he said; it was more the exhalation of breath than speech. "I'm tired. Near... worn out."
"Yes suh. You do needs a rest."
"A rest." He nodded. "I'll feel better after a rest. Help me to the carriage, will you?"
"Yes suh, I will." Goode looked at Matthew and put a finger to his lips, warning Matthew to make no further utterances. Then Goode steadied Bidwell, and the slave and master walked together to the carriage.
Matthew remained where he was. He watched Goode help his master into a seat, and then Goode got up behind the horses, flicked the reins, and the horses started off at an ambling pace.
When the carriage had departed from sight, Matthew stared blankly at the empty field where the maskers had been and thought he might weep himself.
His hopes of freeing Rachel were wrecked. He had not a shred of evidence to prove any of the things he knew to be true. Without Lancaster—and without Smythe to lend credence to the tale—the theory of how Fount Royal had been seduced by mental manipulation was a madman's folly. Finding the sapphire brooch and the book on ancient Egypt would have helped, but the killer had already known their value—and must have been well aware of their presence—and so had stolen them away as efficiently as he had murdered Lancaster. He—or she, God forbid—had even torn up the house so no one would know the ratcatcher's true living habits.
So. What now?
He had come through this maze to find himself at a dead end. Which only meant, he believed, that he must retrace his steps and search for the proper passage. But the time was almost gone.
Almost gone.
He knew he was grasping at straws by accusing either the schoolmaster or Mrs. Nettles. Lancaster might have told his killer yesterday that he'd been recognized, and the cunning fox had waited until long after dark to visit the wretched-looking house. Just because Smythe had revealed his recognition to Matthew in Bidwell's parlor didn't mean the killer had been there to overhear it.
He trusted Mrs. Nettles, and did not want to believe she had a hand in this. But what if everything the woman had said was a lie? What if she had been manipulating him all along? It might not have been Lancaster who took the coin, but Mrs. Nettles. She certainly could have laid the magistrate out cold if she'd chosen to.
And the schoolmaster. An Oxford man, yes. A highly educated man. The magistrate had seen Johnstone's deformed knee, it was true, but still...
There was the question of the bearded surveyor and his interest in the fount. It was important. Matthew knew it was, but he could not prove it.
Neither could he prove the fount was a pirate's treasure vault, nor indeed that it held a single coin or jewel.
Neither could he prove that any of the witnesses had not actually seen what they believed to see, and that Rachel hadn't made those damning poppets and hidden them in her house.
Neither could he prove that Rachel had been chosen as the perfect candidate to paint as a witch by two persons—possibly more?—who both were masters of disguise.
Certainly he couldn't prove that Linch was Lancaster and Lancaster had been murdered by his accomplice, and that Satan himself didn't scrawl that message on the door.
Now Matthew truly felt close to weeping. He knew everything—or almost everything—of how it had been done, and he felt sure he knew why it had been done, and he knew the name of one of the persons who'd done it...
But without proof he was a beggar in the house of justice, and could expect not a single scrap.
Another wagon passed along Industry Street, carrying a family and their meager belongings away from this accursed town. The last days of Fount Royal had come.
And Matthew was keenly aware that Rachel's last hours were passing away, and that on Monday morning she would surely burn and for the rest of his life—the rest of his miserable, frost-souled life—only he would know the truth.
No, that was wrong. There would be one other, who would grin as the flames roared and the ashes flew, as the houses emptied and the dream perished. Who would grin as the thought came clear: All the silver, gold, and jewels... all mine now... and those fools never even knew.
Only one fool knew. And he was powerless to stop either the flow of time or the flow of citizens fleeing Fount Royal.
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AND NOW THE WHOLE WORLD was silent. Or at least it seemed so, to Matthew's ears. In fact, the world was so silent that the sound of his feet creeping on the hallway's floorboards sounded to him like barely muffled cannonades, and the errant squeak of a loose timber like a high-pitched human shriek.
He had a lantern in hand. He was dressed in his bedclothes, as he had retired to sleep several hours ago. In reality, though, he had retired to ponder and wait. The time had arrived, and he was on a journey to Bidwell's upstairs study.
It was now the Sabbath morning. He reasoned it was sometime between midnight and two o'clock. The previous day had truly been nightmarish, and this current day promised to be no less an ordeal.
Matthew had himself seen eight more wagons departing Fount Royal. The gate had been opened and closed with a regularity that would have been comical had it not been so tragic. Bidwell had remained in his bedchamber all day. Winston had gone in to see him, as had Dr. Shields, and once Matthew had heard Bidwell's voice raving and raging with a frightful intensity that made one believe all the demons of Hell had ringed his bed to pay their ghastly respects. Perhaps in Bidwell's tortured mind they had.
During the course of the day Matthew had sat at the magistrate's bedside for several hours, reading the book on English plays and attempting to keep his mind from wandering to the Florida country. He was also there to guard against the magistrate finding out what had occurred this morning, as it might cause Woodward deep grief that would sink him again into sickness. The magistrate, though certainly able to communicate more clearly and feeling positive about his chances of improvement, was yet weak and in need of further rest. Dr. Shields had administered three more doses of the powerful medicine, but had been wise enough during his visits not to mention anything that could harm his patient's outlook. The medicine did what it was meant to do: it sent Woodward to the dreamer's land, where he could not know what tumult was taking place in reality.
Fortunately, the magistrate had been asleep—or, rather, drugged—when Bidwell had carried out his raging. In the evening, as darkness called upon Fount Royal and many fewer lamps answered than the night before, Matthew had asked Mrs. Nettles for a deck of cards and played a dozen or so games of five and forty with the magistrate, who was delighted at the chance to challenge his sluggish mind. As they played, Matthew made mention of Woodward's dream of Oxford, and how Johnstone had also seemed to enjoy the recollections.
"Yes, " Woodward had said, studying his cards. "Once an Oxford man... always so."
"Hm." Matthew had decided to let another hand go by before he mentioned the schoolmaster again. "It is a shame about Mr. Johnstone's knee. Being so deformed. But he does get around well, doesn't he?"
A slight smile had crept across the magistrate's mouth. "Matthew, Matthew, " he'd said. "Do you never quit?"
"I'm sorry, sir?"
"Please. I am not... so ill and... weak-minded that I can't see through you. What is this now... about his knee?"
"Nothing, sir. I was just making mention of it, in passing. You did say you saw it, did you not?"
"I did."
"At close quarters?"
"Close enough. I could smell nothing... because of my condition... but I recall that Mr. Winston was... quite repelled... by the odor of Mr. Johnstone's hogsfat liniment."
"But you did clearly view the deformity?"
"Yes, " Woodward had said. "Clearly, and... it was a viewing... I would not care to repeat. Now... may we return to our game?"
Not long after that, Dr. Shields had arrived with the magistrate's third dose of the day, and Woodward had been sleeping calmly ever since.
Matthew had, in the afternoon, taken the opportunity for a quick look into Bidwell's study, so now in the middle of the night he had no problem getting inside. He closed the door behind him and crossed the gold-and-red Persian rug to the large mahogany desk that commanded the room. He sat down in the desk's chair and quietly pulled open the topmost drawer. He found no map there, so he went on to the next drawer. A careful search through papers, wax seals with the scrolled letter B, official-looking documents and the like revealed no map. Neither did the third drawer, nor the fourth and final one.
Matthew stood up, taking his lantern to the study's bookshelves. On the way, the squeal of a loose pinewood floorboard made his flesh crawl. Then he began to methodically move all the leatherbound books one from another, thinking that perhaps the map might be folded up and stored between two of them. Of course, the map might also be folded up inside one of the books, which was going to necessitate a longer search than he'd anticipated.
He was perhaps near midway in his route through the bookshelves when he heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs. He hesitated, listening more intently. The footsteps reached the top of the stairs and also hesitated. There was a space of time in which neither Matthew nor the person in the hallway moved. Then he heard the footsteps approaching and he saw lantern light in the space between door and floorboards.
Quickly he opened the glass of his own lamp and blew out the flame. He retreated to the protection of the desk and crouched down on the floor.
The door opened. Someone entered, paused for a few seconds, and then the door was closed again. Matthew could see the ruddy glow of the person's lantern upon the walls as it moved from side to side. And then the voice came, but cast low so as not to leave the room: "Mr. Corbett, I know ye just blew out a candle. I can smell it. If you'd show y'self, please?"
He stood up and Mrs. Nettles centered her lamplight on him. "Ye mi' care to know that my own quarters are 'neath this room, " she said. "I heard someone walkin' and 'sumed it must be Mr. Bidwell, as this is his private study."
"Pardon me, I didn't mean to wake you."
"I'm sure you didn't, but I was already waked. I was plan-nin' on comin' up and lookin' in on 'im, since he was in such an awful bad way." She approached him and set the lantern down on the desktop. She wore a somber gray nightcap and a nightgown of similar hue, and on her face was a smoothing of ghastly green-tinted skin cream. Matthew had to believe that if Bidwell saw Mrs. Nettles in this state, he might think a froggish phantasm had crawled from its Hellish swamp. "Your intrusion in this room, " she said sternly, "canna' be excused. What're you doin' in here?"
There was nothing to be done but tell the truth. "I understand from Solomon Stiles that Bidwell has a map of the Florida country, drawn by a French explorer. I thought it might be hidden in this room, either in his desk or on the bookshelves."
Mrs. Nettles made no reply, but simply stared holes through him. "I am not saying I've decided, " Matthew continued. "I'm only saying I wish to see the map, to gain some idea of what the terrain is like."
"It would kill you, " she said. "And the lady too. Does she know what you're wantin'?"
"No."
"Don't ye think askin' her oughta be the first thing, a'fore ye start the plannin'?"
"I'm not planning. I'm only looking."
"Plannin", lookin'... whate'er. Mi' be she doesn't care ta perish in the jaws of a wild beast."
"What, then? She'd rather perish by burning? I think not!"
"Keep your voice reined, " she warned. "Mr. Bidwell mi' be mind-sick, but he's nae ear-deef."
"All right. But... if I were to continue my search for this map... would you leave the room and forget you saw me here? This is my business and my business alone."
"Nae, you're wrong. It's my business too, for it was my urgin' brought you into this. If I'd kept my tongue still, then—"
"Pardon, " Matthew interrupted, "but I must disagree. Your urging, as you put it, simply alerted me to consider that not all was as it seemed in this town. Which, whether you realize it or not, was a grand understatement. I would have had serious doubts as to Rachel's being a witch even if you had been one of the witnesses against her."
"Well then, if her innocence is all so clear to you, why canna' the magistrate see it?"
"A complicated question, " he said. "The answer involves age and life experience... both of which, in this case, seem to be liabilities to cleat thinking. Or rather, I should say, liabilities to thinking beyond the straight furrow in a crooked field, which you so elegantly pointed out on our first meeting. Now: Will you allow me to search for the map?"
"Nae, " she answered. "If you're so all-fired to find it, I'll point it out." She picked up the lantern and directed its glow to the wall behind the desk. "There it hangs."
Matthew looked. Indeed on the wall hung a brown parchment map, stretched by a wooden frame. It was about fifteen inches or so across and ten inches deep, and it was positioned between an oil portrait of a sailing ship and a charcoal drawing of what appeared to be the London dockside. "Oh, " he said sheepishly. "Well... my thanks."
"Best make sure it's what you're needin'. I know it's French, but I've never paid much mind to it." She offered him the lantern.
Matthew found in another moment that it was indeed what he was needing. It actually appeared to be part of a larger map, and displayed the country from perhaps thirty miles north of Fount Royal to the area identified, in faded quill pen, as Le Terre Florida. Between Fount Royal and the Spanish territory the ancient quill had drawn a representation of vast forest, broken here and there by clearings, the meandering of rivers, and a number of lakes. It was a fanciful map, however, as one lake displayed a kraken-like creature and was named by the mapmaker Le Lac de Poisson Monstre. The swamp—identified with symbols of grass and water instead of tree symbols-—that stretched along the coastline all the way from Fount Royal to the Florida country was titled Marais Perfide. And there was an area of swamp in the midst of the forest, some fifty or sixty miles southwest of Fount Royal, that was named Le Terre de Brutalitie.
"Is it he'pful to ye?" Mrs. Nettles asked.
"More daunting than helpful, " Matthew said. "But yes, it does do some good." He had seen what looked to be a clearing in the wilderness ten or twelve miles southwest of Fount Royal that stretched for what might have been—by the strange and skewed dimensions of this map—four miles in length. Another clearing of several miles lay to the south of the first, and in this one was a lake. A third, the largest of the three, was reachable to the southwest. They were like the footprints of some primordial giant, and Matthew thought that if indeed those cleared areas—or at least areas where the wilderness was not so perfide—existed, then they constituted the route of least resistance to the Florida country. Perhaps this was also the "most direct route" Solomon Stiles had mentioned. In any case, it appeared somewhat less tasking than day after day of negotiating unbroken woodland. Matthew also noted the small scratchings of Indien? at three widely separate locations, the nearest being twenty miles or so southwest of Fount Royal. He assumed the question mark indicated a possible sighting of either a live Indian, the discovery of an artifact, or even the sound of tribal drums.
It was not going to be easy. In fact, it would be woefully hard.
Could the Florida country be reached? Yes, it could. By the directions of southwest, south, southwest and the linking together of those less-wooded giant's footprints. But, as he had previously considered, he was certainly no leatherstocking and the merest miscalculation of the sun's angle might lead him and Rachel into the Terre Brutalitie.
Then again, all of it was terre brutalitie, was it not?
It was insane! he thought as the frustration of reality hit him. Absolutely insane! How could he have ever imagined doing such a thing? To be lost in those terrible forests would be death a thousand times over!
He handed the lantern back to Mrs. Nettles. "Thank you, " he said, and he heard the defeated resignation in his voice.
"Aye, " she said as she took the lamp, "it does seem a beast."
"Mote than a beast. It seems impossible."
"You're puttin' it out of mind, then?"
He ran a hand across his brow. "What am I to do, Mrs. Nettles? Can you possibly tell me?"
She shook her head, looking at him with saddened compassion. "I'm sorry, but I canna'."
"No one can, " he said wearily. "No one, except myself. The saying may be that no man is an island... but I feel very much like at least a solitary dominion. Rachel will be led to the stake within thirty hours. I know she is innocent, yet I can do nothing to free her. Therefore... what am I to do, except devise outlandish schemes to teach the Florida country?"
"You are ta forget her, " Mrs. Nettles said. "You are ta go on about your own life, and let the dead be dead."
"That is the sensible response. But part of me will die on Monday morning too. The part that believes in justice. When that dies, Mrs. Nettles, I shall never be worth a damn again."
"You'll recover. Ever'one goes on, as they must."
"Everyone goes on, " he repeated, with a taint of bitter mockery. "Oh, yes. They go on. With crippled spirits and broken ideals, they do go on. And with the passage of years they forget what crippled and broke them. They accept it grandly as they grow older, as if crippling and breaking were gifts from a king. Then those same hopeful spirits and large ideals in younger souls are viewed as stupid, and petty... and things to be crippled and broken, because everyone does go on." He looked into the woman's eyes. "Tell me. What is the point of life, if truth is not worth standing up for? If justice is a hollow shell? If beauty and grace are burnt to ashes, and evil rejoices in the flames? Shall I weep on that day, and lose my mind, or join the rejoicing and lose my soul? Shall I sit in my room? Should I go for a long walk, but where might I go so as not to smell the smoke? Should I just go on, Mrs. Nettles, like everyone else?"
"I think, " she said grimly, "that you do nae have a choice." He had no response for this, which by its iron truth crushed him.
Mrs. Nettles sighed, her face downcast and her shadow thrown huge by the lamplight. "Go ta bed, sir, " she said. "There's nae any more can be done."
He nodded, retrieved his dark lantern, and took the first two steps to the door, then hesitated. "You know... I really thought, for a brief while at least, that I might be able to do it. That I might be able, if I dared hard enough."
"Ta do what, sir?"
"To be Rachel's champion, " he said wistfully. "And when Solomon Stiles told me about the two slaves who'd escaped—the brother and sister—and that they'd nearly reached the Florida country... I thought... it « possible. But it's not, is it? And it never was. Well. I do need to get to bed, don't I?" He felt as if he could sleep for a year, and awaken bearded and forgetful of time. "Good night. Of rather... good morning."
"The brother and sister?" Mrs. Nettles said, with a perplexed expression. "You mean... the two slaves who ran away... oh, I s'pose it must'a been the verra first year."
"That's right. Stiles told me it was the first year."
"Those two got near ta the Florida country? Mr. Corbett, they were but children!"
"Children?"
"Yes sir. Oakley Reeves and his sister, Dulcine. I recall they ran away after their mother died. She was a cook. The boy was all of thirteen, sir, and the girl no older'n twelve."
"What? But... Stiles told me they were put in irons. I assumed they were adults!"
"Oh, they were held in irons, even though the boy was lamed. They were both put on a wagon and taken away. I knew they'd run a piece, but I had nae an idea they'd gotten so far."
"Children, " Matthew repeated. He blinked, stunned by this revelation. "My God. If two children could make it that distance..." He took the lantern from her hand and again studied the French explorer's map, this time with a silent intensity that spoke volumes.
"They were desperate, " Mrs. Nettles said.
"No mote so than I."
"They cared nae if they lived or died."
"I care that Rachel lives. And myself as well."
"I'm sure they had someone helpin' 'em. An older slave, gatherin' what they needed."
"Yes, " Matthew said. "They probably did." He turned toward her, his eyes glittering with fierce resolve. "Would you perform such a function for me, Mrs. Nettles?"
"Nae, I wouldn't!" she answered. "I'm dead set against it!"
"All right, then. Would you betray me if I myself gathered the necessary items? Some of them would be matches and a flint, a knife, clothing and shoes both for myself and Rachel, and a supply of food. I would have to take those items from the household."
Mrs. Nettles did not reply. She scowled, her froggishly green face nothing short of fearsome.
"I ask only of you what you once asked of me, " he said.
"The Lord my witness, I canna' bear ta see ye go on such a folly and lose your young life. And what of the magistrate? Would you abandon him?"
"I thank the same Lord who is your witness that Magistrate Woodward is on the path to recovery. There is nothing I can do to speed his progress."
"But leavin' him like this can ruin it. Have you thought on that?"
"I have. It is a bitter choice to have to make, between the magistrate and Rachel. But that's where I find myself. I intend on writing a letter to him, explaining everything. I must hope that he reads that letter and fully understands my reasoning. If not... then not. But I hope—I believe—the magistrate will."
"Your time. It's awful wee."
"Everything would have to be gathered and readied within twenty-four hours. I want to get her out of there and be gone long before sunrise."
"This is daft!" she said. "How do ye plan on gettin' that key from Green? He won't likely open up the door and let you march in and out!"
"I'll have to give that some thought."
"And how will you go, then? Right through the front gate?"
"No, " Matthew said. "Through the swamp, the same as the slaves."
"Ha! If ye make five miles, you'll have the luck of Angus Mc-Coody!"
"I have no idea who that might be, but I presume it's some personage of fortune in your native land. If it's a blessing, I accept it." He had put his own darkened lantern on the desk and was measuring with the fingers of his free hand the distances involved. "I must have a compass, " he decided. "I'll never find the way without one." A thought came to him. "I would wager Paine owned a compass. I don't think he would mind if I searched his house. Alas, Mrs. Nettles, I shall also have to free this map from its prison."
"Don't tell me such a thing. I don't care ta know."
"Well, I'll leave it alone for the time being. There's no point in advertising my intentions."
"They'll be after you, " she said. "Most likely Mr. Stiles, leadin' the way. They'll hunt ye down quick enough."
"Why should they? Rachel and I have no value to Bidwell. In fact, he may be more pleased to see the last of me than of her. I think he'll send Stiles out to make a quick search, but it will be only rudimentary."
"I say you're mistaken. Mr. Bidwell wants ever'one here ta see her burn."
"I doubt there will be many remaining to watch the display." Matthew removed the candle from his lantern and lit it with hers. Then he returned the lamp to her hand. "After I get Rachel there—to a place of safety, a town or fort or some such—and come back, I'll explain everything to him."
"Hold." Mrs. Nettles regarded him now as if his bell was severely cracked. "What're you sayin'? Come back?"
"That's correct. I'm taking Rachel to the Florida country, but I don't intend to stay. If I can follow the map and compass there, I can follow them back."
"You young fool! They won't let you come back! No, sirrah! Once those Spaniards get their claws on you—an English citizen—they'll ship you right quick ta their own damned land! Oh, they'll treat Rachel fair enough, her bein' a Portuguese, but you they'll parade through their streets like a dancin' monkey!"
"Not if they don't get their claws—as you put it—on me. I said I would take Rachel to some town or fort, but I didn't say I myself would enter it. Oh... one more thing I need to find: a stick, line, and hook I might use for fishing."
"You're a city boy, " she said, shaking het head. "What do ye know of fishin'? Well, that wilderness will cure your insanity soon enough. God help you and that poor woman, and bless your bones when they're a-layin' in a beast's lair chewed ta the marra!"
"A delightful image to sleep upon, Mrs. Nettles. And now I must leave your company, as my day will surely be full." He took his lantern and went to the door, treading lightly.
"A moment, " she said. She stared at the floor, a muscle working in her jaw. "If ye haven't yet considered this... you mi' think to fetch some clothes and the like from her house. All her belonging are still in there, I believe. If you're wantin' an extra pair a' boots... I mi' can he'p you with that."
"Any help would be greatly appreciated."
She looked up sharply at him. "Sleep on this, and think on it again with a clear mind. Hear me?"
"I do. And thank you."
"You ought ta curse me, and thank me only if I put a pan ta the side of your head!"
"That makes me think of breakfast. Would you awaken me promptly at six o'clock? And grant me an extra helping of bacon?"
"Yes, " she said glumly. "Sir."
Matthew left the room and went to his own. He got into bed, extinguished the lantern, and lay on his back in the dark. He heard Mrs. Nettles go along the hallway to Bidwell's room and quietly open the door. There was a period of quiet, during which Matthew could envision the woman lifting her light to check on her sleeping—-and near-mad-—master. Then he heard her walk back along the hall and descend the stairs, after which all was silent again.
He had less than four hours to sleep, so he ought to get to it. There was indeed much to do on the morrow, most of it not only duplicitous but highly dangerous.
How was that key to be gotten from Green? Possibly something would come to him. He hoped. It was vital to find a compass. And clothes and proper shoes for Rachel, as well. Then food must be procured; preferably dried beef, though if it was heavily salted the need for water would increase. He had to write a letter to the magistrate, and that might be the most difficult task of all.
"My God, " he whispered. "What am I about to do?"
At least a hundred and forty miles. On foot. Through a land cruel and treacherous, following a path of least resistance mapped out by a long-dead hand. Down to the Florida country, where he would set his nightbird free. And then back again, alone?
Mrs. Nettles was right. He didn't know a damn thing about fishing.
But he had once survived by his wits for four months at the harbor of Manhattan. He had fought for crumbs, stolen, and scavenged in that urban wilderness. He had endured all manner of hardships, because he had to. The same was true of his trek with the magistrate through the wet woods and across the sodden earth from Shawcombe's tavern. He had kept the magistrate going, when Woodward had wanted to quit and sit down in the muck. And Matthew had done that because he had to.
Two children had nearly made the Florida country. And might have, had not the eldest broken his ankle.
It was possible. It had to be possible. There was no other answer.
But the question remained in his mind, and it disturbed him so much that sleep became more elusive: What am I about to do?
He turned over on his side, curling up like an infant about to be expelled from a womb into the hard reality of life. He was afraid to the very marrow of those bones that Mrs. Nettles predicted would be chewed in a beast's lair. He was afraid, and hot tears born of that fear burned his eyes but he wiped them away before they spilled. He was no champion, no leatherstocking, and no fisherman.
But, by God, he was a survivor, and he intended for Rachel to survive as well.
It was possible. It was. It was. It was. It was.
He would say that to himself a hundred times, but at the rising of the sun and the first cock's crow he would be no less afraid than he was in this merciless dark.







thirty-six





ARE YOU WELL? Truthfully, now." Matthew had been staring out the open window in the magistrate's room, out over the sun-washed roofs and the fount's sparkling blue water. It was mid-afternoon, and he was watching yet another wagon pass through the distant gate. This morning he'd been aware of an almost-continual departure of wagons and oxcarts, their rumbling wheels and thudding animal hooves kicking up a haze of yellow dust that blotted the air around the gate like a perpetual stain. A sad sight had been that of Robert Bidwell, his wig dusty and his shirttail hanging out, as he stood on Harmony Street pleading with his citizens to remain in their homes. At last Winston and Johnstone had led him away to Van Gundy's tavern, even though it was the Sabbath. Van Gundy himself had loaded his belongings—included that wretched gittern—and quit Fount Royal. Matthew assumed that a few bottles still stocked the tavern, and in them Bidwell was seeking to lessen the agony of his perceived failure.
Matthew would have been surprised if any less than sixty persons had departed Fount Royal since dawn. Of course the threat of meeting nightfall between here and Charles Town had choked off the flow as the day progressed, but obviously there were those who preferred to risk the night journey rather than spend another eve in a witch-haunted town. Matthew predicted a similar flight at tomorrow's sunrise, notwithstanding the fact that it was Rachel's execution morn, since by the declaration so cleverly written in Lancaster's house, every neighbor might be a servant of Satan.
Today the church had been empty, but Exodus Jerusalem's camp had been full of terrified citizens. Matthew mused that Jerusalem must have thought he'd truly found himself a gold-pot. The preacher's braying voice had risen and fallen like the waves of a storm-whipped sea, and also rising and falling in accord had been the frenzied cries and shrieks of his fear-drowned audience.
"Matthew? Are you well?" Woodward asked again, from his bed.
"I was just thinking, " Matthew said. "That... even though the sun shines brightly, and the sky is clear and blue... it is a very ugly day." So saying, he closed the shutters, which he had only opened a minute or two before. Then he returned to his chair at the magistrate's bedside and sat down.
"Has something..." Woodward paused, as his voice was still frail. His throat was again in considerable pain and his bones ached, but he wished not to mention such worrisome things to Matthew on the eve of the witch's death. "Has something happened? My ears seem stopped up, but... I think I have heard wagon wheels... and much commotion."
"A few citizens have decided to leave town, " Matthew explained, deliberately keeping his tone casual. "I suspect it has something to do with the burning. There was an unfortunate scene in the street, when Mr. Bidwell stationed himself to try to dissuade their departure."
"Was he successful?"
"No, sir."
"Ah. That poor soul. I feel for him, Matthew." Woodward leaned his head back on his pillow. "He has done his best... and the Devil has done his worst."
"Yes, sir, I agree."
Woodward turned his face so he had a good view of his clerk. "I know we have not been in agreement... on very much of late. I regret that any harsh words were spoken."
"As do I."
"I know also... how you must be feeling. The despondence and despair. Because you still believe her to be innocent. Am I correct?"
"You are, sir."
"Is there nothing... I can say or do to change your mind?"
Matthew offered him a slight smile. "Is there nothing I can say or do to change yours?"
"No, " Woodward said firmly. "And I suspect that... we might never come to common ground on this." He sighed, his expression pained. "You will disagree, of course... but I appeal to you... to lay aside your obvious emotion and consider the facts as I did. I made my decree... based on those facts, and those facts alone. Not based on the accused's physical beauty... or her prowess at twisting words... or her misused intelligence. The facts, Matthew. I had no choice... but to pronounce her guilty, and to sentence her to such a death. Can you not understand?"
Matthew didn't reply, but instead stared at his folded hands.
"No one ever told me, " Woodward said softly, "that... being a judge would be easy. In fact... I was promised... by my own mentor that it would be an iron cloak... once put on, impossible to remove. I have found it doubly true. But... I have tried to be fair, and I have tried to be correct. What more can I do?"
"Nothing more, " Matthew said.
"Ah. Then perhaps... we might return to common ground after all. You will understand these things so much better... after you wear the iron cloak yourself."
"I don't believe I ever shall, " came Matthew's answer, before he could guard his speech.
"You say that now... but it is your youth and despair speaking. Your affronted sense of... what is right and wrong. You are looking at the dark side of the moon, Matthew. The execution of a prisoner... is never a happy occasion, no matter the crime." He closed his eyes, his strength draining away. "But what joy... what relief... when you are able to discover the truth... and set an innocent person free. That alone... justifies the iron cloak. You will see... all in God's time."
A tap at the door announced a visitor. Matthew said, "Who is it?"
The door opened. Dr. Shields stood on the threshold, holding his medical bag. Matthew had noted that since the murder of Nicholas Paine, the doctor's countenance had remained gaunt and hollow-eyed, much as Matthew had found him at the infirmary. In truth, the doctor appeared to Matthew to be laboring under an iron cloak of his own, as Shields's moist face was milk-pale, his eyes watery and red-rimmed beneath the magnifying lenses of his spectacles. "Pardon my intrusion, " he said. "I've brought the magistrate's afternoon dose."
"Come in, doctor, come in!" Woodward pulled himself up to a sitting position, eager for a taste of that healing tonic.
Matthew got up from his chair and moved away so Dr. Shields might administer the dose. The doctor had already this morning been cautioned again—as yesterday—not to mention the events transpiring in Fount Royal, which he had the good sense not to do even if he hadn't been cautioned. He agreed with Matthew that, though the magistrate appealed to be gaining strength, it was yet wise not to pressure his health with the disastrous news.
When the dose had been swallowed and Woodward settled again to await the oncoming of precious sleep, Matthew followed Dr. Shields out into the hallway and closed the magistrate's door.
"Tell me, " Matthew said in a guarded tone. "Your best and honest opinion: When will the magistrate be able to travel?"
"He does improve daily." Shields's spectacles had slipped down his beak, and he pushed them up again. "I am very pleased with his response to the tonic. If all goes well... I would say two weeks."
"What do you mean, 'if all goes well'? He's out of danger, isn't he?"
"His condition was very serious. Life-threatening, as you well know. To say he's out of danger is an oversimplification."
"I thought you were so pleased with his response to the tonic."
"I am, " Shields said forcefully. "But I must tell you something about that tonic. I created it myself from what I had at hand. I purposefully strengthened it as much as I dared, to encourage the body to increase its blood flow and thereby—"
"Yes, yes, " Matthew interrupted. "I know all that about the stagnant blood. What of the tonic?"
"It is... how shall I say this... an extreme experiment. I've never before administered that exact mixture, in so powerful a dosage."
Matthew had an inkling now of what the doctor was getting at. He said, "Go on."
"The tonic was mixed strong enough to make him feel better. To lessen his pain. To... reawaken his natural healing processes."
"In other words, " Matthew said, "it's a powerful narcotic that gives him the illusion of well-being?"
"The word powerful is... uh... an understatement, I fear. The correct term might be Herculean."
"Then without this tonic he would regress to the state he was in before?"
"I can't say. I do know for certain that his fever is much reduced and his breathing greatly freed. The condition of his throat has also improved. So: I have done what you required of me, young man. I have brought the magistrate back from death's door... at the penalty of his being dependent on the tonic."
"Which means, " Matthew said grimly, "that the magistrate is also dependent on the tonic's maker. Just in case I might wish to pursue you in the future for the murder of Nicholas Paine."
Shields flinched at this, and pressed a finger to his mouth to request that Matthew regulate his volume. "No, you're wrong, " he said. "I swear it. That had nothing to do with my mixing the tonic. As I said, I used what was at hand, in a strength I judged sufficient for the task. And as for Paine... if you'd please not mention him again to me? In fact, I demand you do not."
Matthew had seen what might have been a blade-twist of agony in the doctor's eyes, a fleeting thing that had been pushed down as quickly as it had appeared. "All right, then, " he said. "What's to be done?"
"I am planning, after the execution, to begin watering the dosage. There will still be three cups a day, but one of them will be half strength. Then, if all goes well, we shall cut a second cup to half strength. Isaac is a strong man, with a strong constitution. I am hopeful his body will continue to improve by its own processes."
"You're not going back to the lancet and blister cups, are you?"
"No, we have crossed those bridges."
"What about taking him to Charles Town? Could he stand the trip?"
"Possibly. Possibly not. I can't say."
"Nothing more can be done for him?"
"Nothing, " Shields said. "It is up to him... and to God. But he does feel better and he does breathe easier. He can communicate, and he is comfortable. These days... with the medicines I have on hand... I would say that is a miracle of sorts."
"Yes, " Matthew said. "I agree, of course. I... didn't wish to sound ungrateful for what you've done. I believe that under the circumstances you've performed with admirable skill."
"Thank you, sir. Perhaps in this case there was more luck involved than skill... but I have done my best."
Matthew nodded. "Oh... have you finished your examination of Linch's body?"
"I have. I calculate from the thickness of blood that he had been dead some five to seven hours before discovery. His throat wound was the most glaring, but he was also stabbed twice in the back. It was a downward thrust, both stabs piercing his lung on the right side."
"So he was stabbed by someone standing behind and over him?"
"It would appear so. Then I believe his head was pulled backward and the throat wound administered."
"He must have been sitting at his desk, " Matthew said. "Talking to whoever killed him. Then, when he lay dying on the floor, the slash marks were applied."
"Yes, by Satan's claws. Or by the claws of some unknown demon."
Matthew was not going to argue the matter with Dr. Shields. Instead, he changed the subject. "And what of Mr. Bidwell? Has he recovered?"
"Sadly, no. He sits at the tavern with Winston as we speak, getting drunker than I've ever seen him. I can't blame him. Everything is crumbling around him, and with more witches yet to be identified... the town will soon be empty. I slept last night—the little I did sleep—with a Bible at both ends of my bed and a dagger in my hand."
Matthew's thought was that Shields could use a lancet with far deadlier effect than a dagger. "You needn't fear. The damage has been done, and there's no need for the fox now to do anything but wait."
"The fox? Satan, you mean?"
"I mean what I said. Pardon me, doctor. I have some things to tend to."
"Certainly. I shall see you later this evening."
Matthew retired to his room. He drank a cup of water and picked up the ebony-wood compass he'd found in Paine's house early this morning. It was a splendid instrument, the size of his palm, with a blued steel needle on a printed paper card indicating the degrees of direction. He'd realized the compass was a prime example of the process of magnetism, the needle having been magnetized—by a method he didn't fully understand—so as to point north.
Matthew had made other discoveries in Paine's bloodless house, not including the body-sized area of floorboards that had been pulled up and then hastily laid down again underneath the pallet. A brown cotton bag with a shoulder strap served to hold his other finds: a knife with a seven-inch-long blade and an ivory handle; a buckskin bladesheath and waistbelt; and a pair of knee-high boots that could be made useable by an inch of padding at the toes. He also found Paine's pistol and the wheel-lock spanner, but as he knew absolutely nothing about loading, preparing, and firing the temperamental weapon, its use would probably result in his shooting himself in the head.
Matthew had much to do, now that he'd decided.
Near midday, his decision—which up until that point had been wavering—was made solid. He had walked to the execution field and actually gone fight up to the pyre and the stake. He'd stood there imagining the horror of it, yet his imagination was not so deranged as to permit him a full and complete picture. He could not save Fount Royal, but at least he might cheat the fox of Rachel's life.
It was possible, and he was going to do it.
He had been on his way to the gaol, to inform Rachel, when his steps had slowed. Of course she needed to know beforehand... or did she? If his resolve failed tonight, should she be waiting in the dark for a champion who never arrived? If he tried with all his intelligence and might and could not get the key from Green, should Rachel be waiting, hopeful of freedom?
No. He would spare her that torment. He had turned away from the gaol, long before he'd reached its door.
Now, in his room, Matthew sat down in his chair with the document box. He opened it and arranged before him three clean sheets of paper, a quill, and the inkpot.
He spent a moment arranging his thoughts as well. Then he began writing.

Dear Isaac:
By now you have discovered that I have taken Rachel from the gaol. I regret any distress this action may cause you, but I have done such because I know her to be innocent yet I cannot offer proof.
It is my knowledge that Rachel has been the pawn in a scheme designed to destroy Fount Royal. This was done by a manipulation of the mind called "animal magnetism" which I understand will be as much of a puzzle to you as it was to me. Fount Royal's ratcatcher was not who he appeared to be, but indeed was a master at this process of manipulation. He had the ability to paint pictures in the air, as it were. Pictures that would seem to be true to life, except for the lack of several important details such as I have pointed out in our conversations. Alas, I have no proof of this. I learned Linch's true identity from Mr. David Smythe, of the Red Bull Players, who knew him from a—

Matthew stopped. This sounded like utter madness! What was the magistrate going to think when he read these ramblings! Go on he told himself. Just go on.

—circus in England several years ago; I do not wish to ramble any further and alarm you. Suffice it to say I was devastated when Mr. Smythe and the players left town, as he was my last hope at proving Rachel guiltless.
I have a great concern for the safety of Mr. Bidwell. The person who murdered Linch did so before that true identity could be revealed. That same person has been behind the scheme to destroy Fount Royal all along. I believe I know the reason, but as I have no proof it matters not. Now about Mr. Bidwell's safety: if Fount Royal is not soon totally abandoned, Mr. Bidwell's life may be in jeopardy. To save himself, he may have to leave his creation. I am sorry to pass this news on, but it is vital that Mr. Winston remain at Mr. Bidwell's side day and night. I do trust Mr. Winston.
Please believe me, sir, when I tell you I am neither out of my mind nor bewitched. However, I cannot and will not bear to see justice so brutally raped. I am taking Rachel to the Florida country, where she might proclaim herself a runaway slave or English captive and thereby receive sanctuary by the Spanish.
Yes, I can hear your bellow, sir. Please calm yourself and let me explain. I plan on returning. When, I do not know. What will happen to me when I do return, I do not know either. It will be your judgment, and I bow before your mercy. At the same time, I would hope that Mr. Smythe might be found and encouraged to speak, as he will make everything clear to you. And, sir, this is very important: make certain you ask Mr. Smythe to explain why his family left the circus. You will understand much.
As I said, I do plan on returning. I am an English subject, and I do not wish to give up that privilege.

Matthew paused. He had to think about the next part.

Sir,
if by some chance or the decision of God that I should not return, I wish to here and now thank you for your intercession in my life. I wish to thank you for your lessons, your labors, and—

Go on, he told himself.

—your love. Perhaps you did not come to the almshouse that day in search of a son. Nevertheless, you found one.
Or, more accurately, sir, you crafted one. I would like to think that I made as good a son as Thomas might have been. You see, sir, you have been a magnificent success at crafting a human being, if 1 may speak so grandly of myself. You have given me what I consider to be the greatest gifts: that of self-worth and a knowledge of the worth of others.
It is because I understand such worth that I choose to free Rachel from her prison and her unjust fate. No one has made this decision but myself. When I go to the gaol tonight to free her, she will be unaware of my intentions.
There is no way you could have known that Rachel was not guilty. You have steadfastly followed the rules and tenets of law as outlined for cases of this nature. Therefore you came to the only conclusion available to you, and performed the necessary action. In doing what I have done this night, I have put on my own iron cloak and performed the only action available to me.
I suppose that is everything I need to say. I will close by saying that I wish you good health, a long life, and excellent fortunes, sir. I intend to see you again, at some future date. Again, please attend to Mr. Bidwell's safety. ■
I remain Sincerely Your Servant, Matthew—

He was about to sign his last name, but instead he made one final dot.

Matthew.

Folding the pages carefully, he slid them into an envelope he'd taken from the desk in Bidwell's study. He wrote on the front of the envelope To Magistrate Woodward, then he lit a candle and sealed the letter with a few drops of white wax.
It was done.
The evening crept up, as evenings will. In the fading purple twilight, with the last bold artist's stroke of red sun painting the bellies of clouds across the western horizon, Matthew took a lantern and went walking.
Though his pace was leisurely, he had a purpose other than taking in a sunset view of the dying town. He had at dinner inquired of Mrs. Nettles where Hannibal Green lived, and had been directed to it by a single clipped and disapproving sentence. The small whitewashed house stood on Industry Street, very near the intersection and the fount. Thankfully it wasn't as far down the street as Jerusalem's firelit camp, from which hollering and shrill lamentations issued forth to hold back the devils of night. To the right of Green's house was a neatly arranged garden of flowers and herbs, indicating either that the giant gaol-keeper was a man of varied interests or he was graced with a wife who had—yes, it was true—a green thumb.
The shutters were cracked open only a few inches. Yellow lamplight could be seen within. Matthew had noticed that the shutters of most of the still-occupied houses were closed, presumably on this warm evening to guard against the invasion of those same demons Reverend Jerusalem currently flailed. The streets were all but deserted, save for a few wandering dogs and the occasional figure hurrying from here to there. Matthew also couldn't fail to note the alarming number of wagons that were packed with furniture, household goods, baskets, and the like, in preparation for a sunrise departure. He wondered how many families would lie on bare floors tonight, restless until the dawn.
Matthew stood in the middle of Industry Street and looked from Green's house toward Bidwell's mansion, studying the windows that could be seen from this perspective. Then, satisfied with his findings, he walked back the way he'd come.
Winston and Bidwell were in the parlor when he arrived, the former reading over figures in a ledgerbook while the latter slumped gray-faced in a chair, his eyes closed and an empty bottle on the floor beside him. Matthew approached with the intention to ask how Bidwell was feeling but Winston lifted a hand in warning, his expression telling Matthew that the master of Fount Royal would not be pleased to awaken and set eyes upon him. Matthew retreated and quietly climbed the stairs.
When he entered his room, he found on his dresser a package wrapped in white waxed paper. Opening it he discovered a loaf of dense dark bread, a fist-sized chunk of dried beef, a dozen slices of salted ham, and four sausages. Matthew saw also that on his bed lay three candles, a package of matches and a flint, a corked glass bottle filled with water, and—lo and behold—a coil of cat-gut line with a small lead ballweight and a hook already tied, a small bit of cork pressed onto the sharp point. Mrs. Nettles had done all she could; it was up to him to find the stick.
Later that night, Dr. Shields arrived to give the magistrate his third dose. Matthew remained in his room, lying on the bed with his gaze directed to the ceiling. Perhaps an hour after that, the sound of Bidwell's intoxicated raging came up the stairs along with the sound of his footsteps and those of the person—two persons, it sounded to be—assisting him. Matthew heard Rachel's name hurled like a curse, and God's name taken in vain. Bidwell's voice gradually quieted, until at last it faded to nothing.
The house slept, fitfully, on this execution eve.
Matthew waited. Finally, when there were no more noises for a long while and his inner clock sensed the midnight hour had been passed, Matthew drew a breath, exhaled it, and stood up.
He was terrified, but he was ready.
He struck a match, lit his lantern, and put it on the dresser, then he soaped his face and shaved. It had occurred to him that his next opportunity to do so would be several weeks in the future. He used the chamberpot, and then he washed his hands and put on a clean pair of brown stockings, sand-colored breeches, and a fresh white shirt. He tore up another pair of stockings and padded the boot toes. He worked his feet into the boots and pulled them up snugly around his calves. In his bag, grown necessarily heavy with the food and other items, he packed the soap-cake and a change of clothes. He placed the explanatory letter on his bed, where it would be seen. Then he slipped the bag's strap over his shoulder, picked up the lantern, and quietly opened the door.
A feeling of panic struck him. I can yet change my mind, he thought. I can step back two paces, shut the door and—Forget? No.
Matthew shut the door behind him when he entered the hallway. He went into the magistrate's room and lit the double-candled lantern he had earlier brought there from downstairs. Opening the shutters, he set the lantern on the windowsill.
The magistrate made a muffled noise. Not of pain, simply some statement in the justice hall of sleep. Matthew stood beside the bed, looking down at Woodward's face and seeing not the magistrate but the man who had come to that almshouse and delivered him to a life he never would have imagined.
He almost touched Woodward's shoulder with a fond embrace, but he stayed his hand. Woodward was breathing well, if rather harshly, his mouth partway open. Matthew gave a quick and silent prayer that God would protect the good man's health and fortunes, and then there was no more time for lingering.
In Bidwell's study, that damned floorboard squealed again and almost sent Matthew out of his stolen boots. He lifted the map from its nail on the wall, carefully removed it from its frame and then folded it and put it down into his bag.
Downstairs—after an agonizingly slow descent meant to avoid any telltale thumps and squeaks that might bring Bidwell staggering out into the hallway—Matthew paused in the parlor to shine his lantern on the face of the mantel clock. It was near quarter to one.
He left the mansion, closed the door, and without a backward glance set off under a million stars. He kept the lantern low at his side, and shielded by his body in case the gate watchman—if indeed there remained in town anyone brave or foolish enough to sit up there all night—might happen to spy the moving flame and set off a bell-ringing alarm.
At the intersection he turned onto Truth Street and proceeded directly to the Howarth house. It was wretched in its abandonment, and made even more fearsome by the fact that Daniel Howarth had been found brutally murdered nearby. As Matthew opened the door and crossed the threshold, shining the lantern before him, he couldn't help but wonder that a ghost with a torn throat should be wandering within, forever searching for Rachel.
Ghosts there were none, but the rats had moved in. The gleam of red eyes and rodent teeth glittering under twitching whiskers greeted him, though he was certainly not a welcome guest. The rats scurried for their holes, and though Matthew had seen only five or six it sounded as if a duke's army of them festered the walls. He searched for and found the floorboard that had been lifted up to display the hidden poppets, and then he followed the lantern's glow into another room that held a bed. Its sheets and blanket were still crumpled and lying half on the floor from the March morning when Rachel was taken away.
Matthew found a pair of trunks, one containing Daniel's clothing and the other for Rachel's. He chose two dresses for her, both with long hems and full sleeves, as that was both the fashion and her favor. One dress was of a cream-colored, light material that he thought would be suitable for travelling in warm weather, and the other a stiffer dark blue printed material that impressed him as being of sturdy all-purpose use. At the bottom of the trunk were two pairs of Rachel's no-nonsense black shoes. Matthew put a pair of the shoes into his bag, the garments over his arm, and gladly left the sad, broken house to its current inhabitants.
His next destination was the gaol. He didn't go inside yet, however. There was still a major obstacle to deal with, and its name was Hannibal Green. Pinpricks of sweat had formed on his cheeks and forehead, and his insides had jellied at the thought of what could go wrong with his plan.
He left the garments and the shoulderbag in the knee-high grass beside the gaol. If all went as he hoped, he wouldn't be gone long enough for any rodent to find and investigate the package of food. Then he set his mind to the task ahead and began walking to Green's house.
As he went west on Truth Street he glanced quickly around and behind, just as a matter of reassurance—and suddenly he stopped in his tracks, his heart giving a vicious kick. He stood staring behind him, toward the gaol.
A light. Not there now, but he thought he'd seen a very brief glow there on the right side of the street, perhaps seventy or eighty feet away.
He paused, waiting, his heart slamming so hard he feared Bidwell might hear it and think a night-travelling drum corps had come to town.
If a light had indeed been displayed, it was gone. Or hidden when someone carrying it had dodged behind the protection of a hedge or wall, he thought grimly.
And another thought came to him, this one with dark consequences: had a citizen seen the flame of his lantern and emerged from a house to follow him? He realized someone might think he was either Satan incarnate or a lesser demon, prowling Fount Royal for another victim here in the dead of night. A single pistol shot would end his plans and possibly his life, but a single shout would have the same effect.
He waited. The urge to blow out his lamp was upon him, but that might truly be an admittance of foul deeds in progress. He scanned the dark. No further light appeared, if it had been there at all.
Time was passing. He had to continue his task. Matthew went on, from time to time casting a backward glance but seeing no evidence that he was being tracked. Presently he found himself in front of Green's house.
Now was the moment of truth. If he failed in the next few moments, everything would be ended.
He swallowed down a lump of fear and approached the door. Then, before he could lose his nerve, he balled up his fist and knocked.
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WHO... WHO'S THERE?" Matthew was taken aback. Green actually sounded frightened. Such was the double power of murder and fear, to imprison persons inside their own homes.
"It's Matthew Corbett, sir, " he said, emboldened by the tremor in Green's voice. "I have to speak with you."
"Corbett? My Lord, boy! Do you know the hour?"
"Yes, sir, I do." And here was the beginning of the necessary lie. "I've been sent by Magistrate Woodward." Amazing, how such a falsehood could roll off a desperate tongue!
A woman's voice spoke within, the sound muffled, and Green answered her with, "It's that magistrate's clerk! I'll have to open it!" A latch was thrown and the door cracked. Green looked out, his red mane wild and his beard a fright. When he saw that it was only Matthew standing there and not an eight-foot-tall demon he opened the door wider. "What's the need, boy?"
Matthew saw a rotund but not unpleasant-looking woman standing in the room behind him. She was holding a lantern in one hand and the other arm cradled a wide-eyed, red-haired child two or three years of age. "The magistrate wishes to have Madam Howarth brought before him."
"What? Now?"
"Yes, now." Matthew glanced around; no other lights had appeared in the houses surrounding Green's, which was either a testament to fear or the fact that they had been abandoned.
"She'll be led to the stake in three or four hours!"
"That's why he wishes to see her now, to offer her a last chance for confession. It's a necessary part of the law." Again, an able-tongued lie. "He's waiting for her." Matthew motioned toward Bidwell's mansion.
Green scowled, but he took the bait. He emerged from his house, wearing a long gray nightshirt. He looked in the direction of the mansion and saw the light in the upstairs window.
"He would have preferred to go to the gaol, but he's too ill, " Matthew explained. "Therefore I'm to accompany you to the gaol to remove the prisoner, and from there we shall escort her to the magistrate."
Green was obviously dismayed at this request, but since he was the gaol-keeper and this was official business he could not refuse. "All right, then, " he said. "Give me a minute to dress."
"A question for you, please, " Matthew said before Green could enter the house again. "Can you tell me if the watchtowers are manned tonight?"
Green snorted. "Would you sit up there tonight, alone, so somethin' might swoop in and get you like Linch was got? Every man, woman and child in Fount Royal—left in Fount Royal, I mean to say—are huddled in their houses behind latched doors and closed shutters!"
"I thought as much, " Matthew said. "It's a shame, then, that you should have to leave your wife and child alone. Undefended, I mean. But then again, it is an official request."
Green looked stricken. He rumbled, "Yes, it is. So there's no use jawin' about it."
"Well... I might make a suggestion, " Matthew offered. "This is a very precarious time, I know. Therefore you might give me the key, and I'll take Madam Howarth to the magistrate. She'll probably not need to be returned to her cell before the execution hour. Of course, I wouldn't care to face her without a pistol or sword. Do you have either?"
Green stared him in the face. "Hold a minute, " he said. "I've heard talk you were sweet on the witch."
"You have? Well... yes, it was true. Was true. She blinded me to her true nature while I was imprisoned with her. But I've since realized—with the magistrate's help—the depth of her powers."
"There are some who say you might be turned to a demon, " Green said. "Lucretia Vaughan spoke such at the reverend's camp on the Sabbath."
"Oh... did she?" That damned woman!
"Yes, and that you might be in league with the witch. And Reverend Jerusalem said he knew you to be desirous of her body."
It was very difficult for Matthew to maintain a calm expres-sion, when inside he was raging. "Mr. Green, " he said, "it was I who delivered the execution decree to the witch. If I were truly a demon, I would have entranced the magistrate to prevent him from finding her guilty. I had every opportunity to do so."
"The reverend said it could'a been you made Woodward sick, hopin' he'd die 'fore he could speak the decree."
"Was I the central subject of the reverend's rantings? If so, I should at least ask for a percentage of the coin he made off my name!"
"The central subject was the Devil, " Green said. "And how we're to get out of this town still wearin' our skins."
"After the reverend is done, you'll still have your skins, but your wallets will be missing." He was wandering from the point of his mission, and doing himself no good. "But please... there is the magistrate's request to consider. As I said, if you'll give me the key, I might—"
"No, " Green interrupted. "Much as I despise to leave my home, the prisoner's my charge, and no hand shall unlock her cage but my own. Then I'll escort the both of you to the magistrate."
"Well... Mr. Green... I think that, in light of the reason to stay and defend your—" But Matthew was left talking to the air, as the giant gaol-keeper turned and entered his house.
His plan, tenuous at best, had already begun unravelling. Obviously Green was wary of Matthew's intentions. Also, the red-bearded monolith was faithful to duty even to the point of leaving his wife and child on this Satan-haunted eve. The man was to be commended, if Matthew wasn't so busy cursing him.
In a few moments Green emerged again, wearing his nightshirt over his breeches and heavy-soled boots on his feet. Around his neck was the leather cord and two keys. He carried a lantern in his left hand and his right paw brandished, to Matthew's great discomfort, a sword that might be used to behead an ox. "Remember, " he said to his wife, "keep this door latched! And if anyone even tries to get in, let out the loudest holler your lungs ever birthed!" He closed the door, she latched it, and he said to Matthew, "All right, off with you! You walk ahead!"
It was time, Matthew thought, for his second plan.
The only problem was that there was no second plan. He led Green toward the gaol. He didn't look but, from the way the flesh on the back of his neck crawled, he assumed Green kept the sword's point aimed at it. The barking of a dog further up on Harmony Street caused a second canine to reply from Industry, which Matthew knew would be no soothing melody to Green's nerves.
"Why wasn't I told about this?" Green asked, as they approached the gaol. "If it is such a necessary part of the law. Couldn't it have been done in daylight?"
"The law states the accused in a witchcraft trial shall be afforded the opportunity for confession no more than six hours and no less than two hours before execution. It is called the law of... um... confessiato." If Jerusalem could get away with his rite of sanctimonity, Matthew figured he might employ a similar stratagem. "Usually the magistrate would visit the accused's cell in the company of a clergyman, but in this case it is impossible."
"Yes, that makes sense, " Green admitted. "But still... why wasn't I told to expect it?"
"Mr. Bidwell was supposed to inform you. Didn't he?"
"No. He's been ill."
"Well, " Matthew said with a shrug, "there you have it."
They entered the gaol, Matthew still leading. Rachel spoke to the lights instead of the persons carrying them, her voice wan and resigned to her fate. "Is it time?"
"Almost, madam, " Matthew said stiffly. "The magistrate wishes to see you, to allow you opportunity for confession."
"For confession?" She stood up. "Matthew, what's this about?"
"I suggest you be silent, witch, for your own good. Mr. Green, open the cell." He stepped aside, feverishly trying to think of what he was going to do when the key had turned.
"You step over there, away from me, " Green instructed, and Matthew did.
Rachel came to the bars, her face and hair dirty, her amber eyes piercing him. "I asked you a question. What is this about?"
"It is about your life after you leave this place, witch. Your af-tetlife, in a faraway realm. Now please hold your tongue."
Green slid the key into its lock, turned it, and opened the cage's door. "All right. Come out." Rachel hesitated, gripping the bats. "It's the law of confessiassho! Come on, the magistrate's waitin'!"
Matthew's mind was racing. He saw the two buckets in Rachel's cell, one for drinking water and the other for bodily functions. Well, it wasn't much but it was all he could think of. "By God!" he said, "I think the witch wants to defy us, Mr. Green! I think she refuses to come out!" He stabbed an urgent finger at her, motioning toward the rear of the cell. "Will you come out, witch, or shall we drag you?"
"I don't..."
"By God, Mr. Green! She's defying the magistrate, even at this final hour! Will you come out, or will you make things difficult?" He added the emphasis on the last three words, and he saw that Rachel was still puzzled but she'd realized what he wanted her to do. She retreated from the bars, stopping only when her back met the wall.
"Matthew?" she said. "What game is this?"
"A game you will regret, madam! And don't think speaking so familiarly to me shall prevent Mr. Green from going in there and dragging you out! Mr. Green, have at it!"
Green didn't budge. He leaned on his sword. "I ain't goin' in there and risk gettin' my eyeballs scratched out. Or worse. You want her so bloody bad, you go get her."
Matthew felt the wind leave his sails. This was becoming a farce worthy of a drunken playwright's most fevered scribblings. "Very well then, sir." He clenched his teeth and held out his hand. "Your sword, please?"
Green's eyes narrowed. "I'll go in and drag her out, " Matthew pressed on, "but you don't expect me to enter a tiger's den without a weapon, do you? Where's your Christian mercy?"
Green said nothing, and did not move. "Matthew?" Rachel said. "What's this—"
"Hush, witch!" Matthew answered, his gaze locked with the giant's.
"Ohhhhh, no." A half-smile slipped across Green's mouth. "No, sirrah. I ain't givin' up my sword. You must think me a proper fool, if you'd believe I'd let it out of my hand."
"Well, someone has got to go in there and pull her out! It seems to me it should be the man with the sword!" By now Matthew was a human sweatpond. Still Green hesitated. Matthew said, with an exasperated air, "Shall I go to the magistrate and tell him the execution will be postponed because the law of confessiato cannot be applied?"
"She doesn't care to confess!" Green said. "The magistrate can't force her to!"
"That's not the point. The law says..." Think, think! "... the accused must be afforded an opportunity, in the presence of a magistrate, whether they want to confess or not. Go on, please! We're wasting time!"
"That's a damn ridiculous law, " Green muttered. "Sounds just like somethin' from a bunch of highwigs." He aimed his sword at Rachel. "All right, witch! If you won't move on your own will, you'll move at a prick on your arse!" Sweat glistening on his face, he entered the cell.
"Look how she steps back!" Quickly, Matthew set his lantern on the floor and entered directly behind him. "Look how she hugs the wall! Defiant to a fault!"
"Come on!" Green stopped, motioning with the sword. "Out with you, damn it!"
"Don't let her make a fool of you!" Matthew insisted. He looked down at the buckets and made the choice of the one that was about half-full of water. "Go on!"
"Don't rush me, boy!" Green snapped. Rachel had slid away from him along the wall toward the bars of the cell Matthew had occupied during his incarceration. Green went after her, but cautiously, the lantern in his left hand and the sword in his right.
Matthew picked up the water bucket. Oh God, he thought. Now or never!
"I don't want to draw blood, " Green warned Rachel as he neared her, "but if I have to I'll—"
Matthew said sharply, "Look here, Mr. Green!"
The giant gaol-keeper whipped his head around. Matthew was already moving. He took two steps and flung the water into Green's face.
It hit the behemoth directly, blinding him for an instant but an instant of blindness was all Matthew had wanted. He followed the water by swinging the empty bucket at Green's head. Wham! went the sound of the blow, wood against skull, and skull won. The sturdy bucket fairly burst to pieces on impact, leaving Matthew gripping the length of rope that had served as its handle.
Green staggered backward, past Rachel as she scrambled aside. He dropped the lantern and collided with the bars with a force that made the breath whoosh from his lungs. His eyes had rolled back in his head. The sword slipped from his fingers.
Then Green toppled to his knees in the straw, the floor trembling as he hit.
"Have you... have you gone mad?" was all Rachel could think to say.
"I'm getting you out of here." Matthew bent, picked up the sword—a heavy beast—and pushed it between the bars into the next cell.
"Getting me... out? What're you—?"
"I'm not going to let you burn, " he said, turning to face her. "I have clothes for you, and supplies. I'm taking you to the Florida country."
"The... Florida..." She stepped back, and Matthew thought she might fall as Green had. "You... must be mad!"
"The Spanish will give you sanctuary there, if you pass yourself as a runaway slave or English captive. Now, I really don't think we have time to debate this, as I have crossed my own personal point of no return."
"But... why are you—"
She was interrupted by a groan from the awakening gaol-keeper, who was still on his knees. Matthew looked at Green in alarm and saw his eyes fluttering. Then, suddenly, Green's bloodshot eyes opened wide. They darted from Matthew to Rachel and back again—and then Green's mouth opened to deliver a yell that would awaken not only Fount Royal but the sleepers in Charles Town.
In a heartbeat, Matthew grabbed up a double-handful of straw and jammed it deeply into Green's mouth even as the yell began its exit. Perhaps a syllable escaped before the straw did its work. Green began to gag and choke, and Matthew followed the act with a blow to the gaol-keeper's face that seemed to do not a whit of damage except to Matthew's knuckles. Then, still dazed and his voice unavailable, Green grasped the front of Matthew's shirt and his left forearm, lifted him off the floor like one of the demonic poppets, and flung him against the wall.
Now it was Matthew's turn to lose his breath as he crashed against the timbers. He slid down to the floor, his ribs near caved in, and saw through a haze of pain that Green was reaching through the bars to grasp the sword's handle, bits of straw flying around his face as he tried to cough the stuff out. Green's fingers closed on the weapon, and he began drawing it toward himself.
Matthew looked at Rachel, who was still too stunned at this turn of events to react. Then he saw the wooden bench beside her, and he hauled himself up.
Green almost had the sword pulled through. His large hand, clasping the sword's grip, had lodged between the bars. He gave a mighty heave, near tearing the flesh from his paw, and suddenly the sword was again his protector.
But not for long, if Matthew had his way. Matthew had picked up the bench, and now he slammed it down across Green's head and shoulders with all his strength. The bench went the way of the bucket, exploding upon impact. Green shuddered and made a muffled groan, his throat still clogged, and again the sword fell from his spasming fingers.
Matthew reached down to get that damned blade and do away with it once more—and Green's hands, the right one bruised and blackening from its contest with the bars, seized his throat.
Green's face was mottled crimson, the eyes wild with rage and terror, a stream of blood running from the top of his head down to his eyebrows and straw clenched between his teeth. He stood up to his full height, lifting Matthew by the throat, and began to strangle him as surely as if Matthew had been dangling from a gallows-tree. Matthew's legs kicked and he pushed against Green's bearded chin with both hands, but the giant's grasp was killing him.
Rachel now saw that she must act or Matthew would die. She saw the sword, but her wish was not to kill to save. Instead she launched herself at Green's back like a wildcat, scratching and pummelling at his face. He turned and with a motion that was almost casual flung her off, after which he continued his single-minded execution as Matthew thrashed ineffectually.
A shimmering red haze was starting to envelope Matthew's head. He cocked back his right fist, judging where he should strike to inflict the most pain. It hardly mattered. Green gave the threatening fist a quick glance and a straw-lipped sneer and his crushing hands tightened even more.
The blow was delivered, with a sound like an axe striking hardwood. Green's head snapped back, his mouth opened, and a tooth flew out, followed by a spatter of blood.
Instantly the giant's hands loosened. Matthew dropped to the floor. He clutched at his throat, his lungs heaving.
Green turned in a dazed circle, as if he were dancing a reel with an invisible partner. He coughed once, then again, and straw burst from his throat. His eyes showing only red-tinged whites, he fell like a hammer-knocked steer and lay stretched out on the floor.
It had been one hell of a blow.
However, it had been delivered before Matthew's own puny offering. Mrs. Nettles spat on her knuckles and wrung her hand. "Ow, " she said. "I've nae hit a harder head!"
Matthew croaked, "You?"
"Me, " she answered. "I heard you up 'n' about in Mr. Bidwell's study. I thought I'd tag along, keep a watch o'er ye. Near saw my lantern, 'fore I dowsed it." She looked at Rachel, and then cast a disapproving eye around the cell. "Lord, what a filth-pot!"
Rachel was so amazed at all this, when she'd been preparing herself for the final morn, that she felt she must be in some strange dream even though she'd not slept since early afternoon.
"Here, c'mon." Mrs. Nettles reached down, grasped Matthew's hand, and hauled him up. "You'd best be off. I'll make sure Mr. Green keeps his silence."
"You're not going to hurt him, are you? I mean... any more than you already have?"
"No, but I'm gonna strip him naked and bind his wrists and ankles. His mouth, too. That nightshirt ought ta give up some ropes. But it wouldn't do for him ta ever know I was here. Go on now, the both of you!"
Rachel shook her head, still unbelieving. "I thought... I was to burn today."
"You shall yet burn, and the young man too, if you do'nae go." Mrs. Nettles was already pulling the nightshirt off Green's slumbering body.
"We have to hurry." Still rubbing his bruised throat, Matthew took Rachel's hand and guided her toward the threshold. "I have clothes and shoes for you outside."
"Why are you doing this?" Rachel asked Mrs. Nettles. "You're Bidwell's woman!"
"Nae, lass, " came the reply. "I am employed by Mr. Bidwell, but I am my own woman. And I am doin' this 'cause I never thought you guilty, no matter what was claimed. Also... I am rightin' an old wrong. Off with ye!"
Matthew picked up his lantern. "Thank you, Mrs. Nettles!" he said. "You saved my life!"
"No, sir." She continued her methodical stripping of Green, her back turned to Matthew. "I just sentenced you both ta... whatever's out there."
Outside, Rachel staggered and held out her arms as if to embrace the night and the stars, her face streaked with tears. Matthew grasped hold of her hand again, and hurried her to where he'd left the shoulderbag, garments, and shoes. "You can change clothes after we get out, " he said, slipping the bag's strap over his shoulder. "Will you carry these?" He gave her the garments. "I thought the light one would be best for travelling."
She gave a soft gasp as she took the dresses, and she caressed the cream-colored garment as if it were the returning to her of a wonderful treasure. Which it was. "Matthew... you've brought my wedding dress!"
If he'd had the time to spare, he might have laughed or he might have cried, but which one he was never to know. "Your shoes, " he said, giving them to her. "Put them on, we're going through rough country."
They started off, Matthew leading the way toward Bidwell's house and the slave quarters. He had considered going out the front gate, as there was no watchman, but the gate's locking timber was too heavy for one man, and certainly for one man who had nearly been rib-busted and choked to death.
He looked up at the lantern in Isaac's window and wished the man might truly know what he meant to Matthew. Alas, a note was a poor goodbye but the only one available to him.
Through the slave quarters, Matthew and Rachel moved as if they were dark, flying shadows. Perhaps the door of John Goode's house cracked open a few inches, or perhaps not.
Freedom awaited, but first there was the swamp.
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THE LAND WAS GOD and Devil both. Matthew had this thought during the third hour of daylight, as he and Rachel paused at a stream to refill the water bottle. Rachel dipped the hem of her bride's dress into the water and pressed the cool cloth—once white on her wedding day, but faded by the Carolina humidity to its current cream hue— against her face. She scooped up a handful of water, which gurgled over flat stones and moved quietly through reeds and high grasses, and wet her thick ebony hair back from her forehead. Matthew glanced at her as he went about uncorking and filling the bottle, thinking of Lucretia Vaughan's repugnant idea concerning Rachel's locks.
Rachel took off her shoes and slid her sore feet into the sun-warmed stream. "Ahhhhh, " she said, her eyes closed. "Ahhhhhh, that feels better."
Fthrough the woods in the direction they'd come. His face was red-streaked from an unfortunate encounter with a thorn thicket before the sun had appeared, and patches of sweat blotched his shirt. This certainly wasn't horse country, though, and therefore Solomon Stiles and whoever else might be with him would also be travelling on foot. It was rough going, no matter how experienced the leatherstocking. Still, he knew bettet than to underestimate Stiles's tracking skills, if indeed Bidwell had sent men in pursuit.
"I'm tired." Rachel lowered her head. "So tired. I could lie in the grass and sleep."
"I could, as well. That's why we have to keep moving."
She opened her eyes and looked at him, a pattern of leaf-shadow and morning sun on her face. "Don't you know you've given up everything?"
Matthew didn't respond. She'd asked him this question earlier, at the violet-blushed dawn, and neither had he answered then.
"You have, " she said. "For what? Me?"
"For the truth." He removed the bottle from the stream and pushed its cork back in.
"The truth was worth so much?"
"Yes." He returned the bottle to his shoulderbag, and then he sat down in the wiry grass because—though his spirit was willing—his aching legs were not yet ready to travel again. "I believe I know who killed Reverend Grove and your husband. Also this person was responsible for the ratcatcher's murder."
"Linch was murdered?"
"Yes, but don't trouble yourself over him. He was as vile as his killer. Almost. But I believe I know the motive, and how these so-called witnesses were turned against you. They really did think they saw you... um... in unholy relations, so they were not lying." He cupped some water from the stream and wet his face. "Or, at least, they didn't realize they were."
"You know who killed Daniel?" Her eyes had taken on a hint of fury. "Who was it?"
"If I spoke the name, your response would be incredulity. Then, after I'd explained the reasoning, it would be anger. Armed with what you know, you would wish to go back to Fount Royal and bring the killer to justice... but I fear that is impossible."
"Why? If you know the name?"
"Because the cunning fox has erased all evidence, " Matthew said. "Murdered it, so to speak. There is no proof whatsoever. So I would say a name to you, and you would be forever anguished that nothing can be done, just as I shall be." He shook his head. "It's best that only one of us drinks from that poisoned cup."
She pondered this for a moment, watching the flowing stream, and then she said, "Yes. I would want to go back."
"You may as well forget Fount Royal. I think the final hand has been dealt to Bidwell's folly, anyway." He roused himself and, considering that he wanted to put at least ten more miles at their backs before sundown, he stood up. He took a moment to study the map and align himself with the compass, during which Rachel put her shoes back on. Then Rachel pulled herself up too, wincing at the stiffness of her legs.
She looked around at the green-leafed trees, then up at the azure sky. After so long being confined, she was still half-dazed with the pine-perfumed breeze of freedom. "I feel so small, " she said. "Hardly worth the sacrifice of a young man's life."
"If the young man has anything to do with it, " he said, "it will not be a sacrifice. Are you ready?"
"I am."
They set off again, crossing the stream and heading once more into the dense forest. Matthew might not be a leather-stocking, but he was doing all right. Even very well, he thought. He had gone so far as to cinch the buckskin knife in its sheath around his waist in the best Indian-scout tradition, so the blade's handle was within easy reach.
Of Indians they'd seen not a footprint nor a feather. The wild beasts they'd encountered, not counting the chirping birds in the trees, consisted of a profusion of squirrels and a black snake coiled on a sun-splashed rock. The most difficult part of the journey so far had been the two miles of tidewater swamp they'd negotiated upon leaving Fount Royal.
But the land was God and Devil both, Matthew mused, because it was so beautiful and frighteningly vast in the sunny hours—but in the night, he knew, the demons of the unknown would creep to their pinestick fire and whisper of terrors beyond the circle of light. He had never ventured into a territory where there were no paths at all, just massive oaks, elms, and huge pines with cones the size of cannonballs, a carpet of leaf decay and pine needles in some places ankle deep, and the feeling that one would survive or perish here almost at the whim of Fate. Thank God for the map and the compass, or he would have already misplaced his sense of direction.
The land rose, forcing them up a slight but rugged incline. At its top, a crust of red rocks afforded a view of more unbroken wilderness stretching beyond the power of the eye. God spoke to Matthew and told him of a country almost too grand to imagine; the Devil spoke in his other ear, and told him such tremendous, fearful expanse and space would be seeded by the bones of some future generation.
They descended, Rachel walking a few paces behind Matthew as he cleaved a path through waist-high grass. Her wedding dress made a rustling sound, and small thorny pods stung her legs and clung to her hem.
As the sun continued its climb, the day warmed. Matthew and Rachel walked through a forest of gigantic, primeval trees where the hot sun was bright one second, streaming between the limbs seventy feet above, and the next second the shadows were dark green and as cool as caverns. Here they saw their first true wilderness creatures: four grazing does and a huge, watchful buck with a spread of antlers easily five feet across. The does lifted their heads to stare at the two humans, the buck gave a snort and bounded between his charges and the intruders, and then suddenly all the animals turned and vanished into the green curtains.
Not very further on, Matthew and Rachel again stopped at the edge of light and shadows. "What are those?" Rachel asked, her voice tensing.
Matthew approached the nearest oak. It was a Goliath of a tree that must've stood a hundred feet tall and had a trunk thirty feet around, but it was by no means the largest in these ancient woods. Lichens and moss had been pulled away from the trunk.
Carved into the bark were man-shaped pictograms, swirling symbols, and sharp-edged things that might have been the representations of arrowheads. Matthew saw that it was indeed not the only trunk so adorned; a dozen more trees had been carved upon, displaying the figures of more humans, deer, what might have been the sun or moon, and waved lines that possibly stood for wind or water, among a variety of other symbols.
"They're Indian signs, " Rachel said, answering her own question, as Matthew ran his fingers over a head-high symbol that seemed to either be a frightfully large man or a bear. "We must be in their territory."
"Yes, we must." Ahead of them, in that vast shadowy forest, were a few more carved trunks beyond the main line of decorated trees, and then beyond those the oaks were unadorned. Matthew consulted his map and compass once again.
"Perhaps we should change our route, " Rachel suggested.
"I don't think changing our route would suffice. According to the compass, we're moving in the proper direction. I also think it would be difficult to say what was Indian territory and what was not." Uneasily, he looked around. A breeze stirred the leaves far overhead, making the shadows and sunlight shift. "The sooner we get through here, the better, " he said, and he started walking again.
In an hour of rigorous travel, during which they saw thirty or forty more grazing deer, they emerged from the green forest into a wide clearing and in so doing were greeted with an amazing sight. Nearby a hundred wild turkeys the size of sheep were pecking in the grass and brush, and the intrusion of humans startled them to ungainly flight. The wind of their wings fanned the clearing and made a sound like the onrush of a hurricane.
"Oh!" Rachel cried out. "Look there!" She pointed, and Matthew's sight followed the line of her finger to a small lake whose still water reflected blue sky and golden Sol. "I'm going to rest here, " she told him, her eyes weary. "I'm going to take a bath and wash the gaol smell off me."
"We should keep moving."
"Can we not make our camp here for the night?"
"We could, " Matthew said, judging the sun's progress, "but there's still plenty of light. I didn't intend to camp until nightfall."
"I'm sorry, but I must rest, " she insisted. "I can hardly feel my legs anymore. And I must bathe, too."
Matthew scratched his forehead. He, as well, was just about worn to a nubbin. "All right. I think we might stay here for an hour or so." He slipped the bag's strap off his chafed shoulder and retrieved the soapcake, offering it to her further amazement. "Never let it be said I did not bring civilization to the wilderness."
At this point in their relationship, which seemed more intimate than the wedded state, it was nonsense for Matthew to walk into the dark line of woods and afford Rachel privacy. Neither did she expect it. On the edge of the lake, as Matthew reclined on his back and stared up at the sky, Rachel took off her shoes and the faded bridal dress and waded naked into the water to her waist. She turned her back to the shore and soaped her private area, then her stomach and breasts. Matthew glanced once... then again... a third time, more than a glance... at her brown body, made lean by gaolhouse soup. He might have counted her ribs, if he'd chosen. Her body was womanly, yes, but there was a hardness of purpose to it as well, a purity of the will to survive. He watched as she walked deeper into the water, chillbumps rippling across her taut skin even as the sun soothed her. She leaned over and wet het hair, then soaped a lather into it.
Matthew sat up and pulled his knees to his chin. His thorn-cut face had blushed at the image in his mind: that of his own hands, moving over the curves and hollows of Rachel's body as if they too were explorers in a new territory. A winged insect of some kind buzzed his head, which helped to distract him from that line of thought.
After her hair was washed and she was feeling clean, Rachel's attention returned again to Matthew. Also returned was her sense of modesty, as if the gaol's grime had clothed her from view and now she was truly naked. She knelt down in the water, up to her neck, and approached the shore.
Matthew was eating half of a slice of ham from the food package, and had set aside the other half for Rachel. He saw she intended to emerge from the water, so he turned his back. She came out of the lake, dripping, and stood for a moment to dry herself, her face offered to the sun.
"I fear you'll have to invent a falsehood when you enter a Spanish town or stockade, " Matthew said, painfully aware of how near she stood. "I doubt even the Spanish would care to grant sanctuary to an accused witch." He finished the ham and licked his fingers, watching her shadow on the ground. "You should claim yourself to be an escaped household servant, or simply a wife who sickened of British rule. Once they know your country of birth, you should have no troubles." Again that insect—no, two of them—buzzed around him, and he waved them away.
"Wait, " she said, picking up her wedding dress. "You're speaking only of me. What about you?"
"I am helping you reach the Florida country... but I'm not going to stay there with you." Rachel let this revelation sink in as she put her dress back on.
He had seen her shadow don the garment, so he turned toward her again. Her beauty—the thick, wet black hair, the lovely proud face and intense amber eyes—was enough to quicken his heart. The nightbird was even more compelling by day. He sighed and chose to stare at the ground once more. "I'm an Englishman, " he said. "Bound by the conventions and laws of English life, whether I like them or not. I couldn't survive in a foreign land." Matthew managed a brief, halfhearted smile. "I should be too longing for boiled potatoes and roast beef. Besides... Spanish is not my tongue."
"I don't understand you, " she said. "What kind of man are you, who does what you've done and expects nothing in return?"
"Oh, I do expect something, make no mistake. I expect to be able to go on living with myself. I expect you will return to Portugal, or Spain, and rebuild your life. I expect to see Magistrate Woodward again and plead my case before him."
"I expect you'll find yourself behind stronger bars than held me, " Rachel said.
"A possibility, " he admitted. "A likelihood. But I won't stay there long. Here, do you want this?" He held up the portion of ham for her.
She accepted it. "How can I tell you how much this means to me, Matthew?"
"What? One half slice of ham? If it means so much, you can have a whole—"
"You know what I'm saying, " she interrupted. "What you've done. The incredible risk." Her face was grim and set, but tears glistened in her eyes. "My God, Matthew. I was ready to die. I had given up my spirit. How can I ever repay such a debt?"
"It is I who owe the debt. I came to Fount Royal a boy. I left it as something more, " Matthew said. "You should sit down and rest."
She did sit down, and pressed her body against his as if they sat crushed by a crowd of a thousand people, instead of just alone in this God-made, Devil-touched land. He started to move away, discomforted by his own reaction to her closeness, but she gently grasped his chin with her left hand.
"Listen to me, " Rachel said, in what was nearly a whisper. Her eyes stared into his own, their faces only parted by a few inches of inconsequential air. "I loved my husband very much, " she said. "I gave him my heart and my soul. Even so, I think... I could love you the same... if you would allow it."
The few inches of air shrank. Matthew did not know who had first leaned toward the other, but did it really matter? One leaned and one met, and that was both the geometry and poetry of their kiss.
Though Matthew had never before done this, it seemed a natural act. What was most alarming was the speed of his heart, which if it had been a horse might have reached Boston by first star. Something inside him seemed molten, like blue-flamed glass being changed and reshaped by the power of a breath. It was both strengthening and weakening, thrilling and frightening— again that conjunction of God and Devil that seemed to be at the essence of all things.
It was a moment he would remember the test of his life.
Their lips remained sealed together, melded by bloodheat and heartbeat. Who drew away first was also unknown to Matthew, as time had slipped its boundaries like rain and river.
Matthew looked into Rachel's eyes. The need to speak was as strong as a force of nature. He knew what he would say. He opened his mouth. "I—"
A winged insect suddenly landed on the shoulder of Rachel's wedding dress. His attention was drawn to it, and away from the moment. He saw it was a honeybee. The insect hummed its wings and took flight, and then Matthew was aware of several more of them circling round and round.
"I—" Matthew said again, and suddenly he was not sure at all what he was going to say. She waited for him to speak, but he was speechless.
He stared into her eyes once more. Was it the desire to love him he saw there, or the desire to thank him for the gift of her life? Did she even know which emotion reigned in her heart? Matthew didn't think so.
Even as they travelled together, they were moving in opposite directions. It was a bitter realization, but a true one. Rachel was bound for a place he could not live, and he must live in a place where she could not be bound.
He dropped his gaze from her. She, too, had realized that there could be no future for two such as them, and that Daniel was still as close to her as the dress she had worn on the day of their joining. She drew away from Matthew, and then noticed the circling insects.
"Honeybees." Matthew scanned the clearing, his eyes searching. And there it was!
A stand of two dead oaks—probably lightning-struck, he thought—stood apart from the main line of forest, fifty yards from the lake's edge. Near the top of one of them was a large knothole. Around it the air was alive with a dark, shifting mass. Sunlight made a stream of liquid down the tree's trunk shine gold.
"Where there are honeybees, " Matthew said, "there is honey." He took the bottle from the bag, emptied its water—since fresh water was an abundant resource at this distance from the seacoast and swamp—and stood up. "I'll see if I can obtain us some."
"I'll help." She started to stand, but Matthew put his hand on her shoulder.
"Rest while you can, " he advised. "We're going to have to move on very soon."
Rachel nodded and relaxed again. In truth, she would have to summon the energy for their continued journey, and a walk to a dead tree fifty yards there and back—even for the sweet delicacy of honey—strained her imagination.
Matthew, however, was intent on it, particularly after their kiss and the jarring return to reality that had followed. As Matthew started toward the tree, Rachel warned, "Take care you're not stung! The honey wouldn't be worth it!"
"Agreed." But he'd seen the spill of golden nectar down the trunk from what appeared a very copious comb, and he felt sure he might at least get a bottleful without incurring rage.
The bees had been highly productive. The honey had streamed down from forty feet above all the way to the ground, where a sticky puddle had accumulated. Matthew drew the knife from its sheath, uncorked the bottle, and held it into the flow, at the same time pushing the thick elixir—a natural medicine good for all ills, Dr. Shields would have said—in with his blade. A few bees hummed around, but they did not strike and seemed mostly curious. He could hear the steady, more ominous tone of the large dark mass of them as they went about their business tending the comb.
As he worked, Matthew's mind went to the magistrate. The letter would have been long read by now. Whether it had been digested or not was more difficult to say. Matthew listened to the singing of birds in the forest beyond, and wondered whether the magistrate might be able to hear such song at this very moment, or be able to see the sun on this cloudless day. What must Isaac be thinking? Matthew fervently hoped that he'd written the missive coherently—and eloquently—enough so that Isaac would know he was in his right mind, and adamant about Smythe being located. If that man would agree to talk, then much could be—
Matthew paused in his work, the bottle near halfway filled. Something had changed, he thought.
Something.
He listened. He could still hear the drone of the working bees. But... the birdsong. Where was the birdsong? Matthew looked toward the shadowed line of forest.
The birds had ceased their singing.
A movement to the left caught his eye. Three crows burst from the foliage, cawing loudly as they shot across the clearing.
Beside the lake, Rachel lay on her back, drowsing. The voices of the crows came to her, and she opened her eyes in time to watch the birds pass overhead.
Matthew stood motionless, staring at the impenetrable area from which the crows had come.
Another movement seized his attention. Far up in the sky, a single vulture was slowly wheeling around and around.
All the saliva had left his mouth and become cold sweat on his face. The sensation of danger stabbed him like a knife in the neck.
He felt certain something in the woods was watching him.
Moving with careful deliberation though his nerves shrieked to turn and run, Matthew pushed the cork back into the bottle. His right fist tightened around the knife's handle. He began to retreat from the honey-flowing tree, one step at the time, his eyes darting back and forth across the treacherous woods.
"Rachel?" he called. His voice cracked. He tried again. "Rachel?!" This time he looked over his shoulder to see if she'd heard.
A heavy form suddenly exploded from its place of concealment at the forest's edge. Rachel was the first to see it, by only a second, and she let go a scream that savaged her throat.
Then Matthew faced it too. His feet seemed rooted to the earth, his eyes wide and his mouth open in a soundless cry of terror.
The monstrous bear that was racing toward him was an old warrior and fully gray. Patches of ashy malignant mange infected its shoulders and legs. Its jaws were stretched to receive human flesh, streams of drool flying back past its head. Matthew had just an instant to register that the bear's left eye socket was puckered and empty, and he knew.
He was about to be embraced by Jack One Eye.
Maude... at Shawcombe's tavern... Jack One Eye hain't jus' a burr. Ever'thin' dark 'bout this land... ever'thin' cruel, and wicked.
"Rachel!" he screamed, twisting toward her and running for his life. "Get in the water!"
There was nothing she could do to help him except pray to God he made the lake. She ran toward the water and leaped into it, swimming in her bridal dress toward deep water.
Matthew dared not look behind. His legs were pumping furiously, his face distorted by fear, his heart on the verge of bursting. He heard the thunderous impact of paws behind him, gaining ground, and he knew with awful certainty that he would never reach the lake.
He clenched his teeth and threw himself to the left—the bear's blind side—at the same time letting out a shriek that he hoped might startle the beast enough to give him extra time. Jack One Eye hurtled past him, its rear claws digging up furrows of earth. A front claw swung and made the air between them shimmer.
Then Matthew was running for the lake again, dodging and swerving with every step. Again the earth trembled at his heels. The bear was bigger than the biggest horse he'd ever seen, and it could crush every bone in his body just with its forward progress alone.
Matthew leaped to the left in a maneuver that nearly snapped his knees. He almost lost his balance as the bear went past, its massive mange-riddled head thrusting in search of him. The jaws came together with a noise like a musket shot. He smelled the reeking bestial stink of the thing, and was close enough to see the broken shafts of four arrows in its side. Then he was running again, and he prayed that God grant him the speed of a crow.
Again Jack One Eye was almost upon him. Again Matthew lunged to the left—but this time he had misjudged both the geometry and the flexibility of his knees. The angle was too sharp and his feet skidded out from beneath him. He went down on his right side in the grass. He was only vaguely aware of Rachel's screams through the thunder in his head. The gray wall of Jack One Eye rose before him. He staggered up, fighting for balance.
Something hit him.
He had the impression of the world turned upside down. A searing pain filled his left shoulder. He knew he was tumbling head over heels, but could do nothing about it. Then he landed hard on his back, the breath bursting from his lungs. He tried to scramble away, as again that gray wall came upon him. Something was wrong with his left arm.
Matthew was struck in the ribs on the left side by a red-hot cannonball that picked him up and flung him like a grainsack. Something grazed by his forehead while he was tumbling—a musket ball, he thought it must be, here on this field of battle— and a red film descended over his eyes. Blood, he thought. Blood. He hit the ground, was dragged and tossed again. His teeth snapped together. I'm going to die, he thought. Right here. This sunny, clear day. I am going to die.
His left arm was already dead. His lungs hitched and gurgled. The mangy gray wall was there in his face again, there with an arrow shaft stuck in it.
He decided, almost calmly, that he would do his own sticking.
"Hey!" he hollered, in a voice that surprised him with its desperate power. "Hey!" He brought the knife up and stabbed and twisted and wrenched and stabbed and twisted and wrenched, and the beast grunted roared roared breath hot as Hades smelling of decayed meat and rotten teeth stabbed and twisted and wrenched blood red on the gray streaming down a glorious sight die you bastard you bastard you!
Jack One Eye might be huge, but it had not grown to such a ripe old age by being stupid. The stickings had an effect, and the bear backed away from the mosquito.
Matthew was on his knees. In his right hand, the blade was covered with blood. He heard a dripping, pattering sound, and he looked down at the gore falling into the red-stained grass from the twitching fingers of his left hand. He seemed to be burning up from within, yet the fiery pain of shoulder and ribs and forehead was not what made him sob. He had peed in his breeches, and he had brought no other pair.
Jack One Eye circled him to the left. Matthew turned with the beast, dark waves beginning to fill his head. He heard, as if from another world, the sound of a woman—Rachel was her name, Rachel yes Rachel—screaming his name and crying. He saw blood bubbling around the bear's nostrils, and crimson matted the gray fur at its throat. Matthew was near fainting, and he knew when that happened he was dead.
The bear suddenly stood up on its hind legs, to a height of eight feet or more. It opened its broken-toothed mouth. What emerged was a hoarse, thunderous, and soul-shaking roar that brimmed with agony and perhaps the realization of its own mortality. Two snapped arrow shafts were buried in festered flesh at the beast's belly, near a bloody-edged claw wound that must have been delivered by one of its own breed. Matthew also saw that a sizeable bite had been ripped from Jack One Eye's right shoulder, and this ugly wound was green with infection.
It occurred to him, in his haze of pain and the knowledge of his impending departure from this earth, that Jack One Eye was dying too.
The bear fell back down onto its haunches. Ami now Matthew pulled himself up, staggered and fell, pulled himself up again, and shouted, "Haaaaaaaaaaa!" in the maw of the beast.
After which he fell to the ground once more, into his own blood. Jack One Eye, its nostrils dripping gore, shambled toward him with its jaws open.
Matthew wasn't ready to die yet. Come all this way, to die in a clearing under the sun and God's blue sky? No, not yet.
He came up with the sheer power of desperation and drove the blade under the bear's jaw, giving the knife a violent ripping twist. Jack One Eye gave a single grunt, snorted blood into Matthew's face, and pulled back, taking the imbedded blade with it. Matthew fell on his belly, the pain in his ribs making him curl up like a stomped worm.
Again the bear circled him to the left, shaking its head back and forth in an effort to rid itself of the stinger that had pierced its throat. Banners of blood flew in the air from its nostrils. Even on his belly, Matthew crawled to keep the beast from getting behind him. Suddenly Jack One Eye came in again, and Matthew pulled himself up, throwing his right arm up over his face to protect what was left of his skull.
The movement made the bear turn aside. Jack One Eye backed away, its single orb blinking and glazed. The bear lost its equilibrium for a second and staggered on the edge of falling. It caught itself, then stood less than fifteen feet from Matthew, staring at him with its head lowered and its arrow-stubbled sides heaving. Its gray tongue emerged, licking at the bleeding nostrils.
Matthew pulled himself up to his knees, his right hand clutching his ribs on the left side. It seemed the most important thing in the world to him, to keep his hand pressed there so that his entrails would not stream out.
The world, red-tainted and savage, had dwindled to the single space of distance between man and animal. They stared at each other, measuring pain, blood, life, and death each by their own calculations.
Jack One Eye made no sound. But the ancient, wounded warrior had reached a decision.
It abruptly turned away from Matthew. It began half-loping, half-staggering across the clearing the way it had come, shaking its head back and forth in a vain effort to dislodge the blade. In another moment the beast entered its wilderness again.
And Jack One Eye was gone.
Matthew fell forward onto the bloody battleground, his eyes closed. In his realm of drifting, he thought he heard a high-pitched and piercing cry: Hiyiiiiiiii! Hiyiiiiiiii! Hiyiiiiiiii! The vulture's voice, he thought. The vulture, swooping down upon him.
Tired. So... very... very... tired. Rachel. What... is to... become... of...
The vulture, swooping down.
Screaming Hiyiiiiiiii! Hiyiiiiiiii! Hiyeeeeee!
Matthew felt himself fall away from the earth, toward that distant territory so many explorers had gone to journey through, and from which return was impossible.
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MATTHEW'S FIRST REALIZATION of his descent to Hell was the odor.
It was as strong as demon's sweat and twice as nasty. It entered his nostrils like burning irons, penetrated to the back of his throat, and he was suddenly aware that he was being wracked by a fit of coughing though he had not heard it begin.
When the smell went away and his coughing ended, he tried to open his eyes. The lids were heavy, as if weighted by the coins due Charon for his ferry trip across the Styx. He couldn't open them. He heard now a rising and falling voice that must surely be the first of untold many souls lamenting their scorched fate. The language sounded near Latin, but Latin was God's language. This must be Greek, which was more suitably earthy.
A few more breaths, and Matthew became knowledgeable of the torment of Hell as well as its odor. A fierce, stabbing, white-hot pain had begun to throb at his left shoulder and down the arm. The ribs on that side also began an agonizing complaint. There was a pain at his forehead too, but that was mild compared to the others. Again he tried to open his eyes and again he failed.
Neither could he move, in this state of eternal damnation. He thought he was attempting to move, but he couldn't be sure.
There was so much pain, growing worse by the second, that he decided it was more reasonable to give up and conserve his energy, as surely he would need it when he walked through the brimstone valley. He heard the crackling of a fire—of course, a fire!—and felt an oppressive, terrible heat as if he were being roasted over an inferno.
But now a new feeling began to come over him: anger. It threatened to burst into full-flamed rage, which would put him right at home here.
He had considered himself a Christian and had tried his very best to follow the Godly path. To find himself cast into Hell like this, with no court to hear his case, was a damned and unreasonable sin. He wondered in his increasing fury what it was he'd done that had doomed him. Run with the orphans and young thugs on the Manhattan harbor? Flung a horse-apple at the back of a merchant's head, and stolen a few coins from the dirty pocket of a capsized drunk? Or had it been more recent wrongdoing, such as creeping into Seth Hazelton's barn and later cutting the man's face with a tin lantern. Yes, that might be it. Well, he would be here to greet that lover of mares when Hazelton arrived, and by that time Matthew hoped to have built up some seniority in this den of lawyers.
The pain was now excruciating, and Matthew clenched his teeth but he felt the cry rising up from his parched throat. He couldn't restrain it. He was going to have to scream, and what would the company of diaboliques then think of bis fortitude?
His mouth opened, and he let loose not a scream but a dry, rattling whisper. Even so, it was enough to further drain him. He was aware that the murmuring had ceased.
A hand—so rough-fleshed it might have been covered with treebark—touched his face, the fingers starting at his chin and sliding up his right cheek. The singsong murmuring began once more, still in that undecipherable language. What felt like a thumb and finger went to his right eye, and endeavored to push the lid up.
Matthew had had enough of this blindness. He gave a soft gasp at the effort it involved, but he forced his eyes open of his own accord.
Immediately he wished he had not. In the red, leaping light and drifting smoke of Hades, the visage of a true demon greeted him.
This creature had a narrow, long-chinned brown face with small black eyes, its flesh wrinkled and weathered like ancient wood. Blue whorls decorated the gaunt cheeks, and a third eye— daubed bright yellow as the sun—was painted in the center of the forehead. The earlobes were pierced with hooks from which dangled acorns and snail shells. The head was bald save for a topknot of long gray hair that grew from the back of the scalp and was adorned with green leaves and the bones of small animals.
To make Matthew's induction to Hell even worse, the demon opened its mouth and displayed a set of teeth that might have served as a sawblade. "Ayo pokapa, " the creature said, nodding. Or at least that was the sound Matthew heard. "Ayo pokapa, " the demon spoke again, and lifted to its lips half of a broken clay dish in which something was densely smoking. With a quick inhalation, the creature pulled smoke into its mouth and then blew the noxious fumes-—that nasty demon's-sweat odor—into Matthew's nostrils.
Matthew attempted to turn his head aside, and that was when he realized his skull was bound in some way to whatever hard pallet he lay upon. Avoiding the smoke was impossible.
"Yante te napha te, " the creature began to murmur. "Saba yante napha te." It slowly rocked back and forth, eyes half-closed. The light from one or more hellfires glowed red through the dense pall of smoke that drifted above Matthew. What sounded like a pineknot burst, and then there came a hissing noise like a roomful of rattlesnakes from beyond the murmuring, rocking di-abolist. The acrid woodsmoke seemed to thicken, and Matthew feared that the little breath he could grasp would soon be poisoned. "Yante te napha te, saba yante napha te, " went the repeated, rising and falling voice. Again the ritual with the broken dish and the inhalation was repeated, and again the smoke— damn Hell, if there was such a powerful stink to be smelled for eternity!—was blown up Matthew's nostrils.
He couldn't move, and assumed that not only his head was bound down but also both wrists and ankles. He wished to be a man about this, but tears sprang to his eyes.
"Ai!" the demon said, and patted his cheek. "Mouk takani soba se ha ha." Then it was back to the steady murmuring and rocking, and another blast of smoke up the nose.
After a half-dozen draughts, Matthew was feeling no pain. The cogwheels that usually regulated the order of his mind had lost their timing, and one rocking motion by the demon stretched to the speed of the snails whose shells hung from the earlobe hooks, while the next was gone past in an eyeblink. Matthew felt as if he were floating in a red-flamed, smoky void, though he could of course sense the hard pallet at his back.
And then Matthew knew he must be truly insane, for he suddenly realized something very strange about the piece of broken dish from which the murmuring, smoke-blowing creature was inhaling.
It was white. And on it was a decoration of small red hearts.
Yes, he was insane now. Absolutely insane, and ready for Hell's Bedlam. For that was the same dish Lucretia Vaughan had thrown into the fount, only then it had been whole and contained a sweet yam pie.
"Yante te napha te, " the demon crooned, "saba yante napha te."
Matthew was fading again. Losing himself to the swelling dark. Reality—such as it was in the Land of Chaos—disappeared in bits and pieces, as if the darkness were a living thing that hungered first for sound, then light, and then smell.
If it was possible to die a death in the country of the dead, then that was Matthew's accomplishment.
But he found that such a death was fleeting, and there was very little peace in it. The pain grew again, and again ebbed. He opened his eyes, saw moving, blurred figures or shadows, and closed them for fear of what had arrived to visit him. He thought he slept, or died, or suffered nightmares of Jack One Eye running him down in a bloody clearing while the ratcatcher rode the bear's back and thrust at him with the five-bladed sticker. He awakened sweating summer floods, and fell to sleep again dry as a winter leaf.
The smoke-breathing demon returned, to continue its tortures. Matthew once more saw that the broken dish was white, with small red hearts. He dared to speak to the creature, in a feeble and fearful voice, "Who are you?" The murmured chant went on.
"What are you?" Matthew asked. But no answer was given.
He slept and waked, slept and waked. Time had no meaning. He was tended to by two more demons, these more in the female shape with long black hair similarly adorned by leaves and bones. They lifted the mat of woven grasses, moss, feathers, and such that covered his nakedness, cleaned him when he needed to be cleaned, fed him a gray paste-like food that tasted strongly of fish, and put a wooden ladle of water to his lips.
Fire and smoke. Shifting shadows in the gloom. That murmured, singsong chanting. Yes, this was surely Hell, Matthew thought.
And then came the moment when he opened his eyes and found Rachel standing beside him in this realm of flames and fumes. "Rachel!" he whispered. "You too? Oh... my God... the bear..."
She said nothing, but pressed a finger to her lips. Though dead, her eyes were as bright as gold coins. Her hair cascaded in ebony waves about her shoulders, and Matthew would have been lying if he'd said the infernal light didn't make her heart-achingly beautiful. She was wearing a dark green shift decorated around the neck with intricate blue beadwork. He stared at the pulse that beat in the hollow of her throat, and saw moisture glisten on her cheeks and forehead.
It must be said, these demons did excellent work at the illusion of life.
He tried to angle his face toward her, but still his head was confined as were his arms and legs. "Rachel... I'm sorry, " he whispered. "You shouldn't be here. Your time in Hell... was already served on earth."
Her finger went to his lips, to bid him be silent.
"Can you ever... ever forgive me?" he asked. "For bringing you to... such a bad end?" Smoke drifted between them, and somewhere beyond Rachel the fires crackled and seethed.
She gave him an eloquent answer. Leaning down, she pressed her lips to his own. The kiss lingered, and became needful.
His body—the illusion of a body, after all—reacted to this kiss as it would have done in the earthly sphere. Which didn't surprise Matthew, for it was a well-known fact Heaven would be full of angelic lutes and Hell full of flesh flutes. In that particular regard, perhaps it was not such a disagreeable place.
Rachel pulled back. Her face remained within his field of vision, her lips damp. Her eyes were shining, and the fire shadows licked her cheek.
She reached back and undid something. Suddenly the blue-beaded garment slipped off her and fell to the ground.
Her hands returned, lifting the woven mat from Matthew's body. Then she stepped up onto what must be a platform of some kind and slowly, gently eased her naked body down against his own, after which she pulled the grass mat over them again and kissed his mouth with longing.
He wanted to ask her if she knew what she was doing. He wanted to ask her if this was love, or passion, or if she looked at him and saw Daniel's face.
But he didn't. Instead, he surrendered to the moment; to be more accurate, the moment demanded him. He returned her kiss with a soul-deep longing of his own, and her body pressed against his with undeniable urgency.
As they kissed, Rachel's hand found the scrivener's readied instrument. Her fingers closed about him. With a slow shifting of her thighs, she eased him into her, into the moist and heated opening that relaxed to allow entry and then more firmly grasped once he was sheathed deep.
Matthew was unable to move, but Rachel was unrestricted. Her hips began a leisurely, circular motion punctuated by stronger thrusts. A groan left Matthew's mouth at the incredible, otherworldly sensation, and Rachel echoed it with her own. They kissed as if eager to merge one into the other. As the woodsmoke swirled about them and the fires burned, as their lips sought and held and Rachel's hips moved up and then down to push him still deeper, Matthew cried out with a pleasure that was verging on pain. Even this central act, he thought in his state of sweating rapture, was a cooperation of God and Devil.
Then he just stopped thinking and allowed nature to rule.
Rachel's movements were steadily strengthening. Her mouth was against his ear, her pine-scented hair in his face. She was breathing quickly and harshly. His heartbeat slammed, and hers pounded against his damp chest. She gave two more thrusts and her back arched, her head coming up and her eyes squeezed tightly shut. She shivered and her mouth opened to release a long, soft moan. An instant later, the feeling of pleasure did translate into a white flashing pain for Matthew, a fierce jolt that rippled from the top of his head down his spine. In the midst of this riot of sensations, he was aware of his burst into Rachel's clinging humidity, an explosion that brought a grimace to his face and a cry from his lips. Rachel kissed him again, so ardently as if she wished to capture that cry and keep it forever like a golden locket in the secret center of her soul.
With a strengthless sigh, Rachel settled against him yet supported herself on her elbows and knees so as not to rest all her weight. He was still inside her, and still firm. His virginity was a thing of the past and its passage left him with a delicious aching, but his flame had not yet been extinguished. And obviously neither had Rachel's, for she looked him in the face, her wondrous eyes sparkling in the firelight and her hair damp from the heat of exertion, and began to move upon him once again.
If this was indeed Hell, Matthew thought, no wonder everyone was in such a fever to make their reservations.
The second time was slower-paced, though even more intense than the first. Matthew could only lie and vainly attempt to match Rachel's motions. Even if his movements had been totally free, a weakness that affected every muscle save one had claimed his strength.
Finally, she pressed down on him and—though he'd tried to restrain it for as long as he might—he again experienced the almost-blinding combination of pleasure and pain that signalled the imminent nearing of a destination two lovers so vigorously sought to reach.
Then, in the warm wet aftermath, as they breathed and kissed and played a game of tongues, Matthew knew the coach must by necessity be retired to its barn, as the horses had gone their distance.
Presently, he closed his eyes and slumbered again. When he opened them—who knew how much later—the demon with a yellow third eye was at his side, using a white stone to crush up a foul-looking brown mixture of seeds, berries, and fetid whatnot—and the whatnot was the worst of it—in a small wooden bowl. Then the demon gave a combination grunt-and-whistle and pushed some of the stuff toward Matthew's mouth between thumb and forefinger.
Ah ha! Matthew thought. Now the true torments were to begin! The mixture being forced upon him looked like dog excrement and smelled like vomit. Matthew clamped his lips shut. The demon pushed at his mouth, grunting and whistling in obvious irritation, but Matthew steadfastly refused to accept it.
Another figure emerged from the smoke and stood beside Matthew's pallet. He looked into her face. Without speaking, she took up a pinch of the exquisite garbage and put it into her own mouth, chewing it as a display of its worth.
Matthew couldn't believe his eyes. Not because she'd voluntarily eaten it, but because she was the dark-haired, thin mute girl he'd last seen at Shawcombe's tavern. Only she was much changed, both in demeanor and dress. Her hair was clean and shining, more chestnut colored than truly dark brown, and on her head was a tiara-like toque formed of densely woven, red-dyed grass. Smudges of ruddy paint had been applied to her cheekbones. Her eyes were no longer glazed and weak but held determined purpose. Also, she wore a deerskin garment adorned with a pattern of red and purple beads down the front.
"You!" Matthew said. "What are you doing h—" The thumb and forefinger struck, getting some of that gutter porridge past his lips. Matthew's first impulse was to spit, but the demon had already clamped one hand to his mouth and was massaging his throat with the other.
Matthew had no choice but to swallow it. The stuff had a strange, oily texture, but he'd tasted cheese that was worse. In fact, it had a complexity of tastes, some sour and some sweet, that actually... well, that actually called for a second helping.
The girl—Girl, he recalled Abner saying with a laugh when Matthew had asked her name—moved away into the fire-thrown shadows before he could ask her anything else. The demon continued to feed him until the bowl was empty.
"What is this place?" Matthew asked, his tongue picking at seeds in his teeth. There was no answer. The demon took his bowl and began to also move away. "This is Hell, isn't it?" Matthew asked.
"Se hapna ta ami, " the demon said, and then made a clucking noise.
In another moment Matthew sensed he was alone. Up above, he now could make out through the smoke haze what looked to be wooden rafters—or rather, small pinetrees with the bark still on them.
It wasn't long before his eyelids grew heavy. There was no resisting this sleep; it crashed over him like a green sea wave and took him down to depths unknown.
Dreamless. Drifting. A sleep for the ages, absolute in its peace and silence. And then, a voice.
"Matthew?"
Her voice.
"Can you hear me?"
"Ahhhhh, " he answered: a sustained, relaxed exhalation of breath.
"Can you open your eyes?"
With only a little difficulty—and regret, really, for his rest had been so deeply satisfying—he did. There was Rachel, her face close to his. He could see her clearly by the flickering firelight. The dense smoke had gone away.
"They want you to try to stand up, " she said.
"They?" He had a burned, ashy taste in his mouth. "Who?"
The demon, who no longer wore the third eye, came up and stood beside her. With an uplifting motion of the hands and a guttural grunting, the meaning was made plain.
Two of the females who'd attended Matthew appeared, and began to work around his head. He heard something being cut— a leather strap, he thought it might be—and suddenly his head was free to move, which immediately put a cramping pain in his neck muscles.
"I want you to know, " Rachel said as the two females continued to cut Matthew free from his pinewood pallet, "that you've been terribly injured. The bear—"
"Yes, the bear, " Matthew interrupted. "Killed me, and you as well."
She frowned. "What?"
"The bear. It killed—" He felt the straps give way around his left wrist, then around the right. He'd stopped speaking because he realized Rachel wore her wedding dress. On it were grass stains. He swallowed thickly. "Are we... not dead?"
"No, we're very much alive. You nearly died, though. If they hadn't come when they did, you would have bled to death. One of them bound your arm to stop the flow."
"My arm." Matthew remembered now the terrible pain in his shoulder and the blood dripping from his fingers. He couldn't move—or even feel—the fingers of his left hand. He had a sickened sensation in the pit of his stomach. Dreading to even glance at the limb, he asked, "Do I still have it?"
"You do, " Rachel answered grimly, "but... the wound was very bad. As deep as the bone, and the bone broken."
"And what else?"
"Your left side. You took an awful blow. Two, three ribs... how many were broken I don't know."
Matthew lifted his right arm, unscathed save for a scabbed wound on his elbow, and gingerly touched his side. He found a large patch of clay covering the area, adhered by some sort of sticky brown substance, with a bulge underneath that to indicate something else pressed directly to the wound.
"The doctor made a poultice, " Rachel said. "Herbs, and tobacco leaves, and... I don't know what all."
"What doctor?"
"Um." Rachel glanced toward the watchful demon. "This is their physician."
"My God!" Matthew said, dumbstruck. "I must be in Hell! If not, then where?"
"We have been brought, " Rachel answered calmly, "to an Indian village. How far it is from Fount Royal, I can't say. We travelled over an hour from where the bear attacked you."
"An Indian village? You mean... I've been doctored by an Indian?" This was absolutely unthinkable! He would have preferred a demonic doctor to a savage one!
"Yes. And well doctored, too. They have been very kind to me, Matthew. I've had no reason to fear them."
"Pok!" the doctor said, motioning for Matthew to stand. The two women had cut the leather thongs that had secured his ankles, then had withdrawn. "Hapape pok pokati!" He reached out, picked up the woven mat that covered Matthew's torso, and threw it aside, leaving Matthew naked to the world. "Puh! Puh!" the doctor insisted, slapping his patient's legs.
Reflexively, Matthew started to cover his private area with both hands. His right hand went quickly enough, but a searing pain shot through his shoulder at the mere nerve impulse of moving the left. He gritted his teeth, fresh sweat on his face, and made himself look at the injury.
His shoulder all the way past his elbow was wrapped in clay, and presumably other so-called medicines were pressed to the wound beneath the earthen bandage. The clay also was smoothed over a wooden splint, and his elbow was immobilized in a slightly bent position. From the edge of the clay to the fingertips, the flesh was mottled with ugly black and purple bruises. It was a ghastly sight, but at least he still had the arm. He lifted his free hand to touch his forehead. He found another clay dressing, secured with the sticky paste-like material.
"Your head was gashed, " Rachel said. "Do you think you can stand?"
"I might, if I don't fall to pieces." He looked at the doctor. "Clothes! Do you understand me? I need clothes!"
"Puh! Puh!" the doctor said, again slapping Matthew's legs.
Matthew directed his appeal at Rachel. "Might you please get me some clothes?"
"You have none, " she told him. "Everything you wore was covered with blood. They performed some kind of ritual over them, the first night, and burned them."
What she'd said sent a spear through him. "The first night? How long have we been here?"
"This is the fifth morning."
Four whole days in the grasp of the Indians! Matthew couldn't believe it. Four whole days, and they still had their scalps! Were they waiting for him to get well enough to slaughter both him and Rachel together?
"I think we've been summoned by their mayor, or chief, or whatever he is. I've not seen him yet, but there's some special activity going on."
"Puh! Puh!" the doctor insisted. "Se hapape ta mook!"
"All right, " Matthew said, choosing to face the inevitable. "I'll try to stand."
With Rachel's help, he eased down off the pallet onto a dirt floor. Modesty called him but he couldn't answer. His legs held him though they were fairly stiff. The clay dressing on his broken arm was heavy, but the way the splint crooked his elbow made it bearable. At his left side his ribs thundered with dull pain under the clay and poultice, but that too could be borne if he didn't try to breathe too deeply.
He knew he would have been instantly killed if Jack One Eye himself hadn't been so old and infirm. To meet that beast in its younger years would have meant a quick decapitation, or a long suffering death by disembowelment such as Maude's husband had endured.
The Indian doctor—who would have been naked himself but for a small buckskin garment and strap covering his groin— walked ahead, to the far side of the rectangular wooden structure that housed a number of pallets. Matthew realized it was their version of an infirmary. A small fire crackled in a pit ringed with stones, but from the huge pile of ashes nearby it was evident a smoky inferno had raged in here.
He leaned on Rachel for support, if just until his legs grew used to holding him up again. His mind was still hazed. It wasn't clear to him now if his amorous encounter with Rachel had been real or a fevered dream brought on by his injuries. Surely she wouldn't have crawled up on that pallet to make love to a dying man! From her there was no indication that anything had occurred between them.
Yet still... might it have happened?
But here was something real that he'd imagined to be a figment of his dreams: on the floor, along with other clay cups and wooden bowls and carved bone pipes around the fire, was the broken half of Lucretia Vaughan's heart-decorated pie dish.
The healing savage—who would have made his compatriot Dr. Shields blanch with terror—drew aside a heavy black-furred bearskin from the infirmary's entryway.
Blinding white sunlight flooded across the floor, making Matthew squeeze his eyes shut and stagger. "I have you, " Rachel said, leaning into him so he might not fall.
There was a great excited clamor from outside, complete with squeals, whoops, and giggling. Matthew was aware of a brown mass of grinning faces pressing forward. The Indian doctor began to shout in a voice whose irritated tone was universal: Stand back, and give us space to breathe!
Rachel led Matthew, naked and dazed, into the light.







forty






THE FOREMOST GROUP of them backed away, heeding the doctor's continued shouts. As Matthew and Rachel followed the loinclothed healer, the Indians trailed in their wake and the shouting, giggling, and excited vocals began to surge loudly again.
Matthew would have never dreamed in a barrel of rum that he might have found himself naked before the world, clinging to Rachel and walking through a horde of grinning, hollering Indians. His vision was returning, though he was still overwhelmed by all this light. He saw a score of round wooden huts, some covered with dried mud and others moss-grown, with roofs upon which grass grew as thickly as from the earth. He caught sight of a lush plot of cornstalks that would have dropped the farmers of Fount Royal to their knees. Two dogs— one gray and the other dark brown—came to sniff around Matthew's legs, but a shout from the doctor sent them running. The same happened when a giggling pack of four naked brown children neared the pallid patient, and they ran away squealing and jumping.
Matthew saw that most of the men—who shared the doctor's narrow facial structure, lean body, and topknot of hair growing from an otherwise shaved head—were nearly nude, but the women were clothed in either deerskin garments or brightly dyed shifts that appeared to be woven from cotton. Some of the females, however, had chosen to let their breasts be bared, a sight that would have made the citizens of Fount Royal swoon. Their feet were either bare or clad in deerskin slippers. Many of the men were adorned with intricate blue-dye tattoos, and also a few of the older women. These tattoos appeared not only on the face but also on the chest, arms, thighs, and presumably just about everywhere else.
The mood was festive. Men and women were childlike in their glee, and the children—of which there were many—like little scampering squirrels. Of real creatures, there were aplenty as well: pigs, chickens, and a barking battery of dogs. Then the doctor led Matthew and Rachel to a hut that seemed to be centrally located within the village, drew back a buckskin decorated with blade carvings to gain admittance, and escorted the visitors into the cool, dimly lit interior.
The light came from small flames burning in clay bowls that held pools of oil, set in a circle. Facing this circle, a man sat cross-legged on a dais supported by wooden poles about three feet off the ground, and cushioned by various animal skins.
It was the sight of this man that made Matthew stop in his tracks. His mouth opened and his teeth might have fallen out, so great was his shock.
The man—who obviously was the village's chief, governor, lord, or however the savages termed him—wore a buckskin loincloth that barely covered his genitalia. That, however, was by now a commonplace. What so shocked Matthew was that the chief had a long, white, tightly curled judicial wig on his head, and his chest was covered by...
I'm dreaming! Matthew thought. I have to be insensible to imagine this!
... Magistrate Woodward's gold-striped waistcoat.
"Pata ne." The doctor motioned Matthew and Rachel into the circle, and then made gestures for them to sit. "Oha! Oha!"
Rachel obeyed. When Matthew started to lower himself, pain stabbed his ribs and he clutched at the clay bandage, his face tightening.
"Uh!" the chief spoke. He had the long-jawed, narrow face and wore circular blue tattoos on both cheeks, more tattoos trailing down his arms, like blue vines, and covering his hands. The tips of his fingers were dyed red. "Se na oha! Pah ke ne su na oha sau-papa!" His commanding voice instantly stirred the doctor to action, namely that of grasping Matthew's right arm and pulling him up straight. When Rachel saw, she thought the chief wanted her to rise as well, but as she began to stand she was pushed down again—rather firmly—by the doctor.
The chief stood up on his dais. His legs were tattooed from the knees to the bare feet. He put his hands on his hips, his deep-set black eyes fixed on Matthew, and his expression serious as demanded his position of authority. "Te te weya, " he said. The doctor retreated, walking backward, and left the hut. The next words were directed at Matthew: "Urn ta ka pa pe ne?"
Matthew simply shook his head. He saw that the chief wore Woodward's prized waistcoat unbuttoned, and more tattoos adorned his chest. Though age was difficult to estimate among these foreign people, Matthew thought the chief was a young man, possibly only five or six years older than himself.
"Oum?" the chief asked, frowning. "Ka taynay calmet?"
Again, Matthew could only shake his head.
The chief looked down at the ground for a moment, and crossed his arms over his chest. He sighed and seemed lost in thought; deliberating, Matthew feared, how best to murder his captives.
Then the chief lifted his gaze again and said, "Quel chapeau portez-vous?"
Matthew now almost fell down. The Indian had spoken French. A bizarre question, yes, but French all the same. The question had been: "What hat do you wear?"
Matthew had to steady himself. That this tattooed savage could speak a classic European language boggled the mind. It was such a jolt that Matthew even forgot for a few seconds that he was standing there totally naked. He replied, "Je ne porte pas de chapeau." Meaning "I don't wear a hat."
"Ah ah!" The chief offered a genuine smile that served to further light and warm the chamber. He clapped his hands together, as if equally amazed and delighted at Matthew's understanding of the language. "Tous les hommes portent des chapeaux. Mon chapeau est Nawpawpay. Quel chapeau portez-vous?"
Matthew now understood. The chief had said, "All men wear hats. My hat is Nawpawpay. What hat do you wear?"
"Oh, " Matthew said, nodding. "Mon chapeau est Mathieu."
"Mathieu, " Nawpawpay repeated, as if testing its weight on his tongue. "Mathieu... Matthew, " he said, still speaking French. "That is a strange hat."
"Possibly it is, but it's the hat I was given at birth."
"Ah! But you've been reborn now, and so you must be given a new hat. I myself will give it to you: Demon Slayer."
"Demon Slayer? I don't understand." He glanced down at Rachel, who—not having a grasp of French—was totally confounded at what they were saying.
"Did you not slay the demon that almost took your life? The demon that has roamed this land for... oh... only the dead souls know, my father among them. I can't say how many brothers and sisters have passed away by those claws and fangs. But we tried to slay that beast. Yes, we tried." He nodded, his expression grave again. "And when we tried, the demon worked its evil on us. For every arrow that was shot into its body, it delivered ten curses. Our male infants died, our crops withered, the fishing was poor, and our seers had dreams of the end of time. So we stopped trying, for our own lives. Then everything got better, but the beast was always hungry. You see? None of us could slay it. The forest demons look after their own kind."
"But the beast still lives, " Matthew said.
"No! I was told how the hunters saw you travelling, and followed you. Then the beast struck! I was told how it attacked you, and how you stood before it and gave a mighty war cry. That must have been a sight to see! They said it was hurt. I sent some men. They found it, dead in its den."
"Oh, I see. But... it was old and tired. I think it was already dying."
Nawpawpay shrugged. "That may be so, Matthew, but who struck the last blow? They found your knife, still under here." He pressed beneath his own chin with a forefinger. "Ah, if it's the forest demons that concern you, you may rest knowing they only haunt our kind. Your kind frightens them."
"Of that I have no doubt, " Matthew said.
Rachel could stand it no longer. "Matthew! What's he saying?"
"They found the bear dead and they believe I killed it. He's given me a new name: Demon Slayer."
"Is it French you're speaking?"
"Yes, it is. I have no idea how—"
"An interruption, my pardon, " Nawpawpay said. "How is it you come to know King LaPierre's tongue?"
Matthew shifted his thinking from English back to French once more. "King LaPierre?"
"Yes, from the kingdom of Franz Europay. Are you a member of his tribe?"
"No, I'm not."
"But you've had some word from him?" It was said with eagerness. "When will he return to this land?"
"Um... well... I'm not certain, " Matthew said. "When was he last here?"
"Oh, during my grandfather's father's time. He left his tongue with my family, as he said it was the tongue of kings. Do I speak it well?"
"Yes, very well."
"Ah!" Nawpawpay beamed like a little boy. "I do recite it, so as not to lose its taste. King LaPierre showed us sticks that shot fire, and he caught our faces in a pouch pond. And... he had a little moon that sang. All these are carved down on the tablet."
He frowned, perplexed. "I do wish he would return, so I might see those wonders as my grandfather's father did. I feel I'm missing something. You're not of his family? Then how do you speak the king's tongue?"
"I learned it from a member of King LaPierre's tribe, " Matthew decided to say.
"I see now! Someday... someday..." He lifted a finger for emphasis. "I shall go over the water in a cloudboat to Franz Europay. I shall walk in that village and see for myself the hut of King LaPierre. It must be a grand place, with a hundred pigs!"
"Matthew!" Rachel said, about to go mad from this conversation of which she could not partake. "What is he saying?"
"Your woman, sad to say, is not civilized like you and I, " Nawpawpay ventured. "She speaks mud words like that white fish we caught."
"White fish?" Matthew asked. He motioned for Rachel to remain quiet. "What white fish?"
"Oh, he's nothing. Less than nothing, for he's a murderer and thief. The least civilized beast I have ever had the misfortune to look upon. Now: can you tell me anything more of the village of Franz Europay?"
"I'll tell you everything I know of that place, " Matthew answered, "if you'll tell me about the white fish. Did you... find your present clothing... and your headdress, at his hut?"
"These? Yes. Are they not wonderful?" He spread his arms wide, grinning, so as to better display the gold-striped waistcoat.
"May I ask what else you found there?"
"Other things. They must have some use, but I just like to look at them. And... of course... I found my woman."
"Your woman?"
"Yes, my bride. My princess." His grin now threatened to slice his face in two. "The silent and lovely one. Oh, she shall share all my treasures and give me a hut full of sons! First, though, I'll have to make her fat."
"And what of the white fish? Where is he?"
"Not far. There were two other fish—old ones—but they have gone."
"Gone? To where?"
"Everywhere, " Nawpawpay said, spreading his arms wide again. "The wind, the earth, the trees, the sky. You know."
Matthew feared that he did know. "But you say the white fish is still here?"
"Yes, still here." Nawpawpay scratched his chin. "You have a nature full of questions, don't you?"
"It's just that... I might know him."
"Only uncivilized beasts and dung buzzards know him. He is unclean."
"Yes, I agree, but... why do you say he's a murderer and thief?"
"Because he is what he is!" Like a child, Nawpawpay put his hands behind himself and began to bounce up and down on his toes. "He murdered one of my people and stole a courage sun. Another of my people saw it happen. We took him. Took them all. They were all guilty. All except my princess. She is innocent. Do you know how I know that? Because she was the only one who came willingly."
"A courage sun?" Matthew realized he must mean the gold coin. "What is that?"
"That which the water spirit gives." His bouncing ceased. "Go visit the white fish, if you like. See if you know him, and ask him to tell you what crimes he's committed."
"Where can I find him?"
"This direction." Nawpawpay pointed to Matthew's left. "The hut that stands nearest the woodpile. You will know it."
"What's he pointing to, Matthew?" Rachel asked. "Does he want us to go somewhere?" She started to stand.
"Ah, no no!" Nawpawpay said quickly. "A woman doesn't stand before me in this place."
"Rachel, please stay where you are." Matthew rested his hand on her shoulder. "Evidently it's the chief's rule." Then, to Nawpawpay, "Might she go with me to see the white fish?"
"No. That hut is not a woman's territory. You go and come back."
"I'm going to go somewhere for a short time, " he told her. "You'll need to stay here. All right?"
"Where are you going?" She grasped his hand.
"There's another white captive here, and I want to see him. It won't take long."
He squeezed her hand and gave her a tight but reassuring smile. Rachel nodded and reluctantly let go.
"Oh... one other thing, " Matthew said to Nawpawpay. "Might I have some clothing?"
"Why? Are you cold on such a hot day as this?"
"Not cold. But there is a little too much air here for my comfort." He gestured toward his exposed penis and testicles.
"Ah, I see! Very well, I shall give you a gift." Nawpawpay stepped out of his own loincloth and offered it.
Matthew got the thing on with a delicate balancing act, since he was able only to use one arm. "I'll return presently, " he told Rachel. Then he retreated from the hut, out into the bright sun.
The hut and the woodpile were not fifty paces from the chief's abode. A small band of chattering, giggling children clung to his shadow as he walked, and two of them ran round and round him as if to mock his slow, pained progress. When he neared the hut, however, they saw his destination, fell back, and ran away.
Nawpawpay had been correct, in saying that Matthew would know the place.
Blood had been painted on the outside walls, in strange patterns that a Christian would say was evidence of the Indians' Satanic nature. Flies feasted on the gore paintings and buzzed about the entrance, which was covered with a black bearskin.
Matthew stood outside for a moment, steeling himself. This looked very bad indeed. With a trembling hand, he pulled aside the bearskin. Bitter blue smoke drifted into his face. There was only a weak red illumination within, perhaps the red embers of a past fire still glowing.
"Shawcombe?" Matthew called. There was no answer. "Shaw-combe, can you hear me?" Nothing.
Matthew could make out only vague shapes through the smoke. "Shawcombe?" he tried again, but in the silence that followed he knew he was going to have to cross the dreadful threshold.
He took a breath of the sulphuric air and entered. The bearskin closed behind him. He stood where he was for a moment, waiting for his eyes to grow used to such darkness again. The awful, suffocating heat coaxed beads of sweat from his pores. To his right he could make out a large clay pot full of seething coals from which the light and smoke emitted.
Something moved—a slow, slow shifting—there on his left.
"Shawcombe?" Matthew said, his eyes burning. He moved toward the left, as currents of smoke undulated before him.
Presently, with some straining of the vision, he could make out an object. It looked like a raw and bloody side of beef that had been strung up to dry, and in fact was hanging from cords that were supported further up in the rafters.
Matthew neared it, his heart slamming.
Whatever hung there, it was just a slab of flayed meat with neither arms nor legs. Matthew stopped, tendrils of smoke drifting past his face. He couldn't bear to go any further, because he knew.
Perhaps he made a sound. A moan, a gasp... something. But—as slowly as the tortures of the inner circle of Hell—the scalped and blood-caked head on that slab of meat moved. It lolled to one side, and then the chin lifted.
His eyes were there, bulging from their sockets in that hideously swollen, black-bruised, and black-bloodied face. He had no eyelids. His nose had been cleaved off, as had been his lips and ears. A thousand tiny cuts had been administered to the battered torso, the genitals had been burned away and the wound cauterized to leave a glistening ebony crust. Likewise sealed with terrible fire were the hacked-off stumps of arms and legs. The cords had been tied and knotted around those grue-somely axed ruins.
If there was a description for the utter horror that wracked Matthew, it was known only by the most profane demon and the most sacred angel.
The motion of that lifted chin was enough to cause the torso to swing slightly on its cords. Matthew heard the ropes squeak up in the rafters, like the rats that had plagued Shawcombe's tavern.
Back and forth, and back and forth.
The lipless mouth stretched open. They had spared his tongue, so that he might cry for mercy with every knife slash, hatchet blow, and kiss of flame.
He spoke, in a dry rattling whisper that was almost beyond all endurance to hear. "Papa?" The word was as mangled as his mouth. "Wasn't me killed the kitten, was Jamey done it." His chest shuddered and a wrenching sob came out. The bulging eyes stared at nothing. His was the small, crushed whine of a terrified child: "Papa please... don't hurt me no more..."
The brutalized bully began to weep.
Matthew turned—his eyes seared by smoke and sight—and fled lest his own mind be broken like Lucretia Vaughan's pie dish.
He got outside, was further blinded and disoriented by the glare. He staggered, was aware of more naked children ringing him, jumping and chattering, their grins joyful even as they danced in the shadow of the torture hut. Matthew nearly fell in his attempts to get away, and his herky-jerky flailing to retain his balance made the children scream with laughter, as if they thought he was joining in their dance. Cold sweat clung to his face, his insides heaved, and he had to bend over and throw up on the ground, which made the children laugh and leap with new energy.
He staggered on, the pack of little revelers now joined by a brown dog with one ear. A fog had descended over him, and he knew not if he was going in the right direction amid the huts. His progress attracted some older residents who put aside their seed-gathering and basket-weaving to accompany the merry throng, as if he were some potentate or nobleman whose fame rivalled the very sun. The laughter and hollering swelled as did the numbers of his followers, which only served to heighten Matthew's terror. Dogs barked at his heels and children darted underfoot. His ribs were killing him, but what was pain? In his dazed stupor he realized he had never known pain, not an ounce of it, compared to what Shawcombe had suffered. Beyond the grinning brown faces he saw sunlight glitter, and suddenly there was water before him and he fell to his knees to plunge his face into it, mindless of the agony that seized his bones.
He drank like an animal and trembled like an animal. A fit of strangulation struck him and he coughed violently, water bursting from his nostrils. Then he sat back on his haunches, his face dripping, as behind him the throng continued its jubilations.
He sat on the bank of a pond. It was half the size of Fount Royal's spring, but its water was equally blue. Matthew saw two women nearby, both filling animal-skin bags. The sunlight glittered golden off the pond's surface, putting him in mind of the day he'd seen the sun shine with equal color on Bidwell's fount.
He cupped his hand into the water and pressed it to his face, letting it stream down over his throat and chest. His mind's fever was cooling and his vision had cleared.
The Indian village, he'd realized, was a mirror image of Fount Royal. Just like Bidwell's creation, the village had probably settled here—who could say how long ago—to be so near a water supply.
Matthew was aware that the crowd's noise had quietened. A shadow fell over him, and spoke. "Na unhuh pah ke ne!"
Two men grasped Matthew, careful to avoid his injuries, and helped him to his feet. Then Matthew turned toward the speaker, but he knew already who'd given that command.
Nawpawpay stood four inches shorter than Matthew, but the height of the judicial wig gave the chief the advantage. The waistcoat's gold stripes glowed in this strong sunlight. Add to that the intricate tattoos, and Nawpawpay was an absorbing sight as well as a commanding presence. Rachel stood a few feet behind him, het eyes also the color of Spanish coins.
"Forgive my people, " Nawpawpay said in the tongue of kings. He gave a shrug and a smile. "We don't often entertain visitors."
Matthew still felt faint. He blinked slowly and lifted his hand to his face. "Is... what you've done to... Shawcombe... the white fish... part of your entertainment?"
Nawpawpay looked shocked. "Oh, no! Surely not! You misunderstand, Demon Slayer! You and your woman are honored guests here, for what you've done for my people! The white fish was an unclean criminal!"
"You did such to him for murder and thievery? Couldn't you finish the task and display some mercy?"
Nawpawpay paused, thinking this over. "Mercy?" he asked. He frowned. "What is this mercy?"
Evidently it was a concept the French explorer who'd passed himself off as a king had failed to explain. "Mercy, " Matthew said, "is knowing when..." He hesitated, formulating the rest of it. "When it is time to put the sufferer out of his misery."
Nawpawpay's frown deepened. "Misery? What is that?"
"How you felt when your father died, " Matthew answered.
"Ah! That! You're saying then the white fish should be slit open and his innards dug out and fed to the dogs?"
"Well... perhaps a knife to the heart would be faster."
"Faster is not the point, Demon Slayer. The point is to punish, and let all who see know how such crimes are dealt with. Also, the children and old people so enjoyed hearing him sing at night." Nawpawpay stared at the pond, still deliberating. "This mercy. This is how things are done in Franz Europay?"
"Yes."
"Ah, then. This is something we should seek to emulate. Still... we'll miss him." He turned to a man standing next to him. "Se oka pa neha! Nu se caido na kay ichisi!" At the last hissed sound he made a stabbing motion... and, then, to Matthew's chagrin, a twist and a brutal crosscutting of the invisible blade. The man, who had a face covered with tattoos, ran off hollering and whooping, and most of the onlookers—men, women, and children alike—ran after him making similar noises.
Matthew should have felt better but he did not. He turned his mind to another and more important subject. "A courage sun, " he said. "What is that?"
"What the water spirit gives, " Nawpawpay answered. "Also moons and stars from the great gods."
"The water spirit?"
"Yes." Nawpawpay pointed at the pond. "The water spirit lives there."
"Matthew?" Rachel asked, coming to his side. "What's he saying?"
"I'm not sure, " he told her. "I'm trying to—"
"Ah ah!" Nawpawpay wagged a finger at him. "The water spirit might be offended to hear mud words."
"My apologies. Let me ask this, if I may: how does the water spirit give you these courage suns?"
In answer, Nawpawpay walked into the water. He set off from shore, continuing as the water rose to his thighs. Then Nawpawpay stopped and, steadying the wig on his head with one hand, leaned over and searched the bottom with the other. Every so often he would bring up a handful of mud and sift through it.
"What's he looking for?" Rachel asked quietly. "Clams?"
"No, I don't think so." He was tempted to tell her about Shawcombe, if just to relieve himself of what he'd seen, but there was no point in sharing such horror. He watched as Nawpawpay waded to a new location, a little deeper, bent over, and searched again. The front of Woodward's waistcoat was drenched.
After another moment, the chief moved to a third location. Rachel slipped her hand into Matthew's. "I've never seen the like of this place. There's a wall of trees around the whole village."
Matthew grunted, watching Nawpawpay at work. The protective wall of trees, he thought, was a further link between the village and Fount Royal. He had a feeling that the two towns, untold miles apart, were also linked in a way that no one would ever have suspected.
The nearness of her and the warmth of her hand put their lovemaking in mind. As if it were ever really a stone's toss from the center of his memory. But it had all been an illusion. Hadn't it? Of course it had been. Rachel would not have climbed up on a pallet to give herself to a dying man. Not even if he had saved her life. Not even if she had thought he was not much longer for this earth.
But... just a speculation... what if by then it was known he was on the road to recovery? And what if... the doctor had actually encouraged such physical and emotional contact, as an Indian method of healing akin to... well... akin to bloodletting?
If that were so, Dr. Shields had a lot to learn.
"Rachel?" Matthew said, his fingers gently caressing her hand. "Did you..." He stopped, not knowing how to approach this. He decided on a roundabout method. "Have you been given any other clothes to wear? Any... uh... native clothing?"
She met his gaze. "Yes, " she said. "That silent girl brought me a garment, in exchange for the blue dress that was in your bag."
Matthew paused, trying to read her eyes. If he and Rachel had actually made love, her admittance of it was not forthcoming. Neither was it readable in her countenance. And here, he thought, was the crux of the matter: she might have given het body to him, as a gesture of feeling or as some healing method devised by the doctor, who sounded to Matthew to be cut from Exodus Jerusalem's cloth; or it might have been a wishful fantasy induced by fever and drugged smoke.
Which was the truth? The truth, he thought, was that Rachel still loved her husband. Or, at least, the memory of him. He could see that, by what she would not say. If indeed there was something to be said. She might hold a feeling for him, Matthew thought, like a bouquet of pink carnations. But they were not red roses, and that made all the difference.
He might ask what color the garment was. He might describe it for her exactly. Or he might start to describe it, and she tell him he could not be more wrong.
Perhaps he didn't need to know. Or wish to know, really. Perhaps things were best left unspoken, and the boundary between reality and fantasy left to run its straight and undisturbed course.
He cleared his throat and looked toward the pond again. "I recall you told me we'd travelled an hour after the Indians came. Do you know in which direction?"
"The sun was on our left for a while. Then at our backs."
He nodded. They must have travelled an hour's distance back toward Fount Royal. Nawpawpay moved to a fourth location, and called out, "The water spirit is a trickster! Sometimes he gives them freely, other times we must search and search to find one!" Then, with a child's grin, he returned to his work.
"It's amazing!" Rachel said, shaking her head. "Absolutely amazing!"
"What is?"
"That he should speak French, and you can understand him! I wouldn't be more surprised if he should know Latin!"
"Yes, he is a remarkable—" He stopped abruptly, as if a wall of rough stones had crashed down upon him. "My God, " he whispered. "That's it!"
"What?"
"No Latin." Matthew's face had flushed with excitement. "What Reverend Grove said to Mrs. Nettles, in Bidwell's parlor. 'No Latin. ' That's the key!"
"The key? To what?"
He looked at her, and now his grin was childlike too. "The key to proving you innocent! It's the proof I've been needing, Rachel! It was right there, as close as..." He struggled for an analogy, and touched his grizzled chin. "Whiskers! The cunning fox can't—"
"Ah!" Nawpawpay's hand lifted, muddy to the wrist. "Here is a find!" Matthew waded into the water to meet him. The chief opened his hand and displayed a single silver pearl. It wasn't much but, coupled with the fragment of pie dish, was enough.
Matthew was curious about something, and he waded on past the chief until the water neared his waist.
And there! His suspicion was confirmed; he felt a definite current swirling around his knees. "The water moves, " he said.
"Ah, yes, " Nawpawpay agreed. "It is the breathing of the spirit. Sometimes more, sometimes less. But always, it breathes. You find interest in the water spirit?"
"Yes, very much."
"Hm." He nodded. "I didn't know your kind was religious. I shall take you to the house of the spirits, as an honored guest."
Nawpawpay led Matthew and Rachel to another hut near the pond. This one had walls daubed with blue dye, its entrance cloaked by a fantastically woven curtain of turkey and pigeon feathers, rabbit fur, fox skins with the heads still attached, and various other animal hides. "Alas, " Nawpawpay said, "your woman can't have entrance here. The spirits deign only to speak to men, and to women through men. Unless, of course, the woman was born with the spirit marks and becomes a seer."
Matthew nodded. It had occurred to him that one culture's "spirit marks" were another culture's "marks of the devil." He told Rachel that the chief's custom required her to wait while they went inside. Then he followed Nawpawpay.
The interior was very dim, only one flame burning in a small clay pot full of oil. Thankfully, though, there was no eye-searing smoke. The house of the spirits appeared empty, as far as Matthew could tell.
"We speak respectfully here, " Nawpawpay said. "My father built this, many passings of seasons ago. I often come here, to ask his advice."
"And he answers?"
"Well... no. But then again, he does. He listens to my problem, and then his answer is always: Son, decide for yourself." Nawpawpay picked up the clay pot. "Here are the gifts the water spirit gives." He followed the flickering flame deeper into the hut, with Matthew a few paces behind.
Still, there was nothing. Except one thing. On the floor was a larger bowl full of muddy water. Nawpawpay reached into it with the same hand that held the pearl, and then his hand reappeared muddy and dripping. "We honor the water spirit in this way, " he said. As Matthew watched, Nawpawpay approached a wall. It was not pinewood, as the others were, but was thickly plastered with dried brown mud from the pond.
Nawpawpay pressed his handful of mud and the pearl into the wall and smoothed it down. "I must speak to the spirit now, " he said. And then, in a soft singsong chant, "Pa ne sa nehra cai ke panu. Ke na pe pe kairu." As he chanted, he moved the flame back and forth along the mud-caked wall.
There was a red glint, first. Then a blue one.
Then... red... gold... more gold, a dozen gold... and silver... and purple and...
... a silent explosion of colors as the light moved back and forth along the wall: emerald green, ruby crimson, sapphire blue... and gold, gold, a thousand times gold...
"Oh, " Matthew gasped, as the hairs stood up on the back of his neck.
Held in that wall was the treasure.
A pirate's fortune. Jewels by the hundreds—sky blue, deep green, pale amber, dazzling white—and the coins, gold and silver enough to make the king of Franz Europay gibber and drool. And the most stunning thing was that Matthew realized he was seeing only the outermost layer. The plastering of dried mud had to be at least four inches thick, six feet tall, and four feet wide.
Here it was. In this dirt wall, in this hut, in this village, in this wilderness. Matthew wasn't sure, but he thought he could hear God and the Devil joined together in common laughter.
He knew. What was put into the spring at Fount Royal was carried out by the current of an underground river. It might take time, of course. Everything took time. The entrance to that river, there somewhere in the depths of Bidwell's spring, might only be the diameter of Lucretia Vaughan's pie plate. If a pirate had taken a sounding of the fount before lowering bags of jewels and coins, he would have found a bottom at forty feet—but he would not have found the hole that eventually pulled everything into the subterranean flow. Perhaps the current drew more powerfully in a particular season, or was affected by the moon just as were the ocean's tides. In any case, the pirate—most probably a man who was only smart enough to loot vessels, but not to vessel his loot in a sturdy container—had chosen a vault that suffered the flaw of a funnel at its bottom.
Spellbound, Matthew approached the wall. "Se na caira pa pa kairu, " chanted Nawpawpay, as he slowly moved the flame back and forth and the small sharp glints and explosions of reflected light continued.
Matthew saw in another moment that the dried mud also held bits of pottery, gold chains, silver spoons, and so forth. Here the gold-encrusted hilt of a knife protruded, and there was the cracked face of a pocket watch.
It made sense that Lucretia Vaughan's pie dish would go to the doctor, as some sort of enchanted implement sent from the water spirit. After all, it was decorated with a pattern that they most likely had figured out was a human organ.
"Na pe huida na pe caida, " Nawpawpay said, and that seemed to finish it, as he held the flame toward Matthew.
"The courage—" Matthew's voice cracked. He tried again. "The courage suns. You say the white fish stole one?"
"Yes, and murdered the man to whom it was given."
"May I ask why it was given to this man?"
"As a reward, " Nawpawpay said, "for courage. This man saved another who was gored by a wild tusked pig, and afterward killed the pig. It's a tradition my father began. But that white fish has been luring my people with his bad ways, making them sick in the mind with strong drink, and then making them work for him like common dogs. It was time for him to go."
"I see." Matthew recalled that Shawcombe had said his tavern had been built with Indian labor. And now he really did see. He saw the whole picture, and how it fit together in an intricate pattern.
"Nawpawpay, " Matthew said, "my... uh... woman and I must leave this place. Today. We have to go back from where we came. Do you know the village near the sea?"
"Of course I do. We watch it all the time." Nawpawpay wore an expression of concern. "But Demon Slayer, you can't leave today! You're still too weak to travel that distance. You must tell me what you know of Franz Europay, and I also have a celebration planned for you tonight. Dancing and feasting. And we have the demon's head, carved out for you to wear."
"Urn... well... I—"
"In the morning you may leave, if you still desire to. Tonight we celebrate, to honor your courage and the death of that beast." He directed the light to the treasure wall again. "Here, Demon Slayer! A gift for you, as is proper. Take one thing you see that shines strong enough to guide your hand."
It was astounding, Matthew thought. Nawpawpay didn't realize—and God protect him from ever finding out—that there were those in the outside world, the civilized world, who would come through the forest to this place and raze it to the ground to obtain one square foot of dirt from that wall.
But a gift of fantastic worth had been offered, and Matthew's hand was so guided.
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AS THE SUN SETTLED and the blue shadows of evening advanced, Fount Royal slumbered in a dream of what might have been.
It was a slumbering that prefigured death. Stood the empty houses, stood the empty barns. A scarecrow drooped on its frame in a fallow field, two blackbirds perched upon its shoulders. A straw hat lay discarded on Harmony Street, and had been further destroyed by the crush of wagon wheels. The front gate was ajar, its locking timber thrown aside and left in the dirt by the last family who'd departed. Of the thirty or so persons who remained in the dying dream of Fount Royal, not one could summon the energy of spirit to put the gate in order. It seemed madness, of course, to leave the gate unlocked, for who knew what savages might burst through to scalp, maim, and pillage?
But in truth, the evil within Fount Royal seemed much worse, and to secure the gate was like locking oneself in a dark room with a beast whose breath stroked the back of the neck.
It was all clear now. All of it, very clear to the citizens.
The witch had escaped with the help of her demon-possessed lover. That boy! You know the one! That clerk had fallen in with her—had fallen into the pit of Hell, I say—and he overcame Mr. Green and got her out. Then they fled. Out into the wilderness, out where Satan has his own village. Yes, he does, and I've heard tell Solomon Stiles saw it himself. You might ask him, but he's left town for good. This is the story, though, and guard your souls at the listening: Satan's built a village in the wilderness and all the houses are made of thornwood. They have fields that seethe of hellfire, and they grow crops of the most treacherous poison. You know the magistrate's fallen sick again, don't you? Yes, he has. Sick unto death. He's near given out. Now this is what I hear: someone in that mansion house is a witch or warlock themselves, and has fed that poor magistrate Satan's poisoned tea! So guard what you drink! Oh my... I was just thinking... what a horror to think on... may haps it wasn't the tea that was poisonous, but the very water. Oh my... if Satan had it in mind... to curse and poison the fount itself... we would all die writhing in our beds, wouldn't we? Oh my... oh my:..
A breeze moved across Fount Royal on this warm and darkening eve. It rippled the waters of the fount, and kissed the roofs of lightless houses. It moved along Industry Street, where it had been sworn that the phantasm of Gwinett Linch had been seen, hurrying along with its rat sticker and its torn throat, warning in a ghastly cry that the witches of Fount Royal were hungry for more souls... more souls...
The breeze stirred dust from Harmony Street, and whirled that dust into the cemetery where it had been sworn a dark figure was seen walking amid the markers, counting numbers on an abacus. The breeze whispered along Truth Street, past the accursed gaol and that house—that witch's house—from which sounds of infernal merriment and the scuttling of demons' claws could be heard, if one dared approach too closely.
Yes, it all was very clear now to the citizens, who had responded to this clarity of vision by fleeing for their lives. Seth Hazelton's house lay empty, the stalls of his barn bare, his forge cold. The hearth at the abandoned Vaughan house still held the perfume of baked bread, but the only movement in that forsaken domicile was the agitation of the wasps. At the infirmary, bags and boxes had been packed in preparation for departure, the glass vials and bottles nestled in cotton and waiting for...
Just waiting.
They were almost all gone. A few stalwarts remained, either out of loyalty to Robert Bidwell, or because their wagons had to be repaired before a trip could be undertaken, or because—the rarest cases—they had nowhere else to go and continued to delude themselves that all would be well. Exodus Jerusalem remained in his camp, a fighter to the end, and though the audience at his nightly preachings had dwindled he continued to assail Satan for the appreciation of his flock. Also, he had made the acquaintance of a certain widow woman who had not the benefit of male protection, and so after his feverish sermons were done he protected her at close quarters with his mighty sword.
But lanterns still glowed in the mansion, and light sparkled off four lifted wineglasses.
"To Fount Royal, " Bidwell said. "What it was, I mean. And what it might have been." The toast was drunk without comment by Winston, Johnstone, and Shields. They stood in the parlor, in preparation to go into the dining room for the light dinner to which Bidwell had invited them.
"I deeply regret it's turned out this way, Robert, " Shields said. "I know you—"
"Hush." Bidwell lifted the palm of his free hand. "We'll have no tears this evening. I have travelled my road of grief, and wish to go on to the next destination."
"What, then?" Johnstone asked. "You're going back to England?"
"Yes, I am. In a matter of weeks, after some business is finished. That's why Edward and I went to Charles Town on Tuesday, to prepare for our passage." He drank another sip of his wine and looked about the room. "My God, how shall I ever salvage such a folly as this? I must have been mad, to have dumped so much money into this swamp!"
"I myself must throw in my cards, " Johnstone said, his face downcast. "There's no point in my staying any longer. I should say in the next week."
"You did a fine job, Alan, " Shields offered. "Fount Royal was graced by your ideas and education."
"I did what I could, and thank you for your appreciation. As for you, Ben... what are your plans?"
Shields drank down his wine and walked to the decanter to refill his glass. "I will leave... when my patient departs. Until then, I will do my damnedest to make him comfortable, for that's the very least I can do."
"I fear at this point, doctor, it's the most you can do, " Winston said.
"Yes, you're right." Shields took down half the fresh glass at a swallow. "The magistrate... hangs on from day to day by his fingernails. I should say he hangs on from hour to hour." Shields lifted his spectacles and scratched his nose. "I've done everything I could. I thought the potion was going to work... and it did work, for a while. But his body wouldn't accept it, and it virtually collapsed. Therefore: the question is not if he will pass, but when." He sighed, his face strained and his eyes bloodshot. "But he is comfortable now, at least, and he's breathing well."
"And still he's not aware?" Winston asked.
"No. He still believes Witch Howarth burned on Monday morning, and he believes his clerk looks in on him from time to time, simply because that's what I tell him. As his mind is quite feeble, he has no recollection of the passage of days, nor of the fact that his clerk is not in the house."
"You don't intend on telling him the truth, then?" Johnstone leaned on his cane. "Isn't that rather cruel?"
"We decided... I decided... that it would be supremely cruel to tell him what has actually happened, " Bidwell explained. "There's no need in rubbing his face in the fact that his clerk was bewitched and threw in his lot with the Devil. To tell Isaac that the witch did not burn... well, there's just no point to it."
"I agree, " Winston said. "The man should be allowed to die with peace of mind."
"I can't understand how that young man could have bested Green!" Johnstone swirled the wine around his glass and then finished it. "He must have been either very lucky or very desperate."
"Or possessed supernatural strength, or had the witch curse Green to sap the man's power, " Bidwell said. "That's what I think."
"Pardon me, gentlemen." Mrs. Nettles had come. "Dinner's a'table."
"Ah, yes. Good. We'll be there directly, Mrs. Nettles." Bid-well waited for the woman to withdraw, and then he said quietly to the others, "I have a problem. Something of the utmost importance that I need to discuss with all of you."
"What is it?" Shields asked, frowning. "You sound not yourself."
"I am not myself, " Bidwell answered. "As a matter of fact... since we returned from Charles Town and I have taken stock of my impending failure, I am changed in a way I would never have thought possible. In fact, that is what I need to discuss with all of you. Come, let's go into the library where voices don't carry as freely." He picked up a lamp and led the way.
Two candles were already burning in the library, shedding plenty of light, and four chairs had been arranged in a semicircle. Winston followed Bidwell in, then the doctor entered, and lastly Johnstone limped through the doorway.
"What's this, Robert?" Johnstone asked. "You make it sound so secretive."
"Please, sit down. All of you." When his guests were seated, Bidwell put his lantern on the sill of the open window and settled himself in his chair. "Now, " he said gravely. "This problem that I grapple with... has to do with..."
"Questions and answers, " came a voice from the library's entrance. Instantly Dr. Shields and Johnstone turned their heads toward the door.
"The asking of the former, and the finding of the latter, " Matthew said, as he continued into the room. "And thank you, sir, for delivering the cue."
"My God!" Shields shot to his feet, his eyes wide behind his spectacles. "What are you doing here?"
"Actually, I've been occupying my room for the afternoon." Matthew walked to a position so that he might face all the men, his back to the wall. He wore a pair of dark blue breeches and a fresh white shirt. Mrs. Nettles had cut the left sleeve away from the clay dressing. He didn't tell them that when he'd shaved and been forced to regard his bruise-blotched face and the clay plaster on his forehead, he'd been cured of unnecessary glances in a mirror for some time to come.
"Robert?" Johnstone's voice was calm. He gripped the shaft of his cane with both hands. "What trickery is this?"
"It's not a trick, Alan. Simply a preparation in which Edward and I assisted."
"A preparation? For what, pray tell?"
"For this moment, sir, " Matthew said, his face betraying no emotion. "I arrived back here—with Rachel—around two o'clock. We entered through the swamp, and as I was... um... deficient in clothing and did not wish to be seen by anyone, I asked John Goode to make my presence known to Mr. Bidwell. He did so, with admirable discretion. Then I asked Mr. Bidwell to gather you all together this evening."
"I'm lost!" Shields said, but he sat down again. "You mean to say you brought the witch back here? Where is she?"
"The woman is currently in Mrs. Nettles's quarters, " Bidwell offered. "Probably eating her dinner."
"But... but..." Shields shook his head. "She's a witch, by God! It was proven so!"
"Ah, proof." Now Matthew smiled slightly. "Yes, doctor, proof is at the crux of things, is it not?"
"It certainly is! And what you've proven to me is that you're not only bewitched, but a bewitched fool! And for the sake of God, what's happened to you? Did you fight with a demon to gain the witch's favors?"
"Yes, doctor, and I slayed it. Now: if it is proof you require, I shall be glad to satisfy your thirst." Matthew, for the fourth or fifth time, found himself absentmindedly scratching at the clay plaster that covered his broken ribs beneath the shirt. He had a small touch of fever and was sweating, but the Indian physician—through Nawpawpay—had this morning announced him fit to travel. Demon Slayer hadn't had to walk the distance, however; except for the last two miles, he'd been carried by his and Rachel's Indian guides on a ladder-like conveyance with a dais at its center. It had been quite the way to travel.
"It seems to me, " Matthew said, "that we have all—being learned and God-fearing men—come to the conclusion that a witch cannot speak the Lord's Prayer. I would venture that a warlock could neither speak it. Therefore: Mr. Winston, would you please speak the Lord's Prayer?"
Winston drew a long breath. He said, "Of course. Our Father, Who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; Thy kingdom come; Thy will be done..."
Matthew waited, staring into Winston's face, as the man perfectly recited the prayer. At the "Amen, " Matthew said, "Thank you, " and turned his attention to Bidwell.
"Sir, would you also please speak the Lord's Prayer?"
"Me?" Instantly some of the old accustomed indignation flared in Bidwell's eyes. "Why should I have to speak it?"
"Because, " Matthew said, "I'm telling you to."
"Telling me?" Bidwell made a flatulent noise with his lips. "I won't speak such a personal thing just because someone orders me to!"
"Mr. Bidwell?" Matthew had clenched his teeth. This man, even as an ally, was insufferable! "It is necessary."
"I agreed to this meeting, but I didn't agree to recite such a powerful prayer to my God on demand, as if it were lines from a maskers' play! No, I shall not speak it! And I'm not a warlock for it, either!"
"Well, it appears you and Rachel Howarth share stubborn natures, does it not?" Matthew raised his eyebrows, but Bidwell didn't respond further. "We shall return to you, then."
"You may return to me a hundred times, and it won't matter!"
"Dr. Shields?" Matthew said. "Would you please cooperate with me in this matter, as one of us refuses to do, and speak the Lord's Prayer?"
"Well... yes... I don't understand the point, but... all right." Shields ran the back of his hand across his mouth. During Winston's recitation he'd finished the rest of his drink, and now he looked into the empty glass and said, "I have no more wine. Might I get a fresh glass?"
"After the prayer is spoken. Would you proceed?"
"Yes. All right." The doctor blinked, his eyes appearing somewhat glazed in the ruddy candlelight. "All right, " he said again. Then: "Our Father... who art in heaven... hallowed be Thy name; Thy kingdom come; Thy... will be done... on earth as it is... is in heaven." He stopped, pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his sand-colored jacket and blotted moisture from his face. "I'm sorry. It is warm in here. My wine... I do need a cooling drink."
"Dr. Shields?" Matthew said quietly. "Please continue."
"I've spoken enough of it, haven't I? What madness is this?"
"Why can you not finish the prayer, doctor?"
"I can finish it! By Christ, I can!" Shields lifted his chin defiantly, but Matthew saw that his eyes were terrified. "Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our... forgive us our trespasses... as we forgive those who... who trespass... trespass..." He pressed his hand to his lips and now he appeared to be distraught, even near weeping. He made a muffled sound that might have been a moan.
"What is it, Ben?" Bidwell asked in alarm. "For God's sake, tell us!" Dr. Shields lowered his head, removed his glasses, and wiped his damp forehead with the handkerchief. "Yes, " he answered in a frail voice. "Yes. I should tell it... for the sake of God."
"Shall I fetch you some water?" Winston offered, standing up. "No." Shields waved him down again. "I... should... tell it, while I am able."
"Tell what, Ben?" Bidwell glanced up at Matthew, who had an idea what was about to be revealed. "Ben?" Bidwell prompted. "Tell what?"
"That... it was I... who murdered Nicholas Paine." Silence fell. Bidwell's jaw might have been as heavy as an anvil.
"I murdered him, " the doctor went on, his head lowered. He dabbed at his forehead, cheeks, and eyes with small, birdlike movements. "Executed him, I should say." He shook his head slowly back and forth. "No. That is a pallid excuse. I murdered him, and I deserve to answer to the law for it... because I can no longer answer to myself or God. And He asks me about it. Every day and night, He does. He whispers... Ben... now that it's done... at long last, now that it's done... and you have committed with your own hands the act that you most detest in this world... the act that makes men into beasts... how shall you go on living as a healer?"
"Have you... lost your mind?" Bidwell thought his friend was suffering a mental breakdown right before his eyes. "What are you saying?"
Shields lifted his face. His eyes were swollen and red, his mouth slack. Saliva had gathered in the corners. "Nicholas Paine was the highwayman who killed my elder son. Shot him... during a robbery on the Philadelphia Post Road, just outside Boston eight years ago. My boy lived long enough to describe the man... and also to say that he'd drawn a pistol and shot the highwayman through the calf of his leg." Shields gave a bitter, ghastly smile. "It was I who told him never to travel that road without a prepared pistol near at hand. In fact... it was my birthday gift to him. My boy was shot in the stomach, and... there was nothing to be done. But I... I went mad, I think. For a very long time." He picked up the wineglass, forgetting it was empty, and started to tip it to his mouth before he realized the futility of it.
Shields drew a long, shuddering breath and released it. All eyes were on him. "Robert... you know what the officers in these colonies are like. Slow. Untrained. Stupid. I knew the man might lose himself, and I would never have the satisfaction... of doing to his father what he had done to me. So I set out. First... to find a doctor who might have treated him. It took a search through every rumhole and whorehouse in Boston... but I eventually found the doctor. The so-called doctor, a drunken slug who tended to the whores. He knew the man, and where he lived. He had also... recently buried the man's wife and baby daughter, the first who'd died of fits, and the second who'd perished soon after."
Shields again wiped his face with the handkerchief, his hand trembling. "I had no pity for Nicholas Paine. None. I simply... wanted to extinguish him, as he had extinguished something in my soul. So I began to track him. From place to place. Village to town to city, and back again. Always close, but never finding. Until I learned he had traded horses in Charles Town and had told the stable master his destination. And it took me eight years." He looked into Bidwell's eyes. "Do you know what I realized, the very hour after I killed him?"
Bidwell didn't reply. He couldn't speak.
"I realized... I had also killed myself, eight years ago. I had given up my practise, I had turned my back on my wife and my other son... who both needed me, then more than ever. I had forsaken them, to kill a man who in many ways was also already dead. And now that it was done... I felt no pride in it. No pride in anything anymore. But he was dead. He was bled like my heart had bled. And the most terrible thing... the most terrible, Robert... was that I think... Nicholas was not the same man who had pulled that trigger. I wanted him to be a coldhearted killer... but he was not that man at all. But me... I was the same man I had always been. Only much, much worse."
The doctor closed his eyes and let his head roll back. "I am prepared to pay my debt, " he said softly. "Whatever it may be. I am used up, Robert. All used up."
"I disagree, sir, " Matthew said. "Your use is clear: to comfort Magistrate Woodward in these final hours." It hurt him like a dagger to the throat to speak such, but it was true. The magistrate's health had collapsed the very morning of Matthew's departure, and it was terribly clear that the end would be soon. "I'm sure we all appreciate your candor, and your feelings, but your duty as a doctor stands first before your obligation to the law, whatever Mr. Bidwell—as the mayor of this town—decides it to be."
"What?" Bidwell, who had paled during this confession, now appeared shocked. "You're leaving it up to me?"
"I'm not a judge, sir. I am—as you have reminded me so often and with such hot pepper—only a clerk."
"Well, " Bidwell breathed, "I'll be damned."
"Damnation and salvation are brothers separated only by direction of travel, " Matthew said. "When the time is right, I'm sure you'll know the proper road upon which to progress. Now: if we may continue?" He directed his attention to the schoolmaster. "Mr. Johnstone, would you please speak the Lord's Prayer?"
Johnstone stared intently at him. "May I ask what the purpose of this is, Matthew? Is it to suggest that one of us is a warlock, and that by failing to utter the prayer he is exposed as such?"
"You are on the right track, yes, sir."
"That is absolutely ridiculous! Well, if you go by that faulty reasoning, Robert has already exposed himself!"
"I said I would go back to Mr. Bidwell, and offer him a chance at redemption. I am currently asking you to speak the prayer."
Johnstone gave a harsh, scoffing laugh. "Matthew, you know bettet than this! What kind of game are you playing?"
"I assure you, it's no game. Are you refusing to speak the prayer?"
"Would that then expose me as a warlock? Then you'd have two warlocks in a single room?" He shook his head, as if in pity for Matthew's mental slippage. "Well, I shall relieve your burdensome worry, then." He looked into Matthew's eyes. "Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name; Thy kingdom come; Thy will be done on earth as it is in—"
"Oh, one moment!" Matthew held up a finger and tapped his lower lip. "In your case, Mr. Johnstone—your being an educated man of Oxford, I mean to say—-you should speak the Lord's Prayer in the language of education, which would be Latin. Would you start again from the beginning, please?"
Silence.
They stared at each other, the clerk and the fox.
Matthew said, "Oh, I understand. Perhaps you've forgotten your Latin training. But surely it should be easily refreshed, since Latin was such a vital part of your studies at Oxford. You must have been well versed in Latin, as the magistrate was, if only to obtain entrance to that hallowed university. So allow me to help: Pater noster: qui es in caelis; Sanctificetur nomen tuum; Adventiat reg-num tuum—well, you may finish what I've begun."
Silence. Utter, deadly silence.
Matthew thought, I have you.
He said, "You don't know Latin, do you? In fact, you neither understand nor speak a word of it. Tell me, then, how a man may attend Oxford and come away an educator without knowing Latin."
Johnstone's eyes had become very small.
"Well, I'll seek to explain what I believe to be true." Matthew swept his gaze across the other men, who were also stricken into amazed silence by this revelation. He walked to the chess set near the window and picked up a bishop. "Reverend Grove played chess, you see. This was his chess set. Mr. Bidwell, you informed me of that fact. You also said the reverend was a Latin scholar, and liked to infuriate you by calling out his moves in that language." He studied the bishop by the lamplight. "On the occasion of the fire that burned down a house that same night, Mr. Johnstone, you mentioned to me that you and Mr. Winston were in the habit of playing chess. Would it ever have happened, sir, that—this being a town of rare chess players and even more rare Latin scholars—Reverend Grove challenged you to a game?"
Bidwell was staring at the schoolmaster, waiting for a response, but from Johnstone there was no reply.
"Would it have happened, " Matthew went on, "that Reverend Grove assumed you knew Latin, and spoke to you in that language during a game? Of course, you wouldn't have known if he was speaking to you or announcing a move. In any case, you wouldn't have been able to respond, would you?" He turned toward Johnstone. "What's wrong, sir? Does the Devil have your tongue?"
Johnstone simply stared straight ahead, his fingers gripping the cane's handle and the knuckles bleached.
"He's thinking, gentlemen, " Matthew said. "Thinking, always thinking. He is a very smart man, no doubt of it. He might actually have become a real schoolmaster, if he'd chosen to. What exactly are you, Mr. Johnstone?"
Still no response or reaction.
"I do know you're a murderer." Matthew placed the bishop back on the table. "Mrs. Nettles told me she recalled Reverend Grove seemed bothered about something not long before he was killed. She told me he spoke two words, as if in reflection to himself. Those words were: No Latin. He was trying to reason out why an Oxford man didn't know the language. Did he ask you why, Mr. Johnstone? Was he about to point out the fact to Mr. Bidwell, and thus expose you as a fraud? And that's why Reverend Grove became the first victim?"
"Wait, " the doctor said, his mind fogged. "The Devil killed Reverend Grove! Cut his throat and clawed him!"
"The Devil sits in this room, sir, and his name—if it is his real name—is Alan Johnstone. Of course he wasn't alone. He did have the help of the ratcatcher, who was a..." He stopped and smiled thinly. "Ah! Mr. Johnstone! Do you also have a background in the theater arts? You know, Mt. Bidwell, why he wears that false knee. Because he'd already visited Fount Royal in the guise of a surveyor. The beard was probably his own, as at that point he had no need for a disguise. It was only when he verified what he needed to know, and later returned, that a suitable masking was necessary. Mr. Johnstone, if indeed you were—are—an actor, did you perchance ever play the role of a schoolmaster? Therefore you fixed upon what you already knew?"

"You, " Johnstone said, in a hoarse whisper, "are quite... raving... mad."

"Am I? Well, let's see your knee then! It'll only take a moment."
Instinctively, Johnstone's right hand went down to cover the misshapen bulge.
"I see, " Matthew said. "You wear your brace—which I presume you purchased in Charles Town—but you didn't put on the device you displayed to the magistrate, did you? Why would you? You thought I was long gone, and I was the only one who ever questioned your knee."
"But I saw it myself!" Winston spoke up. "It was terribly deformed!"
"No, it appeared terribly deformed. How did you construct such a thing, Mr. Johnstone? Come now, don't be modest about your talents! You are a man of many black facets! If I myself had wished to make a false knee, I might have used... oh... clay and candle wax, I suppose. Something to cover the kneecap, build it up and make it appear deformed. You chose a time to reveal the knee when I was unfortunately otherwise occupied." He swung his gaze to Dr. Shields. "Doctor, you sell a liniment to Mr. Johnstone for the supposed pain in his knee, don't you?"
"Yes, I do. A hogsfat-based liniment."
"Does this liniment have an objectionable odor?"
"Well... it's not pleasant, but it can be endured."
"What if the hogsfat is allowed to sit over heat, and become rancid before application? Mr. Winston, the magistrate mentioned to me that you were repelled by the odor. Is that correct?"
"Yes. Very quickly repelled, as I recall."
"That was a safeguard, you see. To prevent anyone from either looking too closely at the false knee, or—heaven forbid— touching it. Isn't that true, Mr. Johnstone?"
Johnstone stared at the floor. He rubbed the bulge of his knee, a pulse beating at his temple.
"I'm sure that's not very comfortable. Is it intended to force a limp? You probably really can't climb stairs with it on, can you? Therefore you removed it to go up and look at the gold coin? Did you mean to steal that coin, or were you simply surprised at being caught in the act? Did your greedy hand clutch it in what was for you a normal reaction?"
"Wait, " the doctor said. He was struggling to keep up, his own brain blasted by the rigors of his confession. "You mean to say... Alan was never educated at Oxford? But I myself heard him trading tales of Oxford with the magistrate! He seemed to know the place so well!"
"Seemed to is right, sir. I expect he must have played a schoolmaster's role in some play and picked up a modicum of information. He also knew that by passing himself off as having an Oxford education, the town would more readily dismiss the efforts of the man who served as the previous teacher."
"But what about Margaret? Johnstone's wife?" Winston asked. "I know her bell seemed cracked, but... wouldn't she have known if he wasn't really a schoolmaster?"
"He had a wife?" This was the first Matthew had heard of it. "Was he wed in Fount Royal, or did he bring her with him when he arrived?"
"He brought her, " Winston said. "And she seemed to despise Fount Royal and all of us from the beginning. So much so that he was obliged to return her to her family in England." He shot Johnstone a dark glance. "At least that's what he told us."
"Ah, now you're beginning to understand that what he told you was never necessarily the truth—and rarely so. Mr. Johnstone, what about this woman? Who was she?"
Johnstone continued to stare at the floor.
"Whoever she was, I doubt she was really wed to you. But it was a clever artifice, gentlemen, and further disguised himself as a decent schoolmaster." Matthew suddenly had a thought, a flashing sun of revelation, and he smiled slightly as he regarded the fox. "So: you returned this woman to her family in England, is that correct?"
Of course there was no answer.
"Mr. Bidwell, how long was it after Johnstone came back from England that the ratcatcher arrived here?"
"It was... I don't know... a month, possibly. Three weeks. I can't recall."
"Less than three weeks, " Winston said. "I remember the day Linch arrived and offered his services. We were so glad to see him, as the rats were overrunning us."
"Mr. Johnstone?" Matthew prompted. "Had you, as a thes-pian, ever seen John Lancaster—and that was his true name— performing his act? Had you heard about his magnetism abilities while your troupe was travelling England? Perhaps you'd already met him?" Johnstone only stared blankly at the floorboards. "In any case, " Matthew continued with authority, "you didn't go to England to return that so-called wife to her family. You went to England to seek a man you thought could help carry out your scheme. You knew what it would take. By then you had probably decided who the victims were going to be—even though I think your murder of Reverend Grove had more to do with hiding your falsehood than anything else—and you needed a man with the uncommon ability to create perceived truth from wholesale illusion. And you found him, didn't you?"
"Mad." Johnstone's voice was husky and wounded. "Mad... goddamned mad..."
"Then you convinced him to join your mission, " Matthew went on. "I presume you had a trinket or two to show him as proof? Did you give him the brooch? Was that one of the things you'd found during those nights you posed as a surveyor? As you declined Mr. Bidwell's offer of a bed and pitched your tent right there beside the spring, you could go swimming without being discovered. What else did you find down there?"
"I'm not..." Johnstone struggled to stand. "I'm not staying to hear this madman's slander!"
"Look how he remains in character!" Matthew said. "I should have known you were an actor the first night we met! I should have realized from that face powder you wore, as you wore it the night of the maskers' dinner, that an actor never feels truly comfortable before a new audience without the benefit of makeup."
"I'm leaving!" Johnstone had gained his feet. He turned his sallow, sweating face toward the door.
"Alan? I know all about John Lancaster." Johnstone had been about to hobble out; now he froze again, at the sound of Bidwell's quiet, powerful voice.
"I know all about his abilities, though I don't understand such things. I do understand, however, from where Lancaster took his concept of the three demons. They were freaks he'd seen, at that circus which employed David Smythe's father."
Johnstone stood motionless, staring at the door, his back to Matthew. Perhaps the fox trembled, at this recognition of being torn asunder by the hounds.
"You see, Alan, " Bidwell went on, "I opened a letter that Matthew had left for the magistrate. I read that letter... and I began to wonder why such a demon-possessed boy would fear for my safety. My safety, after all the insults and taunts I hurled at him. I began to wonder... if I had not best take Mr. Winston and go to Charles Town to find the Red Bull Players. They were camped just to the south. I found Mr. Smythe, and asked him the questions that were directed in that letter."
Johnstone had not moved, and still did not.
"Sit down, " Bidwell commanded. "Whatever your name is, you bastard."
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MATTHEW AND THE OTHERS now witnessed a transformation.
Instead of being cowed by this command, instead of slumping under the iron fist of truth, Alan Johnstone slowly straightened his spine. In seconds he seemed an inch or two taller. His shoulders appeared to widen against the fabric of his dark blue jacket, as if the man had been tightly compressing himself around his secret core.
When he turned toward Matthew again, it was with an unhurried grace. Johnstone was smiling, but the truth had delivered its blow; his face was damp, his eyes deep-sunken and shock-blasted.
"Sirs, " he said, "dear sirs. I must confess... I never attended Oxford. Oh, this is embarrassing. Quite so. I attended a small school in Wales. I was... the son of a miner, and I realized at an early age... that some doors would be closed to my ascent, if I did not attempt to hide some... um... unfortunate and unsavory elements of my family. Therefore, I created—"
"A lie, just as you're creating now, " Matthew interrupted. "Are you incapable of telling the truth?"
Johnstone's mouth, which was open to speak the next falsehood, slowly closed. His smile had vanished, his face as grim as gray stone.
"I think he's lived with lies so long they're like a suit, without which he would feel nude to the world, " Matthew said. "You did learn a great deal about Oxford, though, didn't you? Did you actually go there and tour the place when you returned to England, just in case you needed the information? It never hurts to add details to your script, does it? And all that about your social club!" Matthew shook his head and clucked his tongue. "Are the Ruskins even really in existence, or is that your own true name? You know, I might have realized I had proof of your lies that very night. When the magistrate recited the motto of his own social club to you, he spoke it in Latin, believing that as a fellow Oxford brother you would need no translation. But when you recited back the motto of the Ruskins, you spoke English. Have you ever known the motto of a social fraternity to be in English? Tell me, did you make that motto up on the spot?"
Johnstone began to laugh. The laughter, however, was strained through his tightly clenched teeth, and therefore was less merry than murderous.
"This woman who was purported to be your wife, " Matthew said. "Who was she? Some insane wretch from Charles Town? No, no, you would have had to find someone you at least imagined you could control. Was she then a doxy, to whom you could promise future wealth for her cooperation?"
The laughter faded and went away, but Johnstone continued to grin. His face, the flesh drawn over the bones and the eyeholes dwindled to burns, had taken on the appearance of a truly demonic mask.
"I presume you made quick work of the woman, as soon as you'd left sight of Charles Town, " Matthew ventured. "Did she believe you were returning her to the dove roost?"
Johnstone suddenly turned and began to limp toward the door, proving that his kneebrace enforced the fiction of his deformity.
"Mr. Green?" Matthew called, in a casual tone. The doorway was presently blocked by the red-bearded giant, who also held at his side a pistol. "That weapon has been prepared for firing, sir, " Matthew said. "I don't for an instant doubt your ability to inflict deadly violence, therefore the necessary precaution against it. Would you please come back to your chair?"
Johnstone didn't respond. Green said, "I 'spect you'd best do as Mr. Corbett asks." The air had whistled through the space a front tooth used to occupy.
"Very well, then!" Johnstone turned toward his tormentor with a theatrical flourish, the death's-head grin at full force. "I shall be glad to sit down and listen to these mad ravings, as I find myself currently imprisoned! You know, you're all bewitched! Every one of you!" He stalked back to the chairs, taking a position not unlike center stage. "God help our minds, to withstand such demonic power! Don't you see it?" He pointed at Matthew, who was gratified to see that the hand trembled. "This boy is in league with the blackest evil to ever crawl from a pit! God help us, in its presence!" Now Johnstone held his hand palm-upward, in a gesture of supplication. "I throw myself before your common sense, sirs! Before your decency and love of fellow man! God knows these are the first things any demon would try to destr—"
Smack! went a book down onto Johnstone's offered palm. Johnstone staggered, and stared at the volume of English plays that Matthew had devoured, and that Mrs. Nettles had returned to the nearby bookcase.
"Poor Tom Foolery, I believe, " Matthew said. "I think on page one-seventeen or thereabouts is a similar speech, in case you wish to be more exact."
Something moved across Johnstone's face in that instant, as he met Matthew's gaze. Something vulpine, and mean as sin. It was as if for a fleeting space of time the animal had been dragged from its den and made to show itself; then the instant passed, and the glimpse was gone. Johnstone's countenance had formed again into stone. Disdainfully, he turned his hand over and let the book fall to the floor.
"Sit down, " Matthew said firmly, as Mr. Green guarded the doorway. Slowly, with as much dignity as he could cloak himself, Johnstone returned to his chair.
Matthew went to the fanciful map of Fount Royal that hung on the wall behind him. He tapped the spring with his forefinger. "This, gentleman, is the reason for such deception. At some time in the past—several years, I believe, before Mr. Bidwell sent a land scout to find him suitable property—this spring was used as a vault for pirate treasure. I don't mean just Spanish gold and silver coins, either. I mean jewels, silverware, plates... whatever this pirate and his crew managed to take. As the spring was likely used by this individual as a source of fresh water, he decided to employ it for a different purpose. Mr. Johnstone, do you know this individual's name?" No response. "Well, I'm assuming he was English, since he seemed to prefer attacking Spanish merchant ships. Probably he attacked a few Spanish pirates who were themselves laden with treasure. In any case, he built up a wondrous fortune... but of course, he was always in fear of being attacked himself, therefore he needed a secure hiding-place for his loot. Please correct me, Mr. Johnstone, if I am mistaken at any of these conjectures."
Johnstone might have burned the very air between them with his stare.
"Oh, I should tell you, sir, " Matthew said, "that the vast majority of the fortune you schemed to possess is now lost. In my investigation of the pond, I found an opening to an underground flow. A small opening but, regretfully for you, an efficient one as to the movement of water. Over a period of time, most of the loot went down the hole. I don't doubt that there are a few items of value remaining—some coins or pieces of pottery—but the vault has been emptied by the one who truly owns it: Mother Nature."
He saw now a flinch of true pain on Johnstone's face, as this nerve was so deeply struck. "I suspect you found some items when you posed as the surveyor, and those financed your schoolmaster's suits. A wagon and horses, too? And clothes for your cardboard wife? Then I presume you also had items to finance your passage back to and from England, and to be able to show Lancaster what was awaiting him. Did you also show him the blade that was awaiting his throat?"
"My God!" Dr. Shields said, aghast. "I... always thought Alan came from a wealthy family! I saw a gold ring he owned... with a ruby in it! And a gold pocket watch he had, inscribed with his initials!"
"Really? I'd say the ring was something he'd found. Perhaps he purchased the pocket watch in Charles Town before he came here, and had those initials inscribed to further advance his false identity." Matthew's eyebrows lifted. "Or was it a watch you had previously murdered someone to get, and those initials prompted your choice of a name?"
"You, " Johnstone said, his mouth twisting, "are absolutely a fool."
"I have been called so, sir, but never let it be said that I am fooled. At least not for very long. But you are a smart man, sir. I swear you are. If I were to ask Mr. Green to sit in your lap, and take Mr. Bidwell and Mr. Winston for a thorough search of your house, would we find a sapphire brooch there? A book on ancient Egypt? Would we find the ratcatcher's five-bladed device? You know, that was a crowning move! The claw marks! A deception only a talented thespian could construct! And to create a ratcatcher out of John Lancaster... well, it was an inspiration. Did you know that he had experience with training rats? Had you seen his circus act? You knew Fount Royal was in need of a ratcatcher... therefore, instant acceptance by the town. Was it you or Lancaster who created the poppets? Those, too, were very convincing. Just rough-edged enough to appeal real."
"I shall... lose my mind, listening to you, " Johnstone said. He blinked slowly. "Lose my mind... altogether."
"You decided Rachel was perfect witch material. You knew, as everyone knows, what occurred at Salem. But you, with your sterling abilities to manipulate an audience, realized how such mass fear might be scripted, act upon act. The only problem is that you, sir, are a man who has the command of a crowd's mind, yet you needed a man with the command of the individual mind. The point being to seed this terror in Fount Royal by using selected persons, and thus to ruin the town and cause it to be abandoned. After which you—and Lancaster, or so he believed—might remove the riches."
Johnstone lifted a hand and touched his forehead. He rocked slightly back and forth in his chair.
"As to the murder of Daniel Howarth, " Matthew said, "I suspect you lured him out of the house that night to a prearranged meeting? Something he would not have mentioned to Rachel? She told me that the night of his murder he asked her if she loved him. She said it was rare for him to be so... well... needful. He already had fears that Nicholas Paine was interested in Rachel. Did you fan those flames, by intimating that Rachel might also have feelings for Paine? Did you promise to meet him in a private place, to exchange information that should not be overheard? Of course he wouldn't have known what you were planning. I'm sure your power of persuasion might have directed Daniel to any place you chose, at any time. Who cut his throat, then? You or Lancaster?"
When Johnstone didn't answer, Matthew said, "You, I think. I presume you then applied the five-bladed device to Daniel's dead or dying body? I'm sure Lancaster never would have imagined he'd meet his end the same way. He panicked when he learned he'd been discovered, didn't he? Did he want to leave?" Matthew smiled grimly. "But no, you couldn't have that, could you? You couldn't let him leave, knowing what he knew. Had you always planned to murder him, after he'd helped you remove the treasure and Fount Royal was your own private fortress?"
"Damn you, " Bidwell said to Johnstone, his face reddening. "Damn your eyes, and heart, and soul. Damn you to a slow death, as you would have made me a murderer too!"
"Calm yourself, " Matthew advised. "He shall be damned, as I understand the colonial prison is one step above a hellhole and dungheap. Which is where he shall spend some days before he hangs, if I have anything to do with it."
"That, " Johnstone said wanly, "may be true." Matthew sensed the man was now willing to speak. "But, " Johnstone continued, "I have survived Newgate itself, and so I doubt I shall be much inconvenienced."
"Ahhhhh!" Matthew nodded. He leaned against the wall opposite the man. "A graduate not of Oxford, but of Newgate prison! How did your attendance in such a school come about?"
"Debts. Political associations. And friends, " he said, staring at the floor, "with knives. My career was ruined. And I did have a good career. Oh... not that I was ever a major lamp, but I did have aspirations. I hoped... at some point... to have enough money to invest in a theater troupe of my own." He sighed heavily. "My candle was extinguished by jealous colleagues. But was I not... credible in my performance?" He lifted his sweat-slick face to Matthew, and offered a faint smile.
"You are deserving of applause. From the hangman, at least."
"I take that as a backhanded compliment. Allow me to deliver one of my own: you have a fair to middling mind. With some work, you might become a thinker."
"I shall take such into consideration."
"This beast." Johnstone put his hand on the convexity on his leg. "It does pain me. I am glad, in that regard, to get it off once and for all." He unbuttoned the breeches at the knee, rolled down the stocking, and began to unstrap the leather brace. All present could see that the kneecap was perfectly formed. "You're correct. It was candle wax. I spent a whole night shaping it before I was satisfied with the damn thing. Here: a trophy." He tossed the brace to the floor at Matthew's feet.
Matthew couldn't help but think it was much more palatable than the trophy of a carved-out, horrible-smelling bear's head he'd been presented with at the celebration last night. Also a much more satisfying one.
Johnstone winced as he stretched the leg out straight and briskly massaged the knee. "I was suffering a muscle cramp the other night that near put me on the floor. Had to wear a similar apparatus for a role I played... oh... ten years ago. One of my last roles, with the Paradigm Players. A comedy, actually. Unfortunately there was nothing funny about it, if you discount the humor of having the audience pelt you with tomatoes and horse-shit."
"By God, I ought to strangle you myself!" Bidwell raged. "I ought to save the hangman a penny rope!"
Johnstone said, "Strangle yourself while you're at it. You were the one in such a rush to burn the woman." This statement, delivered so offhandedly, was the straw that broke Bidwell's back. The master of dead Fount Royal gave a shouted oath and lunged from his chair at Johnstone, seizing the actor's throat with both hands.
They went to the floor in a tangle and crash. At once Matthew and Winston rushed forward to disengage them, as Green looked on from his position guarding the door and Shields clung to his chair. Bidwell was pulled away from Johnstone, but not before delivering two blows that bloodied the actor's nostrils.
"Sit down, " Matthew told Bidwell, who angrily jerked out of his grasp. Winston righted Johnstone's chair and helped him into it, then immediately retreated to a corner of the library as if he feared contamination from having touched the man. Johnstone wiped his bleeding nose with his sleeve and picked up his cane, which had also fallen to the floor.
"I ought to kill you!" Bidwell shouted, the veins standing out in his neck. "Tear you to pieces myself, for what you've done!"
"The law will take care of him, sir, " Matthew said. "Now please... sit down and keep your dignity."
Reluctantly, Bidwell returned to his chair and thumped down into it. He glowered straight ahead, ideas of vengeance still crackling like flames in his mind.
"Well, you should feel very pleased with yourself, " Johnstone said to Matthew. He leaned his head back and sniffled. "The hero of the day, and all that. Am I your stepping-stone to the judicial robes?"
Matthew realized Johnstone the manipulator was yet at work, trying to move him into a defensive position. "The treasure, " he said, ignoring the man's remark. "How come you to know about it?"
"I believe my nose is broken."
"The treasure, " Matthew insisted. "Now is not the time to play games."
"Ah, the treasure! Yes, that." He closed his eyes and sniffled blood again. "Tell me, Matthew, have you ever set foot inside Newgate prison?"
"No."
"Pray to God you never do." Johnstone's eyes opened. "I was there for one year, three months, and twenty-eight days, serving restitution for my debts. The prisoners have the run of the place. There are guards, yes, but they withdraw for their own throats. Everyone—debtors, thieves, drunks and lunatics, murderers, child fuckers and mother rapers... they're all thrown together, like animals in a pit, and... believe me... you do what you must to survive. You know why?"
He brought his head forward and grinned at Matthew, and when he did fresh crimson oozed from both nostrils. "Because no one... no one... cares whether you live or die but yourself. Yourself, " he hissed, and again that vulpine, cruel shadow passed quickly across his face. He nodded, his tongue flicking out and tasting the blood that glistened in the candlelight. "When they come at you—three or four at a time—and hold you down, it is not because they wish you well. I have seen men killed in such a fashion, battered until they are mortally torn inside. And still they go on, as the corpse is not yet cold. Still they go on. And you must—you must—sink to their level and join them if you wish to live another day. You must shout and shriek and howl like a beast, and strike and thrust... and want to kill... for if you show any weakness at all, they will turn upon you and it will be your broken corpse being thrown upon the garbage pile at first light."
The fox leaned toward his captor, heedless now of his bleeding nose. "Sewage runs right along the floor there. We knew it had rained outside, and how hard, when the sewage rose to our ankles. I saw two men fight to the death over a pack of playing cards. The fight ended when one drowned the other in that indescribable filth. Wouldn't that be a lovely way to end your life, Matthew? Drowned in human shit?"
"Is there a point to this recitation, sir?"
"Oh, indeed there is!" Johnstone grinned broadly, blood on his lips and the shine of his eyes verging on madness. "No words are vile enough, nor do they carry enough weight of bestiality, to describe Newgate prison, but I wished you to know the circumstances in which I found myself. The days were sufficiently horri-ble... but then came the nights! Oh, the joyous bliss of the darkness! I can feel it even now! Listen!" he whispered. "Hear them? Starting to stir? Starting to crawl from their mattresses and stalk the night fantastic? Hear them? The creak of a bed-frame here—and one over there, as well! Oh, listen... someone weeps! Someone calls out for God... but it is always the Devil who answers." Johnstone's savage grin faltered and slipped away.
"Even if it was so terrible a place, " Matthew said, "you still survived it."
"Did I?" Johnstone asked, and let the question hang. He stood up, wincing as he put weight on his unbraced knee. He supported himself with his cane. "I pay for wearing that damn brace, you may be sure. Yes, I did live through Newgate prison, as I realized I might offer the assembled animals something to entertain them besides carnage. I might offer them plays. Or, rather, scenes from plays. I did all the parts, in different voices and dialects. What I didn't know I made up. They never knew the difference, nor did they care. They were particularly pleased at any scene that involved the disgrace or degradation of court officials, and as there are a pittance of those in our catalogue, I found myself concocting the scenes as I played them out. Suddenly I was a very popular man. A celebrity, among the rabble."
Johnstone stood with the cane on the floor and both hands on the cane, and Matthew realized he had—as was his nature— again taken center stage before his audience. "I came into the favor of a very large and very mean individual we called the Meatgrinder, as he... um... had used such a device to dispose of his wife's body. But—lo and behold!—he was a fan of the stagelamps! I was elevated to the prospect of command performances, and also found myself protected from the threat of harm."
As Matthew had known he sooner or later would, Johnstone now swivelled his body so as to have a view of the other men in the room. Or rather, so they would have a full view of the thes-pian's expressions. "Near the end of my term, " Johnstone went on, "I came into the acquaintance of a certain man. He was my age or therebouts, but looked very much older. He was sick, too. Coughing up blood. Well, needless to say a sick man in Newgate prison is like a warm piece of liver to wolves. It's an interesting thing to behold, actually. They beat him because he was an easy target, and also because they wanted him to go ahead and die lest they fall sick themselves. I tell you, you can learn quite a lot about the human condition at Newgate; you ought to put yourself there for a night and make a study of it."
"I'm sure there are less dangerous universities, " Matthew said.
"Yes, but none teaches as quickly as Newgate." Johnstone flashed a sharp smile. "And the lessons are very well learned. But: this man I was telling you about. He realized the Meatgrinder's power in our little community, yet the Meatgrinder was... well, he'd rather kill a man than smell his breath, shall we say. Therefore this sick and beaten individual asked me to intercede on his behalf, as a gentleman. He actually was quite educated himself. Had once been a dealer in antiques, in London. He asked me to intercede to save him further beatings or other indignities... in exchange for some very interesting information concerning a wa-terhole across the Atlantic."
"Ah, " Matthew said. "He knew of the treasure."
"Not only knew, he helped place the fortune there. He was a member of the crew. Oh, he told me all about it, in fascinating detail. Told me he'd never revealed it to a soul, because he was going to go back for it someday. Someday, he said. And I might be his partner and share it with him, if I would protect his life. Told me that the spring was forty feet deep, told me that the treasure had been lowered in wicker baskets and burlap bags... told enough to put a sea voyage in the mind of a poor starving ex-thespian who had no prospects, no family, and absolutely no belief in that straw poppet you call God." Again, Johnstone displayed a knife-edged smile. "This man... this crewman... said there'd been a storm at sea. The ship had been wrecked. He and five or six others survived, and reached an island. Pirates being as they are, I suppose stones and coconuts did the job of knives and pistols. At last, one man survived to light a fire for a passing English frigate." Johnstone shrugged. "What did I have to lose to at least come look for myself? Oh... he had an inscribed gold pocket watch hidden in his mattress that he also gave to me. You see, that man's name was Alan Johnstone."
"What's your name, then?" Bidwell asked.
"Julius Caesar. William Shakespeare. Lord Bott Fucking Tott. Take your pick, what does it matter?"
"And what happened to the real Alan Johnstone?" Matthew inquired, though he already had an idea. It had dawned on him, as well, that the turtles—reed-eaters by nature—had probably loved feasting on all those baskets and bags.
"The beatings ceased. I had to prove my worth to him. He survived for a time. Then he grew very, very ill. Sick unto death, really. I was able to get the coordinates of the waterhole's latitude and longitude from him... something I'd been trying to do for a month or more without seeming overly demanding. Then someone told the Meatgrinder that very night... someone... a little shadow of a someone... that the sick man coughing up all that blood over there in the corner... well, it was dangerous to everyone. Such disease might wipe out our little community, and we were so fond of it. By morning, alas, my partner had set off on his final voyage, alone and unlamented."
"By Christ, " Matthew said softly, his guts twisting. "Little wonder you decided to invent the witchcraft scheme. You're on regular speaking terms with Satan, aren't you?"
Johnstone—for want of a better name—laughed quietly. He threw his head back, his eyes gleaming, and laughed louder.
There was a faintly audible click.
And suddenly, moving with a speed that belied his stiff leg, Johnstone lunged forward. He pressed against Matthew's throat the pointed edge of a five-inch blade that had been concealed within the cane's shaft.
"Be still!" Johnstone hissed, his eyes boring into Matthew's. Bidwell had stood up, and now Winston and Dr. Shields rose to their feet. "Everyone, be still!"
Green crossed the threshold, pistol in hand. Johnstone reached out, grasped Matthew's shirt, and turned him so the thespian's back was to the wall and Matthew's back was in danger of a pistol ball should Green lose his head. "No, no!" Johnstone said, as if scolding a wayward pupil. "Green, stand where you are."
The red-bearded giant halted. The blade pressed perilously near entering the flesh. Though he was quaking inside, Matthew was able to keep a calm mask. "This will do you no good."
"It will do me less good to be sent to prison and have my neck stretched!" Johnstone's face was damp, a pulse beating rapidly at his temple. Blood still stained his nostrils and upper lip. "No, I can't bear that. Not prison." He shook his head with finality. "One season in Hell is enough for any man."
"You have no choice, sir. As I said, this will do you no—"
"Bidwell!" Johnstone snapped. "Get a wagon ready! Now! Green, take the pistol by the barrel. Come over here... slowly... and give it to me."
"Gentlemen, " Matthew said, "I would suggest doing neither."
"I have a knife at your throat. Do you feel it?" He gave a little jab. "There? Would you like a sharper taste?"
"Mr. Green, " Matthew said, staring into the wild eyes of the fox. "Take a position, please, and aim your pistol at Mr. Johnstone's head."
"Christ, boy!" Bidwell shouted. "No! Green, he's crazy!"
"No further play at heroics, " Johnstone said tightly. "You've strutted your feathers, you've shown your cock, and you have blasted me with a cannon. So spare yourself, because I'm going out that door! No power on earth will ever send me back to a goddamned prison!"
"I understand your rush to avoid judgment, sir. But there are the two men with axes waiting just outside the front door."
"What two men? You're lying!"
'You see the lantern on the windowsill? Mr. Bidwell placed it there as a signal to tell the two men to take their positions."
"Name them!"
"Hiram Abercrombie is one, " Bidwell answered. "Malcolm Jennings is the other."
"Well, neither of those fools could hit a horse in the head with an axe! Green, I said give me the pistol!"
"Stay where you are, Mr. Green, " Matthew said.
"Matthew!" Winston spoke up. "Don't be foolish!"
"A pistol in this man's hand will mean someone's death." Matthew kept his eyes directed into Johnstone's. Bloodhound and fox were now locked together in a duel of wills. "One bullet, one death, I assure you."
"The pistol! I won't ask again before I start cutting!"
"Oh, is this the instrument?" Matthew asked. "The very one? Something you bought in Charles Town, I presume?"
"Damn you, you talk too fucking much!" Johnstone pushed the blade's tip into the side of Matthew's neck. The pain almost sent Matthew to his knees, and it did bring tears to his eyes and make him clench his teeth. In fact, his whole body clenched. But he was damned if he'd cry out or otherwise display agony. The blade had entered only a fraction of an inch, deep enough to cause warm blood to well out and trickle down his neck, but it had not nicked an artery. Matthew knew Johnstone was simply raising the stakes in their game.
"Would you like a little more of it?" Johnstone asked.
Bidwell had positioned himself to one side of the men, and therefore saw the blood. "For God's sake!" he brayed. "Green! Give him the pistol!"
Before Matthew could protest, he heard Green's clumping boots behind him and the pistol's grip was offered to Johnstone. The weapon was instantly snatched into Johnstone's hand, but the blade remained exactly where it was, blood-deep and drinking.
"The wagon, Bidwell!" Johnstone demanded, now aiming the pistol at Matthew's midsection. "Get it ready!"
"Yes, do get it ready." Matthew was speaking with an effort. It wasn't every day he talked with a knife blade in his neck. "And while you're at it, fix the wheels so they'll fall off two hours or so down the road. Why don't you take a single horse, Johnstone? That way it can step into a rut in the dark, throw you, and break your neck and be done with it. Oh... wait! Why don't you simply go through the swamp? I know some lovely suckpits that would be glad to take your boots."
"Shut up! I want a wagon! I want a wagon, because you're going with me!"
"Oh ho!" With an even greater effort, Matthew forced himself to grin. "Sir, you're an excellent comedian after all!"
"You think this is funny?" Johnstone's face was contorted with rage. He blew spittle. "Shall you laugh harder through the slit in your throat or the hole in your gut?"
"The real question is: shall you laugh, when your intended hostage is on the floor and your pistol is empty?"
Johnstone's mouth opened. No sound emerged, but a silver thread of saliva broke over his lower lip and fell like the undoing of a spider's web.
Carefully, Matthew took a backward step. The blade's tip slid from his neck. "Your problem, sir, " he said as he pressed his fingers to the small wound, "is that your friends and associates seem to have short spans of life. If I were to accompany you in a wagon, my own life span would be dramatically reduced. So: I dislike the idea of dying—greatly dislike it—but since I shall certainly die somewhere if I follow your wishes, it would be better to die here. That way, at least, the sterling gentlemen in this room may rush you and end this hopeless fantasy of escape you have seized upon. But actually, I don't think anyone would mind if you were to run for it.
Just go. Out the front door. I swear I'll be silent. Of course, Mr. Bidwell, Mr. Green—or even Mrs. Nettles, whom I see there in the doorway—might shout a warning to the axemen. Let me think." He frowned. "Two axes, versus a knife and one bullet. Yes, you might get past them. Then you could go to... well, where would you go, Mr. Johnstone? You see, that's the thorny part: where would you go?"
Johnstone said nothing. He still pointed both the pistol and knife, but his eyes had blurred like a frost on the fount in midwinter.
"Oh!" Matthew nodded for emphasis. "Through the forest, why don't you? The Indians will grant you safe passage, I'm sure. But you see my condition? I unfortunately met a bear and was nearly killed. Then again, you do have a knife and a single bullet. But... oh... what shall you do for food? Well, you have the knife and bullet. Best take matches, and a lamp. Best go to your house and pack for your trip, and we'll be waiting at the gate to give you a fine farewell. Run along, now!"
Johnstone did not move.
"Oh, my, " Matthew said quietly. He looked from the pistol to the blade and back again. "All dressed up, and nowhere to go."
"I'm... not... "Johnstone shook his head from side to side, in the manner of a gravely wounded animal. "I'm not... done. Not done."
"Hm, " Matthew said. "Picture the theatre, sir. The applause has been given, the bows taken. The audience has gone home. The stagelamps are ever so slowly extinguished. They gave a beautiful dream of light, didn't they? The sets are dismantled, the costumes folded and retired. Someone comes to sweep the stage, and even yesterday's dust is carried away." He listened to the harsh rising and falling of Johnstone's chest.
"The play, " Matthew said, "is over." An anxious silence reigned, and none dared challenge it.
At last Matthew decided a move had to be made. He had seen that the knife's cutting edge had small teeth, which would have severed arteries and vocal cords with one or two swift, unexpected slashes. Especially if one came up behind the victim, clasped a hand over the mouth, and pulled the head back to better offer the throat. Perhaps this wasn't the original cane Johnstone had first brought with him to Fount Royal, but one he'd had made in either Charles Town or England after he'd determined how the murders were to be done.
Matthew held out his hand, risking a blade stab. "Would you give me the pistol, please?" Johnstone's face looked soft and swollen by raging inner pressures. He seemed not to realize Matthew had spoken, but was simply staring into space.
"Sir?" Matthew prompted. "You won't be needing the pistol."
"Uh, " Johnstone said. "Uh." His mouth opened, closed, and opened again. The gasping of an air-drowning fish. Then, in a heartbeat, the consciousness and fury leapt into Johnstone's eyes once more and he backed away two steps, nearly meeting the wall. Behind him was the fanciful map of Fount Royal, with its elegant streets and rows of houses, quiltwork farms, immense orchards, precise naval yard and piers, and at the town's center the life-giving spring.
Johnstone said, "No. I shall not."
"Listen to me!" Bidwell urged. "There's no point to this! Matthew's right, there's nowhere for you to go!"
"I shall not, " Johnstone repeated. "Shall not. Return to prison. No. Never."
"Unfortunately, " Matthew said, "you have no choice in the matter."
"Finally!" Johnstone smiled, but it was a terrible, skull-like grimace. "Finally, you speak a misstatement! So you're not as smart as you think, are you?"
"Pardon me?"
"A misstatement, " he repeated, his voice thickened. "Tell me: though I... know my script was flawed... did I at least play an adequate role?"
"You did, sir. Especially the night the schoolhouse burned. I was taken with your grief."
Johnstone gave a deep, bitter chuckling that might have briefly wandered into the territory of tears. "That was the only time I wasn't acting, boy! It killed my soul to see the schoolhouse burn!"
"What? It really mattered so much to you?"
"You don't know. You see... I actually enjoyed being a teacher. It was like acting, in a way. But... there was greater worth in it, and the audience was always appreciative, I told myself... if I couldn't find any more of the treasure than what I'd discovered... I could stay here, and I could be Alan Johnstone the schoolmaster. For the rest of my days." He stared at the pistol in his hand. "Not long after that, I brought the ruby ring up. And it set me aflame again... about why I was really here." He lifted his face and looked at Matthew. He stared at Winston, Dr. Shields, and Bidwell all in turn.
"Please put aside the pistol, " Matthew said. "I think it's time."
"Time. Yes, " Johnstone repeated, nodding. "It is time. I can't go back to prison. Do you understand that?"
"Sir?" Matthew now realized with a surge of alarm what the man intended. "There's no need!"
"My need." Johnstone dropped the knife to the floor and put his foot on it. "You were correct about something, Matthew: if I was given the pistol..." He paused, beginning to waver on his feet as if he might pass out. "Someone had to die."
Suddenly Johnstone turned the weapon toward his face, which brought a gasp of shock from Bidwell. "I do have a choice, you see, " Johnstone said, the sweat glistening on his cheeks in the red-cast candlelight. "And damn you all to Hell, where I shall be waiting with eager arms.
"And now, " he said, with a slight tilting forward of his head, "exit the actor."
He opened his mouth, slid the pistol's barrel into it, squeezed his eyes tightly shut, and pulled the trigger.
There was a loud metallic clack as the wheel-lock mechanism was engaged. A shower of sparks flew, hissing like little comets, into Johnstone's face.
The pistol, however, failed to fire.
Johnstone opened his eyes, displaying an expression of such terror that Matthew hoped never to witness its like again. He withdrew the gun from his mouth. Something inside the weapon was making a chirrupy cricket sound. Tendrils of blue smoke spun through the air around Johnstone's face, as he looked into the gun's barrel. Another spark jumped, bright as a gold coin.
Crack! went the pistol, like a mallet striking a board.
Johnstone's head rocked back. The eyes were wide open, wet, and brimming with shock. Matthew saw blood and reddish-gray clumps of matter clinging to the wall behind Johnstone's skull. The map of Bidwell's Fount Royal had in an instant become gore-drenched and brain-spattered.
Johnstone fell, his knees folding. At the end, an instant before he hit the floor, he might have been giving a final, arrogant bow.
And then his head hit the planks, and from that gruesome hole in the back of it, directly opposite the only slightly tidier hole in his forehead, streamed the physical matter of the thes-pian's memories, schemes, acting ability, intelligence, pride, fear of prison, desires, evil, and...
Yes, even his affinity for teaching. Even that, now only so much liquid.
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IN THE DISTANCE a dog barked. It was a forlorn, searching sound. Matthew looked over the darkened town from the window of the magistrate's room, thinking that even the dogs knew Fount Royal was lost.
Five hours had passed since the suicide of Alan Johnstone. Matthew had spent most of that time right here, sitting in a chair by Woodward's bed and reading the Bible in a solemn circle of lamplight. Not any particular chapter, just bits and pieces of comforting wisdom. Actually, he read most of the passages without seeing them, and had to read them again to glean their illumination. It was a sturdy book, and it felt good between his hands.
The magistrate was dying. Shields had said the man might not last until morning, so it was best that Matthew stay close. Bidwell and Winston were in the parlor, talking over the recent events like survivors of a soul-shaping battle. The doctor himself was sleeping in Matthew's room, and Mrs. Nettles was up at this midnight hour making tea, polishing silver, and doing odds and ends in the kitchen. She had told Matthew she ought to do some small labors she'd been putting off for a while, but Matthew knew she was standing the deathwatch too. Little wonder Mrs.
Nettles couldn't sleep, though, as it had been her task to mop up all the blood in the library, though Mr. Green had volunteered to put the brains and skull pieces in a burlap bag and dispose of them.
Rachel was downstairs, sleeping—he supposed—in Mrs. Nettles's room. She had come to the library after the sound of the shot, and had asked to see the face of the man who'd murdered Daniel. It was not Matthew's place to deny her. Though Matthew had previously explained to her how the murders were done, by whom, for what reason, and all the rest of it, Rachel yet had to see Johnstone for herself.
She had walked past Winston, Dr. Shields, and Bidwell without a glance. She had ignored Hiram Abercrombie and Malcolm Jennings, who'd rushed in at the shot, armed with their axes. Certainly she'd passed Green as if the red-bearded, gap-toothed giant was invisible. She had stood over the dead man, staring down into his open, sightless eyes. Matthew had watched her as she contemplated Johnstone's departure. At last, she had said very quietly, "I suppose... I should rant and rave that I spent so many days in a cell... and he has fled. But..." She had looked into Matthew's face, tears in her eyes now that it was over and she could allow them. "Someone that evil... that wretched... was locked in a cage of his own making, every day of his life, wasn't he?"
"He was, " Matthew had said. "Even when he knew he'd found the key to escape it, all he did was move to a deeper dungeon."
Green had retrieved the pistol, which had belonged to Nicholas Paine. It occurred to Matthew that all the men he and the magistrate had met that first night of their arrival were accounted for in this room. "Thank you for your help, Mr. Green, " Matthew had said. "You were invaluable."
"My pleasure, sir. Anythin' to help you." Green had taken to fawning at Matthew, as if the clerk had a giant's stature. "I still can't believe such a blow as you gave me!" He'd massaged his jaw at the memory of it. "I saw you cock the fist back, and then... my Lord, the stars!" He'd grunted and looked at Rachel. "It took a right champion to lay me out, I'll swear it did!"
"Um... yes." Matthew cast a quick glance at Mrs. Nettles, who stood nearby listening to this exchange, her face an unreveal-ing sculpture of granite. "Well, one never knows from where one will draw the necessary strength. Does one?"
Matthew had watched as Jennings and Abercrombie had lifted the corpse, placed it facedown on a ladder to prevent any further leakage, and then covered a sheet over the deceased. Its destination, Bidwell told Matthew, was the barn down in the slave quarters. Tomorrow, Bidwell said, the corpse—"foul bastard" were the exact words he used—would be taken into the swamp and dumped in a mudhole where the crows and vultures might applaud his performance.
To end up, Matthew realized, like the dead men in the muck at Shawcombe's tavern. Well: dust to dust, ashes to ashes, and mud to mud.
It was now the impending fact of another death that concerned him. Matthew had learned from Dr. Shields that the stimulating potion had finally reached the limit of its usefulness. Woodward's body had simply given out, and nothing could reverse the process. Matthew didn't beat a grudge against the doctor; Shields had done the best he could do, given the limited medicines at hand. Perhaps the bleeding had been excessive, or perhaps it had been a grievous error to make the magistrate attend his duties while so sick, or perhaps something else was done or not done... but today Matthew had come to accept the hard, cold truth.
Just as seasons and centuries must turn, so too must men— the bad and the good, equal in their frailty of flesh—pass away from this earth.
He heard a nightbird singing.
Out there. Out in one of the trees that stood around the pond. It was a noontime song, and presently it was joined by a second. For their kind, Matthew mused, night was not a time of sad longing, loneliness, and fear. For them the night was but a further opportunity to sing.

And such a sweetness in it, to hear these notes trilled as the land slept, as the stars hummed in the immense velvet black. Such a sweetness, to realize that even at this darkest hour there was yet joy to be known.
"Matthew."
He heard the feeble gasp and immediately turned toward the bed.
It was very hard now to look upon the magistrate. To know what he had been, and to see what he had become in the space of six days. Time could be a ruthless and hungry beast. It had consumed the magistrate down to bones and angles.
"Yes, sir, I'm here." Matthew pulled his chair nearer the bed, and also moved the lantern closer. He sat down, leaning toward the skeletal figure. "I'm right here."
"Ah. Yes. I see you." Woodward's eyes had shrunken and retreated. They had changed from their once energetic shade of ice-blue to a dull yellowish gray, the color of the fog and rain he had journeyed through to reach this town. Indeed, the only color about the magistrate that was not a shade of gray was the ruddy hue of the splotches on his scalp. Those jealous imperfections had maintained their dignity, even as the rest of Woodward's body had fallen to ruin.
"Would you... hold my hand?" the magistrate asked, and he reached out in search of comfort. Matthew took the hand. It was fragile and trembling, and hot with merciless fever. "I heard it, " Woodward whispered, his head on the pillow. "Thunder. Does it rain?"
"No, sir." Perhaps it had been the shot he'd heard, Matthew thought. "Not yet."
"Ah. Well, then." He said nothing more, but stared past Matthew toward the lamp.
This was the first time the magistrate had surfaced from the waters of sleep since Matthew had been in the room. Matthew had come in several times during the day, but except for a few brief murmurs or a pained swallow the magistrate had been unresponsive.
"It's dark out, " Woodward said.
"Yes, sir."
He nodded. Around his nose glistened the pine-oil—based liniment Shields had smeared there to clear his air passages. On his thin and sunken chest was a plaster, also soaked in the liniment. If Woodward noticed the clay dressing on Matthew's arm and the bandage—of cloth, which Dr. Shields had applied after Johnstone's departure—on his clerk's forever-to-be-scarred forehead, he made no mention of it. Matthew doubted the magistrate could see his face as anything but a blur, as the fever had almost destroyed the man's vision.
Woodward's fingers tightened. "She's gone, then."
"Sir?"
"The witch. Gone."
"Yes, sir, " Matthew said, and didn't think he was telling an untruth. "The witch is gone."
Woodward sighed, his eyelids fluttering. "I... am glad... I didn't witness it. I might have to... pass the sentence... but... don't have to watch it... carried out. Ohhhhh, my throat! My throat! It closes up!"
"I'll get Dr. Shields." Matthew attempted to stand, but Woodward steadfastly refused to release him.
"No!" he said, tears of pain streaking his cheeks. "Stay seated. Just... listen."
"Don't try to talk, sir. You shouldn't—"
"I shouldn't!" Woodward blustered. "I shouldn't... I can't... mustn't! Those are the words that... that put you... six feet under!"
Matthew settled into his chair again, his hand still grasping the magistrate's. "You should refrain from speaking."
A grim smile moved quickly across Woodward's mouth and then was gone. "I shall have. Plenty of time... to refrain. When my... mouth is full of dirt."
"Don't say such as that!"
"Why not? It's true... isn't it? Matthew, what a short rope... I have been given!" He closed his eyes, breathing fitfully. Matthew would have thought he'd drifted to sleep again, but the pressure on his hand had not relaxed. Then Woodward spoke again with his eyes still closed. "The witch, " he whispered. "The case... pains me. Still pains me." His fog-colored eyes opened. "Was I right, Matthew? Tell me. Was I right?"
Matthew answered, "You were correct."
"Ahhhhh, " he said, like an exhalation of relief. "Thank you. I needed... to heat that, from you." He squeezed Matthew's hand more firmly. "Listen, now. My hourglass... is broken. All my sand is running out. I will die soon."
"Nonsense, sir!" Matthew's voice cracked and betrayed him. "You're just tired, that's all!"
"Yes. And I shall... soon sleep... for a very long time. Please... I may be dying, but I have not... become stupid. Now... just hush... and listen to me." He tried to sit up but his body had shut that particular door to him. "In Manhattan, " he said. "Go see... Magistrate Powers. Nathaniel Powers. A very... very good man. He knows me. You tell him. He will find a place for you."
"Please, sir. Don't do this."
"I fear... I have no choice. The judgment has been... has been passed down... from a much higher court. Than ever I presided over. Magistrate Nathaniel Powers. In Manhattan. Yes?" Matthew was silent, the blood thrumming through his veins. "This will be... my final command to you, " Woodward said. "Say yes."
Matthew looked into the near-sightless eyes. Into the face that seemed to be aging and crumbling even as he regarded it.
Seasons, and centuries, and men. The bad and the good. Frailty of flesh.
Must pass away. Must.
A nightbird, singing outside. In the dark. Singing as at full sunlit noon.
This one word, so simple, was almost impossible to speak.
But the magistrate was waiting, and the word must be spoken. "Yes." His own throat felt near closing up. "Sir."
"That's my boy, " Woodward whispered. His fingers released Matthew's hand. He lay staring up toward the ceiling, a half-smile playing around the corners of his mouth. "I remember... my own father, " he said after a moment of reflection. "He liked to dance. I can see them... in the house... dancing before the fire. No music. But my father... humming a tune. He picked my mother up. Twirled her... and she laughed. So... there was music... after all."
Matthew heard the nightbird, whose soft song may have reawakened this memory.
"My father, " the magistrate said. "Grew sick. I watched him... in bed, like this. Watched him fade. One day... I asked my mother... why Papa didn't stand up. Get out of bed. And dance a jig... to make himself feel better. I always said... always to myself... that when I was old... very old... and I lay dying. I would stand up. Dance a jig, so that... I might feel better. Matthew?"
"Yes, sir?"
"Would it... sound very strange to you... if... I said I was ready to dance?"
"No, sir, it would not."
"I am. Ready. I am."
"Sir?" Matthew said. "I have something for you." He reached down to the floor beside the bed and picked up the package he had put there this afternoon. Mrs. Nettles had found some brown wrapping paper, and decorated it with yellow twine. "Here, sir." He put the package into the magistrate's hands. "Can you open it?"
"I shall try." After a moment of struggling, however, he could not succeed in tearing the paper. "Well, " he frowned, "I am... lower on sand... than I thought."
"Allow me." Matthew leaned toward the bed, tore the paper with his good hand, and drew what was inside out into the lamplight. The gold threads caught that light, and shone their illumination in stripes across the magistrate's face.
His hands closed into the cloth that was as brown as rich French chocolate, and he drew the waistcoat to him even as the tears ran from his dying eyes.
It was, indeed, a gift of fantastic worth.
"Where?" the magistrate whispered. "How?"
"Shawcombe was found, " Matthew said, and saw no need to elaborate.
Woodward pressed the waistcoat against his face, as if trying to inhale from it the fragrance of a past life. Matthew saw the magistrate smile. Who was to say that Woodward did not smell the sun shining in a garden graced by a fountain of green Italian tiles? Who was to say he did not see the candlelight that glowed golden on the face of a beautiful young woman named Ann, or hear her soprano voice on a warm Sunday afternoon? Who was to say he did not feel the small hand of his son, clutching to that of a good father?
Matthew believed he did.
"I have always been proud of you, " Woodward said. "Always. I knew from the first. When I saw you... at the almshouse. The way you carried yourself. Something... different... and indefinable. But special. You will make your mark. Somewhere. You will make... a profound difference to someone... just by being alive."
"Thank you, sir, " Matthew answered, as best he could. "I... also... thank you for the care you have shown to me. You have ... always been temperate and fair."
"I'm supposed to be, " Woodward said, and managed a frail smile though his eyes were wet. "I am a judge." He reached out for Matthew and the boy took his hand. They sat together in silence, as beyond the window the nightbird spoke of joy seized from despair, of a new beginning reached only at an ending.
Dawn had begun to light the sky when the magistrate's body became rigid, after a difficult final hour of suffering.
"He's going, " Dr. Shields said, the lamplight aglow in the lenses of his spectacles. Bidwell stood at the foot of the bed, and Winston just within the door. Matthew still sat holding Woodward's hand, his head bowed and the Bible in his lap.
The magistrate's speech on this last portion of his journey had become barely intelligible, when he could speak through the pain. It had been mostly murmurs of torment, as his earthly clay transfigured itself. But now, as the silence lingered, the dying man seemed to stretch his body toward some unknown portal, the golden stripes of the waistcoat he wore shining on his chest. His head pressed back against the pillow, and he spoke three unmistakable words.
"Why? Why?" he whispered, the second fainter than the first.
And the last and most faint, barely the cloud of a breath:
"Why?"
A great question had been asked, Matthew thought. The ultimate question, which might be asked only by explorers who would not return to share their knowledge of a new world.
The magistrate's body poised on the point of tension… paused... paused... and then, at last, it appeared to Matthew that an answer had been given.
And understood.
There was a soft, all but imperceptible exhalation. A sigh, perhaps, of rest.
Woodward's empty clay settled. His hand relaxed. The night was over.
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AS SOON AS MATTHEW KNOCKED on the study's door, Bid-well said, "Come in!"
Matthew opened the door and saw Bidwell seated at his massive mahogany desk, with Winston sitting in a chair before it. The window's shutters were open, allowing in the warm breeze and early afternoon sun. "Mrs. Nettles told me you wanted to see me."
"Exactly. Come in, please! Draw up a chair." He motioned toward another that was in the room. Matthew sat down, not failing to notice the empty space on the wall where the map of the Florida country had been displayed.
"We are taking account of things. Edward and I, " Bidwell said. He was dressed in a cardinal-red suit with a ruffled shirt, but he had fotgone the wearing of his lavish wigs. On the desktop was a rectangular wooden box about nine inches long and seven inches wide. "I've been trying to locate you. Were you out for a walk?"
"Yes. Just walking and thinking."
"Well, it's a pleasant day for such." Bidwell folded his hands before him and regarded Matthew with an expression of genuine concern. "Are you all right?"
"I am. Or... I shall be presently."
"Good. You're a young man, strong and fit. And I have to say, you have the most determined constitution of any man I've ever met. How are your injuries?"
"My ribs still ache, but I can endure it. My arm is... deceased, I think. Dr. Shields says I may regain some feeling in it, but the outlook is uncertain." Matthew shrugged one shoulder. "He says he knows a doctor in New York who is doing amazing things for damaged limbs with a new surgical technique, so... who can say?"
"Yes, I hear those New York doctors are quite... um... radical. And they charge wholly radical prices, as well. What of your head wound?"
Matthew touched the fresh dressing Shields had applied just that morning. In the course of treatment, the doctor had been appalled at the Indians' method of tobacco-leaf and herb-potion healing, but also intrigued by the positive progress. "My scar, unfortunately, will be a subject of discussion for the rest of my life."
"That may be so." Bidwell leaned back in his chair. "Ah, but women love a dashing scar! And I daresay so will the grandchildren."
Matthew had to give a guarded smile at this flattery. "You leap ahead more years than I care to lose."
"Speaking of your years ahead, " Winston said, "what are your immediate plans?"
"I haven't given them much thought, " Matthew had to admit. "Other than returning to Charles Town. The magistrate gave me the name of a colleague in Manhattan, and said I would find a position with him, but... I really haven't decided."
Bidwell nodded. "That's understandable, with so much on your mind. Tell me: do you approve of where I placed Isaac's grave?"
"I do, sir. As a matter of fact, I just came from there. It's a very lovely, shaded spot."
"Good. And you don't think he would mind that he... uh... sleeps apart from the others in the cemetery?"
"Not at all. He always enjoyed his privacy."
"I shall endeavor, at some point in the future, to erect a picket fence around it and a suitable marker for his excellent service to Fount Royal."
Matthew was taken aback. "Wait, " he said. "You mean... you're staying here?"
"I am. Winston will be returning to England, to work in the offices there, and I'll be going back and forth as the situation warrants, but I plan on reviving Fount Royal and making it just as grand—no, thrice as grand—as ever I'd planned before."
"But... the town is dead. There's hardly twenty people here!"
"Twenty citizens!" Bidwell thumped the desktop, his eyes bright with renewed purpose. "Then it's not dead, is it?"
"Perhaps not in fact, but it seems to me that—"
"If not in fact, then not at all!" Bidwell interrupted, displaying some of his old brusque self. He was aware of his slippage, and so immediately sought to soothe the friction burns. "What I mean is, I will not give up on Fount Royal. Not when I have invested so heavily in the venture, and particularly as I still fervently believe a southernmost naval station is not only practical, but essential for the future of these colonies."
"How will you go about reviving the town, then?"
"The same as I originally began it. With having advertising placards placed in Charles Town and other cities up the seaboard. I shall also advertise in London. And I am getting to it sooner than later, as I understand I will be having competition from my own family!"
"Competition? How so?" Matthew asked.
"My youngest sister! Who was sick all the time, and for whom I bought medicine!" Bidwell scowled. "When Winston and I went to Charles Town to find the maskers, we also looked in on the supply situation at the harbor. Come to find out there was a whole load of supplies there those dogs had hidden from me! Luckily, Mr. Winston convinced a watchman to unlock a certain door—and imagine how I near fell to the ground to see all those crates with my name on them! Anyway, we also procured a packet of mail." He made a queasy face. "Tell him, Edward! I can't bear to think of it!"
"Mr. Bidwell's sister married a land speculator, " Winston said. "In the letter she wrote, she indicated he has purchased a sizeable amount of territory between here and the Florida country, and has hopes to begin a port settlement of his own."
"You don't say!" Matthew said.
"Yes, it's damnably true!" Bidwell started to hammer his fist on the desk, and then decided it was not proper for his new age of enlightment. "It'll never work, of course. That swampland down there makes ours look like a manicured showpark. And do you really think the Spanish are just going to sit still and let a half-pint, weasly milksop of a land speculator threaten their Florida country? No! He has no business sense! I told Savannah when she married that man she'd weep a tear for every pearl on her dress!" He stabbed a finger in the air like a rapier's thrust. "Mark my words, she'll regret such a folly as she's about to enter into!"
"Uh... shall I get you something to drink?" Winston asked. "To calm your nerves?" To Matthew, he confided, "Mr. Bidwell's sister never fails. To antagonize, I mean."
"No, no! I'm all right. Just let me get my breath. Oh, my heart gallops like a wild horse." Bidwell spent a moment in an exercise of slow and steady deep breathing, and gradually the red whorls that had surfaced on his cheeks faded away. "The point of my asking you here, Matthew, " he said, "is to offer you a position with my company."
Matthew didn't respond; in truth, he was too shocked to speak.
"A position of not small responsibility, " Bidwell went on. "I need a good, trustworthy man in Charles Town. Someone to make sure the supplies keep flowing, and to make certain such dirtiness as has been done to me in the past is not repeated. A... uh... a private investigator, you might say. Does that sound at all of interest to you?"
It took a little while longer for Matthew to find his voice. "I do appreciate your offer, sir. I do. But, to be petfectly honest, you and I would eventually come to blows and our fight might knock the earth off its tilt. Therefore I must decline, as I would hate to be responsible for the death of mankind."
"Ah. Yes. Well spoken, that." Bidwell did appear much relieved. "I felt I should at least offer you a future, since my actions—-and stupidity—have so endangered your present."
"I have a future, " Matthew said firmly. "In New York, I believe. And thank you for helping me come to that conclusion."
"Now! That's out of the way!" Bidwell heaved a sigh. "I wanted you to see something." He pushed the wooden box across the desk toward Matthew. "We searched through the foul bastard's house, just as you suggested, and found all the items you said would be there. That five-bladed device was still nasty with dried blood. And we discovered the book on ancient Egypt, as well. This box was placed in the bottom of a trunk. Open it, if you please."
Matthew leaned forward and lifted the lid, which rose smoothly on a well-oiled hinge.
Within the box were three charcoal pencils, a writing tablet, a folded sheet of paper, a gum eraser... and...
"What he found in the spring, " Bidwell said.
Indeed. The sapphire brooch and ruby ring were there, along with a gold crucifix on a chain, seven gold doubloons, three silver coins, and a little black velvet bag.
"You will find the bag's contents of interest, " Bidwell promised.
Matthew took it out and emptied it on the desktop. In the sunlight that streamed through the window, the room was suddenly colored by the shine of four dark green emeralds, two deep purple amethysts, two pearls, and an amber stone. The jewels were raw and yet to be professionally polished, but even so were obviously of excellent quality. Matthew surmised they had been captured at sea from vessels shuttling between tropical mines and the marketplace.
"The folded paper is also worth a glance, " said Bidwell.
Matthew unfolded it. It was a drawing, in charcoal pencil, of a good-sized building. Some time had been spent in attending to the details. Present were bricks, windows, and a bell steeple.
"It appears, " Bidwell said, "the foul bastard... intended to build his next schoolhouse of a less flammable material."
"I see." Matthew gazed at the drawing—a sad sight, really—and then refolded the paper and returned it to the box.
Bidwell put the gemstones back into the bag. He removed from the box the pencils, the writing tablet, the eraser, and the drawing of the new schoolhouse.
"I own the spring, of course, " Bidwell said. "I own the water and the mud. By the rights of ownership—and the hell I have gone through—I also claim for myself these gems and jewelry, which came from that mud. Agreed?"
"It makes no matter to me, " Matthew answered. "Do with them as you please."
"I shall." Bidwell placed the little bag into the box, beside the coins, the brooch, the ring, and the crucifix and chain. He closed the lid.
Then he pushed the box toward Matthew. "It pleases me... for you to take this to the person who has suffered far more hell than I."
Matthew couldn't fathom what he'd just heard. "Pardon me?"
"You heard correctly. Take them to—" He interrupted himself as he snapped the first charcoal pencil between his hands. "—her. It is the very least I can do, and certainly it can't bring back her husband or those months spent in the gaol." In spite of his good intentions, he couldn't help but regard the box with a wanton eye. "Go ahead. Take it"—the second pencil was picked up and broken— "before I regain my senses."
"Why don't you take it to her yourself! It would mean much more."
"It would mean much less, " he corrected. "She hates me. I've tried to speak to her, tried to explain my position... but she turns away every time. Therefore you take the box." Snap, died the third pencil. "Tell her you found it."
Realizing that indeed Bidwell must be half-crazed with humanity to let such wealth slip through his fingers, Matthew picked up the box and held it to his chest. "I will take it to her directly. Do you know where she is?"
"I saw her an hour ago, " Winston said. "She was drawing water." Matthew nodded; he had an idea where she might be found.
"We must put ourselves back in business here." Bidwell picked up the drawing that Johnstone had done—the bad man's dream of an Oxford of his own—and began to methodically teat it to pieces. "Put ourselves back in order, and consign this disgraceful... insane... blot on my town to the trash heap. I can do nothing more for the woman than what I've done today. And neither can you. Therefore, I must ask: how much longer shall you grace us with your presence?"
"As a matter of fact, I have decided it's time to get on with my own life. I might leave in the morning, at first light."
"I'll have Green take you to Charles Town in a wagon. Will you be ready by six?"
"I shall be, " Matthew said. "But I'd prefer you give me a horse, a saddle and tack, and some food, and I'll get myself to Charles Town. I am not an invalid, and therefore I refuse to be carted about like one."
"Give you a horse?" Bidwell glowered at him. "Horses cost money, aren't you aware of that? And saddles don't grow on trees, either!"
"You might wish for saddle-trees, sir!" Matthew fired back at him. "As that might be the only crop your farmers can grow here!"
"You don't concern yourself with our crops, thank you! I'll have you know I'm bringing in a botanist—the finest money can buy—to set our growing affairs straight! So stick that in your damned theory hole and—"
"Excuse me, gentlemen!" Winston said calmly, and the wranglers fell quiet. "I shall be glad to pay for a horse and saddle for Mr. Corbett, though I think it unwise of you, Matthew, to travel unaccompanied. But I wish to offer my best regards and hope that you find much success in the future."
"Write him a love letter while you're at it!" Bidwell steamed.
"My thanks, sir, " Matthew said. "As for travelling alone, I feel confident I won't be in any danger." The demise of Shawcombe and Jack One Eye, he suspected, had made the backroads of the entire Southern colonies at least safer than Manhattan's harbor. "Oh. While I am thinking of it: Mr. Bidwell, there is one final rope that remains unknotted in this situation."
"You mean Dr. Shields?" Bidwell crumpled the torn pieces of Johnstone's drawing in his fist. "I haven't decided what to do with him yet. And don't rush me!"
"No, not Dr. Shields. The burning of the schoolhouse, and who was responsible for the other fires as well."
"What?" Winston blanched.
"Well, it wasn't Johnstone, obviously, " Matthew explained. "Even someone so preoccupied with his own affairs as Mr. Bidwell can understand that. And, in time, I'm sure Mr. Bidwell might begin to wonder, as well he should."
"You're right!" Bidwell agreed, his eyes narrowing. "What son of a bitch tried to burn down my town?"
"Early this morning I had a thought about this burning business, and I went to Lancaster's house. The place is still a wreck, as you're aware. Has anyone else been through it?"
"No one would go within a hundred yards of that damn murder house!"
"I thought not, though I did appreciate the fact that the corpse has been disposed of. Anyway, I decided to search a little more thoroughly... and I discovered a very strange bucket in the debris. Evidently it was something Johnstone didn't bother himself with, since it simply appears to be a regular bucket. Perhaps he thought it was full of rat bait or some such."
"Well, then? What was in it?"
"I'm not sure. It appears to be tar. It has a brimstone smell. I decided to leave it where I found it... as I didn't know if it might be flammable, or explode, or what might occur if it were jostled too severely."
"Tar? A brimstone smell?" Alarmed, Bidwell looked at Winston. "By God. I don't like the sound of that!"
"I'm sure it's worth going there to get, " Matthew continued. "Or Mr. Winston might want to go and look at it, and then... I don't know, bury it or something. Would you be able to tell what it was if you saw it, Mr. Winston?"
"Possibly, " Winston answered, his voice tight. "But I'll tell you right now... as you describe it, the stuff sounds like... possibly... infernal fire, Mr. Bidwell?"
"Infernal fire? My God!" Now Bidwell did hammer his desk. "So that's who was burning the houses! But where was he getting the stuff from?"
"He was a very capable man, " Matthew said. "Perhaps he had sulphur for his rat baits or candles or something. Perhaps he cooked some tar and mixed it himself. I have a feeling Lancaster was trying to hurry the process of emptying the town without telling his accomplice. Who knows why?" Matthew shrugged. "There is no honor among thieves, and even less among murderers."
"I'll be damned!" Bidwell looked as if he'd taken a punch to his ponderous gut. "Was there no end to their treacheries, even against each other?"
"It does appear a dangerous bucket, Mr. Winston, " Matthew said. "Very dangerous indeed. If it were up to me, I wouldn't dare bring it back to the mansion for fear of explosion. You might just want to bring a small sample to show Mr. Bidwell. Then by all means bury it and forget where you turned the shovel."
"Excellent advice." Winston gave a slight bow of his head. "I shall attend to it this afternoon. And I am very gratified, sir, that you did not leave this particular rope unknotted."
"Mr. Winston is a useful man, " Matthew said to Bidwell. "You should be pleased to have him in your employ."
Bidwell puffed his cheeks and blew out. "Whew! Don't I know it!"
As Matthew turned away and started out with the treasure box, the master of Fount Royal had to ask one last question: "Matthew?" he said. "Uh... is there any way... any possible way at all... that... the fortune might be recovered?"
Matthew made a display of thought. "As it has flowed along a river to the center of the earth, " he said, "I would think it extremely unlikely. But how long can you hold your breath?"
"Ha!" Bidwell smiled grimly, but there was some good humor in it. "Just because I build ships and I'm going to station a grand navy here... does not mean I can swim. Now go along with you, and if Edward thinks he's going to convince me to give you a free horse and saddle, he is a sadly mistaken duke!"
Matthew left the mansion and walked past the still waters of the spring on his way to the conjunction of streets. Before he reached the turn to Truth, however, he saw ahead of him the approach of a black-clad, black-tricorned, spidery, and wholly loathsome figure.
"Ho, there!" Exodus Jerusalem called, lifting a hand. On this deserted street, the sound fairly echoed. Matthew was sorely tempted to run, but the preacher picked up his pace and met him. Blocked his way, actually.
"What do you want?" Matthew asked.
"A truce, please." Jerusalem showed both palms, and Matthew unconsciously held more securely to the treasure box. "We are packed and ready to leave, and I am on my way to give my regards to Mr. Bidwell."
"Art thou?" Matthew lifted his eyebrows. "Thy speech has suddenly become more common, Preacher. Why is that?"
"My speech? Oh... that!" Jerusalem grinned broadly, his face seamed with wrinkles in the sunlight. "It's an effort to keep that up. Too many thees and thous in one day and my lips near fall off."
"It's part of your performance, you mean?"
"No, it's real enough. My father spoke such, and his father before him. And my son—if I ever have a son—shall as well. Also, however, the widow Lassiter detests it. Gently, of course. She is a very gentle, very warm, very giving woman."
"The widow Lassiter? Your latest conquest?"
"My latest convert, " he corrected. "There is quite a difference. Ah yes, she's a wonderfully warm woman. She ought to be warm, since she weighs almost two hundred pounds. But she has a lovely face and she can surely mend a shirt!" He leaned in a little closer, his grin lecherous. "And she has quite the toll in her skirt, if you catch my meaning!"
"I would prefer not to, thank you."
"Well, as my father always said, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. The one-eyed, stiff beholder, I mean."
"You are a piece of work, aren't you?" Matthew said, amazed at such audacity. "Do you do all your thinking with your private parts?"
"Let us be friends. Brothers under the warming sun. I have heard all about your triumph. I don't fully understand how such a thing was done—the Satan play, I mean—but I am gratified to know that a righteous and innocent woman has been cleared, and that you are also found guiltless. Besides, it would be a damn sin for a looker like that to bum, eh?"
"Excuse me, " Matthew said. "And farewell to you."
"Ah, you may say farewell, but not goodbye, young man! Perchance we'll meet again, further along life's twisting road."
"We might meet again, at that. Except I might be a judge and you might be at the end of a twisting rope."
"Ha, ha! An excellent joke!" Now, however, a serious cast came over the wizened face. "Your magistrate. I—honestly—am very sorry. He fought death to the end, I understand."
"No, " Matthew said. "In the end he accepted it. As I did."
"Yes, of course. That, too. But he did seem a decent man. Too bad he died in a hole like this."
Matthew stared at the ground, a muscle working in his jaw.
"If you like, before I leave I might go to his grave and speak a few words for his eternal soul."
"Preacher, " Matthew said in a strained voice, "all is well with his eternal soul. I suggest you go give your regards to Mr. Bidwell, get in your wagon with your witless brood, and go to—wherever you choose to go. Just leave my sight." He lifted his fierce gaze to the man, and saw the preacher flinch. "And let me tell you that if I but see you walking in the direction of Magistrate Woodward's grave, I will forget the laws of God and man and do my damnedest to put my boot so far up your ass I will kick your teeth out from the inner side. Do you understand me?"
Jerusalem backed away a few steps. "It was only a thought!"
"Good day, goodbye, and good riddance." Matthew sidestepped him and continued on his way.
"Ohhhhh, not goodbye!" Jerusalem called. "Farewell, perhaps! But not goodbye! I have a feeling thou shalt lay eyes on me at some future unknown date, as I travel this ungodly, debased, and corrupted land in the continual—continual, I say—battle against the foul seed of Satan! So I say to thee, brother Matthew, farewell... but never goodbye!"
The voice—which Matthew thought could strip paint off wood if Jerusalem really let it bray—was fading behind him as he turned onto Truth Street. He dared not look back, for he didn't care to become a pillar of salt today.
He passed the gaol. He did not give the odious place a single glance, though his gut tightened as he stepped on its shadow.
And then he came to her house.
Rachel had been busy. She had pulled into the yard much of the furniture, and a washtub of soapy water stood at the ready. Also brought into the cleansing sun were clothes, bedsheets, a mattress, kettles and skillets, shoes, and just about everything else a household contained.
The door was wide open, as were all the shutters. Airing the place out, he thought. Intending to move in again, and make it a home. Indeed, Rachel was more like Bidwell in her tenacity—one might say foolhearted stubbornness—than ever he'd imagined. Still, if elbow grease alone could transform that rat-whiskered shack to a livable cottage again, she would have a mansion of her own.
He crossed the yard, winding between the accumulated belongings. Suddenly his progress was interrupted by a small chestnut-brown dog that sprang up from its drowsing posture beside the washtub, took a stance that threatened attack, and began to bark in a voice that surely rivalled the preacher's for sheer volume.
Rachel came to the threshold and saw who her visitor was. "Hush!" she commanded. "Hush!" She clapped her hands to get the mongrel's attention. The dog ceased its alarms and, with a quick wag of its tail and a wide-mouthed yawn, plopped itself down on the sun-warmed ground again.
"Well!" Matthew said. "It seems you have a sentinel."
"She took up with me this morning." Rachel wiped her dirty hands on an equally dirty rag. "I gave her one of the ham biscuits Mrs. Nettles made for me, and we are suddenly sisters."
Matthew looked around at the furniture and other items. "You have your labors ahead of you, I see."
"It won't be so bad, once I finish scrubbing the house."
"Rachel!" Matthew said. "You don't really plan on staying here, do you?"
"It's my home, " she answered, spearing him with those intense amber eyes. She wore a blue-printed scarf around her head, and her face was streaked with grime. The gray dress and white apron she wore were equally filthy. "Why should I leave it?"
"Because..." He hesitated, and showed her the box. "Because I have something for you. May I come in?"
"Yes. Mind the mess, though."
As Matthew approached the door, he heard a whuff of wind behind him and thought the mighty sentinel had decided to take a bite from his ankle. He turned in time to see the brown dog go tearing off across the field, where it seized one of two fleeing rats and shook the rodent between its jaws in a crushing deathgrip.
"She does like to chase them, " Rachel said.
Within the bare house, Matthew saw that Rachel had been scraping yellow lichens from the floorboards with an axeblade. The fungus and mildew that had spread across the walls had bloomed into strange purple and green hues only otherwise to be seen in fever dreams. However, Matthew saw that where the sunlight touched, the growths had turned ashen. A broom leaned against the wall, next to a pile of dust, dirt, rat pellets, and bones. Nearby was a bucket of more soapy water, in which a scrub brush was immersed.
"You know, there are plenty of houses available, " Matthew said. "If you really insist on staying here, you might move into one only recently abandoned and save yourself all this work. As a matter of fact, I know a very comfortable place, and the only labor involved would be clearing out a wasp's nest."
"This is my home, " she answered.
"Well... yes... but still, don't you think—"
She turned away from him and picked up a rolling pin that lay on the floor near the broom. Then she walked to a wall and put her ear against it. Following that, she whacked the boards three times and Matthew could hear the panicked squeaking and scurrying from within.
"Those defy me, " Rachel said. "I've tun out most of them, but those—right there—defy me. I swear I'll clean them out. Every last one of them."
And at that moment Matthew understood.
Rachel, he believed, was still in a state of shock. And who could fault her? The loss of her husband, the loss of her home, the loss of her freedom. Even—for a time at least, as she prepared herself for the fires—the loss of her will to live. And now, faced with the daunting—and perhaps impossible—task of rebuilding, she must concentrate on and conquer what she perceived as the last obstacle to a return to normality.
But who, having walked through such flames, could ever erase the memory of being singed?
"I regret I have nothing to offer you, " she said, and now that he was looking for it he could see a certain burnt blankness in her eyes. "It will be a time before my cupboard is restocked."
"Yes, " Matthew said. He gave her a sad but gentle smile. "I'm sure. But... nonetheless, it will be restocked, won't it?"
"You may put faith in it, " she answered, and then she pressed her ear to the wall again.
"Let me show you what I've brought." He approached her and offered the box. "Take it and look inside." Rachel laid down the rolling pin, accepted the box, and lifted its lid.
Matthew saw no reaction on her face, as she viewed the coins and the other items. "The little bag. Open that too." She shook the gems out into the box. Again, there was no reaction.
"Those were found in Johnstone's house." He had already decided to tell her the truth. "Mr. Bidwell asked me to give them to you."
"Mr. Bidwell, " Rachel repeated, without emotion. She closed the lid and held the box out. "You take them. I have already received from Mr. Bidwell all the gifts that I can stand."
"Listen to me. Please. I know how you must feel, but—"
"No. You do not, nor can you ever."
"Of course you're right." He nodded. "But surely you must realize you're holding a true fortune. I daresay with the kind of money you could get in Charles Town from the sale of those jewels, you might live in Mr. Bidwell's style in some larger, more populous city."
"I see what his style is, " she countered, "and I detest it. Take the box."
"Rachel, let me point out something to you. Bidwell did not murder your husband. Nor did he create this scheme. I don't particularly care for his... um... motivations, either, but he was reacting to a crisis that he thought would destroy Fount Royal. In that regard, " Matthew said, "he acted properly. You know, he might have hanged you without waiting for the magistrate. I'm sure he could have somehow justified it."
"So you're justifying him, is that right?"
"Since he now faces a guilty verdict from you in a tragedy for which he was not wholly responsible, " Matthew said, "I am simply pleading his case."
Rachel stared at him in silence, still holding out the box to him. He made no move to accept it.
"Daniel is gone, " Matthew told het. "You know that. Gone, too, are the men who murdered him. But Fount Royal—such as it may be—is still here, and so is Bidwell. It appears he intends to do his best to rebuild the town. That is his main concern. It seems to be yours as well. Don't you think this common ground is larger than hatred?"
"I shall take this box, " Rachel said calmly, "and dump it into the spring if you refuse it."
"Then go ahead, " he answered, "because I do refuse it. Oh: except for one gold piece. The one that Johnstone stole from my room. Before you throw your fortune and future away to prove your devotion to Daniel in continued poverty and suffering, I will take the one gold piece." There was no response from her, though perhaps she did flinch just a little.
"I understand Bidwell's position, " Matthew said. "The evidence against you was overwhelming. I too might have pressed for your execution, if I believed firmly enough in witchcraft. And... if I hadn't fallen in love with you."
Now she did blink; her eyes, so powerful a second before, had become dazed.
"Of course you recognized it. You didn't want me to. In fact, you asked me to—as you put it—go on about my life. You said— there in the gaol, after I'd read the magistrate's decree—that the time had come to embrace reality." He disguised his melancholy with a faint smile. "That time has now come for both of us."
Rachel looked down at the floor. She had taken hold of the box with both hands, and Matthew saw an ocean's worth of conflicting tides move across her face.
He said, "I'm leaving in the morning. I will be in Charles Town for a few weeks. Then most likely I will be travelling to New York. At that time I can be reached through Magistrate Nathaniel Powers, if you ever have need of me."
She lifted her gaze to his, her eyes wet and glistening. "I can never repay you for my life, Matthew. How can I even begin?"
"Oh... one gold coin will do, I think."
She opened the box, and he took the coin. "Take another, " she offered. "Take as many as you like. And some of the jewels, too."
"One gold coin, " he said. "That's my due." He put the coin into his pocket, never to be spent. He looked around the house and sighed. He had the feeling that once the rats were run out and her home was truly hers again, she might embrace the reality of moving to a better abode—further away from that wretched gaol.
Rachel took a step toward him. "Do you believe me... when I say I'll remember you when I'm an old, old woman?"
"I do. And please remember me, if at that point you're seeking the excitement of a younger man."
She smiled, in spite of her sadness. Then she grasped his chin, leaned forward—and kissed him very softly on the forehead, below the bandage that covered what would be his grandchildren's favorite story.
Now was the moment, he realized. It was now or never.
To ask her. Had she actually entered that smoke-palled medicine lodge? Or had it been only his feverish—and wishful—fantasy?
Was he still a virgin, or not?
He made his decision, and he thought it was the right one.
"Why are you smiling that way?" Rachel asked.
"Oh... I am remembering a dream I think I had. One more thing: you said to me once that your heart was used up." Matthew looked into her dirt-streaked, determined face, forever-more locking her remarkable beauty of form and spirit in his memory vault. "I believe... it is a cupboard that only need be restocked." He leaned forward and kissed her cheek, and then he had to go.
Had to.
As Matthew left the house, Rachel followed him to the door.
She stood there, on the threshold of her home and her own new beginning. "Goodbye!" she called, and perhaps her voice was tremulous. "Goodbye!"
He glanced back. His eyes were stinging, and she was blurred to his sight. "Farewell!" he answered. And then he went on, as Rachel's sentinel sniffed his shoes and then returned to its rat-catching duties.


Matthew slept that night like a man who had rediscovered the meaning of peace.
At five-thirty, Mrs. Nettles came to awaken him as he'd asked, though the town's remaining roosters had already performed that function. Matthew shaved, washed his face, and dressed in a pair of cinnamon-colored breeches and a fresh white shirt with the left sleeve cut away. He pulled up his white stockings and slid his feet into the square-toed shoes. If Bidwell wanted back the clothes he had loaned, the man would have to rip them off himself.
Before he descended the stairs for the last time, Matthew went into the magistrate's room. No, that was wrong. The room was Bidwell's again, now. He stood there for a while, staring at the perfectly made bed. He looked at the candle stubs and the lantern. He looked at the clothes Woodward had worn, now draped over the back of a chair. All save the gold-striped waistcoat, which had gone with the magistrate to worlds unknown.
Yesterday, when he'd gone to the graveside, he'd had a difficult time until he'd realized the magistrate no longer suffered, either in body or mind. Perhaps, in some more perfect place, the just were richly rewarded for their tribulations. Perhaps, in that place, a father might find a lost son, both of them gone home to a garden.
Matthew lowered his head and wiped his eyes. Then he let his sadness go, like a nightbird. Downstairs, Mrs. Nettles had prepared him a breakfast that might have crippled the horse he was to ride. Bidwell was absent, obviously preferring to sleep late rather than share the clerk's meal. But with the final cup of tea, Mrs. Nettles brought Matthew an envelope, upon which was written Concerning the Character and Abilities of Master Matthew Corbett, Esq. Matthew turned it over and saw it was sealed with a red blob of wax in which was impressed an imperial B.
"He asked I give it to ye, " Mrs. Nettles explained. "For your future references, he said. I'd be might pleased, for compliments from Mr. Bidwell are as rare as snowballs in Hell. ''
"I am pleased, " Matthew said. "Tell him I thank him very much for his kindness."
The breakfast done, Mrs. Nettles walked outside with Matthew. The sun was well up, the sky blue, and a few lacy clouds drifting like the sailing ships Bidwell hoped to launch from this future port. John Goode had brought an excellent-looking roan horse with a saddle that might not raise too many sores between here and Charles Town. Mrs. Nettles opened the saddlebags to show him the food she'd packed for him, as well as a leather waterflask. It occurred to Matthew that, now that his usefulness was done to the master of Fount Royal, it was up to the servants to send him off.
Matthew shook Goode's hand, and Goode thanked him for coming to take that "bumb" out of his house. Matthew returned the thanks, for giving him the opportunity to taste some absolutely wonderful turtle soup.
Mrs. Nettles only had to help him a little to climb up on the horse. Then Matthew situated himself and grasped the reins. He was ready.
"Young sir?" Mrs. Nettles said. "May I give ye a word of advice?"
"Of course."
"Find y'self a good, strong Scottish lass." He smiled. "I shall certainly take it under consideration."
"Good luck to ye, " she said. "And a good life." Matthew guided his horse toward the gate and began his journey. He passed the spring, where a woman in a green bonnet was already drawing water for the day. He saw in a field a farmer, breaking earth with a wooden hoe. Another farmer was walking amid fresh furrows, tossing seeds from one side to the other.
Good luck, Fount Roy all Matthew thought. And good life to all those who lived here, both on this day and on the day tomorrow.
At the gate, Mr. Green was waiting to lift the locking timber. "Goodbye, sir!" he called, and displayed a gap-toothed grin.
Matthew rode through. He was not very far along the sunlit road when he reined the horse in and paused to look back. The gate was closing. Slowly, slowly... then shut. Over the singing of birds in the forest, Matthew heard the sound of the locking timber slide back into place.
He had a sure destination.
New York. But not just because Magistrate Nathaniel Powers was there. It was also because the almshouse was there, and Headmaster Eben Ausley. Matthew recalled what that insidious, child-brutalizing villain had said to him, five years ago: Consider that your education concerning the real world has been furthered. Be of excellent service to the magistrate, be of good cheer and good will, and live a long and happy life. And never—never—plot a war you have no hope of winning.
Well, Matthew mused, perhaps the boy of five years ago could neither plot a war nor win it. But the man of today might find a method to end Ausley's reign of terror.
It was worth putting one's thoughts to, wasn't it?
Matthew stared for a moment at the closed gate, beyond which lay both an ending and a beginning. Then he turned his mount, his face, and his mind toward the century of wonders.
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’TWAS SAID better to light a candle than to curse the dark, but in the town of New York in the summer of 1702 one might do both, for the candles were small and the dark was large. True, there were the town-appointed constables and watchmen. Yet often between Dock Street and the Broad Way these heroes of the nocturne lost their courage to a flask of John Barleycorn and the other temptations that beckoned so flagrantly on the midsummer breeze, be it the sound of merriment from the harbor taverns or the intoxicating scent of perfume from the rose-colored house of Polly Blossom.
The nightlife was, in a word, lively. Though the town awakened before sunrise to the industrious bells of mercantile and farming labors, there were still many who preferred to apply their sleeping hours to the avocations of drinking, gambling, and what mischief might follow those troublesome twins. The sun would certainly rise on the morrow, but tonight was always a temptation. Why else would this brash and eager, Dutch-groomed and now English-dressed town boast more than a dozen taverns, if not for the joy of intemperate companionship?
But the young man who sat alone at a table in the back room of the Old Admiral was not there to seek companions, be they of humankind or brewer’s yeast. He did have before him a tankard of strong dark ale, which he sipped at every so often, but this was a prop to blend into the scene. One watching him would see how he winced and frowned at the drinking, for it took a true hardgut to down the Old Admiral’s keel-cleaner. This was not his usual haunt. In fact he was well-known at the Trot Then Gallop, up on Crown Street, but here he was within a coin’s throw of the Great Dock on the East River, where the masted ships whispered and groaned on the night currents and the flambeaux from fishermen’s skiffs burned red against the eddies. Here in the Old Admiral the blue smoke of clay pipes whirled through the lamplight as men bellowed for more ale or wine and the crack of dice hitting tables sounded like the pistols of little wars. That noise never failed to remind Matthew Corbett of the pistol shot that had blown out the brains of…well, it had been three years ago, it was best not to linger on such a foregone picture.
He was only twenty-three years old, but something about him was elder than his span. Perhaps it was his grave seriousness, his austere demeanor, or the fact that he could always forecast rain from the aching in his bones like those of a toothless senior muttering in his pudding. Or, to be more correct, the ache of ribs below his heart and left arm at the shoulder, bones broken courtesy of a bear known as Jack One Eye. The bear had also left Matthew with a crescent scar that began just above his right eyebrow and curved into the hairline. A doctor in the Carolina colony had once said to him that ladies liked a young man with a dashing scar, but this one seemed to warn the ladies that he’d come close to a cropper with Death, and perhaps the chill of the mausoleum lingered in his soul. His left arm had been almost without life for over a year after that incident. He’d expected to live on the starboard for the rest of his days but a good and rather unorthodox doctor here in New York had given him arm exercises—self-inflicted torture involving an iron bar to which horseshoes were chained on either end—to do daily, along with hot compresses and stretching. At last came the miracle morning when he could rotate his shoulder all the way around, and with further treatment nearly all his strength had returned. Thus passed away one of the last acts of Jack One Eye upon the earth, gone now but surely never forgotten.
Matthew’s cool gray eyes, flecked with dark blue like smoke at twilight, were aimed toward a certain table on the other side of the room. He was careful, though, not to stare too pointedly, but only to graze and jab and look into his ale, shift his shoulders, and graze and jab again. No matter, really; the object of his interest would have to be blind and dumb not to know he was there, and true evil was neither. No, true evil just continued to talk and grin and sip with puckered lips at a greasy glass of wine, puff a smoke ring from a black clay pipe, and then talk and grin some more, all while the gaming went on with its hollerings and dice-shots and shadowy men yelling as if to scare the dawn from ever happening.
But Matthew knew it was more than the humor and drinking and gaming of a tavern in a young town with the sea at its chest and wilderness to its back that brought out this festivity. It was the Thing That No One Spoke Of. The Incident. The Unfortunate Happenstance.
It was the Masker, is what it was.
So drink up wine from those fresh casks and blow your smoke to the moon, Matthew thought. Howl like wolves and grin like thieves. We’ve all got to walk a dark street home tonight.
And the Masker could be any one of them, he mused. Or the Masker could be gone the way he’d come, never to pass this way again. Who could know? Certainly not the idiots who these days called themselves constables and were empowered by the town council to patrol the streets. He reasoned they were probably all indoors somewhere as well, though the weather be warm and the moon half on the hang; they were stupid, yes, but not foolish.
Matthew took another drink of his ale and flicked his gaze again toward that far table. The pipesmoke hung in blue layers, shifting with the wind of motion or exhalation. At the table sat three men. One elder, fat and bloated, two younger with the look of ruffians. But to be sure, this was a rumpot of ruffians, so that in itself was not surprising. Matthew hadn’t seen either of the men with the fat bloatarian before. They were dressed in rustic style, both with well-used leather waistcoats over white shirts and one with leather patches on the knees of his breeches. Who were they? he wondered. And what business did they have with Eben Ausley?
Only very seldom and just for a quick flash did Matthew catch the glint of Ausley’s small black eyes aimed at him, but just as swiftly the man angled his white-wigged head away and continued the conversation with his two juniors. Anyone looking on would not realize that the young Corbett—with his lean long-jawed face, his unruly thatch of fine black hair, and his pale candlelit countenance—was a crusader whose quest had slowly, night upon night, turned to obsession. In his brown boots, gray breeches, and simple white shirt, frayed at the collar and cuffs but scrupulously laundered, he appeared to be no more than his occupation of magistrate’s clerk demanded. Certainly Magistrate Powers wouldn’t approve of these nightly travels, but travel Matthew must, for the deepest desire of his heart was to see Eben Ausley hanged from the town gallows.
Now Ausley put down his pipe and drew the table’s lamp nearer. The companion on his left—a dark-haired, sunken-eyed man perhaps nine or ten years elder than Matthew—was speaking quietly and seriously. Ausley, a heavy-jowled pig in his mid-fifties, listened intently. At length Matthew saw him nod and reach into the coat of his vulgar wine-purple suit, the frills on his shirt quivering with the belly-strain. The white wig on Ausley’s head was adorned with elaborate curls, which perhaps in London was the fashion of the moment but here in New York was only a fop’s topping. Ausley brought from within his coat a string-wrapped lead pencil and a palm-sized black notebook that Matthew had seen him produce a score of times. There was some kind of gold-leaf ornamentation on the cover. Matthew had already mused upon the thought that Ausley was as addicted to his note-taking as to his games of Ombre and Ticktack, both of which seemed to have a hold on the man’s mind and wallet. He could imagine with a faint smile the notes scribbled down on those pages: Dropped a loaf this morning…a fig or two into the bucket…dear me, only a nugget today… Ausley touched the pencil to his tongue and began to write. Three or four lines were set down, or so it appeared to Matthew. Then the notebook was closed and put away and finally the pencil as well. Ausley spoke again to the dark-haired young man, while the other one—sandy-haired and thick-set, with a slow oxen-like blinking of his heavy eyelids—appraised the noisy game of Bone-Ace going on over in the corner. Ausley grinned; the yellow lamplight fairly leaped off his teeth. A group of drinkers stumbled past between Matthew and his objects of interest. Just that fast Ausley and the other two men were standing up, reaching for their hats on the wallhooks. Ausley’s tricorn displayed a dyed crimson feather, while the dark-haired man with the leather-patched breeches wore a wide-brimmed leather hat and the third gent a common short-billed cap. The group strolled to the tavern-keeper at the bar to settle their bills.
Matthew waited. When the coins were down in the money-box and the three men going out onto Dock Street, Matthew put on his own brown linen cap and stood up. He was a little light-headed. The strong ale, currents of smoke, and raucous noise had unhinged his senses. He quickly paid his due and walked into the night.
Ah, what a relief out here! A warm breeze in the face was cool compared to the heated confines of a crowded tavern. The Old Admiral always had such an effect on him. He’d tracked Ausley here on many earlier occasions so he ought to be immune to such, but his idea of an excellent evening was a drink of polite wine and a quiet game of chess with the regulars at the Gallop. He smelled on the breeze the pungence of harbor tarbuckets and dead fish. But there on the very same breeze, wafting past, was quite another scent Matthew had expected: Eben Ausley wore a heavy cologne that smelled of cloves. He nearly bathed in the stuff. The man might as well have carried a torch with him, to illuminate his comings and goings; it certainly helped to follow Ausley by on these nights. But tonight, it seemed, Ausley and his companions were in no hurry, for there they were strolling up ahead. They walked past the glow of a lantern that hung from a wooden post to mark the intersection of Dock Street and Broad Street, and Matthew saw their intent was to go west onto Bridge Street. Well, he thought, this was a new path. Usually Ausley headed directly back the six blocks north to the orphanage on King Street. Better keep back a bit more, Matthew decided. Better just walk quietly and keep watch.
Matthew followed, crossing the cobblestoned street. He was tall and thin but not frail, and he walked with a long stride that he had to restrain lest he get up the back of his bull’s-eye. The smells of the Great Dock faded, to be replaced by the heady aromas of hay and livestock. In this section of town were several stables and fenced enclosures for pigs and cows. Warehouses held maritime and animal supplies in stacks of crates and barrels. Occasionally Matthew caught a glimpse of candlelight through a shutter, as someone moved about inside a countinghouse or stable. Never let it be said that all the residents of New York gamboled or slept at night, as some might rather labor clock-round if physical strength would allow.
A horse clopped past, its rider wearing polished boots. Matthew saw Ausley and the two others turn right at the next corner, onto the Broad Way near the Governor’s House. He made the turn at a cautious pace. His quarry walked a block ahead, still just ambling. Matthew took note of candlelight in several upper windows of the white-bricked governor’s abode beyond the walls of Fort William Henry. The new man, Lord Cornbury, had arrived from England only a few days ago. Matthew hadn’t yet seen him, nor had anyone else of his acquaintance, but the notices plastered up announced a meeting in the town hall tomorrow afternoon so he expected to soon have a look at the gent who’d been awarded the reins of New York by Queen Anne. It would be good to have someone in charge of things, since the constables were in such disarray and the town’s mayor, Thomas Hood, had died in June.
Matthew saw that the red-feathered cockatoo and his companions were approaching another tavern, the Thorn Bush. That nasty little place was even gamier than the Admiral, in all senses of the word. Matthew had been witness in there last November when Ausley had lost what must have been a small fortune on the game of Bankafalet. Matthew decided he wasn’t up to any more tavern-sitting tonight. Let them go in and drink themselves blue, if they liked. It was time to go home and abed.
But Ausley and the two men kept walking past the Thorn Bush, not even pausing to look in the door. As Matthew neared the place, a drunk young man—Andrew Kippering, Matthew saw in the bloom of lamplight—and a dark-haired girl with a heavily painted face staggered out into the street, laughing at some shared amusement. They brushed past Matthew and went on in the direction of the harbor. Kippering was an attorney of some renown and could be a serious sort, but was not unknown to tip the bottle and frequent Madam Blossom’s household.
Ausley and the others turned right onto Beaver Street and crossed Broad Street once again, heading east toward the riverfront. Here and there lanterns burned on cornerposts, and every seventh dwelling was required by law to show a light. A dog barked fiercely behind a white picket fence and another echoed off in the distance. A man wearing a gold-trimmed tricorn and carrying a walking-stick suddenly turned a corner in front of Matthew and almost scared him witless, but with a quick nod the man was striding away, the stick tap-tapping on the brick sidewalk.
Matthew picked up his pace to keep Ausley in sight, but making certain to step carefully lest he mar his boots with any of the animal dung that often littered both bricks and cobbles. A horse-cart trundled past with a single figure hunched over the reins. Matthew walked on a narrow street between two walls of white stone. Ahead, by the illumination of a dying post-lamp, Ausley and the others turned right onto Sloat Lane. A fire had broken out here at the first of the summer and consumed several houses. The odor of ashes and flame-wrack still lingered in the air, commingled with rotten cloves and the smell of a pig that needed to be roasted. Matthew stopped and carefully peered around the corner. His quarry had slipped out of sight, between darkened wooden houses and squat little red brick buildings. Some of the houses farther on were blackened ruins. The lantern on the cornerpost ahead flickered, about to give up its ghost. A little prickling of the skin on the back of Matthew’s neck made him look around the way he’d come. Standing a distance behind him was a figure in dark clothes and hat, washed by the candlelight on the cornerpost he’d just passed. This was not his area of habitation, and it struck him suddenly that he was very far from home.
The figure just stood there, seemingly staring at him though Matthew was unable to make out a face beneath that tricorn. Matthew’s heart had begun to hammer in his chest. If this was the Masker, he thought, then damned if he’d give up his life without a fight. Good thinking there, boy, he told himself with a twinge of morbid humor. Fists against a throat-slashing blade always won the day.
Matthew was about to call to the figure—and say what? he asked himself. Fine night for a walk, isn’t it, sir? And by the by would you please spare my life?—but abruptly the mystery man turned away, strode purposefully out of the lantern’s realm and was gone. The breath hissed out of Matthew. He felt the chill of sweat at his temples. That wasn’t the Masker! he told himself with a little stupid fury. Of course not! It might have been a constable, or someone just out walking, the same as himself! Only he was not out just walking, he thought. He was a sheep, tracking a wolf.
Ausley and his tavern companions had gone. There was no sight of them whatsoever. Now the question was, did Matthew continue along this ash-reeking lane or retrace his way back to where the Masker was waiting? Stop it, idiot! he commanded. That wasn’t the Masker because the Masker has left New York! Why should anyone think the Masker was still lurking in these streets? Because they hadn’t caught him, Matthew thought grimly. That’s why.
He decided to go ahead, but with a watchful eye at his back in case a piece of darkness separated itself from the night and rushed upon him. And he had gone perhaps ten paces farther when a piece of darkness shifted not at his back, but directly in front of him.
He stopped and stood stone-still. He was a dried husk, all the blood and breath gone from him on a summer night suddenly turned winter’s eve.
A spark leaped, setting fire to cotton in a little tinderbox, and from it a match was lighted.
“Corbett,” said the man as he touched flame to pipe bowl, “if you’re so intent on following me I ought to give you an audience. Don’t you think?” Matthew didn’t reply. Actually his tongue was still petrified.
Eben Ausley took a moment lighting his pipe to satisfaction. Behind him was a fire-blacked brick wall. His corpulent face seethed red. “What a wonder you are, boy,” he said in his crackly high-pitched voice. “Laboring at papers and pots all day long and following me about the town at night. When do you sleep?”
“I manage,” Matthew answered.
“I think you ought to get more sleep than you do. I think you are in need of a long rest. Don’t you agree with that, Mr. Carver?”
Too late, Matthew heard the movement behind him. Too late, he realized the other two men had been hiding in the burned rubble on either side of—
A lumberboard whacked him square in the back of the head, stopping all further speculations. It sounded so loud to him that surely the militia would think a cannon had fired, but then the force of the blow knocked him off his feet and the pain roared up and everything was shooting stars and flaming pinwheels. He was on his knees and made an effort of sheer willpower not to go down flat on the street. His teeth were gritted, his senses blowsy. It came to him through the haze that Ausley had led him a merry traipse to this sheep-trap. “Oh, that’s enough, I think,” Ausley was saying. “We don’t want to kill him now, do we? How does that feel, Corbett? Clear your noggin out for you?”
Matthew heard the voice as if an echo from a great distance, which he wished were the truth. Something pressed down hard upon the center of his back. A boot, he realized. About to slam him to the ground.
“He’s all right where he is,” Ausley said, in a flat tone of nonchalance. The boot left Matthew’s back. “I don’t think he’s going anywhere. Are you, Corbett?” He didn’t wait for a reply, which wouldn’t have arrived anyway. “Do you know who this young man is, my friends? Do you know he’s been trailing me hither and yon, ’round and about for…how long has it been, Corbett? Two years?”
Two years haphazardly, Matthew thought. Only the last six months with any sense of purpose.
“This young man was one of my dearest students,” Ausley went on, smirking now. “One of my boys, yes. Raised up right there at the orphanage. Now I didn’t take him off the street myself, my predecessor Staunton did that, you see. That poor old fool saw him as a worthwhile project. Wretched urchin into educated gentleman, if you please. Gave him books to read, and taught him…what was it he taught you, Corbett? How to be a damned fool, like he was?” He continued merrily along his crooked road. “Now this young man has gone a far travel from his beginnings. Oh yes, he has. Went into the employ of Magistrate Isaac Woodward, who chose him as a clerk-in-training and took him out into the world. Gave him a chance to continue his education, to learn to live a gentleman’s life and to be someone of value.” There was a pause as Ausley relit his pipe. “And then, my friends,” Ausley said between puffs, “and then, he betrayed his benefactor by falling in with a woman accused of witchcraft in a little hole of a town down in the Carolina colony. A murderess, I understood her to be. A common tramp and a conniver, who pulled the wool over this young man’s eyes and caused the death of that noble Magistrate Woodward, God rest his soul.”
“Lie,” Matthew was able to say. Or rather, to whisper. He tried again: “That’s…a lie.”
“Did he speak? Did he say something?” Ausley asked.
“He mumbled,” said the man standing behind Matthew.
“Well might he mumble,” Ausley said. “He mumbled and grumbled quite a lot at the orphanage. Didn’t you, Corbett? If I had killed my benefactor by first exposing him to a wet tempest that half robbed his life and then breaking his heart by treachery, I’d be reduced to a mumbling wretch too. Tell me, how does Magistrate Powers trust you enough to turn his back on you? Or have you learned a bewitching spell from your ladyfriend?”
“If he knows witchcraft,” another voice said, “it hasn’t done him any good tonight.”
“No,” Ausley answered, “he doesn’t know witchcraft. If he did, he’d at least make himself into an invisible pest instead of a pest I have to look at every time I venture out into the street. Corbett!!”
It had been a demand for Matthew’s full attention, which he was able to give only by lifting his throbbing brain-pan on its weakened stalk. He blinked, trying to focus on Ausley’s repugnant visage.
The headmaster of King Street’s orphanage for boys, he of the jaunty cockatoo and the swollen belly, said with quiet contempt, “I know what you’re about. I’ve always known. When you came back here, I knew it would start. And I warned you, did I not? Your last night at the orphanage? Have you forgotten? Answer me!”
“I haven’t forgotten,” Matthew said.
“Never plot a war you cannot win. Isn’t that right?”
Matthew didn’t respond. He tensed, expecting the boot to come down on his back again, but he was spared.
“This young man…boy…fool,” Ausley corrected himself, speaking now to his two companions, “decided he didn’t approve of my correctional methods. All those boys, all those grievous attitudes. Some of them like animals wild from the woods, even a barn was too good for them. They’d bite your arm off and piss on your leg. The churches and the public hospital daily bringing them to my door. Family perished on the voyage over, no one to take responsibility, so what was I to do with them? Indians massacred this one’s family, or that one was stubborn and would not work, or this one was a young drunkard living in the street. What was I to do with them, except give them some discipline? And yes, I did take many of them in hand. Many of them I had to discipline in the most strict of manners, because they would abide no—”
“Not discipline,” Matthew interrupted, gathering strength into his voice. His face had reddened, his eyes glistening with anger in their swollen sockets. “Your methods…might make the church elders and the hospital council think twice…about the charity they give you. And the money the town pays you. Do they know you’re confusing discipline with sodomy?”
Ausley was quiet. In this silence, the world and time seemed to hang suspended.
“I’ve heard them scream, late at night,” Matthew went on. “Many nights. I’ve seen them, afterward. Some of them…didn’t want to live. All of them were changed. And you only went after the youngest ones. The ones who couldn’t fight back.” He felt the burn of tears, and even after eight years the impact of this emotion stunned him. He pulled in a breath and the next words tumbled out of him: “I’m fighting back for them, you jackal sonofabitch.”
Ausley’s laugh cracked the dark. “Oh ho! Oh ho, my friends! View the avenging angel! Down on the ground and fighting the air!” He came forward a few steps. In the next pull of the pipe and the red wash of cinder-light, Matthew saw a face upon the man that would have scared even the winged Michael. “You make me sick, Corbett! With your stupidity and your fucking honor. With your following me, trying to get under my feet and trip me up. Because that’s what you’re doing, isn’t it? Trying to find out things? To spy on me? Which tells me one very important thing: you have nothing. If you had something—anything—beyond your ridiculous suppositions and made-up memories, you would have first fetched your dear dead magistrate Woodward upon me, or now your new dog Powers. Am I not correct in this?” His voice suddenly changed; when he spoke again he sounded like a nettled old woman: “Look what you’ve made me step in!”
Then, after a meditative pause: “Mr. Bromfield, drag Corbett over here, won’t you?”
A hand grabbed Matthew’s collar and another took hold of his shirt low on his back. He was dragged fast and sure by a man who knew how to move a body. Matthew tensed and tried to convulse himself, but a knuckled fist—Carver’s, he presumed—jammed into his ribs just enough to tell him that pride led to breakage.
“You have a filthy mind,” Ausley said, standing closer with his odors of cloves and smoke. “I think we should scrub it a bit, beginning with your face. Mr. Bromfield, clean him up for me, please.”
“My pleasure,” said the man who’d seized Matthew, and with diabolical relish he took hold of the back of Matthew’s head and thrust his face down into the fly-blown mass of horse manure that Ausley’s boot had found.
Matthew had seen what was coming. There was no way to avoid it. He was able to seal his mouth shut and close his eyes, and then his face went into the pile. It was, by reason of the analytical part of Matthew’s brain that took the cool measure of all things, distressingly fresh. Almost velvety, really. Like putting one’s face into a velvet bag. Warm, still. The stuff was up his nostrils, but the breath was stuck hard in his lungs. He didn’t fight, even when he felt the sole of a boot press upon the back of his head and his face was jammed through the wretched excess near down to the cobblestones. They wanted him to fight, so they could break him. So he would not fight, even as the air stuttered in his lungs and his face remained pressed down into the filth under a whoreson’s boot. He would not fight, so he might fight the better on his feet some other day.
Ausley said, “Pull him up.”
Bromfield obeyed.
“Get some air in his lungs, Carver,” Ausley commanded.
The flat of a hand slapped Matthew in the center of his chest. The air whooshed out of his mouth and nostrils, spraying manure.
“Shit!” Carver hollered. “He’s got it on my shirt!”
“Step back then, step back. Give him room to smell himself.”
Matthew did. The stuff was still jammed up his nose. It caked his face like swamp mud and had the vomitous odor of sour grass, decayed feed, and…well, and stinking manure straight from the rump. He retched and tried to clear his eyes but Bromfield had hold of his arms as strong as a picaroon’s rope.
Ausley gave a short, high, and giddy laugh. “Oh, look at him now! The avenger has turned scarecrow! You might even scare the carrion birds away with that face, Corbett!”
Matthew spat and shook his head violently back and forth; unfortunately some of this unpalatable meal had gotten past his lips.
“You can let him go now,” Ausley said. Bromfield released Matthew and at the same time gave him a solid shove that put him on the ground again. Then, as Matthew struggled up to his knees and rubbed the mess out of his eyes, Ausley stood over him and said quietly, the menace in his voice commingled with boredom, “You are not to follow me again. Understand? Mind me well, or the next time we meet shall not go so kindly for you.” To the others: “Shall we leave the young man to his contemplations?”
There was the sound of phlegm being hawked up. Matthew felt the gob of spit hit his shirt at the left shoulder. Carver or Bromfield, showing their good breeding. After that, the noise of boots striding away. Ausley said something and one of the others laughed. Then they were gone.
Matthew sat in the street, cleaning his face with his sleeves. Sickness bubbled and lurched in his stomach. The heat of anger and the burn of shame made him feel as if he were sitting aboil under the noonday sun. His head was still killing him, his eyes streaming. Then his stomach turned over and out of him flooded the Old Admiral’s ale and most of the salmagundi he’d put down for his supper. It came to him that he was going to be laboring over a washpot tonight.
Finally, after what seemed a terrible hour, he was able to get up off the ground and think about how to get home. His roost on the Broad Way, up over Hiram Stokely’s pottery shop, was going to be a good twenty-minute walk. Probably a long, malodorous twenty minutes, at that. But there was nothing to be done but to get to doing it; and so he started off, seething and weaving and stinking and being altogether miserable in his wretched skin. He searched for a horse trough. He would get himself a bath in it, and so cleanse his face and clear his mind.
And tomorrow? To be so impetuous as to once more haunt the dark outside the King Street orphanage, waiting for Ausley to appear on his jaunt to the gambling dens and so spy on him in hopes of…what, exactly? Or to stay home in his small room and embrace cold fact, that Ausley was right: he had absolutely nothing, and was unlikely to get anything at this pace. But to give up…to give up…was abandoning them all. Abandoning the reason for his solemn rage, abandoning the quest that he felt set him apart from every other citizen of this town. It gave him a purpose. Without it, who would he be?
He would be a magistrate’s clerk and a pottery sweeper, he thought as he went along the silent Broad Way. Only a young man who held sway over a quill and a broom, and whose mind was tormented by the vision of injustice to the innocent. It was what had made him stand up against Magistrate Woodward—his mentor and almost father, truth be told—to proclaim Rachel Howarth innocent of witchcraft in the town of Fount Royal three years ago. Had that decision helped to carry the ailing magistrate to his death? Possibly so. It was another torment, like the hot strike of a bullwhip ever endlessly repeating, that lay upon Matthew’s soul in every hour lit by sun or candle.
He came upon a horse trough at Trinity Church, where Wall Street met the Broad Way. Here the sturdy Dutch cobblestones ended and the streets were plain hard-packed English earth. As Matthew leaned down into the trough and began to wash his face with dirty water, he almost felt like weeping. Yet to weep took too much energy, and he had none of that to spare.
But tomorrow was tomorrow, was it not? A new beginning, as they said? What a day might change, who could ever know? Yet some things would never change in himself, and of this he was certain: he must bring Eben Ausley to justice somehow, for those crimes of wanton evil and brutality against the innocent. Somehow, he must; or he feared that if he did not, he would be consumed by this quest, by its futility, and he would wither into slack-jawed acceptance of what could never in his mind be acceptable.
At last he was suitable to proceed home, yet still a ragamuffin’s nightmare. He still had his cap, that was a good thing. He still had his life, that was another. And so he straightened his shoulders and counted his blessings and went on his way through the midnight town, one young man alone.





two 
ON THIS BRIGHT MORNING , neither of Matthew’s breakfast hosts knew of his tribulations of the night before; therefore they merrily jaylarked about the day with no regard to his headache and sour stomach. He kept these injuries to himself, as Hiram Stokely and his wife, Patience, went about the sunny kitchen in their small white house behind the pottery shop.
Matthew’s plate was filled with corncakes and a slice of salted ham that on any other day he would have considered a delight but today was a little too discomfited to properly appreciate. They were good and kind people, and he’d been fortunate to find a room over the shop. His responsibility to them was to clean the place and help with the throwing and kiln, as much as his limited talents allowed. They had two sons, one a merchant sea captain and the other an accountant in London, and it seemed to Matthew that they liked having the company at mealtimes.
The third member present of the Stokely family, however, definitely found something peculiar with Matthew this morn. At first Matthew had thought it was the salted ham that made Cecily, the pet pig, nose about him to the point of aggravation. Considering he was putting knife and fork to one of her relations, he could well fathom her displeasure, yet she was surely by now used to these cannibals who’d taken her in. Surely she knew that after two years of this coddled life she wasn’t destined for the plate, for she was a smart piece of pork. But the way she snorted and pushed and carried on this day made Matthew wonder if he’d gotten all the horse manure out of his hair. He’d almost scrubbed his skin off with sandalwood soap in the washbasin last night, but perhaps Cecily’s talented snout could find some lingering stink.
“Cecily!” said Hiram, after a particularly hard push from the rotund lass to Matthew’s right kneecap. “What’s the matter with you today?”
“I’m afraid I don’t know,” was Matthew’s response, though he presumed Cecily was reminded of rolling in the sty by some aroma he was emitting, even though he wore freshly cleaned trousers, shirt, and stockings.
“She’s nervous, is what.” Patience, a large stocky woman with gray hair pinned up under a blue cotton mob cap, looked up from her hearth, where she was using a bellows to fan the biscuit-pan fire. “Something’s got her gristle.”
Hiram, who was just as physically sturdy as his wife, with white hair and beard and pale brown eyes the color of the clay he worked so diligently, took a drink from his mug of tea. He watched Cecily make a circle in the kitchen before she went back under the table to give out a snort and push Matthew’s knee again. “She was like this a morning or two before the fire, you remember? She can tell when there’s trouble about to happen, is what I believe.”
“I didn’t realize she was such the fortune-teller.” Matthew scooted his chair back from the table to make room for Cecily. Unfortunately, the lady continued to shove her snout at him.
“Well, she likes you.” Hiram gave him a quick, joshing smile. “Maybe she’s trying to tell you something, eh?”
A day late, Matthew thought.
“I recall,” Patience said quietly, as she went back to her work, “when Dr. Godwin came to visit us last. To get his plates. Do you remember, Hiram?”
“Dr. Godwin?” Hiram’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “Hm,” he said.
“What about Dr. Godwin?” Matthew asked, sensing something that perhaps he ought to know.
“It’s not important.” Hiram drank from his mug again and began to eat the last piece of corncake on his platter.
“I imagine it is,” Matthew insisted. “If you brought it up at all, it must be.”
Hiram shrugged. “Well, it’s just…Cecily, that’s all.”
“Yes? And Cecily had what to do with Dr. Godwin?”
“She acted like this that day, when he came to get his plates.”
“That day?” Matthew knew exactly what the man meant, but he had to ask it: “You mean the day he was murdered?”
“It’s nothing, really,” Hiram said, though he squirmed in his chair. He figured he ought to be used to Matthew’s ravenous questions and particularly the penetrating expression the young man gave when he knew he’d been thrown a hook. “I don’t know if it was that day, exactly, or some other day. And thank you, Patience, for bringing this subject to light.”
“I was thinking out loud,” she said, rather apologetically. “I meant no harm in the saying.”
“Will you stop that?” Matthew, his nerves on edge, stood up to get away from Cecily. The knees of his trousers were sopping with sow spit. “I’d better go; I’ve got an errand before work.”
“The biscuits are almost done,” Patience said. “Sit down, the magistrate will—”
“I’m sorry, no. Thank you for the breakfast. I presume I’ll see both of you at Lord Cornbury’s address?”
“We’ll be there.” Hiram stood up as well. “Matthew, it doesn’t mean anything. It’s just a pig, playing with you.”
“I know it doesn’t mean anything. I didn’t say it did. And I reject the idea that there’s any connection between Dr. Godwin and myself. I mean…in terms of being murdered.” Dear Lord, he thought. Do I have fever? “I shall see you this afternoon,” he said, and dodged Cecily making another snorting circle around him as he got out through the door and walked along the fieldstone path that led to the street.
Ridiculous! he told himself as he strode southward. To let a pig’s so-called premonitions cloud his mind, as if he really believed in such a thing. Well, some did, of course. Some said animals could foretell changing weather and such before the human breed, but to foretell murder…that smacked of dabbling in witchcraft, didn’t it? As if he held any stock in that, either!
On this fine morning it seemed the entire population of New York was out and about on the public ways. They meandered, squatted, scurried, and barked all around him, and those were just the cats, goats, chickens, and dogs. The town was becoming a veritable menagerie, as on some of those vessels arriving from England. The three-month journey had killed half the people and left their livestock to enjoy the greener pastures of North America.
The Stokelys’ pottery shop was one of the last structures of the town proper. Just north beyond their door lay the High Road, which led across rolling fields and hills crowned with thick green woodland to the distant town of Boston. The sun shimmered in gold flakes on the waters of the East and Hudson rivers, and as Matthew followed the Broad Way over a hilltop he took in the panoramic view of New York he saw every morning on his way to work.
Haze from cooking hearths and blacksmith fires hung above the yellow-tiled roofs of scores of houses, shops, and sundry buildings spread before him. On the streets moved the industrious citizens, either on foot or by horse and ox-cart. The higglers were out, selling baskets and rope and all kinds of middling merchandise from their street-corner wagons. So too on the move was the ragand-bone man, scooping up the night’s animal manure into his bucket-like cart for sale at the farmers’ market. Matthew knew where the man might find a right treasure of a pile over near Sloat Lane.
Three white-sailed skiffs advanced before the breeze along the East River. A larger sailing ship, piloted out of the harbor by two long rowers, was leaving the Great Dock to a small gathering of well-wishers and a ringing of bells at the wharfside. The area of the piers was of course a center of business and was like a beehive even before dawn, with its assemblage of canvasers, anchorsmiths, codmen, pulleymakers, riggers, tarboys, shipwrights, treenail makers, and all such cast of seaplay characters. Then, looking to the shops and buildings to the right of the docks, one peered into the domain of the warehousers and merchandisers who held sway over goods either leaving the town or coming in, which gave occupations to packers, tollers, tally-clerks, stevedores, tide waiters, scriveners, out-criers, and perchemears. At the center of town stood the stone structures of the Custom House, the mayor’s home, and the newly built City Hall, which had been constructed to bring together in one place the offices of those townsmen who oversaw the day-today politics and essentials of New York, such as the ward officers, the department of records, the legal staff, the high constable, and the chief prosecutor. Basically, as Matthew thought, they were there to keep rival businessmen from killing one another, for this might be the new world but the old savage sensibilities of London had also made the Atlantic crossing.
Matthew walked downhill into the town, his pace brisk and his destination deliberate. By the dint of repetition and the sundial that stood before Madam Kenneday’s bakery, he knew he had half-an-hour until Magistrate Powers arrived at the office. Before Matthew put a quill to paper this morning he was determined to light a fire under a pair of blacksmith boots.
For all of its cattle corrals, stables, skinning shops, warehouses, and rough taverns, New York was a pretty town. The Dutch pioneers had left their mark in the distinctive narrow facades, high stepped-gable roofs, and their penchant for weathervanes, decorative chimneys, and simple but geometrically precise gardens. All the structures south of Wall Street bore the Dutch signature, while the houses and buildings north of that demarcation were of the typically four-square English variety. Matthew had gotten into a conversation about that subject a few nights ago at the Gallop; it would be seen in the future, he contended, that the Dutch were of a pastoral mind and so strived to beautify their surroundings with gardens and parks, but the English were eager to jam their boxes onto every available space in the name of commerce. One just had to cross Wall Street to see the difference between London and Amsterdam. Of course he’d not been to either of those cities, but he had his collection of books and he was always interested in the stories of travellers. Plus he was always armed with an opinion, which made him either the hero or goat of these conversant evenings at the Gallop.
It was true, he mused as he ventured along the Broad Way toward the steeple of Trinity Church, that New York was becoming…well, how would one put it? Cosmopolitan, perhaps? That its presence and future was beginning to be noticed around the world? Or so it seemed. On any day one might see walking the cobblestones brightly robed visitors from India, or Belgian financiers the picture of serious intent in dark suits and black tricorns, or even Dutch merchants in gilt waistcoats and elaborate wigs puffing powder at each stride, indicating that enemies could meet quite profitably at the counting table. Found planning the trade of coin over wine and codfish at the alehouses day or night might be Cuban sugar merchants from Barbados, Jewish gemstone traders from Brazil, or German tobacco buyers from Stockholm. Indigo dye suppliers from Charles Town or ambassadors from numerous businesses in Philadelphia and Boston regularly visited. A sight not uncommon was that of Sint Sink, Iroquois, and Mohican Indians bringing into the town cartloads of deer, beaver, and bear skins and causing a right hullabaloo among people and dogs alike. Of course slave ships arrived at dock from Africa or the West Indies, and those slaves who weren’t purchased for duty here were sent off for auction to other localities like Long Island. Perhaps one New York household in every five held a slave; though the slaves were forbidden by town decree to gather beyond two in number, there were alarming reports from dockside merchants of night-roaming gangs of slaves who, perhaps continuing to fight old tribal feuds, attacked one another over perceived territories.
Matthew wondered, as he walked, if becoming cosmopolitan meant an eventual emulation of the sprawl, debasement, and utter calamity of London. The tales he’d heard of that pandemetro chilled his blood—everything from the twelve-year-old prostitutes to the freak-show circuses and the joy of the mob at the hangman’s theater. Possibly, with that latter revulsion, he was remembering how near Rachel Howarth had come to being burned alive in Fount Royal, and how the merry crowd would have howled as the ashes flew up. He wondered what would be the future of New York, in a hundred years. He wondered if fate and human nature decreed that every Bethlehem become in time a Bedlam.
As he crossed Wall Street before Trinity Church and the black iron fence around the church cemetery, he gave a glance at the trough in which he’d cleaned himself of his night’s misfortune. The Dutch fortress wall that had stood here, made of logs twelve feet tall, had been constructed to guard that avenue of attack from the British before the settlement changed hands some thirty-eight years ago. It occurred to Matthew that New York no longer faced an adversary from without, as barring severe epidemic or some unforeseen catastrophe the place was securely fixed. He thought that the next threat to the survival of this town might well come from within, and bear from the consequences of forgetting the perils of human greed.
On his left, also on Wall Street, was the yellow stone City Hall and the town gaol, before which a notorious pickpocket named Ebenezer Grooder was on public view, confined to the pillory. A basket of rotten apples lay within reach of any citizen who wished to apply further justice. Matthew continued south, entering the smoke-hazed realm of stables, warehouses, and blacksmitheries.
It was one of those establishments, whose affixed sign read simply Ross, Smith, that was the aim of his arrow. He went into the open barn door of the place, into the dim light where hammers rang on iron and orange flames seethed in the black-bricked forge. A thick-set young man with curly blond hair was at work on the bellows cord, making the fire flare and spit. Beyond him, the elder master Marco Ross and the second apprentice were hammering out the vital commodity of horseshoes on their respective anvils. The noise was a kind of rough music, as one hammerblow was pitched higher than the other. All the smiths wore leather aprons to protect their clothes from flying shards of red-hot metal, and the heat and strenuous activity already at this early hour made the men sweat through the backs of their shirts. Cart-wheels, plows, and other bits of farm implements were arranged in wait for inspection, showing that Master Ross was at no sorrow for work.
Matthew crossed over the bricked floor to stand near the young man at his bellows labor. He waited until finally John Five sensed him there and turned to look over his shoulder. Matthew nodded; John returned the nod, his cherubic face ruddy in the heat and his eyes pale blue beneath thick blond brows, and then he returned to what he was doing without a word, since speaking was useless so long as the hammers did the talking.
At last John knew Matthew would not be denied; Matthew saw it, in the slump of the younger man’s shoulders. That alone gave him an indication of how their meeting must go, but he had to pursue it. John Five ceased the bellows work, waved his arm in the air to get Master Ross to see, and then held up five fingers to ask for that much time. Master Ross gave a curt nod, with a stern glance at Matthew that said Some of us have work to do and laid in again on the hammer-and-tongs.
Outside, in the smoky sunlight, John Five wiped his sparkling forehead with a cloth and said, “How are you, Matthew?”
“Well, thank you. And you?”
“Well also.” John was not as tall as Matthew, but had the wide shoulders and thick forearms of a man born to command iron. He was four years Matthew’s junior, yet far from being a youth. In the King Street almshouse—then known as the Sainted John Home for Boys, before it was expanded to include two more buildings for orphaned girls and adult paupers—he had been the fifth John of thirty-six boys, thus his identity. John Five had one ear; the left had been hacked off. Across his chin was a deep scar that pulled the right corner of his mouth down into a perpetual sadness. John Five remembered a father and mother and a cabin in a wilderness clearing, perhaps an idealized memory. He recalled two infant siblings, both brothers he believed. He recalled the logs of a fort, and a man in a tricorn with goldleaf trimming talking to his father and showing him the shaft of a broken arrow. His memory could pull up the shrill sound of a woman screaming and blurred figures bursting through the window shutters and the door. He saw the glint of firelight on an upraised hatchet. Then the candle of his mind went out.
One thing he remembered quite clearly—and this he told Matthew and some of the others, one night at the orphanage—was a thin rail of a man with black teeth, tipping a bottle to his mouth and telling him to Dance, dance, you little shit! Dance for our supper! And smile or I’ll carve one in that fuckin’ face!
John Five recalled dancing in a tavern, and seeing his small shadow thrown on the wall. The thin man took coins from the customers and put them in a brown pot. He remembered the man drunk and swearing on a nasty bed in a little room somewhere. He remembered crawling under the bed to sleep, and two other men breaking into the room and beating the drunk man to death with cudgels. And he remembered thinking, as the man’s brains flew upon the walls and the blood flowed over the floor, that he had never really liked to dance.
Soon after that, a travelling parson had brought the nine-year-old John to the orphanage and left him in the care of the demanding but fair-minded Headmaster Staunton, but when Staunton had left two years later to answer the call of a dream bidding him to take God’s salvation to the Indian tribes, the position had been filled by Eben Ausley, newly arrived with commission in hand from jolly old England.
Standing with John Five alongside Master Ross’ blacksmith shop, as the town began to speed itself into the rhythms of another day of trade and citizens passed by in their own currents of life like so many fish in the rivers, Matthew looked down at his shoes and measured his words carefully. “When we spoke last, you said you’d consider my request.” He looked up into the younger man’s eyes, which he could read like any book in his collection. Yet he had to go on. “Have you?”
“I have,” John answered.
“And?”
John gave a pained expression. He stared at the knuckles of his hands, which he closed into fists and began to work together as if fighting a private battle. And Matthew knew this was entirely true. Still, Matthew had to persist: “You and I both know what needs to be done.” There was no response, so Matthew plowed deeper. “He thinks he’s gotten away with everything. He thinks no one cares. Oh yes, I saw him last night. He crowed like a madman, about how I hadn’t gone to the magistrate because I have nothing. And you know the high constable is one of his gaming friends. So I have to have proof, John. I have to have someone who’ll speak up.”
“Someone,” John said, with just a trace of bitterness.
“Myles Newell and his wife moved to Boston,” Matthew reminded him. “He was willing, and close to it, but now that he’s gone it’s up to you.”
John remained silent, still pressing his fists together, his eyes shadowed.
“Nathan Spencer hanged himself last month,” Matthew said. “Twenty years old, and he still couldn’t put it to rest.”
“I know very well about Nathan. I was at the funeral too. And I’ve thought about him, many days. He used to come here and talk, just like you do. But tell me this, Matthew,” and here John Five peered into his friend’s face with eyes that were at once racked with anguish and as hot as the forge, “was it Nathan who couldn’t put it to rest…or was it you?”
“It was both of us,” Matthew said, truthfully.
John gave a quiet grunt and looked away again. “I’m sorry about Nathan. He was tryin’ very hard to move on. But you wouldn’t let him, would you?”
“I had no idea he was planning to kill himself.”
“Maybe he wasn’t, until you kept pesterin’ him. Did you ever think about that?”
In truth, Matthew had. It was something, though, that he’d forced away from himself; he couldn’t bear to admit to the shaving mirror that his pleadings with Nathan to make witness against Eben Ausley in front of Magistrate Powers and Chief Prosecutor James Bynes would result in a rope thrown over the rafters of the young man’s garret.
“Nathan wasn’t well,” John Five went on. “In the head. He was weak. You should have known that, you bein’ such the scholar.”
“I can’t bring him back, and neither can you,” Matthew said, with more spice than he’d meant; it sounded too much like the curt dismissal of responsibility. “We have to go on, from where we—”
“We?” John scowled, an expression of menace not to be taken lightly. “What is this we? I haven’t said I wanted anythin’ to do with this. I’ve just listened to you talk, that’s all. For the sake that you’re such a high-collar now, and I have to say you’re a fine smooth talker, Matthew. But talkin’ can only go so far.”
Matthew, as was his wont, took the initiative. “I agree. It is time for action.”
“You mean time to put my neck in a noose too, don’t you?”
“No, I do not.”
“Well, that’s what would happen. I don’t mean hangin’ myself. No, I’d never do that. But I mean ruinin’ my life. And for what?” John Five drew a long breath and shook his head. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter and almost disconsolate. “Ausley’s right. No one cares. No one will believe anythin’ that’s said again’ him. He has too many friends. From what you’ve told me, he’s lost too much money at them gamin’ tables to go behind bars, or be banished from the town. His debtors wouldn’t stand for it. So even if I spoke out—even if anyone spoke out—I’d be called a madman, or devil-possessed, or…who knows what would happen to me.”
“If you’re afraid for your life, I can tell you that Magistrate Powers will—”
“You talk and talk,” John Five said, and stepped forward upon Matthew with a grimness that made the elder man think their friendship—an orphans’ comraderie, as it were—was about to end with a broken jaw. “But you don’t listen,” John went on, though he checked his progress. He gazed toward the street, at the gents and ladies passing, at a horse-cart trundling by, at some children chasing each other and laughing as if all the world was a merriment. “I’ve asked Constance to be my wife. We’re to be joined in September.”
Constance Wade, Matthew knew, had been John’s love for nearly a year. He never thought John would get up the nerve to ask her, since she was the daughter of that stern-faced, black-garbed preacher William Wade, the man of whom it was said birds hushed singing when he cast the unblinking eye of God at them. Of course Matthew was happy for John Five, for Constance was certainly a fair maid and had a quick and lively mind, but he knew also what this meant.
John didn’t speak for a moment, and Matthew likewise held his tongue in check. Then John said, “Phillip Covey. Have you asked him?”
“I have. He steadfastly refuses.”
“Nicholas Robertson? John Galt?”
“Both I’ve asked, several times. Both have refused.”
“Then why me, Matthew? Why keep comin’ to me?”
“Because of what you’ve gone through. Not only from Ausley, but before. The Indian raid. The man who took you around and made you dance in the taverns. All that being knocked down, all that darkness and trouble. I thought you’d want to stand up and make sure that Ausley’s put away where he ought to be.” There was no response from John Five to this; the younger man’s face was emotionless. Matthew said firmly, “I thought you’d want to see justice done.”
Now, to Matthew’s surprise, a hint of emotion did return to John’s face, but it was the faintest trace of a knowing smile—or a slyness of knowledge, to be exact. “Justice done? Is that really it? Or do you just want to make me dance again?”
Matthew started to answer, to protest John’s point, but before he could the younger man said quietly, “Please hear me, Matthew, and make true of it. Ausley never touched you, did he? You were of an age he thought…older than he cared to bother, isn’t that right? So you heard things at night—cryin’ maybe, a scream or two—and that was all. Maybe you rolled over on your cot and you had a bad dream. Maybe you wished you could do somethin’, but you couldn’t. Maybe you just felt small and weak. But if anyone was to want to do somethin’ about Ausley now, Matthew, it would be me, and Covey, and Robertson, and Galt. We don’t. We just want to go on with our lives.” John paused to let that sink in. “Now you talk about justice bein’ done, and that’s a fine sentiment. But justice can’t always see clear, isn’t that the sayin’?”
“Nearly.”
“Near enough, I guess. If I—or any of the others—got up on the stand and swore again’ Ausley, there’s no for certain he’d get more than ol’ Grooder’s gettin’ right now. No, he wouldn’t even get that. He’d talk his way out of it. Or buy his way out, with that high constable in his pocket. And look what would become of me, Matthew, to admit to such a thing. I’m to be married in September. Do you think the Reverend Wade would say I was good enough for his daughter, if he was to know?”
“I think he and Constance might both appreciate your courage.”
“Ha!” John had almost laughed in Matthew’s face. His eyes looked scorched. “I don’t have that much courage.”
“So you’re just dismissing it.” Matthew felt sweat on his forehead and on the back of his neck. John Five had been his last hope. “Just dismissing it, for all time.”
“Yes,” came the reply without hesitation. “Because I’ve got a life to live, Matthew. I’m sorry for all them others, but I can’t help ’em. All I can do is help myself. Is that such a sin?”
Matthew was struck dumb. He’d feared that John Five would say no in this way—and indeed the tenor of their meetings had never indicated compliance, but hearing it outright was a major blow. Thoughts were spinning through his mind like whirlagigs. If there was no way to entreat any of Ausley’s earlier victims to speak out—and no way to get into the almshouse to gain the testimonies of new victims—then the Headmaster from Hell had indeed won the battle and the war. Which meant Matthew, for all his belief in the power and fairness of justice, was simply a piece of sounding brass without structure or composition. One reason he’d come to New York after leaving Fount Royal was to plan this attack and see it to the finish, and now—
“Life’s not easy for anyone,” John Five said. “You and me, we ought to know that better than most. But I think sometimes you’ve got to let bad things go, so you can move on. Just thinkin’ about it, over and over again, and keepin’ it in your head…it’s no good.”
“Yes,” Matthew agreed, though he didn’t know why. He’d heard himself speak as if from a vast distance.
“You ought to find somethin’ better than this to hold on to,” John said, not unkindly. “Somethin’ with a future to it.”
“A future,” Matthew echoed. “Yes. Possibly you’re right.” Inwardly, he was thinking he had failed himself and failed the others at the orphanage and failed even the memory of Magistrate Woodward. He could hear the magistrate, speaking from his deathbed: I have always been proud of you. Always. I knew from the first. When I saw you at the almshouse. The way you carried yourself. Something different and indefinable. But special. You will make your mark. Somewhere. You will make a profound difference to someone…just by being alive.
“Matthew?”
I have always been proud of you.

“Matthew?”
He realized John Five had said something he’d not caught. He came back to the moment like a swimmer gliding up through dark and dirty water. “What?”
“I asked if you would be goin’ to the social on Friday night.”
“Social?” He thought he’d seen an announcement about it, plastered up on a wall here and there. “What social?”
“At the church. Friday night. You know, Elizabeth Martin has got quite the eye for you.”
Matthew nodded vacantly. “The shoemaker’s daughter. Didn’t she just turn fourteen?”
“Well, what of it? She’s a fine-lookin’ girl, Matthew. I wouldn’t turn up my nose at such a prize, if I were you.”
“I’m not turning up my nose. I just…don’t feel in the spirit of companionship these days.”
“Who’s talkin’ about companionship, man? I’m talkin’ marriage!”
“If that’s so, your kettle’s got a crack in it.”
“Suit yourself, then. I’d best get back to work.” John made a motion toward the doorway and then hesitated. He stood in a shard of sunlight. “You can beat your head ’gainst a wall ’til it kills you,” he said. “It won’t ever knock the wall down, and then where’ll you be?”
“I don’t know,” came the answer, in a weary and soul-sick breath.
“I hope you’ll figure it out. Good day, Matthew.”
“Good day, John.”
John Five returned to the blacksmith shop, and Matthew—still hazy in the head, whether from his disappointment or the knock he’d taken last night—walked away to New Street and thence northward to Wall Street and the City Hall office of Magistrate Powers. Before he reached that destination, he passed again by the pillory where Ebenezer Grooder was so justly confined, since he himself had heard the facts of this particular case as the magistrate’s clerk.
Grooder, he noted, had company. Standing next to the basket of ammunition was a slim dandy in a beige-colored suit and a tricorn of the same color. He had pale blond hair, almost white, that was tied back in a queue and fixed with a beige ribbon. Grooder’s visitor wore tan boots of expensive make and rested a riding-crop against his left shoulder. The tilt of his head said he was examining the pickpocket’s predicament with interest. As Matthew watched, the man plucked an apple from the basket and without hesitation fired it into Grooder’s face at a distance of more than twenty feet. The apple smacked into Grooder’s forehead and exploded upon contact.
“Ah, you miserable bastard!” Grooder shouted, his fists clenched through the pillory’s catch-holes. “You damned wretch!”
The man silently and methodically chose another fouled apple and threw it smack into Grooder’s mouth.
He’d chosen an apple with some firmness to it, for this time Grooder didn’t holler insults as he was too busy spitting blood from his split upper lip.
The man—who ought to be a grenadier with aim that true, Matthew thought—now took a third apple, cocked his arm to throw as Grooder found his ragged profane voice again, and suddenly froze in mid-motion. His head swivelled around and found Matthew watching him, and Matthew looked into a face that was both handsome for its regal gentility and fearsome for its utter lack of expression. Though there was no overt animosity from the other, Matthew had the feeling of looking at a coiled reptile that had been mildly disturbed by a cricket lighting on a nearby stone.
The man’s piercing green eyes continued to hold him for several seconds, and then suddenly—as if some decision had been made about Matthew’s threat or more precisely the lack of threat from a passing cricket—he turned away and delivered the third apple again with cold ferocity into the pickpocket’s bloody mouth.
Grooder gave an anguished noise, perhaps a cry for help muted by broken teeth.
It was not for Matthew to intercede. It was, after all, Magistrate Powers’ sentence on Grooder, that he stand at the pillory by daylight hours and that the pleasure of the citizens be to punish the man in such a fashion. Matthew strode past, quickly now because he had much work to do. Still…it was terribly cruel, wasn’t it?
He glanced back and saw that the man in the beige suit was swiftly crossing the street, heading in the opposite direction. Grooder was quiet, his head bowed and blood dripping down into a little gory puddle below him. His hands kept clenching and unclenching, as if grappling the air. The flies would be all over his mouth in a few minutes.
Matthew kept walking. He’d never seen that man before. Possibly, like many others, he’d recently come to New York by ship or coach. So what of him?
Yet…it had occurred to Matthew that the man had taken great pleasure in his target practice. And never be it said that Grooder didn’t merit such attention, but…it was unpalatable, to his taste.
He continued on, to the yellow stone edifice of the triple-storied City Hall, in through the high wooden doors meant to signify the power of government and up the broad staircase to the second floor. The place still smelled of raw timbers and sawdust. He went to the third door on the right. It was locked, as the magistrate had not yet arrived, so Matthew used his key. Now he had to harness his power of will, and force all thoughts of injustice, disappointments, and bitterness from his mind, for his working day had begun and the business of the law was indeed a demanding mistress.





three 
BY THE PENDULUM CLOCK  it was sixteen minutes after eight when Magistrate Nathaniel Powers entered the office, which was a large single room with a lead-paned glass window viewing upon the northward expanse of the Broad Way and the forested hills beyond.
“Morning, Matthew,” he said, as he instantly and by constant habit shed his rather dimpled dove’s-gray tricorn and the gray-striped coat of a suit that had known more needle-and-thread than a petticoat army. These he placed carefully, as always, upon two pegs next to the door.
“Good morning, sir,” answered Matthew, as always. Truth be told, he’d been day-dreaming out the window, turned around at his desk upon which lay two ledger books, his bottle of good black India ink, and two goose-feather quills. He’d been quick enough, with the noise of boots on the corridor’s boards and the click of the doorhandle, to dip his quill and return to his transcription of the most recent case of Duffey Boggs, found guilty of hog thievery and sentenced to twenty-five lashes at the whipping-post and the branding of a “T” on the right hand.
“Ah, the letters are ready?” Powers walked to his own desk, which befitting his status was central in the room and perhaps twice as large as Matthew’s. He picked up the packet of more than a dozen envelopes, which were stamped with red wax seals of the magistrate’s office and were bound for such destinations as varied as a city official down the stairs and a law colleague across the Atlantic. “Good work, very neatly done.”
“Thank you,” Matthew replied, as he always did when this compliment was offered him, and then he returned his attention to the thief of hogs.
Magistrate Powers sat down at his desk, which faced Matthew. “And what is on the docket for today, then?”
“Nothing at court. At one o’clock you have an appointment with Magistrate Dawes. Of course you’re expected to attend Lord Cornbury’s address at three o’clock.”
“Yes, that.” He nodded, his face amiable though deeply lined and care-worn. He was fifty-four years old, was married, and had three children: a married girl with her own family and two sons who wished nothing to do with books or judgments of law and so occupied themselves as workmen on the docks, though one had risen to the rank of foreman. The thing was, the two boys were likely paid quite a sum more than their father, the salaries of civil servants being as low as a mudcat’s whiskers. Powers had dark brown hair gone gray with fatigue at the temples, his nose as straight as his principles and his brown, once hawk-like eyes in need of spectacles from time to time. He had been a tennis champion in his youth, at the University of Cambridge, and he spoke often of greatly missing the cheers and tumult of the galleries. Sometimes Matthew thought he could see the magistrate as a young, supple, and handsome athlete drinking in the approval of the crowd, and times as well he wondered if the man’s silent reveries replayed those days before his knees creaked and his back was bent under the weight of a pressing judgment.
“Edward Hyde is his given name,” Powers said, interpreting Matthew’s silence as an interest in the new governor. “Third Earl of Clarendon. Attended Oxford, was a member of the Royal Regiment of Dragoons and a Tory in Parliament. My ear-to-the-ground also says he’ll have some interesting observations about our fair town.”
“You’ve met him, then?”
“Me? No, I’ve not been so favored. But it seems those who have—including High Constable Lillehorne—wish to keep the particulars to themselves and the rest of us in suspense.” He began to go through the tidy stack of papers that had been arranged on the desk for his appraisal courtesy of his clerk, who had also prepared his quills and gathered some legal books from the shelves in anticipation of impending cases. “So tomorrow morning is our interview with the widow Muckleroy?”
“Yes sir.”
“Casting a claim for stolen bedsheets on Barnaby Shears?”
“She contends he sold the bedsheets and bought his mule.”
“Well, his entire house isn’t worth an ass,” Powers said. “One wonders how these folk get together.”
“Not without some effort, I’m sure.” The widow Muckleroy weighed near three-hundred pounds and Shears was a rascal so thin he could almost slide between the iron bars of his gaol cell, where he was now being held until this matter was cleared up.
“Friday, then?” the magistrate inquired, looking through his notes.
“Friday morning, nine o’clock, is the final hearing before sentence on George Knox.”
Powers found some writing he’d done on the subject and spent a moment studying the pages. It was a matter of violence between rival owners of two flour mills. George Knox, when raging drunk, had hit Clement Sandford over the head with a bottle of ale in the Red Bull Tavern, causing much bloodshed and subsequent disorder as the supporters of both men in their dispute over prices and territories began a melee that had spilled out into Duke Street.
“It amazes me,” the magistrate said quietly, in his appraisal of the facts, “that in this town prostitutes may give sewing lessons to ladies of the church, pirates may be consulted for their opinions on seaworth by shipbuilders, Christians and Jews may stroll together on a Sunday, and Indians may play dice games with leatherstockings, but let one silver piece fall in a crack between two members of the same profession and it’s a bloody war.” He put aside his papers and scowled. “Don’t you get sick of it, Matthew?”
“Sir?” Matthew looked up from his writing; the question had honestly surprised him.
“Sick of it,” Powers repeated. “Sick. As in ill. Of the pettiness and the never-ending pettifoggery.”
“Well…” Matthew had no idea how to respond. “I don’t—”
“Ah!” Powers waved a hand at him. “You’re still a young fish, not a cranky old crab like I am. But you’ll get here, if you stay in this profession long enough.”
“I hope to not only stay in this profession, but to advance in it.”
“What? Quilling transcripts, hour after hour? Arranging my papers for me? Writing my letters? And to become a magistrate some day? The honest fact is that you’d have to go to law school in England, and do you know the expense of that?”
“Yes sir, I do. I’ve been saving my money, and—”
“It will take years,” the magistrate interrupted, staring steadily at Matthew. “Even then, you must have connections. Usually through social ties, family, or church. Didn’t Isaac go over all this with you?”
“He…told me I’d need to be further educated in practical matters, and that…of course I’d have to formally attend a university, at some point.”
“And I have no doubt you’d be an excellent university student and an excellent magistrate, if that’s the professional path you choose to follow, but when were you planning on applying for placement?”
Matthew here had a jolt of what he might later term a “brain check,” in light of his interest and aptitude for playing chess; he realized, like a drowsy sleeper hearing a distant alarm bell, that since the death of Isaac Woodward the passage of days, weeks, and months had begun to merge together into a strange coagulation of time itself, and that what at first had seemed slow and almost deceptively languid was indeed a fast bleeding of a vital period of his life. He realized also, not without a sharp piercing of bitterness like a knife to the gut, that his fixation on bringing Eben Ausley to justice had blinded him to his own future.
He sat motionless, the quill poised over paper, his precise lettering spread out before him, and suddenly the quiet thrump of the pendulum clock in the corner seemed brutally loud.
Neither did Powers speak. He continued to stare at Matthew, seeing the flash of dismay—fright, even—that surfaced on the younger man’s face and then sank away again as false composure took its place. At length Powers folded his hands together and had the decency to avert his eyes. “I think,” he said, “that when Isaac sent you to me he considered you’d stay here only a short while. A year, at the most. Possibly he believed your wage would be better. I think he meant for you to go to England and attend school. And you still can, Matthew, you still can; but I have to tell you, the climate at those universities is not kind to a young man without pedigree, and the fact that you were born here and raised in an orphanage…I’m not sure your application wouldn’t be passed over a dozen times, even with my letter as to your character and abilities.” He frowned. “Even with the letters of every magistrate in the colony. There are too many formidable families with money who wish their sons to become lawyers. Not magistrates for America, you understand, but lawyers for England. The private practice always pays so much better than the public welfare.”
Matthew found his voice, albeit choked. “What am I going to do, then?”
Powers didn’t reply, but he was obviously deep in thought; his eyes were distant, his mind turning something over and over to examine it from all angles.
Matthew waited, feeling like he ought to excuse himself to go home and spend the last of his remaining pocket-money on a few tankards full of the Old Admiral’s ale, but of what use was a drunken escape from reality?
“You could still go to England,” the magistrate finally said. “You might pay a captain a small amount and work on the ship. I might help you in that regard. You might find employ with a law office in London, and after a period of time someone there with more political currency than I possess might offer to champion you to a university of merit. If you really wanted to, that is.”
“Of course I’d want to! Why wouldn’t I?”
“Because…there might be something better for you,” Powers answered.
“Better?” Matthew asked incredulously. “What could be better than that?” He remembered his place: “I mean…sir.”
“A future. Beyond the hog thieves and the ruffians fighting in the streets. Look at the cases we’ve heard together, Matthew. Did any of them stand out, particularly?”
Matthew hesitated, thinking. In truth, the majority of cases had involved small thefts or various petty acts of criminality such as vandalism and slander. The only two real cases that had intrigued him and gotten his mind working had been the murder of the blue beggar, the first year he’d come to work in New York, and the matter of the deadly scarecrow on the Crispin farm last October. Everything else, it seemed to him now, had been an exercise in sleepwalking.
“As I thought,” Powers went on. “Nothing much to report except the usual humdrum details of human malfeasance, carelessness, or stupidity, yes?”
“But…it’s those things that are usual in any pursuit of justice.”
“Rightly so, and that is the nature of public work. I’m just asking you, Matthew, if you really wish to give your life to those—how shall I put it—mundanities?”
“It’s suited you well enough, hasn’t it, sir?”
The magistrate smiled faintly and held up his frayed sleeve cuff. “Let’s not speak of suits, shall we? But yes, I’ve been happy in my chosen profession. Well…pleased is the proper word, I suppose. But satisfied or challenged? Of those I’m not so sure. You see, I didn’t volunteer for this position, Matthew. In the course of my work in London I made some judgments which unfortunately secured me some influential enemies. The next thing I knew, I was pushed out of a position and the only avenue open to my family and myself was a sea route to either Barbados or New York. So I’ve done the best I could, considering the situation, but now…” He trailed off.
Matthew had had the feeling that there was more to this line of thought than met the ear. He prodded, “Yes, sir?”
The magistrate scratched his chin and paused, constructing his next comment. Then he stood up and walked to the window, where he leaned against the casement to look down upon the street. Matthew swivelled around to follow his progress.
“I’m leaving my position at the end of September,” Powers said. “And leaving New York, as well. That’s what I’m speaking to Magistrate Dawes about today…though he doesn’t know it yet. You’re the first I’ve told.”
“Leaving?” Matthew had received no inkling of this, and his first thought was that the man’s health demanded a change. “Are you ill, sir?”
“No, not ill. In fact, since I made up my mind I’ve been feeling very perky lately. And I only did decide in the last few days, Matthew. It’s not something I’ve been keeping from you.” He turned from the window to give the younger man his full attention, the sunlight spilling across his shoulders and head. “You’ve heard me mention my elder brother Durham?”
“Yes sir.”
“He’s a botanist, I believe I’ve told you? And that he manages a tobacco plantation for Lord Kent in the Carolina colony?”
Matthew nodded.
“Durham has asked me to help him, as he wishes to concentrate only on the botanical aspects. Lord Kent keeps buying more land, and the place has gotten so large everything else is overwhelming him. It would be legal work—contracts with suppliers and such—and also managerial in nature. Not to mention three times the money I’m currently making.”
“Oh,” Matthew said.
“Judith is certainly well for it,” the magistrate continued. “The social harridans here have never exactly welcomed her with open arms. But there’s a town beginning to thrive near the plantation, and Durham has great expectations for it. I haven’t mentioned this to the boys yet. I expect Roger may travel with us, but Warren will likely stay, his job being so important. Abigail of course has her own family and I shall miss the grandchildren, but my mind is settled.”
“I see,” was Matthew’s response. His shoulders slumped. He wondered if this was the personal calamity Cecily had smelled on him this morning. All in all, he ought to go do some drinking and then back to bed.
“That’s not all I have to tell you,” Powers said, and the bright tone of his voice instantly made Matthew sit up straight, whether expecting more bad news or not he wasn’t sure. “Don’t think I’m going to leave here and not find something of interest for you. Do you wish to clerk for another magistrate?”
What are my choices? Matthew asked himself, but didn’t speak it.
“If you do, that’s simple enough. Either Dawes or Mackfinay would take you on today, if they could. But I want you to know where I’ve been this morning.”
“Sir?” Now Matthew was totally lost.
“Where I’ve been,” the magistrate repeated, as if conversing with an imbecile. “Or, more importantly, who I’ve met. I received a messenger at home yesterday evening, asking if I would meet with a Mrs. Katherine Herrald at the Dock House Inn. It seems we share some enemies, to the extent that she wished to speak with me. I went this morning, and…though I regretted that I could not be of assistance to her, I told her I knew someone who might be, and that I’d have you meet her at one o’clock tomorrow afternoon.”
“Me?” Matthew truly thought the magistrate had lost a few coins from his treasury. “Why?”
“Because…” Powers stopped and seemed to think better of it. “Just because, and that’s all I’m going to say. We have our interview with the widow Muckleroy at ten o’clock, yes? So you’ll have time for a good lunch and then off to the Dock House with you.”
“Sir…I’d really like to know what this is about. I mean, I appreciate any help you might give me, but…who is Mrs. Katherine Herrald?”
“A businesswoman,” came the reply, “with a very intriguing plan. Now hush with the questions and contain yourself. Finish that transcript by noon and I’ll take you to Sally Almond’s, but only if you’ll order the lamb’s broth and biscuits.” So saying, he returned to his desk and began to prepare his notes for the widow’s questioning, while Matthew stared at his back and wondered what kind of insanity had infected the town today.
“Sir?” he tried again, but Powers waved an impatient hand at him and thus signalled the absolute end of any further discussion of the mysterious Mrs. Herrald.
At length Matthew had to put his curiosity aside, for nothing more would be forthcoming. He dipped his quill into the inkpot and put it to paper once again, as indeed he did need to finish the transcript and the Tuesday special at Sally Almond’s tavern was not to be missed.





four 
AS THE TIME APPROACHED  for the arrival of Lord Cornbury, the meeting room in City Hall became first crowded, then packed, and then overflowing with citizens. Matthew, who had secured a seat on the third row pew with Magistrate Powers to his left and the sugar merchant Solomon Tully to his right, watched this infusion of human beings with great interest. Along the aisle of butter-yellow pinewood strode both the illustrious and infamous personages of New York, all bathed in the golden afternoon light that streamed through the tall multi-paned windows as if the place were rival to Trinity in its beatific acceptance of the good, the bad, and the unfortunately featured.
Here came strutting the prime businessmen of the town, their boots clattering on the boards as they pushed through the rabble; here came sauntering the shop-owners and warehouse masters, eager to find places behind the business leaders; here came shoving the lawyers and doctors demonstrating that they too sought the sunlight of recognition; here were the mill owners and tavern-keepers, the sea captains and craftsmen, the sweepers and menders and bakers, the shoemakers and tailors and barbers, those who pushed and those who were pushed, in a tide of humanity that surged from the street and were pressed shoulder-to-shoulder in the pews and in the aisle, and behind them a massed knot of people jammed up in the doors and out upon the cobblestones where no one could move so much as Ebenezer Grooder in his pillory. And all these personages, it appeared to Matthew, had gone home after lunch to pull from closets and chests their finest bits of peacock feathers to stand out from their fellow peacocks in a riot of color, fancy breeches, lace-collared and cuffed shirts, waistcoats of every hue from sea-green to drunkard’s purple, rolled-brim tricorns of not only stolid black but also red, blue, and a particularly eye-inflaming yellow, embroidered coats and stockings, thick-soled chopine shoes that made men of medium height tall and tall men nearly topple, elaborate walking-sticks of ash, ebony, and chestnut capped with gold and silver grips, and all the rest of the fevered fashion that supposedly illuminated the signature of a gentleman.
It was a true carnival. With all the hollering of greetings, hail-fellows, and laughter meant to be heard in Philadelphia, the meeting room was quickly devolving into a Saturday eve tavern scene, made only more common by the number of pipes being smoked and not just a few of those fist-thick black Cuban cigars that had recently arrived from the Indies. In a short while smoke was billowing through the streams of sunlight and the slaves stationed around with large cloth fans to cool the air were having a hard time of it.
“How do they look?” Solomon Tully asked, and when both Matthew and Powers gave him their attention he grinned widely to show his bright white set of choppers.
“Very nice,” the magistrate said. “And I presume they cost a small fortune?”
“Of course! Would they be worth a damn if they hadn’t?” Tully was a stout and gregarious citizen in his early fifties, his face hard-lined but chubby-cheeked and ruddy with health. He, too, was a clothes-horse today, dressed in a pale blue suit and tricorn and a waistcoat striped dark blue and green, the chain of his London-bought watch gleaming from a prominent pocket.
“I suppose not,” Powers replied, for the sake of conversation though he and Matthew knew full well that Mr. Tully—as friendly as he was and as charitable to the public welfare—would soon move from conversation to braggadocio.
“Only the best, is what I say!” Tully went on, as expected. “I said, give me the finest, cost be damned, and that’s what I got. The ivory’s direct from Africa, and the springs and gears were made in Zurich.”
“I see,” said the magistrate. His eyes were beginning to water, with all the smoke.
“They surely look expensive,” Matthew offered. “Rich, I should say.” He had to admit that they helped strengthen Mr. Tully’s face, which had begun to recede in the mouth area due to an unfortunate set of decayed God-given dentals. Tully had only returned from England two days ago with his new equipment, and was justly proud of the compliments that had lately set him beaming.
“Rich is right!” Tully grinned more broadly still. Matthew thought he heard a spring twang. “And you can be sure they’re of first-rate quality, young man. Why do anything if not first-rate, eh? Well, they’re fixed in there all right, too. Want to look?” He started to tilt his head and stretch his mouth wider for Matthew’s inspection, but fortunately at that moment one of the few women to arrive for the occasion came along the aisle in a parting of men like the miracle of the Red Sea and Tully turned around to see what the sudden lack of uproar was about.
Madam Polly Blossom was, like the Red Sea, a force of nature. She was a tall and handsome blond woman aged thirty-something, with a square no-nonsense jaw and clear blue eyes that saw all the way through a man to his wallet. She carried at her side a rolled-up parasol and she wore a bright yellow bonnet fastened below her chin with blue ribbons. Her silvery-blue mantua gown was covered, as was her custom, with embroidered flowers in hues of bold and subdued greens, lemon-yellow, and pink. She was ever the elegant-looking lady, Matthew thought, save for the black boots with metal filagree at the toes. He’d heard she could give a drunken customer a kick to the buttocks that would land him on Richmond island without need of a ferryboat.
As the pipes puffed and the gallery keenly watched this new entertainment, Polly Blossom strode along to the second row on the right side and stopped there to stare down upon the gentlemen who occupied that pew. All faces there were averted and no one spoke. Still the lady Blossom waited, and though Matthew couldn’t see her face from this angle, he was certain her beauty had somewhat hardened. At last the young Robert Deverick, all of eighteen and perhaps wishing to show that courtesy was still in fashion to ladies of all situations, stood up from his seat. Abruptly the elder Pennford Deverick grasped his son’s arm and shot him a scowl that were it a pistol had blown his son’s brains out. This caused a current of whispers to go flying about the room and culminate in a few wicked chuckles. The young man, fresh-faced and scrubbed and wearing a pin-striped black suit and waistcoat in echo of his wealthy father’s attire, looked torn for a moment between individual chivalry and family solidarity, but when Deverick hissed “Sit down,” the decision was made. The youth turned his eyes away from Madam Blossom and, his cheeks inflamed with red coals, sank back down into his seat and his father’s control.
But instantly a new hero arose upon the stage of this play. The master of the Trot Then Gallop, the stout and gray-bearded Felix Sudbury in his old brown suit, stood up from the fourth row and graciously motioned that the lady in need could find refuge where he’d been sitting between the silversmith Israel Brandier and the tailor’s son Effrem Owles, who was one of Matthew’s friends and who played a wicked game of chess on Thursday nights at the Gallop. Some gallant gadfly began to applaud as Sudbury gave up his place and the lady slid in, and then several others clapped and guffawed until Pennford Deverick swept his gray-eyed gaze around like a battle frigate positioning a cannon broadside and everyone shut up.
“There’s a sight, eh?” Solomon Tully dug an elbow into Matthew’s ribs as the noise of conversation swelled once more and the linen fans flapped against the roiling smoke. “Madam Blossom coming in here like she owned the damned place and seating herself right in front of the Reverend Wade! Did you ever see such?”
Matthew saw that, indeed, the madam of Manhattan—who probably could own the building, with all the money he’d heard she and her doves were making—was sitting directly in front of the slim, austere, black-suited, and tricorned William Wade, who stared solemnly ahead as if through the lady’s skull. Another note of interest, he saw, was that John Five—dressed in a plain gray suit for the occasion—was seated to the right of his father-in-law-to-be. Whatever might be said about Reverend Wade’s rather grim personality, let it never be said that he wasn’t fair-minded, Matthew thought. It was quite a feat for the minister to give his daughter over to marriage with a man whose past was largely a blank, and what wasn’t blanked were memories of brutal violence. Matthew considered that the reverend was giving John Five a chance, and perhaps that was the most Christian gift.
Someone else caught his eye. Matthew’s stomach clenched. Three rows behind John Five and Reverend Wade sat Eben Ausley, dressed up like a watermelon in a green suit and a vivid red velvet waistcoat. For this important day he was wearing a white wig with rolled curls that spilled down over his shoulders in emulation of formal judicial style. He had chosen to seat himself amid a contingent of young attorneys, among them the law associates Joplin Pollard, Andrew Kippering, and Bryan Fitzgerald, as if sending a message to Matthew and all those concerned that he was well-protected by the stupidity of the law. He did not deign to glance at Matthew, but smiled falsely and kept up a conversation with the aged but greatly respected Dutch physician Dr. Artemis Vanderbrocken, who sat on the pew in front of him.
“Pardon me, pardon me,” said someone who stepped into Matthew’s line-of-sight and leaned over the pew toward Magistrate Powers. “Sir, may I have a moment?”
“Oh. Yes, Marmaduke, what is it?”
“I was wondering, sir,” said Marmaduke Grigsby, who wore spectacles on his moon-round face and had a single tuft of white hair sticking up like a little plume atop his otherwise-barren scalp. His eyes were large and blue and above them his heavy white eyebrows jumped and twitched, a clear sign to Matthew that the printmaster of New York was nervous in the magistrate’s presence. “If you’d come to any further conclusions about the Masker?”
“Keep your voice down about that, please,” the magistrate warned, though it was hardly necessary amid the returned hullabaloo.
“Yes sir, of course. But…do you have any further conclusions?”
“One conclusion. That Julius Godwin was murdered by a maniac.”
“Yes sir.” The way that Grigsby smiled, all lips and no teeth, told Matthew the questions were not to be turned aside so quickly. “But do you believe this presumed maniac has left our fair town?”
“Well, I can’t say if—” Powers abruptly stopped, as if he’d bitten his tongue. “Now listen, Marmy. Is this more grist for that rag of yours?”
“Broadsheet, sir,” Grigsby corrected. “An humble broadsheet dedicated to the welfare of the people.”
“Oh, I saw that yesterday!” Now Solomon Tully showed an interest. “The Bedbug, is it?”
“For the last issue, Mr. Tully. I’m toying with calling it the Earwig next time. You know, something that bores in deeply and refuses to let loose.”
“You mean there’s going to be another one?” the magistrate asked sharply.
“Yes sir, absolutely. If my ink supply holds out, I mean. I’m hoping Matthew will help me set the type, just as he did the last time.”
“He what?” Powers glared at Matthew. “How many occupations do you have?”
“It was an afternoon’s work, that’s all,” Matthew said, rather meekly.
“Yes, and how many slips of the quill happened the next day because of it?”
“Oh, Matthew could work us both into our graves,” Grigsby said, with another smile. It faltered under the magistrate’s cool inspection. “Uh…I mean, sir, that he is a very industrious young—”
“Never mind that. Grigsby, do you know the kind of fear you’ve put into people? I ought to put you out there in the stocks for inciting a public terror.”
“This lot doesn’t look very terrified, sir,” said the printmaster, holding his ground. He was sixty-two years old, short and rotund and stuffed into a cheap and ill-fitting suit the color of brown street mud—or to be more charitable, the good earth after a noble rain. Nothing about Grigsby seemed to fit together. His hands were too large for his arms, which were too small for his shoulders, which were too bulky for his chest, which caved in above the swell of his belly, and on down to his too-big-buckled shoes at the end of beanpole legs. His face was constructed with the same unfortunate proportions, and appeared at various times and in various lights to be all slab of a creased forehead, then overpowered by a massive nose shot through with red veins (for he did so love his nightly rum) and at its southern boundary made heavy by a low-hanging chin pierced by a cleft the size of a grapeshot. His formidable forehead was of special note, for he’d displayed to Matthew his ability to crack walnuts upon it with the heel of his hand. When he walked he seemed to be staggering left and right as if in battle with the very gravity of the world. Snowy hairs sprouted from the curls of his ears and the holes of his nose. His teeth had such spaces between them one might get a bath if he was full-bore on his esses. He had nervous tics that could be alarming to the uninitiated: the aforementioned twitching of the eyebrows, a sudden rolling of the eyes as if demons were playing bouncy-ball in his skull, and a truly wicked jest from God that caused him to uncontrollably break wind with a noise like the deepest note of a bass Chinese gong.
Yet, when Marmaduke Grigsby the printmaster decided to stand his ground this almost-misshapen creature became a man of self-assured grace. Matthew saw this transformation happen now, as Grigsby coolly looked down through his spectacles at Magistrate Powers. It was as if the printmaster was not complete until faced with a challenge, and then the strange physical combination of left-over parts from a giant and a dwarf were molded under pressure into the essence of a statesman.
“It is my task to inform, sir,” said Grigsby, in a voice neither soft nor harsh but, as Hiram Stokely would say about a fine piece of pottery, well baked. “Just as it is the right of the citizens to be informed.”
The magistrate had not gotten to be a magistrate by sitting on his opinions. “Do you really think you’re informing the citizens? By making up this…this damned Masker business?”
“I saw Dr. Godwin’s body, sir. And I was not the only one who remarked upon that bit of cutting. Ashton McCaggers also speculated the same. In fact, it was he who mentioned it first.”
“McCaggers is nearly a fool, the way he carries on!”
“That may be so,” Grigsby said, “but as coroner he does have the authority to examine the dead for the benefit of High Constable Lillehorne. I trust you believe he’s fit for that task?”
“Is all this bound for your next broadsheet? If so, I think you’d best direct your questions to the high constable.” Powers frowned at his own remarks, for he was not a man suited to show a foul temper. “Marmy,” he said, in a more conciliatory tone, “it’s not the broadsheet that bothers me. Of course we’ll have a proper newspaper here sooner or later, and perhaps you’re the man to publish it, but I don’t approve of this appeal to the low senses. Most of us thought we were leaving that behind in London with the Gazette. I can’t tell you the harm an ill-reported or speculative story might do to the industry of this town.”
It never hurt London, Matthew almost said, but he did think silence was the wisest course. He read the Gazette religiously when copies arrived by ship.
“I reported only the facts of Dr. Godwin’s murder, sir,” Grigsby parried. “As far as we know, I mean.”
“No, you made up this ‘Masker’ thing. And perhaps it did come from McCaggers, but the young man didn’t set it in type, you did. That kind of presumption and fear-mongering belongs in the realm of fantasy. And I might add that if you wish in the future to improve your list of subjects as to whom you will check facts, you should at the present time constrain your imagination.”
Grigsby started to reply, but he hesitated whether by force of the magistrate’s argument or his own desire not to disrupt a friendship. “I see your point, sir,” he said, and that was all.
“Well, it’s a damnable thing,” Solomon Tully said. “Julius was a fine man and an excellent physician, when he wasn’t in his cups. You know, he’s the one who recommended my dental work. When I heard he’d been murdered, I couldn’t believe my ears.”
“Everyone had kind words to say about Dr. Godwin,” the printmaster offered. “If he had any enemies, they weren’t apparent.”
“It was the work of a maniac,” said Powers. “Some wretch who crawled off a boat and passed through town. It’s been almost two weeks now, and he’s well gone. That’s both my opinion and that of the high constable.”
“But it is odd, don’t you think?” Grigsby lifted his eyebrows, which seemed a Herculean task.
“What?”
“Odd,” said the printmaster, “in many ways, not least the fact that Dr. Godwin had so much money in his wallet. And the fact that his wallet was right there inside his coat. Untouched. Do you see what I mean?”
“Emphasizing the fact that a maniac killed him,” Powers said. “Or possibly someone frightened the man off before he got the wallet, if indeed robbery was a motive.”
“A maniacal robber, then?” Grigsby asked, and Matthew could see his mental quill poised to scribe.
“I’m speculating, that’s all. And I’m telling you before witnesses I don’t wish to see my name in the Bedbug…or Earwig or whatever you’re calling it next. Now find a place to prop yourself, here come the aldermen.”
The official door at the opposite end of the room had opened and the five aldermen—representing the five wards of the town—filed in to take their seats at the long, dark oak table that usually served to give them a surface to pound their fists on as they argued. They were joined by twice their number of scribes and clerks, who also took their chairs. Like the waiting crowd, the aldermen and lesser lights were dressed in their finest costumes, some of which had probably not seen sunshine from out a trunk since the Wall had come down. Matthew noted that the old Mr. Conradt, who oversaw the North Ward, looked gray and ill; but then again, he always appeared thus. So too, the Dock Ward alderman Mr. Whitakker was hollow-eyed and pale, as if all the blood had left his face, and one of the scribes spilled his papers onto the floor with a nervous twitch of his arm. As Marmaduke Grigsby retired from the aisle, Matthew began to wonder what was up.
At last the crier came to the speaker’s podium that stood before the council table, drew in a mighty draught of air, and bellowed, “Hear ye, hear ye, all—” Then his voice cracked, he cleared his throat like a bassoon being blown, and he tried it again: “Hear ye, hear ye, all stand for the honorable Edward Hyde, Lord Cornbury, Governor of the Queen’s colony of New York!”
The crier stepped back from the podium and the assemblage stood up, and from the door came with a rustle of lace and a swoop of feathers not Lord Cornbury but—shockingly, scandalously—one of Polly Blossom’s bawds seeking to make a laughingstock of the sober occasion.
Matthew was struck senseless, as was everyone else. The woman, who made her madam look like a pauper’s princess in her yellow-ribboned gown and her high lemon-hued sunhat topped with an outrageous sprouting of peacock feathers, marched right past the aldermen as if she—as Solomon Tully might have said—owned the damned place. She wore white kidskin gloves with gaudy sparkling rings displayed on the outside of the glove-fingers. From underneath her skirt of flouncing ribbons came, in the silence, the sharp clack-clack of high French heels on the English wood. The sunhat and feathers tilted at a precarious angle above a snow-white, elaborately curled wig decorated with glitter-stones and piled high to the moon, and the result of this was that she appeared to be a giantess of a woman, well over six feet tall.
Matthew expected someone to holler or storm the podium, or one of the aldermen to leap to his feet in outrage, or Lord Cornbury himself to burst through the door red-faced and raging at having a prostitute upstage his entrance in such a way. But none of these things happened.
Instead, the wanton spectacle—who Matthew suddenly noted did not glide, as might be expected by a woman of leisure, but had a decidedly ungraceful gait—went right past the crier, who seemed to shrink into himself until he was just eyes and a nose at the collar of a shirt. Still no one rose or protested to stop her progress. She reached the podium, grasped it with gloved hands, regarded the citizens with her long, rather horsey pale-powdered face, and from her pink-rouged lips came the voice of a man: “Good afternoon. You may be seated.”





five 
NO ONE SAT DOWN. No one moved.
From far back of the room Matthew thought he heard the sound of a bass Chinese gong, muffled. He caught a movement beside him and looked over at Solomon Tully, whose mouth was stretched wide open and whose new choppers, wet with spit, were sliding out of the gaping aperture. Without a thought, Matthew reached out and pushed them back in until something clicked. Tully continued to stare open-mouthed at the colony’s new governor.
“I said, you may be seated,” Lord Cornbury urged, but the way his peacock feathers swayed had some already mesmerized.
“God above,” whispered Magistrate Powers, whose eyes were about to pop, “the lord’s a lady!”
“Gentlemen, gentlemen!” a voice boomed from the back. There came the tap of a cane’s tip, followed by the noise of boots clumping on the pineboards. High Constable Gardner Lillehorne, a study in purple from his stockings to the top of his tricorn, strode up to the front and stood at ease, one hand resting on the silver lion’s head that adorned his black-lacquered cane. “Ladies also,” he amended, with a glance toward Polly Blossom. “Lord Cornbury has asked you to be seated.” He heard, as did the whole assemblage, the noise of giggling and scurrilous chatterings back where the crowd became a mob. Lillehorne’s nostrils flared. He lifted his black-goateed chin like an axeblade about to fall. “I,” he said, in a louder voice, “would also ask you not to show discourtesy, and to remember the manners for which you are so justly famous.”
“Since when?” the magistrate whispered to Matthew.
“If we are not seated,” Lillehorne went on against what was mostly still shock instead of resistance, “we will not witness Lord Cornbury’s address this day…I mean, his remarks this day.” He stopped to pat his glistening lips with a handkerchief that bore the new fashion, an embroidered monogram. “Sit, sit,” he said with some annoyance, as if to wayward children.
“I’ll be damned if my eyes haven’t gone,” Tully told Matthew as they sat down and the others got themselves settled again, as much as was possible. Tully rubbed his mouth, vaguely noting that the corners of his lips felt near split. “Do you see a man up there, or a woman?”
“I see…the new governor,” Matthew answered.
“Pray continue, sir!” Lillehorne had turned around to face Lord Cornbury, and perhaps only Matthew saw that he squeezed his lion’s head so hard his knuckles were bleached. “The audience is yours.” With a gesture of his arm that would have made competent actors challenge Lillehorne to a duel for the honor of the theater, the high constable retreated to his place at the back of the room where, Matthew considered, he could watch the reactions of the crowd to see how the popular wind ruffled Cornbury’s feathers.
“Thank you, Mr. Lillehorne,” said the governor. He gazed out upon his people with his purpled eyes. “I wish to thank all of you as well for being here, and for showing me such hospitality as I and my wife have enjoyed these last few days. After a long sea voyage, one needs time to rest and recuperate before appearing properly in public.”
“Maybe you need more time, sir!” some wag shouted back in the gallery, taking advantage of all the swirling smoke to hide his face. A little laughter swelled up but it froze on Lillehorne’s wintry appraisal.
“I’m sure I do,” agreed Lord Cornbury good-naturedly, and then he gave a ghastly smile. “But rest will do for some other day. On this afternoon I wish to state some facts about your town—our town now, of course—and offer some suggestions as to a future avenue toward greater success.”
“Oh, mercy,” quietly groaned Magistrate Powers.
“I have been in consultation with your aldermen, your high constable, and many business leaders,” Cornbury went on. “I have listened and, I hope, learned. Suffice it to say I have not accepted this position lightly from my cousin, the Queen.”
Lillehorne thumped his cane tip against the floor, daring anyone to chortle for fear of a night in the gaol.
“My cousin, the Queen,” Cornbury repeated, as if chewing on a sweet. Matthew thought he had very heavy eyebrows for such a lady. “Now,” the governor said, “let me outline where we are.”
For the next half-hour, the audience was held not in rapture but rather by the droning on of Cornbury’s less-than-majestic vocal skills. The man might be able to carry a dress, Matthew mused, but he couldn’t manage a decent speech. Cornbury meandered through the success of the milling and shipbuilding businesses, the fact that there were nearly five thousand residents and that now in England people saw New York as not a struggling frontier town but a steady venture able to return sterling investment on the pound. He gave his lengthy opinion on how someday New York might surpass both Boston and Philadelphia as the central hub of the new British Empire, but added that first a shipment of iron nails that had accidentally gone to the Quaker town from the old British Empire must be retrieved so as to rebuild the structures unfortunately burned in the recent fire, as he did not trust treepegs. He waxed upon the potential of New York as a center for farming, for apple orchards and pumpkin fields. And then, going on forty minutes in his dry dissertation, he hit upon a subject that made the citizens sit up.
“All this potential for industry and profit must not be wasted,” Cornbury said, “by late-night carousings and the resulting problem of slugabeds. I understand the taverns are not closed here until the last…um…gentleman staggers out.” He paused a moment, surveying the audience, before he clumsily plowed ahead. “Forthwith, I shall decree that all taverns close at half past ten.” A murmur began and quickly grew. “Also, I shall decree that no slave is to set foot in a tavern, and no red Indian shall be served—”
“Just a moment, sir! Just a moment!”
Matthew and the others up front looked around. Pennford Deverick had stood up and was casting an eagle-eye at the governor, his brow deeply furrowed as a sign of his own discontent. “What’s this about the taverns closing early, sir?”
“Not early, Mr. Deverick, isn’t it?”
“That’s right. Mr. Deverick it is.”
“Well. Not early, sir.” Again the hideous smile emerged. “I wouldn’t call ten-thirty at night early, by any stretch. Would you?”
“New York is not a town constrained by a bedtime, sir.”
“Well, then, it ought to be. I’ve done a study on this. Long before I set out from England, many wise men afforded me their opinions on the wastage of available manpower due to—”
“The blazes with their opinions!” Deverick said sharply, and when he spoke sharply it was like a very loud knife to the ears, if a knife might be loud. Matthew saw the people around him flinch, and beside him Robert Deverick looked as if he wished to crawl under the nearest stone. “Do you know how many people here depend on the taverns?”
“Depend, sir? On the ability to consume strong drink and in the morning be unable to go about their duties to themselves, their families, and our town?”
Deverick was already waving him off with the governor’s ninth word. “The taverns, Lord Cornblow…”
“…bury,” said the governor, whose quiet voice could also be cutting. “Lord Cornbury, if you please.”
“The taverns are meeting places for businessmen,” Deverick continued, sworls of red beginning to come up on his cheeks not unlike the governor’s rouge. “Ask any tavern owner here.” He pointed toward various personages. “Joel Kuyther over there. Or Burton Lake, or Thaddeus O’Brien, or—”
“Yes, I’m sure the assembly is well-stocked,” Cornbury interrupted. “I presume you are also a tavern owner?”
“Lord Governor, if I may?” Again the smooth and rather oily High Constable Lillehorne slid forward, the lion’s head on his cane nodding for attention. “If you haven’t been properly introduced to Mr. Deverick other than by name, you should know that he represents, in a way, all the taverns and their owners. Mr. Deverick is a goods broker, and it is by his untiring enterprises that the establishments are properly stocked with ale, wine, foodstuffs, and the like.”
“Not only that,” Deverick added, still staring squarely at the governor. “I supply most of the glasses and platters, and a majority of the candles.”
“And to also mention a majority of the candles used by the town,” said Lillehorne, who Matthew thought was up to getting free wine for a year at his own favorite haunt.
“And, not least,” Deverick pressed on, “the majority of lanterns that hold those candles, supplied to the town’s constables for a reasonable allowance.”
“Well,” Lord Cornbury said after a short rumination, “it seems you run the town then, sir, is that not so? For all your good works procure both the peace and—you would have me believe—prosperity of New York.” He lifted his gloved hands to show the palms, in an attitude of surrender. “Shall I sign over my governing charter to you, sir?”
Don’t ask that of Lillehorne, Matthew thought. The high constable would use his own blood for want of ink.
Deverick stood very straight and stiff and tall, his face with its craggy boxer’s nose and high creased forehead taking on an expression of composed nobility that perhaps Lord Cornbury could do well to emulate. Of course Deverick was a rich man. Possibly one of the wealthiest in the colony. Matthew didn’t know much about him—who did? for he was certainly a lone wolf—but he’d heard from Grigsby that Deverick had fought his way out of the London rubbish piles to stand here, grandly clothed and as cold as midwinter’s pond ice, staring down an official popinjay.
“I have my own fields of governance,” replied Deverick, with a slight lift of his chin. “I should stay within their boundaries lest I trip over another man’s fence. But before I release this subject, let me please ask you to meet with myself and a committee of the tavern owners to discuss the matter at your convenience ere you decide upon a fixed course of action.”
“Oh, he’s good,” Powers whispered. “I didn’t know there was so much lawyer in old Pennford.”
Lord Cornbury again hesitated, and Matthew thought the man was not so schooled in diplomacy as he ought to be. Surely his feminine nature would seize upon a truce, if not so much to appease a very influential man but to get through his first public display without a riot.
“Very well,” the governor said flatly, with no trace of interest in hearing any other opinion. “I shall delay my decree for one week, sir, and thank you for your remarks.” With that gesture, Pennford Deverick returned to his seat.
Some of the discordant hubbub that had been brewing back in the mob pot began to simmer down now, but there were occasional hoots and hollers out on the street that proclaimed the verdict of the common man. Matthew wondered if a live governor such as the one standing before them could be worse than a dead mayor; well, time would tell.
Cornbury now launched upon another speech in which he praised every gentleman—and gentle lady, of course—for their support and recognition of the need for strong leadership in this growing and all-important town. Then, his smug horse half whipped to death, he said, “Before I ask that this meeting be adjourned, are there any comments from you? Any suggestions? I want you to know I am an open-minded man, and I shall do my best to solve whatever problems may arise, small or large, to aid this town in its orderly and profitable progress. Anyone?”
Matthew had in mind something to ask, but he warned himself against it because it was sure to anger Lillehorne and in his position that wasn’t wise. He’d already in the past month left two letters with the high constable’s clerk outlining his thoughts and had heard nothing back, so what was the point of further expressing an opinion?
Suddenly old wild-haired Hooper Gillespie stood up and said in his raspy wind-weathered voice, “See here, sir! I’ve got a problem needs fixin’!” He sailed on, as was his way, without waiting for a response. “I run the ferry between here and Breuckelen and I’m sick and tired of seein’ them bullywhelp boys a-roamin’ the river. You know they set fires out on Oyster Island to run them boats on the rocks, enough to make ye weep to see a good ship wrecked thataway. They got a cove they’s hidin’ in, I can point it out to ye quick enough. Holed up there in a shipwreck hulk, they got ’emselves a right nice hidin’ place there all covered with weeds and sticks and such, ’nuff to make a beaver throw a jealousy. Well, it’s gonna come to killin’ if them boys ain’t brought to justice, and I see ’em all the time a’-workin’ their mischiefs and bad intents. And you know they come up alongside me a night back first a’ June and robbed me, robbed all my passengers right there pretty as you please. Next time I’m feared if we don’t have no coin or drink to scold ’em off with they’re gonna run somebody clean through, ’cause their leader, that young fella thinks he’s the like of Kidd his-self, well he carries a rapier sword and I tell you I don’t like havin’ a blade so near my throat on a night the Devil wouldn’t be out there on that damn river. What do ye say?”
Lord Cornbury said nothing, for the longest spell. His eyes had gotten very large, which did nothing for his beauty. Finally, he asked of the audience, “Can anyone here translate that into proper English?”
“Oh, Mr. Gillespie’s prattling on, sir,” said Cornbury’s new favorite middleman, the high constable. “He’s mentioning a problem with some river trash that I am planning to clean up very soon indeed. It’s nothing you need think about.”
“What’d he say?” Gillespie asked the man sitting next to him.
“Sit down, Hooper!” commanded Lillehorne, with an imperial wave of that cane. “The governor doesn’t have time for your little situations.”
Afterward, Matthew wondered why he did it. He thought it was because of those two words. Little situations. To Gardner Lillehorne, everything that did not pertain to himself was a little situation. The robbers that used the river as their highway was a little situation, though they’d been at it for almost a year. The murder of Julius Godwin was a little situation, according to how much effort Lillehorne had put into it. So, too—and it seemed that all wickedness, sloth, and corruption came back to this point—the crimes of Eben Ausley surely would have been a little situation to the constable, whom Matthew had seen gaming with the headmaster on many occasions.
Well, it was time to make a big display of a little situation, Matthew thought.
He stood up, steeled himself in an instant, and when Lord Cornbury looked at him with those painted eyes he said, “I’d like to ask that some measure of attention be given to the problem of the constables, sir. The problem being that, as the town has increased in population and unfortunately so has the incidence of criminal behavior, the number and efficiency of the constables has not kept pace.”
“Please identify yourself,” Cornbury requested.
“His name’s Corbett, sir. He’s a clerk for one of the town’s—”
“Matthew Corbett,” came the steadfast and rather loud reply, as Matthew was determined not to be shot down by the high constable’s crooked musket. “I am clerk for Magistrate—”
“—magistrates, Nathaniel Powers,” Lillehorne kept talking, speaking directly to the governor, his own voice getting louder, “and I am well aware of this—”
“—Nathaniel Powers, sir,” continued Matthew, battling the war of tangled voices, and then suddenly he was swept by a storm of images from his little situation with Magistrate Woodward at Fount Royal in the Carolina colony, where he had fought as a champion for the life of the accused witch Rachel Howarth. He remembered skeletons in a muddy pit, and the vile killer who’d tried to murder them in the middle of the night; he remembered the evil smell of the gaol and the beautiful naked woman dropping her cloak and saying defiantly Here is the witch; he recalled the fires that burned across Fount Royal, set by a diabolical hand; he saw in that storm the mob surging toward the gaolhouse doors, the shouting for the death at the stake of a woman whom Matthew had come to believe was innocently embroiled in a plot demonic far beyond even the ravings of that mad Reverend Exodus Jerusalem; he saw the lifeforce of Isaac Woodward waning, even as Matthew risked everything for—as the magistrate had put it—his “nightbird”; he saw all these scenes and more awhirl in his mind, and as he turned his face upon High Constable Lillehorne he knew one thing certain about himself: he had earned the right to speak as a man.
“—problem, fear not. We have on hand a score of good men, loyal citizens who nightly heed their civic du—”
“Sir!” Matthew said; it hadn’t been a shout, but it was as startling as a pistol report in the chamber, for no one dared raise a voice against Lillehorne. Instantly the place could have been a tomb, and Matthew thought he’d indeed put the first shovel to his grave.
Lillehorne stopped speaking.
“I hold the floor,” Matthew said, the heat rising in his face. He saw Eben Ausley give a mean little smile and then hide it behind the hand that cupped his chin. Later for him, Matthew thought. Today for me.
“What did you say?” Lillehorne came forward, a slow step at a time. This was a man who could glide. His narrow black eyes in the long pallid face were fixed upon his enemy with almost delicious anticipation.
“I hold the floor. I have the right to speak freely.” He looked at Cornbury. “Do I not?”
“Um…yes. Yes, of course you do, son.”
Ugh, Matthew thought. Son? He stood sideways to the high constable, not prepared to fully turn his back on the man. Beside him, Magistrate Powers said sotto voce, “Give your best.”
“Please,” Lord Cornbury urged, evidently feeling quite the benignant ruler now. “Do speak freely.”
“Thank you, sir.” One more uneasy glance at Lillehorne, who’d stayed his forward progress, and then Matthew gave all his attention to the man in the dress. “I wished to point out that we—our town—suffered a murder two weeks ago, and that—”
“Just one murder?” Cornbury interrupted, with a lopsided grin. “Mind you, I just made a sea voyage from a city where a dozen murders a night is commonplace, so bless your stars.”
Some laughter ensued from this, notably Lillehorne’s chortle and a repugnant noseblow guffaw from none other than Ausley. Matthew kept his face expressionless and continued. “I do bless my stars, sir, but I’d rather look to the constables for protection.”
Now Solomon Tully and the magistrate laughed, and across the aisle Effrem Owles gave a little gleeful yelp.
“Well.” The governor’s smile was not so hideous, or perhaps Matthew was getting accustomed to the face. “Do go on.”
“I’m aware of London’s mortality rate.” The Gazette made sure of that, with all its grisly descriptions of throat-cuttings, decapitations, strangulations, and poisonings of men, women, and children. “Also of the fact that London has an advanced force of civic organization.”
“Not too well organized, unfortunately,” Cornbury said, with a shrug.
“But think of how many murders there might be a night, without that organization. And add to that all the other criminal acts that occur between dusk and dawn. I’m proposing, sir, that we as a community take London’s model into example and do something now to stem criminal violence before it becomes…shall we say…rooted.”
“We don’t have any criminal violence here!” shouted someone from the back. “That’s just hog’s breath, is all!”
Matthew didn’t look around; he knew it was one of those so-called score of good men defending his woe-begotten honor. Other shouts and hollers burbled around, and he waited until they quieted. “My point,” he said calmly, “is that we need organization before we have a problem. When we’re chasing the cart it might be too late.”
“You have suggestions, I assume?”
“Lord Governor!” Lillehorne, from the sound of the anguish in his voice, had been holding his breath while this discourse—this affront to his authority—was taking place. “The clerk is free to write his suggestions and give them to my clerk, just as any man or woman in this room or this town or this colony can do. I don’t see the need for this public laundering!”
Was there any point in reminding Lillehorne of the letters already written and obviously rejected or discarded outright? Matthew didn’t think so. “I do have a few suggestions,” he said, still speaking directly to Cornbury. “May I state them, for the public record?” He nodded toward the scribes with quills poised over parchment paper at the aldermen’s table.
“You may.”
Matthew thought he heard a hissing sound from behind him. Lillehorne was not having a good day, and it was likely to get worse. “The constables,” Matthew began, “need to meet at a common place before their rounds begin. They should sign their names in a ledger, indicating what time they arrive for duty. They should also sign out, and so receive permission from a higher authority before they go back to their homes. They should sign an oath not to drink on duty. And, to be honest, the drunkards among them should be culled and sent packing.”
“Really?” Cornbury adjusted his hat, as the peacock feathers had begun to droop over into his eyes.
“Yes sir, really. The higher authority at this…this station, call it…should be responsible for making sure they’re fit for service, and passing out to them lanterns and some sort of noise-making devices. Say a ratchet crank. Those are used in London, are they not?” The Gazette said so, therefore no need to wait for Cornbury’s verification. “Something the Dutch used to do, and we for whatever reason ceased doing, was giving green-glassed lanterns to the constables. Therefore when you saw a green lantern’s glow, you knew at whom you were looking. I think there also ought to be a program of training for the constables. They should all be able—”
“Hold, hold!” Lillehorne nearly shouted. “The constables are picked from the common stock! What kind of training are you talking about?”
“They should all be able to read and write,” Matthew said. “Also it wouldn’t hurt if they were men whose eyesight was proven not to be faulty.”
“Listen to this!” The high constable was now back on stage, playing to the crowd. “The clerk makes it seem as if we’re a town full of dunce-caps!”
“One dunce-cap is too many,” Matthew answered; and with that he knew his future would be a battleground. Lillehorne was ominously silent. “I would also suggest, Lord Cornbury, that for the purpose of finding the best individuals for this nightly task, they should be paid from the common fund.”
“Paid?” Cornbury managed to look both bemused and shocked at the same time. “In money?”
“Just as for any job. And let this central station be a serious workplace, not a warehouse or stable used as an afterthought. I think there are other details worth looking into, as well. Larger candles that burn longer, for instance. And more of them afforded to the constables and also placed in lanterns on every street corner. I’m sure Mr. Deverick might help with that.”
“Yes of course,” Deverick spoke up quickly, but everyone including Matthew knew he was already counting the extra lucre. “I also like the idea of the green lanterns. I can get those as a special order.”
“This has not passed my approval yet, sir!” Cornbury obviously had no liking for Pennford Deverick, and wasn’t about to let the moneywagon run away from him. “Please withhold your pleasure!” Then he directed a piercing stare at Matthew, who felt the power of royalty like a fist balled up to knock him down. “How is it you’ve given such thought to this, and the high constable has heard nothing of it?”
Matthew pondered this. Everyone waited, with some expectation. Then Matthew said, “The high constable is a busy man, sir. I’m sure these ideas would have come clear to him, eventually.”
“Or perhaps not.” Cornbury frowned. “Dear me, I’ve seen men duel to the death over lesser affronts to offices as this. Mr. Lillehorne, I assume you have the good of the town in mind, and that would preclude any offense you might take at this young man’s bravura. Yes?”
Gardner Lillehorne said with the hint of a hiss, “My lord, I am only here to sssserve.”
“Very good. Then I shall read over these remarks from the public record and I shall ask you at some point to meet with myself and, of course, the aldermen for further discussion. Until then, Mr. Deverick, I don’t wish to see any green lanterns floating about in the dark. And you may sit down, Mr. Corbett, with thanks for your thoughtful suggestions. Anyone else?”
Matthew sat down, having been thoroughly dismissed. But Tully jabbed an encouraging elbow into his ribs and Powers said, “Good show.”
“Sir? I have a question, if you please?”
The voice was familiar. Matthew looked around to see his chess-playing comrade stand up. Effrem Owles was twenty years old, but already the gray streaks were pronounced on the sides of his bird’s-nest thatch of brown hair. His father, the tailor, had gone completely silver-haired by age thirty-five. Effrem was tall and thin and wore round spectacles that made his intelligent dark brown eyes seem to float out of his face. “Effrem Owles, sir,” he said. “I do have a question, if it’s not so…improper.”
“I’ll be the judge of impropriety, young man. Ask away.”
“Yes sir, thank you. Well then…why is it you’re dressed as a woman?”
A gasp went up that might have been heard ’round the world. Matthew knew Effrem had asked the question in all sincerity; it was not the younger man’s nature to show cruelty or ill-will, but his vice—if such could be called—was a plain-spoken curiosity that sometimes rivalled even Matthew’s.
“Ah.” Lord Cornbury lifted a gloved and ringed finger. “Ah, that. Thank you for asking, Mr. Owles. I do understand how some—many, even—might not fathom my attire today. I am not always dressed so, but I decided that I should today at our first meeting show my respect and solidarity of spirit with the royal lady who has given me this wonderful opportunity to represent her interests so far from the mother shore.”
“You mean—” Effrem began.
“Yes,” Lord Cornbury said, “my cousin—”
“The Queen,” supplied some harsh-voiced rascal from back amid the mob.
“There you have it.” The governor smiled at his citizens as if he were the very sun. “Now I must retire from you and go about my business. Your business, of course. I promise to obey your call and your needs, as much as is humanly possible. Never let it be said that Edward Hyde is not responsive to the people. Good day, all of you, and I trust that at our next meeting we shall all have progress to report. Good day, gentlemen,” he said to the aldermen, and with a sharp turn he made his way back toward the door and out of the chamber, leaving voices both calling and cat-calling, and Matthew wondering how many hours it had taken the man to practice flouncing in that gown. The crier, still visibly shaken, managed to croak that the meeting was ended and God save Queen Anne and the town of New York.
“That’s that,” said Magistrate Powers, which suitably summed everything up.
On his way out through the converging crowd, which seemed torn between near-hysterical laughter and sheer speechless shock, Matthew caught Effrem’s eye and gave a lift of the chin that said Good question. Then with the next step he was aware of the sweet scent of flowers and Polly Blossom was passing him, leaving her provocative perfume up his nostrils. No sooner was she past than Matthew’s forward progress was stopped by a silver lion’s head pressed firmly against his collarbone.
Up close, Gardner Lillehorne was not a large man. In fact, he was three inches shorter than Matthew and wore too-large suits that did not hide his spindly frame but served to hang from it like baggy washing on a clothesline. His face was long and thin, accentuated by the precisely trimmed black goatee and mustache. He did not wear wigs, yet the blue sheen of his black hair pulled back with a dark purple ribbon suggested artificiality, at least for the season’s latest dye from India. His nose was small and pointed, his lips like those of a painted doll’s, his fingers small and his hands almost childlike. Nothing about him at close range was large or imposing, which Matthew thought had to do with why he was never likely to be granted a mayorship or governor’s charter; the big, sprawling English empire liked big, sprawling men as their leaders.
At least Lord Cornbury appeared to be a large man, under the dress. That was an area Matthew wished not to think about too much. Yet at this moment, for all his near-diminutive stature, High Constable Lillehorne appeared to have filled his guts and lungs and fleshy cavities with angry bile, for he seemed swollen to twice his size. Matthew had once, as an urchin living on the waterfront before he’d gone to the orphanage, captured a small gray frog that in his hand expanded itself until it was twicefold all slippery slick skin, pulsating warts, and glaring enraged black eyes as big as duit coppers. Looking upon Lillehorne reminded Matthew of this maddened toad, which had promptly squirted his hand with piss and jumped into the East River.
“How very kind of you,” said the goateed and livid puffer, in a quiet voice strained through clenched teeth. “How very, very decent of you…Magistrate Powers.”
Matthew realized that, though Lillehorne was staring daggers at him, the high constable was addressing Powers at his right side.
“To ambush me in such a fashion, before the new governor. I knew you wished me out of a job, Nathaniel, but to use a clerk as your weapon of removal…it doesn’t suit a gentleman like yourself.”
“I heard Matthew’s suggestions the same as you,” Powers said. “They were his own.”
“Oh, of course they were. For certain. You know what Princess said to me, just this morning? She said, ‘Gardner, I hope the new governor will shine a little light on you, and possibly report back to the Queen herself what a good job you’re doing in a thankless situation.’ Can’t you see her face as she said that, Nathaniel?”
“I suppose,” came the answer. Matthew knew that, though the true name of Lillehorne’s rather socially voracious wife was Maude, she preferred to be called “Princess,” since her father was known in London as the “Duke of Clams” after his shellfish eating-house on East Cheap Street.
“You and I have had our differences over one case or another, but I hardly expected this. And to hide behind a boy!”
“Sir?” Matthew had decided to stand firm, though the lion’s head was trying to shove him off-balance. “The magistrate had nothing to do with this. I spoke for myself, pure and simply.”
Lillehorne produced a mocking half-smile. “Pure? I doubt it. Simple-minded, yes. The time wasn’t right to bring this issue to the forefront. I have the governor’s ear, I could make these changes in our system gradually.”
“We might not be able to wait for such gradual change,” Matthew said. “Time and the criminal element may overtake us, and whatever system you believe we have.”
“You are an impudent fool.” Lillehorne gave Matthew’s chest a painful thrust with the cane and then, thinking better of any further public display, brought the instrument down to his side. “And don’t think I won’t be watching you in case you want to overstep your bounds again, clerk.”
“You’re missing the point, Gardner,” said Powers in an easy, nonthreatening voice. “We’re all on the same side, aren’t we?”
“And what side might that be?”
“The law.”
It wasn’t common that Lillehorne couldn’t come up with a stinging response, but this time he fell silent. Suddenly an even worse visage came up alongside the high constable’s shoulder. A hand touched the shoulder.
“Tonight at the Blind Eye?” Ausley inquired, pretending that neither Matthew nor the magistrate stood before him. “Montgomery’s vowing to go double-or-nothing at Ombre.”
“I shall bring my wallet, in order to hold the winnings from Montgomery’s and your own.”
“Good afternoon, then.” Ausley touched the brim of his tricorn and glanced at Powers. “And good afternoon to you, sir.” Then he waddled along with the stream of citizens past Matthew, leaving in his wake the overpowering odor of cloves.
“Just remember your place,” the high constable warned Matthew, not without some heat, and Matthew thought he might be pissed on yet. But Lillehorne suddenly put an odious smile on his face, called to one of the sugar mill owners, and sidled away from Matthew and Powers to put the grab on another man of greater financial influence.
They got out of the chamber, out of the building, and onto the street where the sunlight was still bright and groups of people stood about discussing what they’d witnessed.
The magistrate, who looked tired and worn in the more glaring illumination, said he was going home to have a spot of tea in his rum, put his backside in a chair, and ponder on the differences not only between men and women but between talkers and doers. Then Matthew himself started up the incline hill of the Broad Way toward home, figuring there were always pots to be done and that the wheel and the work had a wonderful way of smoothing even the wicked edges of the world into a more comfortable shape.





six 
UPON AWAKENING from his dream of murdering Eben Ausley, Matthew lay on his bed in the dark and pondered how easy it would be to murder Eben Ausley.
Think of it. To wait for him to emerge from a tavern—the Blind Eye, say—after a long night of gambling and drinking, and then fall in behind him and keep away from the lamps. Better still, to go on ahead and lie in wait at a place of one’s choice. Here come the footsteps, heavy on the stones. Best to be sure it’s him, though, before you strike. Sniff the air. Rotten cloves? That’s our man.
Closer he comes, and closer yet. Let him come on, as we decide how to do the deed. We must have an implement, of course. A knife. Terribly messy. Turn on a bone and he escapes, screaming for his life. Blood all over the place. A hideous misfortune. Well then, a strangulation cord. Yes, and best of luck getting a rope around that fat neck; he’d shake you off like a flea before you got his eyes popped.
A club, then. Yes, a nice heavy bastard of a club with skull-cleaving knots all over it. The kind of club the blackguards sell to each other in the murder dens of Magpie Alley, according to the Gazette. Here you may offer your coins to the shadow-faced villains and take your pick of brainers. Ah, there’s the one we want! The one with a hard ridge running the length of the bopper, the better to bust with. Right there, under the monkey’s-claw blade and the little fist-sized bag of nails.
Matthew sat up, lit a match from his tinderbox on the bedside table, and touched the candle in its brown clay holder. As the welcomed light spread, so fled the ridiculous—and rather sickening, really—images of murder. In his dream, everything had been flailing blurred motion, but he’d known he was following Ausley for the dark purpose and when he came up behind him he killed the man. He wasn’t sure how, or with what, but he did remember seeing Ausley’s face staring up from the stones, the eyes glazed and the mocking little lip-twisted smile gone crooked as if he’d seen what the Devil had waiting for him down in the fire-hole.
Matthew sighed and rubbed his forehead. He might wish to with all his heart and soul, but he could no more kill Ausley than be alone in a room with him.
You ought to find somethin’ better than this to hold on to, John Five had said. Somethin’ with a future to it.
“Damn it,” Matthew heard himself mutter, without realizing he was going to say it.
John Five was nothing, if not to the point.
The point being, it was over. Matthew had long ago realized his hopes of seeing Ausley brought to justice balanced on a slender thread. If only he’d been able to get one of the others—Galt, Covey, or Robertson—to bear witness. Just one, and then Ausley’s pot would’ve been cracked. But think now what had befallen Nathan Spencer, who’d seen better to hang himself than let everyone in New York know how he’d been brutalized. What sense was there in that? Nathan had been a quiet, timid boy; too quiet and too timid, it seemed, for even as Matthew had offered him a hand out of the morass Nathan had been contemplating suicide.
“Damn it,” he repeated, in spite of all reason. He didn’t want to think, as John Five had maintained, that his intrusions into Nathan Spencer’s life had aided the death-wish along. No, no; it was better not to think along that line, or one might become too cosy with the idea of death-wishes.
You ought to find somethin’ better than this to hold on to. Matthew sat on the edge of his bed. How long had he been asleep? An hour or two? He didn’t feel very sleepy anymore, even after murdering Eben Ausley. Through his windows there was no hint of dawn. He could go down and check the clock in the pottery shop, but he had the feeling just from repetition of sleep and time that it was not yet midnight. He stood up, his nightshirt flagging about him, lit a second candle for the company of light, and looked out the window that faced the Broad Way. Everything quiet out there, and mostly dark but for the few squares of other candlelit windows. No, no; hear that? Fiddle music, very faint. Laughter carried on the night breeze, then gone. As Lord Cornbury had put it, the last gentleman had not yet staggered out.
At supper this evening the Stokelys, who’d attended the governor’s address but had been back in the crowd closer to the street, had praised Matthew’s suggestions for the constables. It was past time the town got up to snuff in that regard, Hiram had said; the thing about the station where they were to meet made sense, too. Why hadn’t Lillehorne thought of that?
As for Lord Cornbury’s appearance, Hiram and Patience were less positive. The man might be meaning to represent the Queen, Hiram said, but couldn’t he have worn a man’s clothes just as well? It was a peculiar day, Patience said, when the governor of New York town was dressed in more ribbons and puffs than Polly Blossom.
Meanwhile, under the table, Cecily kept knocking her snout against Matthew’s knees, reminding him that whatever premonition she foresaw had not yet come to pass.
Matthew turned from the window and surveyed his room. It was not large nor particularly small, just a garret tucked behind a trapdoor at the top of a ladder above the shop. There was a narrow bed, a chair, a clothes chest, the bedside table, and another table on which rested his washbasin. In a hot summer one could cook up here and in a cold winter the thickness of a blanket spared him from frostbite, but one didn’t complain about such things. Everything was clean and neat, well-swept and well-ordered. He could cross from wall to wall with six steps, yet this was a favorite part of his world because of the bookcase.
The bookcase. There it stood, beside the clothes chest. Three shelves, made of lustrous dark brown wood with diamond-shaped mother-of-pearl insets. Underneath the bottom shelf was burned a name and date: Rodrigo de Pallares, Octubre 1690. It had arrived in New York last May, on a privateer’s vessel, and was offered at waterfront auction along with many other items taken from Spanish ships. Matthew had bid on it, as a birthday gift to himself, but was outbid by half again as much by the shipbuilder Cornelius Rambouts. Suffice it to say, it was an amazement when Magistrate Powers, who’d been present at the auction, announced to Matthew that Corny had decided to sell that “old worm-eaten piece he’d picked up at the dock” for Matthew’s original bid just to be rid of a Spanish captain’s tobacco-pipe smell.
The books that were jammed into these three shelves had also come off ships. Some were water-damaged, others missing front or back covers or large sections of pages, some yet almost perfect for their tribulations of sea travel, and all to Matthew were wonderful miracles of the human intellect. It helped that he was fluent in Latin and French, and his Spanish was coming along. He had his favorites, among them John Cotton’s A Discourse About Civil Government, Thomas Vincent’s God’s Terrible Voice in the City of London, Cyrano de Bergerac’s A Comic History of the Society of the Moon, and the short stories of The Heptameron compiled by Margaret, Queen of Navarre. In truth, though, all these volumes spoke to him. Some in voices soothing, some angry, some that had confused madness with religion, some that sought to build barriers and others that sought to break them; all the books spoke, in their own way. It was left to him to listen, or not.
He contemplated taking the chair and rereading something heavy, like Increase Mather’s Kometographia, Or a Discourse Concerning Comets, to get these demons of murder out of his mind, yet it was not the dream that weighed on him so much. He found himself dwelling more on the memory of Nathan Spencer’s funeral. It had been a bright and sunny June morning when Nathan had gone into the ground; a day when the birds sang, and that night the fiddles had played in the taverns and the laughter had gone on just as every night, but Matthew had sat in this room, in his chair, in the dark. He had wondered then, as he wondered now—as he wondered many nights, long before John Five had said it—if he’d killed Nathan. If his adamance and thirst for justice—no, call it what it was: his unflagging ambition to bring Eben Ausley to the noose—had led Nathan to uncoil the rope. He’d thought Nathan would crack, under his unrelenting pressure. And surely Nathan would do the right thing, the courageous thing. Surely Nathan would bear witness before Magistrate Powers and Chief Prosecutor Bynes to those terrible things done to him, and later be willing to repeat those same atrocities before a court of the town of New York.
Who wouldn’t do such, if they were truly in need of justice?
Matthew looked into the flame of the nearest candle.
Nathan had needed only one thing: to be left alone.
I did kill him, he thought.
I finished what Ausley began.
He drew a long breath and let it out. The flame flickered, and strange shadows crawled upon the walls.
The funny thing, he thought. No…the tragic thing, was that the same all-consuming fire for justice in himself that had saved the life of Rachel Howarth in Fount Royal had…probably…most likely…almost certainly?…caused Nathan Spencer to take his own life.
He felt constricted within these walls; his shoulders felt pinched. He had the most uncommon need for a strong drink to calm his mind. He needed to hear the fiddle play across the room, and to be welcomed in a place where everyone knew his name.
The Gallop would still be open. Even if Mr. Sudbury was just cleaning the tables down, there’d be time enough for one good blast of brown stout. He had to get dressed and hurry, though, if he wished to end this night in the presence of friends.
Five minutes later he was going down the ladder wearing a fresh white shirt, tan-colored breeches, and the boots he’d polished before retiring to bed. The pottery shop was as neatly kept as Matthew’s room, seeing as how it was also Matthew’s responsibility. Arranged on shelves were various bowls, cups, plates, candle-holders, and such, either waiting for a buyer or awaiting further ornamentation before firing. It was a firmly built place, with upright wooden posts supporting the garret floor. A large window that displayed select pieces of the potter’s art faced the street to entice customers. Matthew paused to fire a match and light the pierced-tin lantern that hung on a hook next to the door, deciding that tonight—though he was determined to steer clear of the Blind Eye and any sighting of Ausley—he could use more illumination to beware any attack from the headmaster’s stomperboys.
As he walked down the Broad Way he saw moonlight glitter silver on the black harbor water. The Gallop was on Crown Street, about a six-minute’s brisk pace, and thankfully a good distance north of the rougher taverns such as the Thorn Bush, the Blind Eye, and the Cock’a’tail. He had no need for danger or intrigue tonight, as his head was still not quite comfortable on his neck. One drink of stout, a little conversation—probably about Lord Cornbury, if he knew anything about the public taste for gossip—and then to bed until morning.
He turned left onto Crown Street, where at the corner stood the Owleses’ tailor shop. The sound of fiddling came again, coupled with laughter. The music and hilarity was issuing from the lamp-lit doorway of the Red Barrel Inn, across the street. Two men staggered forth, singing some off-key ditty whose words Matthew could only make out were not of the Sunday language. Following behind them a thin woman with black hair and dark-painted eyes came to the door and heaved a bucketful of who-knew-what at their backs, then screeched a curse as her dowsed targets laughed as only those who are truly stoggered may. One of the men fell to his knees in the dirt and the other began to dance a merry jig around him as the woman hollered for a constable.
Matthew put his head down and kept going, knowing that one might see anything at any time on the streets of this town, which particularly after nightfall had aspirations to rival the coarser deeds of London.
But how could it not be so? Matthew knew that, after all, London was in the blood of these people. There was talk of New Yorkers, those who were born here, but the majority of citizens still had London grime on their bootsoles and London soot in their lungs. It was still the mother city, from whence came ships bearing more Londoners determined to give birth to New Yorkers. Matthew surmised that in time New York would forge its own complete identity, if it survived to become a city, but for now it was a British investment shaped by the will of Londoners for the pocketbooks of London. How could it not take that city as its model of growth, industry, and—unfortunately—vice? Which was exactly why Matthew was concerned about the lack of organization concerning the constables. He knew from his newspaper reading that the mother city was nearly overcome by the criminal element, with the “Old Charlies” unable to cope with the daily flood of murders, robberies, and other demonstrations of the darker heart.
As more business grew to profit in New York, the ships would be bringing over experienced wolves intent on chewing the bones of a whole new flock of sheep. He fervently hoped that High Constable Lillehorne—or whoever was in charge by then—would be ready when it happened.
The Gallop was just a block ahead, across Smith Street. A black cat with white feet shot out along the street and tore after what appeared to be a large rat, the effect causing Matthew’s heart to give a leap up somewhere behind his uvula.
And then, from his right down Smith Street, came a thin gurgled cry.
“Murder!”

And again, now louder and more urgent: “Help! Murder!”
Matthew stopped and lifted his lantern, his heart still lodged in his throat. A figure was running toward him; more stumbling and shambling than running, but making an effort at keeping a straight line. The sight of this figure coming at him almost made him concurrently pee in his breeches and hurl the lantern in self-defense.
“Murder! Murder!” the young man shouted, and then he seemed to see Matthew for the first time and he held up his arms for mercy as he all but fell forward, his face bleached and his reddish-brown hair wild. “Who’s ’at?”
“Who are—” He recognized the face then, by the lantern’s glow and the added light of the lamp nailed up to the Smith Street cornerpost. It was Phillip Covey, one of Matthew’s friends from the orphanage. “It’s Matthew Corbett, Phillip! What’s happened?”
“Matthew, Matthew! Heesh all cut up!” Covey grabbed hold of Matthew and almost tumbled them both to the dirt. The smell of liquor off Covey’s breath nearly knocked Matthew down anyway. Covey’s eyes were shot with red and dark-circled, and whatever he’d seen had caused his nose to blow because gleaming threads of snot were dangling down over his lips and chin. “Heesh had it, Matthew! God help ’im, heesh all cut!”
Covey, a small-boned young man about three years younger than Matthew, was so drunk Matthew had to put an arm around him to hold him from falling. Still Covey trembled and flailed and began to sob, his knees buckling. “God Lord!” he cried. “God Lord, I near stepped on ’im!”
“Who? Who is it?”
Covey looked at him blankly, tears streaking his cheeks and his mouth twisted. “I dunno,” he managed, “but heesh all cut up over there.”
“Over there? Over where?”
“There.” Covey pointed back along Smith Street, and then Matthew saw the wet blood on not only the hand with the pointing finger but Covey’s other hand and red smears and grisly clumps of black mess all over Matthew’s white shirt.
“My God!” Matthew cried out, and when he jerked back Covey’s knees gave way and the younger man pitched down to the street where he blurbled and gagged and began to puke up his guts.
“What is it? What’s the noise?”

Two lanterns were coming from the direction of the Trot Then Gallop, and in another few seconds Matthew made out four men following the light.
“Here!” Matthew shouted; a stupid, confused thing to say in a moment of chaos, he realized. They were coming this way anyhow. To make things more clear, Matthew shouted, “I’m here!” which was perhaps the most ridiculous thing because at that moment the double lantern light fell upon him and there was a gasp and stumble as four men saw his bloody shirt and collided with each other like pole-struck oxen.
“Matthew? You’re all torn up!” Felix Sudbury aimed his light at Covey. “Did this bastard do it?”
“No sir, he—”
“Constable! Constable!” the second man behind Sudbury began to shout, in a voice that might batter in doors and break shutters.
Matthew turned away from this ear-shattering yawp and walked quickly past Phillip Covey, his lantern uplifted to reveal whoever lay grievously injured further along Smith Street. He saw no one lying within the reach of his light. Along the street, candles were showing in windows and people were beginning to emerge from their houses. Dogs were barking up a riot. From somewhere on his left Matthew heard a donkey heehawing, probably in response to that leather-lunged gentleman behind him who now cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted “Connnnstable!” into the night loud enough to surely alarm the fire-winged citizens of Mars.
Matthew kept walking south. Felix Sudbury called behind him, “Matthew! Matthew!” but he didn’t reply. Within the next few paces he made out someone in black kneeling on the ground under the red-striped awning that marked the doorway to the Smith Street Apothecary, closed for the night. A solemn face turned toward him. “Bring the light here.”
Matthew obeyed, but not without reticence. Then he saw the entire picture: two men were kneeling over a body stretched out on its back. A black pool of blood shimmered in the English dirt. The man who’d spoken—none other than Reverend William Wade—reached up as Matthew approached and took the lantern to give more light to his compatriot.
Old Dr. Artemis Vanderbrocken also held a lamp, which Matthew had not seen because the reverend’s figure blocked the light. The doctor’s instrument bag was beside him, and Vanderbrocken was leaning over peering at the body’s throat.
“Quite a cutting,” Matthew heard the aged physician say. “A little more and we’d be burying a body and a head.”
“Who is it?” Matthew asked, leaning over to look but not really wanting to get that close. The coppery smell of blood was heavy and sickening.
“Not certain,” answered Reverend Wade. “Can you tell, Artemis?”
“No, the face is too swollen. Here, let’s try the coat.”
Sudbury and the others joined the scene, as did several people from the southerly direction. Another drunk pushed forward to see, his pock-marked face ruddy with ale and the liquor smell hanging ’round him like a dank mist. “It’s me brother!” he suddenly shouted. “Dear Christ, it’s me brother, Davy Munthunk!”
“It’s Davy Munthunk!” hollered the yell-king, who was standing right behind Matthew and almost took his ears off. “Davy Munthunk’s been murdered!”
“Davy Munthunk’s been murdered!” somebody else shouted down the street.
A second ruddy face pushed through the crowd at knee-level. “Who the fuck murdered me, then?”
“Watch that mouth!” Wade said. “Stand back, all of you. Matthew, are you honest?”
“Yes sir.”
“Hold these.” He gave Matthew a dark blue velvet wallet, bound with a leather cord, that was heavy with coins. Then he handed over a gold pocketwatch. “It’s got blood on it, be careful.” He seemed to see Matthew’s gore-smeared shirt for the first time. “What happened to you?”
“I was—”
“Here! William, look at these!” Vanderbrocken lifted the lantern and showed the reverend something Matthew was unable to see. “Ornamentation,” the doctor remarked. “Someone has a wicked wit to go along with that blade.”
“We have to leave him,” Matthew heard the reverend say. “You’re sure he’s dead?”
“Sorry to say, he’s already travelled far beyond this world.”
“But who is it?” Matthew asked. He was being pushed and shoved as others formed a crowd around the body. In just a brief span, if Matthew knew the mob mentality as he thought he did, the muffin man would pull his wagon up to the spectacle, the higglers would start hollering for attention, the harlots would flirt for late-night customers, and the pickpockets would start sharking for loot.
Reverend Wade and the doctor stood up. It was then that Matthew caught a glimpse of what might have been a light blue nightshirt under Dr. Vanderbrocken’s gray cloak.
“Here.” Wade returned the lantern to Matthew’s hand. “You look and tell.”
The reverend stepped aside. Matthew moved forward and shone the light down upon the dead.
The face was a red and swollen shockmask. Blood had streamed copiously from mouth and nostrils, but the hideous cutting was across the throat. Yellow cords and glistening dark matter were laid bare in that cavity, which looked like a grotesque and gaping smile under the sag of the chin. What had once been a white linen cravat was now black with matted gore. Big green flies were at work on the wound, as well as crawling about the lips and nostrils, oblivious to the shouts and furors of the human kind. As much as Matthew was distressed by the ugly violence, he also found himself focused on details: the rigid right hand resting on the belly, the fingers and thumb splayed as if signifying surprise and, in a way, acceptance; the touselled, thick iron-gray hair; the obviously expensive and well-tailored pin-striped black suit and waistcoat and the glossy black shoes with silver buckles; the black tricorn lying just a few feet away, which as Matthew looked at it was crushed under the clumsy boots of the onlookers who pushed forward in an excitement nearing frenzy.
The dead man’s face was unrecognizable for its swelling and death-convulsions, which seemed to have unseated the jaw and thrust it forward to expose the glint of the lower teeth. The eyes were thin slits in the mottled flesh, and as Matthew leaned closer still—as close as he dared, with all that blood and the whirling flies—he made out what appeared to be distinct cuts just above the eyebrows and below the sockets.
“God, what a mess!” Felix Sudbury said, standing alongside Matthew. “Can you tell who it is? Was, I mean?”
“Make way! Make way for a constable!” came a hoarse shout, before Matthew could respond. Someone was trying to fight through the crowd, which didn’t give a damn to part shoulders.
“Murder! Oh Lord, murder!” a woman was screaming. “My boy Davy’s been murdered!” Then, before the constable could get through the madhouse, the two-hundred-forty pounds of Mother Munthunk shoved into view, pushing people aside like ten-pins. The woman, wife of a sea captain and keeper of the Blue Bee Tavern off Hanover Square, was a fearsome sight in her kindliest disposition, but tonight behind her wild mane of gray-streaked hair, her hatchet-nosed face, and eyes black as London’s secrets she was frightening enough to make even the drunk Munthunk brothers bleat.
“Ma! Ma! Davy’s alive, Ma!” Darwin shouted, though with all this racket it would’ve been hard to hear a cannon go off over your right shoulder.
“I’m alive, Ma!” hollered Davy, still on his knees.
“By God, I’ll skin ye raw!” The hulking female reached down and with one huge scabby hand plucked Davy to his feet. “I’ll whip ye ’til your mouth farts and your ass cries ‘Mercy’!” She got her fingers locked in his hair and he howled with pain as she pulled him from one storm into another.
“Make way for a constable, damn it!” Then the constable pushed through, and Matthew recognized him as the little barrel-chested bully Dippen Nack, who carried a lantern in one hand and brandished a black billyclub in the other. He took one look at the corpse, his beady eyes in the rum-ruddy face grew twice their size, and he squirted away in a blur like any rabbit would run.
Matthew saw that with no control over this crowd the scene of the crime was being stomped to ruins. Now some people—perhaps those who’d been roused from their last round at the taverns—were daring to come in and look closer at the face, and in so doing they were stepping on the body as those behind them pushed forward to get a gander. Suddenly beside Matthew appeared Effrem Owles, wearing a coat over a long white nightshirt and his eyes huge behind his glasses. “You’d best move back!” he warned. “Come on!”
Just as Matthew was about to retreat he saw the boot of a staggering lout step right down upon the corpse’s head, and then the lout himself stumbled and fell across the body. “Get up from there!” Matthew shouted, anger flaming his cheeks. “Get back, everyone! It’s not a damned circus!”
A bell began to be rung steadily and deliberately, its high metallic sound piercing the uproar. Matthew saw someone pushing through the human shoals. The ringing of the bell caused people to come to their senses and make way. Then High Constable Lillehorne appeared, holding a small brass bell in one hand and a lantern in the other. He kept up the bell-ringing until the noise quietened to a dull murmur. “Step back!” he commanded. “Everyone step back now or you’ll spend the night behind bars!”
“We just wanted to see who it was got murdered, that’s all!” protested a woman in the crowd, and others shouted agreement.
“If you want to see so much, I’ll volunteer you to carry the body to the cold room! Anyone wish to make that trip?”
That shut everyone’s trap up good and proper. The cold room, in the basement of City Hall, was Ashton McCaggers’ territory and not a place citizens wished to go unless they required his services, at which point they would be beyond caring.
“Go on about your business!” Lillehorne said. “You’re making fools of yourselves!” He looked down at the corpse and then directly at Matthew. His eyes widened as he saw the bloody shirt. “What have you done, Corbett?”
“Nothing! Phillip Covey found the body. He ran into me and…got this all over me.”
“Did he also loot the corpse, or is that your own doing?”
Matthew realized he was still holding both the watch and the wallet together in one hand. “No, sir. Reverend Wade took this from the coat.”
“Reverend Wade? Where is the reverend, then?”
“He’s—” Matthew searched the faces around him for Wade and Dr. Vanderbrocken, but neither of them were anywhere in sight. “He was just here. Both he and—”
“Stop your yammering. Who is this?” Lillehorne aimed the light down. To his credit, his expression remained composed and emotionless.
“I don’t know, sir, but—” Matthew opened the watch’s case with his thumb. There was no scrollwork monogram inside, as he’d hoped. The time had stopped at seventeen minutes after ten, which might be an indication of when the spring had wound out or when the trauma of a falling body had broken the mechanism. Still, the watch was an indicator of lavish wealth. Matthew turned to Effrem. “Is your father here?”
“He’s right over there. Father!” Effrem called, and the elder Owles—who also wore round spectacles and had the silver hair that Effrem was soon to possess—came through the crowd.
“Are you giving the orders here, Corbett?” Lillehorne asked. “I might have a spot for you in the gaol tonight, too.”
Matthew chose to ignore him. “Sir?” he said to Benjamin Owles. “Would you examine the suit and tell us who made it?”
“The suit?” Owles distastefully regarded the bloody corpse for a moment, but then he hoisted his courage and nodded. “All right. If I can.”
A suit would bear the maker’s mark in its weave and structure, Matthew surmised. In New York there were two other professional tailors and a number of amateurs who did clothes work, but unless this suit had made the voyage from England, Owles ought to be able to identify the workmanship.
Owles had just bent down and examined the coat’s lining when he said, “I recognize this. It’s a new lightweight suit, made at the first of the summer. I know, because I made it. In fact, I made two of the same material.”
“Made them for whom?”
“Pennford and Robert Deverick. This has a pocket for a watch.” He stood up. “It’s Mr. Deverick’s suit.”
“It’s Penn Deverick!” someone called into the dark.
And on along the street went the news, more swift than any article of brutal murder in the Gazette might be passed: “Penn Deverick’s dead!”
“It’s Pennford Deverick been murdered!”
“Old Deverick’s a-layin’ there, God rest him!”
“God rest him, but the Devil’s got him!” some heartless scoundrel said, but not many might disagree.
Matthew kept quiet and decided to let the high constable find for himself what Matthew had already seen: the cuttings around Deverick’s eyes.
They were the same wounds Marmaduke Grigsby had remarked upon in his article on the murder of Dr. Julius Godwin in the Bedbug.
Dr. Godwin unfortunately also suffered cuttings around the eyes that Master Ashton McCaggers has mentioned in his professional opinion appeared to form the shape of a mask.

Matthew watched while Lillehorne bent over the body, taking care not to get his boots in the blood. Lillehorne waved away the flies with his bell-hand. It would just be a few seconds before…and yes, there it was.
Matthew saw the high constable’s head give a slight jerk, as if he’d been struck by a fist somewhere in the area of the upper chest.
He knew, as Matthew clearly did, that the Masker had claimed a second kill.





seven 
TUESDAY NIGHT BECAME Wednesday morning. Thirteen steps down, Matthew stood in the grim domain of Ashton McCaggers.
The cold room, reached by a door behind the City Hall’s central staircase, was lined with gray stone and had a floor of hard-packed brown clay. Originally an area to store foodstuffs in case of emergency, the chamber was deemed by McCaggers cool enough, even in the heat of midsummer, to delay the deterioration of a human body. However, no reckoning had yet been taken of how long a corpse might lie here on the wooden slab of a table before it broke down into the primordial ooze.
The table itself, at the center of the twenty-two-foot-wide chamber, had been prepared to host the body of Pennford Deverick by being covered with a sheet of burlap and then a layer of crushed chestnut hulls and flax and millet seeds so as to soak up the fluids. Matthew and the others commanded to be present by Gardner Lillehorne—including Effrem and Benjamin Owles, a still-woozy Phillip Covey, Felix Sudbury, and the onerous first-constable-on-the-scene Dippen Nack—had stood under a wrought-iron chandelier that held eight candles and watched as the corpse had slid down a metal chute from a square opening at the rear of the building. Then McCaggers’ slave, the formidable bald-headed and silent man known only as Zed, had come down the thirteen stone steps after his task of wheeling the body-cart along Smith Street and had proceeded to lift the dead man onto another wheeled table. After this, Zed then prepared the examination table, pushed the body over, and lifted Deverick—still fully clothed so that the master of investigation might see the corpse as it was discovered—onto the bed of hulls and seeds. Zed worked diligently and without even glancing at his audience. His physical strength was awesome and his silence absolute, for he had no tongue.
To say the least, it was disturbing to all to see Pennford Deverick in such condition. His body was stiffening, and beneath the yellow candlelight he looked to be no longer truly human but rather a wax effigy whose facial features had melted and been re-formed with a mallet.
“I’m going to heave again, Matthew,” Covey croaked. “I swear I am.”
“No, you’re not.” Matthew caught his arm. “Just look at the floor.”
There was nothing wrong with Zed’s ears, but he paid the visitors no heed. All his attention was directed to the dead. He went about lighting four candles with tin reflectors behind them, and these he placed on the table one on either side of the corpse and one above the head and below the feet. He next opened the lid of a barrel, scooped two buckets into it, and placed the buckets—full of ordinary water, Matthew saw—on top of the wheeled table. A third bucket, empty, was placed along with them. From a cupboard he brought several pieces of folded white linen and placed these also beside the three buckets.
Next, he brought an artist’s easel from its place in a corner and set this up alongside the corpse, as well as a pad of white document sheets and a clay jar that held black and red wax crayons. After this was done, he seemed to go to sleep standing up, his thick arms at his sides and his eyes half-closed. Under the candlelight, the strange upraised tribal scars that covered his face were deep purple against the ebony flesh, and somewhere in those markings were the stylized Z, E, and D shapes for which McCaggers had named him.
The death-jurists didn’t have much longer to wait. Lillehorne came down the stairs, followed by a pale young man of medium height, whose light brown hair was receding from a high forehead and who wore an unremarkable suit of nearly the same hue. McCaggers, who was only three years Matthew’s senior, carried a brown leather case with tortoise-shell clasps. He wore spectacles, had deep-set dark eyes, and was in need of a shave. As he descended the stairs he was the picture of cool and poised professionalism, but Matthew knew—as they all knew—what would happen when he reached the floor.
“He’s a mess,” Lillehorne said, referring to the corpse and not to McCaggers, though he well could be. “The blade almost took his head off.”
McCaggers didn’t reply, but as he came off the bottom step and his eyes found the body the sweat beads leaped from the pores of his face and in a matter of seconds he was as wet as if he’d been dowsed. His entire form had begun to shiver and quake, and when he put his toolcase up onto the table beside the buckets he had so much trouble with the clasps that Zed quickly and with practised grace opened it for him.
From the leather case gleamed and glinted calipers, forceps, little saws, knives of various shapes and sizes, tweezers, probes, and things that resembled many-pronged forks. The first item McCaggers chose, with a trembling hand, was a silver bottle. He uncapped it, drank down a good chug, and waved it under his nose.
He gave a quick glance at the corpse and then away. “We are absolutely certain the deceased”—his frail voice cracked on that word, which he repeated—“deceased individual is Mr. Pennford Deverick? Does anyone wish to verify?”
“I’ll verify,” said the high constable.
“Witnesses?” asked McCaggers.
“I’ll verify,” Matthew said.
“Then…I pronounce Mr. Deverick dead.” He cleared his throat. “Dead. Verify?”
“Yes, I verify,” said Lillehorne.
“Witnesses?”
“Dead as a fish in a frypan,” said Felix Sudbury. “But listen, shouldn’t we wait for his wife and boy? I mean…before anything else is done?”
“A messenger’s been sent,” Lillehorne said. “In any case, I wouldn’t want Mrs. Deverick to see him as he is, would you?”
“She may wish to see him.”
“Robert can make that decision, after he”—Lillehorne was momentarily interrupted by the noise of McCaggers vomiting into the empty bucket, but then he forged ahead—“views the body.”
“I’m feelin’ awful faint,” Covey said, his knees starting to sag.
“Just hold up.” Matthew was still supporting him. He watched as Zed dipped one of the linen cloths into a water bucket and moistened his master’s pallid, agonized face. McCaggers took another snort and sniff of his stimulant.
It was the town’s fortune—for good or otherwise—to have a man who was so skilled in anatomy, art, and memory as Ashton McCaggers, for it was said McCaggers could speak to you on Monday and on Saturday recite to you the exact time of day you’d spoken and virtually every line of your speech. He had been a promising art student, that much was clear, as well as a promising medical student—up until the moment of dealing with anything having to do with blood or dead flesh, and then he was a carriage wreck.
Still, his skills outweighed his deficiencies in the position the town had given him, and though he was no physician—and never would be, until blood became rum and flesh cinnamon cake—he would do his best, no matter how many buckets he filled.
This, Matthew thought, looked like a four-bucket job.
Zed was staring solemnly at his master, waiting for a signal. McCaggers nodded, and Zed went to work cleaning the clotted blood away from the dead man’s face with another cloth dipped into the second water bucket. Matthew saw the point of the bucket trio now: one for the water to clean the body, one for water to revive McCaggers, and one for…the other.
“We are all in accord, then, as to the cause of death?” McCaggers asked Lillehorne, the sweat bright on his face once again.
“A blade to the throat. Say you?” The high constable regarded his jurists.
“Blade to the th’oat,” croaked Dippen Nack, and the others gave either a nod or a vocal agreement.
“Duly noted,” McCaggers said. He watched the cloth Zed used becoming dark with gore, and then he gave a lurch and turned once more to the bucket of other.
“This one picked Mr. Deverick’s pockets, sir!” Nack put his billyclub up against Matthew’s chin. “Caught him redhanded with the booty!”
“I told you, Reverend Wade gave this to me to hold. He and Dr. Vanderbrocken were examining the body.”
“Therefore, what became of the good reverend and doctor?” Lillehorne lifted his thin black eyebrows. “Did anyone else see them?” he asked the group.
“I saw someone,” Sudbury offered. “Two men, over the body.”
“The reverend and the doctor?”
“I couldn’t really tell who they were. Then of a sudden, with all that crowd around, I didn’t see them anymore.”
“Corbett?” Lillehorne peered into Matthew’s eyes. “Why did they not stay on the scene? Don’t you think it odd that both of those illustrious men should…shall we say…slip away into the crowd as they’ve supposedly done?”
“You’ll have to ask them. Perhaps they had somewhere else to go.”
“Somewhere more important than where Pennford Deverick lay dead on the ground? I should like to hear that story.” Lillehorne took the wallet and gold watch from Matthew’s hand.
“May I point out that this wasn’t a robbery?” Matthew asked.
“You may point out that it might have been an interrupted robbery, yes. Covey!”
Phillip Covey almost shot out of his shoes. “Yes sir?”
“You say you were drunk and you almost tripped over the body, is that correct?”
“Yes sir. Correct, sir.”
“You were coming from which tavern?”
“The…uh…the…I’m sorry, sir, I’m a bit nerved about all this. I was coming from…the…uh…the Gold Compass, sir. No, wait…it was the Laughing Cat, sir. Yessir, the Laughing Cat.”
“The Laughing Cat is on Bridge Street. You live on Mill Street, don’t you? How was it that you’d gone completely past Mill Street and were walking up Smith Street in the opposite direction of your house?”
“I don’t know, sir. I suppose I was on my way to another tavern.”
“There are many taverns between Bridge Street and where you supposedly almost tripped over the body. Why did you not go into one of those?”
“I…I guess I was—”
“How did you find the body resting?” McCaggers suddenly asked.
“Resting, sir? Well…on its back, sir. I mean, his back. I nearly stepped on him.”
“And you got the blood on your hands how?”
“I tried to wake him up, sir.” What came out next was in frantic haste. “I thought it was…you know…another drunk, lying there asleep. So I got down with him, trying to wake him up. Just for somebody to pal with, I guess. I took hold of his shirt…and then I saw what I’d gotten into.”
McCaggers paused to dip a hand into the water bucket and cool his forehead. “Did you search this young man for a knife, Gardner?”
“I did. Nothing was found, but he could easily have tossed it.”
“Did you find anything else on him?”
“Some coins, that’s all.” Lillehorne frowned. “Should I have found anything else?”
McCaggers must have felt something rising, for he hurriedly leaned over the bucket. He made a retching noise, but it was clear he was coming to the end of the second tasting of his supper. “Gloves to guide a slippery knife handle,” McCaggers said, when he could manage it. “A blade-sheath. Anything of value belonging to the victim. A motive. The young man didn’t kill Mr. Deverick. Nor did he kill Dr. Godwin.”
“Dr. Godwin? What are—”
“No need to play at denial. The same person who did this murdered Dr. Godwin.”
There was a long silence during which Lillehorne watched Zed as the cleaning progressed, cloth to blood, to bucket, wrung out, back to blood once more. Now Deverick’s face was almost scrubbed.
Lillehorne’s voice was hollow when he finally spoke. “Go home, all of you.”
Dippen Nack was first up the stairs, followed by Covey. As Matthew started to go up after Mr. Sudbury, Effrem, and Mr. Owles, Lillehorne said, “All except you, clerk.”
Matthew stopped. He’d known he wasn’t going to get out of here that easily.
“Hello? Hello? May I come down?”
The voice was unmistakable. Lillehorne winced. Marmaduke Grigsby appeared at the top of the stairs, his shirtsleeves rolled up to say he was ready for work.
“You’re not needed here, Grigsby. Go home.”
“Pardon, sir, but there’s a frightful rabble of people out front milling about. I did my best to escort Mrs. Deverick and Robert through the crowd. Shall I bring them down?”
“Just the boy. I mean…send him down, and keep Mrs. Deverick—”
“The high constable wishes to see your son first, if you please, madam,” they heard Grigsby say to the family beyond the door. Then young Robert—looking shocked and wan, his eyes puffed from sleep and his curly dark brown hair in disarray—came into view and slowly, dreadfully descended the stairs. Grigsby followed like a bulldog. “Shut that door!” Lillehorne commanded. “From the other side!”
“Oh yes sir, how disrespectful of me.” Grigsby closed the door with a solid thunk but he remained on the cold room side. He came down, his face resolute.
Matthew saw that now Zed was cleaning the throat wound. McCaggers, who was still beset by fits of trembling, had regained some composure and with a black crayon was drawing on a sheet of paper a precise outline of the body as it lay on the table.
Robert Deverick, wearing a dark blue cloak studded with gold buttons over a blue-striped nightshirt, stopped at the foot of the stairs. His eyes moved from Lillehorne to the table and back again, and his lips moved but made no sound.
“Your father was murdered on Smith Street,” Lillehorne said quietly but with force. “It happened”—he opened the watch, having the same idea as Matthew—“between ten o’clock and ten-thirty, it appears. Can you tell me where he’d been tonight?”
“Father…” Robert’s voice faltered. His eyes glittered, but if there were tears it was hard to tell. “Father…who could’ve murdered my father?”
“Please. Where had he been?”
The young man continued to stare at the corpse, transfixed perhaps by the violence that had been inflicted upon human flesh. Matthew thought how much difference twelve hours could make; yesterday afternoon at the meeting Penn Deverick had been vibrant, boastful, and arrogant—his usual self, or so Matthew had heard—and now he was as cold and insensate as the clay underfoot. Matthew watched Robert trying to gain control of himself. Veins in the throat twitched, a muscle in the jaw jumped, the eyes narrowed and swam. Matthew understood that remaining in London were an elder brother and two sisters. Deverick had been a goods broker there, as well, and Robert’s brother now ran that business.
“Taverns,” Robert managed at last. Grigsby slid past him, ignoring Lillehorne’s look of absolute scorn, and sidled up next to the corpse. “He went out. Before eight o’clock. To make the rounds of the taverns.”
“For what reason?”
“He was…infuriated…about Lord Cornbury’s opinion…that the taverns should be closed early. He intended to fight the governor. With a petition. Signed by all the tavern owners and…” Robert drifted off, for the deep and hideous wound that had been his father’s throat was being fully revealed to the light. McCaggers, his face slick with sweat and his hands trembling, leaned over and measured the cut with his calipers. Matthew saw that in McCaggers’ eyes was the mad gleam of a terror no one should have to endure, yet he carried on.
“Go on, please,” Lillehorne urged.
“Yes. I’m sorry…I’m…” Robert put his hand to his forehead to steady himself. He closed his eyes. “The taverns,” he said. “He wished to get support…to fight Lord Cornbury’s edict, should it be made official. That’s where he was tonight.”
“It would be beneficial,” Matthew offered before he thought better of it, “to find out the last tavern he visited, what time, and who he might have—”
“Already in mind,” the high constable interrupted. “Now Robert, let me ask you this: do you have an idea—any inkling—of who might have wished your father harm?”
Again with grim fascination the young man watched McCaggers at work. McCaggers was using a probe to examine the exposed tissues, after which he gagged and leaned over his bucket once more yet nothing came up. When McCaggers went back to his examination his face was as gray as a whore’s sheet and his eyes behind the spectacles were two small black bits of coal.
“My father,” said Robert, “used to have a credo. He said…business is war. And he fervently believed it. So…yes, he had enemies, I’m sure. But in London, not here.”
“And how can you be so sure?”
“Here he had no competition.”
“But then, perhaps he did. Perhaps someone wanted him out of his position, so—”
“That’s a stretch,” McCaggers said, as Zed wiped his forehead with the moist clean cloth. “Did someone also wish Dr. Godwin out of his position? I’m telling you, the same person has committed these crimes.”
“Really?” Grigsby might not have had a notebook at hand, but he was eager to record. “You’re positive of that?”
“Don’t speak to him, McCaggers!” Lillehorne warned. Then, to Grigsby, “I’ve told you to get out! If you linger one more minute, you’ll stay in the gaol for a week!”
“You don’t have that authority,” Grigsby said, in an easy voice. “I’m breaking no law. Am I, Matthew?”
The furious sound of McCaggers drawing something on the easel-paper caught their attention. When he stepped back, they saw he’d used the red crayon to indicate the throat wound on the black-outlined figure. “Here is my answer,” he said, and then he drew a red triangle framing each eye. When he marked the cut connecting them across the bridge of the nose, it was with such force that his crayon snapped.
“The Masker,” Grigsby said.
“Call him what you please.” McCaggers’ face was nearly dripping in the yellow light; he looked almost dead himself. “It was the same hand.” He changed to the black crayon and began writing notations alongside the body-figure that Matthew was unable to decipher.
“You’re saying…the same person who murdered Dr. Godwin murdered my father?” Robert asked, stricken anew.
“We’re not certain of that.” Lillehorne fired a glance at McCaggers that said hold your tongue. “There’s still work to be done.”
“I’ll keep the body through tonight,” McCaggers said, speaking to all and to no one in particular. “Then to Mr. Paradine tomorrow morning.”
Jonathan Paradine was the town’s funeral master, whose business stood on Wall Street near Trinity Church. When the corpse left here, wrapped in sailcloth, it would be delivered to Paradine for proper shrouding and fitting to a suitable casket of the Deverick family’s choice.
Matthew had noted that, even as strong as he was, Zed was not required to carry the body up those steps. Instead, above the chute there was a system of pulleys and ropes constructed by the town’s engineer for the purpose of hauling the deceased up the way he or she had arrived. By no means did all the dead of New York come to the cold room; most by far went directly from deathbed to Paradine. This was a place solely for the investigation—such as it was—of foul play, of which there’d been four instances since Matthew had been working with Magistrate Powers: the fatal beating of a woman by her peddler husband, the knifing of a sea captain by a prostitute, the murder of Dr. Godwin, and now Mr. Deverick.
“I’ll have my report for you this afternoon,” McCaggers said to the high constable. He took off his spectacles and rubbed his eyes. His hands were still shaking. Matthew reasoned that he would never overcome his dread of blood and death, even were he to examine forty corpses a year.
“May I see that report as well?” Grigsby asked.
“You may not, sir.” Lillehorne turned his attention once more to the young Deverick. He handed over the wallet and gold pocketwatch. “These are yours now, I think. I’ll go up and speak to your mother with you, if you like.”
“Yes, I’d appreciate that. I wouldn’t know what to say by myself.”
“Gentlemen?” Lillehorne motioned Matthew and Grigsby up toward the door.
Without turning from the notes he was writing, McCaggers said, “I’ll speak to Mr. Corbett.”
Lillehorne’s backbone went rigid, his lips so tight he could hardly squeeze a word between them. “I don’t think it wise to—”
“I’ll speak to Mr. Corbett,” came the reply, both an order and a curt dismissal. It was obvious to Matthew that in this lower realm McCaggers was king and the high constable at best a jester.
Still, Lillehorne had his ton of pride. “I shall have a word with Chief Prosecutor Bynes over this misplacement of loyalty to the office.”
“Whatever that means, you may do so. Goodnight to you. Rather…good morning.”
With no further protest other than a little angry exhalation of air, Lillehorne escorted Grigsby and the young Deverick up the stairs. At the top, Grigsby reached back and firmly closed the door.
Matthew stood watching McCaggers write his notes, look at the body, write again, check with the calipers, write, and have his sweating face mopped with a wet cloth by the silent and impassive Zed.
“I attended the meeting today,” said McCaggers, when Matthew thought the man’s concentration had forced out all memory of his being there. McCaggers continued to work as if indeed he, Zed, and the corpse were a trio. “What do you make of Lord Cornbury?”
Matthew shrugged, though McCaggers didn’t see it. “An interesting choice of hats, I’d say.”
“I know some of his history. He has a reputation as a meddler and a buffoon. I doubt he’ll be with us very long.” McCaggers paused to take another drink from his bottle of courage, and he allowed Zed to once more blot the sweatbeads from his forehead. “Your suggestions were well-put. And well-needed, too, I might say. I hope they’ll be implemented.”
“As do I. Especially now.”
“Yes, especially now.” McCaggers leaned over to peer closer at the corpse’s face, and then he gave an involuntary shudder and returned to his writing. “Tell me, Mr. Corbett. Is it true, what’s said of you?”
“What’s said of me?”
“The witchcraft business, in the Carolina colony. That you resisted the will of a magistrate and sought to have a woman freed from a death sentence?”
“It is.”
“Well?”
Matthew paused. “Well what, sir?”
McCaggers turned to look at him, the candlelight sparking on his spectacles and his damp cheeks. “Was she a witch?”
“No, she was not.”
“And you just a clerk? How is it you had such conviction?”
“I’ve never cared for unanswered questions,” Matthew replied. “I suppose I was born that way.”
“A freak of birth, then. Most accept the easiest answer to the most difficult question. It’s more comforting, don’t you agree?”
“No sir, not for me.”
McCaggers grunted. Then: “I presume Mr. Grigsby wishes to write another article in his sheet? On ‘The Masker,’ as he so colorfully states?”
“He does.”
“Well, he missed half of what I told him last time.” McCaggers put down his crayon and turned, with an agitated look, toward Matthew. “How can a man publish a sheet if he has tin ears and his eyes can’t see what’s in front of him?”
“I don’t know, sir,” said Matthew, becoming a little disturbed at McCaggers’ sudden vivacity. Or perhaps more disturbing was the fact that Zed was staring at him with those black and fathomless eyes. Matthew understood that Zed had arrived tongueless at the marketplace; if one knew the slave’s history, it might be a tale for a night’s horror.
“I told him it wasn’t an ordinary knife. It was a knife with a hooked blade. A backhanded strike, drawn from left to right.” McCaggers placed a finger on the red crayon of the throat cut to demonstrate the motion. “This is a knife designed to slice through the throat of an animal. Drawn with no hesitation and with full strength. I would look for someone who has experience in a slaughterhouse.”
“Oh. I see,” said Matthew.
“Pardon me.” McCaggers, who had gone pale with his own recitation of violence, stopped to press the wet cloth up against his mouth.
“The cuttings around the eyes,” Matthew ventured. “Do you have any idea what—”
McCaggers shook his head and held up a hand palm-outward to beseech Matthew’s silence.
Matthew waited uneasily as McCaggers composed himself and Zed stared at him like the living visage of some massive and ominous African carving.
“A statement, of course,” McCaggers said quietly when he lowered the cloth and took a breath. “Exactly the same as delivered to Julius Godwin. In the Italian tradition, carnival masks are sometimes decorated with colored diamond or triangle shapes around the eyes. Particularly the harlequin masks of Venice.” He saw that Matthew was waiting for more. “That’s all I have, concerning the marks. But come closer and look here.”
Matthew walked nearer the corpse and the immobile Zed. McCaggers stayed where he was beside the easel. “Look at the left temple. Here is the place.” He chose another red crayon from the jar and drew a circle on the outlined-figure’s head. Matthew looked at the body at that spot and saw on the swollen flesh a black bruise about three inches long.
“That blow to the head began the play,” McCaggers explained. “Mr. Deverick was dazed and unable to cry out, but not dead. I believe the killer lowered him to the ground on his back, put away the cudgel—a small one, easily concealed—took hold of Mr. Deverick’s hair to steady the target, and did his work. Then the marks around the eyes saved for last, is my best guess. Mr. Deverick was left laid out; your friend got the blood on his hands and then onto that wretched shirt of yours. Am I correct?”
“The part about the shirt, for certain.”
“The whole thing probably took only a matter of seconds. As I say, he is an experienced cutter. Also, by way of Dr. Godwin, an experienced murderer.”
Matthew was staring closely at the imprint of the cudgel, the dead face before him now simply an item of clinical interest and a question unanswered. “You say his throat was cut from the front? A backhanded motion?”
“I can tell that from the depth of the wound. Deep to shallow, the severed cords and clots of tissue pushed to the killer’s right. Hold a moment.” McCaggers swayed and trembled and stared down at the floor until his fit of dread had passed. Zed offered the wet cloth, but McCaggers shook his head.
“How do you know his throat wasn’t cut from behind?” Matthew asked.
“The killer would have had to be left-handed. I think he was—is—right-handed. If he’d come up behind Mr. Deverick, he likely would’ve used his cudgel to squarely strike the back of the skull. And look at Mr. Deverick’s right hand.”
Matthew did. The rigid hand that lay across the belly, the fingers and thumb spread. Acceptance, he’d thought at the scene of the crime. It came clear to him in an instant. “He was about to shake his killer’s hand.”
“The shock of the blow splayed his fingers. Should we be looking for a gentleman? Someone Mr. Deverick knew and respected?”
The impact of this brought something else clearly to Matthew’s mind. It was chilling, in its implication of evil. “Whoever did this wished Mr. Deverick to see his face. To know, perhaps, that he was about to die. Yes?”
“Possibly, but you might have it the wrong way about,” McCaggers said. “The killer might have wished to make sure he saw Mr. Deverick’s face, probably because he wasn’t carrying a lantern. I think this is not the random act of a madman, and neither was the murder of Dr. Godwin. Because Dr. Godwin was also struck on the left temple, leaving that same bruise in almost exactly the same place.”
Matthew couldn’t reply, for he was left thinking about the preparations the killer must have made in order to be quiet, quick, and successful. Wear dark clothes, no lantern, cudgel at the ready, perhaps a belt under a nightblack cloak to hold the instrument, then the blade in a sheath close at hand. From the ground, the blood wouldn’t have spurted so far up that the killer—who was also ready for that fountain of gore—couldn’t have avoided most of it. Gloves, of course, in case the knife handle did become slick. The cuttings around the eyes, and gone back into the dark.
“What was the connection between Dr. Godwin and Mr. Deverick?” Matthew asked, only if to hear himself voice the question.
“You find it,” said McCaggers. Then with an air of finality he turned his back on Matthew to concentrate solely on his notations.
Matthew waited for a few moments longer, but it was clear his welcome had passed. When McCaggers made a motion to Zed and the slave began cutting away the dead man’s clothes with an expertly applied razor, Matthew knew it was time to pick up his lantern from the floor, its candle burned to a stub, and return to the world of the living.
His ascent toward the door, however, was briefly interrupted. “Sometimes,” McCaggers said, and Matthew knew from the echo of the voice that his back was still turned, “it’s not wise to reveal all to a watchful eye. I leave to your judgment what to tell Grigsby and what to keep concealed.”
“Yes sir,” Matthew answered, and with that he left the cold room.
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“WELL? LET’S HAVE IT!”

Matthew had barely gotten through the door of City Hall before Marmaduke Grigsby collared him. The printmaster got alongside, step-for-step, but had to struggle to keep up with Matthew’s long strides. “What did McCaggers think? Did he say more about the murder weapon?”
“I think we should not turn this into a public forum,” Matthew cautioned, for even at this hour long past midnight there were still a few men—refugees from the taverns, no doubt—gathered on the street puffing their pipes and discoursing on the callous quickness of the pale rider. Matthew kept walking and turned the corner onto the Broad Way with Grigsby at his elbow. Even as he did, he thought that he had quite a distance to travel on such a dark night, with the Masker now blooded by two killings. The street-corner lanterns had almost burned themselves out, and clouds had slipped in on a damp seabreeze to blank the moon. He slowed his pace. Though he carried his own meager light and occasionally could be seen a lantern here and there as another nocturnal citizen moved about, he decided it was best to have company after all.
“We should not let this linger,” Grigsby said. “We should compare notes and come up with an article for the Earwig at once. I have other announcements and sundry items to fill up the sheet, but this by far merits the ink.”
“I have a full day tomorrow. Today, I mean. Possibly I can help you on Thursday.”
“I’ll go ahead and write what I know to be true. You can go over the article and add your facts and impressions afterward. Then we’ll get to work setting the type. You will help me with that, won’t you?”
It was a tedious task that nearly blinded a person, since the type had to be set up backward. It could take—regardless of what he’d told Magistrate Powers was “an afternoon’s work”—the whole of a day and well into the night. But the operation did require at least two men, one to “beat” the type with ink and the other to “pull” the lever that pressed the page.
“Yes, I’ll help,” Matthew agreed. He did like Mr. Grigsby and certainly admired his spirit. He also enjoyed having a hand in putting the sheet together, and being the first eyes to see some of the items Grigsby had written concerning drunken tavern brawls, fights between husbands and wives, chases of bulls and horses loose in the streets, who was seen dining at what eating-house in the company of whom, and the more mundane stories of what cargo had arrived and what was shipping out, what vessels were due in port from which destination, and the like.
“I knew I could count on you. We’ll need to speak with Phillip Covey, of course, since I understand he was first on the scene. And you second there, how fortunate for me! For the sheet, I mean. Then perhaps we can get an official statement from Lillehorne. Improbable, but not impossible. You know, I think we might even gather a statement from Lord Cornbury, this being such a…”
Matthew had just about stopped listening at the phrase first on the scene. As Grigsby rambled on with his grandiose plans, Matthew was thinking about who had really been second and third on the scene. He recalled Reverend Wade saying to Dr. Vanderbrocken We have to leave him.
And go where?
He decided this was an instance of what perhaps should not be shared with Grigsby, at least until he’d had a chance to hear what Lillehorne would learn about those two gentlemen, and where they’d been going that was more important than waiting for a constable at a murder scene. Had perhaps they heard or seen something that bore telling? If so, they were poor witnesses to be such town pillars, for they’d surely disappeared this night.
“How did Mrs. Deverick take the news?” Matthew asked as they neared Trinity Church.
“Stoically,” remarked Grigsby. “But then, Esther Deverick has never been known to display emotion in public. She lifted her handkerchief and hid her eyes, but whether she shed a tear or not is up for question.”
“I should like to interview Robert again. Surely he knows something about who might have wished his father harm. Or maybe he knows, but doesn’t realize it.”
“You’re making the assumption, then, that the Masker”—Grigsby was aware of how his voice carried down the Broad Way’s silent length, and he lessened the volume considerably—“that the Masker has a plan and a purpose? How do you come to the conclusion that we don’t simply have a lunatic in our midst?”
“I didn’t say the killer wasn’t a lunatic, or at least half-mad. It’s the other half that concerns me and ought to equally concern Lillehorne. If two people have been murdered by the same hand, why shouldn’t we expect a third, or a fourth, or…however many. But I’m not sure this is so random.”
“Why? Because of some information McCaggers gave you?”
Matthew could feel Grigsby tensed like a lightning rod. Once the printer’s ink got in a man’s veins, it ran there through all of life’s ambitions. “I can get the final report through Magistrate Powers,” he said, not wishing to comment on the possibility that Deverick might have been struck down in the process of recognizing a fellow gentleman or—God forbid—business leader. It had come to Matthew that the Masker might indeed wear his own mask of community service and industry fellowship, and that this “half-madness” had been festering into action for months if not years. “I think it best to wait for McCaggers’ opinions before we—”
Both he and Grigsby were startled as a well-dressed man in a beige suit and tricorn hat came around the corner of King Street, quickly walked past them without a word, and disappeared into the further dark. Matthew had just had a few seconds to register that the man was even there, but he’d thought he recognized him as the individual who’d thrown apples so viciously into the face of Ebenezer Grooder.
What was more interesting, however, was that in the breeze of the man’s passage Matthew imagined he caught the faint aroma of clove-scented cologne.
But then again, Ausley’s realm was only a block to the east, where the iron fence and gate stood around the building of leprous-colored walls on the corner of King and Smith. Whenever Matthew walked so near to that place, his skin crawled and his nostrils flared, so perhaps Ausley’s reek emanated from the yellow bricks here, or from the very air as it moved past the shuttered windows and darkened doors.
“Um…Matthew,” Grigsby said, as he looked at the little flickering flame from the tallowcandle lamp on the cornerpost. “Please don’t think me cowardly in my elder age, but…would you mind walking with me a little further on?” He correctly read Matthew’s hesitation to leave his own straight route home. “I do have something important to ask of you.”
Matthew wasn’t certain what was important enough to get killed for, on an early morning when New York seemed not quite the familiar town it had been yesterday, but he did think that whoever the Masker was, the murder of Mr. Deverick might have been to him as much an aid to sated sleep as a hot toddy. “All right,” he agreed.
Soon they were walking past the almshouse. Grigsby didn’t speak, perhaps in deference to Matthew’s history there, though of course he knew nothing of Ausley’s nocturnal punishments to his charges. Matthew looked neither right nor left, but kept his gaze fixed upon the middle distance. What had been one orphanage building in Matthew’s time had now expanded to become three buildings, though still known collectively as the “almshouse.” The eldest and largest still housed the boys of the streets, the castoffs of broken families, the victims of violence both by Indian and colonist hands, those who were sometimes nameless and bore no recollection of a past nor hope for a happy future. The second building kept orphaned girls and was watched over by a Madam Patterson and her staff, who’d come from England sponsored by Trinity Church for the purpose. The third building, the most recently constructed but still ugly for its gray brick and black slate roof, was under the jurisdiction of the chief prosecutor and contained those debtors and impoverished miscreants whose actions were not exactly criminal but who would be expected to work the blemishes off their records by physical labor on behalf of the town. This building, with its low squat structure and barred windows, had lately become better known as the “poorhouse” and was guaranteed to give a shiver down the spine of every working man and woman whose coins could not equal their credit when the bills came due.
Matthew allowed himself to look at the boys’ orphanage building before they passed. It was completely dark and oppressive in its stillness, its wretched weight of bricks and mortar, its hidden secrets. And yet…and yet…did the faint shine of candlelight move past a bolted shutter? Was Ausley on the move in there, crossing from room to room, listening to the breathing of the young and defenseless? Did he pause by a particular cot in a chamber and cast the dirty light down upon a sleeping face? And did his older “lieutenants,” recruited to keep violent order among those who had known only brutality and suffering, turn their eyes away from that light and settle again into their own night’s refuge?
That kind of thinking led nowhere. Without witnesses, there was nothing. Yet still in the future someone might emerge from that place willing to reveal their torments to the law, and on that day Matthew might still see Ausley hauled away in the back of a wagon.
They continued past more houses and business establishments, but in this area of town with the almshouse at their back and the harbor ahead of them by two long blocks there was a gray cast to the air even on the sunniest day, and night seemed darker still. Not far distant, to their right, was a slave cemetery; on their left was a paupers’ field, the occupants identified—as much as possible—with painted names written on small wooden crosses. A Dutch farmer named Dircksen still worked two acres of corn just east of the paupers’ graveyard, and his sturdy white brick farmhouse looked as if it might last the ages.
“My granddaughter is arriving soon,” said Grigsby.
“Sir?” Matthew wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly.
“Beryl. My granddaughter. She’s arriving…well, she should have been here three weeks ago. I’ve asked Reverend Wade to put up a prayer for me, on her behalf. More than one, actually. But of course everyone knows how errant those ship schedules can be.”
“Yes, of course.”
“They might have lost the wind for a time. They might have had problems with a sail, or a rudder. Everyone knows how difficult those voyages can be.”
“Yes, very difficult,” Matthew said.
“I expect her any day now. Which is what I wished to ask you.”
“Sir?”
“Well, it connects to what I wished to ask you. Beryl is very headstrong. Very much like her father. Full of life and energy and…really, too much for an elder statesman like myself to handle.”
“I didn’t know you had a granddaughter.”
“Oh, yes. I have a second son, also, and two grandsons. They saw me off at the wharf, when I left to make my name in the colony. They’re all fine and settled. But Beryl…she needs guidance, Matthew. She needs…how shall I say this?…watching.”
“Watching? You mean, supervision?”
“Yes, but…she also has a great appetite for…adventure, I suppose is the word.”
Matthew was silent. They were getting close to Grigsby’s house amid the grouping of houses and nautical wares establishments ahead.
“She’s just turned nineteen. A difficult age, wouldn’t you say?” Grigsby continued when Matthew advanced no comment. “She did have a position, though. For eight weeks she was a school teacher in Marylebone, before the school burned down.”
“Pardon?”
“No one was injured, thankfully. But Beryl has now found herself adrift. I don’t mean that literally, of course. She assured me the ship she booked passage on has made the crossing six times, so I should think the captain knows the way. Wouldn’t you?”
“I would,” Matthew said.
“But it’s her temperament I really worry about, Matthew. She wants to find a position here, and at my urging—and due to that very flattering article on Mrs. Brown’s bakery in the last sheet—headmaster Brown has offered to give her a chance at the school. First she’ll have to prove her ability and her seriousness to the task. So: are you up to it?”
Matthew was taken aback by the question and certainly didn’t know what Grigsby was talking about. He smelled apples on the breeze. There was an orchard on a hill nearby, and a house whose elderly Dutch family refined the most wonderful cider in town. “Up to what?” he asked.
“Up to squiring Beryl about. You know. Ensuring she doesn’t get into any trouble before the headmaster has a chance to make up his mind.”
“Me? No, I don’t think I’m suited for it.”
Grigsby stopped walking and looked at him with such amazement that Matthew had to stop as well. “Don’t think you’re suited for it? Lord, boy! You’re the only one I can think of who is suited for it! You’re serious, no-nonsense, and down-to-earth. You’re reliable and trustworthy. You don’t get drunk and you don’t go chasing every skirt you see.”
Matthew gave a slight frown. “I didn’t know I was so boring.”
“No, I mean what I say. Your influence would be very good for Beryl. A steadying hand, from someone nearer her own age. Someone to set an example for her. You see?”
“An example? Of absolute crushing boredom? Come on, I have to get home.” He started walking in the direction of Grigsby’s house again, and the printmaster quickly caught up with him. Or, to be more accurate, quickly caught up with the circle of lantern light.
“Think about it, won’t you? Just to squire her around a bit, introduce her to some trustworthy people, make her feel comfortable here?”
“I would think that was the grandfather’s job.”
“It is! Yes of course it is! But sometimes, for all his good efforts, a grandfather is only an old fool.”
“Your house,” said Matthew, as they approached it. Grigsby’s abode, flanked on one side by an anchorsmith’s workshop and on the other by a roper’s establishment, was just beyond the apple orchard and faced the East River. The house was made of simple white brick but had been personalized by Grigsby with a bright green door and shutters, and above the door was a carved sign that read M. Grigsby, Printer. Alongside the house was a small brick outbuilding, a cool house with a step-down floor that had once been a Dutch dairy, where Grigsby kept supplies of paper, ink, and sundry press parts.
“Will you at least think about it?” Grigsby asked on the front step. “I do need your help in this situation.”
“I’ll give it some thought, but no promises.”
“Splendid! That’s all I can expect. Well, thank you for your company and the light.” He fished his key from his pocket and hesitated with one hand on the latch. “Listen to me, now. You be careful going home. Very careful. Understand?”
“I do, and thank you.”
“All right. See me on Thursday, if at all possible, and let’s get to work on the next sheet.”
Matthew said goodnight and started for home, heading north on Queen Street along the river. There were many things in his mind this early morning, but he found himself pondering the situation of Grigsby’s granddaughter. For one thing, he hoped the ship hadn’t gone down in a storm. Three weeks late? Of course wind and currents could be fickle, but still…
He knew the real reason he didn’t care to become involved with squiring Beryl Grigsby around, and it shamed him because it was purely selfish yet perfectly understandable. He thought Marmaduke hung the moon, but the printmaster’s misshapen figure and strange characteristics—from spraying spittle between those gaping teeth to gong-farting—were not the most desirable to find in a young girl. In fact, Matthew shuddered to think what manner of gnome Beryl might be. There was a reason she was on a ship crossing the stormy Atlantic toward a rude colonial town, and it likely had little to do with a fire at a Marylebone school.
Besides, he was too busy for such galavanting. Too busy by far.
Right now he only wanted to get this damned bloody shirt off, wash his face, and get to bed. There was the widow Muckleroy’s testimony to take at ten o’clock—oh, what a task that was going to be!—and then at one o’clock the real mystery Matthew looked forward to solving: the identity and purpose of Mrs. Katherine Herrald.
Though his lantern candle expired well before he got to safety and his vivid imagination told him he was being stalked by a figure who remained perhaps twenty yards behind, content to wait for another night, he reached the pottery shop without incident and climbed up the ladder and through the trapdoor to the security of his own humble kingdom.
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AS THE DEVIL was beating his wife, Matthew entered the red-carpeted lobby of the Dock House Inn through a pair of doors with insets of frosted glass. It was a handsome structure of red and black brick, three floors tall, built in 1688 where an earlier inn, the Van Pouwelson, had stood before being gutted by a fire. The walls within were dark oak, the sturdy furniture crafted for those who appreciated the difference between necessity and comfort. In a vaulted alcove stood a spinet adorned with paintings drawn from scenes of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and used in well-attended concerts played by several local musicians. Everything about the Dock House Inn, from its rich Oriental carpets to its oil portraits of famed New York business leaders, spoke of affluence and influence. It was difficult to realize that less than a hundred yards from the entrance the hulls of masted ships ground against the pilings and rats skittered under the boots of the sweating cargo crews.
Matthew had worn his best dark blue suit, white cravat, white shirt, and silver-buttoned waistcoat for his interview today with Mrs. Herrald. The rain that had showered from a sunny sky—the tears of the Devil’s wife as she was being beaten, said the Dutch folk—had managed to catch him on Broad Street, just around the corner. His hair was drenched and his coat soaked across the shoulders, for thus had been the weather this day as clouds had passed before the sun, spat rain upon the town, and moved on. The sun had steamed the streets, the clouds had gathered, and the Devil’s wife had cried again, and on and on since midmorning.
He had no time now to concern himself with his sodden appearance. It was enough that he make an appearance, since a broken-down timber wagon had snarled cart and pedestrian traffic on his route and disrupted his schedule enough to throw him at least three minutes late. Four times between the Gold Compass, where he and Magistrate Powers had eaten lunch, and the Dock House Inn he’d been stopped by acquaintances who wished to know more about his experiences of the night before. Of course it seemed everyone in town knew about the murder of Mr. Deverick, to the extent that Matthew was left wondering of what use was a proper broadsheet when word-of-mouth travelled at such speed. Even the widow Muckleroy, at ten o’clock this morning, had been more constant in her inquiries about the murder than she’d been in her testimony concerning the stolen bedsheets. In truth, the magistrate had been so disturbed by Matthew’s story—and the evidence that the so-called “Masker” had done another deed—that he barely seemed able to focus on the woman’s responses.
Powers had wished Matthew luck but had offered no further information concerning his appointment. Now Matthew pushed back his rain-wet hair, ran a finger across his teeth to clear away any remnant of the codfish pie he’d eaten, and approached the elaborately bewigged Mr. Vincent at the ledger desk, behind which a pendulum clock with a dial displaying the astrological signs showed Matthew as indeed being three minutes late.
“Matthew Corbett to see Mrs. Katherine Herrald,” Matthew said.
“Mrs. Herrald is waiting in the parlor,” came the stiff answer, from the rather stiff-necked proprietor. “That way.” He flicked a finger.
“Thank you.”
“Uh…one moment, young man. Have I heard correctly that you were fresh on the scene of that tragedy last night?”
“I was, sir, but please pardon me, I have to go.” As he spoke, Matthew was already on his way toward the other side of the lobby, where two steps led up to a closed set of double doors and the parlor beyond.
“Mind that you stop back by when you’re done!” What might have been a request became a command when spoken by the imperial Gilliam Vincent. “Mr. Deverick was a very good friend to the Dock House!”
Matthew walked up the steps, started to open the doors but then decided to knock first.
“Enter,” came a woman’s voice.
For better or for worse, Matthew thought. He took a deep breath and went in.
If the lobby was refined, the parlor was opulent with its maroon-colored fabric wall coverings, its stone fireplace with a small mantel-clock, and its cowhide-upholstered chairs. A gaming table, complete with marble chessboard, stood in the light of a paned glass window from which one could view the shipmasts and harbor activity just beyond. This was the room where businessmen representing London, Amsterdam, Barbados, Cuba, South America, and greater Europe met to weigh the bags of money and sign agreements. On a desk under an artist’s landscape of New York was a row of quill pens in leather sheaths, and it was the dark red-upholstered chair of this desk where the woman sat, turned to view the doorway.
She stood up as Matthew entered, which took him by surprise because usually a gentlewoman remained seated and allowed the man to advance, offering her hand—or the quick flip of a painted fan—as a gesture of recognition. But then she was on her feet and Matthew saw she was almost as tall as himself. He halted his approach to offer a courteous bow.
“You are late,” the woman said, in a quiet voice that was not as accusatory as simply making the honest statement.
“Yes, madam,” Matthew answered. He thought perhaps two seconds about offering an excuse, but he decided the fact spoke for itself. “I apologize.”
“Then again, you did have an interesting night, did you not? I’m sure those circumstances might have had some effect upon your progress.”
“You know about last night?”
“Mr. Vincent informed me. It seems Mr. Deverick was a well-respected individual.”
“Yes, he was.”
“Unfortunately, however,” said Mrs. Herrald with a slight pause, “not so well-liked.” She motioned with a lavender-gloved hand toward a chair situated to her left. “Would you sit here, please?”
As Matthew sat down, Mrs. Herrald seated herself and so Matthew had a few seconds to complete an examination of her that had begun as soon as he’d entered the room.
She wore a lavender-colored gown with small white ruffles at the throat and over it a deep purple jacket accented with gold buttons. On her head was a cocked riding-hat, the same hue as her gown, with no feather or ornamentation. She was a trim woman, about fifty years old, her features sharp and her blue eyes clear and unwavering as she also took in her examination of him. There were lines of age around her eyes and across her forehead yet there was nothing aged about her, for she was straight-backed and elegant and seemed perfectly comfortable in her own skin. Her dark gray hair, with streaks of pure white at the temples and at a pronounced widow’s-peak, was fashionably combed and arranged yet not piled high and glittering with golden geegaws as Matthew had seen done by many older women of means. And there was no doubt she was a woman of means; to book an accommodation at the Dock House one had to have money, and there was just something about Mrs. Herrald—the lift of the square chin, the cool appraisal of the intelligent eyes, the confidence the woman seemed to have in herself—that indicated she was used to the greater privileges of the world. Tucked at her side was a small black leather case, the kind in which Matthew had seen wealthy men carrying their important contracts and introduction letters.
“What do you think of me?” she asked.
The question took him aback, but he kept his composure. “I suppose I should ask what you think of me.”
“Fair enough.” She steepled her fingers together. The expression in her eyes was not altogether lacking mischief. “I think you are a smart young man, raised rather crudely in the orphanage here, and you wish to advance in the world but at present you don’t know your next step. I think you are well-read, thoughtful, trustworthy though a bit lacking in your organization of time—even though I always consider late to be better than never—and I think you are older than your years would proclaim. In fact, I think you’ve never really been a youth, have you?”
Matthew didn’t reply. Of course he knew she’d gotten all this from Magistrate Powers, but he was interested in the road she was travelling.
Mrs. Herrald paused, waiting for his response. Then she nodded and went on. “I think you have always felt responsible. For whom or what, I don’t know. But responsible to others, in some way. That’s why you’ve never been a youth, Mr. Corbett, for responsibility makes the young aged. It unfortunately also separates one from his peers. Sets him apart, causes him to perhaps retreat inward even more than the hardships of life already have. Therefore, without true friends or a sense of his place in the world, he turns to still further serious and steadying influences. Voracious reading, say. The mental workings of chess, or imagined problems that must somehow be solved. Without a sense of purpose, those imagined problems might become overwhelming, and command the mind day and night…to no resolution. From that point one begins to wander a path that leads to a very bleak and unrewarding future. Do you agree?”
Matthew not only had no answer, but he was also aware that he wasn’t just damp from the rain. He was sweating under his arms. He shifted in his chair, feeling like a cod on a hook. Had the woman made the rounds of New York inquiring about him? He didn’t know whether to feel flattered by her attention or flattened by such crushing insights. She had to have gone around town discovering his habits! Damn it, he ought to put on a face of effrontery, rise from his chair, and stalk out of here.
But instead he kept his expression mild, his eyes calm, and he stayed where he was.
“So do you now have an opinion of me?” she asked, in a buttery voice.
“I think…you enjoy the process of discovery,” he replied, and that was all.
“How true,” came her answer. Then they sat staring at each other as darkness grew in the room, a sudden shower pelted the window, the shadows moved, and sunlight streamed down again through the paned glass.
“I am a businesswoman,” Mrs. Herrald said. “I’m sure Nathaniel…I mean to say…Magistrate Powers told you?”
“He told me you were in business, yes. But not what kind of business, or why you might be interested in me.”
“It’s because of your responsibility. That’s why I’m interested. Your youth, even your lack of youth. Your mind. Your pursuits. Even your history with Magistrate Woodward.”
Matthew couldn’t suppress a start. Now this maddening woman was really treading too near a grave. “Magistrate Powers told you about that, as well? To what extent?” He remembered his manners. “If I may ask?”
“Of course. He told me the whole story. Why would he not, if I asked? It was a difficult time for you, yes? But you certainly kept to your convictions, even though it caused grief to both yourself and to your…shall I call him your mentor? I’m sure you had a strong allegiance to him, since he secured you from the orphanage. Did you consider what you were doing a betrayal?”
“I considered what I was doing,” Matthew said evenly, though he wished to grit his teeth, “as a search for justice.”
“And you assumed that in this case you knew more than the experienced and highly competent Magistrate Woodward?”
Matthew looked at his hands and worked his knuckles. He could feel Mrs. Herrald carefully watching him, perhaps looking for a sign of weakness or a flaw in what had been until now a well-maintained veneer. He concentrated on breathing steadily and quietly, and in showing not a whit of emotion. Then he was ready. He looked up and squarely met her cool gaze.
“I believed that I was right,” he said, “based on not only the existing evidence but the lack of evidence. In my experience—a rather limited experience, as you so correctly point out—sometimes the questions easily answered are not the right questions. Sometimes the questions easily answered are meant to lead one into darkness. Therefore, to get my light—as it were—I look to the questions that no one else might ask. The unpopular questions. The uncivil, impolite questions. I harp on them and I pound on them, and often my strategy is to drive into the ground those who refuse to answer what I wish to know. I grant that I don’t have many friends and I grant that I have perhaps retreated too much into myself, but—” He stopped, because he realized he’d walked right into the little devious snare of self-revelation that Mrs. Herrald had set out for him. She made me angry, he thought. She broke my control, and now I am spilled.
“Go on,” she urged, still in a quiet voice. “You were speaking of impolite questions.”
“Yes, impolite.” Matthew had to take a few seconds to gather his wits. “In Fount Royal, with Magistrate Woodward…everything was moving so quickly. Moving toward a burning at the stake. I didn’t…I didn’t feel some…many…of the more difficult questions had been answered. And yes, he was my mentor. My friend, as well. But…I couldn’t let those unanswered questions lie there. I couldn’t. Not with those townspeople so eager to take her life.”
“Her life?”
“Rachel Howarth was her name. The accused woman.”
Mrs. Herrald nodded and looked out the window toward the forest of masts for a time. Then she asked, “What was the first thing you did this morning?”
“Well…I ate breakfast with the Stokelys. I live above their pottery—”
“After that,” she interrupted.
He frowned, puzzled. “I…walked to work.”
“Is that completely true? Or did you go somewhere before that?”
He realized what she was getting at. “I walked down Smith Street to where Mr. Deverick’s body was found.”
“Why?”
“I wished to see it in daylight. To see if there might be anything in the dirt that…may have been left. A button, for instance, from the killer’s coat. Anything, I suppose.”
“And you found what?”
“Nothing. Sand had already been spread to blot up the blood, and the dirt raked. I suppose that was on the high constable’s order, getting things back to normal.”
“Hardly normal,” she said. “Two murders within the space of as many weeks? Who do you think the high constable should be looking for?”
Before Matthew could think about it, he spoke what had been on his mind since awakening this morning: “A gentleman executioner.”
“Hm,” she said, but offered no more. Then she cleared her throat, angled her head, and looked at him as if clearly for the first time. “I presume you’ve never heard of the Herrald Agency?”
“No, madam, I haven’t.”
“Founded by my husband. My late husband. In London, in 1685. He was a lawyer of some renown in his younger years, and later gave his aid to many individuals who required it. Legal aid and advice, yes, but the Herrald Agency specializes in…” She gave him the hint of a smile. “As you put it so astutely, the process of discovery.”
“Oh,” Matthew said, though he had no clue what she was talking about.
“We now have two offices in London, one in Edinburgh, one soon to open in Amsterdam, and we plan—I plan—to consider opening an office in New York. We have a dozen agents all with varying specialties in problem solving. Most of them have backgrounds in law enforcement, though several have been recruited from the opposite camp. As cities grow, it seems, so grows our business. Needless to say, I believe New York—as well as Boston and Philadelphia—will soon make the transition from town to city. Therefore I wish to find a central location for—”
“Pardon me, please,” said Matthew, and he leaned forward in his chair with a perplexed expression. “Forgive the interruption, but what exactly do you mean by ‘problem solving’?”
“I shall answer with an example. In April the young son of a very influential banking family misplaced one of his mother’s diamond bracelets by giving it to his fiancee, a rather disreputable Dutch actress. The mother wanted it back, but it seemed that the fiancee had suddenly and completely vanished after the opening night. Furthermore, she was the female companion of a criminal figure whose very name turned the London law hawks into frightened pigeons. So it was brought to us to find and return the bracelet, and also to make certain that our criminal acquaintance—who had known nothing about his companion’s dalliances—did not do to her with an axe what he had done to two previous ladies, because the young son still wished to marry her. The problem was solved, but unfortunately bride and groom had a falling-out over dinner plates for the home and besides, theater season was about to open in the Netherlands.”
“By problems,” Matthew said, “you mean…personal difficulties?”
“Missing documents, forged letters, theft of money or property, questions of sincerity and loyalty as applied to either business or marriage, missing persons, reconstruction of accidents, courier for valuable items or bodyguard for important persons, discovery of any question that might be asked as to the truth or falsity of any given situation. All those, and more.” Mrs. Herrald paused to give him time to take all this in. “In addition,” she continued, “we are often asked by law enforcement officials to explore the more dangerous territory of the professional criminal and the criminal organizations, of which there is no lack and which are likely—given human corruption and the greed for both power and money—to grow beyond all current recognition. I might also point out that the investigation of murder is one of our specialties, and we have a sterling record of success. Do you have any questions?”
Matthew was speechless. He’d had no idea anything such as this existed. It made the thoughts of law school fly out of his head like old, slow geese. “I…well…what do you want with me?”
“Now don’t be thick!” she scolded, but with good nature. “And also don’t be modest. You are highly regarded by Nathaniel Powers, or you wouldn’t be sitting here.”
“But…is this an interview for employment?”
“It’s an interview to determine whether you’re interested or not. Are you?”
“Yes,” Matthew said, almost at once. “Certainly I am. But what exactly would I be doing?”
“Discovery,” said Mrs. Herrald. “Problem solving. Thinking quickly, in dangerous situations. Taking your life in your hands sometimes, to be truthful. Or trusting your life to the hands of someone else. Picking up a question like a…like a chess piece, and determining how it fits in the game. If you’re interested in doing that, in being the first member of the Herrald Agency in America and being paid very well for it, then you will do what I next require of you.”
Matthew listened, but said nothing.
Mrs. Herrald opened the black leather case at her side and brought out a white envelope. “Do you know the DeKonty estate?”
“I do.” It was about eight miles from town along Manhattan Island. Matthew and Magistrate Powers had been there a little over a year ago to attend a party for the town’s legal staff hosted by August DeKonty, who had owned both a stone quarry and one of the largest lumbermills in the colony.
“You’re aware that Mr. DeKonty passed away in March? And that his widow and daughter have moved to Boston?”
“I am.”
“Also are you aware that the new owner of the estate is a Mr. Hudson Greathouse, a business consultant who has just recently taken occupancy?”
“That I didn’t know.”
“He’s a very private individual. You will meet him today, and give him this letter.” She handed it to Matthew. The first thing he did was turn it over and look at the red wax seal embossed with the letter H. “You are not to open it. If the seal is broken, I personally take a sizeable loss of both money and reputation and you may return to your position with Nathaniel Powers.”
“May I ask what’s in it?”
“Amendments to the deed that need a signature. There was some difficulty over the DeKonty landholdings, and this is a clarification procedure. Therefore you will take this letter to Mr. Greathouse, stand by in his presence as he signs it, and bring it back to me by seven o’clock this evening. Oh…here.” She reached into the case and brought out another object, which she gave him without hesitation. “Wind it now. The mantel clock reads twelve minutes before two.”
In Matthew’s hand was a gleaming silver watch. He opened the lid and gazed down upon the beautiful white dial, the black numerals and hands. If the mantel clock was correct—and he was sure the finicky Mr. Vincent wound it by the hour—then the watch was also correct. Still, Matthew took hold of the winding stem and very carefully and slowly turned it several times until the spring gave resistance.
“Can you secure a horse?” Mrs. Herrald asked.
Matthew nodded, still giving all his attention to the silver watch. Had there ever been silver that shone so brightly, or a dial so white, or Roman numerals shaped as if by the etching-pen of an emperor?
“I am here,” she said. “Look at me.”
He did.
“A horse. You can ride?”
“I can, yes madam.” If he couldn’t handle a horse by now, with all the travelling through the colony he and Magistrate Powers had done, then he would have to settle for the most broken-down donkey at Tobias Winekoop’s stable.
“Direct your expenses to my bill here. Now listen to me with care, Matthew: I am offering you this opportunity to show me how reliable you are. There is a financial value to the content of that envelope, though you personally could not benefit from it. Some, however, with the right resources in unfit places might. Any such item carries a risk. Do you understand?” She waited until he’d given a nod. “Bear in mind the serious nature of being a courier. Do not dawdle, do not leave the main road, do not stop to help any damsel or dandy in distress because that is the oldest trick in the book for highway robbers.”
“Robbers?” Matthew felt his heartbeat quicken and his stomach give a lurch. He’d not considered the fact that a deed with a monetary value might attract highwaymen—or highwayladies, as the case might be.
“Do you carry a pistol? A sword?”
“No,” Matthew answered, feeling a little stunned. “I don’t know how to use either one.”
“We’ll have to rectify that, if you succeed this afternoon. Well, it’s probably for the best though. If you’re not an expert with a pistol or sword, you have no business killing yourself by trying to use one. Just be aware of your surroundings and, as I say, don’t stop.”
Matthew realized he must have had a look of terrible distress on his face, because Mrs. Herrald’s voice softened. “I’m a worrier by nature. I see a plot in every plan. Do know that if you’re robbed, it’s only a copy yet it bears an extremely valuable signature and seal from the royal office of land transfers. The original can be recopied, of course, though it would take months to get the signature and seal redone. But don’t throw your life away on my account. Are you ready to go?”
He didn’t reply, for his tongue was not in working order.
Mrs. Herrald said, “If you have misgivings, you may return the envelope. I’ll give you money for dinner and a glass of wine at the tavern of your choice, and we shall write this meeting off as an exercise in verbiage. What do you wish?”
“Do I have to give back the watch?” Matthew managed to ask.
“Yes, and polish it, too.”
He stood up, watch in one hand and dangerous envelope in the other. “I’ll go.”
Mrs. Herrald remained seated. “Seven o’clock,” she said firmly.
Matthew wondered what would happen if his body wasn’t found until eight. But he pulled himself tall, got his legs moving, and left the parlor.
“Wait! Corbett! Wait, I said!” shouted Mr. Vincent as he came out from behind his desk, but Matthew carried a watch now and time waited for no man.
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MATTHEW SET OFF on a middle-sized, brown-and-white paint mare named Suvie that he’d secured on previous business trips from Mr. Winekoop’s stable. She was a plodder, but she was easily managed and had never been known—at least according to the amiable, pipe-smoking Winekoop—to throw a rider. So, with Suvie under him, his hands in the reins, boots in the stirrups, and wax-sealed envelope tucked in an inner coat pocket and fastened down with a button, he rode along the Broad Way to the north, mindful of pedestrians, wagons, wandering mendicants, merchants hawking their wares from little pull-carts, dogs chasing cats chasing chickens, slop and the essence of chamberpot thrown into the street, and other sundry obstacles to be avoided.
He wished he’d thought to bring a hat, because here came another brief shower that wet him and then passed on in favor of the sun. He decided to keep going past the pottery shop, though, for he wanted to keep to a strict time-schedule.
It had been almost two-thirty when he’d left the stable. There’d been an important task he’d needed to accomplish at City Hall, and also to ask Magistrate Powers for permission to make this journey though the afternoon was free and he’d known the magistrate would give his blessing. The magistrate, however, had not been in the office and so Matthew had left a note, completed his task, and then hurried back down the stairs where he’d run into High Constable Lillehorne and Chief Prosecutor Bynes on their way up.
“Ho there, Matthew!” said Bynes, a large-bellied and jovial man with a florid face and trimmed gray beard. “Where to in such a hurry?”
“Hello, sir. I’m sorry, I do have an appointment.”
“A moment, then.” Bynes reached out and put a ham-sized grip on Matthew’s shoulder. Lillehorne tried to squeeze past them but was unable to advance. “Two things. I meant to speak to you earlier about your suggestions at the meeting. They were very interesting and could be useful, and I’m sure the high constable intends to properly study them. Isn’t that right, Gardner?”
“Yes sir,” Lillehorne said, his voice suddenly bright. “I intend to study them at great length.”
“Grand!” That was the chief prosecutor’s highest and all-purpose praise. Then his face darkened and a voice that could call down thunder and cataclysm in the courtroom became almost fatherly. “And last night. You happened upon that tragic scene. Gardner painted the whole picture for me, and I’ve looked in upon the body. Those marks around the eyes…very disturbing, are they not?”
“Yes sir, they are.”
“I understand that our rather eccentric printmaster mentioned that term again when he was unlawfully present in the cold room. Yes?”
“Term, sir?” Matthew knew exactly what he meant, but he wouldn’t speak it. Besides, he wasn’t sure it had been “unlawful” for Grigsby to be present. Unless they were rewriting the town code at night when everyone slept.
“You do know.” Bynes applied just a little more pressure to Matthew’s shoulder. “We—all of us—are in this together, Matthew. We are all professionals. Craftsmen, in our own way. Make no mistake, we shall bring this murderer to justice. Unfortunately, no good is done when Marmaduke Grigsby starts declaring…you know…that term for all to see in his sheet. It causes an unease, which breeds fear, which breeds panic, which breeds citizens uncertain of the protective power of their legal officials. Not good. Yes?”
“Yes. I mean…no. I suppose.”
“Now I think it’s fine for Grigsby to run his little paper. Talk about the ships coming in, the cargoes, the energy of New York, the social scene and…yes, of course, even the minor squabblings in the streets which any town of merit must endure.” Bynes paused, his cool blue eyes ready to strike lightning to go along with a storm-dealing throat. “But Grigsby cannot be—and will not be—allowed to make this murderer into more than simply a lunatic who most probably has now fled town.”
“Pardon, sir,” Matthew said, “but I think that’s what was advanced after Dr. Godwin’s murder. Obviously it wasn’t true.”
“We don’t know that it isn’t true now. I’m not saying Grigsby shouldn’t run a small bit about the incident. I’d have to be a fool not to know that the whole town’s talking about it, but we must control public opinion, Matthew. For the good of the people. If Grigsby makes a big splash about it, how will that help anything? Yes?”
Matthew had no idea whether he ought to agree or disagree. But he said, “I do know of one thing that would greatly aid the good of the people, sir. To actively investigate the murder and find this person before he—”
“Shhhhh.” A thick finger went to Bynes’ lips. “We are investigating, you can be sure of that, and we shall find this lunatic if he is insane enough to remain in New York.”
Something about that music sounded off-key, but Matthew let it go. He turned his attention to the high constable. “A question for you, sir. Have you been able to question Reverend Wade and Dr. Vanderbrocken?”
“I have, if you really need to know.”
“May I ask what was their explanation of such a quick disappearance?”
Lillehorne cast a glance at Bynes that said Oh the fools I have to suffer. Then, to Matthew with a hint of disdain, “The good reverend was on his way to attend to church business. The good doctor was on his way to see a sick patient. They obviously were on the south side of the street and heard Phillip Covey’s shout, just as you heard it from the north side. Each apologized for not remaining there to wait for a constable, but they had their separate destinations.”
“Their separate destinations,” Matthew repeated.
“That’s what I said. Are you in need of an ear-horn?”
“Pardon, but did you ask exactly what church business and who was the patient?”
“No, because I’m respectful to those two gentlemen and their explanations have satisfied me. Any further probing would be disrespectful and possibly sinful in the case of Reverend Wade. Really, Corbett!” He tried again to get past Bynes. “Shall we go, sir?”
Bynes released Matthew’s shoulder. He flicked an imaginary something off Matthew’s left lapel. “Speak to your friend, won’t you? Both as a friend to him and a friend to me? Yes?” He smiled broadly. “Grand!”
As Matthew guided Suvie up the Broad Way hill past the pottery shop toward the lush green forest beyond, he was thinking about the phrase separate destinations. That was odd, because he distinctly remembered Reverend Wade saying to Dr. Vanderbrocken We have to leave him.
Was he mistaken, or didn’t that sentence imply the reverend and doctor were travelling together toward a common destination?
The doctor’s bag had been on the ground. It appeared he’d been wearing a nightshirt under his cloak, which also had an implication of emergency. If the two men had been travelling together, why had they not just said so to Lillehorne?
Of course, there were many slips between Lillehorne’s cup and his lips, so it was certainly possible he’d misunderstood they weren’t together or his questions had come out bungled. But still, it was very odd.
How serious was it, for a man of God to tell a lie?
Matthew had to shake these questions out of his brain. What did it matter, anyway? He didn’t believe for an instant that either the reverend or doctor had had anything to do with the murders. As Lillehorne had said, they were coincidentally on the south side of the street when they heard Covey shouting.
We have to leave him.

Something didn’t fit, Matthew thought. He hated when that happened, because it meant he was going to have to go speak to Reverend Wade and Dr. Vanderbrocken himself, just for the sake of clarity, when he returned to town.
The last few houses on the edge of New York slipped past. On either side were farmfields and orchards, stone boundary walls, and cattle in their pastures. He rode past the large old windmill atop Common Hill, and then he was truly on the Boston Post Road as it curved along the huge green deep of Collect Pond on the left and thick woodland on the right sloping all the way down to the river.
The rain showers had thankfully settled the dust on the Post Road. The road itself was not nearly as rugged as that miserable path from Charles Town to Fount Royal, but certainly could still bring a civil engineer to his knees. Matthew considered that one of the most gruelling jobs in the colony had to be driving a coach between New York and Boston, and feeling those bumps and gullies nearly knock the wheels off under you. But then again, it was a road well-travelled by local farmers and occupants of the larger estates further north and of course as a route not only to Boston but also to East Chester and New Rochelle.
It was a hilly route, with large stretches of wilderness between cultivated farmland. Here too, as in the Carolina colony, the massive trees in places overhung the road with gnarled branches that had been old in the days of Henry Hudson. Deer occasionally jumped in the undergrowth at the sight of Matthew and Suvie. Dark flights of insects whirled over swamp ponds and clear streams gurgled over smooth-worn stones. There was also, as in Carolina, the feeling that one was always being watched by Indian eyes, yet for a white man to see an Indian who didn’t wish to be sighted was a near impossibility. The clouds bellied, a shower fell, the clouds broke apart, and the bright sun shone down through ten-thousand green leaves above Matthew’s head.
He kept Suvie at a walk, intending to pick her up into a trot a little further along. He judged it would take about a half-hour from this point to reach the more narrow road, marked by a pile of white stones, that turned to the left off the Post Road and wound to a number of estates either once or currently held by Dutch residents. Then he could work Suvie into speed and possibly cover the remaining four miles in about forty minutes. It interested Matthew why someone would choose to live out here in the wilderness so far from town, but as he understood it these particular people owned businesses—like Mr. DeKonty’s stone quarry and lumbermill—that demanded both space and resources. He understood there was a vineyard out here somewhere and a winery starting up, but he hadn’t yet seen it. These were hardy, fearless people who seemed to have no problem with Indians showing up for tea, but never let it be said that New York would ever grow without fearless people.
Rays of sunlight streamed through the forest, but now lower to the ground. Ahead the road curved to the right beyond the thicket of trees. The noise of birdsong was loud and reassuring though from the western distance came a faint low rumble of thunder. Occasionally he caught a glimpse of green cliffs rising up below a blue haze. He hated to be caught out in a real rainstorm, not just these passing summer drizzle-fits, but even if he became soaked at least the envelope was well-protected.
Now the road curved to the left and climbed a hillock. At the top it descended and went right again, a capricious trickster. He guided Suvie around the bend and saw the oak branches inter-locking over the road ahead like the arbored ceiling of a green cathedral.
The road stretched out straight and flat. This would be a good place to urge Suvie into a trot, he decided, but no sooner had this thought come to mind than three quail burst from the thicket to his right, flying past him like arrows, and following with a crash of breaking underbrush came a big chestnut horse with a white-starred face.
The muscular animal was being ridden by a man wearing a black tricorn with a raven’s-feather tucked in the scarlet band, a white ruffled shirt, dark blue coat, and white breeches. Unfortunately, Matthew saw, he was no ordinary equestrian out for an afternoon’s jaunt, for he wore a dark blue kerchief across the lower half of his face and bore a pistol whose barrel looked equally as long as Matthew’s forearm. The business-hole in that barrel was trained on Matthew, whose first rather frantic idea of digging his heels into Suvie’s sides and riding like a scalded-ass demon flew away as quickly as a scared quail.
“Hold your horse,” the highwayman directed, as Suvie gave a shudder of alarm and started to sidestep. Matthew did as he was told and pressed his knees in, at the same time giving as smooth a pull on the reins as he could manage. Suvie whinnied and snorted but complied with her rider. The highwayman approached, the pistol resting across his lap. Matthew’s heart was pounding so hard he knew his ears must be twitching.
“Keep the reins and step down,” came the next command. When Matthew didn’t immediately obey—being somewhat frozen solid at this sudden attack—the highwayman placed the pistol’s barrel against Matthew’s right knee. “I won’t kill you, young man,” he said, his voice low and husky though not altogether ungentlemanly, “but I shall blow your knee off if you fail to do as I say. This being a well-travelled road, I’m sure a wagon will come along in three or four hours.”
Matthew climbed down off Suvie, still holding the reins.
The highwayman now dismounted, and Matthew was aware that he was a broad-shouldered monster of a man perhaps three inches above six feet. Gray sides showed below the tricorn, as well as half a craggy face, the bridge of a formidable nose, and deep-set eyes dark as tarpits. The left charcoal-gray eyebrow was sliced by a jagged and nasty-looking scar.
“What do you have?” the man asked, laying the barrel against Matthew’s left ear.
“Nothing.” It was all he could do to speak, but he knew that he had to steady up.
“Why is it everyone says that? Well, not everyone. Some beg to give me their money, after I shoot them through the ear. Wish to answer that question again?”
“I have a little money.”
“Oh, ho! From nothing to a little! Progress of sorts, I’d say. Soon we’ll have you richer than Midas. Where is this pittance?”
“Saddlebag,” Matthew said, but only with great reluctance because he knew what else was in there. He thought he could hear the ocean roaring in the pistol’s barrel.
“Open it.” The man took Suvie’s reins and stepped back.
Matthew tried to take his time at undoing the leather straps, but the highwayman said, “I’m going to take what you have, so cease the nonsense.” When Matthew had opened the bag, the man commanded, “Step off the road,” and Matthew backed up into the high grass. Then the raven of the roads strode forward, reached into the bag, brought out Matthew’s brown leather drawstring wallet, and…the indignity of it…the silver watch just presented to him two hours before.
“Shiny,” the highwayman commented. “I like this very much, thank you.” The watch disappeared into his coat with practised grace. Next was the undoing of the wallet, and this time the half-face gave a menacing scowl. “What’s your job? Professional beggar? How is it you carry a silver watch of wealth and a wallet of poverty?”
“My station in life,” Matthew answered. “The watch belongs to someone else.”
The highwayman stared at him impassively for a moment, looked into the empty saddlebag once more, and then gave Suvie a flathand whack on the rump that caused her to squall like an infant and shoot forward, her eyes wide with terror and her ears back against her head. She galloped wildly away along the road, heading in the direction of the DeKonty estate, and Matthew thought he heard the chestnut horse give a whicker that for all the world sounded like an evil little laugh.
Matthew slowly let go of the breath that had lodged in his lungs. He knew full well he was up to his ears in what his face had been pushed into two nights ago.
“Open your coat,” came the next directive.
Instinctively, Matthew’s fingers went to his coat just over the envelope. He winced and dropped his hand down as if seared by unearthly fire.
“Open it.” The highwayman came forward until he was an arm’s length from Matthew. The tarpit eyes glittered and the pistol rose up to rest against his own shoulder.
“I have no more—”
In the next instant Matthew’s coat was wrenched open, a button flew from within, and a hand pulled the envelope out before the button could fall into the grass. The robber checked the other side of Matthew’s coat for another pocket but, finding nothing, turned his attention to the waistcoat. Its small pocket was empty and so too was the pocket of his breeches; therefore the highwayman took two steps back and looked down at the envelope, starting to turn it over to the sealed side.
Matthew stepped forward, damp sweat prickling his face. At once he had the highwayman’s full concentration and the pistol barrel at one nostril.
“Listen,” Matthew said in a voice that was near breaking, “that doesn’t concern you. It’s an official document. Amendments to a deed, but worthless to you. Please give it back to me and let me go on my—”
Still staring callously at him, the highwayman broke the seal. Bits of red wax fell down into the grass. He backed away six paces, the pistol yet aimed at Matthew, and then he drew the document out, unfolded it, and spent a moment examining it. There was nothing written on the back of the parchment, but something on the front must have appealed to the brigand because Matthew could tell he was grinning wolfishly even under the kerchief.
“Well,” he said, “this bears some very nice signatures. I expect my friends in Boston who have a talent for handwriting might wish to see this, do you think?”
Matthew put a hand to his eyes. Slowly, his hand moved down to cover his mouth and his eyes went cold.
The highwayman crumpled the envelope and threw it down upon the road. He refolded the document and slid it into his own coat. “I thank you, young man. You’ve made the day of a lowly wanderer that much brighter.” He shoved his pistol into a belt holster and then, taking the reins, swung himself up into the chestnut’s saddle with smooth and powerful economy of motion. Thunder spoke from the west again, and the robber cocked an ear toward it. “I shouldn’t waste too much time around here,” he advised. “It might not be safe.”
He turned his horse along the Post Road and galloped off in the direction of Boston, and the last view Matthew saw of him was a horse’s ass carrying a horse’s ass.
Matthew listened to the birds singing. The air was warm, the trees beautiful, the summer at its full height of glorious bounty.
It was a damned hell of a day.
After a time he wiped the sweat off his face with his cravat, and then he stood staring down at the crumpled envelope in the road. He looked southwest, toward New York, then back at the envelope.
Interesting, he thought.
He made no attempt to pick the envelope up. It was a dead thing.
Then he turned to the northeast and began walking, first at a moderate pace and then faster still. He had a way to go, of course, and he didn’t wish to wear himself out before he got there but some speed was essential. Possibly he might find Suvie up ahead, eating grass in a meadow. He hoped.
As he walked, he remained aware of not only what was ahead but also what might be coming up behind, and he was ready at any moment to jump into the underbrush.
Again Matthew walked alone, but the strength of his purpose was company enough.





eleven 
LATE AFTERNOON’S SHADOWS had fallen across Manhattan, painting the wooded hills deep green and gold.
Weary but still determined, Matthew covered what he felt must be the last quarter-mile along the winding wilderness road, and then he recognized the waist-high rock wall of the DeKonty estate through the trees ahead. A pair of closed iron gates guarded the trail leading up to the house, which couldn’t be seen for all the foliage. He guided Suvie off the road and into the forest, thankful that he’d found her chewing apples in an orchard about a half-mile from the point where she’d been rump-slapped, and thankful also that she had graciously accepted him back on after being so rudely treated.
Now there was a score to be settled.
He said quietly, “Whoa, girl,” and reined her in. Then he climbed off and walked her deeper into the woods, where she couldn’t be seen from the road. He tied her securely to a branch, gave her one of the apples he’d put into his saddlebag, and then he was ready to go.
Best not to enter through the gates, he decided. Possibly they were locked anyway, and he wished to find his own route in. He walked along the wall, remembering that the DeKonty house was set well back from the road and was surrounded by tulip gardens that had been Mrs. DeKonty’s pride.
After a few minutes he climbed over the wall, terribly mauling his best suit, but then he was over and into some manicured shrubs and he crouched down thinking that if Mr. Hudson Greathouse kept a mastiff or wolfhound to guard the place his suit would be the least thing mauled today. But there was no bark and roar of one of those beasts rushing to break his bones and so he rose up—carefully, cautiously—and walked through a little grassy paradise where butterflies swam amid the seas of flowers and a path of raked gravel led off beside a fieldstone well. It was a meticulously kept estate, Matthew thought, and then he came upon a hillock where four sheep were grazing and he saw how the grass was so evenly trimmed.
Up past the sheep, the trail that led from the road curved up toward the main house, which stood surrounded by huge oaks and as he recalled overlooked the river on the far side. It was a structure obviously built by a wealthy merchant in the quarry business, for it was two levels made of dark brown and tan stones with a gray slate roof. At the apex stood a brown-painted cupola topped by a brass weathervane in the shape of a rooster. The front door was a big slab of tea-colored wood with a knocker the size of the highwayman’s fist.
He remembered a barn and a carriage-house back behind the main dwelling, and also on the riverfront side there was another garden where the party had been held. Over there as well were glass-paned doors that led into a study where Mr. DeKonty had gone on at length about the various grades of lumber. A place of education then had become of interest now, and as Matthew headed around toward the back of the house to make a circuitous path to his destination he heard the distant clang of metal and knew that someone had just unlocked the gates.
He had to hurry now. He walked quickly past a hitching-post in the shade of a green-mossed oak and made a mental note to buy new boots if he was going to do any more hiking such as this, for his heels were rubbed raw.
On the river side, the water shimmering down at the bottom of a rather high slope and the forest unbroken beyond, Matthew found the double doors he knew to be there. Closed, yes. But locked, no. The brass handles gave as he carefully turned them. A set of dark red drapes was drawn across the entrance. He couldn’t see beyond into the room, but he would have to risk the chance that it was not empty. He opened the doors, parted the drapes, stepped into an empty study, and closed the doors behind him.
Within the walls of dark wood were bookshelves, a writing desk with quills and inkpot, a chair at the desk, and two other chairs. Across the back of one chair he saw hung in a leather scabbard a rapier with a bone-white grip and an undecorated metal handguard and pommel. A workman’s sword, he thought. Made for use instead of threat. A man’s coat hung on a wallhook across the room, next to a closed door.
Then he heard voices approaching from the other side, and he thought it wise to retreat behind the drapes and stay as still and quiet as mind over nerves would allow.
“…unfortunate, really,” said a man’s muffled voice. “He gave it away so…” and here the door opened and the voice became clear “…easily. He practically showed me where it was.”
“And how was that?” A woman’s voice, behind the man.
Matthew had to grin just a bit. It seemed that Mrs. Herrald would not be at the Dock House Inn at seven o’clock.
“He touched his coat pocket,” said the highwayman, whose voice had become much less that of the raven of the road and much more the English gentleman. “The outside of it, here.” He was displaying the motion for Mrs. Herrald. “Furthermore, as I took the envelope he told me what it contained. He altogether lost his nerve.”
Matthew decided to say Better than losing my knee, but he wished to make a grand entrance. He pushed aside the drapes, stepped forward…and two things happened in a blur.
Mrs. Herrald, who had removed her riding-hat since arriving at the house, gave a startled cry. In the next instant the supposed highwayman, still a huge man no matter his masquerade, moved faster than Matthew had ever seen a human being react in his life. There was a hissing sound of leather spitting steel, a bright spark of sunlight leaped in an arc across the walls, and very suddenly Matthew had the sharp tip at the end of thirty inches of rapier up under his throat where all the life flowed.
Matthew froze. The swordsman also became a statue, as did Mrs. Herrald, but the weapon did not waver a nose-hair.
“I surrender,” Matthew said, and slowly lifted his hands palm-out. “By God!” the man thundered, shaking the glass in the door panes. “Are you insane? I almost ran your neck through!”
“I thank you for your hesitation in that regard.” Matthew tried to swallow and found his Adam’s-apple in jeopardy. “I have a delivery for a Mr. Hudson Greathouse.”
“A delivery? What are you—”
“Mr. Greathouse,” said Mrs. Herrald quietly, “please lower your sword from our courier’s throat.” Her face was still blanched but some humor had returned to her eyes, and Matthew thought that even by what the man Greathouse had told her, she knew his trick.
The sword dropped, but Greathouse kept it at his side unsheathed. Matthew felt it was a compliment, in a way. The man’s rugged, hawk-nosed face bore the rather dazed and confused expression Matthew had seen on six-month-long sea voyage passengers as they staggered onto the dock encountering long-forgotten stability.
“May I deliver the envelope?” Matthew asked.
“I already took it,” growled Greathouse.
“Yes sir, but…no, sir. You did take an envelope, yes. But the right one, no.” Matthew shrugged off his coat, reached back underneath his waistcoat, and retrieved the envelope where it was lodged between shirt and breeches-band. “I apologize,” he said as he handed it over. “It’s a little sweat-damp.”
Greathouse turned the envelope to look at the red wax seal with its embossed H. “This can’t be! I broke the seal on the envelope I took from his pocket!”
“That envelope did have a wax seal, yes sir. The color of red used on the real envelope is probably a shade or two lighter than that used in Magistrate Powers’ office, where I did the work before I left. But I didn’t believe it would be a problem. I think, Mrs. Herrald, that you’ve bought your envelopes from the same source as does City Hall, namely Mr. Ellery’s Stationer’s Shop on Queen Street. If not, the envelopes are nearly the same in size.” He looked back and forth between Mrs. Herrald and Hudson Greathouse. “I couldn’t duplicate the correct seal, of course,” he said, enjoying their silence, “so I had to divert the highwayman’s…um…Mr. Greathouse’s attention from examining it too closely before it was broken. Then again, if he’d seen it was not embossed with an H and he’d shown any reaction, he would’ve given himself away even before he pretended to read official signatures on a blank piece of paper.”
“Really?” Mrs. Herrald’s eyes sparkled, as she was obviously relishing the display.
“Yes, madam. His six paces stepped backward might have been far enough to keep me from seeing there was nothing written on the paper, but I already knew there wasn’t.” That part had been comical to Matthew, and he’d had to put his hand over his mouth to hide a wicked smile as the “highwayman” had read the “signatures” and boasted of his forger “friends in Boston.” They had to be quite some forgers, to forge names out of nothing.
“And how did you know I wasn’t a real highwayman?” Greathouse asked. “How did you know that when I saw a blank piece of paper I wouldn’t just cave your head in?”
Matthew shrugged. “I didn’t. But you had my wallet and the watch. Why should you get so upset over nothing?”
Mrs. Herrald nodded. “Prior preparation, using the envelope and wax. Very clever. Misdirection, with your hand over your pocket. Again, clever, but Mr. Greathouse should have been aware of that old trick. Anything else?”
“Yes madam, the fact that you were arriving was very clear. Mr. Greathouse threw the torn envelope down onto the road as a signal to let you know the game had been played out, in case I walked so far to find my horse that you missed me on my supposed trip back to town.”
“True. All true. But for one small hitch-knot, young man. Mr. Greathouse, would you open your delivery?”
Greathouse broke the seal and opened the envelope. A smile flickered at the edges of his mouth. “Oh,” he said. “I see the amendments to the deed came.” He held up an official parchment written in an expansive, flowing hand and bearing half-a-dozen fat-fingered signatures.
“It arrived by ship’s post, two hours before my meeting with Mr. Corbett,” Mrs. Herrald said, still speaking to Greathouse. “I was unfortunately unable to tell you in time that our courier would be protecting a real, and very valuable, document.”
Matthew looked down at the floor’s oak boards and tasted a little sour remnant of his Gold Compass codfish.
“I should sign it now, while it’s in front of me.” Mrs. Herrald took the parchment, sat down at the desk, dabbed quill into ink, and wrote her name in stately script below the other names.
“This is your house?” Matthew asked.
“Yes. Oh, there’s a matter of some landholdings, but this settles it once it’s back in London.” She smiled up at him. “I’ll take it to the post myself.”
“You smacked me, boy!” hollered Greathouse, who slapped Matthew on the back so hard Matthew thought he might wind up head-over-heels in the garden. The man grinned with square white teeth that looked cut from DeKonty’s quarry. “Well done!”
When Matthew had gotten all the wind back in his lungs and could speak again, he said, “Pardon, Mrs. Herrald, but…if your plan was for me to be waylaid on the road and the envelope taken, then what was the point of all this?”
She spent a moment refolding the parchment. Then she looked up at him and in her eyes Matthew thought he saw a new appreciation. Or respect, as the case might be. She said, “I know your history from Nathaniel Powers. I know your motivations concerning that situation in Fount Royal, and I know your desire for success. What I didn’t know was how you would deal with failure.”
She stood up, now regarding him face-to-face. “As a member of the Herrald Agency, you will do your best to succeed, but in spite of that, many times you will fail. That is the nature of the world, and the truth of life. But when you find your horse again, will you go back, or will you go forward? That was what I had to know.
“Welcome,” she said, and she offered her hand.
Matthew realized he stood at an important crossroads, and one that should not be lightly negotiated. If dealing with a false highwayman was the worst of it, fine; yet Matthew thought today’s incident was likely a frivolity, considering the danger of this line of work. Yet, for the chance to use his mind and his instincts, to further the career that Magistrate Woodward had begun by removing him from the orphanage, to make something of himself in this rowdy and riotous world, wasn’t it worth at least a try?
It was, he decided, though he knew he’d decided this when he’d left town by the Post Road.
It was.
He took Mrs. Herrald’s hand, and rightaway received another slap on the back from Hudson Greathouse that made him think he couldn’t survive many more congratulations.
“You’ll stay for dinner,” Mrs. Herrald announced. “Mr. Greathouse will make his famous Irish beef and ale stew. I presume your horse is somewhere nearby, so I’d suggest you go ride it properly up here, get it watered and settled in the barn. The key to the gate is hanging on a peg next to the front door.” She motioned him off. “Go!”
As twilight gathered, the stormclouds grew and thickened and at last the devilishly playful showers of the day became a driving rain. In the dining-room of Mrs. Herrald’s house, candles burned as rain beat against the windows and Matthew sat at the polished walnut table realizing that Mr. Greathouse’s stew was not so famous for its beef as for its ale, which had been poured in by the brewer’s jug. Matthew ate lightly and Mrs. Herrald more lightly still, yet Greathouse drank a mug of ale to go along with his ale and showed no effect other than a proclivity to fill up the room with his voice.
Matthew had not been told directly, but he surmised as they talked about various things—the state of the town, the new governor, the high constable and such chit-chat—that they were employer and employee, yes, but also something more. Not so personally involved as sharing a professional…what would be the word? Matthew thought. Elan, possibly? A bond of purpose? That they greatly respected each other was obvious and paramount, in their patterns of speech and their responses to the other’s comments, but again there was something more than respect present here. Matthew had the impression that Greathouse was Mrs. Herrald’s “right-hand man,” so to speak, and might even be second-in-command of the agency. In any case, she listened intently when he spoke and he did the same for her, and Matthew thought this was not simply a professional courtesy but rather a deep alliance of kindred minds.
As Greathouse quaffed his ale and talked about how he and Mrs. Herrald were trying to decide between two suitable office locations on either Stone Street or New Street, Matthew studied him and wondered what his history might be. Sitting there with the sleeves of his white shirt rolled up to the elbows and his full head of gray hair pulled back into a queue and tied with a black ribbon, Greathouse might have been a schoolmaster discoursing on geometrics. Yet his voice had a military quality about it; that is, Matthew thought, his voice had a patina of confidence and an edge of urgency that might be suited to battlefield command. Certainly his physical size and quickness spoke of an active life, as did the jagged scar through his left eyebrow and his familiarity with the rapier. Greathouse also bore one telltale sign of a man who had wielded a sword in earnest: the forearm of his right hand, his sword arm, swelled larger than the left.
He appeared to be a man who pretended to be more rough-hewn than he was, Matthew decided. Sometimes Greathouse started to reach for the napkin to dab his mouth and seemed to remind himself not to; or sometimes he did it anyway, while speaking. A man with an education in manners who played his role with a more common touch. Matthew wondered if he might be an aristocrat, raised amid wealth, who for one reason or another felt more comfortable in the light of a lesser candle. Matthew guessed his age in the mid-to-late forties, probably just a bit younger than Mrs. Herrald.
And he could surely go on, once he got started. “Did you know,” he said, “that we’re near the place this island got its name? Some of the first settlers brought kegs of brandy in for the Indians and everyone wound up soused at a ceremonial feast. When the settlers later asked the name of the island, the Indians made it up on the spot: Manahacktantenk. In their lingo it meant ‘the place where everybody got drunk.’”
He lifted his ale mug high. “To Manahacktantenk,” he said, and drank it down.
Toward the end of their dinner, with darkness fully fallen and rain still tapping on the windows, Mrs. Herrald said, “Matthew, I wish to ask your opinion on something. Excuse me.” She rose from her chair, as did the two gentlemen, and she left them for a moment at the table. When she returned, she had with her to Matthew’s great surprise an item with which he was most familiar.
She seated herself again and put down upon the table a copy—smudged, one of the imperfect dogs that had gotten loose, but still legible—of the Bedbug. “I was most interested in this broadsheet. I was wondering if you knew the printer.”
“I do. His name is Marmaduke Grigsby. In fact, I helped him lay down the type and work the press.”
“A man of many occupations, it seems,” said Greathouse, eating another portion of his famous stew.
“Just helping a friend, that’s all. But what of it?”
“I was wondering how many he prints, and when he’s printing the next sheet. Do you know?”
“I believe we printed three-hundred copies of that one.” And every six-hundred back-and-fronts recalled by the muscles of his shoulder in levering that damned press down upon the typeface form and holding each one at pressure for fifteen seconds. “I understand Mr. Grigsby wants to print the next sheet within a few days, if possible.”
“Even though we’re still negotiating for an office, I think we should consider asking your friend to run a notice for us. Something quiet, of course. Just that the Herrald Agency is opening soon, and that we specialize in finding…” She paused. “What is lost,” she decided. “And finding answers to delicate questions.”
“I’d like to see the response to that,” Greathouse said, as he pressed the napkin to each corner of his mouth with a huge hand. “Farmer Jones wishes to know the answer to why his daughter Lovey comes to dinner with hay in her hair.”
“To start, one must begin,” Mrs. Herrald answered, with a slight shrug. “Isn’t that true?” She’d directed the question to Matthew.
“It is,” he agreed, “but I do wonder why you’ve chosen this place, at this time. I understand much valuable cargo passes through New York, and many wealthy people with items of value. But, after all, New York isn’t London. I can verify that the criminal element here is not exactly overpowering the judicial system.” He realized he was echoing the statement of High Constable Lillehorne. “Why, exactly, have you chosen New York?”
Mrs. Herrald stared into his eyes, and by the steady candlelight Matthew thought there was a serenity and certainty of purpose about her that was almost unsettling, being from a woman. He wondered if those who sat in the presence of Queen Anne felt such an emanation of cool willpower as he felt now from Katherine Herrald. He had to sit back in his chair a bit, for the force of it was almost like a fist against his chest.
“Now you’ve asked for it.” Greathouse stood up. “Want a glass of wine?”
“No, thank you.”
“I’ll help myself, then. Don’t mind me.” He clomped off toward the rear of the house.
Mrs. Herrald said, her eyes still fixed on his, “Matthew, New York is the town.”
“Yes, madam, I know it’s the town.”
“Not just any town,” she corrected. “The town. I’ve kept up with the colonies. With the other towns in Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and down through Virginia and Carolina. I’ve educated myself on the reports that find their way from this new world to the old one. The census figures. The harbor logbooks. The credits and payments that bear international stamps and are fussed over by all the Queen’s men. I do have friends in places both high and low, Matthew, and they tell me what I already know: this is the town.”
“Pardon,” Matthew said, feeling he must be thick-headed, “but I’m not following you.”
“The future,” she replied patiently, “is here. In New York. Now please don’t misunderstand. Boston will become a great city, as will Philadelphia. Even New Rochelle, most likely, and Orangeburg too. But I look at New York, and I see an uncommon city that will not be matched by any town on the coast. Boston is growing by leaps and bounds, yes, but the weather there is more inclement and the Puritans still run the place. Philadelphia has its potential as a world port, but the Free Society of Traders went bankrupt there twenty years ago, so the jury is still out. The Dutch set up a very organized system of international trade in New York, and we English took that over when we took the colony. I think the Dutch were relieved, really. Now they can make money as business partners and not have to spend it on maintaining a colony.”
“I see,” Matthew said, though he was waiting for her point.
She gave it to him. “New York is the future business center of perhaps the entire English endeavor. It’s not much to look at now, no, though it has its certain…charms. But I believe that in ten years, twenty years, or thirty…however long it takes…this town will be a city that may even dare to rival London.”
“Rival London?” Matthew almost laughed at that one, but he kept a straight face. “I agree that the town has potential, but New York has a long way to go before it rivals London. Half the streets are still dirt!”
“I didn’t say it would happen soon. London was born at the dawn of time, if you listen to the balladeers on Golding Lane. But New York will find its time, and I believe there will be fortunes to be made and lost here, even with half the streets dirt.”
Matthew nodded pensively. “I’m glad you have such belief in the town’s future. So that’s why you wish to open the office?”
“Not only that. If I have done my research and come to this belief, others also have.”
“Others?”
Mrs. Herrald didn’t answer for a moment. She picked up her fork and used it to slowly stir the remaining liquid in the bowl before her, as if she were probing for the bottom of a swamp.
She said, “You can be sure, Matthew, that the criminal element of not only England but also greater Europe is looking in this direction, and has already seen the potential. Whatever it might be: kidnapping, forgery, public and private theft, murder for hire. Domination of the mind and spirit, thereby to gain illicit profit. I could give you a list of the names of individual criminals who will most likely be lured here at some time or another, but it’s not those petty thugs who concern me. It’s the society that thrives underground, that pulls the marionette strings. The very powerful and very deadly group of men—and women—who even now are sitting at dinner just as we are, but they hold carving knives over a map of the new world and their appetites are ravenous.”
She ceased her stirring and again locked her gaze with his. “You say that currently the criminal element is not overpowering the judicial system. That’s today. There are going to be many tomorrows in the life of this colony and this city, Matthew. If we don’t prepare for the future, it will be taken from us by those who do.” She lifted her arched eyebrows. “Please don’t be blind to the fact that there’s already an element of…shall we say…evil at work here? The ‘Masker,’ as Mr. Grigsby calls him. There have been several murders in Boston and Philadelphia that are still unsolved and unlikely to be as more time goes past. Oh, it’s already here, Matthew. And it will thrive unless the enforcement of law is strong and organized. Which it currently is not.”
Greathouse came back in with a wineglass full to the brim. “Have I missed the sermon?”
“I was just getting to the ‘amen,’” Mrs. Herrald answered. “I hope I haven’t frightened our junior associate too very much.”
“There were some, I recall, who up and bolted.” Greathouse settled himself in his chair. “What say, Matthew? Still in the game?”
It was time for Matthew to ask an indelicate question, but one that must be posed. “How much money am I to be paid?”
“Ah!” Greathouse grinned. He lifted his glass in a toast. “That’s the spirit!”
“To be negotiated,” said Mrs. Herrald. “You can be sure it’s more money than you’ve ever seen, and will continue to be improved as your experience and training improves.”
“Training? What training?”
“Had to be a catch,” Greathouse said.
“Your training from junior to full associate, which may take some time,” came the reply. “You won’t be given anything you can’t handle, that I promise.” Matthew didn’t like the sound of that training part, yet he assumed it probably had to do with learning a new language or improving his processes of logic and deduction by further reading. Still, his hesitation made Greathouse say, “You know what the dockmen say in London, Matthew? ‘Don’t sweat over the small crates, and everything’s a small crate.’”
“I would say some crates are not as small as others, but I echo the sentiment…I suppose,” said Mrs. Herrald with a slight smile. “We need you, Matthew. You’ll be well-paid and well-challenged. Probably well-travelled too, before long. Certainly well-educated in the complexities of life, and of the criminal mind. Have I frightened you off?”
“No, madam,” Matthew answered quickly and firmly. “Not in the least.”
“That’s what I wished to hear.” She looked out the window and saw a flash of lightning in the distance, toward town. “I don’t think you should try the road this time of night, and in this weather. If you’d care to stay, you can sleep in the downstairs bedroom. Get an early start at sunup, if you like.”
Matthew thought that would be the wisest course, and thanked Mrs. Herrald for her hospitality. As the night moved on, Greathouse brought a chessboard and pieces from another room, set it up on the table, and had a game with Matthew as he downed a second brimful glass of wine. Matthew assumed Greathouse would be an easy victim with all that liquor in his brain, but the man caused grievous difficulty with his knights before Matthew shredded him with a queen-and-bishop combination.
After a second game in which Matthew showed no mercy from the beginning and coldly cut Greathouse to pieces left and right until the swordsman’s king was trapped in a corner like a miserable rat, Greathouse yawned and stretched his huge self until his backbone cracked. Then he said goodnight and retired to the carriage-house, where he resided.
Mrs. Herrald had already gone to bed during the second chess game, so Matthew went into the small but comfortable bedroom downstairs, took off his clothes, and put on a nightshirt she’d laid out for him. He washed his face in a waterbowl, cleaned his teeth with a brush and peppermint dental powder left for his convenience, blew out his candle, and went to bed as the distant lightning flashed and flared over Manhattan.
There was much to think about. To deeply ponder and consider. Matthew spent about three minutes thinking about Mrs. Herrald’s “sermon” at the table before the weariness crashed over him and he was out as quickly and absolutely as his candle.
Thus it was with some confusion and grogginess that he came back to his senses with someone pulling at him and a lantern in his face. The rain was still falling from the dark, hitting the bedroom’s window. He sat up, squinting in what seemed like noonday’s sun thrown in his eyes.
“Up and dressed,” said Hudson Greathouse, standing over him. His voice was all business and as sober as Sunday. “Your training starts now.”





twelve 
MATTHEW WAS URGED by Hudson Greathouse through the drizzling rain toward the brown stone carriage-house, where illumination showed at the windows. He doubted he’d been allowed to slumber for more than two hours, and he was dog-tired and heavy-limbed. He walked before the light of Greathouse’s lantern through the open doorway, finding himself standing on a dirt floor with eight more lanterns set about in a large circle.
Greathouse closed the door and, to Matthew’s unease, dropped the bolt across it. There was no carriage in the place, but a set of steps led up to a second level and what must have been Greathouse’s living area. Greathouse set the lamp he was carrying on a wallhook, and it was then that Matthew saw the glint of yellow light on the grips and handguards of four swords in scabbards also resting horizontally on hooks. That wasn’t all of the man’s arsenal. On display along with the swords were two pistols, three daggers, and—of all things—an oversized slingshot.
“Mrs. Herrald tells me you know nothing about swords or pistols. Correct?”
“Yes sir. I mean…correct.” Matthew had been about to yawn before he’d seen the weapons, but now he was as fully awake as a healthy jolt of fear could make a person.
“You’ve never held a sword, then?”
“No. Well…” He had briefly picked up a sword in a gaol cell in Fount Royal, but it was more to get rid of it than use it and so he didn’t think that incident counted for much. “When I was a boy…I mean, a very young boy…I was running with a gang at the harbor. Not a real gang, I mean. But just…you know…boys. Orphans, like I was.”
“There’s a point to this?”
“Yes sir. We used to fight each other with sticks and pretend they were swords. You know. Mock wars.”
“Ever kill anyone with a pretend sword?” Greathouse approached him, looming over Matthew like a giant and getting larger still, if just in Matthew’s sensibility, as his shadow was thrown across the wall.
“No sir.”
“Ever kill anyone with anything?”
“No sir.”
“Can you fight? Use your fists?”
“I’m…sure I remember fighting with the gang. But it was a long time ago, and I really was a different person. I’ve changed since then.”
“You should have kept that part of yourself.” Greathouse stopped before him and sized him up from toe to head as if for the first time. Washed with lanternlight, the man’s face was haughty and dismissive. It occurred to Matthew that either Greathouse had tremendous recuperative abilities over the effects of alcohol or he could simply drink a keg down and keep going.
“You’re spindly,” Greathouse said, and began to walk in a circle around him. “You look weak as water and pale as a moonbeam. Don’t you ever get outside in the daylight and work?”
“My work is…predominantly mental, sir.”
“That’s the trouble with young people these days. They sit on their mental and call it work. Well, you think you’re so smart, don’t you? So clever at chess. I think you’ve let yourself go to rot. You’re more a ghost than a man. How’d you get that scar on your head? Fall down and hit it on a damned chessboard?”
“No sir,” Matthew said. “I…got it in a fight with a bear.”
Greathouse stopped his circling.
“If I may ask,” Matthew ventured, “how did you get your scar?”
Greathouse paused. Then at last he said, “Broken teacup. Thrown by my third wife.”
“Oh.”
“You don’t ask the questions,” the man snarled. “I ask the questions, do you understand?”
“Yes sir.”
Greathouse continued his circling, around and around. Then he stopped directly in front of Matthew. “If you want to see a scar, take a gander at this.” He unbuttoned his ruffled shirt and displayed a truly ugly brown scar that began just beneath the left collarbone and crossed to the center of the chest. “Dagger strike, fifth of March, 1677. He was going for my heart, but I caught his wrist in time. An assassin, dressed in monk’s robes. And here.” He pulled the shirt off his right shoulder to show a dark purple crater. “Musket ball, twenty-second of June, 1684. Knocked my arm out of the socket. I was lucky there, no bones broken. The ball went through the woman who was standing in front of me at the time. Look here, then.” He angled his body so Matthew could see a third gruesome scar across the ribs on the right side. “Ninth of October, 1686. That’s what a rapier can do to you, even when it doesn’t bear a cutting edge. The bastard swung instead of lunged. I did suffer two ribs broken on that one. Spent a month laid up, almost lost my mind but for the dear Contessa.” He touched the injury gently, as if in reverence. “I can foretell rain by three days.” He shrugged his shirt back into place and buttoned it once more, his expression now more pleased than petulant.
Matthew had to ask, “Is that what I have to look forward to?”
Instantly Greathouse pressed a finger against Matthew’s chest so hard Matthew thought he was about to receive his first battle-mark. “Not,” Greathouse said, “if you’re smart. Not if you’re lucky. And not if you let me teach you how to defend yourself.”
Matthew said nothing, but Greathouse seemingly read his mind. “I will tell you,” said the swordsman, “that I was fighting four men when one got his rapier swing past my guard, so yes I can be a competent instructor. Anyway, he had no rhythm and he was all herky-jerky panic. It was good luck for him and bad luck for me. Until I got my breath back and spilled his puddings all over the alley floor. I gave another one a cut to the face that went through one cheek and out the other and then they all ran for their lives.”
“Did you spare them?”
Greathouse examined his gnarled knuckles, which Matthew noted also were marked with numerous small scars. “I followed the blood and tracked the wounded one down. A thrust to the throat and he was finished. It was a dark night, though. Only that saved the other two, though I suppose my own blood and broken ribs also might have slowed me a step.” Abruptly he walked to the armory and chose two swords. He unsheathed both, turned one, and offered Matthew the grip. “Take it. Thrust at me.”
“Sir?”

“Take the rapier and thrust at me.”
Matthew accepted the sword. It was a damned heavy thing. Unbalanced, it felt to him. An unnatural way to get yourself killed, trying to move this sluggish piece of steel through the air. He wagged the sword back and forth, watching the light glint and jump from its surface. It seemed to him that the business point was too slow by far to get where he intended it.
“You’re holding it like a baby with a rattle,” Greathouse said. “Take a man’s grip and lock that thumb down. All right now, just thrust at me.”
“How do I stand?”
“Don’t worry about the stance yet. Come on, do as I say.”
“I don’t feel comfortable with this. Do you have one that’s not so heavy?” Already Matthew could feel the muscles of his forearm protesting. A swordsman he was not meant to be.
“That’s the lightest of the bunch, moonbeam. Just hold the sword out, then. Bend your elbow a little. All right. Tight grip. Tighter. Drop your shoulder. Not your arm, your shoulder. Right there, stay still.” Greathouse brought his sword around and hit Matthew’s flat-to-flat with a ringing sound and, though not with much power, the vibration coursed up Matthew’s arm right to the skull. “Just get a feel for it,” Greathouse said, as he brought his sword around on the other side and struck again. He continued from one side to the other. The carriage-house sounded like a belfry. “The rapier has two parts, the blade and the hilt. Of the hilt there is the pommel—that little ball at the end of the hilt—the grip, and the guard. The parts of the blade are the strong—the forte near the grip—and the weak, which would be the feeble near the point.” The two swords continued to sound out their steel music. “Always block—or parry—a strike or thrust at the forte, you see as I’m allowing here. If you try to parry a blow at the feeble, you likely will either lose your weapon or have it broken. Or you’ll be run through. The rapier is not fashioned for cutting strikes, though of course you’ve seen it can cut with enough force behind it. It’s meant for lunging strikes, using the sharp tip to drive through your target. You’re weakening your grip, hold it steady. Now we shall get you accustomed to the feel of the weapon, and then we’ll move to the fundamentals of quarte, terce, approach, lunge stretch, distance measure, break measure, the feint, the riposte, beating, binding, time and—”
“I think I have this under control,” Matthew interrupted, though his forearm ached like a bad tooth.
“I’m glad you think so,” said Greathouse, who instantly brought his rapier around with a little more power and at a different angle and suddenly Matthew’s fingers shot open as if his hand had been hornet-stung and the sword flew away like one of Increase Mather’s comets.
“I’m sorry, I lost my grip,” Matthew said, as he tried to shake the sting out of his hand.
“You never had a grip. I told you to keep that thumb locked down. Go get the sword and come back right where you stand.”
Matthew obeyed. Greathouse said, “Make your body thin. As if it isn’t thin enough, but at least that’s to your advantage. Show only your right side. Keep your feet in line with me. Not so far apart. Now they’re too close. You want to have optimum power when you thrust, but keep your feet not too close or your balance will be unsteady. All right, that’s much better.” He walked in a slow circle just beyond the lanterns. “Keep your sword pointed outward, don’t let it slope down unless your opponent is three inches tall. Very well, sink down as if you’re about to sit. A little more. Left arm behind you, like a rudder.” He stopped in front of Matthew again. “Sword tip pointed. Slightly higher than the hilt. All right, that’s good. Now you’re going to stretch forth your right arm and step forward with your right foot as far as you can, keeping left arm, body, and sword in line. Thrust at me. Do it!”
Matthew pushed himself forward. Long before his sword broke the circle, it was knocked aside by Greathouse’s blade.
“Again,” Greathouse said. “Keep your body in line. Don’t lift your left foot or let it drag. And when I say thrust, I don’t mean jerk like a sun-addled mule. I’m looking for economy of motion; speed will come later.”
Once more Matthew thrust, once more his sword was nearly knocked from his hand.
“I held it!” he said proudly. “Did you see?”
“Yes, my mistake.” Greathouse took a single step forward, his blade came in with a quick twist, and again Matthew’s hand spasmed open and the sword stabbed dirt ten feet away.
“The next time you lift that thumb up,” Greathouse glowered, “you shall need only nine-fingered gloves. Go get it and return to your position.”
Matthew again obeyed. His forearm was killing him, but he gritted his teeth and was determined to make at least a show of fortitude.
“Take the quarte. That’s the position I just showed you. Now I want you to just move the sword. Cut to the right, return to position, thrust in the center, return to position, cut to the left, thrust in the center. Keep your back firm. Bend your knees a little more. More still, you won’t fall. Keep moving the sword until I say to stop.”
Bastard, Matthew thought. He didn’t know how much more of this his arm could take, but damned if he’d give up.
“You’re losing your form,” said Greathouse as he walked the circle again. “You have no power in your arm, do you? Keep going. Don’t lift that left foot. Are you deaf? I said to keep your body in line!”
Sweat glistened on Matthew’s face as he continued to cut and thrust. The rapier now felt as if it weighed near an anvil and his forearm was just nerveless meat. His shoulder, however, was screaming bloody murder.
After what seemed at least fifteen minutes, Greathouse said, “Stop.”
Matthew lowered the weapon and tried to rub the life back into his arm. He was breathing hard. It amazed him how much strength and energy was demanded just to handle the damned sword, much less use it in a combat situation. “How long will it take me to become proficient?” he asked, in between breaths.
Greathouse had sheathed his rapier and hung it by a leather strap across his shoulder. Now he produced a short-stemmed clay pipe from his breeches pocket, lit it with a match from a small tinderbox, and blew out a plume of gray smoke that floated past Matthew’s head. “Ten years,” he answered. “Give or take.” He tucked the tinderbox away.
“Ten years?”
“You’re starting a little late. I began lessons when I was eight years old.”
“Well, maybe I should begin with a sword fit for a child, then.”
“I don’t think I could teach while convulsed with laughter. Anyway, I don’t believe in using wooden blunts for adults. You have to strengthen your hand and forearm and keep your body in line. Blunts only give you a false sense of progress.”
“I’m not sure this is anything I can ever progress at, blunts or not.”
Greathouse took Matthew’s sword, indicating their night’s training was at an end. “Maybe not, and certainly not all men are suited to using a rapier or any other kind of sword. I know there’s a lot to remember.”
“It’s much more complicated than I thought,” Matthew said.
“Unfortunately, the surface of that complication has barely been nicked.” Greathouse returned the weapons to their places on the wall. He reached down to the floor and picked up a small brown bottle, which he uncorked and gave to Matthew. “Take a sip of this.”
Matthew smelled the liquor long before it got near his nose, but he had a good long drink of it anyway. His eyes were watering when he returned the brandy. “Thank you.”
Greathouse drank, corked the bottle again, and then returned the pipe to his mouth. “Chess is complicated, too, isn’t it?”
“It is. I mean, at first. Before you can comprehend the pieces and their patterns of movement.”
“So it is with the use of a sword, but instead of trying to checkmate a king and defend yourself from check, you’re trying to kill a man and defend from being killed. Think about swordplay as being akin to chess in this way: both are concerned with taking and defending space. Equally important are approach and retirement, which would be the offense and defense in chess. You are always thinking ahead to the next move, the next parry, the next feint. You are building toward a completion, and you must take dominance of the action from your opponent.” Greathouse let a little thread of smoke spill out over his lower lip. “Let me ask this: how long has it taken you to become so proficient at chess?”
“I suppose…many years. I still make too many mistakes for my liking, but I’ve learned how to recover.”
“The same as in swordplay,” said Greathouse with a lift of his chin. “I don’t expect you to ever become an expert, but I do expect you to learn enough to recognize a mistake and recover from it. That may keep you alive long enough to pull out a pistol and shoot your opponent.”
It took a few seconds for Matthew to realize Greathouse was jesting, though the man’s expression remained dead serious.
“I want you here at nine o’clock on Saturday morning,” Greathouse said. “You’ll spend the day here. Literally, in this carriage-house. We’ll continue the rapier lessons and also add loading and use of the pistol, and use of the fists at close quarters as well.”
That sounded like a grand way to spend a Saturday, Matthew thought. “What’s the slingshot for?”
“Squirrels,” Greathouse said. “I roast them with potatoes and peppers.” He took another pull from his pipe, puffed the smoke, and then knocked the dottle out with the heel of his hand. “Your training is not only to include physical exertion. I want to know how well you can read and follow maps, for instance. Or draw a map yourself, from a verbal description of a place. I want to know how well you can recall the description of a person, and I want to see you handle a horse with a bit more spirit than that old slogger in the barn.” He did smile just a hint now, at Matthew’s pained expression. “As Mrs. Herrald said, you’ll never be given anything you can’t handle. And you might take comfort in the fact that you’re just the first recruit we’ve chosen. There’ll be others, over time. We’re looking at one in Boston and two more in New York right now.”
“Really? Who?”
“If I told you it wouldn’t be a secret, and for now Mrs. Herrald wishes to keep it so.”
“All right,” Matthew said, but his imagination was already at work wondering who the others might be. One thing more he felt he had to ask: “What about Mrs. Herrald?”
“What about her, exactly?”
“Her story. She told me her husband founded the agency. What happened to him?”
Greathouse started to reply, but he seemed to check himself. “That can wait,” he decided. “Dawn breaks in four hours. I think you’d best get some sleep.”
Matthew didn’t have to ponder very long to agree. However much sleep he got for the remainder of the night, it was going to be a long day. He wasn’t sure his right arm was going to be worth much, either, and he did have some work to do for Magistrate Powers. “Goodnight,” he said to Greathouse, who replied with, “Make sure you wipe your boots. Mrs. Herrald hates mud on her floor.”
Matthew walked back to the house in what had become a drifting mist, obliged the madam of the house by wiping his boots clean on the iron bootscrape at the door, and within ten minutes had abandoned all thoughts of swordplay, chess, and roasted squirrels and fell into a deep and solid slumber.
A polite bell rung outside his door awakened Matthew to a gray dawn. He washed his face, dressed, forsook shaving as there was no razor offered, and also decided he could hold his bladder long enough until he got on the road as he did not wish to yellow the chamberpot. On leaving his room he found a hearty breakfast of eggs, ham, and biscuits along with a pot of strong dark tea awaiting him at the dining-table. Set next to his plate was his wallet and the silver watch.
Mrs. Herrald joined him but Greathouse didn’t make an appearance, though Matthew assumed he had made the breakfast since he seemed to be the cook of the house.
“Take this to Mr. Grigsby, if you please.” Mrs. Herrald handed him an envelope that was again secured with her red wax seal. “I assume he’ll want payment in advance to publish the notice, so you’ll find some additional coins in your wallet. By my calculations those should well satisfy both Mr. Grigsby and the livery stable. I understand you’re due back to meet with Mr. Greathouse at nine o’clock Saturday morning.” It was a statement, plainly stated. “Please take care to arrive on time.”
“Yes, madam.”
“Eat up, then. The rain’s stopped, and I have letters to write.”
Suvie had already been brought around from the barn and was standing at the hitching-post as Matthew walked out of the house. He put his wallet and the watch into his saddlebag and rode away as a few weak rays of sun pierced the clouds. In another moment he found Greathouse standing at the open gate.
“Good day to you,” Greathouse said. “Oh. You might want to rub liniment on that forearm and shoulder when you get to town. By tonight you’ll be in some pain.”
“Thank you,” Matthew answered, not without a jab of sarcasm. He rode through the gate, heard it swing shut behind him, and settled himself in the saddle for the journey home. Within half-an-hour the last of the clouds wisped away, the sky became bright blue and brighter still, the sun shone in full golden force, and Matthew slept with his chin resting on his chest as Suvie plodded the road to town.
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IT WAS FORTUNATE that Magistrate Powers had consented for Matthew’s appointment with Mrs. Herrald, for on going to the magistrate’s office on Thursday morning Matthew was unable to hold a quill steady enough to write a single line. The magistrate wanted to know everything that had happened and Matthew obliged him, accentuating the midnight rapier “training” that caused him now to be so useless to the cause of scribing.
“Off with you, then,” Powers advised. “I’ll poach another clerk. You go home and rest.”
“I think I’ll stop by the apothecary for some liniment,” Matthew said, rubbing his shoulder. “I’ll be ready for the Knox hearing tomorrow morning, though.”
“I’m not so sure of that. I don’t think Magistrate Mackfinay has anything on his docket. I’ll ask if I might borrow his clerk.” Powers waved him out the door. “You just rest your arm.”
“Thank you, sir. I will try to do my job tomorrow.”
“If not, not. Don’t worry yourself about it.” He looked at Matthew appreciatively. “I’m pleased I could help you start on a new course. Your being chosen by Mrs. Herrald for this position shines just as much a light on me as it does on you. And I’m certain she’ll get her money’s worth. They are going to pay you well, aren’t they?”
“We haven’t actually talked about the figures.”
“Seems to me you may need a bit of legal representation yourself. If you want a proper contract drawn up, I’ll be glad to advise.”
“Thank you.” Matthew was about to leave, but he hesitated at the door.
“Something else?” Powers looked up from his papers.
“Yes sir. I was wondering about Mrs. Herrald. Do you know anything more about her?”
“Such as?”
“You mentioned that you both shared enemies. May I ask what you meant by that?”
The magistrate spent a moment inspecting—or at least pretending to inspect—the first few lines of the letter atop his stack of correspondence. “Mrs. Herrald didn’t inform you?” he asked. “Of her history?”
“She told me her husband began the agency. I understood that he is deceased. Is there something more I should know?” It came to him then. “Ah. You and Mrs. Herrald knew each other in London. That’s why she sent the messenger. Was the messenger Mr. Greathouse?”
“It was Hudson, yes.”
“You’re on the basis of first names with him? That’s an impressive feat. I assume you had some dealings with Mrs. Herrald, then?”
The magistrate summoned up a crooked smile. “Now I see what it’s like to be on the witness stand. Shall I plead guilty and throw myself on the mercy of the court, Mr. Prosecutor?”
“I’m sorry, sir.” Matthew had to smile as well, more to hide his embarrassment than to display humor. “I do get carried away.”
“So I constantly note. To answer, I did know Katherine Herrald in London. I met her when Rich brought her to a Saturday supper at the fraternity.”
“Rich?”
“Richard Herrald. He was a member of my law fraternity at Cambridge. Damned good tennis player, too. Almost as good as myself. And he became an excellent lawyer, specializing in criminal prosecution for the city. Yes, he brought that beautiful Katherine Taylor to the Saturday supper and afterward all the lot of us put down bets as to when they’d be married. I lost, but not by much.”
“What happened to Mr. Herrald?”
Again, the magistrate focused false attention on his papers. Matthew knew there was definitely something he wished to say, but perhaps decorum forbade it. “I think,” Powers said at last, “that Mrs. Herrald should answer your question.”
“But the part about the ‘shared enemies,’” Matthew persisted. “Shouldn’t you answer that one?” He remembered to give due respect. “Sir.”
“I should,” Powers agreed. He said nothing more for a moment, staring into space. Then: “But my answer hinges upon Mrs. Herrald’s, and so I leave it to her.”
“Sir, I’m not asking for a legal decree. I’m asking only for—”
“If you’re not out of this office in five seconds,” Powers said, “I should think your mouth could dictate these letters to the quill of Mackfinay’s clerk. So are you going, or are you staying?”
“Going.”
“Then be gone.”
The door closed at Matthew’s back.
On the way out he nearly ran into Chief Prosecutor Bynes once again, so he had to hold his progress until the man had descended the stairs. Then he went down and walked into the bright midmorning sunlight. With an eye in the back of his head he entered the stream of citizens coming and going, ducked around a haywagon and started up Smith Street for the apothecary.
Matthew couldn’t help but linger under the apothecary’s red-striped awning and again examine the ground where Deverick had fallen. He’d found nothing yesterday, and today found the same. So it was into the apothecary, with its counter behind which were shelves of elixir bottles, heartburn chalk, various tree barks to treat fevers, calamine lotion, leech jars, dental powder, crushed flowers and herbs, medicinal vinegars and the like, and after a short time of speaking to Mr. Oosterhout he came back onto the street with a small paper-wrapped vial of yarrow oil which he was to apply twice a day. He turned right at the intersection of Smith and King, which took him unfortunately past Eben Ausley’s domain—which to him looked no kinder by sun than by the dark of the moon—and to the printmaster’s shop.
Soon he was in the company of Marmaduke Grigsby, who already had been scribing articles and from them arranging the small blocks of metal typeface in their sticks. The device of note, at the center of the most sun-illuminated room, was a bulky old monster that might have been used by the hand of Gutenberg himself. Looking at such a contraption, it was hard to believe it was the medium by which parchment sheets pressed with lamp-black and linseed varnish ink went out announcing events and proclaiming news to the citizens.
“Come to help with the type, I hope?” Grigsby asked. “Then if all goes well we can get to the pressing tomorrow.”
“I have this.” Matthew gave him the envelope, and waited as it was opened.
Grigsby read it carefully. “The Herrald Agency? Letters of inquiry to go to the Dock House Inn? What’s this about?”
“For you, money.” Matthew opened his wallet and offered one of the remaining silvers. “Will that do for a one-time announcement?”
“Of course!” Grigsby examined the coin so closely Matthew thought he was going to eat it. “What’s this in the notice, though? ‘Problem-solving’? What kind of problems?”
“Just run the notice as it is, if you please. I’m sure it will speak for itself to those who have an interest.”
“All right, then. Now come sit down at the desk and let me get some fresh paper. I want to hear your story of how you came to find Deverick’s body.” Grigsby held up a hand before Matthew could protest. “I know you weren’t first on the scene, but my interview with Phillip Covey was less than substantial. I want to know your impressions of the moment, and what McCaggers told you about the Masker. Come, come! Sit down!”
As Matthew took a seat in the cane-backed chair, he was fitfully aware of McCaggers advising him to guard his information and of Bynes’ more forceful advice at City Hall. He waited until the printmaster was ready with a dipped quill, and then he said, “I can give you my impressions of the moment true enough, but I have to refrain from repeating anything told me by the coroner.”
Grigsby’s thick white eyebrows began to convulse. “Oh no, Matthew! Not you, as well!”
“Me as well what?”
“You’re not turning against me, are you? Hiding information that Lillehorne wants kept from public view? Or is it Magistrate Powers who’s choked your chain?”
Matthew shook his head. “You know me better than that. McCaggers simply pointed out that it might not be in the best interest of the investigation to divulge any more about the Masker.”
“Ah!” Grigsby leaned over the paper. “Then he did use the name again?”
“I believe he made it clear he thinks the killer of both men is one and the same.”
“Then Masker it is!” said Grigsby, spraying spittle upon the paper as he began to scribe with a fury only a writer might know.
Matthew winced, hearing in his mind the awesome thunder that would break from Bynes’ mouth when the chief prosecutor read this article. “McCaggers didn’t use that term, exactly. I’m not sure it’s wise to—”
“Nonsense!” came the quick, clipped retort. “The Gazette would use it, and if it’s good enough for the Gazette, it’s good enough for the Earwig!” He dipped his quill again. “Now, let’s have your story from the beginning.”
An hour later, Matthew left the printmaster’s shop so worn down by Grigsby’s constant grinding that, being as fuddled as he was from his poor night’s sleep, he wasn’t sure what he’d told the man or what he’d kept secret. Grigsby could take a one-sentence comment and craft a paragraph out of it. Matthew had had to beg off helping any further, due not so much to a pain in his shoulder as to a pain in the neck, and Grigsby had been disappointed but had vowed to get Effrem Owles to help with the pressing on Friday.
Matthew walked home, was impressed by Hiram Stokely to sweep the pottery, and, as he felt it his duty to work for his lodging, he did the sweeping vigorously and without complaint. His labor was at first more strenuous than it might have been, for he had to continually dodge Cecily’s snorting round-rosies and snout-shoves to his knees until Stokely had mercy on him and put the pig outside. At last Matthew was done and declared his intention to retire to his loft and catch a nap, though his progress up the ladder to the trapdoor was momentarily delayed while he assured the potter he wasn’t ill and did not need a doctor.
In his room, Matthew opened the window to allow the warm air exit, took off his coat and shirt, and applied yarrow oil to his right forearm and shoulder. Even thinking about what he was going to have to do on Saturday wore him out. He was a mental spirit, not a sportsman or swordsman. It was ridiculous, to have to go through such labors that would never suit him were he to practice with a rapier ten hours a day for a month. How did anyone ever learn to use a weapon like that, anyway? They had to start off with arms and constitutions like iron.
I think you’ve let yourself go to rot, Hudson Greathouse had said.
Little did he know, Matthew thought. Anyone could handle a sword if they were six-foot-three and constructed like a warship. And a pistol could be aimed by any idiot, so what was the point?
You’re more a ghost than a man.
Strong words from a weak mind, Matthew thought. Well, damn him! Ordering people around like a sandpit general! Damn him to blazes!
Matthew lay on his bed and closed his eyes, but even so his fit of anger would not be stilled. Gone out there all that way, just to be tricked. Tried to make a fool out of me. But they didn’t do a very good job of that, did they? No siree! It takes a smarter pair than those two to make a fool of Matthew Corbett! Now this “training” business, trying to test my mettle! Trying to make me do something I’ve never done before and likely can never do. Sword-fighting and fist-fighting and acting like a common lout! If I’d wanted to spend my life wallowing in violence I could’ve stayed an orphan with the harbor gangs!
He had a clear vision of Katherine Herrald, seated behind her desk. Fixing him with those keen blue eyes like lamps shining underwater.
Many times you will fail, she said. That is the nature of the world, and the truth of life. But when you find your horse again, will you go back, or will you go forward?
And then she lifted her hand from the desk, made a fist, and knocked down upon the wood. Once…twice…a third time…
“Matthew? Matthew?”
He sat up with a start, realizing how dramatically the light had faded.
Again came three knocks. “Matthew? Open up, please!”
It was Hiram Stokely’s voice. He was up on the ladder, knocking at the underside of the trapdoor. “Matthew?”
“Yes sir! Just a minute!” Matthew got his feet on the floor and rubbed his eyes. He was feeling much better now, but what time was it? His watch was in his coat pocket. By the fading light he thought it must be near five o’clock. He pulled open the trapdoor and looked down into Stokely’s face.
“Sorry to bother you,” Stokely apologized, “but you have a visitor.”
“A visitor?” Then Stokely moved aside for Matthew to see and there standing at the foot of the ladder was someone he’d never expected.
“’lo, Matthew,” said John Five. He must’ve just come from the blacksmith’s shop, for though he wore an ordinary white shirt, brown breeches, and boots his face was still ruddy from the furnace fire. “Can I climb up?”
“Yes. Of course. Come on.” Matthew held the trapdoor open as Stokely descended and John Five climbed the ladder. When John was up in the room, Matthew eased the trapdoor shut and went about lighting a couple of candles.
“Nice place,” John said, gazing around. “All those books. I should have known.”
“Pardon me.” Matthew spent a minute washing his face at the waterbasin. He retrieved his watch from his coat and saw that it was indeed almost ten minutes after five. He wound the watch and held it to his ear to hear the ticking.
“Oh, that’s a fine thing! I didn’t know you made that kind of money!”
“It was a gift. It is nice, isn’t it?”
“Somethin’ I’ll likely never have. Can I hold it?”
Matthew gave it to him and prepared a dish of shaving soap while John Five listened to the watch at his remaining ear.
“Ticks pretty, huh?” John Five asked.
“It does.”
John set the watch down on the bedside table and sniffed the air. “What’s that smell?”
“Yarrow oil. I have a sore shoulder.”
“Oh. I could’ve used that, many a time.”
Matthew applied the soap to his stubble and began to shave with his straight-razor. He could see John Five standing behind him in the small round mirror over the basin. John kept looking around the room, his brow knit. Something was coming, but Matthew had no idea what it was.
John cleared his throat. “Take you to supper.”
Matthew turned around. “I’m sorry?”
“Supper. I’ll take you to supper. My coin.”
Matthew continued his shaving, scraping his chin clean, but he watched John Five in the mirror. “What’s this about, John?”
A shrug was the first reply. John walked over and peered out the window onto the Broad Way. “Doesn’t fit you, holdin’ a grudge,” he said. “You know what I’m talkin’ at.”
“I know you’re referring to our disagreement over a certain course of action. But I want you to know as well that I’ve thought a lot about what you’ve said. About Nathan and all the rest of it.” Matthew paused with the razor at his upper lip. “Even though I wish things might be different, I know they can’t be. So I’m doing my best to let that go, John. I really am.”
“Does that mean you don’t hold a grudge?”
Matthew finished the lip before he answered. “It does.”
“Whew!” said John Five, with visible relief. “Thank God for that!”
Now Matthew was really curious. He washed the blade off and put it aside. “If your visit is just to discern if I hold a grudge against you, I can promise I don’t. But I’d say that’s not exactly why you’re here. Is it?”
“No, it’s not.”
Matthew began to wipe his face with a clean cloth. When it was obvious John Five was not going to advance without prodding, Matthew said, “I’d like to hear it, if you’d like to tell me.”
John nodded. He rubbed his hand over his mouth and stared at the floor, all signs that Matthew took to be the steadying of nerves. Matthew had never seen John Five so jittery, and this alone doubled his curiosity.
“Take you to supper,” John said. “I can tell you about it there. Say the Thorn Bush, at seven?”
“The Thorn Bush? Not my favorite place.”
“Food’s good and cheap there. And they let me run a bill.”
“Why not just tell me about it now?”
“Because,” John said, “I eat supper every Thursday evenin’ at five-thirty with Constance and Reverend Wade. Tonight, especially, I wouldn’t be wantin’ to not show up.”
“And why is tonight so special, then?”
John drew in a long breath and slowly let it out. “Because,” he said quietly, “it’s the reverend I need to talk to you about. Constance thinks…she thinks…” He hesitated; it was something he couldn’t quite force himself to spit out.
“Thinks what?” Matthew urged, just as quietly.
John lifted his gaze to Matthew’s. His eyes looked sunken and haunted. “Constance thinks her father is losin’ his mind.”
The sentence hung between them. Outside, a woman—Mrs. Swaye, from two houses down—was calling for her little boy Giddy to come to supper. A dog barked and a wagon creaked as it was pulled past the window.
“More than that,” John continued. “Things she can’t understand. I’ve got to go, Matthew. I’ve got to go sit at that table and know what Constance is thinkin’, and I’ve got to look in Reverend Wade’s face and wonder what I’m seein’. Please meet me at the Thorn Bush at seven. You’ve got to eat somewhere, don’t you?”
Matthew had planned to eat with the Stokelys, but this put a new coat of paint on the fence. The rough-edged Thorn Bush was certainly not the place Matthew would have chosen, though he realized John Five probably wished to go there for one reason other than his credit, which was more easily obtained at the Thorn Bush than at any other tavern in town: you could be faceless in there, if you pleased. The gambling tables and roaming prostitutes focused all attention upon themselves. And it was surely not an establishment into which Reverend Wade nor any of the minister’s friends might wander.
“All right,” he said. “If you wish, seven o’clock at the Thorn Bush.”
“Thank you, Matthew.” John started to clap Matthew on the right shoulder, but he saw the slick shine of the yarrow oil and stayed his hand. “I’ll see you there,” he said, and Matthew lifted the trapdoor to let him descend the ladder.
After John Five was gone, Matthew pondered the startling statement he’d just heard. Losing his mind? And how was this condition revealing itself? he wondered.
We have to leave him, Wade had said to Vanderbrocken, over the dead man in the street.
Had they been travelling separately, or together? And if together, to what destination?
One step at the time, Matthew thought. First, to listen to what John Five had to say, and then to determine what it might mean.
He carefully folded his razor and put it away, thinking that the most dangerous edges often lay close at hand.
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JOHN FIVE WAS WAITING for Matthew outside the Thorn Bush when he got there just before seven. It was the beginning of a fine night in New York. The stars were showing, the breeze was warm, candles burned in the street-corner lamps, and a man with a bloody nose sat in front of the tavern throwing curses at everyone who passed by.
“Damn you!” hollered the man at Matthew. “Think you’ve got me whipped, do you?” Obviously he was drunk as well as battered. He struggled to get to his feet, but John Five placed a boot at his shoulder and nonchalantly shoved him back down on his ass.
Beyond the door with its five triangular glass panes—three of them cracked—and a depiction of thorns and leaves carved into the wood, the place was lit by dirty lanterns hanging from the ceiling beams. The smoke from a thousand pipes had turned the beams as black as printer’s ink. A current haze thickened the air. The front room, where the bar was prominent, held tables where sat a dozen or so men all in various degrees of intoxication while feathered and buckled women swooped and cawed around them. Matthew had seen this picture before, during his nights of tracking Eben Ausley. He understood that the more attractive of these ladies—the better dressed and better mannered, if manners counted for anything—came from Polly Blossom’s rose-colored house on Petticoat Lane, while some of the others who seemed unkempt and desperate had come over on the ferry from New Jersey.
At once four women aged probably from seventeen to forty-seven converged upon John Five and Matthew with lip-licking expressions of seduction on their painted faces so ridiculous that Matthew might have laughed had he not been a gentleman. Anyway, business was business and the competition was fierce. Still these ladies knew who was buying and who was not; when John Five shook his head and Matthew said, “No, thank you,” they turned away almost as one, shrugged their bared shoulders, and life went on.
Now the noise of men yelling came from a second room. Matthew knew the gambling fiends were in their element. A drowsy-looking barmaid carrying a pitcher of wine approached, and John Five said, “We’re going all the way back. My friend wants some supper.”
“Mutton pie with turnips and beef brains with boiled potatoes,” she answered, reciting the evening’s fare.
“May I have mutton pie with boiled potatoes?” Matthew asked, and she speared him a look that told him he might get what he wanted and then again he might not.
“Two glasses of wine,” John added. “The port.”
She went off to the kitchen and Matthew followed John into the gambling room, where the smoke of Virginia’s finest was truly dense. The men in here at first appeared to be more shadows than flesh, either sitting at tables where cards were being slapped down or hovering over boards where dice clattered as they were thrown toward a series of painted numbers. Then another uproar went off like an explosion and someone slammed a fist against wood and yelled, “Fuck it all, Hallock! Everything on the black!”
Matthew wondered if some madhouses—bedlams, as they were called—weren’t more sane than this. Certainly more peaceful. The yelling died down, the cards were turned or the bones were tossed and then again the throat of Hell seemed to open to allow out a quick hot breath of chaos. Matthew thought that for some of these men winning or losing was not really the attraction; it was that chaotic instant of joy or terror, both made so pure in their intensity that all else of life paled in their shadows.
“Look here!” someone said to Matthew’s left as he was going through a group of men in the gambling room. “It’s Corbett, isn’t it?”
Matthew looked in the direction of the voice and found himself standing alongside a dice table in the presence of the two young lawyers Joplin Pollard and Andrew Kippering. Both had ale tankards in their hands and appeared a bit woozy. Of special notice was the dark-haired and not unattractive prostitute of about twenty years of age hanging on to Kippering’s left arm, her ebony eyes deep-sunken and vacant as the burned-out houses on Sloat Lane.
“See, Andrew?” Pollard said, with a wide grin. “It is him. He. Whatever. The one and only, eh?”
“I am who I am, I suppose,” Matthew replied.
“Good man!” Pollard hit his sore shoulder with the tankard. Worse than that, he slopped some ale on the light-blue shirt Matthew wore, which was the last clean shirt in his possession. “Always be who you are. Eh, Andrew?”
“Always,” Kippering said, with a lift of his tankard and then a long drink. The prostitute pressed forward and Kippering obliged her by pouring some of the stuff down her throat as well.
“And who’s this, then?” When Pollard motioned toward John Five, Matthew was able to step back and avoid another spillage. “Hold a minute!” Pollard turned toward the dice table and the men who were wagering there. “I’m in on this one too, damn it! Three shillings on anchor!”
Matthew saw they were playing the popular game of Ship, Captain, and Crew, in which the shooter had five throws with a pair of dice to come up with a six, five, and four in that order, which stood for the ship, captain, and crew. Others could bet on any variation of success or failure. Pollard had just wagered on “anchor,” which was a three to show up in the first throw.
“My friend John Five,” Matthew said when Pollard had returned his attention. “John, Misters Joplin Pollard and Andrew Kippering, both of whom are attorneys.”
“First throw! Crew without a ship and an ace!” came the call from the table, with its resulting moment of chaos. Four and one. Then the wagering began once more at the pitch of frenzy as silver coins were tossed into an iron pot.
Pollard just shrugged. “To hell with it. John Five, did you say?”
“Yes sir.” John was a bit distracted, as the prostitute had begun chewing on Kippering’s left ear. “I’ve seen you both around town.”
“You’re Constance Wade’s beau,” Kippering said, trying carefully to get his ear free.
“Yes sir, I am. May I ask how you know about that?”
“I don’t think it’s a secret. I was speaking to the reverend just lately and he mentioned your name, in passing.”
“Are you a friend of the family?”
“Double anchors!” cried the caller. Once more the gamblers hollered or cursed and the entire room with its whirling smoke, brays of laughter, and shouts for liquid courage made Matthew feel he was on the pitching deck of a rudderless ship. He had noted that the prostitute’s left hand was crawling down toward Kippering’s crotch.
In the tumult of noise before Kippering’s response to John’s question, Matthew had the chance to sum up what he knew about the two attorneys. Joplin Pollard—boyish and clean-shaven, his reddish-blond hair close-cropped and his brown eyes large and sparkling with good humor—was in his early thirties and had come to the colony in 1698 to join the older and established lawyer Charles Land. Hardly a year later Land had inherited a large sum of money from a family estate in England and returned to the home country with his wife to become, as Matthew understood from Magistrate Powers, a rich art patron and dabbler in politics.
Thus Pollard—a “green gent,” Powers had called him—had been forced to sink or swim in his own firm, and had hired Bryan Fitzgerald from a Boston partnership soon afterward. He was obviously doing well enough now, though, as attested by his taste in his fine light-gray linen suit, his ruffled royal-blue cravat and expensive black boots polished to a gloss.
Completing the trio of blazing youth was Kippering, who’d come from England two years ago with an excellent reputation as a business lawyer but who had, as the magistrate had heard from Pollard, dallied with one banker’s wife too many and paid for his sins by expulsion from the gentlemen’s club. It was assumed he was doing penance in the colony until he might attempt a comeback in the grander arena, but at the ripe age of twenty-eight Kippering—lean and wolfishly handsome, two days past a shave, a comma of thick black hair fallen over his forehead and his eyes so icy blue the expression from them was nearly fearsome—was obviously not ready for the embrace of a leather armchair when there were painted dollies prancing about and the wine flowed smooth and dark from tavern casks. Neither was he in a hurry to join the best-dressed list, for his plain black suit, simple white shirt, and scuffed black shoes had seen better years.
Kippering caught the young woman’s hand before it reached his jewels and firmly but gently confined it with his own. “I’ve given advice to the reverend. Not anything concerning his daughter. But he felt compelled for whatever reason to inform me of the impending situation.”
“You mean our marriage?”
Kippering shuddered. “Please restrain the profanity.”
“This isn’t a place the good reverend might approve of for his future son-in-law,” said Pollard, as his mouth spread into a sly smile. “Do you think?”
“Probably not,” Matthew spoke up, “but the food’s good and cheap. I’ve eaten here many times. Besides, my friend and I are seeking privacy, which I believe can be found in the back room.”
“Of course. I would inquire what might be so furtively private between a magistrate’s clerk and a reverend’s future son-in-law, visiting the back room of a den such as this, but then I’d be over-stepping my bounds, wouldn’t I?”
“Come off your horse, Joplin!” Kippering scowled. “The young man’s not married yet! Since he’s so determined to go down the road to disaster, he ought to be praised for his courage. Hell, I wouldn’t have the guts to ask that crow for his daughter’s hand. Would you?”
“Sir!” said John, with a heat in his voice that made Matthew think violence might be imminent. “I’d ask you not to refer to Reverend Wade in that disrespectful manner.”
“Apologies, no harm meant.” Kippering lifted his tankard. “It’s the ale talking.”
“Yes,” said Pollard, “and that loquacious ale is going to get you skewered someday. But listen, Corbett. About Robert Deverick. He was my client, you know.”
“Our client,” Kippering amended.
“Yes, our client. And I might add our best client. You saw him stretched out there in the street. Terrible way for a man of his means to go.”
“A terrible way for any man to go,” Matthew said. He winced as another holler and harumpdedoo from the dice table blasted his eardrums. Across the way, someone was cursing a foul blue streak at one of the card games.
“Any ideas about it?” Pollard asked. “I mean, your being so fresh on the scene, according to Lillehorne. And since you seemed to have such an opinion on the enforcement of law before our dandy new governor.”
“No ideas other than the obvious. I would ask if you knew of any enemies Mr. Deverick had.” It was a shot in the dark since he doubted Deverick would have greeted an enemy with a handshake, but it was at least a starting-point.
“We’ve already covered that one with Lillehorne.” Kippering was trying to hold the prostitute back from going through his coat pockets; it was like trying to get a firm grip on a weasel. “Deverick has had his business enemies, yes. In London, though. He’s had supply problems from some unreliable merchants whom we’ve had to threaten with lawsuits, but nothing went beyond the point of sword-rattling. That’s all.”
“There must be something else.”
Pollard said, “You must be wondering then if Dr. Godwin had enemies, if indeed as I understand it the same maniac murdered both men. But then again, does a maniac need a reason for murder?” He answered his own question: “Absolutely not!”
“I’m wondering,” Matthew said, “if the Masker may be not so much a maniac as a clever individual hiding a motive.”
“What kind of motive?” Kippering asked, though his attention was divided. Being unsuccessful at looting her companion’s pockets, the prostitute now began to kiss and lick his neck.
“I have no idea, but I’d like to know if there is some connection between Dr. Godwin and Mr. Deverick. Do you know of any?”
Another uproar came from the gamblers, some bitter loser slammed a hand down on a card table, a prostitute wearing a high crimson wig and white facepaint slid past Matthew like a jungle cat and pinched his behind on the way, and then Pollard turned back toward the dice game and shouted over the noise of wagering, “Don’t roll those ’til I get my bet in! Who’s got the throw? Wyndham?”
“I can’t think of a connection,” said Kippering, who had his hands full with his squirmy minx. “They weren’t doctor and patient, if that’s what you’re assuming. Neither was Dr. Godwin a client of ours.”
Matthew shrugged. “I didn’t think it would be that simple, anyway. We’d best go. Good evening to you.”
“Evening to you both,” he managed to respond. “And good luck with…whatever your business might be.” Then he got a lockhold on the girl and also turned to rejoin the hubbub.
The room at the back of the Thorn Bush was at the end of a short corridor where a sign was posted on the wall reading No Gambling, No Women Allowed. It was the tavern’s stab at a “dining-room” for gentlemen where business might be discussed in relative quiet. True, the noise from the gamblers still carried in, but it was at least tolerable. The room was dimly lit by a few lanterns. Three other men sat together at one of the six tables, which were set far apart for the sake of privacy. The trio were all puffing long clay churchwarden pipes and were wreathed with smoke, their conversations serious and muted; none of them even glanced up as the new arrivals entered. Matthew and John Five sat at a table on the opposite side of the room, furthermost from the door.
Before they got completely settled, the barmaid came in with their glasses of port and left again. Matthew spent a moment rubbing what looked like a dried clump of food off the rim of his glass. He hoped it wasn’t the beef brains.
John Five took a long drink of his wine and then said, “I couldn’t figure who else to go to, Matthew. When Constance told me, I said she shouldn’t be worryin’. I said things would work themselves out, but…I don’t know, Matthew. It’s not gettin’ any better.”
“You ought to start at the beginning,” Matthew advised.
“She says it started back about a month ago. Late May, early June. Her father always liked to walk, around sundown. Said it helped him breathe. She never took a mind to it. But all of a sudden he was goin’ out later and later. Now it’s after ten o’clock most nights. And then when he gets back, he’s…” John hesitated, obviously uncomfortable with this direction.
“Go on,” Matthew urged. “He is what?”
“Different,” John said. He swirled the port around in his glass and drank again. “Constance said he was…is…dark-spirited when he comes back. Does that make any sense to you?”
“Does she mean he’s angry? Melancholy?”
“That, I guess. If it means sad. Or just…I don’t know…like he didn’t want to go where he went, but that he had to. Listen, Matthew.” John looked across the table at his friend, the expression in his eyes at once steadfastly serious and almost pleading. “None of this can get out. I know many around here think William Wade’s a stiff-backed Bible-thumper, but he’s never been anythin’ but kind to me. Constance loves him dearly, and accordin’ to her there could be no better father. And he’s a smart man, too. Not just about religious things, either. He goes fishin’ every chance he gets, did you know that?”
“I didn’t.”
“Yep. Got his own favorite spot up at the end of Wind Mill Lane. I’ve gone with him, of a Saturday mornin’. He can talk about anythin’ you please. He can read the weather, and he’s raised a garden back behind their house that would knock Granny Coquer flat down.”
“Really?” That was impressive, since at eighty-three years Granny Coquer—who had been all of fifteen when she arrived in Dutch New Amsterdam—was growing tomatoes, corn, beans, and melons that brought a mob to her stall at the farmers’ market.
“What I’m sayin’ is, Reverend Wade is not one of those wild men who pass through town from time to time, yellin’ ‘fear God’ at the top of their lungs and robbin’ every Peter, Paul, and Mary they can get their touch on. Do you know the type I mean?”
Matthew nodded. He very well knew that type, by the name of Exodus Jerusalem.
“William Wade is a decent man,” John said. “If he’s in some kind of trouble, it’s not of his own makin’.”
“Trouble?” Matthew frowned. “Why do you put it that way?”
“Somethin’s chewin’ him up,” came the grim response. “Constance says he can hardly sleep at night anymore. She says she hears him get up from his bed and walk in his room. Just pacin’ the boards, back and forth. Wait…here’s your food.”
The barmaid had entered again, carrying a tray on which sat a brown bowl. She put it down in front of Matthew, gave him a wooden fork and spoon, and said, “Coin or credit?”
“On my bill, Rose,” John Five said, and she shrugged as if such things mattered not a whit and exited the room, leaving Matthew with the distinct impression that this Thorn Bush’s Rose was indeed a prickly specimen.
In the bowl was a muddy-looking stew that contained elements impossible to identify. Matthew stirred the stuff around with his spoon but was unable to determine if it was mutton pie, beef brains, boiled potatoes, turnips, some combination of everything, or a cook’s surprise. He was hungry enough to try it, though, and found with a small sip that whatever it was it was smoky and peppery and really very good. So score minus for presentation, but double plus for taste. He started in on it with relish, indicating by a nod for John to continue.
“Pacin’ his room, as I said,” John went on. “One night Constance thought she heard him cry out in a bad dream. Then another night…she just plain heard him give a sob that near broke her heart.”
“I assume she’s asked him what the trouble might be?”
“She’s not exactly used that word, but she has asked. The one time he’d talk about it at all, he said everythin’ was goin’ to be fine, soon enough.”
“‘Soon enough’? That was his statement?”
John nodded. “Accordin’ to Constance, I mean. She told me he sat her down, took both her hands, looked her in the eyes, and said he knew he’d been actin’ peculiar, but she wasn’t to worry. He said it was his problem, and he had to solve it his own way. He asked her to trust him.”
Matthew took a drink of his port. “But obviously she feels this ‘problem’ hasn’t gotten any better? That he’s still worried to the point of distraction?”
“And he’s still goin’ out late at night, too. Take what happened on Tuesday night.”
Matthew stopped eating. “Deverick’s murder?”
“No, not that. On Tuesday night, near eleven o’clock, there came a knock at the reverend’s door. He told Constance to stay in her room, and he went to see who was callin’ at such an hour. She heard him talkin’ to somebody, then he got his street clothes on and told her not to worry but that he had to go out. And she said his eyes were scared, Matthew. She said it was a terrible thing, to see such fear on her father’s face.” John drank down the rest of his port and looked as if he wished he had another full glass. “When he left the house…Constance went to a window and looked out, east along Maiden Lane. She saw the reverend walkin’ with someone else carryin’ a lantern. A man, she thought. It was a man’s voice she’d heard at the door. An old man, she thought it might be. But up ahead, waitin’ with a lamp at the corner of Maiden Lane and Smith Street, was a woman.”
“A woman,” Matthew repeated. “She was sure of that?”
“She could see the woman’s gown and bonnet, but she couldn’t make out the face.”
“Hm,” Matthew said, for it was all he could think to say. He was putting together in his mind what might have happened that night. Reverend Wade and his daughter lived in a small house on Maiden Lane between Nassau and Smith streets. Artemis Vanderbrocken had knocked on the door to summon the reverend, who’d hurriedly dressed and left the house. Wade had been walking south on Smith Street in the company of Vanderbrocken and the unknown woman when behind them came the shout from Phillip Covey. Or perhaps not behind them, but nearly beside them. Perhaps they were just passing when Covey began his cry of alarm, and that was why they’d been so quick on the spot.
Interesting, Matthew thought. What had happened to the woman?
“After Reverend Wade had gone,” John continued, “it wasn’t long before Constance heard commotion goin’ on and a bell ringin’. That was at the murder scene, I suppose. She was afraid to go out. She got on her knees and prayed that her father was all right, but she couldn’t get back to sleep. He came home maybe an hour or so later and went straight to his room.”
“Did she ask where he’d been?”
“No. She wants him to tell her in his own time, and she does trust him, Matthew.”
“I see. So Constance has no idea you’re meeting with me?”
“No idea,” John said.
“May I ask then, why are you here with me? Isn’t this a betrayal of her trust for her father?”
John didn’t answer. He cast his eyes down. “I love Constance, Matthew. With all my heart. I don’t want her to be hurt. I don’t want her to know the bad things of life. The ugly things. If I can shield her from those things—or delay her from bein’ hurt, even by her own father—I’m goin’ to do my best. If he’s mixed up in somethin’ he shouldn’t be, I want to know first before Constance does. So maybe I can soften it for her. And maybe…I can help Reverend Wade get free of whatever it is, if I only can find out.” He nodded, his eyes still lowered and dark in their sockets. “If that’s betrayin’ a trust, to save a girl’s heart from bein’ broke and her soul from bein’ scarred…I’ll do it gladly, many times over.”
Matthew now had the full picture. “You don’t wish to follow Reverend Wade yourself, in case you might be seen, so you want me to follow him.”
“I do.” John looked up, hopefully. “I can pay a little money, if that would suit you.”
Matthew finished his wine but did not respond. He was thinking that if he did follow the reverend he might well discover where he and Vanderbrocken were going and why they’d lied about heading toward different destinations the night of Deverick’s murder.
“What say?” John prodded.
Matthew cleared his throat. “Do you know if the reverend went out last night?”
“Constance said he stayed home. That’s the thing, see. He’s not stayed home these last three weeks two nights in a row. Even when it’s rained, he’s gone out. That’s why she thinks he’ll be goin’ out tonight, most likely between nine-thirty and ten.”
“But she can’t be positive of the night, or of the time?”
“No, I guess not.”
Matthew didn’t have to consider very long before he said, “All right. I’ll try for tonight, between nine-thirty and ten. If I have to, I’ll wait until ten-thirty, but after that I’m going home.” He knew he’d stay until eleven or so, but he didn’t wish to sound too eager.
“Thank you, Matthew. God bless you for helping with this thing. Do you want some money?”
“No. I’ll do it to show I don’t hold a grudge.” And also, Matthew thought, to clear up his own questions about Wade and Vanderbrocken. But the woman was a new piece to the puzzle. First of all, who was she? Secondly, why had she waited at the corner of Maiden Lane and Smith Street instead of approaching the house with Dr. Vanderbrocken?
The barmaid returned with more wine, but Matthew had what he needed and was ready to go. On the way to the front where John would sign his bill of credit they went again through the gambling room, which with the passage of half-an-hour had become even more smoke-filled, crowded, and boisterous. The prostitutes in gaudy gowns and dyed wigs, their faces all but obscured by white powder, red rouge, and dark eyeshadow, roamed amid the tables seeking stacks of coins, the men who owned them being only obstacles to a purpose. Matthew didn’t see Pollard or Kippering in the room any longer, but they might have been there and just moved to a different table.
Matthew and John Five were about halfway through the room when their progress was impeded by two heavily made-up dollies who seemed to appear through the smoke alongside the dice table intent on physical ambush. One was an elder the size of Hiram Stokely and the other was a thin wraith who might have been thirteen years old. Their grins, showing black and crooked teeth, were frightening to behold. John Five held off the big-bellied one with a forearm. When the child reached for Matthew he sidestepped, got around two men who were standing in the way, and then he took a blow to the stomach when he saw Eben Ausley sitting at a card table to his left, within dice-throwing distance.
Ausley sat in the company of three other men, but Matthew didn’t recognize any of them as the stomperboys who’d gotten the better of him on Monday night. The gamblers were focused on the play as cards were being dealt. Matthew noted that Ausley’s pile of silver was the smallest of the lot, and sweat sparkled on the man’s jowls and forehead. His white wig was crooked.
As Matthew watched, more transfixed by the enemy’s presence rather than interested in the game, he saw the gamblers throw down their coins and cards, there was a great hurrah from one of the men, and Ausley scowled as if a snake had crawled out of the ale tankard on his right. Ausley blew out a big breath that might have been disgust or despair, reached for his omnipresent black notebook with its gold-ornamented cover, opened it, and began to scribble there with his string-wrapped pencil. Marking his losses, Matthew thought. May they ever increase.
Suddenly, like a feral beast sensing it was being observed, Ausley looked up from his notebook directly into Matthew’s eyes. They stared at each other through the shifting smoke while at other tables cards were played and dice tossed, winners shouted and losers cursed, prostitutes whispered and even a brown dog scurried around trying to steal a scrap.
Then, just as abruptly, Ausley dismissed him, finished his note-writing, closed the book with a little slap, and pounded the table with his hammy fist for the next round to be dealt.
Matthew also turned away. He got out to the front room, where John Five had just signed his credit for the tavern-keeper.
“I thought I’d lost you in that crowd,” John said. “Are you all right?”
“I am,” Matthew answered, “but I could use some fresh air.” He walked onto the Broad Way, his mind now turning from Eben Ausley to the task he needed to perform tonight, and John Five joined him, oblivious to the small and silent scene that had just played out.
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NEAR TEN O’CLOCK, Dippen Nack stopped at the well in the middle of Maiden Lane. He put aside his lantern and short-handled pitchfork, lowered the well’s bucket, and took a drink of water, which he then followed with a tremendous gulp from a leather flask produced from under his coat. Then he retrieved his items and circled the well, swinging his lamplight back and forth over the house and storefronts with his pitchfork at the ready and calling that a decent inspection. He walked off along Maiden Lane to the west, heading in the direction of the Broad Way.
Matthew edged around the corner of Jacob Wingate’s wig shop, where he’d been hiding, to watch the insufferable little man strut away like a bantam cock. Nack was one of the constables Matthew felt gave the position a bad name. Quick to accuse an innocent citizen and quick to flee from any perceived danger, Nack also had a mean disposition. He’d been warned by several of the magistrates—among them Magistrate Powers—to refrain from filching the gaol-keeper’s keys and going into the gaol late at night to piss on the prisoners as they slept.
Keeping watch on Reverend Wade’s house was more difficult than Matthew had expected, for Nack was the second constable he’d recognized on Maiden Lane within an hour. The other one, Sylvester Coppins, had been armed with an axe. It wouldn’t do to allow himself to be seen skulking around, but fortunately there was a three-foot-wide space between Wingate’s shop and the next structure, a house, which was sufficient to hide him within its depth. Very few structures fit up exactly alongside one another on these streets, and Matthew wondered if the Masker hid from public view just in the same way, moving from concealment to concealment as he fled the murder scenes. It seemed to Matthew, though, that perhaps the constables had been instructed to walk more quickly on their rounds than usual, which meant either that Lillehorne wanted more of a display of protection for the citizens or that the constables themselves were in a hurry to keep moving. Nack’s drink of water before he downed his jolt told Matthew the man wished to stay more alert than was normal for a cowardly drunkard, even one armed with a pitchfork.
Matthew wished he at least had a lamp, but on this night he courted the dark. He might have done with a rapier or pistol, as well. Even a slingshot, for that matter. He was very aware of his lack of defenses, thus he took care to watch his back lest anything swoop on him out of the same space that gave shelter.
It was really madness to be out here, he’d thought more than once. A few citizens had gone past, several of them stumbling drunk, others striding with quick purpose to get indoors. He doubted that the bravery of the constables would last much after eleven, as the lantern candles melted down. It might be also that Reverend Wade didn’t come out tonight, for though he was a man of God he was fully cognizant of what the Devil could do.
Perhaps it was best to go home at ten-thirty, Matthew decided as his watch ticked in his pocket. Then a movement from the right caught his attention, his heart jumped, and he swiftly retreated to his hiding-place. Two gentlemen carrying lanterns and walking-sticks crossed his field of vision and continued at a brisk pace until they were beyond sight. New York was a nervous town, and Grigsby’s Earwig wasn’t even out yet. Matthew had spent some time at the Gallop after leaving John Five and had learned from the usuals there that Effrem Owles was indeed helping Grigsby with the printing tonight, a task that would likely continue into the early hours.
Time passed. Matthew thought it must nearly be ten-thirty. There’d been no movement on Maiden Lane since the two men had walked by. He crouched down to rest his legs and then stood up again a while later when his knees began to protest. By habit he looked left and right, then over his shoulder, but he kept his attention fixed on the door of the Wade house across the street and up two houses.
Eleven o’clock, he decided it must be. There wasn’t enough light here to see his watch. Just a little longer and he would call it quits.
Perhaps three minutes after he’d made that decision, he saw a candle pass by one of Reverend Wade’s front windows. He waited, now hoping that either the minister or his daughter was just moving around in the house and there would be no nocturnal journey.
But suddenly the door opened and the stiff-backed and somber figure in a black suit and black tricorn emerged from the house in the yellow circle of the punched-tin lantern he was carrying. William Wade closed the door behind him, came down the four front steps to the street, and walked past Matthew, heading east at a pace neither rapid nor what might be called languid, as Matthew pressed himself against the wig shop’s wall. Wade turned right onto Smith Street, and the pursuit had begun.
Matthew followed but gave the reverend plenty of room to get well ahead. They were alone on Smith Street as they passed, one before the other, the place where Deverick had been murdered. Matthew felt his spine crawl and imagined himself to be watched just as he watched Reverend Wade. He’d thought of taking a lantern from one of the cornerposts, but to remove town property was a crime that could result in the branding of the T on the right hand. Also he didn’t wish to show a light to his quarry. Night had never before seemed so dark, but for better or worse he was at its mercy.
He soon discovered that, murderous Masker or not, some of the town’s citizens refused to go home. Lively fiddle music came from the Cat’s Paw, just along Wall Street to the left. Across Wall Street and down near the wharfside slave market, a group of men stood outside the Cock’a’ Tail, their voices rising, tangling in argument or spirited discussion, and then fading away again. The place drew both rowdies and high-pockets, and more than one man had been killed down there in those spirited discussions over such mundanes as speculation on the prices of corn meal and whale oil.
Still Reverend Wade walked south along Smith Street and Matthew followed at a respectful distance. Several other men in groups of twos and threes passed, going in the opposite direction, but Wade kept his head lowered and his stride purposeful. Matthew as well looked into no one’s face, for anyway just about everyone he passed seemed if not drunk then at least tipsy. But no one looked into his face, either, and Matthew considered that though these nighttime ramblers played a fine game they were—as was he—gripped by fear of the unknown.
They passed the flickering lantern on the cornerpost of Sloat Lane, where Matthew had trailed Ausley to that nasty encounter on Monday night. It came to him that he was likely following the “mystery man” in black clothes and tricorn who’d paused to watch him on that occasion. Matthew wondered if the reverend had recognized him or had simply recognized some kind of danger brewing in that dark and burnt passageway. In any event, Wade’s destination that night had probably caused him to hold his tongue.
Reverend Wade turned right onto Princes Street, just past the gunsmith’s shop, and Matthew took the turn as well but at a cautious pace. They were walking west toward Broad Street and passed the Blind Eye, another infamous den of gambling that Matthew understood was one of Gardner Lillehorne’s favorite haunts. The place was still doing business, as muffled shouts from the patrons could be heard through the door above which hung a sign with a painted white-pupilled eye. As was said, whatever happened at the Blind Eye, no one saw it.
On crossing Broad Street, the reverend angled his course slightly to the south and entered narrow Petticoat Lane.
Matthew followed, noting that Wade’s pace had slowed. They went past the shuttered shops and silent houses, yet on the night air came a woman’s laughter like the sound of silver coins falling upon the cobblestones.
Standing at about the middle of Petticoat Lane, on the right-hand side of the street and separated from the surrounding structures by shoulder-high hedges, was a two-story brick house painted rose pink. It was a handsome place, originally built by a Dutch fur exporter, with tall windows under a gabled roof and two chimneys, one on each end of the house. As Matthew watched, the reverend stopped in the street directly in front of the house and stared up at it, his lantern down by his side. The wash of candles shone through the gauzy curtains that hung at the windows, and Matthew could see the movement of shadows within.
Reverend Wade remained where he was. Matthew realized the man had reached his destination, and was simply staring at the house with an expression that was impossible to read.
It was the house of Polly Blossom. Beyond those walls lived, as Matthew understood, anywhere from four to eight doxies, depending on who told the story. Madam Blossom was a hard taskmaster who groomed her ladies for their role, demanding a certain amount of work from them and a certain amount of income in return for their lodging. She herself was not above the labor in the case of special customers. Matthew knew nothing of her history, other than that she’d come from London to set up shop in 1694. Many young doves of unfortunate circumstance had lodged there, and of course a multitude of men had passed through. It was a fact of life, and hardly anyone in New York cast a bitter eye or word toward the house since Madam Blossom made a point of donating so much money to public works, such as upkeep of the wells.
But that was that and this was this: what was Reverend Wade doing here, of all places?
Matthew had the sudden horror that the reverend was going to go through the pink-painted iron gate between the hedges, climb the steps to the front door, and knock to make his entry; then Matthew would hold knowledge that would damn the man in this town. Enlightened as New York might be, it would not breach a man of God dallying with prostitutes. But abruptly the door opened, a man came out to the stoop and turned to speak to a woman behind him, and just that quickly Reverend Wade had vanished off the street. Matthew as well pressed against the doorway of the house at his back. In a moment footsteps approached, the recent customer of the Blossom enterprise walked past trailing smoke from his pipe, and Matthew thought this is where the Masker ought to stand if he wished to kill men who were half-dazed and the other half addled.
Slowly and carefully, Matthew looked out again along Petticoat Lane. The reverend was nowhere in sight. Gone, Matthew thought. But no, no…he couldn’t have just disappeared like that. Matthew waited, as about fifteen seconds passed.
Then there came a little blush of lamplight and Wade emerged from between two houses like a snail from its shell. In fact, he only showed his head and shoulders. Again, he kept the lantern well down so as to spread the light across the cobbles. He just seemed to be staring at the Blossom house as if transfixed.
Now what was the matter here? Matthew wondered. He was still terrified that he was about to witness a minister’s fall, yet if Wade was enthralled by one or more of the ladies here and he made these regular journeys then why did he not just go in?
Because there was something more than just the walk and the house, Matthew decided. There was Dr. Vanderbrocken and the woman who’d been waiting at the corner. There was urgency, and secrecy, and…
And there was the fact that Matthew saw Reverend Wade lean his head against the stones of the house beside him, saw the man cover his eyes, and heard him give a quiet yet soul-broken sob.
Matthew felt shame at witnessing this scene. He stared down at the sidewalk bricks. This whole thing had taken a bent that made him wish he’d never agreed to it. Now he was part of the secret too, and because he knew his own nature of counting the angels on the heads of pins he knew he would have to find out why Wade sobbed before a house where tears were never shed.
In another moment he heard the sound of footsteps, coming closer. The reverend was on the move again. Matthew looked up and saw Wade following his light on the other side of the street, retracing his path back the way he’d come. Matthew realized he was in danger of being revealed by the wash of light if Wade happened to lift the lantern in his direction; he flattened himself against the doorway and held his breath.
The reverend continued on, his face downcast. Whatever worry—or trouble, as John Five had expressed it—was such a burden on the man that he looked neither right nor left but passed by Matthew, who had taken the attitude of a statue. He crossed Broad Street, and only then did Matthew dare to move. From the corner Matthew watched him enter Princes Street, probably retracing his path back home.
Matthew had no more heart for following anyone this night. He wished only to go home, perhaps read something that would set him to slumber, and wake up with the sunlight. He started north on Broad Street, which was deserted except for a moving lantern a few blocks up at Wall Street. That, too, disappeared in a westerly direction.
What to do about this information weighed heavily on Matthew’s mind. When John Five wished to know where the reverend had been, what was he to say? He had no certainty that Wade went and stood before Polly Blossom’s house every night. But in this case, once was enough. What possible motive could there be for a man of God to—
A walking-stick covered with black knobs suitable to knock someone’s brains out was thrust at Matthew, who was struck hard on the left collarbone and sent reeling.
“I knew it was you! You little bastard! I knew it!”
The stick had come from the left, around the corner of Silas Jansen’s credit-and-loans office at the meeting of Broad and Barrack streets. Now behind it and into the weak light of the fading cornerpost lamp staggered Eben Ausley, who had somewhere tonight lost his wig. His face was puffed and florid. Sweat gleamed on his forehead and wet the strands of gray hair stuck to his scalp. At his side he held a lantern, the candle of which was barely a flickering nub behind the glass. His mouth twisted and he held the stick up for a more brutal blow. “I told you not to follow me, didn’t I? Damn your soul, I’ll teach you a lesson!”
Matthew easily sidestepped the strike. “Stop it,” he said.
“You don’t command me! How dare you!” Again the stick was lifted and swung, but this time Ausley lost his balance and fell back against Jansen’s wall. Ausley stood there enraged, his chest heaving, but his liquid amusements had put lead in his legs. “I’ll kill you,” he managed to croak. “See you dead and buried before I’m done!”
“I don’t think so,” Matthew answered. He thought that if he liked he could wrest that stick away from Ausley and give him some bruises to count tomorrow. He could beat the man over the head so hard people would think his new wig was purple and lumpy. He could knock Ausley’s legs out from under him and smash that ugly face with a good, soul-satisfying kick.
But the problem was, his soul didn’t need that kind of satisfaction.
There were no stomperboys around. No constables either. This was Matthew’s chance to take revenge on behalf of all those who’d suffered at the orphanage. Revenge for himself, too, for being too weak to do anything when he’d walked out of the Sainted John Home for Boys in the employ of Magistrate Woodward. Now he could have what he’d thought about and planned for so long; he could take a pound of flesh for all of them, including Nathan Spencer.
“I saw you following me!” Ausley seethed, unsteady on his feet and in his senses. “Back there when I left the Admiral! Well here I am, then! What the hell do you want?”
It was a good question, but Matthew felt the need to address the accusation first. “I haven’t been following you. And I haven’t even been near the Old Admiral tonight.”
“You dirty liar! I saw you step back around the corner!”
“I doubt you can see straight, but it wasn’t me. In fact,” said Matthew, “I don’t really care to waste any more time on you.” He realized it was true even as he spoke it; he had a direction now, and a purpose with the Herrald Agency. Why should he spend a moment longer even speaking to this vile animal?
But Ausley pulled himself up to his full height, be that still considerably shorter than Matthew, and he attempted some dignity. He thrust his collection of chins out and forced his thin mouth into a replica of a smile. “Just so you know,” he said, “and bear well the fact, that I have beaten you, boy. No one will witness against me. Not yesterday, not today, nor tomorrow. And why might that be? Possibly because they all know—all of them, they all do—that they deserved what they got? That they took themselves to be more mighty than they were, and I brought them back down to size. Well, someone had to do it! Had to teach those boys a lesson, and one they won’t ever forget! That’s what my job is, that’s my profession!”
Matthew couldn’t even begin to respond to this tipsy tirade, so he remained silent. The old anger of even two days before had faded, though. He had begun to realize that his life was ahead of him, with all its opportunities and adventures, and Eben Ausley was part of his past. Maybe the man had escaped proper justice and maybe that was neither fair nor right, but Matthew had done all he could. He was ready now, after all this time, to let it go.
“Beaten you,” Ausley repeated, his mouth wet with saliva. “Beaten you.” He nodded, his eyes glazed and heavy-lidded, and then he lurched away from Matthew and staggered west along Barrack Street, steering himself with his walking-stick and his lantern flickering at his side. For a moment Matthew thought he was truly a pathetic spectacle. And then he came to his senses, spat on the ground to clear the bad taste out of his mouth, and continued on his northward trek.
He was shaking a little from the encounter. A solid blow from that stick would’ve crowned him good and proper. He pulled his mind away from Ausley and looked ahead, thinking about what he was going to say to John Five. Maybe he should refuse to make a comment on the man’s destination until he followed Reverend Wade a second night. He wondered what Mrs. Herrald would suggest. After all, she was the expert in such—
He took one more pace and stopped.
He listened carefully to the night, his head cocked. Was it his imagination, or had he just heard glass break?
Behind him a distance. He looked back.
The street was deserted.
If he’d indeed heard glass break, the sound had come from Barrack Street.
Ausley’s lantern, Matthew thought. The drunken fool had dropped his lantern.
I saw you following me, he’d said.
I saw you step back around the corner.
A dog was barking a few streets over. From somewhere else, a man was singing in a ragged and incomprehensible voice, the noise fading in and out as if carried by the whims of the night breeze.
Matthew stared back toward the corner of Barrack Street.
I saw you following me.
“Ausley?” he called, but there was no reply. He walked to the corner and looked up the dark length of Barrack. And louder: “Ausley!”
Leave the bastard, Matthew thought. Lying drunk up there, that’s all. Just leave him and go home.
It was amazing how alone one could feel in a town of five-thousand souls.
Matthew’s throat clenched. He thought he saw something moving in there. A darkness against the darkness, hard at work.
He put his hand on the dirty lantern that hung from the cornerpost and lifted the lamp off its nail. He had an instant of thinking that he ought to be right now shouting for a constable but he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. His heart slamming, he began walking cautiously along Barrack Street.
There the dim light found Eben Ausley lying on the sidewalk on his back, the broken lantern nearby. A little red flame still burned in a puddle of wax. Next to Ausley’s right hand was the walking-stick, as if it had slipped from a nerveless grasp.
Matthew tried to say Get up but at first he couldn’t speak. He tried again and still only managed a hoarse whisper.
The man did not move, and as Matthew stood over him and shone the blue eye of light down upon the body it was clear—terribly, bloodily, throat-cuttingly clear—that Eben Ausley had seen his final turn of cards.
As repulsed as Matthew was, as much as panic wanted to shoot along his nerves and send him running, the cool analytical center of himself took control. It sharpened his senses and steeled his will, and so he stood looking down at the body and taking impressions with the same clinical and almost distant judgment as did him well at his games of chess.
Ausley’s throat had been brutally slashed, that much was perfectly clear. The blood was still jumping. So too were Ausley’s hands, which involuntarily shivered as if finding that the bannisters on the stairs leading down to Hell were icy. His mouth was open in shock, as were his eyes, which had become bloodshot and gleamed like sea-damp oysters. A knife had been at work on Ausley’s face as well as throat, for Matthew saw the glistening red shapes around his eyes as the blood oozed down. If not fully expired the man had only seconds to live, as his flesh was taking on that chalk-colored waxy look so popular among corpses. There was nothing to be done for him short of sewing his head back on his shoulders, and Matthew doubted even Benjamin Owles could save this suit.
As Matthew stared down at the dying man, himself in a kind of trancelike state, he was aware of a slow, almost liquid movement in the dark beyond.
Matthew saw it then: a shape, all black and black within black, sliding out of a doorway twenty feet up Barrack Street. Matthew lifted his lantern, caught the white blur of a face, and saw that the man—or was it a man?—wore a midnight-hued cloak with a high collar and a black stocking-cap covering the head. In that instant of realizing he was looking at the Masker, he saw the object of his attention begin running with a burst of speed toward the Broad Way, and it was only then that Matthew got his throat working and the cry came up into the night: “Help! Help! Constable!”
The Masker not only killed quickly, but he was quick on the run. By the time a constable got here, the Masker would be in Philadelphia. “Help! Somebody!” Matthew shouted, but he was already reaching down for Ausley’s walking-stick. He let out one more “Constable!” so Dippen Nack might hear it in his bedchamber, and then he had to save his breath because he shot forward in pursuit.
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AT A FULL RUN the Masker wheeled to the left at the corner onto New Street and Matthew followed, narrowly missing banging his knee against a watering-trough.
It was true that Matthew was neither a sportsman nor a swordsman, but it was equally true that he could run. This skill had probably been refined during his days as a waterfront urchin before he was forcibly taken to the orphanage, as it took the fleet of foot to steal food and dodge billyclubs. Now it served him well, as he was catching up to his quarry; also paramount in his mind was the fact that it was safer to keep the Masker in front of him, yet he was ready at any second for the man to whirl around with an outstretched blade. Ausley didn’t need the walking-stick any longer, but Matthew clung to it like life.
“Constable!” Matthew shouted again, and now the Masker took a severe turn to the left and, cloak flying, disappeared into the space between the silversmith’s and the house next door. Matthew lifted the lantern with its paltry light; his pace faltered and he had only seconds to decide whether to go in or not before the Masker would be lost.
He held up the stick to ward off an attack, took a breath, and darted to the chase. The little passageway was so narrow it nearly scraped his shoulders. He came to another opening and found himself in someone’s garden. A brick pathway led off to the right, with a white wall and a gate on the left. A dog began barking furiously to the right and in that direction the voice of some frightened citizen shouted, “Who’s there? Who’s there?”
Matthew could hear shouts also from over on Barrack Street. Ausley’s body had been discovered. In for a penny, in for a pound, he thought. He began running again along the pathway and in a moment passed under a rose arbor. Then there was another wall ahead of him with the wooden gate open, and when Matthew went through this there was a holler, “I see you, damn you!” from the house on his right. With a flash and a bang a pistol discharged from an upper window and a lead ball shrieked past Matthew’s ear. He didn’t wait for further introductions; he took to his heels, went over a waist-high picket fence, and then the dog that had been barking lunged at him with snapping teeth and wild eyes but its night-chain yanked it back before flesh could be served.
Now Matthew didn’t fear the Masker so much as whatever else lay in wait, but going through another gate he came around a privy where the lantern’s light picked out a dark shape climbing over a stone wall about eight feet high. The Masker had dragged a barrel over to stand on, and as Matthew shouted again for a constable the dark figure secured the heights, paused to kick over the barrel, and then dropped onto the other side. Matthew heard footsteps running on stones, heading toward the docks.
He righted the barrel, climbed up, and also went over. He landed on the uneven stones of a narrow alley that ran behind the houses and shops of New Street. This was an excellent place to twist an ankle, a fact he could only hope the Masker had already discovered. He continued on along the alleyway but at a walk. His light was almost out, he was breathing hard, and unless the Masker had circled around behind him with intent to claim a second victim this night, the man was gone.
From the sounds of the yelling on Barrack Street, the barking of more dogs, and the calling of neighbors one to another, the entire town was coming awake. If I were the Masker, Matthew thought, I’d call a finish to this night and go to my secure place, wherever that might be. Still, there were many places the Masker could be hidden in ambush as Matthew approached. On the left was a barn. Beside it lay a jumble of debris, old broken buckets, coils of rope, wagon wheels, and the like. On the right was the rear of a store and a root cellar. Matthew tried the root cellar’s door but it was bolted from within. He went on, shining his fading lamp to both sides. Most of the houses and shops had root cellars, and here and there were gates that led either into more Dutch gardens or out to the right onto New Street or to the left onto Broad Street.
As Matthew walked on, his lantern uplifted and the walking-stick thrust out like a rapier, he kept watch for any trace of movement beyond the edges of light. From the noise on Barrack Street, the demise of Eben Ausley had caused either a riot or a party.
The end of the alleyway, which was about as wide as a horse-cart, was not far distant. It opened onto Beaver Street, where Matthew could see the shine of a cornerpost lamp on a glass window. He kept moving his lantern from side to side, looking at the stones for anything the Masker might have dropped in his haste to escape. It would be a good idea, he decided, to retrace the path he’d come. But then again, that was best left to daylight for he was not about to be shot at twice in one night.
And then, quite suddenly, the light showed him something that stopped him in his tracks.
On the handle to a root cellar door on his left was a dark red smear.
He bent over it and examined it more carefully. His heart, which had not had an easy time of it during the last few minutes, began to pound anew. It was a small smear, yes. But it was wet and fresh, and it might have come from a bloody glove.
He hooked a finger under the door’s handle and tried to lift it, but it was locked. He stepped back and looked at the structure. A two-story brick house or a shop of some kind? It was hard to tell from here. No lights shone in any of the windows. He found a pathway to the front and a wrought-iron gate that opened onto Broad Street. Just as he was about to go through, two men with lanterns came running past on their way to, presumably, the murder scene. He decided to give them time to make some distance, as he didn’t wish to be either interrupted or assaulted by some terrified constable. When the men were gone, Matthew emerged through the gate onto Broad Street and looked up at the building before him.
Now he could see illumination, two or three candles’ worth it appeared, up in a room on the second floor. He could also make out the sign on its hooks above the door.
Pollard, Fitzgerald, and Kippering, Attorneys.

Matthew went up the three front steps and used the brass knocker, which sounded equally as loud as the gunshot.
He waited, looking south along Broad Street in case anyone else came running past. There was no reply from within the lawyers’ office, yet upon an appraisal of the upstairs window it did appear that at least one of the candles had moved. Matthew hated to knock again, as the noise sounded as if it could wake the dead, but he was determined to get in.
Perhaps ten seconds passed, with no response. He was about to use his fist when he heard a latch being undone. The door opened, and at that instant the last light of Matthew’s lantern fizzled out.
Another candle was thrust almost into his face.
“You? What the hell do you want?”
Matthew squinted in the glare of a fresh wick. He knew the voice. “I hate to bother you, sir, but I assume you’ve heard a little noise just lately?”
“I have,” said Kippering. “Fools shouting the town down, and what sounded like a gun going off. What’s happened?”
“Haven’t you been curious enough to venture out to see?”
“Should I have been?”
“Do you make a habit of answering a question with a question?”
“When the question is from a clerk at my office door near midnight, yes.” Kippering lowered the candle, which was set in a pewter holder. Matthew noted that the man was wearing the same rather tatty black suit he’d worn at the Thorn Bush, and now Kippering’s appearance matched his clothing. He looked haggard and tired with dark circles under his eyes, his mouth slack and his blue eyes more watery than icy. At that moment three men and a woman were going past on the sidewalk, heading north. Two of the men were armed, one with a musket and the other with an axe. “Here!” Kippering called to them. “What’s happened?”
“Another murder,” answered one of the men. “The Masker’s cut somebody’s head off!” They rushed on, almost gleefully.
“A little exaggeration,” Matthew said, “but centrally true. The Masker has killed Eben Ausley. He’s lying up there on Barrack Street.”
“Who?” Kippering blinked heavily. “The Masker or Ausley?”
“Ausley. Are you ill?”
“A matter of conjecture, I’m sure.” Kippering ran a hand through his thick and unruly hair, and the black comma fell back onto his forehead. “So Ausley’s dead, is he?” He seemed to look at Matthew fully for the first time, and then his gaze found the walking-stick. He took it from Matthew’s hand and examined it more closely in the light. “If I’m not mistaken—and I’m not—this belongs to Ausley. He had it at the Thorn Bush. Almost brained Tom Fletcher. May I ask what you’re doing in possession of it?”
“You may, but first I have to ask if I might inspect your cellar.”
“Inspect my cellar? What are you going on about?”
Matthew said, “I was first on the scene when Ausley was killed. I saw the Masker, just as he’d finished his work. I took the stick as a weapon and chased after him. He led me here.”
“Here?” Kippering scowled. “You’re the one who’s ill, boy.”
“He led me to the alley behind your office. On the door to your root cellar is a blood smear. From a glove, perhaps. I should like to have a look down there.” Matthew reached out and grasped the stick. When he tried to pull it away, he met a little resistance; then Kippering released his grip and gave it up. “Will you show me, or shall I go for a constable?”
“The cellar door’s bolted from within. It’s always bolted.”
“That may be so, but someone left blood on the doorhandle. I’d like to take a look.”
“What are you saying? That I’m the Masker?” Kippering offered up a crooked grin. “Oh, certainly! After the night I’ve had, I surely gathered up the energy to go out prowling the streets and ended my festivities by murdering another of our clients. At this rate we’ll be out of business in a week.”
“Ausley was your client? I didn’t know.”
Kippering seemed to be listening to the noise over on Barrack Street. A few more people rushed past the office door. He gave a long, weary sigh. “I suppose I ought to go represent the estate. Keep the fools from trampling him flat.” He refocused his gaze on Matthew. “You saw the Masker?”
“I did. Not his face, unfortunately.”
“There’s blood on the cellar door?”
Matthew nodded.
“Come in.” Kippering opened the door wider, and Matthew entered. When Kippering started to close the door, Matthew said, “I’d appreciate it if you’d leave that open.”
“I can assure you that the only thing I’ve killed tonight is half a bottle of brandy and a lot of time.”
“Please leave the door open,” Matthew insisted in a calm voice, and Kippering shrugged.
“This way.” Kippering led him past a narrow staircase to another door. He paused to light a second candle in a pewter holder that was sitting atop a stack of books on a table and this he gave to Matthew, who laid aside the dead lantern. “I hope you’re not afraid of spiders,” he said. He unhooked a latch and opened the door into the cellar’s darkness. “Watch your step, these stairs are older than my grandmother.”
Before they descended, Matthew requested that Kippering also leave that door open and go down first. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Kippering asked, but then he took appraisal of Matthew’s expression and obeyed. As he followed down the rickety old stairs, Matthew thought that sometimes it did pay to carry a big stick.
The candles seemed to throw more shadows than illumination. It was a large cellar with a dirt floor and brick walls. The old yellowish-white bricks, Matthew noted, that had originally come over as ballast on some of the first Dutch ships. Filling the place almost up to the raftered ceiling were battered wooden shelves full of decaying law books, parcels of papers wrapped in twine, and stacks upon stacks of more yellowed documents. Matthew thought that, though there was a sea dampness to the air, if a fire ever got loose in here it would burn steadily for a month. Discarded buckets, two broken chairs, a desk that looked as if it had been chewed by a beaver, and other odds-and-ends of office decor littered the chamber. Matthew went directly to the cellar door and inspected the bolt.
“Anything there?” Kippering asked.
“No,” came the answer. There was no blood on this side of the door. But that didn’t stop Matthew from shining his candle around to check the steps and the floor. There were many footprints in the dirt, but why would there not be? He continued searching around boxes of papers. “What is all this?” he asked.
“The underbelly of the legal profession.” Kippering sat down on a large wooden trunk. “This is where the old deceased records lie in rotting perpetuity. Most of it dates back to before Charles Land took the firm over from Rolf Gorendyke. He left it all here for us to clean up, except Bryan thinks there’ll be value to it someday as history and he wants to keep it. If Joplin and I had our way, we’d toss it tomorrow.”
“Toss it where?”
“Yes, well that’s the problem, isn’t it? We’ve thought of burning it, but…” He shrugged. “Maybe Bryan’s right. Someday someone might give a damn about what went on here.”
Matthew was still poking around and finding nothing but a rat’s nest, both figuratively and literally. “You say Eben Ausley was your client?” he asked as he explored the room. “You don’t seem so concerned that he’s lying dead over on the next street.”
“I had limited dealings with him. Joplin handled most everything. Records of contributions. Contracts for supplies and labor. Paperwork when the orphans found homes. Things such as that.”
“I assume those more current documents are kept in better circumstances?”
“File cabinets upstairs.”
Matthew kept looking, but this path was showing no promise. “Aren’t you at all curious?” he asked.
“About what?”
“Two things. Who killed Ausley, and what the smear of blood on the door looks like?”
Kippering grunted and smiled thinly. “I hear,” he said, “that Ausley had lost a lot of money on the tables. He’d borrowed heavily, and lost most of that as well. The man was what you might call a gambling fanatic. In case you don’t know, there are individuals in this town who lend money and aren’t pleased when it’s not promptly repaid. Ausley unfortunately did not have the most charming personality, either. I think it was only a matter of time before someone either beat him to death or cut his throat, so this Masker person may have simply cheated the pawnbroker. As for the blood smear, I’ve seen them before. Still, I’ll take your bait.” He stood up with his candle, walked to the door, and threw back the bolt. Then he pushed the door open and stuck his head out to see.
Suddenly Matthew heard a frightened voice call from outside, “Hold there! Hold!”
“I’m just having a look around,” Kippering explained to the unseen person.
“Just hold right there, I said! Do you have a weapon?”
“Settle down, Giles. It is Giles Wintergarten, isn’t it? It’s me, Andrew Kippering. Look.” Matthew envisioned him holding the light nearer his face.
“Dear God, Mr. Kipperin’, you scared the shit into my drawers pokin’ your head out like that! Don’t you know there’s been another murder right up the way? I might have run you through!”
Matthew got the picture. A constable had been in the alley when the cellar door had opened. Carrying a sword, too, by the sound of it.
“The Masker’s been at work, yessir!” said Wintergarten. “Cut the life out of Eben Ausley and left him like a bloody bag up there on Barrack! But he got his, too, he did! Ol’ Emory Coody shot him good and proper!”
“Emory Coody?” Kippering asked. “The one-eyed weather-spy?”
“That’s him! Lives right up the way!”
As the two spoke, Matthew found himself staring at the trunk upon which Kippering had been sitting. He walked to it, saw that there was no lock, and lifted the lid. His light fell upon what was inside, and after the jolt of surprise had subsided he thought, Now I’ve found you.
“Look here, Giles,” Kippering was saying. “On the doorhandle. Blood. See it?”
“Yessir. Yessir, that does ’pear to be blood, don’t it?”
“I think the Masker came along here and left his mark. Possibly he tried to open the door, but it was locked from the inside. You might want to take a careful stroll up and down the alley and check all the other cellar doors, yes?”
“Yessir, that would be the thing to do. I ought to go get some help, though.”
“All right, but be careful. Oh, and listen: will you inform High Constable Lillehorne of this, and tell him I’d be happy to help him in any way possible?”
“I will, sir. You ought to get in yourself now, Mr. Kippering. Work such as this ought to be left to the professionals.”
“My thoughts exactly. Goodnight, Giles.”
“’Night, sir.”
Kippering closed the door, rebolted it, and turned to face Matthew. “As I said, all blood smears look the same.” He glanced at the open trunk. “What are you searching for now? Costumes for the dance?”
“There are clothes in here,” Matthew said, his voice tight.
“Yes, there are.”
“There are gloves in here.” Matthew held up a pair. They were black and made of thin cloth.
“Your powers of observation are stunning. You might also observe that those are women’s gowns and underclothing.” He held up a large hand, took two strides forward, and demonstrated how small the glove was. It looked to fit a child. “Women’s gloves. I think there may be some men’s shirts and a coat or two down there at the bottom, but I haven’t gone all the way through. You’ll note that everything is moldering and musty and is probably over twenty years old.”
Matthew was flustered. He was so eager to believe he’d found the Masker’s hidden cache of clothes that the first black gown on top had addled his brain. “Well…where did all this come from?”
“We’re not sure, but we think one of Gorendyke’s clients used the trunk as payment for legal services. Or it might have come from the estate of someone who died aboard ship on the way over. We’re going to throw it out, sooner or later. Are you done?”
Matthew nodded, his brow furrowed.
Kippering closed the lid. “If you didn’t hear, I showed Giles Wintergarten the blood smear and I told him to inform Lillehorne. I think the Masker either really did try to get in—though I didn’t hear anything as I’ve been upstairs for at least an hour—or being such a clever murderer as you feel him to be, he deliberately left a mark for your benefit.”
“For my benefit? Why?”
“Well, he stopped your following him, didn’t he?”
“He couldn’t have known I would see the mark,” Matthew said.
“No, but he might have reasoned the odds were on his side that you would.” Kippering gave a smile, which on his usually handsome but now dark-shadowed face seemed a little ghastly. “I think the Masker might also be a gambler. Don’t you?”
Matthew cast his eyes down. He didn’t know what to think. As he was pondering what to him was an appalling lack of mental acuity, he saw his candlelight gleam on an object that leaned against one of the shelves. It was a strange object to be down here, he thought. A pair of hammered-brass firetongs, yet there was certainly no fireplace in the cellar.
He walked to the firetongs and picked them up. The business end of the tongs had been thinned by some scraping instrument or grinding wheel, it appeared. “What’s this for?”
Kippering took the tongs, turned away, and reached up to a top shelf to grasp a packet of papers, which he brought down trailing dust. He waved the papers in front of Matthew’s face before returning them to where they’d been likely situated for years.
Matthew sniffed, holding back a sneeze, and rubbed his nose.
“Want a drink?” Kippering asked. “I’ve got that half-bottle of brandy left. You can help me celebrate the fact that I only lost five shillings and eight pence at gambling tonight, and that I overpaid by twice for a cheap bottle of wine at Madam Blossom’s.”
“No,” Matthew said, already feeling thoroughly debilitated. “Thank you.”
“Then may I give you some free legal advice?” Kippering waited for Matthew to give him his full attention. “I would refrain from mentioning to anyone that you discovered Ausley’s body. That is, if you wish to remain free to walk around town.”
“Pardon?”
“You were nearly first on the scene with Mr. Deverick, weren’t you? And now first to find Ausley? I’d hate to think what Lillehorne might do with that, since he seems to consider you such an outspoken boon to his authority.”
“I didn’t murder anyone. Why should I not tell Lillehorne?”
“Because,” Kippering said, “the high constable will find your presence at both murders so interesting that he will wish to know what you were doing out tonight. And even though you and I may believe that Lillehorne is not entirely up to the job, he is relentless when it suits him to be. Thus he will wish to know in exacting detail your progress through this night, and he may well feel you are best questioned behind the security of iron bars. He will ask questions here and there and there and here, and sooner or later he’ll find out that you and the future husband of our good reverend’s daughter were meeting at a rather dismal little drinking and gambling establishment festooned with whores. For privacy, did you say? Do you see my direction?”
Matthew did, but he remained sullenly silent.
“Of course you do,” Kippering went on. “Now I don’t know what you and Mr. Five were talking about in that back room, but you can be sure Lillehorne will find out.”
“That has nothing to do with the Masker. It’s private business.”
“Yes, you keep using that word, and that will only feed Lillehorne’s desire to root out whatever secret you have.” He paused to let Matthew feel the sting of that particular fish-hook. “Now in a few minutes I’m going to put on my official lawyer’s face, straighten my suit and comb my hair, and walk out to stand alongside Ausley’s corpse until the body-cart pulls up. I suggest you go home, go to bed, and in the morning you are as surprised to hear of Eben Ausley’s death as anyone in New York. How does that settle with you?”
Matthew thought about it, though there wasn’t a lot of thinking to be done. It wouldn’t do for questions to be asked about Matthew’s jaunts this night, not with Reverend Wade’s problem still unknown. He said quietly, “It settles.”
“Good. Incidentally, I’m sure Giles will carry that information about the blood smear straight to Lillehorne, in case you’re thinking this is an attempt to keep you from telling anyone. I assure you I couldn’t care less, just so long as he doesn’t come up behind me on a dark night.” Kippering motioned Matthew toward the stairs.
At the front, Matthew hesitated in the doorway before Kippering could shut him out. He gazed up at the candle-illuminated window. “Tell me, if you will,” he said, “why you’re at work so late.”
Kippering kept the faint smile on his face. “I don’t sleep very well. Never have. Goodnight. Oh…two last things: I should avoid the crowd up there on Barrack, and I should beware not the Masker but some frightened rabbit with a blunderbuss.” So saying, he pushed the door shut and Matthew heard the latch fall.
Matthew looked toward City Hall and saw the wash of candlelight in two of the attic’s small square windows. He’d never been up there before, as access to that area was by invitation only; that portion was the office and also the living quarters of Ashton McCaggers, whose abilities as coroner more than made up for his eccentricities. It appeared McCaggers was awake and preparing for another session in the cold room.
Zed would be hauling the body-cart past here soon. It was time to go.
Matthew crossed Broad Street to Princes Street, intending to go back up Smith and then to the Broad Way and home, thus bypassing that noisy rabble gathered around the corpse of Eben Ausley. As he made his way past the late-flickering lamps on their cornerposts, the warm breeze moving about him with its leathery smells of dockside tar and sewer ditch, he knew he would find sleep a troubling companion this night. There would be many echoes in his mind calling for recognition or resolve, and many that might never be resolved. In truth, he felt fortunate to have survived not only a gunshot and dog attack but the Masker himself, who might easily have turned on him and cut him to pieces with a hooked blade.
As for Ausley, he felt…nothing.
No anger, no sadness, no loss, no gain, no sense of justice, no exultation at the death of a wicked man.
He felt as if a slate within him upon which he’d marked balances for such a very long time had been wiped clean. Just that.
When he reached the safety of the pottery, he left the walking-stick on the ground alongside the building. He intended to rise with the sun, take the stick out to the East River, and consign it to dark water, where it might vanish in time from sight and memory like its late owner.
Matthew went up to bed, remembering to wash his hands.





seventeen 
BECAUSE AT BREAKFAST the Stokelys had not yet heard about the murder of Eben Ausley, Matthew’s first real test of monitoring his mouth came when he took his clothes to his laundress, the widow Sherwyn, as was his habit every Friday.
She was a big, robust, white-haired woman who’d outlived two husbands, owned a little stone house and attached laundry shop on Queen Street, and who collected gossips and town-tales as someone else might pin butterflies onto black velvet. Furthermore, she was an excellent laundress and very fair in her prices, so even at this early morning hour she’d already had half-a-dozen customers bringing in not only stained gowns and dirtied shirts but all the news of the night. It was for no little reason that Marmaduke Grigsby brought his clothes here and lingered over apple cider and gingerbread to trade topics, as when he left here he had enough bustarole to fill a month of Earwigs though if he printed most of it he’d have been either shot or hanged.
“Baaaaad night,” said Widow Sherwyn as Matthew entered the shop with his bundle. It was said with grim foreboding, yet the color in her cheeks was as merry as a three-penny play. “But I suppose you’ve already heard?”
“Pardon?” was all he could say.
“Another murder,” she explained. “Happened on Barrack Street, around midnight I hear. And guess who’s the dead gent?”
“Um…I’m not good at guessing, madam. You’ll have to tell me.”
She waved a hand at him to say he was no fun. “Eben Ausley. The headmaster at the orphanage. Well, you ought to look more shocked than that! Didn’t you say you grew up in that wretched place?”
“It wasn’t so wretched…” He almost said before Ausley got there. “…when I was growing up,” he finished. “I regret Ausley’s death, of course. I have four shirts and three pair of breeches today.” The shirt that had been bloodied by Phillip Covey was not among them, as it was now only suited for rags.
“What about that shirt you’re wearing? Right wicked stain on the front.”
Courtesy of Joplin Pollard’s tipsy hand, Matthew thought. He’d put water on it when he’d gotten home, but too late. Actually he counted himself lucky the Thorn Bush ale hadn’t burned a hole in it. “My last shirt,” he said. “Have to do.”
“Liquor stain?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. “You out and about last night?”
“Yes and yes.”
“I can smell the pipe smoke. Gentlemen’s habits, indeed! You fellows mess up, we women clean up. All right then, I’ll have these ready for you on Monday. Tuesday if I fall behind. Hey.” She beckoned him closer with a forefinger. “Have you seen my Marmaduke lately?”
“Mr. Grigsby? Yes.” My Marmaduke? Evidently these two had more going on than the sharing of tidbits.
“Well, when you see him again, tell him I have it on good authority that some fine lady on Golden Hill ordered a silver service that arrived yesterday from Amsterdam and when the bill was presented her husband made a cannon sound meek. Well, she shot one back at him too. Then the battle began. You could hear them wrangling from there to Long Island. Almost put out on the street, is what happened.”
“Who? The wife?”
“Naw! The husband! Shosh, everybody knows Princess rules that—oopsie, look what you’ve made me go out and spill! I never said that name, now, Matthew!”
“Princess Lillehorne?”
“Never never never did I say that name! Go on about your business, now! But don’t believe that everything on Golden Hill is gold! You’ll pass that along to ’Duke, won’t you?”
“Very well.” Matthew started for the door, but sometimes getting away from Widow Sherwyn was like walking through a puddle of tar.
“What tavern did you acquaint last night, Matthew?”
There was no need for a lie, as she could run one down like a hound after a hare. “I spent some time at the Thorn Bush.”
“My lord!” Her sky-blue eyes widened. “Have you put aside those celestial books and decided to join the rest of us earthbound heathens?”
“I hope that one night and one stain doesn’t mean a fall from grace.”
“Well, you might have fallen into Grace! That’s the name of Polly’s new whore, you know. Grace Hester. She’s been working the Thorn Bush.”
“I’m sure I didn’t know.” Suddenly Matthew was struck by the fact that not a teacup could be filled, broken, or peed in without Widow Sherwyn hearing of it. Her outsized personality was a lamp—no, a lighthouse—that drew to her the tales of joy, sorrow, and intrigue that no magistrate nor constable would ever hear. He realized then what a treasure she was, particularly for someone in his new-found profession of problem solver. And, also, how useful she might be simply as a sounding-board.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, pausing in her folding of clothes from one basket to another.
“No reason,” Matthew answered. “Just thinking how you know everyone, and how much you know about everyone. You’ve been in this location for how long?”
“Twenty-eight years in the town. Twelve years here. Proud of every day of it.”
“Well you should be.” He offered her his best smile. “I’m sure I couldn’t get along without you.”
“Sure you could. There are three other laundresses in New York, take your pick. Except don’t go to Jane Neville, she’s too expensive by half. Thievery, I call it. Outright larceny, and she doesn’t even boil enough fat in her soap.” Widow Sherwyn stopped herself, as the dawn of understanding bloomed on her face. “Oh, I see your drift. You’re wanting to know what about whom?”
Matthew glanced toward the door to make sure no one else was coming in. “General impressions. Andrew Kippering.”
“Why?”
“I saw him at the Thorn Bush last night. He and his partner, Pollard. In fact, this stain came from Pollard’s tankard of ale. They were both gambling at one of the dice tables.”
“You still haven’t said why.” The widow’s expression was now solidly serious.
“I’m curious,” Matthew explained, “as to why attorney Kippering keeps such late hours.” He decided to leave it at that.
Widow Sherwyn cocked her head and stared at him intently. “If you’re wanting to mingle with the ordinary folk,” she said, “I expect you shouldn’t start with Kippering, as from what I hear he might drag you into an early grave.”
“He leads an active life, I presume?”
“Drinking, gambling, and whoring, probably not in that order. But that’s common knowledge, isn’t it?”
“Tell me something that’s not,” Matthew urged.
“Kippering is not one of my customers. Neither is Pollard. But Fitzgerald comes in regularly. I’ll tell you something about him, if you wish to know.”
“I do.”
“Fitzgerald is a serious young man with a wife and two children. Lives on Crown Street, in a simple house. If one is to believe Fitzgerald—and I do—he does most of the work. The ‘cleaning-up,’ as he once put it, for both his partners. Is paid very well also, but he and his wife are of Puritan stock and they have no want for luxuries…beyond my service, I mean. So my impression of all three of those gentlemen is that Pollard is the one with ambition, Fitzgerald the one with brains, and Kippering the one trying to kill himself.”
“To kill himself?” Matthew asked.
“Surely. And this doesn’t come from Fitzgerald, but I have it from a good source that Kippering is one of Polly’s best customers. Stands to reason, of course, but there’s a misery to it. He comes in drunk, sleeps with a whore—and sometimes just sleeps—and then off again. Sometimes stays there the whole night. Keeps a room in Mary Belovaire’s house across from Sally Almond’s tavern. Cot and a desk, is what I hear. In and out all hours. Mary’s had to help him up the steps many nights, or many early mornings as might be. Pays his bills all right, but he gambles an awful lot. It’ll catch up to him, sooner or later. Has no desire for a wife and family—though Lord knows Mary’s got a line of ladies wanting to meet him, or used to before he got so sotted. Even the most foolish of the young pretties don’t want to ride a rumpot stallion. So he drinks himself into stupors, throws his money away gambling, and almost has his name burned on a door at Polly Blossom’s. Doesn’t that sound to you like someone who pretends to enjoy life but really is in a great hurry to die?”
“It sounds to me,” said Matthew, “like how three-quarters of the young men in New York would live, if they could.”
Widow Sherwyn gave a mocking smile. “He’s supposed to be smarter than most. And he’s not that young.”
“Interesting,” Matthew said, but inwardly he gave a shudder. He had to wonder what Widow Sherwyn would say about him, if someone were to inquire.
“Now you owe me,” she announced.
“Owe you?” He realized this woman reduced him to sounding like a dunce.
“Yes, indeedy. Did you think this caboodle was free? You pass along a good word for me to ’Duke, and when you come back to pick up your clothes you bring me a tidbit I don’t know.”
“The first is easy. I’m afraid the second may be impossible.”
“I’ll accept that as a compliment, but not as a bribe. Find me something of interest. Now scat, tomcat!”
Matthew got out of the place before he had to promise up his first-born child. It was another beautiful morning, the sky bright blue with only hints of wispy clouds. The scents of gardens and good earth wafted on the breeze. Even the smells of rotting timbers of old Dutch wharfs and a dead turtle the size of a cart-wheel had not dismayed Matthew this morning, as he’d consigned Ausley’s stick to the East River at sunup. He turned right, intending to follow Queen Street to the Broad Way and then south into the bustling town. His plan was to go to City Hall and do his clerking for Magistrate Powers in the case of the rowdy George Knox. His arm was still a little sore but the yarrow oil had done wonders for it, and he did think his hand could manage a quill without wandering out of line.
About a half-block west, though, his eye caught a white brick house trimmed with dark green across the street. A white picket fence ran around the property, upon which were planted two large oak trees that spread a cool blue shade. On the fence next to the white entrance gate was the small sign A. Vanderbrocken, Physician.
Matthew slowed his pace. He stood looking at the house for a moment, debating his course of action. According to his newly wound watch, it was almost eight-thirty. The final hearing before sentencing of George Knox would start promptly at nine. He recalled Magistrate Powers saying a clerk could be poached from another office if Matthew wasn’t up to the task, but Matthew hated not to be there when he was needed. But was he needed anymore, really? It seemed he was easily replaceable, and with the magistrate announcing his retirement the caseload—such as it was—would be further reduced. But be that as it may, the job of clerk was still his occupation until he was paid by the Herrald Agency, and when that might happen he had no clue. In fact, at a distance the whole Herrald Agency idea sounded to him like a barleybone, a sugar candy that easily melted in the heat of day.
Still, he had his own hungry curiosity to feed. Right across the street was Dr. Vanderbrocken’s house, and Matthew had a few minutes to spare. He crossed to the doctor’s gate.
Going through the gate and up the path to the front door, he was about to ring the brass ship’s bell that hung there when he heard music coming from somewhere. It was a melody being drawn from a violin, and was quite pleasing though a touch melancholy. He realized the music was not coming from beyond the door, but rather from around the house. Leading to the backyard was another pathway, which Matthew followed under the spread of one of the large oaks.
A second wooden gate, chest-high, blocked his progress into a garden burst into its midsummer majesty of red and purple flowers and ornamental shrubs. The violin player seemed to mangle a few notes here and there, but otherwise sounded quite proficient at the difficult instrument. Matthew listened as the music soared up and then quietened to a whisper, and in the ensuing sound of birdsong from the trees he rapped on the gate with his knuckles. “Hello? Can I have a moment, please?”
“Who is it?” came the doctor’s voice, perturbed at being interrupted.
“Matthew Corbett, sir. May I speak to you?”
“Are you ill?”
“No, sir, I’m glad to say I’m not.”
“Go away, then. I’m occupied.” The violin music began again, this time a bit more lively as if to demonstrate the player’s ability.
“A nice tune, sir,” Matthew offered. “You ought to play some evening at the Dock House.”
The music screeched to a stop. “Oh, for the sake of Heaven! Aren’t you gone yet?”
“I had no idea you could play so well, sir.”
There was a pause, and then came a creaking noise as weight left a chair. Matthew waited. Around the corner of the house appeared Artemis Vanderbrocken, wearing what appeared to be the exact same pale blue nightclothes Matthew had seen under his cloak the night of Deverick’s murder. On the man’s feet were leather slippers, and he carried a violin of such rich color it might have been carved from amber. Vanderbrocken’s expression could have scared the music from a cat, as though he was so well-respected for his abilities he was also known for a surly demeanor that brooked no nonsense or—in this case—intrusion. He was of slim build and medium height, bald but for a halo of white hair, had a sharp nose and long chin garnished with a white goatee. His dark eyes behind round spectacles seemed lit with red, or perhaps that was just the sunlight off his violin. He was seventy-six if a day and had a plentitude of wrinkles in his face, yet commanded a straight-backed bearing and energy that belied his elder status. Right now, though, he just looked ready to break Matthew’s teeth.
“I think you’re mistaken, Mr. Corbett,” he said testily. “You must have an illness of the ears, not to hear me plainly say I am occupied.”
Matthew tried for a smile, but it didn’t stick under the red heat of the doctor’s glare. “But sir,” he parried, “if my ears were so ill I couldn’t have enjoyed the music that drew me here. I had no idea you were so—”
“Cease the bullshitting,” said Vanderbrocken. “What is it you want?”
This was going to be a tough nut. Matthew wasted no time before the doctor could turn his back and stalk away. “I was on Smith Street the night Mr. Deverick was murdered.”
“Were you? I’m sure many others were, as well.”
“Yes sir, that’s true, but I came up as you and Reverend Wade were over the body. I think you were pronouncing him dead.”
“I didn’t pronounce him dead. That was McCaggers’ job.”
“An unofficial pronouncement,” Matthew went on. “You know that I work for Magistrate Powers.”
“Yes, what of it?”
“Well sir…I also come into contact from time to time with High Constable Lillehorne, and he was telling me that—”
“Are you going to finish this today, young man?”
“Yes sir, please bear with me and I won’t take but a minute more.”
“I’m usually paid for my minutes.”
Matthew could only nod and smile. “Yes sir. You mentioned to High Constable Lillehorne that you were going to see a patient that night. Might I ask who your patient was?”
“You might,” came the indignant reply, “but I wouldn’t answer.”
“Understandable, sir, but you might be able to answer this, as it’s a simple question and doesn’t require you to betray an oath of confidence: were you and Reverend Wade travelling to the same destination?”
Vanderbrocken was silent. He lifted a hand to adjust his spectacles, which had slipped down to the sharp tip of his nose.
“I know you were in a hurry that night,” Matthew continued, daring the fates and the doctor’s temper. “I saw you were wearing a nightshirt under your cloak. Possibly the same one you have on now. So you must have been summoned from here, it being so late. And summoned for an urgent purpose, is my guess, but of course any question in that regard—”
“Is none of your business,” Vanderbrocken interrupted. His nostrils flared. “Are you here on behalf of the high constable?”
“No sir.”
“Then what the hell do you care whether William Wade and I were travelling to the same destination or not? Who are you, to be bothering me with ridiculous questions?”
Matthew stood his ground. He felt a stirring of anger, like hornets buzzing in his guts. He might even have raised his voice a bit to meet the doctor’s infuriated tone. “With a murderer on the loose,” he said while staring forcefully into the red-glared glasses, “I’d think there are no ridiculous questions, sir. Only questions that are either answered or evaded. You know Eben Ausley was killed by the Masker last night?”
Vanderbrocken’s mouth opened a little wider, but that was all the reaction. “I didn’t. Where did it happen?”
“Barrack Street.”
“His throat cut the same? And the marks around the eyes?”
“It would seem so.”
“My God,” the doctor said quietly, and he looked at the ground. He drew a long breath and when he exhaled he seemed to shrink in his clothes. “What’s happening to our town?” It was a question directed to the earth, or the air, or the birds that chirped in the trees. Then he took control of himself again and lifted a stillfiery gaze to Matthew. “I’m sorry about Ausley’s death, as I would regret the passing of any citizen, but what does that have to do with Reverend Wade and myself?”
“I’m trying to clarify some information that the high constable was given. Am I correct in understanding that you met the reverend and were on your way to a common destination the night of Mr. Deverick’s death?”
“Young man, I’m still not comprehending what business this is of yours. Have you become a constable yourself? Are you asking these things with the authority of Lillehorne or Magistrate Powers?”
“No sir,” Matthew said.
“Ah, then you’re simply a private citizen wishing to…what? Cause me distress?”
“I regret the distress,” Matthew replied, “but I would like an answer.”
Vanderbrocken took a step forward and now stood almost chest-to-chest with Matthew, the gate between them. “All right, you listen to me. My comings and goings are none of your concern, do you understand that? As for Reverend Wade’s destination that night, I wouldn’t presume to say. I will tell you that I have taken on some of the late Dr. Godwin’s practice, and for that I am kept away from the fruits of retirement that I would otherwise be enjoying, including early nights and the freedom to pursue the violin in my own garden. So I’m not in the best of moods these days, Mr. Corbett, and if you fail to leave my sight within the interval I go into my house to get my loaded pistol and return I might show you what a man who seems to have no more privacy than a goldfish in a bowl is capable of.”
With that, the good doctor abruptly turned and walked quickly around the house, and Matthew reckoned it was past time to get to City Hall.





eighteen 
AS HE APPROACHED CITY HALL, it was clear to Matthew that—even taking into account last night’s murder—this was to be far from an ordinary day.
In front of the building milled a group of forty or so men who by dint of facial expressions and loudness of mouth did not resemble happy citizens. He noted some of the men held broadsheets that could have only been Grigsby’s latest edition. The newborn Earwig would have been on sale for the breakfasters at Sally Almond’s tavern, at the Dock House Inn, and at several other locations around town. What the discord was about Matthew couldn’t tell and didn’t linger to learn, as he made his precarious way through the crowd and into the front door.
On the second floor he found that Magistrate Powers’ office was locked. The magistrate was likely already at court. Matthew was fishing for his key when another clerk of his acquaintance, Aaron Lupton by name, stopped with a sheaf of papers on his path down the hallway between offices and told Matthew the morning’s tale. The day’s scheduled court proceedings had been cancelled and all magistrates and aldermen, as well as the high constable and other ranking officials, had been summoned by Lord Cornbury to a meeting in the main hall. The word, Lupton confided, was that they were thrashing out the language of a Clear Streets Decree…and by the way had he heard about the third murder last night? Matthew assured Lupton he had, and Lupton went on to say that Cornbury was likely going to order the taverns closed early, and already the owners and their best customers had gotten wind of the meeting and were gathering in the street.
Also, Lupton said, Lord Cornbury today wore a blue gown that did nothing for his figure. Matthew thought there could be such a thing as too much information, but he thanked Lupton and unlocked the door intending to at least straighten up the office and check any correspondence that the magistrate might have put into his “to-reply” box. The first thing he saw was the fresh Earwig that either Grigsby or a hired boy had slipped under the door. The second thing that leaped to his attention, as he retrieved the sheet from the floor, was the dark line of type that read Masker Has Struck Again and below that, more horribly, Interview of Coroner By Young Witness.
“Shit,” he heard himself say. He closed the door and almost broke the latch when he jammed it home. Then he sat down at his desk, the better to have a firm foundation beneath him.
Marmaduke and Effrem had had a hard time of it, judging from all the monks and friars on the page—the monks being letters too faint for want of ink and the friars being too dark for too plenty of ink—but the imperfections weren’t enough to obscure Matthew’s name in the central article.
Murder most foul was dealt upon town business leader Pennford Deverick near ten-thirty o’clock on Tuesday night, as the Masker has committed his second crime against reason and humanity. Ashton McCaggers, official coroner of New York town, was interviewed by Matthew Corbett, a friend of this sheet and a clerk in the employ of Magistrate Nathaniel Powers, in regard to this heinous act and the fiend who ended the honorable Mr. Deverick’s life.



According to Mr. McCaggers and our Mr. Corbett, the Masker has not vacated town as was first advanced by some of our town nobles, for Mr. Deverick lies dead with the exact same masklike cuttings about his eyes as was delivered to Dr. Julius Godwin two weeks past. It is Mr. McCaggers’ opinion, says our interviewer, that the Masker struck Mr. Deverick down with a blunt instrument before the dirty work was done.



Matthew didn’t recall telling Grigsby that, but he might have let it slip. Must have, as a matter of fact, for Marmaduke was quick to sew details together.
Our Mr. Corbett was a witness at the terrible scene. He tells us that Mr. Deverick was brutally attacked and yet made no attempt to escape, indicating that he may have known his killer. One blanches at the fact that, also according to Mr. McCaggers, a face familiar to many of us hides a murderer’s rage.



Again, Matthew had only the slight memory of saying anything even remotely close to this. He thought it had been a statement along the line of, “Deverick didn’t seem to put up a struggle. I think McCaggers believes it was someone he may have known.”
Mr. Deverick was discovered on Smith Street by Mr. Phillip Covey and was pronounced dead near midnight by Mr. McCaggers. Questions asked of High Constable Gardner Lillehorne were referred to Chief Prosecutor James Bynes, who demurred to the opinions of Governor Lord Cornbury, who was unavailable for comment.



It is this publication’s hope that the Masker is quickly brought to account for these deeds. Our condolences are offered to Mr. Deverick’s widow, Esther, his son Robert and the extended family.



There followed a brief biography of Deverick, which Matthew assumed Grigsby had gotten from the widow, and then the news continued with the description of Cornbury’s first meeting with his citizens. The story diplomatically called the new governor “a stylish addition to the town he so pleasantly intends to manage.” Matthew turned the sheet over and saw there at the bottom—below articles such as a lumber wagon accident on the Broad Way and items concerning ships in harbor and cargoes received—the announcement for the Herrald Agency. Well, at least that had turned out as planned.
He looked over the article about the Masker once again. There really wasn’t anything in it that he thought McCaggers might object to and he believed he’d done a good job at keeping Grigsby at bay. Then again, there was that part about the “familiar face” and the “murderer’s rage” that Matthew was sure would not go over lightly with Chief Prosecutor Bynes. Add to that the fact that it sounded as if Matthew was now reporting back to Grigsby on the doings—or misdoings—at City Hall. Not pretty.
He decided he would take this broadsheet with him, get out of here by the quickest, and enjoy a day off.
In the hallway he paused to lock the office door. As he was walking to the staircase he heard the noise of voices below him and boots tramping on the steps. Men were coming up. It seemed the meeting had ended. And not too amicably, it sounded, for there were shouts and language that turned the air blue. He thought he heard Bynes’ thunder in that approaching storm, and here he stood like a lightning-bolt.
There was no time to get back into the magistrate’s office. Matthew took the only avenue available to him, which was the more narrow staircase up to the third floor. Even here, though, he heard boots stomping up the steps after him. The chief prosecutor’s office was to the right, at the end of the hall. To the left, past some records rooms, was a doorway. Matthew opened that door and stood on a short flight of stairs leading to another closed door. Perhaps ten feet above him was Ashton McCaggers’ domain. As the voices grew louder and several men came up from the second level, Matthew shut the door to a crack and stood waiting for everything to quiet down. He couldn’t help but find it ironic that he’d rather face the Masker at midnight than Bynes before lunch.
“The man’s impossible!” he heard someone say in the corridor. “He’s mad if he thinks there won’t be a riot in the streets tonight!” It was Lillehorne’s whine.
“The gaol will be full by eleven o’clock!” That voice Matthew couldn’t place for certain; it might have been one of the other magistrates. “What to do with the night-fishermen? What to do with the harbor watch? If a ship sends up a signal after midnight, shall it be denied a pilot boat?”
“He wants those taverns closed, that’s the crux of it!” Now that was for sure the voice of James Bynes, and it was far from being happy. “And putting twenty more constables on the street? Where are we to find the volunteers? Shall we force them before a musket? Well, I have my own headaches right here! I tell you, Grigsby should be arrested for this!”
Matthew heard the noise of paper being crumpled in a fist.
“He can’t be arrested,” the magistrate said. “Who’ll print the decree notices?”
“Damn him!” Bynes raged. “Let him print the notices! Then we’ll see if we can’t stick him with intent to disrupt the public welfare!”
A door slammed and the voices were muffled. Following this, Matthew heard what was most decidedly the crack of a pistol shot, him being so recently acquainted with the noise, and his first thought was that Bynes was shooting a gun off to ease his anger.
When the next shot came just seconds after the first, Matthew realized the gunplay was not going on down the hall but instead up the stairs and beyond the attic door.
What McCaggers was doing up there was anyone’s guess, but Matthew had a few questions for him and now seemed the appropriate time to pursue them, flintlock or no. He ascended to the ominous door and knocked firmly upon it, then waited not with a little trepidation of the unknown.
At length a small square aperture in the door was flipped up and an eyeglassed dark brown eye peered out. The eye looked angry at first, then softened at the recognition of its owner’s visitor. “Mr. Corbett,” said the coroner. “What may I do for you?”
“I’d like to come in, if I might.”
“Well…I am busy at present. Perhaps later this afternoon?”
“I’m sorry, sir, but I probably won’t be coming back to City Hall today. Make that definitely not coming back. Won’t you spare me a few minutes?”
“All right then, a few minutes.” A bolt was unlocked, the doorgrip turned, and Matthew found himself granted entrance to what had been a cryptic area of the building.
He crossed the threshold and McCaggers, who wore a pair of brown breeches and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, closed the door at Matthew’s back. The bolt was thrown again, which Matthew thought demonstrated McCaggers’ desire for privacy. He realized in another moment, by the smoky golden light streaming through the attic windows, that McCaggers had created a world for himself up here, in the uppermost of the tallest building in town, and not all of this creation was easy to look upon.
The first items that caught Matthew’s attention were the four human skeletons, three adult-sized and one a child, that hung suspended from the rafters. Also adorning the walls were perhaps thirty or more skulls of various sizes, some whole and some missing lower jawbones or other portions. Here and there, as macabre decorations, were the wired-together bones of legs, arms, hands, and ribcages. Atop a row of honey-colored wooden file cabinets were more complete skulls and skull fragments. On the wall behind the cabinets was a display of what appeared to be frog and bat skeletons. It was a veritable boneyard, yet everything was spotless and sterile. The pride of the collector, Matthew thought. McCaggers collected human and animal bones as he himself gathered books.
That wasn’t all of the surprises in McCaggers’ realm. Next to a long table topped with beakers of fluid in which things of uncertain origin floated, there stood a rack of swords, axes, knives of many sizes, two muskets, and three pistols as well as fierce-looking weapons such as wooden clubs studded with nails, brass knuckle-dusters, and crude spears. Amid the items were two spaces where pistols were missing, and Matthew smelled the sharp tang of burned gunpowder.
“I expect you heard my shots,” McCaggers said. He picked up two pistols that were lying amid a stack of books on a desk at his side. “I was shooting at Elsie.”
“Elsie?”
“Yes, that’s her.” He motioned toward a dress-maker’s form standing about twenty feet away. The thing was shot full of holes. “Elsie today. Sometimes Rosalind.” He indicated a second form that was in even more pitiful shape. “She’s not feeling well lately.” He looked up, as did Matthew, at a hatch in the roof through which showed the blue sky. A rope ladder was hanging from it. Gunsmoke was still drifting out, and Zed’s ebony face with its purplish upraised tattoos was peering down into the attic. “We have a visitor,” McCaggers announced, revealing that Zed knew at least some English. “Mr. Corbett.”
Zed withdrew, his expression impassive. Matthew wondered if he lived up there on the roof, and what the socialites of Golden Hill would say if they knew a slave commanded the highest point of New York.
“I have some new pistols I’m testing,” McCaggers explained. He put the guns back in their proper places. “From the Netherlands. More power than the ones I’ve seen before. I’ll dig the balls out of Elsie and measure the wounds. I mean, of course, the impressions. I do enjoy keeping notes, and one never knows when the information might be useful.” He came back to the desk, where Matthew saw a notebook lying open and a quill pen next to an ink bottle. “Today the weapon of choice is the blade,” McCaggers said as he made a few notations in his book. “Tomorrow it will be the pistol, once it’s made small enough to conceal and able to fire multiple balls without reloading.” He glanced up and caught Matthew’s skeptical expression. “Both those conceits are being studied in Europe as we speak.”
“I sincerely hope you don’t literally mean tomorrow.” Matthew couldn’t imagine a pistol that would fire more than one ball. It would be the most dangerous weapon ever created.
“There are already pistols with multiple barrels in Prussia. As far as the reduction in size and weight to afford concealment, I’d venture fifty years, more or less. Barring the appearance of a new technology, of course, but the gunsmiths are nothing if not inventive.” McCaggers saw the broadsheet in Matthew’s hand. “Ah! The latest news?”
Matthew gave it over. “Just out this morning. I regret that Mr. Grigsby painted me as an interviewer. I tried my best to be selective in what I told him.”
“I see you were.” It only took a few seconds for McCaggers to get the gist of the story. “Oh, that part about the ‘town nobles’ will vex some people. Lillehorne, most particularly. It won’t go over well with Bynes, either. A face familiar to many of us hides a murderer’s rage. Grigsby doesn’t shy from frightening the citizens, does he?” He turned the sheet to its second side and began to read as Matthew cast a wandering eye over the rest of the attic chamber.
A bookcase held a dozen thick ancient-looking tomes bound in scabby leather. Medical books? he wondered. Anatomy? He couldn’t make out the titles. Near it stood a massive old black chest-of-drawers, next to which was a cubbyhole arrangement that held rolled-up scrolls of white paper. Over on the far side of the attic, past shelves on which were folded various items of clothing, was a simple cot and a writing table. Obviously there was no fireplace here, so McCaggers would have to take all his meals in the taverns unless—as was more likely, due to his penchant for privacy—he had an arrangement with a local household.
“The Herrald Agency,” McCaggers said, and Matthew saw he was reading the notice. “Letters of inquiry to go to the Dock House Inn. Well, that’s interesting.”
“It is?”
“Yes, I’ve heard of them before. Didn’t know they were over here yet. Their motto used to be ‘The Hands and Eyes of the Law.’” McCaggers looked up from the sheet. “Private investigators. More muddy water ahead for the high constable, if these people open an office.”
“Really,” Matthew said, trying to sound unconcerned one way or the other.
“Grigsby missed the night’s news, didn’t he?” McCaggers handed the Earwig back to Matthew. “I presume you’ve heard?”
“I have.”
“Another nasty throat-cutting. The same blow to the head, the same shapes carved around the eyes. Oh.” McCaggers’ face had begun to blanch at the memory of what he’d seen in the cold room. He pressed one hand against his mouth as if to stem a rising tide. “Pardon,” he said after a moment. “I do let my weakness get away from me.”
This seemed the right time for Matthew to clear his throat and ask, “What weakness, sir?”
“Now you’re being obtuse!” McCaggers lowered his hand. “You know exactly what I mean. Everyone knows, don’t they?” He nodded. “They know, and they snigger about it behind my back. But what am I to do? I’m cursed, you see. Because I was born for this profession, yet I despise the…” He abruptly stopped. A faint glimmer of sweat had surfaced on his cheeks. He paused, waiting for his gullet to sink again. Then he forced a twisted smile upon his mouth and motioned up toward the skeletons. “You see my angels?”
“Angels, sir?”
“My unknown angels,” McCaggers corrected. He gazed up at them as if they were the most splendorous objects of art. “Two—the young man and woman—came with me from Bristol. The other two—the older man and little girl—were found here. My angels, Matthew. Do you know why?”
“No,” Matthew said. And he wasn’t sure he wished to know, either.
“Because they represent everything that to me is fascinating about life and death,” the coroner went on, still staring up at his possessions. “They are perfect. Oh, not to say they don’t have bad teeth, or a cracked knuckle or an old knee injury, but just those minor things. The two from Bristol hung in my father’s office. He was a coroner, too, as was my grandfather. I remember my father showing them to me in an afternoon’s twilight, and saying, ‘Ashton, look here and look deep, for all of life’s joy, tragedy, and mystery are here on display.’ Joy, he said, because they were children of purpose, as are we all. Tragedy, he said, because we all must come to this. And mystery…because where does the light go, from those houses, to leave only the foundations behind?”
Matthew saw a shine in McCaggers’ eyes that some might have mistaken for madness, yet he had seen it in his own eyes in a mirror in Fount Royal when presented with a problem that seemingly had no solution.
“None of them,” McCaggers said, “should have died. I mean, yes of course, eventually they would have passed, but I recall my father saying about those first two that they were simply found dead and no one could identify them. No one ever claimed them. The same with my two. The older man was found dead in the back of a tinker’s wagon, but the tinker didn’t know when or where he’d climbed aboard. The little girl died aboard a ship. And the astonishing thing, Matthew, is that there was no record of her ever being a passenger on the ship. No one knew her name. She slept on the deck and took food with the others, but no one ever asked about her or her parents. For all those many weeks, no one cared to know. Did she make herself invisible? Did she simply have a way about her that caused others to assume she was taken care of? Fourteen years old, she was. Where did she come from, Matthew? What was her story?”
“Of what did she die?” Matthew asked, gazing up at the smallest skeleton.
“Ah, now that’s the question.” McCaggers rubbed the point of his chin. “I studied her. The older man, too. I used my books and my notes. I used all the material my father had left to me, and that my grandfather had left to him, and I came up with…nothing. No injuries, no illnesses that I could identify. Nothing. And nothing left of them now but those foundations, for their lights have gone. But I’ll tell you what I believe, Matthew. What I’ve put together as must be the only answer.
“I believe,” he said quietly, as he regarded his angels, “that human beings need friends, and love, and the touch of humanity. I believe that if those things are denied long enough, an older man or a young girl might crawl into the back of a tinker’s wagon or steal onto the gangplank of a ship and find their destination is still the same lonely path. I think these people died of something not found in my books, or my father’s and grandfather’s. I think somewhere their hearts were broken, and when all hope was extinguished they died, for they simply could not bear to live anymore.”
“But look at the bones,” McCaggers whispered. “How they fit together, how they protect what they hold within. The foundations of our houses are magnificent, Matthew, even if our hearts become darkened or our minds clouded. It was always the bones that drew me to this profession. The clean, precise geometry of them, the noble and unerring purpose. The bones are miracles of creation.” He blinked, and seemed at that instant to return to the hard floor of reality. “It’s the jelly I can’t bear. The cracked clay, and what comes out.” Again his hand pressed to his mouth, the lips drawn tight.
“I assume,” Matthew said to change the subject, “that your father is still in Bristol?”
“Yes.” It was spoken in a strange, faraway voice. “Still in Bristol. He will always be in Bristol.”
This subject, too, seemed fraught with danger, for suddenly McCaggers gave a shudder and said, “Please. I’m not feeling well.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You wished to ask me something?”
“Yes. Uh…” Matthew hesitated, for he didn’t wish to further sicken the coroner, yet he had to know. “It has to do with Ausley,” he said. “Do you mind?”
“It’s my job,” came the answer, with a bitter edge.
“I’ve heard that a blood mark was found last night. On a root cellar door near Barrack Street.”
“Yes, so Lillehorne’s told me. Found on the root cellar door of the office belonging to the three lawyers Pollard, Fitzgerald, and Kippering. What of it?”
“I was just wondering if it was true.” What Matthew had really wanted was to make sure the information had gotten to the high constable. “Do you know if there were any other blood marks found nearby?”
McCaggers turned toward Matthew and stared at him without blinking. “A curious line of questioning, I think. Why not ask Lillehorne yourself?”
“He…uh…was in a meeting this morning. With Lord Cornbury.”
“I’ve only heard of the one mark,” McCaggers said. “Evidently the Masker tried to get into their root cellar. If you’re really intrigued, Lillehorne’s already searched the cellar and found nothing.”
“Why their root cellar?” Matthew had to ask. “I mean, Beaver Street is right there at the end of the alley, isn’t it? Why would the Masker try to get into a root cellar when he could have easily turned either left or right onto Beaver Street?”
“It may have been that he was undone by the shouting, which I understand was profuse, and he feared the constables were converging on him.” McCaggers picked up one of the swords from the rack and used a white cloth to wipe the blade. “You know, there is a question Lillehorne posed to me last night. I couldn’t answer it. Why is it, do you think, that the person who started the alarm hasn’t come forward?”
Before Matthew could think of a reply, McCaggers replaced the sword and picked up a second one to wipe down. “Lillehorne’s very interested in finding this person. He’s found any number of people who heard the shouting, but not the person who began it. What do you make of that?”
Matthew took a deep breath and said, “With three murders to investigate, I’d think the high constable would save his interest for the Masker, not an innocent witness who may have happened onto the scene.”
McCaggers nodded and returned the sword to the rack. “Four murders,” he said.
Matthew wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. “Sir?”
“Four,” McCaggers repeated. “Murders. In the past three weeks. Ausley was the fourth, not the third.”
“I don’t think I’m following you.”
McCaggers went to the series of cubbyholes and pulled out one of the paper scrolls. He opened it and studied the drawing of a body and the notes written there in black and red crayon. “As you’re so adept at both questions and answers, I’ll tell you that four days before Dr. Godwin was killed, a body washed up from the Hudson River on the property of a farmer named John Ormond. His farm is about ten miles out of town. The body was that of a young man, aged eighteen or nineteen, twenty at the oldest. Here, see for yourself.” He gave Matthew the paper and then stepped back as if distancing himself from the scene.
Matthew wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at, for some of the coroner’s notations seemed to be in a scrivener’s code unknown to him. He did note first and foremost the red crayon drawn in the eye sockets. “The man’s eyes were injured?” Matthew asked.
“His eyes were gone. You see the stab wounds to the body?”
Matthew counted the red lines. “Eight?”
“Three to the chest. One to the base of the neck. Three to the back and one to the left shoulder. From what I could tell, the blades were all different shapes and widths. You’ll also see in my notations that his wrists were bound behind him with cords.”
“He was murdered by a mob?” Matthew asked.
“Actually, the frontal and nasal bones of his skull were shattered and three of the vertebrae in his neck broken. I think he fell from a considerable height along the river. Bear in mind, he was in the water at least five days before Ormond found him.”
That would have been a pleasant picture, Matthew thought. The river, a warm summer day, and a decayed, eyeless corpse with eight stab wounds must have been McCaggers’ idea of a picnic in Hell. “This was certainly a vile work,” Matthew said. An understatement, he decided. Even the Masker didn’t tie a man’s hands behind the back before he struck. The victim would have had to know what was about to happen to him, once the cords were knotted.
“Four murders within three weeks,” said McCaggers. “That is a new and very disturbing fact for the colony’s book of records.”
Matthew handed the document back. “I can understand why Lillehorne wanted to keep this one quiet. Who was he?”
“No idea.” McCaggers rolled up the paper and returned it to its cubbyhole. “The body was…not suitable for travel. Neither was anything—pardon me a moment—was anything left of the…uh…left of the—”
“The face?” Matthew finished for him.
“That, exactly. Fish and turtles. They…probably took the eyes first.” McCaggers looked a little fish-eyed himself, but he carried on. “The clothes were inspected but the pockets were empty. After I finished my notes, Lillehorne ordered Zed to dig the grave. The case remains open, but so far no one has reported anyone missing.”
“And he had no wallet? Nothing at all?”
“Nothing. Of course he might have been robbed, by either his murderers or the river.” McCaggers lifted a finger, as if something had come to mind. “I have something to ask you. I’m to understand you grew up in the orphanage?”
“I did.” Matthew surmised the coroner had gotten that information either from Magistrate Powers or Lillehorne.
“Did you know Ausley very well?”
“No, not well.”
McCaggers crossed to the large black chest and pulled open a drawer. In it, Matthew saw, was a bundle wrapped in brown paper. Also in the drawer was a cheap brown cloth wallet, a pencil wrapped with string, a set of keys, a small pewter liquor flask, and what appeared to be a vial half-full of oily amber-colored liquid.
“I was wondering,” McCaggers said, “if you’d ever heard Ausley speak of his next-of-kin.”
Ah, Matthew thought. Here they were, then. The last possessions of Eben Ausley as he was carved out of the earth to reap his reward. His clothes wrapped in the paper. The vial had to be the sickening cloves cologne. The keys to the locks of the orphanage. The pencil to record Ausley’s gambling losses, meals, comings-and-goings, and whatever else lay in his mind’s brackish swamp.
“I haven’t, no,” Matthew answered. He felt a little itch at the back of his brain.
“I presume someone will come along, eventually. The second-in-charge at the almshouse, perhaps. Or I’ll just put all this in a box and store it away.” McCaggers closed the drawer. “Did he never talk about a family?”
Matthew shook his head. And then he realized what was making his brain itch. “Pardon me, but would you open that again?”
McCaggers did, and stepped aside as Matthew approached.
It only took a few seconds, actually. Hardly an inspection to see what was missing. “Ausley’s notebook,” Matthew said. “Where is it?”
“I’m sorry? Where is what?”
“Ausley always carried a small black notebook with gold ornamentation on the cover. I don’t see it here.” He looked into the coroner’s face. “Might it be wrapped up with the clothes?”
“Positively not. Zed is meticulous in his removal of items from the clothing.”
Far be it from Matthew to question Zed’s meticulosity. In fact, he had the keen sensation of being watched and when he glanced up at the roof hatch he saw the slave standing there staring down at him with an expression one might afford a tadpole in a teacup.
Matthew looked at the objects in the drawer again, but he didn’t really see them for his eyes were clouded. “The notebook isn’t here,” he said quietly, mostly to himself.
“If it isn’t here,” McCaggers offered, “it wasn’t on the body.” He pushed the drawer shut once more, and then walked to the weapons rack and chose another two pistols. He took them to a small round table where Matthew saw a box of lead balls, a powderhorn, and a number of flints arranged in readiness for the next assault on Elsie. “Would you care to take a shot?” he asked.
“No, thank you. I do appreciate your time, though.” Matthew was already moving toward the door. He’d noted several holes in the wall beyond Elsie and two broken windowpanes. It amazed him that some gentleman or lady hadn’t gotten a sting in the wig by now.
“Good day, then. Please feel free to come up from time to time, as I enjoy your company.”
Coming from the eccentric—some would say half-mad—coroner, that was high praise indeed, Matthew thought. But now it was time to bite the lead ball and see if he could get out of this building without unpleasantries in the form of a diminutive high constable or a blowhard chief prosecutor. He left the attic, closed the door behind him, and descended toward the cruel and common earth.





nineteen 
BEFORE MATTHEW COULD PROCEED with his intent to have lunch at the Gallop and settle into what would hopefully be a quiet afternoon, even as some in the town were organizing protests against the forthcoming Clear Streets Decree, he had a mission to complete.
He’d been considering what he was to tell John Five about the reverend’s journey last night, and still—as one step after another took him nearer to Master Ross’ blacksmithery—he was unsure. It wouldn’t do to wait for John Five to come to him. As Matthew had been asked in all good faith to perform this duty, he felt obligated to report on his findings with proper speed, but yet…had he really made any findings? Of course he’d seen Wade sob in front of Madam Blossom’s house, but what did it mean? Sometimes, Matthew knew, there was a vast gulf between what was seen and what there was to be understood, and therein lay his problem.
He entered the sullen heat of the smith’s shop, found John Five at his usual labor, and invited him outside to speak. The ritual of asking a few minutes from Master Ross was repeated, and shortly Matthew and John Five were standing together at about the same spot they’d been on Tuesday morning.
“So,” John Five began, when Matthew was hesitant in speaking. “You followed him?”
“I did.”
“Busy night, that was. A terrible night, for Ausley.”
“It was,” Matthew agreed.
They were silent for a moment. Pedestrians passed on the sidewalk, a wagon carrying sacks of grain trundled by, and two children ran along rolling a stick-and-hoop.
“Are you gonna tell me, or not?” John asked.
Matthew decided to say, “Not.”
John frowned. “And why not?”
“I did discover his destination. But I’m not sure it was his usual destination. I don’t feel ready to tell you where it was, or what I witnessed there.”
“Did you not understand how serious this thing is?”
“Oh, I did and do understand. That’s exactly why I need more time.”
“More time?” John Five thought about that. “You’re sayin’ you’re gonna follow him again?”
“Yes,” Matthew said. “I want to see if he goes to the same place. If he does…I may wish to speak to him first. Then, according to how things progress, he may tell either you or Constance himself.”
John ran a hand through his hair, his expression perplexed. “It must be bad.”
“Right now, it’s neither good nor bad. My observations are unsupported, and thus I have to refrain from saying any more.” Matthew realized John Five was waiting for something else—anything he might grasp upon as a spar of hope—and so Matthew said, “There’s likely going to be a Clear Streets Decree tonight. The taverns will be closing early and there’ll be more constables on the streets. I doubt if Reverend Wade will be making his late-night walks until the decree is lifted, and when that will be I have no idea.”
“He might not walk,” John said, “but his trouble won’t go away so easy.”
“I think you’re absolutely right in that regard. For the time being, though, there’s nothing either of us can do.”
“All right,” John Five said in a dispirited voice. “I don’t like it, but I guess it’ll have to be.”
Matthew agreed that it would, wished his friend a good day, and promptly walked farther along the street to Tobias Winekoop’s stable where he secured Suvie for the next morning at six-thirty. His Saturday training session with Hudson Greathouse was looming ever more darkly in his mind, but at least he knew what to expect.
Now there was one more errand he wished to conduct before lunch and this one had been prompted by Widow Sherwyn’s gossip of Golden Hill. Among the fine houses there was the red brick mansion belonging to the Deverick family. Matthew doubted that Lillehorne had spent much time—if any—interviewing Deverick’s widow Esther and son Robert about the elder man’s business affairs. Even if they were near neighbors, the Lillehornes and Devericks were not cut from the same cloth. It seemed to Matthew that if a connection was to be found between Dr. Godwin, Deverick, and now—of all unlikely persons—Ausley, such a link might be discovered in the business realm. He realized he might indeed be far off the mark, as how in the world could an orphanage headmaster with a gambling fetish be involved with a wealthy goods broker who had clawed his way up from the bitter streets of London? And furthermore, then, how was an eminent and much-admired physician involved with both of them?
He intended to at least, as McCaggers might have said, take a shot at it. He started off northward toward the area known as Golden Hill, which was a row of palatial houses and gardens east of the Broad Way the length of Golden Hill Street between Crown and Fair.
As Matthew approached this avenue of opulence he sidestepped a farmer’s wagon bringing hogs to market and looked up toward the heights where the rich folk lived. Golden Hill Street might be made of plain hard-packed dirt, but the residences were inhabited by the town’s gilded families. And what residences they were! Two-storied with ornate constructions of red, white, or yellow brick, cream-colored stone and gray rock, with balconies, terraces, and cupolas and cut-glass windows that gazed in all directions upon harbor, townscape, and woodland as if marking what had passed and what was to pass in the history and future of New York. No doubt about it, these were the families who had created something of great value to this enterprise and were justly rewarded for their influence and financial bravery. All except Lillehorne, of course, who lived in the smallest house at the western end of the street and whose money came from his father-in-law, yet it was in the interest of those other stalwarts that a high constable be kept among the club if only as errand-boy.
Here the street was neatly raked and kept free of those irritating mounds of manure otherwise endured by the ordinary joseph and josephine. Huge shade trees invited lingering where no lingering was tolerated, and bursts of flowers in geometric gardens wafted into the warm air complex aromas that seemed perhaps a little too sophisticated for nostrils assailed by dockyard tar and fried sausages in the small chaos called life down below.
Matthew advanced eastward on the sidewalk, passing through pools of shade and again into bright sunlight. Everything seemed quieter up here, more restrained, tighter somehow. He could almost hear from marbled vestibules the thrum of pendulum clocks that were old before he was born, marking time for the servants as they moved from room to room. Even with his penchant for getting into places where he wasn’t welcomed, Matthew was a bit awed by these displays of wealth. He’d walked on Golden Hill Street many times, of course, but he’d never been on such a mission as this where he’d actually intended to go knocking at a door dismantled from a Scottish castle. Warehouse captain, sugar mill general, credit and loan earl, lumberyard duke, slave trade baron, real estate prince, and shipyard emperor all lived here where the grass was green and the gravel of the carriage driveways smooth and white as infants’ teeth.
He came along a five-foot-high wrought-iron fence topped with spear-tips and there was the simple iron nameplate Deverick. He faced a gate that challenged him from continuing up a fieldstone walkway to the front door yet it was unlocked and easily conquered. He noted how quiet were the hinges as they allowed him entry; he’d been almost expecting a scream of outrage. Then he went up the walkway and under the blue bloom of a canopy above the front steps. He climbed them, six in number, and as he reached for the polished brass door knocker he had a moment of self-doubt in that he was still, after all, a simple clerk. What business did he have bothering the Devericks when this ought to be the high constable’s task? It was up to Lillehorne to pursue the Masker, as part of his official duty.
True, all true. Yet Matthew knew from past observation how the high constable’s mind worked, in square circles and circular squares. If one waited on him to put paid to the Masker’s bill, even the outlandish idea of a daily Earwig couldn’t keep up with the murders. There was something to this link between the doctor, the broker, and the orphanage chief that Matthew thought only he might uncover, and now this new fact that nettled him like a mosquito in the mind: what had become of Ausley’s notebook?
He pulled his willpower back up to his ears again, took firm hold of the knocker, and let it be known Matthew Corbett had come to call.
Promptly the door was opened. An austere whipcord of a woman wearing a gray dress with lace around the throat peered out at him. She was about forty years of age, had a severe cap of ash-blond hair and deep-set hazel eyes that looked him up and down—lingering on the shirt stain—and shot out a negative opinion on seemingly everything from his forehead scar to the scuffs on his shoes. She didn’t speak.
“I’d like to see Mr. Deverick, please,” Matthew said.
“Mr. Davarick,” she replied with a heavy foreign accent that Matthew thought might be Austrian or Prussian but certainly from somewhere in old Europe, “iss decissed. He iss bean bearit thiss afternun at two o’cluck.”
“I’d like to see the younger Mr. Deverick,” Matthew corrected.
“Iss nut pozzible. Goot day.” She started to close the door on him, but he reached out and put his hand against it.
“May I ask why it’s not possible?”
“Mrs. Davarick iss oot. I am nut giffen parmizzion.”
“Gretl? Who is that?” came a voice from beyond the servant woman.
“It’s Matthew Corbett!” he took the opportunity to shout, a bit too loudly for this quiet neighborhood because Gretl looked as if she wished to kick him where it hurt with one of her polished square-toed black boots. “May I have a moment?”
“My mother’s not home,” Robert said, still standing out of sight.
“I haf tolt him ssso, sssir.” That one was almost a spit in Matthew’s face.
“It’s you I’d like to speak with,” Matthew persisted, braving the elements. “Concerning your father’s…” He had a choice of words here, and he chose “…murder.”
Gretl glared at him, waiting for Robert’s reaction. When young Deverick gave none, she said “Goot day” again and began to push the door shut with a strength that Matthew thought might break his elbow were he to try and resist.
“Let him in.” Robert now made an appearance, if only as a shadow in the cool dimness of the house.
“I am nut giffen par—”
“I’ll give you permission. Let him in.”
Gretl gave a little stiff-necked lowering of the head, though her eyes flashed with fire. She opened the door, Matthew walked past her almost expecting a boot up the arse, and Robert came forward on the dark parquet floor to meet him.
Matthew held his hand out and Robert shook it. “I regret bothering you today, as”—the door was rather roughly closed and Gretl glided past Matthew into a carpeted hallway—“obviously you have much on your mind,” Matthew continued, “but thank you for the time.”
“I can only give you a few minutes. My mother’s out.”
Matthew could only respond with a nod. Robert’s curly brown hair had been neatly brushed and he wore an immaculate black suit and waistcoat, cravat and crisp white shirt, yet at close range his face was chalky and his gray eyes dark-shadowed and unfocused. Matthew thought he looked years older than he’d appeared at the meeting on Tuesday. The shock of a brutal murder had sapped his youth, and from what Matthew had heard of this family, Robert’s eighteen-year-old spirit had long ago been damaged by his father’s heavy hand.
“The parlor,” Robert said. “This way.”
Matthew followed the younger man into a room with a high vaulted ceiling and a fireplace made of black marble with two Greek goddesses holding what appeared to be ancient wine amphoras. The rug on the floor was blood-red trimmed with gold circles, the walls made of varnished dark timbers. The furniture—writing desk, chairs, an octagonal table with clawed feet—were all fashioned of glossy black wood save for a red fabric sofa set in front of the hearth. The room was as deep as the house, for one diamond-paned glass window gave a view onto Golden Hill Street while a second window of the same design looked out upon a flowering garden decorated with white statues and a small pond. The wealth this single room represented was enough to almost steal Matthew’s breath away. He doubted if in his entire life he would ever hold enough money to even buy such a fireplace, which seemed large enough to burn treetrunks. But then again, he wondered why he would ever want to; it seemed to him that pineknots kept one just as warm, and everything beyond that was wasteful. Still, it was a magnificent chamber in a majestic house, and Robert must have seen this awestruck expression before because he said almost apologetically, “It’s just a room.” He motioned toward a chair. “Please sit down.”
Matthew sat carefully, as if the chair might bite him for being ill-born.
Robert also sat down, in the chair at the writing desk. He rubbed his forehead with the heel of his hand, and Matthew thought he was trying to clear his mind before the conversation began.
Matthew was coming up with his first sentence when Robert said, his eyes still hazy, “You found my father.”
“No, not exactly. I mean to say, I was there, but actually—”
“Is that the new broadsheet?”
“Yes, it is. Would you care to see it?” Matthew got up and placed the Earwig on the desktop blotter, then returned to his seat.
Robert spent a moment reading the article concerning his father’s demise. His expression never changed; it remained almost blank, only faintly touched with sadness at the edges of the mouth. When he finished reading he turned the paper over. “Mr. Grigsby told me it was coming out today. I enjoyed his last edition.” His gaze briefly flickered toward Matthew and then away again. “I understand there was another killing last night. I heard my mother talking about it, with Mr. Pollard.”
“Mr. Pollard? He was here this morning?”
“He came for her. He’s our lawyer, you know.”
“And she went somewhere with Mr. Pollard?”
“To City Hall. There was going to be a meeting, Mr. Pollard said. About the taverns, and a Clear Streets Decree. He told my mother about Mr. Ausley. I expect that’s why Lord Cornbury wants to close the taverns early, isn’t that right?”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Pollard told my mother she should be there with him at the meeting. He said she should wear her funeral gown, the better to remind Lord Cornbury that she also has been a victim, but that she wishes the taverns and the town to operate as usual just the same. It’s a lot of money for us, you know.”
“I would imagine so,” Matthew said.
On the desktop were a number of envelopes and a blue glass ball paperweight. Robert picked up the ball and gazed into it as if searching for something there. “My father has said many times that we are enriched whenever a candle is lighted in the taverns, or a glass of wine drunk. Whenever a cup cracks, or a platter breaks.” He looked over the ball at Matthew. “You see, that is a lot of money.”
“I’m sure a fortune’s been made on many Saturday nights alone.”
“But it’s a difficult task, as well,” Robert went on, almost as if speaking to himself. “Getting the best price for the goods. Dealing with the suppliers, keeping everything moving as it should. Some items have to come across the sea, you know. Then there’s the warehouse and the inventory. The wine barrels have to be inspected. The food animals chosen and prepared. There are so many details to keep up with. It’s not as if we wish these things and make them happen.”
“Certainly not,” Matthew said, willing to wait for what destination Robert was travelling toward.
The younger Deverick was silent as he turned the paperweight between his hands. “My father,” he finally said, “was a man of direct action. A self-made man. No one gave him anything, ever. And he never asked for favors. He created it all, himself. That is a thing to be proud of, don’t you think?”
“Very proud.”
“And a smart man,” Robert continued, though now there was a harsher edge to his voice. “But he never had a formal education. Far from it. He said…many times…that his education was gotten from the streets and the public markets. He never knew his own father, you see. What he remembered of his mother…was a woman in a small room who drank herself to death. It wasn’t easy for him. Not for Mr. Deverick, no. Yet he made all this.” Robert nodded, his eyes as glassy as the paperweight. “Yes, my father was a smart man. I think he was right, when he said I wasn’t fit for the business. Did I tell you he said that?”
“No,” Matthew replied.
“A direct man, he was. Not unkind, though. Just…a man of action. Such men are dying breeds, my mother says. And now look here, my father’s dead.” A quick and terrible smile flashed across Robert’s mouth, yet his eyes were wet with crushed misery.
The room seemed much smaller to Matthew than it had a few minutes before. He had the sensation of ghostly movement in the dark-timbered room, as if the vaulted ceiling was slowly lowering itself upon his head and the fireplace opening wider like an ebony mouth. The light from the windows seemed more dim, and more distant.
“Oh,” Robert said, almost a gasp of surprise. He touched his right cheek like a slow-motion slap. “I’m prattling. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to go on.”
Matthew kept silent, but Robert’s moment of self-revelation was done. The younger man put aside the blue ball, straightened his spine against the chairback, and stared inquisitively at Matthew through red-rimmed eyes from the pallid face.
“Sssir?” Gretl was standing in the doorway. “My edvize iss to esk thiss vizitor to leaf now.”
“It’s all right, Gretl. Really it is. Besides, I’ve been just prattling on, haven’t I, Mr. Corbett?”
“We’re just talking,” Matthew said.
Gretl gave him not even a disdainful glance. “Mrs. Davarick dit nut giff me parmizzion to—”
“My mother is not here,” Robert interrupted, and the sound of his voice cracking on the last word made Matthew flinch. Red whorls had risen on the white cheeks. “Now that my father is gone, I am the head of this house when my mother is not here! Do you understand that?”
Gretl said nothing, but just stared impassively at him.
“Leave us alone,” Robert said, his voice weaker now and his head beginning to slump, as if the act of asserting himself had drained him.
She gave another slight nod. “Vateffer you sey.” And then she was gone into the guts of the house like a drifting wraith.
“I don’t mean to be a problem,” Matthew offered.
“You’re not a problem! I can have a visitor if I like!” Robert caught himself and seemed to be struggling with this sudden rush of anger. “I’m sorry. Forgive me, it’s been of course a terrible week.”
“Of course.”
“Don’t mind Gretl. She’s been the housekeeper here for years and she thinks she runs the place. Well, perhaps she does. But the last time I looked, my name was still Deverick and this was my house, too, so no, you’re not a problem.”
Matthew thought it was time he presented his questions to Robert, as he was beginning to fear the consequences if the widow Deverick returned and found him here without “parmizzion.” He said, “I won’t take up too much more of your time. I know you have an unfortunate task this afternoon and a lot weighing on your mind, but I’d like to ask you to think about this: can you identify any connection whatsoever between Dr. Godwin, your father, and Eben Ausley?”
“No,” Robert said almost at once. “None.”
“Just consider it for a moment. Sometimes things aren’t so obvious. For instance, did your father—and excuse me for being indelicate about this—like to go to the taverns himself and perhaps play the dice or cards?”
“Never.” Again, it was spoken quickly and with resolve.
“He didn’t gamble?”
“My father despised gambling. He thought it was a sure route for fools to throw their money away.”
“All right.” That seemed to close that particular avenue of advancement, but Matthew had to wonder what the deceased would have said about his dice-throwing young lawyers. “Do you know if your father ever visited Dr. Godwin? Either professionally or socially?”
“Our physician for years has been Dr. Edmonds. Besides, my mother couldn’t stand Dr. Godwin.”
“Really? May I ask why?”
“Well, everyone knows,” Robert said.
“Everyone but me, then.” Matthew gave a patient smile.
“The ladies,” Robert said. “You know. At Polly Blossom’s.”
“I know there are prostitutes at Polly Blossom’s house, yes. Is there something else?”
Robert waved a hand at him, as if in irritation at Matthew’s thick skull. “My mother says everyone knows Dr. Godwin is physician to the ladies. Was, I mean. She says she wouldn’t let him put a finger on her.”
“Hm,” Matthew replied, more of a thoughtful response than a word. He hadn’t known that Dr. Godwin was physician-on-call to Polly Blossom’s investments, but then again such an item would not necessarily have crossed his horizon as a topic of conversation. He marked the information, though, as something to pursue.
“If your next question is to be whether or not my father dallied at Polly Blossom’s, I can tell you emphatically that he did not,” said Robert, a little haughtiness husking his voice. “My father and mother—while not exactly the picture of passion—were devoted to one another. I mean…no one has a perfect life, do they?”
“I’m sure no one does,” Matthew agreed, and he let that sit like a bone in a stewpot for a few seconds before he said, “I assume, then, that you won’t be taking over the business?”
Robert’s eyes were unfocused again. He seemed to be staring past Matthew. “A letter was sent to my brother Thomas in London yesterday morning. I expect he’ll be here by October.”
“But who’ll be in charge between now and then?”
“We have capable managers. My mother says. She says everything will be taken care of. The business will go on, I’ll return to school in August, and Thomas will take over. But you know, I was being groomed for it. Supposedly. Groomed with my business education. But my father said…” Here Robert hesitated, a muscle clenching in his jaw. “My father said…for all my education, something was left out of me. Isn’t that humorous?” He smiled, but on that strained and bitter face it was more tragedy than comedy. “With all the grades I’ve been getting, all that studying in a cubbyhole night after night to make him…make them both…proud…that he should say something was left out of me? Oh yes, he had proper words for me. When I dealt with the man who shortchanged our beef order, last month. I had not made him afraid enough, my father said. I had not plunged the dagger in and twisted it, to make that man fear the Deverick name. That’s what it’s about, you know: power and fear. We step on the heads of those below us, they step on the lower heads, and down and down until the snails are crushed in their shells. That’s what it will always be about.”
“Your father didn’t think you were hard enough with a swindler? Is that it?”
“My father always said business is war. A businessman should be a warrior, he said, and if someone dares to challenge you then…destruction has to be the only response.” Robert blinked heavily. “I suppose school can’t put that into a person’s soul, if it’s not there. All the grades in the world…all the honors…nothing can put that there, if you’re not born with it.”
“You’re describing a man who must have made a lot of enemies over the course of his career.”
“He had them. But mostly they were competitors in London. As I’ve told you before, here he had no competitors.” There came the noise of horse hooves on the street. Matthew saw through the front window a black carriage pulling up to the curb. “My mother’s returned,” Robert said, listlessly.
With almost frightening speed the gruesome Gretl was out the front door and striding toward Mrs. Deverick’s carriage to, Matthew presumed, fry his bacon. Matthew considered his options. He could either try to get out like a scalded dog or face the situation like a gentleman. In another moment, however, the scalded-dog option was out the window because just as Matthew had risen to his feet and was walking out of the parlor, Mrs. Deverick entered the vestibule with Joplin Pollard following behind and Gretl in the rear almost slobbering with evil anticipation of a fiery scene.
“I tolt him!” Gretl was hissing, even though there were no esses to be hissed. “Thet rud boy!”
“And here he stands,” Pollard said, with a dry smile that did not involve the eyes. “Hello, Mr. Corbett. Just leaving, I presume?”
“Just leaving, Mr. Pollard.”
But before Matthew could get out the door there was a formidable presence in a black funeral gown and hat with a black-lace veil over the face that had to be passed, and this was going to be no easy voyage. Mrs. Deverick set herself between him and the outside world, and one of her black-gloved hands rose up in front of his face with a lifted index finger that had the power, like the wand of a witch, to stop him in his tracks.
“One moment,” Esther Deverick said quietly, her voice as frosty as a January eve. “What are you doing here, on our day of sorrow?”
Matthew dug deep but couldn’t find anything to say. He saw Gretl grinning beyond Joplin Pollard.
“Mother?” Robert stepped forward. “Mr. Corbett was kind enough to bring us the new broadsheet.” He lifted his right hand, and in it was the Earwig.
“I have one already.” Mrs. Deverick lifted her black-gloved left hand, and in it was the Earwig. “Would someone care to tell me who this young man is?”
“Matthew Corbett is his name,” Pollard spoke up. “A clerk for Magistrate Powers.”
“A clark!” Gretl nearly cackled.
“He’s the young man featured in the article,” said Pollard. “You said you wished to meet him, not an hour ago. Here he is, at your command.”
“Yes, isn’t that so very convenient.” The woman lifted her veil. Her narrow dark brown eyes under thin-pencilled brows and her white, high-cheekboned face made Matthew think of an insect, one of those preying things that ate their mates. Her hair, a fixed mass of elaborate curls, was so black it had to be either a wig or poured from a bottle of India ink. She was thin and small, actually, with a fashionably cinched waist for a woman her age, which Matthew guessed at between fifty and fifty-five, about three or four years her deceased husband’s junior. It was as much the voluminous folds of the gown as her queenly bearing that made her seem to fill up the vestibule with no possible escape for Matthew until she deigned to free him. Which she did not. “I asked you what business you have here. Close that door, Mr. Pollard.”
Thunk, it went.
“Speak,” said Mrs. Deverick.
Matthew had to first clear his throat. He was painfully aware of all the eyes watching him. “Pardon my intrusion, madam. I…well, I was going to say I was passing by, but that would be an untruth. I came here for the purpose of interviewing your son concerning Mr. Deverick’s murder.”
“Now is probably not the time, Corbett,” Pollard cautioned.
“Did I require you to intercede for me, sir?” The narrow dark eyes flicked at Pollard like a whipstrike and then returned to Matthew. “On whose authority do you conduct this so-called interview? The printmaster? The high constable? Talk, if you have a tongue!”
Matthew felt a bit weak-kneed under this barrage, but he steeled himself and said, “My own authority, madam. I want to know who killed Dr. Godwin, your husband, and Eben Ausley, and I intend to pursue the matter to the best of my ability.”
“I forgot to tell you,” Pollard offered, “that Mr. Corbett has the unfortunate reputation of being what might be called in impolite circles a ‘sammy rooster.’ His crowing and bluster seem to exceed his good taste.”
“I consider myself a competent judge of taste, good or bad,” came the rather stinging reply. “Mr. Corbett, how is it that you think yourself suited to pursue this subject when the town has a high constable employed to do so? Isn’t that a presumption on your part?”
“I imagine it is. I’m presuming from prior experience and observation that Mr. Lillehorne couldn’t pursue his path from his bed to his bedpan.”
Pollard rolled his eyes, but the lady of the house showed no response.
“I think there was a common bond among the three victims,” Matthew went on, before he lost his momentum. “I think the Masker is not an errant lunatic, but a cunning and very sane killer—if one may call murder an act of sanity—determined to make some kind of statement. If I can deduce that statement, I believe I can unmask the Masker, as it were. Others may yet die before that happens, I don’t know. I assume the Clear Streets Decree is going through?”
Still Mrs. Deverick didn’t speak. At last Pollard said, “Tonight the taverns will close at eight o’clock. The decree begins at half past eight. We’re going to fight it with a petition, of course, and we fully expect to have this unfounded burden lifted after—”
“Save your red rag for the court.” Mrs. Deverick continued to stare forcefully into Matthew’s eyes. “Why have I never heard of you?”
“We turn in different circles,” Matthew said, with a slight bow of respect.
“And what’s in this for you? Money? Fame? Oh.” Now a light seemed to appear in those eyes and a fleeting smile crossed the thin pursed lips. “You want to show Lillehorne up, don’t you?”
“I have no need to show anyone up. I strive for the solution of the matter, that’s all.” But even as he said this, he realized he’d been stuck with a small sharp knife of truth. Maybe he did want to “show Lillehorne up,” as she so acidly put it; or, more to the point, he wanted to demonstrate to the town that Lillehorne was ineffectual, buffle-headed, and probably corrupt as well.
“I don’t believe you,” Mrs. Deverick replied, and let it hang. Then she cocked her head to one side as if inspecting an interesting new growth that had sprouted in her garden. She was trying to decide if it was a flowering plant or a noxious weed. When Pollard made a noise to speak, Mrs. Deverick lifted that single commanding finger again and he instantly shut his mumbler.
To Matthew Mrs. Deverick said in a low, calm voice, “There are three things that greatly displease me. The first being an uninvited visitor. The second being the theory that my husband was in any way associated with the two deplorable men whose names you have spoken. The third being a certain imposter to civility on this street named Maude Lillehorne.” She paused and, for the first time it seemed to Matthew, blinked. “I will choose to overlook the first according to your motive and I will grant you a certain small amount of leeway on the second according to your curiosity. As to the third,” she said, “I will pay you ten shillings to discover the Masker’s identity before there’s another killing.”
“What?” Pollard sounded as if he’d been struck in the belly-pipes.
“Every night the decree continues, the Deverick family will lose money,” the woman continued, still solely addressing Matthew. “I agree that the high constable is beyond his depth in this situation. I would like to see him—and by extenuation his wife—skewered on the wit of a magistrate’s clerk. If you have wit enough, which will remain to be seen. Therefore I wish this problem to be solved before Lord Cornbury is given more reason to drag the decree out, court or no court. Ten shillings is my offer, and it is an offer of which I believe my husband—God rest him—would have approved.”
Pollard said, “Madam, may I give advice that you not—”
“The time for advice is over. It is time for action, and I believe this young man may save the day for us.” She turned her face toward Pollard. “My husband lies dead, sir. He will not rise like Lazarus. It is up to me now, to guide this endeavor until Thomas arrives.” She didn’t even pretend to acknowledge that Robert stood only a few feet away. Then, once more facing Matthew, “Ten shillings. Find this murderer before he strikes again. Yes or no?”
Ten shillings, Matthew thought. It was an outlandish amount. It was more money than he’d ever been paid in one sum in his life. He thought he must be dreaming, but of course he said, “Yes.”
“If there’s another killing, you get not a duit. If the high constable achieves the unlikely goal of solving this problem, you get not a duit. If the individual is uncovered by any other citizen, you—”
“Get not a duit,” Matthew said. “I understand.”
“Good. Then there’s one further thing. I wish to know first. Not for the sake of revenge or any un-Christian motive, but…if there is indeed any connection between the three, I wish to be notified before Mr. Grigsby can print it for the town to devour.”
“Forgive me,” Matthew said, “but that sounds as if you might…how shall I say this?…have some reason to be concerned.”
“My husband kept much to himself,” she replied. “It was his nature. Now please leave, as I must rest before the funeral.”
“May I return at a more convenient time and continue the interview? Both with yourself and your son?”
“You may write your questions down, give them to Mr. Pollard, and they will be contemplated.”
Contemplated did not necessarily mean answered, Matthew thought, but he was in no position to contradict. “Very well.”
“Good day, then. And I shall add good hunting.” With that curt dismissal, she moved past him with a stormy rustle of stiffened fabric and lace, motioning for Robert to accompany her.
On Matthew’s way out the door, which Gretl held wide for his exit, Pollard said, “Wait at the curb a moment and I’ll give you a lift. I’m heading back to the office.”
“No thank you,” Matthew decided. “I think better when I walk.” He went out and the door was shut at his back with a resounding finality. He didn’t care. He strode in the sunlight past the waiting carriage and driver along Golden Hill Street west toward the Broad Way.
It occurred to him that, Herrald Agency or not, he’d just been hired to solve his first problem as a private investigator.





twenty 
BY TEN O’CLOCK on Saturday morning, Matthew reckoned that he had lunged forward and stabbed a bale of hay with his rapier about a hundred times. Now, approaching twelve, he was going through slow-motion fencing lessons with Hudson Greathouse in the carriage-house, as pigeons spectated from the rafters and the heat-sweat rolled down Matthew’s face and back under his sodden shirt.
Greathouse seemed above such concerns as sweltering heat and physical discomfort. While Matthew struggled to keep his breath and his balance, Greathouse breathed with ease and moved nimbly to demonstrate the half-pace, whole-pace, slope-pace, encroachment, and circular-pace, and when Matthew happened to relax his grip he found his sword flicked from his hand by a sudden powerful movement that left his fingers thrumming and his face screwed up with anger.
“How many times do I have to tell you to keep that thumb locked down? And getting mad won’t help you win a fight,” Greathouse said, pausing to mop his forehead with a cotton cloth. “Just the opposite. If you try to play chess in anger, what happens? You stop thinking and start reacting, and then you’re playing to your opponent’s pace. The key to this is keeping your mind calm, your rhythm intact, and your options open. If your opponent steals your rhythm, you are dead.” He pushed his sword down into the soft ground and rested his hand on the pommel. “Is any of this getting through?”
Matthew shrugged. His right arm and shoulder were just dull throbbing pieces of meat, but damned if he was going to do any complaining.
“If you want to say something,” Greathouse growled, “then say it.”
“All right.” Matthew pushed his sword down into the ground as well. He felt as if his face was twice its size and the color of a ripe tomato. “I don’t know why I’m having to do this. I’ll never become a swordsman. You can teach me all day and all year about these foot-movements and circulations and what-not, but I don’t see the reason.”
Greathouse nodded, his expression calm and impassive. “You don’t see the reason.” It was a statement, not a question.
“No sir.”
“Well then, I’ll try to explain this in a fashion you might understand. First of all, Mrs. Herrald requires this training. She has some strange notion that there may be danger in your prospective line of work, and she expects you to live beyond your initial encounter with a frog-bellied ruffian who wields his sword like a hayseed’s pitchfork. Secondly, I require this of you, both as an education in self-confidence and as a reawakening of the physical strength you have put to sleep amid your drowsy books. Thirdly…” Here he stopped, his brow knit. “You know,” he said after a few seconds’ pause, “you may be right, Matthew. All these time-honored and rational foundations of fencing technique may be just so much fundament to you. What care you for the thwart, or the imbrocatta, or the understanding of wards? After all, you are such a smart young man.” He pulled his rapier up from the ground and brushed dirt off the gleaming steel. “I imagine you can only learn and appreciate the use of a rapier the same way you learned to play chess, is that correct?”
“And what way would that be?” Matthew asked.
“Trial and error,” came the reply.
It was followed by a tongue of lightning that came at him so fast he barely had time to suck in a breath, much less jump back out of range. He realized in a split-second of decision that this time Greathouse’s rapier was not going to feint in and withdraw; the shimmering blade-tip was aimed straight for the middle button on his shirt and just that fast his aching shoulder drew his arm up and the two swords rang together. The hum of the blades vibrated up Matthew’s arm, down his spine, and through his ribs as the attacking rapier was turned aside. Then Greathouse was lunging forward again, crowding Matthew’s space, angling his body slightly so the blade was going to strike Matthew’s left hip. Matthew watched the sword coming in as if in slow-motion, his singular power of concentration taking hold to shut out everything in the world save the rapier intent on piercing his soul-cage. He stepped back, keeping his form for that was the most efficient use of speed, and struck aside the blow but almost too late, as the blade grazed his hip and snagged breeches-cloth in its passage.
“Damn it!” Matthew shouted, backing away toward the wall. “Are you mad?”
“I am!” Greathouse hollered in return. His eyes were wild and his lips tight. “Let’s see what you’ve got, Chess Boy!” With a look of determination that scared Matthew out of all sense of pain or fatigue, Greathouse pressed in to the attack.
The first move was a feint to his left side that Matthew misjudged and tried to parry. Greathouse’s blade came sweeping past Matthew’s shoulder in a forehand cut that made the air sizzle like a sausage on a hot pan. Matthew staggered back, almost falling over the haybale he’d so thoroughly killed earlier in the day. Greathouse drove in at him again, the rapier’s wicked point coming for his face, and it was all Matthew could do to knock the blade aside the best he could and back away another few steps to find breathing room.
Now Greathouse, grinning like a demon, cut at Matthew’s legs but Matthew saw the strike coming, locked his thumb down, and parried the blade away with a blow that sounded more like the crack of a pistol than the meeting of steel. For an instant Greathouse’s torso was open and Matthew thought to bring his blade back in line, lunge forward, and give the brute a scare, but almost as soon as the thought took hold his rapier was knocked aside and he jerked his head back as a glint of steel flashed two inches away from the tip of his nose. It would not do to return to New York noseless, Matthew thought as he again retreated, the sweat beaded on his face and not all of it from simple exertion.
Still Greathouse came on, feinting left and right though Matthew had begun to read cues in the man’s movements—extension of shoulder and set of the forward knee—to determine strike from disguise. Greathouse suddenly went low and then angled the rapier upward in a lunge that Matthew thought would have driven through a man’s lower jaw and out the back of his neck, but fortunately Matthew was having none of it and had put more distance between them.
“Ha!” Greathouse suddenly shouted, combining the noise of insane joviality with a thrust at Matthew’s ribs on the right side that Matthew was just able to clash aside. But it was a weak blow, for Greathouse’s sword swung around like a deadly wheel and now came for Matthew’s ribs on the side sinister. This time Matthew stood his ground. He gritted his teeth and parried the strike with his rapier as the man had taught him, forte against feeble.
Yet there was nothing remotely feeble about Hudson Greathouse. He backed up a step only and then came on the attack again with tremendous power, a lion in its element of mortal combat. When Matthew parried the blade—this time only by the thin whisker of a skinny man’s beard—he felt the strength of Greathouse’s blow nearly not only remove the sword from his hand but his shoulder from its socket. Another strike darted in at his face almost before Matthew could see it coming, more a silvery glint like a fish streaking through dark water. Matthew jerked his head aside but felt a bite as his left ear was nicked before he could get his own rapier up on guard.
My God! he thought with a surge of mortifying fear. I’m bleeding!
He backed away again, his knees gone wobbly.
Greathouse slowly advanced, his rapier held out at extension, his face damp with sweat, and his red-shot eyes turned toward some remembered battlefield where heads and limbs lay in bloody heaps.
It came to Matthew to shout for help. The man had lost his mind. Surely if Matthew yelled loudly enough, Mrs. Herrald would hear it. He presumed she was in the house, though he hadn’t seen her today. God only hope she was in the house! He started to open his mouth to let loose a caterwaul and then the frightening mass of Hudson Greathouse sprang upon him swinging the rapier’s brutal edge at Matthew’s head.
Matthew could only respond instinctively, trying to put order to the collection of bewildering sword-facts that rattled in his brain. He locked his thumb down tight, tighter than tight, breaking-point tight, judged the distance and speed, and deflected the attacking rapier with his own blade. But suddenly Greathouse’s sword was coming at him from a lower angle—a silver blur, a murderous comet—and yet once more Matthew turned aside the blow, the noise ringing through the carriage-house and the shock almost loosening his teeth. Greathouse himself seemed to be a distortion of the heated air, a monstrous creature half-human and half-weapon as the rapier flashed and feinted high, feinted low, flicked to left and right, and then struck like a serpent. Again Matthew parried it aside just short of his chest, but when he retreated two more steps his back met a wall.
He had no time to scurry away from this trap, for his enraged teacher was on him as the thunder follows the lightning. Matthew just had an instant to get his sword angled up across his body and then Greathouse’s blade slammed into his rapier, locked forte to forte as the man pushed in on him with crushing strength. Matthew held on to his sword, trying to resist what he knew to be Greathouse’s intention to tear it from his hand by brute power alone. The blades made a skreeking sound as they fought each other, steel sliding against steel. Matthew feared his wrist was about to break. Greathouse’s face and glaring eyes seemed as big as demonic planets, and it occurred to Matthew at this moment near bone-breakage that the man smelled like a goat.
Abruptly the pressure against his rapier was gone. Greathouse said, “You are dead.”
Matthew blinked. He felt something sharp jabbing into his stomach and when he looked down he saw the black handle of a six-inch-long dagger gripped in the man’s left hand.
“Some hide documents,” Greathouse said, with a tight smile. “Others hide knives. I just sliced your stomach open. Your insides should begin to boil out in a few seconds, depending on how much you scream.”
“Lovely,” Matthew managed to reply.
Greathouse stepped back and lowered both rapier and dagger. “You never let your opponent get that close to you. Do you understand? You do whatever you have to do to keep a sword’s distance. You see my thumb, how it’s locked on that handle?” He lifted the dagger to show Matthew his grip. “Nothing but a broken wrist could stop me from driving that blade all the way through your bread-basket and, believe me, into the stomach is where a knife will go when you’re caught at close quarters. The wound is painful and gruesome and puts an end to all arguments.”
Matthew took a deep breath and felt the carriage-house spin around him. If he fell down right now he’d never hear the end of it, so by God he was not going to fall. One knee may have sagged and his back bent, but he kept on his feet.
“You all right?” Greathouse asked.
“Yes,” Matthew answered, with as much grit as he could muster. He wiped sweat out of his eyebrows with the back of his hand. “Doesn’t seem a very gentlemanly way to kill someone.”
“There is no gentlemanly way to kill.” Greathouse slid the dagger into the sheath at his lower back. “You see now what a real fight is like. If you can remember your technique and use it, fine. That would put you at an advantage. But a real fight, when it’s either kill or be killed, is a nasty, brutish, and usually very quick encounter. Gentlemen may duel to draw blood, but I can promise—warn is the better word, I suppose—that you’ll someday cross swords with a villain who’ll long to get a short blade in your belly. You’ll know him, when the time comes.”
“Speaking of gentlemen and time,” came a quiet voice from the doorway, and Matthew looked over to see Mrs. Herrald standing framed in the sunlight. He had no idea how long she’d been there. “I believe it’s lunchtime for you two gentlemen. By the way, Matthew, your left ear is bleeding.” She turned around and, regal as ever in a dark blue dress with white lace at the collar and cuffs, walked away toward the house.
Greathouse threw a clean cloth to Matthew. “Just a nick. You dodged the wrong way.”
“But I did do well, didn’t I?” Matthew took note of the man’s sour expression. “All right then, fairly well?”
“You only struck one offensive blow. Or attempted to strike one, that is. It was weak and completely undisciplined. You did not keep your form, as your body was too wide a target. You have to remember to keep your body thin. Never once did you step forward to meet an attack, even as a feint. Your footwork was pure panic, and you were always retreating.” He took the rapier from Matthew and wiped it down before placing it in its scabbard.
“So,” Matthew said a little indignantly to hide his disappointment, “I did nothing right?”
“I didn’t say that.” Greathouse put Matthew’s rapier on the armory’s hooks. “You met two of my best blows with very well-done parries and you were reading some of my feints. The rest I let you get away with. In fighting even a middling swordsman, you would have been punctured at least six times. On the other hand, I left myself open several times and you did nothing to seize the advantage.” He looked at Matthew as he wiped down his own rapier. “Don’t tell me you didn’t see your opportunities.”
“I told you before, I’m not a swordsman.” The more he fiddled with his ear, which was cut near the top, the more it stung so he left it alone. The cloth was marked with a blotch of blood, but the wound was not so large nor as grievous as it felt.
“That may be so.” Greathouse sheathed his sword and put it on the hooks. “But I intend to make you one, in spite of yourself. You have a natural speed and balance that I find very promising. Also, you have a good sense of measure. I like how you kept your sword up and didn’t let it fall. And you’re a lot stronger than you look, I’ll say that for you. The most important thing is that you didn’t let me run over you, and twice I really tried to knock that sword out of your hand.” Greathouse motioned with a lift of his chin. “Come on, let’s get our lunch and we’ll return to this in an hour or so.”
This waking nightmare was not yet over, Matthew realized with a sinking heart. He bit his tongue to keep from saying anything he might regret and followed Greathouse out of the humid interior.
It had been an interesting morning. When Matthew had gotten Suvie from the stable, Mr. Winekoop had given him the news of the night. Three tavern owners, including Mother Munthunk, had refused to close up at eight o’clock and had been taken to the gaol by a group of constables headed by Lillehorne himself. A fight had ensued between the lawmen and the Munthunk brothers, who valiantly tried to free their mater and thus joined her behind bars. The festivities had been just beginning, according to Winekoop’s ear. Before ten, there were twelve men and two New Jersey prostitutes in the gaol as well as the others, which made that place the scene of a merry crowd. One of the constables, challenging a group of decree-breakers on Bridge Street, had been kicked in the stones and anointed with a piss-bucket. Someone had pelted City Hall with rotten tomatoes and after midnight a rock had broken one of the windows in Lord Cornbury’s manse. All in all, a fine New York summer’s eve.
But, so far as Winekoop had heard, there had been no murder last night. The Masker, it seemed, was after all a man cognizant of official decree and had stayed home from the party.
Lunch was a bowl of corn soup with a slice of ham and a thick piece of rye bread, served not in the house but on a table set up under an oak tree that overlooked the river. A pitcher of water was much appreciated by Matthew, who gulped down two glasses before Greathouse told him to drink slowly. Matthew had earlier given the man a copy of the Earwig brought from town, primarily to show the announcement on the second page, but it was the article on the Masker’s activities that had caught Greathouse’s interest.
“So,” Greathouse said as they ate, “this Masker person. A third murder, you say?”
Matthew nodded, his mouth full of the ham and bread. He’d told Greathouse about the killing of Eben Ausley, but had omitted his own role in that evening’s events.
“And no one has a clue as to who this individual might be?”
“No one,” Matthew said after he’d had another drink. “Well, Mr. McCaggers believes from the skill and quickness of the cutting that the Masker may have had experience in a slaughterhouse.”
“Ah yes, the coroner. I hear some strange stories about him. For instance, he can’t abide dead bodies?”
“He does have some difficulties, yes. But he’s very good at his job.”
“How does he manage?”
“He has a slave, by the name of Zed, who helps him.” Matthew took a spoonful of the corn soup and then another bite of the ham. “Lifting the bodies, cleaning up the…um…leavings and so forth. An interesting man, that one. Zed, I mean. He can’t speak, as he has no tongue. He has scars or some kind of tattoos all over his face.”
“Really?” There was an odd note of interest in Greathouse’s voice.
“I’ve never seen a slave quite like him,” Matthew continued. “Very distinctive and not a little unsettling.”
“I would imagine so.” Greathouse sipped from his water glass and gazed down upon the slowly moving river. He said after a moment, “I should like to meet that man.”
“Mr. McCaggers?” Matthew asked.
“No. Zed. He might be of use to us.”
“Of use? How?”
“I’ll let you know after I’ve met him,” Greathouse answered, and Matthew knew that was his final word on the subject for now.
“I should tell you,” Matthew ventured after a little time had passed and his lunch was almost history, “that I’m to be paid ten shillings by Deverick’s widow if I discover the Masker’s identity before there’s another murder. I had an encounter with her yesterday, and that offer resulted from it.”
“Good for you.” Greathouse sounded indifferent. “Of course it would be a pity if the Masker murdered you before you could be of value to the agency.”
“I just wanted you and Mrs. Herrald to know. Actually I could put the money to good use.”
“Who couldn’t? Well, the only problem I could see is if some official contacted the agency to do the same job. Then we’d have a little conflict of interests, wouldn’t we?”
“I seriously doubt if anyone representing the town will ask for help. High Constable Lillehorne wouldn’t stand for it.”
Greathouse shrugged and poured himself the last of the water. “Go on about your little investigation, then. I doubt you’re up to that task yet, but at least you’ll get some experience.”
The way Greathouse had expressed that rankled Matthew to the marrow of his bones. I doubt you’re up to that task yet. This man was becoming insufferable! Your little investigation. He prided himself on his investigative skills, on his ability to ferret out answers to the difficult questions, and this lout sitting here was nearly mocking him. His ear wound was still hurting, he was tired, and his last clean shirt was a sweat-rag. And here this man sat before him all but sneering at him.
Matthew pushed down his anger and said off-handedly, “I’ve also gleaned a new item of interest from Mr. McCaggers.”
Greathouse leaned his head back so the sun could shine into his face through the oak branches. He closed his eyes and appeared to be about to catch a nap.
“The murder of Eben Ausley was not the third here lately. It was the fourth. A body was found in the Hudson River a few days before Dr. Godwin was killed. It washed up on a farm two or three miles north of here, as a matter of fact.”
There was no response from Greathouse. Matthew expected to hear him start snoring at any minute.
“It was an unidentified young man,” Matthew went on, “who seems to have been murdered by a mob. Mr. McCaggers counted eight stab wounds, all from blades of different shapes and widths. Also, the man had no eyes.”
With the mention of that last word, Greathouse opened his own eyes and squinted up at the sun.
“The body was in poor condition, having been in the water for at least five days, so Lillehorne ordered Zed to bury it where it was found. One other interesting—and disturbing—fact is that the wrists were bound behind him with cords.” Matthew waited for some further response, but there was none. “I’m the only other person to know about this. So you see, I do have a little value as a—”
Greathouse suddenly stood up. He stared out upon the river. “Whose farm?”
“Sir?”
“The farm where the body washed up. Whose farm?”
“John Ormond. It’s about—”
“I know Ormond’s farm,” Greathouse interrupted. “We’ve bought some produce from him. How long in the water, did you say?” Now Greathouse shifted his gaze to Matthew and there was nothing left of naptime. “Five days?”
“Five days is what Mr. McCaggers presumed.” This line of interest was making Matthew more than a bit nervous. He’d meant this just as an example of how he could both obtain and retain information, and now it was taking on a life of its own.
“Found how many days before the doctor’s murder?”
“Four.”
“And that was more than two weeks ago?” Greathouse made a face that looked as if he’d bitten a lemon. “It won’t be a pretty sight, that’s for sure.”
“Sir?”

“Stand up,” Greathouse commanded. “We can let the afternoon’s lesson go. Right now we have an errand.”
Matthew stood up, but slowly and with the greatest of trepidation. Greathouse was already striding toward the carriage-house. “What errand?” Matthew asked.
“We’re going to dig up the body,” Greathouse replied over his shoulder, and Matthew felt his guts go all twisty-quisty. “Come on, let’s get the shovels.”





twenty-one 
UP UNTIL THE MOMENT Hudson Greathouse went into the barn and began to saddle a second horse for Matthew, this one a lean gray stallion far more spirited than the placid Suvie, the young clerk had thought this so-called errand was another of Greathouse’s rather irritating jokes. But as Matthew soon came to realize, the joke was on him; with shovels bound up and tied to the saddle of Greathouse’s own horse, they were on their way to exhume a corpse.
The sun was warm, the air still, the summer birds singing, and the insects awhirr in the gilded shafts of light spilling through the boughs. Matthew struggled to keep his horse in control. The beast was much stronger than Suvie, headstrong as well, and kept wanting to veer off the road. “What’s this creature’s name?” Matthew asked toward Greathouse’s back.
“Buck,” came the reply. “He’s a fine animal. Just let him have his head, he’ll do all right.”
“He wants to leave the road!”
“No, he wants to pick up his pace. You’re holding him back like an old woman.” Greathouse suddenly urged his mount into a canter and said, “Come on, I want to get there before tomorrow!”
Matthew just had to press Buck’s sides with his knees to cause the horse to nearly leap forward, an action for which Matthew was totally unprepared and almost unseated into a tangle of green briars. He hung on, resisted the urge to pull the horse back to a more comfortable speed—and somewhat doubted Buck would heed him, anyway—and soon he was travelling neck-to-neck with Greathouse’s horse instead of nose to tail.
They followed the road through a wilderness of thick-trunked trees that Matthew thought could never be felled by a hundred axemen working a hundred days. Redbirds fluttered in the high branches and a fox skittered across the road as the horses approached. After a while, Greathouse settled his horse back into an easy trot and Matthew did the same with Buck. A stone wall soon appeared along the left side of the road, and knowing the Ormond farm must be within a mile or so, Matthew said, “What’s this about? We’re not really going to dig up a grave, are we?”
“We didn’t bring shovels to knock apples out of the trees.”
“But why? What’s so urgent about this particular corpse?” He got no answer, so he tried another tack. “I told you everything Mr. McCaggers told me. There’s nothing more to see. Anyway, I don’t think it’s proper to disturb the dead.”
“I won’t tell if you won’t. There’s the turn ahead.”
Greathouse took the next road to the left and Matthew kept up with him, or rather had no choice as he had begun to suspect Buck had been trained to follow Greathouse no matter who thought they guided the reins. “Listen,” Matthew persisted, “I’m not used to this kind of thing. I mean…what’s the point of it?”
Greathouse abruptly drew his horse up, causing Buck to stop almost immediately as well. “All right,” Greathouse rumbled, with a nod. “I’ll tell you why. The way you described the murder set me to remembering something. I can’t tell you what that is. Not yet. And I’m going to insist that you not mention anything of this to Mrs. Herrald, either. Just help me dig, that’s all I’m asking.”
Matthew caught a note in the man’s voice that he’d not heard before. It was not exactly fear, though there was indeed an element of that, as it was more abhorrence. Of what? Matthew wondered. The corpse? Surely not just that, for it was likely Greathouse had seen—and created—his share of them. No, this was something else entirely. Something that went deep, and was yet to be revealed.
Greathouse continued on, and so Buck followed with Matthew along for the ride. In another few minutes a more narrow track turned off again to the left and this was the route they took to the Ormond farm.
It was a well-worked plot consisting mostly of apple and pear trees, along with plantings of corn, turnips, beans, and a few rows of tobacco. As the two riders approached a farmhouse of brown stones that sat beside a barn and animal corral, chickens squawked and fluttered for shelter and a half-dozen hogs looked up inquisitively from their pen. From the barn appeared a burly man wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, a brown shirt, and gray trousers with patches on the knees. Accompanied by a barking cinnamon-colored dog, he came out to meet his visitors as a wide-hipped woman opened the farmhouse’s door and two small children peered around her skirts.
“Mr. Ormond!” Greathouse called as he reined his horse. “It’s Hudson Greathouse.”
“Yes sir, I recall ye.” The farmer had a long dark beard and eyebrows as thick as wooly caterpillars. He eyed the shovels. “Plannin’ to dig up your own turnips?”
“Not exactly. This is my associate Matthew Corbett. May we step down?”
“Come ahead.”
That civility done, Greathouse waited until the dog had calmed down and was content to lope around sniffing at everyone’s shoes before he continued. “It’s been brought to my attention,” he said, “that a body was discovered on your property.”
Ormond regarded the ground and pressed a stone with the toe of his boot. He said in a slow, thick voice, “True enough.”
“And it was buried beside the river?”
“Where it come up.” He lifted his gaze and took stock of the shovels again. “Oh, Mr. Greathouse! I wouldn’t want to be doin’ what you’ve got a’ mind.”
“Mr. Corbett and I are not what you might call constables, in the strictest sense,” Greathouse explained, “but we are representatives of the law. I feel it’s my duty—our duty—to examine the corpse.”
Speak for yourself, Matthew thought. The sun seemed terribly warm, and more brutal than bright.
“Not much left,” said Ormond.
“We’d still like to look.”
Ormond drew in a long breath and let it slowly leak out between his teeth. “I’d best put the dog in the house. Come on, Nero! Come on, boy!”
Greathouse unbound the shovels from his saddle and gave one to Matthew, who took it as if it were a venomous reptile. When the dog was put away and the wife and children also behind the closed door, Greathouse and Matthew walked with Ormond along a wagon track that led across the orchard.
“Nero found him,” Ormond said. “Heard the dog barkin’ up a fury, thought he’d treed a bobcat. Thank the Lord my children didn’t go runnin’ down there. I went to town that very afternoon, walked right into City Hall and asked for the biggest constable they’ve got.”
Matthew might have made an inner comment about this statement, but he was too fixated on the river he’d begun to see beyond the trees.
“They said they couldn’t handle him. Gettin’ him from here to town, I mean,” Ormond went on. “So I said just bury him. The coroner wrapped him up with a bedsheet and that big slave put him under. He’s over this way here.”
They came out from the orchard and there was the shimmering blue expanse of the river winding between the forested banks. Ormond led them about forty yards farther to a mound of dirt with a headstone of three ash-colored rocks. “Washed up there, he was.” Ormond stood on a flat boulder and pointed down the hillside to a dead tree that had uprooted and fallen into the water. “Hung in those branches.”
“Who has the next property upriver?” Greathouse was already at work moving aside the rocks.
“Farmer by the name of Gustenkirk. Good enough fella, keeps to himself. Wife and family, four children. Got a wooden leg.”
“And the next property after that?”
“Another farm. Fella’s name is Van Hullig. I spoke to him once, on the road to town. Older man, in his sixties. He can hardly speak anythin’ but Dutch. After that, I guess there are some more farms ’til you get to the ferry crossin’ and you’re almost to the end of the island.”
“The body might have been carried across the river,” Matthew said as Greathouse got his shovel ready for the first blow against earth. He looked out upon what seemed a vast unbroken wilderness on the Jersey shore. “Mr. McCaggers said the young man died from a fall. Shattered his skull and broke his neck. That would suggest a more severe cliff than a sloping hillside.”
“We’ll see.” Greathouse struck hard with the shovel and removed the first scoop of dirt. He worked so methodically, his head lowered to the task and his eyes fixed on the grave, that Matthew felt shamed at just standing there. Matthew realized the body was coming up whether he liked it or not, so he stepped forward, clenched his teeth, and started digging.
“Gents,” said Ormond uneasily, after a moment or two, “I’ve had my say over this fella, whoever he was, and I wish him God rest. You toss a care if I go back to work?”
“Go ahead. We’ll put him back down when we’re done.” Greathouse had spoken without a pause in his shovelling.
“Thank you kindly.” Ormond hesitated. A whiff of decay had soured the air. “You want to wash afterward, I’ll get you some soap and a bucket of water,” he said, and then he turned and walked quickly back toward the orchard.
Within another few thrusts of the shovel, Matthew wished he’d brought a handkerchief and a bottle of vinegar. The smell of corruption was rising from the earth. Matthew had to walk away and breathe fresh air if there was any to be found. He felt sickened and in fear of showing his lunch, but damned if he’d do that in front of Greathouse. He realized he was made stronger by his determination not to appear weak before the man.
Matthew heard the noise of Greathouse’s shovel sliding into something soft. He grimaced and tried mightily to steel his insides. If anything flooded up, he’d be ruined for corn soup and ham for a long time to come.
“You can stay there if you like,” Greathouse said, not unkindly. “I can finish it alone.”
And I’ll never hear the end of it if I stand here, Matthew thought. He said, “No, sir,” and he walked back to the hole and what lay within.
It appeared to be simply a dirty wrapping of bedsheets, without human form. About five feet, five inches in length, Matthew figured. Death and the river would have stolen the young man’s height as well as weight. It came to him that the smell of rot was not unlike that of ancient mud at the river’s bottom, a heavy dark layer of accumulated matter that had settled year after year, covering all secrets with slime. He cursed the day he’d walked up those stairs to McCaggers’ realm.
“All right.” Greathouse put his shovel aside. “Wasn’t buried very deeply, but I suppose he didn’t care. You ready?”
“I am.” Not, Matthew thought.
Greathouse took the knife from its sheath at his back, bent down and began cutting the cloth away from where he thought the head must be. Matthew bent down as well, though his face felt burned by the reek of decay. Shadows passed over him and when he looked up he saw crows circling.
As Greathouse worked with his knife, Matthew noticed something odd about the winding-sheet. In it were perhaps a dozen or more small holes, ragged around the edges as if musket balls had gone through.
One layer was cut away, and then another. At this depth the sheet took on a yellowish-green stain. River stain, Matthew thought. That’s what it was, of course.
Greathouse kept cutting, and then he took hold of the sheet and gave a slow but steady pull. A section of mottled cloth ripped and fell away, and there exposed to the sun was the dead man’s face.
“Ah,” Greathouse said quietly, more of a gasp, or a sickened statement on the cruelty of men.
Matthew’s throat seemed to close up and his heart stuttered, but he forced himself to look and not turn away.
There was no possibility of ascertaining what this man’s features had been in life. Gray flesh still clung to the bone of chin and cheeks, yes, but it was not enough to form a face. The forehead was smashed inward, the nose caved, the eyes pale sockets with some kind of dried yellow matter in their depths. On the scalp was a thatch of light brown hair. As a final mockery of the life that had been, a cowlick stuck up stiff and dry at the back of the head. The mouth was open, showing broken teeth and the interior flesh and tongue that was a bloodless and terrible waxy white, and it was this sight, this last gasp that had pulled in river and mud and the secretive slime, that made Matthew go cold beneath the burning sun and turn his face toward the wilderness.
“I’m going to cut some more of the sheet away,” said Greathouse, his voice strained. He began to work with the knife again, his hand careful and reverent to the deceased.
When the sheet had been cut open and pulled aside, the shrivelled victim lay in all the horror of murder, his knees pulled up in a frozen attitude of prayer and his thin arms crossed upon the chest, a gesture of Christian burial that Matthew presumed Zed had done after the cords were cut. The body was dressed in a shirt that might have been white at one time, but was now a miasmic hue of gray, green, and splattered black. The shirt was unbuttoned, probably by McCaggers for inspection, and both Matthew and Greathouse could clearly see four of the stab wounds—three in the chest and one at the base of the neck—which were vivid purple against the spoiled-milk color of the flesh. The body wore breeches whose color and fabric had turned to something nearly like mud, and on the feet were brown boots.
Matthew had to put his hand up to his mouth and nose, for the smell of this was horrendous. He saw movement in a nearby tree; a few of the crows had landed and were waiting.
“There’s part of the cord.” Greathouse carefully pulled at it, finding too late that it was sealed by decomposition to the chest when a long piece of skin peeled off like soft cheese. It was a thin but tough little piece of rope, frayed on both ends. “You see the marks around the wrists where he was bound?”
“Yes,” Matthew said, though he didn’t bend over to look too closely. One thing he did note, however. “The left hand. The thumb’s missing.”
“First joint only. Looks like an old injury because the bone’s grown smooth.” Greathouse dared to touch it, and then his hand went toward one of the stab wounds. At first Matthew thought the man was going to probe one of those purple fissures with his fingers, which would have been the last straw on this hayload, but Greathouse’s hand made a circle in the air. “I see four wounds, but I’m not going to turn him over to find out if your Mr. McCaggers was accurate in his count.” He pulled his hand back and looked up at Matthew. His eyes were red-rimmed, as if hazed by thick and pungent smoke. “I want to tell you,” he said, “that I’ve seen something like this before. I can’t be for certain, and I ought not to speculate, but—”
Matthew gave a cry and stepped back, his eyes the size of one of Stokely’s platters. He thought it must be the shimmer of heat, or the noxious vapors rising from the grave, but he imagined that the corpse had just given a quick tremble.
“What is it?” Instantly Greathouse was on his feet. “What’s wrong with you?”
“He moved,” Matthew whispered.
“He moved?” Greathouse looked back at the corpse to make sure, but a corpse was a corpse. “Are you mad? He’s as dead as King James!”
They both stared at the body, and therefore they both saw the body give another fleeting tremble as if awakening from its Thanatostic slumber. The movement, Matthew realized in his dumbstruck terror, was more of a vibration than an action of muscle and sinew, which in the case of this unfortunate had turned to calf’s-foot jelly.
Greathouse stepped nearer the grave. Matthew did not, but he heard what Greathouse did: a thin, faint chittering noise that made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.
Even as Greathouse realized what it must be and quickly reached for his shovel, the pale amber-colored roaches boiled from the cavity of the dead man’s nose and out of the open mouth like an indignant army. They rushed back and forth in a frenzy over the eyeless face and more began to stream out of the knife wounds like yellow drops of blood. Matthew thought it must have been a jarring of the body or the unwelcome heat of the sun that had disturbed them from their dank banquet hall, and now he knew what had burrowed all those holes in the winding-sheet.
Greathouse began throwing the dirt back in like a man who has seen the devil’s horns pushing up from the inferno. There was no time nor need for niceties, as the soul that had departed from this husk at the bottom of the hole had to be in a better place. Matthew came forward to help, and together he and Greathouse first covered over the face with its mask of swarming insects and then shovelled dirt upon the body until it was seen no more. When the grave was a mound again, Greathouse threw aside his shovel and without a word walked down the hillside to the river. He got on his knees where earth met water and splashed his face while Matthew sat on a boulder above and let the sun steam away the cold sweat that had burst up from his pores.
When Greathouse came back up the hill, he looked to Matthew to have aged five years in a matter of moments. His eyes were dark-shadowed, his jaw slack, even his gait tired and heavy. He stopped between Matthew and the grave, sliding a sideways glance at the dirt mound to make sure nothing was crawling out. At last he gave an almost imperceptible shudder and sat down on a rock a few feet to Matthew’s left. “You did well,” he said.
“As did you,” Matthew answered.
“I’d have liked to have gone through the pockets.”
“Really?”
“No,” Greathouse said. “Not really. Anyway, I’d bet my horse he was picked clean before his wrists were tied.”
“I’m sure either Zed or Lillehorne inspected the clothes,” Matthew said. “As much as was possible, I mean.”
“Most likely,” Greathouse agreed. He looked up at the crows, which had left the tree and were again circling. They cawed sharply a few times, like robbers cursing at being robbed.
Matthew also watched them go ’round. The sky seemed more starkly white now than pure blue, and the river tinged with gray. The afternoon heat had become oppressive. Across the river the breeze blew through the forest and bent trees to its will, yet where the two men sat they neither heard the noise of the wind nor felt it, for on this bank the air was thick and motionless, still holding the smell of death.
Greathouse said, “I have seen two bodies like that before. Both in England. I can’t be sure, of course, that what I’m about to tell you has come to pass. I could speculate that the man might have been killed by highwaymen for his money, or murdered by the enraged occupants of a tavern for cheating at cards, or some such reason that would not explain why he was bound.” He rubbed his knuckles and stared off across the river. “I think…this may have been done by someone whom Mrs. Herrald and I know very well.”
“You know who did this?”
“I believe I know who may have been the…what would be the right word? The originator of this method of operation. Meaning that he might not be physically present himself, but those who follow him may be close at hand.”
“If you know,” Matthew said, “you should go straight to the high constable.”
“Well, there’s the problem. I don’t know for certain. And even if I went to Lillehorne, I doubt there’s much he could do.” Greathouse turned his gaze toward Matthew. “Have you ever heard of someone called Professor Fell?”
“No. Should I have?”
Greathouse shook his head. “You wouldn’t have, except if Nathaniel—Magistrate Powers, that is—happened to mention this individual.”
Matthew frowned, completely lost. “What does the magistrate have to do with this?”
“Nathaniel is in New York because of Professor Fell,” came the reply. “He took his family out of England to guard their lives. He left a well-established and lucrative legal career in London, because the word had gotten to him that Professor Fell was angry at a prosecution case Nathaniel was making against one of his associates. No one makes Professor Fell angry and lives very long. Unless you put an ocean in between…and even then…” He trailed off.
“So you’re saying this Professor Fell person is a criminal?”
“A criminal,” Greathouse repeated quietly, with a bitter smile that quickly slipped away. “London is a collection of huts. The Thames is a stream. Queen Anne is a lady with a nice chair. Yes, Professor Fell is a criminal. No one knows his first name. No one knows really if ‘he’ is a man or woman, or if ‘he’ ever was a professor at any school or university. No one has ever given an age for him or a description, but I’ll tell you this: you saw the workings of his mind, when you looked upon that body in the grave.”
Greathouse was silent and Matthew was silent, waiting.
“There is an underworld you can’t imagine. Not even the Gazette frames it accurately.” Greathouse’s eyes were dark; he stared at nothing, yet seemed to be seeing something that stirred fear and revulsion even in his heart of oak. “In England and in Europe. It’s existed for…who can say how long. We know the names of the most vile elements. Gentleman Jackie Blue. The Thacker Brothers. Augustus Pons. Madam Chillany. They’re in the business of counterfeiting, forgery, theft of both state and private papers, blackmail, kidnapping, arson, murder for hire, and whatever else offers them a profit. For many years they’ve fought over territory. Over countries, as if fighting for the seats at a dinner table nearest the roast beef platter. Their gang wars have been brutal and bloody and have gotten them nowhere. But in the last fifteen years, all that began to change. Professor Fell emerged—from where we don’t know—and has through guile, intelligence, and not a small amount of head-chopping—united the gangs into a criminal parliament.”
Still Matthew made no response. He was focused solely on taking in what Greathouse had to say.
“How exactly Fell gained the leadership role, we don’t know. We have had our informants, but the information is unreliable. More than one songbird disappeared from a cage thought to be perfectly secure. The first ended up stuffed into a trunk on a ship bound for Aberdeen. The second—a woman—was found wrapped in burlap and weighed with stones in the Cherwell River. An unfortunate swimmer came upon her, a month or so after she’d vanished. You already know in what condition both corpses were found.”
“Multiple stab wounds,” Matthew reasoned. “Made by different blades.”
“The man had been stabbed twenty-six times, the woman twenty-two. Then both their skulls were bashed in. The cords remained around their wrists, tied behind them. They were meant to be discovered, after a certain amount of time, as a show of power. We have a theory.”
When Greathouse didn’t immediately continue, Matthew prodded, “I’d like to hear it.”
“Mrs. Herrald came up with it, actually. Judging from the fact that both victims were stabbed front and back, but no knife wounds were struck below the waist. She thinks Fell punishes the offenders or the disobedient by running them through a gauntlet, where everyone present gets a stab, so to speak. Maybe there’s even a trial of some kind, before the spectacle begins. The guilty person—guilty for violating the code of silence or behavior—is made to run this gauntlet until they’re nearly dead, and then their skulls are broken. I’d say that’s a powerful method to secure loyalty, wouldn’t you?”
Matthew said nothing.
“Or maybe there’s no gauntlet,” Greathouse said. “Maybe they just throw the victims into a room and the others set on them like wild dogs. But it’s the cords, you see. Only the wrists are tied, not the ankles. The victims are meant to run, or stagger as the case may be. They are meant to know there is no escape, and that death will be a slow and painful process no matter how many times they run back and forth through the blades.” Greathouse wore a sickened expression, as if he were imagining a torch-lit dungeon where firelight glinted off the knives and a shadow ran pleading for life amid other shadows pledged to murder. “We think there have been others, of course, but their bodies have either not been discovered yet or have been destroyed. Or it may be that by now Fell is on the cusp of creating what we think he desires: a criminal empire that spans the continents. All the smaller sharks—deadly enough in their own oceans—have gathered around the big shark, and so they have swum even here, up this river to wherever our young man in the grave was murdered for…what? An act of disobedience? A refusal to bow at the proper moment, or to polish the boots of someone his senior? Who can say? He may have been an example. A lesson of the day, for a minor infraction.” Greathouse ran the back of his hand across his mouth and sat slumped over, his shoulders sagging. He didn’t speak for a while, as the crows cawed ever more faintly in the sky. At last he said, “I need to get out of here,” and stood up.
On their way back through the orchard, carrying their dirt-smeared shovels with them, Matthew asked, “But you can’t be sure about this, can you? You can’t be sure that Fell is here. As you said, the man may have been killed by highwaymen.”
“Yes, I did say that. And you’re right, I can’t be sure. Not absolutely sure, anyway. I’m just telling you what I’m thinking: this is the professor’s method of vengeance, and whether he is here or not, someone very near is applying his…shall we say…teachings.”
Before they reached the farmhouse, Greathouse stopped at the orchard’s edge and caught Matthew’s sleeve. “Don’t mention that name to anyone, not just yet. This is between us, do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“We’ve been expecting him or his compatriots to come to the colonies, sooner or later. That’s one of the reasons Mrs. Herrald decided to make a permanent office in New York. I suppose I should’ve been prepared for it, but I wasn’t.” Greathouse’s expression had changed since leaving the graveside. A few minutes before, he’d appeared almost pole-axed by this development, but now Matthew saw the color was back in his face and his eyes had that fierce old-bastardy look to them again. He was, in spite of himself, pleased to see the return. “On Monday morning I’ll come to town and have a look at the property maps at City Hall,” Greathouse declared. “We’ll find out who owns the land up north of Van Hullig. I agree that the body might have been carried from the other side of the river, but we’ve got to start somewhere.”
They used the soap and bucket of water Ormond offered to wash as best as possible the odor of human decay from their hands and faces, but the main use of the soap was to get its sharp green scent of pine oil up the nostrils. Greathouse thanked the farmer for his help and gave him a few small coins in appreciation. Before they mounted their horses, Greathouse opened his saddlebag, brought out his brown bottle of brandy, uncorked it, and offered the first drink to Matthew, who took down a swallow that on any other day would have set fire to his insides but on this afternoon just managed to make him feel not quite so cold. Greathouse quaffed a healthy swig, also perhaps to burn away some demons, and then swung himself up into the saddle.
The ride back to Mrs. Herrald’s was done in silence. Matthew found himself actually using the reins and his knees more confidently, and though Buck gave an occasional whicker of indignation the horse seemed to appreciate the fact that his rider had taken firmer command. Matthew had figured that nothing could be worse today than what he’d already been through, not even a buck from Buck, so the devil with this horse thinking he was the master.
Matthew did note one thing, and tucked it away. From time to time Greathouse glanced back along the road they travelled, his eyes dark and darting, as if making sure that through the glare of afternoon sunlight and swirl of dust a creature to be feared was not even now bearing down on them, like a hydra of many heads, arms, and knives.
There was more to this story of Professor Fell, Matthew decided as he watched Greathouse check the road at their backs. I’ve only been told a part of it. There was still some grim—and perhaps personal—secret that Greathouse kept bound up inside himself as surely as with murderer’s ropes. What that might be would have to wait for a safer hour.





twenty-two 
“FORGIVENESS CAN BE our greatest strength, yet also our greatest weakness. We all may understand, with the grace of Christ, what it means to forgive an enemy. To look in the eye someone who has deceived us, or wronged us, either in private or public, and offer a hand of compassionate forgiveness. Sometimes that takes a strength beyond the ken of man, does it not? Yet we do it, if we walk with God. We put aside the injustices others have set upon us, and we continue our forward progress on this earth. Now think well on what may be the most difficult act of forgiveness for many of us. To look in the eye of the mirror and forgive ourselves of deceits and wrongs we have accumulated over the many seasons of life. How may we truly forgive others if we cannot come to grips with the sins of our own souls? Those sins and torments brought upon ourselves by ourselves? How may we approach with a fresh soul anyone in need of deliverance, if our own souls remain injured by self-inflicted wounds?”
Reverend William Wade was speaking from his pulpit in Trinity Church on Sunday morning. It was as usual a full sanctuary, for Wade was a powerful speaker and had the rare quality of mercy over his listeners; he didn’t often speak more than two hours, which made him a favorite of the elderly who had to hold their ear-horns. Matthew sat in the fourth row of pews, alongside Hiram and Patience Stokely. Directly behind him sat Magistrate Powers, his wife, and daughter, and in front of him was Tobias Winekoop and his family. Shutters were closed at the windows to restrain the morning sun and also, according to the church elders, concentrate the attention of the congregation on Reverend Wade and not the weather or some other outside distraction, such as the cattle pen within spitting distance. The church was illuminated by candles and smelled of sawdust and weeping pine, for construction of some kind or another was always in progress. A few pigeons fluttered in the rafters, having made a nest up there after the roof was damaged by a storm the first week of May. Matthew had heard that Reverend Wade was seen at least twice putting out a platter of seeds and bread crumbs, though the elders were incensed about the pigeon droppings getting all over the pineboards and wanted to hire an Indian to bring them down with a bow-and-arrow. So far, though, no bowstring had been pulled in Trinity Church.
“Note here,” said the reverend as he surveyed his flock, “I do not speak of self-forgiveness as a golden key to unlock further sins of mind, spirit, and flesh. I do not speak of self-forgiveness as a dreamer’s potion that has the power to undo all that has gone before. Far from it. I speak of self-forgiveness as Paul writes in Second Corinthians, chapter the seventh, verses the ninth, the tenth, and the eleventh. I speak of self-forgiveness as letting go of the worldly sorrow that leads to death. Children of God, we hurt and we suffer, and that is the plight of Adam. We have been commanded from the Garden for our sins, yes, and we must come to dust as the world must turn through spring to winter, but why must we waste our moments in this life burdened with sins of the heart that we can not forgive?”
As the reverend spoke, Matthew listened with both ears but his eyes were watching John Five and Constance Wade, who sat together—at a decent distance apart, of course—on the front pew. John wore a brown suit and Constance was dressed in dark gray, both of them models of attentiveness to the message being preached. No one would know from looking at them that they feared for the sanity of the black-garbed man at the pulpit. Neither would anyone guess from regarding Matthew that this day was any different for him than any other Sabbath he’d attended church. He did not let his gaze linger on Reverend Wade with suspicion, but rather kept his expression as remote as Heaven sometimes seemed to be in the affairs of ordinary men, and wondered what wrenching sadness was hidden behind the somber face.
Last night had been another little carnival, Matthew had heard from both Magistrate Powers and Magistrate Dawes when he’d arrived at church. Fifteen more men and three women had been arrested for breaking the decree, necessitating throwing some of the previous night’s haul out of gaol to make room. A dice game at the house of Samuel Baiter on Wall Street had led to a drunken brawl in which six men had beaten each other bloody and one’s nose had nearly been bitten off. At a tick past eight-thirty, Dippen Nack had put his black billyclub up between the shoulderblades of a tall, heavy-set doxy at the corner of the Broad Way and Beaver, announced an arrest, and suddenly found himself looking into the blue-shaded eyes of Lord Cornbury, who was—according to Cornbury according to Nack according to what Dawes had heard—out for an “evening constitutional.” All in all, another night for the record books.
But, again, the decree must be having some impact beyond chaos and clownish hilarity, for the Masker had not added another stone to the cemetery.
Matthew’s dream last night had been unsettling. He’d gone to bed dreading what would spill from his mind after that exhumation on the Ormond farm, and so he was rewarded for his trepidation.
He’d been sitting at a table in a smoke-filled room—a tavern, perhaps—playing cards with a dark figure across from him. Five cards were dealt by a black-gloved hand. What the game was, Matthew didn’t know. He only knew that the stakes were high, though there was no money in evidence. There were no voices, no humpdaroo, no fiddle music, nothing but the silence of the void. Suddenly the black glove laid down not a card but a knife with a bloody blade. Matthew knew he had to reply with a card, but when he set his down it was not a card but a lantern with broken glass and a small puddle of tallow burning within. The black glove moved again across the scarred table, and there lay Eben Ausley’s missing notebook. Matthew had felt the stakes were getting higher, yet the game was still unknown. He had put down his highest card, a queen of diamonds, and found it changed to an envelope with a red wax seal. Then his opponent offered a challenge, and what lay before Matthew he couldn’t quite recognize until he picked it up, held it close, and by the guttering tallow realized it was the first joint of a man’s thumb.
He had gotten out of bed before dawn and sat at his window watching the sky lighten, trying to arrange the pieces of his dream that way and this, this way and that. But dreams being such gossamer and fleeting impressions, only Somnus knew their riddles.
In the pocket of Matthew’s coat, as he sat listening to Reverend Wade, was indeed an envelope secured not with red sealing wax but with white dripped from a common taper. It was addressed To Madam Deverick, From Your Servant Matthew Corbett. Inside was a piece of paper that bore three questions written as cleanly as a sword-sore shoulder would allow:
Would you please recount for me any discussion your late husband might have had with you concerning any business matters out-of-the-ordinary in the length of your recollection?



Did Mr. Deverick make any recent trips, either for business or pleasure? If I may add to this query, where did he go and whom did he see?



At the risk of rejection or dismissal, may I ask why you indicated such displeasure when I mentioned the names of Dr. Julius Godwin and Mr. Eben Ausley in connection with that of your late husband?



I thank you for your time and helpful efforts and trust you understand this information will remain strictly confidential unless required by a court of law.



With All Respect,

MATTHEW CORBETT


Even now the widow Deverick and Robert were sitting over on the right side of the church, surrounded by a company of Golden Hill residents. It seemed to Matthew, judging from the thrust of the woman’s jaw and sidelong glances at her neighbors, that she wore her mourning dress with some degree of pride, as if making the statement that she was both too strong and too civilized to either collapse at her husband’s funeral yesterday or to show a tear today. Her hat with its twin black and blue feathers was elegant and likely expensive, yes, but a bit too jaunty for this sorrowful world. By contrast Robert, in his pale gray suit, his face still shock-white and eyes full of dazed pain, was nearly an invisible boy.
Matthew intended to give his letter of questions not to Joplin Pollard but to the widow herself after the service had ended. For one thing, he wished not to have to wait for Monday morning to begin this inquiry, and for another he bridled at the fact that she expected Pollard to read the questions first and, in essence, censor them. So hang the instructions he’d be given, he was doing this his own way. Still, he’d liked to have included a few more personal questions, about how she and Deverick had met and their earlier life in London, just to get some background on the man, but he’d decided she was definitely not going to answer those and it was a waste of ink. Anyway, it had taken the rest of the yarrow oil rubbed into his shoulder for him to scribe the letter as it was.
Actually he was sore not only at the shoulder but in the forearm, the legs, the chest, the rib cage, and the neck, not to mention the rapier cut on his left ear though tar soap had removed the dried blood. Moonbeam, he recalled Greathouse saying with derision that first training session. You’ve let yourself go to rot.
Matthew realized he could be as indignant as he pleased, but it was a show put on for the sake of pride. Greathouse was right. His position as a clerk and his interests in chess and books had left him in poor condition for physical activity. Not that he planned to forsake chess and reading, as he thought these kept his mind sharp and would mean the difference between success and failure at the Herrald Agency, but he knew also from the pain in his muscles and joints that he was a house in need of reconstruction. The lack of physical endurance might not only cost him success at the agency, it might cost him his life. He needed a rapier to practice with at home, and by jingo he intended to find one.
“…how heavy our hearts are burdened,” Reverend Wade was saying, his hands clasped tightly before him atop his podium. “How heavy our souls are laden, with this tonnage of guilt we bear. We live in the sorrow of the world, dear children, and this sorrow brings death to all the great possibilities that Christ would have us know. Look at what Paul says, in that verse the eleventh. He would urge us to clear ourselves, so that our minds and souls become fresh. To clear ourselves, and let go of…”
The reverend stopped speaking.
Matthew had thought Wade was simply pausing to take a breath, or to fashion a particular phrase, but three seconds went past and then five and then ten and still the reverend did not speak. The ladies of the congregation who were using their fans ceased almost as one. In front of Matthew, Magistrate Powers leaned forward as if to try to urge Wade to continue. The reverend stared blankly into space for a few seconds more before he blinked and recovered himself, but his face had taken on a damp sheen.
“Let go of our responsibilities,” he said, and then his mouth twitched as if in an attempt to recover the word. “I’m sorry, that is not what I meant to say. Let go of our self-recriminations. Our failings. Our harsh verdicts of ourselves, that prevent us from finding…”
Again Reverend Wade hesitated, and this time his eyes darted from face to face and his mouth moved to make words but no words were born. Matthew saw the cords in Wade’s neck standing out, and the man’s hands clenched together so tightly it appeared the knuckles must crack. Wade looked up toward the ceiling, perhaps searching past the pigeons for the face of God, but it seemed that even an appeal to God would not suffice, for the reverend was struck mute.
John Five stood up, but already two of the church elders were on their feet and were rushing to the pulpit. Reverend Wade watched them coming, his eyes wide as if he didn’t fully understand what was happening, and Matthew feared the man was going to collapse before they reached him.
“I’m all right.” It was more of a gasp than speech. The reverend lifted a hand to assure his flock, but Matthew and everyone else saw how badly it trembled. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, but I cannot continue today.”
It was a shocking moment. The sight of the normally eloquent and resolute minister being reduced to a shaking apologist stunned even Matthew, who had already seen Wade at a weak moment. But events took a quick turn as Wade’s apologies were overshadowed by the sudden tolling of a bell. It was being rung from outside in the distance, its high thin cry penetrating the shutters. At once Matthew and the others knew what it was. Heard rarely, and only in case of emergency, it was the harbormaster’s bell at the Great Dock raising an alarm and a summons.
Several men put on their tricorn hats and were out the door at a run. Others followed, and even some of the women pushed out to see what trouble the bell was announcing. Perhaps with relief and looking near tears, Reverend Wade turned from the pulpit like a sleepwalker and started toward the door that led to his sanctum. He was supported by the two elders and by John Five, who had gone to the reverend’s side with Constance right behind him. In another moment the congregation was in a state of utter confusion and seemed to be split between those going to the reverend’s aid and those leaving the church for the dock. Still the bell rang on, as pigeons flew madly about the rafters in emulation of the human disorder below.
The Stokelys were in the aisle and going toward the street. Matthew saw Magistrate Powers striding up to give his help to Reverend Wade, but Wade was almost through the door and it appeared he was being held at both shoulders and arms by a dozen hands. Familiar faces went past, this way and that, all grimly serious. Matthew watched the door close behind Wade and his knot of churchmen, and then he thought perhaps selfishly to look for Esther Deverick but she had left her pew. Her two-feathered hat was somewhere among the well-dressed contingent of Golden Hill residents going out onto the Broad Way.
Matthew decided to also get to the street. By the time he was successful at doing this through the throng, however, the Broad Way was a clatter trap of wagons, horses, and citizens on their way to the dock. Sunday might be a day strictly of sermons, Godly contemplation, and rest in other towns, but in New York business rarely took a breather and so the streets, stockyards, counting-houses, and most other establishments were nearly as busy as usual, per the discretion and religious conviction of their owners. The Golden Hillers were being helped by servants into their carriages lined up in front of the church. Matthew saw the widow’s hat before he saw her, and he made his way to the carriage before the driver could flick his whip.
“Pardon me! Pardon me!” Matthew called to the woman, who was seating herself in the plush cream-colored interior across from Robert. She looked at him incuriously, as if she’d never seen him before. Matthew took the letter from his coat and held it toward her. “The questions, madam. If you’d be so kind to—”
“Were my instructions not clear?” She tilted her head, her narrow eyes devoid of emotion but for perhaps the smallest little irritated ember. “Were they muddy, or foggy, or shrouded in mist? I told you to give your questions to my lawyer. Good day.”
“Yes, madam, I know, but I thought you might—”
“Good day,” she repeated, and then to the driver: “Home, Malcolm.”
The whip came down, the two horses pulled the carriage away, and Matthew was left holding the letter and feeling as if the Trinity Church pigeons had just deposited on his head their own opinions of the situation.





twenty-three 
THE BELL WAS STILL being rung. It was placed atop a watchman’s tower at the dock, where in turn the watchman monitored through a spyglass the signal flags from another watchtower on Oyster Island. Whatever the bell was proclaiming, its primary purpose was to call men to either take up arms to defend the harbor against attack or to crew the rescue boats. Matthew returned the letter to his coat and started walking to the dock. In another moment he caught up with the Stokelys and then almost collided with the bulk of Chief Prosecutor Bynes moving through the gathering crowd, but at the last instant he checked his progress and Bynes went past hollering for the attention of some other official just ahead.
True to the spirit of New York, the fiddlers and squeezeboxers were already out on the dockside making a din of music with their tin cups offered, two young women dressed up like gypsies were dancing around also holding out money cups, three or four higglers were hawking from wagons such items as sausage pies, cheap parasols, and spyglasses, the enterprising baker Mrs. Brown was selling sugar cookies to children from a cart, and dogs chased after cats that chased after harbor rats scurrying wildly under all these feet.
Past the coiled ropes, tar barrels, and piled crates of cargo either coming or going, past the sturdy tall-masted merchant vessels tied to the dock that groaned against the breeze and current like sleepers dreaming of the open sea, out there just this side of Oyster Island could be seen a ship coming to port. Craning his neck to get a good look, Matthew could tell that the ship was in dire straits, as the old sea dogs might say. It was missing half of its mainmast and its mainsail, and was careening back and forth like a tipsy drunk to catch wind with its foresail and jibs. Two longboats—the rescue craft—were already in the water and being rowed out by eight men apiece to give aid, for even this close to safe harbor it appeared the damaged vessel might at any moment lose all rudder and turn upon the rocks that circled Oyster Island.
With the longboats going out, the alarm bell that had called the crews to action now fell silent, leaving the noise of fiddle and accordion, higglers hollering, and general calls of relief that either a pirate fleet was not intent on sacking the town or the Dutch navy had not decided to buy its colony back with a few well-placed cannonballs.
Matthew felt someone jostle him and suddenly Marmaduke Grigsby was standing at his side. The printmaster was as disheveled as Matthew had ever seen him. He must have hurried here from a job in progress for he wore an ink-stained apron over his clothes, a great black smear lay across his bulbous chin, and black ink specks dotted the lenses of his spectacles. His white eyebrows were jumping, each to their own mysterious rhythm. “Has anyone said what ship this might be?” he asked Matthew, with a note of urgency.
“No.”
“I pray it’s the Sarah Embry. God’s will, it has to be!”
Matthew realized Grigsby’s granddaughter must be a passenger on the Embry, but whether that long-delayed ship was the crippled vessel struggling to make port on three sails and a prayer had yet to be seen.
Grigsby took a dirty cloth from a pocket of his apron and studiously inspected it until he could find a less dirty portion with which to wipe his eyeglasses. Matthew glanced at him and saw sweat glistening on the gnomish man’s forehead and cheeks, but then again it had become a hot day.
“I’ll buy you a cup of cider,” Matthew offered, motioning toward one of the higglers who was selling the drink from a small keg on a pullcart. “Come on.”
“Oh…yes. All right. Thank you, Matthew. I am a pitiful old wretch, aren’t I?”
With two cups of cider down their hatches, Matthew and Grigsby stood together watching the longboat crews throw ropes to the miserable ship. It would have to be towed the remaining distance. Now that the excitement of the alarm bell had dwindled and the noontime sun was bearing down, many of the gawkers began to drift away. The fiddlers left, the squeezeboxers silenced their accordions, the gypsy dancers flitted off—probably with a number of valuables, therefore Matthew had kept his hand firmly over the pocket that held his watch and wallet—and the higglers ceased their calls and also packed up their goods and left. Perhaps twenty or so people stayed on the dock watching the nautical drama unfold.
“If it’s not the Sarah Embry,” Grigsby said after a long silence, “I fear Beryl is lost.”
“Ships are always late,” Matthew reminded him gently. “You said as much yourself.”
“I know I did. I also know how easily a storm can break a ship in half. I’m telling you, Matthew, Beryl is lost if this is not the Embry.” He put a hand to his forehead and rubbed between the thick eyebrows, as if to calm their excitations. “I have to tell you something I’ve always found amusing about Beryl. Something I always dismissed…but now it may be tragic.” He finished his eyebrow massaging and let his hand fall to his side. “She has thought for the longest time that she is an object of bad luck. That she foists unfortunate happenings upon others, with no ill wish toward anyone. The first young beau she ever had an eye for was injured in a riding accident, snapped his tailbone, and lay in a hospital for a solid two months. Now he goes by the monicker of Bowlegged Ben.”
“It was probably just an ornery horse that threw him,” Matthew said.
“He wasn’t thrown from a horse. He was trying out a new saddle in the stable, the thing somehow came uncinched, and he fell on his kadoodle right there in front of Beryl. She said she heard the bone break. The fellow wouldn’t return any of her letters. I think it must have been an embarrassment for him, because he’d talked himself up as such a grand equestrian.”
“That’s not too terrible a tragedy. Accidents happen all the time.”
“Yes, that’s what I wrote to Beryl. Then soon after that was the young man who broke out in red blotches and whose face swelled up like a strawberry when Beryl accompanied him to a party hosted by his accounting firm. After he frightened his host’s children to tears his future at the firm did not appear as bright as the morning star.”
“Not bad luck,” said Matthew, watching the ship draw nearer. “Just happenstance.”
“As I told her. The other things, as well, I told her were easily explained.”
Matthew’s throat felt a little dry. “Other things?”
“The Marylebone fire, for one. I said she probably shouldn’t have taken the goat to school, but who would have known such a thing might happen? And the coach wreck next to her house, that wasn’t her fault, either. Trees often fall across the road after heavy rains. It was just the timing of it, so soon after she’d pruned the branches.”
“I see,” Matthew said, though he did not.
The longboats were doing a masterful job of rowing the decrepit ship in, and what a disaster the vessel was. The entire bow under the figurehead looked to have been caved in and repaired with odd pieces of planking, jagged wood remained thrusting upward where the main mast had been torn away, ropes trailed in tangles over the sides, and the whole picture was one of both mishap and misfunction. As the longboats neared the dock and the towed craft loomed larger, one of the harbor crew cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled, “Ho! What ship?”
Came from a man on the nearest longboat the shouted reply: “The Sarah Embry!”
“Oh my God! Oh Christ be praised!” Grigsby grasped at Matthew’s arm to steady himself from falling, but even so his knees buckled. His weight almost took them both to the ground. “Oh Lord, she’s not drowned, she’s not drowned!” Tears had sprung to Grigsby’s eyes behind his glasses. Matthew in decorum focused his attention on the scene as the longboats, the rowers straining, pulled the Embry in and the harbor crew prepared to receive lines from the ship and lash them fast to the dock.
It was perhaps fifteen more minutes before the Embry was tied up and its anchor rattled into the murky drink, but desperate faces could be seen crowded at the portside railing. As a gangway was secured between ship and wharf, suddenly a long-bearded man wearing blue breeches and a filthy shirt that may have once been white scrambled down the planks and fell sobbing upon the dock. He was followed along the gangway by a procession of dazed, dirty people in all manner of clothing both regal and ragged but all covered with the same gray grime and green mildew, carrying bags and bundles and staggering about as if their legs had become twirly-tops. It was impossible to discern one face from another but for the fact that all men had dirty beards, all women were bedraggled wild-haired slatterns, and all children were small filthy moppets who resembled poisonous forest mushrooms.
“My God, what a voyage this must have been!” Grigsby might be a fearful old grandfather, but he was also an opportunistic scribbler with an Earwig to fill. Even without quill and pad at hand, he began working on a story. “Where’s the captain?” he asked two befuddled travellers who seemed to have lost their ability to understand English and so stumbled past. “The captain!” Grigsby demanded of a gray-bearded, sunken-eyed gent whose mossy suit had fit him better twenty pounds ago. “Where is he?”
The man pointed a trembling finger at the sobbing figure laid out on the dock and then staggered on, leaving one of his buckled shoes at Matthew’s feet. Matthew and Grigsby both saw the captain cease his crying long enough to kiss the planks so hard his lips were surely pierced with splinters.
“Grandda!” came a half-shout, half-shriek.
“Beryl! Beryl!” Grigsby shouted in return, and pushed forward toward a figure the color of clay and dressed in what appeared to be tattered rags. The girl, if that’s indeed what it was for under all that grime it was hard to tell, dropped the two canvas bags she’d been carrying and tried to run to meet her grandfather yet running was a proposition her sea-legs would not permit. Two long strides, a stagger and down she went upon the dock as if whacked across the back with a longboat oar. At once Grigsby knelt down to help Beryl up. Matthew reached them just as several other passengers were aiding the captain to his feet and so was directly in the line of fire when the bearded nautican bellowed like a six-cannon fusillade: “That girl!”
Beryl, whose bleeding nose scraped in her tumble gave her the only color beside the dingy gray hue somewhere between dust and fungus that covered her clothing, arms, legs, face, and thick-matted hair, sat up and blinked toward the captain as if she’d been slapped.
“She cursed this voyage!” the man hollered. He made a lurch toward her but the others were holding him back, which caused them all to lurch as one and almost go down again. “Two weeks out of Portsmouth, and she knocks Reverend Patrickson right o’r the side! That’s when all our troubles started up, that’s when we hit the leviathan and all Hell broke loose!”
Beryl was standing up, though with the splayed-leg grace of a gin-house dolly.
“That piece a’ meat stuck there at the bow, and them sea lawyers swimmin’ round and round day and night!” The captain’s voice was harsh and strangled and altogether deranged. “You know you done it! You know you put the wrath of God on us!”
“I know,” said Beryl, her own voice hoarse but remarkably calm, “I only dropped the soap.”
“Only dropped the soap, she says!” the captain shouted to the onlookers. “Only dropped the soap!” Then he seemed to go completely paddy-whacky, as he tore loose from those arms restraining him and began to spin in a circle and remove his clothes as he whirled. He had his shirt and shoes thrown off and his breeches down around his ankles and was hopping along the pier clad only in stockings and tattoos when several of the townsmen seized him for the sake of propriety and someone tried to wrap a horse blanket around him. This was a failed objective, as the captain broke free, kicked off his impediments to nudity, and began to run along the dock in the direction of Hanover Square yelling “Only dropped the soap! Only dropped the soap!” with eight or ten men and three dogs chasing him down.
“That’s all I did, Grandda,” said Beryl, as she leaned heavily against Grigsby. She sounded listless and near fainting. “I promise…that’s all.”
“We’ll get you home,” Grigsby promised, his face flushed. “Get some food in you, and let you rest. Dear Christ, I thought I’d never lay eyes on you again! Matthew, would you be a friend and carry her bags to the house?”
“I will.” He picked them up off the planks and found them so heavy he doubted Hudson Greathouse could have shouldered such a load, but he was determined to manage it. Grigsby began guiding his granddaughter off the dock and Matthew followed until he noted Andrew Kippering standing amid the remaining knot of people watching this sorry spectacle. Kippering squinted in the sun. He looked as if he’d just awakened from a long sleep in his wrinkled clothes.
“Marmaduke!” Matthew called. “I’ll be along in a few minutes!” Grigsby waved and went on with Beryl nearly dragging at his side, and then Matthew approached the whore-mongering lawyer.
“This is a fine commotion, isn’t it?” Kippering asked, his eyes bleary from perhaps the depths of a drunken stupor. Matthew guessed the man had neither combed his hair, taken a bath, nor shaved since Thursday night. “Can’t a fellow get any sleep on a Sunday afternoon?”
“I have a favor to ask.” Matthew set down the bags, reached into his coat, and brought out the letter. “Would you give this to Mr. Pollard?”
Kippering made no move to accept it. “What is it?”
“It’s for Mr. Pollard to give to Mrs. Deverick. Would you please make sure that he gets it? Today, if you happen to see him.”
“I doubt I will. Haven’t seen him since Friday afternoon. He’s off on an errand for another client.”
“Well then, would you keep it for him? And make sure he gets it first thing in the morning?”
Kippering scratched his head and yawned. He watched the harbor crew at work taking mildewed boxes and crates off the Sarah Embry. “I’m not working today and I want no responsibilities. Get it to Pollard yourself.”
Matthew lost his temper like the flash of a powder cartridge. It perhaps had been building since Mrs. Deverick had so rudely spurned the letter, treating him like a mongrel in need of a lesson in manners, and now he struck out at this insufferable man partly because he had not stood his ground with the woman and partly because he envied Kippering’s status as a lawyer, yet Kippering was seemingly intent on throwing away a career that once had been Matthew’s most cherished ambition. “Oh, excuse me. I thought you were just as much Mrs. Deverick’s lawyer as is Mr. Pollard.” Matthew felt his mouth curve into a sarcastic smile. “But I’m sure you’d rather spend your otherwise productive time with a bottle of rum and…” He caught hold of the name supplied to him by the widow Sherwyn. “Grace Hester.”
Kippering stared fixedly at the ship being unloaded. More people were still coming off the Embry, whether passengers or crewmen of this broken vessel it was hard to say, for they all were equally reeling as they stepped upon dear solidity.
Suddenly Kippering’s eyes turned upon Matthew and something had crept into them that had not been present a few seconds before. Matthew couldn’t say exactly what it was, but their icy blue now had centers of cold fire.
“How do you know that name?” Kippering asked, and though he meant it to sound like a relaxed, easy question—a passing inquiry between two gentlemen on a Sunday afternoon—there was just the quietest note of tension in the voice.
Matthew had the sensation of watching Greathouse approach him with the rapier, ready to carve him into small pieces if he didn’t quickly learn how to defend himself. He realized Kippering had just pushed forth a pawn, and now Matthew must reply, for this game had taken a turn he didn’t understand yet had to play out. “Grace Hester,” he repeated slowly, searching Kippering’s eyes for a further reaction. To the lawyer’s credit, there was none. Matthew decided to offer a pawn of his own, and if it was a mistake he would soon know. Assuming that the dark-haired young prostitute who’d been hanging off Kippering might be the belle in question, Matthew said, “She was with you at the Thorn Bush.”
“Was she?” Kippering now wore a lopsided and completely false smile.
“I think you’d better go back to Madam Blossom’s and finish your bottle,” Matthew said. He decided to follow Greathouse’s advice and attack, if just with a sharp little dagger. “I’m sure Miss Hester would appreciate the company.”
Matthew had had enough of this gent. It was a sin for him to have risen through education and hard work to the position of attorney and then do his best to throw away all his sense and sensibilities. Trying to kill himself, the widow Sherwyn had said. Matthew leaned down to pick up the two canvas bags and felt Kippering’s arm go across his shoulders and lock with a strength no sot should possess. Before Matthew could brace his legs, Kippering was pulling him along the pier into the shadows thrown by merchant masts and looming hulls, the Mighty Walls of Empire.
After they’d gone a distance from the onlookers, Kippering released his shoulders but kept a hand clenched to Matthew’s left arm. The lawyer’s head leaned forward, his eyes keen and face as composed as that in an oil-painting and equally daubed with tones of somber blues and grays. “Corbett,” he said, in a voice meant to travel only to Matthew’s ear and no further. “I don’t fully understand you or what you’re about. I’m trying, but you’re a difficult nut. Now tell me this, and I ask you to be as truthful to me as you would be to your magistrate: what is it you know about Grace Hester?”
Matthew was at a loss. At the risk of being cracked, he decided to stall. “You’re not my magistrate.”
“No, I’m not. But I want to be your friend. I fear you’re making that a little difficult right now.”
The pressure on Matthew’s arm had become a bit more intense, as if in emphasis of that last statement. Matthew saw people standing about twenty yards away, beyond the edge of the ships’ shadows. Kippering wasn’t going to become too violent, but what the hell was this all about? “I’d appreciate not being mauled or threatened today, sir,” Matthew said calmly. And then he added, “What I know about Grace Hester doesn’t merit a shout for a constable, does it?”
Instantly Kippering’s grip relaxed. The man stepped away from Matthew a few paces, giving them both room to breathe. Then Kippering suddenly turned upon Matthew again, his mouth partway open and a glint of realization in his eyes. “John Five found out, didn’t he? And that’s what your so-called meeting was about that night?”
Matthew shrugged. He felt as if he were balancing on a razor.
“Don’t try to be evasive,” came the stern reply. “Has he told Constance?”
Here was a question he thought he should answer as honestly as possible. “No.”
“So what is it you two are after? Money? If you’re thinking of picking the reverend’s pockets, I can tell you they’re very shallow. I thought that damned one-eared blacksmith was so much in love with her.”
“He is. Money is not the issue.”
“What, then?” Kippering advanced on him once more, but Matthew did not retreat. “Who else knows? And how did John find out?”
Matthew held out a hand, palm thrust outward, to stop the man’s approach. Kippering obeyed. This certainly must have something to do with Wade’s nocturnal walks, with his show of emotion before Polly Blossom’s house. Matthew took a few seconds to formulate a rational answer, and then he said, “I don’t know who else has this knowledge, nor do I know how John discovered it.” Was it a lie, if he had no idea what Kippering was going on about? Call it a necessary fiction. “I will be truthful, in telling you that John and I care only for Reverend Wade’s welfare. His peace of mind lately has been sorely tested.”
“Yes, and no wonder!” Kippering said. “Wouldn’t you be torn up about it, if you were in his shoes?”
After a pause to gauge the weather, Matthew ventured, “I would be.”
“Damn right.” Kippering strode away another few paces from Matthew again and stood looking out past the ships toward Oyster Island and the open sea. “I pity him, really. He thought he was strong, until this happened. Some things even the strongest man can’t bear.” He glanced quickly over his shoulder. “This can’t get out, do you understand? Tell John. And whoever told him ought to be horse-whipped. John hasn’t been dipping his wick at Polly’s, has he?”
“No.”
“Have you been?”
“Again, no. The secret is safe for now. I don’t think it’ll be travelling any further.”
“Secrets have wings in this town. I told William he ought to face it and do what needs doing, but he can’t make himself. So he won’t listen to my advice, which is to tell the church elders to go hang if it comes to that. But he says the situation will take care of itself, and of course it will…though I’m not sure William will ever forgive himself.”
William, Matthew thought. He’d had no idea Kippering and Reverend Wade were obviously either close friends or close confederates to a cause. He recalled John Five telling him at the Thorn Bush what Constance had said about a talk with her father concerning the “problem”: The one time he’d talk about it at all, he said everythin’ was goin’ to be fine, soon enough.
Soon enough. Matthew wondered at those two words. They carried a fatalism about them, and also a finality.
“Give me your damn letter.”
Matthew focused his attention again on Kippering, who was holding out his hand.
“Come on. The letter. I’ll go put it on Joplin’s desk, if it’s so important.”
For all his suspicions and anger toward Kippering, Matthew did feel the man could be trusted. “My thanks,” he said, as he gave the letter over.
Kippering inspected the writing on the front of the envelope. “Joplin told me you fancied yourself a…how shall I put this…?”
“A sammy rooster?” Matthew supplied.
“A smart young man who can put two and two together.” Kippering held the letter down at his side. “Joplin says you probably wish to become high constable yourself, someday. Is that your ambition?”
“Hardly. I did wish to be a lawyer at one time. Now I…” He decided to forgo any mention of the agency. “I have other plans.”
“So I take it from my impressions of you that some career involving justice is your ambition?”
“Yes.”
Kippering grunted. “Well, being a lawyer is not all that and a pot of porridge. Many times I’ve had to stand and watch justice—call it fair play, in the world of business schemes and contracts—be subverted due to a lying tongue or a bag of dirty money. No matter how highly you begin, such things have a way of chewing your lofty ideals down to the size of rum bottles and any warm female body you can afford, so please don’t begrudge my choice of exquisite brainwash.”
“I don’t begrudge anything. I just think a professional man in your position should fly a straighter course.”
“Oh, I see.” A faint mocking smile moved across Kippering’s face. “The professional man should keep his hands clean, is that it? For the sake of honor? Nice sentiment, if you can live in the realm of dreams.” His smile went away. “I can’t.”
There seemed nothing more to say, for Kippering waved a hand at him as if to dismiss all of Matthew’s precepts of gentlemanly and professional behavior. Matthew decided it was best to retreat before he made a verbal slip that would suggest he knew nothing of the mysterious Grace Hester but the name. As Matthew turned to walk along the dock and retrieve Beryl’s bags, Kippering said in a hollow voice, “I’m trusting you and John not to cause Reverend Wade any further distress or complications. Do I have your word?”
“You do,” Matthew replied without hesitation. “And my word for John, as well. He wouldn’t think of doing anything to cause Constance grief.” He had an instant of wishing he’d used the more simple word worry here, but his streak of bluffing still held.
“The reverend will come out of this, sooner or later. You can mark that.”
“I will. Good day, sir.” Matthew walked away from Kippering toward the canvas bags still lying where he’d left them. He felt light-headed. Large drops of sweat were crawling like beetles from his armpits down his sides. When he dared to glance back at Kippering he couldn’t tell the man from the shadows. Then he hefted the bags and, his mind about to burst with questions that could not yet be answered, he started off toward the printmaster’s house.





twenty-four 
MAGISTRATE POWERS had been assigned by the chief prosecutor a portion of the cases involving decree-breakers, and Matthew was writing down the names in a ledger book when Hudson Greathouse entered the office just after eight o’clock on Monday morning.
Matthew wondered who could be more surprised at this appearance, he or the magistrate. “Hudson!” Powers said as he laid aside his own quill and stood up. Obviously he hadn’t been expecting the visitor. “Good morning!”
“Morning to you, Nathaniel.” Greathouse came forward and as he shook Powers’ hand he also clasped the magistrate’s shoulder. He gave Matthew a quick nod but did not speak. Matthew thought he looked as if sleep had not been kind to him since their grave-digging excursion.
“Glad to see you as always,” Powers said. “What may I do for you?”
“You can take a walk with me,” came the reply.
“Of course.” The magistrate had quickly guessed, as had Matthew, that whatever the occasion of this visit, the situation was serious. And also deserving of privacy. He went to the two pegs next to the door and shrugged into his gray-striped suit coat, then put on his dove’s-gray tricorn. “Excuse us, Matthew. I’ll be back as soon as possible.”
“Yes sir.”
Powers and Greathouse left the office. Matthew wrote down another name and then paused to take stock of what the “walk” might entail. Possibly Greathouse wanted to tell the magistrate about the body, and about his suspicions concerning Professor Fell. If this chairman of crime held a grudge against Powers, it was likely Greathouse was advising him that an even earlier retirement than the end of September might be judicious.
Matthew turned his chair around to gaze out the window. Enough rain had fallen before sunrise to wet the streets, but had stopped before Matthew had gone to get his laundry from the widow Sherwyn. Now the rain was holding off, though the sky was low and milky-white. He wished he hadn’t told her about the dead man, but when she’d caught him full-bore with those piercing blue eyes, pressed her hand down upon his bundle of clean shirts and breeches, leaned toward him, and said, “Well? What bit do you have for me? Hm?” he’d felt spun up by a whirlwind.
At first he’d attempted to play dumb. “Madam, I’m sorry to say I don’t have anything. I was very busy over the last two days and—”
“Bullcocks and hogwash,” she snapped. “You have something.” Unsmiling, she was more a fearsome ogress than a mischievous laundress. “In fact,” she sniffed at the shirt he wore and instinctively he stepped back, “you have been into something. What died?”
Matthew had washed this shirt in a soapbucket twice on Saturday night and had detected no further odor of the grave. The woman possessed an educated nose, to say the least.
“Listen here,” she told him. “I know just about everything that goes on in this town. Things that are easy to know, things that are hard to find out. I give you something, you give me something. That’s my rule.” She tapped his chest. “You might wish to know someone’s secret some time, and who will you go to? Me. But if you don’t want to have such an arrangement—and I don’t offer it to everyone—you can walk right out of here and take your business to Jane Neville, for all I care.”
“Well…why do you offer this particular service to me?”
“Because,” she said slowly, as if enunciating for a simpleton, “you obviously have a use for it. I saw that right off. You didn’t ask about Andrew Kippering for the sake of idle gossip, did you? Well, some would of course, but you’re not that type. Your questions have a purpose, am I not right?”
“You are.” There was no use trying to hide anything from this woman. She knew the secrets in every dirty collar.
“Have to do with your work, I suppose? At the magistrate’s office?”
“My work, yes,” Matthew said.
“Then you understand how I could be of value to you. An ear to the ground, so to speak. And all I ask is some little bit of information in return.” She looked up toward the door, as she’d thought someone was coming in, but the shadow passed. “So. A bit for a bit. What do you have?”
Matthew did indeed realize the widow Sherwyn could be of value to him, if she could ferret out information useful to the Herrald Agency. But could she be trusted to be discreet? He said, “You do realize that this information passed between us must be…how shall I say…”
“Kept on the low,” she suggested.
“Exactly. For instance, I wouldn’t want anyone to know I’d been asking questions.”
“Wouldn’t want your water to be boiled,” she said.
“Right. Very uncomfortable to be sitting in boiling water. So I’d ask you to keep any inquiry I might offer here as the utmost secrecy.” It occurred to him that he might even pay her a few coins, if he was ever paid, but best not to mention that possibility yet.
“Absolute secrecy.” Her eyes were bright and shining again. “So what do you have?”
“Well…Mr. Grigsby’s granddaughter Beryl arrived yesterday. It seems that two weeks out of port, the women were—”
“Washing their hair on deck while the Reverend Patrickson stood up on a stool giving a sermon. The girl dropped the soap, another woman stepped on it, slip-slid into Captain Billops and then he fell right into the preacher and knocked the man over the side. Either the preacher busted his head on the railing or he filled up with water pretty quick, because he went right down. Then they hit the whale.”
Matthew nodded. He’d heard all this from one of the mildewed passengers at the Trot yesterday afternoon, but it was fascinating to him how Widow Sherwyn gathered news so quickly and completely.
“The whale was already bloody. Bit by sharks, most like. Anyway, the Embry plows right into this whale before a hard wind and a piece of meat the size of a haywagon gets jammed right in the bow boards. Awful mess, must’ve been. Then the sharks came by the hundreds. Swimming ’round and ’round that ship, day and night. Whittling that whale meat down to nothing, and the Embry taking water at the bow and getting lower and lower every hour.”
“You’ve heard this already,” Matthew said.
“No sooner did they get the bow shored up, but the rain comes. Then the lightning, the thunder and the big waves.” The widow, her own storm, kept on rolling. “That’s when the mainmast cracked and fell. And after the tempest, the sun beat down and the wind went dead and there they sat on a sea of glass for day after day. That captain went crazy and wanted to throw the girl over the side, but the others stopped him because they knew it had just been an accident. Anyway, he was the one who knocked the preacher over. So yes, I’ve already heard this, and what else do you have?”
Matthew wondered if she might want to know that Cecily was still snout-slapping his knees under the breakfast table every morning. Then he glanced quickly at the door to make sure no one was coming in, opened his mouth, and before he could think better of it said, “Another murder victim was found a few days before Dr. Godwin’s death. Washed up out of the Hudson onto a farm about ten miles out of town. The high constable has been sitting on the information.”
She grasped the reason why. “Four murders instead of three. It was the Masker’s doing?”
“That, I can’t say. I can say the victim was a young man, still unidentified.” He decided to give her one more bit. “Multiple stab wounds.”
She gave a quiet whistle of appreciation. “And how did you come by this?”
“Again, I can’t say, but I can tell you that I’ve seen the body.”
“At close range, I presume. I think you’d best go home and change shirts before you draw buzzards, and I might add I consider our account even, for now.”
Sitting at his desk in the magistrate’s office, Matthew didn’t know how wise it had been to give up that information, but the widow Sherwyn was bound to be a useful fount of knowledge so count it as a payment on future business.
Perhaps ten minutes passed before Powers and Greathouse came back into the office. Matthew noted that Greathouse must have told the magistrate about Professor Fell, because Powers’ face was tight and his eyes hooded. He took off his coat and hat and put them in their places on the pegs. Then he said, “Matthew, you are relieved of your duties.”
“Sir?”
“Relieved of your duties,” the magistrate repeated.
“I’m almost done here, sir.”
“You are done. For today and tomorrow and forevermore. I release you from all duties of this office. You are now in the full employ of the Herrald Agency and Mr. Greathouse has an announcement for you.”
Greathouse held up an envelope. “We have a letter of inquiry, delivered to the Dock House Inn yesterday afternoon. You and I are going on a trip.”
“A trip? To where?”
“You ask too many questions for a junior associate. Don’t just sit there. Put away your pen and let’s get going.”
Matthew set his quill in its rest. He capped his ink bottle, not without a little anxiety at realizing this might be—would be—for the final time. “Sir?” he said to the magistrate as he stood up. “Won’t you be needing me anymore?”
Powers’ severe, almost grim expression slowly softened. He summoned up a wry smile. “No,” he said, “I won’t be. I think you’re needed elsewhere now, far away from these cases of decree-breakers, hog thieves, and pickpockets. You recall what I told you? About finding a future profession suitable to your talents? Well, I believe—as does Hudson—that you can use your talents to far greater effect out there in the world as opposed to in this office, behind that desk. Anyway, there’s never going to be a shortage of clerks. So onward with you, and good luck.”
Matthew didn’t know what to say. Of course he’d known this moment was coming, but now that it was here he didn’t think himself ready.
His hesitation clearly showed, for Greathouse said, “We have almost a day’s ride ahead of us. I’d appreciate a little more speed.”
Magistrate Powers sat down at his desk, shuffled some papers, and cleared his throat. He began to inspect a letter that Matthew knew had already been read this morning.
Greathouse went to the door and opened it.
“Sir?” Matthew said, and Powers looked up. “I wanted to thank you for taking me in. Giving me the opportunity of working here. I have learned a lot.”
“I think your education is just beginning,” the magistrate replied. “Now before you go, promise me you’ll come to my retirement celebration. All right?”
“Yes sir, I promise.”
“Good. And if you need anything, I’ll be right here. For a time, at least.” He motioned toward Greathouse and the open door. “Go.”
Matthew still hesitated. Suddenly that open door seemed terribly fearsome, and the open world beyond it a place of uncertainty and danger. Matthew reckoned that once he passed through it in the company of Hudson Greathouse, he would be today and tomorrow and forevermore removed from the life he had known as a simple clerk. He knew Greathouse’s patience would not last very much longer. It was time to move from one world into another. He said to the magistrate, “Thank you again, sir,” and he started toward where Greathouse stood waiting.
The door closed, with Matthew on the outside.
Greathouse was already striding toward the stairs. Matthew had no further qualms about which direction to go. He caught up with the man and followed him down and onto the street under the low milky sky. Greathouse’s big chestnut horse with the white-starred face was secured to a hitching-post nearby. “Get yourself a horse,” Greathouse told him. “A man’s horse with some fire in it, not that lady’s pony you’ve been riding. You can handle it, if you could handle Buck. Take the horse for overnight, as we won’t be back until sometime tomorrow. Meet me back here as soon as you’re able. Oh, and take this with you and read it.” He gave Matthew the envelope he’d showed. “Today, if possible.”
“Right.” Matthew hurried toward Tobias Winekoop’s stable, the envelope in hand. At the stable he announced to Mr. Winekoop that he would not be requiring Suvie today, and was told in return that the only two other horses available were named Volcano and Dante, the first known to throw inexpert riders in an explosive fit of pique and the second a moody, unpredictable animal that had once bitten Chief Prosecutor Bynes on the shoulder during a Sunday afternoon outing. Matthew decided on Dante, figuring Bynes’ portly bulk might have had something to do with the showing of equine teeth, and besides, he and Dante had at least a little bit in common.
As Mr. Winekoop saddled the horse, Matthew opened the envelope that had To the Attention of the Herrald Agency written on it. A man’s handwriting, Matthew thought; the letters were steady and well-formed, yet had a spiky quality that he attributed to male expression whereas a woman’s hand was more rounded. Unfolding the paper, he read:
Dear Sir or Madam,



My greetings and solicitations. I am Dr. David Ramsendell, chief physician of the New Jersey Colony’s Publick Hospital for the Mentally Infirm located near the township of Westerwicke some thirty miles to the southwest of New York along the Philadelphia Pike. My attention was drawn to your printed notice due to a situation involving a patient and more I cannot say in a letter. If you would be so kind as to respond to this missive at your convenience, I am in hopes your agency might provide a valuable service to both ourselves and our patient. Whatever your fee might be in this matter, I bow to your expertise and good graces.



With All Respect and Regards,

DAVID RAMSENDELL





Dante came snorting at the bit. He was an ebony horse with a red-tinged mane and cunning eyes that Matthew thought searched for a soft place to bite. The beast was equally as big as Greathouse’s horse, if not larger, and looked damnably dangerous. Winekoop gave Matthew a pear to feed him, or rather appease him with, and one crunch did away with it. Matthew decided he would keep as far away as possible from those giant teeth. He eased up into the saddle. Dante trembled and stomped around a little as Matthew said quietly, “Easy, boy, easy,” while he stroked a mane that felt stiff enough to double as broomstraw. Winekoop stepped back and waved him on, so Matthew began urging Dante out onto the street while lizards scurried in his stomach. The monstrous animal obeyed the command, much to Matthew’s surprise and relief, and they went on at a walk while pedestrians got out of the way and even other horses pulling carts and wagons seemed to look down at the ground in the manner of men avoiding the glance of a ruffian. Matthew sat tighter than he should have, fearing a toss, but Dante at least for the present was a perfect gentleman.
Greathouse was waiting in front of City Hall. His horse gave a high nicker that Matthew imagined sounded somewhat nervous, and there was a low rumbling response from deep in Dante’s throat. But, again at least for now, the two horses did not attack each other as Matthew had reckoned was a possibility. “Now that’s a ride,” Greathouse said with admiration. He turned his animal toward East King Street and the ferry to Weehawken, and Matthew followed with what felt like a mountain of muscle and bone moving beneath him.
At Van Dam’s shipyard, which was the terminus of the flat-bottomed barge across the Hudson, they dismounted and had to wait for the ferry to make its return trip. Greathouse retrieved the letter from Matthew and asked him what he made of it.
“A patient in a hospital?” Matthew answered. “I don’t see how we can be of any help there.”
“Not just a hospital. A mental hospital. You know. What do they call those places?”
“Bedlam,” Matthew said. The term for insane asylums had been used for many years, and originated in the clamor and ravings of the mad persons locked within.
“Well, we shall see. Oh, I’ve asked Nathaniel to get us a listing of the property owners north of the Ormond farm. We’ll pursue that when we come back. I understand your Masker obeyed the decree again last night.”
“My Masker?”
“He’s your boy, isn’t he? Worth ten shillings to you?”
“Only if I find out who he is before he murders anyone else.”
“Then you’d best hope he stays at home again tonight, because we won’t be back before tomorrow afternoon. There’s our boat.” Greathouse motioned toward the ferry, its white sail spread as it slowly approached across the gray water, and at bow and stern men using oars to steer a relatively straight path against the current. On the opposite bank, mist drifted over the rooftops and chimneys of the Weehawken settlement. The air was wet and heavy, the sunlight cut to a murky haze. Matthew had the feeling of gloom and doom, not just because of the Masker or Professor Fell, or Reverend Wade’s agony or Andrew Kippering’s mysterious Grace Hester, but also because of this letter that called Greathouse and him across the water to Bedlam. He had the sensation of unknown shapes moving over there in the mist, of secrets waiting to be revealed, and puzzles of life and death that could be arranged into a picture if one could only find the missing pieces.
But it was just Weehawken, after all.
The ferry came, the crew threw ropes and lowered anchor, and Matthew and Greathouse led their horses over the gangplank along with a few other travellers. In another few minutes, with the animals secured and everyone aboard, the boat set off again for the far shore.
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twenty-five 
THE PHILADELPHIA PIKE was sometimes a road and sometimes a wish. As Matthew and Greathouse followed its progress across the hilly and wooded Jersey landscape, they passed through a world in flux: here was a fledgling village of perhaps a dozen houses and a central church hacked out of the forest, there the remnants of a previous village being reclaimed by green vines and underbrush. Many farms had thrived and were impressive with their orderly fields of corn and beans, but some farms had also withered. There stood a bare stone chimney, its structure burned to black ruin around it. At the edge of another village—this one with a score of houses, a stable, blacksmith’s shop, and white-painted tavern—a sign announced Welcome to New Town and a little army of children came running out to tag along with the riders, asking them questions about where they were from and where they were going until the road curved again into the forest and the children stopped following.
The air was still heavy and wet, tendrils of fog caught in the heights of the tallest trees. Occasionally deer halted in the woods to watch the riders go by or ran across the track before them. Matthew noted that some of the stags had antlers so big it was amazing the animals could stay upright. Greathouse and Matthew urged their horses into a gallop when the road was good enough, trying to make as much time as possible. About four hours into the journey, near a roadsign that had painted upon it Inian’s Ferry 8 miles, they met a family travelling by wagon on their way to New York. Greathouse spoke to the father and learned that Westerwicke was twelve miles away, on the other side of the ferry that crossed the Raritan River.
They pressed on. As they approached the river, the forest gave way to more farms and industries such as a sawmill, lumberyard, cooper’s shop, and, at the edge of a huge apple orchard, a brewery. Houses stood clustered together. Wooden frames were going up for other buildings. The influence of the river, and of river traffic moving inland, was steadily constructing a town. Matthew and Greathouse came to the ferry crossing at the Raritan and had to wait twenty minutes for the next boat, but they were intrigued to see four silent Indians in colorful beads and other tribal regalia come off the barge and begin to head northeast at a pace that would have left the palefaces gasping for breath within a hundred yards.
At last, as the hazy daylight began to further weaken, a sign announced the town of Westerwicke. The pike became Westerwicke’s main street, with houses of wood and brick standing on both sides. Beyond the dwellings were well-groomed farmfields and orchards. Horses and cattle shared fenced pastures and sheep grazed on a distant hillside. Westerwicke had two churches, two taverns, and a small business district where residents paused their errands or conversations to watch the strangers pass. Greathouse pulled his horse up in front of one of the taverns, its sign depicting an offered hand and the legend The Constant Friend, and called to a young man who had just come out. Directions to the Publick Hospital indicated that their journey would end in another half-mile at a road branching off to the right.
It was with great relief to Matthew’s tailbone when that final half-mile was history. The branch road took them through a grove of trees to three buildings. The first, constructed of wood and painted white, stood near a well and was about the size of a normal house. Before it was a horse trough and hitching-post, and a lighted lantern hung on a nail beside the front door. The second structure, connected to the first by a well-worn pathway, was much larger and made of rough stones with a steeply angled roof from which protruded two chimneys. Some of the windows were shuttered. Matthew thought that this was where the patients must be housed, yet the building looked as if it might have been meant for an original purpose of serving as a grain warehouse or even a meeting-hall. He wondered if a village had preceded Westerwicke, had perished due to fever or some other misfortune and this was all that remained of it except possibly some ruins in the forest.
The third building was fifteen or twenty yards beyond the stone structure. It was a little larger than the first and also painted white. He noted that two of its windows were also shuttered. A flowering garden complete with statuary and benches tucked amid the foliage stood nearby. Another road led back to what appeared to be a stable and several other small outbuildings. All in all, this was certainly not the place of misery and confusion that Matthew had imagined they would find. Birds were singing their late-afternoon songs in the trees, the light was fading to blue, and the atmosphere of the hospital and its grounds were far more restful than the squalid scenes of madness Matthew had read about London’s asylums in the Gazette. Still, he did see bars on some of the unshuttered windows of the stone building, and now a few white faces peered through and hands came out to grasp the bars but the inspection of the visitors was made in silence.
Greathouse dismounted and tied his horse to the hitching-post. As Matthew did the same, the front door of the stone building opened and a man in gray clothes emerged. He paused to do something at the door—lock it behind him, Matthew guessed—and then he gave a start as he saw the new arrivals. He lifted his hand in greeting and came walking rapidly toward them.
“Hello!” Greathouse called. “Are you Dr. Ramsendell?”
The man continued right up to them. When he got within an arm’s-length of Matthew he abruptly stopped and said with a crooked grin and a mangled voice, “I’m Jacob. Have you come to take me home?”
Matthew reckoned that the man was only five or six years elder than himself, though it was hard to tell for his face was deeply lined with hardship. His temple on the right side was crushed inward. An old jagged scar began at his right cheek and sliced up across a concave patch on his scalp where the hair no longer grew. His eyes were bright and glassy and there was something both hideous and pitiful about his fixed grin.
“I’m Jacob,” he said again, in exactly the same way it had already been spoken. “Have you come to take me home?”
“No.” Greathouse’s voice was firm but careful. “We’ve come to see Dr. Ramsendell.”
Jacob’s grin never faltered. He reached up and touched the scar on Matthew’s forehead before Matthew could think to step back. “Are you mad like me?” he asked.
“Jacob! Give them some room, please.” The door to the first building had opened and another man came out, followed by a second, both of them wearing dark breeches and white shirts. Instantly Jacob retreated two paces but kept staring at Matthew. The man who’d spoken was tall and slim with a thatch of reddish-brown hair and a neatly trimmed beard. He also wore a tan-colored waistcoat. He said, “I heard my name called. What may I do for you gentlemen?”
“I think this one’s mad.” Jacob pointed at Matthew. “Somebody broke his head.”
Greathouse continued on his verbal path with only a quick sidelong check to make sure Jacob, who was obviously a resident here, did not move any closer. “I’m Hudson Greathouse and this is Matthew Corbett. We represent the Herrald Agency. We’ve come from New York to—”
“Excellent!” said the bearded man with an expression of joy. He glanced at his companion, who was shorter and stockier, had gray hair, and wore spectacles perched on a hooked nose. “I told you they’d come! Oh ye of little faith!”
“I stand corrected and reproved,” the second man answered, speaking to Greathouse and Matthew. “Also much impressed by your speed in this matter, gentlemen.”
“I was in New York today,” Jacob offered. “I flew on a bird.”
“Pardon my bad manners.” The bearded man held out his hand first to Greathouse and then to Matthew. “I am Dr. Ramsendell and this is Dr. Curtis Hulzen. Thank you for coming, gentlemen. I can’t thank you enough. I know you’ve had a long trip. May I invite you into the office for a cup of tea?”
Greathouse showed him the envelope. “I’d like to know about this.”
“Ah. Yes, the letter. I left it at the Dock House Inn yesterday. Come, let’s talk in the office.” Ramsendell motioned them toward the door. Matthew was acutely aware of Jacob walking almost on his heels.
“I was on a bird,” Jacob said, to no one in particular. “It was fat and shiny and took people in its stomach.”
“Jacob?” Ramsendell paused at the door. He spoke kindly to the afflicted man, rather as one would speak to a wayward child. “The gentlemen, Dr. Hulzen, and I have some important business to discuss. I’d like for you to complete your task.”
“I have bad dreams,” said Jacob.
“Yes, I know you do. Go along now. The sooner you finish, the sooner you can have your supper.”
“You’re going to talk about the Queen.”
“That’s correct, we are. Go on, now. The laundry won’t fold itself.”
Jacob seemed to ponder this for a few seconds, and then he gave a nod and a grunt and turned away, walking past the stone structure in the direction of the road that led to the outbuildings.
“Three years ago he was foreman at the sawmill by the river,” Ramsendell explained quietly as Matthew and Greathouse watched Jacob leave. “Had a wife and two children. One careless accident—not his doing, by the way—and his injury reduced him to a second childhood. He does make improvement and he takes responsibility for small jobs, but he can never live out there again.”
Out there. Matthew thought he’d spoken that as if the world beyond was the frightful place instead of this asylum.
“Please, come in.” Ramsendell held the office door open for them.
The front room might have been any legal office in New York, as there were two desks, a larger conference table with six chairs, a file cabinet, shelves full of books, and on the plank floor a simple dark green woven rug. Another door at the back was open, and through it Matthew could see what appeared to be an examination table and a cupboard where he presumed drugs or medical instruments were stored. He caught movement back there and saw a gray-dressed woman with long black hair cleaning glass vials with a blue cloth. She seemed to sense she was being watched, for her head swivelled and for a few seconds she regarded Matthew with dull, sunken eyes. Then she focused again on her labor as if no one else existed in the world and no task was more vital.
“Sit down, won’t you?” Ramsendell waited until Matthew, Greathouse, and Hulzen had taken chairs at the table. “May I offer you some tea?”
“If you don’t mind,” Greathouse said, “I could use something a bit stronger.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. We have no drinking alcohol on the premises. We do have some apple cider left, though. Would that suit you?”
“Fine,” Greathouse said, though Matthew knew the man was wishing for a tankard of stout black ale.
“Cider for me also,” Matthew said.
“Mariah?” Ramsendell called, and the black-haired woman ceased her cleaning and peered out. Her mouth was slack and her left eye twitched. “Would you please go to the kitchen and pour two cups of apple cider for our guests? Use the pewter cups, if you will. Anything for you, Curtis?” Hulzen shook his head; he was busy loading tobacco from a deerskin pouch into a clay pipe with a diamond design on its sides. Ramsendell added, “A cup of tea for me, please.”
“Yes sir,” the woman replied, and went off toward the rear of the house.
“They need tasks,” Ramsendell offered as he took a seat at the table. “To keep their dexterity up and give them a challenge. Some can’t use their hands very well, though. And of course there are some who either cannot or will not move from their beds. Every case is different, you see.”
Greathouse cleared his throat. Matthew thought that for all the man’s toughness he looked ready to jump out of his skin. “I’m afraid I don’t see. Where do these people come from? And how many are here?”
“Well, at present our patients number twenty-four men and eight women. They’re kept in separate sections of the hospital, of course. And then there are holding areas for those who exhibit violence or who…how shall I put this?…choose to ignore their chamberpots. What we’re trying to teach them here is that, even in their state of disarray, they still have the power to make choices. They can learn.”
“Unfortunately, not all still retain that ability.” Hulzen had fired a match and was lighting his pipe. Blue smoke spilled from his lips as he spoke. “There are some who are beyond help. Those we must constrain, so as not to hurt themselves or others, but at least here they do have food and shelter.”
“The point is, we don’t treat our patients as animals.” Ramsendell looked from Greathouse to Matthew in order to emphasize his statement. “Curtis and I both have experience in the mental health system as practised in London, and we both abhor the idea of shackles and chains as a common method of control.”
“The patients come from where?” Matthew asked, repeating Greathouse’s query.
“Some from New Jersey, some from New York, some from Pennsylvania,” said Ramsendell. “From small villages and larger towns alike. Some are wards of the court, others have been placed here by relatives. Some, like Jacob, are the victims of accidents that have affected the mental fluid. Others were born, it would seem, under unfortunate stars. In the last few years, with the financial reversals in Philadelphia, the asylum run there by the Quakers has come upon hard times; therefore we’ve taken in several of their patients. Then there are the people who are simply found wandering in woods or fields, and no one knows their names or histories. In some of those cases, a terrible shock of some kind—witnessing an accident, violence, or even a murder—has blanked the mind, so they may eventually be returned to normal lives if the care is successful.”
Greathouse frowned. “Must be a tremendous expense to keep all these people up.”
“This property was given to us by the colony and we have generous Christian benefactors who help with our costs,” Hulzen said through his shifting blue cloud. “The town of Westerwicke has been very supportive, as well. Their physician, Dr. Voormann, sees to the medical problems of our patients for a nominal fee. Some of the women there prepare the meals, again for a small fee. So yes, there is some expense involved, but we know that if this hospital were to fail, it would mean putting our patients out upon the road.”
“Well,” Greathouse said, and perhaps only Matthew could detect his unease, “I’m sure no one would want that.”
“We are modern in our approach,” said Ramsendell as Mariah returned bearing a tray with two pewter cups of cider and a wooden cup of tea. She set it down upon the table, Ramsendell thanked her, and then he returned his attention to Greathouse as she went back to her work. “You’ll note neither Curtis nor I wear checked shirts.”
Greathouse had already plucked up his cider and taken a drink. “Pardon?” he asked.
“Checked shirts,” Ramsendell repeated. “Medieval physicians wore checked shirts when they approached an insane person. They believed the demonic spirits of madness couldn’t get through the checked cloth into the soul.”
“Nice to know,” Greathouse said, with a quick grimace that had meant to serve as a polite smile.
“Your work here is very beneficial, I’m sure,” Matthew spoke up, “but I don’t see what we can do for you.”
“First things first.” Ramsendell drank from his tea and turned the cup between his hands. “Again, we appreciate the speed of your response, but I think Curtis and I would like to hear something about your agency before we go any further.”
Matthew nodded and remained silent while Greathouse held forth for the next five minutes on the history and purpose of the Herrald Agency, emphasizing their high standards and tradition of success in the field of “problem solving.” He recounted cases involving recovered jewels, artwork, stolen legal documents, missing persons, forged diplomatic papers, and also gave mention of an assassination attempt in London undone by himself just the past December. “But I have to inform you gentlemen,” he concluded, “that our professional services do not come cheaply. Our time, like yours, is valuable. We charge a flat fee for investigations and also require the payment of all expenses. Of course the fee will vary, according to the task.”
“Do you charge to hear the particulars of the problem?” Hulzen asked, puffing on his second pipeful.
“No sir,” Greathouse said. “We begin only when a contract of agreement is signed.”
The two doctors were silent. Matthew finished off his cider while waiting for them to speak again. Hulzen stared at the ceiling as he smoked his pipe and Ramsendell twined his fingers together before him on the table.
“We’re not sure you can help,” Ramsendell said at last. “Not sure at all, really.”
“You must have at least thought we could.” Greathouse leaned back in his chair, making the legs creak. “We’ve come a long way. We’d at least like to hear the problem.”
Ramsendell started to speak and then looked at Hulzen, who took one more draw from the pipe, expelled smoke in a thin stream, and said, “We have a young man—a resident of Westerwicke—who goes to New York to buy medical supplies for us at the Smith Street Apothecary. His last trip was on Thursday. He stayed overnight, at a boarding house in your town, and came back on Friday. He brought something with him that…well…” He glanced at Ramsendell as a prompt to continue.
“He had breakfast in a tavern there,” Ramsendell said, “and brought back a copy of your broadsheet.”
“The Earwig?” Matthew asked.
“The very same.” Ramsendell offered a tight smile that faded. “We have a patient who likes to be read to. A special patient, I suppose you could say.”
Greathouse tensed at that one. “Special? How?”
“Oh, certainly not violent. In fact, she’s extremely docile. The others call her the Queen.”
“The Queen?” Matthew recalled Jacob using that term outside.
“That’s correct.” Ramsendell watched Matthew’s eyes for a reaction. “Did you ever think that here you might meet a queen? The Queen of Bedlam, as it were?”
“Our problem,” said Hulzen, “is that we wish to find out who she is. Her proper name, and where she comes from. Her history, and…why she’s in her current state.”
“What state would that be?” Greathouse almost flinched as he waited for a response.
“Locked,” Ramsendell replied.
There was a silence. Smoke still drifted at the ceiling, and beyond in the other room the black-haired woman continued to diligently polish the gleaming glass vials.
“I think we ought to meet her,” Matthew said.
“Yes.” Ramsendell pushed his chair back and stood up. “I’ll make the introductions.”





twenty-six 
TO THE SURPRISE of both Matthew and Greathouse, the two doctors did not lead them into the stone building after they left the office. Instead, they began walking on a pathway along the asylum toward the other house at the garden’s edge.
The light was dwindling. Poles that held lanterns were set up at intervals, as on the streetcorners of New York, and a gray-clad man with a bald pate was touching a match to the candlewicks. “Good evening, sirs,” said the man cheerfully as the group passed, and Dr. Ramsendell answered, “Evening, Charles.”
“That was another patient?” Greathouse asked when they’d distanced themselves. When Ramsendell nodded, Greathouse said, “Call me slow, but I’m not fully understanding why you’re letting lunatics out and about when they ought to be locked up.”
“As I said, we have an enlightened attitude here. Unlike the London asylums, which to be honest are so overburdened the doctors there have little choice but to throw all the patients together into one mass. I will admit that we take some risks in giving a few of our charges special privileges and responsibilities, but not without proper evaluation.”
“Don’t any of them try to run away if they get the chance?”
“We are very careful in assigning freedoms,” said Hulzen, who trailed smoke from his pipe. “It’s true that we had two escapes seven years ago, the first year we began operation, but on the whole the patients who are afforded tasks are pleased to be trusted. And of course we make sure their minds are firm enough to understand the consequences of imprudent action.”
“What might that be?” Greathouse prodded. “Whipping them until their backs are bloody?”
“Not at all!” There was a little heat in the response and smoke almost blew in Greathouse’s face. “We detest the primitive approach. The most drastic punishment here would be solitary confinement.”
“You might like to know,” Ramsendell added as they continued walking the length of the asylum, “that Charles and two other patients serve as night watchmen. Of course we do have a pair of men from Westerwicke who are paid to act as guards during the day.”
“Dr. Ramsendell!” someone called. It was a husky voice yet silkily pleasant. “Dr. Ramsendell, might I have a word?” The voice of a salesman, Matthew thought.
Instantly Ramsendell seemed to tense. His pace faltered, nearly causing Matthew to collide with him.
“Dr. Ramsendell, won’t you show a little Christian pity to a sick and sorrowful man?”
Matthew saw a face peering through the bars of one of the asylum’s unshuttered windows. The eyes caught his and held them with almost an unbreakable force, so much so that Matthew felt his own stride slowing to a stop.
“Oh!” said the man. He grinned. “Hello there, young dandy.”
“Come along, Mr. Corbett,” Ramsendell urged.
“Mr. Corbett, is it?” The grin widened, showing very large teeth. “Dr. Ramsendell is a very fine man and a wonderful physician, Mr. Corbett. If he says you need a stay here, you should well believe it is for your good and the good of all society. But beware his wrath, for one small lapse of judgment might mean you must eat your supper all alone.”
The others had stopped just beyond Matthew, and now Hulzen came back to his side and said quietly, “It’s best not to speak.”
“And Dr. Hulzen thinking not only am I mad, but also deef!” The man made a clucking sound and shook his head. “For shame!” He curled big-knuckled hands around the bars and pressed his face forward. He had a wide, square-jawed face with pale blue eyes that held such pure merriment no one would believe it was the moonshine of madness. His hair was straw-colored, parted straight up the middle and the sides turning to gray. His thick mustache was more gray than straw. He looked to be a large man, his head almost to the top of the window and his chest a massive bulk in the gray asylum uniform. His fleshy lips moved, wet with saliva. “I’ll repeat my offer to shave you, Dr. Ramsendell. I’ll polish that beard right off. Give your chin and throat a fine going-over. Eh?” He began to laugh, a frog’s croak from deep in that barrel chest, and suddenly the glint in his eyes caught red and for a passing instant Matthew thought he might be looking into the face of Satan himself. Then the glint went out like a fire under a trapdoor and the man’s voice, soft and salesmanlike again, reached out for him. “Step nearer, dandy. Let’s have a look at your throat.”
“Mr. Corbett?” Ramsendell stepped in front of Matthew and looked into his face, as if to shield him from a wicked spell. “We really should be going on.”
“Yes,” Matthew agreed. He felt sweat at his temples. “All right.”
“I’ll remember you!” the man behind the bars called as his audience walked away. “Oh, I’ll remember all of you!”
“Who in blazes was that?” Greathouse asked, glancing back once and then not daring to glance again because the big hands were running up and down the bars as if seeking a weak place to crack.
“That,” Ramsendell answered, and for the first time Matthew and Greathouse heard distaste—and perhaps a shudder of fear—in his voice, “was a problem we shall be ridding ourselves of soon. He was sent to us almost a year ago from the Quaker institution in Philadelphia. He’s more cunning than insane, I can tell you. He fooled me into giving him work privileges, and the first chance he got he tried to murder poor Mariah back at the red barn.” He motioned toward the road that led to the outbuildings. “Well, the Quakers have found out it seems he was a barber in London and he may have been involved with a dozen murders. We’re expecting a letter in the autumn instructing us to take him to the New York gaol to wait for ship transfer to England. A constable will of course be coming over as well to make sure he arrives in irons.”
“If it was up to me, I’d take him on the road and blow his brains out,” Greathouse said. “A pistol could save a lot of wasted money.”
“Unfortunately, we have signed a decree with the Quakers verifying that he will be delivered to New York in good health. On our Christian honor.” Ramsendell took another two steps and then said thoughtfully, “You know, if this business goes well with the Queen, you gentlemen might consider our hiring you to escort Mr. Slaughter to New York.”
“Mr. Slaughter?” Matthew asked.
“Yes. Tyranthus Slaughter. An unfortunate name though possibly well-deserved. But do consider that task if at all feasible, sirs. Just thirty-some miles. What could go wrong? Ah, here’s our destination.”
They had reached the house by the garden. Matthew smelled the scents of honeysuckle and mint. A few fireflies were sparking in the branches of the elm trees beyond. Ramsendell took a leather cord holding several keys from a pocket of his waistcoat, slid a key into the front door’s lock, and opened it. “Watch your step, gentlemen,” he said, though it was an unnecessary precaution for the open door had exposed a lamp-lit corridor with a long dark blue runner upon the floor. One lantern sat upon a small table and about midway along the corridor was a wrought-iron chandelier of four lamps, previously lit by—Matthew assumed—either Charles or one of the other trustees. As Matthew followed the two doctors in—and Greathouse lagged a few steps behind as if mistrustful of this unknown but perfectly normal-looking residence—he noted four closed doors, two on either side of the hall.
“This way, please.” Ramsendell continued to the last door on the right. He rapped softly on it, waited a few seconds, and then said, “Madam? It’s Dr. Ramsendell and Dr. Hulzen. We’ve brought two visitors to meet you.” There was no response. He looked at Matthew. “She never answers but we think she appreciates the formality.” He pushed another key into the lock and turned it. “Also we do respect her privacy.” Then, louder, and aimed toward the lady within: “I’m opening the door now, madam.”
That particular action also brought neither word nor rustle of motion. The doctors entered first, then Matthew and a decidedly timid Greathouse. Matthew caught another sweet scent; not of the garden this time, but rather of some flowery perfume or oil within the room. It was still dim here, blue twilight spilling between the open shutters of two windows. Matthew saw that the windows in this chamber were not barred, but were wide to the evening and the outside world. One faced the garden, while another was situated toward the forest where the fireflies pulsed.
Hulzen lit a match. He touched it to the triple candlewicks of a lantern that sat upon a table below the garden-facing window. The flames strengthened, illuminating in gold what appeared to be the parlor of any well-kept house in New York. But more than well-kept, Matthew decided as he gazed around. Richly maintained would be more accurate, for on the floor was a beautiful rug of small purple, gray, and blue squares, and upon the pale blue-painted walls were paintings within gleaming gilt frames. Hulzen went about lighting a second three-candle lantern that stood on a pedestal across the room, now revealing a white-canopied bed with ornate scrollwork, a pair of high-backed chairs with gray upholstery, and a round oak table that bore at its center a wooden bowl holding a few ripe apples and pears. Near the bed was a large wardrobe of some dark and luxurious wood so sinuously jointed that Matthew thought it must have been crafted by a true master’s hand and cost a small fortune. Little red flowers and green leaves had been meticulously painted around the edges of the wardrobe’s doors, which were opened by a latch that appeared to be if not pure gold then very near it.
Hulzen lit a third lamp. Its glow spread upon the opposite side of the room from which Matthew and Greathouse stood. Illuminated was a small fireplace, cold now in the midst of summer. What was remarkable there was the fireplace screen, an intricate golden metalwork of tree branches upon which perched painted birds—cardinal, robin, bluebird, and white dove—in richly daubed original colors. Above the mantel was a framed painting that Matthew stepped closer to see; it depicted a scene of the waterways of Venice at what seemed to be blue sunset much like the current horizon.
He swept his gaze across other objects, his mind taking in a treasure of details: small bottles with blown-glass flower caps sitting atop a dresser, a silver hairbrush and handmirror beside them; a set of six little horses that looked to be carved from ivory; thimbles arranged in perfect order beside a pair of spectacles; on another small table a Bible, a stack of slim pamphlets, and…yes, there was the latest Earwig too.
“May I introduce you?” asked Dr. Ramsendell.
Matthew looked up from his discoveries. Ramsendell was standing next to the window that afforded a view toward the forest. Beside him was the high back of a dark purple chair, and now both Matthew and Greathouse could see that someone with white hair was sitting there.
Ramsendell was speaking to the woman in the chair. “Madam,” he said in a quiet voice, “I’d like you to meet Mr. Hudson Greathouse and Mr. Matthew Corbett. They’ve ridden from New York to see you. Would you come forward, gentlemen?”
“After you,” Greathouse said under his breath.
Matthew approached Ramsendell, as Dr. Hulzen stepped back and watched.
“This is our Queen, sirs. We call her ‘Madam,’ for the sake of propriety.”
Matthew stopped. He was looking down at a small-boned, frail woman who paid him not the least notice, but who continued staring out the window at the display of sparkling lights in the trees. He thought she must be well over sixty. Sixty-five, possibly. Closer to seventy? It was hard to tell. She was almost swallowed up by her silken homegown, which was the pink hue of the palest rose. On her feet were slippers of the same material and color but adorned with small bows. The woman had a cloud of thick, neatly brushed white hair, and her face, which Matthew saw in profile, was heavily lined yet innocent and almost childlike in its repose. She stared straight ahead, her soft brown eyes glittering with lamplight. She was focused entirely upon the dance of the fireflies. Below an uptilted, elegant nose her mouth moved occasionally as Matthew watched, as if she were posing questions to herself, or making some observation that was silent to her audience. Her hands, which clasped the armrests, bore no rings and neither did she wear any necklaces or other personal statements of fashion. Or statements of identity, Matthew thought.
“Does she have a wedding ring?” he asked, thinking aloud.
“She arrived with no jewelry,” Ramsendell said, “but all the furnishings here came with her. We have taken the liberty of searching for letters or any other identifying papers. Nothing gives us any clue as to who she might be, though it’s obvious she is—was—a woman of means.”
“No name or initials in the Bible?”
“A new volume, it appears. Not even a fingermark on it.”
“Maker’s marks on the furniture?”
“Someone thought of that,” Hulzen said. “The marks have either been rubbed away or, where they were burned into the wood, cut out with a small chisel.”
Greathouse came forward and stood beside Matthew. “Can she hear us?” It had been spoken in what for him was nearly a whisper.
“She can hear perfectly well. But rarely does she respond to anything, and then it’s either a quick ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or—at best—some cryptic statement neither Curtis nor I can fathom.”
Matthew saw the woman cock her head slightly to the left, as if listening a little more intently, but her placid gaze did not change and she made no further motion. Since it appeared that Hudson Greathouse was paralyzed in the presence of the mentally infirm, Matthew decided it was up to him to steer the course. “I think we ought to be told the whole story.”
Ramsendell nodded. He regarded the woman with a tender expression as he spoke. “She came to us in April of 1698—”
“Came to you?” Matthew interrupted; he was in his element now, and he could almost feel the blood flowing in his brain. “Exactly how?”
“Was brought to us,” Ramsendell corrected. He answered the next question before Matthew could ask it. “By a lawyer in Philadelphia. Icabod Primm, of Market Street. He had written us previously, and visited us, to make certain his client would be satisfied.”
“Hold on.” Greathouse was totally bumfuddled. “His client? I thought you said you didn’t know who she was. Is, I mean.”
“We don’t.” By Hulzen’s sour expression, he was beginning to think Greathouse was something of a lout. “We’re trying to tell you.”
“More directly then, please,” said Matthew crisply. “How is it this woman arrived here nameless yet represented by a Philadelphia lawyer?”
“Mr. Primm,” came the reply from Ramsendell, “never spoke to her by any other term but either ‘Madam’ or ‘Lady.’ If he spoke to her at all, which as I remember was not very often and anyway she was in the exact same state you see her in now. His letters mentioned a ‘client’ but no name whatsoever. We are paid a yearly fee—quite a large fee, by the way—to keep Madam in her present accommodations, apart from the other patients and living amid familiar objects from her…shall I say…previous life. She has never had a visitor, but every April sixteenth the money has come by messenger from Mr. Primm, who told us that very first April, four years ago, that any effort on our part to discover Madam’s identity and history will result in his immediately removing her from this hospital. He has stated that his client has given him full power of representation, and so we signed the letter of admittance according to the terms.”
“His client.” Greathouse spoke it with some distaste. “Some young cur who married a wealthy older woman and then stashed her here when her mind went? So he takes the fortune and even strips her wedding ring off?”
“We considered that and rejected it.” Hulzen had fired up his pipe again and was standing beside the window with the garden view. “What you must understand, Mr. Greathouse, is that we are involved in an experimental treatment here. We have the belief that persons with mental disorders might be helped, and someday possibly returned to society. That’s why we built these four rooms in this house, so we might pursue that treatment with patients who would benefit from being in more familiar surroundings rather than the austerity of the asylum. At least we hoped that, when we began.”
“A room in this part of our hospital is, as I said, very expensive,” Ramsendell continued. “We doubt that someone would—as you put it—‘stash’ a relative here, or care to provide all these beautiful furnishings. No, we feel certain that Mr. Primm’s client cares very deeply for Madam’s welfare. Obviously Primm must have looked into the Quaker institution for similar living accommodations and was told about our hospital by them.”
“Is this lady the only current occupant here?” Matthew asked.
“No, there’s another elderly woman in the first room. Unfortunately she’s bedridden. But we do know her name and her circumstances, and her son and two daughters make frequent visits. We are gratified to say that we’ve helped her regain some of her power of speech.”
“This makes no sense,” Greathouse said, a horn’s pitch too loudly. “Why are you trying to find out anything about this woman at all, if—” He stopped, for the lady in the chair had given the softest whisper of a sigh. Her mouth moved again, making no noise. Matthew saw her eyes follow a bluejay that darted past the window. When Greathouse spoke again, it was the verbal equivalent of walking on eggs. “If,” he said, “you’ve been forbidden to do so by Mr. Primm?”
“Simply put,” answered Ramsendell, “we are not whores.”
“Well,” Greathouse said, with a nervous laugh, “I never suggested such.”
“My point being, we are physicians. Professional healers. Madam has been here for four years with no change whatsoever. Curtis and I believe that if we knew her history, we might be able to”—he paused, assembling his sentence—“help her out of this shell she has constructed to keep the world at bay. We think she has suffered a severe shock, and this is her mind’s method of survival.” He waited to make sure Greathouse and Matthew had grasped his diagnosis. “Yes, we have gladly accepted the money from Mr. Primm and put it to good purpose in the hospital. And yes, we signed the letter of terms fully aware of its limitations. But that was four years ago. You are here today, gentlemen, because we wish you to discover Madam’s identity and history without the involvement of Mr. Primm.”
Matthew and Greathouse looked at each other. Their unspoken question was Can it be done?
“There’s another thing you might find of interest.” Ramsendell walked to the table where the Earwig lay. He picked the broadsheet up and held it for the visitors to see. “As I said, Madam likes to be read to. Occasionally she nods or makes a soft sound that I take to be approval as I’m reading the Bible or one of the other books. On Friday evening after supper I was reading to her from this sheet. For the first time, she repeated a word that she heard me say.”
“A word? What was it?” Greathouse asked.
“To be exact, it was a name.” Ramsendell put his finger upon the news item. “Deverick.”
Matthew remained silent.
“I read the article again, but there was no response,” said Ramsendell. “No spoken response, that is. I saw by the lamplight that Madam was weeping. Have you ever seen anyone weep without making a noise, sirs? Or changing their expression from what it is day in and day out, hour after hour? But there were the tears, crawling down her cheeks. She demonstrated an emotional reaction to that name, which is extremely remarkable because we’ve seen no emotion from her for the four years of her residence.”
Matthew stared down at the woman’s profile. She was perfectly immobile, not even her lips moving to betray the secret thoughts.
“I read the article to her several times with no further incident. I’ve spoken the name to her and gotten only a sigh or shift of position. But I saw your notice and I began to wonder if you might help, for this is certainly a problem to be solved. So Curtis and I discussed this, I went to New York on Saturday, left the inquiry, and came back yesterday.”
“The mention of one name doesn’t mean anything,” Greathouse scoffed. “I’m surely no expert, but if she’s not right in the head, then why should the name have meaning for her?”
“It’s the fact that she made the effort.” Hulzen’s face was daubed orange as he put another match to his pipe. “Also the evidence of the tears. We feel very strongly that she does know that name, and in her own way was trying to tell us something.”
Now Greathouse began to get his back up. “Beg pardon, but if that evidence was stuffing for a mattress you’d be sleeping on a board.”
Matthew decided to do one simple thing before the wrangling could grow into argument. He knelt down beside the woman, looked at her profile, which was as still as a portrait, and said quietly, “Pennford Deverick.”
Was there a brief flicker of the eye? Just the merest tightening of the mouth, as a line deepened almost imperceptibly at its corner?
“Pennford Deverick,” he repeated.
The two doctors and Hudson Greathouse watched him without comment.
There was no response from Madam that Matthew could tell, yet…did her left hand clutch the armrest a fraction more firmly?
He leaned closer. He said, “Pennford Deverick is dead.”
Her head suddenly and smoothly turned and Matthew was looking directly into her face. The abruptness of this made him gasp and almost topple backward, but he held his position.
“Young man,” she said in a clear, strong voice, and though her expression was exactly the same as when she’d been watching the fireflies her tone carried an edge of irritation, “has the king’s reply yet arrived?”
“The…king’s reply?”
“That was my question. Would you answer, please?”
Matthew looked to the doctors for help, but neither spoke nor offered assistance. Hulzen continued to smoke his pipe. It occurred to Matthew that they had heard this question before. “No, madam,” he nervously responded.
“Come fetch me when it does,” she said, and then her face turned toward the window again and Matthew felt her moving away from him even though the physical distance did not alter an atom. In another few seconds she was somewhere very far away.
Ramsendell said, “That’s why she’s called the Queen. She asks that question several times a week. She asked Charles one day if the king’s reply had arrived, and he told the others.”
Matthew tried again, for the sake of attempt. “Madam, what was your question to the king?”
There was no reaction from her whatsoever.
Matthew stood up. He was still thoughtfully absorbed in watching her face, which had now become that of a statue. “Have you ever told her the reply had arrived?”
“I have,” Hulzen said. “Just as an experiment. She seemed to be waiting for some other action on my part. When I failed to do whatever it was she expected, she went back into her dream state.”
“Dream state,” Greathouse muttered under his breath.
Matthew was suddenly aware that, as he stared at the Queen of Bedlam, he was also being keenly watched in turn by four other faces.
He looked up, at what caught yellow lamplight there on the opposite wall next to the window.
His mouth was very dry.
He said with what seemed an effort, “What are those?”
“Oh.” Ramsendell motioned toward them. “Her masks.”
Matthew was already walking around behind the Queen’s chair, past Greathouse and the two doctors to the four masks that hung upon the wall. He hadn’t seen them before, as his attention had been so firmly fixed upon the lady. Two of the masks were plain white, one red with black diamond shapes upon the cheeks, and the fourth black with the shapes of red diamonds framing the eyeholes.
“They came with her,” Ramsendell said. “I think they may be Italian.”
“No doubt,” Matthew murmured; he was thinking of what Ashton McCaggers had told him: In the Italian tradition, carnival masks are sometimes decorated with colored diamond or triangle shapes around the eyes. Particularly the harlequin masks of—
“Venice,” Matthew said, and looked across the room at the blue-toned painting that depicted the city of canals. “She may have visited there, at some time.” He was speaking mostly to himself. Again he regarded the quartet of masks. Then back to the woman’s face. Then at the copy of the Earwig still clutched in Ramsendell’s hand.
Matthew was, in a way, measuring the distance between all these things as surely as if he were a surveyor’s compass. Not the physical distance, but the space between them in terms of meaning. The Queen’s face in calm tranquility, the masks upon the wall, the broadsheet, and back and forth and forth and back. From Deverick to masks, he thought. Or should that be from Deverick to Masker?
“What is it?” asked Greathouse, sensing turbulence where Matthew was standing.
Matthew traced with a finger the red diamond shapes around the eyes of the black mask. Yes, they were similar—identical?—to the wounds on the faces of the Masker’s victims. He turned around again to look at the Queen, and to clarify what was beginning to form in his mind.
That she sat in her chair, a sad yet regal presence, at the center of this unknown geometry between Pennford Deverick and his killer.
Two facts made his brain burn.
Whoever had put her here cared for her—loved her?—deeply, and wished her to be watched over in some semblance of the previous wealthy life she must have enjoyed, yet this same person had gone to the length of chiselling away the maker’s marks from the furniture to prevent her identity being traced.
Why?
Did she really recognize the Deverick name, from somewhere in the locked room her mind occupied? If so, again, why had that name caused her to shed silent tears?
Deverick to Masker and Masker to Deverick. But was the proper geometry really Queen of Bedlam to Masker to Dr. Godwin to Pennford Deverick to Eben Ausley?
“May I ask what you’re thinking?” It was Ramsendell’s voice.
“I’m thinking that I may be looking at a pentagon,” Matthew replied.
“What?” asked Hulzen, as a thread of smoke leaked over his chin.
Matthew didn’t answer, for he was still calculating. Not distances of meaning this time, but whether or not he thought there was any possibility of success at solving this particular problem. Where to begin? How to begin?
“So.” Greathouse made the word sound like a note of portent. “Does she think herself to be Queen Mary? Waiting for a message from King William?” He scratched his chin, which was in need of a shave. “Doesn’t anyone have the heart to tell her that William is deceased?”
Matthew had come to a conclusion. “I think we will accept this problem, sirs.”
“Wait just one moment!” Greathouse flared up, before the doctors could respond. “I haven’t agreed to that!”
“Well?” Matthew turned a cool gaze toward him. “Why wouldn’t you?”
“Because…because we ought to talk about it first, that’s why!”
“Gentlemen, if you wish to return with your answer in the morning, we’d be most grateful,” said Ramsendell. “You can find rooms at the Constant Friend, but I have to say that the food is better at Mrs. DePaul’s eating-house.”
“Just so I can get a very large and very strong drink,” Greathouse muttered. Then, more loudly and directed to Ramsendell: “Our fee would be three crowns and expenses. One crown to be paid upon agreement.”
Ramsendell looked for advice to Hulzen, who shrugged. “Expensive,” Ramsendell replied, “but I believe we can manage that if your expenses are reasonable.”
“They may or may not be. It all depends.” Greathouse, Matthew knew, was trying to break the deal before it was sealed. The rogue of swords was definitely unnerved by the shadow of madness; it was, after all, not something he could fight with fists, pistol, or rapier.
Ramsendell nodded. “We’ll trust your judgment. After all, you’re the professionals.”
“Yes.” Greathouse might have puffed his chest up a bit, but it was clear to Matthew that the matter of the fee had been settled. “Yes, we are.”
Before they departed from the room, Matthew paused to again take in the rich appointments, the elegant furniture and paintings. Where was the woman’s husband? he wondered. There was a lot of money on display here. What occupation had earned it?
He looked once more at the group of Italian masks, and then at the woman’s immobile profile. She wore her own mask, he thought. Behind it might be a mindless blank, or a tortured memory.
Young man, has the king’s reply yet arrived?

“Good evening to you,” Matthew said to the silent Queen of Bedlam, and followed the others out the door.





twenty-seven 
“MY OPINION,” said Hudson Greathouse as he broke a silence that had stretched over half-an-hour, “is that it can’t be done, no matter if you think the contrary. After all, I’ve had a little more experience in this profession than you.”
Matthew let the comment sit. They were on the Philadelphia Pike, riding for New York. It was just after ten o’clock by Matthew’s watch. The sun was peeking out from behind gray clouds and glinting off wet trees and puddles on the road. They had left Westerwicke this morning after a breakfast meeting with the two doctors at Mrs. DePaul’s eating-house. During the night, while a thunderstorm blew and rain slammed against the shutters of the Constant Friend, Matthew and Greathouse had wrangled over the odds of finding a satisfactory solution to the Queen’s identity. Greathouse had said Mrs. Herrald would have considered this problem a lost cause, while Matthew had maintained that no cause was lost until it was abandoned. At last, realizing that Matthew was not going to retreat from his position, Greathouse had shrugged his shoulders, said, “It’s on your account then, as far as I’m concerned,” and had taken a bottle of rum upstairs to his room. Matthew had listened to the storm wail for a while, drank a last cup of ginger tea, and gone to his own bed to mull the connections of that peculiar pentagon until sleep had rescued him from his own mind past midnight.
“Where are you to begin with this?” Greathouse asked, riding alongside Matthew. “Do you even have any idea?”
“I do.”
“My ears are open.”
“Philadelphia,” Matthew said. He guided Dante around a puddle that looked like a swamp ready to swallow the horse to its bit. “To be specific, the office of Icabod Primm.”
“Oh, really?” Now Greathouse gave a harsh laugh. “Well, that will please our clients, won’t it? Didn’t you hear them say Primm’s not supposed to know anything about this?”
“My ears are also open, but I don’t believe Mr. Primm is…” He paused, searching for the term.
“On the level?” Greathouse supplied.
“Exactly. If Primm’s client cares so much about the lady’s welfare, he—or she—is not going to take her out of there, no matter what Primm threatens. Where else would the lady go, to be treated so royally? Primm’s client wants two things: the lady hidden out of the way, and also protected.”
“I don’t think those doctors will approve of it.”
“They don’t have to know, do they?”
Greathouse was quiet for a while. Sunlight was beginning to stream through the woods and the humid air was getting warmer. “This whole thing stinks, if you ask me,” Greathouse started up again. “Those lunatics walking around without chains on their ankles. All that hogshit about mental disorders and dream states and such. You know what my father would’ve used on me if I’d gone into a damned dream state? A bullwhip to wake me up with, that’s what! Seems to me that’s what some of those people need, not coddling like they’re tender violets.”
“I assume, then,” said Matthew dryly, “that you would give Jacob the bullwhip treatment?”
“You know what I mean! Hell, call a loon a loon and be done with it!”
“I’m sure there are many so-called doctors in the asylums of England who would agree with you. Then again, they would have no need for our services.” Matthew glanced quickly at Greathouse to gauge his expression—which was dour—and then looked toward the road again. “Don’t you think it’s admirable that Ramsendell and Hulzen want to help their patients?”
“I think it’s foolish and we were wrong to come here. People with mind disease can’t be helped.”
“Oh, I see. Mind disease, is it?”
“Yes, and don’t be cocky about it, either. I had an uncle on my mother’s side who got the mind disease. At fifty years of age he liked to sit around and whittle on little wooden horses. Sat me down once and went on about how he saw gnomes in his garden. And him an ex-military man, a cavalry captain! You know, you remind me of him, in a way.”
“What way?”
“He was always playing chess. By himself. He set up his games and played both sides, talking to himself all the while.”
“Imagine that,” Matthew said, and gave Greathouse a sidelong glance.
“All right, then. Suppose you go to Philadelphia and see this Primm bastard. There’s no law that says he has to tell you who the woman is. I expect he’ll throw you out on your mental disorder. What will you do then? Eh?” When Matthew didn’t respond, Greathouse pressed onward. “Are you going to walk the streets collaring people? Asking if they know a little old white-haired lady who thinks she’s Queen Mary sitting in a loonhouse waiting for a message from King William? I can see the Quakers taking in a new boarder at their own asylum. And not to mention that Philadelphia is a larger town than New York. If you’re going to make appointments with all the people there, the next time I see you you’ll have a gray beard down to your shoes.”
“What? You won’t go to help me ask everyone in Philadelphia?”
“I’m serious! I said last night this is on your account. When Mrs. Herrald hears about this—about me letting you agree to this thing—I may wind up sharpening pencils with a dull knife for the next six months. So no, I will not go to Philadelphia on a fool’s errand.”
“It seems to me,” Matthew said, “that you took their money willingly enough.” He speared Greathouse with a chilly gaze. “And are you telling me, sir, that after all your blowhard speeches about being tough of body, mind, and spirit that you are weak in the face of a challenge?”
“A challenge is one thing. This is an impossible quest. And mind who you’re calling weak, boy, because I could knock you off that horse with my little finger.”
Before Matthew could think twice about it, he was wheeling Dante in front of Greathouse’s horse. Matthew’s cheeks had flamed red, his heart was pounding, and he had had enough of the dish Greathouse was so eager to spoon out. Greathouse’s mount snorted and backed up as Dante stood his ground. Matthew sat in the saddle seething with anger.
“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Greathouse shouted. “You might have caused my horse to—”
“You hold your tongue,” Matthew said.
“What?”
“I said, you hold your tongue.”
“Well, well.” Greathouse wore a tight grin. “The boy has finally cracked.”
“Not cracked. Just ready to tell you what I think of you.”
“Really? This should be entertaining. Shall I get off my horse and prepare to twist you around that tree over there?”
Matthew felt his nerve faltering. He had to go ahead and speak before his good sense forbade it. “You’re going to sit there and listen. If you want to try to twist me around a tree when I’m done, so be it. I have no doubt you could do that, or knock me off my horse with your little finger as you so eloquently spoke, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let you talk down to me anymore.”
Greathouse narrowed his eyes. “What’s gotten up your bum?”
“Mrs. Herrald has chosen me for a reason. A very good reason. I’m fairly intelligent and I have a history that intrigues her. No, more than fairly intelligent. I’m very smart, Mr. Greathouse. Probably smarter than you, and you know that. Now I can’t fight as well as you can, or use a rapier worth a damn, and I haven’t stopped any assassination attempts in the last few months, but I have saved a woman from being burned at the stake as a witch, and I have uncovered a murderer and a plot to destroy an entire town. I think that counts for something. Don’t you?”
“I suppose it—”
“I’m not finished,” Matthew plowed on, and Greathouse was silent. “I don’t have your experience or your physical strength—and maybe I never will—but I intend to get one thing from you that you seem unwilling to offer: your respect. Not because I turn into who you want me to be, but because of who I am. Now Mrs. Herrald seems to trust my judgment, so why shouldn’t you when I tell you I can find out who that woman in the hospital is. And not only that, but I think it’s vital to find out, because I believe she has some knowledge of Mr. Deverick’s death and perhaps even of the Masker.”
“That’s stretching things, don’t you think?”
“I won’t know until I explore it further.”
“Explore away, then!” Greathouse gave a sweep of his arm that Matthew thought would have knocked him to Sunday if it had hit him. “What the hell should I care if you go off on a goose-chase and squander Mrs. Herrald’s coin?”
“It’s not her coin,” Matthew reminded him. “The doctors are paying expenses.”
Greathouse squinted and looked toward the sun, perhaps to burn from his eyes the image of a fool. Then he focused his attention on Matthew again and he said gruffly, “All right, now it’s my turn to speak. Yes, Mrs. Herrald has confidence in you. More than I do, by the way, but that ought to be obvious. There’s more to this business than mind-work. I’ve known several very smart gents who walked into a blind alley believing there was an open door at the end of it, and now they lie in graves so only the worms appreciate the size of their brains. Experience counts for a lot of this, yes, but also something you haven’t got, which is instinct. I have an instinct you’re going to fail at finding out who this woman was—is—and you’ll cause more harm than good trying to do it. As far as respect, sir Corbett, you get that from me by one way and one way only: by earning it. So you might be riding a tall horse today, and feel all the flush for your height, but I can tell you that the earth is very hard and unforgiving when you take a fall.”
“I’ll have to fall to find out then, won’t I?”
“Yes, but at least fall doing something with a possibility of success.”
Matthew nodded. He refused to look away from Greathouse’s baleful stare. “I think we should agree to disagree, sir, because contrary to your opinion I have the instinct that the Queen has a connection to both Pennford Deverick and the Masker and I intend to find out what it is.”
“And I think her Highness is a lunatic whose family put her away to keep her from drooling on the breakfast bacon.”
“Something more than that, I believe,” said Matthew. “Much more. The maker’s marks being either rubbed or chiselled off the furniture tells me she was put there to be invisible. Actually, it sounds more to me that Mr. Primm’s client fears having the lady’s identity discovered. Why should that be?”
“I don’t know. You being the chief investigator on this, you enlighten me.”
“People who wish to draw a curtain over their activities usually have a secret to hide. I should like to find out what that secret is.”
“Now we’ve gone from finding out identities to finding out supposed secrets.”
“Well,” Matthew said, “call it an instinct.”
Greathouse snorted. “Boy, I’ll bet you could drive someone mad with that attitude of yours.”
“You have your blades,” Matthew answered, “and I have mine.”
“So you do.” Greathouse regarded Matthew with perhaps a hint of new appreciation, but if it had really been there it was gone in an instant. “You’ll notice that while we’ve been jawing, the road to New York has not gotten any shorter.”
They rode on, with Dante now taking the lead by a nose.
The clouds parted and drifted away like so much mist, the sun strengthened and thrust golden swords between the trees, the air shimmered with insects, and the birds sang their delight at life in the modern century. The only other disruption during the trip was the wait for about an hour for the ferry at Weehawken, as an oar had broken on a drifting treetrunk on the New York side, but then the trip was made and Matthew and Greathouse at last guided their horses off the flatboat onto Manhattan mud.
Greathouse said he would report back to Mrs. Herrald and also return to town within the next couple of days to get the list of the upper island residents Magistrate Powers was procuring for him, and then he wished Matthew well and bid him good day. At the stable Matthew relinquished Dante—a “very good horse I hope to use again,” he told Mr. Winekoop—and walked up the Broad Way hill for home in the deepening shadows of afternoon. He was used to long rides, for with Powers he’d made many trips to deliver legal documents or scribe cases being heard by the magistrate in smaller towns, but his ass was hurting. A three-day jaunt to Philadelphia was not something he wished to consider at this point in his discomfort.
He was mulling over the fact of the four masks on the wall of the Queen’s room—and wondering if his so-called instinct in asserting his determination to solve this problem in front of Greathouse wouldn’t result in that topple from a tall horse before all was said and done—when he heard a voice to his right call, “Matthew! Ho there, Matthew!”
He looked around and saw two figures approaching him from the corner of Maiden Lane. A wagon went past, hauling barrels. Matthew stepped back to let the vehicle trundle by. Then the two figures were crossing the Broad Way toward him and he saw Marmaduke Grigsby’s gap-toothed grin and stoop-shouldered shamble. The other person wore a round-brimmed straw hat and a bright violet-colored gown decorated with rather loud examples of green lace at the throat and sleeves. Matthew realized he was about to be formally introduced to Beryl Grigsby, whose taste in colors made him feel vaguely seasick.
The last he’d seen of Grigsby’s granddaughter was as a mud-colored lump fainting down with relief and exhaustion into a chair at the printmaster’s house. Matthew had put the girl’s bags on the floor, wished everyone well, and gotten out of there before he caught a bad case of mildew.
“Matthew, I want you to meet Beryl. Now that she’s presentable, I mean.” Grigsby came on like a four-horse coach while the girl lagged behind. It occurred to Matthew that possibly she didn’t care to be supervised any more than he wished to be her supervisor. “Come, come!” Grigsby urged the girl, who kept her face cast down in the shadow of that hat as she obeyed and walked up to stand alongside the old trumpeter. Matthew almost instinctively took a step back, but his manners did hold him steady.
He was surprised to see how tall she was, as he’d expected a female gnome in the mold of her grandfather. Yet she was only two inches shorter than himself, which was a rare height for a woman. Well, Grigsby’s loins have begat a giantess, Matthew thought; and a nervous giantess too, for she held her hands clasped together and shifted her weight from foot to foot as if late for a pressing appointment with a chamberpot.
“Matthew Corbett, please meet a rested and recovered Beryl Grigsby. Oh.” The old man gave a smile and a wink. “She’s informed me that she’s no longer called ‘Beryl.’ It’s Berry now. These youngsters!”
“How do you do, Miss Grigsby,” Matthew said to the shadowed face, and he caught a quick, reluctant “How do you do, Mr. Corbett,” in return and—horrors!—a glimpse of a smile from a pretty-enough mouth but within it a gap between the front teeth that shivered his timbers. “Well,” Matthew said, “very nice to meet you and I hope you have a successful stay in our fair town. Good day to you both.” With a polite but firm smile to Grigsby, Matthew turned and began walking—quickly, quickly—up the hill toward the pottery shop.
“Uh…oh, Matthew! Please wait a moment, won’t you?”
Matthew certainly did not wait. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw that Grigsby had seized the girl’s hand and was coming after him. The devil of this was that Matthew was well aware of the printmaster’s powers of persuasion. If he let Grigsby set a hook, he’d have this blowsy girl harpooned to his hip before he could say Jack Robinson. He kept going, feeling as if he were in a foot race and wouldn’t be safe until he was up behind his blessed trapdoor.
“We have a question to put to you, Matthew!” Grigsby said, unwilling to take no answer for an answer. “Rather, Berry does! Please, Matthew, just give us a moment!”
Matthew was almost knocked off his feet by a pair of dogs that, chasing each other with wild abandon, squirted out between two houses and darted across the Broad Way. He had time to see that the chaser, a dusty yellow dog with as near a grin as an animal might conjure, was wearing a rope collar and trailed a long length of rope behind itself, having broken loose from a recent confinement. Up ahead was the pottery, and also coming south along the Broad Way was a farmer sitting up on a one-horse wagon, behind which was being towed the biggest bull Matthew had ever seen. He realized in another few seconds that his entry into the pottery was going to be blocked by the bullwagon until it creaked past, and so he gave himself up to his fate and turned to meet the Grigsbys just as the old inkspotter nearly fell upon him.
“My Lord!” Grigsby’s forehead sparkled with sweat and his eyes were huge behind his spectacles. “What’s the hurry?”
“I’ve had a long, hard day. My hurry is to get home, have supper, and go to an early bed.”
“Understandable, of course, but your plan may coincide with our question. Would you care to dine with us this evening?”
Matthew still had not gotten a good look at the face beneath the hat, though he caught a glimpse of curly red hair. He focused his attention on Grigsby. “I’m sorry, Marmy. Some other time, really.”
“Whoa, whoa!” the farmer called to his horse, and he lowered his wagon-brake almost exactly in front of the pottery’s display window. He clambered down as Matthew glared at him. Behind the wagon, the bull stomped and snorted. “Watch him!” the farmer cautioned. “Brutus has got a bad temper!”
“Thank you, sir,” Matthew shot back. Then, as the farmer tended to drawing tighter the thick rope that tethered Brutus from nose ring to the wagon before they got further into town, Matthew turned again to Grigsby. “Not this evening, but some other time. Honestly.”
“You do look beat. What were you up to today?”
“I was—” out of town, he began to say, but thought better of it lest his trip to visit the Queen of Bedlam become broadsheet fodder. “Just busy.”
Grigsby started to speak again, but what he was going to say would have to wait.
For what occurred next happened very fast, starting with the black blur that Matthew realized was a cat streaking under the wagon from the other side of the Broad Way.
Following the feline almost at equal speed was one of the pair of rowdy dogs. Barking with bloodlust, it darted nearly under the horse’s hooves, which made the horse jump in its traces and jerk the wagon two inches forward even against the brake. This motion was enough to trap beneath the right rear wheel the trailing rope of the second dog that came racing after its companion, and suddenly the animal was barking and snarling and tangled up in rope under the bulk of Brutus the bull.
“Oh,” Matthew thought he heard Berry say, or perhaps this was the noise of breath from the farmer’s lungs as the man was knocked through the air like a watermelon when Brutus bucked up off all four legs. The entire rear of the wagon lifted from the ground and the yellow dog shot free and scurried for its miserable life. Brutus, however, was not willing to forgive or forget such an affront so easily, for as the wagon crashed down the bull violently twisted his head and suddenly the plank of wood that secured the metal hook to which Brutus’ nose-ring rope was attached splintered and tore away.
“Great God!” the printmaster hollered, as he backed into Matthew and almost laid both of them low. The bull had done some injury to himself and was bleeding from the nostrils. He began to jump and spin like a monstrous top only mere feet away from where Matthew, Grigsby, and the girl had squeezed themselves together as if to make the thinnest possible target, yet they were all frozen with fear at the sight of a rawhide mountain in the process of earthquake. The ground trembled, the horse screamed and dragged at the wagon, and the farmer was crabbing across the street with his right leg bent oddly at the knee. Brutus leaped and spun and the rope with its attached splintered plank and metal hook shrieked over Matthew’s head.
When Brutus slammed down again and the dust welled up from his hooves, he suddenly stiffened and lowered his head as if to charge. Matthew had an instant to see the reflection of the bull’s face in the pottery’s window glass, and then Brutus gave an enraged bellow and the glass was no more for in a tremendous shatter and crash the bull went right through it and much of the pottery’s front wall.
“Get out! Get out!” Matthew shouted toward the gaping hole by which Brutus had just entered the pottery, but in all this hellation of noise it would have been impossible for anyone to hear. The sounds of destruction within were cataclysmic, as if Armageddon had come to New York with the intent of breaking every cup, platter, and candle holder shaped by the hand of Hiram Stokely. The door, which was hanging by a hinge, abruptly burst from its single restraint. Scrambling out of the doomed shop came Stokely, his face white as a pearl beneath his snowy beard, followed at his heels by Cecily, who Matthew thought might have given a greyhound a run for the money.
The disaster was summoning a crowd from the nearby shops and houses. Someone grabbed the frantic horse’s reins and several other samaritans rushed to aid the hapless farmer. Matthew was in no mood to help anybody; he was wincing at every crash that issued through the hole and pile of debris where the window had been, and now he clearly heard the snapping of a timber like a bone breaking. Brutus had just hit one of the support posts that held up the garret floor. He saw the roof tremble. Shingles popped up like jack-in-the-boxes.
Patience Stokely came running from their house on the other side of the shop, wringing her hands with terror. She saw her husband and flung her arms about him, at the same time burying her face against his shoulder as if she couldn’t bear to witness the onrushing future. Hiram was either stoic or in shock, it was hard to say which, and Cecily just circled ’round and ’round as if trying to bite her tail.
Dust was rolling out of the pottery from a hundred chinks where treenails had exploded from their joints. Still Matthew heard the noise of destruction as Brutus’ fury continued. Somewhere in that cacophony he heard a second timber break. Another support post, he realized, and as he watched the roof tremble again like an old man in a nightmare it dawned on him that one man’s ceiling was another man’s floor.
With another series of explosive crashes, silence fell. Some foolhardy soul tried to look through the hole at the innards of the place but was forced back by the dust.
The silence stretched. Little tinkles of falling glass sounded like sweet music notes, but the concert had been atrocious.
Then suddenly through the ragged aperture came Brutus, a ghostly gray. He pushed himself out like a dog as men shouted and women screamed and surged back to give the beast of the Broad Way room. Brutus stood on the street looking around as if wondering what all the fuss was about, while a few supremely brave or awesomely stupid men crept up on either side and were successful in seizing the nose-ring rope. Brutus gave them what might have been a shrug of his massive shoulders and small glittering pieces of pottery slid off his flanks.
Matthew breathed a sigh of relief. The Stokelys were safe, and that was the important thing.
“Thank God that’s over!” said Marmaduke Grigsby, at Matthew’s side.
There was a noise like a behemoth’s belch, followed by the ominous noise of a hundred boards breaking. The roof seemed to lift upward and hang there for a few seconds, and then as Matthew watched in horror the roof collapsed like a flattened cake. From within the building came the tumult of the gods and a wave of wind and dust that in a matter of seconds had sent a London fog rolling down the Broad Way and turned every man, woman, child, and animal in the throng into a gray-daubed scarecrow.
Matthew was half-blinded. People were staggering around, coughing and hacking. Matthew felt tears in his eyes and thought this would surely make the first story of the next Earwig. It wasn’t every day that an entire building was knocked to the ground by a rampaging bull. He made his way through the murk toward the hole where the window had been, and he was able to see all the way up to the crooked beams of the roof, for no longer was there a ceiling nor garret floor. Amid the wreckage spread before him he could make out a few items that made his throat clutch: here a broken bed, there the pieces of a clothes chest…and, yes, over there what remained of a bookcase that used to have burned underneath the bottom shelf the name and date of Rodrigo de Pallares, Octubre 1690.
He backed away from this sickening scene, and when he turned around he saw through the drifting pall the girl watching him.
She had either removed her hat or lost it, and the long curly tresses of red hair that had been caught up underneath now spilled in waves over her shoulders. Though she was as dusty as everyone else, still she seemed oblivious to this discomfort. She said nothing, but perhaps she saw the hurt in his eyes for she too had a wounded look as if sharing the pain he felt at the destruction of his home. She had a finely chiselled nose and a firm jaw that on a smaller girl with more delicate features might have been too wide or too strong, but she was neither small nor delicate. She simply looked at him, sadly, as the dust floated around and between them. Matthew took a step forward and felt terribly light-headed. He sat down—or rather, sank down—upon the street, and that was when he realized that he was the object of a second female’s attention.
Cecily was sitting on her haunches nearby, regarding him with a slightly tilted head. Her ears twitched. Was there a shine in those piggy little eyes? Could a pig smile, and in so smiling say I told you, didn’t I?
“Yes,” Matthew answered, recalling all those knee-bumps and snout-shoves. “You did.”
The disaster had at last arrived, as Cecily had predicted. He listened to the last few notes of falling glass and popping treenails, and then he drew his knees up to his chin and sat there staring at nothing until Hiram Stokely came to clasp his arm and help him to his feet.





twenty-eight 
TWO HOURS AFTER the destruction of Stokely’s pottery, Matthew sat drinking his third glass of wine at a table in the Trot Then Gallop with a half-finished platter of whitefish before him. Sitting with him at the table were Marmaduke Grigsby and Berry, who had taken him to dine and joined both in his tribulations and his drinking. A pewter cup that had been set at mid-table, put there by Felix Sudbury to garner donations from the Trot’s regulars, held in total three shillings, six groats, and fourteen duits, which was not a bad haul. Sudbury had been kind enough to give Matthew his dinner and drink free this evening, and of course the consolation helped but did not lift Matthew’s mood from the basement.
He was shamed by his distress, for though he’d lost his living quarters the Stokelys had lost their livelihood. Going through all that wreckage, with Patience sobbing quietly at Hiram’s side, had been a torment of grief. Almost everything except the odd cup or plate had been shattered, and all of Matthew’s furniture broken to bits. He’d been able to salvage some clothes and he’d found his small leather pouch of savings which totalled about a pound and three shillings, all of which now sat on the floor beside him in a canvas bag Patience had brought him from the house. A few of his cherished books had survived, but he would gather those up later. It had heartened him to hear Hiram vow to take his own savings and rebuild the pottery as soon as was possible, and he had no doubt that within a month the building would start rising again from the shards.
But it had been a damnable thing. The whitefish didn’t go down very well and the wine wasn’t strong enough to put him to sleep. The problem being, where to sleep?
“It was my fault, you know.”
Matthew looked across the table into Berry’s face. She had scrubbed the dust off in a bucket of water, and by the glow of the table’s lamp Matthew could see the fine scattering of freckles across her sunburned cheeks and the bridge of her nose. The red hair shone with copper highlights and a curl hung down across her forehead over one unplucked eyebrow. She had clear, expressive eyes the exact shade of deep blue as her grandfather’s, and they did not melt from Matthew’s gaze. He had already judged her as more an earthy milkmaid than an erudite teacher. He could see her pitching hay in a barn, or plucking corn off the stalks. She was a pretty girl, yes, if you didn’t care for the dainty type. Out to make her way in the world, a little adventurous, a little wild, probably a lot foolish. And then there were those gap-spaced front teeth, which she hadn’t shown since that first quick smile from under the hat, but he knew they were there and he’d been waiting for them to pop out. What else about her resembled her grandfather? He would not like to think.
“Your fault?” he answered, and he took another drink of wine. “How?”
“My bad luck. Hasn’t he told you?” This was punctuated by a nod of her head toward Marmaduke.
“Oh, nonsense,” Grigsby replied with a scowl. “Accidents happen.”
“They do, but they happen to me all the time. Even to other people, if I’m anywhere nearby.” She reached for her own glass of wine and took down a swig that Matthew thought Greathouse would have approved of. “Like what happened to the preacher, on the Sarah Embry.”
“Don’t start that again,” Grigsby said, or rather pleaded. “I’ve told you what the other passengers have verified. It was an accident, and if anyone was to blame it was the captain himself.”
“That’s not true. I dropped the soap. If not for that, the preacher wouldn’t have gone over.”
“All right.” Matthew was weary and heartsick, but never let it be said that a good argument couldn’t revive the spirit. “Suppose you do have bad luck. Suppose you carry it around and spread it out like fairy dust. Suppose your just being on the spot caused that bull to go mad, but of course we’ll have to forget about the cat and the dogs. Also about the bull seeing his reflection in the glass window. I don’t know the particulars of any other incidents, but it seems to me that you would rather see happenstance as bad luck because…” He shrugged.
“Because what?” she challenged, and Matthew thought he may have gone a red hair too far.
“Because,” he said, rising to the bait, “happenstance is dull. It is the everyday order of things that sometimes explodes in unfortunate chaos or accidents, but to say that you have bad luck that causes these things elevates you above the crowd into the realm of…” Again, he felt he was treading near quicksand that had a bit of volcanic activity going on underneath it, so he shut his mouth.
“Let’s all have another drink,” Grigsby suggested, giddily.
“The realm of what?” came back the question.
Matthew levelled his gaze at her and let her have it. “The realm, miss, of rare air where resides those who require a special mixture of self-pity and magic powers, both of which are sure magnets of attention.”
Berry did not reply. Were her cheeks reddening, or was that the sunburn? Matthew thought he saw her eyes gleam, in the way that light had leaped off the rapier blade Greathouse had swung at him. He realized he was sitting across the table from a girl who relished a good tangle.
“Be nice, be nice,” Grigsby muttered in his wine.
“I can assure you, sir,” said Berry, and there came a little glimpse of the gap as she gave a fleeting smile, “that I have neither self-pity nor powers of magic. I’m simply telling you what I know to be true. All my life I have been plagued by—or caused others to be plagued by—incidents of bad luck. How many to count? Ten, twenty, thirty? One is enough, believe me. Fires, coach accidents, broken bones, near drownings, and in the case of the preacher a sure drowning…all the above and more. I take the incident today as part of my spread of ‘fairy dust,’ as you so eloquently put it. By the way, you still have a lot of fairy dust in your hair.”
“Unfortunately I have not been able to bathe today. I regret the inconvenience to your sensibilities.”
“Children,” Grigsby said, “I’m glad we’re all getting along so well, but it might do to consider the hard earth of reality for a moment. Where are you going to sleep tonight, Matthew?”
A good question, but Matthew shrugged to mask his uncertainty. “I’m sure I’ll find a place. A boarding house, I suppose. Or maybe Mr. Sudbury would let me sleep in the back for just the one night.”
“The time to clear streets is getting near. It wouldn’t do to be walking from house to house after eight-thirty. Unless, of course, you wanted to sleep in the gaol.” Grigsby drank down the rest of his wine and pushed his glass aside. “Listen, Matthew, I have an idea.”
Matthew listened, though he was wary of Grigsby’s ideas. Berry also seemed to be giving her grandfather her full attention as he worked himself up to speak.
“I’d offer my house, but with Beryl…uh…Berry there now, I think you’d find it somewhat restrictive. I do suggest a second option, though. The Dutch dairy, beside my house.”
The brick outbuilding where Grigsby kept printing supplies and press parts. Matthew knew that as a former “cool house” where milk and other perishables had once been stored, it would certainly be a nice change of temperature from his garret, but there was at least one problem. “Doesn’t it have a dirt floor?”
“Nothing a throw rug couldn’t fix,” said Grigsby.
“Last call, gentlemen! Last call!” shouted Mr. Sudbury, with a pull on the bell that hung over the bar. “Closing in ten minutes!”
“I don’t know.” Matthew avoided looking at Berry, though he could feel her eyes on him. “It would be awfully small, wouldn’t it?”
“How much room do you need? Berry and I could clear some space for you, and I have a cot you might use. As you say, just for one night. Or however long you wish, as my guest.”
Ah, Matthew thought. Here’s the catch. Putting him in close proximity to Berry, so that he might be talked into beginning his duties as a supervisor. “No windows in the place,” he said. “I’m used to a view.”
“What are you going to look out at, in the dark? Come, Matthew! It’s just serving as a storeroom now. Plenty of space for a cot, and I could probably find a small writing desk for you as well, if you’d need that. A lantern to brighten the place, and it’s home for a night.”
Matthew drank some more wine and considered it. He was terribly tired, and didn’t care where he slept tonight as long as it was clean. “No mice, are there?”
“None. It’s as secure as a fort. Lock on the door and the key’s in my bureau.”
He nodded and then cast a swift glance at Berry. “What do you say about it?”
“I say, do as you please. Unless you fear another stroke of my bad luck.”
“What, doesn’t it ever run out?”
“Not that I’ve noticed.”
“I don’t believe in bad luck.”
“But surely, sir,” she said with false sweetness, “you believe in good luck? Why should you not believe that a person might be born under a dark cloud?”
“I think your dark cloud is self-made,” Matthew answered, and again he saw the warning glint in her eyes. He kept going nevertheless. “But perhaps it’s not attention you’re seeking after all. Perhaps it’s a dark cloud to hide under.”
“To hide under?” Her mouth gave a slight twist. “What might I be hiding from?”
“The issue at hand,” interjected Grigsby, which was fine for Matthew because he didn’t wish to fence with the girl any further, “is not dark clouds but where to spend a dark night. What say you, Matthew?”
“I don’t say.” If Berry had indeed been born under a dark cloud, she had the knack of raining all over other people as well. Matthew realized he’d finished his third glass of wine yet he thirsted for a little more numbheadedness.
“Well, Berry and I ought to be going. Come, granddaughter.” Grigsby and the girl stood up from the table, and she walked on out of the tavern without a backward glance. “Forgive her, Matthew. She’s on edge. You understand. That with the ship and all. Can you blame her?”
“Her luck may be questionable, but her bad manners are unfortunately not.”
“I do think she feels she had something to do with the disaster. Her mere presence, I suppose. But don’t concern yourself, she’ll warm up to you very soon.”
Matthew frowned. “Why should I care if she warms up to me or not?”
“Just a neighborly comment, that’s all. Now listen, I meant what I said about the lodgings. Would that suit you?”
“I haven’t decided, but thank you anyway.”
“If you do decide in the positive, I’ll leave a lantern for you next to the door and on the door a cord with the key. All right?”
Matthew was going to reply with a shrug, for Berry’s petulance was catching, but instead he sighed and said, “All right. I’m going to have another drink first.”
“Mind the decree,” Grigsby cautioned, and then he also left the Trot.
Matthew asked Sudbury for another half-glass of wine and drank it while he set up a chess problem on one of the boards and played it out. Sudbury announced closing time, as it was eight o’clock, and finally Matthew picked up his bag of dusty belongings, thanked Sudbury for his kind hospitality, and left the man a shilling from his donation cup. He was the last customer out, and heard the door being bolted behind him.
It was a warm and pleasant night. Matthew turned right onto Crown Street and then took the corner south onto Smith Street. He was planning on walking a circle, to turn left onto Wall Street and then back up Queen Street along the waterfront to Grigsby’s house. He needed some air and some time to think. A bit of wooziness softened his vision, but he was all right, mostly. The street-corner lamps were lit, stars sparkled in the sky, and far to the east, over the Atlantic, a distant thunderstorm flickered. Matthew passed a few people rushing to get indoors before the decree began at eight-thirty, but he kept his pace unhurried as he walked along Wall Street. His mind was not on Brutus the bull nor the destruction of the pottery, but instead on the mysterious lady at the asylum.
A trip to Philadelphia was indeed in his future, but if Primm would offer up no information, then how was the Queen of Bedlam to be identified? By stopping every citizen of that town on the streets and describing the woman? Greathouse was right; it was an impossible task. But then, how?
That girl was maddening. Bad luck and a dark cloud. Ridiculous.
Back to the problem of identifying the woman. He felt now as if he’d overplayed his hand with Greathouse. You being the chief investigator on this, Greathouse had said. Did the man mean for Matthew to go to Philadelphia alone, and this basically his first case for the agency? That was a fine initiation, wasn’t it?
And the girl needed a lesson in manners, too. But there was something else in her eyes behind that flash of anger, Matthew thought. Perhaps it’s a dark cloud to hide under. Was there more truth to that than he’d realized?
He came to the corner of Wall Street and stopped in the glow of the lamp there to check his watch. Almost quarter after eight. He still had time, for Grigsby’s house was just two blocks north up the harbor street. He took a moment to rewind the watch and then started off again, his mind moving between the mad lady and the maddening girl.
Once more lightning flashed, far at sea. The dark shapes of ships stood on his right, their spars and masts towering overhead. The commingled smells of tar, pine, and dockwater drifted to him. He was about midway between Wall Street and King Street, his mind fixed now on the demands of a six-day journey to Philadelphia—three days there and three back—when he heard a crunch behind him.
It came to him that it was the noise of a boot on gravel or an oyster shell, and he was about to be—
At the same instant as the hair raised on the back of his neck and he started to twist around, an arm seized him by the throat, bodily lifted him off the ground, and pulled him hard against the rough brick wall of a shopfront to his left. He had dropped his bag, for he was fighting for voice and breath and could find neither. His legs kicked, his body thrashed to no avail, and then a voice muffled by a wrapping of cloth whispered, very close to his ear, “Be quiet and still. Just listen.”
Matthew was in no mood to listen. He was trying to get the wind back in his lungs to shout for help, but the arm around his throat tightened and he felt the blood pound at his temples. His vision swam.
“I have something for you,” said the voice. An object was pressed into Matthew’s right hand, which convulsively gripped and then opened again to let the thing fall. “I have marked a page. Pay heed to it.”
Matthew was near passing out. His head felt about to explode.
The muffled voice whispered, “Eben Ausley was—”
A moving lantern came around the corner of King Street, and suddenly the pressure of the arm was gone. As Matthew slumped to the ground, his eyes full of red sparks and blue pinwheels, he heard the noise of someone running south. Then the noise abruptly vanished and his thought through the mindfog was that whoever it was had slipped between buildings farther along the street.
The Masker’s trick, he realized.
He must have made a sound of some kind—possibly an animalish grunt or a ragged whistle as he drew air into his lungs—because suddenly the lamplight was directed down at him as he sat there stupidly blinking his eyes and rubbing his throat.
“Oh, looky here!” said the man behind the lantern. It was the nasty voice of a predatory little bully. “Who do we have but the clerk?”
A black billyclub came down and rested on Matthew’s left shoulder. Matthew made a gasping noise but still could not speak.
Dippen Nack leaned forward and sniffed the air. “Drunk, are you? And so near the clearin’ of streets, too. What am I to make o’ this?”
“Help me,” Matthew managed to say. His eyes had watered and he tried to get his legs under him but was having no success. “Help me up.”
“I’ll help you up, a’right. I’ll help you right to the gaol. I thought you were such an abider of the law, Corbett. What’s old Powers gonna say about this, eh?”
The billyclub rapped Matthew on the shoulder, which made him determined to get up the next time he tried. As he put his hand down to the ground for support he felt the object that had been forced upon him. He retrieved it and saw it was a small rectangular shape wrapped in brown paper. Sealed with plain white wax, he noted. He angled it toward Nack’s light and saw quilled on the paper in block letters his name: Corbett.
“Come on. Up. I’d say not only are you stinkin’ drunk, but you’ve violated Cornhole’s decree.” Again the billyclub struck Matthew’s shoulder, harder this time. A sting of pain coursed along Matthew’s arm. “Five seconds and I’m draggin’ you up by the hair.”
Matthew got up. The world spun around him a few revolutions, but he lowered his head and gulped in air and the dizziness passed. He held the brown-paper object in his right hand and dug for his watch with the left.
“I’m arrestin’ you, in case it’s so hard to figger out. Start walkin’,” Nack commanded.
Matthew opened the watch and offered it to the light. “It’s eight-twenty.”
“Well, maybe I can’t afford a fancy watch like that—and Lord only knows how you got it—but I don’t need one to know my duty. You’re drunk and it’s a good walk to the gaol. ’Bout a ten-or twelve-minute walk if I know my streets.”
“I’m not drunk. I was attacked.”
“Oh, were you, now? Who attacked you?” Nack gave a chortle. “The fuckin’ Masker?”
“Maybe it was him, I don’t know.”
Nack thrust the lantern into Matthew’s face. “So why aren’t you dead?”
Matthew couldn’t supply an answer.
“Let’s go,” said Nack, and pressed the billyclub’s tip up against Matthew’s throat.
Matthew stiffened his legs so he would not be moved. “I’m not going to the gaol,” he said. “I’m going home, because I’m not in violation of the decree.” Home being a windowless Dutch dairy or not, he planned on waking up in the morning a free man.
“You’re resistin’ arrest, is that it?”
“I’m telling you what I’m going to do and advising that you go about your business.”
“Is that so?”
“Let’s just forget this, shall we? And thank you for your help.”
Nack wore a crooked grin. “I think you need to be knocked down a peg.” He lifted the club and Matthew realized the man meant to brain him.
But if Nack thought that Matthew was drunk and incapable of defense, the brutish constable was presently and unpleasantly surprised, for Matthew shifted the paper-wrapped object to his left hand and used his right fist to protest violently against Nack’s mouth. The sound was like a fat codfish being smacked with an oar. Nack staggered, his eyes wide, and the billyclub cleaved empty air where Matthew had stepped aside.
Nack had perhaps three seconds of stunned immobility. Then the constable’s face took on the enraged snarl of an animal—a maddened muskrat, perhaps—and he came in again, once more lifting the club. Matthew stood firm. Something that Hudson Greathouse had said during their first fencing lesson came to him very clearly: you must take dominance of the action from your opponent. Matthew figured that applied to fist-fighting as well as rapiers. He took a step in to block the blow with his left forearm and let fly with his right fist into Nack’s nose. There was a wet-sounding pop. The constable fell back, almost skidding on his bootheels. He coughed and snorted and blood spurted from both nostrils, and then he cupped a hand over his wounded snout as the tears of pain flooded out of his eyes.
Matthew showed Nack his fist, cocked for another greeting. “Do you wish some more, sir?”
Nack just made a mewling noise. Matthew waited for another attack, which tonight would be the third he’d endured. Then Nack lowered his head, turned around, and walked swiftly back the way he’d come, taking the left onto King Street and carrying the lantern’s light with him.
Good riddance! Matthew almost shouted at the man’s back, but now with the light gone he didn’t feel so brave. Whether Nack would go running to find another constable, Matthew didn’t know nor did he particularly care. He picked up his bag, looked behind him to make sure no one was sweeping in on him again to lock an iron arm around his throat, and began walking at his own rapid pace toward Grigsby’s house.
Never had Matthew been so glad to see a light, even if it was just the punched-tin lantern sitting on the ground beside the outbuilding’s door. The cord with the key hung on the doorhandle, as promised. Matthew unlocked the door, went down three steps with the lantern, and found himself in a space about half that of the garret. The hard-packed dirt on the ground was the color of cinnamon. The walls were plastered and painted, suitably, a cream color. An uncomfortable-looking deerskin cot had been set up for him. Well, it was better than the dirt. Or was it? To the credit of Grigsby’s hospitality, though, Matthew saw that he’d been supplied a small round table on which sat a waterbowl, a few matches, and a tinderbox. On the floor next to the cot was a chamberpot. He would have to share the space with a stack of wooden boxes, some buckets, an assortment of press parts, a shovel, axe, and other implements and unknown items wrapped up with canvas. Because the floor was so low and there were air-vents in the bricks just below the roof, the place was comfortably cool. For one night, it would do. The only problem, he realized soon enough, was that there was no latch on this side of the door. It would stay closed, but of course would not be locked. He would have to figure out how to somehow secure it.
Matthew then turned his attention to the object that had been so roughly gifted to him. He opened the wax seal and the paper unfolded to reveal a small black notebook with gold leaf ornamentation on the cover. His heart gave a kick that Brutus might have envied. He’d never seen the gold leaf design up close before. It was a square of scrollwork, too elegant for its owner.
Eben Ausley’s missing notebook. Here in his hands. Given to him by whom?
The Masker?
Matthew sat down on the cot, pulled the table near, and put the lantern on top of it with the lid open to afford the most light. I have something for you, the muffled voice had whispered.
It was incredible, Matthew thought. Yet here it was. For whatever reason, the Masker had to have taken the notebook from Ausley’s body, and for whatever reason delivered it by means of an arm around the throat. But no blade to the throat. Why not?
I have marked a page. Pay heed to it.
Matthew saw that a page was dog-eared toward the last third of the book. He opened it to that leaf, noting the brown stain that ran along the top of the book and had stuck some of the pages together, for there was evidence a blade had been used to cut them apart. He held the dog-eared page to the light, and saw written by Ausley’s crimped hand and lead pencil a strange listing.

After that page followed a few blank pages. Matthew went back to the first page and skimmed through what he soon realized was evidence of Ausley’s disordered mind. Matthew had been not far wrong in assuming that the headmaster was as addicted to his note-taking as to his gambling, for scrawled down were amounts paid for food and drink for his charges, amounts due from various charities and the churches, notes on the weather, listings—of course—of winnings and losings at the tavern tables, notes on the playing styles of different gamblers, and—yes—even jottings on what the man had been eating for lunch and supper and the ease or difficulty of his bowel movements. It was a combination ledger book and personal journal. Matthew found his own name several times in such listings as Corbett the bastard follows me again damn his eyes and Corbett again the shit something must be done. Dark stains on some of the pages may have been patches of Ausley’s blood or spilled wine from a boisterous night at the tables.
Matthew returned to the dog-eared page and once more read over the series of names and numbers.
The Masker had said Eben Ausley was—
“Was what?” Matthew asked quietly, of the lantern’s flame.
Though he wished to read the notebook carefully from beginning to end, he was being overcome by weariness. It made no sense to him whatsoever, that the Masker should give him this book. Should mark a page for him. Should refrain from cutting his throat, for wasn’t murder the Masker’s motive?
Murder, he thought. Murder. Yes, but for a purpose.
It does not serve his purpose to murder me, Matthew realized. It serves his purpose for me to understand this page he has marked.
My God, Matthew thought. The Masker wants me to help him.
Do what?
He couldn’t think about this anymore tonight. He closed the notebook and put it atop the table. Then he got up and set the lantern on the first step, where the opening door would knock it over and give him at least a warning. It was the best he could do. He decided against extinguishing the candle; let it go out on its own.
He took off his shoes, stretched out on the deerskin, and quickly fell away into sleep. But the last image in his mind was not the skulking Masker nor the silent Queen of Bedlam nor Reverend Wade weeping in the night nor any number of things that might have been; it was Berry Grigsby’s face across the table in the Trot, golden and freckled in the lamplight, her eyes penetrating his and her voice asking, as if in challenge,
What might I be hiding from?






twenty-nine 
IT WAS AN EERIE MORNING to which Matthew awakened, for when he came up from sleep he wasn’t certain that the events of yesterday hadn’t been just a wretched dream. Therefore when he found himself on the deerskin cot in the dim light that filtered through the air-vents, with Eben Ausley’s notebook on the table, his body stiff and sore from being yanked off his feet by the Masker’s arm and the memory of the pottery’s destruction still crashing in his mind, he squeezed his eyes shut again for a while and lay still as if to avoid life itself until he felt strong enough to receive it.
Oh, his back hurt! He got up, wondering how the Indians could bear it. His first task was to get a match aflame and light the lamp. The candle had burned down to almost nothing, yet there remained a small stub and a bit of wick that sputtered but finally accepted the fire. He felt the same as that wick. Then, in the meager illumination, Matthew picked up the notebook to make sure it was real. He turned again to the dog-eared page, held it nearer the light, and examined the names and numbers pencilled there.
Matthew assumed they were the names of orphans. The Two beside the Jacob would mean he was the second Jacob in the group but his surname was unknown; the same as John Five. The lines of numbers were a mystery. And then there were the other markings: Rejct, Chapel, and what might have been dates. The ninth of May, twentieth and twenty-eighth of June. The last entry bearing no notation or date. He looked at the word Rejct.
Reject? Why had Ausley not simply added the second e? Or was it a shorthand for Rejected?
The word Chapel next drew his attention. He knew the orphanage did have a chapel. Just a small room with a few benches in it, really. In Matthew’s time there, the churchmen occasionally came to make sure the orphans were following the righteous path. Otherwise the chapel would have been just another chilly chamber for bunks.
Matthew had a sense of unease about that word. Was he looking at a record of Ausley’s more recent “punishments”? And had that bastard committed his sickening deeds in the chapel, of all places?
But the notation Rejected did not fit, in that context. If that was really the word, then Rejected for what? And by whom? Why also was there no notation next to the last name?
He reasoned that he would have to put together a time span for this notebook. When Ausley filled up one, he likely went right to the next. The notebook might have been his fifth or fifteenth. Just going by the dates on the list, this particular volume of Ausley’s great deeds would have been started around the second week of May.
The wick began to spit again. Matthew decided it was time to rejoin the world. His stomach was also making itself heard, calling for breakfast. When he checked his watch, he was shocked to see the time was nearly eight o’clock. He’d been more weary than he’d realized, as he usually woke around six. He spent a moment splashing cool water in his face, but there was neither soap nor towel. After getting some breakfast he intended to visit the barber for a shave and bath, for he had both the grit of travel and the dust of disaster in his pores.
He took a clean—clean being a relative term—light blue shirt from his bag and put it on, along with a pair of fresh stockings. The two pair of breeches in the bag were about as grimy as the pair he’d slept in, so he made no change in that regard. Then he put Ausley’s notebook into the bag under the breeches and the bag under the cot. He walked out into a brilliant sunshine that at first blinded him; it was darker than he’d thought in the Dutch dairy, which was of course the purpose. He locked the door behind him.
Marmaduke Grigsby answered his knock and invited him in, and soon Matthew was sitting at the table in Grigsby’s kitchen as the printmaster cut slices of salted bacon for him and broke two eggs into a pan over the hearth’s small fire. A cup of strong dark tea tore away the last cobwebs in Matthew’s mind.
Matthew started in on his breakfast, which was absolutely delicious, and drank down a mug of apple cider before he asked, “I presume Berry’s sleeping late?”
“Sleeping late? That girl hardly sleeps at all. She’s been up and out almost before sunrise.”
“Really? Where to so early?”
“Gone up Queen Street. Looking for a place, as she put it, to catch the morning light.”
Matthew paused with a piece of bacon half-chewed in his mouth. “Catch the light? Why?”
“Her fascination,” said Grigsby, as he poured a cup of tea for himself from the pot. “Didn’t I tell you? That she has hopes of becoming an artist? Well, she already is an artist, I mean, but she hopes to make some money off it.” Grigsby sat down across from Matthew. “Your breakfast all right?”
“Fine, thank you, and I do appreciate your hospitality.” Matthew finished his bacon before he spoke again. “An artist? I thought she planned to be a teacher.”
“Yes, that’s the plan. Headmaster Brown’s going to interview her for a position next week. But Berry’s always been interested in drawing and such, even as a little girl. She got the tar spanked out of her once, as I recall, for fingerpainting the family dog.”
“Somehow, I’m not surprised.”
Grigsby smiled at Matthew’s tone of voice, but then he frowned and said, “Aren’t you due at work? I know that might be difficult today, but surely you ought to at least speak to Magistrate Powers.”
“I’ve been discharged,” Matthew answered, and then wished he hadn’t because instantly the printmaster’s gaze sharpened and he leaned closer over the table.
“What’s happened? Was Powers fired?”
“No. I might as well tell you that the magistrate is leaving New York. He has an offer for a better job in the Carolina colony. Working with his brother on Lord Kent’s tobacco plantation.” Matthew knew the shine in Grigsby’s eyes behind those spectacles meant an item of news was being born for the next Earwig. “Now listen, Marmy, that’s not to be printed. I mean it.” If an Earwig could get to the asylum in Westerwicke, one could also find its way to Professor Fell. “It’s important that you understand, the information is confidential.”
“And why is it so confidential, then?” Grigsby watched him carefully. Absentmindedly, the printmaster reached over to a bowl of walnuts and removed one. “It’s a change of residence and position, yes? Or is it something more?”
“It’s just confidential, that’s all. I expect you to refrain from printing it.”
“Refrain.” Grigsby grimaced. “Now that’s a strong word, isn’t it? Particularly to a man in my profession.” The hand with the walnut in it flew up against his forehead. There was a pistol-shot crack and with no ill effect whatsoever Grigsby separated nut from broken shell. “You know, with the Masker not killing anyone since the decree began, I have to take the news as it comes. It’s my duty to report the facts, so to have to refrain can be difficult.” He paused in his chewing of the walnut to sip at his tea with a slurping noise and then looked at Matthew over the cup’s rim. “What do you honestly think of Berry?”
“I have no thoughts.”
“Surely you do.” He chose a second nut from the bowl. “She made you a little angry last night, didn’t she?”
Matthew shrugged.
“She did. She has that way about her. Speaks her mind. All that malarkey about the bad luck. I’m not sure if she really believes it or not. But you may be right.” Crack! shattered the shell.
“About what?” Matthew busied himself with finishing the eggs. How did the man do that? And not a mark on his forehead. The skull must be made of iron, the flesh of leather.
“Her creating a dark cloud to hide under. I think it’s because she likes her freedom. She doesn’t want to give it up to anyone. Particularly a husband, though she came close to the altar with that young man who broke out in the blotches. Also I think she doesn’t want to be hurt. That could be a reason for creating a dark cloud, couldn’t it?”
“Yes, it could be,” Matthew agreed.
“You know,” Grigsby said, chewing, “you have the damnedest way of pretending not to pay attention when you’re taking everything in. It’s infuriating.”
“Oh, is it? I’m sorry.”
“Well, I don’t want her to be hurt,” Grigsby went on. “You know what I mean. Berry’s not exactly a clothes-horse, nor does she give a fig about the latest fads. She couldn’t care less about those French hairstyles and the new dances, which seem to consume the minds of almost every girl her age in this town.”
“The ones who aren’t married, at least,” Matthew said.
“Yes, and that’s another thing.” A third nut was selected, forehead-cracked, and eaten. “The young men around here are not to be trusted. Listen, I could tell you stories that would curl your hair about what some of these young gents get up to with the girls on Saturday nights!”
“Told to you by the widow Sherwyn, I presume?”
“Yes, and others as well. These young men are like ravenous wolves, eager to snap up whatever innocent morsel they can find! I think it must be something in the water.”
“Spoken like a true grandfather.” Matthew tipped his teacup to the man.
Grigsby sat back. He pushed his spectacles up onto his forehead and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Ah, me,” he said. “Seeing Berry again…it takes me back, Matthew. She reminds me so much of Deborah. The red hair, the fresh face, the glorious youth. I wasn’t so squat and ugly in my own younger days that I couldn’t attract a pretty girl. It also helped that my father’s printshop did very well and we lived in a nice house. But I wasn’t the landcrab you see before you now, Matthew. Far from it. You know they say a man’s ears, nose, and feet grow larger all his life. True in my case, very true. Unfortunately many other parts grew smaller. Oh, don’t look at me like that!”
“I wasn’t,” said Matthew.
“Here’s the rub.” Grigsby returned his spectacles to his eyes, blinked heavily once, and then focused on his guest. “I’d like you to move into the dairyhouse for a while, so you can watch Berry. Keep her out of trouble and away from those young serpents I’ve mentioned. You know who they are, those youngsters of Golden Hill who tear through the taverns and end their evenings on Polly Blossom’s pillows.”
“Indeed,” Matthew said, though this was news to him.
“I can’t keep up with her. And she certainly doesn’t want me tagging along. So I thought you might introduce her to some people more her age. Pave the way for her, so to speak.”
Matthew was slow in answering, as he was still taking in the I’d like you to move into the dairyhouse. “If you haven’t already noticed,” he said, “I’m not at the center of the social whirl. The last time I looked, clerks were not being invited to join the Young New Yorkers, the Bombasters, or the Cavaliers.” Naming three of the social clubs that held dances and parties throughout the year. “I am not one for loud gatherings and so-called merriment.”
“Yes, I know that. You’re steady and dependable, and that’s why I want you to be an example for Berry.”
“You mean her guardian.”
“Well, you might learn something from each other,” Grigsby suggested, with a twitch of his eyebrows. “She to be more responsible, and you to be more…merry-making.”
“Move into the dairyhouse?” Matthew decided to steer toward a firmer shore. “It’s a dungeon in there!”
“It’s a cool, cosy summerhouse. Think of it that way.”
“Summerhouses usually have floors and at least one window. There’s not even a latch on the other side of the door. I could be murdered in my sleep.”
“A latch is no problem. I could easily have one put on the door.” Grigsby then pounced on Matthew’s silence. “You can live there free of charge, as long as you please. Eat your meals here, if you like. And I also could use your help with the printing, so I’d pay you a shilling or two per job.”
“I already have a job. Hopefully it will turn into a profession.” He saw that Grigsby was all ears. “Do you know that notice I had you place? For the Herrald Agency? I’ve joined them.”
“That’s well and good, but what do they do?”
For the next while, Matthew explained to the printmaster his meeting with Katherine Herrald and the agency’s purpose. “She thinks I can be of service, and I’m eager to get started. I understand she and her associate, Mr. Greathouse, are close to renting office space.”
“Problem solving?” Grigsby shrugged. “I suppose it might go over. Especially if the agency hired out to City Hall to help with criminal cases. I’m not sure what Bynes or Lillehorne would think of it, but there’s the possibility.” He cast a sharp eye at Matthew. “Ah ha! You’re working on finding the Masker, aren’t you? Has the city already given that over?”
“No. I am working on finding the Masker for Mrs. Deverick, though. As a private concern. I’m waiting for her to respond to some questions I sent her in a letter. The agency has some other things going on, as well.” He dared not mention the Queen of Bedlam, for he wished that to remain his own business. Neither did he want to speak the name of Professor Fell. “So you see, I do have a future.” He quickly corrected himself. “A job, I mean.”
“I never doubted that you had a future.” Grigsby finished his tea before he spoke again. “I still would like for you to move into the dairyhouse and keep watch…I mean keep company with Berry. Whatever you wish to do with the dairyhouse as far as making it more comfortable, I am at your service. And I do have some money saved up to work with.”
“I appreciate the gesture, but I expect I can find a room somewhere. That’s not to say I wouldn’t be willing to help you with the print jobs, if time allows it.”
“Very kind of you, very kind.” Grigsby stared at a pineknot on the table. “But you know, Matthew, it would be difficult for me to refrain from printing a certain item concerning Magistrate Powers if you weren’t…say…living on the premises.”
Matthew’s mouth fell open. “Tell me,” he said quietly, “that you didn’t just stoop to what I think you stooped to.”
“What did I stoop to?”
“You know what! Marmy, I can’t nursemaid your granddaughter! And I’ll bet she’d brain you on the skull with that frying pan if she even knew you were suggesting it!” Little good the frying pan would do, he thought.
“Then she ought not to know, for the sake of my skull.”
“She ought to find her own way here! She doesn’t need my help! I’d say she can take care of herself well enough, bad luck or not.”
“Possibly true. But I’m not asking you to nursemaid her or watch her every move. I’m simply asking you to show her around. Introduce her to people. Take her to dinner a time or two. Listen…before you decide anything, will you at least go talk to her? Try to get to know her a little better? I hate the idea that you and she got off on the wrong foot.” He watched Matthew scowl. “You being one of my favorite people, and she being another. Just go and talk to her for a little while. Would you do that for an old addlepated grandpa?”
“Addlepated is right,” Matthew said. Then he drew in a long breath and let it out and figured he could at least speak to the confounded girl before he went on his way. Grigsby wouldn’t print the item about Magistrate Powers; he was bluffing. Wasn’t he? Matthew pushed his chair back and stood up. “Where did you say she went?” he asked glumly.
“Up Queen Street. Looking for—”
“A place to catch the morning light, yes, I know.” He started for the door and then turned back. “Marmy, if she bites my head off I’m not going to have anything more to do with her. Is that agreed?”
The printmaster regarded him over the lenses. “I’ll go ahead and get the locksmith to work. Does that suit you?”
Matthew left the house before he said words no gentleman should utter. Since he was going walking, he decided he ought to take his bag of dirty clothes to the widow Sherwyn, so he went back into the dairyhouse—was the place even smaller than it had been last night?—and retrieved the bag from beneath his cot. The notebook was problematic. He didn’t wish to leave it lying about if the locksmith did come today, nor did he wish to be carrying it around town. He lifted one of the shrouds of canvas and found of all things a burlap-covered archery target, well-punctured. Some of the hay stuffing was boiling out. He widened a rip, slid the notebook down into the target, and covered it over once more with the canvas. Then he noted something leaning in the corner alongside the shovel and axe: a rapier with what appeared to be an ivory grip. There was no scabbard. The blade was splotched with rust. Matthew wondered how the sword and the target had gotten in here, but he had places to go and things to do. With the bag in tow, he left the dairyhouse and locked the door behind him.
It took him almost twenty minutes and a walk of well over a mile before he found Berry Grigsby. She had gone north along Queen Street past the hubbub and clatter of shipyards and wharfs until she’d found a pier to her liking. The place was shaded with overhanging trees, and the river washed around house-sized boulders that had been set here by the hand of God. She was sitting out about fifty feet from shore at the very end of her chosen pier, her straw hat on her head and in her lap a pad of sketching paper. She was wearing what looked to be a dress sewn together from patches of a dozen different eye-startling costumes, in colors of peach, lavender, pale blue, and lemon yellow. He didn’t know if he’d be talking to a girl or a fruit bowl.
He bit his lip and called, “Hello!”
Berry looked around at him, waved, and then continued her drawing. She seemed to be concentrating on her view of a green and rolling pasture across the river in Breuckelen. Gulls were swooping over the water, following the white sails of a small packet boat making its way south.
“May I come out?” Matthew called.
“As you wish,” she answered, without pause in her creative labor.
Matthew thought it was a lost cause, but he started out along the pier. It took him only three steps to realize Berry had chosen a wharf that must have been used by the first fur trader to have ever skinned a beaver in New Amsterdam. The thing had been battered by the prows of many long-forgotten boats and spaces gaped between the weather-beaten planks. He stopped, thinking that one misstep or the breaking of a worm-eaten board beneath his feet could give him a bath and douse his clothes at the same time. Then he felt her eyes on him, and he knew he had to go the distance. Besides, the girl had made it, hadn’t she? But why the devil had she chosen this old broken-down pier, of all places?
He kept walking. Every creak and groan sent a shudder up his spine. At one place there was a hole the size of an anvil. He saw dark water below, and he almost stopped and turned around but he was more than halfway to where the girl sat, crosslegged Indian style, and he felt somehow that this was a mission of honor. Or a dare. Whichever, he edged around the hole with its jagged boards and eased forward, step after nervous step.
When he reached Berry, he must have breathed a sigh of relief because she angled her face up at him from under the straw hat and he caught the brief glimpse of a mischievous smile. “Nice morning for a walk, isn’t it, Mr. Corbett?”
“Invigorating.” He felt a bit damp under his arms. She returned to her drawing and Matthew saw she was pencilling a very pleasant scene of the pasture and rolling hills. Beside her was a small box, open to display an assortment of different-hued crayons.
“I don’t think I’ve caught it yet,” Berry said.
“Caught what?”
“The spirit of the place,” she replied. “All that energy.”
“Energy?”
“Forces of nature. Here, this one I’ve finished.” She flipped up her sketch to display the sheet of paper below it, and Matthew thought his eyes might bleed. This previous work, the same scene as the present one, had been attacked with vivid emerald green, pale grass green, streaks of yellow, and splotches of fiery orange and red. It looked to him more like the interior of a blacksmith’s forge than a sunny pastoral view. It was an act of war against Mother Nature, he thought as he looked out across the river to make sure he was seeing what she did. Obviously, he did not. He wondered what the good, witch-fearing folk of Fount Royal would have thought about this picture and the artist who’d created it. Thank God bad taste in art wasn’t a sign of demonic possession, or Berry would have been hanged by her blue stockings. I wouldn’t show that to anyone, he almost said, but he bit his tongue so hard the blood almost bloomed.
“This is the rough work, of course,” she said. “I’ll put it to canvas when I get it right.”
He had to open his mouth. “You know, I don’t see any red or orange over there. Only green. Oh! Was that the sun coming up?”
She let the new drawing fall back to cover the first, as if saying he wasn’t intelligent enough to view it. Her sketching continued. “I’m not trying to capture what is, Mr. Corbett,” she said, with some frost. “I’m trying to capture the essence of the place. You don’t see any red or orange, which is my interpretation of the creative fire of the earth, because you’re only looking at the pasture.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “That’s what I see. A pasture. Is there something I’m missing?”
“Only the element at work beneath the pasture. The surge of life and fire from the heart of the earth. Almost like…well, a cooking fire, I suppose. Or—”
“A blacksmith’s forge?”
“Ah!” Berry smiled up at him. “Now you’ve got it.”
Matthew thought she should never mention phrases like the heart of the earth unless she wished to leave town under tar and feathers en route to Bedlam herself, but decorum prevented putting the thought to voice. “I suppose that’s the modern art style from London?” he asked.
“Heavens, no! Everything’s gray and gloomy on the canvases over there. You’d think the artists washed their brushes with tears. And the portraits! Why is it that everyone wishes to be viewed by history as tight-assed fops? The women even more than the men!”
Matthew had to recover his wits after this scandalous outburst. “Well,” he ventured, “possibly because they are tight-assed fops?”
Berry looked up at him and this time allowed the sun to catch her face. Her blue eyes, clear as diamonds and potentially as cutting, appraised him with a genuine interest for a few seconds, and then she lowered her head and the sketching pencil scratched on.
Matthew cleared his throat. “May I ask why you chose this particular pier? I think it might collapse at any moment.”
“It might,” she agreed. “I didn’t believe anyone else would be foolish enough to walk on it and disturb me while I’m working.”
“Pardon the disturbance.” He gave a slight bow. “I’ll leave you now to the furnace.”
He had just turned to retrace his path over the rickety structure when Berry said, very calmly and matter-of-factly, “I know what my grandfather is asking of you. Oh, he doesn’t know that I know, but he disregards my…call it…intuition. He wants you to watch me, doesn’t he? Keep me out of trouble?”
“Not exactly.”
“What, then? Exactly?” Berry put down her pencil and turned around to give him her full attention.
“He’s asked me to squire you around a bit. Help you get settled.” He was beginning to be annoyed by her sly little smile. “New York may not be London, but there are pitfalls here. Your grandfather simply wishes you not to step into one.”
“I see.” She nodded and angled her head to the side. The sun gleamed on the red curls that fell over her shoulder. “You should know, Mr. Corbett, that you’re being foxed. Before I left England, my father received a letter from Grandda telling him not to worry, for my grandfather was making a vow to find me a husband. You, sir, seem to be the candidate for groom.”
Matthew smiled broadly at the nonsense of that last sentence, but when Berry’s face remained steadfastly serious he felt his smile collapse. “That’s ridiculous!”
“I’m glad we’re of a single mind on the subject.”
“I don’t plan on being married to anyone, anytime soon.”
“And before I marry I plan on making a living from my art.”
An impoverished spinster for life, Matthew thought. “But your teaching is important to you also, isn’t it?”
“It is. I think I have value as a teacher, and I do like children. But art is my true calling.”
More like a yodel at midnight, he thought, but he kept a straight face. “Listen, I assure you I’ll put your grandfather on the straight road about this. He’s been hounding me about moving into the dairyhouse, and now I know why.”
Berry stood up. Her height almost put her eye-to-eye with Matthew. “Don’t be so rash, Mr. Corbett,” she said silkily. “If Grandda puts all his eggs in your basket, he won’t be trying to foist me off on a succession of boring imbeciles whose idea of a plum future is an easy chair and an easy maid. So if you were to play along, it would be to my favor.”
“Really? And what favor would I get out of it? A dirt floor and a dungeon?”
“I’m not saying you would have to…as you put it…squire me around very long. A month, possibly. If that. Just long enough for me to impress my will upon my grandfather.” She blinked and thought better of that last statement. “I mean, impress to my grandfather how important my freedom is. And the fact that I can find my own young man, in my own time.”
“A month?” That word left a sour taste in Matthew’s mouth. “I’d be just as comfortable in the gaol. At least the cells have windows.”
“Think about it, at least. Will you? I’d be in your debt.”
Matthew didn’t wish to give it a moment’s further thought, but here was the point of the pickle: if he did consent to stay in the dairyhouse and at least pretend to serve as Berry’s squire or guardian or whatever the blazing hell Grigsby intended, he could keep that item about Magistrate Powers from turning up in a future Earwig. One month? He could stand it. Maybe.
“I’ll think about it,” he agreed.
“Thank you. Well, I believe I’m done for the morning.” Berry knelt down and began to put away her crayons. “May I walk back with you?” It was obvious now that she was warming to him, as this business of the New York groom had been overcome.
“I’m not going all the way back to Grigsby’s, but you’re welcome to accompany me.” So saying, he cast an uneasy eye along the fifty feet of rotten pier and fervently hoped Berry’s bad luck would not sink them both.
They made it over, though not without Matthew thinking more than once that the next step would take him into the river. Berry gave a laugh when they reached solid ground, as if what was for Matthew an ordeal was for her an adventure. He had the impression that her problem might not be bad luck, but unfortunate choices. Still, she did have a nice laugh.
On their walk back along Queen Street, Berry asked if Matthew had ever been to London and he said regrettably not, but that he hoped to go before long. She then proceeded for the next while to entertain him with descriptions of some of the sights and streets of London that were clearly remembered by the eye of the artist, so richly were they fashioned. He found it interesting that Berry described several book stores she used to visit, and one book seller in particular who sold coffee and chocolate at a counter right in the shop. After her telling of it, Matthew felt he could smell the fresh paper of the books and the wafting aroma of the hot black coffee on a rainy London afternoon.
They were nearly back to Grigsby’s house when, with Berry talking about her life in the Great City and Matthew listening as if walking the cobblestones at her side, there came the sound of horse hooves and jingling traces behind them. A high-pitched bell was rung, and they stepped aside as a double-horse carriage approached. As it slowed, Matthew saw in the seats behind the driver Joplin Pollard and Mrs. Deverick, he jaunty in a beige suit, waistcoat, and tricorn and she again grim in black gown and hat, her face pallid beneath white powder. The leather top of the carriage had been put up to throw shade over the passengers.
“Ah! Corbett!” said the lawyer. “Mrs. Deverick and I were just on our way to the printmaster’s house. We’ve been trying to find you.”
“Oh?”
“We made a stop at Stokely’s house. He told us you’d left with Grigsby after that ghastly mishap yesterday. Not much left of the pottery, is there? And who might this be?”
“This is Miss Beryl…Berry Grigsby. Marmaduke’s granddaughter. Berry, this is Mr. Joplin Pollard and…the widow Deverick.”
“Charmed, my dear.” Pollard touched the rolled rim of his tricorn, and Berry gave a nod in return. The lady in black swept her gaze across Berry’s clothes and then looked at her with narrowed eyes, as one might regard a strangely colored lizard. “May we steal Mr. Corbett away from you for a little discussion?” Pollard didn’t wait for Berry’s response, but clicked open the carriage’s door. “Climb up, Corbett.”
“If you’re going in that direction,” Matthew said, “might you give Miss Grigsby a ride home? It’s just—”
“A private discussion,” Mrs. Deverick interrupted, staring straight ahead.
Matthew felt a bit of heat in his cheeks, but when he looked at Berry she just shrugged and gave him a glimpse of the gap between her front teeth when she smiled. “It’s all right, Matthew. I think I’d rather walk. Will you join us for lunch?”
“I have some errands, but I’ll see you later.”
“Fine. I’m sure Grandda will appreciate that. Good day, sir,” she said to Pollard, and to Mrs. Deverick, “Good day, widow.” Then Berry walked on along the harbor street, carrying her valise and sketchpad, and Pollard said to Matthew, “Come, come! We have some business.”





thirty 
WITH MATTHEW SEATED across from his two carriage companions, his clothes bag on the floor at his feet and the horses clip-clopping south along the harbor, Mrs. Deverick looked pointedly at him and asked, “Have you sworn off shaving, young man?”
“Forgive the stubble. One of my errands today is to Mr. Reynaud.”
“I hear he does a good job,” said Pollard. “Though I wouldn’t let a slave with a razor anywhere near me.”
“Mr. Reynaud is a free man,” Matthew reminded him. “He’s been free for nearly five years, I understand.”
“You’re a braver man than me, then. I’d be afraid he’d choose the moment of my shaving to forget he’s living in civilization and revert back to savagery. So. I—and Mrs. Deverick also, of course—regret to hear of your recent inconvenience. Where are you living?”
“In Grigsby’s dairyhouse.” From the corner of his eye he saw Mrs. Deverick put a black-gloved hand to her mouth. “For the time being. A month, maybe.”
“A dairyhouse.” A quick smile flickered around the edges of Pollard’s mouth. “I assume you’ll have all the milk you can drink?”
“It used to be a dairyhouse. Now it’s—” He decided to stop playing at civilities. “There was business you wished to discuss?” He turned his gaze upon the woman. “Privately?”
“Oh, yes.” Pollard reached into his coat and brought out an envelope. “Your questions to Mrs. Deverick. She wishes to respond to them, in my presence.”
Matthew kept his focus on the widow. “Madam, do you need a lawyer to answer some simple questions?”
“I think it’s best,” Pollard offered. “After all, protecting my client is what I’m paid to do.”
“In this instance, protection against what? Me?”
“Mr. Corbett, we’re all striving for clarity in this situation, are we not? I would be present if Mrs. Deverick were to answer questions like these before High Constable Lillehorne, or any magistrate. Surely I ought to be present if a clerk—no matter how intriguing or intelligent he appears to my client—asks them. And forgive me, Mrs. Deverick, but I have to repeat my objections that this entire arrangement is farcical. What can this fellow learn that trained professionals can’t—”
“Objection noted,” said Mrs. Deverick. “Now shut your wine keg and sit back. You’ll earn your fee with silence as well as with prattling.” She took the envelope from his hand as he settled back with a soft hissing noise, his brown eyes glinting with both defeat and disdain. “I decided not to put anything in writing,” she told Matthew as she pulled the letter free. “On the advice of my lawyer. Particularly concerning my thoughts on…” She paused for a few seconds, as if willing herself to speak the following names. “Dr. Julius Godwin and Mr. Eben Ausley.”
“Very well,” Matthew said. “Nothing in writing, then.”
“I’ll answer your questions in the order they were asked. First, having to do with any discussion Mr. Deverick might have had with me concerning business matters: the answer to that is none. As I have previously stated to you, Pennford kept his business affairs strictly to himself. I was required to run the household, raise the sons, and comport myself as a wife ought to. I never asked about business. It was not my realm. Next question: having to do with any recent trips Pennford made, either for business or pleasure.”
Matthew was listening, though he had the suspicion this was not going to get him anywhere. The horses clopped on, and Matthew began to think of how good a hot bath was going to feel.
“As recent, I assume you mean within the last six months,” Mrs. Deverick continued. “The answer to that, also, is none. Pennford did not care to travel, as he had digestive problems.”
“No need for that detail, madam,” Pollard spoke up.
She gave him a withering glare. “Again, charging per word, I presume?”
“What about less recent?” Matthew asked. “Say, a year or so?”
“Adding to the questions now, are we?” was Pollard’s rebuke.
“Within a year or so, the answer is the same,” said the widow. “None.”
Matthew nodded and rubbed his scratchy chin.
Mrs. Deverick put the letter in her lap and smoothed it out. “The third question, and most odious, concerns my displeasure over your mention of those two men in connection with my late husband. I shall state emphatically and under the eye of the Lord that Pennford had no dealings with either Dr. Godwin or Eben Ausley. They weren’t worth the scrapings off Pennford’s boots.” She turned to Pollard as he was about to protest this detail and put a finger in his face. “Shut.”
Matthew let Pollard settle back like a strawman in collapse before he ventured further. “It’s my understanding that Dr. Godwin had a sterling reputation, madam. Even though he was physician to Polly Blossom’s ladies. After all, some physician had to take that job.”
“Ah, but Julius Godwin enjoyed it too much. He practically lived there the last few years. Became a sobbing drunk and nearly a lunatic, spending all his time with what you charitably and foolishly call ladies. Those are demons in disguise, and before I draw my last breath I pray to see Polly Blossom thrown onto a ship like a pile of rags and deported from these colonies.”
“We are keeping our emotions about us,” Pollard advised.
She ignored him. “I cannot stand a weak man, sir,” she said to Matthew, her face nearly contorted with disgust. “Weak men go through those doors. You ask me why I detested Julius Godwin, well there it is. And plenty of eligible—and fashionable—widows available to him, but he preferred to go to the whores. Pennford told me Godwin was sick, and that’s why he drank so much and spent his…his energies with those filthy creatures.”
“Sick?” Matthew was no longer thinking about the bath; his mind was questing. “You mean mentally ill?”
“I mean he could have been married long ago, but he threw himself away. And I recall when Dr. Godwin first came here, he was a fine upstanding physician. A clean man. Had come from London, to start anew. He was all right, until his weakness killed him.”
“I think it was the Masker who killed him,” Matthew said.
“The Masker finished the job Godwin’s weakness began,” came the reply. “I don’t know, maybe the Masker is some maniac who was incensed over where Godwin put his dirty instruments.”
Matthew let that one go. Pollard was just looking blankly out at the ships as the carriage progressed toward the Great Dock. Matthew wondered if Pollard might be thinking what Mrs. Deverick would say if she knew that one of her own lawyers was as much a whore-monger as Godwin had been. It seemed that the upper class had all the money, but the lower class—like the widow Sherwyn—had all the knowledge. But of course, according to Grigsby, there were plenty of Polly Blossom’s customers living on Golden Hill.
Matthew leaned forward. “You said Dr. Godwin came from London to start anew. When was that?”
“I suppose it was…at least fifteen years ago. Probably nearer twenty.”
“And start anew from what?”
“I don’t know for certain. It was a phrase Pennford used. But it was well-known that Godwin’s wife died of fever, when they were both very young. He told it around town. Possibly that had something to do with the drunken wreckage he became, but I had no sympathy for him.”
A silence stretched, as Matthew pondered this last statement.
Pollard came out of his trance. “Where do you want us to drop you, Corbett?”
“Eben Ausley,” Matthew said to the woman. “What about him?”
Mrs. Deverick gave an unladylike snort of derision. “You being an orphan, as Mr. Pollard informs me, I’m surprised you don’t know what was whispered about him. That he was a…well, I hardly can mention the word. That he took liberties with his charges. Hadn’t you heard? Pennford despised him, too, and said that if any orphan ever came forward to testify about such indignities he personally would have that monstrous heathen hanged in front of City Hall.”
“Really,” Matthew said, as the world seemed to spin around in one dizzying revolution.
“Absolutely. It could never be proven, though. Evidently the rumor went that Ausley was reeking drunk at a tavern and made some mention of…that practice to one of the whores. She told someone else, and…but, as I said, it was never proven. Still, that man made my flesh crawl. I didn’t like him, just on principle.”
“But who can trust a whore?” asked Pollard, with a shrug.
“You were Ausley’s lawyer. How is it you could represent Pennford Deverick and also Ausley?”
“Where’s the problem? My firm inherited both accounts from Charles Land. I handled Ausley’s legal and financial affairs, not his morals. And if you’re wishing to stir up muddy water between Mrs. Deverick and me, you’ll be disappointed to know that she understands—as did her husband—that a lawyer is a tool for a purpose. It was not my place to pass judgment on anyone.”
“Though now that Pennford is gone, there might have been a change of legal firms if Ausley had remained alive,” Mrs. Deverick said. “Tool or not.”
“Another question for you.” Matthew kept his gaze on Pollard. “Since you handled Ausley’s financial affairs, how is it he could afford to lose so much money at the gaming tables?”
Pollard’s reddish-brown eyebrows lifted. “How is it you know how much money he lost? If indeed he lost any?”
“I saw him lose money on many occasions.”
“Did you? What were you doing? Following him?”
“I just…saw him, that’s all. In the taverns.”
“I’d presume,” said Pollard, “that on some nights he lost and on some nights he won. If you do the math, you might find he came out even or a little ahead.”
“He was repulsive.” Mrs. Deverick returned the letter to the envelope. “And Godwin was sickening. So there are your answers, Mr. Corbett.” She held the envelope out to him. “Helpful in some way, I hope.”
Not really, he wanted to say, but then again he had to put his mind to what the woman had told him and sift through the information as if it were fine sand. He took the envelope and settled against his seatback, the horses’ rhythm causing the carriage to rock back and forth.
“My opinion, if I’m allowed to give one,” said Pollard, who paused to make sure his nose wasn’t clipped before he went on, “is that this Masker person has left town. I think the decree has had its effect, as much as we regret having to lose income to suit Lord Cornbury’s grievances against the taverns. I mean, if I were the Masker, why should I wish to dawdle at the scene of the crimes?”
“Possibly because your work might not be done?” Matthew asked, looking sharply at him.
“My work? And what work might that be, sir?”
“I don’t know.”
“Did you hear that, madam?” Pollard’s voice was almost gleeful. “Your investigator doesn’t know. Corbett, I’ll give you some free advice, and pay heed to it. Return to your role as clerk and give up this amusing attempt to play at high constable. You’ll be ever so much the better for—”
“One moment,” Matthew interrupted. “Repeat that, please.”
“Repeat what?”
“You said, ‘I’ll give you some free advice, and—’”
“I have no idea what you’re going on about now.”
“‘Pay heed to it,’ is what you said,” Mrs. Deverick spoke up. She looked quizzically at Matthew.
“Yes. Would you repeat that phrase, Mr. Pollard?”
Pollard grinned and frowned and grinned. “Has your brain gotten too much sun?”
Matthew watched him carefully. I have marked a page, the Masker’s muffled voice had said last night. Pay heed to it. “Just speak it. Won’t you?”
“I’ve said it once, why should I say it again? Because you demand it?”
“Because I’m asking.”
“For the mercy of Christ!” scowled the widow. “Say it, Pollard!”
“All right then, what do I care if a lunatic demands that I speak a phrase I hardly even recall saying? Pay heed to it, pay heed to it, pay heed to it! Does that send you into a rapture?”
Matthew had been listening for something—anything—that might remind him of the voice from last night, but he heard nothing recognizable in tone or cadence. Still, the voice being so muffled, probably disguised behind a cravat pulled up over the mouth…it was hard to tell whether Pollard was shamming or not. Inconclusive, he thought, but he still kept a watchful eye trained on the man.
“I suppose I’ll get out here,” Matthew said, as the carriage reached Hanover Square. Micah Reynaud’s shop was only two blocks away, across from the Jewish synagogue on Mill Street. With a command from Mrs. Deverick to her driver, the carriage was at the curb. Matthew retrieved his bag, clicked open the door, and stepped out.
“Do get a shave, Corbett,” Pollard said. “A bath might go well for you, also.”
“Thank you, sir.” Matthew paused on the last carriage step before easing down onto the paving stones. He wanted to try one last time with the lady. “Mrs. Deverick, can you think of any trip your late husband might have taken? Not in recent memory, perhaps, but within the last few years?”
“This interview is over,” came Pollard’s cutting voice. “Mr. Deverick’s trips have no bearing whatsoever on—”
“I’m trying to find a motive,” Matthew persisted. “A clue. Anything. Please, Mrs. Deverick. Any information you might have would be helpful.”
“Do not beg, Mr. Corbett.” She glowered down at him. “It is a sign of weakness.”
Matthew felt his mouth draw into a tight line. Damn it all, he thought. He’d done his best, but this seemed to be a dead-end. “Thank you for your time, madam,” he said, rather grimly, and stepped down onto the stones.
Her powdered face with its thin arched eyebrows leaned toward him. “If it would be helpful,” she said, “there were the trips to Philadelphia.”
Matthew froze where he stood.
“Madam?” Pollard again, trying to regain his authority now that Matthew was out of the carriage. “I don’t think you are obligated to—”
“Hush,” she snapped, and he hushed. Then, to Matthew, “Pennford made several trips to Philadelphia. Several years ago, though. I do know that our firm handles the brokerage duties for taverns there, as well.”
“Oh, I see. How did that come about?”
Pollard leaned out to give his two pence. “Mr. Deverick bought a Philadelphia brokerage firm. That was in 1698. Ancient history, as far as business goes.”
“You handled the papers?”
“No, it was a few months before I arrived. The transaction was managed by Charles Land. May we go on our way now?”
“And,” said Mrs. Deverick, “Pennford did take the trip to London. I think that was…early autumn of 1695.”
“London?” Matthew was intrigued. “Did you accompany him?”
“I did not.”
“So you don’t know who he visited?”
“It was business, I’m sure. Pennford would not have made such a journey as that for any other reason. When he came back, his stomach pained him so much Dr. Edmonds put him in bed for a week.”
“The Philadelphia brokerage firm,” Matthew said to Pollard. “What was its title?”
“It bears Mr. Deverick’s name.”
“Yes, I understand it bears his name now, but who owned the firm before Mr. Deverick bought it?”
Pollard laughed harshly. “Clerk, what are you driving at? That there is some connection between Mr. Deverick’s murder and the brokerage firm in Philadelphia? You might as well accuse the man in the moon!”
“I’m not accusing, I’m asking. Who owned the firm before Mr. Deverick bought it?”
“Dear God, you’re an arse-pain! Excuse my language, madam.”
“Mr. Pollard?” Matthew said, willing to grind the man down. “Why won’t you answer my question? Do you know, or don’t you?”
“It was a man named Ives, who is still employed by the Deverick company as manager there. So what does that tell you?”
“That I’d hate to perform dental surgery on you, sir, as the extraction of your teeth would have to be done with explosives.”
Pollard’s face had reddened. His thoughts, Matthew reckoned, must have been equally as crimson. The lawyer sat back in his seat, and Matthew saw that Mrs. Deverick had enjoyed this little combat because she was smiling wickedly.
“I have to say,” she commented, “you’re an entertaining young man, Mr. Corbett.”
“Thank you, madam.”
“Is there anything else, then?”
“No, but I appreciate your candor and your time.”
“Our arrangement still stands,” she said. “I’d like to pay you the ten shillings, if only to see you move into something more suitable than a dairyhouse.”
“I intend to collect the money,” Matthew replied, “but the dairyhouse will suit me for a while.”
“As you please. Good day, then.” To the driver she said crisply, “Drive on!” and the carriage promptly pulled away, leaving Matthew in bustling Hanover Square with his mind again turning toward the Queen of Bedlam.
It was interesting, he pondered, how the Queen had been placed in the asylum by a Philadelphia lawyer, and now came news that Deverick owned a brokerage firm in the Fount of Brotherly Love. He doubted that there was as much money to be made in the Quaker town as in New York. Why had Deverick bought the firm? Simply for the desire of acquisition? He recalled something Robert had said, answering questions about his dead father in McCaggers’ cold room: Here he had no competition.
Deverick had obviously amassed quite a fortune in New York. Was it not enough for him? Did he wish the challenge of starting over again in Philadelphia?
The London trip. Pennford did not care to travel, as he had digestive problems.
So why had a man with digestive problems gone for a sea voyage of many weeks to London? Business? What kind of business was it that would call for Deverick to make such a sacrifice of time and suffering of health?
Interesting, he thought.
Matthew believed now more than ever that all roads led to the Queen of Bedlam. She sat there in her sublime silence at the center of all mysteries. It was his task to somehow make her reveal the answers.
Hefting his bag, he started toward Micah Reynaud’s shop, looking forward to a keen razor and a cake of sandalwood soap.





thirty-one 
THE BLACK FREEDMAN  Micah Reynaud, who had a chest like an ale barrel and hair the color of smoke, was quick yet painstaking with his razor. Matthew also found him an excellent conversationalist, as Reynaud owned a brass telescope and studied the heavens as well as being an inventor of note. In one corner of the barbershop was a cage in which a squirrel was afforded a treadmill, which was attached to pulleys and gears that turned a wooden spindle connected by another set of pulleys and gears to a second wooden spindle held in a tin sleeve at the ceiling. This second rod, when revolving, also caused the parchment blades of a ceiling fan to rotate, providing a breeze beneath which a customer might wish for the ebony barber to be less quick in his duties. The squirrel was named Sassafras and loved boiled peanuts.
After Matthew got a hair-trim, it was off to the bath room where Reynaud’s wife, Larissa, poured hot water into one of the three wooden tubs and left a gentleman to soak and ruminate. Matthew stayed there until he wrinkled. When he left Reynaud’s he was shaved, clean, and as bright as a new duit, but there was still the matter of his dirty clothes.
A stop at the widow Sherwyn’s relieved him of that particular problem, and he was about to leave when the widow asked, “Am I to take it that due to the disaster the rest of your clothes are now beggars’ rags?”
“Yes, madam. I might find some more in the debris, but right now I am clothing-impoverished.”
She nodded. “Mayhaps I can help you, then. Would you be skittish about wearing a dead man’s suits?”
“Pardon?”
“Julius Godwin was my customer,” she explained. “He left six shirts, four pair of breeches, and two suits with me a few days before he was murdered. They’re clean and ready to be taken. I was about to donate them to the orphanage, and then Ausley bit it.” She eyed him from shoesole to collar. “Godwin wasn’t so tall as you, but he was slender. Do you want to try the clothes? The suits are right high quality.”
So it transpired that Matthew found himself in the widow’s back room appreciating the deceased’s taste in clothing. One suit was dark blue, with a silver-buttoned dark blue waistcoat; the other was light gray with black pinstripes and a black waistcoat. He noted frayed cuffs on the shirts, which might speak to the state of mind Mrs. Deverick had mentioned. Shirts and suit coats were a bit tight across the shoulders, but they would do. The breeches likewise fit him imperfectly, but not enough to be discarded. He decided the old adage of beggars not being choosers was highly appropriate; he thanked the laundress and asked her if she might keep his new wardrobe until after lunch.
“Won’t walk off and leave,” she said, as another customer entered the shop. “Say hello to the Duke for me, won’t you?”
At twelve-thirty Matthew was sitting at a table in the Trot with a bowl of barley soup before him and a mug of cider at hand. Several regulars came up to commiserate his circumstances with him, but he was past the tragedy and just smiled and nodded at their well-wishes. He was fixed on the immediate problem of the Queen’s identity, and how he was going to find out anything more about her in Philadelphia. The first task was to get to Philadelphia, and then to visit Icabod Primm. He thought the lawyer might rage and posture over removing the lady from the Westerwicke asylum, but he didn’t think any action would be taken in that regard. He doubted a better or more humane place could be found. It was a risk, of course, and counter to what the clients expected, but if it was results they—and himself as well—wanted, then Primm’s office had to be the first stop.
“Matthew?”
Yet what would happen if Primm denied all knowledge of the lady, as was likely? Philadelphia was a big town. How was one to discover the identity of a single person, amidst all that populace? He needed something more than a verbal description of the Queen, or as Greathouse had said he’d be walking the streets of Brotherly Love until he had a beard down to his—
“Matthew?”
He blinked, retreated from his thoughts, and looked up at who’d addressed him.
“I hoped I’d find you here,” said John Five. “Can I sit?”
“Oh. Yes. Go ahead.”
John took the chair across from him. His face was ruddy and the sweat of labor still sparkled at his hairline. “I only have a few minutes. Got to get back to work.”
“How are you? Would you like something?” Matthew lifted his hand to signal Sudbury. “A glass of wine?”
“No, nothin’.” John glanced back at the tavernkeeper and shook his head, and then he regarded Matthew with a gaze that could only be described as dour.
“What is it?” Matthew asked, sensing trouble.
“Constance,” John said. “She followed the reverend last night.”
“She…followed him?” Matthew didn’t want to ask to where. “Tell me.”
“It was long after the clearin’ of streets. Ten o’clock or so, she said. He left the house, tryin’ to be quiet about it. Constance said she heard the board creak near the door, and she knew. After what happened…you know…at the church, she’s been torn up over him. I swear, Matthew, she’s goin’ to pieces just like he is.”
“All right, calm yourself. So Constance went out after him?”
“She did. Twice she saw her father dodge a constable, and once she herself almost walked into a lantern. But she went on after him, God bless her heart, and…I just wanted to know, Matthew. Where did he go the night you followed him?”
Matthew shifted uneasily in his chair. He picked up his cider and set it down again.
John Five leaned closer and said in a whisper, “Constance said her father went to Petticoat Lane. I can hardly believe it but I know she’s tellin’ me the truth. She said he stood across the street from Polly Blossom’s house. Didn’t go in, thank Christ, but just stood there. Then, after maybe five or six minutes, a man came out and spoke to him.”
“A man came out? Who?”
“She couldn’t tell. He spoke to Reverend Wade for a minute or so, touched his shoulder, and then went back into the house. She said she could see lights inside, and while she was watchin’ two other gents went in and the reverend stepped back out of sight. So the place was still doin’ business, even after the decree.”
“Bribes have a way of making constables blind, I’m sure,” Matthew said. He had no doubt Polly Blossom was making payments even to Bynes and Lillehorne. Also, with the Masker making no further bloodlettings, the power of the decree was weakening no matter what Cornbury wished. “All right. Did the reverend go anywhere else?”
“No. Constance said she followed him back in the direction of home and had to run a different route to get ahead of him. She barely got back before he came into the house.”
“And what happened then?”
“She got into bed. He cracked the door open to look in on her and she pretended to be asleep, but I can tell you that she slept no more last night. She was at the smith’s shop when I got there at dawn.”
“Has she mentioned any of this to the reverend?”
“She said she almost told it all, but he looked so wretched at breakfast she couldn’t bear to. I said to keep silent, ’til after I’d talked to you.”
Matthew reached for his cider and took a long drink.
“What does it mean, Matthew?” John’s tone was almost pleading. “I’m tellin’ you, Constance is a wreck over this, and I’m thinkin’ that Reverend Wade is involved in some dark business that sooner or later has to come to light. And what’ll happen to him then?” He closed his eyes and pressed a hand against his forehead. “What’ll happen to Constance then?”
Matthew continued eating his soup where he’d left off, his gaze vacant. He had made up his mind what needed to be done as soon as John had mentioned the second man.
“You’re takin’ this calm, I see. Good for you, but it’s a tragedy for Constance. And for the reverend. What’s he gotten himself into?”
Matthew took one more taste and put down his spoon. “I’ll take care of the situation from here.”
“Take care of it? How?”
“Just go back to work. When you see Constance, tell her there’s to be no mention of this to her father. Not yet. Do you understand?”
“No.”
“Listen to me,” Matthew said with enough force in his voice to crush all resistance. “It’s vital that Reverend Wade does not know Constance followed him. There’s no use in pushing this in his face before…” He trailed off.
“Before what, Matthew?”
“Before I have all the pieces. But I intend to get them, you can be sure of that. Now promise me there’ll be no word to the reverend. I mean it.”
John hesitated, his expression tormented, but then he lowered his eyes and grasped the table’s edge as if fearing to be flung off the world. “I trust you,” he said quietly. “Thought you were crazed in the head many a time, but I do trust you. All right. No word to the reverend.”
“Go back to work. One more thing: tell Constance to stay at home tonight, no matter if he leaves again or not.”
John Five nodded. He stood up, and Matthew could see how much his friend loved Constance Wade in the abject pain of his eyes and the slump of his broad shoulders. John wished to do something—anything—to help his love, but in this case the strength that drove a hammer was meaningless. “Thank you,” he said, and he left the Trot at a stumble.
Matthew watched him go and then finished his soup. He called for another mug of cider and drank that down. Two of the regulars were playing a game of chess over in the far corner. He decided to watch them, and if needed to give pointers to either party.
It was time, he thought, to meet the mysterious Grace Hester.
When he returned to Grigsby’s house with his bundle of dead man’s clothes, he learned from Marmaduke that the locksmith could not do the job until the next morning, but he was content to wait another day. Grigsby commented on how good he looked with a fresh shave and haircut, which he took as an invitation to come in and speak to Berry, but he simply informed the old fox that the arrangement of which they’d spoken was—after much deliberation—suitable to him for the time being.
“Glad to hear so, my boy!” Grigsby said, with a face-splitting grin. “You won’t regret it!”
“I don’t plan on regretting it. Now do you think I might be able to get a real bed in there? Something small, of course, but more comfortable than deerskin. I’d also like a mirror and a chair. A lapdesk, if there’s not enough room for a larger one. Also a shaving stand. And do you think I might get a rug for the floor, just to keep the dirt settled?”
“All those can be arranged. I’ll make a mansion out of it for you.”
“I also have some…uh…new clothes. Anything that would help me in keeping them stored would be appreciated.”
“I believe I can put up some pegs for you. What else?”
“I’d like to have that junk cleared out,” Matthew said. “May I ask why there’s an archery target and rapier among the current furnishings?”
“Oh, all that stuff. You’d be amazed what people barter with to settle their debts. The sword belonged to a militia officer who wanted a book of poems printed for his lady. Married her and they moved to Huntington, as I recall. The target is more recent. It was payment from the Green Arrows archery club for an announcement in the first Earwig. When it was the Bedbug, I mean.”
“You might want to insist on coin of the realm for your labor,” Matthew advised. “In any case, if all those buckets and boxes were out I’d have more room in my mansion.”
With that list of demands delivered, Matthew returned to the dairyhouse, lit his lantern, and retrieved Ausley’s notebook from the straw inside the archery target. He sat on the cot and began to go over the notations page-by-page in the steady yellow light.
It didn’t take him long to realize this particular notebook had been started near the first of May, according to jottings on the weather and the date of a particularly large loss of two crowns, four shillings at the Old Admiral on May fifth. Ausley won three shillings on the seventh of May, then lost another crown on the eighth. So much for his breaking even at the tables. In fact, judging by the angry scrawls and wine-spottings throughout the portion of the notebook that dealt with Ausley’s gambling habits, the man was in continual dire straits. Yet where was his money coming from? Surely he didn’t draw enough from the town to afford such losses.
Matthew saw that Ausley kept the items in his notebook separate from each other. That is, scribblings on his gambling woes were in one section, health woes in another, meals and regurgitations in yet another, and so on. And then there was the cryptic list of names and numbers, which was on a page following the section that concerned amounts due from the various charities and churches. Some of the social clubs, such as the New Yorkers and the Cavaliers, also were jotted down as being sources of charitable funds.
Was Ausley pocketing some of that money? Matthew wondered. And that’s how he was paying his debts? For the gambling debt section clearly showed payments to several brothers of the bones in amounts that dwarfed the charities. If anything, it appeared from the notebook that Ausley was quick to erase his losses, as he wouldn’t have been allowed back at the tables otherwise.
But the list of names and numbers. What to make of them?
The names of orphans, yes. Matthew accepted that much. What did the dates mean? The notation Rejct and the word Chapel? He studied the numbers, trying to find a pattern or some sense of them. A code of some kind? Or a form of shorthand? Whatever they were, their meaning had died within Ausley’s brain.
He returned the notebook to its sanctuary within the archery target, covered the target over with canvas, and at six o’clock attended supper at Grigsby’s house, where he ate chicken and rice with the printmaster and Berry. Afterward he played Grigsby a few games of checkers while Berry worked on applying outlandish colors to one of her landscapes, and as the hour grew later Matthew excused himself and retired to his humble abode.
There he kept track of the time and wondered what a gentleman wore to a whorehouse, as he himself had never crossed such a threshold. At nine o’clock he dressed in a white shirt and cravat, the dark blue suit and waistcoat with silver buttons, and put a few shillings in his pocket though again he had no idea what the going rate was. He debated carrying a lantern or not and decided against it. Then, as ready as he thought he’d ever be, he left the dairyhouse, locked the door behind him, and started off toward Petticoat Lane with an eye peeled for a constable’s lamp.
Tonight he was the skulker, for he moved furtively along the streets. He didn’t fail to think that the Masker might be coming up behind him at any moment, but he doubted the Masker would harm him. The notebook had been given to him for the purpose of deduction; the Masker wanted him to see that mysterious page and figure out what it meant, thus there was no point in murder. He realized that in some strange way he was now working at the Masker’s behest.
Matthew heard loud and drunken singing and put his head down as three sots staggered along Wall Street, passing without seeing him. He saw the glimmer of a moving lantern at the end of the block and turned left onto Smith Street to avoid the approaching constable. There he kept his wits about him and froze in a doorway as another constable—this one carrying a hatchet to go along with his lamp—strode past on his way to apprehend the melodic trio. Matthew kept going, turning right onto Princes Street and then crossing the Broad Way. At the corner of Petticoat Lane he almost collided with another man who was walking north at a fast clip, but the incident was over and his fellow decree-breaker moving away so rapidly that Matthew’s heart barely had time to jump.
A few more paces and Matthew stood before the two-story pink brick house. Candles shone through the gauzy curtains. As he watched he could see figures moving past the windows. The pink-painted iron gate between the hedges barred his way, but it was simply a matter of a firm push to pass through. He eased the gate shut at his back, took a deep breath and straightened his cravat, and then he walked purposefully up the steps. He had a moment’s confusion of whether to knock at the door or enter without invitation. He chose the first option and waited as someone approached on the floorboards within.
The door opened, an aroma of Babylonian gardens wafted out, and standing before him was a huge black woman in a strawberry-red gown with pink and purple ribbons adorning the straining bodice. She wore a pink wig piled high and a pink eyepatch covering her left eye; on the eyepatch had been sewn a red heart pierced by Cupid’s arrow.
Her protuberant right eye inspected him up and down. In a West Indies accent and a voice like thunder over the Caribbean she said, “New blood.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Ain’t seen you a’fore.”
“My first time,” he said.
“Cash or credit?”
He jingled the coins in his pocket.
“Welcome, guv’nah,” she said with a wide wicked grin, and stepped aside for his passage into a new world.





thirty-two 
MATTHEW CLOSED THE DOOR behind him. He stood in a vestibule with lavender walls and an oval mirror, the better to check one’s appearance before meeting prostitutes. In front of him, beyond the black strawberry, was a drawn red curtain. He heard feminine laughter from the other side, and not too dainty, either. Then a man laughed, with a snort. He began to doubt his wisdom at coming to this place, but there were answers here and so be it.
Suddenly the ebony woman, who stood so close to him Matthew felt the heat glowing through her gown, had a dagger in her hands and was cleaning her fingernails with its deadly point. Hidden under all that finery, he thought. Ready to come out and stab somebody in the heart at the drop of a disagreement.
“First time here,” she said as she continued her grooming, “needs rules spelt out, unnastand?”
“Yes,” Matthew answered, carefully.
“No rough play. Disrespect earn disrespect, in spades. No weapons. Got any?”
Matthew shook his head.
“Trus’ worthy face,” she decided. “First trouble, a warnin’. Second trouble, you goes out in separate pieces. I keep de rules. Unnastand?”
“I do,” Matthew said, in all sincerity.
“Verra good!” The dagger was flipped around on fat but nimble fingers and vanished into the abyss. “Half a shillin’ rents de room for a half-hour or any part a’ it. Customary to pay de lady a groat, ’fore you goes up. All money to be collected by me. First glass a’ wine’s on de house. That smooth your sails?”
“Yes, madam,” Matthew said, assuming it was the correct reply.
“Not madam,” she scoffed. “I’m jus’ ole Becca Black.” She grinned widely again. “We gonna be good friends,” she told him, and one treelimb of an arm whisked the curtain open.
A rather luxurious parlor lay before him, decorated with dark red wallpaper and illuminated by many candles. There were chairs and settees and sofas, everything overstuffed and covered with glossy fabric in shades of red, pink, and purple. Matthew thought the place was meant to tantalize, but he feared for his vision. Within the parlor, where the pungently sweet fumes of incense curled from a Turkish lamp, sat in various postures of relaxation two men and three women. The men were not together and paid no mind to each other nor to Matthew, as all their attention was devoted to the females, who wore shockingly casual garments more like pantaloons than gowns. Brightly colored scarves covered their breasts, with ribbons around their throats. Scandalously, their midsections were exposed and one of the ladies wore a green jewel in her navel. None of them were great beauties, but the exposure of so much feminine flesh was enough to make Matthew weak in the knees. He assumed this was the normal uniform of Polly Blossom’s prostitutes, designed to be shed and reapplied as rapidly as possible.
One of the doxies, a full-bodied and white-wigged wench who might have been able to throw Brutus the bull, stood up from her sofa and grinned with snaggle-teeth at Matthew, offering him the comfort of bone-crushing arms.
“Go right in, then!” said Becca Black, who seized Matthew’s shoulder and nearly flung him into the room.
The whore lumbered toward him. Matthew thought he was about to be consumed like a meat-pie when a saving angel glided between them, having come through another doorway at the left side of the parlor.
“Master Corbett, isn’t it?” Polly Blossom asked, her face right up in his own. Before he could speak, she said quietly, “Sit down, Barsheba,” without moving her eyes from Matthew’s. He was aware in his peripheral vision of the female beast retreating to her sofa and curling herself up with a little sigh of lost love or, at least, an unearned groat. Polly leaned in so close her eyes, startlingly blue and clear, became the world. “We don’t wish to frighten you away, your very first visit,” she all but whispered in his ear.
In spite of the rigid design of his mission, Matthew had begun to sweat both at temples and under his arms. His stomach felt crawly. Polly Blossom was a handsome woman, no doubt. Her thick blond ringlets had no need of a whore’s wig, and she wore only a modicum of blue shadow-paint above her eyes. Her full, pouting lips—so close to his own mouth!—were daubed with pink. Her color was healthy, her body with its full swell of breasts and hips clothed in a rich indigo gown embroidered with lighter blue silk flowers. He had to look down to see if she wore the metal-toed boots, and yes, for all of her gentlewoman’s finery and a perfume that smelled like peaches she did indeed wear the fearsome black kickers.
There came the sound of someone strumming a gittern. Matthew looked to one side to see that Becca Black had situated herself in a chair and was playing the instrument, her head cocked and the remaining eye half-closed as if in reverie. The woman began to sing what might have been a West Indian song, a soft and lilting tune that seemed to be half English and half the language of her island heritage. He couldn’t understand most of it, due to the lady’s heavy accent, but he recognized in the lovely yet wistful song the sound of a universal longing.
A hand slid into Matthew’s. “Come,” said Polly, her voice still hushed. “Sit with me.”
She led him to a sofa, where suddenly he found himself seated with New York’s notorious and beautiful whore-mistress leaning against his shoulder and offering him a sugared almond from a silver dish. When he started to take it from her, she just laughed and pushed it into his mouth.
“Tell me,” she said, as a hand lay upon his thigh, “about yourself.”
This water was getting deep. He had not come here for dalliance, but for information. A meeting with Grace Hester, if possible. He had to keep his wits about him, before they flew away. He wondered what Polly Blossom might say if she knew he was unsure whether he was a virgin or not, for his memory of a heated physical encounter with Rachel Howarth might have been true yet might have been produced by the strange elixirs given him by an Indian medicine man after his fight with Jack One Eye the bear three years ago. He could hear Madam Blossom say as she stared steadily at him, After you leave here tonight, your memory will serve you well. But he was here for professional reasons, not for yearnings of the flesh. He was here to get in and out as quickly as possible. To get to the essence of things. To…damn, this woman was sitting so close!
Footsteps descended a staircase. Matthew saw a narrow set of stairs at the opposite end of the parlor. Coming down and looking quite woozy, either from drink or his amorous exertions, was Samuel Baiter, whose face was still bruised from the dust-up during a dice game at his house on Saturday night. He carried his tricorn hat in one hand and the other was still tugging his breeches up. “Good night, Madam Blossom,” he croaked as he passed, and the lady answered, “Good night, Master Baiter.”
Then she turned her attention again upon her object of sugared almonds. “Oh,” she said, “you’re a very handsome young man. But surely you’ve been told this by many ladies much younger and prettier than myself, have you not?”
The question sounded as loaded as one of those multi-barreled pistols Ashton McCaggers had told him about. “I have not,” he replied.
“Then I fear for the taste of the ladies of New York, sir, as well as for their sanity in letting you walk the streets without the companionship of the fairer sex. Handsome, well-bred, well-dressed, and intelligent, too. Oh, how my heart pounds!” She used his hand to demonstrate if not how hard her heart was pounding then how soft was her left breast.
Matthew’s flag had unfurled and was rapidly rising. He thought that if this went much further he was going to lose all professional account of himself.
One of the other customers was telling a joke and both the women laughed as if they hadn’t heard about the farmer’s daughter and the brush salesman a hundred times. Becca Black strummed and sang and Polly Blossom regarded Matthew as if he were Eros embodied, which he knew must be part of her own professional wiles for he certainly wasn’t all that.
Madam Blossom ceased her faux swooning to watch like a hawk as the two men chose their paramours of the half-hour and put coins into a white ceramic bowl on a table beside Becca Black, who did not pause in her playing. One of the men either was mad or had terrible eyesight, as he’d chosen the white-wigged giantess; well, perhaps he craved what was nearly about to explode from her scarf and pantaloons. They went up the stairs chatting and laughing, leaving the spurned girl—a slim brown-haired doxy with sharp features under a heavy pancake of rouge and white powder—to lean back in her chair bored to the soul and rapidly stir the air around her face with a black fan as if dissipating the odors of manly musk and bad breath.
“Master Corbett,” said Polly, again all smile and flirtation, “I regret I cannot offer myself for commerce tonight, as I might wish to, but I am under Eve’s curse. Might I suggest that Nicole over there would be an excellent companion? Nicole! Please sit up straight and show your good breeding, my dear.” Nicole obeyed, with a frozen grin. “Or I have a very pleasant and highly intelligent young blond, newly arrived from London just last week, almost a virgin so fresh is she, so supple and dewy. But if it’s experience you wish, and a certain exotic charm, I also have a dark-fleshed gypsy with—I’m told—the firm grip of a sixteen-year-old and sure to delight. What is your pleasure, sir?”
“I…” Matthew’s nerves betrayed him by making his voice crack. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I do have a request.” She watched him intently, with perhaps a little hard flint back in those eyes somewhere. “I’d like to be introduced to—”
“Goddamn, what a night!” said a waspish feminine voice as someone came down the stairs. “That bastard Baiter’s got a cock enough for three men!”
“Hold your tongue, missy!” At once Madam Blossom had risen to her feet in a show of indignation. “We have a gentleman on the floor!”
Matthew stood up as well, for on the stairs was the young prostitute that he’d last seen hanging on Andrew Kippering at the Thorn Bush. Her dark hair, a shade of brown so deep it was almost black, was brushed back from her forehead and gathered behind with a crimson ribbon. She wore, as was the custom of ladies both high and low, white face powder and her eyebrows were drawn as thin black arches. As he’d noted at the Thorn Bush, she was about twenty years old and not unattractive, for her features were well-defined and her expression catlike with a sexual cunning. She wore the pantaloon outfit but had a flimsy violet robe thrown about her shoulders and drawn over her breasts. Her ebony eyes found Matthew but remained vacant. She said in an affected voice, “My regrets, sir. I was simply remarkin’ of what happens when a giant sausage is shoved into a silk purse.”
“No apologies necessary,” Matthew told Grace Hester, before the madam of the house could speak. “I understand that not all sausages are created equal, but all silk purses have a bottom. So my regrets to you that a so-called gentleman has no concept of physical volume.”
There was a silence. Becca Black’s music had ceased on an off-key note.
Grace Hester frowned. “Who the hell are you?” she asked. “A gibberin’ loon?”
“Hush!” Polly snapped, and then her tone softened though her eyes had become as hard as her reputation. “This is Master Matthew Corbett, my dear. A magistrate’s clerk and well-known young man about town. He featured prominently in a recent article in the Earwig, so he may be considered somewhat of a celebrity and we are honored to—”
Grace yawned and winced as she rubbed her crotch.
“Honored to have him visit us,” Polly finished. “These young ladies!” she said to Matthew with a sad shake of her head. “They just don’t know good manners anymore.”
“I’m done for the night.” Grace continued down the stairs, walking with a noticeable hitch in her roll. She had no pretense of being a gentlelady; she was all foul temper and crudities. “Somebody get me a fuckin’ drink.”
“Get yourself your own fucking drink,” answered the mistress of the house, as the masks of civility began to crack. “You already owe me two shillings for your liquor. When are you going to pay?”
The girl shrugged and passed Matthew and Polly, heading for a sideboard on which stood three open bottles of wine and a few glasses. Suddenly there was a yawp of female laughter from upstairs followed by an incomprehensible shout from a man. Becca Black returned to her gittern, this time playing a more stately and intricate tune that had no words. Matthew was impressed by her musical talents and he wondered what her story might be; but he was here for Grace Hester’s tale, and it was time to work toward his aim.
“That wine’s for the customers,” Polly said, advancing toward the girl before a bottle could be tipped. “You’ll pay me what you owe, or you’ll have more than a pain in the puss.”
“Pardon me,” Matthew spoke up, before these two cats began to scratch. “The lady may have my glass.” They turned as one to glare at him, as if he were the lowest creature ever born. “I am afforded a free glass of wine, am I not? If so, the lady may have mine.”
Polly Blossom, to her credit, was quick to swing between her roles of whore-warden and flirtatious businesswoman. It was, Matthew thought, the key to her success. She lowered her eyes demurely. “How gracious of you, sir. How kind. We thank you.”
Grace didn’t thank anyone. She loaded up a glass and drank most of it down before Matthew could withdraw a silver shilling from his pocket.
“I’ll take this girl,” he said, holding out the coin. “And to ease her discomfort, I’ll pay an extra half-shilling.”
“I’m done, I said,” Grace replied, without even offering him a look.
“We do have more suitable ladies, Master Corbett.” Even as she spoke, Polly Blossom had her eyes fixed on the coin. “I have a very pretty maiden of seventeen, lately arrived from Amsterdam.”
“That ugly bitch saw seventeen ten years ago,” said Grace as she licked the empty glass with an extraordinarily long tongue.
“This girl,” Matthew said. “One shilling for thirty minutes. Plus two groats for the trouble.”
Suddenly Polly’s eyes narrowed as she smelled a rat. “Very extravagant, aren’t you, sir? Why may I ask do you wish this particular companion, when I offer so many other choices?”
“She appeals to me.” Matthew ignored the girl’s dark chortle. The next thing he said surprised him when it came out: “I prefer the wicked ones.”
“Well, there’s plenty of wickedness to go around here, sir,” said Polly, and with a smooth motion she took a step toward him and put her hand firmly on his crotch. Before Matthew could jump back, the woman had taken stock of his package. “He’s normal,” she told Grace. “A shilling and two groats would make a nice end to your evening.”
“Hell!” Becca Black rumbled. “Pay me de money and you ain’t never seen such wickedness!”
Matthew doubted he would live through that much. He kept his hand outstretched with the shilling in his palm. Grace was busy pouring herself another glass.
The light of avarice shone in Polly’s eyes, yet she did show concern for her charges. “Go ahead and do him as your last trick,” she told the girl. “I’ll get you some extra ointment in the morning.”
Grace drank the second glass empty and slammed it down so hard Matthew thought it might shatter. Then she turned her black-eyed, feline gaze upon him and pulled up a crooked grin. “As you please, sir.” Her voice was a mockery of manners. “I won’t feel you down there, anyways.”
With a forefinger, Polly directed Matthew to the money bowl, where he added his coins to the collection. As Matthew followed Grace up the stairs, Polly called out sharply, “Make sure you give Master Corbett his money’s worth! The customer always comes first in this house!”
No comment was given from the sullen whore. She continued up the stairs, leading Matthew into a candlelit corridor with four doors on either side and one at the far end. In gilded frames on the walls hung scandalous drawings of such fevered intertwinings that a blush heated Matthew’s cheeks. Another Turkish lamp on a small table sent out blue tendrils of incense, the spicy-sweet scent hiding perhaps the more offensive odors of sweat and musk. She opened the second door on the right and went in without a word to her customer, whose heart had begun to pound with a wild rhythm even though his intentions were honorable. He could hear Becca Black singing again downstairs, and again there was a harsh rasp of female laughter from along the hall before Grace shut the door at his back.
It was a plain bedroom with pale yellow walls and a single shuttered window. The bed was rumpled and obviously had seen hard use tonight. On a small round table sat a triple-wicked candle-holder. The flames gave the room a more romantic glow than it deserved, for Matthew did notice ugly cracks in the plaster. There was a mousy little gray chair, a chest-of-drawers with a washing-bowl atop it, and next to it an hourglass. On the wall was a small square mirror. Pegs held various items of female clothing. The place was neater than Matthew had expected, as the plank floor had been swept clean and everything was orderly but for the bed, and he wished not to look too closely at the sheets.
Grace stood staring at him, her expression blank.
Matthew had no idea what to say. So he began with “I assume you’ve been busy lately,” and immediately winced at the ridiculous statement.
“Your name’s Corbett?” she asked, and then she frowned slightly. “Have I seen you before?”
“Possibly. One night at the Thorn Bush.”
She seemed to be trying to remember, but it was beyond her. She walked past him to the chest and slid a drawer open, trailing the faint odor of peppermint. At least, he thought, she kept her teeth clean.
“You can call me Matthew,” he told her.
She turned around and had a light brown object about seven inches long and oily-looking dangling off her hand. She said, “Put this sheath on yourself and I’ll turn the glass when you’re ready, or if you want me to put it on for you I’ll turn the glass now. What’s it to be?”
Matthew had heard of the penis-sheaths, but he’d never before seen one. Made of sheep’s gut, as he understood. He stared at the thing in Grace Hester’s hand, and in spite of his excitement at being here in this den of pleasure he had a queasy sensation in the pit of his stomach.
“I won’t need that,” he said.
“No sheath, no fuck, and I don’t care how much money you pay. I don’t want to be laid up with that damned doctor diggin’ a kid out of me.” She held it toward him adamantly. “Go on, all the gents use it.”
“Not that particular one, I hope.”
“Are you stupid? You use it once and toss it.” She nodded toward a bucket on the floor. “Thank Christ I’m not the one who has to wash ’em.”
“I won’t need it,” he repeated quietly, “because I only want to talk.”
Grace was silent. She blinked as if she’d been slapped. In the quiet Matthew could hear the gittern music and Becca Black’s singing from the parlor. Then all the air seemed to rush back into Grace’s lungs. “Talk? What the fuck about?”
“I would like to ask you a few questions.”
She saw he was serious. She backed away from him, as one might retreat from a frothing dog. “Listen, you,” she said, her voice tight. “One scream and Becca’ll carve your heart out.”
That threat was enough to send a shiver up his spine, but he had to keep his composure. “I hope you won’t scream, as I’d like to leave here with all the parts I brought.”
“You are a loon.” Grace was nearly pushing herself into a corner. “Who the hell talks when they could fuck?”
“I came here to see you for a purpose, and it wasn’t…uh…that. I promise you I won’t touch you. All right?”
“You fool, you paid to touch me.”
“That’s incorrect. I paid for a half-hour of your time. I just have a few questions to ask, and then I’ll leave. I’ll tell Madam Blossom you were a wonderful…” He searched for the gentlemanly word. “Hostess. I won’t touch you, and I certainly won’t hurt you. Please.” He kept his voice low and soothing. “Trust me.”
Grace gave a bitter laugh. Her eyes were no longer vacant; now they held the steely glint of suspicion. She said, with nearly a spit on the planks, “I trust nobody.”
Matthew decided to put himself where she might consider him the weakest. He sat down on the bed.
Her mouth twisted. “So now you’ve changed your mind?”
“No. I just want you to see that you can get out of the room at any time you please, and I won’t stop you.”
“You couldn’t stop me.”
“That’s probably true,” he agreed. He reasoned she might have a dagger or two hidden around here for her own protection, in case Becca was slow up the stairs. “I really do need to ask you a few things. Important things.”
Grace just watched him without speaking. The penis-sheath was caught in her fist. “If you’ll answer them as truthfully as possible,” Matthew continued, “I’ll go on my way and you can get to bed. To sleep, I mean.”
Still she made no response, but Matthew saw she wasn’t going to scream. At least for now his heart was safe.
She took a hesitant step forward and then passed him, pulling herself away so she wouldn’t graze his knees. She returned the penis-sheath to the drawer and then closed it. Her right hand came up and turned the hourglass over, and the sand began to slither through. Before she faced him again, she opened the chest’s top drawer and brought something out that Matthew couldn’t see at first. She went directly back to the corner in which she felt safe and when she turned toward him Matthew saw she was holding close to herself a small, dingy cloth doll with a red-stitched mouth and black buttons for eyes.
“What do you want to know?” she asked warily.
“First of all, what your relationship is with Reverend Wade.”
“Who?”
“William Wade. The reverend at Trinity Church.”
Grace stared blankly at him, with her doll nestled in the crook of an arm.
“You don’t know Reverend Wade?” Matthew asked.
“I suppose I’ve heard the name. I hear a lot of names. But why should I know him?” An evil little grin stole across her face. “Does he come here in disguise?”
“No.” He noted she looked a bit disappointed that the reverend wasn’t walking on the fiery edge of Hell. He himself was dismayed by the response, for he thought it to be truthful from her tone of voice and lack of reaction to the name. “What about Andrew Kippering? I presume you know—” She was already nodding vigorously, so there was no use in finishing it.
“Andy, you mean. Oh, he’s a right fine gent. Big and handsome and the money flows out of him like water under London Bridge. He comes here two, three times a week. Sometimes stays the whole night. Gets a deal from the old dragon. He’s a lawyer, you know.”
“Yes.”
“Wait.” Grace had been warming, but now she froze again. “Andy’s not in any kind of trouble, is he?” She took a step toward the door that made Matthew almost bolt to his feet, expecting the shrill scream for Becca Black. “Hey, who are you to be askin’ questions about Andy? I’m not gonna be helpin’ you put the finger on him, no matter what he’s done.”
“I didn’t say he’d done anything.”
“You can ask any of the girls here. The ladies, I mean.” Grace thrust her sharp chin at him as she crushed the doll against her breasts. “Andy’s made of sterlin’. Just who the hell are you, anyway?”
“I mean no harm to Mr. Kippering,” Matthew said calmly. “I was only trying to settle the fact that you knew him. I saw you together at the Thorn Bush, but I wanted to hear it from you.”
“All right, I know him. So does every other lady here. Even the old dragon takes him to bed once in a while, and I hear it’s for free.” Grace spoke that word with disgust.
Matthew couldn’t fathom how to proceed from this point. If Grace Hester didn’t know Reverend Wade, then what had Kippering been going on about that day at the dock? What is it you know about Grace Hester? Kippering had asked, there in the shadows of the masted ships. This can’t get out, do you understand?
Matthew decided to change course. The sand made a faint hissing noise as it collected at the bottom of the glass. “How long have you been here?”
“Since the end of April, I suppose. Why?”
“Dr. Godwin,” Matthew said. “Did you know him?”
“That old fart? Got himself killed good and proper, didn’t he?” The subject of her dear sterling Andy behind them, Grace was beginning to warm up once more. “They say he nearly had his head cut off,” she said, with a delicious glee bordering on the obscene.
“He took care of you ladies, yes? Before Dr. Vanderbrocken stepped in?”
“And Godwin poked us, too, while he was at it. Old bastard had a cock on him. And at his age! You see Nicole downstairs? The skinny one? Godwin was on her every time she turned around. Gave her some fuckin’ dinner plates for her birthday, the very night he got his neck opened. Said he loved her. Can you believe it?” She made a face. “Love, in a place like this!”
“It is amusing,” Matthew agreed, but actually he thought it was very sad. The plates, he recalled, had been crafted by Hiram Stokely.
“If Nicole wasn’t such a fuckin’ gin-fiend, she’d be rich from all that silver Godwin paid her. And she said some nights after he shot his cannon and lay there sleepy he called her a different name. When he started sobbin’ on her shoulder, she kicked him out, silver or no. A whore’s got her pride.”
“A different name?” Matthew asked, intrigued. “What was it?”
“Nicole said it was…Susan, I think. You’ll have to ask her yourself. Anyway, Godwin was a strange old bird. Drunk half the time, and his hands were always cold, too.”
“I may have to speak to Nicole,” Matthew said, mostly to himself. “I’d like to find out more about Dr. Godwin.”
Grace grunted. “Now you’re soundin’ like him.”
Matthew brought his attention back. “Sounding like who?”
“Andy. Wantin’ to know when Godwin was here, and what time he left and all that. He talked to Nicole about the old bastard. Nicole said he stuck his cock in her and shot in his sheath and then all he wanted to do was ask questions about Godwin, like that was the real reason he came. I mean…the real reason he was here.”
“Is that so?” Matthew asked, watching Grace rub the doll and realizing she was unconscious of needing the security of a bit of dirty cloth stitched over a stuffing of straw. A relic from her past, he thought. So too might the name Susan be a relic from Godwin’s past. Could it also have had something to do with his murder? “Miss Hester,” he said, “just one more question. Did Andrew Kippering never mention to you the name of William—”
“Stop,” she directed. “What did you call me?”
“Miss Hester,” Matthew said. “Your name.”
“My name?”
Matthew had a sudden piercing insight as sharp as a dagger stab. “Your name isn’t Grace Hester.”
“Hell, no. I’m Missy Jones,” she answered. “Grace Hester’s in the room at the end of the hall. She’s the sick girl.”
“The…sick girl?”
“Consumption. Gotten worse and worse these last few days. Becca says she’ll be passin’ soon. Why she’s got the biggest room in the house, I don’t know.”
“Oh…I’ve been stupid,” Matthew said in almost a gasp. He stood up, and to her credit Missy Jones did not back away. “I’ve been very, very stupid.”
“Stupid about what?”
“The meaning of things.” He levelled his gaze at her. “Miss Jones, can I get in to see Grace Hester?”
“The door’s kept locked. Grace is a rounder. Even sick, she wants to go out to the Thorn Bush and cull a trick. Last time she got out, Andy had to go bring her back.”
Matthew knew now. He knew, and it had been there in front of him the very night Eben Ausley’s stomperboys had introduced his face to a mound of horse apples. “Is there any way I can get in to see her? Just for a moment.”
“Door’s locked, as I say.” She had begun to look nervous again. “Why do you want to see her? You don’t…uh…favor sick girls, do you?”
“No, it’s nothing like that. It’s honorable, I promise you.”
“I don’t understand it,” Missy said, but then she chewed on her lower lip and stroked her doll and said, “I…suppose…I can trust you. Can’t I?”
“You can.”
She nodded. “The old dragon won’t like it. Neither will Becca. You’ll have to be quick.” Then she hugged her doll close and said with her eyes downcast, “The key’s up on top. The sill over the door. If anybody catches you, you’ll be in for it. And me too.”
“Nobody’s going to catch me,” he assured her. “And even if they did, I can promise you that neither one of us will be harmed in any way. Do you believe that?”
“No,” she said. Then, with a frown that brought her brows together: “Maybe. I don’t know.”
Matthew went to the door, and she quickly moved aside. “Thank you for your time, Miss Jones. And thank you for your help.”
“It’s no matter,” she answered. His hand was on the doorlatch when she said, “You can call me Missy, if you like.”
“Thank you,” he said again, and he offered her a smile. He might have wished for a smile from her in return, but she was already crossing the room to her waterbowl to wash the makeup off her face and the doll was pressed up against her cheek. He wondered what she looked like underneath the powder, and what story was hidden in her soul. He had no time to linger; he went out, quietly closed the door, and walked down the hall.
He found the key quick enough. As he started to push it into the lock, he thought that a scream from the real Grace Hester would bring the house down upon him, but if this were a game of chess he held a bishop against a pawn. He heard Becca still singing in the parlor, this time a happier West Indies tune. He slid the key home, turned it, and opened the door.
This bedroom was practically the same as Missy’s, though perhaps a few feet wider. On the floor was a wine-red rug. Two candles burned, one upon the bedside table and another atop the chest-of-drawers.
The sheets moved and the girl who lay there, her face pallid and her dark hair sweat-damp, sat up with an obvious effort. She had high cheekbones and a narrow chin, and in some long-ago time she might have been pretty but now she was wrecked on the coast of desolation.
The heavy makeup had masked her sickness, and the strong drink had given her false strength. She was the girl Matthew had seen stagger out of the Thorn Bush in the company of Andrew Kippering, that night the stomperboys had darkened Matthew’s complexion.
Grace Hester stared at him, her mouth open. Becca sung in the parlor and the gittern played its lilting, sunny notes.
“Father?” the girl asked, her voice slurred and weary yet…hopeful.
Matthew said quietly, “No,” and he backed out of the room before his heart might break.





thirty-three 
HE WAS FISHING in his favorite spot, at the end of Wind Mill Lane on the west side of town, just where John Five had said he would be.
Along the lane were a few houses, a carpentry shop, a cornfield, and a new brewery in the first stage of construction. The Thursday morning sun shone on the river and a wind stirred the green woods of New Jersey on the far side. The fisherman sat amid a jumble of gray boulders at the shore, his line trailing from an ash-wood rod into the water. Just beyond him was the hulk of an old merchant vessel that had been shoved by a storm into the rocks and, its hull impaled and broken, was slowly collapsing before the infinite progress of time and currents. Up on a hill, and near enough to cast its shadow upon the fisherman, was the tall windmill for which this lane was named; its revolving head atop a stationary tower had been positioned to take advantage of the breeze, and its canvas sails billowed along the slowly turning vanes.
Though Matthew took care to be quiet as he came along the rocks, he knew his presence had been noted. The reverend had glanced at him and then quickly away again without a word. Wade didn’t look much like the erudite minister of Trinity Church this morning. He wore gray breeches patched at the knees and a faded brown shirt with the sleeves rolled up. On his head was a shapeless beige cloth hat that had evidently seen many summer suns and rainshowers alike. His fishing clothes, Matthew thought. Beside the reverend was a scoopnet and a wicker basket to hold his catch.
Matthew stopped ten yards away from the man. Wade sat perfectly still, waiting for a bite.
“Good morning, sir,” said Matthew.
“Good morning, Matthew,” came the reply in a voice from which no hint of emotion could be read. Neither did he look in Matthew’s direction.
A silence stretched. A breath of wind furrowed the river and made the windmill’s vanes creak.
“I fear I’m not having much luck this morning,” Wade said at last. “Two small fellows, not sufficient for a pan. They fought so hard it seemed wrong to land them. I’m after a carp I’ve seen here before, but he always foxes me. Do you fish?”
“I haven’t for a long time.” He once caught fish to live on, in the rough days before he went to the orphanage.
“But you do catch things, don’t you?”
Matthew knew his meaning. “Yes sir, I do.”
“You’re a very intelligent young man. You wished to be a lawyer, Andrew tells me?”
“I did. More than anything, at one point. Now it hardly matters.”
Wade nodded, watching the floating red fly where his line met the river. “He says you’re very strong on the concept of justice. That’s to be commended. You’ve impressed me as a young man of high character, Matthew, and therefore I’m puzzled why you should wish to throw yourself into the low business of blackmail.” His head turned. His eyes were somber and dark-rimmed. Sleep must have been a stranger last night. “I’ve been expecting you, ever since Andrew told me. And to think that John is part of this, when he professed to love Constance and I came to regard him as dear as a son. What do you think that does to my heart, Matthew?”
“Do you really have a heart?”
Reverend Wade didn’t reply, but looked out again upon the river.
“I told Kippering an untruth. John Five doesn’t know anything about the girl. He came to me for help because Constance thought you were losing your mind. Did you think you could go out and about at night without her wondering sooner or later where you went? I followed you myself, to Polly Blossom’s. I saw what I would term a pitiful sight. And the last time you went out—just Tuesday night—Constance followed you.”
The reverend’s face had paled under the shapeless hat.
“She saw where you went. She saw Andrew Kippering come out and speak to you. Oh, she didn’t see his face, but I’m sure it was him. He is the go-between, isn’t he?”
There was yet no answer.
“Yes, he is,” Matthew went on, as a swirl of wind whipped around him. “I presume the money to keep Grace in that room comes from you and passes through Kippering? And his good relationship with Polly Blossom has convinced her to let the girl die in the house? Yes? I presume also that Madam Blossom was the first to discover that one of her doves was the daughter to the reverend of Trinty Church? Did Grace tell her, when she realized she was going to die?” He gave Wade a space to speak, but nothing came forth. “I’d think you might look upon Madam Blossom as a saint, because if anyone was going to blackmail anyone it would have started with her. What’s her reward for this? A place in Heaven for a woman who fears Hell?”
Wade lowered his head slightly, as if in an attitude of prayer. Then he said in a care-worn voice, “Madam Blossom is a businesswoman. Andrew framed the agreement as a matter of business. It’s what she understands.”
“I’m sure it also doesn’t hurt Madam Blossom to have a minister on her side. If, say, certain socially powerful members of the church might wish to shut her house down.”
“I’m sure,” Wade answered, his head still bent forward. “But I had no choice, Matthew. The upward path—the right path—was too dangerous. What I always have preached…I could not practice, when called upon. I’m going to have to live with that for the rest of my days, and don’t think it will be easy.”
“But you’ll still be a reverend,” Matthew said. “Your daughter will be dead, without having heard her father’s forgiveness.”
“Forgiveness?” Wade looked at him with a mixture of incredulity and anger that passed across the minister’s face like a stormcloud. He cast aside his fishing-rod and stood up, his chest thrust out as if in readiness to fight the world. “Is that what you think she wants? It is not, sir! She has no shame and no regrets for the life she’s led!”
“Then what is it she wants?”
Wade ran a hand over his face. He looked as if he might sink down to the stones again, and lie there like a rag. He pulled in a deep breath and let it slowly out. “Always the impulsive child. The girl who must have all the attention. Who must wear the bows and bells, no matter what sin buys them. Do you know why she wishes to die in that house? She told Andrew she wants to die in a place where there’s music and laughter. As if the gaiety in that house isn’t forced through the teeth! And her lying in there, on that deathbed, with me standing outside on the street…” He shook his head.
“Weeping?” Matthew supplied.
“Yes, weeping!” The answer was harsh and the anger had returned. “Oh, when Andrew first told me what he’d found out from Madam Blossom, you should have seen me! I didn’t weep! I nearly cursed God and sent myself to Hell for it! What was in my mind might have cast me into eternal fire, but there it was and I had to deal with it! I thought first of Constance, and only her!”
“She doesn’t know?”
“That her elder sister is a whore? Certainly not. What was I to tell Constance? What was I to do?” He stared at nothing, his eyes dazed. “What am I to do?”
“I think that the situation will take care of itself soon enough. Isn’t that what you said to Constance?”
“Dr. Vanderbrocken tells me…that there is nothing he can do except try to keep her comfortable. She may have a week or two, he says, and how she’s holding on he doesn’t know.”
“She may be holding on,” Matthew said, “because she’s waiting for a visit from her father.”
“Me, go in that place? A man of God in a whorehouse? That would be the end of me in this town.” Wade’s expression was pained, and now he sank down to sit upon the boulder again. For a moment he watched the breeze moving across the hills, and then he said quietly, “I have wanted to go in. I have wanted to see her. To speak to her. To say…I don’t know what. But something to comfort her, or bring her some peace if that is possible. Evidently…when she arrived here in May she was sick, of course, but she hid her condition very well from Madam Blossom and Dr. Godwin as well. She always had a silver tongue, even as a child. I’m sure she talked her way right through that odious examination. Then, according to Andrew, the exertions of her…occupation…wore her down. She collapsed in that house, Dr. Godwin was summoned…and to keep from being thrown out into the street, she told Madam Blossom who she was. I presume Andrew was taken into confidence because of his credentials. As a lawyer, I mean, not as a whore-monger.”
Equally qualified in both areas, Matthew thought, but said nothing.
“An agreement was drawn up,” the reverend continued. “Andrew kept me informed of Grace’s condition, and as I understand he even went out after her a few times when she managed to talk someone into setting her loose. She particularly liked the Thorn Bush, he told me.”
Matthew had realized this: Kippering thought Matthew had seen the lawyer and Grace together inside the Thorn Bush on one of those occasions, instead of just staggering out the door that night, and had put together in his mind the idea that somehow Matthew, the sammy rooster, had discovered her identity.
“The night of Mr. Deverick’s murder,” Matthew said. “You were summoned by Dr. Vanderbrocken because Grace had taken a turn for the worse? And he feared Grace might die that night?”
“Yes.”
No wonder, then, that Wade had said he and the doctor were travelling to different destinations, Matthew thought. It would have been hard to explain to High Constable Lillehorne where they were going together on such an urgent mission.
“And one of Madam Blossom’s ladies went to Vanderbrocken’s house to tell him?”
“Yes. She came with him to fetch me, and waited at the corner outside my house.”
That accounted for the woman Constance had seen, but it raised another question. “You said Andrew Kippering was the go-between. Where was he that night?”
“I have no idea. I do know he enjoys his liquor far more than a Christian man ought to.” Wade took off his hat and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. His dark brown hair was thinning on top and gone to gray at the temples. “Yes,” he said, as if thinking of something he should have reacted to but had let pass at the moment. “I did say to Constance that the problem would be solved, soon enough. And it will be, by the strong hand of God.”
Matthew decided he wasn’t going to let the reverend off so easily, and may the Lord forgive him for his audacity. “Did you think that, all those nights you stood outside Madam Blossom’s house? Knowing that your daughter was on her deathbed in there, and at any time she might pass? I saw you shed more than one tear, Reverend. I know you were trying to gather the courage to go inside. Did you think that one night you might free yourself of the social bridle? Of what the church elders would say, if they knew a father could still love a daughter who was a prostitute?” He paused, to let those wasp-stings settle. “So I believe that even if the strong hand of God does solve this problem—soon enough, as you say—a broken man may be left behind, if you fail to see her.”
“I’ll be broken if I do see her,” came the firm reply. “If I stepped into that house, I would be putting at risk everything I’ve devoted my life to. You don’t know how some of those Golden Hill families would swoop down on me, if they were to find out.”
“You couldn’t do it in secret?”
“I’m already keeping one secret from my flock. You were present at the church, weren’t you, when I had my little moment up there? I couldn’t bear to keep another secret. I’d be no good for anyone or anything.”
Matthew sat down on a boulder near the reverend, but didn’t wish to crowd him too closely. “May I ask how your daughter came into her profession?”
“She was born with a willful spirit.” Wade looked Matthew full in the eyes, his cheeks reddened, and Matthew wondered if this willfulness wasn’t inherited. “Early on she delighted in disobeying, and in running with boys day and night. What more can I say? I don’t—and never did—fully know her heart.” He clasped his hat between his hands and stared downward, a vein ticking at his temple. “Grace was the first child. Eight years older than Constance. We had a boy, in between, who died. Hester—yes, that was my wife’s name—passed a few days after Constance was born. A complication, the doctor said. Something unforeseen. And there I was, with two daughters and my Hester gone. I tried. I did try. My sister helped, as much as she could, but after Hester died…Grace became more and more undisciplined. At ten she was out in the streets, throwing rocks through storefront windows. At twelve, caught with an older boy in a hayloft. And me, trying to advance my career and the word of God. The plans for success that Hester and I had made…they were coming apart, because of Grace. How many times did someone come to my door with a complaint against her, or a demand for money because she’d lifted an item from a shop and taken to running!”
Wade was silent, lost in his memories, and Matthew thought for a moment that the reverend looked eighty years old.
“When she reached the age of fourteen,” Wade said, “I had to do something. I lost a position at a church because Grace attacked another young girl with a knife. In a more primitive time, she might have been considered demonic. She was beyond control, and her spiteful attitude was affecting Constance, too. God protect Constance, she was never fully aware of all the problems. I tried to shield her, as best I could. A six-year-old child should be shielded from wickedness, shouldn’t she?” Wade glanced at Matthew, who remained quiet. “I…arranged for Grace to be sent to a boarding school, a few miles out of Exeter. It was the most I could afford. Barely a year went by before I received a letter from the head-mistress to the effect that Grace had taken her belongings and left in the middle of the night…unfortunately, according to another girl, in the company of a young man of dubious reputation. A few months later, I received a letter from Grace with three words: I am alive. No address, no intent to seek reconciliation or intent to return to either school or my house. Just those words, and then nothing else.”
The reverend had been working the shapeless hat with his hands, and Matthew wondered if it had been a dignified tricorn before being molded just like this, into a fisherman’s topper.
“My star did continue to rise, after I had sent Grace away,” Wade continued. “I was on the verge of realizing the success that Hester and I had imagined. Then came the opportunity to take the pastorship at Trinity Church, with the understanding that I would return to England in four or five years when an opening presented itself, preferably in London. Grace must have been following my progress from afar. She must have read in the Gazette of my assignment here. And so she took a handful of dirty money, boarded a ship, and proceeded to New York. To spend the last days of her life doing what she has done so well for so many of her twenty-five years…dealing out pain to me.”
The reverend aimed a bitter smile at Matthew. “Yes, I did weep. Many times, and many tears. Whatever Grace is, she is still my daughter and I am fully aware, thank you, of my responsibilities. But I have so much to consider now…so much at stake. Hester and I…our dreams of making a shining example of a church and advancing God’s plan…all of it could be destroyed, if I walked into that house. There is Constance to think of. She knows only that her sister fled the boarding school and disappeared. And if John Five knew, what would he say?”
Matthew recalled John Five’s reluctance to bear witness against Eben Ausley, for fear of what Reverend Wade might say. “I think,” Matthew countered, “that John would say he loves Constance, no matter what her sister is, and no matter that her father will struggle with this decision for the rest of his life if he doesn’t do what he knows to be correct.”
“Correct,” Wade repeated, his head lowered. “What is correct in this situation?”
“My opinion?”
“Let’s hear it.”
“Constance has to be told, first thing.” Matthew saw the reverend wince when he said it, but he knew Wade had already figured out it had to be done, since Constance had followed him to the Blossom house. “If she tells John, so be it. How she’ll react to the news, if you’re asking my opinion, will be a mixture of sadness and relief, with relief winning the day. Now to Grace herself: it seems to me she may have journeyed here for no other reason than to say goodbye. Or perhaps she came to test you.”
“Test me? How?”
“To find out if you still had any love for her. Enough to make you—a man of God—walk into a house of prostitution, for the sake of a wayward daughter. I doubt if she planned to die here, but I imagine a sea voyage did not help her condition. For all she may be, she must have tremendous strength of will.”
“Willful, as I said,” the reverend agreed.
“I think,” Matthew said, “as you’ve asked my opinion, that your eldest daughter does not need a minister, a pastor, or a reverend, but a simple and honest father.” Wade gave no response to this. “At least, the attention of a father for…say…ten or fifteen minutes?”
“So you’re suggesting I walk into there and throw my and Hester’s dream away, is that it? To give fifteen minutes to a daughter I haven’t seen for eleven years?”
“I would point out, sir, that your wife has long departed to the gardens of Paradise and I’m sure only wishes the best for her husband and both her daughters who must remain on this less-than-perfect earth. And I am suggesting that you do what you feel to be correct.”
Wade was silent. At last he put his crushed hat back on. “Yes.” His voice was distant. “I thought that might be your suggestion.”
They sat together for a further time but said nothing, for all had been said. Matthew stood up, and Wade retrieved his fishing rod. He reeled the line in and watched the river moving toward the sea. “That carp,” he said. “I’ll get him, someday.”
“Good luck,” Matthew told him, and started across the rocks, back the way he’d come.
“Matthew?” Wade called, and when Matthew turned around the reverend said, “Thank you for your opinion.”
“My pleasure, sir,” Matthew replied. He continued along Wind Mill Lane and then across to the east side to the little dirt-floored dairyhouse he was beginning to think of as home.
A little plume of smoke rose from the kitchen chimney of the Grigsby abode. Matthew went into the dairyhouse, soaped his face, and began to shave by lamplight, as he had neglected to do so in his haste to see John Five early this morning. He had no idea what Reverend Wade would do. The correct thing? And what really was the correct thing? To enter the whorehouse for a few minutes with a dying girl he probably wouldn’t even recognize, or to continue—as Wade put it—the dream of advancing his career and the plan of God? Well, what was God’s plan, anyway? Who could say, from this side of the veil? It seemed to Matthew that it took a man with a full belly of himself to say that he knew what was the plan of God. But Matthew did know that Reverend Wade had a conscience to go along with his heart, and that if Wade went to see Grace he couldn’t keep it a secret even if no one from his congregation saw him in the rose-colored house. The reverend would sooner or later either tell the church elders or speak the truth from the pulpit, and then what might the outcry be? To send the father of a whore packing, or commend him for his fatherly concern? Matthew mused, as he finished shaving, that this situation might become a test of the mettle of Trinity Church as well as a test of strength for Reverend Wade. The correct thing? God only knew, but the reverend would have to decide.
Matthew washed his face and dried it on one of his shirts, remarking to himself that it would be wise to go shopping for a handtowel. He determined to see the Stokelys today, to see how they were holding up. Thinking of all of Stokely’s work that had been destroyed was wrenching, but if anything Stokely was an industrious man and if he could keep his bearings away from melancholy over the wreckage he would soon get to rebuilding the place. Hopefully this time it would be strong enough to withstand a maddened bull, which seemed vital for a pottery shop.
Matthew started to pull the canvas away from the archery target to get at Ausley’s notebook again, but somehow his hand was diverted. He grasped the rapier’s ivory handle and lifted the sword. It was about the same length and weight of the sword he’d used in training with Hudson Greathouse. He’d wished to have a sword of his own for further exercise; here it was, if he wanted it. He stepped back, positioning himself as Greathouse had directed—Make your body thin. Show only your right side. Feet not too close. Sink down as if you’re about to sit. Left arm behind you, like a rudder. Step forward with your right foot, keeping left arm, body, and sword in line. Thrust!
Matthew hesitated. What else? Oh, yes. Keep that thumb locked down!
He thrust forward with the sword and then came back to the first position. He began to repeat that movement over and over, aiming for speed and economy. From time to time he varied the motion, by thrusting to left or right and then always bringing himself back to the center, everything in control and steady. It quickly became an effort of mind over muscle. As he continued his exercise, he thought of the question that had come out of his talk with Reverend Wade. Where was Andrew Kippering the night Wade and Vanderbrocken went to the Blossom house? Of course he might have been anywhere. At his boarding house, for instance, or at one of the taverns. Even working in his office. But Matthew couldn’t help but wonder if Kippering hadn’t been available to go fetch Reverend Wade or Dr. Vanderbrocken personally, in his role of go-between, because he’d been involved with another pressing appointment. Namely, the murder of Pennford Deverick.
Thrust left, return to center. Thrust right, return to center. A little quicker now, and keep the sword tip up.
He drinks himself into stupors, throws his money away gambling, and almost has his name burned on a door at Polly Blossom’s. Doesn’t that sound to you like someone who pretends to enjoy life but really is in a great hurry to die? the widow Sherwyn had asked.
Take care of your footing. Not too close, or your balance suffers. Thrust center, return to first position. Again, more smoothly.
Wantin’ to know when Godwin was here, and what time he left and all that, said Missy Jones.
And from Kippering himself, the night of Ausley’s murder and the discovery of the blood smear on the cellar door: I think the Masker might also be a gambler. Don’t you?
Thrust right, return to center. Steady now, don’t weaken! Thrust left, return to center. Make your body thin, moonbeam. And keep that thumb locked down!
Matthew stopped. His shoulder and forearm were thrumming. How did anyone get used to the weight of these things? A swordsman had to be born, he’d decided. It had to be in the bones.
He pushed the rapier’s tip down into the dirt and leaned on the sword. In spite of the dairyhouse’s coolness, he felt the sparkle of sweat on his face.
He was thinking that Andrew Kippering had shown a great interest in Dr. Godwin, possibly for the purpose of timing the man’s visits to Nicole. Why? To choose the right time for a throat-cutting?
Who do you think the high constable should be looking for? Katherine Herrald had asked.
And Matthew had answered, A gentleman executioner.
Someone who had approached Pennford Deverick on the street, and caused Mr. Deverick to offer a hand of greeting. Someone Mr. Deverick knew. Someone who wanted the doomed man to see his face.
And what, then, of Eben Ausley? Why those three men, throat-slashed and cut about the eyes?
I would look, Ashton McCaggers had said, for someone who has experience in a slaughterhouse.
Was Andrew Kippering that man? A gentleman executioner? With experience in a slaughterhouse? Was the man who pretended to enjoy life but really was in a great hurry to die also a gambler with the lives of other human beings? The Masker?
But for what reason? If execution was the sentence, what had been the crime? What linked Godwin, Deverick, and Ausley together in such a fashion that they should be put to death for it?
Matthew rubbed the rapier’s ivory handle. He thought once again that all roads led to the Queen of Bedlam, who sat locked at the center of a secret. The masks on the walls. The painting of Italy. The furniture defaced so as to prevent identification of the maker. Deverick. The rich trappings of a wealthy woman. The mysterious client, who hid in the shadows behind Icabod Primm. Has the king’s reply yet arrived?
“Matthew?”
He came out of his brown study. Someone was knocking at his door. “Yes?” he called.
“It’s Berry. You have a visitor.”
“One moment.” He put the rapier back where it had been. Then he opened the door and found himself looking not just at one pretty girl, but at one pretty girl and one beautiful lady.
Berry wore an apron over her dress. Her hair was pulled back from her face by a red scarf. She looked a bit flustered, her cheeks ruddy, and Matthew wondered if she’d been helping her father with lunch in the kitchen. In contrast to Berry’s homespun clothes, the elegant lady who stood just beside and behind her had stepped from a Parisian portrait of modern fashion. She was tall and willowy, with thick curls of light blond hair and eyes the color of the bittersweet chocolate cakes in the window of Madam Kenneday’s bakery. She wore a pale blue gown with fine white lace along the sleeves and billowing at the throat. On her head was a small and very fashionable curled-rim hat, of the same fabric and color as her dress, adorned with a white feather. Matthew couldn’t help notice that she was indeed a striking-looking young lady, about the same age as he if he judged age correctly. She had fair unblemished skin, high cheekbones, perfect cupid’s-bow lips brushed with pink, and a lovely slim-bridged nose. Her blond eyebrows lifted as she saw him take her measure. A beauty mark dotted her left cheek, and at her side she held a white parasol.
“Master Corbett,” she said, speaking it like music, and stepped forward to offer him a white-gloved hand.
“Yes.” He fumbled with her hand and didn’t know what to do with it, so he quickly let it go. He caught Berry looking at him askance, and then she blotted the perspiration of kitchen heat from her forehead with an old rag. “What…uh…” Matthew felt himself coming to pieces. The young lady’s eyes were beautiful, but they penetrated through his skull. “What may I do for you?”
“I am Miss Charity LeClaire,” she announced, as if he might recognize the name. “Might we speak in private?”
There was an awkward moment in which no one moved. Then Berry explosively cleared her throat. “Matthew, Grandda’s gone to get you some things. He’ll be back by eleven, he said. Lunch’ll be ready by then.”
“All right. Thank you.”
Still Berry lingered. She cast a furtive eye up and down Charity LeClaire while trying to hide behind her kitchen rag.
“In private, please,” the young lady repeated, her music just a note or two strained this time.
“Oh. Of course. Privacy. A very important thing,” said Berry, as she began to back away toward the house.
“Yes,” Miss LeClaire answered cooly. “Useful, also.”
“If you need anything, let me know,” Berry said to Matthew. “You know. Some water or anything.”
“I’m fine, thank you.”
“Back to the kitchen, then. Did I say lunch would be ready at—”
“Eleven,” Miss LeClaire interrupted, with a slight smile. “Yes, we got that.”
We? Matthew thought. What was this about?
“Good day, then,” Berry said, and Matthew saw her blue eyes go cold. Obviously Miss LeClaire was not to be invited to lunch today. Berry turned around and went back to the house, and never did Miss LeClaire’s calmly appraising gaze leave Matthew’s face.
“How may I help you?” Matthew asked. He remembered his manners, as the morning was growing warmer. Unfortunately he had no shade to offer but his humble dairyhouse. “Would you care to step inside?”
“No, thank you.” The white parasol went up, opening with a quick pop. “I have been directed to you by a Mr. Sudbury at a tavern you are known to frequent. I have a situation in which your aid is needed.”
“Oh? What situation?”
“I might tell you that I have visited Mr. Ashton McCaggers in his charming domain. He tells me that I am not the first to remark upon an item missing from the belongings of the deceased Eben Ausley.”
Matthew’s heart gave a little kick. He said nothing and attempted to let nothing show in his expression.
“Mr. Ausley, God rest him, was my uncle,” said Miss LeClaire. “I am searching for a particular notebook that was likely on his person the night of his unfortunate demise. I presume you have seen this notebook, since you asked Mr. McCaggers about it.” She paused, and Matthew knew she was trying to read his face. “Would you happen to know where the notebook might be?”
He was still reeling from the shock of hearing that someone so vile as Ausley had such beauty in his family. He swallowed hard, his mind moving options like chess pieces. If he gave up the notebook, he might never learn the meaning of that strange page of code. And for this lady to suddenly show up on his doorstep asking if he had it…well, it was an odd picture.
“No, I don’t,” he replied. “After all, I did mention to McCaggers that it was missing.”
“Ah, of course.” She smiled and nodded under the parasol’s shadow. “But why would you be looking for it, sir?”
“May I ask the same of you?”
“Business reasons.”
“I was unaware that Mr. Ausley was involved in business.”
“He was,” she said.
Matthew remained silent, and so did she. The silence stretched.
Then Miss LeClaire tapped a finger against her lower lip. “I have a carriage just up the street. I believe my employer would like to meet you, and I am empowered to offer you such a meeting. It would be a ride of several hours, but I think you might find it worthwhile.”
“Your employer? Who might that be?”
“His name,” she said, “is Mr. Chapel.”
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“MR. CHAPEL,” Matthew repeated. The name was heavy in his mouth. Had his face shown a reaction? He wasn’t sure. The lady was watching him intently.
“Do you know the name?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Little wonder. Mr. Chapel values his privacy.”
“And privacy can be very useful, can’t it?” Matthew asked.
“Yes.” She allowed a small smile to creep across her mouth, but it had the effect of making her eyes appear hard. “My question to you was: why were you interested in my uncle’s notebook?”
“I happened to see your uncle with a notebook many times. In the taverns, that is. He obviously liked to take notes.”
“It would seem so.” Miss LeClaire’s gaze did not waver. “Pardon me, but you said ‘a notebook’ instead of ‘the notebook.’ Do you suggest there was more than one?”
She was trapping him, he thought. Pushing him into a corner. Trying to get him to admit that he’d been following the bastard over the course of two years. What did she know about that damned notebook, and all the other notebooks that must have preceded it? Whoever she was, her interrogative abilities might have made a good addition to the Herrald Agency. “I only saw what I saw,” he told her.
“Ah, of course. But the real question is: who saw it last? Not you?”
It was time to start throwing doubt, before he buckled. “I imagine there must have been a crowd around the body. Someone may have picked it up.”
“But left his wallet?”
He felt he had met his match in this cool player. He could only summon up a tight smile and say, “Perhaps his killer wished to read your uncle’s notes.”
“Perhaps,” she agreed, in an unconvinced voice. Then she smiled and shifted the parasol so a bit of sunlight sparkled upon her moist pink lips. “You might care to meet Mr. Chapel, Matthew. May I call you Matthew?”
“As you please.”
“One evening and a dinner at Mr. Chapel’s estate, and you’ll be brought back in the morning. I can attest that Mr. Chapel hosts very fine dinners. Will you come?”
Matthew hesitated. He caught a movement from the Grigsby house and saw Berry duck away from the kitchen window. Miss LeClaire followed the line of his vision, but Berry did not reappear. Matthew had to focus on a decision. He had no doubt that meeting Mr. Chapel might give him some insight into what game Ausley had been up to. “An estate, you say?”
“Yes. A vineyard and a fledgling winery, as well. Some fifteen miles north along the Hudson River.”
“Really.” Matthew felt a creep of dread. That distance would put it four or five miles beyond the Ormond farm, where the eyeless dead man was found. In what Greathouse feared was the realm of Professor Fell, if his instincts were correct.
The lady was waiting.
“I do have business to take care of tomorrow,” Matthew said, eager to throw himself a land-anchor. “Some people might be very upset if I’m late.”
“If you’re an early riser, you’ll be back by this time Friday. Would that be a problem?”
Matthew decided to take the risk. It was the only way. “No problem,” he said, trying to keep his voice light. “Let me tell my friend I won’t be attending lunch. Pardon me.” He closed the door behind him and locked it. He noted how attentively she watched the key go into his pocket, and he had the sudden clear insight of a fist gripping the doorhandle and a length of burglar’s key sliding in to spring the lock as the moon shone down. Whoever this Mr. Chapel was, he had sent a professional to fetch Matthew; she might not be Ausley’s niece, after all. Family papers could be forged and presented to a coroner. In fact, one of Matthew’s cases with Magistrate Powers had concerned that very same thing. As Matthew walked around to the front of the Grigsby house with Miss LeClaire following at a distance, he thought he should not assume another professional wouldn’t arrive tonight to search through his belongings. If the archery target was torn open…
He knocked at the door. By the time Berry deigned to open it, Charity LeClaire had taken up position a few paces to his left and behind him. He said, “I won’t be joining you for lunch. I’m going on an overnight trip with Miss LeClaire.”
“Oh.” Berry blinked and looked from Matthew to the lady and then back again. “All right. I’ll tell Grandda, then.”
“If you would.” He added a hint of irritation to his voice. “And remind him, please, to remove the junk from my house. Particularly that archery garbage. Yes?”
“I’ll tell him.”
“Thank you.” Matthew wished he could warn her that if any sound was heard tonight from the dairyhouse they should remain in their beds, but he hoped if a burglar did arrive the man would be skilled enough to be noiseless. Then he bid Berry good day and followed Miss LeClaire up the street to where a handsome dark brown lacquered road coach with tan trim awaited, complete with a four-in-hand team of matched gray horses. He doubted that such a fine conveyance had been seen even on Golden Hill, and people were already gathering around to gawk at the vehicle. Made by a master craftsman in England and shipped over? he wondered. If so, it had been at fabulous expense. A husky young driver in a light blue suit and tricorn hat sat up high holding the reins, while his whipman climbed down off the seat to spring the door of the enclosed compartment open for Miss LeClaire and her employer’s guest.
In another moment they were on their way, turning right onto King Street. They passed the almshouse at a clatter. Matthew, who sat in the vis-à-vis position facing Miss LeClaire, noted that the lady did not bother to glance at her so-called uncle’s last earthly place of occupation. The coach turned right onto the Broad Way and on the outskirts of town took the Post Road. Matthew settled back against the black leather upholstery as the horses picked up speed. The coach fairly flew along the road, its well-balanced construction hardly shuddering as its wheels went over the ruts and potholes.
Under an ambitious whip, the horses were making quick progress. Matthew waited until New York was perhaps two miles behind them, and then he said to the drowsing lady, “Was Eben Ausley really your uncle?”
Her eyes remained closed and no reply was offered.
“What makes this particular notebook so important?”
Still no response.
He tried a third time. “What was your uncle doing for Mr. Chapel?”
“Please,” she said in a voice that was by no means slurred by sleep. “Your questions are wasted on me, sir.”
Matthew had no doubt she was correct. Through his crescent-shaped window he watched the woods blur past. He had the sensation of being observed, even though the lady’s eyes were shut. As the distance between himself and town increased, he began to regret his decision. He was going willingly into what was most probably a dangerous lair, and he must be very careful lest the creature who owned it ate him alive.
He was able to sleep for a total of about an hour, a few minutes at a time. Once he opened his eyes to find Charity LeClaire staring straight at him in a way that sent a shiver up his spine. She, too, looked ravenous. Then she closed her eyes again, seemed to drift away to sleep even though the rocking of the coach over the Post Road was no one’s cradle, and Matthew was left once more with sweat gathering under his collar.
He marked the road that turned off toward Mrs. Herrald’s house. They swept past it, leaving a cloud of dust. In a little while came the turnoff that led to the Ormond farm, and that too was passed in a hurry. Then there was just woodland, the occasional farmfield and a few windmills until the coach veered left where the road split into two around a dark little swamp. He didn’t need a map to know they were heading toward the river.
It was about an hour later when Matthew felt the coach’s speed begin to slow. At once Miss LeClaire was awake, if she had ever really been sleeping. Matthew looked out his window and saw a wall of rough stones about eight feet high. Vines and creepers dangled over it, while tree branches hung overhead. The coach was following a road close-set along the wall. Then the driver shouted, “Whoa, there! Whoa!” and hauled back on the reins. Now the coach was just barely rolling. Matthew saw a huge wooden slab of a gate set in the wall. His first thought was that they were about to enter not an estate but a fortress. The driver pulled the team to a halt and the whipman rang a bell that must have been secured under the seat. Within a few seconds the gate opened inward and the coach began moving once more.
Matthew caught sight of a young man who had emerged from a small white-washed gatehouse that had windows of multi-paned glass. The gatekeeper waved to the coach crew as the coach continued on, and then the coach travelled along a driveway that curved to the right and on either side stood thick woods. Matthew reckoned they’d gone about a hundred more yards before the coach slowed again. He saw a green sward of grass where a flock of sheep grazed and a few lambs pranced around. A large two-storey manse of mottled red and gray brickwork came into view, its handsome front adorned with many windows and a gray-painted cupola at the top with a copper roof. Chimneys jutted skyward. The driveway made a circle around a lily pond that stood a few yards from the front steps, and it was at these steps that the coach finally halted.
At once the coach door on Miss LeClaire’s side, closest to the house, was opened and a man perhaps only a few years older than Matthew offered a hand to the lady. “Good afternoon, miss,” he said, and then nodded at Matthew. “Good afternoon, sir. I hope your trip was pleasant.”
“Very pleasant, Lawrence. We made a quick pace,” said Miss LeClaire as she allowed the man to help her out. Matthew followed. As soon as Matthew set foot on the ground, the man shut the door again and motioned to the driver. The coach rolled away, following the circle and then continuing along another road that led off to the left between the trees.
“I’m Lawrence Evans, Master Corbett. Assistant to Mr. Chapel.” The man shook Matthew’s hand with a firm grip. He was tall and slim and wore an elegant pale gray suit with polished silver buttons. His dark brown hair was tied back in a queue with a black ribbon, and he wore spectacles that made him look, of all things, like nothing more sinister than one of the studious clerks at City Hall. His brown eyes were friendly and intelligent, his manner gracious, and as he stepped aside to allow Matthew and the lady entry to the manse he said, “Welcome to Mr. Chapel’s home.”
The foyer was panelled in glossy dark wood. The arched doorway of what appeared to be a large parlor was on the right, with a smaller room on the left. Overhead from the high ceiling hung an iron chandelier with eight candles, and directly ahead a set of stairs covered with red carpet ascended to the upper realm. A corridor decorated with pastoral tapestries led past the staircase toward the rear of the house. Everything was clean and polished and glowed with the golden afternoon light that streamed through the windows.
“Mr. Chapel regrets he’ll be busy until the evening meal,” Evans was speaking to Matthew. “I’m to show you to your room. As I know you must be tired and hungry, you might care to take a nap but first the kitchen has supplied a platter of bacon, biscuits, and jelly as a light sustainment. I’ll be glad to fetch you a glass of wine, if you’d like.”
“Yes,” Matthew said gratefully, though his guard was still up. “Thank you.”
Miss LeClaire was peeling her gloves off. “I need a cool bath. Would you arrange it?”
“Absolutely, miss. Will you come with me, sir?”
Matthew followed Evans up the stairs, while Charity LeClaire drifted away down the corridor. He was shown along another hallway to an opulent chamber that had surely never known a poorer guest than himself. The walls were golden pinewood, the floor adorned with a circular red-and-gold Persian rug. There was an ornate beige writing desk, a chest-of-drawers, a wash-stand and basin, two red-covered chairs, and a canopied bed. Heavy gold-colored drapes were open on either side of a glass-paned terrace door. Before one of the chairs was a small round table with the fresh platter of victuals Evans had mentioned, complete with silver utensils.
“Please make yourself at home,” Evans said. “I’ll bring your wine up and a pitcher of water also. We have a well here that provides excellent water, unlike that sulphurous liquid in town. Can you think of anything else you might wish?”
Matthew walked to the wash-stand and saw arranged around the basin of water a clean white facecloth, a cake of soap, a straight razor, a comb and hairbrush, and a small dish of baking soda for the teeth. An oval mirror was set on the wall. Whatever Mr. Chapel’s game, the man required his guests to be presentable. “I think everything’s here,” Matthew answered.
“Very good, then.”
As Evans moved toward the door, Matthew said, “One thing. What’s my host’s first name?”
“Simon.”
Matthew nodded. When Evans left the room, Matthew listened for the sound of a key turning in the outer lock but it didn’t come. Obviously he was not a prisoner, if one took a liberal view. Neither was the terrace door locked, for Matthew stepped outside and looked down upon a large garden of flowering trees, hedges, and ornamental shrubs that would have caused Mrs. Deverick to grind her teeth with envy. Dissecting the garden were pathways of white gravel. Beyond the garden there were more trees but over their leafy branches Matthew could see the blue width of the Hudson River, shimmering in the sunlight. A single flatboat with spread sails was slowly travelling southward, past the green wooded hills. Aiming his gaze a few degrees to the northeast, he saw more forest and then the disciplined rows of the vineyard about a quarter-mile distant. He could see also in that direction the roofs of other buildings that Matthew guessed to be a stable, the coachhouse, and structures having to do with the winery.
Simon Chapel. The name of course meant nothing to him, but for Ausley’s notations. It was a farce that Charity LeClaire was Ausley’s niece. That deception had been for the coroner’s benefit. The documents must have been well-forged, for McCaggers to be taken in by them. It all seemed like an elaborate effort, but what was the purpose?
Matthew went back inside and sat down to enjoy the bacon, biscuits, and a dab of apple jelly, for the mind would be sluggish without nourishment. He also had the feeling he was going to need his full complement of wits about him. Soon Evans returned bearing a silver tray that held a glass of very dark red wine and a pitcher of water.
“Anything more you require?” the man asked.
“Nothing more, thank you.” Matthew tried the wine. It was somewhat thick to be an afternoon libation but otherwise satisfying. “This is the estate’s grape?”
“Unfortunately not. That particular bottle was purchased in New York. Our vines have yet to produce a grape worthy of Mr. Chapel’s approval.”
“Oh.” That led to a question he’d been hoping to ask. “How long has the vineyard been here?”
“Many years. Mr. Chapel purchased the estate from a Dutchman who actually made his fortune in the shipping trade and let his son grow the grapes. They did produce a wine, though we consider it to be beneath our standards. The soil’s a problem, you see. But Mr. Chapel has great aspirations.”
“He must enjoy a challenge.”
“He does.”
Matthew wasn’t content to let Evans retreat without another try. “So the vineyard is Mr. Chapel’s chief occupation?” he asked as he spread jelly on a biscuit with a silver knife.
“Oh, no sir. Just one of many. If you’ll pardon me now, I do have some tasks at hand.” Evans offered up an easy smile. “I’d suggest you take a moment to browse the library downstairs, just to the right along the corridor.”
“I do enjoy books. Oh…might I walk in the garden?”
“Of course. The entrance to the garden is through the dining-room at the rear of the house. Dinner is served at seven o’clock. You’ll hear the bell being rung. Good afternoon, sir.” And then Chapel’s assistant was out the door before he could be troubled with any further questions.
Matthew took his leisure finishing the food. At length he drank the last of the wine followed by a glass of water and then stood up. He had brought his silver watch, in the pocket opposite where his key currently resided, and checking it he saw the hour hand neared four o’clock. Chapel’s hospitality was excellent, but it was time to explore this velvet cage.
He returned the watch to his pocket and went out into the corridor, where he followed the Persian runner back to the staircase. The house was quiet; if there were other servants about, they were discreet to the point of invisibility. He walked downstairs, making no effort at stealthy treading, for after all he was an invited guest. Then he went back along the tapestry-adorned corridor, past other rooms and alcoves, and going through an archway he found himself presented with the dining-room Evans had mentioned. He stopped and took stock of the place.
To call this a dining-room was like calling City Hall a meeting house. A long table suited for a dozen guests stood at the room’s center, its stocky legs carved in the shapes of fish. Six elaborate brass candelabras taller than Matthew were placed at intervals around the room, ready to throw light from ten wicks apiece. The plank-and-peg floor was the color of honey and indicated a healthy history, though it appeared many of the bootmarks had been eased by judicious sanding. A large fireplace of red and gray bricks, in keeping with the external construction of the house, held logs behind a brass firescreen. Above the table, a simple oval-ring chandelier held eight more candles. When this room was fully lit up, Matthew mused, tinted glasses would be required.
But what both interested him most and caused not a little twinge of concern was the room’s display of weaponry. Above the fireplace and on either side of it were gleaming swords, displayed business-tip northward and fixed in place in fan-shaped arrangements under small crested shields. There were six swords in each display. Eighteen swords, and not all of them rapiers. A few of them had darkened blades and looked as if they’d tasted blood.
This was not a room in which to linger, he decided. Ahead of him, at the far end of the chamber, was a closed door off to the left and a set of glass-paned doors between wine-red drapes. He crossed past the fireplace and the swords, which seemed to hiss at him as he went by. The double doors were unlocked, and he stepped out into the warm sunlight onto a brick terrace that had a wrought-iron railing and a set of steps leading down to a garden path.
Just below the terrace was a small pond where goldfish swam amid waterplants. A turtle eased off a rock and vanished into the murk. Matthew followed the path deeper into the garden, walking between all manner of flowers and shrubs, through the cool of the shadows of trees and then into sunlight again. Birds chirped and called from all sides. An occasional bench was positioned to welcome the wanderer, but Matthew was not inclined to do any more sitting after that jolting coach ride.
Soon, by following one path that intersected with another, he came to a hedge wall. He walked along it a distance and discovered an iron gate about six feet high, topped with spear-points. Beyond the gate the path continued through an untamed thicket. A chain and padlock told him he was not going out this particular way. Further on he found a second gate in the hedge wall, also similarly locked. He paused and rubbed his chin. Evidently his explorations were meant to be contained, and this realization struck him like a glove smack across the face. After all, it was not only Mr. Chapel who enjoyed a challenge.
Matthew continued walking, mindful that he was now definitely seeking a way out. After a few further paces, his attention was caught by the glimpse of a red cardinal in the lower branches of a nearby tree. He saw the cardinal take flight, perhaps alarmed by his approach, and as it soared up into the sunlight Matthew took a moment to admire its grace and color.
Suddenly something darted in like a blur and hit the cardinal in midair. There was a sound of impact, like a fist on flesh. Red feathers whirled down.
The cardinal was gone.
Matthew caught sight of a large brown-and-white bird speeding away with a crimson mass clutched up underneath it. It sailed off to the right and was lost from view beyond the higher trees.
Some kind of hunting bird, he’d realized. Most likely one of the favorite predators of the medieval monarchs, a falcon or a hawk.
The speed of that flight and the quickness of the kill was stunning. The intrusion of violent death—even the demise of a cardinal—on this sunny afternoon, in this hedge-walled garden with locked gates, gave him a crawl of unease deep in his belly. He hoped it wasn’t an omen of his night to come with Simon Chapel. He thought it wise to turn around and go back to the house, which seemed to loom over him like a threat, but what was it Mrs. Herrald had said about going forward? In any case, he wanted out of the garden and he didn’t intend to let a lock or two stop him.
When he found the third padlocked gate, he decided he was climbing it. He looked around and saw a bench under a nearby tree. Dragging it to the gate, he stood up on it and set about trying to clamber over and avoid the spear-points, which were distressingly sharp. Careful, careful! he thought as a point snagged his breeches at the crotch. One slip and a fall on this thing and he’d be known henceforth as Mattina. But then he had pulled himself over and landed on the ground in not too untidy a splay. Before him the path went through vines and thicket. He dared not glance back at the house, because he didn’t care to see Evans or some other person watching him from a balcony. He set off along the path.
There was nothing to see but woods on both sides. The path curved to the right. Matthew didn’t know what he was expecting, but he had to be going somewhere Chapel didn’t want him going. He’d been walking for two or three minutes when he heard the distinct crack of a musket shot, somewhere off to the right and farther distant, but the noise was enough to make him stand stock-still until he could make his lungs pull in air again. He went on, more cautiously now, watching the underbrush for any sign of a human predator.
The path emerged from the woods. Before him was a dirt road, and on the other side more forest. Matthew noted mounds of horse manure steaming in the sun. The coach team had gone this way, probably heading to the stable. He reasoned that if he went left along the road it would lead him to the vineyard and the buildings there. He knelt down, pondering if he should risk his luck anymore. After all, what was he thinking to find?
An answer, he thought, and he stood up.
He had taken two paces toward the road when a hard voice said, “I think you’d best stand where you are.”
Matthew froze. A few yards to the left and across the road, a man stood at the edge of the woods. He was dressed in dark brown breeches and boots, a gray shirt and a brown leather waistcoat, and he wore a wide-brimmed leather hat. He was shouldering a musket. At his side, gripped in his left hand, was a hunter’s pole from which dangled four dead hares.
“Out a distance from the house, aren’t you?” the man asked. And then he added, as an afterthought with a sneer in it: “Sir.”
“I was just walking,” Matthew answered. The hunter’s face was shadowed by the wide brim, but there was something familiar about it. The deep-sunken eyes. The voice, too…familiar…unsettling.
“Just walking could get you shot. What if I’d put a hole through you?”
Matthew stepped toward the man, who stood his ground. The musket came off the shoulder and even though its death-snout pointed away, Matthew stopped.
“Do I know you?” Matthew asked, sure that he did. From somewhere…
“Get back to the house. Go on. That way.” The chin jerked to Matthew’s right.
Matthew had no desire to argue with a gun. He said, “Very well, I’ll go.” He felt a stirring of anger and from it he said sarcastically, “Thank you for your hospitality.” Then he turned and began walking in the direction of the house, wishing to get as much distance from a musket ball as quickly as possible.
“My pleasure,” the hunter replied, with equal disdain.
And then Matthew knew him.
He had heard that same phrase, just before his face was thrust down into the pile of horse figs on Sloat Lane. He turned around. The man had not moved. Matthew said coldly, “Which one are you? Bromfield or Carver?”
“Sir?”

“What’s your name? So I might compliment Mr. Chapel for his choice in servants.”
“My name,” said the hunter with perhaps the slash of a dangerous smile in the hatbrim’s shadow, “is trouble. Do you want some?” Now the musket’s stock came to rest against the man’s knee and the barrel drifted a few inches toward Matthew before it was checked.
Bromfield or Carver, one or the other. Ausley’s stomperboys. On loan to him that night from Simon Chapel to do a roughneck’s work? Matthew and the man stared at each other, neither one willing to yield. But Matthew realized it was a fool who taunted a musket, and he didn’t wish to be someone’s tragic accident. He gave a mock bow, turned around again, and began walking away. The small of his back tensed, as if the muscles there expected a hammerblow.
“Corbett!” the hunter called. “My compliments to Mr. Chapel for his choice in guests! Make sure you wash your face before dinner!”
Matthew kept going. Well, at least the bastard had been drawn out enough to make that last comment, which secured the fact. Before the road curved, Matthew glanced back and saw that his rude acquaintance had disappeared. He had no doubt the man was not far away, though. Watching him. As perhaps other eyes were, as well.
He looked forward to dinner. One could fence without using a sword, and he expected this night would see a match that would make even Hudson Greathouse quake.





thirty-five 
WHEN THE DINNER BELL RANG, Matthew was just finishing his shave before the oval mirror. He rinsed the blade off in the washbasin, wiped the remainder of soap from his face with the damp washcloth, and then combed his hair. Regarding his reflection in the polished glass, he knew he had come a long way from the orphanage to this moment. He was looking at a gentleman who had in his eyes not only the bright spark of curiosity but also the steely glint of determination. He was no longer who he once had been, and though he was not yet suited to a sword he doubted he would be fully suited to a pen ever again.
Time to go downstairs and meet the man in Ausley’s notebook.
He breathed deeply a few times to clear his head, and then he walked out of the room.
Lawrence Evans had been aghast this afternoon when he’d answered Matthew’s knock at the front door, which had obviously been key-latched to keep the guest from straying. Oh sir, how did you get out there? You shouldn’t have gone out the front, sir. It’s not wise to go roaming, as there are wild hogs on the property.
“Yes,” Matthew had replied. “I did meet a pig on the road.”
You’ll keep this to yourself, won’t you, sir? If Mr. Chapel found out I let you roam around, he’d be most displeased.

“I won’t tell him,” Matthew had said, though he’d wondered if word would get back to the estate’s master through the road-pig.
Now, as Matthew came down the staircase and turned along the corridor, he heard voices from the dining-room. They were hushed, almost like whispers of wind. Matthew braced himself for the moment, squared his shoulders, and walked with as much confidence as he could muster into the candle-flamed room of eighteen swords.
“Ah, here’s our young nobleman!” said the man who sat at the head of the table, as he scraped his chair back and stood up to greet their guest. He walked toward Matthew with a large hand offered in friendship, his boots clumping thunderously on the planks. “Simon Chapel, sir! Very pleased to meet you!”
Matthew took the hand, which nearly crushed his own into a lifeless cuttlefish. The man was huge, standing at least six-foot-three and as solidly built as a brickwagon. He had a sturdy jaw and grinned with a set of peglike teeth that might bite a bulldog in half. His eyes, a shade approaching topaz, were large and luminous under spectacles with square frames. In contest to his physical magnitude, his nose was a small English heirloom turned up at the tip as if smelling spoiled violets. Above it the forehead was a slab of blue-veined marble, his hair a scatter of sparkling gray sand upon a skull slightly pointed at the crest as if suited for a battering-ram. His mouth twisted and twitched with some explosive remarks still being formed. He wore a royal-blue suit with a cream-colored waistcoat, a white shirt, and a blue silk cravat with small red and cream squares upon it.
He was a picture to behold, yet Matthew didn’t know quite what he was looking at.
“Sit!” Chapel said. “Right there!” He clapped Matthew on the shoulder with his right hand and with the left pointed to a place set for him on the other side of the table next to the chair he’d so energetically vacated.
Matthew took stock of the three other members of the dinner party. At the long table, which gleamed with silver trays, bowls, utensils, dishes, and cups under the fury of orange candlelight, sat Charity LeClaire, positioned directly to the right of Matthew’s waiting chair. Across from her, and also standing to greet Matthew, was Lawrence Evans, whose presence here indicated he was several leagues above being a mere servant.
It was the other man at the table, the man who had chosen not to stand, who riveted Matthew’s attention. He was eating an apple that had been cut into slices on a small silver fruit tray about the size of an open hand. He was a slim dandy, perhaps thirty years old or thereabouts, with hair so pale blond it was almost white. The hair was pulled back into a queue and tied with a beige ribbon. His eyes were piercing green, yet lifeless as they examined Matthew. The face was both handsome for its regal gentility and fearsome for its utter lack of expression. He wore a light brown suit and waistcoat, and flowing waves of European lace spilled from the front of his crisp white shirt and cuffs.
Matthew had last seen this man at night, walking around the corner of King Street near the almshouse, and had first seen him firing apples into the face of Ebenezer Grooder at the pillory before City Hall.
The pitiless grenadier, Matthew thought. He nodded at the man, who watched him but did not return the gesture.
“Allow me to introduce Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren,” said Chapel, as he steered Matthew toward the head of the table. The blond-haired man now gave the slightest nod, but his relaxed and almost somnolent posture said he was not interested in introductions. He continued eating an apple slice with small birdlike pecks and staring at Matthew as Matthew took the seat across from him.
Chapel sat down again, the grin fixed in place. “I fear Count Dahlgren doesn’t speak much English. He’s come over from Prussia and he’s very…well…Prussian, if you know what I mean. Yes?” That last word was directed to Dahlgren.
“Yas,” came the quiet reply in an accent as thick as the Black Forest, with a brief show of gray teeth. “Var’ Prussian.”
Chapel picked up a little silver bell next to his platter and rang it. “Let’s eat, shall we? Matthew, I hope you’re hungry?”
“I am, sir.” If he could get anything into his stomach, which was so tense amid this crew that it felt squeezed by iron bands.
Presently through a door at the right side of the room came the first wave of this feast: a procession of bowls, platters, and trays filled with sliced melons, stewed apples, honeyed strawberries, green salads, and other enticements brought in by three boys about fourteen or fifteen years of age, dressed in white shirts and black breeches, and two older women wearing kitchen aprons. Wine red and white was poured into glasses and Chapel proposed a toast with his glass lifted high: “To new friends and new prosperity!” Everyone drank. The glasses were immediately filled again by one of the boys, a wiry youth with shoulder-length brown hair that looked to have been brushed back from his face with bee’s-wax pomade. His purpose seemed to be standing nearby over a cartful of wine bottles, ready to pour when a glass showed its bottom.
The meal progressed, as candlelight flashed off the fine silver and was reflected upon the walls like streaking comets. Matthew was aware of the swords at his back while he carried on a conversation about the weather with Miss LeClaire, Chapel offered some observations about the size and shape of clouds, Evans borrowed a remark or two and reworked it so it sounded as if he’d come up with it on his own, and Count Dahlgren drank a glass of white wine and watched Matthew over the brim. The conversation then turned to the beauty of Chapel’s silverware, and when he stated between sips of wine that his father had impressed upon him the idea that no gentleman was a true gentleman without fine silver on the dinner table Miss LeClaire clapped her hands as if he’d made a pronouncement of discovering a medical cure for dropsy.
Then came the second wave, this one a flotilla of bowls bearing soups and chowders: mushroom and bacon, oyster and corn, she-crab and cream. Chapel took pinches of pepper from a mound in a silver bowl and threw them with gusto into his food, so much so that the lady had a fit of sneezing that a napkin could hardly contain. Evans went the salt route, while Dahlgren ignored his spoon and drank directly but delicately from the bowl in what Matthew thought must be the Prussian way.
Matthew was waiting for the first sound of a blade sliding out of its sheath, and twenty minutes into the feast Chapel cleared his throat with a peppery rumble.
Evans and Miss LeClaire had been chattering about the value of oysters to a healthy diet. Both of them suddenly went mute.
Chapel reached into his coat, brought out an object, and laid it on the table in front of Matthew, after which he returned to his pepperpot.
It was Ausley’s notebook. Matthew’s heart twisted on its root. He feared the book might have been the one in his possession, and stolen from the dairyhouse even as he’d been brought here today. But no…compose yourself, he thought. He could see there was no dried blood on it. This was one of Ausley’s less recent books, but identical in every way to the one Matthew had.
“You know what this is, I presume?” Chapel asked. There was a little ting as Dahlgren tapped the rim of his wineglass with a fingernail.
Matthew had had his fill of mushroom-and-bacon soup. He pushed the bowl aside. “I do.” Careful! he cautioned himself. “I’ve seen Ausley writing in it.”
“Not this particular one, maybe. He had a box full of them, under the bed in his room. A strange bastard, wasn’t he? Scribbled notes on everything under God’s sun. You know, I once knew of a lunatic in London who made balls of dust. Hundreds of them. Kept them in his attic. It was in the Gazette, wasn’t it, Lawrence?”
“Yes sir.”
Chapel nodded his conical head with satisfaction that his memory had been served. “I think Ausley was one notebook away from dust balls. All that about his gambling debts and his bowel habits…ridiculous. Of course you suspect by now that dear Charity here is not in any way related to Ausley, unless you consider nymph’s itch as a kind of lunacy.” He showed his peg-teeth to the lady, who looked straight ahead and continued drinking her white wine with no sign of perturbance except for a metallic glint of the eyes. “We found the box of notebooks when we searched his room,” Chapel went on, speaking to Matthew again, “but as he was known to always carry one on his person, there was—and remains—the notebook missing from his personal belongings.” He smiled faintly. “Do you have any idea where it might be, Matthew?”
“No sir,” came the steady reply.
“I’m sorry to hear that, for it would have made things so much easier. Now we have to go about searching for it. And where to begin? With his murderer? Do you think his murderer might have taken the notebook, Matthew?”
“I have no idea.”
“Oh, but you must have an idea! An opinion, at least. Why would his murderer have taken the notebook but left his wallet? Eh?”
Matthew knew Chapel was waiting for a response, so one must be given. “I suspect Ausley’s killer wished to read it.”
“Exactly!” Chapel lifted a thick forefinger. He was grinning as if all this was the most wonderful merriment, but the topaz eyes were stone-hard. “So this was someone who killed Ausley for a purpose, just as he’s killed Dr. Godwin and Mr. Deverick. Their wallets were likewise left undisturbed? Lawrence, the sheet please.” He held out a hand. Evans reached into his own coat with an eagerness that bordered on the frantic; from an inside pocket he brought out a many-times-folded sheet of paper that Matthew already knew was the Earwig. Evans unfolded it, smoothed it out, and slid it past Matthew and Count Dahlgren to the smiling host.
“A long way to go, to match the Gazette,” Chapel said as he looked over the article on Deverick’s murder. “But a good beginning, I’d say. I suppose there’ll be another sheet out soon with an article about Ausley? Or is he old news by now?”
“I’m sure there’ll be another sheet out within a few days. Mr. Grigsby has to gather enough news to fit first.”
“Of course. Economy must be observed, and why would Ausley rate a sheet all to himself? You know, we found your name in several of those notebooks. He had a very interesting combination of respect for your intellect and hatred for your principles. I think actually he was afraid of you. In any event, he was glad to be rid of you to that Magistrate Woodward.”
Matthew was shocked. “He was keeping notebooks that long ago?”
“Indeed. Only he didn’t write as much in them or go through them as quickly as later, when he went off the pier’s end with his gambling and personal lecheries. But as I say, he was afraid of you.” Chapel returned to his soup and dabbed a little she-crab from his chin with a white napkin. “He feared you were going to get another boy as witness to tell everything to Magistrate Powers and then the church might step in. Also, you made him nervous just following him around like that, night after night. He made a convincing argument for my help, so that’s why I let him use Carver and Bromfield, my hunters. I think you saw Bromfield this afternoon?”
Matthew glanced quickly at Evans but said nothing.
“Oh, don’t mind what Lawrence told you. It’s no matter. I would’ve been highly disappointed in you if you hadn’t gotten out and exploring. You did take a risk, though. Bromfield has a nasty streak. Are we ready for the main course, friends? Let’s be at it, then!” He rang the little silver bell again, as Count Dahlgren held out his wineglass to be refilled.
More platters and trays were brought to the table. This time the offerings were substantial: grilled lamb with dill pickles, sweetbreads in mustard sauce, a hunk of red meat that Matthew thought must be a calf’s tongue, and thickly sliced ham with a burnt sugar glaze. Accompanying these stomach-busters was wild rice, creamed corn, and a pile of biscuits. Matthew looked in vain for the hares. Who had Bromfield been hunting for?
But it was all Matthew could do to keep his mind about him, for this scene of feast coupled to the strange conversation with Simon Chapel was more like a dream than reality. He was full already, and the serving boys were loading up another plate for him. Then, quite suddenly, one of the boys spilled wild rice over the front of Matthew’s breeches and cried out, “Pardon, sir! Pardon, sir!” as he wiped the offending food away with a napkin. Matthew stood up from the table as the boy’s hand rapidly darted here and there to clean off the debris and Matthew finally said, “It’s all right. Really. I’m fine.” He brushed the last bits off himself and returned to his seat, while the boy—a small-boned lad with a mass of curly brown hair and the fast movements of a weasel—wadded up the napkin in his fist and started toward the door that presumably led to the kitchen.
“Silas, Silas, Silas!” Chapel said, with an air of exasperation. “Stop where you are, please!”
The boy obeyed and, turning around toward the master, had a crooked grin on his red-cheeked face.
“Give it up,” Chapel instructed. “Whatever it is.”
“Give it up, Silas!” jeered the young wine-guardian.
“Now.” Chapel’s voice had begun to lose its humor.
The boy’s grin faded. “I was jus’ practisin’,” he said. “Gonna put ’em back later.”
“Return them to Mr. Corbett. This moment, or you and I will have some difficulties.”
“Awwww,” Silas said, in the manner of any boy caught redhanded at a mischief. He approached Matthew, opened the napkin, and deposited from it both the silver watch and the dairyhouse key onto the table next to Matthew’s plate. Instinctively and with abject amazement Matthew checked his pockets, which had been picked so quick and cleanly he’d had no sensation of looting fingers.
“Go about your business, Silas,” Chapel instructed, as he began to slice the calf’s tongue. “No more nonsense, now.”
“No more nonsense,” smirked the wine-boy, who flinched as Silas balled up a fist and made a threat of striking him, but then Silas thought better of it and went out through the door to the kitchen.
“Silas has a little habit.” Chapel pushed the tongue platter toward Matthew. “We indulge him sometimes, as he does no harm. He is quick, isn’t he?” His gaze locked on the watch. “Very fine, that is. How come you to have such an expensive time instrument?”
“It was a gift,” Matthew answered, aware he was again edging on shaky ground. “From…” His wits failed him.
“Oh, it’s not Mr. Deverick’s watch, is it?” Chapel made a wide-eyed expression of mock horror that was almost comical. “You’re not the Masker, are you?”
“No.” His mind started up again, like Sassafras running on the treadmill at Micah Reynaud’s barbershop. “It was a gift from the man who founded the town of Fount Royal, in the Carolina colony. Given for clearing up an important matter.”
“The witchcraft thing? Yes, Ausley told me. I might mention that my Carolina source says Fount Royal dried up and blew away last summer, so sad to relate. But life goes on, and so does time. Ah, what’s this?” Chapel plucked up the dairyhouse key even as his mouth was gobbling tongue.
Matthew, who felt as if Dr. Godwin’s breeches were already about to burst at the belly, had passed the tongue on down to Miss LeClaire, who stabbed herself a piece. Evans was intent on his small portion of ham and across from Matthew, Count Dahlgren put a fork to the grilled lamb and chewed steadily while watching Chapel inspect the key.
“This is an antique,” Chapel remarked once his mouth was clear. “Charity tells me you live in an outhouse.”
“A dairyhouse,” Matthew corrected.
He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Outhouse, dairyhouse…”
“Whorehouse,” the lady sniggered, with a shiny look that skimmed past Matthew. One of her blond curls had come unpinned and was hanging down over a chocolate eye. Her wineglass was empty. The wine-boy poured another.
“Here, mind she doesn’t get too much!” Chapel told the boy. “She’ll have us all on the table devouring us like Sunday sausages!” He returned his attention to Matthew. “Why does a young man of your aptitude live in an outhouse?”
“My aptitude, sir?”
“Your brains. Your gumption. You’re not lazy, I know. Also I know you have curiosity and you’re not afraid to strike out on your own. Why an outhouse, then? Do you have no ambition?”
“I have ambition. I am where I am, for right now.”
“Where you are right now,” Chapel said as he set the key down beside Matthew’s silver plate, “is here. It’s where you’re going tomorrow morning that I think shameful.”
“Sir?”
“Back to that noxious town. Full of those cretins and clodfoots. Pigs in the streets and horse manure…well, need I mention that to you? I think you have such potential, Matthew! Such a mind as yours should not be put to waste…” He paused and took a sip of wine.
“To waste, sir?” Matthew asked.
“Doing menial labor,” came the reply. “Isn’t that right, Lawrence?”
“Yes sir.” The s was perhaps a shade slurred.
“Listen to him, for Lawrence was once a legal clerk himself. Drowning in ink and debts. But look at him now, Matthew. Dressed in such finery and performing tasks more suited to his skills. And with a great future yet ahead of him!”
Matthew was watching Dahlgren, who watched Matthew. “Does the Count also work for you?”
“In a sense. He’s a guest, but he’s also my fencing instructor. I’m a bit late in taking it up, I fear, but I’m trying to learn. It’s damned hard, though.”
“Hard?” Miss LeClaire stirred and seemed to be rocking back and forth in her chair, her eyes flicking from one man to another. Her voice was thick. “Who’s hard?”
“Hush,” Chapel said. “I meant to say difficult, Matthew. One must take care around Miss LeClaire, lest her condition leap out and romp us to death.”
Matthew finished his glass of wine and put a finger to the rim, allowing no more, when the boy rushed forward to pour again. Sense had to be made of this strange cornucopia, and he knew of only one way in the situation to start finding some answers. The frontal assault. “Mr. Chapel,” he said, and at once the man was listening attentively, “may I ask exactly why Ausley’s notebooks are so important to you?”
“Of course. They hold, amid his ravings and chamber-pot tribulations, the names of the orphan boys he’s sold to me.”
“Sold to you?”
“Well, I suppose rented is a better word. You know. To work here, as grounds and house staff and in the vineyard. Good help is so difficult to find. We clean them up, of course. Educate them and give them a trial period. If they fit in, they stay. If they don’t, they return to the orphanage.” Chapel continued eating. “A simple solution to my needs. I suppose I could have bought slaves, but I don’t wish black hands on the grapes.”
“Black hands,” Miss LeClaire slurred, both eyes now obscured by fallen curls. “On the grapes.” And then she snorted a laugh that made clear threads of snot shoot out of both nostrils.
“Dear Lord! Lawrence, do something about her, will you? Mind your stones, she’s got a claw of iron. Where were we? Oh, the orphans! Well, this arrangement’s been going on since I—Lawrence in my stead, I mean—approached him…oh, back in 1696, I suppose. And when did you leave the orphanage? 1694, wasn’t it?”
“Yes.” Matthew tried not to look as Evans cleaned the lady’s nose and tried to make her stop rubbing herself back and forth on the chair’s seat. The nymph’s itch, indeed.
“We just missed you. It works well for us, and well for Ausley…until he was murdered, I mean. Now we’ve got all the books but the last one, and we really must find it.”
“Why?” Matthew asked. “What’s so important about the names?”
“Actually, there’s only one name I care about in the books. My own.” Chapel offered an apologetic smile and a tilt of the battering-ram. “You see, Ausley was not removing the names of his charges from the rolls after they were sent to me. Therefore he could continue to get the same amount of money from the charities and the churches because his numbers stayed the same. I suppose I paid for much of his gambling adventures, plus he took the extra charitable funds. Now that the poor wretched bastard is dead, I’d think someone in a position of responsibility will be going over the official ledgers and records of placement. The notebooks, you understand, are highly unofficial.”
Chapel leaned toward Matthew in an attitude of sharing a secret. “I told him, through Lawrence, not to write my name down anywhere. I wanted there to be no trail of paper leading to me. Hate those. Well, what do we find when we get the notebooks from under his bed? Yes, there it was, all right! My name, in glorious scribble! I had a suspicion, after Bromfield and Carver told me they got a glimpse of one of those damned books the night they hired out to him, that my name was in them somewhere. Now it may have been true that just my family name is there and possibly no one would ever have connected me to the scheme, but still…care saves trouble, as my father used to say. I have not advanced to my present situation by lack of planning, I promise you.”
Matthew nodded. This information didn’t surprise him in the least. But what of the numbers? The code Ausley had written down? Of course he couldn’t ask, though he nearly had to lock his teeth together.
“I’m not a monster,” Chapel continued. He knifed butter from a silver tray and bathed a biscuit with it. “The boys here are all volunteers. No one has to stay if they don’t like it. How many are here presently, Lawrence?”
“Nineteen, sir.” Evans was trying to free himself from the hands that were earnestly working at the buttons of his breeches front.
“Many various ages, from twelve on up,” Chapel said. “They live in a very comfortable building at the vineyard. When they reach the age of eighteen, they are free to go out into the world on their own if they choose. I had a ready source of labor, Ausley got his money, and all was right with Simon Chapel’s little world.” His visage darkened. “Until this Masker came along. And who the devil is he, anyway? Why these three men, Matthew? Does anyone have any ideas?” His gray eyebrows went up. “Do you?”
It wasn’t right, Matthew thought as he pushed his plate aside and folded his hands on the table. Something…was…not…right. Why should the Masker be interested in Ausley’s scheme with Chapel? He remembered that before Dippen Nack had scared the Masker away, there’d been a whispered Eben Ausley was…
What was the finish of that declaration to be?
Eben Ausley was selling orphans as vineyard workers? As household and grounds staff?

Why in the world should the Masker have a care for what Ausley did with the orphans?
It wasn’t right, Matthew thought. No.
“Tell me about this, then,” said Chapel, as he slid the Earwig toward Matthew. His index finger tapped a small item. Matthew saw the broadsheet had been turned to its second page, and Chapel’s finger was on the lines of print that read The Herrald Agency. Problem-Solving. Letters of Inquiry to go to the Dock House Inn.





thirty-six 
“THE PRINTMASTER’S YOUR FRIEND, isn’t he?” Chapel looked at his fingertip and found it was marred by a small darkening of ink. He wiped it on his napkin. “Do you know who brought that item to him?”
Matthew was startled as Count Dahlgren suddenly got up from his chair, walked across the room with a half-glass of white wine in his left hand, and with his other pulled a sword from the display on the right side of the fireplace. It came out with a shrieking sound.
“Tell me,” Chapel said, his intense topaz gaze fixed upon Matthew. The reflection of orange candleflames on his spectacle lenses made it appear that his eyeballs were burning.
Behind Matthew, Dahlgren began to thrust and parry at a phantom opponent. Matthew dared not turn around, but could hear the sword’s high whicking noise as air was cleaved left and right.
“Do you know these agency people yourself, Matthew? Have you met them?”
“I…” What a pit had been opened for him! Would that it not become a grave where he might lie rotting and filled up with roaches. He swallowed hard as Dahlgren swung his blade through a candle and the waxen stump flew over Matthew’s head into the wild rice. “I have—”
He didn’t know what he was going to say, but before he could say it a drunken load of woman jumped into his lap, driving the breath out of him and almost causing him to spew forth sliced melons, stewed apples, salad, mushroom-and-bacon soup, and every other foodstuff deposited in his belly-bank. This leap of wanton faith was accompanied an instant later by a tongue—of the feminine human variety—winnowing itself into his mouth like a river eel. He tried to push her off but she was stuck fast, her arms going around his neck and her fleshy red rag nearly down his throat. He had the feeling that he might strangle on it, while as if in some nightmare formed from bad codfish Count Dahlgren lunged around the room whacking candles, Evans grabbed the itching nymph to give Matthew some air and Chapel said sourly, “Well, damn it all,” and beckoned the wine-boy over for another glass.
When Evans got Miss LeClaire unsealed and unseated and she began to try to get his breeches pulled down, Chapel leaned toward the hard-breathing and red-faced young nobleman and said, “Listen now, Matthew. Very important. Will you run a simple errand for me when you get back to town?”
“What…” He ducked as the upper half of a candle, its wick still smoking, sailed between them. “What is it?”
“Don’t mind Count Dahlgren.” Chapel waved a dismissive hand in the swordsman’s direction. “This is obviously some kind of Prussian after-dinner thing. But about the errand: will you go for me to the Dock House Inn and find out if anyone named Herrald is staying there?”
“Herrald?” Matthew asked, as Dahlgren began to deliver an unintelligible chant in a strange, staccato rhythm while he swung the sword back and forth with lightning speed, the blade hardly a blur. Matthew saw him switch hands, whirl around, almost drop to the floor, and then smoothly switch hands again and strike out as if piercing an enemy’s heart.
“The Herrald Agency. The item. Wake up, is the wine taking you under? I want to know specifically if a Mrs. Katherine Herrald is staying there, or has lately been there. I also want to know who’s gone to see her and what company she keeps.” Chapel grasped Matthew’s shoulder with a steely claw that reminded him of Jack One Eye the bear. “Also, get what you can from the printmaster. Bring me back this information within three or four days and I’ll make it worth your while.”
“Worth my while, sir?”
“That’s right. How about a pound sterling, to start with?” Chapel waited for the sound of that immense sum to sink in. “We’ve got to get you away from that outhouse somehow, and this seems a good place to begin.”
“All right,” Matthew said, for he wished to return to New York in a single package. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“That’s the boy! Also keep your eyes and ears open about that notebook, won’t you?”
“I will.”
“And please, not a word to anyone. You wouldn’t want old Simon in the pillory, would you?”
“No.”
“Excellent! Let’s have a drink on it! Jeremy, open the new bottle!”
The wine-boy uncorked a hitherto untasted vintage, poured thick red liquid into two fresh glasses, and set them before Matthew and Chapel. “To victory!” Chapel said, lifting his glass. Matthew wasn’t sure what battle was in the future, but he also lifted his glass and drank.
“Now, now!” Chapel chided when Matthew started to put his drink aside. “Bottoms up, young Corbett! Bottoms up!”
Matthew saw no option but to finish the glass, knowing that at least this bizarre dinner was almost over and he could get up to bed. But then came the servers again, this time bearing a huge white-iced cake, some kind of fruit pie, and a plateful of sugared cookies. The sight of the sweets diverted Miss LeClaire from her mission of removing Evans’ breeches, and with a cry of girlish delight she staggered drunkenly toward the cake, her hair hanging in her face. As the lady attacked the cake with her fingers, Evans hoisted up his breeches, Count Dahlgren chanted and fenced, and Chapel watched everything with firelit eyes and a thin-lipped smile, Matthew thought he knew the real meaning of the word bedlam.
A piece of cake the size of a brick was placed before Matthew, who had not the stomach for a pebble. Following this was a slice of pie from which red cherries oozed. He noted that the room’s furious light had faded somewhat, as Dahlgren continued to chop away at candles. The smells of burnt tallow and smoke whirled about him, scorching his nostrils. At the back of his throat, now that the acidic tang of the wine had subsided, was a sulphurous taste. Whatever vintage he’d just drunk, he thought, it was not yet suited for public consumption.
He heard Miss LeClaire laugh with her mouth full and then Evans said something he picked up only as a distant rumble. Looking through the slithering smoke, he watched Dahlgren wielding a sword like a clockwork automaton, back and forth across the room. Say what you please, he told himself, the Prussian was damned good with that blade. The man moved in a blur, the sword a sharp sparkle of light as it twisted, turned, and bit. Matthew figured Dahlgren certainly knew how to keep his thumb locked down.
Matthew watched Dahlgren’s shadow thrown monstrously upon the wall, emulating its master’s moves. Then, quite suddenly, Matthew realized he was watching Dahlgren fencing his shadow, and the shadow was making its own moves and counter-moves. Now this is interesting, he thought happily, aware of a red haze beginning to creep around the edges of his vision.
Wait, he heard his own voice say, or perhaps it was spoken only in his mind. It sounded like an echo from the bottom of a well. He repeated it, and it came out Wayyyytttt. When Matthew blinked heavy eyelids and looked at Simon Chapel through the creeping haze he saw that his host was growing a second head to the left of the first. It was coming up like a warty mass, bulging the collar of the man’s shirt. From the birthing head a single eye with a red pupil like a flare at the end of a candlewick found Matthew’s face, and in the darkness below it a scarlet mouth opened in a smile to show a hundred teeth the size of needles.
Matthew’s heart begin to pound and writhe. Cold sweat bloomed on his face. He wanted to look at Chapel’s real face, for he knew in the recess of his mind yet untouched by whatever drug he’d ingested that the terrifying vision was false yet he could not, could not, look away. He saw a hand with seven fingers reaching for him, and a voice that stung like hot wax whispered Let go, Matthew, just let go…
He did not want to let go, but he couldn’t help it, for in the next minute or second or whatever time had become he felt himself falling forward as if off a precipice and it was not the blue river beneath him but the white icing of cake. He felt his body sag off the chair, he heard a mean little peal of laughter and a sword hiss through the air, and then he was all alone and drifting in the dark.
It occurred to him in this small country of darkness that Chapel had not seemed affected by the drug. How was that so, when they’d both drunk from the same unopened bottle? It was a curious thing, he thought, as his body began to become elongated and his legs and arms splayed out until he was as thin as a kite.
He was coming down for a landing. He felt something rushing up at him, though he knew not what. He hit a soft surface, someone—a man’s voice, hollow in the distance—said he’s all yours but don’t kill him, dear, and then a wild animal seemed to jump upon him because hot breath bathed his neck and claws dug into his shoulders.
Were his breeches being tugged off? Was his skin still on his bones? He opened his lips to cry out and a burning mouth caught the cry and tore it up between gnashing teeth. The mouth sucked at his lips so hard he thought they were being torn away. Then the mouth moved southward along with the fingernails and when the ultimate destination was reached at midcontinent the suction lifted his buttocks up and held him suspended.
Through eyes that would not open beyond slits he saw flickering candles and a wild-haired shadow humping with the ferocity of the damned. His backbone cracked, his teeth chattered, and the brain rattled in his skull. There was a savage twist and a searing pain and he feared his manhood had been tied in a knot by the pulsing wet orifice that squeezed so mightily around the member. Then the pounding continued with no abate and no tender mercy.
In his drugged state, his mind in a stupor, and his body roused to a sweating fever, he had no doubt what was being done to him. He had been thrown to Charity LeClaire and was serving as a scratch for the nymph’s itch. All he could do was be battered and beaten, tossed and trumpled, rowdied and rompled and rigidified. Up was down, down was up, and at some point the bed broke and the whole heaving world slid sideways. A mouth sucked his mouth, a hand grasped his hair, a second hand caught his beans, and eager thighs slammed down in a spine-bending maneuver both frenzied and frantic.
He was half off the bed, but which half he didn’t know. Blond curls fell in his face and damp breasts squeezed against his chest. A catlike tongue darted and flicked. The hammering of the lady’s pubic mound against Matthew’s groin beat from him a grunting rhythm, broken when the demoniacal damsel screamed in his ear. Then after a respite that seemed as long as eight seconds, Matthew felt himself seized by the ankles and dragged along with the bedsheets upon the chamber’s floor, where Miss LeClaire continued her demonstration of the lusty art. Matthew swore he felt his soul trying to float free from his body. After so many explosions of energy, probably helped along by the wicked drug, he was now only shooting forth blue air.
But the lady screamed and screamed again, and to stifle another scream chewed on his right ear as if it were a cornbread muffin. He was only vapor now, a ghost of his former self. In this half-viewed, orange-daubed debaucher’s paradise he thought Miss LeClaire could teach Polly Blossom things the madam had only seen in opium dreams.
At last, at long last: a cessation of motion. The weight of a body lying across Matthew’s chest, and the sensation of steam pouring forth as in hot sun after rain. His neck was kinked and his back crooked. His eyes, like cannonballs, rolled across devastated fields. He fell away into the void.

It was with an abrupt start that Matthew returned to the world of the living. He was being roughly jostled back and forth, which at first made him think the tireless nymph was again at work, but then he saw through swollen eyes the padded interior of a coach. Early morning had arrived, as the red sun was just rising to the east. He realized he was dressed, more or less, in the clothes he’d come with, and he was being returned to New York.
The seat opposite him was empty. He heard the crack of the whip and felt the vibration of the four horses hauling the vehicle southward. A rear wheel hit a particularly brutal pothole and lifted his bottom off the seat, and when he came down he landed on a sore nut and almost shouted God’s name in vain. It would do to find a way to steady himself, for the sake of his bruised stones. The horses were making a quick clip and the coach was a rolling symphony of creaks, cracks, and groans. He knew the feeling.
The darkness rose up and took him once more, and when he awakened this time—again to the aches and pains of spent passions—he blinked in the stronger light, as the day had advanced by perhaps two hours. Still he was hazy and had to concentrate to keep his eyelids from sliding shut. The drugged wine, Matthew thought, had been a potent vintage. But no, no…his mind was yet working properly. He reached up and rubbed his temples, so as to move the sluggish blood.
It had not been the wine, he realized, or Chapel also would have fallen under its spell. The drug must’ve been smeared inside his glass. Yes. Inside the glass, so an unopened bottle might be shared by two but a victim made only of one.
Whatever that had been about, he had no idea except to guess that the other men had given him up to Charity LeClaire as a way to save their own foreskins. If she was like that every night she must nearly have put them all in a grave. Well, there could be no doubting now of his status as an ex-virgin, though this had been more assault than sex. The damnable thing was if he might start in the next few days—or after an ample time of recovery, at least—wondering about what it must be like to meet her in the bedchamber without being drugged almost immobile.
There must have been another reason to it as well, Matthew mused as he lifted up off the seat with every shudder of the suspension. He’d been drugged to keep him from roaming around at night, after his host had gone to bed. Charity LeClaire had just been the icing on the cake.
It made no sense to him. That business about the orphans being put to work as servants and vineyard workers. Of course there’d been the serving-boys in the room. But what would the Masker care about it?
Matthew remembered the boy who’d picked his pocket and he immediately felt to see if his watch and key were still there. They were. Silas has a little habit, Chapel had said. A habit indeed.
Matthew quieted his mind and tried to rest again, as his body demanded it. Soon the coach’s wheels were rolling over more familiar dirt and they passed through the outskirts of town. The silver watch reported ten-thirteen. On the streets this Friday morning was the usual traffic of wagons and pedestrians, all hurrying about their business in the way that Matthew had begun to think of as “New Yorkian.” The coach’s team was slowed to a walk but steered toward the harbor to set its passenger off at his destination, and that was when Matthew caught in the air the sharp scent of smoke. This was no surprise, due to the number of industries that required fire, but when the air became tinted with murky yellow about a block from Grigsby’s house Matthew realized something nearby was well and truly aflame. He peered out the crescent-shaped window and to his absolute horror saw smoke and a lick of flame rising from just ahead, on the printmaster’s property.
His dairyhouse was burning.
He shouted, “I’m getting out here!” to the driver and whipman, popped the door open, and jumped down to the street. His knees gave way, his groin ached like a stab wound, and he staggered forward on the edge of collapse but he kept going against the pull of gravity itself. He had no doubt about it; the dairyhouse was going up, and so then were the last of his meager belongings.
But as he got onto Grigsby’s property from Queen Street he saw it was not his miniature mansion aflame. The smoke and a flurry of ashes were rising from well behind the dairyhouse. Matthew walked—or rather, limped—toward the conflagration, his heart pounding, and saw the printmaster and his daughter engaged in tending a bonfire, each of them armed with rakes to herd off errant flames in the grass.
“What is this?” Matthew asked as he neared Grigsby, and he noted that when Berry turned around she glanced first at his sallow face and then quickly at his crotch as if she knew where it had spent the night.
“Matthew, there you are!” Grigsby grinned, his face puffed by the heat. Ashes clung to his little tuft of hair and a black streak lay across his nose. “Where’ve you been?”
“Just away for the night,” he answered, as Berry turned her back on him and raked dead a crawling fist of fire. Ashes billowed from the flames and blew around them like gray snow.
“What are you burning?”
“Garbage,” Grigsby said, with a twitch of his eyebrows. “On your command, sir.”
“My command?”
“But of course. Anything to please the master of the house.”
“Master of the—” Matthew stopped, for he’d peered into the flames and saw in that red hotpot a melded mass of shapes that might have once been a pile of old buckets, boxes, implements, and unknown items shrouded with blazing canvas. He caught sight of a well-punctured and smouldering archery target an instant before its straw-stuffed interior ignited and then exploded into a small inferno.
His first impulse was to grab Grigsby’s rake and attack the fire; his second was to pick up the bucket of water he saw on the ground nearby and try to save what he knew to be hidden within the target, but the burlap was nothing but blaze now and it was too late, much too late. “What have you done?” he heard his own voice cry out, with such anguish that both Grigsbys looked at him as if he’d caught flame himself.
The printmaster’s spectacles had slid down to the end of his sweating nose. He pushed them back up, the better to see Matthew’s horror-struck face. “I’ve done what you asked!” he said. “I’ve cleaned the dairyhouse out for you!”
“And set everything on fire?” He’d almost screamed the last word. “Are you mad?”
“Well, what else was I to do with all that junk? I mean, the press parts and tins of ink I kept, of course, but everything else had to go. My lord, Matthew, you look ill!”
Matthew had staggered back from the heat and almost gone down on his rear, but if he busted another nut he’d have to be put in a wheelbarrow and carted to the public hospital on King Street.
“Matthew!” Berry was coming toward him, her red curls in wild disarray and black smears of ash on her chin and forehead. The deep blue eyes saw much. “What is it?”
“Gone,” was all he could say.
“Gone? What’s gone?”
“It was in there. The target. Inside there, where I hid it.” He realized he was babbling like a brook, but he was unable to make sense. “I hid it, right in there.”
“I think he’s drunk!” Grigsby said, raking away a piece of blazing burlap that had escaped the furies.
“Very important,” Matthew rambled on. He felt as if he were again under the effects of Chapel’s drug, his vision blurring in and out of focus. “Very important I keep it, and now it’s gone.”
“Keep what?” Grigsby asked. “Aren’t you pleased I did this for you?”
Berry put aside her rake and took Matthew’s hand. “Settle down,” she said, in a voice like a firm slap to the jaw. He blinked and stared at her, his mouth half-open and the taste of ashes on his tongue. Berry said, “Come with me,” and pulled him gently toward the printmaster’s house.
“Everything’s cleaned up for you!” Grigsby called after them. “I got a rug for you and a new desk! Oh, and the locksmith came this morning! Your old lock was sprung!”
In the kitchen, Berry guided Matthew into a chair at the table and poured him a cup of water. He looked at it for a few seconds, uncomprehending, until she put the cup into his hand and waited for him to press his fingers around it. “Drink it,” she said, and he obeyed like a pole-axed dullard.
“What’s this about?” she asked, when he’d put the cup down.
He shook his head, unable to speak it. What might have been a vital part of this puzzle, now turned to ashes and smoke. Not knowing what secret the Masker meant him to discover was too much to bear. He realized Berry was no longer in the room with him. He sat stupidly looking at the watercup as he heard her footsteps approaching across the boards.
She stopped just behind him. Suddenly, with a small sharp smack, was laid on the table before him an object risen from death by fire.
“I helped Grandda move the junk yesterday,” she said. “I needed some more straw for my mattress. That was in the second handful.”
Matthew reached out to touch the gold-ornamented notebook, to make sure it was real. He swallowed, his mind still reeling, and said the first thing that came to him: “Lucky for me.”
“Yes,” Berry agreed, in a quiet voice. “Lucky for you.” Then: “I looked through it, but I didn’t show it to Grandda. I found your name in it.”
Matthew nodded.
“You hid it in there?”
Again a nod.
“Would you care to tell me why?”
He was still all pins and nerves. He picked up the notebook and opened it to the cryptic page. One glance at the list of names and he saw:

Silas Oakley   7  8  8  5  Chapel 6/20


This, he presumed, very well might be the Silas with the little habit—and huge talent—of picking pockets. The date might have been when the transaction was made with Ausley, but what was the meaning of the other four numbers?
“Well?” Berry prompted.
“It’s an involved story.” Matthew closed the notebook and put it down, but kept his hand on it. He recalled as if from a dream Grigsby saying Your old lock was sprung. Had someone come in the night to search his house? “You took the items out of there yesterday?”
“Yes, a few hours after you’d left.”
“And you found the notebook then?”
“That’s right. Then we just left the stuff out behind the house until Grandda could get a city permit for an open fire.”
“I see.”
“I don’t see.” Berry came around the table and sat down facing him. Her no-nonsense stare promised him no mercy. “What’s it about and why’d you hide it?” A light of realization glinted. “Oh. Does that ladybird have something to do with it?”
After a moment’s deliberation he said, “Yes.” It was best to continue, for he had the feeling that once Berry had seized upon a subject it was a subject under siege. “Has Marmaduke told you about the Masker?”
“He has. I’ve read the broadsheets, too.” Her freckled cheeks suddenly flushed and she leaned forward with urgent excitement. “It has something to do with the murders?”
“It does.” He scowled at her. “Now listen to me, and I mean it: not one word to your grandfather. Do you hear me?”
“I hear. But what does the lady have to do with it? And where did you go last night?”
“I have no idea, is the answer to the first question. To the second, it’s probably best that you don’t know.”
“And the notebook, then? All that scribbling about gambling and food and all the rest of it?” Berry made an unpleasant face. “Why’s it so important?”
“Again, I have no idea.” Matthew decided against all wisdom to give her something, as she had saved this chestnut from the fire. “I’ll tell you that there are other people who want this book, and it’s vital they don’t find it.” He ran a hand through his hair, his energy almost sapped. “I think someone may have broken into the dairyhouse last night to find it, so thank God and all the lucky stars that you found it first. Now: can you do me a great favor and keep it here somewhere, but out of Marmy’s sight?”
“Me keep it?”
“That’s right. I’m going to have to make a trip to Philadelphia soon, and I want that book to be here when I get back.”
“To Philadelphia? What for?”
“Just never mind.” He waved her questions away. “Will you keep the book for me, or not?”
It didn’t take Berry long to consider. There was a note of eager excitement in her voice when she said, “I’ll put it in the bottom drawer of my chest, under my crayon box. You don’t think anyone will break in here, do you?”
“That I can’t say. I think they suspect I’ve got it, but they don’t know for sure.”
She looked at him steadily for a few seconds, and Matthew saw her gaze drop to the front of his shirt. “You’re missing three buttons.”
In his state of weariness he was unable to formulate a response, so the best he could do was shrug his shoulders and offer a faint, lopsided smile.
“I’d better get back out to help Grandda, but I’ll put this away first.” She retrieved the notebook and stood up. “Oh…a man brought a letter for you. It’s on the table in the front room.”
“Thank you.” He waited until she’d gone, as he feared that when he stood up some dull ache or stabbing pain might cause him to give a groan and she’d want to know what was hurting. The less said about that, the better. When Berry went back outside, Matthew eased himself up and went into the front room, where he found a white envelope sitting on the small round table next to the door. A quick inspection showed him it was sealed with red wax that bore the impressed initial H.
He opened the envelope and read: Dear Matthew, if at all possible please come today before three o’clock to Number Seven Stone Street. With All Regards, Katherine Herrald.
He refolded the letter and returned it to the envelope. Interesting, if both Mrs. Herrald and Hudson Greathouse were in town. He’d have to promptly go see what this was about, and catch some decent sleep later this afternoon. It would be a good opportunity to relate his tale of last night, as well.
An item that he’d not noticed before caught his attention. Set up near the east-facing window was an artist’s easel. A chair was situated before it, turned to the side. On the easel was one of Berry’s works in progress, and Matthew stood in the yellow shards of light examining her effort.
It was a rough pencil drawing of Marmaduke Grigsby, seen in profile. The tuft of hair sticking up on the bald scalp, in the moon-round face a large eye behind a spectacle lens, a heavy eyebrow ready to jump and twitch, the massive vein-shot nose, the low-hanging cleft-gouged chin, folds and wrinkles that even in stillness gave life and character to the expression: all were there. It was really very good, for Berry had captured the strange construction of her grandfather’s face with neither the artificiality of emphasis nor restraint. It was therefore not a flattering portrait, but an honest one. He wondered what colors it might be when Berry finished it. Bright red for burning curiosity, and deepest purple for Earwig prose? He continued to stare at it for some time, thinking that it took real talent to be truthful. Here was not a gloomy caricature of a tight-assed fop, as Berry would put it; here was the study of a singular human being, with all flaws on display.
A real talent, Matthew thought.
The seed of an idea came to him and began to grow roots.
Absent-mindedly he reached down to fasten buttons that were no longer there, and then he hurried out of the house in the direction of Stone Street.





thirty-seven 
NUMBER SEVEN STONE STREET was a brown door that opened onto a narrow and rather steep stairway squeezed between, on the left, the office of Moses Leverich the peltry buyer and on the right the shop of Captain Cyrus Donaghan, who crafted quadrants, astrolabes, and other navigational tools for the shipping trade.
Matthew went up the stairs and found himself in a loft that demanded a good going-over with a scrub-brush and bristle-broom. He had no idea what business had existed here, perhaps during the reign of Peter Stuyvesant, but traces of its grandeur remained like flecks of gold in a mudpuddle. At the top of the stairs was an oak-paneled outer room that held a clerk’s multi-drawered desk and a chair with a broken back. Behind the desk was a cubbyhole-chest suited for holding rolled-up maps, documents, and the like. Across the floorboards, and right at Matthew’s feet, was a disturbingly large dark stain that he sincerely hoped was not ancient blood. Beyond this room was another closed door. The window shutters were open, allowing the strong sunlight full entry, and the windows themselves—their glass panes filmed with smoke and grime—had been unlatched and pushed ajar to allow for the circulation of air. Through two windows below the overhanging gray slate roof could be seen the full expanse of the Great Dock and the ships awaiting destinations and cargo. It was an intriguing view. The whole busy picture of the wharf was on display from this height, as wagons trundled back and forth across the cobbles and citizens went about their errands against the backdrop of buildings, smoke-belching chimneys, shipmasts, furled sails, and the spark of sun off the blue harbor water.
“Hello!” Matthew called. “Anyone here?”
Boots thumped on the boards and the other door opened with a squeal of angry hinges.
Hudson Greathouse, dapper in a dark blue suit and waistcoat with brass buttons, stood in the doorway. “Corbett!” he said, not without a faint smile of welcome that was quickly extinguished. “Come in here, will you?”
Matthew walked into the second room. It was twice as large as the outer chamber, with two desks set side-by-side and behind them against the wall three wooden file cabinets. A pleasant addition was a small fireplace of rough gray and tan stones on the left. Overhead at the center of the room was a wrought-iron chandelier that still held eight old melted stubs. A pair of unshuttered and opened windows gave a view of New York to the northwest, the wide river and the brown cliffs and emerald hills of the Jersey shore.
“What do you think?”
Matthew looked to his right. Standing there was Mrs. Herrald, elegant in a gray gown with an adornment of white lace at the throat. She wore a gray riding-cap, again tilted at a slightly rakish angle but with neither feather nor other decoration. Her blue eyes were fixed on him, and her eyebrows went up. “Well?” she prodded.
“A nice view,” he said.
“Also a nice price. It’s been vacant, obviously, for many years.” She reached up to brush aside a dangling spider’s web. “But Hudson and I think it will do as an office. What’s your opinion?”
“A bit dusty. What used to be here?”
“A coffee-importing business, begun in the years of the Dutch colony. The real-estate broker tells me the business perished in 1658 and the space has only been rented a few times since then. I agree it needs cleaning, but it does have potential, don’t you think?”
Matthew looked around, avoiding Greathouse’s stare. “I do,” he decided. “It’s certainly large enough.” He just wished he’d found this place before she had and claimed it as his living-quarters, but then again he was sure the rental—though it could hardly be regal—was surely beyond his means.
“Room to grow, yes,” Mrs. Herrald said firmly. She walked past Matthew and stood beneath the chandelier, which Matthew realized hung at a crooked angle. “I think this will suit our purposes very nicely. If we’re all in agreement, then?” She paused for one final check of the two gentlemen, who both nodded. “I’ll sign the papers this afternoon. And don’t worry, Matthew, I won’t impose upon you or Hudson to get the place cleaned up and cart furniture in. I’ll hire some men for the job.”
He was glad to hear that. The mere idea of sweeping this dirty floor and scrubbing the soot off the windows, in his present condition, was enough to rekindle the throbbing ache in his groin.
“You look like hell,” Greathouse said, getting right to the point. “What have you been into?”
“Hudson!” the woman chided.
“It’s all right,” Matthew said. “As a matter of fact, I was taken on a trip yesterday and I stayed the night at an estate about fifteen miles up the river.”
“Really?” Greathouse looked at him quizzically. “What was that about?”
“I’m not quite sure, and I can’t explain it. But do either of you know a man named Simon Chapel?”
Mrs. Herrald shook her head and Greathouse replied, “Doesn’t ring a chime.”
“How about a woman named Charity LeClaire? Or another man called Count Dahlgren?”
“Never heard of them either,” Greathouse said.
Mrs. Herrald came a few steps closer to Matthew. “What’s this about, please?”
Matthew took aim at Greathouse. “You haven’t told her yet? About Ormond’s farm?”
“No, I have not.” The man’s face had tightened.
“Don’t you think you should? I have some suspicions about Simon Chapel. I don’t fully know what he’s up to, but his estate might be where the body came from.”
“The body,” Mrs. Herrald repeated. She turned to also aim at Greathouse. “What body?”
Greathouse gave Matthew a look that said Thank you for bringing this up now, fool. He reached into his coat and brought out a folded piece of paper. “I was going to go over this with you later,” he said to Matthew, “but since you’ve chosen this moment to air the subject, I’ll tell you what I’ve found out from the survey office.” He unfolded the paper, which Matthew could see was a listing of names in black ink. “North of Ormond, just as he told us, are farms owned by Gustenkirk and Van Hullig. Then there’s a few miles of forest deeded to an Englishman named Isaac Adams. He lives in London. Up above that, there’s an estate and vineyard owned by—”
“Simon Chapel,” Matthew interrupted. “That’s where I was last night.”
“Wrong.” Greathouse’s attention never left the paper. “According to the records at City Hall, the estate is owned by another Englishman named Garrett Stillwater. He bought the estate from a Dutchman in 1696. About three miles north of the vineyard is a farm deeded to William Vale, and then an apple orchard and cider mill owned by Zopher Rogers. After that you’re at the ferry and the end of the island.” He looked up. “None of those names fit any alias that I know to be used by any associate of…” He trailed off, but Matthew knew he could feel Mrs. Herrald staring at him.
“Go on.” The way she spoke it said she already knew. “Any associate of whom?”
Greathouse refolded the paper, taking his time about it, and put it away.
“He’s here,” Mrs. Herrald said. “Is that what you mean to say?” She went on without waiting, her chin lifted in indignation. “You suspect he’s here, and you didn’t tell me? Because you weren’t sure—and aren’t sure—and you wished to investigate further? Or you wished to spare me the emotion of fear? Is that correct?”
He was silent, thinking it over. Then at last he replied, “Yes. All that.”
“You found a body, then? In a condition we’ve come to recognize?”
“Yes.”
“Hudson.” She shook her head, her eyes lit with both anger and sadness. “Why didn’t you tell me? You know I’m not a fainting flower. I’ve been expecting this, but just…not so soon. Why didn’t you tell me?” Her voice cracked, just a little bit.
“If I told you I was trying to protect you, would—”
“There is no protection,” said Mrs. Herrald. Though this had been spoken quietly, the tension in her voice made Matthew flinch. “There is only foreknowledge and preparation.”
“Of course.” Greathouse decided it was best to avert his eyes to the floor. “My pardon.”
Mrs. Herrald went to the window and peered north, as if trying to locate her enemy by a darkness on the horizon. It was at least fifteen seconds before she spoke again. “I presume we can’t be sure?”
“No, but the body bore the marks. I’ve told Matthew about your theory.”
“The gauntlet, yes.” She glanced quickly at Matthew and then out the windows again. “I’m not the only one with that theory, by the way. How many stab wounds in this particular corpse?”
“Eight. A young man, the arms tied behind the back. He washed up nearly three weeks ago on John Ormond’s farm. You know, where I’ve gone to buy produce. The coroner had already buried the body, so Matthew and I had to…um…do some shovel work.”
“That must have been lovely.”
“The method of execution appears to be the same except for one interesting difference,” Greathouse continued. “In all the cases we know about, the skulls of the victims were broken from behind. Probably when they were kneeling on a floor bleeding to death. In this particular instance, the front of the skull was crushed.”
“Speculation?” asked the lady in gray.
“Well, it may mean nothing. Then again, it may be that one of the professor’s students has put his own mark on the way the gauntlet’s done. Or it may mean that some variant of the gauntlet was held out-of-doors. I think the victim cheated the blades by either jumping or falling from a high cliff, and he bashed his skull on the way down.” He held up the paper. “I got this list of property owners intending to find out where the body might have drifted from. Again, there’s no name on the list that I recognize.”
“A new world,” Mrs. Herrald said, her eyes heavy-lidded, “calls for new names.”
“And speaking of names,” Matthew said, “Chapel knew yours. He had a copy of the broadsheet announcement and wanted more information. I’m supposed to ask about you at the Dock House Inn and report back to him within a few days.”
Mrs. Herrald pursed her lips and released a small, quiet puff of air. “I don’t like that. How is it you went to see this Chapel person in the first place?”
“It has to do with the Masker. Specifically, with Eben Ausley’s notebook.”
“Is this some kind of riddle?” she asked, frowning. “What’s this about a notebook?”
“Corbett’s on a tear about this damned Masker,” Greathouse spoke up. “He’s told Pennford Deverick’s widow he can find out who the bastard is, and for that he’ll get ten shillings.”
“Ah.” Mrs. Herrald regarded Matthew with a knowing expression. “An independent job, is that it?”
“She wants the Clear Streets Decree overthrown, as it’s costing her money. Until the Masker is found, Lord Cornbury’s going to keep the decree in force. It’s a simple matter of economics.” Matthew shot a glance at Greathouse, then back to Mrs. Herrald. “But no, it’s not entirely an independent job.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning,” Matthew said in a calm but firm voice, “that I believe these current events are by no means independent of each other. I think they hinge together, in a way I can’t yet explain. The Masker, the three murders, the notebook, Chapel…even the woman at the Westerwicke asylum. I think all of them are linked.”
“There’s a good one!” Greathouse’s face wanted to grin, but Mrs. Herrald’s lifted hand stopped his chortle before it began.
“Again you mention a notebook,” she said. “A notebook belonging to whom and signifying what?”
Matthew took in a deep breath. The moment had arrived. “A notebook taken from the body of Eben Ausley by the Masker, and given to me by the Masker. Before you ask: no, I wasn’t able to see his face. Chapel wants the book, and I believe he’s sent someone to break into my house to find it. I think it shows that Ausley was selling orphans to Chapel for some reason the Masker wants me to discover.”
If he was expecting an immediate response, he was disappointed. Mrs. Herrald stood silent, her head cocked to one side and her hands clasped before her. Hudson Greathouse was also struck mute, but his mouth was open and if his eyes had gotten any bigger they might have popped from his head.
The silence stretched on, until finally Mrs. Herrald busied herself with rearranging the folds of lace at her throat.
Greathouse found his voice, though it sounded nearly strangled. “As I said before, what have you gotten into?”
“What we’re supposed to be into. A problem that needs a solution.”
“Be careful you don’t get your throat cut trying to solve it.” Greathouse turned to appeal to Mrs. Herrald. “If Chapel—whoever he is—has some tie to Professor Fell, then Corbett’s in water way over his head. You know how cunning they are. Chapel might already know Corbett went to meet you at the Dock House. He was just fishing. If he goes back there, and Chapel does happen to be one of the professor’s disciples, I wouldn’t give a rat’s ass for his survival.”
“If he was going to kill me, he would have done it last night,” Matthew said, but he did think he’d nearly been killed, after all.
“Precisely,” Mrs. Herrald agreed, maintaining an admirable composure. “So—if indeed he is a confederate of Professor Fell—why did he let you go, suspecting you were working with us?” She paused just a beat before she went on. “Because you obviously have something he values. The famous notebook, I presume. I won’t ask where it’s hidden, because I don’t wish to know. But I’d say if it had been found last night, you’d be dead by now. So he sent you back, and now you’re being watched.”
“Oh.” He hadn’t thought of that possibility, but it made diabolical sense.
“Spoken like someone who forgot to brush their brain this morning,” Mrs. Herrald said. “What indeed happened last night? You don’t seem yourself.”
Matthew shrugged. “I’m just tired, that’s all.” The understatement of the new century.
“Well, it’s likely you’re being watched in the hopes that sooner or later you’ll bring that book out. Be very careful, Matthew. These people are professionals. They leap on mistakes, and in this case a mistake can be fatal. Now I also presume you can’t directly prove any wrong-doing from this notebook, or you would have already taken it to the high constable?”
“That’s correct.”
“And you feel it would be wrong to present it to him, without this proof?”
“He wouldn’t know what to do with it.”
“Do you know what to do with it?”
“For now,” Matthew answered, “just to keep it safely hidden.”
“At your discretion,” she said, with a slight nod that gave her approval. She came forward until she was right in his face. Her eyes were cold. “But listen to me well, Matthew. I don’t think you know what Professor Fell and his compatriots are capable of. Have you told him the whole story, Hudson?”
“No,” came the hollow reply.
“Then I shall do the honors. My husband Richard, who founded the agency. Do you have any idea what happened to him when he came into conflict with Professor Fell?”
Matthew shook his head.
“Richard was successful in having one of the professor’s more notorious associates cast into prison charged with a scheme of arson and extortion. The man was in Newgate only three hours before he was stabbed to death by an unknown killer. Then, several days after that, Richard received the blood card. A small calling-card, with a single bloody fingerprint upon it. Might you guess for yourself what that means?”
“A death threat,” Matthew said.
“No, not a death threat. A death vow. When you receive the blood card, you might as well prepare your funeral. Nathaniel Powers knows all about it. The blood card he received caused him to uproot his family, leave a long-established law practice, and board a ship to New York. But he knows, deep down, that Professor Fell never forgets, and whether it takes one week, or one month, or one year, or ten years, that vow is going to be acted upon. Such was the case with my Richard.” She blinked and looked toward the window, her face paled by the sunlight. “The months passed by. We knew, both of us, what the card meant. We were careful. We were aware of strangers around us, of how dangerous crowds could be, or how deadly might be a silent street. All we could do was wait, and all I could do was pray to God that when the knife or the strangle-cord came Richard would see it in time. Do you know what it does to you, Matthew? Living in fear like that, day after day? For more than five years? Do you have any possible idea?”
“No,” Matthew said grimly. “I don’t.”
“I pray you never do. It erodes your humanity. It saps all joy, and extinguishes all light. And no one can help you, Matthew. No one.” She returned her gaze to him, and in that space of seconds Matthew thought she had been aged just by the memory of those terrible five years and her eyes had sunken into dark-rimmed pits. “We threw ourselves into our business. Our purpose, as Richard called it. There were more problems to be solved, more clients to be served. But always…always…the shadow of Professor Fell was there, waiting. My nerves almost went to pieces sometime during the sixth year. I’m not sure I ever really recovered. But Richard was steadfast. No, he said, he didn’t wish to leave the city. He didn’t wish to run and hide, because he wanted to be able to look at himself in the shaving mirror. And I steadied myself, as well, and went on. One goes on, because one must.” She pulled up a horrible, glassy-eyed smile and glanced at Hudson. “Listen to me prattle like a simpleton. It’s hell, getting old.”
“You don’t have to say anything else,” Greathouse told her, but she waved his objection away.
For a moment she stood looking down at the floor between herself and Matthew. Beyond the window a seagull cried out as it flew by and a dog barked stridently down on the street.
“On November the tenth. In the seventh year,” she said, in a pained and hesitant voice, “at four o’clock in the afternoon. A rainy day. Cold to the bone. Richard left the office to meet his half-brother at the Cross Keys Tavern two blocks from our door. I remember telling him I’d be along soon, after I’d finished writing a report. The case was…a missing emerald ring. Stolen by a maid named Sophie. I remember that, very clearly. I told Richard…I told him to wear his muffler, and to get some hot tea. He was suffering from a sore throat. The London chill, you know. I told him I’d be along…and he walked out the door, bound for the Cross Keys Tavern…and he never, ever got there. Not two blocks. He was not seen leaving our building. He was not seen…anywhere, by anyone.” She lifted her head to stare again out the window, and Matthew wondered just what she was seeing. She started to speak, but words failed her. After a moment she tried once more. “The morning…of November the thirteenth,” she said, “I found a package at our front door. A very small package.”
“Katherine.” Greathouse had swiftly moved to her side and taken her elbow. “Don’t do this.”
“It’s a history lesson,” she answered wanly. “A cautionary tale, for those who have no choice but to go on. I was saying…about the small package. Matthew, do you know the agency used to have a motto? Painted on our sign, and printed on our cards. ‘The Hands and Eyes of the Law.’”
Matthew recalled Ashton McCaggers telling him about it, up in the coroner’s attic.
“I should not have opened that package. I never should have.” Something broke in her voice and a tremor passed over her face. “They had left his wedding band on. Very kind of them, in their depravity. They wanted to make sure…absolutely sure…that I could recognize…what remained.” She closed her eyes. “What remained,” she said again, in nearly a whisper, and beyond the window gulls flew past as white as seafoam and someone on the street began to holler about buckets for sale.
Mrs. Herrald had finished her story. She stood between sunlight and shadow in the room, her head bowed, and perhaps there was a dampness at her eyes or perhaps not, for Matthew thought she in her own way was a soldier, and soldiers only wept alone.
“I was the half-brother Richard was going to meet,” Greathouse said to Matthew, as he released the woman’s elbow. “Eight years between us. Also the width of a world. He was always lamenting my choices in drink, women, and mercenary adventuring. Said I ought to turn my formidable talents to the support of the law. Formidable. Have you ever heard such shit?”
“Shit or not,” said Mrs. Herrald sharply, as if emerging from her trance of agonized memory, “you’re here, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” he answered, directly to her. “I am here.”
“So…I presume you were going to tell me about this before Monday morning?”
“I was going to get around to it.”
“Monday morning?” Matthew asked. “What happens then?”
“Then,” Mrs. Herrald replied, and now her face had regained its smooth composure and her voice had strengthened, “I walk aboard a ship and, God willing, set foot in England within ten weeks if the wind is providential.”
“You’re going back to England?”
“Yes, I believe that’s what I just said. I have other offices of the agency to run, and other business obligations. You and Hudson will oversee this office.”
“He and I? By ourselves?”
“Really, Matthew!” She frowned. “You must need a good night’s sleep! You and Hudson will do fine, by yourselves. One or two more associates may be hired later, at Hudson’s discretion, but for the time being I think things are in order. Except for this ghastly place, and once it’s scrubbed and the furniture brought in it’ll be ready for business. We’ll hang a sign, and there you are. Oh!” She looked at Hudson. “Give him the money.”
With obvious distaste, Greathouse brought a small leather pouch from within his coat and held it toward Matthew.
“Go on and take it,” Mrs. Herrald urged. “It’s to cover your travel expenses when you go to Philadelphia.” When Matthew hesitated, Mrs. Herrald sighed heavily and said, “Well, you do plan to go, don’t you? How else are you going to pursue this problem of the…what’s she called?”
“The Queen,” said Greathouse, with a dark smirk. “Of the Loonhouse.”
“They call her the Queen of Bedlam, but only in the most respectful way,” Matthew said. He took the leather pouch. “I think I’ve figured out a way to help identify her, but I’ll have to go back to the asylum first.”
“As you please. Hudson thinks it’s wasted money and I would usually agree, but then again…sometimes a horse needs to be given its head, don’t you agree, Hudson?”
“Yes, and a jackass sometimes needs a kick to the—”
“Play nicely, boys,” she advised. “Matthew, I’ve given you enough money to take a packet boat from here to Philadelphia and back. That will cut the trip to one day, back and forth, instead of three or more by road. Do what you feel is necessary, but do not throw my money away on frivolities, is that clearly understood?”
“Yes, ma’am. Clearly.”
“And Hudson, in light of this information from Matthew, I want you to immediately start finding out everything you can about this Simon Chapel. Someone in the taverns may know the name, but—again—be very careful. All right?”
“Always,” he promised.
“Professor Fell may not be here in person,” she continued, “but if his influence is here, it’s for a reason. I shudder to think. Both of you, watch yourselves and proceed with extreme caution. I shall return, God willing, in May or thereabouts. Any questions?” She lifted her brows, looking from one man to the other.
“I…suppose I have a question,” Matthew said. “About this office.”
“What about it? Other than it being at the moment a spider’s paradise?”
“Well…I was wondering…exactly what’s wrong with it.”
“What’s wrong with it? Meaning what?”
“Meaning…it’s a large space, with a good view and a central location. I was just wondering what must be wrong with it, since it’s not been rented in so long.”
“Oh, that.” Mrs. Herrald smiled thinly. “Nothing’s wrong with it, except that it’s haunted.”
“Haunted,” Matthew heard himself repeat, like a dull bell.
“If you believe the tales. I presume you saw the bloodstains out there on the floor? The two original owners of the coffee-importing concern killed each other in an argument. One was stabbed and as he fell he evidently pushed his former partner down the stairs, where he broke his neck. Both the downstairs tenants, Mr. Leverich and Captain Donaghan, have said that on several occasions they’ve heard heavy boots on the floor and ghostly voices tangled in discord. That does tend to keep a space vacant. Oh, Hudson, that reminds me. We need to find a railing for the stairs.”
“My thought as well,” Greathouse said. “I don’t want Corbett pushing me down the steps in an argument over who has the largest beans.”
“I can see you two will get along famously. But most important, to the both of you…I expect professionalism and results. I expect you to go forward, even when the road is uncertain. I expect…” Mrs. Herrald hesitated, and then she offered Matthew a half-smile that overcame the last remnant of sad memory in her eyes.
“Your best,” she said.
There was nothing left to do here until the brush and broom finished their work and the furniture turned a vacant space into an office. Matthew’s mind was already turning away, focusing on first Westerwicke and then Philadelphia and—specifically—a lawyer named Icabod Primm.
He felt answers—to the identity of the Queen of Bedlam, the unmasking of the Masker, and the purpose of Simon Chapel—were close at hand, but for this task he needed a good-luck charm by the name of Berry Grigsby.
Matthew followed Hudson Greathouse and Mrs. Herrald down to the street. As he was last out the door, he was the one who thought he heard at his back not ghostly wrangling but rather the small sigh of some watchful soul who was also intrigued by things to come.





thirty-eight 
BERRY LEANED FORWARD, her face radiant in the early morning light that streamed through the window. She was deep in concentration, a single furrow between her brows, her eyes fixed first on her subject and then the pad of paper held on a lap desk across her knees. The tip of her charcoal pencil was ready, but her hand was not.
Matthew watched the copper gleam in her thick red hair, and found himself admiring the way it fell about her shoulders. Natural, without artifice. A single ivory comb served to restrain any errant curls from tumbling over her forehead. He saw her in profile from his position in the room, and wondered how that firm jawline and narrow, slightly upturned nose could have been born from Marmaduke Grigsby’s comical flesh. Matthew enjoyed looking at her. The blue eyes had taken on a hint of steel, as they surveyed and calculated. She wore today what she’d worn yesterday, a light sand-colored dress with white lace trailing along the sleeves and decorating the cuffs. Not the most comfortable attire for a day-long horseback ride, but she’d obviously had riding experience—probably in the company of that young equestrian with the broken tailbone, Matthew surmised—and had managed the trip without complaint. Wearing the round-brimmed straw hat at a sporty angle on her head and the way she kept her steed apace with Matthew’s horse Dante, she might have passed for a highwayman’s dolly. He was pleased that she’d agreed to come. It wasn’t every girl who would’ve done it, as the road between New York and the Westerwicke asylum was no easy jaunt.
One more check between subject and paper, and then Berry’s pencil moved to make a single curved line. She had begun her portrait of the Queen of Bedlam. Matthew glanced over at the two doctors, Ramsendell and Hulzen, who stood at one side of the room watching the procedure. Hulzen was smoking his clay pipe, puffing thin clouds of smoke that drifted out the window, while Ramsendell had one arm hooked under the other elbow and his bearded chin supported by a thumb.
Matthew’s watch reported the time as four minutes after eight o’clock. When he and Berry had arrived yesterday, Saturday, it had been almost dark. She hadn’t wanted to do the task by candleglow. Matthew had told the doctors that he wished to take a likeness of the lady to Philadelphia as a means of identification, and when they’d assented he’d asked if Berry could do her drawing in the morning light, as Berry had said that would be the optimum as far as getting the details down. Then he and Berry had found two rooms at the Constant Friend, eaten supper at Mrs. DePaul’s, and gone to bed equally saddle-sore but equally excited about the work to be done. In fact, a half-bottle of port had been required to unwind Matthew enough for sleep to take him.
The morning light illuminated also the face of the lady who sat mute and motionless in the high-backed dark purple chair. She stared out as before, her soft brown eyes directed toward the garden. Everyone else in the room—indeed, in the entire world—might have been a phantasm, unworthy of note. As before, her cloud of white hair was neatly brushed. Her unadorned hands gripped the armrests. She wore the pink slippers decorated with small bows. The only difference at this meeting was that her frail body was wrapped up in a silken homegown not pink as a rose but instead the color of the yellow butterflies that fluttered back and forth amid the garden’s flowers. To say she was absolutely motionless was not exactly true, for again her lips moved every so often, as if posing to herself unanswerable questions.
Berry sat where she could catch the lady’s profile, just as she’d drawn her grandfather’s.
Draw who? she’d asked at the kitchen table on Friday evening.
The face of a woman in an asylum for the mentally infirm, Matthew had told her. At Westerwicke. That would be New Jersey, a trip of about thirty miles.
An asylum? Marmaduke Grigsby had quivered, scenting a story over the smell of the chicken livers on his plate. What woman? Matthew, what secrets are you keeping from me?
No secrets. I told you I’ve joined the Herrald Agency and their purpose is the solving of problems. Well, one problem is that the doctors at this asylum wish to put an identity to an unknown woman. How to do that, without first a description? And what better description to offer than a portrait? He’d then turned his attention to the girl. I’ll pay you something, if you think you can do it.
Of course I can do it, Berry had replied. I used to go out every weekend to the park and find people to draw. If I happened to sell a portrait, more the better. What, did you think I just did the landscapes?
I don’t know about this, Grigsby had said with a scowl. It sounds dangerous. Mad people and all. And a day’s ride to New Jersey? Absolutely not! No, I refuse to give my approval.
Which actually had been for the best, since for Berry her grandfather’s disapproval was like throwing gunpowder on flames. And then, just past dawn on Saturday as they’d waited with their horses for the ferry to cross from Weehawken, came the question from Berry that Matthew had been expecting: If I’m going all this way with you to draw a madwoman in an asylum, don’t you think I should know the whole story? And not just bits and pieces of it that you gave Grandda, either. I mean everything.
Matthew hadn’t spent much time thinking it over. He realized he needed her support, more than anyone’s. Yes, he’d agreed. I do think you need to know.
During the course of their trip he’d given her the story, beginning with his obsession to bring Eben Ausley to justice. He’d told her about the ambush on Sloat Lane, about the night of Pennford Deverick’s death, about his arrival on the scene of Ausley’s murder and his subsequent chase of the Masker. He’d related the events of his being hired as an associate by the Herrald Agency and his arrangement with Mrs. Deverick to find her husband’s killer. He’d shaped for her his visit with Ashton McCaggers and his realization that the notebook was not among Ausley’s last possessions, and then described what it was like to be seized from behind by the Masker and given the book to be deciphered. The names of orphans were in the book, he’d told her, and some kind of code to distinguish them. He’d presented to her his recollections of the Queen of Bedlam, and how the lady had reacted to Deverick’s name. The Italian masks on the lady’s walls; were they some clue that tied her unknown past and her present condition to the Masker? He’d told Berry he thought the answer to many mysteries was in Philadelphia, but to have any chance of success he needed the portrait.
When Matthew had finished his recounting of events, he’d left out only two things he thought she should not know: his investigation into the agony of Reverend Wade, and his night of physical assault at the hands of Charity LeClaire. The first was private and the second was damned embarrassing.
My, Berry had said when he’d done, and Matthew couldn’t tell from her tone of voice whether she was impressed or overwhelmed. You’ve been busy.
Yes, he decided. Best to keep that business of the nymph’s itch to himself.
As Berry sketched the lady’s profile Dr. Hulzen had to take his leave to look in on the patients, but Dr. Ramsendell came nearer to watch the work progress. Matthew saw that Berry was doing an excellent rendition. The Queen was coming to life on the paper. Suddenly the lady jerked and her head swivelled to look directly at Berry, who caught her breath with a sharp surprised gasp and lifted her pencil from the sheet. There passed a few seconds of tension as the lady stared at Berry, as if to ask what the girl was doing in her parlor. Ramsendell held up a hand to tell Berry just to remain still, and then the Queen’s eyes dimmed and she turned her head to gaze again at the sunlit garden. Berry glanced quickly at Matthew for a nod of reassurance and then continued her work.
Matthew wandered quietly about the room, looking more closely at the masks and then at the painting of Venice. In the richly appointed chamber there was only the noise of birdsong and the determined scratching of Berry’s pencil. Thus he and Berry were unprepared when the lady turned her attention to her profiler once more and asked in her regal voice, “Young woman? Has the king’s reply yet arrived?”
Flustered, Berry looked for help from the doctor, who shook his head. “No, madam,” she answered cautiously.
The Queen continued to stare fixedly at Berry, but Matthew saw the lady’s eyes going glassy again, her focus returning to the mysterious inner world that claimed her hours. She said, “Come fetch me when it does,” and then, almost in a weary whisper, “He promised, and he has never broken a promise.”
Ramsendell and Matthew exchanged glances. Berry returned to her drawing. The Queen had left them, just that quickly, and was already somewhere far away.
When Berry had finished the work just as Matthew had requested, Matthew approached the lady and knelt down beside her. Ramsendell watched intently but made no motion to interfere.
“Madam?” Matthew asked. There was no response, not even the flicker of an eyelid. He tried again, in a stronger voice, “Madam?” Still nothing. He leaned in a little closer. “Pennford Deverick,” he said.
This time the Queen of Bedlam blinked. It was almost as if she’d been struck by a lash. Still, though, her expression was impassive.
“How do you know Pennford Deverick?” Matthew asked.
Nothing, this time. Not even the lash-stung blink.
Matthew wanted to press on, but he looked to Ramsendell first with raised eyebrows. The doctor nodded and said softly, “Go ahead.”
“Pennford Deverick. How do you know that name, madam?”
Did her fingers grip the armrests just a squeeze harder? Did her chin lift a fraction, and her mouth move but make no sound?
Matthew waited. If she had indeed made a response, it had now ceased. He said, “I’m trying to help you, madam. We all are. Please try to hear me, if you can. Pennford Deverick. You know the name. You know who he was. A goods broker. Please try to think…what did Pennford Deverick have to do with Philadelphia?”
The word floated out like one of the ghosts at Number Seven Stone Street: “Philadelphia.”
“Yes, madam.” Matthew was aware that Ramsendell had taken up a position on the other side of the Queen’s chair. “More specifically, and please try to listen…what did Pennford Deverick have to do with you?”
There was no answer, but Matthew saw on the Queen’s face a ripple that might have been emotion welling up from some deep and desperate place that she had locked and then lost the key to. It was just there for a fleeting second, but its presence was so terrible in the pain that surfaced in the twisted crimp of her mouth and the shock-glint of her eyes that he feared he had done more damage than good. Ramsendell saw it too, for he immediately said, “Mr. Corbett? I don’t think you should—”
“Pennford Deverick is dead,” said the Queen of Bedlam, in a strained gasp. “Never prove it now. Never.”
Matthew couldn’t let that go. His heart was pounding. “Prove what, madam?”
“The king’s reply,” she said, and now there came the glitter of tears. “He promised, he promised.” A tear broke and ran in a slow rivulet down her right cheek.
“Mr. Corbett.” Ramsendell’s voice was stern. “I think that is all.”
“One more thing, doctor. Please. One more, then we’ll be done. All right?”
“My duty is to my patient, sir.” Ramsendell leaned over to peer into the lady’s face, which except for the trail of the tear was completely blank. “I think she’s gone now, anyway.”
“May I speak one name to her? Just a name. If she responds to it, I’ll have a vital clue.” He saw that Ramsendell was hesitating. “One name, and I won’t repeat it.”
Ramsendell paused. He rubbed his beard with the edge of his hand, and then he nodded.
Matthew leaned so close to the Queen of Bedlam that he could smell her lilac soap.
He said, clearly and distinctly, “Andrew Kippering.”
He didn’t know what he’d been expecting. A thunderclap? A stream of sanity flooding back into a parched mind? A gasp and cry and a sudden return to the world of reality, be it ever so torturous and full of grief?
Whatever he expected, he got nothing.
The Queen stared straight ahead. Her mouth did not move nor her eyelids flicker nor her fingers grip. She was, as Ramsendell had so aptly put it, gone.
As far as Matthew could tell, to her that was the name of a stranger. Nothing more.
He stood up. Berry was also on her feet, the paper rolled up in her hand. He let go a sigh, because he’d been so sure. There was something he was not seeing yet, but it was so very close. Something he ought to see, but was still blinded to. The king’s reply. He promised, he promised.
And the intriguing, haunting gasp: Never prove it now. Never.
“I’d best show you out,” Ramsendell said. “I wish you good luck in Philadelphia.”
“Thank you,” Matthew answered, still dazed. So close, so close. “I’ll need it,” he said, with a smile so tight he thought he might choke.





thirty-nine 
UNDER A LEADEN SKY, Matthew stood on the deck of the packet boat Mercury and watched the town built on the hope of brotherly love slide out of the gray mist.
It was Tuesday morning, nearing seven o’clock. He was one of eight passengers, and had enjoyed a decent communal supper with his fellow travellers and the captain and then a good night’s sleep in a hammock that swayed with the boat. He was dressed as a proper gentleman for today’s excursion, wearing his dark blue suit with the silver-buttoned waistcoat and a new dark blue tricorn bought an hour before the Mercury had sailed on Monday morning. A white-and-blue-striped cravat tucked into the collar of his clean white shirt added a dash of professional flair. At his side he held a brown canvas valise with a leather shoulder strap, courtesy of Marmaduke Grigsby. He no longer resembled a clerk, but perhaps a young lawyer with places to go and people to see. The better to get into Icabod Primm’s office, since he had no appointment.
The Mercury was sailing slowly but surely along the green Delaware River. Ahead on the port side, forest and pastures had given way to first a scattering of wooden houses, and now brick buildings were coming into view. Boatyards and piers emerged, with men already at work transferring cargo to and from other vessels. Ropes lay in thick coils; barrels, crates, sacks, and hogshead casks were stacked awaiting destinations. The smell of the river was thick and swampy, yet it was apparent the river gave Philadelphia life and certainly profits. Matthew saw larger ships “mud-docked” in the shallows, where they were undergoing refitting, having their hulls scraped of barnacles and the like. Scaffoldings had been built alongside the ships and men with mallets and other tools were clambering around like so many ants, each focused on one small part of a larger picture.
He noted especially the labor that was going on regarding a few older ships. Their nameplates were in the process of being chiselled off. Queen Anne must be given due respect, if one wished to make a living on the sea, and there were always officials standing ready with pad and pencil to mark down the offenders. Therefore any ship’s name with the word King in it was being retitled to honor the Queen. A whole row of ancient mariners sat keel-deep in the mud, awaiting the mallet and a more politically suitable christening.
Matthew watched the work intently as the Mercury continued on, and then his mind turned toward the news that Marmaduke had been bursting to relate on Sunday night when the two weary travellers had returned from Westerwicke.
“An amazing moment,” Grigsby had said. “When Reverend Wade stood at the pulpit and announced that he was torn between his church family and the family he and his departed wife had created. He said he’d wrestled with this decision, and I have to say at one point he was quiet so long I thought he was still trying to decide it. But then he said his allegiance had to be to the memory of his wife, and what she would want him to do. He said he would accept the consequences. Then he told the story. His eldest daughter, Grace, is ill near to death. And do you know where she’s lying?”
“Tell us,” Matthew had urged, as he’d spooned sugar into his cup of hot tea.
“At Polly Blossom’s house! Can you fathom it?” The white eyebrows had jumped and capered. “The reverend announced to one and all that Grace was—how did he put it, exactly?—a child of the streets who had found her way home. He stood up there, looked everyone in the eyes, and said he’d been to that house to see his daughter and he was planning on going again until she passed away. Not only that, but he was going to pray over her in the cemetery and bury her in a plot he’d chosen. Well, you can be sure some of those elders flared up, and it was a near riot.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Matthew had said.
“Constance was sitting right there in front, with that young man of hers. You know, the fellow with one ear.”
“I know.”
“I suppose they already knew the story, because they didn’t react, but the rest of the church was in one hell of an uproar. A few of the elders were shouting about blasphemy, others turned around and walked out, and you should have seen some of the Golden Hillers sticking their noses up in the air. It would have been comical,” Grigsby had said, and then more gravely, “if it hadn’t been so tragic. I fear that’s the last of William Wade in this town.”
“Maybe not,” Matthew had ventured. “He obviously has a strong character and he’s meant a lot to the growth of Trinity. If enough church members come to his defense—which they ought to do, and which I intend to do—he might yet weather the storm.”
Grigsby had looked at him askance. “Why is it,” he’d said, “that I have the distinct impression you’re not surprised by this news?”
“Surprised by the fact that the reverend is first and foremost a human being? Surprised by the fact that every human being, reverend or ribald, can be undone by capricious circumstances? Or should I be surprised by the fact that a man who teaches love and forgiveness can love and forgive? Tell me, Marmy, exactly what it is I should be surprised at.”
The printmaster had shrugged his misproportioned shoulders and retreated, but not without a potful of muttering, a grotesque grimace or two, and the faintest echo of a bass Chinese gong.
Watching the town glide nearer, Matthew thought he should be kinder to Grigsby but he was still rankling at this marriage business, just as Berry rankled at it. Two people should not be potted together like plants and expected to entwine their roots. No, it should be a slow process of excitement and discovery. Then let whatever was to happen run its course. Still, he should be kinder to Grigsby just for the sheer effort the printmaster had put into making the dairyhouse a home. A nice writing desk, a decent bed, a set of bookshelves that hopefully would not remain barren too much longer, and even a rug to cover the dirt floor. Of course the new and very secure lock on the door. He did wish for a view, though. But all in all, it was his own miniature mansion and the rent could not be better, either.
“Mr. Corbett?”
Matthew turned around and there stood the portly and white-bearded Mr. Haverstraw and his equally portly but fortunately nonbearded wife, Jeanine. He had learned last night that the Haverstraws, who were natives of New Jersey and owned a flour mill near Stony Point, were on their way for a few days’ visit with their eldest son and his family. Haverstraw, a regular visitor to Philadelphia, had been helpful in suggesting places where Matthew might find lodging for a night.
“Very pleasant to spend time with you, sir,” said Haverstraw, offering a calloused workman’s hand to shake. “I hope your business is successful. A legal matter, did you say?”
“Yes sir, it is a matter of the law.”
“Well, then, good fortune to you. Do remember the Squire’s Inn on Chestnut Street. The beef there is excellent. Also the Blue Anchor serves a fine supper, if you prefer fish. And Mrs. Fontaine’s boarding house is not so richly appointed as the Market Street Lodge, but if you’re like me you’ll appreciate the shillings saved.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The lady Haverstraw gave her husband a quick prod in the belly with her elbow, which Matthew pretended not to notice. “Oh, yes!” Haverstraw said, a bit of color blooming in his cheeks. “I meant to ask you. Are you a married man?”
“No, sir.”
“Ah. Well, then. Any…um…ladyfriend of note?”
Matthew knew where this was heading. The lovely daughter of a friend’s friend who had just turned sixteen and was interested in matrimony and seven children if the right young man presented himself. Matthew smiled and said, “At the moment, I am perfectly free and intend to remain so.”
Some of the shine went out of the lady’s eyes. Haverstraw nodded. “If you’re ever up our way, come say hello.” Then when his wife turned away, he gave Matthew a quick thumbs-up.
The Mercury’s lines were thrown and secured and along with the other passengers Matthew walked across the gangway onto the wharf planks. He saw that a fiddler was playing for coins in a tin cup and farther on two little girls were dancing for money as their presumed mother and father beat out a rhythm on drums. The same as in New York, so as in Philly.
Matthew set out for the intersection of Walnut and Fourth streets, which was where Haverstraw had said he might find Mrs. Fontaine’s house. The river’s mist yet shrouded the entire picture, but before him the town was not unlike New York, being houses and shops of red brick and gray stone, churches with wooden steeples, pedestrians going about their business, and wagons trundling on their routes. A nice touch was that trees had been planted regularly along the sidewalks. He quickly realized also that the streets were laid out quite differently here than in New York. It seemed to be an orderly grid pattern, as opposed to New York’s often chaotic arrangement.
He discovered within another block, however, that there was a downside to this otherwise pleasing pattern. Out of the mist a haywagon with two horses went flying past him at a speed that would have taken him under the hooves if he’d not been paying attention, and he drew himself back up to the curb thankful for no broken bones. The grid meant long, flat, and unobstructed streets, and woe to pedestrians for Matthew noted that the drivers of some vehicles took advantage of that fact to let their horses run.
Having secured a room at Mrs. Fontaine’s, shaved, and then eaten a light breakfast, Matthew headed back at midmorning with his valise toward Market Street in search of Icabod Primm’s office. The sun was beginning to shine through the murk. Thanks to the help of a tailor on the corner of Market and Fourth, it was no difficult matter to find the building, which was just a block to the east and near the very beautiful and elm-shaded Christ Church.
I. Primm, Attorney-At-Law, read a brass plate on the front gate. Matthew ascended six stone steps to the slab of a door, opened it, and faced a young clerk at a reception desk. The place was as quiet and serious as a crypt, the walls the color of dark tea. The clerk waited until Matthew had closed the door behind him and approached the desk.
“May I help you, sir?”
“Yes. I’d like to see Mr. Primm, please.”
The young man’s eyes behind his spectacles were two bits of uncaring coal and were certainly not impressed by either Matthew’s suit or new hat. “And this is concerning…?”
“I just need to see him for a few minutes.”
“Well,” said the clerk, and folded his thin hands together. Matthew knew the signs when a person who had no power suddenly got a gift of it. “Mr. Primm has a very busy schedule, sir. In fact, he’s with a client now and I doubt he’ll be free within the hour. Let me see.” He opened a ledger book and made a show of tapping his finger down a list of appointments. “No, no…unfortunately, no. Mr. Primm will not have time to see any new clients today.” He looked up and gave a cheerless smile. “Might you come back tomorrow afternoon, say?”
“I’m afraid I’m taking the packet boat back to New York tomorrow morning.”
“Oh, New York, is it? I thought something about you seemed different.”
“Be that as it may,” Matthew said, keeping his voice pleasant, “I would appreciate five minutes with Mr. Primm. Today. Would that be impossible?”
“Yes sir, I’m afraid it is. Impossible.” The clerk picked up his quill and started to pretend to do whatever it was he’d been pretending to do when Matthew had opened the door.
Matthew had hoped it would not come to this, but here it was. And so quickly, too. He opened the valise, took out a rolled sheet of paper, and put it on the desk in front of the clerk’s face. “If you value your position,” he said calmly, “you’ll take that to Mr. Primm. I’ll wait.”
The young man unrolled the paper and looked at the drawing there. In an eyeblink Matthew knew the clerk had no inkling who the woman was. “This has some meaning, I assume?”
“You may. Assume,” Matthew answered, with a little more grit in his voice. He decided to approach this irritating roadblock as Hudson Greathouse might. “Now get your ‘assume’ up out of your chair and take that drawing to Mr. Primm. I don’t care who he’s with, and he won’t care either in about two minutes.” For effect, he produced his silver watch and snapped it open.
It was either the tone or the watch, for the clerk took Berry’s drawing and was off like a rabbit up a set of stairs behind him and to the left.
Matthew waited, and wound his watch while he was at it. One minute later, there came the sound of a door opening and closing and boots on the risers. A voice boomed along the stairway: “I should say I couldn’t sit there like a muffin and let that man strike me, could I? And right in broad daylight at my favorite tavern! I ought to challenge the old fart to a duel, is what I should do, and to blazes with the courts!”
“I’m sure that would not be the best course of action, Admiral,” came the clerk’s voice, now more nettled than powerful. He appeared guiding a man of about seventy wearing a huge cockaded bicorn and dressed in some kind of military uniform with a row of medals pinned to his chest. The old man’s right eye was blackened.
“Mr. Primm promised me an hour! Either I’m more senseless than I thought or my hour has shrunken into ten minutes!” the affronted admiral protested as he was escorted to the door.
“Yes sir. But I’m sure Mr. Primm has the situation under control and, besides, as Mr. Primm says, your time and money are best spent more wisely than sitting in his office talking about a minor scuffle.”
“A minor scuffle? That old seabeast strikes me, near blinds my eye, and it’s called a minor scuffle? See here, I have a reputation to uphold!”
“Of course, sir, and Mr. Primm has your reputation foremost in his mind.” The clerk opened the door for the crusty old man’s exit and said quickly and rather acidly to Matthew, “Go up.”
Matthew picked up his valise, climbed the stairs, and at the top faced another door. He started to knock but decided it was a waste of time. He was expected. He took a fast deep breath for courage, gripped the doorhandle, and turned it.
The man beyond the door, sitting at a central desk before a wide multi-paned window that overlooked the river, did not lift his head nor otherwise acknowledge the visitor. Before him, spread out on a dark green blotter, was the likeness of the Queen of Bedlam. The office was either a tribute to the triumph of order or, as Berry might have said, a monument to a tight-ass. In fact, two of those dreaded gray-fleshed portraits of constipated noble-men hung upon the walls. There were shelves of dozens of thick leatherbound books that looked as if they’d been recently waxed. Three granite busts of unknown but obviously revered gentlemen stood on pedestals along the right-hand wall, their faces turned toward the door as if measuring the value of whoever crossed that august threshold. On the floor was a dun-colored carpet and in the silvery light that spilled through the window not one mote of dust dared float. A spare and uncomfortable-looking chair had been positioned in front of the desk. Standing in the corner just behind Mr. Primm, and casting a shadow across his desk, was a granite life-sized statue of the blindfolded goddess Justitia, holding a sword in one hand and balancing scales in the other. It was fitting for this mausoleum, Matthew thought, for the man at the desk might also be mistaken for a statue.
Primm wore a black suit with thin gray pinstripes and a white shirt buttoned to the throat. A black ribbon-tie was wound around the collar and tied with a small ugly knot that looked like a strangler’s joy. Atop Primm’s high forehead sat a white wig of tight curls, which went very well with the white powder that adorned his gaunt and solemn face. Matthew thought Primm had the longest nose and smallest mouth of any man he’d ever seen; it was not so much a nose as a boulevard, and not so much a mouth as a trinket.
Therefore Matthew was not surprised when Primm spoke in a high-pitched, hushed voice that did not seem to require his mouth, for the tiny compressed lips barely moved.
“I will give you five minutes.”
“Thank you. I regret to have interrupted the admiral’s complaint.”
“An honorary title. We humor him.”
“Ah,” Matthew said, and waited for an invitation to sit that was clearly not going to be offered.
Still Primm had not lifted his gaze from the paper. Long thin fingers touched the surface, meandering over the charcoalled features.
“I’d like to know who she is,” Matthew said.
“And who are you?”
“My name is Matthew Corbett. I’ve come from New York.”
“In what capacity?”
“I’m an associate with the Herrald Agency.”
Primm’s fingers stopped moving. “Their nearest office is in London.”
“No sir, that’s incorrect. Our new office is Number Seven Stone Street, New York.”
“You have a card?”
Matthew felt a little twinge in the stomach. A card! Why hadn’t Mrs. Herrald given him an official card before she’d left? Maybe it was up to Greathouse to have them printed. “The cards have been delayed,” he countered.
Now Primm did tear his attention away from the portrait, and his pallid face with small marbles of piercing black deepset within it lifted to look at Matthew as one would consider the vilest dockside roach. “No card? Therefore no proof of identity?” He spoke that last word as if he were biting his teeth against a bone.
Getting me off-balance, Matthew thought. Attacking, when he should be defending. “No card,” Matthew answered flatly. “As far as identity, I’m sure the doctors Ramsendell and Hulzen might vouch for me.”
“They are not present.”
“Present or not, they’ve hired the agency—and me—to find out who their patient is. They believe they can help her, if they know—”
“How dare you come here,” Primm interrupted, and though there was coiled anger in his voice his face was devoid of emotion. “Are you a lunatic who has escaped the asylum? Are those so-called doctors deserving of a cell in their own Bedlam? Their instructions were concise and complete.”
“I’m telling you, the doctors feel they can help this lady if they—”
“Get out of this office,” hissed Primm. “Get out and be sure their careers will be wrecked, the lady in question moved within the week, and your own cardless and witless career dashed on the rocks of contract law.”
Matthew didn’t know what to say. He felt heat rising in his face, but then he realized Primm wanted him to lose control. Indeed, Primm was banking on it. Matthew swallowed his anger, waited a few seconds, and then said, “That’s a load, sir. You’re not going to move the lady. She’s in the best possible place. Your client wouldn’t want her moved, would he?”
Primm gave no response. He had again become a statue, in emulation of Lady Justice.
“If I have three remaining minutes,” Matthew went on, “allow me to use them constructively. Please look at this.” He reached down into his valise and brought out the most recent issue of the Earwig, with its article about the death of Pennford Deverick. This he placed atop the Queen’s portrait on Primm’s desk. “Your client, for all his good works concerning the lady, may be involved in this murder.”
“The Masker?” Primm’s mouth squeezed in disgust and almost disappeared up his nostrils. “What nonsense is this?”
“No nonsense. In fact, your client may well be the Masker. Wanted now for three murders, by the way. Is your client named Andrew Kippering?”
“Who?”

“Yes, I’ve used that trick, too. To stall while you think. If Mr. Kippering is your client, sir, he may have murdered three people. I’d like to know why, and I think finding out who this mystery patient at the Westerwicke asylum is could go a long way in providing a motive. Do you agree with that?”
“I agree,” said the lawyer, “that you need a rest in Westerwicke yourself.”
“I’m informing you that your client may be a murderer. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”
“The only thing that has any meaning for me, sir, is proof.” Primm’s jaw thrust forward. “Do you know what proof is? It’s not conjecture, nor is it fantasy. As long as I serve the law and this embodiment of justice you see standing behind me, I consider proof to be the alpha and omega of my profession. And proof you do not have, sir, so I will tell you to go back to New York, leave the lady in question alone, and I shall deal very promptly with perhaps the good-intentioned but legally uneducated doctors.”
When Matthew was sure Primm’s tirade was done, he said quietly, “She can be helped. It’s wrong for her to sit there locked up in herself, day after day.”
“Are you a doctor now, as well?”
“I just want to know her name and her story.”
“Ask for the moon to come down and play the fiddle while you’re at it.”
“I really hoped you’d help me,” Matthew said. “But if you refuse, I intend to take that portrait to every tavern in Philadelphia until I find one person who recognizes her. Or to every boarding house. Or to every church. I intend to find out her name and her story before I leave here in the morning, if I have to walk the streets all night.”
“Ah, then. I suppose I really should help you, since you wish it so ardently.” With a smile that looked like a razor cut, Primm picked up the paper, ripped it in half, and then rapidly began to tear the halves to pieces. Matthew almost lunged forward to save what he could, but he realized it was too late. The fragments of a face fell from Primm’s hands. “There! Now you can get to bed early!”





forty 
MATTHEW STOOD ON THE STREET outside Primm’s office, wondering where to go next. He counted himself lucky that on the way out he hadn’t been kicked in the bottom by that self-superior clerk.
One interesting thing, Matthew thought, is that when he’d reached down to retrieve the Earwig Primm had snapped it off the desk amid the pieces of Berry’s drawing and with beady rattlesnake eyes had dared Matthew to try for it. That told him something, at least. Primm obviously didn’t want it shown to anyone else.
The question remained: where to go next?
The sun was warm now. The mist had burned away. Two young damsels with parasols paraded past and they gave Matthew a glance but he was in no mood for flirtations. A slight breeze ruffled the shade trees along Market Street. He paused, looking to left and right. Across Third Street and north about a halfblock was a sign reading The Good Pye with a depiction of a piece of pie and an ale tankard. He decided that might be the place to begin, and started walking in that direction. At least he might get himself a drink to settle his nerves. As he waited for a carriage to go past before he crossed the street, he caught a movement of white from the corner of his eye.
Icabod Primm had just emerged from his office and was walking quickly and bow-leggedly south along Third Street. Matthew watched the small-framed man hurry away. Primm’s right hand clutched the broadsheet in a death-grip.
Ah ha, Matthew thought. I have smoked the powdered rattler from his hole.
He gave Primm a few more strides, and then he began to follow at a careful distance.
In another moment Primm had turned left at the corner of Chestnut Street, heading away from the river. Matthew stood on the corner, watching the white wig bob along among the other citizens who travelled the sidewalk. He again followed, realizing that Primm was too fixed on where he was going to bother casting a backward glance. Then, half another block ahead, the lawyer abruptly turned into a doorway under a sign that announced The Lamplighter.
It was just an ordinary tavern, Matthew thought as he stood at the door. Several hitching-posts at the curb. A window made of the round bottoms of glass bottles, some clear and some green. He opened the door without undue haste and entered, his eyes having to adjust from the bright sunlight to the dim greenish interior where lanterns burned from hooks on the ceiling beams.
Nothing special, really. A long bar where several well-dressed gentlemen congregated over ale tankards and eight tables each set with the stub of a candle. Only three of the tables were occupied, as it was a bit early for lunch. It was no problem to spy Icabod Primm, sitting at the back of the room bent over the Earwig by candlelight.
Matthew approached, but at an oblique angle. Primm didn’t know he was coming until he was there. Then the lawyer’s black eyes spat fire, his toy mouth chewed the air, and what came out was “You again!”
“Guilty,” Matthew said.
“Of following me. Yes, I got that part.”
“You were going in my direction.”
“Please continue then, all the way to New York.”
A burly, black-bearded man with a lion’s mane of ebony hair came up beside Matthew carrying a brown bottle and a small glass. As the man filled the glass to the brim, Matthew caught the nostril-prickling aroma of stout apple brandy.
“Leave the bottle, Samson,” Primm said, and the man set it down and started back to the bar.
It occurred to Matthew that if Primm drank an entire bottle of what was usually a highly combustible mixture, not only would the lawyer’s lamp be lit but his wig would burst into flame.
“Having a liquid lunch?” Matthew prodded. “It is unsettling to realize your client’s a murderer, isn’t it?”
Primm took a deep and needful drink. His eyes watered and gleamed.
“I think she’s his mother,” Matthew went on. It was a shaky guess, for why would the lady not have reacted to her son’s name? “He hid her away in Westerwicke, and then he plotted the deaths of three men. But my real question is: what happened to his father?”
“Samson!” Primm rasped after another swallow of fire had scorched his throat. The black-bearded behemoth returned to the table, his strides making the planks squeal. “This young man is annoying me. If he speaks one more word, I’d like you to throw him out on his New York bum.”
“Yes, Mr. Primm,” Samson replied in a biblical basso while staring into Matthew’s face from the distance of four inches. He also cracked the knuckles of one huge hand like the walls of Jericho.
Matthew decided that one more word was not worth the loss of many good teeth. He gave Primm a brief smile and bow, turned around, and got out before his own lamp was extinguished. Farther down the street he saw the sign of another tavern, this one titled The Harp and Hat. He approached its door, but before he went in he stopped to open his valise. He removed from it another rolled-up piece of paper, which was the second portrait of the Queen of Bedlam that Matthew had asked Berry to draw, just in case Primm’s fingers didn’t like the first one.
Matthew entered the tavern, carrying the lady’s picture and in hopes that someone here might recognize it.
Soon he emerged with hopes dashed, for no one in the place had any idea who she might be. Just across Chestnut Street was the Squire’s Inn, which Haverstraw had mentioned. Matthew went in there with the picture ready, and was accosted by a drunken wag who said the lady in question was his mother and he’d not seen her since he was knee-high to a grasshopper. Since the man was over sixty, that was quite impossible. The tavern’s owner, a friendly enough gent in his late twenties, said he thought the woman looked familiar but he couldn’t put a name to her. Matthew thanked one and all for their trouble and continued on his way.
By the time he reached a third tavern, this one called The Old Bucket on Walnut Street, it was nearing lunch and a dozen persons were celebrating the noon hour. A young man with a brown mustache and goatee and wearing a russet-colored suit took the drawing and examined it pensively while he stood at the bar drinking a glass of port and eating a plate of sausages and fried potatoes. He called to a friend rather more rustic than himself to come look, and together they regarded the picture as other customers ringed around to see. “I think I saw this woman on Front Street this morning,” the young man finally decided. “Was she collecting coins while a girl was playing the tambourine?”
“No!” his friend scoffed, and pulled the paper away so fast Matthew feared it was going to be ripped asunder just as the first had been. “You know who this is! It’s the widow Blake! She was sittin’ up in her window watchin’ me when I went past her house today!”
“I know that’s not the widow Blake!” said the heavy-set tavern-keeper as he put an empty pitcher under the spigot of the wine cask behind the bar and filled it. “The widow Blake’s got a fat face. That one’s thin.”
“It is her, I say! Looks just like her!” The rustic with the rough manner had angled a suspicious gaze at Matthew. “Hey, now. What is it you’re doin’, carryin’ around a picture of the widow Blake?”
“Not her,” said the tavern-keeper.
“She’s not in any trouble, is she?” came the question from the young man with the goatee. “Does she owe money?”
“I’m sayin’, it’s not the widow Blake. Lemme see that.” The tavern-keeper nearly tore a corner off it when one of his big hands yanked it away. “No, she’s too thin to be her. Anybody else thinks this looks like the widow Blake?” He held the picture up for the assembly to judge. “And if you do, you’re already way too drunk!”
Matthew counted himself fortunate to get out of the place with the drawing intact and no one chasing him with a cudgel for being a bill collector. He’d told the group he was trying to locate a missing person, and was informed by the grinning rustic that everyone knew where the widow Blake lived, so why should she be missing?
Matthew took to stopping a few passersby on the street to show them the picture, but none recognized the face. Farther on along Walnut Street, past an area where farmers had pulled their wagons up to offer fruit and vegetables for sale, he came to two taverns almost across the street from each other. The one on the right was the Crooked Horse Shoe and the one on the left the Seven Stars Inn. He didn’t care for the luck of a crooked horse shoe, so he chose to cast his fate to the stars.
Again the lunchtime crowd—mostly a dozen or so men in business suits, but also a few well-dressed women—had come in for drinks and what Matthew saw to be a menu of baked chicken, some kind of meat pie, and vegetables probably fresh from the farm wagons. The place was clean, the light through the windows bright, and the conversations lively. On the wall behind the bar was a painted depiction of seven white stars. It was the same kind of welcoming tavern as the Trot, with its immediate feeling of belonging. Matthew made his way toward the bar, pausing to let a serving-girl with a tray of platters pass, and almost at once the tall gray-haired man who was pouring wine for a customer came down the bar to him. “Help you, sir?”
“Yes, please. I know you’re very busy, but would you look at this for me?” Matthew put the Queen’s portrait down before the man.
“Why, may I ask, am I looking at this?”
“I’ve come from New York. I represent a legal agency there.” A white lie? It was all in the interpretation. “Our client is trying to identify this woman. We think she at least has roots in Philadelphia. Would you tell me if you recognize the face?”
The man picked the portrait up. “Just a moment,” he said, while he fished spectacles from a pocket. Then he angled the drawing into sunlight that reflected off the bar’s polished oak.
Matthew saw the man frown, and his gray eyebrows draw together.
“From New York, you say?” the man asked.
“Yes, that’s right. I arrived this morning.”
“You’re a lawyer?”
“Not exactly a lawyer, no.”
“What, then? Exactly.”
“I’m…” What would be the right word? he wondered. Deducer? No, that wasn’t it. Deductive? No, also wrong and hideous to boot. His role was to solve problems. Solvant? No. He might be considered, he thought, as a sifter of clues. A weigher of evidence. A detector of truth and lies.
That would do. “I’m a detector,” he said.
The man’s frown deepened. “A what?”
Not good, Matthew thought. One should at least sound professional, if one was to be taken professionally.
He made up a word on the spot and spoke it with forceful assurance: “I mean to say, sir, that I am a detective.”
“As I said before…a what?” The man’s attention was mercifully diverted by a handsome gray-haired woman about the same age as himself who had just come behind the bar through another doorway. “Lizbeth!” he said. “Look at this and tell me who you think it is.”
She put aside the wine-pitcher she’d come to refill and examined the portrait. Matthew saw her also respond with a frown, and his heart jumped because he thought she must know something. She looked at him with searching brown eyes, and then at the man. “It’s Emily Swanscott.”
“That’s who I thought. This young man says he’s come from New York. Says he’s a…a…well, a legal person. Says his client is trying to identify the woman in the picture.”
“Emily Swanscott,” Lizbeth repeated, speaking to Matthew. “May I ask who your client is, and from where you got this drawing?”
“I fear I have to plead confidentiality,” Matthew replied, trying to keep his voice as light as possible. “You know. It’s a legal condition.”
“Be that as it may, where is Mrs. Swanscott?”
“One moment. Are you absolutely certain you can identify this woman as being Emily Swanscott?”
“As certain as I’m seeing you. Mrs. Swanscott didn’t get out very much, but I met her in the Christ Church cemetery one afternoon. I was there to see to my sister’s grave, and Mrs. Swanscott was putting flowers on the graves of her sons.”
“Flowers?” He’d really meant to say graves but the word had stuck in his throat.
“That’s right. She was very kind. She was telling me what sort of flowers attract butterflies. It seems her eldest boy, the one who drowned, liked to catch them.”
“Ah,” Matthew said, half-dazed. “Her eldest boy.”
“A terrible accident,” the man spoke up. “Eleven years old when he died, as I understand.”
“How many sons did she have?”
“Just the two,” Lizbeth said. “The younger one died of fever when he was…oh…”
“Not even six,” the man supplied. Matthew thought he was probably Lizbeth’s husband, and that they together owned the Seven Stars.
“Tom and I had heard that Mrs. Swanscott was ill.” Again the brown eyes searched Matthew’s face. “Up in her house. Then she just disappeared overnight. Do you know where she is?”
“I do,” Matthew said, with both relief and caution.
“Then why should you need the portrait identified?” Tom asked. “If you know where she is, I mean.”
“Wine, please!” said another customer, bellying up to the bar. Which suited Matthew just fine, for the tavern-keeper had to go tend to his trade and that question could be avoided.
But then again, maybe not. “Where is Mrs. Swanscott?” Lizbeth asked.
“She is indeed ill,” said Matthew. “Unfortunately, her ability to communicate has been impaired.”
“I wouldn’t doubt it. What she went through.”
“You mean the deaths of her sons?”
“Oh no,” the woman said. Her mouth tightened. “That was bad enough, I’m sure. But I’m talking about the tragedy.”
“The tragedy,” Matthew repeated. “And this had to do with…?”
Tom had returned and had overheard this last part. “Bad luck or criminal negligence, whichever you prefer. Nothing was ever settled, one way or the other. I mean, Mr. Swanscott was held liable, and the courts took almost everything. He had business insurance, of course, but his reputation was destroyed. It was a shame, because they were both good and decent people. He was always very pleasant to me, though I never met his wife. But with five people dead and a score sick nearly to death, someone had to be held accountable.”
“Five people dead? How?”
“The bad wine,” Tom said. “It was contaminated. No one knows how, or with what. It happened at the White Stag, over on Arch Street. Just past Fourth. Of course it isn’t there now. No tavern would ever rent that space again. When did it happen?” He had directed this question to Lizbeth.
“1697,” his wife answered. “High summer.”
That date gave him pause. Matthew remembered: Joplin Pollard had said Deverick had bought a brokerage firm here in Philadelphia in 1698, except he’d made the purchase from a man named Ives who still remained the manager. Ancient history, as far as business goes.
Matthew had to ask a question, though he already knew the answer. “What was your relationship to Mr. Swanscott?”
“He was the goods broker,” came the reply, which Matthew had expected but nonetheless gave him a shudder for his realization of the depth and darkness of the pool into which he peered. “For all the taverns here. The wine, the meat, the ale…everything.”
Something Robert Deverick had said in McCaggers’ cold room now came back very sharply to Matthew: My father used to have a credo. He said business is war. And he fervently believed it.
Plus the statement Robert had made concerning his father’s credo at the Deverick house: A businessman should be a warrior, he said, and if someone dares to challenge you then…
“Destruction has to be the only response,” Matthew said, thinking aloud.
“Pardon?” Tom asked.
“Nothing. Sorry.” Matthew blinked and returned his attention to the moment. “I know this is a busy time. Might I come back later and ask you some more questions? Concerning the Swanscotts and the tragedy?”
“I’m certainly not the expert on it.” Tom busied himself filling a pitcher from one of several small wine casks behind the bar. “I’ll tell you who would be, though. Gordon Shulton still has a farm up north on the pike.”
“That’s right,” Lizbeth added. “We bought some beans and corn from him last week.”
“Two miles up the pike,” Tom continued, putting the pitcher on the bar for the serving-girl to take to a table. “Gordon can tell you the whole story. He was the Swanscotts’ longtime coachman and stable keeper. Came with them from London.”
Lizbeth picked up the portrait and examined it again. “He’ll be glad to know she’s at least alive. He was so broken-hearted when Mr. Swanscott died.”
“And how exactly did that happen?”
“No one knows for sure. Whether it was an accident, or…” She trailed off.
“Or suicide,” Tom finished for her. “It was twilight. Mr. Swanscott was obviously burdened with his troubles and the fact that he was being sued out of existence and might go to prison for criminal negligence. No one knows whether he stepped in front of the carriage horses by accident, or on purpose. There was speculation that he had insurance on his life with a London company. Mrs. Swanscott had already been ill, I heard, when it happened. She was reclusive to begin with, but after that…no one saw her anymore.”
“A tragedy.” Lizbeth shook her head. “A tragedy and a shame.” She gave the portrait of the Queen of Bedlam back to Matthew.
“Thank you,” Matthew said. “For your time and your answers.” This should be a joyful moment for him, he thought. He had the name he’d so ardently sought. Why then did he feel so sullied? “Two miles to the north, did you say?”
“I did.” Tom caught the expression of anguish that had surfaced in Matthew’s eyes. “What’s the matter?”
“I have to admit that I’m almost afraid to go to Mr. Shulton’s. You won’t understand this, but I fear that after Mr. Shulton has given me the whole story I may no longer be able to tell the difference between a murderer and an executioner.” Matthew put the drawing back into his valise and offered the puzzled couple a sad smile. “Good day.”
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forty-one 
“MATTHEW!” said John Five, with as wide and free a smile as Matthew had ever seen on his friend’s face. “Good mornin’! Aren’t you the dressed-up peacock today!” Then John’s smile fell a hitch, for Matthew knew his lack of sleep on the packet boat last night showed in dark hollows beneath his eyes and a gray countenance to his flesh.
“Good morning.” Matthew had only just left the packet boat, and was still wearing his dark blue suit, waistcoat, and tricorn and toting his valise. He’d come directly here to Master Ross’ blacksmithery. In the seething heat of the forge, sparks spat and the coals glowed bright orange. John had been bending lengths of iron into pothooks on his anvil with the hammer, while the second apprentice and Master Ross were speaking to another customer across the smoke-hazed shop. “A few minutes?” Matthew asked.
“Master Ross?” John called, and the elder blacksmith saw Matthew standing there and said in a crusty growl, “Don’t you ever work?”
“Yes sir, I do my share.”
“I doubt that very much, sir. Go on then, the both of you! Three minutes, John!”
Three minutes might not be enough, Matthew thought, but he would have to take what he could. Outside, in the bright warm sunshine of Thursday morning, John squinted and clapped Matthew hard on the shoulder. “My thanks to you. I don’t know what you did, but I think you must have had a part in the reverend’s speech on Sunday. Where were you?”
“Working,” Matthew answered.
“On Sunday? I wouldn’t let the reverend hear that, if I were you. But listen, he told us the whole story on Friday night. As much as Constance and I were knocked down to find it out, we were just as relieved. I mean…havin’ a sick daughter who’s led such a life as that is one thing, but at least Reverend Wade’s not out of his mind. Not anymore, that is.”
“I’m glad to hear it.”
“It took courage for him to get up there and lay it all out. It’s still takin’ courage, for him to go in and see her like he’s done. You know, yesterday mornin’ he took Constance. She wanted to see her sister, and she wasn’t gonna be denied.”
“I hope that went well.”
“It did. I reckon. She hasn’t talked much about it.” John rubbed the back of his neck, as if working a muscle the hammer and anvil had perplexed. “I mean, nobody’s happy about where Grace is, and why she wants to stay there. She won’t leave it, you know. But I guess everything’ll take care of itself in time, just like the reverend said. I know he’s got a fight on his hands with some of those elders, though.”
“But not all of them, I’m sure,” Matthew said.
“No, not all, that’s true.” John cocked his head to one side. “I’d like to ask you what you knew about Grace, and when you knew it, but would you tell me?”
“I would not.”
“Didn’t think so. Doesn’t matter, does it?”
“I’d like to talk about something that does matter,” Matthew said, and his somber tone of voice made John Five draw up a frown. “About the orphanage, to be exact.”
“The orphanage? Oh, Matthew! He’s dead now. Can’t you ever let it go?”
“It’s not that. I left the orphanage in 1694, when I was fifteen. You were brought there by a parson, I recall, when you were about nine years old, and you stayed until you turned seventeen and Master Ross chose you as an apprentice. Is that correct?”
“Yes. What of it?”
“In the years from, say, 1696 to when you left, can you think of anything unusual happening there?”
“Unusual,” John repeated, with no emotion. Then he said heatedly, “Listen, Matthew, you’ve got to give this up! Forget the damned place! It’s not doin’ you a bit a’ good to—”
“Anything unusual,” Matthew plowed on, his eyes intense and perhaps a little haunted. “I’m not talking about Ausley’s personal habits now. I’m talking about something that would have required boys to leave the orphanage before they were placed with families or offered apprenticeships. Maybe some left and came back, I don’t know.” He could tell John wasn’t even trying to remember, probably because John’s own experience at the hands of Ausley wouldn’t let him go back to that terrible place even in his memory. “Please, John. Think. Something that drew the boys away from the orphanage. Maybe you even went.”
“Oh. That,” said John, who breathed a sigh of fresh relief. “That was nothin’. I wanted to go, but I didn’t have any skills they were needin’.”
“Skills? What kind of skills?”
John shrugged his heavy-set shoulders. “Readin’ and writin’. Figurin’ numbers. Copyin’ drawin’s and such. You remember Seth Barnwell? He went and came back. Said they got up in his face too much. Ran the place like an army camp. Seth wasn’t there but a few days. He went to learn how to make keys, but the hell of it was that for some reason they took a lot of fellas who liked to fight and cause mischief and after Seth got his nose busted a couple of times he’d had enough.”
“What was this place?”
“It was a trade school,” John said.
A trade school, Matthew thought grimly. Indeed. “Was it up the river about fifteen miles?”
“I think so, yes. But like I said, I never went. One of my best friends went and stayed, though. You remember Billy Hodges? That long tall drink of water? He was two or three years younger than you, I guess.”
“I remember him.” Hodges had been a smart young man, but had always been plotting intricate ways to escape the orphanage and had great dreams of being a sea captain and sailing to the West Indies.
“He applied, and they took him. You know what they took him in for? Because he had such good handwritin’. Can you believe it? They wanted him so he could learn to be a scrivener. Keep records and such, they told him. And him with that missin’ thumb.”
Matthew felt a cold shock slowly course through him. He thought his face had gone from gray to pasty-white in an instant. “Missing thumb?” he heard himself ask.
“That’s right. A year after you left, Billy was puttin’ on his shoes one day when a spider bit his left thumb. Thing was in his shoe. I saw it, wasn’t so big but it was awful black. Next thing, his thumb’s turned blue and swelled up and his whole hand’s killin’ him. It went on for a while like that, brought him to tears and he was a tough nut, too. Anyway, by the time Ausley brought a doctor, Billy’s thumb was as black as the spider. Took it off, so he wouldn’t lose the whole hand. He was all right about it, though. I think he was prouder of showin’ off the stump than he’d been of havin’ a thumb.”
“Good thing it wasn’t his scrivening hand,” Matthew said.
John grinned. “See, that’s the thing. It was his writin’ hand. He had to learn to write all over again with his right hand. Maybe that helped when he had to copy the script.”
“Copy the script? What script?”
“Oh, some men would come now and again and give us tests. You know. Doin’ numbers, copyin’ script, figurin’ out puzzles and such. They talked to us, too. Wantin’ to know all about us and our lives and so on. What we wanted for the future. Were we sad, were we angry, did we carry grudges or get in fights. A man even came a couple of times to see if any of the older boys knew how to use a sword or a dagger. He was a Prussian fella, could hardly speak English. But he could handle a sword in both hands.”
The enigmatic Count Dahlgren, Matthew thought. Not teaching Chapel how to use a sword, but instead teaching younger and more pliable students. “Whatever use would you have for a sword or dagger at a trade school?” he asked.
“One of the trades was learnin’ how to sharpen swords and knives. I reckon they wanted somebody who showed an interest in blades.”
Master Ross suddenly peered out through the entryway, and he looked none too happy. “Mr. Five, are you comin’ back to your labors anytime today?”
“Oh, yes sir. Sorry.” When the smith had gone back in, John said, “I’ve got to go. But why all this interest in the trade school? I’d nearly forgotten about it.”
“I think it was more than a trade school,” Matthew replied.
“More than a trade school? Meanin’ what?”
“Mr. Five!” came the bellow from within.
John winced. “Ouch. Well, his bark’s worse than his bite. Usually. You ought to have dinner with Constance and me one evenin’, Matthew. We’ll talk then. All right?”
Before Matthew could respond, John Five had returned to his work. He stood in the strong white sunlight. People moved about him as if he were a rock in the midst of a stream. He was thinking that Billy Hodges was now lying in a grave on John Ormond’s farm, and the young man’s last journey had not been as a sea captain but as a passenger of the river.
Matthew couldn’t help but wonder if Hodges, the plotter of daring escapes, hadn’t tried to escape the trade school, and thus brought down upon himself the judgment of the gauntlet.
He had his own work to do, and best get to it. He hurried back to Grigsby’s house by the shortest route, which was along the dockside, and found the printmaster setting out type for the next Earwig. Berry was absent. Grigsby told Matthew she’d gone out at first light to continue her landscape pictures, and then he wanted to know all about Matthew’s trip to Philadelphia and if he’d met with success.
“Not just now, Marmy,” Matthew said. “Do you think Berry would mind if I get something from her drawers?”
Grigsby’s eyes nearly popped. “Excuse me?”
“I mean her chest-of-drawers!” Matthew’s face was red. “Something I asked her to keep for me.”
“I have no opinion, it’s just my house. It’s apparent you and Berry are keeping secrets from me, so go right ahead and—” But he was mouthing to the air, for Matthew had already gone to open the bottom drawer and retrieve the notebook.
Matthew put the notebook in the inside pocket of his coat. He didn’t have a far distance to go, and then it was a short walk to City Hall and Lillehorne’s office. Chapel’s cohorts might indeed be watching him, but on this day the law would also lay eyes upon Simon Chapel.
“Back later,” Matthew told Grigsby as he went out the door.
“Go on, and don’t bother telling me anything!” Grigsby called after him, a smear of old ink already leaped across his forehead. “I’m just the broadsheet publisher!”
Matthew considered stopping at Number Seven Stone Street to see if Hudson Greathouse was available for…what would be the word?…back-up, but as he reached the Broad Way and turned south he decided against it. No, this was a more delicate issue. There was a time for flashing swords but also a time for the quiet movement of chess pieces.
He turned left onto Wall Street, passing City Hall, and then right on Broad Street. Between Barrack and Beaver, he went up three front steps to a door with a brass knocker, proclaimed himself like the hand of justice, and waited beneath the sign that read Pollard, Fitzgerald, and Kippering, Attorneys.
The door opened within a few seconds and a pallid-faced man with thinning brown hair and thick-lensed spectacles peered out, as if uncomfortable with the light of day. Matthew had always thought Bryan Fitzgerald looked like a mole.
“Good morning,” the lawyer said. Across his chest he held a sheaf of papers that had obviously just been pulled from a file cabinet. His shirt was marred by a small inkstain and his fingernails were chewed to the quick. He might be the one who did all the work and was well paid for it, Matthew recalled the widow Sherwyn saying, but Fitzgerald was probably more mule than mole. Fitzgerald adjusted his glasses. “Mr. Corbett, isn’t it?”
“Yes sir. May I come in?”
“Of course.” He stepped back as Matthew entered and then closed the door, again as if sunlight and fresh air were the enemies to solid Puritan productivity. “How may I help you?”
“I was actually hoping to see Mr. Kippering today. Is he in yet?”
“Well…he’s…” Fitzgerald cast a glance up the narrow stairs. Then he whispered, “I don’t think he went home last night.”
“Oh?”
“Yes. He’s…well, I’m not sure he’s able to see a client this morning. Mr. Pollard should be back any minute. Would you care to wait for him?”
“I won’t take very long.” Matthew withdrew the notebook from his coat. “May I give this to Mr. Kippering?”
Fitzgerald reached out for it. “I’ll be glad to make sure he—”
“No, thank you,” Matthew said firmly, and gripped his fingers tight. “This is something I think he’d wish to see for—”
“Myself,” said the man who had come out of his office at the height of the stairs.
“Yes sir,” Matthew answered him, with a steady and fearless gaze. “As I’d hoped.”
Kippering did not move. He had one hand pressed against the wall beside him and the other clutching the decorative carved pineapple that topped the staircase railing. His face was masked by shadow. He wore black breeches that were shiny at the knees and the white of his stockings had faded to yellow as had his shirt. His sleeves were rolled up, but Matthew was certain it was not to welcome the energy of the day but to keep his cuffs from mopping up spilled liquor by night. Matthew figured there was a bottle or two up there, and plenty of dead ones tucked away. Kippering had killed a few of them last night, it appeared, for now he began to come slowly and unsteadily down the stairs, holding on to that railing like a lifeline.
“Bryan,” he said in a creaky, tired voice, “will you do me a great favor?”
“Yes, Andrew?”
“I haven’t had breakfast. Would you be so kind as to fetch me something from Sally Almond’s?”
And then the light from a small oval window above the door caught Kippering’s face, and Matthew had to draw a breath because he felt as if he’d been punched in the ribs. The young man who was in such a hurry to kill himself appeared at least three-quarters arrived at the graveyard. It had been over a week since Matthew had last seen him, but how could a human being have become so aged and infirm in such little time? Kippering was slope-shouldered and unkempt, his black hair oily and uncombed and the icy blue eyes now only so much cold and murky water. His face, once wolfishly handsome, now seemed only starved. The lines had deepened and the hollows darkened and his jaw was burdened with a beard that might have broken a razor. He looked twenty-eight years old and a century. Matthew was shocked to see that there was even the slight shaking of palsy to Kippering’s head.
“What is today?” Kippering frowned, seeking the answer in a brain that may have begun to mold. “Thursday? Ah, then.” He attempted a smile that was no less than horrid. “The raisin cakes will be fresh this morning. Would you go get me two of them, Bryan?”
“I’m gathering the papers for Captain Topping’s case,” Fitzgerald protested, but with a weak spirit. “Joplin will be back soon, and I’m supposed to have everything—”
“Shhhhhh,” Kippering whispered. “It’s all right, Bryan. Really it is. Go to Sally Almond’s while I speak to Mr. Corbett, won’t you? And here.” He reached into his pocket and brought forth some coins, which he pressed into his partner’s palm. “Get yourself a raisin cake, and Joplin one as well. Then do me one more favor.”
“Another favor?”
“Yes, please. While you’re out, go over to see Mr. Garrow at his shop on Duke Street. You know the one?”
“I do. The horn merchant.”
“Yes, and tell him I’m still waiting for the papers he’s supposed to have sent me on Monday. Would you do that? It’s very important.”
“I’m very busy myself,” said Fitzgerald, though the subdued way he spoke it and the fact that he avoided eye contact told Matthew the issue was settled. “All right, then,” he sighed, “if it’s so important.” He trundled into what must have been his own office, a little broomcloset of a space that was nevertheless as neat as a hangman’s noose, and unloaded his papers upon a scarred and battered desk that might have been a refugee from Grigsby’s dairyhouse. Without another word except an exhalation of breath that spoke volumes for the endurance of downtrodden mules, Fitzgerald went to the door, opened it, and paused on the threshold against the morning glare. “Did you say you wanted two cakes, Andrew?”
“Yes, Bryan. Two.”
Fitzgerald closed the door, and Matthew was alone with a walking corpse.
Neither spoke. Then Kippering said, “Don’t you want to keep the door open, Matthew?”
“No, sir. I don’t think that’s necessary.”
“As long as you’re sure.”
“I do want,” Matthew said, finding it difficult to look into the man’s haggard face, “to see something in the cellar.”
“All right, then. Shall I lead the way, or you?”
“If you’ll lead, please?”
“Of course.” Another quick death’s-head smile, and Kippering walked past Matthew to the table on which sat a candle in a pewter holder next to an ivory tinderbox. He got the wick lit, opened the door to the cellar, and descended into the dark on the set of rickety stairs.





forty-two 
“MY CONGRATULATIONS,” said the lawyer, when Matthew had come down the stairs after him. Kippering stood in a meager circle of light, his eyes hooded. “I understand you had a visit with Reverend Wade. He wouldn’t tell me what was said, but obviously you had an influence.”
“Glad to be of help.”
“You’re absolutely sure you wanted to shut that door?”
“Yes.” Before Matthew had followed Kippering down, he’d closed the door at the top of the steps. He didn’t wish to be interrupted if either Pollard came in or Fitzgerald returned from what appeared to Matthew to be a pin-chasing errand, something that had been made up on the spot.
“The last time you were in here,” Kippering reminded him with a tight smile, “you wanted all the doors left open. I thought you might be afraid of me. Would you care for some more light?”
“Always,” Matthew said. He removed his tricorn and put it down atop a stack of boxes.
Kippering walked away a few paces, bent down, and rummaged in the wreckage of old discarded office furniture. He came up with a tin two-candle lantern and lit the wicks from his present flame. Then he reached up and placed the lantern’s handle on a beam hook so that it hung between himself and Matthew. “There,” he said as the illumination spread. “At your command. Now what is it you wish to see?”
“Actually,” Matthew answered, “the stairs themselves.”
“Oh? Anything special about them that I’m missing?”
“They are infirm, aren’t they? I recall you telling me to watch my footing on them, as they were older than your grandmother. Mr. Kippering, what is your grandmother’s name?”
“My…grandmother’s…”
“Name, yes,” said Matthew crisply. “What is it?”
Kippering started to speak, but both he and Matthew knew that any name he produced would be a lie. Perhaps if he’d been less weary, or less sick, or less bitten by the brown fox of liquor, he might have carried off a lie and done it with charm. Now, though, he saw no point to it. His mouth, half-opened, slowly closed.
“You don’t remember your grandmother, do you? As neither do I remember my grandmother. A common bond between us orphans, I think.”
Kippering stared into the flame of his candle.
“May I tell you a story?” Matthew asked. “It’s a tragedy, really. But yet there’s hope in it, as I believe you’ll see.”
“Yes,” Kippering said thickly, transfixed by the eye of light. “Do go on.”
“Once there was a couple, very much in love. Devoted to each other. His name was Nicholas, and her name was—is—Emily. The Swanscotts of London. Neither one started out with great ambitions. He loved music and hoped to conduct an orchestra, and she only wished to be a good wife and a mother. But as things progressed, Nicholas Swanscott was persuaded to buy with his father’s help a small brokerage business that catered to the tavern trade and so went the youthful dreams. However, in came the money. As Mr. Swanscott’s personality made him not so fixated on profits, he was able to undercut other brokers—with no malice, but rather simply the way he did business—and in essence suddenly found that he was a rich young man. His rivals took note of this, but what could they do?”
“What, indeed?” asked Kippering. “Are you making this up?”
“No sir. I’ve been in consultation with the Swanscotts’ longtime coachman, whose name is Gordon Shulton and who lives two miles north of Philadelphia on the pike road.” Matthew raised his eyebrows. “May I go on?”
“If it pleases you.” There was a tremor to the voice.
“It seemed,” Matthew said, “that Mr. Swanscott was a great success. He turned out to be naturally adept at planning and management. Well, consider it: anyone who could interweave the chaos of violins, horns, and kettle drums into a symphony would have no trouble managing the shipments of smoked sausage, salted beef, casks of wine, and ale to clients all over London. A goods broker keeps a warehouse, you see, and stores the food and drink until the taverns need it.”
“A fine lesson in tavern economics, thank you,” said Kippering, his eyes quickly glancing up toward Matthew.
“Sadly,” Matthew went on, “as Mr. Swanscott was a success, his wife was finding her role difficult at best. According to Gordy—that’s what he asked me to call him, by the way—Emily Swanscott was a gentle, quiet woman who would rather spend time in her butterfly garden than go to the social events of the season. She was perhaps a little overcome by all the money. Perhaps, deep down, she didn’t feel she deserved it.”
Kippering set his candle down on a time-worn desk. “The illness of the upper class. I pity her.”
“You might, well and truly. You see, her greatest desire was to have children. Her first child, a boy, unfortunately died within minutes of being born. Her second child, also a boy, died at age eleven in a swimming accident. Her third, again a boy, perished of fever when he was five. You might pity her, for thinking as she did—according to my friend Gordy—that any boy born to her was doomed to die early. One might presume that under the weight of those three deaths she might have begun to break, even then.”
Matthew held up a finger. “But…one day…Mr. Swanscott came home, very excitedly, and told his wife that he’d made an interesting discovery. He’d been touring, by necessity, a slaughterhouse where he bought his beef. And who should be there on the killing line, but a handsome young orphan boy working silently and diligently in all that blood and muck. A boy who looked out of place there, but who was uncomplaining of his lot in life. A strong young boy, stout of heart and quick of mind. And merciful, too, for this young boy had developed a system by which he struck the animals in the temple with a mallet before he delivered the cut. Might Emily wish to meet this boy, for his own mother and father had perished by the same fever that took little Michael? Might Emily wish to meet this boy, when he was all clean and presentable on a Sunday afternoon? Might she wish to just have one look at him, for he was not violent in his soul. No, far from it. He only did what he needed to do, to survive in a cruel and heartless world. Just one visit, and who knows what might happen?”
Kippering turned his head away, so the light would not touch his face.
Matthew thought he heard a footfall on the floor above. He waited, but it didn’t repeat. This place might be haunted like the Herrald Agency’s office, Matthew mused. A one-legged ghost, perhaps. But he knew he was already looking at a ghost.
He continued, in a softer voice. “This orphan boy did have a family name. It was Trevor Kirby. Over a period of time and many visits, he endeared himself to the Swanscotts. And why not? You should hear Gordy talk about him. Smart, a quick wit, a noble personality. Under all that blood, of course. Well, he got cleaned up and the Swanscotts took him out of the slaughterhouse and put him in a proper school. Then he really showed what he was made of. A piece of gold found in dirty water. His grades soared and he was making progress by leaps and bounds. Turning into a gentleman. And he was appreciative, too. On Sunday afternoons he used to read to his…well, I can’t call Mrs. Swanscott his mother, exactly, because there was the fear of sudden death that she couldn’t ever really banish. That was why the Swanscotts never officially adopted him. She feared giving him the family name. But he was her sparkle of hope, Trevor was, and he brought her back from the abyss. And they did become his foster parents, and loved him like a real son by any measure you give it. And do you know what? Mr. Swanscott even used his considerable influence to get Trevor admitted to law school!”
Matthew grunted, as if some people had all the luck in the world. “Then, to top that off, when Trevor graduated with honors the Swanscotts took him on a trip to Italy. What a trip that must have been! What a joyous occasion! After that, Mr. Swanscott gave him a gift of money, by which to open a small law firm in the town of St. Andrew-On-The-Hill, which was Mr. Swanscott’s own hometown in the north of England and where I imagine he lay on the sward and dreamed of leading his symphonies under the clouds. But do you know what, Andrew? Gordy told me that Trevor Kirby paid every cent of that money back to his foster father. Every cent and more. You see, Trevor became very successful. Oh, not a big-city lawyer by any means, but maybe that was for the best. I think sometimes lawyers in the cities lose sight of the real meaning of justice. Don’t you, Andrew? I think sometimes they can become bitter, and believe that the system of justice has failed. That can have unfortunate results to a man’s mind, don’t you agree?”
The lawyer put a hand to his face but did not speak.
“I’m sorry, sir.” Matthew felt a lump rising in his throat. “But I have to finish it. It’s my nature.”
“Yes,” came the barely recognizable voice. “I understand.”
“Unfortunately,” Matthew said, his own voice husky, “when Trevor began his own life, Mrs. Swanscott began to drift away again. Oh, he visited her of course, but…things do get in the way. According to Gordy, she couldn’t sleep for days on end. She was having visions of death and disaster. Mr. Swanscott did what he could to soothe her, but she was slowly going to pieces. And then came the day when he asked his wife to consider leaving England, and starting over again in the colonies. A hard task? Of course. Fraught with difficulties? Certainly. But the business had gotten so large and utterly consuming. He planned to leave it to another manager he’d been training. Where might they go, in the colonies, that he might take what he knew of the brokerage business and yet not be overwhelmed, that they could spend more time together? Boston? The Puritans frowned on taverns. New York? Possibly, but word was that an old business rival named Pennford Deverick had set up shop there, and Deverick was not a man who appreciated competition. Ah, Philadelphia! The Quaker town! Full of brotherly love and friendly companionship! Not so many taverns there as in New York, but that was all to the good, wasn’t it?”
“All to the good,” the lawyer blurted out, and kept his face averted.
“That’s right,” Matthew said, watching the man carefully. “But still, for all the excitement and challenge of sailing to a new land, making connections and starting over, Mrs. Swanscott must have felt a hole within herself. Do you know what she did, Andrew? She had buried her deceased infant in the butterfly garden behind their house, so she let him lie there sleeping, but she took her two other sons with her, to be laid in Christ Church cemetery. The people I talked to in Philadelphia never knew about the infant, Andrew. They never knew that Mrs. Swanscott was carrying the burden of three deaths, instead of two.”
“Imagine,” came the garbled voice.
“Oh, I can’t imagine. Who would want to?” Matthew paused, considering how to approach the next subject. There was nothing to do but forge ahead. “Everything went well until the summer of 1697. That was the year five people died and many others were sickened near to death in a Philadelphia tavern called the White Stag. Do you know the procedure that Mr. Swanscott went through to buy and deliver wine to his clients, sir? Gordy told me. It seems that wine is shipped over from England in hogshead barrels. These barrels would have been taken from the ships and stored in Mr. Swanscott’s warehouse on the Philadelphia waterfront until orders were sent from the taverns. Depending on the needs of the taverns, the wine is transferred from the hogshead barrels to smaller casks, and these are delivered to the clients. Now, during the transferral from hogshead to cask, an inspector paid for by Mr. Swanscott is on hand to taste the wine to make sure it hasn’t spoiled. The casks are likewise inspected for mold or other problems. When the wine is transferred, the casks are given a seal of approval by the inspector, and the destination tavern’s name is chalked upon them. The casks may sit in the warehouse under lock for another few days awaiting delivery, but no longer than that. Everything should have gone as usual, but on this day it did not.”
The lawyer lifted his head and was listening intently.
Matthew said, “On this day, in the summer of 1697, five people died at the White Stag from drinking wine poured into a pitcher from one of Mr. Swanscott’s casks. Many others—a score, I understand—were brought to death’s door. Some have not fully recovered yet, but have been made so feeble they can’t even walk. In October of 1697 Mr. Swanscott was brought to trial, where both he and the inspector swore the wine was suitable and that the approval was not negligent. The Swanscotts’ attorney, Icabod Primm, handled the defense. A few of the family members of those who died were adamant that the wine had spoiled in the summer heat and had been passed on anyway, or that the cask had been fouled by vermin and not properly cleaned. Up until then, Mr. Swanscott’s reputation had been spotless, but after that day…he was ruined. He couldn’t prove the inspector hadn’t been paid to apply a falsified seal, as some were saying. It didn’t help that the inspector disappeared while the trial was going on.”
“Yes,” said the lawyer. He nodded. “Find the inspector.”
“I don’t have to tell you what was happening to Mrs. Swanscott, as she watched her husband being torn to pieces at court. Just after the incident, she had sent a letter to Trevor, explaining the situation and begging him to come help Primm with the defense. I can envision Trevor’s horror at receiving such a letter, can’t you?”
The lawyer did not respond, but Matthew knew the man had looked upon horror many times.
“He sent back a letter,” Matthew said. “Promising to come, and to prove Mr. Swanscott’s innocence. The only problem was that before Trevor could reach Philadelphia from Portsmouth, whether by accident or design his foster father stepped in front of a fast carriage at twilight on one of those long, straight streets. He lingered for…” There was no need to go into that. “At which point, Emily Swanscott retreated from the world and collapsed. She now sits every day at a window, staring out at a garden. But you know where she is, don’t you, sir? You know, because you put her there.”
The lawyer bent over the desk and gripped it as if he might fall. “Mrs. Swanscott does speak, if only briefly and nonsensically. She keeps asking about the king’s reply having arrived,” Matthew told him. “On the way into Philadelphia I saw some ships whose names were being reworked to honor the Queen. It struck me that the King’s Reply might indeed be the name of a ship. Now, of course, it would be named the Queen’s Reply. When Gordy very kindly gave me a ride back to Philadelphia on his wagon, I went directly to the shipping office to see if there might be any record of a ship called the King’s Reply arriving at Philadelphia probably in the first half of 1698. Actually, it arrived in early March. The clerk there found a list of passengers.”
Matthew saw the man’s shoulders hunch as if readying for a whipstrike.
“Your name was among them, Trevor. In your letter you’d told her the name of the ship on which you’d booked passage. You came one month before your foster mother was put into the Westerwicke asylum. I assume you arranged everything with Icabod Primm. The removal of all personal items and the makers’ marks from the furniture. You wished to hide her, didn’t you? You wished no one to know who she was. I’m unclear on that part of it. Why go to all that trouble?”
Trevor Kirby shook his head. It was not denial, but a vain attempt at avoiding the wasps that stung his brain.
“Did you believe that the legal system had failed Mr. Swanscott?” Matthew asked. “Did you set yourself up as an avenger? A righter of wrongs? Because his innocence could not be proven in court, did you decide to murder the men you felt responsible?” Matthew dared to move a few steps nearer the man. “I realized, when I was sitting in Primm’s office looking at his statue of Justitia, that the cuts you made around the victims’ eyes were not supposed to represent a mask, Trevor. They represented a blindfold. Your statement, I presume, that Lady Justice was never so blind as to allow those three men to escape the law?”
“Those three men,” came the nearly strangled reply, “destroyed the only father and mother I ever knew.” He turned now toward Matthew, the light was cast upon his enraged face, and Matthew decided it best to stand very still and not speak.
Kirby was sweating. His face was damp, his eyes swollen with either hatred or torment. Probably both, Matthew thought. “Yes, I did arrive too late. I went to the house and saw her sitting at a window, her head lolling. One of the servants had warned me how bad it was, but I wasn’t ready. I could never have been. I stood there and I heard her cry out, calling for Father and Toby and Michael, but they were all dead. Then she started praying to God and speaking gibberish and sobbing, and I could not—could not—go to her side.” He blinked, his mouth slack for a moment until it could once more form words. “I was afraid that when she looked at me I would see nothing in there but madness. And that is what tears me apart every day and every night. That is why I cannot stand to be with myself, and hear myself think. Because I was not there…” He seemed to waver on his feet, and had to start again. “I was not there, when she needed me. When they both needed me. And I promised I would come and help Mr. Primm prove he was innocent, and I failed. More than that.” His face, once so handsome, was a thing of tortured angles wracked by a shudder. “I was ashamed to speak to her, there in that room. She was so broken. It was an obscenity.”
He looked hopefully at Matthew, his expression begging for understanding. “If you’d seen her, when she was in Italy! When we were all happy! If you’d seen her…what she was then… you’d know why I couldn’t bear it. Selfish, I know.” He nodded vigorously. “Yes, selfish! But as I watched…she gave a moan. One long…terrible moan, and she suddenly stopped crying and praying. It was as if everything…everything had departed from her. I was looking at an empty husk. Dear God.” Tears glistened. “Oh dear Christ, dear Jesus. I turned away from there and I walked out, and I went…I went directly to Mr. Primm. And I said…take care of her. Find a place where she can be…the nearest place to home. If at all possible. Not one of those…those filthy, ugly asylums. Those horrendous bedlams. Find a place, I said. Money is no object. Find a place where she can have some of her pretty things, and no one will steal them. I said find a place that is safe.”
“And why safe to the degree of not even telling the doctors who she was?” Matthew asked. “Why did you remove any possibility of identifying her?”
“Because of the three men,” Kirby replied. “Because I already knew what they’d done, and I already knew who pulled the puppet strings.”
“Who?”
“A man. A shadow of a man. Known as Professor Fell.”





forty-three 
MATTHEW DIDN’T SAY ANYTHING for a few seconds. Then: “Go on.”
Kirby reached into a pocket and withdrew a white handkerchief, with which he began to blot the beads of sweat from his forehead. “I didn’t receive Mother’s letter until November. I’d been in Scotland, working on a case. I had other commitments as well. I’d been planning on being married…to a wonderful young woman, the following summer. I was going to write Father and Mother, to let them know. Then I got the post. I dropped everything, of course. I shut my office, I told Margaret I’d be gone for a while, that my family needed me. A few months, I said. Then we’d pick our wedding plans up where we’d left them.” He began to carefully fold the handkerchief into a tight square.
“When I got the letter from Mother…I knew there had to be some other explanation,” Kirby said. “I knew Father would never have made an error like that. No. He was a professional. He was clean. But if he hadn’t made an error…then how was it done, and why?” He was silent, turning something over and over in his mind like a puzzle to be viewed from all sides.
“I had remembered…once when I visited them, a few years after they’d moved to Philadelphia…Father asked me my opinion of whether he should take the business into New York or not. There were two brothers who owned the White Stag tavern. They had plans for one to move to New York and open a second White Stag. In their research, they discovered that the brokerage prices commanded by Mr. Pennford Deverick were very much higher for the very same items that Father sold. They wanted him to consider expansion into the New York market, and they would wish to invest some money in the enterprise if he did. They were sure that Father could undercut Deverick’s prices and still make a profit. So…he asked me that day what I thought.”
When Kirby hesitated, Matthew asked, “What was your advice?”
“Not to go. I just didn’t think the extra work would be worth it. They had a grand life, why should they disturb what they had? Besides, Father was never driven by greed. Far from it. He simply enjoyed the management process. I left him still considering the opportunity, but I don’t think he was going to do it. I don’t think Mother wanted it, either.”
Matthew nodded. “So when you read in your mother’s letter about the incident taking place at the White Stag, what did you think?”
“That it was very suspicious. Why that tavern, of all the others? Why only that tavern? It would be called, I suppose, killing two birds with one stone.”
Matthew thought Deverick’s zeal for destruction might indeed have been set flaming by the news that an old rival was moving into his territory, whether it was only rumor heard round the New York taverns or not.
“When I got to Portsmouth, it was the height of the winter storm season,” Kirby said, blinking up at the lantern that hung from the ceiling beam. “My departure was to be delayed for at least three weeks. I think I…had my own breakdown then. My first one. Knowing I had to do something, but could do nothing. I went to London. And I went with a vengeance, for as London is the center of the world, so it is the center of the underworld. Deverick had his motive, yet he needed the advice and aid of professionals. A contract might have been drawn up. Would anyone in London have any information? I decided to find out.
“I visited my attorney friends first, for names of contacts. That led me nowhere. Then…I suppose I might say I threw myself with a fervor into my research. My second breakdown, perhaps.” Kirby’s eyes glistened, but they were dead. “I went through every back alley ginpot I could find. I gambled, threw away money, drank with the reptiles, pegged the whores, and winnowed into every little shitpot that opened up for me. Suddenly two weeks had passed, and I was bearded and filthy and the lice were jumping out of my hair.” He brought up a wicked smile. “And do you know who was born, during that time? Andrew Kippering himself. Andrew for Father’s hometown, Kippering for the tailor at the end of my street. I looked into the grimy glass of a half-pence whorehouse and lo and behold—there he stood, grinning back. Ready to get to work. To rub shoulders with the thugs and thieves, and announce that money was to be had for information. A lot of money.”
“I almost got my head bashed in outside the Black Tail Tavern,” Kirby said. “Almost was caught by a band of men and would’ve been beaten to death in an alley if I hadn’t been carrying a knife. Suddenly everything came back. The movement of the arm, the quickness of the strike. Even the smell of blood. I cut one right across the face, pretty as you please. The second one I got in the ribs. Then they ran, and the next night the Blind Boy found me.”
“The Blind Boy?”
“About thirteen or fourteen years old. Thin as a pole, but well-dressed. Dark glasses. Very articulate. Had a cane. Was he blind or not? I don’t know, but his face was terribly scarred. A whore named Tender Judy brought him to my table. Said he could find out things, but it would cost me. Said he would tell me once, and I could ask no questions. Said I would never try to find him again, afterward, or it would be my death. I believed him.”
“A reasonable assumption,” Matthew agreed.
“I paid him half up front. Then he asked me what I wanted to know. I’d been thinking what to ask. It was very important, with these people, that you phrased things correctly. I said, ‘I want to know about the contract on Nicholas Swanscott. How was it done, and who did it?’ He said he had no idea what I was talking about, but he would make some inquiries.”
“And he delivered the information?” Matthew prodded.
“I was walking back to my room two nights later,” Kirby said. “Long after midnight. I was nearly drunk on some filth or another. Suddenly there was a man beside me. Not a big man, but a tough gent who could handle himself. He seized my elbow before I could turn around and he said right up in my ear, ‘Come with me. No noise.’ I thought I was going to be killed, but we didn’t have far to go. A few streets, a few alleys. I was pushed into a little room with yellow wallpaper, the Blind Boy was sitting on a throne of rags, and he beckoned me nearer. ‘Now listen,’ he said. ‘No questions. After this, we are strangers. After this, you will die if you go asking anymore. Do you understand?’
“I said I did,” Kirby related. “Then he said, ‘The contract was paid for by a man named Deverick, who came from New York to have a problem solved. The problem being: how to destroy someone and their business at the same time, yet leave no trace?’ Done with poison, he said. The poison had been made by a New York doctor. Goodwin or Godwin, he thought was the name. There was something on the doctor in London, having to do with a prostitute and a dead baby. The name he got was ‘Susan.’ An abortion gone bad, he said. Local talent for the job was provided by someone named Ausley. Two crows, a screever, and a lugger.”
“Pardon?” Matthew asked.
Kirby translated: “Two lookouts, a forger, and someone to carry the materials.”
“Oh. Yes.” Matthew nodded, as if he’d known these street terms all along. “Go ahead.”
“While the crows watched for constables, the others opened the lock with a key provided by an inside-man. A cask was chosen, opened, and the poison poured in. The cask was closed with a soft mallet. The screever had a blank paper inspection seal, which was forged on the spot and fixed to the cask with red wax. The inside-man had told them the correct color to use. Then the cask was returned to its place, the team got out, relocked the door, and it was all over in a few minutes.”
“And they didn’t care how many people would be killed?”
Kirby didn’t bother to answer. “The Blind Boy said there was one loose end to the contract, which the hornpipe—a criminal attorney, if you will—suggested correcting. He said it involved Swanscott’s wife. Her name, he said, was Emily.”
Matthew waited.
“The Blind Boy told me,” Kirby said, “that this hornpipe considered that Mr. Swanscott would likely go to prison for many years. Would probably die there. But if the wife decided to rebuild the business, as a gesture of faith, she should promptly meet with an accident. If the contract called for destruction of the business, then destruction it should be. Signed, sealed, and delivered.”
“Very civilized of them.” Matthew was beginning to understand why Kirby had so desperately wanted to keep his mother hidden away.
“They have their own code.” Kirby stared intently at Matthew for a few seconds before he went on. “The Blind Boy said he didn’t know me—except that he knew my name was Andrew Kippering and I was a high ball playing low. He said, ‘I’d like to give you some advice, sir. Go home where you belong. This contract was underwritten by the professor, and your interest in it disturbs me. Now, if you’ll pay me my money, you’ll be shown back to your door.’”
“Underwritten by the professor?” Matthew frowned. “Why?”
“I didn’t know who the Blind Boy meant. I asked Tender Judy about it, later. She told me as much as she knew, which was not very much. A shadow here, a shadow there. A black carriage passing in the fog. Rumors and whispers, and a great amount of fear. Professor Fell, first name unknown. Age and description, unknown. But whoever he is, he had a hand in the ruin of my father. And I feared beyond anything that if Mother got well…if she came back to herself…someone might talk her into hiring managers and rebuilding the business again under the family name. So I did my best to prevent anyone from finding her, or to prevent anyone at that hospital from pursuing her identity. I didn’t want her attracting unwanted attention.” Kirby looked down at the ground, and Matthew could tell he was fighting a battle with the shame that must be festering in his soul. “I didn’t want her to get better,” he said softly. “To come out of her sleep. There’s just pain waiting for her, when she wakes up.”
“Not least of all, the fact that her son has murdered three men in the name of justice. Let me ask this: did you tell Mr. Primm what you’d found out?”
“No. Well…I did mention Pennford Deverick’s name. I think I said…something about him being one of Father’s fiercest competitors in London, and the fact that they’d had more than one public argument. I said it was peculiar, that Pennford Deverick now ruled New York’s taverns only a hundred miles away, and this very suspect tragedy had destroyed my father. Primm didn’t make any connection, and why should he? I had no proof whatsoever.”
Matthew remembered Primm’s declaration: I consider proof to be the alpha and omega of my profession. Difficult to argue with that. Matthew was also thinking about something Pollard had said. “Did you advise Primm to sell the business?”
“I did, and the sooner the better. The money could go into the fund I’d set up for Mother. Actually a buyer was already interested. I signed the papers before I left Philadelphia.”
“Who was the buyer?”
“Culley Ives. He was one of the two managers. Had worked with Father for many years. We only got shillings on the pound, but I was satisfied with it.”
“Ives,” Matthew repeated.
Matthew recalled Pollard saying that Deverick had bought a Philadelphia brokerage firm in 1698. To Matthew’s question of Who owned the firm before Mr. Deverick bought it? Pollard had answered It was a man named Ives, who is still employed by the Deverick company as manager there. So what does that tell you?
Matthew said, “You might wish—or perhaps not—to know that Mr. Ives probably paid those shillings on the pound in money given to him from Pennford Deverick’s pocket. I wouldn’t doubt that Mr. Ives might have been the inside-man.”
A hideous smile slowly, terribly, spread across Kirby’s mouth and stretched it until Matthew thought the man might scream. But instead Kirby only said, quietly, “To the victor go the spoils. Isn’t that right? You see how tough I’ve become? How…shall I say…resigned to fate?”
“Obsessed might be more accurate.” This kettle and pot were both black, Matthew thought grimly. To understand the depths of obsession all he had to do was think back two weeks, when he was nearly insane that Eben Ausley had escaped justice for his crimes against the orphans. He shook it off. “I presume you found it difficult to return to being Trevor Kirby when you’d had a taste of Andrew Kippering’s life? And you decided to find a position here, to better stalk your prey? What did you do, go back to London and buy screeved…um…forged documents to present yourself as a lower ball than you are?”
“Exactly that,” came the reply. “I came here to kill those three men, and to speak Father’s name in their ears before I did it. I was very fortunate indeed to get a position with Pollard. Even if it was a fraction of the money and work I was used to. Pollard wanted someone who was a brash gadfly, and perhaps a little dull. I could tell that at once. He wanted a tavern partner. More for show than work, and I’d made up a story about my past sins that I could tell intrigued him. You see, Joplin needs the help, but he wants to run all the horses. But attorney to Deverick and Ausley! I’d be able to mark their comings and goings with ease.”
“Dr. Godwin, too?” Matthew asked. “You began spending time at Polly Blossom’s to mark his…if I may say…comings and goings?”
“That’s right. I waited for the moment, until it came.”
“And the night you killed Deverick? The same night that Grace Hester became so ill? I presume, since you were the go-between, that the prostitute sent out to find you searched your usual haunts with no success, since you were probably down here removing your black clothing, and she wound up having to go fetch Dr. Vanderbrocken himself? And she went with him and stood at the corner outside the reverend’s house while Dr. Vanderbrocken went to the door?”
Kirby shrugged. “You know, you had a part in the deaths of Deverick and Ausley.”
“Me? How?”
The lawyer made a noise between a grunt and a laugh. “When you stood up before Lord Cornbury and suggested more and better-trained constables. I was afraid he would agree, and so I thought I’d best hurry and finish the job.”
Matthew almost said Glad to be of service.
Kirby spoke. “Would you like to see the Masker?”
“Sir?”
“The Masker,” Kirby repeated, and just that quickly he slipped out of the light and into the gloomy fringes.
Matthew glanced nervously back to see how far the stairs were. He heard a sliding movement off to the side amid the cellar’s boxes and wreckage. Then he jumped and his nerves jangled as something metal crunched into brick. There was the noise of what might have been bricks being moved aside. Then, seconds later, a brown canvas bag came flying through the air and landed with a dusty thump in front of Matthew’s shoes.
“He’s in there,” came Kirby’s voice, and then Kirby himself reentered the light’s realm.
Matthew leaned carefully down and looked into the bag. It contained black clothing—one cloak, if not more, and a hooded coat. A woolen cap. A pair of black gloves. No, two pair. He could smell the heavy odor of dried gore. A smaller object caught his attention. When he picked it up by its wire-wrapped grip, he found the thing surprisingly heavy. Its business end was a tongue-shaped piece of black leather that felt as if it had a fist of lead sewn up within. The gentleman executioner had not forgotten his slaughterhouse system: first the blow to the temple, then the knife to the throat.
He was aware, very suddenly and joltingly, of Kirby’s boots in the dirt beside him. When Matthew looked up, Kirby was holding the evil little knife with its hooked blade.
To his credit Matthew did not cry out, though he did feel the blood drain from his face. He got to his feet, watching for the strike and wondering which way to dodge it when it came.
Kirby turned the knife around and offered him the ebony leather handle. “It’s very sharp,” he said. “Easy to cut yourself.” When Matthew wouldn’t touch the thing, Kirby dropped it back amid the other items in the bag. It was then that Matthew realized Kirby was also holding the strange pair of hammered-brass fireplace tongs. “Oh.” Kirby held the tongs up for Matthew’s inspection of the chiselled ends. “You drive these into the cracks between two loose bricks that I found one day. Pull out the first brick and a few more and you’ve got yourself a nice hidey-hole. I couldn’t go home wearing bloody clothes, could I? Not with Mary Belovaire watching me. I found the two cloaks and pairs of gloves at the bottom of that old trunk. They fit me fairly well. The blackjack came off a sailor willing to part with it. The knife I bought from a higgler in New Jersey. You know, you nearly caught me that night. If you hadn’t been chasing me and I hadn’t been trying to hold on to the notebook, I wouldn’t have left that blood smear on the door.”
Matthew held up the notebook. “Tell me about this.”
“You tell me about it.”
The front door suddenly opened upstairs. Both men were silent. The door closed, and footsteps could be heard ascending the stairs. Then a voice, calling, “Andrew? Andrew, are you here?”
“Joplin,” Kirby said to Matthew, keeping his own volume low.
Pollard came back down the stairs. The front door opened and closed again.
“Poor fellow. An insecure boy, actually. He’s wanting a pal at the bar,” said Kirby. “You know, the only one who really works around here is Bryan. We both dump our papers on him. Joplin told me that Bryan’s very unhappy if he’s not burdened down. Now: the notebook. You saw the page I marked?”
“I did. I appreciate your rough treatment that night, by the way.”
“Nothing personal. I was planning on leaving the package at Grigsby’s door. I saw you by the corner lamp on Wall Street, so I had to move quickly. On that particular page, those are the names of orphans. Am I correct?”
“I believe so, yes.”
“And the numbers beside them? Any guess?”
“A code.”
“Of course a code, idiot! Meaning what?” Anger poured into the dead eyes. Even as the shade of what he’d been, Kirby was still a formidable and frightening presence. “Think, damn it! I’ve tried and failed, but if anyone can figure it out, it’s you!”
Matthew opened the book to the page and held it under the lamplight. He scanned the numbers, back and forth.
“This is the problem I hoped you’d solve for me, Matthew,” the lawyer said. “I saw Ausley scribbling in that notebook time and again, and I thought I had to get hold of it in search of a clue. I know what parts Godwin, Deverick, and Ausley acted in this, but who put the play together? Professor Fell? One of his compatriots? It wasn’t Ausley, he wasn’t smart enough. But it had to be someone here, on this side of the pond. A headmaster, if you will.”
“Headmaster,” Matthew repeated, looking up from the page. Something had clicked into place.
“I was going to say, that night, that Eben Ausley is selling his orphans to the underworld. Not all of them, but some. Maybe some who are talented in ways this headmaster can use. Can forge and shape, as he pleases. Look at that word Chapel there. Could that be a name?”
“Yes,” Matthew said, but he was thinking furiously. Headmaster. Trade school. “It is a name.” Some men would come now and again and give us tests, John Five had said. Doin’ numbers, copyin’ script, figurin’ out puzzles and such. “Simon Chapel.” Wantin’ to know all about us and our lives and so on. “I think…these might be…” What we wanted for the future.
“What?” Kirby asked, closer now.
A man even came a couple of times to see if any of the older boys knew how to use a sword or a dagger.

“I think,” Matthew said, and then he stopped himself. “I believe,” he corrected, “that these are grades. I believe Eben Ausley was assigning grades to some of the boys. Maybe…for special talents, or something as mundane as how well they could understand and carry out orders. Many of the orphans would have come from violent circumstances, like John Five. Maybe they were graded on cruelty, or the ability to fight. Maybe how well-suited they might be for a life of crime. And here…this means Rejected. Either by Ausley, who had the first choice of whom to present to Chapel, or by Chapel himself later on.” He thought of Silas. Silas with the quick hands and light touch. Silas Oakley, who was presented with high grades to the headmaster Simon Chapel on the twentieth of June, hardly more than a month ago.
I was jus’ practisin’, Silas had said.
For what future purpose? Surely not just shilling crimes; those were beneath Professor Fell. No, these would be more monumental, more grandiose in their evil. The theft of a key to a box where a diplomatic pouch lay, with the fate of kings and nations in the balance? The theft of business letters, or of guarded seals of state, or of perfume-touched messages between lovers that might lead to scandals, executions, and the overnight collapse of an empire…if the right price was not paid for the return?
This contract was underwritten by the professor, the Blind Boy had told Kirby.
Because, Matthew thought, the professor was interested in seeing the orphans in action.
A new world, Mrs. Herrald had said, calls for new names.
Not just new names, Matthew realized.
New blood.
Kirby was waiting. Matthew closed the notebook. He said with grim certainty, “Professor Fell is financing a school for criminals. North along the Hudson, about fifteen miles from here. It’s run by a man named Simon Chapel. I don’t think he’s the professor. I may be wrong. But what better place to find potential ‘students’ than an orphanage full of boys who’ve already known hardship and violence? Diamonds in the rough, wouldn’t you say?”
Kirby nodded. The light of understanding had also dawned on him, though his actions had doomed him to a prison’s darkness.
Matthew drew himself up tall. Again, he marked the distance between where he stood and the stairs. “I’m going to take this notebook to City Hall,” he said, in a voice that fortunately did not betray his gut-clenched fear. “I’m going to give it to Lillehorne, and I’m going to tell him everything.” He hesitated, while that sank into the lawyer’s blood-fevered brain. The only thing that moved about Kirby was a quick twitch of the mouth. “I’d like you to come with me.”





forty-four 
SOMEWHERE THE FERRY WAS CROSSING the river under the bright blue sky. Somewhere birds sang in the green Jersey hills. Somewhere children played, in all innocence and happiness, a game of Jack Straws.
But in the gloomy cellar of the attorneys’ office on Broad Street, the Masker wore a smile full of pain. “You know I can’t do that, Matthew.”
“I know you have to. What good is the notebook without your testimony?”
Kirby stared at the floor. “You said…this tragic story had hope in it. May I ask where it might be?”
“The hope,” Matthew said, “is that if you give yourself up today—right now—I can promise you that I and influential people will make certain you see your mother before you go to prison.”
“Oh. You and influential people.”
“That’s right. It’s my promise.”
“Well.” Kirby grinned tightly. “I should feel so much better now, shouldn’t I?”
“What did you think you were going to do, Trevor? Did you think that I was going to uncover the headmaster of this scheme and you would get a chance to murder him, too, before he went to the docket?” Matthew scowled. “You must be truly mad, to think it would end there. Don’t you want to kill all the orphans who were involved? What about Ives? Don’t you thirst to slash his throat, too?” He let that hang because Kirby had given him a hollow-eyed, dangerous glare that made him think he’d gone a slash too far. Still, he pressed on. “I think if you took up shaving again and viewed yourself in the mirror, you’d see what effect murder has had on you. You’re not a killer at heart! Far from it! Even Andrew Kippering, for all his vices, isn’t a killer. It’s time to let this go, and for the law to finish what you’ve begun.”
“Oh, now you’re going to tell me about the power of the law! The majesty of the courts! How justice, that blindfolded whore, always wins the day!”
“No, I’m not,” said Matthew. “As a lawyer, you know better than that. Mistakes can be made and wrong decisions delivered by even the most auspicious court. That’s life. But what I’m telling you is that your testimony could bring more villains to justice than your knife. You can’t kill them all. I don’t think, in your heart, you would want to. But your testimony could put them all behind bars. Yours is a compelling story, Trevor. Don’t sell the truth so short.”
“The truth. I can prove nothing.”
“This is a beginning,” Matthew told him, and held up the notebook.
Kirby wavered on his feet. He blinked heavily, stared up at the lantern, and then focused on empty air. “I…have to think.” A hand drifted to his forehead. “I’m tired. I’m so tired.”
“I know you are,” Matthew said, and then gave the man his last cannon shot. “Your mother sleeps, even with her eyes open. I think she dreams of hearing that the King’s Reply has arrived, and of seeing you walk through the door. That’s what she’s waiting for, Trevor. Her son, to come wake her up. If you walk to Lillehorne’s office with me, right now, you’ll get that chance.”
A tremor passed over Kirby’s face. Just that quickly, tears leaped to his eyes. It was like watching a shored-up house be torn apart under a bitter storm, so fast did Kirby’s face contort and the wretched sob burst from his mouth. Matthew thought it was not a sound any human should ever have to utter; it was the cry of the damned, cast out from Heaven. As the tears streamed down Kirby’s cheeks and his face truly became a mask—though this one of agony far beyond any punishment known to Man—his knees buckled, he crumpled to the dirt, and amid the boxes and papers of the profession’s underbelly he crawled like a dying animal to crush himself against the unyielding bricks.
Matthew had to steel himself, lest he too be overcome. Kirby had given up everything. His position, his bride-to-be, his life. He had fought to avenge a terrible injustice, and had lost his soul in that unwinnable fight. For it seemed now to Matthew that vengeance, in the end, always consumed the innocent as well as the guilty, and burned them both into only so much cold ash.
But, Matthew thought, there was one thing no one could ever doubt about Trevor Kirby.
He was a good son.
“I’m going to go now,” Matthew heard himself say, and the man’s sobbing quietened. “Will you follow me, when you’re able?”
There was no answer. Kirby remained pressed against the wall, his face hidden.
“Please,” Matthew added. “For the both of us.” Then he retrieved his tricorn and put it on, held the notebook close and firm at his side, and turned away to climb the stairs. He flinched as he heard Kirby move, but no attack ensued. Matthew went through the door at the top of the steps, then out the front door into the same bright light where the ferry sailed, the birds sang, and children played their joyful games.
He started walking north along Broad Street toward City Hall, his pace neither brisk nor particularly slow. He was simply giving a good but misguided son the chance to make up his mind. The air smelled of salt sea and the occasional puff of tobacco as pipe-smoking gentlemen walked past him. He kept his focus on the building ahead, putting together in his mind what his first words would be to Gardner Lillehorne. How was he to explain this, if Kirby failed to appear? It would be so much chaff to the wind. Constable Lillehorne, will you listen while I tell you about an insidious plot to mold orphans into professional criminals in service to—
The hard grip of a hand against his right shoulder jarred him out of his thoughts. Startled, he looked to that side and into the sunken-eyed, vulpine face of Bromfield, who wore the same wide-brimmed leather hat and similar rustic clothes as he’d been wearing that day on Chapel’s estate.
“Look here!” A second hand snatched the notebook from Matthew’s grip. “An added reward, I’d say!”
Bromfield put his arm around Matthew’s neck like an old friend bending in to tell a secret and pushed him off the sidewalk into the shaded alcove of a doorway.
“Careful, careful,” said the second man, who held the notebook. “All geniality and lightness, please. Mr. Corbett?”
Matthew blinked, stunned, and looked into the smiling face of Joplin Pollard.
The boyish lawyer leaned close; his mouth retained the smile, but his large brown eyes were sparkling not with grand good humor but with the razor-sharp glints of cruelty. “I want you to be very quiet now, all right? No trouble. Show it to him, Mr. Bromfield.”
The hunter brought up his other hand and displayed a terribly familiar straw hat. He couldn’t help himself; he took Matthew’s tricorn off and pushed Berry’s straw topper down around the younger man’s ears.
“Your lovely friend has been taken on ahead.” Pollard kept a hand pressed against the center of Matthew’s chest. “Sadly, she gave Mr. Carver a kick to the shin that rattled even my teeth. So when you see her again she may be a bit bruised, but you should know that her life depends on what you do and say—or rather, not say—in the next few minutes.”
“What’s this…what’s…” But Matthew knew, in spite of his mental fumbling. It hit him in the face like freezing water. Charles Land, the attorney whose practice Pollard had taken over, had supposedly inherited a large sum of money and returned to England to become an art patron and a dabbler in politics. That had been Professor Fell’s method of clearing the way for a new investment.
Pollard is the one with ambition, the widow Sherwyn had said.
“You.” The word came bitterly from Matthew’s mouth. “You’re in charge of everything, aren’t you?”
“Everything? A large blanket, I think. No, not everything. Just making sure people do what they’re paid to do, and all goes smoothly. That’s my job, really.” He showed his teeth. “To smooth the rough roads and make sure they all connect. Thank you for the notebook, Mr. Corbett. I didn’t expect to get hold of this today.”
“Can I tweak his nose, sir?” Bromfield asked hopefully.
“Certainly not. Let’s keep our decorum on the public street. Mr. Corbett, you’re going to come with us and do it without protest or drawing attention. If you’re not delivered to Mr. Chapel’s estate within a reasonable number of hours, the very lovely Miss Grigsby will die a death I can’t begin to explain to you without losing my breakfast. Therefore, I’d suggest you follow my instructions: keep your head down, move quickly, do not speak to anyone else even if you’re spoken to. Ready? Let’s go, then.”
Whether he was ready or not was beside the point. Matthew, with Berry’s hat obscuring most of his face, was pushed along between the two men, who steered him left onto Barrack Street and past the place where he’d found Ausley’s body.
“We’ve been searching all over for you this morning,” said Pollard as they kept a steady clip. “I met Bryan on the street a little while ago. He told me you were in to see Andrew. Would you mind telling me what that was about?”
Matthew did, so he didn’t.
“No matter,” the lawyer answered to Matthew’s silence. “I’ll have a little talk with Andrew and we’ll get to the bottom of it. Am I right to feel a little uneasy around Andrew these days? What say you?”
“I say, you can put your head up your—” That gallant but foolish statement was censored by a pair of rustic knuckles that drove into his ribs through coat, waistcoat, and sweat-damp shirt.
“Easy, Mr. Bromfield. No need for that yet. Ah, here we are.”
Ahead at the corner of Barrack and the Broad Way sat a coach with four horses. It was very different from the vehicle that had carried Charity LeClaire and him to the estate. This one was dusty and ugly, meant to look more like the regular, road-weary landboats that travelled the hard track between New York and Boston, and so would not gather as much notice amid the movement of pedestrians, cargo wagons, farmers’ carts, and higglers’ wheelbarrows.
A driver and whipman, both boys about fifteen or sixteen years old, sat up top. “Get in,” said Pollard, guiding him forward. Quickly Bromfield tossed the tricorn through the window into the coach and unlatched the door. As Matthew was about to enter, he glanced to the right and saw his friend and chessmate Effrem Owles approaching along the sidewalk not twenty feet away. Effrem’s head was lowered, his eyes lost in thought behind the spectacles. It came to Matthew to cry out for help, but just that fast the thought perished for not only might these men take Effrem as well, but Berry’s life hung by a slender thread. Effrem passed by, so close Matthew could have touched him.
Then Matthew felt Bromfield’s hand balled up in the small of his back, and he let himself be pushed into the coach. Already within sat the wiry, long-haired youth whose job had been to pour the wine at Chapel’s feast. Jeremy, Chapel had called him. Pomade glistened in his hair. He had drawn a knife as soon as the door had opened, and greeted Matthew with its blade.
Matthew sat on the bench seat facing him. Bromfield sat beside Matthew, reached over, and pulled the canvas sunshade down over the opposite window.
Pollard leaned in through the door and gave the notebook to Bromfield, who instantly tucked it down in his leather waistcoat. “Good man,” Pollard said to Matthew. “No need for unpleasantries. Mr. Chapel just wants to speak to you.”
“To speak to me? You mean, to kill me, don’t you?”
“Relax, Mr. Corbett. We don’t waste talent, even if it is misguided. Our benefactor keeps a nice village in Wales where people can be educated as to the proper meaning of life. I would like to know, though: how did you come upon the notebook?”
Matthew had to think fast. “McCaggers was wrong about it not being with Ausley’s belongings. His slave, Zed, had moved some of the stuff to another drawer. I went back to McCaggers and he’d found it.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes.”
“Hm.” Pollard’s eyes, much more alert than Matthew had ever seen them, examined Matthew’s face. “I’ll have to ask Mr. McCaggers about that. You trouble me, sir, just as you trouble Mr. Chapel. It’s time something is done.”
“The girl’s not part of this.”
“Part of what, sir?” Pollard kept the thin smile. “Oh, you mean your intrigues with Mr. Greathouse, is that correct? We know all about your going to dig up a certain grave on a certain farm. Mr. Ormond was glad to talk to a young representative from the coroner’s office who wished to tie up some loose ends.”
“I have no idea what—”
“Spare me. Good, dependable, and stupid Bryan has a little game he plays with his laundress. He tells her a secret, she tells him a secret. I think that’s his only vice, God pity him. On Tuesday Bryan tells me his laundress has heard that there have been four murders instead of only three. A corpse was found washed up out of the river onto a farm about ten miles out of town. A young man, still unidentified. The body pierced by multiple stab wounds. And this mysterious informant has actually seen it. Well, Mr. Ormond saw our young representative yesterday and provided the names of the two men who came to dig up the grave. Hudson Greathouse and—lo and behold—his associate Matthew Corbett. How about those apples?”
Sour, Matthew thought.
“Be sure we’ll deal with Mr. Greathouse in due time. First you. Goodbye, sir.” Pollard withdrew from the coach and shut the door. “Drive on!” he called up, as Bromfield reached across Matthew to draw the second canvas sunshade down with a definitive snap.
A whip was applied and the coach began to roll. In the yellow-tinged cabin, Matthew was sweating. He heard the workaday sounds of New York passing as the coach trundled north on the Broad Way. His eyes kept going to the knife in Jeremy’s hand. It looked very eager.
He had to figure a way out of this. Unfortunately, there was no way out. He reached up to take off Berry’s hat and at the same time the knife flicked toward him like a rattlesnake’s tongue and Bromfield clasped an iron hand to his shoulder. Then the two rapscallions realized what he was doing and allowed him to de-hat. He put it on his lap, thinking that if he were a real hero pressed from the mold of Hudson Greathouse he would wait for a particularly vicious pothole, flick the straw topper into the boy’s eyes, seize the knife, and plunge it into the largest target, which would be Bromfield’s chest. Of course, getting through that leather waistcoat and the notebook tucked behind it might prove an ill adventure. He decided there was only one Hudson Greathouse, and no place for a hero in this coach.
They were moving faster now, turning onto the Post Road and leaving the town behind. The whip was striking left and right and the four horses were hauling ass.
A nice village in Wales, Pollard had said. Just the place for Berry and I to spend our old age, Matthew thought. If we live long enough to have one.
We, he realized. He had not thought of anyone that way, in conjunction with him, since the incident with Rachel Howarth at Fount Royal. He imagined he’d loved Rachel, when instead he’d wished to be her champion. Love was something he wasn’t sure he yet understood. He knew desire, and the need for companionship…but love? No. He was far too busy for even the idea of it.
Now, however, he looked to be facing a long period of—at the best—retirement. He wished suddenly that he’d been a little less serious and a lot more…how did Marmaduke put it…merry-making. Less chess, perhaps, and more dancing. Or, at the very least, more appreciation of the pretty girls in New York, and yes there were quite a few. It was interesting how a knife pointed at you could direct one’s mind to things that a few weeks ago seemed frivolous and now seemed only sadly lost.
But wait, he told himself firmly. Just wait. He was still alive, and Berry was still alive. Hopefully. There might come a time, and unfortunately very soon, for wailing and lamentations. Now was not that time. He had to remain calm, focused, and ready to act if the situation presented itself.
The coach hit a pothole the depth of his misery and bounced. Matthew’s moment to swat Jeremy’s face with his topper passed. No heroes in this coach. But wasn’t it heroic enough just to hold the nerves together, as they strained and screamed under his skin?
What are you going to do, moonbeam?

The boy had lowered his blade to the seat beside him. Bromfield’s head leaned back, his eyes half-closed as the coach rocked.
“Hey,” Matthew said to Jeremy. Instantly Bromfield’s eyes opened fully and he sat up.
The boy stared blankly at Matthew.
“How old are you?” Matthew asked.
Jeremy glanced at Bromfield, who shrugged, and then back to his questioner. “Fifteen.”
“I left the orphanage when I was fifteen. I was an orphan too, you know.”
“Is that so?”
“What’s your specialty?”
“My what?”
“Your talent,” Matthew said. “What got you out of the orphanage and into Chapel’s school?”
“Ain’t a school. It’s…” Jeremy frowned, calling up a word. Obviously, quick wit was not his ticket. “It’s a university.”
“I’m sure you’ll go far upon graduation. What’s your talent?”
The boy picked up his knife and looked almost lovingly at the blade. “I can throw this,” he said with a full measure of pride, “and hit a fella square in the back from twenty paces. Killed me an Injun kid one time, stealin’ from my papa’s chickencoop. Got him in the back and then I cut his red damn throat and took me his scalp, too.”
“Laudable. You were how old when this happened?”
“Eleven, I reckon. Then them Injuns came and dragged my papa off. They tied me to a fuckin’ tree and torched the house down. That’s how I got left on my own.”
Matthew nodded. A fledgling assassin, perhaps? A killer able to strike at long distance from the shadows? It occurred to him that Ausley had possessed the talent of recognizing the inherent ability—call it the seed of evil, either inborn or created from any of life’s more brutal circumstances—in some of his charges, and Chapel refined that raw substance into a valuable commodity. “What does Mr. Chapel offer you, in return for your loyalty to this…university?”
“Good food,” the boy replied. “A bed. Nobody fuckin’ with me. And I get all the pussy I can handle.”
Ah, Matthew thought. So Charity LeClaire was also a valuable commodity. “Have you killed anyone else since you were eleven?”
“That’s enough,” Bromfield warned. “Shut up and keep shut.”
The voice was harsh enough to tell Matthew he should pursue this no further if he cared to keep his teeth. Matthew settled against the backrest. He watched as Jeremy continued to admire the knife as if it were his declaration of power in a world that ground young men into pulp beneath ten-league boots.
At last—and much too soon—Matthew felt the coach slowing. He heard the whipman ring his signal bell and there was a pause as the gate was opened. Then the coach rolled forward, gained speed once more, and a hundred yards later came the cry, “Whoa! Whoa!”
The coach creaked to a halt, the door on Matthew’s right was opened and Lawrence Evans, well-dressed and immaculately groomed, stood there in the bright spill of afternoon light. But he was certainly not alone, for around him and peering into the coach was a crowd of young faces of every description and, as Chapel had said, a variety of ages between twelve and eighteen, with possibly two or three a few years elder. Nineteen of them, according to Evans. Maybe so, but to Matthew it seemed there were enough to fight an English brigade.
Bromfield got out first and then Matthew, followed by Jeremy and his knife. The boys instantly began to hoot, cat-call, and snicker, until Evans said crisply, “That is enough. Show respect, even to the enemy. Make way, now.”
As the whip cracked and the coach was driven away toward the vineyard, Matthew was escorted into the manse. Quickly, though, he noted that the university’s “students” were all dressed more or less the same, in white shirts and black or brown breeches with cream-colored stockings. Notable also were paper badges that they worn pinned to their shirts in crayoned colors of crimson and royal blue and in different shapes of square, triangle, circle and—glimpsed only briefly and belonging to the oldest boys—a combination of blue circle within a red triangle within a blue square. Medals of some kind? he wondered. A way to distinguish between “years” for the students, as a real university would classify first year, second year, and so on? He was through the door and the door was closed behind him as one of the boys shouted, “You’ll get what’s comin’!”
He dreaded to think.
He was escorted—rather roughly by Bromfield with a hand to the nape of his neck—past the staircase and into the tapestry-draped corridor. Further back, the huge dining room with its fan-shaped arrays of swords had been recently the site of a late and obviously recently interrupted luncheon feast, for platters full of chicken bones sat amid the gleaming silver trays, salt and pepper bowls, and the other implements that Chapel felt created a gentleman’s table. Matthew felt a bit of satisfaction, thinking that his arrival might have propelled Chapel up from his repast.
The door to the left of the room was open. Within it a staircase curved upward. Light glowed through a long, narrow window. “Up, please,” Evans said as he ascended first. A shove almost knocked Matthew up the stairs before he could take the initial riser. The stairs rose to an office with circular windows overlooking the garden like the portholes of a ship. Everything was dark oak and black leather. It was the same as might be the office of any man of means: a wide desk, chairs, a file cabinet, and on shelves bookcases with many leatherbound volumes that in happier times Matthew might have wished to prowl through.
The two things in this particular office that stood unpleasantly out were Simon Chapel seated behind the desk, the light slanting across his face, the bulk of shoulders and battering-ram head, and Berry Grigsby in a peach-colored dress with yellow lace trim. She was sitting in a chair off to the side. Her hands were bound behind her with white cords, and likewise was she bound around her waist to the back of the chair. Her hair was wild and tangled, her eyes were wild and very frightened, and a vivid blue bruise lay across her left cheekbone.
“Hello, Matthew,” Chapel said, his elbows on the desk’s green blotter and his fingers steepled. The light lay fiery in his spectacles. “Pardon me if I don’t stand up.”
Matthew had no witty remark to throw at him. His mouth was a dry well. He saw Charity LeClaire, as elegant and beautiful as she was wretched and soul-ugly, standing directly behind Berry. In a chair on the opposite side of the room, the lizardy Count Dahlgren in his elegant beige suit sprawled as if basking on a warm rock.
“Matthew,” Berry said hoarsely, her lower lip cut and swollen. He saw fingermarks on her neck where Carver had throttled the beginnings of a scream. Her eyes begged for rescue, as if this were the most terrible mistake and surely it would be all right, now that he’d come in like Sir Lancelot.
The knight of the moment noted something very disturbing indeed. On the floor beneath Berry’s chair was a spread of sailcloth. To protect the expensive brick-red rug, he thought. From what? Again, he dreaded to think.
“He was carryin’ this, sir,” said Bromfield, as he fished the notebook free and put it down on the desktop blotter. Chapel immediately picked it up and opened it to the page that had been dog-eared by the Masker’s thumb.
“Ah, yes. Very good.” Chapel’s smile was a wet gash. “The last book! Now I can rest easy, can’t I.” It was a statement, not a question.
Matthew saw there was one other person in the room. Over on the right, in the shadows that clung to the bookshelves like black cobwebs, was a boy of indeterminate age. Small-boned, pale of skin, and weirdly fragile. His silky hair was the color of dust. He wore the same uniform as his fellow students. His shirt-badge was the circle. He had a long thin scar running up through his right eyebrow into his hairline, and his eye on that side was a cold orb of milky-white.
“Restrain him,” said Chapel, as he paged through the notebook.
Bromfield had moved behind Matthew, and now he locked an arm around Matthew’s throat while Lawrence Evans displayed that an ex-clerk could have a suspiciously good relationship with a rope. Matthew’s arms were pulled back, the cord was tied around his wrists, knotted so hard he thought he would pee in his breeches, and then he was shoved down into a chair so graciously slid beneath his buttocks.
Chapel took snuff from a silver case. One pinch up each nostril, snort and snort, but only in the most gentlemanly way. He used a white lace handkerchief to brush the refuse from the coat of his suit, which was the color of rich brown tobacco anyway.
“I want to know,” he said as he folded his handkerchief and put it away, “from where you got this notebook. Will you tell me that, please?”
Matthew got his dry well watered enough to rasp, “Certainly. Very simply, the coroner had misplaced it. In a different drawer. I returned to his office and—”
“Why would he give it to you, sir?” The topaz eyes flared, just a fraction.
Careful, Matthew thought. “He trusts me. I told him I knew Miss LeClaire, and that I would give it to her. Of course I was going to bring it here.” He took advantage of the pause. “I told Mr. Pollard the same thing. He’s going to go speak to Mr. McCaggers.”
“He knows everything,” Bromfield said, which made Matthew want to kick him in the nuts.
“I know he knows everything,” Chapel replied irritably. “Perhaps not everything, but enough. All right, Matthew, let’s put aside the notebook for a moment. I want to talk to you about the Masker. Do you know who he is?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Are you positively sure about that?”
“I’m…I’m sure,” Matthew said, and damned his nervous stutter.
“Well, the reason I ask is that the Masker has killed three men who featured large in our project. You know what project I’m talking about, don’t you?”
“No sir, I don’t.” And he quickly added, “You don’t really have to tell me, either.”
“Sir?” It was back-stabbing Jeremy. “He asked me in the coach what my talent is. He called our university a fuckin’ school.”
“Watch your language, please. That’s demerits off.” Chapel returned his languid, scorching attention to Matthew’s sweat-sparkling face. “Who dog-eared that particular page?” Matthew went deaf and dumb. “The page with the orphans’ names,” Chapel prodded. “Who dog-eared that? Mr. McCaggers?”
“I suppose so, sir. Possibly I did it, I don’t exactly—”
“You are slobbering bullshit,” said Chapel, very quietly. It was odd, how sometimes a quiet voice could make your backbone shiver. “I think you do know who the Masker is. I think the Masker killed those three men particularly because of one of our endeavors. I think he has some grandiose scheme of vengeance, which means he has a connection to the Swanscott family.”
“The who, sir?” Matthew asked, though strangled.
“Mr. Bromfield, if he speaks without being spoken to again, I want you to make a violent response. Do mind the carpet, though. It’s new and I don’t want blood on it.”
“Yes sir.”
“I was saying,” Chapel continued, “that the Masker has a connection to the Swanscott family. Obviously. I think, you being an associate now of Mr. Hudson Greathouse and that highly lauded woman’s agency, that for whatever reason and whatever bizarre circumstances the Masker approached you because of that notice in the broadsheet. So it must be someone you know, and who knows your current association. He presented you with the notebook he’d taken off the body of Eben Ausley, that dead asshole. Now the Masker had a problem: he wished to know who might have engineered the adventure in Philadelphia, in…what was the date, Lawrence?”
“1697, sir.”
“Yes, quite correct. He wishes you to find out who put the plan together, so he might strike that man down. If you haven’t figured it out yet, we’re talking about myself. I don’t take very kindly to having to watch my throat, sir, even if this Masker would be stepping into a slaughterhouse were he to set one foot over that wall. So…I should like to know his name, that I might bring him here and empty his head of its brains. You’re going to tell me his name, sir. You’re going to tell me his name within one minute. Mr. Ripley?”
The boy moved sinuously from the shadows. Instantly Charity LeClaire grasped two handfuls of Berry’s hair and jerked her head back. Lawrence Evans, a jack of all evils, stepped forward and fixed some kind of metal clamp to Berry’s right eye which held the lids apart as much as she cried out and tried to struggle. For good measure, the elegant lady shoved a dirty leather glove into Berry’s mouth.
Ripley slid from his pocket a long and terribly sharp blue knitting needle.





forty-five 
THE BOY FLOATED like an angel of death. There was a grace about him, an ethereal blue glow. Or perhaps that was just light glinting off the needle.
He came steadfastly forward, neither in haste nor with time to waste. Berry tried to kick at him but he neatly and effortlessly sidestepped. He might have been a shadow, though he was fearfully real. When Berry attempted to overthrow the chair, the beautiful lady behind her simply applied more pressure to the red locks.
Ripley reached his victim. Without hesitation, he pushed forth the needle toward the center of Berry’s trapped eyeball.
“I’ll tell,” Matthew said.
“Stop, Mr. Ripley,” Chapel commanded. The boy immediately obeyed. His living eye on the side sinister, which was a black marble, twitched toward his headmaster. “Step back, but remain ready.” Chapel got to his feet, said to Dahlgren, “Get up,” and when the grenadier sluggishly obeyed Chapel took his chair and dragged it over to face Matthew. “Hold her just as she is,” Chapel told the lady and Evans. He sat down with his knees nearly touching Matthew’s, and he leaned in so close Matthew might have watched the oil leaking from his pores and could positively smell the baked chicken on his heated breath.
“Now then.” Chapel smiled, all sunny and light. “You were going to give me a name.”
“Can I have a drink of water? My throat’s—”
“I won’t stop him next time, Matthew. What do I care if she loses an eye? The name.”
“All right.” Matthew licked his lips. A bead of sweat ran down to the tip of his nose and hung there, quivering. It wasn’t easy to talk while Berry alternately murmured in pain and tried to blow a shout through the glove jammed in her mouth. “I have to tell you about him first.” He saw Chapel turn his head, about to order the young torturer to continue. “Sir! Please! Let me explain to you that he is the Swanscotts’ son!”
Chapel paused. His huge blue-veined brow furrowed. “I think I recall…” He tapped his head with a forefinger, as if to jog a memory. “The Swanscotts had two sons who died early in life, according to our findings.”
“Oh, the two sons—Toby and Michael—died, it’s true enough, but this boy was found working in a slaughterhouse. He was unofficially adopted by the Swanscotts. They raised him as their own, sent him to school. Everything that parents could do.”
“Really?” Chapel drew closer, almost nose-to-nose. His eyes bored relentlessly into Matthew’s.
“Yes sir. He’s made quite a bit of money. He’s disguised himself. I think he put it as…a high ball playing low.”
Chapel scratched his chin. “Go on.”
“He made some inquiries in London. Put money on the street for information. He knows all about it. The poisoned wine, and all the rest.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes sir. He did give me the notebook. Wanted me to figure out the meaning of that page. What the grades meant. I mean, the numbers.”
“Very good.” A slight smile surfaced. “They were grades. At least, from Ausley’s limited point-of-view. He used them to dicker over prices. I gave my own marks later.”
“He did hope that I might lead him to you. I told him he ought to give himself up, that he has a compelling story to tell.”
“And did he give himself up?” Chapel correctly read Matthew’s expression. “Of course he didn’t. He’s come all this way, he’s probably near insane by now. Why should he give himself up? And you’ve told this story to who else? Hudson Greathouse and Mrs. Herrald, I presume?”
“Neither of them. This is my investigation.”
“But you and Greathouse dug up the body of Billy Hodges, didn’t you? Why?”
“McCaggers told me about it. High Constable Lillehorne didn’t want anyone else to know. I thought…it might have some bearing on the Masker.”
“In a roundabout way,” Chapel said. “Poor Billy. An excellent forger, but unfortunately a weak mind. You know, he was the screever who forged the inspection label in Swanscott’s warehouse. It’s intriguing that very often a person who has to learn to write with an unnatural hand can more easily master the art of forgery. He was a wonder, that Billy. Did some work for us in Boston, as well, but just minor items on the order of deeds and such. He was an instructor for the younger lads for several years…then, sadly, he wished to leave us. Ah, that Billy.”
“I’d rather you not tell me, sir,” Matthew said.
“Oh, it’s all right! I’m not angry with you!” Chapel slapped Matthew’s left knee. “Lord, no! I understand this is just business! You wished to make a name for yourself with the Herrald Agency, am I right? But tell me…how did you feel about helping a murderer plan a murder?”
“I suppose…” Matthew swallowed. “It was just business.”
“There’s the spirit!” Chapel smacked his hands together and looked at the others in the room, as Berry thrashed and writhed to no avail. He was beaming. “True industry at work, friends! The ultimate commingling of what some would call the angelic and the demonic! He wants to get ahead in life, so he plots with an insane murderer! Can you beat it?”
“Very humorous,” said Lawrence Evans, with no trace of humor.
Chapel turned his face back toward Matthew, again almost nose-to-nose. His smile was gone. Matthew could see his own face, scared witless, in the lenses. “The name.”
“His name is…” Matthew hesitated, his heart pounding. No one was going to save either Berry or him. He had to do what he could, to buy them some time and figure a way out of this.
“Mr. Ripley is waiting,” Chapel whispered.
Matthew said, “His name is Dippen Nack. He’s a constable.”
The room seemed frozen.
Chapel looked at Evans. “Dippen Nack? What kind of name is that? Do you know him?”
“No sir.”
“Bromfield?”
“No sir,” said the hunter.
Chapel returned his attention to his prisoner and began to fidget with the silver buttons of Matthew’s waistcoat. “Mr. Evans, get the census book and find out if indeed there’s a Mr. Dippen Nack included on the list. Beautiful buttons, by the way.”
Evans removed the eye clamp from Berry’s orb, which must have been nearly dried out. She blinked rapidly, as if trying to push it back into its socket without benefit of her fingers. Evans went to the desk and opened a drawer. He came out with a thin brown leather book. Matthew recognized it. A copy of the New York census, undertaken last year by order of the late lamented Mayor Hood. Matthew felt the sweat dripping under his arms. If Nack had a wife and a houseful of kids or lived with his mother, it was all up.
“Dippen Nack is an alias,” he said, to relieve his steam. “I don’t know his real name.”
Evans’ index finger was searching. “Here he is, sir. Dippen Nack. Lives on Nassau Street.” He brought the book over to display the name and address.
“Very good. Well, there is such a man. No wife or children, I see. Tell me, Lawrence, do you recall the names of the Swanscott boys? Were they Toby and Michael?”
“I think they were, but it’ll just take a moment to look up the file. I’m sure we have that jotted down somewhere.”
“Go ahead, then.”
Evans went to the file cabinet, opened a drawer, and began going through papers.
Matthew squirmed in his chair, as much as he was able. He heard Berry make a muffled sound between a cry of pain and an oath. Her hair was still being gripped by Miss LeClaire’s pitiless hands. “Please, sir,” he said to Chapel, “won’t you let her go?”
“No,” came the reply. “But I suppose we needn’t be so harsh. Charity? One hand only.”
“Found it, sir!” Evans announced. He leaned forward, reading something. “Yes, that was their names. But hold on!” He paused. “Now that’s interesting,” he said, in a voice that sent a coursing of fresh terror through Matthew. “It seems the Swanscotts had—”
Matthew decided to take a chance, and if he was wrong it might be the last thing he ever spoke. “A third son, yes I know. An infant who died right after birth.”
Evans was silent, still reading.
“Well?” Chapel asked.
“He’s correct, sir. There’s a small notation here. An infant who died soon after birth, according to the medical copy from London.” He held up the yellowed parchment. “Care to see it?”
“No.” Chapel grinned. “Dippen Nack, eh? The only way Matthew could have known about that dead infant was from a family member. A fourth son! Unofficial, of course. It makes sense, doesn’t it? The Masker being a constable? He could creep around all night, stalk his victims, and then…” A finger across the throat completed his point.
Someone was climbing the stairs. It sounded like a pegleg. Matthew looked to the side as Carver, the sandy-haired, thick-set, and heavy-lidded second hunter and sometime stomperboy, limped into the room.
“Mr. Chapel!” he said. “Pardon, but the fellas want to know if we’re havin’ a game today.”
“Yes, we certainly are.” Chapel stood up. “Tell them, and tell Edgar and Hastings to get everything ready. Oh…wait. After you’ve done that, I want you and Mr. Bromfield to take your horses and ride back to town. Go to the stable there and secure a third horse. Then proceed to…” He checked the census book. “Number Thirty-Nine Nassau Street. Wait until dark if you have to, but bring back a man named Dippen Nack. Be careful, as he may be very dangerous and quite mad, but do not—I repeat—do not injure him in such a way that any further injury would be redundant and ineffective. All right?” He glanced at Evans. “Who’s on the gate today?”
“Enoch Speck, sir.”
“On the way out, tell Mr. Speck he may join in the game after he locks up tight. Go, the both of you!”
When the two hunters had gone, one in obvious distress from a bruised shin, Chapel made a motion to Jeremy, who cut the cords binding Berry to the chair. Miss LeClaire released Berry’s hair, but Matthew noted she had many red strands stuck between her fingers.
“Up, the both of you.” Chapel extended his hands and motioned them to their feet with a waggling of his fingers. “Get that out of her mouth, please.”
Berry turned toward the elegant bitch to have the glove extracted. Matthew saw it before Miss LeClaire did: a crimson glare in Berry’s eyes, like the distant watchfire on a rocky coast proclaiming Danger, many ships have perished here.
Before the glove was halfway out, Berry suddenly leaned her head back and then swiftly crashed her forehead into the slim bridge of Miss LeClaire’s nose. There was a noise Matthew equated to what a melon might sound like if it fell from a one-hundred-storey building, if indeed such an edifice was possible. Even as Chapel reached to restrain Berry and the pale torturer-in-training Mr. Ripley gave not a cry but an emotionless hiss of alarm, Miss LeClaire fell back with eyes already turned inward toward a world of long sleep and painful recovery. The bridge of her nose was flattened, as if smacked by a skillet. Her head crunched into the wall behind her, her hair seemed to explode into a mass of writhing blond Medusa snakes, and as she sank down to the floor the blood shot in two fine arcs from the small holes of her nostrils onto her lacy dress and a black bruise spread across her twitching face as quickly and hideously as the plague.
Berry spat out the rest of the glove. It landed square atop Miss LeClaire’s head, like a new style of Parisian hat.
It occurred to Matthew that Grandda Grigsby was not the only one in his family who could crack walnuts on an iron forehead.
Chapel spun her around, but kept an arm up in case Berry tried for a double score. A red blotch of anger had surfaced on each cheek, but because he was a man of firm self-control and perhaps also fatalism they cleared just as rapidly. He even managed a guarded smile of approval as he regarded the collapsed dolly. “Nicely done,” he said.
“You bastards!” Berry seethed to the room at large. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Language, please,” Chapel cautioned. “We can always find another glove.” His arm was still up, protecting his brainpan.
Matthew didn’t like this talk about a game. In fact, it made his knees weak and his bladder throb even more than having his hands nearly dead from the pressure of the cords. “They’re going to send us to a nice little village in Wales,” he said, by several shades too brightly. “Aren’t you, Mr. Chapel? The village the professor keeps?”
The emotion drained from Chapel’s face. It was now a wax replica. “Hold this vixen, Lawrence.” When Evans had cautiously taken the position, Chapel entertained himself with two more sniffs of snuff. At length he said, “For all his worth in keeping the affairs in order, Mr. Pollard has demonstrated a very large and disorderly mouth. Our benefactor’s business is not any of yours, sir. In fact, it is up to my discretion whether you should be passed on further into the system or if you should not. Be,” he added, for clarification. “I have decided on the latter course.” A bell began ringing in the distance. Ringing and ringing. He gazed at Matthew and behind the square-rimmed spectacles his hard eyes softened. He seemed to wear a little gray cast of regret. “You have the mind, Matthew. You have the resources. You might have been very useful to our benefactor, in time. But I fear—and the professor would agree—that you’re too far gone.”
Chapel shook his head. His decision had been painfully made. “You should at least have let us take one eye before you ratted out Mr. Nack,” he said. In Matthew’s stunned and apprehensive silence, Chapel returned to his desk, picked up the notebook, and put it into the top drawer. The bell was still ringing. A merry sound for a funeral, Matthew thought. Berry was looking at him for some kind of reassurance, but he had none to give her.
“Let her sleep,” Chapel instructed when Jeremy bent down to tend to his source of that which starts with p and ends in y. “God knows we all could use the rest. You first down the stairs, Jeremy. Don’t step in blood and get it on my carpet, for the sake of Christ! All right, move along. You next, Mr. Ripley.” Matthew noted that even Chapel drew back from the young creeper. “After you, miss,” he told Berry, who started to plant her feet obstinately but was pushed forward by Lawrence Evans with a hand gripped to her neck. “Mr. Corbett and Count Dahlgren, please proceed.”
In the dining-room, the group waited for Chapel to descend the stairs. He came down as a whistling, convivial spirit. All was right with Simon Chapel’s little world. Matthew watched as he closed the office door behind him, took a key from a coat pocket, locked the door, and returned the key to its home. Miss LeClaire probably wouldn’t wake up until September.
Matthew threw a glance at Berry, who caught it and returned one of her own that said, in quite explicit language: What the hell are we going to do?
He didn’t know. What he did know, he didn’t intend sharing with Berry. The cords around their wrists, at once lighter and more strongly woven than regular barn or household rope, were the same as had bound the wrists of Billy Hodges.
“We’re off,” beamed Chapel, as the bell kept ringing.
“Sir,” Matthew said before Count Dahlgren could shove him along again, “don’t you think we ought to wait? I mean, just to be sure I’ve told you the truth about Dippen Nack?”
“Why?” Chapel’s face loomed, moonlike, into Matthew’s. “Was it not the truth?” To Matthew’s contemplation of how to respond to this knitting-needle of a question, Chapel laughed explosively and clapped his prisoner’s shoulder. “Your problem,” he said with damnable good humor, “is that you’re much too honest. Come along, now.”
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IT WAS A LONG WALK to a bad end, with the bell pealing a spritely dirge.
Matthew and Berry were side-by-side as they progressed along the road toward the vineyard. Ahead of them strode Chapel, deep in conversation with Evans. Arrayed around the hapless prisoners in a dangerous triangle were Jeremy, Ripley, and Count Dahlgren. And keeping pace were the boys, hooting and laughing with joyful glee, jostling one another for closer looks at Berry, darting in and plucking at Matthew’s coat or Berry’s dress and then being chased back by an almost playful feint from Jeremy’s knife or a backhanded threat and Prussian yell from the count. No one bothered Ripley and Ripley reacted to no one; he’d put on dark-tinted spectacles to shield his eyes from the sun and walked with a solemn but inexorable forward motion.
“What are they going to do to us?” Berry pressed up close beside Matthew, flinching as a yellow-haired boy of about fourteen ran in and pulled at her dress. She started to turn and shout at him, as she’d done to several others, but as that had just brought about a storm of laughter she decided it was wasted breath.
Matthew wanted to say I don’t know but the time for that lie was well and truly done. After all, he was so damned honest. “They’re going to kill us,” he said.
Berry stopped. She stood gaping at him, her blue eyes scorching holes through his head, until Dahlgren gave her a shove that almost propelled her into Matthew. Oh, how the boys did convulse themselves! One—a little brown-haired imp not over twelve—started massaging the front of his breeches and grinningly pranced a jig, his boots kicking up dustpuffs.
“Kill us?” she gasped when she could speak. “Kill us? What have you got me into?”
“An adventure,” he replied. “I thought you liked those.”
“I like adventures I can live through!” Her mouth was so close to his right ear Matthew thought she was going to bite it off. Her hair was wild and tangled and whitened by dust. She looked desperately around and saw only woods beyond the laughing faces and capering figures. “We can run, can’t we?”
“Not faster than they can catch us.”
“They’re not going to kill us!” Her mouth twisted. Her eyes were wet. “They’re just going to frighten us, aren’t they?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think I could be any more frightened.”
“You’re supposed to do something!” she insisted, again right up at his ear.
Matthew just grunted. What are you going to do, moonbeam?
He could cry, he thought. Break down in tears and let them see his real courage. Let them see what happens when a chess-loving moonbeam plays…what was that word he’d conjured up in Philadelphia? Detective. Ho, ho, what a joke! One has to survive his first investigation, Matthew thought grimly. He gave another pull at his bonds, as he’d done at least half-a-dozen times, but the cords were only going to come off when his wrists had thinned a little more.
“Someone’s coming, aren’t they?” Berry pleaded. Her voice cracked and she caught herself. “Tell me. Someone’s coming.”
“No one’s coming. And the gate’s locked.” Was he being too cruel? He thought to put an arm around her, but found how quickly he had forgotten about the cords. His mind was swimming in the blood of the future. The very near future. Well, his heart might explode and he might fall down and die without further injury.
But not further insult, for he realized he had just stepped into a pile of manure left by the coach horses on their way to the stable. The laughter and hollering swelled up and someone called him a “shitfoot.” Could someone actually die of embarrassment? he wondered. Regrettably, no.
“Mister!” Berry shouted. Then, louder to be heard over death-bell and merriment, “Mister Chapel!”
Chapel interrupted his discussion with Evans and drifted back. “Yes, miss?”
“We won’t say anything!” she told him.
“That’s right,” he agreed.
“I mean it! We’ll be quiet! Won’t we, Matthew?”
“Yes, you’ll be very quiet,” Chapel said.
Berry suddenly sat down on the ground. At once Chapel motioned for help and a swarm of boys rushed in to oblige. Matthew thought Berry’s clothes were going to be torn off, and her breasts and private area squeezed and felt by every hand on an arm. She got up red-faced, swollen-eyed, and fighting, until Count Dahlgren came forward, grabbed a handful of her hair, shook her head back and forth, and hollered, “You vill valk!” into her ear. His fist was ready to strike before her forehead could. Matthew saw her eyes go blank and her mouth slack, and a pain beyond agony pierced his heart as she staggered forward and the little parade marched on.
“She’s not doing well,” Chapel remarked as he walked at Matthew’s side.
“This is her first time to be murdered,” he answered, in a stronger voice than he’d ever imagined he could summon up, if he’d ever imagined such a situation at all.
“Just don’t run very far,” Chapel advised, in the manner of a friendly confidant. “Far enough to give them some exercise. Then just lie down and let them have at it. It won’t take long.”
“Am I being murdered or having a tooth pulled?”
Chapel laughed softly. The bell stopped, which made Matthew’s guts churn like a barrel of fresh-caught cod. “Being disposed of,” the man replied. “As any commodity might be used up and thrown away. That’s what all human beings are, really, when you get down to things. Correct?”
“If I said yes, would I and the girl live?”
Again that soft laugh.
“So that’s what all this is about?” Matthew saw at the end of the road the vineyard and the arrangement of buildings all constructed from chalkwhite stone. One of the buildings had a small belltower. “Creating commodities for use by Professor Fell?”
“Yes, and for use by anyone willing to pay. Come on, Matthew! Surely you understand how important it is for the…how shall I phrase it…?”
“Criminal underworld?” Matthew supplied.
“Brotherhood,” said Chapel, “and sisterhood, also, to replenish itself. We are commodities, too. All our talents make us valuable to different degrees and different worths. Take Billy Hodges, for instance. As I said, he did some wonderful work for us and became an instructor in the screever’s art. See that building off to the left, there? Beside the one with the belltower? That would be our primary classroom. Billy taught his pupils in there. Some of them advanced to take other positions in the colonies, where they are waiting for certain signals. Some have been sent to England to work. The same as with all our classes: the art of self-defense, the study of finance, the techniques of human management, the art of communication…and on and on until you get to the more defined studies of assassination, arson, blackmail, theft, extortion, cardsharping, dipping, forgery, and—”
“Poisoning?” Matthew interrupted. “How to concoct drugs to kill five innocent people in a Philadelphia tavern?”
“Oh, those five people were unfortunate byproducts of the contract. Someone had to drink that wine. We couldn’t exactly ruin Swanscott and his business if no one was poisoned, could we?”
“Lovely.”
“Necessary. Don’t you see that this is a business? Really, Matthew! This is a business with a great future. It’s been sailing along in England and Europe for many, many generations. Now, with the new world opening up and all its potential ahead, we’d be pretty foolish not to want to get in the door too, wouldn’t we?” He sighed, because he knew he wasn’t making much of an impression. “As for the poisoning, you might be interested to know that when Mr. Nack committed his acts of revenge, only Mr. Deverick had any idea why he might be getting his throat cut.” He slid a sidelong glance at Matthew to gauge his interest, then went ahead anyway when Matthew showed none. “Ausley only supplied the human commodities, without knowing their exact use. As for Godwin, the doctor was involved with a young whore in London after his wife died. We found out her name was Susan. He fawned over her, and she used him as her ponce. Made a real fool out of him, as the tale goes. I suppose he’d do anything to stay around her, for that is the illusion we call love. Me, I would have ripped her gutless and thrown her out a window. But Godwin must have thought himself a noble soul who would someday wean his sweetheart off the throbbing cocks of other men and lead her to a better life. Until she got herself knocked up and he killed both his sweet Susan and the little bastard on the abortion table. An accident, I’m sure. But you know, he was always drawn to the doves. A sad episode in an otherwise exemplary life. However, we thrive on such episodes. They make our business so much simpler. Therefore when we approached the good doctor about making a small batch of poison for us—out of belladonna he purchased at the Smith Street Apothecary, by the way—he was at first very reluctant until we brought all that up about Susan. Could we prove it? Witnesses could be found and letters written, we said.” Chapel gave a broad wink. “We have ladies with great imagination and not a little experience. But Godwin was a weak nut. Guilt-ridden and pliable, so not much pressure had to be applied. We were going to kill him ourselves, if he tried to approach the high constable. We would have found someone else. A commodity. You see?”
“A tragedy,” Matthew replied.
“A business. Like any other, except…” Chapel thought about it. “It made me, a poor but ambitious tinker’s son, very wealthy.”
The boys suddenly rushed ahead. Ominously so, Matthew thought. They disappeared around the corner of the belltower building.
“Ah, the ragged schools give us such dedicated pupils,” Chapel said, with a hint of wicked delight. “Now listen, do as I say. Run a little bit to get them excited, then lie down. Tell the girl, if she’s in any state to hear you. But you won’t be able to run very far, anyway.”
“What’ll you do to us afterward? Throw our bodies in the river?”
“Certainly not. Billy jumped off that cliff over there,” and here Chapel motioned in the direction of the Hudson, “before he could be stopped. He was half-blind, as it was. Couldn’t see where he was running to or from. Ordinarily, we would have buried him back in the woods where we bury all our mistakes and failures. Which are unfortunately many, as we have very exacting standards, the same as any university. Out of all the candidates sold to us by Ausley, we only pass through about six a year. Now this Ausley situation is a problem. We’re going to have to find a replacement for him and get our own representative heading up the girls’ orphanage, so we have a lot of work to do the next few months.”
Matthew’s mind had latched on to something Chapel had just said. “Half-blind? What do you mean, Billy was half-blind?”
“Oh, his eyes were all torn up. The birds, you know.”
“The birds?”
“That’s right. My hawks.” And then they turned the corner and there around a large canopy-shaded aviary the pack of boys were waiting. Three of the biggest ones had hooded brown-and-white birds of prey perched on their leather gloves and forearm-guards.
Berry made a sound as if she’d taken a blow to the stomach. Her knees buckled, but the gentlemanly Count shoved her forward with sadistic relish.
“You are one bastard,” Matthew said to Chapel, his teeth gritted so hard they were about to break. Chapel shrugged, as if this were a compliment.
“Young men!” Lawrence Evans had picked up a basket and was passing it around. “Arm yourselves, please. Watch the blades, we don’t want any accidents.”
The boys, who Matthew noted had removed their colored badges so all were equal in this endeavor, were reaching in and coming up with knives. There was a disturbing variety of blades: short, long, hooked up or down, wide, thin, stubby, elegantly evil. The boys walked around sticking and stabbing the air, some delivering a brutal twist, some slashing as if trying to destroy the last vestiges of childhood before they stepped across the threshold of no return.
They all appeared to have done this before, though several—including the light-fingered Silas—looked just a bit green around the gills. But they too hacked and sliced the air with abandon.
“Your version of the professor’s gauntlet,” Matthew said to Chapel; or more correctly, heard himself say, as his face and mouth seemed numbed by frost.
“Correct. My version, utilizing a long-cherished hobby. Mr. Greathouse has been schooling you well. He’ll be out here soon enough himself, you can mark that.” He waited for Dahlgren to shove Berry into earshot, though she still looked too dazed to comprehend their fate. “Mr. Edgar? Where’s Mr. Edgar?”
“Here, sir,” said a large, stocky young man with close-cropped dark brown hair. He came forward out of the building’s shadow cradling a small lamb in the crook of a meaty arm, and in the other hand a wooden bucket that held of all things a paintbrush. Edgar had a slight limp and a pock-marked face, his eyes also dark brown and obviously nervous for he was blinking rapidly. When he reached Chapel, he glanced up and said almost shyly, “Hello, Matthew.”
Matthew was struck dumb for a few seconds. Then his mouth moved and he said, “Hello, Jerrod.”
“I heard you might be coming out. How’ve you been?”
“Fine, thank you. And you?”
“I’m all right.” Jerrod Edgar nodded. His dull eyes did not show the most intelligence in the world, but Matthew had known him as a decent fellow in 1694, when Matthew was fifteen and Jerrod twelve. Jerrod had unfortunately been the target of some of Ausley’s most frequent and intense attentions, and Matthew had watched him withdraw into himself and pull all his shame and anger into the shell with him. Then Jerrod had stolen a burning-glass that Ausley lit his pipe with during one of the punishment sessions, and afterward he was always setting fire to either leaves or donated prayer book pages or grasshoppers or his own plucked-out hair. When another boy had tried to steal it, the boy had left the orphanage for the King Street hospital folded up in a cart and obviously died there, as he’d never returned. “I guess I’m doin’ all right,” Jerrod repeated, as he gave the lamb to Simon Chapel.
“May I ask what you’re doing here?”
“I don’t know. Just playin’ with fire, mostly. It’s what I like.”
“Knife, please,” Chapel said, to no one in particular.
Matthew saw that the other boys were settling down. They had stopped swinging their blades. Their muscles were warmed up, and they were saving their energy. Matthew looked back into Jerrod’s disturbed but fathomless eyes. “Jerrod?” he said quietly.
“Yes, Matthew?”
“Are you going to kill me?”
Evans had brought a hooked knife to his master. Matthew realized it was the exact kind of slaughterhouse implement Kirby had used so well. Chapel stroked the lamb a few times and said, “There, there,” to its pitiful call for its mother. Then he drew the head up and back with one hand while the blade in the other sliced the white throat from ear to ear. The bright red blood burst out and flooded into the bucket that Evans had taken from Jerrod and now held steady beneath the torrent.
“Yes, Matthew,” said Jerrod. “I suppose I am.”
“You don’t have to,” Matthew told him.
Jerrod cocked his head, listening to the blood spilling into the bucket. The three hawks began to shiver with excitement and clench their claws on the leather gloves, scoring deep grooves even deeper. “I do,” Jerrod answered. “If I want to stay, I mean. They’re good to me here, Matthew. I’m somebody.”
“You always were somebody.”
“Naw.” Jerrod’s mouth smiled, but his eyes did not. “I was never nobody, out there.”
Then he looked at Matthew a moment longer, as the convulsing lamb emptied and the bucket filled up and the hawks stirred and made little eerie skreeling noises, and finally Jerrod went over to the basket on the ground to get himself a knife.
Matthew started to go over to stand beside Berry, to say—exactly what, pray tell?—something to her to get her mind focused, but suddenly Evans grasped his upper arm and a bloody paintbrush that smelled of old Dutch copper duits was being liberally applied to his face: forehead, cheeks, around the eyes, circling the mouth, down the chin, and done.
One of the hawks, the largest of the birds and perhaps the one that had torn the cardinal to shreds over Matthew’s head in the garden that day, twitched its hooded head back and forth and made a soft, high keening noise.
“They’re trained to go for the color,” Chapel explained, in all earnest seriousness. “Many hundreds of blood-soaked field mice and hares have gallantly given their lives. They smell the odor too, of course, which helps them home onto you, but their eyesight is simply magnificent.” He had deposited the lamb’s carcass into a black box with a lid on it that he now closed, so as not to give the birds a confusing signal. Lawrence Evans walked over, carrying the gore-bucket to paint Berry’s face with the brush. She looked at him as if he were mad, tried to kick him and then strike his head with her own, but had to relent when again Count Dahlgren seized her hair, shoved a fist against her spine, and threatened to break her back before the game even began.
“You’ll be given a running start.” Chapel walked a few paces away to a horse trough to wash his hands. The boys were striding back and forth, also eager to hunt. No one was laughing and whenever someone spoke the voice was tight and clipped. “To the first row of vines,” Chapel continued, motioning toward the sunny field some seventy yards away. “Then I’ll signal the handlers to release their birds. It’ll take them a few seconds to reach you. They’ll see your face as just another bloody little animal, though perhaps a more difficult challenge. They seem to particularly like the eyes. At my discretion, I’ll then send the boys. Everyone gets some exercise, everyone gets some experience. Everyone forges a bond to his brother. Do you see?”
Matthew was watching Berry shudder as the brush left her face bloodied in the same pattern as his own. The rings around the eyes were the worst. Billy Hodges had leaped to his death not only to escape the blades, but to escape the beaks and claws. “If we’re going to die anyway, why should we run?”
“Well, there’s no way you can get off the estate because of the wall all around, that’s true, but in several instances we’ve had young men who’ve fled from the vineyard into the woods and hidden there for a day or so. Sometimes the birds do get tired and distracted and they turn away. We have had to go into the woods on hunting expeditions. Very bothersome, but again it’s experience. Now: are you sure you want to stand there and die without resistance? Of course I would recommend that you not try to get into the woods, as it would simply prolong your inevitable deaths, but if you’re interested in perhaps spending a last night communing with your Maker before you go, or hanging on to life as we know it to be, then you will give us a good display, won’t you?”
Matthew looked at the group of young killers. Nineteen had never seemed so many. Had a few ghosts of previous failures slipped in among them, to rectify their failings? Movement at an upper window of one of the buildings caught his attention. Someone had just pulled a curtain aside and was peering out. An indistinct face. One of the instructors, perhaps? Was that their living quarters?
“Oh…one last thing. Mr. Hastings!” To Chapel’s summons came a burly, thick-shouldered boy of about seventeen, who carried a knife with a long slim blade. “Clear his pockets, please,” Chapel directed. Hastings came up with some coins and the silver watch, which Chapel immediately took charge of. “I’ll give you a little time to ready yourselves,” he told Matthew, as he wound his new possession.
Matthew walked to Berry’s side. She was trembling and tears had rolled down through her bloodmask, yet her eyes were no longer scorched blue blanks. She was hanging on.
“Listen to me,” he said, looking her square in the face. “We have two choices.” One of the hawks loudly skreeled. He felt his own nerve quickly ebbing. “We can fall on the ground and wait for them to kill us, or we can run. The hawks are going to be after us first, then the boys. We can cut across the vineyard and try to reach the woods. That way.” His gaze ticked to the right. “We might get there. If we can find a place to hide—”
“Where?” Berry asked, with welcome fury in her voice. “Hide where?”
“If we can find a place to hide,” he continued, “long enough to get these ropes off.” How that was to be done without a knife he didn’t offer. “We might be able to climb the wall.”
“Ready, Matthew? Miss? Ready, young men?” Chapel called. A few of the boys crouched down, Indian-style, with one knee to the ground.
“Keep going,” Matthew said. “Don’t fall.” He feared he was losing her, as she blinked heavily and wavered on her feet. “Berry, listen!” He heard a raw edge of panic. His arms gave a final convulsive wrench against the cords, which would not be loosened. “Just keep going, do you—”
“Time!” Chapel shouted, and instantly the boys began to shout with voices as sharp as their blades.
Berry set out like a deer, even as Matthew said, “—hear me?” Then he followed right on her heels and immediately tripped over his own feet and fell to his knees to a chorus of frenzied laughter. He hauled himself up, cursing under his breath, and caught up with her. She was running faster and more nimbly than he would have expected, her hair flowing back and her face grim as the grave beneath the blood. He kept pace with her, and though she staggered once and crashed against his side neither of them fell this time but kept going onto the vineyard itself.
As they neared the first vine row, Matthew realized the true vintage on these few acres of Hell was the wine of corruption. The field was overgrown with weeds and the gray clumps of grapes were rotten and shrivelled. A sickly-sweet odor akin to graveyard decay wafted in the sun. He felt the urge to look back but dared not. He cried out, “This way!” and ran along the row toward the green line of forest perhaps another hundred yards distant. A gnarled root caught at his right foot and he pitched forward, out of control for a few seconds before he righted himself. Berry was close beside him, her hair whipping into his face.
A shadow passed over them, followed by a second and a third.
The boys were silent, waiting.
Eighty more yards to the woods, Matthew judged it to be. They were still running at full speed. A giddy spark of hope flared in his heart that they would make the forest. He glanced back to see if the boys were coming yet, and the hawk that was swooping down right on top of him spread its wings wide and struck.
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MATTHEW THREW HIMSELF ASIDE as the hawk sailed past his right shoulder, its talons grasping at empty air. A second bird of prey came in from the opposite direction, this one moving in a blur, and almost before he could register that it was right there in his face he felt a searing pain across his left cheek and knew he’d been hit.
The third hawk came down almost lazily and grazed Berry’s forehead. She gave a wounded cry but her stride never slowed. She kept her head down as another hawk sped by with a high shrill shriek and began to turn a slow circle for its next pass.
Sixty yards to the forest. Suddenly Matthew had feathers in his face and talons jabbing for his eyes. He hunched his shoulders up and head down and felt the sharp claws rip furrows across his left shoulder. There was no time to waste; he had to keep moving, just as Berry was not letting the next attack—even so close as it came to taking out her own left eye—make her lose her speed and determination to live.
Two birds passed close over Matthew’s head, one from the right and one from behind. A third darted in, again shrieking, and this time slammed into the left side of Berry’s face. As it flew on she stumbled and fell to one knee. Matthew stood over her shouting, “Get away! Get away!” as another hawk skimmed her head. She got up, breathing raggedly, and then Matthew looked back and saw the boys coming.
Sunlight glinted off their knives. Three of the smaller and faster boys were already halfway to the first vine row. He saw Simon Chapel watching, standing between Lawrence Evans and Count Dahlgren. Four other adults Matthew did not recognize—three men in suits and tricorn hats and a woman under a dark blue parasol—stood with them. The instructors had emerged to watch their pupils in action. The desire to live caught flame within him. If they could get their wrists free…
Berry was up and moving again, still heading toward the forest. Just above her left eye what was lamb’s blood and what her own was difficult to tell. Matthew ran after her. A hawk flashed by his face with a noise like bacon sizzling in a pan. An instant later, a pair of talons were scrabbling at his forehead and the fresh pain told him he was going to be cut to pieces out here in the open. A red haze shimmered before his eyes. If he fell or was overcome, he was most certainly dead. The hawk’s shriek pierced his ears, but he ducked his head down before further damage could be done.
Forty yards to go, and with every stride the forest neared.
Matthew could imagine what the hawks must have done to Billy Hodges. Three on him at once; it had been a cutting party before the boys had even—
The largest hawk was suddenly upon him. From which direction it had come, he had no clue. It was just there, its wings outstretched as if to enfold him. His instinctive turning of his head and squeezing his eyes shut probably saved him from being blinded, as the claws caught at the front of his coat and the hooked beak, intending to pierce his left lamp, tore flesh a half-inch beside it. The bird’s talons ripped shreds of cloth from his suit and through slitted eyes Matthew saw a flurry of beating wings and a blur of red-spark eyes and flashing beak. He was hit again on the cheek just under the right eye, a pain like a burn, and then what felt like a broomstick clobbered him across the back of the head and talons were caught in his hair. He heard himself cry out with pain and abject terror and he did the only thing he could do: he crashed himself headlong into the grapevines with the strength of the damned. As he rolled on the earth, he realized the large hawk was still clutched to his coat and the beak was trying to hook an eye. Matthew desperately twisted his head back and forth, his shoulders hunched and his eyes tightly sealed against the onslaught. Then the bird gave a sudden human-like grunt and near-squeal, and Matthew opened his eyes to see the hawk whirling away on the toe of Berry’s shoe.
“Get up!” she shouted. She thrust her foot under his armpit and he got his legs beneath him and stood up. The world spun and the sun burned down but the air had one less predator, for a hawk lay at the base of the grapevines twitching on a broken wing.
Berry ran and Matthew followed. Twenty yards to go. He glanced back and saw sweat glistening on the three faces of the fastest boys, who were about fifty yards behind. Beyond them came the other sixteen.
The pursued were nearly to the woods, which offered no safety but a modicum of cover from overhead attack, when one of the birds swooped down on Berry again with a fierce show of nature’s will at work. The creature struck at her forehead, which caused Berry to scream and double over to protect her face but she kept staggering forward. Matthew saw the hawk get tangled in Berry’s hair and almost lift her off the ground as it fought itself free. Then it was loose and sailing up into the blue once more, and as Matthew dodged the attentions of the second hawk and it shrieked its indignation the forest took them in.
Yet in the sun-dappled glade there could be no pause, for the shouting of the boys was coming ever nearer. Here the going was rougher, over ancient tree roots and sharp-edged rocks. Matthew thought one of those edges might serve to sever a rope, but there was no time to find out with nineteen killers breathing down their necks.
“This way!” Matthew shouted, and he tore off at an angle to the right between two massive oaks. Berry followed right behind. He had no clear sense of where he was heading, other than to get as much distance between them and the knives as possible. He looked up and saw the two hawks trailing them above the green treetops. All the boys had to do was look to the hawks to mark the progress of their soon-to-be-victims.
There was a gully ahead. Matthew ran along its edge, his eyes searching for any sign of the estate’s wall. But how to climb the damned thing, even if it was anywhere near? He ducked under low branches, Berry at his heels, and suddenly one of the hawks flashed past his face. He kept going, into a dense thicket where vines and thorns clutched at his suit. Another hawk came zooming down through the branches and skreeled so loud it was a sure call to the young killers. Matthew realized that even if he and Berry found a place to hide, the hawks would either attack or give them away. There was no stopping.
He heard crashing through the woods over on their left, but he couldn’t yet see anyone. Then a damned hawk went screaming over his head and he felt its talons go through his hair like razors.
Suddenly the forest thinned and parted and Matthew and Berry emerged onto the road that led from the vineyard to the main house. As he stood for a second thinking what direction they ought to go, the two hawks flew in almost side-by-side and left Berry staggering from another gash across the cheek. The hawks went up and started circling for a renewed attack. Matthew looked toward the vineyard, then in the direction of the house. He was aware of shouting in the woods behind them and the shadows of the hawks on the road. It came to him that Chapel had asked Lawrence Evans a question: Who’s on the gate today?
Enoch Speck, sir, was the answer.
On the way out, tell Mr. Speck he may join in the game after he locks up tight.

The gate, Matthew thought. It was unguarded.
The gatehouse had windows.
Glass.
“Come on!” he told Berry, whose face—like his own—was well-marked under the lamb’s blood. He began running at full speed toward the house, his knees starting to go wobbly. He could hear her breathing harshly behind him, or was that his own breath? The road curved to the right. A glance back. The pack hadn’t yet come out of the woods. Then around the curve, the hawks flew at them again and once more the largest chose Matthew as a target. It came down like the devil’s own fury, the beak stabbing for his eyes. He thought he’d been struck again, or at least grazed, but everything was hurting now from chin to hairline and as he ducked his face down he knew it was just a matter of time—and seconds, at that—before a beak or claw rendered him if not completely blind then one-eyed. The hawks climbed, trailing their eerie cries.
Matthew took three more strides and then saw on the road before him the mounds of fresh horse manure he’d stepped into. When he abruptly stopped, Berry slammed into his back.
He had very clearly remembered the taunting voice of Eben Ausley.
You might even scare the carrion birds away with that face, Corbett!

The hawks were circling. Their shadows, growing larger.
“What are you doing?” Berry asked through gashed and swollen lips, her eyes bright blue against the glistening red.
They’re trained to go for the color, Chapel had said.
“Trust me,” Matthew said, and heard his own mangled voice. He dropped to his knees, pressed his lips together, and squeezed his eyes shut. He pushed his face into the pile. When he struggled up again, his face was freighted with a mask of manure.
“You have gone mad,” said Berry, who was backing away from him.
“We’ll find out,” came Matthew’s answer, as he looked up and saw the hawks coming down.
Berry realized what he was doing. The hawks were almost upon them, shrieking as they came.
“Oh, sh—!” she started to say, but then she dropped down as he had done, leaned forward, and with a muffled groan applied her own grassy brown mask.
The large hawk darted in first, its talons extended. Matthew stood his ground, his eyes half-slitted. He was ready to dodge if his stratagem turned out to be a stinking failure.
The bird’s wings spread. It was about to strike. Matthew caught the red gleam of the predator’s eyes. He tensed, his heart hammering.
A few feet from Matthew’s face, the hawk suddenly pulled its claws in and accelerated. He felt the wind of its passage as it streaked by with a blur of wings. The second hawk skimmed over Matthew’s head but its talons had also retracted. Berry got up off the ground, the blood on her face covered by muddy dung. They saw the two hawks make a ragged searching circle above them and then, in the manner of any practical killer, call off the hunt. The birds flew back toward the vineyard, in the direction of their aerie.
If the boys were watching the hawks to lead them, this might offer some time. But very little. “The gatehouse,” Matthew said, and together the two dirty crows flew along the road toward the only way out.
There was no one around the house. Dragonflies flitted over the lily pond, which enticed Matthew and Berry to wash their faces yet they both knew there was no time to pause. They kept running past the pond, both of them sweating and their lungs afire. A hundred yards farther on, and there stood the white gatehouse with its multi-paned windows. The gate itself was secured by an iron rod. Matthew tried the gatehouse’s door and it swung open. Inside there was a small desk, a chair, and on the wall some clothes pegs. A brown coat hung from one of the pegs, and from another dangled a canteen with a leather strap. Matthew judged how best to break the nearest window. His mind felt sludgy. The upper lid of his left eye was swollen and his lips felt shredded. He said to Berry, “Put your back against mine and stand firm.”
In that position he put his foot through the window, careful not to break out all the glass at the bottom. Then, after the explosion of breakage that he thought surely must bring the deathpack running, he said, “Guide me!” and Berry directed him as he twisted his body and leaned backward to rub the cords against the edges of glass.
He worked with haste but not without pain, for glass cut skin as well as rope. If he sliced an artery, all was for nought. He did cut himself but it wasn’t bad enough to stop. He just gritted his teeth, shifted his position, and kept sawing.
“That’s it!” Berry said. “You’ve got it!”
Not yet. Damn these cords, they were as strong as Hudson Greathouse’s breath.
What are you going to do, moonbeam?

“I’ll show you what I’m going to damned do,” he said, and Berry asked, “What?” but he shook his head and concentrated on the cutting. Something foul crept into Berry’s mouth and she spat violently.
“Keep watch!” he told her, but he thought—hoped—the boys were still searching the woods for them. His shoulders were about to burst from their sockets. Was anything happening? This was like trying to get through the Gordian Knot with a butterknife. Ow, that was skin! Come on, come on! Damn the pain, keep cutting!
He wrenched at his bonds. Nothing yet. Then he felt the pressure lessen just a fraction and he sawed with a maniacal fury. He imagined he heard the cords part with a quick pop, but whether he’d actually heard that or not, suddenly his wrists were coming unbound and he fought them free. The blood roared back into his hands as the cords fell away. He immediately went to work on Berry’s ropes, though his fingers were still mostly long lengths of dead meat.
When Berry’s hands were free, she gave a deep sob and began to cry but Matthew caught her filthy, beautiful face by the chin. “Stop that. No time.” She stopped. He reached for the canteen, uncorked it, and poured some liquid into his palm but it was not water. Rum, he thought as he took a taste. There had to be some reward for the gate-watcher. He drank a swallow that burned his mind crystal clear and passed it to Berry, who in spite of a glob of horse shit on the canteen’s mouth also took a drink. Matthew restrained himself from going through the coat and the desk drawers. He said urgently, “Come on,” and led Berry to the gate. The iron rod was not so heavy that one older boy couldn’t pull it free from the wooden guides on which it rested. He pulled the gate open.
“Stay off the road,” he told her, as he stared into her eyes. “Just keep going, no matter what. I’ll be along as soon as I can.”
“You’re coming too,” she said; a statement.
“Not yet. I’m going back for the notebook.”
“Matthew! You’re mad! They’ll—”
“Shut,” he ordered. “Don’t waste time.” He pushed her out with his new-found and much-appreciated hands.
“You can’t go back! If they—”
“I’m leaving the gate open. If they see it they’ll think we’re both out. That’s why I say you’ve got to stay off the road, because they’ll send riders. Go!”
She hesitated, but only for a few seconds. Then she went, fast as a hare before a hawk.
But sometimes the hares did escape, Matthew thought as he returned to the gatehouse. Especially a hare who did the unexpected. He took a longer drink of rum and saw stars. Going through the coat and the desk drawers, he found nothing useful. Like one of those multiple-barreled death-dealing pistols Ashton McCaggers had told him were being developed in Prussia. He had the feeling he’d been born fifty years too early for this particular occupation. Still, here he was.
If Chapel destroyed that notebook—and he would, as soon as he thought Matthew and Berry had escaped—then all Matthew had to show Gardner Lillehorne was a madman in a cellar.
Get in quickly, break that office door open, and get out quickly. Would someone be guarding the house? Or were they all at the game? What about the women who’d cooked their feast? He could stand here and second-and-third-guess himself to death. He started to take a last drink of courage, but instead he spat some shit out of his mouth and ran toward his fate.





forty-eight 
BEFORE MATTHEW VENTURED into the manse he was compelled to kneel beside the lily pond and drink. Then he thrust his face into the water, for his makeup was drawing flies. He got as much of the mess off as he could. His fingers found the wounds of beak-jab and talon-scrape, his left eye was on its way to swelling shut, and there was a gash on his right cheek that felt so deep the bone must have a clawmark on it. A pretty little scar to go with his collection, he thought. At this rate he’d have to wear his own mask to be presentable in public.
But he had his vision and he wasn’t dead, nor was he severely wounded enough to wish to die. He had his hands back, and that was a blessing. Quick in and quick out, and pray to God they didn’t put a boy on the gate before he was done.
It was deadly dangerous to be out here in the open. He heard shouting off in the distance, to the right. They were combing the woods, but it wouldn’t be long before they did discover the gate. At any second he expected someone to come running along the road, knife in hand, to take up position on the front steps. He got himself up, his heart pounding so hard it shook his body, climbed the steps, and tried the door. It had not been locked by Chapel or Evans on the way to the game, and Matthew walked into the house. He shut the door behind him. The place was silent. He hurried through the corridor to the dining-room, his senses questing for movement or sound, and there stood before the door that separated him from Chapel’s office and the last remaining notebook.
Of course he’d seen it locked, but out of the habit of humans to not trust their eyes Matthew tried the handle. Locked then, locked now.
Now what?
Nothing to be done but the way of the brute. Matthew set himself and kicked the door as hard as he could manage. Then once again, when it wouldn’t budge. It seemed colonial oak was equally as strong as the English variety. The thing wasn’t opening so easily, and in the bargain the noise would awaken the eyeless failures in Chapel’s cemetery.
Matthew desperately looked around. The tall brass candelabras that shed so much light upon the glittering silverware. Their bases looked sturdy enough. He picked one up and found his muscles straining under the weight. This is what a moonbeam can do, he thought. Sir Lancelot he was not, but he backed up nearly the length of the room and held the candelabra’s base as a medieval knight might have hefted a jousting lance. If the door didn’t give this time, his ribs were going to be caved in.
He set off running. Hit the door under the handle with his makeshift lance and had an instant of feeling impaled upon it. Was that his ribs, making such a cracking sound?
No. It was the door, which burst open and crashed against the wall behind it. The battered thing hung limply on a single hinge. He had felt similarly unhinged after his drugged escapade with Lady LeClaire, who he remembered was a sleeping not-so-beauty at the top of the stairs.
Someone began to clap their hands together.
Matthew caught his breath and spun around, the candelabra still in his arms.
“A wonderful example of how to wreck a perfectly good door, sir,” said Simon Chapel. Beside him and behind a few paces stood Count Dahlgren, his face devoid of emotion but the green eyes glittering. “What do you think you’re doing, otherwise?”
Matthew couldn’t get his tongue working.
“Oh,” Chapel said, with a quick mirthless smile. “I see. Returning for the notebook, is that it? Surely. You have nothing without it, correct? Even Mr. Nack knew that.” His topaz eyes behind the square lenses ticked right and left. “Your ladyfriend? Where is she?”
“Gone,” Matthew said. “Out the gate.”
Chapel’s mouth may have twisted just a fraction. “Out the gate?” He composed himself, like any ambitious son of a poor tinker would. “Well, it’s a long way to town, isn’t it? A long way also to the nearest farm. We’ll find her.” He looked Matthew over from dirty shoetips to top of his touselled and claw-ripped hair. “Maybe you ought to go to that village in Wales, Matthew. I’m sure the professor would find some use for an escape artist of your caliber. And you got out of the cords, too! Fascinating. But some of the boys are just out front and their knives are very hungry, so you can tell me how you gave my birds the shake while we—”
He was interrupted, quite firmly, by a shouting and hollering outside the house that even Matthew could tell was not rough-housing boys eager for a killing. There was some panic in the voices that went up and up like the hawks fleeing bitter earth. “What is that?” Chapel said to Count Dahlgren, and he was answered not by the Prussian but by the crack of a pistol shot.
“Sir! Sir!” It was Lawrence Evans, shouting from the doorway. “Someone’s gotten in!” The voice was high and thin, squeezed by fear. “Riders!”
Chapel shivered. In an instant his face went pallid, as if he were freezing to death.
“Mr. Chapel!” Evans squawled, and now could be heard through the open door and along the corridor a small thunder of horse hooves, more panicked shouting, and a second pistol shot that made the master of the house shake in his shoes as if his little world had suddenly been knocked out of the sky by one of Increase Mather’s comets.
Chapel turned like a force of nature, however wounded, and grasped the front of Dahlgren’s beige coat to shove the man aside. But then he glanced back at Matthew, his face contorted and saliva glistening at the corners of his mouth. Beneath the mask of a gentleman was a mad dog. He said to Dahlgren, “Cut him to pieces.”
Chapel rushed from the room along the corridor, and Dahlgren suddenly moved with the speed of quicksilver to draw a sword from one of the displays beside the fireplace.
Matthew glanced toward the doors that led out to the terrace and the garden. They were shrouded by the wine-red drapes. He thought that if he had to spend more than two seconds trying to get through the drapes and the doors, he’d be skewered in the back. Even if he made it, he would die amid the flowers.
Dahlgren was advancing. The sounds of conflict outside the house made no impression upon him; his orders had been given.
Matthew had to move. He thrust forward with the candelabra, aiming at Dahlgren’s chest. The Count nimbly stepped aside, grabbed the knight’s lance with one hand, and tore it out of Matthew’s grip, at the same time bringing the rapier’s deadly point up in a strike at Matthew’s belly.
Matthew backpedalled out of range. Dahlgren followed, throwing aside the candelabra with Prussian disdain. Abruptly Matthew found himself pushed back against the other display of swords on his side of the fireplace. His hand chose a rapier before his brain could tell him it was a stupid thing to do, yet he pulled the weapon free. Instantly Dahlgren went into a combat posture, turning his body to make a thinner target and putting his free hand behind him like a rudder, knees bent but not too much, feet spaced for balance, hand closed firmly around the sword’s grip and the thumb locked down. All the damned things Greathouse had tried to teach, Matthew thought grimly.
He knew he had not the chance of a spit in a skillet to survive the next minute, let alone a concentrated attack. When Dahlgren realized he was facing a moonbeam, the headstone carver ought to get his chisel.
Someone was out there. Riders, Evans had said. How many? Two pistol shots and pandemonium. If rescuers had somehow arrived, he had to live long enough to be rescued.
To bluff was his only option. He emulated Dahlgren’s posture. What was the bastard looking at? His sword? No, his eyes. Reading the fear in them? Matthew stared also into Dahlgren’s eyes, which now held a spark of interest. With sweat oozing from his pores he waited for the next thrust even as he shifted carefully to the left.
Dahlgren’s sword struck. A feint. Too late, Matthew reached out to check it and was off-balance. The blade hissed in, twisted, and struck at Matthew’s face like a viper’s tongue. Matthew jerked his head aside and stumbled backward, but now Dahlgren was coming in on him with a death’s-head grin.
In panic, Matthew threw his sword like a spear even as he realized the action would stamp him as a rank pretender. Dahlgren reached out with his own blade and casually flicked the flying sword aside. It clattered across the silverware on the table. At once Matthew had bounded back to the array of weapons and pulled another one out. Dahlgren was almost upon him, the sword’s point rising toward Matthew’s throat. Matthew braced his legs—to hell with the form—and knocked the point aside. Dahlgren’s arm seemed to rotate with supernatural speed and again the rapier’s tip was a flash of steel, this time aimed at Matthew’s chest. Matthew dodged in an ungainly sprawl but was not quick enough, for the sword tore through the cloth of his right upper arm. When the point came out, there was blood on it but Matthew was beyond feeling pain. He stepped forward, his teeth clenched and his face a rictus of terror. He lunged at Dahlgren’s face but in the next instant his rapier was broken in half and his wrist almost with it.
Matthew pulled a third sword free. As he was turning to face the Count, the enemy’s rapier tip almost pierced his nose. He ducked down and scrambled away to give himself room.
Dahlgren followed.
Matthew tensed, his nerves screaming. Dahlgren made a quick feint to the right, but Matthew was too slow to respond and didn’t go for it. Then Dahlgren’s knees bent a little more, and Matthew knew the next attack was coming. He backed up and hit the table.
Dahlgren’s rapier tip moved slowly from right to left, with mesmerizing effect.
Matthew took an instant to dare a glance at the table. Dahlgren sprang forward, but Matthew had already seen and picked up Chapel’s silver pepper bowl with his left hand. He threw the contents into the swordsman’s eyes.
Dahlgren cried out and threw an arm across his face, the sword thrust went wild over Matthew’s right shoulder, and for a second Matthew had the clear image of a chessboard where his next move had to be offensive. He took a rapid measure of distance followed by a single quick lunge toward his opponent. The point of his sword pierced cloth and entered Dahlgren’s chest on the right side. It was not the same as striking a bale of hay; this was more like sticking a side of beef. Dahlgren wrenched himself backward off Matthew’s sword and kept going back, his own rapier thrusting left, right, and center in a blur and his free hand working to clear his eyes.
Matthew rushed upon the man. He swung with all his strength, intending to hit Dahlgren on the side of the head. There was a brittle clang as the two swords met and half of his broken rapier again flew across the room. Dahlgren blinked rapidly but his eyes though shot with red were cleared. He swung a backhanded blow at Matthew, who once more fell against the table with a grip and eight inches of rapier in his hand.
Dahlgren sneezed pepper from his nostrils. His chest convulsed. He spat bright blood upon the floor, and then settled himself into his formal combat posture.
Matthew dropped the broken blade, picked up a silver plate full of chicken bones, and threw it at him. The plate passed over the man’s head and crashed against the fireplace bricks. A second thrown plate glanced off his shoulder. Matthew reached to the table a third time and brought up a knife, still glistening with chicken grease.
Dahlgren retreated to the nearest array of swords and slid free a second rapier.
Matthew looked dumbly at his own little chicken-skinner. His fingers opened, it fell to the table, and he retrieved his original sword that lay amid the carnage of lunch.
The Prussian advanced, the two swordpoints making small circles in the air. Outside the house there was a third pistol shot, and now from beyond the corridor came the noise of fighting: the smack of a blow against flesh followed by a shrill cry of pain.
Dahlgren came in like a juggernaut, his face perfectly composed and a red thread of blood spooling from his lower lip.
One rapier thrust high while the second thrust low. Matthew parried the first without losing his own sword, but the other blade was aimed at his groin. There was no way to escape it without growing wings. He twisted his body for protection and was almost gratified when the rapier slid into the flesh of his left thigh. He’d thought he was beyond pain, but this nearly paralyzed him. A grunt escaped his lips, fresh sweat bloomed on his forehead, and he struck with his own blade into the Prussian’s face. Dahlgren jerked his head aside but his lung wound was telling; the tip of Matthew’s sword went through the man’s right ear and just that quickly Dahlgren gasped for air and stumbled backward. Matthew’s sword left the wounded ear and Dahlgren’s blade retreated from the wounded thigh.
Then Dahlgren began to circle, keen for another opportunity. His back was to the open door of Chapel’s office. He made feinting motions with both rapiers, watching for Matthew to react. Blood was welling up on Matthew’s breeches leg, and as he backed away he feared his strength was a short-lived proposition.
Dahlgren took a quick stutter-step toward Matthew with the tips of both rapiers crossed, and that was when a figure with a black and swollen face came screaming and staggering out of the doorway behind him and grabbed him around the shoulders in agonized supplication.
Matthew saw his chance while the Prussian tried to fight off the nearly deranged Miss LeClaire. He thinned his body in the way Greathouse had told him and lunged as best he could with one thigh feeling like a melon. Dahlgren battled his blade away even as the man struggled to get loose from his encumbrance. The swords clashed and rang and Miss LeClaire shrieked like a cat on fire. Matthew struck high and low and high again and always the two blades were there to defend, yet Dahlgren could neither shift his position nor attack with the baggage hanging off him. Then the Count threw one sword away, turned, and seized the woman. With a shout that might have been a Prussian oath, he ran her through stomach to back. He pushed her off his blade with a disinterested boot and still parried Matthew’s next strike. Miss LeClaire stumbled against Matthew, who swung at Dahlgren’s head and was rewarded by having his sword knocked from his hand. It spun away as the lady crumpled to her knees and pitched forward onto the remains of her beauty.
Dahlgren’s face was contorted, the blood coming up through his coat. Perhaps eager to finish his opponent, he now charged Matthew not with the cool logic of a swordsman but with the fury of a wild animal. The sword flashed at Matthew’s ribs. He sidestepped the wicked point, grabbed at Dahlgren’s rapier arm to pin it, and drove his fist into the man’s face. Bloody spittle flew from the mouth. They locked together and fought at close quarters. Matthew saw the green eyes, flamed with red, right in his face. He slammed his fist again into Dahlgren’s mouth, splitting the upper lip, and then he too received a stunning blow to the side of his head from the hilt of Dahlgren’s sword.
In this blurred and frantic struggle, as Matthew’s knees threatened to give way and he hung on to the sword arm for dear life, he saw Dahlgren’s free hand start to go up under the man’s waistcoat. And with that betraying motion he knew.
Before the hand could reach its destination, he gave Dahlgren an uppercut on the chin that rocked the man’s head back. He took another blow from the rapier’s hilt that made a red haze briefly blind him, and suddenly he was falling across the table and dragging the gentleman’s silverware with him in an ungodly crash of platters, trays, and soup bowls. He lay on the floor on his stomach amid the debris, his arms pinned up underneath. When Matthew sat up with bells ringing and beasts roaring in his head, Dahlgren was staggering around the table after him, his rapier ready for the kill and blood drooling from his mouth.
Matthew stood up.
He shoved a chair at Dahlgren but it was kicked aside. Then Matthew flung himself at the man even as the rapier thrust, its tip penetrating Matthew’s coat but luckily no flesh. Again he caught the sword arm and again they fought face-to-face, Matthew battering at Dahlgren’s head, Dahlgren trying to get in a blow with the rapier’s hilt and clawing at Matthew’s face with his other hand. They caromed off the table and went ’round and ’round like battling tops.
As Matthew fought for his life, he had one thing in mind.
Something Hudson Greathouse had said.
You’ll someday cross swords with a villain who’ll long to get a short blade in your belly. You’ll know him, when the time comes.

Matthew knew him.
He saw Dahlgren’s left hand go under the waistcoat. He grabbed at the wrist to trap it, but another blow from the hilt rattled his brains. Where was Dahlgren’s hand? Panic flared in him. Where was—
Suddenly Dahlgren’s hand emerged. It had six fingers, one formed of steel and deadly sharp.
With a whuff of air and a burst of demonic strength, the Count drove his hidden dagger squarely into Matthew’s stomach.
There was a sudden loud crack. No more, no less.
Dahlgren screamed like a woman. He fell back, the dagger dangling and then dropping from the hand that hung off a broken wrist. His rapier also clattered to the floor. His eyes were wide with shock, and perhaps they widened even farther when Matthew reached under his own waistcoat and pulled out the silver fruit tray—about the size of an open hand—that he’d slid down to protect his belly from the dagger attack that Greathouse had warned him in the wisdom of experience to anticipate.
One thing could be said about Dahlgren, Matthew thought. The man certainly kept his thumb locked down.
Dahlgren shook his head back and forth, his damp blond hair standing up like horns. Matthew took the opportunity to smash the fruit tray into his face. When Dahlgren retreated a few paces and made a dazed circle with the broken wrist clutched to his chest, Matthew hit him again. Then a third time, and the Prussian fell into the wine-red curtains that hung over the garden doors but due evidently to his status as a grenadier did not allow himself to fall. Matthew dropped the fruit tray back into the silver debris from whence it had come. He tore the curtains off their hooks and wrapped them around the man’s head. Then, moving slowly and painfully but with definite purpose, he managed to pick up a chair and with it clouted Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren a final soul-satisfying blow that sent the swordsman crashing out the doors and over the terrace railing into the goldfish pond, where he sputtered and feebly kicked beneath his wrappings.
Matthew fell to his knees.
It couldn’t have been very long before he could move again, because though the commotion out front had subsided there were still shouts and an occasional curse to be heard. He crawled to Charity LeClaire and ascertained from her moaning that she was still alive, and if she lived long enough to think about it she would surely reconsider her purpose in this world.
He got to his feet and unsteadily went through the corridor.
Lying in the doorway was Lawrence Evans with a huge blue bruise at the center of his forehead. His nose was also pretty much a pulp. A knife was on the floor near his right hand. Sitting not far away with his own hand pressed to a circle of blood on the shirt at his left shoulder was Dippen Nack, whose nose was covered with a white plaster and both eyes dark-shadowed courtesy of Matthew’s fist. The black billyclub rested beside him, a good afternoon’s work done.
Matthew thought he’d taken too much of a beating, for surely he was seeing what was not there. He blinked and looked again.
Nack growled, “What the damned hell are you lookin’ at?”
Matthew walked on, stepping over Evans’ body into the sunlight.
The battle that had raged in front of the house was over, though the dust raised by hooves and boots still lingered. It was clear to see who had won and who had lost. Standing with hands upraised were the boys—at least, the ones who were not on the ground nursing injuries—and standing victorious around them with hatchets, cudgels, and swords were some of the very constables Matthew had thought to be so moronic at their tasks. He counted eight men. No, two more were just coming along the road, herding five boys at the point of axe and musket. A dozen or so horses either nervously pranced around or calmly grazed in the grass along with the sheep, oblivious to the conflicts of men.
Matthew peered through the drifting dust and saw a diminutive man who wore a canary-yellow suit and tricorn hat and held a pistol limply at his side. He was standing over a body.
As Matthew approached, Gardner Lillehorne glanced up at him with wounded eyes. In the harsh light, his skin was pale white and his dyed hair pulled into a queue with a yellow ribbon was more blue than black. He looked down again upon the body, and when he spoke his voice was crushed. “I had to shoot him. He wouldn’t stop coming at me. He’s…not dead, is he?”
Matthew knelt down. The ball had entered very near Jerrod Edgar’s heart. The boy’s eyes were open, but his flame was out. A large knife was still gripped in the right hand.
Matthew stood up, wincing as a pain rippled through his wounded thigh. “He’s dead.”
“I thought so. I just…didn’t…” Lillehorne stopped speaking for a few seconds, and then tried again. “I didn’t want to kill anyone,” he said.
“Chapel,” Matthew said, dazed by the loss of blood and the strange illusion that he was actually feeling sympathy for the high constable. “What happened to Chapel?” He ran a hand over his forehead. “What are you doing here?”
“Kirby,” Lillehorne replied. “He told me everything. I got as many constables as I could find. Brought us here. My God, Matthew!” He blinked heavily, looking around at the boys who were being told to sit down with their legs crossed underneath them and their hands cupped behind their necks. “They’re so young!”
They were young once, Matthew thought but he didn’t say it. Perhaps a long time ago. The hardship, cruelty, and violence of the world had begun their education. Ausley and Chapel had refined it. Professor Fell had put it to use. And as Jerrod Edgar had said, I was never nobody, out there.
“Where’s Kirby?” Matthew asked, and was answered by a half-hearted motion from the high constable, directing Matthew toward the road to the vineyard.
Matthew set off.
Not long after, he came upon the body of Simon Chapel, stretched out on his belly in the dust of the road. Possibly interrupted on his journey to get a horse from the stable, Matthew thought. Just as Lawrence Evans might have been interrupted by Dippen Nack on his way to get the last notebook or some of the more sensitive papers in that file cabinet. On Chapel’s left temple was a black bruise about three inches long. The face had been severely deformed by either fists or, more likely, a pair of boots. It was far from lovely, and in fact Matthew’s gorge rose at the sight of such a mess that a human face might become. But there was no pool of blood around the throat, and as Chapel’s raw lips moved and made incoherent sounds it was clear he had not yet departed the earthly scene.
“I wanted to kill him,” said Kirby, who sat on the other side of the road in the shade of a tree. A black horse with a white face stood nearby, grazing. Kirby had drawn his knees up to his chin and was holding the blackjack. “I gave Lillehorne my knife before we left. But I could have picked up a knife here, from one of the boys. I could have cut his throat, very easily.”
Matthew walked over to him, if just to get away from the sight of the large green flies crawling over the bloodmask that Chapel’s face had become.
Kirby said, “Pollard described him for me. So I’d know him. You see…I followed you from the office. I was going to go with you. To see Lillehorne. Then I watched Pollard and that other man stop you. When I saw Pollard take the notebook…I knew. I followed him back to the office, and I had a talk with him.” Kirby’s eyes closed and he leaned his head back against the treetrunk. Sweat sparkled on his forehead and cheeks.
“Where is he now?”
“Dear Joplin? My dear tavern pal? Well, first…before he talked he fell down a flight of grandmotherly stairs. Then…after he talked, my good pal shattered both his knees on a pair of fireplace tongs.” He opened his eyes and stared at Chapel’s body. “I made sure I got to him, before anyone else, because I was going to kill him. Beat him to death, if I had to. But I stopped beating him.” He frowned, thinking. “Why did I stop, Matthew? Why?”
Matthew also took some time to consider. “Because,” came his answer, “you know that from this point on Justitia will see Simon Chapel and his crimes very clearly, and by murdering him you only kill yourself a little more.”
“Yes,” Mrs. Swanscott’s son said. He nodded. “That must be it.”
Matthew eased himself to the ground in the treeshade. He was drowsy, the sleep of exhaustion pulling at him. Yet where was Berry? Was she all right? He didn’t know. He had to trust that she was. But what about all the boys? Had everyone been captured? What about the instructors? Was there anyplace all these people could be confined until a trial? It would be Lillehorne’s worst nightmare…if he could get over the bad dreams of shooting down a young man who in his soul had probably welcomed the release of death.
It was a strange place, this world that men had made. The new world perhaps even more strange than the old.
The sun of a summer afternoon shone down, the birds sang, the yellow butterflies flitted, and the green flies buzzed.
Matthew lay back in the shadowed grass, closed his eyes, and let himself rest for just a little while.





forty-nine 
THE DOCTORS WERE WAITING.

One stood composed and steady, the other nervously puffing his pipe. Who could tell what this would accomplish? Still, it had to be tried and both doctors were in accord.
The afternoon’s golden light spilled through the open window. In her high-backed purple chair, the Queen of Bedlam—a small woman, fragile in her pink homegown—sat as she always did, viewing the garden without comment or change of expression from moment to moment.
Matthew Corbett walked into the room.
He was dressed suitably for the long ride from New York. The tan-colored breeches, white shirt, and stockings were brand-new. So too were his dark brown riding boots, fashioned for him by the shoemaker Bulliver Martin. It helped to have a good-paying job in New York. Alas, he’d been unable to collect the ten shillings from Esther Deverick, for even though he’d put an end to the Masker’s career and the Clear Streets Decree, her condition of being the first informed had not been met. In this case, he would rather be alive than have ten shillings thrown on his grave.
’Twas a pity, then, that his discovery of the Masker’s identity and the subsequent story as it appeared in the Earwig meant that Deverick’s widow could not pack her belongings soon enough for the voyage back to England. The residents of Golden Hill of course appreciated money, but they did not appreciate a murder plot. At least, one that had been found out and so shamefully printed for all eyes both noble and common to read. So, farewell Mrs. Deverick! read a letter in the following week’s Earwig.
Take your black gowns bought with even blacker money and depart from us so that we might breathe afresh once more, and that the honest business persons of this town might know what it means when greed and corruption are placed on a higher pedestal of value than the law of God, Queen, and Country.



I Beg Our Lord Grant You A Safe And Rapid Journey To Your Final Destination.



Yours Sincerely,

POLLY BLOSSOM





It was perhaps a bit harsh, and glided over the concept that Mrs. Deverick had been completely unaware of her husband’s dark adventure. Yet also Mrs. Deverick had been the most ferocious wind at work trying to blow Reverend Wade from Trinity Church, so without her Machiavellian turbulence that particular ship failed to sail.
Of the long-suffering Robert Deverick, however, there was a different story.
Matthew walked to Mrs. Swanscott’s side. He favored his left leg a bit, but the infection from the swordbite in his thigh had been caught and drained, the swelling subsided, and Dr. Vanderbrocken—who had decided a retirement of playing the violin and otherwise fiddling around did not suit his fiery nature—had declared him out of danger and whacked him on the back of his head for even causing him to consider the amputation saw. Of Matthew’s other wounds, there was not much to speak of if one did not mention the large medical plaster that covered the nasty gash just beside his left eye, the second and third smaller plasters on both cheeks, sundry scuffs, scrapes, and bruises and the strong odor of comfrey-and-garlic ointment that lubricated the healing gashes beneath the plaster on his forehead. Would he bear any further battle scars? The question asked of Vanderbrocken had caused the ill-tempered but highly efficient doctor to glare at Matthew over his spectacles and say, Do you wish to bear any further scars, young man? If you don’t shut up about scars, keep the wounds clean, and use that ointment as I tell you, I’ll give you the damnedest battle you ever fought.
The worst pain, if one wished to speak of pain, was not the sword cut on his right arm—for that was fortunately a shallow nick and not worth troubling—but underneath the comfrey-and-garlic damp bandage at his left shoulder where one of the hawks had torn through his coat cloth and shown in an instant how a cardinal could become nothing but a whirl of red feathers. It was also healing, but Vanderbrocken wanted to check that wound most often, as it was bone-deep and did cause Matthew to clench his teeth sometimes when it hurt like a screaming bastard usually in the middle of the night. The same arm, he knew so well, that Jack One Eye had thoroughly busted three years ago. He was going to be living on the starboard yet.
Otherwise, he was in tip-top health.
He had the fear, as he stood beside Mrs. Swanscott and she stared dreamily at the garden beyond, that this mass of plasters, scrapes, and bruises normally called “a face” would so frighten the woman that she might forever lose the power of speech. He glanced at the two doctors. Ramsendell nodded, while Hulzen looked anxiously on and pipesmoke billowed from his mouth.
Matthew said quietly, “Mrs. Swanscott?”
The Queen of Bedlam blinked, but she did not shift her gaze from the flowers and the butterflies. Matthew knew: it was all she had.
“Madam Emily Swanscott?” he repeated. “Can you hear me?”
She could. He knew it. Had her color changed, just slightly? Had her skin tone begun to turn more pink, starting with the ears?
“Emily?” Matthew asked, and gently put a hand on her shoulder.
Her head abruptly turned. Her eyes were wet, though still without true focus. Her mouth opened, but no words emerged. She closed her mouth, drew a long breath, and Matthew realized that somewhere inside her a voice of reason might be saying I will ask this question for the last time, the very last time, before I go away forever.
One tear rolled down her right cheek.
Her face was impassive. Regal. Her mouth opened, as if by superhuman effort of will.
“Young man,” she said, in a strained whisper, “has the King’s Reply yet arrived?”
Matthew answered. “Yes, madam. Yes, it has.”
And on that signal, Trevor Kirby entered his mother’s room.
He had been made handsome again, in a gray suit with black pinstripes and a gray waistcoat. The suit of a successful lawyer, donated by the Herrald Agency. The black, highly glossed shoes, likewise. Hudson Greathouse had thrown a fit, but Matthew was adamant and when Matthew got adamant time ceased to move on the silver watch he’d retrieved from Simon Chapel’s battered body. The watch had also taken a licking, but…
It still worked.
With a bath, a shave, a hair trim, some decent food, and a few nights—and days—of relatively peaceful sleep, Trevor had lost some if not all of the gaunt fever in his eyes and the hollowed-out sharpness of his cheekbones. He looked to all the world, with his thick black hair combed, his fingernails clean, and his stride purposeful, as far from being a thrice-time murderer as Simon Chapel from being a university’s headmaster.
Matthew saw Trevor’s purposeful stride falter, in spite of what Trevor had planned to do when he came into the room. He stopped, a cloud of indecision passing across his face. His gaze caught Matthew’s, and only Matthew would know the depth of shame and anguish that he saw displayed there in Trevor’s eyes.
Mrs. Swanscott gave a gasp. She was looking past Matthew at the apparition. Her spine seemed to go rigid for a few seconds, as she clenched and released and clenched and released the armrests of her chair.
Then, slowly, she relinquished her throne and began to stand up.
As she stood, her eyes streamed the waters that had been dammed up by the mind’s necessity, and she said, very clearly, “My boy.”
Ramsendell and Hulzen stepped forward to catch her if she fell, for she trembled so violently all in the room feared it. Yet she stood steady and firm, like a willow that bends and bends but does not, never, ever, never does it break.
Without a word Trevor came the rest of the way, and Matthew always would remember that it was not far, but oh it was such a distance.
Son clasped mother, and mother laid her head against her son’s shoulder and sobbed. Trevor wept also, unashamed and unafraid, and if any man had said there was not true blood between them, Matthew would have struck him down even if it had been ten times a Hudson Greathouse.
He had to turn away, go to the window, and stare out at the same garden that had been the lady’s salvation. The Queen of Bedlam was no more; God rest her.
“I think,” Ramsendell said as he came up beside Matthew, “that I’ll go fetch everyone some tea.”
In time, Trevor helped his mother into a chair beside the bed and pulled a second chair over for himself. He held both her hands between his, and listened while she dreamed awake.
“Your father,” she said. “He’s gone for a walk. Out just a little while.” Fresh tears welled up. “He’s been so worried lately, Trevor. It’s because of…because of…the…” A hand floated like a butterfly to her forehead. “I can’t…think very well today, Trevor. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s all right,” Trevor answered, his voice infinitely kind and even more patient. “It’s I who am sorry. For not coming when I said I would. Can you forgive me?”
“Forgive…you?” she asked, as if puzzled by the very thought. “What is there to forgive? You’re here now. Oh…my throat is so dry. I can hardly speak, it’s so dry.”
“Tea,” said Ramsendell, as he offered both of them a cup.
Mrs. Swanscott looked at the doctor and frowned, trying to make out who he was. Then she cast her gaze around the room and even Matthew could tell that some image in her mind was coming loose from its scroll. Unravelling, like a long spool of thread along a dark and unknown corridor. To find her way back to what she knew, she simply stared at Trevor and took a sip of tea. “Your father,” she tried again, when the tea had gone down, “will be back soon. Out walking. A lot on his mind right now.”
“Yes, I know,” Trevor said.
“Look at you!” A smile came out, though the sadness in her face would not be banished. “How handsome you are! Tell me…how is Margaret?”
“Margaret is fine,” he decided to say.
“A beautiful day.” She had turned her head so as to view the garden once more. “The baby is buried right out there. My little one. Oh.” Something had struck her deeply, for she lowered her head and her shoulders sagged as if under a tremendous, crushing weight. She remained in that posture, as everyone in the room waited.
“Just stay as you are,” Ramsendell suggested, keeping his voice casual.
Fifteen or twenty seconds crawled by. Then suddenly Mrs. Swanscott took a breath as if she had forgotten how to breathe, lifted her head, and smiled at her son, her eyes scorched and empty. “Your father is out walking. Soon, very soon. You can tell him all about Margaret. Oh.” Matthew had thought it was another strike of anguish, but Mrs. Swanscott had just touched Trevor’s knee. “Your sea voyage. The King’s Reply. Was it a comfortable ship?”
“Yes, very comfortable.”
“I’m glad. Now…you were coming to visit for…I can’t think clearly, Trevor. Really. I’m getting so old they’re going to have to put me in a box.”
“Mother?” He took her teacup, put it aside, and again held both her hands in his. “Listen to me.”
“All right,” she said. Then, when he hesitated: “Well, what is it?”
“It’s about me, Mother.”
“All right.”
He leaned closer. “I’m not going to be able to stay very long. I have some business to attend to. Do you understand?”
“Business? No, I don’t understand business. Your father does. He…” She had obviously run onto the rocks again, for she went silent and staring for a few seconds before she recovered. “You are a lawyer,” she told him. “Your father is very, very proud of you.”
“And I am proud of our family,” Trevor replied. “Of what we have accomplished together. We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?”
“A long walk? Yes, but he’ll be back soon,” she said.
Trevor looked at the two doctors for help, but they had become simply mute witnesses as had Matthew. It was up to Mrs. Swanscott’s son to find the way home.
“Father may be late,” he said.
She did not respond.
“Father…may not come back.” He quickly added, “For a while, that is.”
“He’ll come back. Of course he’ll come back.”
“Mother…something may have happened. Something that was…very bad. An accident, perhaps. I don’t know, I’m just saying. Something may have happened.”
A finger went to Trevor’s lips. “Shhhhh,” she said. “You don’t know. Ask anyone. Ask Gordon, he can tell you. When Nicholas goes for a walk, it’s because…it’s because he has to think. About a problem. Some problem that’s troubling him. A trouble, that’s it. He’s gone for a walk because there’s been…” She swallowed thickly. “There’s been some trouble.”
“Yes,” Trevor said. “Do you know what the trouble is?”
“I don’t…know. There’s something…the wine was…” She shook her head, trying to cast a recollection away. “Nicholas has been very worried lately. The lawyer was here. That Mr. Primm. I think…he did stay for dinner, yes. He said…” Here she winced, as if she’d been physically struck, and it took her a little while and an effort to continue. “He said we have to prove it. Prove it. Very important, he said. To prove it.” She suddenly looked at her hands and spread her fingers. “Oh my,” she said. “My rings need to be cleaned.”
“Mother? Look at me. Please.”
She lowered her ringless hands and obeyed.
“Do you see that young man over there?” Trevor motioned toward Matthew.
“Yes.” Mrs. Swanscott leaned closer to her son and whispered, “Speaking of accidents.”
“His name is Matthew Corbett. He’s a friend of mine, Mother. Now, as I said I’m going to be very busy here for a while. Very much…tied up. I won’t be able to see you as often as I’d like. I may not be here again.” He caught the ripple of dismay on her face. “I mean, for…who knows how long?”
“You’re a very busy and successful lawyer,” she said. “Every penny worth it.”
“Matthew is going to come and see you, from time to time. He’ll sit with you and listen if you want to talk, or talk if you’d like to listen, or read to you if you’d like that.” He gave her hands a squeeze. “I want you to know,” he went on, “that when Matthew is sitting beside you, I also am there. When he is reading to you, so I am, and when you speak to him I hear. Can you understand that?”
“I think you’re a little brain-addled after that long trip.” She pulled a hand free and gently touched his cheek. “But if it makes you happy, and you’re so busy, then yes. Your father and I certainly won’t mind if a friend of yours comes to the house from time to time. Will he want to stay for dinner?”
Matthew heard, and replied, “Yes, madam. I would.”
“He’s not a freeloader, is he?” This question was directed to Trevor in a whisper.
“No, he’s quite respectable.”
“Good. Well, he would be, wouldn’t he? If he’s a friend of yours?” She stroked his cheek, as Matthew thought perhaps she had when he was a small, smart, and industrious boy and she saw all the possibilities ahead. “It is late, isn’t it?” she asked.
“Late, Mother?”
“Late for me. I’m such an old dotty. But you…you have everything wonderful ahead of you. Your life, and Margaret. And children of your own, don’t forget that. What you might become, Trevor. The man you shall grow to be. You know, your father’s still a boy in so many ways. I think he shall never fully grow up. How can it be, that you and he are so alike?”
“I don’t know,” came the answer. “I only know I loved…I love Father, and I love you. And I shall always love the both of you, and hold you the highest in my heart.”
“Oh!” She playfully cuffed his chin. “That’s what all sons say, until they have sons of their own.”
Trevor lowered his head for a moment. Matthew knew then why he could get away with hiding behind the mask of Andrew Kippering who hid behind the Masker, because when Trevor looked up at his mother again he was smiling as if he had no care under God’s heaven. He kissed her cheek, and she said, “I think I’d better go to bed. I’m so tired from all this.”
All this was not explained, but Trevor helped her into bed as the two doctors watched. When Trevor got her situated and the covers pulled up, she smiled at him and held his hand. “Promise me,” she said.
“Promise you what?”
“Promise me…you’ll go to the kitchen and ask Priscilla to make you some chicken soup before you leave.”
“Oh, I can’t leave without a bowl of Priscilla’s chicken soup, can I?”
“Perish the thought,” said Mrs. Swanscott, in a voice that was beginning to drift. “When I wake up,” she said, “everything…will be so much brighter. Don’t you think?”
“Yes, Mother. Much brighter.”
“One can only hope,” Matthew heard her say, in nearly a whisper. Then she sighed, let go of Trevor’s hand, and just that quickly she was gone.
Ramsendell and Hulzen came to the bedside, but only to check her breathing and make sure her chamberpot was within easy reach. Ramsendell rubbed the back of his neck. “A long way to go, but at least now we know in which direction.”
Trevor was on his feet. “Will she ever recover? I mean…back to how she was?”
“Debatable. I really don’t know. We shall have to begin slowly, of course. First of all, to let her understand where she is and who we are. Then we’ll approach the loss of Mr. Swanscott, but only when we’re sure she can accept it. That may be a long and difficult task for all of us. But I think it’s a very good idea for Mr. Corbett to return and spend time with her. That’s something I’m sure she’ll look forward to and see as a…well…as a visit from you, since you put it so eloquently.”
Trevor nodded. He had turned his face away from the bed, and regarded the doorway with grim resignation. At last he said, “All right. I’m ready.” Before he left he kissed his sleeping mother on the forehead, and then he preceded Matthew from the room.
Outside, the wagon was waiting. Wearing a riding suit the color of cream with a bright red vest and a cream-hued tricorn accented by a red feather, Gardner Lillehorne was standing next to his horse at the hitching-post. Matthew’s horse Dante was also tied at the post. Up on the wagon, the driver and a constable named Uriah Blount were ready to receive the prisoner. Lillehorne had the manacles and chains in hand. They jangled with heavy finality as Lillehorne walked to meet Trevor Kirby.
“May I ask that Mr. Kirby not be manacled?” Matthew asked when Trevor thrust his wrists out.
The small black eyes flashed. “And why not, sir? Because your heart is bleeding?”
“No, because I think it’s unnecessary. Mr. Kirby has vowed to cause no trouble. We should take him at his word.”
“Oh, is that why he was manacled on the trip here, sir? Because we took him at his word?”
“Do me the favor,” Matthew said flatly.
Lillehorne grunted and started to close the ponderous cuffs around Trevor’s wrists, but then he scowled and stepped back with them still undone. “I have already done you the favor, as you put it, by allowing this highly unofficial visit to be made. The prisoner will get in the wagon. Mr. Blount, give him aid, please. And keep your pistol ready at all times.”
“Yes sir.”
“Thank you, Matthew,” Trevor said before he climbed up to be guarded all the way back to New York. “Thank you also for agreeing to come see her. Let me ask this: do you think she’ll be safe?”
“I think so. There would be no profit in harming her, and no lesson to be made out of her for the underlings. So yes, I do think she’ll be safe.”
“Let’s go, gentlemen.” Lillehorne mounted his horse. “Or shall we all shuffle to the nearest tavern and weep in our beers?”
On the ride, as they followed the Philadelphia Pike, Matthew urged Dante up next to Lillehorne’s horse. They were proceeding at a walk. “I do appreciate the favors,” he said. “Both of them.”
“Spare me.”
“I just wanted you to know that it meant a great deal to Trevor to see his—”
“What is this Trevor business? Are you his best friend? Don’t you recollect that he killed three men, mangled the legs of a third, and might have killed a fourth?”
“I recollect that he turned himself in to you and saved my life. Best friend, perhaps not, but friend yes.”
“You were knocked about up at that damned estate one too many times,” Lillehorne said sourly.
Matthew held his tongue. Gardner Lillehorne had returned to his usual form. Of course it was understandable, since Lillehorne was in one muddy mire of a mess. The gaol was full, the cold room had been turned into a makeshift gaol, and the judicial fabric of New York was straining under the pull of so many criminals they could hardly be housed, much less fed. The entire scene was a merry disaster, with boys throwing slop buckets and pissing at whoever came near the bars. Two prisoners who seemed determined to piss and holler their way out of the cells were Bromfield and Carver, who’d been caught on their way to pick up Dippen Nack. The two hunters had run smack into Lillehorne, Kirby, and the constables, and Kirby had recognized Bromfield as the man who’d been with Pollard. A chase had ensued, with Bromfield’s horse throwing him into a briar patch and Carver being stopped by a pistol ball past his ear.
Add to the festivities the complications—and mysteries—of the files and papers that had been found in Chapel’s office, and little wonder Lillehorne’s temper had become a tinderbox. The prosecutors of Charles Town, Philadelphia, and Boston as well as a dozen other smaller localities had to be notified due to the staggering number of forged deeds and bills of sale, plans for arson, extortion, kidnapping, document theft, and even the counterfeiting of money that had either been already hatched or in their initial stages, using the services of those boys—and young men—who had previously passed through the criminal university and been placed in those towns waiting for a signal to act. It was a law officer’s delirium, to have to deal with thirty or more acts of crime in the planning stages all up and down the Atlantic coast while holding on to twenty-five sharkers some in need of medical attention. And some, like Chapel and Pollard, bound up in beds at the King Street hospital. So Matthew could pardon Lillehorne’s foul disposition, as the situation truly was dire.
But, as Matthew considered, it was just his job to catch the criminals. It was Lillehorne’s job to hold on to them.
“Gardner,” Matthew said as their horses walked side-by-side, “I have an idea about that central constable’s station I was talking about. You remember, at the meeting with Lord Cornbury? If this constable’s station was built, it could be combined with a new gaol. A modern facility, with…say…twenty cells. With a kitchen also, so meals could be made on the premises. You know, there might be a small medical facility there as well, so wounded prisoners would not be taken away to—”
“Silence!” the man snapped. “What did you call me?”
“Pardon?”
“I said…what did you call me?”
Matthew thought back. “Gardner. Your name.”
“No, sir. You are not allowed to call me by anything but High Constable Lillehorne or Mister Lillehorne. Certainly not…what you called me. How dare you! And you think because of…you know…what happened at that estate and my brief stumble that you can rise to my level?” Lillehorne’s immaculate black goatee actually twitched. “I am a public official, Corbett! You are a private citizen, not much more elevated than a clerk, if you really want to know my opinion, no matter how highly you think of yourself and this agency that will in the future be shown as a foolish and ridiculous endeavor! This is my town, Corbett! Do you hear me? It certainly doesn’t belong to you or that lout Greathouse, and if you think you can weaken my authority and throw mud in my face in front of Lord Cornbury, then I’ll vow before my honor that you’ll have a fight on your hands! Do you hear? A fight! And if you think Gardner Lillehorne has ever backed away from a fight, ever in his life, well then I’m here to look you right in the eye and tell you…”
Matthew let the high constable continue this loquacious rant, as if there were anything he might do to plug it up. He was sure Lillehorne would still be talking when he decided to listen again about five minutes from now. He was instead transfixed by the way the red feather jiggled and shook on Lillehorne’s tricorn as the man raged on, and he wondered where were the hawks when you needed them.





fifty 
THE SUN ROSE AND THE SUN SET. The moon moved across the nights, changing shape as it progressed. Tides swelled high, then fell low. The summer ended, and September had arrived.
Matthew checked his watch. It was just after nine o’clock. He would have to be getting home soon, as tomorrow morning he had a case to scribe in the record book and then in the afternoon he had two hours of sword practice with Hudson Greathouse. Not something he looked forward to, but he had learned the valuable lesson of heeding the voice of experience.
“Your move.”
“Yes, I’m aware of that.” Matthew reached out and took a drink from his cup of cider, making Effrem Owles wait that much longer. The chessboard on the table between them was an example of the decimation that could be wrought when two equal opponents decided to cast aggression to the wind. Matthew, playing white, had two knights, two rooks, and six pawns left on this pinewood battleground to defend his king and win the war, while Effrem’s black arsenal held a bishop, a knight, two rooks, and six pawns. Effrem’s king sat at d7 and Matthew’s hugged the corner at h1. Matthew drank slowly, for he didn’t like the way this game was turning out.
“The move is apparent,” Effrem said.
“All right, then.” Matthew wasn’t so sure. Effrem’s rook at h8 was going to take his pawn at h3, no matter what he did. The exposure was just too much. Well, something had to be done. He slid a rook from a1 to e1 and was rewarded by Effrem’s rook crashing down upon his hapless pawn. Now he had five.
They sat in the lamplight of the Trot Then Gallop. Matthew had joined his friend for dinner at Effrem’s invitation, had enjoyed a meal of baked fish, fried potatoes, and green beans, plus a couple of cups of the very tart and delicious cider. Nowadays he drank sparingly of the tavern liquors, particularly wine from newly tapped casks, but he had come to the conclusion that one could not truly live with the idea in mind that the next sip of anything might bring death by belladonna. Still, it was a hard idea to shake.
He moved another rook and Effrem without hesitation took a white knight with one of his own rooks at h2.
Gak! Matthew thought. Perhaps he’d overstayed his visit here tonight. He and Effrem had played two previous games. Matthew had won the first with a feint up the middle and an attack on the right, the second game had been a stalemate, and now this one was looking grim. Effrem was definitely getting better. Then again, Matthew was getting better at handling the rapier. It would be a kick in the breeches, he thought, if as he became more accomplished at swordplay he became a dunce at chessplay.
But not tonight, friend Effrem! Matthew captured the offending rook with his king and sought a way out of the trap that was being developed involving the black knight and the remaining rook. Not tonight!
There did happen to be some things on his mind that chewed at his concentration.
His health was good, that was on the plus side. All the plasters had come off except the one beside his left eye and the one under his shirt at his left shoulder. He still smelled of comfrey-and-garlic liniment, but by now everyone understood.
What gnawed at him, among other things, were the murders of Simon Chapel and Joplin Pollard.
It had happened in the King Street hospital two weeks ago. Chapel had been put in a bed there to recover from the condition of having his face very nastily rearranged. Infection had set in, and fever, and beneath his bandages Chapel had remained silent to any and all questions posed to him by High Constable Lillehorne. Likewise silent was Joplin Pollard, whose shattered knees had caused him to bite on a stick whenever Dr. Vanderbrocken or Dr. Edmonds merely touched them. If he’d lived he would have likely been wheeled in a pushcart to the hangman’s rope.
As Pollard and Chapel were the only other patients on that particular ward—the so-called “prisoners’ ward,” which was locked up tight behind two doors—and both of them depended on rather stupefying drugs to even allow them a twilight sleep, their departure must have been a relatively quiet affair. But no less sinister for its degree of quiet. They were found dead by the first of the hospital’s attendants to arrive, a young man born in New York and known for his scrupulous care of the patients. It appeared in the reports made by Ashton McCaggers that death had been administered sometime between two and three in the morning, and had come about due to a long thin blade driven through the right eye of each man, and hence into the brain. Whoever had picked the locks had left only faint scratches as a signature.
Matthew was particularly bothered about this. Not simply because Chapel and Pollard had escaped the noose and taken their knowledge of Professor Fell with them to the demonic world, but that Mr. Ripley had not been among the boys captured on the day of reckoning.
A black knight moved, getting into position for attack.
“That’s far too easy,” Matthew said, as he moved his king.
“Yes,” Effrem answered. He tapped his chin, his brown eyes magnified large behind his round-lensed spectacles. “I suppose it is.”
Other things also whispered to Matthew from the dark. The power of Professor Fell to demand loyalty might as well have caused Lawrence Evans to swallow his tongue, for all the questions he would answer. Evans sat in a cell at the gaol, ever silent. A look of sublime peace had settled upon his face. Did he think he would also be leaving the scene far before a judge read his sentence? If so, he was prepared for the voyage.
Bromfield and Carver were mules. They took orders and knew nothing. Likewise the terrified Dutch-speaking women who cooked the meals and turned out to believe they had been part of a great experiment in the process of education. Charity LeClaire, who occupied a bed in the women’s ward on King Street and waxed and waned like the moon, might have wanted to talk to avenge a sticking, but when she began feverishly babbling it was all about being plucked from a London bordello by Lawrence Evans in 1696, cleaned up and dressed up, and under the duress of drugs having to satisfy the wanton and cruel—yes, cruel, I say!—desires of what sounded to be enough young criminals-in-training to fill New York twice over. Details were copious. Matthew had noted that Lillehorne and Bynes had paid close attention to her testimony and the clerk had broken two quills. Unfortunately, though Miss LeClaire obviously had a strong constitution for someone so thoroughly skewered, she was also useless beyond her ability to titillate.
Effrem’s hand moved the second rook. He gave a shrug and sigh as he set it down, as if it didn’t matter to the game a whit. Matthew saw where it would be going in two moves, and again shifted his king.
He realized he was caught strictly on the defensive. A bad place to be, according to Greathouse.
Other things. The raid on Chapel’s estate had netted two men, one in his forties and the other nearly sixty, who had evidently been employed as instructors. The younger man had confessed an aptitude in both the art of blackmail—“priming the pigeon,” he called it—and the usage of various methods of extortion. The older man was a financial expert, whose only crime seemed to be that he could discourse on international monies, exchange rates, and patterns of market behavior in such things as hog bellies and rare jewels until his questioners wished to seal his mouth with a hot poker. Both men confessed to witnessing many killings at the estate and would show Lillehorne the cemetery where the bodies lay, but the story of their employment was a tangled web that could not be followed without travelling to London’s underworld…and even then, no sure thing.
The problem, Matthew thought as he stared at the chessboard, was that he’d seen four people whom he’d taken to be instructors. Of the third man and the woman with the blue parasol, there was no trace.
Effrem made a mistake. A simple one, but telling. Matthew leaped a knight upon the black bishop and saw a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel.
Effrem shook his head. “Oh, I should’ve moved that rook!”
Misdirection, Matthew thought. He’s trying to get me to go after the rook. Well, I won’t unless I have to.
And then there was Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren.
This was another set of teeth that bit him. When Matthew had left Trevor Kirby in the shade of the tree that afternoon, he’d gone back into the house, through the wrecked dining-room and out onto the terrace where, armed with a rapier, he’d intended to go down the steps, and pull Dahlgren from the garden’s goldfish pond.
The curtains had still been in the pond, but Dahlgren was gone.
Four men and Matthew searching the manse, the buildings, and the stable came up with nothing. The evil grenadier might have spread his own leathery wings and flown back to Prussia, so cleanly had he vanished. It was amazing to Matthew—almost incredible—how someone so badly battered could have gotten away so quickly. Again, the word demonic came to mind.
Effrem started to move his rook and hesitated. “You know, I asked you to meet me here for a particular reason, Matthew.”
“Right. Dinner and chess.”
“Well…not exactly.” He moved the rook, which threatened Matthew’s knight. “I wanted to know if…” He shifted in his chair. “If…”
“Go ahead and spit it out.”
Effrem cleared his throat. “If I were to ask Berry Grigsby to go with me to the Young Lions Ball a week from Friday, do you think she’d go?”
“What?”

“Berry Grigsby,” Effrem repeated. “The Young Lions Ball. A week from Friday. Do you think?”
Matthew sat back. “The Young Lions? Since when are you a member?”
“I joined last month. The day after I turned twenty-one. Well, don’t look at me like that, Matthew! The Young Lions are a really fine group of fellows! All of them the sons of various craftsmen…”
“I know who they are.”
“And they have these really fine dances. They’re holding this one at the Dock House Inn.”
“Wonderful.” Matthew moved his king.
“I can’t believe you did that! What’s wrong with you?” The black rook captured Matthew’s last knight.
“I’m trying to get it through my mind that you’ve joined a social club. I thought you were so dead-set against those! I thought you said they were a foolish waste of time!”
“No, Matthew,” Effrem replied. “That’s what you said. Your move.”
“Now wait a minute, just wait. You want to ask Berry? Why?”
Effrem laughed. “Are you insane, Matthew?”
“I wasn’t before I sat down at this table.”
“Listen.” Effrem slid a pawn forward. “Haven’t you looked at Berry? Haven’t you talked to her? She’s a beautiful girl, and she’s got a lot of…a lot of…well, I don’t know exactly what it is that she’s got, but whatever it is I like it. She’s different, Matthew. She’s…exciting, I suppose is what I’m trying to say.”
“Exciting,” Matthew said. He countered the pawn with one of his own.
“Yes, absolutely. I saw her sitting there on the wharf one morning, doing her drawing. That was the morning I stepped on that damned black cat and fell in the drink, thank you very much for laughing, but it was what brought us together. She helped me climb out. I sat…we sat…for a long time, just talking. I like the way she laughs, I like the way she smells, I like—”
“Well when the hell did you smell her?”
“You know what I mean. You just get a whiff sometimes of a girl’s hair, or her skin. It’s a nice smell.”
“The last time I smelled her, it wasn’t so nice.”
“Pardon?”
“Nothing.” Matthew tried to force his concentration back to the game and failed miserably. Suddenly he seemed not to be able to tell any difference at all between pawn, rook, or king.
“My original question,” Effrem plowed on, “is whether or not you think she’d go with me if I asked her.”
“I don’t know. How should I know?”
“You live in the house right behind her! You take almost every meal in the kitchen with her sitting across the table! What’s wrong with you?” He smacked the rook down. “Checkmate.”
“That is not!” Matthew objected, but then his vision cleared and he saw the deadly triangle trap of black pawn, rook, and knight that had converged upon his king. “Damn!”
“I’m thinking of giving her flowers when I ask her,” said Effrem. “Do you think she might like that?”
“I don’t know! Give her weeds, for all I care!” And then Matthew took a good long look at Effrem. He realized why his friend was suddenly so well-dressed in his nice dark blue suit, white shirt, and waistcoat and his brown hair with the gray streaks at the sides was no longer such a bird’s-nest but so well-combed and he had the scrubbed appearance of a young lion with places to go and a bright future as a New York tailor.
If Effrem was not yet in love with Berry Grigsby, he was on the way.
“Pah!” Matthew said. He grabbed his cider and swigged it.
“What? Really, Matthew, you’re not making any sense. The flowers, now. What kind of flowers should they be?”
“Flowers are flowers.”
“Granted, but I thought she might have…possibly…told you what kind she liked. Roses, or carnations, or lilies, or—” He shrugged, lost. “I have no idea.” A quick adjustment of his glasses, and he leaned forward. “What kind would you get her, Matthew?”
“I don’t know anything about flowers.”
“Just think. Surely there’s something she might like.”
Matthew thought. It was ridiculous, asking this of him. Absurd. He rubbed a hand across his forehead and winced because some of the scratches there were still tender. “I suppose…I might get her…” What? he asked himself. “Wildflowers.”
“Wildflowers?”
“Yes. Just pick them from a field somewhere. I think she’d prefer wildflowers to roses, or carnations, or…any of those.”
“That’s a grand idea!” Effrem slapped his palm down on the table for emphasis. “Wildflowers it is, and they won’t cost any money, either. Now: what color would you suggest?”
“Color?”
“Color,” Effrem said. “Blue, yellow, red…what color might she like?”
Matthew considered that in his years of knowing Effrem this was the strangest conversation they had ever shared. Still, one could tell from Effrem’s expression—his shining excitement, as it were—that for some reason Berry Grigsby had impressed him and come to have a meaning for him. As outlandish as that was. Those two together! A couple! Dancing at a Young Lions Ball! And maybe more than dancing, given time and the curve of Cupid’s bow.
“Any ideas?” Effrem urged.
“Yes,” Matthew said after a moment’s reflection. He stared at the chessboard, at the pieces that had trapped his king, but he was seeing fifty feet of rotten pier and the sun shining down upon a green pasture across the river in Breuckelen. “Have you ever looked into a blacksmith’s forge?”
“I have. Once I had a sty on my right eye, and you know the heat is good for bursting them. If you stare into the forge long around, you feel the sty…” He stopped. “What’s a blacksmith’s forge have to do with wildflowers?”
“Those are the colors,” Matthew said. “The heart of the earth.”
“The what?” Effrem’s brows came together. “I think you may have had one cider too many.”
A slim brown box about ten inches long and wrapped with white ribbon was suddenly placed on the table in front of Matthew.
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STARTLED, MATTHEW LOOKED UP into a craggy face with a formidable nose, deep-set eyes dark as tarpits, and the left charcoal-gray eyebrow sliced by a jagged scar.
“Good evening, Mr. Greathouse,” said Effrem. “Would you care to join us?”
“No, thank you, Mr. Owles. I’m just passing through. As I know your haunts by now, Matthew, I figured I’d find you”—he gave the chessboard a disdainful glance—“doing whatever it is you do in here. I wanted to bring that to you.” He nodded toward the box.
Matthew picked it up and shook it, making something shift within. “What is it?”
“A gift from Mrs. Herrald. She bought it for you before she left. Asked me to hold on to it until that situation with the lady was over. Mrs. Swanscott, I mean. I suppose I wanted to wait until I saw how you did on your second problem.”
Matthew nodded. He had no idea what was in the box, but as for Matthew’s second problem, he’d just solved the mystery of the Eternal Maidens Club and their coconut pies. It seemed that the Eternal Maidens had put their money together to buy a very expensive “pharaoh’s nut,” a coconut, and the best cook of the club—Granny Farkason—had baked two pies from it. The pies had been put on a windowsill to cool and lo and behold they vanished. A neighbor known to eat her weight in biscuits was accused. Matthew had traced crumbs and clues to a travelling troubadour who had made camp in the shadow of the windmill on Wind Mill Lane and whose trained monkey, unbeknownst to him, had learned to slip his chain and go galavanting about town while his owner slept. The monkey had already disposed of one of the purloined items and had hidden an uneaten portion of the second in a hollow log. A gratis performance for the Maidens was arranged, including a great deal of flirting from the handsome troubadour that made several of the elderly maidens rethink their obligations to the club, and things ended as happily as possible when money, a monkey, and two coconut pies are involved.
Not much of a problem, but it beat what Greathouse was working on: a more mundane thing in which he was tasked to follow the wife of a wealthy shipyard owner who suspected a young lover in the shadows. But it was work and money, and Greathouse told Matthew that as the word got out about the agency the solving of problems would become more numerous and hopefully more interesting.
“May I open this?” Matthew asked.
“You might, but I think Mrs. Herrald intended you to open it in private.”
“I see.” He didn’t, but it was the polite thing to say.
“There you go,” Greathouse said with a scowl. “Saying the polite thing.”
“I’ll open this when I get home, then.”
“And I’d suggest a good night’s sleep.” He glanced around the Trot, which was definitely too tame for his wild streak. “Regardless of whatever enjoyment you get out of this tomb.” He started out, stopped, and came back to their table. “Oh…Matthew. I don’t give compliments lightly, but I might wish to say you did the agency very proud in that business with Mrs. Swanscott. I still think it was a headstrong risk, but—hey—you showed me up.”
“It was not my intention to show you up.”
“As you please. I might wish also to say that the business with the Masker and Simon Chapel was recounted to its full extent in the letter I’ve just sent off to Katherine, and I can tell you she will discuss the matter with her associates and the legal officials both in England and in Europe forthwith. Your name shall gain a boatload of fame.” He grinned. “How do you like my formal language? You have to know that junk when you’re writing a letter.”
“It doesn’t suit you.”
“I don’t think so, either. That’s why from now on I’ll leave all the letter-writing up to you. Unless we feel the need to hire a clerk, which presently we don’t.” Greathouse paused but did not remove himself, and Matthew knew more was coming. “There’s a good and a bad to your name being known,” he said, more seriously. “If you haven’t already come to the attention of a certain person, you will.”
“I’ve thought of that possibility.”
“Just so you’re aware.”
“I plan to be,” Matthew answered. “Aware.”
“Good. Oh…we’re going to start training in hand-to-hand combat soon. End of the week, probably.”
“All right.” The brightness of his interest was not exactly solar. He’d certainly needed to know hand-to-hand combat, battling that monkey there in the high grass. Then again, he thought of a pair of wine-red curtains in a goldfish pond. “The sooner the better.”
“You might want to stop by the apothecary and get some liniment,” Greathouse suggested. “For sore muscles and such. And while you’re at it…get enough for me, too. Goodnight, gentlemen,” he said, and then to Matthew from across the Trot, “Don’t let that candle burn too late, moon—” He stopped himself short. “Mr. Corbett.”
Then he was out the door and gone.
Matthew picked up the mysterious box and got to his feet. He promised Effrem that when the time was right he would put in a good word for him with Berry, and then with a last hard look at that triangular king-trap he set off for home.
It was a beautiful night. A million stars were showing and a cool breeze that promised autumn blew from the sea. Fiddle music and laughter could be heard from another nearby tavern, and many other citizens were out on their way to somewhere. As Matthew walked east along Crown Street and crossed the intersection of Smith, he saw to his right the green glow of a constable’s lantern moving south, and a second green lamp coming north. All along Smith Street, on each corner, stood a wooden post with a lantern attached. The project of putting up lamp-posts on all street corners in town was not yet completed, but every small candle helped to illuminate the larger dark.
In another moment he looked up at a sign on the left-hand side of the street and saw there the newly painted announcement Crown Street Coffee Shoppe. The shop was dark, but Robert Deverick hoped to have it open within the month and serving customers until the late hours. He had defied his mother, which must have taken the courage of Perseus, in making his decision to remain in New York. As Matthew understood, Robert had decided his education must be good for something, so he’d elected to go into the coffee-importing business as a silent partner with a young man, newly arrived from London, who had some fanciful ideas about…of all things…the use of flavored cream in coffee. Matthew wished Robert well and hoped to sometime partake of what would certainly be a novel beverage.
Matthew continued toward the harbor. As he turned right en route to his home, he saw by the light from the lamp on Crown Street’s corner that approaching him with a brisk stride was none other than the tall figure of Polly Blossom. She wore a full-skirted gown, puffed by petticoats, a feathered hat and white gloves with rings on the fingers. Her face was lowered, her broad shoulders slightly stooped as if in contemplation of her role in the salvation of a reverend.
Matthew neared her and said, “Good evening, madam,” with a quick nod as he passed, and too late he saw the curls of the long white wig and the horsey face beneath it.
“Good evening, sir,” replied Lord Cornbury, as the sharp clack-clack of high French heels on solid English stones took New York’s governor away on his nightly constitutional.
It was all Matthew could do not to say Nice shoes but he did manage to resist.
With a few more steps he paused along the harbor street, drew in a long draught of night air, and looked at the houses, the shops, the taverns, and the sparkling lamplights before him.
He had realized that the real Queen of Bedlam was a town on an island between two rivers.
In this town of soon to be more than five thousand persons there was a governor who wore a dress, a reverend who loved a prostitute, a printmaster who could crack walnuts on his forehead, a high constable who had killed a boy, a magistrate who was once a tennis champion, a laundress who collected secrets, and a coroner who collected bones. There was a barber who owned a squirrel named Sassafras, a tailor who could identify a dead man from a suit’s watch pocket, and a black giantess who would put aside her gittern just long enough to kill you.
If a town, like a ship, could be given feminine attributes, then this Queen of Bedlam sat regal on her throne and kept her secrets in a golden cup. This Queen of Bedlam might smile at tears, or weep at laughter. This Queen of Bedlam saw all the swirl of humanity, all its joys and tragedies, its wisdom and madness. This Queen of Bedlam threw dice, and drank hearty, and sometimes played rough.
But here she was, in her gown of night with the lamps ashine like yellow diamonds. Here she was, silent in her thoughts and loud in her desires.
Here she was, on the new world’s edge.
Matthew walked on.
His house was now a home. The dairyhouse did still have a dirt floor, true, but a very nice dark red rug covered most of it. There was a small writing desk, a shelf of a few books with room for more, his comfortable bed, and a fine though much-battered brown leather chair Grigsby had procured for him. On the walls were pegs to hang his clothes, and below an oval mirror a wash-stand to hold his water basin and grooming items. Other than that, there wasn’t much room for a mouse to chase its tail, but thankfully there were no rodents nor…dread the thought…roaches.
But of course there was the new window.
When the shutters were open as now, Matthew could look out through the glass panes and see the harbor and a slice of moonlit river, as well as a piece of Breuckelen green by day. Grigsby was giving the brickmason, carpenter, and glazier free mentions in the Earwig, and Matthew had insisted on shouldering some of the cost with a portion of his first salary earned from solving the Swanscott problem.
It wasn’t exactly a mansion, but it was his home. For now, at least. He was too busy to go house-hunting, and really he couldn’t afford anything else. The window to the world made all the difference. The next step was the addition of a fireplace, if just one suited for a gnome, as a comfortable summerhouse did not necessarily make an inviting winterhouse.
Matthew had upon entering already touched a match to the two candles on the wash-stand, next to the door. Now he lit a second match and touched the candle on his writing desk and the one that sat on the windowsill, for he’d noted the candle burning in the kitchen window beyond.
He took off his coat, hung it on a peg, loosened his cravat, and sat down in his leather chair next to the window. He had removed the white ribbon and was about to open the gift from Mrs. Herrald when there came a knock to the door.
“One moment!” It took him three seconds to get there. Matthew put aside the box, opened the door, and stood face-to-face with Berry.
She carried a lantern and wore a loose-fitting green gown that said she’d been getting ready for bed. Copper highlights in her brushed red tresses caught the light, her face was scrubbed and fresh, her bright blue eyes sparkling. The scrapes, bruises, and cuts—save for two deeper than the others under a plaster on her forehead—had faded, just as his had, under the benevolent care of time. The children at the Garden Street school, where she’d begun teaching as an aide to Headmaster Brown at the first of September, had eagerly wanted to know what kind of tree she’d fallen out of.
She hadn’t spoken to Matthew for a week after the incident. Then, only a few words the second week. But Matthew understood that a girl stumbling around the woods for five hours with horse muck on her face might hold something of a grudge for the person who got her so mucked up, though in truth she’d washed the manure off in a pond a mile or so from Chapel’s gate. The Dutch-speaking farmer Van Hullig had certainly learned the meaning of the word Help.
“Hello,” Matthew said brightly.
“’lo,” she answered. “I saw your candle.” She lifted her other hand to give him a pitcher.
“Thank you.” He accepted it. Matthew had taken to getting a pitcher of water from the nearest well at night, and sometimes Berry had already drawn it and had it ready as she did tonight.
“We missed you at dinner.”
“Ah. Well, a friend of mine. Effrem Owles. You know Effrem, don’t you?”
“He was the one who stepped—”
“—on the cat, yes. Unfortunate incident. He asked me to dinner. I went directly from the office.”
“The office. That sounds so official.”
“It should. You know. Office. Official. Anyway, we wound up playing chess and…you know how time gets away when you’re drawing. That’s how it is.”
“I see.”
“Yes.” Matthew nodded, not knowing quite where to let his eyes rest.
Berry nodded also. Then she said, “A very lovely night.” A slight frown passed over her face. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, I’m—”
“I just thought you looked—”
“—all right, perfectly—”
“—a little troubled about—”
“—all right.”
“—something,” she said. “Are you?”
“Me? Troubled about something? No. Absolutely not. As you say, it’s a very lovely night.”
“Well,” she said.
“That’s where this came from,” he said, holding up the pitcher and giving a grin that he knew must be the stupidest expression to ever slide across the face of a human being.
“Matthew!” She cuffed him on the shoulder. Not the wounded one, because she remembered.
“Listen,” they both said together.
“Go ahead,” Matthew offered.
“No, you.”
“The lady should go first.”
“All right, then.” Berry set her chin; something was coming. “As you have agreed to be my…shall I say…guardian and have so far done a…fair job of it, I’d like to ask you a question.” She paused and Matthew waited. She chewed on her lower lip and then she looked him square in the eyes and said, “There’s going to be a social a week from Friday. I was wondering, just thinking really, if you might like to go. As my guardian, I mean.”
“A social? Uh…a week from Friday, did you say?”
“Grandda’s printing the posters. It’s going to be at Sally Almond’s.”
“Ah. Sally Almond’s. A week from Friday.” He also chewed on his lower lip, aware that Berry was watching him carefully. “I…I really don’t dance, you know.”
“I didn’t say it was a dance. I said it was a social. Just meeting some people. I think there’s going to be music. But dancing? I don’t know.” She cocked her head slightly. “Why don’t you dance?”
“I’ve never learned.”
“It’s not all that difficult. You just do what everyone else is doing.”
“Yes, but tell that to my feet.” He sighed. “I really can’t go, Berry. Not a week from Friday. In fact, I think I…may have to take a trip on Friday morning and I won’t be back until Saturday.”
“A trip? To where?”
“I think it’s probably time I went to see Mrs. Swanscott again.”
“I understand, but on that particular Friday?”
“It might be the only time I can get there for a while.” He cast his eyes down, realized she might see the untruth in that gesture, and quickly looked up at her again. “Really.”
“Really?”
“A lot of work coming in,” Matthew said.
“I’m disappointed,” Berry admitted, “but I know you have your work. Listen, then. Do you think it proper that I go alone? I really would like to meet some people my own age.”
“Oh…yes. Then again…there’s…Effrem.”
“Effrem?”
“Yes, Effrem. As a matter of fact, if you like to dance”—here something caught at his throat and he had no idea what it was but he had to keep speaking lest he choke—“I happen to know that Effrem is a member of the Young Lions club and they are having a dance that particular night at the Dock House Inn. So. If you and Effrem were to”—again that choking sensation—“go to the social first, you might attend the dance afterward. Does that make sense?”
Berry stared at him. Then her eyes lit up and she smiled, in all innocence. “It does make sense! But how in the world am I going to get Effrem to escort me?”
“You forget,” said Matthew, “that my business is solving problems.”
“All right, then. You may guard me at the next social, and please please please say that someday you’ll let me teach you how to dance.”
“I’ll say I’ll let you try. Someday.”
“A fair enough bargain.” She searched his face; he let her at least do this, though he did not know what she was searching for. Whatever it was, he could tell she didn’t find it. “Oh…what did you mean to ask me?”
“You know,” he said, “I’m so tired I fear it’s slipped my mind. Must not have been very important.”
“Perhaps you’ll think of it later.”
“I probably will,” he agreed.
She nodded, and a breath of wind stirred her hair and brought to him its faint aroma of—what was that? The grassy scent of wildflowers? She motioned with a tilt of her head toward the house. “I’d best get to bed.”
“Yes. Me too.”
“Goodnight, then. Breakfast tomorrow?”
“Bright and early,” Matthew said.
Berry retreated from the door and started to walk away. He watched her go, and wondered if a rapier through the heart felt like this. But why? They were friends, and that was all. Just friends. Only.
She turned toward him again. “Matthew?” she asked, her voice concerned. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
“I am,” he replied, and kept his own voice steady with supreme effort. “Sure.”
“I just wanted to make certain. Goodnight and sleep well.”
“You too,” he said, and watched her return to the house before he closed the door. And locked it.
Matthew retrieved the box, went back to his leather chair before the window and the candle, and opened it.
Within was an object about eight inches long, wrapped in blue velvet. A letter was included.
Matthew,



There is in the Herrald Agency a time-honored tradition. Richard created it, and so shall I keep it. If you are reading this, then you have passed your initial trial. You have successfully solved one problem of the first three assigned to you. I welcome you fully and completely no longer as a junior associate but as a full investigator with all the respect and strength of my husband’s name at your command. With this name and the value you have displayed, doors will open for you that you have never dreamed existed. Now take this gift as a measure of my confidence in you, and know that through this the world may be seen more clearly than before.



With All Respect and Admiration,

KATHERINE HERRALD





He opened the blue velvet and found a magnifying glass. Its crystal clarity reminded Matthew of Mrs. Herrald’s purpose, while its handle of rough-hewn wood reminded him that tomorrow he was going to be sword-fighting with Hudson Greathouse again. He was reminded also of a small bit of windowglass given to him by the aged Headmaster Staunton, who had originally brought him into the orphanage and taught him the wonders of reading and education, and the disciplines of self-control and self-knowledge. Then as now, the gift was a clear view unto the world.
It was time for rest, but first there was the other thing.
Matthew got up, went to his writing desk, and opened the first drawer. From it he withdrew the blood card that had been slipped under his door three nights ago in a plain white envelope sealed with a dab of red wax. Then he took it with him to the chair, sat down once more, and turned the card between his hands.
The envelope was not from Mr. Ellery’s stock. He’d gone there first. Did not care to show him the card, but he was sure it had likewise not been purchased from Mr. Ellery.
A plain, elegant white card with a single bloody fingerprint at its center.
A death vow.
Whether it takes one week, or one month, or one year or ten years…
Professor Fell never forgets.

He continued turning the card between his hands. A small thing. A trifle, really.
The question was: who had slipped it beneath his door? If not the professor, then someone acting on the professor’s authority. A surrogate son? Or daughter? Who?
Matthew had known, really, what Berry had been searching his face for. It had been there, hidden all the time. But he couldn’t let her see it. No. Never. For if he let himself care about anyone, if he dared to care…then two might die as cheaply as one, for a soul could be murdered as well as a body. Ask Katherine Herrald to talk about Richard.
She had come close to being killed at Chapel’s estate. He wouldn’t let that happen, ever again. She would be kept at arm’s length. A friend. That only.
That. Only.
Matthew picked up the magnifying glass, and through it by candlelight examined the fingerprint.
He wondered if he compared it to the print on the blood card possessed by Magistrate Powers, would it be the same? No, this was his chain to drag. The magistrate was in the Carolina colony now, with his wife Judith and younger son Roger, getting settled in the town near Lord Kent’s tobacco plantation to work with his elder brother Durham. God guide him in his progress, and God protect a good man.
But Professor Fell, the deadly hand, never forgets.
Matthew held the glass close to the fingerprint and narrowed his eyes.
How like a maze a fingerprint was, he thought. How like the unknown streets and alleys of a strange city. Curving and circling, ending here and going there, snaking and twisting and cut by a slash.
Matthew followed the maze with his glass, deeper and deeper, deeper still.
Deeper yet, toward the center of it all.
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PART ONE:
The Monster's Tooth





One
Listen! Said the October wind, as it swirled and swooped through the streets of New York. I have a story to tell!
About change in the weather, and the whethers of men! Whether this one staggering past, the spindly gent, shall right himself against my onslaught before I take him to the wall, or whether that one there, with his prodigious belly, shall be fast enough to catch his tricorn as I throw it from his head! With a shove and a shriek I pass through the town, and what fast horse might ride me down?
None, thought Matthew Corbett in reply.
To be sure! Respect my comings and goings, and know that something unseen may prove a force no man may master.
Of that Matthew was undeniably certain, for he was having one devil of a time holding onto his own tricorn and balancing himself against the blasts.
It was near eight-thirty on a Thursday night, this second week of October. The young man was on a mission. He had been told to be at the corner of Stone and Broad streets at half past eight, and if he valued his hide he would report as ordered. Hudson Greathouse, his associate and senior member of the Herrald Agency, was in no mood these days to brook Matthew any easement concerning who was the boss and who was . . . well, it was true enough . . . the slave.
But, as Matthew continued his brisk battle south along Queen Street with other citizens seemingly pushing against invisible walls in one direction or flying like bundles of empty clothes past him in the other, he thought that Greathouse's harsh attitude of late had more to do with celebrity than slavery.
After all, Matthew was famous.
Your hat's getting a bit high, don't you think? Greathouse had often asked since the successful conclusion of the mystery concerning the Queen of Bedlam.
Yes, Matthew had answered, as calmly as possible when faced with a human bull ready to charge any utterance that had the agitation of a red flag. But I do wear it well. Which was not enough to make the bull charge, but enough to make it snort with ominous anticipation of future violence.
The truth being, Matthew really was a celebrity. His exploits to determine the identity of the Masker and his near demise at the Chapel estate in the summer had given the town's printmaster, Marmaduke Grigsby, enough material for a barrage of Earwigs that made the broadsheet even more popular than the Saturday night dogfights up at Peck's Wharf. The initial story, written right after the end of the episode in July, had been restrained and factual enough, due to High Constable Gardner Lillehorne's threats to set fire to the printing press, but after Marmaduke's granddaughter Berry had detailed her own part in the picture the old newshound had nearly begun baying at the moon outside Matthew's residence, which was a refurbished dairyhouse just behind Grigsby's own home and printshop. 
Out of decorum and common sense, Matthew had resisted telling the particulars of the tale, but in time his defenses had been weakened and finally crushed. By the third week of September the "Untold Story of our Own Matthew Corbett's Adventure with Venomous Villains and Threat of A Hideous Death, Part the First" was set in type, and the flames of industry—and the Grigsby imagination—had really started burning. 
Whereas one day Matthew was simply a young man of twenty-three who had risen by fate and circumstance from New York orphan to magistrate's clerk to an associate "problem solver" at the London-based Herrald Agency, he was by the following afternoon being trailed by an ever-swelling mob of people who thrust upon him quills, inkpots and Earwigs so as to sign his name across the premier chapter of this adventure, which he hardly recognized anymore as being his own experience. It was apparent that whatever Marmaduke did not know for sure, he was certain to invent. 
By the third and final chapter, published last week, Matthew had been transformed from a simple citizen among the nearly five-thousand other New Yorkers of 1702 into a knight of justice who had not only prevented the collapse of the colony's economic underpinnings but also saved every maiden of the town from being ravished by Chapel's minions. Running with Berry for their lives across a dead vineyard with fifty killers and ten trained vultures at their backs? Fighting a trio of blood-crazed Prussian swordsmen? Well, there was a seed of truth at the center of this fiction, but the fruit around it was a fantasy.
Nevertheless, the series had been a boon for Grigsby and the Earwig, and was much discussed not only in the taverns but around the wells and horse troughs. It was said that even Governor Lord Cornbury had been seen strolling the Broad Way one afternoon, wearing a yellow wig, white gloves and his feminine finery in tribute to his cousin, Queen Anne, as he read the most recent broadsheet
with rapt, purple-painted eyes. 
A gritty gust at the intersection of Queen and Wall streets whirled around Matthew the commingled aromas of fish, tarbuckets, wharf pilings, stockyard animals and their fodder, the contents of chamberpots thrown from house windows onto the cobblestones, and the bittersweet winey smell of the East River at night. If Matthew was not in the heart of New York, he was surely in its nose.
The wind had whipped into many of the lanterns that hung from street-corner posts and put the quit to their flames. Every seventh house was required by law to hang out a lamp, but tonight no man—not the wandering constables nor even their chief Lillehorne, for all his own puffery—might command the wind to spare a wick. This unceasing tumult, which had begun around five o'clock and showed no signs of abatement, had brought Matthew to his philosophical mental discussion with the bellowing bully. He had to hurry now, for even without consulting the silver watch in his waistcoat pocket he knew he was a few minutes late.
Soon enough, with the wind now pushing at his back, Matthew crossed the cobbles of Broad Street and by the tortured candle of a remaining lamp spied his taskmaster waiting for him ahead. Their office was only a little further along Stone Street at Number Seven, up a flight of narrow stairs into a loft said to be haunted by the previous tenants who'd murdered each other over coffee beans. Matthew had heard a few creaks and thumps in the last few weeks, but he was sure those were just the complaints of Dutch building stones settling into English earth. 
Before Matthew could fully reach Hudson Greathouse, who wore a woolen monmouth cap and a long dark cloak that flailed about him like raven's wings, the other man strode forward to meet him and, in passing, said loudly against the blast, "Follow me!"
Matthew did, almost losing his tricorn once more when he turned to retrace his path. Greathouse walked into the wind as if he owned it.
"Where are we going?" Matthew shouted, but either his voice was swept away or Greathouse chose not to answer.
Though bound together in service to the Herrald Agency, the two "problem-solvers" could never be taken for brothers. Matthew was tall and slim, yet with the toughness of a river reed about him. He had a lean long-jawed face and a thatch of fine black hair under his ebony tricorn. His pale candlelit countenance attested to his interest in books and nighttime games of chess at his favorite tavern, the Trot Then Gallop. Due to his recent celebrity, and the fact that he thought himself deserving of such status since he really had almost been killed in defense of justice, he'd taken an interest in dressing as a New York gentleman should. In his new black suit and waistcoat with fine gray stripes, one of two outfits tailored for him by Benjamin Owles, he was every bit the Jack O'Dandy. His new black boots, just delivered on Monday, were polished to a glossy shine. He had an order in for a blackthorn walking-stick, which he'd noted many young gentlemen of importance in the town carrying about, but as this item had to be shipped from London he wouldn't enjoy its company until springtime. He kept himself clean as a soapdish and shaved to the pink. His cool gray eyes with their hints of twilight blue were clear and on this night untroubled. They cast a direct and steady gaze that some might say—and as Grigsby had said, in the second chapter—"could cause the ruffian to lay down his burden of evil lest it prove as heavy as prison chains."
That old inkthrower sure knew how to turn a phrase, Matthew thought.
Hudson Greathouse, who had turned to the left and was now striding several lengths ahead north along Broad Street, was in contrast to Matthew a hammer versus a lockpick. At age forty-seven, he was a broad-shouldered strapper who stood three inches over six feet, a height and dimension that upon meeting him caused most other men to look down at the ground to find their courage. When the craggy-faced Greathouse cast his deep-set black eyes around a room, the men in that room quite simply seemed to freeze for fear of catching his attention. The opposite effect was induced upon the women, for Matthew had seen the churchiest of ladies become a twittering flirt within scent of Greathouse's lime shaving soap. Also in contrast to Matthew, the great one had no use for the whims of current fashion. An expensively-tailored suit was out of the question; the most he'd go was a pale blue ruffled shirt, clean but well-worn, to accompany plain gray knee breeches, simple white stockings, and sturdy, unpolished boots. Under his cap his thick hair was iron-gray, pulled back into a queue and tied with a black ribbon.
If the two had anything in common other than the Herrald Agency, it was the scars they each wore. Matthew's badge of honor was a crescent that began just above the right eyebrow and curved into the hairline, a lifelong reminder of a battle in the wilderness with a bear three years ago, and lucky he was to still be walking the earth. Greathouse bore a jagged scar that sliced through the left eyebrow, and was—as he had explained in a petulant voice—presented to him by a broken teacup thrown by his third wife. Ex-wife, of course, and Matthew had never asked what had become of her. But, to be fair, Greathouse's real collection of scars—from an assassin's dagger, a musket ball, and a rapier swing—was worn beneath his shirt.
They were approaching the three-story edifice of City Hall, built of yellow stone, that stood where Broad Street met Wall. Lantern lights showed in some of the windows, as the business of the town demanded late hours. Scaffolding stood alongside the building; a cupola was being erected on the roof's highest point, the better to display a Union flag nearer Heaven. Matthew wondered how the town's coroner, the efficient but eccentric Ashton McCaggers, liked hearing the workmen hammering and sawing up there over his head, since he lived in his strange museum of skeletons and grisly artifacts in City Hall's attic. Matthew mused also, as Greathouse turned to the right and began walking along Wall Street toward the harbor, that McCaggers' slave Zed would soon be up in the cupola looking out over the thriving town and seaport, for Matthew knew the giant African enjoyed sitting silently on the roof while the world bargained, sweated, swore, and generally thrashed at itself below.
Not much further, past the Cat's Paw tavern on the left, and Matthew realized where Greathouse was taking him.
Since the Masker's reign of terror had ended at midsummer, there'd been no more murders in town. If Matthew were to volunteer to a visitor the most likely place to witness a killing, it would be behind the scabby red door that Greathouse now approached. Above that door was a weatherbeaten red sign proclaiming The Cock'a'tail. The tavern's front window had been shattered so many times by fighting patrons that it was simply sealed over with rough planks, through which dirty light leaked onto Wall Street. Of the dozen-odd taverns in New York, this was the one Matthew most studiously avoided. The mix of rogues and high-pockets who thought themselves financial wizards were fueled here in their arguments over the value of such commodities as head souse and beaver pelts by the cheapest, nastiest and most potent apple brandy ever to inflame a brain.
Distressingly for Matthew, Greathouse opened the door and turned to motion him in. The yellow lamplight vomited out a fog of pipesmoke that was at once carried off by the wind. Matthew clenched his teeth, and as he approached the evil-looking doorway he saw a streak of lightning dance across the dark and heard the kettledrum of thunder up where God watched over damned fools. "Shut that door!" immediately bawled a voice that both blasted and croaked, like a cannon firing a load of bullfrogs. "You're lettin' out the stink!"
"Well," Greathouse said with a gracious smile, as Matthew stepped into the rancid room. "We can't have that, can we?" He shut the door, and the skinny gray-bearded gent who was sitting in a chair at the back, having been interrupted in his massacre of a good fiddle, instantly returned to his display of screeching aural violence.
The cannon-voiced bullfrog behind the bar, whose name was Lionel Skelly and whose fiery red beard almost reached the bottom of his stained leather waistcoat, resumed his task of pouring a fresh—to use a word imperfectly—mug of apple destruction for a patron who turned a fishy eye upon the new arrivals.
"What, ho!" said Samuel Baiter, a man known to have bitten off a nose or two. To add to his charms, he was a heavy gambler, a vicious wife-beater, and spent much of his time with the ladies at Polly Blossom's rose-colored house on Petticoat Lane. He had the flat, cruel face and stubby nose of a brawler, and Matthew realized the man was either too drunk or too stupid to be cowed by Hudson Greathouse. "The young hero and his keeper! Come, have a drink with us!" Baiter grinned and lifted his mug, which slopped oily brown liquid onto the floorboards.
The second man in that declaration of "us" was a new figure in town, having arrived in the middle of September from England. He was almost as big as Greathouse, with huge square shoulders that strained his dark brown suit. He'd removed his tricorn, which was the same shade of Broad Way mud, to display why he was called "Bonehead" Boskins. His scalp was completely bald. His broad forehead protruded over a pair of heavy black eyebrows like, indeed, a wall of bone. Matthew didn't know much about Boskins, other than he was in his early thirties and unemployed, but had ambitions of getting into the fur trade. The man smoked a clay pipe and looked from Matthew to Greathouse and back again with small, pale blue eyes that, if showing any emotion at all, displayed utter indifference.
"We're expecting someone," Greathouse answered, his voice light and easy. "But another time, I'm sure." Without waiting for a response, he grasped Matthew's elbow and guided the younger man to a table. "Sit," Greathouse said under his breath, and Matthew scraped a chair back and eased himself down.
"As you please." Baiter quaffed from his drink and then lifted it high. He summoned a half-lipped smile. "To the young hero, then. I hear Polly's quite taken with you these days."
Greathouse sat down with his back toward the corner, his expression relaxed. Matthew took the measure of the room. Ten or twelve dirty lanterns hung overhead, from the end of chains on hooks in the smoke-greased rafters. Under a floating cloud of pipesmoke there were seven other men and one blowsy lady in attendance, two of the men passed out with their heads in a gray puddle of what might have been clam chowder on their table. No, there was an eighth man too, also passed out and face-down at the table to Matthew's left, and as Matthew recognized the green-glassed lantern of a town constable Dippen Nack lifted his swollen-eyed face and struggled to focus. Beside an overturned mug was the brutish little constable's black billyclub.
"You," Nack rasped, and then his forehead thumped down upon the wood.
"Quite taken," Baiter went on, obviously more stupid than drunk. "With your adventures, I mean. I've heard she's offered you a . . . what did she call it? . . . a 'season pass'?"
The invitation, on elegant stationery, had indeed arrived at Matthew's office soon after the first chapter was published. He had no intention of redeeming it, but he appreciated the gesture.
"You've read about Matthew Corbett, haven't you, Bonehead? If it wasn't for him, we couldn't walk the streets safe at night, could we? Couldn't even go out for a drink and a poke. Well, Polly talks about him all the time," said Baiter, with an edge of harshness creeping in. "About what a gentleman he is. How smart, and how noble. As if the rest of us men were just little creatures to be tolerated. Little useless creatures, but oh how that whore can go on about him!"
"I think the whole damned thing was made up, is what I think!" said the blowsy lady, whose sausage-skin was a gown thirty pounds ago. "Ain't nobody could live, fightin' fifty men! Ain't that what I think, George?" When there was no reply, she kicked the chair of one of the unconscious patrons and he answered with a muffled groan.
"Fifty men!" Dippen Nack lifted his head again. The sweat of effort sparkled on his ruddy, cherub-cheeked face. The constable was, in Matthew's opinion, though, closer to a devil than a cherub. Anybody who stole the gaol keys and went in at night to pee on the prisoners did not rate high in his book of life. "A damned lie! And me, boppin' that Evans bastard on the bopper and savin' Corbett's life, and not even gettin' my name in that rag! Takin' a knife in the arm for my trouble, too! It ain't fair!" Nack made a strangled sound, as if he were about to start crying.
"Sure he's a liar, Sam," said Bonehead, with a small sip from his own mug, "but that's a fine suit he's wearin'. Fittin', for such a smart cock to strut around in. How much that suit cost you?" This was spoken as Bonehead stared into the depths of his drink.
Now Matthew began to suspect why Greathouse had brought him here. Of all places, to the tavern where he knew two men had died in brutal fights right on this floor, which looked to him to be more blood-stained than brandy-splashed. Having clerked for Magistrate Nathaniel Powers, Matthew also knew that Lionel Skelly himself was no stranger to violence; the tavern keeper had cut off a man's hand with an axe he kept behind the bar. It didn't pay to try to swipe coins from the cashbox in here.
Greathouse spoke up, to parry the question: "Way too much, in my opinion."
There was a silence.
Bonehead Boskins slowly put his mug on the bar and aimed his eyes at Greathouse. Now he looked every inch a man who was neither too drunk nor too stupid but perhaps just enough of both to light his wick. In fact, he looked supremely confident in his ability to maim. Indeed, eager. "I was speakin' to the young hero," he said. "Not to you, old man."
Yep, Matthew thought as his heartbeat quickened and his guts went squirmy. Sure as rain. The crazed maniac had brought them here to get into a fight. It wasn't enough that Matthew had been doing very well in his arduous lessons on swordplay, map-making, preparing and firing a flintlock pistol, horsemanship and other such necessities of the trade. No, he wasn't progressing fast enough in that "fist combat" nonsense that Greathouse imposed upon him. Remember, Greathouse had said many times, you fight with
your mind before you use your muscles.
It seemed that Matthew was about to get a demonstration of the great one's mind. And Heaven help us, he thought.
Greathouse stood up. He was still smiling, though the smile had thinned.
Matthew again counted the heads. The fiddler had stopped his fiddling. Was he a fighter, or a fixture? George and his unconscious companion were still face-down, but they might come to life at the first smack. Who could say what Dippen Nack would do? The blowsy lady was grinning; her front teeth had already been knocked out. Baiter would probably wait for Bonehead to bash a skull before he started nose-chewing. Skelly's axe was always near at hand. Of the five others, two looked like rough-edged wharfmen who craved a good bustarole. The remaining three, at a back table, were dressed in nice suits that they might not want to disfigure and were puffing on churchwarden pipes, though certainly they were no reverends. A throw of the dice, Matthew thought, but he really hoped Greathouse was not such a careless gamesman.
Instead of advancing on Bonehead, Greathouse casually removed his cap and cloak and hung them on wallpegs. "We just came in to spend a little time. As I said, we're expecting someone. Neither Mr. Corbett nor I want any trouble."
Expecting someone? Matthew had no idea what the man was talking about.
"Who're you expectin'?" Bonehead leaned against the bar and crossed his thick arms. A seam at the shoulder was threatening to burst. "Your lady friend, Lord Cornhole?" Beside him, Baiter sniggered.
"No," Greathouse replied, "we're expecting a man I might hire to join our agency. I thought this would be an interesting place to meet." At that moment, the door opened, Matthew saw a shadow on the threshold, heard the clump of boots, and Greathouse said, "Here he is now!"
Zed the slave walked in, wearing a black suit, white stockings and a white silk cravat.
As the place went quiet except for an inrush of breath and Matthew's eyes bulged in their sockets, Matthew looked at Greathouse with an effort that almost broke his neck and managed to say, "Have you gone mad?"






Two
Mad or not, Greathouse had a gleam in his eye and a measure of pride in his voice when he next addressed the slave: "Well! Don't you look upright!"
How much of this praise Zed understood was unknown. The slave stood with his back against the door, his wide shoulders slightly bowed as if he feared disturbing the tavern's precarious peace. His black, fathomless eyes moved from Greathouse to take in the other patrons and then back again, in what was almost to Matthew's viewpoint a gaze of supplication. Zed didn't want to be here, no more than he was wanted. 
"That's the coroner's crow!" came a shrill cry from the lady. "I seen him carryin' a dead man easy as a sack a' feathers!" 
This was no exaggeration. Zed's tasks in service to Ashton McCaggers included the cartage of bodies from the streets. Matthew had also witnessed the slave's formidable feats of strength, down in the cold room in City Hall's cellar. 
  

Zed was bald and massive, nearly the same height as Hudson Greathouse but broader across the back, shoulders and chest. To look upon him was to view in its full and mysterious force all the power of the dark continent, and so black was he that his flesh seemed to radiate a blue glow under the yellow lamps. Upon his face—cheeks, forehead and chin—were tribal scars that lay upraised on the skin, and in these were the stylized Z, E, and D by which McCaggers had named him. McCaggers had evidently taught him some rudimentary English to perform his job but, alas, could not teach him to speak, for Zed's tongue had been severed from its root long before the slaveship made fast to the Great Dock.
Speaking of tongues, Skelly found his. It threw forth a croaking blast from Hell: "Get that crow
out of here!"
"It's against the law!" shouted Baiter, just as soon as Skelly's voice finished shaking sawdust from the rafters. His face, mottled with crimson, wore the rage of insult. "Get him out or we'll throw him out! Won't we, Bonehead?"
"Law? 'Gainst what law? I'm a constable, by God!" Nack had begun to stir himself once more, but in his condition stirring was a far stretch from standing.
Bonehead had not responded to the threat his companion had just unsheathed; it appeared to Matthew that Bonehead was taking in the size of the new arrival, and Bonehead was not so thick-skulled as to wish to batter himself against that particular ram. Still, being as men are men and men who drink potent liquor become more mettlesome as the mug is drained, Bonehead took a slug of valor and said, though nearly speaking into his drink, "Damn right."
"Oh, gentlemen, let's not go down that path!" Greathouse offered his palms to the bar, affording Matthew a view of the small scars and knots on the man's well-used knuckles. "And surely, sir," he said, addressing Baiter, "you don't really respect any decree Lord Cornbury might have pulled from under his gown, do you?"
"I said," came the tavern-keeper's voice, now not so much a croak as the metallic rasp of a pistol being cocked, "get that beast out of my sight!"
"And out of our noses, too," said one of the gentlemen at the rear, which told Matthew that they had no friends in this particular house.
"Very well, then." Greathouse shrugged, as if it was all done and sealed. "Just one drink for him, and we'll be gone."
"He'll drink my piss 'fore he gets a drop of my liquor!" hollered Skelly, and above Matthew the lanterns swayed on their chains. Skelly's eyes were wide and wild. His red beard, matted with the thousand-and-one grimes of New York, quivered like a viper's tail. Matthew heard the wind howl outside. Heard it shriek and whistle through chinks between the boards, as if trying to gnaw the place to splinters. The two wharfmen were on their feet, and one was cracking his knuckles. Why did men do that? Matthew wondered. To make their fists bigger?
Greathouse never lost his smile. "Tell you what. I'll buy a drink for myself. Then we'll leave everyone in peace. That suit you?" To Matthew's horror, the great man—the great fool!—was already walking to the bar, right up to where Bonehead and Baiter obviously longed to bash him down. Skelly stood where he was without moving, his mouth curled in a sneer, and when Matthew glanced at Zed he saw again that the slave had no interest in taking another step nearer destruction, much less getting a dirty mugful of it.
"He's gonna give it to the crow, is what he's thinkin'!" the lady protested, but it was already a thought in Matthew's mind.
We're expecting a man I might hire to join our agency, Greathouse had said.
Matthew had heard nothing of this. Hiring Zed? A slave who understood limited English and could speak not a word of it? Greathouse obviously needed no drink here, for he had ample supply of brain-killing liquor in his quarters at Mary Belovaire's boarding house.
As Greathouse approached the bar, Bonehead and Baiter moved away from him like cautious wolves. Matthew stood up, fearing a sudden burst of violence. "Don't you think we ought to—"
"Sit down," Greathouse answered firmly, with a quick glance back that had some warning in it. "Mind your manners, now, we're among good company."
Good company my assbone, Matthew thought. And, hesitantly, he sat down upon it.
The two wharfmen were edging nearer. Greathouse took no notice of them. Nack was rubbing his eyes, blinking at the huge black figure against the door.
"One drink," Greathouse said to Skelly. "Your best, if you please."
Skelly didn't move.
"I'm paying," said Greathouse, in a cool, calm voice, "for one drink." He reached into a pocket, brought out a coin and dropped it into the cashbox that sat atop the bar.
"Go ahead," Baiter spoke up, scowling. "Let him drink and get that black beast out of here, and to Hell with all of 'em."
Greathouse's eyes never left those of the sullen tavern-keeper. "As the gentleman proposes," he said.
Suddenly Skelly smiled, but it was not a pretty sight. It revealed the broken black teeth in the front of his mouth, and showed that some faces wore a smile like the devil trying on a halo. It was just wrong. Because of that hideous smile, Matthew felt the danger in the room rachet up, like a bowstring tightening to loose an evil arrow.
"For sure, sir, for sure!" said Skelly, who then turned away to fetch a mug from a shelf and uncork a bottle of the usual nasty brandy. With a flourish, he poured into the mug a coin's worth. He thumped the mug down in front of Greathouse. "There you are, sir. Drink up!"
Greathouse paused, measuring the distance of Bonehead, Baiter and the two slowly approaching wharfmen. Now the three well-dressed gentlemen were on their feet, puffing their pipes and watching intently. Matthew stood up again, no matter what Greathouse had told him; he glanced at Zed and saw that even the slave was crouched in a position of readiness, but for what Matthew did not know.
Greathouse reached out and put his hand on the mug.
"One minute, sir," said Skelly. "You did say you wanted the best, didn't you? Well, lemme sweeten it for you." And, so saying, he leaned his head forward and drooled vile brown spittle into the drink. "There you are, sir," he said, again with that devil's smile, when he'd finished. "Now either you drink it, or let's see you give it to the crow."
Greathouse stared at the mug. "Hm," he said. His left eyebrow, the one with the teacup scar across it, began twitching. He said nothing more for a space of time. Bonehead began chuckling, and the lady just plain cackled. Dippen Nack gripped his constable's lantern and his black billyclub and began to try to stand up, but without a third arm he was having no luck at the task.
"Hm," Greathouse said again, inspecting the froth that bubbled atop the liquid.
"Drink up, then," Skelly offered. "Goes down smooth as shit, don't it, boys?"
To the credit of their good sense, no one answered.
Greathouse took his hand from the mug. He stared into Skelly's eyes. "I fear, sir, that I've lost my thirst. I beg your pardon for this intrusion, and I ask only that I might retrieve my coin, since my lips have not tasted of your . . . best."
"No, sir!" The smile disappeared as if slapped away. "You bought the drink! The coin stays!"
"But I have no doubt you can pour the liquor back into the bottle. As I'm sure you often do, when patrons are . . . unable to finish their portions. Now . . . I'll just take my coin and we'll be on our way." He began reaching toward the coinbox, and Matthew saw Skelly's right shoulder give a jerk. The bastard's hand had found that axe behind the bar.
"Hudson!" Matthew shouted, the blood pounding at his temples.
But the great man's hand would not be stopped. Greathouse and Skelly still stared at each other, locked in a silent test of wills, as one hand extended and another prepared to chop it off at the wrist.
In no particular hurry, Greathouse reached into the coinbox and let his fingers touch copper.
It was hard to tell exactly what happened next, for it happened with such ferocity and speed that Matthew thought everything was blurred and dreamlike, as if the mere scent of the brandy was enough to give a man the staggers.
He saw the axe come up, clenched hard in Skelly's hand. Saw the glint of lamplight on its business edge, and had the sure thought that Greathouse was going to miss tomorrow's rapier lesson. The axe rose up to its zenith and hung there for a second, as Skelly gritted his teeth and tensed to bring it crashing down through flesh, sinew and bone.
But here was the blurred part, for the axeblow was never delivered.
There came from the direction of the door a sound of Satan's minions thrashing in their chains, and Matthew turned his head fast enough to see Zed whipping out with the chain he'd just leaped up and wrenched off its hook from an overhead rafter. The chain still had a firelit lamp attached on the end Zed had thrown, and when it snapped across the room the chain not only wound itself around Skelly's upraised forearm, but the lamp hit Skelly midsection in the beard hard enough to shatter its glass sides. It was apparent in an instant that a blue flicker on a lump of wax might enjoy a feast of New York dirt and a week's drippings of apple brandy, for in a burst of eye-popping fire it consumed Skelly's beard like a wild dog would eat a muttonchop. As a thousand sparks flew around Skelly's face, Zed planted his boots and with one solid wrench of the chain pulled the old rapscallion over the bar as easily as hauling a catfish over the side of a skiff, the only difference being that a catfish still had whiskers.
Skelly hit the floor on his teeth, which perhaps was an improvement to the beauty of his dentals. Even with a mouthful of blood, he held firm to the axe. Zed began to haul him across the floor hand-over-hand, and with a tremendous ripping noise the back of the slave's suit coat split wide open as his back swelled. When Skelly was at his feet, Zed bent down, tore the axe loose and with an ease that looked like a child throwing jackstones he imbedded the axeblade in the nearest wall.
Some people, it seemed to Matthew, are born stupid. Which could be the only reason that, despite this display of fighting force, the two wharfmen jumped Greathouse from behind.
There was a flurry of fists and a barrage of cursing from the wharfmen, but then Greathouse had thrown them off with a shrug of disdain. Instead of smacking them both flat, as Matthew expected, he backed away from them. They made the supreme miscalculation of rushing after him, their teeth bared and their eyes drink-shiny.
They got perhaps two steps when a flying table hit them in their faces. The sound of noses breaking was not unmusical. As they went down writhing upon the planks, Matthew shuddered because he'd felt the wind of motion from Zed on the back of his neck, and he would not wish to be on the receiving end of that storm.
Skelly was spitting blood and croaking oaths on the floor, Baiter was backed up against a wall and looking for a way to squeeze through a crack, Bonehead drank down another swig of his brandy and watched things unfold with slitted eyes, and the blowsy lady was on her feet hollering names at Zed that made the very air blue with shame. At the same time, Greathouse and Matthew saw one of the gentlemen at the rear of the place—the one who'd remarked on the supposed offense done to his nose—slide a short sword from his cloak that hung on a wallpeg.
"If no one else will get that black bastard out," he announced with a thrust of his chin, "then allow me to run him through!"
Greathouse retreated. Now Matthew thought that surely it was time to head for the relative safety of the street. Yet Greathouse offered no suggestion for any of them to run for it, and instead that maddening half-smile was still stuck to his mouth.
As the swordsman came on, Zed looked at Greathouse with what Matthew thought might be a question, but whatever it might have asked it was disregarded. Dippen Nack had gotten himself standing, his billyclub lifted to apply his own brand of constable's justice. When he took a wobbly step toward Zed he was caught at the scruff of the neck by Greathouse, who looked at him, said a firm "No," and pushed him down into his chair as one would manage a child. Nack didn't try to stand again, which was just as well.
Giving out a horrendous screech, the lady of the house threw a mug at Zed with the intent of braining him. Before it reached its target, Zed caught the thing one-handed. With only a second's hesitation to take aim, Zed in turn threw the mug to smack against the swordsman's forehead, which laid the man out as if ready to be rolled into a coffin.
"Murr! Murr!" hollered Skelly, obviously wanting to cry Murder but finding his mouth not equal to the job. Still, he skittered past Zed like a dirty crab and burst through the door onto Wall Street, shouting "Murr! Murr!" and going straight for the Cat's Paw across the way.
Bonehead Boskins took the opportunity to act. He stepped forward, moving faster than any man his size might be expected to, and dashed the rest of his brandy directly into Zed's eyes.
The slave made a gutteral sound of pain and staggered back, both hands up to clear his vision, and so he did not see—as Matthew and Greathouse did—the brass implement of violence that Bonehead took from a pocket and deftly slipped upon the knuckles of his right fist.
Matthew had had enough of this. "Stop it!" he shouted, and moved to stand alongside Zed, but a hand grasped his coat and yanked him back out of harm's way.
"You just stand where you are," Greathouse said, in that tone he had that meant argument was a dead-end street.
Seeing Zed blinded by liquor, Baiter found his courage. He lunged forward and swung at Zed's skull, hitting him on the left cheekbone, and then gave him a kick on the right shin that made such a noise Matthew was sure the bone had cracked. Quite suddenly two black hands shot out, there was a ripping sound and Baiter had lost most of his shirt. An elbow was thrown, almost a casual movement. The stubby nose above Baiter's gaping mouth exploded so hard blood flew up among the lanterns. Baiter gave a cry like a baby for its mother and fell down upon the floor where he crawled up grasping against Bonehead's legs. The other man shouted, "Get away, damn it!" and kicked viciously to free himself even as Zed used Baiter's shirt to blot the last of the burning brandy out of his eyes.
Then, as Matthew knew it must, finally came the moment when the two bald-headed bulls must collide.
Bonehead waited for no other opportunity; with Baiter kicked aside and sobbing, Bonehead advanced a step and swung his brass widowmaker at Zed's face. The fist passed through empty air, for Zed had dodged the blow; was there one second, the next was not. A second blow had the same result. Bonehead crowded his opponent, the left arm up to deflect a strike and the right punching out with deadly purpose.
"Hit him! Hit him!" squalled the lady.
Bonehead had no lack of trying, and certainly no lack of brutal strength. What he lacked was success, for wherever the brass-knuckled fist struck, there Zed the slave was not. Faster and faster still went the blows, yet faster was Zed in dodging them. Sweat sparkled on Bonehead's brow and the breath heaved in his chest.
Hollering with drunken glee, a throng of men obviously from the Cat's Paw began to boil through the door, which hung half off its hinges due to Skelly's rough exit. Zed paid them no mind, his focus entirely on avoiding a brass kiss.
"Stand still and fight, you black coward!" Bonehead shouted, the spittle spraying from his mouth and his punches becoming wilder and weaker.
Desperate, Bonehead reached out with his left hand to grasp Zed's cravat, the better to hold him still, and no sooner had his fingers locked in silk did Zed's right arm cock back, the fist drove out squarely into Bonehead's jaw, and there came a solid and fearsome thunk of flesh on flesh that caused all the gleeful hollering to hush as if a religious vision had just been witnessed. Bonehead's eyes rolled back, his knees sagged, but he yet gripped hold of Zed and his own right fist was coming up in a blow that was more impulse than aimed, for it was obvious his brain had left the party.
Zed easily dodged it, with a small movement of his head. And then, in what men would later talk about from the Great Dock to the Post Road, Zed picked Bonehead Boskins up like a sack of cornmeal, swung him around and threw him, bonehead first, through the boarded-over window where so many other, yet so much smaller, victims of altercations had passed. When Bonehead crashed through on his way to a bruising encounter with Wall Street, the entire front wall shook so hard the men gathered there feared it would collapse on them and so retreated in a shrieking mass for their lives. The rafters groaned, sawdust fell, the chains creaked as their lanterns swung back and forth, and High Constable Gardner Lillehorne stood in the shattered doorway to shout, "What in the name of seven devils is going on in here?"
"Sir! Sir!" Nack was up again, staggering on his way to the door. Matthew noted that either the constable had spilled a drink in his lap, or was past need of a chamberpot. "Tried to stop it, sir! Swear I did!" He passed close to Zed and recoiled as if fearing to share Bonehead's method of departure.
"Oh, you shut up," Lillehorne answered. A rather eye-startling picture of fashion in a pumpkin-colored suit and tricorn and yellow stockings above polished brown boots, he came into the room and wrinkled his nose with disgust as he took stock of the scene. "Is anyone dead here?"
"That crow was gonna kill us all!" the lady shouted. She'd taken the liberty of seizing the unfinished mugs of brandy from the table where the wharfmen had been sitting, and had one in each hand. "Look what he did to these poor souls!"
Lillehorne tapped the palm of his gloved left hand with the silver lion's-head that adorned his black-lacquered cane. His long, pallid face with its carefully-trimmed black goatee and mustache surveyed the room, the narrow black eyes the same color as his hair, which some said was dyed liberally with India ink, and which was pulled back into a queue with a ribbon that matched his stockings.
Baiter was still mewling, clasping the ruin of his nose with both hands. The wharfmen were starting to stir, and one of them heaved forth a torrent of foul liquid that made Lillehorne gasp and press a yellow handkerchief to his pinched nostrils. George and his companion had gained consciousness but were still sitting at the table and blinking as if wondering what all the fuss was about. Two of the gentlemen were trying to revive the swordsman, whose legs began to jerk in an effort to outrun the mug that had knocked him into dreamland. At the far back of the room, the fiddler stood in a corner protecting his instrument. Out in the street, the gawkers shouted merrily as they peered through the door and the gaping aperture where Bonehead had passed through.
"Appalling," said Lillehorne. His cold gaze dismissed Matthew, fell upon the giant slave, who stood motionlessly and with his head lowered, and then came to rest on Hudson Greathouse. "I might have known you'd be here, when I heard Skelly hollering two streets away. You're the only one in town who could put such a fright in the old wretch that his beard flew off. Or is the slave responsible for all this mess?"
"I appreciate the compliment," said Greathouse, still wearing his self-satisfied and thoroughly infuriating smile. "But as I'm sure you'll find when you speak to the witnesses—the sober witnesses, that is—Mr. McCaggers' slave was simply preventing any physical harm to come to me or himself. I think he did a very able job."
Lillehorne again turned his attention to Zed, who stared fixedly at the floor. Outside, some of the shouts were turning nasty. Matthew heard "grave-digger's crow", "black beast", and worse, coupled with "murder" and "tar-and-feather".
"It's 'gainst the law!" Nack had suddenly remembered his station. "Sir! It's 'gainst the law for a slave to be in a public tavern!"
"Put him in the gaol!" the lady hollered between drinks. "Hell, put 'em all under the gaol!"
"The gaol?" Greathouse's brows lifted. "Oh, Gardner! Do you think that's really such a good idea? I mean . . . three or four days in there—even one day—and I might be too weak to carry out my duties. And as I and I alone certainly admit arranging Mr. McCaggers' slave to meet me here, I would thus by law be the person to suffer." 
"I think it ought to be the pillory, sir! For all of 'em!" Nack's evil little eyes gleamed. He pressed the tip of his billyclub against Matthew's chest. "Or the brandin' iron!"
Lillehorne said nothing for a moment. The shouts outside were becoming uglier still. He cocked his head, looking up first at Greathouse, then at Zed and back again. The high constable was a small-boned and slender man, standing several inches shorter than Matthew, and thus was dwarfed by the larger men. Even so, his ambition in the town of New York was the size of Goliath. To be mayor, nay, even the colony's governor someday was the bellow that fanned his flames. "Which will it be, sir?" Nack urged. "Pillory or iron?" 
"The pillory may well be in use," Lillehorne replied without looking at Nack, "by a spineless constable who has gotten himself stinking drunk while on duty and allowed this infraction of the law on his watch. And mind you cease talking about irons before you find one branding your buttocks."
"But . . . sir . . . I mean . . . " Nack sputtered, his face flaming red.
"Silence." Lillehorne waved him aside with the lion's-head. Then he stepped toward Greathouse and almost peered up the man's nostrils. "You hear me, sir. I'm not to be pushed, do you understand that? No matter what. Now, I don't know what game you've been playing at tonight and possibly I don't wish to know, but I don't want it to happen again. Is that clear, sir?"
"Absolutely," said Greathouse without hesitation.
"I demand satisfaction!" shouted the fallen swordsman, who was sitting up with a huge lump and blue bruise on his forehead.
"I'm satisfied that you're a fool, Mr. Giddins." Lillehorne's voice was calm and clear and utterly frigid. "There's a penalty of ten lashes for drawing a sword in a public place with intent to do bodily harm. Do you wish to proceed?"
Giddins said nothing, but reached out and retrieved his weapon.
The shouting in the street, which was drawing more men—certainly more drunkards and ruffians—from the other taverns, was increasing in volume and desire for justice in the form of violence. Zed kept his head down, and sweat was gathering on the back of Matthew's neck. Even Greathouse began to glance a little uneasily at the only way out.
"What I must do galls me sometimes," Lillehorne said. Then he looked into Matthew's face and sneered, "Aren't you tired of playing the young hero yet?" Without waiting for a reply, he said, "Come on, then. I'll walk you out of here. Nack, you'll stand guard 'til I send someone better." He started for the door, his cane up against his shoulder.
Greathouse got his cap and cloak and followed, then behind came Zed and Matthew. At their backs spewed dirty curses from the patrons who could still speak, and Nack's gaze shot daggers at the younger associate of the Herrald Agency.
Outside, the crowd of thirty or more men and a half-dozen drink-dazed women surged forward. "Get back! Everyone get back!" Lillehorne commanded, but even the voice of a high constable was not enough to douse the fires of this growing conflagration. Matthew knew full well that there were three things sure to draw a crowd in New York, day or night: a street hawker, a speechmaker, and the promise of a rowdy knockabout.
He saw through the crowd that Bonehead had survived his journey with but a gash on his brow and some blood trickling down his face, but he was still obviously less than fighting fit for he was careening around like a top, both fists swinging at the air. Somebody grabbed his arms to pin them, somebody else caught him around the waist, and then with a roar five other men leapt in and there was a free-for-all right there with Bonehead getting bashed and not even able to punch. A skinny old beggar held up a tambourine and began to rattle it around as he pranced back and forth, but someone with musical taste knocked it from his hand and then he began fighting and cursing like a wildman.
Still the citizens pressed in around their true quarry, which was Zed. They plucked at him and danced away. Someone came in to pull at his torn suitcoat, but Zed kept his head lowered and paid no mind. Ugly laughter—the laughter of brutes and cowards—whirled up. As he followed the slow and dangerous procession along Wall Street, Matthew suddenly noted that the wind had ceased blowing. The air was absolutely still, and smelled of the sea.
"Listen." Greathouse had drifted back to walk alongside Matthew. His voice was tight, a rare occurrence. "In the morning. Seven-thirty at Sally Almond's. I'll explain everything." He paused as he heard a bottle shatter against a wall. "If we get out of this," he added.
"Back! All of you!" Lillehorne was shouting. "I mean it, Spraggs! Let us pass, or I swear I'll brain you!" He lifted his cane, more for effect than anything else. The crowd was thickening, and now hands were balling into fists. "Nelson Routledge! Don't you have anything better to do than—"
He didn't finish what he was saying, for in the next instant no words were needed.
Zed lifted his head toward the ebony sky, and he made a noise from deep in his throat that began as the roar of a wounded bull and rose up and up, up to fearsome heights above the rooftops and chimneys, the docks and barns, the pens and stockyards and slaughterhouses. It began as the roar of a wounded bull, yes, but somewhere on its ascent it changed into the cry of a single child, alone and terrified in the dark.
The sound silenced all other noise. Afterwards, the cry could be heard rolling off across the town in one direction, across the water in the other.
All hands stilled. All fists came open, and all faces, even smirking, drink-swollen and mean-eyed, took on the tightness of shame about the mouth, for everyone in this throng knew a name for misery but had never heard it spoken with such horrible eloquence.
Zed once more lowered his head. Matthew stared at the ground. It was time for everyone to go home, to wives, husbands, lovers and children. To their own beds. Home, where they belonged.
The lightning flashed, the thunder spoke, and before the crowd began to move apart the rain fell upon them with ferocious force, as if the world had tilted on its axis and the cold sea was flooding down upon the land. Some ran for cover, others trudged slowly away with hunched shoulders and grim faces, and in a few minutes Wall Street lay empty in the deluge.






Three
"Very well, then." Matthew folded his hands before him on the table. He'd just hung his tricorn on a hook and sat down a moment before, but Greathouse was too taken with consuming his breakfast of eight eggs, four oily and glistening sausages, and six corncakes on a huge dark red platter to have paid him much attention. "What's the story?"
Greathouse paused in his feasting to sip from his cup of tea, which was as hot and as black as could be coaxed from the kitchen of Sally Almond's tavern on Nassau Street. 
There could be no starker contrast between this esteemed establishment and the vile hole they'd visited last night. Whereas City Hall used to be the center of town, one might say that Sally's place—a tidy white stone building with a gray slate roof overhung by a huge oak tree—now claimed that position, as the streets and dwellings continued to grow northward. The tavern was warm and friendly and always smelled of mulling spices, smoked meats and freshly-baked pies. The floorboards were kept meticulously swept, vases of fresh flowers stood about, and the large fieldstone fireplace was put to good use at the first autumn chill. For breakfast, the midday meal and supper, Sally Almond's tavern did a brisk business among locals and travellers alike, in so much that Madam Almond herself often strolled about strumming a gittern and singing in a light, airy and extremely pleasing voice. 
Rain had fallen all night, but had ceased near dawn. Through a large window that overlooked the pedestrians, the passing wagons, carts and livestock on Nassau Street could be seen beams of silver sunlight piercing the clouds. Directly across the street was the yellow brick boarding house of Mary Belovaire, where Greathouse was presently living until he found, as he put it, "more suitable quarters for a bachelor". His meaning was that Madam Belovaire, though being of a kind spirit, was wont to monitor the comings-and-goings of her lodgers, and go so far as to suggest they regularly attend church services, refrain from cursing and drinking, and generally comport themselves with great decorum as regards the opposite sex. All of which put Greathouse's large white teeth on the grind. The latest was that Madam Belovaire had been trying to matchmake him with a number of ladies she deemed respectable and upstanding, which in Greathouse's opinion made them as interesting as a bowlful of calf's-foot jelly. So it was no wonder that Greathouse had taken to spending some nights working at Number Seven Stone Street, but Matthew knew the man was sleeping on a cot up there in the company of a brandy bottle.
But not to say either of them had been bored in the last few weeks. Far from it. Since the Herrald Agency had been getting such publicity in the Earwig, there'd been no lack of letters and visitors presenting problems to be solved. Matthew had come to the aid of a young man who'd fallen in love with an Indian girl and wished to prove himself worthy before her father, the chief; there'd been the bizarre and disturbing night ride, in which Matthew had determined that not all the creatures on God's earth had been created by the hand of God; and there'd been the incident of the game of jingo and the gambler who'd had his prized horse cheated away from him by a gang of cutthroats. For Greathouse's part, there'd been his ordeal at the House at the Edge of the World that had so nearly cost him his life, and the eerie matter of the last will and testament of Dr. Coffin.
As Mrs. Herrald had told Matthew at dinner one night, back in midsummer when she'd offered him a position as a "problem-solver" with the agency her husband Richard had founded in London, You can be sure, Matthew, that the criminal element of not only England but also greater Europe is looking in this direction, and has already seen the potential. Whatever it might be: kidnapping, forgery, public and private theft, murder for hire. Domination of the mind and spirit, thereby to gain illicit profit. I could give you a list of the names of individual criminals who
will most likely be lured here at some time or another, but it's not those petty thugs who concern me. It's the society that thrives underground, that pulls the marionette strings. The very powerful and very deadly group of men—and women—who even now are sitting at dinner just as we are, but they hold carving knives over a map of the new world and their appetites are ravenous.
So true, Matthew thought. He'd already come into contact with the man who held the largest knife, and sometimes in dark moments he imagined its blade pressing against his neck.
Greathouse put his cup down. He said, "Zed is a ga."
Matthew was sure he hadn't heard correctly. "A ga?"
"A ga," Greathouse answered. His gaze ticked to one side. "Here's Evelyn."
Evelyn Shelton, one of the tavern's two waitresses, was approaching their table. She had sparkling green eyes and blonde hair like a combed cloud, and as she was also a dancing instructress she was quite nimble on her feet at negotiating the morning crowd. Ivory and copper bracelets clicked and jingled on her wrists. "Matthew!" she said with a wide smile. "What might I get you?"
A new set of ears, he thought, as he still couldn't comprehend what a "ga" was. "Oh, I don't know. Do you have cracknel today?" 
"Fresh baked." 
"You might try the hot sausage," Greathouse urged as he chewed into another of the links. "Tell him how they'll make a man out of him, Evelyn."
Her laugh was like the ascending peal of glass bells. "Oh, they're spicy all right! But they go down the gullet so fast we can't keep 'em in stock! Only have 'em a few days a month as is, so if you want 'em you'd best get your order in!"
"I'll leave the fiery spice to Mr. Greathouse," Matthew decided. "I'll have the cracknel, a small bowl of rockahominy, some bacon and cider, thank you." He returned his attention across the table when the waitress had gone. "What exactly is a ga?"
"The Ga tribe. Whew, this is hot!" He had to blot his forehead with his napkin. "Damn tasty, though. Zed is a member of the Ga tribe. From the West African coast. I thought he might be, when you first described to me those scars on his face. They're given to some of the children at a very young age. Those determined to be suitable for training as warriors." He drank more tea, but obviously the sausage was compelling for he started immediately in on it again. "When I saw the scars for myself, the next step was finding out how well Zed could fight. I think he handled the situation very competently, don't you?"
"I think you could have been responsible for his death," Matthew said grimly. "And ours, as well."
"Shows how much you know. Ga warriors are among the finest hand-to-hand fighters in the world. Also, they have a reputation for being fearless. If anything, Zed held himself back last night. He could've broken the neck of every man in there and never raised a sweat."
"If that's so," Matthew said, "then why is he a slave? I'd think such a fearless warrior would have resisted the slaver's rope just a little bit."
"Ah." Greathouse nodded and chewed. "There you have a good point, which is exactly why I arranged with McCaggers to test him. It's very rare to find a Ga as a slave. See, McCaggers doesn't know what he's got. McCaggers wanted the biggest slave he could buy, to move corpses for him. He didn't know he was buying a fighting machine. But I needed to know just what Zed could do, and it seemed to me that the Cock'a'tail was the place to do it in."
"And your reasoning why this . . . fighting machine became a slave, and why he just didn't fight his way out of his predicament?"
Greathouse ate a bite of corncake and tapped his fork quietly against the platter. It was of interest to Matthew, as he waited for Greathouse to speak, that Sally Almond had bought all her plates and cups in that popular color called "Indian Blood" from Hiram Stokely, who'd begun to experiment with different glazes after rebuilding his pottery shop. Due to the rampage of Brutus the bull, the Stokely pottery was now doing twice the business it ever had.
"What put him in his predicament, as you call it," Greathouse finally replied, "will probably always be unknown. But I'd say that even one of the finest warriors in the world might be hit from behind by a cudgel, or trapped in a net and smothered down by six or seven men, or even have to make the choice to sacrifice himself that someone else might escape the chains. His people are fishermen, with a long heritage of seafaring. He might have been caught on a boat, with nowhere to go. I'd say he might have lost his tongue because he wouldn't give up the fight, and it was explained to him by some tender slaver that another body part would be the next sliced off. All possibilities, but as I say we'll likely never know."
"I'm surprised, then, that he just hasn't killed McCaggers and run for it."
"Now why would he want to do that?" Greathouse regarded Matthew as if he were looking at an imbecile. "Where would he go? And what would the point be? From my observation, McCaggers has been kind to him and Zed has responded by being as loyal . . . " He paused, hunting his compass. "As loyal as a slave needs to be, given the situation. Also, it shows that Zed is intelligent. If he weren't, I'd have no interest in him. I wouldn't have paid the money for Benjamin Owles to sew him a decent suit, either."
"What?" Now this was getting serious. Greathouse had actually paid money
for a suit? To be worn by McCaggers' slave? When he'd righted his senses, Matthew said, "Would you care to explain—as reasonably and rationally as possible—exactly why you have enough interest in Zed to entertain hiring him for the agency? Or was I dreaming that part of it?"
"No, you weren't dreaming. Here's your breakfast."
Evelyn had arrived bearing a tray with Matthew's food. She also showed an empty burlap bag, marked in red paint Mrs. Sutch's Sausages and, below that, the legend 'Sutch A Pleasure', to the other patrons in the room. "All out, kind friends!" Her announcement brought a chorus of boos and jeers, though in good nature. "We ought to be getting another shipment next month, which we'll post on the board outside."
"A popular item," Matthew remarked as Evelyn put his platter down before him.
"They refuse to believe it's gone until they see with their own eyes. If this lady didn't live so far away in Pennsylvania, I think Sally would go into business with her. But, anyway," she shrugged, "it's all in the spices. Anything else I can get for you?"
"No, this looks fine, thank you." When Evelyn retreated again and the hubbub died down, Matthew stared across the table into Greathouse's eyes as the man continued eating. "You can't actually be serious about hiring Zed."
"I'm absolutely serious. And as I have the authority from Katherine to make decisions in her absence, I intend to put things into motion right away."
"Things into motion? What does that mean?"
Greathouse finished all but a last bite of the sausage, which he obviously intended to savor when he'd gone through his corncakes. "First, the agency has to arrange to buy him from McCaggers."
"To buy him?"
"Yes, that's what I said. I swear, Matthew! Aren't you getting enough sleep? Don't things get into your head the first time these days?" Greathouse gave a wicked little grin. "Oh, ho! You're up late tripping the moonlight with Grigsby's granddaughter, aren't you?"
"Absolutely not!"
"Well, you say one thing and your blush says another."
"Berry and I are friends," Matthew said, in what he realized was a very tight and careful voice. "That's all."
Greathouse grunted. "I'd say two people running for their lives together across a vineyard either never want to see each other again or become more than friends. But I'm glad you brought her up."
"Me? I didn't bring her up!" For emphasis, he crunched his teeth down on a piece of the cracknel.
"She figures in my plan," Greathouse said. "I want to buy Zed from McCaggers, and I want to petition Lord Cornbury for a writ declaring Zed a freed man."
"A free—" Matthew stopped himself, for surely he did feel a bit thick-headed today. "And I suppose McCaggers will gladly sell you the slave he depends upon to do such a vital work?"
"I haven't yet approached McCaggers with this idea. Now bear with me." He chewed down the last bite of sausage, and again he reached for the tea. When that didn't do the trick, he plucked up Matthew's cider and drank half of it. "That jingo business you went out on. Walking into that den of thieves, and casting yourself as a foppish gambler. Well, the foppish part was true enough, but you really put yourself in danger there, Matthew, and don't pretend you didn't. If I'd known you were accepting a task like that, I'd have gone with you."
"You were fully occupied elsewhere," Matthew said, referring to the problem of Dr. Coffin that had taken Greathouse across the river to New Jersey. "And as I interpret the scope of my profession, I am free to accept or reject clients without your approval."
"Exactly so. Which is why you need someone to watch your back. I paid McCaggers a fee to allow Zed to dress up in the suit I bought for him and to come to the Cock'a'tail. I told him Zed would be in no danger, which is true when you consider what he can do." 
"But you didn't know it was true. He had yet to prove himself." Matthew returned to the statement that had caused him to cease crunching his cracknell. "Someone to watch my back? You mean Zed would be my bodyguard?" 
"Don't fly off the handle, now. Just listen. Do you know what instructions I asked McCaggers to give Zed last night? To protect the both of us, and to protect himself. I was ready to reach in if anything went wrong."
"Yes," Matthew said, with a nod. "That reach of yours almost got your hand chopped off."
"Everybody knows about that axe Skelly keeps behind the bar! I'm not stupid, Matthew!"
"Neither am I," came the calm but heated response. "Nor do I need a bodyguard. Hasn't it occurred to you that being in the company of a slave might cause more trouble than simply walking into a place—a den of thieves, as you say—and relying on your wits to resolve the problem? And I appreciate the fact that Zed is fearless. An admirable quality, I'm sure. But sometimes fearless and careless walk hand-in-hand."
"Yes, and sometimes smart and stubborn walk ass-in-hand, too!" said Greathouse. It was hard to tell whether it was anger or sausages flaming his cheeks, but for a few seconds a red glint lingered deep in the man's eyes; it was the same sort of warning Matthew occasionally saw when they were at rapier practice and Greathouse forgot where he was, placing himself mentally for a dangerous passing moment on the fields of war and the alleyways of intrigue that had both seasoned and scarred him. In those times, Matthew counted himself lucky not to be skewered, for though he was becoming more accomplished at defending his skin he would never be more than an amateur swordsman. Matthew said nothing. He cast his gaze aside and drank some cider, waiting for the older warrior to return from the bloodied corridors.
Greathouse worked his knuckles. His fists are already big enough, Matthew thought.
"Katherine has great hopes for you," Greathouse said, in a quieter tone of conciliation. "I absolutely agree that there should be no boundaries on what clients you accept or reject. And certainly, as she told you, this can be a dangerous—and potentially fatal—profession." He paused, still working his knuckles. It took him a moment to say what he was really getting at. "I can't be with you all the time, and I'd hate for your gravestone to have the year 1702 marked on it."
"I don't need a—" Matthew abruptly stopped speaking. He felt a darkness coming up around him, like a black cloak here amid these oblivious breakfast patrons of Sally Almond's. He knew this darkness very well. It was a fear that came on him without warning, made his heart beat harder and raised pinpricks of sweat at his temples. It had to do with a small white card marked with a bloody fingerprint. The card was in the writing desk in his home, what used to be the dairyhouse behind Marmaduke Grigsby's abode. Of this card, which had been delivered to his door by an unknown prowler after his adventure involving the Queen of Bedlam, Matthew had said nothing to any other person. He didn't wish Berry to know, and certainly not her grandfather with his ready quill and ink-stained fingers. Though Matthew had almost told Greathouse on several occasions he'd decided to close his mouth and shrug the darkness off as best he could. Which at times was a formidable task.
The card was a death-threat. No, not a threat. A promise. It was the same type of card that had been delivered to Richard Herrald, Greathouse's own half-brother, and after seven years the promise came true with his hideous murder. It was the same type of card that had been delivered to Magistrate Nathaniel Powers, whom Matthew had clerked for and who had brought Matthew and Katherine Herrald together. The death promise yet lingered over Powers, who had left New York with his family during the summer and gone to the Carolina colony to help his brother Durham manage Lord Kent's tobacco plantation.
It was a promise of death, this year or next, or the next year or the one after that. When this card was marked with a bloody fingerprint and sent to its victim, there could be no escape from the hand of Professor—
"Are you going to eat your rockahominy?" Greathouse asked. "It's lousy when it's cold."
Matthew shook his head, and Greathouse took the bowl.
After a moment during which the great man nearly cleaned all the rockahominy out of the bowl with four swipes of a spoon, Matthew's darkness subsided as it always did. His heartbeat returned to normal, the little pricklings of sweat evaporated and he sat calmly, with a blank expression on his face. No one was ever the wiser about how close they might be sitting to a young man who felt a horrific death chasing him down step after step, in a pursuit that might go on for years . . . or might end with a blade to the back on the Broad Way, this very evening.
"Where are you?"
Matthew blinked. Greathouse pushed the bowl aside. "You went somewhere," he said. "Any address that I might know?"
"I was thinking about Zed," Matthew told him, and managed to make it sound convincing. 
"Think all you like," came the quick reply, "but I've made the decision. It is absurd for a man of Zed's talent to be limited to hauling corpses around. I tell you, I've seen a lot of slaves but I've never seen a Ga in slavery before, and if there's a chance I can buy him from McCaggers, you can be sure I'm going to make the offer."
"And then go about setting him free?"
"Exactly. As was pointed out last night, it's against the law for slaves to enter taverns. What good would Zed be to us, if he couldn't enter where by necessity he might need to go?" Greathouse began to fish in a pocket for his money. "Besides, I don't like the idea of keeping a slave. It's against my religion. So, since there are several freedmen in New York, including the barber Micah Reynaud, there is a precedent to be followed. Put your money up, I'll call Evelyn over." He raised a hand for the waitress and the bill.
"A precedent, yes," Matthew agreed, "but every slave granted manumission was so approved before Lord Cornbury came. I'm wondering if he can be induced to sign a writ."
"First things first. Put your money up. You're done, aren't you?"
Matthew's hesitation spoke volumes, and Greathouse leaned back in his chair with a whuff of exhaled breath. "Don't tell me you have no money. Again."
"I won't, then." Matthew almost shrugged but he decided it would be risking Greathouse's wrath, which was not pretty.
"I shouldn't stand for you," Greathouse said as Evelyn came to the table. "This will be the third time in a week." He smiled tightly at the waitress as he took the bill, looked it over and paid her the money. "Thank you, dear," he told her. "Don't take any wooden duits."
She gave that little bell-like laugh and went about her business.
"You're spending too much on your damned clothes," Greathouse said, standing up from his chair. "What's got your money now? Those new boots?"
Matthew also stood up and retrieved his tricorn from its hook. "I've had expenses." The boots were to be paid off in four installments. He was half paid on his most recent suit, and still owed money on some shirts from Benjamin Owles. But they were such fine shirts, in chalk white and bird's-egg blue with frills on the front and cuffs. Again, the latest fashion as worn by young men of means. Why should I not have them, he thought, if I wish to make a good impression!
"Your business is your business," Greathouse said as they walked through the tavern toward the door. "Until it starts taking money out of my pocket. I'm keeping count of all this, you know."
They were nearly at the door when a middle-aged woman with thickly-curled gray hair under a purple hat and an exuberant, sharp-nosed face rose from the table she shared with two other ladies to catch Matthew's sleeve. "Oh, Mr. Corbett! A word, please!"
"Yes, madam?" He knew Mrs. Iris Garrow, wife of Stephen Garrow the Duke Street horn merchant.
"I wanted to ask if you might sign another copy of the Earwig for me, at your convenience? Sorry to say, Stephen accidentally used the first copy I had to kill a cockroach, and I've boxed his ears for it!"
"I'll be glad to, madam."
"Any new adventures to report?" breathlessly asked one of the other ladies, Anna Whitakker by name and wife to the Dock Ward alderman.
"No," Greathouse answered, with enough force to shake the cups of tea on their table. He grasped Matthew's elbow and pushed him out the door. "Good morning to you!"
Outside on Nassau Street, in the cool breeze with the silver sunlight beaming down, Matthew reflected that one might be a celebrity one day and the next have cockroach entrails smeared across one's name. The better to wear nice clothes, hold your head up high and luxuriate in fame, while it lasted.
"There's one more thing," Greathouse told him, stopping before they'd moved very far from Sally Almond's door. "I wish to know the extent of Zed's intelligence. How much he can grasp of English, for instance. How quickly he might be taught. You can help me."
"Help you how?" Matthew instantly knew he was going to regret asking.
"You know a teacher," Greathouse answered. When Matthew didn't immediately respond, he prodded: "Who helps Headmaster Brown at the school."
Berry Grigsby, of course. Matthew stepped aside to get out of the way of a passing wagon that pulled a buff-colored bull to market.
"I want her opinion. Bring yourself and your lady friend to City Hall at four o'clock. Come up to McCaggers' attic."
"Oh, she'll love that!" Matthew could picture Berry up in that attic, where McCaggers kept his skeletons and grisly relics of the coroner's craft. She'd be out of there like a cannonball shot from a twelve-pounder. 
"She doesn't have to love it, and neither do you. Just be there." Greathouse narrowed his eyes and looked north along Nassau. "I have an errand to run, and it may take me awhile. I presume you have something to do today that doesn't require the risk of your life?"
"I'll find something." There were always the detailed reports of past cases that Matthew was scribing. Once a clerk, always so.
"Four o'clock, then," said Greathouse, and began to stride north along the street, against the morning traffic.
Matthew watched him go. I have an errand to run. Something was up. Greathouse was on the hunt. Matthew could almost see him sniffing the air. He was in his element, a wolf among sheep. On a case, was he? Who was the client? If so, he was keeping it a secret from Matthew. Well, so was Matthew keeping a secret. Two secrets, really: the blood card and the amount of debt he was carrying.
A third secret, as well.
Your lady friend, Greathouse had said.
Would that it were more, Matthew thought. But in his situation, in his dangerous profession, with the blood card laid upon him . . . 
Lady friend would have to do.
When he'd watched Greathouse out of sight, Matthew turned south along Nassau. He walked toward Number Seven Stone Street, where he would spend the morning scribing in his journal and from time to time pausing to mark what might have been the faint laughter of distant ghosts.






Four
Clouds moved across the blue sky, and the sunlight shone down upon villages and hills daubed with red, gold and copper. As the day progressed, so did the affairs of New York. A ship with its white sails flying came in past Oyster Island to make fast at the Great Dock. Higglers selling from their pushcarts a variety of items including sweetmeats, crackling skins and roasted chestnuts did a lively business, drawing an audience for their wares with young girls who danced to the bang and rattle of tambourines. A mule decided to show its force of will as it hauled a brickwagon along the Broad Way, and its subsequent stubborn immobility caused a traffic jam that frayed tempers and set four men to fighting until buckets of water poured on their heads cooled their enthusiasm. A group of Iroquois who had come to town to sell deerskins watched this entertainment solemnly but laughed behind their hands.
Several women and the occasional man visited the cemetery that stood behind a black iron fence alongside Trinity Church. There in the shade of the yellow trees, a flower or a quiet word was delivered to a loved one who had journeyed on from this earthly vale. Not much time was taken to linger here, however, for all knew that God accepted the worthy pilgrims with open arms, and life indeed was for the living.
Fishing boats in the rivers pulled up nets shimmering with striped bass, shad, flounder and snapper. The ferry between Van Dam's shipyard on King Street and the landing over the Hudson in Weehawken was always active for travellers and traders, who often found that the winds or currents could make even such a simple trip a three-hour adventure.
Across the city the multitudinous fires of commerce—be they from blacksmith's furnaces or tallow chandler's pots—burned brightly all the day, sending their signatures of smoke up through a mason's delight of chimneys. Closer to earth, workmen labored at new buildings that showed the northward progress of civilization. The boom of mallets and scrape of sawblades seemed never ceasing, and caused several of the eldest Dutch residents to recall the quiet of the good old days. 
Of particular interest was the fact that the new mayor, Phillip French, was a solid, foursquare individual whose aim was to put his shoulder to the wheel and get more of the city's streets paved with cobblestones; this enterprise, too, was directed northward past Wall Street, but as it cost money from the treasury, the task was being currently stalled in paperwork by Governor Lord Cornbury, who was seldom seen in public these days outside the walls of his mansion in Fort William Henry. 
All these events were of the common clay of New York. In one form or fashion, they were repeated as surely as dawn and dusk. But one event happening this afternoon, at four o'clock by Matthew's silver watch, had never before taken place: the ascent of Berry Grigsby up a narrow set of stairs in City Hall, toward Ashton McCaggers' realm in the attic above.
"Careful," Matthew said lest she lose her footing, but with an-other step it was he who stumbled behind Berry and found himself grasping a handful of her skirt to prevent a fall.
"Excuse you," she told him crisply, and pulled her skirt free at the same time as his hand flew away like a bird that had landed on a griddlecake iron. Then she gathered her grace and continued up the rest of the steps, where she came to the door at the top. She glanced back at him, he nodded, and she knocked at the door just as he'd instructed.
These days their relationship was, as a problem-solver might say, complicated. It was known to both of them that her grandfather had invited Berry to come from England in order to find her not necessarily a position, but a proposition. Up at the zenith of the list of eligible marriage candidates, at least in Marmaduke's conniving mind, was a certain citizen of New York named Corbett, and thus had Matthew been invited to make the dairyhouse his own miniature mansion, and to enjoy meals and companionship with the Grigsby clan, they being only a few steps from his own front door. Just show her around the town a little, Marmaduke had urged. Escort her to a dance or two. Would that kill you?
Matthew wasn't sure. Her last escort, his friend and chess companion Effrem Owles, the tailor's son, had stepped into a muskrat hole while walking Berry home beside the East River one evening, and his dancing days were over until the swelling of his ankle subsided. But whenever Matthew saw his friend lately, either sitting at the Trot Then Gallop or limping along the street on a crutch, Effrem's eyes widened behind his round spectacles and he wanted to know what Berry was wearing today, and where was she going, and did she ever say anything about him, and all such buffle-headed chatter as that.
I certainly don't know! Matthew had answered, a bit too stridently. I'm not her keeper! And I don't have time for even talking about her, anyhow.
But Matthew, Matthew! And it really was pitiful, the way Effrem hobbled on that crutch. Don't you think she's the prettiest girl you ever saw?
Matthew wasn't sure about that, either, but he did know that standing this close to her, here in the narrow little stairway awaiting an answer to the knock on McCaggers' door, she smelled very nice. It was perhaps the scent of the cinammon soap with which she washed the curly tresses of her coppery-red hair, or the faintly-sweet aroma of the blue wildflowers that adorned the rim of her straw hat. She was nineteen years old, her birthday being in the last week of June; it had been celebrated, if one was to put it suchly, aboard the ill-fated vessel that had brought her across the Atlantic and deposited her as a moldy mess staggering down the gangplank in midsummer, which was the first sight Matthew had had of her. But that was then and now was now, and so much the better. Berry's cheeks and her finely-chiselled nose were dusted with freckles, her jaw firm and resolute, her eyes dark blue and just as curious about the world as those of her esteemed grandfather. She wore a lavender-hued dress with a lace shawl about her shoulders, for last night's rain had brought a chill to the air. Before their initial meeting, Matthew had expected her to be a gnome to match Marmaduke's misshapen proportions, yet she stood almost at his own height and was anything but gnomely. In fact, Matthew did find her to be pretty. And more than that, actually. He found her to be interesting. Her descriptions of London, its citizens, and her travels—and misadventures—across the English countryside kept him enthralled during their mealtimes together at Marmaduke's table. He hoped to someday see that enormous city, which appealed to him not only for its variety but for its atmosphere of intrigue and danger gleaned from his readings of the London Gazette. Of course, he hoped to live long enough to get there, as he had intrigues and dangers enough in New York.
"Why are you looking at me like that?" Berry asked.
"Like what?" He'd let his mind wander and his eyes linger, and so he immediately brought himself back to the business at hand. In answer to Berry's knock, a small square aperture in the door flipped up and an eye-glassed dark brown eye peered out. The first time Matthew had visited up here, he'd been witness to McCaggers' experiments with pistols on Elsie and Rosalind, the two dress-maker's forms that served for target practice. Not to mention the other items behind that door. In another minute or two, Berry was going to be beating a hasty retreat back down the stairs.
The door opened. Ashton McCaggers said, in a light and pleasant voice, "Good afternoon. Please come in."
Matthew motioned for Berry to enter, but she was paying no attention to him anyway and had already started across the threshold. Matthew followed her, McCaggers closed the door, and then Matthew had almost run smack into Berry because she was standing there, quite still, taking stock of the coroner's heaven.
The light through the attic's windows streamed upon what hung suspended from the rafters above their heads. McCaggers' "angels", as he'd once described them to Matthew, were four human skeletons, three adult-sized and one a child. Adorning the walls of this macabre chamber were twenty or more skulls of different sizes, some whole and some missing jawbones or other portions. Wired-together bones of legs, arms, ribcages and hands served as strange decorations that only a coroner could abide. In the room, which was quite large, stood a row of honey-colored file cabinets atop which were arranged more bone displays. There were animal skeletons as well, showing that McCaggers gathered bones for the sake of their shapes and variety. Next to a long table topped with beakers of fluid in which objects of uncertain—but certainly disturbing—origin floated was McCaggers' rack of swords, axes, knives, muskets, pistols and cruder weapons such as clubs studded with frightful-looking nails. It was before this assortment of things that turned human beings into boneyards that Hudson Greathouse stood, holding in one hand an ornately-decorated pistol he was in the process of admiring.
He looked now from the pistol at Berry, and said with a faint smile, "Ah. Miss Grigsby."
Berry didn't answer. She was yet motionless, still studying the grisly surroundings, and Matthew wondered if she could find her tongue.
"Mr. McCaggers' collections," Matthew heard himself say, as if it would do any good.
A silence stretched, and finally McCaggers said, "Can I get anyone some tea? It's cold, but—"
"What a magnificent . . . " Berry paused, seeking the correct word. "Gallery," she decided. Her voice was calm and clear and she stretched out an arm toward the child-sized skeleton that hung nearest her. Matthew winced, thinking she was going to touch its hand, but of course it was too high for her to reach. Though not by much. She turned her gaze toward the coroner, and as Matthew walked quietly around to one side he could see her mind at work, examining the man who lived amid such a museum. "I presume these were unclaimed corpses, and the cemetery is not filling up so quickly in New York that there's no more room?"
"Indeed, not, and you presume correctly." McCaggers allowed himself a hint of a smile. He took off his spectacles and cleaned them on a handkerchief from the pocket of his black breeches. The better to see Berry more clearly, Matthew thought. McCaggers was only three years older than Matthew, was pale and of medium height and had light brown hair receding from a high forehead. He wore a plain white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and was perpetually a day or two away from a decent shave. In spite of that, he kept himself and his attic as neat as Sally Almond's kitchen. He put his spectacles back on, and seemed to view Berry in a new light. "I don't have many visitors here. The ones I do have usually cringe, and can't wait to get out. Most people are . . . you know . . . so afraid of death."
"Well," Berry answered, "I'm not fond of the idea," and she gave Matthew a quick glance that said she still hadn't quite gotten over their brush with mortality in the form of hawk talons and killers' knives at the Chapel estate. "But for the sake of form, your specimens are very interesting. One might say . . . artful."
"Oh, absolutely!" McCaggers almost grinned, obviously pleased to have discovered a kindred spirit. "The bones are beautiful, aren't they? As I once told Matthew, to me they represent everything fascinating about life and death." He gazed up at the skeletons with an expression of pride that made Matthew's flesh crawl. "The young man and woman—those two there—came with me from Bristol. The little girl and older man were found here. My father was a coroner in Bristol, you know. As was my grandfather before—"
There came the loud snap of the pistol's trigger being pulled, which served to stop McCaggers' recitation of his family history.
"Our business at hand," said Greathouse, who nodded toward a table across the attic where Zed sat in a spill of light cleaning and polishing some of the forceps, callipers and little blades that were tools of the coroner's trade. Zed's attire was a gray shirt and brown breeches, far removed from his suit of last night. When he looked up and saw everyone staring at him he returned the attention impassively, and then shifted his chair so his broad back was presented to his audience. He continued his work with admirable dignity.
"So," McCaggers went on, again concentrating on Berry. "You have an appreciation for art?"
Oh for Lord's sake! Matthew thought. If Effrem were present, the tailor's son might feel a twinge of jealousy at this obvious play for Berry's interest.
"I do, sir," Berry answered. "Most certainly."
Matthew could have told McCaggers how Berry's talent for drawing had helped solve the puzzle of the Queen of Bedlam, but he hadn't been asked. He shot a glance at Greathouse, who looked as if he were ready to shoot the coroner.
"Ah!" It was spoken by McCaggers as a sublime statement. Behind his spectacles his eyes took in Berry from shoetoe to hat brim. "And as a teacher, you have a curiosity for . . . shall we say . . . the unusual?"
Now Berry did appear a little flustered. "Pardon me?"
"The unusual," McCaggers repeated. "Not just in forms of art, but forms of . . . creation?"
Berry looked to Matthew for help, but Matthew shrugged; he had no earthly idea what McCaggers was driving at.
"Listen," Greathouse spoke up. "In case you've forgotten, we're here about—"
"I don't forget anything," came the reply, which carried a touch of frost. "Ever. Miss Grigsby?" His voice warmed again with her name. "May I show you my greatest treasure?"
"Well . . . I'm not sure I'm—"
"Of course you're worthy. Being interested in forms of art, and creation, and a teacher as well. Also, I think you might like to see . . . a mystery that has no answer. Would you?"
"All mysteries have answers," Greathouse said. "It's just finding the one that fits."
"So you say." With that remark, McCaggers turned away and walked past a bookcase full of ancient-looking tomes bound in scabby leather. He went to a massive old black chest-of-drawers, which stood next to a cubbyhole arrangement that held rolled-up scrolls of paper. From the bottom drawer of the chest, McCaggers removed a small red velvet box. He came back to Berry bearing the red box as if it held the finest emerald from the mines of Brazil. "This is my greatest treasure," he said quietly. "A mystery that has no answer. It was given to my grandfather, as payment for work done. My father passed it along to me. And now . . . " He paused, about to open the box. Matthew noted that even Zed had put aside his work and was watching intently. "I've never shown this to anyone else, Miss Grigsby. May I call you 'Berry'?"
She nodded, staring at the box.
"God creates all," McCaggers said, his spectacles reflecting red. "And all suits God's purpose. What then, is this?"
He raised the velvet lid, and both Berry and Matthew saw what was inside as McCaggers tilted the box toward them.
It was an ugly piece of dark brown wood, curved and scored and about five inches long, that came to a bladelike point.
"Hm," Matthew said, with a lift of his eyebrows that betrayed his amusement at McCaggers' folly. "Very interesting."
"And of course, by that tone of voice, you tell me you have no idea what you're looking at. Berry, would you care to guess what this is?"
Greathouse had put aside the pistol and come nearer. He offered his comment without being asked. "A tent stake, I'd say. Wouldn't care to stake my tent on it in a windstorm, though."
"I'll tell you where this was found," McCaggers said, as he drew a finger along the item's length. "Are you familiar with the bell pits of Somerset?"
"The coalfield? Yes, I know that area."
McCaggers nodded. He picked the item up and held it before them. "This was found sixty feet underground, in the wall of a bell pit near Nettlebridge. It's a tooth."
There was a span of silence, which after a few seconds was broken by Greathouse's rude guffaw. "A tooth! Sixty feet under? In a coalmine?"
"That's correct. I know a tooth when I see one, Mr. Greathouse. This is very old. A thousand years? Five thousand? Who can say? But you're missing the larger picture, so to speak."
"Which is?"
Berry answered, in a quiet voice: "The size of the tooth. If—from one tooth—you speculate the size of the jaw . . . and then the head . . . "
"Correct," the coroner said. "It must have belonged to what I can only say would have been . . . " He hesitated, and fixed his gaze on the vicious point. "A monster," he finished.
"A monster!" Greathouse laughed again, but this time it didn't have the same force or conviction. "Where do you keep your rum barrel up here?"
"From what I understand," McCaggers continued, "the Somerset miners occasionally bring up bones that none of the locals can identify as being from any animal anyone's ever seen. They're considered to be ill omens, and so they're disposed of however one would dispose of such things. This tooth escaped destruction. Would you care to hold it?" He offered it toward Greathouse, who in spite of his courage in all things swords or fistic seemed to blanch a bit and recoiled from the gift.
Matthew found himself stepping forward. He opened his hand and McCaggers placed the tooth in his palm. It was as heavy as a stone of that size might be, yet it was surely no stone. Matthew could see serrations along one edge that might still do damage to flesh.
Berry pressed against his shoulder, peering at the object, and Matthew made no move to widen the distance between them.
"A dragon's tooth," Berry said at last, the sound of both excitement and awe in her voice. "That's what it must be. Yes?" She looked at McCaggers for confirmation.
"Some might say that. Those who believe in dragons, I mean."
"What else could it be, then?"
"A dragon—if such existed outside mythology—might be considered to conquer its enemies with fire. This creature was a killer made to tear away huge pieces of meat. A supreme carnivore. You see the edge on that tooth? A masterpiece of form and function. Do you have any idea what a jaw full of those could do to . . . say . . . a side of beef?"
"Dragons! Carnivores!" Greathouse had recovered his wits and his color. "This is nonsense, McCaggers! I mean no disrespect, but I think your grandfather has passed along something from a scoundrel's workshop!"
McCaggers regarded him somberly and then took the object from Matthew's palm. "That may well be," he said as he returned it to the velvet box, "but then again . . . perhaps it's evidence of what God told Job."
Greathouse frowned. "What are you on about now?"
"God spoke to Job," McCaggers said, "from the whirlwind. He told Job about the behemoth and the leviathan. Unimaginable creatures of size and power. He told Job to gird up his loins like a man, and face what was to come. He said, I will demand of thee." McCaggers saw that none of this was getting through to Greathouse. "Don't you know your Bible?"
"I know the part that says if men respect me, I'll respect them. Is there anything else?"
McCaggers pointedly ignored him, focusing his attention to Matthew and Berry. "This may be a tooth from behemoth, or from leviathan. As I said before, it's a mystery without an answer."
"Maybe they know the answer by now." Greathouse motioned upward, where the coroner's angels watched with hollow sockets. "Too bad you have to die before you find out."
"Yes, that is unfortunate," McCaggers agreed, and closed the lid of his red velvet box. Then he spoke directly to Berry. "I thought you might enjoy seeing it, from the viewpoint of both a teacher and a person who obviously appreciates the art of function. Just as the bones of a human skeleton are all formed for specific tasks, so was this tooth. Whatever the creature was that possessed it, you can be sure the animal was formed for the function of both destruction and survival. My further question is . . . what was in God's will to create such a monster?" As he knew no reply could be forthcoming, he turned away once more, took the box back to the chest-of-drawers and deposited it where it had been.
"About Zed," Greathouse prompted. Beyond McCaggers, the slave had returned to his task of cleaning the instruments and seemed not to care a fig about anything else.
"I appreciate your experiment with him," McCaggers said as he strolled back to them. "I understand and share your opinion about his talents, that he shouldn't be—as you've stated—wasted in the duty of moving corpses about. I had no idea of his obviously valuable heritage. I also find it quite interesting and very remarkable that you wish to buy him from me and go about the process of gaining a writ of manumission for him from Lord Cornbury."
"First things first. I'd like Miss Grigsby to observe him for a few days and tell me if she thinks he can be trained." Greathouse caught himself, and his mouth twisted as if he'd tasted some bad liver. "I mean to say, taught."
McCaggers gave a thin smile. "Of course he can be taught. He's very intelligent, as a matter of fact. He quickly understands instructions, as you yourself found out last night. I have to say, I don't know to what extent he can be taught, but simple tasks are no problem for him." 
"Does he know very much English?" Berry asked, watching Zed work.
"He knows enough to carry out his job. I think he had some knowledge of English before he arrived at the auction block. It's somewhat difficult to know precisely, as of course he can't speak." McCaggers looked at Greathouse and narrowed his eyes behind his spectacles. "Before we go any further, sir, I should tell you that there is a problem. As I do appreciate and respect your offer, I'm afraid it's not possible."
"Not possible? Why? I'd be willing to pay—"
"Not enough," McCaggers interrupted. "Simply because I don't own Zed outright."
Greathouse was taken aback, and glanced at Matthew for support.
"You mean . . . someone else owns him?" Matthew asked.
"When Zed came up for auction, you can be sure I wasn't the only bidder, and that I quickly came to the bottom of my pocket. One of the predominant bidders was Gerritt van Kowenhoven."
A wealthy shipbuilder, Matthew knew, who owned one of the mansions atop Golden Hill. The man was in his seventies, had been through three wives and had the reputation of being both a skinflint and a backbreaking taskmaster. But, for all that, his ships were majesties of grace and speed. "He wanted Zed for his shipyard," McCaggers went on. "I happened to know that van Kowenhoven has not been able to buy something he devoutly desires. Due to the fact that he's wrangled famously with every mayor we've had, and proclaimed his shipyard to still be part of the States of Holland." 
"That would tend to annoy," Matthew observed.
"Exactly. Well, as I knew what van Kowenhoven desired and I have sufficient influence to make it happen, I concluded an agreement with him before the gavel's last fall. Thus I have possession of Zed for four years—and we are currently in the fifth month of the third year—after which he becomes the sole property of van Kowenhoven and I presume will do the work of a half-dozen men for the remainder of his life."
"And just what was it he wanted?" Matthew asked.
"It has taken awhile, but the next street laid down by our good Mayor French will be christened van Kowenhoven. It's already on the new map."
Greathouse said with a sneer, "Son of a—"
"Sir!" Berry told him sharply. "None of that!"
He glowered at her, but his storm ebbed and he scratched the back of his neck so hard Matthew thought he was going to draw blood.
"I presume that tears it," Matthew said, with a quick glance at Zed. The slave was now arranging the instruments into his master's toolbox, which had served many of the best deceased of New York's society as well as the lowest ex-lifes. It was a shame, really, that a man of Zed's abilities should spend his life hauling timbers and tar barrels, but this particular path had come to its end.
"Wait a moment!" said Greathouse, as if reading Matthew's mind. "How much money are we talking about? To buy him from van Kowenhoven?"
"Zed went from the block for thirty-two pounds and six shillings. More than half my salary for one year. Plus, knowing van Kowenhoven, he'd want a profit on his investment, if he could be induced to sell."
Greathouse's mouth was still hanging open. "Thirty-two pounds?" It was a tremendous sum to be paid in one offering.
"As I said, I certainly wasn't the only bidder and neither was van Kowenhoven. When men like Cornelius Rambouts and John Addison entered the fray, it became more of a personal competition than a business purchase."
Matthew was thinking what he could do with thirty-two pounds. Pay off all his debts, buy some new suits, and have a small fireplace built in his dairyhouse, since it appeared that Marmaduke wasn't going to spring for it before the first cold blow. Plus there'd be enough left for a few months of meals and ale at the Trot. How some people could throw so much money away astounded him.
"I could probably raise seven or eight pounds," Greathouse said, his brow furrowed. "Maybe ten, at the most."
"Your spirit and intention are commendable, sir," said McCaggers, with a slight bow. "There would be a further cost. Just last month Daniel Padgett applied for a writ of manumission from Lord Cornbury for his slave Vulcan, that the man might open a blacksmith's shop. It's my understanding that Cornbury demanded and received ten pounds for his signature."
"Son of a—" Greathouse paused. When Berry didn't speak up, he finished it: "Bitch!"
"I'm sorry," McCaggers told him. "But things are as they are."
Greathouse started to speak again, but Matthew saw all the wind and bluster go out of him, for there was simply no more to be said. Matthew assumed that Katherine Herrald had left him some money to run the office, of course, but that sum was certainly out of the question. He knew it, Greathouse knew it, and so did McCaggers.
At last Greathouse said, to no one in particular, "I suppose we'll be going." Then he tried one last time, as was his nature to beat against stone walls: "Do you think if van Kowenhoven knew what kind of talent Zed had, he'd listen to reason?"
"You can try," came the reply, "but it would probably just make him raise the price."
"All right. Thank you." Greathouse watched Zed at work for a moment longer and then abruptly turned toward the door.
Matthew was about to follow when Berry posed a question to the coroner: "Pardon me, but I'd like to know . . . can Zed read or write?"
"Not English, but perhaps his own language. He's never had cause to either read or write in the work he does for me. All he does is follow instructions, given verbally and by handsigns."
"Then, if I may ask, how are you so sure of his intelligence?"
"Two reasons," said McCaggers. "One, he follows instructions precisely. And two, there are his drawings."
"Drawings?" Berry asked, as Greathouse stopped at the door and looked back.
"Yes. Here are some." McCaggers crossed the room and retrieved a few sheets of paper from atop the bookcase. "I don't think he'd mind if I showed them," he said, though Zed had turned around in his chair and was watching with what might be called intense scrutiny, so much that Matthew felt the flesh crawl at the back of his neck for fear the man might decide his drawings were not for the eyes of strangers.
McCaggers brought the papers to Berry, and she took them. Now it was Matthew's turn to look over her shoulder, and Greathouse walked back to them to also take a gander.
  

"He's done a score of them," McCaggers explained. "Using my black crayons. And broken them like tindersticks too, I might add."
It wasn't difficult to see why. Some of the strokes had actually torn through the paper. But now Matthew knew why Zed spent so much time on the roof of City Hall.
The first drawing was a view of New York and the Great Dock, as seen from Zed's vantage point. Only it wasn't exactly the town and the dock that Matthew saw everyday; those thick waxy black lines of buildings and canoe-like shapes of sailing vessels appeared to be from a more primitive world, with the circle of the sun a line gone round and round until obviously the crayon's point had snapped to leave an ugly smear across the scene. It looked forbidding and alien, with black lines spouting from the squares of chimneys and—down below—stick figures caught in midstride. There was a nightmarish quality to the drawing, all black and white and nothing in between.
The second drawing showed what must have been the Trinity Church cemetery, and in this the gravestones looked much like the buildings in the first scene, and the trees were spindly and leafless skeletons. Was there the figure of a man standing beside one of the graves, or was it only where the crayon had ground itself down to the nub?
The third drawing, however, was quite different. It showed, simply, a stylized fish bristling with what appeared to be thorns, surrounded by the wavy lines of water. The fourth drawing was also of a fish, complete with a sail upon its back and a long beak, and the fifth drawing—the last among them—a fish formed of circles and squares with a gasping mouth and a single gaping eye with a hole at the center where the crayon had ripped through.
"He draws a lot of fish," McCaggers said. "Why, I have no idea."
"Obviously, he was a fisherman." Greathouse leaned over Berry's other shoulder to look. "As I told Matthew, the Ga tribe—"
He didn't finish his sentence, for a large black hand suddenly thrust forward and took hold of the papers in Berry's grasp, causing her to give out a little startled cry and go pale. If truth be known, Matthew quivered down to his kneecaps and suppressed a start of alarm behind his teeth, for Zed was suddenly right there in front of them where seconds before he had not been. Greathouse did not move, though Matthew sensed him coiled and ready to strike if need be.
Zed's scarred face was impassive, his ebony eyes fixed not on Berry but upon the drawings. He gave them the slightest pull, and instantly Berry let them go. Then he turned around and walked back to his workplace with the drawings in hand, and it amazed Matthew that he made hardly any noise on the floorboards.
"Another of his talents," McCaggers said. "He can move around like a shadow when he chooses." He cleared his throat. "It seems I have betrayed a trust. I apologize for any discomfort."
Matthew wasn't worried about his own discomfort, but about Zed's and what might come of it. The slave had finished his task of returning the instruments to the box, and with his artwork protectively clutched in one hand he closed the box and latched it.
"He's done many drawings?" asked Berry as the color began to return to her cheeks.
"One or two every week, without fail. He has a boxful of them under his cot." 
"I also draw. I wonder . . . if he might care to see my work?"
"If he wouldn't," McCaggers said, "I certainly would."
"I mean to say . . . it might be a way to communicate with him. To hear what he has to say." She looked at Greathouse. "Using an artist's language."
"A worthwhile endeavor, I'm sure." Some of the enthusiasm had left him; his eyes had lost the keen spark they'd shown before the subject of thirty-two pounds had been raised. "Well, as you please. Thank you for your time, McCaggers." He cast another glance at Zed, whose back announced he was through entertaining visitors, and then he went under the skeletons to the door and out.
"I look forward to seeing you again," McCaggers said to Berry, while Matthew felt like a third wheel on a higgler's cart. "Hopefully on your next visit I can get you that tea."
"Thank you," she answered, and it was with relief that Matthew followed her out of the coroner's domain and down the stairs.
On Wall Street, as they walked together toward the East River, Berry began to chatter about Zed's drawings. A natural quality, she said. An elemental force. Don't you think?
Matthew shrugged. To him they'd looked like something that might have been scrawled by an inmate at the New Jersey colony's Public Hospital for the Mentally Infirm near Westerwicke. He was debating saying so when a black cat squirted out from between two buildings and ran across his path, and so he kept his mouth shut and his eyes wide open for rampaging bulls, muskrat holes, clods of horse manure and whatever else the Devil might throw in his direction. 






Five
Early Saturday morning, as the sun rose through the forest and lit the world in hues of fire, Matthew found his mind on the monster's tooth.
He was astride the muscular black horse Dante, which was his mount of choice from Tobias Winekoop's stable. He was riding north along the Post Road, and had been making good progress since seven o'clock. Long past him were the familiar streets and structures of the city; here, on this road that climbed hills and fell into valleys and wound between huge oaks and underbrush that made claim to choke off the path altogether, he was in a truly dangerous country. 
In midsummer he'd been stopped by a devious, great ass of a highwayman near his present position. There were wild animals to beware of, and Indians who would never be seen except for the arrow that flew at your throat. It was true that tucked back along the river's cliffs were occasional farms and estates protected by stone walls and settlers' muskets, for what they were worth. Never let it be said that the New Yorker did not possess courage. Either that, or a passion for life on the edge of disaster.
Matthew wished not to provoke disaster today, but he was ready if it bit at him. Under his gray cloak he wore a black sash around his waist, and in that sash was a loaded flintlock with which he'd become quite proficient under Greathouse's demanding tutelage. Matthew knew he'd never be much of a swordsman nor was he particularly swift with his fists, but he could surely cock and fire a pistol fast enough to part a highwayman's hair, if need be.
He had been planning this trip for several weeks. Had gone to bed many times intending to take it, only to find at daylight that he wasn't yet as strong-minded as he'd thought. Today, though, he had awakened ready, and perhaps it was his introduction to the monster's tooth—and McCaggers' mystery with no answer—that had caused him to realize he had his own unanswerable mystery. It was something that must be discovered; something hidden from the light, as surely as a fang sixty feet down in a coal mine. How could he call himself a problem-solver, if he had a problem that could not be solved?
Or, to be more truthful, that he feared to face. This was the real reason he'd brought the pistol, not because of imaginary highwaymen or the improbable attack of a forest beast or an Indian who would surely be more curious than bloodthirsty, since at present there were no quarrels between the Iroquois and the colonists.
On this bright Saturday morning he was riding the fifteen miles north from New York to the Chapel estate, where he and Berry had almost lost their lives, and where a mystery had to be answered before he could let that vile incident go.
He was thinking about the tooth. How such a thing was utterly incredible. If he hadn't seen it for himself, he would have thought McCaggers a tipsy liar. Evidence of either behemoth or leviathan, most probably true, but what purpose would such a monster serve? Why would God in His wisdom ever create such a beast? Simply for the purpose of destruction? He could see in his mind's eye an ancient field under a gray sky shot through with lightning, and a huge dark shape moving across it with a mouthful of those blade-like teeth glinting blue and wet in the storm. The massive head turning left and right, seeking something weaker to tear to pieces.
It was enough to bring on a nightmare in broad daylight, Matthew thought. Even more so when something rustled in the brush before him, he almost jumped out of the saddle, and two small brown rabbits went on their merry way.
Where the road split around a dark little swamp, he took the path that veered left toward the river. The Chapel estate was getting closer now; he would be there in another hour. He had a sick feeling in his stomach that did not come from the strips of dried beef he'd been chewing for his breakfast. It was hard to return to a place where he'd thought death was going to take him, and indeed he found himself scanning the sky through the trees in search of circling hawks.
Dante plodded on, unmindful of his rider's memories. And then, quite before Matthew was fully ready, they came upon a wall of rough stones about eight feet high with vines and creepers dangling over it, and Matthew must have abruptly pressed in with his knees or jerked the reins like a greenhorn, for Dante's head came up with a reproachful snort and let him know that he was not above being tossed.
The road continued on, close-set against the ugly wall. As upon his first visit here, Matthew had the impression of approaching a fortress instead of an estate. In another moment he saw the great slab of the wooden gate ahead, wide open as when it was left by High Constable Lillehorne and the other men who'd come to his rescue. Matthew suddenly felt the sun was not bright enough, and that the cool air carried a wicked edge. He had to go through that gate and onto the grounds, because he had to find out how four people could have escaped Lillehorne's men and so completely disappeared that terrible day last summer.
He turned Dante through the gate, passed the white-washed gatehouse with its broken windowglass, and followed a driveway that curved to the right between thick woods.
Four people. A well-dressed man and woman Matthew had seen at a distance, back at the buildings by the corrupted vineyard. The woman had been watching from beneath a blue parasol. Both of them had disappeared, though Lillehorne and his men had gone over the grounds and through the woods not just that day but, after posting guards on the gate, had come back again to renew the search. Not a trace of them.
The young assassin-in-training, Ripley. Of indeterminate age. Small-boned, pale of skin and weirdly fragile. His silky hair the color of dust, a long thin scar running up through his right eyebrow into his hairline, and his eye on that side a cold milky-white orb. A blue knitting-needle in his hand, about to be pushed through Berry's eye into the brain.
Escaped.
The enigmatic swordsman, Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren, who'd so nearly slashed Matthew a belly-grin with the point of a dagger. Dahlgren had left the Chapel house rather violently, taking with him his broken left wrist and the garden door curtains out into the goldfish pond.
Gone, every last mean Prussian inch of him.
But how had those four gotten away? All the buildings on the estate had been searched through, from cellars to attics. The woods had been torn up like an old rug, and some of the searchers had climbed into trees the better to have a higher vantage point.
Had they flown away over the riverside cliffs, like demonic spirits? Matthew thought it was unlikely, particularly since Dahlgren had a broken wing. But even so, Dahlgren was a dangerous character, and Matthew also didn't like the idea of Ripley out there somewhere, sharpening his needles.
A large two-story manse of mottled red and gray brickwork came into view, its handsome front adorned with many windows and a gray-painted cupola at the top with a copper roof. Chimneys jutted skyward. The driveway made a circle around a lily pond that stood a few yards from the front steps, and it was at these steps that Matthew drew Dante to a halt.
The front door was open. Indeed, there was no front door; it had been removed from its hinges. Upon the steps lay a rain-ruined chair of yellow cloth, probably thrown out from the overloaded wagon that had carted away other valuables. Some of the windows were broken, and right in the doorway were ceramic shards that attested to a large white pot slipped from greasy fingers. Not far away, on the weeded lawn, a desk of dark oak with two broken legs leaned like a horse longing to be shot. The drawers had been pulled out and were missing. Matthew thought it might have been the desk from Chapel's office, which Lillehorne had already gone through in his collection of evidence.
So. As Matthew had surmised, many townsfolk had come here drawn by curiosity—and the lurid tales in the Earwig—and left as thieves with their saddlebags and wagons burdened by Chapel's loot. He couldn't blame them. He recalled the rich furnishings within; the tapestries, the paintings, the candelabras and chandeliers, the ornate desks and chairs and . . . 
Oh, yes. The books.
Matthew had never gotten around to visiting the library. Well, there might be some books left behind. After all, who would load books in their wagon when they could carry off Persian rugs and canopied beds?
He dismounted and walked Dante over to the lily pond to drink. At the pond's edge, the horse suddenly shied away, and at the same time Matthew caught a foul odor from the water. Drifting there, being eaten by buzzing green flies, was a large dead snake. Matthew retreated, tied Dante to a lower branch of a tree a little further along the drive, and then he opened one of his saddlebags and fed the horse an apple. He had a leather flask of water, which he drank from and then poured some water into his cupped hand to let Dante drink. As he stood in the shadow of the house, he could smell the snake's rot wafting around him, like . . . 
 . . . the unseen presence of Professor Fell?
It was Chapel's estate, yes, but it was Professor Fell's enterprise. As Greathouse had told Matthew, No one makes Professor Fell angry and lives very long.
Matthew had spoiled the enterprise. Had upturned the game table. But won the game? No. The death card that had arrived at his door, with its single bloody fingerprint, said the game was just beginning, and Matthew must pay for making the professor angry.
He found himself with his hand resting on the pistol in his sash. Nothing moved beyond the open doorway; there was not a sound, but for the feasting flies. He saw in there shadows and chaos, ruin and dissolution, a little piece of Hell on Earth. Yet also . . . knowledge for the hungry, in the books that Professor Fell's money must have bought.
Matthew walked up the steps and entered the house.
There is an underworld you can't imagine, Greathouse had said. They're in the business of counterfeiting, forgery, theft of both state and private papers, blackmail, kidnapping, arson, murder for hire and whatever else offers them a profit.
Matthew's boots crunched on broken pottery. Teacups, they looked to have been. Someone had pulled down the foyer's iron chandelier, and chunks of ceiling masonry had fallen to the floor. Holes had been gouged into the glossy dark wood of the walls. Some of the staircase's risers had been ripped up. Scavengers hunting hidden treasure, Matthew thought. Did they find it? He walked along the main corridor, where the tapestries had been taken from the walls and, once again, there were gaping holes that appeared to have been made by axeblows. Matthew wondered how many houses in New York now held items removed from here; he didn't doubt that Dippen Nack probably squatted over a chamberpot decorated with gold, and that Lillehorne himself hadn't delivered silk sheets to the shrewish wife he called 'Princess'.
Their gang wars, Greathouse had said, have been brutal and bloody and have gotten them nowhere. But in the last fifteen years, all that began to change. Professor Fell emerged—from where we don't know—and has through guile, intelligence and not a small amount of head-chopping—united the gangs into a criminal parliament. Matthew came upon another room, on his right, that used to have a door before someone carted it away. Dusty yellow light streamed through two tall windows, both of them shattered, and illuminated under an arched pale blue ceiling what had once been a wall of books.
Next to a challenging question or a problem that needed solving, Matthew loved books. So it was with both great pleasure and gut-wrenching dismay that he took appraisal of the library's ruin. Pleasure because though most of the books had been swept from their shelves, they still lay in a pile on the floor; and dismay, because someone had thrown dozens of volumes into the fireplace and their black bindings were heaped up like so many bones.
No one knows his first name. No one knows really if 'he' is a man or a woman, or if 'he' ever was a professor at any school or university. No one has ever given an age for him or a description . . . 
The room held a gray sofa that had been gutted with a blade and its stuffings pulled out. A writing desk appeared to have been a target for a drunk with a blacksmith's hammer. On the walls were marks where paintings had hung; it looked as if someone had actually tried to peel away the wallpaper to get the marks, as well. Matthew surmised that whoever had burned the books had done so for the necessity of heat and light, as they'd probably made a night of it.
Who could blame people for wanting to get up here and take what was left? Matthew knew he hadn't been the only celebrity created by the Earwig's
lurid tales. This estate had also been made a celebrity, and so reaching the end of its celebrity it had been attacked and ransacked by those who wished to have a little handful of fame. Or, failing that, a nice vase for the kitchen window.
Matthew surveyed the damage. The wall held seven shelves. There was a small stepladder on which to reach the topmost books. Eight or nine books remained on either side of each shelf, but the middle portion of volumes had been tossed to the floor, the better for that greedy axe to go to work on the wall. Probably more than one axe, Matthew thought. A ship's crew, by the looks of the destruction. So it was not enough to carry off the furnishings, but the very walls of the house had to be broken into in search of hidden money. Let them have it if they found any, he thought. The books are what I want, as many as I can put in my saddlebags. After that, the plan was to go through the woods once more in search of any clue as to how those four got away so completely, and then onto Dante and out of here before the light began to fade.
He strode forward amid the debris, knelt down and began his examination of the treasures left behind. He considered himself well-read, for a colonist, but certainly not up to the standards of the London intellect. While London had a row of bookshops and one could browse the aisles at leisure for new volumes delivered that morning—at least, according to the Gazette—the only opportunity for Matthew to find books was from the moldy trunks of those who had died on the Atlantic passage and therefore had no further need of enlightenment. Every arriving ship put out the baggage of dead people, sold to the highest bidder. In most instances, any available books were bought up by the occupants of Golden Hill, not as reading matter but as a statement of social standing. Tea-table books, they were called.
It was thus, then, that Matthew found himself amid a bounty of books he had not read and, indeed, had never heard of before. There were leather-bound tomes such as The Blazing World, Sir Courtly Nice, Polexandre, Thou Thirsteth, The Pilgrim's Progress, A New Theory of the Earth, The Holy State and the Profane State, The Corruption of the Times By Money, King Arthur, Don Quixote de la Mancha and Annus Mirabilis, The Year of Wonders 1666. There were books thin as gruel and thick as beefsteaks. There were volumes in Latin, French and Spanish as well as the mother tongue. There were religious sermons, novels, histories, philosophical statements and discourses on the elements, the planets, Eden and Purgatory and everything in between. Matthew looked through a book entitled The Revengeful Mistress and, his cheeks flaming red, decided he couldn't have such a scandalous book found in his house, but he put it aside anyway thinking it was more suited for Greathouse's ribald tastes.
He discovered historical novels so huge he thought a couple of them in each saddlebag would sprain Dante's back. Eight volumes of Letters Written By A Turkish Spy intrigued him, and these he also put aside. He had once enjoyed—if that was the word—a banquet here at the house, but this was the true feast that kept him digging for more and even sprang a little feverish sweat to his brow, for he was going to have to make a terrible choice of what to take and what to leave behind. London's Liberty In Chains Discovered? An Account of Religion By Reason?
Oh, hang it all; he'd go with Love's A Lottery, And A Woman the Prize.
Matthew wished he'd brought a wagon. Already he'd chosen far too many books and would have to go through them again to make the final selections. And there were the books still on the shelves! He got up from the floor and approached the remaining valiant soldiers that stood at attention before him.
On the third shelf, left side, he immediately saw a book he wanted, titled The Compleat Gamester. Then almost directly above that was another volume that called to him, stamped across the spine The Life And Death of Mr. Badman. His gaze travelled upward, and there upon the topmost shelf on the far left side was
a huge tome entitled The History of Locks As Regards The Craft of Ancient Egypt and Rome. He felt his mouth watering as surely as if he'd been presented a selection of pastries. Chapel might have been an evil bastard, but if he'd read one quarter of these books he had certainly been a well-educated evil bastard.
Matthew pulled the library stepladder over and climbed up, reaching first for the Gamester. He looked through it, made a quick decision and put it aside to join the other candidates. He next latched onto a thin volume entitled A Discourse on Moonbeams, but this one was rejected. Then he reached up for the History of Locks and had to grab it with both hands for the thing was as heavy as a frying-pan. No, Dante would never stand for this, and he was about to push the book back into place when something shifted inside of it.
The movement caught Matthew by such surprise that he nearly tumbled off the ladder. He held the book steady, started to open it, and realized with a jolt that it was not a book at all.
It was a box, fashioned to masquerade as a book. The History of Locks bore its own lock, right where the edges of the pages ought to be. The lid would not budge. Whatever was inside, it was no light reading matter. But where was the key?
God only knew. In this wreckage, it was likely forever lost.
Matthew's eye found another book. The Sublime Art of Logic, read the gold-scrolled title.
Think, he thought.
If I had left this here, where would I have hidden the key? Not very far away. Somewhere in this room, most likely. Hidden where it would be close at hand. He wondered. If there was a locked box disguised as a book about locks, might there be somewhere in the library a book about keys that actually hid a key? But he'd seen no such book. He'd looked at every title that lay on the floor. No History of Keys to be found. Of course, such a book may have gone into the fireplace.
Or . . . not.
Matthew searched the titles of the nearby books. Nothing about a key. He took the History of Locks down the ladder with him and put it on the battered desk. The desk's single drawer was hanging open, and someone had dumped the inkpot into it to make a congealed black mess of papers and quills. Matthew walked to the far end of the bookshelves where the rest of the survivors stood. He looked up to the topmost shelf, at the volume that was on the fartherest right and therefore was placed exactly opposite of the History of Locks. It was a medium-sized book and looked very old; he couldn't make out the small, faded title on the spine.
But that was his suspect. Within another few seconds he'd dragged the ladder over, had climbed up and taken the book in his hand. It was very light, for a book.
The title, on scarred brown leather, was The Lesser Key of Solomon.
Opening it, he discovered that this indeed had once been a book, but the pages had been hollowed out with a very sharp blade. Within the square lay presumably not Solomon's lesser key, but Chapel's greater one. Matthew felt an inner rush of both joy and excitement that might have been called victory. He removed the key, closed the book and pushed it back into place, and then he descended the ladder.
As he slid the key into the lock, he realized that his heart was beating like an Iroquois' drum. What might be inside? A document from Professor Fell? Something that might point to his whereabouts? If so, it was written on stone.
He turned the key. There was a small polite click as befitted a gentleman's lock, and Matthew lifted the lid.
It may be that Fell is on the cusp of creating what we think he desires, Greathouse had told him. A criminal empire that spans the continents. All the smaller sharks—deadly enough in their own oceans—have gathered around the big shark, and so they have swum even here . . . 
Matthew was looking at a black leather drawstring bag. It was the solitary occupant of the box. The drawstring's knot was secured with a paper seal, and upon it was something stamped in red.
The big shark, Matthew thought. Perhaps Greathouse's marine metaphor had been close, but was incorrect. Stamped upon the paper seal in red wax was the stylized shape of an octopus, its eight tentacles stretched out wide as if to seize the world.
Matthew thought that Greathouse might be very interested in seeing this. He lifted the heavy bag out to set it on the table, and heard the unmistakable clinking of coins.
He put it down and just stared at it for a moment. To open it, he must of course break the seal. Was he ready to do that? He didn't know. Something about it frightened him, down to the level where nightmares take shape. Better to let Greathouse break the seal, and be done with it.
But he didn't return it to the box, nor did he do anything but run the back of his hand across his mouth for his lips suddenly felt parched.
He knew he had to decide, and the decision was important. He felt the time ticking away. The distance between this house and his own life in New York had never seemed greater.
He feared not only breaking the seal, but opening the bag. He listened, in the silence. Was there no one to tell him what to do? No good advice on what was the right and what was the wrong? Where were the voices of Magistrates Woodward and Powers when he needed them? Not there. Only silence. But then again, it was just paper, wasn't it? Just the shape of an octopus delivered from a wax impression? And look how long this had sat here in its box. No one was coming for it; it had been forgotten.
He didn't need Greathouse, he told himself. After all, he was a full partner in the Herrald Agency, and he had the letter of congratulations from Katherine Herrald and a magnifying glass to prove it.
Without giving himself further time to ponder, he tore the seal. The wax octopus cracked and opened for him. Then he untied the drawstring and peered into the bag, his eyes widening as sunlight from the library's windows touched all that gold and nearly blinded him.
He picked out one of the coins and examined it more closely. On the obverse it bore the double heads of William and Mary, and on the reverse a crowned shield of arms. The date was 1692. Matthew weighed the coin in the palm of his hand. He had seen two of these coins in his entire life, both of them recovered from the robbery of a fur merchant when he'd been clerking for Nathaniel Powers. It was a five-guinea piece, worth a few shillings over five pounds, and was the most valuable coin minted by the realm. The bag held . . . how many? It was hard to count, with all that shine. He upended the bag over the table, spilled out sixteen coins, and realized that he was looking at the sum of more than eighty pounds.
"My God," he heard himself say, in a stunned whisper.
For stunned he was. It was a fortune. An amount of money even expert craftsmen might not see in the span of a year. A young lawyer would not make that much per annum, and certainly not a young problem-solver.
And here it was, lying right before him.
Matthew felt light-headed. He looked around at the library's debris, and then back at the shelf where the lockbox had been hidden in plain sight. Emergency money, he thought. That was what Lawrence Evans, Chapel's henchman, had been returning to the house to get when he was struck down by Dippen Nack's billyclub. Emergency money, in a black leather bag with what might be the seal of an underworld bank or possibly Professor Fell's own personal mark.
Chapel's estate, but Fell's enterprise.
Eighty pounds. Who should it be taken to? Lillehorne? Oh, certainly! The high constable and his wife would make short work of even such a large amount. He was already insufferable enough without being enriched from Matthew's risk, and indeed Matthew felt he'd taken a risk just to come back here. What about Greathouse, then? Oh, yes; Greathouse would take the lion's share for himself and the agency, and throw him a pittance. There was all that nonsense about Zed being bought from van Kowenhoven and made into a bodyguard, which Matthew definitely did not need.
Who, then, should take possession of this money?
He who needed it the most, Matthew thought. He who had found it. The process of discovery had been well-met, this day. And richly deserved, too. It would take him a long time to spend it all, if he was careful. But the question next to deal with was how to spend even one coin without attracting suspicion, for these were not seen beyond the lofty heights of Golden Hill.
His hands were actually trembling as he returned the coins to the bag. He pulled the drawstring tight and knotted it. Then he picked up the torn paper seal with its imprint of an octopus, crumpled it in a fist, and dropped it among the black ashes and broken bindings in the fireplace. For a moment he felt nearly delirious, and had to steady himself with a hand to the wall.
A few books were chosen, almost at random, from his pile of candidates. Enough to give equal weight for Dante, one saddlebag to another.
But once outside and after the books were stowed away, Matthew balked at giving up the money just yet. He still had the question that had brought him here to begin with, and he realized that once he rode through that gate he might not be back, books or no. The time was getting on into afternoon, the sun shining fiercely through the trees. He didn't wish to leave the money with Dante, in case anyone else rode in. Carrying the moneybag with him, he started walking along the driveway in the direction of the vineyard, and specifically toward the place where he'd last seen Chapel stretched out, beaten and battered, in the dust.
He'd been pondering for awhile the assumption that Chapel had been trying to get to the stable. Why would that have necessarily been so? With all that was going on, how did Chapel think he would have time to put a saddle and bridle on a horse? But if Chapel was not going to the stable along this driveway, then where was he heading? The vineyard? The woods?
Matthew had decided to find the place where Chapel had been laid out on the ground, and enter the woods at that location. As he marked the spot where he recalled Chapel to have been and left the driveway there for the red glow of the forest, he realized he had to get his mind fixed on his purpose, for his thoughts were wandering into daydreams like beautiful paintings in golden frames.
He walked amid the trees and thicket. All this area had been gone over before, of course. But he wondered if somewhere in this woods there might be a place the searchers had not found. A shelter, somehow disguised as surely as a book could be a lockbox. An emergency hiding-place, if one was ever needed. Then, when the danger had gone, the occupants could emerge and either slip out by way of the gate or—more improbably due to Dahlgren's broken wrist—climb over the wall.
It was a shot in the dark, but Matthew was determined to at least take aim.
Walking through the woods was peaceful this time, as before it had been a race for life for both himself and Berry. He saw nothing but trees and low brush, the ground gently rising and falling. He started even kicking aside leaves and looking for trapdoors in the earth itself, to no avail.
There was a gully ahead. Matthew recalled he and Berry running along its edge. He stopped now and peered down into it. The thing was about ten feet deep at its bottom and walled with sharp-edged boulders. He thought what might have happened if either he or Berry had fallen in; a broken ankle would've been the least of it.
As Matthew stared into the abyss, he wondered if the searchers had also feared for their bones, and so had not made the descent.
But there was nothing down there except rocks. It was a perfectly ordinary gully, as might be found in any woods.
He continued walking along the edge, but now his daydreams and the moneybag were thrust out of his mind completely. He was focused on the gully, and specifically on how one might get down into it without falling on the rocks.
It was getting deeper as it progressed across the forest. Twelve or fifteen feet to the bottom, Matthew thought. In places shadow filled up the gully like a black pond. And, then, not too far ahead, he saw what might have served as steps in the rock. His imagination? Possibly, but he could definitely get down to the bottom here. Grasping the moneybag tightly, he demonstrated in another moment that one could negotiate the steps using only one hand to hold balance against the boulders.
He continued along the bottom, which was also covered with rocks. And perhaps twenty yards further on, as the gully took a turn to the right, he drew a sharp breath as he discovered in the wall beside him an opening about five feet tall and wide enough for a man to squeeze into sideways.
A cave, he realized, as he let the breath go.
He crouched down and looked in. How far back it went, he had no idea. There was nothing but dark in there. Yet . . . he felt the movement of air on his face. What portion of the cave's floor he could see was hard-packed clay, littered with leaves.
He held his free arm through the opening, feeling the air moving across his fingertips. Coming from within the cave.
Not a cave, he thought. A tunnel.
No light. Snakes were about, possibly. Could be a nest of them in there. He asked himself what Greathouse would do in this situation. Retire, and never know the truth? Or blunder ahead, like a great fool?
Well, snakes couldn't bite through his boots. Unless he stepped in a hole and fell down, and then they could get at his face. He would walk as cautiously as if upon the roof of City Hall, blindfolded. He paused just a moment, herding his courage before it came to its senses and galloped away. Then he gritted his teeth, pushed himself through and was immediately able to stand, if at a crouch. He was glad he still gripped the moneybag; it could give something a good clout, if need be. It came to him, with enough force to almost buckle his knees: I am rich. He felt his mouth twist in a grin, though his heart was beating hard and the sweat of fear was upon his neck. He fervently hoped to live through the next few minutes to enjoy his wealth. Using one hand and an elbow to gauge the walls, Matthew started his progress into the unknown.






PART TWO:
The Valley of Destruction





Six
A pity about Matthew Corbett. Dead at such a young age," said Hudson Greathouse. He shrugged. "I really didn't know him very well. Had only worked with him since July. So what more can I say, other than that he poked his curiosity into one dark hole too many."
The wagon, pulled by two sway-backed horses that seemed to move only with the slow but dignified agony of age, had just left the stable in Westerwicke. The town stood along the Philadelphia Pike, some thirty miles from New York; it was a small but well-groomed place, with two churches, houses of wood and brick and beyond them farmfields and orchards carved from the New Jersey forests. A farmer selling pumpkins from a cart waved, and Greathouse waved back.
"Yes," Greathouse said, looking up at the clouds that sailed like huge white ships across the morning sky, "too bad about Matthew, that his life was cut so short due to the fact he had neither sense nor bodyguard to protect him." He cut his gaze sideways, at the driver. "Would that have been a good enough speech at your funeral?"
"I have already admitted," Matthew spoke up, as he flicked the reins to urge a little more speed to horses that only hung their heads lower as if to beg for mercy, "that I should not have gone in that tunnel alone." He felt heat in his cheeks. "How long are you going to play this tune?"
"Until you realize you're not ready to go off risking your life foolishly. And for what? To prove a point? That you're so much smarter than everyone else?"
"It's awfully early for this." In fact, it was not much after six o'clock. Matthew was tired and cranky and wished he were anywhere on earth but sitting in this wagon beside Greathouse. By God, he'd even take the tunnel again. At least it had been quiet in there. He now knew the real meaning of torture; it was having to share a room with Greathouse at The Constant Friend tavern, as had been done last night in Westerwicke because the other two rooms were taken, and not being able to get to sleep before a snoring began that started like a cannon's boom and ended like a cat's squall. Long past midnight, when at last Matthew did slumber, Greathouse gave out a holler that almost made Matthew jump out of bed fearing for his life, but not even the subsequent angry knocking on the wall of the next room's occupant brought Greathouse up from his netherworld. More galling, the great one would not let this incident of the tunnel go. Danger this, and danger that, and what might have happened if it had not been a tunnel that led under the estate to the river, but instead to a cave where he could have gotten lost in the dark and been wandering until he had a beard down to his boots. What then, Mr. Corbett? Do speak a little louder, I can't hear you.
"You're right," said Greathouse after a brief reflection, which served only to make Matthew expect another volley was being loaded. "It is early. Have a drink." He passed over a leather flask of brandy, at which he'd already been nipping since the first threads of sunrise. Matthew took it and swallowed enough to make his eyes swim and his throat burn, and then he returned it to its owner. Greathouse corked it and slid it under the plank seat, next to the pistol. "Maybe I can't say I wouldn't have done the same. But I'm me, and I have experience at such things. Didn't you think to tie a rope to something to find your way back by?"
"It would have been a very long rope." Very long indeed. The tunnel, a natural feature of the Chapel estate, had been in Matthew's estimation almost a quarter-mile long. At one point it had descended at an alarming angle but by then Matthew could see light ahead. It had emerged from the riverside cliffs among boulders, and a path could be negotiated to the nearest woods. He surmised that not all the members of Chapel's little party had been privvy to knowing about the escape route, but that was how those particular four had gotten out.
"I don't think I'm so much smarter than everyone else," Matthew answered, to one of Greathouse's more stinging barbs.
"Sure you do. It's part of your charm. Oh, my back aches! That bed should've been arrested for attempted murder."
"You seemed to be sleeping well enough, for the most part."
"An illusion. I had a particularly bad dream."
"Really? Did you happen to be dreaming about a war between cannons and cats?"
"What?" Greathouse scowled. "No. It's this damned job. I don't like it."
"You were dreaming about the job?"
"No. I had a dream about . . . now, this sounds ridiculous, I know." Greathouse hesitated, reached for the flask again and held it at the ready. "I had a dream about that damned tooth."
"The tooth," Matthew repeated.
"You know. McCaggers' tooth. What he showed us. All that jabber about God and Job and monsters and . . . " The cork was pulled out and another swig of brandy went down Greathouse's throat. "All that," he said, when he'd finished.
Matthew waited, certain there would be more. He flicked the reins again, but it didn't speed the old horses a single hoof. Still, their destination was not very far ahead. The doctors, Ramsendell and Hulzen, would be expecting them at the Publick Hospital.
"I dreamed," Greathouse said, after taking a long breath as if to get his brain started again, "that I saw the monster the tooth came from. It was as big as a house, Matthew. No, bigger. As big as Trinity Church, or City Hall. Bigger yet. Its skin looked to be like black iron, still smoking from the bellows furnace. Its head was as big as a coach, and it looked at me, Matthew. Right at me. It was hungry, and it was coming for me, and I started to run." A crazed grin erupted across his face. "Ridiculous, isn't it?"
Matthew made a noise, but kept his eyes on the road as long as Greathouse looked at him.
"It came for me," Greathouse went on. "Like . . . a terrible wind. Or a force of nature. I was running across a field . . . where there were dead men lying. Or . . . pieces of men. There was nowhere to hide, and I knew the monster was going to get me. I knew it, and there was nothing I could do. It was going to get me, with those teeth. A mouthful of them, Matthew. By the hundreds. It was so huge, and so fast. It was coming up behind me, and I felt its breath on my neck . . . and then . . . "
Greathouse said nothing else. At last, Matthew asked, "You died?"
"I must have woken up. I don't remember. Maybe I did die, in the dream. I don't know. But I'll tell you what I do know." He started to take another drink and then thought better of it, for there was the job to be done today. "I had almost forgotten what fear is. Not being frightened, that's one thing. I mean, fear. What you know you don't have a chance against. That's what I felt, in the dream. And all because of that damned tooth."
"Your eel pie last night might have something to do with it. I told you it didn't smell very fresh."
"Wasn't that. All right, maybe a little. My stomach did pitch and tumble a bit. But it's this job, too. If the money wasn't so good, I would've told Lillehorne to find someone else. Surely a couple of constables would have done just as well."
"The doctors asked for us specifically," Matthew reminded him. "And who else would've come? Dippen Nack? Giles Wintergarten? I don't think so."
"The doctors." Greathouse gave a fierce tug at his brown woolen cap. "You know what I think of them, and their asylum. I suppose you're still visiting the lady?"
"I am. And she is getting better. At least she knows her own name now, and she's beginning to understand her circumstances."
"Good for her, but that doesn't change what I think of housing a bunch of lunatics out here in the woods." The wagon, as slow as it was, had left Westerwicke behind and was now moving along the forest road, which was still the Philadelphia Pike and would be called so all the forty-odd miles to that city. Up ahead, little more than a quarter mile on the right, would be the turnoff to the hospital. The sun was strengthening, casting yellow and red tendrils through the trees. Birds were singing and the air was crisp; it was a very lovely morning, save for some dark clouds to the west. "What a man must do for gold," Greathouse said, almost to himself.
Matthew didn't reply. What a man must do, indeed. He had already worked out a plan for his riches. Over the course of time he would take a few coins to Philadelphia by packet boat, and there buy some items so as to break the five-pound pieces into smaller change. He was even thinking of coming up with a new identity for himself, for his Philadelphia visits. It wouldn't do for anyone in New York to know of his sudden wealth; besides, it was no one's business but his own. He'd almost perished on that estate. Did he not deserve some reward for all he'd gone through? For now, the money was hidden in his house—not that anyone was going to get through the lock on his door, but he felt easier knowing all those gold pieces were tucked into the straw of his mattress.
Today was Wednesday. Yesterday morning, a young messenger had arrived at Number Seven Stone Street with a summons for Matthew and Greathouse to make haste to Gardner Lillehorne's office at City Hall, for the high constable had urgent business. Greathouse's reply was that neither one of them could be called like cattle from a pasture, and that if Lillehorne wished to conduct business it would be at Number Seven.
"I think you're pushing your luck with Lillehorne," Matthew had said after the messenger was gone. He picked up a broom and began to sweep the floor, as it was his usual task and—newfound riches or not—he at least wished to keep clean the area around his own desk.
"Do you? And what is he going to do to me for standing up to him?"
"He has his methods. And his connections." Matthew swept the dust into a wooden tray, which he would later dump out the pair of windows that afforded a view of New York to the northwest, and beyond the wide river, brown cliffs and golden hills of New Jersey. "You were very cavalier to him that night at the Cock'a'tail. I'm still amazed we didn't end up in the gaol, because after all was said and done we were breaking the law."
"Course we were. But don't fret about it. Lillehorne's not going to do anything to either one of us. Certainly not put me where I can't be useful."
"Can't be useful?" Matthew stopped his sweeping and looked at Greathouse, who was leaning back in his chair with his big boots—dusty boots, too—propped up on his desk. "Meaning what?" He had a flash of insight when Greathouse just tapped his forefinger against his chin. I have an errand to run, Greathouse had said on Friday morning, there on Nassau Street. "You're working on something for him."
"I am."
"Something for him as high constable? Or something as an ordinary citizen?"
"A citizen, the same as any man off the street might have come up to me at Sally Almond's a week ago Monday, offered to buy me breakfast, and then asked me to consider doing him a favor. I told him favors cost money, and the larger the favor the larger the sum. We made an agreement for a favor of moderate size, and there you have it."
"And what exactly was the favor?"
"Is the favor," Greathouse corrected. "A work in progress, with no answer just yet." He frowned. "Why exactly should I be telling you, anyway? You didn't tell me you were riding up to the Chapel estate, did you? No, you didn't care to share with me what might have been your last trip on earth. Well, I'll tell you what! When Lillehorne gets here, you can tell him all about the tunnel. Or are you saving the story for Marmaduke and the next Earwig?"
"I didn't go for that reason."
Greathouse wore a steely glare. "Are you absolutely sure of that?"
Matthew was about to reply in the positive, but the bottom fell out of his resolve. Was he absolutely sure? Had he indeed been thinking of telling Marmaduke, so as to be the centerpiece of another story? No, of course not! But . . . maybe . . . just a little bit? He stood with motes of dust shimmering in the air around him. Was it true that . . . maybe . . . just a little bit . . . he was no longer content to be only Matthew Corbett, magistrate's clerk become problem-solver, but wished the company of both wealth and attention? It seemed to him that attention could become as potent a drink as Skelly's apple brandy, and make one just as insensible. It seemed to him that one could be overcome by it, and without it would become as weak-willed and desperate as any half-penny drunkard. Was that part of why he'd ridden to the estate? No. Absolutely not.
But a few days ago he might have thought that if he'd ever found a bagful of gold coins, he would have first and foremost told . . . who? Berry? She had also shared the ordeal; should she not share the reward? No, no; it was complicated. Very complicated, and he would have to consider this subject again when he had a clearer head, and anyway this dust in the air was about to make him sneeze.
"I regret telling you," he said to Greathouse, in a voice as steely as the other man's glare continued to be.
"Why did you, then?'
Matthew almost told him. That maybe he'd gone into the tunnel to prove his courage, once and for all; or that he'd simply thought Greathouse would approve of his decision to go forward, and trust in his instincts. But the moment came and went and Matthew did not say any of this; instead, he said, "Because I wanted you to know I don't need a bodyguard."
"Your opinion. All I know is, Zed could help us both, if he could be taught correctly. It's a damned waste for that man to be hauling ship timbers for the rest of his life." He waved a dismissive hand at Matthew. "Now don't get me started on that, I'll have to go out and get a drink."
Matthew returned to his sweeping, thinking that it was best to let some secrets lie undisturbed.
Less than a half-hour later, Gardner Lillehorne had arrived like a burst of sunlight in his yellow suit and stockings, his yellow tricorn adorned with a small blue feather. His disposition was rather more stormy, however, and as he marched up to Greathouse's desk his face bore the scowl of a particularly dark cloud. He placed a brown envelope sealed with gray wax before Greathouse. "You're required for an official task," he said, and cast a quick glance at Matthew. "The both of you."
"What official task?" Greathouse picked up the envelope, inspected the seal, and started to open it.
Lillehorne put his black-lacquered cane against Greathouse's hand. "The envelope is to remain sealed," he said, "until you pick up the prisoner. When you take possession of him, you are to read the contents to both him and the witnesses, as a formality of official . . . " He cast about for a word. "Possession."
"You'd best rein in your runaways," Greathouse cautioned, and moved the cane aside. "What prisoner? And where is he?"
"The messenger from those two doctors said you would know. He came to my office yesterday afternoon. I have a wagon ready for you at Winekoop's stable. It's the best I can offer. The irons are ready, in the wagon. Here's the key." He reached into a pocket of that blazing and slightly-nauseating suit jacket and brought out the item, which he also placed on the desk in front of Greathouse.
"The two doctors?" Greathouse looked at Matthew. "Do you have any idea what he's going on about?"
Matthew did, but before he could say so Lillehorne went on, as if eager to be done with the responsibility. "Ramsendell and Hulzen, at the New Jersey Colony's Publick Hospital for the Mentally Infirm. Near Westerwicke. You know it, of course. The order for removal has come. A constable representing the Crown will be arriving on the Endurance at the end of this month to take him into custody. I want the prisoner's boots on the next ship leaving for England, and good riddance to him."
"Wait, wait, wait!" Greathouse stood up, the envelope in hand. "Are you talking about that lunatic we saw in the window down there? That . . . what was his name, Matthew?"
"His name is Tyranthus Slaughter," Lillehorne answered. "Wanted for murder, robbery and other crimes, all laid out in the article of possession. The messenger said the doctors had already mentioned to the both of you the fact that Slaughter would be transferred from the hospital to the New York gaol, to await the Crown's constable. Well, the time's come."
Matthew recalled the first occasion he and Greathouse had gone to the Westerwicke hospital, during the investigation of the Queen of Bedlam. The two doctors who ran the place had introduced them to an inmate behind one of the barred windows. Sent to us almost a year ago from the Quaker institution in Philadelphia. The Quakers have found out he was a barber in London and
he may have been involved with a dozen murders. We're expecting a letter in the autumn
instructing us to take him to the New York gaol to wait for ship transfer to England. You know, if this business goes well with the Queen, you gentlemen might consider our hiring you to escort Mr. Slaughter to New York.
Greathouse brought forth a fierce grin that Matthew thought was one of his more disturbing expressions, because it meant the man was considering violence. "Are you out of your mind? You can't come in here and give orders!"
"You will see," said Lillehorne quietly, as he gazed about the office and his thin nostrils wrinkled with distaste, "that I'm not the person giving the orders. Don't you recognize Governor Lord Cornbury's seal?"
Greathouse took another look at it and dropped the envelope onto his desk. "That doesn't mean anything to me."
"Your doctor friends received two letters, both from the Crown's constable. One told them to prepare the prisoner for removal. The other was to be presented to Lord Cornbury, directing him to have the man brought here and held in irons. Lord Cornbury has been told to use the best possible men at his disposal. That's at least what he informed me when he dumped the mess in my lap. You two were specifically requested by Ramsendell and Hulzen. So . . . here you are."
"We're a private concern," Greathouse said, with a thrust of his chin. "We don't work for the city, or the New Jersey colony. Certainly not for Lord Cornbury!"
"Ah, yes. The matter of who you do work for." Lillehorne reached into a pocket and brought out a small brown bag tied with a leather cord. He shook it, so that the coins might jingle. "Mister Three-Pounds. Have you made his acquaintance lately?"
Matthew kept his mouth closed.
"There are official transfer papers in that envelope," Lillehorne went on. "They require the signatures of both yourselves and the two doctors. Upon your acceptance of the prisoner, the doctors have agreed to pay you an additional two pounds. Can you do the mathematics, sir?"
Greathouse snorted. "They must want to get rid of him very badly." He paused, regarding the bag of coins with a hungry eye. "He must be dangerous. No, I'm not sure five pounds is enough." He shook his head. "Send some of your constables to get him. A half-dozen of them ought to do the job." 
"My constables, as Mr. Corbett has pointed out before, are not fully suited to more demanding tasks. After all, are you not so proud to be the professionals?" He let that comment float in the air before he continued. "And you're laboring under the mistaken presumption that this is a request from Lord Cornbury. You might realize by now that he wishes to . . . shall we say . . . show himself able before his cousin, the Queen. I wish to show myself able before Lord Cornbury. And so it goes. You see?" 
"Five pounds is not enough," Greathouse repeated, with some force behind it. 
"For two days' work? My God, what are they paying you people these days?" Lillehorne took note of the broom that stood in the corner. "A poor little office like this could be swept away with the rubbish. Lord Cornbury can put a lock on any door he chooses, Greathouse. If I were you—which I know I am not—I would gladly take this very generous amount and consider that Lord Cornbury can be useful to you, if you get on his good side." 
"He has a good side?" 
"He can be managed. And if you do a favor for him, I'm sure he might someday do a favor for you." 
"A favor," Greathouse said, and Matthew saw his eyes narrow in thought. 
"Two days' work. If you could leave within the hour, you might make Westerwicke by nightfall." Lillehorne inspected the silver lion's-head that topped his cane. "You won't be gone long enough to . . . um . . . miss any opportunities for further business." A reference, Matthew assumed, to the mysterious work that Greathouse was doing for his latest client. 
It was another moment before Greathouse returned from his mental wanderings. He said, "I don't like the idea of going back there. To that hospital, with all those lunatics. What do you say, Matthew?" What could he say? Therefore he kept silent and shrugged. "You could use the money, I know. Maybe I could use a little goodwill from Cornbury. Tell me, Lillehorne: have you ever seen him wearing a man's clothes?" 
"I have. Unfortunately, in them he is equally as . . . unfortunate." 
Greathouse nodded, and then he said, "The irons." 
"Pardon?" 
"The irons had better not have any rusted links." 
They didn't. The sturdy cuffs and chains were now in a burlap bag in the back of the wagon. Matthew turned the horses onto the branch road leading off the Philadelphia Pike and through a grove of trees. The three buildings of the Publick Hospital stood just ahead.
It was a quiet place, with birds singing in the trees and a soft wind whispering. Still, Greathouse shifted uneasily on the seat and kept his eyes averted from the buildings, as if not wishing to think about what went on behind the walls. The second and largest building, made of rough stones and resembling a grainhouse or meeting-hall, held all the inmates except for a few who resided in the third structure, which was a white-painted house that faced a garden. Some of the second building's windows were shuttered and some were open but barred, and a few faces peered out at the wagon's approach. The pastoral quiet was broken when someone in there started hollering and a second, more shrill voice, joined the commotion.
"We must be here," Greathouse said dryly, working his hands together. Matthew knew from past experience that this place—even though it was run efficiently and in a humane manner by the two doctors—made Greathouse as jumpy as a cat on a carpet of razors.
Matthew pulled the team up in front of the first building, which was painted white and appeared to be simply a normal house. As Matthew climbed down to let the horses drink from a nearby trough, the first building's door opened and a stocky man in a dark brown suit and waistcoat emerged. He lifted his hand in greeting, at the same time removing the clay pipe that was clenched between his teeth.
"Greetings, gentlemen," said Dr. Curtis Hulzen. He had gray hair and spectacles perched on a hooked nose. "It seems the day has arrived."
Greathouse muttered something, but Matthew couldn't hear what he said and wasn't sure he wanted to.
"Jacob!" Hulzen called into the house, and a man in gray clothes and a brown leather waistcoat came out. "Will you go fetch Dr. Ramsendell, please? And tell him the escorts are here?"
"Sir," answered Jacob, with a quick nod, and he strode along a well-worn pathway toward Matthew, who had met this particular patient on his first visit here. Jacob suddenly stopped right in front of the horse trough and said to Matthew in a mangled voice, "Have you come to take me home?" The left side of Jacob's temple was crushed inward, and an old jagged scar began at his right cheek and continued up across a concave patch on his scalp where the hair no longer grew. His eyes were bright and glassy, and fixed upon Matthew with pitiful hope. A sawmill accident had done this, Ramsendell had told Matthew, and Jacob could never again live "out there", as the doctor had put it, with his wife and two children.
When he realized Hulzen wasn't going to intercede for him, Matthew said as kindly as he could, "No, I'm afraid not."
Jacob shrugged, as if this news was expected, but perhaps there was a glint of pain in the eyes. "It's all right," he said, with a crooked grin. "I hear music in my head." Then he continued along the path toward the second building, brought a ring of keys from within his waistcoat, unlocked the big wooden slab of a door and disappeared inside.
"You're liberal with your keys around here," Greathouse remarked, as he stepped down from the wagon. "I wouldn't be surprised if all your lunatics got out into the woods someday, and then what would you do?"
"Bring them back." Hulzen had returned the pipe to his mouth and blew smoke in Greathouse's direction, as those two had had their verbal clashes before. "The ones that ran away, which would be few. You don't seem to realize that most of our patients are like children."
Greathouse produced the sealed envelope from within his tan-colored coat and held it aloft. "This tells me at least one of them isn't too child-like. We're supposed to have you sign some papers."
"Come in, then."


Matthew tied the horses to a hitching-post, put down the brake and followed Hulzen and Greathouse into the first building, which was the doctors' office and consultation area. Inside, there were two desks, a larger conference table with six chairs, a file cabinet, shelves full of books and on the floor a dark green woven rug. Hulzen closed the front door and motioned them to the table, where there was a quill pen and an inkpot. Another door at the back led to what Matthew had noted on his initial visit was an examination room and a place where drugs or medical instruments were stored.
"The papers," Hulzen said, and Greathouse broke Lord Cornbury's seal. Within the envelope was a trio of official parchment documents like the ones Matthew had seen every day during his duties as clerk for Magistrate Nathaniel Powers. Greathouse found the document and its copy that each needed four signatures, Hulzen briefly looked them over and then signed and Matthew added his signatures. Greathouse dipped the quill and was delivering his name on the copy as the front door suddenly opened, and when Greathouse's hand involuntarily jumped his signature became a scrawl.
The patient—soon to be prisoner, with the adding of one more name—sauntered into the room, followed by Dr. David Ramsendell and, at a distance, Jacob.
Matthew thought the room had suddenly turned cold.
"Hm!" said the new arrival, with chilly disdain. He was staring at the transfer papers, and specifically at the three names written thereon. "Signing me over like a common criminal, are you? The shame of it!"
Greathouse looked up into the man's face, his own expression as solid as a gravestone. "You are a common criminal, Slaughter."
"Oh, no, sir," came the reply, with the hint of a smile and a slight, mocking bow. His hands were clasped before him, his wrists bound together with leather cuffs secured by a padlock. "There is nothing common about me, sir. And I would appreciate that you show me due respect, and from now on refer to me as a refined gentleman ought to: Mister Slaughter."
No one laughed. No one except Slaughter himself, who looked from Greathouse to Matthew with his pale blue eyes and began a slow, deep laughter in his throat that beat like a funeral bell.






Seven
"I'm glad you can amuse yourself so easily," said Greathouse, when Slaughter's hollow laughter had ceased.
"I've had a great deal of experience in amusing myself, and in both the Quaker institution and this virtuous haven a great deal of time to think amusing thoughts. I thank you for your regard, Mr . . . ." Slaughter took a step closer to the table, with the obvious intention of reading Greathouse's signatures, but Greathouse quickly picked up both sheets of the transfer papers.
"Sir will do," Greathouse told him. Slaughter smiled and again gave a brief little bow.
But then, before the tall, slim and bearded Dr. Ramsendell could come forward to take the quill that Greathouse offered, Slaughter swivelled toward Matthew and said in a light and amiable voice, "Now, you I remember very distinctly. Dr. Ramsendell spoke your name outside my window. Was that just July? It's . . . " He only had to think a few seconds to bring it up. "Corbett. Yes?"
Matthew nodded, in spite of himself; there was a compelling note in Slaughter's voice that demanded a response.
"A young dandy then, I recall. Even more of a young dandy now."
It was true. As was his habit of presenting himself as a New York gentleman, even on a road trip, Matthew wore one of his new suits from Benjamin Owles; it was dark burgundy-red, the same color as its waistcoat. Black velvet trimmed the cuffs and lapels. His white shirt and cravat were crisp and spotless, and he wore his new black boots and a black tricorn.
"Come into some money, I see," said Slaughter, whose face hung before Matthew's. He winked, and said in what was nearly a whisper, "Good for you."
How to describe the indescribable? Matthew wondered. The physical features were easy enough: Slaughter's wide face was a mixture of gentleman and brute. His forehead slightly protruded above the straw-colored mass of eyebrows. His unruly mat of hair was the same color, maybe a hint more of red, with the sides going gray. His thick mustache was more gray than straw, and since Matthew had seen him in July the man had grown a beard that looked like the beards of many other men stitched together: here a portion of dark brown, there a red patch, here a dash of chestnut brown, beneath the fleshy lower lip a touch of silver, and upon the chin a streak of charcoal black.
He was not as large a man as Matthew remembered. He had a big barrel chest and shoulders that swelled his ashen-hued asylum clothing, yes, but his arms and legs appeared to be almost spindly. He was about the same height as Matthew, yet he stood in a crook-backed stance that testified to some malformation of the spine. His hands, however, were instruments worthy of special attention; they were abnormally large, the fingers long and knuckles knotty, the nails black with encrusted grime and grown out jagged and sharp as little blades. It was obvious that Slaughter either refused to bathe or hadn't been offered the grace of soap and water for a long period of time, as his scaly flesh was as gray as his clothes. The smell that wafted from him made Matthew think of something dead moldering in the mud of a filthy swamp.
But for all that, Slaughter had a long, aristocratic nose with a narrow bridge and nostrils that flared ever so elegantly, as if he could not stand the stink of his own skin. His large eyes—pale blue, cold, yet not altogether humorless, with a merry sort of glint that came and went like a red signal lamp seen at a distance—were undeniably intelligent in the quick way they darted about to gather impressions just as Matthew was doing the same.
The part of Slaughter that could not be so easily described, Matthew thought, was a feeling from him of calmness, of utter disregard for whatever might be happening in this room. He didn't seem to care a fig, yet there was something else, too; it was a confidence, perhaps ill-advised under the circumstances, but as strong as his reek. It was a statement of both strength and contempt, and this alone put Matthew's nerves on edge. The first time Matthew had seen this man, he'd thought he was looking into the face of Satan. Now, though Slaughter was obviously more—as Ramsendell had put it on that day in July—cunning than insane, he was after all only a human being of flesh, bone, blood, hair and dirt. Possibly mostly hair and dirt, by the looks of him. The irons had no rusty links. It was going to be a long day, but not unbearable. Depending, of course, upon the direction of the breeze.
"Step aside, please," said Ramsendell, who waited for Slaughter to obey and then came forward to sign the documents. Hulzen was puffing on his pipe, as if to fill up the room with the pungent fumes of Carolina tobacco, and Jacob stood at the door's threshold watching as intently as anyone could who had a portion of their skull missing.
Ramsendell signed the papers. "Gentlemen?" He was addressing Greathouse and Matthew. "I appreciate your assistance in this matter. I'm sure you know that both Curtis and I have given to the Quakers our honorable decree as Christians that our patient . . . " He paused to correct himself, and set aside the quill. "Your prisoner," he went on, "will be delivered to New York alive and in good health."
"He doesn't look too healthy as is," Greathouse answered.
"Just so you gentlemen understand—and I am sure you do, being upright citizens—that we are not in favor of violent solutions, and so . . . if Mr. Slaughter perturbs you on the trip . . . I trust that—"
"Don't worry, we won't kill him."
"Very reassuring to hear it," said Slaughter.
Greathouse ignored him, and picked up the third sheet of parchment. "I'm supposed to read this article of possession. I gather it's a formality."
"Oh, do read it!" Slaughter's teeth flashed.
"This day July third, the year of our Lord 1702," Greathouse read, "Her Majesty's subject Tyranthus Slaughter is charged to be removed from his present arrangement and brought to stand before the Queen's Commission of the Peace, held for the city of London and county of Middlesex at Justice Hall in the Old Bailey, before her Majesty's Justices, in connection with murders possibly committed by one Tod Carter, barber at Hammer's Alley, on or about April 1686 through December 1688, the bones of eleven men and one child being found under the cellar floor by a recent tenant." Greathouse aimed a cool gaze at Slaughter. "A child?"
"I had to have a lather-boy, didn't I?"
"Said suspect," Greathouse continued reading, "also charged to stand in connection with the disappearances of Anne Yancey, Mary Clark, and Sarah Goldsmith and the concurrent robberies of their family estates, on or about August 1689 through March 1692, under the aliases of Count Edward Bowdewine, Lord John Finch and . . . " He hesitated. "Earl Anthony Lovejoy?"
"I was so much younger then," said Slaughter, with a slight shrug. "I had the imagination of youth."
"So you don't deny any of this?"
"I deny," came the smooth answer, "that I am a common criminal."
"Signed by the Right Honorable Sir William Gore, Knight Lord Mayor of the City of London, witnessed by Sir Salathiel Lovel, Knight Recorder of Said City, and the Honorable John Drake, Crown's Constable." Greathouse handed the parchment to Ramsendell, who took it as one might accept a dead snake, and then said to Slaughter, "I think your past has caught up with you."
"Alas, I'm in your hands. I do presume you'll feed me a good breakfast before we get started?"
"One thing," Matthew said, and both doctors immediately gave him their attention. "You said the Quakers found out . . . Mr. Slaughter was wanted in London. How did that happen?"
"He was brought to us in August of last year, looking much as you see him now," Ramsendell explained. "A week or so later, one of their doctors left for a business trip to London and arrived in November, where he discovered people still talking about the bones that had been found at Hammer's Alley the month before." Ramsendell handed the article of possession back to Greathouse and wiped his palms on his breeches. "Some witnesses had come forth and given a description of Tod Carter that was published in a broadsheet and circulated through the streets. Someone else connected him to the alias of Lord John Finch, who wore—as it was called—a patchwork beard. This was evidently a continuing story in the Gazette at that time."
"I think I do recall reading about it," Matthew said. He would have gotten those copies of the Gazette from ship's passengers, which meant he'd been reading them at least three months after the fact.
"The doctor recognized Carter's description and approached the Crown's constable. But as I say, Slaughter was with us by then. He was . . . um . . . a little disruptive for the Quakers to handle." 
"And you're any better?" Greathouse scoffed. "I would've taken a whip to him every damned day."
"Look how they talk about you here," said Slaughter, to no one in particular. "As if you're part of the wallpaper."
"Exactly why was he at the Quaker institution to begin with?" Matthew asked.
"He," Slaughter spoke up, "was there because he was arrested on the Philadelphia Pike for highway robbery. He determined that he was not suited for confinement in the Quakers' gloomy gaol, thus he—poor, misguided soul—should contrive to wear the costume of a lunatic and bark like a dog, which he began to do before that court of fools. Therefore, he was content to join the academy of the mad for . . . how long was it? Two years, four months and twelve days, if his mathematic skills have not turned to pudding."
"That's not quite all of it," Hulzen said, through his pipesmoke. "He tried to escape the Quaker institution four times, assaulted two other patients and nearly bit off a doctor's thumb."
"He put his hand over my mouth. It was very rude."
"Slaughter didn't attempt anything like that here?" Greathouse asked.
"No," said Ramsendell. "In fact, before anyone had learned about Tod Carter, he was on such good behavior that we gave him work privileges, which he unfortunately repaid by trying to strangle poor Mariah, back at the red barn." There was a road leading to some outbuildings behind the hospital, as Matthew knew from his previous visits. "But he was caught in time, and properly punished."
Greathouse's mouth curved into a sneer. "What did you do to him? Take away his scented soap?"
"No, we put him into solitary confinement until it was determined he could rejoin the others. He'd only been out a few days before you two saw his face at the window. By then we'd had a visit from the Quakers, who'd received a letter from their doctor in London addressed to me and explaining the situation. After that, he was kept apart."
"He should've been torn apart," was Greathouse's summary.
Matthew regarded Slaughter with a furrowed brow, as more questions were nettling him. "Do you have a wife? Any family?"
"No to both."
"Where were you living before you were arrested?"
"Here and there. Mostly there."
"And you worked where?" 
"The road, Mr. Corbett. My partner and I did quite well, living on our wits and the treasure of travellers. God rest William Rattison's soul." 
"His accomplice," Hulzen said, "was shot down during their last attempt at robbery. Evidently even the Quakers have their limit of patience, and they planted armed constables on one of the coaches between Philadelphia and New York."
"Tell me," Matthew said, again to Slaughter. "Did you and Rattison kill anyone while you were . . . living on your wits?" 
"We did not. Oh, Ratsy and I bumped a head occasionally, when someone grew mouthy. Murder was not the intent; it was the money." 
Matthew rubbed his chin. Something still bothered him about all this. "So you elected to enter a madhouse for the rest of your life as opposed to standing before a judge and receiving a sentence of . . . oh . . . a brand on the hand and three years, say? I assume that was because you decided a madhouse would be easier to escape from? And why are you now so eager to leave this place that you don't even bother to deny the charges? I mean, the Quaker doctor could be mistaken."
Slaughter's smile emerged once more, and then slowly faded. The distant expression of his eyes never changed. "The truth," he said, "is that I never lie to men who are not fools."
"You mean you don't lie to men who can't be fooled," said Greathouse.
"I mean what I said. I am going to be taken from this place, no matter what. Put on a ship and sent to England. Walked before the court, identified by witnesses, badgered to point to the graves of three very lovely but very stupid young ladies, prodded into Newgate, and laughed by a slobbering mob up the gallows steps. No matter what. Why should I be less than truthful, and sully my honor before such professionals as yourselves?"
"Or is it," Matthew suggested, "that you fully believe yourself capable of escaping from us on the road? Even from such professionals as ourselves?"
"It . . . is a thought. But, dear sir, never blame the wind for wishing to blow."
Greathouse returned the article of possession and their copy of the transfer document to the envelope. "We'll take him now," he said, rather grimly. "There's a matter of money."
"Oh, isn't there always," was Slaughter's quick comment.
Ramsendell went to one of the desks, opened a drawer and brought out a little cloth bag. "Two pounds, I believe. Count it, if you like."
Matthew could tell Greathouse was sorely tempted to do so when the bag was put into his palm, but the great one's desire to make haste from the asylum clearly won out. "Not necessary. Out," he commanded the prisoner, and motioned toward the door.
When they were outside and walking to the wagon, Slaughter first, followed by Greathouse, then Matthew and the doctors, a cacophony of hooting and hollering came from the windows of the central building, where pallid faces pressed against the bars. Greathouse kept his eyes fixed on Slaughter's back. Suddenly, Jacob was walking right up beside Greathouse and the poor man said hopefully, "Have you come to take me home?"
With a sudden intake of breath, Slaughter turned. His hands still clasped together and bound by the leather cuffs, he took a single step forward that brought him face-to-face with Jacob.
Greathouse froze, and behind him Matthew's knees also locked.
"Dear Jacob," said Slaughter in a soft, gentle voice, as the red glint flared in his eyes. "No one is coming to take you home. Not today, not tomorrow, not the next day. You will stay here for the rest of your life, and here you will die. Because, dear Jacob, you have been forgotten, and no one is ever coming to take you home."
Jacob wore a half-smile. He said, "I hear . . . " And then something must have gotten through into his head that was not music, for the smile cracked as surely as his skull must have broken on the fateful day of his accident. His eyes were wide and shocked, as if they remembered the whipsaw coming at him, yet he knew that to see it coming was already a lifetime too late. His mouth opened, the face went slack and as pallid as those that screamed behind the bars. Instantly Dr. Hulzen had come forward to put his hand first on the man's arm, and then his arm around the man's shoulder. Hulzen said close to his ear, "Come, Jacob. Come along, we'll have some tea. All right?" Jacob allowed himself to be pulled away, his expression blank.
Slaughter watched them go, and Matthew saw his chin lift with pride at a job well done.
"Take your shoes off," said Greathouse, his voice husky.
"Pardon, sir?"
"Your shoes. Off. Now."
With some difficulty because of the leather cuffs, Slaughter removed them. His dirty feet with their gnarled yellow nails did not make a pleasant sight, nor did the air remain unsullied.
"Drop them in the trough," Greathouse told him.
Slaughter shot a glance at Ramsendell, who made no effort to interfere. The papers had been signed and the money changed hands; he was quits with the fiend.
Slaughter walked to the horse trough. He dropped his shoes into the water one after the other.
"It's not I mind it so much," he said, "but I do pity the poor horses." And he gave Greathouse the smile of a wounded saint.
Greathouse pushed Slaughter to the wagon. Then he took the pistol from underneath the seat, cocked it and, standing behind the prisoner, put the barrel against Slaughter's left shoulder. "Dr. Ramsendell, I presume he's been thoroughly checked for hidden weapons?"
"You'll note he's been given clothes with no pockets, and his body has been gone over, yes." 
"And that was quite the thrill," said Slaughter. "Of course, they left the joy of looking up my arsehole for you." 
"Remove the cuffs," Greathouse said. The doctor slid a key into the padlock that held the leather cuffs closed. When they were off Greathouse said, "Back here," and pulled Slaughter to the rear of the wagon. "Get up there," was the next command. "Slowly." The prisoner obeyed without a word, his face downcast. Greathouse told Matthew, "Hold the gun on him."
"Please," Slaughter replied with an air of exasperation. "You don't think I want to be shot, do you? And I don't think the Quakers would like that, by the by."
"Aim at his knee," Greathouse advised as he gave Matthew the pistol and climbed up into the back of the wagon. "We said we wouldn't kill you. Sit down."
Slaughter sat, staring at Matthew with a bemused expression.
From the burlap bag Greathouse withdrew the irons. They consisted of wrist manacles connected by chains to a pair of leg shackles. The chains were short enough so that Slaughter, if he could stand at all, would stand only in a very uncomfortable back-bowed crouch. Another chain connected to the right leg shackle ended in a twenty-pound iron ball, sometimes called a "thunderball" due to the rumble it made across a gaol's stone floor. When Greathouse finished locking the second leg iron, he put the key into the pocket of his shirt.
"Oh dear," said Slaughter. "I believe I have to shit."
"That's what breeches are for," Greathouse answered. He took the pistol from Matthew and eased the striker forward. "You drive, I'll guard."
Matthew untied the horses, got up in his seat, released the brake and took the reins. Greathouse climbed up beside him, turning around so as to face the prisoner. He placed the gun on his lap.
"Take care, gentlemen," Ramsendell said. In his voice there was a lighter note that could only be relief. "A speedy trip to you, and God's protection."
Matthew got the horses turned and started them toward the Philadelphia Pike again. He wished he could flick the reins against their backsides and get them trotting, but an earlier attempt at a "speedy trip" had met with nothing but the slow plod of old hooves. Now the horses were hauling about two hundred more pounds, as well.
Behind him, as they pulled away, Matthew heard the shrieks and jabbering of the mad beyond the barred windows.
"Farewell, friends!" Slaughter called to them. "Farewell, good souls! We shall meet again, on the road to Paradise! Ah, listen to my public," he said in a quieter voice. "They do so love
me."






Eight
"I smell rain."
It was the first thing Slaughter had said since they'd left the Publick Hospital for the Mentally Infirm behind them about four miles. Matthew had already noted the large wall of dark-bellied clouds beginning to roll in from the west, and he too had detected the faint but telling metallic odor in the air that forecast a storm. He wondered, though, how Slaughter could—
"You might ask yourself," the prisoner went on, "how I am able to smell anything, due to my present physical aroma. Alas, I was not always so. In fact, I much enjoyed the bath and shave day. Not that I was allowed to hold the razor, of course. But those pleasures were taken away from me, when the doctors became so frightened of my mere shadow." He paused, waiting for a response from either Greathouse or Matthew, but none was forthcoming.
"A good shave," he went on, as if conversing with his companions in the House of Lords, "is a thing to treasure. The smooth leather of the chair, that leans you back just . . . so. The steaming hot towel, to prepare your face. The warm lather, smelling of sandalwood, applied with a supple badger-hair brush. Not too much now, we mustn't waste such an expensive commodity! And then . . . the razor. Ah, gentlemen, did the mind of man ever create a finer instrument? The handle made of walnut, or bone, or ivory, or that beautiful mother-of-pearl. The blade itself, slim and sleek and oh so very feminine. A beauty, a symphony, a shining piece of art." He rustled his chains a bit, but Matthew kept watching the road and Greathouse kept watching Slaughter.
"Red beards, brown beards, black beards," said Slaughter. "I've polished them all off. Oh, how I'd like to polish you off. You're in need of a shave, sir."
Matthew had brought along a small bag, which was under his seat next to his water flask, that included his own razor and shaving soap. He'd scraped his face clean of whiskers upon rising this morning, whereas Greathouse might typically go several days without, as Slaughter put it, a polish.
Slaughter said nothing more for a few moments. They passed a rider in buckskins, who nodded a greeting and then continued on his way south. Matthew glanced again at the slow advance of dark clouds. Though both he and Greathouse had brought light cloaks and were sitting on them as cushions against the splintery plank seat, he wished he'd packed his sturdy fearnaught coat, for he knew due to experience that a chilly rain could make a road trip a trial of misery. But the thing about October was, it was so unpredictable.
Slaughter cleared his throat. "I trust that you two gentlemen do not grudge me for telling poor Jacob the truth," he said. "You know, I like the young man. I feel pity for him, that those doctors won't tell him the truth. My fondest hope is that, due to the truth I told him, his mind will clear enough for him to walk back to the barn, take a rope and hang himself."
Matthew knew Greathouse wouldn't be able to restrain a comment on that one, and sure enough came the husky voice: "Oh, that's your fondest hope, is it?"
"Absolutely. Well, think of it! Once a strapping young man with—as I understand—a wife and two children. Then came a terrible accident at a sawmill on the river, which evidently was none of his doing. Now, he's all well and happy for the present time, perhaps, if you believe lying to a person makes them happy, but what of his future? He's never going to get any better. Not one iota improved. So what will become of him? What if Ramsendell and Hulzen leave, and a more . . . shall we say . . . stern master comes into possession of the hospital? What cruelties might be done to him, then? And all he is currently is a drain on their time and money, for I dare say there are patients who could be improved. So you might say that Jacob is an impediment to their work, his being far beyond improvement. And, sir, would you have his wife and children come to see him, and the children look upon such a horror as their father has become? Would you have him return to the family home, where he might be an impediment to the success and lives of those he once loved?" Slaughter made a clucking noise with his tongue. "Oh, sir, sooner or later, if Jacob does not kill himself, one or the other of those doctors may well realize it would be so much to the benefit of the hospital if a small accident might occur, say with a pickaxe or a shovel, so as to release that poor soul from his suffering. And surely, sir, you believe that Heaven is a much better place than this, don't you?"
"Keep talking and you might find out. Though I doubt Heaven would be your final harbor."
"I trust my last voyage will indeed sail into Heaven, sir, for I've seen so much of Hell on my earthly journey. Tell me: what is your name? You seem somewhat familiar to me."
"We've never met."
"Oh? And how can you be so sure?"
"Because," Greathouse said, "you're still alive."
Slaughter laughed again, that slow funeral bell sound, but also mixed with a frog's croak.
"I have a question to ask you," Matthew spoke up, if for no reason but to break the ghastly laughter. "Why didn't you try to escape the hospital instead of wasting your chance?"
"My chance? What chance?"
"Dr. Ramsendell said you tried to strangle a woman, back at the barn, when you were given work privileges. I suppose there was some kind of oversight, but you were out of the hospital. Why didn't you just run for it?"
Slaughter pondered the question for a few seconds, as the wagon creaked along, and then he answered, "My kind nature interfered with my desire for freedom. Just as I regret Jacob's suffering, so I was wounded by poor Mariah's. The young woman and her daughter were ravaged by two brutes, as I understood it. Her mind rendered dull, her spirit broken. The daughter murdered before her eyes. Some days all she could do was crawl into a corner and weep. Well, on that particular day I was going to—as you put it so gracefully—run for it, but I was compelled by my Christian charity to release Mariah from her world of pain, before I fled. But she was not yet freed from her suffering when one of the other fools in that barn hit me across the back of the head with an axe-handle."
"See, that's the problem with lunatics," Greathouse said as he examined more closely the striker of his pistol. "They don't know which end of a damned axe to use."
"I won't deny I have ended the lives of many persons," came Slaughter's next statement, delivered as one might say he had eaten many helpings of corncake. "But I have always been selective, sir. Some I released from their misery of being stupid, others I freed from their cages of arrogance." He shrugged, which made his chains rattle. "I might have cut the throat of a man who suffered from a touch too much greed, or bashed in the head of a woman who in her madness fancied the world revolved around her own ugly star. What of it? Is the ratcatcher hanged for killing rats? Is the horse leech hanged for blowing out the brains of a diseased nag?"
"And the child?" Greathouse cocked the pistol, eased the striker forward, and then cocked it again while he made pains to examine his finger on the trigger. "What reason for that one?"
"That poor boy, Christ bless him, was feeble-minded and wet his bed at night. Also he had a deformity in his neck that pained him badly. No parents or relatives, an urchin of the streets. I couldn't take him with me, could I? And to throw him out upon the mercy of London? No, I'm far too much the gentleman for that."
Greathouse didn't respond. Matthew glanced at him and saw him just staring fixedly at the pistol, his finger upon the trigger and the striker on full-cock. He sat exactly so for several seconds, and then he took a long deep breath, eased the striker home and said, "When you get back to London, maybe they'll give you a civic medal to wear with your rope."
"I shall wear it with pride, sir."
Greathouse looked at Matthew with dark-hollowed eyes. "I think we'd better switch places. Right now."
They handed off the reins and the gun between them and Matthew turned around on the seat. Slaughter sat with his back against the wagon's frame, his gray face with its patchwork beard offered to the beams of sunlight that here and there pierced the thickening clouds. His eyes were closed, as if in meditation.
Matthew watched him, saw a fly light on his left cheek and begin to walk across the flesh. There was no reaction from the prisoner. The fly crawled up upon the aristocratic nose, and still Slaughter's eyes remained shut. Then, as the fly made its way between the flared nostrils toward the forest of mustache, Slaughter said without opening his eyes, "Mr. Corbett, I am interested in you." The fly had taken flight with the first utterance, whirled buzzing around Matthew's tricorn and then flew away.
Matthew said nothing. The pistol was in his lap. The irons had no rusted links, and Slaughter wasn't going anywhere. From this vantage point, the man resembled little more than a chained-up bag of evil-smelling rags. With a beard and filthy feet, of course.
"Afraid to speak to me?" Slaughter asked, his eyes yet closed.
"Why don't you just shut up?" Greathouse fired back.
"Because," and here the pale blue eyes opened and fixed upon Matthew with a hint of mocking humor, "time is running out."
"Really? Meaning what?"
"Meaning . . . time is running out," Slaughter repeated.
"Is that supposed to be a threat?"
"Not at all. Sir, my suggestion is to relax." He smiled thinly. "Enjoy the morning. Listen to the birds and count your blessings. Let me converse with this young man, as I rather think he's the more intelligent of your company. As a matter of fact, I'm sure he is the brain to your muscle. Is that correct, Mr. Corbett?"
Greathouse made a noise like a fart squeezed between a hundred-pounds of buttocks.
"Oh, absolutely," Matthew decided to say, if just to goad the great one. He felt a fist-sized knot of tension in his stomach, speaking to the prisoner like this, but he dared not show any discomfort. Besides, that would not be professional.
"I'm trying to determine what your career might be." Slaughter's eyes examined Matthew from boot toe to tricorn top. "Something to do with the law, of course. I know you came to the hospital several times to see that old woman. And he came with you, the first time. I think . . . you must be . . . a lawyer. And him, the roughneck who collects the money and does . . . whatever a young lawyer deigns not to do. However, he does order you about a bit, so I'm confused on that point." He reversed the examination, descending this time from tricorn to boot. "Expensive, well-tailored clothes. Very nice boots. Ah, I have it!" He grinned. "You're a successful young lawyer, a little full of yourself but very ambitious, and he is a member of the militia. Possibly an ex-military man? Used to giving orders? Is that following the right track?"
"Possibly," said Matthew.
"I'll refine it, then. You are a young lawyer and he is a militia officer. A captain, perhaps. I know the look of captains, because I myself have been a soldier. So you were sent to make sure everything was done correctly, and he came because he's had experience with manacles, shackles and pistols. Have you been in prison or the madhouse yourself, sir?"
Greathouse, to the credit of his self-control, did not reply.
"Are you a dealer in firearms? Oh, here it must be! You have a hand in running the gaol, is that it? So the both of you were ordered to come fetch me, and for the price of two pounds bind me up like a broken bird and haul me to New York. Does that cover the item, Mr. Corbett?"
"We're being paid five pounds," Matthew said, just to stop his prattle.
"Ahhhhh, I see." Slaughter nodded, his eyes bright. "That much. So the officials in New York are paying the extra three? Five pounds, split between you, yes?" He made a display of wriggling his fingers as if counting on them. "Two and a half pounds in your pockets! What a bounty, for an old sack of guts like me!" 
"Slaughter," Greathouse said tersely, without looking back, "if you don't keep your mouth shut I'm going to stop this wagon long enough to knock out at least three of your teeth. Do you understand?"
"Pardon me, sir. I don't wish to antagonize. Neither do I wish to lose any more teeth than nature and a madhouse diet have already taken." He cast a rather sweet smile at Matthew. "But before I lapse into a not-unfamiliar state of solitary confinement, Mr. Corbett, may I ask if your opinion coincides with mine about how long it will be until we reach the river? Say . . . a little less than two hours?"
Matthew knew Slaughter was talking about the Raritan river. A ferry would take their wagon to the other side. "That's right."
"Slow horses," said Slaughter, and he closed his eyes again.
Matthew didn't let down his guard, expecting that the man's silence would be short-lived. He wondered what he would do if Slaughter suddenly lunged at him; but with those irons confining his arms and legs, and the thunderball weighing him down, Slaughter wasn't going to be lunging at anyone today. In another moment the prisoner's face went slack, the eyes fluttered behind the lids, and Matthew dared assume he was held fast in the arms of Somnus.
As Matthew watched, he saw another fly, or perhaps the same one as before, land at a corner of Slaughter's mouth. The man did not move, nor did his eyes open. The fly began an unhurried crawl across Slaughter's lower lip, its wings vibrating for any sign of danger. Further along went the fly, as upon a precipice above a forested valley.
When the fly reached the center of Slaughter's lip, the man's mouth suddenly moved in a blur. There was a quick sucking sound, and the fly was gone.
Matthew heard just the faintest crunch.
Slaughter's eyes opened, and fixed upon Matthew; they glinted red deep in the pupils, and when he grinned there was a bit of crushed fly on one of his front teeth. Then his eyes drifted shut again, he turned his face away from the sun, and he lay still.
"Everything all right?" Greathouse asked, perhaps noting that Matthew had given a start that had nearly lifted him off the seat.
"Yes." Matthew realized his voice was about a half-octave higher than it ought to be. He tried again, with better results. "Yes. Fine."
"Your tricorn's crooked," Greathouse said, after a quick glance to ascertain Matthew's condition. "Do you want to drive?"
"No." He corrected the wayward angle of his hat. "Thank you."
The Philadelphia Pike continued on through the Jersey woods, the horses walked and the wagon's wheels turned, but never had it seemed to Matthew that movement seemed to be in such slow-motion. The road curved to the right, straightened out again and then curved to the left, to repeat the process all over again. Did the woods on either side alter a whit, or were they a painted backdrop? No, they were moving all right, for there in the distance was a solitary farmhouse on a hilltop, with cultivated fields below. A deer ran gracefully across the road. Overhead, two hawks circled on the currents of air. The world was still turning, and time had not stopped.
They passed a stone wall on the left, and beyond it a small gray house that had not weathered a storm as well as the wall, for its roof had collapsed. Whoever its occupants had once been, they were long gone, for what had been a farmfield was overgrown with weeds and brush. A large oak tree with huge gnarled branches to the right of the house seemed to Matthew to make the statement that man might labor his sweat and tears on the land, might overcome for the moment a thousand hardships, might even win the momentary favor of fate enough to feed a family, but the harsh judgment of nature was in this land always the final decree of success or failure, or even of life and death. No matter that man thought himself the master here, he was only a passing tenant.
He heard Slaughter's chains rattle, and involuntarily his stomach clenched.
"May I have some water?" the prisoner asked.
Matthew got the flask from under his seat, uncorked it and held it over Slaughter's cupped hands. Slaughter drank silently, like an animal. Then Matthew put the flask away and sat as before, with the pistol in his lap and his hand on the grip.
Slaughter looked around at the landscape, which was nothing but thick woods on either side. "How long did I sleep?"
Matthew shrugged, unwilling to be drawn into any further conversation.
"Soon be at the river, I'd guess. How much further, would you say?"
"What does it matter?" Greathouse asked, glancing back. "We'll be there when we're there."
"Oh, it does matter, sir. It matters quite a great deal, for all of us. You see, as I said before, time is running out."
"Don't start that shit again."
"Let me get my bearings." Slaughter struggled to sit up on his knees, as the chains clattered like the devil's claws on a slate roof.
"Stop that!" Matthew and Greathouse said, almost as one.
"No need for alarm, gentlemen. I'm bound quite securely, I promise you. All right, then. I believe we've passed a stone wall and a landmark on this road known as Gideon's Oak. How far back was that?" He received no answer. "Not very distant, I'd say. You'll be seeing a road up here about another half-mile on the left that curves into the woods. Not much of a road, really. More of a track. I would suggest you consider taking that road, before time runs out."
"What the damned hell are you spewing?" Greathouse sounded near the end of his tether.
"Time will run out for you and Mr. Corbett, sir, when you put this wagon upon the ferryboat. Because when we cross the river," said Slaughter in a quiet, easy voice, "you will lose your chance at finding the fortune that I—and only I—can lead you to."






Nine
After a period of profound quiet, during which could be heard the squeaking of the wheels, the jingling of the team's traces, the battering of a woodpecker against a pine tree and the distant crowing of a delusional rooster, there followed a bray of laughter. Not of the funeral bell variety, but rather of a drunken loon.
Matthew had never before heard Greathouse laugh with such rib-splitting abandon. He feared the man would lose his grip not only of the reins but also of his senses, as his face was getting so blood-red, and topple off his seat into the weeds.
"Oh, that's a good one!" Greathouse gasped, when at last he'd found his power of speech. His eyes had actually sprung tears. "A grand try, Slaughter! Now I know why you were in that asylum! You really are insane!" He was overcome by chortling again, until Matthew thought he might choke on his mirth.
Slaughter's expression remained constant; that is to say, he wore a blank but for slightly-raised eyebrows. "Sir, I would appreciate your remembering to address me as a gentleman."
"All right then, Mister Slaughter!" Greathouse was barely containing his humor, but a little anger had started to gnaw at the edge of it. "Do you think we're a pair of damned fools? Turn off the pike onto a road to nowhere? Christ, save me!"
"Get your laughter done," came the silken response. "When you can listen with any sense in your ears, let me know. But I'm telling you, the road has a destination, and at its end is a pretty pot of gold."
"That's enough." Greathouse's voice was firm, all foolishness over. He flicked the reins once, then again, harder this time, but the horses steadfastly refused to hurry. "You can tell us all about it when you're in the gaol."
"Now who is the insane one here, sir? Why in the name of sixteen fucking devils would I want to tell you about it when I'm in the gaol? The purpose is to tell you about it so that I will not be in the gaol."
"Oh, you'll be in the gaol, all right. Just shut up."
"Mr. Corbett?" Slaughter's imploring gaze went to Matthew. "As I said, I believe you to be the more intelligent of your company. Might I at least explain to you what I'm talking about?"
"No!" said Greathouse.
"Mr. Corbett?" Slaughter urged. "The road is coming up soon. Once we pass it and cross the river, neither one of you is going to want to come back, and you're going to be missing an opportunity that I have never offered anyone on earth and that I would not offer anyone on earth if I wasn't . . . um . . . just a little anxious about my future." He paused to let Matthew consider it. "May I?"
"This ought to be entertaining!" Greathouse said, with a disdainful puff of air. "Lies from a madman! Have at it, then!"
Matthew nodded warily, his hand still on the pistol. "Go ahead."
"I thank you. Do you wish to know why constables—armed mercenaries, is a better term for them—were hired by the Quakers to ride along with coaches and to guard travellers on this road? Because Ratsy and I were so damned successful. We worked the pike between the river and Philadelphia for almost two years, gentlemen. In every kind of weather you can imagine. We were giving the pike a bad name, I suppose. The Quakers were getting nervous about their sterling reputations as upholders of law and order. So they brought out the musketeers, and unfortunately Ratsy went down with a lead ball in his brain, dead before he hit the ground."
"Too bad a second shot didn't . . . " Greathouse fished for the word. "Polish you off."
"Oh, I was shot at, all right. My horse was hit, and he bucked me. I was thrown headlong, knocked senseless, and woke up in chains in the back of a wagon much like this one. I took advantage of a bloody head to cry my case of lunacy, which I knew the Quakers must take into consideration, their being so damned brotherly."
"And so the reign of the daring highwaymen had ended," said Greathouse with a quick backward glance. "Pardon me if I don't shed any tears."
"You miss the point, sir. The point being, our great success. The very reason we were considered such a threat to be captured and contained." Slaughter looked from the back of Greathouse's head into Matthew's eyes. "We stole a lot of money."
"Listen to him drool on!"
"A lot of money," Slaughter repeated. "At the end of the road you're going to be passing in about ten minutes is a safebox holding more than fifty pounds."
Matthew expected Greathouse to laugh again, or to make some rude comment, but he did not.
The wheels kept turning.
"And more than the money," Slaughter went on, staring fiercely at Matthew. "Gold rings, jewels in elegant brooches, silver stickpins, and what have you. Two years' worth of treasure, taken from travelling merchants, dandies and damsels. I'd say in all, a fortune worth well over a hundred pounds. I'm no authority on fancy stones, so it might be much higher. What is a string of pearls selling for these days?"
"Drool on," Greathouse answered. "Do you think we're complete idiots?" He flicked the reins once more, hard, as if to gain distance between himself and the prisoner, alas to no avail.
"Mr. Corbett?" Again Slaughter's brows lifted. "Are you a complete idiot?"
Matthew returned the man's stare. He was trying to read Slaughter's eyes, his expression, or some giveaway in how he held his head or clenched his hands. He could not; the man was well-sealed.
"I think you're lying," Matthew said.
"Do you? Really? Or are you thinking, as your companion probably is, that when I am taken across the river and carried the rest of our journey, am put into the gaol at New York and then aboard a ship to be hanged in London, that the safebox at the end of that road may not be found for . . . dare I say . . . long after you gentlemen are moldering in your graves? If ever?" Slaughter showed his teeth. "I can see them now! Those men of the future, turning a shovel on a buried box! And when they open it, and see all that gleaming goodness, just what will they think, Mr. Corbett? What will they think? That someone in the long ago told a lie, to save their skin? Someone trussed in chains, with a pistol held on them? No, they'll think . . . what complete idiot left this treasure box buried here, and never came back for it? And then their next thought will be: well, now it belongs to us, for the men of the past are dead and gone, and dead men have no need of money." He leaned forward slightly, as if to offer a secret. "But living men need money, don't they? Yes, living men need a lot of money, to live well. And that's no lie."
Matthew was silent, studying Slaughter's face. There was not a clue to determine the truth or fiction of his story. "Tell me this, then," he said in a flat, even tone. "Why were you burying your loot all this distance out here, so far from Philadelphia?"
"This was not our only refuge. I determined it would be safer to have two places to hide in, and to split the money between. In case one was found, we always had the second. The first is a house in the woods a few miles northwest of the city. There, also, a safebox is buried holding about thirty pounds and some items of jewelry. But I'm not offering that one to you; it's not part of our accord."
"Our accord?" Greathouse shouted, and for all their age and slowness the horses seemed to jump a foot off the ground.
"This is my offer." Slaughter's voice was quiet and controlled, almost otherworldly in its calm cadence. "I will lead you to the second house, which is at the end of the road coming up very soon. I will grant you a gift of the safebox, and all its contents. For that, you will unlock my chains and set me free at that location. I'll take care of myself from there."
"Am I drunk?" Greathouse asked, speaking to the air. "Have I caught lunatic's disease?"
"From that point," Slaughter continued in the same manner as before, "I vow before you as a subject of the Queen and a citizen of England that I will take the money from the first safebox and use it to purchase a voyage to . . . " He paused. "Where would you like me to go? Amsterdam? The South Seas? I don't necessarily like the sun, but—"
"I am going absolutely mad," said Greathouse. "Hearing disembodied voices."
"I'm done with this country." Slaughter was speaking to them both, but staring directly at Matthew. "Done with England, as well. All I want to do is be gone."
"We're not going to let you go," Matthew said. "That's the end of it."
"Yes, but what end? Why not say I was shot while trying to escape, and that my body fell into the river? Who would ever know differently?"
"We would know."
"Oh, dear God!" Slaughter cast his eyes skyward. "Have I met a pair of noble imbeciles? Two men out of all creation who have no need for money, and who can live just as well on the sweet but worthless jelly of good deeds? Here! The road's coming up! See it?"
They did. Curving into the forest on the left was a narrow, rutted track hardly the width of their wagon. The underbrush was wild and the trees thick around as winekegs, their branches and leaves making an interlocked canopy of flaming colors far above.
"That's it!" Slaughter said. "Right there, gentlemen. The path to your . . . Sir! You're not turning!"
Greathouse kept the team going, his shoulders hunched slightly forward.
"More than fifty pounds in money, sir! Add together the jewelry and other items and you'll both be rich men! Can't you understand what I'm offering you?" Still the wagon trundled onward. "I vow I'll leave the country! What more do you want? Me to rot behind bars before I swing on the gallows for killing vile creatures? Do you think the people who sent you here would turn my offer down? Do you think they care about anything but themselves?" He gave a harsh, hollow laugh. "Go on, then! Keep going, right on past, and damn your soul for it, too! Just know you could have been rich, but you were too stupid to claim your prize!"
Matthew looked away from Slaughter's strained face, which had begun to blotch red during this tirade.
The wagon's wheels made three more revolutions.
And then Matthew heard Greathouse say, "Whoa," to the team as if he had a stone in his throat.
Greathouse eased back on the reins. The horses stopped.
"What are you doing?" Matthew asked sharply.
Greathouse set the brake. "I have to piss." He put the reins aside, climbed down to the road and walked off into the woods.
Slaughter had closed his eyes and leaned his head back again. He said nothing, nor did he move a muscle. Gathering his strength for another try, Matthew suspected.
Time passed. A minute or more. Matthew looked toward the woods where Greathouse had gone but couldn't see him for the thicket. One of the horses rumbled and shifted its weight, as if uneasy at just standing there waiting, and then it joined its brethren in chomping weeds.
Another minute may have passed before Greathouse reappeared, walking slowly through the brush. He was staring down at the ground, and kicking at stones and acorns. "Matthew," he said without looking up, "will you come here?"
"What about—"
"He's not going anywhere."
Matthew returned his attention to Slaughter, who yet remained motionless.
"Matthew," said the prisoner, his eyes closed against the sunlight that lit up his beard like a coalfire. "A very respectable name, that. Go right ahead, I'll just rest."
Matthew got down off the wagon, the pistol in hand. He checked Slaughter's position once more before he walked the twelve paces or so to join Greathouse, but the prisoner had not moved.
"What is it?" Matthew asked, seeing the deep furrows of worry that cut across Greathouse's face. "Is something wrong?"
Greathouse rummaged in the leaves with the toe of his boot, bent down and picked up a white rock, which he examined closely. "I want your opinion," he said at last, in a restrained voice calculated not to travel the distance of twelve paces. "Is he lying about the money, or not?"
"I don't know." The meaning of what Greathouse had just asked him hit Matthew like a timber board across the back of the head. "Oh, my God! You're not listening to him, are you?"
"Keep your voice down." Greathouse turned the rock in his hand, examining its cracks and crevices. "What if he's not lying, Matthew? I mean . . . why should he, at this stage of the game? It's all over for him, and he knows it. Why should he lie?"
"Because he wants to get us down that road and escape, that's why."
"Escape," Greathouse repeated. The word had been spoken gravely. "How? Chained up like he is, with the ball on his leg? And us with the pistol? How the hell is he going to escape? He may be half-crazy, but he's surely not full-crazy." Greathouse continued to turn the white rock in his palm as if studying every possible angle. "He knows that I won't kill him, but he also knows he wouldn't get far with one knee shot off. Hell, I might kill him anyway. I'm not a Quaker, and I didn't make any damned decree with 'em."
"He's lying," said Matthew. "That's my opinion, so there it is."
Greathouse gripped the rock in his fist. "You don't think I can handle him, do you?"
"I think we're both asking for—"
"Keep your voice down," Greathouse commanded. He stepped forward, until his face was only inches away from Matthew's. "I can handle him. I've handled plenty like him before—and worse, believe me—so he's not going to be any problem."
Matthew shook his head. The intensity of Greathouse's stare compelled him to fix his own gaze on the dead leaves around their feet.
"Fifty pounds," came the quiet voice. "And more. The gold rings and the jewelry. It would buy Zed's freedom, Matthew. Don't you see?"
Matthew did suddenly see, and as he looked into Greathouse's eyes he felt his face tighten into an incredulous mask. "That's what you want the money for?"
"Yes. What else?"
Matthew had to take off his tricorn and put the back of his hand against his forehead, for fear his brain had fired up a fever.
"Whatever van Kowenhoven named as a price, we could meet," Greathouse went on. "And pay off Cornbury for the writ of manumission as well. With that much money, we'd probably even have some to spare. You know, to split between us."
Matthew looked for someplace to sit down, for his legs felt weak. He needed a sturdy boulder to at least lean against, but there was nothing. In his mind was the image of a lockbox disguised as a book, and within it a black leather bag, and within that bag a handful of gleaming gold coins that made him a rich young man.
"Now don't think I have the slightest intention of letting him go," Greathouse said. "That would be a crime against humanity. But listen, Matthew: we can make him believe we're in accord, and then when we have the money, it's right back on this road again, across the river and on to put him behind bars. What do you say?"
Matthew had no words. He was thinking of the gold coins, and his debts, and new suits in the latest fashion, and how he needed a fireplace for his house, with the winter coming on.
"I know . . . that lying to him might not be to your liking. I understand and appreciate your show of moral character, but back there he said Two men out of all creation who have no need for money. Well, I do have a need for it, and I know you do too." Greathouse frowned, taking Matthew's continued silence as stern disapproval. "Matthew, we can trick it out of him. We can lie to a liar. Or you don't have to speak a word, I'll do all the lying. I have much more experience at it than you."
"It's not that," Matthew heard himself say, though he had no memory of speaking the words. He had hornets in his head, they were buzzing so loudly he couldn't hear. This was the moment to tell Greathouse about the gold coins; he knew it was, for if Matthew didn't tell, Greathouse was going to take them down the forest track in pursuit of Slaughter's safebox. There was plenty of gold in that leather bag to share. Of course there was. Fifty or more pounds spent for Zed's freedom, for a bodyguard he didn't need, and then the rest for all the things Matthew planned on buying. Forget the fireplace until next winter. He had enough clothes, why should he ever need any more? Yes, plenty to share.
"What is it, then?" Greathouse prodded.
Matthew started to speak. To say what? He wasn't sure. Possibly I am a rich man or It's not fair, I found the money, me alone, and it's not fair . . . 
The world spun about him, and in the air he smelled the faint burned scent of autumn's decay.
Matthew said, with what seemed a genuine labor, "I . . . am . . . " And then the rest of it spilled out: " . . . afraid of him."
Greathouse grunted, his face screwed up in a scowl. But slowly the scowl eased, Greathouse dropped his white rock and put his hand on Matthew's shoulder. "Listen, so am I. A little, maybe. But I'll take care of everything. Just follow along with me, all right?"
Tell him, he thought. And demanded of himself: Tell him!
But he did not, and he stood looking down at all the leaves at his feet as if the earth might open and swallow him up in an instant.
"Come on." Greathouse clapped his shoulder. "Let's get to it."
Matthew followed Greathouse to the wagon, where Slaughter still lay with his eyes closed like a beast dozing in the shifting sunbeams. Two more flies had found him and were whirling about his face. Matthew wondered how many he'd dined on since he'd been lying there.
Greathouse slammed his palm against the side of the wagon, which caused Slaughter only to lift his eyelids to half-mast and yawn. "Saying we might believe you," Greathouse told him roughly, "and that we might be interested. How far down that road do we go?"
Slaughter worked his head from side to side, stretching his neck. "To the end of it, as I've already said."
"How far?"
"Oh . . . six miles west, along the river. Then the road takes a turn to the southwest. Another four miles, I'd say. Ten miles in all."
"Ten miles? That's a long way, with these horses."
"You make a journey," said Slaughter, "with the horses you have."
Greathouse suddenly reached over and grabbed hold of the prisoner's beard, which served to secure Slaughter's full attention. "If we drive ten miles to the end of that road and no safebox is buried there, I won't be pleased. Those doctors may have promised the Quakers you'd get to New York alive, but I'm a Baptist. If I decide not to kill you, I'll at least give you some marks to remember. I may even tear off that damned beard." He gave it a steady pull, but Slaughter gave no reaction. "Do you understand me? Just nod."
Slaughter did.
Greathouse released him. He wiped his hand down the leg of his breeches, leaving a dirty smear. He said to Matthew, "Get up there and work the horses back."
Matthew climbed up onto the seat and put the pistol beside him where he could reach it in a hurry if he heard the chains rattle. He lifted the brake, took the reins and started urging the team to backstep as Greathouse took hold of one of the wheels and pushed against it. Soon they had retreated the wagon to just beyond the turnoff. Then Greathouse climbed up again, took the pistol and turned around on the seat to watch Slaughter.
"All right, Matthew," said Greathouse. "Let's go."
Matthew hesitated on the verge of flicking the reins. Tell him, he thought. But it was a quieter, less urgent voice. There was still time. Maybe in the next mile or two. He would have to think about it a little more. And it might not be necessary to tell. Not necessary at all. If the safebox was really there, and it held the treasure as Slaughter said . . . then why would it ever be necessary?
Still, he had a taste of ashes in his mouth, and his fine suit did not seem to hang so well on his frame as it had before.
He flicked the reins. The team started walking, one of the horses snorting at this indignity of the driver not knowing whether he was going backward or forward.
They entered the woods on the narrow road. The canopy of trees closed above their heads. It was only after another minute or so that Matthew pulled himself out of his thoughts to realize they were heading directly into the oncoming storm.






Ten
Beneath a sky the color of lead and just as heavy, they heard the wind approaching through the forest. On a hillside in the distance, through a break in the trees, they saw huge branches whipping back and forth and hundreds of scarlet leaves spinning into the air. Then the white veil of rain descended over the view, and though it was yet a half-mile away they braced for the blast.
Matthew had given the reins to Greathouse about an hour ago and taken over the task of watching the prisoner. Both Matthew and Greathouse wore their cloaks tight about them, and now as the sound of the wind came nearer Greathouse shouted, "Keep the gun dry!"
Matthew put it inside his cloak and kept his hand on the grip. The horses nickered and lifted their heads nervously to protest their course, but Greathouse's firm control of the reins kept them from going off the road and into the thicket. Matthew saw the prisoner watching him almost incuriously, as one might watch to see what a dog would do when doused with a bucketful of water.
"Here it comes!"
The first swirl of the wind, deceptively meek, came just a few seconds after Greathouse's voice. And then there was a keen high shrill of air that built to almost a feminine scream and the next blast of wind hit Matthew in the back and almost lifted him off the seat. He had the quick sensation of thinking that the wind was going to get into the flapping folds of his cloak and send him flying. Leaves of a hundred hues of red, purple and yellow struck him, as if the very forest had turned assaulter. He felt the tricorn flip off his head, and that was when Slaughter made his move.
Through the tumult of whirling leaves Matthew saw Slaughter come up from his position of repose like a snake striking from beneath a rock. The noise of the wind masked the rattle of chains, and when Matthew opened his mouth to cry out he knew his voice would be tattered to pieces before it reached Greathouse, who was trying to keep the horses from turning against the onslaught. Slaughter reached out toward Matthew with a claw-like hand, the knives of his nails flashing at Matthew's eyes.
And even as Matthew struggled to get the pistol out of his cloak and failed to dislodge it, he brought up his other arm, fist clenched, to ward off the coming blow and . . . 
 . . . he saw Slaughter grasp his tricorn, which had blown off his head and which the prisoner had caught before it could go flying off the wagon.
"There you are, Matthew," said Slaughter, bent with the weight of his irons and speaking close to the younger man's ear. "You wouldn't want to lose such a fine hat." He pushed it into Matthew's fist until the fist opened to accept it.
"What is it?" Greathouse had looked over his shoulder, his eyes widening as he took in the scene. The horses were still unnerved and tossing their heads against the bit. "Sit down, Slaughter! Now!"
The order could not be obeyed before the rain struck. It came rushing in on the heels of the wind, hit with a cold impact that made breath hitch in the lungs, and within seconds had drenched the three travellers to their skins. Slaughter sank down amid the leaves that littered the wagon, and curled himself up as best he could. Greathouse hollered out a great curse as rain streamed through his brown woolen cap and down his face. Matthew dumped the water out of his tricorn and put it back on, and when he sat there shivering he wasn't sure if it was due to the chill rain or the fact that Slaughter's fingernails could have torn out his eyes.
The wind ceased, but the rain kept pouring down. Waterfalls sprang from the treetops. The air itself turned grayish-green, visibility was cut to the edges of what might have been roiling seafoam, and it seemed they were no longer travelling through forest but across an undersea kingdom.
The horses, back to their old stolid selves, pulled the wagon onward with no further dissent. Presently their hooves began to sink in mud. Thoroughly wet and miserable, Matthew thought that now must surely be the time to admit his discovery of the money, and end this travail. They'd already come, by the reckoning of his tailbone, at least six miles due west from the pike and the road was yet to turn to the southwest as Slaughter had said. Before the storm had hit, Matthew had expected Greathouse to point this fact out to the prisoner, but then again they might not have quite made six miles yet; it was hard to tell, with just these unbroken woods all around. They'd had several glimpses of the river, off to the right, but not a single view of any dwelling built by the hand of man.
Matthew wondered what his fate was going to be when he told. More than a scolding, for sure. A knock on the head, if he was lucky. More than one, depending on Greathouse's mood, and in this damned rain his mood was certainly going to be deepest black.
"What the hell is this?" Greathouse suddenly said, and Matthew dared to look over his shoulder at what the other man had already seen.
On their left the woods had been cleared away, and emerging from the rain-thrashed gloom were the simple wooden markers of a small cemetery. Matthew counted thirty-eight graves. The surprising thing about it was that the cemetery was so orderly and well-kept, free of weeds, vines and underbrush that normally would have quickly overgrown such a sylvan setting.
"A cabin ahead," Greathouse said, and in another sticky quarter-revolution of the wheels Matthew also saw it, a dark shape sitting on the right. Then, a second dark structure came out of the rain on the left, this one with a collapsed roof. A third cabin stood just beyond that one, also seemingly abandoned, and as more of them emerged on both sides of the mudtrack Matthew realized it was a village. Or, at least, what had once been a village.
"Slaughter!" Greathouse called, and the prisoner stirred. "Is this the place?"
"No," came the reply, as he sat up and gazed around with rain running from his beard. "This is New Unity. Rather . . . it used to be, before I went into the loon house. I wonder what happened to the people."
"You sure you didn't kill them?"
"It was an active village when I last passed this way."
In another moment Matthew caught a whiff of woodsmoke, and he spied a light glinting behind the shutters of a cabin just ahead on the right. "There!" he said, but Greathouse only nodded because he'd already spotted the sign of life. That and the smoke fighting its way up into the sodden air from a fieldstone chimney.
"I think it's best we get out of this for awhile, if they'll accept any visitors." Greathouse started to turn the team toward what appeared to be New Unity's single occupied dwelling.
"What're you doing?" Slaughter was up on his knees. "You can't stop here!"
"I say one miserable wreckage of a village is as good as another in a downpour, especially if there's a roof and a fire."
"You can't!" Slaughter insisted, a note of desperation in his voice. "We're so close to the fort!"
"The fort? What're you talking about?"
"Where the safebox is buried. The Dutch settlement at Fort Laurens. We have to keep going, we can get there by—"
"Nightfall?" Greathouse interrupted. "In this rain? Only if we're kept out of that cabin at gunpoint." He urged the horses through the muck and off the road. Both he and Matthew had already seen what appeared to be a small barn just beside the cabin, and none of Slaughter's pleadings about keeping on to Fort Laurens made a whit of difference to either of them; they were drenched, cold and uneasy about this journey, both for their own reasons, and the lamplight behind a shutter was for the remainder of this day at least as good a shine as gold.
If they would be accepted by the occupant here, and that was the question. "Matthew!" Greathouse said. "Go knock at the door."
"Me? Why me?"
"You're dressed as a gentleman. A soaking wet one, but a gent all the same. Go."
Matthew got down off the wagon and went up three stone steps to the cabin's door, which was set on a porch supported by large flat rocks. The place was made of timbers chinked together with mud, the same as the rest of New Unity's constructions. Everything was weather-beaten, dark-stained and dismal. The windows were shuttered tight, but through their cracks Matthew saw what appeared to be the light of several candles. He glanced back at the figure of Greathouse, sitting with as much dignity as could be maintained in a cold drenching downpour, and then he balled up his fist and knocked against the door.
He waited, not without trepidation, and heard footsteps approaching across the planks within.
"Who's there, please?" came a voice from the other side. A feeble, quiet voice, but carrying perhaps also an expectant note. The voice of an elderly man, Matthew thought.
"Travellers," Matthew replied. "The storm caught us. May we rest here for awhile? Or at least, in your barn?"
There was a pause. Then: "How many are you?"
"Three."
"Going to . . . where?"
"Fort Laurens," Matthew said.
Again, a pause. Matthew thought the speaker must've gone away. Then, quite abruptly, the door was opened. The old man who peered out held a candle in a wooden holder. The flickering light painted him with orange and yellow. He was lean, rawboned, and of medium height, yet had been much taller in his youth for now his back was stooped with the ravages of age. His face was a mass of lines and wrinkles, like a map that itself had been left out in the rain and crumpled by a careless fist. His remaining tufts of hair were wintry white and as fine as the first frost, but his white eyebrows had grown as thick as summer's cornfields. He angled his head to the left and then to the right, and Matthew realized the man's sunken eyes might only be seeing him as a man-shaped shadow.
"All of you, please come in," said the old man. He opened the door wider, and Matthew motioned to Greathouse that their request had been granted. "Come in, come in. Warm yourself," the old man urged. Matthew waited to make sure Greathouse could handle the prisoner on his own, getting him out of the back of the wagon, and then he entered the cabin and went directly to the cheerful crackling fireplace, where he set the pistol atop the mantel, took off his tricorn and basked in the gratifying heat.
"I am John Burton." The old man had left the door open for his other two guests and had come up beside Matthew. With an age-spotted but steady hand, he lifted the candle nearer Matthew's face. "Your name, sir?"
"Matthew Corbett." He heard the rattle of chains coming. "Mr. Burton, I need to tell you that—"
He was interrupted by the noise of the thunderball, which Slaughter had been carrying in his manacled hands, slamming to the boards just outside the door. Matthew winced, thinking that visitors to a stranger's cabin ought not to destroy the porch floor within the first minute.
"Oh, forgive me," Slaughter said in the doorway, his back bent with the irons. "I carry a heavy burden, sir."
"Sit down," Greathouse told him. He shrugged off his wet cloak and threw it upon the prisoner. "Wipe the mud off your feet before you enter a man's home."
"If I had shoes, my feet wouldn't be so muddy, now would they?"
To the credit of his nerves, John Burton had jumped only a bit when the ball had fallen, and had not lost hold of the candle. Matthew saw in the stronger light that Burton's eyes were nearly opaque, and by the flame glowed with a murky yellow that Matthew thought must be the color of London's fog. Possibly the man wasn't completely blind, but most of his sight was surely gone.
"You have a man in chains," Burton said, again tilting his head this way and that. "A prisoner. Taking him to Fort Laurens, then?"
"Yes, sir," Greathouse answered. "My name is Hudson Greathouse. Matthew and I are from New York. We appreciate your letting us warm ourselves."
"Your prisoner. He has a name?"
"Tyranthus Slaughter, at your service," he said from his seat on the porch, where he was fouling Greathouse's cloak with his filthy feet. "And you are?"
"John Burton. I should say, Reverend John Burton. I was the minister here." He hesitated, silent for a few seconds, and then seemed to make a decision. "I am the minister here," he said firmly. "Pick up your chains, and come in."
"You drop that ball again," Greathouse warned as Slaughter struggled to his feet, "and I'll take two balls for one with my boot. Understand?"
Slaughter looked up at him from his crooked posture and grinned wryly. "Put your threats back in your pocket, sir. I promise as a gentleman to be on my best behavior. All right?"
Greathouse motioned the prisoner in. Then he picked up his cloak, surveyed the damage and with a noise of disgust threw it off the porch onto a mound of wet leaves. He closed the door, walked past Slaughter and stood next to Matthew warming himself at the fire. "Ahhh!" he said, holding his palms out. "Much better!"
"Pardon our condition," Matthew told the minister, realizing they were dripping puddles on the floor. He'd taken stock of the room and seen that, however nearly-blind Burton might be, the place was nevertheless clean and neat. It was by no means up to the standards of the houses in New York, but it was also far from being the hovel that it had appeared from without. On the floor was a mat of woven river reeds. Two chairs, one with a footstool, were arranged before the fieldstone fireplace. A small round table was set between them. Wood had been brought in, and stacked next to the hearth in a leather carry-all. A larger table stood on the other side of the room, also with two chairs, and near it was an old trunk with its lid up displaying iron pots, pans and other cookware within. A ladder led up to what appeared to be a sleeping-loft. Matthew noted a bookcase with ten volumes in it, though how Reverend Burton could read was a mystery. A plain pinewood cupboard stood at the rear of the room. Next to one wall was a minister's lectern, simple but sturdy, and open atop it was a thick black-bound book that could only have been the Holy Bible. In the corner beside the lectern was something that made Matthew's brows go up: a little pile of straw that seemed to be the nesting place for an unknown entity.
"Your condition?" Burton put the candle down upon the small round table. Two other candles, both nearly stubs, were burning in holders, one atop the mantel amid a collection of smooth stones probably taken from the river, and the second on the larger table. "Oh, you mean that you're wet?" He managed a smile that took a few years off his face, and Matthew had the impression of a once-handsome man with a strong square chin and sparkling eyes. "I should thank God for the storm, then. We don't have much company."
"We?" Greathouse asked.
"My friend Tom has gone to check the snares."
"Oh," was Greathouse's response, but Matthew looked uneasily at the nest of straw and wondered if Tom slept there. Surely the reverend wasn't insane, for he seemed clean enough and was dressed well, in dark brown breeches, gray stockings, a white shirt and a pair of old but serviceable brown boots. No, there most certainly had to be a human Tom, for who had put an axe to the wood and lugged it in from the forest?
"Do you mind if I sit down, here on the floor?" Slaughter inquired. "Where I won't be in anyone's way." He was already sitting, and putting the ball gently down, by the time he'd asked the question.
"New York, you said?" Burton eased himself into the chair with the footstool, and winced a bit as his bones settled. "I haven't been to New York in . . . oh . . . eight years, I think it must be. Probably nearer ten, really. All that noise and the goings-on, it was never my cup of choice. But tell me, who do you gentlemen work for, that you're taking a prisoner to—" He stopped, and his head tilted. "Ah! Here's Tom now!"
There came the sound of boots on the porch. The door opened. A small wet dog, its short bristly hair black as midnight and its snout the brown hue of damp sand, scampered in. "Tom! We have company!" The wet dog was not Tom, for following right after the dog was a tall, slimly-built boy who Matthew guessed was thirteen or fourteen years old. Tom wore a black wool cap and a long black coat turned up at the collar. He was carrying two large gray rabbits hanging from a pole. And that was all the luxury of impression that Matthew could afford at the moment, for the dog stopped just short of Slaughter and, its legs splayed wide, began to rend the air with barks like pistol shots.
"James!" scolded Burton. "Don't be inconsiderate!"
The dog kept barking, but it ceased when the boy commanded sharply, "James! Hush!" After which, the dog made a couple of circles while keeping its eyes on Slaughter, and then it backed up against the boy's leg and made grumbling noises of disapproval.
"Strange," Slaughter said, with a shrug that rattled his chains. "Animals usually adore me."
Tom looked from Slaughter to Greathouse and then to Matthew, his expression impassive. By the candleglow, his keen eyes were a light gray, and as they stared at him for a few seconds Matthew had the distinct feeling of being taken apart from head to toe as a curious youth might cut to pieces a grasshopper for closer inspection. Then the boy's gaze left him, and Tom said, "Shhhh!" to quiet James' opinion of the new arrivals.
"These two gentlemen are from New York," Burton explained. "The individual on the floor who smells in dire need of soap scrubbing is their prisoner. They're on their way to Fort Laurens."
Tom frowned and started to speak, but the reverend continued. "I think we should take them at their word, and as Christians offer them shelter and food. Do we have enough?"
The boy was a moment in answering. Finally he said, "The rabbits are bonny enough. I'll make a stew," in what was definitely the cadence and rolling "r" of a thick Scottish accent. "First off, you'll be needin' to get that team in the barn 'less you want drowned horses."
Greathouse nodded. He told the boy, "I could use some help."
Tom glanced quickly at Matthew and then at the prisoner, as if marking whether the former was up to dealing with the latter. When he took notice of the pistol on the mantel, he put aside the freshly-killed rabbits and went out the door again without a word, the dog shadowing him right at his heels. Greathouse said, "Watch him," to Matthew, who needed no urging on that particular subject. Then the door was closed just as a distant sound of thunder boomed to indicate the storm was in no hurry to reach the sea.
"Well, here we are." Slaughter leaned back against the wall. "At least it's better than where I was, but not by much."
"Your friend," Matthew said to the reverend. "Just a boy. Is he not related to you?"
"No. Tom came to me . . . " Burton hesitated, his eyes closed. "For-give me, time plays tricks on me now. He came to me . . . in November, I think it was. Late November, just after my eyes began to go."
"He came to you? How?"
"Just as I say. One day he and James just walked into the village. From the direction of Belvedere, I think he said. The trading post there. It's a good thing he came. A God-sent gift, he is."
"Really?" Something about the reverend's tone of voice had pricked Matthew's curiosity, which always lay near his surface. "And how might that be?"
Burton's eyes opened and he stared into the fire as it popped and hissed. What he might be seeing was up to debate. "God sent him to me, to help keep my promise." He breathed softly, as again in the distance thunder rumbled. "I'm going to die soon," he continued. "I feel it coming. I was asleep in my chair when you knocked and . . . others here, before they died, told me . . . they had dreams of death knocking at their doors, and it was all right, it was not to be feared. So I thought . . . I wasn't sure I was dreaming, or awake when I answered your knock. But God sent Tom to me to help do what I promised for the others, the ones who died. To take care of their graves, until I also pass from this life. And Tom has promised me also. He would stay with me until I die, and I will be the last grave in the cemetery. And that will be what happened to the village of New Unity, gentlemen. In the space of hardly more than six months, from April to October, one year ago."
"What happened?" Slaughter asked. "Eh? What're you talking about?"
"Fever," came the hushed reply. "It killed men, women and children. Whole families. My wife as well. And I am left, with the help of God and Tom, to watch over their place of final rest. They worked so hard at building a town. All of them. So very hard. They deserve now to be remembered. Don't you agree?"
"Your opinion," said Slaughter, in a hollow sort of voice that Matthew had not heard from him before. "God doesn't give a shit about us. Why should anyone else?"
Matthew saw the reverend flinch at this brutal statement. For a moment Burton did not respond, and then he said, not without pity, "Sir, you have a very cold and callous attitude."
"I've earned it," Slaughter answered.
The remark hung in the air, as the fire's red center spat sparks and another torrent of rain beat against the roof.
"But you were asking about Tom." The reverend put his feet up on the footstool before him with the slow regality of his age. "He's told me that the dog took up with him somewhere on the road, and he named it after his father. For companionship, you know. I believe he was very close to his father."
"What became of his family?"
"His mother died when he was a small boy. A younger brother and sister, also dead. I would think fever in that case, as well. His father was a farmer. Kicked in the chest by a horse and passed away soon after."
"Hm," Matthew said thoughtfully. Indeed, he was thinking of his own origins. His mother dead of poisoned blood when he was but three, his father a hardworking Massachusetts colony plowman who was struck down by a horse's kick to the head when Matthew was six, and then Matthew was thrown into the embrace of the world, which was not often kindly. But, looking upon Reverend Burton in this flickering firelight, Matthew was reminded of his mentor at the orphanage in New York. Headmaster Staunton, who had treated Matthew well, who had lifted him up into the higher realm of books and education with a strict but respectful hand, and who in essence was responsible for his evolution from a dirty street urchin to a young man whose mind never rested in the pursuit of a problem. Headmaster Staunton had left the orphanage in his sixty-sixth year to travel west into the frontier land, with intent to teach the Indian tribes the salvation of God, and then the detested Eben Ausley had arrived to take charge. But that was past history. What intrigued Matthew at the moment was the fact that he and Tom had both lost their fathers to the whim of capricious fate in the form of a horse's kick.
"From what I gather, Tom has no more family in the colonies," Burton went on. "I think he sold the horse and set off on his own, and that was a year or so before he came here, if I have it right." 
"Parson, speaking of right," said Slaughter. "It looks to me as if we'd wear near the same size of boots. You wouldn't have another pair, would you?"
"No, I'm sorry, I don't."
"Oh." Matthew saw Slaughter give a faint half-smile, and the flameglow lay red in his eyes. "That's a pity, then."
Matthew didn't care for the way that was spoken. He measured how long it would take him to fetch the pistol up and train it on Slaughter, if he had to. But how fast could Slaughter move with all that iron on him? He wished Greathouse would hurry up. He felt Greathouse could handle him, even without a gun, and he wondered as well if Slaughter could smell fear on a man, like a horse an instant before it kicked.
The fire popped, shooting sparks, and when Matthew jumped just the smallest bit he heard Slaughter give a soft laugh as if at the most secret joke.
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Outside Reverend Burton's cabin the darkness closed in, rain fell in sheets upon the wilderness, the thunder boomed and lightning streaked across the heavens. Just another night in New Jersey, some might have said.
Inside the cabin, though, the crackling fire issued forth a convivial warmth, the light of candles spread what in a tavern would have been a friendly glow, and the delicious smell of the rabbit stew bubbling in an iron kettle in the hearth would have made Sally Almond crave the recipe. Tom had shown himself to be a true gift from God, at least in terms of cooking; a few mushrooms, wild onions, potatoes and carrots into the kettle with the pieces of rabbit meat, a little added brandy from the flask that Greathouse had offered around to those who did not wear chains or have four legs, and for the moment a small cameo of comfort had returned to New Unity.
Wooden bowls were set at the table, and portions of the stew scooped into them with a wooden ladle. Tom set aside a smaller portion in a bowl for James, who Matthew noted was never far from the boy's touch. The two chairs by the fireplace were pulled over to join the two at the table, which left Slaughter to say, "I presume, then, that I'll be eating with the dog?"
"You'll eat on the floor and be happy about it." Greathouse put a bowl down for the prisoner. The great one's cap and coat hung on a wallpeg behind him, his shirtsleeves rolled up.
The reverend said with great dignity, "May I remind you, Mr. Greathouse, that this is my home? In all the time I've lived here no guest has ever been forced to eat his meal from the floor. I'd take it very kindly if that hospitality goes unblemished, in the good name of Christ."
"I think he ought to—"
"He can sit on the footstool," Burton interrupted crisply. "Would you help him up? Or shall you have an old man do it?"
Greathouse looked to Matthew for support, but all Matthew could do was shrug, for it was clear Reverend Burton was firm in his humanity, even to those who might be less human than others. Still, Matthew could tell Greathouse was restraining an oath behind his clenched teeth as he put the prisoner's bowl up on the table and then reached down to help Slaughter struggle up.
As Matthew brought the footstool over, Slaughter said to Burton, "Thank you for your kindness, sir, but I might ask for one more Christian favor. These irons will make sitting at your fine table an exercise in torment for my back, and if you might see fit that I be—"
"No." Greathouse had him by the scruff of the neck. "You'll make do."
"One moment. Mister Slaughter? Might I ask that, if your irons are removed, you vow to comport yourself as a gentleman and cause no trouble?"
"Sir!" Greathouse was starting to get red in the face. "He's our prisoner, do you understand that? He's a killer. There's no sense in taking the irons off him!"
"I vow whatever you please," Slaughter said. "And it's true, pastor, that I've sinned much, but also true that I've been much sinned against."
Burton nodded. Tom helped him ease into a chair at the head of the table. "Remove his irons," said the reverend. "No man shall sit at my table in chains."
"Oh, for the love of—" Greathouse stopped himself only by biting his tongue.
"Precisely," said Burton. He tilted his head. "Listen to that rain come down!"
Greathouse took the key from his shirt. "Matthew, get the pistol and bring it over here, will you?" Matthew obeyed, and he held it ready as Greathouse unlocked first the leg irons and then the manacles. When the chains fell away Slaughter stood up to his full height and the bones of his spine cracked.
"Ahhhh!" Slaughter stretched, holding his arms toward the ceiling. It seemed to Matthew, disconcertingly, that the prisoner was an inch or two taller than he'd appeared at the asylum. "Nothing makes a man hungrier than being out of his irons. I'm in your debt, parson." He sat down on the footstool, which was between the chairs meant for Matthew and Greathouse and across from Tom's seat.
Greathouse took the pistol, sat down and kept his eyes on Slaughter as Tom went about pouring apple cider from a jug into small brown cups for them. Then, when everyone was arranged, Burton led them in a short prayer—during which neither Greathouse nor Matthew dared close their eyes—and Slaughter was the first to smack his lips and dig into his stew with a wooden spoon and his fingers.
They ate as hungry men do, without speaking. James finished his meal and came around to ask for more. Matthew noted that Tom resisted for awhile, but soon slipped a piece of rabbit from his own bowl down to his friend.
Matthew had been studying Tom while the stew was being cooked. The boy seemed silent by nature, closed up in a world of his own. Something about him resisted questions even before the questions had been asked. He had examined the visitors on first meeting, true, but after that he seemed not to care very much about them. He was a handsome boy, with a high forehead and a craggy nose that looked to have once been broken. His hair was more of a dark stain, being shaved to the scalp. Matthew had once worn his hair the same way, to combat the spread of lice. Tom had a strong square jaw and thick black brows above piercing light gray eyes. He was slimly-built, but nothing about him suggested weakness; in fact, he moved with a quickness and economy that said he was both physically strong and equally swift. Matthew thought the boy would've been a good candidate for Greathouse's sword-fighting lessons. Now, as Matthew continued to examine the boy, Tom looked up from his bowl and stared across the table at him, with a brief panther-like glare that asked the question What are you looking at? Immediately Matthew dropped his gaze and said, "Good stew."
There was no response from Tom, who went back to his eating as if nothing had been said.
"I saw evidence of a horse in the barn," Greathouse said in between sips of the cider. The pistol lay beside his bowl, aimed in Slaughter's direction. "My team will appreciate the oats, for sure. But what happened to your horse?"
"We had to sell her," Burton offered. "Tom rode her to Belvedere just last week, to trade for some things we needed. Candles, salt, sugar. Those things."
"And how far is Belvedere, then?"
"Oh . . . twelve miles, I suppose."
"Fourteen," said the boy, without looking up.
Greathouse paused with the cup at his lips. "You're not going to tell me you rode a horse to this Belvedere place and walked back here fourteen miles carrying a sackful of supplies, are you?"
Tom shrugged. The silent answer was All right, I won't.
"A stout-hearted lad!" Slaughter raised his cup. "This world needs more of them!"
"Reverend Burton told me how you lost your parents," Matthew ventured. The boy seemingly paid him no attention. "I lost mine in much the same way. Don't you have any other family?"
Tom said nothing. He was finishing his stew, but kept a bit of rabbit to hand down to James. Then he spoke, as if the question were of no consequence: "A grandpa in Aberdeen. That's all."
"Hail to the Scots!" Slaughter said.
"I can take care of m'self." Tom lifted his gaze to spear Matthew with it, and then he drank down some more of his cider to put an end to this line of conversation.
Thunder spoke above the cabin. Rain slashed at the shutters. James, unperturbed by the roar of nature, sat down next to Tom's foot and scratched at a flea.
"Greathouse." Slaughter had reached the bottom of his bowl. He licked juice from his fingers. "I don't know that name, but I swear you're familiar. Were you ever a circus performer?"
"No. Were you?"
"Oh, absolutely. In my youth I was an acrobat. Quite accomplished if I might say so. I had a female partner, and together we jumped through hoops of fire. Have you ever seen a circus?" The last question was presented to Tom, whose only answer was to reach down and rub his dog's back.
"I regret your situation here," said Greathouse to the reverend. "Can we do anything to help?"
"No. I just thank God the suffering is over." Burton rubbed his right temple, as if at the pain of memory. "They were such good people. So hopeful. And we were doing so well, for awhile. New Unity started as an apple orchard. There are fertile fields between here and the river, you see. More and more people came in, and then the fever struck. It was a terrible thing, sir. Terrible, to see all those people suffering, and begging over dying loved ones for the mercy of God, and yet . . . all I could do was pray. A doctor was brought from Belvedere, and he did all he could but . . . what could be done, against such an enemy? The doctor himself fell ill, and perished. Then . . . my wife." He put his frail hand against his forehead. The thunder boomed again, off to the east. "My wife of fifty-two years, my lovely bride. Coughed herself to death, and squeezed my hand at the last, and I whispered, Wait for me, Abigail, please wait for me. But there were so many others in torment. I couldn't think only of myself, and my loss. I had to be strong, for the others. The young children who died, the mothers who watched their infants go pale and more and more unto deathly white. The strapping young men, with such great dreams, and the women who had come here with them to build a life. And there they lie, in the graves. Peaceful now, I hope. But oh, sirs, they endured so much."
A silence fell, but for the sounds of the fire and the rain.
Quite suddenly, Tyranthus Slaughter began to laugh.
"Shut your mouth!" Greathouse, his cheeks aflame, grabbed hold of the prisoner's beard and twisted it.
Slaughter kept laughing, as tears of either mirth or pain glittered in his eyes.
"Shut it, I said!" Greathouse shouted. James was up on four feet, starting a low gut-growl, but Tom put his hand down on the back of the dog's neck to hold him steady.
"Pardon me! Pardon me!" Slaughter tried to swallow his laughter and began to cough, so violently that Greathouse released him. Matthew didn't know what to think. The madman's wagon had lost its wheels. "Pardon me!" Slaughter repeated, as he wiped his eyes and his nose and drew in a long ragged breath of air. "It just . . . it just strikes me . . . as so funny . . . so ridiculous . . . that none of you . . . have a goddamned idea of—" And on the final four words his eyes cleared, his voice tightened and he reached up to rub his raw chin beneath the patchwork beard. "What real suffering is."
"Apologize to the reverend!" Greathouse demanded, with such force the spittle foamed on his lips. "By God I'll smash your face in if you don't!" Already his fist was clenched and the blow about to be struck.
Slaughter stared at the upraised fist. He reached into his mouth with a forefinger and probed at an offending shred of rabbit stuck between upper teeth. "I shall apologize, sir," he said lightly, "if the company will hear my tale of suffering."
The fist was near being thrown. Matthew knew a bloody mess was about to erupt. "Don't do it," he cautioned, and Greathouse's enraged eyes ticked toward him. The cocked fist was slowly lowered.
"Let him speak," said Reverend Burton, his opaque gaze fixed on the space between Greathouse and the prisoner. "Go ahead, sir, but I ask you to refrain from taking our Lord's name in vain."
"Thank you. Might I have another cup of cider? Just to wet the old whistle?"
Burton nodded, and Tom did the pouring.
Slaughter took a long drink and swirled the liquid around in his mouth before he swallowed. Then he put the cup down before him and turned it between his fingers, with their jagged clawlike nails.
Thunder echoed in the distance. A second voice of the storm spoke, nearer still.
"There was a boy," said Slaughter. "A hardworking young English boy. Whose drunken mother had been murdered in a tavern brawl when he was not quite ten, and her blood spattered his legs, but that is neither here nor there. This upright young boy and his father went out upon the world, and as fate would have it both of them found positions in the mining fields of Swansea. Diggers, they were. Shovel-and-pick men. Handgrubbers, down in the earth. A father and son, blackened together inside and out, black grit in their teeth and in their eyes, and all the day the ringing music of the pit, hour upon hour, for that pretty little pence in their palms. Or rather, in the father's palm, for the boy did so wish that his father might become rich someday, and stride the world as an earl, or a duke. Someone who mattered, in the course of time. Someone he might be proud of. You see?"
No one answered. Slaughter lifted a finger. "Ah, that boy! Quite the worker, he was. He and his father, breaking rocks in that mine from sunup 'til sundown. Or was it from sundown 'til sunup? What is time, where there is only the light of the lanterns, and all seasons are damp and musty as the tomb? But then, gentlemen, came the hour of disaster!" He nodded, looking from one face to the other. "Disaster," he repeated, letting the word hiss. "A cracking noise, small as the sound of a rat biting a bone. Followed by a rumble that built to a roar, but by then the roof was falling. Thunder is no equal to such a noise, sirs. And afterward, the cries and moans of those trapped by the rock swell up in the dark, and echo in the chambers like a cathedral of the damned. Eleven diggers had gone down, to scoop out the last of a worn-out hole. Five were killed outright. Six left alive, in various states of life. One had a tinderbox and got it lit. Two unbroken lamps were found, and some candles in a dead man's sack. There the boy was, waiting for rescue, while his father lay a few feet away with both his legs crushed. And oh, how that man could caterwaul! It shamed the boy, really, to have to witness such indignity."
"When they stuffed a dead man's shirt into the father's mouth, they were at last able to hear help coming," Slaughter went on, as lightning streaked white beyond the shutters and thunder growled overhead. "They shouted to let the diggers know they were still alive. They had air, that was all right. And water, a flask or two. They could hold on, until the diggers got them up. And then—who can say when—there came another little crack of a rat bite and boom fell more rock and dust. A storm of it. A whirlwind. But they relit their lanterns, and held on. As the candles burned down. As the last of the beef sausage was eaten. Once more they heard the diggers coming. Coming closer, hour after hour. Or was it day after day? And then again, boom fell the rocks, and this time the man who'd lit his tinderbox fell dead, his brains burst out upon the black wall. Which left five living, if one includes the boy's father, who by now had suffered the agony that renders a human being . . . somewhat less than human."
Slaughter paused to drink again from his cup, and licked his lips when he'd finished. "They waited. The diggers were coming. They had one lantern left, and a few candles. Hope remained. Even when the father drew his last breath, and his eyes grew cold and white and the life left him like a bitter mist . . . hope remained. And then someone—the old soldier with the gray beard, the one from Sheffield—said Listen. He said, Listen, I don't hear them anymore. Of course they all hollered and shouted until their lungs were raw, but the noise made more rubble fall and they were afraid to lose their lantern, and so they just sat and waited, in a little foul chamber that was filling up with the smell of the dead. They sat and waited, there in the earth, as the candles burned down one after the other and the waterflasks emptied and . . . oh yes . . . the hunger started gnawing their bellies. They became weaker, and weaker still. And finally someone said, I think they've left us. Left us, he said, to rot. And someone else went mad, and gibbered until he was hit over the head with a stone, and another wept in a corner and prayed to Jesus on his knees, but the boy vowed I will not die, here in this hole. I will not be left to rot, thrown away like garbage for the worms."
"So," Slaughter said quietly, as the low red firelight played across his face, "the boy listened when one of the others said he was once aboard a ship that was becalmed for weeks, and after the food ran out and people began to die . . . you had to determine how much you wanted to live. You had to determine if you could take a blade and carve yourself a meal. And then that man looked at the corpse of the boy's father, and he held up a knife, and he said, There's enough meat on the thighs to keep us going. We can drink from him, too. Don't let it be, that he suffered so much for nothing."
"And when the knife went to work," Slaughter said, "the boy just sat and watched. He was hungry, you see, and perhaps by then half-mad himself, and the strangest, strangest thing . . . was that, when he ate the first strip of meat . . . when he put it between his teeth, and chewed out all the juice . . . he thought it was better than any dish he'd ever tasted in his life."
"My God," the reverend breathed.
"It is like pork," Slaughter continued, staring at nothing. "But sweeter. I've been told. I have heard it said—just heard, mind you—that a blindfolded man given a choice of a beef tenderloin, flank of horse and buttock of human being will invariably choose the buttock, it being so richly marbled with fat. And that in the human meat can be tasted the essence of food and drink consumed by that body in happier times. There are some, I hear, who if left to their own devices would become enslaved to the taste of human, and want nothing else. And that's not mentioning the internal organs, which supposedly have miraculous powers to regenerate the near-dead. Particularly the heart and the brain." 
"Oh!" he said brightly. "To finish my story, sirs. When he finally crawled up out of the dark through a space only a desperate boy could have negotiated, and unfortunately but out of necessity left two of his fellow companions behind, he made his way in the course of time to the house of Samuel Dodson, who owned that particular mining company. Thereupon he put a knife to the throats of Master Dodson, his lovely wife and the three little Dodsons and polished them all off, after which the house was burned down around their heads. The end . . . yet just a beginning." He finished his cup of cider, held it aloft as a tribute to the hero of his tale, and when Greathouse knocked it from his hand to the floor and James started the pistol-shot barking again Slaughter looked at his oppressor with an expression of dismay.
"What, then?" Slaughter asked. "You don't like happy endings?"
Matthew had not eaten all of his stew; there remained a small fatty piece of brown meat at the bottom of the bowl. His stomach being rather queasy, he pushed the bowl away with a finger and sat very still, trying to decide if he was going to keep his food down or not.
"Not gonna eat that?" Tom asked, and when Matthew shook his head the boy reached across the table, took Matthew's bowl and placed it on the floor as an added treat for James.
"Thank you for your confession," said Reverend Burton in a raspy voice, his hands folded before him on the table. The knuckles had paled. "I regret your . . . troubles."
"Oh, who said it happened to me? I'm just relating a story I heard, from someone I knew a long time ago." Slaughter frowned. "Pastor, what kind of monster would I be if I ate my own father? Hm?"
"You're as mad as a three-legged billygoat," Greathouse told him, as the red slowly drained from his face. He rubbed his forehead, as if to dispel as best as he could the gory scene that Slaughter had painted, and then he turned his attention to Burton. "We appreciate your hospitality. If we can sleep in the barn tonight, we'll be on our way first thing in the morning."
"To Fort Laurens."
"Yes, sir."
"There's something you ought to know, then," Burton said, and Matthew leaned slightly forward because he'd heard something in the old man's voice that did not bode well. "Fort Laurens has been deserted for . . . oh . . . many years before New Unity began. A dispute with the Indians, more than thirty years ago, is what they say in Belvedere. A series of raids killed most of the inhabitants and destroyed the fort. Therefore . . . I don't quite understand why you two are taking a prisoner to Fort Laurens, when nothing's there but ruins."
Neither Matthew nor Greathouse knew what to say. But Slaughter spoke up: "They are taking me to Fort Laurens—I should say, to what remains of Fort Laurens—in order to seize money and trinkets that I've buried there. The agreement was that, if I take them to this bounty and give it to them, they will let me go. But here's the thing, sir. I think they're lying. I think that when they get their hands on the money, they're either going to keep me in irons or, more likely, they're going to kill me." He paused to let that sink in, as both his escorts were too astonished to speak. "I see your Bible in the corner, sir. Would you do the godly thing and have these men vow on the Holy Book that they will do what they've promised?"






Twelve
Matthew writhed inwardly, knowing he could never put his hand on a Bible and tell a lie. To emphasize his danger, another bolt of lightning shot white beyond the shutters and thunder blasted overhead. He kept his face down, staring at a scuffed spot on the table.
Greathouse scratched the stubble on his chin, but made no other demonstration.
"Do it, pastor," Slaughter urged, his eyes ashine and his brows twitching. "Make them swear on the book."
Burton tapped his fingers. He cast his gaze in the direction of Slaughter's voice but said nothing for a space of time, during which Matthew thought he'd rather be in the long dark tunnel than this candlelit room. At last the reverend said, "Obviously you feel yourself to be at the mercy of these two men, yet I assume you initiated this . . . um . . . bargain? I do not approve of any of this. Gentlemen, before God I implore you to put aside your greed and do what is right for the common good. That is, deliver the prisoner to the proper authorities in New York. The reward for that is the knowledge that you have done a righteous thing for your fellow man."
"Make them swear!" Slaughter hissed. "Their hands on the book!"
"I will not," came the solemn answer. "In so much as, being of limited mind, I do not understand their motivations. Yet God, being of infinite mind, does understand. The only thing I can say is, do not let greed lead you into the valley of destruction. Take this man, with all proper respect, to New York as you are charged and be done with him. Remember also, that Christ showed mercy to the poorest wreckage of life. Should you not try to do the same?"
"That's right." Slaughter nodded vigorously. "Mercy. Listen to the reverend, gentlemen. He talks a peach, doesn't he?"
"I think," Greathouse said, "that it's time for your irons to go back on."
Burdened by the manacles, the leg irons and the heavy ball, Slaughter sank down to the floor with his back against the wall. He closed his eyes as James sniffed the air and growled in his direction. Outside, the rain continued to fall steadily. Matthew noted that water was dripping from several places in the roof, and Tom put pots around to catch what he could. More wood was added to the fire. Reverend Burton asked Greathouse to bring the Bible over to the table and read to him from the Book of First Timothy, which Greathouse did without noticeable complaint. Tom went to work scrubbing the bowls and utensils with ashes, and Matthew silently helped him in his task.
When the work was done, Tom brought a small box from the bookcase and opened it in front of Matthew. "You play?" he asked, showing two sets of crudely-carved but useful chess pieces, one in dark wood and the other a few shades lighter. Matthew nodded, both surprised and grateful to find one of his greatest pleasures out in these forsaken woods. Tom fetched a battered chessboard from the cupboard at the back of the room, and he and Matthew sat down in the chairs before the fire, set the board and pieces up on the small table between them, and began their war.
The first game Matthew won with ease. The second was not so easy, and it appeared to Matthew that Tom was a quick student, for before this contest was over Matthew had lost his queen, his defense of his king was in jeopardy and Tom's knights were threatening mayhem. But experience won out, and Tom nodded and turned his king over when it was certain there was no escape.
During the third game, Matthew noticed how Tom would lean down and rub or scratch the dog that lay nestled against his foot. Clearly, they had a strong connection between them, and at one point Tom picked James up and held him in his lap, and spent a moment rubbing the dog's back while Matthew puzzled over a potential move.
"Gonna let him go?" Tom asked, quietly enough not to be heard by Greathouse, who was still involved in reading First Timothy, or Slaughter, who snored on the floor.
Matthew knew Tom wasn't talking about the bishop that was being stalked by two rooks. "No," he answered, just as quietly.
"Gonna kill him, then?"
"No."
Tom waited for Matthew to make his move. Then he said, "Maybe you ought to."
The third game ended in another win for Matthew, but not before the soldiers all across the rank and file had been decimated for their generals.
Greathouse finished his reading, Reverend Burton nodded his approval, James got down off his master's lap and curled himself up on the little bed of straw, and Matthew reached into his waistcoat pocket and brought out a small leather drawstring pouch he'd purchased to keep his silver watch, a gift from Katherine Herrald, safe from the elements. Tom regarded him with interest as he opened the pouch and checked the time, finding it was nearly eight o'clock.
"Wake up." Greathouse took his cap and coat from the wallpeg and gave Slaughter a none-too-gentle kick in that favorite fare of cannibals, the buttock. "It's time to get to sleep."
Burton lit another candle and put it into a punched-tin lantern for them. Matthew kept the pistol under his cloak and took charge of the lantern, and with Slaughter between them he and Greathouse said goodnight to their host and went out into the rainy dark, bound for a miserable night in the barn during which neither captor slept worth a Dutch penny but their prisoner slumbered as if on royal linens.
At first light, the rain had turned to a nasty drizzle and gray clouds seemed to be snagged in the treetops. Tom emerged from the cabin, with James at his feet, to help get the horses harnessed. Slaughter allowed himself to be pushed up into the wagon, where he lay down in the posture of a silent observer. Greathouse had retrieved his cloak and wrung it out, and now he put it around his shoulders, wet cloak against wet coat against wet shirt. He climbed up onto his seat and took the reins, while Matthew sat facing backwards again so as to keep guard over the prisoner. But, in truth, Slaughter appeared to be no menace today; his eyes were swollen from sleep and he yawned as if he might unhinge his jaws.
"Good luck to you!" Tom called. The last sight Matthew had of him was Tom walking up the steps to rejoin Reverend Burton in the cabin, and James following right behind. They set off into a murky fog that lay close upon the ground. Just past two more abandoned cabins, the muddy track took the curve to the southwest that Slaughter had foretold. The forest thickened again on either side. Rain dripped from the trees, and the birds were quiet. The wind was still, which was a blessing since all three travellers were soaked and already chilled. Further on, another track split off to the left at a more southerly course, which Matthew presumed must be the route to Belvedere. Greathouse kept to the path they were on, which might be termed a "road" as much as belladonna might be termed a "spice". Soon the horses' hooves and the wagon's wheels were freighted with black mud, slowing their progress even more, and the road began to take a perceptible degree of ascent.
"This is a damnable track," Greathouse said sourly, as if Matthew were to blame.
"Sirs?" Slaughter spoke up. "Might I ask what you'll spend your money on?"
Neither Matthew nor Greathouse were in any mood for conversation. Slaughter adjusted his chains, sat up as best he could manage, and lifted his face to the stinging drizzle. "I'm going to buy myself a shave and a proper bath, first off. Then a new suit. Something very respectable," he said. "A new hat, too. Somewhat like yours, Matthew. I like that style. Then on to buy my ship's passage. Get myself out of here as soon as I'm able. Oh, you can have these colonies, gentlemen, and piss on them! Who in their right mind would want all this . . . this emptiness? Tell me, Mr. Greathouse, don't you miss London?"
No reply was offered.
"I do. Not saying I'm going to stay in London. I don't wish to trade one gaol for another. No, I shall make only a brief stop in London, to get my bearings. Then, I think I shall go to Europe. Any country where there's not a war, as my soldiering days are behind me." He shook his head back and forth, flinging water. "I shall endeavor to find a country," he went on, "where I might buy a title. Lord Slaughter, or Baron Slaughter, or Marquis de Slaughter. It can be done, I have no doubt. In this day and age, with money as it is, it doesn't pay to be a commoner."
The horses pulled onward and upward, as the road continued to ascend. There was no abatement of the steady rain, which dripped from Matthew's tricorn and ran down Greathouse's face from his soggy cap. Matthew felt sure at least two miles had passed since they'd started their uphill climb; the horses were laboring, and the wagon's wheels alternately seemed to stick and then slide.
"You're going to kill me, aren't you."
Matthew looked into Slaughter's face. The prisoner stared impassively at him, his head cocked slightly to one side.
"I would," Slaughter said, before Matthew could form an answer. "I mean, if I were in your position. I'd get the money in my hands, and then I'd kill you. You being me, of course." He gave a thin smile. "Really. What's five pounds, when you're looking at fifty or more? And me, I'm just a . . . what did you call me, Mr. Greathouse? Oh yes. A common criminal."
"We're not going to kill you," Matthew replied.
"But you're not going to let me go, are you? You're not going to do as you promised. I can tell. Yes, I see it in your eyes, Matthew. So, if you don't let me go and you don't kill me, how are you going to explain to your keepers about the money? I mean, when we reach New York I must tell them that you've gotten hold of my treasure, for what reason should I not? And then they're going to want a piece of it, aren't they? A sizeable piece, I would think. Yes, I know about greed, all right."
"Shut up," Greathouse said over his shoulder. They were coming to what appeared to be, thankfully, the top of this rather steep incline.
"I think it's a problem for both of you," Slaughter continued, undaunted. "And for me as well. Are you willing to split the money with men who dared not even dirty their breeches to come fetch me? You two doing all the work, for a measly five pounds? It's a crying shame, gentlemen."
"Matthew," Greathouse said grimly, "if he speaks again I want you to put the barrel of that pistol in his mouth."
"Now you know the young man is not going to do that. I do know pistols, sir, as well as I know razors. What if it went off and blew the brains out the back of my head? Good-bye, money. One dead Slaughter, but not a penny for Greathouse and Corbett. No, the reasonable thing to do, sir, is to assure me that you will let me go after I show you to the safebox, and then . . . if you're not a liar, young man . . . I would much appreciate it if indeed you did allow me to go on my way. I shall think of you kindly, when I'm sitting on silk pillows in Europe."
"Just do all us a favor, and keep your damned mouth—" And then Greathouse's own mouth stopped making noise, for they'd crested the hill and there before them was a curving decline with thick woods on the right. On the left was a dropoff that fell into a forested gorge with wisps of fog at its bottom fifty feet below.
"Oh dear," said Slaughter, peering over the wagon's side. "I did forget about this dangerous descent."
Greathouse held steady on the reins, which was unnecessary because the horses locked their legs up and one of the beasts gave a tremulous whinny that sounded like it meant Don't make me go down there.
They sat in the rain, saying nothing. Greathouse's shoulders were hunched forward, water dripping from his chin. Matthew wiped his eyes, his other hand on the gun he held protectively beneath his sopping-wet cloak. Slaughter gave a long, low sigh and at last said, "Fort Laurens is a little more than a mile from here. What's your pleasure, sirs?"
When Greathouse's voice came, it was as tight as an Iroquois' bowstring. "Giddup," he said, and flicked the reins. The horses didn't move. Greathouse flicked the reins again, with some temper behind it this time, and one of the horses started off, pulling along with it the animal that had put up a protest. The wagon rolled forward, as rivulets of mud coursed down before them.
"Keep an eye to that dropoff," Greathouse told Matthew, which was breath wasted because Matthew was already measuring the distance between wheel and disaster. The horses' hooves were plowing into the mud, for true, but there was always the danger of the wagon slipsliding to the side sinister. If Greathouse couldn't get them straightened out in time they could plunge over the embankment and down where the forest and fog might hide bones for a hundred years.
They'd descended about another sixty yards when it was apparent the road, tortured by time and weather, was getting narrower. "It's close over here," Matthew said. "Two feet at the most." With a start, he realized he'd not directed his attention to Slaughter for several minutes, and he had the mental image of Slaughter rising up with a burst of speed and strength and heaving him over to his death; when he looked at the prisoner, however, Slaughter had not moved an inch, and the man's eyes were closed against the drizzle.
They kept going down, through the slippery muck. Matthew uneasily watched the left edge of the road continue to constrict, where previous rainstorms had sheared large sections of the earth away. The horses nickered and jerked their heads, and Greathouse glanced to the left to see for himself how much space separated the wheels from going off the edge. It was less than ten inches, too tight for his comfort, and in another moment he pulled back on the reins and said, "Whoa!"
Slaughter's eyes opened.
Greathouse set the brake. He turned around, wiped the water from his eyes with his cloak, and stared gloomily at their prisoner.
"What are we going to do?" Matthew asked.
"I don't like this damned road. I don't want to take the team too far down it, in case it's washed out further along." He looked back the way they'd come. "No room to turn around. Going to be one devil of a job backing this wagon up."
"I repeat my question."
"I heard you the first time." Greathouse shot a glance at him that could curdle the blood. "The only thing we can do, if we're intending to get to that fort, is to walk."
"Good suggestion," said Slaughter.
He hardly had time to draw a breath after the last word, for suddenly Hudson Greathouse was off his seat and upon him, and when Greathouse meant to be upon somebody they were well and truly a fixed target. Greathouse grasped shirtfront with one hand and patchwork beard with the other and brought his face down into Slaughter's with eyes like hellfire lamps.
"Don't speak," Greathouse hissed. "Don't do any damned thing I don't like." His voice trembled, not from fear but from loss of control, which Matthew had realized was paramount to his nature.
Slaughter obeyed; his face was expressionless, betraying nothing.
It took a minute for Greathouse to compose himself, but still he kept hold of the prisoner's shirt and beard. "Yes, we're going to walk. Yes, I'm going to have to unlock your irons. But you want that, don't you? Is that what you'd hoped would happen, all along?"
Slaughter said not a word, honoring Greathouse's first command.
"I'd warrant it's still over a mile," Matthew said, looking down the long descent.
"You be quiet, too. Just let me think."
A bad sign, Matthew thought. The man of action, reduced to thinking.
"How heavy's the safebox?" was the next question directed at Slaughter. When the prisoner didn't reply, Greathouse twisted his beard. "Now you can speak."
No discomfort registered in Slaughter's eyes. Matthew thought he must have a supreme mental control over pain. "One man can carry it."
"All right, then. But you'd better know that I'll have the pistol on you all the way there, and by God if you do something—anything—I don't like I'll blow your kneecap off. Do you understand that?"
"I hear what you're saying, sir. But why should I do anything you don't like, as I wish to be quits with you two even more than you wish to see my backside."
Greathouse held him for a few seconds more, to emphasize who had power over whom, and then let him go. He reached for the key in his pocket and unlocked the manacles and leg irons, even as Matthew watched with the growing anxiety of a job ill-done.
Slaughter rubbed his wrists. "If you please, sir," he said in a silken voice, "would you throw that key over the drop?"
Greathouse shook his head, the key clenched in his fist.
"Ah, here's the problem, then, and I knew we must come to it." A faint, maddening half-smile surfaced on Slaughter's mouth. "It's a matter of trust, isn't it? I'm trusting you—the both of you—to do as you've promised, even though you were let off so lightly by that simpleton of a pastor. Why should I take you to the safebox, unless there's at least—at least—a display from you that I shall not end up in irons again once you have the treasure?" He gave a passing scowl of irritation when Greathouse didn't respond, and diverted his attention to Matthew. "Tell him, young sir, that I'm not going anywhere if he doesn't throw the key over."
"We'll be sitting here for a long time then, won't we?" Greathouse said.
"Yes," replied Slaughter. "We will be."
The two men stared at each other, neither one moving. Suddenly, in a blur of motion, Greathouse reached out to grasp Slaughter's beard again; yet, before the hand could get there, Slaughter intercepted it with his own, the dirty fingers with their sharp ragged nails seizing Greathouse's wrist with remarkable and—for Matthew—unsettling strength.
Slaughter said, quite calmly, "You forget yourself, sir. We are no longer captors and prisoner. We are now partners."
"The hell you say!"
"The hell," came the answer, "I do say." He freed Greathouse's wrist, with an air of annoyance. "If I'm to walk you down to the fort, I want an assurance that I will not be walked back up and returned to those irons. You vowed you'd release me, and not kill me. I take you at your word. Now show me I can trust you by throwing the key over."
Greathouse looked to Matthew for guidance, and for the first time Matthew saw in the other man's eyes an expression of helplessness. It was a terrible thing to witness, this chink in a knight's armor. Yet Matthew knew his own tarnished tin had gotten them into this predicament.
"Damn it," Greathouse said, to the world. He took a long breath, let it out between gritted teeth, and then he reared his arm back to throw.
"On second thought!" Slaughter held his hand out, palm up, before Greathouse. "I should like to cast it myself." His eyes were heavy-lidded. "And, by the by, I do believe you moved the key to your other hand just before your last attempt at beard-twisting. I think it's in your coat pocket by now, there on the left side."
Greathouse lowered his head. When he looked up again, he was wearing a bemused—if petulant—smile. "As you said back at the hospital, never blame the wind for wishing to blow."
"True enough. However, I've polished off several men who tried to blow their wind in my direction. The key, please?" He wriggled his repugnant fingers.
"I suppose you'll want the gun next?" Greathouse took the key from his coat pocket on the left side and dropped it into Slaughter's palm.
"Not necessary. I trust you not to shoot me, at least until you have the safebox. Besides, wet weather is no friend to gunpowder." Slaughter threw the key over; there was a faint metallic tink as it hit a treetrunk far below. Then, rid of this obstacle to the life of a titled scoundrel, he grinned like a king. "Now! Shall we be off, gentlemen?" Disregarding Matthew, who had brought the pistol's barrel out from beneath his cloak as a presentment of threat, Slaughter got down off the wagon. His feet pressed into the mud, and he began to walk jauntily along the treacherous road into the valley of Fort Laurens.
Greathouse started to get down as well.
Matthew felt a pressure in his throat, as if he were being throttled. It was his confession, he realized. His confession, all balled up word tangled with word. He reached out and grasped the other man's sleeve. "Hudson," he said, sounding near choked.
Greathouse looked at him, the thick gray eyebrows ascending.
"Listen," Matthew went on. "We don't have to go down there. There's something I need to—"
"Coming, sirs?" Slaughter called, waiting twenty yards further along.
"Easy, easy." Greathouse's voice was muted. "I can handle him, Matthew. Don't worry. The key to the irons is still in my pocket. He threw the key to my room at the boarding house." Greathouse angled his face toward Slaughter. "We're coming!" he replied, and he clambered off the wagon to the mucky earth.
Matthew watched him follow Slaughter along the descending track. Wet weather is no friend to gunpowder. True enough. The pistol he was holding might be useless, if the time came to pull that trigger. He wished Greathouse had brought a sword; those worked well enough, shine or rain. He had to get out of the wagon and face what was ahead, had to push his guilt into his guts where his courage used to be. Had he actually begun believing those air-woven tales of his own stellar celebrity in the Earwig? Had he fallen so far, since summer?
Greathouse stopped to wait for him, and just beyond Greathouse also stopped Slaughter, who was if anything a well-mannered killer.
When Matthew's boots pushed into the mud, he half-expected the earth to open up for him, and for him to slide down and down into the thick dark where a new winter's fireplace had been lit for his comfort in Hell.
He walked on, carrying his invisible irons that made prisoners of even the richest men.






Thirteen
Walking only a few yards behind Greathouse, Matthew twice almost spoke out about Professor Fell's money, but both times an inner voice interrupted to say You heard him, didn't you? He said, Don't worry. The great one has spoken, and the great one will bash your head in if you tell him now, at this sorry moment, that there already exists enough money to buy Zed's freedom. So do yourself a favor, and keep your mouth shut.
The mean little drizzle was still coming down. They were walking through tendrils of fog, which didn't help Matthew's state of mind. The tendrils slowly shifted around them, as if drawing them deeper, and Matthew was made to think of the red wax octopus on the paper seal, and its eight tentacles stretched out to seize the world.
Through the fog at the bottom of the road there appeared a dark green wall about fifteen feet in height, splotched here and there with colors of wine red and pale yellow. At first Matthew thought it was just a particularly dense section of the forest, but a dozen yards closer and he could see individual black treetrunks, sharpened by axes at the top, and the spider's web of vines and creepers that had reached out from the wilderness to lay claim to the remains of Fort Laurens. It was a dead place, and utterly silent. The road curved slightly to the left, and entered the fort through the jagged, black-burnt opening where the main gate must have stood. Something suddenly crashed through the woods on their right, a heavy dark shape that caused even Slaughter to stop in his muddy tracks, but whatever it was—stag or wild boar, perhaps—it kept going into the thick underbrush and disappeared.
"Give me the gun," Greathouse said, and Matthew was relieved to hand it over. Just ahead of them, Slaughter had started on again, but Greathouse called to him, "Wait!" and the barefoot beast of barbershop butchery obeyed as meekly as a lamb.
It was apparent, as they neared the fort, that fire had done a nasty turn on the Dutchmen. Large sections of the treetrunk wall had burned away, the ravages of flame still to be seen beneath the mesh of nature even after three decades. What must have been a guardhouse, up on the right front corner, was a mass of tangled timbers held together by black vines, its witch's hat of a roof fallen down and overhanging the wall at an angle that defied gravity. Matthew noted gunports here and there, wide enough for the snouts of blunderbuss shotguns to deliver loads of gravel, nails, or glass as well as lead balls. It was clear, however, that the Indian hatchet and the bowstring had decided this particular battle, and he wondered how many hundreds of arrowheads would still be found in the logs. Or, indeed, how many skeletons might lie beyond the broken walls.
"Beautiful, isn't it?" Slaughter had stopped before the hole where the gate had been. He put his hands on his hips and admired the place as if he were already an earl, and this his madman's castle. "We found it from an old map. Just the sort of refuge where a couple of hardworking highwaymen might rest for a few days and count their gold among the safety of the forgotten dead." He grinned broadly at his new partners. "Shall we enter?"
"After you." Greathouse motioned with the pistol.
"Must you still wave that thing around? I thought we were past that." Slaughter suddenly frowned and clutched at his gut. "Oh, dear," he said. "I've been holding my shit in respect for you gentlemen, but I really must let it go now. Pardon me." He started walking off to the left, down into a small gulley full of brush and leaves.
"Where do you think you're going?" Greathouse took a step toward him.
"I told you." Slaughter flashed a baleful look at them. "Do you want to hold my hand?" He descended into the gulley, mindless of the gun, and then he pulled his breeches down to expose a large white rump the sight of which instantly made Greathouse and Matthew avert their eyes.
"Stay where we can see you!" Greathouse commanded, even as he walked away a few paces. The sound of cursing, grunting and straining that issued up from Slaughter's place of excretion was truly horrific. Matthew could see the very top of Slaughter's head, but no further down did he wish to witness. At last the hobble-gobble ceased, there came the noise of a handful of leaves being gathered and, presumably, used, and then Slaughter walked back up with his gray breeches in place and the long tail of his gray shirt flagging.
"Thank you," Slaughter said. "I'm ready now."
"You first," Greathouse directed. "And slowly."
Slaughter entered the dead fort, with Greathouse a few feet behind and Matthew following.
Within the walls were the ruins of a small town. What had been horsepaths between log buildings were weeded up and littered with debris like broken barrels and shards of pottery. Fires had gnawed most of the interior structures down to the tindersticks. An overturned wagon attested to the violence that had visited this place, as well as the shutters that had been hacked away from the windowframes of the few remaining cabins. Doors had been torn from their hinges and thrown aside. Once inside the walls, the Indians had taken their task of destruction from house to house, and Matthew doubted that very many of the settlers had lived to see the next hour.
Matthew saw no skeletons in the wreckage of Fort Laurens, for which he was grateful. Either the Indians had carried off the corpses, or more Dutchmen had come later to claim their brethren. Still, this was a gloomy place, and the imagination could quickly stir up the embers of ghosts from the piles of cold ashes.
There was one good element in this picture: the drizzle had changed to a light spit, though the sky remained low and leaden. A whisper of chill wind blew from the west, with the promise that autumn's days were numbered.
Greathouse and Matthew followed Slaughter deeper into the center of the ruins. Matthew recoiled when he almost stepped on the head of a small ceramic doll, its blue-painted eyes staring up from the weeds and its body already crushed to powder. In another moment they came upon a few intact log cabins and two other structures—a barn and small warehouse, they appeared to be—arranged in a circle around a common area that held a stone well with a peaked roof above it. Both the barn and warehouse had suffered fire damage but were still standing, more or less; the cabins were in various stages of collapse. Slaughter took course for the one cabin that at least had a whole roof, and Matthew realized they had reached the highwayman's hideaway.
"Hold it!" Greathouse said before Slaughter could pass through the opening where a door used to stand. Slaughter stopped on the threshold and waited for them, his mouth twisted to one side with what might have been irritation. "Your pleasure, sir. Do you wish to go in first, to make sure I'm not leading you onto a floor that will collapse beneath you?" Greathouse peered in, as did Matthew. The place was dark, even with the shutters ripped from the windows. Not much could be seen inside. "Go ahead, then," Greathouse said, with a directional thrust of the pistol, and Slaughter's bare feet left muddy prints across the floorboards.
Inside, the one large room was grim and austere, and certainly had been so even on the day of its construction. But Slaughter and Rattison had evidently made it a home, of sorts. On the floor were two piles of straw, similar to James' bedding, but these big enough for men. A fireplace of rough stones held a mound of ash and some pieces of charred wood, and lying next to the hearth were pots and pans, indicating that at least one of the ruffians could play at cooking. There were two battered chairs, and a leather trunk between them that must have served as a table. A pair of woolen blankets were folded and stacked in a corner on the floor, showing that someone had a penchant for neatness even in the midst of decay. Both Greathouse and Matthew quickly noted that leaning over by the fireplace was a long wooden shovel with an edge of iron on its business point.
It was toward this implement that Slaughter intended to go, until Greathouse said sharply, "Wait!" When Slaughter paid no heed, Greathouse's thumb pulled the pistol's striker to full-cock.
Slaughter stopped, his hand outstretched to touch the shovel. "I do presume you want the safebox. Yes? If so, this will be needed."
Greathouse kept the pistol aimed. A little muscle had begun twitching in his jaw. "All right, then. Get to it."
Slaughter walked to one of the piles of bedding straw, which he shoved aside with his foot. Matthew surmised that Slaughter might not have trusted Rattison to the full extent of comradeship, and had been sleeping atop the treasure. Slaughter thrust the shovel downward and used it to pry up a short board, which he then put to one side. Three more boards were lifted and also removed. Then Slaughter stepped back and said with an exaggerated bow, "Sirs, your fortune awaits."
Cautiously, watchful of the shovel in Slaughter's grip, Greathouse and Matthew came forward to look down into the hole. They saw, simply, a square of straw.
"It's underneath," Slaughter explained. "Do you wish to dig, or shall I?"
"You," Greathouse answered. "But if any of that goes in our faces . . . "
"A man with a pistol, afraid of a little hay." Slaughter smiled sadly. "What is this world coming to?" Then he began to dig into the straw and very carefully placed it on the floor next to the hole.
"You surely went to great pains to keep this secured," Matthew said, as he watched Slaughter work. His heart was beating harder. When the safebox came up, there would remain the challenge of getting a very unwilling prisoner back up the hill to the wagon. "I suspect you didn't trust Rattison as much as you might have liked?"
"I don't trust anyone. Whether I like them or not." Bits of straw whirled up into the gray gloom. "But I was most concerned about the Indians. They're still around; I've seen them, poking about. It wouldn't do for them to find a safebox full of golden trinkets just standing—" The shovel's iron tip thunked into something solid. "Ah! Not buried too deeply, you see, but deeply enough. Take this." He held the shovel out toward Matthew, who paused long enough to glance quickly at Greathouse. A nod of assent was given, and Matthew took charge of the shovel.
Slaughter knelt down. With two hands he cleared away the last layer of straw, and then he brought up an object wrapped in what appeared to be a dirty burlap bag. Moving slowly, for it seemed the object had some weight to it, he removed the bag and let it drop to the floor. "Here," he said, with obvious pride. "The result of our accord."
It was an ordinary box about six inches deep, fashioned of lustrous dark wood. He turned it so that they might see its two brass latches, one set vertically on either side of a keyhole. "I'll open it for you," Slaughter said quickly, and put a finger against one of the latches.
"Not so fast." Greathouse's voice was strained. He still held the pistol, aimed now just to the right of Slaughter's body. "It has a keyhole. Where's the key?"
"Not necessary. It's unlocked, I assure you."
"Seems a natural thing, to have locked it before you buried it. I would have."
"Sir." Slaughter smiled again, as if at a poor fool. "It's a safebox, not a snake. It's not going to bite you."
"I've learned through experience, Mister Slaughter, that a box can bite. Especially if concealed within it is a throwing knife, or a pistol. And wet weather may be no friend to gunpowder, but I'd say that box has stayed dry enough nested in the bag and all that straw. Was that the intent? Is a gun in there?"
"No, and I never had the key. Does that suit you? May I open it now, and let's be about our business?" Again his finger went to the latch.
"I said, no. Just take it very easy." This time Greathouse directed the gun's barrel at Slaughter's head. "Let's get out into the light. Move."
Giving a sigh, Slaughter started out with the box in his arms and Greathouse went after him. Matthew put aside the shovel and started to follow when the burlap bag on the floor caught his attention. Rather, it was what was written on the bag, in bright red paint, that snagged his eye. He picked the bag up, held it to the dim illumination that spilled through the nearest window, and read upon it the words Mrs. Sutch's Sausages. Below that was the legend "Sutch A Pleasure".
"Matthew!" Greathouse called. "Come on!"
Odd, Matthew thought. Something was very odd about this. But he supposed highwaymen had the right to eat hot sausages, as much as did the patrons at Sally Almond's. Or maybe they'd waylaid a shipment bound for New York. Still . . . it was odd.
He let the bag fall back into the hole, and then he went out.
Slaughter kept going, almost to the well, before he stopped and turned around. He waited for the others to reach him. His eyes darted from Greathouse to Matthew and back again. "If you don't trust me to open the box, you do it. Oh, better yet! Let Matthew open it, as he seems to be the one with the sense and the courage."
"I'll open it," Greathouse replied testily, but it was obvious he'd sensed something that he didn't like. "You just stand there and hold it, and keep your fingers away from those latches. Matthew?" He offered Matthew the pistol. "Steady this on him, and I want you to shoot if you have to. Can you do that?"
Matthew nodded as he took the gun, but even so he wasn't sure. There was a tension in Greathouse's voice that said it really might be necessary to put a lead ball in Slaughter, that some trickery might be in this plan, and that he was again feeling the loss of control. Matthew had done fine shooting targets in his pistol lessons, and threatening Slaughter by brandishing the gun around; now, though, the game had changed.
"Careful with that, Matthew," Slaughter urged lightly. "You wouldn't wish to waste your only shot, and heaven forbid if you were to hit Mr. Greathouse by mistake."
The statement made Matthew move the gun's aim a few inches to one side.
"Keep your mouth shut," Greathouse said. He was standing about ten feet from Slaughter, and Slaughter was holding the box out for him to open. Yet Greathouse still declined to approach. Matthew thought Greathouse's animal instinct was sniffing the wind for treachery.
"Come on, then! It's heavier than it looks, I assure you. All that money inside," said Slaughter. When Greathouse still didn't move, Slaughter added, "Very well, I'll put it on the ground and step away. You can lean down and—" He made the motion of lowering the box to the ground next to the well.
"Stay where you are!" came Greathouse's command. "Just right there. Where I can see your hands. That wouldn't be the first box I've seen with a hidden lever that shoots out a blade."
Slaughter laughed, but after the first few notes of it a rasp of anger crept in. "It's a fucking box! Do you see?" He turned it to show various angles. "And heavy! Dear Christ, am I to stand here until I grow roots?"
"Matthew?" Greathouse said, his gaze fixed on Slaughter. "Move to your right about five feet and forward three. I want you to have a clear shot." He waited until Matthew had situated himself, but a clearer line of fire did nothing to calm Matthew's nerves. Then Greathouse seemed to thrust his chest out, as if daring the fates, and walked the few paces between himself and his adversary.
"The box opens by pushing the latches to either side," Slaughter said. "A thumb to the left, and a thumb to the right. Simple, isn't it?"
Greathouse put his thumbs against the brass and pushed. Nothing happened. "It's locked."
"No, it's not. The mechanism may be a little stiff. Shall I do it for you?"
Greathouse tried again. The lefthand latch moved, with a faint metallic sliding sound, but the one on the right was still stubborn.
"I'd assumed you were a man," Slaughter said.
Greathouse put some force to the righthand latch. And then it moved, again with the sound of metal scraping metal.
What happened next would be forever seared upon Matthew's brain, though it had the speed and violence of a whirlwind.
As the second latch came to rest, there followed within a split-second the soul-shaking, ear-cracking bang! of a pistol firing at close-range. 
From the keyhole a white gout of powdersmoke and sparks exploded into Greathouse's face, blinding him. Matthew jumped at the noise and took aim to fire, but with his finger on the trigger he had to dodge down as Slaughter, the man's bearded face a grinning rictus, hurled the still-smoking box at his head. His tricorn was hit, and spun off. Matthew slipped and fell, the striker dropped, the flint sparked, and the gun fired, its ball whining off one side of the well just behind Slaughter. Greathouse was staggering backward, his hands up to shield his face, but suddenly Slaughter was upon him, and Matthew was witness to a terrifying and awesome transformation. 


With each step Slaughter took toward his prey, he seemed to grow. To expand, to thicken in his clothes as if he were letting go of muscles and tendons he'd contracted to make himself appear smaller. His spine lengthened, his chest pushed forward, his shoulders bulged. Matthew had the mad thought: He's crawling out of his hole. A hideous grin was fixed to Slaughter's mouth, the blue eyes wide and wild and nearly luminous with the joy of murder. Slaughter reached back, under his shirt. His hand held something in it when it reappeared. He uncapped a smooth silver cylinder, an object that looked like it might have been a doctor's instrument. Matthew saw the glint of a hooked blade. Slaughter caught Greathouse around the neck with the crook of his arm, squeezed so hard the blood jumped red in Greathouse's cheeks, and then with furious determination Slaughter began to drive the blade into Greathouse's upper back, between the shoulders.
Before Matthew could scramble up from the ground, Greathouse had already been stabbed three times, with a fourth strike already falling. Matthew let out a hoarse cry and did the only thing he could think to do, which was to throw the pistol end over end at Slaughter's head. It hit the man on his shoulder and staggered him, interrupting a fifth strike of the blade. Still he gripped his victim, and then Slaughter swung Greathouse around like a grainsack toward the well.
Greathouse went headfirst over the side. The bucket's rope was hanging down from the overhead windlass, but there was no chance for him to grab hold of it. There was a splash as he hit water below.
Then, all the attention was turned upon Matthew.
Before Matthew, revealed in all his vile glory, stood the killer with the Satanic face whom he'd seen on his first visit to Westerwicke. No pretense was needed now. No disguise. The grinning carnivore lifted his thin, bloody blade, and said pleadingly, "Run, won't you? Go ahead! Run!"
Matthew heard the echoed sound of choking. Greathouse was about to drown either on well-water or his own blood.
Matthew dared to glance around at the safebox lying a few yards behind him. As soon as he did, he heard Slaughter start coming for him, moving with horrifying power. Matthew ran for the safebox, which had shown its strength by not bursting open on contact with the ground, and picked it up, finding the thing as heavy as guilt. In his current position it was mind over muscle, and he heaved it frantically at Slaughter as the hooked fingernails grasped for his face and the blade swung at his throat.
The box hit Slaughter in the upper body, and bounced off like a bird hitting a brick wall. But the impact drove the air out of him, and gave Matthew the chance to duck under flailing hand and swinging blade and run toward his true destination.
He leaped into the well.
Grasping the bucket-rope, he slid down into the wet dark so fast the skin nearly smoked off his hands. That pain he would deal with later. Suddenly he splashed into the cold water almost on top of Hudson Greathouse, and he clung hold of the bucket with one arm and with the other grasped Greathouse around the chest.
There came the grumble of a wooden mechanism in action. The bucket-rope tightened. Matthew looked up, and saw Slaughter peering down at him about twenty feet above. The bastard was using the windlass crank to pull the bucket up.
Matthew kept his grip on it, treading water and fighting the crank. Beside him, Greathouse coughed and sputtered, and then began to thrash as if coming to his senses to battle for his life.
"So!" Slaughter had released the crank, giving this little skirmish up as lost. His voice echoed down between the rough stones. "Do you think you're smart, Matthew? Do you think I'm going to let you climb out of there? Well, just stay where you are for a few moments, and I'll show you something!" He disappeared from view.
"Oh . . . " Greathouse gasped. "Shit."
"Hang onto me, I won't let you go."
"You're . . . the damnedest . . . fool."
"Just hang on, do you hear?" There was no response. Greathouse's breathing was wet and ragged. "Do you hear?"
"I hear," Greathouse said, but the answer was so weak and weary that Matthew feared he would slip under at any second.
From above there came a banging, battering noise. Matthew caught a glimpse of the iron-tipped shovel, being used to knock the windlass out of its supports. Suddenly the bucket-rope went slack, and the rod of wood around which the rope was secured was falling into the well. Matthew angled his body to protect Greathouse, and took a hard blow on his left shoulder. The rope settled into the water, coiling around them.
"I'm afraid that's the end of your rope!" Slaughter began to give his slow funeral-bell laugh, very pleased with his wit. "Here's something you can dig your graves with!" He reared his arm back, and flung the shovel down into the well as an added instrument of both murder and misery.
Matthew again used his body to shield Greathouse. But before the shovel could do grievous harm its iron edge hit rock, sparks flew, and it bounced back and forth between the walls, losing most of its force as it fell into the water beside Matthew. It sank tip-first, and was gone.
Gone, as well, was Tyranthus Slaughter.
"Damn," said Greathouse, lifting his face from the water. He had lost his woolen cap, his hair plastered down. Beneath him, his legs were moving only feebly. "I'm done for."
"No, you're not."
"Little . . . you know. Bastard took us. Box blew up."
"Stop talking and save your strength."
"Thought I'd been shot." He winced, and again his face went into the water. Matthew was about to grasp his chin when he sputtered and coughed and drew air again. "Stabbed me. Old trick, that was."
"Old trick? What're you talking about?"
"Had it up his ass. When he went down there . . . to shit. Took it out. He told me . . . right there, he told me."
Greathouse wasn't making any sense. But then Matthew realized what he must mean. At the hospital, Slaughter had said it. They left the joy of looking up my arsehole for
you. Matthew thought the silver cylinder, with a blade inside it, must have been a medical instrument. Maybe stolen from a doctor's bag at the Quaker institution, and the theft masked by an assault on another patient. With a man as cunning as Slaughter, anything was possible. There was no telling how long he'd had the blade, ready to use it when the time was right. And today, that time had come.
"I must say farewell now," Slaughter called down. "I have to also say, you've been interesting company."
Greathouse made an unintelligible noise. Matthew said nothing, concentrating on treading water. He was cold and in pain from his shoulder and raw hands, and the effort of keeping both himself and Greathouse above the surface was getting harder.
"It won't be so bad," Slaughter said. "Drowning, I mean. Only a little suffering to be endured. But it's easy for me to say, isn't it?"
"We're not dead yet," Matthew replied.
"Yes," came the answer, "you are. But you just don't accept it yet."
Matthew's legs were beginning to ache. Beside him, Greathouse's breathing sounded like cart wheels over cobblestones.
"Thank you for allowing me some practice." Slaughter was leaning over the edge, a dark shape without a face. "Get the rust out of my joints. I appreciate knowing that my judgment of human nature has not been impaired during my time away from the pleasures this world has to offer. So good day, sirs, and may you rot in the deepest pit of Hell set aside for men who think themselves so very smart." He offered a faceless bow, then drew away from the well and out of Matthew's sight.
"Slaughter! Slaughter!" Matthew shouted, but the man didn't return and Matthew ceased calling because there was no point in it and, anyway, it was another name for cold-blooded murder.
He kept treading water, and trying to think. To compose himself, and fight off the chill tentacles of panic. What had Slaughter said, about this place not being found again until he—Matthew—and Greathouse were moldering in their graves?
Or, moldering at the bottom of a well.
I can't give up! he thought. There has to be a way out of this!
You just don't accept it yet.
"No," Matthew said, and heard his voice speak back to him, something ghostly about it even now. "I don't."
Greathouse shuddered. He drew a long, terrible breath. "I'm used up," he said. "Not a . . . damned . . . thing. Left of me."
And with that understanding of himself and his limitations in a world so brutal it could hardly be borne, Greathouse the great one, the roughneck, the man of swords, the teacher and friend and Baptist, slipped silently down beneath the water.
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Fourteen
Matthew had hold of Greathouse's cloak. He refused to let go. His feet searched for a place on the wall behind and below him where a half-inch of protruding rock might give him some support, but he found what felt only like slippery moss. In spite of that, he pulled Greathouse's face up out of the water.
"That may be so," Matthew said, answering the man's last comment, "but there's something left of me."
"Do . . . tell," followed the response, and when Greathouse let out an explosive cough the blood flew into Matthew's face.
"Get your cloak off. It's dragging you down."
Greathouse's face again started to submerge. When the water reached the man's nostrils, Matthew grasped his hair and yanked his head back.
"Keep your chin up." Matthew realized it sounded absolutely stupid, but so be it. "Feel around behind you, try to find a place to put your feet."
"One thing . . . at a time. Damn it. Bastard . . . " He shook his head, unable to finish the thought. Matthew could feel the man's legs moving underwater, though, so even in Greathouse's anguish and shock he was making the effort to live. So much so that an elbow came up from the water and hit Matthew in the jaw, almost closing the book on his own efforts. When the stars had dissolved, he heard Greathouse say, "Something here. Got my. Right heel . . . wedged in."
It was all Matthew could hope for. He went about getting the cloak off Greathouse, and then pushed it aside. They were in close quarters. The rope floated about them, like a serpent's coils. Matthew took off his own cloak, sinking into the cold embrace of the well before he was free of it. His burgundy-red coat came off next, for that too was a drag on him, but he retained the waistcoat if only for its warmth. And now he was aware of his boots weighing him down. His new damned boots, only so recently delivered. Tears of anger blinded him. It wasn't fair, to buy new boots and then have to let them drop into the murk of a backwoods well!
Steady, he told himself. What he'd thought was anger had taken a turn toward panic. He looked up, at the peaked roof above. Twenty feet to the top of the well. At least twenty. He was getting truly cold now, and starting to shiver.
Greathouse coughed again. He put a hand to his mouth and then blinked heavily as he took account of the red smear. "Got me good," he croaked. "Matthew . . . listen . . . "
"No time. Save your breath." He was treading water with arms and legs, having to put forth a real effort, and he feared that if Greathouse fell off the slim ledge of rock that held his right heel, the man would go down for the last time.
"Said I . . . " Greathouse stopped, swallowed blood, and tried again. In the dim light that fell from above, his face was ghastly gray. His eyes were tortured slits. "Said . . . I could . . . handle him. I was wrong. Sorry."
Matthew had no idea how to respond, for he was himself close to begging Greathouse's forgiveness. All that could wait, he decided in the next few seconds. He had to get his boots off before they drowned him. He curled himself underwater, struggled with one of the blasted impediments, freed his foot, and then had to come up for a breath. Then he repeated the ordeal, and thought that by the time he'd finished it would have been wiser to leave them on.
Greathouse's face was still above water, his arms splayed out to either side, fingers grasping rock wherever they could find a purchase. His eyes were closed, his breathing precarious.
Matthew peered upward again. God, it was a long way! If he was going to do something, it had to be soon, for his strength, his very lifeforce and will to live, was staggering away from him like a sick horse.
With no warning, Greathouse suddenly fell from his precipice and the water closed over his head. At once Matthew had grasped his coat and was trying to pull him back up again, and this time was helped by the man himself, who kicked and splashed and reached and scratched for a fingerhold on the wall. At last Greathouse was still, having secured a hold on the edges of two rocks that barely jutted forward enough for the balance of a worm.
Matthew once more took stock of the well, and the distance up. The shovel, he thought. Sunk to the bottom. Depending on how deep the well, might he find it?
"I'm going under," Matthew said, and added, "On purpose. Don't let go."
Greathouse didn't answer, but he was shivering from either the effort, the cold, or both. Matthew took a breath and then exhaled it, the better to sink the faster. He pushed himself underwater, feet first, cupping his hands and stroking toward the bottom. There was no need to keep his eyes open, for everything was black. He felt about, searching left and right, also striking out with his legs. Deeper still he went. Suddenly his stockinged feet touched stones. His search became frantic, as his lungs were starting to convulse for air. He feared he couldn't surface and have enough energy left to repeat this descent.
His left elbow hit something. Twisting in that direction, his hands found the wall, and scrabbling across it his fingers discovered the shovel, which had sunk iron-tip first and was leaning there as if ready to be used by the gravedigger. Except in this case, Matthew hoped, it might offer a reprieve from the boneyard.
He seized the shovel, pushed off from the bottom and rose quickly upward.
As he broke the surface, gasped for breath and shook the water from his face, he saw that Greathouse was now only hanging on with one hand. In this state of emergency, Matthew's senses had become keen—raw, it might be said—and he knew exactly what he needed to locate. He found a suitable crevice between rocks a few inches above the waterline, and, holding the shovel at a downward angle over his head, thrust the iron tip into it. Then he brought the handle sharply down, which effectively jammed the shovel between the walls, the shovel being longer than the well's diameter. He grasped the shovel at its midpoint with both hands, to test its strength, and it held firm. Now there was something for Greathouse to grip onto, if he could be compelled to fight for survival just a little longer.
Matthew grasped Greathouse's free hand and guided it to the shovel, where he was gratified to see the man's fingers clench hold. Now if Greathouse's weight just didn't break the shaft at its midpoint or dislodge it, but it was do or die. He said, "Come on, come on," as if speaking to a child, and Greathouse allowed Matthew to guide his other hand to the makeshift land-anchor. The shovel didn't budge, nor did it snap in two. Greathouse hung from it, his face upturned toward the light.
It was a tentative victory, at best. Matthew took hold of the rope floating about them. The bucket had filled and gone under, but the wooden rod, easily as thick as a small log and about three feet in length, was still afloat. He immediately gave up any idea of untying the rope from the rod, as a dollop of tar had been used to seal the knot. He had no choice; if he was to carry the rope to the top and tie it to the beams that supported the peaked roof above, which would be the only way to bring Greathouse up, he also would have to bear the rod. If he could get out, himself.
Treading water, he looped the rope twice around his chest and under his arms. "Hudson!" he said. "Can you hold on?"
There was no answer, but Greathouse gave a low, gutteral grunt and that was enough for Matthew.
"I'm going to climb up." He had purposefully left out the words try to. Failure at this meant the end of them. "Hold on," he urged, as much for Greathouse as for his own resolve. Then he pressed his feet against both sides of the well, his toes seeking purchase among the rocks, and at the same time planted his palms rigidly outward to secure a grip by the force of friction. He pulled himself out of the water, slowly, inch by inch, and began crawling up the center like a spider dragging its own web.
He got about six feet up when his right foot slipped, his raw hands scraped across the stones, and he fell into the water again, perilously close to coming down on Greathouse and the shovel. There was nothing to be done but start anew, as quickly as he could before some more rational part of his mind told him it was impossible.
This time he didn't make it quite six feet before he slipped and fell, and his palms left blood on the stones. He treaded water for a moment, working his hands open and shut, and then he pushed upward yet again.
Slowly, slowly, the spider ascended. Palm pressing here, palm pressing there, right foot gripping a small outcrop of stone while the left foot sought a place to apply pressure, and all the time the tension of muscles could not be relaxed, for it was tension that gave the spider its balance. Upward and upward, carrying the rope that itself was pulled at by the water below, and then a few seconds to rest, but always keeping the muscles of splayed arms and legs taut. Upward once more, palms and feet pressing, moving, finding new purchase where the edge of a stone might be only a half-inch wide yet felt under his flesh like the edge of an axe.
Matthew lost his grip and fell again.
He scraped down three feet before he could right himself. This time he could not suppress a cry of anguish, and he squeezed his eyes shut until the wave of pain had crashed over him. In the echo of his own mortality he dared to look down. Greathouse was still hanging onto the shovel, about ten feet below him. He had half the distance yet to go.
As he continued upward, his arms and legs starting to tremble beyond his control, he thought very clearly of Berry Grigsby. Of when he'd fallen in Chapel's vineyard, with the hawks and the killers coming after them, how Berry—herself dishevelled, terrified and bloodied—had shouted Get up! and paused in her own flight to help him to his feet, if only by nearly kicking him upright. He could use her kick, about now.
He intended to see her again. He desired it greatly. In fact, he intended to invite her to a dance at the first opportunity, if he lived through this. He'd never been much of a dancer, but damned if he wouldn't dance the floor to woodshavings. If he lived through this.
His right palm lost its grip and he scraped down another few feet before he checked the drop. What was pain, after all? A little thing to hold behind the teeth, and shed a tear or two over. Nothing more than that.
You just don't accept it yet.
He shut his mind to that voice, which threatened to weaken and destroy him. Slaughter might be physically gone, yet enough of him remained to finish the task of murder.
The spider stretched out arms and legs and continued up, not pretty, not graceful, but determined to survive.
Matthew lifted his head and saw, as if through a fog, the top of the well about two feet above. He had to be careful here, very careful, for this was where disaster lurked. He commanded himself not to reach for the top prematurely, or let his knees go slack. It was the hardest, most cruel distance he had ever travelled in his life. Then, with agonizing effort, his heart pounding and his strained muscles jumping and quivering, he was up. His fingers grasped the edge and he pulled himself over and let out a half-cry of pain, half-shout of victory as he fell to the ground.
But there was no time to rest. He staggered up, his stockings in tatters and his feet bloody, and peered into the well. "Hudson!" he shouted. "I've made it!" The man's face was downcast, though he was still clinging to the shovel. Were his mouth and nose underwater? "Hudson! Do you hear?" Matthew got the rope off himself and hauled up the wooden rod, which had been hanging several feet below him. He started feverishly coiling the rope around one of the beams that supported the peaked roof, and that was when he heard a chuckling noise at his back.
Whirling around, the breath freezing in his lungs for fear that Slaughter was about to swoop upon him and complete the day's work, Matthew saw three Indians sitting cross-legged on the ground less than ten yards away.
They were not chuckling, but talking. At least, Matthew surmised it was their language. One had leaned toward another and was speaking and nodding, and now that he saw Matthew looking at him he put his hand up over his mouth as if to guard his words. The one who'd been spoken to shrugged and shook items from a bead-decorated pouch onto the ground. They looked to be mollusk shells, from the river. The Indian with the chuckling tongue now made a noise that was definitely a laugh, and scooped up the shells to put into his own similarly-adorned pouch. The third Indian, frowning fitfully, also poured some shells on the ground, which the happy deerstalker seemed delighted to claim as his own.
It appeared, Matthew thought, that a wager had just been won.
They were all barechested, but wearing deerskin loincloths, leggings and moccasins. The Indian sitting in the center, the winner of the shell game, looked to be much older than the two on either side, who might have been near Matthew's age. The elder man was tattooed with blue wave-like designs on his face, chest and arms and wore a metal ring in his nose, whereas the others—his sons, perhaps?—were not so heavily nor intricately adorned. The two younger men were shaved bald but for a scalplock that hung down behind the head, and on the scalplocks were fixed with leather cords a burst of three or four turkey feathers dyed in different hues of red, blue and green. The elder warrior wore a feathered cap of sorts, which had a number of turkey feathers splayed out on either side with a central larger eagle feather standing up straight as if to signify order out of chaos. On the ground beside them lay their bows and arrow quivers. The Indians were lean and sinewy, not an ounce of English fat upon them. They regarded Matthew with their long-nosed, narrow faces like aristocrats of the forest wondering what the cat had just dragged in.
"Help me!" Matthew said, and motioned toward the well. "My friend's been hurt!" Of course that got no response. Matthew tried French, as he knew from experience that many Indians had learned the language—or a pidgin form of it, passed from generation to generation—from Jesuit and Sulpician missionaries. "Aidez-moi! Mon ami est blesse!"
Still there was no reaction.
"Mon ami est blesse!" Matthew repeated, with greater emphasis on the French word for injured. He added, as a measure of urgency, "S'il vous plait!" But it was clear the Indians did not know that language, as they continued to sit and regard him as if Matthew were speaking to stone statues. Matthew couldn't wait; whatever they intended to do, that was their own business. He set about finishing the job of tying the rope to the beam, and then he peered over and shouted, "Hudson! I'm coming back down!" He grasped hold of the rope with his bloody palms, and just as he was about to swing over the edge a pair of hands that felt like iron covered with flesh caught his shoulders and moved him aside as if he had the weight of a griddlecake.
The three Indians looked down upon Greathouse, who had neither moved nor responded to Matthew's shout. Before Matthew could speak again, the elder man said something to the others in a more serious tone of voice—a phrase that sounded to Matthew's uneducated ear like huh huh
cha pak—and without hesitation one of the young men grasped the rope and descended into the well so fast he was nearly a blur. He got down into the water beside Greathouse and smacked him on the back of the head with an open hand, and when Greathouse stirred and gave out a muffled half-groan, half-curse, the young Indian called up with what was certainly a word but was heard by Matthew as an exuberant whoop.
Another command spoken by the elder, this one a stacatto rat-a-tat not unlike the sound of a snare drum, and the young man in the well grasped Greathouse around the chest with one arm while holding onto the rope with the other and, amazingly, began to pull him up. If Matthew hadn't been witness to such physical strength, he never would have believed it. To act as safeguard, the second young man swung over on the rope, and as the overhead beam creaked and cracked he clambered down to meet the two men coming up. Greathouse was not entirely dead weight; he was feebly trying to use his hands and feet on the stones, but Matthew thought he was probably so dazed he imagined he was being flown to Heaven by an unlikely pair of angels.
They got Greathouse out of the well with an ease that made Matthew consider himself to be of a fiber so weak he could barely stand against the force of gravity, which in truth was how he felt. The elder Indian spoke again—heh ke shakka tey, it sounded to Matthew—accompanied by a gripping motion of his right hand and at once one of the sinewy braves heaved Greathouse up and put him across his right shoulder like a side of mutton. Hi, hi! the elder said, and pulled Greathouse's boots off. He emptied out the water and tossed them to the ground at Matthew's feet. Then, with a short sharp command from the elder that sounded like a spat-out tut! the young men began running in the opposite direction from which Matthew had entered the fort. The one carrying Greathouse seemed only a little burdened by the heavy weight, and in a few seconds the Indians had vanished amid the ruins.
The elder clapped his hands to get Matthew's attention, and pointed at the boots. Matthew understood; if he was going to travel, he had to have something on his feet. As he pulled the boots on and found them on the large size but thankfully useable, he noted that his tricorn was gone, and so were the safebox and pistol.
The Indian had scooped up the three bows and quivers and put them around his shoulders. No sooner had Matthew gotten the second boot on did the Indian turn and began running in the direction the others had gone. Matthew realized he was expected to follow, or not, as he pleased, but that he would have to keep up regardless of his condition. He set off running after the elder, each stride a little explosion of pain all the way up to his knees.
The Indian ran without a backward glance, going between the burned remnants of cabins that perhaps had been torched by his own father. The other two and Greathouse were already out of sight. Matthew stumbled and staggered and kept upright by sheer willpower, which even so was not a bottomless commodity. He saw the elder leave the fort through another gaping vine-edged aperture in the wall, and then the man was gone into the dripping woods. Matthew continued after him, following what appeared to be a narrow trail into an otherwise impenetrable wilderness. Massive trees stood about, their branches interlocked seventy feet above the earth. Creepers as thick as anchor ropes hung down, it seemed, from the clouds. Dead leaves spun around Matthew in a chill breeze, and a judgment of crows flew past directing at him their silent appraisal. He felt an oppression upon him like the thumb of God. It was not just that Greathouse was gravely wounded, very likely near death. It was also that Slaughter had been loosed upon the world, and Matthew's silence—yes, and greed, call it what it was—had aided the monster's escape.
How could he live with that?
He was breathing hard after only three or four minutes, his legs leaden, the blood roaring in his head. It was impossible to see any of the Indians ahead of him for the thick foliage, and they were probably by now a half-mile in front. He was still running as fast as he was able, which was really not saying much, as he was hobbled by pain. But he kept going, marking the strides by how much they hurt. He must have lost his concentration, or his legs simply gave out, for suddenly he was off-balance and staggering and the stagger turned into a stumble that ended in a sprawl, his face skidding into wet leaves on the ground.
Matthew sat up, shaking his head to clear it of a gray haze. He saw a quick movement. There stood the elder Indian on the trail twenty or thirty feet away, seemingly appeared from among the trees. Up, the man motioned with his hands. Matthew nodded and got to his feet, a task that had a degree of suffering even Job might have appreciated. As soon as Matthew was up, the Indian turned away and began running again, and was out of sight before Matthew could get started.
Alternately running, limping and staggering, Matthew came out of the forest into a wide field of shoulder-high brown grass. Ahead of him, across the field a hundred yards or so, was a wall of cut logs similar to the wall of Fort Laurens, yet this one was in sturdy condition. A little pall of blue smoke hung in the air above it. As Matthew continued on, he heard from the field around him the cries of invisible sentinels, some mimicking the barking of dogs and others the cawing of crows. In another moment he knew that he was being accompanied, for he caught glimpses of the dark shapes of Indians loping along on either side of him amid the high grass. They barked and cawed and otherwise made high-pitched noises one to another, and Matthew thought there might have been five or six braves on either side. He might have been fearful at this presentation, but as he had no choice than to go forward, since certainly Greathouse had been brought this way, he dared not slow down nor show himself as anything less than able.
That was still fresh in his mind when the two braves coming up behind him at lightning speed grasped his arms, picked him up between them and carried him onward across the field with hardly a pause.
He was taken through an open gate. Surrounded on all sides by tattooed and feather-capped warriors, he was rushed across a bare dirt yard where small dogs, pigs and goats scattered out of the procession's path. Women with long glossy black hair, wearing leather skirts and waistcoat-like blouses decorated with brightly-colored beads and baubles, came forward chattering and calling out, most of them carrying or pulling young children, to see the new arrival. Some of the men had to holler and shove to keep the women away, as it appeared curiosity was as strong here as it might be toward a Japanese walking on Dock Street in New York. To their credit, the women shoved and hollered back, stating their rights in no uncertain terms. Children cried, dogs barked under Matthew's boots, which hung several inches off the ground, and goats ran wildly about butting anybody who got in the way. If Matthew had not been so desperate for Greathouse's life, this would have been the first act of a comic play, yet he feared the final act must surely be a tragedy. Through the feathered, tattooed and bangled throng Matthew caught sight of the dwellings that he knew the Indians called their "longhouses", which were huge wooden barrel-roofed structures covered in sheets of bark. Some of these were well over a hundred feet long and twenty feet or so tall, and from openings in their roofs emanated the blue smoke of communal fires.
Matthew found himself directed toward one of the largest of the longhouses, and with a jumping and shouting mass of Indians at his back he was carried through curtains made of animal skins that covered its doorway. When his escorts abruptly halted and let him go he fell to his knees in the dirt.
The light was dim in here, the air smelling of pinewood smoke. The communal fire burned low, a pit of seething red embers. Suddenly a renewed shouting and calling in the Indian language erupted around him, and through the gloom Matthew saw first the glint of eyes. Converging on him from all sides, edging forward closer and closer, was a mob of men, women and children numbering too many to count. He was truly in another world now, as much as a being from another planet. Fear was driven deep into him at the sight of this multitude, but he had to stand up and assert himself, for in his experience Indians respected courage above all. But where was Greathouse? Here or in some other place? The mass of natives were ringing him, and some were daring to reach out as if to pluck at his clothes.
Matthew hauled himself to his feet, and shouted forcefully, "Listen!"
His voice immediately silenced all others. The nearest Indians drew back, their eyes wide. Children scampered away to hide behind the legs of their mothers, and even the fiercest-looking braves stood motionless at the sound of a white man's tongue.
"Where's my friend?" Matthew called out. "Ecouter! Ou es't
mon ami?" He got no answer. He looked around at the staring faces. "Does anyone here speak English?" he demanded, as frustration got the better of him.
The silence stretched. And then from the back of the crowd came a single high-pitched voice chattering something that sounded like ha aka nu eeeegish!
In the next instant the place erupted into a storm of hilarity, and the laughter that burst forth might have lifted the roof up and whirled it away had it not been so securely fixed.
In this tumult of noise Matthew knew he was being mocked, that no one here spoke either English or French, and while he was standing at the center of a joke Greathouse was likely dying. Courage or not, tears sprang to his eyes, and as the Indians began to dance and caper around him and their laughter soared up with the smoke Matthew feared all was lost. 






Fifteen
Stop it!" Matthew shouted, as the merry carnival of Indians continued to careen around him. His face reddened with anger. He knew a little of the Dutch language from his work as a magistrate's clerk, so in desperation he tried that as well: "Einde het!"
It made no difference, but only brought forth a fresh uproar of laughter. A brave of diminutive size suddenly leaped out of the throng and landed to Matthew's left, and as this buckskinned comedian began to swell up his cheeks and hop about while emulating the deep croaking of a bullfrog Matthew thought the audience was going to holler the place down on their heads. Such croaking, Matthew reasoned, must be what the white man's language sounded like to their ears. At any other time he might have found this of interest, but right now it was just maddening.
In the midst of all this, Matthew was aware of an approaching figure. He was aware of it for the reason that the mob was parting to let this figure through, and where the mob did not part quickly enough a pair of big hands found purchase and threw Indians left and right. Then a kick was given to the butt of the human bullfrog that launched him toward the nearest lilypad, and a massive buckskin-dressed woman with long gray-streaked hair and necklaces of animal teeth around her throat stood with her hands on her hips, glowering at Matthew. He had no idea what was about to happen, but in spite of what he really wanted to do—which was fall to his knees and beg for mercy—he stood his ground and even managed to thrust out his chin in an actor's show of defiance.
The big woman looked him over from head to feet, made a noise deep in her throat like a bear's grumble, and then turned upon the crowd. If anyone were still laughing and shouting, her voice in the next instant made certain all other mouths were shut. Matthew thought this woman could knock a door down by hollering at it. The other Indians simply shut up, and some of the young braves even plopped themselves on the ground in a display of obedience, their heads and shoulders bent forward as if the woman's words were whipstrikes. Matthew had no earthly idea what she was saying, but it was clear she was lighting the devil's own fire in their earholes. If anyone moved during this tirade, her black eyes found them and the offender shrank back like a trembling dog.
When she was done browbeating her own people, she turned her attention to Matthew again and just stared at him as if to crumble him to dust. After a length of time in which he failed to disintegrate, the woman shouted out what was obviously a command of some kind, for here came forward a fearsome-looking brave decorated with jagged red and blue tattoos on his cheeks, chin, arms and legs. The man got right up into Matthew's face, said, "E'glish folla," and turned around to walk out. Matthew did exactly as he was told, having to pass by the large Indian woman who made a noise like spit sizzling in a frypan, which he presumed summed up her opinion of himself and his countrymen.
Outside, another mass of Indians waited for him, along with their animals. Shouts and what might only be termed catcalls started up, but were quickly stopped by his escort, who began to give them as much a tirade as the woman had delivered, and this one punctuated by slaps to his own chest and the pounding of his fist against his palm. Whatever was said, it was delivered with authority, for no sooner had the brave finished speaking did everyone turn away and go about their regular business as if Matthew had suddenly ceased to exist. "Folla, folla!" the brave told him, and motioned him on. Matthew went like a ghost through the village. He caught the eyes of a few children and young women examining him, and a brown dog ran up barking furiously until the brave hollered out and a small boy scurried over to clamp his hand over the dog's muzzle, but otherwise Matthew's progress was undisturbed.
It was a huge place, containing one longhouse after another. Matthew counted thirty-four of them, of varying sizes. He figured the largest few might each house a hundred Indians. Women were busy caring for infants and young children, and there were shed-like structures where men were working at such tasks as building birch-bark canoes, chopping wood, and sharpening knives and spearheads. In fact, the industry he saw around him—the weaving of baskets and blankets, the molding of clay pots and the scraping of animal skins stretched taut in wooden frames—and the sheer number of villagers made Matthew think this must be the tribe's New York. Toward the rear of the village, the back wall was open to reveal a large lake that might have been part of the Raritan river system, and alongside it a cornfield, an orchard on the hillside and other rows of vegetable fields. Truly, it was a world unto itself. "My friend," Matthew said to his escort, who walked briskly ahead. "The man who was hurt. Where is he?"
No answer was offered, therefore Matthew had to be satisfied with silence. At length they came to a smaller bark-covered dwelling set off by itself near what Matthew thought must be the village's eastern wall, and here the brave planted his palm in the air in a motion that Matthew took to mean stand still. A little knot of children who'd been following at a distance crept forward a few more yards and then also stood still, watching intently. The brave shouted something in his language toward the dwelling's doorway, which was covered with a deerskin. Smoke was rising from the hole on the roof, indicating that someone was home, but no one emerged. The brave picked up a long stick from the ground, edged forward close enough to pull the deerskin aside with the stick, and then repeated his shout, which sounded not unlike a rough command.
Abruptly a brown hand shot out, grasped the stick and wrenched it away from the brave, causing the man and the group of children to turn around and flee as if they'd seen the hand of the Devil emerge from that dark interior. Matthew's first desire was also to run, but he stood by himself, waiting, as he'd already met Satan this day and a lesser devil was no match for Slaughter.
An Indian came out from behind the deerskin, and stared at Matthew with eyes like pieces of black flint. He was about as tall as Matthew, and maybe only three or four years older, though age was hard to determine among native people. He was bald but for a scalplock, in their fashion, yet he wore neither feathers nor that cap-like head covering Matthew had seen some of the others wearing. He bore no tattoos on his face, but his neck and bare chest under an open buckskin waistcoat were well-marked with blue scratches and scribblings that looked more like self-inflicted torture than any kind of symbolism. On his arms at wrists and just above the elbows were blue tattooed rings. He was slimly-built, even on the gaunt side, for every rib showed and there was a troubled darkness around his eyes. He wore the customary loincloth, leggings and moccasins, and around his neck hung a small carved wooden totem of some kind on a leather cord. It appeared to Matthew to be the representation of a man with two heads.
The Indian cast his gaze in the direction the others had gone. His profile was hawklike, his face high-cheekboned and his expression sullen. Then he regarded Matthew once more, and he said in a clear voice, "English."
"Yes!" Matthew was relieved to hear the word spoken almost as if by a native of New York.
"Are you what all the noise is about?"
"I am. My friend's been hurt. Can you help me find him?"
"Is he here?"
"Yes, but where I don't know."
"Hm," the man said. His black eyebrows lifted. "Hurt how?"
"Stabbed. In the back."
"Your hands." The Indian motioned with his stick. "They don't look too good."
"It's my friend I'm worried about," Matthew replied.
"Then, he must be a true friend, because I would imagine you are in some pain. What happened?"
"Never mind that. I just want to know where he is. His name's Hudson Greathouse."
"All right." The Indian nodded. "If he's here, he'll be with the medicine sisters."
"Take me there."
"No," came the reply, "I will not. The medicine sisters don't like to be bothered when they're working," he explained to his visitor's look of dismay. "It's best to leave them alone. Do you have a name?"
"Matthew Corbett."
"Do you wish to come into my house and have some tea, Matthew Corbett?"
"Tea?"
"A nasty habit I picked up in London," said the Indian. He tossed the stick back to the ground and pulled the deerskin aside. "Come in. It's poor manners to refuse a formal invitation." He waited as Matthew tried to decide what kind of bizarre dream he was having, and how soon he might awaken from it. Matthew was beginning to be aware of all the pain that was flooding in upon him, from rope-burned hands and stone-slashed feet. His bruised left shoulder felt like a dead weight. Among these sensations was an overwhelming weariness, coupled with a forlorn grief. If not for him, Greathouse would not be dying, or already dead. If not for him, Slaughter would not have been set loose, and this might have been the worst of it. But he had to lay that aside now and put his attention on the moment, for that was how he had to survive what was ahead.
"Thank you," Matthew said, and he walked into the Indian's shelter.
Inside, the small bits of wood in the central firepit burned low. Arranged around the dwelling were items of everyday life: a sleeping pallet, a wooden rack holding blankets, animal skins and some items of clothing, a few wooden bowls and clay drinking cups, a bark water pail and other necessities. Matthew took note of several spears, two bows and a quiver of arrows leaning against a wall. The man would have to be a hunter, certainly, or he could not survive. But why was he living alone here, with no evidence of a wife and children?
Matthew's question was answered, in a way, when the Indian sat down cross-legged before the fire, poured some black liquid from a wooden pot into two small clay cups, and asked in a quiet voice, "You're not afraid of insanity, are you?"
"Pardon?"
"Insanity," said the Indian. "I am insane."
"No," Matthew answered, if a bit warily. "I'm not afraid."
"Ah, that's good, then." One of the cups was offered, and Matthew accepted it. "Everyone else here is afraid. That's why I'm an . . . " He paused, his high forehead creasing as he searched for a word. "Outcast," he went on. "Or nearly so. It won't be very long before I am, because I'm getting worse. Go ahead, drink. As they say in your land, cheer up." He lifted the cup in semblance of a toast, then put it to his lips and downed the liquid.
Matthew also drank, but before he got more than a swallow down his throat he thought his knees might give way, for though it was certainly English tea it was the strongest, most bitter brew he'd ever dared to imbibe. He thought there must be some fishheads and bear balls in this drink. He coughed and sputtered, his eyes shot forth tears, and he held the offending cup almost at arm's-length.
"No sugar, I'm sorry," said the Indian. "Isn't it suitable?"
Matthew coughed again, explosively. Still, for all the bitter taste, he felt a little charge course through his veins, as if one ingredient of this particular tea might be gunpowder. He said hoarsely, "It's all right."
"I trade for it at the post in Belvedere." The Indian poured another cup and drank from it. "Is it what you recall from your land?"
"I was born here," Matthew said, when he could trust his tongue again.
"Ah. So I was. We might as well be brothers, shouldn't we?"
Matthew didn't know how to respond to that, so he took another small sip of the furniture polish. "What's your name?" he asked.
The Indian spoke something that sounded like a ghostly wind blowing through a winter forest. "In your language," he said, "that would be Walker In Two Worlds."
"You speak English very well."
"Thank you. It's not an easy tongue to learn. I still have difficulties. But I'm the best speaker here, and that is why I'm allowed to stay." He smiled tightly, which on his drawn and haunted face resembled a grimace. "I became insane in London. You see?"
Matthew didn't, but he chose not to press the point. He bent down and put the cup beside the fire. Not too close, though, for fear of explosion. "I need to find my friend."
"You need something on those hands. You won't be able to use them tomorrow."
"My friend," Matthew repeated. "If he dies . . . " He let go of the sentence.
But the stern black eyes of Walker In Two Worlds were fixed upon him, and would not let him go free so easily. "If he dies, what?"
"If he dies," Matthew answered, "I'm to blame."
"Are you? How?"
"We were taking a prisoner from Westerwicke to New York. A very dangerous man, named Slaughter. Because of me . . . something I did . . . or didn't do . . . Slaughter hurt my friend and got away." Matthew ran a hand through his hair, barely feeling the twinge of raw flesh. "He's a killer. There's no telling what he'll do out there."
Walker In Two Worlds nodded, his face now devoid of expression. "Tell me, then. Who do you grieve for most? Yourself, for your mistake; your friend, for his injury; or the others?" 
"The others? What others?"
"The innocent others," Walker said, "you fear this man Slaughter is going to kill."
And there it was. The central truth, the essence of Matthew's anguish, perceived by a man who in New York might be called a savage. For Matthew had realized, on the way from Fort Laurens to the village, that Greathouse's death would be only the first of many at the hands of Slaughter. He cursed his stupidity and greed; he cursed his smallness, and his vanity. He cursed the black leather bag, with its red wax seal of an octopus, and he cursed the gold that had shone so brightly in his eyes that day at the Chapel estate. He felt as if he'd stepped into a trap that had been set out for him just as surely as if Professor Fell had planned it so. Such traps, he thought, were easy enough to step into, but hell was paid to get out.
He realized, also, that he was going to have to settle his own debt with Satan, if he was ever to get out of this.
He found himself staring at Walker's hunting tools: the sharp-tipped spears, the bows and the quiver of arrows.
"Are you a good hunter?" Matthew asked.
"I keep myself fed, and I . . . what is the word . . . contribute my part."
Matthew nodded. Then he swung his gaze back to meet Walker's. "Have you ever hunted a man?"
"A man," Walker repeated, tonelessly.
"Have you? Or, to the point . . . could you?"
Walker looked into the small flickering fire. "It is not could that matters, but would. I could, but I would not. And you could not, for before the sun rises again your pain will make you forget that idea."
"My hands are all right."
"I was talking about your legs. I saw that you limped as you came in."
"My feet are cut a little bit, but that's no matter."
Again the tight smile that was a grimace distorted the Indian's face. "Oh, you Englishmen! Forever fighting everything around you, even your own spirits and vessels. You don't know when to cut the rope before it strangles you, or how to avoid the quicksand pool that lies in plain sight. You seek to bend everything to your way, even if it destroys you. To win, even if winning leads to your death. Haven't you had enough death for one day, Matthew Corbett?"
"I'm not dead. And I don't plan on dying anytime soon."
"Neither do I. But I suspect the man you wish to hunt would not wish to be captured, and has grown a killer's eye in the back of his head. Besides that, you don't even know what direction he's gone."
"That's why I need you," Matthew said. "Someone who can follow tracks."
Walker put a hand to his face and shook his head, as if this were such a ridiculous idea he didn't want to shame Matthew by revealing his expression of either mirth or derision.
Matthew felt his own resolve start to flag, yet he had to make another effort. "I have to get him back. Do you understand that? God knows what he'll do out there, and whatever blood he spills will be on my soul. Are you listening?"
"Listening," Walker said behind his hand, "but not hearing very well."
"Then hear this. I have money. Not with me, but I can get it for you. Gold coins. Eighty pounds worth. If you help me find Slaughter and bring him back, you can have it all."
Walker said nothing for awhile. Then he grunted and lowered his hand. He looked up at Matthew with narrowed eyes, as one might regard the most foolish of fools. "Eighty pounds," he said. "That would be quite a lot of money, would it not? It would make me the richest insane man in this village. What should I spend it on, then? Let me think. I'll buy the moon, and bring her down to earth so she might sing me to sleep at night. No, no; I should buy the sun, so that I should always have a warm-hearted brother to light my way. Or . . . I might buy the wind, or the water, or the earth underfoot. I might buy a whole new self, and wear English clothes as I parade up and down the streets of your great town. No, I have it! I shall buy time itself, the river of days and nights, and I shall command it to carry me backwards in my canoe until I reach the moment I was taken from my people across the dark divide to your land and became insane. Ah! Now we have an agreement, Matthew Corbett, if you might promise me that eighty pounds of gold will return me to sanity, and how I used to think, and what I used to know was true. Because that is all I desire in this world, and without sanity there is one walk I can never make, and that is upon the Sky Road when I die. So . . . did you bring the paper and quill to sign this agreement, or shall it be written on the smoke?" He held a palm toward the firepit, and the smoke there swirled between his fingers as it rose upward toward the roof hole.
Matthew had no reply, and at length Walker again turned his attention to the small tongues of flame, as if they might speak to him the reassurance for which he yearned to hear. But Matthew was not done yet. Walker's mention of "time" had reminded him that he had one more card to play.
He reached into the pocket of his waistcoat and brought out the leather holder that secured his silver watch. As he opened it, bits of glass fell out. He saw that the watch had been broken, probably in his fall to the ground, and if not damaged at that point then surely by immersion in the well water. The time had stopped at ten-oh-seven.
"This is broken," Matthew said, as Walker looked on, "but the silver should be worth something. I can give it to you now, and the gold later, if you'll help me."
Walker held his palm out. Matthew put the watch in it. Walker drew it to himself, and stared silently at the watch's immobile hands.
With an acid hint of irony in his voice, Walker said, "I would never have believed it, but time does stop for the Englishman."
A cryptic remark, Matthew thought, that seemed to hold some meaning for the Indian, but was otherwise impenetrable.
A few seconds after that, there came the tap-tapping noise of what Matthew reasoned must be the stick being struck against the side of Walker's dwelling. He heard a voice call out, and then Walker stood up and went to the entrance, where he pulled the skin aside and spoke for a moment with what Matthew saw was an elderly man whose deeply-seamed face was almost covered with time-faded tattoos. Walker listened intently, nodded and then said to Matthew, "Your friend has died."






Sixteen
In fact," Walker continued, as Matthew's heart seemed to cease beating, "your friend has died twice. Both times the medicine sisters have been able to sing his soul into returning to his body, but they think it would understand better if you were to speak to it in your own language. They say he's a very strong man, though, which is a good thing. Go with Old Dry Ashes, he'll take you there."
Matthew passed by Walker, who withdrew with the watch clasped in his hand, and went out into the gray light. Old Dry Ashes turned and began walking at a brisk pace that challenged the ability of Matthew's aching legs. Again a group of children followed along, chattering and laughing at the pale, wobbling scarecrow, while their dogs ran around in circles and every so often aimed an indignant bark in Matthew's direction.
The journey this time was mercifully short. Old Dry Ashes led Matthew to a structure that was twice as large as Walker's dwelling. It also was emitting smoke from a hole at the center of its roof, and its walls were covered with deerskins marked with red, blue and yellow designs that appeared, to Matthew's limited comprehension, to be stick-figure depictions of human beings, animals and fantastic shapes with multiple arms, legs and eyes that might represent denizens of the spirit world. He thought this place, the domain of the medicine sisters, must be the village's hospital, if indeed any connection could be made to the English world. Strips of leather decorated with feathers, beads and carved totems marked the entry, and set above it—ominously so—was a human skull missing its lower jaw, perhaps to mark the fact that the medicine sisters lost patients just as did doctors in New York, and they wished not to be spoken badly of by the departed in their afterlife. Or, that bones were only bones, and all flesh no matter how proud, how beautiful, or how strong, was destined to fail.
Old Dry Ashes stopped before the entry and motioned Matthew in. With the most mixed emotions of dread and propensity he'd ever experienced, Matthew parted the leather curtains and went inside.
Once more the dimness of light within at first limited his vision. Then, gradually, he made out the figures of two women, both of sturdy size, with long silver hair and dressed in deerskins decorated with beads, brightly-hued feathers, and totems. Their faces were painted, one yellow with red around the eyes, the second half-blue and half-green. They both held round wooden rattles with, presumably, dried beans or corn inside. An essence of some kind had been applied to the central firepit, for the crackling flames showed colors of blue and purple. The sweet, musky smell of burning spices was all but overpowering. Clay pots and jars stood about, in a variety of sizes. And hanging in what appeared to be a hammock sewn from beaverskins was a figure tightly wrapped in white cloth, like a babe in swaddling.
Only Greathouse's head was visible. His eyes were closed, his sweat-damp face gray except for daubs of red and yellow that had been applied to chin and forehead. The two medicine sisters were keening and chanting in low voices as Matthew approached, and did not pause in their vocal utterings to the spirits when Matthew stepped between them.
Matthew thought Greathouse looked eighty years old. It seemed that the flesh was starting to tighten around the skull. Matthew felt a start of alarm because he couldn't tell if Greathouse was breathing or not. Then one of the medicine sisters took a drink from liquid in a red cup, sprayed it between her teeth onto Greathouse's face, and Matthew saw him flinch, if almost imperceptibly.
"Hudson," Matthew said, as the medicine sisters chanted and shook their rattles through the musky-scented smoke.
Greathouse's eyes fluttered and opened. Blood-shot and dark-hollowed, they searched for a face to go with the voice.
"I'm here," Matthew said, and touched the man's swaddled shoulder.
"Matthew?" It was a weary whisper; the voice of a man who was saving his strength to fight for his life.
"Yes."
"Where the . . . hell are we?"
"An Indian village. Not far from Fort Laurens."
Greathouse made a noise of either pain or interest, it was hard to tell which. "How'd we get here?"
"They brought us."
"I can't move." He frowned, obviously disturbed by his lack of freedom. "Why . . . can't I move?"
"You're all wrapped up. Don't try to move. I imagine they've put something on your wounds, and you don't want to—"
"Shit, what a mess," Greathouse said, squeezing his eyes shut again. "That box. Damned box. What was in it?"
"I don't know."
There was a long moment in which Greathouse didn't speak. Matthew was aware that the medicine sisters had withdrawn to the other side of their shelter, probably to give him the opp-ortunity to convince Greathouse's spirit not to fly away from the body.
"Well," Greathouse whispered, his eyes opening again, "I was a . . . prince of fools . . . wasn't I?"
"How could you have known?"
A small tide of anger rippled over the man's face. "I am . . . paid to know. It's my job." He winced as fresh pain hit him, and let the anger go in order to lessen his torment. "In the well. I remember that. You wouldn't . . . let me go under."
"That's right," Matthew said. "I'm not going to let you go under here, either. I forbid you to die."
"Oh . . . do you?"
"Yes, I do. I forbid you to die because my education is not yet complete, and when you're up on your feet again and we're back in New York I intend to continue my lessons in sword-fighting and, as you put it, the art of combat. So you're not to die, do you hear me?"
Greathouse gave a grunt that might have been a muffled laugh. "Who died," he said, "and made you . . . king?"
"I'm just telling you, as your associate." It was a difficult task for Matthew to keep his voice steady.
"I see." Again, Greathouse was silent for awhile. His eyes closed, the eyelids fluttered, and then he brought himself up to the world once more. "I suppose . . . if the young master . . . Matthew Corbett commands it, then . . . I'll have to obey."
"You've been through worse than this," Matthew said. "I've seen the scars."
"My collection's . . . growing. Like it or not."
Matthew tore his gaze away from Greathouse's face and stared at the ground. The fire popped and hissed behind him. He knew what he had to do now; he knew this was the moment. He opened his mouth to speak.
"Listen," Greathouse whispered. When Matthew looked at him again, he saw that Greathouse wore the crooked hint of a smile. "Something . . . amusing. The work I was doing. For Lillehorne. Hired me to find out . . . if his wife, the Princess . . . is having . . . " Once more he hesitated, and winced at a passing thrust of pain. "Sexual relations . . . with the new doctor in town."
"Dr. Mallory?"
"Yes. Him."
Matthew knew that Jason Mallory and his wife Rebecca had come to New York from Boston about a month ago, and set up residence at the north end of Nassau Street. Mallory was in his late thirties and as handsome as his black-haired wife was beautiful. He doubted that the good doctor would wish to dally with the needle-nosed, frankly unattractive Maude Lillehorne when his own lady was so comely.
"Told me . . . Princess sees him . . . three times a week," Greathouse went on. "Says . . . she comes home . . . in a sweat. Red-faced, and . . . trembly. Can you imagine it?"
"No, I can't."
"Won't tell Lillehorne . . . why she goes. Just that . . . that she needs him." A savage little grin moved across Greathouse's mouth, which Matthew took to be a good sign. "And listen . . . the thing is . . . " He couldn't speak for awhile, until he'd recovered some strength and breath. "There are . . . four other . . . wives. Seeing Mallory. For unknown reasons. He must be . . . hell of a ram." Greathouse shook his head, as much as he was able. "Me . . . I'd like to ram his wife."
Greathouse then lapsed into silence, and the grin slowly faded. His eyes closed and Matthew thought he'd drifted to sleep, but then he said in a barely audible voice, "God, I'm tired."
"You're going to be all right," Matthew told him. "It'll take time, but at least . . . you'll have another interesting story to tell." And then he leaned closer to Greathouse's ear, and he said, "I'm to blame for this."
Greathouse said, "What?" His eyes were still shut, his mouth slack.
"I've caused all this. I wanted to tell you, but . . . I was afraid."
"Afraid? Of what?" The voice was almost gone.
"Of what you'd think of me." Matthew's heart was beating harder; even with Greathouse in this condition, it was difficult to get the words out. "I've deceived you. When I went to the Chapel estate that day I found the tunnel . . . I also . . . found some money."
"Money," Greathouse whispered.
"Eighty pounds worth of gold coins, hidden in a lockbox made to pass as a book. The money is in my house, right now. It's enough . . . more than enough . . . to buy Zed's freedom. I didn't tell you, because . . . " The moment of truth had at long last arrived, and its fruit tasted bitter indeed. "Because I wanted all of it," he went on, his face as agonized as Greathouse's now was peaceful. "I found it, and I thought it should be mine. Every last penny of it. When we turned off the pike, I should have told you. I wanted to, but . . . I thought, maybe we could get Slaughter's money. I thought we could trick him as you said, and everything would be all right.
"I'm sorry," Matthew said, "that you have to pay for my mistake. I'm sorry that I didn't tell you. But listen to me, Hudson. I'm going after Slaughter, and I'm going to bring him back. Before God, I can't live knowing what I've let loose. Can you hear me, Hudson?" He clasped his friend's shoulder more tightly. "Can you hear?"
"I hear," said another voice.
Matthew turned around.
Behind him and just to one side stood Walker In Two Worlds.
They stared at each other for a moment, as the fire crackled and blue flames curled.
Walker held up his right hand, in which was gripped the silver watch.
"I like this." His eyes were full of shadow. "I'm sure it was very expensive, in your land." He stepped forward and put the fingers of his left hand under Greathouse's nostrils. "Still alive. I think he must be a very strong man."
"Do they think he'll live?" Matthew motioned with a lift of his chin toward the two women, who stood watching from the far wall.
Walker spoke to them, and one answered. "She says it's too early to tell, but it's a good sign that his soul has decided to stay in his body, at least for now." He looked down upon Greathouse's placid face. "Sleeping well, it seems to me. They gave him some strong medicine. He shouldn't wake again before tomorrow."
"Can they give me something?" Matthew asked. "For my hands and feet. Maybe also to keep me going."
"They do medicine, not . . . " Walker probed his memory for the right word. "Miracles," he said. "You need food and sleep." He spoke once more to the women, and was answered again by the same one. "She says they can put a poultice on your hands and feet and bind them up, yes, but it won't take away all the pain."
"Just so I can walk."
"You won't be doing any walking today. Better to let them work on you, and rest until morning." He nodded toward Greathouse. "Is this man your brother?"
"In a manner of speaking," Matthew replied, "I'd say he is."
"But you betrayed him? And now you seek to make things right?"
Matthew didn't know how much of his confession Walker had heard, but obviously the Indian had caught some of it. "Yes."
"And the man called Slaughter? If I refuse to track him for you, will you still go?" 
"I will. He's going to have a long headstart, but he has no shoes. The first thing he's going to do is try to get a pair of boots." Matthew had already given this some thought. Would Slaughter try to get the wagon backed up on the road above Fort Laurens? It would be a hard job for one man. He might try to unharness the horses, but those old nags weren't going to hold a rider. Matthew recalled, with chilling clarity, Slaughter's comment to Reverend Burton: Looks to me as if we'd wear near the same size of boots. You wouldn't have another pair, would you?
Matthew thought that was going to be Slaughter's first destination, but where he would go after that was anyone's guess. Matthew could only hope that Slaughter took just the boots, and left Burton and Tom in one piece.
"You may never find him," Walker said. "You know that, don't you?" 
"I know I'll never find him if I don't try."
Walker stared into Matthew's eyes for a time, until Matthew uncomfortably felt as if the Indian was gauging the territory of his very soul. "True enough," said Walker. He spoke to the medicine sisters, who acknowledged him by going about business that involved pouring some of the contents—different kinds of tree bark and berries, it appeared to Matthew—from a few of the jars out into a bowl and then grinding the mixture with a pestle made from an animal's bone. "Do you like fish?" Walker asked, and when Matthew nodded he said, "Come on then, there's always some on the coals at . . . " He paused as he put together the correct translation. "Happy River Turtle's house."
As they progressed through the village, Matthew noted that most gave Walker a wide berth, and some averted their faces or clasped their hands over nose or mouth as if to avoid a bad smell. Women picked up children at their approach, and hurried away. A few braves motioned angrily at them, their attention directed specifically to Walker, but Walker paid no heed to his critics and actually laughed harshly in the face of one who came up close enough to spray them with spittle.
"Don't mind them," Walker explained. "This is a show they put on."
Matthew had to ask the question, though he didn't know how to phrase it. So he simply asked it as best he could: "How are you insane?"
Walker looked at the watch as they continued on, and rubbed its silver back with his palm. "I know too much," he answered.
Happy River Turtle indeed must have a fine reputation as a cook, Matthew thought, for there was a crowd around the longhouse he and Walker were approaching. There was an outside fire burning at the center of a communal eating area. It was almost a festive atmosphere, of people drinking from clay cups and hollowed-out gourds and taking from the fire roasted meat and fish on sharpened sticks. It shouldn't have surprised him, he mused, because it was time for the midday meal here just as in New York. He didn't see that any payment was being made for the culinary items, but maybe it was simply on the basis of share-and-share-alike, or that some system of bartering was happening beyond Matthew's understanding. In any case, Walker waded into the throng—which parted for him, and became more sullen until he had passed through—and then returned bearing a stick on which sizzled large chunks of charred white-fleshed fish along with pieces of tomato and peppers. Matthew reasoned they were to share the item, so there was enough to go around.
Matthew sat on the ground to eat the portion that Walker gave him, for his legs were giving out. He felt exhaustion coming upon him, slowly and steadily; it was a process he could not halt, no matter how steadfast his will. As he ate, he couldn't help but go over in his mind again and again the events of the morning. When he could tear his thoughts away from Greathouse's precarious situation and his concerns about Reverend Burton and Tom, he found himself pondering the trick safebox. How had Slaughter managed to rig such a thing? Some kind of explosive device had been concealed in it, yes, but how had the thing worked? And all the time Slaughter had been pretending to fear for his life he'd known that box was in its hole, protected from the damp by all the straw, ready to go off in Greathouse's face. Had Slaughter primed the thing over two years ago, and left it waiting like a bomb? But for what reason? His fear that Indians might dig it up? Slaughter couldn't have known he wouldn't be back to his cabin that day he was captured, so perhaps the box was primed to go off when and if an Indian tried to open it. But what had been inside to make it explode? Matthew wished he could get a look at it, just to satisfy his curiosity.
His hands were stiffening up. He finished his food, grateful to get something in his stomach, and then struggled to his feet again. Walker remained a few yards away, crouched on his haunches as he ate. No one had dared to come anywhere near either of them. Matthew watched Walker as the Indian stared out impassively toward the other villagers. Insane? Because he knew too much? Matthew noted that Walker kept firm hold of the watch, and gazed at it every so often. In admiration, or for some other reason? It was hard to tell. Equally hard to tell was whether Walker had decided to help him or not. If not, then Matthew was on his own, but he had to keep going. Tomorrow morning he would set out, no matter what. First to the reverend's house, and then . . . ?
He wasn't sure. Would Slaughter head back for the Philadelphia Pike, or toward the nearest settlement, which would be the trading post at Belvedere? It seemed to Matthew that once Slaughter got boots on his feet his next item he'd try to get was a horse that could carry him at a reasonable speed. If that happened, the chance of catching up with him became even less likely.
Matthew felt that if he closed his eyes for just a second and reopened them, all this might fade away and reveal itself to be nought but a bad dream brought on by the experience—long ago, it seemed now—at the Cock'a'tail tavern. Here stands the celebrity of New York! he thought bitterly. Look how well he's dressed, and how fine a figure he makes! He lowered his head. All that could go to Hell, he thought. The only thing that was important now—the only thing that both taunted and compelled him—was seeing Tyranthus Slaughter back in chains.
He was aware of a movement to his left.
When he looked up, the young Indian girl who was holding a wooden cup full of water instinctively stepped back, like a frightened doe. But she only retreated one pace, and then held her ground because, after all, it was her ground.
Her dark eyes shone as if pools of some exotic amalgam of ebony and silver. Her long black hair was a midnight stream, flowing over the warm brown stones of her shoulders. In her lovely, full-lipped face and steady gaze Matthew saw something ancient and indescribable, as if the hundreds of ancestors who had hunted and farmed this land, had raised children here, had died and returned to the earth, were there behind her eyes, studying him. She was maybe fifteen or sixteen years old, but timeless. She wore the deerskins, beads and ornaments her mother had worn, and her mother's mother, and on back into the mists before London's first citizen had built a fire on the edge of the Thames. He felt flowing out from her like a spirit force the dignity of great age, but also the curiosity of a child who never aged.
She said something softly, like a church bell heard at a great distance. Then she came forward and offered him the cup, and he took it and soothed his thirst.
Step by step she backed away, calmly watching him, until at last she turned around and was gone among her people.
"Matthew Corbett," said Walker In Two Worlds, standing at his side. "Come with me now."
In his state of increasing weariness, his mind beginning to fill up with fog, Matthew followed Walker back to the house of the medicine sisters. Within, the two women were prepared for him. They washed his hands with warm water from a pot over the fire, dried them and applied a red powder to his raw palms that made him grit his teeth and almost shout from the pain, but he was determined not to make a fool of himself. Next they coated his palms with a brown, sticky liquid that smelled of pine sap, and was as cooling as the pain had been hot. Pieces of white cloth were bound around his hands, followed by strips of leather that were knotted and secured so that he in essence found himself wearing fingerless gloves.
The sisters were chattering at him, wanting him to do something he couldn't understand, and Walker had not entered the dwelling with him so he was all at sea. Then one of the women overturned a large wooden pot in a corner and plopped herself down on it, motioning Matthew to follow her example. As he sat on the makeshift chair, the medicine sisters removed his—Greathouse's—boots and treated his damaged feet in the same fashion, with powder and pine sap liquid. Then they repeated the process of the pieces of cloth and also the binding of his feet with the leather strips, knotted and secured across the top of the foot. He started to stand up but they grasped his shoulders and wouldn't allow it. A nasty-looking black elixir was poured from a long-necked clay jar into a fist-sized cup and put to his mouth. He had no choice but to drink it, and though it smelled like wet dirt it tasted surprisingly sweet, like musky fermented grapes or berries. They wouldn't let him stop until he'd finished it all, after which he was light-headed and his tongue felt coated with fur. At the bottom of the cup was a residue of what appeared to be pure black river mud.
"Here," said Walker, as he came into the house. "These should fit you." He held out for Matthew a pair of moccasins. They were by no means new, but looked to be sturdy enough.
Matthew took them and tried them on. They did fit, quite comfortably.
"Sleep in those tonight," Walker told him. "Get used to them. Those English boots aren't any good for travelling."
"Thank you. Where will I sleep?"
"Outside my house, on the ground. I'll give you a blanket. You ought to get used to sleeping on the ground, too. Besides," he said, "my demons come in the night."
Matthew nodded, deciding it was far better to sleep on the ground than witness a visitation of Walker's demons, whatever they were.
"We'll eat well tonight," Walker continued. "But you'll be wanting to sleep early, with all that . . . " He hesitated. "There's no English word for what you just drank, but the sisters know what they're doing. We'll leave at dawn, and we'll be travelling light and fast. That is, as fast as you can move."
"We?"
"You'll never find that man by yourself," Walker said. "I told you I liked the watch." He was still holding it, Matthew saw.
"All right." Either the drink was about to overpower him, or it was the sense of relief. "I thank you again."
"Thank me after he's caught. Which, as you English would say, is tomorrow's business."
Matthew stood up in his new footwear. He approached the beaverskin hammock where Greathouse lay silent, eyes closed, in his wrapping.
He remembered something Greathouse had spoken to him, that morning at Sally Almond's.
I can't be with you all the time, and I'd hate for your gravestone to have the year 1702 marked on it.
"I as well," Matthew said quietly. But it was equally important—vitally important—to stop Slaughter from filling up any more graves. He prayed he would be in time, and that when the time came he would be strong enough—and smart enough, having crawled back from that deepest pit in Hell set aside for men who think themselves so very smart—to be more than a match for a monster.
But, as the Indian and the English said, that was tomorrow's business.






Seventeen
Up on the road ahead of them was the wagon. One of the horses was missing, while the other stood with head hanging and shoulders slumped, forlorn in its solitude and unable to reach any leaf or stem of edible vegetation.
Matthew followed Walker up the hillside. It was still the dim light of early morning, the clouds thick overhead, and the air smelling again of approaching rain. Walker had already pointed out the clear prints of Slaughter's bare feet. "He's carrying something heavy," Walker had said, and Matthew had nodded, knowing it was the explosive safebox.
The missing horse made Matthew's guts twist. He'd thought that surely neither of those old swaybacked nags would have carried a rider. And, anyway, how fast could the horse go, even if whipped by a stick? Still, for Slaughter to have a horse meant he could give his legs and lungs a rest, which was a definite advantage over his trackers—or at least one of them.
At the first rooster's crow this morning, the wet nose of a dog sniffing his face had brought Matthew up from his sleep beside Walker's dwelling. His hands and feet were sore, his left shoulder badly bruised; if he'd awakened in such condition in New York, he might have lain in bed until midday and then staggered out to see a doctor, but in this country he thought that such injuries amounted to a splinter in the finger. Not a half-minute after Matthew had pushed aside his blanket and tested the strength of his legs, Walker In Two Worlds had emerged from the shelter. Today the Indian was wearing, along with his usual garb of deerskin loincloth, leggings, and moccasins, a dark green cloak tied at the throat. Fixed to Walker's scalplock with leather cords was an arrangement of feathers dyed dark green and indigo. Around his right shoulder was a leather sheath, decorated with the beaded images of various animals, securing his bow, and around the left his quiver of a dozen or so arrows. A knife hung in a holder from a fringed belt around his narrow waist, along with a small rawhide bag that Matthew thought probably contained a supply of dried meat. What Matthew took as spirit symbols—swirls and lightning bolts—had been painted in black on Walker's cheeks, his forehead, and across his chin. His eyes had been blackened, and made to resemble the glittering danger of tarpit pools. As Greathouse might have said, Walker was ready for bear.
Matthew, in contrast, realized he was as dangerous-looking as a sugar cookie, in his dirty white shirt and cravat, his dark burgundy-red breeches and waistcoat missing half its buttons, and the tatters of his stockings, which bared his calves and ankles down to the moccasins. He was in need of a shave and his dirty hair and gritty scalp might have scared the bristles off a brush. That, he thought, was as fearsome as he would be this day, for though he pushed himself onward following the silent Walker out of the village he felt his courage was made up of tinfoil and could be crumpled by any child's fist.
They were trailed from the village by several young braves who seemed to be jeering at Walker, making fun of his perceived insanity perhaps, but Walker paid them no heed. After a while the young men tired of their game and turned back, and the two travellers were left alone. Walker moved fast, without speaking or looking left or right, but with his eyes fixed ahead and his shoulders slightly lowered. He had a strange rolling gait that Matthew had seen other Indians use: the "fox walk" was what the leatherstockings in New York, the fur traders and rough-edged men who had experience with the tribes, called it. Very soon it was a chore for Matthew to keep up, and when Walker seemed to realize he was so far ahead they were about to lose sight of each other the Indian slowed his pace to what was probably for him a crawl.
Last night Matthew had slept soundly on the earth, beneath a tan-colored blanket, until he'd been awakened in the stillness. Why he'd been awakened he didn't know. A few Indians were sitting around the embers of a nearby fire, talking quietly as the members of any community might converse, but their voices did not carry. No, it was something else that had disturbed Matthew, and he lay with his eyes open, listening.
In a moment he heard it: a keening cry, barely audible at first, then becoming louder and stronger, ending with either a strangled rush of breath or a sob. Again the cry rose up, and this time Matthew saw the men around the fire glance back at Walker's house, for the tortured wailing was surely coming from within. The cry went on for a few seconds longer, then quietened once more. Twice again it rose and fell, now more of a hoarse moan than a cry. Matthew felt the flesh crawl on the back of his neck; Walker's demons had come, and they were sparing him no mercy. Whatever insanity Walker believed he possessed—or that possessed him—on this night he was its prisoner.
The men around the fire went to their own houses. The embers darkened and cooled. Matthew at last fell asleep again, with the blanket up to his chin. In the morning, when Walker had emerged, nothing was spoken about the visitation of demons, and for once in his life Matthew had known to ask no questions.
The wagon was ahead, where it had been left. The single horse, seeing the men coming, lifted its head and gave an exhausted whinny.
Walker reached the animal. He put a reassuring hand on its flank. "Is this what Slaughter was carrying?" he asked Matthew, and nodded toward the back of the wagon.
And there it was. The safebox, its lid open, sitting right there next to the chains. Matthew went to it and saw that it was empty of valuables: no coins, no jewels, nothing. But within it was a rectangular compartment that immediately drew his interest, for he recognized the flintlock mechanism of a pistol that had been tripped by a rachet-like device and caused to ignite a powder charge. The walls of the compartment were black with the powder's ignition, which had blown smoke and sparks through the keyhole. Of additional interest was a small square of iron and a piece of metal that resembled a miniature hammer. Matthew saw, with admiration at the skill and trickery of this ruse, that the little hammer had been under some kind of tension and, upon being released by the rachet, had made the sound approximating a gunshot when it struck the iron plate. It was an elaborate way to foil a robbery, but certainly would have worked to scare off an overly-curious Indian or two. Still, the thing was a puzzle. How would its owner get into it without setting off the charge? And who had made it?
He tilted it up to look at the bottom, searching for a maker's mark. His reward for that supposition was not just a mark, but a name and place of origin, burned into the wood by a piece of redhot iron used as a quill.
It read O. Quisenhunt, Phila. And was followed by a number: 6.
"I think he left something else," Walker said, and knelt down beside the wagon. He held up a muddy ring, fashioned of gold and inset with a small red gemstone. "And another." This find was an elegant silver brooch, studded with four black stones. Walker continued to search the ground, while Matthew came to the realization that in transferring his stolen items and coins from the safebox, Slaughter had dropped at least two things. And what had he transferred them to? Matthew recalled that Slaughter's clothing had had no pockets. He looked beneath the wagon's seat, and saw that his small bag of personal belongings was gone, along with his water flask. His razor and shaving soap had been in the bag. And now, horribly, the razor belonged to a man who could devise more use for it than grooming.
"Take these." Walker had found two more items: a silver ring with intricate engraving and a necklace of grayish-blue pearls that would be very beautiful when they were cleaned up. As Matthew took the four pieces of jewelry from Walker's outstretched hand, he remembered Slaughter posing the question What is a string
of pearls selling for these days? He put the pieces into his waistcoat pocket, as it was clear Walker had no interest in them and it was foolish to leave them lying about. Walker made another survey of the ground around the wagon, then he stood up and began unharnessing the horse. Matthew helped him, finding it difficult to look the Indian full in the face because, in truth, all that paint made Walker himself appear to be demonic, some sort of forest specter whose purpose was to stab fear into an English heart. Matthew figured that was the reason for it: if he was the one being tracked, one glimpse at that fierce visage and Matthew would have given up his flight as hopeless.
Whether that would work when—and if—they found Slaughter was another question.
When the horse was freed, it made a direct line to the nearest vegetation and began to eat. Walker was already climbing the road, and Matthew hurried after him.
They found the second horse chewing weeds at the top of the hill. Walker had only one comment to make as they passed the animal and continued on: "Slaughter has discovered he's not up to riding a horse without a saddle."
Matthew got up alongside Walker and forced himself to keep pace. How long he could maintain this, he had no idea. Even so, it was evident Walker was not moving as fast as he was able. "Why are you helping me?" Matthew managed to ask, his lungs starting to burn.
"I told you. I like the watch."
"I don't think that's all of it."
"I would save your breath, if I were you." Walker glanced quickly sideways at Matthew. "Did you know that my father, in his youth, could run one hundred of your English miles in a day? And that after a night's sleep, he could get up at dawn and run one hundred more? Those were the old days of the strong men, before you people came. Before you . . . brought what it is you have brought."
"What exactly . . . " Matthew was having trouble talking and keeping his breath. "Have we brought?"
"The future," said Walker, and then he broke into a loping trot that Matthew tried to match but could not. In a few seconds Walker had pulled away, heading downhill. Matthew doggedly followed, as fast as he could manage on sore feet and aching legs but no faster.
Soon Matthew came to the split in the road that led to Belvedere. Walker was down on his haunches, examining the ground. The Indian gave Matthew time to catch his breath, and then he said, "Bare feet going this way." He pointed in the direction of New Unity. "Boots coming back, and going this way." His finger aimed toward Belvedere. He stood up, narrowing his eyes as he stared at Matthew. "He's going to the trading post. There was money in that box?"
"Yes."
"He wants to buy a horse. The boot tracks were made yesterday, about midday. He's walking quickly, with a long stride. He might have reached Belvedere by late afternoon or early evening. If he bought a horse, he's gone."
"Unless he stayed in Belvedere to rest." 
"He may have," Walker said. "We won't know until we get there." 
Matthew was looking along the road that led to Reverend Burton's cabin. "I have to go that way first," he said, his voice hollow.
"For what reason?"
"I know," Matthew answered, "where Slaughter got the boots." And he set off, again moving as quickly as he was able. Walker caught up within a few strides, and stayed a distance off to his right.
Rain began to fall quietly through the trees. Red and yellow leaves drifted down. As Matthew reached Reverend Burton's house, he saw that the door was open, sagging inward on its hinges. He went up the steps to the porch, where he couldn't help but note splotches of dark red on the planks. Then he walked through the door, and into the world of Tyranthus Slaughter.
It was a place of blood and brutality. Matthew abruptly stopped, for he'd heard first the greedy buzzing of flies. The reverend's body lay on its back amid splintered furniture, both boots gone, the hands outstretched, palms upward. A pool of blood surrounded the head, and there the flies were feasting. The face was covered by the heavy Good Book, which had been opened about to the middle. Matthew stepped forward, slowly, and saw upon the Bible's back a smear of mud from the bare foot that had pressed it down.
And there was Tom.
The boy was on his knees, near the fireplace. Half his face was a black bruise. His nostrils were crusted with blood, his lower lip ripped open, a razor slash across his left cheekbone. His dark brown shirt was torn open to the waist, his pale chest scored with razor cuts. He looked up at Matthew with eyes sunken into swollen slits.
He was holding James in both arms, at about chest-height. The dog lay on its right side. Matthew saw that it was breathing shallowly. It was bleeding from the mouth and nose and its visible eye had rolled back into its head.
When Walker came into the house, Tom gave a start and dropped the dog a few inches. What could only be called a scream of agony came from James' mouth, and instantly Tom lifted the dog up again to chest-height. Gradually, its piercing cries subsided.
"He's with me," Matthew said to Tom, as the boy gave an involuntary shiver; his voice sounded unrecognizable to him, the voice of someone speaking beyond the door through which he'd just walked.
Tom just stared blankly at him.
Walker eased forward. He leaned down and lifted the Bible.
"He's dead," Tom said. A spool of bloody saliva unravelled from his mouth over his injured lip and down his chin. His voice was listless, matter-of-fact. "I touched him. He's dead."
Matthew could not bring himself to look at the reverend's face, but he saw how bad it was by looking at Walker's. If an Indian could ever go pale, this one did. Matthew saw an incomprehension in Walker's eyes, a statement of horror that was made more terrible because it was silent. A muscle jumped in Walker's jaw, and then the Indian put aside the Bible and gazed upward—not to Heaven, but at the sleeping loft. He climbed up the ladder.
"That man came back," Tom said. "That man. This mornin'." He shook his head. "Yesterday. Knocked the door down. He was on us . . . 'fore we could move."
Walker returned with a thin blue blanket, which he used to wrap around the misshapen mass that had been John Burton's face and head.
James gave another sharp cry, and Tom adjusted his arms because they'd begun to drift down. "I think . . . " Tom swallowed, either thick saliva or blood. "I think James' . . . back is broke. That man brought a chair down on him. Right 'cross his back. There wasn't anythin' . . . could be done."
"How long have you been sitting there?" Matthew asked.
"All night," he said. "I can't . . . I can't put James down. Y'see? I think his back is broke. He cries so much."
Walker stood over the corpse. Flies were spinning in the air, and the place smelled of blood and a darker sour odor of death. "No human," he said, "could do this."
"What?" Matthew hadn't understood him; his own mind felt mired in the mud of corruption. He stared at a hayfork that leaned against the wall near the door.
"No human could do this," Walker repeated. "Not any human I've ever met."
James shrieked again. Tom lifted his arms. Matthew wondered how many times he'd done that over the course of the long night to keep the dog's body evenly supported; the boy's arms must feel like they were about to tear loose from the sockets.
"His back is broke," Tom said. "But I've got him. I've got him, all right." He looked up at Matthew, and gave a dazed, battered half-smile that made fresh blood drool from his mouth. "He's my friend."
Matthew felt the Indian staring at him. He avoided it, and ran the back of a hand across his mouth. Tom's eyes were closed, perhaps also avoiding what he must certainly know should be done.
"Belvedere," Walker said quietly. "It won't come to us."
"Shhhhh," Tom told the dog, as it whimpered. The sound became a low groaning noise. "I've got you," he said, his eyes still closed, and possibly more tightly shut than a few seconds before. "I've got you."
Walker said to Matthew, "Give me your neckcloth." The cravat, he meant. Matthew's brain was fogged. He heard a blood-gorged fly buzz past his ear and felt another graze his right eyebrow. He unknotted the cravat, removed it from around his throat and gave it to the Indian, who tore from it a long strip and handed the rest of it back. Walker twisted the cloth for strength and began to wrap the ends of the strip around each hand. When Walker took a forward step, the boy's eyes opened.
"No," Tom said. Walker stopped.
"He's my dog. My friend." The boy lifted his arms again, and now winced at the supreme effort of holding them steady. "I'll do it . . . if you'll hold him so he don't hurt."
"All right," said the Indian.
Walker unwound the strangler's cloth from his hands and lay it across Tom's left shoulder, and then he knelt down before Tom and held out his arms like a cradle to accept the suffering animal.
James cried out terribly as the exchange was made, but Tom said, "Shhhhh, shhhhh," and perhaps the dog even in its pain understood the sound of deeper agony in its companion's voice. Then James whimpered a little bit, and Walker said, "I have him."
"Thank you, sir," answered Tom in a distant, dreamlike tone, as he began to wrap the cloth between his own hands, which Matthew saw bore razor cuts.
Matthew stepped back. Tom eased the taut cloth around James' neck, trying to be tender. James began to whimper again. Its pink tongue came out to lick at the air. Tom leaned forward and kissed his dog on the head, and then very quickly he crisscrossed one hand over the other and fresh blood and mucous blew from his nostrils as he did what he had to do, his eyes squeezed shut and his teeth grinding down into the wound of his lower lip.
Matthew looked at his feet. His moccasins stood in the pool of the reverend's blood. The indignant flies swarmed and spun. Matthew backstepped, hit the remnants of a broken chair, and almost fell. He righted himself, swayed unsteadily, felt sickness roil in a hot wave in his stomach. He had seen murder before, yes, and brutal murder at that; but Slaughter's work had been done with so much pleasure.
"Don't shame yourself," he heard Walker tell him, and he knew that not only were his eyes swimming, but that his face must have been as white as his cravat had been only yesterday morning.
Slowly, his eyes still downcast, Matthew busied himself with winding the cravat around his throat again. After all, it had been very expensive. It was the mark of a gentleman, and what every young man of merit wore in New York. He carefully knotted it and pushed its ends down under the neck of his dirty shirt. Then he stood very still, listening to the patter of rain on the roof. Tom turned away from Walker. He went to a bucket of water on the floor that had survived the violence, got down on his knees with the slow pained grace of an old man and began to wash the blood from his nostrils.
"His tracks head to Belvedere," Walker said, speaking to the boy. A small black-haired carcass with a brown snout lay on the floor in front of the fireplace, as if sleeping there after a day fully done. "We intend to catch him, if he hasn't already gotten himself a horse."
"He'll want a horse," Tom agreed. He splashed water into his face and rubbed life back into his shoulders. "Maybe one or two to be bought there, not many."
"One would be enough."
"He can be tracked, even on a horse," said the boy. "All we have to do is get us some horses, we can find him."
We, Tom had said. Matthew made no response, and neither did Walker.
Tom took their silence for another reason. "I can steal us some horses, if I have to. Done it before. Well . . . one horse, I mean." He started to stand up, but suddenly his strength left him and he staggered and fell onto his side.
"You're not in any shape to be stealing horses," Walker observed. "Can you walk?"
"I don't know."
"Decide in a hurry. Matthew and I are leaving."
"I can walk," Tom said, and with a show of sheer willpower over physical distress he stood up, staggered again, and then held his balance. He looked from Walker to Matthew and back again, the bruised and bloodied face defiant.
"How fast can you walk?" was the next question.
For that, Tom seemed to have no answer. He blinked heavily, obviously in need of sleep as well as medical attention. He held his hands up before his face and looked at the razor cuts there as if he had no memory of having been wounded. Then he turned his attention to Matthew. "You're a Christian, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"Will you help me, then? You bein' a Christian, and . . . the reverend bein' a Christian. Help me bury him?"
"There's no time for that," said Walker.
"I promised. Said I'd stay with him 'til he died, and then I'd bury him. I won't go back on a promise."
"We can't lose time. Do you understand that?"
"I understand it. But I won't go back on a promise."
"Do you want to play at catching Slaughter?" Walker asked Matthew, with a flash of anger behind it. "Or do you want to really try?"
"We're talkin'," Tom said, "when we could be buryin'. I want to put the reverend under, and . . . James, too. There in that cemetery, with the other ones. After that, I'll show you how to get to Belvedere through the woods. Cuts about four miles off goin' by the road."
"I already know that way," said the Indian.
"I reckon you do," Tom replied, and he winced at some pain and blew a little bloody snot out of his nose.
How the boy was even standing up, Matthew had no idea. He might have a broken nose or even a broken jaw, by the looks of him. Probably missing some teeth, too. But he was alive, and that was more than most of Slaughter's victims could claim. Matthew thought that this boy probably had the hardest bark of anybody he'd ever met, including Greathouse himself. Of course they had to get to Belvedere, and they had to get there before sundown.
But still . . . a promise was worth something, in his book.
"What's your say?" Walker prodded.
Matthew realized he was in charge. He was the only member of the New York office of the Herrald Agency who could stand on his feet, and make the decisions. He was Greathouse now, for better or worse. What would Greathouse do, was the question?
But no, it was not, he decided. The question was, what was right?
Matthew looked squarely at Tom. "Do you have more than one shovel?" he asked.






Eighteen
Matthew had lost all calculations of time and distance. He knew they'd been travelling through the woods for what seemed like several hours, but exactly how long and how many miles they'd come, he had no idea. A light rain was falling from a sky more twilight than afternoon, which further distorted his senses. His legs, usually a reliable informant as to distance, had passed through ache and pain into numbness. No longer either could he feel any sensation in his feet. The woods were thick, and the path through them—windey-twistey, as Greathouse might have said—led up over rocky hillsides and down through swampy hollows. It was sometime during the descent into one of these hollows that Tom's knees gave way and he went down into the thicket. It was a quiet falling, like the rain, and if Matthew had not glanced back at the boy and seen him already on the ground he would not have known it.
"Wait!" he called to Walker, who was about thirty yards ahead and already going up the next hill. Instantly the Indian checked his progress and stood among the golden-leafed birch trees with his dark green cloak wrapped around himself, resembling nothing more than a black-eyed, fearsome and feathered head floating amid the questionable beauty of nature.
Matthew went back the fifteen yards or so to where Tom was trying to get his feet under him. It was obvious the boy, as hard barked as he might be, was running low on wood to feed his fire. His bruised face was ghastly purple, one of his eyes swollen shut and the other nearly so. The razor cuts across his chest were as scarlet as whipstrikes. It had astounded Matthew, back in the sad cemetery of New Unity, how Tom with his slashed hands had gripped hold of one of the two shovels and started feverishly digging in the wet earth. Matthew had joined in the work, as Walker had watched from a distance. They must have made a sight, Matthew thought. Both of them with wounded hands, staggering around in the cold rain trying to do the Christian thing. After the boy had fallen down twice and twice picked himself up with mud on his knees, Walker had taken the shovel from him and told him to go sit down under a tree. In time, they had two graves, as Tom had asked; one large, one small. Neither was very deep, and this had been at Walker's insistence for, as he'd said before the work had begun, Belvedere was not going to come to them. They left the cemetery, which now held forty markers. The last two were boards taken from a crumbling cabin and pounded into the ground. When Tom turned his back to the graves he had so carefully maintained, Matthew noted that it was without emotion. But Matthew thought he understood why: a show of emotion would be a use of resources that Tom needed to get through today. Either that, or the boy had iron control over what he revealed or did not reveal.
In any case, the three travellers departed from New Unity, and left its occupants and their stories for some future generation to ponder.
Now, in the deeper forest some number of miles distant from Belvedere, Matthew reached Tom and offered his hand to help the boy up.
Tom angled his head so his better eye looked at the hand. "If I'd wanted your help," he said, his voice distorted by his injured lip, "I would've asked." So saying, he hauled himself to his feet and staggered past Matthew, who turned to find the Indian standing there right beside him.
"How do you do that?" Matthew asked.
"Do what?"
"Never mind." He watched Tom fall again, get up once more and keep staggering onward, up the hill where Walker had just been standing. "Should we rest awhile?"
"No." Walker turned and began striding rapidly after the boy, while Matthew quickened his pace to catch up. "Boy!" Walker called.
"I've got a name."
"Tom," Walker amended. He'd heard Matthew call him that, in the cemetery. "How is it you know this way to Belvedere? It's a Seneca trail."
"How is it you speak such good English?"
"I've lived with the English. Have you lived with my people?"
"No. I was lookin' for a shorter way to Belvedere one day, and I found it."
"How is it you didn't get yourself lost in the woods?" Walker asked, slowing his stride to remain alongside Tom. "Or did you?"
"I can tell my directions, if that's what you're askin'." Tom shot him a quick dark glance from his better eye.
"Who taught you?"
Tom suddenly stopped, so abruptly that Walker also stopped and Matthew narrowly avoided a collision with the both of them. "Who taught me?" There was acid in the boy's brogue. His mouth twisted. "I'll tell you who, then. My father, partly. Taught me how to read the ground and the sky. Taught me my directions. How to build a fire. How to hunt, and lay a snare. But after he died, and I was on my own . . . then there were lots more things I had to best learn in a hurry, and I knew if I didn't learn 'em right the first time, I wouldn't get no second chance. So I stole when I had to, and I hid out when I had to." He glanced at Matthew, as if marking him as an intruder in this brutal paradise. "See," Tom continued, "I learned real quick that the way to stay alive is to keep movin'. I forgot about that, and I got soft and liked an inside bed, and a house with a table you ate off of, and readin' the Bible to an old man, and pretendin' I had some kind of family again. That's why they're dead, 'cause I forgot that at any minute this world can kick your door down and come in swingin' a razor." He nodded. "Look what I let happen, back there." His eye found Walker again. "Who taught me, you're askin'? My father, some. But in this world, it's the Devil teaches you the lessons you never forget."
"You couldn't have stopped Slaughter," Matthew said. "No one could've."
Tom thrust his face toward Matthew's. "Maybe you could've," he answered. "I told you, maybe you should've killed him when you could. But don't fret about it, don't you fret." He held up a finger of his razor-slashed right hand. "I'm gonna kill him, so don't you fret."
Matthew almost recoiled from the cold ferocity in the boy's voice. It was hard to remember that he indeed was a boy, of thirteen or fourteen years, because his sentiments and expressions were those of a older man mauled by life. Scarred by life, would be the more correct phrase. To see what lay behind those eyes, Matthew thought, would be a frightful view. A desolation, perhaps; a loneliness, for certain. Anger was holding him together, a rage against the world. And who could blame him, with all the death and misery he'd witnessed? So he might be young in years, Matthew thought, but it was an illusion, for his trials had left him withered within.
Tom was through talking. He turned and started up the hillside again, but halfway up his remaining strength failed him, for he staggered against a boulder and slid down to the ground. He put his hands to his face and sat there, hunched over and otherwise motionless.
"He's almost done," Walker said quietly. "He's fighting it, but he knows it too."
"What are we going to do with him?"
After a silence in which Walker was obviously deliberating the question, the Indian approached Tom, with Matthew following behind. "I suppose, if you can read the ground so well, that you've seen the tracks?"
Tom lowered his hands. Matthew had expected to see the tears of either loss or frustration on Tom's cheeks, but there were none. The boy was again sealed up tight. "I have," Tom replied. "Good-sized bear about two hours ahead of us, movin' slow."
Matthew felt a start of alarm; his own scars had been left by a meeting with a bear, three years ago, and he didn't wish for another encounter.
"That's why I'm not running us faster," Walker said. "I'm going on ahead, to scout. You two meet me at the stream, and don't dawdle."
Tom nodded, familiar with the landmark Walker specified, and then the Indian took off running at a steady pace up the hillside, among the trees, and out of sight.
"Give me a minute," Tom said, as Matthew waited. He reached into his mouth and worked a loose tooth, after which he spat red on the ground. Then, with a soft groan that spoke volumes, the boy pulled himself up and stood unsteadily, balancing with a hand against the rock. "Maybe find myself a walkin'-stick," he said, his voice slurred. "I'll be all right."
At the top of the hill, a slim branch from a fallen tree was found to suit Tom's purpose, and he hobbled on it while trying to walk as fast as he could go. Matthew thought that Tom's revelation of his sense of the world's evil had sapped some of the strength the boy had been hoarding, and even Tom's depth of willpower had its bottom.
Tom's description of the murder of John Burton had been horrific, even if the boy was unable to remember all the details. It had been like a bad dream, he'd told Walker and Matthew. James started barking, the door had crashed in and the man was suddenly there. Tom recalled that he'd worn a black tricorn—Matthew's hat—and how he'd grinned in the guttering candlelight. Dogs were born brave, and so James had attacked the intruder and been crushed down by the chair across his back. Boys were also born brave, and sometimes foolish, and when Tom had gone at Slaughter he hadn't seen the glint of the drawn razor until it came at him, slashing his outstretched hands, followed by a fist that had slammed into the side of his face and sent him sprawling. He'd remembered, in a blur, seeing what Slaughter was doing to the reverend, and when he'd grabbed at Slaughter from behind an elbow hit him in the mouth and another fist struck and the razor streaked across his cheekbone and tore ribbons from his shirt. Then he was stumbling out across the porch, dripping blood and only half-conscious, but the conscious part was screaming at him to run, to get to the woods, because he knew James was finished from how the dog had shrieked, and no man could stand up to a razor the way it was cutting pieces from the reverend's face.
He had gone instead to the barn to get the hayfork, but there the darkness had crashed upon him and he remembered falling. And there he'd stayed, until James' cries had called him back to the world, and he'd gotten up and walked in a haze of blood and pain to the cabin with the hayfork ready, the Devil's weapon to kill the Devil. But Slaughter had gone, probably in a hurry to get to Belvedere before nightfall, and had taken with him two items: the boots and Tom's long black coat, which certainly was too small for him to shrug into but would serve well enough as a cloak over his asylum clothing.
"I don't intend to kill Slaughter," Matthew said to Tom as they continued on along the trail. "Though he might deserve it. I'm going to catch him and take him to New York. Let the law punish him."
Tom grunted. "Tall words. He'll have somethin' to . . . " It was getting harder for him to talk, and he had to get his breath and make another effort at it. "To say about that. Best I kill him. When the time comes."
The afternoon moved on, and so did the two travellers along the Seneca trail. When Matthew thought Tom couldn't make it another step, the boy seemed to draw from amazing reserves and keep going. By Matthew's imprecise calculation of time, about two hours after Walker had left them they came upon a shallow stream that ran clear and quick across rocks. Both Tom and Matthew drank from it and rested against the trunk of a massive oak tree that Matthew saw was carved with Indian symbols.
They didn't have long to wait. Walker came at his steady run along the trail from the opposite direction, knelt down and drank from the stream and then said, "Belvedere is only a mile distant." He turned his attention to Tom, who was already trying to stand up but whose legs would not obey; he was worn to a nub. "Help him," he told Matthew.
"I don't need no help," was the boy's angry, if hoarsely whispered, response. But whether he admitted it or not, he did, for he couldn't stand up even with the walking-stick until his pride allowed Matthew to lend a shoulder.
At last they emerged from the forest onto the road again, or at least what served as a road, and there stood the town of Belvedere before them. The smell of a settlement was very different from the smell of the woods. In the air lingered the scents of cooked food, burned firewood, moldy timbers, wet cloth and that oh-so-ripe fragrance of well-filled fig-pits. Belvedere itself was no different from any of dozens of small communities that had grown up around a trading post originally built to barter skins from Indians and trappers. Most of the houses that Matthew saw were in need of whitewash and some were green with mold, though here and there an enterprising soul had put a brush to work. But all their roofs and walls were still standing and they all looked to be occupied, for their chimneys smoked. A long structure with a front porch had brightly-colored Indian blankets nailed up on the walls, and above its door was a red-painted sign that proclaimed, simply, Belvedere Trade. Two men were perched in chairs on the porch, smoking long clay pipes, with a little boy sitting on the floor beside them, and all three stared at the new arrivals as Walker led the way and Matthew supported Tom.
Walker did not go to the trading post, as Matthew would have thought. Instead, the Indian went through the gate of a picket fence to one of the white-washed houses, which Matthew saw had mounted above its entrance a wooden cross. Then Walker knocked at the door, the sound of which brought the door open and a tall man about fifty years old with thick gray hair, a trimmed beard and eyeglasses emerged.
"Ah!" the man said, with a frown of concern. "Bring him in, please! Sarah!" he called into the house. "They're here!"
It was a normal house with the usual spare furnishings, but Matthew noted the woman's touch in the frilled window curtains and on the fireplace mantel a blue clay pot of wildflowers. And then the woman herself appeared from another room; she was slim and had copious curls of gray hair, looked to be a few years younger than the man, and wore the expression of a worried saint as she came forward to meet the visitors.
"Go get Dr. Griffin," the man directed, and the woman was out the door. "You can bring him in here," he said to Walker, and led them along a short hallway to a small but clean bedroom.
"I'm all right!" Tom had grasped some of the picture, and didn't like what he was seeing. Still, he could hardly stand up and was in no position—of either strength or willpower—to resist. "I'm all right!" he protested to Matthew, but Matthew helped him to the bed and didn't have to use much force. As soon as Tom lay down upon the russet-colored spread he thought better of it and tried to get up again.
"Listen to me." Walker put a hand against the boy's chest. "You're to stay here, do you understand? The doctor's coming. You need to be tended to."
"No, I'm all right. I don't need a doctor!"
"Son?" The man leaned forward. "It's best you stay here, and try to rest awhile."
"I know you." Tom's eyesight was fading, along with his resolve. "Don't I?"
"I'm the Reverend Edward Jennings. Walker In Two Worlds has told me what happened to you, and to Reverend Burton."
"Told you?"
"Yes. Lie still now, just rest."
Matthew realized that Walker had run to Belvedere and back in the time it had taken him and Tom to reach the stream. It was an answer to Matthew's question about what they were to do with the boy.
"I don't want to lie still. I've gotta get up . . . gotta keep movin'." As much as he desired it, the movement part was all but impossible. He looked up, almost pleadingly, at Walker or where his darkening vision had last made out Walker to be. "I'm goin' with you. To find that man. I ain't gonna . . . I ain't gonna stay here."
"You are going to stay here," Walker replied. "You can't go any further. Now you can fight it all you please, but you're only going to wear yourself out more. The doctor's coming, just lie still."
Tom had been shaking his head—no, no, no—all the time Walker was speaking. He rasped, "You don't order me what to do," and reached up to grab hold of Matthew's waistcoat as a means of pulling himself out of bed. The grasp was weak and the show of will a last flicker of the flame, however, for Tom then gave a quiet moan. "I'm gonna kill him," he managed to whisper. But even the powerful desire for revenge had its limits, and as Tom's fingers opened and the hand fell away from Matthew's waistcoat his head lay back against the straw-stuffed pillow and sleep overcame him in a second. His razor-slashed chest moved as he breathed steadily, but his candle was out.
The doctor arrived, escorted by Sarah Jennings and with his own wife in tow. Griffin was an earnest young physician only ten years or so older than Matthew, with sandy-brown hair and sharp hazel eyes that took in Tom's injuries and instantly called for Sarah to bring a kettle of hot water. Griffin's wife was laying out bandages and the doctor was readying his sewing kit when Walker and Matthew took their leave of the room.
"I thank you for accepting the boy," Walker said to Reverend Jennings at the front door. A few people were milling about at the fence, craning their necks to get a view of what was happening in the parsonage. "I trust the doctor will fix him?"
"As much as he can be fixed," Jennings replied. "He's been through a rough time."
"He has. And you'll treat him well?"
"Of course. You have my word on that."
"What'll happen to him?" Matthew asked.
"When he's able to get up and about, I suppose he'll have a choice to make. There are people here who could use help on their farms, but then again there are the homes for orphans in Philadelphia and New York."
Matthew said nothing. That was going to be a hard choice for Tom. He thought the boy would probably get up one night and disappear, and that would be that.
"Thank you for bringing him in," said the reverend to Walker. "It was very Christian of you."
"For an Indian?" Walker asked, cocking an eyebrow.
"For anyone," came the reply. "God be with the both of you."
They left the parsonage, and Matthew followed Walker through the little knot of people toward the trading post. It wasn't such a terribly bad town, Matthew thought, though it was out on the raw edge of the western frontier. He saw vegetable gardens and fruit trees, and in the dim light of late afternoon lanterns were glowing in windows. He judged from the number of houses that maybe seventy to a hundred people lived here, and there were surely some outlying farms and orchards as well. There looked to be, at a passing glance, a small business area with a blacksmith's, a tavern and two or three other merchants. The locals who glanced at him and Walker did so without surprise or untoward curiosity, for surely Indians were a common sight at a trading post. He reasoned also that Walker had been here many times, and had previously met Reverend Jennings. Well, it was a relief to have Tom taken care of, and now Matthew could turn his attention to the task at hand.
They went up the stone steps to the porch. The pipe-smokers were still there, though the boy had gone. One of them called, "Walker! What's the commotion?" 
"You'll have to ask the reverend," the Indian replied, with the polite decorum of an Englishman. Inside, in the lamplight, a squat, wide-bodied man behind the counter wore a tattered and yellowed wig and a faded red coat bearing what appeared to be military medals. He said in a booming voice, "Afternoon, Walker!"
"Good afternoon, Jaco."
The man's bulbous blue eyes in a face like dried mud took in Matthew and then returned to the Indian. He had six rings hanging from one ear and four from another. "Who's your companion?"
"Matthew Corbett," said Matthew, who reached to shake the man's hand and was met by a piece of wood sculpted and painted to resemble one, complete with carved fingernails and grooved knuckles. Matthew hesitated only a second before he took the timber and shook it, as any gentleman should.
"Jaco Dovehart. Pleased to meet you." Again the bulbous eyes went to Walker. "What are you all dressed up for? Never seen you in black paint. Hey! There's no trouble, is there?"
"I'm working."
"Just wanted to make sure you fellas weren't on the warpath. What'd you bring me?"
Matthew had had a chance to take a look around during this exchange. His first impression was of a merchant's bedlam. This likely being the first building put up in Belvedere and obviously as old as Moses' beard, the crooked mud-chinked walls encouraged vertigo and the warped floorboards presented a series of frightening rises and dips. Shelves held blankets, linens, clay plates and cups, wooden bowls and eating utensils, mallets, saws, axes, shears, bottles, jars and boxes of a staggering variety, wigs, slippers, boots, breeches, petticoats, gowns, shifts, and a myriad of other items. Everything, however, appeared to be either well-worn or moldy. Pieces of a plow lay on the floor, and two wagon wheels were propped in a corner. On dozens of wallpegs hung a crowding of shirts, cravats, waistcoats, leather belts, tricorn hats, caps, coats, blanket robes and bed gowns; again, everything had a musty green tinge. Matthew thought all the items here had probably belonged to dead people.
"We're looking for a man who may have passed this way," Walker said, his face especially fearsome caught as it was between the yellow lamplight and the blue haze through dirty windows. "Describe him, Matthew."
"He would have a beard. It's been described as a 'patchwork'."
"Oh, him!" Dovehart nodded. "Came in yesterday, about this time. Askin' to buy a horse. I told him I had a good horse last week, but I sold it to a Mohawk. Hey, Lizzie! Walker's here!"
A gaunt, sharp-chinned woman wearing what once had been a royal-blue gown with a frill of lace at the neck—now sickly green-stained and more ill than frill—had entered from a door at the back, holding what appeared to be a pair of candlesticks made from deer's legs, hooves and all. Her hair was coal black, her eyes were coal black, and so were her front teeth when she grinned. "Walker!" She put the bizarre candlesticks down and glided forward to offer her hand, the fingernails of which were also grimed with coal black.
"Lady Dovehart," said Walker, and as he kissed the hand Matthew saw spots of color rise on the cheeks of her sallow face.
"Watch out, now!" Dovehart cautioned, but it was spoken in good humor. "I don't go for none of them damned manners!"
"You ought to," the lady replied, with a coquettish and rather hideous smile at Walker. "What is this world comin' to, when an Indian's got better manners than an English-born?"
"I'm sure the world will survive," Walker answered graciously, turning his attention again to the trading post master. "But you were speaking about the bearded man?"
"Yeah, he came in and asked about a horse. I told him the only fella I knew might sell him a horse was Constable Abernathy. Now!" Dovehart motioned with his wooden hand. "Here's where it gets interestin'. Round about three, four in the mornin', somebody broke into Abernathy's barn and tried to steal a horse. Only he didn't know that mare's a right terror, and the sound she put up brought Abernathy runnin' out in his nightshirt with a pistol. Abernathy took a shot at the man, that mare bucked the bastard off, and he took out through the woods. All mornin' long Abernathy, his brother Lewis and Frog Dawson—you know Frog, that crazy bastard—have been ridin' up and down the road huntin' that fella."
"But they didn't find him," Walker said.
"No, didn't find him. But Abernathy said when they found him, they was gonna take his skin and trade it to me for a nice bag of hickory nuts."
"Any blood on the road?"
"No, not that either. Shot must've missed, but it scared him plenty."
Matthew thought that what might have scared Slaughter—if indeed he could be frightened—was being thrown for a second time from a horse. The first time had ended in his capture. He wondered if after this incident Slaughter might swear off horses and keep his boots on the ground.
"Odd, though." Matthew watched, his face expressionless, as Dovehart actually used his wooden hand to scratch the back of his neck. "That fella could've just walked up to the constable's door and bought the mare. He had plenty of money in his bag."
"He bought something here?" Matthew asked.
"Oh yeah, sure did. He bought . . . you kept the tally, Lizzie. What was it all?"
"A haversack, for one. Some salted meat, for two."
Salted meat from this place? Matthew wondered if Slaughter might be lying dead in the woods from food poisoning, which would make his job all the easier.
"And the ammunition for his pistol," Lizzie said. "For three."
"The ammunition," Matthew repeated.
"That's right. A dozen balls." Dovehart rubbed his nose so furiously with the wooden hand that Matthew expected to see splinters sticking out of it. "And everythin' else a shooter needs, of course. Two flints, powderhorn and powder, cloth patches. He got himself a deal."
Matthew glanced quickly at Walker, but the Indian was examining a gaudy brown-and-red striped waistcoat that hung from a wallpeg.
"What'd the man do?" Lizzie asked, drawing closer to Matthew. "I mean, besides tryin' to steal the constable's horse?"
"He's a killer. Escaped from me and my associate yesterday. I suspect he didn't want to meet the constable face-to-face. Probably couldn't bring himself to pay a penny to the law, either. But I think he's gotten a little over-confident."
"He seemed all right," Lizzie said. "He had a nice smile, and his voice was refined. Said he was on his way to Philadelphia, that he had to get there for some business and Indians stole his horse last night when he was camped. I thought that was kind of peculiar, but then again all kinds of people pass through here goin' north and south." 
"Did you inquire as to what kind of business he was in?" Matthew asked.
"I did. Just to converse, you see." She used that lofty word as if she'd been waiting years to drag it out from its shuttered attic. "He said he was between jobs, but that he was goin' back into the business of settlin' accounts."
Matthew thought that over. It meant something, certainly. But what?
"Oh!" Lizzie snapped her black-nailed fingers. "Almost forgot. He bought a spyglass, too."
Walker In Two Worlds lifted his gaze from his inspection of the English waistcoat, which he'd found had a stitched-up tear in its back that had likely been made by a knife. The brown bloodstain very nearly blended into the color of the stripes.
"Special on that one," Dovehart announced.
Matthew put a hand against the pocket of his own waistcoat and felt the jewelry there. He said, "You have guns?"
"Surely! Got a nice musket . . . no, wait . . . the barrel fell off that one a few days ago, needs a bit of work. Are you handy with gunsmithin' tools, sir?"
"How about a pistol?" Matthew asked.
"Three for your approval, sir! Lizzie, show the man!"
Lady Dovehart leaned down, opened a box on the floor and brought up, one after the other, three flintlock pistols in various stages of decay. Two looked to be more dangerous for the firer than for the target, but the third—a little brown bullpup of a gun, hardly a handful—appeared to be in fairly decent shape but for the green patina on all exposed metal parts.
"Twelve shillings, an excellent choice!" said the master. "But for you, seeing as how you're a friend of a friend, ten!"
"I have no money, but I have this." Matthew brought out the first trinket that came to his fingers; it was the silver brooch with the four black stones.
"Hmmmm." Dovehart picked the brooch up with his good left hand to examine it more closely. Before he got it up to his face, his wife snatched it away.
She held it near a lantern. "Ohhhhh," she crooned. "It's pretty! You know, my favorite color's black. Kinda royal-like lookin', ain't it?" She elbowed her husband in the ribs. "Sell the young sir his pistol, Jaco."
"Including the same items you sold the man we're after?" Matthew prodded. "Flints, powderhorn, powder, patches and a dozen balls?"
"All right. Very well. Sold."
"Including also a pair of stockings?" Matthew had seen a few on one of the shelves. How clean they would be he had no idea, but he needed a pair anyway. "And," he continued, "I'd like that, if it fits." He pointed to another item that had caught his eye; it was a fringed buckskin jacket, hanging from a peg next to the waistcoat Walker had been ogling.
"Well, sir." Dovehart frowned. "Now, I'm not so sure that we can—"
"Try it," the lady said. "Go on, it looks about right."
"God A'mighty!" Dovehart fumed as Matthew shrugged into the jacket, which was on the large size across the shoulders and had a burn mark along the left arm as if a torch had been passed over it. Otherwise, it was fine. "I'm tryin' to run a business here!"
The lady was already pinning her brooch on, and she picked up a little oval handmirror that was cracked down the middle to admire her new acquisition.
"Jaco?" Walker had come up to the counter again. "Do you have another spyglass?"
"Huh? No, that was our one and only. Lizzie, stop grinnin' at yourself! God save us from prideful wives!" That comment was directed at Walker, but Matthew saw Dovehart quickly shift his gaze as if it had been originally meant for him. Obviously, the matter of Walker not having a wife was a thorny subject, best left alone.
"One more thing," Walker continued calmly, as if the comment had never existed. "He'll need a carry-bag for all that."
"Got anythin' else to trade?"
Matthew started to reach for another item from his pocket, but before he could get there Walker said with a hint of steel in his voice, "Good will is a valuable commodity. I'd expect you could find something." He stared across the counter into Dovehart's eyes and became utterly immobile, as if nothing on earth could shift him from the position.
"Well . . . " Dovehart glanced nervously at Matthew and then back to the Indian. "I suppose . . . there's an old shooter's bag up on the top shelf over there. Ought to do."
Walker found it and gave it to Matthew. It was made of deerskin with the hair still on it and had a drawstring closure, as well as a braided leather strap that fit around the shoulder.
"Alrighty! You through robbin' me?" asked the master, with a measure of heat in his face.
"I'll remember your good will," Walker answered, "the next time the pelts come in."
"And I hope it's soon! Been waitin' for a good load of 'em nearly a month now!"
In his buckskin jacket and new stockings, with his bullpup pistol and the necessaries in the shooter's bag around his shoulder, Matthew bid good-bye to the Doveharts—the master still fussing about lost business, the mistress fixed on her mirror—and followed Walker out into the darkening afternoon. A drizzle was falling again, proclaiming a nasty night. Matthew's stomach rumbled; he looked toward the single little tavern, identified by the sign Tavern, and said, "I'll buy us a meal." Surely the tavern-keepers would accept the engraved silver ring for two bowls of corn soup and a few slices of whatever meat was available.
"I am not allowed in there," said Walker, who did not slow his pace past the tavern. "It's for Englishmen and Dutchmen only."
"Oh. I see."
"They think we smell. It upsets their appetite." He went on a few more strides before he spoke again. "Constable Abernathy's house is around the bend there. I can find where Slaughter was thrown, and where he entered the woods. I can find his track, and his direction. But it has to be done before dark. We can make another mile, maybe two. Are you able?"
Am I? he asked himself. The lights in the tavern windows were fading behind them. It seemed to him that it was the last call of civilization, before . . . whatever lay out there, ahead.
Slaughter. In the dark. With a razor and a pistol. Settling his accounts.
"I am," Matthew said.
Walker began to move at a slow run, and Matthew grit his teeth and kept up. 






Nineteen
They had penetrated possibly a mile and three quarters into the thick forest that lay alongside the road directly across from Constable Abernathy's house before Walker said, "We'll stop here."
The decision had a strategic importance, because the place he'd chosen was among a group of large boulders in a slight hollow overhung by pines. Working quickly, Walker found a series of fallen treelimbs that, with Matthew's help, he placed overhead in a criss-cross pattern between a pair of the largest rocks. Smaller branches and handfuls of pine needles were then spread across this makeshift roof to provide further shelter from the drizzling rain. Matthew had no qualms about getting wet tonight, but he was appreciative of any measure of comfort.
Walker wasn't finished with their camp, though, for as soon as the shelter was done he went to work preparing a fire using broken-up pine needles and small bits of pine bark and papery white birch bark that were as dry as he could find. The tinder was sparked by not the rubbing of two sticks together, which Matthew had expected, but by the method any English trapper or leatherstocking might have used, the striking of a flint and a small piece of steel. Walker worked intently but patiently, adding more bark and then broken branches to the little tongues of flame. Soon, they had a not unrespectable fire and a decent amount of warmth.
The Indian had previously shed his bow and quiver, as well as his fringed knife belt and his rawhide bag. He sat with his back against a boulder, warming his hands, and then he opened the bag and removed from it a fist-sized, black and oily-looking hunk of dried meat. He sliced some off with his blade and gave it to Matthew, who didn't particularly care if it was beef, venison, bear meat or beaver tail. And it might have been beaver tail, for its pungence, but it was chewy in the mouth and went down just as well as brisket at Sally Almond's. Walker ate some, cut Matthew another piece and himself a second, and then returned the rest of it to the bag.
"Is that all?" Matthew asked.
"It's enough."
Now Matthew knew why the man was so thin. But even though Matthew was still famished, there was no asking for anymore, and that was that. Now that he'd had some time to sit and stretch his legs out, he wondered if he could ever stand up again. Truly, the morning was going to bring a battle of mind over matter. Sitting in the warmth and the orange light, he felt how very tired he was, how very near the edge of absolute collapse. Yet he knew also that when he closed his eyes he would see the carnage in John Burton's cabin again, and hear the buzzing of the flies.
True to his claim, Walker had found the crushed place in the thicket where Abernathy's mare had thrown Slaughter. The Indian had knelt down and found Slaughter's tracks among the dead leaves, and had announced to Matthew that their quarry was heading into the deeper woods on a southwesterly course. Probably wanted to avoid the road for awhile, Matthew reasoned; at least until a few miles had been put between himself, the constable and the men who were after his skin. Matthew assumed Slaughter would either veer his course to meet the road further ahead or might find some other backwoods route to Philadelphia.
"We go at first light," Walker said as he added a few more small broken sticks to the fire. "By that, I mean we're moving at first light."
"I understand."
Walker stared at him, his face impassive. "You did well today."
"For an Englishman?"
"Yes."
"Thank you," Matthew answered. Whether he would do so well tomorrow was another question entirely.
"We might catch up with him in the afternoon, if we're fast and he's slow. I had hoped he might have been injured in his fall, but he's not limping."
"Too bad," Matthew mumbled. It was all he could do to keep his eyes from sliding shut.
"Yes, unfortunate for us. But . . . he didn't get the horse." Walker arranged the cloak around himself. "Listen to me, Matthew."
An urgent note in the man's voice made Matthew push back the dark.
"I'm going to sleep now. My demons will find me. You are not to awaken me, no matter what you hear. Don't touch me. Do you understand that?"
"Yes."
Walker said no more, but curled up beneath his cloak and for all intents and purposes disappeared within its folds.
Matthew sat up for a minute or two longer, until his chin dropped upon his chest. The fire still burned, its warmth soothing. Matthew stretched out alongside the flames, listening to the soft crackling of the wood and the softer sound of rain upon the shelter's roof. Behind his closed eyes he did again see the bloody horror of Reverend Burton's cabin, the broken dog and Tom's battered face, but the worst was that he saw in his mind's eye Slaughter out there in the night somewhere, going on and on, mile after mile, a monster moving across fields of carnage.
Then, mercifully, he dropped into sleep as off a precipice.
He woke up just as suddenly.
And lay there, very still, drowsy and fogged, listening to the night.
Far off, an owl hooted. Once, again, and a third time.
The rain had stopped, he thought. He couldn't hear it falling any longer.
The owl hooted once more. The same one or another? It seemed to be from a different direction, and nearer to their camp.
Matthew opened his sleep-swollen eyes. The fire had burned down to the red-glowing embers. And then from beneath Walker's cloak came that keening cry again, rising up to end in what might have been a gasp of breath or a plea for mercy. There followed a period of silence, and then the cry rose up, grew ragged and hoarse and became in its last tortured notes a strangled moan.
The owl spoke. Walker was silent, but Matthew could hear the quickness of his breathing, as if he were running from something he knew he could not possibly escape.
Matthew gave an involuntary shiver. The night was colder, with the fire's dying. He carefully and quietly reached out to grasp a few of the broken sticks Walker had gathered to feed the flames, and as he dropped them upon the embers one of them gave a crack, a polite sound, nothing harsh, just a sound that might have been the trod of a stealthy boot amid the pines.
The dark green cloak whipped up. Startled speechless, Matthew looked into the face of the damned.
The skin seemed to have further tightened around Walker's skull, its pressure so intense that it had caused him to bare his teeth in anguish. Sweat sparkled on his forehead and cheeks. The thin slits of his eyes were fixed directly on Matthew, but then again they had an unfocused quality, a nightmare glaze about them, and so perhaps they could be just as much looking through Matthew at some distant vision as at him. He was up on one knee, his body quivering.
Matthew saw the gleam of the knife in the newborn firelight, and suddenly in a blur of motion the blade was right there at Matthew's neck.
"Walker," Matthew said firmly. He dared not move. The Indian's face came toward him, as if to make out whose visage was floating like an orange lamp in the dark. "Walker," Matthew said again, and this time his voice cracked and betrayed him. "I'm not one of your demons."
Walker's eyes searched his face. The seconds passed. And then Matthew saw the madness leave him, like a blanket of crows rising from a bleak field. It was there one second, and the next it had broken apart and whirled away and nothing was left but the memory of black wings beating the air.
Walker sat back on his haunches and looked at the knife in his hand. Matthew, as weary as he was, doubted he'd be getting back to sleep anytime soon. He sat up, rubbed his throat where the blade had threatened to cut him a dead man's grin, and stared into the fire as if to find in it some picture of comfort.
"Ah," said Walker, his voice tired and raspy. He slid the knife back into its holder on the fringed belt. "Now you know."
"Know what?"
"Why I have no wife, and why I am unlikely to ever have a wife."
"That's happened before?"
"Several times, in your land. Of course, they never let me have a knife. But I did try to attack some of the ladies who . . . accepted me. It happened only once, here, but once was enough." Walker kept his head down, shamed by his lack of control. "You can imagine my . . . " He thought for a word again, and Matthew decided that in these times of hesitation Walker was trying to recall words he had learned but that he didn't have much need to use and so had nearly forgotten. "Popularity," he finished.
Matthew nodded. "What do you dream about?" he asked. Walker was silent. "Is it so terrible to speak of?"
For a time Walker did not answer. He picked up a few sticks, broke them between his fingers and put them into the fire one after the other. "My demons . . . show me things," he said at last. "Things only demons would be cruel enough to show a human being."
"That's saying a lot while not saying very much," Matthew observed. "What do they show you, exactly?"
"The end of the world," Walker answered, and he let that linger before he continued. "That is to say, the end of my world. Yours will go on, but you might wish someday—someday—that it would not."
"I don't understand."
Walker opened his rawhide bag that held the dried meat as well as the flint and steel, and from it he brought a familiar object: the broken silver watch. He placed it in the palm of his left hand, and occasionally gazed at it as if to ascertain whether it was still lifeless or not.
"When I was eleven years old," Walker began, "a group of Englishmen came to our village, with a guide who spoke our tongue. Rich-looking men, they were. Wearing great cloaks and feathered hats. They brought bags of gifts with them. Bundles of bright cloth, glass bottles, bead necklaces and bracelets, woolen caps and the like. They were certainly rich men, and they wanted us to know it. They brought the chief's daughter a clay doll with blonde hair; I remember that very clearly, because all the children crowded around it wanting to see. And then these men said that they wished something for their gifts, and it would benefit both them and the tribe. They said they wanted three children, to take back with them across the dark divide, to show them what the world called England was like, and the great King's city of London."
"The agreement was made," said Walker, as he watched the fire burn. "To pick three children, and see them off on one of the flying canoe clouds that rested on the waters of Philadelphia. Nimble Climber was chosen, Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone was another, and I was the third." He glanced at Matthew. "Back then, I was called He Runs Fast Too. My father is He Runs Fast. You met him. He and my younger brothers took your friend out of the well. He doesn't run quite so fast now, but he still gets around."
"For that I'm grateful," Matthew replied.
"It would please him to hear it, but not from me, since he and I no longer speak. I am a source of great shame to him, being insane."
"Insane how? Because you have bad dreams?"
"Let me go on. We three children, and the tribe, were told we would see the world of England and the city of London for ourselves and when we were returned—within two years—we would be able to explain to our people what we had witnessed. In hopes, the men said, of forming closer ties as brothers. But you'll note in my story that the men wanted only children, and there was a reason for that." Walker nodded, his eyes still directed to the fire. "Children are so much easier to handle. They're so trusting, so . . . unaware."
"You mean . . . the men didn't do as they said?"
"We were taken to England, yes." A muscle worked in his jaw as if he were chewing bitter hardtack. "What a journey that was. And all that time, through heavy seas and sickness, knowing your home is falling further and further away behind you, and to get back home you have to come the same way again. My soul withers at the memory of that trip. How you English do it again and again, I'll never know."
Matthew managed a faint smile. "Maybe we're a bit insane, too."
"You would have to be. But . . . I suppose that's the nature of all men. To be a bit insane, for a purpose or a cause." Walker turned the watch over in his hand, and ran his fingers across the silver. "Nimble Climber did not survive the trip. The sailors began a wagering game, betting how fast he could get up the rigging to fetch a gull feather fixed to the mast with a leather strap. And they kept putting it higher and higher. The captain warned them to stop, and the gentlemen who were travelling with us forbade it . . . but an Indian boy of nine years can't be stoppered in a bottle, or locked below a deck. They were paying him with peppermint candies. He had one in his mouth when he fell. And when I stood beside Pretty Girl and looked at him lying on the deck, I thought of the clay doll with the blonde hair, and I hoped it didn't break as easily as Nimble Climber."
One of the owls hooted a few times, far off in the woods. Walker listened to it, his head tilted to the side as if hearing the sweetest music. "When we reached England," he said, "I stood on the deck in the dawn light looking at a forest of flying canoe clouds around us. Ships, of course. Hundreds of them, it seemed. All shapes and sizes. I thought . . . how many men must there be in this world, to have made all those canoes? It was an incredible view, one I shall never forget. And then . . . directly when we left our ship . . . Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone was taken away by two men. I held onto her hand as long as I could, but they pulled us apart. They put her in a horse box. A coach. She was carried off, somewhere. I never found out. Some men put me into another coach, and I was not to see my people again for almost ten years. When they finally were done with me, and let me go home, I was insane."
"When they were done with you?" Matthew asked. "What happened?"
"I became a star," the Indian replied, with his own wistful smile. "A . . . celebrity, I think is the word. I was dressed up in feathers and animal skins, with a golden crown on my head, and put upon the London stage. The signs out front advertised me as the 'Noble Young Savage', or 'Jonathan Redskin'. The plays—I was in several, over a number of years—were all the same: romantic dramas pitting the gallant Englishmen against the wicked or misguided savages, building to the moment when I stepped upon the stage and with sign language alerted the hero to the oncoming attack. Some such thing. As time went on and I grew older, the novelty of my stoic silence wore off, and I was required to speak a few lines. I remember one: Beware the wrath of the Iroquois, as they shall strip your scalps . . . " He frowned, searching for the rest of it. "As surely as the locust strips the cornplants, yonder in the field." He solemnly raised his right hand, toward the paper cornplants in the painted field.
Matthew thought that the low firelight might indeed pass for the footlamps. On the boulder behind Walker his shadow was thrown as upon a canvas backdrop. "And that was enough to drive you insane? Playing a part on the stage?"
"No, not that. In fact, it was a very interesting experience. I was tended to, fed and watered very well, and I was taught your language by some very capable teachers. People came to see me by the hundreds. The thousands, I suppose. I was shown off at garden parties and in grand ballrooms. I was . . . may I say . . . the object of affection from a few daring ladies. But that was then. Later . . . when first a new Indian was brought to the stage, and then another, and another yet . . . Jonathan Redskin's days of valor were numbered. I was cast as the villain in a new play, which served to prolong my career, but the truth was . . . I could not act. My finest scene was a death sprawl, in which I lay motionless at center stage for three minutes with my eyes open. But I was no longer a boy, and I was no longer a sensation. I was simply one of many."
Walker paused to add a few more sticks to the fire. "One of many," he repeated. "In a foreign land." He took a long breath and let it slowly out. "I was sold," he said flatly. "To another acting company. They toured the countryside. I was required to do the same as I had done, in town halls, pastures, barns and warehouses. Wherever we might set up. Of course the people flocked in, to see . . . oh, I was called 'The Savage Adam' that time around. Things were good for awhile, but soon . . . there was always another Savage Adam, it seemed, who had just passed that way and played a week's engagement. In one village I was accused of being an Englishman in makeup, because I'd spoken to a man there who thought my speech was too civilized. So . . . I was sold again. And sold again, about a year after that. Then, sold once more within six months. Until at last . . . " He looked directly at Matthew. "Have you ever seen a mishap of nature?"
"A . . . mishap?"
"A person," Walker corrected, "who is a mishap of nature. A malformed human being. A dwarf, or a man with claw hands, or a woman with three arms. A boy who sweats blood. Have you ever seen any of those?"
"No," Matthew replied, though he could certainly relate to any boy who sweated blood.
"I was the Demon Indian," said Walker, in a quiet, faraway voice. "The Lucifer of the New World. The sign on my cage said so. The red paint on my face, the horns on my head . . . those said so, too. And Mr. Oxley, the show's owner—poor old drunken Mr. Oxley—told me to make sure I rattled the bars of my cage, to throw myself against them, and holler and growl like a fiend from Hell. Some nights I had part of a chicken to gnaw upon. Then when the people had gone, I came out of my cage and took off my horns and all of us—all of us mishaps of nature—packed up to go to the next town. And there stood Mr. Oxley with his silver watch—very much like this one—telling everyone to hurry, telling everyone that tomorrow night in Guildford there was a fortune to be made, or the next night in Winchester, or the night after that in Salisbury. He said, hurry there! Hurry up! He said we had to hurry, through the night along the little roads, because time was wasting, because time was money, and because time never stops for an Englishman."
Walker turned the watch in his hands. "Mr. Oxley," he said, "hurried himself to his death. He was already worn out. It was the gin that finished him off. The rest of us divided what money we had and that was the end of the show. I dressed in my English suit, went to Portsmouth and bought passage on a ship. I came home. I went back to my people. But I brought my insanity and my demons with me, and they will never let me be."
"I still don't understand what you mean."
Walker closed his eyes for a few seconds and then opened them again. "From the first moment I saw the city of London," he said, "the demons came to me. They began their whispering in my ear, day and night. In my dreams I see them as high-collared Englishmen with gold coins and jewels in their fists. They have eyes like fire-pits, and they say, Look upon what will be. All those buildings, roads, coaches, and people. A hundred thousand chimneys, spouting black smoke. All that noise, like the beating of great drums that you can never find nor understand. All that confusion, and constant rushing like mad human rivers. The demons whispered: this is the future. Of everywhere. Not only of the English New York, and Philadelphia, and of every town the English build upon the earth. But for the Seneca, or the Mohawk, or any of my nation . . . there will be no place left, among all those buildings and roads and noise. Oh, we'll fight for a place, yes, but we won't win. That's what my demons tell me; that's what they've shown me, and to make me insane they have ensured that no other of my tribe will believe it, because it is beyond belief. The world will be strange. My nation will no longer be part of it. All we have created . . . all that is important to us . . . gone, under the buildings and the roads, and all we hear will be lost to the noise."
He looked at Matthew and nodded. "Don't think you shall escape it. Someday you'll see your world and not know it, and think it strange . . . monstrous, even. And you and your Englishmen will yearn for what was lost, and never be able to find it again, for that is the demon's trick. To point the way forward, but to close the way back." 
Matthew ventured, "I suppose that's called progress."
"There is progress," Walker agreed, "and there is rushing toward an illusion. The first takes wisdom and a plan, the second can be done by any drunken fool. I know how that story ends." He regarded the watch again. "I will think of Mr. Oxley whenever I look at this. I will think of him hurrying through the night, toward a fortune that never existed, with a wagon full of mishaps of nature. And I will think that the greatest thing for a man—and maybe the hardest thing—is to make peace with the passage of time. Or . . . the stopping of his own time." He returned the watch to the bag, and gathered up his cloak, his bow and quiver, and the belt with his knife. "It's not raining anymore. I'll find another place."
"You can stay here."
"No, I can't. I won't be far away, though. I believe we have four or five hours before light, so there's still plenty of time to sleep. Take it while you can."
"All right. Thank you." It was all Matthew could think to say. He watched as Walker strode off into the dark beyond the fire, which seemed a familiar place for the Indian to be. At last Matthew lay down and tried his best to relax, if that would ever be possible again. But weariness is weariness, after all, and slowly he began to drift off. His last sense of anything was hearing the voice of a nightbird far away in the woods, which stirred some memory that did not linger, but departed on silent wings.






Twenty
So," said the Reverend, "you've had a good year, then?"
"Yes, sir. Very good," Peter Lindsay answered. "A bumper crop of corn, apples a'plenty, and pumpkins still on the vine. You must have seen them, out in the field."
"I did. Peter, you're a blessed man. To have such a farm as this, and such a lovely family. I was speaking with a fellow not long ago about greed. You know, how greed can lead a man into the valley of destruction. It's good that you're not greedy, Peter, and that you're satisfied with your position in life."
"I am, sir, and thank you."
"Well, we certainly need the glories of the farm, don't we? Just as we need . . . " He paused, tapping his chin with one forefinger, which had a long and ragged nail.
"The glories of Heaven?" asked Peter's wife, Faith, who was preparing the midday meal at the hearth across the room. Her kitchen was a glory of its own: clean and tidy, with walls of pale yellow pinewood, an orderly arrangement of cups and platters on shelves and in the arched fireplace itself the frying pans, trivets, spider skillets, iron pots, bake kettle, pot hooks and other vessels and tools that kept a home in operation and the family fed.
"Exactly that," the reverend agreed.
The youngest child, Robin, had been helping her mother. Now she came toward the reverend, who sat at the head of the table nursing a cup of cider, and showed him something she'd brought from the other room. She was eight years old, blonde-haired, and very proud of her small embroidered pillow, which indeed had upon it the representation of a robin perched on a tree branch.
"I made this myself," said the child.
"You did? How wonderful! Now, you're saying your mother didn't help you one bit, is that right?"
"Well . . . " The child grinned. Her eyes were a bright, warm blue, like her mother's. "She helped got me started, and she helped got me finished."
"Oh ho! But I'm sure there was a lot of work between starting and finishing." He handed the pillow back. "Ah, what's this, then?" The middle child, the thirteen-year-old tow-headed boy named Aaron, had come forward as well to show off his favorite possession. "A fine collection," said the man as he took a small white clay jar and admired the bright variety of different colored marbles within. "How many do you have?"
"Twenty-two, sir."
"And you use them for what purpose? Games?"
"Yes, sir. But just to look at, too."
"I'd think any boy would like to have these."
"Yes sir, any boy sure would." 
"Aaron?" said Faith Lindsay. "Don't bother Reverend Burton, now."
"He's no bother. Not at all. Here you are, Aaron." He returned the jar of marbles and then lifted his bearded chin slightly to gaze at the eldest child, who stood next to the fireplace in the process of helping her mother cook the cornbread, the beans, the baked apples and the piece of ham for this special occasion.
She was sixteen years old, with the pale blonde hair of her mother and sister, the same lovely oval-shaped face and high cheekbones, and the lustrous dark brown eyes of her father. She stared fixedly at Reverend John Burton, as she paused before spooning the beans into a bowl.
"Would you like to show me something, Lark?" the man prodded.
"No, sir," came the firm reply. "But I would like to ask you something." Sitting opposite the reverend, her father—a wiry man in his late thirties, wearing a blue shirt and tan-colored breeches, his face lined and freckled by the sun and his scalp bald but for cropped reddish-brown hair on the sides and a solitary thatch at the front—glanced quickly at her, his thick eyebrows uplifted.
"Go right ahead, please," said the reverend, in a gracious voice.
"Why are your fingernails like that?"
"Lark!" Peter frowned, the lines of his face deepening into ravines. At the same time, Faith shot a stern look at her daughter and shook her head.
"It's all right. Really it is." Reverend Burton held his hands up and stretched the fingers out. "Not very attractive, are they? It's a pity I couldn't keep my nails like a gentleman ought to, among the Indians. My travels among the tribes unfortunately did not include weekly use of scissors. I presume you have a pair here? That I might use later?"
"Yes, we do," Peter said. "Lark, what's gotten into you?"
She almost said it, but she did not. I don't trust this man. Even thinking such a thing of a reverend, a servant of God, was enough to make the red creep across her cheeks and her gaze go to the floorplanks. She began spooning the beans into the bowl, her shoulders slightly bowed forward with the weight of what she was thinking.
He looks at me too long.
"I am hungry," the reverend said, to no one in particular. "Ravenous would be the word."
"Done in just a minute," Faith assured him. "Robin, would you put the cornbread on its platter?"
"Yes, Momma."
"Get out the good napkins, Aaron."
"Yes, ma'am." He put the jar of prized marbles down on the table and went to a cupboard.
Lark Lindsay glanced quickly at Reverend Burton, and then away again; he was still watching her, with eyes the pale blue color of water. The water of Christ, she thought her mother and father might say. But she was thinking more of frozen water, like the pond in midwinter when nothing can drink from it. She finished spooning out the beans, set the bowl on the table in front of her father, and then her mother asked her to refill the reverend's cup of cider from the jug so she turned her attention to that task.
He had arrived about an hour ago. Lark, her father and brother had been out in the orchard behind the barn, filling up more baskets from God's bounty, when Aaron had said, Papa? Somebody's on the road. Comin' this way.
It was rare to have a visitor. The nearest minister lived on the other side of Caulder's Crossing, which itself was almost eight miles south along the road. They had been overjoyed to have a guest, and Lark knew her father would take it as a sign of the beneficent grace of the Lord, which he talked about often. The land might be hard and the living a trial, Peter Lindsay said, but all you had to do to touch God in this country was to reach up. Which Lark had always thought was a roundabout way of saying that if you worked hard enough, God would reward you. But sometimes that wasn't exactly true, because she remembered several years when everybody worked themselves to the sweat and the bones, but the crops were paltry and all reaching up did was give you a withered apple from a higher branch.
She refreshed the reverend's cup of cider. He shifted his leg slightly; beside him, on the floor, was his haversack. My Bible is in there, he'd said. I like to have my Bible right next to me, where I can get to it fast when I see a sinner coming.
And Peter and Faith Lindsay had laughed—a polite laugh, seeing as how some preachers did not appreciate laughter—and Aaron and Robin had smiled to hear their parents laugh, but Lark had looked at Reverend Burton's face and wondered why it was so scratched up, as if he'd been running through brambles.
"Momma? Momma?" Robin was pulling at her mother's apron, the nice blue one with the yellow trim instead of the older scorched one she usually wore. "Is this all right?" She showed that the cornbread had crumbled and fallen apart a bit when lifted from pan to platter, but Faith said it was just fine, dear.
Upon his arrival, the reverend had made himself comfortable in the kitchen and had told them the story of his life: how he'd grown up as a vicar's son in Manchester, and how he in his middle age had crossed the Atlantic on a vow to his father to bring salvation to the Indians. He had been among the savages for many months now, had carried the Lord's light into many heathen hearts, but oh how he missed Manchester. England was calling him home, he'd said. There to find a new place of service, and new flocks to tend. "We're pleased to have you here after you've travelled so long and far," Peter said as Aaron brought the good napkins to the table.
"Long and far, indeed. And I'm so glad to find a place to rest. I fear my feet are blistered, as these boots are just a shade small. You have some very nice boots, I see. They look comfortable."
"Yes sir, they are. Been broken in well enough by now, I'd guess."
"Hm," said the reverend, and he took a drink from his cup. The smoky-burnt smell of the ham was filling up the kitchen, as Faith always let the skin char just before she took it off the fire. Burton put his cup down and held it between both hands, and Lark could not help but take another furtive glance at the long, jagged nails. He had washed his hands and face in the kitchen bucket, and scrubbed the nails with a brush too, true enough, but the reverend smelled to Lark as if he had also gone long and far without a bath. Of course, if a man of God was out in the wilderness for months carrying Christ to the Indians then what opportunity might he have had for an encounter with soap? It was ugly for her to be thinking this way, she thought. Ugly as sin, to be throwing shadows on such a bright, sunny day as this one had dawned.
But she couldn't help it, and she thought that later—when Reverend Burton had gone—she ought to confess her sin of haughtiness or pride or suspicion or whatever it was. And it wasn't just the ragged nails that made her think of claws, either; it was the strange beard of many colors—dark brown, red, chestnut brown, silver—with a streak of charcoal black across the chin. God help her cleanse her soul of this sinful thinking, Lark thought, but it was the kind of beard that Satan might grow, the Devil wanting to be such a cock of the walk.
"Tell me, Peter," said the reverend, as Faith and Robin began to bring the plates to the table. "I passed several houses back there that looked to be deserted. There are no people nearby?" 
"My brother had a farm back that way. When his wife—rest her soul—died in '99, he took the children and went to Philadelphia. Some of those houses are older; they were empty when we came here. You know, towns rise up and fall, and fall and rise up. But it is good land here, that's for sure. And I'm hoping, with the beneficent grace of the Lord, that we won't be alone in this valley too much longer. But the nearest people from here would be at Caulder's Crossing, sir. About eight miles. A little hilly to get there, not bad."
"And I'd presume the road connects somewhere to the Pike?"
"Yes, sir. On a few miles past the Crossing."
"I'd presume also that Philadelphia is probably twenty or so miles?"
"Near twenty-five. Aaron, go get another chair. Faith, you and Robin sit on this side here, and Aaron can sit beside Lark."
"Philadelphia is my destination. From there, I sail to England," said the reverend. Faith set the ham platter at the center of the table, and alongside it the horn-handled knife sharp enough to slice through the burnt crust. "Another thing, if you please. Your barn. Might you have a horse I could ride to Caulder's Crossing? As I said, these boots—"
"Oh, reverend! We have a wagon!" Faith said, as she put down the bowl of baked apples and sat beside Robin. "We'd be honored if you'd let us harness the team and carry you to the Crossing ourselves."
"How delightful," Burton answered. "This is truly an answer to a tired man's prayer." All the food was on the table. Aaron brought in another chair and sat to the left of Lark, who had taken a seat down by her father and was looking at Reverend Burton's black tricorn hanging on one wall hook behind him, and at the long black coat hanging on another. He'd come in with that coat, which appeared to be far too small for him, wrapped around his shoulders like a cloak. His dirty, dun-colored clothing looked to have been worn day and night for God only knew how long. Still . . . months in the wilderness, with the heathen tribes.
"Reverend?" Faith looked at him, her blue eyes sparkling, the sunlight through the windowpanes shining in her hair. "Would you lead us in a blessing?"
"I certainly shall. Let us close our eyes and bow our heads. And let me get what I need, it will just take a moment."
Lark heard the reverend open his haversack. Getting his Bible, she thought. Had he seen a sinner coming?
She heard a click, opened her eyes and lifted her head, and she saw Reverend Burton pull the trigger of the flintlock pistol he was aiming at her father's skull.
Sparks flew, white smoke burst forth, and with a crack! that rattled the panes in the sun-splashed window a small black hole opened in Peter Lindsay's forehead, almost directly between his eyes as he too looked up in response, perhaps, to some internal warning of disaster that was far more urgent than waiting for a minister's blessing.
Lark heard herself scream; but it was not so much a scream as it was a bleat.
Her father went over backwards in the chair, slinging dark matter from the back of his head onto the pinewood wall. A hand reached up, the fingers clawing.
Reverend Burton laid the smoking pistol down upon the table, and picked up the horn-handled knife.
He rose to his feet, his chair falling over behind him with a crash. He grasped the nape of Aaron's neck, as the boy looked up at him with a mixture of shock and wonder. Aaron's mouth was open and his eyes were already dull and unfocused, like the eyes of a small creature that knows the predator is upon it. Reverend Burton drove the blade down into the hollow of the boy's throat until the handle could drive no deeper. Then he let the handle go, and Aaron slithered off the chair like a boneless, gurgling thing.
The reverend's gaze moved across the table. The hard, frozen-water eyes fixed upon Faith Lindsay, who made a noise as if she'd been struck in the stomach. Her own eyes were red-rimmed and dark-hollowed. She had aged twenty years in a matter of seconds. She tried to stand up, collided with the table and knocked over her son's jar of marbles, which rolled crazily among the platters, cups and bowls. Then her legs collapsed like those of a broken doll, she staggered back against the wall and slid down making a beaten whimpering noise.
"Momma!" Robin cried out. Her face had gone pasty-white. She also tried to stand, and so was on her feet when Reverend Burton's hand took hold of her head.
Whether he was trying to break the child's neck with the severe movement that followed, or whether he was just aiming her where he wanted her to fall, Lark did not know. Lark's head was throbbing with a terrible inner pressure; her eyes felt about to burst from her skull. The room, the air, the world had turned a blurred and misty crimson. She made a gutteral hitching noise—nuh
nuh nuh, it sounded—and watched, paralyzed with fear, as Reverend Burton flung Robin against the hearth, followed her, and picked up an iron frying pan from one of the fireplace trivets.
Robin was up on her knees, sobbing quietly, when he hit her on the head. Her sobbing ceased as she fell, her chin striking the floor. Her hair was in her face. Miraculously, she began to sit up again. The reverend stared at her with true amazement, his brows slightly lifted and his teeth parted, as if witnessing a resurrection. He hit her again with the pan, the sound like the strange commingling of a low-throated church bell and a clay pitcher breaking in two. She fell forward into the fireplace, her face disappearing into the white ashes. Then Reverend Burton let the frying pan drop, and in her state of near-madness, her mind slipping back and forth between horrors, Lark saw hot embers touch fire to her little sister's hair and crisp the locks to powder and smoke.
There was a silence. Which went on, hideously, until the breath rushed again into Faith Lindsay's lungs and she began to scream, her mouth wide open. The tears that shot from her eyes were ruddy with the blood of ruptured tissues.
Reverend Burton stood looking at the dead girl. He pulled in a long draught of air and shook his head back and forth, as if to clear his own mind and vision. Or perhaps, Lark thought, he had sprained his neck killing her sister. She tried to speak, to shout or scream or curse, but found her voice had left her and all that emerged was a hoarse rattling of enraged air.
"Hush," he said to Faith. And louder, when she did not: "Hush!"
When she still did not—or could not—Reverend Burton returned to the table, took up a handful of cornbread and pressed it into her mouth until she gagged and choked. Her bright blue eyes, wide to the point of explosion, stared at him without blinking as her chest slowly rose and fell.
"There. Better," he said. His head swivelled. His gaze found Lark, whose voice was reborn in a shuddering moan. With both hands she gripped hold of the chair beside her, as if its oak legs made up the walls of a mighty fortress.
He rubbed his forehead with the heel of his right hand. "Don't think ill of me," he said, and then he went to Aaron's body and, pressing down with a boot against the chest, pulled the knife out. He wiped it on one of the good napkins. Then he righted his chair, sat down at his place at the head of the table, sliced himself a piece of ham, spooned out a baked apple and a helping of beans, and began to eat.
Faith was silent, still staring but now simply at the far wall. Lark still gripped hold of the chair, her knuckles white. She did not move; she was thinking, crazily, that if she didn't move he wouldn't see her, and soon he would forget that she was even there.
He chewed down the ham and licked his fingers. "Have you ever been irritated by a fly?" he asked, as he carved the baked apple. His voice made Lark jump; she thought she had spoiled her invisibility, and she thought she was stupid and weak and she couldn't help but begin to cry, though silently. "One of those big green flies, that buzz around and around your head until you can't stand for it to live another minute. Another second," he amended, between bites. "So you think, I am going to kill this fly. Yes, I am. And if it doesn't go easily, I shall pull off its wings before I crush it, because I don't like to be flouted. Then . . . you watch the fly, and it may be slow or fast or very fast indeed, but soon you make out its pattern. Everything alive has a pattern. You see its pattern, you think one step—one little fly's buzz—ahead of its pattern, and there you have it." He emphasized his point by rapping his spoon against the table. "A dead fly. Not so different with people."
He reached for the cornbread, paused to take note of Lark's crying, and then continued his solitary feast. "I hate flies. They'll be in here in a while. Nothing you can do to keep them out."
"You're not . . . " Lark didn't know if she'd meant to speak, but there it was. Still, the words were sluggish, and her throat strangled. "You're not . . . you're not . . . "
"Not really a reverend, no," he admitted, with a small shrug. "But if I'd come to your door and said, Good morning, I'm a killer, where would it have gotten me?"
"You didn't . . . have . . . " Could she ever make a whole sentence again? Something in her mind was screaming, but she could barely whisper. "You didn't . . . have to do that."
"I wanted to. Lark. That's a pretty name. There used to be a nest of larks in a tree outside my house, when I was a boy."
"Did you . . . did you . . . kill them?"
"Absolutely not. They woke me up in the mornings, so I could get to work."
And now came the question that she had to ask, but that she dreaded. "Are . . . you going to kill us now?"
He finished the apple before he spoke again. "Lark, let me tell you about power. Most men will say that power is the ability to do as you please. But I say . . . power is the ability to do as you please, and no one is able to stop you. Oh!" He watched as Faith threw up her breakfast and in so doing blew the cornbread out of her mouth. "I think she's coming around."
Faith was trying to stand. Her face was pallid and somehow misshapen, her mouth twisted to one side and her eyes sunken inward as if a pair of vicious thumbs had forced them back into the skull. The tracks of tears glistened on her cheeks. Her mouth moved, but she made no sound.
Then Lark thought her mother's tortured eyes must have seen the bodies again, and the whole event must have whirled once more through her mind like the gunsmoke that still roiled at the ceiling. Faith slid back to the floor and began to cry like a broken-hearted child.
The Not-Reverend continued to eat. He cut another piece of ham and whittled it down between his teeth.
"We didn't . . . we didn't . . . do . . . " Lark feared she too was going to vomit, for the smell of blood and burnt hair had touched her nostrils. "We didn't . . . do anything to you."
"And that matters exactly how?" he asked, with a spoonful of beans at his mouth. When no reply was made, he ate them and dug in for another bite.
Lark wiped her eyes. She was trembling, the tears still running down her face. She was afraid to try to stand up, for she was sure that would bring him upon her with either the knife or some other implement. She listened to her mother crying, and thought that something in the sound reminded her of how Robin had wept when the spotted puppy—Dottie, they'd named it—had died of worms last summer.
Lark felt her lips curl. She felt the rage seize her heart and embolden her soul, and even though she knew that what she was about to say would mean her death she spoke it anyway: "God will fix you."
He finished the piece of ham he was working on, took a last drink of the cider, and then he put his elbows on the table and laced his murderous hands together. "Really? Well, I'd like to see that. I want you to listen. Listen beyond your mother's crying. What do you hear? Listen now, listen very carefully. Go on . . . what do you hear?"
Lark didn't answer.
"Nothing but my voice," he said. "No one but me." He lifted his arms toward the smoky ceiling. "Where is the bolt of lightning? Where is the angel with the flaming sword? Bring them on, I'm waiting." He paused a moment, smiling thinly, and then he lowered his arms. "No, Lark. It won't be today." He regarded the nails of his right hand and with them scratched his chin. "You'll stand up now, and take off your clothes."
Lark didn't move. Deep inside her head, the words repeated over and over again.
He picked up the knife. It reflected a streak of light across his face and across the walls. "Let me ask you this, then: which ear could your mother do without?" When no sound came from between the girl's tightly-compressed lips, he continued, "Actually, she could do without either one. All you need is a hole. But fingers . . . now that's another kettle of cod."
He waited. She waited also, her face downcast.
"I'll demonstrate," he said, and with the knife gripped in his hand he stood up.
Lark said, "Wait. Please." But she knew he would not wait; no man who had just slaughtered three people was going to wait, and so she got unsteadily to her feet and when she began to remove her clothing she tried to find a place in her mind to hide. A small place, just enough to squeeze into.
"Show me where you sleep." He was standing right beside her, the knife glinting. One ragged fingernail played across her freckled shoulders, down her throat and between her breasts.
In the room she had shared with her sister, Lark stared at the ceiling as the man moved atop her. He made no noise, and did not try to kiss her. Everything about him—his hands, his flesh, that part of him battering itself within her—was rough. The knife was on a round table beside her bed. She knew that if she reached for it he would kill her, and perhaps he was so adept at murder that if she even thought about reaching for it he would kill her, so she stayed in that safe place in her mind, that far and distant place, which was a memory of her mother holding her hand and by candlelight reciting the nightly ritual before going to bed.
Do you believe in God?
Yes, Momma.
Do you believe that we need fear no darkness, for He lights our way?
Yes, Momma. 
Do you believe in the promise of Heaven?
Yes, Momma.
So do I. Now go to sleep.
The man was still. He had finished in silence, with a hard deep thrust that had almost conquered her refusal to break before the pain. The tears had coursed over her cheeks and she had bitten her lower lip, but she had not sung for him.
"Momma?"
It was the voice of a child. But not Robin's voice.
The man's hand went to the knife. He slid off her. Lark lifted her head, the muscles taut in her neck, and looked at her mother standing in the doorway.
Faith was holding both hands to her private area, her face half-masked by shadow and the other half sweat-shiny. "Momma?" she said in the childlike, horrifying voice. "I have to water the daisies."
It was what Robin always said. And what Lark knew her mother had said to Grand Ma Ma when she was a little girl.
"Hurry, Momma," the child in the doorway pleaded.
Lark heard the man begin to laugh. It was the slow sound of a hammer nailing a coffin shut, or the hollow cough of a puppy choking on worms. She almost turned upon him and struck at him then. Almost. But she let the rage go, and instead decided she would try to keep herself and her mother alive as long as she could.
"Never seen that before," said the man. "By all means, get her to a chamberpot."
Faith allowed herself to be guided. To be directed and squatted and wiped. Lark realized that her mother's dull blue, sunken eyes no longer saw anything but what she wished to see, and if those were scenes from nearly thirty years ago on an English farm, then so be it. Faith gave no reaction to the man's presence, not even after Lark had put on her clothes again and the man instructed Lark to heat a pot of water and fetch a pair of scissors because he wished to shave. Not even, when the man had drawn the last stroke of his razor and the devil's beard was gone, he put on a pair of her father's stockings, a pair of his brown breeches, a gray shirt and a beige coat with patched elbows. When the boots came off the corpse and went onto the man's feet, Faith asked Lark if they were going to town today to see someone named Mrs. Janepenny.
"You remember, Momma!" Faith said, as she walked across the kitchen avoiding the blood and the bodies like a child making her way through a blighted garden. "About the lace!"
The man had his tricorn hat on and his haversack with the pistol in it around his shoulder. He waved away the flies, which had arrived as he'd predicted. "We're going to the barn, and you are going to help me harness the team."
The afternoon sun was bright and warm, the air cool. There were only threads of clouds in the sky. In the barn, as Lark got the harness down from its hooks beside the wagon, Faith sat on the ground outside and played with some sticks. The man brought one of the horses from its stall and was getting the harness on when Faith said excitedly, "Momma! Somebody's coming!"
Instantly the man said, "Bring her in. Quickly."
"Mother!" Lark said, but the woman just stared blankly at her. "Faith," she corrected, her mouth tasting of ashes. "Come in here! Hurry!" Her mother, an obedient child, got up and entered the barn.
The man rushed to a knothole facing the road and peered out; within seconds he turned to his haversack and took from it a spyglass, which he opened to its fullest extent and put to the knothole. Lark reasoned that the approaching visitor was still distant. There followed a silence, as Faith stood beside Lark, grasped her hand and kicked idly at the straw.
The man grunted. "I am impressed," he said. "Found himself an Indian guide, as well." He lowered the spyglass, closed it and returned it to the haversack. He stood rubbing his bare chin, his cold eyes moving back and forth between the woman, the girl and the wagon. Then he walked to an axe leaning against the wall, and when he picked it up Lark caught her breath.
He chopped out two of the spokes from one of the wagon's wheels. Then, with quick and powerful blows, he began to destroy the wheel, until the wood splintered and broke and the wagon sagged. He threw the axe aside, reached again into the haversack and brought out two items that he offered to Lark.
"Here," he said. "Go on, take them!" There was impatience in his voice. Lark accepted the gold coins, and once they were in her hand they were visible to Faith, who made a cooing noise and wanted to hold them.
"The young man's name is Matthew Corbett," said the man, and Lark noted that small beads of sweat had bloomed on his clean upper lip. "I want you to give those to him. Tell him we're square, as far as I'm concerned. Tell him to go home." He strode to the rear of the barn, where he kicked enough boards loose to crouch down and get through into the orchard beyond. "But tell him," he said when his way of escape had been made, "that if he wishes to find death, I will be glad to give that to him, also." He took his tricorn in his hand and knelt down.
"You aren't . . . going to kill us?" Lark asked, as her mother rolled the gold coins between her palms.
The man paused. He gave her a slight smile that contained in equal measures both disdain and mockery, but not a whisker's weight of pity.
"Dear Lark," he said, "I have already killed you."
And with that, the man pushed his shoulders through, and was gone.






PART FOUR:
Rattlesnake Country
Twenty-One
After Lark had told her story, Matthew walked for the second time into the blood-stained kitchen, not to further test his stomach but to reaffirm that this hideous, unbelievable sight was inconvertibly true.
The scene of carnage had not changed. He put his hand to his mouth once again, but it was only a reflex action; he had not yet lost his breakfast of cattail roots nor the midday meal of dried meat and a handful of berries, which meant that he was either toughening up or that the food was too precious to expel. He thought the latter was more likely, for he never wished to be tough enough to take a sight like this without feeling sick.
He walked around the kitchen, avoiding the blood and in the case of Peter Lindsay, the brains that had been blown out the back of the head. He was looking for details, as the sunlight through the window shimmered in the gore and the flies buzzed back and forth on their industrious journeys.
No boots on the man's corpse. Slaughter's old boots, taken of course from Reverend Burton, were lying on the floor. Couldn't Slaughter just ask for a damned pair of boots? Matthew wondered. Or at the very least take them without stealing someone's life? God damn the man! Steady, steady, he told himself. There was no use in losing control. He was shaking a little bit, and he had to get a grip. Slaughter would not be Slaughter, if he asked for things he desired. No, Slaughter's way was to take, and to kill, and however senseless it seemed to Matthew it must make some kind of sense to the killer. Or not. Matthew thought that Slaughter was a breed apart; a human being who detested the very air that other humans breathed, who hated people right down to their shadows. But to kill children . . . 
Matthew picked up a green marble from the table. No, it was not altogether green. It had within it a swirl of blue. It was a beautiful thing, polished and smooth. He had it in mind that he should put two or three of these marbles in his pocket, to rub between his fingers, to remind himself that beyond the ugliness and evil of what had happened here there still remained beauty in the world. But he had no wish to rob the dead and, besides, marbles were for boys. He was far from boyhood now. Getting older, he thought, by the minute.
He put the marble back where it was, looked at all the food on the table and knew that Greathouse might be able to cast the corpses out of his mind and feast on the leftovers, but Matthew would rather have eaten cattail roots and dried meat for a week rather than touch any of this tainted groaning board. Or perhaps, he suspected, he wasn't hungry enough.
The pot of soapy water on the table drew his attention. In it he saw floating hair of many colors. Slaughter had gotten his shave; one more step toward his presentation as an earl, a duke, or a marquis, the better to cut the throat of some wealthy widow and throw her in a pauper's grave.
God damn the man.
Walker In Two Worlds came into the room. This was also his second visit here; his face was impassive, his eyes fixed only on Matthew. But he looked tired and drawn, and even his feathers seemed to have wilted like the petals of a dying flower.
"Slaughter went up the hillside," he reported. "I caught sight of him, moving among some boulders. He got into the woods before I could draw my bow."
Matthew nodded, knowing Walker had chosen the better part of valor—and shown good sense—not to continue the pursuit without having the little bullpup pistol covering his back.
"It's very thick up in there," Walker said. "Many places to set a trap."
"He'll keep going." Matthew opened his left hand and looked at the two gold coins Lark had given him. They were both five-guinea pieces, the same type as he'd taken from the lockbox in Chapel's house. Some well-to-do traveller or merchant had come to grief on the Philadelphia Pike, and coughed these up for Slaughter and Rattison. "I wonder if he really thinks I'll give up."
Now Walker did turn his gaze away from Matthew and with hooded eyes regarded the dead man and the two children. "Will you?"
Matthew saw a small blood-splattered pillow on the floor, next to one of the chairs. It displayed an embroided picture of a robin sitting on a tree branch.
"I don't understand your god," said Walker, in a toneless voice. "Our spirits created the world and the heavens and all that we are, but they never promised to keep their eye upon every little bird. I thought your god showed more . . . " He searched his memory for the word. "Compassion."
Matthew couldn't reply. Rain fell equally on the just and unjust, he thought. The Bible surely contained more verses and lessons about misery and untimely death. But how could God turn a blind eye to something like this? The question begged for an answer. More than that; it screamed for an answer. But there was no answer, and Matthew put the two gold coins into his waistcoat pocket along with the other items of jewelry and got out of the kitchen before his sense of dark despair crushed him to his knees.
Walker followed him. Outside, the girl and her mother sat in the shade of a brilliant yellow elm tree. The girl's back was pressed hard against the trunk, her glazed eyes staring straight ahead, while the mother was chattering with a strange childlike abandon and playing with the hem of her daughter's light blue dress.
Faith looked up at Matthew as he approached. "Are you Mr. Shayne?"
Her voice was high-pitched and childlike. Matthew thought it was nearer to the voice of a girl seven years old. The sound of it was unsettling, coming from the throat of a woman in her early thirties. But Matthew had already seen the emptiness of the woman's eyes, the scorched shock where a mind used to be, and he thought that here was a patient for the doctors in Westerwicke.
"No," Matthew said. Lark had previously given him their names and the names of the dead. The girl had come out of the barn like a sleepwalker, her face devoid of expression but for the tear tracks on her cheeks and the grim set of her mouth, and she'd opened her hand to show him the gold coins.
He says you're square as far as he's concerned, she'd said. Her eyes had rolled back into her head, her knees had buckled and Matthew had caught her just before she fell, as the bedraggled woman in the blue apron with yellow trim emerged from the barn crying for her momma.
Matthew had known it was going to be bad, in the house. He had eased Lark to the ground against the tree, and he and Walker had gone inside to find the aftermath of Mister Slaughter's visit. Neither one of them had stayed but a moment, in that sunny kitchen with all the food upon the table. It appeared that only one person had left the table well-fed.
Gone, Lark had said when she could speak again. Not more than ten minutes. Back of the barn.
Walker had told Matthew to stay where he was, that he was not going to do anything stupid but that he was going to find Slaughter's trail across the apple orchard, and he had set off at a cautious trot. Matthew had sat down beside Lark to hear the story when she was able to give it. Several times Faith Lindsay had asked him if he was Mr. Shayne, and once had inquired when Ruth could come to play.
Matthew had returned to the house when, after Lark had finished her tale, the girl had begun crying with her hands to her face. Just a little at first, as if she feared releasing what she was holding back within; but then, suddenly and terribly, she had broken. It had begun as a wail that Slaughter must have heard as he climbed the hillside toward the deeper woods. And as Lark had sobbed and trembled her mother had rubbed her shoulder and whispered in the little-girl voice, "Don't cry, Momma, don't cry. We'll get the lace tomorrow."
Lark had lifted her agonized face and stared at her mother, who said brightly, "For the dolls, Momma. You know. To make their dresses." Which was when Matthew had gone into the house for the second time, preferring for the moment the silent company of the dead to the tortures of the living.
"Why are you wearing that?" Faith asked of the Indian, as Walker came up beside Matthew and Lark blinked, looking around herself as if trying to determine who was speaking.
"I am a Seneca," Walker replied. The woman was obviously puzzled, for she frowned and shook her head. She returned to her task of smoothing and smoothing and smoothing the hem of Lark's dress.
Matthew knelt down beside Lark. "The man's name is Tyranthus Slaughter. He's a . . . " She already knew that part about him being a killer, so it was not necessary. "Escaped prisoner," he said. "Walker In Two Worlds is helping me track him. I'm going to take him to the gaol in New York."
The girl's mouth gave a bitter twist. "You are? How?"
"I have a pistol in my bag. Walker has his arrows. We'll run him to ground, eventually."
"Eventually," she repeated. "How long is that?"
"As long as it takes."
"He said . . . he's going to Philadelphia. We told him about Caulder's Crossing, that it was just a few miles from the Pike." She caught her breath, as if she'd suddenly been struck. Her eyes again filled with tears. "Why did he have to kill them? Why did he have to kill them?"
"Shhhhh, Momma, don't cry," Faith fretted.
"Matthew." Walker stood over him. "We shouldn't waste time or daylight. We can catch him before dark, if we start now."
"Start now?" Lark's bloodshot eyes widened. "You can't leave us here! Not with . . . in there."
"There's no time to bury them." It was a statement of fact, and spoken with the hard truth of the Indian.
"Caulder's Crossing is eight miles. I can't walk with . . . my mother, like she is. Not alone. And what if he comes out of the woods while we're on the road? If he caught us out there . . . " She left the rest of it unspoken.
That was why Slaughter had destroyed the wagon's wheel, Matthew thought. He'd seen it in the barn. Lark and her mother could have taken the wagon to town, but Slaughter had wanted to slow his pursuers down in case the bribe didn't work. Thus Matthew and Walker were now encumbered by a desperate sixteen-year-old girl and a woman with the mind of a seven-year-old.
"You look funny," said Faith to the Indian.
He ignored the comment. "You'll have to either stay here or walk the road. We don't have time to throw away."
"Spoken," Matthew said quietly, "like Mr. Oxley."
Walker turned upon him with something like cold fury on his face, though it would have been barely perceptible to anyone but Matthew. "Did you see what I saw in that kitchen? The hand of a monster? If you want him to escape, just keep standing here enjoying the shade. Do we go, or not?" Exasperated when Matthew didn't immediately respond, Walker asked Lark, "Are there saddles for the horses?"
"No. They either pull the plow or the wagon."
Walker spoke in his own language, and from the sound of it even an Englishman couldn't have expressed a more vehement oath.
Matthew had decided. "There's a third choice. They come with us."
"You are mad," Walker shot back, in his own calm but devastating fashion. "Those woods at the top of the hill are thicker than what we went through this morning. We'd be slowed to a crawl."
"At least we'd be moving."
"Yes, at the pace of a girl and a . . . girl," he said. "Matthew, we can't take them up in there! One broken ankle, and we're done."
"Slaughter won't have an easy time of it, either. He'll be moving faster than us, yes, but he's still leaving a trail, isn't he?" Matthew held up his leather-wrapped hand when Walker started to protest again. "If he's not heading for Caulder's Crossing, he's heading for the Pike. Maybe he hopes he can get a ride from there. But if his trail leads to the Crossing, that's where we can leave them." He motioned toward Lark and her mother, the former paying close attention and the latter totally oblivious.
Walker stared at the ground. After a moment he said tersely, "They'll need food. A piece of the ham and some cornbread should do. Something to carry it in. And cloaks or a blanket. Warm, but light. A flask for water. The sturdiest shoes they have, too."
Lark got up and, with a quick glance and a nod of thanks at Matthew, set her jaw and started into the house. At once Faith was after her. "Momma! Momma! Where're you going?"
"I'm going inside," Lark answered, pausing at the door.
"Inside," the woman said.
"Inside our house. I have to get us some things before we go. Do you understand that, Mother?"
"Our . . . house?" There was something ominous in the reply. She kept her gaze fixed on her daughter's face, and Matthew saw the woman's lips try to make words. Nothing came out at first. Then she said, in a dazed voice that was midway between a woman's and a child's, "I'm not . . . I'm not your mother."
"Yes, you are. I'm Lark. Don't you know me?"
"Lark," she repeated, as if she'd never heard it before.
"Mother, we have to leave here. I'm going inside now. I want you to stay—"
"I don't want you to go inside, Momma," said the little girl, clutching at Lark's hand. It must have been a painful grip, for Matthew saw Lark flinch. "Please." She leaned her head forward, her eyes wide, and whispered, "I'm afraid of that place."
"I'm . . . afraid of it, too. But I have to go." Lark slowly eased her hand free. "Faith," she said, "I want you to stay out here, with them."
"Mr. Shayne and the funny man."
"That's right. Will you do that for me?" Something dark, like the shadow of a passing cloud, moved across her face. "Will you do that for your momma?"
"Yes'm," came the reply. All seemed to be well again, in the land of faraway and long ago. But not entirely well; again she leaned forward, and this time whispered, "The funny man doesn't have on enough clothes."
Lark went into the house. Faith came over toward Matthew and Walker—but not too close—and sat down once more on the ground.
When Matthew looked into Walker's face, he saw the Indian's eyes burning holes through him. Walker abruptly turned away, and strode in the direction of the orchard.
In less than three minutes Lark re-emerged, ashen-faced and silent, with a dark brown cloak, a second cloak the gray of morning mist, and around her shoulder a canvas bag stitched with red and yellow flowers. She had not changed her shoes, as they appeared sturdy enough, but she'd brought for her mother a leather pair to trade for the fabric slippers Faith wore. As Lark put the shoes on her mother's feet, Faith did not seem to note all the blood on the slippers that were removed. Then Lark put the dark brown cloak around Faith's shoulders, fastened it at the throat, and they stood up.
"Where are we going?" Faith asked, as Lark took her hand.
"To Mrs. Janepenny's house," was the response. "I think I'd like to get that lace."
"Isn't Daddy coming?"
"No. We'll meet Daddy later on."
The answer seemed to make Faith happy. But as Matthew, Lark and Faith met Walker behind the house and began to make their way through the orchard toward the rocky hillside ahead, the woman abruptly stopped and looked back, and Matthew stopped also. Lark pulled at her mother's hand and said firmly, "Come on, we have to keep going."
"This . . . isn't the way. To Mrs. Janepenny's. I don't . . . know . . . where . . . " Again, the voice was wavering between age and youth, anguish and innocence. "I don't know where I am," she said, and Matthew saw the bright tears begin to roll down her cheeks.
"You're with me, dear," Lark answered. Matthew thought it took a brave soul to keep a steady voice, to betray not a quaver nor a tremble, for surely she knew that this was not the worst part; surely she knew that the worst would come when—if—her mother's mind fully awakened from this protective dream. "You're with me. That's all that matters."
"I am . . . I am . . . Faith Burgess," the woman said, as if speaking to the house. "Faith Burgess," she repeated, and now lifted her chin as any child might, in defiance of some imagined horror that might lie beyond the walls.
"We're going to Mrs. Janepenny's by a different way," Lark told her. "Look at me." The woman tore her gaze away from the house, the cords standing up in her neck, and obeyed. "We're going up the hill and through the woods. I want you to be careful where you step. If you need help, ask me. But try to keep up, because we're in . . . well, Mr. Shayne and his friend are in a hurry, and they've offered to take us with them. All right?"
"The hill?" Faith's manner of speech had fully become the child's again. "What hill, Momma?"
"The one I'm going to help you climb," said Lark.
Faith nodded, but her eyes were blank. "Yes'm."
Matthew saw that Walker had gone ahead. He was waiting on one knee at the base of the hill about forty yards away. The hill was stubbled with large boulders and spindly pines, and at the top the woods boiled up in a thick chaos of green, yellow, purple and red. As Walker had said, many places to set a trap.
Faith turned her back to the house. She began walking, her hand held firm in Lark's, and together they left the dead behind. 






Twenty-Two
Something of formidable size crashed away through the thicket as the travellers came upon a swiftly-moving stream. Whatever it had been, Walker gave only an incurious glance in its direction, and Matthew knew it had not been Slaughter taking to his heels.
"Drink," said Walker, as if they needed encouragement. The last two miles had been a rugged, hard go, through tangles of brush, hanging vines, and thorns; but Matthew was pleased to note, as Walker indicated all the broken vegetation and the bootmarks in the dirt and fallen leaves, that Slaughter had already blazed this trail.
Walker knelt down, cupped his hands for a drink, and left them to their own devices. Matthew stretched out, put his face in the cold water and drank directly from it; Lark took the waterflask from her bag, filled it, and let Faith ease her thirst before she drank. Matthew sat up, rubbed his mouth with his buckskin sleeve and watched as the Indian set foot in the stream, which was about a foot deep, and waded to the other side. The current swirled around Walker's legs. He examined the bank, bent down for a closer look, and then regarded the foliage ahead.
"Interesting," Walker said. He stood up. "It seems Slaughter doesn't trust you, Matthew. He didn't think you'd go home, after all."
"What do you mean?"
"He didn't come out here. He followed the stream for a distance. That means he suspects you wouldn't give up—gold coins or not—and he's making an effort to elude us."
"Momma," Faith said quietly. "My feet hurt."
"Mine too," Lark answered, and patted her mother's shoulder. "We'll just have to bear it."
Matthew got to his own feet, which were certainly no strangers to pain. "You're not saying he's gotten away, have you?" he asked urgently.
"I'm saying he's making an effort. We'll have to follow him. In the water."
"But which way?"
Walker pointed to the left, upstream. "Humans and animals alike usually have a desire to reach higher ground. Unless Slaughter knows I'd think that, in which case . . . " He shrugged. "I say we go upstream first. If I can't find where he came out—and it won't be beyond a hundred yards, most likely—we'll go downstream. Everyone ready?" He waited for Lark to nod assent, and then he turned and began wading against the current.
Lark and Faith followed, with Matthew at the rear. That had been the order of progression since they'd started off, nearly three hours ago. Matthew was in fact situated there by Walker's command, to make sure the girl and her mother did not falter and to lend a hand if one of them fell. So far, they were both doing an admirable job of coping with this torturous course, though Walker had been right about their being slowed to a crawl. But if the Indian was frustrated about their lack of speed, he didn't show it; he simply plodded on ahead, waited for them to catch up, and did the same over and over again.
They weren't in the stream a matter of minutes before Faith slipped. She went down on her knees, crying out with pain, and at once Matthew was at her side helping Lark stand her up. Walker stopped a distance ahead to mark their struggle, for the current was indeed strong, and then he continued forward, his eyes searching the right bank.
"I hurt my knee," Faith said. "Momma, I hurt my knee." Her lower lip quivered, but she was a big girl and did not weep.
"You'll be all right. Can you lean on me?"
"Yes'm, thank you."
Matthew saw Lark lower her head and quickly squeeze her eyes shut. He said, "Faith, let me help you," and took her weight against his shoulder so Lark could keep her own balance.
"Thank you, sir," said the child, whose parents should be ever so proud of her manners. "It just hurts a little bit now." She gave him a sideways glance. "Water's cold."
"Yes, it is."
"Mr. Shayne?"
Matthew replied, "Yes?"
"How come you to visit us today? I thought you went to London."
"Well, you thought correctly. But I'm here now."
"Did you like London?"
"It's a very large city," Matthew said.
"I'd like to go someday. Momma and Daddy say we will. Just yesterday. We were sitting at the table and—"
Matthew felt the shock go through her. Felt her seize up and tremble, as if her heart was about to burst. She stopped moving and stood very still, while the current pulled at her dress and decorated it with dead leaves. Matthew did not wish to look at her face; he was tensed and ready for the scream.
"Faith?" Lark's voice was miraculously steady and as calm as the underwater stones. "Dear?" She put her arm around the woman. "We have to keep going. Come on." She glanced at Matthew, because still Faith would not be moved. "Tell her we have to keep going, Mr. Shayne."
Matthew said, in as gentle a voice as he could manage, "Mind your mother, now. Like a good girl."
And Faith Burgess, if anything, was a good girl. In another few seconds she came back to them, and she breathed deeply of the crisp air and rubbed the back of her neck and picked up the hem of her dress to view her scraped right knee. She did not speak, for perhaps somewhere in her mind the shadow of Faith Lindsay knew that things were best left unsaid, untouched and unremembered. She went on, silently, between Lark and Matthew.
Matthew saw that Walker had drawn his bow and nocked an arrow, and was aiming it into the woods as he waded forward. The Indian had obviously seen something he didn't like, or else he expected that Slaughter might choose this place as a shooting gallery. I do know pistols, sir, as well as I know razors, Slaughter had said to Greathouse. And another statement Matthew recalled Slaughter making: I know the look of
captains, because I myself have been a soldier.
Which meant Slaughter must have had experience quick-loading pistols. Matthew had heard from Greathouse, during his own firearms training, that a real expert could eye-measure the powder, pour it down, ram the ball and cloth patch, prime the pan and fire a shot within fifteen seconds. Of course the faster the process was done, the more chance there was for a mistake, which meant a misfire or even an explosion, rendering both the pistol and the hand useless pieces of junk.
Walker continued along the stream, moving the arrow's point to follow his line of sight. But in another moment he lowered the bow, climbed up upon the right bank, and motioned for the others to come ahead.
"He came out here. The mark is very fresh, maybe an hour old." Walker showed Matthew an area of crushed weeds and among them the impression of a bootheel. When he located two more, he said, "Going this way," and pointed to the southeast. "Moving slowly. His legs are tired and he ate too much." He stood up and returned the arrow to its quiver and the bow to its sheath. "Is the woman all right?"
Faith didn't speak, though her mouth was moving as if reciting a childhood conversation. Her eyes were glazed over, her face slack. Though her body was here, her mind was far distant.
Lark said, "She can keep going."
Walker looked up through the trees toward the sun. "About two hours of light left. Can we pick up our pace?" He had directed this question to Matthew.
"I don't think so."
"All right, then." There was no reason for argument; things were as they were. "If possible, we should be silent from here on. We don't want him to hear us as we get closer. I'm going to go ahead a distance, but not so far that I can't see you. If you're getting too much off the track, I'll correct you." With that pronouncement, Walker trotted quietly away into the woods, nimbly leaping gnarled roots and ducking under low-hanging branches.
Matthew had never bargained to be a pioneer, but he'd learned that many things in this life were thrust upon you whether you wanted them or not. He had not a clue about how to follow Walker's trail. A disturbance of leaves and a crushed weed spoke volumes to the Indian, but withheld from him even a short story. Walker was out of sight now, and the forest seemed vast and darker. Still, Matthew could only do as he was instructed; he started off in what he hoped was Walker's path, and behind him followed his army of two.
"Careful here," Matthew said, as softly as was practical, to warn them of a place where the ground abruptly sloped into a hollow full of tangled vines and roots before it rose up again. Lark nodded; Faith was still absent, but she clung to Lark's hand and let herself be guided.
"Who are you?" Lark asked, coming up beside him. "A constable?"
"In a way. I'm . . . a problem-solver. In New York."
"What kind of problems?"
"This kind," he replied. He motioned toward a patch of thorns that blocked their way, so they had to change course a few degrees. They walked for a while in silence, as Walker had directed, but Matthew found himself compelled to speak again. "I'm sorry," he said.
"You had nothing to do with it." She paused, and Matthew thought she might be able to sense the bitter anger that suddenly seemed to be, like one of Slaughter's claw-nailed hands, closing around his throat. "Did you?"
Matthew didn't reply. But he knew he would have to, eventually; if not here, then somewhere else, for he could not let himself wander a path that had no end.
"I am responsible for his escape," Matthew said.
He felt Lark staring at him. He kept his head down, in pretense of examining the way ahead for pitfalls. Lark said nothing else. Soon he'd either picked up his pace or she had drifted back, he wasn't sure which, but he might as well have been a solitary traveller.
They came out of the forest into a small clearing. Matthew was pleased with his sense of direction, because Walker was kneeling down under a group of oaks at the clearing's edge only a few yards away. Before them rose another hill, easily twice the height of the one they'd climbed when leaving the Lindsay house.
Matthew, Lark and Faith approached the Indian. They were almost beside him when Matthew caught from the corner of his eye a sharp glint of glass or metal catching the sun. He looked up the hillside, toward the top where the trees grew thick.
"He's up there," Walker whispered, motioning them to remain under the trees. "Taking a look around with his spyglass."
Matthew crouched against an oak's trunk and scanned the hilltop. The reflection did not repeat itself. "Do you think he's seen us?"
"I don't know."
They waited. Slaughter might have moved to a different spot, and be watching them even now, or he might have made a single quick pass across the clearing. In any case, they couldn't stay here forever.
After about three minutes during which both he and Matthew intently watched for any sign of movement and saw none, Walker got to his feet. "I want to get up there as fast as we can. You help the girl. And if you see anything, call out."
"All right."
Walker found the trail that Slaughter had already broken through the underbrush, but it was an arduous climb. At one point Faith nearly collapsed and had to sit down, still without a word, and Lark sat beside her and rubbed her legs until she could stand once more. Walker stayed with them, crouched on the ground and alert for movement, his bow drawn and an arrow ready to fly. Matthew's own legs were killing him; the muscles in his calves felt as if they were about to rip through the skin.
It took more than half-an-hour to reach the top. There was no sign of Slaughter, except for the bootmarks that Walker easily found. It appeared to Walker that Slaughter had clambered up onto the rocks, laid flat and from there aimed the spyglass down.
And not far from where Walker deduced that Slaughter had done so, Matthew's black tricorn lay on a smooth gray boulder amid the pines. Likely left behind, Matthew thought, in Slaughter's haste to put distance between them.
Matthew approached his hat. He reached out to pick it up.
Walker's bow stopped the arm from its intent.
"Wait," Walker told him. "Step back."
"What're you—"
"Back," Walker repeated, and this time Matthew obeyed.
The Indian stretched his own arm out and used the bow's narrow end to tilt the tricorn up. As Walker lifted it, the snake that was coiled underneath began to give its warning rattle. Fangs struck at the bow. Walker swept the rattler off the boulder onto the ground where it slithered away.
"Bite you," said Faith, in her dazed and dreamlike voice. "Ol' Scratch."
Lark stood beside Matthew, and Matthew suddenly realized she had grasped his hand because his fingers were about to be broken.
"I would say," Walker remarked, "that Slaughter has seen us. Do you agree with that, Matthew?"
"Yes."
"That's probably not a good thing."
"No," Matthew said.
"He's left clear tracks. Still moving slowly. The hill wore him out."
"I think we're all worn out."
Walker nodded. "I think you may be right." He regarded the sun again, which was turning red in a cloudless sky as it dropped toward the west. "We need to make camp before dark. Find someplace . . . as safe as possible."
"Not here!" Lark objected. "Not in rattlesnake country!"
"Miss," said Walker, with weary authority, "it's all rattlesnake country." He looked at Matthew, who had been kneading the blood back into his fingers since Lark had released him. "You can get your hat now."
They went on about two hundred more yards before Walker said the place would do for the night. It was a grassy clearing atop a small hillock, surrounded by huge oaks. They found as much comfort as was possible on the ground. Walker gave Matthew a portion of the dried meat and some for himself. Faith sat staring at nothing when Lark offered her a piece of ham and some cornbread; she reacted by clamping her hand over her mouth when Lark tried to push a bit of the ham between her lips. Then Faith curled herself up into a ball at the base of an oak and refused to respond to Lark's entreaties to eat. His meal done, Walker promptly climbed up into a tree and sat amid the branches while the sun went down, painting the western sky vivid red edged with purple. "No need to waste this." Lark offered Matthew what her mother had rejected. "Do you want it?"
"I'll take the cornbread, thank you." He was delighted to get something that reminded him of happier suppers at home. "You ought to eat the ham yourself."
"I'm not very hungry."
"That may be so, but hungry or not you ought to eat it anyway." He chewed on the cornbread, which was absolutely delicious, and watched as she looked at the ham in her palm as if it had been cut from the haunch of a gigantic rat. Then, overcoming her revulsion for what the last family meal had been, she followed his suggestion, after which she promptly got up, rushed away into the thicket and vomited.
Matthew stood up, retrieved the waterflask from her canvas bag and took it to her. She was sitting on her knees, having crawled a distance away from her stomach's refusal. Without looking at him she accepted the flask, uncorked it, took a drink, swished the water around in her mouth and spat it out. She took a longer drink, corked the flask again and handed it back.
"Pardon me," Lark said, pushing the hair out of her eyes.
Matthew said nothing, but sat down a few feet away. He took off his tricorn, which he doubted he would be wearing much anyway, since his scalp prickled underneath it. Lark was a pretty girl, he thought. Very young, and fresh-faced. Or had been. He wished he had seen her yesterday. He wished so many things. But wishing seemed a waste of time, out here. He looked up and saw in the darkening sky the first few stars in the east. He wondered who might be looking at them in New York. Berry? Effrem Owles? Zed? Even Lord Cornbury, on his evening walk?
He wondered if he would ever get back there. He wondered if Greathouse was still alive, and at that point he had to stop wondering for that, too, was folly.
"How are you responsible?" Lark asked.
Matthew knew what she meant. He knew his statement had been working at her, ever since he'd spoken it. "If it weren't for me—my actions—Slaughter would now be in the gaol at New York."
"You let him go?"
"No, not so directly. But I . . . remained silent about something when I should have spoken. I forgot my job, and I in essence betrayed a friend. That silence . . . when you know you should speak up, but you don't . . . that's the killer."
"You're saying you made a mistake?"
A mistake. It sounded so small when she said it. So inconsequential. "I did," he answered. "A mistake that I shall be turning over and over in my head for the rest of my life."
She shifted her position, sitting down and pulling her knees up toward her chin, her hands hooked together. "That could be a very long time."
"I hope," Matthew replied, and found that he could still smile, if only briefly.
Lark was quiet for awhile. A flock of birds flew across Matthew's line of sight, winging home before full darkness fell. "My mother," Lark said. She couldn't continue, and had to wait. "My mother," she tried again, "was a very good woman. A well-educated woman, and very kind, to everyone." She drew in a long breath and slowly, almost painfully, released it. "I don't think she's coming back."
"You don't know that. She may be better in the morning."
"You mean when her head clears? If it clears? I mean, she can never go back to what she used to be. Neither one of us can. Ever. And I guess . . . you can't, either."
"That's right," Matthew said.
"My father always said . . . there were only two directions in life. Up or down. He was always talking about how good the land was, and how good God was to us. He said . . . no matter how hard things got, all you had to do to touch God in this country was to reach up. Just try to meet God as much as you can, I guess is what he meant. Just try. I suppose that's the best anyone can do, is try." Now Lark managed a tight smile, but it quickly slipped away. "I used to sit on his knee and listen to him, and I believed everything he said. Reach up, reach up, he said. Just try, is what he was telling me. And don't give up, because then you never meet God. But I suppose I stopped listening to all that, when I was too old to sit on his knee anymore. I thought it was just . . . something you told a child, when the harvest went bad and the going got rough. But it was for him, and my mother, as much as it was for me. He never quit trying. Neither did she. Trying to reach up."
In the last of the light Matthew saw the glint of her tears, and then how they slowly coursed down her cheeks one after the other. But her face remained tragically serene.
"I'm going to get him," Matthew promised. "Tomorrow."
"How? I've seen what he can do. What he will do. How are you going to get him?"
"One arrow," said Walker In Two Worlds, who was standing only a few feet away; he had come upon them in total silence. "That's all I need to put him down. If I can get close enough, and get a clear shot, it's done."
Matthew said, "I don't want him dead. I want him taken back, to stand trial in England."
"In England?" Walker frowned. "Trial or not, I'd say he's earned the hangman's noose here first. Then they can take him over and hang him again, as they please. But don't worry, I'll be sure to spare him for the rope, if you think he's worth the knot."
Matthew was about to reply that he himself thought Slaughter wasn't worth a cupful of drool, but that higher powers across the ocean wanted him before the docket; he was interrupted in the formation of this reply when there came a shrill cry from Faith Lindsay. At once Lark was up and tearing through the thicket toward her mother, with Walker and Matthew close behind.
Faith was sitting up, clinging to the trunk of the tree beside her; she cried out again, a sound of utter, mindless terror, before Lark could kneel down and comfort her. Matthew turned his back, wishing to give them at least a little privacy, and walked a distance away. Now that the sun was just a purple blush to the west, the air was chill but not uncomfortably cold; the cloaks would do for the mother and daughter. He looked up at a sky filled with stars. On any other night he would have thought this an absolutely beautiful view, and he might have wandered out along the harbor—possibly with Berry at his side, if she'd liked to go—and taken it all in, but tonight the darkness was not his friend.
"You need to sleep." Walker was standing behind him. Matthew immediately heard the edge of tension in the Indian's voice. "While you can."
Matthew gave words to his suspicion: 
"Do you think he's coming tonight?"
"If I told you I did, would it help you sleep any better?"
"No."
"The fact is, he's not far away. He knows we'll catch up with him tomorrow. It's likely his spyglass has already shown him that his gift did not make the proper impression. So . . . if I were of a mind to murder someone, I would strike before dawn."
"We'd best both stand guard then."
"You need sleep," Walker repeated. "He's sleeping too, you can count on it. If he's coming, it will be when he's rested and ready. But make sure, before you sleep, that your pistol is loaded, and that it's near at hand."
"All right." 
"May I ask you something?" Lark had left her mother, and was approaching. Her question had been directed to Walker. "Can you make us a fire? She's afraid of the dark."
"I'm afraid of the light."
"A small fire," Lark persisted. "Please. It doesn't have to last very long, just so I can get her to sleep."
Walker pondered the request. He looked at the woman sitting against the tree with the dark brown cloak wrapped around her, her eyes swollen and vacant, her mouth slack. He drew his knife from its sheath. "A small fire," he agreed.
Walker was true to his word. With the knife he dug a shallow hole next to Faith, filled it with a fistful of tinder, and struck a spark. A few broken-up sticks were added. The fire that resulted was little more than a warming glow, but it served its purpose. Lark sat beside her mother and smoothed her hair as Faith stared into the flames.
Matthew found his own place to sleep, under the stars. Walker had disappeared; whether into the tree branches again or out into the woods, Matthew didn't know. He prepared his pistol, first by pouring gunpowder down the muzzle. Next he took a lead ball from his shooter's bag, placed it against one of the cloth patches Dovehart had sold him and, using the small ramrod that was actually secured in the pistol just underneath the barrel, rammed the patch and ball home. He returned the ramrod to its place. The final step would be to prime the flashpan, but that would be done in advance of actually using the weapon. He stretched out, hearing his backbone crack, and put the gun at his right side, just under his fingertips.
He heard Lark speaking to her mother.
"Do you believe in God?"
There was only silence.
"Say it for me, Faith. Come on, as we say every night."
The silence stretched. Then, in a hoarse and ragged voice, Faith the little girl asked, "Will we get to Mrs. Janepenny's tomorrow?"
"We will."
"I don't like this way."
"It's the way we have to go. Now, try to relax. Close your eyes. That's right, very good. We need to speak it, the same here as we do at home. All right? Do you believe in God?"
Only silence. And then, faintly: "Yes, Momma."
"Do you believe that we need fear no darkness, for He lights our way?"
"Yes, Momma." 
"Do you believe in the promise of Heaven?"
"Yes, Momma."
"So do I. Now go to sleep."
Matthew was having his own problems. How to bid sleep come on, knowing that when Slaughter crept to their camp it would be with intent to murder, and his victim of choice would be a certain problem-solver from New York who, having escaped one rattler, was the prime target for another. Matthew remembered asking Slaughter at their first meeting why he'd decided to try to kill Mariah at the red barn behind the hospital instead of running for freedom, and Slaughter had answered I was compelled by my Christian charity to release Mariah from her world of pain,
before I fled. It seemed to Matthew that perhaps the hatred of people and desire for murder in Slaughter even overwhelmed his common sense. Just as some men were willing slaves to any number of vices, against all possible reason, so Slaughter was devoted to the extinction of human life. Or, more likely, he simply saw the opportunity to kill and took it, no matter what. Matthew closed his eyes. And opened them again. He was tired enough, but his nerves were jangling. He put his fingers against the pistol's handle. Suddenly being a magistrate's clerk seemed not such a bad occupation. He recalled Nathaniel Powers saying to him, at City Hall in midsummer after the magistrate had released Matthew from his duties in order to enter the employ of the Herrald Agency, I think your education is just beginning.
God help me survive the next test, Matthew thought.
"Can I sit here with you? Just for a minute?"
He was aware that Lark had joined him. He sat up, glad to have some company. "Yes," he said. "Please do." He reached over to brush some sticks and rocks away from where she was going to sit. "I apologize for the furnishings," he told her, "but at least the place has a nice view."
He doubted if his attempt at humor had made her smile, as he couldn't see her face in the dark. Behind her, the small fire was dying. Under her cloak, Faith appeared to have at last drifted to sleep, which in itself was a blessed event. Lark sat down and offered him the flask of water. He took it, drank some and returned it.
Neither of them spoke. Overhead the night had revealed an awesome river of stars, and within that gigantic river were swirls of light like celestial currents. Some stars appeared to burn red, or blue. Some seemed to pulse with unknown energy. Far off above the horizon, a spark of fire leapt, gold against black, turned orange and winked out just as suddenly. It was the way of all things, Matthew thought. Beginnings and endings, even for stars.
"Matthew," Lark said. "I wanted to tell you . . . I don't blame you for anything."
He didn't respond, but he was listening very carefully.
"You shouldn't blame yourself," she went on, and whether she was looking at him as she spoke or not, he couldn't tell. "You had your own reasons for what you did, and I'm sure . . . you thought they were important. They must have been important. But if you weren't . . . if you weren't a good man, Matthew, you wouldn't be out here right now. You wouldn't care what happened to us. And you wouldn't be trying to make things right."
"I don't think I can ever—"
He stopped speaking, because Lark had placed a finger against his lips.
"You can," she said. "By taking him where he needs to be. By not giving up. Everything that's happened is in the past now. It's done. Do you hear?"
He nodded. Her finger moved away.
"Let yesterday go," Lark said, "so it will not betray tomorrow."
Did he feel something leave him? A heaviness? A sadness that had leeched deep? A sense of guilt, like a self-built gallows? He wasn't sure. If he did, it was not dramatic; it did not have the power and majesty of a river of stars, or a celestial current. But he thought that by the grace of this young girl—older and wiser than her years would suggest—there was the lighting of a small spark of hope within him, there in his darkness, and by it he might find his way home from this wilderness his soul wandered.
"Would you hold me?" she asked, in barely a whisper.
He did. She put her head against his shoulder, and pressing her face in tightly she began to cry with muffled sobs, so her mother—her child—might not hear and awaken. He stroked her hair, and rubbed warmth into her neck, and still she clung to him and wept like any heartbroken girl of sixteen years might, on a night when the stars burned with fierce beauty high above the ugly realm of rattlesnake country.
Matthew didn't know how long he held her, or how long she cried. Time had indeed stopped for the Englishman. But at last her sobbing quietened, her crying ceased, and she lifted her face from his damp shoulder.
"Thank you," she told him, and she got up and returned to her mother's side.
Matthew lay back down, the pistol under his fingers. His legs were hurting and his back ached, but for the first time in a long while—maybe since he'd decided to break open the red octopus—his mind knew a calming touch of peace.
His eyes closed.
He slept soundly, and at least for a short while he feared not. 






Twenty-Three
When Matthew awakened, it was as any animal of the forest might: instantly alert, his senses questing, and with the memory of what Walker had just quietly spoken to him.
"He's coming."
There was no light but starshine and the poor candle of a quarter-moon. Everything was made up of shades of dark blue deepening to black, and Matthew could just see Walker kneeling at his side. 
"One minute," Matthew answered, in an equally quiet, composed voice. He opened his shooter's bag and brought out his powderhorn. In his firearms training, Matthew had been required by Greathouse to several times load a pistol blindfolded. Matthew then thought it had been ridiculous, but now he grasped the wisdom of the exercise. He wished, indeed, that he'd practiced it more, instead of getting out the door and to the coffeehouse as soon as possible. But he would have to do the best he could, and if he made a mistake the gunpowder goblin—he who sometimes flashed bright and hot and sometimes fizzled and sputtered in the hands of greenhorns—would soon correct him most harshly. 
He shook powder into the pistol's flashpan, after which he closed the pan's lid and thumbed the striker to half-cock. Now, he thought as he shouldered his shooter's bag and stood up to follow Walker, they were in it for blood.
Walker unsheathed his bow, took an arrow from his quiver and nocked it. "Slowly and silently," he whispered. "Stay on my right side, shoulder-to-shoulder. He's coming in from the left, about sixty yards out."
"How do you know?"
"I got near enough to hear him. And to smell him. Are you ready?"
"Yes." He had told bigger lies, but not many.
They left the sleeping girl and her mother, crossed the clearing and entered the forest on the far side. Matthew strained to see anything, and thought himself lucky not to immediately trip over a root or stumble into a thicket and fall face-first, alerting everything with ears between here and the City of Brotherly Love. But the moccasins helped his feet read the earth and he moved slowly, at Walker's pace. One step, and stop. One step, and stop. His heart was beating hard; in this silence, surely Slaughter could hear the drumming.
When Matthew took a pace forward and dead leaves crackled, the noise seemed as loud as the raucous laughter of ruffians in the Cock'a'tail tavern. Walker stood motionless, and so did Matthew. They stayed that way for what Matthew thought must have been at least a minute. Walker knelt down, making no noise, and leaned his head further toward the ground. Then, at last, he stood up again and eased onward, correcting their course a few more degrees to the left.
Blue upon black and gray upon black were the colors of the night woods. Matthew's eyes were becoming more accustomed to the dark; here the black stripes of tree branches were faintly seen across dark blue underbrush, and there a gray boulder rose up like an island in a sea of ink. The two stalkers, seeking to intercept the third, continued steathily into the forest. When thorns clutched at Matthew's buckskin jacket and scratched his face, he barely paused in his advance. His eyes sought movement among the massive trunks of trees and among the black patterns of vegetation. He kept the pistol low at his side, his thumb ready to pull the striker to full-cock. Though the air was chill, sweat rose at his temples and dampened his armpits. He was no hero born with iron nerves; every step he took, he thought he might pee in his breeches.
"Crouch down," Walker whispered, close to his ear.
He obeyed. Walker got on his knees, tilted his head and leaned forward, almost placing his ear upon the ground. The Indian stayed in that posture as if frozen, while Matthew scanned back and forth across the dark.
It was very quiet at first. Just a hint of sound, before it became a sound.
Dead leaves being crunched underfoot, almost directly ahead.
The sound ceased, so quickly Matthew wasn't sure he'd heard it or not.
Walker remained still.
The back of Matthew's neck crawled. If that was indeed Slaughter out there, and not just any noctural animal, he was moving as cautiously as they were. It called to Matthew's mind the unsettling supposition that Slaughter might have known they would be here, and he was listening for them as well.
The noise did not repeat itself. Walker waited a moment more, and then he silently and smoothly rose to his feet.
He took one step forward and stopped. Then one step, again, and stopped. His head went from side to side, the arrow ready for a target. Matthew eased up next to him, wincing as a small stick broke under his right heel.
Walker once more remained motionless, and Matthew with him. They listened, in the silence.
Matthew could only hear his heartbeat and the roaring of blood in his veins. If any of that got any louder, he would be deafened.
And now . . . now . . . ahead again, but nearer . . . was that the noise of a boot scraping across a stone? Or had it been a pistol's striker being drawn to full-cock?
Walker's elbow was planted firmly in the center of Matthew's chest. The message was clear: Wait.
Moving his head in small increments, Matthew looked back and forth across the woods. Nothing moved. Nothing made a sound.
Then, frighteningly and horribly, there came from the direction of camp a woman's cry. It was sharp and sudden, and became the noise of Faith calling for her mother. Matthew realized she had awakened in the dark, with all the terror it unlocked in her fragmented mind. In a few seconds the sound of her voice faded, as Faith had either drifted off again or Lark had been able to comfort her.
Walker's elbow moved from Matthew's chest. Slowly, carefully, Walker took a single step.
Something abruptly burst from the brush beneath the Indian's foot. Matthew, who thought his hair had just turned white, had the sense of a small dark shape scurrying off. Its clatter through the leaves sounded like a herd of deer, though the creature had probably been a rabbit or a woodchuck. Walker stood as solid as a rock, but Matthew was left trembling and instinctively felt at his crotch for any leakage there. Fortunately, he was still wearing dry breeches.
But was there a shape ahead of them, through the slanting blue and black bones of the night, that Matthew saw moving? Just a glimpse, and then gone . . . if it had ever been there?
"Something moved," Matthew whispered, his voice raw. He started to point and thought better of it. "Ahead . . . to the left."
Walker aimed his arrow toward that point, and when the Indian took his next step Matthew felt his guts twinge until it was evident there would be no more bursts from the brush. Matthew stayed alongside him, as they advanced among huge trees. In another moment Matthew was aware of a faint and hazy lumination on all sides: the green glow from dozens of mushrooms on the forest floor, or of fungus attached to rotting wood.
Matthew kept alert for any further movement. Walker stopped again and seemed to be sniffing the air. There was a long pause, during which Matthew thought his teeth might break, he was clenching them so hard. Walker whispered, with a hint of urgency, "He's close." A shape suddenly rose from a crouch through the thicket in front of them, but even as Walker let his arrow fly the shape flattened out once more and merged with the dark. There came the thunk of the arrowhead hitting a tree. Walker reached back, took a second arrow from his quiver and nocked it.
Matthew saw, to the left again, another fleeting motion. Whether it was part of a shoulder, or a back, or a head, he couldn't tell. It was just there one instant and the next not. The bowstring sang and the second arrow sped away. No cry of pain followed. There was only the silence and the stillness. Walker readied a third arrow. The Indian moved forward, the bow drawn and the arrow seeking a target. Matthew lifted his pistol and cocked the striker; it made a jarringly loud click. He followed Walker, staying just off his right shoulder.
With two more paces, the world blew up.
Sparks flew from low down on the ground, about ten feet in front of Walker. In the blinding flash of the powder igniting, Matthew saw Walker fire his third arrow into the light, and then the sound of the gunshot cracked his ears. As Walker staggered back, Matthew pulled his pistol's trigger and fired into the billowing smoke, his eyes dazzled by first Slaughter's shot and then his own. Another voluminous gout of smoke whirled up, rank with the potent smell of gunpowder, and he felt Walker collide with his shoulder and nearly knock him sprawling.
Matthew went down on his knees. Walker had fallen to the ground somewhere behind him. And now, as Matthew's head reeled and his eyes seemed to pulse with white-hot cores of flame, he realized he had to get his gun loaded again, for there was no way to know if Slaughter had been hit or not. Over the high-pitched ringing in his ears he heard Lark shouting from the camp: "Matthew! Matthew!"
He got the shooter's bag off his shoulder and shut his eyes, for they were useless. His fingers would have to see for him. They found the powderhorn, a lead ball and a cloth patch.
"Matthew!" Lark screamed.
He poured the powder, pulled the ramrod from its socket and rammed down the patch and ball. Opened the flashpan. Shook powder into the pan. Closed it. What was he forgetting? Something vital. The ramrod. Still in the barrel. If he lost it, the pistol would be reduced to a club. He removed the ramrod from the barrel and—
A shot fired from his right. The ball hissed past his ear. Slaughter might be wounded, but he was still able enough to quick-load a pistol in the dark.
Matthew opened his blind eyes, which saw nothing but flowing curtains of light, and fired at the sound of Slaughter's shot. He heard the ball smack into a treetrunk; he thought, crazily, that Greathouse would have kicked his tail for firing too hastily and too high. Then Matthew's next thought was that even though Slaughter was also shooting blind he had to move, lest Slaughter pinpoint his own position from the sound. Grabbing the shooter's bag and holding the pistol like God's own gift, he got on his belly and crawled to the right over dead leaves, roots and luminous mushrooms.
He got his back against a tree and, eyes closed, started the loading process again. Halfway done, he was shaken by the crack of another shot from somewhere in front of him, but where the ball went he didn't know. All he cared was that he wasn't hit. Flashpan primed? Ramrod out? Yes. He aimed into the night, pulled the trigger, and the little bastard bullpup gun failed to fire.
He thumbed the striker back, his hand trembling. Could be any damned thing gone wrong. Flint misaligned. Touch-hole blocked. Maybe not enough powder in the pan. He opened the pan, feeling his way, and shook more powder into it from the horn.
"Matthew! Matthew, answer me!" Lark was pleading, near panic. Beyond her voice, he could hear the sound of Faith wailing like a child about to be whipped.
He opened his eyes. Through the mist and dazzle he saw a shower of red sparks fly up from the underbrush maybe twenty feet away. He heard the report an instant before the ball knocked splinters from the treetrunk a foot above his head; then it was his turn, and when he pulled the trigger this time the Dovehart Special fired into Slaughter's hiding-place with a spectacular display of flaming comets and smoke that might have choked London.
In the aftermath of the shot, Matthew set to work reloading. His industry was sped by sheer terror, for Slaughter's last try had been much too close. Was Slaughter wounded? Dead? There was no telling. He got the pistol ready, cocked the striker, and waited for Slaughter's next move, if the man could move at all.
He heard a crashing through the woods. In what direction, it was hard to tell. The smoke was still thick and his eyesight still feeble. Was Slaughter repositioning himself for another attack? Getting around behind him? He almost called out to the man, but for what purpose? To tell him to give himself up? He thought that Slaughter might be arrow-pierced and pistol-shot, but as long as the monster had breath, teeth and claws he was not going to surrender. He waited, his heart pounding, the gun aimed into the night, and he would not let himself think about what had happened to Walker. "Matthew!" Lark called again, but he was too afraid to answer.
A period of time went by—two minutes? three?—during which Matthew thought he might either vomit or pass out. He did neither, but he was hard-pressed to want to move a muscle from where he sat, with the protection of the treetrunk at his back. "Stand up," someone said at last, from the dark. It was Walker's voice, calm and steady. Matthew didn't move; he thought he must have been made delirious by the gunpowder fumes, or his ears weren't quite back to normal. "Up," Walker's voice repeated. "He's gone." Matthew was too dazed to respond to the specter; he could see nothing, though thankfully the bright whorls of gunfire had faded away. A hand grasped his left arm. It was solid enough. "Stand up. He's gone. Toward the camp." The last three words knocked sense into him. He shouldered his shooter's bag and tried to stand, but everything seemed to be gone from the knees down. "I thought you were shot," Matthew said. 
"Listen," Walker insisted. "Do you hear the women anymore?"
Matthew did not. This time his effort at getting to his feet was successful. "Lark!" he shouted. There was no answer. Then, again, and louder: "Lark!"
Slaughter, he thought. Slaughter had crept up to them in the dark, while he was sitting against the tree protecting his back, and cut their throats with razor or knife. "Lark!" he cried out, and his voice broke.
"Follow me," said Walker.
Matthew took hold of Walker's cloak and stumbled after him. His nostrils felt nearly singed by the scent of the powder, but he caught another odor drifting in the smoky air. He knew what it was: the coppery smell of blood. "Are you hurt?"
"Yes," Walker said, and now his voice had tightened. "Be silent." But just a distance further on, Walker suddenly stopped. "I'm going to have to rest here."
"Where are you hurt?" 
"I've been shot in the left side. I can feel . . . the edge of a broken rib . . . in the hole. Ay-yuh!" It was an Indian's exclamation of disgust.
"Sit down. Can you?" 
"I can. But . . . can I get back up again?" 
Matthew felt crazed; he feared he was going to crack like an overheated pot, and mad laughter would bubble out. Walker badly injured. Maybe both Lark and her mother lying dead. Was Slaughter waiting for them, hiding among the trees with his pistol? Where was the clearing from here? He thought it was ahead about fifteen yards and maybe another ten or so to the left, but it was through rough thicket.
"I'm going in first," he decided.
"Go slowly. If the women are dead, there's nothing you can do. Take a step . . . then stop . . . and listen. And I mean listen, Matthew. He may be hurt, too. If he is, you might hear him breathing. All right?"
"Yes."
"If you hear . . . see . . . or smell . . . anything that makes the flesh . . . on the back of your neck crawl . . . you crouch down and wait. Until you know what it is. However long that takes."
"Are you trying to teach me how to be an Indian?"
"I'm not a very good teacher. I was impatient tonight. Too much English in me . . . after all." Walker leaned back against a tree, and Matthew saw his shape slide to the ground. "If you live . . . through the next . . . half hour . . . will you come back for me?"
"I will," Matthew said.
"I won't go anywhere, then." He sounded weak and tired, which frightened Matthew almost more than the idea of braving Mister Slaughter's murderous skills again tonight.
But pistol in hand, Matthew turned away from Walker. His mouth set in a grim line, he advanced quietly through the woods, his mind steeled against what he feared to discover.






Twenty-Four
The sun came up, on a morning clear and cool. Birds sang in the trees. A passing breeze stirred the limbs and brought down a shower of autumn-burnt leaves, and Matthew picked up an arrow and saw on its bloody point a piece of skin matted with hair.
Slaughter at least had been given a new part across his scalp last night. Good, Matthew thought. On his inspection of the scene of battle this morning, he'd found the two other arrows Walker had launched, but only this one showed damage. There was some blood spattered on the leaves, but not enough to indicate that Slaughter had been hit by a lead ball. His legs were still working, that was for certain. Whatever Slaughter was up to by taking Lark and Faith from the camp, he might not be hobbled but he was surely hurting.
Matthew picked up Walker's bow where the Indian had dropped it in the dark after the ball had hit him. He could see where the mushrooms and weeds had been crushed by crawling bodies. And, more interestingly, he could see the edge of a ravine about forty feet away, falling down onto jagged rocks and a small stream; they could have all tumbled into it last night, and their bones lay together moldering into dust. Lying dead next to Tyranthus Slaughter for all eternity was not in Matthew's plans.
He followed the blood trail, as Walker had instructed. They'd known Slaughter was hurt from the blood they'd found in the clearing at first light. Either ball or arrow grazed him, Walker had said. But only a flesh wound.
Matthew saw where Slaughter had torn through the thicket like a mad bull. Drops and splatters of blood on the forest floor led Matthew onward into an area of slender pines. He stopped, looking closely at what appeared to be the bloody impressions of two fingers and the thumb of a left hand against one of the pine trunks. Slaughter had briefly paused here either to get his bearings or make a decision about what he intended to do. Obviously, he'd made a quick decision and carried it out with military efficiency. After all, hadn't he said he'd been a soldier?
But why, Matthew wondered as he'd already wondered several times this morning, hadn't Lark cried out? Or tried to fight him? Well, of course she knew what he was capable of, and what was she going to fight him with? In hindsight, they should have left her the knife, or at least wakened her and told her to take Faith and move out of the clearing, or hidden them somewhere, or . . . 
But they'd never expected Slaughter to get past them. To slip into the camp in the dark, and—wounded or not—make quick work of forcing Lark and her mother into the woods. Going to the southwest, Walker had said after he'd found the trail. Don't need an Indian to follow this one, he'd told Matthew. The stuck pig is still bleeding.
Matthew left the blood-smeared pine and continued walking along the path Slaughter had taken to the clearing. There were some thorns and thicket, but his boots had stomped through them. Matthew imagined what might have happened last night, when Lark had heard someone coming, had called his name—when he'd been too afraid to reply, for fear of Slaughter getting off a shot at the sound of his voice—and been answered by a quiet whisper up close to her ear, and maybe the hot barrel of the pistol up under her throat. Now tell your dear mother we are going to a safe place, or tell her we're going to play hide-a-seek, or any damned fucking thing, but know I will kill her first if you scream. I don't want to hear any noise from either of you. Just take her hand, and walk ahead of me. That way. Go.
Matthew wondered if Slaughter had told Lark that there was no hope for the two women if she resisted, but that he might let them go once they got a distance away. Would Lark have believed that, after what had happened at her house? Or might she have seized upon it, as a way to survive? Maybe she thought she could talk him out of killing them. Maybe . . . perhaps . . . possibly . . . who could know?
I myself have been a soldier, Slaughter had said. It seemed to Matthew that he'd certainly been well-trained in combat, in addition to his natural aptitude for killing. Slaughter elevated murder to the realm of art. He could plan an escape days—weeks?—in advance, plot his moves like a chess master, travel overland like an Indian, confidently stalk the dark like a cat, and shake off the pain of a nasty wound to fix his mind upon his purpose. He was skilled with pistols, knives and razors. He was utterly ruthless and ice-cold, and he possessed, as Walker had said, "a killer's eye in the back of his head".
A soldier? Maybe so. But it sounded more to Matthew as if Slaughter had been trained to be an assassin. For that job he seemed to be exceptionally capable.
His job? Oh, that: Between jobs, but going back into the business of settling accounts.
What did that mean?
Whatever it was, Matthew knew it wasn't good, and likely meant someone was going to pay with his or her life.
Matthew had his own account to settle. When he emerged from the woods, he saw that Walker was still sitting against a tree on the far side of the clearing, next to the ashes of last night's fire that had soothed Faith to sleep. Matthew felt the same hammerblow to the gut he'd taken at first light, upon seeing the bloody hole in the Indian's side.
Walker's eyes were closed, his face uplifted toward the warmth of the early sun. But even in the short time that Matthew had left him, to visit the battleground and find Walker's bow, the Indian seemed more frail, the facial bones more defined. His flesh was as gray as a gravestone. The bandage that Matthew had made from his cravat—the same cravat that had been utilized for the mercy killing of Tom's dog—was tied around the lower part of Walker's chest. It was dark with blood on the left side.
Walker opened his eyes and watched as Matthew approached. "Do I look that terrible?" he asked, reading Matthew's expression. And he answered his own question: "Death has been called many things, but never handsome."
"I'm going to get you out of here."
Walker smiled thinly. His eyes held the glint of inescapable pain. "No, you are not. If you wish to become an Indian, the first thing you have to do . . . " He had to stop speaking, as he silently battled his internal agony. "Have to do," he repeated. "Is accept reality."
Matthew could find no reply. He'd already seen, in his inspection of the wound, that the ball had splintered at least one rib and driven deep into the organs. Where it had come to rest in all that carnage could not be determined. It was miraculous, he thought, that Walker was even able to talk, much less move. Walker had taken a handful of moss, pine bark, and broken-up green pine needles and pushed it into the hole, and then he'd said, Bind it up.
"Is there nothing you can do?" Matthew asked.
"No." It was firm and final, spoken without regret: the Indian way. "You'd better eat something, then we'll go."
Matthew ate a piece of the dried meat and drank some water from the flask that Lark had left behind. Everything tasted like the smell of gunsmoke, which permeated his hair, skin and clothes.
"The women are going to slow him down," Walker said as he again lifted his face into the sunlight. "So is his wound. They're leaving a trail any Englishman could follow." He winced, and waited for the pain to pass. "You know . . . why he took them."
Matthew did. "He needed something to trade."
"For you," Walker said.
Matthew agreed: "For me."
"You know him well. I think he must know you well, too." Walker shifted his position a few inches and pressed his hand against the bandage. "He's not sure if he hit you last night. He knows if you're not too wounded to move . . . you'll be coming after him. So: your life for the women. He's just seeking the right place."
"Where might it be?"
"Somewhere . . . that limits your choices," said Walker. "He'll know it when he finds it. Until then, we follow."
Matthew offered him water, but Walker shook his head; he had also previously refused the food. "Listen," Matthew said, as he corked the flask. "I want you to know . . . I thank you for doing this for me. For coming all this way, and . . . " He let the rest of it go. "You didn't have to."
"I've already told you. I wanted the watch."
"Is that all of it?"
Walker paused; maybe he'd been about to say yes, Matthew thought. But now, with the hole in his side and his life leaking away, Walker decided to speak honestly. "Not all," he said. "When I first agreed . . . yes, it was just the watch. The . . . what would be the word? The novelty of it. And the idea that . . . life is a circle. Things come back to you, when you least expect it." He was quiet, gathering his strength again. "Then," he continued, "when I saw . . . what Slaughter did at the reverend's house . . . I knew what you were. What you are."
"What is that?"
"My chance," said Walker, looking into Matthew's eyes, "to walk the Sky Road."
Matthew said nothing.
"Though I am insane . . . and taunted by demons . . . confused in my mind," he went on, "I may be accepted home by the Great Spirits . . . if I can help you catch this mad wolf. This creature . . . who can not be endured, among civilized men. The Great Spirits don't see red skin, or white. They see only the war between good and evil, which makes the world what it is. And they charge us to be their weapons. Their strength. They charge us . . . to be their arrows, and fly true." He nodded, with the sun on his face. "You have given me my chance to fly true," he said. "But first . . . we have to catch the monster. We have to pull his teeth." He coughed, spat dark blood onto the ground beside him and studied it. "Not good," he said, with a slight frown. "We have much to do before I become . . . the spirits willing . . . a walker in three worlds. Will you help me up?"
Matthew did. When Walker was steady, he asked for his bow to be returned to its sheath and the sheath slung across his shoulder, along with the quiver of arrows. He had his knife in its fringed belt and his rawhide bag of dried meat, which was nearly gone. On his face the black paint was smeared, the spirit symbols blurred by rain, sweat, and circumstance. He had lost a few feathers, but he was ready.
Matthew put the loaded pistol and the waterflask into his shooter's bag and the bag's strap over his shoulder. He looked at his black tricorn, which lay on the ground where he'd left it last night. He decided he didn't want it anymore, since two snakes had worn it. Then he was ready too. He offered his shoulder for Walker to lean against, but the Indian didn't even grace that gesture with a glance; Walker went on, slowly at first, as if over hot coals, but then with his hand positioned firmly against the bloody bandage he set off at a decent speed following the red spots and splatters that marked Slaughter's trail.
The sun continued its ascent. Within an hour, Matthew noted that Walker's pace had slowed dramatically and the Indian was limping on his left leg. When Matthew again offered to give support, Walker shook his head. His face was ashen, and glistened with sweat.
Walker was right about the trail being easy to follow. Though the blood spots had stopped, there was clear evidence of the passage of three people. The ground cover showed a plentitude of broken twigs and crushed weeds, and at one point Matthew stopped to examine an area under some pines that indicated dead needles had been brushed aside for someone to sit down. He could envision Lark's hand, trying to make her mother comfortable even on this march of terror. They might have rested here until daybreak. In the thicket nearby he found a few ragged pieces of blue cloth, trimmed with yellow, and held them up for Walker to see.
"The mother's apron," Walker said; his eyes were sunken and bloodshot. "Made himself . . . a bandage."
They kept going. With the passage of another hour, Walker did not resist when Matthew put an arm around him to keep him upright. Every so often Walker spat blood upon the ground, and now his knees were weak and Matthew knew he couldn't go on much longer.
They were moving through an area of large white boulders shaded by yellow elms when Matthew noted Walker kept looking over his shoulder. By now the Indian was all but stumbling, and he had begun to half-mutter, half-sing a strange rhythm in his own language.
"Matthew," Walker whispered, his eyes heavy-lidded. "Stop here."
Matthew instantly obeyed, and helped him sit against one of the boulders. Walker's hand came up and grasped the front of Matthew's jacket.
"Someone behind us," he said.
"Behind us?" Matthew looked back along the trail they'd come, but saw only trees, brush and rocks. A spear of panic pierced him; was it possible Slaughter had circled around?
"Following," Walker said thickly. Bloody foam had collected in the corners of his mouth. "I saw him . . . twice. Very fast."
"Saw who?"
"Death," came the answer. "He is near, but . . . he stays back."
Matthew again fixed his gaze along the trail, and focused on detecting the slightest movement—human or otherwise—among the trees. There was nothing. He crouched beside Walker, who was breathing raggedly and holding his side as if to keep his organs from spilling out. "I'm going to go ahead," he said quietly. "You stay here and—"
"Die?" Through his delirium, Walker gave him a savage, fearsome grin. "Not yet. I'm not ready. Help me."
"You can't go any further."
"I'll say . . . when I'm done. Not yet."
Again Matthew helped him to his feet. They passed through the jumble of boulders and found, just on the other side, a narrow but obviously well-used track that came up an incline from the right and led off into the forest on the left. Whether it was another Indian trail or a pathway used by fur trappers, Matthew didn't know. Fresh boot and shoe marks in the dirt showed that Slaughter was continuing his relentless advance to reach Philadelphia, with captives or not, and had gone left in the southerly direction.
In another few minutes, during which Matthew feared Walker was surely at the end of his strength, they came out of the forest and faced a new obstacle.
Before them was a ravine, about thirty feet in width. When Matthew stood at the edge and looked down, he saw gray rocks fifty feet below, and that same stream meandering on its way to the nearest river. A rope bridge had been strung across the ravine, but it was history; though it was still tied to its supports on this side, it had been cut away on the other, and now hung useless.
Matthew cursed under his breath. It was certainly Slaughter's work. How far would they have to go to find another way? The answer was quick in coming, for when Matthew looked to the right he saw, at a distance of forty or so yards, a massive dead oak that had been felled in some turbulent windstorm, its roots wrenched up from the earth on this side and its branches entangled in the foliage on the other.
Though Walker's vision was fading, it was still strong enough for him to judge the situation. "Careful," he whispered. "This is the place."
Matthew knew it was. Slaughter had made sure of that by destroying the bridge. He opened his shooter's bag and withdrew his still-loaded pistol.
"I can't . . . get across that," Walker said, "unless I grow . . . wings." 
"Come on," Matthew told him. "Hold onto me." They pushed through the underbrush and vines alongside the ravine, as rays of the sun streamed down through the trees. Birds chirped and sang overhead. Matthew was thinking furiously while watching the thicket on the far side. Crossing by way of that tree would be precarious for him; would it be impossible for Walker? Maybe another rope bridge could be found across, but how far might that be? A mile or more? If at all?
Matthew thought maybe . . . maybe . . . they both could sit on the trunk and pull themselves over. They could go slowly. As slowly as it took. But . . . if this was the place, then Slaughter had to be somewhere nearby with the women, maybe watching them right now. The longer it took to cross, the longer either one of them would be a target for Slaughter's pistol, and he knew which one of them would be the first man shot.
Walker knew also. "Here," he said wearily. "Let me . . . sit down. Here."
Matthew eased him to a sitting position on the ground, leaning against the oak near its base where the gnarled roots had burst forth.
"My bow. My quiver," Walker said. "Put them next to me."
Matthew did as he asked, and then he knelt beside the Indian. "Can I . . . " He had to stop, and begin again. "Can I do anything for you?"
"You can go on. Quickly. With . . . great care, Matthew. With eyes . . . always open . . . in all directions."
"All right," Matthew said.
"Hear me." Some strength had returned to the ragged husk of Walker's voice; he was a valiant brave, right to the end. "I will die . . . but I shall not . . . perish. I charge you . . . to be my arrow. And if you . . . if you ever get back . . . to my village . . . tell my father I might have . . . been insane . . . but . . . I was a true son." His bloody hand came up and pressed Matthew's arm. "Will you?"
Matthew nodded. "I will," he answered.
Walker gave a half-smile. His eyes slid shut. Then he abruptly opened them again, as if he'd remembered something vitally important. "Do you . . . want the watch back?"
"Oh, what a sad and stirring sight!" came the mocking voice, from the other side of the ravine.
Matthew felt Walker's hand fall away from him as he stood up and turned to face Tyranthus Slaughter, who had emerged from the woods. In his right hand Slaughter was holding his pistol; in the hand sinister was gripped the cord he had made from Faith's apron, which served to bind the women's wrists one to another. The bandage he had also cut from the cloth was tied around his head, and Matthew noted with satisfaction the dark splotch of blood on the left side just above the ear, which was itself crusted with gore. Slaughter kept the women in front of him as a shield. Even so, Matthew noted that Slaughter's clothing had improved: brown breeches, white stockings, a gray shirt and a beige coat. The strap of a brown canvas haversack slung diagonally across his chest. He knew whose boots were on the killer's feet.
"That red bastard got me," Slaughter said. "Just a nick, though. Be right as rain in a few days." He grinned, showing a mouthful of teeth which appeared larger now that he was clean-shaven. "Matthew, Matthew, Matthew!" He made a clucking noise with his tongue and rested the pistol's barrel on Lark's shoulder. "Keep that gun down by your side, now. Don't touch the striker. Tell me: what am I going to do with you?"
Matthew made a quick examination of Lark and Faith, who stood tethered by the killer's cord. Faith had left this world; she stood with her face downcast, her hair in her eyes. Her mouth was moving, perhaps repeating in her mind over and over some moment of childhood that sustained her even on this black morning. Like a child, also, she looked to have tripped and fallen on their journey here, for her nose and chin were both skinned and bloodied and dead leaves clung to the front of her dress.
Lark's eyes, though swollen red and surrounded by dark hollows, still held the shine of intelligence. She had been recently slapped, for a handprint showed on her left cheek. Matthew saw the vivid scratches where Slaughter's fingernails had caught her. She stared silently across the divide at him, and lifted her chin as a way to tell him she was yet all there in the mind.
"Well," Matthew said, as easily as he could with Slaughter's pistol aimed in his general direction, "you can drop your gun, untie the ladies, crawl across this oak like the slug you are and give yourself up, for I am arresting you in the name of New York, both town and colony, the Queen's Constable, the Queen herself, and the country of England. How does that sound?"
His intention had been for Slaughter to lose his temper, blow himself up like a bullfrog, and take a shot; the distance between them—near forty feet, from where Matthew was standing at the oak's roots—would severely test the flintlock's accuracy, and Matthew thought that if push came to shove he could get off his own prayerful shot and scramble across that damned tree before Slaughter could reload. He hoped.
But alas, it was not to be. Slaughter just laughed; the slow tolling of funeral bells freighted the air. "You are worthy," he said, when his laughter was done. He didn't say worthy of what, but Matthew suspected he meant worthy of a slow, excruciating execution.
"Lark?" Matthew spoke to the girl, but kept his eyes on Slaughter's trigger finger. "Are you all right?"
"Never been better," Slaughter said. "A little piece of custard pie, this one is." His arm moved, and now the pistol's barrel played with her locks of blonde hair. "Want the leftovers?"
Matthew felt the slow boil of rage in his guts. Taunting me to lose my temper and take the first shot, he thought. As Walker had said, You know him well. I think he must know you
well, too.
"Matthew?" Lark's voice was steady; she had not given up, she had not broken. She was, he thought, an incredibly strong girl. If they got out of this, he would take both of them to New York, find care for her mother and . . . what? Somehow erase all this horror from Lark's mind? "I want you to know," she went on, "that . . . I . . . my mother and I . . . we're—"
"Blah de blah blah," Slaughter interrupted. "Is he dead?" 
Matthew looked down at Walker. The Indian lay motionless, gray-faced, his eyes open but seeing nothing. A trickle of blood had leaked from his mouth. "Yes," Matthew answered. 
"Throw the body over," Slaughter said. 
Matthew stared across at the other man. "You come do it." 
"I gave you an order, young sir." 
"I'm not in your army." He offered a purposefully-mocking smile. "I'm surprised at you! A stalwart soldier, afraid of a dead Indian? He was my friend, Slaughter; I'm not throwing him over like a grainsack." 
Slaughter paused; he worked his tongue in and out of his cheeks, and then he said brightly, "Leave him for the buzzards then, I don't give a shit. The business at hand, Matthew, concerns your coming across that tree. When you set foot on this side, and I blow your brains out, the two little squats go free. My word of honor. And as I told you, I never lie to men who are not fools. You, sir, have proven yourself to be no fool. Stupid, yes, but a fool . . . no. Therefore, I do not lie."
"I appreciate the compliment. But being no fool, I should have to ask . . . after my departure from this earthly realm, how long will they remain free?"
"Ahhhhh," said Slaughter, and grinned again. "Ouch! You're making my head hurt."
"Your truths are lies, Slaughter," Matthew told him. "You know I'm going to follow you, wherever you go. You know I'm not going to stop." His heart was beating hard at this presumption that he would still be alive in the next few minutes. "If you give yourself up, here and now, I promise—"
"That the fucking noose doesn't cause me to shit in my pants?" Slaughter had nearly roared it, making Faith jump and give a muffled little child's cry. "That I get a garland of red roses upon my fucking grave?" His face had also bloomed rose-red, so much so that small creepers of blood began to appear at his nostrils. In his rage he had swollen up again, all huge shoulders and massive monster's chest, spittle upon his lips and the red lamp of murder in the pond-ice eyes. "You idiot! You charlatan of a constable! What can you promise me?"
Matthew was silent until the tirade had passed. Then he said, "I promise that I will endeavor to buy you a title before you are hanged, and that it will be so marked on your stone." Katherine Herrald would have special connections; maybe she could be talked into arranging it.
Slaughter's face froze, his mouth half-open. Slowly, very slowly, his expression began to thaw. "Well said," he allowed. "The one thing I so devoutly wish, given to me . . . what? . . . an hour before I swing? And possibly marked on a black brick at the ass-end of Hammer's Alley? Oh but it's impossible, Matthew, bless your heart; you see, even if I was fool enough to give myself up, as you put it, I wouldn't live to cross the Atlantic."
"And why might that be?"
"I have," he said, "a very strict employer."
Matthew frowned, puzzled by that statement. Employer? He was about to ask who that was when Slaughter thumbed his pistol to full-cock and held it against the side of Lark's head.
"You will throw your gun over," Slaughter directed, staring cold-eyed and remorseless at his enemy. "Now, young sir, or I shall have to scorch some blonde hair."
Matthew had no doubt it would be done. Though Slaughter couldn't reload again before Matthew got across the log, that would be no help for Lark. His bullpup was useless at this range. He could refuse . . . and then what? No, he had to get closer to Slaughter. Try to make the man take a shot. He threw the gun into the ravine.
"The shooter's bag, too. Let's not be hiding anything I don't know about." When it was gone, Slaughter lowered the gun but kept it aimed between Matthew and the girl. "Sensible. Now we shall see what sort of a true-blue knight you really are. Come across the tree, like a good lad."
"Matthew!" Lark called, but he didn't look at her. 
"Hush," Slaughter said. "Let him do what he must." 
Matthew slowly climbed up on the oak and, sitting on it, began to slide himself forward. It was a very long way down, upon the treacherous rocks. His throat was dry; his mouth had no spit in it. He heard himself breathing like a bellows while his mind raced to figure how to save their lives. If he could make Slaughter fire a shot before he got too much closer . . . but the distance was narrowing, and he might just have to leap at Slaughter and take his chances that the ball would not kill him outright. For this Englishman, time did not stop nor stand still. "A little faster, if you please," Slaughter said. "Don't mind your breeches, where you're going they'll give you a fresh pair with your name sewn across the bum, I'm sure."
Onward Matthew pushed himself, and now he was nearly halfway across. His legs were dangling over. He thought how much he'd hate it if he lost one of his moccasins. The sweat had beaded on his face; it ran in rivulets under his shirt.
"I will make it quick. That I would do for any worthy opponent. Right in the back of the head. Candle snuffed, the end. I'll do the same for them as well."
"Matthew!" Lark called, and when he looked at her he saw she had grasped her mother's hand. A strange kind of light gleamed in her eyes. Madness? Determination? "Just try, is all I ask."
"Oh, he's trying all right," Slaughter replied. "He's trying to think how to get out of this. Can't you see his eyes going 'round and 'round?" He moved out from behind the women and motioned with the pistol's barrel. "Come, come!" 
"My mother and I . . . are already dead, Matthew," said Lark. And of Faith she asked the question, "Do you believe in God?"
Yes, Momma. Had it been spoken, or had Matthew only imagined it?
"Do you believe that we need fear no darkness, for He lights our way?"
Yes, Momma. 
"Stop that nonsense!" Slaughter said. 
"Do you believe in the promise of Heaven?" Lark asked.
Did Faith answer, or not? Yes, Momma.
"So do I," said the girl. 
With one quick, strong, sure movement she tore the cord out of Slaughter's hand. 
Making a leap forward, Lark threw herself and her mother over the edge.
They fell silently. 
Matthew saw them hit the rocks like two dolls all dressed up in lace.
He had a shout in his throat, but it lodged there like a stone. His eyes filled with tears.
Slaughter peered over the edge. He scratched his chin with the pistol's barrel. 
"Women!" he said with an air of disgust, and then he took the gun in a two-handed grip, held it at arm's length toward Matthew, and pulled the trigger.






Twenty-Five
In the brief delay between the flare of the flashpan and the ball leaving the gun, Matthew gripped hold of a broken stub where a branch had been and flattened himself against the trunk. At almost the same time, he was aware of something going past his shoulder on the left side; he heard a high-pitched zip, and his ear tingled in the disturbance of air.
The gun cracked. Matthew heard the ball tear through foliage on the other side of the ravine. He looked up to see the shaft of an arrow still vibrating in the meat of Slaughter's upper right shoulder. Slaughter too was regarding it with an expression of curiosity, the pistol's smoking barrel uptilted where the arrow's force had altered his aim.
Then Matthew looked over his shoulder to see that Walker had slowly and painfully, inch by inch, angled his body to get a shot. The bow fell from the Indian's hand. He remained sitting upright, supported by the mass of roots behind him. His eyes were open, unblinking, and now truly focused on something beyond Matthew's world.
Slaughter crashed away through the woods. Matthew was torn for an instant about what to do; he scrambled back across the tree to Walker's side, and there he found that the last breath had been drawn, the last bit of strength spent, the last measure of will used up.
My finest scene was a death sprawl, Walker had said, in which I lay motionless at center stage for three minutes with my eyes open.
But the damnable part of it was that Matthew had thought Walker was already dead. Jonathan Redskin . . . the Savage Adam . . . the Lucifer of the New World . . . 
They had all left the stage.
Matthew took Walker's knife. Something came over him that was a resolve greater than courage; he knew he was likely to die today, and possibly in the next few minutes, but it didn't matter. He was ready for that. His mind shut off to anything and everything but chasing Slaughter down, and he stood up, half-ran and half-jumped along the tree without looking at the bodies below, and then he was in the woods sprinting at full speed along the path Slaughter had just trampled.
Beyond the ravine, the land sloped sharply downward. Matthew tore through low-hanging pine branches and flinched as vines whipped his face. His eyes darted back and forth. He jumped a mass of tangled roots, landed off-balance and felt a twinge of pain along his right ankle, but it didn't slow him a stride. He kept going, and then through the next group of trees he saw Slaughter running on the decline below him, bursting his way through the foliage like any wounded wild beast might.
Slaughter ran without a backwards glance. Matthew saw him fumbling with the haversack as he fled. Trying to load the pistol while moving? He didn't think even a killer of Slaughter's experience could do that; more likely he was getting everything he needed to hand, and looking for a secure place to stop, pour the powder and ram the ball.
Matthew had to get to him first.
Pine needles slid under his feet. One slip here and he would be on his face. Ahead of him, Slaughter's foot caught on something and he staggered, nearly falling before he crashed off a birch tree and righted himself. Still they ran downhill, Matthew steadily closing the distance, and then Matthew heard above his own harsh breathing the noise of water rushing over stones.
Ahead, down at the bottom of this hill where the trees stood thick and colored vivid scarlet, Matthew saw a fast-moving stream. It ran to the left, between rocky banks, and turned the wheel of a watermill, a vine-covered wooden structure with a brown peaked roof. Through the trees Matthew caught the quick glimpse of a village maybe a quarter-mile distant and further below: small houses, white church, smoking chimneys. One of the villages on the outskirts of Philadelphia.
Slaughter made for the watermill. This time he dared a glance to judge Matthew's progress, and with a bound he was up the mill's three stone steps. He whirled around, facing his pursuer. Matthew saw the powderhorn come out of the bag. Saw Slaughter's arm moving in a blur to seat the patch and ball. Saw the gleam of the ramrod as it slid from the socket.
Matthew felt vines grab at his ankles. He tore free, and was racing toward the steps when he saw the ramrod go down into the barrel.
Ramrod out. Powder in the flashpan. Flashpan snapped shut.
I'm not going to get there, he thought.
Gun swivelling toward him. Thumb on striker.
Striker going back.
Firing position.
The gun was in Matthew's face, and he saw the striker fall as he was jumping forward up the steps, pushing with every ounce of strength in his legs, the knife in his hand already streaking out.
He heard the click of the flint and the hiss of the sparks. Smoke enveloped him, but before the gun fired and the ball came out the pistol was deflected, because Matthew had chopped an arm into Slaughter's wrist and stabbed at his ribs. But just that fast Slaughter had already sideslipped; he caught Matthew's arm to prevent the knife from biting, and their backward momentum took them crashing through the door.
They tumbled together amid the mill's inner workings. The rotation of the pit wheel, the wallower and the great spur wheel made a noise like muffled thunder. Matthew and Slaughter fell across a planked floor thick with yellow dust and the decay of thousands of dead leaves blown in through the glassless windows. Matthew had not let go of the knife, and as he rolled away from Slaughter he took it with him. Slaughter got up fast, his face pallid with dust and his eyes full of murder. Matthew saw him swell up and become monstrous, huge of shoulders and chest. The arrow's shaft had snapped off at the midpoint in their collision, but the way the man moved he seemed to be suffering no sensation of pain.
Slaughter flung the pistol end-over-end at Matthew, who dodged aside in time to save his teeth. Slaughter then reached into his haversack. He brought out a wicked-looking knife with a horn handle. Matthew thought it was likely the blade he'd used to sever the rope bridge. A dark brown stain below its handle testified to other work as well.
Without hesitation Slaughter rushed Matthew, whipping the knife back and forth. Matthew retreated, striking here and there with the blade but finding only empty air where a body had been. Even wounded, the man possessed a fearsome speed and agility.
"Just lie down, lie down," Slaughter breathed, as he circled. "Lie down, let me kill you, just lie down."
Matthew had no intention of lying down. But he was still backing away, his own knife ready to stab into Slaughter's guts if he had to. Slaughter followed, like a man who smells a particularly juicy cut of steak.
Slaughter feinted and drew back. He moved to the right, the knife carving slow circles in the air. Slaughter's eyes never left Matthew's. There came another feint followed by a fast strike toward Matthew's chest, which he recognized and dodged almost a second too late. He struck out with his own knife, intending to get under Slaughter's guard arm as the man righted himself, but then realized with sickening certainty that he was far too slow, for Slaughter's free hand clamped hard on his wrist. The horn-handled knife rose up. Matthew grasped the arm before it fell. They struggled, slamming back against the wall. A set of shelves collapsed, and with them a box of wooden tools and three or four oak buckets that rolled about the room.
As they fought, straining against each other, Slaughter's dust-streaked face came in toward Matthew's. Closer, and closer still, until Matthew feared the man would try to bite his nose off. Then Slaughter began to laugh, deeply and slowly, as the increasing pressure from his grip numbed Matthew's fingers. The ragged fingernails dug into his wrist. Matthew felt the knife began to slip.
"Just a little more, now," Slaughter whispered, right up in his face. "Starting to break, isn't it? Listen for the bones to snap!"
And then Slaughter twisted Matthew's wrist so fiercely searing pain coursed along the tortured arm through his neck and paralyzed him. He cried out, equally in panic as well as pain, as the knife fell from his frozen hand to the floor. Slaughter released Matthew's wrist to jab at his eyes with the fingernails, an effort Matthew was able to deflect even as he clung desperately to Slaughter's knife arm. Slaughter then grasped the front of Matthew's buckskin jacket, and with a display of awesome one-handed strength whirled around and flung him across the chamber to crash heavily into the base of the opposite wall.
Matthew got up on his knees. He tasted blood. The room swam about him.
Slaughter came toward him almost leisurely, the knife at his side. He was hardly breathing heavily. "Dear Matthew! Don't you know by now? It would take two of you to polish me off. Alas, there is only—"
One of the wooden buckets was within Matthew's reach. He picked it up and hurled it at the man's head. 
Slaughter dodged, snake-quick, but not quick enough that the bucket didn't glance off his wounded scalp. Its passage tore the bandage away, brought a hiss from between Slaughter's teeth and caused blood to stream anew from the hideous, raw red furrow above his ear. "Damn it!" he shouted, staggering back and clasping a hand to the injury. How dare you, was his tone of voice. He blinked rapidly; blood was in his eye. "Damn—" 
He never finished the second oath, because Matthew had gotten to his feet and now he hit the man in the mouth as hard as he could. Even falling, Slaughter swung out with the knife; it slashed across Matthew's chest, carving through buckskin, waistcoat cloth and shirt linen as cleanly as it had cut through the burnt crust of a ham. 
Slaughter went down on his back, making the planks squeal and tremble. Matthew had no time to worry about a slashed chest. He stomped on the knife hand; once, twice, again . . . did the man have a grip of iron? Slaughter was trying to grab Matthew's leg, and then he reached up and caught the jacket, but the fingers of his other hand had sprung their knuckles and the knife was loose. Matthew bent down to get it but again Slaughter's nails came at his face. He kicked at the knife, if only to remove it from the killer's immediate choices, and the weapon of murderous destruction slid up under one of the revolving wheels.
Slaughter was on his knees. The arrow wound was running crimson through his hair. Matthew hit him in the mouth again, but Slaughter just grinned with bloody teeth. A fist struck Matthew in the chest and made his lungs hitch for air, another blow smashed him on the right cheekbone and a third hit his jaw and rocked his head back, and then the killer was up and driving him across the floor toward the mechanisms, where a set of pyramid-shaped teeth in one of the groaning gearwheels could very well scrape a face from a skull.
That was Slaughter's intent. He bent Matthew's face toward the teeth, put a hand on the back of his head and pushed. Matthew resisted, the cords and muscles of his neck straining. He thrashed to escape, frantically throwing both elbows, but the man's grip was just too strong. Matthew knew that in another few seconds his fast-dwindling strength would be history, and so too would he be when Slaughter polished him off. Still he fought, and still he knew he was losing. He heard Slaughter grunt when an elbow crashed against his chest, but it was only a matter of time.
Matthew felt himself going. Felt himself giving up, whether he wanted to or not. Try? He had tried. Tried all he could. It was not to be. And all those deaths . . . all for nothing . . . 
Slaughter released one hand to pound him across the back of the head, which made red comets shoot through his brain. And from the gloom that was closing in on him Matthew imagined that Slaughter leaned forward, as Matthew's face hung inches over the revolving teeth, and whispered something in his ear that was strangely familiar:
"With a shove and a shriek I pass through the town, and what fast horse might ride me down?"
Very soon, now. Very soon.
Try. I'm sorry, he thought. I am all tried out.
Something hit the wheel. 
Not his face. Something that sounded like pebbles. Someone had just thrown a handful of pebbles into the room, is what it sounded like. Matthew heard them—four or five, it might have been—hit the wheel and bounce off; one struck the side of his neck and gave him a sting.
All at once Slaughter cast him aside like dirty laundry. Matthew fell to his knees. He stared down at the floor where his own blood was dripping. He was used up, nothing left. He thought he was going to pass out in another few seconds, and lie here like a lamb for the . . . well, yes.
"Who's there?" he heard Slaughter roar. The man stalked to the nearest window, which looked toward the woods. "Who's there, please?" The diplomat at work. "This is a private matter!"
Matthew saw something roll past his face. His eyes followed it.
It was a marble.
Green, it appeared to be. No, not altogether green. It had within it a swirl of blue.
Matthew was dazed. He had seen that before. Hadn't he? Somewhere.
"Show yourself!" Slaughter shouted. He reached into his haversack again—his bottomless bag of horrors, it seemed—and this time brought out the razor, which had an evil glint about it that Matthew had never noted in his own shaving-glass.
"Somebody's spying on us," he heard the man mutter. "I'll fix 'em, just you wait there. I'll fix 'em." And then, louder, "Come on in! Where are you?" 
Matthew didn't wish to stay for the cutting party. He looked over his shoulder. At one of the windows on the opposite side of the mill.
If he was going, it was time to get.
Matthew hauled himself up. 
With the desperate urgency of someone fleeing Satan Incarnate he ran or hobbled or somehow got to the window. As he heard Slaughter bellow and start after him, he flung himself through the frame.
For a few seconds he was actually riding on top of the watermill's wheel, for he had come out amid the blades. Then he was on the downward slope, he banged the right side of his head on a slat, and suddenly he was in cold water that rushed him away from the mill. How deep the stream was he didn't know, but if his feet dragged the bottom he wasn't aware of it. The chill of the water had given him a start, but now everything was darkening once more, getting hazy around the edges. He went past several half-submerged rocks that he tried to grasp, but the stream was fast and his reflexes seemed to be several seconds behind his intentions. The stream curved to the right, spun him around in white water eddies and picked up more speed.
If Greathouse could see him now, he thought. It was to laugh at, really. To laugh at until one wept. He had the strength of a wet feather. His vision was fading; everything was giving out on him, he had blood in his mouth and a knot on his head and maybe, he thought, this was the end of it. Because his face kept going down into the water, and he couldn't seem to keep his head up.
His chance to get Slaughter was gone. That was to laugh at, as well. Had he ever possessed a chance to "get" Slaughter? He doubted it. The man was unstoppable.
He was very, very tired. His feet found no bottom. The stream was speeding him along, and now Matthew heard a roaring noise that at any other time might have secured his full attention but that now only made him think his life was numbered in minutes and there was not much to be done about that.
There was a waterfall ahead.
He let his neck relax, and his face slipped into the water. He felt like a floating bruise. He felt like an utter failure. There was not much to be done about that, either.
Oh, but he could try, couldn't he?
No, there would be no more trying. Not today. He just wanted to drift, to some land where there was neither pain of mind nor body.
He lifted his face up. The water hissed, rushing past boulders with mossy beards. On either side of the stream was thick forest. He could see a fog ahead; a mist, it was. The waterfall's spume. He felt a rocky bottom under his feet, which then fell away again. The sound of falling water was louder, and he wondered how steep the drop would be. He might tumble into a deep, swirling pool, or he might come down on more boulders and drown with shattered bones. He hoped it would be quick.
I charge you to be my arrow, Walker had said.
And Lark speaking: Reach up . . . reach up . . . 
Matthew saw he was going to pass one of the big rocks, just a few feet to his right. Once beyond that, it was over the falls and done.
If he died, he thought, Slaughter would go on and on, truly unstoppable. If he died, then Walker and Lark had offered up their lives for nothing.
It was a hard thing to think about. It caused him, in a way, to want to die. To punish himself, maybe, for being so weak.
The big rock was coming up, very fast.
He began to weep, for Walker and Lark, for her family, for himself too.
Because he realized very clearly that his lot in life was not some place beyond pain of mind and body. His lot in life was, in fact, directly in harm's way. He had asked for that, when he'd signed on with the Herrald Agency. And maybe that was the lot in life of all people, and realizing that either broke you or built you. Just as Lark said her father told her: there were only two directions in life, up or down. He was looking at that big rock coming nearer, and as he wept he was thinking that the good thing about tears is sometimes they wash your eyes clear.
Slaughter would be along soon, for sure. Looking for him, to finish the job. Matthew thought he maybe had seven or eight minutes. Maybe. But if he only had two minutes, or one minute, he ought to get out of this stream and not let a waterfall break Walker's arrow.
The big rock was right there.
Painfully, Matthew kicked toward it, and he reached up.
It took him a long time to get out. Seven minutes? Ten? He had no idea. He was hurt and hurting, no doubt about it. Spitting blood from a cut inside his mouth where his own teeth had bitten flesh, his head throbbing, his vision fading in and out, the muscles of his legs stiff and cramping, his neck nearly wrenched. But he got out by swimming from one big rock to the next, grabbing hold of the mossy beards and pulling himself onward, until at last he could stand up and hobble into the woods.
He staggered like a drunk through the dense thicket, lost his footing almost at once and slid into a hollow full of vines and fallen leaves. There he lay on his back, the world slowly spinning around him. He hoped that if Slaughter followed the stream he might think the waterfall had done his work for him; still, Matthew knew he was not safe, that he ought to get up and keep moving, but he could not. He forced himself to turn over, get up on his knees and start digging into the leaves, winnowing himself in like a wounded mole.
It was while he was occupied at this camouflage that he heard the voice through the woods.
"All right, come out! Do you hear?"
Matthew's heart nearly burst. He flattened his body and pressed into the leaves. The smell of dirt and decay was up his nostrils. He stopped breathing.
"What kind of game are you playing at?" Slaughter shouted. "Can't you see I'm hurt, I don't have time for this!"
Matthew didn't move.
"You have the wrong impression!" Slaughter went on. His voice was moving. "I was attacked! That thief tried to kill me!"
Matthew heard him crunching through leaves alongside the stream. He's not speaking to me, Matthew realized. He's speaking to whoever threw the pebbles. Not pebbles . . . marbles. But who?
"Come out, let's talk about this!"
Matthew knew that the razor would do most of the talking. Slaughter was silent; he'd continued on, away from Matthew's hiding-place. Had he looked over the falls? Seen anything that might lead him to believe a certain constable from New York was deader than yesterday's codfish pie?
Matthew could breathe again, but he still didn't move. He didn't think he could move, even if he wished. He was safe here, buried in all these leaves. At least he had the illusion of safety, and that was all he could ask for.
"All right, then!" he heard Slaughter shout, some distance away. The voice was ragged and tired; the beast was also in pain. "As you please!"
Then, nothing more.
Matthew thought of calling for help to whoever had thrown the pebbles—marbles—but the thought was short-lived. Slaughter might still be near enough to hear. What would Slaughter do next? Matthew wondered. His mind was sluggish, filling up with dark mud. What would any man with an arrow in his shoulder and a bloody gash across his scalp do? Find a doctor while he could still stand up. He would go down to that village—Caulder's Crossing or whatever it was—and find a doctor to mend him.
Matthew decided he should rest here for awhile. A short while. Slaughter wasn't going anywhere fast. Matthew needed some rest. He needed some strength. He would let himself rest here until he was sure he could walk again without falling, he thought. Then he would get up, and he would go down in search of the doctor. No . . . better to find the town's constable first. Tell him to bring a gun or two, or three. Also bring about five more men.
I'm not done, Matthew thought. Not finished.
His eyes were closed, though he hadn't remembered closing them.
He did not drift off; he plunged into an abyss.
When his eyes opened again, the light had faded to purple. He had no idea at first where he was, or why. Night is coming on, he thought. Why am I buried, and in what? Everything suddenly came back in a jumble and rush, a madman's picture book. He had to get up now, he told himself. Slaughter was down in the village, wherever that was from here. Get up, get up! 
Matthew moved, but the pain that throbbed through him—from arms, legs, scalp, cheekbone, chest, everywhere it seemed—put quit to that intention. He felt as if his bones had been yanked from their sockets and thrust back in at crooked angles. He might have groaned, he didn't know. Some small frightened animal darted away. Slowly, against every bruise that shouted his name, he started digging out of the leaves. His head ached fiercely, and it seemed to take tremendous effort and concentration to do anything. He was the one who needed the doctor, he thought. Maybe later, after Slaughter was behind bars. 
Get up, get up! Now! 
He tried. His feet slipped out from under him. He rolled down into underbrush and stickers.
The purple light darkened. Matthew felt the chill of the night around him, but the earth was warm.
He would try again in a little while, he thought. Not yet. He wasn't strong enough yet. But he wasn't done, he told himself. He wasn't finished. Neither would he give up, no matter what. He would just keep on trying.
And that was something, wasn't it?
  






PART FIVE:
The Road to Paradise





Twenty-Six
Ollie? There' a man asking for you."
He looked up from his work at Priscilla, who had knocked first before opening the door to his workshop at the rear of the house; it was her way never to intrude upon him unless it was important, and he appreciated her value of his privacy. Which meant concentration; which meant productivity; which meant progress.
Oliver set aside his tweezers and lifted the magnification lenses clipped to his spectacles so he could see her clearly. The lenses, ground to his exacting specifications by the optician Dr. Seter Van Kampen here in Philadelphia, could make a gnat appear elephantine and a tiny gearwheel gargantuan. Not that he worked with gnats or elephants; he did not, though gearwheels of all sizes were commonplace on his desktop and now, indeed, were scattered there. But what might have been a disorderly scatter to any other man was to Oliver a comforting variety of challenges, or puzzle parts waiting to be put into their places. 
He was a man of many loves. First of all, he loved his wife. He loved the fact that she was five months pregnant, loved her plumpness and her curly brown hair, the sparkle of her eyes, the way she called him Ollie—all prim and proper in daylight, but truth be told at night she made the name sound a little wicked, indecent even, and thus the blessed event approaching—and he loved the fact that she granted him such privacy to do his work, here in the sun-splashed room with its high windows. He loved also the shine of sunlight on tweezers and calipers, metal-shears, pincers, the delicate miniature pliers, wire snippers, files, the little hammers and all the rest of his toolbox. He loved the weight and feel of brass, the grain of wood, the pungent smells of whale oil and bear grease, the beautiful God-like geometry of gear-teeth, the confidence of screws and the jollity of springs. If Priscilla would not think him too odd—and this was also why he valued his privacy—he would have professed that he had names for all his instruments, his hammers and pliers and such, and sometimes he would say quietly as he put two pieces together, "Very well, now, Alfred! Fit there into Sophie and give her a good turning!" Or some such encouagement to succeed. Which, now that he thought of it, sounded indecent too, but who ever said an inventor had to be decent? 
Or, for that matter, boring?
He also loved gunpowder. Its rich, almost earthy smell. Its promise and power. Its danger. Yes, that was part of the love, too.
"Who is it?" Oliver asked.
"He just inquired if this was the house of Oliver Quisenhunt. He said it was vital that he speak to you."
"Vital? He used that word?"
"He did. He . . . um . . . he's a little frightening in appearance. I'll go back and ask his name, if you want."
Oliver frowned. He was twenty-eight years old, had been a bachelor—a life-long bachelor, he'd assured his friends over ale at the Seven Stars Inn—until he'd met a pretty little plump curly-haired sparkling-eyed girl two years ago whose wealthy father wanted a Dutch clock in their parlor repaired. It had taken him the longest time to fix that clock. It had been strange, repairing a clock and wishing time would stop. At the same time.
"No, that's all right." He pushed his chair back and stood up. "Something so vital, I suppose we ought to find out what, eh?"
She caught his arm. "Ollie," she said, and she looked up at him imploringly. Way up, because he was rail-thin and six-feet-three-inches tall and towered above her plump little self. "He . . . he might be dangerous."
"Really? Well," he said with a smile, "danger is my business. Part of it, at least. Let's go see what he wants."
In the rooms there was a place for everything and everything in its place. One thing that Priscilla had taught him, an artist did not need to live in confusion. Did not need to fill up the house with books and scribbled-upon papers and little gearwheels and sacks of gunpowder and lead balls everywhere and underfoot clay jars full of different varieties of grease that made a terrible mess if they were broken. Indeed, not with the new Quisenhunt coming. So he had his workshop where what she termed confusion was his paradise, and she had the rest of the house, excepting of course the cellar.
He also loved the fact that she called him an artist. The first time she'd said that to him, in her father's garden, he had looked into her face and asked himself what the term life-long bachelor really meant, anyway.
Priscilla had closed the door when she went to fetch him. She stood at Oliver's side, clutching the sleeve of his cream-colored shirt. He opened the door, and the man outside turned around from observing the parade of wagons, carts and passersby on Fourth Street.
"Oliver Quisenhunt," the man said.
Oliver nodded, when his flinch had passed. He thought he might have heard a note of . . . what? . . . relief in the man's voice. And Priscilla had been right about him: this was a raw-boned and rough-edged leatherstocking straight from the woods, it appeared. Straight from the frontier where Indians hacked your limbs off and boiled them in pots for their suppers. This man looked as if he'd seen a few of those boiling pots. Maybe had barely escaped from one, as well. How old? About twenty-six, twenty-seven? It was hard to tell, with those blue bruises splotching his right cheekbone and forehead. Both his eyes were bloodshot. The left eye had a white medical plaster laid just below it. The dark hollows under his eyes, and the general grim menace of his countenance . . . was he twenty-seven, going on fifty? A few days' beard, a mess of black hair, the palms of his hands wrapped up in dirty leather, torn burgundy-colored breeches and a waistcoat the same color, stained stockings, filthy white shirt and a fringed buckskin jacket scabby with grime. On his feet were honest-to-God Indian moccasins. 
He was a scout, Oliver guessed. Someone who goes ahead to clear the way, who takes the risks only the bravest—or most foolhardy—men can face.
He thought they called that kind of man a providence rider.
"My name is Matthew Corbett," said the visitor. "May I come in?"
"Ah . . . well . . . I am very busy at present, sir. I mean to say, it would be best if you came back some other—"
"I want to talk to you about one of your inventions," Matthew plowed on. "An exploding safebox."
"An . . . exploding . . . oh. Yes. Those. You mean the keyless safe? The thief trap?"
"Whatever you call it. I just want to know how it got into the hands of a killer named Tyranthus Slaughter."
"Slaughter?" Quisenhunt searched his memory. "I'm sorry, I have no recollection of that name. I sold no thief trap to him."
"Are you sure?"
"Absolutely. I keep strict records of who buys my . . . " He almost said art. But instead he said, "Creations."
Matthew hadn't known quite what to expect from this man. Quisenhunt was thin and gangly, had hands that seemed too big for his skinny wrists and feet like longboats. He had large brown eyes and a topping of blond hair with a cowlick that shot up at the crown like an exotic plant. Thick blond eyebrows arched up over the rims of his spectacles, as if he were perpetually asking a question. Matthew already knew he was twenty-eight years old, from his inquiries, but Quisenhunt seemed younger than that. There was something almost childlike about him, in his slightly-slumped posture, or in the inflections of his voice that seemed to rise on the last word of every sentence. This impression was aided by the multitude of freckles scattered across his cherry-cheeked face. He looked to Matthew to be a strangely overgrown twelve-year-old boy wearing his father's buckled shoes, white stockings, dark brown breeches, cream-colored shirt and yellow-striped cravat. The phrase mishap of nature came to mind.
It was time to roll out the cannon. Matthew said, "I am a representative of the law from New York. In this case, you may consider me an arm of the royal court. I'm looking for Slaughter. You may have information I need."
"Oh," came the hushed response. Quisenhunt rubbed his lower lip. "Well, then . . . why aren't you in company with the Philadelphia officials? I personally know High Constable Abram Farraday."
"Yes," Matthew said. "He sent me here."
"I thought you were an Indian scout," Quisenhunt said, and almost sounded disappointed.
"May I?" Matthew made a motion of entrance.
There was an uncomfortable moment where the master of the house looked to his wife to see if she approved letting such a ragamuffin into their domain, whether he was a law man, an Indian scout, or chief of the street beggars. But then she nodded graciously at Matthew, retreated a step, and asked if he might like a nice cup of lemon water.
Quisenhunt took Matthew along a hallway and through the door to his workshop, and there Matthew saw how much a man could love his calling.
Three days ago, in the weak light of early morning, Matthew had stumbled down out of the forest into the village below the watermill. He didn't get very far before a man wearing a brown woolen cap, a gray coat and carrying a torch came out between two houses and hollered, "Who goes there?" Matthew thought it was wise he answer, because the man was also aiming a blunderbuss at him.
Indian trouble, the watchman had told him as they went to see the town's constable, by name Josaphat Newkirk. The town's name was not Caulder's Crossing but Hoornbeck, and according to the watchman was situated on the Philadelphia Pike about four miles away from the city. The Indians have got their warpaint on, the watchman told him as they walked. Matthew still had a pounding headache and his vision blurred in and out, but he could function, more or less. Hey! Did they jump you too?
Who? Matthew had asked.
The Indians, man! They're crawlin' all around here!
Hoornbeck, a small town that overlooked a picturesque lake, was in a state of high alert. Men with guns were everywhere, leading skittish horses. Women stood in groups holding babies or comforting frightened children. By the time Matthew was escorted to the constable's office in the white-washed town hall, a clerk reported that Constable Newkirk had gone out on his rounds to check with the other watchmen. Matthew had no time to waste; he asked to be taken to the town's doctor, so in a few minutes he was at the door of a white house with dark green shutters on the edge of the lake.
Dr. Martin Lowe, a big bearish man with close-cropped brown hair, a brown beard streaked with gray and brown eyes behind his spectacles, took a look at him, rushed him in and put him on a table with three candles on either side of Matthew's head. He began to examine the injuries while his wife boiled water for tea and hot towels.
"Lucky here," said the doctor, in a bass rumble that Matthew could feel in his chest. He touched the sore, blood-crusted area below Matthew's left eye. Matthew hadn't realized before now that Slaughter's fingernails had worked their magic. "You might have lost that eye if those claws had caught you any higher. And that was a bad blow to your head, from the size of the bruise. Very dangerous. How many fingers am I holding up?"
"Three," Matthew said, when he concentrated and half of the man's six fingers disappeared like wisps of smoke. 
"Mouth open. Did you swallow any teeth?" 
"Sir . . . please . . . listen . . . I'm not here about myself. I'm looking for a man who probably came in . . . " What day was this? "Yesterday." Slaughter was simple enough to describe. "He would have had an arrow in his upper right arm." 
"You mean Lord Shelby's land speculator, Sir Edmond Grudge. Constable Newkirk brought him in."
"Sir Edmund Grudge?" 
"He had a terrible time of it. Indians ambushed his party. Wiped 'em out, not five miles from town. I sewed up that gash in his head, took the arrowhead out of his arm and did what I could. Gave him a bottle of brandy to ease his pain."
"And where is he now?"
"I said he ought to stay here and let me watch him overnight, but he wanted to get a room at the tavern. The Peartree Inn, alongside the Pike. Damned if he's not a strong-willed man."
"I've got to go." Matthew had started to get off the table, but suddenly there were two bearish, brown-bearded doctors in the room holding him down.
"Not so fast, now. Sir Grudge is due back by ten o'clock, which is a little more than two hours. I'm to check his stitches again. In the meantime, let me work on you, and tell me what the hell happened."
Within five minutes, Lowe was out the door like a shot to track down Constable Newkirk.
It was awhile before they returned, because to add to the confusion of the day Matthew later learned that Newkirk had been out talking to a watchman whose eyes were evidently not so watchful, for his horse had been untied and stolen from a hitching-post on Main Street hardly an hour before. Then Newkirk, a lean gray-haired man with the sad face of a dog that just wants to sleep in peace, listened intently to Matthew's tale, which made him look even sadder. He lit his pipe, blew smoke, and said, "All right, then," with a sigh as if that explained everything. "Let me get some men together, and we'll go pay a visit to Sir Grudge. Whatever his damned name is."
When Matthew heard about the stolen horse, he'd figured of course Slaughter had taken the beast and pounded away the last few miles to Philadelphia. But the constable had a different story for Matthew when he returned from The Peartree Inn.
"Seems your Mr. Slaughter had himself a good meal last night," Newkirk said as he puffed his pipe and Lowe applied the plaster to Matthew's wound. "Everybody wanted to hear about the Indians and pay his bill. He told some big ones. Fooled me, he did. Except the last trouble we had with the red men was more than six, seven years ago. You recall, Martin. They burned down Keltey's barn, set fire to his haystacks."
"I recall."
"Ran around hollerin' a little while, shot some arrows into the roof and then they went." Newkirk whistled and made a motion with his hand to represent how fast they had gone. "Back into the woods. Their kingdom. Well, he fooled me."
"He stole the horse," Matthew said. "Is that right?"
"The horse? Oh, Ben Witt's horse? No, I don't think so. Unless he was in two places at once. Your Mr. Slaughter"—Matthew wished he would stop saying that—"took up with a tradesman last night at the inn. Peddler told Daisy—that would be Daisy Fisk, my daughter-in-law—that he was headin' to Philadelphia. Had all his wares in a wagon. Well, your Mr. Slaughter left with the tradesman before somebody stole Ben's horse."
Having delivered that unwelcome news, Newkirk just stood there puffing.
"Constable?" Matthew waved smoke away from his face. "Why don't you send out some fast riders? Maybe they can catch him before—"
"Already in the big town by now," Newkirk replied. "Their problem, now." He scratched his pate and gazed out the window at the lake as if he would give up everything he owned for a morning of fishing. "At last," he said. "You say there're some bodies out in the woods?"
"This young man can't go anywhere for a while," the doctor said. "I'm surprised he can walk."
"The bodies can wait, then," Newkirk decided. "Funny thing, though."
"What's funny?"
"Your Mr. Slaughter. Such a killer and all, you say. Left with a tradesman." Newkirk gave a dry little chuckle. "Fella was sellin' knives."
Matthew stood on the threshold of Oliver Quisenhunt's workshop, three days since his visit to Hoornbeck. He looked into an untidy mess: stacks of books and papers upon the floor, shelves full of strangely-shaped metal pieces and tools, a filing cabinet with more papers spilling out, a desk covered with small brass and wooden gearwheels and more tools, and at the center of the hurrah-rah a chalkboard on wheels. The chalkboard was covered side to side and top to bottom with diagrams of what appeared to be different-shaped hinges and pegs, gearwheels, drillbits and mechanisms he had never seen before. Some of them might very well have come from a distant planet, like the thing that looked like half of a spoked wagon wheel and had two batlike wings extended on either side.
Of course I know Oliver Quisenhunt, High Constable Farraday had told Matthew this morning. He's the crazy clockmaker. Well . . . I say that with all respect. He's actually a very talented inventor. Designed the safebox especially for us. Now, Mr. Corbett . . . tell me again how you let Tyranthus Slaughter get away?
Matthew took stock of another shelf that held a variety of clockfaces in both metal and wood. "How many of them have you made?"
"My clocks? Twelve. Working on my thirteenth. I make three or four a year, depending on the complexity of what the client wants."
"What is that?" Matthew pointed to the half wagon wheel with the bat wings.
"Part of the inner workings of my thirteenth. I don't believe in bad luck—unlucky thirteen and all that—but with my client's permission I'm making a clock that will . . . um . . . flap its wings like a bat upon every hour. What you see diagrammed there are the rods that the hammers will hit to cause the wings to flap. I'm thinking of creating the entire thing out of black cloth draped around a wooden frame. With a black clockface and possibly red enamel numerals. My client, fortunately, is very open to my designs and already owns two of my creations."
Matthew just stared at him. "Why don't you make it meow? Like a black cat?"
"Well," Quisenhunt said, and studied his knuckles, "the nearest sound approximating that would be from a fiddle. When I get my self-playing fiddle perfected, then . . . maybe so."
"Your . . . self-playing . . . " Matthew decided to let it alone. "I'm not so interested in your clocks," he said, "as in . . . "
"The thief trap, yes you said that. Then you know about my other interest?"
Matthew nodded. "Farraday told me."
"Ah." Quisenhunt's wife had entered bringing a cup of pale yellow lemon water, which she offered to Matthew. "Take your drink, then," said the inventor, "and I'll show you my cellar workshop."
"It's awfully dirty down there," the woman cautioned.
"I think Mr. Corbett can handle a little dirt." Quisenhunt paused to light a candle, and then motioned for Matthew to follow.
Along the stairs that led down, Quisenhunt lit a succession of wall candles until they reached the bottom. Matthew had caught the odor of gunpowder as soon as the door was opened. As Quisenhunt continued to walk around and touch fire to a few more wicks, Matthew saw that they stood in a stone-floored shooter's gallery. A half-dozen pistols hung on wall hooks near the stairs. On the other side of the chamber were two canvas-covered circular targets, one large and one smaller, with enough holes in them to show the straw stuffing. Matthew thought Ashton McCaggers would have felt right at home in here with his own pistols and dress-maker's forms Elsie and Rosalind to shoot at.
"I have always been fascinated by firearms," Quisenhunt said when the last candle was burning and yellow light gleamed off the pistols. "These I've designed myself. Here, this is something I've been testing lately." He picked up from a circular table not a pistol but a short sword with an ornately-scrolled grip.
"It's a sword," Matthew remarked.
"Is it?" Quisenhunt made a couple of swipes through the air with his weapon. Then he turned toward the targets. Matthew heard a click as a cleverly-disguised striker was drawn. With a flash of sparks and billow of smoke the pistol barrel constructed along the swordblade fired. A hole appeared near the center of the larger target.
"Interesting," Matthew said. "Bringing a gun to a swordfight." 
"That would be the idea, yes. The trigger is hidden in the grip." Quisenhunt showed it to Matthew, as smoke curled from the barrel. "I have high hopes for this, but unfortunately at present it does need work. The problem is keeping both sword and pistol equally-balanced." 
Matthew thought a novice swordsman such as himself could benefit from the long reach of that particular blade. He saw a pistol hanging amid the guns on the wall that caught his attention. "May I?" he asked, and when Quisenhunt nodded he took it down. "What is this?"
"My pride and joy," said the inventor.
It was a pistol, Matthew saw, with three barrels—one atop two—but only a single striker. The wooden body of the gun was black and sleek, the barrels a steely blue. Heavy in the hand, but very well-balanced. It was, he thought, awesome.
"You prepare all three barrels at once," Quisenhunt explained, holding his candle closer so the light jumped off the bizarre and beautiful gun. "When the first barrel is fired, you cock the striker again and a gearwheel revolves the second barrel into position. Then, when that is fired, the striker revolves the third barrel into place."
"What do you call it?"
"A rotator."
"Ah." Matthew was definitely impressed. "And all three of these barrels really fire, then?"
"Well . . . " Quisenhunt looked down at the floor and rubbed at a stone with his shoe. "Sometimes yes, sometimes no. I've had considerable trouble with the third barrel, which fires—by my calculations—with only thirty-six percent certainty." He shrugged. "But . . . there's always room for improvement. You'll note that the barrels all share a single flashpan, so unfortunately the shooter does have to prime the pan between shots. If you'll open the compartment in the butt of the handle—it's the little brass lever there—you'll find three small paper cartridges, which hold the necessary powder for three applications to the pan. My intention with this was to speed the firing process as much as humanly possible."
"I'll say." Matthew heard himself sound like a dumbfounded schoolboy. "If you don't mind my asking, what would something like this sell for?"
"It's the better-working model of two in that configuration, but I wouldn't sell it. There's still a lot of work to be done."
Reluctantly, Matthew returned the rotator to its hook. What he would have paid to have a gun like that in the woods against Slaughter! His eye was snagged by another pistol, this one with a long barrel and atop the barrel a brass cylinder that looked to be a spyglass.
"Tyranthus Slaughter," said the inventor suddenly. "Yes! I do recall that name. He was one of the highwaymen they caught . . . was it two years ago?"
"Two years and a little over four months. You made the exploding box for that particular purpose, correct?"
"Correct. High Constable Farraday and some of the town officials came to me to ask that I help them catch the highwaymen who were terrorizing the Pike. They knew of my interest in firearms, but . . . being Quakers . . . they wanted something non-lethal. Something that would startle the highwaymen, possibly daze them long enough to be overcome."
"I see. And do you always sign your work?"
"All my finished work, yes." Quisenhunt answered. "I'm proud of my creations."
Matthew took a drink of the lemon water and found it more sweet than sour. But even so, it did make the healing cut inside his mouth pucker. After his realization that Slaughter had successfully escaped Hoornbeck, Matthew hadn't known what else to do. He could search Philadelphia, of course, and he'd already been to the stables to ask for anyone of Slaughter's description, but essentially the trail had gone cold.
Except for one thing.
The exploding safebox that had held Slaughter's ill-gotten treasure. The safebox that bore, burned across its underside, O. Quisenhunt, Phila., followed by a number: 6.
Matthew said, "I know there's a striker device inside the box that ignites the gunpowder. And the hammer that falls makes the gunshot sound. But tell me how someone opens the box without the striker being tripped."
"Simple enough. The latches operate on springs. There are two versions of the triggering mechanism. In one, if the latches are turned any way but horizontally before they're opened, the mainspring is released and trips the striker. In the second, the latches have to be turned vertically, or the striker trips. The latches are designed to give some resistance; sort of an early warning to a potential thief, so to speak."
Matthew saw the intent, which was to blow smoke and sparks into the faces of the highwaymen, leading to—hopefully—a quick arrest. He recalled that the box Greathouse had opened—with some difficulty, as he remembered—had its latches turned vertically, which meant its 'safe position' would have been if the latches had been horizontal. Obviously, Slaughter had known which version he possessed. "How many boxes did you make?"
"Six. The first had an unforeseen flaw and suffered a premature combustion. The second fell off a coach and was broken. The third and fourth actually were in use for several months, but never . . . um . . . served their purpose before the highwaymen were caught."
"And what about the fifth and sixth?"
"I recall . . . I sold those, for quite a nice price. To one of my clients for whom I have also created a clock."
"Then you're saying the fifth and sixth boxes were never used by anyone but this client?"
"As far as I know. She said she had need of a thief trap herself, because she didn't have complete trust in some of her workers. Actually, she decided to buy the pair." 
"She?" Matthew prodded. "What's the name?"
"Mrs. Gemini Lovejoy," said Quisenhunt. "She owns Paradise."
"Paradise," Matthew repeated.
"Mrs. Lovejoy owns the Paradise farm," Quisenhunt explained. "It's on the south side of town, a few miles out between Red Oak and Chester."
"A farm." Matthew thought he must be sounding like an idiot.
"It's titled a farm," said the inventor, "but Mrs. Lovejoy—a very generous, charming woman, by the way—takes care of elderly people there."
"Elderly people." Stop that! Matthew told himself.
"That's right. It's a place where . . . how shall I put this . . . elderly people in need of care are brought by their families, who can no longer keep them."
"You mean . . . they're ill?"
"Possibly that. Possibly . . . they are hard to handle. To control. Like children can be. Hard to feed, or to . . . um . . . well, many things. She's told me all about it."
"Is this a Quaker institution?"
"I think she receives some money from the town, if that's what you mean. But she originated the concept. She believes it will become more popular an idea as time goes on."
"Quite a concept," Matthew said quietly. He regarded the pistols again. His mild expression masked the jolting memory he'd had of Greathouse reading off Slaughter's aliases from the article of possession that first day at the Westerwicke hospital: Count Edward
Bowdewine, Lord John Finch and
Earl Anthony
Lovejoy.
Lovejoy.
Quite a coincidence, as well.
"Listen," Quisenhunt said, scratching the back of his neck. "You're telling me that one of the thief traps I sold to Mrs. Lovejoy wound up in the possession of this Slaughter criminal?" 
"I am. It was number six." 
"That's very odd. I sold them to her . . . well, it's written in my ledger upstairs but I'm sure it was long before the highwaymen were caught. And I've seen her many times since then, but she's never mentioned being robbed, or the box being stolen." 
"Yes," Matthew agreed. "Odd." 
"How can that be explained, then?" 
Matthew thought the question over. Turned it this way and that. And at last he posed his own question: "Do you know where I might buy a suit?" 






Twenty-Seven
My dear Mr. Shayne!" said the woman who rose from her chair at his entrance into the room. "So very good to meet you." She came forward slowly and gracefully, offering her hand, and as Matthew took it and gave it the obligatory kiss he wondered if she was thinking of how she ought to kill him. 
But she was smiling warmly enough. "Sit down, won't you?" She motioned toward the chair on the other side of the black-lacquered desk. "Opal?" This was directed to the young girl who'd shown him in. "Take Mr. Shayne's hat and cloak, please. And bring him . . . what would you like, sir? Tea? Coffee? A glass of brandy?"
"Tea would be fine. Very strong, if you please." He turned to glance at the serving-girl, who he imagined shot a look at his crotch. Matthew removed his newly-bought charcoal-gray cloak and dark green tricorn and gave them to the girl, who—and this was no imagining—rubbed her hip along his own as she turned to leave. Matthew thought she'd had much practice at this sort of thing, because she'd covered the maneuver with his cloak and it was over and done so quickly nothing was left but the tingle.
"Sit down, sit down!" said Mrs. Lovejoy, motioning toward his chair. She was still smiling, still warm, and perhaps she didn't want to kill him after all. Perhaps she knew nothing of any monster named Tyranthus Slaughter; perhaps there was a perfectly reasonable explanation for Slaughter's possession of the sixth thief trap that Oliver Quisenhunt had made and sold to her.
Perhaps, perhaps; but Matthew still intended to pass today as a young lawyer named Micah Shayne, and he intended to make it stick. Shayne after the name Faith Lindsay had given him, Micah after the first name of a very kind and energetic tailor on Spruce Street. The tailor had taken a look at the gold coin Matthew had offered and set to work altering a dark green suit left over in the shop when the young merchant it was going to had lost a substantial sum betting on dog-versus-rat fights out in the woods north of town. A little bringing in here and letting out there, and this dog was ready to fight.
Two more days had passed since Matthew's visit to the inventor's house. A shave and a hot bath had done wonders. Also, his bruises had faded to mere murmurs of themselves, though they would still enter themselves into any conversation, and of course the plaster would remain below his left eye for awhile longer. Last night, in his room at Mrs. Angwire's boarding house on Fifth Street, he had unwound the leather from his palms and feet and found everything sufficently healed. His thoughts went to Greathouse's condition; he hoped the great one had been so fortunate. But now he had to think only about tomorrow, and his meeting with Gemini Lovejoy.
Thus this cool, sunny morning he had secured a horse from the Fourth Street stable, ridden along a pleasant pastoral route with its gentle wooded hills, its rich farmfields, its wide pastures and meticulous stone walls, and just past the Speed The Plow tavern turned his mount onto a well-kept road toward the northwest. Soon enough he saw straddling the road a huge wrought-iron arch, painted white, with the word Paradise in blue letters above his head as he passed beneath. He had obviously arrived at someone's idea of Heaven.
"I presume we shall be feeling the first touch of winter soon," said Mrs. Lovejoy, having seated herself across from him.
"I'm sure," said Matthew.
"I do enjoy the autumn. The crispness of the air makes one feel so fresh, so alive, after the doldrums of summer."
"Absolutely alive." He had seen her gaze drift over the bruises and the plaster.
"You have a letter for me, then?"
"Yes, madam, I do." Matthew retrieved the envelope from an inner pocket of his coat. On the envelope, Quisenhunt had written To My Dear Gemini Lovejoy, Concerning Mr. Micah
Shayne. It never hurt to have a proper introduction. Matthew gave her the envelope. Mrs. Lovejoy opened it with one quick snap from a brass blade on her tabletop and, as the lady read the letter, Matthew attempted to also read the lady.
She was probably in her mid-forties, and very handsome in the way of a lioness. Matthew of course had never seen a lioness but he had read descriptions of them. Mrs. Lovejoy fit the bill. The proud crown of tawny hair that was pulled back from her face and arranged in a display of curls about her shoulders was probably more appropriate for the male lion, but there it was nonetheless. The gray was not so outspoken yet, though it had begun to announce itself at the temples. She was not a small woman, nor was she oversized; she had big bones, and she made no attempt to hide them by wearing a gown with voluminous folds and frills. She was dressed simply, in a very beautiful indigo-dyed gown with a puff of tasteful cream-colored ruffle at the throat and cuffs, and on her feet were sensible black shoes decorated with black ribbons.
Matthew watched her read. She was devouring every word, and had one hand up to rest her chin upon. He could envision her, like a lioness, reclining on her throne of rocks on some African hillside, and peering into the ruddy distance for the dust trail of a weaker beast. He'd already noted that her eyes were clear green, wide-set and slightly almond-shaped, and that her jaw was square and firm and her forehead high as would befit a regal cat. Her nose was long and sharp-tipped, her mouth large enough to gnaw a bone or two. Dear God, he thought, he was thinking with Hudson Greathouse's brain. As yet Matthew hadn't gotten a close look at her teeth, and wasn't sure he wanted to. She blinked slowly, taking her time. He saw she wore no rings, but on both wrists were filigreed gold bracelets.
With the help of one of the coins Slaughter had left him after the Lindsay massacre, Matthew had made sure he would himself stand up to scrutiny. The new suit, the new cloak, the new tricorn all were necessary for the deception. The investigation, as it were. On his feet were a pair of black boots that his tailor friend had found for him from a shoemaker friend, at a reasonable price. The moccasins had had their day; when Matthew had taken them off they'd been nearly ready to fall apart.
"Mr. Shayne," the woman suddenly said, as if just to repeat the name. She didn't divert her attention from the letter. "How is my friend Oliver?"
"He's fine. Did you know that Priscilla will be having her baby in four months?"
"Yes, I did. I saw her at the market . . . oh . . . that was late August." She put the letter aside with a brief and unrevealing smile. "Here's our refreshment."
Opal the hip-grazing crotch-glancer had returned, bringing a silver tray that bore his cup of tea. He accepted it and the linen napkin that was also offered. In the exchange of tea and napkin he caught Opal staring right at him, her pink lips slightly parted, and he wondered who really was the lioness in the room. She was wearing a gray muslinet gown and a shapeless gray mob cap that did nothing for a woman's charm and perhaps was meant so. Under the cap Opal's hair was jet-black and the eyes that stared so piercingly into Matthew's were a bright blue almost crackling with their heated appraisal. She was the proverbial mere slip of a girl, slim and wiry and standing maybe two inches more than sixty even in clunky black heels. Matthew saw small metal rings stuck through her lower lip and her right nostril. She scared the hell out of him.
"Thank you, Opal," said Mrs. Lovejoy, who was returning the letter to its envelope. "I won't need you here any longer. Go to the laundry house and help there."
"Yes, mum." Opal gave a quick curtsey to both of them and took the tray back through the doorway again.
"Always something to be done," the woman explained. "The washing, the cooking, the general maintenance. But it's my life now, Mr. Shayne. My calling."
"And an admirable calling it is, according to Oliver." He winced inwardly, and cautioned himself that it was better not to be so very damned eager.
"Sometimes admirable, sometimes just difficult." She tilted her head slightly, as if to examine him from a different angle. "I want you to understand that Paradise is very expensive. My guests—I always refer to them as my guests, for that's how much I respect them—require the best in food, care and consideration. But before I quote you a one year's fee, which would be our least expensive arrangement, let me ask you to tell me the particulars of your situation."
Matthew paused for a drink of tea, and then he forged ahead. "I am opening a law office after the first of the year. My wife and I will be—"
"In Philadelphia?" she asked. "Your office?"
"Yes. My wife and I will be moving down from New York. We have one son and another child on the way."
"Congratulations."
"Thank you." He brought up a frown. "The problem is . . . my grandfather. He's quite aged. Seventy-two years. Come December," he chose to add, just for the sake of texture. He felt he was drawing a picture, as much as Berry ever did. "My grandmother has been dead these last few years, my father passed away on the voyage over, and my mother . . . well, my mother met a new gentleman in New York, they married and returned to England."
"This world," she said, with no expression.
"Yes, a trying place. But . . . the situation is that my grand-father—"
"What's his name?"
"Walker," Matthew replied.
"An active name for an active man?"
"Exactly." Matthew offered a fleeting smile. He decided then was the time to touch the plaster under his eye. "Unfortunately . . . of late he has been too active."
"I was wondering. My pardon if you caught me looking." Now there was a quick show of teeth, then gone. The clear green eyes did not smile, Matthew noted. Ever.
He was getting nothing from her. Feeling nothing. But what had he expected? He swept his gaze around the room, as if trying to gather his next confession of the trials of this world, especially those of a young lawyer who needs to get rid of an uncomfortable cyst that pains his progress. The house, on the outside painted white with a light blue trim the exact color of the Paradise lettering, was simply a nice two-story dwelling that any lady of means might have owned. The furnishings were tasteful, the colors restrained, the windowpanes spotless and the throw rugs unsullied by a dirty boot. He wondered if Tyranthus Slaughter was lying upstairs in a bedroom right this moment, nursing his injuries. For Matthew had come to the conclusion that Lovejoys of a feather might well lie down together.
"Not long ago he struck me," Matthew continued. "Several times, in fact, as you can see. He's angry about his situation, I know, but things are as they are. He's not companionable with people, he's surly, he can't work, and . . . I have to say, I don't like my wife and son being with him, much less the idea of a new baby coming."
"And who's with him now? Your wife and son alone?"
"No. He's in the custody . . . excuse me, the possession of friends in New York."
Mrs. Lovejoy looked him directly in the eyes, again revealing nothing with her own. "He sounds like a difficult case."
Matthew didn't know whether her cool, polished demeanor made him go faster than he'd intended, or if he wanted to shake her up. He said, "Honestly, I'm afraid he might take a knife some night and slaughter us in our beds."
There was no reaction whatsoever. The lacquered surface between them held more expression than the woman's leonine face.
"In a manner of speaking," Matthew went on, a little flustered.
She lifted a hand. "Oh, I understand. Absolutely. I see many situations like this. An elderly person who is not used to being dependent, now finds the choices limited due to illness, waning strength or changing circumstances, and very often anger results. You and your wife have the demands of family and profession, and therein lies the problem. You say Walker will be seventy-two in December?" She waited for Matthew to nod. "Is he a strong man? In good physical health?"
"I'd say, for the most part, yes." He was still looking for some reaction, for something. Now, though, he wasn't sure he would know what it was if he saw it.
Mrs. Lovejoy picked up her letterblade and toyed with it. "I have found, Mr. Shayne, in my five years at this occupation—this calling—that the more physically aggressive guests are the ones who unfortunately tend to . . . " She cast about for the proper word. "Dissolve, when placed in a situation of being controlled. In time, they all dissolve, yes, but those . . . like your grandfather . . . do tend to go to pieces first. Am I making sense to you?"
"Perfect sense." He was beginning to wonder what the further point of this was.
Maybe it showed in his own eyes and came across as boredom, for Mrs. Lovejoy leaned toward him and said, "Men like your grandfather rarely last more than two years here, if that. Now: we would wish to make him comfortable, and as happy as possible. We would wish to feed him well, to keep up his strength, and give him some kind of challenge. We do have gardening activities, a greenhouse, a library and a barn they can putter around. We have women who come from town to read to them, and to tell stories. Your wife will wish to inquire about the Bluebirds once you're settled, I'm sure. They do all sorts of charitable deeds."
She reached out and patted his hand, very professionally. "Everything is taken care of here. Once you sign the agreement, it's all done. Your life is your own again, so that you may give it to your family and your future. And as for worrying about your grandfather's future . . . let me say that we hope, as I'm sure you do, that he lives many more happy years, but . . . but . . . when the day of God's blessing occurs, with your approval your grandfather will be laid to rest in Paradise's own private cemetery. He can be out of your mind and cares, Mr. Shayne, and you will know that for the remainder of his days he has received the very best treatment any guest of Paradise can be given. For that is my solemn promise."
"Ah," said Matthew, nodding. "That sounds hopeful, then."
"Come!" She stood up with a rustle of fabric. "Before we venture into the area of money, let me show you exactly what your coin would buy."
Matthew got his cloak and hat, and in a few minutes was walking beside Mrs. Lovejoy along the gravel drive that went past her house into the property. It was an aptly-named place, because it was certainly beautiful. There were stands of elm and oak trees brilliant in the sunshine, a meadow where sheep grazed, and a green pond where ducks drifted back and forth.
Mrs. Lovejoy continued to talk as they walked. Presently there were twelve male and sixteen female guests, she said. The men and women were housed in separate facilities, because—she said—snow on the roof did not necessarily mean the fireplace had gone cold. Their ages were from the late-sixties to the eighties, the eldest being eighty-four. The guests had been brought from Boston, New York, of course Philadelphia, Charles Town and many smaller towns between. Word-of-mouth was building her business, she said. As life moved faster and responsibilities increased, many people were—as she said—stuck between a rock and a hard place regarding aged parents. Sometimes the guests resented being here, but gradually they accepted their situation and understood it was for the greater good of their loved ones. Oh, there were the rowdy guests and the guests who cursed and fought, but usually they calmed down or they didn't last very long.
A doctor was within a thirty-minute ride, she assured him. Also, the doctor made several visits each week to check ailments and general health. A minister came on Sunday afternoons to lead worship in Paradise's church. Seven workers, all female, did the cooking, the washing, kept everything scrubbed and fresh and all the rest of it. Very upright girls, every one. "Here's our laundry house," Mrs. Lovejoy announced, as they came around a bend. 
There stood a tidy-looking white brick building with two chimneys spouting smoke and a pile of wood stacked up alongside it ready to be burned under the wash kettles. The door was wide open, and three young women wearing the gray gowns and mob caps stood beside it chattering and laughing; they also, Matthew quickly saw, were taking snuff up their noses from a snuffbox. When they saw Mrs. Lovejoy they went stiff-backed and the laughter died. Two of the girls turned away and rushed inside, where the heat was probably stifling, to continue stirring the laundry with kettle poles. The third seemed to realize too late that her friends had abandoned her. She had been left holding the snuffbox.
Before the girl could retreat into the laundry house, Mrs. Lovejoy said sharply, "Opal! Bring that to me." And then, under her breath to Matthew: "I have told them such nasty habits will not be tolerated. Pardon me while I apply the whip."
Opal held the snuffbox behind her as she approached, as if that would do any good. In her eyes there was a mixture of trepidation and . . . what? Matthew wondered. Barely-repressed hilarity? Opal's mouth was twisted tight; was she about to laugh in mum's face?
It was never to be known. At that moment came the crunch of hooves on gravel. Two horses pulling a wagon came trotting along the drive from the direction of Mrs. Lovejoy's house. Matthew and the woman stepped aside as the wagon approached. Guiding the reins was a heavy-set, bulky-shouldered young man maybe Matthew's age or just a little older. He was wearing a gray monmouth cap, a russet-colored shirt, brown breeches and stockings and wore a brown cloak over his shoulders. His hair looked to be skinned to the scalp, from what Matthew could see. He had a broad, pallid face with fleshy lips and his scraggly black eyebrows met in the middle.
"May I help you?" Mrs. Lovejoy asked.
"Need talk," the young bulk said; something was wrong with his mouth or tongue, for even that simple sentence was garbled.
"I am with someone," she said crisply.
He balled up a formidable fist and rapped three times on the wagon's side.
Mrs. Lovejoy cleared her throat. "Opal? Would you continue Mr. Shayne's tour of our Paradise? And please do something with that snuffbox. Mr. Shayne, I'm needed for the moment. I'll meet you back at my house in . . . oh . . . fifteen or twenty minutes?" She was already going around to climb up on the seat. Matthew followed her to do the gentlemanly thing.
"Not necessary," she said, but she let him help her.
As Mrs. Lovejoy took his hand and stepped up, Matthew glanced into the rear of the wagon. Back there, among dead leaves and general untidiness, was a scatter of workman's odds-and-ends: some lumberboards of various lengths, a pickaxe and shovel, a couple of lanterns, a pair of leather gloves, a wooden mallet, and underneath the mallet a dirty burlap bag that—
"Mr. Shayne?" came the woman's voice.
He brought himself back. "Yes!"
"You can let go of my hand now."
"Surely." He released it and stepped back, but before doing so he glanced one more time at what he'd thought he'd seen, in case the problem with his vision fading in and out had become a problem of seeing what was not there.
But it was there.
"Later then," said Mrs. Lovejoy. "Take care of Mr. Shayne, Opal."
"Yes, mum, I shall."
The wagon moved off, heading deeper into the property. An interesting wagon, Matthew thought as he watched it follow the drive and disappear beyond a stand of trees. Interesting because of the dirty burlap bag that was lying underneath the mallet.
The bag that had 'Sutch A' across it in red paint. If he could have picked the bag up and shaken out the folds, wrinkles and dead leaves he would have read its full declaration: Mrs. Sutch's Sausages and, below that, the legend 'Sutch A Pleasure'.






Twenty-Eight
Want a sniff?"
The snuffbox, open to its mound of yellow powder, was suddenly up below Matthew's nose. He stepped back a pace, still with Mrs. Sutch's pleasure on his mind. "No, thank you."
"Don't laugh, you bitches!" Opal called to her friends as the girls emerged grinning from the steaming innards of the laundry house. She took two sniffs up the snoot and sneezed with hurricanious violence. Then she hooked an arm around Matthew's, her eyes watering, and crowed, "I've got me a man!" She pulled him along as if he were made out of spit and straw.
Matthew let himself be pulled.
"Well!" she said, striding with a jaunty step. "What do you want to see?"
"What's worth seeing?"
She gave him a deep-dimpled smile. "Now that's an answer!" She glanced back to gauge if her companions in crime were still watching, and when she saw they'd returned to their labors she released his arm. "Not much worth seein', 'round here at least," she confided. She looked him over from boots to tricorn. "Here, now! You ain't old enough to be puttin' a mater or pater in this velvet prison!"
"I'm bringing my grandfather. And I don't think Mrs. Lovejoy would care to hear your description of Paradise."
"This ain't my idea of Paradise!" she scoffed, her nose wrinkled up so hard Matthew thought the metal ring might go flying out. "Hell, no!" She suddenly seemed to catch her own imprudence. Her cheeks reddened and she widened the distance between them by several feet. "Listen, you ain't gonna go blab about my tongue, are you? I mean, my tongue gets me in awful trouble. I'm already hangin' on to my job by the curl of an ass-hair."
"I won't blab," said Matthew, who was finding the girl to be a sparkling conversationalist. Just what he needed, in fact.
"Might have to go pack my bag anyways, cause of this here whuffie-dust." Opal held up the snuffbox, which was fashioned of cheap birch bark and looked like an item from the shelves of Jaco Dovehart's trading post. "Mizz Lovejoy's already been on me twice this week about it. If Noggin hadn't come along, she was sure to toss me out right then and there."
"Noggin?"
"That's who was drivin' the wagon. What she calls him, I mean. Let's go this way." She pointed out a path leading off the main drive into the woods. Matthew had had his fill of forest travel, but he went in the direction she indicated. He waited a moment until he asked his next question, which was disguised as a statement. "I thought Mrs. Lovejoy told me all the workers here were female."
"They are. Well, all the ones who live on the premises. Noggin lives somewhere else. He comes in to do fix-up work. You know, patchin' roofs and paintin' walls and such. And diggin' the graves, he does that too."
"Oh," Matthew said.
"Matter of fact," Opal said, "here's the graveyard."
They came out of the woods to face a cemetery surrounded by a white-painted wrought-iron fence. Everything was neat and orderly, the weeds kept at bay and the small wooden crosses lined up in rows. Matthew counted forty-nine of them. He didn't know if that was high or not for five years of business, considering the ages and conditions of her guests. He doubted if any of them were too very robust when they arrived, and they went down from there.
"Be another one in here after dark," Opal said. "The widow Ford passed late last night. She was a pretty good old lady, never caused much trouble. Had a merry kind of laugh."
"After dark?" Matthew paused to lean against the fence. His sense of curiosity, still tingling from his sighting of the burlap bag, received a further pinch. "Why do you put it that way?"
She shrugged. "Ain't no other way to put it. You come here tomorrow, you'll see a fresh grave dug in the night. That's how it's done here."
"Isn't there a funeral?"
"There's a service, if that's what you mean. After the doctor looks 'em over and pronounces 'em dead, the preacher says some words. It's done in the church, right over yonder." She motioned toward a small white building that Matthew could see through the trees. "Everybody who's able and wants to come can pay their finals. The coffin lies in the church all day. Then, after dark, Noggin takes the . . . listen, why are you wantin' to know about this so much?"
"I'd like to know what to expect," Matthew said evenly, "when my grandfather's time comes."
"Oh. 'Course. As I was sayin', then . . . " She stopped and shook her head. "Maybe Mizz Lovejoy ought to be the one tellin' you. I'm already up to my buttbone in trouble."
"All right." Matthew decided to pull back, so as not to scare all the conversation out of her. "Where to next?"
They walked along the path past the cemetery and the church itself. A road went by the church that Matthew thought must connect to the main drive. Further on there was a bench positioned among some trees, and beyond that vantage point the land sloped slightly downward toward a meadow. A number of other white-washed buildings were in view.
"Those are where they live. The guests, I mean," Opal explained. "The one on the right is for the men, the one on the left for the women. Between 'em is the vegetable garden. Then . . . way over there . . . the smaller one . . . is where we live. It's not much, but we've all got our own rooms. Barn's back behind there. She's got some cows and pigs over that way. I'll milk a cow, all right, but I ain't prancin' in pigshit, and I told her just the same."
"Good for you," Matthew said. "What's that?" He pointed toward a low-slung structure beyond the workers' house that looked to be all panes of glass, shining in the sun. "A greenhouse?" He recalled Mrs. Lovejoy mentioning it.
"That's right," Opal said. "Grows her hot plants in there."
"Her hot plants?"
"Her peppers. Mizz Lovejoy's got a craze for 'em. You can't go in there without your eyes start leakin' and your skin get all itchy. At least I can't."
"She has a second business?" Matthew asked.
"What second business?"
"Well . . . she must sell her peppers at market, is what I'm thinking. A little of that goes a long way."
"You'd be wrong," Opal told him. "Mizz Lovejoy feeds 'em to her guests. Grinds 'em up in every damn thing, excuse my French. Even gives 'em pepper juice to drink, mornin', noon and night."
Matthew frowned. "For what earthly reason?"
"Makes the blood flow, is what she says. Keeps everything workin'. I don't know, ask her. All I know is, you ought to see some of them oldies—guests—eatin' their suppers and moanin' with the tears runnin' down their faces. It's just awful." And then she put her hand up to her mouth but she couldn't catch the laugh before it came spilling out.
"I think you're a very cruel girl, Opal," Matthew said, but he was fighting to keep a straight face too because he could envision the scene she had described. That must make him cruel too, he thought. He was just about to laugh, and he also brought his hand up to cover his mouth.
Before the hand could get there, Opal turned and kissed him.
Actually, she flung herself upon him. She pressed her lips upon his with desperate need, and Matthew thought peppers were cool compared to Opal's fire. He staggered back, but she had hold of him and wouldn't let him go. Her mouth worked at his, her tongue explored, one of her hands gripped his buttocks and Matthew thought he was going to be thrown down and ravished under the trees. But . . . after all, this was Paradise.
"Come on, come on," she breathed in his ear, cleaving to him like a second skin. "We can go in the woods, don't matter. I know a good place. Come on, you ever done it behind a church?" He feared she was going to peel his breeches right off. "You don't know," she said as she pulled at him, her voice near sobbing. "Old people everywhere, and sick, and dyin' right there in front of you, come on, darlin', come on just let me—"
"Opal," he said.
"—have a little bit, a little bit of warm, that's all I'm—"
"Stop," he told her, and he caught her chin and looked into her dazed blue eyes and saw it was not about him at all, no it was not; it was about the place, with its white paint and blue trim and lovely buildings that hid the dark side of Paradise. It was about the wrinkled flesh and the spottings of age and the old women who talked about old dead loves and the old men whose adventures had dwindled down to the size of a chamberpot. It was about the silence of midnight and the frost on the windowpane, and the way a day could be so slow and yet so quick, and how the merry laughter of that good old widow Ford had ended in a strengthless gasp. Matthew knew the truth of this place, and Opal knew it as well; it was where you were put to be forgotten.
"—askin'," she finished, and suddenly the tears bloomed up and blurred the blue and she looked at him as if she'd been struck.
She backed away. Matthew thought she was going to turn and run, but she stopped at a distance and stood staring at the ground as if searching for something she'd lost.
"I . . . " she started, and then went silent again. She rubbed her mouth with the back of her sleeve. He thought she was going to rub her mouth until it bled. "I'm . . . " Once more she was quiet, and Matthew saw her considering her position. When she lifted her gaze to his again, she was full of flame and spite. "I'm going to have to say you advanced on me, if it comes to that." Her eyes were blazing. "If it comes to that," she repeated.
"It won't," he answered, gently.
"I ain't a bad person," she went on. "I mean, I've had my share of scrapes, but I ain't bad. Exactly."
"I need your help," he told her.
She was silent. An expression of incomprehension flickered across her face. Now she did look as if she might turn and run.
"Don't go," Matthew said. "Just listen."
So close to running . . . so close . . . 
"Mrs. Lovejoy may be in some trouble." Matthew kept his voice low, but he was also very aware of their surroundings, that no one—especially the mistress of Paradise or her Noggin—would come along the path unheard.
Opal regarded him as he had regarded the rattlesnake beneath his tricorn. "Who are you?"
"I'm going to ask the questions. Has there been a male visitor here lately for Mrs. Lovejoy? Say . . . in the past five days?"
"A visitor? Who?"
"Listen to me, Opal. In the past five days. Has a man come to visit her? A big man, with broad shoulders." Only true when he swelled himself up, Matthew thought. "Reddish-blond hair, parted down the middle. Going gray on the sides. He would have a bandage probably on the left side of his head, just above the ear. Very pale blue eyes. Like ice. Have you seen anyone like that?"
"Here?" she asked.
"Yes, here. Please, Opal, it's important."
"Why is it important?"
Oh Christ! he thought.
"If this is about Kitt, I don't know anything," Opal said.
"Kitt? Who's Kitt?" Matthew felt as if he were back in the night wilderness and unable to see his hand in front of his face.
"I don't know anything."
"All right, then." Matthew held out a hand to steady her, even though she was more than ten feet away. "Tell me about Noggin. He lives somewhere else?" When she nodded, he asked, "Where?"
She shook her head.
He tried for a flintlock shot in the dark, thinking that there might possibly be some connection between the fact that Slaughter's safebox—bought by Mrs. Lovejoy—had been wrapped up in a Mrs. Sutch sausage bag, and now a Mrs. Sutch sausage bag appears in the back of her handyman's wagon. "Do you know the name Sutch?"
"Who?"
The sausages were likely too expensive for her purse, he thought. And too expensive for Noggin's, as well? "Back to Noggin. And use yours, please." He waved away whatever she was going to say before she could open her mouth. "Has Noggin brought a man here to see Mrs. Lovejoy? In the past five days? Or after dark?" But how would she know? he wondered. Where the girls lived was a good distance away from Mrs. Lovejoy's house.
Opal just stared at him, her eyes wide. Matthew thought she was trying to make a decision. Whatever it was, it wasn't easy.
"I am investigating Mrs. Lovejoy," Matthew said. "It's better that you don't know my name. But I believe that a man I'm looking for may have—"
"Kitt found out Noggin didn't bury Mr. White," she blurted out. "She told me. Everythin' she saw that night."
Matthew had stopped speaking at this bizarre assertion; he had no idea what she was talking about, but it seemed very important—urgent—to her. He said, "Go on."
"Mr. White was laid out in his coffin, in the church," Opal said. "For the service. Kitt said for me to look, that Ginger had dressed him up in that fine lace cravat he always wore, and it was a shame such a nice piece of lace was gonna get buried. She had a mind to come back before Noggin put him under and get it, but I said if Mizz Lovejoy caught her she was out on her ear." She paused, making sure Matthew was following.
"Ginger being another servant?" Matthew asked.
"Yeah, she's gone now. But Kitt said she wanted that lace, and she wanted me to go get it with her after we'd fed 'em their suppers. I wasn't havin' no part of it. So Kitt said she was gonna hurry to the church, sneak in and get the lace before Noggin wheeled the coffin out."
"Wheeled it out?"
"He's got a cart with wheels on it, that's how he moves the coffin about. See, he makes the coffins, too. So Kitt went back just as dark was fallin', but she told me she was too late because she saw Noggin's lanterns burnin'. And the thing is . . . the thing is . . . she saw Noggin right there pushin' the coffin into the back of the wagon, and she didn't know what to make of this so she slipped into the woods to watch."
"He'd already dug the grave?"
"That's not what I'm gettin' at," Opal said. "Kitt told me she saw him open the coffin and look in it for a time. Then he reached in, lifted up Mr. White's head—she said she could see his hair in the lamplight—and all of a sudden, whisk! He pulled that lace cravat off Mr. White and wrapped it around his own neck. Then . . . then . . . he closed the lid, and he walked back to the graveyard as nervy as you please."
"Then he hadn't yet dug the grave?"
"No, just listen!" She came closer, until she was right in front of him a hand's reach away. "Kitt couldn't make tits nor teeth out of this, so she followed him. And there was Noggin in the graveyard, tampin' the last of the dirt down on Mr. White's pile. He'd finished it. But Mr. White was still in his coffin, sittin' in the wagon!"
"Noggin didn't bury him," Matthew said.
"That's right! He didn't bury him! But he'd made it look so! Well, Kitt figures she ought not to be where she is, and she starts off along the path away from there. Then all of a sudden somebody comes out of the woods right in front of her, right smack dab, a lantern's pushed in her face, and she said she hollered so loud she was surprised I didn't hear it way down where I was. She said she just turned tail and ran. And she said, 'Opal, don't you breathe a word of this, and I'm forgettin' I saw anything either.' And I said, 'Well, what is it you saw?' And she said, 'I don't know what I saw, but I didn't see it.'"
"Saving money on their coffins, I suppose," Matthew ventured. "Using the same one over and over in the funeral service."
"Yeah, I thought that." She leaned in to him, her eyes wide again. "But what became of Mr. White?"
Her question begged another. Matthew wondered if any of those forty-nine graves were really occupied. Were the bodies actually buried somewhere else? Or just dumped into the woods beyond Paradise? If so, what the hell was this about?
"The next day," Opal said, "I went and looked for myself. Sure enough, the grave was dug and filled and there was a new marker planted. And I started wonderin' right then . . . is anybody to home in there?"
"Interesting," Matthew agreed, but this was totally off the subject of Tyranthus Slaughter. Except for the fact that if Mrs. Lovejoy knew about this fraud, it indicated a larcenous frame of mind. Still, what did she stand to gain from something like that? A few shillings saved on the wood for a coffin? "Have you or Kitt told anyone else?"
"Not me, for sure. I can't say for Kitt. 'Specially since she up and ran away about three days after it happened. So says Mizz Lovejoy to the staff. Says Kitt must've gotten sick of the work and bolted in the middle of the night. She wouldn't have been the first, just took out for the road. Well, I looked and all her clothes were gone out of her room, and her travellin' bag gone too." Opal held up a finger. "But," she said, "Kitt never would've left without sayin' good-bye to me. Never. I just know it in my bones. So right after that Mizz Lovejoy says she wants to see the staff one-by-one, to find out what might have made Kitt bolt like she did, without even drawin' her week's coin. Find out what might have been so heavy a weight on Kitt, she says. Me, I sat in there across from Mizz Lovejoy and all I thought about was who it might have been come up on Kitt and shone a lamp in her face. And I kept my mouth sealed tight. There you have it." Opal looked in all directions to make sure no one had crept close enough to overhear.
It was an odd story, Matthew thought. He really didn't know what to make of it. A grave dug and filled, but no coffin or body in it? The coffin and body then put onto a wagon, and taken . . . where? Obviously Noggin knew. Matthew was surmising that Mrs. Lovejoy also knew. And Kitt's fate? Had she actually run away, or had she . . . 
There was a very large mallet in the back of Noggin's wagon, Matthew remembered.
But was what Kitt had seen damning enough to kill her for?
Matthew figured that had to do with the importance of the secret.
If, for instance, a servant-girl decided to ask for a little extra shine in her pay in order to keep the secret, a mallet might have to fall. Or the decision might be to go ahead and use the mallet early, because if that same servant-girl got in contact with one of the families of a deceased person and talked them into coming back and having a grave dug up . . . 
"Tonight," Opal said. "He'll be doin' it again, with the widow Ford."
Whatever Noggin was doing, Matthew knew it had to be nasty.
And Nasty seemed to be Tyranthus Slaughter's middle name.
Was there a connection? He had no idea. But he thought one slime trail might lead to another.
"I'd best get you back," Opal offered, suddenly sounding wan and older than her years. "Oh . . . the man you're talkin' about? I ain't seen nobody like that."
Matthew didn't follow when she started back toward the cemetery, and she paused to wait for him. He asked, "What's your full name?"
"Opal Delilah Blackerby."
"All right, Opal Delilah Blackerby. I want you to have this." He reached into the pocket of his dark green waistcoat, felt for what he knew to be there, and brought it out. "Here. Come take it."
She came forward, slowly, and when she took what he was holding she blinked first at it, then at him, then at it again. "Is this . . . is this real?"
"It is." The ring was real gold, of course. Was the red stone a ruby? He would leave it for her to find out. Never let it be said that Slaughter's treasure hadn't offered a chance for escape to someone. "I wouldn't show that to anyone else. And I wouldn't care to stay around here very much longer either."
"Why are you . . . givin' me this?"
"Because . . . I like you," he answered, in all truth. "I think you'd make a good detective."
"A what?"
"Never mind. If you ever get to New York, come to Number Seven Stone Street. Can you remember that?"
"Remember it? Hell's bleedin' bells, I'll never forget it!"
"I can find my way back," he said. "Just be careful, do you hear me?"
"I will," she promised. He started to go back along the path, leaving her staring at the gold ring with its small red—ruby?—stone, and then suddenly she caught at his sleeve and she asked, "Can I kiss you?"
Matthew said yes, it would be fine, and Opal gave him a sedate but heartfelt kiss on the cheek. A far cry from doing it behind the church, he thought, but maybe at its essence a little bit of warm.
He returned to Mrs. Lovejoy's house. Another servant-girl answered his knock at the door. No, sir, Mrs. Lovejoy has gone out, she said. Mrs. Lovejoy has asked me to tell you that urgent personal business has called her away, but she will be glad to finish the arrangements if you would come back tomorrow or the following day.
"Thank you," Matthew replied. "Tell her . . . "
Tell her I'll be back tonight, he thought.
"Tell Mrs. Lovejoy I shall look forward to her charming company," he said, and then he walked to his horse at the hitching-post.






Twenty-Nine
Crouched in the woods that faced Paradise's cemetery, Matthew didn't have long to wait before Noggin came calling.
It was a hazy blue twilight. Matthew had left his horse hitched among the trees at the edge of a meadow about two hundred yards away, back toward the Paradise sign. He had been waiting little more than ten minutes, and here came Noggin's wagon along the road to the church.
Noggin pulled his team up in front of the church, set the brake and climbed down. He lit the two lanterns and set them in back of the wagon. He put on his gloves, took his pickaxe and shovel to the cemetery, came back for the lanterns, stripped off his cloak and then set to work digging a grave with what appeared to be formidable strength.
Matthew settled back. From where he was positioned, he could see Noggin working if not speedily, at least steadily. The digging was not what particularly interested him; it was what happened to the coffin and the corpse afterward.
He'd spent some time this afternoon visiting the village of Red Oak, which was about two miles away from Paradise and the nearest community. It was ringed by farms and lush pastures where cattle grazed in the golden light. Red Oak itself had a busy farmers' market, a main street of craft shops, three taverns, two stables, and between thirty and forty houses separated by gardens, picket fences and fieldstone walls. Matthew had received a few curious looks as he walked from place to place, being a stranger, but for the most part he was taken as having business there and left alone. His business was to stroll into some of the shops and inquire about a handyman from the area called Noggin. The closest he got to an affirmative answer was from the blacksmith, who said he thought he knew a young man named Noggin who lived in Chester, but then again now that he remembered it the man's name was Knocker. Matthew had thanked him kindly and moved on.
The patrons of the taverns had been equally unhelpful. Matthew had gotten back on his horse and ridden another few miles to Chester, where a further unprofitable hour was spent. Then, as the afternoon was growing late, he'd returned along the road toward Paradise, and had decided to stop for a meal and drink at the Speed The Plow.
"Noggin?" The beak-nosed tavernkeeper had shaken his own bald nog. "Never heard the name, sorry."
Matthew had eaten a humble pie and nursed a mug of ale, waiting for the twilight to gather. Several people came and went, a rather raucous drunk had to be swept out with a broom to the backside, and Matthew must have looked a little forlorn at his table because the tavernkeeper called out, "Hey, Jackson! You know a fella by the name of Noggin?"
Jackson, a black-garbed stout who wore a powdered wig and resembled for all the world either a hellfire preacher or a hanging judge, looked up from his second mug of ale and said in a gravel-scrape voice, "Not recallin'," which put paid to that particular bill.
"I know the name," said a younger but equally stout gent sitting at a table just beyond Jackson. "Fella named Noggin did some work for me last summer. Who's askin'?"
Matthew watched Noggin dig, as the darkness began to come on. According to the farmer who lived just outside a village called Nicholsburg, the handyman called Noggin could patch a barn roof like nobody's business. Could chop wood like there was no tomorrow. Could slap on paint as sure as the day was long. And had told the farmer in his garbled voice that he was just trying to make some extra money because his regular employer was a tightfisted . . . 
"Bitch, was the word he used," the farmer had related, over the mug of ale that Matthew had bought him.
"I'm sorry to hear him speak of the lady in that way," Matthew had said.
"Oh?" The farmer's thick brown eyebrows had gone up. "Do you know Mrs. Sutch?"
It had taken Matthew a moment to digest that. "Mrs. Sutch?"
"That's who he said he worked for. Owns a hog farm up north of Nicholsburg. She makes sausages."
"Ah," Matthew had said, brushing some invisible dust from the front of his waistcoat. "Sausages."
"Big taste for 'em in Philadelphia, I hear. Too damn expensive for the home folk, though."
Matthew listened to the wind moving through the trees. He heard Noggin's shovel stop scraping dirt.
In another moment he heard the dirt start going back into the grave.
The farmer couldn't describe Mrs. Sutch. He'd never seen her. A private type of lady, he thought. Had heard tell of Mrs. Lovejoy, but had never seen her either. She was probably private, too.
Nicholsburg was about seven miles up the road, the farmer said. He didn't get down this way often, but this morning he'd gone nearly to Philadelphia to a cattle sale. "What was it you were wantin' Noggin about?"
"Oh," Matthew had said, "I'd heard he was a good worker. Just trying to find him."
"I don't think he's the kind of fella you find," came the reply. "He finds you."
It was almost full dark. Matthew watched as Noggin used his shovel to tamp down the dirt. Noggin did a good job of it, not rushing at all. Then Noggin came back to his wagon, took a wooden cross from it, and planted the marker with two firm whacks of the mallet. After his tools were squared away, Noggin carried one of his lanterns into the church, and Matthew sat wondering if the lowest point of human evil could ever be reached.
Noggin returned wheeling his cart with the coffin on it, and the lantern on the coffin. He pushed the coffin into the back of the wagon with ease. He took the cart back into the church for the next occasion, and when he came back out again he opened the lid and looked into the widow Ford's face as if determining whether she had anything worth stealing. Matthew saw by the lamplight that Noggin's flat, bovine features were totally devoid of expression. Not even a shred of curiosity. Noggin was obviously an old hand at this; he even had the ill manners to yawn in the widow's face before he eased the lid shut. For the sake of decorum he'd brought along a ratty old gray blanket, which he spread over the coffin. Then he took off his gloves and threw them in the back. He put on his cloak and hung the two lanterns up on hooks on either side of the driver's seat. The horses rumbled and shifted, ready for a trip.
Matthew watched Noggin get the wagon turned around. When the wagon pulled away, heading back in the direction of the main road, Matthew emerged from his hiding-place and made his way as quickly and safely as possible across the meadow to his horse. As he mounted up, he looked toward Mrs. Lovejoy's house through the trees on the other side of the meadow. Not a light showed in the windows.
He turned his horse, caught sight of Noggin's wagon by the glint of the lanterns, and set forth in a leisurely pursuit, for Noggin was going somewhere but in no hurry.
Matthew also had plenty of time. He kept watch of the lanterns, and followed Noggin under the same sky of stars that had looked down upon Lark, Faith and Walker that night in the forest. He still felt he was Walker's arrow, shot here through the dark. It might take him a while to reach his destination, but reach it he would. He still felt he was trying, for Lark.
The horror of both the Burton house and the Lindsay house had come to him in nightmares every night since he'd arrived in Philadelphia. He thought they would be waking him in a cold sweat for many nights to come. That was how it should be; he should not easily forget those scenes. They were part of his penance. But one thing kept coming back to him, over and over again, in broad daylight as well as deepest dark.
The marbles that had belonged to Lark's brother. On the table and the floor in that murder room. Then rolling across the floor in the watermill. Thrown through the window by . . . whom?
Matthew didn't believe in ghosts. Well, yes, he did, actually; he believed Number Seven Stone Street was haunted by the unquiet spirits of the two coffee merchants who had killed each other there. He might tell himself those bumps and thumps were Dutch stones settling into English earth, but often he felt he was being watched, or heard a faint chuckle or saw a shadow pass across the corner of his eye where there should be no shadow. He did believe in those ghosts, but what unquiet spirit had tossed a handful of marbles through the watermill's window?
It was something he'd thought about, but which he didn't wish to think about for there was no answer. He'd told himself quite sternly that it had not really been the dead boy's marbles thrown through the window, but instead pebbles that his heated and pain-wracked brain had incorrectly seen. Some passing farmboy had heard the fight, peered through the window and thrown pebbles in to distract one man from killing another. Then the boy had hidden while Slaughter raged and raved.
But . . . why hadn't this boy come forward? Why hadn't he gone to fetch the constable? Why had no boy appeared in Hoornbeck to tell his tale, during the duration of Matthew's stay there?
A ghost? The marbles hadn't been ghostly. They'd clattered loud enough when they'd hit, and one had given him a substantial sting to the neck. Or had they been only pebbles, after all?
When this was over and the local constable informed that Mrs. Lovejoy's dead guests did not stay in their graves, Matthew had decided he would go back to that watermill and find out if either marbles or pebbles lay on the floor. But first there was this . . . and Mrs. Lovejoy was going to have to explain how her thief trap had ended up holding Slaughter's buried treasure. Mrs. Lovejoy? Mrs. Sutch?
What did the mistress of Paradise have to do with the queen of spicy sausages?
He thought of something Opal had said, about the pepper plants: Mizz Lovejoy feeds 'em to her guests. Grinds 'em up in every damn thing, excuse my French. Even gives 'em pepper juice to drink, mornin', noon and night.
Matthew watched the lanterns far ahead. He saw them sway with the wagon.
Is anybody to home in there?
had been Opal's question about the cemetery.
He had the mental image of Hudson Greathouse sitting in Sally Almond's, eating some of Mrs. Sutch's sausages for breakfast. Whew, this is hot! he'd said, as he'd blotted sweat from his forehead with his napkin.
And Evelyn Shelton, saying, Only
have 'em a few days a month as is, so if you want 'em
you'd best get your order in!
Matthew whispered, "Easy, easy," to his horse, though it was he who had given a start, as if a cold hand had suddenly been laid across the back of his neck.
He refused to consider what had just gone through his mind. Refused it. Shut the book on it. Closed the coffin. Mrs. Sutch owned a hog farm up north of Nicholsburg. A hog farm. Pork. Hear me?
Opal's voice came to him, asking, But
what became of Mr. White?
And, the real question: What may have become of all forty-nine people supposedly buried over a period of five years in Paradise?
Mrs. Lovejoy? Mrs. Sutch?
Sisters in crime? Or one and the same?
Matthew had no idea. He banished these wild, unsettling, and downright sickening suppositions from his mind, as best he could, and concentrated on the glint of Noggin's lamps. The wagon moved on, the horse and rider following at a distance behind and cloaked by the night.
Two hours passed, during which Matthew drew no closer nor fell back no further. In a shift of the chill breeze he caught the rank scent of hog filth, and by that he knew Noggin was near his destination.
The wagon turned to the left. Its lanterns suddenly disappeared. Matthew picked up his horse's pace, and in a few minutes came to the forest track that Noggin had followed. Through the trees Matthew could see no lights, but the smell of the hogs was overpowering. He urged his mount forward, though even the steadfast horse grumbled and didn't seem to want to proceed. About fifty or sixty yards along the track, with dense woods on either side, Matthew caught sight of lanterns. He instantly dismounted, led his horse among the trees and tied the animal up. When he had sufficiently bolstered his courage, he left his tricorn and cloak with the horse and crept through the forest into what appeared to be yellow layers of smoke hanging in the sullied air, the stomach-turning miasma of hog stench.
It was developing into a delightful evening.
Through the trees and low underbrush, Matthew saw that Noggin's wagon had pulled up alongside a one-story house painted dull gray. The house had a front porch with a rope handhold up the woodblock steps, and window shutters painted the same gray as the walls. Light showed in the windows and a lantern hung on a hook next to the door, which was shut. Matthew wondered if Noggin had crafted the house, for though it seemed at first glance to be of good construction it began to dawn on him that the structure was somewhat malformed, that the walls were crooked, and none of the windows were the same size. A stone chimney spat smoke from the yellow roof, which sat like a crumpled hat on the head of a blowsy drunk. Matthew thought Noggin might be an able handyman, but house building was not his talent.
A black horse with a white star on its forehead stood tied to a hitching-post on the far side of the house. Matthew saw the dark shapes of other structures beyond the house, back where a few fitful lanterns burned and the haze was thick enough to choke a mule. From what he could tell there looked to be a barn, a long shedlike structure that probably was part of the hog pens, another utility building of some kind—the slaughterhouse?—and finally a scabby-looking rectangular building that might be a smokehouse. The noise of hogs gobbling and grunting came from the pens.
The domain of Mrs. Sutch. Matthew thought it was very far indeed from Paradise.
Noggin was nowhere in sight. The coffin's lid was open. Matthew shifted his position a few feet and saw an open cellar door. A faint glow of dirty light washed out upon the boards.
He knelt down, mulling his situation. It would be a simple matter now to ride back to the village of Nicholsburg and knock on doors until he roused someone who had something to do with the law. He could get there in about twenty minutes. Go from door to door and raise hell, if he had to. Sorry to wake you up, sir, but Mrs. Sutch's handyman Noggin is stealing dead guests from Mrs. Lovejoy's Paradise and carting them up here to the hog farm, where he's taking them into the cellar, and would you please lower that musket from my face, sir?
Noggin suddenly came up through the cellar door, which caused Matthew to duck even though he was already on the ground. Matthew had a glimpse of Noggin's dark-stained leather apron before the handyman trudged on toward the buildings out back. The haze swallowed him up.
Something moved behind Matthew. He sensed it first before he heard it. The back of his neck rippled, and then came the quiet sound of brush being stirred by a body. Matthew whirled around, his eyes wide, for he thought surely someone he hadn't counted on being there was going to jump him, and he would have to fight for his life.
But no . . . there was no one there.
Matthew's heart was racing. He had to struggle to regain his breath. An animal of some kind had just skittered past, he thought. Damn if it hadn't turned his temples gray.
He saw Noggin returning to the house, carrying a bucket in each hand. Noggin went back unhurriedly into the cellar, like any workman doing a job he's done many times before.
This would be number fifty, Matthew thought.
He no longer felt safe out here. His skin was still crawling. In another moment Noggin was going to come back and shut the cellar door. Matthew stood up. In back of the wagon would be the shovel, the pickaxe and the mallet, if Noggin hadn't already taken them inside. Matthew figured those items stayed in the wagon. He had to make a quick decision that might end his life right here and now. The longer he delayed, the worse. He pushed out through the brush, crept up to the wagon, debated for about three seconds which of the items he could use, decided against his first choice, the pickaxe, because he didn't want to burst Noggin's skull, and picked up the mallet. He stood at the cellar door, the mallet upraised, waiting for Noggin to appear.
He waited.
No Noggin.
From within, at a distance, he heard what sounded like an axe at work. On what, he dreaded to think, but it didn't sound like wood.
Matthew took a deep breath and peered inside. A few lanterns hung from beams overhead. The cellar had dirt walls, and looked to be a warren of small rooms and passages. Like the diggings of a rat's nest, Matthew thought. Or the tunnels of a coal mine. In the larger chamber before him stood a number of barrels, coils of rope and chains, a cupboard in the corner and on the floor a stack of burlap bags with Mrs. Sutch's legend already painted on them in red.
The chopping noise was coming from the right. He eased down the cellar's steps and saw along the passageway a shadow thrown by lamplight from one of the rooms. It had a shadow axe, and was cleaving a shadow something that appeared to be hanging from the ceiling. Matthew heard liquid running into a bucket. He decided this was not where he wished to be.
" . . . can't go back and pick up like it was only yesterday . . . "
The muffled voice was coming from above Matthew's head. A woman's voice.
Thunk . . . thunk . . . thunk went the axe.
" . . . if you would help me, that particular door might not be . . . "
A man's voice, responding.
That voice was very familiar. Sickeningly familiar, in fact.
"Ty, listen to me!" said the woman sharply. "He won't take you back. Not now, not ever."
Ty's voice pitched lower, became silken in its cajoling. Whatever Ty wanted help with, he meant to get it. Matthew had lifted the mallet, as if to strike at the speaker though separated by a floor of uneven boards. His heart was pounding, and a sheen of cold sweat glistened on his forehead. He knew the voice of Tyranthus Slaughter, all right. And the woman calling him "Ty" sounded like Gemini Lovejoy, but less genteel now and more hard-edged.
In the room along the passage, Noggin kept chopping. Further in the cellar, Matthew saw a set of steps going up to a door. When he took the second one, it let out a squeal that made his blood curdle; he froze in place, expecting either the door to open or Noggin to come rushing along the passage, but the voices kept muttering and wrangling. The two Lovejoys were having a dispute, it seemed. He intended to find out what issue stood between the loving harmony of a killer and a . . . whatever she was. He eased up the steps and peered through a crack where door and wall should have met. He could see nothing but yellow lamplight in a room with dark brown wallpaper, so he put his ear to the crack instead and listened to the Lovejoys fuss.
" . . . shouldn't have come here," she said. "Of all places."
"I told you, I'd worn out my welcome in that boarding house. Chester is not my idea of a fascinating destination."
"Be damned with that!" she snapped. Matthew heard a chair scrape. Were they both sitting down? At a table? "I told you, long ago, that I was done with you! I couldn't help you anymore!"
"Ah, Lyra!" Slaughter's voice was like warm honey. "Couldn't, or wouldn't?"
"Both. Now we've been going over this all afternoon. How much longer are you going to stir the pot?"
"Oh," he said, and Matthew could imagine him shrugging and giving a cold smile, "until the stew is ready."
She was silent. Then: "Your head's leaking again."
"Yes, that happens when I become disturbed. The stitches were put in by a country idiot, what do you expect? Would you get me a fresh cloth?"
Matthew's nerves jangled. The chopping noise had stopped. But now it began again, and Matthew could relax a little because at least he knew where Noggin was. He heard Mrs. Gemini Lovejoy—also her own twin, Mrs. Sutch—walk across the floor and return. The chair scraped once more, and Matthew presumed she had seated herself. He thought they might be sitting at a kitchen table, because there was also the clink of a plate or a glass.
"Thank you," said Slaughter. "You should have seen me, Lyra! All the old fire and ability came back. Makes a man delight in living, to know he hasn't lost a step."
"I still don't believe you. About the three constables and the Indian."
"Three of the hardest constables you ever set eyes on," he insisted. "Militia soldiers, every one. Took me out of that madhouse and treated me like a common criminal. The Indian came later, as I said. But I killed them all, I did. Outsmarted them, and put them down. The Indian got me, yes, but I polished him off, too, when push came to shove. That's when I'm at my best, Lyra. When my back's against the wall. As it is now, dear one. As it is now." 
"I'm not your 'dear one'. And stop crowing. I know your abilities. That's not the problem." 
"The problem," Slaughter said, "is that you're telling me he has no need for my abilities. When we both know I was his favored one. We both know he relied on me to settle his accounts, more than any other." Mrs. Sutch was quiet, and Slaughter added, "Look how neatly I polished off Richard Herrald. That still counts for something, doesn't it?" 
Matthew's knees almost buckled. Polished off Richard Herrald? What madness was this? 
"Professor Fell will take me back," Slaughter said, in the room beyond. "He's not going to let a talent like mine go to waste." 
Truly, Matthew nearly had to sit down. He put his eye to the crack, but still saw nothing of the two villains. He thought they were sitting just to the right of his position. He was aware that Noggin had ceased chopping; now there came a scraping noise, blade against bone. 
Matthew's brain crackled as he took it all in: Tyranthus Slaughter had been an assassin working for Professor Fell in England. Settling the professor's accounts, which included murdering Fell's enemies who received the blood cards. Richard Herrald, Katherine's husband and founder of the Herrald Agency, had been on Fell's murder list, and had met a hideous fate in London about ten years ago. 
Greathouse, Slaughter had said at Reverend Burton's cabin. I don't know that name, but I swear you're familiar.
Probably because Greathouse looked enough like his elder half-brother for Slaughter to have his memory jogged, though he couldn't connect one man to the other.
Slaughter had murdered Richard Herrald, on behalf of his employer Professor Fell. His very strict employer, who had the habit of having associates killed once they landed in gaol, to ensure the secrecy of his operations. Thus Slaughter had preferred a stay at the Westerwicke public hospital, and a pretense of being mad, rather than spending any time whatsoever in a gaol.
As Greathouse himself had said, No one makes Professor Fell angry and lives very long.
Not even, evidently, the professor's own assassins.
"You did that job a long time ago," Mrs. Sutch countered. Matthew heard the clink of glass against glass; was she pouring from a bottle of wine? "And that was before he found out you were working for yourself. Masquerading as a nobleman and killing those girls! Really, Ty! Without his permission, and without paying him a percentage! You knew you were dead if you stayed there, and you know you can't ever go back again."
Slaughter didn't speak for a time. When his voice came, it was raspy and hesitant, as if some measure of strength had left him. "Tell me, then," he said, sounding small and even a little frightened, "where is my place?"
"Not here. I want you gone. Tonight. If he knew I was still in touch with you, it'd be my throat cut." Spoken like a true woman of business who looks at the balance sheet and sees liability. Matthew wondered if this was the female partner with whom Slaughter had jumped through hoops of fire as a circus acrobat in his youth. He could imagine it printed in festive letters on the broadsheet: Presenting the Daring Ty and Ly!
"You owe me." Slaughter had regained his dignity; his voice was stone-cold. "I gave you the idea for this. Told you how you might do it, and look how Mrs. Sutch's sausages are so well-loved, with that little bit of extra spice in 'em! People crave 'em, don't they? Damn right they do, just like I said they would!" There was a loud slap: the noise of his palm hitting the table. "Don't you scowl at me, woman! I know where your bodies aren't buried!"
Matthew felt feverish. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve.
It is like pork, Slaughter had said. But sweeter. In the human meat can be tasted the
essence of food and drink consumed by that body in happier times. There are some, I hear, who if left to their own devices would become enslaved to the taste of human, and want nothing else.
A popular dish at Sally Almond's, indeed. Sausages likely made most with pork, but with the extra spice of human meat saturated with hot peppers. Matthew recalled seeing them oily and glistening on Greathouse's breakfast platter. This would really slay him.
My God! Matthew thought. How he could use Quisenhunt's rotator pistol right now!
"Lyra," Slaughter said softly. "I don't mean to fight with you. After all we've been through together? All the times I've come to your aid?"
"We're paid up," she answered. "I bought that damned box for you, so you'd know one when you saw it. You were too stupid to quit while you were ahead."
"I shall bare my back to your lash. You may whip me for my stupidity—for my ambition—a thousand times, if it pleases you. But this thing I'm asking . . . this one thing . . . would mean my salvation. I'm begging you, as I have never begged another human being and shall never again beg . . . please . . . give me someone to kill."
"I can't."
"You can. You have the power to bring me back into his grace, Lyra. Just one name, is all I'm asking. Someone he wants dead. It doesn't have to be a hard one. Or make it the most difficult on the list, I don't care. Please. Now look closely . . . you'll never see Ty Slaughter grovel like this again, so mark the momentous occasion."
Matthew heard her sigh.
"You're an insane fool," she told him, but her hard edge had softened.
"True," the killer replied, "but I am forever and dependably your insane fool."
Lyra Sutch muttered an oath that Matthew had never heard come from a woman's mouth, and indeed had thought it was beyond a woman to imagine such a mindboggling crudity.
There came the sound of a chair scraping back.
"Come downstairs," she said.






Thirty
The door opened. The two killers descended the stairs, lady first.
In the darkness beneath them, Matthew was already on his knees on the dirt floor. He dared to peer out from his hiding-place, but not far enough that the lantern's light might catch him. Mrs. Sutch, wearing an austere gray gown and with a black netting over her leonine hair, went to the cupboard, drew a latch and opened the doors. Slaughter's boots clomped down the steps, the gentleman dressed in a black suit. Obviously he'd either found a tailor to do a quick job, as Matthew had, or more likely some victim had died for his clothes. It pleased Matthew no end that Slaughter's face was less ruddy and more the shade of Mrs. Sutch's gown, and that he held a mottled blue rag pressed to his scalp stitches.
"Now that's what I'm talking about!" Slaughter said, in admiration for what was contained within the cupboard.
Light glinted and gleamed off a variety of weapons held on hooks. Matthew saw three pistols, four knives of various lengths and shapes, two pairs of brass knuckles, one of which was studded with small blades, and two black cords used for the strangler's art. An empty space above the cords indicated that some implement of murder had recently been removed.
Tools of the trade, Matthew thought.
Mrs. Sutch reached deeper into the cupboard and slid out a shelf. On it was the fifth thief trap Quisenhunt had made. She opened it so quickly Matthew couldn't see if she'd turned the latches horizontally or vertically. She lifted the lid, as Slaughter plucked one of the knives from its hook and examined the blade with the air of an artist considering a new brush.
Papers crackled within the box. Mrs. Sutch brought out a small brown ledger book and opened it, positioning herself beneath the nearest lantern in order to better read what was written there. "As of the last posting, there are two in Boston," she said. "One in Albany. That would be an easy job for you. A retired judge, fifty-eight years of age. Crippled in a riding accident last year. Received his card in London, March of 1697. Oh . . . here. This one would please the professor." She tapped the page. "Are you up to a trip?"
"I can travel."
"This would be to the Carolina colony. Twelve days or so, depending on how hard you want to ride. But he's not going anywhere. In the summer he left New York, where he was a magistrate. Settled now as manager on Lord Peter Kent's tobacco plantation, just west of the town of Kingswood. His name is—"
Matthew almost spoke it, if speaking wouldn't have gotten him killed.
"—Nathaniel Powers," she continued. "A friend of Herrald's, by the way. Received his card in London, July of 1694. Sailed from Portsmouth to New York with his family in September of 1694. Obviously he has a healthy respect for the professor's determination. It's time his card was called to count."
"Absolutely time," Slaughter agreed, and seemed to be admiring his reflection in the knife's shine.
"Take what you please."
"I've come upon a bounty of blades just recently. I have a sufficient pistol, as well." He put the knife back upon its hook. "But tell me, what's missing right there?" He touched the empty space above the cords.
"A new item, brought from South America. A blowpipe. It uses a dart tipped with frog venom that causes . . . "
"Instant death?" The way Slaughter said that, it was religious.
"The muscles to stiffen and the throat to constrict," she corrected. "Within seconds, the victim cannot move. It's being experimented with."
"Who has that job?"
"We have new blood among the brethren, since you've been gone."
"It's gratifying to know our profession shall not die for want of youth," Slaughter said, and then he, the lady and Matthew all looked across the cellar as Noggin came out of the passageway lugging a damp and dripping Mrs. Sutch burlap bag that appeared to be heavy with contents. Noggin carried it out the cellar door, bound for some destination Matthew didn't wish to think about.
"Can you trust him?" Slaughter asked, as Mrs. Sutch closed the box and slid the shelf back.
"He does what I tell him, when I tell him. He's dull, but smart enough to ask no questions." She shut the cupboard and pushed the latch home. "From time to time, I let him have one of the girls at Paradise."
The fate of Kitt, Matthew thought. And of how many others?
"You amaze me." Slaughter had turned toward Mrs. Sutch. He lowered the cloth from his head, and Matthew could see that the hair had been shaved away from the vivid red gash and its ugly stitches. "Always the spirit of industry. You can work any ten people into the ground."
"You know where I came from. What I went through, and what I saw. Poverty and misery have always been the greatest of incentives. Besides," she said with a faint smile, "I'm making a fortune for both myself and the professor."
"As if he needs more."
"He always needs more. And so do I."
They stared at each other for a moment. Then Slaughter reached out to touch Mrs. Sutch's cheek. She pulled away, her face grim. Slaughter let his arm drop.
"When you do the job," she told him, "come back here. Send Noggin for me. At that point, we'll consider what the next step ought to be. I'm not promising anything."
"I understand." Slaughter was all business now as well; the sparkle had gone out of his eyes.
"Do you have money?" 
"Enough, yes." 
"Then I want you out of here now," she said, and she went up the stairs. Slaughter followed her without a word, his face lowered and shrouded with shadows.
The door closed.
Matthew heard footsteps creak the boards. They were moving toward the front of the house. He was lightheaded, because he'd been breathing so shallowly. He drew a long breath and kept watching the cellar doorway, expecting Noggin to return at any minute. He didn't think any of the pistols in the cupboard would be loaded or he would have been up and at them already, if he could coax his legs into moving. Slaughter was on his way to kill Nathaniel Powers in the Carolina colony. Mrs. Sutch was in charge of the blood cards, and of arranging the murders on behalf of Professor Fell. His own name was on that list, of course, and he wondered what Slaughter's reaction would have been to hear it. How did Mrs. Sutch manage the job? Did she get some kind of message from Professor Fell, or from one of his associates, directing whose name should be added to the list? Did she then make the blood card here? Using blood from either the hogs or—more of a macabre touch—the gutted guests of Paradise? He wondered if his own card had been daubed from the blood of Mr. White. A bizarre riddle occurred to him: what color was White on white?
Did Noggin deliver the cards? Maybe by packet boat from Philadelphia? Or did someone else carry the cards out? So many unanswered questions, and so little time.
But Matthew kept staring at the cupboard. In there was Quisenhunt's fifth thief trap, and within it was a book with the names of Fell's murder list. What else might be in that book, and what other papers in the box?
"Noggin! Noggin!" Mrs. Sutch was outside, calling for her handyman. Slaughter must have already ridden away. It sounded as if Mrs. Sutch was moving toward the rear of the place, back toward the pens or the utility building.
There indeed wasn't much time. Matthew stood up, went to the cupboard and found the latch. He put aside his mallet, opened the cupboard, slid out the shelf and looked at the thief trap.
"Noggin!" Mrs. Sutch shouted, still at the back of the house.
Matthew now faced a question regarding the box. Was it an armed thief trap, or simply a locked keyless safe? He ran his fingers over the latches. One was nearly horizontal, the other just to the right of vertical. If he turned the latches the wrong way, would smoke and sparks explode from the keyhole? What if the powder charge was not set, but the hammer mechanism was armed? Either way, the noise would bring Mrs. Sutch running. He could take the whole box, he decided. That would be the safest thing. Just take the whole box and get out of here. But he needed the lamplight to see what he was doing. In the dark, it would be impossible to line the latches up either perfectly vertically or horizontally. And which version of the two might this be?
He could take the box and a lantern. He reached up, lifted a lamp from its hook and then set the lamp atop the box. He picked the box up with both arms. It was heavy, but not unmanageable.
He turned toward the cellar door, took a single step and stopped as if he'd been slapped in the face. 
He was no longer alone. 
Standing in his way was Mrs. Sutch. 
She smiled tightly; in the lamplight her eyes seemed to possess glowing centers of red. 
"Good evening, Mr. Shayne," she said in a quiet, strained voice. 
With an effort, Matthew answered, "Hello, Mrs. Sutch."
They stared at each other, the lioness and her prey.
The moment hung, both Matthew and Mrs. Sutch standing motionless as paintings.
Mrs. Sutch suddenly lifted her arm, not without a certain feminine grace. The axe she'd picked up at the back of the house emerged from behind her gray gown. She had come prepared to do her share of the night's work. Her smile crumpled. She showed her teeth.
"Noggin!" she screamed, her face contorting into a picture from Hell, and Matthew thought she might well be announcing her target because she gripped the axe's handle in both hands and, rushing forward, brought it down for his head.
He lifted the box. The axeblade crashed into it and knocked it and the lantern from his hands to the floor. He spun around to get at the weapons in the cupboard, but he heard the whisper of the axe coming at him again. As he threw himself to the left the blade whacked into the cupboard. The guns, knives, and all the rest of the deadly collection jumped off their hooks.
The woman was on him before he had time to right himself. The axe was flying at his face, and as Matthew tumbled backward the blade hissed past, nearly rendering him noseless. Before she could bring the axe back for another blow, Matthew reached for the stack of burlap bags, picked one up and whipped it into her eyes. A second whip of the bag sent her reeling, and then Matthew leaped forward and hit her, female or not, smack in the forehead with his fist.
Mrs. Sutch fell across a coil of rope, but she did not relinquish her hold on the axe. All Matthew wanted to do was get out, devil take the box and everything in it; he found this intent denied, however, as Mrs. Sutch heaved herself up from the ground and stood between him and the cellar door, her teeth gritted and the axe upraised.
"Noggin!" she shouted, loud enough to wake the widow Ford. "Come here!"
Matthew knew he was finished when Noggin came. He bent to pick up a length of chain, but the woman charged him once more. The axe flashed with lamplight. Matthew jerked his head back, and the blade thunked into the wall. Then Matthew grabbed hold of the axe and they fought for it, spinning each other around and around, banging into barrels and staggering back and forth across the cellar. Everything was blurred and chaotic, a mad nightmare, Mrs. Sutch kicking at his legs, spitting in his eyes and biting at his hands, he trying to pull the axe out of her iron grip. 
Suddenly she shoved him hard against a wall. A knee came up and caught him square in the groin. Pain stole his breath and nearly crippled him. His legs sagged and he slid down. She stepped back to give herself room to bash his brains out, but before she could steady her legs to deliver the blow Matthew had scrambled away from her, almost on hands and knees. He found himself in the passageway that Noggin had come out of, and desperate to buy some time and find a weapon he half-ran, half-stumbled toward the lamplit room that had thrown such hideous shadows.
"Noggin!" she screamed, her throat shredding.
Matthew knew she'd be after him, Noggin or not. He flung himself into the chamber, fell onto his knees, and there through his pain-hazed vision saw the depth of Mrs. Sutch's pleasure.
Hanging from the ceiling beams in this dirt-walled room, along with a few blood-spattered lanterns, were a half-dozen chains each ending in a sharp iron hook about five feet off the floor. Items impaled on some of these hooks looked at first to be nothing more than marine creatures from the deep brought up in a fisherman's net: here twisted blue coils like an aquatic worm, there a gleaming mass like a crimson skate, here a grayish-purple fist-sized lump with cords dangling down like the tendrils of a jellyfish. Two buckets full of blood stood beneath a wooden trough, within which lay a ferrago of gore and matter that was best not too closely examined. The chamber's smell was also nautical, of sea brine and low tide. On the floor very near Matthew were, oddly enough, a pair of bare feet chopped off at the ankles, a pair of wrinkled hands and beside them the white-haired decapitated head of an elderly mermaid, her eyes half-open as if groggily awakening from sleep and her gray lips pressed tight to keep a secret.
The widow Ford had come to pieces in here. An extra bit of spice, to be added to the next batch of sausage.
Matthew stared at the hanging internals, which were swinging ever so slightly. He thought it was very economical that Mrs. Sutch used all the body as she did. All the organs, as well as the meat. Bone marrow too, most likely. Didn't want to get the nails into the mix, though. Or the teeth. The head was probably due to be cracked last, for the brains. Then everything into the pot along with the pork, and after the sausages were shaped and cased they went into the smokehouse. Very economical of her, very efficient.
He thought he could lose his mind, kneeling here before this altar of evil.
With a shriek of rage Mrs. Sutch hurtled into the room. She lifted her axe, and when it fell it cleaved deep into Matthew's head.
Or, rather, the head he'd picked up from the floor, which had belonged to the widow Ford and which Matthew had thrust up in front of his own to take the blow.
Mrs. Sutch saw she'd chopped the wrong head and began to try to fling it off the axeblade, but it was stuck tight. She beat the head against the floor, to no avail. Then she gave a scream of frustration, put her foot upon it and pushed, adding indignity to the sorry fate of the widow Ford. As Mrs. Sutch was so occupied, Matthew crawled to one of the buckets of blood and took hold of it. He struggled to his feet against the ache of his bruised stones and threw the gore full into her face.
Spitting blood that was not her own, her face, hair and the front of her gown streaming crimson, Mrs. Sutch dropped the axe and the head it was buried in. She staggered back into the passageway, her hands up to clear her eyes. For good measure Matthew flung the bucket at her, but she was already moving and the bucket only crashed into the wall where she'd been.
Matthew knew she wasn't done. He knew also that she'd gone to find something else to kill him with. He looked around and saw a second axe leaning against the trough, this one with a bloody blade. The handyman's tool. But where the hell was Noggin? Matthew heard Mrs. Sutch shout for him again, her ragged voice carrying the high note of desperation. She knew, as well as Matthew did, that if Noggin wasn't here by now he wasn't coming.
Matthew picked up the axe. He turned to face the doorway, the pain at his groin forcing him into a crouch.
When Mrs. Sutch returned, her face a dripping bloodmask, she was gripping in each hand a knife from her collection.
"I don't want to kill you," Matthew said. He held the axe up.
If she feared the blade, she gave no sign of it. She feinted once, trying to get him to commit, but he stood his ground. "You're in your grave," she whispered, as her knives carved the air between them. "In your grave. Oh yes, in your grave." Her eyes were fixed upon his, both daring and taunting him. She shifted two steps to the left and then came back to the right. "In your grave," she repeated. "Yes, you are. In your—" 
She leaped at him, the knives flashing. 
Matthew had no time to think, only to react. Neither did he have time to aim. He just struck out with the axe, as Mrs. Sutch slashed at his face with one knife and at his throat with the other. 
Before she could get to him, there was a crunching sound. Mrs. Sutch gave an animalish grunt and was flung away. She fell down in the wet red dirt. She blinked, her eyes wide with shock and perhaps more than a touch of madness. Then she began to try to get up once more, but her left arm was no longer a working part of her body.
"Stay down," he told her.
She was on her knees. She stared at the knife in her right hand, as if drawing strength from it. Then, shaking with either rage or pain, she got up on her feet.
"Don't," Matthew said, the axe ready again.
But he knew she was coming. She had passed beyond the human state, into a creature that must kill to survive. At that moment Matthew thought of the monster's tooth in McCaggers' attic. A supreme carnivore, McCaggers had said. Formed for the function of both destruction and survival.
Both she and Slaughter were of the same breed, Matthew thought. Formed for the same function. Kill or be killed.
He watched as she came toward him, but slowly now, with a terrible silence. The blade was thrust forward; the monster's tooth was seeking flesh. He retreated, brushing past the chains with their hanging pieces of meat.
She was now the full creation not of God, but of Professor Fell. Whatever the professor was, he had the power to take the raw clay of humanity and mold it into something monstrous.
The monster's tooth. Evidence of what God had told Job, about the behemoth and the leviathan.
God spoke to Job from the whirlwind, McCaggers had said. He told Job to gird up his
loins like a man, and face what was to come. 
I will demand of thee, He said. 
Mrs. Sutch attacked with a sudden burst of speed and ferocity, her teeth gritted, her eyes wild in the bloody face, the knife seeking Matthew's heart.
Matthew swung the axe. Even as the blade tore into flesh and broke bone, Matthew was aware that the knife had pierced his waistcoat and shirt because he felt the point of the monster's tooth pressed against his skin, felt it poised to bite into his guts . . . 
 . . . but quite suddenly its power was gone. 
Mrs. Sutch had lost the knife, and she was falling backward. All of her head was no longer there. She fell into the chains and staggered against the trough and then slid down to the floor, where her body quivered and her legs shook in a hideous palsied dance.
Incredibly, she put her remaining good hand to the floor and looked to be trying to get up again, and she lifted her misshapen head toward him and gripped her fingers into the dirt in an attempt to crawl. The expression of pure, cold hatred on her face riveted Matthew. 
It said, Don't think you've won, little man. Oh no . . . for I am the least of what is ahead for you . . . 
She drew a terrible, shuddering breath, and then he saw her eyes cloud over and her face freeze. Her head pitched forward but her fingers dug deeper into the dirt—once, twice, and a third time—before they stilled. Her hand stayed twisted into a claw.
For a long time, Matthew could not move. Then, at last, the full impact that he had killed another person hit him, and he hobbled out of the cellar next to Noggin's wagon and threw up until he was just heaving and gasping, but never in all this distress did he let go of the axe. 
Matthew unbuttoned his waistcoat and opened his shirt. The blade had given him a shallow bite across his ribs about two inches long, but it wasn't so bad. Not as bad as Mrs. Sutch had intended. His groin, though, was a more painful subject. He would think himself lucky if he could walk tomorrow.
But Slaughter was on his way to kill Nathaniel Powers. To settle an account for Professor Fell. Matthew thought he might have trouble walking tomorrow or the next day, but somehow he was going to have to gird up his loins enough to climb on his horse and ride to Nicholsburg, to find some help. It would be an unlucky farmer who answered his door tonight. First, though, there was a box in the cellar that needed to be opened.
After this mess was sorted out, he was going to have to ride south, to the Carolina colony, and get to Nathaniel Powers before Slaughter did.
Matthew leaned against the wagon, waiting for his head to clear and his nerves to settle. That might take a while. He looked at the empty coffin, and at the shovel lying there in the back.
Something was missing, he realized.
It was the damnedest thing.
Where was the pickaxe?






Thirty-One
A solitary rider came along the road, under the gray November sky. The road went straight between young trees. At its end stood a red brick two-story plantation house with white trim, white shutters and four chimneys. On either side of the road, beyond the trees, were the tobacco fields, brown and barren now until April. The solitary rider reined his black horse in for just a moment, while his gaze swept across the landscape, and then he continued on his chosen path. 
He was a well-dressed gent, on this cold and somber morning. He wore tan-colored breeches, white stockings, polished black boots, a dark blue waistcoat and a dark blue jacket overlaid with a design of paisley in lighter blue. On his head was a tasteful white wig, not too ostentatiously curly, and atop that a black tricorn. Black gloves, a black cloak and a white cravat completed his carefully-crafted attire. 
He had just come from the Gentleman's Rest Tavern and Inn in Kingswood, where he'd spent the past two nights. They knew him there as Sir Fonteroy Makepeace, aide to Lord Henry Wickerby of the Wickerby estate near Charles Town. This title had also appeared in the very formal letter sent from Sir Makepeace by way of a young courier from Kingswood to the door of the plantation house now drawing nearer. Such was the communications of one gentleman to another, and the privileges of breeding.
As Sir Makepeace rode his horse along the drive, a groom who'd been notified to expect the visitor saw him coming and emerged from his small brick watchhouse that stood alongside the main entrance. He went up the front steps to alert the other servants by using the brass door knocker cast in the shape of a tobacco leaf, and then he hurried to bring over a footstool and hold it steady as Sir Makepeace dismounted. The groom offered to take the gentleman's horse around to the barn, but Sir Makepeace said it wouldn't be necessary, that his business would only take a short while and it was fine to just keep the animal here.
The groom gave a respectful bow and said As you wish, Sir Makepeace.
"Good morning, Sir Makepeace," said the rather stocky, balding servant who came down the steps to meet him. Climbing the steps to the front door appeared to be a bit hard on Sir Makepeace, if anyone was watching. He brought a cloth from his waistcoat pocket and blotted some beads of sweat that had risen on his face. Then he put the cloth away, looked back to make sure the groom was standing firm with his horse, and allowed the servant to usher him inside.
A servant-girl came forward to take Sir Makepeace's cloak, hat and gloves, but he said, "I'll keep these for the while, miss. I'm rather cold-natured." She gave him a polite smile and a quick curtsy.
"Mr. Powers' office is this way, please," said the male servant, motioning up the staircase.
Sir Makepeace looked up the stairs. His face showed just the slightest ripple of unease.
"Men usually keep their offices on the lower floor," said Sir Makepeace.
"Yes sir, that may be true," the servant answered, "but Lord Kent has given Mr. Powers an office on the upper level, so that he might always have a view of the fields."
"Ah." Sir Makepeace nodded, though his smile did not completely take hold. "My business is with Mr. Powers, but is Lord Kent in residence?" 
"No sir, Lord Kent is currently in England and shall not be back before summer. This way, if you please." 
Sir Makepeace followed the servant up the stairs and to a closed door on the right side of the house. The servant knocked, there was a muffled, "Come in," and the servant opened the door for Sir Makepeace's entry. He closed it as soon as the visitor had crossed the threshold.
Sir Makepeace gave the office a quick once-over. It was richly appointed, with cowhide chairs, a brown leather sofa, and in the corner to his right a gold-and-black lacquered Chinese screen. A chandelier holding six lanterns hung from the ceiling. The desk was on the far side of the room, where a man in his mid-fifties, with dark brown hair gone gray at the temples, had removed his reading spectacles and risen from his chair. "Mr. Powers?" said Sir Makepeace, as he walked across a red carpet toward the desk.
"Yes," Nathaniel Powers replied. Since leaving his position as magistrate in New York he'd grown a gray goatee that his wife, Judith, actually thought was quite handsome. Behind him a pair of windows looked out upon the fields, and to his right a second set of windows offered another view of the fields that included several of the plantation's workbuildings.
"A pleasure to meet you," Sir Makepeace said. He removed his gloves as he approached. "I much appreciate your taking the time to see me, as I have business to conduct."
"I assumed so. I must say, though, I'm not familiar with Lord Wickerby or the Wickerby estate."
"No matter. I have here an item concerning an old account of yours that needs to be settled. To be polished off, you might say." With a frozen smile, Sir Makepeace reached into his waistcoat.
"Mister Slaughter," came a voice from behind him that caused the rest of him to freeze. "Please keep your hands at your sides."
The nobleman turned slowly toward the source of his irritation. Matthew had emerged from his concealment behind the Chinese screen, and he stood halfway between it and Tyranthus Slaughter.
"Pardon me," said the nobleman, with an air of bewilderment. "Do I know you?"
Matthew kept his own hands behind him. He was relaxed, but not lax in his assessment of his foe. Slaughter was carrying a knife or pistol—possibly both—within his waistcoat. Either one of his boots could be hiding a blade. He might even have a knife under that damned wig. But it was clear that Slaughter was somewhat diminished from their last meeting. Slaughter's face was gray and puffy, with dark hollows beneath his eyes. Sweat sparkled at his temples. Matthew wondered if Walker's arrows had not done the job on him, after all, and Slaughter's blood was poisoned. Still . . . the most dangerous beast was one that was both wounded and trapped.
"Lyra Sutch is dead," Matthew told him. "I have the ledger book of Professor Fell's . . . accounts to be settled." He saw Slaughter flinch on that one. "Your career has ended, sir. The man who is standing outside that door has a pistol, and so does the groom who took your horse. Of course we weren't sure who Sir Fonteroy Makepeace actually was, so we had to let you come up." He did not say that Powers' office was usually downstairs, and that this was Lord Kent's bedroom, redecorated. The point had been to get Slaughter further away from an exit, if only to underscore the difficulty of escape.
"Mr. Powers?" Slaughter lifted his hands, as if to beg a question. "Is this young gentleman mad?"
Powers looked from Slaughter to Matthew and back again. "I have complete faith in his judgment. He intends to take you to New York, but from what he's told me about you over the last few days, I would have shot you as soon as you walked through the door."
"Really?" The gentlemanly veneer of Sir Fonteroy Makepeace cracked, and peering out with narrow, red-rimmed eyes and a half-snarl was a monster who had perhaps been born long before the small sound of a rat biting a bone in a Swansea coal mine. "But I don't see that he has a gun, sir, or anything else with which to take me anywhere I don't wish to go."
"Well, actually," Matthew said, and brought from behind his back the three-barrelled black rotator pistol that Oliver Quisenhunt had been kind enough to loan him when he'd returned to Philadelphia to ask for it, "I do."
Slaughter moved.
He lowered his shoulder and like a charging bull smashed through the wood frame and glass squares of the window to his left. Matthew pulled the trigger, aiming at Slaughter's legs. A ragged-edged hole exploded in the wall, but through the billowing smoke Matthew saw the killer leap into space.


"My God! My God!" Powers was shouting. The door burst open and the servant, Doyle by name, came rushing in with his pistol drawn. Matthew got to the aperture where the window had been in time to see Slaughter below him, sliding down the sloped roof of the outbuilding on which he'd landed. His tricorn and white-curled wig were tumbling down behind him. Then Slaughter dropped to the ground, staggered and nearly fell, but gained his footing and started running with a pronounced limp toward the cluster of worksheds and barns. Beyond them was three hundred acres of open tobacco field, and beyond that the Carolina woods.
Matthew saw Slaughter run past a few startled workmen in a blacksmith's shed and then disappear into the darkness of another workbuilding. Damn, what a jump! He'd never imagined Slaughter would've risked a broken neck to make an exit, but that was the nature of the beast: death before surrender.
"Sir!" Doyle said to him. "What shall we do?"
Matthew had no idea what other weapons Slaughter might have. He couldn't ask anyone else to fight his battle for him. He opened the compartment in the rotator's handle and brought out the second paper gunpowder cartridge.
"I've got a musket!" Powers' face was ruddy with excitement. "I'll blow the shit out of him!"
"No sir, you'll stay right here." Matthew tore the cartridge and primed the second barrel. "Doyle, I want you to stay with the magistrate. I mean . . . " He waved off his confusion as to his ex-employer's current position. "Just be his bodyguard," he said.
"I don't need a bodyguard!" Powers shouted, further incensed.
Matthew asked himself where he'd heard those words before. He said, "Your family would think otherwise." Thank God their own home was at another location. He heard people coming up the stairs. It was Corinna, the servant-girl, and Mrs. Allen, the cook. Matthew got past them as they came forward to press themselves on Powers' nerves, and he ran down the steps, through the house and out the back door that led into the work area.
Though the labors of the tobacco plantation were never-ceasing, there was not so much activity here this time of year, and the workmen fewer in number. Matthew set his course for the shed that Slaughter had entered. 
Matthew couldn't help wondering where he was. Not Slaughter, but the other one. The one who had taken the pickaxe from the back of Noggin's wagon and hit Noggin in the head with it while the handyman was crouched down in the woods relieving himself. A man with a broken skull could not answer a shout, no matter how desperate. 
When the constable from Nicholsburg had found Noggin dead the next morning in the woods, with that pickaxe planted in his head, Matthew had known who it must be. Incredibly, who it must be. The same person who had thrown a handful of marbles against the gearwheel in the watermill. The same person Matthew had seen on a horse, following him at a distance day after day on the road south. Matthew had no doubt who it must be. A resourceful person who could take care of himself. Who could take a fierce beating and keep going, mile after mile. Who could read the ground and the sky. Who could build a fire, who knew how to hunt, and how to lay a snare. Who could push himself nearly beyond the limits of human endurance, and who had an iron will to survive. Who also knew how to steal a horse, which he'd done in the village of Hoornbeck the morning Slaughter had left with the knife peddler. 
In these last few days Matthew had started leaving a jug of water and some food out for him, just before dark at the edge of the woods. The food was always gone the next morning and the jug emptied, but then again it was hardly needed because there was a stream nearby and he'd seen plenty of rabbits. One could say an animal might have taken the food, but one would be wrong. But also right, in a way. Matthew had looked for the glow of a fire, but on those many nights of travel when he couldn't find an inn and had to sleep outside, he'd never seen any fire but his own, so why should he see one now? But he was out there, all right. Waiting. The question was, where was he now? 
Matthew reached the building that Slaughter had entered and eased into it with his pistol ready and all his senses alert. He passed slowly and carefully through a storehouse of wagon parts, extra harnesses, yokes and the like. On the opposite wall was an open door. He passed through it, and outside again.
Before him, about forty yards distant, was a large red barn. It was where the tobacco leaves were stored to age, pressed into bundles or put into hogshead barrels pending shipment. Matthew could see across the field from his position; there was no sign of Slaughter. The barn's door was partly open.
He approached the barn, briefly hesitated to solidify his resolve, and then with his finger on the pistol's trigger he went inside.
The light that streamed in was dim and dusty. Matthew saw around him stacks of barrels as tall as a man and thick bundles of tobacco leaves wrapped up with rope. Handcarts stood waiting for use, and ahead was a wagon half-loaded with barrels. He moved cautiously, taking one step and then stopping, listening for any movement.
The back of his neck was tingling.
He had nearly reached the wagon when he heard a quick sliding sound. Like the dragging of an injured leg. There and then gone. It had come from his right. He changed course for that direction, his heart slamming in his chest.
Three more steps forward, and he heard the click of a striker being cocked almost directly ahead of him.
Slaughter had a pistol.
Matthew thrust his own gun out at arm's length, and so was ready when suddenly Slaughter rose up from behind a wall of tobacco bundles less than six feet away and thrust his own pistol forward. Matthew's finger tightened on the trigger, but he didn't squeeze it. He saw Slaughter's gun barrel drift to the right. Slaughter blinked heavily, as if trying to focus on his target. Matthew thought he might have taken such a jolt in the fall that he was seeing double.
Or maybe he was nearly used up. Slaughter's face was pinched with pain and damp with sweat. The flesh around the ugly wound on his scalp was so swollen the stitches had torn open, the gash wet and glistening. Tendrils of gray liquid were trickling down the side of his face, and Matthew caught the odor of corruption.
"Shall we die together?" Slaughter asked, bringing the barrel to bear on Matthew. "I don't fear it."
"Lower your gun."
"No, I think I will not. I think I will pull my trigger, you will pull yours, and that will be the end of it." He managed a lopsided grin. "Does that suit you?" 
"I'd rather live a little longer," Matthew answered, watching Slaughter's trigger finger. "You can choose life too, if you wish. It's not the end of the world." 
"Oh, but it is. The end of my world. What else—" There came the sound of something moving, very fast.
A body hurtled through the air from Matthew's right. A knife's blade flashed in a blur and went into the side of Slaughter's neck, and as Slaughter's face contorted and he turned to shoot his attacker Matthew had no choice but to pull the trigger. He shot Slaughter in the side, about halfway down the ribcage.
Slaughter's pistol fired downward, in a burst of sparks and smoke. Pieces of tobacco leaves flew into the air. He staggered back, clutching the wound in his neck that now poured blood over his cloak, his cravat and his paisleys, and the pistol fell from his fingers.
He looked with both amazement and incomprehension into a face he didn't seem to recognize. "Who . . . are you?" The boy was gaunt. His hair had grown out some. His clothes were dirty, his eyes were steely gray and the point of the knife he held was blood-red.
Matthew remembered what Walker had said, when he'd seen a figure behind them on the trail and Matthew had dismissed it as delirium:
Following. I saw him twice. Very fast.
Saw who? Matthew had asked.
And Walker's answer had been: Death.
Tom answered the question with a statement, his voice cold and matter-of-fact: "You hurt my dog." 
Slaughter reached into his waistcoat. He brought out a knife of his own. He lunged at Tom, but the boy had already retreated. Then Slaughter began to flail with the knife, left and right, his teeth gritted and eyes hideous with dying rage. Matthew figured it was likely the knife with which he'd planned to cut Nathaniel Powers' throat, and then make a quick escape. 
Tom had lifted his blade to stab Slaughter again, but now he stopped as the bleeding wretch before him slashed wildly at the air. Slowly, Tom lowered the knife to his side. He backed away.
Slaughter was still fighting. He fell against the bundles and stabbed them in a frenzy as if striking flesh, sending brown ribbons of tobacco flying. Matthew wondered what he was trying to kill. He wondered what he had always been trying to kill, in one way or another.
Tom walked a distance and bent to the ground.
Slaughter was running down; his watch was about to stop. He dropped the knife, his head lolling. 
"Matthew?" It was the voice of Nathaniel Powers, the stubborn man who didn't need a bodyguard. "Matthew?" The barn door was pulled open wider. There looked to be six or seven men at the entrance, drawn there by the sound of the shots.
Slaughter straightened himself up. He ran a hand down the front of his paisley-patterned coat, as a lord might do to smooth it before meeting his public. Even as the life's blood streamed from his neck and bloomed around the hole in his side, he looked at Matthew with eyes that yet in their gathering dark held a red glint of ferocity.
"My compliments," he allowed. "I said . . . you were worthy. But Matthew . . . you never could have bested me. Not alone."
Matthew nodded. As Slaughter had told him in the watermill, It would take two of you to polish me off.
But he'd been wrong. It had taken three.
Now, though, it appeared he was well and truly polished. 
"You have . . . aided . . . my ambition," Slaughter said. "My title. Where I'm going . . . they'll make me royalty." 
Lifting his chin, he took an unsteady step toward the door. Then another, dragging his injured leg. Matthew followed behind him, as he staggered onward. At the threshold, Slaughter fell to the ground on his knees. The knot of men backed up to give him room to die. Powers had a musket, Doyle had his pistol, the groom also brandished a gun, and the others all carried either wooden clubs or other implements of violence. At the back of the group, Mrs. Allen held a large rolling-pin.
Tyranthus Slaughter gasped and forced himself up. He lurched forward again, his fists clenched. Suddenly he lifted his right fist and cocked it back, as if about to hurl a thunderbolt of evil into their midst. Before him the crowd shrank away, their faces taut with fear that even their guns and clubs and rolling-pin could not overcome.
Slaughter took two more steps toward them, his fist upraised and trembling, and the crowd retreated two.
And then Slaughter began to laugh, that deep slow sound of a funeral bell. 
Matthew watched as Slaughter opened his fist, and the handful of dust he was holding streamed away between his fingers.
When his hand was empty, the funeral bell ceased its tolling.
Slaughter pitched forward, and lay stretched out upon the earth.






PART SIX:
A Meeting of Night Owls





Thirty-Two
On a bright, breezy afternoon in the middle of November, a flat-bottomed ferry barge from Weehawken tied ropes at Van Dam's shipyard, and discharged its passengers onto the wharf after an hour's trip across the Hudson.
A wagon pulled by a team of horses rumbled off the boat and onto the boards. Its driver then steered the horses into the town's traffic along King Street and turned to the right on the busy Broad Way, while the boy sitting next to him took in the sights, smells and sounds of New York.
The wagon was passing the intersection of Beaver Street and the Broad Way, heading south toward the Great Dock. Three men engaged in conversation in front of a tallow chandler's shop fronting the Way paused in their snide remarks concerning the bilious green of Lord Cornbury's new hat and took view of the wagon. One of them, a little barrel-chested gent standing at the center, caught his breath. He said, with a smudge of disgust, "Choke a duck! Corbett's back!"
With that, Dippen Nack took to his heels in the direction of City Hall.
Matthew heard several people shout to him from the sidewalks, but he paid them no mind. As much as he was glad to be back—as much as he'd thought he would never be back—the place seemed foreign, in a way. Different. As alien as Walker's village had seemed, at first. Had there been this many houses and buildings when he and Greathouse had left, more than a month ago? This many people, carts and wagons? This much clatter and bustle? He wondered if part of Walker had not returned with him, and he was seeing New York through an altered vision; he wondered if he would ever see it the same way again, or feel he truly belonged here among citizens who had not witnessed such vicious murder, violence and evil, or who had not killed a woman with an axe and fired a bullet into a man's body.
He had returned home, but not as he'd left. For better or for worse, he had blood on his hands. As did the boy beside him, but if Tom suffered any qualms about his part in the death of Tyranthus Slaughter, he kept them locked up in the ironclad vault of his soul. The most he'd professed about it to Matthew was that he viewed it as an execution, and lawful or not it was done so it wasn't worth speaking of any more.
But Matthew was sure Lillehorne was going to have a lot to say about it.
"Matthew! Hey, there!" Running up alongside the wagon was his friend, the blacksmith's apprentice John Five, newly wed in September to Constance Wade, now the happy Mrs. Five.
"Hello, John," Matthew answered, but he kept the team moving.
"Where've you been?"
"Working."
"You all right?"
"I'll be all right," Matthew said.
"Folks were wonderin'. When your partner came back last week, and you didn't. I've heard what he's been tellin', about the redskins. Some were sayin' you'd had it."
"Almost did," Matthew said. "But I gave it back."
"You up to comin' to supper one night?"
"I am. Give me a few days."
"Okay." John reached up and slapped Matthew's leg. "Welcome home."
Not much further along, a well-dressed middle-aged woman with an exuberant, sharp-nosed face waved at him with her handkerchief and stepped forward. "Oh, Mr. Corbett!" she called. "So good to see you! Will we be reading any more of your adventures in the next Earwig?"
"No madam," he told Mrs. Iris Garrow, wife of Stephen Garrow the Duke Street horn merchant. "Definitely not."
"But surely you won't deprive us!"
"Some things are best left to the imagination," he said, for he'd decided that the spicy element of sausages once sold at Sally Almond's to patrons just such as Mrs. Garrow need not be revealed. He knew that High Constable Farraday in Philadelphia felt the same about keeping the lid on the grisly box, for there was not enough water, wine, ale or hard cider in the colonies to wash that taste out of people's mouths.
"Are you somebody special 'round here?" Tom asked.
"Just a citizen," Matthew said, as they left Mrs. Garrow behind. "The same as anyone."
It was no surprise to Matthew that Hudson Greathouse had returned to New York, because he'd already known it to be true. After Nathaniel Powers had given him and Tom this wagon and some money to get back on, Matthew had turned off the Philadelphia Pike on the very same road by which Slaughter had directed his captors to Fort Laurens. Tom had remained silent as they'd passed the New Unity cemetery and Reverend Burton's cabin. On reaching the treacherous slope that led down to the ruins of the fort and beyond it the Seneca village, Matthew had seen that the wagon afforded him and Greathouse by High Constable Lillehorne was gone.
Matthew and Tom had left their wagon at the top of the hill and walked the rest of the way. Passing through Fort Laurens onto the path to the village, their progress was soon accompanied by the noise of cawing crows and barking dogs from the depths of the woods. When the first feathered brave finally showed himself, Matthew called out, "English!"
Again, there was a merry circus among the tribe as Matthew and Tom were escorted in, but after Matthew stuck out his chest and hollered, "English!" a few more times he was taken to a forbidding-looking, solemn man who at least could understand a little of the language and speak it enough to be understood in turn.
From what Matthew could gather, Greathouse had regained enough health to walk out on his own two legs, with the help of a hickory stick. In the time he'd been there, he had earned respect from the medicine sisters because, if Matthew comprehended this correctly, he had wrestled with Death in the wilderness beyond and returned grinning like a wolf. It seemed, from what the solemn Indian was able to make clear, that Gray Wolf had sat before the fire with the elders and drank a cup of rattlesnake blood with them, which much impressed everyone. Also, he was quite the good singer, which Matthew would never have guessed.
The Indians had previously brought in the two old nags that had pulled the wagon, intending—from what Matthew could gather—to kill them and use them as food for the dogs, but prevailing wisdom had dictated that the dogs should not suffer such an indignity. So they were allowed to graze and serve as playthings for the children until the day came that Gray Wolf was ready to leave. Then the horses were taken back up the hill, the wagon was pushed to the top and turned in the direction of the English world, and Gray Wolf set off for his home.
Matthew would have been interested to see how Gray Wolf had talked himself across the Raritan river ferry, having no money, but maybe he'd offered a song for his passage.
Before he'd left, Matthew had turned around and found that He Runs Fast had come out of the crowd. He Runs Fast spoke to the interpreter, and the question directed back to Matthew was: "Where son?"
"The Sky Road," Matthew said.
The interpreter didn't understand this. Matthew tried again: "Tell him . . . his son did a great deed, his son was a true son, and now his son has gone to walk with the spirits."
The message was relayed and an answer given. "You say dead?" asked the brave, speaking for He Runs Fast.
"Dead, yes."
He Runs Fast had been silent for a moment, staring at the ground. Then he spoke quietly, and the interpreter said, "He wish spirits make sense." But after saying that to the interpreter, He Runs Fast had turned away, and had broken into a trot in the direction of the lake.
Matthew's wagon had reached the Great Dock, where it appeared another merry circus was in progress, with a number of ships being loaded and unloaded. Crates and barrels were being carted up and down gangplanks, dock workers rushed around to the orders of their supervisors hollering through the sawed-off horns of bulls to amplify their voices, ropes were being coiled up, chains rattled, horses stamped nervously at their wagons and as usual the higglers were shouting to sell their roasted chestnuts, hot cider and corncakes.
"Always like this?" Tom asked.
"Pretty much." Matthew halted the team. "I'll be right back. I have to find the next ship leaving for England." He set the brake and got down, then went around to the rear of the wagon. In the back were two duffel bags that Powers had afforded them, holding a supply of clean clothes for their return trip to New York, and a smaller brown canvas bag.
Carrying the canvas bag, he walked along the dock until he saw a hook-nosed, bewigged man in a light gray suit who was marking in an account book with a pencil. He didn't know the individual, but reasoned he was one of the dock managers. He approached, got the man's attention from the confusion of commerce, and inquired about the ship he sought.
The man turned a page. "The Golden Eye. Care to sign up?"
"No, thank you. Where is it?"
"Two down, wharf nine. Leaving on the next tide. It'd be a grand adventure."
"Thank you all the same."
Matthew set off for wharf number nine, the numerals painted in white on the pilings. He was almost there when he heard the quick clack-clack-clacking of shoes on the timbers behind him, nearly running, and before he felt the black cane with its silver lion's-head tap his shoulder none too gently he heard the sharp voice say, "Corbett! What the devil is this?"
Matthew stopped and turned to face Gardner Lillehorne, who wore a sea-blue suit, a tricorn the same aquatic hue, and a waistcoat striped blue-and-ebony. Behind him smirked Dippin Nack, who was always eager to watch Matthew receive a verbal thrashing.
"Where is the prisoner?" Lillehorne demanded. On the narrow, pallid face his carefully-trimmed mustache and goatee seemed to bristle.
"Thank you, sir," Matthew answered calmly, "for your appreciation of my return. I can tell you that it was an iffy proposition."
"All right, all right! I'm gratified you've returned! Now where's Slaughter?"
"And speak up!" Nack added, to which Lillehorne shot him a warning glance.
"I'm actually very glad you're here, to witness the transfer." Matthew motioned toward the ship on its moorings at wharf number nine. "I understand," he said, "that the Golden Eye is the next vessel sailing for England. Come with me, won't you?" He started for it, and heard the clack of Lillehorne's boots following.
"What game are you playing at, Corbett? Don't you realize that John Drake, the Crown's constable, has been staying at the Dock House Inn for nearly three weeks? And who do you think is shouldering that cost? New York, that's who!"
Matthew waited for a couple of men to pass lugging a huge trunk, and then he went up the gangplank. Lillehorne was right behind him. Matthew stopped at the end of the plank. He opened the canvas bag, uptilted it, and upon the deck fell two polished black boots, somewhat scuffed in their tumble down a roof.
Lillehorne looked at the boots and then, incredulously, at Matthew. "Are you absolutely mad?"
"I seem to remember, sir, that you said in our office, 'I want the prisoner's boots on the next ship leaving for England, and good riddance to him'. Isn't that what you said?"
"I don't know! I don't remember! But if I said that, I meant for him to be in the boots! And these could be any boots you found between here and . . . wherever you went. Now I know what happened to Greathouse, and I regret that but it was his own greedy fault."
"Greedy!" Nack crowed, standing behind Lillehorne.
"Drake's come to take the prisoner into custody!" Lillehorne plowed on. "Where is the prisoner?"
"Tyranthus Slaughter is buried on the grounds of Lord Kent's tobacco plantation in the Carolina colony," Matthew said. "If you wish to know the details, I suggest you visit Nathaniel Powers, or ride to Philadelphia for a meeting with High Constable Abram Farraday. Or Drake can go, I don't care. All I care is that Slaughter's boots are on the next ship leaving for England, which was your stated requirement." Matthew glared holes through the high constable. "And good riddance."
"Sirs!" came a bellow from the deck. "Either move your asses out of the way or start loadin' freight!"
The suggestion of physical labor put naked fear on the faces of Lillehorne and Nack, but Matthew was already descending the gangplank. He strode back along the dock toward his wagon.
Lillehorne hurried to catch up with him, while Nack brought up the rear. "Corbett! Corbett!" Lillehorne said, as he got up beside Matthew. "I'll hear the details from you! This minute!"
Where to begin? Matthew wondered as he walked. If Greathouse had already related the incidents leading up to the exploding safebox, that was to the good. He could pick up the story with Walker, he thought. Of course, sooner or later he was going to run into the part about Mrs. Sutch, and he wasn't sure Lillehorne was ready for that. Certainly it was not something Nack needed to hear, and then go flapping his red rag about town.
He wondered what they would think of Tom's story. That, to him, was the most amazing part.
Tom had spent about eight hours at the house of the Reverend Edward Jennings and his wife in Belvedere. When he had slept enough to get some strength back, he had simply gotten up in the dark just past midnight and gone out the door. He had reasoned that Slaughter was following the road south to Caulder's Crossing, which he himself had passed along on his journey north. Nothing in the world mattered so much as finding that man and killing him, and in the cold resolve of Tom's voice Matthew felt as if Slaughter had come to stand for many tragedies in the boy's life, or maybe Evil itself. In any case, Tom was bound to follow Slaughter no matter how far the killer travelled or how long it took, and so he'd left Belvedere on the same route that Matthew and Walker had followed.
Not knowing about Slaughter's attempt to steal a horse and his subsequent jaunt through the woods, Tom had kept to the road. Just before dawn he'd slept about two more hours, but he'd never needed much sleep anyway. Then, further on and as the day progressed, he'd sighted tracks coming out of the forest. One traveller wearing boots, two wearing moccasins.
They led him to a house he'd stopped at before, on his journey north. Where the family had been kind to him, and fed both him and James. Where the girl named Lark was so very pretty, and so kind as well, and where the boy, Aaron, had shown him a bright variety of colored marbles in a small white clay jar. He and Aaron had spent more than an hour shooting marbles, and it had amazed Tom that there was still a boy to be found somewhere inside him, because by this time he'd already killed a man in self defense down in the Virginia colony.
He had gone into the house, he'd told Matthew. He had not shed a tear, he'd said, since his father had died; he was done crying, he'd said. But these murders, of these innocent and kind people, had shaken him to his soul. Of course he knew who'd done it. And he'd found himself looking at Aaron's marbles scattered across the table, and picking up four or five in his hand, and thinking that if he ever needed anything to keep him going, to push him on when he was tired or hurting or hungry, all he had to do was touch these in his pocket and think of that day a good family had let him be young again.
But he was not young anymore.
He had taken some food from the kitchen table and a knife from a drawer. He didn't think they would mind. He had found the broken boards in the back of the barn. Had found the tracks going up the hill. Had followed four travellers who were following one, deeper into the forest. But he was still weak, he'd told Matthew. Still in pain from his injuries. He was going to kill Slaughter, yes, and he didn't want Matthew or Walker to stop him, or stand in his way. That would be a problem. He figured he was going to have one chance to kill Slaughter. Just one. He would know it when it came.
Gunshots and shouts in the night had given him direction. The next morning he'd sighted Matthew and Walker on the trail, had seen that the Indian was badly hurt, and had ducked down when he knew Walker had gotten a glimpse of him.
There was nothing he could have done at the ravine, where Matthew went over the fallen tree. Tom had watched Lark and her mother jump, but he had also seen the arrow go into Slaughter. Then, at the watermill, Tom had seen Slaughter getting the better of Matthew, had seen Matthew's face about to go into the gears, and the only thing he could do to help was to throw a handful of marbles. He'd hidden when Slaughter had gone rampaging through the woods, and had thought Matthew was swept over the waterfall.
Tom had followed Slaughter into Hoornbeck, had watched him come out of the doctor's house freshly-stitched and go to the Peartree Inn. Tom had hidden all night where he could see the place, and waited for Slaughter to emerge. Early in the morning, Slaughter had come out with another man carrying some boxes, set them in the back of a wagon and headed off. Tom had had to find a horse to steal, in a hurry.
Not far from Philadelphia, Tom had pulled his horse off the road as he'd watched the wagon pull off ahead. Slaughter and the other man sat talking, and then they had gotten down and Slaughter had clapped him on the back as they'd walked into the woods on the side of the road. In a few minutes, Slaughter had returned, climbed up on the wagon and continued on his way alone. Tom had found the corpse in the brush, the throat cut, and had also discovered a few coins in the dead man's pocket, enough to buy him food and drink for the next few days if he couldn't beg or steal anything.
In time, Tom had shadowed Slaughter to a hog farm north of a town called Nicholsburg. He was amazed there to see Matthew appear, and creep into the cellar. The hulking man who had brought a coffin in the back of his wagon and hauled a dead body out of it was clearly up to no good. Matthew hadn't come back out, but it appeared no one had found him yet because the coffin-robber emerged lugging a damp and nasty-looking bag just as easy as you please. So Tom figured the pickaxe in the back of the wagon could be put to some use, and Matthew would have a chance to do whatever he was doing and get out with his skin on.
Slaughter had ridden away. Tom had followed, still waiting for his one chance to strike.
A black suit. A black horse. A black night. Tom had lost Slaughter at a crossroads. Had gone a distance in all directions, but the man was gone. Not lost, but gone.
"You came back and decided to follow me? All that way?" Matthew had asked. "Why?"
"'Cause," Tom had answered, with a shrug. "I knew that if you were alive, you'd keep tryin'."
Now, as Lillehorne and Nack followed Matthew to the wagon, Matthew said, "I'll tell you the whole story later. I want to talk to Hudson first."
"Well then, who's this?" They had reached the wagon, and Lillehorne was motioning at Tom. "I send you after a killer and you bring back a boy?"
"Tom helped me. I couldn't have done it without him."
"Oh, I'm sure," Lillehorne sneered. "Tom who?"
"Bond," said the boy.
"Where are your parents?"
"Got a grandpa in Aberdeen."
"No one else?" He waited, but Tom just gave him a blank stare. "What are we supposed to do with him?" Lillehorne asked Matthew. "Add him to the orphanage roll?"
"No, sir," Tom said. "Not an orphanage." He climbed down and took his duffel bag from the back. "Say you found the next ship leavin' for England?"
"Put your bag down," Matthew told him. "We've come a long way. There's no hurry for that."
"Got a long way yet to go," Tom answered. "You know I'm one to keep movin'."
"I should say so." Matthew thought he ought to try again, since he wanted to at least buy Tom a good meal at the Trot and introduce him to the regulars there, but he knew it would be a waste of breath. When this boy made up his mind to do something, it was done. "Wharf nine. The Golden Eye, leaving on the next tide. I hope you don't mind that Slaughter's boots are lying on the deck." He reached into the pocket of his waistcoat for some of the money Powers had given him. "Here. I want you to—"
"No charity," Tom interrupted. "I'll work my way over, if they're hirin'." He aimed his intense gray eyes along the row of masted vessels, and he gave the faintest hint of a smile as if he sensed the opportunity for a grand adventure. "Figure I ought to learn somethin' about ships, anyway." He held out his hand. "So long."
Matthew shook it. The boy's grip was as hard as his grit. "Good luck."
Tom swung the duffel bag over his shoulder and moved on. True to his nature, he never looked back.






Thirty-Three
The truth," said Greathouse, as he ruminated over his third cup of wine, "is that we failed." He frowned, rethinking his statement. "No," he amended. "I failed. As the one with the most experience—I won't say the most sense—I should have known he was going to try something. I just didn't know . . . it was going to be so effective." He took another drink, and then he grinned across the table at Matthew. "Did I tell you they named me Gray Wolf?"
"Several times." At this point in the evening, Matthew could not bring himself to tell his supper companion that he'd already known it.
"Well then, there you are," Greathouse said, though Matthew wasn't exactly sure where they were in this conversation. One minute they were talking about Slaughter, the next about the great one's experiences in the Seneca village. It seemed to Matthew as if Greathouse had actually enjoyed his time there, once it was sure he'd returned from the wilderness beyond.
They were sitting in the Trot Then Gallop, on Crown Street. This being Matthew's first night back, his meal and drinks were on the house courtesy of the tavernmaster, Felix Sudbury. Many people had come forward to wish him welcome home, including Effrem Owles and his father Benjamin, Solomon Tully, Robert Deverick and Israel Brandier. Matthew had been polite, but firm in his refusal to say anything more than that the criminal he and Greathouse had been sent after was dead. Case closed. Savin' it for the Earwig, huh? Israel had asked, but Matthew said there would be no more of those outlandish tales in Marmaduke's broadsheet and he offered to vow on a Bible if they didn't believe him.
As the night progressed, the interest in knowing Matthew's business waned, since he remained steadfastly not talking, and the other patrons drifted away from him to their own concerns. Matthew had noted, however, that he'd gotten some sidelong glances from people who thought they had known him very well up to this evening, and perhaps were wondering what had changed about him in his month's journey.
One thing different, among many, was that he now believed in ghosts more than ever, since he'd seen both Walker In Two Worlds and Lark Lindsay on the street this afternoon. Several times, in fact.
Even now, as he sat with Greathouse and drank his own third cup of wine, he was sure someone was sitting at the table behind him and to his right. If he turned his head just a fraction he could make out from the corner of his eye an Indian with black facepaint and an arrangement of feathers dyed dark green and indigo tied to his scalplock with leather cords. Of course when he looked fully in that direction Walker was not there, but now in the corner of his other eye a lovely, serene blonde girl was standing over by the table where Effrem Owles and Robert Deverick were playing chess.
He had brought them back with him, he thought. How long they wished to stay—how long they would stay—he didn't know. But they were friends of his, just as much as any of the others, and they were welcome.
"What do you keep looking at?" Greathouse asked.
"Shadows," Matthew said, and let it go at that.
When he had gone to the Grigsby house today, after Tom had boarded the Golden Eye, Matthew had knocked at the door and Berry had answered it. They had just stared at each other for a few seconds, he taking her in like sunlight after thinking he would likely die in the dark, and she seemingly frozen with his name on her lips. And then just as she'd cried out, "Matthew!" and reached for him her grandfather had let forth a bellow from behind her and shouldered her aside to throw his arms around Matthew in a crushing embrace.
"My boy! My boy!" Marmaduke had shouted, his large blue eyes ashine in the frames of his spectacles and his heavy white eyebrows twitching on the moon-round face. "We feared you were dead! Good God, boy! Come in here and tell us the whole story!"
The whole story was what Matthew was determined not to tell, even as Marmaduke pushed a platter of honey-drizzled biscuits and a mug of mimbo upon him at the kitchen table. Berry sat beside him, very close, and Matthew could not help but notice and be gratified by the fact that she kept placing her hand upon his arm or shoulder and rubbing there as if to make certain he was real and would not fade away like a dream upon awakening.
"Tell! Tell!" Marmy insisted, as his right hand seemed to grip an invisible quill and prepared to scribe upon the table.
"No," Matthew had said, after he'd eaten two of the biscuits and put down half the sugared rum. "I'm sorry, but I can't."
"But you must! Your readers are clamoring!"
"My business depends on privacy. There'll be no more of those stories."
"Nonsense! I've made you into a celebrity!"
"The price for that is too high," Matthew had answered. "From now on, I'm just an ordinary fellow who works for a living."
Marmaduke had snatched away the platter of biscuits, but then he'd seemed to take note of Berry's hand upon Matthew's arm. He'd pushed the biscuits forward again, and sighed. "Ah, well. I'm running low on ink, anyway. But"—and
here he'd lifted a finger of triumph—"there's yet the tale of Gray Wolf to be told, isn't there?"
Matthew had shrugged. If Greathouse wanted to go down that particularly twisty road, it was his own horse-and-wagon. More like ass-and-cart, to be truthful.
Berry had put on a yellow cloak and walked with Matthew for a while, north along the waterfront. He didn't speak and she didn't speak for the longest time, as the breeze blew about them and the sunlight shimmered off the river. He stopped for a few minutes to watch a ship, its sails unfurled, gliding toward the blue expanse of the sea past Oyster Island, and then he turned away.
"Can you talk about it?" she'd asked, her voice quiet and careful.
"Not yet. Later. Maybe."
"I'll be there when you want to. If you want to."
"Thank you." A few more steps in silence, and then he'd decided to speak what he'd been thinking ever since he'd walked into the Lindsays' kitchen: "I need help with something."
"Yes?"
"I need help . . . with a question," he'd said. "A mystery. Even more than the monster's tooth, in McCaggers' attic. It's about God. Why does God . . . allow such evil in this world? If God is supposed to watch over . . . over every little bird. Why?"
Berry didn't reply for awhile. Then she said, "I suppose you'd have to ask a reverend."
"No. That's not good enough. What would a reverend know that I don't? The right words and verses? The names of the saints and the sinners? Yes, all those, but not the answer." He'd stopped abruptly, and looked deeply into her expressive dark blue eyes. "Why doesn't God strike down evil? Why doesn't He destroy it, before it takes root?"
Again, she was reluctant to answer. She lowered her head, looking at the ground, and then lifted her eyes to his again. "Maybe He expects us to take care of the garden."
Matthew considered something that had winnowed itself into his brain. It was He Runs Fast, saying through the interpreter He wish spirits make sense. Matthew hadn't understood that at first, but then it seemed to become a quiet cry at the passing of his son. A cry for understanding, and the peace of acceptance. Matthew too wished that God's ways made sense, or that he could understand what sense they did make. He knew he could batter his brain against that unknown and unknowable door between the trials of Earth and the truth of Heaven every day for the rest of his life, and it would not bring him any closer to an answer.
It was the ultimate mystery, more ancient than a monster's tooth.
He wish spirits make sense.
"So do I," Matthew had said. And then he was aware that Berry's hand was in his, and he was holding onto it like a gift given him to protect.
Now, in the Trot, Matthew drank his wine and contemplated the fact that Greathouse, for all his show of bravado, had entered the tavern about an hour before on the support of a cane. The hollows under his eyes were still dark, his face drawn and more deeply lined. Gray Wolf had wrestled with Death in the wilderness beyond and returned grinning, yes, but not without leaving something behind. Matthew thought that if anyone could make a full recovery to health after being stabbed in the back four times, it would be the great one, but only time would tell.
Which was one reason Matthew was not ready to share with Greathouse the letter he'd found in Mrs. Sutch's safebox, and was now in his coat pocket. To venture into that area at all would be detrimental to Greathouse's recovery, for who would wish to know he'd eaten sausages spiced with human flesh? And with such relish, as well?
"I spoke to Berry this afternoon," Matthew said. "About Zed. She tells me they've devised a common language, based on drawings."
"Yes, I know."
"And that he really is a highly intelligent man, she says. He knows he's a long way from home, but not how far. She says he sits up on the roof of City Hall at night looking at the stars."
"The stars? Why is that?"
"They're the same stars he's always seen," Matthew related. "I suppose there's a comfort in that."
"Yes," Greathouse agreed, and turned his cup between his hands. "Listen," he said after a moment of silence. "We failed this job. I failed it. I'm not proud of being stupid. The doctors and the Quakers and Lord Cornbury and that Constable Drake expected us to bring Slaughter in alive. Obviously, my plan to buy Zed and set him free got the better of my judgment. Things are as they are. But I'm a professional and in this situation I did not act as one, and for that I'm profoundly sorry."
"No need for that."
"There is," said Greathouse, with a little of the old fire. "I want you to know that if I'd been on my feet and in my right mind I would never have let you go after him. Never. I would have called it quits right then and there, and been done with it. You took a tremendous risk, Matthew. God knows you're lucky to be alive."
"True," Matthew said.
"I won't ask you about it, and you don't have to tell me. But I want you to know . . . that going after Slaughter was a braver thing than I have ever done in my life. And hell, just look at you! You're still a moonbeam!" He drank down the last of his wine. "Maybe a little tougher around the edges," he admitted, "but a moonbeam all the same."
"And still in need of a bodyguard?"
"In need of a keeper. If Mrs. Herrald knew about this, she'd—" He stopped and shook his head.
"She'd what?" Matthew prodded.
"She'd say that I was a damned fool," Greathouse replied, "but she'd know she made a good choice in you. Just so you stay alive to secure her investment for a few more months."
Matthew distinctly remembered Mrs. Herrald telling him that the job of a problem solver meant thinking quickly in dangerous situations, sometimes taking your life in your hands or trusting your life to the hands of someone else. But he chose not to remind Greathouse of that.
"Speaking of investments," Greathouse said, "there's a job you can do for me. Or rather, try to do. You know I told you about the situation involving Princess Lillehorne, the other women, and Dr. Mallory? When I was half out of my head? Well, due to my current complication I'm not going to be able to get around so much for a while, so I'd appreciate it if you would take the case over. It's just a question of why Princess sees him three times a week and comes home in a red-faced sweat, according to Lillehorne. Four other wives, the same, and do you know what they tell their husbands? That it's a health treatment. Then they refuse to say another word, and in the case of Princess Lillehorne, she's threatened to withhold her wifely duties if Gardner doesn't pay Mallory's bill."
"All right, then. I'll just ask Dr. Mallory."
"Wrong. If he's ramming them in the back room, what's he going to say?"
"Maybe he's ramming them in the front room."
"You just take it slow. Talk to that wife of his and see if you can get a handle on him. If he's strumming the love harps of five women three times a week, she ought to have a clue." He stood up with the help of his cane. "My notes are in my desk. Have a look at them tomorrow."
"I will."
"Want to meet me for breakfast at Sally Almond's? I think they're supposed to be getting in some of those hot sausages."
"I wouldn't count on that," Matthew said. "Anyway, they're not to my taste. But yes, I'd be glad to meet you. My treat."
"Wonders never cease. Seven-thirty?" He frowned. "No, better make that eight-thirty. These days it takes me a little longer in the morning."
"Eight-thirty it is."
"Good." Greathouse started out, but he turned back to the table and stood over Matthew. "I did hear what you told me about finding the money," he said quietly. "The eighty pounds worth of gold coins, in the lockbox at the Chapel estate. You found that on your own time. It belongs to you, no question. And I would have done exactly the same thing," he said. "But you're still paying back what you owe me, and buying me breakfast. Hear?"
"I hear," Matthew said.
"Tomorrow, then." Greathouse stopped at the door to get his woolen cap from a wallpeg and wrap his cloak around his shoulders, and then he walked out of the Trot for home.
It was awhile before Matthew finished his wine and decided he ought to go. He bid goodnight to his friends, got his tricorn and his warm ash-gray cloak and bundled himself up, for it was a chilly night. He left the Trot, but instead of going north to his dwelling behind the Grigsby house he turned south. There was some business to attend to.
He had memorized the letter in his coat pocket.
Beginning with a place name and date—Boston, the fifteenth of August—it read in a flowing script: Dear Mrs. Sutch, Please carry out the usual preparations regarding one Matthew Corbett, of New York town in the New York colony. Be advised that Mr. Corbett resides on Queen Street, in—and I fear this is no jest—a dairy house behind the residence of one Mr. Grigsby, the local printmaster. Also be advised that the professor has been here lately in the aftermath of the unfortunate Chapel project, and will be returning to the island toward mid-September.
The professor requires resolution of this matter by the final week of November, as Mr. Corbett has been deemed a potentially-dangerous distraction. As always, we bow before your experience in these matters of honor.
At the bottom it was signed, Sirki.
The letter had been in Mrs. Sutch's safebox, among papers detailing mundane business things such as money paid for delivery agents to carry orders of sausages to Sally Almond's in New York and both the Squire's Inn and the Old Bucket tavern in Philadelphia, as well as—interestingly enough—the Peartree Inn on the Philadelphia Pike at Hoornbeck. The deliverymen, contacted by the decent and hard-nosed constable from Nicholsburg, were simply locals who had been recruited by Mrs. Sutch to do the work, and they were amazed that anyone would have murdered Mrs. Sutch and Noggin and burned the place to the ground. But then again, these were evil times, and God save Nicholsburg.
Also in the box had been a half-dozen small white cards, identical to the one Matthew had received in the second week of September excepting the fact that his had borne the bloody fingerprint.
Matters of honor, indeed.
He had tried to reason this out. The best he could figure was that Mrs. Sutch was given the command by Professor Fell—or whoever this Sirki was—to carry out these preparations. It was likely she gave Noggin—or an unknown someone else?—the card and put him on a packet boat from Philadelphia. Then, depending on the professor's pleasure, time passed while the intended victim was left to squirm. Only in Matthew's case, the professor had decided to resolve the matter of honor by the end of November, this very month, in order to remove a potentially-dangerous distraction.
Matthew didn't know whether to be pleased or insulted by that. It also irritated his craw that they were laughing about his house.
He walked south along Broad Street, passing City Hall. Lights showed in the attic windows. The sky was full of sparkling stars, and Matthew wondered if on this crisp and quiet night Zed was not sitting up there, maybe with a blanket draped around him, thinking of nights spent with loved ones under those same celestial banners.
Lanterns gleamed from wooden posts on the street corners. The constables were out, carrying their green lamps. Matthew saw one coming north further along Broad, the lantern swinging back and forth to check nooks and crannies. Matthew turned to the right onto Stone Street, took from his pocket the key he'd gotten from home, and unlocked the door to Number Seven.
He fired the tinderbox that sat on a table beside the door, and with its flame touched the wicks of three tapers in a triple-armed candleholder also on the table. He locked the door, picked up the candles and climbed the steep stairs.
As he reached the top he heard a soft little thump. The ghosts were greeting him, in their own way.
Passing through the oak-paneled outer room with its cubbyhole-chest and its windows that looked toward the Great Dock, Matthew entered another door that held his and Greathouse's desks. He left the door open and lit four candles in an eight-armed wrought-iron chandelier overhead. The unshuttered windows in this office gave a view of New York to the northwest. The room held three wooden file cabinets and a small fireplace of rough gray and tan stones sure to see much use when the really cold weather began. It was good to be home. 
Matthew sat the triple-candleholder on his desk. Relishing his return, he peered for a while through the windows at the comforting view of the little lamps scattered across the expanse of town. Then he removed his hat and cloak and hung them up, situated himself at his desk, took the letter from Sirki to Sutch out of his pocket, and smoothed it down before him. Opening the top drawer of his desk, he brought out the magnifying glass that was a gift from Katherine Herrald, and studied the handwriting with closer scrutiny.
A man's hand, he decided. Flowing, yes, but with very little elaboration except for a flourish beneath the name. What kind of name was Sirki? And what was that about returning to the island toward mid-September? Matthew could see where the quill had paused from time to time for another dip of ink. The paper had been twice folded to fit an envelope. It was light brown, not as thick as parchment. He held it up before the candleglow, and there he saw something that made him turn it over and look again.
He brought from his drawer a pencil and scratched lead over what seemed to be a faint impression on the back of the paper. 
Before him appeared the stylized shape of an octopus, its eight tentacles stretched out wide as if to seize the world.
It was the impression of the wax stamp that had been used to seal the envelope.
He heard a quiet noise, almost a sigh.
Something bit him on the side of his neck. 
A little sting, no more.
He put his hand there and felt a small object in his flesh. When he pulled it out, he was looking at a wooden dart about three inches long with a smear of yellowish paste on its stinger tip and on the other end a piece of hollowed-out cork.
A ghost stirred in the corner beside the file cabinets, where the shadows lay thickest.
This ghost, as it emerged, wore a long black cloak and tricorn and had silky hair the color of dust. He was of indeterminate age, small-boned, pale of skin and weirdly fragile. A long thin scar ran up through his right eyebrow into his hairline, and his eye on that side was a cold milky-white orb. He held a wooden tube, which he now set atop one of the filing cabinets. His black-gloved hand went into his cloak—his movements slow and horribly deliberate—and reappeared with a long, sharp knitting needle that glinted blue in the candlelight.
Matthew stood up, dropping the dart to the floor. His throat was cold, his neck prickling where the tip had entered. 
"Stay where you are," he said. He was aware that his tongue was starting to freeze.
Ripley, the young assassin-in-training, advanced as in a nightmare. Obviously he had graduated to using a blowpipe and a dart smeared with frog venom. Matthew recalled with terror what Mrs. Sutch had told Slaughter: " . . . causes the muscles to stiffen and the throat to constrict. Within seconds, the victim cannot move . . . "
If he had only seconds, he was going to make them count.
He picked up the candleholder with numbed fingers and hurled it. Not at Ripley, but through the glass of the windows. The crash echoed along Stone Street and made a dog start barking. His only chance, he'd realized, was to bring the nearest constable to his aid. If no one heard the noise, he was dead. And he might well be dead, anyway.
He retreated. His legs were cold and trembling; everything seemed to be in slow-motion, and he was aware that his heart—when it should be pounding in his chest—was also slowing. When he drew in a breath, his lungs creaked. They felt as if they were filling up with icy water. Even the workings of his mind were running down: Ripley may have shadowed him from the Trot . . . come ahead and picked the lock . . . relocked the door . . . waiting for him in the dark . . . his method of a needle through his eye . . . into the brain . . . for resolution of this matter of . . . 
Matthew picked up Greathouse's chair and held it before him, as he backed toward the wall.
In the flickering light cast by the candles on Greathouse's desk, Ripley glided forward step after step.
"Hello?" someone called from the street. "Hello, up there!"
Matthew opened his mouth to shout for help, but his voice was gone. It came to him to throw the chair at Ripley and take his chances on getting down the steps. As soon as this thought registered in his brain, his hands spasmed. He lost hold of the chair. His legs gave way and he fell to his knees.
A fist hit the door at the bottom of the stairs. Matthew fell onto his face. He was shivering, his muscles jumping as if the venom had birthed frogs beneath his skin. Still, he tried to push himself across the floor. Within another five seconds both his strength and power of will had abandoned him. 
Ripley stood over Matthew, who lay frozen on his stomach, his eyes open and his mouth gasping.
"Corbett?" shouted another voice. There came the sound of the doorhandle being worked back and forth.
Ripley reached down and began to turn Matthew over.
Something slammed against the door.
Ripley succeeded in his task. In his prison of ice, Matthew thought he should get his hands up before his eyes. He tried this also, but nothing happened. I'm drowning, he thought. My God . . . I can't breathe . . . 
Again, something smashed into the door. There came the noise of wood ripping asunder. Matthew felt the floor shake underneath him.
Ripley grasped a handful of Matthew's hair. Candlelight jumped off the needle's tip as it hovered over the center of Matthew's right eye. Ripley had become a blur, a white shape, truly ghostly. The needle's tip descended, and looked to be burning with blue fire.
Matthew saw Ripley's head turn. 
A dark shape enveloped the assassin. 
Ripley's mouth opened, and suddenly a huge black fist hit him in the face and his jaw crumpled and teeth and blood flew out. For a second the blurred Ripley gave a hideous rictus of a grin with his ruined mouth, the single good eye wide and staring, the other fish-belly white, and then his face disappeared again beneath the fist. This time Ripley fell out of Matthew's line-of-sight, leaving what Matthew saw to be a streak of spirit image across the air.
Matthew's lungs hitched. He was gulping breath down, swallowing it from where he lay at the center of an ice-pond.
"Corbett!" Someone was above him. He couldn't make out the face. "Corbett!"
"Is he dyin'?" another voice asked. A green lamp floated over Matthew.
The face went away. There was a silence, during which Matthew continued to gulp small mouthfuls of breath, for it was all he could manage. His heartbeat was slowing . . . slowing . . . 
"Christ!" came a shout. "Zed, pick him up! Peterson, do you know where Dr. Mallory lives? On Nassau Street?" 
"Yes sir, I know." 
"Run there as fast as you can! Tell him we're bringing in a poison victim! Go!"






Thirty-Four
"Drink this."
Matthew recoiled; he couldn't recoil very far, however, for he was swaddled in damp beddings with his arms down by his sides. A cup of steaming liquid was tilted to his lips, which Matthew even in his humid haze kept tightly pressed together.
"It's just tea. English tea, that is. With honey and a dash of rum. Go ahead, drink it."
Matthew accepted it, and Jason Mallory held the cup to his mouth until the tea was gone.
"There," said Dr. Mallory. "Wasn't so bad, was it?"
Matthew's swollen eyes took in the doctor sitting in a chair beside his bed. On an octagonal table next to the chair was a single candle with a polished tin reflector behind it, and by that light Matthew made out Mallory's face. The rest of the room was shrouded by darkness.
Matthew felt as if his mind had been shattered like a mirror and pieced together again by a stranger who was not quite sure how the memories fit. Had Rachel Howarth ever stood beautiful and defiant before a mocking throng of Indians in a Seneca longhouse? Had Magistrate Woodward ever nocked an arrow and fired it into the night-black forest? Or Berry ever leaned her head against his shoulder under the stars and wept heartbroken tears? He was all messed up.
More than that, his bones ached, his very teeth ached, he couldn't have gotten up from this bed or in reality lifted his arms from his sides for eight times eighty pounds, and he had the awful impression of a woman sliding a chamberpot under him and saying, "There you are, now do your business like a good boy."
He remembered sweating. But he remembered freezing, as well. Then burning up. At some point, had cold water been poured repeatedly over his back? He remembered someone pushing down on his chest, again and again, hard enough to . . . had he wept, like Berry had? And someone saying close to his ear, "Breathe, Matthew! Breathe!"
Ah, yes. He remembered drinking the tea. Not English tea, certainly. This had been thick, sharp-tasting, and . . . 
Again, Matthew. Drink it, now. You can do it. All down.
His heart. He remembered how his heart was pounding, as if about to tear itself from his chest and tumble across the floor spewing blood. He was sweating, he was lying in a sodden mass of linens, and . . . 
One more cup, Matthew. Come on, Greathouse, get his mouth open.
"How are you feeling?" Mallory asked.
Matthew made a noise between a fart and a whistle.
"Do you know where you are?"
Matthew could see nothing but the doctor's face, illuminated by the reflected candle. Mallory was a lean, handsome man who appeared to possess features part angel, in his long, graceful Roman nose and luminous sea-green eyes, and part devil, in his arched, thick dark brown eyebrows and a wide mouth that seemed to be on the constant verge of a cruel burst of laughter. He had a weathered face that spoke of the harsh fire of tropic suns. His hair was dark brown, pulled back and tied into a queue. His chin was square and noble, his demeanor calm, his teeth all in their places. His voice was low and smoky, like the rumble of distant guns.
"The treatment room in my house," he said, when Matthew didn't respond. "Do you know how long you've been here?"
"No." Matthew was shocked at the weakness of his own voice. How time flew: one day a young man, the next ready for Paradise.
"This is your third morning."
"It's day, then?" But where was the sunlight? Surely there were windows in here.
"When I last checked the clock, it was just after two. In the morning."
"A night owl," Matthew rasped.
"You might give praise for night owls. Owing to a particular night owl named Ashton McCaggers, you were brought promptly to me."
"I remember . . . " What? A one-eyed ghost, sliding out of the wall? A sting in the side of his neck? Oh, yes. That. His heart was beating hard again, and suddenly he was wet with perspiration. The bed already felt like a sinking boat. "Ripley," Matthew said. "What happened to him?"
"He is in need of a new face, and currently resides in the prisoners' ward of the King Street hospital. It's unlikely he shall be speaking anytime soon. You might thank McCaggers' slave for that."
"How did Zed get there?"
"Well, he knocked the door down, is the short answer. As I understand, the slave was up on the roof of City Hall and saw your light. He relayed this—as he does in some way, I suppose—to his master, who wished to take you a bottle of brandy to toast your return. There was something about hearing glass break. So again, you might give thanks for night owls, both the white and black variety."
"Why?" Matthew asked.
"Why what?"
"A moment." Matthew had to compose the question again, for it had slipped away between thought and lip. "Why was I brought to you? There are other doctors nearer Stone Street."
"There are," Mallory agreed, "but none of them have travelled as extensively as I have around the world. And none of them know anything about the frog venom on the dart that struck you, or of course how to alleviate its unfortunate effects."
"How?" Matthew asked.
"Is this a guessing game?"
"How did you . . . alleviate?"
"First of all, I knew what it was—what it must be—due to the blowpipe that Ashton found in your office, and of course from your condition. I spent half a year on an expedition into the jungles of South America, where I witnessed natives regularly hunt with the pipe and dart, and more than once I saw them put even jaguars on the ground. Of course there are many different species of what they call 'poison-dart frogs', some more potent than others. The venom is actually sweat from the skin. A sort of sticky yellowish-white paste. As in the small clay vial that young wretch was carrying in his pocket."
Matthew thought of the empty space where the blowpipe had been, in Mrs. Sutch's cupboard. His own name had been in the ledger book of victims, but it would not have been crossed out until Ripley had done the deed and reported back.
"The venom doesn't travel well," Mallory went on, his face daubed yellow by the light. "After a year or so, it loses its full lethal potency. Though it can still seize a man up, so to speak, or at least give him a good scare. The trick is to keep the victim breathing and give him a shock to the heart. Which I did with my tea."
"Your tea?"
"Not the English variety. My own recipe, which I hoped would work if indeed the venom was not at its full potency. A tea boiled from feverwort, yarrow, cayenne pepper, coca leaves, hawthorn and skullcap. You received a very, very strong dosage. Several, in fact. Boiled down to a thickening, I suppose you might call it. The result is that your heart pounds, your lungs pump, and you sweat rivers, but you do banish the impurities, if you live."
"Ah," Matthew said. "I expect . . . my face got very red, as well?"
"Beet-red."
"May I ask you a question?" Matthew slowly eased himself up to a sitting position. His head swam and the room spun, but he made it. "Have you . . . ever given that tea to Princess Lillehorne?"
"In a much more moderate portion, yes. A very expensive health treatment. Firms the fibers, aligns the humors and is quite beneficial to women's parts. She told me she was having some trouble in that regard. I asked her to keep the treatment to herself, because my supply of coca leaves was limited, but she deemed it wise to tell a friend, who told a . . . "
"Friend, who told a friend, until there were five women paying for health treatments three times a week?"
"Yes. And I allowed it because everytime I raised my fee, they paid. Only now . . . you've used up the last of my supply."
"I don't think I want anymore," Matthew said. "But tell me . . . how did Ashton McCaggers know you knew anything about the frog venom?"
"Ashton and I," said the doctor, "have been meeting regularly on Crown Street for coffee. He's a very interesting and knowledgable young man. Very curious about the world. I've told him about my travels: Italy, Prussia, Hungary, China, Japan . . . and many other places, I'm proud to say. One day I mentioned my exploits in South America, and I told him about the natives and the blowpipes. He'd already read Sir Walter Raleigh's account of his travels on the Orinoco River, and of how the pipes were used, so Ashton recognized what it was when he saw it."
Matthew nodded, but he was watching the doctor very carefully. Some little thing, just a pittance of a thing, had begun to bother him. "I wonder," Matthew said, "how that young wretch, as you put it, got hold of a blowpipe, a dart and that vial of frog venom. Don't you?"
"I have wondered about that, yes."
"You know, that seems a bit strange to me."
"Yes," the doctor agreed. "To me, as well."
"I mean, it's not every day that a killer tries to murder someone with frog venom from South America, and there in the same town is a doctor who is . . . well . . . almost an expert on frog venom from South America."
"Not an expert." Mallory gave a passing smile. "There are so many more varieties of poisonous frogs yet to be discovered, I'm sure."
Matthew sat up a little straighter. He had a bitter taste in his mouth. "I would think McCaggers might wonder about that coincidence too, when he stops to consider it."
"He already has. As I said to him, it's one of those strange improbabilities that make up the chaos of life. I also told him, Greathouse and Lillehorne that the blowpipe could have been fashioned right here in New York, but that the venom would have been obtained only after much time and expense. Someone had to bring it back from the jungle. A very exotic way to kill a victim, really. But perhaps . . . it was an experiment?"
Matthew felt a new chill pass through him. It's being experimented with, Mrs. Sutch had told Slaughter. "How do you mean?" Matthew asked.
"I mean . . . perhaps the young wretch was testing the method. For someone else. To see how well the venom travelled, or . . . " He stopped abruptly. "Your point being, did I supply it?" His arched brows lifted. "Don't you think that's being ingracious? After all, I gave you a very expensive amount of my tea."
"But I wasn't going to die, was I? Because the venom wasn't potent enough?"
"It was a close call," Mallory said. "But I can tell you that without my treatment you'd have been lying on your back in a hell of delirium for at least a week, and after that your ability to walk would be impaired for . . . who knows how long? With my treatment, you'll be able to stagger out of here tomorrow or the next day."
Matthew couldn't help it. Even as weak as he was, he had to probe. "Did you say you and your wife came from Boston? Toward mid-September?"
"Boston, yes. And the middle of September, the same."
"I wonder, Dr. Mallory . . . I know this seems a very odd question, but . . . " Matthew forced himself to lock eyes with the other man. "Would you call Manhattan an island?"
"It is an island." Mallory paused for a few seconds. His mouth squirmed, looking very near to giving out the burst of laughter. "Oh! You're referring to this!"
From within his white shirt he produced a piece of light brown paper, twice folded. It was not as thick as parchment. As Mallory unfolded it before the candle, Matthew could see the pencil's impression of the octopus symbol on the back.
"That's private," Matthew said. Did his voice quaver?
"And so it should remain. I sent Rebecca to your office after they brought you here. I wanted to know if there were any more of those nasty little darts on the floor, like this one Ashton found." Mallory reached over to the table, beside the candle, and picked up the dart that lay there to show his patient. "It appeared you'd only been struck with the one, but I wasn't sure and you couldn't tell me nor could that young toothless wretch, though it was later discovered he had three more in a leather pouch in his pocket. I thought it was also a good idea for Rebecca to take a quick look around before Lillehorne got there. So . . . on the floor behind your desk was this letter."
Matthew was silent. He cursed himself for stupidity, for he had wandered again into rattlesnake country where it was least expected.
Mallory looked long and hard at the octopus symbol. "I understand," he said, his guns rumbling, "that you killed the man you were sent to bring back. Tyranthus Slaughter. Yes?"
Matthew didn't answer.
"Relax. We're only talking, Matthew. Two people in a room, at half-past two in the morning. Just us night owls." He gave a quick, cold-eyed smile. "All right, I presume you killed Slaughter. That's what Lillehorne says. Now, about Mrs. Sutch: is she in custody, or is she dead?"
"Who are you?" Matthew managed to ask. His throat was cold again.
"I," said the doctor, "am your friend. And I am going to assume as well that Mrs. Sutch is deceased, because she would have killed herself before she let anyone cage her." He folded the letter again and slid it into his shirt. "A pity," he said. "I liked her sausages."
Matthew decided he had to make a move. He had to get up and get out of here, no matter what. But when he tried—and he really, really did try—he had no strength, and now his arms and legs were losing sensation and the candlelight was spinning out long yellow spikes.
"Tell me, Matthew." Mallory leaned closer to him, his eyes shining. "When you killed Slaughter and Mrs. Sutch, what did you feel?"
"What?"
"Feel," Mallory repeated. "What did you feel?"
"I felt . . . sick." 
Mallory smiled again. "There's a medicine for that, too."
Again Matthew tried to get out of bed; again he failed, and this time his head fell back upon his pillow because the muscles of his neck had given out. He thought of shouting for help; the thought shattered like glass, and blew away like smoke.
"You'll be peacefully asleep in a minute," said Mallory. "I want you to know the blade scrape across your chest is healing well, but the smaller cut on your side is infected. I have a poultice on it that should help, but we'll watch it carefully."
Matthew was fighting the oncoming dark. The light was fading, and so was the doctor's face. "Are you . . . " He couldn't speak. Mallory was fragmenting into pieces, like Matthew's mind. "Are you . . . going to kill me?" And he added: "Professor?"
The good doctor drummed his fingers on his armrest. "To your question, I answer: absolutely not. To your supposition, I say . . . even night owls must rest." He reached out and with two fingers shut Matthew's eyelids. Matthew heard the chair creak as the man stood up, heard a breath extinguish the candle, and then all was silent. 






Thirty-Five
An envelope arrived by courier at Number Seven Stone Street on a Friday afternoon in late November. Matthew's name was upon the front, and Lord Cornbury's seal upon the back. 
"What the hell is it?" Greathouse wanted to know, and when Matthew informed him what it must be, the great one had said, "I think you ought to tell him, don't you?" Matthew agreed. He took his cloak and tricorn and was halfway down the stairs when he heard Greathouse shout, "You wouldn't have made a very good slavemaster, anyway!"
Matthew set off into the traffic on Broad Street. It was a bright day, warm for the season though light cloaks and coats were in order. Matthew went directly to City Hall, climbed the attic steps to McCaggers' domain and knocked at the door. He waited, but there was no answer. He thought he knew where McCaggers and Zed might be, since Berry had told him that the light this time of year—and especially on sunny afternoons such as this—was to be taken advantage of before the gray gloom of winter set in. Matthew had not missed the fact that where Berry was to be found, McCaggers also was.
He left City Hall and walked east on Wall Street toward the harbor. Another fact he didn't miss was that at the end of this street was the slave market.
He had been a slave owner for nearly a week. It had been an expensive proposition. McCaggers had been agreeable, with the understanding that Zed would continue his present living arrangements and also help the coroner as needed. But the villain of the play had been Gerritt van Kowenhoven, who brought in a silver-tongued lawyer before he would consider any discussion of selling his valuable slave. When the discussion began, it seemed to revolve around not Zed's future but the street van Kowenhoven had been promised as an honor to his name. Then, after being assured the street was indeed on the new map—and actually getting a view of the new map, courtesy of McCaggers—the talk had turned to van Kowenhoven's profit on his investment.
When the quills finished their job, Matthew's remaining money after the payment of debts had been whittled down to twenty-three pounds. The next step had been arranging a meeting with Lord Cornbury.
In Cornbury's office with its overstuffed chairs, a desk of English oak that seemed as wide as a continent and a portrait of Queen Anne glowering from the wall, the Lord himself had regarded Matthew through bored, blue-shaded eyes and idly twisted a curl of his high blond wig while Matthew stated his case. It wasn't easy, stating a case to a man in a purple gown with puffy frills of blue lace down the front. But after the case was stated, Cornbury then coldly informed Matthew that the Herrald Agency had embarrassed him in front of his cousin the Queen over that Slaughter business and Matthew might believe himself to be a celebrity, and think he had some influence due to this mistaken belief, but that Matthew should not let the door hit him in the cheeks on the way out.
"Ten pounds for your signature within the week," Matthew had said. And remembering his station in life, which was just a citizen the same as everyone, added: "Your Lordship."
"Are you not hearing me, sir? Anyway, these things take time. Even though we're speaking of personal property, we have the town's safety to consider. There has to be a discussion of the council. A meeting of the aldermen. Some of them are vehemently opposed to this kind of thing. No, no. Impossible."
That was when Matthew had reached into his pocket and put the intricately-engraved silver ring from Slaughter's safebox on the desk. He'd pushed it across the continent toward Lord Cornbury.
It had been picked up by a purple-gloved hand, inspected in the spill of light from the window next to the face of Queen Anne, and tossed aside. "Nice enough," came the voice through the painted lips, "but I have a dozen of those."
Matthew then took from his pocket the necklace of grayish-blue pearls that indeed were very beautiful, now that they were cleaned up. "Your Lordship, pardon me for asking," Matthew had said, "but do you know what a string of pearls is selling for these days?"
Obviously, Lord Cornbury had known.
Matthew found McCaggers, Zed and Berry at the waterfront near the fish market at the end of Smith Street. Small boats were coming in and throwing lines to the wharf. Baskets full of the sea's bounty were being unloaded onto the dripping timbers. Salters stood by with their carts, and both customers and cats were prowling around looking for supper.
In all this haste and hurry of commerce, Berry and Zed stood drawing with black crayons on pads of paper as the fishermen delivered their catch. McCaggers stood a distance away, putting on a brave face though it was apparent the fish market was not his favorite place in town; he held a handkerchief with which he dabbed at his nose, and Matthew figured it had some kind of aromatic tonic applied to it.
Matthew approached them where they stood alongside the wharf. Zed saw him coming first. The huge man touched Berry's shoulder, who looked up, followed Zed's gaze and smiled when she saw their visitor.
"Good afternoon!" she called to him. Her smile became more of a sideways grin. Today she was an eyeburst of colors, as befitting her artistic nature. She wore a wide-brimmed red hat and a floral-print gown of red and yellow. A light green wrap covered her shoulders and arms, and she wore gloves of yellow wool that exposed her fingers, the better to control the crayon.
"Afternoon," he answered, and walked to her side to look at what she and Zed were drawing. On each pad were partially-completed scenes of boats arriving at the wharf. Zed's were created with much more force and intensity, each line as thick as a finger. Again, as in the drawings of Zed's that Matthew had seen in the attic, they had an alien quality. The boats looked more like long canoes, with scrawled, menacing figures aboard that seemed to be carrying spears and shields.
To be sure, the sight of a slave drawing a picture at the waterfront was not common, and several people paused to glance and mutter, but the printmaster's granddaughter had been seen around town on many occasions with McCaggers' man, both of them drawing as easily as if they'd been talking. Of course everyone knew the printmaster's granddaughter was a bit strange—an artist as well as a teacher, you understand—but as long as McCaggers tagged along to keep his man under watch there was no need for fear. Still . . . the size of that man; he could go mad with rage and tear down a building, as it was said he'd done to the Cock'a'tail tavern just last month.
"'Lo Matthew," said McCaggers, offering one hand while keeping the handkerchief near his nose. "How are you feeling?"
Matthew shook the hand. "Almost myself again, thank you." He took in a deep draw of air. There were the smells of the briny sea, the wet timbers and the fresh fish. Very invigorating, he thought.
"We were just about to move along," McCaggers said, with a hopeful note.
"Before you do, I have this." Matthew held up the envelope. Berry and McCaggers stared at it, but Zed had returned to his art. Matthew broke Cornbury's seal, removed the parchment from within and unfolded it. "Ah," he said when he saw the crimped and altogether ugly signature. No matter, it was the intent that counted. "The writ of manumission," Matthew said, and showed it first to McCaggers, then to Berry.
"My God." McCaggers sounded stunned. "I can't believe you actually secured it." He turned to look at Zed, who was concentrating on further thickening a line and paid the others no attention whatsoever.
"Matthew? May I tell him?" Berry asked.
"Tell him? How?"
"Let me," she said.
He gave her the document.
"Zed?" When Berry spoke his name, he immediately turned his head and looked down at her. She held up the writ. "You are free," she said. "Do you understand that? You are free." She touched Lord Cornbury's signature.
He frowned, his fathomless ebony eyes moving back and forth from the parchment to Berry. There seemed to be no comprehension of what he was looking at.
Berry turned the document over, put it down on her pad, and began to draw something. As Matthew watched, a fish took shape. It was leaping out of the water, like one of the many drawings of fish Zed had done and kept in a box under his cot. When she had finished, Berry showed him the picture.
He stared at it, his tribal-scarred face immobile.
Slowly, his mouth opened. He gave a quiet gasp, from deep in his throat.
"Yes," Berry said, nodding. She offered him a kind smile. "You are as free as that."
Zed turned his head toward the market itself, where the catch was being laid out on tables beneath a roof of brown canvas. He moved his gaze across the many dozens of shimmering silver, brown-patterned and green-streaked bodies brought up on the lines and in the nets, across the seabass, the snapper, the fluke, the cod, the flounder, the bluefish, the mackerel, the cunner and the hake. He was a fisherman too. He knew the difference between a dead fish losing its magnificent colors and shine on a wet table as opposed to the fish that had slipped a hook or sensed the fall of a net and gone deep into the blue, deep where no man might catch it, deep where it might swim for yet another day as a bird might fly through the air. 
Matthew realized what Berry had already figured out. 
The fish that Zed drew were the ones that had gotten away. 
And in his mind, that was freedom. 
Zed understood. Matthew saw it dawn in his eyes: a spark, like a distant candle on the darkest night. 
He looked at them all in turn—Berry, Matthew and McCaggers—and then brought his gaze back to the girl. She smiled and nodded once more—the universal language of yes—and he nodded also but it was hard for a man in an alien world to smile.
He dropped the pad and crayon. He turned away from them, and he began to walk along the nearest pier out toward the water. As he went, he removed his shirt. Fishermen stepped aside, for he was a mighty force in motion. He kicked off one shoe, then the other, and now he was running, and anyone who had stood between him and his destination would have gone down as if hit by a moving wall.
"Zed!" Berry cried out.
He dove off the end of the pier, into the cold river water where the sun sparkled in bright ribbons. But even as big as he was, he hardly made a splash.
They shifted their positions to see past a boat and caught sight of his head surfacing, followed by the broad shining shoulders and back. Zed began to swim with powerful, deliberate strokes, following the river's current as it flowed to the Atlantic. He kept going, past the point where Matthew thought he must surely stop and turn back. He kept going.
"He'll come back," McCaggers said, the reflection of sun and water in his spectacles.
But Zed did not pause in his forward motion. Through the chill water, he swam on.
"He won't go too very far," McCaggers said.
What was too very far? Matthew wondered if on all those nights Zed had studied the stars he'd calculated the way home, and now he was bound to get there if only in his last dream as he swam downward into the blue, away from the hooks and the nets.
"Zed!" McCaggers shouted. In his voice was a hint of panic. Matthew realized that McCaggers had likely considered Zed not a slave but a companion. One of a very few he could claim, for who wished to be friends with a man who spent so much time with the dead?
Zed kept swimming, further and further out, toward the wide expanse of the sea.
McCaggers said firmly, "He'll come back. I know he will."
A little waterbug of a boat moved majestically between them and Zed, its patched sails flying. When the boat passed, there was no more sign of the man.
They stood there for several more minutes, keeping watch.
At last McCaggers bent down and picked up the pad and crayon, and he gave them to Berry.
"He's a good swimmer," Berry said. "We just may not be able to see him from here."
"Yes," McCaggers agreed. "The sun's bright on the water. We may not be able to see."
Matthew felt he ought to add something, but he could only think that one attribute of being truly free was choosing how one wished to depart from life. Still . . . was it a triumph or a tragedy?
McCaggers walked out onto the pier. He took his spectacles off, wiped the lenses with his handkerchief and put them back on. He stood there for awhile staring in the direction Zed had gone. When he came back, he said to Berry with a note of relief, "I think I saw him. I believe he's all right."
Matthew said nothing; he'd already seen what looked to him like a treetrunk with twisted branches being carried out toward Oyster Island.
The work of gutting fish had begun. McCaggers turned his face away from the sea, caught sight of a bucket full of fish heads and entrails, and focused on Berry. "Will you accompany me," he said, "for a cup of coffee?" He had a yellowish pallor. "On Crown Street?"
"I will," she answered. "Matthew, would you go with us?"
Matthew was about to say yes when he saw two people standing a distance away. One was a tall, lean man with features part angel and part devil. He wore an elegant gray suit, waistcoat and cloak, and on his head was a gray tricorn. The other was a slimly-built woman, nearly as tall as her husband, with long thick tresses of black hair curling about her shoulders. She wore a gown of deep blue velvet, with a short jacket the same material and color. She was standing beneath a blue parasol, its hue a few shades lighter than the velvet.
Matthew felt sure he'd seen that parasol before. At the Chapel estate, possibly. In midsummer. 
The Mallorys seemed to be talking quietly, admiring the work of the blades as the glistening fish were carved. Did the woman cast a sidelong glance at him? He wouldn't be surprised. They'd been shadowing him ever since he'd left the doctor's care. A day hadn't gone by when he wasn't aware of them, hovering somewhere nearby.
They turned their backs to him, and arm-in-arm they walked away in the shadow of her parasol.
McCaggers hadn't noticed them. He was still anxiously searching the distance for a swimmer.
"Some other time," Matthew said to Berry's invitation. He didn't think he'd be very good company, with the Mallorys on his mind. "I'd best get back to the office."
McCaggers spoke up before the girl could respond. "Of course! Some other time, then."
"Ashton, I want to thank you again for saving my life," Matthew said. "And for letting me call you friend."
"I think Zed is the one who saved your life. When he comes back, we'll toast freedom and friendship. All right?"
"All right," Matthew agreed.
"You're sure you won't join us?" Berry asked imploringly.
"Let the man go about his business," said McCaggers, and he put his hand on Berry's elbow. "I mean . . . are you sure you won't join us, Matthew?"
"I'm sure."
"Zed will be back." McCaggers looked into Matthew's eyes, and no longer out to sea. "You saw what a good swimmer he is."
"Yes, I did."
"Good afternoon, then." The coroner attempted a smile. His somber face was ill-suited to the expression and it slipped away. "I trust no one will try to kill you anytime soon."
"I trust," Matthew said, but he'd realized that he was a killer himself, whether he'd wanted the title or not, and to survive in a land of carnivores he would have to grow the killer's eye in the back of his head.
"Later?" Berry asked.
"Later," Matthew replied.
McCaggers and Berry walked on together, with his hand at her elbow. She glanced back at him, just briefly, and he wondered if she hoped he'd changed his mind. McCaggers had taken three steps when the heel of his right boot broke off. Berry helped him steady himself. He picked up the heel, and with a shake of his head at the improbabilities that make up the chaos of life he limped along at her side.
Matthew started off, heading back to Stone Street.
Before he got a block away from the waterfront, he heard a woman's voice behind him say, "Mr. Corbett?"
He could keep going, he thought. Just keep going, and pretend not to hear.
"Mr. Corbett? One moment, please?"
He stopped, because he knew that whatever their game was, they were determined to play it out.
Rebecca Mallory was a fiercely beautiful woman. She had high cheekbones and full, red-rouged lips and intense eyes of deep sapphire that Matthew thought must have claimed the souls of many men. She held the blue parasol between them, as if offering to share its shadow. Matthew saw her husband standing behind her a few yards away, lounging against a wall. 
Dr. Mallory's care of Matthew had been professional and successful, and when Matthew had gotten his clothes back he'd found the letter from Sirki to Sutch returned to him in a pocket. It was as if that discussion between night owls had never happened, but for the fact that they were watching him. What was he going to do? Show the letter to Greathouse and open up all that bloody mess? And what could he prove about the Mallorys, anyway? In fact, what did he know about them? Nothing. So . . . best to wait, and to let the game play out. For what choice was there? 
"We have a mutual acquaintance." The woman's voice was calm, her gaze steady. She might have just said they liked the same kind of sausages.
"Do we?" Matthew asked, just as calmly.
"We believe he'd like to meet you," she said.
Matthew didn't answer. It suddenly seemed very lonely, on this street. 
"When you're ready, in a week or two, we'd like you to come visit us. Will you do that?"
His lip felt the graze of a hook. He sensed the silent falling of a net. "What if I don't?"
"Oh," she said, with a tight smile, "let's not be unfriendly, Matthew. In a week or two. We'll set a table, and we'll be expecting you."
With that, she turned away and walked back to where her husband waited, and together the elegant, handsome Mallorys strolled along the street in the direction of the waterfront.
Matthew determined that before this day was over he was going to have to take a long drink or two at the Trot, surrounded by laughter and lively fiddle music and people he counted as friends. That was the true treasure of a man, it seemed to him. Greathouse, too, if he wanted to come. Matthew would even buy him a meal; after all, he had thirteen pounds and a few shillings left to his name. Enough for a fireplace, and then some. But without all those gold pieces stuffed in the straw of his bed, he slept so much better.
He also determined that his mouth was going to remain shut about this—to Greathouse, Berry, and everyone else he knew—until he found out more. 
Right now, though, he had nothing but a friendly invitation from a beautiful woman.
And God only knew where that might lead.
Matthew watched the blue parasol out of sight. Then he went back to Stone Street on a path as straight as an arrow.






Matthew Corbett's World
I hope you've enjoyed your visit to the world of Matthew Corbett, and I hope you'll follow Matthew's story as it progresses. I intended this series to be a time machine of sorts, not only to tell an evolving tale of mystery and adventure but to show what life was like in the colonial era.
Having said that, I have to say also that the history depicted therein is not totally accurate, nor is it totally inaccurate. I suppose that's like saying there are many shades of gray, but then again . . . there are many shades of gray.
I'm not sure anyone can write a totally accurate depiction of any historical era, simply because we don't—and can't—live there. We go by what's already been researched and written, or we go by diaries or documents or maps, but the deal is that even with the most meticulous research and attention to detail we're still looking at the era through our modern-day lens. We can't help but do so. We know only what we've read and what researchers have surmised, and they too see the era through their own lens. So, in a way, the past must always remain a place that can never be fully and accurately reached, though we can surely visit it in our imaginations.
As a fiction writer, I have edited history to suit my story, and I'll give you some examples of how and why.
I am certainly no expert. I might read and study and research day and night, but I'm never going to get everything right because I just can't. Bear in mind also that there's an expert for everything under the sun, but there's no one expert for everything under the sun, which you have to kind of try to be when you're writing a book of historical fiction . . . especially when it's historical mystery fiction. I'm learning as I go along, but I'm never going to be perfect and my writing and research won't be perfect either.
Case in point: the money. In the colonial era there was a bewilderment of different types of money that even makes the experts' heads spin. Dutch money, Spanish coins, of course the English coinage, wampum and the barter system . . . wow. Put all those together, plus the fact that the value of money went up and down so rapidly over the span of the colonial era, and you have one big mess to clarify, if you're going to deal with money at all. I had to, so I've simplified the issue of coinage in order not to overwhelm. Again, not totally accurate, but not totally inaccurate, either.
Here's a small but interesting item: what do you call the three meals of the day? Breakfast, lunch, and dinner? Well, in the era I'm writing about these were called breakfast, dinner, and supper. In previous books in the series I used the more modern terms for meals, but I thought I might be more accurate here and use the colonial terms. Now, the problem comes about when a character asks another character to meet him for dinner at twelve noon. That's going to knock a reader out of the story. Dinner at twelve noon? Must be a typo. The reader may well say: heck, this darn book's full of typos! Dinner in the daytime? Supper at night? Supper? Isn't that something a hillbilly eats?
See where I'm going with this? Actually, I grew up in the south hearing the term supper used for the nighttime meal, but I'm not sure most people are familiar with that term, and certainly not dinner instead of lunch. So I'm working through this, and though in this book there are a couple of "dinners" used to describe the nighttime meal, I'm moving more toward supper. As for "dinner" used to describe the midday meal, I just say . . . midday meal.
Again, not totally accurate but not totally inaccurate, either.
One big thing that I'm dealing with is the actual years the series is set in, and let me explain this so you might get a handle on it.
When I wrote the first novel featuring Matthew Corbett, Speaks the Nightbird, I planned for a single book, set in 1699 at what was basically near the end of the belief in witchcraft in the colonies. The book involves a woman accused of being a witch, so 1699 is when it needed to be because after that date you really don't get any more reports of people believing in witchcraft in the old colony documents. So: 1699 it was.
Okay, so I retired or "went away" for a few years. Now one day I think, hm, y'know, I might like to do another book featuring Matthew Corbett. Well, now . . . where could I go with him? And I thought: I could combine the mystery and puzzles of Sherlock Holmes, the action of James Bond, the weird villains of Dick Tracy, the atmosphere of the Hammer costume-piece horror films of the '50s, and bring my interest in American history, detective fiction and whatever else I might conjure up to a series. This sounded like it would be fun to write, and it also sounded as if it would be fun to read, which is always my first reason to want to create anything.
I wanted Matthew Corbett. Not Matthew's son or grandson. But the more I read about the colonial era, the more I realized 1730 or so would be the most fertile starting place, because the social structure was more defined and there really was a lot going on. Also, the maps I found of New York tell an interesting tale: in 1690, it was a small, rather primitive town to our standards, but in 1730 it was well on its way to becoming everything we think of as a "city" today.
But . . . if Matthew was twenty in 1699, in 1730 he would be . . . fifty-one?
I have no problem with people over fifty, since I'm one myself, but the idea of a swashbuckling hero fifty-one years old setting out on a quest to uncover a mystery on a global scale did not sit right.
So, what I've done is combined the eras of 1690 and 1730 and come out with something in-between that I can live with, and that Matthew can live with. I am trying to be faithful to the atmosphere of what was, but once again . . . not totally accurate, not totally inaccurate.
One thing I would have missed out on by setting the series in 1730 was Lord Cornbury. He actually was the governor of New York and New Jersey from 1701 to 1708, and there's a portrait of him in the New York Historical Society that shows him dressed in women's clothes. Evidently he was obsessed with pleasing his cousin, the Queen, and has been hailed as the archetype of the crooked politician as well as at the time called "a degenerate and pervert" for his habit of crossdressing. Reports say he may have worn a dress when he attended the funeral of his wife. What's not to love about that kind of character?
Speaking of another character, and I would be terribly remiss if I did not: Mister Slaughter himself.
In England in the 1930s, a stage actor changed his name to Tod Slaughter, and soon became known as "Mr. Murder" for the roles he so vividly portrayed. Slaughter was an original, and he broke the mold. He was an over-the-top, scene-stealing, red-blooded, teeth-clenching, funeral-bell-laughing villain, and it's thought that he portrayed Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber of Fleet Street, at least 2,000 times on stage. His film version of the Demon Barber of Fleet Street was released in 1936. In the movie The Crimes of Stephen Hawke, he actually breaks the spine of a small boy. His villain in that piece is aptly known as "The Spinebreaker."
Slaughter's characters are usually upwardly-mobile scoundrels with an eye for young ladies with family money. Murder was soon to follow. His performances are not for everyone, for sure, and they may not have "aged" well, but when I was a little boy and Horror Creeper Theater came on at eleven o'clock on Saturday nights showing a Tod Slaughter movie with its scratched film and strangely-muffled soundtrack . . . man, I was there.
I would like to think that Mister Slaughter would appreciate this encore performance.
Hopefully, you'll understand more of both where I'm coming from and where I'm going with this series. As I say, I'm not an expert, but I'm learning. The challenge is writing what is essentially a "modern" mystery around a "period" settting. Matthew Corbett's world is both elegant and brutal, more pure than we can know and more wicked than we can imagine, and I think that this combination is what's always interested me about the era.
So: I do hope you'll return for more adventures with Matthew, and his continuing struggle against the hand of Professor Fell. Though Matthew Corbett's world may be a place that can never be fully and accurately reached, it will be more than enough for our imaginations.
I thank you for your continued readership, and your gentle graces.
Your Humble Servant,

 
THE END
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The Gray Kingdom
  

One
 

 


The crab that scuttled amid rocks in the liquid dark knew nothing beyond its shell. Born from what? Struggling toward where? It knew not. It tasted the cold currents, and within them the essence of flesh to be consumed, and so it changed its course to the direction of that call and labored slowly through the muck toward its prey.

Over more rocks again, into crevices and cracks, sliding down and clambering up in its sideways gait, its claws thrusting here and there as was the nature of the crustacean. On its passage over an oyster bed the crab’s presence sent a tremor across the field of plate-sized shells, as if in their moist senseless dreaming the mollusks felt the shadow of nightmare where no shadow could be. The crab went on, and whatever small panic had roused the oysters beyond their state of somnolence died in an instant, and life between the shells continued as before.

Whither it travelled, the crab stirred whorls of mud beneath its claws. The hard-backed and determined dweller did not know the full moon painted silver light upon the surface of New York’s harbor, or that the month was February and the year 1703, or that lamps glowed in the windows of the sturdy houses and well-seasoned taverns of Manhattan on a Saturday night, or that a cold wind from the northwest ruffled its roof. It knew only that it smelled something good to eat in this nightblack and muddy morass spread out before it, and so it went on hungrily and one might say clumsily, without forethought or plan.

Therefore when the mud beneath it opened up and tentacles sprouted forth and what appeared to be mud shuddered with voracious delight, who was to blame but itself? When the tentacles wrapped around the crab and flipped it over and the beak of the octopus began to gnaw into the underbelly, what thought flashed like a scent of dead herring through the crustacean’s nerves? For truly the crab struggled to escape, but of chance for this there was none. In bits and pieces the crab began to come apart, to lose itself to biting beak and impartial sea, and as the smaller fish darted in to seize these little floating shreds of meat the octopus pulled its prey closer like a jealous lover and squeezed itself down into a hole where two rocks kissed. Thus very soon the last of the crab was down in an even darker place than before, and so farewell to the solitary traveller.

Having completed its meal, the octopus sat in its hole. It was old and slow, and in its own way it seethed and fumed against the indignities that time had laid upon it. But it had been lucky, to feast so well. Very soon, though, the feelings of hunger began gripping its innards again. So it pulled itself from its crusty den tentacle by tentacle and ventured forth upon the battlefield once more, and drifting hither and yon like a speckled cloud it searched for a nice plain of mud and weeds to sink itself into. There it would wait for the next hapless denizen of the deep to cross its path, and woe to the crabs and small fish of the night.

[image: 1e_prey]

The octopus, dedicated to its own progress and appetite, floated past a cluster of rocks upon which was jammed the rusted remains of an anchor torn from a Dutch ship in a storm many years before. The creature whose home and refuge these rocks and anchor had become immediately woke from its stupor and, sensing the presence of food in a tingle of its inner ear, thrust its tail from side to side and propelled itself outward. Thus the grouper’s mouth seized the bulbous head of its prey. As the alarm of black ink jetted forth—far too late—the octopus was pulled into the grouper’s maw and crushed by the heavy tooth plates within. The flailing tentacles were ingested in a gulp. It was such a clean dinner that not a shred was left for the little beggars. The grouper swam in a kind of victorious trance, its belly grazing the bottom and its tail sluggishly moving water.

Presently a new smell of food beckoned the grouper, which changed course like a barnacle-blotched frigate. Searching high and low, it came upon an oily piece of meat suspended in the water, there for the taking.

It took.

When the mighty maw closed over the meat, there was a sudden jerk upon the line that rose up forty feet to the surface. The fishhook set. The grouper, mildly annoyed, pulled back and intended to return to its den, yet was stopped at this attempt by an admirable resistance from the upper regions beyond which the grouper had no knowledge. Hook, line and grouper began a test of wills, and if anything the grouper was strong and stubborn. Still, the grouper was pulled toward the surface little by little over the following few minutes, and try as it might the fish could not shake the hard spiny thorn that set tight in its throat. On its way up from depths to heights its eyes caught sight of strange shapes in the world beyond. A round light shone down in a most beautiful silver glow that nearly transfixed the grouper. The fish shivered in its attempt to escape this nuisance of being pulled where it did not wish to go, and its gills swelled with the flush of anger.

In another few seconds it would be up through the surface. It would be in the clutches of another realm, for better or for worse. It would know, in its own way, a secret. And yet it resisted this knowing, and it thrashed and thrashed yet the line still pulled and it yet rose upward. The surface was about to be broken, and the grouper’s eyes would see a world foreign and alien and wholly fantastic in its being, just before it perished.

But before that could happen the blue shark that had been observing this situation and circling the picture darted in and tore most of the lower portion of the grouper away in its teeth, so that only the grouper’s head emerged on the end of the line. The fisherman in his little rowboat, who had been reeling in his catch for the better part of six minutes, saw the grouper’s dripping head and the white wake of the shark’s fin. He threw his rod down in an expression of rage and in his raspy wind-weathered voice gave a shout likely to roll across the waters and waken the sleepers in the graveyard of Trinity church.

“For sakes of Almighty Jazus!” hollered old wild-haired Hooper Gillespie. “T’ain’t fair, you hard-hearted robber! You wicked piece a’ God’s spite! T’ain’t fair!”

But fair or not, that was life both above and below the surface.

After a few more choice morsels of twisted lingo had been flung at the since-departed shark, Hooper Gillespie gave a heavy sigh and pulled his tattered coat tighter about himself. His thick white hair stood out from his head in bursts of cowlicks and circular whorls, an untameable field that had once broken his mother’s best brush. But his mother was dead now, long dead, and never would anyone know that he kept a small ink drawing of her face in a pewter frame in his cabin, done from memory. It was perhaps the only thing he valued in life, besides his fishing rod.

He reeled in the mangled head. He removed the hook. Just before he threw the mess over the side, he caught the gleam of the moon in the sightless eyes and wondered what fish knew of the world of men. But it was a passing thought, like a shadow without substance. He turned in his boat to regard the bucket of the night’s catch, three small mackerel and a nice-sized striper. The wind was getting colder. His arms were tired from his recent efforts. It was time to head for shore.

The sound of fiddle music drifted to him across the bay. It was joyous and lively, and it made a hot surge of fresh anger rise up within old Hooper. “Good for you!” he growled in the direction of people and dances and candlelight and life in general. “Yessir, go on about y’selves and see what I care!” He stored his rod away and began rowing toward the dark shape of Oyster Island. “I don’t care!” he said toward the world. “I’m my own self, is what I am! Thinkin’ they can get away with it, and me down in a puddle. No sir, that ain’t the half of it!”

He realized as he rowed that he’d begun talking to himself quite a lot lately. “Never no mind to that!” he said. “Done is done and is is is!” He paused to spit bitter phlegm over the side. “So there!” he said.

Back in the summer, Hooper had been running the ferry between Manhattan and Breuckelen. But the river ruffians, the ‘bullywhelp boys’ in his opinion, who kept waylaying the ferry and robbing its passengers had put paid to that effort, at least for Hooper. He had no wish to be the bearer of a cut throat. In fact he’d complained about the situation at Governor Lord Cornbury’s first meeting with the citizens at City Hall and insisted that High Constable Gardner Lillehorne should be doing something to clean up the river trash.

“And look where that got me!” he hollered to the stars. “A-rowin’ out here in the cold like to catch a death and what’s it all the better for?”

The truth was, in November Lillehorne had found the robbers’ hidden cove and broken up that merry little band of nasties, and yet the job of ferry master had gone to a younger man. The closing of many doors in Hooper’s face had made him think complaining about the high constable in front of the gown-wearing Cornbury—the queen’s cousin and, it was fair to say, a little queenly himself—was not something a sane man ought to do.

“But I ain’t crazy!” Hooper muttered as he rowed. “I am as fit in the head as a new nail!”

Circumstance found him now nearing Oyster Island’s rocky beach. Circumstance and, of course, the cold hard fact that no one else wanted this task. The island was mostly a tangle of woods and boulders, but for the small log cabin built to house the watchman. That was Hooper’s job, and had been for three weeks. Watchman, climbing the watch tower on the southern end of the island and mostly watching the tide roll in and out, but also alert to masts on the horizon. If his spyglass picked out an armada of ships flying Dutch flags, he knew it would be Holland’s oak-walled men of war coming to take back New York, and he was to scurry down to where the cannon faced the harbor and fire off a warning blast before the invaders made landfall.

“Hell if I know ’bout firin’ a damned cannon,” Hooper said quietly as he thought about it, his oars moving water. Then he heard the drift of fiddle music again, and he turned his face toward the lamplights of the town and hollered, “I ought to blast ye all, right out a’ your dancin’ shoes! Go on with ya!”

But, as always, no one bothered to answer.

Something caught his squinty eye.

He saw a red light flash.

It was up in the darkness, up maybe a half-mile or so from the town proper. Up at the edge of the woods that still held the crisscrossing of Indian trails. It was a red light, blinking on and off. On and off. On and off.

“That there’s a signal lamp, I’m be thinkin’,” Hooper told himself. It was likely a flame behind red glass, and somebody’s hand or hat moving down to obscure the glow. “Now that’s the question,” Hooper said. Then he realized he hadn’t asked the question yet, so he did: “Who’s it signallin’ to?”

He looked out to sea, out beyond the rough rocks and wild forest of Oyster Island.

Far out there. Out in the dark.

A red lamp blinked on and off. On and off. On and off and…gone.

He turned his head again toward Manhattan and the dark edge of the untamed woods. That red signal lamp had also been extinguished.

It came to Hooper Gillespie that whatever the message was, it had been delivered.

The bottom of his rowboat scraped oyster shells and stones. His heart had jumped and stuttered and was now beating wildly, for one thought had invaded his unbrushed noggin.

For Hooper, thoughts were to be spoken as loudly as possible. “No they ain’t!” he shouted. “Comin’ over sea swell and mercy knows to bleed us to pieces, no they ain’t!” He leaped from the boat, stubbed his right boot on a rock and went for a face-first splash. Then, spitting and cursing in a language not fully English nor fully understood by any other human being but his own self, Hooper struggled up and ran through the little wavelets that washed upon the gritty earth. He ran past the cannon along a trail that led to the watch tower, and at the base of the tower he paused to flame a torch from the tinderbox there. With torch alight, he climbed the rickety wooden steps to the top. On the upper platform he leaned forward as far as he dared against a worm-eaten railing with the torch held high. “Liberty’s blessin’ ain’t to be took!” he shouted toward the unknown and unseen ship that sat out there in the dark. Of course the torch showed him nothing, but at least the Dutchmen would know they’d been seen. “Come on in here, ya blue-hinded rascals!” he hollered. “Let’s see the shine a’ your greedy eyeballs!”

His voice pierced the night but the night swallowed it up and gave nothing back.

The red lamp at sea was gone, and did not return. Hooper looked toward Manhattan’s woods. That lamp, also, was a goner. Whatever had been said, it was not to be repeated. Hooper chewed his bottom lip and waved the torch about, throwing sparks. “Seen ya good, ya traitorous bag a’ crooked bones!” he yelled. He didn’t expect to be heard at this distance, but it felt good to unload. Then the idea of loading came to him. If what he thought was about to happen, and all the Dutchmen in their ships were about to sail right into the harbor with cannons and cutlasses ready to crash and carve, then he had to do his duty and warn the citizens. He scurried down the tower’s steps again, torch gripped in hand, and near the bottom almost tripped and put paid to not only his heroic plan but to the way his head sat atop his neck.

Hooper stopped at his cabin to hurriedly open a wooden box for a small bag of gunpowder—about two thimbles full, enough to make a sizeable noise—and a six-inch piece of fuse. He took a knife to slit the bag. Then he went on to the cannon and, hands shaking, placed the torch in a metal holder put there specifically for the purpose. Muttering and fretting to himself about the future of New York if the Dutch got hold of it and threw every British citizen man woman and child into the brigs of their boats, Hooper put the fuse into the cannon’s vent hole. How much had he been told to leave showing to carry the fire? he asked himself. He couldn’t remember. He just had the memory of a mouth moving in a pallid face under a tricorn hat, and himself thinking about getting some fishing done while he was out here.

There was no ball to be loaded; this was for noise only. Hooper looked back over his shoulder at the nocturnal sea. Did he sense the motion of a hundred ships closing upon the bay? Did he hear the flap of flags and rattle of chains as guns were readied? But there were no lights visible, not a single one. Oh, those Dutchmen! Hooper thought. They were devils of the dark!

He turned to his task once more with frantic purpose. He had to pee but had no time, so let it run in his breeches. It was the least a hero could do. He knifed open the bag of gunpowder, poured the powder into the cannon’s barrel and then remembered to use the ramrod like the moving mouth under the tricorn had told him. He packed the powder with a hard shove and then stood for a moment trying to recall if he was supposed to flame a match to fire the fuse or use the torch. He pushed the fuse down good and short so the wind couldn’t whip it out. One more backward glance to make sure the Dutch armada wasn’t gliding past Oyster Island, and then Hooper put the torch’s flame to the cannon’s fuse.

It sparked, hissed, and the fire began to travel. Hooper stepped back a few paces, as he’d been told. The fuse burned down. When it disappeared into the vent hole there was a sizzling sound like bacon in a frypan, followed by a weak little pop and a puff of smoke that floated away as delicately as a lady’s lace handkerchief.

“Well, that ain’t right!” Hooper moaned. “Jazus save me, I’ve pulled a boner!”

He peered into the vent hole. There was no spark visible. Either the fuse had gone out or the powder was bad. He went to the cannon’s business end and put his face to the muzzle. He could smell a smouldering, but where was the flame? “Damn me!” he hollered, as the thought of his heroism at this time of New York’s need turned to ashes around his soggy boots.

A scant three seconds after Hooper pulled his face away from the cannon, there was a gout of fire from the vent hole and the gun went off.

The blast of smoke itself almost knocked him crazy. The noise slapped his ears deaf. He staggered back, gasping like a hooked grouper, and fell on his butt. Dazed, he saw blue fire and sparks whirling up from the cannon toward heaven, and then he saw something else that nearly made every sprout of wild hair jump from his head.

Something exploded across the bay in town. A building, looked to be down toward Dock Street. Hooper couldn’t hear the noise, but he saw the red fire leap up. Whatever it was, it was burning hot with a white center. Pieces of roof came down. Parts of the building were still flying upward like fiery bats.

“Oh no,” Hooper whispered, though he couldn’t hear it. “Oh no, oh no!” His first thought was that he’d forgotten and put a ball in the cannon and blown something up himself, but then he remembered there was no ball in the cannon, and how in the name of bleedin’ Jazus could somebody forget about that?

No, it had to be the Dutch. They had just fired on New York, and the war had begun.

He scrambled up. It was time to vacate these premises. Still there was no sign of the warships, no battle lamps or cannon flame. He didn’t care. He ran to his rowboat, which was still up on the rocks. As he pushed it off and got in he realized something else very strange.

The three small mackerel and the nice-sized striper in the bucket?

They were gone.

It was the ghost, Hooper thought. The phantom that walked out here. It was why he’d been given this job, because nobody else wanted it. The last watchman had left the island the night his overcoat had been stolen from a post next to the outhouse. Whoever had the watchman’s job, they weren’t alone. Hooper had never seen evidence of the phantom before, but here it was.

“Christian of ye to leave the damn bucket!” he shouted toward any listening ears, though his own were still fried and sizzling.

He was quits with this Godforsaken place. He took the oars and put his wiry muscles to the labor, and with hammering heart and fearful soul and wild smoke-scorched hair old Hooper Gillespie rowed for Manhattan, with red flames before him and the dark sea at his back.


  

Two
 

 


As a crab scuttled amid rocks in the liquid dark, so Matthew Corbett danced across the plank floor of Sally Almond’s tavern by golden candlelight. Perhaps he was not as ungainly as the crab, and perhaps he did comport a certain amount of grace and style, yet there was definitely room for improvement in his technique. In its largest room the tavern’s tables and chairs had been pushed back and space arranged for a right fair gathering. A fire crackled in the brick hearth to warm the air, though the heat of energy filled the place. Two fiddlers played, a squeezeboxer squeezed, and a drummer rattled his bones at a merry pace. The stately gray-haired figure of Sally Almond herself had joined the festivity, clapping her hands to the bounding beat.

Round and round went the swirl of dancers, among them the blacksmithing apprentice and Matthew’s friend John Five and his bride Constance, the potter Hiram Stokely and his wife Patience, the Munthunk brothers Darwin and Davy and their corpulent but surprisingly light-footed Mother Munthunk, Dr. Artemis Vanderbrocken who at seventy-six was content to mostly sip the spiced punch and enjoy the music, Felix Sudbury the owner of the Trot Then Gallop tavern, the printmaster Marmaduke Grigsby, Madam Kenneday the baker, another of Matthew’s good friends Effrem Owles the tailor’s son, and Jonathan Paradine the undertaker who was thin and pale and seemed to slink from place to place on the floor rather than actually dance. His ladyfriend, a newly-arrived widow by the name of Dorcas Rochester, was equally thin and pale and slinked just the same as her beau, so the couple seemed to all to be well-matched.

Matthew Corbett had been in some demanding predicaments in his twenty-three years on earth. He had weathered the attack of a bear whose claw had left a crescent scar from just above the right eyebrow into the hairline. He had outrun a triad of hawks determined to remove his eyeballs in the most ungracious fashion. And he had literally managed to keep his face situated on his skull in a millhouse fight with the brutal killer Tyranthus Slaughter, among many other moments of dramatic danger. But at this moment, in the golden candlelight of Sally Almond’s tavern with the music playing and the dancers stepping through their paces, Matthew thought his own feet were perhaps the most dangerous enemies he’d yet faced, for the crossover mirror reels were treacherous in their complexity and the elaborately bewigged dance master Gilliam Vincent—who also served as the prissy proprietor of the Dock House Inn—wielded a leather glove on the end of a hickory stick to slap the heads of imperfect offenders.

And, as Matthew made a slight stumble, here came the stick and glove. Smack upon the back of his skull. When Matthew turned his head to give Gilliam Vincent a glowering stare, the dance master had lightly moved away and so was Matthew moving away as well, caught up in the procession. Yet Mr. Vincent bore a smirk beneath his bony snoot that said he enjoyed the correcting perhaps a bit more than he ought to.

“Pay no mind to him!” said Berry Grigsby as she came up alongside Matthew on their right-shoulder pass. “You’re doing fine!”

“A relative term,” he answered.

“Better than fine,” she corrected as she moved past. “Wonderful.”

Now that, he thought as he continued along the path this particular reel required, was skinning the onion and calling it a potato. Then he turned to find himself face-to-face with the two-hundred-and-forty pound shock of woman called Mother Munthunk, and she gave him a black-toothed grin under her hatchet nose and a whiff of breath a goat could not suffer.

What a joy this evening was, Matthew thought when his eyes had ceased their watering. He regretted accepting this invitation from Berry, though he had twice before declined her note. Matthew, she’d said at his door last week, I’m only going to ask you
once more, and if you say no I’ll never—never—ask again.

And what could he do then but accept? Not only was Berry breaking what seemed like the law of God by inviting a male to a social gathering, but also implicit in the tone of her request and the low fire in her dark blue eyes was the suggestion that not only would she never ask him again, she would never speak to him again. Which would be a problem for him, since he lived in a converted dairyhouse just behind the Grigsbys’ abode and he took supper there on occasion with Berry and her moon-faced and usually ink-stained grandfather Marmaduke. So in respect with keeping the peace and the more selfish ambition of keeping his place at a very hospitable supper table, what else could he do but accept?

“Half reels of three!” Gilliam Vincent announced, with an expression that verged on a sneer. “Then we shall turn to the left, give both hands, make a complete clockwise circle and assume our places for the Mad Robin!”

This was supposed to be enjoyable, Matthew thought grimly. Berry had taught him the positions and steps last week, but with the fiddling and the drumming and Gilliam Vincent’s stick poised to strike a blow for artful perfection it was torment for a young problem-solver who would much rather be studying the pieces on a chessboard or, for that matter, be out on a task somewhere for his employer, the London-based Herrald Agency.

Onward! he told himself. His feet were more or less where they needed to be. He mused upon cocking a fist at Gilliam Vincent if that stick came near his skull again, but he had had enough of violence lately to last him a lifetime.

He still had nightmares of Mister Slaughter. In some of them, he was being chased across a black bog by the killer, his feet and legs were sinking into the muck, he couldn’t get himself free to move fast enough, and when he looked back through the red-tinged nightmare gloom he saw the approaching figure and the glint of a knife gripped in the right hand. And then from the opposite side another figure was coming toward him: a leonine woman with an axe in one hand and under her other arm a burlap bag marked in crimson paint Mrs. Sutch’s Sausages, Sutch A Pleasure.

“Places for the Mad Robin!” Gilliam Vincent called out. “Find your places!” You
idiot children, he might have added.

Matthew moved, but he sometimes felt dazed and unsure of his direction. Sometimes he felt as if he belonged to another world that the people in this room knew nothing about. Sometimes he felt that even though both Mister Slaughter and Mrs. Sutch were dead, part of them kept clawing at him deep inside as if he were the entrance to their crypt and they desperately wished to open him up so they might rejoin the living. For in a way he was their brother now.

He was a killer.

Of course Tyranthus Slaughter had died due to the combined efforts of Matthew, the vengeful boy Tom Bond and the Iroquois tracker Walker In Two Worlds, but Matthew had cleaved an important portion of Lyra Sutch’s head from her shoulders with an axe, and he would never forget the expression of hatred on her bloodied face and the way the scarlet rivers had flowed. That hideous cellar was a memory bad enough to drive any man to madness. Since it had happened Matthew could never again sleep in the dark. A candle—or better, two—had to be burning all through the night beside his bed.

“Step lively!” commanded Vincent. The curls of his wig were as big as cotton balls. “Corbett, wake up!”

He was awake, yet was he? When he got this horrible business on his mind reality became fogged, like a dirty glass. He recalled speaking to Sally Almond about how the great fans of Mrs. Sutch’s sausages were reacting now that there were be no more of the spicy things laid out on the dark red—Indian blood, they were called—platters Hiram Stokely supplied to Madam Almond. Most are faring well, the lady had told him. But a
few who seemed to crave those sausages beyond all reason tell me they sweat at night
and do not sleep very soundly.

“They’ll get themselves in order,” Matthew had answered, but he was thinking he should get the names of those particular sausage-lovers so he might studiously avoid them in the streets and alleyways of New York.

A pity that Mrs. Sutch left the country so suddenly, said Sally Almond.

“Yes, and most likely it was a one-way destination,” Matthew had replied, leaving Madam Almond to frown with puzzlement for a few seconds before she gave a shrug of finality and returned to her kitchen.

“Step! Step! Step! Pause!” shouted the bewigged tyrant, who was doing his best to make a pleasant pasttime into an onerous odyssey.

Matthew Corbett wore tonight a plain dark blue suit with a white shirt and white stockings, his shoes buffed to a polite shine. He was no longer interested in presenting himself as a cock-of-the-walk, as had been the case back in the flush of autumn. He was absolutely fine with his current position in life, which was as a problem-solver tasked to do many various things for the Herrald Agency, some as mundane as carrying land deed papers to a particular personage and others as interesting as had been the incident of the Four Lamplighters just this past December. Problems such as Lord Mortimer, the wealthy man who’d hired Matthew to help him cheat death, and the tricky—yet sadly comic—situation faced by Lady Pink Manjoy had helped Matthew put some distance between himself and the Slaughter tribulation, yet he still felt he had many miles to go.

He moved within the flow of dancers yet felt himself drifting apart. Even when Berry passed him once more and gave him a lingering appraisal, he saw only the fact that he had taken a human life. And perhaps it had been his life or the wretched life of Mrs. Sutch in the balance, but still…he remembered asking his friend Walker In Two Worlds the question How are you insane?

And the Indian’s answer, which seemed more appropriate now to Matthew’s state of mind: I know too much.

Matthew was tall and slim, yet with the toughness of a river reed about him. Surely, he knew by now the virtues of bending with the flow of events. He had a lean, long-jawed face and a thatch of fine black hair that was now brushed and tamed for the civilities of the evening. His pale candlelit countenance attested to his interest in books and nighttime games of chess at the Trot Then Gallop. His cool gray eyes with their hints of twilight blue were on this night thoughtful upon matters more of flesh-and-blood than music and dance. Yet he was here, in a way, on a mission.

When he and his problem-solving associate Hudson Greathouse had been assaulted by Tyranthus Slaughter and had wound up at the bottom of a well in the ruins of a Dutch fort, Matthew in his efforts to escape death and save his friend’s life had been fortified by the image of the lovely, intelligent, artistic and quite willful young woman who had just passed by his right shoulder. In fact, he had fixed upon her as he had attempted time and again a precarious spider-like climb to the top of the well, which had seemed at the moment as far away as Philadelphia. During that struggle to survive he had made the vow to invite her to a dance if indeed he lived through the episode. And he had vowed to dance the floor to woodshavings in appreciation of a life returned to him. Mayhaps it had been Berry doing the inviting, and the dancing was more regimented than he would have liked, but nevertheless he felt he was alive because of her, and so he was here—dancing with her, every few turns of the reel—and he was in his own way ecstatic to still be a citizen of this earth.

So when Berry passed next to him the following round—she of the curly coppery-red tresses, blue-eyed and fresh-faced and all of nineteen years old with a scattering of freckles across her nose and a gap between her front teeth that Matthew found not only endearing but exciting—he raised his face to her and smiled, and she smiled back at him, and he thought she looked radiant in her sea-green gown adorned with purple ribbons on the front, and perhaps an errant thought of what her lips would taste like when they were kissed crept in and surprised him, and caused him to lose the pace, for he stumbled against Effrem Owles and suddenly Gilliam Vincent was there glowering his disapproval and the stick was coming down to swat Matthew’s noggin with the leather glove.

But before the glove could smack home, the length of hard hickory met with resistance in the form of a gnarled black walking-stick that got in its way. There was a little crack of wood against wood, more like the horns of two rams clashing.

“Mr. Vincent?” Hudson Greathouse had stepped forth from the throng of perhaps twenty or so onlookers to this slow death called a ‘dance.’ He spoke quietly, so that only Matthew and the dancemaster could hear. “Have you ever had a glove up your ass?”

Vincent sputtered. His cheeks reddened. Maybe the answer was yes. It was hard to tell.

In any case, the hickory stick went down.

“Time, everyone!” Vincent announced. “Time, please!” And then, to no one in particular, “I’m going out to get some air!”

“Don’t rush back on our accounts,” Greathouse said as Vincent departed with a wobble in his wig.

The little commotion caused a hiccup in the music and, the pacing lost, the company of reelers banged and bumped into each other like a caravan of carriages that had thrown their wheels. Instead of the kind of indignation that Vincent might have shown at this lack of dancely decorum, the collisions brought forth laughter both brassy and silvery and thus revealed was the true metal of friendship among the Mad Robins of New York.

The musicians decided to rest their fiddles, drums and squeezebox. The dancers dispersed to get their share of apple cider and sugar cakes from the table in the other room. Berry came up alongside Greathouse and Matthew and said with appreciable generosity to the young man, “You’re doing very well. Better than you did at the house.”

“Thank you. My feet don’t believe you, but thank you anyway.”

She gave a quick glance at Greathouse and then focused her attention again on her object. “Cider?” she asked.

“In a minute.” Matthew was aware he was not the most genial of company this night; perhaps it was the fact that he’d just seen the Mallorys—the devilishly-handsome, gentlemanly Doctor Jason and his beautiful black-haired wife Rebecca—standing across the room pretending to be talking but actually keeping their eyes on him. Those two had been haunting him seemingly wherever he went ever since he’d returned from the Slaughter incident.

We have a mutual acquaintance, Rebecca Mallory had said to Matthew one day on a quiet waterfront street while her husband silently stood watch. We believe he’d like to
meet you.

When you’re ready, the woman had said, in a week or two, we’d like you to come
visit us. Will you do that?

And what if I don’t? Matthew had asked, because he knew full well to what acquaintance Rebecca Mallory must be referring.

Oh, let’s don’t be unfriendly, Matthew. In a week or two. We’ll set a table, and
we’ll be expecting you.

“I’ll certainly be glad to have cider with you, Berry!” said Effrem Owles, pushing past Matthew in his eagerness to inhale the girl’s essence. His eyes were large and round behind his spectacles. The tailor’s son was dressed simply but elegantly in a black suit, white shirt and white stockings. His teeth gleamed at the center of his giddy smile. Though Effrem was only twenty years old, premature gray streaked his brown hair. He was tall and thin. Gangly would be the proper word. An excellent chess player, but the only game he was playing tonight had to do with Cupid. Tonight he was obviously hanging onto the hope that Berry would grace him with the opportunity to watch her drink cider and eat sugar cakes. Effrem was in love. No, more than love, Matthew thought. Effrem was obsessed with Berry. He talked about her incessantly and wanted to know everything of her comings and goings, and did Matthew ever put in a good word for him and say how much money an able tailor could command and all such nonsense. Between Effrem and the town’s eccentric but highly-efficent coroner Ashton McCaggers, Berry had her choice of ardent pursuers.

“Well…” Berry made it sound like not only a deep subject but also one that greatly perplexed her. “Matthew, I thought—”

“Go ahead,” Matthew told her, if only because he feared getting saliva on his sleeve from Effrem’s tongue. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Grand!” said Effrem as he positioned himself beside Berry for the stroll into the other room. She went along, because she did like Effrem. Not in that way he wished to be liked, but because Matthew counted him a good friend and she saw in Effrem the loyalty of friendship she considered among the highest blessings in the world.

In the departure of Berry and Effrem, Hudson Greathouse leaned lightly on his stick, cocked his head to one side and gave Matthew a grin that was also half-cocked. “Brighten your candle,” he advised. “What’s wrong with you?”

Matthew shrugged. “I suppose I’m not in a festive mood.”

“Well, get in one. My God, boy! I’m the one who can’t dance anymore! And I’ll tell you, I could shake my shillelagh in my younger days. So use it while you have it!”

Matthew stared at the floor between them. Sometimes it was hard for him to look Hudson in the face. Because of greed and a bad decision, Matthew had allowed Slaughter to get the drop on them. Greathouse got along fine on his walking-stick, for sure, and sometimes he could get along just fine without it if he was feeling more like a stallion than a gelding, but being stabbed four times in the back and then three-quarters drowned had a way of aging a man, of slowing him down, of thrusting the bitter truth of mortality in his face. Greathouse of course had always been a man of action, and thus knew the pitfalls of putting himself in harm’s way, but Matthew still blamed his mendacity for the darkness that sometimes passed across Greathouse’s face like a shadow, and made the man’s deep-set black eyes seem yet more ebony and the lines around them more numerous. To be certain, a diminished Hudson Greathouse was still a force to be reckoned with, if anyone dared try. Not many would. He had a ruggedly handsome, craggy face and wore his thick iron-gray hair in a queue tied with a black ribbon. He stood three inches over six feet, broad of shoulders and chest and also broad of expression; he knew how to conquer a room, and at age forty-eight—having turned so on the eighth of January—he possessed the canny experience of a survivor. And well to be so, for the wounds and the stick had neither made him put quit to his work with the Herrald Agency nor made him any less desirable to any number of New York females. His tastes were simple, as attested to by his gray suit, white shirt and white stockings above unpolished black boots that knew how to kick a tail or two, if need be. Matthew mused that Mr. Vincent should consider himself lucky to have gotten out of the room with just an insult, because since Matthew had saved his life Greathouse was the finest of friends and the fiercest of protectors.

Yet, still, there was the nit to be picked.

“Are you that much of an idiot?” Greathouse asked.

“Pardon?”

“Don’t play dumb. I’m talking about the girl.”

“The girl,” Matthew repeated, dumbly. He glanced to see if he was still the center of attention from Doctor Jason and the beautiful Rebecca, but the Mallorys had moved to a different position and were conversing with the ruddy-faced sugar merchant Solomon Tully, he of the Swiss-geared false choppers.

“The girl,” said Greathouse with some force behind it. “Can’t you tell she’s got it set for you?”

“What’s set for me?”

“It!” Greathouse’s scowl was a frightening thing. “Now I know you’ve been working too much! I’ve told you, haven’t I? Make time for life.”

“My work is my life.”

“Hm,” said the great one. “I can see that carved on your gravestone. Honestly, Matthew! You’re young! Don’t you realize how young you are?”

“I haven’t thought.” Ah, yes! There was the quick glance from Rebecca Mallory again. Whatever she was thinking, Matthew knew he was never far from it. Of course, owing to events revealed to Matthew after the deaths of Slaughter and Sutch, it was clear to him that the Mallorys were somehow involved with the personage who seemed to be becoming a dark star on the horizon of Matthew’s world. That personage being Professor Fell, emperor of crime both in Europe, England and now desirous of a place of control in the New World, the better to spread his clutching tentacles like his symbol the octopus.

We have a mutual acquaintance, Rebecca Mallory had said.

Matthew had no doubt the Mallorys knew Professor Fell much better than he. All he knew of the man was that he had a slew of nefarious plans—some of which Matthew had already upset—and that at one time Professor Fell had laid a ‘blood card’ down upon the young problem-solver’s life: a bloody fingerprint on a white card that meant Matthew was marked for certain death. Whether that threat still held true or not, he didn’t know. Perhaps he should stroll across the room and ask the Mallorys?

“You’re wandering off from what I’m saying.” Greathouse shifted his position so that he stood between Matthew and the handsome couple who hid their secrets. Matthew had said nothing of any of this to his friend; there was no need, as yet, to pull him into this intrigue. Particularly now that the great one was somewhat less great and much more human in his vulnerable flesh. “And if you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, stop thinking it.”

Matthew looked Greathouse in the eyes. “What might that be?”

“You know. That you still carry a burden, and you blame yourself and all that. It happened, it’s done and it’s over. I told you before, I might have done the same thing in your shoes. Hell,” he growled, “I’m sure I would’ve. I’m all right, believe me. Now let that go and come back to life. I don’t mean just halfway. I mean all the way. Hear me?”

Matthew did. Greathouse was right; it was time to let those things of the past go, because they were corrupting both his present and future. Maybe it would still be awhile before he could come back all the way, but he forced himself to say, “Yes.”

“Good boy. Good man, I mean.” Greathouse leaned in a little closer. His eyes caught candlelight and glinted with devilish humor. “Listen,” he said quietly, “that girl favors you. You know she does. She’s a mighty comely girl, and she could make a man excitable if you know what I mean. And I’ll tell you, she hides more than she shows in that area.”

“What area?” In spite of himself, Matthew felt a smile pushing at the corners of his mouth.

“Love.” It had been nearly a whisper. “You know what they say: Gap between the teeth, hot between the sheets.”

“Oh, they say that, do they?”

“Yes. Definitely yes.”

“Hudson? There you are!” The person who’d just spoken was a woman, and she came forward with a rustle of lemon-colored skirts and an expression of bemusement. She was tall and willowy and had a lush garden of blonde hair that in defiance of the proper ladylike fashion fell unconfined about her bare shoulders, which of itself spoke volumes of both her nature and the future of modern women. Upon seeing a small heart-shaped birthmark in the hollow of her throat Matthew thought they would have seized on this rather brazen female as a witch in the since-departed town of Fount Royal. He doubted she would’ve gone nicely to the gaol. She got up alongside Greathouse and actually put her arm around his shoulders. Then she stared at Matthew with her warm and inviting brown eyes and said, “This is the young man.” No question, just statement.

“Matthew Corbett, meet the widow Donovan,” said Greathouse.

She offered an ungloved hand. “Abby Donovan,” she told him. “I arrived last week from London. Hudson has been so helpful.”

“He’s a helpful sort,” Matthew said. His hand would remember the woman’s remarkably firm squeeze.

“Yes, but he does get away from you. Particularly when he says for you to get cider and that he’ll return in a moment. I don’t think ‘a moment’ is the same for Hudson as it is for other men.” All this was said with the slyest hint of a smile and the brown eyes fixed on the man of the moment.

“Never was,” he admitted. “Never will be.”

“I admit, he’s one of a kind,” said Matthew.

“Don’t I know it!” answered the lady, who when her smile broadened into nearly a laugh displayed a gap between her front teeth that made Berry’s appear a crevice compared to a canyon. It shocked Matthew that his first thought was wondering what might fit in there, and then he got redfaced and had to swab his temples with his handkerchief.

“It is warm, this close to the fire,” observed the widow Donovan, who Matthew figured might have burned her dearly departed to cinders under the sheets. But anyway, it was up to Greathouse now to brave the flames, for the woman stood close against him and stared desirously at the side of his face, so much so that Matthew wondered how a week might pass so intensely heated for some and yet so frozen with blue ice for others.

“Excuse us,” Greathouse said at length. He shifted his balance, perhaps because he had to reposition his stick. “We’ll be going now.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” Matthew said.

“Oh,” said the woman with a lift of her blonde brows, “when Hudson gets going, there’s no stopping him.”

One week! Matthew thought. And here he was, brooding over the great one’s disabilities! Perhaps it was true, Greathouse could no longer dance. Standing up, that is. But otherwise…

“Goodnight,” said Greathouse, and he and his new kitten—cat, really, for she was likely in her late thirties but very well assembled for her age—went out of the room as close-stepped as two people could be who were not in a military parade. Then Matthew got upon his mind the matter of salutes of a certain kind, and so he was redfaced again when a female voice beside him quietly said, “Matthew?” and he turned to set eyes upon a person whose presence he would not have predicted from now until the impossibly distant twenty-first century.
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The girl had her hands clenched before her, either revealing she was nervous or that she’d taken a posture of supplication. “Hello, Matthew,” she said, with a trembly smile. “I did what you said. I come here to find that Number Seven Stone Street.” She swallowed hard. Her blue gaze, which he recalled to be nearly crackling with energy, now seemed timid and fearful, as if she was sure he must have forgotten. “Don’t you remember? I’m—”

“Opal Delilah Blackerby,” Matthew said. Of course he remembered. She was one of the girls on the staff at Paradise, the ‘velvet prison’—as she’d called it—for the elderly operated by Lyra Sutch in her incarnation of Gemini Lovejoy. If it were not for Opal, the black heart of Lyra Sutch’s operation would not have been revealed, and Tyranthus Slaughter would now not be in his grave. So, Matthew thought, all praise to this brave young girl who’d really risked her life to help him.

He reached out and took her hands, at the same time offering her his warmest smile. “How long have you been here? In New York, I mean.”

“Just one day,” she answered. “Well, not a whole day yet. I got here this mornin’. I know you told me ’bout comin’ to that Number Seven placey, but I was kinda fretful of just showin’ up there. So I been askin’ around ’bout whose place that is and all, and a fella told me your name. Then I seen the broadsheet ’bout this dance, and I thought maybe…” She shrugged, hopeless in her explanation of why she was here.

“I understand.” Matthew remembered she was the girl who’d longed for warmth in Paradise, and perhaps a dance was the place she could find it on a cold winter’s night in New York. As thanks for her help, he had given her a gold ring with a small red stone that may or may not have been a ruby; whatever it was, it had been part of Slaughter’s hidden treasure that had led Matthew and Greathouse nearly to their deaths.

“It’s so good to see you,” Matthew said, and he meant it. He took quick stock of her and saw that she’d decided to alter her appearance somewhat, by removing the small metal rings that had ornamented her lower lip and right nostril. She was a small girl, slim and wiry, and when Matthew had met her she’d been nearly quivering out of her shoes with what might be termed indecent energy. Now her jet-black hair had been brushed back and was decorated with a modest tortoise-shell comb. Her blue eyes, so eager to get Matthew behind Paradise’s church for a tryst in the woods, were diminished by lingering doubt that, he surmised, she had no place either here or at Number Seven Stone Street. She wore a gray dress with a white collar, not very different from her uniform at Paradise, which made Matthew wonder if she’d made use of the gold ring and red stone.

He was about to ask her that question when Hell broke loose.

Or, at least, a small portion of Hell confined to the other room, for in the next instant there was a tremendous crash, the sound of breaking glass, and a chorus of startled cries both male and female. Matthew’s first thought was that the floor had given way, or that a cannonball had smashed through the ceiling.

He rushed past Opal to see what had happened, and she followed right at his heels.

The floor was still firm and no cannonball had come sizzling from the night, yet certainly disaster had struck. The table that had been holding the fine glass bowl of cider, the clay cups and the Indian-blood platters of sugar cakes had, plain and simply, pitched over like a horse with a broken leg. Apple cider spread in a small flood across the planks. The sugar cakes were being crushed under the feet of dames and dandies alike. Glass and broken crockery was everywhere and it was truly a mess.

“I swear!” came the agonized voice of Effrem Owles. “I hardly leaned on the table! Hardly at all!”

And Matthew saw Berry standing there beside him, blushing to the roots of her hair, her eyes darkened by the events of the moment. He knew what she was thinking: her bad luck, which had knocked the stuffing out of so many of her suitors and otherwise complicated her life in a series of misfortunes, had reached out and—like Mr. Vincent’s glove—given poor innocent Effrem a smack on the noggin. And what a smack! For someone who was for the most part very shy and wished to be anywhere but at the center of attention, this was truly Effrem’s nightmare. And him trying to impress Berry so much! It hurt Matthew’s heart to even think of it, much less witness it.

“It’s all right! We’ll get it cleaned up!” said Sally Almond, who was already summoning a serving girl to bring a towel.

But Matthew saw the tears of shame jump behind Effrem’s glasses. He started to go forward and put a hand of comfort on his friend’s shoulder but he was nearly shouldered aside by Opal Delilah Blackerby, who waded into the cider, knelt down to the floor and started gathering up pieces of broken glass into the apron of her dress.

“Opal!” Matthew said, pushing his way to her. “What are you doing?”

She looked up at him, and then at Sally Almond who was also staring dumbfounded at her. Opal stood up, clutching glass fragments in her dress. She had a hazy expression in her eyes, as if for a moment she’d forgotten where she was. “Oh!” she said to Matthew. “I’m sorry! I just…I mean to say…I’m so used to cleanin’ up messes…I just…that’s what I do, y’see?”

“You’re a guest here,” said Sally. “Not a servant.”

“Yes’m.” Opal frowned, perplexed. “I’m sorry, but…I don’t think I know how to be a guest.” She was still holding the front of her dress with the pieces of glass in it, and as the regular serving-girl came to sop up the spilled cider with a bundle of towels Opal reached out to take one of the cloths and, startled, the girl pulled away.

“Opal!” Matthew said, grasping her elbow. “You’re not expected to clean up anyone’s mess. Come on now, let’s get out of the way.”

“But…Matthew,” she said. “That’s what I do. That’s what I was doin’ just yesterday, at a tavern on the pike. I mean…that’s all I’ve ever done. Oh,” she said, and she looked at the fingers of her right hand. They were leaking blood. “I suppose I’ve cut myself a little bit.”

Matthew was quick to pull out his handkerchief.

But he was not quick enough.

“Here, miss! Let me see!”

And Matthew witnessed something he had no idea would ever take place. When the blue eyes of Opal Delilah Blackerby and the brown eyes of Effrem Owles met, you could almost hear a distinct pop, as if a pinecone had burst in the overheated hearth. Matthew was certain Effrem was only being his gentlemanly self, and perhaps thinking he was to blame for this girl cutting herself, but in that instant there was something more. In that instant there was an exchange of something, maybe a recognition, something…a powerful instant, and Matthew saw the girl who knew only how to clean up messes and had been searching so long for a little bit of warmth flutter her eyelashes, and the shy young tailor’s son who liked to play chess and wished desperately to mean something to someone’s heart reddened a little on the cheeks and had to look away from her, but she had offered her hand and he took it, and as he pressed his own handkerchief against the injury he brought his eyes back upon hers and Matthew saw him smile—just a small, shy smile—and Effrem said, “We’ll get this fixed.”

“Ain’t nothin’,” Opal replied, but she didn’t pull her hand away.

Matthew glanced at Berry, who also had taken note of this exchange. She nodded almost imperceptibly, as if to say, Yes, but it may yet be something after all.

And in that instant Matthew felt the world tremble.

Or, to be more precise, it was the floor that trembled. He was not the only one who felt it, for conversations halted and Berry blinked in surprise because she’d also felt it. In its aftermath the floor’s planks growled like old brown lions stirred from sleep. Then the front door crashed open and from the bundle of his black coat and beneath the tilt of his yellowed wig the white face of Gilliam Vincent painfully shouted, “The Dock House Inn has blown up!”

Decorum was lost and dancing forgotten in the rush upon Nassau Street. Matthew was out the door amid the throng, finding himself behind John Five and John’s bride Constance. Berry bumped into Matthew’s side as they all looked toward the dockfront at smokeclouds and bursts of flame roiling up into the night.

“Oh my Jesus!” Gilliam Vincent cried out. He began to run southward along Nassau Street toward the point of conflagration perhaps nine blocks distant. Matthew saw Vincent’s wig fall off, exposing a pallid scalp where a few sprigs of gray hair stood upright like shocked soldiers on a barren battlefield. For all his vanity, Vincent cared not for the wig so much as he cared for the fate of his beloved Dock House Inn, where he was the narrow-eyed and supremely arrogant king of his domain, and so he put wings to his heels and was off hollering “Fire! Fire! Fire!” all the way.

Cries of alarm were quickly echoing across the town. From Manhattan’s previous experience, flame was a disastrous enemy. Matthew surmised that if indeed it was the Dock House Inn that had somehow ‘blown up,’ as Vincent had put it, there might not be very much left of the guests who’d been sleeping there. The fire shot yellow and orange tendrils a hundred feet into the air. If clouds had not already slid in to mask the moon, the dark plumes rising from New York would have blackened Selene’s lunar face. “Come on, men!” someone shouted, a call to fetch buckets and get to the wells that stood here and there on the cobbled streets. Some went back into Sally Almond’s tavern to get their coats, scarves, gloves, caps, tricorn hats before they started off. Matthew took his black fearnaught from a hook on the wall, donned his gray gloves and woolen cap and with a quick glance at Berry that said I think dancing must wait he was away among the men fast striding or outright running for the scene of fiery destruction.

The houses were emptying their people onto the streets. Many folk wore their flannel robes and were bare-legged against the cold. Lanterns swung back and forth, a midwinter congregation of summer’s fireflies. Night watchmen scurried around rather helplessly, showing their green lamps of authority for whatever they were worth. At the corner of Broad and Princes Streets Matthew nearly collided with elderly Benedict Hamrick, an ex-soldier of the realm with a white beard that hung to his spit-polished belt-buckle. Hamrick marched around blowing into an ear-piercing tin whistle and shouting incomprehensible orders to anyone who would listen, which meant he had utterly no troops to command in his fantasy of the Coldstream Guards.

For all its everyday chaos, nattering of merchants, horse manure in the streets and slaves in the attics, New York at a moment of crisis became a purposeful juggernaut. Much as ants will boil over from a heel-kicked nest and begin feverish defenses, so were the Manhattanites. Buckets materialized from houses and barns. A horse wagon hauling buckets came clattering down Broad Street. Teams of men gathered, took hold of buckets and set off at a run to station themselves at wells. Somehow, the chains of the bucket brigades solidified within minutes of Gilliam Vincent’s first cry. Water began moving, faster and faster along the line. Then the line split into two and three and thus multiple dowsings of water were thrown upon the fire, which turned out not to be consuming the Dock House Inn but to be eating a Dock Street warehouse where nautical ropes were made and stored.

And it was surely a hot fire. A fire with a white center, and a power to scorch the eyebrows and puff the faces of those at its edge. Even Matthew, working with the other feverish ants a block north of the scene, could feel the waves of heat rolling past him in dusty swells. The labor continued on, the buckets moving as fast as muscle would allow, but very soon it was apparent that the warehouse was a goner, and all liquid must be used to wet the surrounding structures thus to prevent a disaster of the worst kind. At one point old Hooper Gillespie appeared, ranting about an attack by the Dutch, but no one paid him any attention and so he slinked away scowling and spitting toward the harbor.

Hollers and shouts went up when the last wall of the warehouse collapsed. The sparks that flew up were stomped under boots when they landed. More water was thrown upon the soggy, steaming wood walls of the buildings to left and right, and finally as the hours passed and the muscles weakened, the southernmost portion of the town was saved but the rope merchant Johannis Feeg wept bitter tears over his pile of smouldering ashes.

The work was at last finished. The tavern owners brought out kegs of ale and opened them in the street; one never knew when one might need a bucket brigade, and it was safer to be on the good side of the citizenry rather than pinch ale pennies at a time like this. Matthew scooped up a drink in a wooden cup he’d been given, and along with other bedraggled fire fighters he walked toward the smoking remains.

There was very little left but smoke. Matthew saw other men walking through the ashes, kicking embers between the eyes and then crushing them for good measure. The smell of acrid smoke, dust and heat was like coarse flannel in the lungs. Men who had been closest to the fire staggered around blackened and nearly cooked, and they nodded wearily as others put cups of ale into their hands.

“Now this was a merry moment, wasn’t it?”

Matthew turned to see who’d spoken, but he’d already recognized the voice of Gardner Lillehorne, which tonight was the hum of a wasp seeking a place to sting.

The spindly-framed high constable was in less than his usual perfection, for ashes marred his overcoat of bright holly green, trimmed at the collar and cuffs with bands of scarlet. Alas, the cuffs were filthy and his white shirt the color of dirty teeth. His holly green tricorn was dark with ash and its small red feather burned to a wisp. Ashes streaked his long, pallid face with its narrow black eyes, small and pointed nose, precisely-trimmed black-goatee and black mustache. Even the silver lion’s head that topped his ebony cane seemed to be scorched and dirty. Lillehorne’s eyes left Matthew’s and scanned the wandering crowd. “A merry moment,” he repeated. “For Mr. Feeg’s competitors, that is.”

Matthew felt someone coming up behind him. He turned his head and saw Berry, her hair wild in the smoky breeze and ashes on her freckled cheeks. She was bundled in a brown coat. She stopped when he saw her, as if understanding a statement not to get too close.

At nearly the same time, Matthew noted the presence of the nasty little watchman and general troublemaker Dippen Nack coming up like a small creeping predator beside the high constable, who seemed to be his idol in all things either arrogant or assinine. Matthew considered the barrel-chested, red-faced Nack a brutal bully and, worse, a coward who used his black billyclub to wallop only those who could not return the blow.

“What’s the tale?” Lillehorne asked Nack, indicating that the high constable had recently sent his devilish devotee out on a misson.

“Number a’ people heard it, sir,” Nack answered, in the manner of slump-shouldered subjugation, be it ever so false. “Yessir! A cannon blast is what they all said it was!” And he added, just to polish the worm-holed apple: “Sir!”

“A cannon blast?” Instantly Matthew’s curiosity had spun toward this information like an arrow on a weather vane. “From where?”

“I don’t have that information yet, thank you for asking.” Lillehorne’s nostrils wrinkled, and he gently patted them with a green handkerchief. Over the reek of smoke Matthew caught the reek of a too-sweet perfume water.

“Some folk say they thought it come from out thataway.” Nack motioned with his club toward the south. “Then this thing blew up.”

“‘Blew up’?” Matthew asked. Nearly the same choice of words that Gilliam Vincent had made. “Why do you put it that way?”

“Just look at it,” Nack answered, the anger never far from his curdled surface. “Ain’t no regular fire! Pieces layin’ all up and down the street!” He gave a mocking grin for Lillehorne’s benefit. “I thought you was supposed to be such a brain!”

Matthew kept his attention directed to Lillehorne, even though the gypsies had arrived at the scene and stood nearby scratching their squalling fiddles while their dark-haired girls danced for coins amid the ale-drinkers. “You’re saying a cannonball did this?”

“I am saying that a cannon was heard to be fired. Corbett, restrain your interest. I’ve already sent some men to watch the harbor, if indeed it was the signal from Oyster Island. The town is not paying for your abilities tonight. Keep that noise down!” Lillehorne shouted at the gypsy fiddlers, but the volume altered not an ear-spike.

Matthew gazed out over the ashen plain. There were cannons on the walls at what had been Fort William Henry, now called Fort Anne, at New York’s southernmost point; they were manned day and night and aimed at the sea. The single cannon on Oyster Island was used as an early signal of invasion by the Dutch fleet, even though commerce and profits had made steady companions of London and Amsterdam. No one ever truly expected a Dutch armada to try to retake their once-possession, but…why had the cannon fired?

“I have no earthly idea,” said Lillehorne, and only then did Matthew realize he’d asked the question aloud. “But I’ll get to the bottom of this without your so-called professional assistance, sir.”

Matthew then saw another element of interest in this cold night’s play. Off beyond Lillehorne, lit by the lamps they carried, were the handsome Doctor Jason Mallory and the beautiful Rebecca. They were talking quietly and surveying the ruins, but did both of them now glance in his direction? Did they speak again, and then glance again before they turned their backs and moved away?

A whistle blew, loud enough to be heard over the caterwauling of gypsy fiddles.

Then blew once more, stronger, with a demanding note. And a third time, equally demanding.

“What the devil?” Lillehorne’s gaze was searching for the annoying source, as well as did Matthew, Nack and Berry. A group of onlookers was coming around, intrigued by the noise. Matthew saw Marmaduke Grigsby, the old inkslinger and editor of the Earwig broadsheet, step up beside his granddaughter, his eyes large and questioning behind his spectacles in the moon-round face. The whistle continued to blow, stridently now.

“Over there, sir!” It was Nack who pointed toward the other side of Dock Street and just east of the destroyed warehouse.

Matthew saw Benedict Hamrick standing next to a wall of brown bricks, which was part of a storehouse for tarbarrels, anchors, chains and other nautical goods. Hamrick’s beard and crusty coat blew in the rising wind. He was manning his whistle as if commanding an attack of grenadiers. And furthermore, he was pointing to something written on the bricks.

At once Matthew was following Lillehorne toward the whistle-blower, with Nack almost stepping on his heels. “Matthew!” Berry called out, but he didn’t stop though he thought that, oddly, she was telling him not to go.

A group of people congregated around Hamrick, who abruptly ceased his tin-whistling and pointed with a thin, gnarled finger at the two words written about head-high on the wall. The white paint had trickled down, making the words look like crawling spiders.

The first word was Matthew.

The second was Corbett.

Matthew felt his heart stutter as Hamrick’s hand moved, and the finger pointed at him.

Lillehorne took a lantern from the nearest citizen and lifted it to shine a direct light upon Matthew’s face. He stepped forward, his eyes further narrowed, as if to examine something he’d never seen before.

Matthew could do nothing, nor could he speak.

“Yes,” said the high constable. He nodded. “You can be sure I’ll get to the bottom of this.”
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I would sincerely love to hear an explanation,” said the man in the lilac-colored gown with blue lace trimming the neckline. To the silence that followed, his painted lips smiled faintly. Under his elaborately-curled and coiffed wig, his blue-shaded eyes ticked from person to person in the room. “Please,” he said, with a lift of his white silk gloves, “everyone should not speak at once.”

Gardner Lillehorne cleared his throat, perhaps a bit too explosively. He held his pumpkin-colored tricorn in his hands, that color being his hue of the day. “Lord Cornbury,” he said, “the facts are as I’ve told.” Matthew thought he sounded a bit nervous, and in truth when one looked into the face of Edward Hyde, Lord Cornbury, Governor of the colony of New York and cousin to Queen Anne herself, one did feel one’s breakfast tumble in the gut.

“Told,” said the well-dressed man behind his desk, “but not made sense of.” The white silk fingers steepled together. The horsey face might have broken any mirror in town. “That mumble-mouthed fool made no sense, either. What’s all this about red lamps and a Dutch invasion and fish being stolen from a boat?”

Hooper Gillespie had just given his statement a few moments ago, before his nervous agitation had caused him to stagger and fall upon the floor. He’d had to be taken out of Lord Cornbury’s office on a canvas stretcher. And his statement? That too seemed to Matthew to be in need of a stretcher, or perhaps it was already stretched.

The fourth man in the room pursed his lips and let out a sound like a wet fart.

“You wish to speak, Mr. Greathouse?” the governor asked.

“I wish to complain,” the great one answered. He wasn’t leaning on his stick this morning; it was crossed over his right shoulder. Matthew had noted the dark hollows beneath his tarpit eyes. It appeared to him that Hudson had fought his own fire last night, after being roused out of Abby Donovan’s cottage by the conflagration and noise, and the more intimate flames had fairly scorched him. “As a character witness for Matthew, I—”

“Why exactly are you here, sir?” came the interruption, which Matthew knew dared violence, even against a lord in a dress.

“I’m here,” came back the response, which was dangerously close to a sneer, “because I was in our office when the high-and-mighty constable barged in there and all but arrested my associate. Then dragged him over here for what he called a ‘hearing.’ Well, I came along of my own free will.”

“Couldn’t stop him, I fear,” said Lillehorne.

“Couldn’t be stopped,” said Greathouse, his grim gaze directed to the gowned governor. “I don’t know what happened last night and neither does Matthew. Yes, his name was painted on a wall across from the fire. But he had nothing to do with that! With any of it! How could he, when he was at Sally Almond’s tavern dancing when that building…blew up, or whatever happened to it.”

“There was a dance last night?” Lord Cornbury asked Lillehorne, with a plaintive note in his voice. “My wife and I love to dance.”

“The common folk’s dance, my lord. Not to your liking, I’m sure.”

Matthew had to sigh at this exchange. True, he’d been brought here by Lillehorne from the Herrald Agency’s office at Number Seven Stone Street about thirty minutes ago. To avoid having to look at this scene of foolishness, he gazed out the window to his right, which gave a view of the town along the Broad Way. A light snow had begun falling before dawn, and now in the gray glow of nine o’clock the roofs were white. A few wagons trundled up and down the Broad Way. Citizens wrapped up in their coats were going about their business. The steeple of Trinity Church was outlined in white, and white robes covered the sleepers in Trinity’s graveyard. At Wall Street, City Hall was getting a white frosting upon its yellow-cake paint, and Matthew wondered if up in his attic wonderworld of skeletons and grotesqueries the eccentric coroner Ashton McCaggers was firing his pistol at one of his dress dummies in order to measure the bullet hole.

“Why do you two always seem to be…” Cornbury paused, tapping his chin with a finger in order to urge the proper word loose. “Afflicted? With trouble,” he quickly added, seeing the storm brewing in Greathouse’s face. “I mean to say, why are you always followed by trouble?”

“It’s our business,” Greathouse answered. “Just as yours is sitting here trying to blame Matthew Corbett for something he had no part in.”

“Mind your mouth, please!” Lillehorne warned, though it came out more as a shaky request.

“I’m not blaming anyone, sir.” When he needed to, Cornbury could display ample composure. His bosom seemed somewhat ample today as well, but Matthew chose not to linger a gaze or thought on that subject very long. “I’m simply trying to understand why his name was there. As in: who painted it upon the bricks? And also: for what reason? You must admit, this is a very peculiar situation. First that…that Gillespie person nearly faints dead away telling me he has seen a red signal lamp drawing a Dutch armada in to the attack, that he’d…how did he put it?…‘pulled a boner’ on his cannon, and that the phantom of Oyster Island stole his codfish.”

“Three mackerel and a striper,” Greathouse corrected.

“All right, whatever they were. Then this warehouse burns to the ground and the young man’s name is there on the opposite wall. And I will tell you, sir, that Johannis Feeg was first in my office this morning, with his lawyer, and the talk of monetary restitution reached a rather high volume.”

“Monetary restitution?” Greathouse’s scowl was a fearsome sight. “From whom? Matthew? Feeg and his lawhound will have to bore a hole through my body to get past me!”

“Let me hear,” said Cornbury in a quiet voice, “the silent one speak. Mr. Corbett, do you have anything to say?”

Matthew was still staring out the window, watching the snowflakes fall. He wished he were a thousand miles away from this ridiculous room. Again, since becoming a killer everything seemed so small and unimportant. Ludicrous, really. He mused on the fact that Professor Fell had not only controlled Lyra Sutch and Tyranthus Slaughter, but now also had a hand in his own destiny. Matthew was not who he had been, and he wondered if he would ever find his way back.

“Mr. Corbett?” Cornbury urged.

“Yes?” Then Matthew realized what was being asked of him. His mental wheels were clogged today. Three hours of fitful sleep would muddy up the best brain. He rubbed his forehead, where the crescent scar of a bear’s claw would forever remind him of the price of being someone’s champion. “Oh. All right,” he said hazily. “I was dancing at Sally Almond’s. No,” he corrected, “I was standing at the table that had gone over. Everything spilled. Effrem was there. The girl. Opal. And she cut one of her fingers on the glass.”

There was a short pause.

“Oh dear,” said the governor to Lillehorne. “Is he related to that Gillespie creature?”

By an effort of will and concentration, Matthew righted his foundering ship. “I had nothing to do with that fire,” he said, with some heat behind it. “Yes, my name was painted on the wall. By someone.” Or more than one, he thought. But the Mallorys had been at the dance when the warehouse had gone up. How could they have been responsible, and what would be the point? “Someone wished to…implicate me, I suppose? Or something else? Because I had dozens of witnesses and, besides, why would I be fool enough to sign my name to a warehouse-burning? Why would I want to set fire to a storehouse of ropes?” He waited for a reply. When there was none, he shot the question at them again: “Why?”

“Listen to him,” said Greathouse, the loyal friend.

The moment hung.

With a rustle of stiffened muslin, Lord Cornbury rose to his high-heeled feet. He went to the window and aimed his shadowed stare at the dance of white flakes that swooped and swirled from the gray ceiling of clouds.

After a measure of reflection, the governor said in a low voice not suiting his suit, “Damn this. I understand none of it.”

Welcome to my world, Matthew thought.

After a spell of what seemed like deliberation but may have only been hapless and aimless thought of what color sash went with what color gown, Lord Cornbury turned toward the high constable. “Can you handle this, Lillehorne?”

For once, the high constable sought his rightful level of truth. “I’m not certain, sir.”

“Hm,” came the reply; a decision had been made. The rather unsettling gaze ticked between Matthew and Greathouse. “You two are the problem-solvers. Solve the problem.”

“We’d like to do that,” Greathouse replied without hestitation, “but our business requires a fee.”

“Your usual fee, then. Nothing too exorbitant for the town’s coffers, I trust.” A gloved finger was lifted. “Now both of you listen to me before I dismiss you. If I discover that you have worked this situation in order to wrench money from my pockets, I shall have your stones boiled in oil before they’re cut off with a dull knife. Do you understand me?”

Greathouse shrugged, his way of saying he did. Matthew was still wondering where Cornbury’s pockets were.

“Get out,” said the Lord Governor, to all three of them.

“Good fortune to you gentlemen,” said Lillehorne as he stood at the top of the stairs and the two problem-solvers descended. He tapped the silver lion’s head against the palm of his hand. “I shall be watching you to make sure all is right in your investigation.”

“You should be watching the Princess,” Greathouse answered, speaking of Lillehorne’s rather shrewish wife. “I have it on good authority that she is still on intimate terms with Dr. Mallory, and not for medical reasons this time.” He gave a brief catlike smile to Lillehorne’s stone face, his statement referring to a case in October wherein Maude Lillehorne was secretly visiting the handsome Dr. Jason for a ‘women’s health’ cure that involved an unhealthy dose of coca leaves.

Outside, with their coats wrapped around them against the cold and whirling snowflakes, they walked away from the governor’s mansion toward the Broad Way.

“Is she really?” Matthew asked, his gray woolen cap pulled down over his ears. “Maude Lillehorne,” he reminded Greathouse. “Involved with the doctor?”

Greathouse frowned, the brim of his black tricorn catching snow. “What do you think? If you were Jason Mallory, would you give the Princess one look? Especially if you had that wife of his to warm your cockle every night?”

“I suppose not.”

“I know not. I just said that to give Lillehorne something to think about. Stretch his mind a little. He needs it.”

Speaking of warming a cockle, Matthew thought, how goes the merry widow? But he decided there was valor in silence. Plus, on his mind he had this warehouse blaze and levity was not welcome there today.

“Walk with me a ways,” said Greathouse, though they already were. Matthew knew this was the great one’s method of saying there were serious things to be contemplated and talked about, and so they would walk a crooked route through the town’s streets in search of a straighter path.

Though the snow flew and flitted and did its work of whitening the bricks, stones, timbers and dirt, Matthew thought that today New York seemed to be gray upon gray. A gray fog seemed to lie close to the earth, with gray clouds above and gray buildings between. Windows blurred the candles behind them. From the multitude of chimneys rose the morning smoke, drifting with the wind toward the winter-sheared woodland across the river in New Jersey. Wagons on the streets moved back and forth in near silence, their horses snorting steam and their drivers hunched forward, shapeless in heavy coats and weather-beaten hats. The boots Matthew and Greathouse wore crunched snow. The great one’s stick probed ahead for treacherous footing.

They turned to the right along Beaver Street, Matthew following his friend’s lead, and headed toward the East River. A bright red parasol coming in their direction startled the eye and for an instant Matthew thought it had to be Berry underneath it, but then came clear the tall and handsome figure of Polly Blossom, the owner of the rose-colored house of ladies of the evening on Petticoat Lane. Actually, truth to be told, also ladies of the morning and the afternoon.

“Hello, Matthew,” said Polly, with a polite smile and a nod. Matthew had done a favor for her in the summer, regarding a member of her flock, and thus had what she called a ‘season’s pass’ to her establishment, though he had not yet ventured so deeply into that territory. Then, for Hudson, her smile became a little wicked and her eyelashes fluttered. “Good morning to you,” she said, and as she passed she gave him a little hip-bump that made Matthew think he ought to get himself a walking stick and pretend to be in need of tea and sympathy.

“Don’t say it,” said Greathouse as they walked on, and so Matthew did not. But it occurred to him that some afternoons when the great one was supposed to be uncovering an investigation he must instead be investigating an uncovering.

They found themselves walking in the snow along Queen Street, heading southward toward Dock Street and the Great Dock where the masted ships rested, groaning softly in their cradles of ropes. Yet even in this wintry weather the work of a maritime colony continued, for several new vessels that had recently arrived were still being unloaded by the dock crews and several scheduled to leave on the next favorable tide were being loaded. There was, as always every day of the year, much activity and shouting of orders. Someone had built a fire from broken pieces of lumber and a few men stood around it warming themselves until they were shouted back to work. Ropes that ended in iron hooks moved cargo from place to place. Wagons stood ready to accept the freight or give it up. And as always, the higglers and their fiddles and tambourines were present to urge coins from the seafaring music-lovers, yet today their music was gray and not a little sad, as befitting God’s picture this morning of New York.

Matthew and Greathouse came to a place where could be seen through the masts and between the hulls the foggy outline of Oyster Island. Greathouse stopped, staring toward that unlovely isle, and Matthew also paused.

“Curious,” said Greathouse.

“A general statement?” Matthew asked when no more was offered. “I’d say more than curious. I’d say my name written on a wall before a burning building is downright mysteri—”

“The phantom of Oyster Island,” Greathouse interrupted. “You know the stories, yes?”

“What there are.”

“And you of course have figured out that this phantom has only come to be noticed in the past two months. Cold weather set in. He needed a coat, and he needed food. Though he, I’m sure, is an able hunter and fisherman. But perhaps the game out there has become more wary, and the shoreline’s fish have moved because of the cold? And now one would need a boat to catch fish from deeper water?”

Matthew didn’t speak. He knew exactly who Greathouse was referring to; it had already crossed his mind. It had already, as a matter of fact, been ninety percent settled in his mind.

“He was a strong swimmer,” said the great one. “Maybe no one else could get there from here, but Zed did. I have no doubt he’s our phantom.”

Again, Matthew held his silence. He too stared out toward the island, abandoned by its watchman. Zed owned the place now, if just for a short while. A freed slave in possession of part of a crown colony! It tickled the pink.

Back in the autumn, Matthew had watched as the massive, mute and scar-faced Zed had—upon realizing from Berry’s language of artful drawings that he was free—run to the bitter end of one of these wharves and leaped with joyful abandon into the water. Zed had been at one time the slave to Ashton McCaggers, until Greathouse had paid for his freedom and secured the writ of manumission from Lord Cornbury. Greathouse’s interest in Zed had not been entirely altruistic, for Greathouse had realized due to the tribal scarring that Zed was a member of the West African Ga tribe, some of the fiercest warriors on earth, and it had been the great one’s desire to train Zed as a bodyguard for Matthew. But such was not to be, for the hulking warrior was obviously determined to get back to Africa or die by drowning. It seemed now, though, that Zed’s journey had been interrupted for a time, as he sat out there in the wilderness of Oyster Island, most likely in some shelter he’d created for himself, and pondered how a huge, black-skinned, mute, scarred and absolutely fearsome son of the Dark Continent might follow the star that beckoned him home.

Even though Zed might not know much about the world, Matthew figured he knew he was very far distant from where he longed to be, and so Zed stole himself a coat and ate fish and, hunkering down in his shelter, waited for his own favorable tide.

That was Matthew’s theory, at least, and though they’d never discussed it he was pleased that Greathouse had come to the same conclusion.

“Strange business, your name upon that wall,” said Greathouse, at last coming around to the problem at hand. It wasn’t the first time they’d discussed it, but now they were problem-solvers under warranty to the governor and, of course, the townspeople who would be paying their fee. “Let’s walk,” Greathouse suggested—more of a command, really—and again they were off under the bowsprits of the nested vessels.

After a few strides measured by Greathouse’s stick, the question came: “Do you have any ideas?”

Yes I do, Matthew thought at once. I have an idea a snake disguised as a doctor and his equally-reptilious wife have something to do with this, yet
I have no proof and I have no sense of what their motive might be. Minus either of those, I am as far from solving this problem as Zed is from walking on the shore of Africa.

Therefore he answered, “No, I don’t.”

“Someone,” said Greathouse, “doesn’t like you.”

Yes, Matthew again thought, his jaw set and grim, his face whipped by a cold wind. And that club seems to be getting larger by the day.

They came upon a new ship that had evidently just arrived in the past hour or so, for the gangplank was lashed down and the crew was staggering off one after the other in search of their landlegs. A pair of empty wagons stood at the ready, but no cargo was being served to them. On the wagons were painted in red the slogan The Tully Company. Referring, as the problem-solvers knew, to Solomon Tully, the sugar merchant, he of the false choppers and a grand and glorious windbag to boot. Yet he was not such a bad sort when reciting his tales of visits to the Caribbean sugarcane plantations, for he could bring forth a heartening description of the tropical sun and the azure water and thus was welcome in any tavern on a winter’s day. And there stood on the wharf the stout and ruddy-cheeked man himself, wearing a brown tricorn and over what was assuredly an expensive suit a beautifully-made tan-colored overcoat of the finest weave from the Owleses’ tailor shop on Crown Street. Solomon Tully was very wealthy, very gregarious and usually very happy. This morn, however, he was sorely lacking that third attribute.

“Damn it, Jameson! Damn it all to Hell!” Tully was raging at an unfortunate, thin and ragged individual whose beard appeared to be formed from different colors of mold. “I pay you a fine sum for this sort of thing?”

“Sorry, sir…sorry, sir…sorry,” the unfortunate Jameson replied, eyes downcast and demeanor wretched.

“Go on and get cleaned up, then! File a report in the office! Go on, before I change my mind and send you packing!” As Jameson trudged away, Tully looked toward Matthew and Greathouse. “Ho, there! You two! Wait a moment!”

Tully was on them before they could decide whether to stand still or pretend they hadn’t heard. Tully’s face was flaming with the last of his anger. “Damn this day!” he raged. “Do you know how much money I’ve lost this morning?” His false teeth with their Swiss-made gears might appear perfect, Matthew thought, but they made strange little metallic whining noises as Tully spoke. Matthew wondered if the springs were too tight, and if they broke would Tully’s teeth fly from his head and snap through the air until they bit hold of something.

“How much?” Greathouse asked, against his better judgement.

“Too much, sir!” came the heated reply. Steam was wafting around Tully’s head. Suddenly Tully leaned toward them in a conspiratorial pose. “Listen,” he said more quietly, with an expression of pleading, “you two are the problem-solvers—”

Who seem to be much in demand today, Matthew thought.

“—so do me the favor of thinking something over, will you?”

Greathouse cleared his throat, a warning rumble. “Mr. Tully, we do charge a fee for such efforts.”

“All right, hang the damned fee! Whatever you feel is proper! Just hear me out, will you?” Tully looked as if he might stomp his feet on the dock timbers like a child deprived of a sweet. “I’m a man in distress, can’t you see?”

“Very well,” said Greathouse, the picture of calm solidity. “How can we help you?”

“You can tell me,” Tully replied, either tears or snowflakes melting on his cheeks, “what kind of pirate it is that steals a cargo of sugar but leaves everything else untouched?”

“Pardon?”

“Pirate,” Tully repeated. “Who steals sugar. My sugar. The third shipment in as many months. But left behind are items you’d think any brigand of the sea would throw into his bottomless pot of greed! Like the captain’s silverware, or the pistols and ammunition, and anything else of value not nailed to the deck! No, this ocean wolf just takes my sugar! Barrels of it! And I’m not the only one affected by this either! It’s happened to Micah Bergman in Philadelphia and the brothers Pallister in Charles Town! So think on this for me, gentlemen…why does a rat of the waves wish to steal my sugar between Barbados and New York? And only sugar?”

Greathouse had no answer but a shrug. Therefore Matthew stepped into the breech. “Possibly to resell it? Or to…” Now Matthew had to shrug. “Bake a huge birthday cake for the Pirate King?” As soon as he spoke it, he knew he had not done a very good thing.

Greathouse suffered a sudden fit of coughing and had to turn away, while Solomon Tully looked as if his most-trusted dog had just peed on his boots.

“Matthew, this is no laughing matter,” said the sugar merchant, every word spaced out like cold earth between graves. “This is my life!” The force with which that word was spoken caused a spronging noise from within Tully’s mouth. “My God, I’m losing fistfuls of money! I have a family to support! I have obligations! Which, as I understand, you gentlemen do not share. But I’ll tell you…something’s very strange about this situation, and you can laugh all you please, Matthew, and you can cover up a laugh with a cough, Mr. Greathouse, but there’s something wicked afoot with this constant stealing of sugar! I don’t know where it’s going, or why, and it troubles me no end! Haven’t you two ever faced something you had to know, and it was just grinding your guts to find out?”

“Never,” said Greathouse, which immediately collided with Matthew’s “Often.”

“A two-headed answer from a one-headed beast,” was Tully’s observation. “Well, I’m telling you, it’s a problem to be solved. Now I don’t expect you to ship yourselves to the sugar islands, but can’t you put some thought to this and tell me the why of it? Also, what I might do to prevent this from happening next month?”

“It’s a bit out of our realm,” Greathouse offered. “But I’d suggest the crew taking those pistols and ammunition that are likely locked up in a chest and using them to blast the shit from between a pirate’s ears. That ought to do the trick.”

“Very good advice, sir,” said Tully with a solemn expression and a curt nod. “And surely they would appreciate that advice from their watery graves, since the damned sea roaches have already made it clear that cannons win over pistols any day, even on the Sabbath.” He touched the brim of his tricorn with a forefinger. “I’m going home now to have a drink of hot rum. And if one drink becomes two and two become three and on and on, I’ll see you sometime next week.” So saying, he turned himself about and began to trudge off toward his fine house on Golden Hill Street. In another moment he was a vague figure in the flurries, and a moment after that it was just flurries and no figure.

“I share the need for some hot rum,” said Greathouse. “How about a stop at the Gallop?”

“Fine with me,” Matthew answered. He might peg a game of chess there, to get his brain working as it should be.

“Good man,” said Greathouse. And he added, as they started off side-by-side toward Crown Street: “You’re buying.”


  

Five
 

 


At what was figured to be nearly half-past one in the morning of the twenty-third of February, four days after Hooper Gillespie had hooked a grouper, a well-known building on the corner of Crown and Smith streets was ripped apart by an explosion.

Its power was fierce enough to blast the roof into flaming pieces and crash them down again in the middle of the street. Shutters and door blew out. The glass of the display window was later found imbedded across the way in the wooden walls of the Red Barrel Inn, which itself took a buckling that made the last drunks within think that God’s fist had come knocking for their sins. The building on the corner of Crown Street did not so much burn as it ignited with a flash, like a torch wrapped with rinds of hog’s fat. The noise of the explosion threw everyone out of their beds from Golden Hill to Wall Street, and even the late-night entertainment at Polly Blossom’s on Petticoat Lane was interrupted by the echoing boom that chased itself across the town.

“What now!” shouted Gardner Lillehorne, sitting up in bed beside his Princess, whose face was smeared with green cream known to restore beauty to the ugliest woman in Paris.

“Damn what a noise!” shouted Hudson Greathouse, sitting up in bed beside a certain big-boned blonde widow who had long ago forgotten what the word no meant.

“Dear Lord, what was that?” asked Madam Cornbury, sitting up in bed beside the bulk of her husband, who was curled beneath the quilt with cork plugs in his ears for his own snoring sometimes woke him up.

And Matthew Corbett sat up in silence in his small but neatly-kept dairyhouse, and he lit a third candle to go along with the two that he kept burning at night to ward off the demons of Slaughter and Sutch. Emboldened by the light, he got out of bed and dressed himself and prepared for the worst, for he had the sure sensation that this blast had claimed something more vital than a warehouse full of ropes.

The flames burned with tremendous heat. The night was filled with sparks and smoke, and lit as orange as an August morn. The bucket brigades worked feverishly. They did their best, but then they had to turn their attention to the surrounding structures to keep the fire from travelling.

And so died the tailor shop run by Benjamin Owles and his son, Effrem.

In its last moments it coughed fire and gasped ash, and standing alongside Effrem in the crowd Matthew watched one black-scorched brick wall collapse and then another, until the rubble covered everything that had meant success in the lives of the Owles family.

“It’s over,” Matthew heard his friend say, in a very quiet voice. Matthew put his hand on Effrem’s shoulder, but it was a small gesture for such a huge tragedy. Nearby, Benjamin Owles stared into the flaring embers; he had been stoic until now, but the end had come and so the tears began to trickle down his face.

A ripple suddenly passed through the gathered throng. Matthew felt it like the passage of a knife’s blade down his spine. Someone shouted something, across Crown Street, but it was unintelligible. A murmur seemed to surround Matthew, like the whispering of a secret with himself at the center. “What is it?” he asked the silversmith Israel Brandier, standing to his right, but Brandier just stared at him through his horn-rimmed spectacles and said nothing. Beside Brandier, the laundress Jane Neville also aimed at him an expression of what could only be called uneasy doubt. Matthew had the sensation of being in a dream painted in shades of gray smoke and red embers. The figures around him were less human and more blurred. Someone spoke his name: “Corbett?” but he couldn’t see who it was through the murk. Then a man in a purple suit and purple tricorn bearing a white feather came through the gathering and caught his arm, and Matthew recognized Gardner Lillehorne.

“Come with me,” said the black-goateed high constable, who held a lantern in his other hand and clasped his lion’s-head cane beneath his arm.

Matthew allowed himself to be guided. At his heels nipped Dippen Nack, who made smacking sounds as if feasting on the meat and bones of an earnest young man. “What’s this about?” asked Hudson Greathouse, coming forth from the crowd. Lillehorne did not bother to answer. “Stop!” Greathouse commanded, but the high constable was in charge and he listened to no one.

Matthew was aware of others following him; he was creating a small wake, like a ship crossing the icy harbor. He caught sight of Berry and her grandfather, whose nose for news for the Earwig must be twitching aplenty. He saw Hudson, of course, close beside him and still mouthing questions at Lillehorne that were not going to be answered. He saw Effrem Owles, who moved like a smoke-stained sleepwalker. He saw the rotund and gray-bearded Felix Sudbury, owner of the Trot Then Gallop. He saw the constable Uriah Blount and the stable owner Tobias Winekoop. And there on his right, keeping pace with this strange procession, were the Mallorys: Doctor Jason and the beautiful Rebecca. They had linked their arms together, Matthew noted. They stared straight ahead, looking to all the world as if they were out on the most relaxed stroll of a midsummer eve. Yet the air was biting and cruel, and so too Matthew saw cruelty in their faces.

The high constable led Matthew to the nearest well, which stood about forty paces east on Crown Street. He released Matthew’s arm, leaned forward under the wooden roof that shielded the well from the elements, and he shone his lantern upward.

“Mr. Problem-Solver?” said Lillehorne, in a voice tight enough to squeeze sap from a stone. “Would you care to solve this problem?”

Matthew got beside Lillehorne and, with an inward shudder of what might have been precognition, he looked up along the candlelight.

And there.

There.

Painted in white on the underside of the roof.

Matthew Corbett, for all to see.

“It wasn’t noticed at first.” Lillehorne’s voice was not so tight now as it was simply matter-of-fact. “Not noticed until the fire was almost done. I think, Mr. Problem-Solver, that you most certainly have a problem.”

“What the hell is this?” Hudson Greathouse had thrust himself under the roof to peer upward, and Matthew had to wonder if the man’s guts didn’t clench just a bit, being so close to what had almost killed him in October. Greathouse at once answered his own question. “This is a bagful of shit, is what it is!”

“I seen it first!” said a man who stepped forward from the onlookers. Matthew recognized the twisted-lip face of Ebenezer Grooder, a notorious pickpocket. Grooder’s mouth was full of broken teeth, and he sprayed spittle when he spoke. “Does I earn meself a reward?”

“You surely do,” said Greathouse, who then hit the man so hard in the mouth that the remaining stubs of Grooder’s teeth flew from his head and he went out of one of his stolen boots on his way to an unconscious landing.

“Hold! Hold!” Lillehorne shrieked, like the high register of a little pipe-organ. He had no hope of holding Hudson Greathouse and neither did any other man present. But several men did take the opportunity of picking up Grooder’s limp carcass and tossing him aside, but not before one of them got a few coins and an engraved silver ring out of the unfortunate’s pocket. “Greathouse, mind you don’t end up behind bars tonight!” Lillehorne warned, because his position demanded it. He then quickly returned his attention to the roof’s underside. Matthew was still staring up at his own name, trying to figure out why the Mallorys had done it. Because Matthew had refused—and still refused—their invitation to dinner?

“It makes no sense,” said Matthew.

“No sense, agreed,” said Lillehorne, “yet there it is. What’s the message here, I wonder?”

“I don’t know.” Yet Matthew was beginning to get an idea of it. Come to us or we will turn this town to ashes.

He looked around for the doctor and his wife, but they had slunk away. Probably in triumph, Matthew thought. He was aware of others coming forward to see what was to be seen: Effrem did, and left without a word; Marmaduke Grigsby did, and made a sound that reminded Matthew of an inkstamp hitting paper; Berry did, and she bit her lower lip for a moment and gazed at him with sorrowful eyes before she withdrew; and then others came and went, until it seemed to Matthew that the whole town had peered under the roof of this well, and at last Gilliam Vincent thrust his bewigged head forward to take a gander and then regarded Matthew as one would look smelling a piece of spoiled cheese. Matthew came very near playing out the role of Hudson Greathouse and knocking Vincent wig over tailbone, but he restrained himself.

“I didn’t do anything!” Matthew said; he was speaking to Lillehorne, yet pleading his innocence to the whole of New York.

“Of course you didn’t!” said Greathouse. And then to the high constable: “Damned if you believe he did! What do you think, he’s causing these fires and signing his work?”

“I think,” replied Lillehorne, in a weary tone, “that I will soon be summoned before Lord Cornbury again. Dear me.” He aimed his lantern at Matthew’s face. “All right, then. I know you didn’t do this. Why would you, unless…your recent adventures with a madman scrambled your brains?” He let that hang in the air for a few seconds before he continued. “Tell me: do you know any reason this is being done? Do you know any person who might be doing this? Speak up, Corbett! Obviously these buildings are being destroyed in your name. Do you have anything to say?”

“He’s not on trial!” Greathouse fired back, with rising heat.

“Hold,” said Lillehorne, “your temper and your fists. Please.” His small black eyes found Matthew once more. “I asked you three questions. Do you have at least one answer?”

Matthew thought, Not one answer, but two suspects. He frowned in the candlelight. There was no way to link the Mallorys with this. Not yet, at least. And to reveal what he felt true about the connection between Jason and Rebecca Mallory and Professor Fell…no, he wasn’t ready for that yet either. Therefore he looked the high constable square in the goateed and sharp-nosed face and said calmly, “I do not.”

“No opinion? Nothing?”

“Nothing,” said Matthew, and he made it sound very believeable.

Lillehorne pulled the lantern’s light away. “Damn me,” he said. “Corbett, you must be ill. Perhaps you really did scramble your brains out there in the wilderness? Well, you can wager that if Cornbury summons me again, I’m summoning you again. I shall not look upon that countenance alone. Do you hear me?”

“We hear you,” Greathouse answered, in a gravelly voice.

“That’s all I have with you, then.” Lillehorne gave the name one more appraisal. “Someone find me some whitewash!” he shouted toward the commonfolk. “I’ll paint this out myself, if I must!”

Matthew and Greathouse took the moment to get away. They slid through the crowd. On the other side they walked east the rest of the way along Crown to the waterfront, where they turned south on Queen Street with the cold salt breeze in their faces.

“You’re keeping something back,” said Greathouse after they’d gotten clear of all listening ears. “You might throw a frog into Lillehorne’s pocket, but you can’t frog me. Let’s have what you know.”

Matthew was close to telling. He thought that with the next stride he would tell his friend everything, but…he did not. To pull Hudson into this, when there was no proof? To rouse the man up to action against…what? Shadows? Or against a perceived smirk on the faces of Jason and Rebecca Mallory? No, he couldn’t do it. This was a personal duel, himself versus them, and he would have to fight this particular battle quietly and alone.

“I don’t know anything,” he replied.

Greathouse stopped. In the faint light from the lanterns of New York, his expression was impassive and yet the intelligent coal-black eyes knew. “You’re lying,” he said. “I don’t take kindly to lies.”

Matthew said nothing. How could he? There was no use flinging another lie at the truth.

“I’m going home,” Greathouse announced after another moment. Home being the boarding-house on Nassau Street operated by the kindly but rather nosy Madam Belovaire. Matthew had already wondered if Greathouse was sneaking the widow Donovan into his abode, or if she was sneaking him into hers. Whichever, there was likely a lot of sneaking going on. “Home,” Greathouse repeated for emphasis. He drew the collar of his coat up around his neck. “When you decide to stop lying, let me know. Will you?” He took a stride in the direction of Nassau Street before he turned toward Matthew again, and Matthew was amazed to see on the great one’s face a mixture of anger and hurt. “Remember,” Greathouse said, “I’m always on your side.” And then he walked away with stiff-backed dignity, following the stick that tapped lightly on the earth.

Matthew stood as a solitary figure against the wind.

His thoughts were jumbled. They were as confused as he felt his life to be in the present. He began walking home, north on Queen Street. He passed by the masted ships and the slave market. The wind, stronger and colder, came at him from different angles as if to upset his balance on the world. Passing the last of the docked ships, his shoulders hunched forward and his chin tucked in, he cast his gaze toward the darkness of the sea. So much darkness, he thought. It was an immense dark, and he felt it pulling at his soul. He felt it grasping at him, taunting him, making a mockery of his name and a falsehood of his desire for truth.

And that darkness also had a name, he mused.

That name was: Professor Fell.

He stopped abruptly, and peered out into the black.

What had that been? Just that quick flash of red? Far, far out, it had been. If it had really been, at all. Was he seeing red signal lamps in his mind? Was he going the path of Hooper Gillespie, and the next step would be muttering to himself in the aloneness of his mind? He waited, watching, but the red lamp—whatever it had been, if so—did not reappear.

He recalled what Hudson Greathouse had told him about Professor Fell. It may be that by now Fell is on the cusp of creating what we think he desires: a criminal empire that spans the continents. All the smaller sharks—deadly enough in their own oceans—have gathered around the big shark, and so they have swum even here…

This big shark, Matthew thought, had big teeth and big eyes. It saw everything, and it wanted to eat everything. Even—perhaps most especially—the heart of a young man who had begun life born to a Massachusetts plowman and his wife, both dead early, and then sent to the pig farm of an aunt and uncle on Manhattan island. Escaping that prison of pigshit and drunken abuse on a haywagon, he had fallen in with a group of urchins on the waterfront, later to be caught literally in the net of the law and bound over to the town’s orphanage. There he had been educated by an intelligent and kindly headmaster, yet there was more misery to come. Of course, more misery…such was the essence of life. It either built or broke a character. And then finding himself clerk for two magistrates, and at last being offered the position of problem-solver for the Herrald Agency by none other than Katherine Herrald herself. At last? No, Matthew was certain the story of his life was far from being finished, yet at the moment he felt himself lost in a kind of limbo, a gray kingdom that demanded the right choice and proper action for his release yet he knew not what that was to be.

And swimming out there in the dark sea, the big shark. Circling and circling, getting ever closer.

A hand touched his shoulder. He almost shot out of his boots.

“I’m sorry!” said Berry, drawing back. She was wearing a black coat with a hood, and nearly was one with the night. “Were you thinking?”

“I was,” he managed to answer, when he was certain he could speak intelligibly. His heart was still a snare drum being whacked by a madman’s fist. “Don’t you know better than to sneak up on a person?”

“Sorry,” she said, and added with a touch of hot pepper, “again.”

Matthew nodded. It was best to retreat a bit rather than risk the wrath of a redhead. “All right, then. It’s done.” He shrugged; his heartbeat was settling down, more of a trot now than a gallop, which made him think he could use a good drink of ale from that so-named tavern on Crown Street if Felix Sudbury had opened up for business from the bucket brigaders and fire-watchers. New York was truly becoming a town that seemingly never slept. Very soundly, at least.

“Matthew?”

“Yes?” He’d been looking at the ground, and now he raised his eyes to hers.

“Do you have any ideas? I mean…really. Do you?”

“None,” he answered, a little too quickly.

She came a step closer. Her gaze was intense and no-nonsense and she would not take none for an answer. “That’s not like you,” she told him. “You always have ideas. Some perhaps better than others…” She paused. He knew she was thinking of a certain trick involving horse manure they’d used to avoid having their faces ripped off by hawks in a rather frightening experience last summer. “Some much better than others,” she went on. “But you always have ideas. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be…” She paused again, thinking. “Who you are,” she decided to say. “So if you do. Have any ideas, I mean. I would care to hear them, if you would care to tell.”

He stared at her, from a distance that seemed both terribly long and at the moment uncomfortably close. She was asking him to trust her, he realized. Because she could look into his eyes and see that he had something hidden there, in that brain of his, and she was wanting to be part of it.

For a few seconds many things went through Matthew’s mind. What he might say. The right choice of words, the proper tone of voice. A complicated sentence that skirted the truth, to hold her curiosity at bay and certainly keep her out of danger. But what he came up with was as simple as two words.

“I can’t.”

Then he turned away from her and walked toward Crown Street and the Trot in search of a late-night drink.

Berry remained where she was. The wind seemed colder; she drew her coat tighter around herself. Oh Matthew, she thought. Where are you going?

It seemed he was always going somewhere. Always on the move. Always away from where she stood, it seemed. She would never tell him that sometimes in the morning she watched through the kitchen window to see him come out his door. That she marked always how fresh-scrubbed he was, and clean-shaven, and ready for the world. Except since coming back from the wilderness, he did not seem so ready for the world. He was different, and he would not talk about it but she could tell his step was slowed and his back always slightly hunched as if expecting a blow. Perhaps not talking about it was killing him, very slowly, inside. Perhaps, she thought, if he could trust her enough to tell her…then he could truly come back from the wilderness, for some sweet and innocent part of him had been left there, and she greatly missed it.

She wished very much that she might tell him her theory of her bad luck. She’d had several suitors, of course, who’d fallen under the spell of her bad luck. And poor Effrem, always stepping into a gopher hole or a mud puddle when walking beside her. Poor Ashton, trying to be so collected and worldly when he first came calling for her, and then breaking the heel of his shoe within the next few minutes. It had become a little joke between them, how many heels he’d broken at her side.

But Berry remembered a day in the summer when she’d been sketching at the end of a long pier. The pier she’d chosen had been a horror of worm-eaten boards and gaps and damage caused by the progress of the elements and boats with unproficient captains. She’d chosen that place because she’d wished not to be bothered.

Then he’d come along.

May I come out? he’d asked.

And she’d said, As you wish, and thought he was asking for a certain swim in the drink.

She’d kept drawing on her sketchpad and waiting to hear him holler as he fell. Because surely her bad luck would be the bedlam queen of this rotten wharf, and he wouldn’t make it halfway to her before he went down.

Waiting…waiting…

And then, quite suddenly, he was standing at her side. She’d heard him breathe a sigh of relief, and she might have released her own sigh of relief from under her straw hat, and she’d said with a mischievous smile, Nice morning for a walk, isn’t it, Mr. Corbett?

His answer, somewhat shaky, had been: Invigorating.

And turning back to her work, which was to capture the colorful essence of a Breuckelen pasture, she’d thought Any other man would have fallen. Why didn’t he?

That was still her question.

Because her theory of her so-called bad luck, at least as regards young men, was that it steered her in the right direction as much as a compass steered any adventurous ship. Yet Matthew’s destination was unknown to her. Surely it seemed he often looked right through her, as if she existed only as a mist he might brush away like silken cobwebs.

I want to mean something to you, she said silently to him, wherever he was on his journey into the dark. Please…will you let me?

But on this night there was no answer. There was the just the winter wind, touching with cold fingers the face of a hopeful young girl.

He was not coming back this way anytime soon, she decided. Therefore she left her position of watchful waiting, and she went back home to go to bed.


  

Six
 

 


When a knock came at his door Matthew was in the midst of shaving. He looked away from his mirror, which displayed the rather pale visage of a tired young man, and called to the door, “Who is it?” The door being only six feet away from where he presently stood.

No one answered. Except here came another knock, strong and insistent.

“Yes?” Matthew asked heatedly; he was in no mood for games this early in the morning. Was it Berry, making merry? No, she’d not been in such a mood last night and wouldn’t be this morning, either. It was just after seven by the candle clock on the wall, which was a candle in a metal holder marked with bars to indicate the hours. “Can I help you?” Matthew inquired, his razor ready for another stroke along his chin.

“I am here,” said the voice of a man beyond the door, “to speak to Mr. Matthew Corbett.”

It was not a voice Matthew recognized. Muffled by the door, yes, but still…it was an odd accent. He put his razor down on the tabletop, next to the dish of soapcream and the bowl of water. “Who are you?”

“A visitor,” said the voice, “of great importance to you.”

Matthew had never heard an accent like that before. English, yes, but with a definite…what would it be termed? A lilt? A strange softness? It held a slight rolling of the ‘r’ but it was certainly not Scottish. His curiosity took hold. He pulled a gray cloak around his bedclothes, quickly washed the rest of the soap from his face, and then he unlocked and opened the door.

He found himself staring at a white sash that crossed the white blouse covering a massive chest. On this sash was centered an ornament studded with pearls and turquoise stones. The man wore baggy white pantaloons and black boots. A multicolored cloak edged with lamb’s wool was draped loosely over his shoulders, which appeared to be as wide as the doorway. The man, who must have been at least six and a half feet tall, leaned down to show his face. He was wearing a white turban, its wrapping also secured by a pearl-and-turquoise ornament.

“My name is Sirki,” said the thin-lipped mouth under the hooked nose in the broad brown face. “May I enter?”

Matthew felt what could only be termed a tremor of terror. It tingled across the back of his neck and along his arms. It travelled down his legs and rooted his feet to the floor. This was because he knew the name. Sirki. He remembered it well, and for good reason.

After he had killed Mrs. Sutch, he’d found in her possession a letter written in a flowing script that had been cited and dated Boston, the fifteenth of August, and that had read: Dear Mrs. Sutch, Please carry out the usual preparations regarding one Matthew Corbett, of New York town in the New York colony. Be advised that Mr. Corbett resides on Queen Street, in—and I fear this is no jest—a dairyhouse behind the residence of one Mr. Grigsby, the local printmaster. Also be advised that the professor has been here lately in the aftermath of the unfortunate Chapel project, and will be returning to the island toward mid-September.

The professor requires resolution of this matter by the final week of November, as Mr. Corbett has been deemed a potentially-dangerous distraction. As always, we bow before your experience in these matters of honor.

And the letter had been signed, Sirki.

Rebecca Mallory had stolen this letter from Number Seven Stone Street, and may have destroyed it. Matthew had known that the letter concerned the whys and hows and whens of murder: his own. And now here stood in his doorway the man who’d composed that letter, and who had sent it to the murderous Mrs. Sutch on behalf of Professor Fell.

“Don’t be afraid,” said Sirki. His dark brown eyes under thick, arched black brows were calm and untroubled by any idea of violence. Unless the man was a very good actor or under supreme self-control, Matthew thought. He glanced quickly toward the razor. Six feet had never seemed so far.

“Oh,” said Sirki, his voice soft and serene for a man of his gargantuan size, “I could kill you long before you might reach that, young sir.”

Matthew had no doubt of it. He let go all thoughts of heroics with a razor.

The question was calmly repeated: “May I enter?”

Matthew was at a loss for words. He wished he could conjure up something wicked and cutting, but all he could find was, “Do I have a choice?” Even then, his voice trembled. This man was of a monstrous construction.

“Certainly you do.” Sirki offered a pleasant-enough smile. He had what appeared to be two small diamonds fitted into his front teeth. “You always have a choice, young sir. I trust you will make the right one now.”

Matthew decided, in the presence of this obvious killer, that it was good to be trusted. He stepped back, and as Sirki bent over and entered the dairyhouse Matthew saw the man’s eyes mark both the whereabouts of the razor and the position of Matthew’s hands.

“May I close the door?” Sirki asked. He waited politely for a response. When Matthew nodded, Sirki closed the door. He did not lock it. “Cold outside today,” Sirki said. “A bitter wind is blowing in from the sea. I don’t care for cold weather. Do you?”

“The weather doesn’t care for my opinion,” Matthew said.

“Ah. Yes. Correctly so.” Again there was a restrained smile and the flash of diamonds in the teeth. Matthew had taken note of three small gold rings in each of Sirki’s earlobes. He was a well-ornamented East Indian, for Matthew knew this man had to have come from a country where turbans were as common as tricorns. The manner of dress, the accent—though Matthew had never heard such an accent before—originated from the land of Akbar The Great. Also an indicator was the cloyingly-sweet aroma of sandalwood incense that had arrived in the man’s clothing.

“I may sit?” Sirki motioned to a chair. Matthew nodded again, though he was concerned about the chair’s survival. Sirki eased himself into it and stretched out his long legs. “Ah. Now, I’m in…how would you say?…pig’s paradise?”

“Hog heaven,” Matthew suggested.

“Exactly. Let me show you I have no weapons.” Sirki lifted his arms, shrugged off his cloak and patted around his midsection.

“Do you need any?”

This time a grin burst forth. “No, I do not.”

Matthew reasoned it was time to keep his mouth shut. He backed away until he met a wall, which still put him within a dangerous arm’s length of Sirki.

“I mean you no harm,” came the quiet voice. “Neither does the individual I represent.”

“Who might that be?”

Sirki’s smile now became a bit chilly. “Young sir, let’s be adults here. I’ve come a long way to speak to you. And I speak to you in the voice of the individual I represent.”

Matthew said nothing; he waited, though he was thinking that the last time he heard from Professor Fell it was in the form of the “death card,” a vow that whoever received the bloody fingerprint would be—as Sirki’s letter to Sutch had said—a matter requiring resolution.

“He wishes to meet you,” said Sirki.

Matthew didn’t know how to respond. Should he be terrified? Or flattered?

“He wishes you to come to him,” said Sirki. “Or, rather…be brought to him.”

It was doubly difficult now for Matthew to speak, but he forced the obvious question: “Where is he?”

“A short sea voyage away.” Sirki placed his elbows upon the arm rests and steepled his brown fingers. “A journey of—weather permitting—three weeks.”

Matthew had to laugh. It sounded harsh. Whether it was the release of tension or not, he didn’t know. But this entire scene was ridiculous, a comedy farce. “Three weeks by sea to meet him? And my return voyage, I assume, would be in a casket? Or…more likely…a basket?”

“Neither, young sir. You would be returned promptly and safely.” Sirki paused for a moment, gazing around the neatly-kept but cramped confines of Matthew’s home. “I should think you’d enjoy a sea voyage, after living here.” Another two inches and Sirki’s boots would be scraping the opposite wall. He frowned. “Can’t you afford anymore space?”

“My space is fine as it is.”

“Ah, but you’re incorrect there. Your space—and I mean by that the distance you’ve chosen to keep between yourself and the two persons who approached you in the autumn regarding a dinner invitation—is not fine. It is not fine with them, with me, or with him. In fact, it is offensive to him that you won’t have dinner with such noble citizens.”

“Noble citizens?” Matthew would have laughed again, if he hadn’t thought it might be his last laugh. “I imagine they’re criminals. Part of Fell’s pool of sharks? And I’m guessing those are not their true names, either. Is he really a doctor?”

“Yes, he’s a doctor,” came the tranquil reply. “Quite a good one, in London some years ago. His speciality is a knowledge of poisons. But when he is required to don the guise of a practising physician again, he does.”

“A question for you,” Matthew ventured. “What is Fell a professor of?”

A slight smile worked across the thin lips and then vanished. “Life,” said Sirki, “in all its many forms.”

Matthew couldn’t let this chance go past. He said, “You mean…taking life in all its many forms?”

“No, I mean what I said. The professor is a sterling disciple of life, young sir. When you meet him, ask him to explain his interest. He’ll be happy to educate you.”

“I don’t think I could stand such education.”

“But the truth,” said Sirki, his gaze fixed on Matthew, “is that sometimes the education we do not want is precisely the education we need, and that will benefit us the most.” He shifted his position in the chair and again glanced left and right, at the walls, and then up toward the ceiling. Matthew saw a hint of disturbance ripple across his features. “This is almost like a cave in here, isn’t it? I wouldn’t be able to live in a place like this. I would value my sanity too much.”

“I’m perfectly sane,” said Matthew.

“That remains to be seen. Twice now you’ve been offered an invitation.” Sirki slowly pulled his legs in, like an animal about to leap upon its prey. Matthew tensed and wished he could get to the door but the East Indian giant was in the way. “You will note there have been some incidents in your town just lately. Involving fire? The destruction of property? And your name being prominently displayed? Those are reminders, young sir, that time is growing short. The professor’s patience is also growing short. If I were you, I wouldn’t wish to dawdle very much longer.”

“Who’s burning those buildings and painting my name there? You?”

Sirki smiled like a cat and touched a finger to his lips.

“Why does Fell want to see me, if he doesn’t want to kill me?”

“You,” said Sirki, “are needed.”

“Needed? How?”

“I will leave that for your dinner hosts to explain. They also will explain the arrangements for transportation. Now, listen to me carefully. As I said, I speak in the voice of the individual I represent. You are to go to the Mallorys’ house tonight, at seven o’clock. Mark it: tonight. You will enjoy a very fine dinner—for Aria is an excellent cook—and you will be told the particulars. But not everything, you understand.” The front teeth diamonds sparkled with candlelight. “Some things are best left unknown, until you need to know. I will tell you that no harm will come to you. He vows this. Unless, of course, an act of God sinks the ship and then his vow would not be valid. But we have an able captain and crew standing by. The ship is…” He waved a hand in the direction of the sea, “out there. It comes closer to shore by night.”

Aria, Matthew was thinking. Rebecca Mallory’s real Christian name. And what might the surname be? “You haven’t told me why he wants me. Until I hear that, I’ll give no thought to going anywhere. Certainly not to have dinner with those snakes.”

Sirki was silent, staring at Matthew. Obviously, he was thinking it over. His face was as expressionless as a burnished mask.

“Professor Fell,” Sirki said at last, “has a problem. He is in need of a problem-solver. What did he tell me, exactly? He said…he wishes for the service of a providence rider. A scout, he said. Someone to forge ahead and mark a trail. That would be an apt description of you
and your work, would it not?”

Matthew was dazed. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Fell wants to hire me?”

“It’s somewhat more complicated than that. Your dinner hosts will explain further.” The huge man suddenly got up from his chair and seemingly filled half the room. Really, he literally did fill half the room. He had to bend a little at the waist to keep his turban from brushing the ceiling. “Pardon my intrusion,” he said, “but I did want to keep you on the right progression, young sir.” As Sirki moved toward the door, Matthew pressed himself against the wall to stay out of his way.

Matthew considered himself courageous enough, but not foolhardy. He let Sirki get to the door and open it before he spoke again. “What if I choose not to go? Another building will burn and my name will be on prominent display?”

“What you don’t grasp,” came the smooth reply, “is that the professor can do wonderful things for you…and terrible things to you. I would not push his patience, young—” He stopped himself. “May I call you Matthew? It seems we should be on more friendly terms, if we’re to work together.”

“You can call me the young sir who follows you to wherever you’re going and then proceeds to the high constable’s office. After which I expect there’ll be a visit to Lord Cornbury. You won’t be very difficult to find, I’m sure.”

“No, not difficult at all,” Sirki agreed with a quick and completely insincere smile. “I’m at the Dock House Inn. Room number four. And I’ve already met both those gentlemen. I introduced myself several days ago, as a businessman from Delhi interested in furthering friendship and direct trade between my country and the town of New York. I believe I impressed them. And no, Matthew, I’m neither starting the fires nor writing your name. That’s being handled by persons of less status than myself. It wouldn’t do to dirty my robes with powder and paint, would it?”

“Gunpowder, you mean? That’s what causes the explosions?”

“The professor causes the explosions,” Sirki said, with a slight lifting of the thick black eyebrows. “Even as far away as he is, he is entirely capable of destroying your world, Matthew. He wants a providence rider. He wants especially you.” Sirki paused to let that take deep root. “I should give the professor what he wants, my friend. Otherwise…” He clasped his huge hands together and then abruptly drew them apart.

“Boom,” Sirki said, and with a sweep of his multicolored cloak he left the dairyhouse and closed the door firmly behind him.

Matthew didn’t know if that last gesture was supposed to convey another explosion of a building or his own destruction, but its point was well met. He saw no need to follow Sirki; he had no doubt the giant had lodgings at the Dock House Inn and that he’d made the acquaintances of both Lillehorne and Cornbury. Both of those individuals would listen to him for perhaps ten seconds before he was thrown out of the office. Actually, they wouldn’t even deign to hear him. What possible reason might there be for a businessman from Delhi to be involved in this? Lillehorne would ask. And for that, Matthew would have no answer. Without the letter bearing Sirki’s name, he had nothing.

Which put him back at the beginning.

He ran a hand over his face. He had to get to Number Seven Stone Street. There was nothing pressing at the moment, but there was some correspondence to attend to. He went to the water basin to reapply shaving soap and finish the job. He wasn’t aware that his hand was shaking until the first stroke along his chin produced crimson. He stared into his own dark-shadowed eyes in the mirror. How to get proper rest these nights was the question. He dabbed at the cut on his chin with a handkerchief. He was getting used to the sight of his own blood, which further disturbed him.

Another disturbance had happened at the Trot Then Gallop last night, when Matthew had gone in to have a cup of ale along with some of the other regulars and men who’d manned the bucket brigades. He’d found himself the focus of several curious stares and passing whispers, even from those he knew well. Felix Sudbury was kind enough, but even the Trot’s owner seemed to want to draw away from him, to keep him at arm’s length. Perhaps, Matthew wondered, did Sudbury fear an explosion and burning of the Trot, simply because Matthew had marked the place with his presence? Israel Brandier was the same, and also Tobias Winekoop the stable owner. Did Winekoop fear that by speaking to Matthew too cordially, his horses might go up in flames? Therefore Winekoop too kept his distance, and over in the corner the Dock Ward alderman Josiah Whittaker and the North Ward alderman Peter Conradt sat talking quietly and now and then spearing Matthew with a glance that said Whatever you’re doing or causing to be done…cease it.

Matthew had taken his ale and sat down before the chessboard. It was still set up from the last game he’d played with Effrem several nights before, but of course on this cold black morning Effrem had other concerns on his mind rather than pawns and knights. So Matthew had not touched the pieces, but rather played the game out in his mind, taking up both sides and being fair about it. No one had approached him in his hour there. No one had spoken to him, though it was apparent in the strained quiet that some were speaking about him. And when he’d finished his ale and the mental game was done to his satisfaction he’d returned the cup to the bar, said good morning to Felix—who was cleaning out cups and did not answer—and then he left the Trot for home.

It had seemed a very long walk, the air he breathed still stained with smoke and smelling of burned dreams and collapsed industry.

And now this. Sirki.

And behind Sirki, the professor.

Matthew finished his shaving. He washed his face and dressed in a dark suit, befitting his mood. Actually, he only had two suits and both were dark, one black and one brown. So much for the young dandy who’d strutted through the town in the autumn. No matter; there was this thing to deal with now.

But how?

They were expecting him tonight at seven o’clock. A wonderful dinner, prepared by a woman named Aria. Your dinner hosts will explain further.

Matthew thought of Hudson Greathouse, and what the great one might say to this. There was no need in getting him involved; Matthew had nearly gotten his friend killed once before. This time might finish him off. Professor Fell needed one problem-solver—or providence rider, as he termed it—and there would be no room for Hudson on this journey, unless it was into a grave.

What to do? Matthew asked the image in the glass. What to do?

He recalled on the back of the letter from Sirki that the rubbing of a pencil lead had brought up the imprint of a wax stamp: the many-tentacled octopus symbol of Fell’s desire for criminal domination. The letter, written and signed by Sirki.

Where might that letter be now, months after the falsely-named Rebecca Mallory had stolen it from Matthew’s office? Destroyed? Burned in a fireplace? Or might it still be in the house that sheltered them? Tucked in a drawer somewhere, or put into a box that might be locked yet a key could be found if one searched diligently enough?

Matthew thought if he could get hold of that letter, he could take it to both Greathouse and Lillehorne as hard evidence. Sirki and the false Mallorys would find themselves behind the same bars where the young assassin-in-training Ripley had sat in eerie and unbroken silence before he was sentenced to London’s Newgate prison by Lord Cornbury and sent off aboard ship in December. If the letter had survived, and if it could be found.

Was it worth the try?

Matthew put on his woolen cap, his gloves and his black fearnaught coat. It was time to leave his cave. He blew out the candles, and with much on his mind he strode purposefully out the door into a snow-dusted scene of winter.


  

Seven
 

 


With a gust of icy wind, seven o’clock had arrived.

Matthew Corbett stood outside a small whitewashed house on Nassau Street, between Golden Hill and Maiden Lane. He could see candlelight through the windows. Many candles were lighted in there, it appeared. The false Mallorys obviously saw no need to limit their illumination for the sake of their pocketbooks. He pressed his side against the darkness of a wall in a short alley between two houses across the way, lest someone peer out the candle-bloomed windows and see him trying to decide just what in the name of God he ought to do.

God, unfortunately, was silent on the issue. Matthew pulled his coat tighter about himself, as if more warmth might help his mental processes; it did not, nor was it in truth much warmer. He rubbed his gloved hands together, and still he paused and pondered the situation. To enter that house, where they waited for him…or not? A constable walked past, following his green-glassed lantern, and never looked right nor left.

Matthew knew of the professor’s penchant for poisons. It would be simple for a debilitating drug to be put into the food or drink, and then where would Matthew find himself at first light? He saw a figure pull aside a gauzy window curtain and look out upon the street, but whether it was the man or woman he didn’t know. He remained perfectly still until the curtain was dropped and the figure gone, and then he released in a white mist the breath he’d been holding.

By his reckoning it was now ten minutes or so past seven. They would be wondering if he was coming or not. All those candles, burning in expectation of a visitor. He had to go, he decided. How else to possibly learn where the letter might be, if indeed it still survived? No, he couldn’t do it, he decided in the next moment. It was too dangerous. But if he didn’t go…what would be the next tragedy inflicted upon New York—and his friends—in his name?

He had to go.

No…wait…think it out a little more. Once inside that house, he was at their mercy.

Damn it, he thought. They’ve got me in a trap.

He had to go.

He started to leave his position of relative safety. He saw a figure come to that window again, peer between the curtains and then withdraw. He took a step forward, toward whatever fate awaited him.

“What are you doing out here, Matthew?”

He nearly cried out in alarm, and spinning around he found a dark-garbed figure standing a few feet behind him. But he knew the voice, and once past the shock he realized Berry Grigsby must’ve come through the alley from the opposite end. She was wrapped in her black coat and hood but the red tresses flowed free and he could make out her face by the reflected candlelight of the house across the way.

“Oh my God!” he was able to croak. That wasn’t enough. “Oh Jesus!” he said, his face still contorted with pure fear. “Are you insane? What are you doing here?”

“I’m following you,” she said, with a defiant note. She lifted her chin like a weapon. “I know…it was wrong. Possibly. But I saw you leave your house and I saw you turn to the left when you usually turn to the right. So I knew you weren’t going to the Trot. Or to Sally Almond’s. Or to anywhere you usually go. I know it was wrong. Possibly,” she repeated, as if asking for his understanding. “Matthew, I’m worried about you. I mean…I’m concerned. As a friend. You see?”

“I see you shouldn’t be here!” He glanced quickly over his shoulder at the house. Oh, they were starting to grit their teeth in there by now. They were starting to sharpen their knives and pour out their gunpowder. He couldn’t believe how stupid he was getting. His lack of attention could have been his finish, if she’d been one of Fell’s killers. “Step back,” he told her. “Step back!” She obeyed, and he stepped toward her to make up for the pace he’d taken to break his cover. “Are you spying on me? Is that it? Berry, I have a dangerous job to do! You can’t be coming up behind me like this!”

“Dangerous?” Her voice tightened, and instantly he knew he should not have said that. “Dangerous how?” She looked past him, across Nassau Street. “That’s Dr. Mallory’s house. What’s the danger here?”

“I can’t explain it.”

“Yes,” she said. “You can.”

“Go home,” he told her.

“I wouldn’t leave now if…if…” She mentally searched for a fearsome image and found it. “If Brutus the bull came charging down this alley. No! You can’t tell me something is—”

“Keep your voice down,” he cautioned.

“Is dangerous and then tell me to go home, like a child,” she finished, adjusting her volume to nearly a whisper. She saw a movement in the Mallory house. Someone was looking out the window. Then whoever it was retreated. She aimed her gaze at Matthew. “What’s going on?”

“My business. I told you to—”

Berry took a step forward and suddenly they were standing face-to-face. Matthew smelled her: an aroma like cinammon and roses, even on a frigid night like this. Her eyes never left his. “You,” she said quietly but firmly, “are not my keeper. Sometimes I wonder if you are even my friend. Well…I’m your friend, whether you want me or not. I care about you, and if that causes you discomfort, sir, you will have to be discomforted. Do I make myself—”

The word clear never was uttered.

For Matthew Corbett felt a wall within him crack and give way, just a little, and the sliver of warm light that came through that crack caused him to put his hand to the back of Berry’s neck and kiss her full upon the lips.

It was a scandalous moment. Such things were just not done, in this sudden uncomplicated way. But Berry did not retreat, and her lips softened beneath Matthew’s, and perhaps her mouth responded and urged the kiss to be longer and deeper than Matthew had first intended. However it happened, the kiss went on. Matthew felt a thrill of excitement. His heart was pounding, and he wondered if she felt the same. When his lips at last left hers she made a soft whisper that might have been either a breathy exhalation of surprise or an entreaty for continuation of this intimate discussion. He looked into her eyes and saw the sparkle of diamonds. She wore a sleepy expression, as if she suddenly was in need of the bed.

It hit him what he’d just done. He removed his hand from the back of Berry’s neck, but she didn’t move away. He was appalled at his adventurous conduct; it was terribly wrong, and terribly ungentlemanly of him. He had the sensation, however, that Berry did not share his inexactitudes, for she gazed upon him as if he had just stepped down from a star.

He did it to silence her, he decided. Yes. She was getting a little too loud, and her voice might have carried to the house across the way. Yes. That’s why he’d done it. No other reason. And now he was shamed by it, but it had served his purpose.

“Be quiet,” he said, though he didn’t know why he said that since Berry wasn’t speaking and it seemed she couldn’t find her voice anyway.

A latch was thrown. Matthew looked over his shoulder and saw the door opening. Instinctively, he put an arm across Berry to shield her from injury. Someone was leaving the house. It was the woman. Aria To-Be-Named-Later. She wore a full-skirted gown under a purple cloak, and on her head was a matching purple hat with mink earmuffs. She turned to the right and walked briskly away from the house, following Nassau Street toward town. Her boots crunched on the hammered bits of oyster shells that covered the street, for Lord Cornbury had not yet seen fit to release public money for the laying of cobblestones in this area.

Over oyster shells, cobblestones or horse figs, Aria Whomever was walking as if she had somewhere very important to go. Matthew reasoned her destination was likely the Dock House Inn, where she might give a message to Gilliam Vincent for the East Indian giant in room number four. However it was coded, the message would be: Matthew Corbett did not obey.

Good for Matthew Corbett, he thought. But possibly bad for the building owners of New York?

Berry grasped his hand. “What is it?” She was whispering, for she’d also caught the scent of danger. “Are the Mallorys involved?”

“Involved in what?” His own whisper equalled hers.

“I don’t know, that’s what I’m asking. What are they involved in?”

Matthew watched the door. It didn’t open again. The doctor was staying inside on such a wintry night. Best to let the female snake slither along Nassau Steeet to do this job.

“The Mallorys,” Berry insisted. “Are you listening to me?”

“No,” he said, and caught himself. “Yes. I mean…” He looked into her eyes once more. The diamonds had diminished; an excitement not for him but for the intrigue of the evening had for the moment pushed everything else aside. It was, however, equally as intense. “I can’t tell you why,” he said, “but I know the Mallorys have something to do with those fires. And with my name being painted around, to cause me trouble.”

“But why, Matthew? It makes no sense!”

“Not to you, no. Nor to anyone else. But to me, it makes perfect sense.” He regarded the house again. Fine if the letter was in there, but if so…how was he going to get it? Of course, there were two major problems: he had to get into the house when the snakes weren’t coiled up in there and he had to find the letter. If it had not been destroyed. If, if and if. This plan, he thought, might have been hatched from the inmates at Bedlam.

“That way,” Matthew said, motioning toward the other end of the alley. He followed Berry, hoping in this darkness he didn’t complete his current stay in the Gray Kingdom by twisting a foot on a loose stone. But they made it through the alley onto Smith Street without incident, and there they turned to the right onto Fair Street and then onward toward Queen and the Grigsby property.

“I think,” said Berry as they neared the house, “that you owe me an explanation. I can make you a pot of tea. Will you tell me?”

“Your grandfather has the biggest ears in town,” he reminded her. “And even when he pretends to be sleeping, he’s listening. So…no, I will not.”

She stopped walking, turned toward him and actually grasped a handful of his coat. “Listen to me, Matthew Corbett!” she said, and she cast off some heat which was fine for Matthew because he was near freezing. “When are you going to trust me?”

When I don’t have to fear for your life, he thought. But he kept his expression stolid and his voice as cold as he felt when he said, “My business is my business. That’s how it has to be.”

“No,” she answered without hesitation, “that’s how you want it to be.”

“Yes,” he said.

“You just kissed me. Or did I imagine that?”

And then he said the thing that he had to say, but that cut him like a knife across the throat: “I was confused.”

The statement lingered in the air. The words, once released, came back upon the one who’d uttered them and added a stab to the heart to the already-cut throat. For Matthew saw in Berry’s face how much she was hurt, and she blinked quickly before any tears could rise up and so they did not, and by force of will she kept her face composed and her eyes clear. And she said, in a voice that seemed already distant, “I see.”

They were two words that Matthew would never forget, for they meant that Berry saw nothing, and that he could not correct her vision.

She released her hold upon his coat. She drew herself tall; taller than he, it seemed. She said, “Goodnight, Matthew,” and she left him. He watched her walk with great dignity toward her grandfather’s house, where a lantern showed in a window. She entered the house without a backwards glance, and Matthew drew a long, deep breath of freezing air and continued on to his own abode, which had never felt smaller nor more common.
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Matthew again stood in the cold. It seemed that everywhere now was cold to him. It was a chilly world these days, and not just by the weather. He was again in the alley opposite the house occupied by the false Mallorys. Three nights had passed since his encounter there with Berry. He’d not set eyes upon her since. All to the best, he thought. This business was indeed dangerous, for tonight he was determined to get inside there and find that letter, if indeed it still existed.

The house was dark. Not a candle showed. Matthew had been standing here as last night, about the same hour after midnight, but tonight there was a major difference. Nearly forty minutes ago, he’d seen a coach drawn by four horses pull up before the house. Lashed atop the coach had been a black-painted wooden box about five feet in length, three feet wide and the same deep. A sea chest, Matthew had thought it might be. The kind that might be found in a captain’s cabin. Two burly men serving the coach had struggled to get the chest down, and both the false Mallorys had emerged from the house to help them. In time the chest was lugged into the house, and the door closed. Lanterns had moved about inside. Then Matthew had waited to see what developed, his senses keen on the fact that whatever was going on, the false Mallorys wished no one to be witness.

On the gray morning after his brusque dismissal of Berry, Matthew had gone to work at Number Seven Stone Street with a mission in mind. He had climbed the steep and narrow stairs to the loft that housed the office of the two New York problem-solvers and also—if one believed such stories—the ghosts of two coffee merchants who had killed each other on this side of the darkened glass and now on the other side continued their eternal feud. If one believed such stories. And in truth Matthew had heard numerous bumps and thumps and the occasional echo of muffled curses floating through the air, but it was all in a day’s work at Number Seven. Besides, Matthew had gotten used to the spirits, if indeed they still lingered and fought here over the respective sizes of their coffee beans, and all one had to do to stop the noises was say, “Silence!” good and loud, and order was restored for a while.

On this morning Matthew had not been interested in any spirit but the live one of oversized build and sometimes bullying nature sitting behind his desk writing a letter to a certain Mr. Sedgeworth Prisskitt of Charles Town who—

“—is asking for a courier to escort his daughter Pandora to the annual Cicero Society Ball at the end of March,” Hudson explained. “She must be—shall we say—not so much in the area of looks, if her father has to pay for an escort.” He frowned. “I wonder what the Cicero Society is. Ever heard of it?”

“No, I haven’t.” Matthew busied himself hanging his fearnaught up on a hook.

“Want to take this one on? The money’s good.”

“No.”

“Not at all curious?”

Of course he was, but he was on a mission. “Not at all,” he lied.

“Liar!” Greathouse put his quill into its rest. “All right then, what’s on your mind?”

“Nothing in particular. Other than buildings being burned and my name being painted around.”

Greathouse grunted and grinned. “At least they got the spelling right! So pull your face off the floor and smile sometime, won’t you?”

Matthew walked past the polite fire that crackled in the small hearth of rough gray and tan stones. He went to the pair of windows that afforded a view of New York to the northwest, the wide river and the brown cliffs and gray hills of New Jersey. A boat loaded with crates of cargo on its deck was moving north along the river, the wind spreading its brown sails wide. Another smaller boat held two fishermen, sitting back-to-back. Like Hudson and myself, he thought as he surveyed the scene. Our hooks in the water, and we have no idea what’s down there waiting to bite.

“This is becoming a habit,” Greathouse observed.

“What is?”

“Your lack of joy. Why don’t you go to Charles Town? Take the packet boat. Escort Pandora Prisskitt to the ball. Eh? Go have some fun for a change.”

Matthew heard a murmur, but no words. He was watching the fishermen, and he was deciding how to begin what he had planned to say to his friend. He decided it was to be: The Mallorys are behind the burnings. I know this to be true. And I didn’t want to drag you into this, but—

“Matthew!” said Greathouse emphatically, and the younger man redirected his attention. “Let me ask you. What do you think of Abby Donovan?”

The question was so unexpected that Matthew could think of no possible response.

“Go ahead,” Greathouse urged. “Tell me what you honestly think.” He nodded when Matthew yet hesitated. “Go ahead!”

“Well…I think she’s—”

“Yes, and you would be correct!” If possible, Greathouse’s grin broadened. He leaned back, precariously so, in his chair. “She is one hell of a woman!” Matthew thought the great one might be in danger of breaking his jaw if he grinned much broader. “Yes, she is! And kind, Matthew. Really she is. An angel. But…she’s a devil when she needs to be, I’ll tell you.”

“I don’t think I want to hear this.”

“Oh, don’t be such a prude! Are you twenty-three or fifty-three? Sometimes I can’t tell. But listen…about Abby. She and I are getting along very well, Matthew. Very well. I’m saying, sometimes when I’m with her I’m not quite sure where she stops and I begin. Do you know what I mean?”

Looking into Hudson Greathouse’s grinning face, with its left charcoal-gray eyebrow sliced by a jagged scar, Matthew knew all too well what his companion in problem-solving meant. Though Greathouse had already had his share of women, and perhaps many other men’s shares too, he was falling in love with Abby Donovan. Not to be bothered that the scar through his left eyebrow had been made by a broken teacup thrown by his third wife. Not to be bothered that there were likely scars on his heart made by several women, and more scars on their hearts than his. Not to be bothered by any of that, because Hudson was falling in love.

“I do know,” said Matthew, and with that short sentence he put aside what he was going to tell the great one, for this was not Hudson’s business. No, today—and perhaps tomorrow too, and the day after that—the man’s business was love.

“Things may happen,” was the next comment, made by an excitable boy where a rough-assed man had been sitting a moment before. “Really, Matthew. I mean it. Things may happen.”

“You mean…marriage?”

The sound of that word in the room seemed to knock a little of the wind from his sails, and he blinked as if he’d just been slapped with a wet rag but quickly he recovered from whatever thought of reality had intruded. “She is one hell of a woman,” he repeated, as if Matthew needed to hear that again.

But the hellish woman and her equally hellish male partner down at the end of Nassau Street still had to be dealt with. Perhaps a cloud passed over Matthew’s face, because Greathouse’s mood changed just as quickly and he asked with true concern, “Is there anything else you wanted to talk about?”

Matthew shook his head.

“This thing will clear up, don’t worry yourself.” Greathouse picked up his quill and started to continue with his letter of regret to Mr. Sedgeworth Prisskitt. “It’s a lunatic, I think. Or someone with an axe to grind against you. Now…I don’t know how they’re blowing those buildings to pieces, but don’t let it burden you because that’s exactly what they want.”

“Agreed,” said Matthew, in a quiet voice.

“I doubt there’ll be any more of that. The point’s been made, I suppose. Some lunatic doesn’t like you. Maybe because of all that hero-worship the Earwig gave you last summer. Oh.” A thought hit him like a musket ball from the blue. The lines across his forehead deepened. “You don’t think it could be one of Fell’s people, do you?”

The moment of truth, Matthew thought. It stretched, as he wondered if the truth was worth putting at risk the life of a man who was so enamored of one hell of a woman. Marriage, indeed!

“I think it’s a lunatic,” spoke Matthew, “just as you say.”

“Right. Probably one of your friends escaped from the asylum down there.” Greathouse blew a breath of relief, now that Matthew had turned the discussion away from Professor Fell. “Don’t fret, the constables are on watch.”

“Now I will fret,” Matthew said.

“Absolutely positive you don’t wish to meet Pandora Prisskitt?”

“Absolutely,” he said, “and pardon me, but I’m going to go to Sally Almond’s for breakfast.”

“But you just got here!”

“True, but my correspondence can wait and besides, I’m hungry.”

“I’ll go with you, then.”

“No,” said Matthew, as gently as he could. “I have some things to think about. I believe this morning I should secure a table for one.”

Greathouse shrugged. “Suit yourself. And don’t be running up a bill over there, hear me?”

“Yes, father,” Matthew replied dryly, and when Greathouse gave him a startled look the younger problem-solver took his black coat from its hook, threw it over his shoulders like the wings of a raven and left the office for the street below.

Matthew shivered a little, in the cold alley across from the darkened house. After the sea chest had been lugged in, the two burly men had emerged from the house followed by the so-called Mallorys. Doctor Jason was carrying a leather case and a fabric bag, and Aria a larger fabric bag. Their belongings? Matthew wondered. Were they leaving for good? They had talked for a few minutes, and one of the men had motioned in the direction of the sea. Matthew could hear no words, only the hushed current of conversation. He couldn’t see everything because the coach and horses were in the way. But then the two men had gotten back up on the driver’s bench of the coach, the false Mallorys had climbed into the more comfortable seats, and the coach had been driven off. His teeth near chattering, Matthew longed for the mercies of a warm blanket, yet if the snakes had departed—even for a short time—this was the night to search for a letter.

Matthew found it hard to believe that they weren’t coming back at some point. Though possibly not tonight? He had the sensation of emptiness about the house. Of desolation. And…something else, as well?

Tonight, as last night, he’d brought a shielded lantern, its candleglow guarded by metal ribs that could be folded down or pushed open over the glass. He picked it up from the alley’s ground and pressed a spring-driven lever that made the ribs open like the petals of a flower. Illumination spread. The lantern was held by a polished walnut pistol-grip at its base. In fact, it was a flintlock pistol, and could fire a ball through a barrel secured underneath the candle. It was currently loaded and powdered, ready for firing. A very nice invention, purchased from Oliver Quisenhunt of Philadelphia, among other items of interest to problem-solvers who might need to extricate themselves from problems of a particularly dangerous nature.

His heartbeat had quickened. He knew what his next move must be. He would have to leave his place of relative safety, cross Nassau Street and go to the door of that darkened house. He looked along the street, in search of the coach returning, but there was no sign of it. Time was not to be wasted. As he approached the door he was thinking how he might get inside. He could break a window on the other side of the house, he decided. But first he must try the door. He hadn’t been able to see if the Mallorys had used a key or not. Because life in New York was not a idyllic paradise all locks were used quite regularly, unlike the situation that had existed in that paragon of community virtue called Fount Royal. But still, the door must be tried.

It was, as he’d expected, locked tight. Matthew walked around the house and behind a shoulder-high white picket fence. He was searching for a window to break with the pistol grip of his lantern. Have to be careful with that, as the sound of breaking glass would carry. Already a dog was barking stridently a few houses away. He managed a grim smile against the cold that pressed at his face; he was about to add house-breaker to his list of accomplishments.

On the other side of the house was a short flight of wooden stairs leading to a narrow back door. A window was set on either side of the door. One of those appeared a likely candidate for breakage. Matthew went up the stairs and chose the window on his right. He hesitated, listening. Did he hear the sound of horse hooves on oyster shells? No, it was his imagination. His heartbeat pounded in his ears, enough to make him hear horse hooves that were not there.

A quick pop with the grip and it would be done. Careful not to shoot oneself with this device, though the hammer was not cocked. Before Matthew took aim at the glass he reached out with his other hand to try the door…

…and the knob easily turned. The door opened, and it seemed to Matthew that darkness rolled out to meet him.

He held the lantern before him and entered the house, closing the door at his back. Now his heart was a true runaway. Steady, he told himself. Steady. He breathed in and out a few times. He smelled pipe smoke and perfume. Smelled things that had a medicinal odor, as this dwelling also held the doctor’s treatment room. Matthew crossed the planked floor of a nicely-ordered kitchen. Yes, Aria would be an orderly cook, would she not? Ashes in the kitchen hearth still smelled of a fire not long past. A hallway beckoned on the left. Matthew eased into it, and the lantern’s glow showed a trio of doors, one on the right and two on the left. The doctor’s office was what Matthew sought. Anywhere there might be papers. Of course, the letter he was looking for might have been ashes in that kitchen hearth months ago, but still he had to seek. It was his nature.

He opened the first door on the left. Candlelight fell upon a bedroom. A woman’s frills and finery. A little writing desk and a broad chest of drawers, upon which were several bottles of what Matthew assumed was fragrance. The bedspread of woven pink and lavender. Aria sleeps alone? Matthew wondered, noting the bed for one. He went to the writing desk and found the solitary top drawer was empty. The chest of drawers likewise held nothing but some woolen lint. Matthew opened a closet and found three very lovely and intricately-fashioned gowns hanging there on pegs. Also two pairs of Aria’s shoes remained on the floor. So…were the snakes slithering back tonight, or not?

He crossed the hall to the door on the right. The treatment room with a trio of beds. No windows in here. Matthew recalled this room; he’d been in here in the autumn, laid low from a poison dart. He had sweated rivers in the third bed, having consumed a thick coca-based concoction Doctor Jason had given him to defeat South American frog venom. A long story, that had been, with a happy ending: he had survived. Various vials of medicines and what-not stood on shelves, along with several important-looking leatherbound tomes. Matthew turned his attention toward the doctor’s desk that stood across the room. As he walked toward it, following his candle, the toe of his right boot hit something that nearly tripped him. He aimed the light downward. A small red throwrug was crumpled up around an object of some kind. Matthew pushed the rug aside with his boot and stood staring down at an iron ring. It lifted, he saw, a wooden trapdoor set in the floor, which in this room was made of brown bricks. He grasped the ring and pulled up; the trapdoor opened with a creak of hinges, and there yawned a square of more darkness. A ladder led down. How far down, and what was down there? His light couldn’t tell. But that was best saved for later. He left the trapdoor open and continued on to the desk.

Again, hands had not been idle in this house. The desk was nearly empty but for a few squares of paper. Upon examination, they appeared to be bills for treatments signed by various personages. Nothing unusual about them, save for the one signed by Edward Hyde, Lord Cornbury for the admininistration of medicine for…did that scribbling say anal warts?

Matthew returned the bills to the desk and wiped his fingers on his coat. Then he took stock of the trapdoor once again. What was down there, and why? Old files, perhaps? A bundle of letters? Perhaps the letter he sought?

Possibly. And possibly he had best check the next room on the left first, before he started descending ladders into dark holes. He had a sense of urgency now, and he was listening intently for the sound of horse hooves and coach wheels. He left the trapdoor open and went to the next chamber.

One step in, and a shiver of fear paralyzed him.

This obviously was Doctor Jason’s bedroom. It held a black chest of drawers, an oval full-length mirror on small wheels, a black leather chair and a canopied bed.

And on that bed lay, pressed together side-by-side, two naked bodies.

It suddenly occurred to Matthew what had been inside the sea chest.

He caught his breath and stepped forward. His light revealed gray flesh. The bodies were of a man and a woman. The woman’s sagging breasts and dark-haired vagina were pitiful. It was a skinny corpse, each rib showing. The man’s body was also ill-fed, and had the tattoo of an eagle just below the collarbone. Two toes were missing from the left foot. The hands were stiffened into claws, which seemed to be reaching in agony toward the canopy above.

But the thing that made Matthew recoil in true horror was that neither corpse had a head.

The heads had been cut off. The neckstumps were all ragged flesh and old brown crust. Matthew smelled the dried blood and the dusty sweet reek of flesh on the edge of decay, yet it was obvious these souls were not very long-departed from this earthly realm. He wanted to lower the lantern, yet lowering the lantern meant he would be giving the corpses over to the dark and if he imagined that one of them gave a sudden jerk of arm or leg he would puddle himself quite soggily.

He backed away, keeping the lantern up and the flintlock’s barrel aimed at the dead as if he might have to kill them again. Where were the heads? he wondered. In the leather case carried out by Doctor Jason? And what in the name of God were two headless bodies doing lying in the man’s bed?

“…pay for this dirty business,” someone said.

Matthew’s hair might have stood up under his cap. He froze at the doorway, a heart-pounding, vein-throbbing, near-puddling wreck of nerves.

Two men were speaking in the kitchen. “Should’ve got more, I say. Dirty and dangerous, too. You saw them shorts on there!”

“Aw, shut your hole! Bullett knows his trade.”

Matthew heard footsteps. Rough men wearing rough-heeled boots. They were coming back along the hallway. He peered through the door’s crack and there they were, each carrying a lantern. One man was lugging a burlap sack over his shoulder.

“Damnable job, this is,” said the complainer with the burden, who was met with a snort either of derision or accord.

Matthew realized with a fresh start of alarm that they were coming to this room. He saw only one place to retreat to: the other side of the bed, where he might lie flat on the floor. He quickly got into position and pressed the lever that dropped the lantern’s ribs and closed off all illumination.

“You hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“Somethin’ made a noise.”

They pushed through the door. “It’s the echo inside your fuckin’ head,” came the retort. Then: “Ewww, ain’t they pretty all laid out like lovers? Kinda tugs at your heart-strings, don’t it?”

“It don’t. Help me with these and let’s get out.”

Matthew heard the thump as the sack was laid down on the floor perhaps five feet from his hiding-place. Something was dumped out, and made its own noise. He heard one of the men say, “Come on, hurry it up!” after which there was a hissing sound. A second hissing followed. Truly, this was a den of snakes. Acrid smoke stung Matthew’s nostrils. You saw them shorts on there, the complainer had said.

Shorts? It dawned on him that the meaning must be short fuses.

The men were lighting fuses with their candle flames, and whatever they were preparing was about to blow the house to pieces.

He swallowed hard and stood up. As he came off the floor, he cocked the pistol and opened his lantern. Light streamed out, catching one of the jackadaws lighting the last of four fuses that went into the same number of black cylindrical objects about a foot in length.

“Stop that,” Matthew said. The men fairly leapt from the floor. One gave his own explosion in the form of a fart. Matthew aimed his flintlock between them. The four fuses hissed and smoked, throwing blue sparks in their progress. “Stomp those out!” Matthew commanded.

“Who the hell are you?” the farter asked.

“Stomp those out!” Matthew repeated. The fuses were burning dangerously near their entrance holes into the cylinders, which appeared to be wrapped in oily black leather. “Now!”

“Sure, sure,” said one man, lifting his hand to show Matthew his palm. Then, as if they’d practiced this cue for just such a predicament, the second man threw his lantern at Matthew’s head. It hit Matthew’s shoulder as he twisted aside, and the flintlock pistol went off from a convulsive twitch of the trigger finger. Smoke bloomed, the bullet smacked into the opposite wall, and the concussion made the ribs of Oliver Quisenhunt’s device snap shut, cutting off Matthew’s light. It occurred to him, as the men rushed from the room and smoke whirled around him, that the apparatus needed more testing.

It then occurred to him, quite sharply, that the fuses were burning into their bombs, and though he was able to crush out two with his boot the other two snaked away and flared brightly as they entered the cylinders.

Matthew ran.

Through the door into the hallway, and just as he got out the Devil shouted in his ears and a fierce hot wave of Hell picked him up off his feet and flung him like a ragdoll through the doorway into the doctor’s treatment room.
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Sometime in the next few seconds, as Matthew lay crumpled on the brick floor and the whirlwinds of flame gnawed at his coat, he realized that if he was going to live he would have to get out of this house.

He thought the roof might have blown off already, or at least a goodly portion of it. Pieces of fiery wood were falling about him. His ears made a roaring sound, but hollow as if he were in an underwater cavern. Everything hurt: shoulders, knees, backbone, neck, jaw, teeth. He felt as if his muscles and sinews had been stretched long and then jammed tight. There was a red haze before his eyes; he thought they might be swollen with blood. He swallowed blood and felt it streaming from his nose, which might have been broken in his collision with the bricks. Already the fire was surrounding him. It was a hydra-headed beast, growing bright orange horns, talons and teeth and tearing through the house. A piece of flaming timber crashed down on the floor about three feet from his right thigh. Cinders stung his face. He was at the center of a world full of red-hot hornets. Then he was aware that his fearnaught was on fire, and his own coat was going to eat him alive.

He gritted his teeth and with the effort of the damned began to roll to get the fire out. Whether he was successful or not, he didn’t know, but for the moment he was alive. Was his cap aflame too? He snatched it off. It glowed with a dozen red cinders but it was not yet burning.

He began to crawl. To where?

To anywhere but here.

And now the real Matthew Corbett emerged. It took hold of the young man who had found himself in a gray kingdom of indecision and regret, whose mind had become a sluggish set of gears that did not mesh, whose spirit had been pummelled and thrashed by the memory of murder in the wilderness. The real Matthew Corbett peered out from desperate red eyes in a bloodied face. The real Matthew Corbett, who had survived so much pain and hardship and dangers that might have put any other man on his knees or in his grave, recognized that he was in the burning wreckage of Doctor Jason’s treatment room. He saw the ceiling, riddled with tentacles of fire like Professor Fell’s octopus, beginning to collapse. He saw the open trapdoor on the floor.

He saw a way out.

Mindless of all sensation but the need to survive, he began to pull himself toward the open square in the bricks.

Once there, he did not hesitate. He turned himself to descend the ladder into the pool of darkness below, and reaching up he got hold of the trapdoor’s inner ring and slammed it shut over his head just as a new rain of cinders fell from above.

Then he lost both grip and balance, and he tumbled downward into what might have been a hundred-foot hole.

But more like ten feet. He recalled the breath whooshing from his lungs, though by this point any more pain was simply a proof of life. He was on his back in the dark. No, not quite dark; he could see the glow of flames through small cracks in the trapdoor. Would the fire eat through it? He didn’t know. Would it steal his air? He didn’t know. Was he burned and smoking? Didn’t know that, either. He was in, as Hudson Greathouse might have said, one shit of a pickle.

He faded in and out. Fire sounds, burning away. The smell of smoke, scorched cloth and blood. He began to laugh at something, though he wasn’t sure what it was. Maybe he was weeping; again, he didn’t know. But at the center of his mind the real Matthew Corbett held rule, and that calm personage said Hold on.

Definitely he was laughing, he decided. Chuckling, really. The way those two bastards had jumped off the floor. And then he thought of Berry and his cold voice saying I was confused and the bitter tears watered his face.

No, he realized. Not bitter tears.

It was actually water, and it was streaming down through the cracks in the trapdoor.

The bucket brigade at work, he realized. Fighting to save the Mallorys’ house. And perhaps they could save what was left of it, for this time not all the firebombs had ignited. Did he call out Help me? Or was it just Me? For he was himself, found once more in fire and blood, and he thought My name is Matthew Corbett, and by God I am going to live.

He thought the worst of the explosion had gone upward or been absorbed by the walls of Doctor Jason’s bedroom. The thing was, he had not resisted the blast. He had not had time to resist, and though he was in pain he didn’t think he had suffered any broken bones.

There was a lesson to be had there, he decided. He vowed to decipher its meaning later, if he survived to do so. At the moment he had more important and more strenuous work to do. And it was going to hurt, but it had to be done.

He turned himself over on the cellar’s dirt, found his way to the bottom of the ladder, and began to pull himself up.

At last—somehow, with a will to live that rivalled his episode in the well at Fort Laurens—Matthew reached the top. He placed a hand against the trapdoor. It was not hot, but it was going to be an effort. He was stewing in sweat, he had very little strength and what remained was departing on a fast horse. He pushed. And pushed. And pushed some more. “Help me!” he shouted, but could he be heard? He had to keep pushing.

The trapdoor opened a crack. Matthew got the fingers of his left hand into it and kept the pressure—a dubious term, in this instance—up with his right hand. He put the back of his head against the trapdoor and shoved upward with everything he had, and suddenly the trapdoor came open with a crisp crackle and slam.

Climb up, he told himself. And stand up.

He entered a smoking, still-burning ruin where a house had been. The flames were low, however, having been for the most part bested by the bucket brigade. Matthew climbed out and sat on his knees, his head lowered; he was trying to make sense of what he should do next. Ah, yes! he recalled. Stand up!

He got to his feet by the shakiest of efforts. Instantly he threw up what tasted like a sick man’s portion of smoke. Then he began to stumble through the wreckage, his fearnaught hanging in burned tatters from his shoulders and his face freighted with blood. He became aware of shadows in the smoke, moving hither and yon with their lanterns through this new world of burned and broken timbers, smoking piles of rubble and things that had melted and reformed into objects unrecognizable as being of the earth and possessions of man. Matthew staggered toward one of the shadows and said—or thought he said, because of the shrill ringing in his ears—“Do you have some water?” He had no idea why he said that, other than he was terribly thirsty.

The shadow came forward and became a shape that became a man that became Marco Ross, the blacksmith. Ash-blackened and filthy, he was…but then again Marco Ross was usually ash-blackened and filthy, so it was all the same.

The blacksmith, a big enough man for his job, stopped in his tracks and gave a gasp like a weakling woman who is in need of air lest she faint dead away.

“Corbett?” he whispered.

It is I, Matthew thought, before his knees collapsed and he went down like a brain-hammered bull.
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“News,” said Hudson Greathouse, pulling the visitor’s chair closer to Matthew’s bedside. He went on without waiting for an invitation from the grape-colored lips in a face mottled with black bruises. “McCaggers has found the corpses. At least…some of what could be found. He’s got two blankets over there with the…uh…remains laid out. It’s not pretty.”

Matthew thought it must be terribly ugly. And horrible for Ashton McCaggers, whose gorge rose at the sight of a bloodied finger. Piecing together two charred bodies would be a scene plucked from McCaggers’ worst nightmares. For the eccentric and soft-stomached coroner, it would be at least a four bucket day. And without Zed to help him, the more the worse!

“I’ll say it again.” Greathouse stared out the window at the late-afternoon sunlight. “Everyone has a time. This wasn’t yours…but it was a damned close call.” His deepset black eyes left the window and found Matthew’s red-shot swollen eyes. “When are you going to tell me what you were doing in there?”

Two days of soup for every meal had left Matthew in a less-than-cheerful mood. Add to that the plaster-covered gash that had taken eight horse-gut stitches under his left eye, sundry other cuts and scrapes on forehead and chin, a nose that had nearly been broken but was so sore now even the flutter of a nostril was pure agony, and enough bruises on face, arms, legs, chest and back to make him appear a spotted beast from the heart of Zed’s homeland, and he was a bedful of joy. But he was greatly thankful for a certain trapdoor and cellar, which had held at its dirt-floored bottom some items of broken furniture and a few shelves holding bottles of murky liquid probably used by the doctor in his treatments.

“Tell McCaggers he won’t find the heads,” said Matthew, in a voice that still sounded smoke-choked.

“I’ll tell him,” Greathouse said after a short pause.

“The Mallorys,” Matthew went on, “wanted to appear to be dead. They got the corpses from somewhere. God only knows.”

“I believe you,” Greathouse said after a longer pause.

Matthew nodded, but gingerly because any movement yet pained his multitude of strained muscles. He knew exactly what his friend meant. He could still see Gardner Lillehorne standing over his bed, yesterday morning here at the Publick Hospital on King Street. The high constable in his cardinal-red suit and red tricorn, with the same crimson glare at the center of his small ebony eyes and his teeth on edge.

“You have secured your place in infamy now, Mr. Corbett,” said the offended redbird. “Staggering out of that burning ruin? With your name painted on the alley wall across the street? And here you’re telling me there were two naked and headless corpses in the bed of Dr. Jason Mallory? My Christ, boy! I thought I was talking nonsense when I said you were addle-brained after that misadventure in Pennsylvania, but I’m thinking now you must be half-crazy.” He let that linger for a few seconds before he darted in again with, “And the other half insane. Do you wish to tell me how you were to be in that house, or shall we hear that in Cornbury’s office?”

Matthew had not answered. It seemed to be too much effort, and anyway even the muscles of his jaws were hurting.

“You are in a situation.” Lillehorne had leaned over the bed like a threatening bonfire, ready to catch sheets and bedclothes burning. “You are going to have to explain yourself, sir. If not to me and to Lord Cornbury, then before a court of law.”

“I’m being arrested?” Matthew had managed to ask.

“Consider yourself so. I’ll think up some appropriate charges. Breaking and entering would be the first.”

“The back door was open,” Matthew reminded him.

“Unlawful entrance, then. Mark it. Criminal mischief. Unwillingness to aid an official investigation. Mark those as well. Do I make myself clear?”

“In a muddy way,” Matthew said, his tone as dry as October’s leaves. His face, too, was a study in mottled stone. He left it at that, and after another moment the high constable made a low noise in his throat, gave a pinched expression that conveyed volumes of both frustration and disgust, and strode out of the hospital’s wardroom with the lion’s-head ornament of his cane slapping against his red-gloved palm.

And good riddance, you bastard, Matthew had thought.

“McCaggers,” said Hudson Greathouse, as he stretched his legs out before him, “believes the corpses to be those of a man and a woman. Just as you’ve said. Only he’s of the belief that they’re the Mallorys, caught in the blast and fire.”

“What they wished him to believe,” was Matthew’s terse reply.

“McCaggers has found fragments of women’s clothing and the heel of a shoe. His question is: if the Mallorys were leaving for good—sneaking away in the middle of the night, as you’ve put it—why wouldn’t Rebecca have taken her gowns?”

“What they wished him to question,” said Matthew.

Greathouse tapped a finger against the musketball-sized cleft in his chin. “Yes,” he said. “All right, then. But…” And here Greathouse’s brow knit, and Matthew knew his friend was struggling to make sense of what could not possibly make sense. “But why, Matthew?” came the most urgent question. “Tell me. Why?”

“I can tell you why the corpses have no heads,” Matthew ventured. “Because if the heads were found, McCaggers might determine the bodies were not those of the doctor and the damsel. By some remnant of hair or the facial bones, I would think. Possibly one or both of the murder victims had rotten teeth. They wanted to be careful, lest McCaggers find something that would throw their plot off its course.”

Greathouse did not speak for a time. He seemed to be watching the crawl of sunlight across a green-painted wall. “Murder victims,” he repeated, tonelessly. “Their plot.”

“Correct. Two people were murdered and decapitated to serve as stand-ins.” Matthew thought better of that last term. “Lie-ins,” he amended, with a small, tight and painful smile. “I imagine the victims were plucked off the street in some nearby town. Probably a beggar and a prostitute, who would not be easily missed.”

“A beggar and a prostitute.” Greathouse sounded as if he were standing in a church reciting a particularly uncomfortable Bible passage.

“Look at me,” Matthew directed.

Greathouse did.

But in his eyes Matthew saw the blankness of the green-painted wall, and with that came the realization that even such a friend as Greathouse had his limits of belief. Or perhaps it was just that, to save the situation, Greathouse had simply ceased thinking.

“They put the corpses in the house,” Matthew said, a little unsteadily, “to make it appear that they are dead.”

“They were, you said.”

“What?”

“The corpses. They were already dead. I would think so, if they were headless.”

“The Mallorys,” said Matthew. “Or whoever they are.”

“A beggar and a prostitute, you said.”

“No! The Mallorys. They put the corpses in the bed knowing they would be blown to pieces and burned to crisps. Then they could make it look as if I had something to do with it, by painting my name on the alley wall.”

“And why would you have something to do with it?” The eyes narrowed, just a dangerous fraction. “You didn’t, did you? I mean…I believe you.”

“It’s a plot,” said Matthew, who felt himself spinning away from the world, “to draw me in.”

“Draw you into what?”

“The plan. The…summons. I can’t…” Matthew leaned his head against the pillow. He had to close his eyes for a few seconds. When he opened them again, nothing had changed. Or had Greathouse quietly moved his chair back a few inches from the bedside?

“I’ll go fetch the doctor,” Greathouse offered, in as sympathetic a voice as Matthew had ever heard.

“No,” Matthew said, and the power of his declaration stopped Greathouse from leaving his chair.

Then the great one—the man of action, the lover of wild widows, the swordsman scarred by battles and life—looked at Matthew with something like pity in eyes gone sad.

He reached out to grasp his friend’s shoulder, and he said quietly, “I know you went through tribulations in that Slaughter incident. I know…they must have been terrible. And even about those, you won’t tell me. But I know, Matthew. Because I see how you’ve been…” Here he paused to agonizingly search for the proper word, neither too hard nor too soft. “Affected,” he went on. “By what happened. So who could blame you, for…suffering. For—”

“Imagining murders and plots?” Matthew interrupted, in a tone descrescendo.

“I don’t understand any of this,” Greathouse continued, as if the question had never been spoken, “but I do believe someone is trying to…further affect you. For whatever reason, I don’t know. I believe you know, but you’re not going to tell me, are you?”

Matthew said nothing; he, too, had begun to watch sunlight crawl across the wall, and with it the waning afternoon.

“I can help,” said Greathouse. “I will help. I swear it.”

It was close. So very close. Matthew felt it behind his clenched teeth, wanting to get out. Therefore he clenched his teeth just the harder, which further pained the bruises on his face.

After a while, Greathouse removed his hand from Matthew’s shoulder.

He stood up from his chair. “I’d better be getting along. Having dinner tonight with Abby. I’ve never known a woman who enjoys meat so much.” He took his coat and tricorn from their wallpegs. Slowly, he shrugged into the coat and positoned the tricorn just so upon his head, as if to give Matthew more time. He grasped his walking-stick and put its tip on the planks before him in preparation of his first troubled step. “I’ll be back first thing in the morning. Agreeable?”

“Not necessary,” Matthew said, “but appreciated.” He offered Hudson as much of a genuine smile as he could muster. “Thank you. And I hope you also enjoy your banquet. But do tell McCaggers he won’t find the heads.”

Greathouse nodded. He strode a few paces away and then stopped once more. In the row of five narrow beds across from Matthew lay the elderly Edde van Evers, a onetime Dutch frigate captain now frail and dying of perhaps too much landsickness. To Matthew’s left, in the last bed in the room, was Gideon Bloomensord, a farmer laid low when he had fallen down a rocky embankment and broken both legs. This morning the body of Martin Brinker had been removed from the bed directly to Matthew’s right and bound in shroud wrappings for deposit in the cemetery, the patient having not responded well to Dr. Quail Polliver’s leech treatment. Of the three remaining patients Matthew was certainly the most alert, as the first was heading silently for his last voyage and the other was raving in fevered pain that the opium had not yet diminished.

“I’ll be back first thing,” Greathouse repeated, as possibly a draught of medicine to himself at leaving Matthew between creeping death and inescapable agony. Then he pulled his coat collar up around his neck and went through the hallway toward the front door and—most likely—the warm and welcoming embrace of womanflesh.

Matthew rested his head against the pillow and closed his eyes. He was very tired. The two attendants, the two-hundred-pound Mrs. Sifford and the ninety-pound Mr. Dupee, would be coming around soon to offer up some kind of soup, for better or for worse. The sunlight moved, and moved some more. The afternoon dimmed and darkened into blue evening, and in the glow of lanterns hanging from their pegs Edde van Evers breathed heavily as if inhaling the salt air of seven seas, Gideon Bloomensord gasped in his opium-induced slumber, and Matthew Corbett slept uneasily with the taste of lukewarm codfish soup still in his mouth.

He tossed and turned a bit, expecting to be roused by Hudson Greathouse first thing in the morning, or—before that—by Gardner Lillehorne with more questions.

Therefore when he was shaken awake by the pain of his bruises and sore muscles he was quite surprised to see night still hard black against the windows. One might further say he was shocked to see standing over his bed, washed in the golden lamplight, a giant from East India.

The diamonds in the front teeth sparkled. “Matthew?” said Sirki in his soft and easy lilt. “It’s time now, please.”

“Time?” Matthew sat up, which caused him further pain but there was no avoiding it. The hospital was silent. Either Van Evers had passed onto the leeward side of this world or he was sleeping like a newborn, and Bloomensord had also sunken into perfect peace. “Time for what?”

“Your decision,” said Sirki, his brown face pleasantly composed. “Which will be destroyed next? Tobias Winekoop’s stable, with all those beautiful and noble horses? Or the boarding house run by Madam Belovaire, with its boarders now fast asleep? Most of them, that is.” He gave a small, polite smile. “Your decision, please. And don’t concern yourself about me. I am content to wait.”
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Get out of here,” Matthew answered. His heart had seemingly tied itself into a Gordian Knot. “I’ll call for help.”

“You might,” Sirki answered back, with a brief nod of his turbanned head. “But you will find that no help arrives. And yet…I do have help.”

As if emerging from the giant’s body, two men came forward from behind him to stand at the foot of Matthew’s bed. Matthew instantly recognized the pair of scoundrels who’d lighted the fuses in the house of the so-called Mallorys. One of them carried a rolled-up item with wooden rods protruding from it. A stretcher, Matthew realized.

“We have come to carry you in comfort to your appointed destination,” said Sirki. “Unless you had rather witness another example of our new gunpowder?”

“With me unable to walk, my name written on a wall will make no sense.”

“Ah!” Sirki aimed a long forefinger toward the ceiling. “But did it ever make sense, young sir? I believe by now that your compatriots in this town—even your closest friends, perhaps—have begun to doubt your word and your sanity. It may make sense to no one, yet either a stable or a boarding house will burn to the ground this night…if you refuse this hospitable invitation.” Whether he’d intended the near-pun or not was unknown, since his face remained expressionless. But the dark eyes beneath the thick, arched black brows were intense and watchful, and they were aimed upon Matthew like musket barrels.

Matthew may have shivered. He wasn’t sure, but it was cold in here and the blanket was thin. “How did you get in?”

One of the men, the very same who’d thrown his lantern at Matthew’s head, gave a little chuckle. Prideful, Matthew thought. “Lockpicking is Croydon’s claim to art,” Sirki said. “A low claim, but there it is anyway. As for the two unfortunates who spend the night here watching over their charges, the fat woman and the thin man are both sleeping soundly.”

“You’ve killed them?”

“Not at all! Unless a gift of tea from India could be considered deathly. I had occasion to speak to Dr. Polliver this afternoon. I offered up this gift as a token of friendship. Also the tea has healing powers I thought he might care to try. Possibly he’s sleeping very soundly in his bed at home.”

Drugged tea, Matthew thought. Of course. Fell’s people relied on drugs to move their mountains.

“The professor,” said Sirki, “wants you. He needs you, really. Because you seem to…um…get results, shall we say. And you’ve impressed him, Matthew. So now I shall tell you that it is time for your choice. One of three. Yourself, the stable or the boarding house. And yourself shall be returned here after this business is completed, whereas the others…sadly beyond the point of return. We have the key to your house, taken from Dr. Polliver’s safebox. Croydon will go to your miniature abode and remove whatever clothing you might need. You will be taken to a waiting boat, to be rowed out to meet the larger vessel. All we require you to do at the moment is roll onto this stretcher.”

At that pronouncement, Croydon and the other jackal unrolled the brown cloth and held the stretcher between them. Sirki moved aside so Matthew could do as instructed.

Matthew hesitated. He swallowed hard. His bruises pulsed, and his pulse felt bruised. For all the fear that danced its Mad Robin within him, he couldn’t suppress a grim smile. How many times had he felt alone at midnight, with the hard dark pressing in and no sign of morning? Many times before, and with luck he would survive this one as he had survived the others.

No, he decided. With more than luck.

With every skill of reasoning and power of concentration he had.

That, plus some good old fashioned lowdown strength of will.

He glared into Sirki’s eyes. “Get out of the way,” he told the giant. “I’ll walk.”

Sirki obeyed at once. “I thought you would, young sir. That is why I placed your boots and clothing on the floor before I woke you.” The dark eyes darted toward Croydon’s fart-partner. “Squibbs, find Matthew a cloak or a blanket worth its weight in wool. A heavy coat might do, which you’ll find hanging in the room where the sleepers doze. Move, please. It disturbs me to think my voice goes unheard.”

The way the East Indian killer said that, Squibbs might well have let loose another buttock-blast. However, Squibbs moved forthwith at the speed of terror.

Matthew eased himself to a sitting position on the side of the bed. The pain came up his sides like metal clamps snapping shut rib-by-rib. A red haze whirled before his eyes. Damned if he’d let himself pass out. He bit his lower lip until the blood nearly oozed.

“Croydon,” said Sirki. “Help the young gentleman put his boots on, and then hand him his clothes.”

Croydon wasted no time in following the command, and Matthew realized a Corbett had suddenly become royalty, of a strange kind.

The boots were struggled into, the smoke-pungent clothing put on, and then it was time to stand up. Matthew took a long, deep breath. He slid off the bed and took the weight on his legs and his knees ached and his thigh muscles tightened and shrieked for a few agonizing seconds but then he was up and, after wavering ever so slightly, had secured his balance in an insane world.

“Very good,” was the killer’s comment.

Squibbs returned with a brown coat and, in addition, a gray blanket. He helped Matthew get the coat on and then wrapped the blanket around him with the care of a man who suddenly wanted to seem excellently careful. Sirki tucked the stretcher up under one long and dangerous arm. He spoke Croydon’s name, and Croydon was off with a lantern in hand, obviously heading for Matthew’s dairyhouse to fetch more clothes for the young sir’s journey.

“Where are we going?” Matthew asked as he hobbled out onto the bracing cold of King Street, with Squibbs holding a lantern on one side and Sirki on the other.

“To a ship that will deliver you to an island,” Sirki answered. “You will find the weather much more pleasant there. Step lightly, young sir. We don’t wish you to sprain anything.”

Between them, they steered Matthew’s path toward the waterfront, and soon they were only two gleams of yellow lamplight in the dark and sleeping town. 
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Because she was still angry at Matthew Corbett, she had not gone to visit him today. Because she had not gone to visit him today, she missed seeing him and was in turn angry at herself for missing him. Because she was angry in so many areas at once, she could not sleep very soundly. And so because she could not sleep very soundly and had gotten out of bed to have a cup of water and eat a corn muffin, Berry Grigsby saw through the kitchen window the glimmer of light as someone carrying a lantern came out of Matthew’s house.

Her first thought, unladylike as it might have been, was: Damn! What’s this about? She blew out her own candle to avoid being seen. Her heartbeat had quickened and she felt the breath rasp in her lungs. She watched as the figure strode away, carrying what might have been a bundle of some kind.

Carrying it to where? she wondered. And to whom? To Matthew? At this time of night? It must have been Hudson Greathouse, she reasoned. Yes. Of course. Hudson Greathouse. Go back to bed, she told herself.

She could still see the swing of the man’s lantern as he walked south along Queen Street. Heading toward the King Street Publick Hospital, of course.

But…at this time of night?

Was someone robbing Matthew’s house?

She only had a few seconds to decide what to do. Her decision was rapidly made, and though she thought it might be the wrong one in the light of day it was perfectly right by the dark of night.

She rushed into her bedroom, where she knocked her knee on a table in her haste to get dressed. In her hurry, she pulled on a shift, then a petticoat and an old blue dress trimmed with yellow that she often wore when she was painting. Her stockings and shoes went on, also in a hurry, and then a dark blue woolen cloak and cap of the same color and material. Mittens for her hands, and she was ready. Her intent was to catch up with the thief, if at all possible, and then start calling for a constable. She lit a lantern from the steadily-burning candle in her bedroom and on the way to the front door had a thought to awaken Marmaduke, but her grandfather’s snoring buzzed behind his own bedroom door and she decided enough time had been lost. This was her…adventure, perhaps? Yes, she thought. And never let it be said that the high-and-mighty Matthew Corbett would not appreciate her coming to the rescue of his stolen items.

So there.

Berry left the house, and stepped into bitter cold.

She followed her lantern’s glow along Queen Street, heading south in the same direction as the thief. It crossed her mind that she was foolish out here in the wintry dark, chasing what was most likely Hudson Greathouse fetching some item of clothing for Matthew, but still…if one could not be foolish sometimes, what was the point of life? And…if it wasn’t Greathouse, then…who? Well, she would see what she would see, and furthermore she was determined to show Matthew she could be a help to him and not a hindrance.

For not so very far ahead, closer toward the masted ships that sat moored to the harbor, three lantern lights were showing. She slowed her pace as she approached. If she were an animal, she would be sniffing the wind for the smells of thievery, but she could only trust what she could see. At each street corner she passed she looked in vain for the green lantern of a constable; no, they were all warming themselves before fires somewhere, so in essence Berry Grigsby was her own constable this frigid midnight.

She got close enough to make out four figures at the wharfside, and one of them a giant wearing a multi-colored coat or robe of some fashion and a turban. The figures all had their backs to her. They were walking out along a pier. And…in the middle there, the third figure…yes, it was. She would know his walk anywhere. He was walking stiffly, still in pain, and he was bundled up in what appeared to be a gray blanket. He was following the giant, and behind him was a man holding a bundle of clothes under one arm and in the opposite hand a lantern. They were going toward a small skiff tied to the pier.

She didn’t like the looks of this.

A wind had picked up, bringing a touch of ice. Or she felt an icy touch at her heart, for she had the sure feeling Matthew was being taken where he did not wish to go. She looked desperately for any sign of a constable’s lantern, but there was no green glow to be seen. No, this night she was on her own.

As was Matthew. Or so he might think. He was being guided into the skiff, which was big enough for five or six men unless one of them was a turbaned giant. Matthew had his head down. In concentration or defeat? she wondered. Whichever…she wasn’t going to let him be taken away like this, in the dead of night by villains unknown. For they had to be villains, to be stealing away from her the man she loved.

She started forward. One step at first—a cautious step—and then the others came faster, for she saw her time was running out, and Matthew was being put into the boat and in another moment one of the men was going to cast off the lines and then the oars would be put into their locks and…

“Matthew!” she called to him, before this terrible journey could begin. And louder still: “Matthew!”

The giant, still on the dock’s planks, whirled toward her. Matthew stood up, his face ashen beneath the bruises. The other two men lifted their lanterns to catch her with their dirty light.

“Go back!” Matthew shouted. He nearly choked on the two words. “Go back!”

“Ah!” Sirki’s voice was soft and smooth. He smiled; he was already moving to cross the forty paces between them. “Miss Beryl Grigsby, isn’t it?”

“Berry!” Matthew couldn’t communicate his fear for her loudly enough: “Run!”

“No need for that,” said Sirki, as he came forward upon her with the sleek swiftness of a cobra. She backed away a few steps, but she realized as soon as she turned to run the giant would be at her back. “No need,” he repeated. “We’re friends here, you see.”

“Matthew! What’s going on?”

Sirki kept himself between them, a huge obstacle. “Matthew,” he answered as he steadily advanced, “is about to take a sea voyage. It is his own decision.” He came up within arm’s length. His smile broadened, but in it there was no joy. “I think you might also enjoy a sea voyage, miss. Is that correct?”

“I’ll scream,” she said, for it seemed the thing to say with the blood beating in her cheeks.

“Croydon?” Sirki spoke over his shoulder, but kept his eyes on Berry. “If this young woman screams, I want you to strike Matthew as hard as you can across the face. Do you understand?”

“Gladly!” Croydon said, and he meant it.

“He’s bluffing!” Matthew called out. He heard the weariness in his voice; his strength was departing him once more, and he knew that in his present state of disrepair there was nothing he could do to help her.

“I understand,” said Sirki, close now upon Berry. She could smell the sandalwood incense from his clothing. The lantern light gleamed off the pearl-and-turquoise ornament that secured his turban. His voice was a soft murmur, as if heard through the veil of sleep. “You wish no harm to come to your friend. And he is your friend, yes?”

“Berry! Get away!” Matthew urged her, with the last of his strength. Croydon clamped a hand on his shoulder that said Shut your mouth.

“Your friend,” Sirki repeated. “You know, I have the gift of seeing to the heart of matters. The heart,” he said, for emphasis. “You wouldn’t be here unless you were concerned for him, would you? And such concern should not be taken lightly. I would like for you to join us on our journey, miss. Walk before me to the boat, would you please?”

“I’m going for a constable,” she told him.

But she did not move, and neither did the giant.

He stared into her eyes, his mouth wearing a little amused half-smile.

“Walk before me to the boat,” he repeated. “I would appreciate your compliance.”

Berry caught a movement to her right. She looked to the west along Wall Street, and saw at the intersection of Wall and Smith streets the green-glassed lantern of a passing constable.

“I promise,” said Sirki in a cool, even tone, “to return you and Matthew safely here after his job is done. But if you cry for help or run, I will kill you before the cry leaves your lips and before you take two steps. I will deposit your corpse in the sea, where it shall never be found.” He waited, silently, for her to make her decision.

Matthew was listening also. He couldn’t help her, and he damned himself for it.

Berry watched the lantern’s green glimmer pass away. The cry was so near to bursting free…yet she knew this man standing before her would do exactly as he said, and there was no point in meeting her death this night. She turned her gaze back upon him. “What job does Matthew have to do?” Her voice was shaky, yet she was holding herself together with all the willpower she could muster.

“What he does,” Sirki answered. “Solving a problem. Will you walk before me to the boat, please? This cold can be doing you no good.”

She had an instant of thinking she might smash him in the face with the lantern. But he reached out and grasped her wrist, as if reading her thought as soon as it was born, and with a strangely gentle touch he led her out along the pier to the skiff where Matthew was pushed back down to a sitting position by Croydon’s rough hand.

“Squibbs,” said Sirki when Berry had been gotten aboard and situated, “cast off our lines, please.” It was done, and Squibbs stepped back onto the boat. Lanterns were placed on hooks at bow and stern. Two sets of oars went into their locks. Croydon and Squibbs went to work, rowing out into the dark, while Sirki took a seat between Matthew and Berry.

“Where are you taking us?” she asked the giant, and now her willpower was showing cracks and her voice did indeed tremble.

“First, the place you call Oyster Island. We’ll give a signal from there to the ship. Then…outward bound.” When he smiled, the diamonds in his front teeth glittered.

“Why?” Matthew whispered huskily. The question was directed at Berry, who did not answer. Therefore he asked again, from the bruised lips in his battered face. “Why?”

She couldn’t answer, for she knew he didn’t really wish to hear why a woman—any woman—would leave her safe abode in the cold midnight and undertake a journey at the side of a man she desired more than anything in the world. If she might be able to keep him safe…or keep him alive…then that was her own job, worth doing. Hang New York, she thought. Hang the world of safe abodes and warm beds. Hang the past, and what used to be. The future lay ahead for both of them, and though it was for now a forbidding place of dark water and uncertain destiny, Berry Grigsby felt more vital and more needed in this moment than ever before in her life.

The oars shifted water. The skiff moved steadily toward the black shape of Oyster Island, and Matthew Corbett the problem-solver could not for the life of him solve the problem of how to get Berry out of this.
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The skiff’s bottom scraped rocks. “Out,” said Sirki, and at this command Croydon and Squibbs—two obedient seadogs—fairly leapt from the boat into the icy knee-deep water and dragged the skiff onto shore.

“Gentleman and lady?” Sirki made an expansive gesture with one arm and gave a bow, whether in mockery or with serious intent Matthew couldn’t tell. “We’ll be here only a short while,” the giant explained as he lifted his lantern to shine upon their faces. “I regret the cold and the circumstances. Step out, please, and do mind your footing on the stones.”

So land was reached with a stumble from Berry and a muttered curse from Matthew that would have gained approval at the roughest tavern in New York. Matthew caught her elbow and guided her onward over rocks, loose gravel and the ubiquitous pieces of oyster shells that crunched underfoot.

Standing amid the dead weeds and wild grass of shore, Sirki busied himself opening a leather pouch, from which he removed squares of red-tinted glass. He deftly removed the clear glass insets of his lantern and, shielding the candle’s guttering wick with his formidable body, he then slid the red glass squares into place. “Watch them,” he told the two mongrels, and then he strode off in the direction of the watchtower, which perhaps was only a hundred yards or so distant through the woods.

A signal was about to be given and the ship alerted that this scheme was underway, Matthew thought. He felt Berry shiver beside him, and he put his arm and part of the gray blanket around her.

Lights from the two lanterns held by Croydon and Squibbs wandered over Berry’s body. A bad sign, Matthew thought. “Where are we going?” he asked them, if just to divert their minds from their present—and highly disturbing—destination.

“Somewhere warmer than this,” said Croydon. “Thank Christ.”

“A three weeks voyage? To a warmer clime?” Matthew considered the geography; he put a map of the Atlantic in his mind and sought a harbor. “Not the Florida territory, I’m betting. Not into Spanish country. So…” Outward bound, Sirki had said. “The Bermuda islands,” Matthew announced. “Is that right?”

“You are a pretty thing,” said Squibbs, putting his light on Berry’s face. “Take off that cap and let your hair loose.”

“No,” Matthew answered. “She won’t.”

“Here, now!” Croydon stepped forward and fairly sizzled Matthew’s eyebrows by putting the lamp’s hot glass right up in his face. “No one’s talkin’ to you, are they? Squibbs is just askin’ her to be friendly, is all. A cold night and such…what’s the harm of being a little friendly?” He turned the light upon Berry, who couldn’t help but shrink back a step, for she realized these two were not so well-controlled without the East Indian giant giving them orders.

“Let your hair loose,” Squibbs repeated. His mouth sounded thick and wet.

“Sirki will be back any minute,” said Matthew. His body was a tense mass of bruised pain; in his present state he could neither deliver a blow nor take one.

“Any minute ain’t now,” was Squibbs’ reply. He reached out, grasped Berry’s cap and pulled it off, and her coppery-red tresses flowed free down her shoulders. “Pretty hair,” Squibbs said after a moment of deliberation. “Bet it smells nice.”

“Long time,” said Croydon, “since I smelled me a woman’s hair.”

Matthew took a position between the two men and Berry. He thrust his chin forward, daring a strike. “Sirki won’t like this. We’re supposed to be guests.” He spoke the word with dripping sarcasm.

“Ain’t doin’ nothin’ wrong,” Squibbs answered, his eyes narrowed and his gaze focused beyond Matthew on the true object of his attention. “Just wantin’ to smell. Step aside.”

Matthew balled up his fists, for all the good that would do. His arms were leaden lengths of ache. “I’ll call him,” he promised. “He won’t—”

“Hear you,” said Croydon. “Be a good little shit and step aside.”

“I’m not moving.”

“Oh yes, you are,” said Squibbs, and with a quick powerful motion he grasped the front of Matthew’s coat and flung him aside. Matthew stumbled over his own legs and went down amid the weeds and brush, and once out of the way and out of the light he was a forgotten man.

Squibbs and Croydon pushed forward, and though Berry retreated another step she realized there was nowhere else to go, and perhaps she ought to stand perfectly still and get this over with for surely the giant would be back at any minute. But, as the one man had said, one minute wasn’t now.

They got on either side of her. Matthew said, “Stop it!” and tried to struggle out of what felt like a cluster of thorns. His legs would not obey. The two men got their faces up against Berry’s hair, and as they drew in draughts of woman-perfume she smelled their unwashed odor of dried sweat, salt and old fish.

“Nice,” Croydon breathed, and his free hand came up to stroke Berry’s cheek. “Real fuckin’ nice.”

Matthew tried to get up. His legs betrayed him yet again. “Stop it!” he repeated, but he might have been speaking to the hard stones on the ground beneath him. Squibbs was starting to draw his unshaven face slowly down along Berry’s throat. She made a noise of disgust with a frantic edge in it, and she pushed against Squibbs’ shoulder but he was going nowhere, and now Croydon’s gray-coated tongue flicked out and darted here and there amid the freckles on Berry’s left cheek.

Matthew could bear no more of this. He desperately searched about in the dark for a small rock, a stick, whatever he could get his hands on to throw at the two ruffians. He struggled to stand, and in further desperation he opened his mouth to shout for help from the East Indian giant.

Before he could deliver that shout, Matthew was yanked backward through the brush by a hand that closed on his coat’s collar.

At the same time, another hand that felt as rough as treebark clamped over his mouth, sealing shut all proposed shouts. He was dragged back and further back, the weeds and sawgrass and thorns tearing at his clothes, and then he was tossed unceremoniously aside, more like a beatup sack that needed to be gotten out of the way. A finger pressed hard to his mouth. The message was: Silence.

And Matthew knew, even in his state of brain-blasted befuddlement.

Here was the phantom of Oyster Island.

“What in bleedin’ hell was that noise?” Squibbs directed his light into the underbrush. “Hey now! Where’d that boy go to?”

“Shit!” Croydon had almost hollered it. His attention had left Berry’s freckles and was fixed on the empty place where Matthew Corbett had been a few seconds before. “He’s fuckin’ gone!”

“I know he’s fuckin’ gone!” Squibbs sounded near crying. “You don’t have to tell me he’s fuckin’ gone!”

“Run off! God blast it! That ape’ll have your head for this!”

“My head? You was supposed to be watchin’ him!”

“I was watchin’ him, ’til you started this shit with the girl!” Croydon backed away from Berry, sensing a terrible streak of bad luck coming his way. “Get in there and find that damned boy! He couldn’t have gone far!”

Squibbs surveyed the dark and forbidding expanse of forest. “In there?”

“Go on, man! You owe me for that last mess in London!”

Berry saw Squibbs give a little shrug of resignation, as if that last mess in London had forever enslaved him to his partner. Then the hideous man whose breath smelled like spoiled onions and horse dung—and she would always unfortunately remember that odor—followed his lantern’s light into the woods.

A few seconds of silence followed. “You got him, Squibbs?” Croydon called.

There was a smack.

A quick but brutal sound. Berry thought it sounded like a fist plowing into a bucket of mud. Maybe there was the crunch of a bone breaking in there, as well. She winced and tears burned her eyes, for she knew that Matthew could hardly survive a blow like that.

A body came flying out of the woods like dirty laundry being thrown from a hamper.

It landed nearly at Croydon’s slime-crusted boots. “Jesus!” Croydon yelled, for his light fell upon Squibbs’ face and the knot that was already turning purple at the center of the forehead. Squibbs’ eyes had rolled back and showed the whites; he was not dead, for his chest heaved in ragged inhalations of troubled air, but his life-candle had nearly been knocked cold.

And then the phantom of Oyster Island, followed closely by Matthew Corbett, stepped out of the darkness into the quivering orbit of Croydon’s lamp.

The massive freed slave Zed wore a ragged black coat over the same baggy brown breeches he’d worn when he’d leaped off a pier into the water back in November, and had last been seen swimming in the direction of Africa. He wore no shoes. A slice of bare chest showed between the straining buttons of his too-small coat. In the light from Croydon’s lantern, Zed was even more fearsome a figure than three months before. Though he had lost some muscle in his hulking shoulders, he had gained a wild black beard. His skull was still perfectly bald, having been scraped clean with perhaps a sharpened shell, and across his broad ebony face—imprinted upon cheeks, forehead and chin—were tribal scars that lay upraised on the flesh, and in these were the stylized Z, E, and D by which Ashton McCaggers had named him.

Now, however, Zed’s master was no longer Ashton McCaggers. A writ of manumission from Lord Cornbury had secured Zed’s freedom. This stony and wooded patch of earth might well have been the ex-slave’s kingdom, if he could not yet reach the golden shore of Africa. In any case, the scowling expression on Zed’s face spoke to Croydon, and it said in no uncertain terms: Get off my land or pay in blood.

Croydon understood that message, for he turned tail and fled for the skiff. Unfortunately for Croydon, the king of Oyster Island was not in a mood to treat a trespasser with a welcome hand. Even as Croydon reached the skiff and clambered into it, Zed was upon him. The flat of a hand against the back of Croydon’s head sent a spray of saliva from the man’s mouth and perhaps caused the teeth to snap shut on the tongue because there was a plume also of scarlet liquid. Then Zed followed that with a fist to the middle of the forehead, same as had been delivered to Squibbs. As Croydon slithered down like a gutted fish, Zed picked him up bodily from the boat and swung him onto the shoreline’s rocks, where the body made a hideous series of crunching sounds and began to twitch as if Croydon were dancing to Gilliam Vincent’s abusive direction.

“Ah!” came a voice with a quiet lilt. “What is this?”

Matthew and Berry saw that Sirki had returned from his task. Bloody light from his red-glassed lantern had fallen upon Zed, whose fathomless black eyes took in this new intruder and seemed to glow with centers of fire.

“A Ga,” said Sirki, with a note of true admiration. Obviously he knew the origin of the tattoos and the reputation of the Ga as supreme warriors. “I am pleased,” he went on, “to make your acquaintance. I see you have taken up for my guests. And now,” he said with a red-sparkly smile, “I suppose I shall have to kill you.” He hooked the lantern’s wire handle over a low-hanging tree branch, which would have been out of the reach of normal-sized men. Then he reached into his cloak and brought out a curved dagger whose grip gleamed with various precious stones. Its outer slashing edge was formed of vicious sawteeth. Matthew wondered if Sirki would have used it on Mrs. Sifford and Mr. Dupee if the tea had failed to put them under. Still smiling with murderous intention and delight, Sirki advanced upon Zed, who plucked up an oar, thrust out his chest and stood his ground.

There was nothing either Matthew or Berry could do. Sirki kept striding forward, now through the ankle-deep water, as if on a simple mission to cut open an extra-large grouper.

By the red light, the two forces neared conflict. Zed waited with the oar ready to strike, and Sirki’s blade made circles in the air.
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Suddenly they were upon each other, with the same swiftness in the same second; whoever had made the first move was impossible to tell. Sirki dodged a swing of the oar and came up underneath it, his knife’s point going for Zed’s belly. But Zed retreated through the shallow water and turned aside, and the knife did no more damage than popping a button from his coat. When the energy of the thrust had been expended, Zed brought the oar’s handle up to slam against Sirki’s shoulder. The East Indian giant gave a hiss of pain, but no more than that, and as he staggered back to get out of range he was already swinging the blade at Zed’s face to imprint another initial upon the flesh.

Zed was faster still. The sawteeth missed his nose by an African whisker. The oar was in action again, coming at Sirki’s head. The giant threw up an arm and the oar’s shaft cracked and shattered across it, bringing from Sirki a small grunt as one might make stubbing a toe on a garden stone. The knife’s angle changed direction in midair and what had begun as a strike to the shoulder now became a quest for throat’s flesh. Zed’s free hand caught the wrist. A fist slammed into Zed’s jaw and made his knees wobbly but he stayed on his feet and thrust into Sirki’s midsection with the oar’s jagged end.

A sudden twist of the body and the oar tore through cloth underneath Sirki’s right arm. Sirki’s fist shot out again, catching Zed square in the mouth and rocking his head back. Still the massive black warrior did not fall, and now he squeezed Sirki’s wrist with a desire to burst bones and Sirki fought back by hammering at Zed’s skull with his fist. Zed’s concentration was complete; the blows to his head may have been painful but he shook them off like beats to a tribal drum, and letting go of the oar’s splintered shaft he grasped Sirki’s knifehand and began to squeeze those bones with the tenacity and power of a python.

Sirki resisted as long as he could, and then with a muffled gasp his fingers opened and the fearsome knife fell into the water. He was no longer smiling. He jabbed the fingers of his other hand into Zed’s eyes. Zed gave out a tongueless roar of pain and swung Sirki around in preparation to throw him sprawling into the rocky drink, but Sirki held tight to him and both the giants staggered and fell together into the water. They struck and splashed and kicked and grappled, rolling over stones layered with oyster shells. Zed got hold of Sirki’s turban and it came undone, revealing a brown scalp bald except for a thick strip of black hair down the middle. Then Sirki chopped the edge of a hand into Zed’s throat and Zed gurgled and fell back, and as Matthew and Berry watched in horror the East Indian killer got on top of the Ga warrior and, grasping the throat with both hands, forced the bearded face underwater. Zed thrashed to escape. Sirki’s arms quivered with the effort of holding him under.

Matthew saw the other oars in the skiff. He roused himself to action and started out over the rocks to get an oar and beat Sirki upon the head with it, but suddenly there was an upheaval of water and Zed came up with his teeth gritted and his eyes full of Hell. He took hold of Sirki’s throat with both hands and with a single powerful thrust he was suddenly on top of Sirki, whose face was sinking beneath the foam.

Now it was Sirki’s time to wildly thrash. The muscles of Zed’s shoulders and back bunched and twisted under the sopping-wet coat. Sirki’s hands came up, the fingers clawing at Zed’s tattoos. Zed’s body shook with the effort; Sirki was fighting for his life, and his strength was yet undiminished by the process of drowning.

In all this violence, the rowboat that slid onto the shore with a lantern at its prow hardly caused a ripple. Matthew saw it contained five men. And one woman. The woman being Rebecca Mallory, real name Aria Something. One of the men being Doctor Jason Mallory, real name unknown. But both certainly alive and well and unburnt to crisps as had been their unfortunate lie-ins.

“Stop that!” Doctor Jason shouted. Two of the men, having realized their stately champion was being defeated by this black misfit in drenched rags, were already clambering from the boat. They grabbed hold of Zed from either side and tried to pin his arms. That lasted only a few seconds before a Herculean shrug sent them flying, one to land in the water and one in the weeds.

“Mister Grimmer!” Doctor Jason was directing his shout to another man in the boat. “Run him through!”

A thin man in a brown tricorn and a dirty brown suit with ruffles of grimy lace at the sleeves and throat stood up, drew a rapier from its sheath and stepped into the water. He approached Zed with no hesitation, and raised the sword to drive it into the black warrior’s back.

“No!” Berry cried out. “Please! No!” She ran into the water to get between Grimmer and Zed, and the sallow swordsman looked for further instructions from the false Doctor Jason. Berry didn’t wait. She knew the next word would be her friend’s death. “Zed!” she said, with raw force in her voice. “Zed, listen to me! Let him go! Do you hear?”

His head turned. The bloodshot eyes found her, and read her fear for him. Still holding the flailing giant down, he turned his head to the other side and saw the swordsman standing there, ready to put the rapier to use.

Berry put her hand on Zed’s shoulder. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No.”

Zed hesitated only a few seconds longer. He brought his right hand up and with it made a flattening motion. All right, he had answered. He released Sirki, stood up and stepped back, and Sirki burst from the briny coughing and gasping and then turning over and throwing up his last New York dinner into the sea to be consumed by the small fishes of the night.

“Shall I kill him anyway, sir?” asked Grimmer, in a low sad voice that seemed to suit his name.

“I’ll kill him!” Sirki had found his curved dagger. He and his clothing were a mess. He was trying to wind his sodden turban back onto his head. The furious expression on his face made him appear to be not so much a giant as a big infant angry at being deprived of a sweet. “I’ll kill him this minute!” he nearly shrieked, and he lifted the sawtoothed blade and sloshed toward Zed, who stood immobile at the rapier’s point.

“You will not touch him!” This announcement had not come from Doctor Jason, but from the raven-haired, blue-eyed and fiercely beautiful Aria. She stood up in the boat; over a black gown she was wearing a dark purple cloak and on her head was a woolen cap the same color. “Sirki, put your knife down!” Her voice carried the promise of dire consequences if he did not obey; he did obey, almost immediately. Matthew watched this with great interest, getting the order of masters and followers in its proper perspective. “I see you have the girl,” Aria went on, with the slightest edge of irritation. “That may be for the best, despite all appearances. You see, the black crow means something to the girl, and the girl means something to Matthew. So no one is going to be stabbed or otherwise harmed this night, Sirki. We can use what we can use. Do you understand?”

“He’s nearly killed Croydon and Squibbs! And these other two! And he’s a Ga! A danger to everyone!”

“Danger,” said Aria, with a faint smile in the lamplight, “can be easily controlled, if one knows the right throat to pressure. Grimmer, put the tip of your sword against Miss Grigsby’s neck, please.”

Grimmer did so. Zed gave a warning rumble deep in his chest.

Matthew own throat had tightened. “There’s no need for that. I said I’m coming along.”

“Miss Grigsby,” said Aria, “inform your black prince—however you can—that your life depends on his good behavior. That we wish him to be meek and mild and for that he shall have a good dinner and a warm blanket in a ship’s brig tonight.”

“A ship’s brig?”

“Just inform him, however you are able. And you might tell him you will be in the next cell, so he won’t feel so lonely.”

Now came Berry’s challenge to communicate to Zed without benefit of the drawings they used to do together, which had served as a bridge between them. Zed was watching her intently, knowing that some message had been delivered to her from the black-haired woman and now was poised in his direction. Berry understood that he did know some of the English language, but how much she couldn’t tell since silence had been thrust upon him with the cutting out of his tongue, and silence also was his armor.

But it was true that Berry and Zed had spent much time together, at the behest of Ashton McCaggers, for whether Zed goeth so went his master at that time and McCaggers did enjoy Berry’s company, broken shoe heel or not. And in that time Berry had begun to “hear” Zed, in a fashion. It was a hearing of the senses and the mind. She could “hear” his voice in a gesture of the hand, a shrug of the shoulder, a fleeting expression. If it had been a spoken voice, it would have sounded a little low and gutteral, a little snarly as suited Zed’s view of the world that held him captive.

Now Berry stared into Zed’s eyes and held her hand out before him, palm outward. She spoke two words: “Do nothing.”

He looked at her hand, then at her face. Then at her hand again. He turned his head to take in the scene where unconscious men were coming back to their senses. He took in the woman on the boat and then the giant he’d just nearly drowned. He took in the sight of Matthew Corbett wrapped in a blanket, the young man’s face bruised by some incident beyond his understanding. He looked again at Berry Grigsby, his friend, and his lifting of the eyebrows and the slight twist of his mouth said, I will do nothing…for the moment.

“Good,” she answered, with the rapier’s tip nearly nicking her throat. She aimed her angry eyes at Grimmer. “You can put that down now.”

Grimmer waited for Aria to nod, and the rapier was lowered.

But not yet lowered was the heat of rage that steamed from Sirki, who pressed forward with his knife in hand. “I’ll kill you yet,” he promised Zed. The ex-slave understood the meaning quite well, and he gave a square-toothed grin that almost drove Sirki into a maddened fit.

“We have a tide to catch,” Aria announced. “Anyone who cannot walk will be staying here. Gentlemen, board your boats. Matthew, would you please come get into this one? I’ve saved you a place.” She sat down and patted the plank seat at her side.

The woman’s directions continued. Berry and Zed were put into the other boat, with Grimmer holding the sword ready and Sirki anxious with his knife. Everyone, it seemed, who had been knocked woozy could at least walk, and they returned to the boats. Squibbs seemed only to be able to walk in circles, however, and Croydon winced and grasped at his back with every step.

Matthew took his place beside Aria Whomever, and Doctor Jason sat facing him. The two boats were pushed off and the oarsmen went to work.

“You have made the right decision,” said Doctor Jason, when they were out on the choppy water away from Oyster Island.

Matthew watched the lamps of the second boat following. “I presume no harm will come to either Berry or Zed?” He stared into Aria’s intense sapphire-blue eyes, for she was the captain of this craft. “In fact, I insist on it.”

The woman gave a small laugh that might have been edged with cruelty. “Oh, you’re too cute,” she said.

“I imagine I’m going also into a cell in the ship’s brig?”

“Not at all. They will be, yes, because they are uninvited guests. But you, dear Matthew, will have a cabin of honor aboard the Nightflyer.” She motioned out into the dark. “We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

He had to ask the next question, if just to salve his curiosity. “What’s your real name? And his real name?”

“I am Aria Chillany,” she answered. “He is Jonathan Gentry.”

“At your service,” said Gentry, with a nod and a devilish smile.

Matthew grunted. Even the grunting hurt. He recalled something Hudson had told him, back in the summer, concerning Professor Fell’s criminal network: We know the names of the most vile elements. Gentleman Jackie Blue. The Thacker Brothers. Augustus Pons. Madam Chillany. They’re in the business of counterfeiting, forgery, theft of both state and private papers, blackmail, kidnapping, arson, murder for hire, and whatever else offers them a profit.

He felt Madam Chillany’s fingers at the back of his neck.

“You’re thinking of something important?” she inquired.

How to survive, madam, he thought. And how to keep Berry and Zed alive, too.

“We’re going to become very good friends, Matthew,” she said. “Poor boy.” She pursed her lips in a pout and now her fingers travelled over the tender terrain of his cheek. “All those bruises and scrapes. But you enjoy close scrapes, don’t you?”

“Not the scraping,” Matthew said. “The escaping.”

A ship’s bell rang, out in the distance. Suddenly a wet wall of black timbers was standing before them. Lanterns moved above. Men shouted back and forth. A rope ladder was lowered, and Aria Chillany said to Matthew, “You up first, darling. I’ll be right behind you.”

“Watch her, Matthew,” Gentry cautioned. His smile had gone a bit crooked. “When she gets behind you, you might find something thrust into your—”

“But don’t listen to him,” she interrupted. “He’s all talk, and precious little action.”

Matthew was beginning to think these two had so tired of their roles of loving husband and doting wife that they could’ve broken each others’ necks. Or, at least, stabbed each other below the waist. In any case, no wonder the false lovebirds had separate beds. The only fire in that house had been made by the bombs going off.

Now, though, as Matthew forced himself up the ladder—and no one else was going to help him up, for certainty—he felt Aria Chillany’s hand slide across his rump, and he thought that some wells in this vicinity were in desperate need of being pumped.

The sun was beginning to turn the eastern sky pale gray as Berry and Zed came aboard. They were quickly taken away belowdecks, without a chance for Matthew to speak or be spoken to. Sirki slinked along behind them, his turban still in disarray and his clothing dirtied by shore rocks and oyster shit. The two rowboats were hoisted up by men who looked as hard as New York cobblestones. Though Matthew was not overly familiar with the many types of ships and seacraft, he thought the Nightflyer might be considered a brigantine, having two masts with square sails on the foremast and fore-and-aft sails on the mainmast. It looked to be a low-slung, fast vessel, and its crew appeared highly efficient at their tasks. Orders were given, the Nightflyer turned to catch the wind, the sails filled and the spray began to hiss along the hull. A hand touched his arm as he stood at the starboard railing in the strengthening light. Madam Chillany regarded him with narrowed eyes. “I’m to show you to your cabin now. You’ll meet Captain Falco later. You’ll be served breakfast presently, and a large glass of wine to help you sleep.”

“Drugged wine?” Matthew asked.

“Would you prefer?”

He almost said yes. Maybe he would say yes, if he thought about it long enough. He was almost too tired to sleep of his own will, and who could sleep when they were summoned across the Atlantic to be Professor Fell’s personal providence rider?

Matthew saw the town of New York fading away behind them. It did appear gray, at this distance and in this light.

Farewell to the gray kingdom, he thought. For whatever he used to be and whoever he once was, he could no longer be. He had thought himself having to grow solid stones to meet the threat and violence of Tyranthus Slaughter. But now he realized that grisly adventure might have been a garden walk compared to this journey.

So farewell to the gray kingdom, for his mind must be clear and his vision sharp. He must be more Matthew Corbett than ever before. And, he thought grimly, God help Matthew Corbett.

The Nightflyer turned to secure its course. A dolphin leaped before the bow. Rays of sunlight streamed through the clouds to brighten the sea, and Matthew hobbled behind Madam Chillany in search of a good breakfast and a glass of sleep.
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The Fly in the Ointment
  

Twelve
 

 


As the days passed, as the ship sailed across an ocean that might be both calm and turbulent in the same day, as the rain showered down from dark clouds and then the sun burst forth from the midst of darkness, as the pallid moonlight glittered upon the luminous waves and the bright blue ribbons of sea creatures moved on their errands of life and death, Matthew felt himself healing.

He was aided in this regard by the doctor, Jonathan Gentry by name. Gentry came by his cabin to see him in the mornings after breakfast and in the evenings before supper was served. Sometimes medicinal tea was brought, sometimes Gentry unpeeled the plaster under Matthew’s left eye to check the stitches, and then he applied a green salve and put the plaster back as it was. The doctor gave him a cake of grassy-smelling soap and told him to keep everything clean, for this Atlantic travel was a nasty business and all sorts of mold grew from the grime a ship carried. Not to mention the rats that crawled about so freely they were given pet names by the sailors.

Matthew always posed the same three questions to Dr. Gentry. One being, “Are Berry and Zed well-treated?”

And the answer to that, always the same: “Certainly they are.”

The next question following: “May I see them?”

“Not quite yet.”

The third question: “When am I to hear what Fell’s problem is?”

And its answer: “In time, Matthew.” Then: “Make sure you get out on the deck for your walk. Yes?”

Matthew always nodded. In fact, he greatly looked forward to his walks on the deck. No matter if it was raining or the sun shone, Matthew walked ’round and ’round the ship, taking in the tasks being performed and the occasional glimpse of Captain Jerrell Falco, an austere figure in black suit, black cloak and black tricorn to match the blue-black sheen of his ebony flesh. The captain had a white goatee, and he carried a twisted cane that he had no qualms about using across the back of a slow seaman. Matthew had noted there were several Africans or black Caribees among the crew, as well as a few yellow skins from the Far East. If anything, the ship was worldly. Matthew found himself with books to read. They were delivered in a basket to his cabin, and they carried the faint hint of a woman’s perfume. It seemed to him that either Aria Chillany liked the idea of bruised flesh under her hands, or she was toying with him. The books were Shakespeare’s The Tempest, King Lear and Julius Caesar, a philosophical tome concerning the earth’s place at the center of the universe, and a fearsomely blasphemous book explaining how God was a creation of the mind of Man. Matthew figured just opening that book in some communities might earn a backburn of whiplashes if not a noose around the neck. Still, he thought he might read it. After all, the books aboard this ship had to have earned the approval of Professor Fell, therefore some view of Fell’s mental state might be gleaned from the reading.

To be sure, Matthew found no fault with his cabin or with the way he was being pampered. And pampered was indeed the correct word. Though no human element could correct the roll of the ship, the drumming of waves against the hull or the constant creaking and crying of timbers, every human element aboard the Nightflyer seemed intent on treating Matthew as a valued guest. A glass of wine—drugged or non-drugged, as he wished—was only the ringing of a silver bell away. His food was not only palatable, it was damned good. Yet he might tire of fish, the daily catch was spiced to his liking. His clothing had been washed and pressed by a hot iron. His boots wore a shine. As much as was possible aboard an ocean-going vessel, his cabin was spacious and clean. His bed was a four-poster, the legs pegged down to prevent movement with the ship. The person who came in to change the candles did so on a daily basis and was not stingy with the wax. And, most tellingly, the door to Matthew’s cabin was never locked from the outside. If he required privacy and latched it himself, that was fine, yet he was never forced to feel like a prisoner. One afternoon a knock at his door introduced him to an elderly man who came in with a measuring stick and piece of chalk and proceeded to take his measurements of arm, leg, chest and so forth and then left without a word.

Of course there were some places Matthew could not go. He was cautioned by Gentry not to wander around belowdecks, as he might pick up some unfortunate fungus or infection that would not do his condition any good. Also, there were several locked doors he came to that were obviously not going to be opened for him, and he presumed one of those led down to the brig. But as long as he stayed out of the way he was encouraged to be up on the deck, and several times Gentry had shared dinner with him in the doctor’s own cabin, which was perhaps one half the size of Matthew’s and not nearly so well-fashioned. Gentry was an interesting conversationalist, focusing mostly on his travels through South America, the Caribbean, Italy, Prussia, China, Japan and elsewhere, but not a word would come from him regarding either the professor or the reason behind this endeavor.

And so it was with real interest that after the passage of six days, and after Matthew had made his morning rounds of the deck under a blue sunlit sky that projected an amazing warmth for this time of year, he returned to his cabin to continue his reading of The
Tempest and was roused from his comfortable chair by a rap at the door.

“Yes?” he asked mildly, for he had learned there was no sense or need to be rude in this situation.

“Dear Matthew,” said the raven-tressed woman on the other side, “I’ve brought you something.”

It had been several days since he’d laid eyes upon Aria Chillany. He had to admit she was an intensely beautiful woman and his eyes had missed such beauty in the midst of all these ragged and hard-bitten sailors. Therefore he put the folio aside, got to his feet and—marking the fact that this cabin made at least two of his dairyhouse home—he crossed to the door and opened it.

“Good morning,” she said with an honest smile, yet the sapphire-colored eyes were always wary. “May I come in?”

He stepped back and motioned her to enter, and she closed the door at her back.

She was wearing a lilac-hued gown and a dark blue jacket trimmed with black leather. Her hair copiously cascaded along her shoulders and down her back. She smelled of an exotic incense, with an undertone rather like a sugared, hot and slightly burned coffee. She took him in with her direct stare. “You’re mending nicely.”

Was some witticsm called for here? He decided to say only, “Thank you.” He also had realized that the shaving mirror was becoming kinder to him. The worst of the bruises only showed faint blue, the cuts were scabbed over and this woman’s ex-false-husband was coming in the afternoon to remove the plaster and the stitches. Matthew was free of pain and everything seemed to have settled back where it needed to be. This was, he’d decided, more of the effects of deep and healing sleep brought on by the drugged wine than any other of Gentry’s ministrations.

“Here,” she said, and gave him a rolled-up parchment secured with a black cord.

“What is this?”

“Your future,” she told him. Her gaze wandered over to the dresser and atop it the brown clay bowl holding two apples, an orange and a lemon that were brought to him on a daily basis. Without asking, she moved to the bowl with a crisp rustle of underclothes, selected an apple and bit into it. She chewed and watched him as he opened the parchment.

Matthew saw it was someone’s life history, scribed in black ink by a steady and very disciplined hand. The title was The Life And Times Of Nathan Spade.

“And exactly who is Nathan Spade?” Matthew asked.

“That would be you,” said Madam Chillany, as she crunched another bite of apple.

He scanned the document. It proclaimed a false birthday, and a birth year that made Nathan two years the elder. It described a hardscrabble childhood on a farm in Surrey. A younger brother, Peter, died as an infant. Mother—Rose by name—perished from consumption. Father Edward was ambushed by a highwayman and his throat slashed for a palm’s weight of measly coins. Therefore Nathan went into the world as a bitter twelve-year-old with many miles to walk and many scores to settle against the whole of humankind. His first occupation: rolling the drunks at a London dockside bordello and cleaning up the mess they left—whether vomit, blood or other.

“Charming,” said Matthew. He stared into the woman’s eyes, forcing his expression to remain stony and unflinching. “What is this about?”

“Obviously,” she answered, “your new identity.”

“And why would I need one?”

She continued to eat her apple with leisurely bites. She smiled faintly, the smile of a predator. She came around behind him, and he allowed it. She leaned forward and said quietly into his right ear, “Because being Matthew Corbett, problem-solver for the Herrald Agency, would hasten your death where we are going. You would not last a day, darling Matthew.” Her forefinger, wet with juice, played with his hair. “Some of the personages you are going to meet knew Lyra Sutch. They would not like to know the part you played in her tragedy. Your name is already being bandied about. Therefore the professor wishes to protect you…from them, and from yourself.” The last word was concluded with a nip to Matthew’s ear. Playful or not, she had sharp teeth.

He decided it was best, after all, not to let her get behind him, and therefore he turned to face her and backed away a pace.

“Oh,” Aria said, her face placid and self-composed but her eyes on him as if he were the most luscious apple to be plucked, “you shouldn’t be afraid of me, darling. It’s those others you should fear. The ones you’re going to meet.”

“Who are they, exactly?”

“Associates. And friends of associates.” She came toward him a step, and again he retreated. “You have been invited to a gathering, Matthew. A…festivity, if you will. That’s why you need the new identity. So you will…shall we say…fit in.”

He read a few more lines of the document. “Hm,” he said. “Spade murdered his first victim at the age of fourteen? He was involved with one of the prostitutes and he killed a jayhawk?” A jayhawk, in this instance, being a man who attempts to remove a prostitute from one ill abode to another, using either flattery or force.

“Yes,” said Aria. “The jayhawk beat her terribly one night. Broke her beautiful nose and vowed to cut her open and watch her guts slide out upon the floor. And do you know what, dear Matthew? Her name might have been Rebecca.”

That took a few seconds to sink in. He held up the parchment. “I thought this was a work of fiction.”

“Fiction is often the echo of truth,” she answered, her focus steady upon him. “Don’t you think?”

Matthew studied her face. Her nose was indeed a little crooked, yet still beautiful. He wondered what those eyes had seen. Or perhaps he really did not wish to know.

But one bit of information he did desire. He decided now was the moment to reach for it. “I’m presuming you were the woman with the blue parasol that day at Chapel’s estate? When he put his birds on us?” He was speaking here of an incident that had occurred during the summer, in his investigation concerning the so-called Queen of Bedlam.

“I was. And happy we all are now that you did not succumb to that fate.”

“I’m presuming also you got out through the hidden tunnel? The one that wound down to the river?” He waited for her to nod. “Tell me this, then. What happened to the swordsman? The Prussian,” Matthew emphasized. “He called himself Count Dahlgren.” Matthew and the count had been locked in deadly combat, and but for a silver fruit tray one young problem-solver would have found himself run through by a wicked dagger. Though Dahlgren had been wrapped in a pair of curtains and clouted into a goldfish pond, his left arm broken at the wrist, still the enigmatic Prussian had escaped capture that day, and had disappeared.

“I have no idea,” Aria answered. “That’s the truth.”

Matthew believed her. He hated loose ends. Dahlgren was definitely a loose end. Moreover, Dahlgren was a loose end who could still manage a sword and surely bore a Prussia-sized grudge against the adversary who’d bested him. The question was still unanswered: where had Dahlgren gone, and where was he now?

Surely the count was not waiting for him at the end of this voyage, Matthew mused. But he felt sure that somewhere, at sometime, he would meet Dahlgren again.

Matthew decided to try another angle to one of his three questions, now that he had this parchment and some idea that he was being required to playact the part of a rather nasty young killer. Obviously, a great deal of thought and preparation had been put into the professor’s plan…whatever it was. “I want to see Berry and Zed.”

“That’s not possible. I believe that Gentry has assured you—”

“You’re speaking when you should be listening,” Matthew interrupted. “You must not have heard. I’m not asking, I’m telling.” He rolled up the parchment and wrapped it with the black cord. “I want to see Berry and Zed. Now.”

“No,” she said.

“And why not? Because if I see what condition they’re being kept in, I may refuse to go along with this…nonsense?” He flung the parchment across the room to land in the far corner. “All right, then. You go tell Sirki I refuse to leave the ship when we dock wherever we’re going. Tell him they’ll have to carry me out on a stretcher, after all. Tell him—”

“I’ll tell him,” Aria agreed, “to kill them. Starting with the girl.”

Matthew forced a harsh laugh. He and the woman might not have swords, but they were fencing all the same, and damned if she wasn’t as good at using her own weapon as Dahlgren had been with his. “You will not,” said Matthew, and now he approached her. She stood her ground and lifted her chin. “Sirki vowed Berry would be returned safely to New York, and myself as well. His anger toward Zed will have passed by now. I have the feeling he might be an honorable man, in his own way.” And you
a dishonorable woman in all ways, he might have added. He continued right up to her, as if he owned the very air she breathed. He had already decided he had very little to lose in this situation, and he must show himself to be a powerful force. As much force as he could masquerade under, to be honest. A look of uncertainty passed only briefly across Aria’s face before she righted her ship. She stood firm and defiant before him, and she started to take another bite of the dwindling apple.

“If I’m going to be Nathan Spade,” said Matthew, “I’m starting now. Rebecca,” he added with a faint sneer. “And who gave you permission to steal my apples?” He took it from her before it reached her mouth, and then he took a bite from it. A bit green and sour, but there it was. “I said I want to see Berry and Zed today,” he told her as he chewed. “This moment. Is that clear enough for you?”

She didn’t answer. She stood expressionless, like a cypher, perhaps revealing her lack of soul. Or, possibly, she was simply struggling to control a scene that had gotten away from its playwright.

“All right, then. I’ll find them on my own.” Matthew picked up the bowl to prevent further thievery, and also to take the fruit to Berry and Zed for he fully intended to either find someone to unlock the necessary door or he was going to kick it down.

She let him get a grip on the door’s handle before he spoke. “You can only spend a few minutes with them. If I take you.”

He turned upon her as if determining where to thrust the sword, now that her defenses had been cracked. “You’ll take me,” he said. “And I’ll spend as much time with them as I please.”

She hesitated. Then, with a small cat-like smile, “I’m not sure I approve of this Nathan Spade so very much. He does seem to like to give commands, when he’s in no position to—”

“Be silent,” Matthew said flatly. “I didn’t ask to be here. Neither did my friends. So take me or step aside or do whatever you need to do, madam. But I’m done listening to you prattle.”

A hint of red crept across Aria Chillany’s cheeks. She blinked as if she’d been struck. But the damnedest thing, Matthew thought, was that the look in her eyes was not so much temper as tempest, and she began to chew on her lower lip as if it might spring forth a wine of rare vintage.

“I’ll take you,” she said quietly.

Good enough, Matthew thought, and if the woman had not been as near he would have heaved a sigh of relief so gusty the sails might have blown from their masts.

He followed her along the corridor. She took a key from an inner pocket of her jacket and started to unlock a narrow door about thirty feet from Matthew’s cabin, but she found the door already unlocked; its grip turned smoothly beneath her hand. She returned the key to its place. “It seems your friends already have a visitor this morning,” she told him.

The door opened on stairs that descended between two oil lamps hanging from ceiling hooks. At the bottom was a second door. Down here, nearer to the sea and the mollusks that likely clung by the hundreds to the hull, the aromas of tar, fish and old wet timbers were nearly overpowering. The constant low thunder of the waves was bad enough, but the creaking of the Nightflyer made it sound as if the vessel was coming apart at pegs, nails and seams. At this level the ship also rolled like a little bitch. Matthew was certain he would face Berry’s wrath about this, at some point to come. Yet it was he who should feel wrath, for who had asked her to stick her nose into this? Who had asked her to creep along and appear there on the dock, apparently in an effort to save him? Who had asked her?

Not I, Matthew thought, and didn’t realize he’d said it aloud until Aria Chillany looked over her shoulder and inquired, “What was that?”

He shook his head. She took him through the second door, and into the brig.

He had a moment of feeling he was back in time, entering the dingy gaol in the town of Fount Royal to hear a witchcraft case as a magistrate’s clerk. This might be a shipborne brig, yet the four cells were familiar and the iron bars as forbidding as any landlocked cages for human beings. Several dirty lanterns hung from hooks, illuminating the scene with a murky yellow light. A rat skittered across the floor at Matthew’s feet. It was chasing a cockroach as big as a crab. The smells of foulness commingled with the odors of musty wet wood and the fishy bowels of the ship were nothing short of an apocalyptic assault. Matthew felt rage rising in him, as he saw Zed confined in one cell to the left and Berry—a poor moldy ragamuffin with a tangled mass of red hair, she appeared to be—confined in the furtherest one to the right. They had straw mattresses and buckets, and that was the extent of the hospitality offered here.

“God blast it!” Matthew nearly shouted. His throat had almost seized shut. “Get them out of there!”

A man stepped from a pool of shadows in front of Zed’s cell. “Sir, please restrain yourself.”

“Restrain myself? Good Christ!” Red-faced and steaming, Matthew was on a tear. As a matter of truth, he felt he could tear the head from the neck of any sonofabitch who defied him. Even if it was the white-goateed and austere Captain Jerrell Falco who stood before him, armed with his twisted cane, and staring at him with steady and rather frightening amber-colored eyes. “These are my friends!” Matthew said into Falco’s face. “They’re not animals, and they’ve done nothing wrong!”

“Oh my,” said Madam Chillany, who wore a thin smirk that very nearly was her last, “I knew this was a bad idea.”

“Matthew!” Berry was calling for him. She sounded weak and sick. And who wouldn’t be, Matthew thought, in this undersea tomb that smelled of tar and dead fish, with the ship rolling enough to tear a person’s internals loose.

“Get them out!” Matthew roared, at both the woman and the captain. The smirk melted from her face and Falco’s goatee may have smoked a bit as well.

The twisted cane was laid softly but firmly upon Matthew’s right shoulder.

“Calmness,” said the captain, “in a situation of pressure is a virtue, young man. I suggest you become more virtuous in speaking with me, beginning with your next word.” He had a deep, resonant voice that Matthew thought any church pastor would sell his soul to possess. And then Falco’s head turned and he said something in a rough dialect to Zed. Matthew, to his everlasting amazement, heard Zed give a throaty chuckle.

“You can…speak to him?” Matthew asked, feeling the sweat of rage start to evaporate from his brow. “He understands you?”

“I speak the Ga language,” Falco answered. “Also five other languages. I read and write ten languages in all. I was educated in Paris, and I have lived on three continents. Why would I not have taken benefit of my travels?”

“He understands you,” Matthew repeated, this time as a statement.

“I believe that fact has been demonstrated.” Falco frowned. His eyebrows were graying, but had not yet turned as snowy as his chin-hair. Gray also was the hair that could be seen beneath his brown leather tricorn. “What are you doing down here?” The amber eyes shifted to Madam Chillany. “Why did you allow this?”

“He insisted.”

“If I insist you jump to the sharks wearing a necklace of fish guts, would you do so?” He gave her a stare that would have buckled the knees of any ordinary woman, but Aria Chillany was nearly a witch herself, it seemed, so it had little effect.

Matthew strode past them and went to Berry’s cell. To say she was a sad-looking mess was to say that the sun did not shine at night. And truly her sunny disposition had been darkened by this perpetual gloom, enough that Matthew felt tears of new anger squeezing past his eyeballs. “Damn this!” he said. He put one hand around the bars, the other still gripping the bowl of apple, orange and lime. They built these brigs to keep mutineers and madmen at bay, and surely the iron that would not surrender to a Ga warrior would not be moved by a problem-solver. Berry came up close to him, her hair in her face and her eyes as murky as the light. “Can you get me some fresh water?” she asked him. “I’m very thirsty.”

“Yes,” he said through gritted teeth. “I’ll get you some fresh water. First, take this.” He pushed the orange between the bars, and she took it and bit into it peel and all as if this were her first food since leaving New York. He turned toward Falco and Madam Chillany with something near murder glowering in his eyes. “I want my friends out of here. Captain, I implore you. They’ve done no crime to fit this punishment. I want them freed from this place and given decent cabins.”

“Impossible,” said the woman. “Everything is taken.”

“It seems to me that one uses what can be used,” Matthew said. “For instance, your cabin might be freed if you were to take habitation with your husband. I mean to say, the man who posed as your husband. A few more nights of sleeping with him and you might fall in loving bliss all over again.”

“I’d rather die!” shrieked the harpy.

Matthew ignored her. “Captain, could you find a bunk for a Ga? Perhaps give him some work to do, after he’s been decently fed and allowed to breathe healthy air?”

“He stays here!” said Madam Chillany. “It’s safer for all!”

Captain Falco had been staring fixedly at Matthew. Now his amber gaze settled upon the woman. “Do I hear,” he said quietly, “you making decisions concerning my ship and my crew, madam? Because if I do, I will remind you that I am indeed the master of this vessel—”

“I’m just saying it’s better he stays locked—”

“I hear what you’re saying,” the captain continued, “and I appreciate your opinion.” He looked again at Zed and fired off some statement that made Zed shrug. “I don’t think he’s a danger,” Falco said, addressing Matthew. “The girl is certainly no danger.”

“They should be freed from this place,” Matthew said. “The sooner, the better.”

“I disagree.” Madam Chillany stepped between Matthew and Falco to disrupt their burgeoning accord. “Captain, I will remind you that you are being paid very well by your employer to—”

“Madam, you are not my employer,” he said, with a hint of a curled lip. “Yes, I am being paid very well. I am loyal to my employer, as long as he pays well. I always do my job to the best of my ability…but my job, madam, is to make the best decisions possible under the shadow of the sails above our heads. Now, I’ve been coming down here for several days to speak to the Ga. And to the girl as well. I was simply told when they were brought aboard that for the sake of security and simplicity they should be caged here, and I agreed with your position. At that time I agreed,” he added. “But now, having spoken to both of them and gained a bit more…shall we say…understanding of the issues involved, I see no point in having them remain in these cells.” He reached for the wall, where a ring of keys hung from a hook. “After all, where are they going to go? And I believe the swords and pistols aboard this ship can handle a Ga if he loses his temper.” He spoke again to Zed, who answered with a chest-deep grunt and a shake of his bald head. “Madam,” Falco translated, “he vows not to lose his temper.”

“The professor won’t care for this,” she warned as Falco slid a key into the lock on Zed’s cell, and instantly Matthew knew she’d gone a threat too far.

Falco unlocked the cell and opened the door with a creak of sea-rusted hinges. He motioned Zed out. “I believe our young guest has a good idea,” said Falco. “Concerning the arrangement of quarters. I think our Ga here can be given tasks to perform and therefore rate at least a blanket on the deck, if not a hammock.” He strolled past Matthew to slide a second key into the lock on Berry’s cell door. “As for her, I believe she should rest in some comfort, to make amends for this affront to her dignity. Madam, I expect you to move into the doctor’s cabin within the hour. If he has any problem with this, he’ll know where to find me.”

“No!” The woman had a voice on her. It nearly shook the oaken beams at the ceiling. Her eyes blazed. She was one mad madam. “I refuse! He snores to high heaven and his feet stink like the devil’s ass!”

The key turned. The lock was sprung. Falco opened the door and Matthew was there to catch Berry when she staggered out.

“I’ll be glad to provide you with wads of cotton,” Falco told Aria Chillany. “Two for the ears and two for the nose. Shall we all go up now and enjoy a little sunshine?”


  

Thirteen
 

 


Matthew was not himself today. On this thirteenth morn of sailing aboard the Nightflyer, he was restless and irritable and felt he would soon jump from his skin if harbor was not presently reached. Of course, reaching harbor would offer its own set of pressures. He pitied the crews and passengers of ships bound from England to the colonies. But he did have an escape from this constant roll of ship upon sea and vista of sun’s glare off dark blue water. He was becoming Nathan Spade.

Madam Chillany had told him, very coldly, the same afternoon of the day that Berry and Zed had been released from their cages: I assume you’re proud of yourself, that you
won the little skirmish? But there are real battles ahead of you, Matthew, and I hope you are up to fighting them so valiantly for you might be fighting for your life. I would suggest you pick up that parchment you so carelessly tossed aside and read the entire document. It was prepared for you by Professor Fell, so it’s not to be taken lightly. Consign the life and times of Nathan Spade to your memory, dear one. Become him, if you value your neck…and, by reason of association, the necks of your lady friend and the black crow. We will be making harbor toward the end of another week. By that time, you should be Nathan Spade. Mark this advice well, won’t you?

I shall, Matthew had replied. I do hope you enjoy your new quarters, and thank you for your hospitality to Miss Grigsby.

There had been a definite chill in the air when that woman left his door.

Why he had to become Nathan Spade, he had no idea. But it seemed the right thing to do, since Aria Chillany was so insistent upon his no longer being Matthew Corbett when they docked. And as for her statement that Some of the personages you are going to meet knew Lyra Sutch…well, long live Nathan Spade.

Whether Nathan Spade had ever really lived or not was a question Matthew considered, and then decided upon not asking Madam Chillany, as such a creature in this world further darkened his view of God’s control over Evil on this side of Heaven. As Matthew walked the deck on this thirteenth morn, with the sun out in full force and Berry walking at his side refreshed and well-fed and free of shipboard mold, he speculated with an uneasy mind upon the life and times of Master Spade.

From one murder to the next, Nathan Spade travelled as if on a mission of discovery to reach the wretched bottom of the human soul. It seemed that Spade had become very proficient at murder, having hired himself out to a gang of London thugs called the Last Chancers, and having killed—and pray to God this was Professor Fell’s attempt at fiction—eight men by the age of twenty. And an additional two on his twentieth birthday, seemingly for the sport of it. He was called ‘The Pepper Kid’ for his method of throwing a handful of ground pepper into the eyes of his victims before he either slashed open their stomachs or their throats with a hooked blade, depending on how fast or how slowly he wished them to die. Then he became a jayhawk of the most sterling quality, and secured for the Last Chancers the gin-sodden wenches they desired to fill the rooms of their house of ill-repute on Blue Anchor Road in Southwark. He fulfilled this role to the best of any bastard’s dark ambitions, having impressed upon the Last Chancers the fact that little girls and virgins always sold well in any economic climate, and that there were always little girls lost or thrown out upon the London streets, and there were always doctors ready for an amount of cash to restore with needle and stitches the pride of a wholesome virgin.

“I wish you wouldn’t tell me these things,” Berry said, as they walked the deck and Matthew recited this particular element of Nathan Spade’s charm. Then she corrected herself: “But I do want to know. Why do they need you to pretend to be him? And what does this Professor Fell want with you?”

Matthew had had no choice but to tell her everything, as he knew it to be. He saw her daily, during these outings, but had seen Zed only a few times as Zed was usually working belowdecks. Matthew had decided that keeping Berry in the dark was no longer a noble endeavor, but was in fact an act of cruelty. “As I said,” he told her, “he wants me to work for him. To solve some unknown problem. But I do trust his word to return us to New York after we’re done.”

“And why should you trust his word?”

Matthew looked at her. He noted she was getting sun on her face. Her freckles were emphasized by her freshened coloring. In the last few days the sun had made the weather as warm as April in New York. They were nearing the Bermuda islands and Matthew reasoned they couldn’t be more than a few days out. “I have to,” he replied. “Though I’ve…shall we say…disturbed his plans on more than one occasion, I believe he considers me to be…” He hesitated, pondering the end of that thought. “Of worth to him,” he finished.

“I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell someone, Matthew! About the Mallorys! I mean…Doctor Gentry and that woman.” She spoke the word with supreme disdain. “You could have told Hudson! Why didn’t you?”

“For the same reason I didn’t tell you,” he reminded her. “I want no one dead on my behalf. If Hudson had interfered with this, they might have killed him. Because it wasn’t he they wanted. The same with you. And, of course…here you are, and look what’s happened. Now not only do they have me, they have Zed to be held as a sword over your head and you to be held as a sword over mine.”

“As you’ve said,” she answered with a quick flash of blue-eyed anger, “many times before.”

“And I’ll say it many times hence before I’m done.” His anger was not so flashy, but mayhaps burned deeper. Still, there was no use in hitting her over the head with her own obstinacy, for he shared that same particular quality and it had certainly hit him over the head a few times.

They walked a distance further, completing one circuit of the deck and watching their step for coiled ropes and the numerous seamen scrubbing the wetted planks with holystones, before Matthew said, “All right, then. Continuing on about Master Spade, if you wish to hear anymore.”

Berry hesitated only briefly. Her gentle sensibilities were no match for the power of her curiosity. “Go on.”

Matthew did. Nathan Spade—if this indeed had been a living person—had evidently done a robust job as a jayhawk and thus at the age of twenty-two he had graduated to running the Blue Anchor bordello for the Last Chancers. Clock forward six months, and the Pepper Kid was put in charge also of a second Southwark whorehouse on Long Lane. And then at the age of twenty-four, his reputation both for discovering new talent and putting knives in the bellies of competitors was such that he was contacted by a certain Doctor Jonathan Gentry on behalf of a certain professor who wished to know if the aforementioned Master Spade might wish to come up in the world? Namely by managing a new house nearly in the shadow of Parliament, where men of good breeding and excellent funds mixed and mingled with the women of bad breeding who were determined to remove some of those funds from the overstuffed pockets? And suffice it to say, the women should be beautiful and rather ruthless in gaining information from their sex-stunned or love-struck lotharios, the better to share that information with Nathan Spade on its progress to Doctor Gentry and the professor’s ear.

So be it.

The Pepper Kid had arrived in his own personal land of Milk and Honey. Now he no longer needed the pepper nor the knives, for he had the professor’s killers to do that work if needed, and these days he wore expensive Italian suits and strolled the halls of diplomacy as an equal among the other moneyed and well-placed scoundrels.

“Disgusting,” was Berry’s comment when the tale was done.

“I agree,” Matthew said, and yet he was becoming Nathan Spade and so he felt compelled to add, “But one must admire ambition.” Spoken, he realized, from a knowledge of what it took for a farmer’s son to rise above a mountain of pigshit.

A commotion among a group of sailors snagged the attention of Matthew and Berry as they came around the starboard side, and following the pointed fingers and eager grins of these men brought their view up into the Nightflyer’s intricate rigging. Up there two figures were climbing and leaping amid the jungle of ropes and netting, even as the sails blew wide and tight with captured wind and strained against their masts. Matthew saw, at the deck level, some of the crew coming forward to drop coins into a black box held by a surly-looking seaman and beside him one of studious demeanor marking in a ledger book. Up above, the two figures grasped ropes and swung from mast to mast, and on the deck some of the sailors hollered with glee and some catcalled with derision. Matthew realized he was witnessing not only a race between men in the rigging but also a bet in progress as to who would win, yet it wasn’t clear what finish line one had to cross first in order to claim the prize. He wondered, from the shouts and rather crude encouragements of the gamblers, if several circuits of the masts had to be made, and so it was not only a contest of speed and dexterity but also of endurance.

He was struck with a sudden remembrance.

It had to do with the Iroquois tracker Walker In Two Worlds, who had been so vital in helping him in his hunt for Tyranthus Slaughter. Walker was telling Matthew about an arrangement that had been made, for a group of wealthy Englishmen to—

Pick three children, Walker had said, and see them off on one of the flying canoe clouds that rested on the waters of Philadelphia. Nimble Climber was chosen, Pretty Girl
Who Sits Alone was another, and I was the third. We three children, and the tribe, were told we would see the world of England and the city of London for ourselves and when we were returned—within two years—we would be able to explain to our people what we had witnessed. In hopes, the men said, of forming closer ties as brothers.

But Matthew recalled that had only been part of the story.

My soul withers at the memory of that trip, Walker had said.

Watching the men race through the rigging high above his and Berry’s heads, Matthew realized what had lit the fuse on this line of thought.

Nimble Climber did not survive, Walker had told him. The sailors began a wagering
game,
betting how fast he could get up the rigging to fetch a gull feather fixed to
the mast with a leather strap. And they kept putting it higher and higher. They were paying him with peppermint candies. He had one in his mouth when he fell.

The sailors hollered. One of the racers had slipped but had caught himself in the safety netting. He clambered up again to the nearest rope, undaunted by his brush with death.

When we reached England, Matthew remembered Walker saying, Pretty Girl Who
Sits Alone was taken away by two men. I held onto her hand as long as I could, but they pulled us apart. They put her in a horse box. A coach. She was carried off, somewhere. I never found out. Some men put me into another coach, and I was not to see my people again for almost ten years.

Matthew recalled the rest of Walker’s story, that the Indian had been put into several plays as the ‘Noble Young Savage,’ and then—as his fortunes had dwindled and the novelty of an American redskin on a London stage had faded—he had found himself as the Demon Indian in a broken-down travelling fair and later returned to his tribe sadder, wiser, and—as he put it—insane.

The racers went around and around. A foot slipped on a mast. A rope was grabbed. The two men, having landed face-to-face on the same beam, wrestled with each other for a moment with no lack of effort. One fell, causing a mighty uproar. He toppled into a safety net ten feet above the deck and so no blood was spilled nor bones broken in this display of rough skill amid the ropes. It seemed also that throwing one’s opponent off the mast was part of the game, as another uproar ascended for the victor and a crowd of men began to gather to claim their payouts from the black box.

“Skylarking,” said a voice behind Matthew and Berry. There was only one voice like that aboard the Nightflyer. “That’s what it’s called,” Captain Falco said when they looked to him for explanation. “A time-honored tradition. We’re close enough to harbor now that I thought they should have a little reward.”

“How close to harbor?” Matthew asked.

“Two days distant.” The amber eyes scanned the sky. “The weather will hold. The wind favors us. Yes, two days.”

“Thank God,” said Berry, with a sigh of relief albeit premature. “I can’t wait to walk on land again!” Though this trip had been nothing like the agony of her journey from England to New York on the ill-fated Sarah Embry last summer.

“Soon enough, miss.” Falco regarded Matthew for a silent moment. Matthew thought he was trying to come to a decision. “Mr. Corbett,” the captain said at last, “would you do me the courtesy of having a drink with me this evening? Say eight bells, in my cabin? I have something to discuss with you.”

“Concerning what, if I might ask?”

“Concerning your presence here. And I would appreciate your not mentioning this visit with any of your other friends.”

“Oh. I see.”

“No, you don’t see,” Falco corrected, in a tone that was becoming a shade harsh. He looked up, as he did more than a hundred times a day, to measure the progress of wind in the sails. “Two days distant,” he repeated. And then, to Matthew: “Eight bells, sharp.” He turned away, and went about his business of managing a sailing ship under the charter of the emperor of crime.


  

Fourteen
 

 


Enter,” said Captain Falco when eight bells had been struck on the deck above. Matthew had just knocked at the door decorated with the carved face of a lion. He turned the door’s handle and half expected the lion to let out a roar. Then he stepped into the captain’s cabin, where Falco was sitting at a table lighting a clay pipe with a candle’s flame.

“Sit,” came the next invitation, which sounded like a command. Falco blew out a gust of smoke and motioned toward the chair on the other side of the table.

Matthew obeyed. He saw that fish bones littered Falco’s dinner plate, along with the remnants of biscuits and brown gravy. A smaller plate held slices of lime. Also on the table were two wooden cups and a squat “onion”-style bottle of black glass. Matthew had a quick look around at the ship master’s quarters. Situated at the Nightflyer’s stern, it had six shuttered windows that, now opened, gave a view of the sea and star-spangled sky. The cabin, however, was not so very much larger than Matthew’s. There was an oak chest of drawers with a mirror and water basin sitting atop it. A writing desk held a gray blotter and a quill pen and inkpot at the ready. A bed—more of a thin-mattressed cot, really—was made up so tautly its brown fabric covering looked to be in agony. Several lanterns hung from hooks in the overhead beams to give light to the captain’s world. Falco smoked his pipe and Matthew smelled the rich, fragrant tang of Virginia tobacco.

“Pour yourself a drink.”

Matthew again obeyed. What flowed from the black bottle and into his cup was a clear, golden liquor.

“Brandy,” said the captain. “I decided to uncork something decent.”

“Thank you.” Matthew took a taste and found it considerably better than decent, but not so strong as to cause the eye-watering reaction he’d been expecting.

“It’s a civilized drink.” Falco poured himself a cupful. “For civilized men. Eh?”

“Yes,” Matthew answered, for Falco seemed to expect a comment.

The captain offered Matthew the plate of lime slices, but Matthew shook his head. Falco chewed one of the slices, rind and all. He had a high, heavily-creased forehead and a widow’s-peak of iron-gray hair. The upper portion of his left ear was missing. Matthew wondered if he’d ever met a swordsman named Dahlgren. In this light Falco’s flesh appeared the hue of the deepest blue-black ink, which made the amber eyes both lighter and more powerful in their unwavering appraisal of his guest.

Falco finished the lime before he spoke again. “What in God’s name have you gotten yourself into?”

The question was so direct it stunned Matthew for a few seconds. “Sir?”

“I don’t repeat myself.” Smoke roiled through the air.

A silence stretched, as one waited and one considered.

At last Matthew said, “I really don’t know yet.”

“You’d best find out in a hurry. Day after tomorrow, we reach Pendulum.”

Matthew wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. He frowned. “Pendulum?”

“Pendulum Island. One of the Bermudas. It belongs to…but you know who it belongs to. Don’t you?”

“I do.”

Falco nodded, the pipe’s stem clenched between his teeth. The eyes had an expression in them both sinister and jovial. Mocking, it might be, Matthew thought. Or
carefully curious. “Are you afraid?” Falco asked.

There was no sense in lying to the lion. “Yes.”

“And you should be. My employer, I understand, is to be feared.”

“You understand? You’ve never met him?”

“Never met him. Never seen him. I take my orders from him through Sirki.” The eyes had become heavy-lidded, and smoke swirled between the captain and Matthew. Falco poured himself a drink and removed the pipe from his mouth to take a sip. “I know he…commands many people, and directs many things. Some I’ve heard about, but I have ears that can remain closed when I choose. Also, my mouth can remain closed when need be. Which is most of the time.” Another drink of copious strength went down the hatch, and then the pipe’s stem was returned between the teeth.

“You’re not one of his criminals, then?” It was a daring question, but Matthew felt it was the right thing to ask.

“I am the captain of my ship,” came the measured reply. “How long I wished to be a captain, I cannot tell you. How long I labored for this position, again…a long time. He has given me the Nightflyer. He has placed me in the position I desired,” Falco amended. “And pays me what I am worth.”

“To do what, exactly? Sail from where to where?”

“From here to there and everywhere. To ferry passengers and carry cargo and pouches of letters. You see, I’m not like those others.”

“What others?”

Falco spewed smoke in a long stream toward the ceiling. He took another drink. “His other captains. The ones who—” He paused, with his head slightly cocked to one side and his gaze sharp once again. “The ones who do more than ferry passengers,” he finished.

“What more would there be?” Matthew asked, hungry for as much information concerning Professor Fell as he could consume. He reasoned that the more he knew, the stronger his armor.

“More,” said Falco, with a faint and passing smile his eyes did not share. “But I asked you here because I wished to know what your purpose is on Pendulum Island. I wasn’t told. My orders were to expect a passenger. One passenger, not three. Then there was some business with the signal lamp, and I saw fires burning in your town. Evidently the gunpowder bombs Sirki brought along in a wooden crate were put to use. I chose not to know anything further.”

“But you’re curious about my reason for being here?” Matthew prodded. “Why is that?”

Falco drew in more smoke and released it. He drank again before he answered. “You are out of place here. You are not…” He hesitated, hunting the rest of what he was trying to express. “The type I usually see,” he said. “Far from it. And the young girl and the Ga warrior? They shouldn’t be here. I can’t understand this picture I’m seeing. You stood up to that woman in the brig. And you stood up to her for the right reason. My
friends, you said. You see, this is what puzzles me: the kind of person I ferry for my employer has no friends, young man. To risk anything for anyone else…well, I’ve never seen that happen before on this ship. So I have to wonder…what in God’s name have you gotten yourself into?”

Matthew pondered the question. His reply was, “I’m a problem-solver. I’ve been summoned by Professor Fell to solve a problem for him. Do you have any idea what that might be?”

“No. And why would I? I keep out of his business.” Falco nodded at some inner comment he’d made to himself. “There. You see? I knew you were different. You’re not of his world, if you get my meaning. But take care that his world doesn’t get into you, because there’s a lot of money in it.”

“Dirty money, to be sure.”

“Clean or dirty, it buys what you please when you please. It’ll buy me a ship of my own one day. I’ll start my own cargo business. That’s what I’m in it for.”

“A reasonable plan,” said Matthew. He decided to try again at a question he wanted answered: “What do the other captains do? Besides ferrying passengers?”

For a time Falco did not answer, instead relighting his pipe from the candleflame. Matthew thought the question was going to go unheeded, and then Falco said, “There are four others. A very nice fleet, the professor has. The other ships carry cannons, which I have said I will not do. I want a clean and fast ship, unburdened by that heavy iron. But the others are also in the business of taking prizes on the high seas.”

“Pirates?”

“They fly no flag,” Falco corrected. “They are in the professor’s employ.”

This scheme was becoming clearer to Matthew, and the picture fascinated him. “So the professor gets a major portion of the prize for affording these…um…other captains a safe harbor?”

“As I said, he pays well. And lately the prizes have been something he obviously finds of great value.”

“What? Treasure boxes of gold coins?”

“Not at all.” Falco drew on his pipe and the blue-tinged Virginia fumes rolled from a corner of his mouth. “In the past few months the professor has been interested in ships carrying loads of sugar from the Caribbean.”

“Sugar?” Matthew had to sit back in his chair on that one, for he’d had the image of Solomon Tully having a temper fit on the Great Dock, and asking the question of Matthew and Hudson Greathouse: What kind of pirate is it that steals a cargo of sugar but leaves everything else untouched?

The third shipment in as many months, Tully had moaned in his disconsolate agony of lost commerce. And I’m not the only one affected by this either! It’s happened to Micah Bergman in Philadelphia and the brothers Pallister in Charles Town!

Professor Fell at work, Matthew thought. Sending his captains out to the trade routes to intercept the sugar boats.

“Why?” Matthew asked, through the smoke that hung in layers between himself and Captain Falco.

“I have no idea. I only know the sugar is brought into that harbor on the northernmost point and taken away in wagons.” He offered Matthew a thin smile that looked like a razor cut. “Possibly this is also of interest to a problem-solver?”

Matthew remembered something else Solomon Tully had said, that cold day there on the Great Dock: There’s something wicked afoot with this constant stealing of sugar! I don’t know where it’s going, or why, and it troubles me no end! Haven’t you two ever faced something you had to know, and it was just grinding your guts to find out?

Looking across the table at Jerrell Falco, Matthew realized the Nightflyer’s captain was also troubled by this unanswered question. Perhaps Falco had sensed a change in the wind, or a shift in the direction of his life toward darker and deeper currents.

And, perhaps, he had decided…far down in his soul, where every man lived…that he didn’t wish to go there.

He was asking Matthew to find out what was happening to the sugar. Because he too, like Solomon Tully, was confronted with something he felt had to be tinged with evil, and if Professor Fell desired shipload after shipload of it…was there any doubt?

“I may look into it,” said Matthew.

“As you please,” said the captain. “With one eye forward and one eye behind, I trust?”

“Always,” Matthew answered.

“Finish your drink,” Falco advised. “Take a slice of lime if you like.”

Matthew drank the rest of the very good brandy. He chose a slice of lime and, like the captain, chewed it down rind and all. Then, realizing he was being dismissed, he stood up from his chair and said goodnight.

“Goodnight, Mr. Corbett,” Falco answered, behind his swirling screen of smoke. “I do hope you solve the problems facing you.”

Matthew nodded. It was a sincere wish, and certainly Matthew shared it. He left the cabin and walked back along the corridor to his own little room on the sea.

Upon opening the door, he found three people waiting for him by the light of the hanging lanterns. Sirki and Jonathan Gentry occupied chairs in his chamber, while Aria Chillany lounged on the edge of the bed. They were sitting as if waiting for a concert or theater program to begin, and the show being a bit late Doctor Gentry was playing a solitaire version of cat’s-cradle with string between his fingers. The giant Sirki stood up, tall and dignified in his white turban and robes, as Matthew entered the room, and the madam pursed her lips and seemed to stretch her legs out a little as if to trip Matthew as he passed.

Matthew only needed a few seconds to compose himself, though seeing these three in his room had given him a severe jolt. “Good evening,” he said, his face expressionless. No need to let them see any hint of nerves. Nathan Spade surely wouldn’t have broken a sweat. “Making yourselves comfortable?” He closed the door at his back, a further sign of confidence he did not entirely embrace.

“Yes,” Sirki said to the question. “Very. So good to see you. I presume you’ve been walking the deck?”

“I fear there’s not much else to do for amusement aboard this ship. I’ve finished the books.”

“Ah.” Sirki nodded. Matthew felt the eyes of the other two on him. “Amusement,” Sirki repeated, in a dry voice. “We are here just in time, it seems, to amuse you. Also to instruct. We shall be reaching our…will you stop that?” Sirki had shot a glare at Gentry, who was still playing with his cat’s-cradle. The hands went down into Gentry’s lap, while the doctor’s mouth crimped with sullen indignation. To further the indignity, Madam Chillany gave a hard little laugh that sounded like clippers snipping off a pair of balls.

Matthew thought that the sea voyage was wearing on his hosts just as it wore on himself. He crossed to his dresser and poured himself a cup of fresh water from the pitcher there. Would Nathan Spade offer his guests a drink? No.

Sirki softly cleared his throat before he spoke again. “Have you been smoking?”

Matthew waited until he’d finished his water, taking leisurely sips in order to prepare his mind. He didn’t really want these three to know he’d been talking to Captain Falco, in case they decided to find out exactly why Falco had summoned him. Falco’s sudden discovery of curiosity and, perhaps, a desire to know the depth of his employer’s evil would not go well for him with this triad of terror-makers. Matthew asked, “Excuse me?”

“Smoking.” Sirki came upon him, nostrils flared. “I smell tobacco smoke on you.”

“Hm,” said Matthew, with raised brows. “I suppose I walked through a cloud or two.”

“On deck? It seems a windy night for smoke clouds.”

“It seems,” Matthew said, meeting Sirki’s dark stare with as much willpower and steadiness as he could find in an otherwise trembly soul, “windy in here. What’s this about?”

“For fuck’s sake!” squalled the woman, reduced to her true sensibilities due to either the buzz of snoring in her ears or the noxious aromas of her cabin companion. “Tell him!”

Sirki paid her no attention, but kept his focus solely on Matthew. “In the morning,” he said after a pause, “the tailor will bring you two suits. Both will fit you very finely. You will wear one of them—your choice—when we dock at Pendulum and leave this ship. From that moment on, you will be Nathan Spade. There will be no more Matthew Corbett until you reboard this ship to be taken back to New York. Is that understood?”

“Somewhat,” Matthew said, with a disinterested shrug to hide his seething curiosity.

Sirki took a stride forward and closed his hand upon Matthew’s collar. “Listen to me, young sir,” said the quiet and deathly voice. “There will be no mistakes made. No slips.” The eyes bored into Matthew’s. “Too much money has been spent to secure you to allow for a mistake. And bear this in mind: you will be a small fish in a pool of predators when you leave this ship. They can smell weakness. Just as I smell tobacco smoke in your clothes, and wonder who you’ve been spending time with tonight and why. They can smell…how shall I put this?…blood in the water. They will eagerly eat you alive, if you show any part of yourself that is not Nathan Spade. Now: is that understood?” Sirki released his grip on Matthew’s collar, and though Matthew’s first impulse was to put his back against a wall he instead set his chin and stood his ground.

“No,” said Matthew. “I don’t understand any of it. So tell me right now. What am I getting into?”

It was Madam Chillany’s cool, rather taunting voice that replied: “Dearest boy, you are entering the professor’s world as one of his own. You are going to attend a gathering. A business meeting, I suppose you’d call it. The professor’s associates from England and Europe are coming to Pendulum Island for a…a…” Here she lost her power of description.

“Conference,” Sirki supplied. “Some have already been there several weeks, waiting for the others to arrive. This has been planned for many months. Your inability to follow directions has made us late to the party, but it can’t begin without you.”

Matthew was still trying to get past the sentence about the professor’s associates from England and Europe coming to Pendulum Island. He felt as if he’d taken a blow to the basket. A convergence of Fell’s criminals, with Matthew Corbett—no, make that Nathan Spade—among the dishonorable guests.

My God, Matthew thought. I’ve stepped into deep—

“Water,” said the woman languidly. “Matthew, would you pour me a cup?”

He did so, as he was not so far gone as to be heedless to good manners. And as Matthew offered the cup to Madam Chillany, Sirki swept it disdainfully from his hand and the cup broke to pieces against strong oak planking that bore the heelmarks of many passengers before himself.

“It’s time,” said Sirki, his glare like embers about to burst into dangerous flames, “that you learned to answer only to the name Nathan.”

Matthew regarded the bits of broken clay. He said easily, “That was a damned fine cup. I presume you’ll bring me yours to correct this unfortunate situation?” He turned his own hot gaze upon Sirki, and let it burn. “In fact, I insist on it.”

“You’re a cocky little bastard!” sneered Doctor Gentry, but there was some humorous admiration in it.

“Oh, now that’s my Nathan!” came Aria’s voice. Her admiration seemed a bit lower. “Give him room, Sirki. I think he’s big enough for the part.”

Matthew had no comment on that remark, but he wondered if his parts were big enough to make a whole.

Sirki smiled faintly, enough to display a glimmer of diamonds. “I think you’re right, Aria.” The smile vanished, like a busker’s conjuring trick. “But so much remains to be seen.” He pulled toward himself the chair he’d vacated, turned it around and sat astride it. “I’ll tell you,” he said, addressing Matthew, “that when we dock, your beauty and her beast will be kept aboard this ship after you have left it. When darkness falls, so as not to draw any undue attention, they will be put into a carriage and taken to a place of confinement. It would not do for any of the other associates to see them, and wonder who they might be. The type of person we’re dealing with here has a high degree of suspicion and a higher degree of cunning. We want no questions left in the air.”

“A place of confinement?” Matthew frowned. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Whether you do or not is of no concern to me, but I’ll tell you also that they will be in comfort and well looked-after.”

“Behind bars, I take it?”

“No bars. But locks and a guard or two, yes. I’ll see to that arrangement. They’ll be near the main house and out of the way, but they’ll also be out of danger.”

“What kind of danger?”

“The same that faces you if anyone discovers you are an imposter. Some of these people make Nathan Spade appear a saint. They kill for sport. And trust me, I can think of two or three who will be doing their best to unravel your rope.”

“This sounds less like a conference as it sounds to be a gathering of…” Sharks, Matthew was about to say. All the smaller sharks—deadly enough in their own oceans—have gathered around the big shark, and so they have swum even here…

Well said, Hudson, he thought. Well said.

“Do not push anyone,” Aria offered, standing up from the bed. She came to Matthew’s side. He thought she smelled of fire and brimstone. Smiling—if that could be called so—she pushed a finger into his right cheek. “But do not let yourself be pushed, either.” Her finger moved to gently trace the outline of the wound underneath his left eye, where the traces of stitchery could still be seen. “This will do you splendidly. They like evidences of violence. It makes them feel all warm inside.”

How does it make you feel? he nearly asked. But he reckoned that she was waiting for him to ask that question, and he was not that much Nathan Spade. Yet. God forbid.

“If these associates are so cunning,” Matthew said, looking at the woman but speaking to the East Indian giant, “then they’ll soon find out I’m not the blackhearted whoremonger I’m supposed to be. A few questions regarding my relations with the Last Chancers and the…um…ins and outs of my particular business, and—”

“No one will ask those questions,” Sirki interrupted. “They know not to know too much. Consider the professor’s organization like a ship. Everyone is on board, yet all have their cabins.”

“Not a good example,” sniffed the woman.

“All have their cabins,” Sirki repeated, “and their responsibilities. Yes, I’m certain some of them will have heard of Nathan Spade, but none will have ever met him or had any business with him. That’s not how it’s done.”

Matthew grunted softly and moved his attention from Aria to Sirki. Gentry, in his own defiance of being told what to do, was playing again with the cat’s-cradle, keeping his hands low and his movements tightly controlled. “I see,” said Matthew. “It’s a security measure, yes? Also to keep any one person from knowing how everything works?”

“I know how everything works,” Sirki reminded him. “Then next would be the madam, and after her would be the good doctor, who has the bad habit of losing his power of concentration due to the many exotic elixirs he has inhaled or imbibed. Isn’t that right, Jonathan?”

“As rain at a funeral,” said Gentry. A crooked half-smile stole across the devilishly-handsome face. “But oh what colors I have seen.”

“I wish you would see less colors and more soap,” Aria said. “You stink.”

“Ha,” Gentry replied, a humorless laugh, as he applied all his brain to the pattern of strings between his fingers. Matthew wondered if a particularly strong and exotic elixir, possibly one made from the jungle mushrooms of South America, had been the doctor’s companion this evening.

“No one will want to know too much about Nathan Spade,” Sirki continued. “It would be bad behavior and a violation of rules. But you can be sure the professor has made your name and reputation known to one and all.”

“Grand,” said Matthew, with a bitter edge. “May I ask if there really is—or was—a Nathan Spade? And if he is, where he is, and if he was, what was his fate?”

“Oh, Nathan was very real.” Aria’s fingers stroked Matthew’s cheek. She stared deeply into his eyes. “But Nathan became weak, with his position and his money. He let himself falter. He became too comfortable.” The fingers went back and forth across Matthew’s flesh. “He forgot who made him, as made all of us.”

“God?” Matthew asked.

“Oh,” she said with a quick smile though the sapphire-colored eyes remained dead, “you are so cute.”

“For a dead man? I’m assuming he’s no longer on this side of Hades?”

Sirki rose to his feet, an ominous sign. The chair creaked with relief. “Madam Chillany shot Nathan Spade in the head last year.”

“Almost a year ago exactly,” she added. The fingers moved, stroking from chin to ear and back again.

“Nathan Spade became a liability,” Sirki went on. “He went into the business of selling information to foreign interests. That conflicted with the professor’s aims. No one you’re going to meet will know that, nor that Master Spade is deceased. The body was cut to pieces, burned, and the remnants—”

“Dumped from a basket into the Thames,” said the woman, nearly whispering it. Whether she was choked with emotion or pride, Matthew couldn’t tell. “He deserved what he got,” she murmured. The fingers abruptly stopped moving. The nails pressed against Matthew’s flesh. Harder, and harder still. She smiled, her eyes glassy. “Such is life,” she said.

Her hand left his face.

She turned away.

Matthew watched her back stiffen as she walked past Sirki and Doctor Gentry. She resumed her casual position on the bed. Perhaps it was the position she was most comfortable with. There was something remote and even desperate about her blank expression, and Matthew didn’t care to look too long upon it because he had left the desolation of winter in New York.

He regarded Sirki once more. “I still don’t understand my purpose. What does the professor expect me to do?”

“Professor Fell,” said the giant, “wants the pleasure of informing you in person.”

Matthew had no response to this. He wished he had put down a second cup of brandy in Falco’s cabin. He wished he had a bottle of rum to keep him company tonight. He wished he could see Berry, who was down the corridor in a locked cabin. He wished he was still a magistrate’s clerk, whose responsibilities began and ended with a quill.

But no, he was somebody now. Someone special in this world.

And for that, he must pay the price.

“Those suits,” he managed to say, “better fit me perfectly. If I’m to play the part, I will look the part.”

“Naturally,” Sirki agreed. “And well spoken, sir.” He spoke then to his companions in crime: “We should leave Mr. Spade to his deliberations, and his rest.”

Aria Chillany left the cabin first, seemingly still in a trance of her own making, followed by the cat’s-cradle devotee. Sirki paused at the door.

“It occurs to me that Captain Falco smokes,” he said.

“Does he?” Matthew offered not a hint of reaction. “I’d say there are at least twenty others aboard who also smoke.”

“True, but the fragrant Virginia weed is more expensive than most, and I think beyond the means of ordinary swabbies. Be careful whose smoke you collect, young sir. It can get in the eyes and make one blind as to their purpose here.” He let that linger in the air, like its own stinging fumes. Then: “Goodnight.” Matthew didn’t return the comment. Sirki left the cabin, and instantly Matthew threw the latch on the door. The horses had already left the barn, yes, but he didn’t want any more manure on his floor. As he readied himself for what he presumed would be a troubled night’s sleep, he could almost sense the Nightflyer approaching Pendulum Island. The brigantine with full sails stretched wide, a few lamps burning on deck, the wake bluish-white under the silver moon and lacy clouds moving slowly across the dark. And the lair of Professor Fell, becoming closer with each wave crossed and each slow roll of the ship. He wondered if Sirki knew Captain Falco was starting to question his lot in life. If maybe Falco had expressed some misgiving to someone who told someone else, who told an ear that led to a voice cautioning the East Indian giant: Falco knows too much, and
he thinks too much.

It occurred to Matthew that the captain’s days might be numbered. This might be Falco’s final voyage. Payment in full, when they made landfall.

What would Nathan Spade do?

Laugh and say Good riddance?

Yes. But what was Matthew Corbett to do?

He had a head full of problems, but—sadly—no solutions.

Yet, he thought.

And then he extinguished his lanterns except for one candle left burning, and he took to bed in the Nightflyer’s creaking belly.
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Matthew had expected to hear a shouted “Land ho,” but instead the note of a trumpet signalled the sighting of Pendulum Island.

There was a rushing forward of sailors eager to set foot onto solid earth. Matthew stood among them in the bright warm morning sun and watched the island take shape.

Possibly by the eye of a gull it had the shape of a pendulum, but from this vantage point it was a mass of jagged black rocks and broken gray cliffs with a sparse covering of moss and brown lichens. Inland there looked to be a verdant wilderness, which did not soothe Matthew’s soul. He yet saw no sign of manmade structures, and had to wonder if Professor Fell’s domain lay somewhere within the very rock itself.

He was dressed for Nathan Spade’s success. His charcoal-gray suit with thin stripes in a hue of lighter gray fit him like a prison cell. His pale blue shirt was adorned with ruffles at collar and cuffs, which seemed to Matthew to be a little precious for an ex-jayhawk, but then again it was likely perfect for a genteel whoremaster-around-town. His stockings were chalky-white and his black boots buffed to an admirable shine; they gleamed with every step. He was clean-shaven and ruddy-cheeked, his hair was brushed back and—by Aria Chillany’s insistence this morning—put under strict control with two fingers of pomade that smelled of sandalwood and another sweetly pungent scent that made him think of the incense curling from a Turkish lamp in Polly Blossom’s parlor. Call it, he decided, the smell of ‘vice.’

It made sense to him that such an aroma would be leaking from Nathan Spade’s pores.

“It doesn’t look like much, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t.” Matthew was aware that Berry—freed from the confines of her cabin during the daylight hours—had come up beside him. The sailors gathered around were also aware of her presence, and seemed to bend toward her like saplings in a strong wind to get the womanly perfume of her hair and flesh. But one glance from the false Nathan Spade and they straightened their backs and went about their business, for they knew the young man had favor of the master of Pendulum.

Matthew saw Captain Falco at the wheel, turning the Nightflyer a few degrees to port. He took stock of the sun and reasoned they were making a course to the southeast. “Not much,” he said to Berry, continuing her statement, “but obviously it’s an important destination.” He examined Berry’s face, and found her eager-eyed and nearly as sun-ruddy as himself. Her freckles had emerged by the dozens across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose, and her curly hair flowed free in the breeze and seemed the color of some kind of tawny-red candy sold by the handful to sweet-toothed children. She is on a grand
adventure, he thought. She is all kite and no string.

For all his masquerade of courage and fortitude in the faces of Madam Chillany and the giant Sirki, he had not been able to bring himself to tell Berry that she and Zed were destined for lock-and-key upon landfall. He trusted Sirki, that they would be well-cared for. He really had no choice but to trust Sirki. But as he stood beside Berry her hand suddenly came out and searched for his. He took it firmly, and she looked him in the face and asked, “Are we going to be all right?”

“Yes, we are,” he answered without hesitation.

The island grew nearer. Waves crashed against the rocks and white foam spewed up. A whirring of gulls thrashed the air.

“Are you afraid?” Berry asked, in a quiet voice.

“Yes,” Matthew said, “I am.” But he recovered from this spillage of truth long enough to give her a sturdy smile with no lack of false bravado at its center, and he added, “But before this is done, they’re going to fear me.”

And though he only half-believed it, he fully meant it.

The Nightflyer was going to pass this northernmost point of Pendulum Island on its starboard side. Matthew and Berry still held hands as the first sign of human life came into view, and mayhaps they clasped hands harder at the sight. Two masted ships of dark design were moored to a wharf. Dark design, due to the gunports along the hulls. Matthew thought that here were two of Fell’s plunderers used to raid the sugar merchants. One look at the snouts of cannons protruding from those ports, and any issue of resistance was ended. Just beyond the wharf was a low-slung wooden building that likely was a warehouse for nautical goods storage. A dirt road curved away from the wharf and entered the forest, where it disappeared among green fronds and the thick walls of trees. And up above, perched atop a gray cliff but partly hidden by vegetation, was the stone wall of a fort also guarded by cannons on its parapets. The professor’s estate? Matthew wondered.

Onward the Nightflyer sailed, sliding over blue sea and white swirling foam. Captain Falco had a sure touch on the wheel. At his urging the ship moved between fangs of black rock. To starboard Matthew and Berry saw another pier come into view, this one tucked into a small cove where the waves were more gracious and the rocks less fangly. More cliffs of some thirty or forty feet faced the sea, and along them was a road that followed their ascent. Before the road disappeared around a bend, Matthew figured it was nearly a hundred feet above the water. A pair of coaches, each with four horses, waited alongside the pier. Evidently someone had come to witness the arrival of that notable black-hearted scoundrel Nathan Spade.

“Miss Grigsby, I would ask that you return to your cabin.”

The voice, so close to their ears, startled them both. Sirki was watching the pier. “A spyglass might be in use,” he said. “We wish no one to inquire about the red-haired girl.” He took Berry’s elbow. “Come below, please.”

“What?” She resisted his pull, showing remarkable strength. In truth, her heart had leaped to her throat and she could hardly speak. She looked to Matthew for aid, and when she spoke again she forced the words out one by one: “Why do I have to go to my cabin?”

“A moment,” Matthew said to Sirki, and the East Indian giant withdrew his hand and also his presence by a few paces. Matthew stared intensely into Berry’s eyes. “Listen to me,” he said quietly, even as the gulls croaked and called above. “You can’t be seen by anyone on the island. Nor can Zed. Sirki’s going to take you somewhere for…safekeeping,” he decided to say. “It won’t be a cell. Will it?” He darted a glance at Sirki, long enough for the giant to shake his turbanned head. Then back to Berry’s eyes again. He saw fear in them, and the wet beginnings of tears. “Listen.” He took both her hands. “In this case, I agree with Sirki. I don’t want you or Zed to be seen by any of the…the creatures I’m going to meet. I want you out of the way.” She started to protest, but a finger went to her lips. “No,” he said. “Don’t speak. When this is done, we’ll go home. All of us, safe and sound. But for that to happen, you’re going to have to trust me to do my job.”

“I can help you,” she said, with a note of pleading.

“No you cannot. Not in the way you wish. You can really help me by going with Sirki to your cabin, and waiting there until he summons you to leave the ship. Also by controlling Zed, if you can. Let him know that he needs to lie low for a time. Both of you do. Sirki!” Matthew’s voice was harsher than he’d intended, but it caused the giant to step forward with something like obedience. “Where will they be taken? Tell me now, and tell me the truth.”

“Of course. They will be taken to the village of Templeton on the east side of the island. Many people live there, but none who will be a danger to your friends. Miss Grigsby and the Ga will be afforded quarters at the Templeton Inn, run by a very efficient Scotsman who knows to ask no questions. The inn is used primarily for the professor’s guests, when not invited to the castle. And I can tell you that the innkeeper’s wife is a very excellent cook.” He paused for a few seconds before continuing. “I will say also that two guards will always be present, and if Miss Grigsby and the Ga desire to walk about the village they will never walk alone. Is that truth enough for you?”

“Sufficent,” came the curt answer. Matthew was in no mood for niceties; this subject was disagreeable to him to an extreme, yet he knew how necessary—and unavoidable—was the outcome. “You have to go,” he told Berry.

“Now,” Sirki added, with a glance at the oncoming wharf. Captain Falco had given the order to drop sails, and weighted ropes had been thrown over the sides to reduce their speed into the cove.

Berry realized she had no choice. Ordinarily this would have made her temper flare, but she knew that to let herself be angry here was pointless. Matthew was doing what he needed to do, and indeed she had to trust him. She nodded. “All right.” She was still holding one of Matthew’s hands, and this she released. She turned away from him without another word, and Sirki followed her across the deck to the stairway down.

Matthew started to call It won’t be for long after her, but he didn’t wish to lie so he kept his mouth closed. He had no idea how long it might be. Several days? Weeks? A month or more? He dreaded to think, therefore he shut away all thoughts to that regard.

The Nightflyer’s speed had slowed dramatically, and the brigantine was now mostly drifting. The ship’s course was met by four longboats that had set off from the wharf. Ropes were thrown from ship to boats, and now the crews on the smaller craft had the work of rowing the Nightflyer in the rest of the way and securing Captain Falco’s vessel to her mooring bollards. Falco strode forward to the bow and nearly rode the sprit in his intense watch over the task at hand. He gave a few commands which were relayed to the seaman at the wheel, but otherwise he was silent.

So it was done within another twenty minutes, the ship being moored to the wharf and the longboats withdrawing. Matthew noted Jonathan Gentry and Aria Chillany on deck, dressed in their finest for the landing. A couple of unfortunate and weary-looking sailors had been impressed to carry their luggage. Matthew also saw Croydon and Squibbs wandering about, but they cared not to cast a glance in Matthew’s direction and that likewise was fine with him.

The gangplank was lowered. “All ashore!” came a sea-fevered cry, yet there was no rush for the crew to leave the ship for there was still work to be done before the Nightflyer could be considered well-and-truly arrived. Falco stood on the poop deck, casting a long shadow. Matthew saw that the two black coaches waiting at the head of the wharf was manned by two drivers, and looked to be a type he knew to be called a berline, enclosed with room for four passengers, the driver sitting on a forward perch. But atop one of the coaches sat a pair of men in gray suits. They both had bright shocks of orange hair, and were sunning themselves as they presumably waited for the Nightflyer’s passengers to disembark. The lithe figure of a young woman with short-trimmed blonde hair stood in a casual attitude beside the second coach. She was a sight to behold and would have caused jaws to drop in New York, for she was wearing a man’s brown breeches, high-topped brown boots, and a deep purple waistcoat over a cream-colored blouse.

[image: Minx Cutter]

Whoever they were, Matthew reasoned they had come to see Nathan Spade set foot on Pendulum Island. Either that, or the amusements on Pendulum were so lacking they had little else to do.

“Are you ready?”

Matthew looked to his left, into the sapphire-blue eyes of Aria Chillany. Gentry stood a few feet behind her. His eyes were bloodshot. He wore a stupid smile directed at no one. Though the Nightflyer had docked, the doctor was still flying. Matthew wondered if Gentry’s proclivity for his potions had to do with the fact that he would soon be hearing his master’s voice, and this paragon of handsome charm was unnerved by that oncoming certainty. In any event, Gentry was skunked.

“I’m ready,” Matthew managed to answer.

“You know your subject, then?” Her mouth was very close to his.

“I said I’m ready.” Spoken with fortitude, but little surety.

“Your luggage is here.” She motioned toward a seaman who stood nearby shouldering a brown canvas bag. Matthew had been given it this morning, and had dutifully packed away his belongings. “You should be first off the ship. I’ll follow along.”

He nodded. It was time for the grand entrance, and this particular—and peculiar—play to commence. He crossed the deck to the gangplank, gave a glance at the two men and the woman who watched the wharf, and then he puffed out his chest and determined to put a little strut in his stride, as befitting a big cock-of-the-walk.

Matthew started across the gangplank, taking long strides as if he owned the world and everyone else was just a passing visitor. Suddenly his world tipped over on its side. He realized his sealegs were still measuring the roll of a ship after three weeks on the Atlantic. He staggered left and staggered right, drunk with solidity. On the third stagger he reached for the handrail but there was no handrail to be gripped, and he gave a curse to both Nathan Spade’s vanity and the fact that God was a more mischievious trickster than ever any preacher imagined in a sonorous Sabbath’s speech.

Then he went right off the gangplank, splashing headlong into the drink between the wharf and the Nightflyer’s hull.

The water was far warmer than Manhattan’s winter harbor yet still cool enough to make swimming uncomfortable about the family jewels. He reckoned he might have shouted underwater, for an explosion of bubbles hit him in the face and following that was a rush of saltwater into his mouth. There goes the hair pomade, he thought either grimly or crazily. Then he realized he had better kick to the surface and get out of here, for it was a shame for his fine suit to be so soaked.

His next thought was: Damn, I’ve made a mess of this already!

He came up to the noise of hooting and cat-calling, and someone yelling with unbridled mirth, “Man overboard!” He pushed the hair out of his face and saw Aria making her way unsteadily down the gangplank, but she had prepared for this moment by taking small steps. She speared him with her eyes as one might spear a fat-bellied bottom feeder. A sailor appeared holding a long wooden pole with a leather-wrapped hook on one end, which he offered to Matthew. The hook having been taken, Matthew was pulled up until he could get a grip on the edge of the wharf, and so struggling and scrabbling like a dumb, doomed crab for a moment he at last hauled himself up onto the hardwood.

Oh, the laughter! The hilarity! The horror of it all! Even Captain Falco had his hand strategically to his face, and was examining some point of interest up on the mainmast.

He got himself up on his feet and stood dripping. He heard the harsh, rasping laughter of the two orange-haired gents coiling toward him like whips. The young blonde woman—bless her—watched in silence.

Matthew felt a box closing around him. It might be a coffin. He decided he would not let it close. It was time—oh, yes—for Nathan Spade to speak out.

He looked up at the grinning crew of the Nightflyer. He looked up into the laughter, and he brought a wide grin of his own up from somewhere, and he puffed his chest out again like a banty rooster and he hollered at the top of his salty lungs, “Fuck all! I’ve wet my fuckin’ britches, haven’t I?”

The words did not taste very good, but the sentiment was delicious.

The laughter changed; it was difficult to tell exactly how, but it did. For Matthew began to laugh too, and now the joke was not just about one strutting man who’d taken a dive into the drink, but about all men who cast their fate upon a treacherous path and find themselves quite unexpectedly falling from grace.

They grinned and nodded and nearly cheered him, and then Matthew turned away with a sweeping flourish of his arm that said I am the same as you, only better dressed. In his squishy boots he strode past Aria Chillany, who moved to give him way, and on his purposeful yet still dizzied walk up the wharf he saw that the two orange-haired men were no longer laughing but watching him with narrowed eyes from fox-like faces, and that the blonde woman had climbed into her berline and could no longer be seen.

He continued onward, leaving puddles of the Atlantic in his footsteps. Madam Chillany caught up with him and said in a guarded voice, “Careful of those two. Jack and Mack Thacker. You don’t want to turn your back on them.”

The Thacker brothers. Matthew recalled hearing mention of them from Hudson. And here they were, in the ugly flesh. They sprawled atop the coach, each wearing an identical gray suit, white shirt, white stockings and black boots. In fact, they were identical twins, or nearly much so. They looked like lazy animals taking the morning sun. One spoke to the other and the other spoke back, but the eyes in their granite-jawed and sharp-nosed faces never left the person of Nathan Spade. They looked to be in their early forties, short and compact like rowdy tavern brawlers ready to bet a coin on a mouth of broken teeth. Someone else’s broken teeth, of course, because the Thackers had thick forearms and shoulders, legs like squat treetrunks and necks that could burst a hangman’s noose. Their faces were flushed with the blood that pulsed just beneath the skin’s surface, or perhaps they didn’t take the sun very well. As Matthew approached the berlines, he saw that one of the twins had a streak of gray at the front of the orange hair, which was brushed back from the forehead and shiny with pomade; the other twin did not share this mark, and so it was the only thing Matthew could see different about them. They had small deepset eyes that looked to be pale green, like sharp splinters of glass.

They did not speak or move from their languid positions as Matthew approached.

“Nathan!” said the woman behind him. “We’ll take the other coach.”

Matthew changed his direction. He heard the brothers snicker at almost the same time.

The one with the gray streak said in a heavy Irish brogue, “Go on with ya! Listen to your—”

“Mama!” said the second, and they both snickered again.

Matthew shot them a dark look, but he also offered a thin smile. He stopped in his wet tracks. Now was as good a time as any to display his mettle, though it be fashioned from the cheapest tin. “Should I know you gentlemen?”

“I don’t know,” said one, and the other added, “Should ya?”

Interesting, Matthew thought. They finished each others’ sentences. They wore identical smirks. The coachman of their berline kept his head down and his attention forward, as if fearful of imminent violence. Matthew could feel it in the air. These two liked to bloody up a victim, and maybe they were sizing him up as fodder for their fists.

“My name is Nathan Spade,” said Matthew. “Do you have names?”

One of them answered with an outthrust chin, “I think your name is—”

“Soggy Ass,” said the one with the gray streak, and both of them grinned tightly, with no humor on their faces.

“Nathan?” Aria’s voice had also tightened. “Come along. Yes?”

“Hold her petticoat, Nathan!” said the gray-streaker.

“Go on with ya!” said the second, who perhaps had larger ears than his brother.

But Matthew stood his ground. “Oh,” he said easily, though his heart was pounding, “I’ve heard of you two. The Thackers. Which is Jack and which is Mack? Or have you forgotten?”

Their grins began to slowly fade.

A movement within their coach caught Matthew’s attention.

He saw someone lean forward to peer through the door’s open window. It was a woman. He met her eyes, and he felt turned inside-out.

She stared at him only briefly, possibly five seconds before she leaned back into the seat once more. But Matthew was left with the stunned impression of one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen. She had tawny flesh that seemed almost radiant. Her long ebony hair, topped by a gray hat tilted to one side with a spill of black lace across her forehead, flowed down about her shoulders in rich waves. She had an oval face with high cheekbones, a straight and narrow-bridged nose, and a full-lipped mouth that seemed to Matthew to be crimped tightly on many secrets. Her eyes were very dark, perhaps as ebony as her hair, and they had regarded Matthew in passing, without life or fire or spirit.

Whoever she was, she was not altogether there. In just the instant of seeing her, Matthew thought this lovely creature was terribly, heartbreakingly lonely. And he thought it was a shame, that such a pretty girl should sit alone.

“What’re ya lookin’ at…”

“…boyo?”

The two brothers slid off the coach. They stood a few feet distant from each other, one to Matthew’s left and one to the right. They had lost their grins. Their faces were impassive, and brutal in their lack of expression.

“The woman in the coach—” Matthew began.

“Never ya mind her,” said the gray-streaker.

“Go ’bout your business,” said the other. It was no doubt a warning.

“Nathan?” Aria’s voice held a hard edge. “To our coach, please.” Gentry was staggering toward them, whether by nature or by naturalist potion difficult to tell. Behind him came the sailors bearing their luggage.

The two brothers were silent. They were waiting, it seemed, for Nathan Spade’s next move in this small but potentially deadly game. Matthew realized the stocky pair were about as tall as the point of his nose. He said, “Good to meet you gentlemen,” and turned toward Aria. He had taken two strides when one of the Thackers let out the sound of a wet and nasty fart and the other gave a quick grating laugh that made the flesh on the back of Matthew’s neck crawl.

“Let’s keep moving,” said Aria in a hushed voice, her face frozen in a smile but her dark blue eyes glittering with either repressed rage or something akin to fear, if she knew what that was. It was clear that the Thacker twins were no devotees of good manners, and Matthew figured his masquerade—and usefulness—might have ended here at the head of this wharf if those two had been incited to explosive riot. And it seemed the Indian girl might be their powderkeg.

There it was, Matthew thought as he opened the berline’s door. The beautiful woman in the other coach was most decidedly an Indian…not of Sirki’s nationality, but of the tribe of Walker In Two Worlds.

He slid along the leather bench seat and found himself sitting across from the blonde-haired woman dressed in the male finery.

She aimed at him a pair of eyes the color of golden ale. “You’re dripping on my boots,” she said, her voice low and controlled and not lacking in menace.

“Pardon me.” Instantly he shifted his position, which he figured was not what Nathan Spade would have done, but he was still Matthew Corbett at heart and in manners. Something to work on, he decided. He looked at the third occupant of their berline, a rotund bald-headed man with three chins. This individual, dressed in a beige suit and a dark green blouse with lavender ruffles, was taking a pinch of snuff from a gold box. He wore round spectacles that magnified his watery blue eyes and made the small red veins in them jump out. Adorning the edge of his right ear were seven small gold ornaments of varying geometric shapes. His lips were as thin as a pauper’s wallet, his bulbous nose as large as Lord Cornbury’s ambitions. Matthew guessed his age at around fifty. “Good morning,” the man said when the two huge nostrils had taken their drink of whuffie-dust. “I am Augustus Pons. You are Nathan Spade.” It was a statement, not a question.

“I am.” No hand was offered from either man.

“Ah,” said Pons, with a slight nod. The eyelids blinked drowsily. When he spoke, his jowls danced. “We have been awaiting your arrival. I have been on this island for nearly one month. Why is it, may I ask, that it took so long for you to join us?”

“Complications,” said Aria as she entered the coach and sat beside Matthew. She offered nothing else, but stared at Augustus Pons in a way that told him to ask no more questions. Pons smiled wanly, showing small nuggets of brown teeth, and visibly retreated as if going down a hole and pulling it in after himself.

Evidently the luggage had been loaded in the berline’s cargo compartment at the rear and Jonathan Gentry had found a seat in the other coach, as there was only room for four here. Aria rapped on the wall behind her as a signal to the driver. A whip cracked and the team set off.

“Nathan Spade,” said the blonde woman. She was staring intently at him, her head cocked slightly to one side as if trying to make up her mind about something. “Where did you sail from?”

“New York,” Matthew said before Aria could speak. He’d decided it was time for him to chart his own course. “I had business there.”

“Don’t we all?” she asked, with a half-smile and a lift of a thick blonde brow. Then she said, “I’m Minx Cutter. Pleased to meet you.” She offered a hand, which Matthew took. “Welcome to Pendulum,” she offered, with a squeeze before releasing him.

“Thank you. I believe those other two don’t welcome me quite as graciously.”

“Jack and Mack Thacker,” she said. “They go everywhere together. I understand Jack is the elder by a few minutes. He has the streak of gray.”

“Ah.” Matthew paused for a few seconds before asking the question that followed: “And who is the young Indian woman?” Minx Cutter shrugged. “They call her Fancy.” The coach was climbing the cliffside road. Matthew glanced to the right, out the window past Aria, and saw their height increasing over the sunlit blue cove. His drenched clothes were a nuisance, but he’d suffered worse. He made a show of examining his fingernails, which were perfectly clean, while he gathered impressions of Minx Cutter.

She had a hard quality of beauty. There was nothing soft about her except possibly the curly ringlets of her hair. Even those might have been thorny to the touch. She had a firm jawline and a square chin, a tight-lipped mouth and a nose that appeared to have been broken and improperly repaired, for it bore a small bump in the middle and crooked slightly to the left. She was slimly-built, but far from being frail. Matthew thought she was built for speed and agility. She held herself with calm composure and obvious high regard. Her intelligent eyes, light brown with a golden element in their hue, feigned disinterest, but Matthew had the sense that she was also sizing him up. She might have been anywhere from twenty to twenty-five, as her peach-toned flesh was unlined; she appeared to Matthew to not have much practice in smiling. So young to be so deeply in the professor’s pocket, he thought. Therefore he had to wonder exactly what Minx Cutter did for the emperor of crime and the owner of Pendulum Island.

He was mulling over the possiblities when he heard a man’s scream. Looking out his own window to the left, he was uncomfortably aware that the four horses of the second berline were thundering up nearly wheel-to-wheel of their own coach and that this precarious path was suited only for one set of wheels at a time. He saw that the coachman had been removed by force, and sitting with reins in hand was Mack Thacker, while Jack swung the whip with mad abandon over the rumps of their team.

“Oh my!” croaked Augustus Pons. His eyes were gigantic. “I fear those two are up to—”

The whip cracked against the side of their coach, causing Pons to jump and spill most of the snuff from his open box. As the brown dust swirled around, Matthew saw Jack Thacker grit his teeth and swing the whip to connect with their own driver, who must have been stung by the blow because there was a strident cry of pain. The next whipstrike did something particularly nasty, for both brothers grinned and jostled each other with their elbows.

Matthew sensed uneasily that their speed was becoming dangerous on this already-dangerous road. There were no walls nor railings; if two wheels on the cliffside went off, so would follow the berline.

And then Jack Thacker in a red-cheeked frenzy began to whip the team of Matthew’s coach to more reckless speed. Matthew realized with a start of fear that their whipstruck driver must have abandoned his seat and reins. They were sitting in a runaway coach only a few inches from disaster. Minx Cutter realized it at nearly the same time because she cried out a most unladylike “Shit!” and Matthew reckoned that under the circumstances it could be a command.
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An enraged cry flew from Aria Chillany’s mouth toward the boisterous brothers: “Stop it!”

But that, Matthew reasoned in his cool center at this moment of heat, was like asking the breeze to cease blowing and the ocean to quit waving, for the Irish twins were now both red-faced and crazed in this drama of their own making and there was no stopping them until…what? Nathan Spade’s coach went over the cliff?

As if to emphasize this thought, the whip struck out again and hit the edge of Matthew’s window, knocking loose a chip of black paint.

The runaway horses surged forward at an even more frantic gallop, and now the wheels of the Thackers’ speeding coach hit those of Matthew’s berline, rim to rim, and a shudder passed through the framework that made the joints moan.

“Those bastards!” Aria seethed. She thrust herself across Matthew’s lap and halfway out the window. “Stop it!” she screamed at the brothers. “Stop it or you’re dead, do you hear?”

It occurred to Matthew that threatening the Thackers with death was not quite the way to resolve this problem, particularly from the way they laughed and snorted at this pronouncement and also due to the fact that they were not in the coach on the cliff’s edge. Now the road was curving. The coach began to swing to the right and the precipice just beyond. Aria pulled herself back in and looked into Matthew’s face, her eyes wild and black hair windblown. “Do something!” she shrieked.

“For the sake of Christ do something!” Pons implored with a similar shriek, the lines of his face brown with whuffie-dust and his eyes wet with terror behind the magnifiers.

There was a crash up underneath the coach on the right rear side. Matthew was sure one of the wheels had left the road. The berline shook so hard Pons’ spectacles vibrated off his face and hung by his ornamented ear. His jowls nearly slapped him silly. Matthew’s heart was a constant drummer. He felt the coach leaning toward the gates of heaven…or wherever this bunch would end up. Jack Thacker swung his whip back and forth between the two teams, absorbed in a race that seemed to Matthew to be wholly and terribly one-sided, and as a flame of anger burst into barely-controlled rage he realized that if he went over the side in this shuddering berline he would never set eyes upon Professor Fell and never know why he’d been brought here, and both Berry and Zed would likely be murdered and buried somewhere on this island, and everything—his entire life and all his struggles—had been for naught.

“The hell you say,” he spoke to himself, in a voice that seemed torn from the throat of Nathan Spade.

He was going to have to get up there, find the reins and take control of the team. And he had to go now.

He couldn’t get the berline’s left-side door open, for the wheels of the other coach were already scraping the paint away. As if reading his mind and intent, Jack cracked the whip nearly through Matthew’s window into his face; the smell of burned air rushed past his nose. Matthew countered by angling his body to the right and kicking the opposite door open. Then he pushed himself past the two women and grabbed hold of the open door in an effort to climb atop the berline. The sea glistened sixty feet below his boots. The right rear wheel was balanced on the precipice. He started climbing up the coach’s side and saw the driver clinging to dear life on top, arms and legs spread out and fingers grasping anything that afforded a grip. How fast the horses were going now, Matthew didn’t dare guess but the wind of progress up here was terrific. The road was curving again. There was a high thin skreeling sound of contact as the wheels of the Thackers’ coach once more gouged paint and wood splinters. Matthew’s coach lurched further to the right and he heard Augustus Pons give his own high thin skreel of terror from within.

Matthew crawled over the trembling driver, who bore a bright scarlet welt across the side of his face. Then the whip came at Matthew, striking left and right, as Jack Thacker aimed to knock Nathan Spade off his perch. “Stop it, you damned fool!” Aria shouted through the left-side window, but the stridency of her voice only added more cotton to Jack’s tinderbox. He began whipping the runaways as Mack gave a shrill laugh and popped the traces on their own team. Matthew kept his head down and inched toward the driver’s seat; he figured it was all a ghastly joke to those two, but the way the berline was rocking back and forth, the joke might be on himself, Aria, Pons and Minx Cutter. He could imagine the Indian girl frozen in her seat in an attitude of silent acceptance, while Jonathan Gentry might be curled up on the floorboard singing a song of sixpence.

Well, Matthew thought grimly, it was time to show what a Soggy Ass could do.

He reached the driver’s seat and got up on his knees. But where the hell were the reins? Dragging somewhere beneath the horses? The team was throwing up dust and gravel from under their hooves. Matthew saw the road ahead continuing to curve, and now once more the coach was sliding toward the bitter edge.

He heard the crack of Jack Thacker’s whip almost in his ear. At the same time, a searing pain striped across the left side of his neck. It was enough for him to lose his senses and his position on the seat, and suddenly he was falling to the right in a wild flailing of arms and legs.

Even in his pain and panic Matthew realized the only thing between him and the sea below was the berline’s open door, and it was swinging erratically. He reached out for it as if trying to grasp God’s own hand. He caught the windowframe and clung desperately to it as his boots dangled over the edge. He heard what sounded like pistol shots: the spokes of the right rear wheel breaking loose.

“Here!” came a woman’s shout. “Grab hold!”

He looked up at Minx Cutter, who stood crouched over and braced in the coach’s doorway. Her right arm was outstretched toward him, her fingers clawing at the air in an effort to reach his.

He hooked one arm through the window and with the other hand grasped Minx’s. She pulled him toward her but he decided he was not going back into the coach, but rather back into the fray, and the bully boys be damned. He let go of her fingers when he could get his boots on the doorframe’s edge. Then he climbed back up the berline’s side and hauled himself to the top where the coachman still sprawled in abject terror. It occurred to Matthew, as he fought off the pain of his whipstung neck, that working for Professor Fell in any capacity was an exercise in throwing caution to the wind.

Jack’s whip searched for his skin as Matthew crawled once more toward the driver’s seat. What these two were trying to prove was beyond reckoning, or perhaps they simply delighted in deadly games. Call it life-or-death chess, Matthew thought. Fair enough.

The coach suddenly tilted to the right, and both Matthew and the driver had to grab hold of anything their fingers could latch onto. There was a grinding, shrieking noise under the berline. Matthew thought that both right-side wheels had gone off the edge. The horses were fighting to keep from being pulled over by the berline’s weight. For a few horrific seconds it seemed the horses were going to lose, but then they righted the coach and the terrible enterprise kept on shuddering at breakneck speed along the hellish road with the demonic Thackers grinning from crimson faces.

Matthew continued his crawl for the driver’s seat as the whip cracked over his head. Again he searched for the reins, and determined that indeed they were down amid the horses somewhere. His mind deserted him; he had no idea what to do. Without the reins, the horses were beyond control. He thought he must do something to slow the berline, but what it was he could do was another matter. The whip came at him once more, and he ducked to avoid having an eye extinguished.

“Get out of the way!”

Matthew looked over his shoulder. Minx Cutter was on her feet atop the coach, daring Jack Thacker to strike at her. “Get out of the way!” she repeated in a shout, her curly hair flying in the wind and her face a firm-jawed, rather frightening visage of raw determination.

He drew himself aside so she could get past him. A glance at Jack Thacker showed the elder brother with his teeth clenched, and rearing his arm back to swing the lash again upon either Matthew or the young woman.

But Minx Cutter was faster.

In a blur, her hand went into her waistcoat. It reappeared with an extra finger of sharp silver. She turned the knife in her hand to seize the grip. She hardly seemed to take aim. Her throw of the knife across the distance between the coaches, taking into account the speed, the whirling dust and the shuddering of the damaged berline, was nothing short of awesome. The blade flashed with sunlight on its arrow-straight path to the hand that held the whip, and when it pierced the flesh between forefinger and thumb Jack Thacker’s fingers opened and he howled like a dog.

Then Minx Cutter leaped past Matthew and landed upon the back of the first horse on the right. She grabbed hold of the flying mane and leaned down so far Matthew thought surely her legs would lose their grip and she would be lost beneath hooves and wheels. But then she came up with dust on her face and the reins in her hand. She put her shoulders and back into slowing the team, all the time shouting, “Whoa! Whoa!” in a voice that made Matthew think her lungs must be made of leather.

Within ten seconds of her handling the reins and shouting for order in this scene of chaos, Minx Cutter was obeyed. The horses began to slow. The offending coach sped on past with a final scraping of wheels, as Mack slapped the reins and Jack held his bleeding hand to his chest like a wounded dove.

Minx stayed aboard her horse until the berline had rolled to a creaking and clattering stop. It sounded to Matthew as if the entire framework was about to fall to pieces, yet miraculously it held together. The horses nickered and jostled each other, still nervous from their run, but Minx held them with a steady hand. When she was satisfied, she slid off her mount to the ground and walked around to look at the battered right-side wheels, her own boots about three inches from the precipice.

“My God!” Matthew had to say. He was nearly sputtering with admiration. “How did you do that?”

She gave him a narrow-eyed glance that said she didn’t suffer fools, and that she ranked him highly on that low list.

“Get out! Get out!” Aria Chillany shouted. In response, Augustus Pons made it out of the coach before tossing his breakfast in long streams over the cliff. His face had taken on a green cast to match his blouse. Minx Cutter aimed her most reproachful gaze at him, hard enough to slap his jowls without lifting a finger, and then she called for the coachman, who peered over the berline’s side like a terrified child.

“Come down here and look at these wheels!” she commanded. “Can we keep going or not?”

The coachman, a sweating bundle of raw nerves, obeyed in spite of his obvious desire to cling to safety as long as possible. Matthew eased himself off the driver’s seat to the ground, where his knees begged to give way. Yet he thought that one stumble and fall today was already one too many, and to show weakness before the formidable presence of Minx Cutter would not do honor to the dirty reputation of Nathan Spade.

“I’ll have them killed!” seethed Madam Chillany as she staggered from the coach. She stared along the dusty road in the direction the Thackers had gone. “No matter who they think they are, they are dead!”

“I believe…we can go on,” said the coachman, which might have been the most difficult six words he had ever spoken. He followed this statement with a more cautious, “If we go slow.”

“Just get us to the castle as quick as you can!” Aria blotted her face with a frilly handkerchief. Her eyes were ablaze. “Pons, stop that! Wipe your mouth and get back inside!”

The fat man, whose legs were almost freakishly short, crawled into the berline as if he were closing about himself the spiky confines of an Iron Maiden. He sat with his head tilted back, his eyes squeezed shut and both hands clasped to his mouth.

“Nathan!” Aria snapped, to coax Matthew from his reverie. “Get in!”

Matthew’s knees were still trembly. “When I’m ready!” he snapped back, only half-acting. He had a hand on the whip’s sting to his neck; the pain had eased a little, but the welt was going to be worthy of some soothing ointment. He planted himself in front of Minx, aware that one step to his left would send him to find out how his old employer, Magistrate Isaac Woodward, fared in the Great Courthouse Beyond. “I asked you how you did that,” he said.

“I jumped,” she replied cooly. “How else?”

“Not that. Anyone could’ve done that,” he lied. “I was about to do the same thing.”

“Really?”

“Really,” he answered, feeling his oats. “I mean with the knife. How did you throw the knife like that?”

She got up close to him and stared him in the eyes. Her golden-hued gaze was both solemn and yet touched with a shade of humor, though the expression on her face remained absolutely impassive. She let a few seconds expire, during which Matthew began to feel extremely uncomfortable. Then she said, nearly in a whisper, “It’s all in the wrist.” She strode past him and swung herself up into the coach.

Matthew had the thought he was still in the water, and maybe in far too great a depth for either comfort or safety. He had the feeling of being a small fish at the mercy of any number of predators. But where was there to go from here, except deeper still? He waited until the coachman had secured the reins, positioned himself back in his seat and the horses were ready, as much as they could be after that wild frenzy of whipping and the pounding of hooves. Then Matthew got into the coach and after a bemused and careful glance at Minx Cutter closed his eyes to think more clearly. But just before his eyes shut he saw her turn her head to take him in, and he had the distinct feeling that she would be examining him as he sat drowsing, and—a dangerous feeling—she might be thinking she knew him from somewhere yet could not decide where the meeting had taken place.

In any event, he could feel her watching him. Taking him apart, as it were.

And suddenly he thought he was becoming more Nathan Spadish by the moment, for he reckoned he wouldn’t be averse to being taken apart by a woman like her.

No, not in the least.

“Giddup!” said the coachman, almost apologetically, and the injured berline rolled on up the road like a Saturday-night drunk determined to get home before cock’s crow.

In a few moments Matthew gave up his pretense of rest to mark their progress. The road turned away from the cliffs. It went inland through a thick forest where moss hung from trees like banners of emerald-colored lace and flowers of intense purples, reds and yellows burned the eyes. The smells of strange fruit both sweetened and soured the air. Occasionally a black person or two in bright clothing and straw hats could be seen picking such fruit and putting them in a basket. Matthew noted that the citizens of color here were not the true deep ebony of Zed, but rather the shade of milk in strong tea. It was obvious that, at least from these few examples, interbreeding between the races had gone on here for many years. He wondered if such might be the result of long-forgotten shipwrecks that had thrown slaves and Englishmen together on what probably was an unhospitable chunk of rock. The questions were, then: how old was the settlement on Pendulum Island and of course how long had Professor Fell been its…what would be the correct term? Benefactor?

Just two questions of many in Matthew’s mind, and here came another one as the road emerged from the forest onto a plain of wild grasses swept by the seabreeze: how much money had that thing cost?

That thing being the castle of white stone that came into view on the right-hand side, perched on the cliff overlooking a turbulent cauldron of Atlantic foam. It was a massive monument to the power of a wallet…and also, possibly, to the power of power itself. In any case, Matthew suddenly felt very small indeed. Turrets roofed with red slate stood like cobra heads. Arched windows and doorways called attention to the art of a highly-talented architect. The road continued on, but a gravel driveway curved from the road to the castle’s entrance, and passed between stands of wind-sculpted pines, thatches of palmettos and ornamental flower gardens. Outbuildings stood to either side of the main structure, possibly stables or servants’ quarters. The whole picture was one of serenity and removal from the world beyond. This truly was Professor Fell’s kingdom, and one would have to be very stupid not to be awed by it. Not being by any means stupid, Matthew was sufficiently awed; yet he did not let anyone see this register on his face, for the masquerade was underway and much depended on the power of his mask.

The berline turned on the driveway. The team followed the orderly path until they reached a porte-cochere supported by thick white columns, and there stood the offending coach driven by the Thacker brothers. A pair of native servants wearing sea-blue uniforms and elaborate white wigs were removing Gentry’s luggage from the baggage compartment while two more in the same colored clothing and ridiculous wigs waited to transfer it beyond a massive oak door. The Thackers were waiting beside the coach, one having removed his shirt and using it to wrap around a bleeding hand. His blood-spattered coat was draped over his shoulders. Jack Thacker’s chest looked like a squat wall of reddened brick. Both brothers eyed the approaching berline with barely-concealed loathing.

As Matthew’s coach pulled up under the porte-cochere, Jonathan Gentry half-stumbled and half-fell from the passenger compartment of his own. He went down on his knees nearly under the hooves of the approaching horses, which had to be pulled up short and sharply by the beleaguered driver. “Hell’s bells!” Madam Chillany snarled, and she was out of the coach like, indeed, a belle from Hell.

The chilly madam had become a redhot fire spitting a plentitude of profanities in the faces of the Thackers as Matthew disembarked the berline and strolled up beside her. The brothers looked highly disinterested, and the wounded Jack produced a yawn for her troubles. Their eyes then went to Matthew and their gazes sharpened like daggers.

“Soggy Ass,” said Jack.

“In the flesh,” said Mack.

“Listen to me!” the woman nearly screeched. Augustus Pons waddled past, his fat and florid face stricken by the need to distance himself from any impending ugliness. Aria reached out and seized Jack’s chin, as he was the brother standing closer to her. “I could have you fucking killed for that! Do you hear me? I could have your fucking heads on fucking platters, you fucking assholes!”

“Such language!” said Jack.

“Tut, tut!” said Mack.

“I’ll report this to him, you can believe it!” she threatened. “We’ll see what he decides to do to punish you fuckers!”

“What he might decide to do,” said Mack in an easy voice, his eyes on Matthew, “is punish Spadey, ’cause we’ve been waitin’ on this fuckin’ island for more than one solid month. And you know what he tells everybody?”

“The meetin’ can’t start without Spadey,” said Jack, smoothly picking up the tale, “so we all have to wait. We all have to twiddle our fuckin’ thumbs and play with our cocks ’til—”

“Spadey gets here,” said Mack, “which was supposed to be weeks ago, as I take it. What I want to know is…what was so important, that Spadey had to make everybody wait for him—”

“And us with our business to get back to, ’cause it ain’t gonna run itself!” Jack finished, with a puffing out of the brickwall chest and a defiant glare at the faux Nathan Spade.

This prideful puff visibly stole some of the wind from Madam Chillany, who sought to make a comeback and found nothing in her slim treasury of wit. “We’ll see about that!” she managed to say. And then, back to more familiar territory: “You assholes!”

Matthew was suddenly aware of an additional presence.

The young Indian woman had emerged from her coach. She stepped slowly and carefully around Jonathan Gentry, who still sat on his knees blinking stupidly at the sunlit garden. She passed Matthew at a distance of three or four feet. It was near enough for Matthew to feel he was crowding her, and so he moved further aside; he also seemingly felt the hairs stir on his arms and on the back of his neck, yet he knew this must only be his imagination or some effect of gaining his landlegs.

She was a painting come to life, he thought. She was a piece of art that could never be confined by frame or glass. To his tastes she was stunningly beautiful. Her face, her hair, her body…all the creation of a master’s hand. She was nearly as tall as he, and she was lithe and long-stemmed and moved with a grace that perhaps was born of silent walking in lush green forests. She wore a slate-gray gown trimmed with red, and a pale blue blouse with a boil of black lace at the throat to compliment the lace on her hat. She looked neither to right nor left as she approached the brothers. Matthew noted that she did not look directly at them either but rather seemed to be staring as if in a dreamstate through them at some scene beyond their reckoning.

Mack spoke sharply. “What’re your eyes findin’ so interestin’…”

“…boyo?” said Jack, just as sharply.

“A very attractive woman,” Matthew answered, with a little of his own defiance in his voice. The girl obviously heard, but gave no reaction to this compliment whatsoever. Her face was slightly downcast, her attention removed from the moment. Matthew had the impression she was hearing a different voice in her head, and possibly it spoke the Iroquois language. “Where she did come from?” he asked, to whichever brother would reply first.

“She’s a fuckin’ squaw,” said Jack.

“Where d’ya think she came from?” Mack’s eyes held a dangerous glitter. “You ain’t too smart, are ya?”

And so saying, Mack Thacker reached out and grasped the girl’s arm, and he pulled her roughly toward him so she was between himself and his brother. Then, his dangerous eyes still focused on Matthew, he began to lick along the girl’s face with a brown-coated tongue, and on the other side Jack took her free arm in a hard grip and he too began to lick the girl’s face with his own ghastly tongue, his eyes also on Nathan Spade the jayhawk-turned-political pimp and purveyor of valuable state secrets.

And between these two nasty and brutish tongues, the Indian girl looked at Matthew with her sad ebony eyes. There was something crushed and defeated in her yet-beautiful face that nearly wrenched his heart out, but he had to keep his mask on and so by the most difficult effort his visage maintained its stone. The two brothers began to laugh as they marked her cheeks with their saliva, and then the girl lowered her gaze from Matthew’s and she was again gone, walking silently through a forest unknown.

Minx Cutter took Matthew by the elbow and guided him toward the formidable oak door, which was being held open for the guests by a black servant in the sea-blue uniform and a powdered wig that must have been three feet tall.

“Come along,” Minx told Matthew, as she linked her arm with his and held it in an unbreakable grip. “You’re with me.”
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Until now, Matthew Corbett had thought he understood the balance of the world. Good was its own reward. Evil deeds were punished. God was in His Heaven, and the Devil was evermore forbidden to walk the streets of gold. Yet here, in the realm of Professor Fell, all such platitudes and pieties for the Sabbath pulpit were revealed to Matthew as being echoes of the hollow voices of long-dead saints.

No rich man on New York’s Golden Hill had ever lived thus. He wondered what rich man in London might have earned such a monument. He was standing in what he presumed would be the Grand Entrance, and grand it was. The high arched ceiling might have been a sanctuary for angels, who could hide amid the polished oak beams with their feathered wings kissing the snow-white stones. The flags of many nations hung on poles that protruded from walls on either side, among them the white banner of France, the crowned eagle of Prussia, the tricolor of the Netherlands, and the Spanish arms of Bourbon-Anjou. Matthew noted that none of them were afforded a central location or a height that would emphasize one above the other, not even the English Union Jack. Matthew reasoned that to Professor Fell all countries were meant to be equally plundered.

A marbled floor of black and white squares made Matthew wonder if the professor was a chess player. But of course he was, Matthew decided. Who else would he be if he did not recognize the value of helpless pawns, black knights, crooked bishops, and an errant queen or two in his malignant view of life?

The Grand Entrance opened onto a Great Hallway and Glorious Staircase. White trimmed in gold seemed to be the color of the professor’s love. Well, Matthew mused as he followed Minx Cutter toward the stairs, the professor was his own God, so why not create for himself his own Heaven on earth?

“I’ll show you to your room,” Minx said, her voice echoing amid the ceiling’s beams.

“I’ll show him to his room.” This was spoken by Aria Chillany, who had come up behind the pair and now caught Matthew by the arm that Minx did not hold.

Minx levelled a calm but icy stare at the interloper. “I should think,” she said, “that you are very tired from your journey, and that a woman of your age needs her rest. So, as we have a dinner tonight and much to prepare for, I suggest you go to your own room and get your…shall I say…beauty sleep?” Her hand tightened on Matthew’s limb, and he thought if it got much tighter he would lose the circulation in his arm. She flashed a quick and totally insincere smile into Aria’s stony and—one might say—stunned face. “I’ll show you to your room, Nathan,” she said, a statement of power as well as of fact, and without a second’s more of hesitation she led him up the staircase with a stride that left a woman of a certain age at her bootheels.

Matthew had just time enough to glance back at Aria, who had recovered her composure to offer him a look that might have said Careful with this one, and guard your throat. He did not have to be so warned, but he was truly on his own now and whatever this game was, he was in deep.

They passed a stained-glass window overlooking the staircase that caught the morning sun and burst it into jewels of yellow, gold, blue and scarlet. It depicted what Matthew had first thought was the image of a suffering saint, but then he saw that it was the portrait of a young boy possibly ten or twelve years of age, his hands folded against the side of his face and tears of blood dripping from his haunted eyes. It was a strange decoration to be a centerpiece of Professor Fell’s paradise, and Matthew wanted to ask who that person might be but then they were past it and climbing up and he let the question go.

Though the stairway continued up to a third floor, Minx guided Matthew into the second floor’s hallway, lined with doors and hung with various tapestries that showed intricately-woven hunting scenes. Matthew thought they must date from medieval times or else be very convincing reproductions. Minx stopped at a white door about midway along the hall. “This is yours,” she told him, and opened the door for his entrance. The room had a canopied bed done up in black. Again, the floor was made up of the black-and-white chessboard squares. An iron chandelier and eight candles awaited his tinderbox flame, and on a white dresser stood another three-wicked candelabra. There was a small writing desk and a chair before it. On the desk was a key, presumably to his door, and a candle clock. Next to the bed was a white high-backed chair with black stitches woven through it in an abstract design. A white ceramic washbasin stood on iron legs with a supply of folded towels as well as a pearl-handled razor and a small round mirror. Matthew picked up the cake of soap next to the mirror and smelled limes. He noted that his baggage had been brought in and placed at the foot of the bed. He wondered if there might be a solid gold chamberpot under the bed, for surely here even the nuggets were worth something. “You might enjoy this,” said Minx, as she opened a pair of louvered doors. The warm seabreeze rushed in, bringing the salt tang of the Atlantic. A small balcony with a black iron railing overlooked the sea that thrashed itself into foam sixty feet below. Matthew had a view to the horizon, which was all empty blue ocean and sparkling waves.

“Very nice,” he agreed, uncomfortably aware that this young woman who was so good with knives had retreated a few paces to stand at his back. He turned to face her. When he did, he was startled to find that she had come up upon him as silently as a cat and was standing only inches away.

Minx peered into his eyes as if studying items for sale beyond a window. She said, “Have you ever seen me before?”

Matthew felt a small tremor. Was this a trick question? Was he supposed to have seen her before? He decided to play this safely. “No,” he answered, “I think not.”

“And I’ve never seen you before, either,” she said, with an arched eyebrow. “You’re a handsome man, I should have remembered you.”

“Oh.” Did he blush a bit? Possibly. “Well, then…thank you.”

“Soft hands, though,” she said, and took his right hand in hers. “You’re not much for handling horses, are you?”

“I haven’t much need to handle them.”

“Hm,” she replied. Her gold-touched eyes had taken on a certain ferocity. “Are you and Madam Chillany together?”

“Together?”

“An item,” she clarified.

“Oh. No…we’re not.”

“You may not think so,” she answered. Then she let his hand go. “If you’d like some lessons, I’d be glad to offer them.”

“Lessons?”

“In handling horses. The professor keeps a very fine stable. I might show you the island, if you’d like.”

“Yes,” he agreed, and gave her a wisp of a smile. “I would like.” Immediately he thought he had just taken a plunge into the deepest water yet, but still…such a sea should be explored.

“Meet me downstairs in one hour.” She was already moving toward the door. Yet she paused on the threshold. “That is,” she said, “if you can manage a tour. After your voyage, I mean.”

“I can always sleep tonight.” As soon as he voiced this, he noted an expression on her face that said he might be wrong about this as well as wrong about Aria Chillany’s interest in him.

“All right.” Minx gave him back his wispy smile. “One hour then.” And she added his name after the briefest of pauses: “Nathan.”

When the girl had gone and the door closed behind her, Matthew let out a long exhalation of breath and had to sit down on the bed, damp breeches be damned. The room seemed to be rocking on the Atlantic waves. He had his doubts about staying aboard a horse very long, but the offer of a guided tour of Pendulum Island was too good to reject. If he toppled from horseback, at least his excuse would pass Minx Cutter’s judgment. He stood up, went to the washbasin, poured water into it from a pitcher and splashed some into his face. Then he wet a portion of a towel and used it to cool the hot whipsting on his neck. It wasn’t so bad, but he could do with a little poultice of honeysuckle to calm the fever. He needed to get out of these clothes and…what?…send them downstairs to be cleaned? He imagined it would be that simple.

He thought of how many things could go wrong on his excursion with the girl. But then again…he had to have faith in himself. He had played parts before, notably as Michael Shayne with Lyra Sutch or, more corrrectly, in her own guise as Gemini Lovejoy. It occurred to him that Professor Fell had faith in him. Then he thought he must be going mad to be affirming the professor’s questionable attributes, or possibly it was the island’s sultry air clouding his mind.

He dressed in his other suit, this one of a velvety forest green, with a white shirt and white stockings. When he’d finished fastening the last shirt button he was aware of a shrill calling of seagulls from outside, and therefore he strolled out upon the balcony to have a look at what was stirring the birds up.

She was sitting cross-legged atop a large rock in the sea, her perch some twenty feet above the waves. Over her shining black hair the gulls spun around and around, perhaps disturbed at their roost being claimed by a human. She was entirely nude, her brown skin wet and glistening in the sunlight. Matthew grasped the balcony’s railing with both hands. She was sitting about forty feet below him, her chin resting on her folded hands, her face aimed seaward, her attitude remote and absolutely solitudinous in her nudity. Matthew could only stare at this display of removal from the world. Where had she disrobed and left her clothes? Obviously she was unconcerned about being an object of attention from any of the other guests…or, Matthew thought after another moment, she simply had ceased to care.

They call her Fancy, Minx had said.

Of course that was a made-up name, Matthew reasoned. A nearly-sarcastic name imposed upon her if not by the Thacker brothers then by whoever else had lured her over the Atlantic from her tribal home. He wondered how she’d fallen into their hands, and wound up between their dirty tongues.

She was such a beautiful girl, he thought. And there she sat, still alone.

He very suddenly had the sensation that the balcony had given way beneath his feet and he was falling, and yet he gripped the railing harder and he was not falling at all but still…he thought that in the space of a few startling seconds he had indeed travelled from one risky position to another equally as dangerous.

“Oh my God,” he said quietly, to himself and to whomever might be listening, even here in this place of Professor Fell’s self-worship.

He had already voiced the thought in his head, when he’d first seen the Indian girl in the coach.

It was a shame, that such a pretty girl should sit alone.

He recalled the tale of his Indian friend, Walker In Two Worlds, who had departed from this life and gone to walk the Sky Road. Walker had told him about the Indian girl called Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone. The girl who had been taken from her tribe and accompanied him and the doomed Nimble Climber in their journey across the Atlantic to England, where she had been seized by two men and put into a coach while he went on to portray a parody of the savage redskin on the lamplit English stage.

“Oh my God,” Matthew repeated, in case that entreaty to hear him had been missed the first time.

He had no idea how old the girl was who sat upon the rock below him, under her moving crown of seagulls. Walker had not told him exactly how old the girl was when they left the tribe together. We three children, Walker had said. Matthew had judged Walker’s age at around twenty-six or twenty-seven. Therefore…if this indeed might be the same Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone, then she could be the same age or younger by a few years. Or, perhaps, she was the same age as Matthew, twenty-three. In any case, it was possible…just possible…that before him was the very same Indian girl who had made that daunting voyage with Walker, and who had been removed by rough hands into a rough life that led her here, between two orange-haired ruffians who thought themselves the owners of a beautiful…yes, the word that Mack Thacker had used…squaw.

But still…certainly other Indian maidens had been brought over from the New World in all the many years since Walker’s journey. Of course. Many of them, brought over to be curiosities or servants or…whatever.

That this young woman could be the same one…

It boggled the mind.

Suddenly she must have caught a prickling sense of Matthew’s mental thornpatch, for she turned her head toward him as surely as if she had heard her name spoken, and they stared at each other seemingly not only across space, but also across time.

Fancy stood up. She rose to her full height. Brown and gleaming she took one step forward and flung herself into the air like one of Walker’s arrows leaving his bow, and as she came down into the sea she tightened her body and narrowed it and entered the churning foam with the bravery and ease of a creature born to be part of nature and perhaps desirous of a return to the childhood dream.

She did not surface. Though Matthew stood for several minutes scanning the boisterous waves there was no sign of her reemergence to the realm of air-breathers. He wondered if she was part fish, and once in the security of the blue world her fins and gills had grown, her tail had taken shape, and she had gone down with vigorous strokes to the silent bottom of the bay, where a pretty girl might once again sit alone. He had a moment of panic, thinking he should call someone to help her. But it occurred to him that no one without Indian courage would dare a dive into that deep, and if she would rather dream in the peaceful solitude of an ocean grave than be called Fancy and be tossed about like a ragdoll between two scums of the earth, then so be it.

Matthew left the balcony and closed the louvered doors. He took the key, went out of his room and locked it, then he walked along the corridor back to the stairs. A tall, slim and hollow-cheeked man with a trimmed gray beard and a smooth sheen of gray hair tied back in a queue was coming up. He was dressed in a black suit and smoking a clay pipe. The man’s eyes, equally gray in a heavily-lined and craggy face, barely registered Matthew’s presence. But Matthew registered the distinct odor of unwashed flesh.

Another bad ingredient in this odious stewpot, Matthew thought as he descended the stairs. Who might that be, and what was his role for Professor Fell?

Or…had it been Professor Fell?

Keep going, he told himself. Whatever you do, don’t look back. We don’t wish to become a pillar of salt today.

Minx was waiting for him under the flags of many plundered nations. She still wore the man’s brown breeches, the cream-colored blouse and the high-topped brown boots, but had put on a tan waistcoat decorated with small gold-colored paisleys. Matthew wondered how many knives were concealed underneath there. Her first expression upon seeing him was a frown, followed by the question, “Don’t you have any riding clothes?”

“This will have to do,” he answered, and decided to add: “Unless you’d like to loan me some of yours?”

“Hm,” she said, with a darting glance at his crotch. “No, I think you’d be too small for my breeches. Shall we go?”

It was a brief walk to a very well-appointed stable, where a black attendant saddled their horses and wished them pleasantries for a good ride. Then they were off, Minx on a sleek black mare the attendant had called Esmerelda and Matthew on a broader-chested sorrel mare called Athena. Minx took the lead and obviously knew where she was going, guiding her horse onto a trail that crossed the estate in the direction of the road. Matthew dutifully followed, finding Athena not too hard to handle in spite of her namesake being a Greek goddess of war. The trail led them across the road and onto the plain of windswept seagrass. But a verdant green wilderness awaited a hundred yards beyond, and they entered it and rode for a while without speaking as the sunlight streamed down through the treelimbs overhead and strange birds called in the ferns.

At last, as they plodded along, Matthew decided it was time to voice a question. He urged Athena up alongside Minx’s horse. “May I ask,” he said, “what you do for the professor?”

She stared straight ahead. “You know better than to pose a question like that.”

“Ah, yes.” He nodded. “No one should know anyone else’s business, of course. Pardon my curiosity.” His curiosity, he thought, had been cursed before but never pardoned.

They went on a distance further, past a small lake where white egrets searched for fish in the shallows. Here and there treacherous brown thornplants reached out from the softer green growth on either side of the trail to snare the clothes of unaware riders, and they made Matthew think of the dangerous predicament that Berry and Zed had constructed for themselves. I can help you, she’d told him. Yes, he thought; help them all into unmarked graves. And that night she’d shown up in the alley opposite the house on Nassau Street and nearly scared his tenor into a permanent falsetto. My God, the cheek of that girl! he thought. She had lovely cheeks, it was true, but her curiosity was likewise to be cursed and not pardoned. Who did she think she was? A female version of himself?

And now he had not only to watch his own step in this beautiful morass, but to keep Berry and Zed from plunging into quicksand…and at a distance, no less.

“I will overlook your lack of propriety,” Minx suddenly announced, as the horses walked along side by side. “Because this is your first conference. And I suspect you’re curious about the other guests.”

“I am.” He paused for a few seconds before he went on. “Is it true that the professor has told the others a little about me?”

“A little. A small amount.” She held up two fingers pressed nearly together to show how small.

“But enough to let them know who I am and what I do for him?” He was amazed how easily this flowed, even as he thought how easily the quicksand pit might suck him under.

“Yes,” she answered, still staring straight ahead as the trail led them through a grove of spidery trees with leaves like miniature green fans.

“I am at a disadvantage then. I don’t like to be disadvantaged.” He smiled to himself. Well said, Nathan!

They went on perhaps forty more yards before Minx shifted in her saddle and spoke again.

“I’m an expert on handwriting. Forgeries, in four different languages,” she emphasized, as if he didn’t understand: “I oversee three apprentices to the craft. You’ve seen Augustus Pons. He’s a blackmail specialist. You may have seen Edgar Smythe on the stairs. He has something to do with weapons, I’m not quite sure what. Then there’s Adam Wilson, who does something with finances. Cesar Sabroso is a Spaniard who has influence with King Philip the Fifth. You’ll also meet Miriam Deare at dinner tonight. She prefers to be called ‘Mother Deare.’ What she does, I don’t know, but she is one of the professor’s oldest associates. You might already know that Jonathan Gentry is an expert on poisons, and that Aria Chillany has a position of responsibility concerning murders-for-hire. Lastly but not leastly, we come to the Thacker brothers, who hold themselves in high regard for their persuasive abilities in the area of extortion. Then there’s you…the whoremaster who steals state secrets.”

“Yes,” Matthew agreed. “Whenever I get the opportunity, that is.”

“You sound proud of that.”

“I am.” Lies came so fluidly they frightened him. “As I’m sure you’re proud of the work you do?”

“I’m proud of my abilities. They are hard-earned.”

“Your talent with a knife speaks for itself. Is that ability also hard-earned?”

Minx gave him a little sidelong smile, as they passed beneath the branches of trees draped with curtains of green moss. “I was born into a circus family,” she said. “I had to do something to earn my keep. For some reason, I was drawn to the knives. You know. Throwing them at moving targets. Including my own mother and father. I was quite the attraction, at twelve years of age taking aim with a knife in each hand, and outlining with the blades my mother’s body as she whirled around on a spinning wheel. Or splitting an apple on my father’s head while I wore a blindfold.”

“The art of dexterity,” Matthew said. “And a solid measure of self-confidence, I’m sure. Did you ever miss?”

“My mother and father are still circus performers. They may have a few more white hairs than they should. But no, I never missed.”

“For that, I’m grateful.” He fired a quick glance at her. “As should be everyone in our coach. But don’t you think Jack Thacker might hold a grudge? After all, you gave him something more than a quill’s prick.”

“He might hold a grudge,” Minx agreed, “but it is just because of the quill’s prick that he knows to leave me alone. My dexterity as a forger is more important to the professor than my ability with the throwing knife.”

Matthew made no comment. He was thinking, and being drawn along a wilderness path as surely as the horses followed their own. I oversee three apprentices to the craft, Minx had said.

It stood to reason that the others—Pons, Smythe, Wilson, Sabroso, Mother Deare and of course the handsome Thackers—were also the heads of their respective departments, rather than being lone wolves. Each one might oversee several—or dozens—of other lowlier lowlifes. Just as he, Nathan Spade, had a network of prostitutes and well-groomed grabbers of Parliament’s finest whispers. So when he looked at one of these so-called associates, he was looking at a single cog of what might be a truly vast criminal machine.

“What are you thinking?”

He brought himself back. On either side the forest was dense and dark, and birds called out in harsh voices from the tangled limbs. “Only about the conference,” he said, and just that quickly he decided to venture out on his own dangerous limb. “The why of it.”

“This being your first, I should suspect so. I attended the conference two years ago, which was my first. We are all used to being summoned by now. Some more than others.”

“And it is for the purpose of…?” He let the rest of it hang.

“It is for the purpose,” Minx said firmly, “of obeying the professor. Also he enjoys hearing in person reports of progress from his associates. It is a business, you know.”

“Of course it is. Otherwise, what would be the point of any of it?”

Minx suddenly kicked Esmerelda forward and then sharply reined the horse in, turning the animal so Matthew’s path was blocked. Matthew also reined in Athena, and he and Minx stared at each other as motes of dust drifted through the sun’s streamers and dark-colored butterflies flew back and forth between them.

“What is it?” Matthew asked, his heart pounding, when Minx remained silent a bit too long for his comfort. Her eyes were likewise too sharp for his skin.

“You intrigue me,” she answered. “And puzzle me.”

He forced a smile. “An intriguing puzzle. I am flattered to be so.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I mean to say that I can’t quite get the sense of you. Your manner of speaking…the way you present yourself…” She frowned and shook her head. “It isn’t what one would expect, after hearing about you.”

Matthew said with a shrug, “Possibly if I heard about your exploits in forgery, I’d never expect you to have been a child of the circus. Meaning that there are many sides to a person. Yes?”

“Yes,” she agreed, in a careful voice, “but even so…I think you are a puzzle with many pieces, and not all of them seem to fit.”

With that, Matthew felt the best course of action was silence lest he reveal another piece of his puzzle not meant for Minx’s sharp eyes and senses. She turned her horse to follow the trail again, and now she gave Esmerelda’s sides a kick and the animal took off at a brisk trot. Matthew likewise urged Athena forward and in another moment caught up behind the black mare’s flowing tail.

Presently they emerged from the forest trail onto another road. A horse-drawn wagon was trundling past, carrying a load of various brightly-colored fruits. Minx turned her mount in the direction the wagon was travelling, and left the fruit-vendor in her dust. Matthew urged Athena to speed but this time was unable to catch Lady Cutter. Soon, however, their progress was slowed by a sign on the roadside whose green-painted letters read: Welcome
To Templeton.

Stood the village as quaint as a Quaker’s bonnet and as tidy as a Presbyterian’s soul. The small houses were all painted white with green trim. There were white picket fences and shade trees aplenty. The street led past a number of shops: a bakery, a wigmaker, an apothecary, a shoemaker, a general goods store and the like. People were out and about on this sunny morning. Most of them were the cream-colored locals in their vivid hues and straw hats, yet there were a few whites in their more restrained English or European clothing. On the right, behind a dark green iron gate and fence, stood a two-story yellow-bricked structure that Matthew took note of: The Templeton Inn, read a small sign above the front door. There appeared to be a tiled courtyard with a small circular pond at its center. Curtained windows looked down upon the street, and doors opened onto green wrought-iron balconies. Matthew wondered if Berry and Zed had been taken yet from the ship. This would be their final destination for a while. It seemed to be a pleasant enough prison. He figured the guards would not be too very obtrusive, but then again this was Fell’s kingdom so who was going to complain?

The street continued past a farmers’ market that was doing a brisk business in the sale of fruits and vegetables. On the left, further along, was a stable and on the right a series of corrals holding cattle and hogs. Here the air glistened with dust and smelled like New York in midsummer. Then after a few more unremarkable houses the village of Templeton passed away and the forest again took hold on either side. Minx and Esmerelda kept going, and Matthew and Athena kept following.

“Shouldn’t we turn around?” Matthew asked presently, as the sun was warming toward noon and the sweat had begun to prickle his neck.

“I want to show you something,” Minx answered. “It’s not far.”

Indeed it wasn’t. Minx guided Matthew to the edge of a cliff with the glittering expanse of the sea spread out below. “Wait,” Minx told him, as he scanned the rolling waves. “Ah!” she said suddenly, and pointed. “There they are!”

A geyser of water marked the surfacing of a number of whales. They rolled about each other like children at play. They flapped their tails and created their own foamy surf. They dove down and rose up again, breaking the sea into shards of rainbow glass. Matthew looked at Minx and saw she was smiling as she watched the cavorting of the leviathans, and he thought that the circus might be very far from the girl but the girl was never very far from the circus.

Something else caught his eye. It was the fort situated up on the northern point of Pendulum Island. There were several buildings within the cannon-guarded walls, and a pall of gray smoke hung over the area. A little fluttering of smoke rose from a chimney on a squat building to the far right.

“What’s that?” Matthew asked. He nodded toward it.

Minx’s smile went away. “The professor’s property.”

“I know that. But…a fort, yes?”

“His concern, not ours,” she replied. The air had become frosty on this sunny noon. She urged Esmerelda away from the cliffside, and the moment of watching whales at play had passed. Matthew followed back to the main road, feeling he had stepped on something that stuck to his bootsole. The fort was lost to sight by another dense thicket, but presently the two riders crossed in front of a secondary road that cut through the forest toward what Matthew presumed was the very place he’d just seen. He noted the ruts of wagon wheels in the dirt. The road to the fort had seen many comings and goings. And there on either side of the road was to him an interesting element to this new puzzle of Pendulum Island: hanging from leather cords on two poles were two human skulls painted with vivid stripes of color.

There was no need to ask Minx what that meant. Matthew knew. It was a warning of death, made cheerful by the stripings but no less serious. In fact, Matthew thought, there was a twisted sense of humor on display here. The entire message seemed to be: No Entry
Without Permission, Or You Will Wear Your Bright Colors To Your Grave. He wondered if there were any guards nearby, watching the road, to enforce that particular threat. He decided that there probably were, hidden in the foliage somewhere. He didn’t care to test his question.

Not today, at least.

For it seemed to Matthew that a cannon-guarded, walled fort on the island owned by Professor Fell must hold something the emperor of crime did not care to be viewed by the inhabitants of his drowsy dreamworld.

Well, Matthew thought, there was always tomorrow. By now he was used to kicking over ordinary rocks and finding extraordinary horrors scuttling from underneath them in a desperate search for the protective dark. He reined Athena in and sat for a moment staring down the road that sat between two poles and two skulls. He marked that this place was about four miles from the professor’s castle, by the route they’d taken. Within him his sense of curiosity and desire for discovery began to vibrate; he was attuned to a question that needed to be answered.

Minx said firmly, “Come along. We shouldn’t linger here.”

Indeed not, Matthew thought as he got Athena moving again. For he had the sure sensation that they were being watched from somewhere in the trees, and even the guests at this strange conference of criminals could find their skulls separated from their necks by following that particular road into the unknown.

But, of course, following the unknown road was part of his business. His nature, also.

Another time, he promised himself.

And he knew that, whatever dangers and intrigues he might face at this bizarre dinner planned for tonight, his promises were for keeping.
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Caution doubled. And redoubled. A bell was being rung by a servant who walked along the hallway. It was time for dinner. Time for Matthew to slip into the skin of Nathan Spade and button himself up in it, just as now he buttoned his shirt. When he was done, he slipped into the coat of his forest-green suit and also buttoned that up. It seemed he could not have enough security, nor buttons enough. One popped off as he was wrestling it. The bell called him to hurry. He appraised his look in the mirror. His face had become darkened by the sun, which made the bear-claw scar on his forehead stand out as a pinker line. Also more on the pinkish side was the newer and smaller mark under his left eye, put there by his adventure in the exploding house on Nassau Street. His hair was brushed, his teeth were cleaned, he was freshly-shaved and he was ready for the moment. Yet…there was something about himself that was a recent arrival, he thought. It was a steely glint in his eyes that had not been there before…what? The last gasp of Tyranthus Slaughter? It was the glint of a sword ready to parry another, or quickly strike if need be. It was the steel of survival, forged from his experiences to the point of standing here before this mirror.

The sound of the calling bell had receded.

Dinner was ready. And so was Matthew Corbett.

He pulled in one long breath, let it slowly out, and then he left his room.

In the hallway, a woman glided up beside him and took his right arm. Aria Chillany pressed close against him, her fragrance like the last embers of a smoky fire. She was wearing a black gown trimmed with red lace. Her ebony hair flowed down in brushed waves and her sapphire eyes sparkled, yet her beautiful face was tight and her mouth a hard line. “Nathan,” she said quietly as they walked, “do you know your part?”

“I do,” he answered, just as quietly. These doors they were passing might have ears.

“Let us hope,” she said, and added: “Dear boy.”

They descended the stairs like criminal royalty. Matthew allowed the woman to guide him, as he was certainly a stranger here. They walked through a hallway that held alcoves displaying what appeared to be the skeletons of various types of fish mounted on stands. Then the hallway ended at a short staircase descending to a large banquet room with blue-painted walls and ceiling and, upon that ceiling, painted clouds with painted cherubs gazing down upon the denizens of earth.

The assembled group of six sat before silver placesettings at a polished table that seemed to Matthew as long as a New York block. Above it was a brass chandelier ablaze with candles, as the night had fallen over Fell’s festival, and also spaced along the table were brass candelabras that gave off a lovely light upon the unlovely throng.

Where to begin? It was Matthew’s question to himself, as he and Madam Chillany came down the stairs and their presence brought to a halt the banquet room’s already-restrained conversation. He was wondering where to begin gathering impressions, and was aided in this regard when Aria announced to the group, “Let me introduce our new arrival, Nathan Spade.”

No one sat at the foot of the table, nor at the head. The first person seated on the left was a dashing-looking gentleman in a shimmery gray suit and a vivid scarlet neckscarf, his age probably in the late forties, his hair black and gleaming except for streaks of gray along the temples, his chin sharp, nose narrow and his deep-set eyes dark brown beneath arched black brows. He stood up, smiled showing good white teeth, gave a crisp bow and extended a hand. “Cesar Sabroso,” he said, in a voice that made Matthew think of warm oil at the bottom of a lamp. The better to lubricate a monarch’s imagination so as to get at the Spanish treasury beyond it, Matthew thought. He shook the man’s hand and then gave his attention to the person seated on the right.

“Adam Wilson,” spoke this slight, pale and nearly invisible creature, who wore small square-lensed spectacles and had a long, somber and horse-like face. His voice was like the echo of another voice spoken in another room. He wore a baggy suit the shade of bleached-out hay, and his tight cap of hair pulled back into a painful-looking queue was nearly the same color. His pallid blue eyes refused to meet Matthew’s, but rather angled off a few inches to the side even as he offered a hand the size of a child’s. Matthew’s impression was that this man could sit in a corner without moving for a time and be forgotten by everyone else in the room, and therefore he carried around with him his own disguise.

“Edgar Smythe,” announced the next gent on the left, in a voice like a bucket of gravel being pounded by an iron mallet. It made Matthew’s eardrums throb. Smythe, the selfsame gray-bearded and gray-haired man who had climbed the stairs past Matthew this morning, looked supremely bored. He was again in his black suit, with a ruffled blue shirt. He neither rose from his chair nor offered a hand, but immediately returned his attention to a glass of red wine he was nursing like a beloved child.

Matthew noted gold-lettered placecards on the table. The one across from Smythe read Dr. Jonathan Gentry, but the seat was empty. The physician, Matthew mused, was yet upstairs healing himself. Then next to Smythe was another empty chair and the placecard for Minx Cutter, who likewise had not yet arrived. Across from Minx’s chair, the card read Nathan Spade, and next to that place Aria Chillany. Next to Minx were three empty chairs, the closest to her being for Mack Thacker, the next for Miss Fancy, and the third for Jack Thacker. This will be a lovely scene, Matthew thought grimly.

“Our daring savior!” said Augustus Pons, who sat one chair down from Aria’s place. The triple-chinned face grinned, as candlelight played on the lenses of his spectacles and gleamed upon his bald pate. “You and Miss Cutter taught those bad boys a lesson, eh?” He opened his mouth and the twig-thin young man with curly brown hair who sat between him and Madam Chillany’s chair tipped a glass of the red wine over lips that glistened like garden slugs. The young man wore a powder-blue suit and had ruddy cheeks like those of the painted cherubs gamboling above. His eyes were bright blue, and they sparkled merrily for his master.

“Thank you, Toy,” said the fat man, when the glass had been lowered and the young man had blotted Pons’s third chin with a napkin. “Mr. Spade, do sit down and tell us all about your escapades in London!”

“Keep your business to yourself, Mr. Spade,” said the white-haired woman who sat on the other side of Pons. “His mouth has been known to get people into trouble.”

“It is other people’s mouths that get me into trouble,” Pons protested, without much vehemence. “Isn’t that right, Toy?”

Toy giggled, a nasty sound.

“Come speak to me, Mr. Spade,” said Mother Deare. “Let me take your measure.” She was a broad-shouldered, thickly-set woman in a copper-colored gown with frills of red and blue lace at the neck and cuffs. Matthew thought the gown fit her as much as two pairs of silk slippers fit a drayhorse. He went to her side, as she pushed her chair back from the table and turned it to regard him with froggish brown eyes in a wide, square-chinned face. Matthew reasoned she was likely sixty years old or thereabouts, with deep lines across her forehead and radiating from the corners of her eyes. She appeared to have known a life of hard work, probably performed outside under a hot sun. She wore red lace gloves, perhaps to hide hands that had been worked to the point of broken knuckles. The cloud of her cottony hair was done up with golden pins. She smiled at him, in a motherly way. Matthew had the desire to step back a pace or two at the sight of this peg-toothed smile, but he held himself in check as he thought rudeness here would be an unforgiven sin.

“A handsome young lad,” Mother Deare decided. She had a quiet voice, yet there was some element of the bludgeon in it. “I suspect you are no stranger to the wiles of women.”

The moment of real truth had arrived. Everyone was listening. Matthew’s heart was pounding, for he thought surely this bulgeous-eyed woman was able to see through his mask. He kept his face composed and reached deep for a reply. “The wiles of women,” he said, “are my business. And in my business, the stranger the better.”

Pons gave an amused little laugh. Aria Chillany followed that one with her own. Mother Deare’s smile was unbroken, but she nodded ever so slightly. “Well said,” she told him. She motioned toward his chair. “Join us.”

Matthew took his place.

Aria sat to his right. A black servant in the sea-blue uniform and high wig emerged from a door artfully concealed in a wall at the far end of the room, bringing a basket full of various kinds of freshly-baked bread cut into slices. After he had served these to whomever desired them, he went around the table refilling wine glasses from bottles of red and white already on display. Matthew chose a glass of red, as that seemed to be the drink of choice among this bunch. When he took his first sip a thrill of terror shot through him…not at the sense that he might be taking a sip of poison, but at the fact that suddenly he was so damned comfortable in this masquerade. It astounded him, how far he had come from being a lowly law clerk, to being…what? It seemed to him that he wasn’t quite sure what he was on his way to being. And that too caused a kink of unease down where the red wine drifted.

Descending the stairs to the banquet room came Minx Cutter, wearing tan trousers, a dark blue waistcoat and a white blouse. She took her time about it, and then she seated herself directly across from Matthew as per her placecard. She nodded at Mother Deare and Pons but directed her attention to her choice of wine from the servant instead of to any of the other guests, and to his surprise Matthew felt a pang of envy toward the bottled grape.

A minute or so after Minx’s arrival, came a bellow of noise and the slamming of bootheels on the stairs and thus the Thackers arrived with Fancy held fast by either arm and pressed between them. The brothers wore identical red suits—a shock to any civilized eyeball—with black waistcoats and gray shirts. Fancy was draped in a dark green gown with a black bodice, and she wore elbow-length gloves of black cloth. She was manhandled along until she was shoved down in the chair between the Thackers, and they were laughing like hyenas and snorting like bulls all the way. Matthew noted with a certain satisfaction that Jack’s right hand was bound up with a cloth bandage. The two brothers took their places and sprawled in their chairs, and Fancy wore a blank stare on her lovely face and kept her head lowered.

Mack and Jack went after the bread and spilled as much wine as they poured. When Minx reached for the bread basket the servant had left on the table, Jack suddenly reached into his coat with his left hand, brought out a knife crusted with blood and, standing up and leaning forward, plunged it into the basket’s contents.

“There ya go,” he said sweetly to Minx. “Wanted to return what ya gave to me—”

“—so kindly,” Mack finished, and then he swigged a glass of red.

Minx’s expression remained placid. She pulled the basket toward her, removed the knife and chose a slice of bread marred by Jack’s crusty lifejuice. She ate it while staring at Matthew, after which she calmly slid the blade into her waistcoat.

The eyes of the Thackers settled on Nathan Spade.

“Hey, boyo!” Jack called. “Enjoy your coach ride?”

“Thrilling,” Matthew replied. “Thank you.”

“We wasn’t tryin’ to thrill ya,” said Mack, as he dipped bread into a bowl of brown sauce the servant had left. “We was tryin’ to—”

“—kill ya!” Jack finished, and he gave a harsh chortle. “Naw, just jokin’ there, boyo! We knew you wasn’t gonna go off the edge!”

“And how did you know that, please?” Madam Chillany had regained the fire in her eyes and the ice in her voice.

Mack answered, “Somebody as smart as he’s supposed to be, playin’ with the whores and all, he ain’t gonna go so easy as that! Naw, ma’am! ’Course, it helped him to have—”

“—a knife-thrower at his side,” said Jack, with a quick and disdainful glance at Minx. “Problem is, maybe she ain’t always gonna be at his side!”

“Maybe not.” Matthew took another drink of his wine before he spoke again. “What do you two gents have against me? You’re simply angry because I made you wait a few weeks?”

“They don’t like anyone with three attributes they don’t have,” said Mother Deare. “Good manners, good looks, and good sense. Pay them no further attention. You are feeding a fire that should be left untamped.”

“Listen to her, Spadey,” said Mack, with brown sauce on his chin.

“Yeah, she’s big enough to fight your battles for ya, ain’t she?” Jack grinned in the most sarcastic way. Then his eyes flared like flaming tinderboxes, he grabbed Fancy by the hair and kissed her mouth, Augustus Pons said, “Oh my God,” Toy squirmed in his chair, and Mack then grasped Fancy’s chin and smashed her lips with his own. After the bully-boys’ statement of ownership was done, they went back to their drinking and Fancy again lowered her head and stared at the surface of the table as if it were a new world she was fixated on either exploring or escaping to.

“Well, I don’t enjoy having to wait for anyone!” It was spoken by the hammer-crushing-gravel voice of Edgar Smythe. His face was a wrinkled mass of barely-confined anger. “Here nearly a month! After that damnable voyage from Plymouth! The seas so high I was swimming in my fucking bed! And then I get here and am told I have to wait for him before we can start our business?” A finger stabbed toward Matthew. “A damned boy?”

“Watch your words, please,” Mother Deare advised. “We are all equals here.”

“The money I bring in has no equal,” Smythe fired back, his bearded chin lifted in defiance. “You know that’s true, and so does he!”

He meaning the professor, Matthew surmised.

“Settle yourself,” Mother Deare said quietly, but the bludgeon was ready. “Have another glass of wine, breathe deeply of this exalted air, and remark to yourself how fortunate you are—as we all are—to be at this table.

“One month of waiting bothers you, Mr. Smythe? Here on this warm island? Really it does? My, my!” She touched her throat. “Such ingratitude, I would be ashamed.”

“Ingratitude my ass,” Smythe growled. He reached to refill his glass, which evidently had already been refilled several times. “I know my place here, and it’s far better than his!”

“I want to know,” spoke the soft and echoey voice of the nearly-invisible Adam Wilson, “when Matthew Corbett is going to be killed.”

Matthew had been lifting the glass to his mouth. The jolt that went through him almost caused a regrettable spillage.

“That Chapel disaster lost us all some fine young recruits,” Wilson went on. “He had a hand in that, and he caused the loss of one of my best men. I want to know when revenge will be delivered.”

Matthew was thinking furiously. Ah yes! He remembered! One of the older men captured at the Chapel estate during the Queen of Bedlam affair had been an expert on finances, and had been serving as an instructor.

Mother Deare’s voice was as steady and direct as her fierce stare: “The professor decides that, Mr. Wilson. Not you.”

“I’m only voicing my wishes, Mother Deare,” spoke the slender man, who even as he shrugged his shoulders seemed again to be vanishing away.

A clattering on the stairs announced the arrival of Jonathan Gentry, clad in a dark blue suit with a white shirt and stockings. Unfortunately he appeared to be under the influence of his own making, for his face was flushed and sparkling with sweat and the tail of his shirt was hanging out beneath his waistcoat. He came staggering down the staircase, gripping hard to the oak bannister, and at the bottom he hesitated and felt forward with one shoe as if he feared the floor was made of ice and might crack under his weight.

“Oh Christ,” Madam Chillany breathed beside Matthew. “He’s in one of his states.”

Assured that the floor would hold him, Gentry released his death-grip on the bannister and approached the table, in a circuitous sort of way. He walked as if he were dancing to an unheard tune. Matthew thought Gentry’s steps would be appreciated by Gilliam Vincent.

Mack said, “Come on and sit your arse down—”

“Ya stumblin’ arsehole!” Jack supplied, and the two brothers laughed as if they were the very kings of wit.

The devilishly-handsome though nearly-incapacitated Gentry just gave a feeble smile, a comma of dark brown hair sweat-stuck to his forehead. His remarkable green eyes were not so luminous; tonight they were darkened and bloodshot. Matthew watched as Gentry searched for his place at the table, and no one helped him. Matthew thought that whatever freight the doctor was carrying, the castle of Professor Fell must weigh most heavily upon him for he had surely drunk or inhaled something potent to deaden his nerves.

“You’re next to me,” Matthew spoke up, and Gentry narrowed his eyes to focus and came staggering around the table to claim his place.

“Thank you, M—” Gentry caught himself and smiled dazedly. “My friend,” he said, as he lowered himself into the chair.

Sirki emerged from the door at the far end of the room, presumably to make sure everyone had arrived, and then he went away again without a word to the guests. Matthew noted the East Indian giant was wearing black robes and a black turban tonight, and for some reason that fact sent a disturbance rippling slowly through him like a wave about to shatter itself against a rock.

In a few minutes the feast began to arrive, brought in by a squadron of servants. The theme—no surprise here to Matthew—was nautical. Seafood stew was served in clay bowls shaped like boats. Platters of clams wafted steam up through the candlelight. A glass bowl contained bits of raw fish mingled with onions and small red peppers that nearly seared Matthew’s tongue off at first taste. Puff pastries filled with crabmeat and a white wine cream sauce came piled on a blue plate and were quickly gobbled down by the Thackers before anyone else could get their fair share. Then came whole fish grilled, baked and steamed. A swordfish laid out on a wooden slab still had its beak and eyeballs. The pink tentacles of an octopus dripped puddles of butter. The wine flowed and the guests consumed. Matthew watched Mother Deare watching everyone else. From time to time someone gave a grunt as they ate something particularly pleasing to them, but otherwise there was no conversation.

Then Jonathan Gentry, his face and suit jacket smeared with oil and butter, withdrew from a pocket a small bottle of green liquid and poured it into his wine. He drank it down with relish, after which he began trying to carve a piece of mackerel with the edge of a spoon.

“What are you drinking?” Aria asked him, with notes of both wariness and disgust in her voice. “Something of your own making, I presume?”

“My own making,” he said, and nodded. “Yes, my own.” He smiled at nothing, his eyes heavy-lidded. “I am a doctor, you know. I am a physician. And a very able one, in fact.” He turned the heavy lids toward Matthew. “You tell her.”

“Leave Mr. Spade alone,” came Aria’s quiet command, emphasizing the name.

“What’s he saying?” Mother Deare asked, interrupting her consumption of tentacles.

“He’s sayin’ he’s a fuckin’ asshole,” said Jack Thacker, and he grinned drunkenly at Fancy, who had eaten half of a boatbowl of seafood stew before she had again left the room on her silent voyage.

“I’m saying I am a doctor. A healer,” Gentry replied, with as much dignity as a grease-smeared drug fiend could muster. “That is who I am. And this,” here he held up the bottle, which still contained a few drops of green, “is the medicine I have given myself tonight. I call it…” He paused, seemingly searching for what he called it. “Ah, yes. Juice of Absence.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Mack muttered in his wine, and then he took hold of Fancy’s hair and began to gnaw on her throat. Not to be outdone, Jack attacked the other side of her neck.

“Oh dear me,” said Pons, who had been fed his entire meal and had his mouth and chin wiped by his special Toy.

“Juice of Absence,” Gentry repeated, his face slack. His eyes appeared to be sliding inward. “It removes one. Takes him away. It eases the mind and deadens the nerves. It causes one to leave this realm of unhappy discord, and enter another more pleasant. Yes, it is of my own making.” He stared blankly at Aria. “Somewhat like my life, isn’t it?”

“A disgusting mess, you mean?” she asked, her brows uplifted.

Gentry nodded. Suddenly there was nothing handsome about him at all. He just looked to Matthew like a pitiful man trying to hold onto something that had perhaps slipped his grip many years before. Down the table, Pons was being fed by Toy, Mother Deare was carefully watching Gentry, the Thackers were feasting on Fancy’s throat, and Minx was sipping her wine in stiff-backed silence. Up the table, Smythe was tearing into a piece of swordfish, Wilson ate small bites of the raw fish concoction and kept pushing his glasses up because the peppers were making his face glisten with sweat, and Sabroso leaned back in his chair and drank not from a glass but from a fresh bottle of red wine that he had uncorked with his teeth.

But Gentry in a way sat alone, and Matthew found he could no longer look at the man.

Instead Matthew stared across at the Thackers, and seeing the suffering expression on Fancy’s beautiful and tortured face as the two brutes ravished her he felt the words come up from his soul to his throat and he was powerless to secure them from leaving his mouth.

He said, “Stop that.”

They continued on, unhearing.

“You two!” Matthew said, louder, with the flush of righteous anger and redhot peppers in his cheeks. “I said…” And again, louder still: “Stop that!”

This time they heard. Their mouths left the Indian girl’s throat, leaving red suction marks and grease trails. Their glittering eyes in the foxlike faces found him, and yet they grinned stupidly as if they had never in their lives heard anyone give them a command and really mean it.

“Nathan?” Aria’s voice was very small and very tight. “I think—”

“Hush,” he told her, and she hushed. He focused his attention on the girl, who just that quickly had begun to leave the room once more. There was something he had to find out, and it had to be now. “I saw you sitting on the rock today. I thought…that’s a pretty girl, who sits alone.”

There was no response whatsoever. Her face was downcast, her disarrayed hair hanging in her eyes.

“A pretty girl shouldn’t sit alone,” Matthew continued. He felt sweat gathering at his temples. It was hard to avoid the deadly stares of the Thacker brothers; their silence seemed equally as deadly. “You know,” Matthew said with an air of desperation, “coming from New York’s winter to this island, I feel like a walker in two worlds.”

Again…nothing.

Mack’s mouth opened: “What shit are ya goin’ on about—”

“—boyo?” Jack finished, and he started to rise threateningly from his chair.

It was wrong, Matthew thought. Something was wrong. What was it? Think! he told himself. She didn’t respond to the name Walker In Two Worlds. Why not? If she was the same girl who’d crossed the Atlantic on the ship with he and Nimble Climber, then…why not?

“I think your head needs fixin’,” said Mack Thacker, who likewise started to slide from his chair.

“Straightenin’ out,” said the brother with the gray wisp in his hair, his teeth clenched and his fists the same. “Gentlemen! Please restrain yourselves!” Mother Deare’s voice was a shade shrill.

“Let them fight!” said Smythe, with a satisfied grunt. “Give us some entertainment while we wait!”

Matthew was the only one who saw Minx Cutter slide the knife out from under her waistcoat. He was feverishly fixated on something he was trying his damnedest to recall. It was Walker’s name. Something…something…

He caught it. Walker In Two Worlds had not been called that when the Indian crossed the Atlantic. As a child, he’d been known as—

“He Runs Fast, Too,” said Matthew, staring at the girl. And then, realizing he sounded like a complete fool but not caring very much: “Speaking of Indians.”

Fancy lifted her head, and she looked not only across the table at him but across a divide of space and time. For a brief few seconds their eyes met and held, and he thought he saw something within hers awaken like a brief flicker of flame or the dance of a spark. Then she gazed down upon the table once more, and whatever there had been—might have been, Matthew thought—was gone.

The Thackers appeared about to climb over the plates and glasses to get at their victim of the evening. They glared at him like dumb beasts, their faces reddened and eyes glinting green. They were done with fish, and now they wanted meat.

Matthew lifted his chin and awaited what was to come. He was ready to do whatever was needed to survive, which meant using a knife, a broken bottle, a chair, a candelabra. But he thought that indeed Fancy had shown a reaction to that name, and if this was the same girl who had crossed the ocean with Walker he reasoned that he owed his departed friend a final favor.

He decided that if it was the last thing on earth he did, he would free Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone from these two animals.

The room shook.

Just a fraction, perhaps. Overhead the chandelier swayed an inch or so, back and forth. Matthew saw the wine in his glass tremble. It was over and done within a couple of seconds, but Matthew was left with a sick feeling of motion in his gut.

“Damn it!” growled Smythe. “There’s another one!”

The concealed door in the wall at the far end of the room opened. Sirki emerged, pushing before him something covered up with a brown tarpaulin. There was the noise of rollers on the chessboard floor.

“Gentlemen!” Mother Deare was addressing the unruly Thackers. Her voice was hard, the voice of a woman who has known plenty of hardship and has dealt it out aplenty herself. “Be seated before Professor Fell!” she commanded.
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Sirki pushed the covered object to the head of the table. By the time he’d reached it, the Thackers had grumbled curses at Matthew and resumed their seats. Matthew saw Minx return the knife to its safe place beneath her waistcoat. Jonathan Gentry poured the last few drops of Juice of Absence into his wine and drank the concoction down, thirsty perhaps for a sense of removal from the scene before him. Cesar Sabroso quietly cleared his throat. Adam Wilson seemed to be there even less than before. Fancy darted a quick glance across the table at Matthew. Toy blotted Augustus Pons’s lips and whispered something into one of the blackmailer’s ears, which surely had heard their share of secrets.

Matthew waited, his eyes slightly narrowed and his jaw set.

Sirki whipped the brown tarpaulin off. Revealed underneath was a man in a chair, set upon a polished wooden platform with rollers on the bottom.

But yet not a man, Matthew realized.

It was the image of a man. A portrayal of a man. A facsimile, and that was all.

[image: Professor Fell]

The chair was made of red leather, with gold-colored nailheads decorating the armrests. The man was made of…who could say? Certainly not flesh and blood, for the stillness of the figure. It was a dummy, Matthew thought. A life-sized poppet. Likely stuffed with hay and sawdust?

This figure of Professor Fell sat stiffly upright with its arms upon the rests and its feet spaced equidistantly upon the platform. It was a thin and wiry-looking construction, dressed in a white suit with gold trim and whorls of gold upon the suit jacket and breeches legs. It wore also a white tricorn, likewise trimmed in gold, white stockings and shiny black shoes with gold buckles. It wore flesh-colored fabric gloves and—most remarkably and startling—a flesh-colored fabric cowl that covered the face and head, yet showed the faintest impression of nosetip, cheekbones and eyesockets.

Matthew’s thought was: What the hell is this about?

He was answered in another few seconds, when Sirki removed a rather large key from a pocket of his robe. He inserted it into some opening at the back of the chair and turned it a dozen times. He threw a lever. With a sound of meshing gears and the rattling of a greased chain, the figure in the chair began to move.

It was a smooth motion, for a machine. For Matthew realized it was a majestic and almost-unbelievable creation he’d read about in his newspapers from London but had never seen or thought he would ever see. It was something called an automaton.

The right hand came up to press an index finger against the chin, as if measuring a thought before speaking. The right hand came down again, upon the armrest. Was there a twitch of the head, as a few ragged gearteeth moved through their circles? Yes, now the head was turning…slowly…left to right and back again, taking view of everyone at the table.

“Welcome,” spoke the automaton, in a tinny voice with a hint of a rasp and a whine, “to my home.”

No one responded. Did the machine have human ears? No.

Matthew realized he was gripping his wine glass so hard he was either about to break the glass or his knuckles. Everyone else was taking this in stride; they had been here before and obviously seen this machine in action.

The left hand rose, fluttered up into the air with a racheting of gears and then settled back once more. “There are important things to discuss,” the machine said, with a slight tilting of the masked face.

Did the mouth move behind that opaque cowl? It was hard to tell in the flicker of the candlelight. The voice was high and metallic and otherworldly, and Matthew felt a chill skitter up along 

his spine.

“I shall hear your reports at the proper time,” spoke the automaton, as Sirki stood several feet behind it and to one side. “For now, with you all together, I have a request.”

A silence stretched. Had the gears run their course? Then the chain rattled and the head moved again and the right hand came up to press the index finger a second time against the chin, as if in studious contemplation.

“I am searching for a man,” said the image of Professor Fell. “His name is Brazio Valeriani. He was last seen one year ago in Florence, and has since vanished. I seek this man. That for the present is all you need to know.” The finger left the chin and the head moved slowly from left to right. “I shall pay five thousand pounds to the person who locates Brazio Valeriani,” said the voice of the machine. “I shall pay ten thousand pounds to the person who brings him to me. Force may be necessary. You are my eyes and my hands. Seek,” it spoke, “and ye shall find.”

“Pardon, sir,” said Mack Thacker, suddenly a docile child, “but who is he?”

“All you need to know I have told you.” Once more the faceless head tilted to one side. “That concludes my request.”

Matthew was amazed. It appeared the construction had human ears after all. And the figures the machine had just offered were incredible. At once new questions burned his brain. Who was this Brazio Valeriani, and why was he so immensely valuable to Professor Fell?

The automaton was still. The silence was heavy. Suddenly it was broken by the clatter of a glass overturning on the table, which made Matthew almost jump out of his chair. Jonathan Gentry’s hand must have gone nerveless due to the Juice of Absence, and now the good and drug-addled doctor held the offending hand before his face and examined the fingers as if they belonged to someone he did not know.

The gearteeth moved again. So did the head, tilting backward a few degrees.

“One of you,” said the voice of the machine, “has been brought here to die.”

Matthew was near wetting his pants. If his heart was running any faster it was going to tear from his chest and roll across the room.

“To be punished for your sin,” the automaton continued. “You know what you have done.” The right hand lifted, the index finger beckoned, and Sirki withdrew from his black robes the wicked curved dagger with the sawtoothed edge. Then the East Indian giant strode forward, walking slowly and leisurely behind those guests sitting on the side opposite Matthew. “You have betrayed me,” spoke the tinny tongue of metal. “For this you shall not leave the room alive.”

Sirki continued his stroll, candlelight gleaming from the knife’s inset jewels and edge of horror.

“I offer you a chance to speak. To confess your sin before me. In so doing, you will receive a quick and merciful end.”

No one spoke. No one moved but Sirki, who now rounded the foot of the table and crossed behind Adam Wilson.

“Speak,” said the machine. “I will not abide a traitor. Speak, while you have life in your veins.”

There was no speaking, though Aria Chillany drew in her breath as Sirki passed behind her, and already Matthew’s nuts had seemingly pulled themselves up into his groin.

Sirki continued onward. Behind Mother Deare he stopped, turned and began to retrace his steps. The knife was held low, at the ready.

“This involves the Cymbeline,” came the hideous voice, which now held a note of taunting. “You know nothing can be kept from me. Confess it now.”

No tongue moved, though perhaps even in this rough company hearts pounded and pee puddled.

“Alas,” spoke the machine, “your moment of redemption has passed.” And then it added: “Doctor Gentry.”

“What?” Gentry asked, his eyes bleary and saliva breaking over his lower lip.

Sirki’s progress stopped. Standing behind the good, drug-addled and doomed doctor, the giant swung his arm back and with tremendous force smacked the sawtoothed blade into the right side of Gentry’s neck.

He gripped Gentry’s hair with his free hand. And then he began to saw the blade, back and forth.

Matthew flinched as the blood jumped upon him. In truth, in any other arena he might have let out a bleat of terror but in this room it might be another kiss of death. But horror came quickly upon horror, as Gentry turned his head toward Matthew even as it was being sawed from his neck, and there was more puzzlement upon Gentry’s face than pain as the crimson blood flowed from the deepening wound. Matthew realized that the Juice of Absence was at work, and perhaps too well it had deadened the nerves and taken the doctor to a distant room.

But this room, unfortunately, was where his head was being methodically—and somewhat joyfully, it must be said from the grim smile on Sirki’s face—cut off.

Augustus Pons gave a strangled gasp, though it was not his throat being opened. Toy was pressed up against his master like a second skin, or at least a second suit. The blood leaped and sprayed from the wound in Gentry’s neck, and though the body began to tremble and the hands to grasp and claw at the table yet the doctor’s face was placid and composed as if he were hearing the voice of a patient sitting at his knee.

And indeed, in the next moment Gentry asked Matthew with the gore dripping from his lips, “Tell me. What ails you?”

Across the table, Jack Thacker had recovered his nerve enough for a hollow laugh that Mack Thacker finished, with a ghastly chuckle. Between them, Fancy’s hair was in her face but her gaze was riveted to the tides of blood that flowed between the glasses and platters.

The right side of Gentry’s neck and his shoulder were both masses of red connected by darker threads and clumps, like a hideous suit coming apart at a crucial seam. The wound had the appearance of a gaping, toothless mouth. Matthew, to his absolute terror, could not look away.

Gentry’s eyes had seemingly sunken into a once devilishly-handsome face, now gone suddenly gaunt and sallow. When he spoke again, his voice was a hollow rasp. “Papa?” he said, addressing Matthew. “I’ve finished my lessons.”

The blade sawed back and forth, and forth and back. A sheen of sweat had risen upon the giant’s cheeks.

Aria gave the first burst of a scream but she choked it down. Her eyes were wide. The sapphires had turned to onyx. Toward the foot of the table, Adam Wilson leaned forward toward the carnage, his eyes alight behind his spectacles and his nostrils twitching as if entranced by the smell of so much blood. Cesar Sabroso, his mouth slack and eyes deadened, had hold of a wine bottle in each hand, gripping them like life itself.

Suddenly Gentry seemed to realize what was happening to him and he gave a shuddering cry and tried to rise but the giant’s hand was firm in his hair and just that quickly all of the doctor’s ebbing strength had run its course. The Juice of Absence was obviously a very potent formula. Gentry collapsed back into the chair, his head hanging to the left, and his hands twitched and jerked on the armrests as his legs kicked underneath the table and tried to run. Yet there was nowhere to run to.

“Oh,” moaned the mangled voice of a dead man, as the body whipped and spasmed, “Papa…I kissed…kissed Sarah today.”

A gush of nearly black blood met the next tearing of sawteeth. What came from the center of the thick red flood issuing out of Gentry’s straining mouth might have been a voice, and it might have been a pitiful cry for a life lost or a small handsome boy’s last boast: “I think she likes me.”

The sawblade met bone and scraped with a noise that made Matthew’s hair stand on end. There was a crash as Minx Cutter’s chair went over; she had risen to her feet and was backing away. It appeared that she had reached her fill of this particular dinner.

“Leave here if you’re going to be ill!” Mother Deare snapped at her, in a not-very-motherly way at all. Minx took the stairs, but she did it at her own speed: a deliberate and almost disdainful walk.

Sawblade on bone. The kicking of Gentry’s heels against the bloodied floor. Matthew nearly rose to his feet and also departed the room, but it seemed to him that the tough-minded and grim-hearted Nathan Spade would have stayed it out, and so then should he.

But by the hardest effort did he remain in his place, for in the next excruciating moments Sirki cracked through the vertebrae and cut through enough flesh to tear the head off its streaming stalk. Sirki deposited the head of the formerly-living Jonathan Gentry upon the table in front of its former body, and as the sallow and sunken-eyed face continued to grimace and contort in its agonies of dying nerves the body slithered down under the table with all the boneless grace of a raw oyster.

There was silence, but for the dripping.

“Thus endeth the lesson,” said the automaton, its right index finger pointed into the air.

It was Jack Thacker who spoke next.

“Professor sir?” he asked, in his nasally brogue. “Don’t we get dessert?”

The automaton’s hand lowered. With a noise of moving chains the mechanical head turned from side to side, as if seeking the speaker.

“Certainly you do,” came the eerie metallic voice, “and you have earned it. On the patio you shall find vanilla cake, sugared almonds and some very fine bottles of Chateau d’Yquem. My best for my best.” The head nodded slightly, and the voice added, “And I shall say goodnight.”

Sirki had wrapped the gory knife in double napkins. Now he came around behind the automaton and threw the lever that presumably turned it off. The noise of gears and chains ceased. The figure was motionless, returned to exactly the posture in which it had first appeared. Sirki put the tarpaulin back over it and wheeled it away toward the concealed door.

Gentry’s face had ceased its spasms. The good doctor had gone, quite messily, to either the Celestial Apothecary or the Hellpit of Incurable Diseases. Matthew pressed his napkin against his mouth, realizing how much blood had spattered his suit. It seemed that Pendulum Island was not only death to people, but murder on men’s wear. He realized also who and what had severed the heads from the two bodies in the house on Nassau Street. The neck stump was similarly ragged to those. A point of observation that only he would have made, and yet he clung to his powers as a problem-solver to make certain he did not completely fall into the tarpit that was the soul of his masquerade.

Said Mack, with a hand to his belly, “I’m for gettin’ me some vanilla cake.”

Evidently this drama had caused the Thackers to, for the moment, put aside their animosity toward Spadey. They got to their feet, hauled Fancy up between them, and sauntered up the stairs as if they’d just witnessed a particularly stirring ballroom dance…or, in their case, barroom fight.

Somehow, and he didn’t know how long this took him to do so, Matthew got out of his chair and, slipping on the bloody floor, made his way to the steps. He didn’t care to look at anyone else, nor did they care to look at him. He did have the impression that Adam Wilson wore a barely-concealed grin of delight, for it seemed the invisible finance-man had a taste for gory violence. On his ascent, Matthew wondered who was going to take the head off the table, remove the corpse and clean up the Godawful mess. One would have to need a job terribly much to do such work as that, it seemed to him.

Or possibly the servants in this house were used to anything.

Matthew’s knees were weak as he walked unsteadily toward the main staircase. He had no taste for vanilla cake, sugared almonds and dessert wine. Halfway up the stairs he felt something break within him and very suddenly his skin prickled with cold sweat. He had to grip hard to the bannister for fear of being flung off the world. Then he righted himself, as strongly as he was able, and pulled his body up the stairs using the bannister as much as any man would haul himself up a lifeline.

He entered his room and, still sweating and with the smell of blood up his nose, closed the door at his back. He latched it. He noted on the white dresser the three tapers of the triple-wicked candelabra still burning, as he’d left them. His first impulse was to relieve his bladder in the chamberpot, but instead he staggered toward the louvered doors to breathe deeply of sea air and perhaps clear his head of the bloodied fog.

And that was when he saw the automaton of Professor Fell sitting next to the bed in the white high-backed chair with the black stitching. The automaton had one thin leg crossed over another at the knee.

“Hello, Matthew,” said the construction, in a voice no longer metallic or high-pitched yet still eerie in its quiet, mechanical delivery. “I believe we should talk.”
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Did the earth cease its spinning? Did the floor give way beneath Matthew? Did a firepit of demons laugh, or a wing of angels cry?

No. But Matthew nearly fell down, all the same, and his heart nearly exploded and his mind reeled with the knowledge that Professor Fell’s automaton was not a machine at all but the real version.

The creature was dressed exactly the same, in the white suit with the gold trim and decorative gold whorls. The head was topped by the gold-trimmed tricorn. Same as well were the flesh-colored cloth gloves, covering long-fingered hands, and the flesh-colored cowl over head and face that showed the faintest impression of nosetip, cheekbones and eyesockets.

When the figure spoke again, Matthew saw the barest fluttering of cloth over the mouth. “Yes,” Professor Fell said, “I do enjoy my games.”

Matthew could not speak. As much as Gentry’s bodiless face had struggled to make sense of the where and the how and the why, so did Matthew’s face contort with the exact questions.

“You’re so young,” said the professor. “I wasn’t prepared for that.”

Matthew gasped a few more times, and then he found his voice. “I’m…as old…as I need to be.”

“Older, perhaps, than you ought to be.” The gloved fingers steepled together. “You have seen some disturbing sights.”

Matthew forced himself to nod. He didn’t have to force his reply. “Tonight…was possibly the worst.”

“I would apologize, but that scene was necessary. It served many purposes.”

His mouth dry, Matthew said, “It certainly served to spoil my appetite for dessert.”

“There will be other dinners,” the professor answered. “Other desserts.”

“Other heads to be sawed off?”

Did the cowl hide a quick smile? “Perhaps. But not at the dinner table.”

Dare he ask the question? He did: “Whose?”

“I don’t yet know. I will wait for you to tell me.”

Matthew thought he had walked into the middle of a bad dream. Was this real, or had he eaten a corrupted clam? He wished for more light in this room, though the candles burned merrily. He wished for more distance from Professor Fell. He wished he might be anywhere but here, with the emperor of crime and the nemesis of Katherine Herrald sitting four paces from him. “Me?” he asked. “Tell you?” He already wore a frown, and now it deepened. “Tell you what?”

“Who is to be executed,” said the professor, “as a traitor.”

“A traitor?” Matthew wondered why in moments of extreme stress he wound up sounding like a drunk parrot. “Doctor Gentry was just executed as a traitor.”

“That is corrrect…yet not entirely correct.”

Matthew couldn’t make heads or tails of this. His mind felt overwhelmed. He backed away from the masked figure in the chair. When he bumped into the iron legs of the ceramic washbasin he reached back at a clumsy angle, scooped water up in his hands and wet his face. Water dripped from his chin and he blinked like a sea-turtle.

“Take your time,” the professor advised. “I’m sure you have questions.”

Matthew found his way to the chair at the writing-desk and sank into it. He certainly did have questions…so many, in fact, that they were tangled together like a multitude of fast carriages trying to jam themselves through a tunnel.

“Let me begin, then.” The cowled head tilted a fraction to one side. “My little game at dinner. Pretending to be an automaton. I’m fascinated by those mechanicals. Sirki knows the truth, as does Mother Deare…and now you. My charade is useful in keeping a suitable distance between myself and my associates.”

Matthew thought he nodded, but he wasn’t certain. “May I ask…how that works? I heard the machinery…and your voice.”

“Oh, there is machinery in the chair. I operate it by pressure on the nailheads in the armrests. As for the voice.” The right hand slid into a pocket and emerged with a small metal object that resembled the miniature pipes of a pipe organ. “This fits my mouth. Not so comfortable, and yet a challenge. I had to learn to alter my breathing. It is designed to give the effect I wished.” He returned the mouth-organ to its pocket, and then he sat without moving or speaking for a time as if to demonstrate his ability to mimic a construction of gears and chains.

“I don’t…” Matthew shook his head. The fog was closing in again. Surely the gray kingdom had not followed him here. “Am I drugged?” he asked.

“Only by your own mind,” came the reply.

Matthew was trying to examine the voice. What age? It was hard to tell. Possibly a man in his late forties or early fifties? It was soft and smooth and entirely without malice. It carried the sheen of education and abundance. It was supremely confident, and had the power of pulling the listener toward the speaker as any warm flame would pull a moth from the dark.

This was the man who had wished to kill him, Matthew thought. This was the man who never forgot, who ordered death like a delicacy at dinner and who had organized a criminal parliament beyond Matthew’s comprehension. This was the destroyer of lives and fortunes and souls. This was Fear Itself, and Matthew felt terribly small in its presence…and yet…this was an educated and literate man behind that mask, and Matthew’s curiosity—his innate need for answers—had burst into an absolute conflagration.

“You remind me of someone,” said Professor Fell, quietly.

“Who might that be?”

“My son,” was the answer, delivered more quietly still. “Well…who he might have been, had he lived. Did you note the stained-glass on the staircase? Of course you did. That is a depiction of my son, Templeton. I named the village for him. My dearest Temple.” There was a soft laugh that held a sad edge. “The things a father will do, to perpetuate a memory.”

“What happened to him?” Matthew asked.

There was no immediate response. Then the masked figure released a sigh that sounded like the wind at the end of the world. “Let me tell you why you are here,” he said. “You call yourself a problem-solver. I call you a providence rider, for I need a scout to go ahead. To find the trail that shall be followed. Much depends upon this, Matthew. Much expense and…difficulty…has been paid to bring you here, as you certainly know.”

“I know many people have suffered.”

“They have, yes. But that was your doing. You declined an invitation to dinner, did you not? You must realize, Matthew…that no one says no to me.”

Spoken like a man who believed himself to be in no need of a greater god, Matthew thought…but he decided it unwise to turn that thought into words.

The professor said, “You are here now. That is the important thing. You’ve seen part of my world. What I have achieved. And me…from academic beginnings. It boggles the mind, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it does.”

“Sensibly agreed. I have brought you here because there is a fly in the ointment of what I have achieved. A small little fly that bothers me, day and night. Jonathan Gentry was not a traitor. At least, not to me. To himself, possibly, with his worsening addictions. I persuaded him some time ago to fill a notebook with his formulas for poisons and other drugs of usefulness, and therefore he became useless. Except…tonight, he was very useful.”

Matthew said nothing. Better not to walk upon a garden made of quicksand.

“He was useful,” Professor Fell continued, “in that his death may have made the real traitor think he’s gotten away with his sin against me. There is a traitor among them, Matthew. I suspect three men, one of whom is the irritating fly: Adam Wilson, Cesar Sabroso and Edgar Smythe. Any one of them had opportunity—and perhaps motive—to do what was done to me last summer.” The figure leaned slightly forward, gloved hands gripping the armrests. Matthew had the impression that behind the mask the face was still calm yet perhaps the mouth had drawn tight and the eyes held a seething ferocity.

“I need your abilities to uncover this traitor,” said the mouth, which fluttered the cloth ever so faintly. “I could in my rights as their lord execute all three of my suspects, but that would be counterproductive. Therefore…I need one name. Better still, I want to see some proof of this treachery, if it exists and is in the hands of its creator. So, as you ask…there is only one more head to saw off, and you will tell me whose head that is to be.”

Matthew almost laughed. Almost, but then he imagined his own head sitting on a table. “What you’re asking…it’s impossible. I would have to know so much more. And I’m not sure I want to know, just as I’m sure you wouldn’t wish to tell me.” In spite of his predicament, a sudden heat flamed his cheeks. He stood up. “I can’t believe this! You’ve brought me here to uncover a traitor, yet I have no way of knowing even how to begin! All right, then, tell me this: what did the traitor do?”

“He caused a ship to be seized off Portsmouth by the Royal Navy. It was on its way to a meeting at sea with another ship.”

“And I’m presuming the cargo was important? What was it?”

“You have no need to know that.”

“Of course not!” Matthew gave a half-crazed, half-terrified grin. “What was the nationality of the ship being met at sea?”

“You have no need to know that, either.”

“Oh, certainly not!” Matthew threw out a line, angling for a different fish. “What’s the Cymbeline you mentioned at the table? You said, This involves the Cymbeline. Was that the name of the ship?”

“It’s the name,” said Professor Fell, in his maddeningly soft and calm voice, “of a play by William Shakespeare. You know his work, perhaps?”

“I do. And that play, as well. But you see, you tell me nothing. How can I uncover a traitor without knowing the details of the betrayal?”

The fingers steepled again. The masked face aimed at Matthew for a long while without speaking. Then: “You call yourself a problem-solver, is that not true? And you indeed have solved quite a few problems in that little town of yours? Don’t you by now have an instinct for lies? Can’t you read a face or a voice for the truth? Can’t you read guilt or innocence in a man’s teacup? In the way he holds himself before others? In the way he handles questions, and pressure? I give you leave to ask questions and to apply pressure. Knowing, of course, that you must maintain your disguise as Nathan Spade, for your own safety.”

“My safety? I think the Thacker brothers would treat Matthew Corbett a shade better than they do Nathan Spade.”

“They’re testing you. That’s their nature.”

“Oh, all right.” Matthew nodded, with the distorted grin still on his face. “Just so they’re not killing me!”

“Their enthusiasm for bullying will pass, if you stand up to them.”

“I say this is impossible,” Matthew told him. “How long would I have for this traitor-uncovering? A week or two?”

“Three days,” said Professor Fell. “After the reports are given, the conference comes to an end.”

Three days, Matthew almost repeated incredulously, but he wished his emulation of a drunk parrot to cease. “Impossible,” he breathed. “No one could do what you’re asking!”

“Do you think Katherine Herrald couldn’t do it?” the professor asked, silkily.

Matthew was silent. He stared at the floor, which seemed their board for this grand game of chess they were playing. Unfortunately he could think of no brilliant move.

“Let us talk of money,” Professor Fell said. “Let us talk of rewards, Matthew. Here is what I propose. If you fail to produce the traitor in the next three days, I will pay you three hundred pounds and send you, your lady friend and the blackbird back to New York. If, however, you do produce the traitor and some evidence of treachery, I will pay you three thousand pounds before sending you home. Also, your death card is burned to ashes and so is the death card of your friend Nathaniel Powers in the Carolina colony. All grievances against you and Powers will be forgiven. Does this still sound impossible?”

Matthew had to spend a few seconds recovering from the sound of that much money. And the fact that ex-magistrate Powers would no longer fear the man who never forgets. “Maybe not impossible,” Matthew answered. “But nearly so. What would I have to work on?”

“Your instincts. Your intelligence. Your experience. Your…guess, if it comes to that. I will provide a key for you to use in entering the rooms of our three suspects. Sirki will inform you when the time is right to do so. I also will empower him to answer any further questions, within reason. Perhaps you’ll discover for yourself what the betrayal was, but I shall inform you of this: if I sat here and told you exactly the facts of the matter, I should have to prevent you and your charges from ever leaving this island again. So…I am asking you to use your skills, Matthew. Are they sufficient for this task, or not?”

The answer was truthful enough. “I don’t know.”

“Know by morning. Sirki will come to your door before breakfast.”

“Give me this, then,” Matthew said. “Does this involve the man you’re seeking? Brazio Valeriani?”

“No. That is a different matter. Yet I will say that if you are successful in this situation, I should think of sending you to Italy to search Valeriani out. And if you found him I would pay you enough to own that little town of yours.”

“Ownership of a town is not my ambition.”

“Hm,” said the professor, and Matthew thought that small unspoken comment was Ownership of the world is mine.

“I’ll come to some decision by morning,” Matthew replied, though he knew what the decision must be. He was going to be working blind, but he had to try.

Professor Fell suddenly stood up. He was about two inches taller than Matthew and nearly frail but he moved with graceful strength. “I shall trust that you trust yourself. I know what you’re capable of. After all, we have a history, don’t we?”

The Black Plague had a history too, Matthew thought.

“I’ll speak to you again,” the professor promised. He walked to the door and paused with his hand on the polished knob. “This is important to me, Matthew. It is vital. Find this traitor, and you may be assured of a very bright future.”

As Matthew hoped to be assured of any future, he chose to let that observation pass. But he had another question: “Before you entered the room, there was a small…jolt, it felt to be. A movement. What was that?”

“An earth tremor. We get them occasionally, but nothing to be alarmed about.”

“This castle is on the edge of a cliff and you say an earth tremor is nothing to be alarmed about?”

“The tremors are mild and the castle is sturdy,” said the professor. “I know, because I had it rebuilt when I claimed the island as my birthright. This is the house I was born in. My father was the governor here.”

“The governor? Of Templeton?”

“It is time for you to rest,” came the soft reply. “I wish you pleasant dreams.”

“Thank you, but aren’t you worried about running into one of your associates in the hallway? That wouldn’t do for your pretense as an automaton, would it?”

“No, it would not. That is why the vanilla cake, the sugared almonds and the wine have been treated with a potent sleep drug. I believe the others are likely resting in the comfortable patio chairs by now. I doubt that Miss Cutter will be leaving her room to wander the hallways tonight. Madam Chillany is also behind a locked door, and she won’t be coming out either.”

“But you knew I wouldn’t want any of that dubious dessert?”

“Not after the dinner, no. But just in case, Mother Deare was watching you, ready to intercede, and Sirki was going to summon you from the patio. In any case, I did not come up by the main staircase and I shall not be going down them.”

“No secret passages here?” Matthew dared ask, with a trace of improvidence.

“None,” said Professor Fell, “that you shall know about. Oh…you do realize you have wet your breeches, don’t you? Leave your suit outside the door. I’ll have it cleaned for you.” Matthew didn’t have to look. It was a little too late for the chamberpot. “Goodnight.” The cowled figure opened the door, paused only briefly to regard the corridor, and then left Matthew’s room. The door closed behind Professor Fell with nearly the same sound as the breath leaving Matthew’s lungs a few seconds later.

Matthew got his legs moving. He went out onto the balcony to listen to the waves against the rocks. Stars filled the sky in the utter black. It was majestic but also seemed desolate and dangerous. Many things whirled through his mind. He concentrated on keeping the vision of Jonathan Gentry’s yellowing face out of his brain, but it was a hard order. He knew that when he attempted sleep it would all come back upon him, and therefore he would surely end up flaming the eight tapers in the overhead chandelier as well as keeping the candelabra burning all night.

What a day this had been! He wondered how Berry and Zed had survived it, and what their present situation was. He wondered at the mysterious fort and the brightly-colored skulls that served as warnings of death. He wondered at the fate of Captain Jerrell Falco, and how he was going to deliver Fancy—if she was indeed who he thought she was—from the rude clutches of the Thacker brothers.

He wondered who Brazio Valeriani was, and what was the Cymbeline. He wondered how he was going to uncover a traitor in three days. And mostly he wondered how the hell he’d gotten into this predicament.

But the fact was…he was here. Up to his neck in a sea of predators, and him wearing a suit that smelled of blood.

I wish you pleasant dreams, the professor had said.

Not to be had this night, Matthew thought.

But in another moment he would take off his blood-spattered suit, fold it and put it outside the door and he would stretch himself out in the bed in the room in the castle of Professor Fell, and he would seek some kind of rest because he needed a fresh mind in the morning when Sirki came to call.

He was who he was. And as Katherine Herrald had once told him regarding his position at the Herrald Agency: We need you, Matthew. You’ll be well-paid and
well-challenged. Probably well-travelled too, before long. Certainly well-educated in the complexities of life, and of the criminal mind. Have I frightened you off?

Matthew stared into the deeper darkness, and he answered aloud as he had answered the woman in person.

“No, madam. Not in the least.”

But then again, there was always tomorrow.
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Berry awakened in the light of the candle at her bedside. She lay still, listening. A dog was barking out in the town. Another answered from a different direction. She wasn’t sure it was the noise that had roused her from her troubled sleep. No, there was something else…

An object clinked against one of the windows that overlooked the courtyard. She sat up. A second object hit the glass. There was no doubt. Someone was throwing pebbles from below. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and got out of the comfortable goose-down bed, with its rose-colored canopy. She pulled her dark blue sleeping-gown a little closer about herself, and taking the candle in its pewter holder she walked toward the door that opened onto her balcony.

It had been a day she would never forget. For that matter, what day lately—since being taken from the Great Dock pier by the East Indian giant with diamonds in his front teeth—had been forgettable? But at least the ordeal in the Nightflyer’s brig was far behind her, though not very far from her memory. She and Zed had been removed from the ship after nightfall, put into a closed carriage and driven to this inn, where again under cover of the night they were brought in through the dark green gate. Once inside they were separated, and Berry ushered to this room by a heavy-set Scotsman with a red tuft of hair atop his dome and a red tuft of hair on his chin while two husky men with muskets took Zed away. A meal of baked fish, corncakes, some kind of green melon and black tea had arrived at her room on a tray borne by a young woman with long ebony hair and coffee-colored skin. The door had been locked from the outside when the young woman departed. Later on, she had returned with the sleeping-gown, which she lay upon the bed for Berry. Again, upon leaving she locked the door. Berry had stepped outside onto the balcony and seen by torchlight the two tough-looking men with muskets talking in the courtyard below. Another movement had caught her attention and she’d seen Zed standing on a balcony one room over from hers. Zed had not paid her a penny of attention, but had been focused on watching the musket-men.

Though her mind was concerned with thoughts of what might be happening to Matthew—and her fears, she realized, were likely much more treacherous than the reality, since Matthew was a sort of guest here—she found sleep easily enough when she donned the nightgown and slipped into bed, simply because she was exhausted. But now, with the clinking of pebbles against the glass, Berry was fully awake as she followed the candle’s glow to the balcony door.

The night was still and warm, and down in the courtyard the torches were still burning. She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep. Two or three hours, possibly? But something was missing. She leaned carefully over the railing. Where were the armed guards, who looked as if they’d never skipped a meal of hog’s fat, horse meat and baby’s bones?

A shadow moved. It became a huge bearded black man, bald-headed, with massive shoulders jammed into a clean yellow shirt. He wore his baggy brown breeches and had on scuffed black boots. His tribal-scarred face peered up at Berry and he made a motion with his arms that Berry could read as if he were speaking to her.

He said, Jump.

“I can’t!” she whispered, before she realized he couldn’t understand. Yet it was clear he understood her facial expression, because he repeated the motion and then held his arms out.

I’ll catch you, he promised.

“Where are the guards?” she asked, again more to herself rather than to him. Zed stared up at her for a few seconds more in the orange torchlight, and then he shook his hands back and forth at chest-level seemingly to get the blood flowing.

She thought she understood what that meant. I took care of them.

It was about a twelve-foot drop. Could he catch her, if she jumped? Of course. “My shoes,” she said, and started to go back for them. Zed quickly popped his palms together.

No time, he said.

She understood that completely. But if they left the Templeton Inn, where would they go? And if they did get away, would that put Matthew in more danger, or less? She thought that Zed wasn’t as concerned with Matthew as he was with finding a boat to cast off from this island and continue on his own personal journey. She had to worry about Matthew’s safety, first and foremost, and maybe she should remain here in this velvet cage, but still…

She did not like cages, velvet or otherwise.

Zed was waiting, and the seconds were going past.

Berry thought he wished to escape this night, and in so doing escape from the confinement of the past into the freedom of the future. If he could find the local fisherman’s harbor, secure a small sailboat and possibly a net or some fishing equipment…but, how far might he get? It seemed to her that even if Zed perished at sea, without provisions or plan other than setting his face toward Africa, it was how he wanted to leave this earth. And he, too, could no longer abide the cage.

She decided she would help him find a boat and see him off, and then she would return here to wait for word from Matthew.

She climbed over the railing, careful not to snag her nightgown on the wrought iron, and she jumped.

Zed easily caught her. He set her down like a feather. Then he nodded—Yes, we’re
in this together—and he held up a ring of four keys. He strode to the padlock on the gate and began to test it with first one key and then another. As Zed sought to unlock the gate, Berry looked left and right and found the bodies of the guards stacked up in some shrubbery just beyond the torchlight to the left. Their muskets appeared to be broken. One of the bodies was missing its boots. Suddenly one of the bodies shuddered and a hand lifted as if to seize the air before it fell back again, indicating that they were not dead but rather in a state of enforced sleep.

It was the last key. The gate swung open. Zed plucked a torch from its place in a wooden holder. Then they were walking into the road, Berry mindful of the small shells and pebbles that made up the surface. They had a choice to make concerning direction. They had come from the left, therefore they knew the harbor for large ships that lay over that way. Zed turned to the right and started off, seeking the local harbor, and Berry followed at his bootheels.

They seemed to be the only souls stirring at this hour. Dogs barked, but none were seen. The sky was ablaze with stars and a moon nearly full. The road left the last quiet houses of Templeton and was soon taking them through wilderness tinged blue by the moonlight. From the thicket the insects of the dark sang their songs of whirs and chitters, and Zed and Berry followed the flickering torchlight deeper into the night.

Berry wished she could ask Zed a question, but she wouldn’t know how to ask it. While she’d been eating her dinner, there’d been just the slightest movement of the room. A passing tremor, there one second and gone the next. She wished she could ask Zed if he’d also felt that. But in the aftermath of the tremor, she’d realized that the walls of her room were spiderwebbed with tiny cracks. She’d meant to ask the Scotsman about it in the morning, for evidently Pendulum Island was true to its name.

The road went on, and so did the journeyers. Zed walked fast, striding forward with a purpose, and though the shells and stones were not kind to her feet Berry kept up with him. More than once she wondered what her Grandda thought of her disappearance, along with Matthew’s. Were they still being searched for, after all this time? Or had her and Matthew’s whereabouts become a mystery that could not be answered? Surely Hudson Greathouse hadn’t given up the search! Yet…still…if there was nothing to be found of them, after so many days, then…a mystery, unanswerable.

Zed suddenly stopped so quickly Berry bumped into him. It was like hitting a stone wall. She staggered back. He didn’t even seem to feel it.

“What is it?” she asked him rather sharply, for her feet were cut and now she’d bitten her lower lip when she’d plowed into his immovable mountain.

He lifted the torch higher, and she saw what the light had already revealed to him. Hanging by leather straps from two poles on either side of the road were a pair of human skulls painted with brightly-colored stripes.

Zed moved the light from one side to the other, taking stock of not only the skulls but also of the situation.

“I think we shouldn’t go any—” Further, Berry was about to say, but Zed was already going further ahead for this road was his choice of direction and no skulls would stop his progress.

“Wait!” she called to him. And a little louder: “Wait!” But he was on the move, the mountain in motion. If Berry desired the comfort of the torchlight she would have to keep up. She also got herself moving, and though she imagined her feet must be leaving bloodmarks on the road she caught up with Zed and walked just behind him but within the circle of light.

Berry thought that the wilderness on either side was as thick as Matthew’s stubborn nature, and equally impenetrable. But where was the local harbor? Surely it couldn’t be very much further! She intended to see Zed off in whatever boat he might find, with whatever fishing tackle or net, and then get herself back to the Templeton Inn. There would be some explaining to do. And would she be punished for this transgression? Would Matthew in some way be punished? She was in this soup now and she was going to have to swim through it. Zed’s freedom was worth it…she hoped.

They hadn’t gone but a few minutes more when Zed stopped again. This time Berry avoided a collision. Zed stood motionlessly in the middle of the road, his torch upraised. Off to the left a bird suddenly called stridently from the dark. Zed angled his light in that direction. His head cocked back and forth. He was listening, Berry thought. But listening for what?

Another bird called from the right. It was a higher-pitched sound, but equally as strident. Two notes, similar to the cawing of a crow. Zed abruptly spun around, facing Berry, and offered the torchlight past her; his eyes were centers of flame, likewise trying to pierce the dark. She turned to see what he was seeing, her spine and arms having erupted into goosebumps, but all she saw was flickering firelight, an empty road and nothing more.

In the woods on the right, a small spark jumped. A torch burst into fire.

In the woods on the left, a small spark jumped. A second torch came to life.

On the road before them, a third torch exploded into flame, and behind them a fourth awakened its scarlet eye.

Four figures approached Zed and Berry, moving in silence. Firelight jumped off at least two drawn swords. Berry felt Zed’s body coiling, the muscles bunching up in his shoulders. His black-bearded face looked from one point of the compass to another, and he reached out to pull Berry closer to him but she realized even he must know four men with torches and swords would be too many for one Ga to fight.

Not, however, that he wouldn’t try.

“Hold still,” said the one on the right as he came through the thicket. “Don’t try to run, it’ll go worse for you.”

Zed gave a quiet grunt. Berry heard it as: And worse for you, that I don’t run.

The four figures converged upon them. They were heavy-set, broadshouldered white men with faces as hard as chunks of granite. A couple of them had faint smiles on their twisted mouths, as if they knew what was coming and looked forward greatly to the experience.

“Who the hell are you?” one of them, a man with a hooked nose and a wicked cutlass, asked Berry as he got nearer.

“Who the hell are you?” she answered back, standing her ground as if her bare feet were rooted there. She lifted her chin in defiance and hoped they wouldn’t see all the fear swimming in her eyes.

“We’ll sort this out later,” said the man standing behind Zed and Berry. “Take ’em, boys!”

“This is a damned big’un,” said one of the boys, a mite nervously. “What’re them scars on his face?”

“Damned if I know or care. Just take ’em!”

The order having been given by the man who was apparently in charge, the other three came forward with torches outthrust and swords ready to slash. Zed didn’t wait for them to arrive. He sprang at them with unexpected speed, and with teeth gritted at the center of his beard he stabbed his torch into the face of the nearest man and swung flames across the head of the next, setting the unfortunate’s hair on fire. At that, the proverbial hell broke loose. Two swords came at Zed from front and back, and as Zed twisted to parry the blows with his own blazing weapon he gave Berry a mighty shove toward the woods and past the man who was trying to slap out the bonfire in his hair. She staggered into the brush and almost went down before she grabbed hold of a hanging vine. There she watched Zed battling torch against swords, doing his gallant best, but then the man with the scorched face swung a leather cudgel against the back of Zed’s skull. One swing wasn’t enough, for Zed turned to apply torch-to-face once more but a second cudgel blow hit him squarely on the left temple. Berry saw his knees sag.

It took a third blow right in the center of his forehead to drop the torch from Zed’s hand. As Zed went to his knees on the ground, one of the swordsmen started to run him through at the neck, but the other—the leader—said, “Hold that! I think he’s done!”

But not quite. Zed started to get to his feet again. The leader struck him across the base of the skull with the sword’s grip, and the eager swordsman hit Zed in the face with a balled-up fist. Berry heard the sound of Zed’s nose bursting blood. Then the man who had half a headful of ashes came at Berry, grabbing hold of her gown with one hand and putting a sword’s tip under her chin with the other.

Berry saw Zed fall. There was nothing she could do for him. It was beyond her ability to stop them if they stabbed him to death in the next few seconds. Now she had to think about herself, and about the fact that the sword’s tip was just about to pierce flesh. With a harsh cry that startled her assailant into a frozen instant, she tore free from him and ran into the thicket.

“Get her, Austin!” came the shouted command, but it was already well to Berry’s back. She was going through the underbrush as if her own hair was aflame. A stumble over a pod of cactus plants was not a pleasant experience, but she sucked in her breath and swallowed the pain and kept running for all she was worth, which felt at the moment like a wooden shilling. When she dared to look back she saw in the silver moonlight Austin—half-haired and sweat-faced—still after her, his torch having been lost to hand in the initial skirmish. As he lunged forward to grab at her Berry changed direction like a skittering rabbit. She heard a grunt as his feet slid one way and his body careened in another, and there was a solid and satisfying thud as Austin hit the ground.

Berry ran for her life, or at least her freedom. She tore through vines and thorns and disturbed beams of moonlight with her running shadow. A look behind showed her no one following…yet. She didn’t slow down. God help Zed, she thought, for she could not.

She came out of the woods onto another road. To her right, a torch was visible with a man underneath it, running in her direction. The light glinted off a sword. She ran along the road, her breath coming hard and fast and the sweat standing out on her cheeks. In another few yards a cart trail led off to the right through the brush, and this she took without hesitation, feeling she was safer amid the trees. She followed the trail further on, and saw by the moonlight several houses of white stone standing ahead.

A shout caught her attention. Two torches were coming from behind. Berry ran to the first house and banged furiously at the front door. There was no response or lamplight from within. The torches were getting closer. She had a few seconds to decide whether to run for the woods again or try the door of the second house. It was a near thing, but she went to the door. A hammering this time awakened a light that moved past a window. There was not much time; the two men approaching were almost within sight. Then a bolt was drawn, the door opened a crack and a lamp was thrust into Berry’s face.

“Help me,” she gasped. “Please!”

There was a pause that seemed to stretch for a hundred years. “What’re you doing out here?”

That voice. She recognized its deep, commanding resonance.

The door opened wider and the lamplight revealed the ebony, white-goateed face of Captain Jerrell Falco. The amber eyes were ablaze in the yellow light. They moved to take in the two torches coming along the trail.

“Please,” Berry said. “They’re after me.”

“So they are,” Falco replied, without a shred of emotion. He stared at her as if to ask why he should help. But then his mouth crimped, he blinked as if someone had slapped sense into his soul, and he said, “Get in here.”

Berry entered the house like a sliding shadow. Falco reached past her, closed the door and bolted it. A movement to her left startled Berry, and when she looked in that direction she saw a young cream-colored woman in a yellow gown holding a baby in her arms.

“Saffron,” Falco said, “take the child into the bedroom.” The girl instantly obeyed. Another small candle was burning in the room she had entered. Falco positioned himself between Berry and the front door. “Go back in there and stand in a corner out of sight,” he told her. “Go on. Now.”

The voice was made to give orders. Berry went into the bedroom, a small but tidy place with pale blue walls, a clean bed, a crib for the baby, a writing desk and a couple of cheap but sturdy chairs. Berry took a position with her back in a corner, while Saffron rocked the baby and stared at her with huge chocolate-colored eyes.

Falco’s candlelight was blown out. Berry knew he must be standing in the dark, waiting for the insistent knock upon the door. A half-minute stretched, and then a full minute. The baby began to cry, a soft mewling sound, but Saffron crooned quietly to it and the crying ceased. Saffron’s eyes never stopped examining Berry Grigsby.

Another thirty seconds passed. Saffron whispered, “You runnin’ from them men?”

“Yes,” Berry answered, supposing ‘them men’ were the same who chased her.

“Go in them woods? Where they be?”

“Yes.”

“Quiet,” said Falco, in a low murmur.

“Them woods is death,” Saffron told her. “That road, too. You go in there, you doan come out.”

“Why?” Berry asked, recalling how the men had converged on Zed. “What’s in there?”

“Somethin’ ain’t healthy to know,” Saffron answered, and that was all.

Falco came into the room. In this low light he looked very old, and very weary. “I believe they’ve passed by,” he said. “But they might yet start knocking on doors. Did anyone else see you?” Berry shook her head. “Good. Where’s the Ga? They take him?”

“Yes.”

“I thought so. You wouldn’t have come out here alone. Miss, you should have stayed in the village. Are you so eager to be…” He stopped, measuring his words against his tongue and teeth.

“To be what?” she prompted.

“Made to vanish?” he asked, with a lift of his unruly gray brows. “As some curious cats have vanished before you?”

Berry swallowed. She had to ask the next question. “What will they do with Zed?”

“Whatever they wish. That’s no longer your concern, if you care to keep your skin.” Falco took one of the two pillows from the bed and tossed it to the floor. “Sleep there,” he said. “The men might come back with their dogs. If so…we shall see.” He stretched out upon the bed, his hands folded back behind his head. Saffron lay the baby in the crib and curled herself up alongside the Nightflyer’s captain.

Berry lay down on the floor and rested her head on the pillow. Sleep would be impossible, but this was the best place to hide. Lying on her back, she stared up at the ceiling and saw in it the small cracks that meant Pendulum’s movements were felt here as well.

“Thank you,” she offered, in a voice strained from the night’s events.

Someone blew out the candle, and from the dark there was no answer.


  

Twenty-Two
 

 


Matthew was ready and waiting, dressed in his charcoal-gray suit with thin stripes in a lighter gray hue. The suit was a bit tighter than it had been before being immersed in salt water, but Matthew still wore it well. When the knock came at the door this bright and sunny hour, Matthew was quick to open it for he knew who was behind the fist.

“Good morning,” said Sirki, with a slight nod of his turbanned head. Today the East Indian giant wore his white robes, spotless as new snow. A glimpse of diamond-studded front teeth sparkled. “You are well, I presume?”

“Very well,” said Matthew, attempting lightness but finding it a heavy effort. “And you?” As well as can be expected, Matthew thought, for someone who delights in severing heads from their bodies.

“I am instructed,” the giant replied, “to pay you.” He offered a brown leather pouch tied with a cord. “Three hundred pounds in gold coins, I am told. A very sizeable sum, and one you may keep whatever your decision may be regarding the professor’s problem.”

“Hm,” Matthew answered. He took the pouch; it was richly heavy. He noted the red wax seal that secured the cord, and the octopus symbol of the professor’s ambition embossed upon it. He moved the pouch back and forth next to his right ear to hear the coins clink together. “I have questions for you before I decide,” he said firmly. “Will you answer them?”

“I will do my best.”

Matthew decided not to tell Sirki about his dream last night, in the midst of his troubled sleep. In the dream, which was fogged at the edges with phantasmagoria, the gasping head of Jonathan Gentry had rolled along the bloody table and fallen into his lap, and there the twisted mouth had rasped three words that Matthew now repeated to Sirki.

“Finances. Weapons. Spain.” Matthew had gotten out of his bed and walked back and forth upon the balcony in the cool hour before dawn until his perception of the matter had cleared. “Those are the realms of the three men involved. I am assuming, then, that the Royal Navy intercepted a cargo of weapons meant to be handed over to the Spanish, in return for a large sum of finances to the professor?”

“Your assumption may be correct,” said the giant, with an expressionless face and voice that likewise revealed nothing. “I think,” he added, “I might enter your room instead of having this discussion in the hallway.” When Sirki came into the room, Matthew backed cautiously away from him, reasoning that the evil sawtoothed knife was somewhere near at hand. Sirki closed the door and planted himself like an Indian ironwood tree. “Now,” he said, “I will entertain more of your assumptions.”

“Thank you.” A small bow completed the charade of manners. “I’m thinking, then, that Professor Fell is supplying some kind of new weapon to the Spanish? And he plans to sell the same weapon to Britain as soon as Spain puts it into full production? And there are other countries he plans to see this weapon to?”

“Possibly correct,” said Sirki.

“But someone informed the authorities, and the first shipment was waylaid on the high seas? What’s the weapon, Sirki?”

“I am not allowed,” came the reply.

“All right, then.” Matthew nodded calmly; he’d been prepared for this. “The professor believes one man of three is the traitor. Is it possible there could be two traitors among the three, working together?”

“A point well taken. The professor has already considered this possibility and wished you to reach it at your own opportunity.”

“So the evidence Professor Fell is looking for may be some signal or message exchanged between the two, if indeed there are two?”

“That may be so.”

Matthew placed the pouch of gold coins upon the writing desk. He was loathe to turn his back upon Sirki, even though he trusted that today he might keep his head. Through the louvered doors that led to the balcony he could hear the shrill cries of gulls and the hammerbeat of the waves below the castle’s cliff. It was going to be a warm day, a world away from New York. He devoutly wished he were walking on snowclad streets, his hand in Berry’s to guide her away from trouble.

“Professor Fell,” Matthew said after some consideration, “puts me in the position of being a traitor myself. A traitor to my country,” he said, with a quick glance at the giant. “As I understand this, the professor is selling weaponry to England’s enemies, with the expectation that England will also have to buy the devices to keep their armories current. The so-called traitor…or traitors, perhaps…are actually working, whether they intend to or not, for the good of England. Therefore to expose them, I also become a traitor to my country. Is that not so?” Now Matthew directed a cold stare at Sirki, awaiting a response.

Sirki didn’t answer for a time. Then he said, with a shrug of his shoulders, “Money is money. Sometimes it buys patriots, and sometimes it buys traitors. Do not mislead yourself, Matthew. Both breeds of men walk the halls of Parliament. They sit in luxury and sip their wine while underneath their English wigs the worms of greed eat into their brains. But let us not use the word greed. Let us say…opportunity. That is the grease of all the great wheels that turn this world, Matthew. And I shall tell you that here you face the greatest opportunity of your life, if you take it with both hands.”

“My hands should not be so covered with English blood,” Matthew countered.

“But someone’s hands shall be,” said Sirki, in his silky way. “The professor is offering you many…incentives, I understand. He also wishes to see how you react under pressure.”

“I float,” Matthew said.

“He hopes that is so. He wishes you to float to a good conclusion here. One that benefits himself and yourself. You have no idea what he can do for you, if he perceives you are worthy.”

“Worthy to him, and unworthy to myself?”

Sirki smiled thinly, and almost sadly. “Oh, Matthew. What you don’t know of this world might fill the professor’s library ten times over.”

“Does he write all the books himself? And sign his name as ‘God’?”

Sirki for a time stared at the chessboard floor without speaking. When his voice came, it was no longer silky but edged with sawteeth like his blade. “Shall I tell the professor you are accepting or rejecting the problem to be solved?”

Now came time for Matthew’s move. He saw no way to get his knight to safety; it was going to be a hard sacrifice, but one that might yet win the game for him if he had further stomach for the playing.

“Accepting,” Matthew said.

“Very good. He will be pleased to know.” Sirki put his hand on the door’s knob, engulfing it with his grip. Matthew thought the giant could pull the door from its hinges with that one hand, if he pleased. Sirki opened the door, however, with a gentle touch. “I trust you will enjoy this day to its fullest,” he said.

The meaning of that was get to work, Matthew thought.

“Speaking of the professor’s library,” Sirki said, pausing on the threshold. “It’s on the third floor. You might be interested in visiting it, since it holds volumes you might find intriguing, and especially since I saw Edgar Smythe going up the stairs.”

“Your direction is appreciated,” said Matthew.

Sirki closed the door, and their discussion for the moment was finished.

Matthew reasoned that there was no time to lose. He had no idea how he was going to approach Edgar Smythe, the scowling weapons expert, but he decided to let that take care of itself. He left his room, locked the door, went to the main staircase and climbed it to the upper floor.

A pair of polished doors made from pale oakwood opened onto a room that nearly made Matthew’s knees buckle. It was filled with shelves of books almost from the smoothly-planked floor to the vaulted ceiling. Above his head, as per the banquet room, were painted clouds and watchful cherubs. The smell of the room was, to Matthew, the delicious and fragrantly yeasty aroma of volumes of ideas, considerations and commentary. There would be enough in here to keep his candle lit for years. He actually felt his heartbeat quickening, in the presence of so much treasure. Three hundred pounds be damned; this abundance of knowledge was the gold he truly sought. He saw across the room louvered doors that must lead to a balcony, and on either side of the doors heavy wine-red drapes with yellow tie cords were drawn across windows overlooking the sea. The library held several black leather chairs and a sofa, a table bearing bottles of what appeared to be wine and spirits for the further delight of the bibliophile, and an expansive white writing desk with a green blotter. Sitting at the desk, evidently copying something down from a slim volume onto yellow parchment with a quill pen, was Edgar Smythe, his gray-bearded and heavily-lined face absorbed in his task. He was once more wearing his ebony-black suit and white shirt—perhaps he owned a half-dozen of the exact same suit, Matthew mused—and between Smythe’s teeth was a clay pipe that showed a thin curl of smoke the color of the sea’s waves at first light.

Matthew approached the man, stopped and cleared his throat. Smythe kept right on copying something from tome to parchment. From time to time the quill went into an ink bottle, and then returned to its industrious work.

“Are you wanting something, Mr. Spade?” Smythe asked suddenly around his pipe, without interruption of his labor. The voice was as harsh as yesterday’s murder.

“Not particularly.” Matthew stepped nearer. “I wanted to have a look at the library.”

“Look all you please,” Smythe instructed. Whatever he was copying, there was no attempt to hide the effort. “But…refrain from peering over my shoulder, would you?”

“Certainly, sir.” Having said this, however, Matthew made no move to back away. “I was wondering, though, about something I hoped you might help me with.”

“I can’t help you with anything.”

“That might not be exactly true.” Matthew took one more step closer, which put him nearly at Smythe’s elbow. In for a penny, in for a pound, Matthew thought. He said, “I was hoping you might explain to me about the Cymbeline.”

The quill ceased its scratching. Matthew noted that the parchment was almost full of small but neat lines of writing, and that there were several other blank pages ready for use in the same way. Smythe’s face turned and the somber gray eyes fixed on Matthew with some force. “Pardon me?”

“Cymbeline,” Matthew repeated. “I’d like to hear about it.”

Smythe sat stock-still for what seemed a full minute. Presently he slid his quill onto its rest and removed the pipe from its clenched-teeth grip. “Cymbeline,” he said quietly, “is a play.” He held up the volume, and stamped there upon its dark brown binding were the gold letters The Tragedie Of
Cymbeline, Five Acts By William Shakespeare. “Shall I read you a scrap of what I’ve written here?” He went on without waiting. “Fear no more the heat o’ the sun, Nor the furious winter rages; Thou thy worldly task has done, Home art gone and ta’en thy wages; Golden lads and girls all must, as chimney-sweepers, come to dust.” Smythe looked up from his parchment. “Would you care for more?”

“A recitation upon death? No, thank you.”

“Not just any recitation, Mr. Spade, but a grand affirmation of death. I am a great admirer of Shakespeare’s plays, sir. I am a great admirer of his mind and his voice, which unfortunately I only hear in my imagination.” He placed the volume down upon the desk again and drew a pull from his pipe. “This is how I’ve been keeping myself sane on this bloody island, sir. I have been dutifully copying passages from Shakespeare’s plays, of which the professor thankfully has a full set. Waiting for you to arrive has been a strain on all of us. Therefore…this little diversion of mine, which serves to heighten my appreciation of the master’s work. Do you have any complaint you’d care to commit to the air?”

“None.” Matthew was desperately trying to mask his confusion. Of course Cymbeline was a play, about the trials and tribulations of a British king—Cymbeline—possibly based on legends of the real-life British king Cunobelinus. But what this had to do with the professor’s problem, or the matter of the new weapon, Matthew had no clue. He decided he had better quit cutting bait and start to fish. “I’m presuming that’s the code name for the new device the professor has created?”

“Device? What are you talking about?”

“The new weapon,” Matthew said. “Which he is intent upon selling to Spain, and which was seized at sea by the British Navy.” He decided to add, “Due to Gentry’s influence.”

The pipe’s bowl spiralled its fumes. “Young man,” said the gravel-bottomed voice, “you are wandering into dangerous territory. You know that our businesses should be kept separate, by his order. I don’t wish to know anything about your use of whores to spear state secrets, and your desire to know about the Cymbeline is ill-met.”

Matthew shrugged but held his ground. “I’m curious by nature. And my curiosity has been sharpened after that pretty scene last night. I’m just wishing to know why it’s called Cymbeline.”

“Really? And who told you that Cymbeline is a weapon?”

“Sirki did,” Matthew said. “In response to my questions.”

“He also told you the first shipment to Spain was captured at sea?”

“He did.” Matthew thought that Nathan Spade was a very accomplished liar.

“What’s his game, then?” Smythe frowned; he had once been a handsome man in his youth, but now he was just harsh and ugly.

“Did he tell me untruths?”

“No,” Smythe said. “But he’s violating the professor’s decree. Why is that?”

“You might ask him yourself,” Matthew suggested, ever the gentleman.

Edgar Smythe smoked his pipe in contemplation of that remark, and when he was wreathed by the blue fumes he seemed to diminish in size and let any idea of confronting the East Indian killer slip away like the very essence of tobacco now floating toward the louvered doors. “You are incorrect,” he finally said, in a doomsday voice.

“How so?”

“Incorrect…in your statement that Professor Fell created Cymbeline. He did not. It was my idea. My creation. My unremitting labor of mind and resources. And I am very good at what I do, Mr. Spade. So that is your first error, which I am glad to adjust.” He blew a small spout of smoke in Matthew’s direction. “Your second error,” he went on, “is that Cymbeline is a device. Oh, did you believe it was some kind of multiple-barrelled cannon dreamt up by an eccentric inventor?”

“Not exactly.” Though the idea had crossed Matthew’s mind. He had experience with multiple-barrelled guns and eccentric inventors.

“Cymbeline,” said the weapons expert, “is the foundation upon which future devices shall be constructed. Whoever possesses it has a distinct advantage on any battlefield, and thus its immense worth to many countries.”

“I see that, but if many countries have it…wouldn’t that mean Cymbeline has become obsolete?”

“The nature of the beast,” Symthe granted, with a snort of smoke through the pinched nostrils. “There will always be something beyond Cymbeline, and something beyond that, until the end of time.”

Matthew brought up a thin smile. “It seems to me, sir, that your business ultimately hastens the end of time.”

“That will happen after I am long gone.” Smythe tapped a finger against the bowl of his pipe, whose flame had deceased. “Therefore it is not my concern. But I will inform you that it is the professor’s business, not mine. I am the hand, he is the brain.”

A simple way to seek escape from blame, Matthew thought. He wondered if indeed Edgar Smythe’s brain had not begun to believe treachery against England was not worth money in the hand. “The Cymbeline,” Matthew persisted bullheadedly, as was his wont. “Whatever it is…why is it called that?”

Smythe began to turn through the pages of Cymbeline. “Professor Fell titled it. After a line from the play. Just a moment, I’ll find it. Ah…here it is. Actually a stage direction: Jupiter descends in thunder and lightning, sitting upon an eagle; he throws a
thunderbolt.” Smythe looked up from the page with an expression that could only be bemusement, though on that sour face it was hard to tell. “The professor enjoys his drama.”

“Yes,” Matthew agreed. “Undoubtedly.”

Smythe stood up. He gathered his sheets of parchment, took the volume and slid it back into its place on one of the shelves. “I will say good morning to you, then. And I hope your day is pleasant. I have a report to give to the professor this afternoon. When are you giving yours?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“You’re an odd sort,” Smythe said, his head tilted slightly to one side as if seeing Nathan Spade in a different light. “Are you sure you belong here?”

“I must. I’m here, aren’t I?”

“So you are.” Smythe started for the doors.

“Let me ask you one more question,” Matthew persisted, and Smythe paused. “Who is Brazio Valeriani?”

“Someone the professor seeks. That’s all I know.”

“Is he connected to the Cymbeline?”

Smythe frowned; it was, in truth, a horrible sight. “I have heard things,” he said, quietly. “And no, Valeriani is not connected to the Cymbeline. It’s another matter altogether. But I have heard…” He hesitated, staring at the floor. “Unsettling things,” he continued, as with an effort. The face lifted and the gray eyes were darkly-hollowed. “This is not something you should be concerned with, young man. If what I have heard is true…if any part of it is true…you will wish you never heard that name.”

“Why does the professor seek him?”

“No.” Smythe shook his head. “You will get none of it from me, nor from anyone else here. That is as far as I go. Good day.”

“Good day,” Matthew answered, for Edgar Smythe the weapons expert was already going through the doors and gone.

Matthew was left alone in the library. Hundreds of books—large and small, thick and thin—were there before him on the shelves. Ordinarily this would have been a dream come true for him, but some element of evil lay coiled in this room and therefore it was an oppressive place, an atmosphere of dark brooding. But the books called to him nevertheless, and in another moment he was walking past the shelves looking at the titles stamped upon leather. He reached out a hand to accept Nicolaus Copernicus’ De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium, but his hand then moved to touch the red spine of Homer’s Odyssey.
Next to it beckoned three thick volumes of English sea voyages and navigational studies, and next to that one…

Odd, Matthew thought.

He took the book from its place. It was a battered brown leather edition titled The
Lesser Key Of Solomon. Matthew recalled seeing an edition of this book before, in the ruins of Simon Chapel’s library just before his involvement with Tyranthus Slaughter. In a way, this book had caused him quite a lot of misery, for that copy he’d found in Chapel’s library had been hollowed out and literally held a key to unlock a book—The History of
Locks As Regards The Craft of Ancient Egypt and Rome—that had concealed a bagful of Professor Fell’s money. Which had put him nearly on the road to ruin, regarding his future fate and the health of Hudson Greathouse. But now…finding a second copy of this book, here in the professor’s own library…

Odd.

This book appeared to be only a book, not a depository. Matthew opened it and began to turn through the yellowed pages, and at once he realized that the God Professor Fell was playing to be might have another side altogether.

The Lesser Key Of Solomon was a book describing the demons of Hell.

In Latin script and prints of woodcut drawings, the descriptions of these dark dwellers were quite vivid. The demonic entities appeared as such things as animalish creatures with blade-like claws, spidery denizens of nightmare worlds and shadowy combinations of man, beast and insect. They were given titles, as befitted the nobility of the netherworld.

Matthew came upon a page depicting the stork-like Earl Malthus. The text reported this monstrosity as an expert in building towers filled with ammunition and weapons, and who was noted for speaking in a disturbingly rough voice.

He turned the pages. There was Prince Sitri and Marquis Phenex, Duke Vepar and King Belial. There was Count Renove, Prince Vassago, King Zagan and Duke Sallos. More pages were turned, and more demons revealed in all their ghastly inhuman but human-like shades: King Baal, Duke Barbatos, Prince Seere, Marquis Andras, Count Murmur, Duke Ashtaroth, President Caim, Duke Dantalion, Marquis Shax and on and on. It took a steady hand and a steely nerve to view these woodcut impressions and read this text of otherworldly horrors. Each demon had a specialty…king of liars, activator of corpses, deliverer of madness, creator of storms, destroyer of cities and the dignity of men, power over the spirits of the dead, the sowing of the bitter seeds of jealousy and discord, the transformation of men into wolves and crows and creatures of the night, the power to burn anything on earth to utter ash.

And, as he turned the pages, Matthew realized with a start of further horror that not only did this book depict the demons of Hell, but it also contained spells and rituals to call them from their caverns at the end of time to do the bidding of men.

This room suddenly seemed much too small and too terribly dark. Matthew wished to put the book away, to get it out of his hands lest it blister the flesh, and yet…

…and yet…

It had caught him. He, who had seen through the artifice of an evil man in positioning an innocent woman as a witch in a town called Fount Royal. He, who had no belief in witches and demons and things that went bump in the night. He, who viewed facts as facts and superstitions as the coinage of a past century. He, who would champion himself for that woman named Rachel Howarth but would not give a cup of warm piss to the idea of demons riding the currents of the whirlwinds. He, who did not believe in such fantasy.

But…perhaps the owner of this book did?

And he believed so strongly that he had shared another copy with his associate Simon Chapel, who had—perhaps in his own revulsion or sense of irony—turned it into a key-box?

Matthew had to get out of this room. He needed light and air. He took the Lesser
Key with him, through the louvered doors onto the balcony. Sunlight and warm air hit him in the face. He smelled the salt of the sea and saw the bright glittering shine of morning light upon the waves below. The balcony had a white stone railing and balustrade. At both corners, just beyond the railing, were ledges upon which was situated a white stone seahorse standing up nearly as large as a real stallion, a remarkable job of sculpture. Matthew held the book at his side and drew in long draughts of the sea air to clear his head. He wasn’t sure what he had stumbled upon, but he felt quite sure he had stumbled upon something.

And then he saw her, down below, sitting cross-legged upon her rock.

Fancy, they called her. Her body nude and brown and glistening, her long hair black as a raven’s wing, her face turned toward the far horizon where the waves broke upon an unknown shore. To them, Fancy. To him…possibly Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone. And to him, another one to champion. To save. To free, if he could. It was in his nature to do so, and calling himself Nathan Spade in this vile gathering of greedy men and women did not change that. Could not change that. Would not change that.

“Mornin’,” came the voice behind him.

And a second voice, following: “…boyo.”

Matthew turned quickly toward the two brothers, as they came onto the balcony from shadow into sunlight that seemed suddenly blighted in its wet and sultry heat.

“Spadey himself,” said Mack, with a cold grin on a face that appeared red-eyed and bloated, the same as his twin’s. Both men were carrying bottles they’d picked up from the drink table in the library, and Matthew judged them to have been downing the liquor since the breaking of dawn a couple of hours ago. That, or they’d been drunk all night and had emerged to replenish their supply. Both men wore the breeches of their red suits, and both had spilled upon their wrinkled gray shirts copious amounts of liquid danger. Their sleeves were rolled up to display the thick forearms of tavern brawlers, ready to strike.

“…all by himself,” Jack added. He stood in the doorway as Mack got up nearly chin to chin with Matthew. Yes, the breath could have knocked over one of the stone seahorses, and Matthew steeled himself not to retreat from its sour flames.

“Where’s your knife-thrower now?” Mack asked.

“Ain’t here,” said Jack.

“’Tis a pity,” said Mack.

“Solid shame,” Jack lamented.

“Oh the agony of it, to be young and handsome, and so mannered and smart to boot…and yet be forgot about, up here alone.”

“Way up here,” Jack said, and now he drank from his uncorked bottle and came upon the balcony with his eyes narrowed into slits. “All alone.”

Matthew’s heart was beating hard. The sweat pulsed at his temples. By the greatest effort he kept fear out of his face, even as the Thackers positioned themselves on either side of him, shoulders pressed against his body and pinioning him in. “I was just on my way to breakfast,” he said. “If you’ll pardon me?”

“Mack,” said Jack, and another drink went down his pipe, “I don’t think Spadey likes us.”

“Don’t like us worth a shitty shillin’,” said Mack, who also swigged from his own bottle. “And him such a worldly gentleman. Makes me feel like he thinks he’s better than most.”

“Better’n us, you’re sayin’,” Jack prodded.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m sayin’.”

“Said correctly, brother.”

“So sad to say.”

“Sad,” said Jack.

“Awful most,” said Mack, with his grin still in place and his green eyes showing a dull glare.

“Oh, mercy me.” Jack had taken note of the figure on the rock. “Looky what Spadey’s been lookin’ at.”

Mack saw, and nodded gravely. “Looky, looky. But don’t touch the nooky.”

“Think he’d like to touch it,” said Jack.

“Think he’d like to roll in it,” said Mack.

“Agreed, brother,” they said, almost as one.

“Gentlemen,” said Matthew, and perhaps now was the time to get out while he could, for he sensed violence about to rear its ugly head, “I admire your taste in women. I would ask where you found such a lovely specimen.”

“Specimen,” said Jack, with a snort that blew bits of snot from his nostrils. “Makes our Fancy sound like a fuckin’ worm, don’t he?”

“Like a bug, crawled from under a rock,” Mack observed.

“No disrespect meant.” Matthew realized it was a lost cause; these bully boys were wanting to thrash him, come what may, and Matthew’s plan was to get their minds on Fancy and then—ignominiously or not—bolt from the balcony as soon as he could. “I was wondering where I might find a woman of that breed?”

“You can buy ’em, boyo, on the pussy market.” Jack leaned in, leering, his breath smelling of whiskey sharpened by snakeheads. “I thought that was your fuckin’ business.”

“’Cept we didn’t buy Fancy,” Mack confided, and now he put an arm around Matthew’s shoulders in a way that made Matthew’s spine crawl. “We come across her owned by a gentleman gambler in Dublin. He’d won her at the faro table last year…”

“Year before that,” Jack corrected.

“Whenever.” Mack’s grip tightened on Matthew’s shoulders. “We decided we’d have her. You listenin’ here? It’s a good story. Wanted to teach him he couldn’t play faro in that tavern without our permission or a piece of the pie, and him riggin’ the box against those other poor punters. We left him crawlin’, didn’t we?”

“Crawlin’ and pukin’ blood,” said Jack.

“Man with no knees left,” said Mack, “has got to crawl.”

“Sure as fuck can’t walk,” Jack added, and then he pressed the mouth of his bottle against Matthew’s lips. “Have a drink with me, Spadey.”

Matthew averted his face. He caught a movement, and saw that this little drama was being observed by Fancy, who had stood up upon her rock to watch.

“No, thank you,” Matthew said. And he saw the Indian girl turn her back and dive from her perch into the sea, where the waves closed over her brown body and rippled white in her descent.

“You didn’t hear me, boyo.” Jack’s voice was very quiet. “I said I want you to have a drink with me.”

“And then with me.” Mack’s bottle also pressed against Matthew’s mouth. “Wet your whistle while ya can.”

“No,” Matthew repeated, for his boundary had been reached. “Thank you.” He started to move away from them, even as they pressed in harder on either side. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to—”

Mack suddenly whipped The Lesser Key Of Solomon from Matthew’s hand. He used it to smack Matthew hard on the nose, which caused a fierce and staggering pain and made Matthew’s eyes blur with tears. In the next instant, before Matthew could right himself, Jack gripped the back of his neck and headbutted him on the forehead, sending jagged spears of light and flaming stars through Matthew’s brain. His arms and legs at once became heavy dead limbs, without feeling or purpose.

“Hold him up,” he heard one of them say, as if an echo in a long cavernous corridor.

“Little fucker don’t weigh nothin’.”

“Got me an idea. Don’t let him drop.”

“Want me to knee him in the balls?”

“No. Let’s send him swimmin’. But first…drag him over here. Lemme get them curtain cords.”

“What’re ya thinkin’, brother?”

“I’m thinkin’ Spadey got hisself drunk, climbed up on that thing, it fell, and…over the side he went.”

“You mean to kill him?”

“I mean to wash our hands of his shitty little self, that’s what I mean. And damned to the depths for him, where he’ll never be found. Come on, drag him over.”

In the fog of his dazed brain and throbbing brainpan, Matthew realized this was not good for his future. In fact, it was horribly bad. He felt himself being dragged. His eyes were blinded by sunlight and black shadows that shifted in and out of his befouled vision. He tried to get his feet under himself, tried to get a hand up to protest this rough treatment.

“He’s comin’ round.”

“Smack him again.”

Another headbutt slammed into Matthew’s forehead. Bright balls of light exploded behind his eyes. He felt his legs dance of their own volition for a few seconds. He thought Gilliam Vincent might commend him. Wasn’t he at a dance at Sally Almond’s tavern? Didn’t he hear fiddle music—though terribly off-key—and the banging of a drum close to his ear?

The echoing voices returned.

“…up on that thing with him. Tie his hands behind him.”

“Ain’t somebody gonna miss the cords?”

“Not my concern, brother. Maybe they’ll think he made himself some reins for his horse, and got tangled up in ’em.”

Horse? Matthew thought, in his deep dark cave. What horse?

He felt pain at his shoulders. His arms had been pulled back. Tying his hands?

“Now get the other cord tied around him and the horse. Come on, hurry it!”

Horse? Matthew thought once more. It seemed very important that he figure this out, but his brain was not working too well. He felt himself being wrapped around with a rope of some kind. Lemme get them curtain cords, he remembered hearing.

“They’ll know it was us.”

“No, brother, they won’t. Leave your bottle on the ledge. Help me push this bastard over. You ready?”

“Always ready.”

“Push.”

Matthew felt himself falling. He tried to blink his light-smeared vision clear. He had a scream locked behind his lips, but his mouth would not open.

Horse, he thought.

As in…seahorse.

He hit the water on his side. The chill of the sea shocked some of the sense back into him. He had time to gasp a lungful of air before he went under.

I float, Matthew recalled saying to Sirki.

But he realized at once that no man tied to several hundred pounds of stone seahorse was going to float, and so with the desperate air locked in his lungs and his hands bound behind him he rode his horse beneath the waves and down and down into the blue silence below.


  

Twenty-Three
 

 


Underwater, Matthew was turning as he sank. The seahorse was above him one instant, and then the next he was riding it to his death. His ears crackled with pain. He heard the air bubbles bursting from his mouth. His vision was clouded with blue. He roused himself to fight against the cords that bound his wrists together, yet his strength was already much abused and used-up. He was a dry vessel, surrounded and suffocated by the sea.

Panic set in and caused him to thrash wildly and with no purpose. More air escaped lungs and mouth. The pressure upon his ears was inescapable, as was his predicament. The roar in his head was the sound of a watery grave opening to forever hide his corpse from the sun, and yet it might be the voice of a demon from The Lesser Key Of Solomon, exulting in the demise of a good man.

Matthew’s stone mount suddenly hit something with a sea-muffled thud, landing upright on its base. Its descent ceased.

He could see only smears and shadows, strange forms around him that might be angular rocks sculpted by time and currents. His heart pounded, and with the next loss of air he knew his stuttering lungs would lose their grip on life and the sea would come rushing in to complete the job the Thackers had begun.

He couldn’t get free. He couldn’t wrench himself loose from the seahorse. He was done, he realized. What gunpowder bombs had not stolen, the cool blue depths would take.

Finished, he thought. But dear God…I am not ready to—

A mouth clamped onto his. A breath of air forced itself into his lungs. Black hair swirled into his face. Something began sawing at the cord binding his wrists. A sharp edge grazed him. A piece of glass or a broken shell? He had to hold on a moment longer…just a moment, if he could…

His body shivered and jerked in involuntary battle against the oncoming dark. One moment more…just one…

He felt the cord give way, and the Indian girl had freed his hands.

There was still the rope binding body to seahorse. Wrapped around his waist. He grasped at it and pulled. Tighter than a swollen tick. Where was the knot? Somewhere underneath the horse? The girl’s mouth was suddenly on his again, feeding him more breath. He felt her sharp edge at work on the cord at his left side. Sawing frantically, it seemed; as frantically as he fought the pounding and the pain and the darkness reaching for him. He looked up, silver bubbles bursting from his mouth and nostrils because he just couldn’t hold the air in any longer. Sunlight shone on the surface above. How far? Thirty or forty feet? He could never make that.

She pulled at him. The cord had come loose enough for him to get free of it. He started desperately for the surface, but she yet pulled at him in another direction. Deeper, it seemed. He thought she must be insane, and he was not a merman to her mermaid; yet her pull was insistent and now she had her arm around him and was urging him to swim with her.

I am not finished, he thought in his anguished blue haze. I have much to do. I am not
finished…but I must trust this girl.

And so he kicked forward with her as the silver bubbles bloomed from his mouth and nose, and three more kicks and the Indian girl was leading him downward still. She took him into a dark place, through some kind of opening. A cave? he thought, near letting his lungs either empty themselves or explode. But no, not a cave…

They swam a few seconds longer, and then she abruptly led him up and his head broke the surface and he tasted salty sweet air. He inhaled mightily with a shudder that racked his body and in the next instant was punished by spasms of retching. She held him up while he filled his lungs and emptied his belly. In the dark blue gloom he saw the stones of a wall to his right and two feet above his head the stones and rafters of a ceiling. He reached up with both hands to grasp hold of a rafter, finding the wood spongy but still able to bear his weight, and he hung there breathing hard, coughing viciously, and shivering with not the chill but the idea that death had been so very, very close.

“Oh my God,” Matthew rasped. And again, for he knew not what else to say: “Oh my God.”

“Don’t let go,” Fancy told him, her body pressed against his side and her own hands up to hold onto the near-rotted rafter. “Do you hear me?” Her English was perfect, not a trace of an accent.

“I hear,” Matthew said; more of a frog’s croak than human speech.

“Just breathe,” she said.

“No instruction…necessary,” he managed to answer, though he had to breathe through his mouth for his injured nostrils were nearly swollen shut. His head was still pounding, his heart about to beat through his chest, and his stomach roiling. He closed his eyes, for now a sick weakness was threatening to make his fingers open. If he slid back in just yet he was done for.

“You’re going to live,” she said.

He nodded, but he was thinking he would not bet on such a statement. His eyes opened and he again surveyed their surroundings. Not a cave, but…a building of some kind? “Where are we?”

“The town under the sea,” Fancy answered, her black hair pushed back from her forehead and her face a blue-daubed darkness. “I found it, nearly the first day I was here.”

Matthew thought his brain must still be fogged and burdened. “Town? Under the sea?”

“Yes. Many buildings. Some with air still caught in them. I swim here, many times.”

“A town?” Matthew still couldn’t make heads-or-tails of it. Possibly Fancy had seen him go over the balcony and had used broken glass from a window to cut him free. “Did they know?” He tried to clarify that: “The brothers. Did they know?”

“About this place? No. It fell away from the island in the earthquake, long years ago.”

“Earthquake,” he repeated, lapsing back into his parrotty pattern. That would go along with the tremors still being felt on Pendulum. He felt as if his head was full of mush. “Who told you this?”

“One of the servants. She was a child when it happened.”

Matthew nodded. He still felt numb and bewildered. It occurred to him quite suddenly, as if he hadn’t realized it before, that this beautiful creature pressed against him was quite naked.

“Who are you?” she asked. “You’re not like the others. You’re not part of them. So…who are you, really?”

“I can’t explain that,” he decided to say. “But I can tell you that I knew an Iroquois brave who was called He Runs Fast Too. He—”

“Came over on the ship with me,” Fancy interrupted. “And with Nimble Climber. How did you know him? And what happened to him?”

“He went back to your land. Back to the tribe. He…helped me do something important.”

“He’s dead now,” she said. “I can hear it in your voice.”

“Yes, he’s dead. And you were called—”

“I know what I was called. That was a long time ago.”

“Those two who have you. They—”

“I don’t wish to speak of them,” she said. “But I will say they do not have all of me. I always find a place to go. As here. In the silence, I can think. I can be.” She adjusted her grip on the beam because her fingers were sinking into the black rot. Her voice was quiet and distant when she next spoke. “I love this. This ocean. This blue world. It speaks to me. It hides me. It makes me feel safe.”

Matthew thought this was the only girl in the world who would feel safe forty-something feet underwater, with her head in a small breathing space in the ruins of a collapsed town. But he understood exactly what she meant.

“I can never go back,” Fancy told him. “Not to my land. Not to my people.”

“Why not? If I could get you out of here—and away from them—then why not?”

“You could never get me away from them.” It was said with a fair amount of smouldering anger. “They would kill you if you tried.”

Matthew said with a weak grin, “They’d have to do better than this, wouldn’t they?”

“They would do far better. I have seen them do…terrible things. And to me, also. I used to fight them, but I suffered for it. Now I don’t fight, but I still suffer. They enjoy that. It is their great pleasure in living.”

“I’m going to get you away from them.”

“No,” she answered, with the hardness of a stone that could not be moved, “you will not. Because even if you could—which you cannot—I have no place to go. Except another bed, in another room, in another house owned by another man. I am…how would you say…an item to be sought. Not so much now, as there are many others like me brought across the ocean. But I am still rare enough.”

Matthew couldn’t fully see her face in the blue gloom, but he had the impression of looking at someone who had long ago lost all ability to smile, and whose happiness was silence and peace taken at every possible moment. He didn’t wish to think what those rough hands and biting teeth had done to her. He didn’t wish to think what her eyes had seen.

“I can help you,” he offered.

“I can never go back,” she repeated. “Not who I am now.”

It was said, Matthew noted, the Indian way: all statement of fact, all hard true reality, and not a sliver of self-pity or pretense.

“All right,” Matthew said, but he knew himself. And, for better or for worse, he never surrendered.

“We should start up,” Fancy told him. “Take in some breaths. Get ready. It is easy for me, but it may be difficult for you. I will hold your hand all the way.”

“Thank you.” Matthew thought this sounded like a casual stroll along the Great Dock, but he knew one usually did not perish on such a stroll, whereas in this instance perishing was a prominent possibility.

“Are you ready?” she asked in another moment.

The dreaded question, he thought. And the answer?

“As I’ll ever be,” he said, though the racing of his heart spoke otherwise.

She reached out for him and he gave her his left hand. “Stay close to me,” she directed. “We will pass through a doorway and a broken window and we will be out. Mind the glass at the bottom of the window.”

“I will.” If it hadn’t snagged him on the way in, he wasn’t concerned about it on the way out. And he was determined to be her second skin, within reason.

“Take a breath and let it go,” she said. He imagined he could see the gleam of her eyes as she stared at him. “Then take another breath and hold it. When you do that, we will start.”

Matthew nodded. Damn, this was some deep hell he’d gotten himself into. He was scared nearly beyond his wits from the memory of his lungs spasming on the edge of drowning. He wasn’t sure he had the strength or willpower to make this swim. His head still pounded and his nose sat on his face like a lump of hot tar. Was the damned thing broken? No time to fret about that now. He took the breath and let it go. He was afraid. But then he felt her hand squeeze his and he took the next breath—a deep breath, as deep as possible—and held it and instantly Fancy went under and pulled him with her. He let go his one-handed grip on the beam, and he was swimming alongside the Indian girl with terror thrumming through his veins.

He didn’t know when they went through the doorway, except his right shoulder hit a hard surface that shot fresh pain through him. God blast it! he thought as he held onto his air. Fancy pulled him onward with remarkable strength. She was indeed in her element, a daughter of the blue world. Did they pass through a broken window? Matthew wasn’t sure, for he could see nothing but blurs and smears. Maybe something caught at his stockings, though he wasn’t sure about that either. Then the light from above brightened and they were rising. Matthew had a blurred glimpse of what might have been the white stone seahorse, perched on a crooked roof. All around were the shapes of stone buildings, with alleys and streets between them. It appeared to Matthew in this blue haze that some were intact and others fallen to ruin either by the action of the sea or the violence of the earthquake. Then he could gather no more impressions for his lungs were aching and the surface was still thirty feet above.

She took him up, their hands locked together.

Perhaps it was a swift ascent. To Matthew, as he fought to control both his spasming lungs and the terror that chewed at him, it was the journey of night into day. Never had such a distance, which could easily be walked on land, seemed so far and so horrible. Ten feet below the surface, he lost nearly all his air in an explosion of bubbles that swept past his face in silver mockery. Then his lungs desired to pull in the seawater, and yet Matthew by force of will and fear of death kept the Atlantic from invading him, and two more kicks and the surface was right there in his face and his head was breaking the surface and the foamy slop of a wave almost drowned him in his moment of victory but he opened his mouth and drew in breath after breath and felt Fancy’s arms around him holding him up.

He pushed the hair back from his forehead and treaded water, his chest heaving. He looked up at the professor’s castle on the cliff above, and could clearly see the third floor library’s balcony and the ledge where one of the two stone seahorses had lately rested. The Thackers were long gone. If anyone else but Fancy had seen this assault, they had kept their lips sealed for there appeared to be no activity anywhere. It was just another sunny day in Fell’s paradise.

Here the waves were rough, as they surged toward the base of the cliffs. Matthew could see from this vantage point where part of the island had been sheared off. He recalled the professor saying My father was the governor here. It was likely that his father was indeed governor when the town—whatever its name had been—had collapsed into the sea.

“Follow me,” said Fancy, and she began to swim toward the cliffs not directly but at a forty-degree angle. Though weakened and certainly no champion in the water, Matthew followed as best he could. Fancy’s taut bottom breaking the surface and the glistening shine of her legs made following nearly a delightful obsession.

In time they reached a cove shielded from the breakers by a series of large rocks, and Fancy could stand in hip-high water. Matthew felt more rocks under his feet and walked carefully lest a surge of waves trapped and snapped an ankle; Fancy, however, knew the territory and forged onward like a true providence rider. A beach pebbled with black stones was ahead. On a rock in the shadows lay her clothing, neatly folded, and her shoes. As Fancy hurriedly dressed herself, Matthew staggered from the sea and fell to his knees in the grainy gray sand.

“You’re all right now,” she told him, as she buttoned the front of her rather tight-fitting lilac-colored gown.

“I know,” he answered, his face lowered. His head seemed to be full of crazy churchbells. “I’m just trying to…” He had to start again, for he was out of breath. “I’m just trying to make sure of it.”

She finished dressing and smoothed her gown before she spoke again, her black hair swept back and her face beautiful and austere. “You’re very brave.”

“Am I?”

“Certainly you are.”

“I think I’m mostly lucky.”

“I think,” she said, “you have earned the right to live another day.”

“At least,” he agreed, and he pulled himself up and got to his feet.

Her ebony eyes, full of pain and secrets, examined him from wet bottom to drenched top. “You won’t tell me who you are?”

“I can’t.”

“But you’re not one of them. Not really.”

“No,” he said, deciding she knew anyway. “Not one of them.”

“Then you’re here for a different reason than the others. I don’t understand why. Perhaps it would be best not to know?”

“Yes,” he answered, “that would be best.”

“Ah,” she said, and nodded; it was an expression that spoke volumes. Still she held him with her solemn gaze, as if reading not only his face but his soul. Then she motioned toward a rocky pathway several yards distant that led up the cliff to the highland. “It’s steep and a little dangerous, but that’s the only way.”

Steep and dangerous, Matthew thought. Was there any other way? He followed her when she started up, the water squishing in his belabored boots.

At the top, he realized the castle was hidden from view by a patch of forest. The road to Templeton surely wasn’t very far through the woods. He thought the sensible thing to do was go back to his room, collapse into bed, rest his aching noggin and possibly put a compress on his swollen nose.

But then, again, he wasn’t always sensible, and the sensible thing often did not make for advancement. Templeton was a few miles along the road. Berry was being held in the Templeton Inn. It was time for Nathan Spade to walk into town and see what might be seen. Possibly his clothes would be dry, in this heat, by the time he got there. If not, not. There probably was a physcian in Templeton who might look at his beak. And who also might answer some questions about Professor Fell and the underwater town.

“The house is this way,” said Fancy.

“I’m not going there yet,” Matthew told her. “I trust there’ll be no mention of this to the brothers? As far as they know, I’m dead. I’d like to keep it that way for a while.”

“I never saw you,” she said. “Not even your ghost.” And then she turned away from him, walked her usual path through the forest and was gone.

Matthew walked away from the cliff. The road had to be just ahead, in the direction he was going. Birds called in exotic voices and the sun shone down through green fronds and vines.

It was a good day, he decided, to not be a ghost.
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I had an accident on the road,” Matthew said to the doctor who inspected his swollen and by now purpling nose. The purple was spreading out on both sides of his face. Also, there were two frightful lumps on his forehead. “Clumsy,” Matthew explained. “Tripped over my own feet.”

“Happens to the best of us, Mr. Spade.” The physician was a portly man with long flowing white hair and dressed in a cream-colored suit as befitted his tropical position. His name, he’d told Matthew, was Benson Britt and he and his wife had been living on Pendulum Island since the summer of 1695. Britt’s hand moved to touch the whipstrike on Matthew’s neck. “This was also an accident?” The doctor’s dark brown eyes in the sun-wrinkled face held the question.

“Yes, that also,” Matthew answered firmly. “I was hoping you might apply some ointment?”

“Certainly. I have some lemon ointment. As for your proboscis…does this hurt?” Britt gave the bridge a quick little tap with a wooden spoon. Tears came to Matthew’s eyes, but the pain was not so much as to make him cry out. “Not broken,” Britt observed. “Only badly bruised. And the injuries to your forehead…not very pleasant, I’m sure, but nothing serious. Unless you have a ringing in your ears and a constant headache?”

Matthew could hardly hear him for the ringing in his ears, but at least the headache had subsided. “No,” he said.

“Very good, then. I’ll apply a bee’s-wax lotion to your nose to draw out the sting, and then we’ll bind on a poultice of seaweed and sea salt—my own remedy—to keep the swelling down and the passages open.”

“Hm,” said Matthew, unimpressed. There was no way to keep the passages open; his nose was blocked shut. But some sort of medical attention was needed, and this was the best—and perhaps only—Pendulum had to offer.

“Lie back on the table,” Britt directed. He had a handful of grease from a small yellow jar. “Let me do my best.”

“Certainly, sir.” Matthew obeyed, and while he was lying on the table he noted all the crisscrossing of small cracks in the white ceiling above his head.

His journey through the forest to the road had been uneventful, except for the wobbling of his knees as he still found himself in a weakened condition. Less than a mile on his way, though, he’d gotten a ride on a passing wagon full of melons bound for the farmer’s market in Templeton, and so at least for a little while he could rest and gather his strength. The wagon’s driver was an elderly man who knew nothing of Professor Fell except to call him “the professor,” and he had been thirty years old when the earthquake hit Pendulum and dropped the thriving community of Somers Town into the sea. At that time, the farmer recollected, Somers Town had been populated by about three thousand people and its primary business was the export of cedar boxes to England.

“Son of the governor,” said the aged informant when Matthew had inquired about the professor’s heritage. “Name of…hmmm…can’t quite place that name no more. Forgive me, sir.”

“Absolutely forgiven,” Matthew had said, as his clothing dried in the bright sun and his mind formulated more questions to ask when he reached Templeton.

The good doctor Britt applied the bee’s-wax lotion and then bandaged his seaweed and sea salt poultice in a thin piece of cheesecloth across the bridge of Matthew’s nose, which certainly would go far in gaining Matthew attention he did not seek. Nevertheless, it was done and appreciated, and Britt informed Matthew that any guest of the professor’s need not pay for treatment, as the professor had supplied himself and his wife with the house and a yearly salary.

“I’m presuming Dr. Gentry is among the guests?” Britt asked as Matthew was starting to leave. “If so, would you tell him to head my way?”

“Dr. Gentry’s headings are difficult to tell,” Matthew confided, “but I’ll relay the message to someone.”

On the street, Matthew followed his bandaged snoot toward the Templeton Inn. The green gate was open and the place appeared welcoming. Of a certain red-haired girl or a massive Ga there was no sign, nor did the inn seem to be guarded. Matthew crossed the tiled courtyard and opened the front door, which caused a bell above it to tinkle merrily. Matthew entered the inn’s main hall, a room constructed of dark wood with a blue and yellow rug upon the floorboards and over his head a circular iron chandelier with six wicks. Past a writing desk where the guests were admitted was a narrow staircase that curved to the left. Matthew was trying to determine what to do next when a broad-shouldered and heavy-set man wearing brown breeches and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up descended the stairs.

“Mornin’, sir,” said the man, with a distinct Scottish brogue. He had a red tuft of hair on his otherwise bald head and a small, neatly trimmed red tuft on his chin. “Help you?”

“My name is Nathan Spade,” Matthew answered with hesitation. He realized the power of his voice was less than optimal, since his nose was so stopped up. If this place had smelled either of perfume or the chamberpot he wouldn’t have been able to detect a difference. “I’m a guest of Professor Fell’s, staying at the castle.”

“Yes, sir,” said the Scotsman, as if he heard this declaration everyday.

“I’d like to see the red-haired girl who was brought here yesterday,” Matthew said. “What room is she in, please?”

“Oh…sir. There’s a problem, I fear.” The Scotsman frowned. “Miss Grigsby is no longer—”

The bell tinkled. The Scotsman looked toward the door, as did Matthew. Sirki came in, dressed in his white robes as he’d been earlier. The East Indian giant drew up a smile that made his front teeth sparkle.

“Nathan!” he said, coming to Matthew’s side like the onrush of an ocean wave. He clasped one hand to Matthew’s left elbow. His smile remained radiant. “I was looking for you! And here you are!”

“Exactly as you knew I might be?”

“Exactly,” said Sirki. “We missed you at breakfast. When I discovered you weren’t to be found, I decided this would be the place.”

The Scotsman said, “I was about to tell Mr. Spade that Miss Grigsby and the colored man are no—”

“I thank you for your efforts here, Mr. McKellan,” Sirki interrupted. “I have this situation in hand now, you may go about your business.”

“Yes, sir.” McKellan actually gave a small bow of deference. “I am busy upstairs,” he offered, and with that he turned away and went up the steps again.

Sirki stared coldly at Matthew. His eyes examined Matthew’s face. “What in the name of mighty Shiva has happened to you?”

“I had an accident on the road. Tripped over myself.”

“That’s a lie,” said the giant.

“Where are Berry and Zed?” Matthew fired back.

“Upstairs, I presume.”

“That’s a lie,” said Matthew.

The two liars stared at each other, neither one willing to move their lie one inch.

Matthew went first. “I’m presuming that McKellan started to tell me that Berry and Zed are no longer here. Where are they?”

“I have a coach outside, ready to take you back.” Sirki increased the pressure a fraction on Matthew’s elbow. “Come on, shall we? You have much work to do.”

Matthew had no choice but to be taken along, though he removed his elbow from the giant’s grip as soon as they were crossing the courtyard. Ahead on the street, a black berline with the harried driver of yesterday awaited its passengers. Sirki waited for Matthew to climb in, then he pulled himself up, closed the door and settled his bottom. He tapped on the roof with a fist and they were off.

“On your desk you’ll find a key and a map of who occupies which room along the corridor,” Sirki said as they left Templeton. “The key will allow you entry into the rooms that Smythe, Sabroso and Wilson occupy. Smythe is giving his report to the professor at two o’clock. Sabroso is reporting tomorrow at two. Wilson tomorrow at four. You should make plans to enter those rooms and—”

“Search for what?” Matthew interrupted. “I don’t have any idea what I’m looking for. Besides, if it involves some kind of information passed between two of those men, why would someone be stupid enough to write it down? Why not just whisper the information in passing and be done with it?”

“There’s the matter of the authorities getting firm evidence of the next shipment of Cymbeline,” Sirki replied, as he watched the countryside glide past. “They may have asked for written notification, instead of secondhand hearsay. So you might consider that you’re searching for some kind of coded message.”

“Hidden where? Under a pillow? Rolled up in a stocking?”

“Both good places to look, I’m sure.”

“The professor didn’t need me to do this,” said Matthew. “Any of his thugs might’ve done it. Just ransacked the rooms and gone through the debris.”

“Ransacking is not part of the plan. And that’s exactly why the professor’s thugs, as you put it, are inadequate for this task.”

“No, there’s some other reason he wanted me here. Isn’t there?” Matthew prompted, but Sirki remained silent. “Especially me. Why? Because I impressed him by besting Tyranthus Slaughter and killing Lyra Sutch? And he wished to see me, in the flesh? To take stock of me?” Matthew nodded at the thought that was being born. “Because he wishes to test me, to see if I’m capable of finding Brazio Valeriani for him?”

“He wishes at present,” Sirki replied quietly, “only to discover the name or names of a traitor or two.”

Matthew was silent for a time, watching the lush green forest pass by his window. “I suppose you won’t tell me where Berry and Zed are?” he asked at last. “Will you at least tell me why they were taken from the inn?”

“I will tell you that they decided to leave the inn last night. Without permission, I might add. Zed was captured and taken to a more secure place for safekeeping. The young woman…is unfortunately still missing.”

“Still missing?” That word had caused Matthew’s heart to jump into his throat.

“The island is not that large. She’s being searched for, and she’ll be found.”

“Christ!” Matthew said forcefully. And then more quietly and mostly to himself: “Why didn’t she just stay where she was? Where she was safe?”

“I’m sure you’ll have the chance to ask her those questions yourself on the return voyage to New York.”

Matthew was thinking of McKellan’s deferential bow, and the subservient expression on the innkeeper’s face. “This island is a prison, isn’t it? No one comes or goes without the professor’s approval?”

“It’s a bit hard to call Pendulum Island a prison, as its citizens live very happy and productive lives. The second part of your statement, however, is certainly true.” Sirki regarded Matthew with a baleful glare. “The professor likes balance, young man. He wishes to be undisturbed here. As he owns the island as an outright possession, he may limit the ships coming in and going out, to his pleasure.”

“What’s his first name?” Matthew decided to ask.

“The castle is within view,” Sirki answered. “We should be there in just a few minutes. I trust you’ll tend to your business and not go wandering on the road again? By the way, the stablemaster has been instructed to refuse your request for a horse.”

“So the castle is also a prison?” Even as he presented this question, Matthew knew there would be no response and he was correct.

The coach pulled up to the entry, Matthew and Sirki disembarked, and Sirki walked with Matthew to the foot of the stairs. “You look ridiculous with that thing on your nose,” was Sirki’s final comment before he took his leave. Then Matthew went directly to his room, where he unlocked his door with the key that had been in his pocket in another room forty feet underwater. On the writing desk was, indeed, a second key and a piece of paper that, unfolded, showed the corridor and the names of who slept where. It was drawn precisely and written neatly, in small tight lettering, and Matthew wondered if the professor himself had done this. Smythe was far down the corridor, the very last room. Beside the key was a plate of three muffins: cornbread, cinnamon and orange. Or as best as Matthew could tell without tasting, for his nose was so much dead matter. He poured himself a glass of water from the provided pitcher and ate the presumed orange muffin, which tasted to him—lacking a sense of smell—like so much gluey wool. The cornbread was likewise tasteless and the cinnamon muffin might have been artificial for all its flavor. Yet at least he had something in his stomach. He drank down a second glass of water, and then he stretched himself out on the bed for a few minutes to rest and organize his thoughts.

Matthew mused that from the death-condemned back to the living in the matter of a few gut-wrenching minutes was not a bad way to start a day off, if one had to be condemned to death by a pair of orange-haired shits. He wished to stay out of their sight until he was ready to reveal that his watery grave had opened. The damnable thing on his mind now was Berry’s fate. That girl had a habit of tearing him up. Out on the island by herself somewhere? He dreaded to consider what might have happened to her. And now add that weight to his ton of troubles, and try to balance along the professor’s beam.

“Impossible,” he said to the black bed canopy over his head. No god answered, not even Professor Fell.

He slept, and had some half-recalled dream about falling through the water toward a town that, while submerged in its blue aura, held the filmy spirits of citizens who walked upon the lowered lanes and streets, and drove their ghostly wagons toward a harbor swallowed by the sea. When Matthew awakened it was close enough to two o’clock to rouse himself to action. He went to the waterbasin and washed his face, musing that one pitcherful of the liquid made him the master, yet in quantity this could snuff out one’s life as easily as the fire from the gunpowder bombs that had blasted New York.

He waited ten more minutes. Then he took the key and eased into the hallway, watchful for two thick-bodied redhaired shits, and he went to Smythe’s door at the far end of the hall and knocked quietly and respectfully just in case. When there was no response he slid the key home and let himself in.

He was interested—and gratified, in a way—that Smythe’s room was neither as spacious as his own nor did it have a balcony overlooking the ocean. Smythe’s balcony faced the gardens. Perhaps Smythe had requested so, because of his late discomfort of the sea. In any case, it wasn’t as fine a room as Matthew’s. The problem-solver got to work, trying to solve a problem to which there were no clues. He saw the many sheets of parchment on the desktop, covered with lines not only from Cymbeline but other of the Bard’s plays. Smythe had been a busy scribbler these last few weeks. Matthew went through the desk drawers and found nothing of interest. The chest of drawers, the same. A small collection of clay pipes drew his hand, but in their bowls and stems were no rolled-up secret messages, as far as he could tell. He went through Smythe’s clothes, a delicate matter. Smythe did not wash as much as Matthew might have liked, and the clothing was stiff with sweat and the shirt collars ringed with grime. But again, nothing there but the bad habits of a dirty man.

He checked the shoes and the stockings, more items of distaste. He looked under the bed, under the mattress, and drew a chair over to peer on top of the bed canopy. He searched behind the chest of drawers and beneath the iron-legged stand that held the waterbasin. He exhausted all possible hiding places in the room, and then he took stock of the sheets of parchment.

Lying in plain sight, he thought. If a code was indeed written somewhere in those sheets, then why bother to hide them?

He picked up a few of the sheets and scanned them. Nothing remarkable that he could decipher. Just someone with time on his hands, scribing for the sake of something to do. He found the line of stage-direction from Cymbeline that Smythe had read to him from the play: Jupiter descends in thunder and lightning, sitting upon an eagle; he throws a
thunderbolt.

That was the line that had prompted the professor’s titling of the new weapon? How had Smythe described it? Oh, yes…Cymbeline is the foundation upon which future
devices shall be constructed.

The foundation, Matthew thought. Something basic. Something…ordinary that now was extraordinary?

Thunder and lightning, Matthew mused. The throwing of a thunderbolt by Jupiter, king of the gods. The professor would surely identify with Jupiter. And what happens when a thunderbolt hits the earth? Matthew asked himself.

Fire, of course. No, no…wait…first, before the fire…there is…

…the explosion.

Matthew walked out upon the balcony. From this vantage point he could see, far in the distance, a thin smudge of smoke that must be rising from the fort at the far end of Pendulum. The forbidden fort, where intrusion meant death. That, Matthew surmised, must be where the Cymbeline was being created.

Because he realized what Cymbeline must be. In fact, he’d already had a taste of it. A very hot and searing taste, in fact.

The foundation of future weapons was gunpowder. Professor Fell was creating a new and more potent—certainly more powerful—kind of gunpowder. The kind that could in a fairly small quantity tear a building to pieces and hurl a roof back into Jupiter’s realm. Oh yes, they were using the Cymbeline to good effect in New York, all right. Matthew nodded, watching the smoke smudge. Of course the chemicals had to be cooked. The fire kept away from the finished product. But what made it different? What ingredient made it more powerful or better in any way from the gunpowder normally created?

Matthew knew.

He recalled a certain Solomon Tully, wailing for his losses on the Great Dock.

…there’s something wicked afoot with this constant stealing of sugar.

“Indeed there is,” said Matthew Corbett, his eyes steel-gray and his voice grim.

For sugar was the new ingredient in the professor’s formula for death. Some chemical component of sugar, cooked and introduced into the process. Professor Fell was making his Cymbeline with sugar, and it was the foundation of what the professor hoped was not only new weapons using that powder, but a source of revenue that perhaps was the greatest he’d yet known.

And here stood Matthew, seeking a traitor or two who had decided England’s security was more important than Fell’s power or money. Truly, for Matthew, it was the world turned upside down. He decided it was time to vacate these premises. He put everything back upon the desktop exactly as it had been, for he thought Smythe would have a sharp eye for such irregularities. The chair he’d used to perch upon also was returned to its exact position. Everything else looked right. But no evidence of a traitor was to be found in here today, and probably not any day. Matthew left the room, closed the door behind him and turned the key in the lock. “Here!” said someone down the hallway. “What are you doing?” The voice made Matthew jump. As he turned toward it, he put the key in his pocket. Adam Wilson, the invisible man, was striding toward him.

“Spade? I asked you what you’re doing.” The voice was as slight and vapid as its owner, yet insistent in its own way. The watery blue eyes stared at Matthew behind the square-lensed spectacles. “Were you trying to get into Edgar’s room?”

Matthew recognized that the man of finances had not seen him leave Smythe’s room, but had only seen him standing at the door. Possibly it looked as if Matthew was working the doorknob. “I knocked at Smythe’s door, yes,” he said.

“It looked to me as if you were trying to get in, sir.” Wilson had small teeth that showed between the bloodless lips and came together as he spoke, as if taking small vicious bites from the air.

“I…suppose I did try the knob.” Matthew shrugged, as if to say it was his nature. “Smythe and I were having a discussion in the library earlier. I’d hoped to continue it.”

“Really?” It was spoken with either droll unconcern or a lingering touch of suspicion.

“Yes,” Matthew answered. “Really.”

“Edgar is meeting with the professor at this moment,” came the reply. The eyes narrowed. “What happened to you, sir? You are much the worse for wear.”

“You should have seen the horse after I beat it up.”

“You were thrown from a horse?”

“Regrettably, yes. Early this morning.”

“Hm.” Wilson took two backward steps to look Matthew over from head to toe. “Nothing is broken, I presume?”

“My pride,” said Matthew, with a tight smile that made his nose ache.

“Your sense of humor seems undamaged,” said Wilson, humorlessly. “I should think you would take to bed rather than seeking companionship.”

“In my line of work, those two things go together.”

“Ah.” A slight smile disturbed the small ugly mouth. “As you say.” Wilson gave a small nod of his head and shoulder-stoop to pass for a bow of respect and started to turn away.

But the problem-solver had at last detected something, and meant to hone in upon it. “Pardon me, Mr. Wilson, but…why do you refer to Mr. Smythe by his first name?”

“Because that is his name,” was the stone-faced reply.

“Of course it is, but…it indicates a certain familiarity. A friendship, I suppose. Or, as you put it…a companionship. I noted that at dinner last night there was a very strict air of formality in how everyone addressed everyone else. I suppose it’s an indicator of the distance we must keep from each other regarding our businesses. So why do you call him Edgar and not Mr. Smythe? Is it because…oh…you and he communicate with each other outside the realm of the professor’s view?”

“You know that would be forbidden.”

“I do know. But I also know you’re very comfortable calling him by his first name. Are you two friends in London?”

“No, we are not. But we have become friends here. Because as you must know, this is not the first of our conferences.” The eyes took on a wicked gleam behind the square lenses. “And if we’re speaking of noticing such things, Mr. Spade, I should say I heard Madam Cutter calling you Nathan. Does that mean, then, that you and she are…hmmmm…an item in London?”

“I’ve never met her before.”

“Obviously, then, you’ve made an impression. Or should I say, a new friend.” The upper lip curled. “Sometimes, Mr. Spade, a name…is only a name, and it conveys no darker meaning.”

“Darker meaning? Why do you put it that way?”

“Neither Edgar—Mr. Smythe, if you please—nor I are in violation of the professor’s code of conduct. Now it is true I have received some messages from Mr. Smythe, regarding the Cymbeline and money needed to store it in its London warehouse. I likewise have sent messages to him, but only through a courier designated by Professor Fell. Everything, you see, is aboveboard.”

That statement nearly caused Matthew to guffaw, but he swallowed it down. He said, “I’d hate to think of anyone here being dishonest.”

“And you would be responsive to that in some way? You would make sure Edgar and I were penalized, if indeed we were enjoying a social relationship beyond the call of our professions?”

“What are you doing together?” Matthew asked. “Going to the…” He picked up the recollection of an item from one issue of his cherished London Gazette. “Rakehell clubs?” Where, it was written in the broadsheet, a man might have a sumptuous eight-course dinner and enjoy fine rare wines before his bottom was blistered by a woman in riding boots and spurs and whirling a bullwhip. Matthew could imagine Smythe and Wilson at these festivities, linked possibly by their purient interests. One would be bellowing as if he had a lungful of burning coals while the other smirked in the admiration of applied pain.

“Young man,” said Wilson coldly, “it would be best for you to restrain your obvious penchant for fantasy. Save such suggestions for your whores and clients, won’t you?” He started to turn away, his face screwed up with something that was supposed to convey either anger or disgust, and then he paused.

“You look laughable with that thing on your nose,” he sniped, before he turned and stalked away to his room further along the hallway. Matthew let Wilson unlock his door and enter before he too returned to his own abode.


  

Twenty-Five
 

 


After the dinner bell had been rung up and down the hallway, Matthew gave the candle clock an extra fifteen minutes of burning before he put on the somewhat shrunken jacket of his gray-striped suit and prepared to join the party.

With any luck, the Thackers had remained drunk or been—and the thought was repugnant to him—ravishing Fancy all day in their double brotherhood and thus had no idea Nathan Spade had risen from his grave.

It was time now to display himself, in all his abundant life.

He had scrubbed himself and shaved. He had combed his hair. He was presentable. Except for one thing. When he peered into the mirror he thought he looked ridiculous with that thing on his nose, so he peeled off the poultice to reveal the swollen blue-black-and-tinged-with-green artistry of Jack and Mack. He still couldn’t smell anything through this heated lump of clay, but so be it. The darkness had spread under his eyes and the two lumps on his forehead had turned dark purple. He was a real peacock, he was. And ready to strut, too.

He left his room, went down the stairs and to the banquet room where last night Jonathan Gentry had lost his head.

They were all there, minus the headless doctor. They were seated in their exact same places. They were eating from bowls of what appeared to be some kind of thick red seafood stew. Toy was feeding Augustus Pons, and giggling happily. Smythe was drinking his wine from a glass and Sabroso was drinking his from a bottle, and the nearly-invisible Wilson had his face poised over his bowl as if to inhale it up his nostrils. Minx Cutter was there, sitting rigidly in her chair. Aria Chillany looked pale and wan, as if the island’s sunlight was stealing her power. Fancy’s expression was blank, as she was jammed shoulder-to-shoulder between the two brothers, who were wearing orange suits to match their hair and jamming hunks of bread into their mouths. Mother Deare was eating delicately, her red lace gloves concealing the large hands of a workwoman.

Matthew came down the stairs as if he owned every riser.

Fancy looked up at him first. Her expression did not change, though her eyes may have widened only enough for him to note. Then the others saw him, and with pieces of bread stuffed in their mouths Jack and Mack Thacker made gagging noises and their green glinting eyes in the foxlike faces became huge. Jack jumped up from the table, his chair going over to the floor behind him, while Mack only half-rose before he grasped the neck of a wine bottle either to steady himself or use as a weapon.

“What the hell is wrong with you two?” Mother Deare rasped, a rough plaid of coarseness showing through her studied lace.

“Forgive me for being late.” Matthew came around the table to his place across from Minx and next to Aria. He was gratified to see that not a trace of last night’s murder remained. He sat down and sent a smile around the table. “Good evening to all.”

The Thackers had gone as gray as wet paper. They looked at each other in wonderment, and then at Matthew with something close to fear.

“Settle yourselves, gentlemen,” said Matthew. “I won’t bite.”

“Your face,” Minx said. “What happened to you?”

“Small accident. I took a fall.” He reached for the steaming pot of stew that sat upon the table and spooned some into his bowl. “This looks delicious.” It would taste nearly of nothing, however, since he could not smell a single peppercorn nor fish fin, both of which were exposed as his spoon went to work.

“On the stairs?” Mother Deare asked. “Didn’t you seek attention?”

“No, I rested in my room.” He aimed his smile at the two scowling brothers. “Please, don’t stand on my account.”

Mack recovered first. He drew up a half-grin that had nothing to do with either humor nor his eyes. “Pick up your chair, Jack. Clumsy of you.” Mack sank back into his seat, his teeth slightly bared. From the wine bottle he took a swallow that must have emptied it by half.

“Clumsy,” Jack repeated. He sounded stunned, as if he’d been headbutted. “Damn clumsy.” He righted his chair and as he sat down offered a thin and insincere smile to Mother Deare. “Pardon the fuss. I don’t know what come over me.”

Matthew spread his napkin across his lap. “Good manners are worth gold,” he said, and regarded Mother Deare. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I surely would. Good manners gets a person into a lot of rooms…and out of a lot of scrapes,” she answered, and she gave him a nod as if she knew exactly what he meant.

“You were in your room all day?” Aria asked. She looked bleary-eyed. Though Gentry hadn’t been her shining knight and hero, his death must have unnerved her at least enough to disturb her beauty-sleep.

“Not quite all day,” Wilson spoke up, in his irritating near-whisper. “He was out and about for a short while. Wasn’t he, Mr. Smythe?”

“That he was, Mr. Wilson,” answered the barrel of gravel.

“Interested in things,” said Wilson.

“Books,” said Smythe. “He’s a very learned fellow.”

“Are these riddles?” Sabroso asked. His voice was slightly slurred. Wine spots had appeared on the jacket of his cream-colored suit.

Matthew thought that Smythe and Wilson—two brothers, perhaps, in their quest for the dirtiest hole in London to squat in and spend a few pounds for pain—were emulating the communication style of the Thackers. He said, “No riddles, I think. Just roundabouts.”

“You look like ya come into some trouble, boyo,” said Mack as he reached over to play his greasy fingers through Fancy’s hair. Almost as if they were connected by the same nerve endings, Jack reached over to do the same on the opposite side. Fancy stared at Matthew for a few seconds more, and then she continued silently—and with as much dignity as possible—eating her stew.

“Trouble,” said Jack, with a hissy giggle.

“And ya look like shit, too,” Mack provided.

“A turd on legs,” Jack said.

“Gentlemen?” Augustus Pons had turned his face away from Toy’s spoon. The young man kept trying to slide the spoon into Pons’s mouth, but his efforts were waved away. “At least,” Pons said with an air of superiority, “Mr. Spade’s current hues are somewhat restrained. He wears no orange.”

That brought a drunken laugh from Cesar Sabroso and a fleeting smile across Minx Cutter’s face. But no joy from the land of the Thackers.

“Shut your hole, ya fat-assed buck!” growled Jack, who leaned toward Pons with the seething glare of murder in his eyes. Matthew was quite familiar with it.

“Mind yourself!” The voice of Mother Deare was indeed motherly, if one’s mother could hammer a spike through your forehead with two words. “We are a civilized gathering, sirs! And madams,” she added, for the sake of inclusion. “We are all brethren here, and we should act in accord with that. Understood?” She glared at the Thackers with eyes that might cut steel. And repeated the word to their silence: “Understood?”

Jack was the elder if one counted minutes and gray hairs, but the younger Mack seemed to be the more intelligent and diplomatic for it was he who nodded and said, “We do understand, Mother Deare.”

“Is my ass so very fat?” Pons asked Toy, with a stricken expression.

The young man frowned and offered the spoon and said, “Oh, no! It’s just perfect!” To which Pons gave a satisfied smile and accepted the offering.

Those at the table quietened down. Indeed, some sort of rough semblance of civility came upon the gathering. Most were silent, but for Pons and Toy who whispered to each other and an occasional winey laugh or exclamation directed into the air by Cesar Sabroso.

“But you’re feeling all right now?” Aria Chillany had come back to life. She placed her hand upon Matthew’s arm. She stared imploringly at him, the sapphire eyes wide with the just-asked question and her fingers squeezing his flesh.

“I am, yes.”

“Such a fall you must’ve taken!” She made it sound like a hero’s journey.

“Fortunately,” Matthew said with a quick tight smile, “I was able to save myself from serious injury.”

“Very fortunate.” Minx was regarding him over the rim of her glass. “Nathan, you seem to have somewhat of a charmed life, don’t you?”

Matthew heard Adam Wilson clear his throat down the table at the sound of the name, but he paid no heed. “Charmed? Not sure of that. But I suppose I am lucky.”

“The Devil’s luck,” said Mack, into his stewbowl.

“Hell wouldn’t have him,” said Jack.

“Spat him out,” Mack offered.

“Shat him out,” was Jack’s correction.

“You two,” said Madam Chillany, “make not an ounce of fucking sense.” She kept her hand on Matthew’s arm, and now began to do a little rubbing. Matthew noted that both Minx and Fancy took note of this action, before they pretended not to.

The dinner went on through platters of steamed clams and grilled swordsfish to its conclusion of rice pudding, sugar cookies in the shapes of various sea creatures, and offerings of sweet sherry and golden port. During this procession of edibles and potables, Aria Chillany drew herself nearer and nearer to Matthew, at one point rubbing his leg with her own while she drank her weight in wine and began to burble about that bastard Jonathan Gentry. It seemed to Matthew that Jonathan Gentry, for all his faults, might be missed by at least one person at this table, and the sudden sadness that leaped into the sapphire eyes was a pity to behold. But it didn’t stay very long, for Aria was surely a woman of the moment, and Gentry’s moment—even if it was brief and lackluster—had passed in a long sigh between bottles. Then her fingers found Matthew’s arm again and her foot taunted his ankle beneath the table, and her laughter at Pons’s gallant little attempts at joking was forced and strident and carried the note of a woman terrified of sleeping alone for fear her bedtime companion might awaken with a scream behind her teeth.

Matthew had trouble looking her in the face; in fact, he had difficulty looking at any of them, but all through the dinner he felt the eyes of Minx Cutter and Fancy upon him, one set of eyes perhaps carving him up into small pieces the easier to digest, the other set wondering what freedom would taste like in the brave new world he might present to her. At last Matthew finished a final seahorse, which he crunched noisily for the benefit of those who knew, and then excused himself from the table with a word of goodnight to Mother Deare, who seemed to rule this particular roost. It was a difficult chore getting out of Aria’s claws, and she looked at him despondently over her umpteenth glass of wine. He turned his back on her and walked away from the gathering and up the stairs.

To be joined within seconds by Minx, who grasped his arm and pressed to his side and asked quietly, “What really happened to you?”

“Stairs,” he answered. “Fall. Unfortunate.”

“Bullshit,” she said.

“If you lean on me any harder, I may fall down these stairs as well.” He continued his ascent and she kept beside him.

“I need you,” she said.

His eyes widened. “Pardon?”

“To go with me in the morning. I want to show you something. Back where the whales play. It’s important. Will you meet me at the stable? Say…eight o’clock?”

“Fuckin’ impossible!” hollered Jack Thacker, and a wine glass died a shattered death upon the floor.

Matthew kept going without a backward glance, and Minx with him. They went through the corridor of sea-skeletons toward the main staircase. “I’m not sure I can get a horse,” he told her.

“Why not?”

“I’ve been a bad boy.”

She frowned. “What’re you talking about?”

“Only that I’ve offended someone here, and I may not be able to get a horse.”

“That’s more bullshit. If you need a horse, I’ll get one for you.”

“All right, then.” He stopped at the foot of the central stairs and regarded her with a neutral expression. “Yes, I’ll meet you at the stable at eight. What’s this about?”

“It’s about…” She glanced left and right, to make sure no one was near. Then she suddenly leaned into him and kissed him on the mouth. It was a long, lingering kiss, and though Matthew was amazed by this unexpected action he did not draw away.

“Well,” said Matthew when the kiss had ended and Minx was staring at him with her slightly dewy golden eyes. “May I guess it’s about…us?”

“Eight o’clock,” she said, and she started up the stairs without waiting for him. A few risers up, she paused and turned toward him once more. “Unless,” she added.

“Unless?” he asked.

“Unless I see you before then,” Minx held his gaze for a few seconds longer, and then she continued on her way and out of his sight into the second-floor hallway.

Matthew’s lips were burning. Now this was the damnedest thing! he thought. Who could have seen this coming? The princess of blades, attracted to him? He was a dull knife in this company. Still…he did have youth, and manners. He was quite simply stunned. Therefore he was doubly pole-axed when he started up the stairs and a soft feminine voice behind him said, “Nathan?”

He turned to face Fancy, who came up to stand beside him.

“I have only a minute,” she said, but calmly as was her hidden spirit. “They’ll be after me. I want you to know…when I saw you go into the water today…I knew I had to help you. I don’t know why. I just…had to. I don’t know who you are, or why you are here, but…I want to thank you for thinking you could help me.”

“I can help you,” he said. “If you allow it.”

The dark eyes were fixed upon him. The beautiful face—the beautiful creature from a different world—was his, for the moment. He felt it. While she gave him every iota of her attention, she belonged to him. This would change in the next few seconds; when the sound of boots clunking through the hallway came to them, it would change, but for now…

“Perhaps you can,” she said, and then they heard the boots.

Matthew had no stomach for jousting with those bastards tonight. He turned away from Fancy even as she lowered her face and turned to meet her masters, and Matthew went up the stairs two at a time sick to his heart and aching in his nose. He fished for his key to open his door but as he slid the key in, the door came ajar and that was how he knew he had a visitor this evening.

He opened the door to the ruddy light of the triple wicks atop the dresser.

From the white high-backed chair with the black abstract design, Professor Fell said, “Close the door and lock it, Matthew.”

Matthew stood still for a few seconds too long.

“Go ahead,” the professor urged. “It’s the sensible thing.”

Matthew had to agree with that. He closed the door and locked it. Then he stood with his back pressed rigidly against it, and the figure with the flesh-colored mask and flesh-colored gloves sat comfortably with legs outstretched and crossed at the ankles. The professor tonight wore a conservative dark blue suit, a white shirt with a cascade of ruffles down the front, and a dark blue tricorn with a black band.

There was a silence. Professor Fell seemed to be studying the ceiling. Regarding the small cracks there, Matthew thought. Then Professor Fell’s featureless face angled toward the New York problem-solver.

“You had some trouble today.” It was a statement of fact, as dry as the fish bones in the skeleton collection.

“A mite,” Matthew allowed.

“Hm. One of my stone seahorses is missing from the library balcony. Also the curtain cords are gone. There is—was—a wine bottle on the ledge. What can you tell me about that?”

“Nothing.” Matthew shrugged. His heart was a furious drummer. “Much.”

“You shield your enemies. Why?”

“I take care of my own business.”

“That’s admirable. Stupid, possibly…but admirable. Please sit down, you’re putting a crick in my neck.”

Matthew seated himself in the chair at the writing-desk, the same as the evening before. He turned himself so as to have full view of the emperor of crime. A question came to him that had to be thrust into the air, like a fiery sword. “May I ask…why you never reveal your face?”

Did the mouth laugh, just a shade, behind the cowl? “I am so beautiful,” said the professor, “that I might stop time itself, so the angels could adore me longer. Or I am so ugly I might stop the hearts of any beasts that lay their jaundiced eyes upon me. Or…most likely…I am simply a man who enjoys being faceless.”

“Oh,” said Matthew.

“Anything else you’d care to know?”

“Many things. But I don’t think you’d tell me.”

“You speak with certainty, though it’s doubtful you understand.”

“I’m ready,” said Matthew, as the candles cast equal amounts of illumination and shadows, “to be enlightened.”

The head nodded, ever so slightly. The gloved fingers steepled. “First, what have you learned?”

“Not much.” But it occurred to him that Professor Fell valued his opinion, so he reversed himself. “A little. Concerning Adam Wilson and Edgar Smythe.”

“Go on,” the professor urged.

“My opinion only, of course.”

“Yes. Your opinion has been paid for. Go on.”

“That the former has a streak of cruelty and the latter does not wash enough.” Matthew paused, his own fingers steepled, to consider his next offering. He decided to give the professor the benefit of his suspicion, and a taste of what Fell was looking to find. “I believe they have had some…association outside the realm of business. I believe they’ve discovered they are kindred spirits in some activity in London.”

“And you say this based on what?”

“Based on my instincts. On my feeling that they are familiar in a way that has formed a bond between them. What that bond might be, I don’t know, but it’s in the way Wilson speaks of Smythe using his Christian name. And, also, the fact that they seem to be looking out for each other. Guarding their interests, possibly. Or sharing a secret.” His horses were galloping now, and Matthew decided to give them free rein. “I think they have violated your decree of no association between members of your…” What was the proper word? Oh yes. “Parliament,” he concluded.

Professor Fell was silent, and did not move. For a time he appeared to be what he pretended to be, an automaton dependent upon a key. Then he sat up straighter in his chair, with a motion that made Matthew think of the smooth gliding of a snake.

“I enforce that decree,” said the professor, “for reasons of security. If one member of my ‘Parliament,’ as you so colorfully phrase it, is…shall we say…put out of business by an overzealous puppet of the law, then I do not wish that consequence to spread through my other affairs. My associates know their positions, and what is required of them. That is all they need to know. I take care of the…” He hesitated, seeking the word.

Matthew supplied it. “Octopus?”

“As you please.” The tricorned head bowed, with the eerie flesh-colored cowl beneath it.

“I have no proof Smythe and Wilson are meeting in violation of your decree,” Matthew said. “Only a…”

“Guess?” Fell asked.

“Only that, yes.”

“But you found nothing of interest in Smythe’s room today?”

“Nothing.” He frowned. “Again, I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

“I think you may have an idea. And…I think you may know it when you find it.”

“If I find it,” Matthew corrected. “Which may be impossible, given the situation and lack of time.”

“The situation is what it is. And you may be responsible yourself for the lack of time, as you were too stubborn to attend my command in a prompt fashion.”

Matthew lifted his chin. He stared into the faceless void. He brought up every ounce of courage he possessed, and he said, “I don’t care to be commanded. Not by you or anyone else.”

“Oh! Bravely spoken, sir. Surely then, before Mr. Matthew Corbett I must restrain the very power that has brought me from my humble beginnings to where I sit today.”

“A man in a cowl,” Matthew said. “His face hidden, his steps guarded, his path uncertain.”

“An uncertain path? Why would that be?”

“One traitor or two,” came the reply. “Double flies in the ointment, possibly. And your path so uncertain in picking them out that you have to enlist me? The very same man you sent a blood card to back in the summer? What if one of your thugs had killed me? Where might you be sitting today?”

“Downstairs, in my own quarters.”

“And you might be walking in circles on your floor, trying to decide whose head to cut off next. It seems to me that you should be very glad I slipped the blood card. For with your providence rider, you have hope. Without me…an uncertain path.”

The professor did not speak for a time. When he did, it was one word spoken with near-admiration for a point sufficiently made: “Ah.”

“What do you do during the day, anyway?” Matthew continued, daring fate. “Do you hide away down in your quarters? Do you work on something? Surely you just don’t live for these little dramas and then sleep all day.”

“I rarely sleep,” was the reply, spoken with no expression.

“All this treasure at your disposal, and you can’t sleep?” Matthew realized he was nearing the dangerous cliff’s edge of his own sharp tongue, yet he felt the need to press forward a little bit more. “You’re a lurker in your own house? You must wear a mask to go out and about? Professor…I fear you’re not as wealthy nor as privileged as you might believe, because even though I live in a dairyhouse half the size of this room I do sleep well—most nights—and I feel no need for a mask.”

Fell grunted quietly. “You do,” he said, “have a set of balls on you.”

“I think they’ve grown since I’ve had this occupation.”

“I could have Sirki saw them off for you, if they’ve grown too large to be comfortable.”

“Do what you please,” said Matthew, and he meant it. His heart was calming and the small beads of sweat that had risen at his temples had begun to dry. “It’s your world, isn’t it?”

With that, the professor leaned slightly forward. “May I tell you a little about my world, young man?”

Matthew didn’t respond. Something in the soft, genteel voice had sent a cold shiver down his spine.

“I shall,” Fell decided. “I told you I had a son, didn’t I? Templeton, as I said. A very fine lad. Very intelligent. Curious about the world. Almost as curious as his father. Well, you do remind me of Temple. As I said…of who he might have been, had he lived. He died when he was twelve years old, you see. Twelve years old.” The words had been repeated with a sad sort of passion that held restrained fury at its center. “Beaten to death by a gang of rowdies on his way to school. He wasn’t a fighter, you see. He was a gentle soul. He was a very fine boy.” Here the professor paused and sat in silence for a time, until Matthew nervously cleared his throat and shifted his position in the chair.

“His image,” said the professor, “is the portrait in stained-glass on the staircase. My Templeton, lost to me. By the bloody fists of a gang of six. They chased him through the streets like a dog and beat him for their amusement, I understand. Oh, he was always dressed very well. Always very clean. No one tried to help him, in that London mob. No one cared. He was another show on the streets, another display of what human beings can do—and will do—for the pleasure of it. And the awful thing, Matthew…the awful, terrible thing…is that Temple had a premonition of his death the night before, and he asked me to walk with him to school that morning…but I, being busy in my own affairs…could not be bothered to do so. I had my research before me. My academics. So I said, Temple…you’re a big boy now. You have nothing to fear. Your mother and I trust in God, and so should you. So…go along, Temple, for the school is not very far away. Not very far. Go right along, I said. Because you’re a big boy now.”

To the heavy silence that followed, Matthew offered, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t speak,” said the professor, with a soft but cutting hiss, and Matthew dared not utter another word.

They sat without speaking for a while, the professor and the problem-solver. Matthew could hear waves breaking against the rocks below, slowly beating Pendulum Island to pieces.

“I…had to do something,” came the terrible and quiet voice. “Something, to ease my pain. I couldn’t live like that, could I? And neither could Teressa. She was such a mild and sensitive woman. Like Temple, really. He took most of his personality from her, and he resembled her too. When I looked at her, I could see him looking back. But she cried all the time, and I couldn’t sleep…and I knew…I must do something, to ease this pain.”

One gloved hand came up, almost touched the forehead, and slowly fluttered down again like the death of an arrow-shot bird.

“I had money. My father left me wealthy. He was the governor here. Have I told you that?” He waited for Matthew to nod. “The governor of Pendulum Island and its seaport, Somers Town. Yes, I remember telling you. Well…I had money. And money is a tool, you know? It can do whatever pleases you. What pleased me then…was to find out the names of the six creatures who had beaten my son to death. After that…to go upon the streets after nightfall, out into the dark dens where the animals gather, and pushing any fear I felt down into myself I walked into places a year before would have never seen. I had money enough—and the skills of persuasion enough—to buy a gang of ruffians of my own. And pay them handsomely to kill the six boys on my death list. The youngest creature fourteen, the eldest seventeen. They never lived another month. But you know…still…it didn’t suffice.

“No,” the professor continued, the word like the tolling of a distant funeral bell. “The pain was still there. So…I gave the order to my gang of ruffians to kill the parents of those dead creatures, their brothers and sisters, and anyone who lived in their squalid little rooms. It cost me quite a lot of money, Matthew. But…it was worth it, because I wanted it done and it was done. And quite suddenly…I had power and a reputation. Quite suddenly I was known on the streets to be ruthless in my regard to life, and quite suddenly I had an interested following. And me…a lowly, bookish and reclusive academic, suddenly with a gang of…thugs, did you say?…thugs who wanted to work for me. And several in particular who stepped forward and gave me education and good advice. That money was to be made enforcing tribute from the carters and higglers who set up their wares on the streets. In other words, to create a territory. My territory, Matthew. At first a small area, then larger. And larger still, encompassing businesses that had existed long before Temple’s death.” The cowled head nodded. “It seems I was very good at persuasion. At…creating plans for further expansion. My thirst for knowledge grew. Only now it was beyond books. It was the desire for knowledge of how to control people, and thus control my destiny. And all that you see—and all you do not see—was brought about because of the savage murder of my son on a London street, when you would have been but a child.

“And now,” said the professor in his smooth, quiet and terrifying voice, “here you are, before me.”

Matthew feared to speak.

But the silence stretched, and at last Matthew cleared his throat to urge up the words lodged there like thorns.

“Your wife. What became of Teressa?” he dared ask.

“Ah, sweet Teressa. My gentle angel, whom I pledged to for life at the altar of a beautiful church. She could not go where I was going.” Fell was silent for a moment, as if trying to control the one thing he could not: the whirlwinds within his own soul. “After the deaths of the families, I told her we were done. My love for her was gone. I saw too much of Temple in her. When I saw him looking out at me, it speared my heart. I could not abide such disturbance. Thus…I cast her away. And I recall…I recall this very vividly. When I told her we were done, that I wished never to see her face in this life again…that I was a changed man and walked a changed path she could not follow…she did not begin to cry, Matthew, but she began to bleed. From that stricken face I used to love…two tendrils of blood began to drip from her nostrils…slowly, very slowly. And I, being a changed man, watched that blood ooze forth, and all I wondered was…which tendril of blood would reach her upper lip first.”

The last words lingered in Matthew’s mind. The professor folded his hands in his lap, fingers twined.

“As I say, you do remind me of my son. I mean…of what he might have been. The thoughtful young man, who believes he has the world in his pocket. How delightful that must be. Listen to me now: tomorrow afternoon at two o’clock, Cesar Sabroso gives his report,” Fell said. “At four o’clock, Adam Wilson speaks. I trust you will use the key well and wisely.”

“I’ll get into their rooms,” Matthew replied, his voice tight.

“Very good, then.” The professor rose smoothly to his feet. “Oh,” he said, with an upraised finger. “I’d like you to see clearly what I am now, Matthew. I am curious about all forms of life, of course, but one of my interests is in marine life, in all its varied shapes and forms. It is the specialized lifeform that most intrigues me. The creature, you might say, from another world. One may say…the nightmare, formed in flesh? If you desire a further insight, you might meet one of the servants at six o’clock in the morning at the foot of the main stairs. Don’t be late, please. With that, I will say goodnight.”

Matthew stood up. Not necessarily out of respect, but because this was after all the man’s domain. He nodded, still finding language difficult.

Professor Fell unlocked the door, opened it a crack and peered into the corridor. He waited for a moment, because perhaps someone was nearby. Before the professor slipped out, he said without looking at Matthew, “Don’t fail me,” and then he was gone.

Matthew relocked the door. He hadn’t realized that his hands had begun to tremble. He splashed some water into his face from the basin. For a few minutes he stood outside on the balcony staring at the stars in the black sky and hearing the waves rumble.

He was himself a creature from another world, he thought. He did not belong in this one. His heart yearned for New York, his regular life and his friends. But before he, Berry and Zed could get back to that solid earth…

…he would have to present evidence of treachery to Professor Fell, the master of treason.

It was nearly too much for his mind to comprehend and his soul to bear. He drew in deep lungfuls of the salt air, but it didn’t help. Then, tired to the point of desperation, he turned away from the sea that had almost claimed his life and went to bed to seek the ethereal solace of sleep.


  

Twenty-Six
 

 


A tapping at the door brought Matthew up from the pit of a fitful sleep. He hesitated, listening. And yes, there it was again. Someone definitely at the door. And what time was it? A squint at the candle clock: nearly two in the morning. Now what the hell was this? Matthew wondered. He sat up on the bed’s edge. “Who is it?” he asked, but of an answer there was none. A third time: tap tap tap. Someone definitely wanting him to open that door. Matthew started to call again, but he knew it would be no use. If they had wanted to reply, a reply would have been given. Still…perhaps it was someone who didn’t wish their voice to carry in the hallway. Or…more ominously…it could be one or more Thackers, wishing to finish the job they’d started yesterday. That thought made him mad. He’d had a damned gutful of those orange-haired nubbers. If they wanted some of him, they’d get it…in the form of a candle clock smashed across their skulls. He got out of bed, plucked up the candle clock and, oblivious to the wax dripping onto his right hand, went to the door, unlatched it and opened it a fraction. A caped and hooded figure was standing there, touched by the golden glow of its own candlelight. “Who are—” Matthew began, but he could not finish the question because in the next second the figure blew its candle out, pushed the door open, blew Matthew’s candle out before light could reveal the face, and pressed her lips against his own. And very definitely, from the shape of the body beneath the cape, it was a her. He pulled back and started to speak again, to ask the same unasked question, and now in the velvet dark the figure fairly flew upon him and, dropping her own candlestick to the floor, clasped his arms to his sides and kissed him again. Whoever she was, she was strong. Lithe and nimble, he thought. Her body strained against his, a powerhouse of earthy passion.

It had to be Fancy.

He started to speak her name, and yet her mouth upon his was unrelenting in its quest to consume every word he might try to utter. She backed him across the room to the bed, proving that an Indian could see, catlike, in the dark. He fell back before her, upon that selfsame bed, and she proved also that an Indian maiden could be far from maidenly.

She began a campaign to disrobe him, if it meant tearing the nightclothes from his body. And they were not even his nightclothes, but provided to him from Sirki, and Matthew thought that if the East Indian giant wanted them back after this misadventure he would have to settle for the rags the West Indian girl had rent them into with fingers and teeth. Her haste was ridiculous, but also flattering.

“Wait!” he said, stunned by the speed of this disclosure of desire. He couldn’t get out the second wait, for she clamped a hand over his mouth and bit his belly just south of the navel. With his nightclothes torn into tatters and himself nearly naked, Matthew found the girl hellbent on pinning him to the bed and having her way with him.

She kissed his mouth, grasped his tongue with her lips, and nibbled his throat. What could he do, but lie back before this onslaught? He returned her kisses and would be remiss—actually insane—if his body did not respond. And so it did.

She wore no clothing under the cape. She had no time for formalities nor foreplay; she got astride Matthew and mounted him with the dampened ease of wanton and needful urgency. He did not protest this action, but when he tried to reach up to touch her face and hair beneath the hood she gripped his arms all the harder and held them fast to the bed.

If any member of her tribe had attempted to mark time to the thrusting of her hips with a drum, his hands would’ve been beaten bloody within the first minute. “My God!” Matthew said, or thought he said; he wasn’t sure, since his senses were beginning to fly in mad circles round the room. He thought he wouldn’t be able to walk tomorrow, but what a hell of a run he intended to have tonight.

She leaned forward then and harshly bit his lips. Very harshly, in fact, and most painfully, and Matthew realized from the roughness of her toothy attention this was not Fancy at all.

It was Aria Chillany.

Of course it was. She of the cold soul and brutal demands. She was demanding of him right now and he intended to deliver. Her intention was strictly to enjoy his flesh, and all else be damned. He could bear that hardship. In fact, her soul might be cold but something else was quite hot. Quite.

He decided to give as good as he got, and so he met her halfway on each stroke and their banging together might have broken bones if it had been any more violent a wallop. His teeth cracked together in his head and he feared his eyeballs would jump from his skull. The woman was wild. She ground down on him and moved her hips around and around and Matthew who had not experienced anything like this since the episode with the sex-crazed nymph Charity LeClaire could only hang on for the pounding and try to keep the impending explosion from knocking Madam Chillany through the ceiling.

But no, no…he had to withstand this assault as long as he could. Therefore he sent his mind out on an errand of imaging himself a man swimming under the cold sea, whereas in this room the pulsing heat and violence of their frenzied encounter promised the seaman must in a short time certainly rise from the depths.

He tried to reach up for her again and was again promptly arm-pinned. Then her rhythm changed to a softer beat and she leaned forward and kissed him gently on the mouth, the touch of her lips stirring a not-so-distant and very pleasing memory.

It was not Aria Chillany. He realized it must be Minx Cutter.

Yes. He was sure of it. Though not entirely certain, in that he would not have bet his life upon it. Now they were meeting more gently but still with a powerful thrust, and her mouth was upon his and her tongue questing within. Minx, he almost said, but his mouth was no longer his own. She kissed him and bit him playfully, as her hips circled around and around and she held him tightly within. Yes. Certainly Minx Cutter, he thought. Maybe.

The problem was, he could not touch her hair or her face nor could he smell. His bashed and swollen nose prevented all aromas from entering. He could not tell if the woman astride him smelled of earth, of fire, or of seafoam. He tried to inhale her scent and found nothing. As the woman began to thrust down upon him harder and harder still, as she began to moan softly in a voice that could belong in its passionate strain to any one of his three suspects, Matthew was at a loss to know who it truly was. And then he met her one thrust too many, their heat blending and melding, and he could hold back no longer. He was lit up as if by a white-hot blaze, his mind was filled with a spinning of colorful wheels, and he emptied himself into her as she clutched him tighter and deeper and made noises of both passion and satisfaction that served to inflame him to a hotter candle. When Matthew was all served out, the mystery paramour gave him one slow and final grind that was pain mixed with pleasure, as love must be. Then she dismounted, grasped his most valued instrument and kissed its ticklish tip, and without a word departed from the bedside. He heard the door open and close, and that was the end of the affair.

“Damn,” he managed to say, to the dark.

The dark answered, in its own way, for there was suddenly the slightest tremor of Pendulum Island shifting like a beast in its sleep, and in the castle there came a beggar’s symphony of creaks, cracks and pops issuing from the walls.

Matthew got out of bed. On shaky legs he went to the door, opened it and peered into the hallway. It was, as he’d suspected, empty. Fancy…Aria Chillany…Minx Cutter. Who? He somehow doubted he might ever know. Therefore he closed and latched the door, he relit the candle clock estimating to his best judgment the amount of time that had passed, and he returned to his bed ready for sleep and whatever the next morning might bring in this strange new world he found himself a part of.

At as near to six o’clock as he could manage Matthew was dressed and waiting at the bottom of the stairs. The sun was rising over the sea, the air was still and the day vowed to be warm indeed. In a few minutes a middle-aged black servant arrived in the high powdered wig and the sea-blue uniform that seemed to suit Professor Fell’s taste for drama and color. The servant held a black leather bag and wore leather gloves the same hue.

“Good mornin’, sir,” he said to Matthew, his face impassive. “If you’ll follow me?”

Matthew followed the man out another door beyond the staircase. They walked through a manicured garden where early birds sang from the trees. Purple and yellow flowers lined the walkway, which led to a series of stone stairs going down the cliff face to the sea.

“Careful with your step,” said the servant, as they started their descent.

Suddenly a voice called, “Daniel!” A second servant who’d been standing among the trees approached them as Daniel and Matthew paused. “I’ll take the young man down,” this second man offered.

“I was told to do it,” Daniel said.

“I know you don’t like it,” was the reply. The recent arrival—or had he been waiting for them? Matthew wondered—was dressed in the usual fashion and looked to be a few years older than the first man, with a square jaw and deep-set eyes that held both sadness and determination. “I’ll do it for you.”

“You don’t like it neither,” said Daniel.

“Who does?” asked the second servant, with a lift of his eyebrows. He reached out for the bag.

Daniel removed the leather gloves and the second man put them on. Then the bag changed hands. Daniel gave a very audible sigh of relief. “Thank you, George,” he said, and he nodded at Matthew, turned away and retraced his steps to the castle.

“This way, sir,” said George, who started down the long and—to Matthew’s eye—extremely dangerous and sea-damp stairs.

At the bottom of the cliff was a wooden platform jutting out over the sea, and low enough that some of the harder waves were smashing against it. A wide plank extended from the platform another ten or so feet over the turbulent water, and at the end of that plank was a highly-unsettling metal spike coated with what could only be dried gore. Matthew noted what appeared to be the top of a wire fence, exposed in the trough between waves, that made a circle about a hundred or more feet around. Keeping something caged, he thought. But what? The sweat had begun to rise under his shirt.

“If you’ll stand where you are, sir,” cautioned George, who set the leather bag down and opened its ram’s-horn clasps. Matthew was perfectly glad to obey, as the wind and the sea spray hit him full in the face.

George reached carefully into the bag and drew out by the unruly hair the severed head of Jonathan Gentry. Matthew caught his breath and drew back another few feet. The face was gray with a touch of green on the sunken cheeks. George held the head at arm’s length and walked out to the spike, where he did what Matthew feared he was going to do: he impaled the head on the spike, and then he walked back along the plank and stood looking out to sea. He removed the gloves and dropped them with the briefest shiver of revulsion into the bag, which he promptly closed once more.

They waited.

“What’s in there?” Matthew dared ask, his voice pitched nearly an octave higher than normal.

“The professor’s prized possession,” said George. “It will show itself soon. Please don’t move when it does.”

“No concern there,” Matthew answered, watching the blue waves and the white swirling foam within the wire enclosure, which had to be secured by chains many feet underwater.

Still they waited.

And then George lifted his chin and said, “It’s coming now. Time for its breakfast.”

Something was indeed rising from the depths. Matthew could see a brown shape coming up, a thing that looked to be blotched with barnacles and stained with seaweed. George stood his ground about midway on the platform, and though Matthew’s brain begged him to turn tail from this ascending nightmare he was profoundly curious. His curiosity always won over his sense of impending danger, which he reasoned would someday be his undoing.

The shape hung suspended just below the churning surface. Matthew had the sense of looking at a huge mass of moving jelly. Then a tentacle as big as a treetrunk came up through a green-foamed wave and reached upward, questing for the head of Jonathan Gentry.

Matthew did not have to be cautioned to stand perfectly still, for his blood seemed to have frozen in his veins on this warm sunny morning and his muscles turned to lumps of heavy clay.

The tentacle rubbed itself across the hair on the severed head. A second tentacle rose up, blighted with mollusks and ringed with pinkish-green suckers that pulsed and moved seemingly of their own accord. This, too, went to the head and began to caress the face with hideous anticipation.

“It is very intelligent,” said George, in a hushed voice. “It’s exploring its meal.”

A third tentacle rose from the water, snapped like a whip toward the platform and then submerged again. The two others began to work in concert at lifting the head off its spike. Matthew thought he was a stagger and shriek away from Bedlam.

With a noise of sliding flesh the tentacles wrapped themselves around Gentry’s gaping face and pulled the head upward from its mount on the plank. Then, quickly and greedily, the head was brought to the shifting mass that hung just under the waves, and as it went down Matthew could imagine he heard the crack of a skull and the crunch of facial bones under the biting beak of Professor Fell’s huge and nightmarish octopus.

The creature withdrew to its lair below. There was a brown shimmer and a flail of tentacles, and it was gone.

“It usually eats horsemeat, lamb or beef,” George explained, altogether too helpfully. “It does seem to like entrails and brains.” He stared across the platform at Matthew, who had retreated to its far edge. “You’re very pale, sir,” he observed.

Matthew nodded, dazed; he was thinking that never in his worst fever-dream had Doctor Gentry ever thought that not only would his head be sawed off, but that his brain would be a sea-monster’s delicacy.

George picked up the leather bag as if it carried a disease. “I need to tell you, sir,” he said, “that your lady friend is currently in hiding at the house of Jerrell Falco.”

Matthew blinked. “What?”

“Your lady friend,” the servant repeated. “Her name is Berry, I believe?”

“Berry. Yes.” Matthew wondered if he were still asleep and dreaming this by way of a bad oyster; yes, of course, it had to be that.

“At Captain Falco’s house. His wife, Saffron, is my daughter. I was told to tell you, and as I learned you were coming here this morning I waited for you.”

Matthew rubbed the lumps on his forehead with the fingers of his right hand. Surely he’d been injured more severely than he’d first imagined.

“I have a map for you.” George reached into his jacket and brought out a folded piece of rough-edged paper. He offered it to Matthew, who stood dumbly staring at it. “Please, sir,” said the servant. “Take it and put it away. If anyone finds that and learns I’ve brought it for you, I hate to think what would happen to poor George.” He cast a disturbed glance over the octopus enclosure. “It shows you how to reach Falco’s house from here. Please, sir…put it away, and show no one.”

Matthew put the paper into his own jacket. “Thank you,” he managed to say.

“I hope it will help you,” George answered, with a dignified half-bow. He picked up the leather bag, now headless. “If you’ll follow me up the steps, then?”

Behind the locked door of his room, Matthew studied the map and consigned it to memory before he burned it over a candle and then scattered the ashes from his balcony into the sea. Falco’s house was not far from the forbidden road that led to the fort. What in the name of all the demons of Solomon’s Key was Berry doing over there? He had to find a way to get to her, and that was the problem. And finding Zed, too, would be a problem. The largest problem looming upon him now, however, was that he was running out of time.

Don’t fail me, Professor Fell had said.

This whole affair seemed to Matthew like an exercise in failure. He still had the rooms of Cesar Sabroso and Adam Wilson to search through, but the conference of criminals was nearing its end and all he had to show for his explorations so far was an inkling—a instinctual guess, as the professor might put it—that Smythe and Wilson were companions in some form of communication beyond Fell’s knowledge. Likely, Matthew surmised, of debauchery and garbage-pit mischief. But there was nothing to indicate that either one was a traitor.

So where to go from here?

Minx Cutter would be waiting for him at eight o’clock at the stable. Something to show him, where the whales played. If she could get him a horse, fine. If not, he was certainly not walking that distance. Not in the daylight, at least. But when night came, perhaps that would be the time to go Berry-hunting. If he could get out of this castle without being seen by anyone.

Promptly at eight o’clock, Matthew approached the stable and found Minx standing outside on the road there with two horses—Esmerelda and Athena once more—saddled and ready. She was dressed in her brown breeches, her riding boots and a black waistcoat over a pale blue blouse. He didn’t quite know what to say to her—may I ask if you happened to visit my
room last night past midnight?—so he said nothing. If he expected her to suddenly gush forth about the encounter, he was sadly disappointed. She swung herself up astride Esmeralda and watched him approach with a blank stare as she held Athena’s reins.

“Good morning,” he told her. Was his voice a shade shaky? Yes, it was. Her stare was formidable, and there was something accusing in it. “How did you get me the horse?”

“I said I needed two horses. One for myself and one for my riding companion. I wasn’t asked whom, and I didn’t volunteer the information. Are you ready?”

He answered by taking the reins and getting up into Athena’s saddle.

“Your nose is better today?” she asked as they started off.

“It’s not quite as swollen. I can breathe a little more through it.”

“And you had a restful sleep?”

Matthew wasn’t sure what he’d heard in that question. “I did sleep, yes,” he said.

“Good. I want you to be sharp this morning.”

Sharp was not exactly what he was feeling, but he decided not to contest the statement. He followed Minx away from the stable and the castle and out onto the road that led to Templeton, as the sun grew warmer and the sky more blue and brightly-colored birds flew in circles over Fell’s paradise.

When they reached the cliffs where Minx had brought him on the first day, the whales were already surfacing amid the waves, spouting white foam into the air and jostling each other with playful but gentle abandon.

Minx dismounted and walked to the edge, where she stood watching the parade of leviathans. Matthew also got off his horse and joined her, and together they stood under the hot glaring sun as the beasts dove and surfaced again, flapping their tails like the banners of huge gray ships.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” Minx remarked, with no emotion.

“Yes, they are,” Matthew answered, warily.

She turned toward him. Her gold-touched eyes in the strong and beautiful face seemed to be on fire.

“Kiss me,” she said.

He did not wait for a second invitation. Truly, then, this was who had visited him last night. He stepped forward and kissed her, and she held his kiss and pushed her body against his, and then he felt the knife under his chin pressing into his throat and when she drew her face away the fire in her eyes had grown into a blaze.

“You’re a very good kisser, Matthew,” she told him, “but you’re no Nathan Spade.”

He might have stammered something. For sure he swallowed hard, though the blade was right there ready to carve his Adam’s apple. He felt the sweat fairly leap from his pores.

“No Nathan Spade,” she repeated. “And exactly why are you here, pretending to be him?”

Did he dare to clear his throat, with that sticker so poised? No, he did not. “I think,” he said with a Herculean effort that might have impressed even Hudson Greathouse, “that you’re mistaken. I am—”

“Matthew Corbett,” Minx interrupted. “You see, I knew Nathan Spade. I was in love with Nathan Spade. And, as I say…you are no Nathan Spade.”

Somehow, from his deepest recesses, he found the courage to compose himself against the blade. I want you to be sharp this morning, she’d told him. Indeed he sharpened himself, in that instant. With a faint smile he said, “Not even a little bit?”

“Not even,” she replied, “the littlest bit of your littlest finger.”

“Ow,” he answered. “That hurts.”

“The knife?”

“No. The sentiment.” He was aware of the sheer drop to the playground of the whales. “Did you bring me here to show me how efficiently you might kill me and dispose of the body?”

“I brought you here to make sure no one followed or overheard. You are Matthew Corbett, are you not?”

“You…put me in a predicament.”

“I’ll answer for you, then.” The pressure of the blade against Matthew’s neck did not lessen a fraction. “Of course I knew at once you weren’t Nathan. He and I were lovers in London. Against the professor’s rules, as you might know. I wasn’t sure who you were until I saw how you reacted when Adam Wilson mentioned killing Matthew Corbett at the table that night. You almost spilled your wine. Probably no one noticed but me. Then I knew who you must be. And I knew also why you must be here.”

“An interesting fiction,” Matthew said, clinging to his misguided hope.

“You were brought to this island by Professor Fell to find out who told the authorities that a shipment of Cymbeline was en route for a meeting with a Spanish warship on the high seas.” Minx’s face was close to Matthew’s, her eyes still ablaze and her breath smelling faintly of lemons. The knife was still pressed firmly against his throat. “You are a problem-solver, are you not? In the employ of Katherine Herrald? And you were brought here under the charge of Aria Chillany.” The knife prodded. “Answer.”

Matthew sighed heavily. The game was up. But, strangely, he felt another game was just beginning. “True,” he said. “All of it.”

“The professor has suspects? Who are they?”

“Three. Cesar Sabroso, Adam Wilson and Edgar Smythe.”

Minx smiled grimly. “Oh my God,” she said. The knife went away from Matthew’s throat. She held it loosely at her side. “What are you looking for? Evidence that one of them is a traitor?”

Matthew decided there was no point in lying. He feared the point of Minx Cutter’s knife. “The professor thinks two may be involved. And that there is some evidence to be discovered, yes.” From the corner of his eye he caught sight of a whale surfacing. It spouted from its blowhole spray that seemed to form a question mark in the air before it shimmered away.

“Two traitors?” Her blonde brows lifted. “How astute of him.”

“Oh? Meaning what?”

“Meaning,” she said, her lips very near his own, “that there were two traitors. You are looking at one of them. Can you reason out who the second might have been?”

He didn’t have to reason it out. He plainly saw the answer in her face, and he felt as if the uneasy earth of Pendulum Island shook a little bit more under his boots.

“Nathan Spade,” he replied.

“Bravo,” she said, and her blade came up to give him a congratulatory tap on the chin.
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What I want to know from you is,” Minx Cutter went on, as the sun shone down upon this happy world, “who killed my Nathan.”

Matthew was staring at the ground. He had to do so, to keep his equilibrium. He was late in answering, therefore the beautiful knife-thrower gave her own reply.

“Aria Chillany killed him, didn’t she? He disappeared one evening, on his way to meet me. I never heard from him again. Madam Chillany has a reputation for killing her ex-lovers. And yes, I knew they had been involved with each other. That was the past. He and I were looking toward the future. So…she killed him, didn’t she? For the reason that Professor Fell learned Nathan was selling diplomatic secrets to the highest bidder?”

“That,” Matthew said.

“I told him not to go there,” Minx replied. “I told him…don’t be greedy. I said…the professor will find out. It was enough that we knew about the Cymbeline and the shipment of it to Spain. That came from one of the professor’s rotten apples in the basket of Parliament, after a few drinks of wormwood in the whorehouse. Then we knew what was about to happen…and we knew we couldn’t allow it to happen.”

“Couldn’t allow it?” Matthew frowned. He was always aware of where the knife was. Currently in her right hand, at her side again. She held it with her thumb caressing the ivory handle, like an object of love. “What do you mean? You two suddenly became patriots?”

“We were always patriots. Well…maybe not so much as most, but…to sell the gunpowder to Spain? No.” She shook her head. The fire in her eyes had abated a few degrees, and now some darker sadness had crept in. She slid the knife into her waistcoat, where it had come from. “We didn’t know where the Cymbeline is stored when it reaches London from here. A warehouse somewhere on the docks. The gunpowder would be disguised as barrels of tar and nautical supplies. But when we found out that the first shipment was going to Spain, with the help of Cesar Sabroso…we had to speak out and stop it.” She stared steadily into Matthew’s eyes, and he felt the sheer force of her willpower. “No matter who I am, or what Nathan is…or was…we could not stand by and let this powder go to an enemy of our country. So…yes, we are patriotic, in our way.”

Matthew looked toward the fort and could see the thin tendril of rising smoke where the chemicals were being cooked. “What makes it so powerful? Using sugar instead of charcoal?”

“It’s white powder instead of black. It’s stronger than the normal composition, and gives off less smoke. On any battlefield or naval battle, it would give the user of it a great advantage. How did you know about the sugar?”

“It’s what I do,” he explained. And clarified, “Finding out what I’m not supposed to know.”

“All right, then. Now that you do know…what are you going to do about it?”

Matthew thought about this for a moment, as he watched the tendril drift in the breeze. And then he decided what must be done, and what he had to do.

“I’m going to get in there tonight,” he told her, “and I’m going to blow it up.”

Her expression did not change, but her voice was strained when she responded. “You,” she said, “are insane.”

“Insane to go in by the road, maybe. But through the forest? Maybe not. I think I could find something there to make a fuse or two. If I can get into the storehouse. But I’ll cross that river when I get there.” He searched her eyes and found nothing. “The professor can’t be allowed to create this gunpowder in quantity. Much may be stored already in London, ready to be shipped…but if it’s made here, here is where it must be ended.”

“Insane,” Minx repeated.

He was thinking furiously. Sweat was on his face, not necessarily from the thinking but from the morning’s sullen heat. “If I’m successful, I’ll need a way to get off the island quickly. A ship. I believe I know who might be convinced to help me with that. I have three hundred pounds that might help his decision and buy him a crew. And I need something else.”

“What are you babbling about?”

“I need a traitor. In fact, I need two traitors, to fulfill the professor’s expectations.” He ran his fingers across his mouth, his gaze directed toward the rolling sea. He had a plan…or, at least, the bare beginnings of one. Much depended upon much. “Let me ask you…if I brought you a handwriting sample say by around noon…could you forge a message by four?”

“Forge a message? What message?”

“I need what the professor expects. Proof of treason. A message, passed from one traitor to the other and hidden in a…shoe, perhaps. Or wherever I intend to plant it. A short message, and perhaps you can help me with this. Do you have any idea when the next shipment of Cymbeline is planned to leave London?”

“No. It was sheer luck our finding out about the first shipment.”

“It’ll have to be something else, then. Something revealing. But what?” He thought for a silent moment. “Who gave Nathan the first information?”

“The honorable Frederick Nash. A dissolute bastard if there ever was one. He is also on the professor’s payroll.”

“We can work with that. Drag his name into the fray. I’ll come up with something.” Matthew was thinking he had to get into Smythe’s room when the foul man went down for the mid-day meal. Questions nagged at him, though, and one he specifically had to have answered. “You say the powder is stored in a warehouse in London, but you don’t know exactly where? Why doesn’t the professor keep it all here, instead of transporting it?” As soon as he asked the question, he thought he knew the answer. “Ah,” he said before Minx could reply. “He wants it in a place where the spies from other countries can see it and report to their masters. And he fears another earthquake, doesn’t he?”

“What?” She obviously had no idea what he was talking about.

“The tremors,” Matthew explained. “There was an earthquake here when the professor was a boy. He can make the Cymbeline here in relative safety. But he fears if there’s an accident at the fort, and enough of the powder ignites…there could be another earthquake. That’s why I suspect he moves the powder off the island as soon as there’s enough to fill a ship’s hold. Which I would think would be enough to make a very impressive blast.”

“Insane,” Minx said for the third time. “You’ll never get in there to blow it up.”

“Not alone, no. But with help…possibly I will.” He levelled his gaze at her. “Yes, Madam Chillany killed Nathan. I won’t tell you how. But I will say that if Nathan Spade was standing here…he might also be thinking of blowing the place up.” He gave a quiet grunt. “The bad young man found his boundary of evil, didn’t he? The line beyond which he would not pass? So yes, Minx…your Nathan would go in there and blow the place to smithereens, just as I intend to. And he would ask for your help, just as I am asking.”

“My help? You mean with the forgery?”

“That, and however I might need you afterward. You’re very capable. I have need of your capability and your…shall we say…firmness under pressure.” He couldn’t help but give her a sly smile. “I have to ask…last night…did you…?” He shrugged and trailed off.

“Did I what?”

Her tone spoke volumes. The problem-solver was at a loss.

“Never mind,” he told her, not without some disappointment. “I have someplace to go. The house of a certain sea captain. Will you come with me?”

“I will,” she answered.

Astride their horses and with the map to Falco’s house in Matthew’s brain, they continued on their journey. Matthew and Athena were in the lead, and after a moment Minx urged Esmeralda up beside them.

“He was not all bad,” she said.

“No one is all bad.” Then he thought about Tyranthus Slaughter. “Most aren’t, at least.”

“He wanted to make amends for things he’d done in his past. He wasn’t proud of them. When he saw this chance, and he told me about it…we both knew it was right.”

“I should say,” said Matthew.

She was silent for a time, perhaps reliving poignant memories. “We were going to have a future,” she told him. “Married or not, I don’t know. We met by chance, really. At a party for Andrew Halverston, the money changer. Also on the professor’s payroll.”

“Who isn’t?” Matthew asked.

“We didn’t know we had the professor in common until later. Then…it didn’t matter.”

“It matters now,” Matthew said, turning Athena toward the road that led to Falco’s house. “More than ever.”

“You should know about being on the professor’s payroll.” Minx shot him a dark glance. “His enemy…brought to his island to work for him. How in the name of God did that happen?”

“You’ll begin to see when we get where we’re going,” he told her. “One thing I’d like to know from you…who is Brazio Valeriani and why is Fell searching for him?”

“I don’t know…but I’ve heard things.”

“Such as?”

“Such as…that the professor has strange interests and ambitions. Valeriani has something to do with those. Other than that, I have no clue.”

“Hm,” Matthew said. “I should make it my business to find out.” He kicked into Athena’s flanks to hasten her progress, for he felt that time was growing short and there was yet much to do before he, Berry, hopefully Zed and…yes, Fancy…could escape this damnable island.

Following his mental map, Matthew led them along the cart trail into the woods and to the ascertained house of white stone that stood amid a few others. They both dismounted. Matthew knocked at the door. He didn’t have long to wait before a very lovely young native woman with cream-colored skin opened the door and peered out. “Saffron?” Matthew asked. She nodded; her eyes were wide and frightened. “I’m here to—” Saffron was pushed aside, gently but firmly. The fearsome visage of the white-goateed, amber-eyed and creased ebony face of Captain Jerrell Falco took the place of his wife’s loveliness. He looked from Matthew to Minx and back again, with a slight frown of disdain. “I didn’t think you’d be damn fool enough to come in the daylight,” he rumbled, like his own earthquake. “Who is she?”

“A friend.”

“You say.”

“You can trust her.”

“Too late now, if I don’t. You sure no one followed you?”

“He’s sure,” Minx spoke up sharply, her own brass showing.

“Damn all of you for getting me into this,” Falco said. And then he opened the door and stepped back. “Come in.”

As soon as Matthew walked across the threshold, he was hit by the embrace of a red-haired adventuress from New York who, at all of nineteen tender years, had found herself in at least twenty years of trouble. Her hair was wild, her dirty face scratched by island brush, and she wore a dark blue sleeping gown that appeared to have been ripped by the claws of wildcats. Berry clung to Matthew so hard he struggled to draw a breath, and then it was she who drew back with a penetrating question: “Who is that?”

That being…

“My name is Minx Cutter. I’m a friend of Matthew’s.” The gold-hued eyes took in Berry, the room, Falco and Saffron and everything; she was as cool as a September Sabbath. “Who might you be, and why are you hiding here?”

“Berry Grigsby,” came the frosted reply. “Also a friend—a very good friend—of Matthew’s. I am here because…” She faltered, but looked to no one for help.

“Because she escaped from the Templeton Inn night before last and got herself in some difficulty,” said Falco. “She and the Ga. Where he is, I don’t know. Packs of men were nosing around here all yesterday. Searched my house, but Miss Grigsby was under the floorboards in the back room. Not very much to her liking, but necessary.”

“There are crabs under there,” she said to Matthew, her eyes wide and rimmed with the tears of revulsion. There was nothing like feeling crabs tangling in one’s hair while rough boots stomped the boards three inches above one’s face.

“She kept silent, though.” Falco had his clay pipe in hand, and now he lit it from the stub of a candle and blew out a plume of smoke. “Good thing. They were looking to hang somebody for hiding her.”

“You were where? On the road to the fort?” The question was from Minx and directed to Berry.

“I don’t know about a fort. But we were on a road not too far from here. There were skulls hanging from the trees on both—”

“Stupid girl,” Minx interrupted. “Going in there, after you saw the warning? And who else was with you?”

“Her friend. Used to be a slave,” Falco offered. From the back room a baby began to cry, and Saffron went to tend to their child. Falco blew smoke through his nostrils, his comment on the situation regarding these visitors to his home and intruders to the life of his family. “You’ve got me in some shit,” he told Matthew. “All you people. Dragging me into your business. Did you hear me ask to have my throat cut by Fell’s men? Or to have to watch my wife and child be sliced up in front of me?” The smoke rolled toward Matthew’s nose…and to his surprise and relief, he smelled it. “Answer!” the captain roared.

“I shall,” was the calm response. “I regret the inconvenience, but I am not only here to rescue Berry, but to rescue you and your family.”

“I see how much rescuing you’ve been doing, sir. Has a horse kicked you in the face lately?”

“No, but two asses did their best. Now listen to me, please. I know you’ve told me you were loyal to your employer, as long as he pays well. I understand your love for your ship. But did you know that the professor is brewing a very powerful kind of gunpowder in that fort of his? And that he plans to—”

“I don’t want to hear this. It’s not my business.”

“Your business, I believe you once said, is making the best decisions under the shadow of your sails,” said Matthew. He let that sink in for a few seconds before he went on. “You also once said you wished for a cargo concern of your own, and hoped that Fell’s money would buy it for you. Very ambitious indeed, captain. But you gave warning too, that night in your cabin, that I should take care the professor’s world doesn’t get into me, because there’s a lot of money in it. Do you recall that?”

“I do.” The smoke floated freely, changing shape as it roiled.

“I should give you the same warning, captain, because your sails are luffing in the breeze. You will need to decide in the next few minutes what your ultimate destination—and that of your wife and child—shall be.”

“What shit are you throwing?” Falco growled.

“I am throwing you a lifeline,” said Matthew, staring with great composure into the fierce amber eyes. This man, he realized, could tear his head off with little regret. Yet Matthew had the floor and he intended to keep it. “I can become your employer, if you allow it. I can pay you this night three hundred pounds in gold coins. That’s for you, your ship and a skeleton crew. I want to be taken back to New York, along with Berry, the Ga—if he can be found, because I know he’s alive—and Miss Cutter, if she wishes to go. And one other,” he continued, “who I will bring from Fell’s castle. I wish to pay you for what you do…ferrying passengers. When we reach New York, I can vow to you that I will not only secure you a place ferrying cargo, but I will work to make sure you are the master of your own business much sooner than you expected. And, Captain Falco, I can do this for you. I promise it.”

“He can do it,” said Berry. Falco smoked his pipe in stony silence.

It was the second effort, Matthew thought, that was both the more difficult and the more rewarding. He had no intention of giving up, not he who had sunken down into the depths riding a seahorse and found providence in the kiss of an Indian maiden. Oh no…not he.

“I’m going to destroy the gunpowder tonight,” Matthew said, with no expression in his voice; it was a cold fact. “Or…as the statement goes…die trying.”

“That would be likely,” Falco answered.

“A fool’s errand, yes?” Matthew’s brows lifted. “And who would expect such a fool to get in there and blow that powder to Hell, sir? So…I will have the element of surprise on my side. Now, I don’t know the layout of the land or the fort, so I will truly be in the dark. But I intend to stay in the dark until I get the job done. I’m telling you this because after that powder blows, my friends and I will very quickly need a way off this island. I am asking you, Captain Falco, to afford us that way.”

“I told him he was insane,” Minx suddenly offered. Matthew bit his lip; he was grateful for her concern but wished her to keep her opinion to herself. She stared at the floor for a moment, the tides of conflict on her face, and then she sighed heavily. “Insane or not, he has a good reason to want to do this. I’m with him.”

“Grand for you,” said Falco. “Murder for me and my family.”

“Deliverance for you and your family,” Matthew corrected. “A nice sentiment, that you wished your own cargo business. But you must know by now that no one leaves this island without the permission of Professor Fell. I would suggest that he will use you as he wishes, and at the end of his use the only item of cargo that need concern you will be yourself in a coffin. Possibly also your fine wife and child. For why would he let you leave here and start a new life? No. Impossible.” Matthew shook his head. “You’d best mind the set of your sails, Captain. They do cast a long and very dark shadow over your future.”

But for the soft crooning of Falco’s wife to the child in the bedroom, a silence settled.

Falco stood before Matthew, his brow knit and his gaze distant. He began to slowly pound the pipe’s bowl against the palm of his free hand.

Matthew waited. Nothing more needed to be said. Either the ship found its own way or ran upon the rocks. The captain was thinking; he was an intelligent man, and he was testing the currents of what might be as opposed to those that were.

“Damn,” said Falco at last; it was more the bleat of a lamb than the growl of a lion, yet it was also a lamb that refused to be slaughtered and to witness the slaughter of loved ones. He had begun his own hard voyage, which all ships must undertake.

“I will need at least a dozen men,” said the Nightflyer’s captain. “No one will question me. I know that foodstuffs and supplies are being loaded to take you back to New York in three or four days, as goes the original plan I was presented. But it will take time. And you’re saying we have only hours?”

“I’d like to leave here at first light.” Matthew decided to add: “If all goes well.”

“Hours,” said Falco, with a bitter edge. “Not nearly enough time. The harbor master will want to see my orders before he allows me to cast off. What shall I show him?”

“A letter of orders, what else?” Minx asked. “Who usually writes the orders? Sirki? Or someone else? And how is the letter delivered to you?”

“Sometimes him. Other times, other people. But it’s always on white paper, rolled with a red ribbon into a scroll, and it always bears the professor’s seal. The octopus symbol.”

“So it’s not always the same handwriting? I can take care of that,” said Minx. “I can find the paper and a ribbon, but as for the seal…” She looked to Matthew.

“I have an unbroken seal on the pouch of money I was given,” Matthew replied. “Can it be used?”

“Removed unbroken and used to reseal a letter of orders?” Minx smiled grimly. “Piece of puffet.”

“I will want,” said the captain, “to bring along other passengers. My wife’s father and mother. Her older brother and his family. He has a farm, just this side of Templeton. Without all of them, I will not go.”

It was a complication, but a necessary one. Matthew realized Falco knew the gravity of the situation. When it was clear the Nightflyer had flown early and on forged orders, someone’s head would roll. Possibly the harbor master’s, Matthew thought…and into the beak of the octopus upon whose symbol the unfortunate had relied. “Understood,” said Matthew. “I’ll leave it you to gather them together, as quietly as possible. I assure you that caution is justified here. There will be no rehearsal, and no room for error.”

“Yes,” Falco said, to the master of the room.

“I also have my work cut out for me. Minx, we should get back to the castle. I have to get into Smythe’s room for a sample of his handwriting. I’ll come up with something interesting for you to scribe.” The purpose, Matthew thought, was to skewer two pigeons with one spear and thus afford the octopus a double course of corrupted brains. He turned toward Berry and reached out for her…

…and she was there, his lucky star.

He had been so relieved to see her at first that he hadn’t known what to say. Words still seemed so small. She grasped his hand and he pulled her toward him like reeling in the most beautiful and scrappy fish in the sea. He hugged her to himself and she clung to him as if he were the most solid rock on Pendulum Island. His heart gave a few hard beats, but when he drew away and looked into her soft and frightened blue eyes he felt the irritated anger flare up once more.

“Why in the name of dear departed Christ did you and Zed leave that inn?” he demanded. “Do you know what trouble you’ve caused?”

“Zed wanted to find a boat. I wanted to help him.”

“Oh, you can converse freely with him now?”

“I can understand him. Without words.” She pulled away a greater distance. The shine of anger had surfaced from the depths of her eyes and her cheeks had reddened. “I swear, sometimes I think I can understand him better without words than you with them!”

“As your opinion pleases. We have no time for roundabouts.”

“The truest thing that’s been said!” Falco announced. “I have to go get a crew together. I suppose you’re wanting me to keep her here until morning?” The her being Berry, who looked alternately bewildered and ready to bite through iron nails.

“I do. She’s safest here.”

“That’s a poor statement, but I’ll testify to it. If those men come back again, she goes under the floor.”

Berry started to protest to Matthew but caught herself, for even she knew that her jailers this time would not be so gracious, and the crabs were more welcome company than rats in a dungeon cell somewhere.

“The Nightflyer will be ready at first light,” said Falco, his goateed chin lifted in defiance, perhaps, of Professor Fell. “If you’ve gotten me in this far, I’ll have to cast off without you if you don’t show up. My throat and the throats of my loved ones are worth more gold than you can possibly pay.”

“Agreed,” Matthew said. “At first light, then.” He glanced quickly at Berry but didn’t wish his gaze to linger upon her. She was going to be hell after this mess was cleaned up; but he was determined to give her back as much hell as he could, too.

“Good luck to you,” Falco told them when Matthew opened the door for himself and Minx. “If you’re caught tonight, please allow them to cut your guts open without squealing my name, won’t you?”

“Fair enough, sir.”

“Matthew?” Berry stepped forward. She reached out, tenderly, and touched his arm. The anger in her eyes had given way to a frightened concern. “Be careful,” she said. “I mean it. Be really careful.”

“I’ll see you in the morning,” he promised, and then he and Minx left the house. He hoped it wasn’t an empty promise, and that by first light his own head would not be the devil’s breakfast.

They reached the road and turned their horses toward Fell’s castle, and under the glaring white sun Matthew busied himself conjuring up a message to trap two traitors. Within a few minutes he was satisfied with himself. Smythe and Wilson would never know what hit them. Couldn’t happen to two more despicable characters…unless it happened to the Thacker brothers.

And now what lay ahead was truly treacherous territory. Slipping in and out of rooms unseen. The message itself: would it fool Professor Fell? And how to get to Fancy to let her know she was on the edge of her deliverance? Then tonight…the main show and a display of fireworks to end this conference of criminals.

He made a vow that he would kiss Dippen Nack if he ever got back to New York. He thought he must be truly desperate.

“What are you thinking?” Minx asked, urging Esmerelda up beside him.

“About what must be done,” he replied. “And…that I’m not so different from Nathan Spade after all, am I?”

She made a noise that might have been a cruel laugh.

“Only in your dreams,” she said, and rode on ahead.
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Matthew had his hand on the doorknob and was about to venture forth from Adam Wilson’s room when he heard the sound of clumping boots, slurred and boisterous curses and drunken laughter. He stayed his hand and stood transfixed, as if the Thackers might see him through the door. He judged the time to be quarter after four. The Thackers were indeed getting an early start on the evening’s festivities. He wished he could blow them to Hell along with the gunpowder, but that was not likely to happen.

He waited, hearing the noise of their passage dwindle along the corridor. Fancy would probably have been crushed between them. Either that, or she was swimming again in her world of peace and silence. In Matthew’s left hand was a small piece of parchment with ragged edges. Earlier he had slipped into Edgar Smythe’s room and gotten a piece of clean parchment and a piece with some of the Bard’s lines that Smythe had written in his bored doldrums. While he was in Smythe’s room, Matthew had heard footsteps approaching the door and then a key slide into the lock. He thought he might have aged a few years in the seconds it had taken him to get out upon the balcony, press his back against the wall and hope that Smythe did not emerge for a breath of air. Instead, Matthew had been treated to the grunting and farting noise of Smythe relieving himself in the chamberpot. Then there’d been another damnable space of time during which Matthew feared the munitions master would come out, pot in hand, to dump his mess over the railing, but this fortunately did not happen. At last the door had opened and closed once more, the key had been turned, and with sweat on his face and itching the back of his neck Matthew got out of the room, relocked it, and as had been agreed upon slipped under Minx’s door both pieces of parchment and the octopus wax stamp cut from the leather pouch with the sharp knife she’d given him to use.

Then there had been the waiting.

At nearly three-thirty the small square of parchment was pushed under his own door. There were the two lines, exactly as Matthew had directed. It looked to be Smythe’s handwriting, of course. Minx was obviously very efficient at her craft. And then there was the next step, which Matthew had chosen not to skip: he would get into Wilson’s room after four o’clock and actually plant the message in a place he might ‘discover’ it, thereby having an accurate description of Wilson’s room and belongings in case he was further questioned. A neatly-folded stocking in a drawer had served the purpose.

And now…out of this damned room with the forged evidence of communication between traitors, and let the heads roll.

He gritted his teeth, turned the knob, looked out for anyone passing by and entered the silent corridor. He was sweating under his arms and as well as on his face. He longed for a breath of New York winter, and to Hell with this infernal paradise. He slid the key into the lock, turned it and then, message gripped in hand, he took a leftward step toward his own room and therefore saw Mother Deare standing in the hallway not five paces distant, her red-gloved hands folded together in front of her, her mouth pursed with the beginning of a question.

Matthew felt his touch of winter. In fact, he was nearly frozen.

The woman approached him. When she stopped, just short of bowling him over, she peered into his face with her bulbous brown eyes.

“A game of Pall Mall is starting in the garden,” she said. “Sabroso is there already. So are Miss Cutter, Pons and his Toy. Might you wish to join them?”

“I’m…not much for games. Except chess,”“ Matthew managed to answer, even as he fumbled to enclose the piece of parchment in his fist.

“Oh, I think you’re very good at all manner of games, Mr. Corbett.” She held out a gloved palm. “I’m presuming you’ve found something the professor should see?”

It was clear—startlingly clear—that Mother Deare knew everything. Matthew got his brain connected to his mouth again. “I have,” he said, and handed it over.

She looked at the two lines. “Interesting.” It was spoken as if she were studying a not-particularly-interesting insect. “I’ll see he gets this. Are you joining us in the garden?”

“No. Thank you. I think…I’m going to go rest for a bit.”

“Of course. You should do so. I can have some lemon water brought to your room, if you like.”

“Actually…that would be good. Yes, thank you very much.”

“My pleasure.” She regarded the message once more. “It seems you’ve done the professor a valuable service. It won’t be forgotten, I assure you.”

“Glad to be of help,” said Matthew, who thought the words tasted indeed of the most bitter lemons.

“Well, then.” Mother Deare’s froggish face crinkled into a smile. One hand came up and patted Matthew’s cheek. “Good boy,” she said. “By all means, take your rest.” She turned away and walked toward the staircase. Matthew let her get far along the corridor before he got his legs moving. He went to his room, locked the door, sprawled across the bed and stared up at the canopy as slowly his taut nerves relaxed.

He was still in that position, though drowsing in and out of sleep, when there came a knock at his door perhaps a half-hour later. “Who is it?” he demanded, his voice as slurred as any drunken Thacker.

“Myself,” replied the lilting voice of the East Indian killer.

Matthew felt a shudder course through him. His heart began to pound. Steady, he told himself. Be calm. But easier said than done, with that giant at his door. He drew a few deep breaths to clear his head. Then he got up, thought now is the moment of reckoning and he crossed the chessboard floor to the door and opened it.

“Good afternoon,” said Sirki, who carried a tray bearing a pewter pitcher and a glass. “I was instructed to bring you lemon water.”

Matthew retreated to allow him entry. Sirki put the tray down atop the dresser and actually poured Matthew’s first glass. He offered it to Matthew, who took the glass and put his nose to it in an attempt to smell anything more powerful than lemons.

“No drugs, young sir,” said Sirki. “I promise that.”

“You take the first drink, then.” Matthew held the glass toward him.

Sirki took it without hesitation. His drink took nearly half the liquid. “Very refreshing.” He handed it back. “You’ve done a service for the professor. Why should he wish to drug you?”

“Old habits die hard,” was the reply. Matthew still didn’t trust the drink, and set it aside.

“A few questions for you.” Sirki’s mouth smiled, but the eyes were stern. “You found this message exactly where?”

“In a folded-up stocking. Second drawer of the dresser in Wilson’s room.”

“Do you have any idea whose handwriting it is?”

“I can guess,” Matthew said. He imagined what Professor Fell’s thought was upon reading the two lines Minx had forged.

We are being watched. Warn Nash.

In addition to giving Fell a pair of traitors, Matthew had given him a third in the form of Frederick Nash, the corrupt and treasonous member of Parliament.

“I presume that Professor Fell knows whose handwriting it is. I have no idea who ‘Nash’ might be, but I also presume that the professor knows.” Matthew frowned; now was the moment to voice his feigned concern. “What I can’t understand, is why the message was written down and not simply passed in speaking? It’s a simple enough message, after all. So why risk writing it down?”

“The professor has also wondered this,” said Sirki, ominously.

“Yes.” Matthew felt the sweat begin to erupt at his temples. But it was a warm day, after all. “The only conclusion I can come to—my educated guess—is that my interaction with Mr. Smythe has caused him to…shall we say…panic. Possibly Wilson intended to burn the message at a later date. Or possibly he intended to show it to this Nash person, as evidence of veracity. You know, it’s my experience that desperate men often make desperate mistakes.”

“Hm,” said Sirki. He waited for more.

“Of course,” Matthew continued warily, “there was no reason for Wilson to suspect I’d be entering his room today. But he did have common caution enough to hide the message, which speaks to me of certain guilt.”

Sirki said nothing for a while, which did not help Matthew’s nerves.

At last the giant spoke. “The professor,” he said, “has also come to these conclusions.”

Matthew nodded. He was aware how heavy his head felt on the stalk of his neck. “Can I also assume, then, that our business is done?”

“It is done, and successfully so, but there is a complication.”

“Oh?” Matthew’s stomach had twisted into a knot. “What complication?”

“Your friend Miss Grigsby cannot be found. The search continues, but some of the searchers are beginning to believe she may have stepped off a cliff in the dark and fallen to her death either on the rocks below or in the sea.”

“Oh my God!” said Matthew, with an effort.

“If she had stayed where she was placed, she would have been fine. In a few days, you’ll be leaving here aboard the Nightflyer. The searching will go on, but I fear Miss Grigsby will not be returning with you.” Sirki stared solemnly into Matthew’s eyes. “To that regard, I am instructed to tell you that another five hundred pounds will be added to your three thousand pound fee. Is that agreeable?”

“For me, yes,” Matthew answered with grim determination. “For her grandfather, I’m not so sure.”

“The professor regrets your loss. I’m sure you will convey that thought to her grandfather? As for the Ga, he is caged in the lower quarters of this castle. He will be returned to you on the morning of your departure, but not before.”

“All right.” Matthew was starting to breathe easier again. The forgery had passed its test, and Professor Fell had supplied his own story concerning the message: the frightened scribbling of one traitor to another, implicating a third. “Let me ask…what will be done with Wilson and Smythe?”

“They’ve already been taken to their own cages. They will be dealt with in a short while. Would you like to serve as a witness?”

“Me? No. I don’t care to hear their whimpering lies and denials.” Nathan Spade could not have spoken it better, Matthew thought. In truth, he feared that his heart was becoming harder by the moment. “But tell me…what will be done?”

“I will take care of them,” said Sirki. “As the professor watches, they will be chained naked to two chairs. Their tongues will be removed first.”

“Ah,” Matthew said, and then thought he might have sounded too relieved.

“One eye will be scooped from each face and crushed beneath the professor’s shoe. Next their sexual organs will be removed and placed into their mouths. Following that, their hands and feet will be sawed off. A slow and delicate operation.”

“Tiring for you, I’m sure.”

“Very much so,” Sirki agreed, without a flicker of expression. “Before they can bleed to death, their arms will be sawed off at the shoulders. Again, it’s quite an effort on my part, but the professor appreciates my vigor. If they live very much longer, their legs will be sawed off at the knees.”

“By that time,” Matthew said, “you should be ready for a long nap.”

Sirki allowed himself an evil half-smile. “My blade does most of the work, young sir. I just guide it along. But there will be much blood, which makes the grip more challenging. Where was I? Oh…at the end, they will lose their heads and everything will be put into burlap bags and carried down to Agonistes. His pet, I think you’ve seen. So Mr. Smythe and Mr. Wilson will be consigned to the sea in the form of octopus turds. Are you absolutely certain you don’t wish to witness the process?”

“Tempting,” said Matthew, “but yes, I am certain.”

“Understandable. I am empowered by Professor Fell to tell you that he feels this is a job well-done, and if he is in need of your future problem-solving abilities might he count on you?”

“You mean to find Valeriani for him?”

“The professor made no mention of that,” said the giant.

Matthew pondered the moment. He hoped to destroy the gunpowder factory and to be on his way with Berry, Zed, Minx and Fancy to the harbor within twelve hours. He doubted if the professor would feel so grateful to him when all that powder went up. “My place is in New York,” Matthew said. “I’d like to be left alone.”

Sirki seemed to be deliberating this statement. He went to the door and then paused. “You are aware,” he said,” that the professor never takes ‘no’ for an answer.”

“I’m aware. But…no.”

Sirki bowed his head slightly. “I shall pass that response along. Your payment will be delivered on the morning of your departure, along with the Ga.” He offered the faintest of smiles. “I regret not being able to kill him, but sometimes one does not always get what one wishes.” With that remark, Sirki opened the door, left the room, and closed the door at his back.

Matthew always felt relief when that huge killer departed his presence, and so he did now. He gave Sirki a few minutes to make some distance, and then he took a cautious sip of the lemon water. Yes…it just seemed to be lemons, after all. He drank the rest of the glass. But now he was in need of food, having missed the mid-day meal, and he went along the corridor and down the stairs in search of a fruitbowl or a basket of muffins and corncakes that were sometimes afforded on the dining room table.

As he was going down the steps to the dining room, he heard a muffled scream from somewhere below.

It went on for a few seconds and then stopped on a strangled note.

Matthew saw that indeed there was a basket of muffins on the table. He was reaching for one when the hollow echo of a second scream rose up seemingly from the floor. It sounded to be from a different throat than the first, but also ended brokenly.

He thought that Nathan Spade had had his revenge, and wherever Spade was he considered Matthew Corbett to be a kindred spirit.

Matthew wasn’t certain to be happy or sad about that. But it seemed that in the professor’s world one dismembered corpse in a bag begat at least one or two others, and so with the deaths of Smythe and Wilson Fate—and Fell—had been satisfied.

Another scream came up, agonized and pitiful. It died down again, and might have broken the heart of anyone who did not know the history of the screamer.

Matthew decided on the biggest muffin in the basket. He took it and, gratified to find it was studded with chocolate chunks, chewed a big bite from it and then returned to his room to wait for the fall of night. Only behind the locked door did he break out in a cold sweat and suddenly have to lose his few bites of muffin and drink of lemon water in a rush of liquid over the balcony’s railing.
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After midnight, when the castle had become tomb-quiet and even the Thackers’ bellows silenced, Matthew began to stir.

He left his room with a single stubby taper, walked quietly along the corridor and used the skeleton key to open Smythe’s room. Alas, the munitions master was not sleeping in this bed, but rather in the embrace of an octopus’s digestive system. He and Adam Wilson now shared the lowest of dwellings. Matthew continued out to the balcony, where he considered the drop of over twenty feet to manicured hedges in the garden. Were there fissures in the stone wall he might get his fingertips into? He shone his light downward. Yes, there appeared to be a few worthy grips, courtesy of years of earth tremors. It was this way or no way because for certain he could not risk the stairs and the front door.

He blew out the candle and put it into his coat pocket along with the tinderbox from his room. Then he eased over the balcony, and with the supple strength of youth and damned determination he began his careful descent along the cracked wall of Fell’s castle.

The night’s banquet had been another affair of seafood, salacious behavior from the two brothers toward the diminished-looking Fancy, drunken laughter from Sabroso at jokes no one had made, Aria Chillany’s body pressing toward Matthew and her breath reeking of fish and wine thanks to his returned ability to smell, Toy feeding Augustus Pons and their whispers and giggles like two schoolgirls sharing secrets, Minx silently eating her food without a glance at anyone in particular, and Mother Deare talking about how good it would be to get started back to England in the next few days. Evidently the group would be travelling on the ship Fortuna, another of Fell’s fleet of transports. Matthew thought that being cooped up with that bunch for nearly two months would be enough to make him dance down a pirate’s plank in a fashion that would win appreciative applause from Gilliam Vincent.

Two chairs had remained vacant at the table. “Where are those fuckers?” Jack Thacker had asked, his eyes bloodshot and whitefish foaming at the corners of his mouth. “Playing with—”

“Their sausages?” Mack finished, after which he tossed back a half-glass of wine so deeply-red it was almost black. Between the brothers, Fancy stared at Matthew for a few seconds, her eyes dark-hollowed and weary, before she looked away. She was like a fine animal that had nearly been broken, Matthew thought. Much more time with the brothers, and she would be used up and withered within. Still he had yet to see her smile or even attempt such. But what was there for her to smile about? If he could only get her alone for a few seconds, to tell her what he was planning…

Mother Deare said, “Mr. Smythe and Mr. Wilson are no longer with us.”

“What?” Pons pushed Toy’s fork away. “Where are they?”

“The two gentlemen,” said Mother Deare, with a passing glance at Matthew, “have been identified as traitors to the professor.”

“Them too?” Jack’s mouth was a ghastly mess. “How many fucking traitors have there been at this party?”

“Too many,” Mother Deare replied, with a faint motherly smile. “The situation is now stable.”

“I think you should take a look at this one’s pockets.” Mack jabbed his knife in the direction of Matthew. “Turn ’im upside down and give him a fuckin’ good shake.”

“Not neccessary.” Mother Deare took a dainty sip of wine, her red-gloved hand huge upon the stem. “Mr. Smythe and Mr. Wilson have served their purpose, have been found lacking in loyalty and too prideful in their own powers. They were executed this afternoon. Didn’t anyone hear them screaming?”

“I thought it was Pons gettin’ his ass jabbed,” said Jack, and Mack laughed so hard the wine burst from his nostrils.

“Crude vulgarians,” Pons replied, with as much dignity as a fat man with three chins might summon. His eyes were heavy-lidded with disdain. He turned his attention to Mother Deare. “The…removal of Mr. Smythe and Mr. Wilson…quite sudden, it seems. I am to believe that they were both important assets—”

“He said, ‘assets,’” Jack chortled, and again his brother guffawed in appreciation of the most simple-minded tavern humor.

“Important elements,” Pons went on, “to the professor’s operations. For them both to be removed…doesn’t that bode ill for future plans?”

“‘Bode ill,’ he says,” was Mack’s comment. “Buck can’t speak a man’s English.”

Matthew had reached his fill of this particular meal. “Why don’t you two shut up? You look dumber than hell. Quit proving it by speaking.”

The expressions on the faces of the Thackers froze. Mack’s chin trembled a little bit, as the rage worked on him. Jack sopped a piece of bread in fish sauce and chewed it as if tearing out Matthew’s throat with his teeth.

“To answer,” said Mother Deare. “Yes, those two men were important. You hear me say ‘were.’ But there are always other talents in the organization to take their places. You can be sure the professor has planned for that beforehand. I am empowered to be the professor’s eyes, voice and hands in London, and to adjust persons into their proper places. To promote, so to speak. And I will perform that task to the best of my ability and for the best of the organization. Thank you for asking.”

“Pleasure,” said Pons, returning his mouth to Toy’s waiting fork.

Matthew continued his crawl down the wall of Fell’s castle. His right foot slipped in its search for a crevice, he knew he was in for a tumble so he flung himself off into space and headed for the hedges. They were fortunately not laden with anything sharp or stickery, and therefore he landed amid them with the most minor of scrapes. Then it was a matter of getting himself unentangled from them, putting his feet on firm ground and heading toward the road. There was a yellow moon just past full, the night held a slight breeze, and Matthew was in his element of silence and stealth.

He was only on his way across the gardens a moment or two when he knew someone was coming toward him from the left: a dark shape though moon-painted, a lithe figure converging upon him with little or no hesitation and a confident stride.

“Are you planning on walking the distance?” Minx asked quietly when she got close enough. She was wearing a hooded cape over her clothes, and again Matthew had to wonder if she had been last night’s visitor to his room.

“I suppose that was my plan, yes.”

“You need,” she said, “a new plan. Starting with a horse. Come with me.”

“Going where?”

“Going,” she answered, “to break into the stable, saddle our two horses and go do your task of exploding some gunpowder. That is the task, correct?”

“It is.”

“Then come on, we’re wasting time.”

“Minx,” Matthew said, “you don’t have to go with me. I can do this by myself.”

“Can you?” Though he couldn’t make out her face, he knew her expression would be wry, her blonde brows upraised. “I don’t think so. Come along, and you should be grateful I’ve arrived to save your legs and possibly your neck.”

“Two necks can be stretched by a noose the same as one. In fact, I’d imagine we’d lose our heads if we’re caught.”

“I agree. That’s why we shouldn’t be caught.” Dummy, was her unspoken comment. “Stop wrangling and come along. Now.”

On the way to the stable, Matthew asked Minx how she’d gotten out of the castle unnoticed, and the reply was: “I walked out the front door and spoke kindly to the servant standing there. I’m sure he thinks I’ve gone for a solitary stroll. Being unnoticed was not my goal…getting out was. Didn’t you leave by the front door?”

“No, I chose a more scenic way.”

“Whatever it takes, I suppose. There’s the stable ahead. Keep your voice low, we don’t want to spook the horses and have them announcing us.”

Breaking into the stable was as simple as Minx inserting the business end of a blade into a lock that secured a chain across the doors. The lock was broken, the chain removed, and though the horses within grumbled and stomped their hooves none let out any tell-tale whinnies. Minx and Matthew went to work saddling their mounts of choice, Esmerelda and Athena, and within a few minutes were out of the stable and following their moon-shadows along the road.

“I’m presuming you were smart enough to bring something to light a flame,” Minx said.

“A tinderbox and candle, yes.”

“I brought the same,” she revealed. “Just in case.”

“Very kind of you.”

Minx was silent for a while, as their horses trotted the road side by side. Then she said, “Perhaps you are a bit like Nathan.”

“How so?”

“Foolish. Headstrong. A man who dares the Devil, if you want the truth. And who makes others think they can dare the Devil, too.” She cast a quick glance at him from under her hood. “I’m not so sure that’s a good thing.”

“You can always decline the dare,” Matthew told her, “and turn back.”

“Oh no, there’s no turning back. But before I set foot on that ship, I am going to kill Aria Chillany. You can count on that, my friend.”

Matthew had no doubt she would at least try. Just as he must try to get Fancy out of the grip of the Thackers, in honor of Walker In Two Worlds. It seemed both he and Minx were daring their own devils today, and what devils they were.

The moon had sunk lower by the time they reached the skull-guarded road. “Not here,” said Minx when Matthew started to rein Athena in. He followed Minx perhaps another hundred yards, and then dismounted when she did so. Minx tied Esmerelda’s reins to a low shrub and Matthew did the same with Athena’s.

“Listen well,” Minx whispered as they stood at the edge of the dense thicket that protected Fell’s powderworks. “I don’t know what’s in there. Probably there are men up on watchtowers hidden in the trees. There may be bogs and quicksand. We don’t dare show a light. The guards would be on us like blood-hungry ticks. We have to move silently and cautiously, and if one of us gets into trouble there can be no shouting for the sake of both our necks…or heads, as you say. If we are separated and one is captured, there can be no talking even if it means…you know what it would mean.”

“I do,” said Matthew. His nerves were on edge, but his resolution firm.

“All right. Let’s go.”

Two words that meant: this is the point of no return. Matthew and Minx entered the thicket together, and within sixty seconds were facing a yellow-moonlit wall of leaves and thorns the size of a man’s thumbnail, on coiled stalks that snaked out in every direction. They spent some time trying to find a way around this obstruction, and yet had to enter the portion of it that seemed the most penetrable. Even so, it was a torment on the flesh and a hazard on the clothing. Matthew felt that if his coat snagged one more time it would fall in shreds from his shoulders. His stockings were ragged and his legs streaked with blood by the time they reached more hospitable forest, which wasn’t saying much. The ground became soggy, held together by massive clumps of tree-roots. Even Minx, for all her sure-footed confidence, tripped and fell into the muck several times, and as the bog deepened Matthew’s boots were almost sucked from his feet.

They had to stop and rest, for the exertion of travelling through this sticky slop was extreme. “Ready?” Minx whispered after a few minutes, and Matthew answered that he was. On her next step Minx sank into brackish water nearly waist-deep. She continued on, and Matthew followed with one hand guarding the cotton in his tinderbox from being soaked.

The moon descended. From the trees of this ungodly, fetid swamp there croaked, trilled, shrieked and buzzed the insects of the night. As Minx and Matthew progressed, great bubbles of noxious swamp gas bloomed up beneath them like hideous flowers and made such explosive sounds they feared it would be heard by any listening ear. But no torches showed in the darkness nor were there voices, and the two determined travellers slogged onward.

“Careful,” Minx whispered, “there’s a snake in the water to your right.”

Matthew caught the movement of something over there, but it veered away. One snake seen, probably dozens lurking around their legs underwater. What use was there to think of that? Matthew looked up and could see a few stars through the thick treetops. New York seemed as far away as those. But here he was, waistdeep in muddy filth with snakes aslither around his ankles, likely tasting the blood on his shins. Delightful. What he must concentrate upon was not falling into the water, and keeping the tinderbox dry.

The ground began to rise and the water shallowed. Minx and Matthew got out of the muck onto sandy earth wild again with vegetation, and as Matthew brushed a low tree branch something made a noise like the clicking back of a pistol’s hammer and—whether exotic bird or treefrog—the thing jumped for its life into the thicket.

“Stop,” Minx whispered, and Matthew instantly obeyed.

She reached out into what appeared to be another wall of vines and thorns. She pulled some of the foliage aside and pressed her hand inward.

“Stones,” she said. “We’ve arrived.”

Matthew felt for himself. It was, indeed, the fort’s outermost wall. Looking up, nothing could be seen of how high the wall was in the overhang of trees. But all was silent save the croak and hum of frogs and night-sprites, and in the distance the note of a bird making a sound like the fall of an executioner’s axe.

Now came the problem of finding a way in, and the problem-solver was in the dark. He followed Minx to the left, her hands entering the vines to search the stones. There were no windows, barred or otherwise, and no gate to be found. At last Minx stopped, pulled on a sturdy-looking vine that snaked down along the wall, and said, “This will have to do.”

“I’ll go first,” Matthew volunteered, and Minx let him. He started up along the vine, which swayed precariously but did not give way. Matthew’s boots afforded him traction on the stones, and after a climb of some thirty feet he reached the top and hauled himself over onto a parapet. Minx followed with admirable agility, and together they took stock of where they were.

The parapet was deserted, but a single torch burned in a wooden socket on the left about fifty feet away. Beyond that another fifty feet, a second torch flamed. And on and on, around the fort’s huge perimeter. Below them stood several buildings of white stone with roofs of gray slate. Far away, toward the center of the dirt-floored enclosure, was a larger building with a chimney, where the gunpowder’s chemicals must be cooked and combined. So far there was no sign of any human occupancy though an occasional torch was set out and burning. Matthew looked for what he thought might be the powder magazine. Over on the right there was a long white building with wooden shutters closed over the windows and, telltale enough, banks of dirt built up about six feet high on both sides to act as blast walls. That would be where the powder was kept until it could be shipped out. But where might the fuses be found? Matthew reasoned there had to be fuses here, as the bombs that had destroyed the buildings in New York were fashioned here and if not directly fitted with fuses in this location, then fuses ought to be on the premises somewhere. Unless they’d been made aboard the Nightflyer, but Matthew thought the raw materials must be stored here in a safe place. The question being: exactly where? It had taken him and Minx over two hours to cross the thicket and swamp to reach the fort. They were quite simply pressed for time, as the Nightflyer would fly at first light with or without them.

Minx said, “I want you to wait here.”

“Wait here? Why?”

“In this case,” she answered, “one is better than two. I can move faster than you. Trust me when I say…you will do better to let me be your…” She frowned under her hood, searching for the words.

“Providence rider?” Matthew supplied.

“Whatever that means. You stay here. I’m going to find out where the guards are.”

“You can do that and I can’t?”

“I can do that,” she said, “without getting us both killed. Stay,” she said, and then she turned away and strode purposefully off along the parapet.

Matthew eased down on his haunches alongside the wall. This was a damnable thing to let her take such a risk, he thought; yet he had the feeling Minx Cutter was perfectly capable of getting in and out of places he could not, and it might be the ungentlemanly act to let her go alone but it was probably the most sensible.

He waited, listening to the night and watching the torches flicker in the same breeze that stirred the forest’s treetops.

He waited longer, and sat down on the stones.

After what seemed like twenty minutes he decided he could wait no more. He was keenly aware of the passing time and the lowering moon, and if Minx had been caught he was going to have to do something about that. He stood up and started along the parapet in the direction she’d gone, and in another moment he came to a stone staircase leading down. He descended to the dirt floor, passed two empty wagons, and continued on beneath a stone archway into an area not quite fully revealed by any torchlight. He moved through a territory of shadows with his back against a wall. It seemed to him his back had been against a wall now for many months. His heart was beating hard and the air felt oppressive. He could smell the bitter tang of chemicals and cooking vats. He came to a corner and paused, peered around and found the way forward clear and so he started off again. He passed under another archway and on between two stone walls leading him somewhere though he had no idea where.

And just that fast, a figure turned the corner before him, took two strides in his direction before he realized Matthew was there and then stopped.

“Who are you?” the man asked.

“I’m new here,” was all Matthew could think to say, stupidly.

“The hell you are.” A wooden whistle was lifted to the man’s mouth.

Before Matthew could kick the man either in the stomach or the groin, which he was considering, there came a solid-sounding thunk and the man shivered like a leaf in a high wind. The whistle dropped from his hand, to hang about his neck on a leather cord. The man took another step toward Matthew and then his knees crumpled. As the body toppled forward, Matthew saw the hatchet buried in the back of the man’s head.

Minx Cutter was standing behind the now-fallen guard. She put a foot on the man’s back and pulled the hatchet loose. The man thrashed on the ground as if trying to swim through the dirt, and Minx hit him again in the right temple just behind the ear.

This time he was still.

“I told you,” Minx said as she pulled the weapon free, “not to leave there, didn’t I?”

“Yes, but I was concerned about you.”

“Hm,” she said, and she put the blood-wet hatchet’s blade up under Matthew’s nose. “I entered the professor’s employ as an assassin. I killed three men before I decided the job wasn’t to my liking. Lyra Sutch trained me for that role. She was as near a mother to me as I could find after my family threw me out.” The blade dripped blood upon Matthew’s shirt. “I understand you killed Lyra, who helped me grow from a confused girl into a confident woman.”

Matthew said nothing; he could not say that at the end of Lyra Sutch’s life she was a wretched, demented sack of broken bones and axe-torn flesh.

“But,” said Minx, as she lowered the hatchet, “I’m all grown up now. And you are an impatient and foolish milksop.” Her left arm emerged from the folds of her cape. Wrapped around the wrist were several gray cotton cords. “I found a storehouse unguarded and unlocked. The hatchet came from there. Also these three fuses, from a crate. The longest should give us fifteen minutes, the shortest about six. Or they can be knotted together as one.”

“Excellent,” said Matthew, who still had the coppery smell of blood up his nostrils.

“I doubt the magazine will be so easy to get into. I’ve seen four other guards making their rounds, but they’re in no hurry and they’ve gotten lazy. There’s a barracks building where the workers must be sleeping. The professor has done us the great favor of not making his men work all night long like slaves.”

“Christian of him,” said Matthew.

“Sharpen your blade,” she said, correctly judging that Matthew’s senses were reeling due to her cold-blooded killing of the guard and her revelation of past mutual acquaintances. She knelt down and went through the dead man’s pockets, presumably searching for keys to the magazine. She came up empty, and stood up. Her gaze was both fierce and frigid. Looking upon her frightened Matthew to his core. “You should follow me,” she said, and she set off to the left without waiting for him to exit his trance.

The first step was difficult. The second a little easier. Then he was following her, and Minx continued on looking right and left but never glancing back.

They came to the magazine, the long building of white stone with the gray slate roof. A distant torch gave enough light to fall upon two locks on the door. Minx broke one with her knife’s blade, but the second resisted her. She told him, “Keep watch!” as she struggled with the more intricate mechanism. “Damn,” she said through gritted teeth, when it still defied her. “Hold this,” she commanded, and she gave him the bloody hatchet the better to concentrate on her lock-breaking.

Matthew heard the voices of two men raised in conversation. It was coming from somewhere off to the left. There was a bray of laughter; something obviously had hit one’s funny bone. Minx continued her task as Matthew turned himself in the direction of the voices. He could see no one, but the men seemed to be coming closer. Minx’s blade worked at the lock, the sharp tip digging at the stubborn innards. Hurry, he wished to say, but she knew what she was doing. The knife jabbed, the voices came closer still, and Matthew thought he might have to kill someone with this hatchet, to burden his soul further with death.

But then the men took a turn away from the magazine, for the voices began to diminish, and a moment afterward there came a metallic click and Minx whispered, “Ah. Got the bastard.” The lock fell to the ground. Minx pulled a latch and pushed the door open.

It was utterly dark within. She took the hatchet from him and said, “Light your tinderbox.”

Matthew took a moment fumbling with the thing. He got a spark in the wads of cotton and from that touched the wick of his candle. He looked to her with apprehension, wondering if the merest flame in that enclosure would set off the powder, but she motioned him in and he gathered his balls from where they’d shrivelled up into his groin and crossed the magazine’s threshold.

She closed the door behind them. “Impressive,” she said, as Matthew’s candlelight showed barrel upon barrel of—presumably—Professor Fell’s Cymbeline. Matthew counted fifteen just in the realm of the light, and beyond it were dozens more. A shipment must be imminent, he thought. The place looked to be nearly full.

He hadn’t realized he was holding his breath. He had the same feeling of dangerous pressure as he’d experienced upon the stone seahorse. If two small Cymbeline bombs could have blown that house on Nassau Street to splinters, what would dozens of barrels of the powder do?

“I’m counting sixty-two,” Minx said. “I hope you’re ready for a brilliant bang.”

He let his breath out, thinking that he’d already had one of those last night.

Minx strode toward the first barrel. She lifted her hatchet and quite readily bashed in the top of it with three blows. Matthew winced at the noise; surely that was going to bring someone running. Then Minx put her shoulder into it, overturned the barrel, and light grayish-white grains began to stream out upon the dirt. She repeated this action with a second barrel, and again the gunpowder poured out of it onto the earth. “I think,” she said, “that will be enough.” She uncoiled two of the cotton cords from her wrist and placed them in the grains of destruction, stretching them out toward the door.

“Light them,” she suggested, sweat sparkling on her cheeks.

Matthew bent down, picked up the end of one fuse and touched the candle to it. His hand was trembling, but at once the red eye opened and the fuse began to sizzle. He did the same to the second. The nitrate-saturated cord began to burn steadily toward its target. There would not be time nor opportunity to destroy the actual chemical works, but no doubt this would be a monstrous explosion and might serve to blast everything in the fort to pieces.

“Now,” said Minx, with just a trace of nerves in her voice, “we get out.”

They closed the door and latched it behind them, just for the sake of tidiness. Then Matthew was following Minx as she ran the way they’d come, seeking the stairway to the parapet. There were no guards in view, but no time for undue caution. They were both aware that very soon a little part of Hell would open on Pendulum Island.

Once up the steps, they sought the vine that had brought them here. It was like searching for a peg in a haystack. Everything from this height looked flimsy, unable to support either of them. In a few minutes they would have to learn how to fly.

“Hey!” someone shouted, from ahead. “You there!” For the want of anything else, the guard began to blow his whistle and then he came at a run toward them with a drawn sword.

His run was stopped by a knife that entered the pit of his throat, thrown from a distance of nearly twenty feet. He gagged and grasped at the knife’s handle to pull it out, but then he was staggering off the edge of the parapet like a clumsy drunk and he toppled into the darkness below.

Another voice, further away, began shouting for someone named—it sounded like—Curland. Minx leaned over the parapet, seeking a way down. Matthew looked back toward the magazine. If the guards got in there, they might yet stomp out the fuses. “I’m here!” he shouted toward the other shouter, just to confuse the issue. “This way!”

“We’ve got to go over,” Minx said, and now her voice did quaver for even her tough spirit quailed at the thought of those fuses burning down to their merry damnation. “Right here,” she told him, and motioned toward thick vines and leafy vegetation that had melded to the stones. Without hesitation she swung herself over the wall, gripped hold of whatever her fingers could find, and started down.

Matthew caught a movement to his left. A heavy-set man carrying a torch was coming up the steps. The gent looked big enough to be a match for Sirki. Minx was almost to the ground. Matthew couldn’t wait. He climbed over, grasped vines and leaves and found places to put his boot-toes into. Halfway down there was a cracking sound and Matthew felt the vines start to pull away from the stones. At the same time the man with the torch leaned over the wall and thrust the flame at him to get a better look.

“The magazine!” the man suddenly shouted over his shoulder. Matthew saw that horror had rippled across the craggy face. “My God! Check the magazine!”

Matthew reached the ground with help from the vines pulling away from the stones. Minx was already slogging into the swamp. Matthew followed her, thinking that if the guards put those fuses out all this had been for nothing. The water rose up past his knees, then over his thighs to his waist, and snakes be damned. He heard shouting from the fort, which filled him with fresh alarm. Damn it! he thought. The fuses should have burned
down by now! Where was the—

His thought was never finished. It was knocked from his head by the roar of a thousand lions mixed with the shriek of five-hundred harpies and carried along by the burning breath of sixty dragons on the wing, and he was thrown insensible into the muddy drink, sinking down into the realm where the reptiles coiled and twisted safe from the evils that men did.
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A hand gripped the back of Matthew’s coat and jerked him up from the water. He sputtered and coughed, spewing liquid from mouth and nostrils. Night had turned to day, and he had to squint against its glare. Hot winds rushed through the swamp, bending trees and tearing leaves loose in green flurries.

“Keep moving!” Minx shouted, for shouting was the only way to be heard above this symphony of the cataclysm. She, too, had taken a spill into the soup. Her face and the curls of her hair were darkened by muddy slime. She started off and pulled Matthew along as he fought to find his balance.

He looked back and saw nothing but white flashes and red centers of flame. It appeared as if the main wall of the fort had been blasted down. The Cymbeline’s thunder was deafening; Matthew’s ears rang like seventeen Sabbath bells and he could feel the continuing detonations in the pit of his stomach. He saw something on fire fly up into the air, and then it too exploded with a bone-jarring report and a flash that nearly burned the eyes blind. Another object rose up, burning, and also exploded in the ash-swirled sky. The barrels, he thought. Some were being blown out of the magazine and detonating overhead. A rain of pieces of flaming wood and chunks of scorched stone was falling around them, splashing heavily into the swamp. “Move! Move!” Minx shouted, up against his ear so he could hear her above the din.

He did not have to be told a third time.

He staggered on, as birds flew for their lives from burning branches. Minx slipped and fell and he pulled her up as she had saved him. A flaming barrel came down on the left and blew trees up from their roots and a geyser of water when it exploded. Part of the thicket over on that side was already burning, and still the barrels were coming down to blast their Cymbeline across the tortured landscape. The heated winds blew back and forth and the shockwaves knocked Matthew and Minx hither and yon as if they were made of flimsy paper. Gray smoke whipped across this battlefield. Perhaps twenty yards ahead of the struggling pair they caught sight of something hanging in the upper branches of a burning tree that might have been a human torso, black as a fistful of coal.

More explosions ravaged the night. The barrel bombs were flying, some to blast their flaming innards overhead and others to crash into the swamp and forest before they detonated. The noise was like the collision of three armies using triple-mouthed cannons, firing in confusion to the north, south, east and west. Another massive blast and belch of red fireballs rose up from the wrecked fort, and suddenly part of a burning wagon came crashing down in front of Minx and Matthew so close their eyebrows were singed.

“This way!” Minx shouted, and grasping his arm she guided him at an angle to the left. He realized she was looking for the road to get them out of this fiery morass, and he followed her gladly and yet still a bit woozy in the head.

They sloshed through the muck with flaming comets whirling overhead and the thunder of explosions making the earth shiver. Matthew looked toward the fort and saw nothing but a pall of smoke with red fires burning within. Good, he thought. If the chemical works was not totally destroyed, the next shipment of Cymbeline surely was. And there had to be enough damage in there to make rebuilding a costly and time-consuming task. Good, he thought again, and narrowly missed getting tangled in thornbranches that had a snake coiled amid the stickers.

They came out upon the road after what seemed a trek of fifteen or twenty minutes. Was the first shade of light showing to the east? It was hard to tell, for Matthew’s eyes were still dazzled. Fires growled and crackled here and there amid the thicket, burning underbrush and trees.

“Can you hear me?” Minx shouted at him, and he nodded. Her face was both stained with mud and ruddy with heat. She stared back for a few seconds at the smoke-covered fort, her eyes glittering with wild emotion between terror and exhilaration.

It was Matthew, then, who first saw the two men with torches stagger onto the road before them. One held a cutlass with a chopping blade about fourteen inches in length. Both men were bloodied by scrapes and cuts, their clothes dirty and dishevelled. Matthew’s first thought was that they had been atop a watchtower that the blast’s winds had knocked to the ground; they looked more fearful than fearsome, yet the sword meant business.

“What happened?” the man in the lead demanded. It was a foolish question, so he asked another: “What are you doing here?”

Minx regarded the men with a tight smile. “What do you think, you idiot? We blew the place to pieces.”

“What?”

“You don’t get anymore questions,” she said, as she reached into her waistcoat for the second knife that was hidden there.

The swordsman took a step forward to strike at Minx, who brought the blade out and started to throw it, but in the next instant all thoughts of edged combat were ended.

The ground shook under their feet.

It was not just a tremor. It was a side-to-side motion that made true the name of Pendulum Island. It was so severe both the two men and Matthew and Minx were knocked to their knees, and in the eerie stillness of its aftermath there was a shrill keening of wind whipping through the trees and in the distance the urgent howling of dogs.

With the second agony of the earth, a crack winnowed along the road and engulfed a shower of gravel and crushed oyster shells.

The man with the sword gave a bleat of terror. He struggled up, dropping his cutlass and torch, and ran along the road in the direction of Templeton, perhaps to see to a wife and child. The second man sat on his knees for a moment more, stunned and blinking, and then he too stood up and, following his torchlight, began to shakily walk away from Matthew and Minx as if strolling through a dreamscape. Or rather, a nightmare, for he hadn’t gotten very far where there was a ghastly low rumble of stones grinding together in the troubled guts of the island and he was whipsawed down again as the ground shifted under his boots. This time the shaking went on for perhaps six seconds, an eternity, and when it was over the man stood up again and continued determinedly walking away until his torchlight was only a faint glow.

Minx got to her feet, and so did Matthew. Her voice was choked with tension when she said, “We’ve got to—”

“Yes,” he answered, for the devil’s breakfast was being served early this day. He picked up the swordsman’s fallen torch and cutlass, thinking that both might be useful in the hours ahead.

They reached the end of the road, where the skulls had hung before the earth’s shaking had dislodged them, and they spent some time retracing their path and searching for the horses that had obviously torn loose from their moorings and were no longer there. They had no opportunity to go to Falco’s house; either the captain was already getting the Nightflyer in order, or he was not. Matthew was betting his life, and the lives of others, on Falco being true to his word. They therefore began walking toward Templeton as quickly as they could manage, and both noted the fissures—some the width of a hand—that had opened in the road. From time to time small tremors shook the earth, and it was clear to Matthew that the blast of Cymbeline had awakened the foul spirits of Pendulum’s past.

In Templeton, the town was illuminated by the blaze of torches and the street was crowded with citizens if not fully terrified then well on the way. Here and there a brave soul tried to calm the throng, but there was the sense of entrapment on an island doomed by its own history. Wagons were pulling out, loaded with family belongings, on the way to the local harbor wherever that might be. Minx motioned Matthew over to a wagon that was for the moment abandoned by its owner, and within another thirty seconds she was cracking a whip over the team’s heads and the horses were carrying herself and the providence rider away from Templeton toward the castle of Professor Fell.

The moon sat on the horizon. Early light stained the eastern sky. Minx’s whip was urgent. The castle came into view, also torch-lit. Matthew clutched his own torch and the sword, and he was thinking furiously that he might have to slash some Thacker flesh to get Fancy loose from their grip.

They pulled up in front to find the entry unguarded. The tremors obviously had sent the servants off to tend to their own families. Matthew saw fresh cracks in the white columns of the porte-cochere. Minx dropped the reins and drew her remaining knife, for she had business this morning with Aria Chillany.

Augustus Pons, Toy and Cesar Sabroso were in the candle-lit foyer, wearing their night clothes and expressions of terrified bewilderment. “What’s happening out there?” Pons asked the two arrivals as they went past to the staircase. He had seen the sword and the knife and their swamp-dirtied clothes, and he added to this question another query in the voice of a frightened child: “Is it safe?”

“No,” Minx said. “It is definitely not safe. Where is Madam Chillany?”

“Upstairs. All the way to the third floor. She and the Thackers.”

“And Fancy?” Matthew asked.

“With them. They were going to the library’s balcony for a view. Something exploded. Didn’t you hear it?”

“Yes,” Matthew said, his hearing still an issue of bells ringing. “We did hear it.”

“The whole place shook,” said Toy. His eyes were huge. “It was like the end of the world.”

“For some,” Minx said, like a grim promise. With candlelight glinting from the blade of her knife, she started up the stairs two at a time with Matthew at her heels. Matthew saw that a number of fissures had appeared in the staircase wall, and the stained-glass window depicting Temple with his bloody and haunted eyes had collapsed upon the risers as so much meaningless debris. Before they reached the top, another tremor made the castle groan like a sick old man in an uneasy sleep, and somewhere in the walls there was a pistolshot crack of stones breaking under God’s own pressure.

Matthew figured only the Thackers would be stupid enough to get to the highest balcony of Fell’s castle while an earthquake was in progress. Madam Chillany was obviously still addled in the head from the doctor’s loss of head. As Minx pushed open the pair of polished oakwood doors, Matthew found exactly what he knew must be happening: the Thackers in rumpled clothing, drinking from the bottles of wine and spirits that had been replenished on the table, and Fancy in a dark green gown standing between them, staring through the open balcony doors at the somber gray light that advanced upon the sea.

“Oh ho!” said Jack, wavering on his feet with a bottle tipped to his lips.

“Boyo,” Mack added, sitting sprawled upon one of the black leather chairs with a bottle in one hand and another on the floor beside him. Obviously neither brother turned away the opportunity to drink, even at the end of the world.

Matthew noted that the shaking of Castle Fell had dislodged a few dozen volumes from their shelves. The treasures lay underfoot. They had been trampled on by Thacker boots, for ripped pages and torn bindings were in evidence like so many wounded soldiers.

“Where is Aria Chillany?” Minx demanded.

“Was here,” said Mack.

“Ain’t now,” said Jack.

“I have to find her,” she told Matthew. “I have to finish it for him. Do you understand?”

Matthew nodded. “I can handle this. Go. But for God’s sake be—”

“I am always careful,” she interrupted. “For my own sake.” Then she turned and left the library, and he was in company with the two animals and the young woman he must set free from their grasp. “Didn’t you hear that blowup?” Jack asked. “Place shook like a whore with the crabs.” His bleary eyes aimed toward the cutlass. “What the fuck are you up to? No good?”

“Actually,” Matthew replied, “I am up to good. I am leaving this island within the hour, and I’m taking her with me.” He motioned with the torch at the Indian girl, who had turned toward him. She was expressionless, her beautiful face perfectly composed. Her raven’s-black hair moved slightly with the breeze that came through the balcony’s entrance. She was waiting, and she knew he was not leaving without her.

“Damn,” said Jack. He shook his head. His smile was bitter. “You are one piece of work, Spadey.”

“My name is not Nathan Spade. I am Matthew Corbett, and I want you to remember who bested you.”

That statement caused a shock of silence. Then, slowly, Mack stood up one of the bottles in his hand. The flesh seemed to have drawn more tightly over his facial bones and his eyes glittered. “Corbett, ya little shit…I say…you ain’t takin’ Fancy nowhere…”

“…boyo,” Jack finished, with a gritting of his teeth.

“Will you come over here, please?” Matthew asked the girl.

With that, Mack Thacker broke the bottle on the table’s edge. Gripping the back of Fancy’s neck he put the jagged edges to the side of her face. She winced, but otherwise did not move.

“Come take her,” he said. “‘Cause in another minute, she ain’t gonna be good for nobody.”

And so saying, the younger Thacker began to draw the broken glass across the beautiful girl’s cheek and the blood welled up bright and red.

Jack snorted a laugh. The girl shivered, her sad gaze on Matthew; one hand pushed weakly against Mack’s arm, but she had seemingly come to the end of her rope and was all played out.

Matthew gripped torch and cutlass and stepped forward to the fight.
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Minx Cutter knew which door belonged to Madam Chillany’s room. She knocked on it, waited for the knob to turn, and then she kicked it as hard as she could kick.

The door flew open and Aria Chillany fell backward into the room, toppling over a white-upholstered chair. Minx walked in, taking note that the other woman was fully dressed in a gray gown and upon the bed was a bag she’d been packing. It appeared Madam Chillany had been about to leave the castle, possibly to find any safer place she could. By the eight tapers of the overhead chandelier cracks had appeared in the walls and chunks of plaster had fallen from the ceiling.

“What’s wrong with you?” Aria sat up, rubbing a bloodied lip bitten by a tooth. “Are you insane?” Then she caught sight of the knife.

“No, not insane. Just determined. Madam Chillany,” Minx said, “I’m going to kill you.”

“What?”

“Kill you,” Minx repeated. “For murdering my Nathan.”

There was a harsh inrush of breath.

“Yes,” came the reply to that statement. “Nathan was my lover. My love,” she clarified. “You killed him. Matthew told me so.”

“Matthew? What…”

“No more time for lies. Stand up and take this in your black heart.”

Aria Chillany came up off the floor. Her eyes were wild. With a sweeping motion she grasped the leather handle of the bag on the bed and swung it at Minx, who stepped back out of its way. Then Aria’s hand went into the bag and came out with a short but deadly blade of her own, and flinging the bag at Minx she followed it with her body and the knife flailing at the other woman’s face.
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“Come on, boyo,” Mack Thacker taunted, as the broken glass sliced Fancy’s cheek. Matthew strode toward him with the sword upraised, and suddenly Jack Thacker threw his bottle at Matthew’s head and instead hit his left shoulder as Matthew dodged aside. Then Jack gave a strangled cry of rage and, his face swollen with blood, rushed across the room at Matthew.

Fancy—the pretty girl who had sat alone for so very long—came to life. She grasped Mack’s arm and sank her teeth into his hand, and he shouted in pain and grabbed a handful of her hair. The broken glass lodged against her throat. She kicked into his shin and tore loose from him, as brother Jack collided with Matthew and fought him for both the sword and the torch. A knee rose to smash into Matthew’s groin and the orange-haired head thrust forward to bust against Matthew’s skull, but Matthew avoided the blows he’d known were coming and swung Jack away from him with the strength of desperation.

“Kill him! Kill him!” Mack hollered, as the Indian girl leaped upon his back and locked an arm around his throat from behind. He flung her off and came at Matthew with the broken bottle.

But before Mack could reach him Pendulum Island, in its agonized throes, shifted once more. This time the library’s planked floor shook beneath their feet like—as Toy had said—the end of the world. There was a cracking noise like the bones of a behemoth being broken to pieces. Something deep in the guts of the castle made a hollow ringing noise like an exotic gong. The balcony windows shattered. The faces of the cherubs in the ceiling’s clouds fell away, exposing ugly gray plaster. Matthew was knocked to his knees and both brothers skittered to the floor. The torch rolled away from his fingers, setting fire to the scattered volumes.

And then the truly horrific happened, for in this quaking of tormented earth the very foundation of Fell’s castle was loosened, the seams of broken stone could not hold, and suddenly the entire library room pitched at a twenty-degree angle toward the cliff’s edge and the sea below and the books flew off the shelves like the flapping of paper bats.

Matthew, the Thacker brothers and the fallen Fancy slid along the crooked floor through the battlefield of burning books. The balcony itself began to split away from its stone bindings with the noise of small cannon fire and plummet piece by piece into the ocean. The window curtains were whirled away and downward as if into a vortex, but they snagged in the hanging balustrade. Fell’s castle had become a construction of torn parchment and forgeries, for all its strength against the earthquake. The gray morning became an open mouth ready to swallow Matthew, the Thackers and Fancy. Matthew saw the remaining stone seahorse topple down on its last ride. The library’s furniture and burning books tumbled around the sliding figures, and the problem-solver from New York reached for the bloodied Fancy as she scrabbled for a grip on the splintered planks. He caught her right arm with his left hand, but together they were going over the edge.
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When the worst of the earthquake hit, Minx Cutter and Aria Chillany were locked in combat. They staggered around the room, grasping at each other’s knife hands and trying to get their own blades free. As the floor heaved and the walls cracked, their battle did not falter for death had entered the room and must be satisfied.

Madam Chillany spat into Minx’s eyes and tried to trip her but Minx was too nimble for that. They kicked at each other as the deadly blades were checked in stalemate. Then Minx drove her enemy backward against the dresser so hard the breath burst from Aria’s lungs and pain stitched her face. Aria pushed back with frantic strength and tried to wrench her knife hand free, but Minx had it gripped. With a scream of rage Madam Chillany took the risk of releasing Minx’s wrist to scratch at the gold-hued eyes and drew blood across the cheekbone. The knife came at her, a wild and unaimed blow, and grazed Aria’s shoulder.

Then the two women separated and, as Fell’s castle groaned and shrieked in its agonies, they searched for an opening the better to stab the other to death.
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Matthew used the cutlass.

He got his boots turned to give himself some friction on the floor, and with the strength of the damned he chopped the sharp edge into one of the floor planks. With the other hand he held onto Fancy, stopping their slide toward the hanging ruins of the balcony and the sea below.

Then a weight grasped his ankles and nearly broke his arm from its socket as he held onto the sword’s leather grip. Matthew looked backward to see the sweating red visage of Jack Thacker as the thug crawled up over his legs. Mack had caught himself on an edge of broken plank and had hold of one of Jack’s ankles. For a moment Matthew thought his spine would break as the weight pulled on him, and he was near losing his grip on the cutlass. The sweat had burst out like a mist around his face. He was close to letting go…he feared he couldn’t take the weight an instant more, his shoulder was about to be pulled from its socket and the cutlass was starting to work free.

Fancy kicked Mack in the face with a sturdy shoe. She did it a second time and then a third and a fourth, into the nose and mouth. Mack’s features became rearranged. He spat out a mouthful of blood and a couple of broken teeth and reached with one arm for Fancy’s legs to pin them. She squirmed away from him and kicked him once more, in the throat, as he flailed at her. He made a garbled, hideous noise that sounded like Brother spoken from the depths of despair, and then he blinked heavily and wearily as he lost his grip on Jack’s legs and slid away, through the fiery pages of torn books, through the glitter of broken glass from the windows, and out upon the tilted balcony.

“Brother!” Jack screamed in response, the voice of human agony.

Mack Thacker gripped hold of one of the curtains that hung from the balustrade. He swung back and forth for a moment, as much a pendulum as Fell’s island. Then he was betrayed by the bitch called Fate, perhaps a female he had alternately wooed and scorned during the course of his dissolute life. She had the last laugh, for the curtain tore and with his fingers still locked in the fabric Mack fell toward the sea trailing a piercing cry. Upon his head followed several pieces of stone balusters, a nasty conking to be had while broken-toothed, bloody-mouthed and throat-mangled.

“Brother!” Jack called again, and Matthew saw tears burst from the dazed green eyes.

But then the elder Thacker righted his senses and refound his rage, and he began to crawl up Matthew’s back as the cutlass quivered on the edge of breaking loose.
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Aria Chillany grasped a handful of Minx’s hair and flung her back against a fissured wall. This time the breath burst from Minx’s lungs, and then Aria came at her with the knife. Minx had forgotten that Aria’s usefulness to Professor Fell also involved murder, and perhaps she too had been trained in the bloody arts by Lyra Sutch. The knife flashed out and caught Minx’s waistcoat as she twisted aside, but she could feel the blade kiss her ribs. Then Minx struck out but Aria had already retreated. When the women came together again it was a blurred and confused battle of life and death, all artistry of knives forgotten and nothing in its place but the savagery of survival.

Aria’s blade rose up and slashed. A cut streaked across Minx’s forehead. She countered with a strike into Madam Chillany’s left shoulder that brought forth a shrill cry of pain. Then they were flailing and staggering, striking at each other as best they could. Aria’s teeth snapped at Minx’s left ear and then sought the flesh of her cheek. Minx hit the other woman in the jaw with her free hand and as Aria fell back she stepped forward into another swing of Madam Chillany’s blade that missed opening her throat by a half-inch.

The chill madam’s eyes flashed with murder, as blood stained her mouth. She feinted once, twice and then drove in again when Minx tried to counter the second move. Instead of retreating, Minx measured Aria’s stride and also stepped forward, bringing her knife up for the blow. They crashed together, Aria’s blade seeking an eye but instead slicing a cut across Minx’s left cheek and into the hairline, and they spun around in a mad circle for a few seconds like dancers at a bedlam ball.

Minx knew.

She felt her adversary falter. Felt her legs start to give way. And then the circle of the death dance ceased, and Aria stared at Minx with a yellowed face, her mouth opening in a gasp of shock. The sapphire eyes moved to look down upon the knife that had found her heart, and the blood that was streaming out upon the gray gown.

Minx twisted it.

Just because she could.

Aria’s knife rose up in a trembling hand, to thrust itself into the hollow of Minx’s throat.

Before it could find its target Minx reached up and grasped the wrist, and she said in a rasping voice, “You are done.”

Aria smiled thinly. She spat bloody foam into Minx’s face.

And then Madam Chillany’s eyes began to recede into their sockets, and in another few seconds she was just a dead woman who had not yet given up her soul to that which waited on the other side of the partition. Minx let her wrist go. The knife fell free to the floor. Minx placed her hand underneath Madam Chillany’s chin and pushed her backward off the cliff of life. But she left the blade in her heart for good measure.

Kk

Jack was a nimble climber. He came up over Matthew’s back and hooked an arm around the throat, at the same time clawing at Matthew’s eyes.

“You bastard,” said Fancy, and some certainty in her voice made Jack look at her. In time to see the torch she had stretched for and retrieved from the floor smash itself into his face. “Lick this,” she told him.

Sparks flew around Matthew’s head and bit his scalp. He heard some of his own hair crisp. Heard also Jack Thacker’s scream as the torch flamed his eyes out and seared his lips like pieces of grilled beef. Then Jack’s arm was off Matthew’s neck and his fingers were tending to his own blinded orbs, and with a shrug of his shoulders Matthew pushed the remaining Thacker brother off his body and away. Matthew looked back as the Irish rowdy slid down onto the sagging balcony, Jack’s face scorched red under the orange hair with the sprig of gray in it and the swollen eyes sealed shut. With a cry that might have been both pain and defiance Jack went over the edge, and as he went the rest of the balcony crumbled after him with a similar noise. As a last comment upon the life and death of Jack Thacker, Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone flung the torch toward his watery grave.


  

Thirty-One
 

 


Hold on,” Matthew said. He could smell his own sweat and burned hair. He felt a hundred years old, but now was not the time to give in nor give up. He had said this because he felt, also, the hand of Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone trying to open the fingers that had seized her arm.

“Matthew,” she said quietly, tasting the name for the first time.

He tightened his grip both on her and the cutlass. Above them the ceiling of clouds and cherubs had begun to resemble a ravaged Hell rather than the repose of Heaven. Around them the burning books flamed and at any other moment Matthew might have wept for them.

“I can’t go home,” she said, quieter still.

“We can get up there.” Matthew saw places in the splintered planks that might serve as hand and foot-holds to climb up to the door. The ceiling was beginning to fall in. The clouds were heavier than they looked. Time was quickly running out, for tremors still disturbed the cracked walls and tilted floor. “Come on,” he said. “We have to go.”

“No,” she said. “That way is for you, not for me.”

He peered into her face. The blood crawled along her cheek, but she seemed neither to notice nor care; her soul had already turned away from the flesh that contained it.

“We’re both going up,” he vowed, aware that it was only a matter of seconds before either the ceiling collapsed upon them or the cutlass’s blade pulled loose.

“I came to your room,” said the girl, “to give you the only gift I could. Now I need you to give me a gift. Let me go, Matthew.”

“I won’t. No.”

“You must. I want to go dreaming now. I want to wash myself clean. Don’t you understand?”

“You’re alive!” he said.

But she shook her head, sadly still.

“No,” she answered, “I am not.”

And he did understand. He hated the understanding of it, but he did. She was part of nature, had been defiled and debased, and she wished to return to what she had been. Perhaps her feeling about death was completely contrary to his…or perhaps she just believed in a better afterlife than he. Whatever, he knew she wanted this gift…and yet…how could he open his fingers and give it to her?

“There’s a ship waiting.” He prayed to God it was still waiting, for the gray light was strengthening and the first ruddy glow had appeared to paint the waves. The sweat was on his face, his shoulders and back were cramping, and he couldn’t hold this position much longer. To emphasize the danger and lack of time, a piece of the ceiling as big as a kettle crashed down upon the tilted floor a few feet beyond the girl.

“It waits for you,” she answered, her face calm, her eyes soft and yearning for peace.

“No,” he said. “No, we’re both going.”

“Matthew…whoever you are, and whatever you are…you must know that being free means…I make my own choice.”

“The wrong choice.”

“Mine,” she said.

Her fingers began to work again, at his. Hers were strong. She stared into his face as she worked, and he resisted. Yet as his fingers were pushed away, he began not to try so very hard.

“I will find him,” she said. “I will tell him about you. He will be very glad to hear.”

“Who?” Matthew asked.

“You know,” she told him, and then Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone smiled.

And slid away.

As she went toward the edge she turned her body, and Matthew saw her go into the air as if diving into a new life, one he could not possibly understand. She went silently and beautifully, even as he cried out as if struck to the heart. Which he was.

She disappeared in a billow of dark green, like an arrow returning to a forest unknown. And perhaps her forest did lie beyond the blue silence of the deep, and in that awesome place beyond the comprehension of Matthew Corbett she would return to who she had been, proud and innocent and clean.

He did weep. Not for the burning books and the ideas of men that flew away on their wings of ash, but for the Indian girl who had just taken flight from this world to the next.

“Climb up! Hurry!”

Matthew looked up toward the door. Minx Cutter stood there, with a bloodied piece of bedsheet pressed to her forehead. Another cut on her left cheek leaked red. She wavered on her feet, her strength nearly gone. Matthew reasoned that Aria Chillany had gone to a reunion with Jonathan Gentry, which would be her small and nasty room in the diseased mansion of Hell. It appeared to him that Minx was holding herself up with willpower alone, and on that account she was a formidable figure.

“Climb up!” she repeated, urgency in her voice, as various sounds of cracking stone came from the walls and ceiling. Another large chunk fell, to Matthew’s right. White dust powdered the air. It was time to get out of here, and quickly.

The first reach was the most dangerous. He had to let go of the cutlass and grip the edge of a splintered plank. Then he started up using similar hand-and-foot holds that were precarious at best. When he got near enough to Minx she leaned down and grasped his outstretched hand, and pulled him up into the warped corridor.

“The bag of gold,” Matthew told her. She already had gone to her room to get the forged orders for the release of the Nightflyer, complete with the professor’s octopus stamp, but it was doubtful such a paper would be needed today. The staircase was still intact, though the ceiling was falling to pieces, and on the second floor Matthew took a moment to enter his room—its floor crooked and the left wall partially collapsed—and retrieve the moneybag, which he shoved into his shirt. He realized then that the room to the left of his, though it had a balcony the same as his own, was not really a room and had been empty, according to the map he’d been given. The collapsed wall revealed another staircase curving down. It had to be, he realized, the stairway to Professor Fell’s domain. Not by happenstance had Matthew been given the quarters next to it.

He entered the corridor again, where Minx waited. Without hesitation he kicked the next door in. It swung open easily, for the quake had already sprung its lock.

“What is this?” she asked.

“You should go out to the wagon,” he told her. “Keep anyone else from taking it. I’m going down this way.”

“Why? What’s down there?”

“Him,” he said, and she understood.

“I’ll wait only for a short while. Falco might have taken the ship out already.”

“If he has, he has. We’ll find another way off.”

She nodded and peered into the dark staircase. “Good fortune,” she said, and then she turned and went her own path.

Matthew couldn’t blame her. He didn’t want to go down those steps either, into that darkness, but it had to be done.

He descended. A few torches had been set into the walls, but they were all extinguished. The staircase shook beneath his feet and stone dust rained from above. The castle was dying, perhaps to join the rest of Somers Town in its underwater sleep. Fate, it seemed, had caught up with Fell’s uneasy paradise. Still Matthew descended, past the first floor and into the castle’s guts. Or bowels, as might be more proper. The staircase curved to the left, the risers cut from rough stone. He came upon two torches still burning, and he paused to take one of them from its socket. Then, his confidence made more solid by the light, he continued on his downward trek.

A gate of black iron was set at the bottom of the stairs, but it was unlocked. Matthew pushed through and winced as the hinges squealed. Another torch burned from a wall in the narrow corridor ahead, and Matthew followed its illumination. Above his head there were nearly human groans as stone shifted against stone; even here, at this depth, the castle had been mortally wounded. Deep cracks grooved the walls and floor. Matthew walked on, pace after careful pace. He came to a branch in the corridor and decided to follow the straighter route. It led him to the wooden slab of a door that hung crooked on its hinges. He pulled it open and found a spacious white-walled sitting room and a candelabra with three tapers still burning atop a writing desk. The ceiling, riddled with cracks, was painted pale blue in emulation of the island’s sky. The furniture was tasteful, expensive, and also painted white with gold trim. Matthew went through another doorway and found a bedroom with a large, canopied white bed. His attention was drawn to what hung on a number of pegs on the wall next to that bed: the tricorn hats Professor Fell had worn on his visits to Matthew’s room, a white wig the same as worn by the castle’s servants, and a battered straw hat that might have been the topper for any of the island’s farmers.

He felt time was short, but he had to open and search a chest of drawers in the bedroom. He discovered in the drawers not only the elegant suits Fell had worn as well as the opaque cowl and the flesh-colored cloth gloves, but the sea-blue uniform of a servant. Also there were regular breeches with patched knees and white shirts that appeared worn and in need of stitching. All would have fit a slender man a few inches taller than Matthew. In addition, there were the shoes: two pair polished and gentlemanly, one pair scuffed and dirt-crusted.

He began to believe that Professor Fell at times dressed as a servant to move about the house and as a regular native to move about the island. Which begged the question…was Fell a native himself? A man of color? And perhaps Templeton…his son…had been harrassed and beaten to death on a London street partly because his skin was cream-colored, and darker than that of the average English boy? There was a reason, Matthew realized, why Temple’s portrait had been done in colored glass.

But the real question was…where was Professor Fell now?

The deep noise of grinding stones told Matthew he had to find a way out of here, or retrace his path to the staircase. He went through the doorway out into the corridor again, his torch held before him, and started back the way he’d come. He was not very far along when he caught sight of another torch coming toward him, and a giant figure in white robes and a white turban illuminated in the yellow light.

Sirki stopped. They faced each other at a distance of about thirty feet.

“Hello, young sir,” said the East Indian giant, and the light he held made the diamonds in his front teeth sparkle.

“Hello,” Matthew said, his voice echoing back and forth between the walls.

“We have suffered quite a mishap here. Quite an explosion, up at the far point of the island. Do you know anything about that?”

“I felt it, of course.”

“Of course. I see your stockings are very dirty. Muddy, perhaps? Did you get through that swamp all by yourself, Matthew?” Sirki waved a hand in his direction. “No, I don’t believe you did. Who helped you? It’s not only me asking. The professor would like to know. When that blast happened, his first thought was of you. And of course you were not in your room. Neither was Miss Cutter in hers. Now…why would she have helped you?”

“She likes me,” Matthew said.

“Oh. Yes. Well, then.” Sirki withdrew the sawtoothed blade from its sheath in his robes and walked forward a few steps. Matthew retreated the same number. “The professor,” said Sirki, “has left this place. He instructed me to find you, and when I went to your room I found that the stairway was revealed. You had to come down here, didn’t you? I am also instructed to tell you…that your services are no longer needed, and unfortunately Professor Fell will be unable to pay you your three thousand pounds.”

“I thought he might wind up withdrawing that offer.”

“Hm. He asked me to tell you that he will not be very much damaged by this little incident. Certainly he would not have wished this, but he has many irons in the fire.” Sirki inspected the brutal edge of his blade. “He is sorrowful for you, though. That you chose to hurt him out of your…how did he put it?…your blind stupidity. Ah, Matthew!” He advanced a few steps nearer, and again Matthew retreated. The hideous weapon gleamed with reflected torchlight. “To have come so far and be on the verge of such greatness…and then to fall back again, as dirty as the swamp.”

“The swamp,” Matthew said, “is cleaner than the professor’s soul.”

“He wishes me to cut off some part of you and bring it to him to demonstrate that you are dead,” said the giant. “What would you suggest, young sir?” To the silence that followed, Sirki smiled and said, “Let me decide.”

He strode forward, demonic in the torchlight. The sawtoothed blade was upraised, capable of horrendous injury with one swing. Matthew backed away, his heart hammering. He thrust the torch forward to keep the beast at bay.

“No use in that,” Sirki said almost gently. “I shall put that down your throat if I please.”

And Matthew knew he could. Therefore Matthew chose the better part of valor. He turned and ran for his life.

Sirki came after him, taking tremendous strides. The branch in the corridor was ahead. Matthew took the untrodden way, running as fast as he could. Sirki was right behind him, the white robes billowing like the wings of a deadly angel.

The corridor suddenly widened into a space where there sat two simple chairs with dark stains of what might have been blood upon and beneath them. Gory chains still lay about the chairs, but there were no bodies. Smythe and Wilson had already gone to the tearing beak and eight arms of Agonistes. Matthew’s light displayed three cells. He was in the dungeon under the dining hall, probably used to confine pirates and other criminals of note. In the center cell stood Zed, bald and bearded and wearing his ragged clothing. Zed had his hands gripped around the bars, and when he saw Matthew the mouth in the tribal-tattooed face gave a mangled roar of recognition.

Matthew heard Sirki coming. He saw a ring bearing three keys hanging on the wall. Sirki was almost into the chamber. Matthew dropped the torch to the floor and picked up one of the chairs. He threw it at Sirki’s legs as the giant came through the corridor, and Sirki crashed down upon the stones.

Matthew plucked the keys off the wall and ran to Zed’s cell. The first key did not fit. He looked back and saw Sirki up on his feet, lumbering toward him. The wicked blade flashed at Matthew’s head, but he had already ducked. Sparks flew up from the meeting of sawteeth and iron bars. Matthew threw the ring of keys between the bars into Zed’s cage, and then he got hold of the fallen torch and backed warily away as Sirki advanced upon him.

“This can go more easily for you,” Sirki promised. “I’ve grown to respect you. I can make your death very quick.”

“I’d rather stretch my life out a bit longer.”

“I’m sorry, but that will be im—”

Sirki was interrupted by the noise of the cell door banging open. When the giant looked in that direction to see Zed emerging from the cage Matthew stepped in and struck the torch at the side of his head, but Sirki had already recovered and deflected the torch with his own. Then he whirled to meet Zed with his blade…an instant too late, for Zed’s fist met Sirki’s mouth in a jarring smack of flesh and bone and though the knife swung viciously at Zed’s chest the Ga had darted away with admirable agility.

Sirki was caught between Matthew with his torch and Zed with his fists. He slashed first at one and then the other, and both kept their distance. Then Zed plucked up one of the lengths of chain from a chair. Sirki grinned in the flaring light. Blood was on his mouth, and he was minus a diamond as well as a front tooth.

“Ah!” he said. “I do get to kill you, after all.”

Matthew lunged at him with the torch from the right side, aiming at the knife hand. Zed swung the chain and struck Sirki a blow across the left shoulder. Sirki spun toward Matthew and rushed him in an attempt to cancel the weaker threat, but Matthew swept the torch past Sirki’s face to keep him away. Then the chain whipped out again across Sirki’s back, and now the giant in an instant of what might have been panic threw his torch at Zed and followed it with his own huge body and the deadly blade upraised.

Matthew had already seen, in the Cock’a’tail tavern in New York the October before, what Zed could do with a chain. Now Zed stood his ground and lashed the chain out; it curled around the forearm of Sirki’s knife hand, and just that fast Zed used the momentum to swing the giant crashing against the bars of the nearest cage. Sirki did not give up the knife, and grasping the chain with his free hand he hauled Zed toward himself like reeling in a hooked fish.

Zed’s feet slid along the stones. He tried to right himself but the giant’s pull was too strong. The knife waited with what seemed to be eager anticipation.

Then Matthew struck Sirki across the left side of the head with a second chain he’d picked up. The killer’s turban unravelled from the blow. Sirki’s eyes glazed for perhaps two seconds, his knife wavered and in this space of time Zed was upon him.

[image: The Final Struggle]

They grappled for the blade. It was the battle of the giants, brute against brute. Zed smashed Sirki in the face again with a heavy fist. Sirki grasped hold of Zed’s throat with his free hand, an enormous implement of murder, and squeezed hard enough to make the cords stand out. They whirled toward Matthew in their fight and hit him with their shoulders, picking him up off his feet, throwing him to the floor and leaving him breathless in the winds of violence. He was amazed to see Sirki actually lift Zed off the floor with the hand at his throat. Zed hammered at Sirki’s face and head while grasping the knife hand to keep those sawteeth from flesh. They slammed against the opposite wall so hard Matthew thought it would complete the destruction of the castle that the earthquake had begun. From above pieces of stone fell, and drifts of dust. Still the two fought on, Sirki’s fingers digging into Zed’s throat and Zed reshaping the giant’s features with the mallet of his fist.

Zed began to make a gasping, gagging sound, and Matthew saw his blows weakening. Sirki was about to defeat the Ga, an unthinkable proposition. Matthew’s torch had spun away in the collision and lay beyond the fighters. He had to decide what to do, and quickly. Though he was afraid out of his wits he took a running start and leaped upon the giant’s back, at the same time looping the chain around Sirki’s neck and squeezing as if his life depended upon it.

Sirki thrashed wildly but Matthew hung on. He was a rider of a different nature this time, and damned if he’d be thrown. The giant’s hand left Zed’s throat to reach back for Matthew’s hair, but suddenly there was a crunching noise and Zed had attacked the knife hand with ten fingers. He succeeded here where he had failed in their battle on Oyster Island, for Sirki’s knuckles sounded like walnuts being stomped under rough boots. The knife clattered to the stones, but just as quickly Sirki kicked it out of Zed’s reach. Matthew still hung on, as the wounded giant pitched and bucked. Zed hit Sirki so hard in the jaw that the man careened back and nearly broke Matthew’s spine against the wall. Then Matthew slithered off, his breath and strength gone, and through a red haze he saw Zed take his place by leaping upon Sirki’s back. The Ga grasped the chain and began to strangle the giant, the muscles in his forearms strained and quivering. Sirki fought back by slamming Zed continually against the wall with blows that Matthew thought must be near breaking bones, yet Zed would not be thrown off nor denied his moment of revenge.

The chain sunk into the flesh of Sirki’s throat. The giant’s eyes bulged and blood streamed from his nostrils. His mouth opened in a hideous gasp, and Matthew saw that the second diamond-studded tooth had been knocked out.

Still Sirki fought. Still Zed clung to his back and choked him with the chain, which had now nearly disappeared. Matthew thought with horror that in another moment Sirki’s head was going to be cleaved off by the chain. Sweat stood out in beads on the faces of both men, and then Sirki’s eyes began to bleed.

Still Sirki crashed Zed against the wall, though the fury was weaker. Still the muscles of the Ga’s arms worked. Sirki began to emit a high keening sound, an eerie gasping for departing life itself. His eyes were wide and wild and as red as the sun going down.

Then Sirki’s legs buckled and he fell to his knees. Suddenly he was not so gigantic. Zed stayed astride him. The Ga’s teeth were gritted, his huge shoulders thrust forward, his body trembling with the effort of delivering death to one who would not accept it. Sirki made an effort to stand. He got one foot planted and, incredibly, began to lift himself and Zed off the floor. But the pressure from Zed’s hands and the chain never faltered, and suddenly Sirki’s face took on a waxen appearance, the eyes pools of blood, and from his gasping mouth a dark and swollen tongue emerged. It quivered rapidly, like the tail of a rattlesnake.

Something crunched inside Sirki’s neck. The head hung at an angle, as Gentry’s had upon being sawed off at the dinner table. The giant’s body shivered, as if feeling the chill of the grave. Matthew saw that the hideous eyes were sightless. At last Sirki’s spirit seemed to flee the body, for the keening gasp ceased on a broken note to go along with the broken neck.

Zed let go of the chain, which was buried somewhere in there. He climbed off Sirki’s back. For a moment the giant remained on his knees, obstinant far beyond the end. Then the corpse pitched forward and the stone floor added a cruel smashing to the twisted face.

Zed crumpled to his own knees and released a shuddered moan. He was all used up.

But the stone dust was falling now in greater volume. Matthew heard a dozen cracking noises from above. Suddenly a piece of stone the size of Sirki’s dead body crashed down on the other side of the dungeon, followed by smaller bits of rubble.

“We have to get out!” Matthew shouted, and standing up he grasped hold of one of the Ga’s arms to pull him to his feet, a task he could accomplish only in his most boastful dreams.

Language barrier or not, Zed fully understood. He nodded. Something on the floor nearby caught his attention and he scooped it up before Matthew could see what it was. Then, getting up on his own power, he took Matthew by the back of his collar and pulled him into another corridor at the far right of the room. It was dark in here and Matthew could see nothing. In a few seconds Zed stopped. There was the noise of a bolt slamming back. Zed pushed forward. A heavy door opened into gray morning light. The garden lay before them, and a pathway toward the front of the castle. Now Matthew took the lead, urging Zed to follow.

Matthew fully expected Minx to be gone, but she was still waiting at the wagon and tending her wounds with the bloody cloth. “Did you enjoy your wanderings?” she snapped at him, though there was some relief in her voice. “You damned fool!” she added, and then she took stock of the Ga. “Who is this?”

“My new bodyguard,” said Matthew.

Minx used the whip to spur the team into motion. As they took off at a gallop along the road to the harbor, there came a noise like the discordant shrieking of a chorus of demons. Matthew and Zed looked back to see a shimmer of dust rising up around Castle Fell. Suddenly part of the cliff itself broke away, and the entire castle tilted toward the sea. The cobra head of one turret toppled, then a second and a third. Pieces of red slate flew like gulls. Every arched window that had not already broken shattered in an instant. With a tremendous, ungodly grinding of catastrophic forces fully half the castle tore away from its own tortured stones and pitched downward into the waves, leaving furniture hanging from rooms and splintered stairways leading to no destination but the somber sky.

“My God,” Matthew whispered.

Zed gave a rough grunt that might have been accord.

Minx Cutter had never looked back. “To Hell with all of ’em,” she said, and she lashed the team for greater speed.


  

Thirty-Two
 

 


Matthew realized that miracles did happen. The Nightflyer, as beautiful a ship as he had ever seen, was still docked. Minx drove the wagon nearly up to the gangplank. Any harbormaster either had not arrived here today or had left to see to his family.

“Damn if you people aren’t prompt,” Falco sneered from the deck, his voice as booming as any cannon and his twisted cane propped against his right shoulder. “Did you stop to eat your corncakes?”

Minx went up the plank first, followed by the Ga and then Matthew. There were a few men hauling lines and working on deck, but not nearly the crew that had brought them over. “I rounded up twenty-six men,” Falco told Matthew, as he lit his clay pipe with a small taper. “Four of those haven’t arrived, and three others decided they weren’t going to leave their wives and children after that damn tremble started. I said to bring them all along, but they couldn’t get their belongings together fast enough to suit me. They may show up yet, but so far we’ve got a crew of nineteen men on a ship that operates with forty. That means you, the Ga, and the bleeding lady will have to work.” He frowned at Minx through a pall of smoke. “What the hell did you get into? A knife fight?”

Minx just laughed as if this were the funniest thing she’d ever heard, and her laughter rang out across the ship like church bells. Then she winced and gave a very unladylike curse, because her face hurt like hell.

“I do have someone on board who can sew stitches,” said the captain. “Myself.”

“Matthew!”

He recognized that voice, all right.

Berry had emerged from the doorway that led below. She was wearing a gray cloak over the crab-stained sleeping gown. Her feet were bare and dirty. Her hair was tangled, her eyes swollen from sleepless worry. She looked a mess. She crossed the deck toward the new arrivals, and she looked hopefully and expectantly at Matthew. She started to reach for him, but something about his posture and attitude stopped the gesture.

“You can thank Miss Grigsby,” said Falco, “for our still being docked. She said you would come, no matter what. She believes in you, Mr. Corbett. More than I do, it seems, because as you can see we have two longboats tied up ready to row us out of the harbor. Lucky for you, she’s very persuasive.”

“Yes,” Matthew said. “Lucky for me.”

He smiled at her then, for he felt his heart open and the sunlight pour into it, and Berry poured herself into his arms.

He felt her heart beating, hard and fast. He crushed her to himself. Their shadows became one on the deck’s plankings. They had shared so much already, for better and for worse. Even though Berry was dirty and wretched in her current state, Matthew couldn’t help but think she was so very beautiful, and that she always to him smelled of the grass of summer, of cinnamon and the perfume of a wildflower meadow, and…

Life.

Then he caught himself, short of falling.

“Listen to me,” he said, and he saw his tone of voice make her blue eyes blaze. “You’ve caused me no end of trouble! Why you left that inn, I have no idea! And traipsing about at night? Do you know what might’ve happened to you? My God, girl! I ought to put you over my knee like the child you are and give you a good—”

A hand with fearsome strength closed upon the back of his neck, and suddenly he was looking into a pair of deepset black eyes in a solemn, bearded African face decorated with tribal scars that appeared to spell out a Z, an E and a D.

“Mr. Corbett,” Berry said frostily, “I think you should mind your manner of speech while on this voyage. And please correct your lack of respect, starting this instant.”

He might have answered, if his throat had been in working order. It seemed his new bodyguard had his own ideas about who commanded his loyalty.

“Quarrels must wait for the open sea,” the captain said, with a puff of smoke that drifted into Matthew’s face. “Right now we’ve got to get this ship out of here. I don’t want to think what might be coming down that road at any moment. So…my new additions to the crew…you will join the men already in those longboats. You will take orders from Mr. Spedder, my first mate. I expect you to pull hard and steady. With just the two boats, we’ll be lucky to get out of this cove in another hour.” He spoke to Zed in their common tongue. At once Zed released Matthew and was first down the gangplank.

“Ladies,” said Falco, “I mean you as well. Get to it!”

As Matthew walked between Berry and Minx on their way to the longboats tied up at the bow, he realized that before they reached New York—if, pray to God, they ever did—they were going to know every inch of the Nightflyer, have worked their fingers to the bone and have an affair of both love and hate with every sail and every mast. Their affairs of love and hate were about to begin, commencing with the longboat’s oars and the first mate’s roar of “Row! Row! Row!” amplified through a tin voice-horn.

The captain was correct in his judgement of how much time the two longboats and their crews would need to row the Nightflyer out of the cove into tide and wind. It took a little over one hour, after which Matthew thought his shoulders were near falling off and Berry would have cried if that might have done any good, but tears would not move sailing ships. They returned to the Nightflyer by means of rope ladders lowered over the side, and the longboats were cast off to drift. Matthew, Berry, Minx and Zed were instantly put to work on tasks involving the hoisting of sails and the tying down of ropes, of which there seemed to be hundreds aboard ship and all excess to be coiled neatly and out of the way.

It was going to be pure hell, Matthew realized, and no one this trip would be a passenger save perhaps Saffron, her child, two other women of middle age, an elderly woman and three more children who were aboard.

Falco aimed the Nightflyer to the northwest. The sails filled and swept them along. The sun had broken through the gray morning clouds and painted the blue sea with gilded caps. There were over a dozen other smaller boats—native craft—in the water around Pendulum Island, embarked from the local harbor that was somewhere in the vicinity of Templeton. They were circling about, their masters and passengers waiting to see if they would have an island to return to. When Matthew stood at the railing and looked back at the island he could see the haze of dust rising in the area where Castle Fell had stood, and fires still burning in the wreckage of the fort and the ravaged woods. For the most part, though, the quake seemed to have ended.

He thought of what Sirki had said, in his last moments of life. He asked me to tell
you that he will not be very much damaged by this little incident.

It seemed to Matthew that that was the professor’s pride talking. Great damage had been done to the professor’s schemes and enterprises. His refuge half-destroyed, the gunpowder works likely fully destroyed, the storehouse of Cymbeline gone up, his trusted Sirki gone down, the brothers Thacker finished off, the remains of Fell’s weapons man and finances expert consumed by an octopus, and…of Aria Chillany? Matthew hadn’t asked Minx about that yet, but it was obvious who had survived that bitter confrontation.

But what of Augustus Pons, Toy, Cesar Sabroso and Mother Deare? The problem-solver had no clue. Either they had survived, or they had not. He expected they had. Especially Mother Deare, who seemed to know a great deal about survival.

And Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone. Gone dreaming in her blue silence, which hurt Matthew’s heart but made him realize he could not be the champion for everyone, and he could not make life-or-death decisions for them either.

The sun lay heavy upon him. He was tired, near exhaustion. Finding a hammock below deck and falling into a peaceful sleep would be his idea of paradise right now, but until Captain Falco said he could leave the deck here he stayed.

The Nightflyer had been out of harbor for nearly an hour, and Matthew staggering around doing whatever task he was ordered to do by the first mate, when the very same short, thickly-set bulldog of a man hollered to him over the noise of wind and spray, “You there! Deadwood! Captain wants you! Now!” He hooked a dirty thumb toward the upper deck where the helmsman steered the ship. Falco stood at the stern viewing something behind them through a spyglass.

On climbing up the set of steps to reach that exalted poop deck, Matthew saw immediately what was the captain’s object of attention. A three-masted ship, sails spread, was at their back maybe a mile or so distant.

“That’s Grayson Hardwick’s command,” said Falco, with the pipe gripped between his teeth. “Mr. Hardwick is one of the professor’s best…shall we say…providers. His sloop carries twelve guns. Mr. Landsing!” He was addressing the helmsman, a fair-haired native lad. “Course change twelve degrees port.”

“Twelve degrees port! Aye, sir!”

“They’re after us?” Matthew asked.

“You,” said Falco, “win the prize.” He turned toward the first mate, who had followed Matthew up. He said quietly, with the tone of full and calm authority. “Full sails, Mr. Spedder. Everything we’ve got and more. And when you deliver the orders, do remember that our lives may depend on three extra knots.”

Spedder hollered at the crew in a voice hard enough to shred the bark off a tree, and at once the experienced crew went to work raising whatever sails were not already catching wind.

“Shall I help?” Matthew asked.

“Stay put. I don’t want green hands tangling ropes right now.” Falco put the spyglass to his eye again. “That little bitch is coming on,” he said. “Going to be close enough for an aimed shot in a couple of hours. But my Nightflyer’s fast too, when she needs to be. We’ll just wait and see.” He turned to watch the progress of his men aloft in the shrouds, and spotting some hesitation he did not like he leaned forward on his cane and shouted, “To the task, ladies! Get that royal up!”

The morning moved on. Water was provided to the crew, and bits of limes to chew on. Falco allowed Berry to join Matthew at the poop deck’s railing, watching Hardwick’s armed ship close the gap. Every so often Falco ordered the helmsman to change course a few degrees, and he monitored the wind by watching the smoke of his pipe. The sails held full and steady, and as the Nightflyer hissed through the dark blue waves flying fish leaped before the bow.

Berry voiced the question that had been poised like a swordpoint in Matthew’s mind. “Is he on that ship?”

“I don’t know.”

“If he’s not dead…he won’t let you go that easily.”

“He’s not dead,” Matthew said. “And yes, you’re perfectly correct.” His eyes narrowed against the glare, he watched the vessel coming on with a mixture of dread and fascination. Dread that he should be the cause of the Nightflyer being blown out of the water, and fascination that of all the people in this world he alone might now be the prime object of Professor Fell’s cold and calculating wrath.

“He knows you must be here, doesn’t he?”

“Oh, yes.” Matthew was sure of it. When Sirki had not returned with some bleeding part of Matthew, the professor had to realize his giant had been vanquished. “He knows.”

Captain Falco watched the sails, his amber eyes taking in every detail. Then he turned to Matthew and Berry. “I assume you two are very tired.”

“Very,” Matthew answered.

Falco nodded. “You can sleep when you’re dead. Which I don’t intend to be, this day. Mr. Spedder!” The first mate came over. “Send a man aloft to tighten the lower right edge of the topgallant. I don’t want any luff in that sail. Then pick five men, and make sure the Ga is among them. Pass out every axe, saw and cutting tool we have. I want the cabins cleared of all heavy furniture. The beds, the dressers, the chairs and washstands…everything over the side. The doors too. Start with my cabin.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Oh…Miss Grigsby and Mr. Corbett will be joining that work detail. Go along with you, children!”

Thus began a hideous afternoon, but one with no uncertain purpose. Axes fell, saws worked and hammers knocked things to pieces small enough to be carted up to the deck and thrown over. Minx Cutter joined the workers, as did Saffron who had given her baby to the elderly woman to watch over. Saffron had tended to Minx’s wounds as best she could, washing them and wrapping a cloth bandage around the deeper of the two, the forehead cut. But Minx was sullen and silent, and Matthew made sure to stay out of her way. It appeared to him that killing a woman was not to her liking either, and possibly the spirit of Nathan Spade still did not rest easily in her memory.

Starting with the captain’s cabin, one cabin after another was cleared of its furniture. Whether they had much of an impact on the ship’s speed was hard to say, but Matthew noted in the late afternoon as he helped pitch another bedframe over that Hardwick’s craft had not gained anymore between them but was holding steady.

As the sun was sliding down and deep violet began to paint the eastern sky, the job had been finished. Everything possible had been broken apart and cast off, even the doors. The Nightflyer was now a creature of sails and hull with fewer innards. Would it be enough? Even Captain Falco seemed not to know.

But as the darkness descended, there came a flash of fire and a concussion from the direction of Hardwick’s cannons. A volley had been sent flying. Without waiting for an invitation, Matthew, Berry and Minx climbed up to the poop deck and there stood the captain at the stern railing peering again through his spyglass.

“The balls troubled fish, nothing else,” said Falco, who himself sounded weary onto collapse. It was possible only the cane was holding him up. “But they’re reloading.”

A second volley was fired. Thunder rolled across the sea. Six geysers of water shot up two hundred yards from the Nightflyer’s wake.

“Wasting their balls and powder,” was the captain’s comment. “Dark falling. They wanted to get their shot off while they could still see. We’ll have no lights on this ship tonight.” He paused, watching the other vessel, and then he said, “But I speak too quickly.”

“What is it?” Berry asked.

“Hardwick is changing course. Going to…north by northeast, it appears. Crossing our stern.” He grunted. “Giving up the chase, or pretending to. But I think Hardwick knows he can’t catch us in the dark, or find us for that matter.”

“Thank God,” said Minx.

“Thank the axes, saws and hammers. Thank your strength. Thank those sails above your heads. I think we’ve seen the last of the revenge.”

“The what?” Matthew asked.

“Temple’s Revenge. The name of Hardwick’s ship.”

“May I?” Matthew held his hand out for the spyglass, and Falco gave it to him. Through the lens, Matthew could see the dim shape of the vessel moving away to their starboard side. As he watched, he saw first one oil lamp and then another flare to life aboard Temple’s Revenge. Several lamps were lit. Matthew wondered which one spread its glow upon Professor Fell and what guise he maintained on that ship.

Indeed, the professor had called halt to the chase, probably on the advice of the ship’s master. They were heading north by northeast? To England?

I think we’ve seen the last of the revenge, Falco had said.

The ship…yes, Matthew thought. But the revenge…no.

Never, if he knew Professor Fell.

“We should run without lamps for a few hours longer,” Falco decided. “In the meantime, we have candles below in the galley. To illuminate your mutton stew, biscuits, shelled peas and cups of lemon water.”

“That at least sounds good,” said Berry, who was so tired she could hardly stand but also so famished she couldn’t sleep without eating.

“Oh, the first five nights, it is good. You will not be as coddled on this trip back as you were on the trip here. You will eat with the crew, and what the crew eats…because you are part of the crew.”

“Fair enough.” Minx lifted her chin and gave Falco a haughty stare that might have withered any other man to cinders. “Just don’t let anyone get between my food and my knife.”

“I’m sure that won’t happen, miss,” the good captain said, with the nod and slight bow of a gentleman. “After you put your knife away, you might consider letting me look at those wounds. I’m not sure a needle and catgut are needed, but scars would not be to your liking.”

Minx didn’t reply. Matthew was thinking that she bore her scars within, and any on the outside paled in comparison.

After the meal in the galley, the ship settled down for the night. Watches were set, and much to his chagrin Matthew was given an order by Mr. Spedder to report to the poop deck at eight strikes of the ship’s bell. Four o’clock in the morning, by his knowledge of that damn bell ringing on the way over. He was assigned a hammock in the cramped and—it must be said—smelly quarters amid the other men who were not on duty, the women and children being quartered elsewhere, and within a very few minutes of taking his boots off and stretching out into the netting he was gone to the world.

However weary he was, he awakened before the eight bells. He lay in the hammock, assaulted by the snoring, rumblings and fartings of the men around him. He was greatly bothered by something he could not rid from his mind.

The Lesser Key Of Solomon, the book was titled. The compendium of demons and spells to raise them. What were the odds that he would have found a second copy of that tome in Professor Fell’s library? Like the stealing of sugar, it boded ill. And it boded evil, to be perfectly honest about it. Also…another thorn in his mind…the matter of Brazio Valeriani.

I shall pay five thousand pounds to the person who locates
Brazio Valeriani, the professor had said. I shall pay ten thousand pounds
to the person who brings him to me. Force may be necessary. You are my eyes and my hands. Seek and ye
shall find.

Ten thousand pounds. A fortune. For one man?

Why?

The professor’s words: If you found him I would pay you enough to own that little
town of yours.

Again: why?

Matthew knew himself. This was going to eat at him, day and night. Yes, Professor Fell’s castle and refuge and gunpowder plant and much of his criminal Parliament might be destroyed—for today—but there was always tomorrow, and the professor was nothing if not industrious. And ambitious.

But what exactly was his ambition?

He knew his own mind. He could not let this rest, and neither could he fully rest.

The ship’s bell sounded eight. Matthew got up at once, pulled on his boots and rid himself of the palace of snores.

His instructions had been to report to the poop deck and make the rounds of the deck, every thirty minutes turning an hour-glass mounted on a gimbel next to the ship’s wheel and tending to the the bell until he was relieved in four hours. A lovely proposition, for one so weary as he. Yet when he went on deck and the fresh breeze hit his face and he saw the huge sky full of stars and a silver moon still just past full shining upon the sea he thought he was so lucky to be alive in this month of March in this year of 1703. He had survived so much. He was so much stronger than before. Before when? Before yesterday.

He greeted the man on watch who awaited him for relief and also greeted the helmsman. His responsibility, Mr. Spedder had told him, was to keep accurate time by the bell: one bell in thirty minutes, two in one hour, three in ninety minutes and so on. The hour-glass’s sand was already running for the first half-hour of the morning watch, and thus Matthew began his initial round of the deck.

The Nightflyer was flying smoothly this night. The waves were kind to the girl’s hull, and kind also to a landlubber’s stomach. The sea all around was dark, not a light showing. Temple’s Revenge had gone its own way, carrying Professor Fell to his next crime against humanity.

Matthew was on his second round when he was joined by a figure wearing a gray cloak. Her red hair was still tangled and matted, and her feet were still dirty. She was still a mess, but she was a welcome sight on this silent voyage.

“May I walk with you?” Berry asked.

“Of course.”

They walked without speaking. They were comfortable in their quiet. Then Berry said, “I’m sorry I caused you trouble.”

“It’s all right.”

“No, really. I stuck my nose in where it didn’t belong. I regret putting you in the position of looking after me.”

“I managed,” he said. “I just thank God you weren’t hurt.”

She nodded. They reached the bow and started again toward the stern, as the Nightflyer spoke softly around them and the sails stretched wide before the currents of night.

“You are changed,” she told him. “Forgive me for saying this. But Matthew…you never came back when you went after that man.”

“Yes,” he had to say. “I know.”

“You can tell me. What happened, I mean. I’ll bear it for you.”

Something in her voice broke him. It happened just like that. A voice, offering to listen. Just like that. He resisted, because it was so awful. Because the Gray Kingdom still had him, and it was so very strong. Because this world was not the world he’d imagined it to be, and because he was lost in its harshness.

“Oh,” Matthew said, and it was nearly a tormented moan. He stumbled in his progress, and just like that he knew the moment had arrived to unburden himself because Berry Grigsby had offered to listen.

“Tell me,” she said. She took his hand. “I can bear it for you.”

He clasped her hand. Tightly, and more tightly still. She was holding him, it seemed, to the earth. Without her grasp, he might be swept away. He stopped, and they stood together amidships on the Nightflyer, and he looked at her in the moonlight and starshine and saw her blue eyes gleaming. When he opened his mouth he didn’t know how he would begin; he just trusted that it would all make sense.

He told her. About everything. About Tyranthus Slaughter and his crimes and horrors, about Lyra Sutch, about the sausages made from human flesh, about the hideous cellar where the bodies were hacked to pieces, about the moment when he knew he would have to kill the woman or be killed himself, about what it felt like to drive an axe into the flesh of another human being.

And, in so telling, Matthew opened up his box of pain and began to weep.

He wept not only because of that experience, but because he was changed. Because he could never go back to a place of innocence, and because this world had tainted him. Because he had not asked for this, but because this had been thrust upon him. And his weeping became crying and his crying became sobbing for the lost boy who had been Matthew Corbett, who now had to become a man whether he liked it or not. And not only any man, but a man who knew what dark things hid underneath the stones. Professor Fell was in him, and how could he get that disease out? There was only one way…to destroy the professor, and the evil that he did. Only one way…to continue the course he had been set upon.

As Matthew sobbed, Berry put her arms around him. She did not tell him to be calm or to be quiet, for she knew he needed to sob, to clear his eyes and his mind and his heart, for she knew also he had so much ahead of him.

She kissed his cheek, and held him, and when he had finished his recounting of this tale of terror and tribulation she whispered into his ear, “You did what you had to do.”

It was the truth, plainly spoken. Matthew said with an effort, “Yes. I did.”

And though it was the dark of night, a little sunlight broke through.

“Never,” she said, “doubt yourself. Yes, it was terrible. But never doubt, Matthew…that you are where you are, for a reason.”

He nodded, but he could not speak.

“As God said to Job,” Berry said. “I will demand of thee.”

“Yes,” Matthew answered, as he stared out at the unfathomable sea. “I understand.”

She kissed his cheeks and took the tears. She held his hand and walked with him a distance further, and he realized he was late in turning the hour-glass and ringing the bell. But he didn’t hurry for he felt as if he had all the time in the world, that the gray kingdom was a passing country of the soul, and that it might take a while longer…but day by day, if he concentrated on getting there, he would get closer by small steps once again to the realm of joy.

Berry left him to return to her own hammock and a few more hours of much-needed sleep. Matthew was on his way to the poop deck when a shadow moved at the mainmast. A tinderbox sparked, a flame stirred, and a clay pipe was lighted.

“Matthew,” said the captain, “do you not know that I am always aware what time it is, whether the crewman on watch rings the bell or not?”

“I’m sorry. I was—”

“Talking with your friend, yes. I wandered over that way, and heard a bit. I hope you don’t mind. After all, this is my ship.”

“I don’t mind,” Matthew said.

“Nice night for a talk, isn’t it? All those stars. All those mysteries. Yes?”

“Yes,” was Matthew’s reply.

“You’re a terrible watchman and a worse time-keeper,” said Falco. “Those errors should get you whipped.”

I’ve been whipped before, Matthew thought, but he said nothing.

“Getting me off my floor where my bed used to be.” A spout of smoke drifted up and was blown away by the breeze. “I should whip you myself.”

“It is your ship,” Matthew said.

“For certain, she is.” Falco leaned against the mainmast, a slim shadow in the dark. “As I say, I heard a bit. A little bit, but enough. I will say this, and mark it: every captain must realize, sooner or later, that to progress his ship sometimes means casting things overboard that are no longer needed. Do I make myself clear?”

“Aye, sir,” replied Matthew.

“Now you’re mocking me. But I will give you that, Matthew. I will also give you one minute to get to that bell, ring it twice for five o’clock—though you will be nearly twenty minutes late—and turn the glass. Then you will continue your rounds and you will pay attention to your duties. Clear again?”

“Clear,” was the only possible answer.

“Go,” said the captain. As Matthew started to hurry away, Falco gave out a voluminous puff of smoke and said, “And thank you for ruining my taste for sausages for the rest of my life.”

Matthew couldn’t help but smile.

It was a very good feeling.


  

Thirty-Three
 

 


On the warm and sunny afternoon of the seventeenth day of April, a trumpet sounded from the crow’s-nest of the Nightflyer.

Matthew Corbett, bearded and sun-darkened, stood up from his task of swabbing the never-ending deck. He peered forward, one hand visoring his eyes.

“We’re home,” said Berry, who had come to his side from her own job of stowing away ropes into neat coils. She was wearing a blue floral-print dress from Saffron’s wardrobe. She had learned she was a natural at nautical crafts, and had become proficient at such things as reading a sextant, tying knots of twenty different kinds for different tasks, and actually keeping wind in the sails on the few times Captain Falco had allowed her to take the wheel. In fact, the captain had told her she had an easy touch with the Nightflyer, and he wished some of the men aboard could read the wind as well as she.

“Home,” she repeated, and she felt the leaping of joy within her heart but also a little sinking of sadness, for her adventure—a dirty and dispiriting spell in the brig, fearsome men with torches and swords, crabs in the dark under a wooden floor, violent earthquake and all—was almost ended. And almost ended were the days—the little more than three weeks—she had spent with Matthew, for aboard this ship he seemed to have all the time in the world and never shunned her…whereas, in the town that lay on the island before them…

Ever the same.

Matthew saw Oyster Island ahead on the port side of the ship. And beyond it, New York. The forest of masts at the Great Dock, and beyond them the buildings. The shops and homes, the taverns and the warehouses. The lives of people he cared about. His own life, renewed. He was the captain of his own ship now, and he had done as Falco directed. Over the course of this voyage he had made a great effort to throw overboard from the ship of his soul those things that caused him pain, grief and regret, and that he could not change no matter what. Revealing those personal agonies to Berry on deck, in the quiet under the moon and stars, had been a revelation to himself. How much he trusted her, and how much he also cared about her. Yet…

The shark was still in the water, out there somewhere.

The shark would not rest. It never rested. It would think, and plan, and wait…and then, sooner or later, it would stop its circling and attack. Would it come after Berry? Would it come after anyone to whom Matthew held an attachment?

He didn’t know. But he did know that Professor Fell never forgot, and so he was not done with the professor and he was certain that the professor was not done with him.

A small fleet of longboats was rowing out to meet the new arrival. The harbormaster or one of his representatives would be aboard one of them, to find out where the ship was coming from and what it was carrying. In just a little while, then, the word would begin to spread that Matthew Corbett and Berry Grigsby had returned from their nearly two months absence. Lillehorne and Lord Cornbury would want to know the whole story. And Hudson Greathouse also. Matthew decided it was time to be honest with everyone and get things out in the open. But to go so far as to allow Marmaduke to write a story for The Earwig? Matthew wasn’t so sure about that.

Minx Cutter joined Matthew and Berry at the railing. She was in good health and had scrubbed herself from a washbasin this morning. Aria Chillany’s knife would leave only a thin scar across Minx’s forehead, but it was hardly anything. She had come into her own on the voyage also, and had been quite admired by the crew when she showed them her knife-throwing abilities. Particularly when Captain Falco had volunteered to stand on deck and have Minx outline him against a bulkhead with blades. That had gone over greatly with everyone except Saffron, who didn’t intend to raise their child alone.

The three hundred pounds in gold coins had been paid to the captain and the account settled. In fact, Falco had told them that as members of the crew Matthew, Minx, Berry and Zed were entitled to a share, to be divided up when they reached New York. And so they were almost there, as the longboats came alongside to get their towropes tied up. Then there would be a short while for the rowers to guide them to a harbor berth. A rope ladder was lowered, and who should come aboard but the new assistant to the harbormaster, a man who knew ships and their cargoes and who prided himself on being watchful that no enemy of New York was trying to slip past his guard.

“Lord God! Am I lookin’ at a a phantom, what’cha might say?” asked old wild-haired Hooper Gillespie, made more presentable in a new suit. He took in Berry and his eyes got wider. “Two phantoms, then? Am I dreamin’ in daylight?”

“Not dreaming,” Matthew replied. It occurred to him that the phantom of Oyster Island was standing only a few feet away. Zed had shaved for the occasion of returning to New York, and since he’d done the work of three men and on this voyage eaten the meals that three men might have consumed he was as big and formidable as ever before. “Miss Grigsby and I are glad to be home,” said Matthew.

“Where ya been, then? Everybody’s gone near crazy tryin’ to figger it out!”

“Yes.” Matthew smiled at him, and squinted in the sun. He scratched his beard, which would soon be coming off with the strokes of a new razor. “Let’s just say for now that we were in someone’s idea of paradise.”

“Huh? That don’t make a hog’s lick a’ sense! Think you’re tryin’ to rib old Hooper, is what I think! Yessir! Rib ’im!”

“Is this a typical New Yorker?” Falco asked with his pipe in his mouth, drawing nearer to Matthew.

“No,” Matthew confided. “He makes more sense than most.”

The Nightflyer, a sturdy gal, was towed into harbor. Matthew smelled the earthy aroma of springtime. The air was warm and fresh, and the hills of New Jersey and north of the town were painted in the white, violet, pink and green of new buds and new foliage. By the time the Nightflyer had been guided in, docked and tied up, Hooper Gillespie had seemingly told everyone in New York that Matthew and Berry were arrived, for a sizeable crowd had gathered and still more people were converging upon the wharf. Of course anytime a ship of large size drew in to port a throng of merrymakers, musicians and food peddlers appeared to hawk their talents and wares, but it was as clear as the weather that today the names of Corbett and Grigsby had true worth.

The gangplank was lowered. Matthew decided he would take his ease going down it, as he only had the one much-worn outfit left.

“Oh my Jesus!” shouted someone from the crowd. A familiar voice, usually directed toward Matthew in the form of irritating questions concerning the activities of a problem-solver. “Berry! My girl! Berry! Let me through, please!”

Thus the moon-faced, rotund, squat and bespectacled figure of Marmaduke Grigsby either shoved his way forward or was allowed to pass, and seeing his granddaughter navigate the gangplank broke him to tears that streamed down his cheeks and caused him to look the most miserable man on earth on perhaps the most joyous day of his life.

When Marmaduke flung himself at her in a bone-crushing embrace the energy of his delight staggered Berry and nearly took them both swimming, but for Matthew’s catching them from careening across the wharf.

“Oh dear God!” said Marmaduke, his eyes still flooding. He had to take off his spectacles to see. “Where were you? Both you and Matthew gone…no word for days and then weeks…I’m a puddle, just look at me!” He crushed Berry close again, and Matthew saw Berry’s eyes widen from the pressure. Then Marmaduke looked at Matthew and the round face with its massive red-veined nose and slab of a forehead that walnuts could be cracked upon flamed like a warlock’s rum toddy. “You!” The blue eyes nearly burst from their sockets and the heavy white eyebrows danced their jigs. “What did you drag this poor child into?”

“I didn’t exactly—”

“I should make you pay for this! I should throw you out of that abode of yours and see you in court, sir, for—”

A finger was pressed firmly against Marmy’s lips. “Hush that nonsense,” said Berry. “He didn’t drag me into anything. I went where we were taken. Neither of us wanted to go. I’ll tell you all about that later, but right now all I want to do is get home.”

“Oh, my bones are shaking.” Marmy put a hand to his forehead. He looked near passing out. “I’ve been chewed to pieces over this. Dear Lord, I’ve prayed and prayed for your return.” He fired a quick glance at Matthew. “The return of both of you, I’m saying. Granddaughter…will you help me walk?”

“I will,” she said, and took his arm.

“Please,” said Matthew before Marmaduke could be helped away in his state of disrepair, “don’t walk straight to a pen when you reach home, and begin to pepper your girl with ink and questions. Berry? Would you please allow a few days to pass before you give any information to anyone?”

“I want to sleep for a few days, is what I want,” she replied, and though Marmaduke scowled at the thought of a broadsheet to be filled with a delicious story that he was yet unable to bite into, he allowed himself to be guided through the crowd.

Others came up to greet Matthew. There was Felix Sudbury and Robert Deverick, John Five and his wife Constance, the widow Sherwyn she of the all-seeing eye and sometimes flowing fountain of a mouth, Phillip Covey, Ashton McCaggers, the Munthunk brothers, Dr. Polliver, Hiram and Patience Stokely, Israel Brandier, Tobias Winekoop, Sally Almond, Peter Conradt and…

…the owner of a black cane topped with the silver head of a lion, which now was placed underneath Matthew’s nose so as to steer his attention to the waspy wisp of a man dressed in pale yellow from breeches to tricorn, topped with a white feather plucked from the dove of peace.

“Mr. Corbett,” said Gardner Lillehorne, making it sound like the nastiest curse ever to leave a man’s lips. “Where the devil have you been?”

Matthew regarded the long, pallid face with the small black eyes that seemed to be either perpetually angry or eternally arrogant. The precisely-trimmed black goatee and mustache might have been painted on by a nerveless artist. “Yes,” he answered. “That’s where.”

“Where what?”

“Where I’ve been.”

“What the devil are you talking about?”

“That’s right,” said Matthew, with a slight smile.

“My God,” Lillehorne said to his cur Dippen Nack, who stood glowering beside his master. “The man’s lost his bird.”

“I’ve been with the devil,” Matthew clarified. “And I’ll be glad to tell you about him. You and Lord Cornbury, whenever you please. Just not this afternoon. Oh.” He remembered his promise to himself, the one he’d made when he’d fully realized the enormity of his dangerous situation on Pendulum Island. He stepped forward and kissed Dippen Nack on the forehead, proving to himself that a promise made was a promise kept.

Nack in stupefied horror fell back. Nack nearly fell over a wharfboard crack.

And then through the crowd came a man who, it appeared, no longer needed a cane. He walked tall and steady, he looked strong and wolfish and ready for any battle ahead. Perhaps it was also due to the very comely—strapping, it might be said—blonde widow Donovan holding his hand and all but cleaved to his side.

“The wanderer has returned,” said Hudson Greathouse. “I believe you have some tales to tell.”

“I do. And as I have said to the High Constable, I am more than willing to tell everything to him, to Lord Cornbury, and to you. And you, first.”

“Over a bottle of wine at the Trot, I presume?”

“Two at least.”

“You are buying?”

“I am currently without funds, though tomorrow I will be paid for being part of the crew of that fine—”

He was unable to finish, because Hudson had picked him up and hugged him, and when Hudson put his strength into it the back was pressed to the test. Fortunately, Matthew’s back passed that test, and he was returned to the ground unbroken.

“Seven o’clock tonight, then,” said Hudson, who suddenly had something in his eye and was trying to get it clear with a finger. “Don’t be a minute late or I’ll hunt you down.” His eyes examined Matthew’s face. “You look older.”

“Yes, I know.”

“It’s the beard.”

“I love the beard!” said the beauteous widow. Her hands roamed Hudson’s chest and shoulders. “Something about that…makes me tingly.”

“Really?” Hudson’s brows went up. “I shall lose my razor this evening,” he decided.

Others came up and either shook Matthew’s hand or whacked him so hard on the back he thought he might yet be crippled. Hudson and his lovely departed, and so did Lillehorne and his ugly. Matthew had caught sight of Minx Cutter moving through the throng, speaking to no one, putting distance between herself and him. And also, possibly, distance between herself and the memory of Nathan Spade. He would find her later. Right now he looked around for someone in particular, a person who would be easy to spot if indeed he had left the ship.

It seemed, however, that Zed had never come down the gangplank.

Matthew went back up, to where Falco was still giving some orders to tidy the deck before any of the others might leave. “Where’s Zed?” Matthew asked.

“Forward,” Falco answered, and indeed there stood Zed at the bow, staring out across the town that had known him as a slave and then never known him as the phantom of Oyster Island.

“Isn’t he departing?”

“Oh yes, he’s departing. As soon as I find a full complement of crew, and I am able to restock my ship, we’ll be departing. That would be a week or so, I’m thinking. Until then, Zed is a guest on my ship and he prefers to remain here until we leave.”

“Until you leave? Going where?”

Falco relit his pipe with a small taper, and blew smoke into the world. “I am taking Zed home to Africa. Back to his tribe’s land, where he has asked me to take him by drawing me a very persuasive picture. And paid me, also.”

“Paid you? With what?”

Falco reached into a pocket. He opened his hand. “These. They’re very fine diamonds.”

Matthew realized what Zed had picked up from the dungeon floor as the castle was crashing down. Not a single object, but two. Sirki’s front teeth were larger in Falco’s palm than they’d appeared in the giant’s mouth, and so too were the sparkling diamonds larger.

“I’ll be damned,” Matthew had to say.

“Damned by one, at least,” Falco corrected. He returned the teeth to his pocket and clenched his own teeth around the pipe’s stem. “You’ll be foremost in his mind. Mark that.”

“I do mark it.”

“I intend to find a house and leave Saffron and Isaac here. I hope you’ll look in on them from time to time.”

Matthew nodded. He’d only learned that Isaac was the child’s name when they were several days at sea. “I don’t believe I told you, but I knew a great man named Isaac,” he said.

“Let us hope my Isaac grows up to be great. Well…I trust you will make good on your promise to held me find a position carrying cargo when I return?”

“I’ll make good.”

“I somehow knew you would say that.” Falco reached his hand out, and Matthew took it. “I also know, Matthew, that you and I are tied together by the bonds of Fate. Don’t ask me how I know this. Call it…knowing which way the wind blows.” And so saying, he blew a small white spout of Virginia’s finest that was caught by the soft April breeze and carried out over the sea.

Matthew walked forward to where Zed was standing motionless, as he must have sometimes stood watching the life of New York pass by from the rooftop of City Hall. When Zed realized Matthew was there, he instantly turned himself toward his visitor. Matthew thought that, whether at war or at peace, the Ga was a fearsome sight. But there was nothing to fear now. At least for a while, the war was over. And…perhaps…Zed’s long life of peace was soon to begin.

“You’ve saved my life more than once,” Matthew told him. “You probably can’t understand me, but I thank you for your…um…presence. I’m sure Berry won’t let you leave without speaking, and neither will McCaggers. I wish you good fortune, Zed.” Matthew thought it was peculiar, that he would never know this man’s real name. And also, in a way, terribly sad. He held out his hand.

Zed took a step forward. His mouth opened. He tried to speak. He tried very hard. He squeezed his eyes shut to try to make the stub of his tongue form a word. His face contorted. But for all his strength, he had not the power to utter a single syllable. His eyes opened. He took Matthew’s hand in a grip that tightened just to the point of breakage. Then he put a finger beside his left eye and drew that finger out along a line until it pointed at Matthew.

I’ll be watching you, he said.

And somehow Matthew was sure of that. Even at a distance from here to Africa. If anyone could cast their eye across a sea, to view a world left behind and those left in it, Zed could.

“Goodbye,” Matthew said, and when he left the Nightflyer Zed was still standing at the bow, silently regarding what he was leaving and ready perhaps to take the daring flight into his future.

Matthew was on his way home along Queen Street, thankful to have gotten through the throng and all the well-wishers, when a voice called, “Matthew! My God, there you are!”

He paused to look behind. Of course Matthew had instantly recognized the voice. Effrem Owles, tall and gangly, with his large round eyes behind his spectacles and though only at twenty years of age the premature gray streaking his brown hair. As befitted the tailor’s son, he wore a very nice tan-colored suit. But here was the rub: Matthew felt a pang of guilt as Effrem approached. Though Effrem smiled as if the entire world was his thread and needle, Matthew knew he must still be in great pain. After all, the family business had been destroyed by Professor Fell’s Cymbeline bombs. And, truth be told, Matthew felt responsible for that catastrophe because he had resisted the professor’s will.

“I heard you and Berry had arrived! I thought I’d get there to see you, but…”

“But here you are now,” said Matthew, and he clapped his friend on the shoulder. “You look fine, Effrem. How’s your father?”

“He’s very good, Matthew. But where have you been for so long? I understood you were in the hospital that night, and then you just vanished?”

“A long story. One I’ll keep for some other time. All right?”

“Of course. I won’t press you.” They began walking together, side by side and north along Queen Street. After a moment Effrem said, “I suppose you haven’t heard, then?”

“Heard what?”

“The news, Matthew! Oh, how could you have heard? Come with me, won’t you?”

“Come with you where?”

“To the shop! I want to show you!”

Effrem started striding away, and Matthew followed. They were heading toward the corner of Crown and Smith streets. A fateful corner, Matthew thought. It was where the Owles’ tailor shop had stood, before it had been blown into burning bits. The pang of guilt became stronger. Matthew faltered. He wasn’t sure he could go on.

“Keep walking, Matthew!” Effrem urged. He stopped to wait for his friend and for a haywagon to trundle past. “I know you must be tired, but I want to show you—”

“Effrem,” said Matthew. “I do remember. All right? I know what happened to your father’s shop. I’m so very sorry, and I hope you don’t hold it against me. Now…there’s no need for you to take me to the ruins. I will do whatever I can to—”

“The ruins?” Effrem’s eyes had widened. “Oh no, Matthew! Not ruins! Come on, it’s not much further! Please!” He grabbed at Matthew’s sleeve to pull him along.

They came in sight of the corner, and there Matthew stopped as if he’d run into a stone wall.

Not ruins.

A new tailor shop, built with sturdy red bricks and a coppered roof. Matthew got himself moving again, and as he neared the beautiful place he saw painted along the bottom of the glass window in front: Effrem Owles, Master Tailor. And below that, Benjamin
Owles, Consulting Tailor.

“I have the shop now,” said Effrem proudly, and he did puff his chest out a little. Then he waved at someone and called, “Here he is! I found him!”

Matthew saw a slim young woman approaching. She was dressed simply and elegantly, in a dark blue gown and a hat the same. She had jet-black hair, and she was quite the lovely. She walked with a purpose, and her purpose was to reach Effrem Owles by the fastest possible route. Thus she gave Effrem a smile that shamed the April sun, and he returned that smile, and by those obvious clues it did not take a problem-solver to deduce that love bloomed eternal and between the least likely couples.

“Hello, Opal,” said Matthew.

“’lo, Matthew,” she said, but she was all eyes for her owl. “We heard you got back. Effrem went runnin’.”

“Missed him at the dock, though. Had to catch up.”

“I’d like to be caught up.” Matthew regarded the new tailor shop. “Built so strongly, and so quickly! It must have cost a pretty penny!” He had to ask the next question: “Your father had enough money to rebuild?”

“No, he didn’t,” Effrem answered. “But…that was before.”

“Before what?”

Effrem looked at Opal. “Go ahead, tell him.”

She scruffed the street with a shoe. She shrugged. “Just a thing, it was. I mean, it didn’t mean nothin’ to me. So I thought…y’know…somebody could get some good from it.”

“Will you speak sense, please?” Matthew urged.

She lifted her face and peered up at him with her very bright blue eyes. “The ring you gave me. With the red stone. Turned out it was the nicest ruby the jewel buyer ever seen.”

Matthew made the sound of a man being punched in the stomach by a baby’s fist: “Oh.”

The ring from Tyranthus Slaughter’s treasure box. Presented to Opal for her good deed in helping Matthew uncover Lyra Sutch’s plot, back in October. Matthew thought that knowing he had been responsible for such a kindness as this would have made Slaughter’s bones writhe in the grave.

“That is wonderful,” said Matthew.

“She is wonderful,” Effrem corrected. He put his arm around her shoulders, she put her arm around his waist, and suddenly Matthew felt like he needed to put his arm around a crate of wine bottles and drink to good deeds, good luck, good fortune, and the goodness of love.

Effrem excused himself from Opal for a moment while he walked with Matthew back to Queen Street. “Listen,” Effrem said quietly, though the street was certainly not crowded. “About Berry.”

“What about her?”

“I am out of her picture. Yes, I do believe she fancied me. But Matthew, I can’t be courting two ladies!”

“No, it would be unseemly,” Matthew agreed.

“Correct! So…if she asks about me, or says anything…would you be the one to tell her that I am walking the serious road with Opal?”

“The serious road?” Matthew didn’t wait for an explanation, nor did he need it. “I certainly will be the one to tell her, if she asks.”

“Thank you!” Now it was Effrem’s turn to clap Matthew on the shoulder. “My God, isn’t it splendid?”

“Isn’t what splendid?”

Effrem looked at Matthew as if he had just arrived from another world. “To be alive!” he said, with a broad and giddy grin. “She’s waiting for me, and we’re going to Deverick’s place for coffee. See you soon at the Trot?” He had already started walking in the opposite direction.

“Soon,” Matthew promised, with a smile that was neither so broad nor so giddy but quite as meaningful, and then the two friends who thought it was so very splendid to be alive continued on their separate paths.


  

Thirty-Four
 

 


As they waited at the table in Sally Almond’s tavern for the person who was coming, Matthew scanned the blackboard upon which was chalked the evening’s specialities. Two fish dishes, one chicken, one beef and one pork. One of the fish dishes interested him, but he decided to drink his glass of red wine and think about it before ordering.

“To all present,” said Hudson, lifting his own glass.

He was answered by Matthew raising his glass, and by Minx Cutter raising hers. They drank, and then they listened to the strolling musician play her mandore and sing “Go No More A-Rushing” in a sultry alto voice.

There was no rushing to be done this night. It was the last week of May, which had prompted someone to request the song, its first line being “Go no more a-rushing, maids in May.” A rain shower had passed through this morning, but the earth needed its blessing. Everything was normal in New York, which meant anything could be expected at any time, from a group of Indians stalking along the Broad Way to a hog wagon breaking down and the hogs leading a merry chase along the length of Wall Street. Matthew had shaved. He had purchased a new suit from Effrem. It was cream-colored with a dark brown waistcoat. He had on new brown boots and a new, crisp white shirt. He was dressed his best in honor of the person who would be joining them, she’d said in her letter, at half past seven. According to the tavern’s clock, she would arrive in eight minutes.

“Another toast?” asked Hudson, this time with a glint of mischief in his eyes. He waited for the glasses to be raised. “To those who have tasted the grapes of crime, and found them bitter.”

Minx drank. “But sometimes,” she said as she put her glass down, “the most bitter grapes make the sweetest wine.”

“Ah ha! But yet…sweet wine can poison, the same as bitter.”

“True, but what may be sweet to me may be bitter to you.”

“Yes, and what you may drink of poison may be pleasure to me.”

“Gentleman and lady?” Matthew said. “Shut up.” They ceased their verbal joustings as if suddenly remembering he was sitting between them. Minx shifted in her chair. Her face was placid. She showed no emotion but surely she was nervous, Matthew thought. This was a momentous night for Lady Cutter. This was the night she had bought with her aid to Matthew on Pendulum Island. This was, truly, the first night of the rest of her life. The clock ticked on, and Matthew noted that Minx glanced at the progress of its hands and drank without waiting for a toast. “Very well, Mr. Corbett,” Lord Cornbury had said that morning in April, two days after Matthew had arrived home. “Begin, please.” And thus Matthew had begun, telling the green-gowned governor, the purple-suited High Constable, and the regular-clothed Chief Prosecutor everything there was to tell, from start to finish. He of course had to mention Mrs. Sutch’s sausages as background, and Prosecutor Bynes had had to excuse himself and rush from the office for it seemed he and his wife had been great partakers of that particular meat product. Matthew had told his listeners about the false Mallorys, Sirki, the bombs being set off in his name, the abduction of Berry, the voyage to Pendulum Island, the Cymbeline works…all of it.

And everything also that he knew of Professor Fell, and the fact that the professor had escaped on a vessel called Temple’s Revenge and a letter might be sent to the authorities in London to begin a search for that ship.

When he was finished Matthew asked for a glass of water, and to his credit Lillehorne went out and returned a short time later with a glass and a pitcher full of water freshly-drawn from the nearest well. Then Lillehorne had sat down in the corner seat he’d occupied and he and Lord Cornbury had stared at each other seemingly for a minute, neither one moving, as if to ask each other if they believed what they’d heard.

“Thank you, Mr. Corbett,” the ladyish Lord had said at last. He didn’t seem to want to lift his green-shaded gaze from his desk. “You may go now.”

Matthew had stood up. “You might at least send a letter requesting that Frederick Nash be investigated. Also the money changer Andrew Halverston.”

“Yes. Noted, thank you.”

“I would think this is of vital importance, gentlemen.” He used that word lightly. “There is a warehouse somewhere in London that may still be stocked with the Cymbeline. The professor may yet intend to sell that powder to a foreign army…or, it might just be sparked into an explosion that would level the buildings around it and kill many—”

“Noted,” Cornbury had interrupted. “Thank you for your presence and your time, and you are free to go.”

Matthew had looked to Lillehorne for some kind of support. The High Constable had repeated it: “Free to go.”

Berry had been waiting for him outside the governor’s mansion, beneath a shady oak, in case they had also needed her testimony. “Didn’t they believe you?” she asked as they walked toward the Broad Way. Today she was a festival of colors, a veritable walking bouquet of April flowers from her pink stockings to her darker violet gown to her red throat ribbon to her white straw hat to the puff of yellow buds that adorned it.

“I think they believed me, all right. I just think they’re overwhelmed. They don’t know what to do with the information.” He gave her a wry glance. “I don’t think they want to get themselves involved.”

Berry frowned. “But…that seems against the spirit of the town!”

“I agree. They have the facts. What they do with them now is their business.” He stepped back for a passing team of oxen pulling a lumber wagon, also bound for the Broad Way. The carriages and wagons were thick up there, in the area of Trinity Church. So much traffic, some kind of regulation was soon to be needed. Just yesterday there had been an afternoon squabble between a man hauling a wagon full of tar barrels and a street hawker pushing a variety of wigs in a cart. In the ensuing collision, it was determined that tar and wigs did not mix. And neither did tar clean up very easily from the street.

“Where are you off to?” Matthew asked her as they strolled.

“I’m with you.”

“Yes. Well…I’m on my way to see Minx Cutter. I’ve gotten her settled into a room at Anna Hilton’s boarding house. You know, over on Garden Street.”

“Oh, yes.”

“I’m watching over her,” Matthew said, and instantly knew this was the wrong thing to say. “Tending to her, I mean.” Wrong again. “Making sure she stays in town.”

“Where would she go?”

“I don’t know, but I want to make certain she doesn’t go anywhere.”

“Why?”

“Someone is coming,” Matthew said, “who I think would like to meet her. In fact, it is essential that they meet.”

“Who are you talking about?”

In Sally Almond’s tavern on this May evening, the clock was two minutes away from seven-thirty. Matthew turned himself to watch the door.

“She’ll be here, don’t fret,” said Hudson. “I’m going to order another bottle. That suit everyone?”

“It suits me fine,” said Lady Cutter, with an intimation in her voice that she could drink the great one under the table ten times and again.

As they had walked along the Broad Way that morning in April, Berry had been silent for a few moments, contemplating this interest in Minx Cutter. Then had come the question that Matthew had been expecting: “Do you care for her?”

“Who?”

“You know who. Minx Cutter. Do you care for her?”

“I care about her.”

Berry had stopped suddenly, positioning herself in front of him. Her eyes were keen. Her chin was slightly uplifted. She wore her universe of freckles proudly. “You delight in playing with me, don’t you? Your word games and your…your mismeanings. I am asking you this question, Matthew. Do you care—in a romantic way—for Minx Cutter?”

He thought about this. He looked at the ground. He looked at the sky. He looked at his own hands, and polished with a sleeve the buttons on his coat. Then he looked into the face that he considered so very beautiful, and he knew the mind behind it was beautiful and so was the heart, and he said as coldly as he could on such a warm day, “Maybe I do. What of it?”

She wore a stricken expression. But only for a few seconds. If she had come to pieces in that short span of time, so she reassembled herself just as quickly.

“I see,” she said.

But Matthew knew she did not see. Matthew knew that very easily Berry’s head could have been parted from her body at the neck by Sirki’s blade, and that her beauty might have curdled in the guts of an octopus. Or that she might indeed have walked off a cliff in the dark and fallen to her death. Or been found by the searchers and wound up…what?…beaten and ravished in a cell? He couldn’t bear to think of any of those possibilities, and how close some of them might have been to coming true. So last night he had made up his mind what to do, and now—this moment—was his opportunity.

He had decided to make her hate him.

“Minx Cutter is…fascinating to me,” he said. “So different.”

“I’ll say different, too. She wears a man’s clothes.”

“She is unique,” Matthew plowed on. “A woman, not a girl.”

“Hardly a woman,” was the retort.

“All woman,” said Matthew. “And very exciting to me in that way. You know, one gets tired of the ordinary.” He thought that might be the shot that knocked her down.

But Berry was still on her feet, and still on his side. “I think you’ll find out for yourself that some ordinary people, as you say, are extraordinary. If you cared to look closely enough.”

“I live an exciting life,” said Matthew, and he nearly cringed at his own self. “Why would I want less in my romantic life?”

“Why are you so cold today? This isn’t like you!”

“It’s the new me,” he told her. And possibly there was some truth in that, for he wasn’t exactly sure he’d left all of Nathan Spade behind.

“I don’t like the new you very much, Matthew,” she said. “In fact, I don’t like the new you at all.”

“I am who I am. And who I will ever be.” He frowned, impatient at his own heartless lies. “I have to get along to see Minx now. Would you excuse me? I’d rather walk alone than be entangled in a ridiculous discussion like this.”

“Oh, would you?” She nodded. Her cheeks were very red and the freckles looked like bits of pepper. But deep in her eyes—and this wounded his soul to see—was a hurt that he thought he would rather tear his own orbs out than have to gaze upon. “All right then, Matthew. All right. I thought we were friends. I thought…we were something, I don’t know what.”

“I don’t know what either,” he answered, like the bastard of the world.

“I can’t…I don’t understand…why…”

“Oh,” he said, “stop your prattling.”

“I came to help you, if you needed me. That’s all I ever wanted, Matthew! To help you! Can’t you see that?”

“That’s the point I’m trying to make.” He drew a breath, for this next thing might be the killer. “I was wrong to have confided in you on the ship that night. It was weak, and I regret it. Because the fact is, I have never needed you. I didn’t yesterday, I don’t today and I will not tomorrow.”

And this time, he saw the little death in her eyes. It killed him, most of all.

“Fine,” Berry said. And again, as the ice closed in: “Fine. Good day to you, then.” She sounded a bit choked, and she quickly cleared her throat. Then she turned and began walking quickly away, and six strides in her departure she turned again toward him and there were tears on her face and she said in a voice near collapse, “We are done.”

It was good that she got quickly away, for Matthew got himself going in the opposite direction, not toward Garden Street at all, and he staggered like a drunk though he had only put down the water, and everything seemed blurred and terribly wrong, and his heart ached and his eyes felt as if they were bleeding. A few steps and he broke the heel off his right boot, which made him limp even more drunkenly. And also like a drunk he found himself sitting under a tree in the Trinity cemetery, surrounded by those who had already known their share of life, love and loss, and he sat there for a time wishing some ghost would whisper to him about strength and fortitude and the will to keep going and similar such bullshit but no ghost spoke and so therefore he wiped his eyes, roused himself and went on his way and he thought that somewhere in Heaven or Hell one spirit applauded him and that spirit’s name had been Nathan. Who now was long deceased, for all the good love had done him.

Before he left that village of the dead he had the overwhelming urge to call out for her, as if she could hear him. To call out and say he was sorry, that he was a liar and hadn’t meant any of it but that he was frightened for her and frightened of Professor Fell for her. So it all came down to fear. But he didn’t call out, for it would have been for nothing and anyway the dice had been thrown. We are done. Three words he would take with him when they rolled him over into his own bed in this very same village of silent sleepers.

“Yes,” said Matthew, as he watched the door of Sally Almond’s tavern at seven-twenty-nine by the clock. “By all means, another bottle.”

“You’ve been drinking a lot lately, I notice.” Greathouse poured the last of the red wine into Matthew’s glass and held up the empty soldier for the waitress. “Why is that?”

“Thirsty,” Matthew answered.

There was a small tick of metal from the clock as the minute hand moved. And just that soon, the door opened and in walked Katherine Herrald.

She was now, as she had been in October, a trim figure who drew attention and admiration. She was about fifty years old, with sharp features and penetrating blue eyes. She was straight-backed and elegant and there was nothing aged or infirm about her. Her dark gray hair, under a fashionable cocked riding-hat a rich brown hue, was streaked with pure white at the temples and at a pronounced widow’s peak. She wore a dark brown dress ornamented with leather buttons and cinched with a wide leather belt. Around her throat was a scarf nearly the same color as the Stokelys’ Indian-blood-colored pottery. She wore brown leather gloves. She came across the tavern directly to their table, as Matthew and Hudson stood up to greet her. She was their employer, her dead husband the originator of the Herrald Agency and himself murdered by Tyranthus Slaughter on orders of Professor Fell. Back in October she’d told Matthew she was going to England and then would be returning in May. So here she was, and when she’d arrived yesterday morning she’d sent a letter to them from the Dock House Inn, announcing her presence. Matthew had written back: I have someone you need to meet. Her name is Minx Cutter, and she was once an associate of Professor Fell.

“Hello, Miss Cutter,” said Mrs. Herrald, offering her hand. Minx took it. “I’m interested in hearing about you. Interested as well in hearing your story, Matthew. Your letter skimped on details. After I have a glass of wine and determine what I’d like to eat, I want to know everything.” She sat across from him, the better to read his expressions.

Matthew nodded. He was thinking that in two hours or so, after his story and Minx’s had been told, Mrs. Herrald was going to aim her eyes at the princess of blades and say, “You seem to have taken a few wrong steps in your progress through life, Miss Cutter. Yet here you are now, on a straighter path. It took great courage for you to know I was coming, and to know my history with the professor, and to sit at the table with me. I have a feeling you are never lacking for courage. I must ask: are you at all interested, Miss Cutter, in the process of discovery? For if you are—and if you are interested in continuing along your current path and possibly righting other wrongs—then…you and I should talk a little further.”

Before that, though, there was food to be ordered. Sally Almond herself came over to take their requests.

Matthew had been thinking. About predators, in particular. About the sea of life, and the creatures that roamed it. About the dangerous currents his business—now his calling—put him into. It was, really, sink or swim. He still had so much hurt in his heart for Berry. Yet he felt he had to leave her to protect her, to move forward, to prepare for his next meeting with Professor Fell. It would be upon him, likely sooner than he thought.

The next thing on his ticket, however, was to respond to the latest letter from a certain Mr. Sedgeworth Prisskitt of Charles Town who was asking for a courier to escort his daughter Pandora to the annual Sword of Damocles Ball, held in Charles Town in late June. He wondered why a father would have to pay for an escort for his daughter. Was she that ugly? He wondered also what sort of events the trip might offer, for with a name like Pandora…surely there was a box somewhere that once opened, out escaped…

…what?

It remained to be seen.

But the matter of predators was still on his mind. The matter of terrible and evil things gliding in the dark, perhaps circling him even now.

He was famished. Such thoughts would hold until after dinner and wine.

Matthew studied the blackboard for a moment and then told Sally what he would like.

She replied that it was freshly-caught, was excellent, and that forthwith she would bring him the platter of roasted shark.
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One
 
A Constant Player



One




The man was as big as a mountain. His shoulders were like boulders perched upon cliffs. His face was a sunbrowned patch of flesh above a wild growth of jetblack beard that hung halfway down a tobacco-stained shirt. In deference to the room he had removed his battered gray tricorn. His black hair was a bear-greased mop of a madman’s mane. From it issued a stink of dead ursines, and therefore had attracted the half-dozen big green flies that flitted and swooned about his glistening zenith. 
A moment after he had come through the curtains from the garden beyond, where the lights glowed in candlepots and cicadas chirred sweetly in the pear trees, the music that charged the dancing ceased. Violin, cello, harpsichord and clacker of the clacksticks stopped their rotes and rhythms, and thus the dancers upon the shining plank floor in the candlelit chamber also stopped their series of roundabouts. All eyes turned toward the massive black-garbed man who had just stomped his hard dirty boots upon the selfsame planks, and those who knew what was likely to happen drew breath to whisper and point. They pointed toward a young man named Matthew Corbett, who stood nearly at the center of the room next to the most beautiful woman who had ever lived. 
The mountain of a man gazed across the room in the flickering candlelight. From the ceiling hung streamers of red and white paper. Nearby was a long table upon which were placed the victuals of the evening: two roasted turkeys stuffed with oyster dressing, a roasted pig stuffed with mushrooms and bacon, grilled grouper and sea bass stuffed with crabmeat, and sundry potatoes stuffed with a variety of vegetables, sweetmeats and pickles. Platters held bottles of French wine and jugs of Carolina ale. Glasses sparkled, the music had been light and lively, the conversations keen and witty and the dancers high-stepping and precise in their turns. All in all, it had been an excellently festive party until this black-bearded, ebon-haired bull of the woods had just clomped in through the filmy curtains, and now in the absence of music and with the whispers dying down, there was only the noise of the flies, buzzing hungrily around the gleaming, smelly curls of matted hair. 
“Oh, no,” said the most beautiful woman, who stood grasping Matthew’s arm on the right. And again, as if to ward the beast away: “Oh, no!” 
The beast, however, just grunted with the sound of a horse team breaking wind. His iron-gray eyes had found the prize. 
Matthew sensed the beautiful woman’s distress and touched her arm reassuringly. “There, it’s all right,” he said, resplendent in his wine-red suit and white shirt with a high collar and a frothy fronting of Spanish lace. “Um…who is he?” 
She whispered in his direction, without taking her gorgeous and luminous violet eyes from the visage of impending violence, “He’s the man who’s going to kill you.” 
“What say?” asked Matthew. He thought she’d said something he’d rather not have heard. 
The monstrous mountain moved, and in so moving caused the throng of frozen dancers to by necessity thaw their legs and scurry out of the way. The boots pounded the planks like a drumbeat for the dead. The musicians, though they were safely upon a stage, drew back for the sake of further safety against a wall upon which hung a tapestry of the dual masks of comedy and tragedy, as the stage was normally used by the stalwart Charles Town Players. The bootpound drumbeats continued across the floor, step by ominous step, until the new arrival at the party stood looming over Matthew Corbett. 
“Not again!” said Pandora Prisskitt, her red-lipped mouth twisting. The violet eyes in her heart-shaped face flashed with both anger and supplication. “Please! I’m begging you!” 
The man shook his head as absolutely as a demon on doomsday. “No use beggin’,” he answered, in a voice as deep as the Pit and as rough as a rocky road. “What’s got to be done.” 
Matthew did not like the sound of that. “What’s got to be done?” he asked Pandora, and to his chagrin he heard his voice tremble just the bit. 
“You,” said the huge black-garbed man, who put a thick sausage of a grimy dirt-nailed finger upon Matthew’s chest, “have got to die.” 
“It’s a necessity?” 
“A certainty,” said the beast. “Now. Let’s get us to the fine points of the thing.” Reaching into a pocket of his long coat—which seemed to Matthew to be very much out of season on this sultry Friday night in late June—the man brought out a black leather glove which for all the world must’ve seen both the bottom of a pigsty and the floor of a horse-figged stable. He wasted no time in slapping Matthew across first the left cheek and then the right. Around the room there were gasps and shudders and a few licked chops of delight, for even the finest lads and ladies loved a spirited duel. 
“I challenge you!” the man growled, in a tone that made the fresh glasses on the table clink together and the harpsichord’s strings hum. 
“Magnus Muldoon!” said Pandora Prisskitt, her cheeks reddened. Her long hair was the color of the richest sable, clasped with a golden pin in the shape of a P. She wore a French gown the hue of the reddest rose in Colleton Park, enhanced by light pink ruffles at the throat and along the arms. “I won’t have it! Not another one!” 
“Another one what?” Matthew asked, thoroughly poleaxed.
 

 
“Another dead man on my conscience,” she told him, without taking her gaze from the monster of the moment. “Listen to me, Magnus! This has got to stop!” 




“Will stop. When all of ’em are dead.” 
“You can’t kill every one of them!” 
“Yes,” said Magnus Muldoon, the iron-gray eyes above the sharp nose and the beastly beard staring daggers through Matthew, “I can.” 
“I think,” said the young problem-solver from New York, “that I have come into this play in the second act.” He then happened to look up, and noted with some distress that hanging on leather cords right above his head was the symbol of the night’s festivity, a large painted wooden sword. It was, after all, Charles Town’s famous annual Sword of Damocles Ball. 
“All right, then!” growled Magnus Muldoon, oblivious to Pandora’s expression of pleading and her hand across Matthew’s chest as if to protect his heart from being ripped clean out. “How do you want to—” 
“I have had quite enough of this,” said the older gentleman who had just come to the side of the mountain, drawn a pistol from under the waistcoat of his dark blue suit, cocked the mean-looking weapon—as it did have a small bayonet beneath the barrel—and placed it alongside Muldoon’s fly-swarmed cranium. “You will withdraw from the sight of my daughter, sir, or blood shall be spilled!” 
Matthew felt like a loose button on a tight coat. Indeed, this second act was proceeding apace with him being a central character yet not having a dap of knowledge concerning the script. He felt he must have unwittingly stepped into a role as a Charles Town Player, but whether this was yet to be a comedy or tragedy the problem-solver had no clue. 
In this early summer of 1703, as his world seemed poised between gun barrel and grim brawler, Matthew Corbett was all of twenty-four years old, having turned that age in the merry month of May. He sometimes wondered, usually late at night in the silence of preparing for bed in his small residence in New York, how one could be young and old at the same time, for surely some of the things that had both perplexed him, challenged him and attached themselves to his life had the power to dim the candlelight of youthful exuberance and for certainty one’s outlook upon the world. He was older than his years, and more seasoned in his experiences. In the course of his investigations for his employer, the London-based Herrald Agency, he had been by turns fascinated, wary, burdened with despair, jubilant beyond measure and just plain scared nearly to death. And, it must be said, very nearly put to death on more occasions than he might like to recall. Yet recall he must, for such was his mind. He was a constant player at chess, though he might be sitting at no board and facing no physical pieces. It seemed also to him that he had become a constant player at the game of survival, and that this chess match he had unwittingly entered into with the eerie and powerful individual known as Professor Fell went on day and night whether he was present at the game table or not. 
Matthew was yet troubled from his encounter with Professor Fell, the emperor of crime whose eyes and appetite had now fallen upon the New World as well as the Old. Back in March on Pendulum Island, in the Bermudas, Matthew’s clock had nearly been wound down. He still carried many unpleasant memories of that excursion into the criminal realm, during which he himself had played the part of a rather wicked individual to mask his role as a Providence Rider. He had wished to withdraw from New York—that seemingly sleepless and perpetually active burg—for a time, to rest and recuperate, and to bask leisurely in the Atlantic breezes that rustled the palm trees of Charles Town and spread the scents of lemon and cinnamon at night through the lamplit streets. 
Alas, here stood Magnus Muldoon, smelling neither of lemon nor cinnamon, and though the pistol was aimed at the mountain monster’s brainpan Matthew suspected this was not the end of a story, but the beginning of one. 
“Father Prisskitt,” growled Muldoon, with a wry smile pulling at his whiskers, “you won’t kill me. Not the man who’s gonna marry your daughter.” 
“Silence, you filthy beast!” came the retort from Sedgeworth Prisskitt, who was slim and tall, gray-haired and handsome in his fifty-third year, his nose and chin carved from the stone of nobility, his forehead graced with the lines of intense thought, his eyes more blue than the compelling violet of his daughter’s. Now, however, they were equally as angry. “I’d have a jackass as a son-in-law before the likes of you!” 
“Many jackasses have been standin’ where this one stands,” said Muldoon, with a glance at Matthew. “Look at all the stable cleanin’ I’ve saved you.” 
Matthew held stock in the pistol, but not in its holder. A bad sign: the barrel wavered. 
“Why do you torment us so? What have we done to you?” 
Muldoon’s narrow eyes narrowed still. He pondered this question as if it carried the weight of God’s Kingdom. “You,” he rumbled like an avalanche, “and your dear departed missus have made betwixt you this angel who stands next to a dandified jackass. You have put upon this earth the one female I should have…must have…and will have. The one female who walks through my dreams at night and shatters my sleepin’. But will she have anythin’ to do with me in the light of day? Nossir! I am the dirt beneath her lovely heels…as I am the dirt beneath all your shoes!” This he announced loudly to the assembled and transfixed listeners. “Well…Magnus Muldoon ain’t nobody’s dirt! And when Magnus Muldoon falls in love, as he has fallen such a height for the vision of beauty, this angel Heaven wishes other angels might be, he will not stop ’til he has her in his arms and in his weddin’ bed…no matter how many men he has to kill to win her heart.” 
“You’re insane!” sputtered Sedgeworth. “I ought to put a ball between yours ears this instant!” 
“Ought
to,” replied the mountain monster, “is a far holler from will do. I have challenged this…this whatever it is to a duel. A fair and square fight to the death. Which I’m plannin’ on winnin’, naturally. Duels are legal fightin’, as you know. Now…you kill me and that’s cold-blooded murder. Seems I see a few constables in here amid the highwigs. They’d have to throw you in irons and be knottin’ a noose for your neck, Father Prisskitt. So…I think what you ought to do…is put down that little popper ’fore it goes off and sets you swingin’.” 
To Matthew’s heart-stopping horror, the little popper was lowered and Sedgeworth Prisskitt gave him a sad-eyed look that said I am sorry you have to die. 
And no one was more sorry than Matthew, that he had come to this place and moment in time. How he wished to be walking on The Broad Way, even though it be dappled with horse apples! How he wished to be drinking a glass of wine at the Trot Then Gallop, and playing chess with his friend Effrem Owles. He even wished to be back in the office at Number Seven Stone Street, listening to Hudson Greathouse go on and on about the charms of his own lady love, the lusty widow Abby Donovan. Or…the worst of his wishes yet one he wished he might correct…suffering the cold winds of silence that eminated from Berry Grigsby, the print-master’s granddaughter and—truth be told—a red-haired adventuress who had more than once caused trouble for Matthew. Yet Matthew knew he had more than once caused trouble for her, and at present wished to keep her out of trouble. And yet she bridled at his efforts, misunderstood his meanings and had the ability to pierce his tongue upon the thorns of language, and now they were two icebergs that passed in the night. 
So be it. 
Matthew faced his mountainous foe with an expression of impassive dignity, his chin uplifted not in defiance but because the fellow was so lofty. He was tall and slim, with a lean, long-jawed face and cool gray eyes that held hints of twilight blue. His thatch of fine black hair was neatly combed, as suited this evening of fine graces. As suited also the fine company, his pale candlelit countenance bespoke his intellectual qualities of reading and chess-playing, both interests that claimed many hours. He had been well-educated in a New York orphanage, and better educated by his experiences so far in the rough and rugged world. He was by profession a problem-solver, and well-tempered by such rigors as an ex-magistrate’s clerk would have never dreamt—or feared—to know. One lasting mark of his journey through an uncertain and certainly demanding life was a crescent scar that curved from just above the right eyebrow into his hairline, a gift that Magnus Muldoon was now regarding with obvious interest. 
“Bear got you?” the mountain asked. 
“Not all of me,” was Matthew’s calm reply. The claw slash from Jack One Eye when he was trying to save Rachel Howarth—his “nightbird,” so to speak—from being burned as a witch not far from this very town was yet a painful memory, but still…only a memory. 
“Hm,” said Muldoon. “Mebbe you ain’t a pure dandy after all, to be carryin’ such a token. But no matter. You have got to die for darin’ to bring my angel to this gatherin’.” 
“I won’t allow it!” spoke the violet-eyed angel, with some devilish heat. “Magnus Muldoon, you don’t own me! You can’t be trying to win a woman’s heart with bloodshed! It’s not…not…” She hesitated, struggling for words. 
“Natural. Nor is it Christian,” Matthew supplied. 
“Oh, you’re wrong there!” came the answer from the growly-throated voice within the busky beard. The eyes above that black forest glittered with feverish intent. “It is natural for a man to use bloodshed when he has seen the woman he loves more than the stars love the night. More than the river loves the sea. More than a bird loves the free wind. It is natural, if that’s the only way to win her…by killin’ every damn pretender to her heart who dares to take her arm and sport her about like a silver button on his cuff. And it is Christian, you low-assed heathen, for even Jesus shed blood in the name of love…” 
“His own blood,” Matthew said, to no avail. 
“…and I’m riddin’ this world of those men who can’t carry a candle to the torch of her beauty, and they dress ’emselves up like jouncy crows and hop hither and yonder tryin’ to prove they’re made of some mettle, when right before her stands a man of pure iron!” 
“A little rusty, I think,” said Matthew. He regarded the circling flies and wrinkled his nose at what they swooned upon. “And musty, also.” 
“He won’t be the last,” Pandora said to her hulking suitor. This did not go over very well with Matthew, who nevertheless remained silent. “I would never marry a beast like you! I want a civilized man of refinement…a man to be proud of, not a…not a…” 
“Man not to be proud of,” Matthew supplied. 
“That,” said the most beautiful woman in the world. 
The grim-faced head nodded. “I’ll kill every man livin’ who stands in my way, Pandora Prisskitt! Sooner or later…I’ll be the last man standin’.” 
“You can stand on your head or stand on a pile of gold! I can’t bear to look at you, much less smell you!” She put a hand to her throat and reached out for a handkerchief. “Father!” she cried, and staggered toward him. “I’m going to be ill!” 
“Your time has come,” said the bearded beast to Matthew Corbett. “I challenged you to a duel, and if you’re any kind of man you’ll accept that challenge. If not, turn tail like the yellow-belly I figure you to be and light out of here this minute. Many others have, and everybody at this social loves a good laugh. So I’m askin’ you…what weapon do you choose? Sword? Pistol? Axe? What are you wantin’ to fight me with, you little pale piece ’a parchment?” 
The pallid problem-solver pondered this. He looked up once more at the Sword of Damocles that dangled above his skull. Then he stared into the eyes of Magnus Muldoon and saw there something he had not seen before. Something, perhaps, he had not expected to see. He decided, then, what was his choice. But before he spoke it, Matthew thought of how he had come to this place and this moment, and how when he got home he was going to give Hudson Greathouse such a kick in the pants that the squabbling ghosts of Number Seven Stone Street would stop their eternal fight to applaud his determined application of the boot.



Two




"I say, go!” 
“And I say, no.” 
“Well my God, Matthew! It’s an easy fifty pounds! And I think, according to this gent’s taste in stationery and his oh-so-precious seal, I can ask another twenty pounds and get it. Easy money for an easy task.” 
“Too easy,” said Matthew, as he turned from the pair of windows that—now opened to the warm air of early June—afforded a view to the northwest of New York, to the wide sun-sparkled river and the mossy cliffs and vivid green hills of New Jersey. Fishermen in their small skiffs were at work upon the river, and a sailing boat carrying crated cargo of some sort on deck had come drifting down toward the docks of town, its sails bloomed before the breeze. The ferry was making its long, slow but usually reliable crossing from Manhattan to New Jersey, with a coach and four horses aboard. Matthew had noted with interest that the frameworks of two houses were being built up on the Jersey cliffs where no dwelling had stood before he’d been kidnapped by Professor Fell’s cohorts and taken to Pendulum Island. The pristine nature of the cliffs was no more; such was progress, and ever would be. Directly below the windows were the streets, houses and businesses of New York, a jumble of nautical warehouses, stables, blacksmith shops, rope makers, timberyards, tallow chandlers, carpentry shops, soap makers, poulterers, coopers, peltry sellers, bakeries, japanners, horners, creditors and a dozen and one other areas of occupation. It seemed to Matthew that more people had come since he’d been gone, and on some mornings the bustling traffic of horses, wagons, carts and carriages along the Broad Way reminded him of an anthill scraped open by an errant boot. 
“Too easy,” he repeated to Hudson Greathouse’s bearded face. “And it’s not a suitable task for me. Or for any problem-solver worth a pinch of salt, for that matter.” 
“I saved this letter,” said the Great One, holding it aloft at his desk, “because I thought you might detect a little pepper in it. And I assumed it would stir your juices and make you wish to get to the meat of it.” 
“Is it a letter or a beef stew? Keep on like this and I’ll ask you to pledge yourself to buying my noonday meal at Sally Almond’s.” 
“Pah!” said Hudson, and let the missive drop like a dead leaf upon his desk. He had grown his silver-touched beard out ever since Matthew had arrived bearded from his time at sea upon Captain Jerrell Falco’s Nightflyer, and the widow Donovan had remarked upon her attraction to a hairy face. Which presently had set Hudson to lay aside his razor and reap the rewards, of which Matthew wished to know nothing. Of Captain Falco and the Nightflyer, the good captain’s ship was now many hundreds of miles out in the Atlantic on the mission of returning the ex-slave Zed to his tribal homeland. Matthew had seen the ship off on that morning, as had Zed’s ex-owner, the town’s eccentric coroner Ashton McCaggers. And…on that morning also, stood with McCaggers Berry Grigsby in a dress the color of the April meadows and wearing a floppy-brimmed straw hat banded with wildflowers. Matthew had sneaked several glances at Berry but had received nary a one in return. But what had he expected? He recalled his speech to her not so long ago…recalled it, in fact, as one might recall a stab to the gut. 
I was wrong to have confided in you on the ship that night. It was weak, and I regret it. Because the fact is, I have never needed you. I didn’t yesterday, I don’t today and I will not tomorrow. He had seen the little death in her eyes. And it had killed him, most of all. Fine, she had answered. Good day to you, then. She’d begun walking quickly away, and six strides in her departure she had turned again toward him and there were tears on her face and she’d said in a voice near collapse, We are done. 
Three words. All of them small. All of them terrible. 
So…what had he expected? 
He had played and replayed this scene, in the silence of his diminutive abode behind the Grigsby house. In the shaving of his face before his mirror he had replayed it, and in his reading by candlelight it interrupted the pages. In his walks to and from this very office it followed him like a silent shade, and as he sat alone at Sally Almond’s or in some other establishment it mocked him like a cuff upon the ear. 
Gone too far, he thought. Too far by many steps. 
But he had no choice now, only to keep walking the path. What he would have liked to say to Berry was lost to him. He would have liked to tell her that as long as Professor Fell was alive or at the least uncaged, he must fear the unsleeping eye and the stealthy hand that held a dagger aimed for the heart. And not only fear a sudden death for himself, but for others who dared to befriend him. He didn’t worry much about Hudson Greathouse, who knew what he was getting into when he signed on with the Herrald Agency. No, it was those like Berry—and especially Berry—whom Matthew thought the professor would target, as a method of revenge. Matthew had already led her along dark passages and into dangerous situations that he regretted; to lead her into more intrigues and dangers would mean he did not care for her nearly as much as he really did. Therefore…the silence. 
Silence, however, was not Hudson’s forte. 
“Here you are,” said the Great One, “with an opportunity to refresh yourself with a minor task to carry out—something I’d surely do if I was up to the dance, my lady was more understanding and I was as young as you—and you spurn it as if you were given a horse-shit pudding. There’s nothing so vital on your schedule! Go to Charles Town and relax! Get that episode of Pendulum Island out of your sails! And bring us back a nice chunk of money, for nothing more dangerous than escorting a rich man’s daughter to—” He checked the letter again. “The Sword of Damocles Ball.” A little chuckle rolled from the corner of his mouth. “Some imaginations, these Carolinians have. And, it appears, a little too much money. Why Mister Sedgeworth Prisskitt can’t find a local escort for his daughter is a mystery.” He stared at Matthew with a more serious intent. “Don’t you wish to find the answer?” 
“I wish to enjoy the summer in my own way. I have several books to read.” The truth was, Matthew might be interested in the why of this situation, but his inclination for travel had been dulled by that sea voyage to the Bermudas imposed upon him. At this late date, he would have to take the packet boat from here to Charles Town. He and Berry had worked as crew on the Nightflyer during the passage home, and during his own night flying Matthew was still awakened by the ringing of phantom ship’s bells, the hum and thrum of wind through rigging and the creaking of sea-strained timbers. It seemed at times his little residence was pitching back and forth as if in a white-capped sea. 
“I think the answer,” Matthew ventured, “is that Pandora Prisskitt is so homely no man will be seen in public with her. Far be it from me to upset that equilibrium.” He returned to his own desk and sat down, ignoring his friend’s snort of derision. He had nothing on the docket that shook his earth. Three letters…two requests for a rider to safeguard property papers between New York and smaller towns, and one missive from a farmer in Albany asking for help in unmasking the fiend who had stolen his scarecrow. None of those inflamed Matthew’s imagination, enticed him to act as a champion for justice or caused him to want to travel any of the hard roads out of town. Still…he did wish to be active in some way, to get his mind back onto the business of problem-solving. And of course because his abode—which used to be a dairy-house belonging to New York’s prickly printmaster Marmaduke Grigsby—was just steps away from Berry’s door, the house she shared with her grandfather, Matthew was painfully aware of how long a short distance could be. On the matter of distance, the best news of the season was that the spindly-framed High Constable Gardner Lillehorne had announced he was leaving for London with his shrewish wife ‘the Princess’ at the end of the month to accept a position as Assistant to the High Constable in that teeming city. The surprise to this was that the little red-faced bully Dippen Nack was going with Lillehorne to become his assistant. Matthew thought London must certainly be desperate for assistants these days. 
He shuffled some papers while Hudson busied himself answering a letter from a woman in the town of Huntington inquiring as to help in finding a missing horse, the animal having been taken from her barn in the middle of the night. Perhaps, Matthew thought as his mind wandered, its current rider was a scarecrow. 
He recalled quite vividly the day that Zed departed New York aboard Captain Falco’s ship. His recollection was keened by the fact that after the ship had parted ways with the harbor, Berry had left the scene arm-in-arm with Ashton McCaggers. This time, though Matthew might have fervently wished it, neither of McCaggers’ shoe heels snapped, and neither did the coroner step into a hole or a mud puddle or suffer any disaster of Berry’s supposed “bad luck”. Which perplexed and bothered Matthew no end, though he wasn’t sure exactly why. 
“You are not here,” said Hudson, looking up from his letter and frowning. His frown made a thundercloud appear jolly. “You are not there, either. So the question is…where are you?” 
Matthew replied after a moment of reflection, “Neither here nor there, it seems.” 
“Exactly. Which is why you should find a destination. I’d think you would want to—” He was interrupted by the sound of the door at the bottom of the narrow stairs opening and then closing. Came the noise of someone ascending, and in another moment the inner door opened and there stood the grand dame of the Herrald Agency, Katherine Herrald herself. 
“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, with an uptilt of her solid chin. She was wearing a pale blue gown nearly the same shade as her eyes, which with a single sweep took survey of the office and her two associates. She wore white gloves. Her right hand held a red clay vase that brimmed with yellow flowers. Though she was about fifty years of age, Katherine Herrald was trim-figured, straight-backed and elegant. She wore tipped at a jaunty angle a pale blue hat with red piping, her dark gray hair streaked with pure white at the temples and at a pronounced widow’s peak. She was, lamentably, a true widow; her husband Richard had originated the agency and been brutally murdered in his pursuit of the enigmatic and viperous Professor Fell. 
“Good morning, madam,” replied Hudson, who pushed back his chair and rose to his feet at the same time as did Matthew. Hudson, a broad-shouldered and some might say supremely over-confident bull of a man, stood three inches over six feet and wore a plain white shirt with rolled-up sleeves, tan-colored trousers and white stockings. His thick iron-gray hair was pulled back in a queue and tied with a black ribbon. He was forty-eight years old and had a ruggedly handsome, craggy face that had quickened the hearts of many women before the widow Donovan. The scars he wore attested to his dealings in the world of men armed with swords, daggers and muskets, but actually the scar that cut across his left eyebrow had been caused by the treachery of a broken teacup thrown by his third wife. Hearing the tales of Greathouse’s exploits, Matthew had often wondered how the man had stayed alive so long. Indeed, in one case involving the killer Tyranthus Slaughter, Matthew had almost been the cause of the Great One’s demise. For a time Hudson had counted on the support of a cane to get around; a knife plunged repeatedly into the back followed by near-drowning at the bottom of a well did tend to make the legs unsteady. Happily now in these warmer days, however, Hudson showed his mettle by no longer depending on the cane as much, and he was getting more nimble at taking the stairs up from Stone Street. 
“I have seen Lady Cutter off,” said Madam Herrald, with a quick glance at Matthew. “And I’ve brought something to brighten your day.” She walked to the small hearth of rough gray and tan stones, unused now these last two weeks. She leaned down to place within it the red vase of flowers. “There!” she announced. “An improvement over cold ashes, wouldn’t you say?” 
“I would,” Hudson agreed. “As a matter of fact, I was about to suggest that Matthew clean the fireplace out today. It seems he’s so free with his time at the present.” He followed this with so slick a smile Matthew wanted to rip his beard off and throw it out the window so someone might use it as a horse-brush. 
“Indeed?” The woman’s penetrating blue eyes fixed upon the younger problem-solver. It was apparent she was not simply appraising Matthew’s light gray suit and spotless white shirt. “Time on your hands, you say?” 
“A bit sullen this morning,” Hudson spoke up, rather too cheerfully for Matthew’s liking. The letter from Charles Town rose again from the dead in the Great One’s grasp. “We have here a request from a Mister Sedgeworth Prisskitt concerning the employ of an escort for his daughter Pandora to an occasion called the Sword of Damocles Ball, held the last week of June.” 
“I’ve heard of that,” said Mrs. Herrald. “An annual occasion for the elite of the town, to see and be seen. Sounds more than a little pretentious to me.” 
“My thoughts exactly,” Matthew supplied, bellowing the sail while this tide was turning to his favor. 
“Pretentious or not, we’re being offered fifty pounds for what appears to be one night of work. If you want to call this work.” Hudson waved the letter like a battleflag. “A few days aboard a packet boat for Matthew, he attends the ball and escorts the dear daughter, he gets back aboard another packet boat the next day or so…and there you have it. Anyway, I’m of the opinion that Matthew could use a trip to refresh himself. His last trip was…how shall I say this…? Eventful, for all the wrong reasons. Matthew’s been dragging himself around these past couple of weeks. Look at him, he’s a ghost in his own skin.” 
Matthew thought he could well be a ghost by now, and stumbling through the invisible world inhabited by the spirits of Number Seven Stone Street’s fighting coffee-bean dealers if not for the courage and faith of three women: the princess of blades Minx Cutter, the lonely Iroquois wanderer Pretty Girl Who Sits Alone, and the indefatigable but unreasonable Berry Grigsby. 
He did have another bitter seed from his apple of fortune to chew upon. The fact that Minx Cutter’s first assignment since agreeing to become an associate with the Herrald Agency was taking her to Boston. She was on the case of a stolen piece of jewelry said to be in the shape of a scorpion, and supposedly endowing mystical “gifts” of some kind upon its wearer. Matthew would have wished for such a problem to solve, but that honor and opportunity went to Minx. He thought this totally unfair, since Minx had not yet proven her worth. Or…for that matter…proven she wouldn’t abscond with the scorpion herself at the first chance she got. He could only surmise that Mrs. Herrald had given Minx the enviable job because of information Lady Cutter had offered concerning Professor Fell’s organization. After all, Minx had been involved in the forgeries realm of that operation and also knew more than a passing bit about other areas of the professor’s criminal world. Which made Minx a source of valuable wealth, if she could be trusted. Perhaps giving Minx the task of finding the jewelled scorpion was Mrs. Herrald’s way of verifying if indeed Lady Cutter was trustworthy. Minx had just left for Boston aboard a north-bound packet boat this morning, so the issue of trustworthiness—and the recovery of the mystical scorpion—was yet to be asserted. 
Matthew had bitten his tongue when he’d learned Minx was given the assignment. But it was he who had talked Minx into meeting Mrs. Herrald barely two weeks ago and considering a position in the agency of problem-solvers. Still, it was a damnable affront to his own abilities. And here he sat, with Hudson Greathouse waving that blasted letter around! He had to voice his opinion to Mrs. Herrald, now or never. 
“I believe,” he said calmly, his attention focused on Katherine Herrald, “that this Pandora Prisskitt must be one of the most…shall we say…unlovely creatures upon the face of the earth. I recall that we received a letter sometime back from this same gentleman requesting an escort for his daughter to the…if my memory is not faulty…Cicero Society Ball at the end of March. Why else would her father want to hire someone? And pay what is really a ridiculous amount? I mean…think of it! Hiring an escort to come to Charles Town all the way from New York? Why doesn’t Mr. Prisskitt just find a local escort and pay him the same? Surely there are young men in Charles Town who can be paid to squint through their spectacles at a female of an unfortunate proportion, a wayward eye or a dark-haired lip. So…how does it make sense that this gentleman proposes to secure an escort from a place some seven hundred miles away?” 
“Oh, you’ve tracked the distance, have you?” Hudson’s scar-cut left eyebrow went up. 
“I know the distance. I lived in Charles Town long ere I met you, and certainly had a trying experience in its vicinity.” 
“Yes, the Nightbird thing,” Hudson recalled. “Well, you were but a lad then.” 
“Old enough,” was Matthew’s reply. The Nightbird thing was an improper way to put it, but understandable coming from the Great One’s unruly tongue. It was a reference to his association in the spring of 1699 with Rachel Howarth in the fledgling town of Fount Royal. The magistrate Matthew had clerked for, the late and lamented Isaac Woodward, had called Rachel his “nightbird”, due to the fact that she’d beguiled him just as the singing of a nightbird might beguile any ordinary man from his daytime duties. Matthew had told Greathouse the whole story of that, and now was rewarded with this jab to the groin biscuits. 
“Interesting,” said Mrs. Herrald, who motioned for both gentlemen to be seated again. She gave Matthew a bemused smile. “I mean to say your impressions on this are interesting. You have correctly identified the questions involved, but you jump to a strange conclusion. Even if the young lady is as…hideous as you suggest, surely a man might be found to escort her to a ball for somewhat less than fifty pounds.” 
“I’m thinking the local gents don’t wish their reputations to be sullied. Even for such a sum,” Matthew said as he sat down at his desk. 
“Possibly not. But you surprise me, Matthew. You are presented with a…” She paused, obviously debating some nuance of language. Then, satisfied with her decision, she went on. “A Pandora’s box of mysteries. It seems to me this is a simple matter, yet one I’d think you’d surely consider taking on if just to answer these questions for yourself. You have nothing pressing, it seems. I think you have a respite from the attentions of Professor Fell, who will certainly be busy cleaning up the mess you’ve delivered to him. Not to say he won’t be attentive to you in the future, but for now…I believe he’s busy in England, trying to repair the damage. I wouldn’t have sent Lady Cutter to Boston, if I didn’t think she would be secure in her travels. Again, I say…for now.” A white-gloved hand motioned toward the windows that looked toward the green New Jersey hills and meadowlands. “But Matthew, you should take advantage of the season! You ought to enjoy this opportunity for some safe travel yourself. Consider granting the gentleman’s request, won’t you?” 
Matthew shrugged. “I’ll give it some thought,” he decided, though he wished he were on his way north to Boston rather than planning a southern trip. 
“You might take some extra time in Charles Town,” Mrs. Herrald continued. “Rest and recover in the breezes. I know what you’ve been through.” She offered him a saintly smile. “You should be kinder to yourself, Matthew.” 
“Just what I’ve been telling him,” said the Great One, who made it sound as if he were the wisest physician of the age. 
Matthew discounted Greathouse’s bluster and turned his attention to a more important—and more personally disturbing—matter. “I would ask if you’ve had any news?”
 

 
“Nothing positive,” came the woman’s answer. “I’ve sent off a dozen letters. So far three have come back from my contacts in Philadelphia and Boston. None of them have ever heard of Brazio Valeriani. But I’m hoping my associates in London can shed some light on it.” 
“Hopefully,” said Matthew. Now this was a problem worth the solving…and perhaps, Matthew thought, it had to be solved before Professor Fell lay hands upon this man, for whatever foul reason. Replies from London might take more than a year to arrive in New York, and Matthew had the feeling that time was of the essence. At a dinner one night during Matthew’s enforced stay on Pendulum Island, the professor in the guise of a masked automaton had offered the statement and challenge: I am searching for a man. His name is Brazio
Valeriani. He was last seen one year ago in Florence, and has since vanished. I seek this
man. That for the present is all you need to know. I shall pay five thousand pounds to the person who locates
Brazio Valeriani. I shall pay ten thousand pounds
to the person who brings him to me. Force may be necessary. You are my eyes and my hands. 
Seek, the professor had said, and ye shall find. 
It sounded to Matthew as if Brazio Valeriani did not wish to be found. And mayhaps there was some desperation in Valeriani’s disappearance from Florence. Fear of Professor Fell? Of course…but exactly why did the professor want him? Certainly not dead, but brought before him by force to the tune of ten thousand pounds? 
And Professor Fell had even approached Matthew directly about finding his quarry with the declaration: If you found him I would pay you enough to own that little
town of yours. So the question remained: who was Brazio Valeriani, and why did the emperor of crime want him so badly? Badly being the operative word here, Matthew mused. 
“Beautiful flowers,” said Mrs. Herrald as she surveyed the vase in the hearth. “Some of the most beautiful are often the most trouble to gather. Don’t you agree, Matthew?” 
The problem-solver had no clue. He wondered who might be filling the woman’s ear about his difficult relationship with Berry Grigsby, if indeed this was her point. He decided at that clear and precise moment that he didn’t wish to be around Berry and her new beau. He didn’t wish to see them walking together and find them sitting at Sally Almond’s or drinking coffee at Robert Deverick’s establishment. No, Heaven forbid! It would be torture to have that sight thrust before him day after day! 
Matthew sighed. It was the sound of a soul in pain, yet to Mrs. Herrald and the Great One it was simply a sigh of resignation. 
“I believe I will go to Charles Town,” said Matthew. He nodded, his face more grim than gracious for this sterling opportunity. “Yes. I will pack my bag and take the packet boat.” He slapped his palms upon his desk for emphasis. “I do need a change of scenery. Do me some good, I think.” 
“There you are!” grinned Greathouse. “The young man at last has come to his senses! And,” he continued with a slyer smile, “added at least fifty pounds to our coffers!” 
“Far be it from me,” Matthew relented, “to stand between a fool and his money.” Which made Greathouse’s smile slip a notch simply because Hudson wasn’t sure if he was the fool in reference or if it was Sedgeworth Prisskitt, but the morning was bright and the hills were green and the birds were singing and soon it would be time for a bowl of hearty corn soup and a mug of apple beer at Sally Almond’s, so all was right with the world. 
That had been three weeks ago. Now, as Matthew stood beneath the Sword of Damocles and stared up into the black-bearded and ferocious visage of Magnus Muldoon, all was not so right with the world, even though the ballroom was ringed with silver candelabras that shed golden light and the air was perfumed with lemons and the faint tang of the Atlantic from Charles Town’s harbor only a few blocks to the east. 
The challenge had been made. The duel offered. Matthew stood alone, as both the most beautiful woman in the world and her father had withdrawn to a more comfortable distance. 
“What weapon then, you little piece of puff?” growled the Magnus mountain. His eyes were as sharp as two bits of flint, and ready to strike fire. “What do you wish to die by?” 
Matthew cleared his throat. It was a polite sound. The problem-solver was ready to speak.



Three




"Would you agree, sir,” said Matthew in a quiet voice, “that any implement causing injury can be considered a weapon?” 
Muldoon scratched his beard. Possibly it was a trick of the light, but a few fleas appeared to jump out. “Reckon…I agree,” he said, as cautiously as a human could speak it. 
“And also that ‘death’ can have various meanings?” 
“Hold up!” A huge palm was thrust toward Matthew’s face. “This is smellin’ of trickery!” 
Matthew thought that at least the mountainous blackbeard was not a simpleton. “If I’m going to propose a weapon that might cause my death, sir, please allow me the ability to make the definitions clear.” 
A roar emerged from the cave of the man’s mouth that might have sent a bear running. “Are we gonna fight, or ain’t we?” 
“We’re going to duel, yes,” said Matthew, with composure that even he felt was admirable. In truth, his stomach was churning and he was damp in his armpits. He glanced toward the tapestry of comedy and tragedy, not quite certain in which arena he was a player. Surely, both were rivers from the same fount, and both could easily capsize the most careful of boats. He returned his attention to Magnus Muldoon, who Matthew had realized in the last few soul-jarring minutes was the reason Sedgeworth Prisskitt had to pay an exorbitant fee for an escort for his daughter to the society balls and bring a young man from such a far distance. 
He recalled his first visit to the fine Prisskitt estate and mansion three miles to the northwest, beyond the stone walls that made up the fortress of Charles Town. He had ridden up on a chestnut steed in the bright hot sunshine, fully expecting this day to turn dismal when he looked upon dear Pandora. And yet…when the servant had taken him to the red-carpeted parlor room, and the stately elder gentleman Sedgeworth had come to greet him and offer him a glass of spicy Sir Richard, and drinking this agreeable and quite head-spinning liquor Matthew had been guided out upon a glassed-in conservatory that overlooked meadows sloping down to the Ashley River…and yet Matthew was entranced by the hospitality and by such a beautiful vista, so much so that he forgot his trepidation and the sick little roll of his cabin in the packet boat and began to consider this task a pleasure. 
He had not been half through his rum and only an eighth through Mr. Prisskitt’s recitation of the family’s huge fortune in timber and brickworks when spinet music began to issue from within the house. “Ah!” Prisskitt had said, with a proud and civilized smile. “That would be Pandora, playing her favorite hymn! Shall we make the introduction, Mr. Corbett?” 
Matthew of course recognized the music as A Mighty Fortress Is Our God. He smiled also, his lips oiled by the rum, and pretended not to notice all the bad notes. It was indeed time for the introduction. No matter how homely Pandora was, Matthew was bound and determined to be the grandest escort the poor girl had ever had. Nay, he would be the King of all Escorts! He would kiss her hand and bow before her, and to blazes with Berry Grigsby and Ashton McCaggers, may they both be happy in his attic tomb of grisly curiosities. So there. 
But yes, he would be the greatest escort ever to escort anyone. Ever. To the Sword of Damocles Ball. He wished he might have another jolt of Sir Richard, but now Prisskitt had him by the elbow and was pulling him to his doom. Or…meaning to say…room. 
Matthew did not consider himself to be so superficial as he now found in the next moment that he was. For upon being pulled—escorted by the elbow, so to speak—into the music room and seeing the young woman who sat playing the intricately-etched Italian spinet he felt suddenly weak in the knees, not because of the assault of off-key notes but because…
…because if this vision was indeed Pandora Prisskitt, he was just about to be introduced to the most beautiful woman in the world. 
It was amazing, how mangled notes could be healed by the smile of a violet-eyed goddess. Her lustrous sable-brown hair was done up in what Matthew presumed was the latest Charles Town fashion, its curly ringlets arranged about her shoulders and decorated with green ribbons. She wore a sea-green gown and a choker of perfect white pearls, probably worth the packet boat Matthew had rolled in on. Her face was fit to make any artist into a master of beauty, if such could be captured on canvas. Which Matthew doubted, for Pandora’s serene loveliness would have unsettled the hand that held the brush and made the otherworldly into the commonplace, for her mouth, her cheekbones, the curve of her nose, the small dimples in her cheeks, the sleek arcs of her eyebrows and the violet coloring of the eyes…all would be too much for a brush to match. Matthew thought even Michelangelo might cry for his lack of talent in assigning the young woman’s features to the body of an angel. Indeed, he thought as he staggered a bit beneath her steady gaze and the heavy presence of Sir Richard, she might be the most beautiful woman who had ever lived. Yes, she was that much. And another glass of this rum and he would be surely undone, and what might issue from his mouth would not be the refinements of an escort from New York but the gibbering of the orphan boy he used to be. 
“Mr. Matthew Corbett,” said Prisskitt, “meet my daughter Pandora.” 
And the vision had risen from her seat at the spinet and offered him her soft hand. Opening a Chinese fan before her face she had batted her eyes at him, lowered her head and said in a voice as sweet as the honey crust on a cinnamon cake, “I am so enchanted, Mr. Corbett.” 
In the two days to come before the ball, Matthew was the one who found himself enchanted by Pandora’s manners and presence. He did find it odd, however, that such a creature should be lacking for a local escort, but an afternoon’s ride along the river with Pandora’s father had cleared up the mystery. It seemed that Pandora was so beautiful she had no suitors. “Too striking for the local men!” said Sedgeworth. “Can you fathom that! Yes, it’s true! My daughter absolutely loves to attend the social events…and you do know it’s important for a young woman of her status to be seen at these gatherings…but, Matthew—may I call you Matthew, as I feel I know you so well?—she is never asked by anyone! That’s why I was forced to hire you. Yes, forced to hire a young gent all the way from New York, because no man in this town will ask my daughter to anything! And it’s a shame on them, Matthew! Oh, I don’t understand this younger generation! Well…I mean…you are of the younger generation, but…of course…you’re a sophisticated sort, aren’t you? Listen to me prattling on! Why don’t we retire to the shaded porch, have us another glass—or two—of Sir Richard and relax as Pandora plays us a few hymns. Would that suit you, Matthew?” 
“Oh, yes sir!” said the sophisticated sort, who didn’t realize the power of the Southern sun upon his noggin. “I am well-suited for a stirring hymn!” 
“Indeed you are, my boy,” Prisskitt had replied, as he’d turned his horse back toward the stable. “Indeed you are.” 
One of the tapers in a silver candelabra to Matthew’s left spat sparks, as above his head the breeze through the open garden door made the sword of Damocles sway back and forth…back and forth…
“Death,” said Matthew, “can have many definitions as applied to the human condition, sir. For instance, there is the death of an idea. Or the death of hope. Do you agree that someone can be said to die of shame?” 
“Of shame? What are you goin’ on about? Either a man dies or he don’t!” 
“Precisely so, but there can be the death of the spirit as well as of the body…may I call you Mr. Muldoon?” 
“Reckon. What’s your name?” 
“Matthew Corbett, at your service.” 
“Pleased to meet you.” 
“The same.” 
“Now listen here!” Muldoon roared again, the beast taking up its vengeful burden. “What are we gonna fight with?” 
And here was the question that needed answering. Matthew had realized that Magnus Muldoon was the real reason no young man of Charles Town offered to squire the lady Prisskitt to any of these socials. No young man of Charles Town wished to wind up in the graveyard or laughed out of town for refusing this monster’s challenge. A glance at the dandies and dames in this dignified dungeon told Matthew that there were a few too many grinning faces and glinting teeth for a civilized gathering. He had no doubt that several gents had been laid onto the banquet table for worms due to Muldoon and his fixation on the angel of the room, but probably many more had run for their lives. Matthew had seen in Muldoon’s eyes that the man expected him to run…no…really, wanted him to. For the beast was not a born killer, it was just that he was somewhat bewitched by the awesome beauty of Pandora Prisskitt. And who was it who once said there was no such thing as witches? 
Matthew had not desired to be the center of the evening’s entertainment, but he stepped up to the task. 
“My weapon of choice,” he said firmly, “is a comb.” 
Muldoon cupped a hand behind one of his ears, which was hidden by his matted mane and might well be plugged by a thumb’s-length of wax. “Must be goin’ deef. Thought you said your weapon of choice is a comb.” 
“You heard correctly. A comb it is.” 
Magnus Muldoon shook his head as if he’d already been axed in the brainpan. “A comb. For the hair?” 
“Exactly so. And I prefer to have satisfaction right now, at this moment.” Matthew reached into a pocket of his waistcoat and withdrew his own simple wooden comb, and then he surveyed the onlookers. “Might one of you have a comb Mr. Muldoon and I can use in our—” 
“You’re crazy!” It was still a growl, but somewhat weakened. “How can a comb be a weapon in a duel?” 
“I think you’re about to find out, sir. Ah, thank you!” An older gentleman with a shock of white hair had brought a tortoise-shell comb also from his waistcoat and offered it to Matthew. “I will be glad to pay for the comb,” said the problem-solver, realizing the fate of one of these implements. 
“Are you suffering some insanity?” came the voice of Sedgeworth Prisskitt. The question was a polite repeat of Muldoon’s. “What’s a comb got to do with duelling?” 
Matthew preferred not to answer the man nor give him and his daughter a glance. Suddenly Pandora was not so beautiful to him. After all, this entire scene had been set with him in mind as a sacrifice, just so dear Pandora could attend the ball. He could either wind up dead or running like a rabbit out of town, but it was all for the woman’s vanity. He didn’t think fifty pounds was enough for this job. Still…it was a challenge, and never more so than at this moment. 
“Choose one, if you dare,” Matthew told the mountain. There was hesitation in the black-bearded ogre. “Come on!” urged the piece of puff, in a voice that sounded like a man who had fought one or two uneven battles in his life and, in truth, didn’t mind a little scuffle in the dirt. He held the combs forth. “If you have any courage, you’ll take one of these. If not…get out.” 
With that taunt, Magnus Muldoon bloomed red at his cheeks and came forward like a thunderstorm. He reached for the tortoise-shell comb first, but then his hand paused. He snatched up Matthew’s wooden implement. “What am I supposed to do with this?” he asked, as if biting off a hunk of meat from a bone. 
“My challenge to you,” said Matthew, “is simply to comb your hair. Yes,” he allowed to Muldoon’s expression of bafflement, “that’s all. I say that whoever can draw their comb completely through their hair is the winner of this duel. Oh…you’re not afraid, are you?” 
“Hell, no! Not feared of nothin’ that walks on two legs or four, crawls on its belly or flies on the wing!” 
“Good. Not fearful of a little comb, then are you?” 
Muldoon regarded the teeth as if peering into the maw of an unknown animal. “No,” he answered Matthew, his eyes aflame…yet his voice was more smoke than fire. 
“Can someone count to three and start us off?” Matthew asked the assembly. No one came forth, and Matthew figured the throng was quite disappointed that they weren’t going to either see a sword or pistol fight at dawn or a New York problem-solver’s behind as he ran for the packet boat dock. “Mr. Prisskitt?” Matthew offered. “Count to three, please?” 
“Well…I…” 
“I’ll do it!” said the young woman who was not quite now so beautiful. She actually wore the hint of a wicked smile, which proved that beauty was indeed skin-deep. “One…two…three!” 
Matthew put comb to hair and began to smoothly glide it through. Magnus Muldoon put comb to hair and made another legion of fleas jump and a flight of flies grumble and buzz. In another moment, as Matthew continued to effortlessly guide the comb through his own hair, the Magnus Man found the going as tough as fighting upsteam through a barricade of beaver dams. His comb got hung up on one tangled and matted mess after another. When Matthew was finished, Muldoon was yet struggling and tearing out hair in the process. The bearded beast had to drop his tricorn and take hold of the comb with both hands, as if he were swinging the heaviest axe ever made. But he was no quitter, that was for sure, and though the bear-greased black sprigs clogged in the comb’s teeth and the fleas jumped and the flies swirled and tears came to the eyes of Magnus Muldoon, still the hands wrenched and tore and the mouth grimaced with pain. He was hardly halfway to his crown, where the worst of his wilderness grew. The comb ripped, snagged and clogged with bear grease. Muldoon gritted his teeth and kept tearing. Suddenly rivulets of blood began to trickle through the man’s hair down his forehead, along his cheeks and into his beard. 
“Stop!” said Matthew, alarmed at this flowing of red rivers. “There’s no need for this!” 
But Muldoon wasn’t listening. He continued ripping his scalp to pieces, tearing out hunks of hair with what had become a true instrument of pain. 
“Muldoon! Stop it, you fool!” urged Sedgeworth Prisskitt, standing in front of his daughter. She had her hand up over her mouth, as if about to release all the stuffed victuals with which she was stuffed. Her eyes were no longer angry; now they just looked a little sick. 
The madman would not stop. Matthew realized this was indeed a duel, and Magnus Muldoon was taking it as seriously as the New York dandy had not. Matthew was about to implore him to cease the struggle, as more blood ran over Muldoon’s face, but then the comb clogged with its ugly mess of hair, grease and God-knew-what-all became well and truly stuck nearly to the man’s crown, and try as he might with his beastly strength Muldoon could not move the comb a shilling’s width through his unfortunate tangle. He staggered back and forth and struggled with it—God’s breath, did he struggle! Matthew thought with equality of horror and awe—but as the blood trickled down Muldoon’s forehead and cheeks and the comb refused to budge it was clear the duel had but one winner. 
At last, with a whuff! of released breath that indicated even the Magnus Man had come to the end of his determination, the loser of this contest released his hold on the comb, which yet was held fast by the aptly-named locks. Someone in the watching throng—a woman, or perhaps a highly-excitable man—gave out a laugh in the upper register that cut across the room like a razor across a throat. Matthew saw Muldoon wince, saw his face tighten beneath the crimson streamers of blood that streaked his face as surely as if the sword of Damocles had fallen upon his head. Then Muldoon reached into his black coat, pulled a long knife from a leather sheath at his waist, and took two steps toward Matthew. 
Matthew did not retreat. His legs wished to—and almost did—but it seemed to him the wrong thing to do, so he did not. 
Muldoon stared into Matthew’s eyes while he used the knife to cut the wooden comb free. Then he gave the quite unusable and disgusting instrument to Matthew’s hand. He sheathed the knife, picked up his tricorn hat, and gazed around at the gathered throng who seemed to be waiting for the next act to what was yet this unknown tragedy or comedy. 
“You lot,” said the bloodied man, with a painful half-smile. “Thinkin’ you’re so high God has to reach up to you to wipe your tails with a pinecone, and you lookin’ down haughty on me. Oh, you bagful of snakes and dirty sinners! Laughin’ and laughin’…when there ain’t nothin’ funny at all.” 
Maybe someone further back in the room did give out an unfortunate and muffled chuckle, but mostly silence of the stony kind met this assertion. 
“And you,” Muldoon said to Pandora Prisskitt. “The loveliest vision I ever did see, or hope to see. You walk through my dreams. When everythin’ seems dark out in the woods…you’re the candle I hold tight to. I want for better things. Does that make me so bad?” 
“You know what you’ve done!” Sedgeworth’s voice was tight and strained. “You’ve killed three of my daughter’s suitors, run a dozen more of them out of town and nearly ruined her life! Why don’t you leave us both alone and keep to your own kind?” 
“What kind would that be?” came the reply. “The animals of the field?” Again he directed his gaze toward the lovely one. “I thought…when I first seen you on the front street that summer morn…and I recall it, down to the minute…that if I could only walk at your side, and hold your hand, and have the favor of God’s blessin’ to look upon your face…that everythin’ could change for me, and I would give you a life worth livin’. And a love you would never have known, straight from my heart. But…I kinda see you now. I kinda see…how you brung this fella all the way from New York, for me to kill…just ’cause you have to go to these fancy dances. That ain’t right, Pandora.” He let that hang in the air, as much as the sword hung in the air above the festivity. “Ain’t right, to use a person that way.” He faced Matthew. “My apologies to you, sir. I’ll make apologies for her, too.” 
“You don’t need to speak for my daughter!” said the father, getting more enraged by the minute. “How dare you! Speak for yourself! Or…let the world look at you and smell you, and that tells the story well enough!” 
Magnus Muldoon opened his mouth perhaps to fire an angry volley at Father Prisskitt, but suddenly it appeared to Matthew that all the salt went out of him and all that was left was sad clay. “I reckon you’re right,” said the man. He nodded. “Reckon you are.” His eyes found the loveliest vision, who stared at him with the warmth of a blizzard. “Pandora,” he said, and the sound was like a heart breaking. “I know I done wrong…but I thought…maybe…with you at my side…I could be better than I was. Am,” he corrected. “I would’ve given you love,” he told her. “I would’ve held you like the finest cup in the world, and poured myself into you. Is wishin’ that so wrong?” 
“It is hideous,” Father Prisskitt answered, and in it Matthew heard the hiss of the snake. “And if it did not make me so sick I would laugh myself to the floor.” 
“Get out of our sight!” the daughter nearly shouted, her face contorted and eyes glittering and not nearly so lovely as Matthew had thought at the evening’s beginning. “Get out of this world, you black-bearded monster!” 
With that, Muldoon straightened his boulder-like shoulders. He cast his gaze around the ballroom, at the grinning faces in the guttering light. He let his gaze fall upon Matthew Corbett, who felt the weight of the moment. 
“You bested me,” said Muldoon. “I ought to hate your guts…but I don’t. I’m just gonna leave you here with ’em, all these fine ladies and gentlemen, and I’m gonna say…enjoy what you’ve earned.” He gave Matthew a slight bow, and then turning around he walked across the boards and exited the event by the way he’d come, through the filmy curtain and into the garden where no weed dared grow. 
In another few seconds Matthew found himself the hero of the moment. So many hands whacked him on the back—and some as hard as enmity—he feared he’d be bruised all the way to his lungs. Sedgeworth Prisskitt came up and clapped him on the back and said something unintelligible, because Matthew had ceased to listen to him. Fine ladies drifted up like pastel smoke to rub against his shadow. Highwigs puffing powder marched up and the chunky faces beneath them said how steadfast he was, and how cunning. And then Pandora Prisskitt came forward, radiant even in her darkness, and took his arm with the pride of ownership. 
“You are so smart,” she gushed, “and so brave too!” 
The musicians were starting to take their places again, and allow a few notes to issue forth as invitations to more dancing. “Thank you for your compliments and your company,” said Matthew, to Pandora’s puzzled expression as he dislodged her hand from his arm. “I shall have to take my leave now, as I’m feeling a little ill.” 
“Oh?” Sedgeworth had heard this, and came forward. “What’s the matter?” 
“Nothing very much,” Matthew replied. “Just a bit close in here for me. The air…seems oppressive.” 
“I’m sure a walk around the garden will help! Pandora, go with him!” 
But Pandora was very intelligent, and she knew and pulled back. Matthew gave both father and daughter the smile of a gentleman who has done his duty. “I shall indeed walk around the garden on my way to the inn. It seems to me that there are several fellows here who might like a dance with your very gracious and understanding daughter. Oh…would you take this, please?” And so saying, he placed the comb matted with Muldoon’s bloody hair into Sedgeworth’s palm. Then he offered a bow to the lady and glanced up one more time at the sword of Damocles to count himself lucky. He left the room by the garden exit to walk beneath the star-strewn sky over Front Street, ruminate on how quickly life could turn comedy into tragedy and vice versa, and consider that he might appear to be one of the chosen elites who occupied the ballroom yet he in truth he had been there on a task and in depth he was more an outsider than ever before. And tonight, after having escaped either death or humiliation and seeing the reality of things, Matthew was very much more than content with his position.



Four




It was a fine morning to walk along Front Street in the warm sunshine, which if Matthew knew anything about Charles Town in the summer—and he certainly did from past experience as clerk to Magistrate Woodward here in his younger days—the warmth of the sun would turn to wretched heat as the day wore on and the shadows grew small. By noon the smell of the swamp would ooze over the town’s stone walls and permeate the little shops selling coffees and teas and bon-bons for the genteel, and the odor of decaying fish afloat and abloat against the wharf would violate even the most sweetly-scented fragrance of a garden’s roses or the perfumes sold to dab behind a lady’s ear or upon a gentleman’s cravat. In other words, at high noon it was time to get out the silk fans and employ the nosegays, so Matthew walked the street early and wisely before such aromas could embellish the air. 
Besides, last night he’d gotten a strong enough whiff of this place. He had slept on a goosedown mattress in a comfortable bed in an inn owned by a Mr. and Mrs. Carrington, both agreeable people who were curious about New York and asked many questions concerning the life and manners there, and he had supped this morning on orange muffins with cinnamon butter followed by spiced ginger tea, and he appeared to be composed and content…and yet this was an illusion. For as he strolled along Front Street in his neat gray suit, his pale blue shirt and his gray tricorn with a dark blue band, even as he peaceably passed the shops and seemed to be at peace with all under God’s eye, he was at war with himself. 
He had come to this situation of internal combat sometime before dawn, just when the town’s roosters began to crow. One part of himself wished to directly return to New York upon the next packet boat leaving port, and the other part…
…perhaps not so quickly. 
He strolled on, from tree-shade to tree-shade. The scene—or rather, the sense—of last night’s festivity would not leave him. Several well-dressed gentlemen and ladies who passed him nodded in greeting. He wondered if they had been present at the ball, and if they still thought him such the hero for besting Magnus Muldoon with a comb. But the part of it that particularly galled Matthew was the truth of something the bearded mountain had said: I kinda see you now. I kinda see how you brung this fella all the way from New York, for me to kill just ’cause you have to go to these fancy dances. That ain’t right, Pandora. Ain’t right, to use a person that way. 
And Pandora’s less-than-musical reply: Get out of this world, you black-bearded monster! 
It was an ugly picture, Matthew thought as he walked. Made more ugly by the superficial beauty of the queenly Lady Prisskitt, which had beguiled him so completely and might nearly have crowned him as the king of his own coffin. 
He walked a distance further, mindful of other people strolling on the street and the passage of carriages, the horses clip-clopping along. In a moment he stopped to gaze into the window of a tailor’s shop that displayed some shirts and suits in light summer hues. He was thinking…thinking…thinking that thinking was often his undoing…but it seemed to him that Pandora Prisskitt should not get away completely free from causing the deaths of three men—however those deaths had been delivered by the hand of a man who loved her valiantly and in vain. Also, Matthew disliked the fact of being used, intended to be either the fourth corpse or another frightened fool running for his life. And there was also the issue of Magnus Muldoon, a sad and heavy-hearted soul who seemed to think himself more Lancelot than Luckless Lout. 
So…the question being, in his state of internal war…should he board the next packet boat heading north…or should he stay for a few more days, and stir up the muddy waters of love? 
A face appeared in the window. 
Rather, it was the reflection of a face in the glass. A woman in a pale green hat and gown the same color had come to stand just behind his right shoulder, and when she spoke Matthew felt both a punch to his stomach and a thrill course up his spine. 
“Matthew? Matthew Corbett? Is that you?” 
He turned toward her, for he already knew. He brought up a smile, but his face felt too tight to hold it steady. 
She was both the same and of course very different, as he also was. Here is the witch, he recalled her saying in the foul gaol of the fledgling town of Fount Royal, as she defiantly threw off her dirty cloak of sackcloth to reveal the woman beneath. He remembered the moment of her nudity quite clearly, and in truth he had carried that moment and opened it like a locket for a peek inside from time to time. His cheeks reddened a few degrees, which he hoped she attributed to the external temperature. 
“Hello, Rachel,” he answered, and he took Rachel Howarth’s offered hand and almost kissed it, but decorum prevailed. 
She had been weathered in her twenty-eight years, primarily by her ordeal of being accused of witchcraft in that nasty situation and her months facing the stake and the flames, but she was still very youthful and indeed as beautiful as Matthew remembered. Her heart-shaped face with a small cleft in the chin was framed by the fall of her long, thick midnight-black hair. Her eyes were pale amber-brown, verging on a fascinating golden hue, and her skin color was near mahogany as bespoke her Portuguese heritage. She was altogether twice as beautiful, Matthew thought, as Pandora Prisskitt considered herself thrice to be. And Matthew knew Rachel’s soul as well, which was also a dwelling of beauty. 
But also, he knew where the so-called “devil’s marks” were on her naked body, and these little dark marks and flecks that appeared on everyone’s flesh had almost sent her skin flaming. He had been her champion and had saved her from that imprisonment and from that fire, and the last he had seen of her was when he had left her to claim her own future in Fount Royal, and to find his own in the greater town of New York. 
“I am amazed!” she said, with a smile that might have been described as giddy. She appeared to be about to throw herself into his arms, yet she was restraining her forward motion. “Matthew! What are you doing here?” 
“On business from New York,” he replied, in a steadfast tone. “I’m a problem-solver now.” 
“Oh? People pay you to solve their problems?” 
“Yes, that’s about it.” 
“If so, then,” she said, “I owe you quite the chestful of gold coins. I cannot believe I am seeing you! Just out here, in the broad daylight!” 
“I was in attendance last night at the Sword of Damocles Ball.” 
Rachel made a face as if the midday odors had come early. “Oh, with those people? Surely you haven’t become—” 
“One of them? If I gather your meaning correctly, I hope not. I was hired as an escort for one of the local ladies. The story is a bit complicated, but I survived the sword.” And conquered with the comb, he thought. “But you…what are you doing here?” Did he feel his heart flutter just a bit, under her golden gaze? He had fought a bear to save her life, and bore the scar for that. Perhaps there was another scar that ran a bit deeper? 
“Well, I…” She suddenly looked to her left. “David! You must meet this young man!” 
Matthew followed her line of sight. A tall gent in a tan-colored suit and a darker brown tricorn was coming across the street. He paused to allow a carriage to pass by, and then he continued onward. He was smiling and healthy-looking and appeared to be in his early thirties. He walked with a purposeful stride, a man of energy and means. 
“This is David, my husband,” Rachel told the young problem-solver from New York. “I am Rachel Stevenson now.” She smiled again, a little awkwardly, as if she could hardly believe this herself. “A doctor’s wife!” 
“Ah,” said Matthew, whose hand extended almost of its own accord toward the approaching master of this beautiful woman’s heart. He said, with his own smile fixed in place, “I am Matthew Corbett, sir, and I am very pleased to meet you.” 
They shook hands. The doctor had a grip that might put someone’s hand in need of a doctor. “David Stevenson.” He had a sharp-featured, handsome face and very blue eyes, which now blinked with sudden recognition. “Oh! You are the one!” And so saying, he rushed upon Matthew and hugged him and clapped Matthew upon the back with such fervor that a half-digested orange muffin nearly popped out. Then the good doctor Stevenson seized Matthew by both shoulders and grinned in his face with the power of the Carolina sun and said, “I thank God you were born, sir! I thank God that you did not give up on Rachel, when others might have. And I see the scar, and I know what you did for the woman I love. I should bow down on my knees before you!” 
“Not necessary,” said Matthew, fearing the doctor might actually do such a thing. “I was glad to do my part in that particular play, and I am surely glad that now her time of woe and worry has come to an end.” And certainly it appeared so, for wife retreated toward husband and husband put arm around wife and wife who was once accused of witchcraft in a nasty little cell smiled very happily indeed, and the scarred champion nodded his approval for time had moved on and so must all men and women. She had made him what he was today, and because of her he had come very far from his first experience at “problem-solving”—though he hadn’t known it at the time—in Fount Royal. Still, it was a bittersweet moment for Matthew, who had never felt so alone in a place in his life. 
“We live on an estate just outside town,” Rachel said. “You must come to dinner with us tonight!” 
“We insist!” said Dr. Stevenson. “It’s the least we can do!” 
Matthew thought about it, but not too long. He had other business on his mind, and after this was done he planned on going home. There was no need to revisit his—or Rachel’s—past any further, and besides he reasoned really that Rachel herself would begin to feel uncomfortable about this invitation as soon as he accepted it. Therefore he said, “Thank you, but I have to decline. My time here is very limited, but—again—thank you.” 
“Solving another problem?” Rachel asked. Was it Matthew’s imagination, or did she look a mite relieved? After all, he recalled an event in an Indian village, when he was nearly insensible and recovering from the wounds inflicted upon him by Jack One Eye, in which he’d dreamed that this beautiful woman had crawled atop him to further the healing process by the heat of her body and passion of her kiss. But had it really been a dream? Only Rachel knew for sure, and though this was not a problem it was surely a mystery that Matthew knew he would never solve. Perhaps it was better that way, to keep some events in the realm of the mysterious. 
“Well,” Matthew answered, “as you mention it, yes. Or rather, a personal issue I’d like to address. May I ask if either of you know a man named Magnus—” 
“Muldoon?” the doctor interrupted. “Of course! He’s done work on the estate, clearing trees and such. A tireless worker, to be sure. And I tended to his father in the poor man’s last days of swamp fever, just after I arrived last summer, Muldoon’s mother having passed away several years ago. You have business with him?” 
“I do. Might I ask how to find him?” 
“I’ve never been to his house,” was the reply. “He brought his father to me in their wagon to tend to. But I believe it’s up the North Road past the town of Jubilee and the Green Sea Plantation, which is maybe eight miles from here.” He gave an impish smile. “You might ask for further directions there, as the trails up along the River of Souls are…shall we say…for the adventurous.” 
“The River of Souls?” Matthew asked. 
“Yes, the Solstice River, which branches off from the Cooper. The Green Sea Plantation grows rice along there.” 
“Ah.” Matthew nodded. He’d heard of the Solstice River during his time spent here as a magistrate’s clerk, but neither he nor Magistrate Woodward had ever had need to travel in that northward direction. For the most part they had remained within the town’s walls, dedicated to the local legal matters. “Swamp country, then.” 
“What isn’t, around here?” The doctor shrugged. “One gets used to damp earth under the boots.” 
“Just so the boots aren’t under the damp earth,” Matthew said, thinking of his last escapade through muddy water on Pendulum Island. “I lived here for several years, but I’ve never heard the Solstice River called the River of Souls.” 
“Witchcraft,” Rachel answered. 
“Pardon?” Matthew turned his attention to her, and the word he thought he would never hear issue from her lips. 
“Supposedly,” David Stevenson said, bringing up his bemused smile, “a witch cursed the river, for drowning her son. And cursed the entire swamp around it, as well. This was many, many years ago…if such really happened. So now the river’s upper course remains largely unexplored, and according to the tale I heard it was said that…well…ridiculous indeed, but those who travel up it are destined to witness horrors that test the soul. And that the witch still lives and searches for a soul to trade the Devil for her son’s.” He had spoken these last two sentences with a quietly jocular air, worthy of a sophisticated distance between those who believed such poppycock and those who did not. He glanced up at the sun’s progress. “Getting hot early, I fear. It’ll be sweltering by noon.” 
“Yes, certainly,” Matthew agreed, feeling the risings of sweat on the back of his neck even though they stood in tree-shade. In regards to the River Solstice, as he had spent much of his time in Charles Town either reading, plotting out chess problems, studying Latin and French or scribing testimony for the magistrate in cases that went on for hour after hour, Matthew had been primarily a single citizen of his own world. The selfsame for the Sword of Damocles Ball and all the other events meant for the town’s elite; he’d existed far below their influence, and certainly would never have been in the rarified orbit as the Prisskitts or anyone at that damnable festivity. “You heard this tale from whom, and when?” 
“An elderly negress, nearing ninety years, at the Green Sea Plantation only a few days ago. She told a very compelling story, also entertaining, as I worked. I was summoned there to apply a compress to a horse bite on an overseer’s arm. It had become infected. While I was there I suggested an inspection of the slaves and house servants, thirty-four in all. I wound up pulling a few teeth and washing out some minor wounds.” 
“The whip?” asked Matthew, having had some experience with that particular pain. 
“No, thankfully not. The Kincannon family restrains the use of that. The wounds I tended were snakebites—not poisonous, obviously—and others related to working in the ricefields. I have had to go there and amputate a hand mangled by an alligator, unfortunately.” 
“Dangerous work, it seems,” said Matthew. “Very dangerous. And often deadly. But the rice must grow and be harvested, and the new fields carved from the swamps.” Matthew checked the degree of the sun, and decided that if he were going he’d best get to the nearest stable, secure a horse and be on his way. An eight-mile trip would be about two hours, depending on the trail. 
He reached out and took Rachel’s hand. “I’m so pleased to have seen you,” he told her. “Pleased also that you are happy, and have found a true home.” He squeezed her hand quickly and then released it. “Sir,” he said to Dr. Stevenson, “I wish you both a fine life and excellent health. If I’m in this vicinity again anytime soon, I’ll surely accept a visit to your estate and dinner.” 
“Our pleasure, sir,” answered the doctor, who reached forward again to shake Matthew’s hand and give it another bone-crush. 
“Goodbye, Matthew.” Rachel dared to deliver a kiss to his left cheek, which was likely more scandalous here than in New York, and yet it was correct. “Good travels to you today, and I hope…” She paused, searching the chest of hope that Matthew had given her when he had freed her from her bondage. “I hope you find a solution to every problem,” she finished, with a tender smile. 
“Myself as well,” he answered, and giving a slight bow to Dr. and Mrs. Stevenson, he turned away and walked in the direction of the stable from which he’d rented his chestnut steed a few days ago. He was very tempted to look back, and with each step forward tempted a bit more, but the point of going forward was progress and thus he was to all eyes admirably progressive. He continued on, following his shadow along Front Street’s white-and-gray stones and thinking that he should be turning around and heading to the packet boat dock to secure his ticket and then going to the inn for his bags, and yet…
Matthew knew himself. When he was curious about a situation or a person, there was no retreat until he had satisfied his curiosity. He could not let this go. Thus his intended trip to the mountain Muldoon today, up the North Road into rice and Green Sea country, into the supposed realm of witches and devils on the River Solstice, into the future unknown…if only for a few hours, which suited him just fine. 
He walked on at a steady pace, seeing the stable ahead, and readied his money for the rental of a noble horse to carry the warrior onward.



Five




"Ya ain’t from around here, are ya?” 
An understatement, Matthew thought. But he said politely, “No sir, I am not. I am seeking the house of a—” He paused, because more and more people in this little town of Jubilee were coming forward along the dusty street to get a gander at the newcomer in his sweat-damp clothing. Matthew had removed his coat and tricorn hat in tribute to the oppressive heat, which seemed to not only be boiling from the hot yellow ball of the midday sun but also roiling off the huge willow trees that ought to be cooling the town, not inflaming it. Matthew felt like a wet rag. His chestnut horse, Dolly, was underneath him presently drinking from a trough at a hitching-post. He wished he’d had the sense to bring a simple water bottle on this jaunt. So much for preparations from someone who always considered himself well-prepared! Fie on it! he thought. He spied a well that stood at what seemed to be the center of this community of patchwork houses, and he said to the grizzled old man who’d first approached him, “Pardon me while I get a drink, please.” 
“He’p y’self,” the fellow offered, and took the reins to tie Dolly to the post while she drank. 
Matthew put on his tricorn, got out of the saddle and excused himself past many of the rather threadbare-looking citizens who had come to take the measure of his worth. Men, women, children, dogs and chickens had arrived on the scene. He felt the stroke of a few hands, not along his body but along the material of his linen shirt and the suit jacket he held over his shoulder. Eight miles north of Charles Town had brought him into a wholly different world. The structures here were ramshackle hovels, except for one larger building that seemed fit enough to stand against an evening breeze, with the title Jubilee General Store painted in white above its front doorway. A lean, rawboned man wearing a floppy-brimmed hat with a raven’s feather in the hatband sat in a rocking-chair on the store’s porch, a jug of something perched on a barrel at his side and his eyes aimed at Matthew, who nodded a greeting as he approached the well. The man failed to respond, but a couple of dogs and a few small children ran circles around Matthew and stirred up what seemed to the visitor the very dust of discontent. 
He cranked the bucket up. He could look to the northeast and see—beyond several more houses and wooden fences—fishing boats and canoes pulled up upon a swampy shore. The River Solstice flowed past Jubilee, merging into the Cooper only two hundred yards to the southeast. It was notable in that it was a third as wide as its larger brethren, which was nearly a mile across in places, but seemed in what he’d seen of it so far through the trees and underbrush to be a nervous river, full of twists and turns in contrast to the Cooper’s stately progress. Indeed, the North Road—a weatherbeaten trail, at its best description—had led him alongside the Cooper for a time before hiding it behind dense forest, and then had revealed it again near the point where the two waters converged. 
Though the sun shimmered on the surface of the River of Souls in bright coinage, Matthew thought the water in its vault looked dark. Darker than the Cooper, it appeared. More gray in its belly, and fringed with the black of swamp mud where it agitated the earth. Across the river was naught but further wilderness, a whole country of it. 
Matthew took his tricorn off and used his hand to scoop up some water. He drank first, then wet his face, hair and the back of his neck. The cloud of biting insects that had been swirling around him and darting into his eyes for the better part of the last hour retreated, but they would soon be back with—Matthew was sure—reinforcements. In this swampland, such a battle went on incessantly. 
He saw that a large cornfield stood northward, and along with it a grainfield of some variety of wheat. Jubilee thus maintained itself as a farming community, but it appeared that visitors here were few and far between. And just as Matthew thought that and was taking another slurp of water from his palm, a wagon being drawn by four horses came trundling down the same narrow track he’d followed from the North Road, where the word Jubilee was painted on the trunk of a huge mossy willow. The wagon’s wheels stirred up another floating curtain of yellow dust, people stepped aside to get out of the way for it seemed the wagon’s driver had no qualms about running anyone over, and in another moment the wagon passed Matthew and the well and pulled up in front of the general store. 
The rawboned man with the raven’s feather in his hatband stood up in greeting, at the same time as four young black males—slaves, without a doubt—who’d been riding in the back of the wagon got out and stood obviously waiting for a command. They were dressed not in rags but in regular and clean clothing of white shirtings, black trousers, white stockings and boots. The driver was a white man, thick-shouldered and dark-haired, also wearing simple clothes. A second white man, who’d been sitting alongside the driver, climbed carefully down from the plank seat and he was the one to whom Sir Raven’s Feather spoke. This individual was older, wore a gray shirt and a pair of dark green trousers with stockings the same hue, and had some difficulty with his right leg, for he limped and it seemed to pain him. After a quick conference with Sir Feather he motioned the slaves to go into the store. They obeyed, and a moment later were engaged in the labor of bringing out barrels and grainsacks to load onto the wagon. 
Supplies for the Green Sea Plantation, is what Matthew surmised. The wagon’s driver did not offer to help the loading process; he was content to light a pipe from his tinderbox, sit back and watch the slaves earn their keep. The distance between Matthew and the driver was not too far for Matthew to note on the man’s right forearm a medical compress fixed in place by a wrapping of cloth bandages, as his sleeves were rolled up. So there was the overseer who’d suffered the horse bite, Matthew thought. And from Matthew’s knowledge of medicine Dr. Stevenson’s compress, to soothe the wound and draw out infection, would be a soft mixture of meal, clay and certain herbs wrapped up in cheesecloth, heated and applied to the wound. Matthew assumed that the doctor had left more of the mixture at the plantation and instructions on how to change the compress, for within a short time the application would be dried out and unworthy. 
Some of the citizens came to watch the wagon being loaded, as the slaves worked quickly at their task. Dogs barked and scampered around, enjoying the activity. Other citizens edged closer to Matthew, still curious about his presence. And suddenly Sir Feather pointed toward Matthew, and with a puff of pipesmoke the overseer took Matthew in and the older gentleman in gray and green also turned his head to view the visitor. 
Matthew nodded, as he was suddenly the center of attention. The older gentleman spoke to Sir Feather once more and then came limping toward the well. His right leg seemed to resist bending at the knee. 
“Good day, sir,” said Matthew as the man neared. 
“Good day to you,” the man rumbled. He was tall and slender but powerful-looking in spite of the recalcitrant leg. He was perhaps in his mid-forties, with dark brown hair brushed back from the dome of his forehead and just touched with gray at the temples. His was the face of a fighter, all sharp angles and ridges and the beak of a broken nose. His brown beard had been allowed to grow long down his chest and was also streaked with gray like the zigzagging of lightning bolts. A pair of deep-set, penetrating hazel eyes made Matthew think of a hawk sitting above him in a tree, regarding him with avian intensity to figure out what he might be made of: animal, mineral or vegetable? Or, rather, if he were worth the trouble of figuring out such, for this man carried with him a certain attitude like a hard push to the chest. One wrong word or motion here, Matthew thought, and this man would fly in his face like, indeed, the hawk in the tree. 
He decided to announce himself. “My name is Matthew Corbett. I’ve come from Charles Town.” 
“Well,” answered the other, “of course you have.” This was said with nary a slip of a smile; the eyes were still measuring him, taking him apart here and there, examining, coming to some conclusion. “I am Donovant Kincannon, the master of Green Sea Plantation.” No hand was offered. “From Green Sea Plantation,” he added. 
“I’ve heard of it,” said Matthew. “I was speaking to Dr. Stevenson just this morning.” 
“Oh? You’re a doctor?” 
“No, not that.” 
“A lawyer,” said Kincannon. His thick brown eyebrows went up. “I thought I could smell the odor of law books.” 
“No,” said Matthew, now presenting a slight smile in spite of this jab, “though I do enjoy reading. I’m a problem-solver, from New York.” 
“A what?” 
“I am hired to solve people’s problems for money,” Matthew explained. 
Kincannon grunted, his eyes still hard at work darting here and there, putting the pieces of this young man together like a puzzle. “I’d heard people were insane in New York. I fear this proves it.” 
“I am good at my work, sir.” 
“And you’ve been hired to solve a problem here? In Jubilee?” 
“No, sir. I am just passing through. I’m in search of the house of Magnus Muldoon.” 
“Hired by Muldoon? What’s the problem?” Kincannon removed his attention for a few seconds to watch the slaves filling up the wagon with the barrels and sacks, while the horse-bit overseer continued to sit and puff on his pipe. 
“No problem, really. I’d just like to speak with him.” 
“Makes no sense,” Kincannon said. “No one comes up here to visit Muldoon. He’s a solitary man.” 
“Yes. Well…that might be the problem, if there is such.” 
“Hm,” was Kincannon’s comment to this assertion. “I don’t see him very regularly myself,” said the master of Green Sea. “Only occasionally, when he comes to sell his bottles. He’s a glass-blower, among other things. I’ve been to his house only once, to view his wares. My daughter was quite taken with his…as she calls it…artistry.” 
“I had no idea. I only met him last night, in rather…um…trying circumstances.” Matthew was aware of the pipe-smoking overseer approaching them, perhaps bored watching the slaves work and curious as to the subject of conversation. The man had a stride like a cock-of-the-walk, thrusting his chest out before him and his chin also as if daring someone to take a swing at him. “So am I to understand that Muldoon lives somewhere near here?” Matthew asked. 
“A mile or so past the entrance to Green Sea. But the road north is a bit more rugged than what you’ve experienced from Charles Town.” Kincannon turned to take stock of the overseer, perhaps alerted by the pungent smell of the Virginia tobacco. “Griff!” said Kincannon. “Come meet a young wanderer who is very far from home. What’d you say your name was? Corbett?” 
“Matthew Corbett, yes sir.” 
“Griffin Royce,” replied the other, who was a short, stocky gent a few years older than Matthew, with thick dark brown hair that hung over his forehead in front and shot up in a cowlick in the back. He had a sunbrowned, pock-marked face with a square chin and high cheekbones that made him appear to be almost of the Indian breed. His green eyes quickly examined Matthew from head to foot before he spewed smoke and offered his hand. Matthew was prepared for another bone-crusher, but Royce went easy on him. “Pleased,” said Royce, who held the grip only for a brief couple of seconds. 
Matthew nearly mentioned the compress, but he decided not to. A horse bites a man not necessarily because the horse is mean, but because the man might be. Matthew thought there was much of the brawler in the big-shouldered Griffin Royce, who had a chest like a tombstone and clenched the black clay pipe between his teeth with the ferocity of a bulldog. Royce continued to stare at him through the shifting screen of smoke, even when Matthew returned his attention to Kincannon. 
“So,” he said, “you’re saying just follow the North Road and I’ll find his house?” 
“It’s up that way. You’ll see it.” 
“Thank you. Very good meeting you, sir. And you as well,” he told Royce, and then he turned away and began walking back to his horse. 
“Mr. Corbett!” Kincannon called, and Matthew stopped to look back. “It’s not too often I meet someone who’s come all the way from New York. Also, I’m interested in your line of work. I’ve never heard of such before. Why don’t you stop by the Green Sea on your way back from Muldoon’s? Have a drink of rum with me. I know my daughter would be pleased to meet you.” He offered a faint smile that Matthew figured for this man was the epitome of warmth. “She’s a reader, too. Always has her nose in a book.” 
“I’d be glad to,” Matthew said, “if it’s not too late.” 
“Late or not, come by anyway. It would be an entertainment for Sarah.” 
Matthew nodded. He could not fail to notice that Griffin Royce was smoking like a dragon, his entire face almost shrouded by the fumes. “Thank you, sir,” he repeated to Kincannon, and then he walked on to his horse and his continuance of battling with the wet heat and the swarms of insects that wished to suck his blood. 
He rode away from Jubilee, with a last look at the little village that seemed to exist solely for the support of the Green Sea Plantation. Back on the North Road, he soon passed a low stone wall. There was an archway under which the road to the plantation proceeded across a grassy meadow where a dozen sheep were grazing. Weeping willow and oak trees stood aplenty. From this distance Matthew had no view of the main house or the river. The stone wall ceased, but the green meadows and the trees remained constant. Then, not fifty yards away, Matthew saw a white horse grazing and near it a group of gray boulders under a stand of willows. Upon one of these boulders, shielded from the sun by the tree-shade, was a young woman in a yellow dress and wide-brimmed yellow hat, sitting cross-legged and…
Of course that would have to be Sarah Kincannon, Matthew thought. She was reading a book, and nearly had her face in it. A small pond ringed with cat-tails glistened just beyond her, and Matthew wondered if she had found her particular place of peace and quiet in which to pursue whatever dreams her reading guided her toward. As Dolly continued along the road at a walking pace and Matthew was content to be on his way to Muldoon’s abode, the young woman suddenly looked up from her book and saw him. She sat motionless for a moment, and then she waved. 
Matthew took off his tricorn and waved it back at her. He intended for that to be all of the interaction, but Sarah Kincannon cupped a hand to her mouth and called out, “Where are you going?” 
It struck Matthew that here might be a young woman in the mold of Berry Grigsby: a brightly-colored flower, adventurous and curious in her own way, intelligent and well-read and…yes, most likely quite bored with life on a rice plantation so far from Charles Town. He had a few seconds to make a decision, and he did. He turned Dolly off the road and across the meadow toward the young woman, who composed herself a bit by sitting in a more ladylike posture atop the boulder as he approached. 
“Hello!” he said when he got nearer. “You must be Sarah!” 
“I am. Do you know me?” 
“I met your father in Jubilee.” Matthew pulled Dolly up short of the boulder, not wanting to frighten the girl by getting too close. “He told me you enjoyed books.” 
“Oh, yes I do! They’re very wonderful.” She held up the volume for him to see. “This is poetry by Robert Herrick. Do you know his work?” 
“Yes,” said Matthew, “I do.” The most famous of Herrick’s poems being an urging for virgins to make the most of time, to gather their rosebuds while they may for time was fleeting; he decided not to bring that into the discourse. He noted that Sarah Kincannon had removed her shoes, her stockinged feet crossed at the ankles and hanging over the boulder’s edge. The sturdy black shoes were lined up side-by-side. She smiled at him with a broad and very pretty face, her cheeks dimpled, her hair light blond and falling in waves around her shoulders. She had her father’s hazel-brown eyes, but in her face they were soft and sincere and…really…a bit dreamy. Matthew judged her to be about seventeen years old, and again she reminded him of Berry for the direct way she looked at him, and there was an earthy and extremely attractive component in her makeup. In that moment he missed Berry greatly, and sadly replayed in his mind their last scene together. 
“I don’t see many strangers here,” Sarah told him. “Who are you?” 
“My name is Matthew Corbett.” He felt as if he were introducing himself to half of the Carolina colony today. “And, as you may deduce, I’m not from around here. I’m from New York.” He said this with a bit of puffery that alarmed him as soon as it was spoken, for it was offered to further pique the girl’s interest. 
“New York? But what are you doing here?” She gave him a sly smile. “Lost?” 
“Not yet,” he answered, “but the day is not over.” He swatted at the air to drive away the nettlesome insects, and noted that none seemed to be bothering Sarah. In fact, the flesh of her face and exposed arms glistened with some kind of ointment that must be keeping the biters away. 
She seemed to read his mind, for she reached into a small brown leather purse at her side and brought out a purple-colored bottle with a cork in it. “Oil of fennel seeds,” she announced. “It does help.” She offered him the bottle, which he was glad to accept. He dabbed some on his fingers and wet his face, throat and the back of his neck, and was pleased to find the mosquitoes and other angry darters retreating from its not unpleasant aroma. “There,” Sarah said as Matthew gave the bottle back to her, “now they’ll leave you alone for awhile.” 
“A little miracle,” said Matthew. 
“No, just something Granny Pegg taught me. Oh…Granny Pegg is a woman on the plantation.” 
“A slave?” 
Sarah nodded. “We have many slaves. I mean…my father does.” A little darkness passed across her eyes but it was a summer cloud and lasted only an instant. “Charles Town must have the rice. It goes up for sale all along the coast. That makes the work very important. Vital, even.” 
“I’m sure,” said Matthew. He decided to change the subject, for talking about the slaves had spoiled her smile. “I’m on my way to see Magnus Muldoon. I understand he’s a glass-blower?” 
“Oh yes! He made this!” She held up the purple bottle. “He has a workshop where he makes the most beautiful things.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Is Magnus in any trouble?” 
“No. I simply wish to speak with him.” 
“I was wondering, because…pardon me for saying this, but…you seem a serious sort. Older than you look, I think. And you seem…” She searched for the right word. “Official,” she said. “Like…the law.” 
“Well…not really,” said Matthew, “but…in a roundabout way, perhaps I do represent the law. That’s not my business with Mr. Muldoon, though. It’s a friendly visit.” 
“I didn’t know he had any friends. He keeps so to himself.” 
“As of last night,” Matthew answered, “he has at least one friend.” If he’ll allow it and not break my neck before I’ve had a chance to speak, was Matthew’s next thought. “I should be getting on. By the way, your father has asked me to stop by for a visit when I leave Muldoon’s. Would that be suitable with you?” 
“Please,” she replied, “and say hello to Magnus for me.” 
“I’ll do so.” Matthew tipped his tricorn toward her again and then turned Dolly back to the road. In another moment he was heading northward once more, but he looked over his shoulder and to reward him for this Sarah Kincannon gave him another wave. He returned it, and then focused his attention on the way ahead. 
Such attention was well-needed, for the road further along was nearly overgrown by the forest’s weeds and thistles. Matthew had to beware lest Dolly step into a hole burrowed by some hidden animal. To his right through the trees and thick vegetation he caught occasional view of the Solstice River, twisting and turning, gray-green as a snake. And then rounding a bend he came upon a single house put together with white-washed boards and surrounded by willows. The place looked hardly large enough to house its builder. Off to the left stood a barn and a corral that held two horses, one black and one dappled gray. There was a pigsty with a few hogs wallowing in it, and beyond that a chicken coop. Next to the chicken coop was a shed about half the size of the house, also white-washed, that Matthew thought might hold the furnace where Muldoon did his glass-blowing. He was certainly no expert on the art, though he knew glass was heated to a molten state, blown into a bubble through usually an iron blowtube, and then fashioned into various shapes from that humble form. It was a complicated procedure and needed a steady hand and a strong lung, which it appeared Magnus Muldoon possessed. 
As Matthew’s Dolly approached the house, one of the horses in the corral nickered and snorted, and a few seconds after that the front door crashed open with a noise like the coming of Judgment Day and the mountain Muldoon himself appeared, wearing black trousers and a dirty white shirt with the sleeves torn off. His hair was wild, his black beard frenzied, and his iron-gray eyes flashed fire. He lifted the short-barrelled musket he held in his arms, aimed it squarely at Matthew’s head and shouted, “Stop right there, dandy pants! Ain’t you heard that a man with no head don’t need a comb?” 
Matthew reined Dolly in, perhaps a bit too hard, for the horse wanted to rear up and he had to fight her for a few seconds until she settled. 
“Back away!” Muldoon said. “This is my land! Get off it!” 
“Calm yourself, sir. I’ve come to—” 
“Don’t care! Not listenin’! You got yourself Pandora Prisskitt and I hope you choke on her! She can comb your damned hair every night, far as I’m concerned! Now get on away!” 
Matthew kept his face expressionless. He said: “Sarah Kincannon.” 
“What?” came the half-roar, half-snarl. 
“Sarah Kincannon,” Matthew repeated. “She sends her greetings. And she says you make some very beautiful bottles. She showed me one, just awhile ago.” 
“Are you a fool, or just a plain idiot?” Muldoon demanded, the musket still aimed to part Matthew’s hair and perhaps his brain as well. 
“A little of both,” Matthew answered. “Aren’t you at all curious as to why I’ve ridden all the way here from Charles Town?” 
“I know why. ’Cause you don’t have the sense God gave a bumblebee.” Now, though, he did lower the musket but his frown was as frightening as any weapon. “Corbett, ain’t it? Well, what in the name of seven Hells are you doin’ here? We had our duel, you won it fair and square—I reckon—and it’s done. So what then?” 
Matthew said, “I don’t like being brought from New York to die for Lady Prisskitt because she wants to attend a fancy ball. You’ve killed three men for her, I understand.” 
“No more! I’m ashamed of that! Seein’ her as she was last night…as she really is…I’m ashamed nearly to death!” 
“I have some suggestions,” said the problem-solver. 
“Huh? What’re you goin’ on about?” 
“Suggestions,” Matthew repeated. “For you. Some ideas. Can I get down, tie my horse up and come talk to you?” 
“You’re talkin’ now.” 
“Talking without a musket in the area, is what I mean. And, Mr. Muldoon, I think you’ll find my suggestions very interesting.” 
“That so? Why should I?” 
“Because you’ll have a chance to get a little revenge on Pandora Prisskitt,” said Matthew. “And I will too.” 
“How’s that?” 
“I think you have potential,” Matthew replied, “to be a gentleman. I can start you out on that path, if you’re willing to listen and learn.” 
Magnus Muldoon snorted so hard Dolly and even the two horses in the corral jumped. “Why the hell do I care to be a gentleman?” He spoke the word like describing something foul in a chamberpot. “So I can dance and prance like those fools in town?” 
“No,” said Matthew evenly, “so in time you will have your pick of any lady in Charles Town, you won’t be living out here as a hermit, and…if you’re as good at your craft as the example I’ve seen, you could set yourself up in business and make some real money. Becoming a gentleman doesn’t mean you lose who you are…you just have more confidence in who you are. But first…the rough edges have to be smoothed.” 
“I think you’ve got moon sickness,” was Muldoon’s comment. “I’ll bet you’re one of ’em burns the midnight candle to a smokin’ stub and ain’t done an honest day’s work in his life.” 
“Some might agree,” Matthew said, with a shrug. “But at least hear me out. All right?” 
“And if I say no?” 
“I’ll turn around and ride back to town. But bear in mind, Mr. Muldoon, that sweet honey attracts the female fly much more so than does angry vinegar. Lady Prisskitt has wronged you and myself as well. You know that by now. And I know you’re not at heart a killer. Much of what you said to Lady Prisskitt last night…well, the poetry was right, but the package is wrong. There are many lovely women in Charles Town who would honestly desire to hear such heartfelt sentiments…without the murderous intent and threats of violence, of course…and I can’t leave here, Mr. Muldoon, until I have at least tried to match the package with the poetry. Just so someday in the future Pandora Prisskitt may look into your glassblowing shop on Front Street and wish she were the one who had found you…instead of the woman who’s going to find you, if you listen to what I have to say and act upon it.” 
Muldoon made another disturbing noise deep in his throat, like a shout that had been swallowed. “If my dear deceased Pap heard any of this,” he managed to say, “he’d be rollin’ in his grave!” 
“If your mother heard it, would be she rolling in hers?” Matthew asked. 
There was a long silence from Magnus, in which Matthew heard only the croaking of frogs in the direction of the river and a single crow cawing forlornly from a treebranch. 
At last, the mountainous shoulders seemed to slump forward. Magnus held the musket down at his side, and he stared at the floorboards of his porch as if trying to read the future there. Then he rumbled, “Come on in. Speak your piece.” He went inside before Matthew could reply or dismount, but he left the door open.
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Everything was going smoothly until Magnus pulled the cork from a long-necked bottle that was as red as holy fire and said to Matthew, “This is my own brew a’ likker,” before pouring some into a wooden cup for him. “Have a swig.” 
The little house was well-maintained and orderly, in stark contrast to the man himself. The furniture was simple and sturdy, the walls were pinewood pocked with numerous knotholes and the floor fashioned from broad pine planks. There stood a small hearth made of gray stones. On pinewood shelves were displayed some of the craftsman’s creations, and upon first setting boots in the house Matthew was awestruck by something he never would’ve thought about Magnus Muldoon: the black-bearded mountain was a true artist. 
The bottles were thin and tall, short and squat, rounded and squarish but no two were alike. They were colored dark blue, sea green, amber, bright yellow, purple, pale blue, and deep red. Some were banded with different colors, and some were of two contrasting colors, and some were grooved and fluted and as intricately executed as any chess problem Matthew had ever attempted to solve. A few stood out by being clear and as plain as gray rain, but even so their shapes were—to Matthew’s eye, at least—perfectly formed. 
“Excellent work!” Matthew had said when he’d found his voice. “How did you learn to do this?” 
“My Pap was a glass-blower. He taught me. Then…I reckon…after he passed on, I decided to make some bottles that were in my head, but that hadn’t come out yet. He sold a few to stores in Charles Town. I’ve been sellin’ to the Kincannons. Miss Sarah’s got nine or ten of ’em.” 
“I’ve never seen bottles like these,” Matthew had said. “Not even in New York. You could make a lot of money there, I’d think.” 
“Don’t do it for a lot of money,” Magnus had said, as he’d lowered himself into a chair made of stretched cowhide. “Do it ’cause I enjoy it, and when I look at ’em…makes me feel good, like I’ve made somethin’ worth the time and the heat.” He put his dirty boots up onto a square piece of unpolished wood that served as a table. Upon entering the house he had deposited the musket in a rack on the wall, much to Matthew’s relief. “Now,” said Magnus, with a harsh note returning to his voice, “what’s all this jollywhomp you’ve come here to tell me?” 
Matthew had already noted the lack of bear-grease in Magnus’ hair. In fact, it was still wild and uncombed but at least looked as if it had been lately washed and de-fleaed. Matthew reasoned Magnus had greased his hair for the occasion of seeing Pandora at the ball, as if that might help the mountainous one’s chances to open a locked and rather cruel heart. 
“Firstly,” said Matthew as he stood at the center of the room, “never attempt to meet, see or speak to the Lady Prisskitt again. I can tell you that she is not worth the effort, and that any man you have killed in regards to her died a saint. Secondly, keep your hair washed. Bear-grease is not a suitable ointment. I can suggest something lighter in nature that you can procure in Charles Town. The idea is to attract, not to repel. Thirdly—and this may be a bit tough for you to take—I am going to also suggest that you shave off your beard.” 
Magnus had been staring at the floor during the beginning of Matthew’s statements, but now the iron-gray eyes came up and stared holes through the problem-solver. “What?” 
“Your beard,” Matthew said. “Off with it.” 
“I’ve had a beard ever since I was a baby, seems like!” 
“That may be true,” Matthew admitted. “But now is the time is put it away with the toys and the rattles. How old are you, anyway?” 
Magnus spent a moment counting on his dirty fingers. “Twenty-six years.” 
“Only two years older than me? Your beard ages you by many more.” 
“Not cuttin’ the beard,” came the defiant response. “My Pap and Mam thought it made me handsome. Told me so many times.” 
Matthew had the feeling that Pap and Mam had not necessarily wished their overgrown son to venture very far into the world beyond their guiding hands. He had no desire to criticize the dead, and felt that criticism here would result in a bootkick out the front door at the least. “You might then consider a trimming,” he offered. 
“The beard is left be, sir. And I’m listenin’ but I ain’t hearin’ nothin’. I figure I’m good enough as I sit. What do I need anythin’ else for?” He shrugged and settled deeper into his cowhide. “Damn me for a fool, chasin’ a woman like that. And me thinkin’ that she would make me better than I am. And damn me for pushin’ those men into duels, and puttin’ ’em under easy as eatin’ sugar cake. Well, I wanted ’em to run! I just wanted ’em to get out of my way, so Pandora would see me.” He looked up imploringly at Matthew and asked quietly, “Am I goin’ to Hell?” 
“I don’t think so,” Matthew answered. “I can tell you that many have done worse than you, and for worse reasons. Now: you say you wished the Lady Prisskitt to make you better than you are? Meaning you wish to advance in the world? My suggestions stand. Clean yourself up, cut—or at least trim—your beard, get yourself a new suit and take your craftwork to town. I’m sure you’ll find an interested buyer in one of the shops on Front Street, who will likely ask for more. You may also find yourself with a sudden abundance of money, and though you may not create your work for that reason, money does help one advance in the world. Let me ask you this: why did your father and mother settle way out here? Why didn’t they live in town?” 
“My Pap was huntin’ gold,” said Magnus. “Heard before we came across the water that the gold was just layin’ on the ground ready to be found. This place suited him, ’cause he and my Mam never did take to havin’ close neighbors. He dug and dug for that gold, had me diggin’ for it with him, but we never found a speck of it. I still dig for it once in awhile, just to please his memory.” He motioned toward a wooden bucket on the floor in a corner. “Been findin’ some of that hereabouts. Save it ’cause it’s pretty. Tryin’ to catch that color green in my bottlework.” 
Matthew walked over to look into the bucket. In it were twenty or so green stones of various sizes, the smallest a mere sliver and the largest maybe the size of Matthew’s thumbnail. 
“Dug those out of a hollow not too far from here. They cleaned up nice and bright,” Magnus said, with a shrug. “No gold up there, though. Poor Pap, diggin’ and diggin’ as he did. And all for nothin’.” 
“May I ask a question?” Matthew bent down to have a closer look at the bucket’s contents. He picked up the largest stone and turned it into the light that streamed through the nearest window. A streak of vivid green lay across the floor. 
“Go on.” 
“Have you ever heard of something called an emerald?” 
“A what?” 
“Oh, mercy,” said Matthew, who had to stifle a laugh. He had no idea of the quality of these gemstones, for some had black spots embedded in them and so were less than ideal, but it seemed to him that Magnus Muldoon’s own shop on Front Street might already be paid for. Possibly a nice house in Charles Town lay in this bucket, as well. “These are valuable. How much they could be worth, I don’t know…but you need to take these to town and show a jeweller. I think at least two or three of these are high quality stones.” 
“Valuable? Those little green rocks?” 
“Raw emeralds,” Matthew corrected. He put the gemstone back among its fellows, and he thought that if Pandora Prisskitt could see what lay inside this bucket she would be insisting she comb Magnus’ hair and brush his beard herself. He stood up. “Yes, valuable. Maybe a hundred pounds’ worth.” 
Magnus’ eyes widened just for a second or two, and he frowned and scratched his beard as if it truly itched. “Have to think on that one. Never found any more, but figure if those are valuable as you say, and I take ’em to town to show somebody, then he’s gonna want to know where I found ’em, and even if I tell him there likely ain’t no more he’ll tell somebody else and pretty soon I got strangers out here all over the place. Not sure I want that, now that I’m settled in my bottle-makin’.” 
“If you wish to be a hermit and continue the life you lead, then go right ahead,” said Matthew, aware that he might well be talking to the wall. “If, however, you wish to—as you stated to the Lady Prisskitt—have things change for you, then you’re standing on the threshold.” 
“The what?” 
“Standing at the crossroads,” Matthew amended. “I say remake yourself, beginning with a bath and clean clothes. Wash and trim your hair and your beard, take your emeralds and bottles to town and see what can be done. You might find your craft much in demand, and yourself as well by several ladies who are worth much more attention than Pandora Prisskitt. But…if you prefer this solitary life way out here, then by all means sink your roots deeper. Sink them until you disappear, if you choose. It’s your life, isn’t it?” 
Magnus didn’t answer. He was staring into space with the blank expression of a mountainous enigma. 
“I’ve spoken my piece,” Matthew said at last. “It would give me some satisfaction to know I had urged you out of this solitude and into a more congenial and gentlemanly role, if just to sprinkle a little pepper into the Lady Prisskitt’s nose. But the rest is up to you, to decide or not, to act or not.” 
“You talk in riddles, don’t you?” 
“My talking is done. Good day to you, sir, and I hope you find great opportunity in whatever path you choose.” Matthew started toward the door. 
“Where are you goin’?” Magnus asked. 
“Back to Charles Town, of course. I’d like to get there before dark.” 
“Hold on a minute. I was thinkin’…maybe…I want to hear more about these ideas. Maybe they make sense, even though I don’t want ’em to.” Magnus looked around the little room for a moment, as if measuring its space as a prisoner might measure a cell. “I’m goin’ out to hunt some supper,” he told Matthew, as he stood up and reached for the musket from the wallrack. A powderhorn hung nearby, and also a well-used brown leather bag that likely held the shot and other necessaries for use of the musket. “You want to come along, you’re welcome. Shoot you some supper too, if you please.”
 

 
Matthew’s first response was to say no, that he had to get back to Charles Town, but something in Magnus’ offer stayed his answer. It seemed to him that this was a rare and possibly first occasion, that Magnus had ever wanted anyone to share a meal with him. Matthew thought that the road to civilization might start here. He decided, in light of this, that it was worth staying for another couple of hours or so. 
“All right,” he agreed. “What’re you hunting?” 
“Squirrels,” was the reply. “They fry up real good. Get four of ’em, you got yourself a feast.” 
Matthew nodded, thinking that this was the kind of feast Hudson Greathouse would heartily approve of. He followed Muldoon out the door, and in another few minutes was wandering through the forest alert for any sign or sound of their supper. 
Thus it was, when the four squirrels had been skinned and cleaned and fried in a pan over a fire in the hearth, and Matthew had eaten this dish along with a roasted ear of corn and a piece of cornbread and the sun was starting to sink outside and the shadows lengthen, that Magnus got up, left the room into the next room beyond and returned with the bottle as red as holy fire. He was carrying two wooden cups, which he set down upon the table. 
He wiped the squirrel grease from his mouth with his forearm, pulled the cork from the bottle and said, “This is my own brew a’ likker.” He poured some—just a small taste, really—into one of the cups for Matthew, who was sitting in a chair made from treebranches. “Have a swig.” 
“I’d best pass on that,” said Matthew, as Magnus poured a drink for himself. “I think it’s time I’m getting back.” 
“One swig won’t harm you. Besides, I’ll guide you back to town if you need guidin’, I can ride that road in the dark. Go ahead, Matthew.” He gave a sly smile. “Fella ain’t feared of a deadly comb, shouldn’t be feared of a little mild corn likker.” 
Matthew picked up the cup. The liquid was colorless. He sniffed it. It did have a strong aroma that promised a kick, but…he felt the challenge of another duel slapping his face, and it had been a good dinner and a good day and he really was in no hurry. All his concerns about Professor Fell seemed very far away, out here in these woods on the edge of the Solstice River. The same also about his concerns for Berry Grigsby, and his own future. He put the cup to his mouth and downed the liquor with a single swallow. 
Muldoon had been correct. No harm was done, except for perhaps the instant watering of the eyes, a feeling of a flashfire searing down the throat and the speculation that a few hundred tastebuds had been burned off the tongue, but otherwise…no harm. 
“Whew!” Matthew said when he’d gotten his eyes cleared and his throat working. “Quite potent!” 
Magnus had taken his own drink down with seemingly no ill effect. He poured again into Matthew’s cup and then his own. “Lemme tell you my story,” he offered. “How we came across from Wales. Came through storms and seas as high as houses. How we got settled in here…and then, how I happened to see Pandora—I mean, Lady Prisskitt—on the street one day. You up for the hearin’?” 
Matthew took a more careful sip of the liquor this time. Still, it went down the throat like a flaming torch down a well. “I am,” he rasped, thinking that Muldoon was probably starved for company, and a couple of squirrels did not exactly fill the belly for that. 
Sometime in the next hour, as the contents of the red bottle dwindled, the fire burned low in the hearth, the blue of evening claimed the world and Magnus’ story began to go in circles, Matthew remembered the room starting to spin. He reached to finish off the last of his drink with an arm that seemed to grow ten feet long. He was sliding off his chair onto the floor. He thought he was falling out of a tree, therefore he grabbed at the branches and he and the chair fell together. He recalling hearing Magnus laugh, as if declaring himself the victor in this particular duel. Matthew tried to say something suitably witty for the occasion but all that came out was a frogcroak; he was well and truly stewed by Magnus’ brew, and as he lost consciousness he realized he was not going anywhere anytime soon. 
From the darkness he came to, groggily, with a boot prodding him in the ribs. 
“Matthew! Wake up!” Magnus was standing over him, holding a lantern in which the stubs of two candles burned. 
“Whazzit?” Matthew managed to say, just barely. 
“Listen! Hear that?” 
With an effort, Matthew sat up. His stomach lurched. For a few seconds he feared he was going to spew an awful mess of fried squirrels and fiery liquor everywhere. His head pounded as if being beaten by an insane drummer. The room was still spinning, slower now but enough to make him wish to lie back and enter again into the silent land of drunken sleepers. 
And then he heard what Magnus was hearing, because Magnus had opened the door to let the sound in: the tolling of an iron bell in the distance, both mournful and frantic. 
“Alarm bell’s bein’ rung from the Green Sea!” Magnus said, his voice husky with tension. 
“Alarm bell? What? Why?” 
“Callin’ for help from Jubilee! Last time that happened there was a fire broke out over there!” 
“A fire? On the plantation?” Matthew still couldn’t get the liquor-sodden gears meshing in his brain. 
“Sayin’ that was last time I heard the bell ring! They’re needin’ some help! Come on, haul yourself up and I’ll get the horses ready!” Magnus left the room, his boots making the floorboards whine. 
Matthew had no idea what time it might be. Full dark had fallen, but how long the potent brew had laid him low was a question mark. In any case, his head was killing him. He tried to stand, staggered and fell back on his rear. Then he sat there for awhile trying to make the room further slow its spinning. What a laugh Hudson would be having at this moment, if the Great One could see him fighting gravity and heavy drink. One cup had become two, then three and four and that had likely been when he’d found the floor. Now it seemed the alarm bell was being rung with more force and frenzy, and though Magnus was revealing himself to be a good neighbor to the Green Sea’s call for help, in truth Matthew wanted only to sit here until morning light. 
But that was not to be, for Magnus had brought Dolly and his own black horse around to the front, and he called out, “Matthew! Come on, man, no time to waste!” 
Matthew was able to get to his feet on the next try. Where were his coat and his tricorn? He found the hat, half-crushed where he must’ve landed on it when he slid to the floor, but his blurred vision couldn’t find the coat in the gloom of the low firelight. He put the tricorn on as best he could, staggered out of the room to the porch and under the canopy of stars pulled himself up onto Dolly. The horse must’ve feared for her life with such a rider, for she rumbled and tried to sidle away from him, but he got situated and firmly took hold of the reins. 
Magnus set off at a fast clip, Matthew following at a slower pace. He had to trust that Dolly would not break a leg between here and the Green Sea. The bell was still ringing, but there was no glow of a fire in the sky. The night was warm and humid, the forest alive with the whirrs and chitters and crick-cracks of a legion of insects. Now that he was directed somewhere, Matthew’s head was clearing a little bit. The pounding had become an erratic drumbeat. He picked up Dolly’s pace to stay closer behind Magnus. It occurred to him that Magnus’ haste to get to the aid of the Green Sea Plantation might have more to do with Sarah Kincannon, and that turning his eyes away from the Lady Prisskitt had focused them on Miss Sarah. Whatever, Magnus was a man on a mission. 
The bearded mountain and the young problem-solver wearing a half-crushed and lopsided tricorn turned their horses onto the road that entered the Green Sea. The dust of other hoofbeats hung in the air. The bell had been silenced, yet a feeling of chaos—or danger—lingered. Soon Matthew caught sight of many lights through the willows, and then rounding a bend he and Magnus came upon the plantation house and what appeared to be a mob of thirty or more men brandishing torches and lanterns. It appeared that some of the men had arrived on horses, in wagons and some on foot. Rising from the trampled grass like small flickering candles were dozens of fireflies, lured by the illuminations. 
The plantation house was two-storied, fashioned of red bricks with four white columns standing out in front. Lights showed in most of the windows. The mob was milling about the house as if waiting for someone to emerge. 
Magnus reined his horse in and swung himself off, and Matthew did the same though much less gracefully, for upon hitting the ground his knees crumpled and he nearly fell flat. He was composed enough to hear the response when Magnus clapped his hand on a man’s shoulder and asked, “What’s the commotion?” 
“Sarah Kincannon,” the man answered, as he held his torch aloft and sparks swirled above them. “She’s been murdered.”
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Before either Matthew or Magnus could utter another word, the plantation house’s front door opened and out came the stocky overseer Griffin Royce, who lifted a lantern and shouted to the uneasy crowd, “Silence and bend an ear! I’m speakin’ on behalf of Mr. Kincannon, who right now is in no shape to speak for himself!” He gazed across the mob until he got the silence he demanded. “As you may already know,” he went on, “there’s been a terrible tragedy! Miss Sarah has been murdered tonight, stabbed to death by the young buck slave called Abram! About forty minutes ago Abram, his father Mars, and Abram’s brother Tobey stole a boat. They were last seen by Joel Gunn headed upriver. I’m offerin’ ten pounds to the men who bring Abram, Mars and Tobey back…dead or alive. If the father and brother want to protect a killer, they’ll have to pay too. I’ll be joinin’ the hunt soon as I can. I don’t know how far up the Solstice they’ve gotten or where they’re plannin’ on pullin’ out and headin’ cross-country, but I—and Mr. and Mrs. Kincannon—want those black skins to pay for this crime, with their lives if they won’t give up easy. Any questions?” 
“Griff?” a husky brown-bearded man called. “That ten pounds for each skin, or ten pounds in all?” 
“Make it ten pounds for each,” Royce replied. “Ten pounds for a set of ears, a scalp, a dead body or a breathin’ one in any condition.” 
“They got weapons?” someone else across the crowd asked. 
“Don’t know,” said Royce. “Could have knives, maybe.” 
“Knives can’t stop musket balls!” another voice nearer Matthew and Magnus called. “Shoot ’em where they stand with my Betsy!” That brought a rumble of nervous and eager laughter, and Matthew thought many in this mob would delight at a slave-hunt, particularly for ten pounds apiece. He had the feeling that most of the men were itching to go, thinking it would be quick and easy work. 
“Griff!” called a sallow red-haired man who stood just a few feet away from Magnus. He had a hooked nose and a forehead marked with a deep scar over the left eye. “You say they went upriver? Joel Gunn seen ’em?” He waited for Royce to nod. “Then to the Devil with ’em!” he said, with a spit to the ground. “Let ’em rot up there! I heard the stories and I’m bettin’ most of us have. I don’t know if I’m needin’ to go up that river and leave my wife and boys, no matter how much money Kincannon’s offerin’!” 
A small storm of hollers and catcalls passed over the mob, though most of the men remained sullenly silent. “Yellabelly, Jeb?” a caustic voice asked. “Or yella-striped?” 
“Ain’t yella,” Jeb answered sourly, and from a sheath at his side he pulled a wicked-looking sword that Matthew thought could pierce three Magnus Muldoons. He held the sword out so the lamplight and torches reflected off its gleaming surface. “Got this to fight with and I damn sure know how to use it, McGraw! But I’m sayin’…swords and muskets might not be enough to fight what’s up that Godforsaken river! Why not just let the skins go? They ain’t gettin’ nowhere, and they’ll likely be dead by first light, up in that devil’s country!” 
“I’m for earnin’ me thirty pounds!” shouted another citizen of Jubilee, a broad-shouldered man with a wild brown beard and a sweat-damp red kerchief tied around a bald scalp. He lifted his own weapon, a flintlock pistol with a small bayonet fixed beneath the barrel. “Zachary DeVey ain’t afraid! Put me a ball through any spirit, ha’int or demon up that river, and I’ll laugh when I do it!” 
A chorus of assent followed this boast, with more pistols and swords lifted high. Matthew, still feeling a little queasy and blurry-eyed, thought there were enough weapons in this yard to start a small war, and possibly the mob had come here anticipating the possibility of trouble with the slaves…or indeed an uprising of the ‘skins,’ as the locals put it. 
“Listen to me!” Royce bellowed. “Those stories some of you are feared of are just that…stories made up by slaves, Indians and damn fools!” He pointed toward the north. “You know why Miss Sarah’s killer and those other two are headin’ upriver instead of down? Because they’re thinkin’ those tales are gonna keep us rooted right here, feared to go up there and bring ’em back! Now…I’ve told you I’m joinin’ the hunt, not because I’m wantin’ the money but because I’m wantin’ to see justice done! I’ve told you what Mr. Kincannon wants…and he wants it quick as possible. So any man who wants to serve Mr. Kincannon and avenge that poor girl’s murder by the hands of a black buck, get your musket or your sword and whatever else you need, get your boat and start movin’. That’s all I have to say. Either help or go home and to bed with you, but I’m expectin’ ten or twenty men of you out there to remember that Mr. Kincannon built Jubilee, and you all owe him more than bein’ afraid of ghost stories and a damn river!” He waited for a reaction to this, but there was none. “You decide!” he told them as a final statement, and then he turned away and went back into the house. 
The assembly began to drift apart, breaking up into smaller groups to mutter among themselves. Pipes flared to aid the contemplation. A few of the men were obviously ready to go; without further hesitation they mounted their horses and wagons and rode off toward Jubilee and their fishing boats and canoes. 
Magnus’ voice was tight when he said to Matthew, “Come on,” and started toward the house. He walked up the front steps to the porch, with Matthew following right behind, and pounded on the door with a heavy fist. 
The door was opened by a young black girl in the dress and mobcap of a house servant. “Tell Mr. Kincannon Magnus Muldoon wants to see him,” was the command, but the black girl shook her head. “Cain’t see nobody,” she answered. “He’s stricken.” 
“Stricken? How?” 
“He fell down when he seen Miss Sarah dead. Had to be carried up to his bedroom. Mizz Kincannon’s up there with him now, but he can hardly talk.” 
“I want to know how this happened,” Magnus insisted, putting a booted foot inside the door. “If I can’t see Kincannon, I’ll see—” 
“You don’t give orders around here,” said Griff Royce, abruptly pushing the servant girl aside and staring up with glinting green eyes at the black-bearded mountain. “If you want to join the hunt, go ahead, but you have no business in this house.” The eyes flickered toward Matthew. “You? Corbett? What are you doin’ here?” 
“It seems I…had a little too much to drink, and—” 
“What’s he babblin’ about?” Royce asked Muldoon. “The both of you, go on!” He closed the door, forcing Magnus to step back, and a bolt was decisively thrown. 
“Friendly sort,” said Matthew, who had noted that the compress on Royce’s right forearm had been removed in favor of a wrapping of regular bandages. “Not too good with horses either, I understand.” 
“I have to find out more about this,” Magnus replied, his face stern and dark. “Sarah was a fine girl.” He shook his head. “Can’t believe it! Murdered by a slave? Why?” He watched the rest of the men getting astride their horses or climbing up into their wagons and heading out with a clatter of reins, wheels, swords and muskets. “There’ll be a dozen boats on that river in a little while.” He gave a quiet grunt. “Ain’t nobody bringin’ anybody back alive, that’s for sure. Be three sets of black ears swingin’ from somebody’s sword, maybe three scalps too, but no skin’s comin’ back alive this night.” 
Matthew thought of Sarah Kincannon sitting on the boulder with her nose in the book of Herrick poetry, and her wave and bright smile and how much she reminded him of Berry. If Berry had been suddenly murdered, what would his first reaction be? Grief, of course. Bitter grief. And then…? 
And then, he thought, his nature would take control, and he would wish to see the body and note the cause of death with his own two eyes. 
“Where might Sarah’s body be?” he asked. 
“Maybe in the house or back in the dairyhouse. There’s a chapel just beyond the house over that way. That’s where the bell’s rung from. Could be there.” 
“Let’s find out,” said Matthew, who descended the steps and began striding in the indicated direction, aware that Magnus had followed him and sounded like a horse stomping the grass at his heels. 
The chapel was a small building made of red bricks, just as the plantation house. There was a steeple with a belltower, and lantern light showed through the windows. Matthew pulled the door open and entered, finding a half-dozen pews inside and a lectern at the front where perhaps Kincannon himself read the Scripture against the background of a tapestry of Jesus on the Cross. In the lamplight and the flickering of two candles on either side of her head was the body of Sarah Kincannon, lying on a table next to the lectern. Her corpse had been covered by white linens up to her chin, her arms beneath the covering, no inch of flesh showing except the face. She appeared to be peacefully sleeping as Matthew approached, but dark red bloodstains had surfaced on the linens at the hollow of the girl’s throat. Her blond hair had been pinned up and gracefully arranged around her head. Matthew saw how pale she was from loss of blood, and how her eyelids were just barely open, the whites of her eyes showing, to defeat the image of a peaceful sleeper. He removed his half-crushed tricorn, in respect for the departed. 
“Sarah,” Magnus whispered. 
He rushed past Matthew like a hurricane to stand beside the table and gaze down forlornly at the corpse. He stood motionlessly except for a pulse beating at his temple, his eyes shocked and watery. “Oh my God,” he said, again in barely a whisper. “Why? Why?” 
He reached out a hand to place his rough fingers gently against the dead girl’s cheek. “Don’t touch her,” rasped a wizened voice from the furthest corner of the chapel. 
Matthew and Magnus turned toward that corner. A small, slender figure was sitting in the pew there. 
“I’m watchin’ o’re her,” said the old woman, who was so black she was nearly made invisible in the gloom. “While I’m watchin’, no one touches Miss Sarah.” 
She was wearing a gray dress with a stiff white collar. She had a dark brown scarf wrapped around her head and knotted at the front. Her face was a mass of wrinkles, her eyes deep-set and glinting in the age-weathered visage. Her white hair appeared to be almost gone but for a few fine wisps. Even so, her chin looked as sharp as a carving knife, and one might cut his fingers on the blades of her cheekbones. She stared impassively at the two men, her expression resolute no matter the difference in the color of their skins; she had been left in charge here, and in charge she was. 
Matthew knew who she must be. “You’re Granny Pegg?” 
“Called that, yes’suh,” she answered. 
“I’ve heard of you,” Magnus told her. “I’m Magnus Muldoon. Was a friend of Miss Sarah’s.” 
“Ohhhhh.” She nodded. “The bottle-man.” 
“And I met Sarah just today,” Matthew said. “I was riding past, and—” 
“The reader,” said Granny Pegg. “Supposed to come by for a visit. She tol’ me. Well…here you are.” 
“What happened?” Magnus asked. “I mean…how did it happen?” 
“Knife goes in the hollow of the throat. Knife goes in the back six times…a person’s gonna bleed to death.” The ancient eyes moved from Magnus and Matthew to fix upon the body. “Miss Sarah was a slip of a girl. Must not have took her long to pass.” 
“A slave did this? Named Abram?” Magnus persisted. “Why?” 
The old woman sighed. It sounded like the wind of doom moving through the headstones of a cemetery, and Matthew thought that behind it was just as much of a hidden world. 
“I take it that’s some kind of response?” Matthew asked. 
Granny Pegg didn’t speak for awhile. She looked down at her hands, knotted like pieces of dry bark in her lap. “Things happen here,” she said at last, in a quiet and solemn voice. “Things go on. Like on any plantation, up any river. Not to speak of is the best thing.” She lifted her gaze to Matthew’s. “The best thing,” she repeated. 
Matthew turned his attention to the face of the dead girl. He had seen violence and withstood it; he had seen terrible things in his young life, but to think that this girl had been among the living today and then her flame snuffed out so suddenly…and so violently and bloodily. He could smell the blood and feel the pain of the untimely grave in this place. If the squirrels and hard liquor had not made his stomach churn, this surely did. “Do you know why Abram did it?” he had to ask. 
Silence from the elderly slave. 
“Surely you must,” Matthew prodded, now staring directly at her. “I would think you know everything here. Nothing would get past you, would it?” 
“Hm,” she replied, her eyes half-lidded like those of a lizard lying in the hot sun. “Silver on your tongue don’t make me cough up lead.” 
“Well, lead is going to be delivered to three men tonight. They ought to be brought back for a trial, but—” 
Granny Pegg suddenly blinked and looked at Matthew as if seeing him anew and afresh. “Oh!” she said. “Oh, yes! Now I recall what Miss Sarah said about you. Said you seemed official. Said you were…” She paused, drawing it up from her well. “The law,” she remembered.
 

 
Matthew recalled it, saying perhaps I do represent the law. It occurred to him that maybe he did, and just as much as what he had done to champion Rachel Howarth he should now do to see that the killer of Sarah Kincannon was properly brought to justice. But this wasn’t his country anymore, he knew nothing of this plantation and the people on it, and anyway the slaves would be killed out there on the river or in the swamp once the mob caught up with them. So he ought to be quit with this, head home and mind his own business. 
Granny Pegg stood up. She was barely as tall as Matthew’s shoulders, and as slim as a shadow. “You’re the law?” she asked him. “Got that power to you?” 
“What power do you mean?” 
“The power to do the right thing, and see it through.” 
“All men have that power.” 
“But all men don’t use it,” she said. “Do you?” 
“All I want to know is,” Magnus said, with an air of desperation, “how did this happen? Why would a slave kill Miss Sarah?” 
“Why would anybody kill Miss Sarah?” Granny Pegg came forward from her pew to stand before them. “Not meanin’ no disrespect to either of you fine gen’lmen…but things you hear said…ain’t always how things are.” 
“I’m listening,” said Matthew. 
“But I cain’t tell, suh, ’cause what I might say would be agin’ the law…and you bein’ the law…well suh, I cain’t speak it.” 
Matthew was confounded by this, but he realized what Granny Pegg was telling him. Something had happened here in accordance with Sarah Kincannon’s murder that was also a violation of the law, and therefore the elderly woman believed herself to be walking on dangerous ground by going any further. Still…she had something important to convey, and he had to find a way to allow it. 
“Do you know why Abram murdered Sarah?” he asked. 
“Don’t know that Abram did murder Miss Sarah,” was the reply. “Know Cap’n Gunn say he saw Abram standin’ over Miss Sarah holdin’ a knife, out back of the barn, and her lyin’ still on the ground.” 
“Who is this Captain Gunn?” Matthew asked. 
“Joel Gunn, the second overseer,” Magnus supplied. 
“Two overseers here? Joel Gunn and Griffin Royce?” 
Granny Pegg nodded. “Peas in a pod,” she said. 
“This happened when? A little more than an hour ago, I’m guessing?” 
“Happened after dark, yes’suh. Happened after the time we’s forbid to leave our houses, down in the quarter. Ain’t supposed to be no slaves nowhere near that barn or so close to the big house after that time.” 
“Yet Abram was there? Why?” 
Granny Pegg simply stared impassively at him, and Matthew thought she knew why but could not tell. 
At last she seemed to reconsider her silence, and she drew a long breath before she spoke. “Mars is my grandson. Abram and Tobey my great-grandsons. My son and daughter…long sold off, to another plantation in Virginia. They’s old now…like their momma. Well, I wish I could die but I just keep on livin’. They tease me…say when I die they gonna roll me up like a piece of parchment, I’ll be so thin. But I keep on livin’.” She offered the faintest and most tormented of smiles. Her eyes gleamed in the candlelight. “If I can ask…what is your name?” 
“Matthew Corbett.” 
“Oh yes, I remember Miss Sarah sayin’ so. Matt’ew,” she pronounced it. She came forward two steps more, now only a few feet away from him and Magnus. “If I told you that Abram did not kill Miss Sarah, would you believe me?” 
“I don’t know,” Matthew said truthfully. 
“Fair enough, suh,” she answered, with a lifting of her sharp little chin. “If I told you them men the bell called are gonna go out there and hunt and kill three innocent slaves…and let the real killer hide behind more killin’…what would you say back to me?” 
“I’d say…I need proof of that.” 
“Ain’t no proof to be got. That’s the trick of it. That’s what he’s hidin’ behind.” 
“Who?” Magnus was confused and far beyond his depth. “The slave?” 
“The killer,” said Granny Pegg, still staring into Matthew’s eyes. “Not my Abram.” 
Matthew asked, “And then, in your opinion, who did kill Sarah?” 
“Somebody jealous as fury. Somebody wantin’ her all for hisself, when she wanted nothin’ to do with him. Somebody who misstook what Miss Sarah and Abram were doin’, there in that barn, over many nights.” 
“You have an opinion as to who this somebody might be?” 
“Cain’t prove it. That’s the trick.” 
Before Matthew could respond to this, the chapel’s door opened and a man and woman entered. The woman came in first, was obviously startled by the presence of others than Granny Pegg in the room, and she drew herself up short. “Mr. Muldoon?” she said, and then with a wary look at Matthew through swollen and red-rimmed eyes, “And who are you, sir?” 
Matthew introduced himself. The woman would have been very lovely if not for the suffering in her face. She was perhaps in her mid-thirties and had the same dimpled cheeks and light blond hair as her daughter, for this was surely Madam Kincannon. Her eyes had been tortured by tears and were as black as a tropical storm. She wore a dark blue gown with a ruffle of white lace at the throat, and she was trying very hard to comport herself with dignity and stand tall in this blood-scented chamber, yet her shoulders kept wanting to bend forward under the heavy weight of tragedy. 
“I met your daughter today,” Matthew explained. “I was passing by on my way to see Mr. Muldoon. I also met your husband, in Jubilee. May I ask what his condition is?” 
“He is abed,” the woman answered. “He lies still with his eyes open and is unable to speak. A rider has gone to fetch Dr. Stevenson. May I ask what you’re doing in this chapel? This is private property.” 
“My apologies, but I wished to see the body.” 
“Private property,” Madam Kincannon repeated. “Pegg, why did you let them in here? I told you…no one was to enter. I had my doubts about asking you to watch over her…since it was your blood who did this. But I thought you could be trusted as a good friend to Sarah!” 
“I’se sorry, ma’am,” the slave answered with her head lowered. “I think they was just leavin’.” 
“Get out, the both of you!” growled the man, who was maybe forty or so, was thick-waisted and corpulent and sported the red flush of anger in his heavy jowls. He had curly blond hair receding from a broad forehead and a small blond beard designed to hide the roll of fleshy dough beneath his chin. His eyes were dark blue and dangerous below wild blond brows that aimed sprouts of hair in every direction, and he carried at his side an equally dangerous-looking musket. He wore a plain white shirt, tan trousers, white stockings and brown boots. 
“This is Joel Gunn,” said Magnus casually, as if Matthew hadn’t already guessed. 
“Get out!” Gunn repeated, harsher still. He took a step forward and made a motion as if to raise the musket to a firing position. “This minute!” 
“Surely,” Matthew said to Madam Kincannon, “you wouldn’t have Mr. Gunn defile this chapel and your time of sorrow with another killing, would you?” He kept his voice calm and his expression tranquil. “I did enjoy meeting your daughter today. She seemed a delightful young woman. It is a terrible shock to see her lying like this. But do you mind if I ask a few questions…if just to salve my own curiosity?” 
“What are these questions?” Now some red was creeping into the woman’s cheeks. “How dare you come in here and invade our time of mourning!” 
“I will tell you that I am from New York, that I am an associate of a company called the Herrald Agency, based in London, and I am a…” Matthew paused for a few seconds, and then he went on. “I have experience in investigating crimes, madam. Including the crime of murder. I am possibly the closest representative of the law that you’re going to find tonight. If you’ll allow me, I’ll offer my help to you in whatever way I can.” 
“We need no help!” Gunn said, with another step forward. “And you ain’t the law! Are you a constable, or ain’t you?” 
“Not a constable, sir, but—” 
“Then you ain’t the law! Mrs. Kincannon wants you out of here! Now move!” This time the musket did come up, aimed between Matthew and Magnus. 
Matthew did not move. His heart was pounding, but he levelled a cool gaze at Joel Gunn and stood his ground. “Sir,” he said, “did Abram have the knife in his right hand or his left?” 
“What?” 
“I understand you saw the slave standing over Sarah’s body, holding the knife. Was it in his left hand or his right?” 
“His right hand! He’s right-handed, I know that for sure!” 
“And—pardon me for asking this, madam, but…how was Sarah lying on the ground? On her back or on her stomach?” 
“Her stomach. She’d tried to run away from him and he’d stabbed her in the back a half-dozen times. But maybe she was on her side, I don’t know. When I ran to get Griff and we came back, she was lyin’ on her stomach.” 
“Please,” said Madam Kincannon, who held up a trembling hand and had to lower herself onto a pew. 
Matthew doggedly went on, though he knew the pain Sarah’s mother was feeling; he was going by instinct and by what Granny Pegg had said. “So…you had a lantern with you? You could positively tell this was Abram standing over Miss Sarah?” 
“I had a lantern. I shone it right at him when I came around the side of the barn, he wasn’t standin’ ten feet away. Took him by surprise. He looked at me, flung the knife aside and took off runnin’ down to the quarter. I hollered at him and tried to give chase, but he’s a fast one. Then I knelt down beside Miss Sarah, but she was…I’m sorry for stirrin’ this up, Mrs. Kincannon…she was already dead, or near enough she couldn’t speak, and…the blood was everywhere. I figured I needed to tell somebody quick, so I ran to Griff’s house.” The man glowered at Matthew. “What’s the use of these questions? Abram stabbed Miss Sarah to death, and that’s what happened.” He glanced with disdain at Granny Pegg. “We’re goin’ up that river to get ’em, father and brother too. If they won’t come back easy, it’ll be all the worse for ’em.” 
Matthew wasn’t done, and he didn’t intend for Joel Gunn to push him aside. “How was Abram holding the knife, sir? By the blade? By the handle?” 
“By the handle, of course!” 
“So you assume he’d just finished his work a few seconds before you arrived?” 
“Sir! Please!” The lady had pressed a hand against her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut. “Dear Lord…please spare us these questions!” 
“I saw what I saw,” said Gunn, with defiance in his fleshy face. “Abram killed Miss Sarah. He was standin’ there with the bloody knife in his hand. Then he ran, and now he’s out on the river with his kin tryin’ to escape judgment. What more is there to know?” 
“Well,” said Matthew, turning his attention to the woman, “what was your daughter doing out there, after dark? Did she leave the house alone? Was she meeting someone? And what would’ve been the reason Abram killed your daughter? Do you have any idea?” 
Suddenly Joel Gunn was in his face, and Gunn had sweat on his cheeks and showed the brown stubs of his teeth when he seethed, “They’re animals, mister! If you don’t have slaves, you don’t know, but they’ve got to be watched during the day and kept away from the big house at night! They’re the beasts of the field, and every man of them could be a killer if it lit his fancy! The women too! You can’t turn your back on any of ’em, or you’ll get what Miss Sarah got!” 
“Settle down,” Magnus advised, towering over Joel Gunn and Matthew as well. “And watch where you’re aimin’ that shooter!” 
“Leave this place at once!” Mrs. Kincannon had regained her strength, if not her composure, and stood up. Even so, she wavered on her feet. “Get out before I shoot you myself!” 
“As you wish,” Matthew answered calmly. “But as I’ve said, I have experience in situations like this.” He glanced quickly at Granny Pegg and then back to Mrs. Kincannon. “I have one request, and it’s very important.” He paused for a few seconds, to let that sink in if it would. “I know this is a difficult and terrible time. I know I’ve come in here—blundered in here, might be more accurate—in what seems to you to be the end of the world. I do have some…skills in this area—” 
“What do we need you for?” Gunn growled. “Abram did it, pure and simple! When Griff ran up to the big house to tell ’em, I went down to the quarters and found out Abram and the others were gone. Then I got to the wharf and saw they’d broken into the boathouse! I seen ’em in their boat paddlin’ up the Solstice! They had a torch lit, I could see ’em all! So you just step aside—and you too, Muldoon—and let justice be done!” 
There was a moment of silence, in which Matthew thought he had lost the cause. 
But then the quiet but determined voice said, “Thass why we does need this man, Cap’n Gunn. So justice will be done.” 
Gunn looked as if he’d been struck across the face. So too did Mrs. Kincannon. Matthew figured it was unheard-of for a slave—even a woman as elderly as Granny Pegg—to contradict a white man, and especially an overseer. He realized she had decided that it was time to speak up, if ever she was going to, no matter what the consequences might be. 
“Say my great-grandson stabbed Miss Sarah to death?” she went on, both commanding the floor and tempting fate. “Say you saw him with a knife in his hand? But you didn’t see him use that knife, did you? Couldn’t he have just found it, and picked it up? And for the why of Abram bein’ there, and Miss Sarah too…I’ll tell you that it was agin’ the law, as set down by Massa Kincannon.” Granny Pegg stared fixedly at Matthew. “For some time…a month or more…Miss Sarah and my great-grandson been meetin’ in that barn at night, after the forbidden hour. He say she always kind to him, and he say she always brought two things with her: a lantern and a book. She was teachin’ Abram how to read. So why under the eyes of God would he kill her?” 
“Because he’s an animal like all the rest of ’em!” Joel Gunn sounded nearly choked with rage. “Because he wanted Miss Sarah for himself and couldn’t have her! Who knows why? I just know she’s dead and he killed her! And teachin’ a slave to read? That’s a damned lie!” He trembled, and for a moment Matthew thought the musket was going to come up to finish Granny Pegg’s last day on earth. “Mrs. Kincannon’s told you to get out! Now get!” 
The lady of the plantation had been staring at the floor, supporting herself with both hands gripping the back of the pew before her. She spoke, in a ragged voice. “It’s not a lie. Sarah was teaching Abram to read. She told me, two weeks ago. I said I didn’t approve of it…that if her father found out, he would punish the entire quarter. Donovant does not like the whip, but he would’ve had a man from every house lashed for that crime. And punished Sarah too, in some way. At first I forbade it…but Sarah was going to do it anyway. I know her.” She looked, anguished and red-eyed, at her daughter’s corpse. “Sarah had talked to Abram before. Said she thought he was very smart, and could learn to read. She so loved her books…she wanted to share them. I didn’t wish anyone to be lashed or Sarah to be punished…so I helped her sneak in and out of the house after dark without breaking her neck climbing out an upstairs window. I gave her one hour, from leaving to return. I told her to be very careful that she wasn’t seen by anyone. That would cause problems. Tonight…when she didn’t come back…I knew….I knew something terrible had happened.” Dazedly, she shook her head from side to side. “I’m to blame for this. And for what’s happened to Donovant too. Yes. I’m to blame.” A sob came up from her throat, and she clenched a hand around her mouth as if to catch it before it was born ugly upon the world. “But why?” she gasped. “Why would he have killed her?” 
“He didn’t do it, Mizz Kincannon,” said Granny Pegg resolutely. “No’m. Not Abram. He was too happy in her glow. She gave him somethin’ to look forward to, ma’am. It was somebody else killed her, likely saw her one night and tracked her. Left that knife for him to find, and then—” 
“I’m not listenin’ to this!” Gunn exploded. “Listenin’ to a damn slave? An old woman who hardly knows what’s real? No! God help me, I’m goin’ outside to get some air…hardly believe what I’m hearin’!” He turned away from Matthew and Magnus, stalked up the center aisle and then out the chapel door, which he closed behind him. 
Mrs. Kincannon sat down again. She stared blankly ahead. “You gentlemen need to leave,” she said listlessly. “Please. There’s nothing more you can do.” 
“You haven’t heard my request,” Matthew reminded her, and he waited until she could focus on him. “I’d like your permission to look at the wounds on Sarah’s body.” He held up a hand to still her protest if it came, but it did not. “It will only take a few minutes. Wounds can tell a very interesting story…and sometimes much can be learned from them.” He lowered his hand. “May I?” 
There was a long moment in which Mrs. Kincannon simply sat staring at the tapestry of Jesus on the Cross. Tears were slowly trickling down her cheeks, dripping from her chin, and at last she whispered, “Yes.”



Eight




The dead young woman was still wearing her yellow dress of the afternoon, now stained with dark red blood across the front from the vicious wound in the hollow of her throat. Matthew had lifted the fouled linens carefully and gingerly, braced for what he might find beneath. A brief look at the throat wound told him Sarah couldn’t have called out if she’d tried; likely she’d been strangling on blood at the very first thrust of the blade. 
Mrs. Kincannon shuddered and looked away. She drew a hard-earned breath and kept her head lowered. 
“Has the knife been recovered?” Matthew asked. 
The woman found a shred of a voice. “It’s in the house. An ordinary knife, nothing more.” 
“Who brought it to you?” 
“Griffin Royce.” 
Matthew nodded. He reasoned from the wound that the knife had about a six-inch-long blade. Ordinary enough, but he’d still like to examine it if he could push Mrs. Kincannon that far. He noted the thick red dampness of the linens beneath Sarah’s body. He didn’t wish to take it upon himself or Magnus to turn the corpse; that would certainly be going too far. “Are the stab wounds on the upper or lower back?” he asked. 
“The upper,” she said, with difficulty. 
“Six wounds there?” 
“I don’t know. Yes…six…I think so.”
The blade had pierced the lungs several times, Matthew thought. At least Sarah had not lingered very long. With all this blood loss, she had passed quickly. “I’d like to question Griffin Royce, if that would be possible.” 
“He was heading to the wharf the last I saw him.” 
“I’d be curious to know more particulars from Joel Gunn, as well.” Matthew leaned over to examine the throat wound more carefully. Just one brutal stab here, face-to-face with her killer, and then she’d likely turned to run and taken the others in the back. It gnawed at his guts that Sarah had been so alive and bright this afternoon, and already the process of decay would have begun. He saw that her arms were crossed over her body, as she would be resting in her coffin. 
“Who arranged her this way?” Matthew asked. “Who pinned her hair up and positioned her arms?” 
“I did,” said Mrs. Kincannon, and Matthew thought it was probably the most difficult task the woman had ever performed. “Royce and Gunn brought her in here. I asked Pegg to watch over her, while I went to see about my husband.” 
Matthew remembered the girl’s hands clutching her book of poetry. He looked at her fingers, recalling how she’d offered him the purple bottle of fennel seed oil. 
Wait, he thought. He leaned closer. And a little closer still. 
Wait. What is that, right there? 
There was something under the nails of the index and middle fingers of Sarah’s left hand. Something…the crust of a whitish substance…like clay? 
He was mindful of his manners and Mrs. Kincannon’s suffering, but he had to carefully lift the left hand and use his own index fingernail to remove some of whatever it was. 
“What are you doing?” Mrs. Kincannon asked, alarmed. 
“Matthew?” Magnus also sounded quite uneasy at this display. 
Matthew was able to get a small amount of the claylike substance in the palm of his hand. He smelled it and caught a faint bready odor. Meal? he wondered. Possibly mixed with clay? There were flecks of green in the mixture as well. Herbs of some kind, he thought. Perhaps of a medicinal nature? 
“Ah,” he said, as it came to him with a force like a blow to the heart. 
“What is it?” Magnus asked, leaning over Matthew’s shoulder to look. 
“It,” said Matthew, “is a scraping from the interior of a medical compress. At least that’s what I think. A mixture of clay, meal and herbs.” He gently lowered the dead girl’s hand and also the linens. He asked Mrs. Kincannon, “You say you last saw Griffin Royce heading to the wharf?” 
“Yes, just awhile ago. What’s this about a medical compress?” 
“Royce was bitten by a horse, yes? And Dr. Stevenson applied a medical compress to treat the infection? When I saw Royce this afternoon, he had the compress on his right forearm. Tonight when I saw him, the compress was gone and replaced by simple bandages. I believe we should find Royce, and ask why under the nails of Sarah’s left hand is material from inside of that compress, which might have happened when her fingers tore through the cheesecloth.” 
“What’re you saying? Why would that be under Sarah’s fingernails?” 
“It would be there,” said Matthew calmly, “if she’d tried to grasp Royce’s right forearm for some reason, and broken through the compress. And that reason might be…that she was trying to stop the thrust of a knife.” He let that sink into the silence. “I’d like to examine Royce’s forearm for scratches, as well.” He turned toward Granny Pegg. “The story as you know it, please. Now is not the time to hold anything back.” 
Granny Pegg did not reply for a time, and Matthew thought that being a slave for likely a great part of her life had stolen her ability to be forthcoming with anything that might affect the others in the quarter. But then she seemed to steady herself, she closed her eyes for a few seconds as if either to pray or recall details, and then she opened her eyes again and spoke. 
“Much goin’ on here neither the massa nor his lady know,” she began. “Massa Kincannon don’t get down to the quarter or out in the fields like he should…his leg givin’ him trouble. So he leave it up to them cap’ns to run things. Now we had a good or’seer with Cap’n Jameson, but he got on older and then they’s hired Cap’n Royce to help him. Wasn’t two month a’fore Cap’n Jameson’s house caught on fire, and they sayin’ he drunk in his bed and knocked over a candle into some clothes and that lit it up.” She made a noise of disgust. “Wasn’t how that been done.” 
The last time the Green Sea’s alarm bell had been rung, Matthew recalled. A fire broke
out over there, Magnus had said. 
“Cap’n Royce got hisself to work gettin’ in close with Massa Kincannon,” the woman continued. “Tryin’ to get in close with Miss Sarah, too.” 
“What?” Mrs. Kincannon asked sharply. 
“Truth of it,” vowed Granny Pegg. “From the first he was here and Miss Sarah was fourteen year old, Cap’n Royce was after that girl. After other girls too. Livy…Molly Ann…Long Jane…Macy. Molly Ann was near givin’ birth to his child when all of a sudden she gone. You remember that, Mizz Kincannon? And everybody in the big house thought Molly Ann had run off, gone upriver?” 
“I remember. You’re saying Royce did away with her?” 
“Cain’t prove it. Just sayin’ what I see.” 
“If this is true,” Mrs. Kincannon went on, “then why didn’t anyone tell my husband? He would’ve wanted to know!” 
“Same reason Miss Sarah didn’t say nothin’ ’bout Cap’n Royce always doggin’ her,” said Granny Pegg. “She tell me…Cap’n Royce say funny how fire can get started in the quarter. How quick it can eat up a house and ever’body in it. He say, he don’t mean no harm to Miss Sarah, he just funnin’ with her, but if she took things wrong and told anybody how he tried to steal a kiss or grab at her when nobody was lookin’…then somebody was gonna pay for it. So she stayed as far away from him as she could, and she don’t say nothin’. Now look what’s been gone and done.” 
“Royce killed her?” Magnus rumbled. It was a dangerous sound. 
“Didn’t see it happen,” was the answer. “Just know what Miss Sarah’s been tellin’ me. Wasn’t long after Cap’n Jameson died that Cap’n Gunn came to work here. I heard it told from Vinia in the big house that Cap’n Royce wanted him here, told Massa Kincannon he was a hard worker and a good cap’n. They must’a worked together somewhere else. Like I say…Cap’n Royce and Cap’n Gunn are two peas in a pod. Whatever Cap’n Royce did, Cap’n Gunn made sure he did it too, and they’s watchin’ each other’s backs. Likely did the same on more than one plantation. Not sayin’ exactly I know what happened tonight, but I’m sayin’ my Abram had no need to kill Miss Sarah. Look to the man who coveted her, and the man who say he saw a knife in Abram’s hand.” 
“Abram shouldn’t have run, then!” Mrs. Kincannon’s eyes had taken on a feverish glint. “Why didn’t he stay and defend himself?” 
“Because Abram was breakin’ the law, ma’am,” said Granny Pegg. “He was out where he wasn’t supposed to be. Might be he stumbled onto the body on his way back to the quarter, and he picked up that knife. However it happened, Abram must’ve figured there was not gonna be no defense between hisself and the noose.” 
Matthew said, “I think it’s time I ask Mr. Gunn to step back in for some questions.” The first would be: did a book happen to be lying on the ground along with the body? He went to the door and opened it, and found nothing but warm humid air and a cloud of gnats outside. 
“Probably gone to join the hunt,” Matthew reported to the others. “The faster Abram is found and disposed of, the better for Royce and Gunn.” 
Mrs. Kincannon shook her head back and forth, as this realization sank deeper. “My God…what would make a man want to possess a girl so much he would turn to murder?” 
“Wantin’ what you can’t have,” said Magnus Muldoon, in the hard voice of experience. “What you think is better than you are. What you think will make you better.” He focused his fierce iron-gray eyes upon Matthew. “It can’t be left like this. Sarah was my friend. I’m goin’ out after Royce and Gunn. Get the truth out of ’em, maybe stop ’em from another killin’.” He nodded, as if he had answered his own internal question. “Seems right, with what I’ve done in the past. Maybe spare myself a little bit of Hell’s fire.” 
Mrs. Kincannon came forward. She stood between Magnus and Matthew and looked down into her daughter’s pallid face. The tears welled up afresh. “She had so much life,” the woman said softly. She gently touched the girl’s cheek. “Our only child. Dear God…this about Abram, Mars and Tobey…and Royce and Gunn…I can hardly believe it. I can’t ask Donovant for help. What should I do?” 
“You can fetch me a musket or a pistol, a powderhorn, some balls and fixin’s,” said Magnus. “A pouch of beef jerky and a torch would be appreciated. Then direct me to the wharf and a rowboat. I’ll do the rest.” 
The woman looked into Matthew’s eyes. “Will you go with him? Please…as a representative of the law? I can pay you whatever amount you like.” 
Matthew realized he was being asked to solve a problem, in his official capacity. It was not a task he relished, for he thought the runaways would be caught and killed before dawn, but it was a task he had been trained for and was expected to perform by both Madam Herrald and Hudson Greathouse. Also his own sense of justice demanded it. “I would ask twenty pounds,” he answered. “To be divided between myself and Mr. Muldoon. Is that suitable?” He was asking Magnus, who grunted an assent. “Then,” he told Mrs. Kincannon, “I would like to carry a sword, if you can honor that.” He figured he needed a sharp edge, out where they were going. “And also…very importantly…don’t move the body from where it is. All right?” 
“All right. I’ll get what both of you ask. Pegg, will you take them to the boathouse? I’ll meet you there directly.” She paused for only a moment longer to once more regard the face of her daughter, and then with a strengthless sigh she turned away and left the chapel. 
“Come with me, gen’l’men,” Granny Pegg instructed. “I’se old, but I can still walk fast. You two goin’ up the River of Souls…there are things you ought to know about that country. Come on, then, and I’ll tell you like I told my blood how best to keep y’selves alive.”
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The moon had risen. It was a lunatic’s laugh short of being full, and it shone ghostly white upon the unquiet waters of the River of Souls. 
In their boat, Matthew sat at the bow and held the torch aloft as Magnus manned the oars. They had left the wharf at the Green Sea Plantation a half-hour ago, and now followed the river’s sinuous curves between the swampy wilderness on either side. They followed also what appeared to Matthew to be a floating carnival. Ahead of them were a dozen rowboats and canoes and more than a dozen other torches and lanterns lighting up the river. The boats held two, three, or four men, and some looked to Matthew’s eye to be about to tip their passengers into the drink. 
And strong drink there seemed to be, as well, for from this throng occasionally arose rude shouts and field hollers and bawdy songs born from the jugs that passed along. Looking back, Matthew saw a score of other torch-lit boats following. In the sodden, steamy air there was a cruelly festive mood and perhaps a mood of desperation too, for Matthew reasoned that many of the men on this hunt were hungry to get their hands on as much Kincannon money as a dead slave would buy them. The boats wandered from one side of the river to the other, the torches seeking an empty boat that Abram, Mars and Tobey would have abandoned to start cross-country, but yet no such boat or signs of a craft being dragged out could be ascertained. So the carnival wound on with the river, and under the lunatic’s moon the brash singing of foolish men drifted out upon the thick green swamp. Swords caught firelight and threw it like a flurry of red sparks. A gunshot far ahead caused the merriment to go grim and silent, until the shouting passed back Nothin’ there, gents, nothin’ there, ol’ Foxworth is seein’ hain’ts in the dark. 
“All right?” Matthew asked Muldoon, who labored steadily upon the oars and had not spoken since leaving the wharf. 
Magnus gave a low grunt, which served as his yes. Then, to Matthew’s surprise, the black-bearded mountain paused in his rowing and shouted toward the boats ahead, “Royce and Gunn! You within my voice?” 
In another moment someone called back, “Not up here!” Matthew heard a distant fiddle start scratching out a lively tune, one of the occupants of the boats having brought his cat-wailer. Magnus began rowing again. They were catching up to a group of three boats that seemed to be travelling together, the twelve men in them throwing jugs back and forth, laughing at rough jokes about the ‘skins’ and acting in general as if this were the grandest adventure to ever lift them off their porch chairs. There was a little too much waving about of muskets and pistols for Matthew’s taste. He thought the item of the Kincannons’ tragedy was much forgotten already, and this was turning into a night of rum-fuelled sport. 
There came a commotion ahead, some of the men hollering and pointing at the water. One of them hit at something with an oar, and another slashed downward with his sword. The water thrashed and churned, and then Matthew saw the dark mass of an alligator pass by their boat, having survived the oar and blade. It began to submerge itself and with a haughty flick of its thick tail the creature left the world of men for its own domain. 
Matthew thought of a warning Granny Pegg had given them before they’d left the wharf: If you fall into the water, get out quick. He understood why, for now torchlight revealed the red glare of alligator eyes watching the procession of boats, and the scaly black bodies of the reptiles gliding back and forth between the vessels as if taunting the passengers. Singing quietened and jocularity ceased, in the presence of these river monsters. 
Magnus rowed on, undaunted. He kept a steady pace, his eyes fixed ahead, past Matthew and the torch. He was, as Matthew had been today, a man with a purpose, and Matthew thought that part of Muldoon’s quest was an effort to cleanse his soul of three killings under the sight of God. 
“You want to watch the river,” Granny Pegg had said, as they waited at the wharf for Mrs. Kincannon to bring what they’d asked. “It’s wicked. It’ll steal from you in a short minute, if you don’t watch it.” 
“It’s a river,” Matthew had answered. “No more and no less.” 
“Oh, no, suh.” The old woman’s thin smile was nearly ghastly. “It’s been cursed, as all the swamp and woods around it has been cursed, once you get up past Rotbottom.” 
“Rotbottom? What is that?” Matthew asked. 
“The last town you’ll find. Hardly a town, not even so big as Jubilee. They live off the swamp. Take their ’gator hides into Charles Town to sell ’em. I’se seen their boats passin’ by, time to time.” 
“You told Dr. Stevenson about the witch’s son being drowned, and the supposed curse,” Matthew reminded her. “I can appreciate such tales for a midnight’s telling, but there are no such things as witches and curses.” 
“I’ve heard some of this,” Magnus said, as he leaned against a piling. The water lapped at the pier and frogs croaked by the dozen in the wet swampgrass. “Don’t believe none of it.” 
“I didn’t conjure it,” Granny Pegg replied. “Heard it from an Indian woman elder than me, used to be the cook in the big house. She passed on last year. She come from Rotbottom, been married to a man up there a’fore a ’gator got him by the legs and dragged him down. She knew the tale, right well.” 
“It’s nonsense,” said Matthew, watching a pair of torchlit canoes being rowed upriver from the direction of Jubilee. He was, as he knew Magnus to be, in a hurry to get started but there was no going anywhere without weapons. 
“I will tell you,” the old woman said, standing before him under the sky full of stars and the slowly rising moon, “what I told my Mars, Abram and Tobey. How to stay alive up there, once you get to the cursed land. I told ’em, keep goin’ past Rotbottom. Stay quiet and don’t show no light. Indians up in there’ll come to the river if they hear a commotion. They’re dangerous, and you don’t want to call their attention. I say keep goin’ another few turns of the river. Find a place where you can pull the boat out and drag it into the brush. Then get movin’ fast and quiet, but keep your knives ready.” 
“They have knives?” Magnus’ eyebrows went up. “Thought that was against the law.” 
“Was and is. But Titus had one hid away, and so did Ash and Jacob. They give up their blades to their fellows. My boys took a leather bag full of whatever food was offered ’em, and I tell ’em to get to a boat and start rowin’, ’cause ain’t nobody gonna be listenin’ to Abram’s story when Miss Sarah is lyin’ dead and Cap’n Gunn swearin’ to his lies.” 
“Did Abram have a chance to tell you what happened?” Matthew asked. 
“He did. I knew it to be a regular thing, Miss Sarah leavin’ the barn first with her book and lantern. He was supposed to wait a few minutes. Then when he come out and around the barn, he said he near stepped on her. Knelt down beside her and called her name but she wasn’t movin’. Didn’t want to say this before Mizz Kincannon, but Abram tell me the knife was planted in her back. He pulled it out, said his heart was near to bust through his chest. Then all of a sudden he heard Cap’n Royce holler, ‘Killer!’, right close, and Abram looked up and saw him comin’, with a lantern in his hand. Abram dropped that knife and took to runnin’. Said he could hardly think, his head was so full of the sight of Miss Sarah lyin’ there all bloody and still as death.” 
“So Gunn wasn’t even there, according to Abram?” 
“Not there, as far as he knows. Couldn’t say that before, in front of Cap’n Gunn.” 
“I’m guessing,” Matthew said, “that Royce did this deed in a fit of passion, or jealousy. Then he went to alert Gunn, and get him to concoct the tale. Probably he needed to clean blood off himself too. The bloody clothes might still be in his house, it would be worth a search. I would imagine he and Gunn have between them a score of incidents they would rather not come to light.” 
“Find out when we catch ’em,” Magnus rumbled, his flinty eyes following another boat being rowed upriver. 
“Things to ’member,” said Granny Pegg. “Keep your boat in the middle of the river. If you fall into the water, get out quick. Stay quiet goin’ up, quiet as you can be. If you needs go cross-country, watch where you step for suckholes and quicksand. Snakes aplenty up in there, and poisonous as Satan’s spit. And Old Cara told me this…if you hear a baby cryin’, keep goin’. Don’t try to find it…just keep goin’, ’cause that’s a spirit you don’t want to see.” 
“Pah!” said Magnus. “Don’t believe in that, neither!” 
“Just mind what I say,” the old woman insisted, and quite suddenly Matthew felt less of a champion for justice and more of a magistrate’s clerk who found himself about to get into water over his head. 
Mrs. Kincannon and the young black girl who’d answered Muldoon’s knock on the door of the big house had arrived, the lady of the plantation grim-faced and beyond tears now, carrying a lighted torch and a leather bag that Matthew assumed contained food for a prolonged journey. The house servant carried a musket, a deerskin bag that likely held the tinderbox, powder and other arrangements for firing of the weapon, and a short-bladed cutlass. Magnus took the musket and both of the bags, while Matthew took charge of the torch and the cutlass. Within the boathouse, two rowboats were roped to the pier, and a pair of ropes trailed into the water where two other boats had been moored. One boat for the slaves, Matthew thought, and one boat for the hunters. 
It was time to go. Matthew took his place at the bow of one of the remaining boats. Magnus untied it and climbed in, then fixed the oars in their locks. “Good luck to you,” said Mrs. Kincannon, “and I pray to Heaven you are able to do the right thing.” 
“Watch the river, gen’l’men,” Granny Pegg offered as Magnus pushed the boat away from the pier with a large, black-booted foot. “God be with you.” 
Matthew nodded his thanks. Magnus rowed them toward the middle of the river, and they were off upon its course. They rounded a bend where the grass waved in the water like the green hair of half-submerged nymphs. When Matthew looked back again he saw only star-strewn sky and dark river but for a few torches and lanterns gleaming in the distance. 
Soon they had caught up to the floating carnival, and then the territory of reptiles. Matthew uneasily watched the passage of the creatures and saw their eyes glinting red in the rushes. One that glided by on the left side brought renewed agitation and hollering from the men just ahead, and when Matthew saw its scarred black body he thought it had to be as long as their boat. He caught sight of a hideous-looking snout and sunken eyes from a madman’s nightmare, and why he in that moment thought particularly of Lord Cornbury, Governor of the colony of New York and cousin to Queen Anne herself, he did not know. 
He looked back over his shoulder and said to Magnus, “I don’t believe in curses. Or witches, either.” 
Magnus said nothing, but kept steadily rowing. They were almost upon the three boats ahead. 
“I once had reason to be involved with the case of a supposed witch,” Matthew went on. “It was the work of a human being…however evil, but human work.” 
“Hm,” was Magnus’ reply. 
“Civilized men don’t believe in such things.” Matthew realized he was beginning to sound a little edgy for reassurance in this statement. “Because…they don’t exist.” 
He turned away from Magnus to focus on their progress, and that was when he saw one of the men in the boat ahead and to their left miss the toss of a liquor jug from one end of the craft to the other. It splashed into the water, and another of the men shouted, “Jackson, you fool! Don’t let that get away!” 
The hapless Jackson, a wide-bodied man wearing a battered straw hat and trousers with patches on the knees, seemed already dazed by his drinking. He leaned over the stern and reached long for the jug, which was yet corked and floating. Jackson’s fingers closed around the handle. Just that quickly, the river struck. 
A massive black snout dappled with knotty gray growths rose from the water. A pair of jaws clamped their teeth upon Jackson’s wrist. He gave a scream and, trying to pull free, reached to grasp the arm of the man nearest him, who a minute ago had been boisterous and heavy-voiced but now shrieked nearly in falsetto like a terrified woman. Then the alligator, a true leviathan, abruptly submerged with a twist of its body and slap of its tail. Jackson went over the stern and down under the water just a few feet away from Matthew, the straw hat spinning away. The second man pulled free but in so doing upset his own equilibrium and fell backward over the boat’s starboard side. The boat rocked violently as the two men left in it struggled to keep their balance and not be thrown out. 
Matthew saw more of the reptiles gliding in. The shouting of the other men in the surrounding boats had become hoarse and panicked. Someone in another craft fired a pistol shot that plumed blue smoke and did not hit an alligator but instead chopped a chunk of wood off the port side of the boat that was now missing half its passengers. The water churned and frothed. Before Matthew surfaced a distorted and agonized face that tried to gulp for air in the turbulent foam but was dragged down again with its mouth full of Solstice River. 
The second man had come up and was trying desperately to climb back into the boat, making it rock even more precariously. “Help me, Briggs!” he pleaded, as he tried to haul himself over. “Help me, Briggs!” 
But Briggs was evidently too busy trying to keep himself from going into the wicked drink, for no hand or help was offered, and suddenly the pleading man’s voice was broken by a scream for he was being dragged down yet would not let go his grip. Alligators slid past on all sides and in between the boats like ships made of ugly iron. Magnus had ceased his rowing forward and was in fact rapidly backing them in an attempt to give distance between their craft and the boat in danger of capsizing. Perhaps Briggs was the one who did it, but Matthew witnessed one of the men there strike a blow for survival by slamming an oar across the top of his supposed friend’s skull, which caused the fingers to immediately loosen and the body to be jerked down into the River of Souls as quick as one might say ‘Dick Tuck.’ 
Though the water still thrashed with the activity of the reptiles, the second man did not rise from the depths again. The afflicted boat began to calm itself. Perhaps—or not—it was friend Briggs who gripped the oar, and who shouted into the descended silence, “I had to do it! He was already gone! I had to do it, or it would’a been the both of us too!” He looked around, his shoulders hunched as if for a whipstrike but his florid thin-nosed face crimped with anger. “You would’a done it! Every damned one of you!” 
No one answered. Matthew had a reply in mind—it seems not all the reptiles here are in
the water—but didn’t know how the Jubilee men with firearms would take such a comment from a stranger. His heart pounded and his throat was dry, though here was surely not the place to cup a drink. 
“I didn’t kill him!” Briggs shouted to the world. “The ’gator took him, not me!” 
A point to ponder, Matthew thought…but he had no time for that, for suddenly Jackson fought up from the river and grasped hold with his remaining hand upon the bow of Matthew’s boat. 
The contorted face was smeared dark with ’gator slime. One eyebrow twitched. The eyes were bright with near-madness. “Pull me up!” he gasped. “God’s sake, pull me up!” The other arm rose up, and upon it the mangled stub of the crushed and bloody hand scrabbled to gain a grip. Matthew saw three or four alligators speeding toward the unfortunate victim. The reptiles struck one after another into the man’s submerged legs. Jackson grunted with each impact, his body shook violently and yet his anguished eyes still looked to Matthew for some hope of climbing out of his fate. Matthew reached down to grasp the man’s shirt. Before he could catch hold of it the free hand clamped onto his forearm and began to pull him over the side with frantic strength even as Matthew realized he was himself in danger and began to resist. Magnus threw aside the oars and reached for Matthew, but in the next instant…
…a bass-toned musket shot boomed. The top of Jackson’s gray-haired head exploded from the force of the ball. Blood and brains flew into the air and spattered Matthew’s shirt and face. Then Matthew pulled free, and the grimacing corpse slid back into the turbulence. The alligators hissed and snapped among each other as they sank their teeth into the flesh and rolled themselves over and over down into the murky depths. 
It took Matthew a few seconds to comprehend what had just happened. He was standing in the bow holding his torch with Jackson’s brains and blood upon his face. He looked dazedly around and saw a rowboat with three men aboard coming up from behind and to the left. A pair of lanterns hung from hooks at the bow. Standing up in the bow and holding a smoking musket was Sir Raven’s Feather, the lean, rawboned man wearing the floppy-brimmed hat with the raven’s feather in the hatband whom Matthew had seen at the general store in Jubilee. 
Matthew managed to get his tongue working. His face flamed under its anointment of gory matter. “Are you insane? I could’ve helped him!” 
“No,” came the gravel-voiced reply, as hard as the heart of a stone. “Jackson was done. I saved your life, boy. Would’ve pulled you in with him.” 
“I say I could’ve pulled him up!” 
“Say what you please, but his widow’ll thank me for not sendin’ him home to her in a basket.” The man sat down in the boat and, placing the musket across his legs, began to reload the weapon from his alligator-skin ammunition bag. “Muldoon, you carryin’ a damn fool as a torchboy?” 
Magnus made no comment. He took his seat and the oars and continued to row steadily forward. 
It occurred to Matthew that not only had he witnessed a murder, but he’d been directly in the line of fire. “I nearly had him!” he protested, though his voice was getting weak. 
“No. He nearly had you.” 
“Sit down, Matthew,” Magnus said quietly. “Let it go.” 
Magnus’ tone of voice was final. The boat carrying Sir Raven’s Feather slipped past, its rower a broad-shouldered man with a long brown beard and wearing a sweat-soaked gray shirt, his muscular arms working the oars like a machine. At the stern sat a third gent as straight-backed as a Sabbath preacher. He was also holding a musket. He wore a black tricorn hat and a black suit and he had a sharp-nosed, gaunt face as forbidding as three miles of bad road. The boat moved on past the area of troubled waters. Matthew sat down. His first instinct was to scoop up a handful of water to cleanse his face, but he noted that alligators were still gliding back and forth and so he decided to keep his hand out of the river. 
“I could’ve pulled him up,” Matthew said in another moment. The smell of blood was drawing a swarm of insects around his face. “I could have.” 
“Stamper put Jackson out of his misery and saved your hide too. So just let it go.” 
“Jubilee isn’t a town that breeds a lot of brotherhood, I see,” Matthew said bitterly. 
“It’s common sense,” said Magnus. “Man falls in the water and gets tore up by ’gators ain’t gonna be worth much no more, even if he survives it. So…the lesson is…don’t fall in the water with ’gators. And don’t put your hand in there like you’re wantin’ to, neither. You can clean up later.” 
Matthew had no intention of moving himself from his present position. He swung the torch from side to side, inflaming the red eyes of a score of reptiles that still waited in the shallows of the River of Souls for more unfortunate victims. When Matthew had regained his senses and wits, he asked, “Who was that…the man with the raven’s feather…who?” 
“The big man in Jubilee. Owns the general store. Name of Baltazar Stamper. Man rowin’ is Caleb Bovie, works for Stamper. Fella in black is Jubilee’s preacher, Seth Lott.” 
So even the town’s holy man was out here after his share of blood money, Matthew thought. And it seemed to him, after witnessing Jackson’s head be blown open and friend Briggs send his companion to the alligators by way of an oar across the skull, that perhaps life had become cheap on the River of Souls, and that there were some out here—possibly many—who would gladly commit a ‘mercy killing’ if it meant removing the competition for the fortune of thirty pounds of gold. 
He had to wonder if the muskets and swords might start finding other ways to cut down the competition, if this hunt went on for any length. 
Perhaps Magnus Muldoon had the same thought at the same time, for he let the boat drift and hollered upriver with the full force of his mighty lungs, “Griffin Royce and Joel Gunn! You up there?” 
This time no one amid the forward rowboats and canoes answered. 
“Shall I row?” Matthew offered. 
“I’ll get us where we’re goin’ faster,” said Magnus, as he took a moment to stretch his arms out, twist his head from side to side and then stretch his back. He took up the oars again and powered the boat onward. 
Matthew had no idea of the time. The sky was still inky black, the moon still high. Huge willow trees met overhead and their branches hung over the river. The noise of men had quietened in the aftermath of violence. The chirrups and croaks and chitters of the swamp’s thousand-and-one creatures held sway. Matthew had the sense of a monstrous presence out there amid the wilderness, beyond the range of his torch. It was not one monster but many, waiting tensed in the dark to spring forth. It was the swamp itself, he thought. It was the alligators, the sinkholes, the quicksand, the snakes, and…what else? 
It was Griffin Royce and Joel Gunn, somewhere far ahead, searching for the three runaways in order to silence the truth. It was men like Briggs, and Baltazar Stamper, Caleb Bovie and Seth Lott, hungry for money and ready—perhaps eager—to kill for it. It was a whole mob of desperate men from Jubilee, drunk on liquor and the thought of bringing back a pair of slave’s ears for a sum that might lift them up from the impoverished dust. 
Matthew realized he had one hand upholding the torch and the other hand on the grip of his cutlass. The insects swarmed around his face, darting and biting. He knew that in spite of his best intentions he had nearly lost his balance and gone into the river with Jackson. So…it was true that a musket ball had saved his life this night, even though a murder—two of them, in fact—had been committed in front of his eyes. He wished for the comfort of his little dairyhouse, and with it the familiar town of New York with all its traffic and horse figs and complications and…yes…even the cold winds that swept his way from Berry Grigsby. 
A disturbing thought came to him, though he had no use for tales of witches and curses. 
I will not leave this river the same. 
Well…who would? Already the deaths had begun. But Matthew had this feeling deep in his soul, and he could not shake it. 
I will not leave this river the same. 
He had a feeling of intense dread that surpassed even his experiences with Professor Fell. It lasted only briefly, but it was enough to give him a chill shiver on this steamy, sullen night. He gripped the cutlass harder. Little good that might do, but it was something. 
And now onward…onward…following the quietened flotilla of torch-and-lamplit vessels, following the grim blood-hungry men with pistols and muskets and blades, following the twisting course of the Solstice River into the witch-cursed country, and Matthew Corbett with damp brains and blood upon his face, and carrying deep within himself a primal fear for the sanctity and survival of his soul.
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"I have to clean myself,” said Matthew when the smell of the dried gore on his face became stronger and the swarm of insects more maddening. Still, he resisted putting his hand over the side or even cupping water in his half-crushed tricorn, for his torchlight revealed here and there the slowly-gliding shapes of the alligators yet seeking another bite of the human breed. “Will you guide us to shore for a minute?” he asked Magnus, who after a pause to deliberate this request nodded and aimed their boat toward the northern bank. As soon as he’d asked the favor, Matthew recalled Granny Pegg saying Keep your boat in the middle of the river. But surely a minute’s pause on the shore for him to wash his face in shallow water would not bring a curse down upon his head, he thought, and anyway it had to be done. There were lights of boats both ahead of them and behind; Matthew figured he and Magnus were probably somewhere near the center of the floating carnival, and so far there’d been no shouts of anyone finding an abandoned boat, no gunshots, and no answer when Magnus called for Griffin Royce and Joel Gunn. 




The rowboat’s prow slid onto mud amid a tangled thicket. The water here was only a few inches deep, and the torch showed no red-eyed reptile waiting in the high weeds. Matthew leaned over the bow…
“Careful,” Magnus cautioned. And explained to Matthew’s jittery start: “Don’t fall in.” 
“Thank you,” Matthew answered, as he wet his face and wiped the bloody matter off his cheeks, forehead and chin with his shirt. He made out what appeared to be the meager light of candles through the woods ahead. Light through windows? he wondered. Ah, yes…the town of Rotbottom, according to Granny Pegg the last stand of civilization on the River of Souls. The thrum of frogs was like a constant drumbeat, the noise of crickets and night-insects a rising and falling cacophony. It seemed that a hundred nasty little humming and buzzing flying things were circling his head and trying to drink the liquid from his eyeballs. He waved them away with his torch and kept scrubbing his face in an attempt to get every bit of human debris off himself. He had had time to think, between the attack of the alligators and his request to head for shore, that it was certainly not a sure thing that the trio of runaways could be found—or could be saved from being killed by any of the other men. In fact, it was a high chance that they could not be saved, if they were indeed found, and all of this would be for naught. Still…what would he be, if he did not try? 
“Have to pick up our pace,” Magnus said. “Try to get to the front of the pack. Way back here, we can’t do anything.” 
“I know,” Matthew replied. 
“How we gonna stop those skins bein’ murdered?” Magnus asked, as if in the past few minutes this question had suddenly dawned on him. “How are we gonna prove Royce killed Sarah? Seems like all you’ve got is some clay under Sarah’s fingernails, and Granny Pegg’s story. That won’t send a man swingin’. Anyhow, Gunn’ll stand up for him. Hell, they’ll kill those slaves and cut their ears off before we ever see ’em…then what’re you gonna prove?” 
“That…I don’t know,” Matthew admitted. “The first thing we have to do—if we can—is to stop any murdering of Abram and the others. Royce and Gunn want to silence them, but they don’t trust the river or the swamp to do it for them. So if we can find the slaves first, so much the better.” And good luck with that effort, he thought. He swung the torch again at the multitude of swarming insects. “Damn these things!” he fumed. “They’re everywhere!” 
Magnus scratched his own cheek where a biter had landed and left a swelling. “Before he settled in Jubilee,” said Magnus, “Baltazar Stamper made his livin’ trackin’ down runaway slaves. He and Bovie both. If anybody can find ’em, it’s those two. And that preacher’s half-crazy and hot on the trigger. I wouldn’t turn my back on any of those three.” 
“It seems we have excellent company on this jaunt.” Matthew had finished cleaning his face to his satisfaction, and now he waved the torch again to ward off the hungry congregation. He started to slide back into the boat. 
“Mud,” someone said. 
The voice made Matthew freeze, though it was spoken so softly it might nearly have been only the sultry breeze searching through the rushes. It had been a feminine voice with a low, smoky quality. Matthew knew someone was standing there amid the underbrush, but his torchlight could not find her among the shadows of shadows. 
“What?” he asked, as if proposing his question to the swamp itself. 
“Mud,” came the repeated reply, and then she moved forward from the wildness of vines and thorns and lifted her own punched-tin lantern. The torchlight fell upon her. “Mud keeps them away,” she said. She came toward him without being invited, and she looked into his eyes as if trying to spy the essence of his soul. He felt himself being probed in every hidden place, which caused him to want to draw back and away from the young woman…but he did not. Then, also without being asked, she leaned down, scooped up a handful of dark river mud, and held it out for his approval. He smelled in it the strong odor of the swamp, a heady and earthy aroma that might have been repellent for its many layers of decay and rebirth, and yet Matthew caught within it a strangely medicinal whiff as well, as pungent as camphor. He wondered how many thousands of dead trees and riverweeds and passage of years were in that handful of mud. It was if the young woman was offering him a salve formed from the River of Souls itself. 
Matthew understood, and he took some of the mud on his fingers and streaked it across his chin, cheeks, forehead and across the bridge of his nose like warpaint in his battle against the bugs. 
“More than that,” she urged, and he obeyed her. 
“Thank you,” he said, when the job was done and the insects began to whirl away from their interrupted feast. 
She stood before him, staring at him with dark blue eyes that seemed luminous in the light, and sparkling like the star-strewn sky. “Pleased,” she answered at last, in her quiet, smoky voice. 
Of course she was a citizen of Rotbottom, Matthew thought. But she was not what he might have expected to find out here in this country, this last gasp of so-called civilization before the true wilderness began. For one thing, she was very lovely. Matthew might even have considered her beautiful, and far more so than Pandora Prisskitt for she was natural and unadorned in her loveliness. She was perhaps seventeen or eighteen, small-boned and slim, wearing a dress sewn from some kind of coarse gray cloth but adorned at the neck with a ruffle of indigo-dyed lace. Her hair was black and lustrous, not pinned up or prepared in any way popular in Charles Town, but allowed to fall casually about her shoulders in thick waves and in bangs on her forehead. She had beestung lips and a thin-bridged nose that turned up slightly at the tip, like the slightest disdain for her own state of ragamuffinry. She had a firm jaw and high cheekbones and in no way appeared weak or impoverishered in spirit; in fact, she faced the two journeyers with what Matthew thought was a stately air of what might have been great confidence, as if to say this was her world and these two men were strangers upon it. 
“My name is Quinn Tate,” the young woman said. “What is yours?” 
“Matthew Corbett. This is—” 
“Magnus Muldoon,” came the rumble. “Think I can’t speak for myself?” 
“Matthew Corbett,” she repeated, still staring intensely at him. “I’ve seen the boats goin’ upriver. What’s happenin’?” 
“A hunt for three runaway slaves from the Green Sea Plantation. But…it’s more than that.” 
“I heard gunshots. Others were out here, callin’ to the boats, but the men wouldn’t answer.” 
“They’re in a hurry. We only stopped because…well…” 
“You wanted to wash your face,” said Quinn, with a faint smile that seemed to say she knew more than she was telling. 
“We need to be on our way, miss,” Magnus told her. “Thanks for helpin’ my friend.” He pushed the oars into the mud in preparation to back the boat off. 
Quinn Tate let the boat start drifting backward before she spoke again. “You need more help, I’m thinkin’.” 
“We’ll manage,” said Magnus. 
“No,” she answered, “you won’t. Neither will most of those men ahead of you. Those goin’ first…without knowin’ what they’re goin’ into…they likely won’t come back.” 
“Uh-huh,” said Magnus, pushing them out toward the middle of the river. 
“Just a minute.” Matthew wished Magnus to slow their retreat, because of something in the girl’s voice…some note of surety, or knowledge, or warning. “What exactly are they going into? The ones up ahead,” he clarified. 
“First thing they’re gonna run up on soon,” said Quinn, standing in the mud with her lantern upraised, “is the village of the Dead in Life.” She was speaking quietly, but her voice carried through the sultry air and across the water. 
Magnus ceased his rowing. “What?” 
“The Indians call it somethin’ different. A name I can’t get my tongue around. It’s like…their little piece of Hell on earth. Not far up the river, maybe a mile or more.” 
“All right, it’s an Indian village,” said Magnus, though he rowed in closer to Quinn by a few strokes. “What makes it so different from any other?” 
“The warriors only come out at night,” she replied, matter-of-factly. “To hunt. They don’t care what they catch. They have a game they play. This is what I hear, from some who’ve seen and gotten away. I wouldn’t want to be caught by any of ’em, because that village is where all the tribes for miles around put their bad men and women and their…what would you call ’em?…ones who aren’t right in the head.” 
“It’s a village of exiles?” Matthew asked. Or an Indian insane asylum? he wondered. 
“Whatever it is, it’s up there, and those torches are gonna draw ’em to the river like flies to…” She shrugged. “Dead meat.” 
Magnus sat with the oars across his knees. He rubbed a hand across his mouth, and Matthew saw him beginning to wonder if Abram, Mars and Tobey were worth going any further upriver, especially since—if the girl was right—they might have been already taken by the Indians. But the moment and the hesitation passed, and Magnus took up the oars and squared his shoulders again. 
“We’ll go on,” he announced. A few more boats were coming up the river behind them, still distant yet close enough to be heard the drunken shouting and laughter of their passengers, who obviously had not seen any body parts floating in the water and were too inflamed by liquor to be rightly frightened of the alligators. 
“Are you the one?” Quinn suddenly asked. She was speaking to Matthew. 
“Pardon?” he asked, not understanding. The moon floated between them, cut into pieces by ripples. 
“Are you the one?” she repeated. She held his gaze. “Yes, I think you are. I think…you wouldn’t have come to me, where I was standin’, if you weren’t. I wouldn’t have been there, waitin’ for you, if you weren’t. Yes.” She nodded, and she reached out as if to draw him closer. “I know who you are. Who you really are, I mean.” 
“You know me? How?” 
“You had another name, and now you call yourself Matthew Corbett…but that’s not your real name.” 
“She’s out of her mind,” Magnus muttered, low enough only for Matthew to hear. “Swamp fever’s got her.” 
Matthew thought Magnus was right, and yet…he had to ask the questions: “What do you think my real name is? And where do you know me from?” 
“Oh,” she answered with a small, sad smile, “I can’t bear to speak it yet. And I know you from here.” She put her free hand over her heart. “This is where you live. You may not remember me…not just yet…but I have not let you go.” 
“Swamp fever,” Magnus repeated. He began to work the oars and the boat glided forward. 
The young woman followed them along the muddy shore. She was wearing leather sandals, which sank into the muck with every step. “I can help you,” she repeated. “Up the river. I can go with you.” 
“Pity,” said Magnus. “She’s a beautiful girl, to be so addled.” 
“Don’t go!” Quinn called, as the boat pulled away from her. “Don’t leave me again! Do you hear?” A note of panic surfaced. “Please don’t leave me!” 
“Don’t listen.” Magnus put his back to the rowing and the boat gained speed. “No use in it.” 
“Matthew!” Quinn swung her lantern back and forth with the strength of desperation. “You said you’d come back to me! Please!” 
Though Matthew tried not to listen, he couldn’t help but hear. He didn’t look back at her, though it took an effort. The mud was drying on his face, but he felt the rising beads of sweat on his forehead and at the nape of his neck. He had never in his life met that young woman before, as far as he knew. How could he have? He’d never been on this river before, had never even heard of Rotbottom. Matthew! he heard her call once more, and then she stopped calling. 
After Magnus had rowed on a little further and some distance had been put between them and the dark shapes of the houses of Rotbottom, Matthew said, “I don’t know what to make of that. Yes, I suppose you’re right. About the swamp fever. She thinks I’m someone else.” 
“Maybe you look like somebody she used to know,” Magnus offered. “Damn shame. Out of her head, for sure.” 
They rounded a bend on the serpentine river and found they were catching up to a small group of rowboats and canoes. Torchflames and candlelight flickered on the water. Matthew saw that once again the jugs were being passed around, and rough voices were slurred as they shouted back and forth. Up ahead, a man in one of the boats stood in the bow with a jug in one hand and as he drank from it he slashed his sword from side to side as if fighting invisible foes. 
Matthew had a very clear memory of Sarah Kincannon sitting on the boulder beneath the willows, reading her book. How fast a life could be changed, he thought; how fast a life could be extinguished. He recalled how her brightness had clouded over when speaking about the slaves. But, however one might consider the subject of slavery, it was a fact that slaves were necessary on these plantations, for only slaves had the endurance to work in the swampy fields, under the harsh sun and conditions that pale skins could not tolerate. Of course there were many slaves in the town of New York; it was again a fact of life. The difference between the slaveholders of the northern colonies and those of the southern had to do with the land itself. In New York the slaves usually lived in the attic or basement of the main house, whereas the plantation had enough space to create its own slave quarters. Was the work more full of hardship in the south as opposed to the north? Certainly the northern slaves were used as laborers, in the fields or on the docks as well as in the households, and so it was difficult to say. Matthew knew that whips bit flesh the same in the north as they did in the south, depending only upon the mercy and motives of the master. 
Magnus’ rowing was smooth and efficient. He was working harder than the rowers in the vessels ahead, and so they were steadily catching up and would soon pass them. 
“Sarah seemed like a very fine young woman,” Matthew said. “You certainly impressed her with your artistry.” When Magnus didn’t respond to this, Matthew continued on: “Your glass-blowing,” he explained. “She liked your work.” 
At first Matthew thought Magnus was too lost in either his own reverie or the pattern of the rowing to answer, but then Magnus shrugged his massive shoulders and said, “Glad of that. She paid me for ’em, but that wasn’t why I done ’em. Happy to make things she liked. Happy to go visit her and talk for a spell.” 
“You spent a lot of time with her?” 
“No, not a lot.” He gave Matthew a quick, sharp glance that said he was still proud and determined to continue living in his hermitage. “But when I did go visit her…she was always kind to me. In the summer, offerin’ me a cup of lemon water. Cider in the winter. And she wanted to hear about me. The glass-blowin’…that too…but she wanted to know about me. How I got where I was, and what I was thinkin’. I started makin’ bottles I knew she would most like…usin’ the colors she favored. Greens and purples, they were. When I took her somethin’ I knew she would like…you should’ve seen her face light up. Seen her eyes shine. It made me feel good inside, knowin’ I was bringin’ her somethin’ she thought was pretty. I tried to take some bottles to Pandora once, but Father Prisskitt wouldn’t let me in the door. Said if I came back, he’d have a musketball ready for me.” Magnus stopped rowing and let the boat drift for a moment. “It’s a kind of Hell to think you’re in love with somebody who don’t care if you live or die, ain’t it? Who don’t show you no care a’tall…and yet you keep on ’cause you’re thinkin’ you can make it happen, like knockin’ down a door or breakin’ through a wall. Then it gets to where you have to make it happen, or you think you’re no damn good. It gets to where it’s a thorn in your head, and ain’t no other rose can catch root there.” He began rowing once more, his gaze fixed past Matthew toward the river. “You must think I’m a poor piece a’work. don’t you? To be so tranced by such a woman?” 
“I think all men have been tranced, by some woman or another,” Matthew replied. “And women the same. We men don’t hold the only key to that particular vault.” 
“Reckon not,” Magnus agreed. “You have a woman?” 
“Good question. I’m not quite sure.” 
“If you don’t know for sure…then you must not. You livin’ in that big town…maybe you wanted to come see me and give me some advice you oughta be takin’ yourself.” 
“Oh?” Matthew’s eyebrows went up. “What would that be?” 
“Climbin’ out of the hole you dug for yourself. I know I dug a deep one, ’cause I didn’t have use for people I thought was laughin’ at me and my folks. What hole are you in, and why’d you dig it so deep?” 
Matthew had to ponder that one for a moment. “Someone else is digging it for me,” he replied, thinking of the image of the masked Professor Fell working tirelessly in a windblown cemetery, shovelling out a grave meant for a young man from New York. “I don’t intend to be pushed into it before my time,” he said. “Neither do I wish anyone I care for to find themselves in it, and dirt thrown into her face.” 
“Her face?” asked Magnus. 
“Hey, Sipsey!” shouted one of the men in the boat just ahead. “Play us a tune!” 
The voice had been ragged and slurred. Up further along the river, the man with the fiddle obliged by beginning what at first was a slow, sad and gray song that suddenly with a scrape of the bow blazed itself up into a conflagration of notes. The man with the jug and the sword was standing in his boat, twisting his upper torso to the music and slashing at the air; he let go a wild holler that seemed to reverberate across the wilderness and for a moment silence all the night-things that chattered and chittered for a space of their own. 
In another boat, someone who was obviously also not only a music-lover but a lover of the jug fired a pistol into the air, and Magnus muttered, “Damn fools.” 
Matthew caught sight of something, but he wasn’t quite sure what it was. 
It was something sliding into the water from the righthand thicket. 
He thought at first it was another alligator, but it moved so fast and so smoothly he was unable to tell for sure. He caught other quick movements from that direction, maybe three or four dark shapes submerging themselves. Something was definitely in the river that had not been there a moment before. Matthew felt the flesh prickle on his arms and at the back of his neck. 
The man with the sword and jug was still cavorting to the fiddle player’s tune. Matthew said, “Magnus?” 
Before Magnus could answer or Matthew could determine what he was going to say next, there came a high thrumming sound nearly masked by the fiddle music. 
The swordsman suddenly dropped his jug to clutch at his throat, which had just been pierced by an arrow. He fell backwards into the river, his sword now ineffectual and the liquor in his blood not strong enough to overcome a sharpened flint through the windpipe. 
In the next instant, the boat from which the swordsman had fallen was overturned by a pair of mud-dark figures that burst up from beneath, spilling the craft’s other two passengers into the water. The same also with a boat to the left of that one, even as a musketball shrieked off into the sky, and two more unfortunates tumbled into the Solstice. A torch hissed as the water drank its flame. Arrows came flying from the thicket on the right, one lodging itself into the shaft of Magnus’ oar on that side and another passing by Matthew’s face so close it nearly shaved his cheek of the day’s whiskers. Up ahead, three more boats were overturned, including the one that carried Sipsey, the fiddler. Pistols flared and swords struck down at the river from those boats still upright, and in answer to those insults more arrows flew from the wilderness to strike wood and flesh alike. 
Matthew felt a thump beneath their boat, and then another. His heart hammered in his chest. An arrow passed through the flame of his torch and threw a firestorm of sparks. Suddenly they were going over, and as Matthew fell across the side of their boat he felt an arrow strike him in the meat of his left shoulder. The pain stole his breath, and in the following second he was in the river holding his cutlass and a dead torch. He was underwater one instant and the next could stand on a muddy bottom, the river up to his collarbone. The attackers had chosen a shallow place in which to devise this assault, using the river’s foundation to propel themselves upward against the hulls. This fact did not linger long in his brain, because the mud-smeared figures were everywhere around him and so were flailing white men who found themselves, like Matthew, very suddenly much too far from home.
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Matthew was painstricken and dazed, but he knew he must get out. In the moonstruck darkness he had no idea where Magnus was, or if the figure to the left or to the right was an Indian or a citizen of Jubilee, as water thrashed and foamed and men cried out in either their own pain or their own terror. Matthew made for the swamp on the lefthand side, away from the attackers. He had gotten only two strides through the turbulence when an arm like iron grasped him around the throat and began to pull him toward the opposite shore. A flint blade was put to the side of his face, daring defiance. He heard flesh being struck nearby and thought that Magnus must be fighting for his life with either an oar or his fists. Then Matthew was hauled out of the water into a dense thicket where thorns grabbed at his trousers and shirt, and he stumbled and fell and yet the arm tightened about his throat and the blade began to dig at his cheek. 
He still had hold of the deceased torch and the cutlass. With no desire to be strangled or sliced, he did what he had to do; he brought the cutlass’ business edge up sharply between his legs and into the crotch of the Indian who’d seized him. There was no cry of pain, just a muffled grunt of it as if between gritted teeth, and the blade scrawled blood from Matthew’s cheek but suddenly the arm was gone from around his throat. Without thinking of direction or what he might do to help Magnus or anyone else he tore through the nightblack woods before the warrior could recover, and fighting through thorns and vines he was aware of other figures running around him, but whether they were Indians on the hunt or white men being hunted he did not know. 
He just ran, with the mud of the River of Souls clotted on his boots and the dank smell of the river up his nostrils. 
There was no light. Here the roof of trees was thick enough to obscure the moon. Vines caught at his legs and nearly toppled him. “Oh my God! Oh my God!” he heard someone half-shouting, half-sobbing to his right, but he could see no face to go along with the pleading. He ran on, fighting through the brush, and suddenly he tripped over a fallen limb or tree root and fell to the ground, losing his grip on the doused torch and twisting his body to one side to avoid driving the arrow in any deeper. The impact with the sodden earth knocked the breath from his lungs. He lay on his right side, his lungs heaving and his teeth clenched with pain. He still had hold of the cutlass, and no power in this haunted swamp would make him let it go. 
He heard distant screams and, nearer, the noise of men tearing their own paths through the wilderness. When he was able he forced himself up on his knees, and he sat there thinking that he should get back to the river and cross it to the other side, which seemed the safer. But what about Magnus? Shouldn’t he try to find Muldoon and give whatever aid he could? That was laughable, Matthew thought. He could find no one in this wild darkness, much less give aid with an arrow sunken in his shoulder and blood running down his face. But he still had the cutlass, and thank God for that blessing. 
He was aware of stripes of moonlight streaming through the trees to illuminate in deep blue the woods before him, and he was aware also of figures moving through that light. 
Except they were not human figures. They were skeletons in motion, skulls and bones that glowed with faint green luminosity. There were six or seven of them, hunched down and creeping slowly through the foliage, and in that moment Matthew doubted the strength of his own sanity. 
A man came running past Matthew from the direction of the river. He evidently saw the green-glowing skeletons—too late!—and with a hoarse cry of terror tried to turn away from them. One of the nightmare figures leaped forward with an eerie howl. A scythe-shaped weapon at the end of a long shaft swung out. In another instant the runner’s head was nearly removed from the neck. With a gush of black blood the man’s body danced a macabre jig as the head flopped back and forth, and when the body collapsed two of the skeletons leapt upon it with drawn flint knives and finished the job of hacking head from bloody neck. 
In that moment, Matthew Corbett of New York did perhaps take a jolt to his mind, for he fell unto his right side and curled up, knees to chin, and he thought that if he did not move from this place until daylight he would be safe, for surely the sun would frighten away these evil spirits of the night. Looking up he saw two more of the skeletons run forward in pursuit of a man who burst from the brush and fled like a terrified rabbit. This unfortunate’s head was likewise nearly cleaved off by the scythe. One of the skeletons picked up the head by the hair and, swinging it round and round with malignant glee, ran off with it held high into the woods as if offering the swamp its greatest trophy. 
Screams and cries echoed through the night. Matthew realized he was in the middle of a battleground…or, more correctly, a slaughterground, for the skeletons were taking the heads left and right of men who had escaped from the Indians at the river. He let go the cutlass for a moment to grasp the shaft of the arrow lodged in his shoulder, but the slightest pressure on it was enough to make the pain shoot down his arm and freeze his left hand. He gave that up as a bad job and once more found the cutlass, which was at present his best and only friend. Sweat had beaded on his face and his heart was racing. One of the skeleton men came very near to where he was lying, but then pulled back just short of stepping on him in the thicket. 
If he thought he was safe in this little patch, Matthew suddenly found himself gravely mistaken. A body landed on his back, his hand was hammered to release the sword, his head was yanked back by the hair and a leather cord was wrapped around his throat. The weight slid off him and he was hauled to his feet by rough hands. A knife was placed against his neck and he suffered a slap to the face that must be, to the Indians, a supreme insult. He found he would much rather be insulted than dead, for no weapon swung at him to remove his head. At least, not yet. His vision was blurred by the force of the blow and by the pain in his shoulder, but he saw several of the skeletons ringing him. Through the abject terror that thrummed through him, a cooler part of himself realized that these were only men painted with some kind of black pigment and then the images of skull and bones applied with a phosphorescent agent…likely an elixir made from a swamp plant. But Matthew realized that though they were only men, they were most certainly Indians from the village the strange young woman in Rotbottom had foretold, and thus the lopping off of heads might be only the beginning of this deadly ordeal. 
The skeleton men hopped and leaped about Matthew, gibbering in what might have been their own language or the language of the mad. He was pulled along by the leather cord, and though he tried to address them in both English and French his voice was half-choked by the binding and no good came of it. 
By the moonlight he saw a few other white men, dripping wet from the River of Souls, similarly neck-bound and being dragged along through the swamp. “God’s mercy! God’s mercy!” one of them croaked, but no mercy was shown and Matthew thought God kept His distance from this accursed place. Was there any purpose in fighting the cord? In dropping to his knees and trying to scrabble away into the thicket? He decided no, if he wished to keep his head…and in so keeping his head, he might yet have time to think himself a way out of this. 
Someone sobbed brokenly, like a woman, to Matthew’s right. Matthew’s mind was inflamed with both terror and the need to plot some kind of escape, but as he was being pulled roughly along he wondered how many boats and canoes from Jubilee had gotten past this village of the damned before the torchlight had alerted the Indians and brought them, as Quinn Tate had said, to the river like flies on dead meat. Most likely Abram, Mars and Tobey had gotten past, and the first group of boats as well. Would that have included Royce and Gunn? Probably the Indians hadn’t been waiting too long before they attacked, which meant that many of the boats further ahead had gotten through. 
He didn’t have much longer to ponder such questions, for suddenly he and the others were pulled from the wilderness into a clearing where multiple torches burned and a bonfire illuminated dwellings that obviously had been constructed by members of different tribes: some made of stones, some of logs, some of woven grass and treebranches, and some of stretched animal hides. The commonality among these dwellings, Matthew noted, was that they were all decorated with alligator skulls and bones, as if these elements from the River of Souls bound the outcasts—the criminal, the insane, and possibly both, if Quinn Tate was correct in the questionable lucidity of her own mind—together as one tribe. 
Came the inhabitants of these huts out to watch the arrival of the hunters, and to themselves dance and caper around the white men stained by river mud. They were young and old, male and female, nearly naked, their bodies painted with garish hues of red and blue but scarred in some way or deformed by a hunchback or with withered arm or leg…outcasts, all. Matthew was brought by the skeleton men into a parade of eight other whites being pulled, poked and prodded along a dirt path toward another area ringed by torches. It was a grassy field, Matthew saw. At each end there were open nets fashioned of river reeds, and it seemed that the entire populace of this damned village were gathering around the field as if to watch a sporting exhibition. 
Two of the skeleton men passed by on their way to the field carrying between them a basket that dripped blood. Matthew had an instant to see what he wished he had not seen, that the basket held several of the heads that had been lopped from their necks. One of the other white men saw it, too, and instantly gave a cry of horror and fell to his knees. Matthew recognized him as the broad-shouldered, brown-bearded Zachary DeVey, who wore a sweat-damp red kerchief tied around his bald scalp and who had lifted his pistol and declared himself able and willing to put a ball through any spirit, ha’int or demon up the river for the promise of thirty pounds. His pistol was now lost, probably to the belly of the river. DeVey looked up with renewed horror, his face puffed by insect bites and blood gleaming at his nostrils, as one of the skeleton men swung the scythe-like weapon and the edge of sharpened flint sliced through flesh and cracked against neckbone. A second swing finished the job. Blood sprayed into the air. The body remained, trembling, on its knees as some of the other Indians rushed up to catch the gore in their hands as if from a fountain and smear it over their faces and bodies with cries that could only be the joy of destruction. Then the body collapsed and the head with its sightless eyes and open mouth was picked up by the beard and put into the basket along with the others. The parade, including the dazed and arrow-struck Matthew Corbett, was pulled onward. 
They were made to stand still while the cords around their necks were tied and knotted together, captive to captive, and then they were pushed down to sit along one side of the field, where they received the taunts and spittle of both their captors and the audience. The Indians shrieked with delight when two teams of five skeleton men were daubed with blood, one team upon the forehead and one upon the chest. The teams took up short but stout wooden poles with oar-like paddles on the ends. They ran to opposite ends of the field and waited there, all down on one knee, as a corpulent Indian covered with black tattoos plucked a head from the basket and waddled out to plant it at the field’s center. Then he waddled back again, and when he held his fleshy and tattooed arms up the audience did the same, and they all clapped their hands together with a noise like rolling thunder. 
To the blast of excited screams and chattering that followed, the two teams leapt up and ran for the head at the center of the field. One of the chest-daubed warriors reached it first and gave it a smack with his paddle toward the opposite net, but it rolled only a few feet before the paddle of an opposing player stopped its progress and struck it a blow for the bloody foreheads. Back and forth the head was struck, as Matthew and the men from Jubilee watched in dreadful fascination. 
It took perhaps fifteen minutes for the tattered head to be struck a keen blow by a cunning bloody forehead who got it past an opponent’s gory paddle and into the net. Then both teams retreated to their sides to take their knees again and the corpulent Indian repeated the ritual, this time with Zachary DeVey’s head. After the communal clap of thunder, the game went on. 
It was a quick round, the brown-bearded and battered head rolling into the net guarded not too well by a bloody-foreheaded skeleton man after about six minutes of play. A third head was selected, as the other two heads were allowed to remain in the nets. The game continued, with much joyfully deranged noise. 
Matthew, fighting pain and shock, knew what would happen when all the heads from that basket found their way into a net, for behind the captives were positioned two skeleton men wielding the deadly scythes. His arms were unbound and his legs free, but the leather cord knotted one man to another made escape if not impossible then highly unlikely. The arrow in his shoulder was taking its due. To remain still and frozen in this posture of defeat, though, meant certain death. To stand and fight…certain death. So for the moment Matthew was caught between deaths with no way out except to Heaven or Hell, according to the will of his Maker. 
To emphasize the predicament, the wizened and mud-splattered old man to Matthew’s right gave a cry of either panic or desperation and tried to fight to his feet. Before he got there, he was knifed several times in the back by one of the skeleton men while the other one used his scythe to create another bloody ball for the game. Much to the delight of the Indians who viewed this decapitation, the grizzle-bearded head was placed into the basket and the body dragged away so that a number of children could use their child-sized flint knives on the still-shuddering torso. 
Matthew realized the leather cord between himself and the next man on his right was now unconnected, having been severed by the scythe. The game was continuing on with a new head, and presently both teams were being thwarted by the other. Matthew figured there were perhaps forty or fifty Indians here in this mad village, almost all of them shouting and screaming for their team of favor, their attention fixed on this gruesome game. 
Matthew thought he might be able to unwind the loosened cord from his neck and at least try to run, but as soon as this idea came to him one of the skeleton men dragged the next man on the right over to him and tied and reknotted the cord and his hopes collapsed. 
He needed a sharp edge, something to cut the binding. There was no way he could get hold of a knife, but…
If he could get to it, he was in possession of one sharp edge. It was insane, yes…but perhaps this was a night where insanity must rule, because…there was the sharp edge of the arrowhead buried in his shoulder. His only weapon, and only way out. The skeleton men were watching the game, but were also ready for any sudden moves from the prisoners. Thus…if it was to be done…it had to be done slowly…but the pain was going to be unbearable. He was going to have to probe with a finger along the arrow’s shaft and into the wound. It was the only way. 
He bent forward, as if to be sick. Touching the shaft sent a shiver through him. If the arrowhead was imbedded in bone, he could never get it out. And if the shaft broke, so much the worse. He closed his eyes, sweat glistening on his face and the delighted screams of the audience ringing in his ears, and he swallowed hard and pushed the forefinger of his right hand into the wound. 
Somewhere in Charles Town the palm trees along the harbor stirred in the night breeze, their fronds clattering together softly over the white stone streets. In New York, Berry Grigsby might have been awakened from a slumber by a disquietening dream that she could not fully recall, but that she thought concerned Matthew Corbett. Not far from Berry’s dwelling, Hudson Greathouse might have sat up in his own bed and thought with a start of alarm Matthew is in danger until the hand of the widow Abby Donovan rose up and brushed along his backbone and he decided that Matthew was likely enjoying a Charles Town vacation in spite of himself, God help the boy. 
And somewhere in the world a slender man in an elegantly-cut tan suit whose face was streaked by shadow sat at a desk with pen in hand and a small candle burning before him to illuminate the papers he was executing, and he thought that the next time he saw Matthew Corbett he would show no mercy, for no one lived who had done to his plans what that boy had done, and vengeance would be slow and cold and very, very satisfying. 
In the Indian village of the damned along the River of Souls, as another noggin went into the net from the now-empty basket and the first man in the line of the doomed lost his head to a scythe, Matthew was bent forward with eyes squeezed shut in his sweating face, his forefinger searching for the arrowhead. The pain was sickening, nearly making him pass out, yet he had to hang on to his senses. One of the skeleton men walked past and struck him across the back with the shaft of the scythe, and Matthew winced but paid no heed; he had to get this task done, for he’d realized two more heads into the net and his would be the next offering. 
Blood was oozing from the wound, wetting his shirt. Matthew got his thumb into it, to widen the aperture. Follow the shaft, he thought. He clenched his teeth; the sounds of the crowd ebbed and swelled as his consciousness wavered. Fight it! he told himself. It was either this or he was dead, and he could well be dead even if he got the arrowhead out for he might be too weak to use it. He probed deeper into the torn tissue of his shoulder, and perhaps he steeled himself even more to overcome the pain when the crowd screamed with ecstacy as another head was netted. 
His forefinger touched the arrowhead’s hard edge. He remained bent forward, as if either sick or sobbing with terror, as the skeleton men hacked the head off the next unfortunate victim in line and dragged his body away for the children. The head entered the game. Matthew worked feverishly to get both forefinger and thumb in position to pull the arrowhead free, but it was a bloodslick and brutal job and he felt his will to live leaving him like a candle being slowly extinguished. His face felt swollen and pressured by currents of blood. He thought he couldn’t hang on any longer, that it was all for naught and he would die here anyway, but suddenly the arrowhead came loose between his forefinger and thumb and there was not as much pain as he’d feared because the arm and shoulder felt dead. Now the task of getting the arrowhead out was before him, and he thought he should do this quickly before he lost heart and too much more will and strength. He began to withdraw the arrow…slick fingers on the flint…lost his grip on it…found it again and touched something that shot pain not only through his arm but down his side. He nearly wept, but for that there was no time. 
Matthew drew the arrow out. At the very last a wave of sickness and agony passed over him and he very nearly lost his senses. He might have, had not a great hollering and tumult from the audience indicated the netting of another dead brainhouse. Matthew put the arrowhead’s edge to the cord around his throat and began to saw at it, his own skin be damned. The remaining man on his right was doomed; the skeleton men were coming up behind him. Suddenly this citizen of Jubilee, who had been struck mute with shock until now, gave out a scream and tried to stand but the knives plunged into his back and drove him down to his knees. The action upset Matthew’s focus and intent, as well as his balance. One of the scythes was upraised to cleave head from neck. 
Just as the scythe was falling, Matthew felt the arrowhead cut through the cord. As it loosened he ripped it off his neck and with a burst of desperate energy scrambled to his feet. Emboldened by Matthew’s success, two of the other white men also tried to stand. One of the skeleton men whirled toward Matthew, knife in the left hand and the scythe gripped in the right. The warrior’s eyes in the skullface were black holes of madness. Before either blade could come at him, Matthew plunged the arrow into the Indian’s upper chest with as much strength as he could summon, and then he could do no more for anyone else. He turned and ran for the swamp. He was aware that almost instantly the second skeleton man was after him, the deadly scythe seeking his head. Matthew kept his head tucked into his shoulders as he ran along the dirt path, and behind him he heard a screaming and shrieking that might have raised the dead from their graves, for the Indians in this mad village of the damned were delirious with joy in what seemed a sudden new twist of the game. 
He ran among the huts in the direction of the bonfire, seeing no other Indians because they were likely all at the field. A glance back showed the skeleton man almost within swing of the scythe. Matthew stumbled; his legs were weak, he was about to fall. He felt death about to take him. 
He was nearly to the bonfire when he heard the crying of a baby from the woods beyond. It was a wail that rose up and became a soft sobbing, went on for perhaps three or four seconds and then ceased altogether. 
Matthew passed the bonfire. He glanced back and saw with amazement and pure relief that the skeleton man had stopped; not only that, but the eerie figure was backing away, the scythe still held high to deliver a blow. Matthew tore into the wilderness, fell onto hands and knees, got up again and kept going. 
The baby’s cry did not repeat itself, but as Matthew struggled through vines, thorns and muck toward the river he recalled what Granny Pegg had said: Old Cara told me this…if you hear a baby cryin’, keep goin’. Don’t try to find it…just keep goin’, ’cause that’s a spirit you don’t want to see. 
And evidently a spirit the skeleton man had not wanted to see either, Matthew realized. He tripped and fell again, and once more struggled up. The left arm of his shirt was wet with blood. He was trying to make his way through the utter dark, his strength ebbing away and possibly the most dangerous spirit of the River of Souls somewhere near him. If one believed in such things, and in spite of his rational mind Matthew was beginning to become a believer.



Twelve




At the edge of the River of Souls, Matthew sank to his knees in the weeds. He was almost done. He saw that the moon had fallen toward the horizon and was being consumed by the gray tendrils of clouds. He thought of Professor Fell’s octopus, slowly wrapping its tentacles about the world. 
He had decided first to cross the river, here at a shallow point, to get the Solstice between himself and the hunters. He’d not seen any following him, and perhaps the cry of the so-called spirit would keep them from venturing out beyond the firelight of their sanctuary, but still…
There had to be bodies in the river—and maybe that of Magnus Muldoon—that might be attracting the reptiles. Possibly they weren’t nesting in this area of the river, since the Indians hadn’t been afraid of swimming, but Matthew wished not to take that chance with all the blood on his shirt and a thick matting of it on his left shoulder. His left arm felt dead, yet at least the rest of him was still alive and he still wore his head. 
Were there any of the overturned boats floating? He could see none of them by the darkening moon. The sullen heat lay like a black cloak upon him and the swamp on all sides was a buzz and thurrup of the noise of insects fighting their own constant war for survival. He could see no stars, and not a glimmer of light yet from the east. 
He was weary. He wished only to lie here in this mud and these weeds and be lulled by the cursed swamp, for better or for worse. Morning would come soon, he thought. Morning had to come soon. And then he would walk his way out of this swamp…but what of the runaway slaves? Gone, most likely. Either already captured and killed or disappeared into the wilderness. By all reason, Royce and Gunn had won. The murder of Sarah Kincannon—most probably rooted in the same kind of jealousy that had caused Magnus to kill three men for the dubious admiration of Pandora Prisskitt—would result in the deaths of Abram, Mars and Tobey as well…but possibly the slaves would escape this swamp, and keep going. To where? Matthew wondered. Where did they think they were going to find refuge? On another plantation? The custom was to brand slaves on the back or chest with a mark of ownership; another plantation owner would return them in chains to the Green Sea. Either that, or the three would eventually perish in the swamp. Royce and Gunn could not take the risk of them getting out, though; neither man knew the questions and accusations waiting for them when they returned, but in their minds they wanted the three runaways—and especially Abram—dead and silenced. I pray to Heaven you are able to do the right thing, Mrs. Kincannon had said. “Ha,” Matthew said quietly. “The right thing.” His voice was wan and hoarse. “And what is the right thing?” he asked the starless night. 
“The right thing,” came a harsher voice, from only a short distance away, “is first to get your ass out of that mud, Sir Gentleman.” 
Matthew at once sat up. A mountainous black-bearded figure, dark with mud, towered over him. 
“Saw somebody come out of the woods,” said Magnus. “Didn’t know who it was ’til I heard you. Anybody else comin’?” 
“No,” Matthew answered when he could find his voice again.“I don’t think so.” 
Magnus knelt down beside him. “Indians got you?” 
“Yes.” 
“How’d you get away?” 
“Not easily.” They’re using human heads in their ballgame, he almost said, but to revisit all that was a torture in itself. “What happened to you?” 
“Fought a couple of ’em off with an oar. Then I went underwater, grabbed hold of a rock and near drowned down there, tryin’ to keep my breath. A pair of boots stepped on me, that didn’t help. When I could, I crawled into the thicket. Was gonna stay there ’til first light, then I saw somebody come out…turns out to be you.” He was silent for a moment, as the swamp spoke around them in its unintelligible chattering. “Lot of men dead, I’m figurin’.” 
“Yes,” said Matthew. 
“It was bad,” said Magnus, a statement rather than a question, and he waited for Matthew to nod. “Well,” said the muddied mountain, “we lost everythin’ when the boat went over. The musket…the black powder…the tinderbox…the food. Figure your cutlass is gone?” 
“Gone,” Matthew said. 
“Maybe we can find a boat and get it uprighted. Moon’s near dark,” Magnus said, noting the change in the lighting. “Clouds rollin’ in, maybe get some rain in the mornin’.” He stared without speaking into Matthew’s face for a time. “Smellin’ blood on you. Hurt bad?” 
“I had an arrow in the shoulder. I had to pull it out. My left arm is…less than perfect.” 
“Hm,” said Magnus. He scratched his muddy beard. “Could’ve been worse, I’m thinkin’.” 
“Yes,” Matthew agreed, feeling as if he were in the midst of a bad dream that had no beginning and no end, one of those that set upon you and caused you to think the night was without time and the world without form. “Much worse.” 
“Look here,” Magnus said suddenly. “Somebody else is comin’.” 
Matthew saw for himself. Approaching from downriver was a rowboat with a pair of punched-tin lanterns set on a hook at the bow. Behind the boat was nothing was dark river; this was obviously the final journeyer from Jubilee. Matthew tried to stand but found he hadn’t yet the strength, so Sir Gentleman remained with his ass in the mud. Magnus stood up and waded out to meet the boat, and in so doing bumped against a body floating faceup with an arrow through its throat. When he pushed it aside, something slithered underneath his hand and he jerked the hand back as if it had touched a hot griddle. 
In another moment the boat had drawn close enough for both Magnus and Matthew to see who was handling the oars. Matthew got to his feet; the world spun around him a few times, but he held firm to his senses. 
“You know,” said the young black-haired girl, staring at him with her dark blue eyes in the dim lantern light, “that I couldn’t let you go again. Not when you’re so close.” 
Matthew had no idea how to respond. Quinn Tate thought him to be someone else, of course. Swamp fever or not, she was out of her mind.
“Stepped on somethin’,” said Magnus, and he reached underwater. He came up with a short sword…not Matthew’s cutlass, but good enough to fight with. 
“What happened here?” Quinn asked. She scanned the lefthand riverbank, and then she caught sight of the floating body with the arrow in its throat. She answered her own question. “I told you they’d come when they saw the torches.” 
“They might still be creepin’ about,” Magnus said. “They took Matthew, but he got away from ’em. Time we were gettin’ out of here too.” He laid the sword down into the boat. “I’m gonna climb in. Just sit still and keep the oars out and flat.” 
She nodded. Magnus pulled himself over the side and helped Matthew over as Quinn held the boat steady. Matthew noted that she looked at him with wonder and near adoration, as if he were a spirit sent to her from God. He sat at the stern, clasping his wounded shoulder, and at once Quinn abandoned the oars and sat on the plank seat next to him, pulling the torn shirt open to look at his injury. 
“Arrow,” he told her. “I was lucky. Didn’t hit a bone.” 
She touched the clotted mass of blood with gentle fingers. “Got to get somethin’ on that, Daniel. It’ll fester if you don’t.” 
“Matthew,” he said quietly but forcefully. “My name is Matthew.” 
Quinn seemed to catch herself drifting in some memory of the past. She blinked, a shade passed over her features, and she said, “Yes. I meant to say…Matthew.” 
Magnus had sat on the center plank and taken up the oars. He hesitated, and Matthew realized he was trying to decide to go on or not. “What’s up ahead?” Magnus asked the girl, his voice a harsh rumble. “More Indians?” 
“No. But other things.” 
“What other things?” 
“Spirits,” she said. “They wander, lookin’ for peace…or revenge. The river leadin’ you on and on, and the swamp takin’ you in and makin’ you lose your way. The quicksand pits and the snake nests, trickin’ you to step in ’em. I know from hearin’ tales…it’s a bad place.” 
“Tales,” scoffed Magnus, yet his voice wasn’t as strong as it had been a moment before. A flicker of heat lightning shot across the sky to the west. “Matthew, what do you say? Do we go onward or back?” 
As soon as this uncomfortable question had left Magnus’ lips, there came the sound of a distant gunshot. The noise rolled to them through the weeping willows, the gnarled oaks and along the river’s flow. In a few seconds another gunshot—likely a pistol this time, the sound a little higher register than the first, which was probably a musket—rang out. Following it almost immediately was a third shot, from another musket. 
Then silence, but for the voice of the swamp. 
Magnus waited. He glanced back at Matthew. “Three shots. Three runaways. Maybe got ’em all.” 
Matthew looked for the red wash in the eastern sky that would be the coming of daylight, but it was not there. Time seemed to have slipped its boundaries. His shoulder had begun to throb with deep pain that radiated up the side of his neck. He had no idea what to do with the girl; she had to be taken back to Rotbottom, but still…he couldn’t be sure the three shots had killed the runaways, and there was yet the chance to save them. 
“I say we go on,” Magnus decided. “Come this far, we should go on. You bear with that?” 
Matthew didn’t like the idea of taking the girl any further upriver, but it seemed that the die was cast. “I bear with it,” he said, and Magnus began rowing them onward with strong strokes. 
“Brought some things,” Quinn said. She reached down into the bottom of the boat and brought up a small yellow gourd topped with a cork and equipped with a leather strap. “Fresh well-water,” she said, and sloshed the liquid around for them to hear. She uncorked the gourd and offered it to Matthew, who drank gratefully and then passed it to Magnus, who also drank. The gourd was recorked and hung around her neck by the strap, and then Quinn brought up a paper wrapping of what, unwrapped, revealed several chunks of dried meat. 
“Alligator?” Matthew asked before he took one. 
“Surely,” she answered. “Go ahead, it was a big fat one.” 
In spite of what he’d witnessed this night, he was hungry enough. He ate a piece, but he couldn’t help wondering what had made this particular reptile so fat. It had a taste somewhere between chicken and fish, with more gill than cluck. Magnus took two of the chunks and put them down his gullet as if they were from the finest steak in Charles Town. “Obliged,” he said. 
Quinn reached down and brought up a third item to show Matthew: a rusted-looking pistol that likely would explode at the pulling of the trigger. “Got a tinderbox, a bag of powder and some shot too,” she said, holding up a deerskin bag. 
“This belongs to your father? Or your husband?” Matthew asked. 
She stared into his eyes for a few seconds before she replied. “It was yours,” she said. “I thought…maybe…you’d know it.” 
“Listen to me,” Matthew told her. “I’ve never seen you before. Who do you think I am? Someone named Daniel?” 
“Your name is Matthew now.” She gave him a small smile that held within it both a great grief and a heart of hope. “But you’ve done what you said you’d do. What you swore. I don’t want to rush it on you, ’cause I figure you might not remember. But you will remember, in time.” 
Matthew thought the girl was beautiful—a flower among the swamp weeds—but she was surely mad. As Magnus rowed, Matthew closed his eyes and tried to find some rest, aware that Quinn was pressed against him as tightly as a new waistcoat. He was wet with sweat in the humid night, and the insects were back with a vengeance around his face and the shoulder wound. Behind his closed eyes, the cutting scythe rose and fell and the headless bodies jerked and shuddered beneath the children with their knives. He had known horror before, many times, through his dealings in the case of the Queen of Bedlam, the vicious killer Tyranus Slaughter and just lately his meeting with Professor Fell on Pendulum Island, but that scene of bloody celebration at the gamefield had nearly unhinged his already-shattered door. It had been the knowledge that he was waiting for his own head to be delivered to the game paddles that had been the worst, and everything he had wanted to do or planned to do or expected to do in this world would have been ended with the slash of the scythe. 
He felt Quinn’s hand, gentle upon his cheek, and he opened his eyes to see her face very close to his own, as if inhaling the essence of him. “Daniel was your husband?” he asked. 
“Is my husband,” she said. “Always will be, ’til the stars fall out of the sky.” 
“He’s dead?” 
“Alive,” she answered. 
“In me, you think?” 
“You’ll remember, soon enough.” 
“I am not Daniel,” said Matthew. “No matter what you believe, I’m not him.” 
She smiled, ever so faintly. Her fingers traced the line of his jaw, which was stubbled now with a day’s growth of beard. “You’ll remember,” she replied. “Soon enough.” 
Magnus ceased his rowing and let the vessel drift. “Boats pulled up on shore ahead,” he announced. “Looks like…five or six of ’em. Shots likely came from here. I’m puttin’ us out.” 
“All right,” Matthew agreed, as Magnus aimed the boat toward the others pulled up in the brush and weeds. When they were lodged upon the bank, Matthew took up the sword and Magnus accepted the rusty pistol and the powderbag from Quinn. Magnus spent a moment loading the thing. Quinn gathered up the water gourd and the rest of the ’gator meat. Matthew’s head spun a little upon stepping onto the slimy shore, and he stumbled a step but Quinn was quickly there to keep him standing. 
The glow of a fire could be seen through the trees not far ahead. Magnus went first, leading Matthew and Quinn through the tangle. Soon the voices of men could be heard, talking quietly. Magnus eased into the firelight, causing some of the fifteen or so men who sat around the fire to jump to their feet as if being visited by a bearded and muddied giant hai’nt of the swamp. Swords, muskets and pistols pointed in the direction of the new arrivals. 
“Ease up, boys,” said the gravel-voiced Baltazar Stamper, who sat on a length of rotten log. Under his raven-feathered hat his hard-lined face was placid and unconcerned, but his musket was close at hand. “Just Muldoon and…well, look who’s joined the party.” He was staring past Matthew at the girl, and he smiled thinly and tipped his hat to show a mass of unruly black hair with tendrils of gray on the sides. “Where’d you come from, young miss?” 
“Rotbottom’s my home,” she answered in a tentative voice, as she came fully into the firelight beside Matthew. 
“Ah, Rotbottom!” This was spoken by the black-garbed and gaunt preacher Seth Lott, who remained on his feet and gave Quinn a slight bow and a sweep of his ebony tricorn. His hair was cut close to the scalp, like a sprinkling of dark sand. Matthew noted that the man’s keen-eyed gaze covered all of Quinn’s body from head to feet and then travelled upward again, with a couple of joyously wicked stops on the journey. “I am told much sin abides in Rotbottom, since you have no preacher there?” 
“We have some who read the Good Book,” Quinn replied, with more strength. “I’m one of ’em.” 
“Blessed are you, then,” said Lott, offering a quick smile. He returned the tricorn to his head. “Come join us, friends. We are cooking up some snakes over this bountiful fire.” 
Matthew saw that many of the men held sharpened sticks upon which were pierced pieces of white meat. He recognized the broad-shouldered, brown-bearded and husky Caleb Bovie, who regarded the three additions to the ‘party’ with an impassive expression that might have been tinged with dull-eyed contempt. The others he’d probably seen before, maybe in the boats or in the crowd at the Green Sea. They were mostly lean examples of men who had labored hard and long for very little, and wore in the lines upon their faces the tales of lives of quiet desperation. It was easy to see how any of them would be out here hoping to earn money for the ears of a runaway slave, particularly one who had murdered Sarah Kincannon, for such might lift them up at least for awhile from the common clay, or serve to buy a wife a nice piece of cloth for a new dress, or a playtoy for a child. A few of these gents, however, were intent on passing the jugs back and forth; their ruddy faces, glazed eyes and occasional giggling displayed the fact that they were out here, indeed, to join the ‘party.’ 
“Lord, boy!” said a man with a crown of white hair and a face seamed by many summers of burning suns. “You got blood all over your shirt! What happened?” 
“Indians,” Matthew answered. He felt like he needed to sit down before he fell. “From that village back there. They came up from underwater. Threw some of the boats over, and—” 
“You got away from there with your head?” Stamper was roasting his piece of snake over the flames. “We made sure we got past that place quick. Never been there—thank God—but I know what it is. The Catawba, Creeks, Yuchi, and Chickasaws put the people there they call ‘Dead in Life’…the outcasts. We figured the skins had already gotten past, without attractin’ too much attention. Yeah, all those torches on the river…all that singin’ and such…sure to draw ’em out.” Matthew thought the gunfire on the river might also have alerted the Dead in Life to trespassers in their realm, but he said nothing. “Heard tell of the game,” Stamper said. “You see it?” 
“A part I want to keep,” Matthew answered, “was almost in the game.” 
“Lost a lot of blood, looks like. Took a knife?” 
“Arrow.” 
“Broke off the shaft?” 
“No,” Matthew said. “I pulled the arrowhead out.” 
There was a moment of respectful silence, even from the drunken gigglers. Then Stamper called out, “Halleck, pass that jug over here! Let’s give this boy a drink. I think he needs one more than you do.” 
The jug was passed. Matthew had a swallow, which burned hot going down and brought tears to his eyes but he welcomed the sensation. Then Quinn took the jug, said to him, “Draw a breath,” and when he did—knowing what she was about to do—she splashed some of the liquor onto his shoulder wound. 
Comets and fireballs whirled through his head. The pain almost broke his teeth. He thought for a second his tormented flesh in that area had burst into flame. Then he was aware of being helped to the ground by Magnus, because his legs had collapsed. He sat in the firelight with his hand clasped to his shoulder and the beads of sweat glistening on his face. 
“Thank you,” said Quinn, giving the jug back to Stamper, who began its passage back to Halleck and the other drunkards. 
“Heard three shots,” Magnus said. “Killed three snakes?” 
“Snakes were killed by the sword,” Stamper answered as he chewed on the blackened meat. “Whetters, Carr and Morgan fired those shots.” He motioned toward three men on the other side of the flames. “Tell the man why you’re wastin’ gunpowder, Morgan.” 
“Wasn’t no waste!” said the wild-looking red-haired man with a hooked nose and maybe four or five black teeth in his head. “Somethin’ was stalkin’ us! We all heared it!” 
“Scared it off, whatever it was!” said one of the others, thin and balding and red-eyed from either his experiences of the night or sips from the jug. “Somethin’ big…followin’ us through that thicket. Didn’t make a lot a’noise, but it cracked a twig or two. Gettin’ closer and closer. Thought it might’ve been one of the skins, slippin’ up to cut our throats!” 
“Those skins are a long way from here, I’m bettin’,” said Stamper, with a nostril-flare of disgust for either the runaways or the three shooters. “And no one of ’em is gonna try to cut anybody’s throat. They want to run, not fight.” 
“Just tellin’ you what we heard,” Morgan insisted. “Out there lookin’ to scare up a rabbit or such…then we all heard it prowlin’ through that brush. Couldn’t see it, not even with the torch. Keepin’ well-hid.” He turned his attention from Stamper to Magnus. “So we took our shots and to Hell with whatever damn devil it was.” 
“Indian, maybe?” Magnus asked. “The Dead in Life?” 
“Maybe, but I don’t believe they’d roam this far from their village,” Stamper said. “Whatever it was, you boys are damned poor shots. Wasn’t a drop of blood in that thicket.” He reached over and gave his musket a loving pat. “We’ll find out before dawn whether you hit an Indian or not.” 
Matthew looked up at the sky. Had it ever been so dark before dawn in his life? Quinn settled herself beside him and pushed the sweat-damp hair back from his forehead. 
Magnus reached down. He took for himself a stick of burnt snake meat from the hand of a long-nosed man who seemed to think just for an instant of defying Fate, but then regained his senses and sat with his knees pulled up to his chin. Magnus chewed on the meat and surveyed the group of men. He was a formidable beast, with his hair and beard matted and filthy and his face darkened by Solstice River mud. “Why’d you pull off the river here?” 
“I don’t know who got here first and started a fire,” Stamper said, “but it’s a good place to camp. High off the mud. Eat some food and wait ’til daylight. Get started again in a couple of hours.” 
Magnus nodded. “I’m lookin’ for Griffin Royce and Joel Gunn. Anybody seen ’em?” 
“I seen ’em,” said a man leaning against a tree on the other side of the fire. He cradled a musket, was thick-bodied, had a neck like a bull and a square-jawed face that looked like he could crush stones between his teeth. Even so, his blind left eye was stark white. “About an hour ago. They was rowin’ ahead of me, Ellis and Doyle. Movin’ fast. Rounded a bend, and they was gone.” 
“Hm,” said Magnus, still chewing on the reptile. 
“Why you lookin’ for them, Muldoon?” Caleb Bovie had snake meat in his teeth and a voice that sounded as if his throat had been scraped with a razor. “You’re out after the skins just like the rest of us, ain’t you?” 
Magnus was suddenly at a loss for words. He looked to Matthew, who took up the banner even though he was still nearly insensible. “We wondered…if those two might’ve found the runaways yet. They started off…before everyone else. So…” 
“And what the hell are you doin’ here and who are you?” Stamper asked, his eyes narrowed. “I saw you in Jubilee. Wearin’ fancy clothes with fancy manners. You’re from Charles Town, am I right? What are you doin’ out here on a slave hunt, boy?” 
Magnus got his jaw unlocked. He had realized, as Matthew knew, that telling these men what Granny Pegg had said would carry no weight, and might work against their aim. “Matthew’s a friend of mine. Was at my house when the bell started ringin’.” He offered a crooked, muddy-faced grin. “Don’t hold it against him that he’s from Charles Town. Wantin’ to help me start a business. Ain’t that right, Matthew?” 
“Yes, that’s right.” 
“Business?” Stamper snorted and a few of the others dared to laugh, but quietly. “Muldoon, only business you can do is spreadin’ a stink wherever you walk.” His hand touched the musket, just in case. “And it’s news to me that you have a friend. Boy,” he said to Matthew, “you must be as poor a soul as he is.” 
Quinn leaned toward the man. Her face was tight, her eyes dark, and she said in a voice of fire and ice, “Don’t you talk to him that way, mister. I won’t have it. You hear?” 
“Is that so?” Stamper replied, with a quick glance at the other men, for Matthew saw he enjoyed not only being the center of attention, but also being a hornet in a chamberpot. “Why? What’s he to a sad-eyed young wench from Rotbottom?” 
“He’s my husband,” Quinn said calmly, “and he’s come back to me from the dead.”



Thirteen




There followed a long, frozen silence. 
It was broken when Baltazar Stamper said, “That explains it, then. Fitzy, cut me off some more snake and put it on here!” He held up his sharpened stick toward a thin young man who obediently knelt down and started slicing the meat from a dead brown snake that lay across a rock next to two already well-carved carcasses. Stamper’s deep-set eyes glittered as he appraised Matthew and Quinn. “Mr. Matthew,” he said, “you got yourself one there, it seems.” 
Seth Lott wore a grin like an ugly gash. “My services are yours, sir, for a Christian wedding. Or might I say…a renewed marriage.” 
“Then you can do the deed to her,” said Caleb Bovie, peeling some skin from his chunk of snake. “Do her good and proper. Right here by the fire, kinda…” He struggled to find the word, his mouth working but no sound being produced. 
“Romantic,” said Stamper, who received his portion of reptile from Fitzy and put it over the fire to burn. 
“Thank you for your interest and comments,” Matthew replied, taking them in one after another with a hard-edged glare. “Perhaps in Jubilee you have little respect for women…particularly one who might be…confused…but I’d ask you to restrain your jocularity.” 
“Big words,” said Bovie, with a frown. “What do they mean?” 
“They mean…shut your damned mouths,” Magnus answered, and he rested the rusted pistol against the bulk of a shoulder. “Stamper, I hear you put two wives in the grave. Lott, you got a fifteen-year-old girl with child a couple of years ago and she’s still wanderin’ the alleys of Charles Town, lookin’ for Jesus. And Bovie…you wouldn’t know the backside of a woman from a horse’s ass, would you?” 
Bovie flushed red and started to stand up, but Stamper gave a harsh laugh and held out his stick of smoking snake meat to prevent Bovie’s rise. “Let him talk, Caleb. Entertainin’ to hear a fool prattle on. Oh, you men ought to hear what’s said about our friend Muldoon in Charles Town. Speakin’ of a certain society lady, who goes to balls and fancy dances with young handsome men. And then Magnus shows up, like a little boy with a broken heart. Beggin’ himself on her. Oh yes, I’ve heard it told in more than one tavern. How they laugh at him in that town! Our hermit Magnus Muldoon, tryin’ to…” He paused, and took a slow bite of snake. “Be somebody,” he went on. “When ever’body knows, and he knows it too…that he won’t ever in his life amount to any more than the pile of walkin’ shit he already is.” Stamper smiled faintly, with a bit of meat in the corner of his mouth. “But let Magnus reach high, I say. Let him reach up as far as he can. He ain’t goin’ nowhere, and he ain’t gonna catch no star, if that’s what he’s after. Let him reach up, and try and try to get away from what he is by grabbin’ the skirts of a—” 
“That’s enough.” 
It had been Matthew’s voice. Delivered as strongly as a pistol shot, but with better aim and elegance. 
Bovie stared holes through him. “Just ’cause you been arrowshot, boy, and lived to tell the tale don’t mean nothin’ to me. You better watch that smart mouth.” 
“Oh, let’s be friends,” said Stamper, with a shrug. “Comrades, out here on the River of Souls lookin’ to do the right thing. Get us some black ears to take back with us. Avenge Miss Sarah’s murder. That’s what it’s about, ain’t it?” 
Magnus had said nothing during all this. His face may have tightened and his glowering become more fearsome, but Matthew thought he was admirable in his solidity. The jugs began being passed around the fire once more, the other men began talking back and forth, and after a moment Magnus lowered his pistol and sat down with one side toward the party of avengers and the other toward the river. 
“Your husband,” said Seth Lott to Quinn. “As a man of God, I am interested in your story. Of life and death, rebirth and resurrection. What happened to him, dear child?” 
Many of the men were listening, though some had started a game of cards to go along with their taste from the jug. Quinn shifted uneasily, perhaps taking note—as Matthew did—of the rapacious eyes upon her. 
“My Daniel died last summer,” she said, speaking to the reverend. “It was a hot summer. Dry, like this one. Thunder and lightning, but no rain. You know how it can happen here, all of a sudden. The lightning strikes, and a tree catches fire. Then another one, and one after that, and then the whole woods starts burnin’. It can happen so fast, if the wind is dry and the thicket’s parched. So it was last summer.” 
“Wildfires,” said Lott. “Yes, they do start quick. They move fast, until they burn themselves out. It’s God’s will.” 
Quinn nodded. “Maybe it is. But it’s a hard will, I think. God must be a long ways from this place. Must be thinkin’ of other things, and helpin’ other people.” 
“God helps those who help themselves,” said the preacher. “That’s His mysterious way.” 
Matthew wondered if—taking into consideration that Magnus had been more truthful than spiteful—Lott had dismissed his young pregnant mistress with those exact words. 
“Could be,” said Quinn, her expression impassive. “When that fire takes hold and starts movin’, nothin’ can hardly stop it. Animals run from it and get caught when the wind jumps the fire from place to place. Happens to men, too. Last summer fire was ragin’ toward Rotbottom. We ain’t much, but we’re somewhere. Got lives and houses and families just like in any place. My Daniel and some men went out to chop down trees and dig firebreaks, stop it from gettin’ any closer to town.” 
“I saw the smoke,” said Stamper. “Looked a long way off, though. Happens just about every year.” 
“You got the swamp and the river to keep Jubilee from burnin’,” Quinn went on. “We got our picks and shovels and wantin’ to keep what’s ours. Maybe twenty men went out there, to fight the fire that was comin’. Lightin’ up the sky at night like the Devil’s grin, and throwin’ sparks onto anything that would burn. And the wind pickin’ up, and moanin’, and rushin’ those flames on. Gettin’ closer all the time, gettin’ stronger, and startin’ to catch even the swamp trees alight. My Daniel went out there, to help save our town…and he was one of three who didn’t come back, when it was all said and done.” 
“Burned up, was he?” asked Stamper, indelicately. 
“Not burned,” the girl replied. “Taken.” 
“Taken?” Matthew frowned. “How do you mean?” 
“By the beast,” said Quinn. “It came out of the smoke. Nearest man saw its shadow…couldn’t tell much of it…but it fell on my Daniel, and he was gone.” She reached out and put her hand on Matthew’s. “You said before you left me…you had a feelin’…a fear that day. But you looked in my face, and you told me how much you loved me, and you said, ‘Quinn…don’t you worry, ’cause I’ll be back.’ Said the child I was carryin’ was too important for distance to come between us…not the distance between our town and that fire, or the distance between life and death. Don’t you remember that?” 
Matthew was silent, but he felt an arrow pierce his heart as two tears ran from Quinn’s eyes in her terribly-composed and solemn face. It was a mask, he thought, that hid tremendous suffering, more than a young girl could stand without creating a desperate fiction. 
“You’re Daniel, returned to me,” she said. “I know it. I feel his spirit in you. And maybe you don’t remember everything of us…how things were…but as he gets stronger, he’ll tell you. And someday, maybe soon, you’ll remember all about Daniel Tate, and you’ll let Matthew Corbett go…because he’s just a suit of skin over the heart of my husband.” Her hand squeezed his, and she managed the saddest of smiles that drove Matthew’s arrow deeper. “I can’t ever let you go again…and we can have another child, Daniel. I’m so sorry…so sorry…I was so tore up I lost our baby. I just cried our baby’s life away, and for that I am so sorry.” She leaned toward him, her eyes glistening. “It was a boy. They told me, before they wrapped him in white linen and buried him. You remember that white linen, Daniel? For our weddin’? And how much you paid for it at the store in Jubilee?” 
“White linen is expensive,” was Stamper’s comment. “Pity to bury somethin’ as expensive as that.” 
Someone across the fire laughed, and Matthew saw Quinn wince as if struck by a slap across the face, and he took hold of his short-bladed sword that had likely belonged to a man now beheaded and lost to the world, and with every ounce of strength he possessed he struggled to his feet and stood in the leaping firelight with the young madwoman at his feet. 
“One more word of disrespect to her,” said Matthew to Baltazar Stamper, “and I’ll run you through or die trying.” 
“Let’s test that out, boy,” answered Caleb Bovie, who reached beside himself to grasp a wicked-looking sword that had probably twice the blade of Matthew’s weapon. He stood up, grinning and wild-eyed. His chest swelled out as he inhaled the swamp air, bugs and all. “Muldoon,” he said, “I’ll be on you ’fore you cock that pistol, so if I were you I’d just stand real still.” 
“Don’t need to cock it.” Magnus held it up to use as a club. He took a single step toward Bovie. “Come on, let’s see if you’ve got any brains in that damn ugly head.” 
Before anyone else could move, something moved in the thicket beyond. 
A torchlight could be seen approaching. “Hold your tempers and everyone keep their brains in their heads,” said Stamper, as he got to his feet. Most of the other men stood up as well, and brandished firearms or swords toward the advancing unknown. 
“Who comes forth?” Stamper called. A faint tremor in the man’s heavy-lunged voice told Matthew that the tales of this haunted swamp must not be fully lost on even the hardest of these men. 
There was a few seconds’ pause, in which the crackling of the fire and the humming of insects were the only sounds. 
Then a voice came: “Stamper?” 
“I know myself, but who are you?” 
More movement sounded in the thicket. The torchlight spread wider. A few of the men cocked their muskets. “Stay your triggers!” Stamper hissed. “I think I recognize that voice.” He spoke to the distance again: “We have some nervous men with guns in here, gentlemen! Kindly tell us who you are!” 
“Oh, for the sake of Christ!” replied the man, much nearer now and still coming. “It’s Griff Royce and Joel Gunn! Hold your fire!” 
Matthew and Magnus exchanged glances. Bovie’s attention, a short-lived beast, had turned from the approach of violence to the approach of the two Green Sea ‘captains.’ Quinn stood up, but grasped onto Matthew’s arm as if fearful the spirit of Daniel would again fly away from the body it supposedly inhabited. 
In another moment the two men appeared through the tangle of vines and brush, both of them looking hollow-eyed and weary under the torchlight. Gunn was carrying the torch. Both men were armed with muskets and had knives in sheaths tucked into their trousers at the waists. They came into the circle of the fire, as the other men visibly relaxed and lowered their weapons. 
“No ears yet?” Stamper asked. 
“Not yet, but we’ll get ’em,” Royce answered. He and Gunn scanned the assembly, and both of them stopped at Matthew, Quinn and Magnus. “Well,” said Royce, in a voice that held a knife’s edge of tension. “What do we have here?” The pock-marked face with its square chin and high cheekbones showed the hint of a cruel—perhaps cunning—smile. The green eyes seemed full of flames. “The young man from Charles Town…Matthew Corbett, isn’t it? Magnus Muldoon the love-struck hermit and…who is this?” If his eyes indeed were full of flames, the fires reached toward Quinn. “A beauty in rags?” he asked. “Or a ragged beauty? From Rotbottom, I’m thinkin’?” 
Gunn had no interest in Royce’s focus of attention; he was fixed on the sight of Matthew Corbett. “You!” he said, with a curl of contempt on his fleshy lips. “Not enough that you came in where you weren’t wanted, you had to come here?” He saw the bloody shirt. “Looks like you paid a price for it, too! I could’ve told you not to come on this hunt!” 
“And Joel would’ve been right, Corbett,” said Royce, as he walked forward to stand only a few feet away from Matthew. “Dangerous place out here. Things can happen mighty fast.” He eyed the gory shirt. “I see you found that out already. What hit you?” 
“Boy got himself taken by the Dead in Life,” Stamper supplied. “Accordin’ to him they came up under some boats and took quite a few Jubilee men. Boy caught an arrow but kept his head.” 
“Bad wound, looks to be,” Royce went on. “Best head back to the Green Sea, you and Muldoon both.” 
“I’ll live,” said Matthew, grimly. He looked at the cloth bandages on Royce’s right forearm, where the medical compress had been yesterday. To his dismay, he saw that both of Royce’s forearms were scratched and bloody, and so too were Gunn’s. If there was any evidence of scratches from Sarah Kincannon’s fingernails, they were lost amid the others. “You went through some thorns?” 
“A heavy patch. There was no easy way around.” Royce held Matthew’s stare for a few seconds, and then he visibly dismissed the younger man and turned toward Stamper. “We’re not too far ahead. Saw your fire back here. Knew it couldn’t have been the skins, they wouldn’t be that stupid, but we had to come take a look. No offense meant.” 
“None taken,” said Stamper. “But why’d you two leave the river?” 
“We found their boat,” said Gunn, who kept spearing Matthew with his hard blue eyes. “Tried to drag it out and hide it, but the mud told the tale.” 
“They’re on foot now,” Royce said. “They had a choice to make. Either swim back across and head through heavy swamp, or go northeast through the woods to the grasslands. I think they’ll likely take the easier way.” 
“May I ask this question?” Seth Lott ventured, his voice mannered and quiet. “Where do they think they’re going? To freedom from the crime? Where would they ever hope to find refuge out there?” He motioned broadly toward the wilderness. 
“Wild animals run ’cause it’s in their nature,” Royce answered. He had spied the snake upon the stone, and kneeling down he drew his knife and began to carve himself some meat. “They don’t know where they’re goin’. All they’re tryin’ to do is run from justice. And that damn buck Abram…drawin’ his blood into it, and makin’ them pay too.” He took a stick from one of the others, pushed the chunk of snakemeat upon its sharpened end and began to roast his meal. “I’ll tell you, if I had my way that damn Granny Pegg would be swingin’ from a rope right now, too. Seems to me she should’ve stopped Abram from runnin’, should’ve told him to face up to what he’d done. Saved us all a lot of trouble.” 
Matthew couldn’t help it. It came out of him before he could stop it, and maybe it was because of his loss of blood or weariness or lightheadedness, but he spoke the words: “Mr. Royce…how many knives do you own?” 
Royce looked up from the business of snake-cooking. His expression was untroubled. “Three. How many do you own?” 
“None. But I was wondering…have you lost a knife lately?” 
“Not that I know of.” Royce gave Gunn a quick, dark glance before the calm expression returned. “Matthew…can I call you such?…you ought to sit down before you fall down. I think the swamp’s workin’ on that wound right now.” 
“I was wondering,” Matthew went on, in spite of himself, “where Abram might have gotten the knife he used to kill Sarah.” He paused to let that circle Royce’s head. “I mean to say…could Abram have stolen one of your knives? He had to get the knife from somewhere. Or from you, Mr. Gunn.” Matthew turned his face toward the other captain. “My question is…how did Abram get hold of that knife?” 
“Easy answer.” Royce’s teeth began to tear at the meat. “A servant in the big house likely stole a knife and got it to him. Those girls are always stealin’ things to take down to the quarter. One of ’em slipped a knife up her skirt and Abram got hold of it. That’s how it happened.” 
“Bet Abram slipped somethin’ else up the bitch’s skirt in exchange,” said Gunn, and he laughed a little too loudly and harshly, which a few of the others echoed with dumb humor. 
“A lady’s present, gentlemen,” Stamper cautioned, with a sly grin. 
“Where?” asked Bovie. “All I see is Rotbottom trash.” He aimed his eyes not at Quinn, but at Matthew. “Cracked in the head, too. Thinks this boy here is her dead husband come back to life. Ain’t that a crazy thing, Royce?” 
Royce made a noise of affirmation while he consumed the snakemeat. 
Matthew thought he should say something in Quinn’s defense, yet he knew not what to say. Suddenly Quinn let go of his arm and stepped forward, and she lifted her chin in defiance of the rough-hewn men around the fire and she said, “I pity you.” 
The three words, quietly spoken, brought down silence. 
“Where are your women?” she asked them. “Where are your wives? Why aren’t they here with you? Because you didn’t want ’em, or because they don’t care whether you come back home or not? They know what’s said about this river…this swamp. They must not love you very much, to let you come out here…and them not with you, to see you through this. Well, I’m here with Daniel…” She hesitated, struggling inwardly. “Matthew,” she corrected. “And I am going to see him through. You will never know what real love is. You will never touch it, or hear it spoken in a voice. That’s why I pity you…every one of you poor wretched men.” 
To this, one of the men across the fire—Matthew thought it was the red-haired Morgan—lifted his leg and let utter a reply from between his buttocks, which brought a gale of laughter from the gallery. But the laughter did not last very long, and afterward the silence seemed as heavy as a gravestone. 
Quinn said nothing else; she backed away from the fire, and her arm found Matthew’s. He was perplexed and unsure of what to do about this girl. It was a problem he didn’t know how to solve. But in the meantime he was glad she was beside him, for he did have to lean upon her lest his legs weaken. 
“Daylight soon,” said Royce. He wiped his lips with the scratched and bloodied left forearm. Matthew noted that the day was indeed coming, faintly, but it was going to be a gray morning. “An hour’s rest, then I say we move out together. Comb the woods better that way. Should get ’em ’fore they make the grassland.” 
“Fine with me,” Stamper replied. “But I’m still plannin’ on gettin’ me some ears…and some of that Kincannon money.” 
Matthew couldn’t stand up any longer. As he sank down, both Quinn and Magnus kept him from a hard fall. He settled with his back against a tree, and Quinn sat close beside him. His head was spinning, his focus blurred. He knew that Gunn had surely told Royce the whole story of what had happened in the chapel. If I had my way that damn Granny Pegg would be
swingin’ from a rope right now. Yes, if Royce had his way. Royce and Gunn feared the slaves might be captured, their brands read, and then returned to the Green Sea. If Abram had a chance to defend himself before Mrs. Kincannon, and with Granny Pegg’s story plus the evidence of the broken compress…it wouldn’t go well for the two captains. Yet out here, Matthew could prove nothing. 
Matthew was further perplexed by something Quinn had said, and he pondered this as he slipped away from the world. 
Something about Daniel. His death. 
Taken, she’d said. By the beast. It fell on my Daniel, she’d said, and he was gone. Matthew slept, as heat lightning streaked across the dark gray sky above and the River of Souls ran its ancient, twisting course.



Fourteen




The searchers, twenty in all including the girl from Rotbottom, moved through the wilderness in a long row so as to cover the most ground. Quinn carried her water gourd and stayed close to Matthew, who still staggered and felt lightheaded after barely an hour’s sleep. Beside Matthew walked Magnus, the bearded bear keeping an eye on him if he started to fall. Matthew carried the short-bladed sword, which felt as heavy as an anvil to his weary arm. 
The early morning sky was plated with thick gray clouds, cutting the light to a grim haze. Every so often thunder would rumble and lightning flared, yet no rain fell. The woods were a tangle of vines, thorns and underbrush, the ground sometimes swampy and sometimes hard, and the going was slow. The torches had guttered and started to burn down to blue flames, but Stamper was carrying a leather bag strapped to his shoulder that held a supply of rags soaked with his own mixture of flammables, and from these the torches were revived. The more light to pierce this gloom, the better. From where he was positioned in the row, Matthew could see only Joel Gunn under the torch the man was carrying, Seth Lott and Magnus to his left, Quinn right beside him, and then through the thicket on his right the red-haired Morgan and an older man with gray hair and a full gray beard streaked with white. This man was armed to the teeth, with musket, sword and dagger. The other men on either side were obscured by the woods and the low light, though occasionally the glint of another torch could be seen through the trees. 
Matthew spoke to Quinn as they walked. “You think Daniel’s spirit is in me? That he’s become some part of me?” He waited for her to nod. “Why?” he asked. “Do I look like him? Is there something about me that reminds you of him?” 
She took a moment in answering. Then, “You do look like him…some. But there’s more to it than that. There…was a knowin’. A feelin’ that I should leave my house and get to the river, because…you were comin’ back. Because after all my waitin’…finally…this was the night. I brushed my hair out and tried to make myself pretty for you. I didn’t know what you would look like…or what your name would be, or if you’d remember me at all, but I knew when I saw your boat pull over…I thought…this must be him. And then I heard your voice, and I saw your face. Yes, you do look like him. In the eyes. The way you carry yourself. With dignity, like he did. With a purpose, like he did. I knew he was going to come back to me, if he had to break out of Heaven and use the body of another man to do it. I knew this, deep in my heart.” She looked at him and gave a lopsided little grin. “You think I’m as crazy as a two-headed dog, don’t you?” 
“I think you’ve wished for something so strongly that you believe it’s true,” Matthew replied. “What do your mother and father think about this?” 
“They don’t. I never knew my pa. My ma liked her drink strong and her men wild. A few years ago she got full of one and ran off with the other. Goin’ to Charles Town, she said. Be back directly, she said. And him in his wagon full of ’gator skins, ’cause he was mighty good with a spear and a knife. Said she’d be back directly, but she never came back.” 
“You were married to Daniel by then?” 
“No, not then. I was left on my own. But soon after that, Daniel came to Rotbottom like any outsider does…to hunt the ’gators. Get their skins, get paid for ’em in the big town. We met at a dance, on a night in May. But Daniel was an educated man, and soon after we met he decided his callin’ was to start a school for the young ones—teach ’em readin’ and such—and give up the huntin’. You’ll remember, in time. I know he’ll bring the memories back.” 
Matthew sighed. Her conviction that he had been ‘possessed,’ if that was the correct term, by the spirit of her dead Daniel was—for the moment, at least—unshakeable. She was desperate and out of her mind. He couldn’t go any further along that route, but as they pushed onward through the woods he decided he needed to ask about one more thing that had piqued his interest. 
“The beast,” Matthew said. “You said Daniel was taken by a beast that came out of the smoke. What did you mean by that?” 
“I meant what I said,” was the firm reply. Lightning speared through the clouds to earth and distant thunder rumbled like a bass drumbeat. “It’s called the Soul Cryer. Sobs like a little child.” 
Matthew said nothing for a moment, as he had run into thornbrush and was picking his way carefully forward even as the thorns pricked at his shirt and trousers. He was recalling Granny Pegg’s warning and the sound he’d heard at the village of the Dead in Life. “All right,” he said. “But what is it?” 
“Nobody’s ever really seen it up close and lived. Just glimpses from a distance. Seems to be about the size of a man. Mottled colors, brown and black. Can run on four legs and walk upright on two.” She glanced at him to make sure he was listening seriously, which he was. “First heard about it killin’ a man when I was ten. Took him from a huntin’ party. They found his bones couple of months later. Brought ’em back to town in a sack. They were all broken and had teeth marks all over ’em, I remember that. But sometimes they never find the bodies or bones. They never found my Daniel. And they have found bodies with just the throat ripped out, or the face chewed away or the heart gone. The Soul Cryer’s a meat-eater, but it kills for pleasure too.” 
Magnus had been close enough to hear most of this conversation, and now he came a little closer. “You talkin’ about the demon thing supposed to live up in here? Somethin’ the witch made and let loose? That would be a good story, except what I hear is that the thing wasn’t around until six or seven years ago. It’s just an animal, is all. Likely a panther.” 
“Could be,” said Quinn. “But the colors aren’t right. Not brown and black. They say its skin looks scaly…like a snake’s. And walkin’ on two legs, which somebody from Rotbottom swore he saw at a distance? There are plenty of deer and wild boar in these woods. Why does it want to hunt men?” 
“Because men can be more careless than deer and wild boar. They get out here huntin’ and they forget to look at what’s comin’ up behind ’em.” 
“The Soul Cryer’s as much part of this swamp as the river itself,” Quinn said. “It’s a cursed thing too, born of pain and bound to give pain. Whether a witch made it or not, or where it came from, I don’t know, but I know what sufferin’ it can cause. When you hear that thing cryin’, you’d best guard your life.” 
As much as a short-bladed sword could do against a man-killing predator of supposedly supernatural nature, Matthew thought, but then again…he didn’t believe in such things. Did he? 
The searchers moved on. Overhead in the turbulent sky the lightning flared from clouds to earth and the sound of thunder seemed to shake the ground. No rain fell, and there was no relief from the stifling heat. Within the next hour a man on the left side of the row from Matthew and three beyond Magnus stepped into a bog that looked simply like a large puddle of grainy mud. He let out a series of shouts for help when it quickly took him down to his knees and like a viscous paste held him trapped there. Then it began to draw him downward still, and though the man panicked and fought against the thick embrace he could not pull free nor stop his slow submergence. The others ringed around to watch, keeping their distance from what Matthew realized was a quicksand pit. Stamper somewhat redeemed himself for the killing of Jackson by taking command of the situation, ordering Bovie, Magnus and a couple of others to find the largest fallen treelimb they could handle, drag it over and throw it into the pit for the unfortunate citizen of Jubilee—whose name was Tom Coleman, Matthew learned—to grab hold of and therefore pull himself up to solid ground. This endeavor, which took the weakening Coleman another half hour to complete before Magnus reached out and pulled him fully free, was a hard-earned lesson to all not to walk so confidently—or foolishly—into any body of standing water in these woods, no matter how shallow it seemed to be. Many small branches suddenly were in use to probe the treacherous earth. Matthew found his own and both Quinn and Magnus also acquired them, and then as the storm above continued to throw fireworks from the clouds and sharp rebukes from what seemed the angry voice of God someone asked a question: 
“Where’s Doyle?” 
“What’d you say, Ellis?” Stamper asked the man who’d spoken. 
“Doyle,” the man repeated. He was thin and brown-bearded, his eyes sunken in nests of wrinkles, and he held an axe at his side. He scanned the assembly, which included Royce and Gunn, Lott and Morgan and all the rest…except the one he sought. “John Doyle. He was walkin’ to the right of me. Know he must’ve heard Tom’s shoutin’. Where is he?” 
“Maybe takin’ a shit in the woods,” said Bovie. “Who gives a care where he is, anyway?” 
“I care,” said the other. “John’s my friend. He was maybe thirty feet away from me.” He turned to the right and faced the wilderness. He cupped his free hand to his mouth. “John!” he shouted. “Where are you, man?” 
There was no reply. 
“John! Holler back!” 
Still nothing. 
“We’ve got to move on.” Royce swiped his hand through the air to ward off the biting and humming insects, of which there were legion around every man and the one female. “Doyle’s got himself lost, maybe.” 
“He was right beside me,” Ellis said, as if explaining this fact to either an infant or an idiot. “Saw him through the trees. Then I heard Tom and I came over here. Figured John would follow.” He shouted once more into the thicket: “John Doyle!
Answer me!” 
John Doyle did not answer. 
“Maybe we should look for him?” Magnus asked. 
“You do that,” was Royce’s response. “Take your boy and his girl and whoever else wants to waste time, and go lookin’ for that damn fool. Gunn and me are headin’ on. Anybody else?” 
The voices to head on were almost unanimous. But Ellis, Doyle’s friend, stood his ground. “You go on, then. All of you. I don’t know what’s happened to John, but I’m goin’ to find him. You won’t at least wait for me?” 
Stamper said, “You can catch up. Royce is right. We need to keep movin’.” 
“All right,” Ellis answered, resignedly. “But I’d sure think that if any of you was lost…or maybe stepped in another of those suck pits, you’d want a friend to come help you.” 
Matthew was close to saying he would help, but his task demanded that he stay with the larger group. Ellis turned away, and as he did Quinn said, “Mister? Don’t go.” 
The man hesitated. “What?” 
“Don’t go,” she repeated. “It’s not safe.” 
“Oh, she’s talkin’ about that thing,” Stamper said. “The Soul Cryer.” He spoke it with the sarcasm of a twisted lip. “Everybody who believes in that, believes in every ghost story told about this damn country. You believe in that, Ellis?” 
Ellis paused a little too long, but then he said, “No, course not.” 
“Beggin’ your pardon,” said Quinn, “but either of you men even been this far up the river? I know those who have. I know what they say they’ve seen, and I know they’re not liars. So…Mr. Ellis…I wouldn’t go out there alone. It’s not safe.” 
“Let’s move!” Royce demanded. “Oh, hell with it! Gunn, come on!” He forged ahead into the brush and Gunn followed. Stamper and Bovie strode forward, and the other men also continued on, only Matthew noted they seemed not so quick to spread out as they’d been before. 
Ellis looked from the girl to Matthew and Magnus. “Either of you gimme some help?” 
“We’ve got to move on, too,” Magnus answered. “Sorry.” 
Ellis nodded. He stood for a moment as if at the crossroads of decision, watching the torches of the men move away through the trees and then staring off into the dark woods that had taken his friend. Finally, he leaned his axe against his shoulder and walked off into the thicket, and he called, “John Doyle!
Gimme a holler!” 
Magnus, Matthew and Quinn left him. In another few minutes they caught up with the rest of the group, who’d run into another barrier of thorns. It was slow and painful going, and suddenly Matthew found himself side-by-side with Royce as they picked their way through. 
Royce glanced at him with what might have been a sneer. “Shouldn’t be out here, Corbett. Should’ve gone back to Charles Town. That wound you’ve got might cost your arm.” 
“I’ll have it tended to when I get back,” Matthew replied. And he had to add: “I’m sure Dr. Stevenson can put a compress on it.” 
There was no visible reaction from Royce. His voice was silky. “You know him?” 
“I do.” Matthew winced as thorns plucked at his shirt and bit his sides. Quinn was right behind him, and he was doing his best to cleave a path for her but it was impossible for her not to be bitten as well. “I saw him in Charles Town yesterday morning. He mentioned…ouch!…having come to the Green Sea to put a compress on a patient’s forearm. I’m guessing that was you?” 
“It was. Horse nipped me. Whipped her good, too, taught her a lesson she won’t forget.” 
“You must have a way with females,” Matthew said. 
Royce stopped in the midst of the sharp-edged thorns, which boiled up black and green all around. He turned toward Matthew, his smile cold. “Gunn tells me you were where you didn’t belong, askin’ questions. Y’know, you’re still where you don’t belong. In pretty damn bad shape, too.” He pushed at Matthew’s wounded shoulder with a thick forefinger, which caused Matthew to flinch and draw back. “Just what’re you doin’ out here, anyway? Why is this your business?” 
“I want to see justice done.” 
“So do I. And I intend that it be done.” 
“I’d like to see the slaves captured and returned alive,” said Matthew. “Is that your aim as well?” 
“It is. Abram should hang for his crime. The others too, for helpin’ him run.” Royce began picking his way forward again, and Matthew followed. 
“The problem is,” Matthew said, “that very few of these men you’ve enticed with the promise of Kincannon gold share that view. They’d rather kill the slaves out here and take the ears back. Does that not bother you?” 
“What bothers me are fool questions.” Royce’s voice had become tight, his entire body like a charge about to explode. He grasped the thorns with bloody fingers and shoved them aside. Above the dangerous earth the dangerous sky flashed and muttered. “I needed men to help me. Sure wasn’t gonna come out here, just me and Gunn. Never find ’em that way.” 
Matthew was silent for awhile, as they worked their way through. He heard Magnus give a curse, a distance off to his right, as a sharp edge or two pricked the mountainous man. “You do know,” Matthew continued on, “that Sarah was teaching Abram to read in that barn, over many nights? I’m supposing Gunn told you?” 
“Don’t matter,” was the quick response. “I don’t know why that damn buck killed the girl, but he did and he’s got to hang for it.” 
Matthew was formulating his next question—What happened to your compress, Mr. Royce?—when a shout came from the left. 
“Hey! Hey! Over here! Quick!” 
They made their painful way in that direction and found six other men already there, including Stamper, Bovie and Gunn. The old bearded man who was armed to the teeth was showing something that had gotten caught by the thorns. A small piece of gray cloth, Matthew saw it was. Most likely torn from a shirt. 
“They’ve been through here!” the old man said excitedly. “Look how them thorns are broken! They been right through this way…prob’ly not too long past!” 
“Steady, Foxworth,” Stamper said. “Mind your heart.” He pulled the bit of cloth free and smelled it. “Fresh skin stink. Maybe an hour old. Gunn, give me your torch.” He took it from the Green Sea captain and angled it toward the ground. The earth was hard here, but it was evident the underbrush had been crushed by bodies passing through. “On their trail,” Stamper said. He knelt to examine the brush more closely. “Hm,” he grunted. “One of ’em’s draggin’. Slowin’ ’em down.” He stood up but did not return the torch to Gunn. “That’s good for us. I’ll take the lead from here on. Bovie, get a torch and move on out to the left maybe forty feet. Royce, you do the same on the right. Everybody else, spread out as you please. Not far behind ’em now. Move quiet. Keep your guns and swords ready, we may come up on ’em anytime.” 
Matthew could keep silent no longer. “Mr. Stamper, I want you to know that I’ve been empowered by Mrs. Kincannon to make sure the runaways are returned unharmed. It’s important to her—and to me—that these men aren’t killed out here. Do you understand that?” 
Stamper fixed Matthew with a narrow-eyed stare. Bovie gave a short, sharp laugh and even Seth Lott, standing nearby, grinned as if this were the ravings of a pure lunatic. 
“Ain’t men,” said Gunn. “Told you. They’re animals.” 
“I ain’t takin’ nobody back!” Foxworth said, coming up beside Matthew. “Takin’ ears, is all. The swamp can keep the bodies!” 
“Killed that girl,” said Morgan, “they all deserve to die.” 
“Hold on, hold on!” Royce had gotten a torch from another man, and now he added its glaring light to the scene. “Matthew, we all want to do the right thing. We know Abram killed Sarah. Gunn caught him with the knife, standin’ over the body just after he’d stabbed her. Now…Mr. Kincannon has been laid low by this, and Mrs. Kincannon is near out of her mind. We want to take the skins back for a proper hangin’…but an awful lot can happen before we get ’em there. That’s just how it is.” 
“I want ’em taken back alive too.” Magnus had taken a position at Matthew’s side, with Quinn behind him. “Mrs. Kincannon’s got some questions she needs to ask Abram.” 
Matthew wished Magnus had not said this, but the cat had jumped from its bag. “She wants to know why Abram killed Sarah,” Matthew clarified. “She can’t rest until she knows.” 
Royce stared forcefully into Matthew’s eyes. “Well…maybe we can find out for her, if it comes to that. But you rest easy, sir. We know these animals and you don’t. We know what they would do to us, if they could. So…we’ll do our best to obey the lady’s biddin’, but the reality of it is…we’re out here in these thorns, and she’s there in that big house. A long way off. And sometimes even the rich folks in the big house can’t always get what they want.” He dismissed Matthew with a shrug of his shoulders. “You leadin’ the way, Stamper? Let’s get movin’, then.” 
They pushed on through the thorns, following the crushed track of the runaways. Several of the men gave Matthew and Magnus jeering looks as they passed, as if daring them to step between a musket, a sword, and a slave. 
“We ought to go back,” Quinn said, clutching at Matthew’s good arm. “Let them go on, find those slaves and do whatever they’re gonna do. You can’t stop ’em.” 
Matthew thought that by now he couldn’t find his way back, even if he wanted to. “I have to try,” he told her quietly, though what he truly desired was a bed of moss and another two hours of sleep. His vision kept blurring in and out and his legs felt near collapse. But he had to keep going, and that was that. The Great One would be proud of him…or else be telling him to get the hell out of this situation because he was an addle-pated fool. 
He followed the others, and Quinn followed her Daniel, and Magnus snorted flying insects from his nostrils and also pressed onward.



Fifteen




Not ten minutes after passing through the last of the thorns, Matthew heard the crack of a gunshot. 
It was over on the left, in the storm-darkened woods. “Who fired that?” Stamper hollered in the echo of the shot. Beside him stood Royce and Gunn, both with their torches and secrets. 
“Seth Lott!” came the shouted answer, from maybe sixty feet away. The voice was raw and tremulous, had lost its smooth Christian sheen. “Come over here, quick!” 
“You get a skin?” 
“Just come over here! Now, for the love of God!” A note of panic flared. 
“Got his codpiece on too tight,” Stamper muttered, and then he headed in the direction of Lott’s voice. Royce and Gunn followed, and behind them Matthew, Magnus and Quinn. Other men emerged from the woods to see if Lott had earned his ten pounds. But when the group reached Lott, where the smell of gunpowder was thick in the air and wisps of blue smoke still roiled, the black-garbed and sweating preacher was standing with Caleb Bovie, who shone a torch upon something lying in the green underbrush. 
“What is that?” Stamper asked. 
It was a body, Matthew saw. The boots were muddy and the soles nearly worn through. 
“Who is it?” Royce stepped forward for a closer look with his own torch, and then when he got it he immediately stopped in his tracks, his mouth hanging half-open. 
“It’s Fitzy,” Bovie rasped. Matthew recalled the thin young man who’d obediently sliced a piece of snakemeat for Stamper. Except now the lower part of his face had been ripped away, and most of his throat. The eyes were open in a frozen stare above the mass of bloodied flesh. Quinn saw what Matthew had seen, and pulled back. “Christ Jesus…somethin’ tore him up!” Bovie looked at Lott and then to Stamper. “He was between me and Seth! I didn’t hear nothin’, ’til that shot went off!” 
“He was walking ahead of me and to the side. Maybe twenty feet away.” Lott’s voice was shaking. “Had his pistol in his hand, but…it happened so quick.” 
“What happened?” Stamper demanded. “What’d you see?” 
“I don’t know. Just…something was all of a sudden there, where the dark is. I couldn’t make it out, but it jumped on Fitzy. I heard…” The preacher had to pause a moment, with a trembling hand to his mouth. “I heard the bones break. It shook him…hard…like a ragdoll. I shot at it…all that smoke, and it was gone. Fitzy…he gave a shudder and a…a strangling noise…and that was all.” 
“Well what in hell was it?” Royce asked. “A panther?” 
Lott’s eyes were watery and dazed, and he struggled to speak. “Maybe. I don’t know. It was big. And…it did not move right, to be a panther.” 
“What does that mean?” Stamper’s voice was harsh. “How did it move?” 
“I…can’t say. Like…a jerking motion. Unnatural.” Lott stared at Quinn before he returned his attention to Stamper. “It was…brown and black. Streaked…blotched. Its head…also unnatural. And…Stamper, whatever it was…Soul Cryer or—” 
“Stop that!” Stamper said. “Hear me? Stop it! There’s no such beast!” 
“Whatever it was,” the preacher went on, “it came at Fitzy on two legs…like a man.” 
“You don’t know that for sure!” Royce’s face had reddened, and he was nearly shouting it. “You didn’t see enough to know that! Now stop your ghost stories, preacherman! A panther got Fitzgerald, is what I say! That’s all!” 
“Ain’t that enough as it is?” asked Morgan, with a quick, flinching glance at the body. “I told you me, Whetters and Carr heard somethin’ stalkin’ us! I say we were lucky to get past that damn Indian village with our heads…but a panther out here…and maybe somethin’ that’s more than a panther?” He shook his head, as distant thunder rumbled from a sky that seemed to Matthew to be as dark as a coal mine. “More than I want to handle, no matter the money.” 
“Then don’t handle it!” Royce shot back. “Get on your way! Course, a man alone tryin’ to get back to his boat…that’s a long walk, Morgan! But go on, we don’t need you!” 
Morgan looked to another man, standing beside Bovie. “Carr, you with me?” His gaze moved. “Whetters? Halleck, how about you? Not enough liquor in the world’s worth your life.” 
The men Morgan had spoken to shifted in their tracks, their faces downcast. 
“I shall go with you, Morgan,” Lott suddenly said, his face glistening with sweat beneath the black tricorn. He managed another look at the body. “Yes. I’ll go.” 
“Me, too,” said a second citizen of Jubilee, who Matthew thought was the man named Whetters. 
“I’m for it,” said a third man—Carr, most likely—and the muddied Coleman, who carried a torch, announced, “Ain’t worth dyin’ for thirty pounds of gold. I’ll go, too.” 
“Then get!” Royce snarled. “All you fools…and you’re the biggest fool, preacherman! Yes, you go lead this flock of cowards home, and good riddance to you!” He swung his fevered gaze upon Matthew, Magnus and the girl. “Aren’t you goin’ with ’em? Now’s your chance!” 
“I’ll stay,” said Magnus. He regarded Matthew with his iron-gray eyes. “You ought to head on back. Both of you. I’ll do what I can.” 
“Come on, Matthew.” Quinn gripped his hand. “Come on, let’s leave this place.” 
Matthew was torn. He was ready to head back, yes…but to leave was to let Royce and Gunn win this particular duel. He knew why Royce wanted him gone. Could Magnus with a rusted pistol stop the execution? Could he, himself, armed with only a short-bladed sword? One of the men—the bull-necked one with the blind left eye—was gathering up Fitzy’s pistol and ammunition pouch, though he already carried a musket. 
Matthew couldn’t leave. Not even with the wound in his shoulder, his head still dazed and his spirit weary. It was against his nature to give up, to retreat to safety while danger threatened a friend…and he did consider Magnus Muldoon a friend. He couldn’t leave without seeing this task through, however it might end. “I can’t,” he told Quinn. “You go, but I can’t.” 
“I won’t,” she told him resolutely, and her hand tightened on his. “Not leavin’ you. Not lettin’ you leave me. Not this time, no.” 
“To Hell with fools and cowards!” Royce shouted at the other men as they started off, now eight in number. “You’d best watch your backs, that Soul Cryer’ll be on you before you know it! Preacherman, I thought you trusted so much in God!” 
Seth Lott turned from his path. “I do, Mr. Royce,” he replied, trying to maintain his dignity in retreat, “but I trust Him also to tell me when it’s time to go home. Let the slaves go, they’ll likely die out here if they’re not already dead. Let God deliver the justice, in His own way.” 
“Fuck that,” Royce answered, and spat on the ground between them. 
“Blessings on you,” said the preacherman, and then he and the other seven men moved away into the thicket, with the torch-bearer in the lead. 
“Let ’em go,” said Stamper quietly, his face grim under the raven’s feather hat. “Maybe whatever that thing is, it’ll follow them instead of us. A panther, it’s got to be. But…still…I don’t like it.” 
“You thinkin’ about goin’ back, too?” Royce asked, his face flaming up again. “You, of all people? Runnin’ from a ghost?” 
“Mr. Royce,” Matthew spoke up, “a ghost may have the power to frighten, but it doesn’t have the power to tear a man’s lower jaw and throat out, plus most likely have broken his neck before he fell. Would you want to look at that corpse again?” 
Before Royce could respond, the one-eyed man who’d retrieved the pistol and ammunition bag asked, “We puttin’ Fitzy under?” 
“With what, Barrows? Our hands?” Stamper asked. “No. Sooner we move on, the better. Likely that thing’ll come back to eat the body…and a full-bellied panther won’t bother us. But we’d best stay together, much as we can. We string out too far…well, let’s just don’t do that.” 
Nine remained, including the girl from Rotbottom. There was Matthew, Magnus, Stamper, the aged and trigger-happy Foxworth, the one-eyed Barrows, Bovie, Royce and Gunn. They started off again with Stamper and Bovie in the lead under Stamper’s torch, followed a few feet to the left side by Barrows, behind him Foxworth, then on the right side Royce and Gunn, Matthew and Quinn and Magnus. Lightning shot across the sky and the dark clouds roiled, but the wind was hot and dry. 
Matthew found himself pushing through the woods beside Gunn, separated a short distance from Royce. He said in a guarded voice, “Granny Pegg tells a fascinating story.” 
Gunn gave no response. He stared straight ahead as he labored forward, his torch moving back and forth to penetrate the shadows, though he only succeeded in moving them around. 
“About what goes on at the Green Sea,” Matthew continued quietly. “About you and Royce, in particular.” 
Gunn gave a brief, harsh laugh but offered nothing else. 
“I understand there was another captain at the Green Sea before you got there. His name was Jameson, I believe. Burned up in his house one night, it seems. How long have you and Royce known each other?” 
Gunn’s face was impassive. His lip might have curled, but that was all. 
“Granny Pegg thinks you and Royce have worked together before,” said Matthew. “At another plantation? More than one? Where did you two happen to meet?” 
“Shut your hole, boy,” came the muttered response. “Move away from me.” 
“I’m just asking,” Matthew went on, as they worked through the green foliage. Vines trailed down from the branches and here and there fallen trees lay rotting like the bones of giants. “Seems you and Royce understand each other. What I mean to say is, he tells you what to do and you do it. A man could get in some serious trouble that way.” 
“I’m gonna give you three seconds to move,” Gunn hissed through gritted teeth. “Then I’m gonna knock your goddamned head off.” 
“I’m not sure my friend Magnus would like that. But…very well, I’ll move away. Give you room to breathe, sir. Room to think, too.” 
“Think about what, Corbett? Granny Pegg’s made-up tales? Sure, she’d make up any kind of damn story to save her blood!” 
“Possibly,” Matthew agreed. “But think on this. I examined Sarah’s body, with Mrs. Kincannon’s permission. I found something interesting, Joel. It has to do with your good friend over there.” 
“Empty talk. That wound of yours is gettin’ to your brain.” 
“I know about Molly Ann, too.” Matthew ventured, still quietly. “He’s probably told you? Bragged, I’m guessing.” 
Gunn gave Matthew a look that would’ve turned Medusa to stone, and then he veered away and crossed the distance between himself and Royce. Matthew watched as Gunn said something to his compatriot. Royce tilted his head toward the speaker, but gave no expression of concern. Gunn kept speaking for a few more seconds, and then Royce nodded but spared not even a glance at Matthew. 
Was it possible to turn those two against each other? Matthew wondered. Gunn might be the weaker of them, and obviously the questions had rattled him. So…maybe Gunn’s trigger could be pulled? 
They continued on, as the sky above remained as dark as a witch’s dream. As another hour passed and Stamper led them along a trail only he and Bovie could make out, Matthew felt his strength leaving him. He began to stagger, and as much as he fought it that quicker was his strength depleted. At last he took a step and the earth denied him balance, and as he fell he heard Quinn cry out behind him. He twisted his body so that he did not hit on his wounded shoulder, but even so the breath was knocked from him and he lay gasping amid the weeds and brush. Quinn knelt beside him to put a comforting hand to his forehead, and Magnus knelt down on the other side. 
“I’m all right,” Matthew said when he could get his breath back. His vision was blurred, but he saw that the others had stopped too. “I can stand up, I’ll be all right.” But he couldn’t stand, he couldn’t get his legs under him, and he realized that without rest he could not go on. 
“Leave him,” Royce said to Stamper. “Let’s keep movin’, the skins can’t be much further ahead.” 
“Let’s go!” Gunn urged. “Wastin’ time standin’ here!” 
With Magnus’ help Matthew managed to sit upright, though his shoulders sagged and even the stubble on his face felt heavy. “Joel,” he said. “Granny Pegg told me…Magnus and myself…everything.” 
“What’re you goin’ on about?” It was Royce who’d asked the question. 
“She told Mrs. Kincannon, too,” Matthew continued, with an effort. “There in the chapel. Joel…Mrs. Kincannon is waiting for some answers. It has to do…with what I found on Sarah’s body.” 
“You found a half-dozen knife strikes, is what you found!” Royce said. “What else was there?” 
“I’ll let Mrs. Kincannon ask that question, when we get back.” Matthew directed his blurred gaze to Stamper. “You may be hunting an innocent man. I don’t think Abram did the killing. That’s why they have to be brought back alive. Anything else would not be justice, but murder.” 
“I’ll stand for what Matthew says,” Magnus added. “More questions to be answered.” 
“Sarah’s killer is yet unproven,” Matthew said. “But…that will be remedied, when we get back to the Green Sea.” 
“Abram killed Sarah!” Royce almost spat it. “It’s proven! Damn buck must’ve gone crazy! You think somethin’ like that’s never happened on any other plantation?” 
Matthew smiled faintly. “Ah! Did it happen on another plantation where you and Joel worked?” 
“Hold on, now!” Stamper frowned. “Boy, you’re sayin’ it was somebody else killed the girl? But Joel saw that buck with the bloody knife, standin’ over the body!” He looked to Gunn. “Ain’t that right?” 
“A good question,” Matthew said when Gunn’s reply didn’t come. “Did you see him with the knife, or not?” 
“He did!” Royce spoke up. “If he says he did, he did…and he’s already said it!” 
“I’d like to hear it from Gunn again,” said Magnus. “Go ahead, everybody’s listenin’.” 
Gunn’s mouth opened and then closed. He stared at the ground as if the stones and weeds might guide him in his speech. Matthew knew what he must be thinking: he could swing for helping conceal a murder, if he was found out…and he had no way of knowing what Matthew had discovered on Sarah’s body, or what Mrs. Kincannon’s questions were. Gunn was a man in a very precarious position, and he knew Griffin Royce had put him there. 
Still, Gunn did not—could not—speak.
“Hey!” Bovie suddenly said, and he sniffed the air. “I’m smellin’ smoke!” 
Indeed, a breath of dry wind brought the odor to all. Stamper narrowed his eyes and looked ahead. Matthew followed his gaze; there was no sight of a fire through the trees, yet the smell was certainly wood burning. 
“Campfire?” Royce asked. 
“Strong smell,” said Stamper. “Could be lightnin’s hit a tree, set it afire. Whatever it is, it’s not far away.” 
“We should be movin’,” Royce prodded. “Leave Corbett here, if he can’t go on. Muldoon, you and the girl want to stay with him, that’s fine by me. I think we’re gettin’ close to the skins, and I won’t be slowed down.” 
“Mr. Stamper,” said Matthew, “I would remind you…that the reward is for the runaways…dead or alive. Mrs. Kincannon wants them returned alive, as I do…for Abram to answer some questions. Is that too much to ask?” 
Stamper thought about it. He ran a hand across his grizzled chin. “No,” he said at last. “Not too much. All right then, we’ll take ’em alive. No ears cut off, no harm done ’em.” 
“Ha!” was Royce’s response. “Those animals won’t go back so easy! You’ll see!” 
“Go with them, Magnus,” Matthew urged. “I’m used up for awhile. You have to go.” 
“Leave you and her with that thing out here? No, I’m stayin’.” 
“You have to go,” Matthew repeated, with some force behind it. “To make sure, Magnus. You have to.” He lifted his sword. “I’ve got this.” 
“Little of nothin’.” 
“Better than nothing.” 
“Losin’ time,” said Barrows. “Let’s move.” 
Bovie turned away and started off. Royce followed. Gunn hesitated only briefly before he went, and then Barrows and Foxworth. Stamper gave a long weary sigh, and he said, “Sorry to leave you, but we’ve got to go on. We’ll come back this way, soon as we get ’em. Muldoon, you comin’ or not?” 
Magnus nodded. “I’m comin’. Matthew,” he said, “you two stay right here. Don’t move, and keep a sharp eye out. All right?” 
“We will,” Quinn answered. “You be careful.” 
“Always,” said the bearded mountain, and he followed Stamper into the dark woods. 
“I’ll just rest a little while,” Matthew said. His voice was becoming slurred. “I’ll be all right…soon as I rest.” 
“Put your head in my lap,” Quinn offered, and Matthew accepted. He stretched out upon the ground and his eyes closed. He felt Quinn’s hand running back and forth through his hair. I am not Daniel, he thought as he sank into the silence. Then he felt her lean forward and very tenderly kiss his forehead, and he let go of this world and fell away.



Sixteen




He was standing in a room in which there were five doors. They were all ordinary doors, with ordinary handles, yet Matthew sensed that behind each was something extraordinary…and perhaps terrifying. 
For better or for worse, he was compelled to open the first on his left, which opened onto a scene he remembered well: Rachel Howarth in the dirty cell in Fount Royal, throwing off her gray cloak and hood to reveal her naked body, and saying defiantly to the world Here is the
witch. 
Suddenly Matthew’s hand was on the next door, and opening it displayed the Prussian swordsman Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren, he of the blond hair, gray teeth and deadly command of the rapier. He whom Matthew had bested, broken his left wrist and sent him reeling into a fishpond. He who had seemingly vanished from the world, and was yet out there somewhere in the shadows. In this instance, however, Dahlgren had the use of both arms and was coming at him, teeth bared, with a rapier. Matthew slammed the door in his face. 
The third door showed a wagon travelling under a sky threatening rain, and a man with a patchwork beard sitting in the back with his eyes closed, his arms and legs confined by irons. A fly landed at the corner of the man’s mouth. The man did not move, nor did his eyes open. The fly began to crawl across the lower lip, unhurriedly, and when it reached the center the man’s mouth moved in a blur. There was a quick sucking sound, and then Matthew heard the faintest crunch. The eyes of the killer Tyranthus Slaughter opened and fixed upon Matthew, and when the man grinned there was a bit of crushed fly on one of his front teeth. 
Matthew also slammed that door. 
The fourth door opened upon a dining hall, and sitting in a chair before the assembled guests was a man who was not a man, but appeared to be an automaton, a wiry-looking construction of a man dressed in a white suit with gold trim and whorls of gold upon the suit jacket and trouser legs. It wore a white tricorn, also trimmed in gold, white stockings and black shoes with gold buckles. The hands were concealed in flesh-colored fabric gloves, and a flesh-colored fabric cowl covered the face and head yet showed the faintest impression of nose-tip, cheekbones and eye-sockets. With a sound of meshing gears and the rattling of a chain the figure began to move, the head turning…slowly…left to right and back again, the right hand rising up to press against the chin as if measuring a thought, and then from the bizarre figure issued a tinny voice with a hint of a rasp and whine, One of you has been brought here to die. 
Matthew closed that door firmly, but with an unfirm hand. 
He stood staring at the fifth door. 
Behind that one…what? He feared that one, perhaps more than any other. Behind it was…something he had never known before, something that perhaps he could not survive. Something that perhaps would remove Matthew Corbett from life itself, and distance him from everything and everyone he had ever known and loved. 
That door…the fifth one…he could not bear to open, yet it must be opened because he realized it was his destiny. 
He reached for it and took the handle. He had no choice but to open it, and see what was ahead for him…if he could indeed take the sight of his future and not lose who and what he was in the present. 
He began to open the door. 
Wisps of smoke drifted out. He smelled the smoke, very strongly. 
“Matthew? Matthew?” 
He opened his eyes. He was lying on the ground, with his head on Quinn’s lap, and the odor of smoke was not confined to the realm of dreams. Indeed, smoke had drifted into the storm-dark woods and moved sinuously around them like spirits of the dead. 
“Matthew?” Quinn said again, shaking his uninjured shoulder. 
And he realized then that they were not alone. 
He sat up. 
Standing not twenty feet away in the thicket were three black men. Two were younger, and supported an older man between them. The older man, who had a pate of close-cropped white hair and a frizz of white beard, looked to be in pain; he was putting no weight on his left leg. The elder was thin, with a seamed face that looked as if it had suffered many hardships, but the two younger men were thicker-bodied and fit-looking. One was bald, with heavy eyebrows and a long chin adorned by a dark patch of beard, while the other had a high forehead, high cheekbones and expressive eyes that also held the darkness of suffering. The elder man wore brown trousers and a gray shirt, his clothing tattered by thorns. The other two were dressed in similar brown trousers, both with patched knees. The bald one was wearing a dark green shirt and the other man a white shirt stained with sweat. All their clothes were much the worse for wear, having been torn at by the claws of the wilderness. 
They stood staring at Matthew and Quinn, as if trying to decide what to do. Tendrils of smoke crawled through the woods around them, and not too far behind them the smoke was thick enough to blur out the trees. 
Matthew spoke. “Which one of you is Abram?” 
They didn’t answer, nor did they move. 
“Mars,” Matthew said to the elder, “I’ve spoken to your grandmother. Help me stand up, please,” he requested of Quinn, and she did. He wavered on his feet but found his balance. “You have to go back to the Green Sea. Abram?” 
The man with the expressive, suffering eyes said, “Yes.” 
“I’ve come out here to find you. There’s a group of men looking for you…all of you. Among them Royce and Gunn. They don’t want you to tell the Kincannons what you know. If they can, I think they’ll try to kill you.” 




“Likely try,” said Abram. 
“Who’re you, suh?” Mars asked, pain etched on his face. “Out here with a girl?” 
“My name is Matthew Corbett. I’m from Charles Town, I was nearby and I heard the bell ringing last night. This is Quinn Tate, from Rotbottom.” My wife? he almost said. 
“Where are the other men?” Tobey asked. “How many?” 
“They’ve gone on ahead. Seven in number, but one of them knows the truth too and he’s here as I am…to prevent any more killing.” 
“The truth?” Abram asked, his eyes narrowing. “What truth do you know?” 
“I believe,” Matthew said, “that Griffin Royce was jealous of the attention Sarah was showing you. I believe he thought something else was going on between you in the barn. She was teaching you to read, is that correct?” 
Abram nodded. “Against the law. Against the law for me to be out of the quarter and in that barn, too. A whippin’ offense. Miss Sarah said she’d protect me. Cap’n Royce told me to stay away from her, or he’d fix things. Hurt one of the women, he said, and I’d be to blame for it. I told Miss Sarah…but she say, not gonna let Cap’n Royce tell her what to do. Couldn’t tell Massa Kincannon, though. Against the law, all of it.” 
“Mrs. Kincannon knows all that now,” Matthew said. “I believe also that at the Green Sea I can prove Royce killed Sarah and left that knife in her for you to pull out. He knew you’d be walking to the quarter that way. Then he waited and watched. He wanted you to run, to look guilty. But what are you doing here? Why are you doubling back?” 
“Pap broke his ankle, happened last night,” Tobey answered. “Figured there’d be men behind us, but didn’t know how far they’d follow. We talked ’bout it. Ran into a fire up ahead, saw trees burnin’. Wind’s movin’ it toward the river. Heard the Soul Cryer last night, too.” He had an expression of anguish on his face. “We don’t know where we’re goin’, suh. We thought we could run away…but there ain’t no runnin’ away. River of Souls leads on and on, but it don’t take you nowhere…you just get more lost. Granny tried to help us, said for us to get away and keep goin’…but where do you go, when there ain’t nowhere? She was wrong, suh. So we talked ’bout it, and we thought on it. With Pap’s hurt…and with what’s out there…we’re goin’ back. Face what has to be faced. That’s the all of it.” 
Matthew reasoned that Stamper would read their trail and see the slaves had turned back, if he hadn’t already. He didn’t care to wait for Royce and Gunn. Smoke was drifting through the woods and was caught like mist in the tops of the trees, but yet there was no sight nor sound of a moving fire. “We have fresh water,” he said, motioning to Quinn’s water gourd. “Have some if you like. Then we’ll start back.” 
Quinn took the gourd’s strap off her shoulder, uncorked it and offered it to the three men as they came forward. Mars winced with pain as he was supported between his sons, for his injured foot snagged on the brush in spite of their efforts to lift him up. He was indeed leaving a clear trail for Stamper to follow. 
“Can’t figure you, suh,” said Mars to Matthew after he’d had his drink. “You say you can prove Abram didn’t kill Sarah? How?” 
“Leave that to me when we get there.” 
“Look hardly able to walk y’self, forgive me for sayin’. All that blood, you took a bad injury.” 
“I’ll survive it. Royce and Gunn found your boat. We’ve got to get back to it. Can you find the way?” Matthew was asking both Abram and Tobey. 
“Best way is to get to the river and follow it down,” said Abram. “We go southwest, we’ll likely get there in maybe an hour or two.” 
Matthew nodded. It was going to be slow travelling, with Mars’s broken ankle. He took a drink of water from the gourd and so did Quinn, who then corked it again and put its strap back around her shoulder. She gave Matthew an encouraging smile, and he had the thought that she was a ragged angel, come to see him through this ordeal. “Ready?” he asked the runaways, and Abram pointed out the direction they should go. Matthew started off, with Quinn right behind him and the two sons helping their father struggle on. 
 

 
“There’s the fire,” said Stamper, as smoke swirled around himself and the other six men. A line of trees was ablaze about a half-mile ahead, and the dry wind that had picked up was blowing it in their direction. As they watched, they could see hungry flames jumping from tree to tree. “Lightnin’ strike either last night or early this mornin’,” he said. “That timber’s dry, gonna flare up in a hurry.” 
The smoke was thickening, burning both the eyes and the lungs. Bovie coughed some of it out and said, “Trail keeps on goin’ that way. What’ll we do, Stamper?” 
“I don’t like bein’ out here with a fire comin’. That damn thing jumps, it’ll get all around you. Could be the skins turned in another direction.” He looked past Magnus at Royce. “What do you say, Griff?” 
“I say we follow the trail. If it turns, we’ll see it.” 
“Keep goin’,” was Foxworth’s advice. “Come too far not to get ’em.” 
“Fire’s movin’ this way,” said Stamper, a muscle working in his jaw. “Could be it’s already burned their trail up, we’ll never find ’em.” 
“We won’t find ’em by standin’ here.” Royce looked up at the dark gray sky. “Maybe it’ll rain, put the flames out. Come on,” he said impatiently, “we’ve got to move.” 
“Don’t like that fire,” Barrows said, angling his good eye at the others. “Wind’s pickin’ up, too. Not sure we ought to—” 
He was interrupted by the sound of a baby crying, off to their right. Instantly all firearms were aimed in the direction of the dense thicket, but nothing alive could be seen in there. The crying noise went on for perhaps five or six seconds, ending with what sounded like a harsh sob of despair. 
There was silence, but for the noise of the distant fire eating its way through the wilderness. All the men were frozen in place. Then Magnus heard something coming through the woods…something big and heavy. “Listen!” he said, and heard his own voice tremble: “Listen!” 
Whatever it was, it was crashing through the underbrush and coming fast. Royce retreated, standing behind and to Gunn’s left with his musket raised and ready. Foxworth backed up until his spine met a tree. Barrows’ single eye had widened. Stamper and Bovie both stood their ground, as smoke swept past and the devil’s dry wind blew toward the River of Souls. 
Magnus’ finger was on the trigger of the rusty pistol. He hoped it wouldn’t explode in his hand…but whatever was coming, it was going to need more than a pistol ball to stop it. 
From the dark, smoke-swept woods burst into the torchlight not just one beast, but three. 
Magnus fired. So too did Gunn, Barrows and Stamper, nearly at the same time. Bovie, armed with only the sword, let out a holler and slashed at the first creature that came through…a large buck with a spread of antlers, followed by two does. In the clouds of blue gunsmoke, the buck staggered under the impact of the shots but kept going past the men. 
Perhaps two seconds later, Royce’s musket went off. Joel Gunn’s forehead blew out as the ball that had entered the back of his head made its exit. 
“Christ, man!” Stamper shouted. Gunn’s knees were buckling, blood streaming down the wreckage of the face. The torch fell from the left hand and the body pitched forward into the brush, shuddered a few times and was still. “Christ!” Stamper shouted again. His face had gone as pallid as gray clay. “Are you crazy? You killed him!” 
“My gun misfired!” Royce shouted back. “I was aimin’ at that thing…pulled the trigger and the pan didn’t flash! Then he stepped in the way just as it went off! You all saw it! Didn’t you?” He looked around with wild eyes, his chest outthrust as if to dare them to disagree, and Magnus Muldoon realized that it might have happened as Royce said, but it was a mighty good way for Royce to take advantage of the moment. With Gunn dead, so had died someone who knew too much. 
Stamper started to protest again, but a man who’d already killed another one on this jaunt didn’t have much room for indignation. “Damn!” he said, and he took his hat off to wipe the sweat from his forehead with a dirty sleeve. “Royce…I don’t know about this…Fitzy dead…that fire comin’…now this…I don’t know.” 
Royce was already reloading his still-smoking musket. He had poured an amount of black powder down the muzzle and was now using a ramrod to drive the ball home. “Somebody get Joel’s musket,” he said, his voice tight. “Bovie, it’s yours.” 
Bovie reached down and retrieved the weapon. Then he had to get Gunn’s leather bag of powder and shot from where it had been slung around the man’s shoulder. He worked at this for a moment, grimly, as Foxworth shambled forward to get the torch before it could burn up any more brush. He stomped out the fire on the ground, but the fire in the trees was gaining on them. They could begin to feel some heat within the smoke, which was becoming thicker. 
From the woods that had expelled the deer came the crying sound, closer now. It again went on for a few seconds and once more ended in the harsh, eerie sob. 
Magnus did not believe in curses nor spirits, vengeful or otherwise, but even he felt shaken. He reloaded the pistol, which had performed admirably in spite of its rust, and everyone else with an empty firearm also hurriedly reloaded with powder and lead ball down the muzzle, then a small measure of powder in the firing-pan to prime the weapon. 
Stamper had put his hat back on. The raven’s feather was crooked. Sweat glistened on his face as he lifted his torch and stared into the wilderness from which the crying had come. His musket was aimed and ready, but his nerve had broken with the second cry. He said, “Royce…I’m clearin’ out. It’s not worth it…” He was already backing away. “Not worth it, to die out here.” 
“He’s right!” said Barrows, the white eye shining. “I’m clearin’ out too…gettin’ back to the river.” 
“Hold on!” Royce protested, but even so his voice had weakened and he too had the tightness of fear on his face. 
The smoke was making eyes water and bringing up coughs. “We can’t go any further,” Stamper said. “I ain’t goin’ any further. Royce, it’s got to be given up. The skins are likely dead by now. If not…they will be soon. Anybody wants to go with me, come on. Findin’ Corbett and gettin’ out of here, ’fore this fire spreads and full dark falls.” He turned and started walking to the southwest, toward the river. Barrows followed, then Bovie, Magnus and at last Foxworth. 
“Stamper!” came the shout. 
Magnus turned, as did the others, to see Royce holding the musket aimed at Stamper’s belly. 
“We can’t give it up!” Royce’s face had reddened and seemed swollen by blood, and in the drifting smoke he appeared a green-eyed devil from Hell. “We can’t let those skins just get away! Nossir! They’ve got to pay for what they’ve done! Abram the most! Stabbin’ her down like she was a damned dog, and her such a fancy lady too good to hardly speak to anybody! And flouncin’ around there to draw all the attention and all those black eyes lookin’ at her, and wantin’ her! You could smell that they wanted her!” His mouth was twisted, his face contorted into a picture of utter, raging hatred. “Teachin’ him to read, they say! To read! That wasn’t what they was doin’ in that barn, night after night! Well, that sweet innocent little girl wasn’t so damned sweet and innocent! I watched her, the way she teased! Readin’, they say! Those animals want only one thing from a white woman! One thing! My Pa found that out, too! And then he paid for it with a cut throat!” He blinked suddenly, realizing something had spilled out from a deep wound. “I mean to say…” He hesitated, not knowing what to say. He tried again, with an effort. “It’s that…you’ve got to be strong with ’em. Keep ’em whipped and scared. If you don’t, they’ll rise up…burn your house…and everything gone.” He looked from one man to another. “Don’t you understand that?” 
A silence stretched. Then Stamper asked quietly, “You gonna shoot me too, Griff?” 
Royce looked down at the musket as if it were an object from another world. He lowered it. “No, Stamper,” he said with a hideous grin. “I’m not gonna shoot anybody.” 
“You can come with us if you like or stay out here. Your choice.” 
They could hear the trees burning now, a dull roar, and hear the popping of pinecones like little explosions. The dry wind blew and smoke billowed through the woods. 
“I’ll come with you,” said Royce, and he walked past Magnus to the front of the group. Magnus turned to follow them, and saw that Foxworth had gone over to kneel beside Gunn’s body. Foxworth was scavaging Gunn’s knife in its sheath from the dead man’s waist. The others were moving on, and only Magnus saw it happen. 
Something on four legs lurched out of the woods. Magnus’ eyes burned, he couldn’t see it clearly for the smoke, but he had the impression of a large animal that was maybe a panther…its flesh brown but blotched and streaked with black, its black head misshapen and unnatural. Foxworth saw it coming and gave a hoarse cry of terror. He tried to get to his feet or get the torch between them, even as the beast reared up on its hind legs, took two strides forward and fell upon him. 
Magnus fired his pistol at the thing, but the distance was more than twenty feet and the ball thunked into a tree. He heard the wet sound of flesh being torn. He saw the beast twist its hideous head and come up with a dripping red mass in its jaws. Its face, somehow deformed and monstrous, turned toward Magnus, who for the first time in his life let loose piss into his trousers. 
“Kill it! Kill it!” shouted Stamper, crashing back through the woods and lifting his musket to fire. But the beast leapt forward into the thicket, moving not smoothly like a panther but with a strange jerking motion that was like nothing Magnus had ever seen before. Stamper’s musket boomed…too late, the beast had gone into the smoke. 
“Foxworth!” Barrows had come back, and Bovie too. They stood over the old man, whose legs still moved in an attempt to escape. Magnus and Stamper joined them, and saw that under the bloodied beard Foxworth’s throat had been ripped open. Foxworth’s eyes were wide and bloodshot, and he was trying to hold the spurting gore in with both hands. He tried also to speak, but only a harsh rattling came out. 
“He’s done!” Bovie backed away, scanning the woods on both sides, his face sweating. He had the musket in one hand and his sword in the other, but fear was his greatest enemy. “He’s done, that thing’s out here with us, he’s done!” His voice sounded near breaking into a sob. “Christ Jesus…save us!” He retreated to where Royce was standing, impassive, his face blank of expression. 
Foxworth reached up. Magnus leaned over, took one of the bloody hands and clenched it, and he, Barrows and Stamper watched the old man die. 
“Did you see it?” Stamper asked Magnus. 
“I saw…I don’t know what it was. A panther, maybe. Big. But…its head…somethin’ was wrong with it. I don’t know.” 
“We’ve got to move. Now.” Stamper had seen limbs in the nearby trees starting to catch fire. The wind was still blowing toward the river, sweeping across the grasslands from the northeast, driving the flames before it. “Now,” he repeated, and turned away as Magnus worked his hand free from the dead man’s. Magnus retrieved the torch. Then he backed away also, watching the woods to right and left, not daring to stop to reload the pistol, but thinking that night was going to catch them out here and yet the night could hardly be darker than the day. Still he refused to offer his back to the beast. Finally he had no choice, for the earth was rugged and unforgiving, and here in this brutal wilderness even a giant might fall.
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As Matthew, Quinn and the three runaways made their slow progress toward the river, Magnus found himself pushing through the woods beside Griffin Royce. He had reloaded the pistol and kept it in his grip, and he thought that if he really was walking with Sarah’s killer—and it seemed to him so, according to Matthew, Granny Pegg’s story and the cruel ease with which Royce had executed Gunn—then he would stay alert for a musket to be trained on himself, as Royce must realize Magnus shared Matthew’s knowledge. Even so, Magnus couldn’t help but throw the man a little rope with which he might further fashion his own noose. 
“Sarah was my friend,” Magnus said, as they moved through the underbrush. Still the smoke pursued them, curling and writhing in the air like the vengeful souls that supposedly haunted this realm. Burning trees crackled at their backs. “I can’t believe she was doin’ anythin’ in that barn but helpin’ Abram learn to read,” he went on, when Royce failed to respond. 
“Little you know,” Royce said tersely. 
“You ever go into the barn and see for yourself?” 
“Muldoon, I don’t want to talk to you, understand?” The hard green eyes took Magnus in and then dismissed him. “That thing out here…and my friend dead, by my hand. Can’t even get his body back for a Christian burial. I don’t want to talk, hear me?” 
“I hear,” Magnus replied, pushing a branch out of his face with an elbow as he moved forward, “but still…doesn’t make sense that Abram killed her. Why would he? Like Matthew said…it’s unproven.” 
“Gunn saw him standin’ over her body with the knife in his hand. Seems like everybody’s forgettin’ that.” 
“Not forgettin’ it,” Magnus pressed on, “it’s just that…seein’ him standin’ over her with a knife is not seein’ him use the knife. He might’ve just picked it up when he came out of the—” 
“Muldoon,” said Royce, and the musket’s barrel swung a few more inches toward the black-bearded mountain. Royce’s face was reddening and was further blotched by insect bites. “The black skin ran. If he wasn’t guilty of murder, then why would he run? Why would his blood have stepped in to help him?” 
“Too scared to think straight, maybe.” 
“Scared of what, if he hadn’t killed Sarah? But tell me this, Muldoon…if he didn’t kill her, who did? Corbett have any ideas about that? And what’s all this about somethin’ he found on her body? What was he doin’, pokin’ around on that girl’s body?” 
“Mrs. Kincannon gave him permit,” said Magnus calmly. “And yes, he did find somethin’ of interest.” 
“What might that have been?” 
“Best he tell you himself—or show you—when we get back.” 
Stamper, in the lead just ahead, suddenly called out, “Hold up!” and the others paused. “Here’s where we left Corbett and the girl,” he announced. “Wait a minute…looky here! We’ve got a new trail! Somebody’s draggin’ a leg. Damn me if it don’t look like…three men walkin’ close together. Side-by-side, looks to be. Bovie, you see this?” 
“I see it,” Bovie said. “Headin’ toward the river.” 
“Three men?” Royce moved forward, past Barrows, to get a look at the wide trail of broken brush. He was no woodsman, but even he could follow a trail this obvious. “The skins? Got Corbett and headin’ back? Why would that be?” 
“Don’t know,” said Stamper. “Maybe he talked ’em into givin’ themselves up.” 
Magnus took note of Royce’s sudden silence. Royce stared at the ground, as if reading his future in the crushed earth. 
“We’ll find out further on,” Stamper said. “Let’s keep movin’, and everybody keep a sharp eye out. No offense meant, Barrows.” 
“None taken,” said the other man. “I just want out of this damned hell and back to my wife.” He looked over his shoulder, through the gray smoke, at the fire that was following them and spreading out to burn a wider path. From the heart of the flames a dry wind blew, sending ashes and embers flying and making the fires jump from tree to tree. They had already seen animals—more deer, rabbits and two good-sized brown panthers—fleeing the oncoming conflagration. 
They went on at a faster pace, their advance made easier by the trail that had already been broken before them. After another thirty minutes the ground began to become swampy again, indicating the river was near. Gray pools of water stood here and there under the massive gnarled oaks and weeping willow trees, as smoke from the fire behind them coiled in the branches. 
“Bootprints over here!” Stamper said, motioning to the prints in the mud. “Five people. One lamed, for sure. Can’t be more than a half-mile ahead.” 
“I’ve been holdin’ my guts,” said Bovie, with a pained expression. “I’ve gotta take a shit!” He put down his sword and musket, opened his trousers, pushed them down to his ankles and squatted. “Ahhhh!” he said. “Oh my Christ, what a—” 
He let loose a scream that might have been heard in Charles Town, and suddenly he was scrambling through the mud with his trousers still down. “Somethin’ bit me!” he shouted. “Got me on the balls!” 
Magnus saw the ugly brown snake writhing away into the high weeds from where Bovie had rudely disturbed its place of rest. Water moccasin, he thought. Bovie had seen it too, and now he struggled to his feet and pulled his trousers up and looked at Stamper with a fear-blanched face. “Bastard bit me, Stamper! It ain’t a poison one though, is it? Say it ain’t a poison one!” 
“Cottonmouth,” said Royce, before Stamper could say otherwise. 
“Wasn’t no cottonmouth!” Bovie shouted angrily. “It was a black snake, wasn’t no cottonmouth!” 
There was a moment of silence, and then Stamper said, “We ought to be movin’ on.” 
“It was a black snake!” Bovie insisted. “Got me on the damned balls, but I’ll be all right. I’ll be all right, won’t I, Stamper?” 
“Let’s keep movin’,” Stamper replied, and he went on. 
“I’m feelin’ all right!” Bovie’s eyes were too wide and too glassy. “Stings a little bit, that’s all!” He retrieved his weapons and started after Stamper, with Barrows following, then Royce and Magnus. “I’m gonna be fine!” he announced to the others, with a crooked grin. “Laugh about it when we get back!” 
Magnus thought that there was nothing funny about being bitten on the balls by a venomous cottonmouth, and even now the poison was moving in Bovie’s blood. But he said nothing else, and he kept his head down and watched where he stepped because there might be nests of the things in here somewhere. 
“You ever know anybody got bit on the balls by a black snake?” Bovie asked, his question aimed at anyone who might answer. “Damn me, if that won’t make a story to earn me a drink or two! Stings a little bit. Nothin’ bad.” 
They continued to follow the bootprints, as the swamp deepened and the pools of gray water spread. The smoke was following them, floating through the brush and hanging from the trees. “Hot in here!” Bovie said. “Damn, I’m sweatin’. My balls are swole up, Stamper! God A’mighty, that black snake got me good!” 
“Yep, must’ve,” said Stamper, staring straight ahead. 
“I’m all right, though,” Bovie said. “You boys gettin’ tired? I ain’t tired. Nossir. And I ain’t afraid of that thing, either. Devil panther or whatever it is, I’ll stand up to it! You believe in the devil, Stamper?” 
“I do, Caleb.” 
“I believe there’s a devil and an angel in every man,” Bovie went on, his face, hair and brown beard damp with sweat. “They’re fightin’ in you all the time, tryin’ to win you over. Sometimes I can feel ’em fightin’ in me. Pullin’ me this way, and pullin’ me that. They’re whisperin’ in your ear, and they’re slidin’ in and out of your head. You feel that way, Stamper?” 
“Yep.” 
“My balls are kinda hurtin’. Maybe I need to stop for a minute and get a breath.” 
“Keep goin’,” Royce insisted. “We can’t stop for a dead man.” 
“What was that?” Bovie asked. “What’d he say, Stamper?” 
“He said, we can’t stop right now.” 
“All right, then.” Bovie’s voice had weakened. “All right,” he said again, as if he wasn’t sure he’d spoken it the first time. 
They hadn’t gone on but a few more minutes when Caleb Bovie said, “I can’t hardly breathe, all of a sudden. Damn this smoke…I can’t hardly breathe.” He dropped his sword to run a trembling hand across his face and he left the sword behind, lying in the mud. “I’m feelin’ like I need to rest, Stamper. My legs are ’bout to give out. I don’t know…I’m feelin’ poorly.” 
“We’re not stoppin’,” said Royce. 
“Yes,” Stamper said, with a hard glare at the other man. “We are stoppin’. Caleb, sit yourself down for a few minutes and rest.” 
“No!” Royce got up in Stamper’s face, his green eyes aflame. “The skins are just ahead! You said so yourself! We’ve got to stop ’em!” 
“Stop ’em?” Stamper’s eyebrows went up. “Why, Griff? If they’re headin’ back to the Green Sea, why would we want to stop ’em?” 
“We don’t know they’re headin’ there! Could be they’re tryin’ to cross the river and cut south! You think they’re goin’ back to give themselves up? Hell, no!” 
Bovie was sitting on the trunk of a fallen tree, his musket leaning beside him. He had begun to shake, as if freezing cold in this swamp’s heat. Magnus approached him, walking at the edge of what looked to be an expanse of black, grainy mud. Stamper noted his progress and called out, “Muldoon! Careful! You’re walkin’ close to a quicksand pit!” 
Magnus abruptly stopped where he was. He knelt on the ground a few feet away from Bovie, who had started to rock himself back and forth, his face gray and his eyes fixed on a limitless distance. 
“I’m changin’ my ways when I get home,” said Bovie, speaking to all and none. “Goin’ to church every Sabbath. Doin’ what I ought to do. I swear it.” He realized Magnus was kneeling near him, and he turned bloodshot eyes upon the hermit. “I’m cold,” he said, shivering. “Ain’t you cold, too?” 
“A mite,” said Magnus. 
“Knew it wasn’t just me. My gut’s hurtin’ bad.” Pain was beginning to show in Bovie’s face. He clenched his hands over his stomach and squeezed his eyes shut. “Hurtin’ bad…oh mercy…mercy on me…” 
“We ought to leave him,” was Royce’s pronouncement. “Wastin’ time, waitin’ for—” 
“Shut your mouth,” said Stamper. The way he said it made Royce’s mouth close in a tight, thin line. Stamper walked over and stood near the dying man, and Barrows came nearer as well. Royce took a long look at the others, and then he placed his musket against his shoulder and walked over to stand beside Magnus. Royce stared off into the swamp, toward the river and the path of footprints leading to it. 
“Stamper,” Bovie rasped, his eyes open now, watery and red-rimmed, and he looked pleadingly up at the other man. “Can you help me get home? I can stand up and walk. Swear to God I can.” 
“You just stay where you are. Just rest a bit.” 
“I’m hurtin’, Stamper. All over. I think I…I need to stand up.” Bovie tried, and when he got up halfway he let loose an agonized cry and fell to his knees. He stayed there, his hands still gripped to his belly, his face now taking on a bluish tinge. Foam was gathering in the corners of his mouth. He began to blink rapidly, his breathing loud and harsh. “Oh Christ,” he whispered, his voice choked with pain. “Save me…please…save me…” 
Magnus started to get up off his knees. When he began to stand up, he was struck from behind by Griffin Royce, who swung the butt of his musket hard against the back of Magnus’ skull. 
Magnus staggered and dropped both his torch and the pistol. Fireballs exploded in his brain, and he pitched sideways into the quicksand pit. 
Stamper looked dumbly at Royce, his mouth hanging open. He therefore saw Royce take a step forward, cock the musket, aim its barrel at his head and pull the trigger. Through the burst of blue smoke the lead ball hit him just under the left eye. Stamper’s head rocked back, the hat with its raven’s feather went flying, and he fell backward into the mud as if pole-axed. 
Royce already had drawn his knife. He walked two paces through the roiling smoke to where Barrows was standing in shocked disbelief, and without hesitation drove the blade downward into the hollow of the man’s throat. Barrows had no time to get his musket up for a shot or draw his pistol; he lifted his left arm, the fingers clawing at the bandages on Royce’s right forearm. Royce twisted the blade, the thin smile of a true predator warping his mouth. With a blood-choked gasp Barrows tore free and turned to run, but Royce was quickly upon him. His teeth gritted and red whorls in his cheeks, Royce drove the blade into the man’s back once…twice…four more times with the force of uncontrolled rage, until Barrows’ knees gave way and he fell on his face, the white stone of an eye pressed into the mud. 
Royce stepped back to view his work, the breath hot in his lungs and his blood singing in the afterglow of violence. Magnus was a prisoner of the quicksand, Stamper was stretched out and Barrows done for. Bovie had pitched forward on his hands and knees, trembling and retching. “God help me,” he gasped, beginning to sob. “Oh Christ Jesus…help me…” 
Royce had no more time to waste. He replaced his knife in its sheath and helped himself to Bovie’s musket, which he knew to be still loaded after the encounter with the buck. He picked up Magnus’ pistol, also still loaded, and slid that into the waist of his breeches. He would reload his own weapon later, he decided, when he got nearer the skins and Corbett. He had plenty of powder and shot in his ammunition bag. Who to shoot first would be the question. He put his own musket under his arm, held the other one in his left hand and then picked up Stamper’s torch where it lay guttering in the mud. 
Bovie fell on his side and began to curl up, crying and moaning. Royce stood over Bovie for a few seconds more, his eyes narrowed with disgust at this scene of human weakness. In a voice loud enough for Bovie to hear, Royce said, “Cottonmouth.” Then he turned away from the stricken man and hurried on after his prey.



Eighteen




Magnus awakened in the grip of Death. 
He couldn’t breathe. His face was pressed upon by a wet, heavy darkness. Panic shook him. In the horror of the instant he realized where he must be, on his right side in the quicksand pit. His head pounded and he could taste blood. Someone had hit him from behind…Royce. He had to get his face up into the air. Had to get his legs under himself, and his body straightened out…the quicksand was up his nostrils and in his mouth and sealing shut his eyes, and Magnus knew that if he did not get air within the next few seconds he was finished in this world. 
He fought against the mire. It fought back. The paste of black earth had him. He strained his neck and face upward, toward where he thought the surface was. His muscles screamed, and he wanted to scream. Maybe he did, there in the dark pressure of wet, clinging tides. 
But in the next instant his nose and mouth broke the surface, which was only a few inches above, and though he remained blind and gripped hard by this demonic mud he was able to spit his mouth clear and draw a howling breath that shuddered through him and gave him a small gift of hope. 
He was able then also to expell the quicksand from his nostrils, and breathe air tainted with the sharp and putrid odors of the swamp and the smell of smoke from the fire that burned beyond. The next challenge was getting his entire face and head clear of the muck. It was going to take an effort of muscle and will. Magnus felt both faltering, but by God he had to try before he was pulled down any deeper. 
He went about an attempt to get his body straightened out and keep his face at the surface. He worked hard at this objective, but the quicksand worked harder to hold him firm and, indeed, draw him downward. Though he was able to maintain a breathing space, any movement of intended speed or strength was met by a resistance that made him feel he had the weak muscles of a helpless infant. He had the distinct memory of trying to draw a comb through his bear-greased hair, hitting clots and knots and ripping his hair out to spite both Pandora Prisskitt and Matthew Corbett; he felt now like that comb, heavy with bear grease and doomed to fail. 
The substance was thick about him, like both a wet sand and a clinging mud. Was there anyone out there to help him? He tried to answer that question by calling for help, but the quicksand threatened to flood his mouth. If anyone had answered, he couldn’t tell because his ears were stopped up. 
Trapped, Magnus thought. And then the real terror hit him and he began to flail at his fate, to try to fight his way out of this with sheer boulder-shouldered brawn, but the quicksand just seemed to close more tightly around him and once again his face went under. He stopped fighting, for he realized muscle would not overpower this suckpit and hard motion brought forth an equally hard reaction. He suddenly remembered very clearly Matthew’s first words to him upon arriving at the house. 
Calm yourself, sir. 
Magnus ceased all motion. His heart was pounding, telling him it was wrong to give up the fight, yet he intended to fight not with terrified brawn but with a calm brain. Slowly…slowly…he pushed his face upward through the muck…slowly…not incurring the wrath of the suckpit…and his nose and mouth once more broke the surface. He spat out quicksand and took in air, and determined that slow movements might yet defeat the will of the pit. Thus he began to very slowly push with his legs against the mass of viscous earth, and it took an iron will not to fight hard but it was this or death and he was not ready to give up, and surely not to the evil of a witch-cursed swamp. 
He felt the desire of the suckpit pulling at him, even with these slow, sinuous movements. How long it took him to work his head and shoulders out of the mire, Magnus didn’t know. Still moving with slowness respectful to the pit, he was able to get his eyes cleared and saw in the afternoon’s blue light and drifting smoke the carnage of the scene: Stamper lying on his back with a pool of blood around his head, Barrows crumpled and bloody, and Bovie lying on his side. Royce was gone, and Magnus knew who he was going after. 
The man was a mad dog, Magnus thought. An animal who killed on impulse, either in rage or misguided passion. Surely the killing of Gunn had been intentional…and now this. 
He had to get out for still he felt the pit pulling at him, accepting his weight and bulk like an offering to the demons below. 
If he moved slowly enough, he thought, he might be able to swim out. There were only a few feet to firm ground. So he might use his arms as a swimmer would, to move the muck around and behind him…but even the distance of a few feet would be torturous through this paste. Even so…it had to be tried. 
He began his journey from the pit of death toward the shore of life. The motions were slow, the quicksand still heavy and clinging around him and yet it did yield to these more deliberate actions. When at last he reached more solid earth, Magnus dug his fingers into the mud and weeds but found further difficulty in pulling himself out, for the suckpit did not want to let him go. Inch by inch he worked himself from the mire, as if struggling out of a suit of tar. Several times he thought he couldn’t get out for even moving by inches his strength was nearly gone, but what fortified him was the knowledge that Royce had killed Sarah in the same kind of blood frenzy the man had just shown, and now Royce was on his way to finish his job of sealing all mouths. 
Royce could say the cursed swamp got its victims by alligator, the Dead in Life, quicksand, poisonous snake, accidental gunshot or the Soul Cryer, and it might be many years before anyone would come searching for the bodies. By that time, the swamp and its creatures would have disposed of the flesh, and Royce would be long gone. 
“No,” Magnus rasped, as he yet struggled to pull himself free. “Not lettin’ that happen.” 
A hand was offered to him. 
Magnus looked into the blue-tinged face of Caleb Bovie, who had crawled across the wet earth on his belly like the reptile that had bitten him. 
Tears of torment had streamed from Bovie’s bloodshot eyes and yellow foam coated his lips, but in spite of his obvious agony he whispered, “Grab hold.” 
Magnus did. Bovie had no strength to speak of, but he tried his best. It was enough. Magnus freed himself from the pit, feeling his boots being sucked off his feet as payment for escape, and he lay weary on the ground next to Bovie like an oversized scarecrow covered head to toe with the black grime of the swamp. 
“Muldoon?” Bovie asked, again in a pained whisper. “Will you help me get home?” 
“Yes,” said Magnus. 
Magnus got to his bootless feet with a determination that would have earned an awed respect from even Father Prisskitt. He started to reach down to help Bovie up, when he heard the Soul Cryer’s eerie weeping somewhere in the wilderness at his back. 
It was close, but it could not be seen. Smoke moved in the trees, and here and there in the higher branches burned sputters of flame like little torches. The dry, hot wind that had been blowing toward the river had calmed to an acrid breeze, but Magnus could see the orange glow of the fire in the sky that meant a large portion of the forest was ablaze. The main part of the fire looked to be maybe a quarter mile away, and was throwing a constellation of embers into the air that drifted down like burning stars. 
Again the Soul Cryer wept, closer still. 
Magnus walked the few paces to Bovie’s discarded sword and picked it up. He retrieved the pistol from Barrows’ dead body and cocked it. Soul Cryer smells blood, Magnus thought. It’s comin’. 
With sword in one hand and pistol in the other, the grimy black mountain of a scarecrow stood over Caleb Bovie and readied himself to fight for both their lives. 




 

 
“River’s just ahead,” said Matthew, who could see it about thirty yards distant through the trees. Quinn was holding his hand, gripped hard, and a few yards behind them came Abram, the crippled Mars and Tobey. 
“Need to rest just a minute,” Mars said. When Matthew and Quinn paused, Mars’ sons eased their father down to the ground with his back against a willow’s trunk. “Stepped in a gopher hole,” Mars told Matthew. “Heard that ankle snap like a broomstick.” 
“Does it pain you very much?” 
Mars gave Matthew half of a smile; the other half of it was sad. “Not much. You like to see my brand, suh? Now…that did pain me much. Pained me more, to watch my wife and sons be branded. God bless my Jenny, I miss her. You own slaves, suh?” 
“No, I don’t.” 
“What kind of work you do?” 
“I’m…” A problem-solver, Matthew was about to say. Instead, he said, “I’m paid to stick my nose into places where it doesn’t belong.” 
Mars laughed, a rich deep sound. “And here you be. Who’s payin’ you for this?” 
“Mrs. Kincannon.” 
“Why not the mister? He still poorly?” 
“I don’t know. He was abed when I left the Green Sea.” 
“Hm,” Mars said quietly, and stared past Matthew toward the River of Souls. A whiplash of lightning flared across the charcoal sky, followed by the rumble of thunder. “Boys, we did wrong runnin’. Should’ve faced up to things, right then and there. Course, you’d be hangin’ by now,” he said to Abram. “Kincannons weren’t gonna take your word for nothin’, against Cap’n Royce and Cap’n Gunn.” 
“I didn’t want you two comin’ with me,” Abram said. “Told you to stay put, I was the one they wanted.” 
“Weren’t gonna let you come out here alone,” Tobey answered. “Got to look out for each other, and that’s how it is. Anyway…die out here or die at the Green Sea, don’t make no difference.” He turned his attention to Matthew. “Pardon my askin’, suh, but what’s this proof you got that says Abram didn’t kill Miss—” 
Tobey’s question was stopped by the crack of a musket being fired from the darkness of the thicket behind them, and at once Tobey grabbed at his left side and with a cry of pain fell to his knees. Matthew had seen the flash of the pan, and now the cloud of smoke indicated from where the shot had come. 
“Down! Get down!” Matthew urged, and pulled Quinn with him to the ground. Abram crawled over to shield his father, while Tobey gasped and clutched at his bleeding side. 
“Who’d I hit?” came Royce’s voice, casual and unhurried. “I was aimin’ at you, Corbett! That’s all right, I’ll get you yet! You too, Abram! Gonna get all of you before it’s done!” 
Matthew realized that might well be the truth, for he had only the short-bladed sword as a weapon. Still…dark was falling…they might yet be able to get to the river. But what had happened to the other men…Magnus, Stamper, Gunn, Bovie and the others? 
“Corbett, you were asked a question!” Royce said from his hidden position. “What’s your proof?” 
Matthew figured the man wanted to get a fix on him when he spoke, but he couldn’t resist. He kept low to the ground, right beside Quinn and one arm over her. “The compress Dr. Stevenson gave you for the horse bite,” he said. “It broke open when Sarah grasped your arm after you’d stabbed her the first time. You knew it had. I imagine you spent some time cleaning that up after you scared Abram into running. What did you do, work it into the ground? But some of the material inside the compress was under Sarah’s fingernails. Mrs. Kincannon knows that, I showed it to her. Are you going to go to the Green Sea and kill her, too?” 
Royce didn’t answer. 
“No use in your killing anyone else,” Matthew told him. “You’re finished, Royce. Where are the others?” A chill passed through him, as he realized what might have happened. “Did you kill all of them?” 
“Not all, I had some help from the swamp. Abram? You never should’ve shown any interest in that girl. I watched you. I watched the both of you. Whisperin’ together when you didn’t think anybody was lookin’. Walkin’ together, right in the broad daylight. And in that barn at night…makes me sick to my stomach, thinkin’ about it.” 
“You were wrong, Cap’n Royce,” Abram called out. “Miss Sarah was teachin’ me to read, and that’s the—” 
The next musket shot hit the willow tree trunk and threw splinters. Abram ducked his head down against his father’s shoulder. 
“Don’t lie!” Royce seethed. “I know what you were doin’ in there! Night after night…I followed her, I saw you go in there too! Only one reason you’d be breakin’ the law and meetin’ in that barn after dark! Wouldn’t even offer me a smile, and her givin’ herself to that black skin! Well, she paid for it!” 
“Royce!” Matthew said, as lightning flashed above and more thunder growled. “Was Sarah carrying a book when you stabbed her? And did she drop that book to the ground? Surely you saw it!” 
“That’s a damned lie, too! Her teachin’ a skin to read! Don’t matter if she had a book or not, they wasn’t readin’ in that barn!” 
Abram had crawled over to tend to his brother, who was in obvious pain but nodded to show he was hanging on. 
“You didn’t have to kill the girl!” Matthew said. “Why didn’t you go to Kincannon? Tell him what you thought was going on?” 
“Think he would have believed me? About his darlin’ daughter? He would’ve run me off tarred and feathered! I told her I knew what she was doin’, and if she was nice to me…show me a little favor…I wouldn’t tell. But she looked at me like she always did…like I was lower than dirt…and she’d rather have that damn black skin than me? Treatin’ that slave better than a white man?” 
“Miss Sarah brought the books and she was teachin’ me to read!” Abram shouted back. “That’s all!” 
A third shot rang out in reply. Matthew heard the ball zip past. It was a higher report than the first two shots. A pistol, Matthew thought. And did Royce have one musket or two? How quick was he at reloading the weapons? Was it worth the risk to charge at him with the sword? But he was hidden there in the thicket, and by the time Matthew crossed the fifteen yards or so between them another musket could be ready. Matthew glanced back at Abram and Tobey. The blood was oozing between Tobey’s fingers. It might not have been a killing shot but in time it would be, and time was a precious commodity. 
Matthew was still weak from his own loss of blood. He thought he was turning into a bearded ragamuffin himself, a pale piece of parchment as Magnus had said at the Sword of Damocles Ball, which seemed a lifetime away. Lightning zigzagged across the sky and thunder boomed overhead, and Matthew Corbett was caught between what he ought to do and what he feared to do. 
“Give it up!” Royce called. “None of you are leavin’ this swamp!” 
Abram suddenly stood up. He drew a knife from the waist of his breeches. “You won’t be leavin’ it either, Cap’n Royce,” he promised, and with an inhalation of breath he ran past Matthew and Quinn toward the woods where Sarah’s killer lay in wait. 
 

 
Magnus Muldoon knew it was coming. All this blood…the smell of it…the Soul Cryer was coming. 
Out of the smoke it skulked, at first a shadow and then a substance, moving with the strange irregular rhythm Magnus had already seen, but this time it crept slowly forward across the mud until it reached Barrows’ body. Then its misshapen snout sniffed at the blood, and the slitted yellow eyes stared at Magnus as if trying to determine what this huge muddied beast was…a challenger to its territory, or a fellow monster best left alone. 
It was not a ghost nor a witch-created demon but it was surely the biggest panther Magnus had ever seen. Except the dark blotches and streaks across its muscular brown body were burn scars, and its head showed what could happen to an animal caught in a raging forest fire. Both ears had been burned away, its skull hairless and nearly covered with scaly black scars, its muzzle malformed and twisted to expose on the left side the fangs as if in a grotesque grin, one foreleg withered by fire and its tail a blackened stub. It moved in such a manner, Magnus realized, because under the damaged skin some of the muscles had contracted and stiffened, and if this creature had been nearly burned to death seven years ago it must have suffered all the torments of agony. Even now, it must be still in pain…and maybe driven to its own kind of insanity, a thirst for blood and killing not for food but for domination. It could not growl and proclaim itself like an ordinary panther, it could only cry. 
Its eyes still fixed upon Magnus, it snapped at the falling embers as if in memory of what had deformed it. Bovie clung onto Magnus’ legs, as Magnus awaited the Soul Cryer’s decision to attack or not. 
With a whuff of breath the Soul Cryer suddenly lifted itself up onto its hind legs and balanced there. Bovie gave a strangled noise of terror, but Magnus remained silent and resolute though his heart hammered in his chest. Magnus thought the beast had learned this action possibly to overcome the weakness of the burned foreleg, or maybe as a way to scare off other younger and healthier male panthers. He prepared himself for the Soul Cryer to leap forward from its hind legs, and he aimed the pistol at its heart and the sword’s wicked edge at its throat.



Nineteen




As Abram started for Griffin Royce’s hiding place with a knife in his hand, Matthew scrambled up from the ground and with two desperate strides crashed into Abram, knocking him aside just as the musket fired. He had not come this far to watch Abram be shot down. The ball passed somewhere behind Matthew’s head and into the trees. Abram fell to the ground, and Matthew realized he had no choice but to charge into the smoke-filled thicket with his sword ready to slash flesh from bone because Royce would already be pouring the powder into another weapon. 
He leaped into the churning gunsmoke and through vines and thorny weeds that clutched at him like little claws. And there about ten feet to his left and crouched against an oak tree was the figure of Royce, frantically ramrodding a ball and cloth patch down into a second musket’s muzzle. Matthew rushed the man, even as Royce turned the musket on him and cocked it with a grimy thumb. As the musket’s barrel came at him, Matthew swung out with the sword and deflected it, the musket firing with a noise that shocked Matthew’s eardrums but the shot going wide. Then Royce became a truly wild animal, and with clenched teeth and a growling in his throat he struck at Matthew with the musket’s barrel but again Matthew’s sword knocked it aside. 
Royce launched himself at Matthew, the man’s right shoulder hitting him in the chest with bone-jarring force. The musket was dropped and forgotten as Royce fought Matthew for the sword, and Matthew was swung around and slammed so hard against the oak’s trunk the breath burst from him and he and nearly lost his grip. Royce punched a fist into the arrow wound on Matthew’s shoulder, breaking it open and causing a fresh blossoming of blood. Matthew fought back as hard as he could, catching Royce on the jaw with his left fist and striking him a blow on the throat that caused his opponent to gag and falter for a few seconds, but the man was powerful and adept at close-in fighting. A knee rammed into Matthew’s stomach and a fist struck him on the back of the neck, but still Matthew clung to the sword, for to lose that was certain death. Royce gripped Matthew’s hair and tried to knee him in the face. Matthew stopped the knee with his free arm and struck into the pit of Royce’s stomach. The stocky killer let out a pained gasp of breath, but he would not let go of Matthew’s right wrist and began to brutally twist it to weaken the fingers and free the sword. With his other hand he drew his knife from its sheath, but before it could find flesh Matthew saw it coming. He was able to grasp the killer’s knife hand and for the moment hold the blade at bay with the strength of desperation. 
Matthew gritted his teeth and would not open his fingers. He thought his wrist was about to snap, but let it break; he wasn’t giving up to this animal, and letting him kill—
“Stop that, Cap’n Royce,” said Abram. “Drop the knife. I don’t want to have to cut you.” 
The pressure on Matthew’s wrist went away. He was released. Matthew staggered a few paces, then took in the scene. Abram had come up behind Royce and was gripping the back of the man’s shirt. More importantly, Abram’s blade was right up under Royce’s chin. Royce’s knife fell from his hand. 
“You all right?” Abram asked Matthew, and Matthew nodded but he was lying; he eased himself down to the ground, and was met there by Quinn. She put her arms around him and held him tightly and might have said to him Daniel, my sweet Daniel but Matthew was nearly beyond hearing. 
“Got you now,” said Abram to Royce, who managed for all his rage and ferocity to remain very still. “Takin’ you back to the Green Sea, cap’n. You’re my prisoner.” And then, because he was yet a slave and Royce a white man, however low, he added by force of habit the respectful, “Suh.” 
 

 
The Soul Cryer remained upright on its hind legs, as the yellow eyes in its burn-scarred head threw their own fire at Magnus. 
“Shoot it!” Bovie croaked. “Christ’s sake…shoot it!” 
But Magnus did not pull the trigger, nor did he slash with the sword. 
The Soul Cryer wavered, about to lose its tentative balance. Magnus recognized in the beast the cruelty of this wilderness and perhaps the cruelty of the world itself. He thought it was a tortured thing, a creature forsaken and maybe feared by its own breed. It prowled alone out here, hunted alone and wept alone. He knew solitude, and what it could do to a man. He wondered if years of it could do the same thing to a scarred and tormented panther, and maybe in the slitted eyes there was a death wish, if indeed the creature could think beyond the green walls of its prison. 
Embers rained down. The smoke swirled and the fire gave a dull roar as it jumped from tree to tree. 
Go home, Magnus thought. Go—
The Soul Cryer trembled as its muscles tensed. It took a staggered step forward, its malformed mouth opening at a sideways angle to expose the vicious fangs. Saliva drooled from the jaws and down upon the black-streaked chest. 
—home, Magnus thought, and he pulled the pistol’s trigger. 
The ball hit the Soul Cryer as near to the heart as Magnus could aim. The creature gave a grunt of pain and fell backwards but quickly it righted itself again, now on all fours, and crouched staring at Magnus through the banners of gray smoke that moved between them. Magnus knew that one ball was surely not enough to kill it, unless it had indeed damaged the heart. The Soul Cryer was breathing heavily and blood bubbled at the blackened nostrils, but it showed no other sign of weakness or injury. 
He had no time to reload. He stood with the sword ready. His hand was trembling. 
The Soul Cryer suddenly turned toward Barrows’ body, moving with its pained rhythm. With its eyes still on Magnus, the beast angled its head and gripped its jaws around the dead man’s skull. It shook the body like a strawman in a display of tremendous power, and the jaws crunched around the skull and the fangs broke bone and the Soul Cryer ate Barrows’ brains with the determination of an eager child eating sugar candy. 
Magnus noted blood pooling under the panther’s chest. The Soul Cryer fed on Barrows’ essence, its eyes never leaving Magnus, and in their yellow glare Magnus saw the message Get
away from here. Get away…and never, ever come back. 
When Barrows’ broken head was emptied, the Soul Cryer’s eyes blinked, releasing Magnus from their spell. The beast backed away, favoring its ruined foreleg. Giving a noise so near to a human sob that Magnus thought he might hear it in his nightmares, the panther turned with its stiffened motion and leaped into the thicket it claimed as home, and then nothing was left of it but a streak of bright red blood upon the swamp’s ancient mud. 
“Oh Jesus,” Bovie gasped. “Jesus help us…” 
It occured to Magnus that, though Caleb Bovie had been bitten on the balls by a cottonmouth, the man might be too tough to succumb to snake poison. Either that, or the snake hadn’t gotten both fangs to the task, or the venom had not been delivered in an amount to kill, or it was simply not time for Bovie to go. In any case, though Bovie’s face was still tinged with blue and his lips caked with dried foam, Magnus thought that if the lout was going to die he would’ve been dead already. 
“Can you stand up and walk?” Magnus asked. 
“Give it a try,” Bovie answered, still in a weak voice, but it was a moment before he did. The roar of the oncoming fire gave him the will to get to his knees, and then the mud-covered mountain hauled him up the rest of the way. Bovie staggered and almost went down again, but Magnus held him steady. 
“My head’s spinnin’,” Bovie complained. “Legs feel like much a’nothin’.” 
“I’m not carryin’ you out of here, that’s for sure.” 
Bovie took in the bodies on the ground. “Did Royce…” He looked at Magnus with his red-rimmed eyes. “Did Royce kill that girl?” 
“Yes,” was the answer. 
“But why would’ve he have done such a thing?” 
“Because,” Magnus said, and he’d already spent time thinking on this subject, “some men want what they can’t have, some men want to kill for what they can’t have…and I reckon some men want to kill what they can’t have. It’s that angel and devil fightin’, just like you said…and when the devil wins, sometimes an angel dies.” 
“Reckon so,” said Bovie. “Damn…am I gonna live?” 
“I believe you are.” 
“Told you it was just a black snake.” 
“So you did,” Magnus said. He glanced back through the smoke at the oncoming flames. It looked to be a solid wall of fire. He wondered if somewhere the Soul Cryer was not watching it as well, and if the creature might lie down exhausted and ready to die, and this time let the flames finish their job of destruction and rebirth. Magnus, however, was not ready to do the same. Royce was still out there, going after Matthew and the runaways. Magnus retrieved Stamper’s musket and gave Barrows’ musket to Bovie. Both, he saw, were primed and ready to be cocked and fired. He saw also that, regrettably, neither dead man had boots big enough to fit his feet. “Let’s get our tails to the river,” he said, and he started off with Bovie following, limping and rubbing his snake-bit balls. 
 

 
They had reached the Solstice River and, following its course, came upon the rowboat the slaves had stolen from the Green Sea. It had been pulled up onto shore through the mud and inexpertly covered with tree branches and foliage. Only a few yards from it was the boat that had brought Royce and Gunn. Overhead the lightning flared and the thunder spoke, and the sky to the northeast glowed red above the burning forest. Matthew could see the flames spearing up into the air and orange sparks flying like swarms of locusts. He was in a dazed state, clutching at his raw shoulder wound and being supported by Quinn. Mars had been limping along as best he could, using a broken branch as a walking-stick. Tobey was still on his feet, but barely; his eyes were half-closed, he was stumbling from side to side and the blood from his wound had reddened his shirt and the left leg of his breeches. He was in a bad way, Matthew thought; Tobey had to be gotten back to the Green Sea as quickly as possible, or he would die. 
Abram had guided Griffin Royce forward by grasping the back of the man’s shirt and holding the reloaded pistol to Royce’s spine. Matthew had Royce’s knife tucked in the waistband of his breeches, and Quinn carried the short-bladed sword. 
As weak as he was, Matthew knew he needed to make some decisions regarding the boats. All of them could not travel in only one. “That one,” he said to Abram, motioning toward the boat that had brought Royce and Gunn, “should carry you, Mars and Tobey. Give me the pistol.” 
“I ought to travel with Royce,” Abram said. “Get him in faster that way, suh.” 
“You need to row your brother in,” Matthew answered. “Royce can row for Quinn and myself.” 
“I ain’t rowin’ for nobody,” Royce sneered. “What am I goin’ back to, a hangin’ party?” 
“Well, suh,” said Abram, who released Royce’s shirt and brought up his own knife to place against the front of Royce’s throat, “seein’ as how Miss Sarah was a kind friend to me, and you took her life, there would be nothin’ to stop me from killin’ you right here…and when we get back, sayin’ you was likely lost on the River of Souls. Who would there be to say any different?” He pressed the pistol’s barrel into Royce’s backbone. “Ball or blade, suh. You got a choosin’?” 
“Corbett won’t let you do that! Would you?” The hard green eyes glared at Matthew. 
“Seems you killed a friend of mine, too,” said Matthew, returning the glare. “I don’t know how you did it and maybe I don’t want to know.” He reached back and took the pistol from Abram’s hand. He placed the barrel between Royce’s eyes and cocked the weapon. “You were asked a question. If you won’t row, then…ball or blade?” 
“You won’t kill me! You don’t have the guts for it!” 
Matthew thought about it. Lightning sizzled overhead, followed by a blast of thunder that he could feel vibrate in his bones. “You’re correct,” he said. He placed the barrel against Royce’s right knee. “I won’t kill you, but I’ll cripple you and leave you out here. How long do you think you would last?” 
“Gunn told me you were supposed to be the law! You wouldn’t do such a thing!” 
“Shall we put it to the test?” Matthew asked. And, truthfully, he was asking himself whether to go ahead and blast Royce’s knee or give the man another moment to decide, because Tobey was leaning against Abram and beginning to cough up blood. 
Matthew’s resolve, and the decision that he would do what he threatened, must have shown in his face. Royce looked up at the stormy sky, then at the sword Quinn held and back again to Matthew. It occurred to Matthew that the killer was still seeking a way out of his situation. 
“I’ll row,” said Royce, but something in his tone was yet arrogant and haughty; he was far from giving up. 
“I don’t like it, suh,” Abram said to Matthew, as he supported his brother. “Man’s a fox.” 
“Royce, clear those branches off the boat,” Matthew ordered. “Pull it out to the water.” 
Royce gave a grunt and stood stock-still until Quinn suddenly nipped his right cheek with a quick motion of the blade. He looked at her in shock as blood crept down his face. 
“He told you to do somethin’,” she said, her eyes dark and dangerous. “Best do it.” 
Royce put his hand to his cheek and drew it away. He examined the blood on his fingers, and then without another word he turned and began to follow Matthew’s instructions, as Matthew stood close enough to wing him with a shot if he tried to run. 
The boat was dragged into the river. Abram helped Tobey in, then his father, and he took up the oars. 
“We’ll be all right,” Matthew said. “Get him in as fast as you can.” 
Abram nodded and began to row downriver. Matthew directed Royce to the second boat with a motion of the pistol, and Royce obeyed. That boat, too, was pulled out of the mud and into the shallows. It took some maneuvering and some caution, but in a few minutes Matthew and Quinn were sitting together at the stern while Royce, facing them, sat on the middle plank seat and, with the oars in their locks, began to row them back toward the Green Sea. 
Matthew kept the pistol trained on him. Lightning zigzagged across the dark sky and thunder echoed through the swamp. Quinn pressed close against Matthew, but she was also watching Royce for any trickery. Royce pulled steadily at the oars, his face impassive but his eyes narrowed and searching for a way out. 
“Keep to the middle,” Matthew told him, as Royce began to let the boat drift toward the right bank. Up ahead, the boat carrying the runaways was rounding a bend and moving out of sight. 
“Whatever you say,” Royce answered. “Man who’s got the gun calls the shots.” 
Matthew was thinking. What to do about Quinn. Her Daniel would be leaving her, as soon as Royce was returned to the Green Sea and the runaways pardoned. It seemed to Matthew that it would be particularly cruel, for her to lose ‘Daniel’ again, but what could he possibly do about it? He was looking forward to a cleaning of his shoulder wound, a hot bath at the Carringtons’ inn, and as soon as he was able to travel he was taking a packet boat back home. This animal sitting before him, manning the oars, was not worth the rope it would take to hang him. How many had he killed besides Sarah Kincannon and Magnus Muldoon? And Joel Gunn, too? A lead ball to Royce’s head might be the more fitting end to him, but Matthew would have to let a court have the final word. He had no doubt what that word would—
Raindrops. 
Rain had begun falling. The drops were few, but they were heavy. Lightning streaked, followed by the hollow boom of thunder. Royce kept rowing, unhurriedly. Maybe upon his face there was a thin and cunning smile. Matthew felt a sense of alarm; he knew the pistol’s flashpan cover was closed, but when the trigger was pulled the cover opened for the flint to ignite a small amount of powder at the touchhole…and rain was definitely not kind to gunpowder. If the powder at the flashpan became damp, the weapon would be useless except as a club. 
Within a matter of seconds, the sky opened up and—Matthew’s worst fear—a torrent of rain descended. 
The rain fell so heavily, in gray sheets, that he could hardly make out Royce sitting before them; the man was just a shape in the deluge. Rain beat down upon Matthew and Quinn, and the surface of the River of Souls was thrashed as if by the twistings of a thousand alligators. 
Royce—or the blurred shape of Royce—ceased rowing. 
Water streamed down Matthew’s face. “Keep rowing!” he shouted against the voice of the storm. He was aware that this torrent was also beating down upon the pistol and there was nothing he could do to prevent it. “Go on!” he demanded. 
Royce didn’t answer. Slowly and deliberately, the man stood up. Through the curtain of rain Matthew saw him lift the oar on his right from its lock. 
“Stop it!” Matthew shouted, but Royce would not stop. Matthew had no choice. The time had come. He aimed at Royce’s chest and pulled the trigger. 
The trigger snapped. 
The rain-soaked gun remained mute. 
“I’ll be leavin’ now,” Royce said. He swung out with the oar and slammed it into the left side of Matthew’s head. 
Matthew fell to his knees in the boat, bright and searing pain fogging his vision and filling his brain. He dropped the useless pistol, and did not see that Quinn was on her feet and slashing out with the sword. Royce turned the blade aside with the oar and followed that with a fist to Quinn’s face that brought the blood from her nostrils and sent her reeling back into the boat, which swayed precariously from side to side on the tortured river. 
Under the driving rain, Matthew was aware that he had to fight back. Dazed, his vision cut to a dark haze, he found the knife in his waistband and drew it out, at the same time trying to get to his feet. A second blow of the oar, to almost the same place near the left temple of Matthew’s head, knocked the knife from his nerveless fingers and sent him over the side of the boat into the River of Souls. 
He went down, his head full of fire. He had the sensation of drifting into a different realm, worlds away from…he could not remember from where, nor could he remember exactly where he was or why, but he realized he could not breathe and he must find air…and yet, this was a peaceful place, this darkness and quiet, and here he might find rest if he so chose. 
In the boat, as the deluge continued to slam down, Royce grabbed Quinn by the hair with both hands and dragged her forward in preparation to throw her over the side. She had lost the sword. Her hands scrabbled at the bottom of the boat, seeking the weapon. Royce hauled her up and grinned in her bloodied face. 
“Over you go, Rotbottom bitch,” he said, spitting water. “But first…I’ll take a kiss.” 
He pressed his mouth against hers with a force that nearly broke her teeth. 
Quinn kissed him hard, in return. 
Her kiss was delivered by the knife that Matthew had dropped and her fingers had found, and deep into the heart this kiss was driven, and twisted for good measure and good fortune on the journey that Griffin Royce was about to undertake. 
He gasped and pulled back, but the knife remained in his heart and Quinn’s hand held it firm as the life streamed out of him. His mouth opened and filled with rain. His green eyes blinked, shedding water. All the world, it seemed, had turned to a river without beginning or end. The haunted girl from Rotbottom and the animalish killer from the Green Sea stood together in a rowboat between shores obscured by the downpour, and above them thunder shouted like the voice of God condemning men for sins too foul to forgive. 
Royce looked down at the knife, as if to wish it away. He took hold of Quinn’s hand but was suddenly too weak to push it aside. Then his rain-beaten face seemed to run and distort like melting tallow, and when Quinn released the knife Royce fell backward into the bow of the boat and lay there, arms and legs splayed and knife still piercing his heart. His sightless green gaze flickered and dimmed, as the River of Souls carried the boat in the direction of the Green Sea on its sinuous path to the Atlantic. 
Quinn leaped overboard. Her Daniel had risen back to the surface but his face was still underwater. She swam to him and lifted his face from the river, and there she saw the ugly darkening bruise and swelling at his left temple. For a few seconds he was still and her heart nearly broke because she feared she’d lost him again, and then his body convulsed and water burst from his mouth and nose and he drew in a ragged breath of air strained through the falling rain. 
“Stay with me,” she pleaded, holding him close lest the river pull him under again. “Daniel…please stay with me.” 
She thought he might have nodded, but she wasn’t sure. 
For a moment she watched the boat carrying the body of Griffin Royce drift away until it was obscured by the curtains of rain. He would be no more threat or harm to anyone, she thought, unless he was as strong a spirit as her husband and could also find his way back from the vale of Death. But she didn’t believe God, in His final judgment, would allow such a wicked soul to find a way through. Then, holding tightly and lovingly to her Daniel, the girl from Rotbottom struck out for the opposite shore.



Twenty




Magnus Muldoon was again a man on a mission. 
Under the bright hot sunlight of morning he rowed up the River of Souls. He had asked for and been allowed this boat by Donovant Kincannon at the Green Sea plantation an hour earlier. The master of the Green Sea was once more on his feet, in spite of Dr. Stevenson’s admonitions to remain in bed for a few more days, but Sarah was being buried this afternoon in a plot beside the chapel. Kincannon was determined to bid farewell to his daughter while standing with his arm around his wife. In what was an unheard-of decision, the slaves Abram, Mars, Tobey and Granny Pegg were invited to the service, and Magnus as well. It was doubtful that Tobey would be there, as he was under the doctor’s care after the removal of the ball and the tending of two broken ribs. Magnus planned to be at Sarah’s funeral, but not in these grimy old clothes he was currently wearing. 
Rain had fallen for two days straight, drowning out the fire that had been moving so hungrily through the forest. Magnus and the snake-bit but still surviving Caleb Bovie had found one of the boats left behind by the group of men Seth Lott had shepherded back to Jubilee, and rowing through the deluge they had come upon a strange sight: what at first appeared to be an empty rowboat drifting downriver, but which upon closer inspection revealed the corpse of Griffin Royce splayed at the bow, his eyes open toward the stormy heavens and a knife stuck in his heart. 
He was a red-blooded man, that Royce, thought Magnus at the time. A lady-killer, possibly with a trail of dead ladies behind him…or, if not dead, at least changed for the worse. Gunn had known too many secrets about Royce, and might have been persuaded to spill them if Royce hadn’t blown his brains out. So there lay Royce, a heartless man felled by a wound to the heart…but who had struck the blow? 
Upon reaching the Green Sea, Magnus had been told by Abram that Matthew and Quinn had been in the boat with Royce, but they’d been left behind and out of sight because of the rain and Abram’s haste to get help for Tobey. Matthew had had a pistol, Abram had said…but both he and Magnus had realized that the pistol likely was useless in such a downpour. 
The question that Magnus intended to have answered this morning, and the reason for his mission, was to find out what had happened to Matthew and Quinn, and for that he was on his way to Rotbottom. 
He rowed steadily past dozens of alligators lying motionless in the sun on either side of the river. Several drifted by his boat, and one particularly large beast bumped the bow with its knobby tail as it swam unhurriedly on. Further ahead he passed an area where several men in boats were using spears, nets and ropes to spear and trap their prey, and Magnus wondered if those nets had not recently brought up a few human remains. Not far beyond the realm of reptiles, daylight revealed the harbor of Rotbottom, a wharf around which were standing several weatherbeaten log structures, a few barns and livestock corrals, and back in the woods more log cabins and what appeared to be a larger meeting house at the center of town, if it could be called that. 
Magnus approached the wharf and, spying an old man fishing nearby, called for a rope to be thrown to him to moor the rowboat. Directions were asked to the house of Quinn Tate, and the old man sent him off in search of a cabin “four to the left of the meetin’ house, got a flower garden in front, but,” the elder added, “that girl’s not right in the head, y’know.” 
Magnus thanked him for this information and continued on his way. 
The town of Rotbottom was not the collection of miserable hovels that Magnus had expected. The cabins were small, to be sure, but they were not very different from his own house. In fact, some were better maintained. The dirt streets were clean, willow and oak trees spread their leafy and cooling canopies over the roofs, and except for a fishy smell of decomposition wafting in the air—which Magnus took to be the odor of alligator innards or newly-skinned carcasses issuing from a barnlike structure that appeared to be a warehouse—Rotbottom was a community not unlike many others carved from the wilderness. Some of the houses had vegetable gardens and plots of corn. Apple, pear and peach trees grew in small orchards. There were chicken coops and hogpens, and a few cattle and horses grazing in corrals. Dogs bounded about, following the path of several children playing with rolling-hoops. As a stranger in town, Magnus attracted much attention from the children and from people sitting in the shade of their porches. He was called upon to pause, sit awhile and state his business but he had to go on, and soon found himself approaching the door of Quinn Tate’s house, if he’d followed the directions correctly. Someone was inside, because cooking-smoke was rising from the chimney. 
He knocked at the door and waited. It was a tidy-looking place with a small porch, but all the windows were shuttered. 
Still he waited. He knocked again, a little harder. 
Did he hear a movement from within? He wasn’t sure. “Quinn Tate!” he called. “It’s Magnus Muldoon! You in there?” 
And now…yes…he did hear footsteps creak the floorboards. But yet the door did not open, and Magnus had the feeling that if the girl was indeed on the other side, she was standing with her hand on the latch and indecision in her addled mind. 
“I need to speak to you,” he said, quietly but firmly. “I’m lookin’ for Matthew. Do you know where he is?” 
A few more seconds passed. And then a latch was turned and the door opened a crack, and there was Quinn’s face…strained and frightened-looking, with a bruised nose and dark blue bruises under both swollen eyes. 
“Oh,” said Magnus, unnerved at the sight. “What happpened to you?” 
“The man hit me,” she answered. “The pistol…it was wet. All that rain, comin’ down. He tried to get away.” She gazed past Magnus, as if expecting he’d brought someone else with him. “You’re alone?” 
“I am.” 
“Thought you were dead. That Royce killed you, with the others.” 
“He tried,” said Magnus. “And he came awful close.” 
“I thought…somebody might be comin’ for me. To take me off, maybe. I stabbed that man in the heart, and I left the knife in him. I had to…after what he did.” 
“What did he do?” 
“He hit Matthew with an oar. In the head, more than once,” Quinn said. “Matthew fell into the river. After I stabbed that man, I went into the river to find Matthew…but…” She hesitated, chewing on her lower lip. 
“But what?” Magnus urged. 
“The River of Souls took him,” she said, in a hushed voice. “He’s gone.” 
“Gone? You mean…he drowned?” 
“River took him,” Quinn repeated. “He must’ve been hurt bad. I dove for him, but I couldn’t find him. I stayed out there as long as I could, before the ’gators started comin’. After that…I had to get out and leave that place.” 
“He’s not dead!” Magnus’s voice cracked. “He can’t be dead!” 
“All I know is…the river took him. Please, sir.” She reached out and grasped his arm. “Are you going to send men here to get me? For stabbin’ that very bad man in the heart?” 
Magnus shook his head. “No. Not my place to do that.” He had left Bovie in one boat and rowed back to the Green Sea with Royce’s body in the other, just to show the Kincannons what had happened. Bovie hadn’t been hesitant to tell the master and mistress of the Green Sea about Royce’s murder of Stamper and Barrows, and the killing of Joel Gunn. Magnus figured the story ought to end here, with Abram, Mars and Tobey pardoned and Sarah’s killer gone to his reward. No one at the Green Sea was going to ask who had put the knife into Griffin Royce, but if anyone did…maybe Matthew would want to take the credit for that. But Matthew dead, after all they’d been through? Magnus couldn’t believe it; or, maybe, he didn’t want to. 
“How far upriver did Matthew go in?” Magnus asked. 
“Just after we got started. I don’t know…it wasn’t far past where the slaves took their boat out.” 
It was likely six or seven miles away, Magnus thought. With all those alligators in the water, a body wouldn’t last long. He was torn between rowing further upriver in search of the body and giving it up as a lost cause. But still… “You’re sure he didn’t crawl out? All that rain comin’ down…maybe you couldn’t see him? And you bein’ hurt and all?” 
“I looked for him as long as I could,” she repeated, with some finality in her tone. “You know…the way I felt about him…I wanted to find him, more than anything.” 
“How did you get back?” 
“I walked out. Followed the river.” 
“Matthew might still be alive,” Magnus said, mostly to himself. “Maybe pulled himself to shore, but he’s too hurt to travel.” 
“I don’t know,” she answered, “but I stayed there awhile, and I didn’t see him.” 
“Goin’ to Sarah’s funeral this afternoon,” he told her. “Important that I be there, I think.” He frowned and rubbed his forehead with the palm of an oversized hand, trying to figure out what he ought to do. He’d scrubbed himself at his house, but he could still smell the rank mud of the quicksand pit up his nostrils and he thought it would be a very long time before that memory went away. 
“Did everything turn out all right?” Quinn asked. “About the slaves?” 
Magnus nodded. “Pardoned, one and all. Tobey’s not able to be up and about yet, but he’ll live. Damn,” he said softly. “I should’ve stayed with you and Matthew. Maybe I should never have let him go out there, in the first place. Maybe I should’ve run him off, when he came to my house. Maybe…” He was overcome by the choices that had been made, and what had resulted. “I don’t know,” he said, which was as close to the truth as he could get. 
“Or maybe,” Quinn said, her swollen eyes fixed upon the mountainous man, “things that were supposed to happen…have happened. Nothin’ can change ’em, just like the flow of the river can’t be changed. And nobody ever knows how a journey’s going to end, Mr. Muldoon. Happiness or sadness…right or wrong…justice or injustice…even life or death. Nobody knows, but it seems to me everybody has to take their own journey, and square up for it.” She paused, searching the troubled, black-bearded face. “Matthew took it on himself to go, as I understand it. I’m sorry for what happened…you know I am…heartsick at it…but I think if Matthew was really so much like my Daniel—if he was my Daniel, deep in his soul—then he knew he was doin’ what he had to do.” 
Magnus considered that for a moment, as the summer sun shone down through the canopy of trees, birds sang up in the branches, dogs barked across Rotbottom and in the distance children laughed at their game of rolling-hoop. Life, like the River of Souls, moved on. 
“Need to be at Sarah’s funeral this afternoon,” he said. Then he added, with determination in his voice, “Goin’ upriver tomorrow mornin’, though. If he’s there, I’ll find him. Seems like…if I can…I ought to bring him back.” 
“I hope you can,” Quinn said. 
“Is there anything I can do for you? Anything you need?” 
“No, but thank you.” She gave him a sad smile. “I’m squared up, too.” 
“Nobody’ll be botherin’ you,” Magnus promised. “The Kincannons have the body of the man who killed their daughter. They have the how and the why of it. That’s all they want.” 
Quinn stared into space for a few seconds, and then she seemed to recover herself. “I’m forgettin’ my manners. I’ve got soup in a kettle and a little tea, if you’d like. Corncake’s bakin’.” 
“Oh…no, I’d best be on my way, with Sarah’s funeral comin’ so soon.” 
“Well…good fortune to you, sir,” she told him, and then: “Goodbye.” 
“Goodbye, ma’am,” Magnus replied. He waited for her to close the door. He heard the latch fall again, and the creak of the floorboards as she walked away. It was a lonely sound. He thought he might come here again someday soon and bring Quinn a colorful glass bottle or two, something to bring light into the house. At that point he might tell her about the Soul Cryer, and that it was simply a very large, burned and agonized panther…or not, for there was some value in letting a mystery remain a mystery, For now, though, he had to be going, and whether or not his involvement in the solving of Sarah’s murder and the safe return of the runaways had any bearing on if he was fated to spend time in Hell, he didn’t know. He did know he felt he’d done the right thing…both he and Matthew had…and maybe that ought to be enough, for he was certain he had much more life yet to be lived and a body could step into any number of Hell’s suckpits before it was over. 
Magnus returned to his boat. He mopped his brow with a cloth he’d brought, asked the old fisherman to release the mooring line, and then Magnus took up the oars and began steadily rowing toward the Green Sea. Before he got too distant from Rotbottom’s harbor he looked back, up the River of Souls as far as he could see before the river curved and the trees closed in. He hoped to see…what? Matthew Corbett rowing his own boat back the way he’d come? Matthew Corbett, alive and well and not now drowned and mostly stripped to the bone by alligators? Well, there was a lot to be done soon. He didn’t know if the families of the dead wanted the bodies back for Christian burial; if they did, he would volunteer to return into that damned swamp with a group of searchers and bring back whatever was left. It seemed to him that by coming out alive he’d beaten the cursed river and the haunted swamp, and he ought to be mighty pleased with that fact. He ought to…yes, he decided…he ought to. 
He had left his ride in the barn at the Green Sea, and mounting his black horse—named, not too imaginatively but rather more wishfully, Hero—he left the plantation. He didn’t know how often he would return here; it seemed very quiet and sad without Sarah’s presence. The Kincannons had been true to their word and yesterday paid him the twenty pounds that were supposed to be shared by himself and Matthew. He was suddenly in possession of the kind of riches his Pap had searched for all the man’s life—and had come to the New World to discover—but had never found. In other times Magnus might have stashed the gold under his thin mattress and defied the world to come take it, but on the day he’d received it, bright and shiny coinage in a brown leather bag, he had decided to return half of it to the Kincannons, for it was not his due. He suggested that Matthew might come back for it, but in his heart he had known something terrible had happened to the younger man. Before Magnus had left the Green Sea yesterday, he’d asked to make a purchase from the Kincannons with one of his coins, but they’d freely given him the three items he’d requested. So it was that now he was on his way home, with intent to make use of these items before returning for Sarah’s funeral. 
Upon arriving, Magnus drew water from his well into a wooden bowl. He took the bowl into his house, and placed it upon a table alongside one of the three items given to him by the Kincannons, a small mirror on a pedestal. He angled the mirror upward so that he might see his own face. 
How did I get to be who I am? he asked himself. And the better question: where does my river lead me, from here? 
He recalled what Matthew had said, about his situation: I say remake yourself, beginning with a bath and clean clothes. Wash and trim your hair and your beard, take your emeralds and bottles to town and see what can be done. You might find your craft much in demand, and yourself as well by several ladies who are worth much more attention than Pandora Prisskitt. But…if you prefer this solitary life way out here, then by all means sink your roots deeper. Sink them until you disappear, if you choose. It’s your life, isn’t it? 
“Yep,” Magnus said to the black-bearded face in the mirror. “My life.” 
Only…it didn’t seem like so much of a life anymore. It seemed like a place to hide from life. To curl up and count your woes and plan vengeance upon people who cared not if you lived or died, because you meant nothing to them. It seemed to Magnus that for a long time he’d been waiting to be ready. 
And now he was. 
Maybe it was the death of the beautiful and kind-spirited Sarah that had unlocked his dungeon. Maybe also the loss of Matthew Corbett had made Magnus decide to throw away the key. For Magnus thought life was too short and fragile to waste as a hermit, shunning all people and thinking all could be painted with the same tar brush. But now he thought that people might be more like the sand and powdered colors that went into his bottles; you never knew what they were going to become, until you woke them up by giving them a breath of opportunity. 
Magnus wished for a difference. He wished for his own opportunity to be newly born, as if he were one of his own bottles. And maybe…he could recreate himself, just as Matthew had said, and find his own way in the world that lay beyond his house. He wouldn’t start too large or expect too much…but he intended to start. 
With a deep breath that indicated his resolve of purpose, he began to use the second implement he’d received from the Kincannons. The sharp scissors hacked away his thick black growth of beard, and maybe a flea or two did jump out. Goodbye, my brothers, Magnus thought. He continued to work the scissors until the beard was cut short enough to be handled by the third implement, a straight razor. By that time Magnus’ hand was sore; he’d had no idea how long and tangled and dirty he’d allowed his beard to become. He remembered telling Matthew that his Pap and Mam had said it made him handsome. No…it just made him appear more the wild and ragged beast that at heart he was not. And as Magnus soaped his face and began to scrape the razor over the contours of jaw, cheeks and chin—carefully, carefully, for this had long been forgotten territory to him—he saw the emergence of a new man, much younger-looking, and really—if he wished to be a little jaunty about it—somewhat kind of handsome. 
He would wash his hair and wear his best and cleanest clothes to give his respects to Sarah. He would give his respects to Matthew Corbett by searching for him tomorrow, but he doubted the body would ever be found. It was a strange thing: he might have imagined that beyond the crack of the door Quinn Tate was hiding Matthew in that house, if the young madwoman had not invited him in for tea, soup and corncakes. But if Matthew had really been in the house, then why hadn’t he proclaimed himself? 
Going out on the river tomorrow, Magnus told the younger and handsome man in the mirror. Going out and look for Matthew, one last time. 
And then what? What about the day after tomorrow? 
That would be the day Magnus Muldoon would take his green stones and some of his bottles to Charles Town, and he would present himself where he needed to be presented along the shops of Front Street, and maybe he would never be a true gentleman like the problem-solver from New York because he would always have too many rough edges that resisted smoothing, but still…
…it seemed to Magnus that any man who had come back alive from the River of Souls had somewhere else to go. Somewhere important, a destination not yet in sight, hidden around many further bends and twists. Like Quinn had said…everybody has to take their own journey, and square up for it. 
He was ready for the first step out into the world. And day after tomorrow, he reckoned his journey would begin.
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When Quinn Tate closed the door and latched it, she went to the hearth and ladled out a bowlful of corn soup. To this she added a small corncake. Then she opened the door to the second room, where the bed was, entered it and sat down on the bed beside her man. 
“Daniel?” she said quietly. “I’ve brought you some food.” 
He didn’t stir. He’d been sleeping a lot. He was badly injured, of course. A bandage was wrapped around his head, his swollen face a dark blue mottled bruise, his black stubble growing into a beard. That was as it should be, for Daniel had always worn a beard. 
“Can’t you eat anything?” she asked him. 
He’d been awake a short time earlier, if only for a few minutes, but now it seemed he had slipped back again into the heavy depths. He was breathing all right, though. She had removed his sodden clothes before helping him into bed, and yesterday morning had cleaned the arrow wound on his shoulder with wellwater and applied a dressing made from crushed onions and ginger to draw out infection. She would be very attentive to that wound for the next few days, as some yellow pus had collected there. 
As for the condition of his head and the regaining of his senses, she didn’t know. He had been mostly dazed and silent on their journey through the driving rain, and several times his legs had given way and they’d had to rest in the shelter of the trees. 
But her Daniel was going to be all right, Quinn thought. Yes. He hadn’t come all this way to leave her again. 
She set the bowl on a table beside the bed and stroked his unruly hair, which stuck up from the bandages like a black rooster’s tail. For awhile she sang a song to him in a quiet, clear voice, the verse being: 
“Black Is the Color of my True Love’s Hair, 
His face so soft and wondrous fair, 
The purest eyes and the strongest hands, 
I love the ground on which he stands.” 
Daniel would soon be standing. Quinn was sure of it. He would be up and about and back to himself. It would take time, and healing, but he had returned to her from the gates of Heaven and she would guide him with a gentle hand back to her heart on Earth. 
For the next few days she was patient. She went about her work of accepting clothes from her neighbors to darn and sew, for that was her way of bartering for food. No one need know about Daniel’s rebirth yet, she decided. No one had seen them return in the downpour of a dark night, and no one yet needed to know, for she feared someone might come and take him away from her again. She had feared so with the man named Magnus Muldoon. She had thought he sensed that Daniel was in the house, in that bed in the other room, and so she had decided to offer him entry and food thinking that if she did not do so, he might know for sure. But the man had politely declined and gone on his way, and that was the last she’d seen of him. 
At night she lay close against her Daniel and listened to him breathing. Sometimes he awakened with a jolt and tried to sit up, but always he gasped with pain and put a hand to his bandaged head where the oar had struck, and then he slipped away once more. Quinn believed he was not ready yet to rejoin the world, but it would be soon. Until then, she changed his bandages, tended to him, drove the infection out of the arrow wound and sang to his sleeping form at night, by the light of a single white taper. 
Then came the morning, four days after their return from the River of Souls, when she brought a cup of apple cider into the room and found her Daniel sitting up on the pillow with his eyes open. They were hazy and unfocused, his face still mottled with bruises and burdened with pain. 
But he had spoken to her, in a raspy voice, and the words were: “Who are you?” 
Quinn had thought this might be. That her Daniel, newly born in the body of another man, might not know her at first. It was like the fresh awakening of a new soul. And, after all, it was her task to guide him back to her heart. 
“I am your wife, Quinn.” she told him. “And you are my husband, Daniel.” 
“Daniel?” he asked. When he frowned, something hurt his head and he touched the place where the oar had struck. “Daniel who?” 
“Tate.” 
“Daniel Tate,” he repeated, and stared at her with his hazy gray eyes that held hints of twilight blue. He looked around the room as if searching for something familiar. “Why don’t I remember anything?” he asked. 
She was ready for this question, and if it had to be a falsehood at first then so be it. “We were both harmed in an accident. On the river.” Not quite a falsehood, but not exactly the truth. 
“What river? And what was the accident?” 
“The River of Souls,” she said. “It runs not far from here. Your head’s been hurt. We were in a boat that turned over, and you struck your head on a rock. It’s goin’ to take you time to remember me. To remember us,” she corrected.
He lifted up his hands and examined them, like a child might. “I don’t work with my hands,” he said. “What do I do?” 
“You teach the children readin’ and writin’. Oh, Daniel!” she said, and putting the cup of cider aside she got into bed with him and pressed herself close and felt both his heart beating and her own, and suddenly there were tears in her eyes. She wasn’t sure they were tears of joy or tears of sadness, because though Daniel had returned to her as he’d promised she had so much to tell him and teach him and make him understand, and was it wrong that the man named Matthew Corbett had had to die so that her Daniel might live again? 
She must have sobbed, because he put an arm around her and held her tighter, and he said, “Don’t cry. Please. I want to remember, but…I can’t, just yet. Everything is dark. Will you help me?” 
“Yes,” she answered. “Oh yes, I will.” And she kissed him on the cheek and then on the lips, and he returned her kiss but it was like the shadow of the kisses she had known from Daniel before, and she knew he was still far away and wandering on his journey from death back to life. 
But there was time. There would be much time for the burning of white tapers in the night, and much time for two souls to cleave together once more. 
Daniel Tate awakened in a cold sweat from the occasional nightmare. In them, a masked figure wearing a white suit with gold trim and a white tricorn also trimmed with gold reached out for him with a hand concealed in a flesh-colored fabric glove. In his nightmare Daniel shrank away but his movement was slowed as if mired in mud, and the masked figure of a man turned into an octopus whose tentacles also reached for him in horrific but determined slow-motion. 
Quinn listened to these nightmares, but could never help him understand why he was having them. She just held him close and whispered “I love you, Daniel,” into his ear until he fell again to sleep. 
Came the day he stood up from the bed and walked shakily across the room. Came the day he dressed in clothes he did not remember ever wearing, the clean white shirt just a little too big for him, and came the day Quinn opened the front door and he stepped out onto the porch and drew in the faintly-decomposed scent of Rotbottom. By this time he knew all about the alligators and that he was in the Carolina colony, that he was a teacher and would get back to teaching when he had fully recovered. His appetite had returned, the bandages were removed from his head and the bruises were nearly gone yet he felt deeply bruised within his brain, and things were floating in there like thorns that caught and snagged and left the brief quick flash of images he could not decipher. 
It occurred to him one afternoon that he faced problems he could not solve. This greatly disturbed him but he took the cup of tea that his wife offered and thought how lucky and blessed he was to have such a woman loving him and to love, and he thought no more of such disturbing things. 
At length he was able to walk around the town, with Quinn always at his side. The citizens of Rotbottom knew that people came and went, there were always empty cabins that individuals and whole families moved into and out of, and everyone generally minded their own business. Thus it was noted that Quinn Tate was living with a new young man, and after one neighboring woman asked Quinn his name and was told it was “Daniel, my husband,” people gave her a wide berth. They also looked at Daniel strangely, but since this whole world seemed strange to him he dismissed their interest. 
One afternoon nearing two weeks since Daniel had sat up in Quinn’s bed, they were walking back from the wharf with a bucket of freshly-caught catfish when Daniel noted a cabin far down in the hollow, about forty yards beyond their own. It was untended, covered with vines and nearly obscured by the wilderness. The front porch sagged, the roof appeared near collapse, and the whole place had an air of supreme neglect. But obviously someone did occupy the place, because there were two horses in a corral and a wagon nearby. 
“Quinn,” said Daniel, “who lives there?” 
Her face tightened. “We don’t want to bother him. He’s a very mean man…like that Royce was.” She had spoken without thinking, and immediately wished she could take the name back. 
“Royce? Who is that?” 
“A man we knew, a time ago. But the man who lives down there,” she said quickly, changing the subject, “is to be left alone. Been here…oh…maybe six months. Heard he comes out after dark to go fishin’. He took up with the widow Annabelle Simms, and it was frightful how he beat her when he got drunk. After he broke her nose and her arm, she came to her senses and left.” 
“Hm,” said Daniel, pausing to stare down at the unkempt hovel. “He sounds dangerous. What’s his name?” 
“Annabelle said he used to be royalty, from some other country. Could hardly speak English, she had to teach him. Called himself Count…” Quinn hesitated, trying to come up with the name. “Dagen. Somethin’ like that. He’s got a crooked left wrist, looks like a break that didn’t set right.” 
Daniel nodded, but said nothing. 
“I say he’s to be left alone,” Quinn continued, “’cause a month or so past I saw him down in the woods swingin’ a sword around. Looks like he knows how to use one…so he’s not somebody I care to invite to supper.” She gave her man a smile and a playful nudge in the ribs. “Just enough catfish for us, anyway.” 
Daniel agreed, and he carried the bucket of fish on into their home. 
What night was it that he had the dream? Maybe not the same night he’d heard about the widow-beating count, but one soon after. The name Dagen kept bothering him. Something about it…it wasn’t right. In his dream he had been seated at a banquet table, with all manner of food on silver platters spread before him, and scrawled on the wall was the shadow of a swordsman at work, carving the air into tatters with a vicious and well-trained arm, and the air of danger had swirled thick and treacherous through the room. 
Dagen. 
Count Dagen. 
He used to be royalty, from some other country. 
In the middle of the night Daniel had sat up, not so quickly as to disturb his wife, and listened to a dog barking in the distance. Otherwise the world was silent, but questions pressed upon Daniel’s mind. 
What was a count from some other country doing in Rotbottom? A swordsman? A man with a crooked
left wrist?
And the name—Dagen—wasn’t right. No…that wasn’t the man’s name. Close, but…no. 
“Go to sleep,” said Quinn, reaching up to rub his bare shoulder. “Darlin’…go back to sleep.” 
He tried, but he could not. He lay there for a long time, beside his sleeping wife, thinking that there was a problem he desperately needed to solve but not quite sure what it was.
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It worked on him. 
He kept it from Quinn because he didn’t wish for her to be as disturbed as himself, but she knew something was wrong. He could see it in her eyes. It was a kind of shiny fear, and where it came from he didn’t know but it was there all the same. 
One night, as summer moved on, the black-bearded and wiry Daniel Tate got up from their bed slowly and carefully so as not to wake his wife. He knew the small room by now and he was able to dress in the dark. In the front room he lit a candle and put it inside a lantern, and then—still moving quietly—he left the house and walked toward the harbor. 
The little town slept beneath a blaze of stars. Frogs croaked in the swamp grass and far off a nightbird sang, happy in its solitude. 
Also in solitude sat a man on the end of the wharf, a lantern and a wooden bucket beside him. He was intent on watching the bobber of his fishing line, but as soon as Daniel’s boots made noise on the planks the man’s head jerked around and he stared coldly at the newcomer through the darkness between them. 
“I vant no company!” said the man, in a heavy foreign accent. 
Prussian, Daniel thought…but he had no idea why he thought that. He continued onward, his boots thumping the boards. “I have need to speak to you,” he said. “If…indeed…you are the Count?” 
The man suddenly trembled. He grasped his lantern and stood up, fishing line and pole forgotten. By the yellow light Daniel saw the man was wearing a brown-checked shirt and dirty tan-colored breeches with patches on the knees. The left arm was grotesquely crooked at the wrist, indicating a severe break that had been poorly mended, if tended to at all. 
“Who are you?” asked the man, whose pale blond hair was matted and shaggy and hung limply about his shoulders. There was a note of frantic urgency in the voice, and Daniel saw the fingers of the man’s left hand grip with some difficulty around the wooden handle of a knife in a leather sheath at his waist. 
“I am Daniel Tate,” was the reply. “You are Count…is the name Dagen?” 
“Get avay from me!” 
“I want no trouble,” said Daniel. He lifted his own lantern higher to reveal his face. “Only a moment of your time.” 
The man drew his knife, which appeared a painful process to the warped wrist. He took a few steps forward, holding his lantern toward Daniel, and then stopped again. “You,” he said; a single word, delivered with both stunned disbelief and like a curse. “Of all to find me…you.” 
Daniel shook his head, uncomprehending. “Do you know me?” 
“I came here…to hide,” said the Count, his English strained and hard-earned. “From him. From whoever he vould send after me. I failed. He does not tolerate such.” The Count gave a bitter, anguished grin. “Of this place I heard in Charles Town…this vas the end of the earth. And now…you.” He came a few steps closer, the knife ready for a stabbing blow. 
Daniel did not retreat. He was thinking that if this madman came much nearer he would smash him in the face with one swing of the lantern. “I’ve never seen you before. Who do you think I am?” 
“You don’t know your own name?” 
“I told you my name. It’s Daniel Tate.” 
“Oh, no. Oh, no,” said the Count, still grinning. “You’re Matthew Corbett. You haff the scar on your forehead. I don’t forget that.” He held up the crooked wrist. “This too I don’t forget.” 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. My wife is Quinn Tate. I have lived here for…” Here Daniel had a stumble, for this part was blank. He tried again. “Lived here for…” 
“How long?” the Count taunted, coming a step closer. 
Daniel had a headache. He touched his left temple, which seemed to be the center of his pain. “I’ve suffered an accident,” he explained, his voice suddenly weak and raspy. “I hurt my head, and some things…I don’t remember.” What name had this man called him? “Who is Matthew Corbett?” Daniel asked. 
The Count stood very still. Then, slowly, he lowered his knife. 
And he began to laugh. 
It was the laughter of the king of fools, a giddy outpouring of stupid mirth. He laughed and laughed and laughed some more, until his pallid, wolfish face had bloomed red and the tears shone in his green eyes. He laughed until he was too weak to stand and had to lower himself to the planks, and there at last he was silent but breathing heavily and staring at nothing, his lower lip curled with aristocratic disgust. 
“May I know the joke?” Daniel asked when the laughter was done. 
It was a moment before the other man replied. He seemed to be thinking very hard about something. Then he said, “Ve haff met before. Do you not remember me?” 
“I do not, sir.” 
“The name Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren means to you, nothing?” 
“Dahlgren,” Daniel repeated. Not Dagen. He had the memory of that dream again, and the shadow of a swordsman upon the wall of a banquet room. Perhaps at the center of the dream was the feeling of fear. The man sitting before him was very dangerous. But how and when they had met…if they had met…he had no idea. “You’re a swordsman,” Daniel ventured. 
“Ah, that! Yah…or…I vas. The sword demands balance. Timing. As vell as strenght. You see my crooked arm? Isn’t it lovely?” 
Daniel knew not what to say, so he said nothing. 
“My balance is no more. I am too veak on this side. Oh yah, I can still use the sword…but I am no longer her master. And for me…ah, such a shame.” Dahlgren gave Daniel a pained smile. “I vas taught…if you are not the best, you are nothing. All my years of training…of hardship…lost and gone. How do you think my arm vas broken? Do you haff any…guesses?” 
“None,” said Daniel. “I am sorry for your condition, however.” 
Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren came up off the planks with silent fury. Before Daniel could retreat, Dahlgren’s face was pressed nearly into his own and the knife’s sharp point was placed at Daniel’s throat. The man’s smile was a ghastly rictus. 
They stood like that for a few seconds, motionless on the edge of violence. 
Sweat had risen on Dahlgren’s face. His smile began to fade. The knife left Daniel’s throat. 
“Forgiff me, sir,” he said, stepping back and giving a slight bow. “It is not anger at you…but much anger at myself.” He put the knife away. “I vish that ve should be friends. Yah?” 
Daniel rubbed the place where the blade’s tip had not broken skin but certainly had left an impression. “I don’t know why you believe me to be someone else, sir,” he said, “but I will repeat that my wife is Quinn Tate, my name is Daniel, and—” 
“And you are wrong!” came the reply. “You believe these things because the voman has told you? Her husband Daniel died last summer. Everyone knows her head is verruckt! She is insane. This is not your home, and you are not Daniel Tate.” 
“You make no sense.” 
Dahlgren’s grin darkened, his eyes glittering above the lantern. “Then…please allow me to prove what I say is correct.” 
“Prove it? How?” 
“There is a man,” said Dahlgren, leaning closer as if not wanting anyone else to hear yet they were entirely alone upon the wharf, “who vishes to find you. I know this is true. This man is…a professor. A man of great learning, and great power. He knows all about you, and he vill embrace you with gladness once I bring you to him.” 
“The man’s name?” 
“He is called Professor Fell.” 
Did that name cause a shifting of shadows within Daniel’s brain? He knew the name, yet he did not know how he knew. “Why does he seek me?” 
“To reward you, for services you haff performed. But he does not seek Daniel Tate. He seeks Matthew Corbett…your true name, and true self.” 
Daniel felt pressure building once more in his head. “You said…you came here to hide. From him?” 
“I vas involved in a…shall ve say…failed business venture, and he is a var’ hard taskmaster. But I vill tell you…all vill be forgiven, vhen I bring you to him. He vill greatly reward both of us.” 
“I think you’re mad,” said Daniel, with some heat in his voice. “I know who I am.” 
“Do you? Then…valk the town…alone, and ask anyone to tell you about that voman. My voman Annabelle told me, before she left. Ask about Daniel Tate, and how he died. Now…how can there be two Daniel Tates?” 
“Mad,” the tormented young man repeated, and began to back away. “I am Daniel!” 
“You are not. The professor knows you. Allow me to prove so, by taking you to him.” 
“And where would you take me, to meet this professor?” 
“England, young sir,” said Count Dahlgren. “Ve vould board ship in Charles Town, and set sail for England. I haff two horses and a vagon to sell. That vould be enough for our passage.” 
“I’m going nowhere with you,” Daniel replied, continuing to back away. “Certainly not across the Atlantic! My wife is here, and so is my life.” 
“Your vife is not here,” Dahlgren countered. He motioned toward the east with his crooked arm. “And your life is out there.” 
Daniel had had enough. He turned and began to walk back the way he’d come. 
“Think on these things!” said Dahlgren. “And…Matthew…no vord of this to the madvoman who shares your bed, yah?” 
A confused young man returned to the Tate house, and slipping quietly inside he extinguished the lantern’s flame but found he could not put out the small fire that had begun to burn in his brain. He undressed and settled himself against Quinn’s body, and she moved to rest her head against his shoulder. He lay listening to her breathing. He tried to remember his childhood, or how he’d met Quinn, or their wedding day, or anything about the empty cradle—made from a hollowed-out log—that stood on the other side of the room. 
He could remember nothing. Do we have children? he’d asked her, thinking how sad it was that he did not know even this, and she’d replied, No, but we will in time. 
That name Dahlgren had called him. Matthew Corbett? And the other name…Professor Fell. Why did that name both repell and attract him? Why did it give him quick images of fiery explosions, rolling ocean waves and cannons being fired from a ship in the violet twilight? And stranger still…why did he think of what appeared to be a bloody fingerprint pressed upon a white card? 
These images could not be kept. They could not be held long enough to be more closely examined. But he knew they were important, and he knew they said something about himself that he had to rediscover. 
“I love you, Daniel,” Quinn whispered to him, from the depths of sleep. 
“I love you, Berry,” he whispered back, but he did not hear himself answer and Quinn had already faded away. 
He did not return to the wharf on the following night. Neither did he on the next night, for Quinn was aware of him getting out of bed and she grasped his hands and bade him return, for she’d suffered a bad dream that he was lost in the smoke of a burning wilderness and she could no longer even see his shadow. 
But on the following night, after they had made love in their gentle, sweet way and Quinn had fallen asleep, Daniel kissed Quinn’s cheek and smoothed her hair, and he wished he might stay exactly where he was until morning’s light but the fire of curiosity was burning in him, it was a blaze beyond endurance, and it would not let him rest. He dressed, lit a candle for his lantern, left the house and returned to the harbor, where Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren was both fishing and waiting. 
“Ah, there you are!” said Dahlgren, from his sitting position at the wharf’s end. “I vas sooner expecting you.” 
The young man walked out to him. “A warm night,” he said. 
“Yah, var’ varm. I myself like cold days and colder nights. I like the snowfall. The sound of it hissing through the pines. Someday I vill get back to my Prussia. Perhaps you vill help me?” 
“By going with you to England?” 
“Yah, that.” 
“I tell you, I am Daniel Tate. I am—” He stopped, because he had no memories of being Daniel Tate and these mental flashes he was having spoke of a different life altogether. 
“You are not anymore so sure,” the Prussian said. “Othervise…you vould not be here.” He saw the bobber go under and felt the line jerk. “Ah! Caught something!” He pulled up a small silver fish, enough for a pan, took it flapping off the hook and dropped it into the wooden bucket with several of its kin. Then he rebaited the hook using a live cricket and put the line again into the water. His boots, Daniel noted, were nearly in the river. 
“You’re not afraid of alligators?” Daniel asked. 
“Alligators,” answered the Prussian with a slight snarl, “are afraid of me.” 
“Yet you fear this Professor Fell? Why is that?” 
“As I say, I was involved—much against my vill—in a failed business. But that is in the past, my friend. In the present, he is seeking you. All vill be right, when you present yourself to him. You see?” Dahlgren smiled up at Matthew Corbett, exposing a mouthful of gray teeth. 
“No, I do not see.” 
“You do know you are not Daniel Tate. You do not belong here, and neither do I. You know that. But…your problem is…you do not remember who you are, and you are trying to decide if you can trust me. Yah?” 
“I’m not sure I can trust someone who recently put a knife to my throat.” 
“Forgiff me, I am sometimes hot-headed. Also…” Dahlgren smiled again. “Bad mannered.” He returned his concentration to his fishing, as if he were again alone upon the wharf. 
Daniel waited for the man to speak once more, but nothing was offered. He realized the next move was his. “If I believed you…then tell me, how do you know me? And from where?” 
“Ve crossed—” The Count was silent for a moment, as if deliberating his choice of words “—paths once. More than that, I cannot say.” 
“What did I do for this professor that warrants a reward?” 
“You were born,” said Dahlgren. 
“I say again, you must be mad.” 
“And I say again…board ship and go to England with me. I vill pay all. Do you haff a travel bag and clothing?” 
“I’m not going to England with you,” Daniel said. “Leave my wife? No.” 
“Then let it tear you apart, young sir.” 
Daniel frowned. “Let what tear me apart?” 
“Not ever knowing who you really are.” The Count shrugged. “Small pieces, you may remember. Things may come back to you. But years, it may take…and I say it vill tear you apart.” 
Daniel said nothing. He stared off into the dark, which seemed to go on forever. 
“It is tearing at you even now,” said Dahlgren. “Ah! I think…yah, I’ve caught another!” 
“Goodnight, sir,” Daniel told him, and began walking away. 
“In the morning,” the Count said as he took another silver fish off his hook, “I vill bring you some of my catch. Ve should be good friends, yah?” 
Daniel didn’t answer. The planks creaked under him, the frogs croaked, and the swamp seethed with life. Why then, had the cobble-stoned streets of a large town flashed through his mind for just an instant…an image of coaches and carriages and the signs of shops he was unable to read? The image was gone just as quickly. 
London? Had that been London? His real home, possibly? 
Or…rather…the real home of Matthew Corbett? 
If that was true…then was Quinn out of her mind, as the Count had said? And if he was not the first Daniel Tate…what had happened to the first one? 
Let it tear you apart, young sir. 
He feared he had already begun to be torn apart, that he was possessed of two minds, two hearts and perhaps two souls. One might wish to remain here, as husband to a loving and beautiful wife and a teacher of reading and writing when he got back to that, the other…
Your life is out there, Count Dahlgren had said. 
He walked on, following the lantern’s spear of light, his head down and his shoulders burdened as if with a crushing weight.



Twenty-Three




The sun was barely up. It was going to be a hot day, the hummers and buzzers already singing out in the woods. 
Quinn was cooking breakfast of eggs and corncakes at the hearth and singing quietly as she worked. She was wearing an apron over an ankle-length pale blue shift, and he wore the slightly-oversized yellow nightshirt that hung to his knees, taken from the trunk of men’s clothing that he did not remember ever wearing before. 
He sat at the pinewood table, drinking from a cup of tea, and watched his wife with appreciation. She was so beautiful and so lively. There was to be a dance this coming Friday night, in the meetinghouse, and she was very excited to go. Daniel had agreed, though he’d said he might need help to get through some of the more complicated steps, for he could not recall if he was a very able dancer or not and he wished to bring no shame on the Tate name. 
Yet as he sipped at his tea he also watched her with questions in his mind that he could not answer. Only she might answer, and though the need to know pressed at him he felt that asking these questions might cast a shadow upon their happy home, and in the deepest part of his soul he was weary of shadows. He felt he already carried a darkness within himself, something he could not shake, and yet…the need to know—the desire to discover—was so strong in him it was nearly a sickness. 
“Are you happy?” he asked her. 
She stopped in reaching for the skillet in which the corncakes were browning over the low flames. “Yes, of course I am!” she said, with a smile. “Why do you ask such a question?” 
“Because I am happy,” he replied, “and I want to be sure that you are, as well.” 
“You can be assured, then.” 
He nodded. “I look forward to starting my teaching again. I feel worthless sometimes, watching the other men go out to hunt, but—” 
“Hush,” Quinn said, and crossed the room to put a finger against his lips. “We have gone over this road before. Everyone has his or her place. Besides, the hunts are dangerous. I don’t want you out there.” 
He put the cup aside and looked at his hands again. They were unmarked and unscarred, very different from the gnarled hands of the men who went out and trapped the alligators. Had he ever done physical labor in his life? he wondered. How had he even gotten to this place? Where and when had he been born? A question came out of him before he could stop it. “Have you ever heard the name…Matthew Corbett?” 
Quinn continued to work at the hearth, but perhaps her face did tighten. She didn’t look at him. “No,” she said lightly. “Who is it?” 
“I’m not sure,” he answered. 
“Where did you hear that name?” 
“From…” He decided not to bring the Prussian into this. “From my head. I’m wondering…if it’s someone I know.” 
“It could be, but I don’t know the name.” 
“Well,” he said, and took another sip of tea, “there’s much I need to remember. Maybe, in time, it will all come back.” 
“Some of it may not, ever.” She turned from the hearth to face him, and gave him a determined stare. “Daniel, you just have to trust me. You do, don’t you?” 
“Am I really Daniel Tate?” he asked, and he saw her wince just a fraction. “Or was there a Daniel Tate before me?” 
She shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
“I mean…everything before I woke up is so dark. I only get pieces of pictures, and they fly away so quickly. This name…Corbett…haunts me. I saw in my head the image of a large town, with coaches and carriages upon the streets. It startled me, because I think I know that place. I think…somehow…it’s important.” 
“It’s Charles Town,” she said, and now in her voice there was a faint quaver. “Some memory you have of Charles Town.” 
“Maybe it is,” he replied. “I should like to go there, to see if I recognize anything.” 
“We shall, then.” She straightened up from her work, rubbed her hands on her apron, and came over to perch herself upon his lap. “I love you, Daniel,” she said, with her lips close to his. “I want you to know that I’m goin’ to help you come back, as you should be. As you used to be. Everythin’ will be fine, as long as we’re together. As long as we have our love between us. Like we were, before.” 
“Before?” he asked. 
“Before the accident,” she said. “Before you left me for a little while.” 
There came a knock at the door. They never had visitors, so Quinn said, “Who?” as she stood up. She unlatched the door and peeked out, and through the crack Daniel caught sight of Count Dahlgren. 
“What is it?” Quinn asked sharply. “What are you wantin’?” 
“I’ve brought fish.” Dahlgren lifted the bucket he held. “This heat…they von’t last var’ long. I saw your smoke. I thought you vould like to clean and cook these.” 
“No, I wouldn’t. Thank you, but—” 
“Daniel knows,” Dahlgren said, and he pushed his way in. He was still wearing his dirty tan-colored breeches with the patched knees, but he wore a gray shirt that was already damp with sweat. The shaggy blond hair was lank and oily. His smile never wavered. “About the fish, I am meaning,” he added. “Good morning, Daniel.” 
“Good morning.” 
“You see, I’ve brought vhat I promised.” He came over to the table to show Daniel the four small silver fish. “Enough for a meal, I think.” 
“Yes, thank you.” 
“Do you know each other?” Quinn asked, still standing with the door open. 
“Ve haff spoken.” Dahlgren set the bucket atop the table. “If you vould like me to clean these for you?” He touched the sheathed knife at his waist. 
“We’ll do that,” said Quinn. “When have you spoken?” 
“Oh, at night, vhen I am fishing.” Dahlgren ignored the open door and the invitation to leave. He sat down across from Daniel in the other chair. “Your husband likes to valk at night. So he valks out to me, and we talk.” 
“We were about to have our breakfast,” Quinn said. 
“Yah, I see.” Dahlgren gave her a gray-toothed grin. “You should close that door. Flies vill get in.” 
“Daniel, please tell this man to leave our house,” Quinn said. “I don’t care for him.” 
Dahlgren looked across the table into the eyes of Matthew Corbett. “And how is your head this day, Daniel?” 
“Please leave,” said Quinn, her teeth clenched. 
“Perhaps you had best leave,” Daniel said quietly. “Now is not the time.” 
“Now is the time,” came the count’s reply, delivered as sharply as if by a rapier. 
They sat in silence for a few seconds, and then Daniel said, “Quinn, close the door. Go ahead. It’s all right.” 
“I don’t want to,” she said, with something of a frightened child in her voice. 
“It’s all right,” he repeated, and slowly the door was closed. 
“Yah, var’ good. Man of the house. Var’ good.” Dahlgren kept his eyes fixed on those of Matthew Corbett. “Ve should talk about some things, the three of us.” 
“Talk about what? What things?” Quinn asked, as she cautiously neared the table. 
“Your husband here,” Dahlgren said. “Your man. You know, Annabelle was a fine voman. I never should haff let her get avay. She had var’ good things to say about Daniel. He vas a gentleman, yah?” 
“Is a gentleman,” said Quinn, coming to stand beside her man and put her hand on his shoulder. 
“It seems to me…a gentleman does not belong here, in this place.” Dahlgren took a moment to look around the room, which was surely better-scrubbed and tended to than his own. “Not just this place, but this town. This nothing. I say this has been a good place to hide and lick one’s vounds—if one had to—but the time has come.” 
“What time?” Quinn asked, narrowing her eyes. 
“The time for Matthew Corbett to go vith me to London. This is the name of the man who is sitting across from me. Not Daniel Tate.” Dahlgren’s green gaze slid toward Quinn. “Your Daniel is dead, and he is not coming back.” 
Quinn stood very still. But then the young man who could not remember his name or his past felt her shiver, as if the cold of the grave had passed through her. Tears bloomed in her eyes. “You don’t…know,” she rasped. “You don’t know what you’re sayin’.” Her hand tightened on Matthew Corbett’s shoulder, as if trying to grasp more firmly the spirit of Daniel Tate. “Tell him, Daniel. Tell him who you are.” 
He covered her hand with his own, and squeezed it, and he had to say the truth: “I’m sorry, Quinn. I’m not sure who I am.” And now was the time, indeed, for his decision. “But…I know I love you, as a husband would love his wife, and I am staying here with you, until I can—” 
He was not able to finish his sentence, because suddenly Count Dahlgren was on his feet and the knife was out. It flashed as it went across Quinn’s throat and as she fell backward, her eyes wide with shock and surprise, the blood sprayed in a ghastly red arc from the mortal wound. 
“No,” said Count Dahlgren, very calmly. Blood reddened the blade’s edge. “That is not the plan.” 
If the spirit of Daniel Tate did indeed possess the body of another man, then it directed both a cry of anguish to burst from the throat and the right hand to pick up the bucket of silver fish and swing it hard against Dahlgren’s head. The count was able to get his shoulder up to deflect the blow, but even so it brought forth a grunt of pain and knocked the man to his knees. The silver fish scattered across the planks around him, and one was caught in the oily thicket of his hair. 
A kick to the ribs made Dahlgren curl up and shout a curse in the Prussian tongue, and then the young man without a memory rushed to kneel beside Quinn and press both hands against the gushing wound. She looked up at him with terror, seeking the help he could not give for he knew she was doomed. “Help me!” he shouted to Dahlgren, but the count waved his request away and sat on his knees rubbing his sore ribs. 
“I love you!” he told the dying girl. “I love you! Don’t leave me! Don’t leave! I love you!” 
She grasped his hands, as if to cling that way onto life. But there was too much blood, the wound was too savage, and she was fading. Her dark blue eyes were darkening more, her face becoming chalky. Her mouth moved, leaking blood, but it seemed she was trying to speak. He put his head down, right against her mouth, even as he tried to seal the slash with his fingers but it could not be sealed. 
She spoke three words, but whether he heard them correctly or not he didn’t know, and later he would think that at the end some clarity had entered her mind, if indeed she was living a life of desperate fantasy. 
She said, or he thought she said, “My Daniel waits.” 
And then he could do nothing more but watch her as she left. 
At last Matthew Corbett took his bloodied hands away from the wound, crawled away and sat with his knees pulled up to his chin. He began to rock himself back and forth, his eyes wide and Quinn’s blood streaked across his face. 
“Get up,” said Dahlgren, who had gotten to his feet. He realized he had a fish caught in his hair, and he frowned with dismay as he worked it out. He wiped the blade clean on the fish, tossed it aside and sheathed the knife. “Clean yourself and get dressed. Get clothes and something to carry them in. Ve are going to Charles Town.” 
“Murderer,” whispered Matthew, as he stared at nothing and rocked back and forth. “Murderer. Murderer.” 
“I haff opened the path for you,” Dahlgren answered. “For myself, as vell. Ve go to Charles Town today, sell my horses and vagon at the livery stable, and ve set sail for England on the next ship out. Go ahead, get up.” 
“Murderer. Murderer. Murderer.” 
“Yah, I hear that.” Dahlgren knelt down, his face a few inches from Matthew’s. He saw the shock deep in the young man’s eyes; Master Corbett was a bloody mess, and would have to be washed before he could leave this cabin. “But who is the murderer? Shall I leave you like this? Shall you go out calling for help, telling all vhat you haff seen? In that case, I shall leave the knife here…for this girl’s neighbors know she vas insane…and she found an insane young man—from somewhere—to pose as her Daniel.” He reached out and tapped Matthew’s forehead. “Think,” he said. “Vhy should I haff reason to kill her? But…a lovers’ spat between two people who are verruckt in the head? Ah, me! Vhat a tragedy! So…get up, Matthew, and let us go forward together, for you surely cannot stay here now. You see?” 
In his tormented mind he did see. He wished only to stay here, frozen in this posture and in this moment, but he knew he could not. 
Matthew’s eyes moved. They stared into Dahlgren’s with cold ferocity. 
“Someday I’ll kill you,” he whispered, as tears streaked down his cheeks. 
“As you please.” Dahlgren patted the young man’s head and grinned with his gray teeth. “But it vill not be today, for ve haff things to do. Get up, now. I’ll help you. Yah?”



Twenty-Four




The two-masted brigantine was called Wanderer. From its shabby, near-derelict appearance it looked to have wandered on one too many voyages, yet here it was in the harbor of Charles Town on an early morning in the second week of August, taking on trunks, crates and barrels and a few passengers who wished for the comfort and cobblestones of the Old World beneath their feet. 
A modest crowd had gathered on the dock to see the ship off. It was the next vessel bound for England, and ships coming in and out invariably drew sightseers. Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren and his young charge moved through the throng toward the gangplank, carrying canvas bags that held their clothes. They had lived together for three days in a small boarding-house on the outskirts of Charles Town, waiting for this vessel to be prepared for the crossing. They had hardly spoken to each other, even as they took their meals in the kitchen, and because there was only a narrow single bed the younger man slept on a mat on the floor. They spoke to no one else, either, and the landlady decided there must be something wrong with the younger man, for the way he sat and stared into empty space for such long periods of time. 
A bell had begun ringing on the dock, signalling the imminent departure of the noble but weatherbeaten and ill-used Wanderer, that all who should be aboard were aboard and all who were visiting should be off. 
The black-bearded and gaunt Matthew Corbett would never be recognized by any of the proper gents and fine ladies who had attended the Sword of Damocles Ball little more than a month ago. His clothes were clean and simple and he was well-washed, but he was a different man. Surely in this crowd there were some of those who had attended that night, and seen the young problem-solver from New York best the brutish Magnus Muldoon in a duel involving a comb, but that young man had returned to New York, as far as they knew. But still….weren’t there whisperings that the young man had left his clothes and belongings at the Carringtons’ inn, and that—the shame of it—he had neglected to pay the total of his bill? 
It was so hot these days in Charles Town. Who knew what became of some people? Many came and many went, and if this young man was missing someone would come from New York to look for him, eventually. Or perhaps not, but life and the parties went on. 
The talk of this summer, however, was centered on an unlikely source. The beast himself, the hermit from the woods, the black-bearded monster. Only…Magnus Muldoon was no longer such a beast, and certainly he appeared to be no monster after shaving off that horrid beard. Oh yes! said the women at their gatherings. The man is young!
And he has set up shop right there on Front Street, to sell the most beautiful bottles. He makes these himself, if you can warrant it! Of course the shop is rather small, but one should stroll in there to take a peek…and not just at the bottles, but at Mr. Muldoon himself. For in a clean suit, a white shirt and with his hair combed—properly so—and his square jaw showing…well, he nearly appears a gentleman. 
And—lean in closely, for here is the real story! Have you heard…that Pandora Prisskitt herself has walked into that shop? Yes, her curiosity got the best of her! She had to go in, but accompanied by Fanny Walton so as not to seem too brash. And here…here…is the thing. Fanny Walton told Cynthia Meddows, who told Amy Blair…that Pandora Prisskitt batted her eyes at this new version of Magnus Muldoon, for you have heard that he has come into some money, have you not? And…you will see this for yourself, ladies, if you happen to stroll in there…he could be said to be handsome. Now of course he has not the family, nor the estate, that matters…but…isn’t it just too delicious? 
Oh…his reaction to Pandora? 
He smiled at her, sold her a bottle at the regular price, and said Good day to you, ma’am. 
The stories, the stories…how they swirled around the parties, lawns and porches of Charles Town. But what was lesser known was that Magnus Muldoon had returned the horse Dolly to her stable, and had twice rowed seven miles up the Solstice River to seek a body that could not be found. 
Matthew Corbett, a man without a past, followed Count Dahlgren through the crowd. He was still having flashes of memory—a blurred face here, the snippet of a name there, such things as the quick images of a hawk descending with its talons ready to rip and tear, a man crashing through a mansion’s window and what appeared to be a castle of white stones crumbling into ruin over a cliff—but nothing would remain. He could not hold onto anything. He had no choice but to follow this killer onto Wanderer, and hope that in three months’ time and in the city of London he might discover who he truly was, and why this Professor Fell wished so fervently to reward him. 
As they moved through the crowd, Matthew happened to look upon a man and woman standing nearby. They were both dressed extravagantly and seemed to be among the elite, though they were an odd pair. The woman was high-wigged and corpulent and dressed up like a pink piece of cake, or rather a hasty pudding. The man was long and lean and much older than the female, and he wore a black suit with gray stripes and a black tricorn atop a powdered wig. Matthew’s gaze went to the man’s face and stayed there. He abruptly stopped and felt a chill on this blazingly-hot morning. The man’s head turned and the dark, hooded eyes in a long-jawed face that seemed a virtual patchwork quilt of deep lines and wrinkles fixed upon Matthew with what might have been holy—or unholy—power. 
“Move along,” said Dahlgren. 
“Wait,” Matthew said, trying to put this man’s face in its proper picture, but he couldn’t frame it. “I think…I know that man.” 
“Come on!” Dahlgren’s voice was harsher. “Keep moving!” 
Suddenly the man seemed to recognize Matthew as well, and took a jolt. Dahlgren reached out to grasp Matthew’s shirt, but Matthew pulled free and approached the man even as the other fellow worked his way through the crowd to Matthew. 
“God above!” said the man, in a voice that might soar up to deafen thunder but in this case was quiet, restrained and earthbound. “It’s you! Much the worse for wear, I see! I hardly recognized you!” He glanced back at his dollop of pudding. “Listen, Matthew,” he said, leaning in close. “I have no idea why you are here, but I have a good situation. I am no longer Exodus Jerusalem, I am called Earl Thomas Kattenburg, from the country of…well, that matters not, as long as she doesn’t study her geography and she is liberal with her purse. I know we had our differences, but…please…refrain from any attempt at vengeance, would you? Here.” He slid two gold coins from a pocket and into Matthew’s hand. “And again, my sympathies at the untimely passing of Magistrate Woodward.” 
“Who?” Matthew asked. 
The man’s frown might have knocked ravens from the air. “Who?” he repeated. “You know fully well who!” He peered more deeply into Matthew’s eyes and saw they were glazed over like ice on a millpond. “What’s wrong with you?” 
“I know you,” said Matthew. “But…from where? I can’t remember. My head…is so full of fog.” 
“Ve are to be aboard our ship. Come along!” Count Dahlgren was suddenly at Matthew’s side, grasping an elbow to guide him. “Good day, sir,” he said to Earl Thomas Kattenburg, known in another life and guise as the hellfire preacher Exodus Jerusalem, who had been so bent on throwing Rachel Howarth to either the witch-burning flames or his own lecherous desires. 
“Here! Just a moment! What’s wrong with Mr. Corbett?” the earl inquired, grasping hold of Matthew’s other elbow. 
“He…has suffered an accident,” Dahlgren replied tersely. “Ve are going to London, to get him cured. Again…good day, sir.” With a forced, gray-toothed smile the count pulled Matthew away, and the wrinkled earl took the opportunity to remove the two coins from the young man’s hand and replace them where they ought to be, in his own pocket. 
“Pity,” he said as they moved off, but his flesh-hooded eyes were cold. “Farewell, Matthew!” he called. “Surely we shall meet again, on this winding and unpredictable river we call life!” Then he realized he was becoming too much Exodus Jerusalem again, and anyway the stricken lad did not respond, and neither did Matthew Corbett look to left nor right as he went up the gangplank, but only ahead as if gauging his life one careful step at a time. 
Soon the lines were cast off, Wanderer was rowed out by its pair of pilotboats, its sails bloomed wide and the ship shuddered like an old woman just waking up from a bad dream. It caught the wind and began to sail away, into the tides of the Atlantic, on one more journey of its often-erratic and sometimes calamitous existence. After awhile the crowd moved on, as crowds do when there is nothing left of any interest to see. 
But one man stopped and looked back toward the dwindling sight of Wanderer, and as he stood next to his corpulent pink lady of the open purse he frowned and rubbed his chin, and wondered whether someone ought to know that Matthew Corbett was ill, had seemingly lost his memory, and was being taken to London by—it also seemed—a small measure of force. Or was it a larger measure than it appeared? 
But who would he tell? He was many things, but no Good Samaritan. It would be too much of an effort, as well. He recalled something his father, a true hellfire preacher, had told him as a little boy. 
Every soul must bear their own burden, fight their own fight, and break free from their own prison. 
He stared at the departing ship, with a valiant young man aboard who was obviously faced with all three of those tribulations. 
“I wish you well,” he said, and he surprised himself because he meant it. 
Then he turned away, took hold of the offered hand that gave even a wretch such as he a place in this troubled and turbulent world, and he returned to the comfort of his life. 
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One
 

 
It was a worried man who came down the gangplank from the packet schooner Ann Marie and set foot upon the wharf of Charles Town.
Hudson Greathouse stood upon the sun-bleached boards with the expanse of the walled city before him, its stone buildings of white, pale green, lavender, sky blue and assorted Caribbean-inspired hues shimmering in the dusty air of August’s final week. The salty smell of the sea—of which he had inhaled quite enough this last week of travel from New York—blew in from behind him, and before him wafted the oily perfume of the swamp from which the noble town had grown, and which also still held sway as a kingdom of moss and murk for many miles around.
He hoped that same swamp had not claimed the body of Matthew Corbett.
It was one river of thought he’d been beckoned along during the coastal voyage. The Ann Marie’s captain was an affable gent who kept a supply of brandywine aboard and was keen to share it with someone who could spin a good yarn. Hudson’s yarn had been the rope of truth, an account of his nearly-fatal adventure last September at what he called the House At The Edge Of The World. The brandywine had been strong, but it was not strong enough to gull Hudson into doubting that some mishap—perhaps, God forbid, of the violently deadly variety—had befallen his young problem-solving friend. And thus he had arrived with questions that Charles Town would be called to answer.
Under the spell of the morning’s sunshine, the harbor was busy with people who had gathered to greet the Ann Marie’s passengers and, the same as in New York, hawk their wares of trinkets and dance to a fiddler’s tune with their palms turned outward. Fishing boats were gliding out to sea. A little navy of small sloops, square-rigged ketches and larger ocean-going brigs creaked upon the ropes that held them fast, and here and there cargo was being loaded or brought up from the holds. It was quite the industrious scene, but Hudson had not the time to dawdle; he swung the canvas bag of his belongings across a shoulder and strode forward with what might appear to be furious intent, for indeed those who saw him coming gave way to let him pass, and in so doing females of all ages looked upon him with curiosity and appreciation while the menfolk examined the grain of the docktimbers or smoked their pipes with more of a clench to their teeth. Thus it was ever so with the advance of Hudson Greathouse, whose broad-backed physical size combined with the intelligent, handsome features of a swordsman and adventurer compelled some and sent warnings to others. At the moment his face was set upon the west, with purpose to visit the three establishments the Charles Town-bred captain of the Ann Marie had told him took in paying guests.
One of them had to have some knowledge of Matthew, Hudson reasoned. Unless the boy had been cut off at the knees before he’d even reached Charles Town. And by now, if that damned Professor Fell had him, it would be Matthew’s head that had been cut off.
“Stop that!” he snarled at himself, so vigorously that one of the fiddling ragmen immediately obeyed and cowered back as if the approaching man’s shadow might itself leap at him like a panther. Then, once again more or less in control of the direction of his thoughts, the man Matthew Corbett referred to as “The Great One” strode by the poor trembling wretch and almost plunked a coin in his tin cup but he wasn’t feeling particularly charitable this day. Or any day, really.
At forty-eight years of age, Hudson had passed his prime but damned if he’d let anyone know it but his own self. His days of tavern brawls, back-alley swordfights and battles against cloaked assassins and hell-tempered ex-wives had worn him down, but far from out. He was, after all, still on this earth. And still a credit to his gender, if praise by the beautiful and vivacious Widow Donovan—who now simply went by the name of Abby, a free spirit who wore her blonde hair down about her shoulders even on the Sabbath—was to be believed. Well, he chose to believe it.
He stood three inches over six feet, which made him tower above most men. He remembered his father calling him a bull and his mother calling him a prince. Rest their souls. He imagined himself a bit of both. His thick iron-gray hair was pulled back in a queue and tied with a black ribbon, and he wore a cream-colored shirt with the sleeves rolled up, dark blue breeches, stockings a near color to his shirt and a pair of unpolished, sensible ebony boots. His jaw was square, his eyes deep-set, brooding and as dark and dangerous as tarpits. A jagged scar sliced through the charcoal-gray field of his left eyebrow. Two things he had recently given up: the beard he’d grown because Abby liked the one Matthew had when the boy returned from Pendulum Island back in April, and the cane that Hudson had been using to steady himself after being nearly stabbed to death by Tyranthus Slaughter last October. The beard had been a brief exercise in making Abby “tingly”, as she put it, but himself itchy, and though in younger years tingly might have won out over itchy, this year it was more about the prince than it was about the bull.
The cane had gone because Hudson had realized he was depending on it too much, and such a thing could not be permitted. Yes, he was still sometimes unsteady and needed to grab onto something, but—dear God, man, wake up!—there was always Abby. The worst of that Slaughter episode had been the fact that for the first time in his life he’d been helpless; he’d felt the cold yet soothing hand of Death upon his throat, promising an end to pain and a path to rest. Except for Matthew’s efforts, he might have given into it. For without the boy pulling him upward to the top of that well, Hudson knew he would have sunken down and been done with it.
Boy? Matthew at twenty-four years of age—having celebrated a birthday among friends at the Trot Then Gallop tavern in May—was certainly not a boy, but Hudson still considered him so.
Then why did you let him come to this town alone, you fool? Hudson asked himself as he stalked along the wharf, winding his way between dandies, damsels, hawkers, beggars and everything it seemed but Indian chiefs. At the end of the wharf, when he stepped upon the street of crushed oyster shells, he smelled the merchandise baking under the sun before he spied it: a wagonload of fresh alligator hides and selling them a raggedy man and woman with three teeth between them and three eyes as well. Three hands also; the man had reached for one alligator too many. This pair had joined the throng to welcome the purses of passengers and were erecting a tent over the wagon to shield their hides from what promised to be a brutal sun as the day wore on.
And on any other day the man from New York might have been tempted to hear tales of how these scaly monsters were captured and skinned, but today with his urgent purpose he continued toward the first establishment that had been described to him, an inn owned by a Mr. and Mrs. Carrington, which stood nearest to the waterfront.
 

 
“Something has happened to Matthew.”
“What? What are you saying? Hudson, come back to bed.”
“I’m saying,” he had repeated to Abby very quietly on a very quiet morning one week ago, with light rain tapping at the dimpled window-glass and the sun yet shining on the other side of the world, “that something has happened to Matthew, and damned if I didn’t goad him into going to Charles Town. After all else that’s happened to him…I sent him off like a grinning fool. I said it would be good for him to get out of New York. That Pandora Prisskitt thing…it was a makepiece for him…a time-waster, really. We both knew it, and so did Madam Herrald.”
“Hudson…come back to bed…calm yourself.”
“Calm myself? I have awakened now for four nights in a row with this on my mind. I have sat right here in this chair and watched you sleeping and wondered if my friend wasn’t lying dead somewhere. Abby…he should’ve been back by now. Lord knows he wouldn’t stay gone so long, without there being…something.”
“And how long has it been? Really that long?”
“More than two months for a one-night task. Consider the travel time there and back, give him a few days to make the rounds of coffee houses and taverns—which he likely would not do—and…you see?”
“I do see, but there is always the possibility.”
“Of what?”
“That—my darling Hudson, whose loss of beard must have shaved off some of your sensibilities—he has met a young lady and been smitten. Or perhaps knocked to his knees by that Pandora Priss person. Come to bed now, I need to curl myself around you.”
Hudson had been determined not to let his wagon be pulled off the road. He’d said,
“Matthew Corbett is smitten by only one person: Berry Grigsby. Oh, he doesn’t fool me for a
mad hare’s second. He wouldn’t be knocked to his knees by any woman, because he’s already
sitting on his ass on the love fence. He just can’t make up his mind which way to jump. But…I’ve
been thinking about this these last few nights and not wanting to pursue it. I’ve thought…give it
another day. And then another and another, but no more. I’m going to see Berry tomorrow and
find out if she’s heard from him. If she hasn’t, I’ll ask at the Trot. And if no one there has heard
anything I’m going to Charles Town on the next boat out, and when I find that boy I’ll teach
him the value of letter-writing with a boot to the rump. Why didn’t I go with him, Abby? Why?”
“Because,”
she’d said in the way she had that was all cool lemonade on a sultry night, “Matthew may be your friend and associate but he is not your son, and if you thought nothing of him being in danger, recall that neither did Madam Herrald. Matthew prides himself on being a professional. You should also give him that honor. Now come back to bed, I insist upon your company at half-a-candle before dawn.”
Her insistence had won him over but it had not settled the matter. At first light Hudson had been up and dressed and, leaving Abby to weather at breakfast the silent storm of the landlady Mary Belovaire’s disapproval with her own sunny disposition and amazing disregard of public opinion, he was out the door of the boarding house and on his way to Queen Street and the home of Marmaduke Grigsby, the town’s printmaster and Miss Berry’s grandfather.
His hard-fisted knock at the door was loud enough to set dogs barking. On the river behind him a light mist held sway, and from it emerged small fishing vessels moving back and forth like old dowager ladies in white veils, searching for suitors.
Moon-faced and google-eyed, the printer of the town’s news sheet—this month called the Earwig, but next month it might be something different at the whim of its master—answered the door in his blue-striped nightshirt, his face with its odd proportions and its prestigious slab of a forehead still wrinkled from sleep. The elderly gentleman was beginning to stoop over so much that it wouldn’t require such an effort for Marmaduke to take a bite from one of Hudson’s kneecaps, and the way his watery eyes appeared to bulge from their sockets under the heavy white eyebrows it seemed he was measuring the distance.
“Lord’s mercy, Greathouse!” came the voice that along with his quill had launched a thousand fits. “What’s all this hammering?” The single tuft of hair that adorned the front of his bald pate stood up like a white plume of smoke from a Mohawk’s war fire.
“I need information. Have you or Berry heard lately from Matthew?”
“From Matthew? Greathouse…no…my Lord, have the roosters stopped their yawning yet?”
“It’s not that early. Now shake the sleep out of your brain. Matthew’s been gone for more than two months. I haven’t heard a word from him, and I want to know if—”
“We have not,” said the young woman who had emerged from the corridor to stand in the room behind her grandfather. “Should we have?” Her voice carried a touch of frost on such a steamy summer morn, and Hudson knew that whatever had transpired between Berry Grigsby and Matthew in the time since they’d both returned from their captivity on Pendulum Island, it wasn’t for the good.
“I suppose not,” Hudson replied after a short pause. “Matthew left here on a very minor errand. It shouldn’t have taken him this long.”
“Hm,” she said, still seemingly distant of concern, yet she did come nearer to the door and the early gray light.
Hudson had no idea how this lovely creature could have sprung from the rather unsightly Grigsby line, if Marmaduke should be one example of the family’s progress. She was tall and proud in her bearing, was fresh-faced and blue-eyed and had a beautiful abundance of curly coppery-red tresses that fell about her shoulders. A scattering of freckles decorated, in the most pleasant sense, her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. Hudson believed she had recently turned twenty years of age, and thus she was well into her marriageable years; from what he knew, the town’s eccentric coroner—the king of bones up in that attic workshop of his atop City Hall—Ashton McCaggers was seen with her on many occasions. Any questions Hudson might have posed to Matthew regarding Beryl Grigsby went unanswered, and by Matthew’s grim silence on her account Hudson took it that she had become in the past few months a forbidden subject. No matter that Matthew and Berry had together cheated death several times, it seemed to an observer that they were quits with each other. Which must be an uncomfortable situation, Hudson mused, since Matthew lived in a converted dairyhouse mere steps away from the front door of Grigsby’s domain.
Used to live, Hudson thought. And then: Stop that.
“Is there anything else?” Berry asked, and she reached past her grandfather to put one hand on the door.
Hudson didn’t know why, but whenever he was in the presence of this young woman he thought of the particular season that was beginning to be popularly known as “Indian summer”, a combination of sunny warmth and bracing chill that came and went as the weather bode. Her affinity for eye-startling colors was well-known, as demonstrated by her green sleepgown adorned with red and purple ribbons, much like the first touchings of autumn to the Manhattan island trees. Her eyes reminded him of clear blue skies and—a little sadly—the great promise of youth that he now realized was a fleeting time that youth would ever waste. In her voice and manner now was the chill that did not brace the spirit as much as it promised to break it; she wanted nothing further to do with Matthew, and that was a declaration even a dunce like himself could quickly grasp.
“Nothing else,” Hudson said.
“Good day, then,” she told him. He reasoned that even the hint of concern for Matthew’s welfare from her was beyond the pale.
He nodded and started to turn away, and she was in the process of closing the door when she paused and said, in the same frosty tone, “When you find Mr. Corbett, you may tell him that Ashton and I are discussing marriage.”
“Fine,” Hudson answered, turning again to give her the full view of an expression that looked as if he’d been chewing lemons. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy, living up there amid all those—”
The door closed, firmly.
“—skeletons,” Hudson finished.
Surely, he thought as he strode back toward the Trot Then Gallop to wait for its owner, Felix Sudbury, to show up for the morning sweep, that girl would not be happy married to the coroner. Why Matthew had let her get away, he had no clue. Of course, in Matthew’s line of work…there was much danger, particularly with this business of Professor Fell. And there the blade of truth pierced his heart afresh, because he had pushed Matthew into this damned trip. It came to him that Sally Almond’s would be opening sooner with its breakfast offerings, so that might be a place first to ask if anyone had heard from Matthew and also to feed his own appetite; a pity the kitchen couldn’t get anymore of Mrs. Sutch’s spicy sausages, but the only constant in this world was change.
 

 
Now, on this August morning in Charles Town, Hudson advanced along Front Street to where the crushed oyster-shells underfoot gave way to a more civilized pattern of white-and-gray stones, indicating a city that intended to improve its position among the colonies. Palm trees and palmetto bushes as well as trimmed hedges stood about, casting welcome shade. Carriages were on the roll, and as yet the horse-droppings on the street were not too bad. Hudson saw that some of the shops were already open, though it was yet early, and well-dressed figures of men and women under their parasols strolled along the sidewalk.
The Carringtons’ inn was a two-storied house, very neatly kept and painted white with a dark green trim. Hudson entered through the front gate and went up three steps into the house, where he found both the man and his wife drinking tea in a parlor while they went over figures in a logbook.
To the question from the bewigged and nattily-dressed Mr. Carrington about how their new arrival could be helped, Hudson said, “I’m looking for a friend of mine. His name is Matthew Corbett. He might have stayed here—”
“Oh yes,” said Mrs. Carrington, who turned a few pages back in the hide-bound book and showed Matthew’s familiar signature to Hudson. “He did stay here, in late June. He attended the Sword Of Damocles Ball. You say…he was a friend of yours?”
“Yes.” Hudson did not like the sound of that word was.
“A pity, then,” said Mr. Carrington. “To perish at such a young age.”
“Perish,” Hudson repeated, and suddenly felt very cold on this nearly tropical day. “Trace back a ways,” he said, his voice tight. “What happened to him?”
“He became involved in the murder of Mr. Kincannon’s daughter Sarah,” said the woman. “At the Green Sea plantation. Oh, that was a terrible thing. People so loved Sarah.”
“Matthew is also held in high regard in New York. Please…about Matthew…go on.”
“Oh, yes. Well…sorry to say, the young man lost his life in the swamp up the Solstice River. But justice was done, I can tell you that. Your young friend discovered Sarah’s proper killer and pursued him—I should say, pursued the both of those villains—though he paid for that the ultimate price.”
Somehow, Hudson found himself sitting in an overstuffed chair though he had no recollection of doing so. Through a window he could see the ships in the harbor, and in this unobstructed view he made out a group of hagglers at the dock trying to coax money from the well-to-do with a monkey that was turning flips.
“Would you like half of a griddle cake?” Mrs. Carrington offered. “I fear it’s all we have left this morning. We’ve had a full house these last few days.”
“No,” said Hudson, who felt a weariness crash upon him as if he had been hit by the most vicious wave of the sea. “Thank you,” he added. He thought he might sit here until the next call for breakfast, but the idea of spending a night in the inn that was Matthew’s last residence on this earth…no. Think! he told himself. I’m missing something! Think, for God’s sake! His brain, alas, was a pit of sludge. But then he got his mind and his mouth working together, somewhat, and he asked quietly, “Where is he buried?”
“A thousand pardons, as we’re a Christian town, and also our deepest sympathies,” said the man of the mansion. “Mr. Corbett was not buried, as his body unfortunately was never recovered.”
“Never recovered?” Hudson sat up a little straighter in his chair. “Then how are you sure he’s dead?”
“Well sir, he did not return from the Solstice River swamp. He did not bring his rented horse back to the stable, nor did he settle his bill with us. Those particulars were taken care of by Mr. Magnus Muldoon. It was from him we learned of the young man’s regrettable passing.”
Hudson stood up; he no longer had need for a chair when there was urgent travelling to be done. “This Muldoon fellow. Where can I find him?”
So it was that Hudson’s large, scuffed boots took him nearly the length of Front Street, to a small shop with a front window adorned by the declaration Items Of Interest, Magnus Muldoon, Glassblower. In that window was a display of several cunningly-shaped, multi-colored bottles, along with what appeared to be small glass figures—a horse and rider, an intricate sailing ship, a tree stylized to appear blown by a restless wind. Hudson wasn’t particularly impressed by so-called artistic talent, believing such to be an outlet only for a weak mind. He saw no one in the shop through the window, and he imagined this Muldoon person to be a prancer. He was about to turn the knob of the shop’s door when he heard whisperings behind him and he looked around to see two very lovely young creatures, one in pink and the other in violet, standing under their lacy parasols. Miss Pink was whispering behind her hand to Miss Violet, who was staring with excited eyes in Hudson’s direction.
Even on so terrible a day as this a little of the bawdy cocksman awakened, and though Hudson had no time for these playthings it was a gratitude to know he was still—
But the two young women came nearer, and they peered through the window as if the Great One was himself made of glass yet inconsequential to their attentions, and Miss Violet said to Miss Pink, “Do you see him? Is he there?”
“No,” said Miss Pink, “I don’t see him. I can’t bear to go in, I’d be all nervous shakes. Let’s try later, Fran.” And without giving the visitor from New York a second—or even a first—glance the chattering pair of Charles Town daisies moved on with a wiggle and a giggle and left Hudson thinking how shallow was this new generation of female, and thank God he was long past their like.
Hudson entered the shop, causing a bell to ring over the door. It wasn’t a high-pitched little feminine ring, either; the bell that hung above his head was nearly the size of his head, and let out a coppery clang that he figured told the Carringtons at the other end of the street he’d arrived at his destination.
It wasn’t ten seconds before a pair of curtains behind the counter parted to give way to a man who Hudson realized was certainly larger than himself, not in terms of bulk but in terms of height, shoulder-size, and—damn!—the prancer was a giant. He had a thick but neatly-combed mane of black hair, a sharp nose and a square chin that looked as sturdy as a warship’s prow. Hudson figured him to be twenty-five or twenty-six years of age, surely this side of thirty. He was a handsome specimen, to be sure, and he was dressed simply in a plain white shirt and dark blue breeches.
“Help you?” The deep and rather rough-edged voice was polite but matter-of-fact.
“Muldoon?”
“Yep.” The man’s iron-gray eyes took on a glint of curiosity. “And who be you?”
“My name is Hudson Greathouse. I was…am a friend of Matthew Corbett.” He saw Muldoon’s expression darken, and it appeared the glassblower had flinched just a fraction when that name was mentioned. Hudson braced himself for trouble, already trying to determine where to hit the man to put him down, if need be. Not that chin, unless he craved a broken fist. “I’ve come from New York and I’m not leaving here until I hear every word about what happened…and you’d better make it good.”
Muldoon didn’t answer for a few seconds. He stared into Hudson’s eyes, as if gauging the other man, and then looked at his own hands that gripped the counter’s edge. “Ah,” he said at last, in a quiet tone. “Figured it was a matter of time ’fore somebody came lookin’ for him.” He lifted his gaze to meet Hudson’s. “Who sent you here? The stablemaster or the Carringtons?”
“The Carringtons.”
“Yep, I settled Matthew’s account with ’em. You in the same line of work as he was?”
“What work would that be?”
Muldoon’s mouth crooked just a bit in a smile. “Stickin’ your nose in where it don’t belong. Oh, I ain’t down on that, mister. I know Matthew came to that ball with Pandora Almighty Prisskitt on account of me. But then…he come to see me, to make me—can you bear this?—into a gentleman. Like he was, and indeed he was quite the gentleman. Well, I’ve got a ways to go but he started me off.” Muldoon cast an appreciative eye around the shop with its colorful items of interest. “Makin’ some good money now. My Pap would never have believed such a thing possible, not in this town.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Hudson, “but I figure you’re going to sooner or later get to what happened to Matthew. I’m ready to hear that now.”
The giant nodded. His smile was gone, and his eyes were sad. “All right, then. Pull up a chair.” He motioned toward one on the other side of the counter. “It’ll take me a spell to tell it. How Matthew died, I mean.”
Hudson considered standing, but he realized that he would probably need to sit to hear this tragedy, lest he fall upon the telling of it. He drew the chair over and sat down, and with a heavy heart and an ache somewhere south of his conscience he waited for Muldoon to lay out the wretched tale. If the man was lying for any reason he would soon know it, and giant or not there would be some shattered glass and broken bones in this damned place today.
“It started with a duel at the ball,” Muldoon began, “and it ended in a boat in the Solstice River swamp. ’Twixt those two things…that’s the hell of it.”
Hudson said nothing; he had decided to let the man take his own time in recalling this descent into the underworld…or perhaps, he wished to delay as long as possible the details—which he had to know—about the death of a young man who he would have been proud, in some other time and place, to have called his son.



Two
 

 
 I still can’t believe,” Hudson said as he brushed a swirl of mosquitoes away from his face, “that you didn’t go into her house. How could you put faith in a demented girl?”
“Like I said five or six times now,” Muldoon retorted, with a definite air of irritation, “she invited me in but I reckoned it best to let her grieve in private. I had no reason to think that Matthew was in there. Why should I? And if he was inside, why would he stay? If she invited me in, she wasn’t tryin’ to hide nothin’. That makes not a shillin’ of sense.”
Hudson grunted and concentrated on guiding his stable-rented horse, Helios, along this rough track that served as a road edging the Solstice River swamp. He would not add fuel to a slow-burning fire by pointing out that the difference between a glassblower and a professional problem-solver was just this: the glass-blower might make pretty bottles and have empty-headed little pipsqueaks peeking in his window, but the professional looked at a problem from all angles and considered that what made not a shilling of sense to some was the first sensible thing to have done. This insane girl, Quinn Tate by name, who lived in the swamptown of Rotbottom was, according to Muldoon, the last person to see Matthew alive. She fancied in her madness that Matthew was the second-life of her dead husband Daniel, this according to the young giant as well. It didn’t take the intellect of a giant to suspect that something might be amiss…to hell with the idea of Matthew falling into the river and being torn to pieces by alligators. To hell with it!
Then again…Muldoon had a point. If Matthew was indeed in Quinn Tate’s house, then why had he stayed there?
Well…they’d soon find out.
The afternoon’s heat had finally reached full sweltering blast. Before they’d started out from Charles Town on a trip that had necessitated crossing the Solstice by ferryboat to reach this backwoods road, Hudson had had the presence of mind to buy a broad-brimmed straw hat similar to the one Muldoon wore to save his brains from being boiled. He could smell the fetid, green and nostril-assaulting odor of the swamp, and how anyone could live out here nose-to-arse with this huge steaming pile of God’s torment he had no earthly idea. Then again, he recalled those wretches—“opportunistic individuals”, Matthew might have corrected him—selling their alligator hides at the harbor, and someone had to be out here catching the beasts to make a paltry profit. No alligator had yet lumbered across the track, but Hudson had seen a number of brown and black snakes hanging from tree branches or curled up on rocks to heat their blood, and he had decided that when he found the boy some punishment was in order for making him pass this way. Taking care of his laundry for a month might do it…yes, that would serve the purpose…clean laundry in exchange for this dirty job of extricating Matthew from whatever hole he’d gotten himself down.
Muldoon glanced back at Hudson, his own horse being a few strides ahead. “I did row out past Rotbottom a few times to try to find…” He paused, measuring his words. “Anythin’ that might remain,” he said. “I didn’t want to believe he was dead. Just like you’re not wantin’ to believe it now.”
“Show me the body,” came the terse reply. “When I see that, I’ll know for sure.”
“The ’gators grow big up in here. They don’t leave a lot to be—”
“Just guide,” Hudson interrupted, and again he had to brush a maddening swarm of mosquitoes out of his face. God’s mercy that he wouldn’t be laid low with the fever after this. Maybe two months of laundry duty would be more equitable.
The two riders passed on under the burning sun, each taken with their own thoughts. Another hour and more swarms of countless mosquitoes later, the first rude hovels of Rotbottom came into view; that and the odor of alligator hides drying in the heat wafted forth, which made Hudson appreciate the horse-fig-dappled streets of New York as being akin to the perfumed gardens of paradise.
Magnus recalled which house belonged to Quinn Tate, and he aimed them in that direction. It was amid other small ramshackle wooden cabins of its like planted on the swampy earth, though he remembered that it did stand out for its relative cleanliness and order; the Tate girl might be addled, but it appeared she was proud of her home. As he and Hudson approached the house on their horses, they attracted the attention of a few raggedy residents who were repairing nets, chopping wood, cleaning fish and other chores of import. A wizened old white-haired woman who sat on her porch with a corncob pipe between her teeth and a little brown jug at hand hollered a greeting to them in a voice stolen from a bullfrog, and when Magnus nodded in response she lifted her jug and swilled from it as if she needed any further excuse to drink firewater on a day when the trees themselves might burst into flame.
Dogs came up barking like little pistols going off and rattled the horses until a thin man with a gray beard down to his bellyhole ran the canines away with foul-yelled oaths and the thrusts of a wooden pitchfork. Hudson had seen poor villages before, but this place was the poorest. He thought that even the meager bits of paint that clung to the wooden walls looked sad, and the garments hanging from their lines to dry were more patches than clothing. A few horses drooped around, trying to find grass on the trampled ground. Chickens roamed the yards, pigs lay in their stuporous slumbers, a couple of goats butted heads over some affront, and everywhere the smell of alligator carcasses freighted the air like heavy smoke. Hudson was beginning to grasp what Muldoon had been telling him; why in the world would Matthew stay in a place like this, if indeed he was still alive?
It was a mystery, but he couldn’t allow himself to drift in that direction. If Quinn Tate was the last person to see Matthew alive, then she had questions to answer and Hudson by God was going to make sure no stone was left unturned, or in this case no rotten bottom left unexposed.
A woman was sweeping the porch of the house they were approaching. Her back was to them as she labored, and she wore around her head a sweat-stained blue wrapping-cloth. She was a small woman, finely-boned, but she worked with fierce intensity as if she had until sundown to live. It was all Hudson could do not to call to her, to blurt out his question of Where is my friend Matthew. But suddenly she must have heard the crunch of horse hooves on the earth or sensed herself being examined, for she turned toward the two new arrivals and was content for the moment to lean on her broom and watch them coming.
“That’s her?” Hudson asked.
“No,” said Magnus, “it ain’t.” He was puzzled at this, and caught a new puzzlement: the one time he’d been out here, all the windows of the house were shuttered tight. Now they were not.
A heavy-set man with a bald pate and a reddish-brown beard emerged from the house, either to speak to the woman or he’d seen the riders through a window. He planted his hands on his wide hips and said as the two men neared, “Afternoon! You lookin’ to buy skins? Got some fine-grained ones bein’ cured, make a few pairs of sturdy boots fit for gentlemen like y’selves.”
“Not in the market for that,” said Hudson as he reined his horse in just short of the porch steps. He aimed his stare at the woman, who had a hatchet-blade chin and eyes that made him think of an angry dog tensing itself to leap, snapping, at a man’s throat. “I’m looking for Quinn Tate.”
“Ain’t here no more,” said the woman, who hardly moved her mouth when she bit the words off.
“Where can I find her?”
“Go back to the road,” the man spoke up. “Turn to the left and go on ’bout four or five rods. You’ll see the cemetery plain enough, it’s got a wall of stones around it to keep the ’gators out.”
“The cemetery?” Hudson frowned, which itself was enough to put any man on guard for his life. “This is a poor joke, sir, and I am in no mood for such.”
“Ain’t no joke,” said the woman. “Me and Clem been next on the list for a real house. Don’t care how we got it, just so’s there’s a roof over our heads for the baby. Pity that woman got herself murdered, but she was warranted for it.”
“Murdered?” Now it was Magnus’ turn to be aghast. “When? And by who?”
“What’re you men doin’, disturbin’ the dust for Quinn Tate?” The bullfrog voice issued from the old white-haired woman who had come from her porch, pipe in mouth and jug in hand, to follow the visitors on their route to this cabin. She removed the pipe to nearly bellow, “Leave that child to rest in her grave, and go on with you!”
“I have business with her,” said Hudson, who felt dazed by the heat and skull-scorched in spite of his straw hat.
“Nobody has business with that child no more! Listen here, I been planted in this place for near on fifteen year, and I seen all that a human eye can hold. Saddest sight of all was seein’ how that poor girl lost her mind after Daniel died. Her husband, killed by the Soul Cryer. Ahhh, you Charles Town fools don’t know nothin’ ’bout nothin’!” She waved a disgusted hand that had two fingers and a thumb.
“Enlighten us,” Hudson insisted. He was aware that this woman’s voice was summoning other Rotbottom residents to gather around. Men, women and children of all ages were seemingly emerging from the earth like dirtied ghosts, and some appeared so thin and frail they were near their departure from this world.
“I will so enlighten you, sir!” said the woman, with an exaggerated bow that ended in a stumble. To steady herself she took another swig of fortitude. “When Quinn come back with that fella she claimed was Daniel, nobody said nothin’ and so we’re all part of it! Yes we are!” She looked around ferociously at the gathering assembly of ragtags. “Oh, we talked about it ’mongst ourselves, but ain’t one of us had the cock to tell that girl she was out of her head, that she needed to get that fella out of her house ’fore…well…somethin’ bad was bound to happen! And it did! God’s Eyes, it did!”
“Settle down, mother!” Hudson advised. “I’m here to make some sense of—”
“Ain’t no damned sense to be made of it!” The old woman, a sinewy sack of wrinkles, looked like she could call up the furies if she needed them. “And I been mother to three sons and a daughter, all dead ’fore their time, and I been a wife to two men gone to the ’gators with no stone to mark ’em, and I done some right things and some wrong things but mister…the wrongest thing I ever done was not to speak up when that child brought a fella she said was Daniel here to share a house and bed with her! And nonnnnnne of us fine people said a damn word! Sure enough that man was moonstruck himself, or he would never have took Daniel’s name! Then he ups and murders her, near cuts her head off with a blade to the throat!” She paused to wet her foghorn. Her eyes had become black holes with no bottom. “Buried her a week ago Tuesday, you can go look at the Cross I made for her grave. Me, of all people who don’t think God’s got a lick a’sense or a shadow of heart in this world no more. Well, she’s in the ground and her killer’s done gone, so that’s the story. Go do your business with her, sonny! Go on, tell her Maw Katty sent you to bother her bones!”
All this had hit Hudson and Magnus like a storm of stones. Hudson feared his injuries from Tyranthus Slaughter yet weakened him, because he felt as if he might slither from his saddle into a puddle of flesh-colored mud.
“Her…killer’s gone?” Magnus managed to say.
“Lit out right after it happened.” Maw Katty took a puff and a pull. “He was seen leavin’ in a wagon with that foreign gent. The mean one who took up with Annabelle Simms and beat her so bad. I asked her myself why she took up with him…said he was royalty, some kind of a Count. Guess that gave him special right to bust her nose and arm. Lord a’ mercy, how these children delude themselves!”
“A Count,” Hudson repeated, getting his brain and mouth connected again only with a supreme effort. “What was his name?”
“Hanged if I can remember it.”
“I recall it,” said a younger, sun-darkened man who stepped forth from the throng. “It was Dahlgren. Man owed me money from a game of Hazard. His English wasn’t so good, but he said he’d give me lessons in swordplay instead of the shillings. I put a deaf ear to that.”
“He was a swordsman, then.”
“Thought himself so, but his left wrist was crooked. Said it made him unbalanced.” 
Hudson was remembering that last October, during Matthew’s investigation of what he’d termed the ‘Queen of Bedlam’, a Prussian so-called count who was indeed a dangerous swordsman had nearly carved the boy to pieces in that mansion owned by the villain Simon Chapel, who was working in concert with Professor Fell. Hudson recalled Matthew telling him that the Count’s left wrist had been broken in the fight. Also that—alas for the use of all that energy and defense of life—the man had somehow fled the mansion even as it was being attacked by a rescue party led by New York’s then-High Constable Gardner Lillehorne, who at the end of May had left for London with his shrewish wife ‘the Princess’ to accept a position as Assistant to the High Constable there. An added plus to that departure was that Lillehorne had taken the little red-faced bully Dippen Nack with him to serve as his assistant.
Hudson was still stunned by what Maw Katty was telling him. And this about Count Dahlgren…could it be that Dahlgren had found refuge in this wretched town? Judging from Matthew’s hair-raising tales, the Professor did not take failure of his plans and underlings lightly, so Dahlgren might very well have sought out a place where he could vanish from the earth, the reach of the law and—hopefully—the Professor’s deadly grasp.
But now…what was to be made of the murder of Quinn Tate and Matthew leaving Rotbottom in a wagon with Count Dahlgren?
“Just so I know we’re talking about the same person,” Hudson said to the old woman, “can you describe for me the man who Quinn Tate called ‘Daniel’? If it really was him, his given name is Matthew Corbett.”
“You describe him. I’ll tell you true if it fits.”
When Hudson was finished, Maw Katty said, “He had a black beard and he looked most thin and haggard, but that was him. Had the scar ’cross his forehead plain as I’m seein’ you. That was him, pulled out little more than a week ago with that foreign bastard.”
Magnus could hold his tongue no longer. “I don’t believe this for a minute! Matthew was—I mean to say, Matthew is—no killer!”
“Come take a look at my floorboards,” said the new woman-of-the-house, with a bitter scowl. “Them bloodstains ain’t never scrubbin’ out. When that murderin’ moonspinner left the body it must’ve been near white as the Queen’s ass in winter.”
“Damn,” was all that Hudson could think to say, because even though he was relieved beyond words that Matthew was not dead—at least had not been dead when he’d left here—his heart was still heavy and many questions remained, the most important being: “Do you have any idea where they’ve gone?” When the old woman shook her head, Hudson posed the same question again to the larger group of people, but no one could answer.
“Sonny, you look like you might use a drink,” said Maw Katty, and she stepped forward a couple of paces to offer Hudson the jug.
He took it. The corn liquor was not the strongest he’d ever put down, but it was strong enough to make him feel as if a maniac had him clutched by the throat, and to see dark spots whirling before his eyes. Still, it was what he needed to clear his head.
“You too, if you like,” Maw Katty offered to Magnus, who did not hesitate in taking the jug from Hudson’s hand and drinking a great draught of the liquid fire, for the realization of how he’d walked away from this house with Matthew shuttered away inside it was something he was going to have to deal with for many days ahead. Firewater would not cure the ill, but for the moment it would serve as an easement to his error in not entering that house at the girl’s request. Then again…how would he have ever known Matthew was in there? She had likely asked him reasoning, even in her madness, that he would decline and thus Matthew’s presence would go unknown to him. But surely—
Hudson voiced it before Magnus could think it: “Something had to be wrong with the boy. I don’t know what…I can’t figure it…but for Matthew to have stayed here, with the life he had in New York…why?”
Magnus returned the jug to Maw Katty, who squinted up at the scorched sky through the branches of overhanging oaks. “Might as well ask the sun why it burns and the wind why it blows. Ask the snakes why they curl up on rocks and the ’gators why they sleep in the mud. Some things you’ll never know, and in the end they ain’t important. Things just be what they be.”
“No,” said Hudson.
“What?” she asked.
“If my friend’s still alive, I’m going to find him wherever he’s been taken. I’m going to find out exactly what happened here, who killed that girl and why. So, many thanks for your time, the information and the drink. We’ll be on our way now.”
“You find Quinn’s killer, you ought to turn him over to the law,” said another woman in the crowd, this one several decades younger than Maw Katty but no less bedraggled. “Only right that he hangs for murder.”
Hudson nodded at Magnus for them to start off again. Magnus wheeled his horse around and they retraced their path through the village back to the road. In another few minutes they were surrounded again by the steamy forest, the shrill calls of birds from the trees, the chitter and drone of an army of insects and the flying clouds of mosquitoes.
Magnus said, “I’m—”
“Don’t speak for a little while,” Hudson interrupted. “I’ve got to do some thinking.” He glanced over at the other man, who had lowered his head as if he’d been struck, and reconsidered his harshness. “We’re square,” Hudson said quietly. “How were you to know Matthew was still alive if that girl said she saw him go in the river? I mean…I might have questioned it, but why should you? I’m a professional in these things, so that’s my job. Anyway, I hardly ever believe anything I’m told until I see it with my own eyes. I still can hardly believe this, but…that part about the foreign Count…and Matthew leaving with him in a wagon…Christ, I don’t like that!”
Magnus was silent for awhile longer, and then he asked, “What are you gonna do next?”
“I’m presuming Charles Town has a printmaster?”
“Yep.”
“A dependable man who can work quickly?”
“Yep. I’ve used him to print some broadsheets.”
“That’s just what I need him to do for me. Print up broadsheets with Matthew’s name and description on them. Also mention of a reward for any information. I’ll post them around town and see if anybody bites.”
“I’ll help you post ’em,” said Magnus. “Seems like the least I can do.”
“Thank you.” Then Hudson was quiet again, because this business of Count Dahlgren was weighing heavily on him. But why…why…would Matthew have gone anywhere with the man? And the murdered girl…well, it was beyond him at the moment to figure out. Time would have to tell.
Immediately on their return to Charles Town, Hudson left Magnus and secured a room at the Brevard House on Broad Street, after which he marched in haste upon the printmaster’s shop and collared the man in the act of closing up for the evening. By strength of will and show of gold coin he was just able to get an order in for twenty broadsheets stating Matthew’s name, description, a reward of a guinea for any reliable information—to be ascertained by circumstances—and two guineas to actually lead directly to the young man’s whereabouts. He wished he’d brought more coin with him to sweeten the tea, but as he was far from being a rich man this was all he could afford, including the inn and the printmaster’s work. Finally upon the broadsheet would be Hudson’s name and locality at the Brevard House. When the printmaster vowed to have this work done within two days, all that was left for Hudson to do was to go find some dinner, have a drink or two, and perhaps enjoy the voice and music of a lass wandering with gittern in hand among the tavern tables. Anything to forget for a little while that, though he was overjoyed to find Matthew at least alive a couple of weeks ago, he was distraught to know the boy might be in the hands of the enemy.
In two days’ time, Hudson and Magnus nailed up the twenty broadsheets across the width of the town. After that, all the man from New York could do was to hunker down, wait, and hope.
On the afternoon of the second day after the sheets had gone up, Mrs. Brevard knocked at Hudson’s door to tell him he had a visitor, though she wrinkled her nose when she said it. In the parlor he entertained for a very few moments a garrulous drunkard who insisted that not only had he seen Sir Matthew Corbett that very morning, but Sir Matthew Corbett was his long-lost son who the Indians had taken along with his wife back in the summer of ’89. Yes, indeed…the young man was seen among the beggars at Smith’s Quay and did not know his own father, so tortured his mind had become. So…would the good gentleman consider giving over a guinea, or better still two of them, to help provide a way for a suffering father to give help to a Christian soul struck down by heathen evil?
“No,” said Hudson, “but I’ll give you some grudging admiration for pulling as many strings as you can. Now leave here and take your odor with you before I kick you out the door.”
To which, the drunkard sat very still for a moment and then, as tears began to slowly roll from his yellowed eyes down the scabby cheeks, he rose to his feet and with the dignity of a silent statesman departed the Brevard House.
This, Hudson thought, was not going to be easy.
The following day thunder spoke and a light rain fell from morning until dusk. Steam rose from the streets and the roofs, and ensconced in the Brevard House’s parlor Hudson entertained himself by playing games of draughts with a fellow traveller from Baltimore, a clothier who had come to Charles Town to buy the dyes—in particular the indigo—that were so famous among the colonies. No one came to offer any information. Hudson’s coins were burning a hole in his pocket and he became more agitated and irritable by the hour, but there was nothing to be done for it.
In the evening he dined with the Brevards on whitefish, boiled potatoes, corn cakes, leek soup and very remarkable mincemeat pie. Not long after dinner, Hudson was again summoned by the lady of the house to the parlor, for another visitor had come calling.
This gentleman was tall and lean, had a brown goatee and mustache trimmed with gray, a mane of flowing brown hair that began at a widow’s-peak, and wore stylish clothing and a wine-red cloak. He had a copy of the broadsheet in one hand and in the other carried a brown walking-stick with a large knotty grip. As Hudson entered the room the gentleman took his measure from head to toe and back again.
“Zounds!” he said, “you’re a big one!”
“You have information for me?” Hudson pressed.
“Uh…well…I was—”
“Do you have information, or do you not?” He reached into a pocket and showed the gentleman a gleaming guinea coin. The man’s eyes took on a fever. Hudson had noted that the man wore a ring on almost every finger, which he found a distasteful show of vanity.
The gentleman hesitated, but his gaze never left the gold. “I…suppose I do.”
“Let’s hear it.”
The story was: the young man described upon the broadsheet was sitting this moment in the Full Fathom Five tavern not two streets from this parlor. The young Corbett was commonly seen there, was always in his cups, but he answered to the name of Timothy.
“Take me there,” said Hudson.
“Well…I mean to say…and this may be indelicate…but I have been elected to come here from the regulars at the Full Fathom Five, and they would hold it grievously against me if I did not suggest they also might be paid.”
“I’m not paying anything until I see the boy.”
“Yes, of course, but I’m just suggesting you bring enough coin with you to reward myself and the six others.”
“I have enough.” Hudson touched another pocket where a small pouch of coins was secured. This would nearly clean him out, but if this really was Matthew it was a bargain and he would figure out how to pay the return packet boat fee later. He spent a moment to inform Mrs. Brevard where he was headed, if someone else came to ask for him, and then he said to the gentleman, “Let’s go.”
The streets were quiet, still wet with rain. Candlelight showed in many of the windows they passed. Somewhere a squeezebox was being played quite fervently and there came the sound of raucous male and female laughter, but the cloaked gentleman was leading Hudson away from the noise of festivities.
When the gentleman turned into the narrow mouth of an alley and said, “This way, sir, it’s quicker,” Hudson smelled the skunk and knew the game.
The two men who’d been hiding in the darkness of a shopfront rushed upon Hudson with their cudgels upraised. A third man, the fourth of the robbers’ gang, seemed to think better of tangling with someone Hudson’s size and he hung back, pretending to suddenly have a stone in his boot.
The cloaked gentleman lashed out with the knobby end of his stick, the action accompanied by the flash of a dirk drawn from its concealed sheath. Hudson parried the blow with his left arm, stepped into this rank amateur of a combatant before the dirk could be brought to bear, and hit him so hard his goatee and mustache nearly flew in separate directions from the body that collapsed bonelessly in a pudding of rainwater and horse figs. The second man got in a grazing blow to Hudson’s shoulder with his cudgel, but in the next instant his front teeth were gone and his nose was of a new geometric. The fourth man had already fled for the safety of his skin, regardless of how many stones agonized his foot.
The third would-be-robber feinted with the cudgel, but Hudson simply stood his ground.
“You look to be all of sixteen years old,” Hudson noted. “Is it necessary for me to severely hurt you?”
The answer was almost immediate. “No sir,” said the youth, and he was gone like a shot.
Hudson undid his breeches and peed upon both the unconscious cloaked gentleman and the groaning new-nosed fellow. Then he stood in the damp night air rubbing the pain out of his not-too-damaged shoulder. He felt both sad and yet strangely full of energy, and thus decided not to waste his jaunt. He turned around and headed toward the noise of squeezebox and laughter, determined to get a tankard of ale and perhaps a wink from a comely girl out of this sorry misadventure.
Sure enough, it was the Full Fathom Five from which the carousing issued. Hudson’s entry into the smoke-filled, noisy, dimly-candled, stained-walled and absolutely delightfully dirty establishment went entirely unnoticed by the clientele, who were.too busy jabbering or laughing or quaffing from their cups or thumping their tables in time to the three-hundred-pound red-haired woman who played the Devil’s own tune on that squeezebox. Hudson looked around at the happy flotsam and jetsam of Charles Town society and had to grin; this was more his liking, as it reminded him of New York.
He settled himself at a small table well amid the hurrahicano and ordered his ale from a serving-girl who looked as if she had winked at the patrons a few too many times, as her right eye was afflicted with a continual twitch. Still and all, she commanded a bright smile and clean blonde hair and in the low candlelight she was the Duchess of Desire, so well to the good and squeeze on, sister!
He had his tankard of ale, an apple-based concoction that might melt the hair off a man’s chest, and a second one to wash down the first. The serving-girl brought him a little plate of half-burnt sausages when he asked for something to chew on. The female squeezebox player finished a last tune and waddled around collecting coins, then she went on her way. Some of the other patrons left and the place quietened down. Hudson was loathe to return to the Brevard House, because there in his room with a single candle throwing more shadows than light he would begin to believe that Matthew might never be found, and that would be a hard reality to stomach. He was contemplating this grievance against Fate and Circumstance and watering his rising anger with the second apple ale when someone at his left side said, “Mr. Hudson Greathouse?”
He looked up into a man’s face that seemed more prune than flesh, so many were the wrinkles. The dusting of white face powder and cheek rouge the gent wore served only to make his appearance more garish, even frightful. The man was long and lean, was impossible to assign an age to because of the makeup but it was certain he was no young chicken. A leathered rooster he might be, Hudson mused…or, perhaps, a slippery snake. This unpretty picture of a nobleman wore a gray suit with a fancy and surely very expensive ruffled shirt, a pale blue waistcoat and a gray tricorn atop a powdered wig of a thousand curls, the wig being nearly high enough to tip the tricorn off its perch.
“You are Hudson Greathouse, aren’t you?” The man had a voice that contained a hint of blustering storms, yet tonight he was doing his best to play Zeus and control his own bolts of lightning.
“I am,” came the reply. “Who wants to know?”
“Oh dear, disagreeable so soon? Lady Brevard told me you were here and described you. She said that you seemed…how did she put it?…edgy.”
“I was born edgy. I’m working past irritated to livid. Who the hell are you?”
“Earl Thomas Kattenberg, at your service.” The man gave a slight nod that threatened to truly dislodge the tricorn. Hudson found himself tensed, ready to catch it. The prune- and powder-faced individual cast a gaze around the room through dark eyes buried in hoods of flesh, and then he focused his full attention upon Hudson again. He said, “Matthew knew me as Exodus Jerusalem, in the fledgling settlement of Fount Royal. God forgive their foolishness there.” He shrugged and his mouth drew as tight as a miser’s purse. “Another page is turned in the book of Life.”
Hudson had been reaching for his tankard but his hand had stopped with the speaking of the name. “You…know Matthew?”
“I do. I saw a broadsheet this afternoon. I thought it best to seek you out.”
“Well…my God, man! Sit down!”
“I shall, thank you.” Thomas Kattenberg, the earl of a province that would never be found on any map, seated himself in a rickety chair as if lowering his hind upon a golden throne. His smile in the candlelight was ghastly. “Let us tend to the financials before we travel this road any further. How much money have you brought?”
“I have…” Hudson recovered his wits in a flash. He snapped, “Now hold that horse a minute! Are you telling me you have information to sell?”
“Not just any information. The information. You’re wanting to know where Matthew is, correct? I can tell you that.”
Hudson now did reach for the tankard and took a long drink. His anger at Matthew’s disappearance and the indignity of being attacked by would-be Jonathan Dooms threatened to boil over and make quite a mess. He felt his face reddening. “Listen here!” he said, and he grasped hold of one of Earl Kattenberg’s lacy cuffs, “I suggest you tell me what you know and tell me now, or you might not—”
The earl laughed. It was even more ghastly than the smile.
“Dear Mr. Greathouse,” he said smoothly, with a little thunder behind it and the dark eyes catching a glint of crimson, “threats of violence and acts of violence do nothing but scramble the brain and impair the memory. You’re from New York, you’re supposed to be a sophisticate in such things. Alas,” he said as he gently worked Hudson’s fingers loose, “I rather think you’re more hayseed than whipweed. Now: my question stands, sir. How much money have you brought?” He waved away his own query. “Never mind. However much it is, I want it all.”
“Information first.”
“Absolutely not. Money first.”
“I have eight guineas.”
“Oh, please do better than that.”
“All right. Ten.”
“Keep climbing, the peak is in sight.”
“Were you Matthew’s friend or enemy?” Hudson asked, his eyes narrowed into slits.
“We understood each other,” said Earl Kattenberg, with a slight smile that moved across the wrinkled face like an oilslick of corruption. “As we do understand each other presently. Your next offer, please?”
Hudson had decided this man—rooster, snake, whatever he was—could read his mind. “Twelve guineas,” he said, and from his pocket he produced the leather pouch. He dangled this between his fingers before the earl’s so-called face. “That’s it. Everything I’ve brought. I give this to you and I don’t know how I’ll pay for these ales and sausages.”
“I’m sure,” said Kattenberg, as he daintily took the offering, “an intelligent sophisticate like yourself will think of something.” He opened the pouch to grin at the sight of gold. “I have to say, this is not as much as I’d hoped for, but—”
A hand closed on his chin, gripped hard, and then patted a rouged cheek with the most gentle of deadly threats.
“Where is Matthew Corbett?” Hudson asked, leaning forward like an approaching maelstrom.
“Where, indeed,” said the man who had been Exodus Jerusalem and in fact carried within himself several identities as suited the purpose of the moment. His tongue worked saliva into his lips. “I shall tell you what I saw at the harbor little more than a week ago, and let us hope—dear Jesus, let us hope—that by now young Master Corbett’s bones are not coral made, that he has not suffered a sea-change and that nymphs do not hourly ring his knell, as he lies sleeping in the deep, full fathom five.”



Three
 

 
A strengthening breeze. An ominous curtain of clouds from horizon to horizon. A rolling of the sea, a chop of whitecaps, a fluttering of sails and clatter of block-and-tackle as the wind became not friend to the ship but its adversary. Then as the darkness of ink-black clouds came sweeping across the gray expanse, the thunder blasted its mighty bass voice and forks of lightning stabbed the water, the dolphins abandoned their positions at the prow of the two-masted brigantine Wanderer, bound from Charles Town to the port of Plymouth, and dove away from the calamities of the world of men.
The Wanderer, being an old ship and beaten by not only other storms but by the neglect of its owners and succession of captains, was hardly seaworthy, yet now came her most perilous hour. From the blackness of clouds shot through with streaks of angry violet, a banshee of winds took the sea within their power and whipped it to a frenzy. One instant the Wanderer was climbing a green mountain, the next it was sliding over a liquid cliff that seemed bound to break the vessel in two, yet a turbulent white fist of water came up and in equal parts supported the ship and slammed the vengeance of Nature into the worm-eaten hull. As the prow descended at an angle that caused women to scream, children to wail and men to soil breeches already damp, the bowsprit knifed the sea and in its rage and indignation the sea exploded over the Wanderer, shuddering its timbers and making its masts shriek out like the high-pitched voices of humans who had unwittingly wandered into a fight for survival, and the realization that Hell was wet, salty, and unforgiving. Though the sails had been reefed, everything possible lashed down and the ship heaved-to before the awesome might of Neptune’s wrath, the Wanderer was ill-prepared for such a blast, and in truth the newest and strongest of any fleet would have been tossed like a trinket.







Then the real storm began.
“Where is the captain? In the name of God, where is the captain?” shouted a gaunt man in a sopping-wet black suit stained with yellow mildew, his eyes near bursting from his head. He held a dirty oil lamp that in the ship’s passageway illuminated one of the few crewmen who on the voyage so far seemed to give a damn about the welfare of the vessel and its fourteen passengers. Water sloshed calf-deep in miniature tidal waves, carrying with it debris that had broken loose from its moorings. “Mr. Roxley!” cried the lamp-bearer, as the ship rose up to what seemed a frightening height. The Right Reverend Enoch Fanning grabbed hold of a rope that had been tied along the passageway just for such purpose, and would have been dashed against the ceilingwork when the Wanderer came down again. As it was, his shoes slipped out from beneath him, he splashed down but was full-witted enough to save the lamp’s flame, and Roxley—who himself seemed already brain-damaged by a previous collision with a bulkhead—was swept away by the fresh torrent of green water that poured through an open hatch the storm had unhinged.
“Captain Peppertree! Captain Peppertree!” Fanning yelled at the top of his lungs, though his sermon-shout was no match for the whirlwinds. “Jesus Christ, someone take command of this ship!” he wailed. Near sobbing, he struggled up and fought his way aft through the vicious little waves, as small silver fish jumped in panic around him.
The ship’s manger had been broken open in this tumult, and as Fanning pushed on toward the captain’s quarters one of the three goats brought aboard blocked the passage, its body crashing back and forth with the Wanderer’s violent dance. A dead chicken feathered the sloppy murk. Fanning shouted again, “Captain Peppertree!” but his voice only reached Bessie’s ears. Then the ship rose…rose…rose…the timbers screaming, cracking, near bursting their joints…and very suddenly came down so hard Fanning’s arm was almost torn from its shoulder as he gripped the safety-rope. The goat hit a bulkhead with such force surely its back was broken. Fanning barely dodged being crushed as it tumbled past him along the passage, its hooves scrabbling for purchase. Another Atlantic wave rolled through the ship, and water rained in from the deck overhead.
Fanning kept going. The door to the captain’s quarters was open, the small nasty compartment aslosh with ocean, littered with wet papers and debris. No light shone there. The sea beat at the hull with both fists and a battering-ram the size of the tower of London. Fanning thrust his lamp into the dark. And there…there at his desk which certainly must be nailed to the floor as well as was the ragged leather chair he sat in…was Captain Gabriel Peppertree, who clenched a half-drained bottle of rum in one hand, his gray-bearded face fully drained of color, his reddened eyes lost, his expression blank, his shoulders hunched forward as if he were either sitting on the hole of his latrine or the edge of his grave.
“Captain!” the minister shouted, as he supported himself in the doorway. “This ship is breaking to pieces! Please take command and do something!”
Captain Peppertree stared at him, or at least in the minister’s direction. His eyelids were at half-mast. His mouth gave a twitch, and nothing more.
“I beg of you!” Fanning pleaded. “You have crew and passengers in your care! Please rouse yourself to the task!”
Captain Peppertree, whose name suggested perhaps it had been better he remain rooted to the earth his entire existence, regarded the bottle of rum, took a long drink from it and then started to stand, battling the roll of his vessel and the crash of the sea on all sides and above.
He hesitated in mid-rise.
Then he vomited a terrible outpouring upon his desk, slumped down and passed out with his face in yesterday’s porridge and today’s sugarcane swill.
Fanning let out a moaning cry, for with Roxley out of his senses and the captain gone from this world there was literally no one left to take charge. The rest of the crew had burrowed even deeper into the ship to hide than had the passengers. There was nothing to be done. The minister turned away from this sorry sight of tragedy toward another sorry sight: a drowned pig being washed along the passageway, drowned as they all must surely be when this Godforsaken and masterless ship was dashed apart…which, by the sound of the Devil’s waves and wind gnawing at the spars, was not to be long in coming. Fanning had no choice but to splash and careen his way forward again, and to the hold where his fellow passengers were huddled, soaked and trembling, awaiting word from the decrepit captain that there was hope yet to be found and a plan to keep this ship from capsizing.
The ocean-drenched space was nearly beneath the Wanderer’s figurehead, a carved female who might have once appeared serene as the moon, yet whose face had been wiped clean by the violence of past storms. The thirteen other passengers were gathered together and held onto ropes to keep from being tossed like bowling pins. Hezekiah Montgomery, a businessman from Liverpool, held an oil lamp and so did the blacksmith Curt Randolph, who had the misfortune of sharing his approaching death with his wife and two daughters, one hardly out of her swaddling. There was the farmer Noble Jahns, along with his wife, his young son, his mother and his one-legged father. There was the Charles Town lawyer Grantham Briarfield, a shrill-voiced dandy who was in a hurry to reach London for a business deal that meant he could not wait for a better ship to book passage upon, and…
…there was the Prussian Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren, and his black-haired, black-bearded, taciturn and decidedly strange young servant who he called Matthew.
“It’s all up!” cried the minister to this assembly of despair. “Roxley is out of his head and the captain is useless!”
To which, as if in taunting reply, the ocean lifted the ship once more and plunged it down again. The sea burst through a thousand cracks and swamped the space before it ran off through a thousand more cracks into the hull below, and the shoals of human beings were nearly ripped from their ropes.
“Let us pray!” said Randolph’s wife, a sturdy woman who cradled her infant child with her free arm while her husband’s thick forearm gave a purchase for the elder daughter to hold onto. “Please, reverend! Lead us in prayer, that at least our souls and those of our children be saved!”
“Yes, yes!” Fanning agreed, though that last violent rise, plummet and cannonblast of sea against the prow had nearly unhinged his own senses. “God will have mercy on our souls if we pray!”
“Ha!
Vat a load of shit!”
The half-choked, half-growled response had come from the Prussian, who stood at the far edge of the light with his servant behind him, both of them clinging to ropes, the servant with both arms and the Count with the one that did not have a severely crooked wrist. Dahlgren’s dirty blonde hair was plastered to his skull, seaweed caught in his beard, his green eyes sunken and his gray teeth bared in the wolfish face. “Ve are dead! And your God is haffing a good laugh!” he said. “Listen to him roar!”
“Please,” the woman repeated to the minister. “For all of us who believe.”
“Yes…of course. Let us bow our heads.”
Everyone who could understand did, except the Count and his servant. And then, just before Fanning began, the servant also bowed his head. Water ran from his hair, over the crescent scar on his forehead, and dripped from the sharp tip of his nose.
“Dear God,” the minister started. The sea and wind gave no mercy in the volume of their attack, thus Fanning had to speak as loudly as he could. “Dear God,” he repeated, for quite suddenly and after fourscore and ten of sermons he did not know what to say, at this moment of moments. He floundered, searching, and then it came upon him as if it had been quilled upon his heart.
“We praise Thee,” he said, “even in this hour of our trial. We praise our Heavenly Father, and lift our eyes and trust, for we know we live in the great house of the Lord, and though the seas may crash asunder and the wind tear apart what Man has created, the Word and Deed of the Lord Almighty goes on and on, and…”
The sea and wind did not like this and they let the Wanderer and her passengers know it, but the minister went on after the Atlantic had rolled over their backs again.
“…and we love the Word and Deed, for that is our bond for everlasting life, and in this…this great house that the Lord has created…we know there will be storms aplenty, and suffering too, and trials and tribulations to be conquered for that is the way of things, and we cannot ask why, we can only try our best to walk in God’s light and do…what is right, for our loved ones and the community of Man.”
“Vashing of the hogs!” Dahlgren sneered, but no one looked up from the prayer.
“So…we pray to Thee now…do what Thy will. We beg Thee to be merciful and to prepare a place in Paradise for all…especially these children…these young innocents…these lambs in dire need of a shepherd. If Thy will is so…take us all into Thy hands and deliver us to the realm of Heaven, where we might find peace…believers and unbelievers alike. It is this I sincerely ask, as Thy friend and child upon this earth…as Thy servant and exhalter. By Thy grace, Amen.”
“Amen,” said some of the others.
Dahlgren laughed harshly.
His servant spoke.
“Great house,” he said.
He spoke the two words like a man who’d been struck, had been dazed and lost, himself wandering a dark wilderness, and who had just seen a glimmer of light through the tangled trees.
Matthew Corbett pressed his free hand against his forehead, for it seemed his brain was bruised. The ship went up, slammed down, the timbers shrieked, the water swept through, but suddenly the young man was an immovable object, and though at the end of his rope he held firm, and indeed something within himself began to climb back.
He had wondered so many things since starting this voyage with the monster who had murdered his wife, Quinn…or, who said she was his wife. And this man, this Prussian count who had slashed Quinn’s throat right in front of him, said he was not Daniel Tate but was instead someone named Corbett, and that he did not belong in Rotbottom, but that a man Dahlgren called Professor Fell in England would receive him with open arms and explain everything to his satisfaction. But why did Quinn have to die, and if he wasn’t her husband Daniel then how had he gotten to Rotbottom? It was all mixed up, it was pain upon pain and a center of blankness. Why did he have such strange thoughts that streaked through his mind like comets, leaving blazing images that just as quickly faded away?
Who was the woman who appeared to be in a filthy gaol cell, and dropping her hooded cloak she stood naked to the world and defiantly said, Here is the witch…?
Who was a girl named Berry, for that name kept coming to him, and brief glimpses of her face as if seen only through frosted glass? And there was something about birds…hawks, maybe they were, and it was a fearful thing but he could make no sense of it.
Who was the man with him in the cold water at the bottom of a well, and the second man with a patchwork beard standing looking down, and his laugh like a slow funeral bell?
A girl that he somehow knew was of the Iroquois tribe sitting nude upon a rock at sea…two orange-haired brothers, devils both, but their names were gone…a massive explosion, and a burning wagon falling from the sky…a deadly swamp, and what appeared to be skeleton-men playing sport with human heads…
What did all that mean?
And one of the strangest things was that he knew a great deal about a sailing ship. He knew the difference between a cat’s-head and a topgallant, a holystone and a gaff-rig; he knew the system of bells that kept time for the watch, though Peppertree failed to follow them with the same military precision as had Captain Falco. Of this he was somehow certain…but who was Captain Falco? A name that had come to him one day out of the mists, as had the girl’s name Berry? He never recalled being at sea before, so…another mystery, among a multitude of them.
But the time for answering those questions was not of the moment; the problem to be solved, and quickly, was how to save this ship and all aboard.
The great house of the Lord, he thought.
The great house.
The greathouse.
Greathouse.
Why did those two words, put together, make him think that he was able to get out of this hold, face that storm and try to save himself and these people? Not only that…but he thought that even with the odds against him, he had a good chance of doing so.
Think! he told himself, as the ship pitched and fell, rolled and groaned and the water streamed over him and the others. Those two words…no, no…not just any two words…oh, his brain was hurting…not just two words…no…a name.
“If this ship is to be saved,” he suddenly spoke up, already beating by three words the longest sentence he’d uttered to anyone on this voyage, “we’re going to have to do it.”
“Us?” said Noble Jahns’ one-legged father. “I don’t know a damn thing ’bout seacraft!”
“None of us do!” Briarfield’s shrill voice was made even sharper and more shrill by his terror. “We’re all landlubbers!”
“We’ve got to get up to the deck!” Matthew said. “Tie down every heavy rope we can find and throw them over! Let them trail in the water!”
“For what purpose?” the blacksmith asked.
“Slowing the ship down. The ropes will help that, and give us stability. If we can get the port and starboard anchors dropped, so much the—” He was interrupted by another slam and crash of prow against waves and whoosh of the sea rushing through the compartment. “Better,” he finished when he could breathe again.
“No one’s going up there!” said Briarfield, whose sharp-chinned face had taken on the color and sheen of spoiled cheese. “And you…you’re nothing but a servant! You don’t know anything about ships! Jesus Christ, what you’re suggesting may well sink us!”
“I know this tub can’t take much more! We can’t just stay here and wait for it to break up!” When no one responded, Matthew said, “I’ll do it myself, then!”
“Ohhhhhh, no!” It was the harsh voice of Count Dahlgren. “You are not going anyvhere! You are too waluable to me, to be lost in such a folly!”
Matthew despised the man. Not only was Dahlgren a murderer, he was filthy in his habits and expected his “servant” to wait upon him as if he had been elevated to the status of emperor. He had sworn to someday kill Dahlgren for Quinn’s murder, but he had to stay his hand to find out who the enigmatic Professor Fell was, and what this person knew about his history.
In the meantime he had no intention of waiting here like a trapped bilge rat. The ship heeled violently and the women and children screamed but not as wildly as Grantham Briarfield. There was a sick instant when Matthew was certain the masts must be touching wavetops, and then with the noise of bursting timbers the Wanderer fought back. After the next wave smashed through, Matthew took the lamp from Hezekiah Montgomery. “I’m going,” he said, but before he made two unsteady steps on this nautical nightmare Count Dahlgren was upon him.
“I said, nein!” Dahlgren hooked his good arm around his servant’s throat. “You are svept off, and vhere does this leave me?”
“Let him go.”
“Vhat?”
“Let him go,” Randolph repeated. “If he’s got guts enough to go out on this deck…by God, I do too. That trick with the ropes…it might steady us!”
“He is my property! I say vhat he does and does not do!”
“I’ll go,” said Montgomery. “If I’m going to drown, it won’t be inside a ship!”
“I’ll go,” the one-legged old man said with a fierce intensity, but Noble Jahns shook his head. “I’m with ye,” the farmer said to Randolph. “Pa, you’re stickin’ here to look out for the fam’ly. No arguments, now!”
“Yes,” said Fanning, who gave his lamp to Jahns’ father. “Take my light.”
“Either let him go or come with us,” Randolph said to Dahlgren. “We’ll need all the hands we can get!” He didn’t look at Briarfield, who had moved as far away from the light as he could.
“I say again…nein! I vill not haff—oh, Jesu!”
The next blood-curdling pitch and fall of the Wanderer had loosened Dahlgren’s grip on Matthew, and the blast of water from the deck was strong enough to part master from servant.
“Let’s get to it!” Randolph said to Matthew when he could speak again. He led the way out of the hold and into the flooded passageway with Matthew right behind him, followed by Jahns, Fanning and Montgomery.
Amid floating dead chickens and a pig swimming for its life, water-soaked boards that served as risers led up to a hatch set flush with the deck. The hatch had been hastily secured with a leather cord, but the sea was pouring in through every possible crack; it occurred to Matthew that neither Captain Peppertree nor his crew had ever heard of pitch or tar. A knife drawn from a sheath at Randolph’s belt made quick work of the leather, and pushing the hatch upward and open the blacksmith was the first to step out into the whirlwinds. He was nearly blown out of his boots, and whether it was rain or seaspray that was crossing the deck in torrents made no matter; it was going to take strength, fortitude and just plain luck to even crawl on this pitching bitch without being thrown into the Atlantic.
When Matthew emerged he too was hit by the wind and water and he skidded several yards before he could grab hold of a rope. The deck was a tangle of lines, collapsed shrouds, and debris that had been torn loose. The lid of a toolbox had been battered open and its contents expelled. Several mallets, a couple of handsaws, some hatchets and a full-sized axe were underfoot for the taking, if such might be useful for the task. What caught Matthew’s attention and held it, though, was the vista of mountainous black waves around them, under a dark violet sky through which it seemed a half-dozen whips of lightning flared at any given second. One instant the ship was rising with frightening speed toward the summits and the next it turned bowsprit down and slid into the canyons between them, with a thunder of water crashing over the prow, a shuddering and eerie groaning of distressed hull and masts, and a smash of water over the small figures that gripped onto any handhold to keep the deck beneath them.
Matthew’s nerve faltered. He was on his knees, gripping desperately to a line. A wall of seafoam that felt as hard as church bricks struck him in the face and pounded his skull. The world was a black-and-purple tumult and a shriek of storm and vessel. I can’t do this! he thought, as the terror flailed within him. No…no…I can’t!
But then, in his mind, that name again: Greathouse. Yes, he was sure it was a name. Whoever it belonged to was strong, he thought. Whoever it belonged to…a man…yes…a man who would get up off his knees and do what he had to do, no matter if it cost him his life. And whoever it was, he would expect the same. It was not that Greathouse was without fear; it was that fear did not rule him, and however he went down he would go down fighting. Of this, Matthew was very sure.
He was not Greathouse, but whoever Matthew was—husband to Quinn, servant to Dahlgren, lost soul bound for either death at sea or an audience with Professor Fell in England—he had to stand up now, put on his big-boy boots and do what had to be done.
He was aware of the blurred figures of Randolph, Fanning and Jahns making their way aft, staggering hither and yon. Montgomery’s head appeared in the hatch but his nerve must’ve collapsed because after only a few seconds he retreated, and he closed the hatch to seal his shame in with him.
Matthew got up. The wind pushed and pulled him at the same time. It caught him at the knees and hit him in the chest. He clung to whatever woodwork or lines he could find as he struggled aft, one moment climbing a mountain, the next trying to keep from sliding over a cliff. When he reached the others he found that Randolph had broken open one of the rope lockers and he and Jahns were pulling out the thicker mooring lines. Other ropes of various thicknesses lay about in tangles. Fanning was at work tying one of these to a cleat, his back braced against the storm. Matthew reached him between waves and helped him toss all sixty feet of the rope over the side, so the first line was in the water. Randolph and Jahns got one of the hawsers tied up, and there was an anxious moment when a wave swept in with tremendous force from starboard and nearly carried both men over the side but for the blacksmith’s strength in holding them. The hawser went over the stern, and the two men started tying up a second heavy rope while Matthew and Fanning concentrated on securing and throwing over as many smaller ropes as they could gather.
“You are coming vith me!”
A hand with a crooked wrist grabbed the collar of Matthew’s shirt. Water streamed from Dahlgren’s hair over the vulpine angles of his face. “Come now!” he shouted, and pulled his servant away from the rope he’d been working on with Fanning.
“Leave me alone!” Matthew shouted back. “We’ve got to finish this!”
“You are finished!” said Dahlgren. He then lifted the club-like wooden belaying-pin he’d picked up from the deck and struck Matthew a hard blow across the left side of his skull, very near the temple.
Matthew collapsed, his head full of fire. Darkness overwhelmed him.
“Are you insane?” Fanning yelled. “He’s trying to save this—”
“Shut your mouth, you pious pigfucker!” Dahlgren hooked his bad arm around Matthew’s chest and began dragging him toward the open hatch. Before he reached it, a sizzling bright bolt of lightning that forked into six spears before it plunged into the sea showed him the gargantuan wave that was bearing down on the unlucky Wanderer. It was a black monster, a leviathan of waves, topped with a white crest of boiling foam and shot through with streaks of iridescent green, deep blue and slate gray. Dahlgren realized he would not reach the hatch. He dropped Matthew and scrambled to find a handhold on something solid, at the same time as Fanning saw the wave and shouted for the others to brace themselves.
It lifted the ship on high, balanced it there for a heart-stopping few seconds…and then dashed the vessel down, down and down into a seething valley. The sea crashed over the prow with demonic force, splintering the bowsprit and tearing most of the figurehead away. The upper third of the mainmast snapped and fell overboard. The water picked up the body of the unconscious young man and tossed him like a boneless poppet, and being unconscious most likely saved his neck; in the next instant he was thrown back to the deck and pushed along by the rush of the sea until his left shoulder and the left side of his head struck the rough surface of the starboard bulwark, hitting very near to where the Count’s belaying-pin had fallen.
Almost half-drowned, Dahlgren crawled over the debris toward Matthew, who lay like one dead. “Get up!” Dahlgren commanded, for he could see that at least his prize was still breathing. He staggered to his own feet and pulled at one of Matthew’s arms. “Get up, damn you!” There was no reaction. Dahlgren looked over his shoulder, terrified lest another beast of a wave smash him down. He heard Matthew begin coughing; he saw the young man shudder and convulse and with an effort get up on hands and knees, and then Matthew began to retch out what seemed a bucket of seawater.
“Up!” Dahlgren said, and again there was no reaction but coughing and retching. He reached down to get his arm around Matthew, haul him up and drag him to the hatch. And then Matthew’s head turned and the eyes opened, and blood had burst from the nostrils and the eyes too were reddened while his face had gone ghost-white and the lips gray.
“You,” he said, more of a croak than speech. One hand came up to touch his left temple, and try to soothe the pulsing pain there. And quite suddenly, as if a veil had been torn away or a fog lifted, he remembered everything…not only what had happened since the murderer Griffin Royce had slammed him in the head with an oar…but everything of the past and present…Hudson Greathouse…Berry Grigsby…Captain Falco of the ship Nightflyer that had delivered himself and Berry from Professor Fell’s Pendulum Island…Minx Cutter…Madam Herrald…the agency…everything. And though his head was killing him and his vision seemed to fade in and out, he knew exactly who this mongrel was beside him, exactly where he was and why. “You’re not…” He tried it again, because his tongue was a heavy weight. “You’re not…taking me to Professor Fell, you foul piece of shit.”



Four
 

 
At this center of the storm, another maelstrom threatened.
“I remember,” Matthew gasped, still woozy from two blows to the head. The next thing he said he was able to shout over the roar of the wind. “I know who I am!” Perhaps the most important five words he’d ever shouted in his life. He hauled himself up by clinging onto a hanging mass of shrouds and looked defiantly into Dahlgren’s face. “I said I’d kill you! So…when we get to England…the first thing I’m going to do is make sure you’re arrested and hanged for the murder of Quinn Tate!”
Dahlgren also reached for support into the hanging lines, as the ship shuddered beneath their feet and rain thrashed their faces. “Ist das so?” The realization of Matthew’s condition sank in. “A regretful situation,” he said, and he glanced quickly aft where the others were still occupied throwing out the ropes. The Wanderer was yet bucking up and down at the whim of the sea, but it had steadied somewhat and was not heeling so dangerously to port or starboard. Dahlgren gave a thin, tight smile but his eyes were dead. “I no longer haff use for you, do I?”
“Smile all you please! I’ll have you locked in the brig as soon as—”
An arm went around Matthew’s throat with choking force. The Prussian braced himself to bodily throw the young problem-solver from New York over the side.
The Wanderer had been lifted up on a wave and now it sank rapidly into a green trough. The water that crashed over the damaged prow and flooded across the deck was not what saved Matthew’s skin; it was the dozens of silver flying fish that exploded out of that wave, and struck at both the struggling men in a flurry of vibrating fins and tails.
In that miniature silver hurricane, Matthew fought free. He slipped on flopping fish and went down on the deck, and Dahlgren turned toward him with rage contorting his face and a flying fish caught for an instant in the tangle of his beard. Then Dahlgren saw something that suited his purpose, and he plucked up the axe that had been broken out of the toolbox.
“You die,” said the Prussian, the wind whipping the words away so that Matthew only heard the passing intent of the growl behind them, but he could read Dahlgren’s lips well enough to know that the axe was not going to be used to part only his hair.
Dahlgren’s boots crushed fish as he advanced. He lifted the axe with a two-handed grip and brought it down with ferocious strength.
Matthew was already picking up a splintered spar that lay beside him in the debris as the axe rose. When it fell the spar was held horizontally before Matthew’s face and so caught the blade yet very nearly was chopped in two. The spar served an additional purpose of trapping the axeblade, and as Dahlgren struggled to pull it free and Matthew fought to keep hold of the piece of wood, Matthew kicked the Prussian as hard as he could in the right knee. Dahlgren let out a cry of pain that shamed the storm’s howl, but he held onto the axe and as he staggered back he tore the weapon loose from the wooden spar.
Matthew got up from the deck, slipped again on flopping fish and slanting deck but he kept his balance. Dahlgren came limping at him with the axe raised for another killing blow. Matthew stopped the blade with his spar. This time the length of wood cracked in two and he was left with a shorter length in each fist. Dahlgren’s axe was rising again and so was the Wanderer, to a fearsome height. Lightning shot across the sky, a half-dozen white crackling whips snapping from black clouds to black sea. Matthew gritted his teeth and stepped toward Dahlgren while the axe was still going up, and he struck the Prussian on both sides of the jaw, right and left with his fists gripped around the pieces of wood. Dahlgren’s head snapped back but still he kept control of the axe, and then the Wanderer crashed down and the sea burst over the wrecked prow. The wave hit both men with equal force and swept them off their feet and tumbling toward the stern.
Matthew collided with Enoch Fanning and nearly sent them both over the side. Randolph’s strength was a blessing for himself and Noble Jahns, for as they’d been throwing out the hawsers he had twice saved them both from going over. As Matthew came up spitting water, he saw that Dahlgren was also rising from the foam, and damned if by the dint of at least one powerful grip he still had the axe.
Matthew had lost the two lengths of spar, and now here came the Prussian limping toward him as the remainder of the wave rushed away. Fanning was dumbstruck when Dahlgren swung the axe at Matthew, the young man dodged aside, and the axeblade sank into the transom. Matthew struck Dahlgren in the face again with a blow that, if it nearly broke his knuckles, certainly broke Dahlgren’s nose for the blood spurted from both nostrils.
The Prussian pulled at the axe but this time Matthew was not going to let him free it. He hit him again, squarely on the crushed nose, and with a bellow of pain Count Dahlgren let go of the axe’s handle and flung himself upon Matthew in a clawing fury.
“Stop that!” Fanning shouted. “Have you two gone mad?”
Matthew and Dahlgren fought toward the stern, as the blacksmith and the farmer ceased their work to watch in incredulous amazement at what was certainly a death-battle. Dahlgren clawed at Matthew’s eyes and then got both hands around the young man’s throat. Matthew pounded at the bloody face, but the Count was oblivious to everything except killing his enemy. They careened wildly across the deck. Randolph stepped in to pull them apart but suddenly the ship was rising again…climbing at a frightening speed to another terrible height. Dahlgren squeezed Matthew’s throat with as much force as both hands could supply and the blood pounded in Matthew’s head and dark spots swirled before his eyes.
The Wanderer fell toward another deep valley, walls of rolling ocean rising up on both sides. The hull’s timbers let out a shudder and moan as the ship hit the bottom of the trough, and just as Randolph grabbed hold of Matthew’s shirt and chopped Dahlgren’s hands away from the young man’s throat the next bow wave came at them all with a vengeance.
In that blast of sea Matthew thought he must’ve gone over the stern, for he seemed to be completely underwater and his shoes could not find the deck. Randolph must’ve fallen with him, for he could still feel the man’s knotty hand holding cloth that at any second must rip away. Then his shoes touched timbers, his body hit what must’ve been the stern transom and knocked the fool out of him, the breath he’d been able to grab exploded from his lungs, he was about to draw in a draught of the sea, and then his face was out of the water and he pulled in air and collapsed against the transom like sack of soggy clothes.
“You all right?” The question was not directed from Randolph to himself, but to Jahns, who answered shakily that, God be praised, he was still aboard and still in one piece.
Fanning sputtered and retched, having been knocked to his knees and also thrown hard into the stern. Randolph held onto Matthew’s shirt while the young man breathed like a bellows and came to his senses.
He realized in the next few seconds, as they all did, that the Prussian swordsman was no longer among them.
“The Count went over!” Jahns shouted. “I see him! He’s grabbed hold of a rope!”
Over the roar of wind and the pounding of rain, Matthew thought he heard Dahlgren’s ragged cry for help but that could have been a trick of the storm. He looked over the stern and saw in that madhouse of crashing waves and flying foam a blonde-haired head maybe forty yards out, and it was apparent Dahlgren had indeed seized one of the lines and was holding on for all his life was worth.
“Jahns! Fanning! Help me pull him in!” Randolph shouted, and having ascertained which rope the Prussian had grabbed he went to that line and began to haul the man home. Jahns gave his strength to the task, and so did the minister. 
Matthew Corbett, however, did not join in the attempt at life-saving. He was recalling the moment when Dahlgren’s blade slashed across the throat of a poor addled girl who already had been dealt a miserable hand in this lunatic game of living. He recalled her expression of shock as she fell, and his own helplessness to do anything but watch as her life streamed away across the floor. Oh, there had been so much blood…so much pain in that room…the cabin that Quinn had thought would be the loving home for herself and Daniel.
It was not right, Matthew thought. It was not fair.
He stood alone, and hardly moved when the next wave came in and washed around his legs and spray hit him across the back like buckshot.
The three men were doing an admirable job of hauling Count Dahlgren to safety. They would soon have him up on the deck. The rope was taut between the three Samaritans and the Son of Satan.
Well, Matthew thought.
In a daze he found himself putting a foot against the transom, pulling hard, and freeing the axe. He waited for the ship to rise and fall again, and the angry water to flow over his back. Then, aware of this cold-blooded instinct that had taken hold of him yet realizing also that once aboard this ship Dahlgren’s main purpose would be to kill him before they reached England, Matthew strode through the swirl of sea on the deck toward the three men at the stern.
His face was a mask, showing no emotion. It was all locked within, and perhaps that was a freedom of the mask…the ability to show the world a false face, while holding all the torment deep inside, to show the world in essence a false person, a construct of circumstance.
Who among this ship’s company would believe him when he demanded that Dahlgren be put in the brig and kept there until they reached port? The drunken captain? These well-meaning but unknowing men? Hell, was there even a brig aboard this crippled tub?
No, the decision must be made now.
He reached the stern. The rope was taut. Dahlgren was near being hauled up.
Matthew lifted the axe and with as much strength as his cold rage could produce he brought it down where the rope scrubbed over the stern transom.
The blow did not completely sever the rope, as it was a hawser as thick as the wrist of Magnus Muldoon. But it did serve to loosen the three men’s grips upon it, as they all looked with astonishment at Matthew, and as Matthew raised the axe again Fanning fell back with an arm up as if he feared being struck by the mad young man and both Jahns and Randolph could only gape at him.
The second blow…and the rope was almost severed, but not quite.
“Please! Pull me up!” Dahlgren was right at the stern. His mouth sounded already full of water. A little more, and that accursed Prussian voice would be a gurgle.
“What are you doing?” the blacksmith shouted. Jahns had backed away from the task, and now only Randolph held the rope, which itself was held together by a fraying horse’s-tail of strands.
“I am doing justice,” the young man replied, very calmly, and with a very calm expression he slammed the axeblade down a third time, the blade sank into the wood and completely cut the line, and Randolph staggered back because what he was holding was tethered only to the air.
There was a high, sharp scream when someone’s so-called master realized the falling rope meant he would not be putting his boots on the Wanderer’s deck after all. Matthew wondered if the man would have the presence of mind to swim for another rope, but it had been sheer luck he’d been able to grab one in the first place. Matthew let go of the axe, which remained embedded where it had struck. He stood at the stern as the ship rose away from Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren on the shoulders of the Atlantic as if a giant had awakened from the deep. There was a last glimpse of a blonde-haired head, or perhaps a mass of floating kelp torn from its muddy moorings fathoms below, and then the vessel slid downward, the hull and forecastle took a thunderous blow, the water surged around them but now with noticeably diminishing force, and the black waves tossed and foamed.
Matthew realized, dumbly, that his nose was bleeding. He could taste the blood that had gotten into his mouth. He put his hand to his nostrils and then looked at the blood as rain washed it out of his palm.
“We’ve done it!” someone shouted behind him.
All turned toward the voice, and there stood Hezekiah Montgomery in all the glory of a half-drowned rat. But behind him, at the tortured prow, were other figures only half-seen through the gloom though two of them had oil lamps…four figures, moving about as if they somewhat knew what they were doing.
“I went below!” Montgomery said breathlessly, for it appeared he’d taken a worse beating forward than had the men at the stern. “Told the crew what we were trying! Got four of them with balls enough to help!”
“What did they do?” Jahns asked.
“Dropped the anchors! Put a drag on this ship, they figured it would keep us from heeling over!”
“Exactly,” said Matthew; it was a dazed mutter, and he wasn’t sure anyone had heard. Did it matter? No.
“What’s happened here?” Montgomery asked. He saw the cleaved end of the hawser Randolph was still holding and took it from the expressions, the postures and the fact that an axeblade was embedded in the transom top that something amiss had occurred. “The count! Where’s Dahlgren?”
“Over the stern. Drowned by now, most likely,” said the blacksmith. “His servant has murdered him.”
“What?”
“I saw it all!” Fanning said. “They began fighting like two animals. Dahlgren had the axe…maybe he’d taken it from his servant, I don’t know. It looked like he was trying his best to kill the boy, but…I don’t know what happened to start it! Then…well…the man went over, and that one—” and here a finger pointed at Matthew Corbett “—cut his lifeline and committed cold-blooded murder! It can’t be called self-defense in any court in England!”
“My God!” Montgomery said. “A servant killed his master? Lord, boy, why did you do such a crime?”
Matthew had no answer. At least none that these men could understand at the moment.
His head still hurt, his ears rang, and he was very weary. But they were waiting for a reply, so he said, “I thought this voyage needed a bit more excitement.”
The blacksmith dropped the useless rope. “We’ll see how excited you become when you spend the next two months in chains! You can’t be trusted to be around the others! Here, let’s get him below! Will you walk or shall you be carried?”
“I shall walk, thank you,” Matthew said, and so he did.
 

 
On a bright September afternoon in New York, as birds sang in the trees, cattle grazed on the hillside pastures, boats sailed up and down the rivers, wagons trundled along the town’s streets and all seemed right with the world, Berry Grigsby waited with dread to deliver a message.
She had arrived at Robert Deverick’s Crown Street Coffee Shoppe at the appointed hour, taken a table and ordered a small light brew with cream. It was served to her not by Robert himself, who was making so much money off this endeavor that he could afford to hire help and was looking at another location in Philadelphia, but by one of the many ebullient and ambitious youths who, it seemed, were flooding into the town these days, with or without their elders. In this case it was a cheerful girl of about seventeen, with tresses of chestnut-brown hair and sparkling light blue eyes, and looking into that peach-fresh face Berry wanted to say, Enjoy all life has to offer, but for the sake of peace guard your heart.
But she did not, for such advice from an older personage as herself would be cast aside as surely as leaves were now beginning to be blown from the trees. It was not such a long way from seventeen to twenty but it could be a world of distance. So Berry smiled at the girl’s smile, commented favorably on the bright yellow ribbons in the maiden’s hair, and settled down to wait for Ashton McCaggers to arrive.
Dear, sweet Ashton. He was a little peculiar, of course…living up there in the attic of City Hall with his collection of skeletons and macabre geegaws, but…well, as coroner he took his responsibility very seriously, and Berry appreciated someone who dared to be different. He was a kind young man also, he was handsome in a studious fashion, was highly intelligent and could be funny when the mood struck him to be jocular, which was at every blue moon. Also, he seemed a bit lonely now that his dependable and silent assistant Zed was gone. But…here was where the soap should rinsed from the linen…
Were these attributes enough to accept his hand in marriage?
Berry sipped at her coffee. She listened to the noise of horse hooves on the cobbles and the sounds of city life that drifted into the shop. She came into this place a few occasions a week, after her duties teaching at the schoolhouse were done, and she knew that this time of day there were only a few other patrons here, if any. Today, Effrem Owles and his bride-to-be, Opal, had been here when she arrived; they had passed a few pleasantries but no one had mentioned the topic of the day. Then Effrem and Opal had left, arm in arm, and in her heart Berry wished them good fortune and long lives together.
What she would say to any young girl asking her advice in such matters of the heart was: never, ever fall in love with someone who cannot—or will not—love you in return. That road led not to the mountain of happiness, but to the valley of regret.
Today she wore a dove gray gown decorated with pale green ribbons, gloves of the same green hue, and a cocked gray hat with a small brown feather in its band. It was her idea of mourning apparel.
Ashton arrived, prompt as usual. He was a slim young man of twenty-seven, had light brown hair and darker brown eyes, wore spectacles of thin wire and his favorite brown suit, of which he had four exactly the same. Since he’d been seeing Berry throughout this past year and had come out more into the world from his aerie, this rather eccentric bird had improved his grooming habits, always meeting her with perfectly combed hair, spotless clothing and a fresh, clean shave. Berry reasoned he bathed before their appointments, for the odors of death did tend to cling to a coroner. Still, she sometimes caught beneath his fragrance of patchouli soap a whiff of graveyard matters. He was very proficient at his job and enjoyed being of service to the town in such a position, so how could one fault a hard-working young man who was on call all hours of the day and night to, as it were, tidy up. Berry had never had the misfortune to see this, but she recalled Matthew telling her that, for all his interest in skeletons, Ashton could not stand the sight or smell of blood and organs and thus had to keep a bucket nearby in which to release his objections. Matthew had said he’d witnessed Zed hold the bucket and minister to Ashton during this process, and Berry presumed one of the new young arrivals to town had found himself quite a job, though she and Ashton never spoke of this.
Matthew.
That name, the image of his face and the sound of his voice were always so close. It frightened her sometimes, how close they were. Close also, and still very painful, were the last words they’d spoken to each other, on the Broad Way back in April. I thought we were friends, she’d said. I thought…we were something, I don’t know what.
His reply: I don’t know what either.
I can’t…I don’t understand…why…
Oh, he’d said, stop your prattling.
I came to help you, if you needed me. That’s all I ever wanted, Matthew! To help you! Can’t you see that?
That’s the point I’m trying to make, he had gone on, and then delivered a knife thrust to her heart that the world’s worst killer could not have bettered. I was wrong to have confided in
you on the ship that night. It was weak, and I regret it. Because the fact is, I have never needed
you, I didn’t yesterday, I don’t today and I will not tomorrow.
Fine, Berry had replied. And the realization of what Matthew had just said fully hit her and nearly crushed her down, and to hang onto the wildly spinning world she had lifted her chin in defiance to fate and circumstance and repeated Fine as if that word had any true meaning. She had said Good day to you, then. And it was in turning away from him and trying to walk home along the Broad Way that she almost lost her balance and fell, and within six strides the helplessness and anger at Matthew’s dumb stupidity and the way he was throwing away both their friendship and whatever else they might have had made the tears burst from her eyes. She had turned again, to face him one last time, and say We are done.
After that she had not spoken to him or seen him, and though she wished he would come ask—beg—her forgiveness and try to make everything right between them again, which she would have done after the proper length of time for him to lie in his dog kennel, he never did even try. Therefore she tightened her composure further, and went out of her way to avoid his comings and goings to the little converted dairyhouse behind the Grigsby home.
Good riddance to him, she had thought many times as she brushed her hair before the mirror in preparation to move on with her interests. Good riddance to him, by Mother Mary’s grace.
But now…now that not only she but the whole of New York was rid of him…the grace of Mother Mary did not seem so kind.
Ashton came toward her smiling. He did have a nice smile, but he didn’t wear it enough. Still, he wore it more with her than with anyone. And another way she had affected him: he did not share her affinity for colors that smote the eye, but by his own methods he was trying to appreciate life as she did. Today he wore a cravat that was a lighter brown than his suit, and was decorated with small black squares.
“My!” he said as he reached her. “You look lovely today!” This was a variation of what he said every time they met, and she replied as always in some variation, “Thank you, you’re so sweet.” Then he sat down at the table, and she found it very hard to look into his eyes because she knew she was going to have to kill him a little bit today, and this would be as sad for her as it was for him, and this was why she had dressed in mourning.
Ashton ordered a tea from the serving-girl. Coffee was not his taste of choice, though he did like the place and he wished Robert Deverick to do well in business since the young man had shown such ambition and drive after the unfortunate murder of his father last year, an affair in which both Berry and Matthew had gotten tangled up in and nearly lost their eyeballs to hawk talons.
They spoke for a few moments about her teaching, and the progress of the students at the school. She went on at some length concerning several of the most promising pupils, and one boy who vowed he would one day be governor of the colony. They stayed away from the topic of Ashton’s work, unless there was something particular interesting that he wished to share, and also stayed away from that topic of the day that both had foremost in mind.
Ashton’s tea came. He lifted the cup, the handle broke off in his hand and his lap was dowsed in oolong tea lightly flavored with lemon. Fortunately the tea was not so hot as to scald anything important, so after a little discreet mopping up and with fresh tea in a new cup in hand, Ashton shook his head and smiled wryly. “It seems to never fail!” he said. “Whenever I’m with you, I have the strangest of accidents! Breaking my shoe heel, or stepping into a puddle of mud that seemed only dust a moment before, and last week when that chair broke under me at Sally Almond’s! I sincerely hope my bad luck doesn’t rub off on you!”
“Ah,” said Berry after a moment’s silent reflection, “we should talk about luck, Ashton.”
The way she’d spoken his name instantly made his smile fade, for she had heard it in her voice the same as he had: it announced a change coming, but as yet he didn’t understand what it might be. He put his cup aside, and he waited with the patience of a coroner dissecting the dead.
“The bad luck,” she said, with a soft smile of her own, “is unfortunately all mine to give to others. I have been—or thought myself—afflicted with bad luck all my life. You’re being kind in ascribing it to your own ill fortune, but the truth is—and you must know it to be so by now—I am…how would you put this…a human black cat, crossing the paths of dozens of unsuspecting pedestrians every day.”
“Oh, that’s nonsense! Really! Who in the world has put this into your pretty head?”
“My own observations,” she replied. “And…maybe…my father and mother did point it out to me on occasion.”
“Well, that’s ridiculous! They should be ashamed of such a thing!”
“Please,” she went on, with a motion of her hand to still his agitation, “hear me out.” She sipped at her coffee, putting together what she was going to say; she had rehearsed this, but still it was difficult because she did like Ashton, he was good company, and she knew he presumed, as she had said to Sir Corbett back in April, I thought we were something.
“I believe,” Berry said, “that what I have always suspected was my bad luck was—is—in actuality a…well…a road map, of sorts. A set of directions. A course to be followed. And if I fail to follow that course…I will be calamity for whoever I marry.”
“What? Berry, you’re making no sense!”
“I have not gotten to the sensible part yet,” she answered. “Now…this is difficult for me to express, Ashton, but you must believe it’s true. I have had a few beaus…a few interested young men, back in England. Within days they were afflicted with various tribulations: a broken leg here, thrown from a horse there…and poor Munfrey did have such a bruised bottom he couldn’t take a chair for a week, a chance meeting with poison ivy, a badger loose in the house—”
“Oh, you’re making that up!” Ashton said.
“No, I am not.” When it was clear to him from her intense response and her steady gaze that all these things—and many more—had actually happened, she continued: “You must know that I…have had an interest in Matthew.”
“Ah yes. The topic of the day. Not your interest in him, of course, but the fact that he’s been kidnapped and is on his way to England, according to Hudson Greathouse.” And Ashton need not elaborate that this was the talk of the town, the tale having been carried far and wide by the regulars at the Trot Then Gallop after Greathouse’s return from Charles Town three days ago.
“I tested Matthew,” she said. “Because of my interest in him, and what I thought at the time was his interest in me. So…I tested him, to see if my bad luck would strike at him.”
“You tested him? How?”
“I sat drawing in my sketchpad at the end of the worst pier I could find, because I didn’t wish to be bothered by anyone. He came to speak to me. Instead of going to him, I made him walk the length of the pier out to where I sat. The boards were rotten and full of holes…any step could have sent Matthew through them and down into the mud. Oh, it wouldn’t have been a long drop, he wouldn’t have broken anything. I suppose. I kept drawing, but I was waiting to hear him shout when he fell.” She lowered her eyes because she instantly had a pang of regret for saying that, for it sounded cruel but it had been the only way to know. “Suddenly,” she said, “he was there beside me. He had made it, all that way. I was…well, I was amazed. Because…I have always believed that when I found the one who was right for me…call it Fate, or the will of God, or whatever you please…I would be good luck for him, instead of bad.” She took the last sip of her coffee, pushed the cup aside and lifted her gaze to his again. “Do you see what I mean?”
It was a moment before Ashton could answer. He blinked several times behind his spectacles, as if stunned by this revelation. “You’re saying…that because Matthew didn’t fall through the rotten boards of an old pier, you believe him to be the one Fate has decreed to be your groom?”
There was no use in hesitation or denial. She said, “Yes. And besides that, in spite of his…spite…I am in love with him. I just cannot let that go.”
“Hm,” he said, and nothing more for awhile. Berry noted that the sounds of the town seemed far away now, as if she and Ashton were on a different plain. Ashton cleared his throat. “You mean to say,” he ventured, “that you have been good luck for Matthew, regardless of all the scrapes he’s been in, and now he’s been kidnapped by a murderous ruffian and is on his way to England?”
“Yes,” she said.
“How so?”
She gave him a slight smile. “He’s still alive,” she answered.
“You hope.”
She nodded. “Yes, I hope. But more than that. When Mr. Greathouse leaves for England on the Bonny Chance in two days’ time, I’m going with him.”
“No! You can’t mean it!” When she didn’t respond, Ashton knew she absolutely did mean it, and knowing her as he did she certainly already had her ticket and was packed. He fumbled for words. “I…well…I don’t quite…listen here, what does Greathouse say about this?”
“He has been resistant.” That was an understatement, but she had her own money and she could do as she pleased. This morning she had contacted one of the new arrivals, who had applied for a position at the school, to take over her duties. “My grandfather is resistant as well, but both are beginning to see the light.”
“Really? Please enlighten me exactly why you wish to go on this…very wild and, I’m sure, dangerous endeavor. Which may be entirely fruitless, I suppose you know.”
“It may well be,” she admitted. “Mr. Greathouse and I may never find him. But…I do love him, Ashton. Why? I know what he is and what he can be. I was bitterly hurt by him last April, and I think that trip to Pendulum Island affected him in a way he can’t even understand. He played his part there too well. But knowing that he’s in trouble…no matter what, I have to try to help him. If I do nothing but stay here…I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t eat, I certainly wouldn’t be any good for the students. I have to feel I’m doing something.”
“Travelling across the Atlantic, in storm season? You and Greathouse are both risking your necks on a very slim possibility that Matthew is still alive…and certainly he may not be in the passage of time it’s going to take to reach England.” Ashton realized that, having gone this far in her plan, Berry was not going to change her mind and surely Greathouse wouldn’t either. His next question was delivered in a quieter voice: “How will you ever find him?”
“Let’s hope,” she said, “his luck holds.”
“His luck,” Ashton said, in a quieter voice still. He removed his spectacles and, finding nothing with which to polish the lenses, took off his cravat and used that. He was flubbergasted and flabbercapped. This sunny day had turned as dark as a bad dream. He put his spectacles back on, the lenses newly polished, the better to see her more clearly. “Well,” he sighed, “I trust that Greathouse will watch over you. The Lord and the Kingdom of Heaven also.” He looked across the table into her face, was determined to burn every lovely feature and every freckle into his memory. He would never tell her that on this day he had planned to ask her to marry him, and in his pocket was a golden ring adorned with two hands clasping a heart between them. “My hope,” said the eccentric coroner of New York, whose attic quarters and collection of bones would have to serve him as true companions a bit longer, “is that someday I meet a kind and beautiful woman who will cross an ocean to find me, if I ever become lost.”
“Thank you,” said Berry, and she put her hand upon his.
“Go find Matthew and bring him back,” Ashton told her, and then there was nothing more to be said.



Five
 

 
The breaking of dawn, a red slash across a cloudy sky, roosters crowing to greet the uncertain sun, dogs barking to quiet the roosters, and ships straining at their moorings at the Great Dock, where the Bonny Chance was readying to take aboard the last of its cargo, secure all passengers and provisions, and be ferried out by a number of longboats and strong oarsmen to catch the favorable tide and the rising wind.
The ship was captained by a tam-wearing, pipe-puffing Scotsman named McClendon, who kept company with a small brindle-colored terrier and who had perhaps the loudest holler Hudson Greathouse had ever heard. Greathouse stood on the deck, well out of the way of the stowing and hauling, as McClendon shouted orders to his crew and silenced roosters and dogs across the island and far to the yellow-flecked hills of New Jersey. Greathouse had come aboard an hour before when the starshine was just fading and the little irridescent stripers jumped away from the early morning fishermens’ nets. He had lugged his trunk up the gangplank and into his quarters, which made Matthew’s dairyhouse seem a mansion and was as expensive as a pair of new boots with golden heels, but he wished the privacy. Madam Herrald had paid for this uncommon luxury. She and Minx Cutter had gone to dinner last night at Sally Almond’s with himself and Abby Donovan. Though Abby professed true and enduring love for Hudson and said she would be anxiously waiting his return, he doubted such a vivacious creature of lusty appetites would spend too much time watching the candle-clock burn down these many nights ahead. So be it, he’d decided. He was not one to have a rope tied around him, let him not be the one to tie ropes around anyone else.
Word had spread about this journey. It seemed their dinner table last night was a veritable monument to the impact Matthew had had upon the citizens of this town, so many came to wish Hudson well and express their hopes that young Corbett would be found and returned. Sally herself was the first to offer her promise to pray for success in this venture, and to prove her merit she treated the whole table to a free repast. Then came the sugar merchant Solomon Tully, the very well-to-do pottery merchants Hiram and Patience Stokely, Chief Prosecutor James Bynes, Dr. Artemis Vanderbrocken, the laundress and queen of local gossip Widow Sherwyn, Robert Deverick, Gilliam Vincent the rather prissy proprietor of the Dock House Inn and last but not least the buxom blonde force of nature Polly Blossom, whose eminence as the madam of New York’s best dollyhouse did not diminish her financial standing and so commanded the respect of all who sought to better their positions by hard work and shrewdity.
Hudson had been getting along better with Minx Cutter lately, though he still had trouble fully trusting her motives. Still, she seemed to have completed to satisfaction that task of finding the stolen scorpion brooch in Boston back in June. At least she hadn’t stolen it herself and fled back to Professor Fell. Yet. But…a funny thing…she seemed changed after that trip to Boston. Something about her…different…darker, perhaps. At any rate she hadn’t gone into the particulars of this adventure with either himself or Katherine Herrald. To their inquiries the answer had been simply, Job done. And with the handsome fee paid by the Sutton family for the scorpion’s return, no further questions need be asked.
In a way, Hudson was glad for the presence of Minx Cutter. He understood that Madam Herrald had plans to send her out on future assignments that needed the special touch of a woman who could slice a throat as easily as Hudson might carve a peach; the world was certainly rough, and getting rougher. Madam Herrald herself was interested in putting her own problem-solving talents to work, so woe to the villains, charlatans, flamboozlers, thieves, and killers in fact or in threat who roamed the colonies in Hudson’s absence. He wished he could someday read of their exploits while he was away…and, of course, he ardently hoped both Lady Cutter and Katherine managed to keep their own throats unsliced and their hearts unstilled by the wicked blades they would surely have to outwit.
The time to sail was fast approaching.
As the dawn strengthened, here came the rest of the passengers—about twenty of them, it appeared, a couple of families and a few lone individuals, a number of black slaves and white servants carrying the trunks and various items of luggage. The pipers, jugglers, fiddlers, beggars and dancers had arrived on the wharf to cajole money from the throng of well-wishers, relatives and others who always enjoyed seeing the big ships off. Among the arrivals Hudson saw the bright yellow gown of Berry Grigsby and a yellow hat upon her red tresses. She was pulling a large trunk and Marmaduke was behind her, struggling at trying to hold up the trunk’s other end. As much as Hudson did not want the girl along on this trip, he couldn’t stop her; she paid her own way, and she was content to live for the duration of the voyage down in the hold where most of the others would be, their attempts at privacy maintained by sheets on clotheslines serving as flimsy boundaries that would very soon be sodden with mold. But he had to admire her pluck, and he thought Matthew was lucky to have someone who cared enough about him to endure the indignities of the hold.
He decided the gentlemanly thing to do was to go and help her. He pushed down the gangplank against the current of passengers and servants and was nearly to Berry’s side when a strapping young man with a cherubic face and curly blonde hair stepped in and with stately grace lifted the entire trunk upon one muscled shoulder. Berry thanked Matthew’s friend John Five, who as a blacksmith had no trouble with such items, for coming to her aid while Marmaduke wiped his own furrowed brow with a handkerchief and let out a whoosh of wind that might have set the Bonny Chance in motion.
Then Hudson realized that standing in this crowd he was amid everyone who likely had ever had any dealings with Matthew Corbett. There were Effrem Owles and his bride-to-be Opal Blackerby, Effrem’s father Benjamin, Felix Sudbury, Madam Kenneday the baker, Israel Brandier the silversmith, the hulking Mother Munthunk and her two hapless sons Darwin and Davy, the constable Giles Wintergarten, Mary Belovaire the landlady of his own boarding house, Jacob Wingate the wig shop owner, Tobias Winekoop the stablemaster, Sally Almond up at an early hour, all the regulars from the Trot Then Gallop plus those from the Blue Bee and the Laughing Cat, Trinity church’s reverend William Wade, his daughter Constance who was John Five’s wife, a dolly from the Blossom house who Hudson knew went by the name of Missy Jones, and so many other faces and names he thought New York had coughed and thrown them out of their beds whether they’d liked it or not.
In this swirl of people and shatter of noise, someone tugged hard at Hudson’s sleeve. He turned to look down into the life-weathered face of old Hooper Gillespie, whose wild white hair stood up from his head in bursts of cowlicks and thick cottony whorls that had rarely known a brush.
Old Hooper had lost a few more of his remaining teeth recently, which made his usually near undecipherable voice even more of a mystery. But today he said four words that he must’ve spent some time rehearsing to his satisfaction, for above a pair of determined eyes his pinched mouth spoke with the eloquence of an Oxford linguist.
“Bring the boy home,” he said.
And then he was gone, swept away into the crowd.
Others surged forward to grasp Hudson’s hand or clap his shoulder and convey the same message. Mother Munthunk’s slap on his back nearly popped his eyeballs out. Berry, her grandfather, Constance and John Five shouldering the trunk passed him, going up the gangplank.
“Hurry up there, we’ve got a tide to catch!” bawled McClendon, pipe clenched between his teeth and brindle terrier in his arms. “Give ’em room there, you lot!”
“I wish you good fortune,” Reverend Wade said to Hudson. “I’ll pray and ask my congregation to pray for your success.”
“Thank you, sir. I have a feeling all the help I can get will be most welcome.”
Suddenly there seemed to be a different sort of disturbance in the crowd and they parted like the Red Sea.
They were making way for the approach of a tall, fleshy man in a pale blue suit with a ruffled shirt and ruffles at the cuffs. He wore a tricorn the same shade of blue and he carried a thin black cane. His face, daubed with white powder, might have made him popular among the horses at Winekoop’s stable, as they would think him an equine miracle walking on two legs. He passed through the throng, looking neither left nor right, as if it were a given that he owned all assembled, their clothing, houses, possessions and every brick in the town.
This, then, was the Right Honorable Lord Cornbury, Edward Hyde, Governor of New York and New Jersey and cousin to Queen Anne. He was rarely seen without his usual feminine clothing and makeup, but today he was playing at being a man.
The lord who was most times a lady came right up to Hudson and stopped within the length of a nose hair.
“I understand,” said Lord Cornbury, in the very same dour tones he used when he wore his gowns, “that Mr. Corbett is in some difficulty and you are bound to…shall we say…rescue him?”
“I’m planning on finding him, yes.”
“Hm,” said Cornbury, with a nod. He took no interest in the crowd, but remained focused solely on Hudson. “That young man does get into trouble, doesn’t he?”
“I don’t think they’re usually of his own making.”
“True enough, though Mr. Corbett seems to enjoy stirring up the muddy bottom of dark waters. High Constable Lillehorne told me many times that the young man’s pride would lead him to disaster.” Cornbury let that linger for a moment, expecting Hudson to respond but none was forthcoming.
“The ship’s soon to get underway,” Hudson said. “If you’ll pardon me?”
“Yes, of course. Go about your business. And let me say that whatever Mr. Corbett is, he is one of us…therefore I do hope you find him and bring him back…but I have a feeling that before this is done, you’ll be the one needing rescue.”
“I’ll bear that in mind, sir. And may I ask, just for the sake of curiosity, why you’re not—”
“Dressed in my usual splendor? Ah…the question. I will tell you,” and here he pitched his voice a little lower so it carried no further than Hudson’s right ear, “that the letters I’ve sent a year ago to my cousin have not been answered, so why should I represent Her Majesty’s presence on these streets?” His upper lip curled, an ugly sight on an already unfortunate face. “From here on, Mr. Greathouse—or at least until I hear favorably from that person—I am walking in my own two shoes.”
Hudson looked down. What a sight he got, for he thought he’d smelled such but had considered it to be Lord Cornbury’s breath at close quarters. “I fear you’ve already stepped in something,” he said.
“Oh misery! Oh, damn it all, what a mess!” was Cornbury’s reaction, and perhaps the question of why the crowd had parted to give him room was answered. With as much decorum as a man could muster wearing clodhoppers that had failed to hop the clods, he turned about and stalked away leaving his untidy footprints on the boards.
A bell was rung, and another sounded back. “All ashore who ain’t bound for seventy-six days on the Bonny Chance!” boomed Captain McClendon from the quarterdeck. In a previous conversation between Hudson and McClendon, the captain had confided that his fastest crossing stood at seventy-eight days, but he was determined to beat that by forty-eight hours. With luck and the captain’s resolve, Hudson hoped they wouldn’t be too far behind the Wanderer in reaching Plymouth…and maybe, if they were really fortunate, they might make harbor within a few days of what he understood was an ignoble vessel captained by a drunken sloth.
But time would tell the tale.
It took awhile longer for everything to be put in order. Marmaduke Grigsby stopped to ask Hudson to please watch over a headstrong granddaughter who he sincerely hoped would live to see the age of twenty-one. Hudson vowed to do his best, and Marmy departed. A few of Matthew’s friends and other relations of the passengers remained on the dock while the longboats began the task of rowing the Bonny Chance out of the harbor. Hudson stayed on deck, figuring he would have to get used to this as his cabin was so small; when the hammock was suspended from the overhead it was so tightly wedged between the walls that it wouldn’t swing.
He watched the town diminish in size as the longboats rowed them out, and he had the strange feeling that New York was leaving him, rather than the other way around. He had the feeling it was getting smaller and smaller as if to make room for the larger—and more civilized yet many times more deadly and brutal—world beyond the Atlantic. There was a lot of world out there, and the people who had constructed it had had a long time to build their massive stone monstrosities of violence and brutality. He hoped finding Matthew was a real possibility and not a fool’s errand, but he would be a fool if it meant he had any chance of success.
They passed the wild forest and rough rocks of Oyster Island on their passage toward the edge of the sea. The shops, taverns and houses on the rolling green hills of Manhattan seemed as toys to be played with by the hand of God. The sailing ships with their tall masts had become miniatures. All the people there…the hundreds of them…ants in the anthill that never slept.
Berry joined him at the port side. She had removed her hat, and the freshening breeze had begun to blow through her tresses. She did not speak, but instead visored her hand over her eyes to look back toward the town, as the sun had strengthened and shards of golden light reflected off water that remained as gray as the morning’s mist.
“You can’t see him from here,” Hudson said.
“Pardon?” She dropped her hand and gave him a quizzical expression.
“I’m sure he came out to watch the ship leave. He may be standing there still, but you can’t see him from here.” Of course Hudson knew Ashton McCaggers had certainly emerged from his attic domain at City Hall to watch the vessel—and Berry—take leave of New York, just as he was sure Katherine Herrald and Minx Cutter had watched from their own balcony or window.
“Yes,” she answered quietly, “he probably did. I just…thought I’d take a look.”
“Listen here,” he said, and summoned up the sternest gaze he could bludgeon her with, “I told Marmaduke I’d watch over you, so—”
“You certainly don’t need to—”
“Yes, I do,” he said forcefully. It was enough to cork her mouth. “If you’ve insisted on coming along against both my wishes and Marmy’s as well, you’re going to at least listen to me.” He paused for a few seconds to let that sink in, and it seemed to because suddenly she was all eyes, if not all ears. “When we reach Plymouth,” he went on, “you’re not to leave my side. The first thing we’ll do is check with the dockmaster to find out when the Wanderer arrived…and let’s hope to Christ it does arrive.” He declined to tell her that from what he’d heard at the Charles Town harbor, only the ship’s barnacles were holding the hull together. “Until then…” He didn’t know what else to say, because she was going to be down in the hold with those passengers who could afford only the least and most crude of accommodations, and though the crew seemed all business and very attentive to the captain’s orders as they prepared to lower the sails, Hudson knew that after a few weeks at sea things would be different. He was an avowed landlover, but he’d had enough nautical voyages to know that a crew could get very…the word would be rowdy…if not managed by an iron hand, and even then the goats and cows in the manger had to be on guard.
“Yes?” Berry prompted.
Hudson watched the town shrink to the size of an engraving on a pocket watch. “Hell,” he muttered, for there was only one way to make good his vow of protection.
“A comment or a destination?” she inquired.
He let go a long sigh before he returned his gaze to hers. “I want you to take my quarters. They’re tight, but at least the air’s fresher and there’s a latch on the door.”
“Certainly not. I paid for what I’m getting.”
“And you may pay a bit more, men being men and long at sea. I don’t like your being so close to the crew’s quarters, or to the manger for that matter. Pretty soon the aroma down there will not be—”
“I sailed perfectly fine from England to New York before,” she said, but she conveniently left out the unfortunate incident of the dropped soap on the Sarah Embry.
Hudson pulled up all quarter ton of his darkest scowl and thrust his chin toward her like a declaration of war. When he spoke, his voice came from the deepest cavern of his guts. “This is not a request, miss. You’re taking my quarters. You’ll be safer there and I’ll sleep easier down in the hold. Are we understood?”
No, she wanted to say, but how could one say no to an approaching thunderstorm? In fact, he scared the blazes out of her. A little bit of anger danced in her eyes but it very quickly danced away. “All right,” she said. “Over my protest.”
“Noted and discarded. I’ll bring your trunk up for you.”
The longboats had dropped their lines. The sails came down and the rigging hummed with the power of the wind. Before they went below, both Hudson and Berry gave one last look across the gray water at the town they were leaving, and each held the memory of someone there who was being left behind. Neither of them shared this with the other, but both had the feeling that a very different chapter in their lives was in the process of unfolding, and who could know how long it would be before they set foot in New York again, and what changes would be wrought before they did?
Up on the quarterdeck, McClendon hollered a course to the helmsman though the sailor at the wheel stood only a few feet away. The open sea stretched ahead, and dolphins rose from the depths to happily ride the skirts of the Bonny Chance.
 

 
Time passed, and it did tell the tale.
The tale it told for the Wanderer was one of continued wandering, under ill stars and a callous sun. Captain Peppertree had all but abandoned his command for the warmth and forgetfulness of the rum supply, which he had to protect from the angry crew at pistol point. Eventually someone broke into his cabin, the rum was seized and with that Captain Peppertree became an afternote in the story of nautical history. He might have been hanged from a yardarm had not Reverend Fanning promised the vengeance of God for such a crime. Thus Peppertree joined Matthew Corbett to be bound hand and foot with ropes in the soggy bowels of the ship’s lowest hold, while the other bilge rats were free to nip and hiss in the dim light of a single hanging oil lamp that swung back and forth over a thousand times a day. Matthew knew, for one day he kept count though the days themselves could only be counted by the ration of bread and water brought by a crewman at first light. At least the ropes had been tied so that the hands of the prisoners were in front of them, and they could brush the rats away from the hunks of dark-veined bread.
Soon after being put into this makeshift brig, Matthew had heard the noise of much hammering and sawing above and figured the ship’s carpenter and the crew had seized upon a way to, if not fully repair the broken mast, at least jury rig the sails to catch as much wind as possible. Whoever had taken on the role of captain would now be trying to figure out how much foodstuffs and clean water had survived the storm, to calculate the remaining length of the trip with what canvas they had, and how best to keep himself and everyone else alive. The Wanderer staggered on, and Matthew figured everyone up top was terrified to the roots of their hearts by any dark cloud on the horizon.
All in all, it was a sorry passage through Damnation that gnawed at the mind and sought to reduce a human being to an animalistic state. Determined not to fall again into that abyss from which he’d just crawled, Matthew kept himself mentally occupied by replaying games of chess he remembered playing at the Trot, and also turning over again and again the problem of how to get out of this situation and back to New York. Peppertree unfortunately was reduced to a babbling wreck after a few days, and after two weeks reduced to a silent heap that hardly moved except to throw himself upon his daily ration and fight the rats with all the fury of seven slavering madmen.
Came the morning when the hatch was unlocked, and Reverend Fanning and Curt Randolph descended the ladder carrying oil lamps and the rations of the day.
Though thin and weakened, Matthew had the presence of mind not to eat and drink everything he was given in a desperate few moments, but to make the bread last a few hours and the water a full day. He noted that Fanning and Randolph were filthy and wearing mold-greened clothes that hung on them like the rags of scarecrows. Their cheekbones had begun to show and their yellowed eyes seemed to be slowly pushing themselves out of their faces. He reasoned that everyone up there was on rations; by now the food and drinkable water must nearly be gone.
When Fanning reached the bottom of the ladder, he retched and had to turn away for a moment.
Matthew started to say Pardon our condition, but to his surprise no voice emerged. He had a brief horror that, just as his completeness of memory had returned, his ability to speak had departed. He tried again, and this time got out in a harsh croak, “Pardon.” Then the rest seemed too much effort to say so he gave it up.
“Captain Spragg says we’re four days out,” said Randolph, and even he sounded labored with the rigors of speech.
Peppertree made a gobbling noise that Matthew deciphered as BastardSpraggstolemyshipseehimhanged, the last of it rising to what was a nearly a shriek of revenge.
“We are told the last of our food will see us through,” Randolph continued. “I regret to say—on the captain’s orders—you will get no more bread, but your water ration will remain as it is.”
“Kind of him,” said Matthew. He wanted to say I’m sick of bread anyway, but it suddenly seemed very important not to waste his remaining strength.
“You must know we’ve had a bad time. Jahns’s wife passed away last month and Mr. Montgomery died less than a week ago. Most of us have been very ill.”
Matthew nodded. He spoke into the lamp that Randolph held. “Things are bad all over,” he said.
Fanning had regained his composure and kept in his possession the meager contents of his stomach. He staggered toward Matthew and reached out to brace himself against a support post, as the ship’s rolling down here was truly vicious. “We have decided,” he said, in a weakened voice that yet carried the firm conviction of his faith, “what we must do with you.
“We all agree that your master was a disagreeable man, and mayhaps there was bad blood between you, but to murder him…when he was so near to being saved…it’s a monstrous thing you’ve done.”
“I told you before, when we came below after the storm,” said the bearded and half-starved problem-solver from New York, who could have stood before anyone he knew in that town and be called naught but an unclean beggar, a stranger in his own land. “Dahlgren wasn’t my master. I told you…he was taking me to England by false measures.”
“Yes, you told us,” Randolph agreed, “but it makes no sense. False measures? He held no pistol to your head or blade to your back. Why would you be with him if not by your own free will?”
BastardSpraggstolemyship sobbed Peppertree, who had curled himself up as best he could into a little ball of misery.
“I’m very tired,” Matthew said. “I can’t explain everything to you. Just let me say…Dahlgren would’ve made certain I didn’t live to see Plymouth.”
“You cannot plead self-defense,” said the minister, who clung to the post as the ship rolled in what seemed another storm, yet he knew that outside the sun was shining and the wind a gentle favor. “I—we all—fail to understand why your master was trying to harm you with that axe, and why you both fought so viciously, but…murder is murder. I saw that with my own eyes and by my oath to God and the common good I cannot let that pass.”
“And neither can I,” Randolph added. “We have decided therefore—and all of us are one in this decision, including Spragg—that you be turned over to the law as soon as we reach port. Even though the Count may have been of foreign birth and the murder committed on the high seas, some accounting must be made.”
To this Matthew made no reply, for what was to be said? He would have the chance to explain his situation to the law in Plymouth, and that at least was a blessing. And a greater blessing: barring any horrendous mishap between here and the coast, he had survived this voyage while others had perished. Also…if he were in the position of Fanning and Randolph and he didn’t know the whole picture, might he be of like mind in turning a murderer over to the law? Yes, he certainly would be. Therefore he said nothing, and after another moment the reverend made his unsteady way to the ladder, climbed up and went through the hatch.
“We will all be glad to set foot on solid earth, I’m sure,” Randolph said. He lifted his lamp a little higher to have more of a view of Matthew’s face. “Listen…I think I can get you—both of you—a little drink of rum, if you’d care for that.”
Peppertree made a noise like a dog drooling for a beefbone.
“Thank you,” Matthew answered. “Much appreciated.”
Randolph nodded, and then he too climbed out of the fetid chamber.
Matthew was left with his thoughts and Peppertree’s soft, tragic whining. Surely the law in Plymouth would have heard of Professor Fell, Matthew reasoned. As soon as he mentioned this name and gave the particulars, no one was going to hold him accountable for the death of a Prussian killer. So there was just the remaining problem of how to get back to New York, and perhaps contacting the members of the Herrald Agency in London would see him to success. The name of that agency, too, would be known to the law.
Things were looking up. He would drink that sip of rum in a mood of celebration, for once these ropes were removed and he was cleaned up and shaved—and perhaps rested for a few days, with a few good meals in his belly—he would be back to, as the Great One might say, “fighting fit”.
Then…somehow back to New York…and after this experience he was going to crawl to the front door of Berry Grigsby’s house and beg for her forgiveness, and explain to her that though he longed to be at her side he’d thought running her off was the only way to keep her safe from Professor Fell. The professor had a long memory and many arms of evil, as his symbol of the octopus represented; Matthew did not want one of those arms to find and crush that beautiful girl.
What was to be done? Where could they go, together, to find peace and safety?
First things first. He had awakened from one ordeal, and was better prepared now to handle what lay ahead. First things first.
Bring on the rum.



 
 
 
 




Six
 

 
The coach’s doors slammed shut. Double boltlocks were thrown. The team of four horses started up under the whip’s crack, and Matthew looked through the barred window at the passing gray buildings of Plymouth as an equally gray drizzle swirled from a vault of leaden clouds.
His wrists and ankles were free of ropes but weighted with chains. An iron thunder-ball lay at his feet like a mean black dog. When asked, the arresting officer had told Matthew the journey would take seven days, give or take. The man, named Moncroff, was at this moment sitting up with the coach driver, both of them shrouded in black cloaks and hoods to shield against the dampness as best they could. Beside Moncroff was a cowhide valise containing the reports and signed statements of the two witnesses to the indefensible murder of Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren.
Matthew was on his way to stand before judgment in Londontown. As the Chief Constable of Plymouth had told him, “John Roper’s window” yearned to snap his neck. Never had Matthew heard a hangman’s noose described with such ferocious glee. Yet there was hope!
It seemed, as he sat on the hard plank and was bounced about by the rutted road like a dry pea in a gourd, that he would not be returning to New York anytime in the near future. In fact his plans had begun to go awry when he first stood before the magistrate’s court in Plymouth, the third morning after being led down the Wanderer’s gangplank like the most common of criminals.
“As I say,” Matthew went on, at the conclusion of his tale concerning his relationship with the deceased and his escape from being turned over to Professor Fell, “Dahlgren surely planned to kill me before we reached England. I was of no further use to him in what he thought would redeem him with Professor Fell, so—”
“A moment,” said Magistrate Akers, who had a face like an iceberg and thin eyebrows that were painted on. He spoke his words slowly and precisely, with a slight pursing of the lips after each sentence. “I have read thoroughly the sworn statements of the witnesses.” The parchment papers were before him, atop his desk. The pale light of a chill November morning through a pair of high windows further painted Akers, the room, the attendant guards and Matthew in shades of austere winter. “Nowhere is there indicated,” Akers went on, “any proof that your Prussian master planned to kill you aboard the Wanderer after he was saved from the sea. True, it appears you and he had a…violent disagreement…but we are here concerned with his murder, not yours.”
“He would have killed me! I’m telling you, I—”
“Murdered him first, in fear for your life? The statements here assert that your attack upon the Count’s lifeline is indefensible, as you were under no clear and immediate threat.”
“Dahlgren was already a killer!” The sound of rising panic in Matthew’s voice further alarmed him; he realized it would do him no good to appear frantic, so he took control of his breathing and steadied himself. “You do understand what I’m telling you about Professor Fell, don’t you?”
“I understand you mean such to help your case,” said Akers, “but…unfortunately for you, young man, I have never heard of this person. He is a professor of what? And where does he instruct?”
Oh my God, Matthew thought. Again the flames of panic flared high. Matthew stood with his head lowered until he could find the sense to speak again; he was still weak from the voyage, had not been allowed to shave and wore baggy gray clothing after a briskbroom scrubbing that had left his flesh raw. Two days and nights in the grim Plymouth gaolhouse, sharing a cell with a wizened madman who had raped and murdered a ten-year-old child, had not aided Matthew’s attitude of relief at being off that damned ship, and neither had the wretched watery pea soup enriched with shreds of barely-cooked horse meat.
“Please,” the prisoner said to the magistrate, “contact the Herrald Agency in London. Someone there will at least have heard of me.”
“I know of this request from Chief Constable Scarborough. Again, neither of us…and no one within our jurisdiction of Plymouth…know anything about this Merrell Agency.”
“Not Merrell,” said Matthew. “Herrald. It’s—”
“Yes, I’ve heard what you told Scarborough.” A lily-white hand adorned with a trio of rings rose up to wave Matthew’s voice away. “An agency that solves problems for people?” He gave a little crooked ghost of a smile at the burly bald-headed chief constable who sat at the back of the room. “Lord above, isn’t that our responsibility? I would hate to think what might happen to English civilization should problem-solving be taken away from the courts and given to the dirty hands of the population. But as I say, there is no such record of a Merrell Agency.” The magistrate’s small eyes had taken on the blankness of disinterest, for there were many more defendants to be prosecuted. “To be sure, young man, your story reeks of the madhouse. In the opinion of this court it seems to have been scribed by the hand of Bedlam. Do you have anything further to say?”
Matthew’s mind was working…sluggishly, deprived of solid food and easy rest…but working all the same.
He felt Roper’s window tightening about his neck.
“Let me ask a question,” he said, as a bright beam broke through the overcast in his brain. “I realize that my crime is made worse for a servant murdering his master. That’s not something to let stand as an example for other servants, is it?” He kept going before Akers could shut him down. “My question is…where is the proof that I was servant to Count Dahlgren? Where are the papers of servitude? You have the word of Count Dahlgren through the word of other passengers that indeed I was a servant, but can that be proven? If I were not a servant, does that still make the murder of a Prussian-born individual upon the high seas, not in the realm of the English empire, a hanging offense? Should I not be removed from here to Prussia to stand trial? And indeed, what jurisdiction does an English court have over the murder of a Prussian count on the high seas? And can you even say it was a murder? Where is the corpse? Who to say that Count Dahlgren did not grab hold of a floating spar or piece of debris from the ship, and last until the sharks got him? Therefore should you not send a man-of-war out to gather up in nets all the sharks of the Atlantic and bring them to Plymouth to be hanged? Perhaps Count Dahlgren was stung to death by jellyfish or choked by seaweed. Well, then…there you have your murderers, and it only falls to this court to solve the problem of which jellyfish or piece of seaweed should be incarcerated in the Plymouth gaolhouse. Of course he might have simply drowned…which leaves the entire ocean to appear in this court. To be exact, I did not murder the man, sir. To be exact, I only cut a rope.”
“Ah, but the cutting of the rope caused him to be killed,” said Akers, with a defiant lift of the pointed chin.
“Are you absolutely certain he’s dead?” Matthew let that dangle for a few seconds on its own Roper’s window. “Are the two witnesses certain? Did they actually see him perish? I did not. The man had more lives than Satan’s cat. He might wash up here any day, and the first thing he’ll do is murder someone for their clothes and money, so watch your beaches.”
Akers put fingertips to mouth and patted his lips, his eyes firmly fixed upon the accused but now bearing a spark of renewed…might it be called respect?
“I have a solution,” said Matthew. “I know the newly-arrived Assistant to the High Constable of London. His name is Gardner Lillehorne. Do you know that name?”
It was a moment before the magistrate answered. Then, “I do.”
“Lillehorne’s assistant is named Dippen Nack. Do you also know that name?”
Said cautiously: “I have heard it spoken.”
“Rid yourself of me and throw me upon their briarpatch,” Matthew went on. “You have done your duty in introducing me into the legal system. These questions of Prussian nationality, unproven servitude and unproven murder should be foisted upon the London courts, and good riddance for the halls of Plymouth and for yourself, whom I am sure has more pressing matters to attend.”
Silence reigned o’er the court.
At last Magistrate Akers made a small noise, perhaps a clearing of the throat, and he quietly spoke the word, “Ha,” without any note of humor.
Thus it was that within twenty-four hours Matthew was on his way to London in the prison coach. His spirits had risen for he’d had a good meal of beef stew last night—real beef, and one could taste the difference from meat of a diseased horse—and a mug of ale to wash it down, plus he had been removed from the presence of the muttering madman and afforded his own cell, which meant he’d had a full night’s sleep. He still wore the gray outfit of a Plymouth gaolhouse prisoner and had been refused a shave as it was not the policy to let the inmates anywhere near a razor, but at least he was out of that grimy box and on his way to see someone he knew. And if he’d known a year ago that he would relish the sight of Gardner Lillehorne and Dippen Nack he might’ve crawled into the cell beside Tyranthus Slaughter and told the keeper to swallow the key for he was surely struck with incurable moon madness.
The horses went on at a quick walk, the wheels turned over English mud, the little villages drifted past one after another, and Matthew thought he had won a small victory in getting out of Plymouth with his neck unbroken. Now to play his cards right, explain this whole mess to Lillehorne and be granted a pardon…then, with—gad, the thought!—the help of that erstwhile gentleman get his tail back aboard a ship and—gad, that thought too!—be sailed again across the Atlantic to his dairyhouse paradise.
It was not an easy trip. The English roads were as rough as those around New York, and perhaps rougher for the amount of coach and wagon traffic they sustained. He, Moncroff and the coach driver stayed in a succession of inns along the route. Most times Matthew was obliged to sleep on the floor but Moncroff turned out to be an amiable companion and usually bought his charge a good kidney pie, boiled sausage or some such stomach-filler. Though yet thin and still recovering from his ordeal aboard the accursed Wanderer, Matthew was steadily gaining back his strength and resolve, and to Moncroff’s credit the young New York problem-solver was never allowed to go hungry. He was beginning to take note of the quality of some of these English countrymen—and women—who seemed to delight in rattling his chains, pretending to poke at him with a blade or longstaff until Moncroff called them to account, or otherwise harass him with injurious actions or foul names. The children were just as bad as the adults, and in fact worse because they moved faster after they gave Matthew a kick to the ribs or shins. In every village they stopped for the length of the week, word quickly spread that a convicted murderer was on his way to London to be hanged by the neck until gray-faced and dead, and this brought mobs of people gawking at the inn’s windows and the braver ones pounding at the door for a closer look-see. By the time they reached their last stop, Matthew learned through Moncroff who had heard from the inn’s owner that this young wild-haired, black-bearded killer had decapitated three women and a number of children in Plymouth, had planted the heads atop fenceposts after painting them up with garish colors, had regularly bathed in blood in a room decorated with furniture made from human bones, and kept two nanny goats that he dressed in women’s clothing. That night the mob almost tore the place down to get a look at him, so much so that Moncroff stationed himself on the front porch with a blunderbuss and remained there until another drizzly dawn.
Now, as the coach travelled on along a path that was more rut than road, a plank-weary Matthew Corbett looked out the barred window upon a dank morning of gray fog, with glimpses of gnarled trees, stone cottages with thatched roofs, and the occasional shadow of a green hill. The air was not bitterly cold, yet carried a bite. After awhile he noted that the number of thatched-roof cottages was increasing, and they stood closer together along the road. Also, the coach’s speed fell when the driver put his concentration to more tightly controlling the horses, as an army of wagons, coaches and carriages of all description seemed to materialize out of the gloom. Matthew knew it before Moncroff pushed back the little viewslit between them and said, “London’s just ahead.”
Matthew pressed his face against the bars and craned his neck to get as much of a first look as possible.
There was only fog, pale gray, making ghostly figures of the wagons and other vehicles that shared the widening road. But ahead and to the right about fifteen degrees, the fog became a sulphurous yellow color shot through with streaks of darker brown. The area of discoloration was massive, and it was then that Matthew had a sense of the size of London though he could see none of its buildings. Ten times as large as New York? Oh, twenty times at least. Matthew knew from his reading that this was a city founded by the Romans, with a checkered history of triumphs and disasters; it had suffered extreme destruction in the Great Fire of 1666, and therefore—according to articles in issues of the London Gazette, which Matthew had read in New York—mostly done away with wooden buildings in favor of brick and stone. The wharves and warehouses along the Thames had already existed for generations, had collapsed and been rebuilt over and over again; indeed there were such a number of those, in Matthew’s impression, that counted alone they would be many times the size of New York. This was the central point of the home country, from which all blessings flowed to the colonies and a major power in the world at large, so naturally it would be a huge and sprawling city, a nearly-living thing that took disaster in stride and grew larger from it.
For now, though, all Matthew could see was the ugly discoloration of fog that shrouded London’s towers. Even so, and even in his remembrance while in the comfort of New York of wishing someday to see this great city, now that the day had arrived he was struck with a sense of dread; he had come here in chains, burdened with a thunderball and under threat of hanging unless he could silver-tongue his way out of this. In New York he was someone, known and for the most part liked…here he was no one, a thin and bearded prisoner whose only hope for survival was the mean-spirited individual whom he disliked and he knew felt equally toward himself. He began to feel smaller and smaller as the coach advanced through the fog, as it was locked in by other vehicles and its progress slowed to the walk of a one-legged man, as it had to sit still for over an hour with the horses nickering and nervous because a haywagon ahead had broken a wheel and crashed into a carriage, causing a traffic jam while the road was cleared, and again a long delay at a stone bridge over a dirty river lined with what must be slaughterhouses because Matthew saw blood in the sluggish water and smelled the bitter scent of terrified beasts.
As the coach neared the city proper, there arose what seemed an endless assemblage of small villages—a few houses, a stable, a tavern, a number of shops and the like—separated by patches of woods, reedy ponds or stretches of marshland. Indeed, it seemed to Matthew that London must have been constructed atop a vast swamp, for the wet morass at places came up over the roadway and mud sucked at the wheels and hooves.
Then he was aware of two things at about the same time: an odor of damp rot, as one might catch at the oldest and most decrepit wharf in New York, commingled with the burnt smell of gunpowder, or the scent left in the air after the striking of a flint against stone, and the second thing…a noise.
It began as a humming, discernible over the sound of the coach’s wheels and the other London-bound traffic. It was as much felt in the bones as heard by the ears. Within a few minutes, the hum had built to what Matthew likened to the low growl of an unseen animal in its lair. He realized it was the sound of the city, all the thousands of voices at different volumes and pitch, all the sound of cart wheels and horse hooves, all the noise of latches opening and closing, of the rusty hinges of iron gates, of the footfalls of boots on wood and stone, of the great river hissing around the multitude of pilings and hulls of ships, of hammering and sawing at more towers going up, of retchings and belches and farts, of shouts of delight and screams of rage, all there…all there.
And then the city suddenly opened up through the brown fog before them, and pulled them in as if into a seething whirlpool of humanity.



Seven
 

 
I knew this day was coming,” said Gardner Lillehorne, who was dressed in pale lavender and wearing a tricorn the same color, topped with a dark purple feather that matched the hue of his waistcoat. He reached out with his thin black-lacquered cane. Its silver lion’s-head tapped Matthew none too gently on the shoulder. “Here you sit accused of murder,” said the assistant to the High Constable of London, “and much too far from home, I do believe.”
“Too far from home! Too far from home!” Dippen Nack chortled. His small shoulders were hunched forward and the teeth showing in a cherubic, fat-cheeked face reddened with the flow of excited blood. The brutal little billyclub-toting bully had come up in the world; he wore a dust-colored suit—though marred by food stains on the front—with silver buttons and upon his head a black tricorn. Beneath the tricorn was a white wig of many ostentatious curls. Nack’s eyes, which always held red centers of anger, were accentuated with dark brown makeup, which made them appear as ugly pits of mud. But same as before, for he lifted that accursed ebony billyclub and placed its blunt end beneath Matthew’s bearded chin. With it, he forced the young man’s head up. “Looky looky!” grinned Nack. “Crumble yer cookie!”
“I have no idea what that means,” said Matthew, pulling his head back from the billyclub’s kiss.
“It means we gots the power now, Mr. High-And-Mighty!” came the heated response, with plenty of spittle flying from between the jagged teeth. “Ain’t nobody steppin’ in to save yer bacon!”
“You’re making me hungry,” said Matthew.
“Please, Nack. Restrain yourself.” Lillehorne used his cane to push the billyclub away in what seemed for a few seconds might become a battle between the villainous instruments.
Nack allowed the cane to win, though he hissed, “Seems yer forgettin’…this ain’t New York, Sir Lillehorne. The rules is changed here.”
“I forget nothing, dear friend. But let’s not break Mr. Corbett’s jaw before he has a chance to speak.”
Some chance he had! Matthew thought. These two would not make a full brain between them. Still…the old adage that beggars could not be choosers was never more à propos.
They were sitting at a table in a small, dank conference room. An oil lamp glowed atop the table and two half-melted candles burned in wall sconces. Beyond the single shuttered window Matthew could hear rain hitting the glass; he had not seen the sun in the four days since he’d arrived in London and been brought directly to this gaolhouse, where he shared a cell with three other unfortunate men, one who lay silently on the floor, curled up as if accepting Fate’s decision that he should die a soul-shattered scarecrow. Moncroff had referred to the building as St. Peter’s before handing over all the papers to an official and wishing Matthew well, but whether the place was really named that or it was a gaoler’s grim jest he did not know.
Matthew’s impression of London had been blocks of massive buildings, streets choked with all manner of conveyances and mobs of people, the smells of unwashed humanity and what seemed a sour scorched odor remaining from the Great Fire of thirty-seven years ago, as incredible as that might be, and that incessant sound of life in progress. Was there any place in London where one might find a silence? Certainly not in St. Peter’s gaolhouse, where the screams and cries of desperate men became a kind of depraved music throughout all hours of the candle-clock. Other than those cursory impressions of the city, fog had masked the details and street placards and so Matthew had no idea where he was on a map of London, what was around him, where the Thames was, or much of anything else. His world had become the small cell, his dirty bunk and a blanket that smelled of death; at least in this perdition he had been relieved of the thunderball, though to have this audience with the assistant to the High Constable—who had taken his own sweet time in coming after Moncroff had made the official request and passed Matthew’s name along through the proper channels—Matthew was required to again wear his shackles, wrists locked to chain locked to ankles. Therefore he was forced to shuffle along with his back bent over as if in reverence to the holy law of London.
“You,” said the nearly-diminutive Lillehorne, “are in a predicament.” Lillehorne had the hands of a child and looked as if a hard wind could break his bones. His black goatee and mustache were, however, as precisely-trimmed as they’d been in New York, his hair—pulled back into a queue with a lavender ribbon—had the same artificial hue of black dye with a pronounced blue sheen, his nose was still small and pointed, his lips still like those of a painted doll’s, his arrogance and sense of importance to the world also the same. In this case, his importance to Matthew’s world was paramount. Matthew figured Lord Cornbury had pulled some strings to get Lillehorne this position, but that probably meant that Cornbury had been found at some skullduggery by Lillehorne, and Nack’s presence meant that Nack had found Lillehorne at some skullduggery, and it was a wonder the colonies of New York and New Jersey still had a guinea left in their treasuries. Mayhaps the money bags in the vaults were filled with wooden tokens or Indian beads. Something to look into when he got back home, he decided.
“A predicament,” Lillehorne repeated. “I have read the statements of the witnesses and your own tale of this nasty business as recorded by the clerk at the court of Plymouth. I am to take it that this Count Dahlgren was the same individual who escaped justice by fleeing the Chapel estate when we raided the place? And…incidentally…saved your life, for which I believe there has yet to be proper recompense.”
“The same man,” Matthew answered. “Intent on delivering me to Professor Fell while I was in a state of distress. As I said, I had no memory of who I was or what had—”
“Yes, yes.” The small fingers waved that away like so much smoke. “I’ve heard of such things happening but never witnessed it. Few have. It would be very difficult to prove at court.”
“If I hadn’t lost my memory, why would I be travelling with him? And being taken to the professor to be murdered? I believe Dahlgren wanted to trade me to get into Fell’s good favor, perhaps be brought back into the fold. Listen…Gardner…surely they know Fell’s name here! And they must know about the Herrald Agency! Why is that I’m sitting in that cell when all this could be explained in half-a-day’s work?”
“Because,” Lillehorne replied, and for once his voice was patient and nearly soothing, in his own way, “no one has half-a-day to spend on you. I am here unofficially, taking time from other pressing matters.” He cocked his head to one side and his lips pressed tightly together before he spoke again. “You have yet.to realize where you are. London is not New York. There we had a few robberies, a few altercations in taverns, a little strife between lovers or husband and wife, a murder now and again. Here, Matthew…you have a merry town black as sin. If a gentleman can walk two blocks at night and not be robbed and killed, he might consider his life charmed. I do understand that Professor Fell brought the gangs together into what might be considered a business organization, but time moves on. The gangs have been reborn with much younger and more vicious members. They control entire sections of the city. And murders…oh, Lord God!.In this town knives are used more for cutting throats than for gutting fish. Every morning we take the wagons out to load up the corpses, and you never know what you might find: a headless little girl of eight or nine, a man torn open and his intestines carefully displayed on either side of the body like precious artifacts, a woman with her private parts cut away and missing…never to be found. Dozens of murder victims, nameless and often literally faceless, each and every day.” Lillehorne paused, because there had been a tremor of emotion in his voice and it had surprised him as much as it surprised Matthew.
Rain was beating harder at the window. One of the candles in its sconce hissed and flared as its wick fired a particularly oily remnant of hog’s fat.
It was a moment before Lillehorne steadied himself to go on.
“Some know the name of Professor Fell,” he said quietly. “Most do not. It does not serve his purpose to be known by the population at large. But I will tell you, Matthew…that from what I have heard…from what I’ve seen, in just these few short months…there are worse than Professor Fell out there. As I say, time moves on. There are younger hands eager to take filthy money and many innocent lives, if need be. In New York there is a conscience, Matthew…there is a respect for other people. Here…well…New York had a population of around six thousand at the last census. London holds a population of six hundred thousand, all jammed together wanting what the other has, and fighting to stay alive any way possible. More are pouring in every day from all points of the compass. Do you get my drift?”
“Yes,” Matthew said.
“And the law here is also fighting for survival,” Lillehorne continued. “A bitter struggle, to be sure. There are parts of London no sane man will enter. They are fit only for animals. Here a whorehouse where the eldest girl is twelve and the youngest six, there a back alley den where impoverished men and women are induced to fight each other to the death for the benefit of the gamblers’ pockets. Bring a new influx of cheap and mind-robbing gin to the equation, and you have the makings of Dante’s Inferno upon English earth.” Lillehorne stared into the flame of the oil lamp, and it was not just the low temperature of the mean little room that gave Matthew a chill but the expression of pain in the man’s eyes. Obviously he hadn’t been totally prepared for the job, nor for the realities of Londontown in the year 1703. “This city,” Lillehorne said, “eats its young and weak. It cuts the heads off children and batters the faces of men and women into pulp for the taking of a few shillings. It corrupts the mind and destroys the soul. It has no bottom. So…no, there is no one to spend half-a-day on you, young man. Better for you than here,” he said, “would have been to jump overboard and follow to a watery grave the unlamented Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren.”
A silence fell but for the noise of the rain. Nack’s mouth contorted as he was about to loose a further insult at Matthew. Lillehorne said in a dry and distant voice, “Don’t speak,” and his cohort in some unknowable crime remained mute.
It occurred to Matthew that Lord Cornbury might not have done either Lillehorne or Nack such a favor.
Matthew drew in a long breath and then let it go. He asked the question he’d never thought he would have to pose to Gardner Lillehorne: “Can you help me?”
Lillehorne regarded the flame for a few seconds more as if transfixed by it, or if its light was for a brief time a torch of sanity in a world of madness. Then he returned to his senses and the present moment, and he answered with no hint of the irony involved, “I will convey your situation to the general clerk at the Old Bailey and ask to see Judge Thomason Greenwood. Judge Greenwood is a fair and honest man…a young man, known to be lenient under compelling circumstances. The questions you brought up before Magistrate Akers are also in the papers I read and they will be of interest to the judge. I will stand up for you, and we shall devise some method of repayment for this service at a later date.”
“Fine,” said Matthew, with an almost overwhelming rush of relief. “May I ask how long this will take?”
“I’ll contact the clerk in the morning. After that…I can’t say with any certainty, but hopefully we can get you standing at the Old Bailey by the end of the month.”
“The…end of the month? But it’s barely November! You mean I have to stay here for nearly another whole month?”
“Appreciate where you are, young sir,” said Lillehorne with a cutting edge to his voice. “You are fortunate because St. Peter’s Place is the Dock House Inn of prison facilities here. You’re a reader of the Gazette, you know you could do worse. Nack, fetch the guard.”
Nack was up and knocking on the door at Lillehorne’s command. The door was unbolted from the other side and a man who made Magnus Muldoon look puny came in, though most of his bulk was fat and he had a shaven head with a little chunk of it missing above the left eye.
“Mind your manners while you’re in here,” Lillehorne advised as the guard hauled Matthew up from his chair as if he were the weight of a potato sack. “Do what you’re told and stay out of trouble…if that is possible for you, I mean.”
“I will.” The guard’s hands on Matthew’s shoulders were like bands of iron. No chains were needed with this goliath around. Too bad the man seemed to have the sense of a ten-year-old child. “And thank you, Gardner. I mean it sincerely.”
“Of course you do.” This was followed with a small smirk. “A prison cell has a way of producing sincerity as well as humility. Let’s hope these life lessons stick.”
The last word—four of them, to be exact—was delivered by Dippen Nack, with a scowl and a spit and a brandishment of the billyclub to which he evidently was married: “Too far from home!”
Then the guard took Matthew hobbling away, back to the cold cavern of cells, and the two gentlemen of London took their leave, out into the gray rain and the vast metropolis of gray buildings, gray sidewalks, and gray faces.
 

 
As soon as the Bonny Chance had fixed its lines to its berth in the Plymouth wharf and the gangplank lowered, Hudson Greathouse and Berry Grigsby were off to find the harbormaster. They were tired and grimy in their mold-streaked clothes and their first steps on an unmoving surface had them grabbing hold of each other as if one spinning top might secure the balance of another, but somehow they made it down the plank without splashing into the drink.
It was late afternoon, the Bonny Chance having been made by signal flag to sit at anchor in the harbor for four hours before the longboats could be sent out. The wharves at Plymouth had been exceptionally busy today and a mishap at unloading cargo had, in a series of increasing delays, caused in turn delays of the mooring of all new arrivals. Those four hours had seemed the longest in their lives to both Berry and Hudson, who could do nothing but wait. Now, though, it was time for action, and weariness, grime, mold and the torment of Hudson’s itchy gray beard be damned…where was the harbormaster in this confusion of crates and trunks, ropes, horses and wagons, cursing sailors, shouting captains, caterwauling cargo chiefs and—the same as in New York—a more-than-motley crew of fiddlers, squeezeboxers, beggars, dancers and higglers hawking pastries and geegaws. All in all, a chaotic scene…and then quite suddenly from the leaden sky the rain began to beat down upon captain and fiddler alike.
Both drenched to the skin and resembling nothing more than beggars and ragmops themselves, Hudson and Berry after a time of searching found the harbormaster snug in his dockside cabin next to a roaring fire and with a cup of rum halfway to his mouth.
“The Wanderer,” said Hudson when it was apparent business was meant and no man was going to dislodge him from this purpose. “Look through your records. Has it arrived? And if so—I hope—when?”
The answer was forthcoming on the arrival to the harbormaster’s palm of twenty shillings, plus sped to speech by the sight of Hudson’s fist cocked back to make a shredding of his lips. The ledger showed that the Wanderer had indeed arrived two weeks ago, that it was under legal seizure concerning a lawsuit Captain Sullivan Peppertree had filed against his crew, that the ship had unfortunately sunk at its berth three days after being tied up, and it was still there serving as a headache, an eyesore and a roost for a hundred seagulls. So what of it?
“You have a list of passengers?”
“I do not. God speed them on their way. I have only listings for cargo.”
“We’re looking for a young man named Matthew Corbett,” Berry said, hoping to ease some of the tension in the room. “He was a passenger on the—”
“Oh, I remember that name!” came the reply. “There was quite a fuss on the wharf when the ship docked. It’s not often that a constable is summoned to arrest a murderer as soon as he’s brought down the plank. I know, because the preacher came first to me to arrange it.”
“A murderer?” Hudson frowned. His heart had jumped. “Who was murdered?”
“A foreign count, I heard. I don’t know all the details. But this Corbett fellow you’re askin’ for…he did the killin’.”
Hudson and Berry looked at each other, both for the moment at a loss for words.
Berry recovered first, though her head was still swimming. “Where has he been taken?”
“The gaolhouse, I suppose. I know Constable Moncroff came here to make the arrest. Hey now!” His already-beady eyes narrowed. “What are all these questions about, anyway? You got a stake in this?”
“You might say that,” Hudson replied. “Direct us to the gaol.”
“Not a place most people want to visit, but I’ll direct you. Got five more shillings on you?”
Within the hour Hudson and Berry had taken a carriage through the rainy streets of Plymouth to the Town Hall and gaol, a distance of about a half-mile from the harbor. In this dismal building they found that Constable Moncroff had gone for the day, the prisoner was no longer in the Plymouth gaol, the records of the matter were not for public display, and no—said the constable on duty, a rather strapping young fellow with a knife scar on his chin and hard eyes that dared an altercation—they could not have the home address of Constable Moncroff. They would have to come back tomorrow morning and that was that.
“At least tell us where he’s been taken,” Berry said, with a note of pleading in her voice. She felt near crying from frustration. “Won’t you please do that?”
“Away from here. Moncroff signs in at seven o’clock sharp,” said the young constable, and the set of his jaw told Berry there would be no more information.
Hudson would have smacked the fool out of this gent and been done with it but he cared not to spend a night behind bars. There was nothing more to do but return to the harbor, get their luggage taken off, and find an inn for the night. At this rate, Hudson thought, Matthew was going to owe him a year’s worth of doing his laundry.
The rain was still falling. Darkness had begun to spread over the town. They got into the carriage that Hudson had wisely asked to wait for them, and they set off again toward the docks.
To Berry’s silence, Hudson said, “We’ve come this far, one more night won’t make a difference.”
“It might,” she said, and then lapsed again into quiescence. She was bedraggled, her hair was wet and dirty, there were dark circles under her eyes and never had she felt so weary. She’d forgotten the toll a sea voyage took on a person, even a voyage as calm and uneventful—mostly—as that on the Bonny Chance. At least she’d not been the reason for anyone falling overboard, breaking a leg on a stairway, or any other calamity she might imagine. True, one of the women passengers did give birth to twins on the trip and Berry had been the one to assist the ship’s doctor in this event, but that had certainly been a positive and not a negative.
“We know three things,” Hudson said as the horse clopped along, heedless of the driver’s occasional whipstrikes. “Count Dahlgren is dead, Matthew has been held to account for it, and Matthew survives, wherever he might be. Look, we need to get our chins out of the mud. Matthew is alive. That’s all I need to know to make me want to have a good dinner and a cup of the best wine a poor traveller can afford. How about you?”
“I could eat a horse with the skin still on it,” she said, “and break open a bottle with my teeth to get at the wine. But…his not being here…there something about that I just don’t like.”
“Well, maybe that gaol is crowded and they put him somewhere else. We’ll find out in the morning, but until then there’s no use worrying ourselves to a pity. I’m already gray enough, thank you.”
She looked at him, at the earnest and caring expression on his tired, hollow-eyed face, and gave him as much of a sunny smile as she could pry from behind her own dark clouds. He had been like this all through the voyage: always positive when she needed him to be, always a strong shoulder to lean on, always a gentleman and certainly always a loyal and unswerving friend to Matthew. Indeed, whatever Matthew had been through and whatever faced him now, he was lucky to have such a pillar of fortitude at his back. Her smile faded, though, as she pondered an imponderable. “I have two things to ask you,” she said. “The first…do you think he actually did murder the man?”
Hudson scratched his bearded chin. If he didn’t have a legion of lice in there, he would dance a jig and piss a pickle. “Murder,” he repeated solemnly. “That can be one man’s opinion. It appears Matthew may have aided Dahlgren’s departure from this earth, but I’m not ready to call him a murderer.” This was a quicksandy area, so Hudson pressed on. “Your second question?”
“One I’ve wished to ask you for some weeks now,” she told him, and yet the question was—unlike the emergence of the twins—a difficult birth. At last she brought it to air. “Matthew was very unkind to me the last time we spoke. It was so unlike him. I thought…his experience on that damned island—excuse my tongue—caused him to lose his senses for awhile. But…nevertheless, he said to me some terrible and hurtful things. Is it that…he has feelings for Minx Cutter, and wishes me out of his sight?”
“Lord, no!” came the immediate response. “I don’t know about you, but being in the same room with Minx Cutter makes me want to be wearing a suit of armor…or at least an armored codpiece. No, I don’t think it’s that at all.”
“What, then? Can you say?”
“I can guess,” said Hudson. He had to spend a few seconds in formulation of this guess, for he realized she was hanging on his words. “If I were Matthew,” he ventured, “I’d be trying to run you off, too.”
“Why?”
“Can’t you understand it? Of course Matthew cares for you. He’d be a fool if he didn’t and that boy is no fool. His reasons are plain. The closer he allows you to come to him, the more in danger you are from those who wish him harm. Speaking particularly now of Professor Fell.” He paused for emphasis, and she got that because she nodded. “We know that even at a distance,” he went on, “the professor can loose the devil’s own Hell against his enemies. After Matthew was a part of blowing up that gunpowder supply and was responsible for destroying the whole—as you put it—damn island, Fell will be coming after him with every weapon he can bring to bear. Matthew doesn’t want you to be one of them.”
“Me? A weapon?”
“If Fell’s people got hold of you, yes…a weapon with which to attack Matthew. And no telling what would be done to you before he could meet Fell’s demands. Minx Cutter plays her part of being tough and unconcerned, but I believe she wishes for a second face on the back of her head to watch out for the professor’s vengeance. It’s coming. She knows it, I know it, and Matthew knows it. Therefore Matthew wants to keep you at a distance, though by now that’s likely a futile plan.”
“You’re right,” she said. “I won’t give up on him.”
“Of course you won’t. That’s why you’re here. That’s why you most probably turned down a marriage proposal from Ashton McCaggers, and left New York on this journey with a crude, rude wild man you hardly know.” Hudson offered the faintest spirit of a sly smile. “I won’t ask you if I’m correct about McCaggers, but I know I’m correct about the other part.”
“No, you’re not. I find you anything but crude, rude and wild.”
“My dear old Mam always taught me to be on my best behavior with a school teacher,” he said. He glanced out the window into a torrent of driving rain. “Ah, here’s the harbor! As wet above the sea as below. The dock’s cleared out a bit.” He reached up and rapped with his knuckles on the driver’s viewslit. “If you wish an extra pence you can help us with our trunks,” he told the man. “Then direct us to an inn, and not one where we have to share rooms with wharf rats, either.”
“Yes sir, very good.”
Berry didn’t mind the rain or the discomfort of sopping-wet hair, clothes and skin. Her worried expression was due to her feeling—call it a woman’s intuition—that wherever he was, even in the hands of the law, Matthew was still in terrible danger and there was nothing she nor Hudson could do about it. But tomorrow was tomorrow, and if Heaven must be moved to find him she would search out a lever big enough to reach from Earth to the Plain Of Paradise. Of this she made a solemn vow to herself.
“Ready?” Hudson asked before opening the door.
She nodded.
He said, “Chin—”
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-up,” spoke the prisoner with the mane of filth-matted white hair and one eye covered with a gray film. “Ya look like you’re already climbin’ the thirteen.”
“Pardon?” It had been the first time this man had addressed him in the four days of being in the cell, and Matthew had a sluggish moment of not understanding. “The thirteen what?”
“Thirteen what, he asks!” White Hair elbowed the second prisoner, Broken Nose, in the ribs. “He don’t know nothin’, do he?”
“Thirteen steps to the gallows!” growled Broken Nose. “Where ya been all ya life?”
“As far away from the hangman as I could get,” said Matthew.
“Ha! Ain’t we all been!” White Hair grinned, showing a mouthful of green disaster. “Caught up with us now though, ain’t it? But I say chin up, ’cause you could be like that poor feller!” He jerked a misshapen thumb in the direction of the aged gent who lay shivering in a heap on the floor, which was what the decrepit individual did except for eating lightly and defecating heavily. “He’s gave the game to God!” said White Hair. “Won’t be long ’fore they carries him out to the beetle yard!” He focused his working eye on Matthew. “What’re you in for?”
“Someone’s mistake.”
Those two words might have been the most comical ever spoken in London, the way White Hair and Broken Nose howled with laughter while their nostrils shot goo and their three eyes leaked tears of hilarity.
“I presume that’s what everyone says,” Matthew amended, his own face as straight as a plowman’s path.
“Honest now!” said White Hair when he could again speak. He wiped his nose on a sleeve that was black with such dried tidbits. “What’d ya do?”
“It is claimed,” Matthew answered with great dignity, “that I committed murder.”
Instantly the two men were nearly at his feet.
“Ya killed a constable?” asked Broken Nose.
“A preacher?” prodded White Hair. “I’ve always wanted to kill me one a’them!”
“Neither. It is claimed I killed a Prussian count.”
Their faces sagged, if they could sag anymore than the usual. “Ahhhhh, that ain’t nothin’!” White Hair made an expression of disgust, which on its own was a murderous sight. “Them foreign counts is a bob a bag, ain’t worth wipin’ the blade for.”
“And him bein’ Prussian!” Broken Nose added. “’Tain’t nobody likes them pigsuckers! You’ll be out of here ’fore the wrens fly on St. Stephen’s Day!”
“I hope long before that.”
“Well, them things has to go through what they call ‘the proper channels’,” said Broken Nose, with a philosophical air. “Hey, y’know we thought you was a pigeon, that’s why we wasn’t speakin’ to ya.”
“A pigeon?”
“Sure and it’s the truth!” said White Hair. “A pigeon. Y’know. Somebody brought in from outside, dressed up to look like they belongs here. See, they ain’t found the money I…um…helped myself to from the Widow Hamm’s house after the poor old bitch fell down them steps and busted her head wide open. Lord, that was a sight! How was I to know she was gonna come a cropper ’gainst that boot brick? I ain’t no fortune teller!”
“They ain’t got my money neither!” said Broken Nose. “And damned if they’ll find it. That old skinflint was robbin’ me and everybody else worked in the shop, I’m just the one had guts enough to knock his brains out and take what was mine. ’Course, I took everybody else’s money too, but they was all the yellowest of cowards!”
“So,” White Hair continued, “they are known to send pigeons in here to find out where the money’s stashed. Then they go and take it for themselves. But you been in here long enough, none of ’em stay more than two days. Who would if they didn’t have to, even for the money? We figured we might be right when they took you out awhile ago, but then when they brung you back and that guard give you such a shove…naw, you ain’t no pigeon. You’re a regular fella.”
“But I still ain’t talkin’ about where I stashed my loot,” said Broken Nose adamantly. “I’m gettin’ out of here, one way or ’nother. Knowin’ that’s waitin’ for me…keeps me wakin’ up to see the sunshine.”
Matthew grunted. The only way sunshine could get into this place would be if someone could smuggle it here in a bottle. The clammy walls were mottled with brown, black, and green lichens, the floor laid with cold flagstones likely quarried by Roman slaves, the iron bars absolute in their rigidity, the only light—and blessed they were to have any at all—was the meager glow of a single candle stuck to a brown clay plate on a small ledge above Broken Nose’s foul-smelling bunk. Matthew’s own bunk smelled terribly foul as well; one fear he had was that when he got out of here he would find his sense of smell totally destroyed.
Down the corridor a man screamed as if his heart had been burst with a blade. Someone else laughed brokenly, a haunted hollow sound, and another voice further away began to speak curses at a slow, methodical pace as if reciting a schoolboy’s lesson.
“You seem a smart lad,” said Broken Nose, who paid no heed to this commotion and likely didn’t even hear such anymore. “Know why it’s thirteen steps to the gallows?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Let me lighten ya. Each step eight inches. Gives ya a height total of eight feet, six inches. What they call in their profession an ‘acceptable drop’. Enough to break the neck clean…usual, that is. Don’t pay to be tall if you’re to be hanged. Height of eight feet, six inches also leaves ’nough room to handle the corpse, get a cart underneath it and cut it loose. That’s why thirteen steps. Now you’re smarter than ya was a minute ago.”
“Thank you,” said Matthew, a little uneasily. “I don’t plan on ever needing that knowledge, but thank you.”
“Hey now!” By the light of the candle White Hair looked as if he’d just had an epiphany. “Can you read, boy?”
“Yes.”
“Gimme me the paper!” White Hair said to his companion. “The ass-wiper, right over there!” He took hold of the darkly-stained small yellow broadsheet, which appeared only to be stuck together with unmentionables, and held it out toward Matthew. “Here. Would you read this to me? Please?”
“Uh,” Matthew said, “I’m not sure I really want to—”
“I’m beggin’. Please. My dear Betsy used to read it to me, twice a week. Oh, it’s all dried, ain’t nothin’ to fear.”
“It’s not that I fear anything, it’s just that…well…what is it?”
“Lord Puffery’s Pin. Ain’t you never heard of it?”
“No.”
“That boy must be from the moon!” said Broken Nose. “Everybody knows the Pin!”
“Comes out twice a week,” White Hair explained. “When the guards finish readin’ ’em they bring ’em in sometimes for us to…y’know…clean ourselves with. But looky here, this one’s hardly a week old!”
“It’s a news sheet, I gather?”
“Oh, more than that! If it wasn’t for the Pin you’d never know what was goin’ on in London! It’s like…like…”
“Balm for the soul,” said Broken Nose.
“Yep, that!” The offensive sheet was held out closer to Matthew, who realized that despite the foulness of the paper it might not do to get on the wrong side of these two cellmates. “You bein’ able to read,” White Hair went on, with a desperate note in his voice, “that’s kinda like a Godsend. I’m—the both of us—we’re starvin’ for the news. You see?”
“No, I can’t see. Very well, at least.” Matthew decided there were worse things in the world than handling a news sheet laden with a week’s crust of manure. Or perhaps not, but the issue was diplomacy. It was a good way to make himself valuable to these two, as they both seemed to be as anxious as children awaiting the most delicious tray of sweetmeats. He reached out, grimaced only a little, and took the sheet in one hand. “Bring the candle closer, if you will,” he said, and no quicker expressed than done.
“Start at the top,” said White Hair, his single eye gleaming. “My Betsy always started at the top.”
Matthew began to read the headline there. “Lady Everlust Gives Birth To Two-Headed—” He looked up in amazement. “What is this?”
“I knew Lady Everlust was gonna birth a freak!” White Hair said excitedly to his companion. “The way she was paradin’ herself around, drinkin’ gin by the barrel and spreadin’ her legs for every man Jack! I knew it! Go on, was it a boy or a girl?”
Matthew read a little further into the so-called article. “Gave birth Thursday last,” he reported, “to a two-headed child, one head that of a boy and one head that of a girl, with the sexual organs of—oh, really!” He couldn’t bear to read on. “This is absurd!”
“It’s God’s judgment on Lady Everlust, is what it is,” said Broken Nose. “You ain’t been followin’ the story, you don’t know. That is one mean, wicked, hateful woman! So go on, what’s the freak’s sex?”
“Both,” said Matthew, and the two men hollered with glee so loudly the sad sack on the floor shifted and put his hands to his ears.
“Next story!” White Hair urged. “Don’t leave us hangin’!”
“Great Ape Escapes From Zoo, Rampages Through House of Lords…listen, do you really be—”
“Plucked their wigs off one by one, I’ll bet! Can’t you see it?” howled Broken Nose. “I’d ’a opened up that floorboard and given a pound of my money to see…I mean…that would’ve been worth payin’ to see!”
“Next! Go on, go on!”
“Famed Italian Opera Star Still Missing, Feared Kidnapped.”
“Oh yeah.” White Hair nodded. “Happened a couple of weeks ago. Lady was supposed to sing first for the Earl of Canterbury, then gonna do a singin’ at the Castle Oak Theater. Pity, that. I heard she’s a looker. Some knave’s got her knocked up by now. Go on, the candle’s burnin’.”
“Albion Attacks Again, Murder Done In
Crescent Alley.”
“That bastard!” seethed Broken Nose. “Does it say who he killed?”
Matthew had to read around a piece of what appeared to be oatmeal that had made its way from north to south. “Benjamin Greer, I think the name is.”
“Not Benny Greer!” Broken Nose sat up as straight as if an iron rod had been introduced into his nether regions. “I know a Benny Greer, but it can’t be the same one. Must be dozens of Benjamin Greers in London. Right?”
“What else does it say?” White Hair prompted, without answering the other.
“This is a little difficult to read, as it has done its job a bit too well, but…” Matthew angled the sheet toward the candlelight and tried his best to make out the murky printing. “Benjamin Greer, aged twenty-five or thereabouts…address unknown…recently released from St. Peter’s—”
“God A’mighty! Benny!” gasped Broken Nose. “He was in here not a month ago! Does it say how Albion did it? Slashed throat, I’m guessin’. That’s how he kills ’em all.”
“Yes,” Matthew saw in the article. “A cut throat, done after midnight in Crescent Alley. No one to claim the body, it seems.” He looked up at the two prisoners, who had become very subdued. “Who is Albion?”
“Jesus save you, you must not be from around here.” White Hair was staring at the floor, his interest in the Pin suddenly punctured. “Albion’s the talk of London. Bastard’s in the Pin all the time, killin’ somebody or ’nother. Benny…damn, he was a good feller. Ran with them Black-Eyed Broodies over in Whitechapel, and maybe he did some things that weren’t so upstandin’, but…hell…he had a good heart.”
“Let out of here hardly a month past,” the other man added. “And dead by Albion’s blade. Ain’t right. Makes ya wonder what this world is comin’ to.”
Matthew was glad to put the sheet aside. In his opinion most of the articles seemed to be fashioned from the same substance that blighted the paper. “Albion,” he repeated. “This person has killed many others?”
“Many,” said Broken Nose. “There and then gone, he is. A phantomine if there ever was one.”
“Phantom,” White Hair corrected. “That’s the proper word.” He looked to Matthew for assurance. “Ain’t it?”
Matthew hardly heard him. He watched the candleflame gutter at some breath of wind from a crack in the ancient walls. “Robbery is the motive, then?”
“Albion kills men who ain’t got a shillin’ to their names,” Broken Nose said. He had curled himself up on his bunk so his back was firmly against stone. “Ain’t robbery. It’s killin’ for the thrill of it, seems like. Oh, there’s been a couple of people say they seen him, always after somebody’s been laid low. Says he wears a black cloak and hood and a golden mask. Yessir. A golden mask. Carries a blade as long as your arm.”
“That would be a sword?” Matthew inquired.
“Sword…long knife…whatever it is, it cuts deep. Heard tell Albion can walk through walls. Solid stone don’t stop no phantomine…a phantom, if you please. Nossir. Heard he’s in one place one minute, next he shows up halfway ’cross the city. Heard he jumped off a roof once…just disappeared right in midair. Albion flies with the wind, that’s what he does. And anybody unlucky enough to see under that golden mask…they’re gonna die for it, ’cause Albion is Death itself, and under there is a skull just a’grinnin’.”
“May I ask who you heard these tales from?”
“It was read to me from the Pin, of course. That’s how I get all my news.”
“I see.” Matthew realized Lord Puffery, whoever that entity might be, could just as well have made up the personage of golden-masked Albion as much as Lady Everlust and her two-headed lovechild had been invented. Of course Benjamin Greer was probably really dead, killed by a perfectly ordinary villain as had been the others, but ascribing these deaths to a phantom who travelled with the wind was much more compelling to the masses. “You say this Pin is published twice a week? How much is the cost?”
“Goes for five pence,” said White Hair. “And worth every bit of it, to keep up with events. There’s persons rather starve and go thirsty than do without their Pin twice a week.”
“Cheap gin for the mind, I presume,” Matthew said, but he was speaking mostly to himself. Gardner Lillehorne had been correct; this was not New York, as surely the citizens there would see through such blatant lies in Marmaduke Grigsby’s Earwig. In fact, Marmy would be ashamed to show his face after printing such twaddle.
However, Matthew found himself again reaching for the sheet as if tranced, for that part about Lady Everlust’s freak child was ridiculous but entertaining in its own way, and it made a small bit of gaol-time evaporate without effort. Scanning the articles, he surmised that Lord Puffery—if indeed there was in reality such a person—had quite an imagination and had been made by this thin one-sided five-pence meal of execrable porridge a very, very wealthy individual. At the bottom of the page was the boldface line Buying Items Of Interest at Sm.
Luther, Printer, 1229 Fleet Street.
Samuel Luther? This person held the eyes, ears and voices of London’s hundred thousands. Matthew played with the idea that when he got out of this he might find Lord Puffery, and give the Pin a real story concerning a certain Professor Fell, who made Albion’s supposed wickedness a child’s play. He was in Fell’s territory, Berry and everyone else he cared for—loved—was at a safe distance. So if the professor wanted him so badly, let Fell first have a bellyful of Pins.
It was a plan. But first for himself, to regain his freedom. Perhaps—hope upon hope—tomorrow.



Nine
 

 
Tomorrow dawned. In Plymouth, Hudson and Berry were accepted to be seen by Constable Moncroff at just after seven in the morning, were informed that the prisoner in question had been transferred to London, namely the holding facility at St. Peter’s Place, and the case given over to the Honorable Gardner Lillehorne, Assistant to the High Constable. Moncroff did reveal that the victim of this murder, Count Anton Mannerheim Dahlgren, had been killed at sea during a storm and there might be some mitigating circumstances but other than that he could not say.
Hudson and Berry then went directly to the coach office to secure transfer to London, were told all the coaches were currently out but one to make the trip would be available on the morrow, if it arrived back in Plymouth on schedule tonight. The trip would take at least seven days and more if the infernal rain kept up, and word had it that parts of the road were being washed out. Therefore tickets could be sold to them, but there was no assurity they would reach London within a week’s time.
The two travellers bought their tickets and then returned to the Hartford House in a dismal downpour.
In London as the day progressed, Matthew’s expectations waned. The prisoners were taken out to file along in their chains and receive a wooden cup of ox-meat soup, light on the ox-meat, but no mention was made of his going before Judge Greenwood nor was there any further communication from Gardner Lillehorne. He and the others were returned to their cells, and Matthew realized he might indeed be made to stay here an intolerable month, a thought that dashed his spirits down to the very stones.
The following day, the rain still fell, no coach was available to Hudson and Berry, and Matthew went through the exact same routine as the day before. The only difference in this day was that when their candle burned out they were not given another, as it was explained to Matthew by his two coherent cellmates that they had used up their taper allowance for the week.
On the next morrow, with the rain ceased but the sky still low and threatening, success was had at the Plymouth coach office. A stop at the Hartford House to put aboard their trunks, and Hudson and Berry settled in for the journey along with a recently-arrived wig-crafter from Philadelphia and a Norwegian businessman in the timber trade.
Thus it was that Matthew had no sense of the time when the guard came to their cell with chains over his shoulder, unlocked the door and said to him, “Out.”
Matthew stood up and obeyed. The guard first locked the cell door and then went about securing the chains to Matthew’s ankles and wrists. His cellmates, who had been entertained by Matthew’s tales of his youth growing up in the New York orphanage and of the Rachel Howarth incident in Fount Royal, pressed themselves against the bars. Broken Nose, whose name Matthew had learned was Thomas Leary, unsuccessful prize fighter and ex-carpenter, called out, “Steady, lad! Duck whatever they throw at ya!”
“Move on,” said the guard, followed by a shove to Matthew’s back.
Along the corridor they went, assailed by the rough voices, ragged curses and juicy spits aimed not at Matthew but splattering him just the same. The guard used his billyclub, quite similar to Dippen Nack’s, to strike at the fingers that were curled around bars and might have managed to break a few according to the howls of pain that ensued. Matthew was made to wait while another door was unlocked, he was pushed through into a cleaner-smelling area with barred windows that allowed the meager light of what might have been early afternoon, and while one skinny guard held his own bludgeon under Matthew’s chin the hulking one unlocked the prisoner’s chains at wrists and ankles.
Then Matthew was guided through a long passageway adorned with the oil paintings of famous men with large heads and cautious eyes, and into a chamber where a bewigged official sat at a desk before a wall of shelves holding a multitude of ledger books. There Gardner Lillehorne stood waiting, dressed in dark brown with a red feather sticking up from his taupe tricorn. Beyond him was the pair of heavy oak doors that Matthew had been brought into this building through, and outside were seven stone steps to the street.
“Judge Greenwood,” Lillehorne said, “will see you today.”
“Luck to you,” the offensive guard offered, and he put a hand on Matthew’s shoulder like the most considerate of brothers.
Weak London light was yet strong enough to sting Matthew’s eyes as he emerged from the gaolhouse alongside Lillehorne. The rain had stopped but the air was cold and clammy, the clouds dark, and in his tatty prison rags Matthew was chilled to the bone. A coach, again with barred windows, waited at the curb and there also waited another club-wielding guard who wore a black skullcap and a jacket made of wolfhide.
“Necessary,” said Lillehorne in advance of Matthew’s objection. “Get in and remain silent.”
Matthew did as he was told, and gladly. The guard sat beside him in the enclosed cab while Lillehorne took the seat across. Lillehorne tapped on the roof with the silver lion’s-head of his cane and the coach started off.
Though the sun was definitely hidden behind a ceiling of clouds, this afternoon there was neither rain nor fog. The light was low, tinged a shade blue, but Matthew had the chance to observe the city in greater detail as they moved along. Firstly, the buildings were close-packed together and huge; New York had never seen the like of such monuments to Mammon. There were businesses of all kinds and descriptions to go along with the incredible, head-spinning variety of edifices. Two stables within one block? The anvils and fires of two blacksmiths, the same? Here a corral of livestock, there a shop selling wedding gowns. The store of a tricorn-shaper stood next to a gunsmith, a nautical goods emporium next to a shop specializing in Japanese fans, jadework, and kimonos of every hue or so it seemed from the astounding variety in the front window. Three taverns stood within stagger distance of each other, two facing each other directly across the street. Matthew realized there must be several hundred taverns here for they were everywhere, with names like The Mad Parrot, Abraham’s Pleasure, and The Restless Owl. He thought he might try the Owl when he got out of this; it sounded like it might be his kind of place.
But could he even find that particular tavern again? Even with instructions? These streets were a maze: one cutting across another, narrowing then widening and narrowing again, made black in the shadows of columns and towers, curving to cross another street, broken cobbles under the hooves and wheels, here a wagon stalled by a stubborn mule fighting against its driver and several other men, there a huge hole filled with muddy rainwater that had already bitten off two wheels for they were lying half-submerged in the morass. And everywhere more coaches and carriages, some sturdy and workmanlike and others painted up like brothel dollies. Then there were the wagons, and Matthew thought that if one third of the traffic on this very street was put upon the Broad Way that thoroughfare would collapse down to the tombs of the Mohawk Adam and Eve. Just within his limited sight they were hauling coal, barrels, lumber, haybales, the carcasses of dead horses, a cathedral’s worth of bricks, windowframes, bolts of material, piles of burlap bags, a small mountain of gravel, and a massive bronze church bell.
And the people and their noise, and even without the shouting and wild laughter that seemed to soar up from the doorways and windows the sound of boots tramping on street stones was that of an army on constant march though no army had ever been so chaotic. Beggars here and beggars there, legs and arms missing from some real warfare or dread disease, gents and ladies in finery strolling yet here a stroll was a fight to move through the masses, two men at bloody fisticuffs over by the Gentleman Bear tavern and a crowd urging them on, a fiddler daring fate by playing his tune in the street, a young girl with long brown hair standing on a rooftop watching the river of life flow by below.
Before long Matthew was nearly exhausted from taking all this in, and finally in spite of his natural curiosity he had to pull his eyes away and concentrate on staring at the red feather in Lillehorne’s tricorn.
“I felt much the same way, coming back here after such a time,” said Lillehorne with a knowing half-smile. “I’d forgotten that New York is a rustic town compared to this.” The coach suddenly came to a dead halt. “Oh mercy!” he said, his expression severe again, and he banged on the roof with his cane.
“Traffic jam up ahead, sir,” said the driver through the viewslit. “Looks like an ale wagon’s broke down. People are swarmin’ all over, lootin’ the barrels.”
“Sweet breath of Christ!” In his dismay Lillehorne removed his tricorn to scratch in the glossy sheen of his hair. “Can you find another route?”
“We’re jammed in. Stuck for awhile, looks like.”
“I feared as much. Get moving when you’re able.”
The driver slid the viewslit shut and Lillehorne stared at Matthew with a baleful eye as if blaming him for this delay. “Unfortunately,” he said, “one’s time can be wasted here in many ways. I have a meeting with High Constable Lord Rivington within the hour. I don’t want to be late for that.”
“And neither do I want to be late to meet with Judge Greenwood.”
“Yes, he’s a lenient man but he does value time, as do all successful professionals.” He heard something—a boy’s voice, strongly calling out—at about the same time as Matthew did, and he looked to his left through the bars.
“Lord Shepsley deserts Lady Caroline for an African chambermaid!” the boy shouted, with lungs of leather. “Tipsy Viceroy tavern burned to the ground, the Mohocks claim they done it! Famed Eyetalian opera star kidnapped by her pirate lover! Fresh news from the Pin here, fresh news from the Pin!”
The bellowing salesboy, perhaps twelve years of age, stood at the curb with a bundle of the news sheets in his arms. He wore an apronlike garment with pockets in which to deposit coins. They were already bulging. “Boy!” Lillehorne called over the noise of London. “Come here!” He dug for a five-pence piece, paid the boy through the bars and took a copy as other customers swarmed around. The guard also coughed up a coin for his own sheet. With gleaming eyes and an air of excitement Lillehorne began to read the so-called news of the day. Matthew noted that both Lillehorne’s and the guard’s mouths moved as they read.
“Any further word of Lady Everlust’s two-headed child?” Matthew asked.
Lillehorne glanced up for only an instant. “What? Oh, that’s old news. I presume your cellmates were devotees? Almost everyone is.”
“I see.” Matthew watched the boy selling the sheets one after another until he moved out of sight, still hollering the headlines. “I’m wondering, though, how one separates fact from fiction in such a publication.”
“It’s all fact based,” said Lillehorne, with a defensive edge to his voice. “Of course much of it is embellished for the entertainment of the common man, but it’s done so smoothly one winds up not caring to make a distinction. Now quiet, please, and let me catch up.”
“A slippery slope,” Matthew said.
“Pardon?”
“A slippery slope, relinquishing the distinction between fact and fiction to a faceless Lord Puffery. Is there really such a person?”
“I have no idea. Does it matter?”
“I’d like to be sure what I’m reading is the word of a truthful writer. The story about the kidnapped opera star, for instance. Is that true?”
“It is. When Madam Alicia Candoleri arrived at Portsmouth she was met by what we presume she thought was a coach sent by the Earl of Canterbury. It turned out the real coach had been waylaid and the driver and the madam’s escort murdered, their bodies found in a wood. Madam Candoleri disappeared and has not been seen since. That was two weeks ago.”
“She had no protector travelling with her?”
“Two persons. Her manager and her makeup girl. Both also missing.”
“What’s the ransom?”
“No ransom has been requested, as far as I know.”
“Hm,” said Matthew. “No ransom demand after two weeks? The murder of the earl’s driver and the escort makes it clear someone was very serious in their intent…but why would a famous opera star be abducted for anything but a queen’s ransom? I’m guessing also that the part about the pirate lover is where fiction overtakes fact?”
“I haven’t gotten there yet, please let me advance.”
Matthew allowed him a few more seconds before asking the question that was of real interest. “Has Albion struck again?”
Lillehorne lowered his Pin. “What do you know of that?”
“Just what I read, which was a brief article in one of last week’s issues.” Matthew frowned at Lillehorne’s obvious discomfort. “You mean…Albion is real? Not a fiction?”
“Not a fiction,” was the reply. “Now, I’m sure the Pin does somewhat exaggerate Albion’s exploits, but suffice it to say this personage is a true thorn in the side of the law.”
“Black cape and hood? Golden mask? And he kills with a sword? That’s all correct?”
“Yes.”
“A dramatic individual definitely trying to make a statement,” said Matthew. “But saying what?”
“Saying that he violently disagrees with the way the law is handled in this city. Albion has killed six men, all after midnight, all in areas where decent citizens would fear to tread. The connection between these victims is…oh, we’re moving at last! Very good!” The coach had given a lurch as it started up. “The connection,” Lillehorne went on brusquely, for it appeared he was highly irritated in not being able to read his Pin in peace, “is that all six were common criminals, had served time in the gaolhouse, but were released due to the machinations of lawyers, up to and including bribery.”
“Are you speaking from your own personal experience?”
“Certainly not! It may be that I was rewarded for some of my decisions in New York, but here I am the straightest of arrows. Register that firmly in mind, Sutcliffe,” Lillehorne said to the guard, who gave a nearly-imperceptible nod as he continued his mouthy reading. Lillehorne’s attention returned to the prisoner. “There are unfortunately many in the halls of justice who are open to filling their pockets, but I vow to you I am not one of them. Princess and I have been too long wanting to return here to risk losing my position for a few guineas.”
“Ah,” said Matthew. It helped Lillehorne’s case that the father of his shrewish and socially voracious wife—Maude by name but referred to as “Princess” at her demand—was the well-to-do proprietor of a shellfish eating-house on East Cheap Street and was himself known as the “Duke of Clams”. Matthew listened to the strident music of the city, which was both compelling and repellent. Thoughts floated through his mind like chess pieces in search of a board. “Interesting,” he said.
“What?” Lillehorne again tore himself away from what seemed to Matthew nearly an addiction the entire city shared. “Interesting that I am above bribery?”
“Not that. I trust what you say. Interesting that six common criminals can afford lawyers schooled enough to manipulate the courts, and that six common criminals are for some reason worth the effort and cost of bribery. Is there nothing more to connect these men?”
“Matthew,” said Lillehorne with a cool air of superiority, “you might have been a so-called ‘problem-solver’ in New York, but here you are simply a problem. If you will look deeply into your situation, you will see a prisoner fresh loosed from chains, riding in a prison coach en
route to stand before a judge and hope—quite fervently hope—Judge Greenwood is not suffering from indigestion, gout or any itchy thing that might cause him discomfort, for this is far from being a sure thing. Now do you mind if I do some bit of reading before we reach our destination, which will be in about ten minutes if another ale wagon doesn’t burst its barrels?”
“Oh, no, I don’t mind,” said Matthew. “Go right ahead.”
Within ten minutes the coach turned into an alley and stopped alongside an oak door set in a wall of brown stones. The door appeared scorched and might well have been a survivor of the Great Fire. Matthew figured prisoners such as himself, particularly dressed as he was, were not allowed to sully the front steps of the palatial courthouse complex. “Get out and remain silent until you’re asked to speak,” said Lillehorne. “They brook no hint of disrespect here.”
Matthew nodded, though it seemed to him that bringing a copy of the Pin into the Old Bailey was a form of disrespect to the law of common sense, yet neither Lillehorne nor the guard had qualms about this. He followed the guard through the door with Lillehorne behind him, and once inside he was made to stop in a chamber where chains and padlocks hung from hooks on the walls. A bewigged officer sat at a desk with an oil lamp, a ledger book, a quill and inkpot before him. Two other guards emerged from a hallway. Quick work was done to lock the chains once more to Matthew’s wrists and ankles, making him again have to bend over in a back-aching position. He stared at the floor in disgust; to appear before a judge in this condition was a disgrace. He could feel lice crawling in his hair, he smelled his own terrible body odor, his gray shirt and trousers were filthy and he knew he must look a fright. But so be it. He had no choice but to trust Lillehorne and hope this entire ordeal would soon be ended.
“This way with you,” said one of the newly-arrived guards. Matthew was guided toward a narrow staircase, the risers worn down by the shoes of many unfortunates before him.
They ascended three floors, went through a door and into a corridor with a black-and-white checkered floor. High windows admitted as much light as the London clouds would allow, which meant a murky atmosphere illuminated by oil lamps fixed to the walls. Massive paintings of stern men in black robes and huge white wigs glowered down upon the prisoner; they were the kind of paintings whose eyes stayed upon Matthew until he reached the domain of the next, and that eminent painted personage then took his turn applying the evil eye. The noise of the guards’ and Lillehorne’s boot heels clacking upon the checkered floor sounded like pistols going off, and Matthew’s chains clattered in a place that most likely usually held the hush of a cemetery.
“Here,” said Lillehorne, motioning toward another passageway. They turned down it, came to a door inset with panes of colored glass, and the guards stood back to surround Matthew as Lillehorne opened the door.
It was a regular office with a single oval window, the floor carpeted in dark green. A young man with straw-colored hair and square-lensed spectacles sat at a tidy desk before a row of wooden filing cabinets. He’d been scribing something as Lillehorne, Matthew and the guards entered. His eyes darted to Matthew and then quickly away again, and he put aside his quill. “Good afternoon, Mr. Lillehorne. You have an appointment with the judge, I see.”
“Yes, Steven. Is he ready to speak to us?”
“Not quite yet. Judge Archer asks that you be patient. He just returned from the gymnasium a short while ago.”
“Judge…Archer? Oh…well…I fear there’s been a mistake. My appointment is with Judge Greenwood.”
“There’s been a change.” Steven picked up a sheet of parchment from his desk and offered it to Lillehorne. “By formal decree, Judge Archer has taken responsibility in this matter.”
“Let me see that! Please,” he added, so as not to sound so disturbed. He took the parchment and read it silently, his mouth moving. He gave Matthew a stricken look that made the prisoner’s heart start thumping harder and rise to the vicinity of his throat, for something had definitely gone wrong with this plan. Lillehorne returned the paper to the clerk’s hand. “I don’t understand. This morning all was agreed with Judge Greenwood. Why has Judge Archer taken an interest?”
“I’m sorry, sir,” said the lad, “you’ll have to ask him.” He motioned toward a pendulum clock in the corner, the time being eight minutes after three. “Sir Archer has asked that you go ahead to his courtroom.”
“His courtroom instead of his office?”
“I am told to inform you of where to meet him, sir. I trust I’ve done my duty.”
“Yes. All right. Very well,” said Lillehorne, who seemed to be struggling with inner difficulties involving his process of thought. He took a step toward the desk, reversed himself and took a backward step, and for a moment Matthew thought the man was going to bow before the clerk. Then Lillehorne said tersely, “Come with me,” and Matthew had an extra added twinge of unease—of fear, really—because the assistant to the High Constable of London would no longer make eye contact with him.
They retraced their steps. Out in the corridor under the grim-faced paintings, Lillehorne said to the guards, “Step away and give us some privacy, please.”
They obeyed. Matthew couldn’t help but note that as soon as they distanced themselves the one with the Pin began reading the articles to the others and they all started grinning like pure fools.
“We are in serious trouble,” said Lillehorne. “I mean to say, you are in serious trouble.”
“What’s happened?”
“What has happened…is that for some reason our lenient Judge Greenwood has excused himself from hearing your case, and Judge William Atherton Archer has stepped into the breach.”
“Well…can’t this Judge Archer be reasoned with?”
“Matthew, Matthew, Matthew,” Lillehorne said, if speaking to an idiot child. “You don’t grasp the situation. Judge Archer is known as the ‘Hanging Judge’. It is said he cannot eat his breakfast until someone dangles from a noose at his order. And I can warrant you…he does not miss many breakfasts. This is who will hear your statements. Are you ready?”
“No,” said Matthew.
“Gird yourself,” said Lillehorne, who at this moment seemed Matthew’s only friend in the world. “And for God’s sake don’t stand close enough him to let him get a whiff.”



Ten
 

 
Matthew Corbett had never been afraid of a door before, but this one terrified him.
It was glossy ebony and had a shining brass handle that made him think of the grip and trigger of a pistol. The small brass nameplate across it read W. A. Archer. The door was situated next to the high bulwark of the judge’s bench, which itself was a testament to the power of English law; sitting tall up there one might have a bird’s-eye view of the entire kingdom, or at least the view of a hawk upon the tattered crows that came hopping in their chains upon the polished planks below.
Any second now Judge Archer would come through that door. Matthew could not stop his heart from pounding. His breathing was ragged; he wondered if he hadn’t been poisoned by the moldy air at St. Peter’s Place. All the air of London was moldy, it seemed to him. Today London smelled like bread that had been left to ferment in pickle juice, or perhaps that was just himself. In any case, he felt light-headed and near passing out as he stood before the bench, with Lillehorne positioned a few paces to his right. The guards had remained in the vestibule. Not another soul occupied this great columned courtroom with its vaulted ceiling, its upper balcony and its row upon row of spectator seats. Behind the bench there was a white wall sculpture of a heroic male figure at the reins of a six-horse chariot, the horses bounding forward and the muscles of the driver tensed as he held the steeds in check. Matthew noted that the driver wore a breastplate, his teeth were clenched and he’d been given a grin that said he was equal to the challenge of controlling this vehicle. Matthew had to wonder if the driver was modelled after the judge who sat beneath it.
There came the sound of the door’s handle being turned. Matthew’s heart stutter-stepped. Then…nothing. Perhaps the judge had forgotten something and gone back for it, or for some reason he’d paused in his entry. A few seconds passed, as Matthew watched the door that did not open.
Quite abruptly the handle turned, the door was nearly thrown open, and a slim man of medium height, his blonde hair bound in a queue with a black ribbon, came through. He was wearing a pearl-gray suit and waistcoat and he held a brown leather valise. He looked neither right nor left nor did he cast a glance at either of the two supplicants awaiting him, and he climbed up to his chair with the quick movements of a man who had energy to burn.
He situated himself, opened the valise and drew out some papers. He began to silently page through them. His mouth did not move as he read. Matthew had expected an older man but Judge Archer looked probably to be only in his early forties, or perhaps he was just well-maintained. He appeared a man who enjoyed a healthy breakfast. He had a high forehead, now furrowed as he digested the documents, and a long, narrow aristocratic nose. His eyes looked to be either dark blue or gray, it was difficult to tell at this distance. All in all, Judge Archer was a handsome man who certainly appeared to be cut from the upper crust, and Matthew figured he was from a long line of good breeding, exquisite manners, family money and mansions and of course the Oxford or Cambridge education. A doting wife, two delightful children with great prospects—if one was male certainly a future as a lawyer and judge himself—and all the English world spread out before him like a gigantic banquet on the best table money and old family connections could buy. Matthew felt very, very small—and very poor—indeed.
“Damn,” said the judge without looking up. Though he had the appearance of an Oxford gentleman, he owned the voice of a dockside brawler. “When’s the last time you had a bath?”
“Your Honor,” said Lillehorne, “Mr. Corbett was imprisoned in Plymouth, directly he disembarked from the—”
“Was I asking you?” The lean face with its sharp cheekbones came up. The equally-sharp gray eyes under thick blonde brows pierced Gardner Lillehorne as an archer’s arrow might pierce a soft, ripe apple. “Can this man speak, or is he as dumb as he looks?”
Matthew cleared his throat. God help him, he gave a little squeak in doing so. “I can speak, sir. My last bath was—”
“Forever ago, I’m sure. If I’d known your condition I would have met you in the alley and been done with this.” He slapped the papers down with a force that made Matthew jump and caused Lillehorne to nearly lose his grip on his cane. The gray eyes shifted toward the sheet in Lillehorne’s possession. “Is that what I think it is?”
“Your Honor, it’s the latest—”
“Oh, that’s what I’m smelling! The offensive odor of a beggar’s rag, printed with ink strained from the bowels of diseased lepers! Dare you bring that into my court? Here, approach the bench and deposit it, I’ll have my clerk come in and take it to be burned after we’re done.”
“Yes sir.” Lillehorne flashed a helpless glance at Matthew that said We are all up here,
good luck and God’s mercy on your neck. He approached the bench, stood on tiptoes and reached up so high his back cracked, but he did deliver the Pin as instructed. Then he backpedalled, his head lowered and his eyes firmly fixed upon the floor.
“Mr. Matthew Corbett,” said Judge Archer, and then he simply sat staring at the prisoner as if getting ready to test the reins of this particular chariot, as broken-down and filthy as it was.
The silence stretched.
“Your tale interests me,” he went on. “An associate of the Herrald Agency? Well, I wouldn’t brag on that, as they cause the legal system here more trouble than they’re worth. Dealings with Professor Fell? A myth, as far as I’m concerned, and no one can make me believe he’s a single man. If indeed there is a ‘Professor Fell’, he is a stewpot of various other criminals who have forged some kind of alliance with each other, the better to do their harm to England.”
“Your Honor,” said Matthew, “I can tell you that—”
“Don’t interrupt me.” The fierce expression would have caused a lion’s balls to shrivel. “To continue: loss of memory? An abduction by a Prussian count who you say meant to kill you? And this business aboard the ship…what was its name?” He found the item in his papers. “Wanderer. Mr. Corbett, from what I have read you have committed murder. Now…your plea upon the magistrate at Plymouth that there is no proof of this man’s death, for there is no body, carries some truth, but to allow you to walk away from this incident with no penalty whatsoever would be an affront to my colleagues here and to my entire career. You know you meant to commit murder. The witnesses know it, and I know it. Even Lillehorne there, who has very inably come to your defense, must know it. It’s all here.” Archer lifted the papers in a sinewy hand and then let them fall, one after the other, while maintaining his nearly mocking gaze upon the prisoner. “You try trickery upon this court, Mr. Corbett, and we shall not abide it.”
Matthew saw his future tumbling away in the fall of those papers and this man’s callous—even sadistic—attitude. The panic that leaped up within him was tinged with the first embers of anger. “Please listen to me,” he said. “When I regained my memory and was going to tell the law about the murder of Quinn Tate, I was no longer of use to—”
“Ah, the murder of a poor madwoman in a wretched hovel! How is the court to know that is true, and not a lie or a delusion in keeping with this nonsense about Professor Fell?”
“You’re not hearing me!” This was delivered more loudly than Matthew had intended, and he felt his cheeks reddening not with shame but with indignation. “I was in the presence of Professor Fell! I have spoken with him and I know part of his history! He’s real, I can assure you! Didn’t Lillehorne tell you about Pendulum Island and the gunpowder—”
“That is Mister Lillehorne to you, sir!” Archer snapped. “And refrain from raising your voice to me in my courtroom! No, he has told me nothing of that, and he knows what I think of that whole mythology! I sincerely doubt your tale, sir, and so should the Honorable Mr. Lillehorne, for one central and inescapable reason…you are still alive, which should not be if indeed you did what you purport to have done! Now facts are facts, and the overwhelming fact is that you cut a lifeline in a storm at sea that doomed a man to certain death, and please don’t go jabbering on and taunting this court with melodies of whether the man is actually dead or not! My father was—and remains—a sea captain and I was born at sea. I know what a raging ocean does to a man in peril, and in this case it aided the murderous use of an axe to—”
“You need to see a physician immediately!” Matthew shouted, and at once there was silence.
“Matthew!” Lillehorne grasped his arm. “Don’t! Please remember your—”
“Hush,” Matthew said, and pulled his arm away. He kept his own hot gaze fixed on Judge Archer’s; where they met the air should have sizzled. He knew he ought to shut his mouth, he knew he ought to cower like a whipped dog…but he had to speak, and by God he was no whipped dog, even in these chains. “You need to see a physician immediately,” Matthew repeated, in spite of all the gongs and chimes of alarm ringing in his head, “to have him clean the tonnage of wax from your ears that prevent you from hearing anything you don’t wish to hear.” He let that simmer for a few seconds. Lillehorne gave a soft groan, but Archer sat without speaking or moving. “Everything I have stated is the truth,” Matthew vowed. “Count Dahlgren would have surely killed me before we reached port. I was never his servant, I was his unwitting captive. Should I have chopped that rope? No, I should not have. But at the moment…in that storm…after the fight and with my memory back…I lost my balance. And I’m telling you also that Professor Fell is no myth. If you think so, woe to you and woe to England because you’re playing directly into his hands. If I were sitting on that bench I would at least have the sense to interview my constables, to verify—”
“That,” said Judge Archer, in a very quiet voice, “will do.”
“Oh no it won’t! I’m not done!”
“Yes,” still said quietly, “you are done. Constable, if the prisoner makes one more offensive and belligerent noise in my courtroom I wish you to strike him across the face.” To Lillehorne’s expression of dismay, Archer added, “Or you too will find punishment for disobedience.”
“You can’t stop me from speaking!” Matthew objected.
“I’m sorry,” whispered Lillehorne under his breath, and he struck Matthew across the cheek with the flat of his hand.
“You call that a strike?” Archer asked. “That was a weak-willed tap.”
Matthew stared daggers at the judge. “A court can’t stop a man—”
He was hit again, harder.
“—from speaking!” Matthew shouted. “You refuse to even con—”
The next blow was much harder still, though delivered with a child-sized fist. “I’m sorry,” Lillehorne repeated. “Please…don’t—”
“—consider my circumstances!” Matthew continued, his voice ringing from the balcony, from the vaulted ceiling, from the sculpture of the heroic figure commanding the chariot, though now through a haze of pain Matthew thought the figure was not so heroic, it was not grinning so much as it was grinding its teeth trying to hold in check a team of runaways determined to run to freedom or die trying.
“You’re a danger, sir!” Matthew exploded. “A small-minded man in a great man’s—”
His eyes wide with fear for his own skin, Lillehorne hit Matthew with all the strength he could summon, a fist to the side of the bearded jaw.
Matthew staggered but did not fall. Damned if he would fall in this travesty of a court. His eyes watered a bit but he kept their focus on Archer, who was actually giving this scene a thin smile of approval. “Position,” Matthew said, finishing his previous statement. He spat blood upon the polished planks. “There,” he said. “Is that what you want?”
Lillehorne had cocked his arm back for another punch.
“That will do, Constable,” said the judge, and immediately Lillehorne’s arm dropped. He turned his back on the bench and walked away a few feet, where he leaned heavily on a railing. He was trembling, and he convulsed as if he were about to spew. “Restrain yourself,” Archer told him, in a voice that demanded obedience. “I wish you to hear your instructions.” He waited for Lillehorne to compose himself and turn around again. Matthew wiped blood from his lips and thought of a hundred other things he could—and should—hurl at this effigy of a judge, but the time had passed.
Archer folded his hands before him and looked down upon the prisoner. His smile had gone. His face was vacant of all emotion.
“You raise intriguing questions of life and death, of happenstance and responsibility,” he said. “I commend you for assembling these observations. That is all I commend you for. The court cannot and will not let you walk away from your actions without penalty, Mr. Corbett, yet research must be done to determine if this crime truly falls under the jurisdiction of the Old Bailey. Does it merit hanging if you’re found guilty? Well, that’s to be determined at an official hearing, which this is not. In the meantime…”
He tapped his fingers together, and Matthew had the sense that the man was enjoying this way too much.
“In the meantime,” Archer said, “the constable will with the necessary caution and the number of guards he deems appropriate…escort you to Newgate Prison, where—”
Lillehorne gave an audible gasp.
“Where,” Archer went on, “you will be held in confinement until your case appears officially on the docket, which could be…oh…six months?”
“Your Honor,” Lillehorne dared to venture, “may I ask that—”
“You may remain quiet,” came the reply, “and do your duty as ordered by a justice of the realm, unofficially speaking or not. The proper documents will be drawn up by day’s end. This is what I wish and it shall be done.”
“Yes sir,” was all that Lillehorne could say.
Matthew was stunned, to say the least. His brain reeled. Newgate Prison. The worst of the worst. Six months in that hole of Hell. Probably longer, if Archer could manage it and well he could; he had all the power now, and a bearded and bloody problem-solver from New York had none.
“You may prove yourself useful, Lillehorne,” Archer said. “Instead of standing on muddy ground with common criminals, use your means to pressure your office in two worthy areas: finding Madam Candoleri and putting an end to this madman who calls himself Albion. Don’t waste the court’s time and yours otherwise. That is all.”
Without a further word or glance at either of them the arrogant eminence got up from his chair, descended from the bench, and removed himself through the terrifying ebony door.
Even in the depths of his distress, Matthew could not help to note that Archer had taken the Pin.



Eleven
 

 
Steady,” Lillehorne said, but his weak voice was of no comfort to Matthew, who watched from the coach’s barred window as the entrance arch of Newgate drew nearer.
The dark castle of Newgate Prison, made even more gloomy by the chill, rainy weather and the overhanging clouds, stood as the next building to the Old Bailey’s Court Of Session House. It was connected to that structure by a flagstone walk between two stone walls. Matthew knew from his reading of the Gazette that many thousands had taken the journey along that path, which was referred to as the “dead man’s walk” since a high percentage of those who undertook it were destined for the undertaker. It was also called “the Birdcage”, for the walkway itself was covered over by a grating of iron bars. Lillehorne had arranged for the coach to drive Matthew and the two attendant guards the short distance into the prison, possibly making a statement that Matthew was not yet convicted and should be treated as such. Matthew thought Lillehorne was not all bad, just as certainly as William Atherton Archer was not all good.
Lillehorne leaned forward toward his charge. The two guards were sitting on either side of Matthew, pinning him in, but their show of strength was not necessary since under the burden of his chains the young man was virtually helpless.
“Listen to me well,” Lillehorne said, both quietly and pointedly, as the clip-clopping of the horses’ hooves drew the coach ever nearer to that grim monument to despair. “I am going to speak to the warden on your behalf. That may do some good with him, but you’ll be on your own with the other inmates. Needless to say…within Newgate lies another world…and not one that will be kind to you.”
“This one has been no Father Christmas.”
“The time for witticisms is over and the time for wits beginning. If ever you used your good sense and careful tread, prepare to use them now.” Lillehorne’s eyes had become small black holes. “I cannot stress to you strongly enough the animal nature of—”
The coach slowed. The coachman hollered “More fuel for the furnace!” There came the sound of an iron portcullis being drawn upward in the medieval fashion, the wooden gears making the noise of a battery of bludgeons hammering flesh.
“The animal nature of this place,” Lillehorne continued. “As I say…I’ll do what I can for you…but…as I am a fairly new member of the legal establishment here…I hope you realize that my powers of influence are limited.”
A whip snapped. The horses picked up their pace. The portcullis was cranked down behind them.
“I’m sorry,” said Lillehorne, and he leaned back against the seat of cracked leather, for he had come to his finish.
Matthew nodded. His heart was beating hard, but he knew he had a long haul ahead of himself and it would not pay to lose his senses at this early point. How easy it would be to cry out for mercy, to rail against a seemingly-distant God, against the cold marble of the law and the distressing ignorance of mighty men. How easy…yet such would do him not a candle’s wink of good, and it would simply open his soul up to further torment.
The coach began to slow again. They were near stopping, their destination reached. 
What swirled in Matthew’s mind was a memory. Back in Fount Royal in the Carolina colony in 1699, during the problem of Rachel Howarth’s supposed witchcraft, the true villain in that piece had spent time in Newgate Prison, and now Matthew recalled part of that man’s hideous recitation of survival against the unholy predators within those walls.
The days were sufficiently horrible, he’d said, but then came the nights! Oh, the joyous bliss of darkness! I can feel it even now! Listen! Hear them? Starting to stir? Starting to crawl from their mattresses and stalk the night fantastic? Hear them? The creak of a bedframe here—and one over there, as well! Oh, listen…someone weeps! Someone calls out for God…but it is always the Devil who answers.
Even if it was so terrible a place, Matthew remembered saying to that near-demonic killer, you still survived it.
And his answer: Did I?
The coach’s wheel creaked to a stop. One of the horses snorted. Someone else out there gave a muffled shout, a guttural sound.
More
fuel for the furnace.
The coach’s door on the right hand side was opened from without. Two men wearing dark coats and leather tricorns stood ready to receive the prisoner; both were carrying billyclubs, one of the implements glinting with a coating of pitch spiked with bits of broken glass. Without a word the two guards on either side of Matthew nearly lifted him off his seat and out of the coach onto bare earth that was pebbled with cinders. He stood in a courtyard with high walls of dark, soot-stained stone on all sides. Faces peered from barred windows up to the very top, which must have been four floors. Turrets with conical roofs stood at the corners of the walls. Up in the sky black banners of coalsmoke drifted from massive chimneys that were not part of the prison but were industries of London, yet as Matthew stood getting his bearings he was aware that burning bits of coal flared high above like dying comets, and by the hundreds the cinders of these little deaths rained down upon Newgate.
“In with ya,” said the man with the glass-spined billyclub; his voice also was spiny and rough, and Matthew knew at once that a second’s disobedience would here be a bloody mistake. He was pushed toward the yawning mouth of what appeared to be a tunnel entrance where a few torches burned against the walls. He obeyed without hesitation. Over the clanking of his chains he heard a harsh bestial rumbling, a sound that seemed to be issuing from both the bowels of the earth and the vaults of the clouds; it was, he realized as he entered the tunnel, the sound of the prison itself, or more specifically the noise of the prisoners as they crowded at barred windows, pushing and shoving or thrashing and fighting to get a look at the arrival of more fuel for the furnace.
“I’ll go ahead to speak with the warden,” Lillehorne told Matthew as they continued along the tunnel. He raised his voice so all could hear the next statement, which was delivered without addressing any particular person. “I trust your keepers will bear in mind that you are here for safe-keeping and not for punishment, as you have yet to be officially heard in the crown’s court.” Lillehorne’s gaze returned to Matthew, and it was no comfort to the young man that Lillehorne appeared terrified and ready to flee this monstrous place at the drop of a cinder. “Good luck to you,” he said to Matthew, and then with lowered head he strode away at a rapid pace, turned to the right and was gone from the flickering illumination of the torches.
One of Matthew’s four guards gave a short, hard laugh. The man with the mean billyclub said, “Gots to be in this damn place for a reason, no matter what that fancy cockadoodle crows!” And then, “Move on, baitfish! I ain’t gots all day to be nursin’ ya!”
A dozen more hobbling steps and Matthew was guided to the right by the prod of a billyclub, thankfully not the one primed with stickers. A massive, ugly slab of a door with, perversely, the faces of two smiling cherubs carved upon it was opened for him and he shuffled into a cold chamber with pale yellow walls and a floor that looked as if all the stains of London had been gathered in one place. A beak-nosed man in a topcoat, a brown cravat and wearing a wig that was more or less the same color as the walls sat at a desk with a ledger, a double-wicked candle, a supply of quills and an inkpot before him. A small pair of spectacles was balanced on the beak.
“You are Matthew Corbett, so sayeth Mr. Lillehorne?” the man asked without looking up, quill poised over stained paper. “Two ‘t’s, both?”
“Correct.” Obviously Lillehorne had passed this way on his errand to see the warden.
“Age?”
“Twenty-four.”
“Place of birth?”
“The Massachusetts colony.”
That earned only a brief rise of the arched eyebrows. “You are consigned here for holding purposes until your trial date, so sayeth Mr. Lillehorne?”
“Yes.” God, it was cold in here! A grimy, wet cold; the cold of the grave.
The man scribbled, and scribbled, and scribbled some more. His writing, what Matthew could see of it, was illegible. “Calculate these figures,” the man said abruptly. “Twenty-one plus ten minus four.”
“Twenty-seven,” Matthew answered almost at once.
“Sound of mind and memory, it appears.” The man made a mark next to the scrawl that was the new prisoner’s name.
“I try my best.”
A billyclub bumped the base of Matthew’s spine hard enough to bring from him a gasp of pain.
“You were not being asked a question,” said the bewigged master of admittance, with no emotion whatsoever in his voice. “Refrain from speaking unless an answer is required. This prisoner is assigned to…” He paused while he checked some bit of information or another. “Cairo. Mr. Lillehorne has vowed to pay your entrance fee, as well as one month’s worth of lodging, food and water.”
“An entrance fee? You’re joking!” Matthew dared to say, and this time the billyclub meant business. Matthew’s knees nearly buckled and he had a few seconds in which he feared he couldn’t regain his breath.
“Fees are required for all processes.” A quick scan was made of Matthew’s person. “No value to be had from your clothing. Your shoes, such as they are, have a value in their leather. Remember that if you desire anything extra. You gentlemen are dismissed,” he said to the two courthouse guards. And to the others, “Take him away.”
Three ordinary words. Combined in this situation, horrific.
In nearly a shocked state of mind Matthew was removed from the admissions area, was taken along a corridor past other various offices and to a narrow iron door that only one human body could pass through at a time. This seemed to Matthew to be the boundary between worlds. The noise of the prison, the slow animalish rumble, was more pronounced here, and absolutely terrifying. As one guard put a billyclub at the back of Matthew’s head, the other unlocked the iron door from a ring of ancient-looking keys. Matthew noted there were only four keys on the ring, which likely meant that they were skeleton keys or that the locks in here were not much varied one from the other. He knew from his reading that the first incarnation of this prison had been built in the year 1188, and perhaps the structure had been altered over the centuries but the atmosphere of dread, violence and horror remained constant.
The iron door was pulled open. The hinges shrieked like a chorus of banshees. Through the opening came an incredibly vile odor of dampness, rot, unwashed bodies and something else even more debilitating in its heavy, putrid essence. Matthew thought it might very well be the smell of despair.
“Go through,” he was told, and the rest of that sentence could have been And welcome to
Hell. At his first step he was shoved through, then followed by the guards. More walls of mortared stone stood on either side of the cramped corridor, these walls wet, dripping and blotched with clumps of black and green fungus. Dim gray light entered from a single barred window at least twelve feet above the floor. At the far end of the corridor was a doorway formed of an iron grating, the entrance to a cage, and beyond it Matthew could make out figures watching his progress as he drew nearer. A few weak candles burned in the dankness over there, and voices of all manner whispered and grunted and shouted, laughed with mad merriment or evil intent, rasped like sawblades and gurgled with disease.
“More fuel for the furnace!” someone hollered over there. The cry was taken up by another voice, and another and another, and echoed hollowly along the walled corridor as a macabre greeting to the fresh meat that approached the cage. Only his chains rattled in response.
“Stop! Don’t move until I say so,” the guard with the wicked billyclub hissed in Matthew’s ear. Bodies in rags pressed against the grating. Grime-blackened faces stared at Matthew and the guards with watery eyes.
“Give ’em a knock, Baudrey!” said the other man.
The guard referred to slammed his club against the door with furious force and gave an unintelligible yell that yet had the promise of bloodshed in it. The prisoners scattered back like frightened mice. Matthew saw that the metal had been scarred and actually bent inward at several places, indicating that billyclubs found this a suitable knocking place.
“Stay back, ya dogs!” Baudrey shouted. He slid a key into the door’s lock, turned it and pulled the door open. No prisoner dared to rush him, though there seemed to be dozens all jammed up together within ten feet of the grate. “Ira Richards!” he hollered, ever louder. “Get yer ass up here!”
“Yes sir, yes sir, yes sir,” came a weak-lunged voice, and following it was a bent-backed, thin figure that seemed more crab than human being. This individual held a punched-tin lantern with a candle stub burning in it. His flesh appeared the same dingy gray color as his clothes, and he wore no shoes; his hair was shaved to the scalp and his scalp mottled with the red bites of vermin.
“New prisoner,” said Baudrey. “Name of Matty Cubitt. He’s to go in Cairo.”
“Yes sir, yes sir, yes sir.”
“Well don’t stand there breathin’ on me, ya stinkin’ mongrel! Take him on!”
Matthew, who felt delirious from the sights, sounds, smells and reality of this nightmare, said, “My name is—”
Baudrey clutched Matthew’s throat with a hairy hand and put the billyclub up to the prisoner’s lips, threatening to slash flesh at the least provocation. “Yer name,” he growled, his sunken eyes devoid of life, “is Sir Shitface, Lord Lay Me, Lady Cockplay or anything I damn say it is. Don’t matter to me what ya done or what ya ain’t done…in here yer allllllll the same fuckin’ garbage. Garbage!” he shouted at the mass of prisoners, and the crablike Richards scrabbled back as if desperately searching for his hidey-hole. Baudrey pushed Matthew forward, into the guts of Newgate. “Good day to ya, baitfish,” he said, and then he slammed the mesh door shut, relocked it, and he and the other guard walked away. The second man slapped Baudrey on the shoulder and gave a noise one might present as appreciation to the most noble champion of law and order.
“This way, Matty,” said the crabman, and motioned with his lantern.
“It’s Matthew,” the prisoner answered, but no one seemed to be listening. Most of the others had begun to drift away from what was perhaps an eating-chamber for there were a number of chairs and long wooden tables in it, but not a speck of food. Unclean hay was scattered about on a floor of damp stones. A few of the prisoners converged around Matthew, plucking at his clothes, his hair and his beard; they spooked Matthew because they were grinning and whispering to him as an ardent suitor might whisper to an object of affection.
“Don’t mind them, they’re only half here,” said Richards. “Come on, get you settled.”
Matthew shuffled along after him, and the others let him pass. Within a few seconds it was apparent to the new arrival that Newgate was indeed built in the fashion of a medieval castle, for there was a mazelike corridor that snaked through the guts of the place and archways leading a few steps down into chambers where lived the denizens of these depths. Filthy hay was strewn across the floors. Some of the prisoners lay upon straw-filled bedding of indescribable condition on wooden bedframes, some lay on mattresses on the floor, but most clung to dirty blankets as their only meager succor. Only men were present, the female prisoners being housed elsewhere, and Matthew saw a range of ages from boys of maybe fourteen or fifteen to men past eighty. Everywhere was filth. The deeper Matthew ventured into the prison the worse the conditions seemed to become, as if those furthest away from the outside world had lost the understanding of what it meant to be a civilized human being.
In the corridor, which seemed to have been constructed by a mad architect intent on destroying the prisoners’ sense of direction, stone staircases ascended into darkness and descended into deeper darkness. Matthew could barely make out another iron grate of a door at the top of one of the stairs, and the glint of eyes peering through as he passed. This was a huge place with many levels, all of them bad.
By the light of a few candles and the occasional obviously highly-prized lantern, Matthew was presented with a strange array of sights as he followed Ira Richards through the corridor and had time for a look down into the chambers: two men fighting, both of them already bloody and in tatters, as a circle of onlookers savagely urged them on; in the same chamber a group of men sitting together in the hay, several smoking clay pipes, and seemingly calmly holding a discussion as if at the finest teahouse in London; a madman with no legs trying to haul himself around on a little wooden-wheeled cart and hollering the Lord’s Prayer at the top of his lungs; a pair of naked men engaged in sexual intercourse while other prisoners idly looked on and what appeared to be a gray, open-mouthed corpse lay sprawled in the hay not two yards distant; another totally nude and nearly skeletal man standing on a wooden box and giving what sounded like a rousing political speech, though no one gave him a scab of attention; an old man huddled up and sobbing in a corner, a young man with a terribly-scarred face absorbed in straddling another prisoner and striking him repeatedly to the bloody, crumpled mouth in the leisurely occupation of fearsome violence; a frail long-haired youngster of perhaps sixteen wearing a pink petticoat and flouncing around the chamber to the shouts and catcalls of his fellows; and other sights that made Matthew feel he had entered not only a different world but a universe of different worlds mashed together, all of them overlapping but none quite conjunctive, and most of them perverse, tragic or simply wicked. Eyes caught sight of Matthew as he passed; some gazes quickly dropped away while others held, with ominous implications.
“Here’s your place,” said Richards. They had come to the corridor’s end. Six steps down, the chamber was the same as the ones they’d passed, just as densely populated and equally dirty if not the worst of the lot. “Cairo, they calls it. Myself, I’m in Cartagena. You’ll hear a bell ring for your meal. Four strikes of the bell. Got to warn you, though…sometimes they run out of food by the time they call this section up. And don’t try to sneak into another section, everybody knows who belongs where. Them guards’ll beat you blind, they catch you at the tables without bein’ belled. The inmates’ll do you worse.”
Matthew had no comment for this. By the looks of the half-starved population, it was not surprising news. “I see some in chains and some without,” he said. “You’re not wearing chains. Why am I?”
“I paid the chain removal fee,” Richards explained. “Pay it every month, God bless my lovin’ sister. Oh…another thing…don’t try to take nobody’s blanket unless they’re dead. Same with the beddin’. Even then, you’ll have to fight for it. Well…I brought you here, my duty’s done.”
With that pronouncement, the crabman turned away, took his lantern along the corridor and scrabbled off at his painful-looking gait.
Matthew descended the steps and thought crazily in for a penny, in for a pound. What he thought might happen did not; he was not rushed upon by the other inmates seeking to tear him to pieces. In fact a few looked at him and then looked away again, a few more seemed to be talking about his arrival behind hands that shielded their mouths, and no one stirred themselves from their blankets, their plots of hay or their mattresses. Over in the far corner a card game was going on, with five or six players and a dozen or more onlookers, and that likely had much to do with the pallid reception. But Matthew was in this case glad of pallidity. He wished to make no impression, just to be left alone. He needed time to think, to get his senses in order…and now the next problem was, where to find a resting place among all these bodies.
As he crossed the chamber in search of a space of hay long enough for himself, he noted that not only did some wear chains and others not, but not all wore shoes. A few prisoners were completely nude. Again, a wide range of ages was represented and a wide range of states of health, it appeared, though to call anyone in this chill and fetid clime healthy was stretching the bounds of sanity. A few thin and wasted figures looked to be on the edge of receiving their otherworldly rewards; if they were to receive punishments in the afterlife, Matthew thought that even God would have lost His equilibrium.
“Move on!” said a voice as raggedy as the man who owned it, speaking from his threadbare blanket on the floor. Matthew did so, and in his journey across the chamber discovered something he recalled hearing from that unfortunate but wicked individual he’d uncovered in Fount Royal: a channel in the floor moving raw sewage along from a pipe that ran down the far wall to a hole in the opposite wall, and needless to say no one had encamped around that. Neither did Matthew. In his next faltering step he accidentally trod upon one of the prisoners who appeared to be near death. The poor gent let out a harsh rattle of pain but no one paid any attention and the noise of the players at the card game didn’t falter for an instant.
“Over here, young man!” An emaciated, white-bearded prisoner with dirty fingernails three inches long was motioning to him from his own mattress. “Over here, there’s a place for you beside me!”
By the various low lights Matthew saw that indeed there was, though it was right up against a fungus-streaked wall. Today Matthew realized he was the most beggardly of the lot, and though the prisoner looked less than trustworthy he couldn’t turn this down. He started toward the man, his chains as heavy as London’s sins.
Someone stood up in his path. This man was short, had been probably stocky before he was starved thin, had a shaved head and also was in chains.
“Don’t go over there,” the man cautioned. “Old Victory bites.”
“Um…Old Victory?”
“Was a musketeer at the Battle of Dunbar, to hear him tell it. As I say, don’t go over there. He’ll be on you like the plague. Take a chunk out of you, even if you ain’t a Scotsman.”
“Thank you.” Matthew saw that Old Victory had already decided the new prisoner was not worth chewing on, because he’d settled back down on his mattress and was busy at intently counting on all eight of his fingers. “I’m new here,” Matthew said, dazedly. “I don’t know what’s what.”
“Takes some gettin’ used to. Got to be careful while you do. You’re wearin’ your chains by choice?”
“No money for the fee.”
“Ha! I wouldn’t pay it if I had it. A few others in here still wearin’ ’em, it ain’t so bad after awhile.” He looked Matthew up and down before he spoke again. “Name’s Winn Wyler. Bargeman by trade.”
“Matthew Corbett. I am—was—a…” It seemed ridiculous to talk about problem-solving in a place like this. Death was the only solution to the problems here, and Matthew figured that when one of these prisoners died he was rewarded with a moldy winding sheet, a muddy hole, and a wish of good riddance. “I was a magistrate’s clerk in the New York colony,” he said.
“Damn, you’re a long way from there! Took a hell of a fall, you must’ve!”
“I fear I haven’t landed yet.”
“Well spoken.” And no sooner had those words left Wyler’s lips that he coughed once, then again, a third time more violently, a fourth time and a fifth more violently still, and after the sixth he wiped dark threads of blood from his mouth with a corrupted sleeve and drew in air with a bubbling sound. “Beg pardon,” he croaked. “Get my wind back…shitty thing…dyin’ in here.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Why? You ain’t done nothin’ to cause it. Hey, Gimlet! Move your ass a little ways and let Matthew Corbett have a space! Danley, you too! Hell, you’re takin’ up enough room for a fat man’s pride! Come on, the both of you show some…some…” He looked at Matthew for help, because he couldn’t find the word.
“Fellowship,” Matthew offered.
“Yep, that’s it. I knew you was a smart one, bein’ a law clerk. Go on and move, the both of you! We’re fellowshippin’ today!”
The man Wyler had referred to as Danley was completely nude, as thin as a whistle and dark with scabs, but there were worse in here. And worse to come; when Matthew inquired about the proximity of water he was pointed toward an open barrel with an attached cup and chain, but there was so much scum on the water’s surface and such an evil odor rising from it that he lost his thirst.
“That’s all right,” said Wyler knowingly. “We was all like that. You’ll drink when you get thirsty enough. And waitin’ won’t help, they don’t change the water out but ever’ month.”
Matthew settled himself in the hay. He realized he was elbow-to-elbow with a naked man covered with scabs and about six feet away from a stream of slowly moving human refuse. Danley turned on his side and slept, but Wyler and Gimlet—a pale small man with bright green eyes that still held the spark of intelligence—wanted to talk. Wyler was in for his debts, being hurt in a fall and unable to work his trade; he had been here for four months. Gimlet proudly announced himself as a professional thief and said he had been here for nearly a year. Wyler helpfully explained that the chambers in this part of Newgate were called Cartagena, Budapest, Helsinki and Cairo, the last being the worst and furthest from the eating room. There were some in here, Matthew was told, been in Newgate ten, twelve, fifteen years. Like Old Victory over there. Likely to die here, Wyler said. Look at us poor sufferin’ lot, he said. We’re all likely to—
He was interrupted by a figure standing over Matthew.
“Your shoes,” said the man, in a low and menacing voice. “Give ’em here.”
Matthew looked up into a fearsome face. The man had a wide chin bearded over with gray-shot black, a low slab of a forehead, narrow eyes under heavy black brows, and half a nose. The other half had been lost to either sword, dagger or razor, and exposed as if in a scientific display was the nasal passage and the brown, hardened tissues. Though thin, this man had the broad shoulders and large hands of a brawler, and neither did he bear the burden of chains. Matthew saw that he held cards in one of those hands; the man had run out of money in his game, and he was looking for replenishment.
“Shoes,” the man said. “You want me to take ’em off for ya? Want me to break yer fuckin’ legs while I’m at it?”
“Jerrigan,” said Wyler, “have a heart. This fella just—”
“You want to give me yours, then?” A taut silence told the story. “Thought not. So shut yer damn hole.”
Matthew saw that the card players were all watching, and so was everyone else who wasn’t sick or dying. He understood; this was a test of the mettle of the new fuel for the furnace.
“I’d like to help you,” Matthew said, “but I’m afraid I—”
He didn’t finish. The fist that came down and hit him across the jaw like a flying anvil knocked him senseless.
The next thing he knew he was struggling to a sitting position with blood in his mouth and what felt like two or three loose teeth, a roaring in his head, a watery redness to his vision, and no shoes on his feet.
“Bad luck, that,” said Wyler, with a shrug. “Turk Jerrigan used to hire himself out as a pair a’ fists, ’fore he murdered his mother. You don’t want to get on his bad side.”
Matthew spat crimson for the second time today. His jaw felt as if it was hanging off his face. He shook his head to try to clear it, heard hard laughter and saw Jerrigan and a few of the others looking at him and grinning with absolutely no humor. Then they went back to their game. Matthew realized he had just been marked as a weakling unable to defend himself, and open to whoever else in this cattle corral decided they wanted something from him…and he didn’t have much left to offer, that being the central problem.
“Enjoy the day while you can,” said Wyler, as if reading Matthew’s thoughts.
Matthew could hardly speak, his jaw was so sore. “I don’t think there’s much enjoyment to be had in here.”
“You’ll see,” Wyler said, with an expression of prison wisdom. “Night comes mighty early in here.”
That was just what disturbed Matthew the most. The new fuel, held in chains, weak to this world of predators…nowhere to hide, nowhere to run to, every man for himself.
And night, indeed, was coming.



 
Twelve
 

 
Sleep was impossible. He’d known it would be. In his room at the Curryford Inn on the edge of the little town of Hobb’s Square, Hudson Greathouse sat in a chair by a rain-streaked window. The time was near half-past one, the candle was a stub, the rain was still falling but…a good thing…his bottle of stout ale still had about two cups’ worth in it, and he was determined not to waste a drop.
He poured himself a fresh drink. Did the rain thrash a bit harder against the glass, or was it his imagination? He wondered if Berry, in the next room along the corridor, was finding it easy to sleep. He doubted it; she was as much on edge as himself. They were still over a hundred miles from London, the road to that city—such as it was—had become a quagmire in this miserable weather, and to cap the pleasantries this afternoon the rear right wheel of their coach had snapped off its axle and he and Berry had had to walk nearly a mile to this inn. Their trunks had been of necessity left with the coach, and the coachman left to negotiate a solution to the problem, which meant leaving the second driver—armed with a sword and a blunderbuss—to guard the goods while the first man trekked into the hamlet of Hobb’s Square to find a new wheel or have one made. Hudson and Berry had been told they might get back on the road within a few days, depending on the talents of the local wheelwright. In the meantime—tomorrow, which was today—a wagon would be secured to deliver their trunks to the inn, so at least they could have a change of clothes.
Thinking about it, Hudson wanted to dash his ale bottle against the wall, cry havoc and let slip the dogs of war. There was no telling when they’d reach London, and just last night when they’d been eating their dinner at a tavern in the village of Chomfrey, Berry had expressed her feeling that Matthew was in terrible danger, and that she feared beyond fear that when they found him it would be too late.
“We either find him or not,” Hudson had said, pausing in his delectation of a kidney pie. “What do you mean, ‘too late’? As in, he’ll be hanged for murder by the time we get there? No, they’ll put him in some gaol for awhile. He’ll have to be tried by the crown’s court. Anyway, there are so many to be hanged before Matthew gets the noose, it’ll be summer before—”
“You’re not helping,” she’d said, and she pushed her bowl of parsnip soup aside.
“Sorry. What I mean to say is, he’s a big boy. You know he can take care of himself. We’ll find him and we’ll clear all this up, don’t worry. And if you don’t want that soup, pass it over here.”
“It’s the gaol part I’m most worried about. What if they…what if they put him somewhere dreadful? I’d imagine that all gaols there are dreadful…but I’m sure some are worse than others.”
Hudson had taken a drink of his mulled wine, listened to the wood popping in the hearth for a few seconds while he formulated his reply, and then said, “You heard what Moncroff told us. Matthew’s gotten himself sent to London so he can find Gardner Lillehorne. God help London, but Lillehorne can surely help Matthew.” He flashed her a quick smile but she was too disturbed to return it. “Anyway, it’ll serve him well that Lillehorne knows Matthew’s history.”
“You think that will serve him well?”
“Lillehorne may be a…excuse the word…shit, but he won’t let Matthew flounder. If he’s got any kind of pull at all there by now, he’ll speak a good word.”
Berry had been quiet for awhile, also staring into the crackling flames. Then she’d returned her calm gaze to Hudson but he immediately saw that it was a thin disguise, that she was holding herself together with pins and needles just as he was.
“What I fear,” she told him, “is that without me…someday he’s going to run out of luck. I just hope it doesn’t happen before we find him.”
Now, in his room at the Curryford with rain striking harder at the window and the chances of their reaching London anytime soon diminishing by the wet and muddy hour, Hudson knocked back his last cup of ale and considered Berry’s statement about luck.
Though Lillehorne might hold a grudge for past grievances, imaginary or not, surely he would be a helping hand to Matthew. Lillehorne was a bumbling blowhard, but he wasn’t evil. Yet Lillehorne had not been in his position long enough to have much clout, politically speaking, so that was anyone’s guess. Where might they put a man accused of murder on the high seas? A holding cell, of course. Better that than…
No, they wouldn’t put him in Newgate. Perish that thought, stab it and kill it. There were other gaols, none of them gentle, but surely not Newgate. Lillehorne wouldn’t let that happen.
Hudson understood what Berry had meant about finding Matthew when it was too late.
The gaolhouses of London could kill a man in a very short time. Not necessarily a physical death—there was that danger too—but a death of the spirit and soul. He had known several who’d gone into that system on minor offenses and ended up so changed they were from then on worthless to the outside world.
That couldn’t happen to Matthew. He was too strong to be broken that easily.
Wasn’t he?
Hudson suddenly wanted to scream. He found the ale bottle in his hand and his arm cocked back to smash the bottle against the wall…but he took a long breath and quietly set the bottle down upon the table again, because it wouldn’t do to disturb Berry on the other side of that wall.
There was nothing to be done but wait.
And hope, as Berry did, that Matthew continued to be a very lucky young man.
 

 
Because he could not sleep for all the coughing, muttering and moaning that came up from the denizens of this dark realm…because he did not wish to sleep, since this was his first night in Newgate and he had been marked as a weakling, Matthew knew when they were coming.
He did not hear them so much as feel their presence. It had occurred to him that at night prisoners from other chambers would be on the prowl, and the only reason they needed for violence was their own history, their own torments and unnamable sins that gnawed at them and found release only in the fist or the stranglehold or the rape. They were coming, and he felt them gathering in the dark around him as the stormclouds had gathered around the Wanderer.
He sat up in the hay. His chains rattled; it was a common sound, many chains rattled as someone moved. His eyes were not used to this darkness, but he reasoned that theirs were. He heard harsh breathing, very close to him. Not the bubbly breathing of Wyler, not Gimlet’s breath nor Danley’s shallow sips of air. This breathing was from lungs heated by passion…either the passion to kill, or the passion to dominate in the worst possible way.
How many of them? Three? Four? Yes, that many. He had no idea if Jerrigan was part of the group, for he realized that his parade through the different chambers today had likely caused all manner of predators to sniff his scent. Whoever they were, they were moving nearer…and now someone was stepped on in the close confines, and this prisoner gave a ragged howl of pain that sounded like a wild dog…and Matthew started to stand up to defend himself as best he could but the chains prevented quick movement, and—
Then they were upon him.
An arm locked around his throat. He was pulled up by several hands. His cry was a strangled bleat, his thrashing of no consequence. The offended prisoner was still howling and now the place exploded with noise, shouts and curses in a mélange of rough voices. Matthew tried to get his legs around anything to stop his progress as he was dragged across the hay and across other bodies but the chains around his ankles would not allow it. A fist drove into his midsection and burst the breath out of him. A hand clamped around his mouth and another gripped his hair. He was lifted off his feet like a gunnysack, and one of them said in what was nearly an inhuman grunt of triumph, “We gots ’im, we gots ’im!”
Still Matthew thrashed, and he would not give up. A hand slapped him across the face. Another hand gripped his still-sore jaw like a blacksmith’s vise. “Easy, be easy,” a voice curled into his right ear. At the same time a fist punched him in the back and another set of hands began to pull his trousers off. It seemed to Matthew in that moment a ridiculous thing, that some of these creatures wished to kill and some wished to rape. Either way, it would not go well for him.
He tried to fight. It was going to be a losing battle. He was aware that several of the other prisoners had used their tinderboxes to flame their precious tapers and were holding lights toward the scene of Matthew’s impending ruin. He got an arm loose and, chains or not, threw an elbow that struck a bearded jaw and brought a hiss of pain. This action earned him a meeting with the wall, as he was flung against it so hard his bones were nearly shattered. In the candlelight the chamber was a world of moving shadows. A hand grasped Matthew by the hair again and a mouth with cracked lips pressed against his ear. “Easy, easy,” it whispered, and someone laughed like a storm of stones.
His trousers were down around his hips. An arm snaked around his belly. A fist belted him across the back of the neck. His senses were going, everything was a blur and a roar. He was pressed down into the hay on his knees, a painful position to his spine because of the chains. A weight got on his back, increasing the pain. This man was thrown off by another, who took his place. Matthew tried desperately to rise up but it was hopeless, and the man astride him laughed and began to cuff him across the shoulders and back of the head, seemingly just for the fun of it.
Quite suddenly, all noise ceased.
There was an intake of breath, the sound from many lungs.
The weight left Matthew. A hand in his hair released its hold.
The silence lingered.
With great effort Matthew got himself turned around, his own breath rasping and sweat on his face. His assailants stood in a circle with him at the center, none of them moving.
The candlelight caught gold and made it gleam.
A new arrival had descended the stairs and entered the chamber.
This figure wore a black cloak, a black hood and a pair of sleek black leather gloves. Where its face should be was a golden mask. The features were serene. There was a small golden beard carved into the material which was certainly not real gold, Matthew realized even in his distress, but some painted material. It resembled the depiction of a Roman god come to earth, the eyeholes taking in this sorry world as the human kind had shaped it.
The figure also held a saber that shone with reflected light. It was aimed in the direction of the four men who’d attacked Matthew.
The prisoners in the chamber had moved away from this figure as surely as night retreats from day. They had given him all their space and were crowded together like rats. Candles trembled in the hands that held them.
When the figure advanced a single step, the villainous quartet around Matthew retreated. Matthew looked at them and recognized only one: the scar-faced young man who’d been so absorbed in dealing out violence the day before. Now his face was contorted not just by the terrible scarring, but by dread of the nightwalking figure that somehow had gotten past all the doors and locks into Newgate Prison.
A phantom, Matthew thought. But no…he realized he was looking at Albion.
The figure stood motionless for a few seconds. Then, with slow and regal purpose, it pointed the saber’s tip at Matthew Corbett.
With this motion, the four men scrabbled as far away from their would-be victim as Newgate’s walls would permit.
Albion’s gloved left hand rose up, gripped the air, became a fist, and pressed against the center of its chest.
The message was clear.
That one is mine.
Albion held the position for a few seconds more. The golden mask of an ancient god seemed to be regarding Matthew, the head slightly cocked at an angle. Then the figure, still holding the saber out at full length, began to back away. It ascended the steps with a swordsman’s sure-footed grace. Under the archway it hesitated. The masked face scanned the stunned assembly, as if daring anyone to follow. No one moved. Albion stepped back further, out of range of the candlelight. The last glimpse of it had been a faint shadow sliding across a wall. Then gone.
For a long time it seemed that no one in Cairo could breathe.
“Blimey!” said someone, breaking the silence.
Two of the most daring, or foolhardy, prisoners entered the corridor with a lantern in the wake of Albion’s exit but they certainly did not rush. The four assailants had backed against the wall. Matthew got painfully to his feet and pulled his trousers up where they ought to be. When he caught the eye of the scarred young man this prisoner averted his gaze, his vicious impulses quelled at least for the moment.
“Blimey!” the same fellow repeated.
“Y’know who that was!” a bug-eyed prisoner said, speaking to all. “I mean to say, what it was! Albion, come right into Newgate like a bleedin’ ghost! God knock my eyeballs out if I ain’t seen what I seed!”
Matthew was still jangled by these incidents and his brain was fogged, but even so he reasoned that copies of the Pin got in here on a regular basis, if one could afford the fees. He staggered and caught himself by grasping a bit of hairlike fungus hanging from the wall. His reserves of strength were almost gone.
“Albion, standin’ right here in Newgate!” The bug-eyes found Matthew. “I know what he was sayin’ to you, too! Come to tell you that when you get out of here, he’s gonna kill you like he done them others got out their cages!” This brought a rumble of assent.
“You’re wrong!” Winn Wyler spoke up. “Albion was givin’ a warnin’ not to do him no harm!” This opinion also brought an assenting rumble. “Think you oughta take that to heart!” he said to the four assailants, at least one of whom belonged to the mob in Helsinki and appeared very uncertain about whether he wanted to return there by the same corridor Albion had disappeared into.
“He was sayin’ he’s gonna kill the fella, if that one ever gets out!” came the adamant response.
“I saw it as a warnin’ to every man here!” said Wyler. “Why the Devil would Albion slip into Newgate to say he was gonna kill somebody on the outside? He don’t know even know if the boy’s ever gonna get out!”
“He knows, all right!” said a gray-bearded wretch who held a candle. “Albion ain’t human…he knows ever’thin’! Gonna slice that fella’s throat or run ’im through, soon as Newgate spits him clear!”
There was agreement to this by others and it was met by forceful denials by those who saw the incident as Wyler had. As Matthew clung to both his consciousness and his sanity, he thought the chamber was going to soon erupt into an epic shouting match between the tribes of differing opinion. All Matthew was concerned with for the moment was that he was alive and relatively unharmed, and the four nasty villains had begun to slink away from him as if seeking to hide their faces in the darkest corner.
The men who’d gone into the winding corridor returned, along with five others from the nearest chamber. “Ain’t nobody there,” said the man who held the lantern. “They heard the noise over in ’Sinki…but they ain’t seen nobody pass through.”
“Albion’s a fuckin’ spirit!” someone else in the chamber said. “You ain’t gonna catch that one!”
“He may be a spirit,” replied a man who had taken a moment to pack his pipe and light it from a candle’s flame, “but his sword’s real enough. Killed how many, Simms?”
“Six so far,” croaked the prisoner who Matthew figured was able to procure the Pin from the outside, and from him it was passed around to the others. “Seven, when this poor soul gets out.”
“That ain’t what Albion was meanin’!” Wyler insisted, with a measure of annoyance. He looked for someone in the throng and found him pressed up against a wall trying to pretend to be just another formless shadow. “Jerrigan! You got some sense! What d’you say?”
The half-nosed mother-murderer said nothing. Others were looking to him expectantly. Matthew figured the man—whatever he otherwise might be—held some clout among this tribe. It was a moment before Jerrigan responded at all, and when he did he came toward Matthew with his head lowered, as if in deep thought.
He stopped before Matthew and held out the pair of shoes that were amongst his winnings from the card game. “Take ’em, they’re yours,” he said. “I’m clean with you.” And then to Wyler and the rest of the room: “I dunno what Albion was sayin’ exactly, but I know I don’t want no part of it. I ain’t gettin’ a blade ’cross my neck in the middle of the night, nossir!” His fear-struck eyes returned to Matthew, who reached out and retrieved his shoes. “We’re clean, ain’t we?” Jerrigan asked in the manner of a small child needing reassurance. “Say we’re clean.”
“We’re clean,” Matthew answered, in a croak that was even more froggish than Simms’s.
“Clean, we are!” Jerrigan hollered it toward the corridor, just in case the golden-masked phantom had not heard distinctly. “Turk Jerrigan’s mindin’ his own bloody business, ain’t causin’ nobody no trouble!”
“Good to hear,” Matthew said, his ears ringing in addition to all his other pains.
To complete his absolutions, Jerrigan clapped Matthew on the shoulder as if they were as close as bread torn from the same loaf. Matthew thought for an instant that Jerrigan was going to hug him, with one eye on the corridor, but then the brawler turned toward the four offenders. “You lot!” he snarled. “Shame on all your heads, and ’specially yours, Jonah Falkner! You with a wife and three children out there!”
“Two wives and five children,” Jonah Falkner corrected, contritely.
“Ahhhhh, the Devil with all of ya!” Jerrigan waved a disgusted hand at the group, which was the cue for the scar-faced young man and another thin brute to make their way across the chamber, up the steps and out, while Falkner and the fourth offender settled down on their bedding.
“Let me help ya,” said Old Victory, appearing suddenly beside Matthew and perversely licking his lips, but Matthew had the sense and strength enough to decline. With shoes in hand he made his unsteady path back to his own piece of hay. A couple of the others went to pains to help him along, and they too cast fearful glances at the corridor.
But if Albion still lurked there, he did not reappear.
Sleep for this night was impossible. Matthew put his shoes on as if he were actually going somewhere, but at least they were a link to the outside world. The talking back and forth continued on with no sense of time, as time was meaningless here anyway except for the burning down of the candles.
“I still say Albion’s markin’ him!” said the bug-eyed prisoner, whose name Matthew had not caught.
“Markin’ him for protection from the likes of in here!” Wyler fired back. He turned his attention to Matthew, who with bruised throat, sore jaw and rattled bones felt as if he might pass out at any minute, yet the vision of Albion was still sharp in his mind. Wyler kept his voice low when he asked, “What’d you do to stir Albion up?”
“I have no idea.”
“The whole prison’ll know about this by first light. Maybe it’ll help us get some damned food.” Their section had been skipped for the evening gruel, as the pots had gone empty. Wyler’s face lightened. “We might be what they call celebatories.”
“Celebrities,” Matthew corrected. His gaze kept sliding toward the corridor, for in the dim light of the few candles the prisoners feared to blow out he continued to imagine he saw furtive movement there.
“Yeah, that. Well…to tell you the truth I don’t know if you’ve got a friend or an enemy in Albion, but ride the horse while it’s saddled.”
Matthew nodded. The entire episode was beginning to seem more and more like a dream within a nightmare. What indeed had he done to stir Albion up? And for that matter, how had he become of interest to Albion, since he’d only been in London a few days and all that time in gaol? And the central question: who was Albion and what the hell was he about? Not to mention the fact that getting in and out of Newgate Prison was no easy trick, even for a phantom.
“Lord, what a thought I just had!” said Wyler, his excitement further heightened. “We might make mention in the Pin for this!” Then he lay down on his mattress and stared up at the cracked stones far above his head, as the voices quietened to muttering. Two of the candles reached their end and hissed out. Wyler had a coughing fit, spat up blood and looked at the streamers of it on his hand, then he licked the blood away as if unwilling to give any part of himself up to the crushing confines of Newgate.
Matthew lay on his side in the hay. He realized that if he thought too much about what had happened since he’d left New York for that damned Sword of Damocles ball in Charles Town he might lose what was left of his diminished sanity. The Herrald Agency…Berry…Hudson…all his friends in New York…everything he’d gone through and survived, to wind up here in a sorry bedding of stinking hay with a shrunken belly and a golden-masked maniac pointing a saber at him and making some kind of demonstration of either friendship or enmity. It boggled the mind, which was already double-boggled.
For a terrible moment he thought he might be reduced to tears, and where would that put him here, among this den of criminals? 
Six months in this place? How could he stand another day?
He heard sobbing. At first he thought it was himself, and so alarmed was he about this breakdown of willpower that he brought his knees up higher so he could press both hands to his mouth.
But it was not him, he realized in another moment. It was some other inmate across the chamber, someone who likely had a family outside these walls and who for one unfortunate reason or another had been sentenced to this perdition for more years than were left in his life.
Still, Matthew kept his hands pressed hard to his mouth, just in case.



Thirteen
 

 
Matthew Corbett! Get yer ass up here!”
The brassy holler had come from the guard Baudrey, who stood under the archway with his leather tricorn tilted rakishly on his head and the glass-spiked billyclub resting against one shoulder. Behind him stood a second guard, a lean whip of a man Matthew hadn’t seen in his three days of confinement in Newgate.
“That one calls, you’d best move quick,” Wyler advised, and so Matthew hauled himself up in the chains that seemed ever heavier, or perhaps it was just because his diet consisted of one bowl of brown gruel and a piece of cornbread per day. An added bit of nutrition, however, were the scores of weevils in the cornbread; Wyler said he thought those were better than the bread, and Matthew had to agree with him. Matthew had tried the water, had thrown it all up, tried it again from sheer thirst, and now had no telling what swimming in his internals.
“Hurry it up there, baitfish! You’re agin’ me!”
Matthew went up the steps to where the two men waited. He was aware of being watched; it had been rare in the last two days, since the incident with Albion, for him not to be watched, or spoken about in whispers by the other prisoners. No one knew quite what to make of Albion’s visit, and by now word had circulated throughout Newgate though neither Baudrey nor any of the other guards had mentioned it to Matthew; it appeared that the officials had taken the route of willful ignorance.
“Move on!” Baudrey gave Matthew a shove, which was not unexpected. Matthew shuffled along the circuitous corridor,.passing the archway into Budapest. They came to a staircase leading up to a door of grated iron. “Halt,” said Baudrey, and Matthew obeyed.
A ring of keys made a metallic, almost musical noise, though music of the rudest sense. “The things they have me do ’round here,” Baudrey complained, as he slid a key into the cufflock. The cuffs fell away. “I ain’t bendin’ for no piece a’ garbage like this ’un,” he said, and he gave the keys to the other guard. “You do the honors.”
The second man muttered his own complaint, but nevertheless he bent to unlock Matthew’s ankle shackles. Then the chains were off and the second guard put them over his shoulder while Matthew stood rubbing his raw wrists.
“Your fee’s been paid,” Baudrey said. “Mind you don’t do somethin’ that warrants ’em on again.”
“Paid?” Matthew felt as if his brain was becoming as useless in here as a brick of soap. “Who paid it?”
“Up them stairs.” Baudrey pushed Matthew’s shoulder with the wicked billyclub. He took the keys from the other guard, followed Matthew to the top and unlocked the grated door. “In with you,” he said, but this time he didn’t give the shove. He aimed an evil eye at Matthew, whose gait was still that of a shackled man, and then he closed the door and locked it between Matthew and himself. “The things they have me do,” he repeated, and then he shook his head, turned round, and he and his companion descended the stairs again.
“Mr. Corbett.” It was a quiet voice, the name spoken with respect.
Matthew turned to his left. In a corridor similar to the one on the lower level stood a man with a high mane of curly dark brown hair that may or may not have been a wig, it was difficult to tell. He wore a wine-red dressing gown imprinted with a pattern of small gold paisleys. “My name is Daniel Defoe,” he said. “May I have the pleasure of your company?”
“Well…”
“I promise you no harm. My quarters are just along the corridor. Shall we?”
Matthew took Defoe’s measure. He was a tall man, but slight, possibly in his early to mid forties. He had a long narrow face, a nose equally long and narrow, and intelligent dark brown eyes that were examining Matthew with the same interest. He was clean-shaven and appeared to be in relatively good health for this place that so easily destroyed the health.
“You’ll pardon me,” Matthew said, “if I ask what this is about?”
Defoe offered the merest hint of a smile, which seemed awkward on a face constructed for only the most serious of expressions. “The human condition,” he said. A couple of other prisoners, both of them very well-dressed and clean compared to the rabble below, were peering from open doors made of wood instead of bars or grated iron. One of them removed from his mouth the pipe he was smoking and called out, “Is he the one, Daniel?”
“Yes, he’s the one. Please, Mr. Corbett…come along, we can have some privacy.” He motioned to his left.
Matthew’s curiosity was inflamed. He had always thought such would be his undoing but for the moment it had to be satisfied. He followed Defoe to an open door just past the others, was motioned in, and found himself in a room that—if not quite the equal to New York’s Dock House Inn—was certainly a royal palace compared to Cairo. The man had a writing desk with a leather chair, a second leather chair for visitors, a small round table beside the chair, and an actual bed with real bedding and pillows. On the floor was not dirty hay but a dark red rug. Atop a dresser was a burning candle clock, a waterbowl and a handmirror. A small shelf held a dozen books. To top this veritable paradise was a window allowing in gray morning light and overlooking the courtyard his coach had entered that first day. Through it he could see the slowly moving banners of black coalsmoke that somehow reminded him of the tentacles of Professor Fell’s octopus symbol, but it was a window an imprisoned king would kill for. It mattered not that the stone walls of Defoe’s private cell were damp and streaked with fungus and the cell itself was quite chilly; one could survive here in relative comfort.
Matthew was further surprised when Defoe produced a key from his clothing and locked the door. “Privacy assured,” the man said. “Please sit down. Ah, I expect you’d like a cup of clean water? I say clean, but let’s remember where we are.”
Matthew sat down. My God, he’d nearly forgotten what a comfortable chair felt like! It was almost too much for him, he nearly had to stand up again to get his equilibrium.
Defoe poured water from a bottle into a wooden cup and offered it to his guest. “I wish it were a nice claret, but that must wait for another time.” He took the other chair at the writing desk. “We have ninety minutes, by the candle clock. I asked for two hours, was offered one, and I had to negotiate further, with some success. Now,” he said, as his eyes took even more of an intensity that Matthew took as a true need for knowledge, “tell me about yourself.”
Matthew drained the cup. The water, obviously from a well beyond the prison walls, was not quite clear but not at all scummy nor did it smell like it had been strained through a dead horse, as did the liquid in Cairo’s communal barrel. “Ahhhh, that’s good!”
“More, then?”
“In a moment. I never realized plain water could make one tipsy.” He put the cup aside and cast his gaze again around the fabulous quarters. “I’m assuming you paid my chain removal fee?”
“I did. I inquired as to whether you wore chains and I was told you did. I have a little money to spare. I believe it was for a good cause.”
“My most grateful appreciation, sir. But…tell me…what is all this? I mean…this is—”
“Unexpected?” Defoe’s brows went up. “Of course. You know by now that the part of Newgate not run by prisoners is commanded by the most venal of officials. Those inmates who can afford to buy a little space, a little privacy, a little…shall we say…civility in here, are allowed—encouraged—to do so. Now, I am far from being rich but I have wealthy friends. Unfortunately not wealthy enough to pay the debt of my sentence for sedition against the crown, but I am able to be comfortable here, as much as possible.”
“What’s your occupation?”
“Writer. Traveller. Thinker. Philosopher upon the balance of good and evil in this world. Such does not allow me to bask in the glory of gold, but I am satisfied with my position. Now…you. I wish to know your history, why you are here, and consequently why Albion chose to visit you in Newgate Prison, something that I believe has never happened before.”
“Oh,” said Matthew, with a frown. “That.”
“Of course, that. Oh, how Lord Puffery would love to get hold of this tidbit!”
“Lord Puffery,” Matthew repeated. “By name Samuel Luther, printer?”
“I’ve never met him nor do I know anyone who has.” Defoe placed the tips of his long fingers together. “It wouldn’t surprise me for this item to appear in the next Pin. I’m sure someone from the prison has already sold it to Lord Puffery and it will be embellished beyond all belief. Though I have to say, Albion’s appearance in this formidable pile of stones needs no embellishment to be utterly fantastic. He was there for only a moment, I understand? He pointed his sword at you and made a motion of threat?”
“Some say threat. Some say he was offering protection from…you know…the others.”
“His method so far,” said Defoe, “is to murder ex-prisoners released from gaol. Six so far. All men of low repute, but delivered from their sentences by able and cunning lawyers.” Again, he gave just the slightest hint of a smile. “Do you have an able and cunning lawyer, Matthew?”
“Absolutely not. The only friend I have in London is a man who despised me in New York.”
“New York? We have time and there’s a story here. Tell it.”
Where to begin? Matthew asked himself. The beginning, of course.
As Matthew told his story, starting with his position as clerk to Magistrate Isaac Woodward, God rest his soul, the light that came through the window moved. Constant stayed the coalsmoke banners, spitting fiery bits down upon the already-seething city. The noise of London was a low hum, punctuated by the sound of horse hooves and carriage wheels beyond Newgate’s portcullis. Matthew left nothing out of his tale of the Queen of Bedlam, nor did he refrain from telling Defoe about Mrs. Sutch’s sausages in the recitation of his search for Tyranthus Slaughter. With words he painted a picture of Pendulum Island and the lair of Professor Fell, and then he dredged up the sorry story of the trip to Charles Town that was supposed to be so easy a task and ended with the loss of his memory, the murder of Quinn Tate and his falling into the clutches of Count Dahlgren. A summary of what had happened aboard the Wanderer, a truthful admission that he really had committed an execution, the rather bitter recounting of his experience with Judge William Atherton Archer, and he had come to the present moment.
The light had dimmed. Clouds had thickened above the coalsmoke and beyond the bars the rain was coming down again in sheets. The noise of it for the time being muffled London’s heavy heartbeat.
“May I have another cup of water?” Matthew asked, for Daniel Defoe seemed to be transfixed; the man’s mouth was partway open, and he looked to be as dazed as Matthew had been upon being thrown into the gaolhouse at Plymouth.
“Oh…yes, of course. Better still, help yourself.” He watched as Matthew poured water from the bottle. “You’ve been a very busy young man,” he said. “How old are you?”
“Twenty-four, but lately I’ve felt forty-two.”
“Forty-two is nearly my age,” said the writer. “I am just past it. Appreciate your youth and vigor. Your tale…the story of your life…is amazing, Matthew. Of course I’ve heard of the Herrald Agency, though I’ve never had need of their services. And Professor Fell…I also have heard that name, but I thought him a myth, something to scare the children with when they misbehave.”
“He’s the most real myth I’ve ever met. Interesting…Archer also considers Fell a myth. I’d think that in the course of his career he might have been charged to give trial to someone in Fell’s circle.”
“Judges are first and foremost people. Sometimes they don’t wish to see the truth, particularly if they can’t do anything to change it. I just hope my own situation changes for the better. I had the misfortune of being brought before Judge Salathiel Lovell, who is cut from even sterner and more unreasonable cloth than Archer. Well…here we are, islands to ourselves, and shipwrecked by circumstances. But tell me now…do you have any idea why Albion might have considered you of some importance?”
“None. The greater question is…how did he get into Newgate? And…might he still be here, either as a guard or an official of the prison? Perhaps someone here with a bent for the law that’s a bit warped, and who didn’t think those six men should have been released under any conditions. The problem with that line of thought, though,” said Matthew, “is that all the six were not confined to Newgate. In fact, I don’t know if any of them were, but I do know one had been recently released from St. Peter’s Place.”
“Hm,” said Defoe, with a slight nod. “You’re not in a position to do much problem-solving, are you? But I can tell the steed is champing at the bit.”
“My nature, though sometimes regrettable. What I’d like to know is, was there any connection among the six men, other than their being prisoners and released by either craft or graft? Did they have the same attorney? Did the same judge pass sentence on them? Albion has gone to a great deal of trouble to get himself dressed up in that gold-painted mask, and he’s not shy about attracting attention, either. So…what’s his point, and what his story?”
“A tale of woe and madness, I’m sure. Unless Lord Puffery has hired a murderer and nightstalker to provide grist for the mill. Readers are eating that up.”
“Possibly a tale of woe,” Matthew agreed, as he watched the rain coming down beyond the bars. “Of madness, possibly not. It seems to me there’s a cogent plan behind this…and for some reason I have been entered into it. I don’t think Lord Puffery cares much about me.” He turned his full attention again upon his host. “You say you’re a writer? And you’re sentenced here for sedition?”
“I wrote a political pamphlet that was not appreciated by the crown,” said Defoe. “I meant to stir up a stewpot of discussion, but instead I stirred up a firestorm that quite nearly roasted me. But I will see my way out of this difficulty, in time.” The gathering of the lines upon his face as he spoke belied the confidence of his words. “Better to be imprisoned in Newgate than imprisoned in ignorance,” he mused. “Some gaols are of the soul, and they can be the most cruel.”
“I agree. Unfortunately life itself can have a very cruel soul.”
“Ah!” Defoe’s face brightened. His smile was broader. “I like that, Matthew! The sound of it: cruel soul. Cruel soul,” he repeated. “I’ll find a place to slip that in somewhere…sometime or another.” His smile faded. “You know, I’m not the only man of letters here. How quickly one’s star can rise and fall…but that’s the human condition, isn’t it? There are some great intellects here, locked away in the curse of disuse. Just offhand…there’s Edmund Crispin, Thomas Love Peacock, Peter Greenaway, William Knowles, Thomas Tryon, Theodore Sturgeon, John Collier, Charles Godfrey Leland, Ronald Firbank, Max Erlich…all locked away here, all bypassed in the rush toward the future. As I will someday be…and you…and all who live and breathe and fight now to be heard…to be known. But I think…if a man can be known for a little while…if he can be recognized for having given to his earthly kin something that provided joy, or thought, or comfort when it was needed…then his life was worthwhile.” He looked at Matthew with sad eyes. “Don’t you think?”
“Yes,” said Matthew. “I do think.”
“A true champion you are,” Defoe answered, and just that quickly the sadness left him like a banished blight. He took measure of the candle clock and saw that time was growing short. “I have enjoyed our conversation. Be sure I will continue to pay your chain removal fee. I wish I had more funds to spare. As I say, my friends are keeping me from the dungeon.”
“I understand. Thank you very much for what you’ve done. I wish I could repay you in some way.”
“But you already have! Being able to talk like this, and my hearing your story…it’s very inspirational, though I’m surprised you’ve not been killed at the hands of some extremely formidable adversaries.”
“I suppose I’ve been lucky,” Matthew answered. “So far, that is.”
Defoe rose to his feet. Matthew knew it was time to return to the lower realm. “The guards will be at the door soon,” the writer said. “I’ll walk back with you.”
At the grated door, as they waited, Matthew decided to ask about a word he’d been chewing on since it had been spoken. “You mentioned a dungeon. I saw a couple of staircases going down. Who’s sentenced there?”
“Prisoners who have attacked the guards, or who are raving insane and murderous.”
“As opposed to being sane and murderous?”
“Point well taken,” Defoe said, “but that’s how it is. Also a prisoner sentenced to be hanged is sent to a dungeon cell for his last two weeks, is kept in solitary and is put on a diet of bread and water.”
“A kind send-off, I’m sure,” said Matthew with dripping sarcasm. “But tell me this, if you know…is every cell down there occupied?”
“I don’t know. Why do you ask?”
“I’m wondering…if Albion is not a guard or an official here, and most likely not a phantom able to walk through solid walls, then he is a man who has found another entrance into Newgate. I would imagine there’s quite a network of passages under a city with such ancient beginnings.”
“Oh yes. In fact many live down there. Mostly beggars.”
“Albion may be a beggar by day and an avenger by night. Or, at least, he may be passing himself off as a beggar. I just wonder if one of the empty cells in the dungeon doesn’t have a few loose stones…enough to be moved to allow a body to crawl through.”
“Even if that were true, how would Albion know? And how would he know if the particular cell would be empty? It seems to me he could well have crawled into an encounter with a screaming lunatic who might even be too much for his sword to handle.”
“A good question and an even better observation,” said Matthew. “That would indicate, again, that Albion has some knowledge of what goes on in Newgate, therefore a connection here.”
Defoe asked, “You do know the meaning of the word ‘Albion’, don’t you?”
“No, I don’t.”
“‘Albion’ is the ancient name of England. It was referred to as such in Greek writings dating back to the sixth century Before Christ. It also refers to the elemental force—the strength of a giant—that is fabled to be England’s protection again harm. Whoever Albion might be, he has a sense of both the classical and certainly the dramatic. Ah, there’s a light! Someone’s coming up. I can tell by his walk…it’s Parmenter, not Massengill or Baudrey. Those two are to be avoided if at all possible. Good afternoon!” said Defoe cheerfully, speaking to the guard who was wearily climbing the stairs.
“Good if yer a flippin’ frog,” Parmenter grunted as he followed the yellow circle of his lantern. “Stand back.” When the prisoners obeyed, he went about unlocking the door.
“Thank you for coming to see me,” Defoe told Matthew. “You’ve given me some things to think about.” He offered his hand and Matthew shook it. “I hope everything works out for you.”
“And I you, sir.”
“Come on through,” said Parmenter with a scowl as he opened the door. “Yer jawin’ time is done.”
On the walk back to Matthew’s section, as they moved through the twisting corridor, Matthew asked, “Do you know if all the cells in the dungeon are occupied?”
“Why? You wantin’ to curl up in one of ’em?”
“No, Mr. Defoe was just telling me that prisoners due to be hanged are put there. Also those who might be considered to be…um…problems. I was simply curious.”
“Do tell.”
They went on a little further, Matthew leading and the guard a few paces behind, before the problem-solver tried again. “So are all the cells down there taken?”
“A few are empty. I could work it out so’s you can see for yourself, spend a couple a’ nice nights down there in the dark all by your lonesome.”
“I’m content to use my imagination. But one more thing: is there a locked door one must pass through to reach the cells?”
“Under an archway, across a little bridge over the shit pond and then you come to a locked gate. Y’sure you don’t wanna see it? Sweet smell down there to drift off to.”
“I’m sure,” Matthew said. He was considering the facts as he knew them to be, and he came up with another question. “How long have you been working here?”
“A lifetime, seems like. This place gets to a fella. Been here eight years next month, and don’t know whether to be proud a’that or not.”
Matthew was grateful that at least Parmenter was somewhat civil; he could imagine the response if he’d posed questions like these to Baudrey. “In your eight years, has anyone ever escaped?”
“Two I can recall. And one a’them was nabbed less’n an hour later. Two ain’t a whole lot compared to how many been through here, so…hey, wait a bleedin’ minute!” He gave Matthew a half-hearted cuff to the back of the head. “You ain’t got the right to be askin’ me such!”
“My apologies, I forgot my place,” Matthew said. They passed by one of the descending staircases. “One more, please: did either of those two escape from the dungeon?”
“Hold your tongue, Corbett,” came the curt reply. “I ain’t answerin’ nothin’ else.”
“Very well. That’s unfortunate, because I was going to trade information with you. I was going to ask for that question to be answered in return for telling you what I saw when I looked into Albion’s face, and what I’ve told no one else.”
A body was sprawled on its back in the corridor ahead. Parmenter stopped to shine his light downward on the thin, wasted form. He gave the man a quick kick to the ribs and the prisoner moaned and turned over on his side. “Up with you, Eddings!” said Parmenter. “I come back this way and you’re still here, you’ll be stretched for the lash!” He stepped over the body and continued on, and Matthew did the same. Parmenter said, “Albion don’t have no face. He wears a mask. Anyway, the warden’s told us we’re not to talk about that.”
“Pity.” Matthew had the feeling that Parmenter’s shell was not so hard that it couldn’t be breached at some meeting of joints and angles. “I’m bursting to share this with someone. It’s the kind of item I’m sure the Pin’s readership would find intriguing.”
“You ain’t got nothin’. And I don’t know what that fancy word means.”
“It means that it’s likely Lord Puffery would pay for it. Worth a guinea, I’d say.”
Parmenter didn’t reply.
They were nearing the archway into Cairo. Matthew calculated a couple more turns of the corridor before they got there. Water dripped from the cracked ceiling and ran down along the stones of the walls to make dirty puddles at their feet.
Suddenly a hand reached out and grabbed Matthew by the back of the collar. Parmenter was stronger than he looked—or Matthew just that much weaker from lack of food—because the young man was stopped in his tracks. Parmenter shoved Matthew over toward the right side of the corridor. “Listen here.” Parmenter lifted his lantern so it shone fully into Matthew’s face. “I don’t like your ways and your ear-bustin’ words.”
Matthew’s shoulder ached where it had met the wall, but it was better than being struck by the guard’s billyclub, which remained hooked to a leather belt around Parmenter’s ample waist. “Sorry,” Matthew said. “Let’s forget this discussion. This talk,” he amended. “All right?”
Parmenter ignored the request. “I got a question, then.” He cast his voice low, though they were currently alone in the corridor. “What’d you do to stir Albion up? He ain’t never set a ghostly boot in here before. So what’d you do on the outside to bring him in?”
“Nothing I can think of.”
“You kill somebody? He don’t care for killers.”
“Is that what the six victims did? They each killed someone?”
“Naw. Well…two of ’em did. Of the other four, two were roughers, one a cracksman and the other a dog buffer.”
Matthew nodded. Parmenter was describing two murderers, two common ruffians for hire, a housebreaker and a thief who stole dogs, killed them and sold the skins to furriers. He decided to press his luck, for he might not get another favorable spin of the numbers wheel. “Did one of those escaped prisoners get out of Newgate through a dungeon cell?”
Parmenter looked to right and left. Then into Matthew’s face again. “You first. What do you have I can sell to the Pin?”
Quickly, Matthew conjured something up. “Mark this: his eyes were ablaze behind that mask. They were like two windows into Hell. Shuddered my soul to look there, but I had to. Not only that, but I heard him speak. Not with the ears, mind you, but in here.” He tapped his skull. “I heard him say he’s got three more men on his murder list. One’s got the letter ‘A’ in his first name. I heard Albion say he’s sharpening his sword, and he’s going to strike soon. Maybe tomorrow night, if his plan goes well. But he’ll be out there stalking. That’s what I heard him say.”
“Go on!” Parmenter’s mouth crimped. “You ain’t heard nothin’ of the sort!”
“I did. Do you know why Albion came here to speak to me? Because…he and I are connected by murder. Yes, that’s right. The man I killed was on his murder list. He told me that, too, and he came here to thank me.”
“Go on!” This time it was spoken in a whisper. Parmenter’s beady eyes had widened, as much as they could. The guard’s hand left Matthew’s collar. “Who was it you knocked off?”
“A Prussian by the name of Dahlgren. Why he was on Albion’s list, I don’t know, but there you have it. Now tell me the Pin wouldn’t buy that, seeing as how it’s coming directly from my mouth.”
“Christ’s bloody nails!” said Parmenter. “If I was to see that in the Pin, I’d snatch it up in a second!”
“The information is yours. Just don’t give it away for free to anyone here…especially not to Baudrey.”
“Oh, I can’t stand that swaggerin’ Tom Turdbag!” Parmenter hissed. “He’s killed a baboon and stole its face! And I happen to know he’s on the White Velvet, too. Disappears for days at a time, don’t remember nothin’ about where he’s been or what he’s done.”
“The White Velvet?” Matthew asked. “What’s that?”
“Cheap gin that knocks a man senseless. Just stay away from that pi’sen is my advice…if you ever get out of here, I mean.”
“Very well. Now…about the dungeon cell and the escape?”
“If I tell…you won’t cause me to sit on thorns, will you?”
“It will be as if you never told. It’s only to feed my curiosity.” Matthew plowed ahead when Parmenter hesitated. “Have some mercy on me. I need something to think on!”
One more look to right and left, and then Parmenter gave it up. “Yep, one of ’em slipped the cage through a dungeon cell. Happened a year or so after I got here.”
“Which cell?”
“Ohhhhhh, no! This is as far as the horse wanders. Get on with yourself.” Parmenter motioned with the lantern.
Matthew started walking again. It was such a relief to be out of those chains, but he found himself still wanting to hobble with the same constricted gait. His legs had gotten used to the shackles. He could see how a man could become inured to the darkness and despair in this place, and give up hope of ever walking in the sun again. A hope all Londoners probably shared right now, with all these days of dreary downpour.
He could sense Parmenter counting his shillings from sale of that item to the Pin. It would probably make Lord Puffery squeal like a little girl. Facts be damned, Puffery wanted puffed-up fantasies, the better to feed his hungry audience; Lord Puffery probably gave thanks for the murderous presence of Albion at every mealtime.
And so too, did Matthew give thanks for Albion. He realized, as he came to the entrance archway to Cairo, that Albion’s appearance in Newgate and the figure’s puzzling display—a vow of either life protection or death promise—was keeping his mind from becoming a sloshy bowl of pudding. It would be easy here to lose all sense of purpose, all interest in anything but removing itchy lice from the beard, all curiosity save the question of how long a sick man like Wyler had left to live, all dignity, all empathy, all everything.
But now to keep his head square and steady Matthew had Albion, plus the dungeon cell from which one bird had flown out of Newgate. He still might have—God forbid—six months to fester in here, but at least he’d been presented with a problem to solve, and that to him was like a little gift of life.
Parmenter left him. He went down the steps into the chamber, where nothing ever changed very much, except for the removal of bodies.
One thing particularly bothered him. Though Matthew did not believe in omens, it seemed in retrospect he’d made a very poor choice. Why…why…in his fictional tale of “hearing” Albion speak had he told Parmenter that one of the next murder victims had an “A” in his first name?
Had he become so dumbfounded in here that he’d forgotten how to spell his own?



Fourteen
 

 
Matthew Corbett! Get yer ass up here!”
Baudrey was calling him again from the entrance archway. The man had a tremendous bellow but a miniscule range of expression.
Matthew stirred himself to get up from his little bedding of hay. “Popular fella, you are,” said Wyler, from his own resting place. “You ain’t doin’ somethin’ you wouldn’t tell your grandkids, are ya?”
“No.”
“What’s he wantin’ with you, then?”
“I have no idea.” Matthew wondered if Defoe wished to see him again; their visit yesterday had been a bright spot in this dismal picture. At least up there with Defoe he could get a cup of clean water and a look at the outside world.
“Watch y’self,” Wyler cautioned. And added: “Whatever it is you’re doin’.”
“Do I have to come down there, fishbait?” Baudrey hollered. “You wouldn’t like that, I’m warnin’ ya!”
Matthew made his way across Cairo’s tortured landscape. A card game was in progress, and the other prisoners were in the process—as they always were—of finding something to occupy their time and minds or otherwise dying a little more. A couple of sad candle stubs attempted illumination. Baudrey stood in the glow of the lantern he held, and truth to tell he did have a face that resembled a baboon’s. Matthew climbed the stairs, suffered a brief cuff to the back of his head for being tardy, and then was pushed along the corridor.
“Where are we going?” Matthew asked when they were a few yards along the passageway.
“You’ll find out.”
He didn’t like the sound of that. In fact he didn’t like this at all. He had learned a sense of time in here, according to the rhythms of waking up, eating and sleeping. The citizens of Cairo had been herded into the eating-room about two hours ago, by his estimation, for a supper of black bread and thin yellow soup that Parmenter had told him was pea soup, and Matthew thought it wise to ask no further questions. But if supper had been two hours ago, then it was likely seven or eight o’clock on the outside—maybe later—so what was this evening excursion about?
Last night he’d entertained the thought of slipping down into the dungeon just for a gander, but as the candles were as precious as food and water he realized there was no way to get hold of a light. There would be the locked gate to get through to reach the cells, thus his exploration of the darkened dungeon was stymied. His theory that Albion had gotten into Newgate the same way one of the escaped prisoners had gotten out would have to remain a theory. But if the theory was true, and say part of the wall had been cracked and the stones loosened by time and the movement of the earth under the city itself, then why hadn’t the warden repaired the wall in that particular cell? If a couple of stones could be moved and a body could crawl either from or into London’s underworld, why had the work been left undone? Surely the warden and the guards had gone over the cell the prisoner had escaped from and found the route he’d taken…or had they? And if that was indeed the way Albion had gotten in and out, how had he known about it?
One possibility, Matthew had realized: Albion was the escaped prisoner, therefore he knew about the cell and he knew the inner workings of Newgate.
But…another question…how had Albion gotten through at least one lock to reach Cairo? It did seem, at first consideration, the movements of a ghost. And what was so important about an imprisoned, bearded and filthy young man from New York that Albion would even care to make some sort of contact?
Matthew had no idea, but he relished the questions; now, though, the questions became more immediate, as he didn’t like being pushed ahead of Baudrey along this dank and dripping corridor. “I’d like to know where I’m being taken,” he dared to say, because they’d passed the steps leading up to where Daniel Defoe and the others were kept.
“A little trip,” came the reply.
“A trip? To where?”
“To the bleedin’ infirmary if ya don’t keep your trap shut. Keep movin’.”
They stepped over and around several bodies, but otherwise the journey to the outermost iron door was uneventful. Baudrey unlocked it and pushed Matthew through. On the other side were two hard-faced men in dark cloaks and tricorn hats that glistened with moisture. Both of the men carried lanterns.
“You’re bein’ moved,” Baudrey said. “From here to Houndsditch prison, over in Whitechapel.”
“Moved? Not that I’m unappreciative, but why?”
“I ain’t no man of the courts. Papers come across from the Old Bailey, signed by Assistant Master Lillehorne and Judge Archer. You’re out of Newgate, but don’t think they’ll treat you lightly at Houndsditch. Fishbait here, fishbait there. Want him shackled?” Baudrey asked the two men, who were obviously guards sent by the court or the constable’s office.
“He’s a pip of a squeak,” the larger of the men rumbled. “Won’t give us no pains.”
“He’s yours, then,” said Baudrey, and as a last measure of low regard he flicked Matthew’s ear with a thumb and forefinger.
With a guard on either side of him, Matthew was taken out of Newgate by the same route he’d entered. In the courtyard a black coach with barred windows awaited him. The dim light of evening was blurred even further by a low-lying yellow fog that smelled of chalkdust and wet stone. Torches burned along the walls, their glow weirdly diffused through the vapors. The air was chill yet clammy at the same time, a disagreeable condition to the lungs. Matthew was pushed into the coach and the two guards sat facing him. Because he was such a pip of a squeak and the guards evidently thought so mightily of themselves the doorbolts were not thrown. Then the coachman started them off, they passed under the open portcullis, and Matthew’s last impression of Newgate was a sound of imprisoned humanity that might have been a moan from the tortured walls of the prison itself.
“Settle in,” said the guard who was the slighter of the two. He had a narrow face that appeared to have been crushed inward at birth, the eyes, nose and mouth all much too close together. “We got a few miles to travel.”
Which spoke volumes of the size of London, Matthew thought. He couldn’t imagine the length of the town of New York ever being a few miles of travel. But then again, who could foretell the future? Surely the Romans—and whatever ancient tribe had preceded the Romans in planting their territorial stones in the earth of what would become London—would never have believed such a city would grow from Caesar’s ambitions. So too, might Peter Minuit—and Matthew Corbett—never believe the future size and shape of New York in a hundred years. A city, Matthew realized, was itself a living thing; it either grew or died, and there was not much in between.
The horses clopped on. Through the bars Matthew made out the shapes of people moving about the streets in their cloaks of fog, heard shouts and laughter and rough music. Smears of fire indicated torches burning here and there, and oil lamps along the streets showed more civilized sparks of light.
“So you’re the one,” said the larger man.
“Pardon?” Matthew asked, turning his attention away from the window.
“You’re the one says he seen Albion. That right?”
“It wasn’t just me. The whole of the chamber saw him.”
“That’s the damnedest lie I ever heard spouted.” It was spoken with the curled lip of the born bully. “Ain’t no such bastard as that. Made up by the Pin, he is, to get a fool’s pennies. Oh, that tale a’ Albion gettin’ into Newgate has made the rounds of the Old Bailey, you can be sure.” He leaned toward Matthew with a dangerous grin. “But I say it’s a damned lie and you’re a damned liar. What say you, Petey?”
Petey said, “Damned lie, damned liar,” and it was spoken by a man who knew what was good for him.
Matthew brought up a bemused smile and aimed it at the bully. It seemed to him that neither of these two were going to do anything hurtful, seeing as how he had been rescued from Newgate by the “Assistant Master” constable himself. He would forever be grateful to Gardner Lillehorne for pulling whatever strings the man had to pull for that to happen, and he vowed he would find a way to repay him. It remained to be seen what Houndsditch was like, but surely it wasn’t as bad as what he was so gladly leaving.
“Wanted to get your name in the Pin, is what I’m thinkin’,” said the heavy-set guard. “Pack of lies, all of it.”
Matthew remained silent. There was nothing more to say to these two. Neither did he care to listen to their foolish jabbering. He looked out the window again, at the moving shapes and the blurs of flame in the fog, and allowed himself the luxury of thinking what he would do when this was settled and he returned to New York. Approach Berry and try to make amends, if that was possible? Try to tell her what he’d been thinking that day he was so callously cruel to her? He wished he could bring her back to him but there was the problem of Professor Fell, who certainly would never forget the fact that Matthew had blown up his gunpowder supply and basically destroyed his home island. So…bring Berry back to him, with Professor Fell certainly set on revenge?
No. He could not.
The coach rolled on, the ride getting rougher over rougher streets. The blocks of buildings seemed to grow tighter together, and the streets more narrow. Darkness ruled in this part of London, though it was interrupted by the occasional glow from the windows of what must be taverns. The fog had thickened and the tavern signage was impossible to make out. The denizens of this area must be rougher as well, for a stone thwacked against the coach’s side and following it was a shouted snarl of curses, indicating no love for the law. In the distance could be heard a man’s ragged hollering, the words indistinct but the tone one of pure rage, the words rising and falling on volcanic tides. From another direction came the high thin scream of a woman that abruptly ended. Out in the fog, very close to the coach, a man laughed quietly and Matthew saw the flare of a flame as a pipe was lighted. It occurred to him that Houndsditch might not be so bad as Newgate, but the Whitechapel area itself was no walk of saints.
He’d no sooner thought that than two hands gripped the bars of the window next to Matthew. A bedraggled young girl with sharp features and one eye blackened and swollen shut cried out into the coach, “Shillin’ for a blow! Shillin’ apiece, all a’ ya!” She tried to create a smile but the clay of her battered face would not cooperate, and all she could present was a desperate, gap-toothed grimace. “Free for a sip of the velvet!” she cried out again, as if her life depended upon it.
“Off with you!” said the larger guard, and he leaned over to slam his hand against her fingers, breaking her grip on the bars and causing her to fall away. She let loose a string of oaths that would have made the inmates of Newgate blanch bloodless, and then the coach had gone on deeper into what Matthew began to suspect was a London tarpit the likes never seen in the New World.
“Holy Hell, Johnny,” said Petey with an expression of dismay. “I could’a spared a shillin’!” Then, dejected, he slunk down in his seat.
In a few minutes, Johnny peered out one of the windows to get his bearings. Though all Matthew could see were vague shapes in the yellow fog, the guard must’ve spied a landmark of sorts—a tavern sign, a familiar window or some such—because he said with satisfaction, “We’re near the gate. Won’t be long now.”
About ten seconds after he said that, something bumped against the side of the coach. Then against the top. There came a muffled cry. The horses seemed to lose stride and the entire coach shuddered.
“What the damned hell…!” Johnny said.
The coach rolled on a few more feet and then stopped.
The brake came down with a hard thud.
“Nelson!” Johnny slammed a fist against the coach’s ceiling. “What’re you stoppin’—”
For, he was going to say, but it was forever left unsaid.
The door on the left swung open. A swordblade entered first, gleaming in the lantern light. Its tip pricked Johnny’s brick of a chin.
“Sit easy,” came a low whisper.
Johnny may have soiled his breeches. Or Petey may have. One of them certainly did, for Matthew smelled it. He, himself, was shocked but he was able to keep his already-filthy trousers at least clean of that.
The figure behind the saber wore a dark cloak and hood. Within the hood was the golden mask with the ornamental beard. The color of the eyes were impossible to make out. A black glove held the sword, which shifted smoothly to the tip of Petey’s narrow nose.
Albion whispered, “You. Give him your cloak and hat.”
“What?” Petey blinked, his eyes watery.
The saber twitched. Blood spooled from the sliced nostril. Petey cried out but did not move.
“Cloak
and hat,” Albion whispered.
The items were rapidly removed and set in Matthew’s lap.
“Your money,” came the next demand.
The two guards gave it up, putting two small leather drawstring pouches on the seat beside Matthew as if they had become as noxious as what freighted an unfortunate pair of breeches.
The golden mask angled toward Matthew. “Take them,” said the swordsman, and the order was delivered so fiercely that Matthew’s arms gathered up everything as if they were on poppet strings to Albion’s control.
Then, a command also directed to Matthew: “Out.”
Here Matthew was suddenly frozen, for terror hit him hard. Did this creature mean to roust him from the coach and murder him in the street?
“Now,” said Albion.
Matthew found his voice. “If you mean to kill me, you’ll have to do it here.” He was preparing a kick to the center of Albion’s chest, and if he could get in another one before that saber kissed him it would be a miracle…but worth the chance.
“Fool,” came Albion’s raspy whisper. “I’m helping you. Out!”
“I don’t care to be helped by you.”
Albion might have laughed behind that mask. Or groaned…it was difficult to tell.
“Mr. Corbett,” said the voice, “you are also going to help me. Out, or…” He paused, thinking. Then: “Out, or I kill the thin one.” The saber went to Petey’s throat.
“I understood you only killed criminals who had managed to escape justice.”
“True until now.” The sword’s point pressed into Petey’s flesh. The guard had gone deathly pale, and he trembled and moaned but otherwise was paralyzed with fear. “Your decision,” said Albion.
Matthew nearly said Go ahead and kill him, but he wasn’t far enough gone for that. He was desperately thinking what he should do when he stepped out of the coach. Throw these items in Albion’s masked face? Then run for it? But what did the creature mean by saying you are also
going to help me?
“Please,” Petey croaked.
Matthew moved toward the door. Albion lowered the sword and stepped back. When Matthew’s shoes had crunched down on the street’s cinders, Albion plunged the saber forward into the coach…not to pierce Petey, but to pick up one of the lanterns by its nailhook. He withdrew it, said to the two guards, “Stay,” as if they were nothing more than dogs, and then shut the coach’s door with his free hand. He turned toward Matthew. “Put on the cloak and hat,” he ordered, still speaking in a whisper. “Take the money. Take the lantern.” He offered it on the saber. Matthew donned the cloak and tricorn. He pushed the pouches into a pocket in the cloak. When he took the lantern, he found Albion’s golden mask pressed forward into his own face.
“Midnight,” said the voice, up close where it could not possibly carry into the coach. “Tavern of the Three Sisters. Flint Alley. Hear me?”
Matthew was fully and completely poleaxed. But he heard himself say, “Yes.”
A black-gloved hand went into Albion’s cloak and emerged with an ivory-handled dagger in a cowhide sheath. “Guard yourself,” said Albion. “Dangerous here.”
Matthew took the weapon, as he could not disagree.
Then, abruptly, Albion turned away and strode quickly off along the street, and within a few seconds the fog had swallowed him whole.
Matthew swayed on his feet. The world seemed to spin around him. He realized it wouldn’t be too much longer before one of the guards found the courage to look out the window and see that Albion had left the scene, and what then? He had no idea where Flint Alley was, or where he stood in this vast city. Time was moving, and so he must make a decision. In truth it flitted across his mind to return to the coach and deliver himself to Houndsditch, for surely with Lillehorne’s influence he could soon get out of this predicament.
You are also going to help me.
Spoken by a golden-masked avenger, most likely the prisoner who’d escaped Newgate.
Spoken to what purpose, and what meaning?
His curiosity was roused to a feverish pitch. How could he go forth to Houndsditch and vegetate there for many days—if not weeks—with this problem to be solved?
He did not remember starting off but suddenly he was walking in the direction Albion had gone, with the sheathed dagger beneath his cloak. In another moment a figure came staggering out of the fog. The man was holding his left shoulder and his face was bloodied. Nelson had obviously been thrown from his perch atop the coach when Albion had climbed up to rein the horses in. The coachman glanced only quickly at Matthew and then averted his eyes, for this was indeed a dangerous place. He staggered on past in search of his charge.
Matthew kept going for awhile, his mind still mostly stunned. He stopped in a darkened doorway to check by lantern light the contents of the money pouches and discovered enough money to buy a good meal and a bottle or two of ale, if he could find such. He heard fiddle music adrift in the fog and the sound of male and female laughter. Then, a free man wearing a warm cloak and with money in his pocket, a lantern to light his way and a dagger close at hand, Matthew set off to follow the noise of humanity to its source.



Fifteen
 

 
Matthew sat at a corner table in the Horse Head Tavern on a street called Gower’s Walk, with his back to a wall of brown bricks. Before him was a wooden platter of boiled pig’s feet, some kind of mushy greens, a mashup of figs and apples sour enough to curdle the tongue, and corncakes baked to break the teeth. The ale in his tankard was bitter and smelled of long age in a musty cellar.
He ate and drank and thought himself for the moment a king in a delectable dream, for food and drink that would have seemed indigestible at the beginning of Matthew’s ordeal now equalled any delight put before him at Sally Almond’s in New York. He hadn’t realized how starved he was, and so down the hatch went everything, the sour with the bitter and the mush with the tooth-crackers.
This was not the first tavern he’d entered on his exploration of Whitechapel, but at the Goat’s Breath a fight had broken out before he’d taken a chair, and finding the chair he was about to take smashed across the shoulders of one gin-raged blowzabella by another, and men throwing their coins down and clearing the floor for this violent entertainment to continue, Matthew eased himself away from the maddened crowd and back into the foggy street.
Therefore he used caution in studying the tavern signs before committing himself to life-threatening error. The Scarlet Hag, the Leper’s Kiss, the Four Wild Dogs, the Broken Cherry…heavens, no. And as he walked along these narrow, dirty lanes in the weak circle of his lanternlight, with an occasional other lamp or torch sliding past him in the gloom, he was aware that many other figures were on the move with him, all going somewhere or another, some calling out with voices impossible to decipher as if they were speaking haughtily not to anyone on earth but rather to gods unknown, in the manner of daring lightning to strike. Most, however, moved in ominous silence, either singly, doubly or in packs of three, four or more. Matthew kept his lantern uplifted and his other hand on the dagger’s hilt, and he stopped every so often to press his back against a rough wall and make certain he was not about to be jumped from behind.
He had had at least one close call of which he knew. Several times he’d passed bodies sprawled on the ground, one with a head so bashed it was impossible for that broken cup to hold a drop of life. But in one instance Matthew had been called—“Gentle sir! Gentle sir, I beg you!”—from a doorway next to an alley, and found by the lanternlight a not unattractive young girl in dirty rags huddled there holding a baby. The infant was not moving. Matthew had thought its pallor a shade too blue. The girl had asked for coin to feed her child, and asked in so poignant and tearful a way that Matthew almost did not sense a slow uncoiling of something from the alley to his left. He did not wait to see what it was, because the sensation of evil that emanated from it was too horrible to contemplate, and so he quickly retreated as the girl called out with practised sorrow Gentle sir, gentle sir,
please help us.
He did not turn his back on that alley until he had put a little distance between it and himself. The last he heard from the girl was a seething release of breath that had all the damnation of the world in it.
Then Matthew had gone on, thinking that anyplace where there was a market for dead infants was a place he did not be needing to wander, yet here he was. His appointment was at the Tavern of the Three Sisters at midnight, and he could not be late for that.
Now, as Matthew finished his meal at the Horse Head, he considered the subject of Albion. Surely there was some connection between the person who wore that mask and the historic meaning of the name. What Defoe had said: It also refers to the elemental force—the
strength of a giant—that is fabled to be England’s protection again harm.
Judging from what he’d seen so far, Matthew thought that the elemental force of the fabled Albion had given up the cause and left the country.
But…was it possible that a human being had taken up the sword?
What…one man was going to puncture this evil bladder and release all the devil’s piss? Then London would be a shining example of order and purity, and so bring England back to some golden condition it had never really known?
It was madness.
What had been his impressions of Albion? It was worth summing up. The figure had been slim of build and not quite as tall as Matthew. Male, of course, though age was hard to tell because the whisper had been an effective disguise for the voice. A swordsman, for sure, and not just using the saber as a prop. And, obviously, Albion had to know that Matthew was being transferred to Houndsditch, what time he had left Newgate and what the route would likely be. Matthew recalled that Johnny had said they were near the gate. Albion had been most certainly lurking there, hidden by darkness and fog, awaiting the coach’s arrival. Then he’d taken a leap, climbed up the coach’s side, thrown the driver off and brought the coach to a sudden halt.
But why?
The serving-girl, a dark-haired wench with bruised eyes, came over to ask if he required anything else. He had noted her misshapen nose, obviously broken by more than one fist, and her downcast countenance. It seemed to him this was a city of beasts bound to battle each other because the larger circumstances of their poverty and plight could not be fought by human hands.
He checked the candle clock on the bar and saw that it was burning down toward ten. “Tell me,” he said to the girl, “do you know the Tavern of the Three Sisters in Flint Alley?”
“Heard of it.”
She needed prompting to continue. “Well, is it near?”
She had to ask the barkeep, who replied, “South toward the river. Maybe…oh…half a mile, I’d reckon. But sir…if you’re thinkin’ of goin’ down in there I’d take another think. Awful mean down that way. Wilders left and right, ain’t nobody safe.”
“Cut yer throat for a sniff a’ snuff,” one of the patrons added, and the drunken blonde doxy astride his lap slurred out, “Ain’t got no fuckin’ morals down there.”
“I was afraid of that,” Matthew said resignedly. “Thank you, all.” He asked for another tankard of ale and gave the serving-girl his best effort at a smile, but if she knew what a smile was she had forgotten, for she turned away with the same lifeworn expression she might have had if he’d spat in her face.
A choice lay before him, and here in the warmth of the tavern with a few candles flickering and a low fire burning red in a small hearth, he had the luxury of time and space to consider it. If he ventured forth to reach the Tavern of the Three Sisters at midnight he would undoubtedly learn who Albion was and what in the blazes this was all about. Of course, before he reached there he might suffer a little thing called murder, which would cancel the rest of his evening.
The other half of his choice involved throwing all this to the wind and finding his way back to Houndsditch, where he would humbly turn himself in. He would ask to speak to Gardner Lillehorne on the morrow to both thank him for getting him out of Newgate and explaining that this Albion business was none of his doing, and all he intended to do was be nice, quiet and timid until he could go before Archer in an official court function and state his case.
He drank and considered. Either way, sooner or later he would have to brave the streets of Whitechapel. It appeared from the number of people staggering into the Horse Head that this area was only beginning to come to life as the candle burned toward midnight. He might have one more tankard of ale for courage, but his money would be gone and so would his senses; best to face the rest of this night with a clear head.
He gave it another hour, nursing his ale and watching the denizens of Whitechapel come and go. A dice game was begun, the barkeep’s billyclub slammed the drinkers’ deck to stop several arguments before they became violent, a few garishly-made up dollies sauntered in and out, various mutterings and whispers indicated nefarious plots being planned by shadowy figures that stayed their distance from the light, and then it was time for Matthew to turn his attention to the task at hand.
He had decided. He would go to the Tavern of the Three Sisters, find out what all this was about, and then he would report himself to Houndsditch. The life of an escaped criminal was not for him.
“Would you direct me southward?” Matthew asked the barkeep, who gave him directions as far as the Oak And Eight tavern on Pinchin Street. “Thank you,” he replied, and he left the barkeep and the serving-girl an extra coin. Then he took his lantern outside, pulled his cloak tighter because the night had gotten colder, situated his tricorn a little more westward, and began striding south.
He had been correct about this area coming more to life as the night moved on, for now though the fog had lifted and the chill wind had picked up figures were walking on the street in numbers that would have been New York at midday. There seemed to be four taverns on every block, and all of them doing a brisk business. A body came flying out the door of one of them as Matthew approached, and this was followed by a heavy-set black-bearded brute in a leather apron coming out to dump a bucket of foul unmentionables upon the man’s head, much to the amusement of the throng who seemed to materialize from the air in search of such tragic comedies.
The street curved to the left and downward, sinking toward the Thames. Matthew walked at a brisk pace, his head on a swivel. A rider on a horse came galloping past with two more in pursuit, what appeared to be a chase with violent ramifications. Matthew smelled the ashes of burned buildings and had to sidestep many times to keep his shoes out of a nasty mire. From somewhere or another a woman was screaming and then the screaming became a high-pitched, nearly hysterical laugh. Up ahead, out in the gloom, there came a pistol shot.
The first thing Matthew was going to do would be to ask the man behind the golden mask why in the world he’d had to make this trek into such badlands. Then again, one did not ask too many impertinent questions of a phantom who had already murdered six men and had a saber eager for new blood.
He walked through an area where the painted wagtails marched back and forth like soldiers of a determined army, flagging down coaches by dropping part of their garments to reveal their gifts or actually trying to seize the horses’ bits. But it was apparent that the coaches would not be here if they weren’t bringing customers, and so the wanton troops did not have to wage their campaigns too ardently. In this area the wooden houses seemed to all be crooked and leaned one upon the other, as if their roofs might slide off at any minute like the top layers of rotten cakes. In the light of pink lamps Matthew was nearly lifted off his feet in the arms of fervent females and carried into one or another of the houses while their pimps, armed with stout clubs and hatchets, looked on approvingly and called out prices and practices for male consideration, though Matthew noted a few genteel-looking ladies emerging from some of those coaches. He got out of there with his clothes and his skin still on, but he thought he would be forever haunted by the sight of little girls aged eight and ten, all dressed up and decorated like gaudy candies, who hung back in the doorways while the big bawds launched themselves like fireships.
In another few minutes he was treated to the sight of a mob of men shouting around a sunken pit, and glancing in he wished he had not, for in the windblown torchlight a chained bear was fighting two snarling dogs, and the bear itself had scarred holes where its eyes had been removed. He put his head down and hurried past.
When he got back to New York, he decided, he would kiss every plank of the wharf and by God he would find Lord Cornbury and kiss that horsey face too, for on that day everything would be beautiful.
A cry to his left pierced his reverie.
Matthew dared to look in that direction. He was passing an alley. A thrust of the lantern revealed three men beating a slight figure—a young boy, it looked to be—that had tried to crawl into a mound of crates. One of the men’s eyes flashed scarlet as he looked toward the offending lamp, and Matthew saw that his face was marked with streaks of red and black warpaint. One of the others had the boy’s legs and was dragging him out, and just in that second Matthew had a quick look at the young face and saw that both eyes were already blackened. Then the three fell upon the boy and began to pound away with their fists like workmen intent on any task that called for full concentration.
Matthew went on.
It was not his business.
He had somewhere to be.
This was a city where you were on your own, and God help you.
He wasn’t strong enough to take on three fierce ruffians.
Shit.
He stopped.
The boy cried out again, a high bleat of pain. Matthew could hear the sound of blows connecting.
Why? he asked the fates. And though there was no answer from them, his own reply was Because you are here, and you are not yet so far a citizen of London as to keep walking.
He returned to the alley. The boy was fighting wildly but only gaining a little time. All three of the men—young men, they appeared to be—wore the warpaint on their faces. One of them sported a headband complete with a spiky patch of feathers. That individual fell down across the boy’s back, planted a knee on the spine, and began to pull the boy’s head upward by the chin as if to break the neck.
“That will do,” said Matthew.
Instantly the three figures froze. The boy continued to fight, clawing to get to the dubious safety of the crates.
“Away with you!” growled the man who’d looked into Matthew’s light. “You don’t want none of this!”
“I don’t like what I’m seeing. Three against one, and a young boy too. You should be ashamed.”
“Fuckface,” came the gruff voice of the one with the Indian headband, “you move on or we’ll cut your balls off and feed ’em to you.” He let go of the boy’s chin. His hand moved toward his fringed deerskin jacket and returned with the shine of a knife.
Matthew had seen, to his right, a jumble of flame-blackened boards. He drew out one that bore a couple of twisted iron nails toward the end that would meet flesh. He was frightened of this confrontation, for sure, and later—if possible—he might think himself stupid for having stuck a sharp nose in, but after all the misery and corruption he had seen in this city he could not be a part of it.
“Let him up,” he said.
“Carve him a grin, Black Wolf,” said the feathered gent, who remained with his knee pressed down on the boy’s struggling form.
The one who Matthew had first seen pulled a knife as long as Matthew’s forearm. The second one also brought out a blade.
Matthew stood his ground. “Black Wolf?” He nearly laughed, but he was too tight inside. “Do you apes fancy yourselves real Indians?” He readied himself to throw the lantern into a warpainted face and follow that with a nailboard blow; then, his hand would go to his own dagger, which unfortunately was of a pitiful size in this circumstance.
Black Wolf slinked forward, the league-long knife making little circles in the air.
One more step, Matthew thought, and then the lantern would fly. Come on, you—
A monstrous stormwave hit him from behind, coupled with a bellow of voices, and for an instant he was back on the Wanderer fighting the whole of the roiling Atlantic. He tried to twist around to use the board, but a club struck him on the shoulder and the makeshift weapon dropped away. He had a fleeting second to recognize that in the blur of faces he was seeing, all of them had blackened eyes. Then a fist caught him on the jaw, another one hit him high on the chest and took his breath, he was thrown to the ground and was aware of his attackers attacking those who had been about to attack him. Blades gleamed, fists flew, cries of rage and pain spewed out, bodies tumbled, the boy had gotten up and was fighting like a fiend, and Matthew struggled for air and tried to get to his feet.
He had made it to his knees when flesh smacked flesh in the riotous melee and a body fell upon him, and in the confusion he saw a boot coming but he could not get his head out of its path.
And so, ingloriously but completely…to sleep.



 
 
 
 




Sixteen
 

 
Let me make sure I have heard you correctly. You just said Matthew Corbett has been sentenced to Newgate Prison?”
“Not sentenced,” Gardner Lillehorne answered, with but a slight quaver in his voice. “Sent there for containment.”
Berry Grigsby did not wait for Hudson to speak again. She had been silent during Lillehorne’s recitation of Matthew’s appearance before the judge and his subsequent banishment to Newgate, but now she found her face burning and her tongue wanting to burst through her clenched teeth. Even she knew the horrors of that prison, and this was more than she could bear. “How could you do it?” she asked, with a flame in her voice that nearly set fire to Lillehorne’s pale blue suit. “You stood there and let this so-called judge send Matthew into that hellpit? Oh my Christ! How long has he been there?”
“A few days, only,” came the weak response. Lillehorne had his desk between himself, Hudson Greathouse and the red-faced girl, and he gripped both hands to the desk’s edge as if he might have to heft it up and use it as a shield against feminine fury. “But…listen…I tried my best to help him. I swear I did. It’s just…well, he antagonized Judge Archer. It was a horrible scene.”
“As horrible as a few days—and nights—in Newgate? I doubt that very much!” Berry had come to the end of her patience. She was weary to her bones but ready to fight to their marrow. The travellers had finally arrived in London this morning, about an hour ago, had found rooms at the Soames Inn just off Fleet Street, and had come directly to the office of the assistant to the head constable as soon as they could get directions and hail a carriage. Berry’s coppery-red hair was a wild tangle of multiple birds-nests, her eyes were hot coals in a florid face, and her mouth was ready to bite off the head of a blue-suited snake coiled up behind a desk with a stupid simpering half-grin on his face.
“He must be let out at once!” Berry said, her voice rising to dangerous heights. “I swear to holy God and Mother Mary I’ll spend the rest of my days seeing you in that damned hole if you don’t get him—”
“Out?” said Lillehorne, with admirable calm in the face of this heated whirlwind. “I was about to tell you. He is already out.”
Those four words brought for a few seconds a sudden silence to this storm, but it was only the pause before a bigger blow.
“Christ’s blood!” Hudson thundered, himself on the edge of going berserk. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”
It was a moment—a precious moment, in which the assistant to the high constable evaluated his past life and determined he would like to live at least several more hours—before Lillehorne spoke again. His voice broke when he began, so he had to start over. “There is a problem,” he said. “I was just about to walk over to the court of sessions, it’s only across the courtyard.” He stood up; even his bones were trembling in the presence of the man and the woman who had come from New York to find Corbett and burst past his clerk into this office like human hurricanes, and surely in the next few minutes he would have to hang on to his skin. “Would you accompany me?”
“What’s the problem, then?” Hudson fired at him.
“Please. Just go with me, and all will be explained.” Which, Lillehorne thought, might be one of the biggest lies ever to leave his crimped lips.
Hudson and Berry left the office with Lillehorne, they descended a staircase to the courtyard and strode along one of its precise geometric paths under a low gray sky. They entered the massive courthouse and presently found themselves standing before the young straw-haired clerk named Steven, in an office with filing cabinets, bookshelves and on the white walls portraits of famous dead men.
“I know, I know,” said the young man as soon as he saw Lillehorne. He lifted a hand to remove his square-lensed spectacles. His eyes appeared dazed and beneath them were purple hollows. “How this has happened…I have no idea.”
“What’s happened?” Hudson nearly shouted. And then, restraining himself, he said, “I’m Hudson Greathouse and this is Berry Grigsby. We’ve come all the way from New York to find Matthew Corbett, and now we’re told he was sent to Newgate Prison. When was the trial?”
“There was no trial, sir,” said a voice from the doorway, and there appeared a slim but decidedly solid-looking man with blonde hair tied in a queue by a black ribbon, his apparel a dark blue suit with gleaming silver buttons, a gray waistcoat and white stockings. His aristocratic face was unsmiling. “I was on my way here when the power of your voice almost blew me back to my office. You might lower your volume so as not to blast the pigeons off the roof.”
“Judge William Atherton Archer,” said Lillehorne to his two New York acquaintances, and then he retreated a step as if wishing to merge into the wall behind him before this war truly began.
“Oh, so you’re the one!” Hudson brought up a wolfish grin that in its history had caused many men to count their moments. “The judge,” and he let that word drool out, “who sent my friend to Newgate. As I asked this clerk, when was the trial?”
Archer approached Hudson. When he got within the range of which any other man would stop, he kept coming two steps nearer, until he was looking up at the larger figure as a bulldog might stare up the nostrils of a bull. “And as I have already said, there was no trial. Sir,” he added, his expression impassive. “Do they still understand English in the colonies?”
“Yes, and they understand stupidity too, of which London judges need to be educated.”
Lillehorne gave a noise that sounded as if a great pain had issued deep in his bowels.
The clerk seemed to rouse himself and think it best to intercede. “Judge Archer, these two are asking about—”
“I know why they’re here!” The words were snapped at the clerk, but the intense dark blue eyes were still fully focused on Greathouse. “I heard the introductions. My ears are still ringing. Yes, I sent Corbett to Newgate. Without trial. That will come later, when he’s found.” A fly buzzed between himself and the other man’s face. Archer quickly brushed it away. “Look what you’ve let in here, Lillehorne!” It was said with the burning eyes still fixed upon Hudson’s fiery orbs. “A little flitting nuisance to add even more joy to my day!”
Near tears, Berry spoke up. “All we want to do is find Matthew!”
“Then you share my desire. Mr. Jessley, tell the tale.”
The clerk lowered his head. He took a deep breath. The fly circled his head and landed on his right cheek. He brushed it away with nerveless fingers and began. “Late yesterday afternoon…I received a messenger from the constable’s office. It was nearly time to close up and go home…all the judges had already gone, and I was on my own. The messenger brought a document. Judge Archer has already seen it.”
“A document on official parchment, bearing the official seal. It’s in my office right now,” Archer added. “Go on, Mr. Jessley.”
“The document,” said Steven, “requested an immediate transfer of the prisoner Matthew Corbett from Newgate Prison to Houndsditch prison, in Whitechapel. The way it was—is—worded…left no doubt that immediate meant just as it said. And…the devil of it…was that not only was it scribed on official parchment with the proper seal, but it bore three signatures: those of Master Constable Patterson, Assistant to the master Lillehorne, and—”
“My own,” the judge said tartly. “A forgery, of course, but very well forged.”
“Very well forged,” Steven agreed. “As was Sir Patterson’s and Mr. Lillehorne’s. I know I should have waited until morning, to ask you about it,” he said, addressing Archer, “but—”
The young man’s countenance was distraught, his blue eyes without their spectacles watery-looking and fixed on the judge. The fly came in toward his face again, and suddenly his hand streaked out and snatched the thing in midair seemingly without even looking at it. “I thought I’d been given a direct order,” he said, and all in the room heard a small crunch as the clerk’s fingers ended the life of a London pest. As if in a trance, he wiped a small smear across the front of his starched white shirt. “I’m sorry, sir. I have made a grave error.”
Archer released a long breath that he must have been holding for several seconds. He moved past Hudson and Berry, and he walked around the clerk’s desk and laid a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Steady up,” he said quietly. “An error was made, yes, but with that document in hand, how would you know the order was not genuine?”
“All right, we’ve gotten that part,” said Hudson. “So Matthew is currently in Houndsditch prison, is that correct?”
“Lillehorne?” Archer prompted. Some of the acid had returned. “Since these are your people, you should do the honors.”
Lillehorne wore a pained expression, as if that disturbance in his bowels had risen to his throat. “We have had…a problem here recently. The last several months, as I understand it, though it predates my presence. So…I…have to tell you…that—”
“That a maniac who calls himself Albion,” Archer interrupted, “waylaid the prison coach last night, assaulted the driver and one of the two guards Mr. Jessley had assigned to take Corbett to Houndsditch, rousted your man out and disappeared with him. This after garbled and insane reports came out of Newgate saying that Albion had materialized inside the prison and made a threatening gesture toward Corbett.”
Neither Hudson nor Berry could speak. Hudson thought he heard a little whuff of air that might have been from either one of them trying to find words, but no words were produced.
“So…no, Corbett is not in Houndsditch,” Archer went on. He gave the clerk a pat on the shoulder, and Steven nodded a thank you for the gift of stability and put his spectacles back on. Hudson found himself staring, dumbly, at the little smear of fly guts on the young man’s shirt. “It is unknown where Corbett currently is,” said Archer, as he came back around the desk. “Or…and I have to say this…whether he is dead or alive. Since his first appearance in May Albion has murdered six men by the sword. I have myself interviewed one of the guards this morning. Albion’s sword was put to work on the other’s nose and neck, and I’d say both those men got off very lightly. Though…a mystery…Albion demanded that a cloak, a tricorn, a lantern and two money purses be handed over to Corbett, and the guard swears Albion spoke kindly to him, offering him help, which indicates…I don’t know what.”
“Albion?” Hudson finally asked. “What kind of name is that?”
“The made up identity of a murderer who goes around in a hooded cape wearing a golden mask. I am told he strikes usually around midnight or in the early hours. No one has seen his face.”
“Damn,” said Hudson. He was aware then that Berry had grasped hold of his arm and he was the only thing holding her up. He put his arm around her, the better to keep her from falling. “About faces, then.” He spoke to the clerk. “Who was the messenger yesterday? Someone you know?”
Steven shook his head. “This is particularly where I failed. I didn’t recognize the man, but he told me he was new to the department. He was very convincing. He knew the proper names and the positions, when I inquired who he was working with.”
“A description, please?”
“What, you think it might be someone you know?” Archer asked. “And you just recently arrived? Mr. Jessley has already given myself and Patterson a description, and it’s no messenger we’ve ever seen.”
“Let me say,” Lillehorne ventured timidly, “that Mr. Greathouse is, like Matthew Corbett, an associate of the Herrald Agency.”
“Oh my Lord!” came the reply. “Yes, we certainly need more hands stirring this bowl of confusion, so by all means stir away!”
When it had appeared the judge was giving his consent to continue, Steven said, “A young man, he was.” He pressed a hand against his left temple, as if that might further sharpen his recollection. “Maybe twenty or so. Around my age. Of medium-height and slender build. Well-dressed. Neat in appearance. Brown hair, pulled back in a queue. Brown eyes…I suppose. Maybe they were more gray than brown. He seemed intelligent and capable, but otherwise simply a common messenger.” Steven shrugged, ending the labor of memory.
“Scars?” Hudson asked. “A cleft in the chin? Anything irregular at all?”
“No, sir.”
“Eureka!” said Hudson, with a false smile that became a grimace. “I suppose that narrows it down to several ten thousands!”
“The City of London is not paying any associate of the Herrald Agency for assistance in this sorry matter, sir,” Archer advised, sending forth another fiery glare. “Both and I and Sir Patterson have Mr. Jessley’s testimony consigned to paper, and that didn’t cost us a bent shilling.”
“I’d like to see this document,” said Lillehorne. And then, as if fearful he’d pressed too hard, “At your convenience, I mean.”
“Of course. Your name is well-forged on it, too. It’s a first-class job. I’m going to have it framed to keep with my other remembrances…that is, until it’s brought before the court as evidence and someone pays the price for this crime.” Archer’s gaze travelled to the clerk. “You’re all right now, young man?”
“Yes, sir. I didn’t sleep too soundly last night. I think I must’ve had a premonition that something was wrong.”
“See that you get some rest tonight. Drink yourself into a stupor if you have to, but be sharp tomorrow. Good day to you, sir, and to you, miss. Lillehorne, if you want to take a gander at the parchment come with me.”
“Just a moment!” Hudson protested. “Is that all?”
“All what?”
“All to be said and done? With Matthew out there, maybe in the clutches of a murderer?”
“What would you have us do?”
“Search for him!”
“Hmmm,” said the judge, with a finger tapping his chin, “I’m sure our army of constables will get on it right away, as soon as the hundred and ninety-four other murders, assaults, abductions and various other violences committed in the last two days have been remedied. By the way,” he said to Lillehorne, “how goes the investigation into Madam Candoleri’s kidnapping? I was too preoccupied this morning to ask.”
“The same as before. Not a word demanding ransom.”
“That makes no sense! Why would anyone kidnap her unless they wanted money?”
“Perhaps,” said Lillehorne, “they desired a private opera performance?”
Hudson jumped at this. “What, you’ve got a missing opera singer on your hands?”
“If she was on our hands, she wouldn’t be missing,” Archer said coldly. “Teachers of logic must sorely be lacking in the colonies.”
“We make up for that,” Berry was able to answer, “by teaching good manners.”
“That and six pence will buy you a cup of sour cream. Now go about your business and leave us to ours. Can you find your own way to the street?”
“We’ll go by the coal chute,” said Hudson, “since we’re being shovelled out.”
“Then slide on and be gone,” Archer said, and Lillehorne followed him from the office with a last quick helpless glance at Hudson that said I have done all I can.
“Is he always such a prick?” Hudson asked the clerk after the sound of their shoes on the corridor’s floor had clacked away.
“He’s a very able man. A little prickly, yes, but he has the necessary temper for this job.”
“I’ll take your word for that. Is there nothing more you can recall about the messenger?”
“Nothing more than what I’ve already related.” The young man’s eyes behind the square-lensed spectacles went to Berry. “I…presume you have a…special interest in Mr. Corbett?”
“Yes,” she said firmly. “I do.”
“And come such a long way. Indeed it must be special.”
“She loves him, that’s the interest,” Hudson blurted out. “And he loves her too, but he’s too stupid to tell her.”
“Oh,” said Steven, and he seemed for a moment to be examining his own hands. When he looked up at her, his face had softened. “I regret what has happened. Judge Archer does too, but he…he has his own way of expressing things. If it’s any help to you, Mr. Corbett seemed to me an extremely capable man. I mean, I only saw him in this office for a few minutes, but in that short time he seemed very sturdy. I would think he is a…I suppose the word would be survivor.”
“Yes, he is that,” said Berry. “But even so, I can’t bear to think of him out there at the mercy of some creature of the night.”
“Well,” the lad said, “it’s daylight now, so he’s in no danger from Albion.”
“I wish we knew that for certain,” Hudson said. He motioned toward the office’s oval window. “And you call that daylight? I’d forgotten what London gloom was like.”
“One gets used to the gray. If there’s anything else?” Steven pulled a sheet of paper toward himself and picked up a quill.
“Nothing else,” Hudson said. “Good day.”
“And to you, sir, and miss.”
On the way out, they were halfway down the central staircase when Hudson said, “This is a damned strange barrel of pickles.”
“An understatement,” Berry answered. “Lord, I’m tired…but I couldn’t sleep unless I was knocked unconscious.”
“We both need to eat something. Get a cup of tea or coffee somewhere. Figure out what to do next.” He shook his head as they descended the stairs. “All that about Albion…the messenger and the forged order…what has Matthew gotten himself into now?”
“Something I pray to God he can get himself out of.” She stopped suddenly, a few risers from the bottom, and Hudson paused two steps further down. Her cheeks appeared a bit flushed. “He…loves me, you say?”
“I do say.”
“He has a very peculiar way of showing love.”
“Perhaps so. It’s something we need to talk about, but first let’s go find a meal.”
“All right,” she said, with a faint smile that held hope, and she followed him toward the courthouse’s set of finely-painted white doors while he tried to figure out how to keep her mind off the fact that the man she loved—and who certainly loved her—might be by this time long dead.
 

 
“I think he’s comin’ ’round.”
The voice—not quite a voice, but the mere echo of a voice—made Matthew realize he was returning to life, though it did flit through his aching brain that the voice was feminine, and might belong to an angel, thus he was dead and by God’s grace gone far from London, unless the Devil was tricking him for past misdeeds and bad wishes, and when he opened his eyes they would be greeted by—
“Yep, he’s turned color. Comin’ ’round, he is. Hey, wake up!”
A hand grasped his arm and jostled him, none too gently.
“Give him a pinch, see if that don’t do it.” That was a male voice.
And another male voice: “Pinch his pecker, that oughta make ’im jump.”
Instinctively, Matthew’s hand went south to protect his privacy. He discovered it was already stolen. He was as naked down there as the man in the moon.
His eyes opened. Bleary light shut them again. His head felt as heavy as an anvil, his neck a fragile stalk of wheat.
“Almost there,” said the girl, for indeed the voice was girlish. “Come on, fella, try it again.”
“Lemme pee in his face,” said one of the men. “That always works.”
“A moment,” Matthew was able to say, though it was the weakest whisper. “A moment,” he said, louder. “Hold your water, please.”
They laughed. Two men and a girl, laughing.
Of all the indignities he had lately suffered, being laughed at was the one that galled Matthew the most. It flamed his temper, and by that heat and power he climbed out of the darkness to which he recalled being consigned by an unfriendly boot. He opened his eyes. Swimming into focus came three faces, daubed yellow by lamplight. The rest of the chamber, wherever he was, remained dark.
“There you are,” said the girl, and in her blurred face he saw the offering of an honest, toothy smile.
“Where is…there?” Matthew managed to ask. He found he was covered over by a thin blanket and lying on a mattress that was lumpy with straw.
“Our cellar,” said one of the men. “’Bout two blocks from where we put you under.”
“Yeah, Roger’s quite sorry for that,” said the other male, a higher and more nasally voice than the first. “But it was your head got in the way, so he can’t be too contrite.”
“My head. Yes.” Matthew brought a hand out from the blanket and felt the side of his jaw. Every hair of his beard registered pain. He was swollen up pretty good, so there was no use in examining himself any further. But—strangely enough—he felt clean and a bit raw, as if his skin and scalp had been rather violently scrubbed. Also…was that a soapy scent he was smelling? “Have I been given a bath?” he asked the three still-indistinct faces.
“And it was a messy job, too,” said the girl. “Turnin’ a half-dead body back and forth to get at all that nastiness. Time it was done I filled up a bucket we can use for hard core, plug some of the holes ’round here.”
Time, Matthew thought.
Midnight at the Three Sisters! Flint Alley! Half of him shouted to leap up, the other half was his own sea anchor.
He did try to get up at least on his elbows, which was itself a difficult task. “What time is it?” he asked one of the faces.
“Here now, do I look like a fuckin’ clock?” The first of the men had spoken.
“Go soft on him, Kevin,” said the girl. “He still ain’t all to earth yet. Well…I’m thinkin’ it’s likely past eleven.”
“Got to get to the Three Sisters. Flint Alley. Have to be there by midnight.”
“By midnight?” She gave a small chuckle. “You got some time, then. More’n twelve hours, and Flint Alley’s just a few minutes’ walk.”
“Twelve hours?” It dawned on him. “You mean…it’s past eleven in the morning.”
“Right-o.”
“Oh,” said Matthew. He sank back down again into the lumps. His appointment, directed by Albion, was lost. “Damn,” he said quietly.
“The Three Sisters ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Kevin told him. “Neither are you, by the looks of you.”
Matthew could apply no comment to this. It occurred to him that not only had the boot knocked him out for so long, but his weakness and lack of decent sleep had combined with the blow to keep him insensate.
“You must’ve been mighty thirsty for tavern brew,” said the girl. “That explains why you started twitchin’ and turnin’ somethin’ awful ’round about midnight. I know, ’cause I was sittin’ in here with you and saw it.” She turned her head to speak to one of the others. “Rory oughta know he’s come up.”
“I’ll fetch him,” said the second male, and there was the noise of boots clumping away across a stone floor.
“Lots ’a questions to ask you,” the girl said to Matthew. “Figure to wait on Rory for that.”
“By all means,” Matthew muttered, still cursing himself for missing the meeting and, furthermore, for missing a chance to clear up some of this mystery. “Let’s wait on Rory. In the meantime…” He had to pause a few seconds, because to his swollen jaw speaking all these words was like chewing on cannonballs. “You say…Flint Alley’s a few minutes away? I realize I’m in a cellar…but…who are you people?”
The girl’s face came out of the dimmer dark, was fully illuminated by the light of an oil lamp sitting on a crate beside Matthew’s head, and she looked down upon him like an angel from above.
“We’re your new fam’ly,” she said, “if it pleases you to be so.”
Matthew’s vision had almost completely cleared. He saw she was first of all maybe sixteen or seventeen, was slightly-built and had curly brown hair cropped short like a boy’s. In a heart-shaped face with untended, wild dark eyebrows her brown eyes caught the light and showed glints that could only be described as golden. Except her right eye was bruised and puffed, there was a purple knot on her scraped chin, her right cheek bore the bruise of a couple of knuckles and a small cut lay across the bridge of her pug nose.
This, Matthew realized, was the person he’d thought was a young boy suffering an attack by three bullies. Her statement, given earnestly, made not a whit of sense to him, but then again very little did these days. “What’s your name?” he asked.
“Pie Puddin,” she said, and her good and wounded eyes searched his face with intense interest. “What’s yours?”
“Matthew Corbett.”
“’lo, Matthew,” she said, and her bruised face smiled again.
“Hello…Pie,” he answered.
“Has our brave but foolish and very lucky warrior come to his senses?” The voice echoed in the cellar, as its owner had not yet reached Matthew’s side. Matthew heard the clump of a number of boots again, the girl named Pie moved away, and a man stood next to him. “Roger, look what’cha done,” the man said, speaking to someone out of Matthew’s field of vision.
“Pity,” returned yet another voice. “’Course it was just a graze. The next kick got that buster square in the chops. Sorry, mate,” he said to Matthew. “No hard feelin’s?”
“My choppers are still there. Didn’t bite my tongue through. Little hard to talk, but…no hard feelings.”
“Just what we want to hear.” The new arrival knelt down beside Matthew, uncorked a bottle and offered it. “Gift to you,” he said. “Best rum we could get on a moment’s notice.”
Matthew took the bottle and had no hesitation in drinking. In fact, he wouldn’t mind getting extremely drunk. The rum burned his mouth and throat and sizzled in his stomach but he thought he’d never tasted finer.
“His name’s Matthew Corbett,” said Pie Puddin.
“Rory Keen,” the new man told him. “I’m what y’might call lord of the manor.”
Matthew took another long swallow. “Lord of what manor?”
“All you see here below, and above. Three blocks to the south, three to the west, four to the east, two to the north. Workin’ presently on increasin’ our territorial holdin’s, in a manner a’ speakin’.” His ruddy face grinned, showing three silver teeth in the upper front and two in the lower. His deep-set, fierce pale blue eyes were frightening in their fervor. “You’re in the land of the Black-Eyed Broodies, and welcome to such a gallant soul. Wadin’ in there and savin’ our Pie—though she didn’t need no savin’—was quite the show a’ balls. I like balls, though not in the way some do.”
Another girl in the group who had entered the cellar laughed, and ended the laugh with a most unmaidenly snort.
“Now,” said Rory Keen, who had hair the color of flames and so thick, wild and wiry it appeared that trying to use a comb on it might’ve reduced the instrument to char. “Drink up plenty, friend Matthew, and we’ve got plenty a’ questions to ask you, and we hope you answer ’em all right as rain, ’cause we would sorely hate to think kindly of you one minute, then the next send you to your grave with a second mouth in that throat a’ yours.”
And, so saying, he placed a wicked-looking knife upon the crate next to Matthew’s head, and Matthew noted with some distress that its hooked blade already wore a proud crust of some enemy’s dried blood.
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Perhaps it was the potent rum. Perhaps it was the fact that Matthew was coldly enraged at himself for missing his midnight meeting. What it most likely was, was the fact that a few seconds after Rory Keen had spoken and the knife set down upon the crate, a whirlwind of memories whipped through Matthew’s mind, of all the things he had done and seen, all the tight scrapes he’d gotten out of, all the people he’d loved who had died, all the pain of having to keep Berry at a distance and the continual fear of that greatest shark in the sea of sharks, Professor Fell.
Therefore with all these in mind, and with Rory Keen staring holes through him and an instrument of violent death about twelve inches from his head, Matthew looked into the ruddy face of the master of the Black-Eyed Broodies and said with tightly-controlled fury, “Don’t you dare threaten me.”
Rory Keen had been wearing a mocking half-smile. Matthew saw it melt away as if the man’s face had become a mask of hot wax.
“I don’t care who you are. Who any of you are,” Matthew went on, just as strongly. “I was on my way to the Tavern of the Three Sisters, I saw someone who I thought needed help and I tried to do so. I got a kick in the jaw for it, and for it also thrown into a cellar on a dirty mattress and now threatened with death if I don’t answer questions ‘right as rain’. Take your knife, stick it up your ass and back away from me, because I’m having none of it.”
The silence of doom stretched out. Keen’s face was blank, absolutely unreadable.
“You forgot somethin’, Matthew,” said Pie.
“What?” he snapped.
“You got a nice bath out of it,” she said softly.
Still Keen did not move nor did he register a speck of emotion. No one else spoke.
After what seemed a crawl of eternity, Keen’s hand came out and retrieved the knife. He drew it towards himself and it went into the folds of his brown coat. Matthew had gotten a glimpse of a tattoo—a stylized eye within a black circle—on Keen’s hand between the thumb and forefinger. Keen regarded Matthew as one might study a dead fish. “My apologies,” he said. “But, y’know, we have business interests. We have competition in those interests. Got to be careful these days, who you trust. Dog-eat-dog world out there, am I right?” He waited for Matthew to agree, but Matthew remained quiet.
“Alrighty, then,” Keen went on, “I’ll give it to you that you’ve been struck hard, your brain rattled, and a few swallows of rum gone to your head. I’ll give it to you that you got a league-long cock. I’ll give it to you that you was wearin’ clothes look like they come outta some prison or workhouse, and you was just as dirty, so you got some kind of rough history. I see that scar on your forehead; you didn’t get that by bein’ sliced on no children’s playground. I’ll give you all these things,” he said, “but I’ll not give you another chance to live if you ever speak to me that way again.” His face during this discourse had never shown the slightest hint of any emotion. “Are we clear on that?”
Matthew wanted to lead with his chin and say, decisively, no. But he realized this short rope had a bitter end, and therefore he said, “Yes.”
Still Keen’s face remained unchanged. Then, slowly, the smile crept back. “You wantin’ somethin’ to eat?” he asked. “Bet you do. Paulie, go get ’im some food. Beef stew do for you? Comes out of the Drunk Crow Tavern ’cross the way. Mostly horse meat, but it’s tasty. That do you?”
Matthew nodded.
“Good. Paulie, bring ’im another bottle. Bring me one too. Go on with you.” There was the sound of someone walking away across the stones, then going up creaky wooden stairs. “I’ll leave you for now,” Keen said to Matthew. “Pie’ll stay with you, keep the rats away. That suit you, Pie?”
“Suits me,” she answered.
“Fine, then.” Keen stood up. “We’ll have us a good talk later, Matthew.” And then he turned away and, with a group of the others Matthew could not see, left the cellar.
It was a long time before Pie spoke. Then she said, quietly, “Rory killed his first man when he was twelve years old.”
“Do tell.”
“I’m tellin’. He split the man’s head open with an axe. It was just after his pa beat his ma to death right in front of him, and that axe was a few minutes late. His pa was gin-mooned, Rory says it was kill or be killed.”
Matthew considered this, and then he replied, “We all carry a bloody axe of one sort or another. I just don’t like being threatened for no reason.”
“Rory’s got a reason.” Pie knelt down on the floor so he could see her face, and she could see his better. “One of our own got hisself killed ’bout two weeks ago. Murdered in Crescent Alley one street north from the Three Sisters. Fact is, he’d just been drinkin’ there. So when you said that’s where you was headed, and you a stranger and all…it’s put him on edge.” 
Matthew had a sudden start. The Black-Eyed Broodies. So-called, he presumed, because of the black eye makeup they used when they were on the prowl; that was what he’d seen on the faces of the other gangmembers as well as on Pie’s face. But his sudden start was because he’d recalled a conversation in his cell at St. Peter’s Place, when he’d been interrupted in reading to Broken Nose and White Hair from a recent issue of the Pin.
The headline had been Albion Attacks Again, Murder Done In
Crescent Alley.
Matthew remembered that the victim’s name had been Benjamin Greer, recently released from St. Peter’s, and White Hair had said Benny…damn, he was a good feller. Ran with them
Black-Eyed Broodies over in Whitechapel, and maybe he did some things that weren’t so
upstandin’, but…hell…he had a good heart.
Matthew decided it would not be in his interest to reveal that he knew the name of the Black-Eyed Broodie who’d been done in by Albion’s sword. Now was not the time to go any further along that crooked and dangerous road, though the burning questions fairly flared from his mouth.
“Were you ’bout to say somethin’?” Pie asked, because evidently he had started to speak before he’d caught himself.
“No.”
“Seems like you were.”
“I was going to ask,” he dodged, “about the situation last night. You in that alley with those painted play-Indians beating you. What was that about?”
Pie, who not only had the cropped hair of a boy but wore a boy’s clothes and boots, busied herself by bringing from a small horsehair bag a clay pipe, which she began to fill with coarse-looking tobacco. “I was set on by the Mohocks. They do fancy themselves Indians. Try to copy the Mohawks, from the colonies. They all give ’emselves Indian names. Sometimes they come at you with tomahawks and spears. Fire Wind’s the big chief.”
“You’ve got to be joking.”
“Am not.” She started her own fire with her tinderbox, and her wind pulled the flame into the pipe’s bowl. She puffed a cloud of blue smoke that drifted between her and Matthew. “See, we’re at war. Not just with the Mohocks, but with the others too.”
“The others?”
“For sure. We’re surrounded by ’em. To the north the Mohocks and the Amazon Nation, to the east the Plug Uglies, to the west the Bitter Roots and the Luciferians, to the south the Savage Circle and the Cobra Cult.”
“Hm,” said Matthew. “Are the Killer Clowns in there somewhere?”
“Huh? Oh, no!” She gave a little laugh that spewed smoke. “That would be damn silly. But the ones I told you, that ain’t all of ’em. Them are just the ones right around here.”
As Pie smoked her pipe, Matthew saw that same tattoo of a stylized eye within a black circle on her hand between the thumb and forefinger that he’d noted on Keen’s hand. “I’m guessing,” he said, “your tattoo is your—how shall I put it?—gang symbol?”
“Fam’ly mark,” she corrected. “The Black-Eyed Broodies, they’re my fam’ly. Could be yours too, if you’re wantin’ such…after what you did for me and all. Wouldn’t be a hard pull to get you in.” She gave him a sidelong long as she puffed her pipe. “You got a fam’ly?”
“Not really. I was raised in an orphanage.”
“Me the same!” she said from her smoke cloud. “There’s where they gimme my name. Found me in a basket laid at the front door. Note pinned to my swaddlin’ said ‘Take care of my puddin’ and pie, ’cause I cannot.’ Leastwise that’s what the nuns told me. So that was my name, but they put it backwards: Pie Puddin.”
“A nice name,” Matthew offered.
“I wouldn’t change it, not even if I knew my real name. If my ma gimme a real one, I mean. I always thought…my ma must’a been a lady ’cause of the way she wrote that note. ‘I cannot’, she said. Don’t that sound like the way a lady would speak?”
“It does.” Matthew was listening with one ear. He was taking the measure of how he felt and if he could stand up. It had occurred to him that though he’d missed the appointment last night, he might get to the Three Sisters tonight and possibly…well, he would find out when he got there. Then following rapidly on the heels of that realization was the thought that one could go nowhere without clothing.
“Answerin’ your first question,” Pie was saying, “I was out doin’ my job. We was poachin’ on Mohock territory. My job is findin’ out where they’re gatherin’ and where their headquarters might be. I go out front, and the others are always close behind.”
“They weren’t close enough last night.”
“I don’t mind gettin’ banged up a little. I heal fast. Anyway, we do the same to them, or any other bleedin’ gang tries to poach. I’m a scout. What they call a promised rider.”
“Providence rider,” Matthew corrected. “Yes, I’m familiar with that.”
Pie smoked her pipe and watched him while he took another swig from the rum bottle. “Real unusual, somebody buttin’ in like you did,” she said, and the silky tone of her voice told him what he’d suspected: that she was not down here to guard him against rats but to get answers from a question mark that had resisted Rory Keen. Possibly some signal had passed between them for her to take prominence in this particular rat-hunt. Matthew understood that everything she’d been telling him had been to soften him up. “Your clothes and you all filthy,” she went on, “and you too handsome to have a beard, if you don’t mind me sayin’. So you been somewhere you couldn’t get hold of soap or a razor. What gaol was that?”
Now the territory was getting swampy. Matthew said with a pained expression, “I appreciate talking to you, Pie, but my head’s still ringing like ten church bells. Do you mind if we talk later?”
Her mouth on the pipe’s bit. Puff…puff…puff.
“Ain’t no shame to have been behind bars,” she said. “Most of ’em been. What’d you do to get y’self hooked?”
He was saved, mercifully, by the sound of a door opening and boots descending the creaky stairs. It was a good thing, because he’d had not an iota of an idea what to say. She would want to know—acting as Keen’s ear—how he got out of Newgate and why he was in Whitechapel on his way to that particular tavern, and what would he say that she couldn’t see through?
“Here’s your food comin’!” the girl said. “Paulie, come sit with him awhile, lemme go up and do my business.” She stood up over Matthew as Paulie, a skinny boy about seventeen with shaggy brown hair, brought their guest a clay pot of stew and a fresh rum bottle. “I’ll be back directly,” Pie said. She started off and then abruptly stopped and turned toward Matthew again.
“That’s a fine dagger you had in that cloak. Expensive ivory grip, real fine. Got the cutler’s mark on it. Where’d you get that from?”
“It was a gift,” he had to say.
“Who from?”
“A friend.”
“Matthew,” she said with a tight smile in her voice, “you’re makin’ all this sound so mysterious. Rory ain’t right about you, is he? That you’re either workin’ for the Mohocks or—worse yet—the law? See, Rory thinks that after I cleaned all that stink off you, you still smell like the Old Bailey. Is he right about that, Matthew?”
She was doing her job, he thought. After all, she was a providence rider. He said, “I need to eat and get some rest. But I’ll tell you this and tell you truly: I am wanted by the law for murder. I am not working for the law and certainly not for the Mohocks or any other band of rowdy idiots. Can we leave it at that?”
An answer was a moment in coming. It arrived with the pungent odor of Virginia’s finest.
“For now,” she said, with a harder edge, and she went off to do her business, part of which Matthew figured would be to report to Keen everything he’d said.
“You really murder somebody?” Paulie asked, all big eyes and misplaced admiration.
“I really did.” And there it was: the truth. He had killed a man in cold blood and with forethought. Did it matter that Dahlgren would be trying to kill him and toss his body over the side all the rest of the way to Plymouth? He likely could have protected himself, by stating his case to the others. Maybe they would’ve put Dahlgren in chains, down in the hold. That damn Dahlgren, he thought…why the hell hadn’t that bastard stayed in Prussia where he belonged?
He looked into Paulie’s grinning face and then quickly away. After the eating would come the drinking. He could forget about the Three Sisters tonight. Even if he felt up to the stagger between here and there, the bawds and headknockers of Whitechapel had never seen a nude man parade into a tavern and sit there waiting to be contacted by a maniac wearing a golden mask. He had traded one prison for another; the Black-Eyed Broodies were not going to give him clothes and let him leave here until he gave Keen an explanation that made sense, and mentioning Albion and the murder of Benjamin Greer to Keen would not be so keen. Not for awhile, at least.
Sitting crosslegged with the blanket more or less covering him, he started in on the stew with a wooden spoon Paulie had brought. The food and drink was far better in this prison than in any other he’d recently visited. Paulie sat down on a crate and watched. “Rum?” Matthew asked, and offered him the second bottle. The boy took it with an eager hand, uncorked it and put down a swig.
Matthew waited until a few more swallows had gone down Paulie’s pipe, and then he said casually between bites of the peppery stew, “Pie told me one of the Broodies was murdered a couple of weeks ago.”
“Yep.”
It was necessary to wait for a swig or two more to go down. “Wasn’t there something about that in the Pin just lately? Do you know that news sheet?”
“Every’body does. Yeah, they done some writin’ ’bout Ben. How he got murdered in Crescent Alley.” Paulie drank again, and then said in a hushed tone, “Albion done it. Will was there when it happened.”
“Will?”
“Will Satterwaite. He was down here awhile ago.”
“Albion didn’t try to harm Will?”
“Went for Ben. Stepped out of a doorway and got him clean ’cross the neck.” The boy made a motion with a finger across his own throat. “Will said it happened so fast it was over and done ’fore he could pull his blade. Then Albion run off and he was gone.”
Matthew recalled something else in the Pin’s story. “No one claimed Ben’s body? Not even the Broodies?”
“Naw, ’cause Mousie took care of the buryin’.”
“Mousie?” Matthew’s brows lifted.
“Humphrey Mousekeller,” said Paulie, and he drank once more from the bottle and ran the back of a hand across his mouth. “Our lawyer,” he added.
Matthew pondered this new information and found it most intriguing. “The Broodies are able to pay a lawyer for his services?”
“We don’t pay. Somebody does, but I don’t know who.”
“What else does he do for you?”
“Things.” Paulie shrugged. “He’s just there when he’s needed, I s’pose.”
“I see,” Matthew answered, but in truth he was as blind as the proverbial bat. He would have to feel his way toward answers in this puzzling cavern. Of what need did a street gang have for a lawyer? And—most interestingly—who was paying the legal fees? Certainly not Rory Keen. That one didn’t seem the type to spend two pence on anything to do with the law, and the service of even a cheap London attorney likely was not cheap. No, it definitely wasn’t him.
Matthew decided not to press the issue, for he doubted that Paulie could supply him with any deeper knowledge. He continued to eat and drink, but now he only sipped infrequently at the rum. Sooner or later Keen would be back down here wanting to know Matthew’s full story, and this time he would not leave it to Pie to glean bits and pieces of information. But Matthew had his own questions too, and an intriguing theory based on what Paulie had just told him.
The Black-Eyed Broodies might have a silent benefactor who had used Humphrey Mousekeller to spring Ben Greer from gaol…and in so doing, had brought the wrath of Albion down upon the unfortunate victim. Will Satterwaite had been in no danger. Albion was making a statement, scrawled in blood.
“Know what a pawn is?” Matthew asked the boy.
“A paw?”
“No,” said Matthew. “A pawn. A chess piece of the lowest rank. Usually fated to die on behalf of a greater purpose.”
“What’re you talkin’ about?” The young man frowned, completely lost.
“I’m talking,” Matthew said quietly, “about Ben.”
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For the next two days Matthew was treated well. Though he was never offered clothing and he knew better than to ask for any, the blanket kept him warm against the cellar’s chill. Relatively warm tavern meals and jugs of fresh-tasting water were regularly brought to him, he was afforded the oil lamp, a chamberpot and a modicum of privacy. When he asked for something to read, he was promptly brought two small volumes: a dictionary that appeared to have never before been touched and a grimy dog-eared pamphlet entitled The Adventures Of
Peter
Gunner, Or How The Ladies Learned To Shoot. On several occasions he was left alone and took the opportunity to wander around the cellar, finding it to be a large space holding two dozen crates and a half-dozen barrels, four brick columns supporting the floor above, and here and there a skittering of rats. At the top of the wooden stairs the door was always locked.
As he was left alone much of the time and he neither wanted to learn new words or investigate Peter Gunner’s adventures, his curiosity turned toward the crates and barrels. All were unmarked. With an effort that demanded more than an hour and some skin off his fingers he was able to subvert the nails and pry the top off one of the crates. He uncovered several rows of small blue bottles packed in wood shavings. The crate held thirty bottles. Thirty times two dozen…a lot of small blue bottles in this subterranean chamber. The barrels were heavy, but a liquid sloshed within when Matthew moved one. He returned the top to the crate and decided it was best to leave these unknowns alone.
Over this period of time Matthew learned from his various keepers some of their names—Paulie McGrath, Tom Lancey, Lucy Samms, Billy Hayes and John Bellsen—and what the Black-Eyed Broodies were about. Paulie was the best source of information, though Lucy also had an unguarded tongue. At the moment the Broodies were a collection of twenty-six outcasts from London society who had come together simply to survive. The twenty males and six females ranged from the ages of fifteen to twenty-seven, Keen’s age. They all had criminal histories, mostly theft and acts of violence before they’d joined the Broodies. Paulie’s loose lips revealed that Tom Lancey was a good forger, Will Satterwaite a very able cracksman, and both Jane Howard and Ginger Teale such practised pickpockets they could, as he put it, “steal the cock off Sad Dick and turn him Mary.”
The main occupation of the Broodies, it seemed from what Paulie told, was keeping order in their territory. It wouldn’t do, he said, for a tavern to burn up overnight or a shop to lose all its windows, or the owner of that tavern or shop to take a tumble and break something they needed to walk around on. Thus, money was paid to the Broodies to keep those foul things from happening. The Broodies could walk freely from their territory into enemy territory by day, just as could all the other gangs freely move, but with nightfall came the rule that payment was due by pain and blood if a rival gang member was caught poaching. And, according to Paulie, the scouts were always out watching the streets and those scudders knew who was who.
But, also according to the talkative boy, the Broodies did perform services for their territory other than demanding tribute. They settled disputes among tavern owners and other business keeps without need of court, and somehow—at least this was what Matthew garnered from the revelations—the Broodies were able to maintain the constant flow of commerce in the area, such as making sure a shipment of spoiled wine from a merchant in Clerkenwell was repaid by the burning down of the merchant’s house. Thus the Broodies sent the message to all merchants dealing with their territory in Whitechapel that respect given was respect earned, and as Paulie put it, “vicey versey.”
What seemed to be the particular bone of contention between the Broodies and the Mohocks was the pink-light area of bordellos Matthew had passed through; for awhile the Broodies had claimed it, as well as a percentage of the take for protection services, and then with the death of the last Broodie leader in combat the Mohocks had taken it over. Now the Broodies wanted it back, and they were scouting to learn the Mohocks’ strength and find their head-quarters, which like that of the Broodies was frequently moved to avoid such detection.
On this third day of his confinement—morning it was, because Jane Howard had brought him a bowl of oatmeal and a small pot of tea, as she’d previously done at the same time the morning before—the door at the top of the stairs was unlocked and Pie Puddin walked into the glow of Matthew’s lamp.
“Time for you to get acquainted with my friend,” she said, and she held up an open razor, which appeared to be no friend of Matthew’s.
“I’ll say hello at a distance,” he answered, but his calm flippancy was a lie. He was calculating the geometries of throwing his blanket over her head, somehow evading and gaining control of that blade, and—
“Go on with you!” said the girl. “How am I to shave you at a distance?” She lifted into the light the shaving-bowl in her other hand.
“Oh. Well…thank you, but—”
“Hush. I’m gettin’ them whiskers off that face, and that’s the fact of it.” She knelt beside Matthew and got her position comfortable. She set the shaving-bowl down and drew the lamp nearer. Matthew saw a cake of soap in the bowl’s water. Pie closed the razor, put it into a pocket of her brown leather waistcoat, and drew from another pocket a pair of scissors. “First we gotta trim the hedges.”
“Really, it’s not—”
“There’s a handsome face under that scruffle,” she said. “Let’s get some light on it.” She began the task of trimming. “Lordy, you been long without a shave!”
“Yes, a long time.”
“Not that I’m sayin’ some don’t look fine and gallant with a beard. Roger’s got one, and Will too, but I expect you to clean up better’n they would.”
“I hope I don’t disa—ouch!”
“Tough ol’ hairs don’t want to give up the ghost,” she said, as she continued to cut. “Y’know, Jane’s got an eye for you. She’s the one asked me to do this. Also wanted me to ask if you was taken.”
Matthew didn’t know how to respond to this. Jane was probably about Pie’s age, sixteen, as thin as a beggar’s cloak and with limp brown hair that had been weeks without a wash, but she did have very beautiful, luminous green eyes.
“She can clean up real good, too,” Pie told him as if reading his thoughts. “And she ain’t been so rough used as to be muffin-dead. She got out of the crib ’fore it killed her.”
“I’m glad of that. She seems very kind. I have to say, I am taken.”
“By who?” The scissors chattered away.
“Pie,” he said, “you have the damnedest way of trying to get information from me. Did Rory put you up to this?”
“Little a’ him, greater part a’ Jane. So who’s took you?”
“A girl in New York.”
The scissors stopped. She peered into his eyes. “You’re from the colonies?”
“I am. Came over here and was put directly into gaol at Plymouth. To answer the question you’re about to ask, the murder I committed was aboard the ship.”
“Ahhhhhh.” She nodded and began trimming again as if this information involved nothing more serious than a tricorn lost at sea. “Who’d you off?”
“A very wicked man. A Prussian, who certainly would’ve tried to kill me if I hadn’t…offed him,” he said.
“You got an interestin’ story. There, that’s the best trimmin’ can do.” She brushed all the hair off the blanket, put the scissors away and began to rub the soap between her hands to make lather. “Where’d you get such a scar?”
“I had a fight with a bear.”
“Oh, don’t be throwin’ me Adam’s rib! Really…where’d you get it?”
“Honestly. I fought a bear in the wild. It nearly killed me, but I’m still here.”
She looked at him with new appreciation. “Ain’t many can say that. If it’s true. How ’bout all them other small marks you got? Little scar here, little scar there. Them’s from the cubs?”
“No,” said Matthew with a small laugh. “They’re from…other circumstances.”
“Circumstances can kill you,” she said, and then she began applying the lather to her subject’s face. “I never killed nobody. Good thing I heal fast, though, ’cause I’ve took some hard circumstances.” Matthew had already noted that her injuries were mostly gone away, the cut across the bridge of her nose scabbed over, the bruises faded, the chin scrapes and knot disappeared and the swollen and discolored right eye nearly back to normal except for a small smear of purple. “Got to go scoutin’ again soon, though. Take my lumps like always, I reckon. Worth it in the long run, to get rid’a them Mohocks.” She brought the razor out and opened it. “Where to start?” she asked, studying the angles of the face that was being revealed. “Maybe I’ll just cut your nose off and call it a day.” She laughed at the widening of Matthew’s eyes. “I’m throwin’ you Eve’s apple! Let’s start on that chin.”
As the shaving progressed, Matthew could not suppress his curiosity a moment more, and though he knew this condition of his would likely be the end of him, he had to follow its lead.
“Tell me,” he said as Pie worked on his right cheek, “what’s in all those crates and barrels. Sure are a lot of them.”
“Oh yeah,” she answered, without an iota of hesitation. “That’s the White Velvet. Bottles in the crates, gin in the barrels.”
Matthew recalled what Parmenter had told him in Newgate: Cheap gin that knocks a man senseless. Just stay away from that pi’sen is my advice.
“What’s it doing down here?” Matthew asked, aware than any one question could be one too many. She was very deft with the razor; perhaps too much so.
“We dole it out ever’ so often. Fill up the bottles, sell ’em to certain taverns. They pay good money for it, ’cause the stuff’s special.”
“Special? How?”
Pie stopped shaving him. She drew the razor away from his face and looked deeply into his eyes. “Listen here, and listen good,” she said firmly. “Don’t you never take a drink a’ White Velvet. Know why they call it that? ’Cause they say it’s like sippin’ white velvet…goes down clean and easy. But you take a gander at them crates. Thirty bottles apiece in ’em. You drink one bottle a’ White Velvet, your goose is fuckin’ good and cooked. One bottle, and you’d sell your granny for another…and if she was dead, you’d dig up her carcass and try to sell that. Believe you me, that shit.is devilish.”
“Oh,” said Matthew. He was remembering something. Gardner Lillehorne in the conference room at St. Peter’s Place, saying Bring a new influx of cheap and mind-robbing gin to
the equation, and you have the makings of Dante’s Inferno upon English earth.
“Stick with rum,” Pie advised as she went back to her task. “We had a Broodie drank White Velvet in secret, back…oh…it was last year. Wasn’t a secret too long. Pert soon he looked like a walkin’ skeleton and all he gave a damn about was gettin’ another sip.” She stopped the razorwork, the better to concentrate on the telling. “We tried to give him the hemp cure…y’know, tie him to a bed for as many hours as it took, but he was too strong for us. Him weighin’ maybe ninety pounds. Jumped out a third-floor window. Hell of it was he landed right on a lady gettin’ out of a carriage. Busted his leg but he was still a runner, crazed as he was. Horse reared up, caught him underneath, bashed his head in. You can bet we hightailed it.”
“If the stuff’s so bad, why do you sell it?” Matthew asked.
She gave him a look she must’ve reserved until she’d met the dumbest man in the world. “Money, dear heart. Them that wants will find a way to gets. Anyway, we ain’t the only ones sellin’ it. We just cover our own—”
“There’s the gentleman!”
The door had opened, letting in a shaft of light. The voice belonged to Rory Keen, who entered the cellar followed by three other Broodies. He carried a lantern and by its light wore a merry smile. “How goes the shavin’, Pie?”
“Little more to do.”
“Step aside,” he told her.
“Huh?”
“Aside,” he said. His smile was aimed at Matthew, who felt.a sudden chill and not only to his newly-exposed face. “Step,”.said Keen.
Pie obeyed. Keen put his lantern down on the crate beside the oil lamp. He sat on the floor next to Matthew, took the razor from Pie’s hand, washed it off in the bowl of water, ran a cautious thumb along the edge and gave a low whistle of admiration at the razor’s sharpness. Then he said, “Let’s finish up your throat. Lift your chin up. Little more. There you go!” The razor went to work, even more deftly than Pie had handled it.
“Ever’thin’ all right?” Pie asked, also evidently feeling a chill. Her smile and bright demeanor were gone.
“Fine. Just dandy. Peachy,” said Keen. “Look how pretty Matthew’s gettin’ to be. Like his mug now, Jane?”
Jane, standing among the others, did not answer.
“Jane went out a little while ago,” said Keen as he continued to work the razor across Matthew’s throat. “Know why? ’Cause she knew the latest Pin was on the street today. Got herself a copy, brung it back here to read. She’s a right good reader. ’Course, she saw that first story soon as she got her hands on it. Read us that top part, Jane.”
In her small, reedy voice, she read what must have been set in bold type: “Monster Of Plymouth Compatriot Of Albion.”
“Oh, careful!” said Keen. “You jumped a bit, Matthew. Don’t want to do that with this razor slidin’ back and forth and forth and back. Pie, you can read…pick up that book a’ words there and find ‘compatriot’. I am real curious as to what that means. Jane, go ahead and read us the next line. Chin up, Matthew, I don’t want to do you no damage.”
“Villain Loose in Whitechapel,” she read. “You want me to keep goin’?”
“Go.”
“Officials report,” Jane continued, “that the so-called Monster of Plymouth, by name
Matthew Corbett of the New York colony in the Americas, lately has escaped Newgate Prison
with the help of that golden-masked fiend of the night we know as Albion. Corbett, who
murdered at sea an important Prussian dignitary on his way to England for a meeting with the
crown, is also accused of the murders of three women and five children in Plymouth.”
“Nice,” said Keen. “Lemme get this little patch right under your lip. Go on, Jane, you’re gettin’ to the good part.”
“The Monster of Plymouth,” she went on, in a voice that seemed to fade in and out or perhaps that was just Matthew’s hearing under the pressure that squeezed his brain, “cut the
heads off his victims, painted them in bright colors and planted them atop fenceposts to be, in his
satanic mind, admired by all. He escaped custody of the law with help from Albion, who waylaid
the prison coach in which Corbett was riding and afforded the Monster with clothing, money, lantern, two daggers, a pistol, and a garotte made of human hair.”
“Almost done here,” Keen announced. “You’re gonna be all shiny. Jane, read that next amazin’ part.”
“Reports to this news sheet say Albion visited the Monster in Newgate, walking through
walls as only the phantom can do, and in that noble prison vowed to loose Corbett upon London,
the better that they become brothers in murder and terror.”
“That is awful fine writin’.” Keen lowered the razor. He smiled into Matthew’s face, but his eyes were dark and deadly holes. “Now tell me this: what’re we gonna do with you?”
“If you’ll—” Matthew began…listen to me, he was going to say, but the hand at his throat and the razor under his right eye said that his words had become of no value.
“I could cut you,” Keen whispered, up close to Matthew’s face. “I could carve you into a hundred fuckin’ pieces, put you in a bag and then in the river, and…looky here…I done killed me a monster and brother to that fuckin’ Albion. You find that word, Pie?” She nodded. “Read it!” he commanded.
She did, rather haltingly: “Compatriot…of the same country…holdin’ the same politics…allied in beliefs.”
“Allied in beliefs,” Keen repeated. The razor had begun to sting Matthew’s flesh. “Ain’t that a kick in the fuckin’ head?”
Though most of his attention was of necessity riveted to the ominous razor, something had begun to work in Matthew’s mind. It was like the humming of industrious wasps around a nest, coupled with a sudden burst of light in absolute dark.
“Jane,” he said, his throat tight, “would you…please re-read the sentence that ends with the words ‘human hair’?”
“Huh?” she asked.
“What, you’re so high on y’self you want to hear it again?” Keen’s breath smelled like the kind of acid that could burn a man to his bones. “Go on then, Jane. Consider it a last request.”
She read: “He escaped custody of the law with help from Albion, who waylaid the prison coach in which Corbett was riding and afforded the Monster with clothing, money, a lantern, two daggers, a pistol, and a garotte made of human hair.”
“That suit you?” Keen asked.
“A moment,” said Matthew. “If I may speak without fear of being sliced?”
“You think you can talk your way out of this? You workin’ on Albion’s side, and that bastard puttin’ the snuff to Benny? What’re you doin’ here? Wantin’ to murder me next?”
“I am not working on Albion’s side. Who Albion is and what he wants, I have no idea.”
“You lie,” came the next heated response.
“I think,” Matthew said carefully, “we can all agree that Lord Puffery’s pen—and Pin—turns saplings into orchards. He seizes on a small statement of truth and expands that into a tome of fiction. I would have you consider: someone brought this story to Lord Puffery, who has greatly embellished it. Did Albion enter into Newgate? True. Did Albion waylay the prison coach? True. Did Albion give me those items? Both true and false, and here is a mystery.”
“What the hell are you goin’ on about?”
“The guards witnessed Albion giving me possession of clothing, money and the lantern. But they did not see him give me a dagger. When the dagger was mentioned to Lord Puffery, it became two daggers, a pistol and a garotte, as per sapling into orchard. Only Albion knew about the dagger…therefore—”
“Therefore I think I’ll start my cuttin’ on them flappin’ lips.”
“Therefore,” Matthew pressed on, “the person who submitted that story to Lord Puffery is Albion himself.”
Was there ever a deeper silence? The candle in Keen’s lantern hissed, and that was all.
Then: “Why the fuck would Albion have told all that to Lord Puffery?” Keen’s razor had not moved a hair, neither had its dangerous pressure lessened.
“I don’t know. All I do know is that when Albion pulled me out of that coach he told me to be at the Tavern of the Three Sisters at midnight. He spoke in a low whisper. I would imagine when he spoke to Lord Puffery he used his regular voice, and he stood unmasked.”
“You mean…Lord Puffery got a look at who Albion really is?”
“Yes, but unless Lord Puffery is actually sponsoring Albion’s endeavors, he had no idea to whom he was speaking.”
Still the razor did not budge. “You really murder all them women and children?”
“I killed a dirty Prussian killer aboard a ship from Charles Town. He was as much a dignitary as I am the king of Siam. Again—”
“You’re sayin’ some of what’s in the Pin is made up?” It was a shocked question not from Jane Howard, but from Tom Lancey, who obviously had put much stock in the publication. He sounded stricken. “What about Lady Everlust and her two-headed child?”
“Oh Jesus,” Keen muttered. The razor left Matthew’s face but the hand remained clenched to the problem-solver’s throat. “Why should I believe you ain’t workin’ with Albion?”
“I don’t know what Albion’s trying to accomplish. I understand he’s—would you remove your hand, please, it’s very uncomfortable.” After a few seconds, Keen did. Matthew continued. “I understand he’s murdered six men, Benjamin Greer included. All of them have been criminals charged yet released from prison by legal machinations.”
“By what?”
“Able and cunning lawyers,” Matthew amended. “I would imagine that bribery had a hand in it as well. I think Albion holds a grudge not only against those six men but against the entire English legal system…or rather, what he considers the corruption of such.”
“You’re in water over my head,” said Keen.
“Deep water indeed. Almost over mine as well. I have many questions, but one foremost is: what does Albion want with me? When he got me out of that coach—and I can tell you I feared for my life at that moment—he said he was not only helping me but that I was going to help him.”
“What? To murder the rest of the Broodies?”
“No, certainly not that. But I wonder…I understand that Ben Greer was killed after he’d been drinking at the Three Sisters? And then Albion wanted to meet me there…presumably, in an unmasked condition, just entering as any patron would.” Matthew’s brow furrowed. “What is it about the Three Sisters that might draw Albion’s attention?”
“Don’t know. But I do know that place is our best customer.”
“Customer? For what?”
“The White Velvet. Over in them barrels. We bottle it and sell it around to the taverns. The Three Sisters would buy ever’ drop, if they could.” Now it was Keen’s turn to frown. “Hm. I’m thinkin’ maybe I shouldn’t have told you that. The Mohocks would sure like to get their claws on what we got down here.” He looked to one side. “Pie? You believe him?”
She hesitated.
Matthew felt very cold indeed, and very much alone.
Then Pie said, “I do believe him. Look at him, Rory! He may be scarred up and hard on the outside, but he’s got soft innards. He ain’t killed no women and children.”
“He’s got a handsome face,” said Jane. “For a monster, I mean.”
“He ain’t no monster,” Keen decided. “He’s just a man got hisself in a right sticky Londontown mess. A smart man, though, and one I could put to good use.”
“Pardon?” Matthew asked.
“One way to show us you’re on the level,” said Keen, his eyes fiery again. “You join the Broodies. Take the oath and get the mark, you’ll be bound for life. Means you ain’t gonna wander far from our sight, either.”
“Well…I appreciate the offer, but what I need to do is get some clothes and be on my way to find Lord Puffery. He knows who Albion is, though he likely doesn’t know he knows.”
“You talk like you’re blowin’ smoke rings. Kinda entertainin’, to hear you.” The razor came up and rested against Matthew’s jugular vein. “I wouldn’t kill you here. Too bloody. But there’s places it can be done, easy. Two ways you’re endin’ this day: either in pieces in a burlap bag in the river, or proud to be a Black-Eyed Broodie. Which is it gonna be, Mr. Corbett?”
He didn’t have to hesitate very long. The razor meant business, and as he needed the full use of his legs to locate Lord Puffery, he didn’t have much of a choice.
With a smile so tight it could have been its own Roper’s Window, Matthew said, “I would be proud to be proud.”
“Good. Then you’ll be with us tonight, when we raid the Mohocks and kill that fuckin’ Fire Wind.”
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Satisfied?”
“Another moment, please,” said Matthew. He had seen the welcome sun appear from the clouds for perhaps forty seconds, shining a yellow glare upon the streets of Whitechapel. Then the clouds had closed up again, their gray bellies pregnant with more rain, and the cold wind grew colder still.
“Nothin’ much to see out here,” Rory Keen told him, standing at his elbow.
And that was true, if one was looking for beauty. Matthew was looking for the substance of the neighborhood, and indeed it was not a lovely sight. Standing on the front steps of the dilapidated and abandoned warehouse the Broodies called home, and dressed in a ghastly purple suit that had been procured for him from a local tailor’s shop, Matthew had been given time to take stock of where he was in the scheme of things.
It was, first and foremost, a pleasure to not have a razor threatening his life; secondly a pleasure to be wearing clothes and sturdy boots, and thirdly to be out from the confines of that damp cellar into the air, though the air be equally as damp. To the west amid the awesome crush of buildings stood the larger constructs of London, the stately and grandiose towers of the government meant to endure into eternity. To the east new parts of the metropolis were being born, a landscape of hundreds of wooden frames rising amid a sprawling tent city set up to house workmen and their families, and from where he stood Matthew could see all that and the sparkle of small fires on muddy hillsides. Horses, mules and oxen were pulling wagons loaded with bricks and timbers along paths yet to be made into streets. He couldn’t see much to the south, for all the buildings in the way, but he figured the warehouses were sardine-packed side-by-side down there amid the river wharves.
Somewhere, he was sure, there were elegant gated neighborhoods where the lords and ladies dallied on the plush luxury of their estates, where the snow-white wigs were always of the current fashion, where the carriages were kept spotlessly clean by the loyal servants and the horses in the barns were fed the finest oats and pranced beneath the smoothest of leather saddles.
Wherever that was, it was a world away from Whitechapel.
Here the very sky was filthy with the crisscrossed black banners flowing from dozens of industrial smokestacks, and the ebony effluvium came down and settled as dirty dew upon the squat and crooked buildings so that no roof nor window nor brick nor chink between bricks could ever be anything but the color of midnight. If there was a wig-wearer passing by, he was staggering drunk and likely moony, and his wig looked as if someone had burned it as tinderbox cotton. The wagons that trundled along the streets, which were mud covered with cinders, all appeared to have been recently wrecked and bound back together with ropes and pieces of other wrecked wagons either smaller or larger than the original, for none seemed to be of the correct proportions. Even the horse teams were mismatched, as one big and slow-hoofing beast that had been trampled by the world was yoked to a smaller animal straining at the bit, or as Paulie would say, “vicey-versey”. Every wagon, and there were many in the progression of local commerce, moved as if on its way to the driver’s funeral.
Matthew saw clearly that the territory of the Black-Eyed Broodies was simply the black eye of London. He had the impression that the industries here—mostly tanneries and slaughterhouses, from the odor of scorched blood and rotten guts wafting in the wind—were vital to the city’s progress yet a blight on the senses of those same elite lords and ladies who lived a world apart, thus it had been necessary to further the distance. The buildings were most made of rough stones and bricks but there remained a few wooden ones like the warehouse upon which steps Matthew stood; the old timbers and roofs of these structures had taken quite a beating, and seemed to be either slowly caving in or bending toward the earth in defeat. The sun had for its scant appearance found glass beneath the grime and gave a falsely merry glint off the many windows, though most were only large enough to allow a single face at a time to peer out from the dark interiors.
To be such a hellish pit, the area of course offered a paradise to the determined drinker. Nearly directly across the street was the Drunk Crow Tavern. Three doors to its right was the Sip A’ Courage, and across the way and further to the east stood the Long-Legged Liza. A goodly number of pedestrians were on the move, all of them—men, women and children of varied ages—looking as if they’d just awakened from long alcoholic binges or particularly frightening nightmares.
“Had your fill?” Keen asked.
Matthew realized he was not adding to the beauty of the scene. The hideous suit he wore was a shade of purple that boasted an undertone of green in the nubby cloth, plus a bright green piping at lapels and cuffs. He refused to wear the purple-and-green-checked waistcoat that had been presented to him with this getup; it was bad enough that his shiny stockings were a pale lavender hue. But the cream-colored shirt was bearable even with its unfortunate froth of vomitous green ruffles down the front, and the brown boots didn’t squeeze his feet too painfully. It was the best Keen said they could get anywhere near his size from the unsold merchandise at a tailor’s shop the next street over, so—as Keen had put it—“take it or go jaybird, up to you.”
“Had my fill,” Matthew replied to Keen’s query. It was time to do whatever he had to do to get this Broodie business over and done, though the prospect of raiding the Mohocks and killing anyone tonight was a plan he wished to object to once the formalities were finished.
Keen followed him back into the building. All the windows were boarded up. There was a large central chamber and a warren of rooms around it, these being the rooms the various Broodies inhabited. Pigeons by the plenty roosted up in the rafters. Some of the holes in the roof were large enough to drop a wagon through and under those holes the planks of the floor were stained black by sooty rain. Various rusted chains and pulleys hung from the ceiling, indicating that heavy weights were once hoisted here for whatever purpose.
All twenty-five of the other Black-Eyes were waiting for Keen and Matthew. Each one held a candle. True to their name, they had put circles of black greasepaint around their eyes and they stood in a circle. They appeared more raccoons than rowdies, but far be it from Matthew to say anything. He wondered if he was going to have to eat bugs or something, or have to recite an infantile creed that would have him laughing before he finished it; beware a blade to the throat if that happened, he thought.
“Stand in the center,” Keen told him. Matthew obeyed as Pie applied the black grease to Keen’s eyes. Then Keen lit a candle of his own from Pie’s flame and regarded Matthew with his ebonied orbs. “We won’t be hard on you,” he said. “Ordinarily to start with I’d put you up against two men and let ’em beat the tar out of you, but as I need ever’body in good health tonight that’ll have to wait for later.”
“Makes sense,” said Matthew.
“Shut up and don’t try to be cute,” Keen told him. “This is damned serious, whether you think so or not. The Black-Eyed Broodies been a fam’ly for near twenty years, been takin’ care of each other and guardin’ the streets since I come in when I was ten years old. Came in when Spencer Luttrum was the head man, and a finer more honest gent there never was. I was there when a Cobra Cult bastard stabbed him in the heart, and I was there when we run that fella down and skinned him alive. I seen ’em come in hungry and tattered and we fed and clothed ’em, gave ’em a reason to keep on livin’. I seen ’em so mad at the world they could fight their own shadows, and sometimes their own shadows were what killed ’em. I seen ’em rise to greatness from the dirt of the streets and I seen ’em fall back to that dirt bloody and dyin’, but they didn’t die as nobody’s dogs. They lived and died as Black-Eyed Broodies, part of a tradition. So what I’m sayin’ is, we got a lot of history here, and anybody don’t take history with a serious mind has got a lot of woe in his future. Who wants to be first?”
First? Matthew tensed; he didn’t like the sound of that.
“I’ll choose,” said Keen. “We’ll go ’round the circle, startin’ with Tom.”
Tom Lancey stepped toward Matthew, hawked up a spit and delivered it squarely into Matthew’s face.
“Let it run,” Keen instructed as Matthew lifted a hand to wipe away the offending spittle. “Touch it and we start over again. Paulie, you’re next. Keep it movin’.”
To bear a spit in the face from twenty-six mouths was not how Matthew had figured this was going to go, but at least he was not going to be thrashed. As the members of the Broodies stepped forward to perform this solemn duty, Keen intoned a speech that Matthew suspected had been repeated time and time again through the years.
“We give of ourselves,” Keen said tonelessly, “and in givin’ we receive new blood and new strength. So doth the Black-Eyed Broodies live on. Long may the Broodies live, long may we take refuge in each other, protect each other and what we have, and subject our enemies to ’orrible deaths.”
Jane Howard had been about to spit in Matthew’s face. She paused, and with the others in unison repeated the last sentence of Keen’s speech. Then she spat a good greasy one in Matthew’s left eye and stepped back for John Bellsen to take his turn.
“State your name,” said Keen to Matthew, who wisely waited until the spittle splashed his forehead before he opened his mouth. “Log it in your hearts, scribe it on your souls,” Keen intoned to the others. Then, again to Matthew, “State your reason for joinin’ the Broodies,” and before Matthew could reply—and what he was going to say he didn’t know—Keen answered for him: “To uphold the laws of this fam’ly and give honor to your brothers and sisters, and damn you to a mongrel’s death and eternity in the shittiest hole of Hell if you don’t.”
Kevin Tyndale gave Matthew a full blast that he must’ve been saving in a phlegm-pouch at the back of his mouth since mid-morning, for it was heavy with bits of oatmeal. Next up, Angie Lusk equalled the force of that spit and more, and the mucous that flew out of that small mouth streaked across Matthew’s face like the strike of a whip. The following spit, delivered by Billy Hayes, sealed Matthew’s right eye and effectively blinded him for he dared not lift a finger to clear his vision. Besides, he didn’t care to see any more strings of spit flying into his face, anyway.
But the wet initiation continued. The next spitter—Will Satterwaite, it would have been from the continuation of the circle—took a diabolically long time hawking up clumps of goo, and when all of it hit Matthew’s face it was at very close range and with such power that Matthew actually staggered back before Keen’s hand caught and steadied him.
The mess drooled down Matthew’s forehead, cheeks and chin. His eyes were glued shut. It went on for so long Matthew suspected Keen had gone out into the street to recruit the beggars with the foulest breath and saliva he could haul in; surely the end of the circle was near, or was it in this case a horrible example of the circle being unbroken and the treatment would continue until Keen decided it was done?
Matthew took it, with his hands down by his sides. At last—long last!—there came a fierce spit into the morass of Matthew’s face that was followed by…nothing.
“You are now the lowest of the low of the highest of the high,” came Keen’s voice.
“Repeat this: I solemnly swear…” He paused. “Well, go on, we ain’t waitin’ all day!”
Matthew, his eyes still shut and the rivulets still dripping, said, “I solemnly swear…”
“To be faithful and true to the Black-Eyed Broodies…”
Matthew repeated the same.
“…and hold my brothers and sisters…”
The same, again.
“…in the highest regard and respect, show no mercy to their enemies, and do no harm to nobody who is and ever was a Broodie.”
Matthew repeated it.
“And if I don’t,” Keen went on, “I take it plain that I am worse than dogshit and give my brothers and sisters leave to remove me from this earth without complaint. I swear this a hundred times a hundred.”
“I swear this a hundred times a hundred,” Matthew said, with tight lips because some of the mess was getting in.
“That finishes the oath. Here, stand still.” A cloth that smelled of musty dampness was wiped over Matthew’s face several times, unsticking his eyelids. He opened his eyes to find Keen offering him an uncorked bottle of rum. “Take a swig.” Matthew did, and then Keen took a drink and passed it around to the others, who still remained in the circle. Keen sloshed the liquor in his mouth and Matthew had the fright that now came a group spritzing, but then Keen swallowed it down and the fright passed.
“We’ll whip your ass later,” Keen vowed. “But you ain’t a full Broodie quite yet. Pie, come on and do the honors.”
Matthew realized she had stepped out of the circle. Now she returned carrying a silver tray on which rested a small blue bowl and a couple of strange-looking sticks. She said, “Over here,” to him, and he walked out of the center of the circle to where a table had been set up, two chairs pulled close together, and two oil lamps atop the table. “Sit down,” she told him. He took one chair and she the other. He saw black ink in the blue bowl and realized the sticks were tattoo instruments: one was called a rake, being a length of wood like a Chinese chopstick with a small piece of bone with little needle teeth attached to its end, and the other a more blunt piece of wood called a striking-stick. A multitude of nail holes pocked the tabletop.
He knew he was about to get his, as Pie had put it, “fam’ly mark”.
As the main part of this ceremony seemed to be done, the circle of Broodies broke up. Some drifted off and others came nearer the table to watch. The rum bottle was still being passed around, and then someone put it on the table within reach of Matthew’s left hand. A few small pieces of sponge were also on the silver tray.
“Pie’s our artist,” Keen said, pulling up another chair to sit and watch.
“Not near as good as Ben was. He had the touch.” She wet one of the pieces of sponge with rum and cleaned the area of Matthew’s right hand between the thumb and forefinger. “It don’t hurt too bad,” she explained. “Just takes a little time.”
“Oh, make it hurt bad,” Keen said, with a crooked smile. “And draw it out it ’til he screams.”







“He’s playin’ your fiddle.” Pie darted Keen a disapproving scowl. “Gent needs to be relaxed, Rory!”
“I’m relaxed,” Matthew said, though the rake’s needle teeth, as tiny as they were, did appear fearsome.
Will Satterwaite suddenly leaned over him and with a mallet drove a nail into the tabletop. “Thumb against that,” he said.
Matthew saw the method in this; it was to stretch his hand so the area to be tattooed was smoothed out. He placed his thumb against the nail, Will took a measurement by eye and then drove in a second nail. Matthew stretched his hand and placed his index finger on the other side of this nail. It was a bit uncomfortable, the nails being spaced widely enough so that Matthew imagined the tendons between thumb and forefinger were in danger of tearing, but he could stand it; he just hoped he didn’t have to hold this position very long. He took the bottle of rum with his left hand and had a good deep drink.
“Ready?” Pie had already dipped the bone needles in the ink bowl, just a touch at the tips.
He nodded, noting that Jane Howard was standing nearby watching him with hungry, black-ringed eyes. He thought she needed a good stomach-filling meal of chicken and biscuits more than anything else.
“Here we go,” Pie said. She placed the needles in position and used the striker to make contact between sharp bone and stretched skin. The pain compared to what Matthew had endured lately and in other situations was miniscule, more of an irritating itch like the biting of a battalion of bedbugs. He considered that Pie might not be the best at this craft but she was indeed very smooth and fast, the noise of the striker against the rake being rapid bursts of ta-ta-too, ta-ta-too, ta-ta-too, from which the procedure had received its name.
“May I ask a question?” Matthew had directed this to Keen.
“You can ask, but you might not get an answer.”
“Fair enough. What crime did Ben Greer commit that sent him to St. Peter’s Place?”
“Easy question. A snatch and rough-up.”
“Translate, please?”
“Stealin’ somethin’ and knockin’ the fella ’round a bit. To leave him a lesson, so to speak.”
“What was stolen?”
“A calf’s-skin carry-all. You know, one of them things the lawyers are always totin’, to make ’emselves look important.”
“Really?” Matthew frowned. “Of what use was that to the Broodies?”
Keen shrugged. “It was what was inside the case was wanted. My orders were to send a strongarm or two over to High Holborn Street on a certain day and a certain time and nail a fella as he was leavin’ a buildin’. Take the carry-all, boot the gent a bit to leave him bloody, and get gone. Ben nabbed the goods, but the gent called out for help and there happened to be a pair a’ constables comin’ out of a bakery right up the way. They caught Ben and gave him a conkin’.”
Matthew took all this in as he watched Pie’s process of dipping the tips of the bone needles into the ink and then ta-ta-tooing again with a rapid beat of the striker. Tiny dots of blood appeared, which Pie blotted with a bit of sponge. “I’m not getting something,” he said. “What do you mean, your orders?”
“Just that. Word come down from above.”
“From above? From whom, above?”
Keen grinned, his silver teeth glinting in the light. The black circles around his eyes gave him a savagely sinister appearance. “You’re just full ’a questions, ain’t you?”
“Help me become empty of them.”
“Somehow I doubt that would ever happen.” Keen was silent for awhile, watching Pie work with the rake and striker, and Matthew let him deliberate. Then Keen said, “Way it’s been since Mick Abernathy struck the deal. He was head of the Broodies a’fore Neville Morse, who was just a’fore me. Mohocks killed Neville and Georgie Cole last April, jumped ’em comin’ out of the Brave Cavalier on Cannon Street. Cut ’em to pieces, and Georgie swelled up with Neville’s kid. Anyway, the deal was struck and it holds. We do things, we get paid. Simple business.”
“Things? Like what?”
“Such as I’ve told you. Little errands here and there. And we move the White Velvet for ’em.”
“Them? Who?”
“Lordy, Matthew! Some things you need to let be.”
Matthew decided the wind from this direction was in danger of dying, so it was time to tack. “The White Velvet,” he said, watching the tattoo on his hand take shape. “Where does it come from?”
“From a wagon,” Keen answered, and followed that with a harsh laugh.
“Driven by…?”
Keen’s smile went away. He leaned forward and sniffed the air. “Smell that, Pie? That stink? I told you before, Matthew reeks of the Old Bailey.”
“I’m just curious,” Matthew said. “Really. If I’m to be a Black-Eyed Broodie, shouldn’t I—”
“No, you shouldn’t. Not your first fuckin’ hour.” Keen sat very still for a moment. His eyes were dead, and suddenly he reached up with both hands and smeared the black rings as if trying to wipe them away. “I got things to do,” he said, and he abruptly got up from his chair and left the area. A few of the Broodies remained, watching Pie work, but most had gone off to their various interests. Jane Howard was one who’d stayed, and Matthew noted that she was slowly coming closer and closer.
“How’s that feelin’?” Pie asked.
“Stinging a bit. Otherwise, fine.”
“Little details to be done right in this here area. Ben was lots better at this than me, and faster too.”
“I have time.”
She nodded, and then she said quietly, “You shouldn’t ask about the Velvet. It bothers him, us sellin’ it to the taverns and knowin’ what it did to Josh.”
“Josh?”
“Yeah, Joshua Oakley. He’s the one I told you went crazy, jumped out the third-floor window.”
“I see.” He was aware that Jane Howard was right at his shoulder. She needed a bath, in the worst way.
“Bothers him,” Pie went on, “’cause he wonders how many others gone out of their minds on it. He’s told me so, number of times. Wonders how many women drank the Velvet and threw their infants in the fire thinkin’ they was throwin’ in a log on a freezin’ cold night, or how many men drinkin’ it and gone crazy thinkin’ they was fightin’ back in a war, and wound up killin’ ever’ soul in the house. Those things have happened, mark it.”
“Sounds like more of a drug than a drink. I know it makes money, but why keep selling it if it weighs so heavily on him? I think if I were in his position, I’d—”
“You ain’t,” she interrupted, with perhaps a sharper blow of the striker than was necessary. “And you don’t know the kind of people got us in this deal to sell it for ’em. Harder cases could not be found by lookin’ under ever’ rock in London. Anyway, like I said…and Rory knows it, too…if we weren’t movin’ the Velvet somebody else would be, and it ain’t like we’re the only ones sellin’ it. So just let it be, Matthew.” She gave another little severe strike. “Let it be.”
It seemed to Matthew that the spindly Jane was now nearly about to sit upon his lap. To forestall this from happening, he looked at her with a smile and said, “Jane, would you do me a favor?”
“Anythin’,” she answered, gushily.
He had to figure out quickly what that favor might be. “Would you…oh…find that copy of the Pin and bring it to me?”
“Sure will!” she said, and she rushed off.
“You wantin’ to read about y’self again?” Pie asked.
“No. Just wantin’ to—I mean, wanting to—get myself some breathing room. Besides, if you don’t care to answer any further questions about the White Velvet, or who’s really in charge around here…” He paused, leaving the gate open.
“I do not,” she answered, slamming the gate shut and tossing away the key.
“Then,” he continued, “I might as well read about Lady Everlust’s two-headed child.” As he waited for Jane to return with the news sheet, he was vaguely bothered by something he had himself said just a moment before, concerning the Velvet: Sounds like more of a drug than a
drink.
That stirred up dirty water from a swampy place inside him, but he didn’t quite know what it was. Something he ought to remember, he thought, and he wondered if indeed his memory was in places still faulty.
Jane returned with the sheet, which was so wrinkled and crinkled and smeared and smudged that every hand in the house must have been on it sometime today. Except for twice reading through the story with his name in it and verifying his suspicions that only Albion would have known about the dagger, he’d wanted nothing to do with the paper. Now, though, it would be a nice barrier between himself and Jane while Pie finished up the tattoo.
“Want me to read it to you?” Jane asked, her eyes bright in the bony face.
“No, thank you. I imagine you have something else you should be doing?”
“Naw, not a thing.”
Matthew reached for the rum bottle and took a swig before he accepted the Pin. “Well,” he said, “if you’ll just sit quietly somewhere, I’d like to read.”
“I’ll stand right here, close by, in case you’re needin’ anythin’ else.”
Pie gave a soft little chuckle. Matthew mentally closed both of the women out and regarded the renowned rag. The article about himself, the fearsome Monster of Plymouth, and Albion had indeed pushed the continuing tribulations of Lady Everlust further down the page. Lady Everlust shared column height with an article about a certain Lord Haymake of Rochester who had hanged himself after making love to five wenches in one night, the hanging commencing because apparently the seventy-year-old letch could not raise his falstaff for the sixth—as the Pin put it—‘moist valley of Paradise’.
“Have mercy!” Matthew muttered to himself, but a line at the end of the article read Next Issue: A Wench Comes Into Fortune and Matthew was horrified to realize he was rather interested in which wench it was.
Then there came a few paragraphs about the kidnapped Italian opera singer, Madam Alicia Candoleri, headlined Opera Star Still Missing and, below that, the question Murder
Claims
The Songbird?
“Done here in a few,” Pie said. “Devil’s in the details.”
Matthew nodded. The stylized eye in the ebony circle on his hand was taking shape. His other two eyes went to the next story down nearly at the bottom of the page.
Coalblack Amazes Audiences, read the boldtype headline. Below that, African Strongman
In Almsworth Circus.
The first line caught Matthew’s attention, with a jolt.
The amazing, massive African strongman known as Coalblack, who cannot speak due to loss of tongue, is currently in his third week of nightly showings at Almsworth Circus in Dove’s Wing Alley, Bishopsgate.
The second line caused Matthew to nearly bolt upright from his chair.
As the reader recalls, the huge African with the strangely-scarred face who has become our famous Coalblack was found last June clinging to a bit of wreckage from a ship at sea, and brought to England by Captain James Troy of the Faithful Marianne.
“You jumped!” said Pie, who had stopped striking and raking. “What’s the matter?”
Matthew was speechless. Was this an article about the Ga tribesman Zed, he of the tattooed face and tongueless condition, who had been an aide to Ashton McCaggers in New York, later such a great help in the dangerous situation on Pendulum Island, and when last seen had been aboard Captain Jerrell Falco’s ship Nightflyer about to be sailed back to his homeland?
…clinging to a bit of wreckage from a ship at sea…
“No,” Matthew heard himself whisper.
Was it possible one of Professor Fell’s pirates had come across the Nightflyer, and recognizing it by its name as a vessel and captain cursed to destruction by Fell, given chase? Then, before the Nightflyer could fly into the night, cannonfire put an end to the ship? If this was indeed Zed, rescued from being adrift at sea, then what had happened to Falco? Death by drowning? Or captured by Fell’s pirates?
“No, what?” Pie prompted, the instruments no longer ta-ta-tooing.
“No,” he said, with an effort steadying the whirligig of his mind, “I’m just reading this…this utter trash. That’s all.”
“Alrighty. Hold firm now, just a bit more to be done.”
He read the article over again.
Zed. Could it really be?
“Um…where is Almsworth Circus from here?” He was trying very hard to sound somewhat disinterested. “That would be…on Dove’s Wing Alley, Bishopsgate.”
“A far piece. Why?”
“I thought I might go sometime. I’ve always enjoyed them.”
“Best go durin’ the day, dearie,” she said as she tapped out the last of the work, and though it wasn’t as clean as what Ben Greer might have done, it was still a decent piece.
“The show doesn’t start until after dark.” He looked further into the article. “Says here it starts at eight o’clock.”
“Good luck, then.”
“What do I need that for?”
“Welllllll,” she said, drawing the word out, “you’re marked as a Broodie now. Know how many gang territories you’d have to cross to get to Dove’s Wing Alley off Bishopsgate? You ain’t got that many fingers and toes to count on. Odds are you’d cross a few without gettin’ rousted, but if you was to get rousted by a gang we don’t have a peace treaty with…well, you wouldn’t be comin’ back home from your circus.”
“Oh,” Matthew said grimly, still staring at the Pin’s article. “I see.”
“Not worth it, my sayso.” Pie began to clean the ink and blood off the bone needles.
Home? he thought. This was certainly not his home. He didn’t know if he’d ever see New York again, but he had to find out if this was Zed, and if so what had happened to the Nightflyer and Captain Falco.
First, though, there was the task of talking Keen out of attacking the Mohocks tonight. He thought he could at least make a good case, it being that discovering Albion’s identity took precedence for the moment over an attack on make-believe Indians who had gained control of the brothel district. That would keep. He hoped Keen would agree, particularly when he made the suggestion that Keen accompany him tomorrow to hunt out the Fleet Street lair of Lord Puffery.
And that was well worth it, he thought.
His sayso.



Twenty
 

 
It was early afternoon of the following day. Hudson Greathouse leaned closer to Berry and said quietly, “Just continue to eat. Look to neither right nor left, but I want you to know we’ve picked up a tail.”
She restrained herself from swivelling around in her chair to scan the tavern’s occupants. “Where is he?”
“Far left corner, sitting with his back to a wall. Late forties, dark hair with gray on the sides, grizzled-beard, tough-looking but well-dressed for this area.”
“Aren’t you describing yourself?”
“He’s a striking-looking devil, at that. I make two of him in size, though.” The movement of a smile across Hudson’s face was very rapid. He solemnly went on. “Man came in a few minutes ago and situated himself where he could watch us. Every once in awhile his eyes come over this way.”
“You’re sure he’s following us?”
“He was standing at the bar with a second man in the Scarlet Hag. Then I caught a glimpse of him on the street, behind us. He was dawdling in a doorway across from the Leper’s Kiss. Now here. He’s not as good a tail as he believes himself to be.”
“What about the second man?”
“He left the Hag before we did. I haven’t seen him since.”
Berry continued eating her meal of beef-and-kidney pie; there was not much beef, if it really was beef, but there was a plenitude of kidney. They were sitting at a table in the Four Wild Dogs, and Berry did not wish to think that these ingredients were of a canine nature. Hudson had before him a platter of calf brains and cornbread soaked in brown gravy, which he ate with his usual gusto, no matter the less-than-sociable and definitely dingy surroundings.
It seemed that the Whitechapel area was as full of taverns as a porcupine was full of quills, and the majority of them just as painfully nasty. It had been soon after their meeting with Gardner Lillehorne that Hudson had knocked on Berry’s door at the Soames Inn and told her he was done waiting for inept London constables to search Whitechapel for Matthew; he was going to the office of the Herrald Agency on Threadneedle Street the next morning to ask help in finding the boy.
At the office Hudson had met an old friend, Sheller Scott, with whom he’d shared many battles against the infamous Molly Redhand. Hudson had explained the situation and learned that at present the agency’s other four problem-solvers were at work outside London and Sheller himself was due in Maidstone on the case of a missing child. Sheller had said he hoped to be back within the week, but he couldn’t say exactly when.
Thus Hudson had presented Berry with the reality that if Matthew was to be found, he was going to have to comb through Whitechapel. Berry had followed this with a suggestion: that he find for her paper, ink and quill and allow her time to sketch a rendition of Matthew’s face so that the tavern keeps, serving-girls and patrons might have a more exact description. And, also, she’d stated that she would not be remaining at the inn while he was out in Whitechapel, and she would be going with him. He had agreed with the drawing part but argued strenuously against her presence in Whitechapel, as he knew that to be a particularly rough area of London and he didn’t want to be responsible for her safety. Strenuous argument or not, her determination had won the day and so it was settled over Hudson’s objections.
Hudson had procured the necessary items, and then came the question of how to depict Matthew. Bearded or clean shaven? They hadn’t asked Lillehorne, but Hudson figured Matthew had had no need of shaving aboard the Wanderer and would not have been afforded a razor or shaved by anyone else at either St. Peter’s Place or in Newgate. So bearded it would be. To err on the side of caution Berry had made a second drawing of a clean shaven Matthew, and so the job was done.
For the past two days they had departed the inn in the cold and drizzly mornings and taken a coach to Whitechapel. The coachman had been given strict instructions and the promise of extra money to meet them at a certain time where they’d been put out, which somewhat limited their range of movements for the day. Hudson had no intention of their being cast adrift in Whitechapel as night came on, and in this foul November weather night came on early. The nearest they’d gotten so far to discovering Matthew’s whereabouts was when a serving-girl yesterday afternoon at the Giddy Pig recognized the name from a story about the Monster of Plymouth in Lord Puffery’s Pin, and she would have shown them the news sheet if it hadn’t been stolen ten minutes after she’d paid a good solid coin for it.
The serving-girl, up until then lethargic, had become quite excited. “Killed eight women and a dozen children, the monster did, and now Albion’s pulled him out of a prison coach and loosed him on Whitechapel to kill more. Ha! Like we don’t have murderin’ enough goin’ on ’round here! And that’s the monster’s face, is it? Can’t be! He looks too much a human. You the law? Smells so.”
“Your smeller is correct,” Hudson had decided to say. After the girl moved on, he had nearly gnashed his teeth. Hudson said, “One of those damned guards has sold his tale to some liar’s news sheet! We’ll see if we can’t find a copy somewhere. Damn all publishers of rotten fiction!” He caught himself, for it was certain that Berry’s grandfather had on occasion published in the Earwig fiction that foully masqueraded as news. “Apologies to present company and her absent grandfather,” he amended, and she had returned to him a snort, a bemused half-smile and the raise of a coppery-red eyebrow.
During the course of yesterday’s route, they had several more times come upon readers of this Pin who recognized the name but knew not the face. Finally, in the Goat’s Breath, the barkeep had supplied an already tattered copy of the rag, and after reading the article of concern Hudson with reddened face had torn the thing to pieces, marched to a latrine hole behind the tavern and dumped the shreds in with the shits. “Not suitable for your eyes,” he’d told Berry, taking upon himself the role of gallant protector.
As all people did, they had to eat sometime and somewhere, and since there did seem to be a menu of some variety at the Four Wild Dogs and many of the other patrons were having food with their various poisons it was agreed to pause here and replenish.
“What are you thinking?” Berry prompted to Hudson’s silence.
“The two men,” he said, “were standing at the bar when we asked the keep and the serving-girls about Matthew. I saw both men glance at the drawings, but one—the gent who’s sitting over there—regarded the pictures a few seconds longer than the other. I meant to ask him if he’d seen the face, but before I could he pulled his companion aside and they had a little conversation of a guarded nature. A minute or so later, the second man left. At first I thought they were setting us up for a robbery, but between here and there they had plenty of opportunities to strike. Therefore…” He hesitated to sop up a little brains-and-gravy with a chunk of cornbread. “They may have some knowledge that I would like to get.”
“And how will that be done?”
“We’ll see,” he told her, and attended to his meal and cup of red wine.
Now Berry found herself on edge. Did every new patron who entered the tavern cast a shady and lingering gaze upon them, or was it her imagination? Her interest in her food was gone. Though she had known London and had lived in Marylebone for eight weeks as a teacher, before an unfortunate incident with a goat and a lantern had burned the school down, this part of the city was utterly alien to her. She had entertained the thought yesterday of going to visit her father and mother in Coventry but that was nearly a week’s coach trip from the city and likely a full week due to the weather and the roads. Neither one of them could help her find Matthew, and so she could not spare the time for them even though she loved them dearly. Possibly—hopefully—when this ordeal was over and Matthew was safely by her side she could suggest that they all go to Coventry for a few days, if for nothing but to get this vile city grime and smell off them; until then, Coventry must wait.
“Hm,” Hudson said, a small noise of importance. “The two men who just came in,” he said with a goodly mouthful of brains, “are going back to see our friend in the corner.” He swallowed his food and followed it down with a drink of wine. “One of them is the man who left the Hag. Seems we’re being ganged-up on.” He wiped his mouth with a brown cloth napkin. “I expect all three of them will follow us when we leave here. Did you ever imagine that today you’d be leading a parade?”
He amazed her. She asked, “Aren’t you in the least afraid?”
A tight smile rewarded her question. “Now there’s an interesting word for you,” he said, as he crumbled the last of the cornbread between his fingers. “I am cautious. I am aware. I am cognizant of my abilities and shortcomings. Am I afraid of those three men over there? Who now are all staring at us quite openly, by the way. Afraid? Not for myself, because I know I can give as well as I can take. But…I’m afraid a little bit that when whatever is going to happen begins, I won’t be able to protect you. Which is why, Miss Adamant, I wished you to stay behind.”
“I couldn’t stay behind. You know that.”
“Yes, I do know.” He gave a sigh and patted her hand in the most fatherly way. “Let’s pay for our slop and get out into the wild again, shall we?”
On the street, a light rain was falling from the drear sky and a cold wind sneaked around the edges of the buildings. Hudson was hatless and gave not a care about the wet, but Berry drew up over her head the hood of her violet cloak. Within an inner pocket of the cloak were the two drawings of Matthew, rolled up with leather cords and protected as much as possible from the weather. “Walk in front of me,” Hudson told her, and motioned in a direction that would take them westward. In a little over two hours they were due back at their first stop of the day, The Bat And The Cat, at the crossing of Whitechapel Road and Plumber’s Street. It was Hudson’s opinion that if Matthew remained in this vicinity he had to be eating and drinking somewhere, therefore the taverns were the targets of investigation. Ahead through the rain Berry could see another tavern sign that proclaimed itself to be The Seat Of Judgement, and assumed this would be their next destination.
She hadn’t gone very far when a figure lurched out of an alley to her left and clutched at her with skinny claws. The suddenness of the attack scared a scream out of her. At once Hudson was between her and the assailant and had thrown the man up against the bricks.
“Please sir…please sir,” said the man, who had a gray beard matted with straw and a mass of tangled gray hair. His flesh was so filthy it too was gray. He wore the thinnest of rags, his face was swollen and malformed both by the violence of blows and the ravages of disease, his lips being corrupted with sores, and from him issued the foul odor of wet grave-rot. “Please, sir,” he rasped. “Please…have mercy. A few pence, please…beggin’ you, sir…and lady…beggin’ you.”
“Away with you!” Hudson said, though he still gripped hold of the beggar’s shirt.
“Please…sir…got to have a sip…just a sip to get me back on my feet. Just a sip, sir, and that’ll do me right.”
“I think you’ve had a sip too many, old man!”
“The velvet’ll get me back,” he said, one eye bright with what was likely madness and the other as dark as a river stone. “God praise the sweet velvet, sir, one drink’ll bring me back from all this.”
Hudson released him. “I think you should go find a man of God instead of a bottle.”
“Please, sir…please…just enough for a sip.”
“Here.” Berry was opening her purse. “Take—”
A small riding-crop whipped out and struck the beggar across the face. It had come from behind Hudson and Berry, and as Hudson whirled toward the new threat he damned himself for losing his concentration due to this Godforsaken beggar.
The three men were standing there, all of them in dark coats and tricorns. The man who had wielded the whip was the one who’d been sitting in the corner at the Four Wild Dogs; at a distance he may have resembled Hudson, but at close quarters the man had a broader face, thinner eyebrows and a hooked nose that looked like it could impale someone with a dangerous sneeze.
“Get away from here, shit rags,” said the man in a voice as cold as the wind. He lifted the riding-crop for a second blow.
The beggar scrabbled back into the alley, his good eye full of fear. Hudson could see an empty crate in there and a threadbare blanket on the ground. Suddenly the beggar seemed to come to whatever senses he had left, for out of striking distance of the crop he straightened himself up, smoothed his pitiful shirt with his frail hands, and said to Hudson in a tone of whispery dignity, “I’ll have you know…sir…that I am a man of God.” The eye blinked. “Was,” he said. Then, “Will be, again. Annie can tell you. She died but I raised her from the dead. She’ll tell you true, my Annie will.” Then his ravaged face broke and what was underneath was the horror of a soul destroyed. He sat down on the blanket and rocked himself with his bony knees up to his chin, and he sobbed as he whispered, “A sip…a sip…God save me…a sip…”
“Don’t,” said the man with the riding-crop as Berry’s hand emerged from her purse with several coins in it. “Throwin’ your money away, miss. Hundreds of ’em like that around here. Better off left to die rather than live tortured.” The man’s smoke-colored eyes were emotionless, the hook-nosed face impassive. His gaze shifted to regard Hudson. “Wouldn’t you agree?”
“Who am I agreeing with?”
“Name’s Frost. This is Mr. Carr and Mr. Willow. You’ve been asking about a young man by the name of Matthew Corbett.”
“That’s right. And you’ve been following us a ways.”
“Also right. We know someone who might be able to help you.”
“Really?” Hudson’s thick brows went up. “Three good Samaritans in Whitechapel? I doubt that very much. Who are you and what’s your angle?”
“Come with us. Two streets over, the Gordian Knot. You’ll find out.”
“I don’t think so. I have a fighting chance in the street. My friend and I don’t care to be knocked over the head, robbed and dumped down a chute into the river today.”
Frost laughed, but it was just a chilly sound; his eyes and face were uninvolved. “We ain’t…” He stopped and tried that again. “We’re not,” he said, “violent men.”
“Every man, woman and child in Whitechapel is violent. It’s called survival. Tell me another one.”
“As you please. There is a woman in the Gordian Knot waiting to speak to you on the matter of Matthew Corbett.” Frost was trying very hard, Hudson thought, to sound as if he came from anywhere in London but these few hundred acres of mean despair. “She can be of great help to you.”
“What’s her name? Bertha Billyclub?”
“I’m not at liberty,” Frost said, pronouncing the word with care, “to reveal her name. Come along and you’ll find out.”
“No, thank you.”
Frost shrugged. His face was a blank, as were the expressions of the two others. “Suit yourself. It would be a bit ridiculous to let this opportunity go slidin’ by, but that’s your choice, inn’it?”
“’Tis,” Hudson replied, his own face equally unreadable.
“Good day to you, then. Good day, miss.” Frost offered a tip of his damp tricorn to Berry. “Let’s be off, friends,” he said to the others. They crossed the street between a passing haywagon and a team pulling a load of what appeared at first to be a mound of pallid dead bodies but was revealed with lessening distance as broken pieces of statuary, old saints pulled from some collapsed church or dislocated graveyard, arms reaching to the gray vault of Heaven and the faces washed serene and smooth by the water of time.
“Are you insane?” Berry asked, with a bite to it.
“Not the last time I looked.”
“Aren’t you at all interested in what this woman has to say?”
“I am,” he admitted. “But I’m not walking into any damned tavern with three men at my back. Not violent! Really…did you see the scarred knuckles on Frost’s hands? Knocked plenty of teeth down throats, you can be sure.” He pushed a lock of rainwet hair away from his forehead. “We don’t know what we’ll be going into. Damn it!” A hand came out and slapped the bricks. “I don’t suppose it would do a bit of good to ask you to go back to the Bat And Cat, wait for the coach, and if I’m not at the inn by…say…eight o’clock you’ll have a message sent to Lille—”
“Not a bit of good,” she interrupted.
“All right. I’ll save my breath, I may need it later.” Hudson peered into the alley. The old beggar had crawled into his crate. He was shivering, wrapped up in his nearly-useless blanket. Hudson reached into a pocket of his breeches and flipped a few coins to the ground beside the crate. As the old man sprang upon them with a cry that would have made the angels weep Hudson turned away, his face drawn tight. “Save your coins,” he told Berry. “God willing, you can buy me a very strong mug of ale back on Fleet Street. Let’s go.”
Misters Frost, Carr and Willow were waiting for them under the sign of the Gordian Knot, which Hudson had known they would be.
“Changed your mind,” said Frost, he of the frozen expression.
“You gentlemen enter first,” Hudson told him. “I want none of you at our backs.”
“Very well. Our route will be this: once inside the doorway, we’ll cross the tavern floor to the bar. To the right of the bar there’s a staircase going up. We’ll be ascending.”
“After you, then.”
The Gordian Knot was no different from any of the other taverns they’d entered; a change of name, but the same planked floor, the same candled lamps, the same round tables scarred with use and the same woozy patrons, the same long bar and the same beleaguered keep, the same weary serving-girls, the same the same. “Stay close to me,” Hudson said quietly to Berry as they crossed the floor behind the three men. For the first time he noted that Frost wore a pair of spurs on his expensive-looking boots. The trio went up the narrow staircase, Frost first and then Willow and Carr. Hudson ascended with his hand reached back behind him to grip Berry’s.
They emerged from the staircase into a circular room much finer than the rest of the tavern below. Lanterns of blue and green stained glass hung from hooks on the exposed oak beams, giving the upper portion of the room an underwater cast, while regular lanterns with burning white candles were set on several large round tables. The planks of the floor were covered with what appeared to be a very fine dark green Persian rug.
“Here they are, ma’am,” said Frost to someone else in the room.
Hudson and Berry saw a figure sitting in a high-backed leather chair, over in a corner at one of the tables.
The woman spoke in a voice that, like Frost’s, made an attempt to disguise its common birthing. “Bring them closer, if you please.”
“We’re close enough,” said Hudson. “We’ve been told you have information about Matthew Corbett?”
“Firstly, welcome to my tavern,” said the woman. “Do sit down, the both of you. We have a fine selection of mulled wines here.” The candlelight caught a smile on the woman’s mouth, exposing small peglike teeth beneath a knuckle of a nose and a pair of eyes that Hudson could only describe as froggish.
“We’ll stand,” he answered.
“You’re afraid,” she said.
“Cautious.”
“A big, strong man like yourself ought to be able to take care of business, if necessary. Look at you! You’re an ox!”
“I grew up to be big and strong by being cautious,” he said. He was very aware of where the three men stood in the room and if any bootstep tread upon the risers. He kept hold of Berry’s hand. “We’re leaving in ten seconds if you don’t offer us something.”
“I’ve already offered you wine. Oh…the other thing, you mean. Matthew Corbett. Well…that young man does get into scrapes, doesn’t he? He makes for an entertaining story in the Pin. And now he’s associated himself with that dreadful Albion! You have seen that, haven’t you?”
“Your time’s up.”
“If you won’t be sociable, I fear we have nothing more to communicate. I don’t like rudeness, Mr. Greathouse. Either you and Miss Grigsby come sit down, or I agree…time is indeed up.”
“I know you,” Berry suddenly said. “Don’t I?”
“We’ve never met. Come, come…sit.” She shrugged her broad shoulders. “Or leave, if you like. The way out is open.”
Hudson didn’t like the smell of this. As far as he knew, he’d never met this woman before, and yet…something about her was familiar. He had a decision to make. “Do they have to be here?” He motioned with a lift of his chin toward the three misters.
“Certainly not. If they offend you, they shall be gone.”
“They offend me.”
“Be gone,” she said, speaking directly to Frost. Hudson pulled Berry aside as the men passed them and descended the stairs without another word or glance at them. “Now,” said the woman, “can we talk like civilized people?”
“To the brass tacks,” Hudson replied. “We’re looking for Matthew and we’ve been told you have information. You seem to know us from somewhere. And no, we don’t want any wine, thank you. Do you have information, or not?”
“Oh, I do.” The woman pushed back from the table and stood up. She approached them across the fine Persian rug. She was of formidable build, a thickly-set woman not fat but crudely powerful, though she moved with a practiced grace. The froggish brown eyes in the work-seamed face were fixed upon Hudson, the mouth crooked with a peg-toothed smile. She wore a dark blue gown with bright pink ruffles down the front and along the sleeves. On her big, workman-like hands were pink lace gloves with the thick sausages of her fingers exposed. Hudson took measure of the deep lines in her face and the cottony cloud of her hair done up with golden pins, and he decided she must be sixty years old at the youngest but there was the attitude about her of the strutting Whitechapel brawler thirty years her junior. He knew her from somewhere…surely he did, and now she was close upon him and she was about to speak.
“My information to you,” she said, still smiling, “is that you are now the property of my employer, Professor Fell.”
Her name burst upon both the brains of Hudson and Berry at the same time. She was just as Matthew had described her.
“Ah,” said Hudson. “Mother Deare.” A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Matthew wondered if you’d survived the earthquake.”
“You can see I did. So too did my friend Augustus Pons. And so too did the professor, who I’m sure would like to see the both of you.”
“He’s somewhere near?”
“Somewhere,” she allowed.
“I suppose our wandering around Whitechapel asking about Matthew brought us to the attention of your…shall we describe them as your people?”
“Yes, my people.” Her smile broadened. The froggish eyes seemed to bulge a bit more. “I like that, Hudson. May I call you by name?” She didn’t wait for his approval. “Hudson, I like being civilized…being intelligent.”
“I imagine you’ve come a long way in both areas.”
“Oh, yes. I was born a quarter-mile from here in the most dreadful hovel. Now I have a very fine house in the central city, I own several taverns, and I do like to make the rounds.”
“Whitechapel’s in your blood, I suppose.”
“Well expressed,” she said, with a little bow of her head. When she looked into his eyes again her gaze was all iron and no nonsense. “Let me tell you what’s going to happen. You are both going to walk down those stairs to where my people are waiting. You can be sure all three have pistols in their hands by now. None of the patrons down there will give a flying flip. In fact, they will have likely already cleared out at the first sight of the weapons. Then, being on your best behavior, you will sit at a table of your choice and enjoy a cup of that fine mulled wine as we wait for a coach that has already been summoned.”
“And the coach will take us where?”
“To my home. You’ll be treated well there this evening. My people will continue to search for Matthew. If he’s found—as I expect he shall be—all the better. In any case I’m sure the professor would like to get hold of you sooner than later.”
Hudson said, “Nice plan, but you forgot one thing.”
“Oh? Please enlighten me.”
With a short drawback of his right fist he hit her as hard as he could on the forehead just above the left eye. She staggered back but made no sound, and he expected her to fall like a chopped tree as he said, “This ox can—” punch, he was about to continue, which would have made no sense to anyone but himself. But he held the word in amazement, for not only did Mother Deare not topple from a blow that would have sent a regular-sized man into dreamland, but she shook her head and touched the reddened place of impact on her forehead as if she’d only been bothered by a mosquito.
“Oh my,” she croaked. “That smarted a bit.” Then, her eyes fierce, she thundered:
“Frost!”
Immediately boots clunked on the stairs. Hudson picked up a chair and threw it, catching Frost in the chest as the man came up. Frost fell backward, the pistol in his hand went off with a loud crack and burst of white smoke, the lead ball went up somewhere amid the colored lanterns, Frost collided with the other two men behind him and they fell down the stairs in a tangle.
And then, as Berry cried out a warning, Mother Deare was upon Hudson.
Sixtyish or not, the woman still carried the brutality of her birthplace. The lantern she’d picked up from the nearest table was smashed into the left side of Hudson’s head, pieces of glass slicing into his cheek and jaw and putting him on the path to being a bloody mess. He swung at her and missed as she dodged aside, and then she kicked for his balls. Before the kick could connect Hudson grabbed her booted foot and heaved upward, crashing her to the floor with a violence that likely puffed dust from every fiber of the Gordian Knot. Blood burned and blinded his left eye. As he retreated from Mother Deare and tried to clear his vision with the back of a hand, the woman squirmed toward him like a serpent, took hold of both his ankles and with sheer brute strength upended him. The back of his head bashed a table and he fell, stunned and very near to having his neck broken.
As Mother Deare was standing up from the floor, Berry grabbed hold of the woman’s white hair with one hand and with the other fist struck her full in the nose. There was the sound of fabric or some kind of fastener tearing, and the blow separated Mother Deare’s head from her hair.
Berry stood dumbly looking at the golden-pinned wig in her hand.
Mother Deare got fully to her feet. Both her nostrils were bleeding. The bulbous eyes leaked tears of pain. She was completely bald, her scalp a tortured battlefield of thick and ghastly dark red and brown burn scars, the tightening of seared flesh being the cause of her eyeballs to bulge from their sockets.
The sight of that blood-smeared face beneath such a horror petrified Berry. Mother Deare approached her with a blank expression, reached out to grasp the wig and headbutted Berry into instant unconsciousness. As Berry fell like a bag of laundry, Mother Deare pressed the wig back upon her head and, though it was on backwards, turned her attention to the dazed and bloody man—formerly an ox, now more of a poor lamb—who was struggling to his knees.
Frost, Willow and Carr had made it up the stairs, though Hudson would’ve been pleased to see that Carr was holding a broken wrist. The men approached their victim. Mother Deare said, “Wait,” and they halted in their tracks.
She removed from her bodice a pink lace handkerchief, which she used to blot her bloody nose. Hudson was attempting to stand. She put a hand atop his head and exerted force to keep him where he was.
“Look what happens,” she said to him, “when people forget their manners.”
Then she grasped his hair and drove a cruel knee into his face, and his last thought as he was crushed under a red wave of pain was that this mother was a bitch.



Twenty-One
 

 
I suppose this is the place,” said Keen.
“It would appear so,” Matthew answered. On the signboard of the shop before them was the designation 1229 Fleet Street and below that, Sm. Luther, Printer. It simply looked to be, in spite of Lord Puffery’s probable wealth, a perfectly ordinary printshop and actually the door and windowsills were in need of painting.
Light rain was falling, forming puddles on the walks and in the street. Keen said, “Never thought I’d have any need to go into such a shop. I’m feelin’ kinda funny about it.”
“How so?”
“I don’t know…meetin’ Lord Puffery face-to-face. He’s like…you know…somebody important.”
“He’ll be just a man. A man with quite an imagination and very few scruples, but he pulls on his breeches the same as any other. And…he holds the key to Albion’s identity. Come on, buy you an ale when we’re done.”
“What, with my money?”
“My money, that you took from my cloak and still have not returned.”
“You didn’t have enough money on you to buy a rotten apple! Ahhhh, damn it all!” Keen said, bridling at a sore spot. He looked around uncomfortably at the traffic of pedestrians, wagons, coaches and carriages. He was dressed in a mud-colored suit with gray patches at elbows and knees. The cravat he’d wrapped around his neck was dark with grime. His shirt had been white at one time in the distant past but currently was a sick shade of yellow. He had done himself up like this at Matthew’s urging, to present a gentlemanly front to the printers’ shop they would be visiting.
But Keen knew he was out of place here in this central part of the city, where even in the rain the gentlemen and their ladies strode about showing off the height of fashion. He had noted the passage of roofed carriages and teams of exactly-matched horses that cost fabulous amounts of money, and within the plush interiors beautiful women with high-topped hairdos and their handsome escorts who appeared to have been born in a world where everyone had a bathtub and used them quite frequently. He knew that he could not—should not—go with Matthew to visit Lord Puffery looking as he usually did, and he readily admitted to himself that this would be offensive to the Fleet Street toffs and their toffettes, so it was this suit last worn by a dead man and purchased from an undertaker that had to do.
“All right,” said Keen, his steely grip on courage returning. “Let’s get to it.”
About twenty-four hours ago, after Matthew had taken the Black-Eyed Broodie oath and been tattooed, he had sought out Keen in the Whitechapel warehouse and presented his premise: that it was more important to learn on the morrow who Albion might be than it was to attack the Mohocks that night. After all, was Keen absolutely certain he knew where the Mohocks were headquartered?
Two buildin’s, Keen had said. We figure we know which one Fire Wind lives in. We get him, that’s a good night’s work.
Matthew had pointed out that the Mohocks were going to have lookouts up on the rooftops all night, just as the Broodies did, so it was imperative that if an attack be made it was to the correct building and not a chancy affair. Any attack on the Mohocks was sure to cause Mohock deaths, of course, but Keen should bear in mind that some of the Broodies would not be returning from this jaunt, so was he prepared to go in helter-skelter?
The alternative: postpone this attack until it was certain without a doubt in which building Fire Wind lived, and how best to wage the battle without throwing Broodie lives away. Tomorrow, Matthew had said, put on a suit and go with me to find Lord Puffery.
Keen had delayed his response until after nightfall. Then he’d sent Pie to Matthew with a one-word message: Agreed.
A matter of concern had developed in the morning. “What do you mean, we hire a coach?” Keen had asked. “I’ve never ridden in a fuckin’ coach in my life! Anyway, the treasury don’t have coin to throw away! And you don’t know these people lookin’ over my shoulder about the money…they want to know where every penny of every shillin’ is spent!”
Matthew had decided to let the matter rest of who these people might be, but he’d answered, “First of all, is the address of 1229 Fleet Street within walking distance?”
“I don’t know exactly where that lies, but I figure I could get there in a few hours.”
“I don’t want to look like a drowned rat when I speak to the man and neither do I want you to appear the same. Travelling by coach makes the most sense. If you have a problem with the accounting, pay with the money you took from me. And I don’t want to get there and have to walk back, either.”
Of the return trip by coach, Keen didn’t argue because he knew, as Pie had pointed out, how many gangs were out there just hungering to catch a Broodie in their territory after dark.
“There wasn’t enough money left in them little bags of yours to pay for a drayhorse, much less a coach! Put my neck on the choppin’ block, spendin’ this kind of loot,” Keen had fretted. “How am I gonna square it with the old woman?”
“Old woman?”
“Yeah…the old fancy-dressed woman who comes to collect. Her and her three hard cases. They come by once a month to check the book and get their cut.”
“The book? You keep a financial ledger?”
“Have to. Well…Tom keeps it, he’s got the head for numbers.”
Matthew was bursting with questions, but he thought it wise not to push Keen just yet. There would be time for that in the coach ride to Fleet Street, and indeed he had starting throwing them when they were settled—one gentleman in a mud-colored and patched suit and the other in a purple and green-piped horror—and on their way.
“This ledger book you keep,” Matthew had begun as the team clopped along westward in the direction of the central city. “You scribe a record of the money paid to you by the local merchants for protection?”
Keen had given him the evil eye.
“I’m a Broodie now,” Matthew had reminded him. “You see?” He held up his tattooed hand, which today was a bit swollen. “Aren’t I to be trusted yet?”
“The oath and the tat don’t mean but half of it ’til I see you in action, which you talked y’self out of last night.”
“Fighting war-painted idiots is not how I plan to leave this earth.”
Keen gave a fierce grin. “Rowdy idiots, don’t you mean? Ain’t that how you put it to Pie? Meanin’ the Mohocks, the Broodies and all the others fightin’ for territory?”
“Yes,” Matthew said. “It’s my opinion the Broodies are being used for purposes far beyond a battle for territory. The Mohocks may be as well, and every other gang.” He let that simmer for a bit before he stirred the pot again. “You may be in charge of the Broodies,” he said, “just as Fire Wind—Lord, I can barely speak that with a straight face—is in charge of the Mohocks. But you likely both have something in common: someone else is in charge of you. Just look at your ledger book, at the restrictions put upon you, and think about the old woman and the hard cases. What does she call herself?”
“The boss,” he answered, a bit grimly. He had sunken down in his seat.
“You know what I’m saying is true. These people take a monthly cut of what you get, correct? And they expect you to, as you put it, run ‘errands’ on their behalf? Putting you at risk with the law, but not them.”
“Mousie sprang Ben from the coop. They paid for it and worked an angle,” Keen said. “Mousie’s our—”
“Lawyer, yes. Paulie told me. He’s another individual I’d like to have a talk with. I wonder how many of those other five men Albion murdered were represented at court by Mousie.”
“Huh?”
“I wonder if Mousie—or some lawyer paid by the same individuals who are running this show—worked angles for those other five men, got them ‘sprung’ and in so doing put them at the point of Albion’s sword. That’s what I’d like to know.”
“You’d like to know a whole hell of a lot you probably shouldn’t ought to know. What do you do for a livin’, anyway? Educated fella like y’self, a high talker and all…what’s your game?”
“I was a law clerk at one time. Lately, in New York, I’ve been what is called a ‘problem-solver’.”
“Law clerk,” Keen repeated. He nodded. “That’s the smell of the Old Bailey I’ve been gettin’. The other thing…solvin’ what kind of problems?”
Matthew felt that a moment was upon him. He steadied his gaze upon Rory Keen and said, “I have one very large problem I’m trying to solve, other than the current one involving Albion. Do you know the name of Professor Fell?”
Keen was silent. He studied the Broodie tattoo upon his own hand. “Used to be,” he said in a guarded voice, “the name would put terror in me, and the others too. You never knew what that bastard was up to, and where his people might show up. ’Course we keep low to the ground, we never did fly ’round his belfry. But of late, word’s gotten out…he ain’t what he used to be.”
“Go on,” Matthew prompted.
“Word is he’s been fucked in a couple a’ deals. Ain’t been able to get a grip on the colonies like he was intendin’. Somethin’ about runnin’ gunpowder to the Spanish…that was fucked too. Word is he’s left London, holed up somewhere to lick his wounds. Still dangerous, for sure, but…see, here’s the rub of it.”
Matthew waited, as the strident noise of London’s streets buffeted the coach and rain tapped upon the top.
“Some of his people have…like…gone over to his competition,” Keen continued. “Left him, ’cause they think he’s had too many teeth knocked out. Think he’s gotten weak. That’s what I hear, at least.”
“His competition? Who would that be?”
“New blood,” said Keen. “A younger gent. Already done some murders that’s made talk. Killed a judge a couple of months ago, is what I heard. Man by the name of Fallonsby. Beat him to death and strung the body up from a flagpole outside the house. Offed the wife, the daughter, the butler, the maid and the family dog too. It was in the Pin for awhile, but I think Lord Puffery dropped it ’cause even he got scared.”
“Do you know this new man’s name?”
“Nobody does. Oh, he left his mark carved into Fallonsby’s forehead…leastwise that’s what the Pin thought it to be. A Devil’s Cross. One carved upside-down,” he explained.
“Hm,” said Matthew, looking out the window at the passing carnival. He heard the deep tone of a tolling bell from a nearby church, and he wondered if it was for someone’s funeral.
“What I’m gettin’ at,” Keen offered, “is that when the cat goes soddy, the rat gets cheese. Fell’s been the big cat ’round here for a long time. Now the rat’s eatin’ cheese, and gettin’ mighty…” He hesitated, searching his brain for an apt description. “Mighty,” he finished.
Due partly—mostly?—to myself, Matthew thought. Exit the black-hearted villain, enter the blacker-hearted? He had one more subject to broach with Keen.
“Where does the White Velvet come from?” he asked.
Keen stared squarely at him. The eyes were, again, dead.
“No,” said Keen, and that had been the end of that.
Now, as Matthew and Keen entered the printshop of one Sm. Luther, a little bell tinkled merrily above the door. The place smelled of bitter ink. Barrels and crates stood about, along with stacks of various qualities of paper. Behind a long counter, standing beside his press in the light of several oil lamps and the dim illumination from a nearby window, was a slim white-haired man occupied in the arrangement of rows of wood-carved letters in their print trays. He wore an ink-stained leather apron over his clothing and he was smoking a stubby black pipe. At the music of the bell he looked toward his visitors with gray eyes behind thick-lensed spectacles, the seams of his face deepened by the presence of ink that likely had collected there, dot by dash, over a period of many years and now had become part of the man.
“Help you?” he asked, his fingers still poised over the trays of letters, which by necessity he had to arrange in the mirror image of what the finished product would be.
“We hope so,” said Matthew. “Samuel Luther?”
“The same.”
“Am I speaking to Lord Puffery?”
The man had not offered a smile. He offered none now. “You are not.”
“Oh…pardon. But this is the shop where the Pin is printed?”
“It is.”
“Then I assume you’re in contact with Lord Puffery?” Matthew had noted a closed door beyond the press area, which was guarded by a waist-high wooden gate at the far end of the counter.
“Lord Puffery,” said Luther, “is indisposed. If you have a story to sell, I would be the man to see.” He motioned toward a desk to his left where there were two chairs, a stack of cheap paper and writing tools atop the blotter.
“But you would need to ask Lord Puffery if the story I wish to sell would be worth his money? Correct?”
“Correct.”
“All right, then. Before we begin, please tell Lord Puffery that Matthew Corbett, the Monster of Plymouth, has arrived from his chamber of horrors in Whitechapel. Tell the kind sir he wishes to sell an account of the decapitation murders of umpteen women and double-umpteen children.”
Luther did not move. The gray eyes, greatly magnified by the corrective lenses, blinked. He reached for a rag to wipe his hands. “I’ll relay the message,” he replied, with steadfast calm, and then he went to the door, rapped on it and stuck his head in. “Matthew Corbett’s here,” he said to the person within. “The Monster of Plymouth. Got a story to sell, he says.”
An exchange was made that neither Matthew nor Keen could hear. It went on for perhaps thirty seconds.
Luther pulled his head back out. “Come on,” he told the two.
They went to the gate, which Matthew reached down to unlatch and open. They crossed the print area. Luther stepped aside for them to enter the domain of Lord Puffery.
It was a nice office, but no rich man’s haven. In fact, no man’s haven at all.
The middle-aged, rather plump gray-haired woman behind the desk was sitting in a brown leather chair that had known better times. So too had the desk, for all its nicks and scratches. Behind her were a few books on shelves. An oil lamp burned on the desk. She had been scribing in a record book, as it was still open before her and the quill returned to its rest next to the inkjar. Facing the desk was a chair and another one stood the corner. The floor was of rough planks, the walls the same except upon them were various framed copies of earlier Pins and a couple of advertising broadsheets indicating the other work that Luther did.
“Leave us,” she told Luther.
“But ma’am—”
“Leave us and close the door,” she said. Her accent was neither highbrow nor low; she was an educated woman and certainly very wealthy but no mistress of an ostentatious castle, for her clothing was plain and unadorned by frills. Her bearing, as well, gave Matthew the impression of directness and simplicity, which surely were not qualities of the London gentry.
Luther withdrew and the door was closed.
The woman’s right hand came up. Perhaps it was accustomed to holding a quill, but for the moment it held a very serious-looking pistol aimed in a direction of damage.



Twenty-Two
 

 
Which one of you is Corbett?” Before an answer could be made, the woman’s sharp gaze found him. “You. Cleaner than the other and a look of inquisitive nature, but the brutal scar of past misdeeds upon your head.” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you colorblind?”
“No, madam. I haven’t had a chance to find a proper tailor. This is my friend Rory Keen. Would you mind moving that pistol to one side? I didn’t come all the way from Whitechapel to have my hair parted by a ball.”
“Are you here to take revenge?”
“I am here to feed my nature. Which, you must know, is not an appetite for the murder of countless women and children in Plymouth.”
“But you’ve murdered at least one woman and child?” The pistol’s barrel had not moved the length of a flea.
“Sorry. Not one.”
“The next issue of the Pin will have the authorities uncovering more of your murders from beneath the dirt of a rose garden in Exeter. What do you have to say to that?”
“I say…before I leave here I’ll give you the address to which you might send my share of the take. That would be the colonial branch of the Herrald Agency, Number Seven Stone Street in the town of New York.”
Now the pistol did waver, the length of a hand. “What?”
“Indeed,” Matthew answered with a genuine smile of pleasure at upsetting this particular applecart. His smile had no longevity, though, because of the truth of his next revelation. “I did kill a man aboard a ship from New York. A past associate of Professor Fell…and I see from your face that you know the name. This particular man wished to use me to return to the good graces of the professor. Things developed as they did.” His eyes had darkened. “Praeteritum est
praeteritum.”
“Hold on just one damned high-wigged minute!” said Keen, in what was nearly a bleat. “I’m seein’ that Lord Puffery is a woman? And I’m hearin’ that you killed one of Fell’s people? Holy Hell, Matthew! What have you dragged me into?”
“Real life,” came the answer. “A far cry from the fiction of the Pin. Please put that gun down,” he said to the lady of the house. “And now that the introductions have been made on this side, may I ask your true name?”
The woman’s calm had not diminished. The gun did drop a few inches, but wasn’t completely harmless at that angle. “Firstly,” she said, addressing Keen, “if you go out into the world and shout from the highest rooftops that Lord Puffery is indeed a woman, you’ll find yourself laughed at from here to Land’s End. Quite simply, no one will believe you. Who but a crude and crass vulgarian of the male breed would smear upon good stationery such nuggets of scandal and malice?” Her cool, pale green eyes in the full-cheeked and matronly face turned upon Matthew. “Secondly, I know of the Herrald Agency and I do know the name of the individual you’ve mentioned, and for that reason both myself and my pistol request that you leave this office, never to return.”
“Has the kitchen suddenly become too hot?” Matthew asked. “Odd, for one who has flamed up so many tinderboxes and touched off so many fires.”
“Get out.” She cocked the pistol. “I won’t tell you again.”
Matthew knew she meant business, but he dared the moment. With an effort, he kept his voice light as he said, “I’m not going anywhere, Lady Puffery, until you tell me who Albion is.”
“What? Are you mad? How should I know?”
“He’s been to this office and sold a story to you through Mr. Luther. Do you keep records of the names of persons who sell you these tales?”
“Yes.”
“Very well, then. What is the name you have for the person who sold you the tale of my being released by Albion from that prison coach? There’s a detail in the story that only Albion would know…one I’m sure you have exaggerated in your smearing of good stationery. A single dagger became two…your invention, correct?”
“The more is always the better,” she said.
“As I suspected. Really, madam…please uncock the pistol and put it away.”
At that moment a knock sounded on the door. Luther’s tremulous voice asked, “Are you all right, Mrs. Rutledge?”
“A moment,” she replied, because she hadn’t yet decided.
“It’s the truth,” Matthew prompted. “Albion was here. You have his name in your book.” Book of lies, he almost said, but he didn’t wish to help her pull the trigger.
He waited.
“Yes, Samuel,” the woman answered at last. “I’m all right.”
“Do you…need me to—”
“I need you to bring me the payment book, at once.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and moved away.
Mrs. Rutledge carefully uncocked the pistol. She put it down upon the desktop, but within easy reach. “Matthew Corbett,” she said, as if fully seeing him for the first time. “You’ve killed an associate of Professor Fell? I’d say you’re the one who’s touched off a fire.”
“He’s not the first of them I’ve had to…shall we say…condemn with rough justice.”
“Oh sweet Jesus!” For all his swaggering toughness, Keen was melting. He took a staggered step and got himself in the chair before the woman’s desk. “Killed more’n one? Matthew, you’re a harder case than I thought…but you ain’t toyin’ with tykes, gonna take their jacks and waddle on home.” He gave Matthew a suffering look. “Even weaker’n they were, them mashers play for keeps!”
“Believe me, I know.”
“I’d want to stay far, far away from ’em. Hell, just knowin’ you puts me in the same bloody soup!”
“Esther Rutledge,” Lady Puffery said.
Keen ceased his quailing.
“My name,” she said, speaking to Matthew. She tilted her chin up. “You do understand that I am running a business here, and a business sometimes runs on—”
“Lies?”
“The low road,” she continued, with no change of her solemn expression. “Ah, here’s our book.” Luther had knocked at the door again. “Come in,” she instructed.
Luther entered with a book bound between covers of a suitable flammatory red. The pages, Matthew saw as Luther passed the volume to Mrs. Rutledge, were marked off in lines and columns, with dates at the top. From the looks of it, there was no lack of items for the Pin to pursue. It occurred to Matthew, as the woman put the book in front of her and her finger found the proper line, that the Pin was misnamed; instead of puncturing gaudily-colored soap bubbles, it created them, only in this instance soap was not the material that came to mind.
“Here,” said Lady Puffery, tapping the line. “The story about Albion attacking the coach and the two guards. We paid a crown and two shillings for it. To—”
Matthew leaned forward to see.
“Joshua Oakley is the name,” she announced. Her gaze came up. “He’s Albion?”
“Josh Oakley?” Keen looked as if he might be strangling, and sounded worse. “That’s a nutter’s nightmare! Josh Oakley ain’t Albion! Hell, Josh is long dead!”
“You know this individual?” Lady Puffery asked, again with steady calm.
“I knew a Josh Oakley! Can’t be the same one! He’s bones and worms by now!”
“That’s the name in the book.”
“And the name I was given,” said Luther, who had put a distance between himself and the Monster of Plymouth. “I remember the young man quite well.”
Matthew felt as if his head was swimming. Who was Joshua Oakley? Oh yes! He recalled the name. The member of the Broodies who had been so crazed by the White Velvet that he’d leaped from a third-floor window and been brained by a horse in the street below.
“Im-fuckin’-possible!” Keen was on his feet, craning to look at the name. “At least that can’t be the Josh Oakley I knew!”
“I daresay,” retorted Lady Puffery, “that there are several Joshua Oakleys in London and the environs.”
“Wait, wait,” said Matthew in an attempt to steady the chaos in his own brain. “Mr. Luther, can you describe this man?”
“I can. He was young, well-dressed, of slender build, and had light-colored hair.”
“Not much to go on. Anything that stood out about him?”
Luther shrugged. “He seemed quite ordinary. A gentleman, he was. Soft-spoken. Oh…he wore spectacles with square lenses.”
That touched a chord with Matthew. The description of the spectacles with square lenses. Of course that was not out of the ordinary, but who had he seen lately who wore such a pair?
“I’m sorry,” Luther said. “That’s all I have. He attested that he was a cousin to one of the guards involved, and so had been given the tale first-hand. I paid the young man his coin, thanked him for coming in, and he left.” Luther’s head seemed to shrink a bit into his shoulders. “Please understand, we are…um…how shall I put this…?”
“We are not sticklers here for absolute truth,” Lady Puffery chimed in. “We did send a messenger boy to the constable’s office to verify the fact that this event occurred, with a letter requesting the verification on behalf of the citizens of London, but the boy was rudely thrown out. That was an answer of sorts. Thus I took the raw material of what we’d been given and worked it into—”
“Dough?” Matthew interrupted.
The woman pushed the book aside and leaned back in her chair. She regarded Matthew with hooded eyes, and for the first time he noted the lines of pain in her face. They seemed to have risen to the surface of the skin all at once. “How little you must know of the baser instincts of human beings,” she said. “Either that, or you delude yourself.”
“I do understand the baser instincts, madam, but I don’t wish to enrich myself by stroking them.”
“I’ll have you know,” said Luther, who had decided to play a shining Lancelot in spite of the presence of these two dingy ruffians, “that Mrs. Rutledge does not enrich herself on earnings from the Pin! Quite the contrary! After business expenses and costs of living are met, every shilling goes to feed the poor and aid the hospitals! You being from Whitechapel, you should know there’s a hospital on Cable Street that serves the poor and can’t survive without financial help! There’s another one within a few blocks of here! And others a’plenty, I can tell you! Without the money from the Pin, they’d likely—”
“Samuel,” the woman said quietly. “Cease and desist. It’s not as if we keep all those institutions afloat just by ourselves.”
“Well, it’s almost so!”
“Hush,” she told him, but gently.
Matthew nodded, having been given a new view in this light of illumination. “Pardon me. I understand you have altruistic motives, but…I am very curious as to how a woman of your obviously clean character has chosen to play in the grime of the streets.”
She didn’t answer for a moment. Her gaze seemed to be fixed on a faraway distance.
Then she took a long breath and said, “There could be no cleaner character than my husband. A printer by trade. An honest man. Honest to a fault. Crushed by creditors, and squeezed by costs. Like any business it is a demanding competition for customers. Zachary died early…too early. After his passing I at first wanted to sell, but Samuel insisted I try my hand at the reins of this ungainly horse. We couldn’t keep up with the other printshops, who were well-established and dropping their prices to drive competitors out of business. We were at the bitter end of our rope. One night, it came to me: why wait for business? Why not produce it? I thought…what is it that the common man of London would pay five pence a sheet for? I was thinking of volume sales even then. But what was it, that would find itself in demand by the masses?”
She lapsed into silent memory, and Matthew allowed her to linger there.
“I decided,” she continued after her repose, “that what every man and woman wishes is to feel equal to, if not superior than, the most notable lords and ladies of the moment. Thus I began a news sheet relying on stories of the absurd habits and peccadillos of those individuals, their spending sprees, their spats in public and in private—if I could get the information—and anything else that would make them appear more…well…common. We almost instantly began selling out, and so we soon went to a twice-weekly schedule. Of course at that rate, even though London is a vast cocoon of tawdry moths dreaming they are butterflies, news of the wealthy and infamous began to be more difficult to procure. Oh, we had our share of threats and broken windows. A fire was started here once, but Samuel lives upstairs and he was able to douse the flames before any real damage was done.”
She offered Matthew a wistful smile. “It was not my intention to become a factory of exaggerations and—often—outright lies, but our readers demand more and more. Whatever I might concoct sends thousands of copies of the Pin sailing off into eager hands. Perhaps I’m doing my part at helping people learn to read. At least…I tell myself that. We have outlasted a score of competitors. The names of Lord Puffery and the Pin carry considerable weight. Would I do this again, in the same way?” It took her only a few seconds to answer her own question.
“Yes. I think of my Zachary laboring as he did. I think of the creditors hounding us, day and night. I think of how it was when the rent was due and our daughter and her family were offering money they did not have to keep us out of the house of poverty. Then I write a stirring or sordid tale that may or may not be based upon fact, and I sit back in this chair, Mr. Corbett, and in the vile but sometimes accurate expression of the street, I say to all those who live in their ivory castles, hide behind their false masks of civility and bare their fangs at Lord Puffery’s Pin and the citizens who read it…fuck you.”
There was a stretch of silence before Luther nervously cleared his throat. “And to add that the poor and the hospitals are very generously aided.”
“Zachary died in a public hospital,” the woman said. “The wealthy here take everything, even down to the proper equipment and doctors for themselves. The hospitals particularly are in need.” She waved away any more talk of what the Pin was doing for the public. Her gaze had sharpened again, and Matthew could tell that something else was on her mind. “Samuel,” she said, “fetch the document.”
“Yes ma’am.” He was gone at her command.
“We received an interesting document in an envelope sometime last night or early this morning. Slipped under the door,” she explained. “I wish you to see it.”
“Coalblack,” said Matthew, as it came to him to bring this up.
“Pardon?”
“The African strongman at the Almsworth Circus. Do you know anything more about him?”
“That he was found drifting at sea, that he is huge, has a tattooed face, cannot speak as his tongue has been cut out, and that he draws quite an audience every night. I myself haven’t seen him. Why?”
“I think I might know him.”
“Lord Steppin’ Lightly!” said Keen. “Do you know the flippin’ queen?”
“I’ve had occasion to meet one.”
Luther returned with a piece of paper that had been folded several times. “Give it to Mr. Corbett,” she instructed. Matthew took the paper and opened it. Scribed upon it in a neat, small and concise handwriting were six lines.
He read aloud: “A gauntlet thrown,/ and D.own I.t fell…” He had to comment on the punctuation marks before he went on: “Interesting use of periods behind the ‘D’ and the ‘I’.”
“Very interesting,” said Lady Puffery.
He continued. “Seek Clotho, Lachesis, Atropos/ at the midnight bell./ Come test your fate and dare to ask/ what lies beneath the gilded mask.” He scanned the lines once more before he looked up. “Gilded mask? Albion?”
“Albion, or someone posing as such. Along with it in the envelope was a guinea coin.”
“He wishes you to print this?”
“What else? We’re setting it up for the next issue.”
Again Matthew studied the lines. A bit of his interest and reading of Greek mythology surfaced. “The three names. Sisters, I think.” He frowned, going through the overfilled filing cabinets of his mind. “Let’s see…Clotho…I believe…was one of the mythological sisters of Fate. Of course…Albion spells that out. ‘Test your fate’, he says. Yes, I recall. Clotho spun the thread of life, Lachesis drew the lots and determined how long a person would live, and Atropos…ah, yes. Atropos chose how someone would die by cutting the thread of life with her shears.”
“This is all moon talk to me!” Keen huffed.
“Moon talk or not,” said Matthew. “This is a challenge directed to someone. ‘A gauntlet thrown’, he says. Thrown to whom?”
“Obviously,” said Lady Puffery, “he expects it to be read in the Pin by that someone.”
Matthew directed his attention to that word.
That single word.
Right there, upon the paper.
The word ‘fell’.
Whenever and wherever he saw that word, however it was used, he couldn’t help but feel a little twinge of unease as if someone, somewhere, had just stepped upon his grave.
“The three sisters,” he said, mostly to himself. “That must be the Tavern of the Three Sisters. The same place Albion wished to meet me, by the way. Albion is making a challenge to this person to meet him there. But…how will the person know he’s meeting Albion unless he already knows who Albion is? And he’s not giving a specific date or time…just saying, after midnight. Unless the date and time are hidden in code? A request: may I copy this down on a piece of paper and keep it?” She gave him paper and a quill. When he was done he returned the original to Lady Puffery and folded the copy into his pocket, having digested as much of its innards as he could currently manage.
She refolded the original. Then she picked up the pistol, opened a side drawer of her desk, put it in and closed the drawer.
“You do realize,” she told him, “that the Monster of Plymouth must live on awhile longer.”
“I’m sure he must be compelled to kill again, and many more times, and each more brutal and shocking than the one before?”
“Of course.” There was a devilish spark in her eye. “Your public demands it.”
“How will the story end?”
“If you’re not captured and hanged by the neck at Newgate Prison before you can get yourself out of this fine box of thorns, the Monster of Plymouth will likely be hunted through the winter, and in the spring—depending on what else rears its head—you will be shot by a little boy who has come to the defense of his younger sister while their mother and father lie bleeding and nearly dead. Mortally wounded but yet as strong as Satan, you will climb to the rooftops to attempt your escape, and in trying to evade the constables by climbing into a chimney you will fall into an industrial furnace and your body be burned to atoms.”
Matthew nodded. “I like that. Can I purchase a subscription?”
“Hm!” she said. “Subscriptions! Now there’s an idea!”
“Moony!” said Keen. “A thousand times moony!”
“We’ll be on our way, then,” Matthew said. “Thank you for your time and good luck in your endeavors. Thank you also for showing me that letter and allowing me to copy it. I find that a very interesting thing to ponder.”
“To ponder is one thing,” she said. “To supply an answer is altogether another.” She stood up from her chair. “I sincerely hope the reign of the Monster of Plymouth ends in that fiery furnace. In the meantime, good luck to Matthew Corbett.”
Fuel for the furnace, Matthew thought. It was going to get him one way or another. He said goodbye to Esther Rutledge and Samuel Luther, and he and Keen left the office. He had more questions than before. The rain had lessened to a nasty, irritating drizzle, the air smelled of wet horses and their manure, and now Keen was thankful for the coach and its driver awaiting them at the curbside.
“That was a damned strange visit,” said Keen as they walked to the coach. “Lord Puffery a woman! Who would’ve believed it?”
“No one, and no one will if you tell it, either.”
“I won’t tell it. But another thing…stranger still than hearin’ Josh’s name…that thing about Cable Street.”
They reached the coach. The driver tipped his water-logged tricorn at them, for this was just a day’s work.
“The hospital there?” Matthew asked as Keen opened the door. “What was strange about that?”
“Bugger it all, but Josh went crazy on that Velvet, and we tried to tie him down to give him the cure.”
“Yes, Pie told me.”
“Did she tell you that when Josh jumped out the window of a three-story buildin’, he came down on Cable Street?”
“No, she didn’t.”
“Right there’s where he landed.” Keen had paused halfway into the coach to relate this. “Ain’t that strange…hearin’ Josh’s name like that, and hearin’ the name of the same street where he died?”
“Yes.” Matthew had so many questions in his mind his brain felt as swollen as the coachman’s hat. He let Keen get into the coach, and then he said, “Rory, I’m not going back with you.” He held up a hand before the other man could speak, because the words were near bursting from Keen’s mouth and his eyes had flared like dangerous torches. “Listen to me, please. I have things to do that I can’t do in Whitechapel. I’ve got to find my acquaintance who’s the assistant to the head constable and—”
“God A’mighty!” Keen said. “There’s that stink of the Old Bailey again!”
Matthew rolled on: “And let him know what’s been—”
Suddenly he stopped, for with mention of the Old Bailey the memory of a well-dressed, soft-spoken young man with light-colored hair and wearing a pair of square-lensed spectacles came to him.
Steven, the clerk.
“What’s wrong with you?” Keen snapped at him. “Somebody pee in your porridge?”
“Maybe so.”
“Huh?”
“Just thinking. Trying to figure something out that doesn’t make any sense.”
“Good for you. So you’re leavin’ me to fend for myself with the old woman, are you? Damn it, Matthew! I thought you’d help me set her straight about why we hired the coach! Let her know about Albion and all. She’ll skewer my ass for this, if you ain’t there to back me up.”
“You’re smart, you can come up with something.”
“Like hell I can! Mother Deare can smell a lie six leagues from the Sabbath!”
That name nearly put him on the cinderblack paving stones.
“Who?” His voice sounded like that of a stranger choking on a bitter lemon.
“The boss. Calls herself Mother Deare. Mother to a snake in swaddlin’, if she ever was, scares the shittles out’a me but I can’t show it in front a’ nobody.”
Now Matthew’s voice was truly lost. He heard the sounds of London rising around him as if it were a gigantic creature gathering itself in mad power and evil fury to crush him into dust.
“Where to, gentlemen?” asked the sodden coachman. The horses snorted and wanted to start pulling.
“I won’t stand in your way if you want to leave,” Keen said. “But after you stand with me and square it with the old woman. I could get in terrible trouble, spendin’ this kind of coin. I swear it, Matthew. Oath or not, you can take a powder.”
“Mother Deare,” Matthew rasped.
“That’s right.” Keen blinked. “Oh Jesus, don’t tell me you know her!”
Matthew looked up into the drizzle for a few seconds. Up against the dark, slowly-moving clouds a parliament of ravens crossed the sky.
With an effort he focused his attention upon Keen again. “You get the White Velvet from her, is that correct?”
It was obvious that this was the moment to come clean on that subject. “Yes,” he answered, with a sour twist to his mouth.
“Then you should know that you and the Broodies are in the employ of Professor Fell.”
“What? No, Matthew, you’re wrong. Mother Deare’s her own company.”
Matthew lifted his tattooed hand to urge the coachman’s patience. “She works for Fell, and I can swear to that. You work for her. See how that circles? I imagine the Broodies is not the only gang Fell’s using to get the Velvet on the streets.”
“All right then, whatever you say. But she’ll be along anytime now to collect her due and go over the book. I’m thinkin’ that if you offed one of Fell’s people, you ain’t too well appreciated by Mother Deare? That is, if you’re on the level.”
“I am. Mother Deare would know me on sight.”
“Please…listen…I ain’t as good a thinker as you. Hell, none of the Broodies are!”
“You sell yourself short.”
“No…hear me out. Just come back with me and help me cook up a story that she’ll buy, and it’ll have to be a good one. Then you can leave and go see your good friend the flippin’ Pope, for all I care. If the old woman shows up a’fore you leave, we’ll cover for you. I swear it.”
What was the right thing to do? Matthew asked himself. He was in, as Esther Rutledge had said, a fine box of thorns, and it seemed he’d put Rory in one as well. Getting them both out was going to take some very careful maneuvering. Should he do it, or should he go on his way?
Matthew said to the coachman, “Back to Whitechapel, same place we hailed you.” He got in and closed the door. He settled himself on the cracked leather seat and stared balefully at his companion. The thought more drug than drink was prominent in his mind.
The name of the lately-deceased Dr. Jonathan Gentry, he of the sawn-off head and delicacy to an octopus, had also come to mind.
As had the book of poisons, drugs and concoctions Gentry had created in support of Fell’s efforts, one of which was called the “Juice of Absence”, and had rendered its creator insensate while his head was being cut off in Fell’s dining hall on Pendulum Island.
He recalled part of Gentry’s description of the juice: it removes one…takes him away…eases the mind and deadens the nerves…causes one to leave this realm of unhappy discord, and enter another more pleasant…
“I want you to tell me everything you know about the White Velvet,” Matthew said. “I mean everything. Hold nothing back, do you understand?”
“It’s a fuckin’ liquor, is all! A potent gin, to be sure, and I regret it took Josh away, but…it’s just a drink.”
Matthew shook his head. “It’s much more than that. It’s a drug.”
“Yeah…well…I suppose any liquor’s kind of a drug, ain’t it?”
“Not like this one. It has something different in it. Some additive…some ingredient that makes a person nearly insane for the want of it.” Matthew remembered the desperate girl grabbing the bars of the prison coach’s window that night. She had wanted to bargain her body for “a sip of the velvet”. And Pie talking about Joshua Oakley: Pert soon he looked like a walkin’
skeleton and
all he gave a damn about was gettin’ another sip.
“What d’you make of it?” Keen asked, uncomfortably.
“I make of it,” said Matthew, “that Professor Fell has a new enterprise, and it is centered on drugging an entire nation.”
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Matthew stood in the Broodie cellar, looking at the crates of blue bottles and the casks of what he was certain was Professor Fell’s latest plot upon the world.
“But you can’t be…like…bettin’ your life on it, can you?” Keen asked, standing beside him with Pie on Matthew’s other flank. All of them held lanterns, uplifted to throw light upon the holdings. “I mean…about it all bein’ drugged. You can’t say for—what would be the right way to put it, Pie?”
“One hundred percent,” she supplied.
“Let me ask both of you one question,” Matthew said. “Would you want to drink a whole bottle of it?”
Neither answered.
“Well, why not?” Matthew prompted. “If it’s only gin, perhaps with a high alcohol content, why wouldn’t you want to?”
“I wouldn’t care to throw up my guts,” said Keen.
“You know that’s not all. You told me in the coach that you’ve never tasted a drop of it. You told me you’ve seen what it can do to more people than Joshua Oakley, and Pie’s told me the same. There’s a reason you forbid any of the Broodies to drink it.”
“That don’t come from me, it comes from Mother Deare. She don’t want to cut into the profits.”
“She doesn’t want her sellers to become addicted wretches and spoil the play,” Matthew said. He looked from Keen’s face to Pie’s and back again and saw they were both struggling with the morals they thought they’d abandoned many years ago. “It’s one thing to release upon the city—and I daresay the whole of England—a liquor of low cost and high volatility. It’s quite enough to be knowingly selling a drug meant to turn its users into mindless maniacs who would do anything to get more of it.”
“We don’t know that!” Keen’s face had reddened. His eyes were shiny, and he looked like a smoldering torch about to burst into flame.
“Yeah,” Pie added. “And anyway, it’s like I told you…if we wasn’t sellin’ it, somebody else would be.” She turned her lantern upon the accuser. “It’s about the money, Matthew! See, you don’t understand it! You can’t! You ain’t a part of Whitechapel, you don’t know what a person has to do to survive here! All right, maybe there is some drug in the Velvet that keeps ’em cravin’ it, but we ain’t the keepers of every poor fool out there! I wouldn’t touch the shit, neither would Rory nor anybody else got any sense in their head, but plenty do and they pay good coin for it and that’s all the matter!”
“Wrong,” Matthew said firmly. “Rory, you told me you wanted to stay far away from Professor Fell. Well here you are in his waistcoat pocket! All the Broodies are, and have been since Mother Deare came to Mick Abernathy to strike the deal. That was four years ago, you say?”
“Near four.”
“I would imagine the Velvet’s gotten more and more highly dosed as time’s gone on. It probably started off with just a light touch from Jonathan Gentry’s book of potions.”
“This doctor you’re tellin’ me about,” said Keen. “Fell’s chemist, he was?”
“In a way, yes.”
“So…why would Fell want to spread a drugged gin ’cross the city? And the whole country, if you’re right about this. Why not just make a cheap, strong gin and let it go at that? He’d have plenty a’customers.”
“That’s not enough for him. He wants to make sure his brand is the one drinkers crave…that they feel they can’t live without. And I believe there’s another, darker reason.” Matthew let his light move across the six barrels, which probably held more than enough to fill the bottles in the crates. “He knows it’s not just the beggars and prostitutes who are going to become addicted. He knows the Velvet is going to find its way to the higher positions, to the businessmen, the attorneys, the constables and the judges. A blind need makes for blind corruption. The Velvet becomes a kind of currency he can use to buy those who might otherwise resist the influence. This moment, I’ll wager there are politicians, officers of the law and maybe a judge or two who are getting a private supply. They’re hiding their weakness, and Fell is preying on it. That’s his way, believe me. Right now he’s got some powerful people in his pocket who’ve been snagged by the Velvet, and those people are the ones he’s really after but he’s had to hide that by…shall we say…drowning the market in it.”
“But he don’t drown the market,” Keen persisted. “Look at them barrels. They been sittin’ here for quite a while even though the taverns are wantin’ more!”
“He’s building demand so the price will go up. Also maybe conducting a little social experiment to see what the addicts do when they find they can’t—”
“Rory?” The door at the top of the stairs had opened. Tom Lancey had come in. “They’re here,” he said quietly.
“You mean, she’s here?”
“Not her. Frost and Willow. They’re wantin’ to speak to ever’body all at the same time.”
“They’re wantin’ the ledger book?”
“Didn’t ask for it. Just say they got some questions.”
“Be there directly,” Keen said, and Lancey left and closed the door. Keen’s light came up into Matthew’s face. “Peculiar. She’s always with ’em, and there’s always three. Questions. Shit, I don’t like the sound a’that. Must not be wantin’ to go over the book, though, ’cause she’s the one with the numbers nose.” He lowered the lantern. “All right, we’re in for it. Listen good, Matthew: they’re not likely to come down here ’cause all the business is writ up, but if I was you I’d still dowse my light and find me a place behind them casks to bellydown awhile. Got it?”
“Got it.” He was already looking for a place.
“Come on,” Keen said to Pie, and they went up the stairs, out of the cellar and shut the door securely at their backs.
The two men were waiting in the central chamber, standing next to the table where Matthew had received his Broodie tattoo. Night had fallen outside; no light showed through chinks in the window’s boards. The other Broodies had assembled at Frost’s command. The two men both held lanterns and so did several of the others. Raindrops glistened on the men’s coats and tricorns. By the yellow glow Keen saw that Frost looked a little worn and weary, and Frost was pressing a gloved hand to the center of his chest and breathing raggedly.
“You take a tumble?” Keen asked, as he put his lantern down on the table.
“Never you mind.” Frost took a moment to hawk and spit on the floor. Keen quickly noted that the spit had a red shine to it. “Everybody here?”
“Looks so. Carr not with you? Or Mother Deare?”
“Not an accountin’ visit. We’re lookin’ for—” Frost had to stop, because his breathing did sound impaired. “Tell ’em, Willow.”
The other man, lean and long-chinned with a blonde goatee and deep-set dark eyes that regarded the Broodies with more than a smudge of arrogance, said, “Mother Deare’s sent us out lookin’ for a young man. Mark’s name is Matthew Corbett. Last seen wanderin’ in Whitechapel, as we hear it. We’re makin’ the rounds. Gent’s in his young twenties, stands about six, wiry build, black hair, gray eyes. Handsome, Mother says he is. Might have a beard. Seen him?”
Keen was about to say no when Jane spoke up.
“What does she want with him?”
Keen darted a savage glance at her but he had to quickly lower his head; he did not have that much freedom of the mask.
“Does it matter?” Willow asked. “Seen him, or not?”
No one spoke. Keen felt Pie’s arm pressing against his side. He knew she was likely thinking the same thing he was, that anyone who now wanted to step into being leader of the Broodies had a golden opportunity to chop off the head of a fella named Rory Keen. That would probably include Will Satterwaite, Jesse Lott and John Bellsen.
Keen put his mask of toughness back on and looked into Willow’s face. “We ain’t seen such a person.”
A guinea coin hit the table, drawn from Frost’s pocket. “For whoever sights him,” Frost said, still speaking with an effort.
“You don’t sound too good,” Keen remarked. “Lung trouble?”
“Chair trouble,” came the answer. Frost reached out, retrieved the coin and put it back into his pocket. “We got places to go. You see this mark, you—tell ’em, Willow.”
“You see this mark, you bust ’im up so he can’t walk. Then go tell the keep at the Lion’s Den and give him your name. He’ll get the word to us.”
Keen nodded. “Sure will.”
Frost’s gaze wandered toward Jane once more. Keen felt his heartbeat quicken. Did the bastard sense it? Did he have an inkling that Jane knew something she wasn’t spilling? For a few seconds Keen wondered how he might kill Frost and Willow, if it came to that.
“Accountin’ visit next week,” Frost said. “Have your numbers ready.” He took in a hitching breath, pressed his hand to his chest once more as if to help his lungs perform, and then he and Willow left through the narrow door that to the passersby also looked boarded-over.
“That gent’s got a serious problem,” said Keen after they’d gone.
“It’s us got the serious problem!” Will said. “What’re we doin’, lyin’ to those men? Hell, Rory! What’s the jig here?”
“The jig is that Matthew is a Black-Eyed Broodie, and though he ain’t proved hisself in combat yet he still bears the sign and by God that makes him my brother. Yours too. Long as I’m wearin’ the crown here, ain’t no Broodie turnin’ another Broodie over to no-fuckin’-body.”
“What’re they wantin’ him for?” Paulie asked. “Seems like they’re real bent on findin’ him. How come?”
“If he’s done an offense against Mother Deare,” Jesse Lott added, “then we’re all in for some heavy shit.”
That caused a few of the others to bubble up and spew their mouths off, but Keen held up both hands for quiet and got it. “Ever’body just calm down, now. Believe me when I tell you, I got all this under control.”
“Don’t seem it!” said Will, his eyes narrowing. “That fella down there, when he ought to be in the gaolhouse but Albion turned him loose, and Albion killin’ Ben right in front of me, and now them men comin’ here and—”
“And and and!” Keen snapped. “Shut up your andin’! Hell’s bells!” He cast a fiery look upon the group, pausing for a particular throw of flame at Jane Howard for opening her yap, and then he said, “Will, you, John and Billy go collect somethin’ from somebody. Hit up the Piper’s Folly and the Brass Bell.”
“We done that last week.”
“Do it again! Tell ’em they ain’t paid enough, I need a new Sabbath suit. Jesse, you take Micah and Paulie and go to…I don’t care…somewhere. That old bastard at the Golden Slipper’s in need of a shakeup. Go lean on him.” Keen clapped his hands together with a noise like a pistol shot. “I ain’t just jawin’! Move! The rest of you…go get drunk or fetch your supper or bag a whore or I don’t care what the hell you do. Pie, come with me.”
He decided to turn a deaf ear to the muttering, but in truth he knew he was out on a mighty thin limb. He and Pie returned to the cellar with their lanterns.
“It’s us, Matthew!” Keen said into the dark. “They’re gone.”
Matthew raised himself up from the floor behind the barrels, and not a moment too soon because a couple of rats had been scurrying around him and getting braver. “She wasn’t with them?”
“Naw. Two of her men, Frost and Willow. They described you good. Nobody quailed. But she’s lookin’ for you, and those two are gonna turn Whitechapel upside down. I’d figure she’s got others on the hunt too. Damn it,” he said quietly. “Maybe you were right, back on Fleet Street. Go on about your business and hope you don’t get killed doin’ it. I sent some men out to press extra coin, I figure we can cook the ledger that way. Mother Deare knows how much we take in ever’ month. Maybe we can scare up enough to cover that fuckin’ coach.”
“Thank you,” Matthew said, for he knew what it would mean if Mother Deare’s people learned the Broodies were harboring him and had lied to their faces. “Sorry I’ve gotten you into this.”
“Matthew?” Pie asked, coming closer and shining her light on him. “If those men took you…would they kill you right off?”
“I doubt it. I think they would take me to Professor Fell, wherever he is. Then…well, the professor is a bit angry at me for destroying his island in the Bahamas.”
“Oh Jesus! I don’t want to hear it!” Keen would have put both hands to his ears if he hadn’t been holding the lamp. “Christ, you’re a rounder!”
“I knew that,” Pie said with a gamin-like smile, “when he walked in that alley to save my skin.”
“I believe we done paid that debt. Matthew, in the mornin’ you’re off. We can’t have you here with them bloodhounds sniffin’ your trail, it’s way too risky and there’s some here I think would like to turn you over. We don’t have much to give you, but you can keep the suit and the boots.”
“Thanks again.” The purple horror was due for a burning, but for now that and the boots were very much appreciated. “Let me ask…do you know the time?”
“Ten or so, I reckon. Why?”
“At midnight,” said Matthew, “I plan on being at the Tavern of the Three Sisters.”
“What? With them neckbreakers out there huntin’ you? I thought you had some sense!”
“Unfortunately, sometimes my sense and my curiosity go to war. Often my curiosity wins. I’m thinking that Albion might have been haunting the Three Sisters since that night he told me to meet him there. This near to midnight, and so close to the Sisters…I have to go.”
Keen was about to protest again, but he sighed and simply said, “It’s your funeral.” He added, “Just be a good ol’ oak and if them fellas get you, keep clammed about ever knowin’ any of us.” Keen’s light fell upon the barrels. “Oak,” he repeated, his eyes hazed over, and both Matthew and Pie knew who he was thinking about. “You’re right,” he said after a space of time. “The Velvet killed Josh, no doubt about that. It’s killed a whole hell of a lot of other people, too. Either put ’em in their graves or made ’em into the livin’ dead. What I hear the Velvet does…it’s a bad thing, all right.” He moved his light to take in both Pie and Matthew.
“You know what I think about sometimes?” he asked, in a faraway voice that sounded as if it were coming from a different man. “It comes on me awful sudden, and I can’t shake it. You remember, Pie…when Josh went crazy and jumped out that window…you remember…he landed smack on a woman gettin’ out of a carriage down on Cable Street. I recall hearin’ her give a cry. Just real quick, and then she went down. She was dressed like a lady. I can still see her, all splayed out like a broke doll on the stones. Even when that horse bashed Josh’s head in…I was lookin’ at that lady, and wonderin’ what she was doin’ all dressed up gettin’ out of a fancy carriage on Cable Street. And wherever she’d come from and whatever she was there to do…she sure hadn’t gone to bed the night before thinkin’ that a skeleton-weight piece of Whitechapel insanity was gonna fall from the sky and strike her down.”
“Did she live?” Matthew asked.
“I don’t know. We cleared out fast. We was using that place as a hideout, next to the hospital we was told about today. That’s why I thought it was so strange…today, hearin’ Josh’s name and seein’ it writ down, and hearin’ about the Cable Street hospital, and all of it come back to me in a flood.” His light moved amid the casks. “Seems like, when you think about it, it was the Velvet struck that woman down. ’Cause that’s what Josh was at the end…ravin’, and sittin’ in his shit, and pleadin’ for a drink, wantin’ to fight and goin’ mad with rage…then huddlin’ up in a corner and sobbin’. All he was at the end was what the Velvet made him…ate up with poison, and wantin’ to find some dream it give him that it took away.” He turned the light upon Matthew. “If there’s a drug in it, tastin’ so sweet and then poisonin’ people in that way…it ain’t fair, is it?”
“No,” Matthew said. “It isn’t.”
“What’s to be done about that?”
“Are you asking me what I would do?”
“Maybe I am.”
“If it were up to me,” said Matthew, “I’d get an axe and I’d go to work down here. Let the rats dream.”
There was a long silence. Then Keen said, feebly, “I can’t do that. If I was to, there’d be no place I could hide, and they’d kill every Broodie who draws a breath.”
Matthew gave no reply, but it seemed to him that London could be a city of prisons. The Broodies and the other gangs were imprisoned by the powers that controlled them, and doubly imprisoned to their territories. Whitechapel was a prison as much as Newgate, and likely the lords and ladies of the city were imprisoned in their silk-lined boxes of strict behavior and family heritage as much as the town’s rowdies were constrained in their freedom of movement. One could be blinded by the bars, which might be made of gold as well as iron. And there was Professor Fell, himself a prisoner to his way of life, imprisoned by his rage after the beating death of his precious and much-loved twelve-year-old son Templeton, set upon a road of conduct that was of course his choice and his sin, and so twisted now as to be desirous of imprisoning thousands of other humans in cages of both greed and affliction. There was a pity in that, if Matthew stepped back and considered it with a mind unfreighted by emotion, for before the murder of Templeton the professor by his own admission had been a stellar member of society and a champion of science. Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos were tireless workers, and those three sisters viewed the world of Man with eyes as cold as gravestones.
“I have to go,” said Matthew, impressing upon himself the importance of visiting the appointed tavern at the appointed time.
“’Course you do,” Keen answered. He ran a hand through his flame-colored hair and made a sound like he needed to spit out something foul. “Damn it all, I can’t let you walk into the Sisters by yourself! Hell, even with the proper pointin’s you might miss it and wind up on Drybone Lane, and that’s even worse than Flint Alley! You start wanderin’ ’round out there, you’ll soon be poachin’ on the Cobra Cult and with that Broodie sign on your hand they’ll cut your eyeballs out.”
That was a beautiful thing to ponder, but Matthew said, “I believe I can find the place on my own.”
“You likely can, but do you really want to? What’ll you do and where will you go if he don’t show up? Better question…what’ll you do and where will you go if he does?”
“I’ll figure all that out when the time comes.”
“By the time you figure it all out,” Keen said, “you might be dead.”
Matthew couldn’t disagree. The logic of his going alone into such a hellhole was definitely faulty. Actually, the logic of his leaving this warehouse alone in the dark wasn’t too solid either.
Pie said, “Rory’s right. It’s a mighty low dive to have a high-soundin’ title. You got to be real careful in that place.”
“Second that. They’re our best customer for the Velvet, so you can imagine what it’ll be like in there. And ’round midnight the thieves are gonna be stalkin’ about.” Keen paused to let that nice picture work in Matthew’s mind. “You come an awful long way from New York to die in Flint Alley. Hell, you ain’t goin’ alone. That settles it.”
“I’ll go too,” Pie said.
“No you won’t! The more ain’t the merrier when we’re talkin’ about Flint Alley at midnight. You just stick here. I mean it, Pie,” he said to her defiant thrust of the chin. “You don’t have to prove nothin’ to nobody, but if I see you where we’re goin’ I will be mighty unhappy. Do you hear me?”
She resisted until he asked her again, more sharply, and then she responded with the briefest and most petulant nod.
“We’ll fetch your cloak, your tricorn and that fancy dagger you came in with, and you can take a lantern too,” said Keen. “We can eat and drink for free in the Sisters if we want to, since they’re always beggin’ more Velvet.”
Suddenly Pie approached Matthew. She got up on her tiptoes to give him a kiss on the cheek. In the lamplight her brown eyes with their flecks of gold were shining, but they were sad.
“That lady of yours in New York is a lucky one,” she said, and gave him the best smile she could offer. It didn’t stick very long. “I’d be with you if I was let by that horse’s ass over there. But watch them close shaves, Matthew,” she advised, with a serious face. “Sooner or later you get cut.”
He knew that was true. The trick was surviving the blade. Was it worth going there and hoping that Albion in his real identity also would choose this night to maintain watch at the Three Sisters? Yes, it was. His curiosity…his burning desire to wrap up all loose ends…the power that pushed him to often throw caution to the winds and dare those Sister Fates at the cost of life and limb…his need to think of himself as good, in this world of increasing evil…
The bars of his own prison?
Perhaps.
It was time to get ready.



Twenty-Four
 

 
The rain had stopped and the wind had died. Following the black ribbon of the winding Thames came the damp yellow fog that began to slowly and silently spread itself block by block, street by street, and mile by mile across the great metropolis.
This night, approaching the strike of twelve, the fog held trickery. It transformed the moving coaches and carriages into misshapen creatures of demented dreams, their eyes ablaze with red centers of flame, their drivers dark blots in the gloom laying lash upon snorting fog-smeared behemoths. The buildings became of grotesque shape and size as if seen through rippled and dirty glass, and distances seemed elongated as if the fog had corrupted the very nature of space and time itself. Footsteps echoed here and there, with no one walking. A blurred face faintly touched by candlelight might appear at a broken window where murder was most recent, and no one living there anymore. A riderless horse might burst from the fog and then be swallowed up again in an instant, and a black dog might trot along at the heels for a spell before it wheeled and was swept away like a whirl of dead leaves. Voices or the memory of voices might issue from this room with a blood-stained floor, or this alley where the bones were found so gently wrapped, or from the chinks in this wall that held the beggar when he died standing up.
Fog set free the ghosts of London, Matthew thought as he followed Rory Keen through the labyrinth of hauntings. He could feel the spirits in the air, and he was not much one to dwell on such things…but still and all, they were here. Was the gnarled woman real who reached her thin arms toward him, and said in a ragged whisper, “My boy”? Was the fat man in a long coat and feathered tricorn real, who called, “Come here, come here” and gave a laugh as if he knew the central secret at the soul of the world? Was the little auburn-haired girl in the stained green dress real, who simply stood and stared at him with a lamb’s-gut condom in her hand as if to an offering of the god of Whitechapel?
They must have been real. When Keen said harshly to all of them, “Away!” they were gone when Matthew looked back. So, yes…they must have been.
“Not much further,” Keen told him. Even at this short distance, his voice seemed to come not from in front of Matthew but behind him, another directional trick of the fog. The lanterns they both carried cast weak beams that penetrated only a few yards into the miasma; all around them were walls of slowly undulating mist.
Matthew pulled his cloak a bit tighter. The weight of the dagger in its sheath at his side, beneath the cloak, was a small comfort; in truth he didn’t want to have to stab anyone with it, and so doubly feared the furtive movements he imagined he caught in the doorways and alleys they passed. Keen had put on a brown cloak and skullcap; beneath his cloak he also carried a dagger, and Matthew noted that he always kept his lantern in his left hand so the right was free to quickly draw the blade.
High-pitched laughter floated in and away. There came the distant sound of a woman’s voice, singing a song that must have been bawdy for the raucous hollering that accompanied it, and then both those noises of the night also faded out. An infant cried somewhere nearby, really startlingly close…then abrupt silence. More spirits wandering the void, Matthew thought. In spite of his rational nature, the hairs prickled at the back of his neck.
For the fourth time he was sure he heard the sound of bootsteps behind them, crunching the damp cinders on the walk. For the fourth time he stopped to shine his light in that direction, but once again there was nothing. No…wait…was that the faint glow of a lantern approaching? Or some ghostly orb growing in size and strength as it bore down upon them?
Keen had stopped just after Matthew had, and he too was directing his light the way they’d come. The noise of spectral gibbering came floating through the fog; it became a giggling that seemed to be emanating from all points at once, and Matthew now could make out a strange three-headed shape shambling toward him. It was coming fast and would be upon him before he could draw the dagger for his senses and his hand had become afflicted by the noxious spells of Whitechapel.
Then two drunken men with an equally soused female between them came out of the fog, the woman giggling and chattering and grasping onto the shoulders of both men. One of the gents, on the edge of a stumble, stopped abruptly at the sight of Matthew and nearly caused the other members of his tipsy caravan to go crashing to the paving stones. A lantern was lifted. By Matthew’s light he could see that the woman’s garish makeup was so smeared it appeared she had a second face on the side of her head and could have hidden at least three birds in the tangles of her hair, yet the two men were clean-shaven, wore expensive-looking cloaks and leather tricorns.
Matthew had the impression that the gentry had come here to wallow.
“Sir,” slurred one of the men, and instantly the other gave a hard guffaw as if a deballed bull had been given this salutation. “Sir,” it came again, and a laugh the same, “may I ask if you…hold a moment…Wilfred, stop her from squirming. Sir, may I ask if you have any Velvet?”
The question so disarmed Matthew that he couldn’t answer.
“We have money,” the man said. “Our last bottle…gone to piss, I fear. We have money,” he repeated, as if reciting a magic charm.
“We were told we could find some Velvet here,” said the second man, also slurring. “Somewhere. We’re out.”
“Pay him some money, sweetie,” the woman told him. She was hanging onto both men to keep from falling. “Bet he’s got a bottle hid.”
“I have no bottle,” Matthew said.
“How about you?” The first man was asking Keen. “Lord God,” he said to the others when Keen didn’t reply, “these two are dumb as stumps.”
“Stumps as dumb!” the woman cackled.
“You won’t find any for sale around here.” Keen’s face was devoid of expression. “There’s none. Go home where you belong.”
The three seemed to waver back and forth as if this information had been a shock wave.
“Jimmy,” the woman whispered to the first man, and she busied herself fussing with the upraised collar of his cloak, “I told you…I told you…I want some Velvet. It’s all fun and games to you, dearie…all fuckin’ fun and games, but…Carrie needs her Velvet. Now…you said we was gonna—”
“Shut up,” he growled, and when he pushed her face away he got her greasepaint all over his fingers. His mouth above the lantern had twisted. “There’s got to be Velvet here somewhere! Stupid fucks…got to be, in all of Whitechapel!”
“Good luck to you, sirs…and madam,” said Keen.
“These two don’t know nothin’!” the woman squalled. “They’re just common trash! Come on, let’s…oh…oh…shit!” A puddle of urine began to widen around her scuffed shoes. “Find me some Velvet, Jimmy,” she said, in a falsely-giddy voice. “Willie, find me some Velvet.” She sounded like a child begging for a sweet, but underneath the plea there was a touch of terror.
“We’ll bathe in it before morning,” the gallant Jimmy answered, thrusting his chest out like the prow of a battle frigate. Then the three-headed monster staggered away, past Matthew and Keen, and were taken by the fog.
“They’ll be bathin’ in their own blood a’fore mornin’,” Keen opined. “Come on, it’s ’round the corner.”
Unnerved by this encounter, Matthew again glanced back the way they’d travelled. Once more…was that the glint of another lamp? Well, of course it was. Midnight in Whitechapel was the midday of New York; they’d already seen a score of people with lanterns on the streets—and certainly not all of them citizens of the spectral realm—so what of it?
“Buck up,” Keen told him, mistaking Matthew’s hesitation for a loss of resolve. “But you know, you can still jump out a’fore the wagon catches fire, if you like.”
“No, I can’t. Lead on.”
Keen took him to the next corner, where they made a quick turn to the left and went down a flight of stairs under a stone archway. The walls squeezed in to a width of about three feet. “Watch your step,” Keen cautioned, because there was a man lying on his side underfoot. A second man was sitting on the ground with his back to the wall. His eyes were closed, he was snoring and appeared to have thrown up all over the front of his cloak.
About twenty feet on there was a slab of a door with the simple sign above it that said 3 Sisters. The place looked like it had no windows. Keen asked, “Ready?” Matthew nodded and Keen pulled the door open.
Pipesmoke, the fumes of alcohol and the smell of unwashed humans rolled out. Matthew followed Keen inside and the door closed at his back. A few of the patrons glanced their way, but immediately dismissed them. It was not a large place. It was dimly-lit by lanterns on some of the tables. A portion of the cracked walls were painted, oddly, a pale robin’s-egg blue which helped the lighting though the painter had given up about a third of the way through and left the rest mud-colored with fist-sized chunks of plaster missing down to the timbers. There stood the customary bar with a bald-headed, gray-bearded keep behind it. Two weary-looking serving-girls were tending to the wants of the customers. The room was nearly full, eight of the ten tables taken. Matthew quickly noted that the prime tables in a place like this—those in the corners with the protection of the wall at one’s back—were already occupied. A scan of the room through the blue pall of smoke showed him several figures sitting alone. Two of them wore cloaks with hoods and their faces were in shadow; their ungloved hands were busy emptying mugs of ale into the unseen mouths. The noise of conversation here was a quiet mutter, though suddenly someone might cackle madly or a fist might pound a table to drive an opinion home.
“Rory! Rory!” the barkeep called him, waving him over. Matthew followed Keen to the bar, where the keep leaned forward with glinting eyes and a sparkle of sweat on his florid cheeks. “When we gettin’ a batch?” he asked, keeping his voice low.
“Soon.”
“When’s soon? I could’a sold a dozen casks’ worth in the time I’ve had nothin’ to sell!”
“I’ve had no orders to move anythin’.”
“They’re gettin’ restless! I don’t start sellin’ ’em Velvet real quick, they’re gonna be tearin’ this place down.”
“They look tame for the moment,” said Keen.
“Says you. You ain’t in here hour after hour. Well, shit,” he said, in exasperation. “But I’m first on your list, ain’t I?”
“You are.”
“Hell…I don’t like this way a’ doing business.” The barkeep, perhaps realizing he was walking on unsteady ground, righted himself. “What’ll you two have?”
“Ale and ale,” Keen answered, ordering for both of them. “The nutbrown. And don’t be waterin’ it. We’ll find a place to sit.”
“Pardon,” Matthew said to the keep. “Do you know what time it is?”
“Near midnight, I’m guessin’. Who is this?” he asked Keen. “Fella in the Sisters with the manners of a duke? I’m like to swoon away!”
“Come on.” Keen took hold of Matthew’s elbow and guided him to the nearest vacant table, which was toward the center of the room and in an unguarded position but that couldn’t be helped. They had just seated themselves and Matthew had removed his tricorn when an argument broke out two tables over among four patrons engaged in a dice game. Foul curses were thrown, a knife flashed, there was a flurry of motion and the man with the blade was restrained by another gent from attacking his accuser; then when the voices had quietened and the tempers cooled all the men sat down again and the game went on as before.
The serving-girl brought their ales and she gave a laugh and swatted at the hand when Keen pinched her bottom. Matthew gazed around. The two silent and faceless hooded figures continued to drink. He saw no one he even remotely recognized. There were some faces in here that, once seen, could never be forgotten in terms of grotesquely-shaped noses, bulging foreheads and lizardy eyes.
“Drink up,” said Keen. “If he shows, he shows. If not…” A shrug ended the comment.
“I won’t know him, but he’ll know me. I hope.” He realized not having a beard might make a difference in recognition, but still…the whole thing was quite the frail fishing-line thrown upon stormy waters.
He brought from his pocket the paper with the six lines scribed by Albion and studied it again. What continued to grasp his attention was the line and D.own I.t fell. Why the periods behind those letters? Was this a message from Albion to Professor Fell? A challenge of some kind, the gauntlet being thrown down?
He took a drink of his ale. One of the hooded figures suddenly began raving, half-shouting and half-weeping, calling out the name of Angela. None of the other patrons paid him a straw of attention, and even Matthew’s was fleeting. That definitely was not his man.
But who was his man? It intrigued him that the name Joshua Oakley had been left at the Pin by a young man who fit the description of Steven, the clerk at the Old Bailey. Of course that could be a common description, but for the moment Matthew let his imagination run wild.
He had thought that Albion might be the prisoner who’d escaped Newgate and knew about the underground passage in and out of that particular dungeon cell. Who else would know about it? A clerk at the Old Bailey? Who might have access to keys that would allow him to unlock both the cell and the gate out of the dungeon into the upper reaches of the prison? A clerk at the Old Bailey?
That made no sense.
And why go to the extreme trouble of getting into Newgate in the first place? For the simple reason of making an appearance in Cairo, and performing the theatrics of a gesture?
And yet…there it had been in the payment book at the Pin. The name Joshua Oakley, and then from Mr. Luther the description of the young man with the square-lensed spectacles that made him think of Steven the clerk.
How did it all work together? If, indeed, it did work together, for at the moment it seemed—
The door opened.
Matthew thought it must be just touching midnight.
A heavy-set man with a blonde bawd on his arm sauntered in and they went directly to the bar.
“That made you come to life,” said Keen, who had finished more than half of his ale. “Doin’ some thinkin’, I perceive.”
“Yes.” Matthew folded the paper and put it away.
“I wouldn’t be you for all the tea in China,” Keen said.
“Why is that?”
“Your head must be awful heavy, all them brains in it. Can’t figure how your neck holds up.”
“It holds.”
“Yeah, but I’ll bet that when the sun shines on your face you start wonderin’ how it is that a fuckin’ orb in the heavens can be so hot and not explode. I’ll bet when the wind blows a sweet breath up your nose you wonder where it came from and what makes it blow. And when a girl kisses you, you’re thinkin’ of how the lips work to make that kind’a pucker. Am I right?”
Matthew was silent.
“Knew it.” Keen gave a silver-toothed grin. “See, I’m smart in my own way. Hell no, I wouldn’t be you. Too much thinkin’…it kills life. That’s a curse, much as any man ever was cursed.”
“I’ve never thought of it that way.”
“’Course not. Likely it’s the only thing you don’t give much thought to: thinkin’ itself, and that bein’ a chain around you. What do you enjoy doin’, besides workin’ the brain?”
“Chess.”
“Oh, hell! That sure don’t count! What else?”
“I enjoy…” Matthew stopped and scowled. He had reached into a well and found it dry. “This is kind of pointless.”
“Pointless is the point! Ain’t you ever wanted to do somethin’ just for the fun of it?”
“What, like robbing someone or raiding a rival gang’s hideout with the intent to kill?”
Keen laughed out loud, which was not the reaction Matthew had expected. “No, not that,” he said when the laugh had gone. He took another drink of his ale and turned the mug between his hands. His voice was very quiet when he spoke again. “Do you know that I killed—had to kill—my pa?”
Matthew decided to let Pie keep that secret.
“I did. Long story, that is. He was a hard drinker. But he was a right good fella, when he was in his senses…and this was long a’fore the Velvet got loose. I don’t even know if he was my real pa or not…my ma was kind of a cat. But he was the one who stayed on. One time when I was ten or so…he took me to what used to be a stone quarry. Ain’t far from here. They hit water and it filled up, but the sides were high cliffs. He said to me, ‘Rory, today I’m gonna teach you how to fly’. And know what he did? He stripped himself naked right on that cliff, and the sun shinin’ down…it was hot July, I think…yeah, hot July. He stripped himself naked and he said for me to do the same, and I asked him, ‘Why, pa’, and he said, ‘Son, you got to let the feathers breathe.’ So I took ’em off, and there we stood in our splendor on what seemed like the bleedin’ edge of the world.
“Then he says to me, ‘Fly, Rory. Don’t think about nothin’, just fly.’ I looked at that water way down there, and just a little rugged path to climb back up on, and God only knew what kind of monsters were down in those deeps and I said, ‘I can’t, Pa. I’m afraid’. And he reached out and took my hand…and I never held a hand so strong as that one was, a’fore or since. He said, ‘Don’t think about the fear…think about the flyin’.’ I said…I remember I said…‘But Pa, we’ll fall,’ and he gave me a big-toothed grin in that rough-seamed face, and he said, ‘Son…to fall, first you got to fly.’”
Rory continued to turn the mug between his hands. He was staring at the scarred and stained table with eyes that had seen much misery, but Matthew was certain he was at that moment looking down from a cliff upon a shining surface of water with eyes yet full of trust and wonder.
“‘Let’s go,’ pa said,” Rory went on. “He said, ‘Don’t think…just go’. We went, both of us together. I was never so scared in my life, way up in that air, just him and me…but then I went into the cool water and it closed over my head but my pa…he didn’t turn my hand loose. Not for a second. And when we come back up, spittin’ and laughin’, the first thing I said is, ‘I want to go again’. ’Cause it was like flyin’, just for a few seconds. You could spread your arms out and just feel like you was hangin’ there in midair, and in those few seconds nothin’ on earth could chain you down.”
He looked quickly at Matthew and then away again. “Never told this to nobody, but…I still dream about that. It’s a funny thing, though…in my dream I’m holdin’ onto my pa’s hand and we jump off the cliff…we jump and we sail in that bright summer air…and we never, ever come down.” He finished off his ale. “Yeah,” he said, the small voice of a lost child. “Yeah. Had to kill him.”
Matthew was about to say I’m sorry when the door opened again.
In came a slender figure of medium height, wearing a black cloak with a hood over the head. On the hands were black leather gloves. Matthew’s heart jumped. He had the quick glimpse of a face within the hood—no golden mask tonight—as a pair of eyes scanned the room.
This was the man. He knew it.
He pushed his chair back, stood up and dared to lift a hand in greeting.
Albion—for it had to be Albion—took a step toward Matthew, yet Matthew was still unable to fully see the face within the hood.
And suddenly the cloaked figure was pushed aside as two more men entered the Three Sisters like battering-rams, both wearing fog-damp cloaks and tricorns and carrying lanterns. In their fast appraisal of the room Matthew saw them freeze their gazes upon both himself and Keen. He heard Rory gasp, “Jesus! They’ve found us!”
The two men—Frost and Willow, Matthew presumed—strode across the planks toward them, after the one in the lead gave the cloaked figure another shove to clear the way. Albion—if it truly was—turned aside and approached the bar.
“Gentlemanly of you to stand for us,” said the lead man. His pallor was waxen and his breathing labored. He pressed a hand to his chest. “Figured you was holdin’ out, Rory. Shame on you! That girl…had to know somethin’. Christ, I can’t talk. Willow?”
“Waited outside the warehouse,” said Willow. “Long wait, but you come out.”
“Figured to see where you was headed. Damn fog,” Frost rasped. “Lost you. Went from tavern to tavern. And here you are!”
Matthew looked past the two men. Albion was speaking to the barkeep, the hood still up.
“Mother Deare,” said Frost to Matthew. “Wants you.”
Now was not the time for panic. Matthew judged what the effect of throwing the table over might be.
Willow must’ve caught the thought or perhaps the two toughs were used to dealing with desperate men, because the snout of a pistol suddenly appeared in his right hand amid the folds of his cloak.
“No,” he said, which pretty much covered all the angles.
“Double that,” said Frost, as the barrel of his own pistol made its ugly self known. “We got a ways to walk.”
“You been bad boys,” Willow said. “Mother’s gonna spank you.”
“Up.” Frost’s pistol made the motion to Keen. “And out, easy as you please.”
As they were herded toward the door Matthew looked over at Albion, but if the cloaked figure really was the golden-masked avenger he simply seemed to be ordering an ale from the keep. He had not yet lowered his hood; Matthew couldn’t even see the man’s hair color.
On an impulse, as they reached the door, Matthew called out, “Steven!”
The keep and several of the patrons looked up. The cloaked figure did not turn from his position at the bar.
“Go on,” Frost commanded, sounding terribly out-of-breath.
When they were in Flint Alley and walking toward the steps, avoiding the two men sprawled on the ground, Frost gave three deep coughs followed by a ghastly wheeze. He placed the barrel of his gun against the back of Keen’s head. “Damn it!” he croaked. “Tell ’em, Willow!”
“This is how it is,” said the second gunman. “Mother wants you alive, Corbett. You make a move we don’t like and ol’ Rory gets it in the brainpan. Keen, you try to run and you get it in the brainpan. Either way, you get it. Got it?”
“Seems to me I’ll get it in the fuckin’ brainpan either here or there, so what’s the difference?”
“The difference is that—Christ, I can’t breathe. The fucker and that chair. Should’a kicked his head in.” He gasped for air, a painful sound. “Tell ’im the difference, Willow.”
“You can live to see tomorrow if you play nice,” said Willow. “Would you rather lose your life or your left hand? You’re gonna lose one or the other for sure. Your choice.”
Matthew knew they had thrown Rory a bone of hope, but he also knew Mother Deare and the nature of Fell’s people. What Willow wasn’t saying is that they would start with the left hand. Likely use a redhot iron to sear the stump, make him live that much longer. Sometime around six in the morning they would be getting to the footless legs.
They climbed the steps out of Flint Alley.
“To the right,” Frost told them. They walked into the wafting wall of fog.
“Just go easy,” Willow cautioned.
Was there any other way? Matthew had a brief impulse to just run for it, but Frost’s bullet would surely go into Keen’s skull as soon as he tried, and he figured Willow wouldn’t shoot to kill but wherever the ball went into his own body, it would be an agonizing night. Still, Mother Deare was not going to be gentle, even after venting her rage and cutting Rory to pieces. However one looked at this picture, it was not pretty.
A few paces onward and Frost had to stop for a coughing fit. He lowered his gun from Keen’s head and doubled over but instantly Willow’s pistol took its place. Frost coughed violently for perhaps eight seconds, spat red on the stones and then coughed some more. “Ahhhhh, shit!” Frost said when he could get hold of his voice again. “That bastard…fouled my chest, Willow.”
“I think you need a doctor,” said Keen. It was the wrong thing to say because suddenly Frost was up in his face with a savage, twisted expression that could only signify impending carnage. By the lanternlight, Matthew could see that Frost’s lips were flecked with blood. Two pistols pressed against Rory’s head.
“Ought to kill you right here and now, you low traitorous…tell him!” Frost wheezed.
“You low traitorous sonofabitch!” said Willow, ably conveying the sentiment with his own twisted mouth.
“Move,” Frost commanded.
Matthew and Rory moved on, at the point of the pistols.
And here Matthew wished that from any of the fog-shrouded doorways would lurch a beggar, a prostitute or some other creature of the night, and in so doing might afford a chance to disrupt this caravan of the doomed. Matthew thought he could get hold of Frost’s gun-hand, if Rory could take care of Willow. But as they walked on no such thing happened, and even when a pair of drunks stumbled past from the opposite direction they went by as peacefully as doves.
Frost had to stop to cough and wheeze again, and Matthew thought that now was the time but the gun against the back of Rory’s head turned his resolve into a fleeting idea of misguided heroics. They continued on when Frost’s fit had passed. Matthew began to wonder how he might talk Mother Deare down from her pinnacle of revenge, but though he might survive the night in one broken form or another he was sure his friend’s every step led nearer the grave.
The light of an approaching lantern glinted through the fog ahead. A figure was coming closer.
“Keep goin’!” Frost said, his voice nearly gone.
Matthew heard the sound of drunken laughter and a slurred voice. The man approaching them staggered from side to side. He was talking and laughing to himself, and now he was almost upon them and Matthew thought if he grabbed the man and threw him into Frost, what would be the outcome?
He suddenly realized the figure wore a hooded cloak.
“Pardon, pardon, pardon,” the man said, the voice muffled as he stumbled toward Frost, and Frost let out a curse and lifted the lantern and there in the hood was the golden mask of Albion, who without further hesitation smashed Frost in the face with his lantern and was already drawing his saber from beneath the ebony cloak.
Many things happened in a rapid succession and a blur of motion.
Frost gave a cry, his face bloodied, and fell backward. Matthew swung for Willow’s head but missed because the man had already moved. Willow’s pistol was coming up to fire at Albion. Rory backpedalled, fearful of the saber and what he thought was a mad killer. Willow’s gun went off with a crack and a billow of smoke, but the hand holding it was already half-cleaved from the wrist by Albion’s blade and the ball ricocheted off the paving. Albion followed the first cut with a slash across Willow’s eyes and as the man’s head tilted up the next swordswing caught him squarely across the throat. He spun past Rory like a bloody pinwheel.
Another shot rang out and more smoke puffed. Matthew heard Albion give a grunt and a gloved hand went to his left side low on the body. Frost was on the ground, his back to a wall and blood in his eyes but his pistol’s eye had targeted well enough. Matthew kicked the gun from Frost’s hand though by now it was merely a club; then he was shoved aside by the surprising strength of Albion, who brought his saber down upon Frost’s head like the judgment of God. The blade crushed Frost’s tricorn through his skull into his brain, and gray matter streamed over the man’s ears as if a bowl of moldy oatmeal had been poured on his head.
Albion pulled at the saber to free it, but the blade had gone deep and the avenger’s strength appeared to be quickly ebbing. Voices shouted through the fog. The sound of one shot going off may have been a drunken accident; two shots was a bloodletting. Albion let go of the sword. The golden mask turned toward Matthew and hesitated only a second. Then Albion staggered, still holding his wound, and ran away into the fog from whence he had come.
The voices were getting closer. Matthew saw that Willow’s lantern had been shattered but Frost’s was lying intact and still lit. He picked up the survivor, put his foot against Frost’s mushy skull and yanked the saber free. Then he said to Rory, “Come on!” He had to give Rory’s arm a jerk to bring him back to the moment. “Follow me!” he said, and took off running in the direction Albion had gone. He didn’t look back to see if Rory was coming or not; time was of the essence.
He began to see the scrawls of blood on the ground. A half-block ahead, the blood showed that Albion had crossed the street. Matthew followed and picked the trail up a few yards onward.
Not much further, the blood trail turned into the doorway of a money-lender’s shop.
There, on the ground with his back against the door and his knees pulled up toward his chest, was Albion. He was breathing raggedly, but breathing. The mask had gone crooked in the confines of the hood.
“He’s hurt bad,” said Rory from right behind Matthew, which made Matthew nearly jump out of his skin.
“Hold this.” Matthew gave him the bloody saber, and never was a sword more reluctantly received.







Matthew knelt down. He saw that the eyes in the slits of the mask were closed. The wound was bleeding profusely through the gloved fingers.
He reached out, under the man’s chin, found the bottom edge of the mask—shiny gold-colored fabric, the ‘beard’ a tooled piece of gold-painted leather—and lifted it.
Before him was the face of Albion.
Before him was the face of Judge William Atherton Archer.
“You know him?” Rory asked, for Matthew had given a startled jerk.
“Yes,” Matthew managed to reply, though still stunned. All that blood…the ball had hit something vital. “We’ve got to get him to a doctor,” Matthew said. “Somewhere.” He looked up at Rory. “Where?”
“I don’t know, I can’t—wait…wait. The Cable Street hospital. It ain’t too far…couple a’blocks.”
Archer’s eyes fluttered and opened. The bloodshot orbs stared up at Matthew, who slipped the mask off the man’s head and put it away in his cloak.
“We’re going to take you to the hospital on Cable Street,” Matthew said. “Can you hear me?”
Archer tried to speak but could not. He nodded. A little trickle of blood ran from a corner of his mouth.
“Let’s get him on his feet,” Matthew said. And as Rory helped him pull the wounded Albion up, Matthew hoped they could get this man to the hospital before the life departed from him, because then forever would depart the mystery of why a respected and upright justice of the Old Bailey would transform himself into a masked and nearly maniacal killer.
They set off into the fog, as the ghosts of London silently kept their watch.



Twenty-Five
 

 
The tall, distinguished-looking but very weary surgeon on duty came along the hallway into the small lantern-lit room where Matthew and Rory sat on a bench next to the high-topped desk of the admissions nurse. He had just removed his blood-smeared green apron outside the operating chamber. He wore white stockings, brown breeches and a yellowed shirt that used to be white. His sleeves were rolled up. His hands had been freshly scrubbed of blood yet some traces of it always stubbornly remained beneath his fingernails as a reminder of his work.
He ignored the hollow-eyed woman whose husband had been brought in with a knife wound to the right shoulder, for the man was out of danger, and likewise he ignored the two ragged wretches who had carried a third in after their companion had gone into a Velvet-charged rage and attacked a brick wall, shattering the bones of both his fists; that man, too, would survive and the leather straps on his bed would keep him secure after the knockout recipe of laudanum, belladonna and whiskey wore off.
The surgeon strode directly across planks stained with the blood of countless victims of Whitechapel violence. He and the other three doctors who volunteered their services here had seen everything from axes still sticking in the heads of living people to faces obliterated by malicious vials of flesh-burning acid. But never—never—had he expected to see what he had first seen two hours ago, when the nurses wheeled the body of a gunshot victim back to the operating chamber and called him from his treatment of the knife wound.
“Gentlemen,” he said, stopping before Matthew and Rory. These were the two Mrs. Darrimore had said brought the body in. “I’m Dr. Robert Hardy. You are?”
They introduced themselves. Matthew noted that Rory called himself “Mister Rory Keen”.
“Fine. Now tell me why in the name of God William Atherton Archer is lying gutshot and near to death in this hospital.”
It had been a gruelling and desperate journey from where they’d found Albion to the entrance of the Cable Street Publick Hospital; gruelling because Albion’s legs had given out soon after they’d begun and they’d had to carry a dead weight, and desperate because it was certain he would soon be simply dead if they didn’t hurry. Matthew had told Rory to ditch the saber and so the saber had been ditched, in a sewage ditch that ran along the street. When they’d gotten the wounded man into the hospital, Matthew saw that his face was slack and pallid from loss of blood. The nurses had quickly set Archer upon a small wheeled carriage, torn his shirt away to expose the wound, and rushed him back to the operating chamber; they had been silently efficient except to ask the question of how many times the victim had been shot in case they’d missed a second and third wounds, and the question posed to Matthew and Rory asking if either one of them had been the shooter. Matthew figured that there had to be a weapon or two behind that nurses’ desk, and the sturdy women here would know how to use such since violence here was obviously a daily—and particularly nightly—matter.
“Speak,” said Dr. Hardy.
Matthew did. “Sir, how is it you know Judge Archer?”
“He has a history here. Judge Archer has been influential in aiding this hospital. Now that I’ve answered you, return the request: how did he come to be shot? And what in God’s name is he doing in Whitechapel at this time of night?”
Matthew could feel Albion’s mask in the pocket of his cloak, which lay across his lap. He realized that anything he said now could lead to dire consequences, and without the proper answers from Archer the wisest course was to say, “You’ll have to ask the judge when he awakens.”
“If he awakens,” the doctor replied. “Shall I send for a constable to shake the information out of you?”
Rory laughed. “That ain’t gonna happen, doc! You’d find the flippin’ Queen in Whitechapel ’fore you’d find a constable, and you know it.”
Hardy cast a withering glare at Rory, and then his eagle eyes found the tattoos on both their bloody hands. “You’re Black-Eyed Broodies, I see. That’s highly ironic.”
“Why is that?” Matthew asked.
“It was one of yours who caused the death of Judge Archer’s wife, as you must already know.”
All of Matthew’s senses immediately went on the alert. “His wife?” He caught himself and asked in a steadier voice, “No, I didn’t know that. How did it come about?”
Hardy stared at him in silence for a few seconds. Then he said, “You’re not a Broodie. You’ve got the mark, yes, but…” His eyes narrowed. “You say your name is Matthew Corbett?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve heard that name mentioned recently…somewhere.”
The Monster of Plymouth strikes again, Matthew thought uneasily. He figured at least one of the nurses and possibly a physician or two here were readers of the Pin. Even so, he had no choice but to forge ahead. “Sir, I’d like to hear what happened to Judge Archer’s wife.”
“Why? What’s that to you?”
“Doc,” Rory said with a bit of heat in his face and voice, “we brung the gent in, didn’t we? We could’a left him on the street to bleed to death. We been sittin’ here for the like a’ two hours, waitin’ to hear what state he’s in. Don’t that count for nothin’?”
“It makes me wonder why all the more.”
“You say a Broodie killed his missus? That right?”
“I didn’t say killed,” Hardy corrected. “I said, caused her death.”
“Ain’t that the same?”
Hardy turned his attention to Matthew again. “His wife—Helen by name—was a great asset to this hospital. She volunteered her time and services at every opportunity, and ours was not the only institution she favored. One day she arrived in her carriage to perform her volunteer work and she was struck down in the street by a falling body.”
Matthew’s mouth had gone dry. He thought he felt the flesh of his face tighten.
“Don’t you know this?” Hardy probed. “How long have you been running with these children who think themselves so grown-up?”
“Josh Oakley,” Rory said, in what was nearly a stunned exhalation of breath.
“That was his name,” Hardy went on. “We found it out from a tavern keep. The tattoo on his hand further identified him as one of your odious tribe. We also learned from others in the neighborhood that he was addicted to and likely made insane by the White Velvet, which is not only the scourge of Whitechapel but a damned blight upon this entire city.”
“Go on,” said Matthew. “About Helen Archer. She didn’t die in the street?”
“Thank God, no. I say that, but…it might have been better if she had died there. No…she was brought into the hospital with a broken neck, a broken back, and severe internal injuries. We considered transferring her to a better-equipped facility but she was in tremendous pain and begged not to be moved, and…in truth…no other facility could have done any better for her.” Hardy’s eyes were cold. “Does it give you some measure of pride, hearing this?”
“No pride,” Matthew answered. “Sorrow for one and all.”
“A little late for that, young man. Helen lingered here for nearly two weeks. In time the pain-killing concoctions we prepared for her lost their power and so we had to keep her sleeping. Mercifully—for one and all,” he said with dripping sarcasm, “she passed away in her sleep. Now Judge Archer shows up here, after midnight, with a gunshot wound that may yet kill him? What’s the game?”
“I’m not sure,” Matthew said, partly to himself. “But whatever it is, it’s deadly.”
“I believe you two should leave,” said the doctor. “This room is hard enough to keep clean as it is.”
“We don’t have to sit here and be fuckin’ insulted.” Rory rose indignantly to his feet. “Come on, Matthew, let’s scrape this shit off our shoes.” He took two steps toward the door and then stopped when he realized his brother Broodie was still sitting. “Come on, we’re not wanted here!”
“You go ahead.”
“What? You’re gonna stay here and take this?”
“Yes,” said Matthew.
“I want you out,” Hardy told him.
Matthew looked the doctor in the face. “You’ll have to throw me out. I intend to stay here in case Judge Archer wakes up.”
“He won’t. Not for many hours, if indeed he wakes up at all.”
“Then for many hours I’ll be right here.”
“Why?” Hardy asked. “All right, so you brought him in! You can give yourself a pat on the back and an extra slug of rum…or Velvet, if you’re stupid enough.” He took a few seconds to examine Matthew from head to foot. “You’re not a Broodie. You’re play-acting as one. Who and what are you, really?”
Matthew said, “I’m the person who’s going to be sitting right here until Judge Archer wakes up. I can tell you that he’ll want to see me.”
“And why might that be? To thank you? You expect a reward?”
“In a manner of speaking,” said Matthew, for answers would certainly be a rich reward.
Hardy turned on his heel and stalked away.
“My ass has gone t’ sleep,” Rory said. “I can’t take no more a’ that flippin’ bench.”
“You should go home,” Matthew advised, if one considered home to be a room in a dirty warehouse full of the vilest corruption ever to be poured upon the desperate souls of London.
“Yeah, I’ll do that.” But Rory didn’t move any nearer the door. He looked around, saw that the hollow-eyed woman was dozing and the two wretches were sitting on a similar bench, talking with their heads close together as if planning where to nab their next nip. Sleeping ass or not, Rory eased himself down again beside Matthew.
“Can you figure that?” he asked quietly. “Josh came down on a judge’s wife? And that judge turned out to be Albion? How come you don’t want to tell the doc?”
“I want to hear what Archer has to say first.”
“Brain me with a cod! A judge is a fuckin’ killer? And I carted him in, knowin’ he was the one cut Ben’s throat! Not to mention he got hisself into Newgate just to see you? And then…” Rory shook his head; it was all too much for him to comprehend. “What do you make of it?”
“I make of it…a puzzle. Many pieces are missing. I think only Archer can supply them.”
“If he dies you’ll never get ’em.”
“I know. One thing we can both be very thankful for: he took care of our predicament tonight, so in effect he saved our lives.”
“My life saved by a flippin’ judge. Who would’ve ever thunk such a thing?” Then Rory’s shoulders sagged and he lowered his face, and he was silent for a time but Matthew knew what must be going around and around in his overburdened mind. It had to do with Oakley, Helen Archer, the bountiful and corrosive supply of Velvet in the Broodies’ hideout, and the far-from-motherly hand of Mother Deare. “She won’t stop lookin’ for you,” he said. “You know. Her.”
“Yes.”
“It’ll get back to her ’bout Frost and Willow by first light. Then she’ll send out more of her hounds.” He looked up into Matthew’s eyes. “You mean the Broodies are really workin’ for Professor Fell? And we been doin’ it for years?”
“Ever since the deal was struck with Mick Abernathy.”
“Years,” said Rory. “Do you think Albion killed Ben ’cause of what happened to his wife? I mean…him bein’ a judge and all, and knowin’ people…he could’ve found out some of the Broodies hang ’round the Sisters, and likely went in there as a regular fella and maybe saw the marks on Ben and Will’s hands?”
“Perhaps, but that doesn’t explain why he killed the other five. They weren’t Broodies, were they?”
“No.”
“I think it has to do with something else. Possibly the death of his wife is part of it, but I believe it’s far from being the whole story. We’ll just have to wait and hope he awakens.”
“That White Velvet,” said Rory. “It’s done an awful lot of damage, ain’t it?”
“It has.”
“How can I just put an axe to it, Matthew?” Rory’s face was lined with pain. “If I did that, they’d kill every one of us. And right now…I’m not sure Will, or John or somebody who wants to take my place would stand by and let me do it.”
“Likely not,” Matthew agreed. It was clear Rory had little choice in the matter, unless he was to throw off his ties to the Broodies and simply walk away. But where would he go? And the Velvet would continue to be sold to the taverns, no matter his involvement or not. The demand, and the power that had cultivated it, was just too great.
They lapsed into silence. For the next hour they watched a tragic parade of people being helped, carried or in some cases dragged into the hospital. A screaming woman with a face covered in blood was brought in by two other females. A well-dressed gent staggered in with what appeared to be a multitude of knife wounds all down his left arm, blood dripping from the fingertips to add their pattern to the floorboards. Three young men carried in a fourth whose head had been bashed in and looked to have already slipped the bonds of life. A thin and ragged woman entered leading a silent, heavy-set man by the hand, but as soon as a doctor came out to speak to them the man became suddenly enraged and attacked the physician with both hands to the throat, whereupon one of the nurses used a club to subdue the offender with a single quick blow to the skull.
From Dr. Hardy there was no word, though he did reappear from time to time to speak with other patients and accompany them to the back. He cast not even a glance in the direction of Matthew and Rory, and Matthew surmised there was no change in Archer’s condition.
At last, as it must have been near daylight, Rory stood up and stretched so hard his bones popped. “I can’t do no good here,” he said. “I’d best get back to the others, they’ll be wonderin’ what’s happened.”
“I’ll need to stay,” Matthew said.
“Figured. Listen…it’s almost light, so…if you want to go your own way, that’s fine. If not, can you find you way back to the warehouse?”
Matthew nodded.
“Ain’t too far. Like I say, you want to get on with what you need to do, that’s your business, but if you need a place to roost you can always come back. You’re one of us.”
“Even without proving myself in combat?”
“I reckon we just had us combat enough. Don’t fret on that. If you hang with the Broodies you’ll have plenty of chances for fightin’.”
“You’re not worried about Mother Deare knocking at your door to find out what happened to her men?”
“Naw. Frost and Willow ain’t gonna be doin’ no more talkin’. Yeah, she’ll send more men, but she ain’t gonna know what happened out there, and I’m in the clear. So…anyhow…decide whatever you please.”
“Thank you,” Matthew said.
“Welcome.” He started to move away and then hesitated, for there was something else he needed to convey. “Matthew,” he said, “that doc was right. You got the mark, but you don’t belong here. You’re flyin’ in higher air than me. Ought to fly on ’fore Whitechapel gives you a fall.”
Matthew nodded at this but he could neither add nor subtract from what Rory had expressed, as it equalled the truth.
“All right, then,” Rory said, and he turned away from Matthew, walked across the blood-stained boards and out of the Cable Street hospital.
Murky daylight was beginning to show through the room’s windows. Beyond the dimpled glass in their unpainted frames, carts and wagons were trundling along the street through the dwindling tentacles of fog. Matthew wondered if the sun would ever shine again upon London. He placed his hand upon Albion’s mask in the pocket of his cloak. He longed to inspect it more closely, to see how it was sewn, but here was not the place. He caught one of the square-bodied, husky nurses staring at him; he hadn’t given anyone but Dr. Hardy his name, and he sincerely hoped that on one of the woman’s many excursions to the patients’ ward Hardy hadn’t mentioned his name to her, and her a reader of the Pin, and now that the nightly dramas of life-and-death here had quietened she wasn’t putting a face to the Monster of Plymouth.
He couldn’t help it if she was. He smiled at her and she quickly looked away, but leaned toward another nurse to speak softly in her ear. Well, he wasn’t leaving and that was that. Bring on all the constables you please, he mentally told her. Albion is lying back there, so bring on the devil if you please but I’m sticking.
He situated his back against the wall and closed his eyes. For all the questions that whirled in his mind, he was asleep within a minute and slept in a dreamless void.
He was awakened seemingly only seconds after his eyes had closed. Someone had grasped his shoulder and given him a shake. He looked up into the face of not Dr. Hardy but another man, this one older than Hardy with white hair tied back in a queue and wearing spectacles. “Corbett?” he asked.
“Yes.” Matthew realized the light through the windows had strengthened, though it could barely be called strong, and the faces of the people in the hospital’s waiting-room were all different. “What is it?”
“Judge Archer has awakened and is asking for you.”
At once Matthew was on his feet, though still a bit groggy. He took his cloak and tricorn and followed the man out of the room, along a hallway and through a door into the patients’ ward, which was a long chamber crowded with beds. Not a single bed was empty. Mercifully most of the patients were sleeping, but some were raving as they fought against the leather straps that constrained them. One—a woman—was sobbing and shrieking, while a little boy stood next to the bed holding her hand. The smells of sickness and infirmity overpowered the bittersweet odor of the soap used to clean the linens and scrub the floors. Nurses moved back and forth to give aid, but all in all it was a hellish scene.
“We have him in a private area,” the man—another doctor, Matthew presumed—said as he led the way through the ward. He stopped briefly to confer with a nurse and check something off with his pencil on a sheet of paper, and then he continued on through a door and into a short corridor with two rooms on either side. The doctor motioned toward the nearest room on the right. “Your name was the first he spoke. I can only give you a few minutes.”
“I understand.”
“Oh,” the man said before he retreated, “Dr. Hardy has told me he’s sent a messenger to the Old Bailey to give them word.”
“I see.” Matthew still felt dazed. “Can you tell me what time it is?”
The doctor referred to a very fine-looking silver pocketwatch. “Sixteen minutes before nine. I’ll send a nurse to inform you when you should leave. Judge Archer is still in a precarious condition.”
“All right.” Matthew entered the room, the doctor withdrew, and there upon a bed of snow-white linen with the topsheet pulled up to his chin was the Hanging Judge himself, his pallor gray, his breathing all but imperceptible, his eyes closed.
Matthew waited a few seconds but the eyes did not open. He said, “I am here, sir.”
The eyelids came up with sluggish strength, as obviously the drugs in Archer’s system were highly potent. They drifted down again before, seemingly by sheer force of will, he corrected the descent.
“Mr. Corbett,” he whispered, in a frail voice no one on earth would have recognized as belonging to the fiery and combative William Atherton Archer. “Closer,” he urged.
Matthew stepped nearer the bedside. Archer simply stared at him, as if trying to gather enough strength to speak again. To the judge’s silent struggle, Matthew said, “I thank you for saving the lives of myself and my friend.”
“Fool,” whispered the judge.
“Sir?”
“Not you. That…fool…who kept coughing. Might have lost me…in the fog…otherwise.”
“Ah. I presume you saw them take us from the Three Sisters and you got around in front of them in the fog?”
“’Course. Didn’t…hop…like a cricket, did I?”
“I’d be surprised if you couldn’t. Albion can walk through walls like a phantom, so hopping like a cricket would be a minor effort.” Matthew was aware that time was passing fast and the judge’s strength might collapse at any second. “I have Albion’s mask,” he said. “Can you tell me what all this is about?”
“Professor Fell,” Archer answered, still in a tenuous rasp. “The White Velvet. Murder…and despair. The…corruption…of…everything I hold dear.”
“I thought you believed Fell to be only a—”
“Don’t interrupt,” came the reply, with surprising force. Then: “Who were…those men…Albion sent to their graves?”
“Fell’s men, working with a woman who calls herself Mother Deare. She—”
“Yes, yes. I know that…odious name. You see? My plan…my plan has worked.”
“Your plan, sir? What would that be?”
“My plan,” said the judge, “to…lure Fell out from hiding…by using you as bait.”
“What?”
“All this…to lure Fell…or his people…to show themselves. To let him know you…a…formidable foe…who has bested him…are in London…and your only friend…is Albion, the…killer of his underlings.”
Matthew had the sudden memory of the vicious guard named Baudrey at Newgate, calling him baitfish. It seemed that he had been the sardine on a much more important hook than Baudrey had ever dreamed.
“I knew…sooner or later…they would find you. But I had hoped…Matthew…that I would be at your side…when they showed themselves. I fear my…plan…has not quite…succeeded as I intended.”
“That’s all right, Father,” said someone at Matthew’s back. “God willing, it shall yet succeed.”
Matthew was startled, but he already knew who he would see when he looked behind.
The story in the Pin…the name of Joshua Oakley…the person who knew the comings and goings at Newgate as well as did Judge Archer, and the one also who had lost a loved one to the tragic insanity of the White Velvet.
“Greetings, Steven,” Matthew said to the young man with the straw-colored hair and the square-lensed spectacles.
“And to you, sir,” Steven replied, with a quick and respectful bow of the head.



Twenty-Six
 

 
It is time,” said Matthew, “for answers.”
“Agreed,” Steven said.
“The whole story. Leave nothing out.”
“The whole story,” Steven repeated with an air of bitter sarcasm. He spent a moment to stir a spoonful of sugar into his cup of coffee. “The story of at least two lives, if not two hundred thousand.”
Matthew had decided to take his coffee strong and unadorned. He took a drink of it and imagined feeling renewed vigor race through his veins, a sensation he sorely needed.
They were sitting in a small coffee shop called the Rising Sun, one street to the south and a block to the west of the Cable Street Publick Hospital. It was the nearest place they could find that guaranteed a modicum of privacy. The brown brick walls were cracked and the place wasn’t very clean, but the coffee smelled good and the tables were more or less level, so this establishment suited the purpose.
Barely thirty minutes had passed since Matthew had been called to Judge Archer’s bedside. Steven had gone to his father and hugged him, they’d spoken quietly for a short time, and then it was clear the judge’s strength was again ebbing because he couldn’t raise even a whisper. A nurse came to tell them it was time to leave, and so after Matthew had washed the blood off his hands in a horse trough they’d taken their discussion to this house of the Rising Sun.
“I should tell you,” said Steven, “that two people from New York are here looking for you. Their names are Hudson Greathouse and Berry Grigsby. They’re—” Matthew’s gasp gave him pause, and then he went on. “They’re staying at the Soames Inn off Fleet Street. Very near the printer who produces the Pin, by the way.”
“I visited the Pin yesterday.” Matthew had to down nearly half his cup, for he’d been shaken to the core by the news Steven had just delivered. It figured that Hudson had likely gone to Charles Town in search of him and located someone who could help—possibly Magnus Muldoon—and therefore had been put on the track to Rotbottom. Much of that remained a painful blur, but it stood to reason that Hudson had followed the trail to the departure of the Wanderer, because he was after all a very able problem-solver himself though in his case muscle won over mentality. Matthew thought how much he could use the Great One’s help now; going to the Soames Inn and finding him was nearly a scream in his ears, and yet…
Berry was with him.
Damn it! he thought angrily. And here he’d been thinking he had no other skin to worry about in London but his own! Why the hell had she come? Why the devil hadn’t she stayed in New York, where she…
Then he realized that she was here, searching for him with Hudson, in spite of those terrible things he’d said to her. She was here because she had put those soul-crushing things aside. Her feelings for him were stronger than the pain he’d dished out to her. There was much to be said for that, and again he was shaken by the thought of someone with that much devotion. She must believe in me very much, he thought. She must love me with a conviction that overcomes the lies of a moment, and by now Hudson has made her understand that they were lies.
Still…she shouldn’t be here. He couldn’t go to Hudson for help. Couldn’t even let the man know where he was. No, this was now a deadly battle with three sides: Matthew Corbett, Professor Fell, and Albion.
“You can begin,” Matthew said, “whenever you like. But please start at the beginning.”
“You’re aware of the beginning,” Steven answered. Though younger than Matthew, the eyes behind the spectacles held the darkness of experience gained only through suffering. “It begins with Professor Fell.” This was spoken in a guarded tone that would carry no further than to Matthew. “His crimes and his ambition. His desire to destroy everything my father has spent his life to preserve and protect. Fell might not consider this, but my father certainly has: if Fell is not stopped, he will destroy the very fabric of England itself. Right now it strains and rips. You see it, with the spread of the White Velvet. And you’ve seen it before, I’m sure, in your other encounters with him.”
“I have. But please tell me this: why was I was sent to Newgate?”
“For your protection.”
“My protection? Ha! Excuse me while I laugh again.”
“Consider,” Steven said calmly, “that as the general clerk for all the justices, I was the first to see Mr. Lillehorne’s plea to Judge Greenwood to hear your case. In that plea was mentioned your connection with the Herrald Agency in New York, and your past experiences with Fell by way of explaining the unfortunate incident at sea. Never—ever—have we had access to anyone who has gotten as close to the professor as you have. I immediately took the document to my father and he deliberated over it. Very quickly he saw how you could be—excuse the term—used. He approached Judge Greenwood with the intent of meeting you and hearing what Lillehorne had to say, and as Judge Greenwood is a younger man and my father has a few years seniority there was no argument.”
“A question,” Matthew said. “Is it known at the Old Bailey that you’re the judge’s son?”
“It is not. I am hidden from view under a false family name and a false history. He thought it best that when he petitioned for my employment—as his eyes and ears, so to speak—our relationship should not be known. My father has always been a private man, and the justices by nature are not social animals. Also…we know that two of them are in the employ of the professor. There was a third, but someone murdered him back in September.”
“Not your father?”
“No. My father concluded long ago that he should not visit violence upon a justice or an attorney, no matter how tainted the robes and the purse. To expose the corruption of those offices would have to be done by legal means. Judge Fallonsby’s throat was cut and he was hanged from a flagpole. His entire family was—”
“Murdered as well,” Matthew recalled hearing from Rory. “I know this story. Fallonsby was found with an inverted Cross cut into his forehead?”
“That’s correct. He was for several years instrumental in dismissing criminal cases that Fell wished to be dismissed. My father has no firm proof of that, of course…the trail leads into a dense thicket of lawyers and a politician or two. But he and I both have been keeping records of the proceedings, and we’ve seen the connections between Fallonsby, Fell’s legal machine and the goings-on on the streets.”
“Do you know if Fell had Fallonsby killed, and why?”
“We believe,” said Steven, “that Fell had nothing to do with that. Fallonsby was an important part of his apparatus. Whoever murdered Fallonsby is a new player on the scene, and obviously extremely vicious…also obviously somewhat anti-Christian.”
“Ah.” Matthew nodded. “The soddy cat and the throat-cutting rat.”
“Pardon?”
“This new player seems to be wanting to attract Fell’s attention as much as Albion is…or was. Now, about Newgate. Why?”
Steven couldn’t hide a small, wicked smile. He took a drink of coffee to urge it away. “My father,” he said, looking into Matthew’s eyes, “was quite taken with you from the beginning. He told me how he paused at the door before he entered the courtroom…he was reticent, and my father is hardly ever reticent. He said he didn’t know how he was going to handle you, and what he would find if he pushed you. He said…if you weren’t tough enough to fight back against what he was going to throw at you, you would be no use to us. He was afraid, really…that this chance to lure Fell from his hiding-place might be an illusion. But…you passed with flying colors, obviously.”
“My flag was almost lowered to half-mast in Newgate. Why the hell did he put me in there?”
“Again, to test your toughness. To see what you were made of, he told me. But he knew he had to act quickly, because there’s a pattern to the attacks on new inmates there. If it’s going to happen, it will be the first night and a two-hour period roughly between one and three o’clock.”
“Oh, there’s a formula to this?”
“Records of attacks clearly show the pattern. That is, of those who survive. We’re not barbarians here, Matthew. We do keep such records and the guards are told to make their rounds in that period of time, especially if there’s—as they call it there—more fuel for the furnace.”
“Yes,” Matthew said. “I nearly got my ass burned.”
“Unfortunately,” Steven continued, “the guards won’t do very much without being bribed. My father knew that the only way to protect you in Newgate was to enter on the first night and basically scare the hell out of everyone there, at the same time giving a gesture that he hoped would convey a measure of protection.”
“That worked smoothly enough, but how did he manage it?”
“Well,” said the clerk, with a slight shrug, “since I’m a bit more slim than my father, it was my role that night. You were placed into Newgate for another reason: that reason being, a cell in the dungeon has a hole in the wall at ground level that leads to an underground passage. It’s not a rare thing, there are passages everywhere under the city. A man dislodged the stones and escaped through that hole several years ago. Money has continually been afforded to Newgate to seal up the hole, and the money has continually been used in the purchase of bad wine, bad women and off-key songs for the officials who should be in charge of the prisons. My father knows this. He also knows the layout of Newgate very well and can draw a suitable map. While you were travelling by coach, I was walking across the Birdcage to Newgate with orders signed by Judge Archer to have you placed in Cairo, which is the nearest chamber to the dungeon.”
“Nice,” said Matthew. “You had a skeleton key, I’m presuming?”
“Years ago, my father attended a ceremony of appreciation in which he was given a key that fits all locks in Newgate Prison. He keeps it in a frame in his office. Very proud of that, really. There were two locks to defeat: the cell door itself, which is kept locked even though the cell is unused, and the gate that separates the dungeon from the rest of the prison. I left my lantern at the top of the steps. Had to feel my way along the wall. I heard all the commotion, put on the mask, and it seems I reached you at a critical moment.”
“Not an inch too soon.”
“I performed my little show, I backed up—nearly fell on my ass climbing the steps—and I got out the same way I came in. The departing of the phantom,” said Steven, “leaving you, sir, with the respect you so honestly deserve.”
“Hm. Then I’m supposing you and your father worked out the arrangements for me to be sent to Houndsditch? And of course you knew the route that was always taken.”
“Yes, always. The coach drivers are creatures of habit. That is the shortest route, and therefore the least taxing to man and beast. But my father was waiting very near the gate, so it would be impossible to miss you. I arranged your release from Newgate with some—I will admit—artful forgery, since I do have access to all the signatures and wax seals.”
Matthew pondered that for a few seconds. He looked out through the front window and watched wagons and pedestrians going by in the dim gray light. Wind whipped cloaks and caused people to grab hold of their hats. “Great effort was expended for this,” he said, returning his gaze to Archer’s son. “What’s the ultimate purpose? Luring Professor Fell out of hiding, yes…but what then?”
Steven sipped his coffee and took his time formulating the reply.
“Albion was born,” he said at length, “on Cable Street, in front of the hospital. When my mother was struck down by a member of the Black-Eyed Broodies who had been made insane by the White Velvet, my father…became a different man. Oh, he’d always been high-minded, perhaps rigidly so, but he realized—as he told to me—that the entire civilization of England was being threatened by this one man who considered himself an Emperor of crime beyond the reach of the law. Fell hides behind so many layers of underlings, attorneys, judges and politicians…and now even deeper, because of the influence of the Velvet. My father believes there’s some drug in it that hastens the process of addiction.”
“I believe the same,” said Matthew.
“This singular drug,” Steven progressed, “is responsible for a tremendous rise in the rate of crime, stemming not only from Fell’s hand but from the despair of the streets. Fell has unleashed a demonic force upon England…a corrupting brew of need, greed and violence that reaches the highest levels of our entire country. When my mother lay dying in hideous pain in that hospital, my father came to the conclusion that Fell must be challenged…he must be brought into the open, and possibly by responding to this challenge he will make some mistake that will open him to the judgment of the law, which at the present time is too overburdened to attempt to seek him out.”
“A plan, but still a vague one. Your father decided to begin this challenge by murdering criminals who’d escaped the courts?”
“All individuals who’d been freed by the machinations of Fell’s attorneys acting upon compliant judges, two of whom are themselves addicted to the Velvet.”
“I doubt,” said Matthew, “that some of these men he’s murdered even knew who they were working for.”
“That may be, but the deaths were statements made to Fell…that, indeed, someone knew he was behind their crimes and their subsequent releases from gaol. It was…is…my father’s belief that a dramatic figure was needed to present this challenge. He was always very athletic and an excellent swordsman…at one time in his youth he was a fencing instructor. He’s also taught me very ably.”
“So he caught on the idea of wearing a mask to appear an avenging phantom?”
“Yes. He also knew that if he created a character dramatic enough, the Pin would fix upon it. In fact, it was the Pin that supplied the name of ‘Albion’.”
“The mythical protector of England,” said Matthew. “It suits the costume and also the purpose.”
“It does. I bought the gold-colored fabric from a merchant in Oxford. My father’s elder brother lives in Colchester and is a saddler, and from him we got the tooled piece of leather to create the beard. The leather was painted, a bit of stitching was done, holes for the eyes were cut out and a leather strap was attached to hold the mask in place…and there you have a golden-masked hope for the future of England.”
Matthew said grimly, “Your father has been playing a dangerous game.”
“Is there any other, when a creature like Professor Fell is involved?” Steven let that sentence hang for a few seconds. Then he said, “My father says there is a freedom of the mask, but it is also a wearying responsibility. And…you know…he has come to consider his true mask the one he wears every day…and in particular, the mask he was wearing when he first spoke to you in his courtroom at the Old Bailey.”
Matthew thought that now was the time to produce the paper with the verse he’d copied at the Pin, and so he brought it out and spread it upon the tabletop. “Explain this to me.”
Steven knew it by heart so he had no need of study, but he did express surprise. “Interesting that you have this! Well, I suppose your visit to the Pin was worth your while. You may have already known who it was that gave the name of ‘Joshua Oakley’?”
“The description Mr. Luther supplied rang a bell, but I wasn’t sure in which direction the tower stood. Now, about the verse?”
“A direct challenge to Professor Fell to come to the Tavern of the Three Sisters after midnight, to be delivered in the next issue of the Pin a few days hence.”
“The date is not indicated?”
“My father and I have taken to haunting the Sisters as regulars, complete with tattered clothes and dirtied faces. That, we’d learned, was a center of the Velvet being poured upon Whitechapel, and a source of revenue for the Black-Eyed Broodies. We’d been to the Sisters often enough to recognize the other regulars from strangers, and we thought it would be quite apparent when someone came in who didn’t belong. We planned to hold vigils there every night for one week after that challenge sees print.”
“It’s a nice verse,” said Matthew, “but rather a lame challenge, isn’t it?”
“No, it’s rather a very powerful challenge.”
“How is that?”
“It conveys to Professor Fell,” Steven said, “the fact that Albion has learned his first and middle names. You see the initials ‘D’ and ‘I’ in the second line? The full name is Danton Idris Fell, and that information was gleaned from sources mined very carefully by—shall we say—friends of Judge Archer. And if he walked into the Sisters one night at the tolling of the bell, we would immediately know him.”
“Why would that be?”
“Professor Fell is a mulatto,” said Steven. “He is fastidious in his dress and his demeanor. In a tavern like the Sisters he would be instantly recognizable…by us, at least.”
A mulatto, Matthew thought. That complemented what he’d already suspected, since Fell was the son of the governor of Pendulum Island, in the Bahamas, and that his own son was tormented and beaten to death on a London street partly due to the color of his skin.
“My father has been counting on Fell’s curiosity driving him to the Sisters.” Steven finished off his coffee with a final sip. “Fell has to be wondering who Albion could possibly be, and he would be somewhat nettled at the idea that his underlings are being executed by this person. He would likely wonder how much is known about him, and surely he would rather this irritating golden-masked individual be put to death…after a period of severe interrogation, of course. So…when he enters the Sisters Fell will find at least two ragged wretches drinking their ales and muttering their complaints, and they will quickly leave while the professor waits for a meeting that will not happen. But when he exits…Albion will strike him down on the steps in the narrow confines of Flint Alley, where the movement of defense by his bodyguards will be severely constricted.”
Matthew said, “Of course this plan is sweetened by the fact that Danton Idris Fell or someone of his circle reads in the Pin that Matthew Corbett has allied himself with Albion, and by a midnight meeting at the Sisters Fell might brush aside the latter and get hold of the former, whom he really wants?”
“As I say…you are the bait in this.”
“Was the bait,” came the quick reply. “If you recall, your father is currently lying gutshot in the hospital, which actually is to the good for both of you. Does your father wish for you and he to follow your mother so recklessly? That plan was suicide! It hinged on too many ‘ifs’.”
“It was our best chance of getting at him.”
“It was no chance!” said Matthew. “All right, maybe he might have showed up at the Sisters. But getting through the men he’d have around him…close enough to drive a sword into him, and his men likely to have pistols? No. It was a desperate plan that would end with both of you dead…if you were lucky.” Matthew shook his head, amazed at the foolish audacity of what he’d just heard. “Your father…he’s a pillar of the law, yet he’s let himself become a murderer! And your plan wasn’t to deliver Fell to the law, but to kill him on the Flint Alley steps! Don’t you see the irony in this? Your father has let Fell corrupt him as much as the Velvet corrupts the drinker!”
Steven said, “I understand what you’re saying. I understand it clearly. But as I say…Albion was born that day on Cable Street. My father—and I—loved her very much. She was not perfect, but she was very near an angel. To think of the misery that Fell has caused, and will continue to cause…to think of all the suffering, and the deaths, the despair, the betrayals, the darkness that is already descending on this country. It’s not just for the love of my mother that we’ve done these things…it’s that we love our country, and we don’t wish to see it destroyed from within. If someone—someone—does not act, it shall be destroyed.” He looked across the table with tortured eyes. “The things we do for love,” he said, “are sometimes themselves crimes…but if no one dares to do anything…then all is lost. Don’t you see?”
“I see your point and I wish it were an answer, but no two men, however well-intentioned, can save people from themselves…or save a country,” Matthew said. “Fell and others like him always aim for the easiest target, which would be the baser instincts of human beings. Against that there is no defense.”
“I’d say an able defense would be a swordblade across the throat.”
“There will always be another to take his place. That’s why your father is better serving England as a real-life Judge Archer than as a mythological Albion.”
Steven stared into his empty cup. He looked out upon the street scene, and Matthew could tell by the slump of his shoulders that his battle had come to an end.
“Your father should go to the constables’ office with what he knows,” Matthew offered. “He should give any information he has to the proper authorities.”
“Proper authorities,” Steven repeated, with obvious gall. “Don’t you understand that we don’t know who to trust? Not even the new man, Lillehorne. And upwards from the constables’ office, the bribery is rampant. Any information about Fell would likely be burned in a fireplace grate and the man who brought it to the proper authorities murdered or made to appear killed in an accident. It wouldn’t be the first.” Steven balled up his fist and Matthew thought he was going to strike the table with it, but then all the fight seemed to go out of Steven and the fist came down to quietly bump the tabletop.
“Luring Fell to Flint Alley and killing him on those steps…that was the only way we could see that might work,” he said. “Now…I can’t do it alone.”
“And don’t try,” Matthew said. “Your father needs a son, not another gravestone.”
“I pray he doesn’t soon become one.”
“They greatly respect him and your mother there. They’re going to do everything possible.”
“I know.” Still looking out the filmy window upon the gray day, the young man drew a long breath and let it out as a sigh of resignation. “I’m going back to the hospital and stay with him. What will you do?”
“Walk,” said Matthew. “Where to, I’m not certain.”
“I’d say we were sorry we got you into this, but you were already well into it long before you came to England.”
“That’s what made me valuable to you as bait, isn’t it?”
“Of course. When you return to the colonies, I’d keep a watchful eye out. If two men can’t save a country, neither can two men save a collection of small countries bound together by commerce and circumstance. I’d suspect the White Velvet will likely be showing up in New York soon.”
“You may be right.”
“I am right.” Steven gave Matthew a thin, cold smile. “When you sit at a table amid the wreckage of what was and ponder what will be, raise a cup of the Velvet and remember this conversation, for we had here a chance to change the future.”
“Speaking of which,” Matthew said, “you told your father that his plan might yet succeed. Why did you say that, knowing it’s come to its conclusion?”
“He needs something to cling to. Without that, he might give up and pass away. I love my father as I loved my mother, sir. I’m sure you would do the same, in my place.”
Matthew didn’t respond, but he knew that was the truth.
“Good day to you,” said Steven. He put down coins for their coffees and stood up.
Matthew watched him leave the shop, pull his dove-gray cloak tighter around himself to brave the biting wind, and walk past the front window in the direction of Cable Street.
Then Matthew sat alone for a time, just thinking. Finally he returned to a pocket the paper with the challenge to Professor Fell upon it. He stood up, put on his cloak with the mask of Albion within, donned his tricorn, and walked out to find the future.



Twenty-Seven
 

 
Matthew found himself nearing the Black-Eyed Broodies’ warehouse.
The wind was truly vicious, the sky layered with clouds that looked as thick as armor plate. He’d walked in circles for awhile after leaving the Rising Sun, on this day when the sun had hidden itself. He was in need of sleep. He thought if he could grab an hour or two of it, he would have a clearer vision of where to go and what to do. Two hours of sleep, and then he might be on his way to the central city to find Gardner Lillehorne. He sorely wished Hudson had come to London without Berry; what was to be done about that?
The street was quiet but for the constant rumble of wagons of various size. Matthew started up the steps to the door that appeared to be boarded-over and nailed shut, the windows the same.
Then he saw the bloodstains beneath his boots, and quite suddenly the cold pierced him like an iced blade.
He pushed through the artfully-disguised door…
…and entered a slaughterhouse.
The first body he saw was Paulie’s. The boy was lying crumpled in a heap, the face covered with blood. His heart pounding, Matthew knelt beside the body to search for signs of life. There were none. The throat had been cut, the face misshapen by blows. Both eyes had been gouged out. On his forehead there was another wound that had crusted over, indicating it had been some hours since this murder had taken place. The forehead wound was an inverted Cross.
Matthew stood up. He staggered back a step, for on one wall was another splatter of blood and lying at the bottom of it was a figure he had to get closer to identify. He thought it was Will Satterwaite, but he couldn’t be sure. Again, the throat had been slashed and the forehead marked. And, again, the eyes were missing.
The place smelled of gore and the heat of violence beyond description. Matthew came to a third body; this one, a young man, he couldn’t identify and it did not bear the forehead mark. The man had been slashed across the stomach with a blade, and from the gruesome trail he’d left it appeared he’d crawled some distance before expiring. His throat was also cut open.
Matthew intended to shout hello? into the silent darkness but his voice would not come. He leaned against a wall and stared at a bloody handprint and smear of gore. His gorge rose and he choked it down.
“Hello?” he called. There was no answer. Above him the pigeons cooed in the rafters. “Hello?” he tried again, louder. Then he knew he had to go deeper into the place; as much as he feared it, he had to go.
In the dim shafts of light that pierced the warehouse, Matthew stumbled on. A half-dozen steps further, and he nearly fell over the body of a woman. He turned her over with trembling hands. It was Jane Howard, her eyeless bloodmask of a face frozen in a rictus of terror, a blade wound near her heart, her throat slashed and the Devil’s Cross carved into her forehead.
“Rory!” he shouted into the gloom. No answer. “Pie!” he shouted.
Silence, still.
He went on, and began to count the corpses. Whoever had done this had made sure no one would survive. The bodies had been stabbed multiple times and there was evidence of cudgels at work, battering the faces into unrecognizable lumps of putty. All their throats had been cut, and to sign the job a sharp blade had carved the mark.
“Rory!” Matthew shouted once more.
He stepped over what he thought had been John Bellsen, and then Lucy Samms and Tom Lancey, lying so close together their blood had become a small lake. The first flies had arrived in spite of the cold, and soon this warehouse would be swarming with them as they came through the cracks on the coppery scent of murder.
Matthew was very suddenly overwhelmed. He thought he had steeled himself, but after counting twenty bodies his knees sagged and he grabbed at a bloody wall for support. It was denied him and down he went. He threw up his guts, retched and retched and threw up again, and then there was nothing more to expel. His mind reeled; it seemed that every Black-Eyed Broodie had been killed in a savage attack, the throats cut to ensure death and that damned mark cut into their foreheads as an exclamation mark of Satanic triumph.
Matthew forced himself up and onward. “Pie!” he croaked. With the next step his boots stirred a bloodpond, and flies arose to whip him in the face. A slender body lay at his feet. He saw a mass of short-cut curly hair. The face was averted, the body lying as if nearly broken in half. He bent down to turn her over.
“Don’t do that,” someone said.
Matthew froze, his heart a crash in his chest, his entire body trembling and tears of surprising rage upon his cheeks.
“Don’t,” Rory repeated. His voice was hollow and otherworldly. “Come closer to me. Watch where you step.”
Matthew obeyed, as if locked in a nightmare beyond human endurance. He saw a meager glow in a far corner. Rory was sitting on the floor, and when he shifted himself the small light of a single candle was exposed; the candle looked to be stuck with wax to a floorboard at his side.
“Closer,” said the eerie, strengthless voice.
Matthew nearly tripped over yet another body. That would make number twenty-two. He bent over, feeling again as if he might throw up.
A bottle came rolling across the boards. It stopped a few feet short of the dead man at Matthew’s feet.
“Drink,” Rory said; it was a command.
Matthew picked up the bottle. It was not the small blue bottle of the Velvet, as he’d thought it might be; it was a large brown bottle of rum, corked, with maybe three swallows left in it. He pulled the cork out with his teeth, drank almost all the rest of it, and pushed the cork back in. The horror of the moment would not be dulled by any rum, no matter how potent. He stood where he was, wavering on his feet.
“A massacre,” said Rory. “Ain’t that the right word for this?”
“Yes,” Matthew said.
“They’re all dead.”
“Jesus,” Matthew answered.
“Hm. Yeah. Any a’ that left?”
Matthew took him the bottle. Rory reached up, grasped the bottle, uncorked it and finished it off. When he was done he set the bottle quietly down beside him, as if in respect to the sleepers.
“All of them?” Matthew asked. He thought he’d heard movement and soft cries, but he realized it was only the pigeons.
“Three extra dead men,” said Rory, whose own face in the candlelight was pale and ghostly. “They were vicious bastards. Finished off their own wounded, I reckon if they figured they was gonna die anyway.”
“The Mohocks did this?”
“No,” Rory said listlessly; the absolute evil of this wholesale slaughter had drained him of emotion just as he’d drained the rum. He sat upon the floor like a shattered shell. “Not the Mohocks. The men they left behind…they ain’t war-painted. And the way they done it…no, not the Mohocks.”
“Who, then?”
“I’ve been sittin’ right here…I don’t know how long…tryin’ to figure that out. Who? But I know the why, Matthew. That’s clear enough.”
“Tell me.”
“The cellar’s been cleaned out. They took ever’thing. Likely brought two wagons…one full a’ killers, the other empty to haul the Velvet in. Took it all…except for one thing.”
“What?”
“I’d take you down there and show you, but…I can’t move from here, Matthew. Been sittin’ here…for hours, maybe? Right here, and I don’t really care to move. You could go see for y’self, but I won’t put that on you.” Rory looked up at Matthew. Sweat sparkled on his face and his eyes were hollow holes. “They left one blue bottle, right in the middle of the room. One blue bottle. Know what they filled it full of?”
Matthew dared not guess. He thought of the bodies he’d seen, and in particular the eyeless faces of Paulie and Jane.
“Yeah,” said Rory. “Left it there, I reckon for a constable to find…or whoever would come in here lookin’. Would that be what an educated fella like y’self might called a ‘statement’?”
“A declaration of war is what I would call it,” Matthew managed to answer. “War against Professor Fell.”
Rory nodded. “That cheese-eatin’ rat…he’s swelled up to be the size of a monster now, and…I’ll tell you…I’ll tell you…” His voice cracked. He shivered, his silver teeth clenched together, and he had to fight back from the precipice. “I ain’t never seen such a sight. These men…they took delight in this, Matthew. They took delight in killing ever’ one of my fam’ly…not just once, but two or three times over. Took delight in it.” He nodded again, a little too vigorously, and he reached for the empty bottle and uncorked it and drank rum that was no longer there. For a moment Matthew thought that a cry might burst from Rory’s strained face that would level the warehouse’s blood-smeared walls.
But instead Rory peered up into Matthew’s face, the bottle softly settled back down to the boards, and the terribly-crushed voice rasped, “They’re all gone…all of ’em…and I’m a man without a country.”
Matthew heard Rory make a sound of muffled pain, as if his back had broken and he was by the sheerest force of will holding the scream at bay. He began to crawl across the floor, away from Matthew, and when Matthew reached down to grasp his shoulder he said, “Don’t touch me,” in what was nearly the snarl of a wounded animal. Matthew let him be.
Rory crawled away a distance where the light from the single taper made him only a mass without detail, and there he lay on his left side with his knees pulled up to his chest. The next noise he made was a soft whine that went on and on; it was an unbearable sound of torment to Matthew, and so he walked away as far as he could without again entering the death area.
How long was it before Rory was silent? Two minutes? Three? Matthew waited, the smell of blood up his nose and the memory of those dead, brutally mutilated faces at the dark edges of his mind.
“Figure whoever it was,” Rory’s husky voice reached out, “must’ve stormed the place…so fast there wasn’t no time to put up much of a fight. Must’ve been a lot of ’em. A wagonful, I’m thinkin’. Likely had a ramp with ’em, put that down on the cellar stairs and rolled the barrels up after the killin’ was done. Rolled the barrels up a ramp into another wagon, carried the bottles out, and they was gone. Left three a’ their wounded behind with cut throats so there wouldn’t never be no talkin’. You with me?”
“Yes,” Matthew said listlessly.
“Seen that mark on their heads?”
“Yes.”
“Devil’s Cross. Like what was given that judge. Fallonsby, his name was. You recall I told you?”
“I do.”
“Likely came in…two or three o’clock, I reckon. Caught most of the Broodies in their beds. Happened while I was with you at the hospital. Can you beat that, Matthew?”
“Beat what?”
“You and me. We’re the last of the Black-Eyed Broodies. Won’t never be no more. Just you and me, and we’re the last.” Rory lapsed into silence again.
Matthew waited; it was all he could do.
“No, they wasn’t Mohocks,” Rory suddenly said, as if this question had just been asked. “This was done by those who enjoy it too much, Matthew. This was done by dark things looked like men, but they wasn’t. Must’ve been fast…must’ve come in like the wind…just carved ever’body up. We’re the last, Matthew. Last ones alive.”
“Surely someone heard this,” Matthew said. “The noise of fighting…the screams. Surely.”
“Not much screamin’ can be done with a cut throat. Yeah…maybe they heard somethin’ of it at the Drunk Crow or one of them other taverns…but nobody wants trouble so they just kept on drinkin’. Just put their heads down, and when they was drunk enough they all staggered on home and the taverns closed up and nobody knew ever’body here was dead ’fore I walked in this mornin’. Maybe somebody saw that blood on the steps, or they looked in here and saw Paulie lyin’ dead. Then they turned tail and beat it for home, ’cause they don’t want to get ’emselves killed. I would’a done the same. Maybe you would’ve too.”
“Maybe,” said Matthew.
Rory did not speak again for a long time. Gusts of wind whipped across the roof and made shrill banshee sounds, the rising and falling of ghostly voices. Pigeons fluttered and fought up in the broken rafters and made the rusted chains and pulleys creak. This was now truly a haunted house, Matthew thought. He would not wish to be here when the next fog rose and drifted through the cracks; in fact he wished to never again set foot across that bloody threshold.
Rory asked in a voice that was weakening once more, “Who’s gonna bury ’em, Matthew? Don’t you think they oughta get proper graves?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Whoever did it…they knew the Velvet was here. Oh yeah…they come ready to take it. Left one bottle in the cellar. One single bottle. Know what’s in it, Matthew?”
“Listen to me,” Matthew said forcefully. “We’ve got to get out of here. There’s no use in staying a minute longer.”
“Caught most of ’em in their beds. But they got three. If I’d been here…if I’d been here maybe—”
“Stop that. If you’d been here, I’d be the only Black-Eyed Broodie left. Have you got any money?”
“Money? I got a little bit.”
“Enough for a coach to the central city?”
“No, not that much. Our treasury box…had nine pounds and some shillin’s in it, but that was took. They knew where to find that, too. How’d they know, Matthew? Who told ’em?”
Matthew couldn’t answer. He’d thought of searching through the pockets of the corpses. It was a passing thought because it made him shudder and there was no way he could do that. Anyway, he doubted that any of the dead would have more than a few pence. “We’ll walk, then.”
“I don’t have nowhere to go.”
Matthew had made a hard-edged decision; he needed Hudson’s help in the worst way, and it was unfortunate that Berry was with him but the time had come when that would have to be somehow managed. For his part, he would wish to send her in a coach to the next ship leaving Plymouth for New York.
“We’re going to the Soames Inn off Fleet Street,” Matthew said.
“What for?”
“For help. Just trust me.”
“Ain’t nobody can fix this.” Rory made no move to stand up. Matthew thought he’d been in a state of shock for the several hours he was sitting in here with the bottle of rum at hand. Likely he’d already gotten drunk and slept, awakened to this nightmare, slept again and awakened again. “Somebody’s gotta bury ’em,” Rory said. “You help me do that, Matthew?”
Matthew knew the man was talking out of his head, and in that moment he pitied him and wished to put a hand of support upon his shoulder; he knew also that Rory’s rough character would never accept such a touch. “We have to go now,” Matthew told him.
“Bury ’em first. They was my brothers ’n sisters. Yours too. Mousie buried Ben for us in the potter’s field…we oughta do the same.”
Matthew stared down at the floor. It killed his heart that these souls had been born into violence and tragedy and been destroyed by it. The image of Pie Puddin, bright-eyed and saucy, trimming his beard and shaving him was a sharp blade of pain. The others…what chance had they ever had, really? And knowing that, the tentacles of Professor Fell had emerged to manipulate them just as the lawyer Mousekeller and the deliveries of White Velvet to the addicted masses were manipulated.
The sorrow he felt was very suddenly replaced by anger. Rory Keen was alive, and Matthew intended him to stay that way.
“Stand up,” Matthew directed.
“Go on with y’self. You ain’t earned the right to give me orders.”
“Yes I have,” Matthew said. A whirlwind of past encounters went through his mind: Jack One Eye, the killer hawks, Mister Slaughter, Sirki the murderous giant, and the treacherous dangers of the Carolina swamp. “Oh yes,” he repeated. “Stand up or I’ll drag you up. We’re leaving here together.”
Rory’s voice was slurred when he taunted, “Come on and drag me—”
Matthew was on him before he’d finished. He leaned over, took hold of Rory’s shirt with both hands and got him halfway up before Rory bellowed with pent-up rage and drove his fist into Matthew’s stomach. It was a hard punch, delivered well, but Matthew realized his test of combat had been presented; he let go his grip with his right hand, balled it into a fist and struck Rory on the point of the chin. When Rory’s head snapped back, he followed the blow with a left to the jaw. His next right-handed strike missed, as Rory ducked beneath it and came up wildly swinging…and at the same time, screaming.
A fist grazed his left cheek. The next blow connected only with air because Matthew had dodged aside, and the strike after that likewise came up empty. Rory was flailing like a madman, as if he were fighting the very atmosphere of Whitechapel itself. Matthew backpedalled and let Rory come after him, and then abruptly Matthew changed direction, saw his opening and threw his weight into a punch to Rory’s chest that stole his breath and stunned him. The next blow he wished he didn’t have to deliver, but the leader of the Broodies was crazed and only a strong fist would stop him.
Matthew dodged another pair of wild swings. He steadied himself and struck Rory once more directly on the point of the chin, again not holding anything back. Rory made a gasping sound and fell backward. Matthew charged in with two more punches…one, two in quick succession to the right and left sides of the jaw.
Rory collapsed.
Before the back of Rory’s skull could hit the planks, Matthew caught him and got his hand between fire-colored hair and rain-blackened wood. Rory’s body twisted and struggled involuntarily, but for all intents and purposes he was out.
Matthew eased him down, and then he walked away as Rory curled up on the floor and began to sob. The crying became a wail of torment, and in it was all the agony of a life twisted by hideous circumstances that a young boy could not prevent. Matthew realized that Rory and so many others like him had never had much of a chance to fly, but all of their lives had been the falling.
Matthew waited silently. He rubbed the knuckles of his fists. Rory Keen possessed as much of a hard jaw as a hard head.
In time the tortured noise subsided.
There was just the sounds then of Rory’s harsh breathing, and the pigeons playing above.
Rory blew his nose and snuffled, and then he said, “I’m sorry,” which might have been the only time in his life he’d uttered that statement.
“You have the right idea but the wrong opponent. I suggest we leave now. Mother Deare will be sending more men out to find Frost and Willow, if they haven’t been found already. It’s a matter of time before someone comes here.”
“Yeah. Yeah, we ought to get out.” With an effort, Rory stood up. He staggered on his feet but then righted himself. He wiped his face with his shirt and looked through the gloom at Matthew. “The Soames Inn?”
“Yes.”
“Take us awhile to get to Fleet Street. Any reason for that particular place?”
“A friend of mine is staying there. I think he can help our situation.”
“Okay.” Rory still seemed unsure of which leg to move to get him started. “Albion,” he said. “Did he die?”
“No.”
“That’s good. Been an awful lot of dyin’ today.” He put a hand to his forehead. Matthew could see that it trembled. “Matthew,” Rory said, “will you help me get through?”
Matthew knew what he was meaning. Help him get through the bodies of his family, the blood and carnage that lay between him and the way out.
“I will,” Matthew promised.



Twenty-Eight
 

 
The bewigged and rather priggish clerk at the Soames Inn reported that the errand boy he’d sent upstairs had received no answer to knocks on the doors of either Mr. Hudson Greathouse or Miss Beryl Grigsby. He could not say where they had gone or when they would return.
“May we wait for them?” Matthew asked, in his most gentlemanly tone.
The clerk looked Matthew and Rory over and obviously did not like what he saw. These two ragamuffins would surely befoul the overstuffed blue cushions of the chairs in the parlor, and this one in the horrendous purple suit spoke like a gentleman but his eyes bore the dark gaze of a born ruffian.
Matthew read the man’s thoughts. “I can assure you that Mr. Greathouse will reward you with an extra pound if you allow us to wait, and I can also assure you he’ll tear your little paradise to pieces if you don’t.”
Thus it was that the clerk’s initial startlement at the Great One’s size and brusque manner convinced him to comply, and Matthew and Rory found themselves seated on the blue cushions in an oak-panelled room where a civilized fire burned in the brown stone hearth and an ornate grandfather clock ticked away the minutes. They were glad to be off their feet, for the walk from Whitechapel in the bitter wind that shifted directions like the thrusts of a demonic swordsman had taken them several hours and worn them to the nubs.
Matthew noted a recent copy of the London Gazette atop an ivory-inlaid table. When he picked it up, underneath the newspaper like a little toad beneath an eagle’s wing was the latest issue of the Pin, with that abominable bold headline Monster Of Plymouth Compatriot Of
Albion.
He started to fling it into the fire, but the line Coalblack Amazes Audiences snagged his eye and stayed his hand.
He read the article again. African strongman…cannot speak due to loss of tongue…strangely-scarred face…found last June clinging to a bit of wreckage from a ship at sea…
Was it Zed, or some other? If it was indeed Zed, had Captain Falco’s ship been destroyed by vengeful cannonfire from one of Fell’s roving pirates, and Zed cast upon the waves?
“Thinkin’,” Rory suddenly said, as he stared into the crackling fire.
This required a response. Matthew pulled his attention away from Coalblack. “Yes?”
“You say whoever killed my people and took the Velvet was declarin’ war on Professor Fell?”
If there had been anyone else in the parlor overhearing this, they likely would now have gotten up and retired to their Bible closet, but Matthew and Rory were the only ones and Rory’s query had been cast low.
“The same individual who murdered Judge Fallonsby,” said Matthew. “He—or God forbid, she—has decided the time has come to make a move. I suspect that Fallonsby was one of the justices in Fell’s employ, so that was a blatant strike against the professor. And I wouldn’t doubt that this person has a chemist available to examine the Velvet’s ingredients in hopes of copying the recipe.”
“Tangled bag a’ snakes, huh?”
“All knotted up,” Matthew said.
“All right, so this new sonofabitch wants war with Fell. But—sayin’ it’s a he—how’d he know we had Velvet in that cellar? I mean, sure we ain’t the only ones been holdin’ cellars full of Velvet, but how’d he know?”
“Someone’s talk slipped out here or there. Some slip of the tongue made in a tavern, and a careful ear listening. Could be someone associated with the Sisters. Then one or more of the Broodies was identified and followed, the warehouse staked out over a period of days—or weeks—and notes taken as to the unloading of barrels and crates from a wagon in front of that warehouse late at night.”
“The last shipment we got was over a month ago,” said Rory. “Came in ’bout four in the mornin’.”
“It was likely being watched. I suspect this new individual wasn’t ready, for whatever reason, to undertake a raid at that point. Maybe he didn’t have enough men. Who knows?”
“Damn,” Rory said, frowning into the fire. “I just…I just can’t think about it, Matthew. It hurts my head and my heart at the same time. God bless ’em all, but I failed ’em.”
“Don’t go down that road. I don’t think what happened could have been avoided. Of course you very well could have perished with them, and therefore have no current pain of head and heart, but you’re not the cause of it. It’s Fell…Mother Deare…the White Velvet…and now this new…creature,” Matthew said. The hideous images of the Devil’s Cross and the gouged-out eyes came to him, and he had to brush them away by reading once more about the famous Coalblack.
The grandfather clock ticked away but could work no magic on the movement of time. It crawled. From where he was sitting Matthew had a direct view to the clerk’s desk and the red-carpeted staircase leading up to the rooms. He watched several people come and go, but none of them were Hudson or Berry. An hour passed, and then another.
“You sure they’re gonna come back here?” Rory asked.
“They’re on the register, so why wouldn’t they?” Matthew figured they were out looking for him. He hoped they stayed far away from Whitechapel.
“How much longer you gonna give ’em? Light’s fadin’ out there.”
From what Matthew could see through a slice of window, late afternoon’s light was the same gloomy gray as midday’s. The grandfather clock chose that moment to chime five times.
“Another hour,” Matthew said.
“And if they don’t come, then what?”
Then what, indeed, Matthew thought. Surely they wouldn’t be allowed to remain in here all night, no matter the promise of reward or threat of breakage. “We’ll figure something out,” Matthew answered, but he was presenting a lame horse.
In precisely thirty minutes the bewigged clerk came into the parlor. He squared his thin shoulders and took on an expression of severity. He said, “Sirs, I shall inform you that at six o’clock the management of the Soames Inn closes the parlor to all persons who are not guests or not accompanied by guests. I regret your friends have not returned, but at six o’clock you shall have to leave.”
“What if we don’t choose t’ leave?” Rory thrust his chin out in haughty defiance.
“In that case, sir, we have the benefit of common ownership of the gymnasium across the street, which includes a very popular prize-fighting club. At all hours of the day what they call the ‘ring’ is in constant use, and a group of men who appreciate the sport are always seeking new targets of practice.”
“Oh,” said Rory.
“It’s our management’s policy,” the clerk said, thawing a little. “For the safety and security of the guests, really.”
“I see,” said Matthew. “All right then, we’ll leave at six.”
“My appreciation,” the clerk replied, with a stiff-backed bow. He was starting to retreat when Matthew, already trying to figure out where he and Rory might go, had a sudden idea.
“Pardon,” Matthew said before the clerk could withdraw. He checked the article about Coalblack in the Pin once more. “How far a walk would it be to Dove’s Wing Alley at Bishopsgate?”
“That distance would be in the approximation of three miles. May I ask if you’re interested in the Almsworth Circus?”
“Yes, exactly so.”
“I’ve attended it myself. Very entertaining, but quite a walk from here. May I send an errand boy to hire a coach for the gentlemen?” This was said with only a hint of sarcasm.
“No, thank you, but I’d appreciate walking directions.”
“I shall write them down for you.” The clerk bowed again and went on his way.
Matthew stood up. “Rory, exactly how much money do you have?”
He checked his pockets and came up with three shillings and six pence.
“That ought to be enough to get us into the Almsworth Circus.”
“What?” Rory got out of his chair and winced at the pain in his feet from their earlier walk here, which had been nearly double that distance. “You want to go to the flippin’ circus?”
“I do. The show begins at eight. If we leave now, we can make the opening.”
“You say. My dogs are barkin’!”
“Well, we won’t walk as fast as we did coming here.”
“Why the bloody hell are you wantin’ to go to the circus, pray tell?”
“I might know someone who’s involved there,” said Matthew. “I have to see him to make sure.”
“Do you know the flippin’ man in the moon, as well? Jesus, I ain’t never met a gent with so many acquaintances in high and low places!”
“I must see this one,” Matthew replied, and added, “If nothing more than to ease my curiosity.” Ease his fears was more correct, for he dreaded the thought that the brave Captain Falco had been destroyed in retribution for the destruction of Pendulum Island.
“Hell’s bells,” said Rory. His voice was strong, but his eyes were still dark-hollowed and every so often his body gave an involuntary tremble or outright jerk. Matthew had caught him staring into space with a half-open mouth and a frozen countenance as if he’d just stepped into the warehouse again and found the first of the dead upon the floor. “Ain’t quite the day for a circus show,” Rory went on.
“It’s just the day for it. I have to see this man and we have to go somewhere.”
“Uh huh. And with these marks on our hands, if any of the dozen or so gangs between here and there find us poachin’ at night, we’re dead men. If we get there in one piece, we still got to get back!”
“If this man is who I think it might be, then I believe my story to the owners of the circus might improve his value, and from them it’s possible to earn a coach ride back here.” Matthew was sure the owners would appreciate learning that Zed was a member of the fighting Ga tribe and something of his history…but then what? Leave Zed in the circus, when he knew the man so ardently wished to get home to his tribal land? Just turn a back on him, and leave him here in this seething cesspool? But that bridge had to be crossed later, and first things first: was this African strongman Zed, or not?
“Lord have mercy,” said Rory, and then he was silent.
Matthew got the written directions from the clerk. He left instructions with the man to inform Hudson Greathouse that he had gone to the Almsworth Circus and it would be good to be met there with a coach if Hudson could manage it; if not, he would return to the inn later that night. They left the Soames Inn, setting off to the east. They were heading back toward Whitechapel, as the Bishopsgate area lay just to the northwest of it. Chill winds gusted through the streets, plucking at hats and cloaks and tugging the hems of ladies’ gowns. Matthew kept one hand on his tricorn and the other grasping the collar of his cloak as the garment billowed around him. Streetside torches flared in the wintry currents, and lanterns appeared in the hands of passersby. The central section of the city was jammed with traffic, pedestrians rushing about and carriages, coaches and wagons clogging the ways. Rory kept pace with Matthew but Matthew was aware of his friend’s discomfort and so eased his stride. The larger buildings loomed on all sides, lanternlight yellowing many of the windows. In the hurry and crush of the well-to-do, beggars of all ages and descriptions hobbled back and forth, some of them children, some of them young and bedraggled women holding infants. Some people walked upon the streetsides as if the devil snapped at their bottoms and whole groups of others meandered as if measuring the length of cow pastures on a hazy midsummer morn, and therefore the collisions were numerous and constant. Matthew hoped New York never became as this, for he was sure the pastoral beauty of the town would be destroyed.
Matthew and Rory crossed a multitude of streets and braved a multitude of wild drivers. They witnessed a man and woman run down by an ornate carriage less than twenty feet from them as they went across Lombard Street; the carriage might have continued on had not a wheel broken off and gone rolling past the two circus-bound travellers. Matthew was glad to see the two lucky victims of this near-murder helped to their feet, and all was good except for the fact that they’d unluckily tumbled into a sewage ditch.
At last the directions Matthew had several times stopped to consult indicated that Dove’s Wing Alley was within three blocks, just past the Spittle Yard. For some time Rory had been keeping his head on a swivel, but though they walked along some streetsides that looked like gangs had already done their ravaging and left ruins in their wake the only distress they experienced came from the nasty curses thrown at them from a number of young women and young men who approached them with lascivious offers, all ignored.
Finally, after seeing plastered on several walls broadsheets advertising the Almsworth Circus—Jugglers! Dancers! Acrobats! The Mighty Coalblack! You Shall Be Amazed!—they heard a commotion of drumming, gonging and shouting ahead. At the sign of Dove’s Wing Alley under a guttering, windblown torch, a rotund fellow with green greasepaint on his face had a contraption of drumheads, cymbals and gongs strapped to his body, and he was hammering his sticks at these as if beating his mother-in-law. “Come one, come all!” he shouted every few seconds into the night, and he bowed his head slightly at Matthew and Rory as they passed and gave an extra oomph to a drumhit.
As at Flint Alley, a set of stairs led down into a crevasse, but this one was festooned with ropes upon which were hooked multi-colored lanterns. At the bottom of the steps, there was a small courtyard where a clown with white-painted face and wearing a belled jester’s cap stood before a doorway covered by a red curtain. He was making such foolish, tongue-wagging and goggle-eyed expressions as a clown might make at the dozen or so patrons who’d gathered, at the same time taking coins into a pewter bowl and giving out tickets. Beside him a petite dark-haired girl in an extremely revealing black outfit with white stripes was walking on her hands, while her twin, identical except for wearing a white outfit with black stripes, was performing perfect flips over and over again, both girls receiving the applause of the gathering.
The clown announced to Rory an entrance fee of one shilling apiece, a sum that made Rory visibly bristle, but the coins came out and went into the bowl. Tickets in hand, Matthew and Rory went through the red curtain into a small lamplit theater with four rows of bench seats that already held another half-dozen patrons.
Matthew wished to sit on the front row. As more of the night’s customers came in, he removed his tricorn, took off his cloak and folded it, and then took his place beside Rory.
“A shillin’ for this?” Rory fumed. “It ain’t nothin’ but rank robbery!”
“We’re out of the wind and we’re sitting,” Matthew reminded him. “Be glad of that.”
“A fool circus! What good are these things?”
Within thirty minutes, after the crimson-costumed master of ceremonies had emerged to welcome the audience and tell a few ribald jokes, the drummerman had taken the stage and played not only the drums at a thunderous rhythm but also the mouth harp at the same time in a stirring show of talent, a fire-eater had swallowed a torch or two and puffed out twenty rings of smoke, a man wearing a huge blue bowtie had engaged three small dogs in jumping through a number of hoops—and one of them aflame—Matthew heard Rory give an excited intake of breath as the two petite twin acrobats jumped back and forth with effortless ease from swings suspended above the audience.
When this display of the defiance of gravity was ended, Rory perhaps clapped the loudest in the audience, and when he looked at his companion with a silver-toothed grin and said, “Have you ever seen such a sight?” then they both knew of what good circuses were.
The clown came out upon the stage and performed a number of pratfalls, a show of juggling with flowerpots and bricks, and some other tricks that involved colored handkerchiefs and a few sprays of water at the audience from a false rose in his lapel. Matthew was gratified to hear Rory laugh. The horror of the morning would never be forgotten but for the moment it was held at bay, which in itself was a miracle of mercy.
A woman with long red tresses and wearing a violet gown came out to sing, accompanied by a stout little man playing a fiddle. The song began as a soft, slow recitation of a maiden’s love for a young farmer. Very suddenly the bottom dropped out of it. The fiddler began to saw like mad and the songstress belted out rhymes using words like “cock-a-doodle” and “ruptured duck”, which likely accounted for the fact that in looking around Matthew had seen no children in the audience, but the grownups hollered along at the chorus like delighted ten-year-olds.
Then after that whoopsedaisie the master of ceremonies came back to the stage and in the yellow lanternlight looked out upon his listeners with a solemn face. He said in his leathery voice, “Ladies and gentlemen, please be aware that our next act hails from a savage land. A land of lions, tigers, fierce bears and venom-dripping reptiles! A land where one might step into a pit of quicksand and be pulled down to his doom from the face of the earth…”
Oh, Matthew thought, I’ve already been there, but he remained silent. His heart was hammering and he felt sweat at his temples.
“…a land of pitiless horrors, where death lurks under every tree of thorns!” The master paused, sweeping his eyes back and forth across the theater. “Yes!” he boomed. “Such a land shapes a man! He either perishes there or he becomes a mighty force to break the bonds of destiny! But…is he a man? Or is he a beast? I shall let you decide the answer, fair audience.” As he was speaking, the clown and the drummer wheeled out an object about seven feet tall and five wide and covered over with brown canvas. They left it at centerstage and withdrew, returning with a long piece of iron bar carried between them with obvious effort. “I give you, for your amazement and speculation,” said the master, as he motioned toward the covered object with a flourish, “the Mighty Coalblack!”
The clown and the drummer whipped the canvas away. There was a catch of breath among the onlookers. Underneath the canvas was an iron-barred prison cell on wooden wheels. At the bottom of the cell was a layer of hay, and crouched upon the hay was a large figure covered over with an ebon cloak.
The master of ceremonies clapped his hands twice. The shrouded figure stirred. It began to rise from the hay, and as it stood to its full height of well over six feet the black cloak fell off. The man exposed beneath was equally as black. His immensely-broad and muscular back was turned toward the audience. He was wearing only a lion’s skin around his waist, the mane and flattened head curved up over his right shoulder in Herculean fashion and secured in the front.
Was it Zed? Matthew asked himself. It had to be! This man was huge, just as Zed was! Yes! It had to be!
Coalblack growled, a guttural and terribly menacing sound. A few women in the audience gave little noises of fear and clung closer to their thin and pallid men.
Then Coalblack whirled around, gave a resounding but mutilated shout that made even Rory jump a few inches off the bench, and attacked the bars of his prison. His knotty hands gripped the iron and began to force the bars apart. Two women shrieked and a man cried out as if he’d just wet his breeches. Matthew saw the corded muscles move in the mighty arms, saw the chest swelling with tremendous power, saw the bars beginning to bend under Coalblack’s relentless force, saw the tribal tattoos that scarred the fearsome, black-bearded face…
…and saw also, that it was not Zed.
This African was a Ga, yes. Perhaps his tongue had been removed by the same tribe of slavers that had captured Zed, and perhaps the slave ship carrying him to London, or Amsterdam, or New York, or Charles Town had been attacked by pirates and destroyed, with this man the sole survivor…
…but Zed, he was not. His face was broader, his features different. His bald head was as round as a cannonball.
No, not Zed.
Coalblack had already burst a sweat. His teeth were clenched, a pale slash in the ebony face. He worked the bars apart with steady pressure and then, showing a display of stagecraft that even the most primitive elder of the Ga tribe would have admired, he thrust himself between the bent bars and out of the cage with a roar made more horrible by the loss of tongue.
Matthew thought that the audience was going to have a fit, and indeed some ran for the exit. But as Coalblack stood there fiercely flexing his awesome muscles for the crowd, with sweat gleaming on his face and his eyes tracking back and forth as if searching for the next lion to kill, the fiddler emerged from the lefthand side of the stage playing a spritely tune and Coalblack, whose grimace became a grin, began to dance.
It was like watching a bear try the minuet, but the sight calmed the crowd. What might have elicited laughter at any other time instead brought forth a sense of wonder, that such a massive creature could move so gracefully. To the crowd’s absolute silence, as the fiddle played, Coalblack flexed various parts of his body from shoulders down to calves. The master of ceremonies invited a man and woman at random up to test the validity of the iron bar. The man stepped up, but the woman declined. He almost fell on his face when he tried to lift the bar, much to the laughter of the audience. Then he returned to his seat and Coalblack stepped forward to the task. The Ga picked up the iron rod as if it were a length of hollow painted wood and proceeded to bend it ten different ways from the Sabbath.
Matthew felt satisfied. He’d had to see for himself. Now he was fairly sure Zed and Captain Falco had escaped Professor Fell, and even now Zed might be with his tribe, and Falco returning to New York to be with his wife Saffron and his son Isaac. That would be a very good thing. And now, watching Coalblack upon the stage and hearing the audience applaud the African’s feats of strength, he thought that Coalblack had found a place to belong as well, for though he obviously was many leagues from home he smiled warmly as he accepted the acclaim, and when he lifted the acrobat twins, one in each hand, and they did handstands upon his shoulders he treated them as carefully and respectfully as if they were living pieces of art.
So…that was also a very good thing.
When Coalblack’s act had ended, he joined the other performers in bowing to the crowd. He looked, really, to be a contented man. As the drummer, the fiddler and the singer put up a caterwaul to bid the audience goodnight and the master of ceremonies blew exaggerated kisses to the crowd, Matthew and Rory made their way out into the courtyard.
“Not bad, Matthew,” said Rory as they started up the steps. “For a circus, I—”
“Pardon me, please.”
Matthew looked around, for a hand had grasped at his cloak.
A young man—handsome, with a clean-cut face, high cheekbones and blonde hair beneath a rakishly-tilted dark green tricorn—was smiling at him. “Is your name Matthew Corbett?”
Instantly Matthew sensed danger. The cool gray eyes under thick blonde brows stared at him impassively, awaiting an answer.
“You have the wrong man,” Matthew said.
“Oh, pardon,” came the reply. “I thought you were he, because I have a message from Hudson Greathouse.”
Something was very, very wrong. “Sorry,” Matthew said. His guts were tight and roiling. He continued up the stairs under the merry multicolored lamps.
The young man climbed up beside him, with a brief glance and smile at Rory. “You bear quite a resemblance,” he offered. “I saw you in there, with your tricorn off. Not many people carry such a scar on their foreheads. It does mark you.”
“You are incorrect.”
“Really? Oh…well…I thought I heard your friend there speak your name just as I reached you. Was I also incorrect about that?”
Matthew turned his head toward the man to tell him, quite brusquely, to be off; in so doing, he saw the quick motion that was given to two other cloaked and hulking men waiting at the top of the steps, and he knew he and Rory were done.
“Mr. Corbett,” said the young man, who placed a firm grip upon Matthew’s shoulder. “Let’s go right up here to the coach we have waiting, shall we?”
“Hold on!” Fear jumped into Rory. He looked for a way out. Other people were coming up the stairs, pushing him forward. He couldn’t retreat, and he saw the two men waiting and recognized them not by name or by having seen them before, but as the killers he knew them to be. Then he was at the top of the stairs and the huskier of the two came over and put his arm around Rory’s shoulders as if they were the longest-lost of friends.
“A fine show, wasn’t it?” the young blonde-haired man in the dark green tricorn said to Matthew as he guided his captive toward the side-lamps of the coach that sat about halfway along the block. “Well,” he amended, “it was fine the first time I saw it, two nights ago. Tonight…eh!” He shrugged in dismissal. “Please be aware we all have pistols and we all very good shots and we don’t mind shooting any of the grinning idiots on this street if you have a mind to yell for help. So be a good boy and don’t drag your legs. All right?”
“Where are we going?” Matthew dared ask, but he already knew.
“You are going,” said the calmly-smiling young man, “to get a terrible spanking. Come along now, Mother’s waiting.”
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It was a sturdy two-storied house of brown and white bricks with a widow’s walk at the pinnacle. A long gravel drive that curved up from the main street through a gate that had to be unlocked by the young blonde man in the dark green tricorn before the coach could pass through. Afterward, he walked back and relocked it.
The house had many windows, all of them aimed toward the central city. Lanterns shone through the glass. The appearance of the house indicated that a party might be in progress.
But Matthew and Rory found themselves the center of attention at this gathering. They had been delivered to the house in absolute silence, no one even volunteering a name. They were herded through a pair of oak doors and through spacious rooms carpeted with bright Persian rugs and adorned with leather-upholstered furniture. They were taken through another door toward the rear of the house and down a staircase. In a lantern-lit cellar with a gray stone floor they were ordered to undress, and one of the men took their clothes away.
“A bit drafty down here, don’t you think?” Matthew asked the men as he stood in his nakedness, but he received no reply. Two of the men left the room. Another man, this one wearing a brown skullcap and smoking a small clay pipe, came in to stand with the blonde-haired gent, but they did no talking. They held their pistols down at their sides. Everyone remained that way for fifteen minutes or so, no one saying a word but all eyes focused on the prisoners.
Matthew might pretend to be oblivious to whatever was in store, but in fact he was scared to death. He thought the men had removed their clothing to make them feel even more defenseless and to watch their bodies involuntarily tremble. Matthew stared at the floor and tried to figure a way out of this, but he was fully and terribly aware that there was no way out.
Rory said to the two men, “You could at least give a sufferin’ bastard a coat, couldn’t ya?” His face was hard and his eyes defiant, but the shivering of his skin betrayed him. “What the fuck is this all about?” he demanded, but received only the ominous silence.
In another few minutes the other two reappeared, some words were quietly spoken, and Matthew and Rory were pushed out of this current room through a short corridor into another chamber. Oil lamps were fixed to the walls and smoked ever so slightly. In the room were four high-backed chairs with armrests, all about six feet apart. Matthew saw that the chairs had been either built or altered for a special purpose, for they had runners that had been fitted into the grooves of concrete blocks cemented to the floor. The chairs could not be overturned or otherwise moved when someone was sitting in them. He noted several nailheads nearly flush to the backs of the chairs, about where the head would rest. Around the chairs and on the concrete blocks were so many bloodstains it appeared that more than a single quartet of poor wretches had been skinned here.
Presently, Matthew and Rory were pushed upon two chairs side-by-side. Both of them were already wet with fear-sweat. The young blonde-haired man kept his pistol aimed at Matthew’s head and another man did likewise to Rory as leather cuffs locked wrists to armrests and ankles to chairlegs. A leather strap drawn tightly across the chest completed the securement.
“You got the wrong men,” said Rory. His voice trembled. “Swear to God you do.”
Everyone left but the blonde-haired man in the dark green tricorn. The last one of them out closed a door that looked to be three inches thick. No sounds would be escaping this room. Matthew figured that even if any noise got out of this torture chamber and then out of the house, the main street was still too far away for anyone to hear a peep.
Torture chamber, Matthew thought. That’s exactly what this was. This was a place where, obviously, up to four unfortunates could be tortured at a time. He wondered how that number had been decided upon. A roll of the dice? Was ‘four’ Mother Deare’s lucky number? He was sweating and shivering, hot and cold at the same time. The blonde-haired man had put his pistol away beneath his cloak, and he was leaning against a wall next to the door, dozing with his eyes closed.
“How’d you find me?” Matthew asked.
The eyes did not open, nor was there any further response.
“You were haunting the circus?” Matthew probed. “Mother Deare put you on guard there? How did she figure I might show up?”
There was absolutely no reaction.
“These fuckers are deef,” Rory said, with a nervous cackle. “Fuckin’ dumb, too.”
“But obviously they can read. Someone can, at least.” Matthew had an idea how this capture had been devised. “So Mother Deare’s a devotee of the Pin? Is that right?”
The blonde-haired man dozed on.
“Fuck you, blondie!” Rory called out. “You look like you et a bowl a’ man-nuts for your supper!”
Even this drew no reaction. Rory swore softly and lowered his head. “Shit, Matthew!” he muttered. “We’re in for it.”
“They’re not going to kill us. If they wanted to, we’d be dead already.” Matthew didn’t like hearing that from his own throat. The bloodstains around the chairs made the statement that in some cases death might be preferable to the long, slow…well, whatever technique was to be used, and Matthew chose to shut his mind to any further imaginations.
An hour might have passed, during which the blonde-haired man stirred himself and left the room for fifteen minutes or so. In his absence Matthew and Rory struggled to either loosen their bonds or test the stability of the chairs; in both cases, the security was beyond assault. When the man returned he was smiling thinly, for surely he knew what had been tried here and what had failed.
The door opened again. Matthew’s body jerked; he had the thought this is it. Two of the men he’d previously seen brought in a small round table and a stool and put them between Matthew and Rory. Then another man, previously unseen, entered.
“Hello, fellows,” he said, and he gave them the grandest smile with a mouthful of large white teeth. He was dressed in a light gray suit with a pale blue waistcoat and carrying a black leather bag, which he placed upon the table. “My name is Dr. Noddy. May I ask yours?”
“You already know them. She told you,” said Matthew.
“Quite true. Just trying to be friendly.” He drew from the black bag a piece of green cloth. He spread that out on the tabletop. “Matthew Corbett and Rory Keen,” he said. “Strapping young men, you both are.” His hand went into the black bag again, and he began to neatly and precisely lay out on the cloth an assortment of instruments that caused the hairs to ripple on the back of Matthew’s and Rory’s necks.
Shining in the lamplight was first a small pair of pliers, then joined by a thin silver rod with a fishhook on the end, then joined by several pairs of forceps, then joined by a collection of ivory-handled tools with various spear or spade-shaped ends, then joined by another thin silver rod with what looked to be a coarse-toothed file on the end, then joined by a silver tool holding a little square mirror, and finally completed by two assemblages of metal rods adorned with leather straps and hooks.
“My beauties.” The man beamed at his captive audience. “I’m a dentist,” he said.
Matthew felt sweat crawling down his face. Noddy was perhaps in his late fifties or early sixties, a rotund man with chubby cheeks and a reddish complexion. He was bald but for curly waves of white hair on the sides of his head, and he wore a neatly-trimmed white goatee and round-lensed spectacles that slightly magnified his brown eyes. He had a plentitude of laugh lines in his face, indicating a merry disposition. He was certainly a man who seemed pleased by his position. Matthew uneasily noted that his hands were not large in keeping with the rest of his body, but rather sinewy. Just right, he thought grimly, for working with the teeth.
“Tell her I’m ready,” Noddy said to the young blonde-haired man, who immediately left the room and closed the door behind him. Then Noddy, grinning widely, returned his attention to the two men in the chairs. “Beastly weather we’ve been having lately, don’t you think?”
Suddenly neither Matthew nor Rory wanted to open their mouths.
“Oh come, come!” said Noddy. He adjusted his spectacles, which had slipped slightly down his knob of a nose. “I’ll tell you in all candor,” he said as he sat down upon the stool and got himself comfortable with a few wiggles of his buttocks, “that everyone talks. No matter how stout and sturdy a fellow thinks himself to be, or how sealed his secrets…everyone talks.” His thick white eyebrows jumped as he spoke, as if to accentuate the sentences. “It is just, as they say, a matter of time. And loss of blood. Oh, dear me! You’d think someone with her wealth would have servants clean this chamber once in a while, wouldn’t you?”
What was the proper response? There was none. Matthew remained silent. Rory lost control and wrenched at his cuffs for a few useless seconds. Noddy watched as if observing the difficulties of a trapped dog.
Then the door opened again. The mistress of the house had arrived.
Mother Deare—her real name Miriam—wore a crimson-colored gown with black ruffles down the front. Her rough workwoman hands were stuffed into black lace gloves. The cottony cloud of her hair was done up with the golden pins Matthew recalled. She was the same as he remembered—a solid, powerful body, a smug expression of superiority, a flophouse madam trying to be the belle of the ball—but there were three glaring differences. Both of her froggish eyes were blackened and swollen, as was her snout. Recently she’d received a good knock.
“Our Matthew,” she said, but the voice was cold and flat and the mouth crimped around the small peg-teeth. Her eyes shifted in their hoods of flesh toward Rory. “And you.” She made a clucking sound of disapproval. Her gaze returned to Matthew. “Enjoyed the circus, did you?”
“I did.” Matthew was trying very hard to keep the terror out of his voice. It was an effort even Coalblack could not have matched. “And I didn’t expect you to have that place staked out.”
“I have people watching for you in many places. It’s going to take some time to call them all in. We have the docks covered, and the roads leading out. My men are going through every coach and wagon, on the pretext of constables searching for the Monster of Plymouth who might be trying to escape the justice he so severely deserves.”
“Good idea. You don’t want that sonofabitch getting loose.”
“Exactly. I happen to be quite a fan of the Pin. I read there about Coalblack—who I went to see last week, and particularly I enjoyed the clown—and I thought…hmmm…he greatly reminds me of the tongueless African giant—your scar-faced friend—we had caged on Pendulum Island. I wondered…not knowing what became of that ebony gent…if you might be interested in seeing someone very like him. After all, I’m sure they’re rare. Well.” She shrugged.
“Since we had the roads and the docks under watch and searchers roaming through Whitechapel, I thought…send a man or three out to Dove’s Wing Alley for the next few nights, just to have a looksee. See?”
Matthew remained silent.
“I admire a man who is being hunted by the law of London and the law of Professor Fell, and who chooses to hide in public view by attending a circus,” said Mother Deare, with a faint smirk. “But we all have to get our minds off our troubles in some fashion, eh?”
Matthew said nothing. His gaze kept slipping toward the hideous-looking instruments on the table.
“Yes,” said Mother Deare, “you are right to fear those, darling Matthew. What a mess you left of Pendulum Island! My God, that beautiful castle and nearly a third of the island…gone into the sea. Do you have any idea what that has cost the professor?”
“I do,” Matthew decided to say. “He’s gone somewhere to lick his wounds and in the meantime there’s a new player in town. He signs his work with a Devil’s Cross, and early this morning he—”
“Raided the Black-Eyed Broodies, killed all of them and stole the Velvet. Yes, I was there this afternoon.” The eyes went to Rory. “I should say, killed all of them but one. Where were you when that was going on?”
“He was with me,” said Matthew.
“Oh? And did either of you have anything to do with the murders of Frost and Willow very near the Tavern of the Three Sisters?”
Matthew again remained silent, and Rory looked at the floor.
“Of course you did! Or…rather…you were mixed up in it, weren’t you? Because Frost and Willow were killed with a sword. That dagger you had in your cloak is very nice, but it didn’t do the job on them, did it?”
Matthew’s mouth was dry. All the liquid in his body was sweating out. He knew exactly where Mother Deare was headed. The cloak.
“Julian,” she said, “bring those items in, please.”
The young blonde-haired man had been waiting just outside the open door. He came in, carrying in one hand the folded paper upon which the verse of challenge was written, and in the other hand the mask of Albion.
Mother Deare took them. She fanned herself with the paper. Her expression had not changed one iota from when she’d first entered the room. “This verse…it’s a ridiculous dramatic,” she said. “Of no consequence to anyone.”
“Danton might think differently,” said Matthew.
The fanning stopped. Then began once more.
“Oh, forgive me, gentlemen,” Matthew said to the four men in the room. “Now that you know Professor Fell’s full name is Danton Idris and he’s a mulatto, Mother Deare will have to kill you.”
“Shall I step out?” Dr. Noddy asked nervously. A little sweat had begun to sparkle on his forehead.
“Certainly not,” Mother Deare replied, still fanning away. “We’re beyond such secrets now, and as I say it’s of no consequence.” She smiled froggishly at the dentist. “Though do mind what your lips spill, Theodore. He wouldn’t care for that to become common knowledge.”
“You may rely on my discretion, as always.”
Suddenly Rory blurted out, “What are you gonna do to us?”
Matthew winced. That question was not one he wished to have answered anytime soon.
Mother Deare ignored him. “I see,” she said to Matthew, “by the mark on your hand that you’ve become a Broodie. How charming! A young gentleman from New York come to London to be transformed into street trash! What a lovely proposition!”
“Did you think the Broodies were street trash when you enlisted them on the professor’s behalf to move all that White Velvet to the streets?”
“I think I should step out,” said Noddy.
“Stay where you are!” she said sharply. Then, in a falsely-gentle voice, “Matthew, this is all business. Every bit of it. There is neither good nor bad in business. There is simply profit or loss. Do you understand that?”
“I understand there’s a drug in the Velvet designed to hasten the process of addiction.”
Noddy said, “I really should—”
“Hush,” she told him. “You’ve heard worse, just put a cork in it.” She regarded Matthew for a moment in silence, and he couldn’t be sure but he thought he saw a measure of respect in those swollen eyes. “Business,” she repeated. “There are other brands of gin out there, Matthew. Many others. Why not create one that has…shall we say…an extra added ingredient, so that this product might truly shine? And people love it, Matthew! They can’t get enough of it! They work their fingers to the bone and break their backs in their low, menial and dirty jobs and have little to show for it. The suffering and despair out there is truly shameful! So we give our fine customers a little escape…for very little money, really. What’s wrong with that?”
Matthew said, “Everything. The Velvet causes more suffering and despair, and the profits go to pay for Fell’s other business activities.”
“I’m listening, but I still don’t hear anything wrong with it. We have created a product and a demand. We control the market in that particular potion, and therefore we—”
“You might not control the market very much longer,” Matthew interrupted. “This new player will likely take a sample of the Velvet to a chemist in his employ and seek to duplicate the formula.”
“Action will be taken, I assure you.”
“It’s Professor Fell you should be assuring. That warehouse was really your responsibility, wasn’t it? When he finds out about the theft—if he doesn’t already know—he may invite you to dinner and put your head on the roasted pig.”
One of the other men made the mistake of giving a chortle. He rapidly disguised it by clearing his throat, but Mother Deare’s eyes shot flames at him and the man actually ducked his head and retreated a few paces.
When she returned her attention to Matthew, she was all licorice-sweetness and dirty light. She held up the mask of Albion. “Who is he?”
Matthew had known they were coming to this. God, the cuffs were tight! So too was the strap around his chest.
“Albion. Who is he? And where is he? You see the dried blood on this?” She turned the mask between her thick fingers to show him. “Is it his, or that of my men?”
Matthew figured that both Frost’s and Willow’s pistols had been stolen by the time Mother Deare’s men reached the scene, therefore she couldn’t know that Albion had been shot.
“Rory, do you have anything to say?”
To his credit Rory was bravely silent, but he also was looking at the dental instruments with a blanched and sweating face.
Mother Deare said, “Matthew, listen to me. I’m going to ask you those questions once more, and then Dr. Noddy will go to work. There will be no stopping him when he begins. He enjoys his craft. Now: who is Albion?”
Matthew swallowed hard. He heard Rory do the same.
“Where is he?” She paused a few seconds, staring holes through him, and then she sighed. “All right. Noddy, work on Matthew first.”
At that pronouncement, two of the men rushed forward. One squeezed Matthew’s nostrils shut with an iron hand and the other pressed his fingers hard into Matthew’s throat. He was unable to keep his mouth closed. Before Matthew could clench his teeth, Noddy had thrust one of the constructions of metal rods into his mouth. Matthew tried to thrash but was held tight; he thought the corners of his lips were going to be torn. Sharp prongs of metal pressed into the soft tissues. The solid framework kept his mouth from closing. The men took the ends of smaller leather straps that hung from the device and hooked them to the nailheads sunken into the back of the chair, which made his head immobile.
When it was done, Matthew’s mouth was stretched wide open and he had no chance to oppose what was coming. The assembly even had a flat metal piece that kept his tongue depressed.
The men stepped back, giving Dr. Noddy plenty of room.
“Let’s have a look,” the dentist said, with a smile. “Julian, will you bring a lantern over here, please?” It was done. Noddy used the tool with the little mirror fixed to it. “The fine little invention that is currently affording me a view into your mouth—and plenty of space to work, I might add—was created by a Dr. Northcutt a few years ago in order to forestall the effects of lockjaw,” he said. “It has also been used in the beneficent care and feeding of patients in Bedlam.” Matthew felt the little mirror bump against a tooth. “People,” Noddy said, “just don’t take care of their teeth as they should. A pity, really. There’s a great future in dentistry, I firmly believe that. Oh! There’s a small cavity back at the gumline, lower left. Just begun, it looks. Otherwise…a nice set.” He withdrew the mirror and stared into Matthew’s widened eyes.
Noddy’s smile had taken on a sinister twist. “Pain is the problem,” he said. “Why people fear the dental profession. The mouth…the teeth…the gums…so sensitive to injury. I was telling Mother Deare once…I think some men have more feeling in their gums than they do in their balls. I mean, really…you cut a man’s balls off and he’s going to scream, certainly, but the pain fades. You start pulling his teeth one by one and then exploring the empty sockets with the probes…as I told you, young man, everyone talks.”
“Pay close attention to this procedure, Rory,” Mother Deare directed. “If you have anything you wish to say, I would advise you to be forthcoming.”
Rory didn’t answer.
The rush of blood sounded like a raging river in Matthew’s ears. His face was hot but the rest of him shivered involuntarily, as much as it could against the pressure of the cuffs. Tears of anger bloomed in his eyes and ran down his cheeks. There was nothing to be done, and no one was coming to save him.
Noddy picked up the pliers. He positioned the little mirror where he could see what he was doing, as Julian held the lantern close. The pliers went into Matthew’s mouth and bumped against front teeth as it moved toward the back. Matthew felt them seize a tooth on the lower left of his jaw.
He heard himself moan.
“Steady,” said the dentist. “We’ll have that out in a jiff.”



Thirty
 

 
Noddy’s arm moved with unsuspected power.
Matthew heard the tooth crunch. Heard it being pulled from its root, and then the pressure and pain ripped through his jaw and still the crunching noise went on as Noddy’s wrist twisted the pliers back and forth.
“Stubborn,” Noddy remarked.
Panic hit Matthew yet he could not fight. He could not move, he could not close his mouth. The only thing he could do was grip the armrests harder with his fingers. His tongue fought the restraint, but it was no contest. The pain felt like the side of his face was about to explode. Then with a final twist of his hand Noddy withdrew the pliers with the bloody tooth clamped in it. Blood streamed into Matthew’s mouth; he had no choice but to swallow it down.
“A fine specimen,” Noddy said, holding the tooth up for all to see. Suddenly he frowned and looked closer at it. “Oh me,” he said. “Oh me, oh my! A thousand pardons, Matthew. I’ve extracted the wrong one. It’s the tooth behind this one I meant to get. Well, let’s remedy that.” He dropped the tooth upon the green cloth and with no further hesitation pushed the pliers again into his victim’s mouth.
Where can I go? Matthew asked himself as he heard the tooth crack under pressure. Where can I go to escape this? At the Trot, playing chess? Working with Hudson in the office? Walking along the Broad Way, with Berry beside me? Yes…that. A brisk autumn afternoon…the hills turned gold and purple…
“Another stubborn beast,” said Noddy. “Deeply rooted.”
…our conversation light, the sun sparkling on the windows, nothing to worry about, nothing at all, others stopping to converse, her hand stealing into mine, and no Professor Fell in
the world…
“Ah!” The tooth came out, with a last furious twist of the dentist’s wrist. More blood flooded Matthew’s mouth. The pain pulsed with his heartbeat. He coughed and gagged, fearing he was going to choke on his own life fluid.
“Swallow,” Noddy urged. “Little swallows, a bit at a time. Yes, this is the tooth I wanted. See the little spot right there? In time, that could’ve caused you real trouble.”
…holding Berry’s hand, walking along the Broad Way, talking about nothing in particular but knowing we are approaching the future…a fine future…one free of terror and violence…yes, a fine future…
“Before we go on,” Noddy said to Mother Deare, “might I have my reward a bit early? It does so relax me in times of tension.”
Through a blurred red haze Matthew saw the woman give a motion to one of the men, who left the room. Noddy spent a moment wiping the pliers off with the green cloth.
“Now that we have openings,” he said when he was done, “we can explore them a bit more deeply.” He began to pick up one after another of the ivory-handled probes, trying to decide which one to use from his bounty of beauties.
“Anything to say, Rory?” Mother Deare asked.
Matthew tried to shout out No but it sounded like something mangled by a tongueless Ga.
Rory remained silent.
“Your time is coming, young sir,” she said to him. “We’re not going to kill Matthew, because Professor Fell will want to speak with him. You, on the other hand, are garbage and have no value. Therefore when your time comes we have no restraint in what may be done to you, and afterward we are going to kill you. If you cooperate, we can end your life with a quick ball to the brain. If not, you will endure the fires of Hell before you go to the Devil. Are you hearing me?”
Rory said nothing.
“You always were an idiot,” she sneered. “Ah, here’s your solace, Theodore!”
The man had returned with a small blue bottle, which he gave to the dentist’s outstretched hand. Noddy uncorked the Velvet and took a long drink. Afterward he closed his eyes and held the bottle against his heart. “A noble vintage,” he said.
“Yes. Last Tuesday.”
“I might wish to ask what chemical is in this that makes it so very…soothing, would be the word. But I—”
“But you have work to do,” said Mother Deare.
“Exxxxxzactly,” Noddy replied, with joyful enthusiasm. He took another long drink of poisoned courage, corked the bottle and put it aside. “All right now…let’s see…I think this one will be of use.”
Matthew was unable to see which probe the man chose. The sweat burned his eyes and dripped from his chin. He smelled his own fear, a bitter animalish scent. The liquid flowing down his throat caused him to start choking and gagging again.
“We’ll have none of that!” Noddy scolded. “This is one of my best suits! If you mar it in any way you shall pay the piper!”
Mother Deare replied, “I’ll buy you ten fucking suits! Work him.”
The probe clattered against Matthew’s front teeth.
…the Broad Way in autumn…a slight mist over the hills…sailboats on the river…and Berry, walking at my—
A black whirlwind took him. It was a jolt of agony that at the same time coursed up his skull and down his neck to his shoulder. The chair creaked as his body convulsed against the cuffs, and in so doing he nearly dislocated both arms. He heard the dying echo of a strangled scream.
“I believe that touched bone,” said Noddy. “A little more to the right this time.”
Again the horrendous, burning pain tore through his jaw, skull and shoulder. It caused his body to jerk and shake so hard the chair came close to breaking apart at its joints. The scream echoed again, to his fevered brain a distant and alien sound. He had the sensation of rapidly rising and then falling into a pit that seemed to have no bottom.
“…coming around, I do believe,” he heard Noddy say spritely. “Yes, he’s awake. Open your eyes, Matthew. Let me ask your opinion.”
Matthew’s eyes opened. Sweat seared them shut again. When he tried once more the world was a place of glaring light and distended shadows. What appeared to be a shining piece of metal shaped like a miniature spade was presented before his face.
“Shall we try this one?” Noddy asked. “It’s useful for digging abscesses out of the gums.”
“I’ll talk,” Matthew heard Rory say, his voice choked.
Matthew tried to shake his head back and forth. It was impossible. He tried to scream No.
What issued from him was a garble that might have been the Ga language, or Prussian, or any dead tongue yet unknown to man.
“Who is Albion?” Mother Deare’s voice was itself a bludgeon.
Matthew heard himself sob. His mouth was a firepit, his entire face in flames.
“You’ll stop torturin’ him if I tell you?”
“Tell.”
“His name is…I’m sorry Matthew, I swear to God I am. His name is Archer. He’s a judge.”
“Archer? William Atherton Archer?”
Rory was silent. In Matthew’s fever-dream he imagined that his friend had nodded yes.
There was a long moment of stillness. Matthew heard the bottle of Velvet being uncorked once more by the giddy dentist.
Mother Deare said quietly, “I don’t know how you came up with that name. I suspect Matthew in his current tribulations with the law heard the name and perhaps mentioned it to you. But if you expect me to believe that an English justice masks himself as Albion and goes around killing the professor’s errand boys, you will next expect me to jump into the chocolate sauce of the Thames and dive for a cherry. Fuck you, your dead mum, your fuckin’ dead Broodies, and every inch of fuckin’ skin I’m gonna flay off your shit-sack body.” In her barely-controlled fury, the foul-mouthed street brawler had made an appearance. “Theo, this time stop playin’ and hurt him.”
The probe slid into Matthew’s mouth. It searched for one of the raw and bleeding holes.
“It’s God’s truth!” Rory shouted. “Albion’s the judge! I’m swearin’ to—”
With a very slight thrust of the spade-tipped probe, the pain that ignited Matthew’s nerves had no precedence. His body fought the cuffs and strap. Sweat flew from his face. The bones of his jaw were being melted by Satanic fire. He let loose a mangled scream that echoed back to his ears a dozen times from the cold stone walls. He had the sensation that an iron spike had been driven deep into his jawbone and now it was being twisted to crack the hard tissue and dig out the marrow. His frantic mental efforts to reach the Broad Way in autumn, with Berry at his side, failed. There was no escape.
Voices faded in and out. Matthew’s eyes opened, again to a world of distortions.
“…tellin’ you true,” Rory was saying. He sounded as if he were near weeping. “It’s that judge, Archer. Go to the Cable Street hospital and see for y’self.”
“This wound he received was life-threatening?” Mother Deare asked, her fiction of proper composure returned.
“Yeah. Ball put him in a bad way.”
“Hm,” she said, and then was silent.
The cork was pulled on the bottle of White Velvet once more. Noddy noisily drank, smacked his lips and returned the cork.
Mother Deare said, “Julian, you and Harrison go to the Cable Street hospital. Find out who was brought in last midnight with a pistol wound. He should be a man aged about forty-two or so, blonde hair, the look of an aristocrat. Definitely not the rabble they usually treat. He would have been brought in by two young men. Ask what name they have on their records.”
“We didn’t give ’em a name,” Rory said. “We told the nurses we didn’t know.”
“Your tale begins to sound interesting, Rory, but if you’re lying to stall your own fate you can be sure you’ll pay for it in the worst way I can devise. And, little man, I can devise the worst.”
“It’s all true, just like I said.”
“We shall see. I know Archer by sight, so I’ll go along for the ride. Noddy, take that thing out of Matthew’s mouth. Then go upstairs. There’s another bottle of your delight in the kitchen cupboard, but be aware I may need you to continue.”
“Yes, and thank you most kindly!”
“We should be back within an hour.” Mother Deare and her men left the room. Before Noddy complied with the woman’s orders he put a spear-tipped probe up one of Matthew’s nostrils as an act of caution. Then he removed the small straps and hooks from the nailheads and with a deft movement born of practice he withdrew the wicked device from his victim’s mouth.
“Procedure finished for the time being, at least,” said Noddy. “We might have to do some more exploratory work later. And you would be my next patient, I believe.” He gave a little bow toward Rory, then he began to return his instruments to the leather bag. “Keep the teeth cleaned, gentlemen! People are far too lax in this regard! If you don’t scrub them in your mouth, you’ll wind up scrubbing them in their glass. That’s what I tell all my patients.” He picked up the bag and the blue bottle, which was nearly empty. Noddy’s eyes behind the spectacles were shiny. “’Til later,” he said with a jolly inflection. Then he left them alone, closing the door at his back.
In the silence that followed, Rory said, “I had to do it.”
Matthew spat blood upon the floor, adding to the coloration.
“I couldn’t let ’em keep doin’ that, could I? I mean…what’s that judge to me?”
Matthew thought he must’ve lost three pounds, for all the sweating he’d done. His jaw and the entire side of his face still throbbed with pain, the muscles of his neck and shoulders felt as if they’d been stretched nearly to the point of tearing loose from the bones, and he was sick to his stomach. Blood from his mouth glistened in streaks down his chest. The memory of the more excruciating pain was close enough to make him tremble all over again.
“I couldn’t!” Rory went on. “You’re a Broodie! How could I let ’em do that and keep my mouth shut?”
“A Broodie,” Matthew said. His voice was almost unrecognizable even to himself. The left side of his face was puffing up. He kept his tongue away from the two holes where the teeth had been. He felt so weak and worn-out he could be folded up and fit inside a very small box, or they could wring him out and pour him into a little blue bottle.
“No sense to go on like that,” Rory said. “Ain’t human.”
Matthew spat more blood and took a deep breath. He released it and said, “Agreed.”
“You do?”
“They weren’t going to stop until they got what they wanted.” His speech was becoming more and more muffled, as if he were trying to speak through a mouthful of feathers. “God help Judge Archer, though.”
“You think they’ll kill him on the spot?”
“No, but they’ll take him out of the hospital. Fell will want him.” Matthew leaned his head back, oblivious to the nails. He shivered involuntarily. A bloody tide rose from his gullet. When he was done, he was a total mess and all he wanted to do was escape into the false comfort of sleep. He had the strength of a ripped-up rag. Even so, he realized that Rory’s minutes were numbered. When Mother Deare returned, Rory was doomed.
Matthew began looking around for any hope of freedom. He tried to move the chair. It was impossible. The little round table was of no help. The oil lamps smoked on the walls, a continent away. He tried to wrench the cuffs loose. When it was apparent they were not going to yield a fraction of a fraction of an inch he put his tenuous strength to the ankle cuffs. Again, there was no movement.
Rory began to quietly laugh.
“What’s wrong with you?” Matthew’s damaged mouth was as hard to work as a rusted pump. “What’s funny?”
“You. Fightin’ the chair and them cuffs. In the shape you’re in, still fightin’. That’s right commendable, Matthew, but it’s stupid.”
“Why?”
“The flippin’ cow’s got us cooked. You know it, pure ’n simple. Well…I reckon I’m the one to be cooked. But you best save your strength. No use in fightin’ what can’t be beat.”
“There has to be a way out of this!”
“I ’magine that’s been said before in here. Or thought, at least. All the blood on this floor…lot a’ poor buggers been here and gone.” He drew a long breath, and there was some satisfaction in it when he let it go. “I got enough tooth problems, I don’t need no more ’fore I kick off the skin.”
Matthew’s tongue wanted so badly to investigate the holes. The taste of blood in his mouth was sickening. He thought he was going to throw up again, but by force of will he kept everything down and himself steady.
“That was a bad ’un,” said Rory. “Lost two teeth and went through all that, for what? You don’t owe that damn judge nothin’. Hell, look at the tight he’s got you in! I should’a spoke up soon as they put that flippin’ cage in your gabber!”
“I owe him the chance to get away,” Matthew answered. He realized that very soon he wasn’t going to be able to talk at all; his very own case of lockjaw was creeping up on him from the strained muscles. “I don’t know what I was thinking…maybe that by the time…” Damn, it was hard to speak! “By the time they got what they wanted…he’d have been moved out of Whitechapel…to another hospital.” And maybe that had been done today, he thought. Maybe Steven had arranged for his father to be moved. Maybe taken him out and placed him in a private hospital. Yes! There was a possibility of that, for sure. It was something to hope for.
“Reckon so,” said Rory. “Still and all, he got you into this mess. Now, concernin’ me…I’m thinkin’ I got my own self into it. Or maybe takin’ charge of the Broodies did it. Or that deal Mick Abernathy did with the old bitch that I had not a thing to do with.” He was quiet for awhile, and then he said, “Don’t matter, really. Way of the world. Sometimes you stray from the right path, sometimes the right path strays from you. Don’t matter much now. Matthew, I got to pee somethin’ fierce. Do you mind?”
“Go ahead.” Matthew was thinking furiously. This was a deadly game of chess he thought he’d lost before his first move had even been made. “What we have to do,” he said with increasing effort, “is…make you valuable.”
“Me? My guts and bones might be worth somethin’ to a grave robber. That’s ’bout all I got.”
Matthew could only come up with one solution, and it was flimsy but worth a try. “I’ll pay her,” he said.
“What?”
“Pay her,” Matthew repeated. “Money. That’s…all they hold of value.”
“You got a stash hidden somewhere on you?”
“Bargain with her. Pay her…from the Herrald Agency. I’ll work it out.”
Rory didn’t answer. Matthew’s head was swimming. He closed his eyes and jerked them back open again when he realized he’d faded out for a time. How long, he didn’t know.
“You awake?” Rory asked.
“Yes.”
“You went out for awhile. Figured you needed it.”
“How long?” Now the muscles of Matthew’s jaws were so stiff every word was an effort.
“Maybe ten, fifteen minutes.”
“I’ll pay her,” Matthew said, as if to validate the idea. “Like…a ransom. She’ll value that.”
“Maybe she will,” said Rory, but his voice was listless and already seemed far away. “Y’ know,” he went on, “I ain’t never been more’n ten miles out of Whitechapel my whole life. Hardly that. You travel much?”
“Wish I didn’t.”
“I’d like to have travelled. Seen somethin’ of the world. You stay in one place so long, you think that is the world. Then you forget how much is out there. It’s mighty big, ain’t it?”
“Big,” Matthew agreed.
“A sea voyage,” Rory said. “That’s what I wish I’d done.”
“What I wish…I hadn’t done.”
“Sailin’ on a ship. Yessir. Nothin’ ’round you but the wide blue ocean, and the wind in your hair, and them sails spread wide over your head. That’s sure what I wish I’d seen. I can hardly ’magine lookin’ out and seein’ nothin’ but water. Bet that scares some men to the core. Me…I would’a liked it, I think.”
“Pay a ransom,” Matthew said. “Valuable, that way.”
“What’s New York like?” Rory asked.
“Home.”
“Reckon so. That would be good, to have a place you think of as home. Me, I just been passin’ through. Travellin’, I guess…from nowhere to nowhere. Wish I’d taken me a sea voyage.”
“You will,” Matthew said.
“They’re gonna kill me when she gets back,” Rory replied, with a calm that told Matthew he had already dispatched much of his spirit to the other world. “Ain’t no way to make me so valuable they won’t kill me. It was a good thought, though, and I thank you for it.”
“We’ll get out of this,” said Matthew.
“We will…but in different ways. One thing I’d like to ask you, Matthew…Broodie to Broodie. Hearin’ me?”
“Yes.”
“If you can…find out who was in charge of killin’ ’em all. Make whoever did that pay for it, Matthew. I mean it. Make ’em pay.”
“We’ll find out together.”
“No,” said Rory. “No, we won’t.” He was silent for a time, and then he laughed again.
“What?” Matthew asked.
“Funny. A real rib-breaker. That you should be the last of the Black-Eyed Broodies, and carry the torch on. Find out who gave that order, Matthew. Find out what kind of monster could do a thing like that.”
“We both will.”
“As stubborn as your flippin’ teeth,” Rory said, with a snort. “Listen…I’m not much on the Bible and all that, but I figure prayin’ might be a good idea right about now. Would you just hear me?”
“Yes,” Matthew said.
“All right. Well…this is to God I’m speakin’. I’m sorry for the bad things I done. Bet you hear that a whole hell of a lot from people ’bout to die. Hope you don’t turn a deef ear to me. Sorry I stole that horse from that man give me a job. His boy liked that horse, give it the name of Sandy for its color, and there I sold it to a fella run the gluepot house. Well, maybe he figured the horse was for better things and put it in the races or somethin’. Sorry I whipped Joe Connor in front of that girl he was tryin’ to show off to. Sorry I stole the coin from Mary Kellam and lit out in the night when I told her I was comin’ back for supper. Sorry for…all of it. Sorry in an awful big way for what happened to Josh, and me knowin’ what the Velvet was doin’ to people. Now, if I’m goin’ to Hell, that’s why I ought to go. ’Cause I knew the Velvet was different…bad different…and I closed my eyes to it. So if you say I need to go to Hell, I can understand that, and I won’t fuss about it. But…listen…I sure hope them others don’t have to go to Hell. I was the one leadin’ ’em about. They just followed what I said to do. So…don’t blame them and send ’em to Hell for what I done.”
Rory was quiet. Matthew didn’t even try to speak.
“One more thing I’d like to ask,” Rory continued, his voice now very small. “Watch over Matthew. Watch over him, hear? He’s a right good fella, and he’s got some important things to do. Watch over him so he can find the sonofabitch gave that order to kill our fam’ly, and he can cut that bastard’s black heart out and feed it to the crows. I guess that’s all I have to say.”
Rory said no more.
Matthew faded in and out. He was rehearsing what he would say when that door opened. A ransom for Rory’s life. Money drawn from the Herrald Agency. A certain amount per month to keep Rory alive. He could work it out. Mother Deare would accept it, because it was all business. It was profit for her. It made sense. His tongue gingerly felt the holes at the back of his mouth. Mother Deare could be reasoned with, she wasn’t stupid. No, far from stupid. A profit was a profit, no matter how—
The door opened.
Mother Deare entered the room, with Julian and another man behind her.
“Listen to me!” Matthew said, but his voice was a garbled mess through the swollen mouth. “I can—”
Mother Deare lifted the pistol she was holding at her side and fired into the center of Rory Keen’s forehead.
The crack of the shot was deafening. Blue smoke roiled through the room.
Julian put a leather bag over the dead man’s head and drew it tight with drawstrings around the neck. He knotted the drawstrings twice.
Matthew was no longer in the room. His body was, yes, but his mind had reached out for Berry, there on the Broad Way under the cool breeze and soft sun of autumn.
“We have Albion,” Mother Deare told him, but he hardly heard her. “A young man, two nurses and a doctor tried to stop us. We left them regretting their actions.” She handed the still-smoking pistol to Julian. The other man had begun to remove the body strap and cuffs from Rory’s body.
The young man, Matthew thought with a start. Steven? Had they killed Archer’s son? He couldn’t speak. To his numbed amazement, he realized he was weeping.
“There, there,” Mother Deare said, with a touch of motherly sweetness. “You’re going to be taken upstairs. Clean you up, get you some nice clothes. A cup of warm tea. Something harder to drink, if you’d like that. Noddy says you shouldn’t try to chew anything for awhile. We’re going to be preparing for a trip of ten days. Stopping at inns along the way, so you’re going to be on your best behavior. If you’re a good boy, you’ll be treated as such. Which means not trying to cause us any trouble, as we would not like to have to dispatch anyone who has no stake in this. You see, we’re reasonable people.”
“Archer,” Matthew managed to croak. “You’re going to kill him?”
“Certainly not. The professor will want to entertain both you and the noble justice. As I say, you have value. This one’s value,” she said, with an uptilt of her chin toward the body, “lies in being cut into chunks and fed to my dogs. They do so like to chew on bones. Now don’t give me such a look, Matthew. I’ll tell you that you have something to greatly look forward to.”
“What…might that be?”
“Hudson Greathouse and Beryl Grigsby are already on their way to visit the professor. They will reach him before we do. So you see, you have a grand reunion to look forward to.”
Matthew closed his eyes. What sharper blade than this could ever pierce a heart?
All, it appeared, was lost.
“Let’s get you out of here,” said Mother Deare. “Bring you back to proper civilization. Shall we?”
Julian began to free Matthew from the chair. There was no use striking out, which was Matthew’s first instinct. He could do no good here. He would have to wait, bide his time, come up with some sort of plan and hope for…
…a miracle?
“Thank you,” he told Julian when he’d gotten to his feet and staggered, and the young blonde man in the dark green tricorn had steadied him. They led him out of the chamber across the blood-stained floor. Though the leather drawstring bag covered Rory’s face, Matthew was very sure that the eyes of the Black-Eyed Broodie—perhaps the eyes of all of them, now spirits in the London firmament—were fixed steadily upon him, the last of their family.



Thirty-One
 

 
On the fourth evening, Julian Devane knocked at the door of Matthew’s windowless but otherwise spacious room. Devane informed him to dress for dinner, that he was not to dine in the room alone tonight but that Mother Deare wished him to attend the evening meal with her promptly at eight o’clock.
How could Matthew refuse such an invitation? Since emerging from the torture chamber, he’d been living a life of luxury. Mostly of the solitary variety, but luxury nonetheless. His room might have been copied from the royal bedchamber of a Persian prince with all the excesses of carved wood and eye-dazzling patterns of carpet and curtains. He was presented with three meals a day, none of them feasts but all of them delicious and quite filling. An occasional knock at the door summoned him to find a bowl of apples or pears offered by one of the black servants, who locked the door again when the offering was accepted.
Twice the knock had brought a wicker basket holding such items as philosophical pamphlets, folios of works by the Cavalier poets, and dramatic pieces by authors like Thomas Middleton, John Fletcher and Francis Beaumont, whose Love Lies A-Bleeding in particular caught Matthew’s interest. He was afforded a dark blue silk robe, and three new suits—two black and one gray and all of a very fine quality—appeared in his room the first afternoon, when they let him out for Dr. Noddy to gently apply cotton saturated with pain-killing and disinfectant medicine to the sockets where his molars had been.
He was given a silver pocketwatch to keep the time. On the back of it was the engraving To My Precious Phillip From Your Devoted Caroline. He had to wonder if precious Phillip had gone toothless to the grave and coughed this out of a pocket on the way.
Dinner at eight with Mother Deare? He hadn’t seen her since she’d ushered him from the cellar after shooting Rory in the head. The cup of tea that had been given to him by, again, one of the black servants must have been laced with something, because he’d passed out in the little tearoom next to the kitchen and awakened here, with precious and likely-departed Phillip’s pocketwatch on his pillow and the time reading eleven forty-two. Of the next morning, he’d found, because a knock at the door brought him a copy of the Gazette and not only a bowl of shredded wheat with sugar and cream but a little cup of chocolate pudding. It was only when he spooned to the bottom that he discovered the cherry.
As eight o’clock approached, Matthew used the washbasin to scrub himself. He dressed in one of the black suits—in mourning, he told himself—with a lightly-starched white shirt, a white cravat, a black waistcoat, white stockings and a new pair of black boots that fit him very well but would need considerable breaking-in. He was unable to shave, for here as in any other gaolhouse he’d recently occupied, no razor nor any implement with a sharp edge was allowed within the circumference of his eye. He had considered the possibility of using the glass in the pocketwatch and the little metal hands as weapons, for what they’d be worth, but to what end? No, better to keep track of time and withhold all thought of demanding payment in full for the cold-blooded murder of Rory Keen.
He combed his hair, brushed his teeth, and dabbed a bit of the medicine Noddy had left with him into the healing sockets. At precisely seven fifty-five the knock came at the door, and Matthew was ready.
He was taken by the vigorous Devane and the cadaverous-looking Harrison along a corridor and down a wide staircase to the lower level, which was decorated much like his own miniature Persian palace. He thought that for a bawd from Whitechapel, the old lady had done pretty well for herself.
But his attempt at keeping a light spirit was in fact a heavy burden. He knew there was no point in pretending he wasn’t facing his own grisly execution at the hand of Professor Fell. How that might come about he dreaded to think. As for Hudson and Berry in the grasp of the professor…what was to be done about that? Nothing he could engineer, and though he could worry himself sick and white-haired over it, he was currently powerless. He had to trust that both of them would still be alive when he reached them. Therefore he chose to live moment-by-moment, as long as the moments lasted, and if he was given a soft bed and fruit bowls, poems and plays and discourses on philosophy, new suits and shirts that still smelled fresh of the tailor’s art, a washbasin with a steady supply of clean water and a dead man’s timepiece, then by God he was going to embrace it all. It was a prison, yes, and the thirteen steps were waiting for him further down the road…but right now this was a far cry from Newgate.
He smelled the fragrantly-gamey aroma of roast venison.
“Matthew!” said Mother Deare with a peg-toothed smile in the glow of many candles. She was seated at the dining table in a room that was more comfortable and sensible than Matthew would have imagined. It did indeed resemble the dining room of an upperclass matron who kept her fortune in boxes in the closets and doled the money out to worthy charities, favorite nieces and nephews and occasionally the horse race betting parlor. There seemed to be enough dark oak in the room to build a fifty-gun warship. The polished table gleamed, as did the elaborate silver service, in the light afforded by two eight-taper candelabras. Beyond the table a door led to the kitchen. A pair of heavy dark purple curtains were drawn across a picture window that gave a view, Matthew presumed, upon the rear of the estate. As Matthew took the place next to Mother Deare that the woman indicated, Devane left the room but Harrison stood guard beside the doorway they’d just come through.
Mother Deare said, “You look very fit tonight. Catching up on your rest, I would think.”
“Absolutely, and thank you for your compliment.” Matthew was determined to be his charming best at this dinner, but he had to draw the line at returning the pleasantry. Mother Deare was done up in pale pancake makeup and blue eyeshadow that made her even more repulsive-looking than ever, though her recent injuries of bruised nose and darkened eyes had subsided. She was wearing a voluminous pink gown with a thicket of red ruffles around the collar and down the front, and on her manly hands were red lace gloves.
Matthew noted that Mother Deare’s place was set with silverware, including a very substantial blade for the meat, but he had not a baby-sized spoon.
“I’m glad you could join me,” she said. “Now let me ask you a question, and answer it truthfully. Do you need a guard standing in here during our dinner? I mean to ask, are you going to be inclined to want to cause a scene?”
“I need no guard.” He glanced quickly in Harrison’s direction. “I have no desire to want to escape or cause anyone harm. I want to see that Berry and Hudson are safe and well-treated.”
“Spoken like the gentleman I know you to be. Harrison, you may leave us.”
“Yes, mum,” he said, and he slinked away.
Mother Deare picked up a little silver bell on the table and rang it. Two black servants in spotless black suits, white shirts, white cravats and white gloves entered. One of the men was nearly the size of Hudson Greathouse and looked ill-at-ease in his formal getup. So Matthew realized he was going to be guarded after all, as this man would be stationed only steps away in the kitchen.
“Let’s begin,” she told them, and they retreated at her command.
The larger servant returned with a silver setting for Matthew. He put down the same knife that was set before Mother Deare. Did he linger just a few seconds, looming over Matthew like a threatening storm cloud? Perhaps. But then he left, Matthew put his napkin in his lap, another servant emerged to pour them glasses of red wine, and the first course of what Mother Deare announced was pigeon soup with a side saucer of pigeon blood to add flavor as one desired.
“I intend,” said Mother Deare as they drank the wine and ate the rather delicious soup, “to give you a lesson in economics. I feel I should explain why Rory is no longer with us.”
“A lead ball to the brain makes one permanently late for dinner,” Matthew said, and he studied the saucer of blood for a few seconds before he decided his soup was fine as it was.
“It’s plain and simple economics, Matthew. We’re leaving in the morning at first light for a ten-day trip. Rory had outlived his usefulness. Feeding him on the journey would have been a wasteful expense.”
“I see,” said Matthew. Her frugal attitude made him wonder if the pigeon meat in this soup didn’t come from the birds in the rafters at the Broodies’ warehouse. Something struggled up and screamed inside him at the idea of Rory dying because this wealthy criminal and possible madwoman did not wish to buy him a few crackers for his supper, but he swallowed the scream down with a drink of wine.
“I hope you do. We’re going to be in close quarters for the next ten days, so I would regret any action toward you if you decided you had an issue over Mr. Keen’s departure.”
Matthew nodded. His mind was elsewhere, on a pressing matter. “May I ask where Judge Archer is?”
“He is at another location, and has been receiving medical treatment to ready him for the ardors of our journey. He’ll be travelling in a separate coach.”
“He hasn’t lost any teeth, has he?”
Her smile was crooked and utterly hideous. “Certainly not. I want him healthy to present to the professor. By the way, that verse has been printed in the latest issue of the Pin. And Lord Puffery declares that Albion and the Monster of Plymouth continue to haunt the East End.”
“Well, that just goes to show you shouldn’t believe everything you read.” There was another matter on Matthew’s mind that called for careful phrasing. “I hope no one else was injured when Judge Archer was removed from the hospital?”
“The doctor who tried to intervene had to be turned away with a broken arm. I personally knocked the hell out of one of the nurses.”
What about the young man? Matthew wondered. Had it been Steven, or not? He feared fishing in dangerous waters, lest the woman’s sails be turned toward nabbing Archer’s son.
“And,” she went on, with a spoonful of blood-laced pigeon soup at her thick lips, “we did have to give a lesson in manners to a young man who interfered. We might have damaged him a little, but then again he was already in the hospital.”
“He was also a doctor?” Matthew dared venture.
“No, he was in the waiting area. Why do you ask?”
Matthew shrugged and took another drink of the wine. Did Mother Deare even know that Steven was Archer’s son, if indeed this had been the young man? Archer may have done a good job in keeping Steven’s identity a guarded secret, even from Mother Deare’s informants. “There’s been an awful lot of violence lately,” he said. “I don’t like the idea of innocent bystanders being harmed.”
“When an innocent bystander interferes in my business, he is no longer a bystander,” she replied. “We didn’t do serious harm to anyone, so calm yourself.”
The second course of pickled meats and smoked cod’s roe arrived, along with a platter of sliced black bread. Fresh glasses of wine were poured.
“I saw the carnage in that warehouse,” Matthew said. “Also the fact that the Velvet was taken. Do you know who was responsible?”
“A new individual on the scene.”
“Yes, and he signs his brutal work with a Devil’s Cross. Do you know his name?”
“I do not.”
“Really?” Matthew looked at her over the rim of his glass. “Has your network of information failed?”
“This new individual has so far defied identification,” she said. “But you can be sure we’ll find him, given time.”
“It seems he knows more about the professor’s operation than Fell knows about him. Could it be that the professor’s slipping? Losing control over the empire, so to speak?”
Mother Deare busied herself spreading cod roe on a slice of bread. “If the professor is in any way disengaged lately, you may be proud of yourself in causing such a temporary condition. The loss of his home on Pendulum Island struck him deeply, and the destruction of the goods there dealt him a setback in our agreement with the Spaniards.”
“Forgive me if I feel no empathy,” Matthew said. “So I assume that as soon as we reach him—wherever he is—he’s going to kill me?”
She added a piece of pickled meat to the concoction she was creating. “I wouldn’t know his intentions in that regard. I can say he’s extremely angry at you. How that anger will resolve itself, I have no idea.”
Matthew figured that Dr. Noddy’s treatment would seem a delight compared to what Fell could devise. He stared into the flames of the tapers on the candelabra nearest him and thought Moment-to-moment, and each in its own space.
“Which leads me,” said Mother Deare, who licked cod roe from her lips, “to a question I’d like to ask you. What do you know of the man the professor is seeking, by name Brazio Valeriani?”
Matthew put aside his own slice of bread. He recalled the eerie voice of Professor Fell emanating from the false mechanical figure in the dining hall at Pendulum Island: I am searching for a man. His name is Brazio Valeriani. He was last seen one year ago in Florence, and has since vanished. I seek this man. That for the present is all you need to know.
Matthew recalled also the price Fell was putting on finding his quarry: I shall pay five thousand pounds to the person who locates Brazio Valeriani. I shall pay ten thousand pounds to the person who brings him to me. Force may be necessary. You are my eyes and my hands. Seek and ye shall find.
Matthew said with an attitude of careful indifference, “I know he’s Italian.”
“Very intelligent of you.” The peg teeth flashed. “Of course you have no idea why the professor seeks this man, do you?”
“I’m not sure I really care.”
Mother Deare’s hideous smile widened and a sudden glint of wildness jumped into her bulbous eyes. “You should,” she said. “The entire world should care. Do you have any idea what the professor’s speciality of research was?”
“I recall he told me he was interested in…how did he put it…the specialized life form.”
“Biologics was his study,” she offered. “The study of life forms in all their intricacy and variety. He was—and is—particularly fascinated by marine life.”
“Yes, I remember him saying that too,” said Matthew. “As he put it, he had an interest in ‘the creature from another world’. That would explains the octopus with a taste for human heads.” For some reason he wished to stay away from the cod roe, and in general his appetite was dwindling.
“I’ll tell you, dearie, he’s a very smart man. He’s talked to me about these things before and I wound up with so bad a brain ache I had to stay abed for two days. His mind is far beyond me.”
“And far beyond mine, I’m sure.”
“I wouldn’t jump to that conclusion so readily. As a matter of fact, he informed me that he enjoyed your company…the short time there was of it, that is. He enjoyed your discussion.”
“He did the discussing. I just listened.” Matthew knew Mother Deare was referring to Fell’s recitation of the murder of his twelve-year-old son and his subsequent entry into the criminal world, beginning with a vow to execute not only the boys who had beaten Templeton to death but their entire families. The success of this venture and his newfound imagination for crime—and deep-seated yearning for power that had been repressed until this incident unleashed it, Matthew suspected—had attracted a fledgling gang of toughs and the professor’s kingdom had grown from there.
“So,” Matthew said, “exactly why does the professor want to find Brazio Valeriani? I’m assuming it has something to do with marine life? Does he possess a talking dolphin?”
She gave a quiet little laugh. “Valeriani possesses information the professor needs. It has not to do with marine life, but…in a way it does involve the deeps. Certainly it involves the professor’s interest in life forms.” She angled her head as if contemplating how much further to go. Then the froggish eyes blinked and Matthew knew she’d come to the end of that particular road. “No, I’d best let him tell you, if he chooses.”
“You say the world will be affected by this…whatever it is?”
“I would say the world will never be the same.”
“Charming,” said Matthew, for he had the feeling that in speaking of this thing the entire room had seemed to become more shadowed.
The main course was served. The venison was still sizzling on its huge brown platter. There was a plate of boiled and sliced potatoes and carrots and a bowl of steamed apples.
The servants carved the venison, prepared the plates, refilled the wine glasses and then left the room again.
In spite of his memory of Fell’s pet octopus taking Jonathan Gentry’s head for its morning meal, Matthew found his appetite regained by the sight of this feast and launched into his food.
Mother Deare watched him eat for a moment, her eyelids at half-mast, and then she said,
“You’ve heard the professor’s story. Would you care to hear mine?”
Matthew realized it was more of a declaration than a question. He dreaded anything this creature was bent on relating to him, but he wondered if there might be something in the tale to stave off Fell’s wrath. “Of course,” he replied, with a polite but quick smile.
She drank a bit from her refreshed glass. She peered into its depths, as if some recollection lay there.
“I was born to a bordello madam,” she said. “Over in Whitechapel, not three blocks from the Broodies’ warehouse. The house isn’t there anymore. It burned down quite a long time ago. When I turned six years old my mother set me to work…not with the bawds, but gathering up the sheets and helping the regular laundress. My mother—Dorothea—was a cunning and very able businesswoman, but she was not well-educated. She simply acted on her instincts. Dorothea Darling, she called herself, and that’s what the others called her. One of the ladies’ mothers had been a school teacher. She became my teacher. She taught me to read, taught me proper English, taught me…many things.”
She swirled the red wine around and around in her glass. “Heady times, Matthew,” she said, her eyes somewhat glazed by the mist of memory. “My mother believed in showing the customers a good evening…the place was dressed up for a party every night. Some nights we even had musicians in the parlor. Of course we were under the thumb of the local gang and my mother had to pay protection, but that was the game. Sometimes she was required to pay more than money…but that also was the game. I can see the house now, just as it was. Two floors…white curtains at the windows…rooms of different colors…strawberry red, midnight blue, deep green and sunny yellow. And she kept it clean, too. Well…I mean to say I kept it clean, sweepin’ and moppin’ and such after the washin’ was done. A place to be proud of, really. My mum didn’t use two-pence whores and none of ’em were under sixteen. If one of ’em got preggers, she didn’t get thrown out. Usually gave the baby up to the church, but none of ’em was ever strangled and buried in the backyard like they did at some of the houses. We had a higher standard.”
“Your father was also involved in this business?” Matthew asked.
“Oh, naw. My pap…” Mother Deare sipped her wine and gently set the glass aside. “My father,” she said, in her affected voice of a proper lady, “was unknown to me. My mother never mentioned him, when I was a little child…but…later…”
She sat for awhile without speaking. She stared into the candle flames.
“Later,” she continued, “when my mother began to lose her mind…she did tell me about my father.”
Matthew had felt himself tense up. He thought that now a line had been crossed and dangerous ground lay ahead, and it was best that he say no more and simply listen.
“It started in small ways,” said Mother Deare. “She became forgetful of details. Miscounted figures. Misspoke names. She developed a very noticeable and alarming facial tic, and her speech began to slur. Then the sores began to appear…first on her body, and then on her face. They would not heal. The ladies began to leave, and those who replaced them were of a poorer class. So too became the customers. My mother took to wearing a veil to hide the sores that only I was allowed to see…and I tell you, Matthew, I wish to this day I had not seen them. The flesh is so…corruptible, isn’t it?”
He gave no reply.
“Corruptible,” she repeated, and then she went on, quietly. “My mother became known as Dirty Dorothea, for the state of things. Beneath the veil…her face was being eaten away. In her skull, her brain also. Our house was falling to ruin. The gang wanted her out, said she was destroying the business. They said they’d give her one week to pack up and leave…but where were we to go? I was eleven years old, Matthew, and she was thirty-seven. Where were we to go? The poorhouse? The beggars’ row? The church? Well…there might have been a possibility, but…”
She left that hanging while she drank again. She looked out upon the dinner feast with eyes that told Matthew she was no longer really here at the table, but was a desperate eleven-year-old struggling to survive in a horrid world with an insane mother who may have contracted leprosy.
She said, “On the last night…the house was almost empty. Even the slatterns had deserted us. I think…I recall a couple of them…drunk and debased, lying in their beds. I recall…how the house looked. The curtains torn and dingy, the paint on the walls cracked and scabbed…falling to pieces. And my veiled mother pacing the floor like an animal, and raging against fate. She stopped very suddenly, was silent, and I knew she was looking at me through the veil, and she said, ‘You’. She lifted a thin arm, with gnarled fingers, and she pointed at me and said again, ‘You’. Then she asked me…if I would like to know who my father was. I did not speak, because I was terrified of her. But…she told me anyway.”
Mother Deare’s mouth was twisted. Her eyes found Matthew for only a few seconds before her gaze drifted off again.
“She said my father had come to her over three nights. On the first night he appeared as a black cat with silver claws. On the second night, as a toadfrog that sweated blood. On the third night…into the room with the midnight wind…he came as his true self, tall and lean, as handsome as sin, with long black hair and black eyes that held a center of scarlet. A fallen angel, he announced himself to be, and he said he was going to give her a child who would be her joy…and yet…some price must be paid for this, he said, and in his world joy must always lead to misery. My mother said…this demon promised her wealth and beauty with the birth of the child…promised music and light. But…at the whim of Hell this would be taken away, all of it smashed, all of it corrupted…because that was the way of his world. So he said…enjoy it, while you might, for payment must be made for services rendered.”
The twisted mouth became still more twisted. “She didn’t exactly say those words, Matthew. She didn’t speak very well. Couldn’t speak very well, with her lips as they were. But that’s what I understood her to mean. Then she said I had been born from a demon’s cock that shot fire, and to fire I must return. So she broke open a bottle of whale oil and rubbed the oil into my scalp…my beautiful red hair the ladies liked to brush when I was little. Rubbed it over my face and neck, let it run down my back and my front. She poured the rest of into a puddle on the floor, and then with a scream she smashed a lantern into the puddle and it burst into flame. I think…I must have been in shock. Would that be the term for it, Matthew? Shock? Or maybe…I was thinkin’…my mum was gonna come out of it, any minute. She was gonna wake up, and rush to hug me…and I would let her hug me, even though by that time I couldn’t hardly bear to look at her.”
Matthew saw her shiver. It was just a quick thing, there and then gone.
“I said, ‘Don’t, Mum!’ ’Cause I saw she was fallin’ into a place she couldn’t get out of, and how was I to help her? ‘Don’t, Mum!’ I said, but she wasn’t listenin’ to me no more. Then…she hit me. She was a strong woman, even then. She hit me and I fell down. Next thing I knew…she was grabbin’ hold of my ankles, and she was liftin’ me up…and then she held me over that fire and she screamed for him to come and take me. She screamed so loud it like to bust my ears…then I kicked out of her hands and I scrabbled ’cross that room. I used the curtains to put out the fire in my hair…but there was so much oil. It was ever’where. The curtains caught, and the floor was on fire. I remember that heat, and how them flames grew so fast. And right there in the smoke and fire I saw my mum start dancin’, ’round and ’round in the room, like she was hearin’ the music that used to play downstairs. I knew…there wasn’t no savin’ her, and if I was to live I was gonna have to save myself. That was an awful minute, Matthew, when I saw her dancin’ in the flames and I knew I had to leave her there…and all of a sudden she tore her veil off and her face…it was ate up…no nose…ate up nearly to the bone. She reached down with both hands into the fire…and the oil on her hands caught…blue flames, I remember that…and she put the fire to her face like she was tryin’ to wash herself with it.”
Mother Deare stopped speaking. She stared into space, her mouth partly open. Matthew could hear her harsh breathing.
“Then what happened?” Matthew dared to ask.
A few seconds passed in which Mother Deare did not blink, nor speak, nor otherwise show that she had not herself left the realm of sanity.
At last she picked up her fork, speared a piece of venison and brought it to her mouth. She looked at it as it hung before her lips. “I got out of that room and out of that house,” she said.
“It burned down before anyone could think to start a bucket brigade, but by that time no one cared very much about Dirty Dorothea. They were glad to see the house burn to the ground. I was injured a bit. My hair burned away…my scalp…injured. Other burns that healed in time. I was taken to a hospital—not the one on Cable Street, it wasn’t there then—and I…well…I lived.” She offered Matthew a fleeting smile before she put the venison in her mouth. Her pegs worked at destroying the meat.
“Your mother died in the fire?”
She swallowed the food and took a sip of wine before she answered. “Certainly. I heard much later that a local tavern owner found her blackened skull in the ruins. A great story was circulated about her—oh, it would’ve put the Pin to shame!—that she appeared as a ghost to the owner of the Gray Dog Tavern not far from where the house stood, and her ghost said that whoever touched her skull would have good luck in love and money. So the owner of the Gray Dog promptly renamed his tavern the Lucky Skull and put it on display for his patrons to fondle. It was still there, thirty-nine years later, when I bought the Lucky Skull Tavern and renamed it the Gordian Knot, after a story I particularly enjoyed hearing. My first task as the new owner was to take a club, smash that skull to pieces and sweep it out with the trash.” She showed Matthew her teeth. “I was never very lucky at love, but extremely lucky with money…and, as I do so love money…all is well in the end.”
“An unfortunate childhood,” Matthew said.
She shrugged. “Most are, in one way or another. I was taken in by the woman who had worked at my mother’s house and taught me manners and the proper way of speaking. By that time she was well on her way to becoming a madam herself, which she did very successfully in later years. I grew up in the trade, but after I became involved with the professor—through a series of circumstances that were part coincidence, part hard work and part my willingness to do whatever was necessary to help him succeed—I was moved into another area of the professor’s interests, and the business of managing the houses he owned given to a young jayhawk named Nathan Spade. Oh!” She pressed a sausage of a finger against her lower lip. The froggish eyes widened. “You’re familiar with that name, aren’t you?”
Matthew allowed himself a faint smile. “Nathan Spade” had been his alias and disguise during that nearly-deadly adventure on Pendulum Island in March.
“Nathan Spade is dead,” said Mother Deare. She lifted a fork high. “Long live Matthew Corbett.” The fork came down with fierce strength and impaled her next choice of meat, her thrust making the entire table tremble.
Matthew had another drink of wine. Wherever they were going on this ten-day trip, it was not going to be an easy journey travelling with Mother Deare and her gang of toughs. And then…at the end of the ten days…the professor would be waiting.
Long live Matthew Corbett indeed, he thought grimly. Long live Berry Grigsby, long live
Hudson Greathouse, and long live Judge William Atherton Archer, otherwise known as Albion.
They would be gathered together at this mysterious place, in ten days’ time, and then it would be seen how much longer they all had to live.
Moment-to-moment, Matthew thought. Each in its own space.
He had many things to think about, many mental burdens and fears for Judge Archer and the two who’d come such a long way to find him. Would he ever again hold Berry’s hand and stroll along the Broad Way in the cool of an autumn afternoon?
Right now, it wasn’t looking too good for that.
Matthew decided he was going to finish everything on his plate and have a second helping. He was going to eat slowly, bite-by-bite, and when the dessert was served he would have his fill of that too. After all, he was a guest in the house of the very lucky Mother Deare.
He held up his empty glass.
“Another bottle,” he said.



Thirty-Two
 

 
Smell that?” Mother Deare asked. She inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring. “The sea.”
Matthew smelled the salty aroma of the Atlantic in the chill wind that slipped around the coach’s drawn windowshades. He had been drowsing, for this—the tenth day—had been a particularly long haul of travelling, beginning at first light, and night had fallen several hours ago. Usually the coach would pull into an inn at sunset. This meant, he knew, that they would soon reach the lair of Professor Fell.
He closed his eyes again. He was quite sick of the sight of Mother Deare, who never failed to wear her gaudy gowns and variety of lace gloves, which made her froggish appearance and affected manners even more abrasive. He felt a certain empathy for what she’d experienced at the insane hands of Dirty Dorothea, but the reality of Mother Deare’s current existence was that she was a cold-blooded killer. He was well aware that if she didn’t think Fell would reward her in some way for presenting Matthew to him, he would have gone to the dogs in pieces like Rory Keen.
It had been an arduous and tiring journey, made bearable by the happy discovery that Harrison Copeland carried with him a small chess set and was actually very skilled at the game, having bested Matthew in eight out of nineteen, with four stalemates between them. The half-dozen other men accompanying Mother Deare on this trip, riding in two separate coaches, sometimes watched these games but soon turned away out of disinterest and retired to their sullen corners with bottles of rum or wine. Julian Devane, who sat next to Mother Deare in the coach Matthew occupied, was unfailingly cool and aloof, usually silent, and regarded Matthew as one might watch a cricket crawling across a floor. Matthew had the feeling that Devane would like nothing more than to lift a perfectly-polished boot and crush the cricket into paste.
The sleeping arrangements had been awkward. Some nights he’d stayed in a room with Copeland and Devane, other nights it had been two different men. After the second night, it was determined that Matthew was not going to try to escape. He knew that because he was aware of an easing in the manners of his guards, in that he was allowed to walk outside on the grounds of the inn and no one was right on his tail. He was also allowed to have meals by himself, and no one shook him down to see if he’d swiped a knife. They had obviously come to the conclusion, as he had at the beginning of this caravan, that his priority was in seeing that Berry and Hudson were safe, and one certain way to get their throats slit was to try to slip away or start blabbing about his situation to some innocent bystander.
Some of the innkeepers and tavern owners knew Mother Deare and a few of the other men by name, so it was a certainty that they had travelled this route several times—many times?—before. No one acted as if the slightest thing in the world was wrong. It was simply a business trip, and the inns and taverns were glad to take Mother Deare’s money. She kept a record of how much she was spending in a little book bound with calf’s-hide, and her habit of constantly licking the tip of her pencil was one of her mannerisms that drove Matthew up the oak-planked wall.
Once they’d gotten out of London, the clouds had thinned and a few rays of sun had touched the earth. By its rise and descent, Matthew ascertained that they were heading northwest in the direction of Wales. It was on the third morning when he was sitting opposite Mother Deare and Devane in the coach, being jostled and jarred by the wheels over a rutted road, that a memory came back to Matthew with a suddenness that caused him to catch his breath.
“What is it?” Mother Deare had asked sharply.
“Nothing,” he’d said. “Just this rough road getting to me, I suppose.” But what he’d recalled was being in a coach with two men he thought were going to kill him, during the affair of the Queen of Bedlam. Both of them had been working, indirectly, for Professor Fell.
One of them had said: We don’t waste talent, even if it is misguided. Our benefactor
keeps a nice village in Wales where people can be educated as to the proper meaning of life.
So…Wales it was. And the destination was Fell’s village, where Matthew was sure the education was applied most severely.
He did smell the sea. It made him think of Rory’s desire to make a sea voyage, and the fact that the young man had never before experienced this bracing aroma of windblown brine. It made him think of the promise he’d vowed to Rory to find out who had raided the stronghold of the Black-Eyed Broodies and committed that massacre. It made him also register the fact that at least twice a day for the last two weeks he had either come awake from sleep with the memory of the single pistol shot ringing in his brain, or some loud and errant noise had made him jump because it too reminded him of the pistol’s report.
In his meals taken with Mother Deare, hearing her snore in the next room through the wall, sitting across from her in the soft yellow lamplight of this coach…he never forgot who she was, what she had done, and what she was capable of doing.
The coach driver gave out a holler.
“Ah!” said Mother Deare, her eyes upon Matthew. “It’s in sight.”
“Fell’s village,” Matthew said.
Her thick lips made an o of surprise and her brows lifted. “You are such a smart young man,” she said. “I’m sure no one told you. How did you know?”
“My secret,” he decided to say, just to nettle her.
“Then you also know what’s it called?”
“Purgatory,” he answered.
She laughed. “y Beautiful Bedd,” she said. “With two ‘d’s’.”
“Surprisingly romantic, but unfortunately misspelled.”
“Translated from the Welsh,” she told him. “The Beautiful Grave.”
That took him aback and silenced him for a few seconds, but then he restored his senses. “His own, I assume?”
“His enemies’ and those he wishes to contain. Once there, the lid is closed…yet it is a very pleasant cemetery and surprisingly lively.”
“Wonderful,” Matthew said, with more than a trace of sarcasm.
He heard the crack of the driver’s whip. The horses were being pushed, the coach rocking back and forth. The damned village had to be close, Matthew thought. He leaned over to his left, the seaward side, pulled aside the damp windowshade and peered out.
Little pellets of mist hit him in the face. The odor of the sea—of brine, weed and marine life—was stronger. Of course the professor who was intensely interested in marine creatures would position his beautiful grave on the seacoast. All was dark but a faint glow in the sky perhaps two miles off, though distance was hard to accurately judge. Matthew had brought along the silver pocketwatch once belonging to now-dead Phillip, and in checking it he saw the time was just after eight. The horses must be near exhaustion, yet they were pulling gamely on. Matthew let go of the shade and settled back in his seat, every leather seam of which his aching ass would never forget. He said, “I see he’s left the lamps burning for us.”
“Not just for us. There’s a thriving nightlife. It’s run as any small community might be.”
“How many people?”
“Oh…at last count…fifty-three, I believe. Add your friends and Judge Archer to that. And you, of course. Fifty-seven.”
“I’m to become a permanent resident? And be spared the deadly rod of correction?”
“That’s up to the professor,” she said. Her flat tone of voice and the dead look in her eyes put quit to any further questions Matthew might throw.
A quick glance at Julian Devane and then away again told Matthew that the silent henchman’s cold but slightly bemused expression said a certain cricket was nearly down to its last chirrup.
The coach began to slow. Something popped up above and sizzled away. A signal firework set off by the driver, Matthew suspected. These nitwits thought of everything. And would that they were nitwits, so they’d be easier to deal with. But unfortunately not.
In a few moments the coach had rolled nearly to a stop. Matthew heard the clanking of chains and what might’ve been the noise of a heavy gate opening. Then the coach picked up speed and they were off again, on a road that curved to the left in the direction of the sea. It wasn’t but perhaps fifteen seconds later when the coachman’s fist knocked against the top and the vehicle came to a halt. The brake went down with a thump.
“We’ve arrived,” said Mother Deare.
“Out,” Devane told Matthew, and hooked a thumb toward the door on the left.
Matthew obeyed. He stepped into a scene he never would have expected.
A band had come to greet the coach. There were two fiddle players, an accordionist and a girl striking and jingling a tambourine, all of them well-dressed and looking to be in the prime of health. Their expressions were neither excessively merry nor gloomy, but somewhere in the vicinity of resigned comfort. The tune was lively but dignified. The group of about thirty people who had gathered in what appeared to be a lamplit village square made greetings to the driver and the passengers, as Matthew was the first out. The men doffed their tricorns and the women curtseyed. There were many smiling faces, but Matthew’s first impression was that the eyes above the smiles were dulled. A few members of this strange welcoming committee wore blank expressions, as if the slates of their minds had been wiped clean.
So that was it, he thought as Devane gave him a little forward shove. Matthew was very familiar with the situation of losing one’s memory by a blow to the head. He figured drugs could do the same, or else work to extinguish the desire for freedom and make this beautiful grave appear a gateway to paradise. He took quick stock of all the people he saw. The eldest in this group was a man likely in his mid-sixties, the youngest was the teenaged girl with the tambourine. No, he had to correct himself. Over there by a well positioned in the middle of the square was a woman cradling an infant in her arms, and a man beside her who must be her mate, holding a little boy of about six years up so he could view the grand arrival.
Then the coach that had been second in the caravan behind them came sweeping into the square, and like automatons the villagers turned their dubious attention, vacant smiles, automatic doffing of tricorns and acts of curtseying toward this new vehicle, which carried four more of Mother Deare’s wrecking crew. The band played on.
A tall, lean man wearing a buckskin jacket and a gray skullcap came forward toward Matthew, Mother Deare and Devane. He was not part of the dull-eyed community, Matthew instantly saw. This man’s eyes were sharp, his features hard and weathered, and he was carrying an ugly-looking blunderbuss with a short bayonet attached underneath the barrel. He rested the weapon upon one forearm with the snout pointed in the general direction of a New York problem-solver.
“Welcome to Y Beautiful Bedd,” he said in a thick brogue, addressing Matthew. Nothing about him was welcoming. Even the statement carried more than a hint of menace. He nodded to Mother Deare and Devane. “Evenin’, folks.”
“Good evening, Mr. Fenna. We have luggage to be carried to our quarters.”
“Yes, ’m. How many arrivin’?”
“Four in the coach that just came in. Another coach with four more right behind. Has Dr. Belyard arrived yet with a patient?”
“No, ’m, not yet.”
“He will directly, I’m sure.”
“I’ll have your bags taken care of. Where’s this one goin’?” Fenna nodded toward Matthew.
“The Lionfish guest house. Or is that already taken by the two I sent earlier?”
“No, ’m, it’s clear. They were took somewhere else.”
“Berry and Hudson?” Matthew looked at the woman. He didn’t like that phrase took somewhere else. “Where are they?”
“Here, in comfortable surroundings.” She gave him a chilly, one-toothed smile. “Julian, will you escort Matthew to the Lionfish guest house, please? I have duties to attend to.”
“I want to see my friends,” Matthew said. The third coach had just come in. The music had become a touch of madness in this strange environ.
“The guest house,” Mother Deare told Devane. Then, to Matthew, “Get yourself settled. If you want anything to eat, go to the tavern on the other side of the square.” She hooked a thumb in its direction. “It’s open all night. Have a nice dinner, a cup of wine, and relax.” She dismissed him and turned to Fenna. “Is he up?”
“Yes, ’m. Workin’, as always.”
“He’ll want to see me at once.”
“Yes, ’m,” said Fenna. The man threw a menacing look at Matthew that let him know he would like to blow Matthew’s brains out with that blunderbuss and hoped he might get the chance. Then Fenna and Mother Deare started across the square, which was paved with neat chalk-white stones. The crowd of greeters was diminishing and the band had ceased their caterwauling.
The pistol that Devane had drawn from beneath his cloak pressed against Matthew’s ribs. “Walk on,” he said. “Straight ahead and turn right at the next street.”
“You know you don’t need that.”
“I like it in my hand. Walk on.”
Matthew obeyed. He then had the opportunity to gather impressions of this tidy little prison, for that’s indeed what he realized it must be. He had had his fill of prisons lately, but here he was in perhaps the worst one of all…yet it was clean, people walked about freely, and cheerful lantern light glowed from the windows. No one seemed to mind that a man was being herded along at gunpoint.
There appeared to be four streets radiating from the village square with several narrower streets turning off of those. All of the structures were ground-level only, and most were constructed of the white stone though a few were dappled white-and-gray or white-and-brown. The majority of the buildings had roofs of dark brown slate but there were several with thatched roofs. All local material, of course, Matthew thought. He saw places where the walls had been patched and possibly patched again, and it gave a charming air to the little houses but also left him with the impression that the age of this village had been disguised by patchwork and paint; there was something nearly medieval about their design and about the layout of the village itself, but then again that was only a guess.
Stone chimneys spouted polite whorls of white smoke that rose into a star-filled sky. When a breath of cold wind cast the smoke in all directions Matthew caught a pungent, earthy odor that he’d never smelled before. Peat fires, he reasoned; the village was likely surrounded by marshes and peat bogs.
On the street corners there stood poles holding burning lanterns on hooks, and beneath the lamps were street signs on enamel plates. Matthew noted that he was turning right onto Lionfish Street. He assumed all the streets were named after marine creatures. With Devane at his back, Matthew passed a small building marked with the sign of Y Beautiful Bedd Publick Hospital. Only four more cottages stood past that building, two on each side of the street, and then Lionfish curved to the right to presumably lead back toward the square. Lamplight cast a glow upon a wall of rough gray stones about twelve feet high, with a stone parapet at the top. A half-ruined turret indicated that this had perhaps been a fortress back in the mists of history. The gap-toothed nature of the turret stones gave Matthew a particularly bad memory and a phantom jaw ache. A man was up there on the rampart, shouldering a musket as he walked slowly along, his gaze drifting over the rooftops and then out in the direction of the sea. Matthew could see how the wall continued to both right and left. He realized it must be built around the entire village, and the village itself probably encompassed not more than three or four acres.
He did not fail to note a ten-pounder cannon up on the parapet, aimed at the sea through a firing port, and he was pretty certain it was not the only one.
“Here,” said Devane, motioning with his pistol to the right.
It was a cottage about the same as many of the others, single-storied, white-and-brown stones with a roof of dark brown slate, a few square windows, a small circular window above the door. No light emanated from within.
“It’s unlocked,” Devane said.
Matthew went in. He had the impulse to rush the man in the darkness, but it was a stupid impulse and he let it go. “Step back,” Devane commanded, the open door behind him. “There’ll be a tinderbox in the top drawer of a writing table to your left.” He reached over to a lantern that hung from a wallhook beside the door, and this he threw to Matthew who fumbled with the thing, nearly dropped and broke it but then claimed victory over his butterfingers. “Someone will bring your clothes,” Devane said. “That person will also have a pistol. Don’t cause any trouble.”
“I wouldn’t dream of—”
The man retreated and closed the door, leaving Matthew alone and in the dark except for the communal light of the village’s lamps that entered softly through the windows.
“…it,” Matthew finished, for he liked completion.
He drew a flame from the tinderbox and with it lit the lantern he held and two others he found in the room. As the light spread and joined, he walked around to get his bearings. The house had a parlor and a bedroom, both spartanly furnished but certainly more comfortable than the straw-strewn floor of Newgate Prison. The bed had a goosefeather mattress, there was the small writing desk in the parlor and two chairs were situated before a nice-sized fireplace. He had been supplied with a few bricks of peat and fireplace tools. Except for the blackened hearth and some scratches on the writing desk, there was no sign that anyone had ever dwelled in this place before him. He checked the desk’s drawers, found them empty, and also checked the dresser in the bedroom. The only thing he discovered was a little cotton lint.
But he did discover that there was no lock on the door, and there was no back door. Of course, he thought; can’t have Professor Fell’s guests barricading themselves away from their host.
Though he was weary and in need of sleep, he desired to have a look around the village. He stretched, hearing and feeling his backbone pop, and he leaned over to touch his toes several times to get the blood flowing. Then he took one of the lanterns, left the other one burning, pulled his cloak up around his neck and went out to where the cold wind gusted along the streets of Fell’s paradise.
The yellow moon was nearly full. A few lights showed in windows, but not very many now as the night had progressed. No one stirred on Lionfish Street and the Publick Hospital was dark. Matthew wondered what the Beautiful Grave’s residents had done to get themselves deposited here, and if they were enemies of Fell why the professor just didn’t eliminate them. He found a street that aimed toward the wall, and in another moment he could hear the thunderous crash of the sea. He put the lantern down and continued on. Soon he came to a wide gate of heavy iron bars under the parapet that looked out over total ink-black darkness. He gingerly tried the gate, not wanting to make any clanking noise to alert the guards, and found of course that it was locked. No surprise. But what was beyond the gate? Just the sea, which sounded fearsome? Or did the street continue on, and to where? He would have to wait for the sun to find out.
Matthew retraced his steps along the street, retrieved his lamp, and soon found himself entering the village square. The coaches had been moved, likely stored somewhere and the horses taken to a stable. Two men were talking beside the well. Both had muskets fixed with bayonets leaning against their shoulders. They gave Matthew a cursory glance and then returned to their conversation. Matthew knew of course they were guards who likely patrolled the village all night, but it seemed to be no concern to them that he was out and about. Across the square light showed in the windows of the white stone building that must be the village tavern. He saw a wooden sign above the door: a simple black question mark painted on an unlettered scarlet background. The tavern was called the Question Mark? Professor Fell’s sense of humor on display, Matthew thought. He decided he had to visit the place.
Within, the tavern was small but well-lit and clean, with seven tables and the usual bar. Two tables were taken. At one sat a trio of men talking quietly. More guards, Matthew saw. Their muskets leaned against the fourth chair. The men were likely either taking a break from their rounds, had just come off duty or were about to go on. The second occupied table held a single man who appeared to have passed out over his brown clay cup, which had spilled and was dripping dark liquid onto the floorplanks. Matthew took a table nearest the bar where he could keep an eye on the others.
“Yes, sir?” said the aproned keep, a slight and balding man with a prodigious nose who had come around the bar to where Matthew sat.
“Can I get some food?”
“The kitchen just closed a few minutes ago, but we do serve drink through the night.”
“Oh.” Matthew suddenly realized the problem he faced. If Fell was drugging the residents of The Beautiful Grave to keep them docile—and that was certainly how it appeared to Matthew from his first impressions of the gathered throng—the drug could be administered in anything: food, wine, ale, or water. The most innocent-looking broth could be laced with some spirit-sapping potion taken straight from Dr. Jonathan Gentry’s book of recipes. Matthew recalled very clearly a statement made to him by the professor on Pendulum Island, after Gentry had been dispatched to the great apothecary in the sky: I persuaded him some time ago to fill a notebook with his formulas for poisons and other drugs of usefulness, and therefore he became useless.
Of course the formula for the drug that altered the White Velvet from a simple gin to a potent mind-wrecker had come out of that notebook, Matthew reasoned. He thought a weaker variant of it might be at work here in The Beautiful Grave, and how to avoid it if everything could be poisoned with it?
“You’re wanting a cup of wine, sir?” the keep asked.
“I have no money.”
“Oh…you came in with Mother Deare tonight, didn’t you? I didn’t get out to the greeting, I was here cleaning up after the evening fare.”
Matthew nodded. He thought that even the water used to wash the cups could have a drug in it, and it might linger inside the clay to be activated when liquid was poured. The same with the dishes. A trick of that nature had been used by Fell’s compatriots in Philadelphia a few years ago, with deadly results.
“No money is needed here, sir,” said the keep. He had very blue and friendly eyes. “Your credit is good.”
Matthew saw that the three guards were drinking from wooden tankards. Likely the use of those was specifically by the guards, and they were partaking from a supply of undrugged liquid that was not offered to the regular patrons.
“We have some stout apple ale, if that’s your taste,” the keep suggested.
“Thank you, but I think I’ll just sit here for awhile and rest.”
“A cup of water, then?”
“Nothing at all,” Matthew decided, and the man nodded assent and returned to his late-night duties.
This was going to be a fine fish kettle, Matthew thought. Unable to trust the food and drink, lest it turn him into an addled idiot. But what of Berry and Hudson? They’d been here long enough to have to eat and drink. Were they now reduced to simple-minded obedience? Evidently the drug didn’t entirely erase the will to escape, judging from the firearms the guards carried. Or was that a matter of identification more than offense?
He was wondering about this and mulling over how long he might go without food and water when he heard an angry voice raised outside. Into the Question Mark came two individuals, a man and a woman, who definitely were not under the spell of the professor’s medicine chest.
The woman, perhaps in her mid-thirties, was tall, well-figured and quite beautiful. She had fierce dark eyes and a bounty of glossy black hair that sat high atop her head and also cascaded down around her shoulders. Her beestung lips were bright red. They were spitting rapid-fire words in Italian that Matthew thought would likely redden his ears if he could slow her down enough to decipher them. She wore a dark blue gown with white trim around the collar and a white cloth jacket over her shoulders. Her companion was a smallish man, at least three inches shorter than the woman and delicately-framed. He was dressed in a black suit and waistcoat, had gray hair tied back in a queue with a red ribbon, thin gray brows, a sharp blade of a nose and a look of extreme worry that deepened the lines on his rouged face. As the woman fired her speech at him he took to wringing his hands and looking from side to side as if seeking a way to escape. The three guards had ceased their conversation to nudge each other and grin, and the sleeper at the other table lifted his head a few inches off the wood before his neck weakened and his head thumped back down again.
The woman grabbed at the air as she verbally assaulted her companion, as if pulling forth invisible knives to stab him with. He put a hand over his heart and the other hand to his forehead and staggered under her onslaught as if he might swoon.
Then she caught sight of Matthew watching and her black eyes fixed upon him with a power that he could feel readjust his spine. She pointed a finger at him.
“You!” she shouted, making the earthenware behind the bar tremble on their shelves. “You might have some sense! Do you play an instrument?”
“Pardon?”
“An instrument!” Her hands became fists and rose up to fight the world. “Sono circondato
da idioti totali!” she raged. “A musical instrument! Do you play one?”
The Italian she was shrieking wasn’t too far removed from the Latin he knew. He did not consider himself a total idiot, as she evidently did. He said, “Piget me nego.” I regret to say I
do not.
She stopped screaming. The silence was as heavy as her accent.
She turned then upon the man, and in his face shouted in English with a force that might have seared the flesh away and sent his gray hair flying off, queue and all.
“How am I expected to sing Proserpina, Daphne, La Fortuna and La Tragedia with no orchestra?” Her voice rose to frightening heights. “It is an insult! It is a comedy! It is utter madness, e un vaiolo su
questa intera idea!”
“Oh my God!” Matthew suddenly said, because he’d realized who she was.
She whirled upon him, her eyes ablaze. “Si, you may call for God! Call him down and tell him to bring an orchestra of angels, for that is the only way this damned part will be sung!”
“You,” he said. “You are—”
She threw her head back as if to attack him with her pointed chin. “Alicia Candoleri!” she announced with haughty grace, but he already knew.
Before him stood the kidnapped opera star, and it appeared that if indeed a pirate had taken her as his lover, as the Pin had speculated, the poor bastard had bitten off more woman than he could chew.



Thirty-Three
 

 
Madam Alicia Candoleri circled Matthew’s table like a panther.
When she suddenly stopped next to his chair, she said, “What do you know of me? Eh?”
“I know,” he answered calmly, “that you make every question sound like a demand.”
“You should know I am also a star!”
“In Italy, yes. In London and many other cities, I’m sure. Here…you seem to be only a very loud and abrasive woman in search of an orchestra.”
“Hear how this one speaks to me!” she fired at her ashen-faced companion, who Matthew thought must be her manager. He recalled the Pin had reported that a third member of her travelling party, her makeup girl, had also been taken from the waylaid coach. She snarled at the downtrodden fellow as if she were still addressing Matthew. “Questo deve avere le palle di
ottone per andare con la sue orecchie in ottone!”
Matthew caught something about brass balls and brass ears. He said, “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now…would you like to sit down and ease yourself?”
“Ease myself? Ease myself?” The diva’s full lips puckered and her ample bosom swelled, and Matthew was tempted to grab hold of the table’s edge lest he be blown through the nearest wall by this Mediterranean cyclone. But then the bosom’s swell subsided, the lips relaxed from their pucker of passionate rage, the black eyes softened—if just a small bit—and she cocked her head to one side as if to examine him from a different angle. “Who the hell are you?”
“Truly spoken like Proserpina,” he said, knowing that this was another name for the Queen Of Hades, though he had no idea what opera she was singing.
“Si, and I may had better speak the part, rather than try to sing it without an orchestra! What is your name?”
“Matthew Corbett. And you are?” He addressed the besieged manager.
“His name is fango, for getting me into this! In brighter times he was called Giancarlo Di Petri.”
“How do you do?” Matthew said to the man, who looked like a shivering bundle of raw nerves and seemed not to dare answer anything Matthew asked.
“He is simplicimente eccellente!” Madam Candoleri replied. She cast a dark glance at the three guards, who resumed their conversation, and then she pulled a chair back from Matthew’s table and sat down, her legs splayed out in what Matthew thought was more likely the peasant style than that of an opera star. “Whew!” she said. “What a place is this!”
“I just arrived not quite an hour ago.”
“We have been…for the sake of the saints, sit down, Giancarlo!” she instructed, and he promptly sat at another table. “We have been here for eight days,” she continued. “Or is it eight weeks? Madre Maria, I’m going mad!” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you one of them?” She tilted her head in the direction of the guards.
“No. I was brought here much as you were.”
“It was a trickery! Giancarlo, Rosabella and I are greeted at the ship by a host we thought was sent from the Earl of—what is the name of the place?” she asked her manager.
“Canterbury,” he supplied in a high, thin voice.
“The Earl of Canterbury,” she went on, “and then off we go on roads that break the back! And faster and faster the horses run, and I look into the face of the man who has introduced himself as the Earl’s most trusted ambasciatore and I say, ‘Scusami, this banging ’round has made me need to…how do you say?…relieve the water.’ I say, ‘Tell the driver he stop the coach at the next tavern and let me do this, only take a moment,’ and he nods and sits there, and then we go fly past the next tavern! And an inn across the way! So I get a little, you know, upset at this disrespect, and I demand he stop the coach just immediate! And can you imagine what this man says to me?”
“Shut up?” Matthew ventured.
“Esattamente! That is exactly correct! So I say then, stop this coach immediate now! I get so…ohhhh, I get so angry thinking of this I would throw something…so red-wild mad I say I am going to jump out of this coach if it does not stop for me to relieve my water…and do you know what this man dares to say to me, Alicia Candoleri?”
“Go ahead and pee?” Matthew asked.
“Correct again! So you know what I did?”
“I can guess.”
“You better believe it, bambino!” she said, with a crazed grin. “I dropped my skirts like a donna dei campi and I let it go all over that man’s legs! You should’ve heard the holler he let out, I’ll bet Senetta didn’t yell that loudly when he had his balls cut off! So then—then—the man is scarlet in the cheeks and cursing like a sailor boy and sudden he pulls a pistol out of his travel bag! Puts it right in my face and says if Professor Fell didn’t want me he would shoot us all, me first, and that would be fine with him because he says he absolutely positively and supremely despises the opera!” She gave a snort that a bull might’ve envied, and she balled up a fist and looked for a moment as if she were about to spit on the knuckles in the manner of a backroom brawler. “If I ever see that man again, I will turn him inside out and kick him in the kidneys! A whole day spent with him in that racing coach, and then we reached some forsaken inn out in the country with not a light for mile upon mile and there were other men waiting on us. Then I knew…then I really knew…I was not being taken to perform for the Earl of Canterby.”
“Decidedly not,” said Matthew.
“Barkeep!” the lady shouted, startling the man so badly he dropped a rack of wooden tankards he was in the process of putting up on a shelf, making one hell of a racket. “Do we appear to be as the knots on logs? Bring us three cups of red wine! The stronger the better!”
“Um…I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Matthew advised.
“And why not? I’m thirsty! The only decent thing I’ve found here is the red wine!”
Matthew pondered this. If Madam Candoleri was feeling at all sluggish and mind-fogged, she wasn’t showing it; in fact, though Di Petri was quiet and nervous, he didn’t seem to be drugged either. “When is your performance?” he asked.
“The night after tomorrow, in that little barn they call a theater here.”
Matthew figured Professor Fell had given orders that Madam Candoleri, her manager and her makeup girl not be presented with drugged food or drink until after the performance. He imagined the effects would interfere with the diva’s power of memory and her abilities in general, or perhaps the drug could be modulated to insure varying levels of compliance, or perhaps it just took a few days to show any effect at all. But in eight days Madam Candoleri and the others should be affected in some way, if they were getting even a slight dose. Therefore the barkeep would likely be supplying at least two cups of wine from a more private stock than was commonly given. As for his own cup, Matthew realized he couldn’t hold out very long without eating or drinking.
“What is this problem you have with wine?” Madam Candoleri asked as the keep brought the three cups on a wooden tray. To Matthew all the cups looked exactly alike. When the keep offered the tray to him, Matthew reached a bit further to take the cup just to his left, the one that the lady should have taken. The barkeep made no noise or expression that might have been interpreted as a failure to make sure everyone got the right potion, and so Matthew figured they were either all slightly poisoned with a relatively slow-acting formula or there was nothing in the wine but wine.
“No problem,” he said, and he waited for the barkeep to move away again before he continued. “Do you know anything about Professor Fell?”
“I do not, except that he must be a criminal with big hands.”
“Pardon?”
“I think she means to say, ‘with big plans’,” Di Petri supplied, after he’d sipped delicately at his vino.
“Oh. Yes, I’m sure he does have big plans. You’ve seen him, then, to discuss this performance?”
“I have not. His request came from his piece of mouth.”
“Someone speaking for him,” Di Petri translated.
“I see,” Matthew said. “But I have to say, you’re taking being kidnapped quite well. Why would you want to give a performance for your captor?”
She shrugged. “It is what I do. And we will not be here very long, of this I’m certain. Once the dear Earl who made arrangements for this tour pays the ransom, we will return to our…how you say…programma.”
“Schedule,” said Di Petri.
Matthew took a very tentative taste of the wine. If there was anything in it to addle the brain, he couldn’t detect it. But he realized that even without an added drug, Madam Candoleri’s brain was fogged. No ransom demand was going to be made on her behalf. For whatever reason, Professor Fell had brought her here to this village of walking sleepers and likely had no intention of letting her go.
“If I may,” said Di Petri, asking permission from the diva to speak. She waved a hand to freely release his tongue. “Neither Signora Candoleri nor I have seen this professor person, but…it’s very odd…on the first day we were here, he sent a man to bring Rosabella to him. She went to his house. She said he was very polite. He gave her a piece of vanilla cake and a cup of tea and they talked for a bit.”
Matthew’s interest sharpened. “He wished to speak to the madam’s makeup girl? About what?”
The diva picked up the story, as she could not bear to be off-stage even for a few seconds. “Rosabella said it was…how you say…lunacy. She was in his big house in a room with all his books and his fishy things, and he wanted to know about her life and her growing up. He asked many questions of her that she said made no sense.”
“Such as?” Matthew prompted.
“Her family history, as if that really could matter to him. Questions about her mother and her father…particularly about her mother…and she said he was very interested in knowing things about her cousin Brazio.”
Matthew had been close to taking another taste of the wine, but this name gave him pause. “Brazio Valeriani?”
“Si.” The diva’s black eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Un momento! How do you know this name?”
“I’ve been aware for some time that the professor’s searching for him. I’d guess that Rosabella’s mother is Valeriani’s aunt?”
“Si. What do you mean, the professor’s searching for him? Why?”
“He has something Fell wants,” said Matthew. “What that is, I don’t know.”
“My God!” Di Petri suddenly said, without waiting for permission. His eyes had widened. It was obvious he was an intelligent man, because he’d recognized the truth of the matter. “Do you mean…we’ve been kidnapped simply because this…Professor Fell person is searching for Rosabella’s cousin?”
“Impossibile!” Madam Candoleri began to flare up again to fiery heights. “Such a thing would be utter madness! We were brought here for my ransom, and only that!”
Matthew decided that now was not the time to press the issue. He noted that the trio of guards had begun to listen in. “Whatever the professor’s reasons are,” he said, “I’m sure that once the ransom is paid, you’ll all be on your way.” He felt a twinge of shame at this utter lie, but he’d realized from the quick gleam of fear in the diva’s eyes and the slightest quaver in her voice that she used her anger to mask a surprisingly fragile spirit, and she wore this mask as desperately as William Archer had worn his. She simply had to believe that a ransom demand had been made and the money would soon be delivered.
Di Petri, however, caught Matthew’s eyes over the rim of his winecup, and a communication was sent: I understand what you’re saying, and she does too.
Matthew said to the signora, “I don’t know a lot about the opera, but I look forward to your performance.” He stood up.
She wore a frozen expression. “The music may be supplied by two fiddle players, an accordionist, a girl who bangs the tambourine and a twelve-year-old boy who has had four lessons in blowing the trumpet, but otherwise it will be…how you say…spectacular.”
“Goodnight,” Matthew said to them both. Di Petri attended to his wine and the diva bowed her head the merest fraction of an inch.
Matthew took his lantern, left the Question Mark and stood in the square. The cold wind hissed and whooped around him. The village at this time of night seemed a peaceful place, only a few windows touched by the glow of candles, all the little houses much the same but for small differences in the stonework, no smell or sight of sewage, not a horse fig underfoot. It seemed a world away from the chaotic mess of London, and New York certainly did not lie this untroubled beneath the stars.
Untroubled? Matthew thought. Of course it was an illusion. This entire village was Professor Fell’s mask. It presented him as a kindly ruler interested in the well-being of his subjects, who had all done something to either perturb him or draw his curiosity. This neat and clean prison might be Fell’s idea of mercy, or his laboratory for further experiments on behalf of his enterprises. As for himself, Matthew was sure his days were numbered; he hoped he would still be alive in four days when Madam Candoleri took the stage. After Fell had wrung all the information he wanted from Archer, Albion was a dead man. And what of Berry and Hudson?
He nearly damned Hudson for bringing Berry into this, but he knew full well that Berry had blasted her way into that sea voyage. And here he was torn…he was distressed at her for being here, but obviously she loved him enough to put the terrible lies he’d spoken to her aside and risk life and limb to cross the Atlantic in search of him. Now, with both their deaths imminent, should he remove his own mask and tell her how much he loved her, and—if there was a minister somewhere in the Beautiful Grave—should he ask for her hand so that they might go together to the eternal?
He was sure that would give Professor Fell and Mother Deare quite the tears of sentimental joy, marching them out after the wedding night to chop their heads off in the square, or poison them with the wedding cake, or however Fell wished it to be done.
Matthew was also sure Fell would want to be looking into his eyes when the moment of murder came, and likely both Berry and Hudson would go first to accentuate the agony.
Damn, he thought.
He felt as powerless to alter the future as he was to reach out and throttle the wind. Nevertheless, on this quiet night in this village of drugged sleepers, it was rushing upon him with breakneck speed.
He gathered his cloak around his throat and walked back to the house on Lionfish Street. Wasn’t a lionfish poisonous? He didn’t know.
Inside the house, he found that his bag had been delivered containing the new suits and shirts Mother Deare had purchased for him. Atop the dresser in the bedroom, next to a waterbowl, was laid out a small tin of toothpowder, a few toothpicks, a cake of soap, a couple of fresh white washcloths and a straight razor.
Matthew knew Professor Fell was confident he wouldn’t use the razor on his own throat before he saw Berry and Hudson and got some answers. But it would be nice to shave and clean up.
He noted also that he’d been brought a corked glass jug of water and a white drinking cup, sitting on the dresser along with the other items.
He would have to thank Professor Fell for the gracious hospitality, and he planned to do so on the morrow, face-to-face, with no masks between them.



Thirty-Four
 

 
The sun was coming up and the sky promised to be a cloudless and most welcome blue. Matthew had been dressed in his gray suit and waistcoat and waiting for at least an hour. The bed was comfortable enough, but the discomfort of his mind had allowed him not quite three hours of sleep, none of it more than a quarter of an hour at a time.
As the light strengthened and moved across the floorplanks, Matthew remained in a chair in the front room. Through a window he could see people occasionally passing by. He wondered how the place was organized. Were there teams of workers? Were they occupied in such tasks as cleaning the streets, making repairs of walls and woodwork, going out in wagons to cut blocks of peat? Of course everything would be supervised by the guards, and if his assumption about the drugs was correct the workers would be easily handled. What did they do for food here? Was there space for gardens? Did the guards go out on hunting trips? There was the sea, if one could get fishing boats out in what sounded like waves crashing against treacherous rocks. Possibly there was a protected harbor nearby, or a beach from which the boats could be launched.
Matthew considered that Y Beautiful Bedd was quite an endeavor. On his cursory examination last night, it appeared the place had possibly been a medieval-era fortress. How had Professor Fell gotten hold of the place? Maybe it had simply been abandoned for many years, Fell had purchased the property—and how much of the surrounding land?—and rebuilt everything. It would certainly be within his power to do so. But the idea of keeping people here as his prisoners…it was, as Madam Candoleri had said, madness. Though with Professor Fell there was always a method, and what might be deemed madness to most was to him simply a means to an end.
Matthew was afraid.
He tasted the fear in his mouth like the most bitter of wines. He had stayed away from the bottle of water. His throat was hot with thirst. As he’d washed his face and shaved, using that same water, he wondered if he’d been contaminated in some way. The fear had gotten down in his chest, coiled around his heart and started crushing it. To be totally in Fell’s grip was bad enough, but for Berry and Hudson to also be? And soon Judge Archer would be, if the coach carrying him had not already arrived sometime in the early hours, and him taken to a place without the fanfare of a greeting throng and an off-key band. Did they have a town cryer here who went around announcing the imminent arrival of new residents? And how was the news brought to the Beautiful Grave? By a series of fast horsemen who passed the messages along a certain route, was his guess.
Through the blur of his concentration he saw a figure approaching his door. The knock was delivered. Matthew’s heartbeat quickened and he felt sweat on his palms. “Come in,” he said thickly.
Julian Devane had been sent for him. The young blonde man wore a tobacco-brown cloak over his suit, and on his head was the dark green tricorn tilted at a rakish angle. This morning he did not offer the threat of a pistol but his face was unsmiling, the gray eyes chilly. “It’s time,” he said.
Matthew stood up from his chair. “The professor can wait. I want to see my friends.”
“Naturally. I’m to take you to them. The girl first.”
Matthew had been prepared for a test of wills. He was for a few seconds thrown off balance, but he realized that Fell was in no hurry to drive a spike through his brain.
“After you,” said Devane, holding the door open.
Matthew put on his cloak and his own tricorn and left the house, walking into a morning in which the sun shone brightly but the cold wind carried a knife’s edge. Devane walked a few paces behind him until they reached the square, and then he came up alongside to guide the direction. In the more revealing daylight Matthew could see the fortress wall of ancient and weathered stones that protected the village. Matthew counted six guards walking up on the parapets with shouldered muskets, but there could have been others out of sight. A large wooden gate could be seen at the end of a road about a hundred yards to the southeast, with what appeared to be a small guardhouse set off to the left. Nothing could be seen beyond the walls.
They passed into the square. Several people spoke good morning to Devane, but he ignored them. A wagon trundled past carrying a load of a dozen or so casks, but these were of a much smaller size than those that had held the White Velvet in the Broodies’ hideaway. Was the drugged gin being created here? Such common casks could be made anywhere, but why were they differently-sized from the others? He saw a couple of women and a little boy at work sweeping the stones. Two men, both well-dressed and looking well-fed, stood before a shopfront marked with the sign General Goods. They were engaged in a conversation that might have been about the weather or the state of politics in Parliament, their faces ruddy with the cold but bearing no hint of dismay at being confined against their will within Fell’s fortress.
On the other side of the square Devane herded Matthew onto a street that bore the sign of Redfin. Here the small cottages of slate roofs and thatched roofs spouted smoke from their chimneys and in some places there stood neat white picket fences separating one property from another. It appeared an idyllic setting, but there was not a single tree in sight and no birds sang.
A little further, they came upon a middle-aged woman in a blue bonnet and gown dancing in the street as if with an invisible partner. She was doing a slow, graceful movement Matthew knew to be called a minuet. The smile she offered to her ghostly companion was to Matthew nothing less than a horror. Her eyes appeared glazed over. She stopped her movements to bow into the wind.
“Keep walking,” said Devane, for Matthew had slowed a step.
The woman began dancing once more. Matthew had noted that she was very thin, and the folds and ruffles of the gown hung off her frame. He wondered if what she’d been given had cursed her mind into believing she was in attendance at a dance that had no end, until she dropped dead from it.
“Here is the house,” Devane announced, and motioned toward a thatched-roof cottage that had a frame of pale blue paint around the windows. He gave a tight and unfriendly smile. “I’ll wait.”
Matthew walked to the door. His heart was again hammering furiously in his chest. He balled up his fist to knock…
…and in the next instant the door came open and a coppery red-haired female of his dearest acquaintance threw herself into his arms. “I saw you coming!” Berry said breathlessly, her mouth up against his ear. “I couldn’t wait! They told me someone was coming, and I was to stay here…but I would’ve been outside to meet you if I’d known…they told me to stay inside, I wasn’t to—”
“Shhhhhh,” he told her, and he put a finger against her lips and looked at her for the first time in over three months.
She appeared tired, with purplish hollows under her eyes and the dark blue of them also murky, like peering into shallow ponds that had been stirred up by the passage of heavy boots. Otherwise, he thought she was simply and unsurpassably beautiful. Her strong features, her finely-chiselled nose, her freckled cheeks, the wildness of her locks that seemed to have burst free with excitement from the bonds of several small and brightly-colored haircombs, the invigorating lemony scent of her, the warmth of her body and the nearness of her lips…he nearly staggered under the spin of what could only be called dizzying ecstacy. Then she crushed herself into him again, and he held tightly to her and they stood that way for a time, heart-to-heart, as their merged shadows lay behind them almost to the toes of Devane’s shiny boots.
“Let’s go inside,” Matthew said, his voice both weakened and roughened with emotion. Tears had started to burn his eyes. He blinked them away, because they were tell-tales of his fear for Berry’s life and he could not—must not—let her see them.
Her abode was not much different from his own, except she’d started a peat fire burning in the hearth. After Berry had closed the door behind them, Matthew just couldn’t let go of her hands.
“I still can’t believe this!” he said. “That you’re here, and I’m here, and…oh my Lord, I’m so glad to see you!”
She hugged him again and he put his arms around her. Once more he felt dizzied with pure and soaring joy, and at the same time terribly frightened for her life.
“I’m sorry for those things I said to you,” he told her. “Can you ever forgive me?”
“What things?” Berry asked, with her head resting against his shoulder.
“You know. The things I…well, never mind that, because we should let all that go. Just understand that I only said those things to keep you from harm.”
“I do understand,” she said. “I know you didn’t want me to come here.”
“If I’d had my way, neither one of you would’ve!” He looked into her face again. She was smiling a little wistfully, it seemed to him, and her eyes…they were very murky. He caught sight of a half-drained bottle of clear liquid—water and not the White Velvet, he assumed—on a table next to the entrance to the bedroom. A drinking cup sat beside the bottle.
“Listen,” he said, “I’m not going to give up. I’m going to do what I can to get us out of here. You, me, Hudson, and…there’s another person I’m going to try to get out too. So I know things look grim right now, and I wish to God you weren’t in this situation, but I want you to be strong and brave and—”
“What are you talking about?” she asked, and she drew back a little ways.
“The situation!” he repeated. “Being here! I’m going to find a way to get all of us out! Where did they take Hudson?”
“They…” She frowned, and it seemed as if a shadow passed across the freckled, open face and for an awful instant he didn’t recognize her. “I suppose he was taken to the house they were so kind to offer.”
Matthew didn’t reply. So kind to offer. He didn’t like the sound of that. Her eyes…murky…unfocused…puddles of mud.
“Berry,” he said, and he took hold of her shoulders. “Do you know where you are?”
“Of course, silly,” she answered, with a lopsided grin that quickly slid off her face. “We’re in a beautiful village in Wales. Where do you think we are, Ashton?”
His mouth made the word, but he heard it as though muffled through cotton. “What?”
“I said, where do you think we are?” She gave him a puzzled look, and then she hugged him again and gave him a sisterly kiss on the cheek. She retreated a few steps, leaving Matthew’s hands gripping the air. “I cannot believe you found us, Ashton! And you came all that way…why? They told me last night that someone was coming to see me this morning, but I didn’t know who it might be. Then…when I saw you through the window, I…I could hardly keep myself from rushing out. Did you leave New York just after we did? But tell me…really…I know you didn’t want me to come here, and…yes…I do recall that you said you thought this trip a wild and dangerous endeavor, but…why did you feel the need to follow me?”
He wanted to shake her. Wanted to say Look at me, and tell me who I am, but he did not because again he was afraid. He thought he should be very careful now, very careful indeed, for as he looked at her he saw what appeared to be the quick flickering of many emotions across her face, like viewing the tumult of terrible storms at a distance. He glanced again at the bottle of water. Half-drained. How many others had she emptied? And now here stood before him the woman he loved, the woman he had finally realized he needed and wanted to be with, and she was a stumble and a shriek away from Bedlam.
She was seeing Ashton McCaggers when she looked at him, that much was clear. But why? Why him? What had the drug triggered in her brain that so clouded and distorted her vision?
He said, “So…” It was a moment before he could steady himself to go on. She was staring at him expectantly, and suddenly she reached out and took his right hand. If she was even able to see the tattoo between his thumb and index finger, she made no mention of it. “So,” he repeated, “you haven’t found…” God, to speak this meant that she really was afflicted, and this was no bizarre nightmare. He felt near bursting into tears. He had to make himself continue. “You haven’t found Matthew?”
“No,” she said, and both her voice and her eyes were sad. “Our friend here…he’s an educator with a local university, I understand. His name is…Dr. Idris. Yes, that’s right. He says he’ll help us find Matthew. Hudson spoke to him.”
“Hudson told you this?”
“No…another man told me. But he said Hudson had explained everything to Dr. Idris, and the doctor had promised to help us. I haven’t met him, but he seems like a very good man to take such an interest.”
“I’m sure.” Matthew had spoken through clenched teeth. His stomach had lurched; he feared he was going to be sick all over this neat and tidy parlor. “Berry…please…tell me how it was you and Hudson came to this place.”
“I had an accident in London,” she said, with no hesitation. “I remember…falling. On a set of stairs, I believe. I think I struck my head. I remember travelling in a coach…I remember watching a fly on the wall in a room. I recall eating a bowl of beef broth. But I must’ve been dazed, quite a bit. My head didn’t clear until I’d been here awhile.”
“Did Hudson tell you that you’d suffered this accident?”
“No, another man did. The same man I told you about. His name is…oh, that’s odd. I can see his face, but I can’t think of his name. Well…I’m getting dotty, Ashton. I think I’ve been so worried about Matthew…I just can’t keep all of it in my poor head anymore.” She smiled at him, but it was terrible because he saw that her eyes were more dead now than when he’d first arrived. “How it happened…this woman knew Dr. Idris, and said not only could he give us shelter while I…you know…recuperated, but he knew many people and had many connections and he could help us find Matthew, but it might take some time. Oh!” she said suddenly, a startled sound that caused Matthew renewed alarm.
“What is it?”
“It’s so strange. I thought for a moment you weren’t wearing your spectacles.”
Matthew had to look down at the floor. He said, “I’m very glad you were so excited to see me.”
“I still can’t believe you’re here! That’s another strange thing. This man…his name is…Danley? Daniel?…something…asked me who I would go to if Matthew was never found. He asked who I might find comfort in if…you know…Matthew was dead. I told him about you.”
“Ah,” Matthew said, a small noise.
“And then,” she went on, “I began having the strangest dreams about you! It seemed I saw your face in my dreams every night. You came to me…telling me everything was going to be all right…to calm myself and trust in Mr. Daniel and Dr. Idris. I could see you as plain as day, sitting at my bedside, speaking to me. And here you are! Oh, Ashton!” she said, and she rushed herself into his arms again, but as she did a shiver rippled up Matthew’s spine. “I’m so grateful to you for being here!”
“I presume,” he replied, “that when you told this man about me…he asked you to describe me in detail. Is that correct?”
“I suppose so. Yes, he did. I think. Well, I’m sure I did.”
“I’m sure,” said Matthew.
“We shouldn’t have to stay here too much longer. Just for me to get all well again. And while we’re here Dr. Idris is going to help us. He knows many people and has many connections and he can help us find Matthew, but it might take some time.”
“Yes,” Matthew said, “it might.” He pressed her close to him, and there were tears in his eyes again because he was going to have to let her go, and when he walked out of this damned bright sunlit cottage in this lovely cemetery he might break down on the street and he could not give Devane the satisfaction of seeing that. And Berry…dear God…what if Berry was lost to him forever?
That was a place he just could not allow himself to go.
“I need to see Hudson,” he told her. “I’ll come back a little later. All right?”
“Yes. Please. We can have dinner together at the tavern.”
Matthew blinked the tears away before he kissed her cheek, and then he looked into her face but chose not to look too deeply, for the Berry he knew and loved was here in body, but in mind and spirit somewhere far distant. “Until later,” he said with the best smile he could muster. He squeezed her hand, and then he pulled away from her and started for the door.
He was reaching for the knob when she said, “Ashton?”
Her voice quavered. There was something in it of the cliff’s edge.
He turned toward her again. “Yes, Berry?”
Her smile flickered on and off. Did she have a slight sheen of perspiration upon her forehead? A wildness came up in her eyes and then quickly receded, for the afflicted mind could not grasp reality.
“I’ve never known you to call Hudson by his first name,” she said. “Only ‘Greathouse’.”
He thought quickly, though his own mind seemed sluggish. “I’m trying to be less formal than my usual manner,” he explained.
“Oh. I’m sure he’ll be very pleased to see you.”
“I hope.” He smiled at her again, she returned the smile like that of a painted doll, and then he got out of the cottage and into the cold wind and brightness of the sun and Julian Devane stepped out of a shadow beside the house and said, “That was a short visit.”
Matthew felt an animalish rage leap up within him. He tensed himself to spring at Devane’s throat, to tear the eyes from the head, to use his teeth if need be to send the man to his well-deserved reward. The furies of Hell almost came out of him…almost…but Devane said with maddening calm, “Settle yourself, Matthew.” He swept an arm along Redfin Street. “Your other New York friend is waiting.”
Numbed, Matthew followed the direction of Devane’s arm. What else could he do? He felt as much in chains here as he ever had in Newgate; even more so, for all this sunny brightness and blue sky was a hollow shell that seemed to confine everyone he gave a care about.
“Turn here,” Devane said.
They turned to the left, onto the way marked with a sign of Conger Street. They were approaching the sea. Matthew saw instantly where they were headed, and had been so dazed by his encounter with Berry that he hadn’t noticed above the other roofs the two-storied construction standing about sixty yards away, at what appeared to be the wall’s northwestern edge. It was a squat square castle keep of a house, formed of the same stones as the wall and so blending into the larger picture, making Matthew think of a snakeskin camouflaged by the rocks around it. Numerous windows, some made of stained-glass, looked out upon the professor’s realm. A balcony circled the upper floor. Upon it stood a dark-garbed figure whose hands gripped the railing. As Matthew and Devane neared, the figure turned away and disappeared through an arched doorway.
An iron gate was open at the bottom of a slight incline up to the house, the gravel pathway ornamented on both sides by small trees, contorted into windblown shapes, that had obviously been transplanted from somewhere else. Devane got in pace beside Matthew and steered him toward a main doorway at the top of a short set of five steps with an ornamental iron railing. He opened the sturdy-looking oak door without hesitation. “Enter,” he said, and never had a single word filled Matthew with such dread.
Devane closed the door at Matthew’s back. It was quiet in the house but for the ticking of a clock somewhere. There was the chalky smell of old stones and the hint of a sweeter, musky aroma that Matthew thought might be some kind of Oriental incense. He stood in a narrow hallway with walls painted sea green and lined with parchment prints of aquatic creatures in small black frames, all done in a scientific style with the different parts of the organism identified by their Latin nomenclature. Light entered through a window of clear glass at the end of the hallway and filtered in hues of yellow, red, and blue through stained-glass windows on the upper level. A black runner with dark blue swirls in it covered the polished floorboards, and just ahead was a staircase with the same color rug going up the risers. Two lanterns burned on a black lacquered table just within the entrance.
“Take one of those and follow me,” said Devane. He picked up a lantern, as did Matthew, and led the way past the staircase to another door off to the right.
“I thought I was going to see Hudson Greathouse,” Matthew said, as Devane opened the door and a musty dungeon smell wafted out.
“You are.”
“What, he’s being kept down there?”
“He’s being kept,” said Devane, his face expressionless, “where he can’t hurt himself.”
Matthew’s throat tightened. “What’s been done to him?”
“Come along,” Devane said, and started down a set of stone steps so narrow Matthew wondered how they’d gotten Hudson’s big-shouldered body down them.
Though he was both seething and terrified inside, Matthew again had no choice but to follow. He thought he could smash Devane in the head with the lantern he held, but what good would that do? None whatsoever. He docilely descended the stairs.
At the bottom, there was a stone-floored circular chamber dimly illuminated by a single lantern burning on a wallhook. The lamps Matthew and Devane carried helped, but to Matthew it seemed that the dark, damp walls absorbed light. Four wooden doors were set equidistantly around the chamber. Each door had a slot through which a tray of food could be delivered, and a small viewport about head-high that could be unbolted, the covering square of wood pivoted out, and an observation made of the prisoner within the cell. Currently all the ports were closed.
Devane approached the first door on their left. Matthew stopped.
“Come on,” the man said. “You wanted to see him, didn’t you?”
Matthew couldn’t get his legs moving. His face felt like a lump of clay. If this was not the worst nightmare of his life he needed no other any more terrible, for he knew Hudson was in that cell and it was not going to be a pleasant sight, and he was completely and totally powerless to help his friend.
Devane unbolted the port and stepped aside. “Have a look,” he said.
Matthew moved forward.
All was dark within the windowless cell. He shone his lamp in and angled his head to see.
The walls were covered by some kind of thick, gray padded material. The floor, the same. There was a bare mattress on the floor. There was evidence that the occupant of this cell had been allowed to lie in his own filth. There was a bundle of rags in a corner.
Then when the light touched the bundle of rags it shivered and moved. A voice whimpered, like that of a child facing a brutal lash.
“Hudson,” said Matthew. “I’ve—”
The figure began to try to winnow itself under the mattress. Matthew caught sight of both hands clasped to the face, and as he watched the bare feet and legs work desperately to push the body beneath the mattress either he or the man in that cell gave a heart-wrenching moan that sounded torn from the very throat of a soul damned by all the demons of Hell.
“He’s afraid of the light,” said Devane. “He’s afraid of voices. Afraid of his own name. Afraid of most everything, really.”
Matthew spun upon the man. He felt his lips draw back from his teeth in a grotesque rictus. His face was afire. There was nothing in his mind but the desire to kill the bastard who stood so calmly before him.
Devane took a backward step, his eyes heavy-lidded. Before Matthew could leap to the attack, Devane said, “Professor Fell will see you now.”



Thirty-Five
 

 
Did you hear what I said?”
Matthew’s eyes had been searching the walls, looking for hooks where the keys to these cells might be kept.
“The keys are not down here,” said Devane, correctly inferring what Matthew was after. “Shall we go? He’s waiting for you.”
Matthew gritted his teeth so hard the muscles in his jaw jumped and nearly locked. As his rage settled he reckoned he didn’t have enough teeth left to spare in grinding the rest of them into powder. The fire in his face abated, but his head and heart still pounded with the horror of what he’d seen in that cell.
Devane closed the viewport and slid the bolt home. “Better for him to remain in the dark,” he said. “After you, please.”
Matthew climbed the stairs, with Devane right behind him. In the hallway the man took Matthew’s lantern and put them both on the table where they’d been. “Upstairs,” came the command. Matthew obeyed as if he truly had no mind nor will of his own.
On the upper level, another corridor led between several closed doors. Again on the walls were hung the framed prints of marine creatures. At the end of the corridor was an open doorway. Matthew could see in that room a large window and beyond it the cloudless blue of the sky. He kept going, step after step, his boots making hardly a noise on the black runner, and then he crossed the threshold into what he knew was the professor’s inner sanctum.
It was, as he’d expected, an intellectual’s heaven of what must’ve been at least three hundred books on dark oak shelves. On the floor the black runner had given way to an intricately-woven Persian rug that was swirled with the many colors of the sea in many conditions of light: deep blue, blue-green, pale green, dark gray and light gray, a violet that edged toward ebony. From the ceiling’s thick rafters hung a black wrought-iron chandelier holding eight tapers and shaped like an octopus, each tentacle holding a candle. The room’s oak walls must have been scrubbed down with some kind of polishing wax, from the way they glistened, and upon them were various framed etchings of sea creatures…yet they were the aquatic beasts of nightmare and fable, for here a tremendous creature with a fifty-foot-long sword at its snout was impaling a longboat as the crewmen jumped for their lives, and there a leviathan of a kraken was enfolding a three-masted ship toward the massive, gaping spear-toothed mouth at its center. A section of one wall held shelves upon which rested a collection of jars of fish, crabs, small squids, mollusks and the like—Rosabella’s “fishy things”—preserved in a smoky amber liquid.
A door to the right of the room led out onto the balcony, which was at a height just above the fortress wall. A brass telescope was aimed at the vast expanse of the sea. Sunlight glittered on the ocean’s surface, throwing sparks into Matthew’s eyes.
And there in the center of the room, his back to the window, sat a man at a writing desk with ornamental diamond shapes carved into the front. Two black leather armchairs for the comfort of visitors were situated before the desk. The man was scribing something with a quill in a ledger book open before him on a green blotter.
He had not looked up as the two others had entered, but continued his writing.
Devane made no sound. Neither did Matthew. A passing flock of seagulls caught Matthew’s attention and his gaze followed them out of sight. From here he could see upon the ocean to his left what appeared to be a couple of small fishing boats moving with the swells.
The man still did not lift his face, but his slender left hand made a quick gesture that meant away. Devane left the room, closed the door, and Matthew was alone with Professor Fell.
Matthew’s host was wearing a black silk robe trimmed with gold down the front and at the cuffs. Though the room needed no more light than that of the sun, a single candle burned in a pewter holder next to his right hand. The scribing went on as if no one else was in the room.
Matthew called up what remained of his courage. He turned his back on the professor, walked to the shelves and began examining this absolutely wonderful collection. In a matter of seconds he took in such titles as John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Roger L’Estrange’s Fables, Ned Ward’s A Trip To New England and A Trip To Jamaica, several astrological almanacs, Cotton Mather’s Wonders Of the Invisible World, and…
Had he made a sound, or had he imagined doing so? Because the volume his gaze had settled upon, bound in cracked, dark brown leather with faded gold lettering upon the spine might have brought forth from him a small exclamation.
The title was The Lesser Key Of Solomon.
He realized it was the third copy of this particular work that he’d seen in connection with Professor Fell. The last one he’d come upon was in Fell’s library on Pendulum Island.
He had looked through the volume there, on the island, and found it to be a book that described in great and horrendous detail the demonic royalty of Hell.
Those pages held the Latin script and elaborate woodcuts that depicted hideous combinations of man, beast, and insect as might be created from the seething rage of the underworld to war against the power of Heaven. He recalled some of the names of the demons, which were given titles as befitted such nightmarish nobility: Duke Ashtaroth, Count Murmur, King Zagan, Prince Seere, Marquis Andras, King Belial and on and on through descriptions of the specialties of these infernaradoes, such as the deliverer of madness, the king of liars, the destroyer of cities, the reanimator of the dead and the corruptor of the dignity of men.
He remembered also that within the cracked binding, which itself resembled the snakelike skin of a horned demon, were spells and rituals written out to call these monstrosities from their caverns to do the bidding of men.
The Lesser Key Of Solomon.
A guidebook to summoning demons, with detailed descriptions of their powers.
This…the third copy…
He suddenly heard in his mind the voice of Mother Deare, speaking about Fell’s interest in finding Brazio Valeriani.
Valeriani possesses information the professor needs. It has not to do with marine life, but…in a way it does involve the deeps.
Matthew’s hand had reached out to take the book, but now he held it just short of the devil’s snakeskin.
He thought…the deeps?
How much deeper could one descend than to the gates of Hell
itself?
“Have you found a book you wish to read?”
The voice, as silken as the robe, was right behind him.
Matthew hesitated. He lowered his hand, took a breath and released it, and then turned to face Professor Fell.
Just as Professor Fell had said at their first meeting on Pendulum Island that Matthew was younger than he’d expected, now Matthew found that Fell was older than he’d thought…or, at least, the wages of the man’s life had been paid in the currency of years. Matthew had assumed from the voice behind the automaton’s mask that Fell was in his late forties or early fifties, but now it appeared he was closer to sixty, from the hollows of the eyes, the fine lines around them and across the forehead, and from the whiteness of his cropped cap of hair, which was allowed to bloom out in tight curls on either side of his head like the wings of a snowy owl.
The professor was indeed a mulatto, his skin the color of creamed coffee. He was very slender, almost frail in appearance, and stood two inches taller than Matthew, who was himself nearly six feet. But even if Fell’s age was in the vicinity of fifty-eight to sixty or so, the man’s presence was in no way softened by the approach of those golden years in which a regular man might be assumed to crawl into an easy chair with pipe and slippers and be waited upon by doting grandchildren. No, this man stood a far cry from the scene of loving relatives gathered around the home hearth.
Fell’s shoulders might be a fraction stooped and the hands he held clasped before him lined with blue veins, but in his long-jawed and high-cheekboned face, which might be also described as gaunt, there resided the tiger in repose. Or, more fitting to the professor’s interest, the slowly circling shark. His thin-lipped smile hung between humor and cruelty and showed the faintest glint of teeth. But it was his eyes in their dark hollows, like luminous orbs in fleshy caverns, that truly communicated to Matthew Corbett the persona of the man who stood before him.
They were the same smoky amber color as the liquid in the specimen jars, yet they were also aflame. They were the eyes of a highly-intelligent and gifted man who had given his life to the pleasure and achievement of academics and found his life changed forever by brutality, and thus in revenging himself upon brutality had become brutal, and been both consumed by its voracious maw and reshaped by its twisted guts. They were the wary, dagger-sharp eyes of a man who had fancied himself passive but who perhaps had always secreted the seeds of violence and the desire for power from youth, and who had suddenly been thrust into a situation where those seeds not only grew into misshapen trees of barbed thorns but entire forests of them. They were the eyes of a supremely civilized man who had released his most primitive reptilian force upon both himself and his world, and perhaps those lines and appearance of age in his faintly-smiling face were the marks of the battlefield his soul had crossed.
Professor Fell was in essence, Matthew thought, a man who had decided that to live he must die, and in dying live. Was the murder of his son Templeton on a London street the only motive for a brilliant academic to find salvation in savagery? Possibly not; possibly the murder had simply hastened the speed of a long-burning fuse, and the man who had lived in the confines of law and order found such existence a prison, his only chance for freedom the taking up of a mask of power that would forever separate him from the world in which loved ones celebrated a life well-lived.
No one loved this man, Matthew thought. They feared and respected him, yes, but never would he know love…and those burning, smoky amber-colored eyes of Professor Fell told Matthew he had cast off the desire for that cloak of honor long ago, and now he wore the black robe of the bad man for it was all he had.
The professor awaited an answer.
Matthew had to steel himself a little further before he could reply. Then he said, “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”
The gaze moved past Matthew, and Matthew was certain it locked upon The Lesser Key before it returned to him.
“Come sit down,” said the professor. “Let’s have a nice visit.” He turned away, went back to the writing-desk, sat down and waited as if about to interview an applicant for the job of groundskeeper.
Matthew removed his tricorn and cloak. He laid the garment over the back of one of the chairs and then eased himself into the seat as one might lower his body onto a bed of spikes. He kept the tricorn in his lap, a most uncertain shield against swordpoint or pistol ball.
“I am so glad to see you, Matthew,” Fell said silkily. “You look fit enough, though a bit thin. Mother Deare tells me you’ve been through some hard weather. Newgate Prison…the Black-Eyed Broodies…nice mark on your hand there, by the way…and a little visit by a moony dentist. But you’re a survivor, aren’t you? Yes, you are. And to be admired for that.”
Matthew almost said thank you, but he held his tongue.
“I was just about to call for a slice of vanilla cake and a cup of tea. May I offer you the same?”
Matthew decided there was no more use for caution. “Laced with what drug?” he asked.
“Is powdered sugar a drug? The vanilla bean? Flour? Oh, some consider oolong tea to be a drug, of course. Is that your meaning?”
“You know my meaning.”
“I know that you’ll have to eat and drink something, at some time or another, or you will wither away. Why not start here, in my company?”
“I’d rather not.”
Fell’s smile, which had been soft, now sharpened. More glint of teeth showed. “How do you think dying of thirst and hunger will help your two friends?”
“Is there any help to be had for them?”
“Your third friend is here,” Fell said. “He arrived this morning around four o’clock. The good Judge Archer, also known as—excuse my little laugh—Albion.”
Matthew thought that now was time to throw his own poisoned dart. “Next you’ll be telling me you’ve found Brazio Valeriani and he’s been put into the dish closet.”
Fell was silent. His smile began to fade.
Matthew followed this jab with, “I presume Rosabella told you where to find him? Madam Candoleri said she was very impressed with this room.”
After a silence, the professor said, “You do get around, don’t you? The problem-solver at work? My providence rider still astride his dead steed? It did you proud to destroy my house and my work on Pendulum Island, didn’t it? Destroyed my heritage, is what you did.”
“I think I just stopped you from destroying many thousands of English men and women with that gunpowder,” Matthew answered. “Your house and heritage happened to be in the way.”
His face clouded, the professor started to say something but then stopped himself. He nodded, his gaze on a vacant distance. He rose smoothly from his chair, went to one of the walls and tugged a bellpull twice. From the hallway beyond the closed door came the double sound of the bell. Then he returned to his chair, opened a drawer of his desk and drew out several items: a saucer, a knife with a hawkbill-shaped serrated blade, a small white card, a piece of blue cloth and finally a little glass vial containing an inch-depth of what appeared to be blood.
“I want you to witness this,” said the professor. He spent a moment using the hooked blade to scrape away wax that gave the vial’s stopper an air-tight seal. Then he put the knife aside and from the opened vial poured just a dab of blood onto the saucer.
Matthew knew full well what he was witnessing. Professor Fell was about to create a blood card, his vow of death to whomever received it.
Fell pressed the index finger of his right hand into the blood. The finger then pressed upon the card. Fell wiped his finger clean with the cloth and then held the card up with its bloody print for Matthew’s approval. “Like it?” he asked.
“Seen one, seen them all,” said Matthew.
“True, but the person to whom this is being sent has never seen one. You know him. His name is Gardner Lillehorne.”
Though he felt it like a bellyblow, Matthew made sure he revealed no impact of emotion. “What’s he done?”
“Oh…you didn’t know? Well, it’s a trifling thing, you might say. His first task upon arriving in London was to rouse the High Constable to undertake a search of warehouses on the docks. I presume that someone told you a shipment of Cymbeline was stored there, pending sale to Spain, and you passed that information on as soon as you were able. I can guess who squealed the tale. So a similar card will be travelling across the Atlantic to the door of Miss Minx Cutter, and she will be made to pay—as Mr. Lillehorne will—for the seizure of a fortune’s worth of my gunpowder.”
Matthew remembered. Fell was correct. Minx had told him the specialized gunpowder that Fell had created was being hidden in a warehouse and disguised as barrels of tar and nautical supplies. He had informed both Lillehorne and Lord Cornbury when he’d gotten back to New York but thought at that time the message had received only a shrug and a cold shoulder from two personages who wished not to become involved.
“I also gave Lillehorne the names of Frederick Nash and Andrew Halverston,” Matthew said, citing other information Minx had given him about a pair of influential and seemingly-upstanding London figures—one in Parliament and the other in the money trade—who were on Fell’s payroll. “Are they in Newgate yet?”
Fell laughed quietly, as if he appreciated Matthew’s sense of daring in the face of doom. “The first is here, with a new position as mayor of Y Beautiful Bedd in my absence. The second…alas, poor Andrew blew his brains out with a pistol shot when Julian failed to convince him to seek refuge here.”
“Oh, you mean to say that Andrew blew his brains out when Devane pulled the trigger for him?”
“It is his pleasure to serve.”
“I thought his master was Mother Deare. Where is she?”
“Still here, for a time. And…since I am the master—let us say, guidance—of Mother Deare, I am also the guidance of Julian Devane. Ah! Here’s our repast!” There had been a knock at the door. “Come in.”
Speaking of the devil, it was Devane himself who brought in the silver tray bearing two plates of white cake, silverware, two green ceramic cups and a small silver teapot bearing the filigree of—as Matthew saw when the tray came nearer—a dragon with a pair of smooth jade stones as its eyes.
“Right here is fine,” Fell said, indicating a place on the writing-desk. “If I need you again, I’ll ring.”
Devane left the room without a word or a glance at Matthew.
“I said I wanted nothing,” Matthew objected, as Fell poured two cups. The teapot was only large enough to hold that much.
“Humor me. You will notice I am pouring both cups from the same pot and you are watching very carefully.”
“No,” said Matthew.
“All right, then. Have a piece of the cake.”
“Certainly not.”
Fell shrugged and took a sip from his cup. “Back to the card for a moment. It might interest you to know that Mr. Lillehorne is receiving a bloodprint made with your blood. It was taken from your mouth on an occasion during which, in Mother Deare’s words, you ‘went all hazy’. And by the way, we do have a good physician here who can also take care of the teeth…you might want to make an appointment with him, just to make sure Noddy cleaned up after himself.”
Matthew watched Fell drink his tea. The professor chose one of the pieces of cake and began to eat it very delicately. “What’s in the Velvet?” Matthew asked.
“What you already know. A narcotic from the late Dr. Jonathan Gentry’s notebook of fascinating formulas. We have a greenhouse full of useful botanicals here. The dosage is being increased as time moves along. It’s as much of an experiment as a business.”
“It seems to be you’ve stirred someone else’s interest in the business. Mother Deare told you what happened in that warehouse?”
“She did.” Fell’s mouth became a grim line. “There is some…let me be a gentleman and call him an upstart…who has come upon the territory—my territory—with obviously great ambitions. That was not the first cache of White Velvet to be stolen, and not the first of my helpers murdered to get it. Whoever did this also murdered my associate Judge Jackson Fallonsby and his entire family. He is taunting me, just as your Albion did by murdering other members of my…shall we say…circle. But this new man, if I may use that term lightly, leaves an interesting mark on the foreheads of his victims…the mark of a demoniac.”
“A demoniac?” Matthew asked, having never heard that term before.
“Someone who either is or believes himself to be possessed by a demon.”
“What do you mean, ‘is’? Such a thing isn’t possible.”
The twisted smile on the professor’s hollow-cheeked face was frightening. “Oh, Matthew!” he said. “What you saw in London…in that warehouse…and what you’ve seen elsewhere in your experience…and you say such a thing isn’t possible? Even your Bible says it is. If you were my son, I would say…grow up.”
“The closest to a demon on earth I can think of is yourself.” Matthew was near mentioning The
Lesser Key, but for the moment he restrained himself.
“You may find to your educated horror,” said the professor, “that as bad as you feel me to be, I am far from the worst.”
“Debatable.” Matthew’s head had begun to ache and his mouth was a dry sandpit. He was thirsty and hungry but he didn’t dare take any of the tea or cake. “I want to know more about the Velvet. It’s made here?”
“No, we produce the drug here. Or, rather, my very talented new chemist produces it. In the laboratory at the hospital, if you’d care to know…which you always do. The gin is purchased as any dealer would, through a middleman in London. We add the narcotic there, and the gin is stored for later delivery. I did not come up with that title of White Velvet. I think Lord Puffery did. My appreciation to him.”
Matthew felt a bit satisfied that he knew one secret Fell did not. “Your new chemist must be a busy man. I take it that this entire village is a laboratory in which to test Gentry’s formulas?”
“Exactly. Also a place for new drugs to be created and tested, and a refuge for those associates whom I deem worthy. You’re certain you don’t wish any tea or cake?”
“I wish Berry Grigsby and Hudson Greathouse to be returned to normal,” Matthew said.
Professor Fell drank down the rest of his tea. He took a small bite of the cake, and then he leaned back in his chair and smiled at the overhanging octopus before he returned his gaze to Matthew and spoke again.
“After Pendulum Island,” he said quietly, his face calm but the fire smoldering in the amber eyes, “I spent much time considering how I would deal with you when I found you. And not if I found you, but when. I knew…someday, in some way, I would get hold of you again. I considered…drastic things. Drawing and quartering, emasculation and consumption of your own organs, the death of a thousand cuts, death by crushing, strangulation or drowning…or, simply, being tortured nearly to death and then having your head cut off bit by bit starting with pieces of your face. Oh, I spent much time thinking of all the possible ways, Matthew…but one thing I did not think of.” He paused for a few seconds, smiling.
“I did not think,” he continued, “that I would be so fortunate as to get hold of your two friends before I got hold of you. That has made all the difference. It has calmed me, as you can see perfectly well.”
“I see a monster sitting at a writing-desk,” said Matthew, who reached up with both hands to rub his temples. His head felt oddly swollen. “You’re going to kill me and I can’t stop you. But for God’s sake let those two go. Do whatever you want to me, but—”
“I am doing what I want to you,” the professor interrupted. “Don’t you grasp it yet? The volume Gentry left me contains a king’s wealth of information on various narcotics and poisons, most of which can be manipulated for different effects. For instance, three seeds of a particular botanical—crushed, put into food or liquid and given on a twice-daily basis—will cause certain death after a period of so many days. But one seed of that same botanical, crushed and applied every other day, will have an entirely different effect. So it is with many of the formulas in Gentry’s book. A poison is not necessarily deadly unless one wishes it to be. Which…in the cases of Miss Grigsby and Mr. Greathouse, I do not wish.”
Matthew’s head had really begun pounding. His tongue had gone numb. In his chest his heart had started beating so madly he feared it might burst asunder.
“You’ve colored up,” Fell said. “I was wondering when it would begin. Listen carefully, now.”
“You’ve pitched a rug out from toomey!” Matthew said, and heard that gobbledygook with his ears, yet in his mind he’d spoken the words You’ve given something to me.
“Hush. Listen.” Fell leaned forward in his chair. “Your reward for what you have done to me is to watch your friends be destroyed. Now, now…I wouldn’t advise trying to get up. Your brain’s sense of speech and sense of reality have been affected, though your hearing has been spared. If you attempt to leave this room you may find yourself climbing over the balcony’s railing thinking you’re getting on a horse like a good providence rider. Listen, I said.”
“Zoned see,” said Matthew. Poisoned me. His mouth weighed three hundred pounds, all gigantic swollen lips and pillow-sized tongue.
“The water in your cottage is extremely potent. But not by drinking. By absorption into the skin, and I know such a gentleman as yourself likes to wash his face in the mornings. Your hands too, I’m sure. It did take longer than I thought. We’re still testing this one.”
“Shine!” said Matthew, whose mind now lost any idea of what he was trying to say. The room had begun to spin and widened out to huge distances. Three Professor Fells sat in three chairs behind three writing-desks at its center.
“Sit still. Let me continue. Mr. Greathouse has been given what I call an essential timoris. The essence of fear. Give him that and while he’s slumbering in its embrace have someone recite to him a frightful tale. When he awakens, he lives the nightmare. If he wasn’t given the drug daily, he would revive back to normalcy in three or four days.” The Fells lifted three index fingers that in Matthew’s distorted vision shot up to be iron spears reaching to the limitless ceiling. “As to Miss Grigsby, she’s been given an interesting potion using the Jamestown weed that opens her mind to suggestion and has a steadily cumulative effect. She is lost to you forever, because even if the dosage ceased today—which it will not—she would fail to recover without vigorous and steady application of the antidote.” His triple grins to Matthew were the keyboards of spinet pianos, and amber-colored spiders squirmed in the eyeholes of his faces. “You are going to watch her decline into imbecility,” said the professors. “In the end, she will revert to being an infant in a cradle, and I may let you rock her from time to time.”
Matthew tried to rise from the chair. He was no longer sitting in a chair. He was encased in a tarpit, his movements caught by its ebony glue.
“Before you get any worse,” the Fells said, “you should eat your cake. The antidote is in it.”
With the greatest effort against the sticky tar that now seemed to have gathered from air that was blotched like leprosy, Matthew reached out for the piece of vanilla cake that sat on the middle desk of the three desks before him. His arm went on and on, his hand becoming as small as that of a child’s poppet. His fingers, a mile away, spouted spikes. His hand closed around the cake, which came to life like a vicious little animal and tried to bite the spiked digits, as Fell’s three faces ballooned larger and combined one into the other to make a swollen, knotty mass. Matthew wasn’t sure if he had actually grasped the cake or not, for his fingers were dead. Then he brought the squirming thing to his face and instead of finding his mouth it went into his eyes and nose.
“I wish Dr. Ribbenhoff were here to see this,” said the talking wart.
Matthew frantically worked to get some of the cake into his mouth, and he thought he’d succeeded…or he imagined that he thought he had. He kept pushing the stuff in with his spiky fingers. Swallowing took another effort. Around him all the colors of the room were running together, the sunlight came from a different world where the sun was blindingly red with a pulsing blue halo around it, and the tarpit was dragging him under.
“Close your eyes,” said the gnarled and faceless monstrosity that had begun to grow to massive size. It spread out tentacles that cracked in the stained air like bullwhips.
Matthew did. Under his eyelids his eyes stared back at him.
“You will need about half an hour. I’ll ring for Julian to take you to a room where you can lie down. I wanted you to understand how useless it is to resist…even a little bit. Nod your head if you understand.”
Matthew nodded. He felt his head topple from his neck and swing back and forth on the wires that were holding him together, because at that moment he realized he was a boneless construction not born of flesh but created by Professor Fell, who now had the power to take him apart.
“When you return to your cottage you’ll find a fresh and full bottle of water. Drink as much of it as you can. It will be only water. I want you in good condition to have dinner here tonight at eight. You and Judge Archer will be my honored guests.”
Matthew felt the tentacles around him, gripping his upper body with crushing force while the tarpit trapped his lower body to the waist.
A bell rang.
“You should’ve had the cake straight away,” said the voice beside his left ear. “You see what being stubborn gets you?”



Thirty-Six
 

 
So it was, Matthew thought as he lay on the bed in his cottage, that the worst of the worst had come about. All he’d feared for Berry had come true…and even more horrifying, he was too late to do anything about it. Where was Gentry’s book of formulas? In Fell’s house or in the hospital, under the watch of this new chemist Ribbenhoff? Even if he could get the book, how could he produce the antidote for the drug in Berry’s system?
He lay staring at the ceiling. His head still ached and his body was occasionally wracked by a tremor, but at least he didn’t see the walls as bulging and cracking with the onslaught of unseen monsters as they’d been in the room at the professor’s house. When Devane had guided him back here, Matthew had taken down nearly half of the fresh bottle of water. He wondered if it also had been drugged in some way he didn’t yet know. He was absolutely defenseless against any potion Fell chose to experiment on him.
And what of Hudson? In that dark cell, his mind being torn apart by nightmarish terrors…it was the proverbial fate worse than death, particularly for such a man of strength. Add to this recipe of calamities the capture of Judge Archer, and the torments Fell surely had in store for Albion, and…it was hopeless.
Matthew pressed his palms into his eyes. He had to think, though his brain was mushy. What was it he could possibly do to dig them all out of the beautiful grave? Before releasing him, Fell had sent word by way of Devane to go to the tavern and get something substantial to eat after his head had cleared, but food was the last thing on Matthew’s mind. He dreaded the dinner tonight. What time was it now? He fumbled in his pocket and brought out the watch. Nine minutes after three. He wished to go see Berry again, because she was expecting Ashton McCaggers to go to dinner with her this evening at the tavern, but he couldn’t bear to know that she was unable to recognize him, and he thought that in her state of mind the presence of Ashton in her cottage this morning already seemed to her like a dream she’d had last night.
He asked himself once again, what possible weapon did he have to draw upon? Was the situation indeed hopeless, or had he yet to see how the pieces stood upon the chessboard? He could not give up. No. They might all be doomed anyway, but to give up would be an early death he wasn’t prepared to endure.
What was it that Professor Fell valued, that Matthew might yet seize hold of?
Matthew’s brain continued to work, if thrashing about like a squirrel in a cage could be considered so.
A word came to him. Information.
The professor valued information. Particularly concerning one subject.
The whereabouts of Brazio Valeriani.
He sat up. His head spun for a few seconds and then settled itself.
He thought…if he could find out something from Valeriani’s cousin Rosabella that Fell did not know…that might be the weapon he needed.
It might be worth going to the tavern. If Madam Candoleri was there, all the better; if not, surely someone could tell him where she was. Or she might be at the theater, wherever that was, rehearsing her program. If he could find Di Petri, that would also serve him well, or he might just stumble upon the makeup girl herself.
In any case, he was doing himself, Berry, Hudson and Judge Archer no good in hiding himself here. He felt able to walk now without staggering like a drunken fool. He stood up to test his legs. They were weak but they held him up. He walked to the wall and back again. Maybe he still couldn’t walk a straight line yet, but what mobility he had was all he required.
He put on his cloak and his tricorn and left the house.
At the Question Mark, the barkeep told Matthew he had no idea what cottage the diva occupied, but of course Matthew knew the man was lying. Fell’s people were not going to make anything easy for him. The barkeep did tell Matthew that the meeting hall was on Thresher Street just past Redfin and there Madam Candoleri’s performance would be given tomorrow night.
Matthew headed off against the wind. Passersby greeted him as if he was already part of the community, their smiles offered below drug-hazed eyes. On the way to Thresher Street he got an idea of some of the communal activities here. He took note of a house with a sign proclaiming it to be Madam Hennischild’s School Of Art. Another house was marked Y Beautiful Bedd Basketweavers’ Society. And still another, just down from the basketweavers, John Mayes’ Stargazers Club. He figured the gardening guild and the bubble-blowers bunch would be somewhere near as well. He passed a shed under which three men were jovially occupied in making the small casks Matthew had earlier seen on the wagon, and he half-expected to see a sign marking the territory of the cooper confederation.
The pair of guards Matthew spotted on patrol with their muskets against their shoulders, however, looked anything but clubby.
He wondered if there had been any instance of someone suddenly coming out of their trance, or having a delayed violent reaction to some potion they’d been given. That might call for a musket ball or two, depending on the circumstances. Matthew shuddered to think that Gentry’s book of poisons and formulas, gathered evidently from the botanicals of many countries, might include one that gave a human being an enraged super-strength.
The theater was not hard to find. Though still single-storied, it was a larger structure of weatherworn brown stones that was not a barn, as the madam had so disdained it, but may at one time have been a church, for the belltower atop the roof. Matthew went up two steps to the oaken door and opened it. He stepped into an anteroom where cloaks and hats could be hung.
“Can you not play one single clean note?” shouted the thunder before the storm. “Mi fai
cosi pazzo io esplodere! Giancarlo, make these idioti understand the English!”
Matthew entered the main chamber. Light entered through two windows, one on each side of the building, that were probably recent additions. A dozen pews with aisles in the center, on the right and the left faced an upraised platform that appeared to have been newly constructed, for the wood was still green. Steps led up on the right. A colorful and expensive-looking rug had been laid down over the platform’s floor. The beautiful but terrifying madam was standing at its center, wearing a voluminous purple gown, her black hair piled high and glittering with golden combs, her hands on her hips and her eyes shooting fire at her poor orchestra.
They sat at the foot of the platform in chairs that had been brought in for the occasion. Music stands had been supplied to hold copies of the score. There were the two fiddle players Matthew had seen in the square and the twelve-year-old boy who’d taken four trumpet lessons, and all of them were clinging to their instruments as if the items might be blown out of their hands. The accordionist and the tambourine girl likely had jumped ship, for they were nowhere to be seen. Matthew did see Di Petri sitting in the front row, along with the person he’d hoped to find: a dark-haired girl who must be the reason Fell had brought them here.
Di Petri was getting up to place himself in harm’s way between the lady and her targets of wrath. “Please, Alicia!” he said, holding up his hands in a manner of appeasement. “They’re doing their best! Won’t you—”
“Their best is un grande mucchio di merda!” she shrieked. “How can I sing to such garbage of a noise?”
“Lady,” said one of the fiddlers, “I just can’t play these notes. There’re too many of ’em.” He gave an exasperated sigh and got up from his chair. It seemed to Matthew that, even though the men—and likely the boy too—were held in the warm embrace of some happy narcotic, they had all come to the end of their witless smiles. “I can’t speak for Noah or Alex, but I believe I’m past done to well-done and near burnt alive. I’m headin’ for home.”
“Noah can speak for himself,” said the second fiddle-player, also getting to his feet. “Right as rain. I’m goin’.”
“You cannot walk out on me!” she shot back. “I am one of three females in this entire world who sings the opera! Do you know how hard I have worked and what I have done to earn my place among the ball-less men with the child voices?” A quaver of desperation entered. “What am I to do for the music?”
The boy had stood up and was following the others to the door. He turned back, trumpet in hand, and he said in the lofty tone of someone much older than he appeared, “Perhaps you can find someone who hums.”
Then the three musicians left the theater and did not witness Madam Alicia Candoleri grab at the air as if trying to tear holes in it. Matthew was sure however that the three did hear her scream of outrage; he felt sure Lady Puffery would be reporting in the next Pin the sound of a shrieking meteor heard across Wales as it sizzled into the Atlantic.
“Caro Signore,” said Di Petri. “Let us all take this one step at the time.”
“It is insane crazy madness!” the lady fumed, as she stalked back and forth. “I have not even the dressing room! Am I expected to—” The red mist of her anger must have lifted a bit, for she stopped her pacing and pointed at Matthew. “Do you get a good laugh out of this, mister?”
“Not at all.” Matthew removed his tricorn. “I have empathy for everyone involved.”
“In pathy? What is this he’s saying, Giancarlo?”
“He feels sorry for us,” said Di Petri, a little too bluntly and incorrectly.
She began looking around, it seemed to Matthew, for something to throw. “Gloom!” she shouted, and Matthew thought for an instant she was going to start tearing her own hair out. “Disperazione!
Agonia su di me!”
Matthew strolled down the left side aisle. He glanced quickly toward Rosabella, who was watching him, and had the impression of a pretty oval-shaped face, large brown eyes and an expression of bewilderment. She was younger than he’d surmised, maybe seventeen at most.
“Pardon me,” Matthew said when he reached the platform, “but do you really need an orchestra?”
“Of course I do! Are you mad? What is an opera without the music?”
“Well,” he answered quietly, “doesn’t the music come from you?”
Madam Candoleri gave a strangled sound, indicating she did not follow his line of reasoning. Her hands rose up as claws, her teeth clenched together and Matthew feared that when she threw herself off the platform at him there would be blood.
“Alicia! Ascoltatelo!” said Di Petri, moving alongside Matthew. “He has something!”
“He has a brain in his fever!” she shouted, none too sensically.
“No, no, signora! Think of this as a challenge! This young man is correct…the music comes from you! Whether you have accompaniment or not is beside the point. You know the score and the libretto…what more do you need?”
“Ha!” That single exclamation had almost blasted the dimpled glass out of the windows. “Open your eyes, Giancarlo! Siamo nel piu profondo di merde!”
Di Petri drew himself up a bit taller and straighter. It appeared to Matthew that the harried manager realized his time had arrived. Di Petri said calmly, “We are only in the deepest of shit if you allow it to be so.”
Madam Candoleri’s bosom swelled like the sail of a fifty-gun warship. Her red-lipped mouth began to open to deliver the cataclysmic volley.
“He’s right, signora,” came the soft voice of the makeup girl, who had gotten up from her pew to join them. “No one can defeat you but yourself.”
This quietly-delivered truth pinched out the burning fuse. Madam Candoleri looked from Di Petri to Rosabella and then to Di Petri once more. Her warship began to shrink back again to the size of a noble yacht. She released a whoosh of a breath and scratched her forehead in dismay like any common human might. “You think I can do this?” she asked.
“I am certain,” said Di Petri. “And…even if you are off-key once in a little while, who among these wax-eared English will know it?”
“I surely wouldn’t,” Matthew added.
Madam Candoleri’s index finger tapped her chin. “Si!” she said after a short period of contemplation. “If I cannot do this thing, no other can do it…for certain no other woman!”
“That is the proper attitude, signora. We press on into the unchartered territory.”
“Si, and who can say that before tomorrow night the ransom is not paid?” said the lady. “Very well then, let me start at the beginning once more, without that garbage noise banging my head drums.”
“Ear drums,” Di Petri corrected.
“May I ask a favor?” Matthew spoke up before he was drowned out. “May I take Rosabella away from you for just a few minutes?”
“Me?” the girl asked. “What for?”
“Si! For why?” Madam Candoleri looked like she was getting ready to ruffle up again.
“I have some questions to ask you,” Matthew said, addressing Rosabella directly. “We can step outside. As I say, it won’t take very long.”
“Questions? About what? And who are you?”
“This is the young man I was telling you about, we met in the tavern last night,” said Madam Candoleri. “He was kidnapped, like us.”
Matthew decided not to correct the lady, but to let that stand as it was. “I have some of the same questions Professor Fell asked you, about your cousin Brazio.”
Rosabella frowned. “Why is it that Brazio is so important? I have not seen him for years!”
“Why Brazio is important to Professor Fell is exactly what I’m trying to find out.”
Perhaps emboldened by his success in calming the star, Di Petri said, “Go ahead, Rosabella. There is no harm in speaking to the young man.”
“All right,” she answered, but still a little uncertainly. It was clear to Matthew that she had not an inkling of what her cousin’s value was to the professor, but if Matthew had his way he was going to find out.
Rosabella put on a pale blue hooded cloak over her gown and Matthew donned his tricorn again. They went outside and stood in a splash of sunlight.
“What is it you want to know?” she asked. When she frowned, two small lines came up between her chocolate-brown eyes, even as young as she was. Matthew reasoned that working anywhere near the diva was not a pleasant experience, but he imagined the job paid very well. “I already told the professor everything I remembered about Brazio,” she went on. “What more is there?”
“I’m not the professor,” Matthew said. “I know nothing about your cousin, except the fact that Fell is searching for him. And very desperately, I might add.” He watched a well-dressed man and woman stroll past, arm-in-arm, as if they were walking a high-class London promenade.
Rosabella chewed for a few seconds on her full lower lip. “Is it true…what Giancarlo has told me? That we may have been taken because the professor is after my cousin? He told me not to say a thing about this to Alicia.”
“It’s true.”
“Then…there’s not going to be a ransom demand? Is that also true?”
“That I can’t say.” He thought it best to remain mute on the subject, but he doubted Fell would ever release anyone from the beautiful grave. Once you were brought here, for whatever reason, here is where you would live out your days as subjects of experimentation until you died.
“What is it you wish to know about my cousin?” Rosabella asked, perhaps reading in his eyes the unspoken reply to her last question.
“Just this, and think on it if you will. Professor Fell has a highly-intelligent mentality, though unfortunately of the criminal nature. Look around and see what he’s capable of creating. He went to a lot of effort to get you, and I imagine he had contacts in various places to tell him what your sailing schedule would be and who you expected to meet in Portsmouth. Also, he had to have a contact who knew your connection to Brazio. That was a lot of time, effort, and money. Spent for what reason? What is it you can think of—anything at all—that Brazio might offer to the professor?”
“Brazio working with a criminal? Is that what you mean?”
“Not exactly, but possibly. Does Brazio have some talent Fell could use? Forgery? Safe-cracking? Is he a chemist?”
“A chemist? I don’t know this word.”
“Does he make drugs? Medicamenta?” He waited for a reply. She shook her head. Of course, he wondered, how might this seemingly-innocent young girl know if a cousin she hadn’t seen for years had turned to the criminal life? “Let me ask this: how old is he? Near your age?”
“No, he was…I think…twenty-six or twenty-seven years old when I saw him last. That was more than three years ago.”
“So you say he’s likely around thirty?”
“Si, that.”
“What work was he doing the last time you saw him?”
“I don’t know. When I saw him it was with the rest of my family. It was in Salerno, at a funeral.”
“A funeral? Whose?”
“His father’s,” she said. “My uncle, Ciro.”
“Ah. And had you known your uncle very well?”
“No, not well. He had a house and a laboratory in the hills above Salerno. He was a man of science, but they told me he lost his mind.”
Matthew paused. Two things she’d said had caught his attention: man of science and lost his mind.
“Your face has changed,” Rosabella said.
“Pardon?”
“Your face. Something about it changed just then.”
“Tell me,” Matthew said, probing at a possibility, “what kind of scientist Ciro Valeriani was.”
“I don’t know, exactly. My mother and father never talked of it. It was only much later I found out he hanged himself in his laboratory.”
“Hanged himself? Do you have any idea why?”
“What I understood,” she said, “was that…well…he had made something. This was all I overheard my parents saying. He had made something that caused him to go mad, and…I know this sounds…as I would say, pazzo…but…he tried to destroy it, and it wouldn’t let him.”
Matthew was standing in the sun, but suddenly he felt very cold. “This thing…was it alive?”
“I can’t say. That’s all I know about it. I asked my mother once, and she said it was not to be mentioned again, that Uncle Ciro was a good man who had broken when Laurena—his wife—had died of a fever, and when he went into dark things he was no longer the brother she knew.”
“Dark things?” Again Matthew experienced a chill. “Your mother never explained that?”
“No, never.”
“I’m sure the professor would love to get his hands on your mother.”
“She wouldn’t know where Brazio is. No one does.”
“I see,” Matthew said. But he was thinking now that Brazio was only a means to an end. Professor Fell wanted to find this creation that Ciro Valeriani had made in his lab. Possibly Brazio had it? Or knew where it was?
He tried to destroy it, and it wouldn’t let him.
“So it destroyed him, instead,” Matthew said.
“Perdono?”
“Sorry, I’m thinking aloud. I suppose you told all this to the professor?”
“I did.”
Matthew looked deeply into the girl’s eyes. “Do this for me. It’s very important. I want you to think hard about both Brazio and his father, and anything you might have overheard about either of them. Can you think of any small detail that you remember now that you did not tell the professor?”
“I told him all I know, that the last time I saw Brazio was at Uncle Ciro’s funeral in Salerno, and he said to me—” She stopped and blinked as a memory resurfaced. “Wait. I do remember something else! What he said to me at the funeral! I didn’t tell that to the professor.”
“Yes? Go on.”
“He asked how old I was, and I told him thirteen. He said…I think I’m remembering this right…that thirteen was a good age, especially for Amarone.”
“Amarone? What does that mean?”
“It’s a red wine, very strong.”
“Brazio had a particular interest in wine?”
She shrugged. “I just remember he said that.”
Matthew couldn’t let this go. It seemed he was on the edge of something vital. “Was Brazio living with his father when Ciro hanged himself?”
“No, I believe he had to travel from somewhere.”
“Why do you say that?”
“He came two days late. The funeral was delayed until he got there.”
“Did you tell that to the professor?”
“Yes,” Rosabella said. “He asked if Brazio had been living in Salerno or had travelled there. I told him just the same as I’m saying now. Also that my mother and father had not heard from Brazio for years and they didn’t know where he was living.”
“He didn’t tell your parents or someone else at the funeral?”
“Not my parents. They didn’t want to know. My mother…she thought that Laurena had been unfaithful to Uncle Ciro years ago, and that Brazio was not his real son. My mother said she believed the fever was God’s way of passing judgment on Laurena, and all that Laurena had done had made Uncle Ciro the way he was. It was a sad thing, but she wanted nothing to do with Brazio.”
“But it’s possible he told someone else?”
“Si,” she said. “Possible.”
“You told all this to the professor?”
“Si.”
“Let me guess what happened next,” said Matthew. “Professor Fell asked you to write down a list of the people present at Ciro’s funeral?”
“Correct. There were five others besides myself and my parents.”
“But he doesn’t know Brazio mentioned the Amarone?” He waited for her to answer with a shake of the head. “Why do you think your cousin might have mentioned, of all things, a variety of wine?”
“I have no idea,” she said, again with a shrug. “Unless…he works in a vineyard somewhere.”
Matthew nodded. “Yes. A vineyard somewhere.” Of course it could be that Brazio simply liked Amarone and was planning to get drunk on it after the funeral, but…thirteen years a good age for Amarone? Spoken like someone who understood and valued the aging process.
A vineyard worker? Or a vineyard owner?
And what part of Italy might the grape that produced the Amarone be grown in?
But this was, as Rosabella had said, more than three years ago. Matthew recalled that on Pendulum Island Fell made the announcement regarding Brazio that He was last seen one year ago in Florence, and has since
vanished.
Gone home to the vineyard, perhaps? Out in the country, a distance from any city?
Vanished, at least, from the eyes of Professor Fell.
For the present.
“Rosabella,” said Matthew, “if the professor calls you back to the house and asks you more questions, it is very important that you not mention the Amarone. You, Madam Candoleri and Di Petri are here because the professor wants Brazio. I’m beginning to think he wants Brazio for whatever it is that your Uncle Ciro created in that laboratory, because if it wasn’t destroyed then Brazio may know where it is. What happened to the contents of Ciro’s house? Did Brazio take anything with him when he left?”
“I was thirteen years old,” she said. “I hated the funeral. I just wanted to get back to my dolls that I named and put makeup on. Everything else that was going on…I didn’t care. These things the professor has already asked me, and I answered the same.”
“I understand.”
“I’ve been with the madam for only a year,” she continued. “Tell me the truth. If the professor does not find Brazio, will he never let us go?”
“The truth,” said Matthew. “It doesn’t matter if the professor finds Brazio or not. He’ll never let you—or any of us—go.” She staggered back a step, her hand flying up to her mouth, and he reached out and caught her arm to steady her. “That doesn’t mean,” he said, “that we’ll never get out of here. We can’t give up. Most of the people here are on some kind of drug to keep them complacent…opulenti,” he translated in Latin. “You and Di Petri are going to have to be strong for the madam. For the time being, that’s all you can do.”
There were tears in her eyes. He said, as gently but as firmly as he could, “I wish crying would help. It will not.”
He stood with her awhile longer, until her composure returned. She was a young girl, innocent in her ways, yet the year spent in the employ of Madam Candoleri had left its mark on her; she was tougher than she appeared.
“I’m going to be all right,” she said.
“We’ll find a way,” he told her, and even though such a statement sounded hollow at the moment, he hoped he could follow through with it…for the sake, really, of not only Rosabella, Berry, Hudson, Judge Archer, Di Petri and Madam Candoleri but all the poor souls caught here in the beautiful grave, even the basketweavers and stargazers.
He hoped. But damned if he could figure out how.
“Thank you for your time and your answers,” he said, and then he turned away.



 
 
 
 




Thirty-Seven
 

 
The dining room to which Matthew was shown had wallpaper of dark red. Heavy black velvet curtains covered the room’s two windows. Above the dining table, which had legs carved to resemble dolphins leaping from the waves, was not an octopus chandelier but a simple black wrought-iron wagon wheel arrangement that held six tapers. Three more candles burned at the middle of the table around an interesting centerpiece: a blue-and-gold marbled bowl that held not an arrangement of flowers but a tangle of ebony thorns. The sinister centerpiece notwithstanding, all the illumination gave the room a ruddy glow that might have been cheerful on any other occasion.
Clad in a black suit and clean white shirt with a white cravat, Matthew found himself first to the feast. The man who’d escorted him from his cottage back to Fell’s battlement was a hawk-nosed gent with a silent disposition, one of the men Matthew had seen during his stay at Mother Deare’s but had never spoken to.
The table was set for three, with one chair at the head and two chairs opposite each other. Small white cards—not of the death variety, Matthew was pleased to see—indicated that Matthew Corbett was to sit on the professor’s left while William Atherton Archer was on the right. Matthew took his place and waited. His escort left the room through another door. The candles sputtered and fretted, perhaps mirroring Matthew’s internals though his external was as calm as a baby’s breath. It was hard work, keeping such a disguise in place.
In about another minute there came the sound of footsteps approaching along the same corridor that had brought Matthew to this room.
Entering first was Judge Archer, followed by Julian Devane. Archer’s pallidity and the hollowness of his eyes indicated that, though he might be up and about, the severity of his gunshot wound coupled with his entry into the domain of Professor Fell was not a complement to one’s sterling health. Still, his expression was resolute, his mouth firm and his chin uplifted with a goodly measure of dignity. His blonde hair was tied back in a queue with a black ribbon and he too wore a black suit, white shirt and white cravat, as formality seemed to be correct for the evening. Matthew wondered if Archer thought, as he did, that it was proper manners to go well-dressed to the grave, beautiful or not.
To his credit, the judge drew up a warm smile that was absolutely a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn from his first glance upon Matthew that day in his courtroom.
“Good evening, young sir,” he said. “Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?”
Matthew was taken aback. Was Archer already made insensible by drugs?
Devane said, “You’ve been told that your game is up. Do you persist in this?”
“I’m sorry, but I still have no idea what you mean.” Archer drew back his chair and sat down, and Matthew noted that he winced just a bit and briefly put a hand to his wounded side. “I’ve never seen this young man before.”
“Sure.” Devane gave him a cold smile, and then he exited left the room.
Immediately Archer’s index finger went to his lips, and his expression told Matthew to beware any ears that might be listening.
Archer spread his napkin in his lap. “A fine night for a dinner,” he said. “Wouldn’t you agree, Mister—?”
“Matthew Corbett.”
“Ah, Mr. Corbett! Pleased to meet you. I’m William Archer.” As he spoke, his gaze was moving back and forth in search of the revealing glint of light through a peephole. “Are you a local resident?”
“No sir, I’m from the colonies. New York, in fact.”
“Really?” His eyes continued to search, but they snagged for a few seconds on Matthew’s Black-Eyed Broodie tattoo. “I understand New York is growing to be quite a town.”
“Growing, yes sir, but it’ll be some time before it’s the equal of London.”
“Very few places,” he replied with just a hint of bitterness, “are the equal of London. You should wish New York never becomes so.” He arranged his silverware this way and that, his fingers nervous though he wore the same disguise of calm that Matthew had manufactured. “I hope,” he said, “that the plan for New York never becomes as disjointed and chaotic as that of London. Such plans can go awry, and yet even if the result is obtained, it may not be exactly the result one had envisioned. Then apologies must be offered in a profuse manner, but the fact remains that ofttimes the best intention explodes in one’s face. Do you follow, sir?”
“I do.”
“You seem a bright young man. Pity we’ve not met before this moment.”
There came the sound of polite applause.
Into the room walked Professor Danton Idris Fell, wearing a silk robe of crimson with gold trim at collar and cuffs.
He smiled and gave a slight bow to his guests. “Pardon the interruption, but I’ve been enjoying this play and I wished to show my appreciation. You know, I’ve intended for some time to start a drama troupe here. You two may well be the superlative members.”
Archer put on a dumb face. “Sir?” he asked. Then he started to stand to show a feigned respect for his host.
“Please stay seated. Those who have been shot and recently nursed back from near-death have no business getting up and down from the table. Good evening, Matthew. Feeling all better now?”
“Tip top.”
“Excellent.” Fell took his place at the head of the table. “We’ll be having our first course in a few minutes. Oh, here’s the wine.” A heavy-set, black-haired man who looked as much a kitchen servant as a buzzard could be a hummingbird came in through the opposite door bearing a bottle, which he laboriously began to uncork while standing beside the professor. “A nice full-bodied Cinsault,” said the professor. “Free of any additives, on the honor of my house. We’ll be having a very fine swordfish tonight so pardon my not offering the white, but my personal taste runs darker.”
Matthew nearly broke out in a sweat keeping himself from commenting on that remark. He watched the pair of ham-hands pouring wine into his glass and said, just for the hell of it, “I also prefer the red. Syrah, Pinot Noir, Amarone, Gamay…all those pique my interest.”
“I had no idea you were so worldly,” came the smooth reply. “An Italian wine included among the French? If one or the other got wind of that, you might be responsible for starting a war. Thank you, Martin,” he told the attendant. “Give us a moment or two and then we’ll get started.” He held up his glass. “May I offer a toast, gentlemen? To your health, to truth, and to the future.”
“Hear, hear,” said Archer.
Matthew drank with the others. Had there been any reaction to the use of the word Amarone other than Fell’s observation of its Italian origin? He didn’t think so, but he decided not to be rash or stupid. Once a cat was out of its bag, one could not get it back in without being clawed to pieces.
Fell put his glass back down upon the table.
He smiled thinly at Judge Archer. Matthew had the sense that a moment of reckoning had arrived.
Fell said, “I imagine you’ve heard many interesting cases, sir. Would you entertain us by reciting a few?”
So it went for the next half-hour, as if this dining room sat in a house on a street in high-class London, and the lordly gentlemen here were discussing the stuff of life, business and circumstance much as would be discussed at any exclusive club. A course of squid salad and clam chowder was offered, and Fell insisted they at least try the side dish of boiled green seaweed adorned with small onions. Fell listened attentively as Archer went on about such defendants as Zebulon Whittington the horn merchant who had stabbed his partner to death with a wild boar’s tusk, Ann Clark the widow who displayed her hatred of men by murdering eight of them with poisoned mushrooms in her boarding-house, and the notorious and handsome George Parker, the Flower Man, who roamed the well-to-do neighborhoods of London offering young servant girls the aroma of a bouquet that had a nose-cutting knifeblade at its center.
Then the judge stopped speaking, because the main course was served.
The large baked swordfish on a sea-green platter still wore its crusted silver skin. Its head had been removed and replaced with the golden-bearded mask of Albion.
The platter was put down upon the table, and Martin showed he might not be very proficient with a corkscrew but he was the master of an eight-inch blade.
“My, that looks tasty!” said Professor Fell, with a little joyous clasping of his hands before his face.
Martin served swordfish steaks to every plate. Another platter of fried potatoes with onions and leeks was brought out, along with cups of sherry cream and vinegar sauce if one wished to anoint the swordfish. Martin left the room, the professor picked up his knife and fork and began to eat.
A long silence followed. Archer caught Matthew’s gaze and his eyes narrowed just a fraction, the meaning Matthew caught being: Who knows what’s next?
“You two gentlemen,” the professor said as he ate, with pauses to sip from the wineglass that Martin had refreshed, “are quite the intelligent ones, aren’t you? Or is the word crafty? Well, you can’t be too crafty or you wouldn’t have wound up here.”
“Crafty, sir?” asked Archer.
A flash of irritation passed across Fell’s face, and then his expression returned to its remote normality. “You might like to know that a compatriot of yours is a resident. The Right Honorable John Mayes has been here for two years. I would have had him killed for his hand in fouling my affairs, but in addition to biologics I also have an interest in astronomy, so here he will reside until he finishes the book he’s writing for me on that subject, upon which he is a recognized expert.”
Matthew dared to speak up. “I’ll wager that book will be a real treasurehouse of knowledge, if he’s been given one speck of what I had this morning.”
“Indeed. No, he’s simply been given something to help him relax and to throw off the chains of the society that bound him. The book is going slowly but surely. Actually, John is quite content here.”
“Content is an Atlantic’s width away from happy.”
“Oh, not so far. Judge Archer, you’re not eating. The fish doesn’t appeal to you?”
Archer began to eat, and Matthew hoped he was the only one who noticed the judge’s hand tremble but he doubted it. The question was: did the tremble originate from fear, or from suppressed rage in the presence of the man who had not only caused his wife’s agonized death but had been such a dark stain on the whole civilization of England? Matthew figured on the latter.
“It seems to me, Danton,” said Matthew, “that your affairs have lately been fouling left and right.”
Fell laughed like a soft cough. “Unfortunately true enough. William, you allied yourself with a formidable force in Matthew Corbett. He might not look like much, but he has a way about him. You must meet the two people who came from New York to find him, but it should be soon because you can’t do much conversing with dishrags.”
The urge to take his arm and sweep everything off the table in the direction of Fell’s lap gripped Matthew like a fever. He thought if he picked up the wineglass at that moment it might explode in his hand. He stared at the piece of fish on his plate, as the seconds ticked past. Then he swallowed his own rage down and continued eating, but his face felt misshapen by the slow movements of inner pressures.
“Tell me,” the professor said to Archer, “just exactly what your masquerade has been about? What point was it to execute six of my most underling errand boys? One of them, I might point out, who wore the tattoo of a Whitechapel gang exactly the same as the mark on Matthew’s hand…and dear Matthew, as I told you before, you do get around. But tell me, Judge Archer, what did you hope to accomplish by nettling me in these miniscule ways? You seemed to know a lot about me and my influence. Why didn’t you lie in wait for Judge Chamberlin, and cut his throat as he came home from the court? Why didn’t you murder the lawyers, Edwin Wickett and Humphrey Mousekeller? Or…better still…why didn’t you go dressed as Albion to the halls of Parliament, and use your saber on…well, I’m sure you know at least three of the names. I ask the question: why not murder someone whose demise might really cause me an uneasy hour or two?”
Fell smiled at Archer over a piece of fish hanging from his fork. “Because, Judge Archer,” he said, “the simple answer is: you are evil.”
He ate the fish.
Archer sat like a piece of stone.
“Yes, evil,” Fell repeated. His smile was gone. “You attacked and murdered six men who had no idea why they were being so brutally dispatched. You attacked men who did not matter the least in the larger scheme of things. Of course I had to get them out of gaol, it was a question of honor. But to stalk and murder small men, when larger targets were parading around within your sight every single day…that is evil, Albion. May I call you that?”
Archer did not answer, nor did he react in any way. He might have been dead with his eyes open and staring but for the slow rise and fall of his breathing.
“Albion,” Fell said, with a twist of the mouth. “I understand the Pin gave you that name, but I’m sure it’s one you relished. Do you know the meaning of it, Matthew? I’ll tell you anyway. Albion: the great mythical giant and the spiritual protector of the civilization of England. Doesn’t that sound lofty and noble? A single man takes it upon himself to attack what he sees as the deep corruption that is rotting our country, and therefore he kills six stupid errand boys? Eight, if you include Mother Deare’s pence-a-dozen hired guns. I would laugh about this if I didn’t find it absolutely pathetic. Is this a problem you have with the blackmailing I’m doing of public figures who put their greed and their idiocy to work and tripped over their own league-long cocks? Does it have to do with the purloining of secret papers that will send a hundred thousand English boys to die in war over a pot of foreign gold? Does it have to do with the White Velvet, which for a short time soothes the agony of souls who live under whips every day of their lives and so must leave their own minds to find a place of peace? Oh, Albion…how you disappoint me! Here I was expecting a great debate, a great verbal and mental contest over the true meaning of good and evil, and there you sit like a fig of filth about to slide into the gutter. Look at Albion, Matthew! See him unmasked, as he really is! Albion!” Fell’s voice had risen to what was for him a shout. Archer’s head turned toward the professor, his eyes dimmed.
Fell asked quietly, “How do you plead?”
Archer didn’t answer for a moment. He took a drink of his wine. Then he said, “Guilty, I suppose. Guilty of giving a damn.”
“And damned you may well be,” came the reply. “You know, I’ve heard a lot about you. That you are incorruptible, that you are a steadfast man of so-called honor, far beyond my ability to recruit you as a tool. But now I see…you don’t even understand the nature of crime! How many men have you hanged because you were really hanging me? How many men deserved mercy, and you saw in your warped sense of justice a budding Professor Fell, and so you sent them to the rope? I’ll wager you can count them on more than two hands! Did you think you were really doing anything to save England from itself? What would be your next move, to start sending children to the gallows for cheating in games of marbles, so that the criminal element of England would be destroyed in its infancy?
“Ha,” the professor said, and he started to take another bite of his fish but then he put the fork down and pushed the plate aside as if he had no more stomach for it. “Crime,” he said softly. “You murdered six errand boys, while in Parliament plans are being drawn up to go to war over territory and money for a select few, and in consequence murder sixty-six thousand errand boys. Those in power are the criminals and every day they get away with some form of murder! Yet your eye is turned toward me.”
He shook his head, sadly. “I don’t even know why I bothered with you, except to put you in your place. Well…yes, I do know. You and Matthew are going to be my guests at the opera program at eight tomorrow night. After the program is ended, Albion Archer, you are going to be worked on. I don’t like people knowing my business, and you learned far too much for my comfort. Therefore you are going to be worked on, to get a proper accounting of those who revealed to you my full name and description. Matthew may have spilled that to Mother Deare, but it had to come from you because of that cute little rhyme in the Pin that she brought along. We must remedy this breach. After I get the information I want from you, you’ll be used as a subject for some experiments. Depending on how those proceed, you’ll either live or die.”
“Lovely,” said Archer, with a tight smile.
“Yes, lovely. Now if I were operating under your conditions, I would let you walk free and kill everyone who was a reader of the Pin.” Suddenly the professor’s face contorted. “You disgust me,” he said. He took the napkin from his lap, flung it onto the table and stood up. The chair screeched across the floor. Instantly Martin came into the room from the opposite door.
“We are done here,” Fell said. “Get out of my house, the both of you. And take your mask with you, Archer. You may wish to wear it to bed tonight to make you dream of being anything but a criminal who thinks himself a hero.”
So saying, the professor stalked from the room.
Martin stood where he was, glowering. The message to get out was well-received.
Archer got up from his chair. He reached for the mask and then hesitated. Reached a little further and hesitated again.
Then his hand went all the way, and he took it off the crisped and eviscerated fish.



Thirty-Eight
 

 
The night had gotten colder.
Matthew was walking alongside William Archer, away from the house of Professor Fell. Lanterns glowed on the street signposts and an occasional light showed in a window.
“What street are you on?” Archer asked.
“Lionfish. And you?”
“Bullhead. One over from Thresher.”
Matthew nodded. “You’re aware that most of the residents of this village are numbed by drugs?”
“From the limited part I’ve seen, I had that suspicion. I know there are guards here, but how could Fell keep everyone so docile without narcotics?” He was silent for a few paces. “I suppose by being a subject for experimentation I’ll get first-hand knowledge of this?”
“Yes,” Matthew said.
“Hm. There’s a shaving razor in my cottage. I wonder if I shouldn’t just—”
“I doubt it will be there when you return.” Matthew suddenly stopped, and so did Archer. They faced each other on the street, with the cold wind swirling around them, the near-full moon a bright lamp and the stars burning above. “I imagine you could find a way to remove yourself if you really wanted to,” Matthew said. “You might think it wise to do so, to protect your contacts and also to protect Steven. Did they harm him in taking you from the hospital? I understood that a young man tried to come to your aid.”
“It wasn’t Steven. It was someone else, the husband of one of the nurses I think. I’d told Steven to go home and rest, to come back the next day if he could. Luckily, he took his father’s advice.”
“I’m glad to hear that. Did Steven tell you that he related to me the whole story of this…I am hesitant to call it a plan, so I must call it a desperation.”
“He did. I was fading in and out, but I got the gist that he’d told you everything.”
Matthew looked up at the moon and the expanse of stars, breathtaking in their splendor, and then returned his attention to the judge. He shook his head. “How could you ever think something like this would succeed? Using me as bait to bring Fell to the Three Sisters, where you hoped to kill him on the steps of Flint Alley? You’re a learned and intelligent man, and your son also. How could you have concocted such an insanity?”
“It might have worked. Part of it did, at least.”
“Instead of bringing Fell to you on your ground, it’s brought you to Fell on his. If that’s a success, I have lost my bearings on what the word failure means.” Matthew felt the heat rising in his face. “And how dare you use me in that way! Putting me in Newgate…casting me adrift in Whitechapel…all of it. All of it,” he repeated, holding up the Broodie tattoo in front of Archer’s face.
“Yes,” said Archer. His eyes had gotten hard and a muscle jumped in his jaw. “I’ve seen that mark before, on the body of the young man who came crashing down to destroy my Eleanor.”
“Perhaps you can be comforted in the fact that the gang to which Joshua Oakley belonged has been reduced to one final member: myself. They’re all dead, everyone but their leader murdered at the hand of whoever killed Judge Fallonsby and his family. A demoniac, Fell calls him. Someone trying to muscle his way onto the professor’s territory by stealing shipments of the Velvet. The leader of that gang was murdered in front of my eyes by Mother Deare, and he had his rough edges but he was a decent man who deserved much better than what life shoved at him. Now the professor has in hand two of my friends—pardon me…a correction, my best friend and the woman I love—in this village of the damned and their minds are so overcome by drugs neither one can recognize me.”
Matthew put a hand to his forehead, as a dizziness swept over him. He had a few seconds of sheer panic, in which he feared he’d been poisoned again, but then he realized he was still in control of his faculties and what he was experiencing was the poison of the situation. He said, “I am used to finding a way to solve problems. In the past I’ve been in complications in which I racked my brain almost to pieces, but I always did devise a solution. This time, I can’t find one.” He lowered his hand. “If anyone ought to have the right to leave this life by his own effort, it should be myself,” he said. “I have caused the worst thing I dreaded in this world to happen, and I’m powerless to change it. The only thing I can do is to hang on for another minute, hour and day, and hope I can conjure an answer that will at least save my friends. So…if you wish to kill yourself you could find a way, but that would really show what a misguided attempt this has been.” He paused to let that register. Then he said, “Salvage some pride from the ashes, sir. Hang on a bit longer.”
“I have only one more day in which to hang.”
“I imagine many of the men who were awaiting the rope because of your decision looked at a single remaining day, and they made the best of it. Even the professor believes you to be of sterner stuff than a will toward suicide, or he would never have let you leave the house.”
“True,” the judge said, in a quiet voice. He gazed around at the little houses for a time, and Matthew could tell that the man’s mind—though certainly burdened—had begun to work at the problem. A simpleton could not have played the part of Albion or devised the plan, even as flawed as it was. “This afternoon I walked the length of the wall,” Archer said. “I saw the very well-guarded front gate and a back gate over the cliffs. The rocks are treacherous there, but I could see a road that winds down maybe a quarter of a mile to a protected harbor. Two fishing boats and a larger sailing craft were docked there. Do you think it possible to break that gate open and get to one of the boats?”
“I’ll have to take a look,” Matthew said, but he was already thinking how difficult that would be. Even if there were no guards down at the boats…locked gate…guards on duty walking
the parapet…armed with muskets. The bars had looked strong enough to defy Coalblack. And on the very slight chance that Archer might somehow get away, Matthew could never abandon Berry and Hudson to save his own skin even if both front and back gates were wide open.
Archer drew a long breath and released it. He stared at the ground for a moment, as if contemplating his place on the surface of the earth. Then he lifted his gaze and said, “Matthew, I will say to you the same thing I said to my Eleanor: I am truly and deeply sorry, and I humbly apologize.”
“That will have to do, I suppose.” Matthew frowned. “You apologized to your wife for what? The accident?”
“No. For giving her an overdose of laudanum that last night. I couldn’t stand to see her in such pain any longer. The doctors said she would linger indefinitely.” Archer’s own face seemed to have tightened into a mask, but it was one that allowed not an inch of freedom. “Steven doesn’t know I sent her off. So you see,” he said, “I really am a murderer.”
Matthew saw not necessarily a murderer standing before him, but a conscience-stricken man of the law who was a prisoner in his own cage of bones.
With that admission, Archer’s eyes seemed to have retreated into his head and he had shrunken as if trying to hide himself in a place where there was nowhere to hide. When he spoke again his voice held the rough gravel of pain. “I’ll walk on now. Goodnight to you.”
“Goodnight,” said Matthew, and he stood where he was until Judge Archer had walked to the next street and turned to the left, carrying the mask of Albion at his side.
In his cottage on Lionfish Street, Matthew could not have slept if Spenser’s faerie queen had drifted in and blown a shimmering handful of forget-the-world dust up his nostrils. He sat in a chair in the front room and played twiddle-thumbs while in his fevered brain thoughts roamed far and wide and leaped about like wild animals.
Did an hour pass? Did two hours creep by? The candle in his lantern hissed out. Matthew had not the heart to relight it and look at his pocketwatch, for the passage of every minute was a torture. To think of Berry in that house on Redfin Street, her mind devolving into porridge…and Hudson, the Great One, on his belly trying to crawl beneath a mattress to escape his living nightmares…
God, it was too much.
He sat in the dark, with the moonlight through the windows his only companion.
He longed to go to Berry, to hold her and kiss her and tell her that everything would be all right, but it would be the most blatant lie. And when she looked at him, would she see Ashton McCaggers or some other phantom that Fell had ordered inserted into her head?
In the end, she will revert to being an infant in a cradle, and I may let you rock her from time to time.
It was hideous. He would rather have gotten on his knees and let Fell swing the blade that took his head off, rather than to have to watch that slow death.
I will tell you, dear Matthew, that she is lost to you forever, because even if the dosage ceased today—which it will not—she would fail to recover without vigorous and steady application of the antidote.
The antidote. It would be in Gentry’s book of potions, and where would the book be? Kept in the Publick Hospital? The building had been dark when Matthew had passed by. If he could break into the hospital…find the notebook…if the notebook was there…if the antidote was there, and clearly marked…if…if…if…
He was no chemist. What if he found Ribbenhoff and forced the man to give him the antidote? Ribbenhoff. Another damned Prussian?
Vigorous and steady application, the professor had said.
Meaning what? Once a day for a week? Four times a day for four weeks? Six times a day for six weeks? It was impossible.
Matthew leaned forward and put his head in his hands. He was near weeping. He felt himself coming apart, and he was reasonably sure he wasn’t even drugged. No, the professor wanted to keep him clear-minded and open-eyed, so he could witness the utter destruction of the two human beings who meant the most to him in the world.
He needed a drink.
Without further hesitation he got up and put on his cloak and tricorn. He didn’t care to take the time to fire his tinderbox and light the lamp. He just left the house and strode along Lionfish toward the square.
The village was silent. All the houses were dark. He saw the movement of lanterns up on the parapets, where the guards were walking back and forth. Surely Fell paid them a goodly sum for such deadening work, or else he paid them in some other currency…perhaps in addition to money, food and drink he gave them the Beautiful Bedd’s residents when those were used-up and of no further value to him, to do with what they would. Matthew shook from his mind the images of a group of men throwing themselves upon a wan and stupidly-smiling Rosabella, or a mute and compliant Madam Candoleri, or using their fists and muskets to smash Di Petri into red sauce. He shook those images away because they were frighteningly like what he thought Fell would envision.
Matthew came out of himself when he saw a figure with a lantern crossing his path ahead.
He slowed down, then stopped in the middle of the street.
Who was that? A squat though broad-shouldered and formidable figure, moving with quick purpose. A guard, reporting for duty? No, the moonlight did not reveal a musket. The figure wore a dark cloak and hood. A woman, he thought. Did he recognize the rather mannish walk? And then the wind swept in and fluttered the figure’s cloak and hood, and Matthew caught a glimpse of cottony white hair.
Mother Deare. Going somewhere in a hurry.
But not toward the professor’s house.
Toward the wall that ran along the sea cliffs.
He stood very still. What time could it possibly be? The moon was sliding down. He judged it to be near three o’clock.
Mother Deare on the move at three o’clock in the morning. Interesting, he thought. And more of a mind-cleanser to tag along after her—just for a looksee, see?—than sitting in that damn tavern feeling the seconds of his, Berry’s and Hudson’s lives ticking away.
So be it.
He was on the hunt, all senses questing.
He followed her, staying at a respectful distance. He sighted a guard walking toward him and had to duck between two cottages, but the guard turned away and so freed him to continue on.
Matthew didn’t have to follow her very far before another interesting thing happened. She met someone waiting for her near the back gate that Archer had mentioned and Matthew had seen the night before. This person—a good-sized man—was also carrying a lantern. They stood together, talking for a moment, and then they went up a set of stairs to the parapet with Mother Deare in the lead.
Matthew positioned himself next to the nearest cottage to be able to watch their progress along the parapet. They were moving to the right. They came to a guard, who they stopped and began talking to. The man who was with Mother Deare called the guard aside and seemed to be talking earnestly with him, and Matthew noted that the man had worked his stance so that the guard’s back was turned to the sea.
Then…
…Mother Deare stepped to the edge of the wall, facing the sea, and quickly she lifted her lantern and made a motion with it in the air. It only took a second, after which she lowered the lantern and joined the conversation that her companion was having with the guard.
Matthew’s eyes narrowed. Was it his imagination, or had her lantern moved in the shape of an inverted Cross?
She’d been making a signal to someone out there. Whether the signal had been returned or not, he didn’t know…but…a signal, just the same.
Meaning what?
Mother Deare and the man were coming down from the parapet on that same set of steps. Matthew had the desire to see who the man was. He could say he had emerged for a walk and just by happenstance had come upon them. Yes, that would hold water.
He started toward them. Should he lift an arm and say hello? He was getting closer. They were going to be crossing his path in—
A hand gripped his mouth, another hand pinned his right arm behind him, and he was dragged on his heels into a darkness beyond the moonlight.
“Quiet,” whispered a voice into his ear.



Thirty-Nine
 

 
Mother Deare and the man walked past. In the glow of the lamps Matthew thought the man might be the hulking Martin, from Fell’s house, but he couldn’t be sure. The hand continued to seal his mouth and his right arm felt near the breaking point.
A few seconds after the pair had gone by, the hand went away and Matthew’s arm was released. Matthew spun around to face his attacker.
“What are you doing out here, you idiot?” asked Julian Devane, still speaking in a hushed tone.
“Walking.” Matthew busied himself rubbing the feeling back into his punished shoulder. “Is that forbidden?”
“I think you were following Mother Deare and Martin.”
“Really? And why do you think that?”
“Because,” he answered, “I was following Mother Deare. I saw you start after her.”
“I was just walking, that’s all.” Matthew thought he needed practice on his stalking skills; he’d never realized anyone might be behind him.
“You’re a stupid fop. Thinking so highly of yourself. I could’ve brained you a dozen times and you never would’ve seen the blow coming.”
“Thank you for the observation. I’ll be on my way now.”
“No.” Devane grasped the front of Matthew’s cloak and swung him around so Matthew’s back was against a wall and his path of escape blocked. “What did you just see?”
“Pardon?”
“Don’t act like an imbecile. You saw something. What was it?”
“I have no idea what—”
“Corbett, listen to me.” Devane’s hand moved to grip the cloak more tightly around Matthew’s throat. “I’m going to tell you something, and I think you have enough sense to realize what I’m saying.”
“You haven’t said anything yet.”
“Hear me. I’ve been in Mother Deare’s employ for a little over a year. Over the last three months, she’s changed. Become…I don’t know…the word I would use is unhinged.”
“Oh, before that she was hinged?”
“It started in small ways, not long after she got back from Pendulum Island,” Devane went on. “Losing her concentration, something on her mind interfering with her business…and that’s not like her. Disappearing for days at a time and not telling anyone where she was going, or where she’d been. Going off alone, without her bodyguards. Again…out of her pattern.”
“Mercy me,” said Matthew. “I’m sorry to hear such a fine lady is losing her concentration once in a while, and wishes to get rid of her odious bodyguards so she might go shopping for the afternoon on Fleet Street like any ordinary female.”
“Stop your feigned stupidity. You work for the Herrald Agency, you’re supposed to be so fucking smart. I’ll ask you again…what did you just see?”
“Two questions to your question: Why are you telling me all this, and why should you care what I think I might have seen?”
“You talk enough to tie a tree in a knot,” said Devane. “I’ll tell you: Mother Deare may be mixed up in something dangerous.”
“I’d say that’s an understatement.”
“I mean mixed up in something that’s dangerous to the professor.”
Matthew was about to throw another nugget of wit into Devane’s face, but he realized what the man was saying, particularly after seeing Mother Deare give what he perceived as a signal out to sea.
He said, “I saw her lift the lantern in a straight line, draw it down in a straight line and move it from left to right and back again near the bottom of that line.”
“Correct. And I’m assuming you know that symbol?”
“Yes,” said Matthew.
Devane released Matthew’s cloak. He looked in the direction Mother Deare and Martin had gone, looked back at the fortress wall, and then returned his gaze to Matthew. His face was in darkness under the tricorn, and all Matthew could see was the shine of his eyes from a bit of reflected moonlight. “I think she’s losing her mind,” he said.
“Really? And she hadn’t lost her mind many years ago?”
“Maybe she had. Maybe she’s just been very apt at hiding it, and now it’s come out.”
Matthew might not have given a fig whether the woman had lost her mind or not, but for one reason. If that lantern signal of the inverted Cross had anything to do with the monster who’d ordered the murders and mutilations of the Black-Eyed Broodies, he was bound by his honor to give a care. “How do you mean?” he asked.
Devane hesitated, as if deciding whether to go any further with this.
“You’ve started it,” Matthew urged. “Go ahead.”
“I have a room in the attic in the house on Seward Street. Mother Deare’s house,” Devane clarified. “Back in October, she was gone for four nights. Had told her staff she needed no bodyguards, and she left in a hired coach. As I say, off her pattern. But we thought it was her business, we are paid to do as we’re told and ask no questions. So…one night I was awakened by a noise on the roof over my head. It was coming from up on the widow’s walk, and it sounded like someone was up there dancing.”
“Dancing,” Matthew repeated.
“Stomping back and forth, actually. I climbed up the ladder to the walk. There I found Mother Deare, dancing around and around and holding a bottle of rum. She was obviously drunk, and her wig had gone crooked.”
“Her wig?”
“Yes. Underneath it, her scalp is burn-scarred. I’d never seen it before, but I’d heard tell. Anyway, I neared her and I asked if there was anything I could do for her. She said no, for me to go back down and let her be. But she was grinning and very happy about something. She almost seemed…the way I’d describe it would be delirious.”
“So you left her there?”
“I did. But just before I started down the ladder she called my name, and she said her father had come back for her.”
“Her father?” Matthew thought back. He recalled the woman telling him My father was unknown to me.
“That’s what she said. I went back down and left her alone. Since then, there were two other times she disappeared for several days. The last one was a week or so before she sent me off with Stoddard and Guinnessey to stake out that circus.”
Matthew grunted. It was very strange. He recalled that Mother Deare had told him she’d seen the circus that week before his capture.
Had her father taken his daughter to see the show?
Her father?
“She told me she had no idea who her father might be,” he said. “Except—” He stopped, because the rest of her story had come back to him with stunning force.
Dirty Dorothea…veiled, her face being eated away…in the crumbling wreckage of the cathouse…the madness of the mother, raging against fate…telling her terrified daughter about her real father…
She said my father had come to her over three nights. On the first night he appeared as a black cat with silver claws. On the second night, as a toadfrog that sweated blood. On the third night…into the room with the midnight wind…he came as his true self, tall and lean, as handsome as sin, with long black hair and black eyes that held a center of scarlet. A fallen angel, he announced himself to be…
“Except what?” Devane asked.
“Nothing, just thinking,” said Matthew.
“You do a lot of that. Where has it gotten your life?”
“Where has your life gotten you?” Matthew shot back.
Devane didn’t answer. His hand came up and Matthew thought it was going to seize the collar of his cloak again, but then Devane seemed to think better of it and the hand was lowered.
“At least,” said Devane, with a sneer in his voice, “I don’t have to watch the mind of anyone I give a damn about turn to pudding.”
“Oh? Do you give a damn about anyone, then?”
Again, there was no response. The uneasy silence stretched.
Matthew broke it. “To the point…you saw the same signal that I did. If you suspect that Mother Deare may have any hidden agenda, shouldn’t you tell the professor?”
“A hidden agenda? What do you mean?”
“I mean what you already know I mean, but I’m going to spell it out for someone who is more highly intelligent than they wish to appear. You suspect that Mother Deare may have something to do with the man who’s been murdering Fell’s people and stealing the Velvet. A demoniac, as Fell describes him. She gave the signal in the shape of an inverted Cross out to sea. Why would she do so?”
“Someone’s watching on a ship out there.”
“Of course. She’s not just signalling to the batfish. Martin took care of the guard’s attention while she did so, meaning that Martin is also in on this…whatever it is.”
“I don’t like what you’re saying.”
“Like it or not,” said Matthew, “something’s going on. How did you come to be following her?”
Devane didn’t reply for a moment and Matthew figured he was at his end of sharing confidences. But then Devane shifted his balance a little, as if he’d made a decision which way to lean. He said, “I don’t sleep very well, so—”
“I wonder why,” Matthew interrupted.
“Do you want me to tell this, or don’t you?”
“Right now I’m thinking I am the only one you can tell, which is exactly why you’re telling me. Go ahead, but for some reason your voice makes my jaw ache.”
Devane continued without comment on this observation. “I went to the tavern last night, about this same time,” he said. “Mother Deare and Sam Stoddard were sitting in there at a table toward the back, talking. They were alone but for the barkeep. There was an empty chair at their table, so I went to sit with them. Before I could draw the chair out, Mother Deare looked up at me and said they were having a private conversation. Her eyes were strange.”
“Aren’t they always?”
“They were faraway. Distant. Yet…I don’t know…sharp, too. Stoddard’s no better than me. He’s been with her for about two years, but he’s no better. In fact, he’s much of a clod.”
“Do tell.”
“So I sat there, had my cup of wine and wondered why I’d been cast off…which I was, and I couldn’t understand it. I watched them talking, but I couldn’t hear them. Something about it just wasn’t right, especially because of the other things that’ve happened. They left the tavern and I followed them. They did the exact same thing that she and Martin did tonight,” Devane said. “Stoddard took the nearest guard’s attention and Mother Deare made that same signal out to sea. The Devil’s Cross, they call it. Like what was carved into—”
“Yes, I saw the bodies.”
“Right. So tonight I was on my way to the tavern again. I passed her house and saw a light moving inside. I decided to wait and see if she would come out. She did, and then you got between us.”
“I see.”
“That’s not all. A few weeks ago Stoddard and I were on a collection run. Just strong-arming an idiot politician for an extra two hundred pounds. The fool got carried away in a sex game and strangled a young whore to death. Unfortunately for him she was not a nobody, she had a mother and two small children at home.”
“Spare me the sordid details of your livelihood,” Matthew told him.
“On the way,” Devane said, “Stoddard asked me if I was content working for the professor. He made the comment that Fell was losing his grip on events, and that time wasn’t going to wait for him to come out from hiding. I remember very clearly…Stoddard said—his opinion only—that the professor was getting weak, and how long did I want to work for a man whose empire might soon crumble away.”
“And how did you reply?”
“I told him to watch his tongue, because Mother Deare would cut it out if she heard one word of what he was saying.”
“Did he respond to that?”
“He said I might be surprised what Mother Deare would do, and that she might have her own plans that didn’t include the professor. Then he didn’t say any more, and he didn’t bring anything like that up again. I assume he was testing the water and found it cold.”
“Agreed,” said Matthew. “You haven’t told Fell any of this?”
“Jesus, no! For one thing, this is the first time I’ve been anywhere near him in months, and for me to get in to see him privately would have to go through Mother Deare. There’s a hierarchy here, you don’t just walk in off the street to see the professor.”
“And you think if you made such a request, she would want to know why?”
“Certainly she’d want to know why. She’s a smart woman. Cunning, I should say. She’d see right through any lie I told her, and anyway there’s no possible reason for me to want to see the professor privately. Any issue I might have is supposed to be taken care of in our own house.”
“And I presume you haven’t told any of your other compatriots because you don’t know whom to trust?”
“Exactly. One word to the wrong person and I’d wind up as dogfood.”
Matthew nodded. The moonlight had moved, but still Matthew could not fully see the man’s face, only the glint of the eyes. “Don’t you think that this is a ridiculous moment, Mr. Devane? You, who brought myself and Rory Keen to Mother Deare at gunpoint, now asking my opinion about what your course of action should be?”
“Who said I’m asking your opinion?”
“You are asking it, whether you’ve stated so or not. But if you don’t want it, kindly step aside and let me get to my beautiful bed.”
“I don’t know why the hell I even stopped you,” said Devane, with a hint of anger behind it. “I should’ve let you blunder on.”
“Perhaps you should have. I find myself in a situation that couldn’t possibly be any worse.”
Devane still didn’t step aside.
“My opinion,” Matthew said, “is for you to first get me the book of potions and antidotes from wherever it’s hidden. Then free Hudson Greathouse from his cell in the professor’s dungeon. After that, go to the stable that must be here somewhere, get a horse and ride out, and when you leave this damned place, make sure the gate is left open so whoever can stagger, stumble or crawl can also escape. Get away from here to wherever you can have a new life, and never look back. Your problem is therefore solved, and I won’t even charge you a shilling.”
“You know I can’t do any of that.”
“You are free to act on my opinion or not.”
“Free,” said Devane. “Sure I am.”
“We have all made our beds, whether they are beautiful or not. And now I’m going back to what passes as four walls of comfort, and I will say good night…or, rather, good morning.”
After a brief hesitation Devane stepped out of Matthew’s way, and said nothing more as Matthew walked past him and back on the route toward Lionfish Street.
Matthew’s head was full to bursting. Mother Deare giving a signal to sea in the shape of a Devil’s Cross? Had he really seen that? And all that about her father? Then Stoddard’s probing of Devane’s loyalty?
What to make of it?
Was there a possibility, he wondered as he walked on, that this new figure on the scene—the upstart, Fell had called him—had somehow made contact with Mother Deare and convinced her to plot against her master?
If that were so…
…then not only was Mother Deare creating turncoats in her own sphere, but in all likelihood she had told this new man about the White Velvet in the Broodies’ hideout, and she was responsible for their murders. Likely also, she was telling this man about the other caches of Velvet stored around the city.
Was it possible?
If she’d been holding a low-simmering grudge at Fell’s taking away the management of the bordellos and giving it to Nathan Spade…that, and coupled with her own obvious ambitions, insanities, and all this about her father…
Yes, Matthew decided. It was possible.
And…probable, if what Devane had just related was the truth. Matthew guessed that Devane didn’t know even half of the story, and if his loyalty remained with Professor Fell he could be in danger of a throat-cutting.
But why the signal? Signalling what? And, more importantly, to whom?
It suddenly seemed to him that this silent village might be due for a rude upheaval. Could he find even an hour’s mercy of sleep before the sun came up? He didn’t know, but instead of being on Lionfish Street he found himself on Redfin, and standing before Berry’s cottage.
He thought of her in there sleeping. Did she dream of him? Did she even by now remember his name?
I’ll bring you back to me, he vowed. Somehow, I’ll bring you back.
But not this day.
Matthew returned to Lionfish, a sole figure moving in the village beneath the blaze of stars.
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In his favor, the professor appreciated the finer things of life.
As Matthew approached the theater near eight o’clock with the cadaverous but chess-companionable Harrison Copeland as his escort, he saw that the place had been done up to befit Madam Candoleri’s honor. The lamplighters’ league must’ve been in full glow today, for at least a dozen lanterns were festooned on netting that hung along the roof’s edge. The two fiddle players and the accordionist were positioned in front of the theater, and though their music was not of operatic quality they were quite accomplished, Matthew thought, at the tavern variety. However, the young trumpeter and the tambourinist had not joined the troupe this evening.
A goodly number of the village’s citizens were entering the theater, most of them dressed for a special occasion. Matthew had seen the broadsheets advertising this program up in the Question Mark today, when he’d gone to get something to eat. The special today—and only thing offered—had been crab soup and biscuits. As to the broadsheets, the printmaster who’d created them had done a respectable job with the Italian, listing the program as A Grand Evening With Madam Alicia Candoleri, Performing Arias From The Operas L’Orfeo, La Dafne, Euridice, And L’incoronazione di Poppea, Appearances As Proserpina, Dafne, La Tragedia And La Fortuna, Eight O’Clock, Village Theater.
Matthew had never attended an opera and knew not what to expect. He only knew he was to hear a musicless rendition of selections from four productions, and who could tell how the evening would go? In any case, he was ready for fireworks.
He went inside with Copeland behind him and hung his cloak and tricorn up on hooks in the anteroom with those already hanging there. Within the main chamber, he saw firstly in the glow of many lanterns sitting on small wooden wall sconces that the audience numbered around thirty so far. Then, secondly, he saw standing nearby Professor Fell in an elegant black suit with gold buttons down the front, talking to a heavy-jowled gray-haired man similarly dressed with an elegant gray-haired woman at his side, and between them…
To Matthew’s utter shock and jump of the heart there stood Berry, but a Berry that her grandfather would never have recognized and neither would she upon viewing herself in a looking-glass. Her hair was done up in an elaborate construction of coppery curls and sprinkled with blue glitter. Her face was thickly powdered and rouged, which in her right mind she would have considered an abomination. She wore elbow-length white gloves and her costume was a dark blue gown with a froth of white ruffles at the neck.
Before Matthew could speak, the professor saw him and said, “Ah, here’s Mr. Corbett! Matthew, I’d like you to meet the mayor of our village, Mr. Frederick Nash, his wife Pamela and their charming daughter Mary Lynn.”
Matthew looked down at Nash’s offered hand, which he could not bear to touch. Nash’s wife was smiling vacantly. Berry stared at Matthew with eyes noticeably bloodshot against the stark white powder. She too, wore a smile that might have been a painted mask.
I’m going mad, Matthew thought. Either that, or the entire world has gone mad around
me.
“Matthew?” spoke a tremulous voice.
All eyes went to Berry, whose white-gloved hand had risen to touch her mouth.
“I know you, don’t I?” she asked.
“Yes, you met him yesterday,” said the professor, taking her arm. His voice was a sinuous snake, coiling about its prey. “The young man is a new arrival.”
“Yesterday?” Berry blinked slowly. “What was I doing yesterday?”
“You spent the day with your mother and myself.” Nash had forsaken the handshake and put his arm around Pamela. “It was her birthday. We all gathered for the most wonderful celebration.”
“Yes, it was wonderful,” Pamela said, and Matthew realized from the dullness of the woman’s eyes and her somewhat labored speech that she too had been given a dose of venom from the snake’s nest.
“You remember the cake,” Fell said to Berry, his mouth close to her ear. “Vanilla within, with icing of sugared white cream and a very few small red candles on top.”
“Oh,” Berry said, and her empty smile was one of the most horrifying things Matthew had ever seen. “Yes, I do remember.”
The soul-jarring impact of all this made Matthew nearly sick to his stomach. If he’d let himself go he could’ve vomited all over the elegant clothes and polished shoes. “You forgot a detail, Professor,” he said thickly. “Don’t you mean it had icing of sugared White Velvet and cream?”
Fell laughed quietly. “Dear boy, you’ll have to attend Pamela’s birthday celebration next year.”
“Next year I plan to be in New York.” Matthew focused his attention on Berry. “Have you ever been to New York, Miss Grigsby?”
There was a moment in which everyone but Matthew and Fell stood frozen like life-sized paperdolls freshly cut from their patterns.
“I’m sure Mary Lynn has never been to that town,” said Fell, who still wore a relaxed smile and still held Berry’s arm. He said in her ear, “The young man has had a long journey. Pardon his confusion.”
“Of course,” Berry answered, and suddenly her eyes were looking through Matthew, for he was no longer there.
“Take Mary Lynn’s arm and let’s get to our seats,” Nash said to his wife. His face had tightened. He cast an uneasy glance at Matthew though he also still wore his practiced public smile. “Danton, we look forward to the program. There’ll be no difficulty, will there?”
“None whatsoever. Enjoy the performance.”
As they moved away, Matthew was tempted to call out Berry’s name but he thought that if she didn’t react—and he didn’t think she would—another piece of his hope would go toppling off the cliff.
“She was given a little something extra yesterday after your visit,” Fell said. Smiling thinly, he pretended to be brushing crumbs from the front of Matthew’s waistcoat. “On her birthday sixteen years ago, Pamela Nash lost her daughter Mary Lynn in a coach accident. She never fully recovered mentally. I thought…why not try a little experiment? It would be a nice birthday present…giving her daughter back to her for one day. Don’t you think?”
“I think your pit is deeper than Hell.”
“All for science, dear boy. I keep meticulous records, which someday I’m sure will be appreciated by future researchers in the field of human—”
“Corruption?” Matthew asked.
“Manipulation. There will someday be industries—even governments—that will see the value of such. Shall we go to our own seats? Julian has gone to fetch our heroic Albion.”
To Matthew’s further horror and sense that the world had tilted askew on its axis, Professor Fell put an arm around his shoulders and guided him along the center aisle toward the pew at the front, all the time greeting other members of the community who were all dressed up with nowhere to go.
He had spent the day walking every street of Y Beautiful Bedd and seeing all there was to see. At the rear gate spume was flying up as waves hit the cliffs below. Pressing in closer against the bars, Matthew had seen the road that Archer had mentioned; it wound down amid the rocks to the left, and about a quarter of a mile as the judge had reckoned there was the calm and protected harbor with just the sailing ship moored, as the two fishing boats had likely gone out to sea. Matthew figured the ship was used to sail to the nearest port, which if he was looking out upon the Bristol Channel might be south to Cardiff, but doubtful since in his recollection of reading items from the London Gazette in New York that Cardiff was not much of a port nor very highly developed. Likely the ship went north to Swansea, and there loaded up with all the supplies Fell’s village required, everything from oats for the horses to printers’ ink.
He’d located the stable over on the far northeast of the village, along with a shed in which two coaches and a wagon were kept. There was also a workshop where repairs could be made. Matthew counted six horses in the stalls. Not far from the stable was a chicken coop, a pigpen and a barn holding a few cows. He came upon several men watching another man skin and gut a deer, so obviously hunting was done out in the countryside. The victorious hunter was one of the guards Matthew recalled seeing in the Question Mark that first night.
Back he went to Lionfish Street, and to the door of the Publick Hospital. It was locked and no one about. There were bars over every window. He went around to the rear on a gravel path and saw the arched roof of a greenhouse on the other side of a stone wall about eight feet high. Sharp black iron spearpoints jutted up from the masonry where the stones were mortared together. He followed the wall and found the spearpoints so many in number and spaced so closely that climbing over, even if one could get a good purchase on the stones, would be absolutely impossible. The wall completely enclosed the greenhouse on three sides, which meant that Fell’s and Ribbenhoff’s garden of delightful botanicals was accessible only through the so-called hospital.
He’d been mulling over the problem when a guard with a musket had come along the path and in no uncertain terms he was told to move on.
At no time today had he seen Mother Deare, Devane or Archer. He presumed the judge had not decided to somehow end his own life during the night with a piece of broken glass or a bedsheet. As for Devane and the story that had been recounted in the early hours, Matthew had mulled that over too, as he’d walked about the beautiful grave. If Mother Deare was indeed plotting something—or rather, working now for the demoniac instead of the simply demonic—there was no way to inform the professor. Devane certainly couldn’t, unless he caught Fell here at the opera and made his case, but Matthew surmised that such things just weren’t done by the hired help. As soon as Copeland had brought him here, the man had left. The same would be true of Devane when he arrived with Archer, though Matthew did take note of two of the other armed guards standing beside the pew that he, Fell and Archer would be occupying.
A good question to be posed to the professor was—
“Where is Mother Deare?” Matthew asked as Fell sat down. A series of long red velvet cushions had been put down the length of the front row.
“She’ll be along soon, I’m sure, though I don’t believe Miriam has any interest in the opera.” He motioned for Matthew to be seated on his right. Matthew saw the Nashes with their drugged ‘daughter’ sitting on the front row toward the other side of the theater. Seated on the front row as well was Di Petri, but Rosabella was absent and probably still with her mistress.
Matthew sat down. He took a quick look at the rest of the audience. Maybe forty people were present, including the two guards in the front and two standing at the rear. Archer appeared at the entrance to the anteroom with Devane behind him. Devane spoke to him and motioned him along, and then the judge—looking wan and weary but otherwise still breathing—came down the center aisle while Devane turned away and left.
“Here’s our other special guest!” The professor rose to greet Archer. “Good evening, Judge. Come sit right here. This cushion is just the thing for a man who’s recovering from a gunshot wound, as the pews do tend to become a bit hard on the hindquarters.”
Archer sat on Fell’s left. The professor looked back and forth across the audience like a member of royalty surveying his subjects. From the way some of them appeared both so glazed and dazed, Matthew was surprised they weren’t drooling.
“Did you have a pleasant remainder of the evening?” Fell asked Archer when he sat down again.
“Pleasant enough, thank you.”
“I should have asked you to bring your mask. You could’ve gotten up on that platform and performed for us. Sort of a masked jester. You would certainly earn some laughter.”
Matthew had had enough of Fell’s goading of Albion. He said, “Some of these people would laugh if their trousers were ablaze.”
“Probably true, at that. Ah, here’s someone else I’d like you to meet.” Fell stood up again at the approach of a bald-headed, brown-bearded man of about thirty-five or so, wearing a gray suit with a black-and-white checkered waistcoat. “Matthew Corbett, this is Gustav Ribbenhoff.”
Matthew didn’t stand and Ribbenhoff did not offer his hand. He stood looking down at Matthew as if he’d caught a foul odor. Matthew returned the glare, thinking how much he’d like to knock a dent in that shining bald head and grab the secrets of the drugs and their antidotes as they came spilling from the man’s mouth.
“A pleasure,” said Ribbenhoff, who had mastered the art of speaking without moving his lips. His eyes, a paler gray than his suit, returned to the face of his benefactor. “All is excitement here, it seems.”
“Anticipation would be more the word.”
“Ah, ja! I have not attended the opera in quite the few years. Who is this gentleman?” he asked, with a nod toward Archer.
“Your next patient. I trust you’ll have something of interest to try?”
“Always.”
During this discussion concerning his immediate future, Archer had kept his head lowered. The fire he’d shown Matthew in their first meeting at the Old Bailey was all but extinguished.
Matthew, however, was full of seething flames but he kept himself on a low boil. “What are you a doctor of, Ribbenhoff? The treatment of mange in caged dogs?”
“Very close, sir. I was on the staff of the imperial menagerie of His Majesty King Leopold of Habsburg for several years.” Ribbenhoff flashed a fleeting and entirely humorless smile.
“What happened? Were you sacked for having sexual congress with the moose?”
“Sacked? What is this meaning, sacked?” He looked to Fell for a translation.
Suddenly Archer laughed.
The whole situation must’ve struck him as absurdly funny, because his laugh was deep, rich and genuine, and it went on like the rumble of stones sliding down a mountainside. Perhaps there was a hint of panic in it, but Matthew reasoned he was the only one to catch that. Archer threw his head back and heartily continued laughing. It might have been the laugh of the damned but Matthew had the sense that it was in some way strengthening him for the tribulations that lay ahead.
“I will seat myself now,” said Ribbenhoff, who looked as if he’d been served a plate of fried eggs and sliced turds. He went past Archer and sat a distance away, and Fell also sat back down.
The program would be starting in a few minutes. It appeared that everyone who was coming had arrived. Matthew decided that this was the moment.
He said to the professor, “What does the Lesser Key of Solomon have to do with Brazio Valeriani?”
Fell’s head turned. He stared blankly at Matthew.
“Or,” Matthew said, “I should ask…what does it have to do with Ciro’s creation?”
The only change in Fell’s face was a slight lift of the eyebrows.
“I don’t know what it is,” Matthew continued, “but I know there’s a connection.”
Fell took a few seconds to nod a greeting to someone in the audience before he replied. “You’ve been speaking to the girl. Bravo for you, your instincts are still sharp.”
“Not only that, but I have a proposition,” Matthew said. “Bring Berry to herself. Remove Hudson from that cell. Put them safely on a ship bound for New York—and I mean safely—and I’ll find Brazio Valeriani for you.” He paused, but there was no reaction from the professor. He had to go the extra mile. “You’ve got amateurs searching for him. I can find him. Deep down, you know I can.”
Fell’s mouth curled just a fraction. “I know nothing of the sort.”
“He’s in Italy. A big country. Many cities, towns and villages to search through.” Matthew brought up a half-smile of feigned confidence. “I know where to start looking.”
“Where might that be?”
“First…Berry and Hudson go home, in perfect health both physically and mentally. Then—”
Some in the audience began applauding. Madam Candoleri, for want of a dressing room, had simply arrived by way of the front door. She came sweeping down the center aisle, dressed as much like a wedding cake as any woman could be. Rosabella, in more understated finery, was following along behind the madam holding up the ponderous train of her costume. The diva was resplendent in a white gown with so many frills and puffs of white lace that it nearly over-whelmed the eye. She wore white gloves and white boots, and her black hair had been manipulated into an ebony tower adorned with at least a dozen ivory combs carved in the shapes of butterflies.
“Grazie!
Grazie, il mio pubblico bene!” she called out as she advanced, her smile as brilliant in greeting to this small group as it might have been to the crowd at Rome’s finest house of opera. Her face had been powdered and rouged, though not a shade as heavily as Berry’s had been, her eyelids darkened with violet and her eyebrows drawn out to make curlicues on the sides of her head. She was ready to do her best, music or not.
There was an anxious moment as Rosabella helped the madam ascend the steps to the platform, the costume almost tripping them both up. The lady positioned herself at the center of the platform, struck a pose that Matthew thought must be suitably operatic, and Rosabella came back down the stairs to take her place beside Di Petri.
Madam Candoleri gave a brief speech thanking them all for coming and saying she would not choose to have been kidnapped for this performance but she was a professional and would act as one, regardless of the fact that there would regrettably be no orchestra. She then proceeded to explain a bit about the first aria she was going to sing, as Proserpina the Queen of Hades from the opera L’Orfeo.
As the madam spoke, Fell leaned over a fraction closer to Matthew. He whispered, “Why do you think you know?”
“The agreement first,” Matthew whispered back.
“I could extract the information.”
“Certainly, but that doesn’t get you the man.”
Madam Candoleri began to sing. She truly did have both a beautiful and powerful voice, and her art seemed effortless. Even without an orchestra, the music she made was stunning. In fact, Matthew thought that in any other circumstance this would be a magnificent evening, but he kept glancing over at Berry and seeing her painted face and dead smile and everytime he did so he was crushed.
The madam’s voice rose to great heights.
Then suddenly a woman cried out, partly a gasp and partly a moan, from the audience. Madam Candoleri’s voice faltered and stopped, her eyes wide. Matthew saw, as the others did, that a middle-aged woman in a green gown was thrashing and moaning as a couple of men tried to calm her. She began to foam at the mouth, her head jerking back and forth. One of the guards rushed down the aisle, and the woman was half led and half carried from the theater. Gustav Ribbenhoff hurriedly followed her out.
The professor stood up, as others in the audience were whispering, restless and showing signs of unease that even the potions in their own systems could not fully calm. “My apologies, Madam Candoleri.” Fell bowed toward her. “Please continue.”
“Si. I will, of course.” But she looked shaken and confused, her confident demeanor cracked. Matthew realized that the stricken woman in the audience had just awakened from whatever drug was administered to keep her in a world of dreams, and perhaps by now the madam realized why the people of Y Beautiful Bedd were so stupidly happy, and why the faces of this audience—seen from her viewpoint of the platform—were so empty of expression. Matthew thought that after the woman’s cry, the diva had looked upon the unfortunate incident and possibly seen herself being carried out at some future time, foaming at the mouth and waking up for just a few minutes in a nightmare that had seemed a pleasant dream.
Madam Candoleri struck her Prosperina pose again, but Matthew thought she still looked lost. Obviously she was trying to pick up where she’d been interrupted, and without music it was made more difficult. She opened her mouth to sing but nothing emerged. Her eyes found Di Petri.
“Giancarlo,” she said. “Help me.”
He stood up. To Matthew’s amazement, Di Petri took a breath and then began to sing what would have been the musical score to the madam’s aria. In a strong, clear voice that was nothing like his tone of speaking, Di Petri was offering the madam an accompaniment simply from memory alone.
“Si!” she said, nodding gratefully. “Grazie, questo e quello che mi serviva!”
But before the diva could continue her aria as the Queen of Hades, there came another sound, this one truly hellish.
Something shrieked past overhead. Its passage shook the glass in the windows. Whatever note Madam Candoleri was about to sing, it stuck in her throat like a fishbone.
From not far away there came the hollow boom of an explosion.
At once Professor Fell got to his feet. One of the remaining guards was already going out the door onto the street. There came a second shrieking noise overhead, and a second explosion off to the left somewhere. Matthew saw a leap of fire through the window that faced in that direction.
Fell’s calm dissolved in an instant. “Out!” he shouted. “Everyone, get—”
The third blast hit to the right of the theater. The window on that side blew in, sending deadly pieces of glass flying into the chamber. The entire building trembled, dust puffing from between the stones.
Matthew was on his feet. Dust swirled past his face. Some of the lanterns had fallen over, cutting the light to a murk. For a few seconds there reigned an eerie quiet…then came the sound of sobbing, followed by the wails of several people severely injured. To the left through the cracked window, at least one cottage could be seen on fire. Another shriek passed overhead, and another explosion that was likely nearer the square. He saw figures staggering toward the door.
He was dazed not by drugs but by the violence of the moment. He realized that Professor Fell’s beautiful grave was under attack, and he pushed past a stunned William Archer in search of Berry.



Forty-One
 

 
Amid the moving shadows in the theater, Matthew found Nash, his wife and Berry in the center aisle, heading toward the door. He reached out and grasped Berry’s arm, and she turned her powdered face to look upon him with an expression that was a ghastly mixture of bewilderment, fear and dulled sensibilities.
“Berry!” he said. “It’s me! Matthew! Please try to—”
“Unhand her!” Nash, who had blood running in rivulets down his right cheek from a glass cut at his hairline, pushed Matthew away. His wife began to wail, from terror or pain or the awakening from her soporific drug that the calamity had hastened.
Matthew took hold of Berry’s arm again and now it was she who cried out, a sound that tore at Matthew’s heart. She jerked away from him and clung to Nash, her father by way of whatever foul potion that damned Ribbenhoff had fed her.
“Please!” he tried once more, as another shriek ripped through the air and a blast perhaps fifty yards away made the floorboards tremble. But she was moving away with the Nashes, and the man was now pressing a handkerchief to the wound at his hairline, and Pamela was weeping and trembling, and Matthew thought that the gates of Hell had surely opened and were going to swallow them all.
Should he forcibly take her from Nash’s side? He didn’t know what he should do. Without the antidote and time, she was lost to him. But neither could he simply stand here and watch her go falling away. Still…he feared that if he did take her by force, some mechanism in her brain might employ itself like a coach brake thrust into the earth at too high a speed, and cause an abrupt and total wreckage of the whole.
For the first time in his life, he wanted to find Professor Fell, but the man had already gone.
Several wounded and bloody people had collapsed upon the pews on the right side of the theater. Still another shriek and blast told him that in all likelihood bombard mortars were throwing their explosive shells into the village. But from where? Land or sea?
And then he realized why Mother Deare must have been giving a signal out to sea.
She’d been showing a light at the top of the parapet so the mortar gunners on the bomb vessel that was out there somewhere could calculate the range and trajectory.
From where he stood, it appeared that Mother Deare’s betrayal of Professor Fell was not just about the stealing of the White Velvet, but the destruction of Fell’s empire and possibly the professor’s execution.
She said her father had come back for her, Devane had related.
Her father? The same demoniac that had killed Fallonsby and engineered the slaughter of the Broodies? It was impossible! If Mother Deare was sixty years old, the man would have to be at least near eighty, and eighty-year-old men did not usually take up lives of violent crime and demonstrate a passion for all things Satanic.
He had to get out of here before a mortar shell came screaming through the roof, which was precisely what the first shells had likely been aimed to do, thereby wiping out Fell and most of the citizens.
“Matthew!”
He turned to find Di Petri standing before him, blood spattered over the front of his suit jacket and a nasty-looking, gory slash across the bridge of his nose. “Please!” he said, his voice ragged. “Help us with Alicia!”
Matthew saw that Madam Candoleri had collapsed upon the platform, where bits of glass glinted in the firelight that issued through the broken window. Rosabella knelt at the lady’s side, trying to revive her. Blood could be seen on the upper shoulder of the elaborate white gown.
He followed Di Petri up the steps to the platform. Outside, two more mortar shells came whistling in, one exploding close enough to make the building shake and the rafters groan, and the other hitting more distantly. As Matthew bent down to offer aid, he thought that the bomb vessel had at least a pair of mortars aboard, and the vessel itself likely stolen from a Naval wharf.
Rosabella spoke to Di Petri in Italian. The madam’s face was unmarked, her only wound appearing to be a gashed shoulder. Most of the butterflies had flown out of her hair and the construction had fallen into a mass of tangles. She was starting to come around. Matthew thought she’d probably passed out not just from her injury but from the shock of the moment.
“Matthew! Do you know what’s happening?”
Archer was standing at the foot of the steps. His suit was dusty but otherwise he was unharmed. Matthew said, “Fell’s competitor has decided to make his move.”
“His competitor? Who?”
Matthew recalled two things Lillehorne had told him, at St. Peter’s Place. There are worse
than Professor Fell out there. And: Time moves on.
So time had moved on, and whoever this was that Mother Deare considered her father had decided he wanted all the vanilla cake.
“I don’t know his name, but—” Matthew had a sudden jolt. There were two items in Y Beautiful Bedd that he could not let get away from him: Gentry’s book of potions and Gustav Ribbenhoff, who knew how to apply the drugs.
The book must be somewhere in the hospital, probably locked away and hopefully in a fireproof strongbox. If Mother Deare had told her ‘father’ about that, and how much power it held, to create both poisons and mind-altering drugs, then…
…that could be the entire motive for this attack, for even Mother Deare likely didn’t have the key to get to the book, if indeed it was locked away.
Madam Candoleri had come awake and was chattering in Italian, her voice rising and falling in the manner of someone who was still riding the horse of confusion.
“Let’s get her to the street,” Matthew said. He had no time to aid the others lying wounded in here, and he could only hope that the building wasn’t demolished by a direct hit.
Outside, the street was empty of people but the shouting of several voices could be heard. Down the way two cottages had been reduced to rubble and the thatched roof of a third was ablaze. Smoke and stone dust hazed the night and had turned the full moon a dirty yellow. Several other thatched roofs were burning on different streets. Under her own uncertain power Madam Candoleri was guided by Di Petri and Rosabella a distance away from the theater, and then with a cry of “Mi arrendo!” she fell again upon the ground.
The shriek of another incoming mortar shell announced itself. A red streak across the sky made an arc into the center of Fell’s village, followed by an explosion of smoke and debris into the air. Now could be heard the basso booming of cannonfire. New flames leaped up along the parapet as the gunners applied matches to touch holes and the weapons shot their ten pounds of red-hot iron ball at the offending bomb vessel, which might be situated beyond range of the cannons and be sighted only by the flash and streak of the ascending shells.
“Almighty Christ!” said Archer, who had ducked his head as the last explosion bloomed. “Are we in a war?”
“Yes,” Matthew answered, “a war between two evils. I’ve got to get to the hospital. Will you help me?”
“I will.”
Matthew was gratified to see that some of Albion’s strength had returned to Judge Archer. They left Madam Candoleri with Di Petri and Rosabella and headed for Lionfish Street. Cannons were still firing from the parapets, their smoke blowing back from the cliffs to add to the miasma, but Matthew noted that the shellfire had ceased. Perhaps the cannonballs had hit their target and silenced the mortars.
Matthew and Archer saw that a number of houses had been crushed as if by the boot of a rampaging giant. The flames from burning thatched roofs were shooting higher. From the smoke that clung closer to the ground came the bloodied figure of a man with his clothes in rags about him, having been torn off by a blast. In his arms he carried a crumpled and bloody mass that might have once been a child, and Matthew hoped it wasn’t what was left of the young trumpeter.
A war indeed, he thought. As always, it was those caught between the powers who suffered the most.
The man walked past in silence, heading to a destination that only he could fathom.
Matthew and Archer were crossing the square, where other buildings lay in ruins and fires burned, when another explosion belched flame and debris over toward the entrance gate. A guard with a musket rushed past, running toward the scene of the blast, and another followed a few seconds later. It occurred to Matthew that the mortar fire had simply been the beginning of this onslaught, and now a gunpowder bomb had blown the gate open for the second attack to commence.
“Hurry!” he told Archer. He broke into a run, and the judge followed as fast as he could under the constraint of a still-nagging wound.
They passed a group of three men and a woman huddled together against a cottage wall, in the manner of frightened children trying to take refuge from a particularly violent thunderstorm. Before he made the turn onto Lionfish Street Matthew heard the distinct high cracks of musketfire, and looking back both he and Archer saw that a pair of Fell’s guards had discharged their weapons into two of the huddled group, gunsmoke still swirling about the bodies, and were in the process of stabbing the others to death with their bayonets.
It was clear that Mother Deare had converted more than Martin and Stoddard to the rebellion. Not all the guards in Fell’s village considered him their master any longer, and thus Matthew realized he and Archer must beware everyone with a weapon.
They reached the hospital, Archer showing no ill effects from their haste other than being out of breath. The cannons had stopped firing. More musket shots could be heard from the direction of the front gate. At least a few of the guards were still loyal to the professor, but it appeared at the moment a losing proposition with so many enemies striking at once.
Matthew saw through a window a light moving within the hospital. The light spread: a second lantern had been lit, and then a third. He went to the door and found it locked. With the strength of desperation he slammed a kick against the door, just below the handle. It did not give. A second effort cracked the door, but the lock still held.
“Hold up!” said Archer. “Together, on three!”
They knocked the door halfway off its hinges with a combined effort. Matthew rushed ahead into the hospital, following the glow of the lamps toward the rear of the building.
A lantern suddenly came flying out of a doorway at him and past his right shoulder, shattering against the wall. Burning oil dripped down the plaster and made a flaming puddle on the floor. Gustav Ribbenhoff emerged from the doorway holding in his left hand a small book of probably forty pages or so, bound in red leather. His right hand gripped a saber.
“You Prussians and your damned swords,” Matthew said, backing away from the blade as Ribbenhoff advanced.
“I am going to pass and go out of here,” the chemist said. “There is no need for bloodshed.” He caught sight of Archer blocking his way. “You! Step aside!”
“That’s Gentry’s book of potions?” Matthew demanded, but he got no answer. “Where are you taking it?”
“I have orders to put it in the professor’s hands should I feel it necessary. Now, it is necessary. Get out of my way, please.”
“I think someone else is coming to get it.”
“My thought exactly. It is worth gold and jewels to whoever can concoct these formulas. I know most of them by memory now, but the book itself must go to the professor.”
Matthew made a snap judgment. He had to make a choice between the two warring evils, with Berry at the center of the decision, and at the moment it was all he could think to do.
He said, “All right. Some of the guards have turned against him, and it’ll be a dangerous trip between here and there. Do you have any other weapons?”
“Nein. This one came from my house.”
“We’ll go with you.”
“What? Why should you of all people help me?”
“Don’t waste time. Let’s go.”
Still wary, Ribbenhoff kept the sword at the ready as he passed Matthew and Archer. They started for the open doorway, but before they reached it a black coach pulled by four horses halted in front of the hospital.
Matthew’s heart was hammering. “Is there a back way out of here?” he asked Ribbenhoff, but just that quickly two men burst from within the coach and were already drawing swords as they hurled themselves into the hospital.
For a few seconds Matthew was paralyzed. One of the men held a lantern and was the pipe-smoker in the brown skullcap who Matthew had seen in Mother Deare’s torture chamber, the other one unknown to him. Then from the coach and into the hospital came two more figures, moving at a more stately pace. One was squat and thick-bodied and also carried a lamp. The other was an anatomical freak, a slender man nearly six and a half feet tall. He had to duck his head several inches to clear the doorframe.
“How wonderful that all of you are present!” said Mother Deare after she’d taken stock of the scene. She clung to one of the man’s pale hands with her workwoman’s paw, clad in a pink lace glove. She looked giddy with delight, dressed for the occasion of betrayal in a pink gown with lavender frills and a dark purple cloak and hood. Her grin, if not that of a demoniac, was at least half-insane. She was speaking directly to Matthew, her eyes bulging, when she said, “I want you to meet my father, Cardinal Black.”
Before he gave a slight bow, the man showed a glint of teeth that looked sharpened into points.
Then Matthew realized the true depth of the madness of Miriam Deare.
Her father, yes.
Her father, if one believed the demented tale Dirty Dorothea had told a terrified child in a decaying whorehouse.
The man who was called Cardinal Black was the exact image of the figure Mother Deare had described to Matthew. It was open to conjecture whether that entire tale was true or not, or if Mother Deare had manufactured a memory.
Cardinal Black was clad in an ebony suit and glossy cloak that had settled around his body like a pair of ravens’ wings. On the third night…into the room with the midnight wind, Mother Deare had said, he came as his true self, tall and lean, as handsome as sin, with long black hair and black eyes that held a center of scarlet. So too was Cardinal Black, who appeared to be fifty years short of eighty. The abnormalities of his birth had made overlarge his hands with their long slender fingers and sharpened nails. On his fingers he wore a multitude of silver rings formed into skulls and satanic faces. His own face, framed by a long mane of sleek black hair, had been stretched to what seemed a disturbing dimension. The pallid flesh looked drawn drum-tight against the jutting cheekbones and the point of the chin, and perhaps the flame of the lantern Mother Deare held did throw a scarlet cinder into the center of the eyes, which seemed to hold within their depths all the darkest secrets of the night.
“Mr. Corbett,” he said in a quiet, well-bred voice. “I’ve heard much about you.”
Matthew was unable to find his own voice for a few seconds. Then he said, “Should I be pleased?”
“I’m sure you’ve heard the saying: any kind of attention is better than none.” The eyes shifted toward Archer. “And I understand that here,” said Cardinal Black, “we have the famous Albion, otherwise known as the upstanding Justice William Atherton Archer. I have made acquaintance with one of your breed, Judge Fallonsby.”
“He was not of my breed,” Archer answered.
“Men are all the same breed, sir. They have inherited the sin of Adam. What simply separates one from another is the price they place upon their souls.” The eyes found the red leather-bound book in Ribbenhoff’s hand. “That is the volume?” he asked Mother Deare.
“Yes, Father.”
“I will have that,” said Cardinal Black. He gave the flick of an index finger adorned with a silver skull whose eyeholes held the coils of a snake. The man Matthew had recognized from Mother Deare’s cellar stepped forward. The sword had pierced Ribbenhoff’s guts before the chemist could act to defend himself. Ribbenhoff cried out and staggered backward, dropping the book and his own blade as his knees buckled. A swing of the sword slashed across his throat as he was on his way to the floor, and the lifeblood spurted from a severed artery.
Matthew and Archer had retreated several paces from this display of ferocious murder. Cardinal Black drew a small hooked knife from his cloak. Matthew made out enigmatic lettering and figures etched into the steel. The man bent his long body over to place a hand atop the bald pate of Ribbenhoff’s shuddering shape, and with the blade he carved the Devil’s Cross on the dying man’s forehead.
“I commend your soul to the Master,” he said. Then he wiped the blade clean on the front of Ribbenhoff’s coat and retrieved the red book of Gentry’s potions. He straightened up and put the hooked knife away. “That business is concluded,” he said, with a faint smile toward Matthew and Archer.
“I’ll get the other book,” Mother Deare said. “Martin will have cornered the professor by now. I want the honor of finishing him and taking my time in doing so.”
“Certainly. And these two?”
“Kill them, of course.”
“Commend them in my image,” Cardinal Black said to the swordsmen. Then, to Mother Deare, “I will meet you at the tower.” As he turned to leave, Mother Deare clutched one of his hands, drew it to her face, and kissed his rings. They both went out together, Cardinal Black got into the coach with the book of formulas in his possession, and Mother Deare turned to the left on her way to—
Get the other book? Matthew thought. What other book?
The coach driver snapped his whip. With a snort from a couple of the horses the vehicle moved on as the two swordsmen advanced upon their victims.
The
Lesser Key of Solomon, Matthew realized. It had to be that. With its spells and incantations…of course that would be a fitting gift from insane daughter to demoniac father.
The man Matthew had recognized lifted his lamp, the better to aim his first strike.
Archer picked up Ribbenhoff’s sword and put himself between Matthew and the two killers. “Give me space,” he said.
It was Albion speaking.
The swordsmen came forward, one on either side of Archer.
He parried the first blow and then an instant later had knocked aside the second. The lamplight glinted off the deadly lengths of steel as the swords crashed together, swung and feinted. Matthew stepped back but was desperately looking for something to use as a weapon, for even though Archer was highly accomplished with the blade the two men were pressing in and at any instant an edge might find the judge’s flesh. Still Archer held them off, his confidence with the weapon causing the pair to restrain their enthusiasm at this work, but suddenly a sword got through Archer’s guard and a line of blood appeared across the judge’s right cheek. He feinted, dodged nimbly aside to avoid another thrust, and drew blood at the shoulder of the man from Mother Deare’s cellar. The second man pulled back a distance, calculating the possible angles of attack.
Matthew shrugged out of his coat. He coiled it around and around and whipped at the face of the wounded man as the next thrust was made. The man was struck between the eyes and retreated, and in retaliation he flung his lantern at Matthew, who narrowly missed catching it in the teeth.
Archer lunged forward and his sword, a blur of steel, entered the man’s chest just below the heart. The man’s free hand clasped the blade, trapping it, and struck a blow that cleaved into Archer’s left shoulder at the base of the neck. Then Archer had jerked the sword out of the body, the mortally-wounded man toppled like a dead tree and his weapon went with him, and though bleeding profusely from a terrible cut William Archer—Albion, in full rage against the evil of the world that no man could fully contain—attacked the remaining killer.
Matthew picked up the second sword. In desperation and perhaps knowledge that he had also sustained a mortal wound, Archer was throwing all caution to the wind and battling like a man truly possessed. At once Matthew, recalling his own lessons in the deadly art, attacked the swordsman from the weaker side, being the left since the man was right-handed. He got a deep slash in on the meat of the man’s forearm that showed a gleam of bone before the blood filled it up.
Suddenly the man had had enough. He got his back to a wall, dropped his sword and lifted both hands.
“Mercy!” he cried out.
Archer, his chest heaving and the blood running like a stream from the wound at the base of his neck, said, “No.” He drove his sword into and through the unprotected throat.
When the blade was withdrawn the man gave a terrible gasp and gurgle and, his eyes shining like coins offered to Charon, slid down the wall to a sitting position and did not move again.
“I commend your soul,” Archer said hoarsely, “to wherever the hell it’s going.” Then he looked at Matthew, his face—but for the red line across his cheek—white as opposed to the dark blood that flowed from him. He dropped his sword, took a step forward, and sank to his knees.
Matthew knelt down beside him. There was too much blood. The wound was too deep, and at a vital conjunction of nerves and arteries. Even if a doctor had been there on the scene, Matthew knew full well that Archer would soon be gone.
Archer lifted his hands before him and stared at them. They had begun to tremble. He balled them into fists and let them fall to his sides.
“I’m sorry,” said Matthew.
“As am I.” He reached out to grasp Matthew’s arm, but somewhere along the way he seemed to forget what he intended to do and his hand dropped once more. He blinked slowly and heavily. He said, “Have I been evil, Matthew?”
“You’ve been human,” was the reply.
“Ah…that. Whoever and…whatever that thing was…he is correct. All men have inherited the sin of Adam. Our challenge, I suppose is…how much we compound it or seek to heal it…with our purposes.” He brought up the ghost of a smile that nearly wrecked Matthew’s heart. “I do so love England,” said Albion. “What is to become of my country?”
“I expect it will survive the White Velvet and Professor Fell,” said Matthew. “It will even survive Lord Puffery’s Pin.”
“That one…I’m not so sure of. Will you help me lie down?”
“Yes.”
Matthew folded up his coat to serve as a pillow and gave aid in getting the judge in the position he’d wanted.
Archer breathed harshly a few times, and then he whispered, “Thank you. If you are able…tell Steven—”
And with that unfinished request, Albion left the world that had so terribly crushed both his Eleanor and himself.
Matthew stood up. He had no further time to lose.
With bloodied sword in hand he left the hospital and ran toward the house on Conger Street, aware of any movement in the dust and smoke that still drifted over the beautiful grave.



Forty-Two

 
The iron gate had been left wide open. So too was the door to Fell’s house. Lamplight glowed from the upper windows. A broken lantern lay on the floor just inside the entrance, and the glass crunched beneath Matthew’s boots. With his sword held in the ready before him, he started cautiously up the steps towards the professor’s study.
He could hear more gunshots outside, but in the distance. On his way here he’d witnessed one guard shooting another, and he hoped it had been a score against Cardinal Black’s men. He had no idea what the situation was out there.
All was quiet in the house but the sound of the ticking clock. Had he gotten here before Mother Deare? He’d run as fast as he could the most direct way possible, and he was yet breathing hard. The quiet was ominous. He winced as a riser beneath the black runner betrayed him with a soft squeal that sounded to him as loud as a scream.
At the top of the stairs Matthew saw that the door at the end of the hallway was open into Fell’s study, and the room was illuminated by two or three tapers. From this position he could see neither Fell’s desk nor the professor. His attention then went to the body that lay sprawled on the floor in the doorway, and from the condition of the back of the black-haired head a bullet had passed through on its way to the opposite wall.
Martin had cornered Professor Fell? Indeed.
Matthew had difficulty getting past the bulky corpse and nearly slipped in the blood. His right elbow banged against the wall. He got through the doorway and there stood Professor Fell in the glow of a double-tapered candelabra that sat atop his desk. The single-shot pistol that had delivered death to Martin lay next to it. The professor’s hollow-eyed face was blanched. His hand had been reaching for a book from the wall shelves.
Fell’s gaze ticked to Matthew’s right.
If Matthew had not instantly recognized that as a signal, the crashing of the door against his right side might have broken his ribs. As it was, his shoulder was nearly dislocated from its socket when he threw up his sword arm to deflect the blow.
He staggered across the room, his arm buzzing with pain, as Mother Deare came out from behind the door. Her pegteeth were tightly clenched, the muscles in her jaws twitching, and her bulbous-eyed face was contorted into a soundless shriek. Without hesitation she threw herself at him. Her ivory-handled dagger—the blade, Matthew realized, given to him by Albion—was upraised for a killing strike.
He tried to get his sword in between them but his arm was too heavy. She knocked the feeble attempt aside with her own free arm, and the knife came down at Matthew’s throat. He caught the wrist and hammered at her ribs with the hilt of his sword as they careened about the room. A pink-gloved fist struck Matthew in the jaw and shot crimson stars through his brain. He desperately hung onto the woman’s wrist as they battled back and forth. Suddenly she headbutted him with the vicious strength of the back alley brawler and he was knocked to the floor, his lights nearly extinguished.
She lumbered toward him, a mistress of monstrous power.
In his haze he realized he was dead if he didn’t act fast. He swung the sword at her ankles but she leaped over it to slam a boot down upon his forearm. His fingers spasmed and opened. As Mother Deare leaned over to pick up the sword he brought his hips up off the floor and kicked her in the face with his right foot. She went flailing away from him and crashed into the bookshelves, as Professor Fell cringed back toward the shelves that held his jars of preserved marine specimens.
Matthew got to his feet. His right arm was bruised, throbbing with pain, and useless. Mother Deare pushed herself away from the bookshelves. Her mouth was bleeding and the cottony cloud of her wig was dangling halfway off her head. Matthew could see the horrible patchwork of dark red and brown scar tissue on her scalp, and even in this fight for his life he felt a twinge of pity for a little girl that he thought had never had a chance. But now in the revelation of her insanity her father had come for her, and in obeying him she had put herself even beyond Fell’s brand of wickedness.
Part of the wig was hanging in her face. She tore it away from its fastenings and threw it on the floor. It landed between them like the hide of a skinned little dog. She wiped the blood from her mouth and advanced upon Matthew with the dagger making small circles in the air.
Matthew saw that Fell was reaching for a jar amid the specimen shelves. To keep Mother Deare’s attention he did the only thing that came to mind; he stabbed the wig with his sword and lifted it off the floor.
Mother Deare stopped, her bulging eyes large and her warped mouth gone crooked.
Matthew put the wig at the end of his sword to the burning tapers on Fell’s desk, and the hair instantly began to crisp and burn.
She screamed, a big-knuckled hand flying to her throat as if to squeeze the scream off before it escaped…but too late.
Perhaps it came from a childhood place, and a memory of her own hair crisping away. Perhaps it came from the memory of the burn, or the memory of her own deranged mother, or the fact that without her wig the crude Whitechapel brawler stood fully revealed to the world, and the shame of what she really was came suddenly up like a beast to eat her alive.
Who could say? But it was the most terrible scream Matthew had ever heard.
“Miriam,” said Professor Fell, and when her head turned toward him he flung into her eyes the liquid from the specimen jar he’d just opened.







Whether it was alcohol, or brine, or some mixture of the two was unknown to Matthew, but the solution carried with it a twisted white squid that for a few seconds plastered itself to Mother Deare’s forehead. Her scream changed from outrage to a higher pitch of pain. Her free hand went to her eyes, but she held onto the knife and suddenly became a frenzied whirlwind, spinning this way and that, the blade slashing wildly in all directions. Blinded or not, she propelled herself toward Professor Fell. He was nimble enough to dodge the first swings of the dagger but then her hand found and caught the shoulder of his coat. With an animalish roar she lifted the knife to plunge it into his chest.
Before Matthew could move, a figure rushed past him. In the blur of motion he saw a pistol’s barrel being pressed against the side of the madwoman’s head, and the sharp crack of the shot was followed by Mother Deare’s brain matter spraying across the specimen shelves.
The knife at its zenith was halted by a hand that gripped the wrist. Mother Deare’s knees buckled, her squat body began to fall, and Julian Devane let her go.
She crashed to the floor. Incredibly, even brain shot, she pulled her knees up beneath her and tried to rise again. Both Professor Fell and Devane drew back through the blue smoke curling across the room, and Matthew saw in their faces the stark expressions of fear, that the woman’s lifeforce was powerful enough to keep her moving with deadly purpose even with a bloody hole in her scarred skull.
She almost got up to a full standing position. Her bloodshot eyes appeared to be near bursting from her face. From her mouth came the mangled words that sounded like the voice of a child crying out as she tumbled into a bottomless pit.
Then she went down again in front of Fell and Devane, her chin smacked against the floor, she shuddered a few times and at last lay still.
No one moved.
Matthew realized he was trembling, and he fully expected Mother Deare to draw in a breath and begin to rise again, a braindead phoenix energized by the strength of her ambition and the strange love she had for Cardinal Black.
But…she was gone.
Fell staggered. He put a hand against the nearest wall to steady himself. He gazed around the study and said listlessly, “Look at this terrible mess.”
“You can drop that sword,” Devane said to Matthew.
Matthew was still stunned. He looked at the sword and at the burning wig impaled upon it.
“I suggest,” said Devane, “that you drop the sword now.”
Matthew heard him as if at a distance. It came to him that Devane’s pistol was another single-shot weapon and could not be reloaded fast enough to defend against the blade. Devane had a purple knot on his forehead above the right eye, a mottling of bruises across his left cheekbone and a show of blood from a split lower lip, indicating he’d endured his own travails elsewhere in the village.
Could the man be taken?
Matthew decided he was in no shape for any further combat. And what would the point of that be?
He dropped the sword.
“Ribbenhoff is dead. Not by my hand,” he said. “The man Mother Deare was working with…he calls himself Cardinal Black. He came to the hospital…”
“The hospital?” Fell’s sense of urgency had returned.
“He took Gentry’s book,” Matthew went on, and he had to lower himself into one of the chairs before he lost his own equilibrium. “That’s what all this was about. Somehow Cardinal Black convinced Mother Deare to help him break in here and get the book. She’s been telling him where the Velvet was stored, too.”
“The formulas,” said the professor. “With those in hand, and the botanicals he needs…he won’t be able to recreate the more exotic drugs, but…” He stared down at the dead woman’s body.
“My oldest and most trusted associate. Why did I not see this?”
Matthew noted that Devane remained tight-lipped at this question. “Time moves on,” Matthew said, recalling that Gardner Lillehorne had spoken this exact phrase to him in discussing the rebirth of the criminal element of London beyond Professor Fell’s influence.
The professor grasped Devane’s shoulder. “Thank you, Julian. How goes the situation?”
“They’ve cleared out. We’ve caught three of the horsemen who blew up the gate and we have two of the turncoats. Otherwise we took many casualties. Among them Copeland, Fenna, Leighton and McGowan.”
“We have five tongues to make talk, though.”
“Yes sir.”
“Start that at once. Strip them and have them tied up in the square. Do we have enough men left to do that and put on watch?”
“Guinnessey had a wagon pulled up to block the way in, if they try coming back. I think we have nine men able to shoulder muskets.”
“Not very many.”
“Cardinal Black has what he came for,” said Matthew, who was fighting against a terrible weariness. “One thing, at least.”
“Meaning what?” Fell asked sharply.
“Mother Deare came here for two reasons. To kill you and to get a second book. The one you were reaching for when I came in. Had she just gotten here a moment before? I imagine I made some noise trying to get around Martin’s body.”
“We both heard you on the stairs. She likely thought it might be Julian, the same as I.”
Matthew nodded. “The demoniac,” he said, “wanted as his second prize the book of descriptions of demons and spells on how to raise them. Tell me, Professor…what does The Lesser Key of Solomon have to do with Ciro Valeriani?” When Fell didn’t answer, Matthew said, “He created something in his laboratory that Rosabella told me he tried to destroy, but it wouldn’t let him. What was it?”
Fell remained in silent contemplation for a bit longer, and then he said, “The girl is incorrect. Ciro Valeriani did not create it in his laboratory. From what I’ve gleaned, he created it in his workshop. It is not an object of science.”
“All right, then. What is it?”
“It’s an object,” said the professor, “of furniture.”
“What? A chair that tells fortunes? And it ran away from him when he tried to put an axe to it?”
“It is heartening to see that in all this chaos your imagination is unimpaired. This object—which you do not need to hear the particulars about, for I would like to keep you alive for awhile—not only kept him from destroying it, but it killed him. Such is its power. What it has to do with The Lesser Key, you don’t need to know for your own protection.”
“Protection from what? A devilish bookworm?”
“No,” Fell said. “Protection from me. Julian, I’m putting you in charge of cleaning up, since Fenna is no longer with us. After the prisoners are bound, send as many men as you can spare to go through every house room by room. We don’t want any of their wounded hiding here.” The professor’s eyes had become more focused, and his mouth a cruel slash. “As for the prisoners, find a strong sawblade or two. Build a fire in the center of the square. I’ll be along in a little while.”
“What about him?” Devane jerked a thumb toward Matthew.
“What about you, Matthew? Why did you come here, knowing that Miriam was planning to kill me? Were you intending to stop her?”
“That’s right.”
“And why should that be? I would’ve thought Albion might have fought you for the pleasure of killing me. Where is that gentleman? Hiding under his bed?”
“He was killed in the hospital by Cardinal Black’s men,” Matthew answered. “What you don’t know is that your White Velvet caused the death of his wife in a freak accident, and for that and your other ventures he saw you as a blight on society.”
“I’ve been called that,” said Devane, with a measure of twisted pride. “It’s an exclusive club. The membership dues are more than most men want to pay.”
“Indeed.” Fell flashed a quick and insincere smile. “My heart bleeds for Judge Archer. I’ll say a kind word over him when we throw his body to the sharks. Now…your reason for wishing to save my life? Listen to this, Julian, it should be interesting.”
Matthew said, “You told me Hudson would recover on his own within a few days, if you ceased giving him the drug. He’s a strong man both physically and mentally, he’ll come out it. But Berry…” He had to stop for a moment, as the memory of her all powdered and painted and made to think of herself as Nash’s daughter welled up in him. “But…as you say, Berry’s on a path to mental infancy unless she gets the antidote. With Ribbenhoff dead and the book of potions stolen, who but you has the ability to make that antidote and give it to her in the proper amount?”
“Oh,” said the professor, with a slight nod. “I see.”
“I expect you to give it to her and bring her back, presuming she’s not been killed in this onslaught. I still offer the proposition…you put Berry and Hudson safely on a ship bound for New York and I’ll find Brazio Valeriani. That’s a promise.”
Fell seemed to be considering it. Then, very suddenly, he laughed.
Matthew didn’t care for the sound. “What’s humorous?”
“You,” Fell answered. “What makes you think I know the formula for the antidote?”
Matthew had the feeling that the floor had given way beneath his feet.
“That was Ribbenhoff’s formula, a variation on something Gentry had created. I’m sure he added it to the book, as he liked to keep everything in order…but with him dead and the book gone…the only one who can possibly bring your Berry back to you is this Cardinal Black, and I’m fairly sure he doesn’t have access to the proper botanicals.”
Matthew had lost his power of speech.
“I admire him, in a way,” Fell went on. “A courageous bastard, breaking in here as he did. But that doesn’t mean I won’t savor cutting him into small pieces. I want to know how he got hold of Miriam’s mind and how he took possession of a mortar vessel. That smells to me like someone in the Admiralty is involved.”
“To hell with that!” Matthew exploded. “You’ve got to have a supply of that antidote somewhere! I know you do!”
“No, we do not. We have a supply of what is used to keep the general public pacified, and what we spice the Velvet with, but not the more esoteric formulas. As I told you, I never intended to give the girl an antidote.”
Matthew got up from his chair. Instantly Devane stepped forward and picked up the sword Matthew had dropped. Matthew was shaking with anger and the realization that without the antidote, the woman he’d decided to share the rest of his life with was doomed.
“Damn you,” Matthew seethed. “Damn you to hell and back a hundred times.”
“Quite so,” said the professor. He cast an uneasy gaze upon the dead woman again, as if still expecting her to rise and strike. “Julian, go about your business,” he said. “Our valiant Matthew has been reduced to a blubbering shell.”
“You don’t wish me to take him out?”
“No, let him go where he chooses. Just bind the prisoners, get that search done and prepare the sawblades and the fire. But I shall keep the sword and dagger, thank you.”
Devane handed it over. He worked the dagger from the pink-gloved hand, gave it to Fell, and then he cautiously stepped over the body and passed Matthew on his way out.
“Wait,” Matthew said. The power of his voice stopped Devane short.
“You have something further to add?” Fell asked. He prodded Mother Deare’s body with the toe of his boot, just in case.
What Matthew had come up with in the last few seconds had been born of desperation. “Let me go. I’ll get the book back.”
“Oh, of course you will! The problem-solver on the hunt! Of course!”
“Hear me,” said Matthew, and again the force of his voice was a strong commandment. “You and I have equal desires to get it back, but either you’re in shock or you’re pretending that all those formulas at a madman’s whim would not wreck what remains of your so-called empire. He’ll likely already have a chemist at the ready. He might not have all the necessary botanicals but I’d say he could get them in time…if he’s allowed to. Now tell me truthfully: how long does Berry have? I mean to say…what’s the point of no return for her?”
Fell’s face had become grim. He said, “Ribbenhoff told me that beyond thirty to forty days the antidote would be useless.”
“How long has it been so far?”
“Six days. A dose was started on her the night they were brought in.”
“I am begging you,” said Matthew, “to let me try.”
“We no longer have a chemist here.”
“I’ll find the book and a chemist. If not, I’ll die trying.”
“A sensible statement. One that may well be etched upon your gravestone.”
“You don’t have enough men to guard this place and send a group out searching,” Matthew said. “You have me. I heard Black tell Mother Deare to meet him at ‘the tower’. Do you have any idea where that might be?”
“None. We are some twenty miles down the coast from Swansea. The nearest village would be Adderlane, six or seven miles to the northwest, also on the coast.”
“All right. That’s a place to start.” Matthew still read indecision on the professor’s face. “I have to go as soon as possible. I expect I can use one of the horses, if they haven’t burned down the stable.” He had another inducement to offer, as odious as it seemed. “I don’t have time to wait for Hudson to recover. Send someone with me. One man is all I need.”
“You think highly of yourself.”
“Yes, I do. And so does he.” Matthew lifted his chin toward the third man in the room.
Devane frowned. “Me? Are you mad?”
“Here’s a chance to make amends for past errors,” Matthew told him, and the message between them was clear.
“Meaning what?” Fell asked.
“I believe he means,” said Devane, recovering silkily, “that he blames me for the loss of two teeth and a dirty guttersnipe who he considered his ‘brother’ by that mark on his hand. Is that what you mean, Corbett?”
“Exactly so.”
Fell backed away from Mother Deare’s body and stepped around it. He approached Matthew and Devane and looked from one to the other, his eyes holding a spark of renewed interest. He said to Matthew, “You would go with Julian out to find the book?”
“Yes.”
“Julian? What say you?”
Devane answered, “As always, I am ready to serve.”
“Hm.” Fell stepped closer to Matthew and stood only a few inches away. “You’re correct in that time is of the essence. I don’t know the meaning of ‘the tower’ but perhaps one of our new guests does. We may get some valuable information in the next few hours, so let’s don’t put you on the road until we hear what’s to be said. In the meantime, Julian, go on and do what I’ve asked.”
Devane nodded. He cast a brief glance at Matthew that had a flash of sneer in it, and then he departed.
“I want to get out of this room.” The professor was staring down at the remnant of the crisped brown wig on the floor. “Come downstairs with me. I have a bottle of whiskey I’ll share.”
“I need to find Berry,” Matthew said. “I want to make sure she’s still alive before I go out hunting the book.”
“I imagine Nash got them to his house. It’s up where Conger Street begins, on the left. He has one with a cellar, and doors that can be locked.”
“Thank you.”
“You shouldn’t miss the festivities in the square,” Fell said, “but I’d advise you to try to get some sleep. I can give you something for that, if you’d like.”
“I’d rather not get in the habit.”
“Of what? Sleeping?” Fell gave him a chilly smile. “You should rest while you can.”
“I’ll be all right.”
“Likely so. I’ll tell you this, Matthew: if you bring the book back to me, I will agree to your proposition and I will agree to your terms. By all means go find the girl and make certain she’s well.” He made not the slightest sign of recognizing the irony in this statement. “If you bring the book to me—and a chemist who can understand the formulas—the first order of business will be creating and administering the antidote. When the girl has recovered, I’ll send her and Greathouse safely back to New York. Understood?”
“Yes.”
“And the second part,” Fell went on, “is that I would then hold you to going to Italy with a team of my men to find Brazio Valeriani. Is that also agreed?”
“It is.”
“Then,” said the professor, “I believe we are in partnership.”
“Don’t ask me to shake your hand on it,” Matthew said, and with a last look at the dead Mother Deare lying on Fell’s floor he turned around, got past the other corpse outside the doorway, and left the house to go find Nash’s counterfeit daughter.



Forty-Three
 

 
Dawn was a red slash to the east when the two men who’d talked were tied to the mouths of cannons, the barrels elevated over the parapet, and ten-pound cannonballs blasted through the men’s bodies out to sea.
The other three deaths had not been so clean, because the execution by cannon was Professor Fell’s brand of mercy.
After leaving the professor Matthew had banged on the locked door of Nash’s house and been admitted by the bandaged and bloodied man who by candlelight was getting drunk on a bottle of rum in the front room. He’d found Berry asleep and unharmed in a bed beside the sleeping Mrs. Nash. Matthew had caught the man up by the collar and told him that if either he or his wife forgot that Berry Grigsby was under both his and Fell’s protection he would kill them without hesitation. As he left the house, he realized that not only was he in partnership with the professor but he was taking on some of the ruthlessness required, because he had meant the threat.
He’d contemplated getting some sleep of his own, but it really would’ve taken drugs to get him calmed down enough to rest. Anyway, he had such a headache from his fight with Mother Deare that it would be impossible. He would rest when he collapsed and not before.
The festivity in the square was a merry scene, if one enjoyed seeing the limbs of screaming men being sawed off.
By the crimson light of a fire at the center of the square, Matthew had stood to one side and watched the five men be stripped and tied to chairs. A small number of people had gathered. The two fiddle-players, the accordionist and the tambourine girl had been brought out to add the bizarre touch of lively tunes to the proceedings. Austere and solemn in his black suit, Professor Fell had stood speaking to one of his men who held a handsaw. Another man had thought to bring an axe. A brazier and bellows had been set up and a iron put into the coals.
Fell asked no questions of any of the men. He simply gave a command and the arms and legs were sawed off one of the horsemen and one of the turncoat guards, the wounds cauterized with the iron after each limb was severed. In time with the music, the man with the axe chopped the arms and legs into pieces and they were shovelled into a leather bag. Fell announced to his new guests that the pieces would be thrown over the cliffs to attract the sharks, and then the torsos of those unfortunate men with the blood-drained faces and the eyes rolling in their sockets would be tossed over to join the feast. Those who refused to talk would become part of the meal, but if any man offered to at least partially blot this stain on his character he would be given a merciful death.
“Now,” Fell said, his arms crossed over his chest, “does anyone have anything at all to say?”
The first man who spoke up babbled that he had been a prisoner in the gaolhouse in Cardiff and had been freed with six others in a raid there two weeks ago, he knew nothing but the name of Cardinal Black and all he was doing, sir—kind sir—was taking orders in exchange for food and drink.
“Prepare that man,” Fell had said, and the sawblade had instantly gone to work. “I want some real information,” he told the remaining two, over the screams and the music. “Give me something of value or follow the others.”
It was amazing, what a saw, a cauterizing iron and the image of a torso being torn into by sharks’ teeth could do.
As the sun came up, Matthew stood in Berry’s cottage. He had no idea how long she would sleep in the bed at Nash’s house. He couldn’t bear to see her again in there, and it was pointless. He knew what he had to do and that at the very most he had thirty-four days to get it done.
But he lingered in Berry’s house awhile. He sat in a chair and watched the sun’s rays strengthen, as she might. He had a little time, as the professor had directed that a pair of horses be saddled and supplies be put into the saddlebags, and it would take about twenty minutes for everything to be readied.
One of the horsemen had revealed that Cardinal Black and his men—eighteen in number, subtracting their own casualties—had taken over the village of Adderlane. The harbor wasn’t deep enough for the mortar vessel to be kept at wharf, so it was anchored in the bay. There were lookouts all around the town, and they would be expecting retaliation but they were soon to be moving out by coach, horse and ship. When they were moving and where to, the man didn’t know. He had also been among the number of prisoners freed from the Cardiff gaol, and admitted that he’d been imprisoned there for the murder of a watchman during a robbery. He said that one gave allegiance to Cardinal Black by having a vein opened in the arm and blood dripped into a sacred jar during a ceremony, you got a burn on the underside of that arm in the shape of an inverted Cross—which had already been shown to all eyes in the man’s condition of stark nudity—you repeated some gibberish and thus you belonged not only to him but to the will of the Devil. If you failed to do that, you were gutted on the spot. The man claimed he had no use for things Satanic, but it was said that Cardinal Black had discussions with his own Master in the darkest hours of the night, and it was best to go along to stay alive.
About Cardinal Black’s origin and history he had no clue. Why this raid on the fortress village had taken place, the man was not told, but he understood from some of the others that there was something here that Black had spent much money, time and effort to get hold of.
The tower he thought Black had mentioned was a crumbling structure about a half-mile in the forest on this side of Adderlane, a medieval watchtower that was the last thing remaining of what must’ve been a sprawling castle. The man said he’d never been there, but he’d heard that the ‘tower’ was where Black went to commune with his Master. The Devil’s church, as it were.
The other man, one of the turncoats, said that Martin had approached him over a period of more than a month, had worked into his confidence and told him Miriam Deare was planning an organization of her own, that the professor was old and tired and he’d become too weak to manage the various operations.
“Pardon sir, pardon please, I’m just repeatin’ what I was told,” the poor terrified wretch had said.
“Go on,” Fell had answered, his face showing no reaction to this blasphemy.
The turncoat continued, haltingly, to relate his passage from Fell loyalist to fallen soul. What it came down to was something that Matthew knew the professor could readily understand: the lure of money and power. Those who helped Miriam Deare in what was expressed as a righteous cause in saving the empire Fell had built from breaking down like last century’s wagon were to be rewarded with more gold and higher positions of authority.
Matthew thought it was a tried-and-true story, and had made sense to those who’d participated. Thus the two cannons had fired and the two bodies torn apart, their stories ended but a new tale yet to begin.
It was time to get moving. Matthew had told the professor what Fell already knew, that Black had gotten only one of the books he’d desired. By now Black was well aware that since Mother Deare had not, presumably, taken a horse from the stable and met him at the tower he was not getting The Lesser Key. Black might find a copy at a bookseller, but it would likely not be in London. The professor had informed Matthew that the book was rare and made more so since Fell had bought up every copy in London at exorbitant prices. There was a possibility Black and his men might attack the Beautiful Grave again tonight or tomorrow night to get hold of it, or he might play a waiting game.
It made sense to Matthew that Cardinal Black would want a book detailing the demons of Hell and the incantations used to raise them, but why was it so important to the professor? On that subject, Fell would give no answer.
Concerning the book of potions, Matthew thought that if a band of Fell’s men—as paltry as they were—tried to attack Adderlane they would probably be cut to pieces. Worse than that, even if they succeeded in getting through the defenses Black might well destroy the book before it could be retrieved.
Matthew could not risk that, and the professor had agreed. In this case it was best to send only two men who might slip into Adderlane unseen. Still, two against eighteen?
There was no way around it.
Matthew made one last visit to Berry’s bedroom, to look at the rumpled bed where she slept. He sat down and smoothed his hand across her pillow as if smoothing the hair away from her cheek—and he felt something hard beneath the goosefeathers.
Lifting the pillow, he found a slim white box about the size of a sheet of paper. He opened the box and saw that, though the Berry he knew was in dire straits of disappearing, some part of her was fighting to remain.
The box held three worn charcoal pencils and several drawings. He examined the pictures one by one.
They were childlike scrawlings of different scenes. The first was the representation of a sailing ship at sea, people aboard the vessel shown as stick figures and the stick figures of fish leaping up from the water. The second depicted the scene of a town. The buildings and stick figure people were out of proportion, stick figure animals and wagons on the streets, a few black squiggles of what might have been ships in the harbor, everything done as if by an eight-year-old. Matthew didn’t think Berry had been trying to draw London, for there was a familiarity to the streets and also the long straight street in the middle.
It was the Broad Way, he realized.
And central in the drawing was a building taller than the rest with a small stick figure standing atop it. Berry had drawn little tears falling from the oval of the face.
Ashton McCaggers? he wondered. Sad because she’d left New York to come find him?
The third drawing made him catch his breath and hold it for a few long seconds.
It showed what might have been a pier with holes where some of the planks were missing. Standing at the end of the pier and facing the viewer were two stick figure people, one with a scribble of long curly hair. Both figures were smiling, and they were holding each others’ three-fingered hands. Up in the sky shone a childish rendition of the sun with a few curved lines representing birds.
At the bottom of the drawing, beneath the pier on which the happy couple stood, was laboriously written I LOV YOU.
Matthew stared at it for awhile. His eyes teared up. What was to be said about this, other than what he’d already said to the professor?
I’ll find the book and a chemist. If not, I’ll die trying.
He carefully returned the drawings to the box, closed it and put it back beneath the pillow, just so. He donned his cloak, his tricorn and a pair of black leather gloves the professor had given him earlier when a present was also made of a pistol, which now resided along with a leather powderflask in a holster at his waist, and the dagger with the ivory handle.
It seemed that, in a way, Albion would still be with him.
Outside it was cold though the sun was bright. It would get colder. An iron plating of gray clouds was approaching from the northwest. December was closing in, the winter yet ahead. On his walk to the stable Matthew considered the life and death of Judge William Atherton Archer. Perhaps sometime soon the Pin would cease its tales about Albion, and the golden-masked phantom of the night would fade into folklore. There would always be another darktime creature ripping into the headlines, and the Pin would never be wanting for tales of heroes and villains…and sometimes, those who were a little of both.
Perhaps also the more staid and respectable Gazette would have already run an article on the disappearance of the famous and rightly-feared Justice Archer, and have reported that the constables of London were searching for him high and low after some mystery of why Sir Archer was forcibly kidnapped from Whitechapel’s Cable Street Publick Hospital. And there was a mystery yet unexplained of why Sir Archer was a patient at said hospital, but—according to the young clerk Steven Jessley, who attended to Sir Archer among others at the Old Bailey—there was no trace of him nor any idea where he might have been taken or by whom.
And perhaps the Gazette, which probably cast an interested eye in the direction of the Pin’s readership, might comment that the editorial staff sincerely hoped Albion would look into this matter, since it seemed that the phantom, like Sir Archer, was the only one who gave a fig about the release of hardened criminals back upon the streets of fair London.
Matthew had seen Di Petri this morning after the cannon blasts, when he’d forced himself to go to the tavern and get something to eat. It had turned out to be a plate of cold beans and two corn cakes washed down with yesterday’s coffee, but Matthew put it all down knowing none of it would be drugged since anyone who put a pistol up on the bar and spun it while they were ordering their food obviously had graduated into the professor’s elite. Also, Matthew had told the keep that if anything was in his meal to hinder his mind Professor Fell would be loading up a third cannon. That brought him to a whole new level of respect.
Di Petri, his nose bandaged from his injury of last night, had sat at the table with Matthew and had refrained to eat after seeing all the mess being cleaned up in the square but wished to thank Matthew for his help in getting Madam Candoleri out of the theater. She had had a bad night but was resting, her wound being looked after by a man who had some medical knowledge, having related with a drug-loosened tongue that he’d been a student before he failed his courses and then entered the business of procuring cadavers for more earnest medical students in London. In any case, he had some knowledge of stitchery and a limited but adequate grasp of anti-infectant medicines, and he’d been promoted to be the village’s general physician.
“Rosabella told me you were asking about her cousin and her uncle,” Di Petri said. “Can you tell me what the professor’s after?”
“No, I can’t,” Matthew answered. “Rosabella can tell you about something her uncle created that’s attracted Fell’s attention, but she doesn’t know what it is and he refuses to tell me. She and I did have a nice talk, though.”
“Interesting. You say it’s something her uncle created?”
“Yes.”
“I suppose Rosabella told you, then, about her collection?”
“Her collection?” Matthew had put down his cup of absolutely wretched coffee. “Of what?”
“The mirrors,” said Di Petri. “She didn’t tell you? Every year on her birthday, since she was six years old, her uncle sent her a hand mirror that he’d created. She has two of them with her right now that she uses when she’s doing the madam’s makeup. I think in some way the mirrors caused her to become interested in the human face, and…being a woman…an interest in the application of theatrical makeup followed.”
Matthew paused while that information sank in. Then he asked, “Would you think of a hand mirror as furniture?”
“Not really. Why?”
“Just wondering. I wouldn’t, either.”
Di Petri had appeared puzzled over that question, but he’d brushed it aside to delve into what was to him a more vital subject. “Will the professor ever let us go?” When Matthew was silent, attending to drinking down the bitter brew, Di Petri said, “I don’t see how he can. He wouldn’t want the law to learn about this place, would he? I think he’d rather have us all killed.”
“I don’t know,” Matthew replied, because he honestly didn’t.
“We’ll lose our minds here, won’t we?” Di Petri asked. “Rosabella told me what you said about the drugs. Of course we’ve all noticed what most of the others are like. How could we not? Even last night, with all that going on, some of them were wandering around like sleepwalkers. And that woman who screamed in the audience. Alicia said when she looked out there she saw so many empty faces her voice was stolen. I assume we haven’t been given anything yet, because of the performance. I would think our food and water would soon begin to be tainted?”
There was no use in denying the truth any longer. “Yes,” Matthew said.
“What about you? Aren’t you in the same boat?”
“I have a task to perform that’s going to take me out of here. When I get back I’ll—” What? he asked himself. How could he possibly help Di Petri, Madam Candoleri and Rosabella? How could he help anyone escape this place but Berry and Hudson?
“You’ll actually come back on your own, without being forced? Why?”
“I have a responsibility. That’s all I can say.”
“Dio del cielo!” said Di Petri. “Surely while you’re out there you’ll help us! Find the law! Find someone who can get us out of here! Won’t you please? Not just for myself, but…Alicia is not nearly as strong as she pretends to be. She has had a very unstable life. Yes, of course with drugs making everything happy in our heads, we will all live here as if we would rather be nowhere else. But it’s a travesty, Matthew! It’s an evil! Please…if you can help us, and you won’t…then you become part of the evil, don’t you?”
Matthew was shaken by this, because there was no way he could avoid the truth of it. Still, all he could think about at the moment was getting that book of formulas back from what he knew would be an extremely dangerous opponent.
“I have to go,” he told Di Petri, and stood up from his chair.
“Please, Matthew! Please!” Di Petri had called, as Matthew headed for the door. “Don’t turn your back on the rest of us!”
With the image of Berry’s drawings burned into his brain, Matthew reached the stable. He found his horse, a chestnut steed, already saddled and being held for him by the stablemaster. The saddlebags, containing such items as a tinderbox, ammunition, extra flints for the pistol and pieces of dried and salted fish and beef, were also ready. Julian Devane, wearing a black cloak and with his dark green tricorn tilted at a slight angle upon his blonde-haired head, was standing beside his own roan horse. He wore a sword in a sheath at his side. Devane nimbly swung himself up into the saddle, spurs glinting at the heels of his boots. Matthew mounted his horse, set his boots in the stirrups, and without a word the two riders set off toward the front gate.
On the way, Matthew glanced toward Fell’s house and saw the figure of the professor standing upon his balcony watching them depart. Matthew thought of Hudson in the dungeon cell, but at least he’d been assured that no more of the ‘fear drug’ would be applied, and in a few days time Hudson would be getting a lantern down there, and a cot and chair. They passed on, and neither Matthew nor Devane looked back again.
A wagon had been situated in front of the entrance, the oaken gate itself having been destroyed by last night’s gunpowder bomb. It was pushed aside to allow the riders to go out, and Matthew followed Devane beyond the walls of the beautiful grave.
In the distance, many miles away, stood a line of blue-hazed mountains. For several hundred yards around Fell’s village the land was an unsightly morass of dark gray bogs streaked with brown and yellow, patches of knee-high grass likely hiding quicksand pits, and a few scraggly wind-sculpted trees reaching up as if for mercy from the brutal earth. The road that stretched from southeast to northwest was no more than a hardly-recognizable track across the ground. Ahead, in the direction the two riders must travel, the track curved into forest.
They had gone only a short distance when Devane reined his horse in and turned the animal to block Matthew’s progress.
The purple knot above Devane’s right eye had receded somewhat but the mottling of bruises had merged together to form a dark patch across his left cheekbone. His mouth curled when he said, “You’re well aware that this is a suicide mission, are you not?”
“I’m aware it’s a mission,” Matthew replied. “I don’t consider it suicidal.”
“Then you’re a bigger idiot than I suspected. And here you’ve dragged me into it!” He reached into his cloak with a black-gloved hand and brought out a pistol that had four short barrels, two atop two, and double triggers. “Should I kill you now or later, and tell the professor this was a fool’s errand?”
“It should be later,” Matthew said calmly. “The guards up on the parapets could likely hear the shot from this distance.”
Devane urged his horse forward until he was side-by-side with Matthew. The sun faded; the ironwork of clouds had arrived.
“Hear me well, Corbett,” Devane said. “I don’t like you, I don’t like this damned circumstance you’ve gotten me into, and if I somehow survive it I will make you pay. But I will do this to the best of my ability, because I’ve given my word and I abide by that rule. I have killed many and most of those deaths I enjoyed dealing out. If I have to kill you, I will…and you have my word on that. Understand?”
“Without question,” said Matthew.
“I am the bad man,” Devane said. “Just so you know.”
Again without question, Matthew thought, but he remained silent.
Then Devane put his gun away and wheeled his horse toward the northwest. Matthew gave his mount a flick of the reins and followed behind, his resolve ready for both saving the woman he loved and meting out justice to the killer behind the deaths of his brother and sister Broodies, as he’d vowed to a lost friend.
They went on along the road, the good and the bad across the ugly landscape.



Table of Contents








Cover








Part One








Chapter One




Chapter Two




Chapter Three




Chapter Four




Chapter Five








Part Two









Chapter Six




Chapter Seven




Chapter Eight




Chapter Nine




Chapter Ten




Chapter Eleven




Chapter Twelve




Chapter Thirteen




Chapter Fourteen




Chapter Fifteen








Part Three








Chapter Sixteen




Chapter Seventeen




Chapter Eighteen




Chapter Nineteen




Chapter Twenty




Chapter Twenty-One




Chapter Twenty-Two








Part Four








Chapter Twenty-Three




Chapter Twenty-Four




Chapter Twenty-Five




Chapter Twenty-Six




Chapter Twenty-Seven




Chapter Twenty-Eight








Part Five








Chapter Twenty-Nine




Chapter Thirty




Chapter Thirty-One




Chapter Thirty-Two




Chapter Thirty-Three




Chapter Thirty-Four




Chapter Thirty-Five




Chapter Thirty-Six








Part Six








Chapter Thirty-Seven




Chapter Thirty-Eight




Chapter Thirty-Nine




Chapter Forty




Chapter Forty-One




Chapter Forty-Two




Chapter Forty-Three







Table of Contents
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six
Seven
Eight
Nine
Ten
Eleven
Twelve
Thirteen
Fourteen
Fifteen
Sixteen
Seventeen
Eighteen
Nineteen
Twenty
Twenty-One
Twenty-Two
Twenty-Three
Twenty-Four
Twenty-Five
Twenty-Six
Twenty-Seven
Twenty-Eight
Twenty-Nine
Thirty
Thirty-One
Thirty-Two
Thirty-Three
Thirty-Four
Thirty-Five
Thirty-Six
Thirty-Seven
Thirty-Eight
Thirty-Nine
Forty
Forty-One
Forty-Two
Forty-Three



        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: image]

EARLY BIRD BOOKS

FRESH EBOOK DEALS, DELIVERED DAILY

BE THE FIRST TO KNOW ABOUT
FREE AND DISCOUNTED EBOOKS

NEW DEALS HATCH EVERY DAY!

[image: image]


Usher’s Passing

Robert R. McCammon

[image: ]



To Michael Larsen and Elizabeth Pomada



Contents

Prologue

I

II

III

One: Usherland

1

2

3

Two: The Mountain Boy

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

Three: Raven

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

Four: The Mountain King

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

Five: Time Will Tell the Tale

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

Six: Valley of the Shadow

33

34

35

36

37

Seven: The Lodge

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

Eight: The Decision

45

46



I dread the events of the future.

—Roderick Usher

The Devil’s passing.

—Old Welsh expression for calamity



Prologue



I

THUNDER ECHOED LIKE AN iron bell above the sprawl of New York City. In the heavy air, lightning crackled and thrust at the earth, striking the high Gothic steeple of James Renwick’s new Grace Church on East Tenth Street, then sizzling to death a half-blind drayhorse on the squatters’ flatlands north of Fourteenth. The horse’s owner bleated in terror and leaped for his life as his cart overturned, sinking its load of potatoes into eight inches of mud.

It was the twenty-second of March, 1847, and the New York Tribune’s weather scholar had predicted a night of “dire storms, fit for neither man nor beast.” His prediction, for once, was entirely accurate. Sparks exploded into the sky on Market Street, where the cast-iron stovepipe chimney of a hardware store had been lightning-struck. The clapboard building burned fiercely while a crowd gawked and grinned in its merry heat. Steam-spouting fire engines were delayed, wooden wheels and horses’ hooves mired in Bowery ooze. Packs of dogs, rats, and pigs scuttled through the alleys, where gangs like the Dover Boys, the Plug Uglies, and the Moan Stickers shadowed their victims along the constricted, cobblestoned streets. Policemen stayed alive by standing like statues under gas lamps.

A young city, New York was already bursting her seams. It was a riotous spectacle, as full of danger in the hoodlum’s blackjack as of opportunity in a spilled purse of gold coins. The confusion of streets led from dockyard to theater, ballroom to bawdyhouse, Murder Bend to City Hall, with equal impartiality, though some avenues of progress were impassable due to swamps of debris and garbage.

Thunder rang out again, and the troubled sky split open in a torrent. It soaked dandies and damsels strolling out the doors of Delmonico’s, slammed against the lofty windows on Colonnade Row, and leaked down black with soot through the roofs of squatters’ shanties. The rain dampened fires, broke up fights, sped indecent propositions or murderous attacks, and cleared the streets in a sluggish tide of filth that rolled for the river. At least for the moment, the nightly farrago of humanity was interrupted.

Two chestnut Barbary horses, their heads bowed against the downpour, pulled a black landau coach along Broadway Avenue, heading south toward the harbor. The Irish coachman huddled within a soggy brown coat, water streaming from the brim of his low-slung hat, and cursed the decision he’d made early that afternoon to trot his team around to the De Peyser Hotel on Canal Street. If he hadn’t picked up that passenger, he thought gloomily, he might now be home warming his feet in front of a fire with a mug of stout at his side. At least he had a gold eagle in his pocket—but what good would a gold eagle be when he was dead with the wet shivers? He flicked a halfhearted whipstrike at the flank of one of his horses, though he knew they would move no faster. Hell’s bells! he thought. What was the passenger lookin’ for?

The gentleman had boarded in front of the De Peyser, laid a gold eagle on the driver’s palm, and told the driver to make all possible haste to the Tribune office. Instructed to wait, he’d held the horses until the black-garbed gentleman had reappeared fifteen minutes later with a new destination. It was a long trek into the country, up near Fordham in the shadow of the Long Island hills, while purple-veined storm clouds began to gather and thunder throbbed in the distance. At a rather dismal-looking little cottage, a rotund middle-aged woman with gray hair and large, frightened eyes admitted the gentleman—very reluctantly, it had seemed to the coachman. After another half hour in which a downpour of chilly rain had promised the driver an acquaintance with hot salve and oil of wintergreen, the gentleman in black came out with yet another series of directions: back to New York, as quickly as possible, to a number of tawdry taverns in the most unsavory section of the city. South into the Triangle at night! the coachman thought grimly. The gentleman either wanted a cheap trollop or a brush with death.

As they moved deeper into the lawless southern streets, the coachman was relieved to see that the heavy rain was keeping most of the thugs under wraps. Saints be praised! he thought—and at that instant two young boys in rags came running out of an alleyway toward the coach. One of them, the driver saw with horror, held a brick intended to smash the spokes of a wheel—the better to beat and rob both himself and his passenger. He swung his whip with crazed abandon, shouting, “Go on! Go on!” And the team, sensing imminent danger, surged ahead across the slick stones. The brick was thrown, and crashed against the coach’s side with the noise of splintering wood. “Go on!” the coachman cried out again, and kept the horses trotting until they’d left the murderous little beggars two streets behind.

The sliding partition behind the coachman’s seat opened. “Driver,” the passenger inquired, “what was that?” His voice was calm and steady—accustomed to giving orders, the driver thought.

“Beggin’ your pardon, sir, but …” He glanced back over his shoulder through the partition, and saw in the dim interior lamplight the man’s gaunt, pallid face, distinguished by a silvery, neatly trimmed beard and mustache. The gentleman’s eyes were deepset, the color of burnished pewter; they fixed upon the coachman with the power of aristocracy. He appeared oddly ageless, his face free of any telltale wrinkles, and his flesh marble white. He was dressed in a black suit and a glossy black top hat, and his long-fingered hands in black leather gloves toyed with an ebony cane topped by a handsome sterling silver head of a cat—a lion, the coachman had seen—with gleaming emerald eyes.

“But what?” the man asked. The driver couldn’t peg his accent.

“Sir … it’s not too very safe in this neck o’ town. You look to be a refined, respectable gentleman, sir, and it’s not too many of those they gets down here in this part o’—”

“Just concern yourself with your driving,” the man advised. “You’re wasting time.” He slid the partition shut.

The coachman muttered, his beard heavy with rain, and urged the team onward. There was just so much a man would do for a gold eagle! he thought. Then again, it sure would buy some fine times at the bar rail.

Sandy Welsh’s Cellar, a bar on Ann Street, was the first stop. The gentleman went in, stayed only a few moments, and then they were off again. He stayed barely a minute in the Peacock, on Sullivan Street. Gent’s Pinch, two blocks west, was worth only a brief visit as well. On narrow Pell Street, where a dead pig attracted a pack of scavenger dogs, the coachman reined his team up in front of a rundown tavern called the Muleskinner. As the gentleman in black went inside, the coachman pulled his hat low and pondered a return to the potato fields.

Within the Muleskinner, a motley assemblage of drunkards, gamblers, and rowdies pursued their interests in the hazy yellow lamplight. Smoke hung in layers across the room, and the gentleman in black wrinkled his finely shaped nose at the mingled aromas of bad whiskey, cheap cigars, and rain-soaked clothes. A few men glanced in his direction, sizing him up as a profitable victim; but the strong set of his shoulders and the force of his gaze told them to look elsewhere. The rain and humidity had put a damper on even the most eager killer’s energies.

He approached the Muleskinner’s bar, where a swarthy gent in buckskin was drawing a mug of greenish beer from a keg, and spoke a single name.

The bartender smiled thinly and shrugged. A gold coin was slid across the rough pinewood bar, and greed flickered in the man’s small black eyes. He reached out for the coin—and a cane topped by a silver lion’s head pressed his hand to the wood. The gentleman in black spoke the name again, calmly and quietly.

“In the corner.” The bartender nodded toward a man sitting alone, absorbed in scribbling something by the light of a smoking whale-oil lamp. “You ain’t the law, are you?”

“No.”

“Wouldn’t want to get him in no trouble. He’s the Shakespeare of America, y’know.”

“I wouldn’t know.” He lifted his cane, and the other man’s hand crawled like a spider upon the coin.

The gentleman in black strode purposefully to the solitary man writing by lamplight. On a scarred plank table before the writer were an inkpot, a scatter of cheap pale blue foolscap, a half-drained bottle of sherry, and a dirty glass. Wads of discarded paper littered the floor. The writer, a pale, slight man with watery gray eyes, was scribbling on a piece of paper with a quill pen gripped by a slender, nervous hand. He stopped writing to press his fist against his forehead, and then he sat without moving for a moment, as if his brain had gone blank. With a scowl and a bitter oath, he crumpled the paper and flung it to the floor, where it bounced off the toe of the gentleman’s boot.

The writer looked up into the other man’s face; he blinked, puzzled, the sheen of fever-sweat glistening on his cheeks and forehead.

“Mr. Edgar Poe?” the gentleman in black asked quietly.

“Yes,” the writer replied, his voice slurred from sickness and sherry. “Who’re you?”

“I’ve looked forward to meeting you for some time … sir. May I sit down?”

Poe shrugged and motioned toward a chair. There were dark blue hollows beneath his eyes, his lips were gray and slack, and the cheap brown suit he wore was blotched with mud and mildew. The front of his white linen shirt and his tattered black ascot were dappled with sherry stains; his frayed cuffs shot out of the coat like a poor schoolboy’s. He radiated the heat of fever, and as he shivered in a sudden chill he lay down his pen and put a trembling hand to his brow; his dark hair was damp with sweat, and tiny beads of moisture in his thin dark mustache glinted with yellow lamplight. Poe gave a deep, rattling cough. “Forgive me,” he said. “I’ve been ill.”

The man put his cane on the table, careful not to disturb papers or inkpot, and sat down. At once a corpulent barmaid waddled over to ask him what his pleasure might be, but he waved her away with a flick of his hand.

“You should try the amontillado here, sir,” Poe told him. “It fans the flames of the intellect. At the very least it provides warmth in the stomach on a wet night. Excuse my condition, sir, I’ve been working, you see.” He narrowed his eyes to try to keep the gentleman in focus. “What did you say your name was?”

“My name,” the gentleman in black said, “is Hudson Usher. Roderick Usher was my brother.”

Poe sat very still for a moment, his mouth hanging half open; a small sigh escaped it, followed by a chuckle squeezed through a moan. He let out a high burst of laughter, and laughed until his eyes teared, laughed until he began coughing, until he knew he was in danger of choking and his hand clutched the black cloth of his ascot.

When he could control himself again, Poe wiped his eyes, caught back another spasm of coughing, and poured more sherry into his glass. “That’s a fine joke! I commend you, sir! Now you may return your plumage to the costume shop and tell my dear friend Reverend Griswold that his attempt to give me a lung seizure very nearly succeeded! Tell him I won’t forget his kind efforts!” He swallowed a mouthful of sherry, and his gray eyes gleamed in the sickly, pallid face. “Oh, no—wait! I’ve more to let you share with Reverend Griswold! Do you know what I’m writing here, my good ‘Mr. Usher’?” He grinned drunkenly and tapped the few pages he’d finished. “My masterpiece, sir! An insight into the very nature of God! It’s all here, all here …” He gripped the pages in one hand and brought them to his chest, a crooked grin on his mouth. “With this work, Edgar Poe will stand alongside Dickens and Hawthorne! Of course, we may all be eclipsed by that literary solaristarian, Reverend Griswold—but I think not!”

Poe waved the pages in front of the other man’s face. They appeared to be a mess of ink blotches and sherry stains. “Wouldn’t he pay you a pretty penny to see this for him? To spy for him, and help his plagiarizing pen along its confused course? Begone, sir! I’ve nothing more to say to you!”

The gentleman in black hadn’t moved during Edgar Poe’s tirade; he held the other man with a hard, steely stare. “Are you as hard of hearing as you are drunk?” he asked in his strange, melodious accent. “I said my name is Hudson Usher, and Roderick was my brother—a man you maligned with poisonous gall. I am in this American bedlam on business, and I chose to take a day to locate you. I first went to the Tribune, where I learned of your country cottage from a Mr. Horace Greeley. Your mother-in-law provided me with a list of—”

“Muddy?” Poe gasped. A page of his work slipped to the floor and lay in a puddle of spilled beer. “You went to see my Muddy?”

“—a list of taverns in which you might be found,” Hudson Usher continued. He placed his black-gloved hands on the table and folded his fingers together. “I understand I just missed you at Sandy Welsh’s Cellar.”

“You’re a liar!” Poe whispered, his eyes wide with shock. “You’re not … you can’t be who you say you are!”

“Can’t I be? Well, then, shall we explore the facts? In 1837 my anguished older brother was drowned in a flood that destroyed our home in Pennsylvania. My wife and I were in London at the time, and my sister Madeline had recently run off with a traveling actor, leaving Roderick alone. We salvaged what we could, and we now reside in North Carolina.” Usher’s ageless face seemed drawn as tightly as a mask, his eyes glittering with long-repressed rage. “Now imagine my discomfiture, Mr. Poe, when five years later I happen to be shown a volume of despicable little figments called Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque. Grotesque, indeed. Particularly the tale entitled—But you’re well aware of the title, I’m sure. In it you make my brother out to be a madman and my sister a walking corpse! Oh, I’ve looked forward to meeting you finally, Mr. Poe; the Tribune mentions you frequently, I understand, and you were the literary lion of a few seasons past, weren’t you? But now … well, fame’s a tenuous commodity, isn’t it?”

“What do you want of me?” Poe asked, stunned. “If you’ve come to demand money of me, or to drag my name through the dirt in a libel case, you’re wasting your time, sir. I have very little money, and before God I never intentionally libeled your family’s name or honor. There are hundreds of people named Usher in this country!”

“Perhaps there are,” Usher agreed, “but there is only one drowned Roderick, and only one maligned Madeline.” He spent a silent moment examining Poe’s face and clothes. Then he smiled thinly, a humorless smile that showed the even white points of his teeth. “No, I don’t want your money; I don’t believe blood can be squeezed from a stone, but if I could, I’d confiscate every copy of that ridiculous tale and set them all blazing. No, I wanted to see what kind of man you were, and I wanted you to know what kind of man I am. The House of Usher still stands, Mr. Poe, and it shall stand long after you and I are dust in the earth.” Usher produced a silver cigar case, from which he took a prime Havana; he lit it at the lamp and put the cigar case away. Then he blew gray smoke in Poe’s face. “I should have your skin stretched and nailed to a tree for besmirching my family name. You should at the least be confined to a lunatic asylum.”

“I swear I … I wrote that tale as fiction! It mirrored … things that were in my mind and soul!”

“Then, sir, I pity your soul in the hereafter.” Usher pulled at the cigar and leaked smoke through his nostrils, his eyes narrowing to slits. “But let me try to guess how you stumbled onto this foul idea. It was never a secret that my brother was mentally and physically tormented; he’d been unbalanced since our father died in a mine cave-in before we came to this country from Wales. When Madeline left the house he must’ve felt totally deserted.

“In any event, Roderick’s mental state—and the deterioration of the house I’d left him to protect—was not unnoticed by simpletons who lived in the villages around us. Small wonder, then, that his death and the ruin of our house in a flood should be the source of all kinds of vicious rumors! I suggest, Mr. Poe, that the seed of your tale came from some establishment like this one, where drink loosens the tongue and inflames the imagination. Perhaps you heard mention of Roderick Usher in a tavern between Pittsburgh and New York, and your own besotted brain invented the details. I blame myself for leaving Roderick alone at a crucial point in his sanity; thus you must see how your dirty little tale stabs me like a spike through the heart!”

Poe lowered his pages to the table and caressed them as if they were living flesh. He gave a soft whimper when he noticed the page lying in filth on the floor, and when he carefully picked it up he wiped the residue on his sleeve. He spent a moment trying, with shaking hands, to put the edges of the pages in true. “I … haven’t been well for a while, Mr. Usher,” he said softly. “My wife … recently passed away. Her name was Virginia. I … I know very well the pain of separation from a loved one. I vow to you before God, sir, that I never set out to sully your family’s name. Perhaps I … did hear mention of your brother’s name somewhere, or I read about the circumstances in a newspaper article; it’s been so long now, I forget. But I am a writer, sir! And a writer has the defense of curiosity! I beg your forgiveness, Mr. Usher, but I must also say that as a writer I am compelled to view the world through my own eyes!”

“Then,” the other man said coldly, “it seems the world would’ve been the better if you had been born blind.”

“I’ve said all I possibly can.” Poe reached for his glass of sherry again. “Is your business with me finished, sir?”

“Yes. I’ve had my look at you, and one look is all I can bear.” Usher submerged his cigar in Poe’s inkpot. There was a quick hiss as it went out, and Poe stared blankly at Usher with the glass of sherry at his lips. Usher took his cane and rose to his feet; he dropped a coin upon the table. “Have another bottle, Mr. Poe,” he said. “It seems your brain thrives on such inspiration.” He waited, watching, until Poe had picked up the coin.

“I … wish you and your family a long and profitable existence,” Poe said.

“And may your fortunes continue their course.” Usher touched the brim of his hat with his cane, then stalked out of the Muleskinner Bar. “The De Peyser Hotel,” he told the soggy coachman as he slipped into the coach’s black satin interior.

As the coach rumbled away from the curb, Usher lowered the interior lamp’s wick to rest his eyes, and took off his top hat. From a widow’s peak on his high forehead, his hair was luxuriant and glossy silver. He was satisfied with the day’s events. He would have the deed to the De Peyser Hotel tomorrow afternoon, and his curiosity about Edgar Poe had been slaked. The man was obviously indigent, a madman with one foot in the grave. Poe knew nothing of any significance about the Usher family; the tale had been simply fiction that carved a bit too close. Within five years. Usher assured himself, Edgar Poe would be bones in a box and the tale he’d written would blow away in yellow dust like all other minor attempts at “literature.” And that would be the end of it.

Rain hammered at the coach’s roof. Usher closed his eyes, his hands gripped around the cane.

Oh, he thought, if Edgar Poe only knew the rest of the story! If he only knew the real nature of the madness that brother Roderick had harbored! But Roderick had always been weak; it was he, Hudson, who’d inherited the brute strength and determination of his father, the sense of survival that had passed down through the ages from the ancient Welsh clan of Ushaars. An Usher walks where he pleases, he mused, and takes what he wants.

The Usher name would be seared into the tapestry of the future. Hudson Usher would make certain of it. And God help those, he thought, who tried to resist the force of the Usher will.

The coach’s team clattered across slick cobblestones. Hudson Usher, who at the age of fifty-three looked barely thirty, smiled like a lizard.



II

“THE DE PEYSER HOTEL, please,” the tall, blond man in a brown tweed suit said as he climbed into a Yellow Cab on East Sixtieth Street, less than three blocks from Central Park.

“Huh?” The cabbie frowned. He was a Rastafarian with red dreadlocks and amber eyes. “Where’s that, mon?”

“Canal Street. On the corner of Greene.”

“You got it, mon.” He slammed the cab into gear, pressed his palm against the horn, and nosed into the afternoon traffic, letting out a curse when a Bloomingdale’s delivery truck almost sideswiped him. He fought his way to Fifth Avenue and headed south through a sea of taxis, trucks, cars, and buses.

The man in the back seat loosened his tie and unfastened his collar button. He realized numbly that his hands were trembling. The sound of a curbside jackhammer pierced his brain, and he wished he’d had one more bourbon at La Cocotte, the small French restaurant where he’d just eaten lunch. One more might have smoothed out the kinks in his head. But he was going to be all right, he decided. He was a survivor, and he could take the bad news that had just been dished out to him.

The blast of a truck’s horn behind the cab almost startled him out of his skin. His head had started throbbing like the raw ache of a rotten tooth. A bad sign. He gripped his thighs and sat stiff-spined, trying to concentrate on the steady tick of the cab’s meter. He found himself staring fixedly at an earring the cabbie wore—a tiny skeleton wearing a top hat, dangling from the Rasta’s left lobe. It danced back and forth with the cab’s jerky motion.

I’m getting worse, the man told himself.

“You’re a professional, Rix,” Joan Rutherford had told him less than an hour before at La Cocotte. “And it’s not the end of the world, anyway.” She was a sturdy woman with dyed black hair, and she chain-smoked Kools through a discolored ivory cigarette holder. One of the foremost literary agents in the business, she had handled his three previous horror novels and had just delivered the jarring truth about his fourth effort. “I can’t see any future for Bedlam, not the way it’s constructed now. It’s too episodic, there are too many characters, and it’s hard as hell to follow what’s happening. Stratford House likes you, Rix, and they want to publish your next book, but I don’t think it’s going to be this one.”

“What do you propose I do? Toss the book into the trashcan after I’ve spent over sixteen months working on it? The damned thing is almost six hundred pages long!” He had heard the note of pleading in his voice, and stopped until he could control himself again. “I’ve done four rewrites on it, Joan. I can’t just throw it away!”

“Bedlam isn’t the best you can do, Rix.” Joan Rutherford looked at him with her level blue gaze, and he felt a trickle of sweat under his left armpit. “You’ve got characters crawling out of the woodwork, a little psychic blind boy who can see into the past or something, and a crazy doctor who carves people up in an apartment house basement. I still can’t figure out what was going on. You’ve got a six-hundred-page novel that reads like a telephone directory, Rix.”

The food he’d eaten lay like sawdust in the pit of his stomach. Sixteen months. Four agonizing rewrites. His last book, a moderate best-seller titled Fire Fingers, had been published by Stratford House three years before. The money he’d made from it was all gone. The movie deals had dried up and blown away. An iron band of pressure had settled across the back of his neck, and he’d begun having nightmares in which his father’s voice told him with relish that he had been born to fail.

“Okay,” Rix had said, staring into his second bourbon. “What am I supposed to do now?”

“You put Bedlam away and start on another book.”

“Easily said.”

“Oh, come on!” Joan stabbed out her cigarette in the little ceramic ashtray. “You’re a big boy now, you can take it! If pros run into problems, they just backtrack and start again.”

Rix had nodded and smiled grimly. His soul felt like a graveyard. In the three years since his best-seller, he’d tried writing several different books—had even gone to Wales to do research on an idea that hadn’t panned out—but the plots had collapsed like houses of cards. When he’d found himself sitting in an Atlanta bar, pondering a Fire Fingers sequel, he’d known he was in trouble. The idea for Bedlam had come to him in a nightmare of shadowy corridors, distorted faces, and corpses hanging on hooks. Halfway into the writing, it had come apart like so much flimsy cloth. But to give it up after all this time! To strike the scenes and sets like tawdry cardboard, to cut the characters off from the umbilical of his imagination and let them perish! It seemed as cold as murder. Joan Rutherford had said “start on another book” as if it were as simple as changing clothes. He was afraid he could never finish another book. He felt wrung out by useless exercises of the mind, and he could no longer rely on his instinct to plot out decent stories. His health was continuing to weaken, and in him now was a fear he’d never experienced before—fear of success, fear of failure, fear of simply taking a chance. Over the tumult that raged within him he could hear the mocking note of his father’s laughter.

“Why don’t you try some short pieces?” Joan had asked as she signaled for the check. “I might be able to get something placed in Playboy or Penthouse. And you know I’ve said many times that using your real name might be a help, too,”

“I thought you agreed Jonathan Strange was a good pen name.”

“It is, but why not capitalize on your family name, Rix? There’s no harm in letting people know you’re descended from the Ushers that Poe wrote about. I think it’d be a plus, particularly in the horror genre.”

“You know I don’t like to do short stories. They don’t interest me.

“Does your career interest you?” Joan had asked, too sharply. “If you want to be a writer, you write.” She’d produced an American Express card and given it to the waiter after carefully going over the check. Then she’d narrowed her eyes as if looking at Rix Usher for the first time. “You didn’t eat very much of your lunch. You look like you’ve lost some weight since the last time I saw you. Aren’t you feeling well?”

“I’m okay,” he’d lied.

When the check was paid, Joan had said she’d mail the manuscript back to him in Atlanta. He stayed behind, nursing his drink, as she left the restaurant. The slash of light that came in when she opened the door stung his eyes, though the mid-October day was heavily overcast.

One more drink. Down the hatch. Time to go.

Near Washington Square, the cabbie said, “Shit, looka that!”

A maniac was playing a violin in the middle of Fifth Avenue.

The Rasta leaned on his horn, and Rix Usher felt its treble scream like sandpaper on his spine.

The mad violinist—a stoop-shouldered elderly man in a long black coat—continued to saw at his instrument, snarling traffic in the intersection.

“Hey, freak!” the cabbie yelled from his window. “Get outta the way, mon!” He slammed his hand against the horn and sank his foot to the floor. The cab jerked forward, inches away from the violinist, who closed his eyes and kept right on playing.

Another cab suddenly spurted into the intersection, swerved to avoid the madman, and was sideswiped by a Times delivery van. The second cab, with a shouting Italian at the wheel, missed the violinist by less than a foot and plowed into the Rastafarian’s left front fender.

Both cabbies leaped from their vehicles and began screaming at each other and at the lunatic. Rix sat frozen, his nerves jangling. His headache had turned vicious; the voices of the drivers, the blare of horns, and the violin’s dissonant wail were for him a symphony of pain. His fists clenched so tightly that his fingernails cut into the flesh of his palms. I’ll be all right, he told himself. Just need to stay calm. Stay calm. Stay—

There was a noise like a sizzle of grease, followed by the sound of a fingernail drawn slowly down a blackboard. The sounds repeated twice more before Rix realized what it was.

Rain.

Rain hitting the windshield, rolling down the glass.

His pores began leaking oily sweat.

“You crazy old fart!” the Italian shouted as the violinist played on. Rain started peppering down, plunking off roofs and hoods and windshields of vehicles caught at the intersection. “Hey, you! I’m talkin’ to you!”

“Who’s payin’ for my cab, mon!” the Rastafarian demanded from the other driver. “You hit my cab, you pay for it!”

Rix heard raindrops strike the roof above him like cannon-balls. Every blast of a horn felt like an icepick inserted more deeply into his ear. His heart throbbed mercilessly, and as the rain popped and sizzled along the windshield, he knew he would lose his mind if he stayed in this maelstrom of noise. Beyond the drumming thunder of the rain he heard another sound—a deep, basso booming that was getting louder and louder, more terribly out of control. Rix put his hands to his ears, his eyes burning with tears of pain, but the booming noise was like a hammer striking the top of his head. A chorus of car horns pierced him. The razor-blade siren of an approaching police car slashed at his nerves. He realized the booming noise was his own heartbeat, and he was one breath away from panic’s edge.

With a moan of pain and terror, Rix leaped out of the cab and started running through the rain toward the sidewalk. “Hey!” the Rastafarian shouted, in a voice that gripped the back of Rix’s neck like a steel claw. “What about my goddamn fare, mon!”

Rix ran on, his head pounding, the sound of his runaway heartbeat dogging his steps. Rain on awnings along the sidewalks sounded like artillery explosions. He slipped on the remnants of a Danish and went down against a wire-mesh trash container, tipping it and spilling its contents all over the curb. Black motes spun before his eyes, and suddenly the dim gray light was so harsh he had to squint to see; gray buildings shimmered with light, the wet gray sidewalk glistened like a reflecting mirror. He tried to rise and skidded in trash, blinded by the riotous colors of cars, signs, people’s clothing and skin. An orange scrawl of graffiti on the side of a city bus dazzled him senseless, like something from an alien world; a multicolored umbrella opened in the steady drizzle radiated laser beams of pain; the electric-white WALK at the corner seared into his eyes. When some well-meaning pedestrian tried to help Rix to his feet, Rix shrieked and pulled away; the man’s hand on his shoulder had seemed to burn right down through the tweed to his flesh.

The Quiet Room—he had to get to the Quiet Room!

Bombarded from all sides by light, color, and noise, Rix struggled up and ran like a wild animal; he felt the pulse of human body heat as if the people around him were walking furnaces, and added to his own tumultuous heartbeat were theirs—a universe of heartbeats, functioning at different rhythms and intensities. When he screamed, his voice repeated itself in his head over and over again, like a crazy taped echo-loop. He ran across the street as blinding yellow, red, green, and blue shapes wailed around him, snorting at his heels. Tripping over a curb, he ripped his sleeve and scraped his knee, and as a vague glowing figure with a thundering heartbeat paused over him, he screamed not to be touched.

The rain fell harder, hitting the pavement around him with the sound of crashing boulders flung from a catapult. Each drop that hit his face, hair, or hands seemed to blister his skin like caustic acid. He had no choice but to keep running, half-blinded, south toward the safety of the De Peyser Hotel.

Finally, against the white glare of the pulsing sky loomed the Gothic spire of the De Peyser Hotel; its windows streamed and seethed with reflected light, and the tattered red awning above the hotel’s Greene Street entrance shouted at Rix’s ravaged senses. As he ran across the street, the screech of brakes and the horrendous cacophony of horns brought another scream of anguish from him, but he dared not slow his pace. His hands clasped to his ears, he threw himself into the De Peyser’s revolving door and then across the long, moldy-smelling lobby with its garish carpet of red and gold interlocking circles. Heedless of whoever might be watching, Rix punched the button for the single elevator again and again, each contact of flesh and plastic bringing a scorch of pain. He could hear gears turning far above, the thick slapping of cables as the elevator descended. When it came, Rix stepped inside and punched the door shut before anyone else could enter. He depressed the button for the eighth floor, the De Peyser’s highest level.

The elevator ascended with excruciating slowness. As it rose, Rix heard water gushing through pipes, televisions and radios blasting game shows, rock music, and disco; human voices filtered through the old walls like dialogue from nightmares, heard but impossible to understand. Rix crouched on the floor in a corner, his head tucked forward between his knees, his eyes tightly shut.

The door slid open. Rix ran for his room at the end of the dank, dimly lit corridor, fishing frantically for his door key. He burst into the suite, which had a window—now fortunately curtained—overlooking Greene Street. The light that leaked in around the cheap fabric was painfully incandescent. From another pocket Rix produced an antique brass key that had turned a greenish brown over the years; he plunged it into the lock of a white door near the bathroom, twisted it, and pulled open the heavy, rubber-coated door to the windowless Quiet Room.

With an involuntary cry of relief, Rix started to step across the threshold.

And a skeletal thing with bleeding eyesockets suddenly swung down into the doorway to block his path. Its bony arms were reaching out for him, and as Rix staggered backward he thought wildly that the Pumpkin Man had finally found him.

A familiar burst of laughter echoed through the suite. Rix fell to his knees, shaking and covered with sweat, and looked up into the face of his brother, Boone.



III

BOONE WAS GRINNING. IN the smeary light of Rix’s tortured vision, Boone’s long white teeth and craggy, rough-hewn face gave him the appearance of a predatory beast.

“Gotcha, Rixy!” he said in a harsh, booming voice that made Rix shudder. He started to laugh again, but then he realized his younger brother was enduring an attack and the grin froze solid on his face. “Rix? Are … are you okay?”

“Sick,” Rix whispered, huddled on the floor at the Quiet Room’s threshold. The cheap plastic life-sized skeleton dangled before him, held in place by a hook above the door. “Hit me out there … I didn’t have time to … get to a quiet place …”

“Jesus!” Boone backed away from him a few steps, fearing that his brother was about to vomit. “Wait a minute, hold on!” He opened the door to the bathroom, where he’d been sitting and reading a Rolling Stone when Rix had come crashing into the suite, and drew Rix a plastic glass of tap water. It held a tint of rust that was hidden when Boone poured in some of the Canadian Club he’d bought from the liquor store around the corner. “No ice,” he said, as he bent to offer Rix the drink. “Sorry.”

Rix drank it down. The Scotch and bourbon in his system waged war in his stomach for a moment, and Rix squeezed his eyes shut so tightly that tears oozed out. When he opened his eyes again, the light was dimmer; Boone’s expensive-looking dark blue suit didn’t glow at him like a sapphire-painted lightbulb anymore, and even the wattage of his brother’s teeth had ebbed. The noises of the hotel were quieting, as was the thump of his heartbeat. His head still throbbed savagely, and his eye sockets felt as if they’d been gouged, but he knew he was coming out of it. Another minute or two. Calm down, he told himself. Breathe deeply. Take it easy. Breathe deeply again. Christ Almighty, that was a bad one! He shook his head slowly from side to side, his fine sandy blond hair plastered down with rain and sweat. “It’s almost over,” he told Boone. “Wait a minute.” He sat on his haunches, waiting for the low hum of overworked brain circuits to die down. “I’m better now,” he rasped. “Help me up, okay?”

“You’re not gonna puke, are you?”

“Just help me up, damn you!”

Boone took Rix’s outstretched hand and pulled him to his feet. When he was standing, Rix punched his brother in the face with all the strength he could summon.

It was no more than a weak slap to the jaw. Boone stepped back, his grin returning with full force as he recognized the look of black rage on Rix’s face.

“You dumb bastard!” Rix seethed. He started to rip the plastic skeleton with the bloody eyeholes—red paint, poorly applied—from its hook and throw it to the floor, but his hand stopped in midair. For some reason, he couldn’t bear to touch it. He let his hand fall. “What’s the idea of that!”

“A joke, that’s all. Thought you’d enjoy it, seein’ as how it’s right up your alley.” He shrugged and took the skeleton down, sitting it upright in a chair across the room. “There we go. Looks pretty real, huh?”

“Why did you hang it inside the Quiet Room? Why not in the bathroom, or a closet? You knew there’d be only one reason I’d open this door!”

“Oh.” Boone frowned. “You’re right, Rixy. I didn’t think of that. Seemed to be a good place to hang it, is all. Well, it all turned out fine, didn’t it? Shit, yes! That damned thing probably scared the attack right out of you!” He let out a braying laugh and pointed at Rix’s crotch. “Ha! There you go, Rixy! Peed your pants, didn’t you!”

Rix went to the chest of drawers for another pair of trousers and a clean shirt.

Boone sprawled his six-foot-two frame in an overstuffed easy chair and put his feet up on an Art Deco coffee table with blue glass legs. He massaged the side of his jaw where Rix’s fist had stung him. He’d rubbed his brother’s face in the North Carolina mud for much less an offense. “Smells like a wet dog in this hotel. Don’t they ever shampoo the rugs?”

“How’d you get in here?” Rix asked as he changed clothes. He was still shaking.

“Everybody jumps around here when you tell ’em your name’s Usher,” Boone said. He crossed his ankles. He was wearing beige lizardskin cowboy boots that clashed with his conservative suit. “Know what I’ve heard about this place? That some of the bellboys have seen a man dressed in black, wearing a black top hat and a white beard, and carrying a cane. Sounds like old Hudson himself, don’t it? Poor bastard’s probably doomed to spend eternity walking the corridors of the De Peyser. They say his presence makes the air freezin’ cold. Hell of a place to spend your afterlife, huh, Rixy?”

“I’ve asked you not to call me that.”

“Oh. Beggin’ your pardon. Shall I call you Jonathan Strange? Or what’s your name this week, Mr. Famous Author?”

Rix ignored the barb. “How’d you get into the Quiet Room?”

“Asked for the key. They’ve got a whole boxful in a safe downstairs. Old green things that look like they open mausoleums. Some of ’em have got black fingerprints on the metal. I wonder how many Ushers used ’em? Me, I wouldn’t spend one damned night in this old crypt. Jesus, why don’t we get some light in here!”

Boone stood up and walked across the room to the window; he pulled aside the curtain, allowing in dim gray light through the rain-specked glass. He stood for a moment looking down at the traffic. His broad, handsome face was almost free of lines, though he was only three months shy of his thirty-seventh birthday; he might easily have passed for twenty-five. His full, wavy hair was a darker shade of brown than his brother’s, and his clear, deepset eyes were amber with dark green flecks. He was husky and broad-shouldered, and he looked in the prime of health. “Sorry about your attack,” he told Rix. “I wouldn’t have pulled such a stupid trick if I’d been thinkin’ right. I saw the thing hangin’ in a magic shop’s window on the way over here, and I thought … I don’t know, I thought you might get a kick out of it. Do you know I haven’t had an attack for over six months? And the last one wasn’t too bad—it was over in about three or four minutes. Maybe I’ve forgotten how bad they can be.” He turned away from the window to look at his brother—and froze.

It was almost a year since he’d last seen Rix, and he was stunned at the way his brother had changed. In the light, all the fine wrinkles and lines on Rix’s face resembled cracks in porcelain. Rix’s pewter-colored eyes were red-rimmed and weary, his high forehead deeply furrowed. Though Rix was four years younger than Boone, he appeared to be at least forty-five. He looked emaciated and sickly, and Boone saw that gray was spreading at his temples. “Rix,” he whispered. “God Almighty! What’s happened to you?”

“I’ve been sick,” Rix replied, but he knew that wasn’t all of it. In truth, he didn’t exactly know what was happening to him—other than that his attacks were vicious and unpredictable, his sleep was continually jarred by nightmares, and he felt seventy years old. “I guess I’ve been working too hard.” He eased himself down into a chair—carefully, because his bones were still throbbing.

“Listen. You need to start eatin’ steaks to build up your blood.” Boone puffed out his chest. “I eat a steak a day, and look at me! Healthy as a stud hoss.”

“Great,” Rix said. “How’d you know I was here?”

“You called Katt and told her you were flying up from Atlanta to meet with your agent today, didn’t you? Where else would you stay but this old dump when you’re visiting New York?”

Rix nodded. The De Peyser Hotel had been purchased in 1847 by Hudson Usher, when it was a magnificent Gothic showplace towering over the rough harbor city. As Rix understood it, Hudson Usher’s gunpowder company, based near Asheville, North Carolina, shipped tremendous quantities of powder and lead bullets to Europe through New York City; Hudson had wanted to keep an eye on the middlemen, and had outfitted this suite with a rubber-walled Quiet Room, in case he was stricken with an attack. The Quiet Room had remained virtually unchanged, used by generations of Ushers, as the suite gradually became more tawdry. Rix surmised that his father, Walen, was only holding on to the De Peyser until he got a good offer from a co-op builder. The family rarely left Usherland, their rambling estate twenty miles north of Asheville.

“You shouldn’t work so hard. When’s your next book coming out?” Boone poured himself another drink of Scotch and sat down again. When he lifted the glass to his mouth, light sparkled off the large diamond pinky ring he wore. “It’s been a long time since Fire Fingers, hasn’t it?”

“I’ve just finished a new book.”

“Oh yeah? When’s it comin’ out?”

“Maybe next summer.” He was amazed that the lie came so easily.

Boone propped his feet up again. “You ought to write a real book, Rix. You know, something that could really happen. That horror shit is junk. Why don’t you write a book you’d be proud to sign your real name to?”

“Let’s don’t get into that again, okay?” Every time he got near Boone, he wound up defending his choice of subject matter.

Boone shrugged. “Suits me. Just seems to me there must be somethin’ a little wrong with people who write shit like that.”

“I know you didn’t come here to discuss my literary career,” Rix said. “What’s going on?”

Boone paused to take a swallow of his drink. Then he said quietly, “Momma wants you to come home. Daddy’s taken a turn for the worse.”

“Why the hell won’t he go to a hospital?”

“You know what Daddy’s always said. ‘An Usher can’t live past the gates of Usherland.’ And lookin’ at you, brother Rix, makes me think he’s been right about that. There must be somethin’ in that North Carolina air, because you’ve broken down pretty badly ever since you left it.”

“I don’t like the estate. I don’t like the Lodge. My home is in Atlanta. Besides, I’ve got work to do.”

“Oh? I thought you said you’d just finished another book. Hell, if it’s anything like those other three, no amount of work can save it!”

Rix smiled grimly. “Thank you for the encouragement.”

“Daddy’s dying,” Boone said, a quick flicker of anger like lightning behind his eyes. “I’ve tried to do all I could for him. I’ve tried to be what he wanted, all these years. But now he’s askin’ to see you. I don’t know why, especially since you turned your back on the family. But I think he’s holdin’ on because he wants you at his side when he dies.”

“Then if I don’t come,” Rix told him flatly, “maybe he won’t die. Maybe he’ll get up out of that bed and start making deals for laser guns and germ-warfare bombs again, huh?”

“Oh Christ!” Boone rose angrily from his seat. “Don’t play that worn-out, holier-than-thou routine with me, Rix! The business brought you up on the finest estate in this country, fed you and clothed you and sent you to the best business school in America! Not that it did a damned bit of good! And who says you have to go to the Lodge if you come home? You always were scared shitless of the Lodge, weren’t you? When you got yourself lost in there and Edwin had to bring you out, your face looked like green cheese for about a—” He stopped speaking abruptly, because Rix looked for a second as if he might leap across the table at his brother.

“That’s not how I remember it,” Rix said, his voice strained with tension.

They stared at each other for a few seconds. The image came to Rix of his brother tackling him from behind when they were children, planting a knee in the small of his back so the breath was squeezed out of him and his face was pressed into Usherland dirt. Get up, Rixy, Boone had taunted. Get up, why can’t you get up, Rixy?

“Well.” Boone reached inside his coat and brought out a first-class Delta ticket to Asheville. He dropped it onto the table. “I’ve seen you and said what I was supposed to. That’s from Momma. She thought just maybe you’d have enough heart to come see Daddy on his deathbed. If you don’t, I guess that’s your little red wagon.” He walked to the door, then stopped and turned back. The hot light had returned to his eyes, and there was a curl to his mouth. “Yeah, you run on back to Atlanta, Rixy,” he said. “Go on back to that fantasy world of yours. Shit, you’re even startin’ to look like somethin’ out of the grave. I’ll tell Momma not to expect you.” He left the room and closed the door behind him. His lizardskin boots clumped away along the corridor.

Rix sat staring at the plastic skeleton across the room. It grinned at him like an old friend, the familiar symbol of death from a thousand horror movies Rix had seen. The skeleton in a closet. Bones buried under the floor. A skull in a hatbox. A skeletal hand reaching out from beneath a bed. Uneasy bones, digging free from the grave.

My father’s dying, he thought. No, no; Walen Usher was too stubborn to give in to death. He and death were friends of long standing. They had a gentlemen’s agreement. “The business” kept death’s stomach swollen—why should it bite its feeder’s hand?

Rix picked up the airline ticket. It was for a flight leaving around one the next afternoon. Walen dying? He’d known his father’s condition had been deteriorating for the past six months, but dying? He felt numbed, stranded between a shout and a sob. He’d never gotten along with his father; they’d been strangers to each other for years. Walen Usher was the kind of man who insisted that his children make appointments to see him. He had kept his sons and daughter on short leashes—until Rix gnawed himself loose, earning his father’s undying hatred.

He wasn’t even sure if he loved his father, wasn’t sure if he even knew what love felt like anymore.

Rix knew that Boone had always been a great practical joker. “Dad’s not dying,” he told the skeleton. “It’s just a story to get me back there.” The plastic bones offered a grin, but no advice. As he stared at the thing, he saw the cab driver’s skeleton earring swinging back and forth in his mind. His skin crawled, and he had to call maid service to get the thing out because he couldn’t force himself to touch it.

He made a second call, to Usherland’s Gatehouse in North Carolina.

Four hundred miles away, a maid answered, “Usher residence.”

“Edwin Bodane. Tell him it’s Rix.”

“Yes sir. Just a minute, please.”

Rix waited. He was feeling better now. He’d been overdue for an attack; the last one had hit him in the middle of the night a week ago, when he was listening to a record from his collection of jazz albums in his Atlanta apartment. After it was over and he could move again, he’d broken the record to fragments, thinking that the music might have helped trigger it. He’d read somewhere that certain chord progressions, tones, and vibrations could cause a physical response.

The attacks, he knew, were symptoms of a condition called—in several medical journals—Usher’s Malady. There was no cure. If his father was dying, it was the advanced stage of Usher’s Malady that was killing him.

“Master Rix!” the warm, refined, slightly sandpapery voice said from North Carolina. “Where are you?”

“In New York. At the De Peyser.” Hearing Edwin’s voice had released a bounty of good memories for Rix. He visualized the man standing tall in his Usher uniform of gray blazer and dark blue slacks with creases so sharp you could slice your hand on them. He’d always felt closer to Edwin and Cass Bodane than to his own parents.

“Do you want to speak to your—”

“No. I don’t want to talk to anybody else. Edwin, Boone was here a little while ago. He told me Dad’s condition is worse. Is that true?”

“Your father’s health is deteriorating rapidly,” Edwin said. “I’m sure Boone told you how much your mother wants you to come home.”

“I don’t want to come. You know why.”

There was a pause. Then, “Mr. Usher asks for you every day.” He lowered his voice. “I wish you’d come home, Rix. He needs you.”

Rix couldn’t suppress a strangled, nervous laugh. “He’s never needed me before now!”

“No. You’re wrong. Your father’s always needed you, and now more than ever.”

Rix paused, torn by emotional crosscurrents. He’d fought for a life of his own, apart from the Usher clan. Why should he expose himself to the mental games that would now be in motion within Usherland’s gates?

“He needs you, Rix,” Edwin said softly. “Don’t turn your back on your family.”

The truth sank in before he could block it out: Walen Usher, patriarch of the powerful Usher clan and perhaps the wealthiest man in America, was on his deathbed. Even though his feelings about the man were tied into tormented knots, Rix knew he should attend his father’s passing. He asked Edwin to meet him at the airport when his flight arrived, then hung up before he could change his mind. He would stay at Usherland for a few days, he told himself. No longer. Then he had to get back to Atlanta, to get his own life in order, somehow come up with another idea and get to work on it before his entire writing career collapsed under the weight of lethargy.

A Hispanic maintenance man with bags under his eyes came up to the room. He was expecting another dead rat, and was relieved when Rix told him to take the plastic skeleton away.

Rix lay down and tried to sleep. His mind was disturbed by images of Usherland: the dark forests of his childhood, where nightmarish creatures were said to stalk through the undergrowth; the looming mountains black against an orange-streaked sky, clouds snagged like gray pennants on their rocky peaks; and the Lodge—it always came back to the Lodge—immense and dark and silent, holding its secrets like a closed fist.

A skeleton with bleeding eye sockets swung slowly through his mind’s eye, and he sat up in the leaden light.

A recurring idea had snapped on in his brain again. It was the same idea that had sent him to Wales, the same idea that had made him enter genealogy rooms in libraries from New York to Atlanta, in search of the Usher name in half-forgotten record books. Sometimes he thought he could do it, if he really wanted to; at other times he realized it would be a hell of a lot of work, probably for nothing.

Maybe now is the time, he told himself. Yes. He certainly needed a project, and he was going back to Usherland anyway. A smile flickered across his mouth; he could hear Walen’s shout of outrage over four hundred miles.

Rix went into the bathroom for a glass of water, then picked up the copy of Rolling Stone that Boone had folded and left on the tiles. When he took it back to bed to read, the fist-sized tarantula that Boone had carefully wrapped up within it dropped onto his chest, scuttling wildly across his shoulder.

Rix leaped out of bed, trying to get the thing off him. The attack that crashed over him like a black tidal wave drove him into the protection of the Quiet Room. With the door closed, no one could hear him scream.

Boone had always been a great practical joker.
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USHERLAND

“Tell me a story,” the little boy asked his father. “Something scary, okay?”

“Something scary,” the man repeated, and mused for a moment. Outside the boy’s window, the darkness was complete except for the moon’s grinning orb. The boy could see it over his father’s shoulder—and to him it looked like a rotting jack-o’-lantern in a black Halloween field where no one dares to walk.

His father leaned closer toward the bed. “Okay,” he said, and the low light gleamed in his glasses. “I’ll tell you a story about a dying king in his castle, and the king’s children, and all the kings that came before them. It may go off in different directions and try to trick you. It may not end like you want it to … but that’s the way this story is. And the scariest thing about it—the most scariest thing—is that it might be true … or it might not be. Ready?”

And the boy smiled, unaware.

—The Night Is Not Ours by Jonathan Strange, Stratford House, 1978
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AS RIX WALKED OFF the delta jet and into the airport terminal seven miles south of Asheville, he saw Edwin Bodane’s head above the group of people who’d come to meet other passengers. Edwin stood six feet four, aristocratically thin, and was definitely hard to miss. He grinned like an excited child and rushed over to embrace Rix—who didn’t fail to catch the almost imperceptible wince on Edwin’s face when he saw how much Rix had aged in the past year.

“Master Rix, Master Rix!” Edwin said. His accent was old-blood Southern and as dignified as polished silver. “You look—”

“Like hell on a Popsicle stick. But you look great, Edwin. How’s Cass?”

“She’s as fine as ever. Getting feistier with the years, I’m afraid.” He tried to take the garment bag that Rix was carrying, but Rix waved him off. “Did you bring any more luggage?”

“Just a suitcase. I don’t plan on staying very long.”

They stopped at the baggage check for the suitcase, then walked out into the cool breeze and sunlight of a beautiful October afternoon. At the curb was a new limo, a maroon Lincoln Continental with tinted windows and a sunroof. The Usher passions included mechanical as well as thoroughbred horsepower. Rix stored his luggage in the cavernous trunk and sat on the front seat, seeing no need to ride separated from Edwin by a plate of Plexiglas. Edwin put on a pair of wire-rimmed sunglasses and then they were off, driving away from the airport and toward the dramatic line of the Blue Ridge Mountains.

Edwin had always reminded Rix of a character in a favorite tale—Ichabod Crane in Washington Irving’s Headless Horseman story. No matter how precise the cut of his gray blazer, Edwin’s wrists always jutted from the coatsleeves. He had a beak of a nose that Boone said a hat could be hung from. His softly seamed face was square-jawed and held luminous, kindly blue-gray eyes. Under the black chauffeur’s cap that he wore was a lofty forehead topped by a fragile crown of white hair. His large ears—true masterpieces of sculptured flesh—again invited comparisons to Irving’s poor schoolmaster. In his eyes was the dreamy expression of a boy who still longed to join the circus, though Edwin Bodane was in his late sixties. He’d been born into service to the Usher family, continuing the long tradition of the Bodanes who’d acted as confidants to the Usher patriarchs. Wearing his gray blazer with gleaming silver buttons and the Usher emblem of a silver lion’s head on the jacket pocket, his dark trousers carefully pressed, his black bow tie in place and his oxfords spit-shined, Edwin looked every inch the chief of staff of Usherland.

Behind that comical, unassuming face, Rix knew, was an intelligent mind that could organize anything from simple housekeeping duties to a banquet for two hundred people. Edwin and Cass had the responsibility of overseeing a small army of maids, laundry staff, groundskeepers, stable help, and cooks, though Cass preferred to do most of the cooking for the family herself. They were answerable only to Walen Usher.

“Master Rix, Master Rix!” Edwin repeated, relishing the sound of those words. “It’s so good to have you home again!” He frowned slightly, and immediately tempered his enthusiasm. “Of course … I’m sorry you have to return under these circumstances.”

“Atlanta’s my home now.” Rix realized he sounded too defensive. “This is a new limo, I see. Only three hundred miles on the odometer.”

“Mr. Usher ordered it a month ago. He could get around then. Now he can’t leave his bed. He has a private nurse, of course. A Mrs. Paula Reynolds, from Asheville.”

The maroon limo glided through Asheville, passing tobacco warehouses, bank buildings, and shopping malls. Just beyond the city’s northeastern boundary line stood a large gray concrete structure that resembled a bunker and covered almost twelve acres of prime commercial property. It was surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire. The only windows were horizontal slits placed equidistantly from one another below the roof, like gunports in a fortress. The parking lot, full of cars, stretched another three acres. Set on the side of the building facing the highway were black metal letters that read USHER ARMAMENTS, and beneath that, in smaller letters, ESTABLISHED 1841. It was the ugliest building Rix had ever seen, and it looked more repellent every time he passed it.

Old Hudson would be proud, Rix thought. The gunpowder-and-bullets business begun by a Welshman in 1841 had culminated in four ammunition and weaponry plants that bore the Usher name: In Asheville, in Washington, D.C., in San Diego, and in Brussels, Belgium. “The business,” as it was referred to in the family, had supplied gunpowder, firearms, dynamite, plastic explosives, and state-of-the-art weapons systems to the highest bidder for more than one hundred and fifty years. “The business” had built Usherland, had made the Usher name known and respected as creators of death. Rix wondered how many people had been killed by those weapons for every one of the thirty thousand acres in Usherland, how many had been blown to pieces for every dark stone in the Lodge.

When he’d left Usherland almost seven years before, Rix had told himself he’d never return. To him, Usherland was awash with the gore of slaughter; even as a child, he’d felt the brooding presence of death in those tangled forests, in the ornate Gatehouse and the insane Lodge. Though his heritage of blood sickened him, he found himself haunted over the years by his early memories of Usherland, almost as if something within him was unfulfilled and Usherland was calling him back, time and again, with whispered promises. He had returned several times, but only for a day or two. His mother and father remained as remote and impassive as always, his brother seemed locked in time as a strutting bully, and his sister did all she could to avoid dealing with reality.

They left the building behind and turned onto a wide, winding highway that climbed into the mountains. Spectacular scenery greeted Rix; the craggy hills and carpets of woodland blazed with deep scarlet, purple, and gold. Beneath the cloudless blue sky the land was a panorama of blood and fire.

“How’s Mom taking this?” Rix asked.

“She’s coping. Some days are better than others. But you know how she is, Rix. She’s lived in a perfect world for so long that she can’t accept what’s happening.”

“I thought he’d get better,” Rix said quietly. “You know how strong he is, and how stubborn. Who’s the doctor you mentioned over the phone?”

“Dr. John Francis. Mr. Usher had him flown down from Boston. He’s a specialist in cell degeneration.”

“Is … Dad in much pain?”

Edwin didn’t answer, and Rix understood. The agony that Walen Usher would be enduring—the final stages of Usher’s Malady—would make Rix’s attack in New York seem like a mild headache.

Edwin turned off the main highway onto a narrow but well-kept country road. At an intersection ahead, a sign pointed in different directions to the communities of Rainbow, Taylorville, and Foxton. He drove east, toward Foxton. A town of some two thousand people, mostly farmers, Foxton and its surrounding tobacco fields had been owned by the Usher family for five generations.

The limo glided through Foxton’s streets. The community was growing steadily, and Rix saw changes since he’d last come this way. The Broadleaf Cafe had moved to a new brick structure, there was a modern Carolinas Bank building, and colored pennants popped in the breeze over a used-car lot. The Empire Theater’s marquee advertised a Halloween double bill of vintage Orlon Kronsteen horror flicks. Still, the old Foxton lingered: a couple of elderly farmers in straw hats sat on a bench in front of the hardware store enjoying the sunshine; a beat-up pickup truck rumbled past, loaded with bundles of tobacco leaves; a group of men standing idly by the Woolworth’s store turned to watch the limo pass, and Rix could see the resentment in their eyes like low-burning coals. They quickly turned away. Rix knew that their voices would tighten as they talked about the Ushers; perhaps they would even whisper, fearful that anything said about old Walen would be heard across the dense forests and ridges of stone separating Foxton and Usherland.

Rix glanced toward a small, rough stone structure housing the Foxton Democrat, a weekly newspaper that served the “tri-city” area. He could see the reflection of the limo in the plate-glass window, and then he was aware that a woman with dark hair was standing behind the window, close enough that her face almost touched the glass. He imagined that for a second or two her eyes were fixed right on him, but he knew she couldn’t see through the limo’s tinted glass. Still, he looked away uneasily.

Outside Foxton, the forest rapidly thickened again, looming close to the road like impenetrable walls. The beauty of the mountains became savage, as jagged rock thrust up from the earth like the gray bones of grotesque, half-buried monsters. An occasional rutted dirt trail wound up into the forest from the main road, leading into remote territory where hundreds of hillbilly families clung tenaciously to the values of the nineteenth century. Their stronghold, Briartop Mountain, stood on the northern edge of Usherland, and Rix had often wondered what those people—who had occupied the mountain for generations—thought of the acres of gardens, rolling hills, fountains, and stables in the alien world beneath them. They were distrustful of all but their own, and rarely came down to trade in Foxton.

Rix suddenly felt the back of his neck prickle. If he’d been looking at a map of property lines, he wouldn’t have known with any greater certainty that they had entered the Usher domain. The forest seemed darker, the autumn leaves of such deep reds and purples that they appeared to shimmer with an oily blackness. The black canopy of leaves overhung the road, and tangles of briars—the kind that could gash to the bone and snap off—twisted in ugly corkscrews as dangerous as barbed wire. Massive scabs of stone clung to the hillsides, threatening to slide down and smash the limo into junk. Rix realized his palms were sweating. The wilderness seemed to be a hostile environment unsuited for a civilized human being—yet this was the land that Hudson Usher had fallen in love with. Or, perhaps, seen as a challenge to be broken. In any case, it had never been Rix’s cup of thorns.

In traveling this way over the years, though infrequently, Rix had never failed to catch a sense of brutality in the land, a kind of soulless crushing power that made him feel weak and small. It was little wonder, he thought, that the people of Foxton considered Usherland a place best avoided, and had created folktales to emphasize their fear of the dark, forbidding mountains.

“Pumpkin Man still in the woods?” Rix asked softly.

Edwin glanced at him, then smiled. “My God! Do you still remember that story?”

“How could I forget it? Let’s see, how did that rhyme go? ‘Run, run as fast as you can, ’cause out in the woods walks the Pumpkin Man.’ Is that it?”

“Near enough.”

“I should put the Pumpkin Man in a book someday,” Rix said. “What about the black panther that walks like a man? Any new sightings?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact. In August the Democrat said some lunatic hunter swore he’d seen it up on Briartop. I suppose stories like those sell newspapers.”

Rix scanned the tangled forest on both sides of the road. A knot of tension had thickened in his stomach as he recalled the tale told to him by Edwin about the Pumpkin Man, a creature the locals said had lived in the mountains for more than a hundred years and stole away children who roamed too far from home. Even now, as an adult, Rix still thought of the Pumpkin Man with childlike dread, though he knew the story had been concocted by the hillbillies to keep their children from getting lost in the woods.

Around the road’s next curve stood a formidable granite wall that held an intricately fashioned pair of wrought-iron gates. Scripted in iron on a granite arch above the gates was the name USHER. Edwin reached over to the dashboard and switched on a small device that triggered the radio-controlled locks. As the gates swung open, Edwin never even had to lift his foot from the accelerator.

Rix looked over his shoulder when they were through and saw the gates locking themselves again. The design on them had always reminded him of a spider’s web.

At once the landscape changed. Though there were still places of deep, wild forest, there were also lush greenswards and meticulously kept gardens where roses, violets, and sunflowers grew amid prancing statues of fauns, centaurs, and cherubs. A tall glass roof sighted through orderly rows of pine trees signaled the conservatory where one of Rix’s ancestors had grown a variety of cacti and succulents. Honeysuckle, tall maiden grass, and English ivy boiled up from the forest. Rix saw several gardeners at work, trimming hedges and pruning trees. In one garden stood a huge red Baldwin locomotive mounted on a stone pedestal. It dated from the early days of the railroad pioneers and had been the first piece of equipment purchased by his great-great-grandfather Aram, Hudson’s son. At one time the Ushers had operated their own railroad—the Atlantic Seaboard Limited—to haul freight of gunpowder, ammunition, and weapons.

Several thousand acres of the Usher estate had never been mapped. The land encompassed mountains, slow-moving streams, wide meadows, and three deep, peat-filmed lakes. As always, Rix was struck by the sheer beauty of Usherland as Edwin drove toward the Gatehouse. It was a magnificent, breathtaking estate worthy of American royalty. But then, Rix thought grimly, there was always the Lodge—the sanctified cathedral of the Usher clan.

Edwin slowed the car as they neared the Gatehouse’s porte-cochere. The mansion, of white limestone with a red slate roof, was surrounded by colorful gardens and huge, ancient oak trees. It held thirty-two rooms, and had been built by Rix’s great-grandfather Ludlow as a guesthouse.

The limo stopped. Rix dreaded stepping into that house. He paused as Edwin started to get out of the car, then felt Edwin’s hand on his shoulder.

“It’ll be all right,” Edwin assured him. “You’ll see.”

“Yeah,” Rix replied. He forced himself to get out, and took his garment bag from the trunk as Edwin carried his suitcase. They climbed a flight of stone steps, walked across a tiled patio with a goldfish pond at its center, and stopped at a front door that looked like an oak slab.

When Edwin pressed the doorbell, they were admitted by a young black maid in a crisp pale blue uniform. Another servant, a middle-aged black man in a gray suit, welcomed Rix home and took his bags, crossing the wide parquet-floored foyer to the sweeping central staircase. Rix saw that the house was becoming more like a damned museum every time he returned. The perfect furnishings—Persian rugs, antique French tables and chairs, gilded turn-of-the-century mirrors, and medieval tapestries of hunting scenes hanging from the walls—seemed meant to be admired at a distance. The Louis XV chairs would never feel human weight; brass and ceramic objets d’art would be tickled with a duster but never touched. All the things in the house seemed as cold to Rix as the people who had chosen them.

“Mrs. Usher and Mr. Boone are in the living room, sir,” the young maid said, and waited to escort him.

Edwin said, “Good luck,” and left to drive the limo around to the garage.

The burnished walnut living room doors were set in tracks. The maid slid them open for him. Rix paused on the threshold for a second, noticing a sickly sweet smell that had suddenly come wafting out of nowhere.

He realized it was human decay. Coming from upstairs.

His father’s room.

He braced himself and walked into the living room to face his brother and the matriarch of the Usher family.
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NUDGING THE LOGS IN the marble fireplace with a brass poker, Boone glanced up at the sound of the opening doors and saw Rix in the gilt-framed mirror above the hearth. “Ah!” he said. “Here’s the famous horror author, Momma!”

Margaret Usher sat in a high-backed Italian armchair, facing the fire. She’d been chilly all day, and she couldn’t drive the cold from her bones. She did not turn to greet her son.

The doors slid closed behind Rix, gently but still with the faint click! of a trap snapping shut. Now he was alone with them. He wore faded jeans and a pale blue shirt under a beige sweater—a good enough outfit for anywhere but here, he thought. Boone was dressed in a pinstriped suit, his mother in an elaborate blue and gold gown. “Hello, Mother,” Rix said.

“I’m cold.” She spoke as if she hadn’t even heard. “It’s very cold in this house, don’t you think?”

“Want me to get you a sweater, Momma?”

She paused, her head cocked slightly to one side, pondering Boone’s question. “Yes,” she said finally. “A sweater would do nicely.”

“Sure thing. Momma, show Rixy those pearls I brought you from New York.” He put a finger under her chin to persuade her to lift her head. The strand of pearls glowed, catching golden light that filtered in through the large picture window overlooking the azalea garden. “Nice, huh? They cost four thousand dollars.”

“Very nice,” Rix agreed. “Boone brought me a couple of gifts in New York, too, Mother.”

Boone laughed without humor. “How about that thing, Rixy? I thought you’d like it! Pet shop two blocks from the De Peyser had just what I was looking for. Fella who sold it to me said it was just like the ones they use in monster flicks.”

“I figure I screwed things up for you. You probably wanted me to find that thing first, and you thought the shock might trigger an attack. Then, when I went into the Quiet Room, I’d stumble into your second surprise.”

“Don’t say that word.” Margaret was staring fixedly into the fire. “ ‘Screwed’ is not a decent word.” Her voice was calm and throaty—the voice of a woman used to giving commands.

“It’s not the kind of word a famous author ought to use, is it, Momma?” As always, Boone leaped on every opportunity to score points with their mother against Rix. “Now you just sit right there and I’ll run get you a sweater.” When he passed Rix on his way to the door, Boone flashed a quick, tight smile.

“Boone?” Margaret called, and her older son paused. “Make sure the sweater won’t clash, dear.”

“Yes, Momma,” Boone replied, and left the room.

Rix walked toward her. As he neared, he again caught a whiff of that foul aroma, like a dead rat moldering in one of the walls. Margaret picked up a can of Lysol pine air freshener from a table beside her chair and began to spray clouds of mist around her. When she was through, the room smelled like a pine woods full of dead animals.

Rix stood beside his mother. She was still trying to stall time. At fifty-eight, Margaret Usher was desperately fighting to remain thirty-five. Her hair was cut stylishly short and dyed a coppery auburn. Several trips to a California plastic surgeon had left the skin stretched so tightly over her sharp cheekbones that it looked as if it were about to rip. Her makeup was thicker than Rix recalled, and the shade of lipstick she’d chosen was much too red. Tiny lines were creeping around her mouth and nesting in the corners of her pale green eyes. Her body remained sleek except for a bit of heaviness around the hips and stomach, and Rix remembered Katt telling him his mother feared unsightly flab like the Black Plague. On her slim, graceful hands she wore a stunning variety of rings—diamonds, rubies, and emeralds. Pinned to her gown was a brooch whose diamonds glittered in the firelight. Sitting motionless, she appeared to Rix as yet another perfect furnishing of the Gatehouse, never meant to be touched.

Her expression was disconsolate and helpless. A feeling of sadness for her came over Rix. What price had she paid, he wondered, to live as the mistress of Usherland?

Suddenly she turned her head and looked at him. It was the same kind of vague stare one would give a stranger. “You’ve lost weight,” she noted. “Have you been sick?”

“I’ve felt better.”

“You look like a walking skeleton.”

He shrugged uneasily, not wanting to be reminded of his physical ailments. “I’ll be all right.”

“Not living the way you do. Hand to mouth in a distant city, without your family. I don’t see how you’ve stood it this long.” A light glimmered in her eyes, and she reached out to take his hand. “But you’ve come home to stay this time, haven’t you? We’ve needed you here. I’ve had your old room readied for you. Everything’s just as it used to be, now that you’re home to stay.”

“Mom,” Rix said gently, “I can’t stay. I just came for a few days, to see Dad.”

“Why?” Her grip tightened. “Why can’t you stay here, where you belong?”

“I don’t belong at Usherland.” He knew it was pointless to be drawn into this discussion yet again. Inevitably there would be an argument. “I’ve got to get back to work.”

“You mean that writing you do?” Margaret released his hand and stood up to admire her new pearls in the mirror. “I’d hardly call that work, Rix. At least not the kind of occupation you’re capable of. Did you see these pearls your brother brought me? Aren’t they nice?” She frowned and ran a finger beneath her chin. “My God, I’m looking like an old woman, aren’t I? I should sue that last doctor who tucked my chin. I should sue him right out of business. Aren’t I just the ugliest old woman you’ve ever seen?”

“You look fine.”

She regarded herself and smiled wanly. “Oh, you don’t remember what I used to look like. Do you know what my daddy always called me? The prettiest girl in the whole of North Carolina. Puddin’ thinks she’s pretty, but she doesn’t know what real beauty is.” Margaret mentioned the name of Boone’s wife with an undisguised disgust. “I used to look like Katt. I used to have fine skin, just like hers.”

“Where is Katt?”

“Didn’t your brother tell you? She’s gone down to the Bahamas somewhere on an assignment for a magazine. It was something she couldn’t get out of. She hoped to get back either tomorrow or the day after. Do you know what they’re paying her now? Two thousand dollars an hour. They’re going to put her on the cover of Vogue next month. I used to look like Katt when I was her age.”

“And what about Puddin’?”

“What about her?” Margaret shrugged, uninterested. “She’s up in her room, I suppose. She sleeps all the time. I’ve tried to tell Boone his little beauty-queen wife is beginning to drink a bit too much, but will he listen? No. He goes running off to the stables to clock the horses.” She picked up the Lysol can and misted the air again. “At least you’re a free man. Your brother’s made a mess of his—”

The doors slid open and Boone entered, carrying a pale gold sweater. The way Margaret immediately closed her mouth and stiffened her spine was a clear message that she’d been discussing him. Boone wore his toothy grin like a mask. “Here’s your sweater, Momma.” He draped it around her shoulders. “What mischief you two been talkin’ about?”

“Oh, nothing that concerns you,” Margaret said sweetly, her eyelids at half-mast. “Rix was just telling me about all the ladies in his life. He’s playing his cards right.”

Boone’s mouth stretched wider, and Rix could almost hear the flesh crack. In his eyes was a familiar warning glint; Rix had seen it many times when they were children, just before Boone attacked him for some imagined slight. “What Momma means to say, Rixy, is that I’m the disgrace of the family—next to you, that is. Because I’ve been divorced twice and I’ve married a young chickie, Momma seems to think I ought to go through life carrying a ball and chain. Isn’t that right, Momma?”

“Don’t make a fool of yourself in front of your brother, dear.”

“Know why Rixy’s got so many ladies, Momma? ’Cause none of ’em go out with him a second time. His idea of a fun date is to amble over to the nearest graveyard and hunt up the spooks. And let’s don’t forget that little lady of Rix’s who decided to take a nice warm—”

Rix wheeled toward him. He felt the rage contorting his face. Boone stopped dead. “Don’t say it,” Rix whispered hoarsely. “If you say it, you bastard, I’ll have to kill you.”

Boone stood like stone. Then he laughed, the note sharp and short—but there was a tremor in it.

“Boys,” Margaret chided softly. “Is there a draft in this room?”

Boone ambled over and warmed his hands before the hearth. “Know what, Momma? Rix says he’s finished another book.”

“Oh?” Her voice was stiff with frost. “I presume it’s another disgusting bloodfest. I swear, I don’t know why you write those things! Do you actually think those books of yours please people?”

Rix had a headache. He touched his temples, fearing an attack. My God, why did I come home? he asked himself. Boone’s reference to Sandra had almost sent him over the edge.

“You’ve got to understand Rixy, Momma,” Boone offered, his gaze flicking back and forth between them. “He was always scared of his own shadow when we were kids. Always seein’ the Pumpkin Man under his bed. So now he writes horror books so he can kill off the bad ol’ demons. And he thinks he’s Edgar Allan Poe. You know, the sufferin’ art—”

“Hush!” she said sharply. “Don’t you dare mention that name in this house! Lord knows, your father would have a fit if he heard it!”

“Well, it’s true!” Boone insisted. He grinned at Rix, rubbing his hands together. “When are you gonna write somethin’ about us, Rixy? That’s about what I’d expect of you next.”

From the corner of his eye, Rix saw his mother blanch. He responded with a smug smile of his own. “You know, brother Boone, that might be a fine idea. I could write a book about the Ushers. The history of the family. How about that, Mom?”

She opened her mouth to reply, then abruptly clapped it shut. She sprayed the air again, and Rix smelled the new, almost overpowering stench that had crept in under the doors.

“It’s so hard,” Margaret said as she followed the mist around the room, “to keep an older house fresh and clean. When a house reaches a certain age, it starts to fall to pieces. I’ve always cared about keeping a good house.” She stopped spraying; it was clear the disinfectant wasn’t strong enough. “My mother raised me to care,” she said proudly.

Rix had delayed the moment as long as possible. “I’d better go up and see him now,” he said resignedly.

“No, not yet!” Margaret clutched his hand, a tight false smile across her mouth. “Let’s sit down here together, both my fine boys. Cass is making a Welsh pie for you. She knows how much you like them.”

“Mom, I have to go upstairs.”

“He’s probably sleeping. Mrs. Reynolds says he needs his sleep. Let’s sit down and talk about pleasant things, all right?”

“Oh, let him go on upstairs, Momma,” Boone said silkily, watching Rix. “After he sees what Daddy looks like, he can go write himself another one of those horror—”

“You shut your mouth!” Margaret whirled toward him. “You’re a cruel boy, Boone Usher! At least your brother wants to pay his respects to Walen, which is more than you’ll do!” Boone looked away from his mother’s wrath, and muttered something under his breath.

Rix said, “I’d better go up.” Tears glinted like tiny diamonds in his mother’s eyes, and he reached out to touch her cheek.

“Don’t,” she said, quickly pulling her head back. “You’ll muss my hair.”

He slowly withdrew his hand. It never changes here, he thought. They draw you in some way or another, and then they try to crush the feelings out of you, like stepping on a bug. He shook his head and walked past her, out of the living room and along the hallway to the central staircase. It wound upward to bedrooms and parlors that had been used by Teddy Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, Herbert Hoover, and a score of government and Pentagon luminaries, both famous and infamous.

As he climbed the stairs, dread at seeing his father gnawed at his insides. He didn’t know what to expect. Why did Walen want to see him, he wondered. The old man hated him for leaving Usherland, and Rix despised what Usher Armaments stood for. What could they possibly have to talk about now?

On the second floor, the smell of decay was stronger. He passed by his old room without pausing to look inside. Brightly colored flowers and greenery were placed in crystal vases all along the corridor, in a vain attempt to mask the stench. Moody oil paintings—including War Clouds by Victor Hallmark, After the Battle by Rutledge Taylorson, and Blood on the Snow by George H. Nivens—lined the walls as testimonial to Walen Usher’s bleak taste in art. At the end of the corridor, another staircase ascended to a single white door—the Gatehouse’s Quiet Room.

Rix stood at the foot of the stairs, gathering his courage. The odor of decomposition drifted around him, a foul miasma. Nothing that smelled like that, Rix thought, could still be alive.

The last time Rix had seen his father, Walen Usher had been the tall, ramrod-straight figure of authority that Rix knew from his childhood. Age had done nothing to diminish the power of his gaze or the strength of his voice, and his rugged, rough-hewn features might have been those of a man in his early forties except for swirls of gray at his temples and a few deepening lines across his high, aristocratic forehead. Walen Usher’s jaw jutted like the prow of a battleship, and his mouth was a thin grim line that rarely broke into a smile.

Rix had never been able to understand how his father’s mind worked. They had no common ground, no means of easy communication. Walen ran the estate and the business with a dictator’s firm control. He had always kept his various business projects a secret from the family, and when Rix had been a child, there were long periods of time when Walen locked himself into his study and didn’t come out. Rix knew only that a lot of military men visited his father behind locked doors.

When Walen was around, he treated his children as if they were soldiers in his private army. There were predawn military-style inspections, strict codes of conduct, dress, and manners, and savage verbal attacks if his children failed in any way. His most vicious assaults had been against Rix, when the boy was deemed lazy or uncooperative.

If Rix “talked back,” failed to keep his shoes brightly polished, was late to the dinner table, or committed some other infraction of the unwritten rules, then the broad leather strap that his father called the Peacemaker raised red welts across his legs and buttocks—usually with Boone smirking in the same room, behind Walen’s shoulder. Boone, on the other hand, was a master at playing the perfect son, always dressed immaculately, always neat and clean and fawning around his father. Kattrina had learned the art of bending to whatever wind Walen blew, and so escaped much of the abuse. Margaret, ever busy with planning parties and charity events, knew it was best to stay out of Walen’s way, and had never taken Rix’s side against him. Rules, she would say, were rules.

Once, Rix had seen Walen knock a servant to the floor and kick him in the ribs for some imagined dereliction of duty. If Edwin hadn’t intervened, Walen might have killed the man. Sometimes, late at night when the rest of the house had gone to sleep, Rix had lain in his bed and heard his father walking the corridor outside his room, pacing back and forth in some mindless expenditure of nervous energy. He feared the night when his father would throw open his door and set on him, rage burning in his eyes, with the same fury that had made him break the servant’s ribs.

But in mellow moods, Walen would summon Rix to his huge bedroom, where the walls were painted dark red and the furnishings were heavy black Victorian monstrosities brought from the Lodge, and order Rix to read to him from the Bible. What Walen wanted to hear were not chapters that had to do with spiritual things, but instead were long, tongue-twisting lineages: who begat who begat who. He demanded them over and over again, and sometimes the ebony cane he carried would smack the floor with impatience when Rix stumbled over the names.

When he was ten, Rix had run away from home after a particularly nasty meeting with the Peacemaker. Edwin had found him at the Trailways bus station in Foxton; they’d had a long talk, and as Rix collapsed into tears, Edwin held him and promised that Walen would never hit him again, so long as Edwin lived. The vow had remained intact for all these years, though Walen’s taunts had increased. Rix was still the failure, the black sheep, the weakling who whined that the Ushers had thrived and gotten fat on generations of the dead.

Rix’s heart was pounding as he forced himself up the steps. A hand-lettered sign had been taped to the door: TAP QUIETLY. Beside the door was a table bearing a box of green surgical masks.

He put his hand on the doorknob and then abruptly drew it back. Corruption oozed out of that room; he could feel it, like furnace heat. He didn’t know if he could take what was waiting in there for him, and suddenly his resolve slipped away. He started back down the stairs.

But in another second the decision was made for him.

The knob turned from the other side, and the door opened.
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A UNIFORMED NURSE WITH a surgical mask over the lower half of her face peered from the Quiet Room at Rix. She wore skintight surgical gloves as well. Above the mask her eyes were dark brown and set in webs of wrinkles.

A wave of decay rolled out of the Quiet Room and struck Rix with almost tangible force. He gripped the banister tightly, his teeth clenched.

Mrs. Reynolds whispered, “A mask should help,” and motioned toward the box.

He put one on. The inside was scented with mint, but it was not much help.

“Are you Rix?” She was a big-boned woman, possibly in her mid-forties, with curly iron-gray hair cut short. Rix noted that her eyes were faintly bloodshot.

“Of course it’s Rix, you damned fool!” came the hoarse, barely human rasp from the darkness. Rix stiffened. His father’s melodic voice had degenerated to an animal’s growl. “I told you it would be Rix, didn’t I? Let him in!”

Mrs. Reynolds opened the door wider for him. “Quickly,” she said. “Too much light hurts his eyes. And remember, please keep your voice as soft as possible.”

Rix stepped into the high-ceilinged, rubber-walled room. There were no windows. The only light came from a small green-shaded Tensor lamp on a table next to the chair where Mrs. Reynolds had been sitting. It cast a low-wattage circle of illumination that extended for only a foot or so into the room. He had an instant to see his father’s grim bedroom furniture arranged in the room before Mrs. Reynolds closed the heavy rubber-lined door, sealing off the corridor’s light.

He’d seen his father’s canopied bed. There had been something lying in that bed, within a clear plastic oxygen tent. Rix thanked God the door had closed before he’d been able to see it too well.

In the darkness he could hear the soft chirping of an oscilloscope. The machine was just to the left of his father’s bed; he saw the pale green zigzag of Walen Usher’s labored heartbeat. His father’s breathing was a pained, liquid gasping. Silk sheets rustled on the bed.

“Do you need anything, Mr. Usher?” the nurse whispered.

“No,” the agonized voice replied. “Don’t shout, goddamn it!”

Mrs. Reynolds returned to her chair, leaving Rix to fend for himself. She continued where she’d left off in her Barbara Cartland novel.

“Come closer,” Walen Usher commanded.

“I can’t see where I’m—”

There was a sharp inhalation. “Softly! Oh God, my ears …”

“I’m sorry,” Rix whispered, unnerved.

The oscilloscope had started chirping faster. Walen didn’t speak again until his heartbeat had slowed down. “Closer. You’re about to stumble into a chair. Step to your left. Don’t trip over that cable, you idiot! More to the left. All right, you’re five paces from the foot of the bed. Damn it, boy, do you have to stomp?”

When Rix reached the bed, he could feel the fever radiating from his father’s body. He gripped one of the canopy sheets and felt sweat trickling down under his arms.

“Well, well,” Walen said. Rix could sense himself being examined. The silk sheets rustled again, and a form slowly shifted on the bed. “So you’ve come home, have you? Turn around. Let me look at you.”

“I’m not a prize horse,” Rix mumbled to himself under his breath.

“You’re not a prize son, either. You don’t fill out those clothes, Rix. What’s wrong with you? Doesn’t writing put enough food on your table?”

“I’m all right.”

Walen grunted. “Like hell you are.” He was silent, and Rix heard the gurgling of fluid in his lungs. “I’m sure you recall this room, don’t you? It used to shelter you, Boone, and Kattrina whenever you had attacks. Where do you go now?”

“There’s a closet I use in my apartment. I’ve got egg cartons stapled to the walls to muffle sound, and I’ve fixed the door so light can’t get in.”

“I’ll bet you’ve got it looking like a womb. Something about you always craved a return to the womb.”

Rix let the remark go. The darkness and smell of corruption pressed on him. The sickening heat from his father’s body glared in his face like sunlight off metal. “Where do Katt and Boone go, now that you’ve moved in up here?”

“Boone’s built his own Quiet Room, a chamber next to his bedroom. Katt’s cut a hole in the wall behind her closet. They don’t have many attacks. They don’t understand what I’m going through in here, Rix. They’ve always lived at Usherland, where it’s safe. But you—you understand what hell can be like, don’t you?”

“I don’t have that many attacks.”

“No? What would you call that experience you endured yesterday in New York?”

“Boone told you?”

“I heard him telling Margaret, down in the living room last night. You forget how much I can hear, Rix. I heard you talking downstairs with them. I heard you climbing the stairs. I can hear your heartbeat right now. It’s racing. Sometimes my senses are more acute than at other times; it comes in waves. But you understand what I mean, don’t you? Ushers can’t survive for very long beyond the gates of Usherland; it’s a fact I’m sure you’re beginning to appreciate.”

Rix’s eyes were getting used to the darkness. Lying on the bed before him, beneath the folds of the oxygen tent, was something that looked like a brown stick-figure, horribly emaciated. It lay motionless—but when one bony, shriveled arm reached out to draw the silk sheet closer, a shiver rippled up Rix’s spine. A little more than a year ago, Walen Usher had stood over six feet and weighed one hundred eighty-five pounds. The shape on the bed couldn’t possibly weigh more than half that.

“Don’t stare at me,” Walen rasped. “Your time’ll come.”

A knot clogged Rix’s throat. When he could find his voice, he said, “It doesn’t appear that living at Usherland all your life has made a difference for you, one way or the other.”

“You’re wrong. I’m sixty-four years old. My time is almost up. Look at yourself! You could be my brother instead of my son. Every year you live outside the gates of Usherland, your health will continue to erode. Your attacks will get worse. Soon that little womb won’t be enough. You’ll try to hide in there one day, and you’ll realize too late you’ve overlooked a chink of light. You’ll go blind and mad in there, with no one to help you. Before this”—his voice dripped with disgust—“I hadn’t suffered an attack for five years. Hudson Usher knew that the air, here, the peace and solitude, would be a balm to the Malady. He built this estate so his ancestors could live long, full lives. We have our own world here. You’re insane to want to live anywhere else—or you’re intent on committing slow suicide.”

“I left because I wanted to make my own way.”

“Of course.” There was a liquid rush and gurgle from beneath the bed. Bodily waste, Rix realized. Walen was hooked up to tubes that carried his fluids away. “Yes, you’ve certainly ‘made your way.’ You wrote advertising copy in some Atlanta department store for a while. Then you took a job selling books. And after that you were a copy editor on some local tabloid. Magnificent occupations, one and all. And let’s not forget the progress of your personal life. Shall we discuss your misbegotten marriage and its aftermath?”

Rix’s jaw clenched. He felt as if he were a child again, and being whipped by the Peacemaker.

“I’ll spare you that, then. Let’s talk about your literary achievements. Three pieces of jibbering nonsense. I understand that last book of yours was on the best-seller lists for a short time. As they say, if you put a monkey in a room with a typewriter long enough, he’ll eventually produce Shakespearean sonnets.” He paused, letting the pain of the lashings sink in. As a child, Rix had fought against crying when the Peacemaker was in use, but the pain ultimately won. Had enough? Walen would ask, and when Rix remained stubbornly silent the belt would whistle again. Walen said offhandedly, “Those books of yours probably drove your wife to suicide, you know.”

Rix felt his control snap like a splintering bone. His mouth twisted under the mask, and the blood roared in his ears. “How does it feel to be dying, Dad?” he heard himself ask in an acid voice. “You’re about to lose everything, aren’t you? The estate, the business, the Lodge, the money. None of it will be worth a damn when you’re dust in a box, will it?” The oscilloscope had begun singing, and across the room Mrs. Reynolds nervously cleared her throat. Rix went on, “You’re going to be dead soon, and no one’s going to care—except maybe those bloodsuckers in the Pentagon. You deserve each other. God knows, the Usher name makes me sick to my stomach!”

The skeleton on the bed hadn’t moved. Suddenly, Walen lifted his skinny arms and softly clapped his hands together twice. “Very dramatic,” he whispered. “Very heartfelt. But don’t you worry about my dying, Rix. I’ll let go when I choose, not before. Until then, I’ll be right here.”

“I just can’t seem to learn that things never change here, can I? I think I’ve stayed for too long already.” He started to move away from the bed.

“No. Wait.” It was a command, and in spite of his anger, Rix obeyed. “There’s something more I have to say.”

“Say it, then. I’m leaving.”

“As you please. But you’ve misjudged me, son. I’ve always had your best interests at heart.”

Rix almost laughed. “What?” he asked incredulously.

“I am a human being, no matter what you think. I have feelings. I’ve made mistakes. But I’ve also understood my destiny, Rix, and I’ve prepared for it. Only … it’s come upon me so fast, so fast.” He paused as more fluids rushed through the tubes. “The indignity of death is the worst of it,” he said softly. “I watched my father die like this. I knew what was ahead for me, as well as for my children. You can’t turn your back on your Usher heritage, no matter how hard you try.”

“I’m going to do my best.”

“Are you? Really?” Walen’s hand came out from under the sheet and moved to a small panel beside the bed. He began pressing buttons, and a series of television screens lit up on a console that had been built into the wall. The screens’ contrast and brightness had been turned very low, so as not to hurt Walen’s eyes, but Rix could make out the interior of the estate’s Roman-styled natatorium, the indoor tennis courts, the helipad and the helicopter hangar behind the Gatehouse, the interior of the garage with its collection of antique automobiles, and a view of Usherland’s front gates. The closed-circuit cameras panned slowly back and forth. “The Usher life doesn’t have to be unpleasant,” Walen said. “Look what we have here. Our own world. The freedom to do as we please, when we please. And we have influence, Rix—influence you’ve never even dreamt of.”

“Do you mean the power to blow whole countries off the map?” Rix asked sharply. In the increased illumination he saw the smiling skull of his father’s face from the corner of his eye. He dared not look too closely.

“Come now. Ushers only design and build the weapons. We don’t aim them. It’s nothing that Colt didn’t do, or Winchester, or a hundred other men with vision. We’ve just taken the process a few steps further.”

“From flintlock muskets to laser guns. What’s next? A weapon to murder babies in their mothers’ wombs? Something to kill them before they grow up to be enemy soldiers?”

The skull grinned. “You see? I always knew you were the most creative of my children.”

“I’ll stick to writing.”

The television screens began to go dark. “Your mother needs you,” Walen said.

“She’s got Boone and Katt.”

“Boone has other concerns. That wife of his has made him unstable. And Katt may pretend to be tough, but her emotions are like crystal. Your mother needs a shoulder to lean on right now. Jesus Christ! What’s that hissing noise I keep hearing? It sounds as if it’s coming from somewhere downstairs!”

“Mother’s spraying Lysol.” Rix was amazed that his father could detect the distant noise.

“It aggravates the piss out of me! Tell her to stop it. She needs you, Rix. Not Boone or Katt. You.”

“What about Cass and Edwin?”

“They have the estate to look after. Damn it, boy! I won’t beg you! This is the last thing I’ll ever ask of you! Stay here, for your mother’s sake!”

Rix had been caught off guard; he hadn’t expected such an open appeal from his father. But here he was, back at Usherland, with the run of the estate and time on his hands—what better opportunity, then, to pursue the idea that had sparked in his mind in New York? The Gatehouse had a large library; there might be something of use in there. He would have to be careful. Though he’d mentioned his idea casually to Cass the last time he’d been home, he didn’t want anyone knowing he was seriously considering it.

“All right,” Rix agreed. “Only a few days. I can’t stay any longer.”

“That’s all I ask.”

Rix nodded. The skeleton on the bed shifted painfully. There was something on the bed beside him. Rix stared at it for a moment before he realized it was the Usher cane with the silver lion’s head, the symbol of the Usher patriarch. Walen’s crablike hand closed around it.

“You can go now,” Walen told him shortly.

My appointment’s over, Rix thought. He turned abruptly away from the bed and groped to the door. Mrs. Reynolds put aside her book and rose to let him out.

The muted stairway light stung his eyes. He ripped the surgical mask from his face and dropped it into a stainless-steel trashcan. His clothes reeked of rot.

He descended the stairs on shaky legs, but halfway down an overwhelming dizziness struck him. He had to stop as the world spun around. There were cold specks of sweat on his face, and he braced for an attack. But then it passed, and he took several deep breaths to clear his head.

When he was ready to walk again, he went along the corridor and found Edwin waiting for him. Edwin didn’t have to ask about his reaction to seeing Walen; Rix’s face looked like a sheet of waxed paper.

Edwin cleared his throat. “Have you seen your room yet?”

“No. Why?” The last time he’d slept in there, it was comfortable but nothing special. All his old furniture had long since been taken out to make way for an elaborate bed, a chest of drawers, a rosewood dresser, and a marble-topped table brought from the Lodge.

Edwin opened the door for him.

Rix stopped as if he’d walked into a glass wall.

The room had been changed back again. The ostentatious furniture had departed. In its place was a familiar, battered pinewood desk topped with a green blotter and a beat-up Royal typewriter—his first typewriter, the one he’d pounded out monster stories on when he was ten years old; his own chest of drawers, decorated with a hundred decals from airplane model kits; his bed, with the carved headboard that he’d pretended was a spaceship’s instrument panel; even the dark green rug that looked like forest moss. It was all the same, right down to the brass lamps on the desk and bedside table. Rix was amazed. He had the eerie sensation of stepping backward in time, and thought that if he opened the closet door he might find Boone—a smaller Boone, but no less tricky—crouched in there among the boy-sized suits and shoes, waiting to leap out and scream “Pumpkin Man!” at the top of his lungs.

“My God,” Rix said.

“Your mother insisted that all these items be taken out of storage in the Lodge and returned,” Edwin said with a helpless shrug.

“I can’t believe this! It’s exactly the way the room looked when I was ten years old!”

“She wanted to make sure you were comfortable. It was all done overnight.”

Rix entered the room. Everything was the same. Even the blue and green checked bedspread. “How did she remember what was in here? I didn’t think she ever paid that much attention to my room.”

“Cass and I helped her.”

Rix opened the bottom drawer of the chest, half hoping to find the three stacks of vintage Batman comics he’d saved and then, stupidly, thrown away when he thought he’d outgrown them. The drawer was empty, as were all the others. The smell of mothballs wafted out. Atop the chest was something Rix had all but forgotten—a small carved wooden box. Rix opened it and felt like a kid again; inside was an assortment of polished stones, marbles, and old coins. His collection had remained intact over the years. He gently closed the lid of what he’d called his “treasure box” and went to the closet. His garment bag and suitcase were inside.

“Is it all right? Your mother wants to know.”

“I guess it’s fine. I still can’t believe this! She went a little overboard, didn’t she?”

“It’s her way of showing you how pleased she is that you’re back,” Edwin said. “And I am too, Rix. Cass and I have missed you more than you’ll ever know.” He touched Rix’s shoulder gently.

“Is Cass in the kitchen? I’d like to see her.”

“No, she drove over to the farmer’s market in Foxton for some fresh vegetables. She’s making a Welsh pie for you tonight. Uh … you did bring a coat and tie, didn’t you?”

Rix smiled thinly. “I knew that if I didn’t I wouldn’t be allowed to eat.” His mother barred from the dining room anyone who wasn’t wearing what she considered civilized clothing. “She’ll never change, will she?”

“Your mother was brought up to be a lady,” Edwin said diplomatically. “She has certain standards. But please, Rix—remember that she’s under a terrible strain right now.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior,” Rix promised.

“We’ll talk later, then. I want to hear about your newest book. What’s its title? Bedlam!”

“Right.” He had explained the plot of Bedlam to Edwin one night during a long telephone call about six months before, and he remembered Edwin’s silence when he had gone into detail about the carved-up bodies hanging in the apartment building’s basement. Edwin did his best to be enthusiastic about Rix’s writing projects, though Rix knew his taste ran to American history and biographies.

When Edwin had left him, Rix put his suitcase on the bed and opened it. Inside, amid the clothes, were a dozen bottles of vitamins. He’d begun consuming megadoses more than three years ago, when he’d looked in the mirror and seen himself aging almost supernaturally fast. He thought that if he took enough vitamins his appetite would pick up. Still, he ate barely enough to keep a bird alive. He thought that they were doing some good, though. At least his hair had stopped falling out in clumps.

In the bathroom, he drew tap water into a glass and downed several capsules from each bottle.

“Welcome home,” he said to the old man in the mirror.



Two

THE MOUNTAIN BOY
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THE SUN WAS DESCENDING in an orange slash across the horizon. A chilly wind had strengthened, whispering through the pines, scarlet oaks, and dense whorls of inch-long thorns on Briartop Mountain.

A fifteen-year-old mountain boy named Newlan Tharpe stood on the smooth, jutting boulder he knew as The Devil’s Tongue. In each hand he held a plastic bucket brimming with blackberries. His fingers, lips, and chin were stained vivid blue; his alert, dark green eyes were fixed on the vista almost seven hundred feet below.

The thick forests and black lakes of Usherland were dappled with deep shadow and orange light, like an intricate quilt woven with Halloween colors. And on an island at the center of the largest lake stood the biggest house in the world. Usher’s Lodge, it was called. New had decided long ago that the whole town of Foxton could fit inside it, and there’d still be room for a horse ranch. His ma said even the Ushers themselves couldn’t stand to live in it, and the house had been empty for a long time—except for the thing that dwelled in it, all alone, in the dark.

But what that thing was, she would not say.

For a few minutes now, the dying sun would paint the Lodge’s walls the color of fire. New could see the sparks of light on the dozens of weathervanes and lightning rods mounted on the slanted slate roofs. On a granite ledge running beneath the roofs were statues of lions, some resting, some stalking. When the sun caught them just right, as it did now, the tawny marble cats seemed to stretch and move, pacing the ledge as if guarding their territory.

New watched a flock of six wild ducks feeding in the high weeds on the lake’s northern shore. The lake was ebony even in bright sunlight, and in all the many times he’d come to this place to look down, he’d never seen a fish jump from its surface.

The Lodge took up almost the entire island. A stone bridge over the lake connected it to one of Usherland’s paved roads. Once, after a particularly hard rain, New had come here and seen the water lapping against the Lodge’s foundations. He let his mind wander over the blue mountains that were the boundary of his world, and he always came back to the same question: What would life have been like, he wondered, if his ma had been an Usher instead of a Tharpe? What if he’d been able to roam those forests, ride horses across the gentle green slopes, see that massive Lodge from the inside? Sometimes he felt a stirring of envy when he saw figures on horseback down there, riding the forest trails. Though he lived on the northern edge of Usherland, he knew he might as well be a hundred miles away. He saw the Lodge in his dreams, and his yearnings to enter it were getting stronger; he never told his ma about the feelings, though. She forbade him and his ten-year-old brother, Nathan, to follow any of the meandering paths from Briartop deeper into Usherland. It was a haunted place, she said. The Ushers were a depraved breed best left alone.

With the Pumpkin Man and his black familiar running in the woods, New kept his curiosity about the Lodge in check. Though he’d never seen any of them, he knew the tales by heart. There were things in the woods that roamed at night, things that should be avoided at all costs. He’d found large, bestial footprints in the soil before, and once on a cold January night he’d heard something big moving on the cabin’s roof. He’d taken a flashlight and Pa’s shotgun outside—because now he was the man of the house, no matter how scared he was—and had shone the light up on the roof, but there was nothing there at all.

Suddenly he saw the ducks flap their wings and rise from the lake almost as one. They made a V formation and began to fly across the lake, passing the Lodge.

Fly faster, New thought. Faster.

The ducks gained altitude.

Hurry, he urged them mentally. Hurry, before it wakes up and—

The ducks’ formation was suddenly disturbed, as if by turbulence in the air. Four of them flapped wildly as they began to spin in a confused whirlpool. The other two dropped lower, skimming across the surface of the lake.

Hurry, he thought, and held his breath.

The four ducks veered off course, toward the Lodge’s mountainous north face.

One after the other, they smashed into the wall and cascaded down in a shower of feathers, where they lay amid the rotting carcasses of other birds and wildfowl.

New heard the distant calling of one of the ducks that had escaped—then silence, but for the prowling wind. The Lodge had no windows; all of them—hundreds, in what had been every conceivable shape and size—were bricked up. New guessed why: over the years, birds had probably smashed all the glass out, and the Ushers had decided to seal them over.

“Gettin’ dark,” Nathan said, standing beside his brother. He carried a single bucket heaped with blackberries, and he kept snapping that doggoned blue whistling yo-yo that Ma had bought him in Foxton. “Better be gettin’ home, or Ma’ll pitch a fit.”

“Yep,” New replied, though he didn’t retreat from the Tongue’s edge. He kicked a loose stone off into space. They’d been picking blackberries for the better part of the afternoon. Ma used them in the pies she baked for the Broadleaf Cafe in Foxton. They hadn’t had to pass near The Devil’s Tongue, but New had wandered this way, and had been standing here for ten minutes, staring down at the Lodge. Corpses of birds lay like snow on the many balconies. Perched atop the Lodge, among the chimneys and turrets, was something that looked like a huge discolored lightbulb, opaque and dirty. Why was that house so godawful big, he wondered, and why did he feel the need to come here, day after day, as if in answer to the dreams that beckoned him at night? He saw one of the ducks still jerking at the base of the house, and turned away. The image of the Lodge, bathed in fading sunlight, stayed in his mind. “Okay,” he said. “I guess we’d best get home.”

“Gotta hurry, too. Gettin’ dark.”

They left the Tongue—New looked back for only a few seconds—and started walking along the narrow, rocky path that would eventually lead them home, about a mile and a half away. They were supposed to have been home long before dark, and they would have been, New realized, if he hadn’t wanted to stop at the Tongue. Some man of the house, he thought.

The families who lived on Briartop’s winding dirt roads had been there for generations. Nestled in shady hollows or clearings where the wilderness had been forced back were several hundred clapboard cabins, just like the one owned by the Tharpes. Briartop was a massive mountain with a rocky peak collared by a jungle of thorns. Those thorns, some said, could creep around you when your back was turned, could trap you so you’d never find your way out again. It was well known that many hunters who’d gone out after the deer on Briartop had been seized and buried by the thorns, and even their bones were swallowed up.

Briartop was part of Usherland, and stood on the northern edge of the thirty-thousand-acre estate. The families inhabiting it were of hardy Scots-Irish stock; they protected their privacy and lived on an abundant supply of deer, rabbits, and quail. Outsiders—anyone who did not live on the mountain—were quickly run off by a few warning shots, but then again, outsiders had no use for the mountain, either. The hardships of mountain life were understood, and taken as part of life. Still, the people stayed away from untrodden paths, and made sure their doors were bolted after sundown.

“I woulda got as many berries as you if I’da had another bucket!” Nathan said as they walked. “I coulda filled up three buckets!”

“You cain’t carry but one bucket without spillin’ the other,” New told him. “Like last time.”

“Can so!”

“Cain’t.”

“Can so!”

“Cain’t.”

The yo-yo, Nathan’s prized possession, whistled impudently.

New noted that their shadows were getting longer. Darkness was going to catch them, for sure. They should’ve started for home an hour ago, he thought, but they’d eaten a lot of the blackberries as they picked them, and the sun had felt so good on their backs that they’d forgotten about time. It was harvest season—and that meant the Pumpkin Man might be near.

He comes out when the pumpkins are on the ground, New’s ma had told him; he can ride the wind and slither through the brush, and he comes up on you so fast you’ll never know he’s there until it’s too late …

“Let’s walk faster,” New said.

“You got longer legs than me!”

“Quit playin’ with that damn yo-yo!”

“I’m gonna tell Ma you cussed!” Nathan warned.

A strong cold wind had risen, sweeping past the boys and stirring the thick foliage on either side of the path. New shivered, though he was wearing his brown sweater, patched jeans, and a brown corduroy jacket that used to be his pa’s. The man-smell was still in it, the aroma of bay rum and a corncob Pipe.

New was tall for his age. He looked a lot like his father, lean and rawboned, with a sharp nose and chin, a scatter of freckles across his cheeks, and reddish brown hair that curled over his ears and collar. His eyes were large and expressive, and at the same time curious and wary. He was at an awkward age, and he knew it. Standing at the gate of manhood, New couldn’t decide whether he wanted to rush through or back away. Nathan, on the other hand, resembled their mother more. His frame was smaller, and he had a pale complexion, except for two ruddy spots on his cheeks. The kids at the school on the other side of the mountain picked on him because he was little, and New had busted more than one boy in the chops for taunting his little brother.

New stopped to wait for him. “Come on, Christmas!” He was trying to keep his voice calm, though unease was tickling his belly. The darkness was spreading like a blanket over Briartop. Ma said the Pumpkin Man had eyes that shone in the dark.

“Quit walkin’ so fast!” Nathan complained. “If we hadn’t stayed so long at the—”

There was a sharp squeaking cry. Suddenly the air around Nathan’s head was filled with fluttering forms that had burst from the underbrush. The smaller boy let out a startled holler and dodged, dancing in a circle. Something was in his hair. He cried out, “Bats!” and flung the blackberry bucket at them in scared desperation. They scattered and wheeled into the sky.

New had been almost startled out of his britches, but now he watched the things flying away and laughed at his own quick jig of fear. “Quail,” he said. “You scared up a covey of ’em!”

“They were bats!” Nathan insisted defiantly. “They got in my hair!”

“Quail.”

“Bats!” He wasn’t going to admit that a few measly quail had made his heart knock like a woodpecker. “Big ones, too!” He still had the yo-yo in his hand, but suddenly he realized he’d flung the blackberry bucket into the woods. “My berries!”

“Oh Lordy. I bet you threw blackberries from here to Asheville.” They were all over the path.

“Ma’ll skin me if I don’t bring that bucket home!” He started searching through the brush, saying “ouch” every time a thorn nicked his fingers.

“No, she won’t. Come on, we’ve gotta get—” He stopped when Nathan looked at him. His brother was about to cry from frustration; he’d worked hard all afternoon, and now a few quail had made him mess everything up. Life took a mischievous delight in tormenting Nathan. “All right,” New said, and set his buckets down. “I’ll help you look.”

The shadows were deepening. New pushed into the brush, thorns jabbing at his clothes. “Why’d you do that?” he asked angrily. “That was a stupid thing to do!”

“ ’Cause they was bats and they was tanglin’ in my hair, that’s why!”

“Quail,” New said pointedly. He saw something a few feet away and approached it. Snagged in the thorns was a bleached-out piece of cloth. It looked as if it might once have been a shirt. A thorn scraped New’s cheek, and he swore softly. “I don’t know where the thing went! It might’ve gone to the doggone moon, the way—”

He took another step forward, and the ground went out from under his feet.

He fell, his body tearing through kudzu vines, dense weeds, and ropes of thorns.

He heard Nathan cry out his name, and then he heard the sound of his own screaming.

He’d stepped over the edge of the mountain, he realized. He was going to fall to his death.

Then he was rolling over and over, his flailing hands being torn by thorns. The back of his head smashed into something hard—a rock … hit a rock … damn it, my head!—and he didn’t know anything else until he heard Nathan calling his name from above.

New lay still. He was gasping for breath, and there was blood in his mouth.

“… hear me, New? Can you hear me?” Nathan’s voice was frantic.

Tears of pain coursed down New’s cheeks. He couldn’t see, and when he tried to wipe his eyes he couldn’t get his arms free. He was hung in something. There was the strong odor of earth—and a sharper, sweeter smell. The aroma of something dead, very close to him.

“Nathan?” he called. Didn’t think he’d spoken above a whisper. “Nathan?” Louder.

“You all right?”

Just fine, he thought, and almost laughed. Every joint in his body was on fire. He wrenched his right arm as hard as he could, and heard cloth rip; then he wiped the wetness and gummy dirt from his eyes, and he saw in the faint purple light where he was.

He hadn’t stepped off Briartop, but only into a hollow that had been hidden by underbrush. It was about thirty-five feet deep, he figured, with steeply sloping dirt walls, and angled down into darkness. New was caught in a barbed-wire prison of thorns that had tangled around his chest and legs, manacling his left arm at the wrist. Ugly, inch-long barbs curled all around him, in loops and coils and knots. If he moved, he realized with a shock of fear, they might grab him even tighter.

But the worst part was what lay caught in the thorns with him.

There were moldering carcasses in various stages of decay, from fresh bloat to yellow bone. A stag’s skeleton reared its rack of horns toward the sky, hopelessly tangled. There were raccoon, skunk, fox, snake, and bird bones everywhere. A fresh deer carcass was tangled on his right; it had recently burst open. As New twisted his head to the left, barbs scraped across his neck.

Not six feet away, enmeshed in the tangle, was a human skeleton. It wore the rags of a red flannel shirt, fringed buckskin pants, and boots. Its mouth gaped wide, as though in a final gasp or scream. Thorns grew along the spine, kudzu vines burst through cracks in the skull. The skeleton’s right arm was twisted backward at a sharp angle, the bone clearly snapped. Several feet away was a rusted rifle, and the hunter wore an empty knife sheath around his waist.

New struggled violently to free himself. The coils snaked more firmly around his chest.

“Help!” he shouted. “Nathan! Go get help!” His head throbbed mercilessly.

Nathan didn’t respond for a few seconds. Then: “I’m scairt, New. I thought I heard somethin’ just then. Somethin’ walkin’.”

“Go get help! Get Ma! Hurry, Nathan!” A thorn was spiked deeply into his cheek.

“I heard somethin’, New!” The boy’s voice was shaking. “It’s gettin’ closer!”

The moon was rising. Like a pumpkin, New thought—and he went cold inside. “Run,” he whispered. Then he shouted, “Run home, Nathan! Go on! Run home!”

When Nathan’s voice came floating back, there was new determination in it. “I’ll run get Ma! I’ll save you. New! You’ll see!” There was the sound of him struggling through the brush, and then a faint cry—“You’ll see!”—and silence.

The wind moved. Dead leaves floated down into the hollow. New listened to the sound of his own harsh breathing. The smell of death wafted around him.

He didn’t know how much later it was, but he suddenly shivered as a terrible, aching cold passed through his bones. Something was watching him—he could sense it as surely as a hound on the track of a redtailed fox. He looked up toward the lip of the pit, his heart pounding.

Touched by moonlight, a figure stood thirty-five feet above him, on the pit’s edge. It was shrouded in black, and carried something that looked like a sack under its right arm.

New almost spoke—almost—but his blood had turned icy, and he knew what he was looking at.

The thing was motionless. New couldn’t tell what it was, but it seemed … vaguely human. Whatever was under its arm didn’t move, either, but New thought for a terrifying instant that the moonlight shone upon a white, upturned face. The face of a small boy.

New blinked.

The thing was gone. If it had ever been there. It had slipped noiselessly away in the space of a heartbeat.

“Nathan!” he shouted. He continued to call his brother’s name until his voice was reduced to a weary whisper. In his soul he felt the same black despair as when he’d watched Pa’s coffin being lowered into the ground.

Run, run as fast as you can, ’cause out in the woods walks the Pumpkin Man …

A shuddering cry of anguish left his lips. Around him, bones rattled when the cold wind swept past.
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RIX WAS DRESSING FOR dinner. As he knotted his tie in front of the oval mirror above his chest of drawers, a gust of wind that scattered blood-red leaves against the north-facing windows caught his attention. The trees parted for an instant, like a fiery sea opening, and Rix saw the high roofs and chimneys of Usher’s Lodge in the distance, tinted orange and purple in the fading light. The trees closed again.

He had to reknot his tie. His fingers had slipped.

When he was barely nine, he’d gone into the Lodge for the first and last time. Boone had goaded Rix into playing hide-and-seek inside. Rix had to do the seeking first. It was dark in there, but they’d had flashlights. Boone laid down the ground rules: there would be hiding only on the first floor in the main house, no use of the east and west wings. Close your eyes now, count to fifty! Rix had started hunting him when he reached thirty. There was no electricity in the Lodge because it had been uninhabited since 1945, and it was as silent as winter in there. And cold—the deeper he’d gone, the colder it had been. Which was strange, since it was the first of October and still warm outside. But the Lodge, he was certain now, repelled heat. It clutched within its winding corridors and maze of rooms the frozen ghosts of one hundred forty years of winters. It was always deep January inside the Lodge, a world of icy, remote magnificence.

Malengine, Rix thought. It was a word he’d been mulling over to use as the title of a book someday. It meant “evil machination” or, more literally, something constructed for an evil purpose. The Lodge was a malengine, built with the spoils of destruction, meant to shield the generations of murderers that Rix called his ancestors. If Usherland could be compared to a body, the Lodge was its malignant heart—silent now, but not stilled. Like Walen Usher, the Lodge listened, and brooded, and waited.

It had trapped him in its maw for almost forty-eight hours when he was nine years old, like a beast patiently trying to digest him. Sometimes Rix’s mind slipped gears and he was back in that nine-year-old body, back in the Lodge’s darkness after the weak batteries that Boone had put in his flashlight flickered out. He didn’t remember very much of the ordeal, but he remembered that darkness—absolute and chilling, a monstrous, silent force that first brought him to his knees and then made him crawl. He hadn’t known it then, but two hundred rooms had been counted in the Lodge, and due to the madness—or cunning—of the floor plans, there were windowless areas that could not be reached by any corridor yet discovered. He thought he recalled falling down a long staircase and bruising his knees, but nothing was certain. All shadows that he tried to keep behind a bolted door.

He’d awakened in bed several days later. Edwin had gone inside, Cass told him afterward, and had found him wandering up on the second floor in the east wing. Rix had been all but sleepwalking through the Lodge, banging into walls and doors like a wind-up toy robot. God only knew how he’d kept from breaking his neck. From that time on he’d never stepped into the Lodge again.

The image of the bloody-eyed skeleton on its hook swung slowly through Rix’s mind. He quickly shunted it aside. His head was aching dully. Boone had deliberately lured him into the Lodge and gotten him lost.

It amused Rix that Walen would let Boone have nothing to do with Usher Armaments. Boone had never even toured the plant, and Rix had no desire to. Though the racehorses seemed to be his primary occupation, Boone owned a talent agency with offices in Houston, Miami, and New Orleans. He was close-mouthed about his business, but had bragged once to Rix that he handled “about a dozen Hollywood starlets so pretty they’d melt your pecker off.”

If that was so, Rix had wondered, then why didn’t Boone have an office in California? Rix had never visited any of his brother’s offices—and was unlikely to be invited—but Boone apparently made a good deal of money from his agency. At least he dressed and talked the role of a successful businessman.

Nothing but writing had ever been even moderately successful for Rix. He had a few thousand dollars in savings, but he knew it would be gone soon enough. Then what? Find another poorly paying job that would last four or five months at the most? If he couldn’t write another book—a best-seller—everything that Walen had ever said about his being a failure would turn out to be true, and he’d have to come crawling back to Usherland.

Rix tried to put his uncertainties out of his mind. He put on his tweed jacket and inspected a tear under his right sleeve, caused when he’d tumbled to the sidewalk in New York. Some of the lining was ripped, too, but he decided his mother wouldn’t notice. He was as ready as he would ever be. He went downstairs.

On his way to the living room, he stopped to peer into the game room, with its two large billiard tables and antique aquamarine Tiffany lamps. Everything was still the same—except, he noted, for two new additions: Wizard’s Quest and Defender arcade games. They were shoved discreetly into a corner, probably there for Boone’s pleasure. He went through the game room into the “gentlemen’s room,” a high-ceilinged, oak-paneled parlor that still smelled faintly of cigar smoke. Oil paintings of hunting scenes adorned the walls, along with the stuffed heads of moose, rams, and wild boars. Standing in a corner was a seven-foot-tall grizzly bear that Teddy Roosevelt had supposedly shot on the estate. A grandfather clock with a beautiful brass pendulum struck softly seven times.

A pair of sliding oak doors stood on the other side of the gentlemen’s room. Rix walked across to open them. His father’s library lay beyond.

But the doors were securely locked.

“Have you seen your brother?”

Rix jumped like a child caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He turned toward his mother, who was wearing a shimmering gray evening gown. Her makeup and hair were perfect. “Nope,” he said easily.

“I suppose he’s gone over to the stables again, then.” She frowned with disapproval. “If he’s not spending his time clocking the horses, he’s playing poker with those friends of his at the country club. I’ve told him time and again that they’re ganging up on him to cheat him, but does he listen? Of course not.” Her gaze sharpened. “Were you looking for something to read?”

“Not particularly, just poking around.”

“Your father keeps the library locked now.”

“It wasn’t locked the last time I was here.”

“It’s locked,” she repeated, “now.”

“Why?”

“Your father was doing some research … before he got sick, I mean.” There was a quicksilver flicker of distress in her eyes, then it was gone. “He had some books brought over from the Lodge’s library. Evidently he doesn’t want them to deteriorate any more than they already have.”

“Research on what?”

She shrugged. “I have no earthly idea. Doesn’t your brother know that we eat dinner at seven-thirty sharp in this house? I don’t want him sitting at my dining room table smelling of horse perspiration!”

“I’m sure he’ll smell like his nice malodorous self.”

“Sarcasm never won any popularity contests, son,” she told him firmly. “Well, I have to know if that little wife of his is going to join us tonight or not. She’s gone a straight week of eating her dinner in bed.”

“Why don’t you just send a servant up to ask her?”

“Because,” Margaret said icily, “Puddin’ is Boone’s responsibility. I won’t have my servants bowing to her like she’s a princess! I don’t give a damn if she’s too lazy to get out of bed to use the commode, but Cass would like to know how many places to set.”

“I can’t help you with that.” He glanced once again at the library door’s brass handles and then directed his attention to an elk’s head on the wall above the fireplace.

Margaret said, “I trust you’ll be on time for dinner. You look as if you can use a good, filling meal. A needle and thread would do wonders for that shabby coat, as well. Take it off after dinner and I’ll have it fixed for you.”

“Thanks.”

“Come along when you’re ready, then. We eat at seven-thirty in this house.”

Left alone, Rix contemplated the locked doors again, and then went back the way he’d come to the main corridor. He walked past the living room and dining room, heading for the rear of the house.

In the large Gatehouse kitchen, where copper pots and utensils hung in orderly precision from hooks on the spotless, white-tiled walls, Rix stood at the doorway. He watched a short, rotund woman with gray hair checking a number of simmering pots or one of the ranges while she gave orders in a soft but firm voice to the two subordinate cooks who bustled about. An amazing warmth spread through him, and he realized at once just how much he’d missed Cass Bodane. One of the cooks glanced over her shoulder at him—and didn’t recognize him—but then Cass turned toward him and froze.

Rix was prepared. Her oval, ruddy-cheeked face registered shock for only a fleeting second, and then a smile like sunshine took its place. Rix was sure Edwin had told her how bad he looked.

“Oh, Rix!” Cass said, and embraced him. The top of her head came only to his chin. Her warmth was as welcome as a cheerful hearth on a winter’s night, and Rix felt his bones beginning to glow. Without this woman and her husband, Rix knew his life at Usherland would have been truly bleak. They lived in a white house behind the gardens and garage, and many times when he was a little boy, Rix had wished he could live in that house with them. Though they had an enormous responsibility, they’d never been too busy to spend a while listening to him or giving him encouragement.

“It’s so good to have you home again!” She pulled back to look at him; her clear blue eyes only flinched a fraction.

“If you say I look wonderful, I’ll know you’ve been hitting the cooking sherry,” he said with a smile.

“Don’t you tease me!” She pushed affectionately at his chest, then took his hand. “Come sit down. Louise, bring two cups of coffee to the nook, please. One with cream and sugar, one with sugar only.”

“Yes ma’am,” one of the cooks said.

Cass led him out of the kitchen, through a door to the small room where the servants took their breaks. A table and chairs were set up here, and a window looked out toward the gardens, now illuminated by low-level floodlights. They sat down, and Louise brought their coffee.

“Edwin told me you were upstairs,” Cass explained, “but I knew you needed your rest. How was New York?”

“Okay, I guess. Pretty noisy.”

“Were you up there on business? Researching a new book?”

“No, I … had some things to take care of with my agent.”

When she smiled, the deep lines surfaced around her eyes. She was a lovely woman at sixty-one, and Rix knew she had been a real knockout when she was a girl. He’d seen an old photograph Edwin carried in his wallet: Cass in her twenties, with long blond hair, a flawless complexion, and those eyes that could stop time. “Rix, that’s so exciting!” she said, and covered his hand with her own. “I want to hear all about your new book!”

Bedlam was dead, he knew. There was no sense in trying to stir it from the grave. “I’d … like to tell you what I’m going to work on next,” he said.

Her eyes brightened. “A new thriller? Oh, goody!”

“We talked about it before, the last time I was home.” He braced himself, because he remembered her reaction. “I still want to do the history of the Ushers.”

Cass’s smile faded. She was silent, averting her gaze and toying with her coffee cup.

“I’ve been thinking about this for a long time,” Rix continued. “I’ve even started the research.”

“Oh? How?”

“I went to Wales after I finished Fire Fingers. I remembered that Dad told me Malcolm Usher owned a coal mine in the early 1800s. It took me two weeks, but I found what was left of it, near a village called Gosgarrie. It was boarded up, but a records clerk in the village dug up some documents on the Usher Coal Company. There’d been an explosion and cave-in around 1830. Malcolm, Hudson, and Roderick were touring the mine when it happened, and they were trapped in there.” He expected her to look up at him, but she didn’t. “Hudson and Roderick were rescued, but their father’s corpse was never recovered. Evidently they were so torn up about his death that they came over to America, with Madeline.”

Still, Cass didn’t respond. “I want to know what my ancestors were like,” Rix persisted. “What motivated them to create weapons? Why did they settle here, and why did they keep building onto the Lodge? Edwin’s told me things about grandfather Erik, but what about the others?” Their portraits hung in the library, and he knew their names—Ludlow, Erik’s father; Aram, Ludlow’s father and Hudson’s son—but he knew nothing of their lives. “What were the Usher women like?” Rix pressed on. “I know researching the book would be tough. I’d probably have to use my imagination on a lot of it, but I think it could be done.”

She drank from her cup and held it between her palms. “Your father would put your head on top of a flagpole,” she said softly.

“Don’t you think people would like to know about the Usher family? It would be a history of the American weapons industry, too. Don’t you think I could do it?”

“That’s not the point. Mr. Usher has a right to privacy. Your entire family has, including your deceased ancestors. Are you sure you’d want strangers knowing everything that’s gone on at Usherland?”

Rix knew Cass was referring to his grandfather Erik, who had a penchant for throwing wild parties where nude women served as centerpieces. At one party, Edwin had told him, all the guests rode horses inside the Lodge, and Erik required the servants to wear suits of armor and joust on the lakeshore for entertainment.

“Pardon me if I’m wrong,” Cass said, and finally raised her eyes to his, “but I think you want to write that family history because you see it as striking out against your father and against the family business. You’ve already let him know how you feel. Can’t you see how he respects you for daring to break the mold?”

“Are you kidding?”

“He’s a proud man, and he won’t ever admit that he’s been wrong about you. He envies your independence. Mr. Usher could never break away from Erik. Someone had to take control of the business after Erik died. You shouldn’t hate him because of that. Well … do as you please. You will anyway. But my advice is to let sleeping lions lie.”

“I could write that book,” Rix said firmly. “I know I could.”

Cass nodded absently. It was clear she had something more to say, but she didn’t know how to begin. Her mouth pressed into a tight line. “Rix,” she said, “there’s something you need to know. Oh dear, how can I say this?” She gazed out toward the gardens. “There are so many changes in the wind, Rix, so many things in a state of passage. Oh hell! I was never any good at making speeches.” Cass looked directly at him. “This is the last year for Edwin and myself at Usherland.”

Rix’s first impulse was to laugh. Surely she was kidding! The laugh stuck in his throat when her expression remained serious.

“It’s time for us to retire.” She tried to smile, but it wouldn’t come. “Past time, really. We wanted to retire two years ago, but Mr. Usher talked Edwin out of it. Now we’ve saved enough money to buy a home in Pensacola. I’ve always wanted to live in Florida.”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this! My God! You’ve been here all my life!”

“I know that. And it goes without saying that you’ve been like a son to us.” There was pain in her eyes, and she had to pause for a moment to gather her thoughts. “Edwin can’t get around the estate like he used to. Usherland needs a younger man’s touch. We want to enjoy the sun, and Edwin wants to go deep-sea fishing. I want to wear sun hats.” She smiled wistfully. “If I get bored with doing that, Edwin says I can open a small bake shop. It’s time, Rix. It really is.”

Rix was so stunned he could hardly think. What would Usherland be without Edwin and Cass? “Florida’s … so far away.”

“Not that far. They do have telephones down there, you know.”

“But who’ll take your places—as if anyone could?” Rix knew it had been a tradition, ever since Hudson’s day, for the chief of staff of Usherland to be a Bodane. But since Cass and Edwin had no children, the next chief of staff would have to be an outsider.

“I know what you’re wondering,” Cass replied. “There’s always been a Bodane in charge of Usherland. Well, Edwin wants to keep the tradition going. You’ve heard him mention his brother Robert, haven’t you?”

“A couple of times.” Edwin’s brother had left the estate when he was a young man, but had settled on the other side of Foxton. Rix knew that Edwin visited him occasionally.

“Robert has a grandson named Logan. He’s nineteen, and he’s been working at the armaments plant for two years. Edwin believes he has the potential to take the job.”

“A nineteen-year-old chief of staff? That’s crazy!”

“Edwin was twenty-three when he took over from his father,” Cass reminded him. “He’s talked to Logan about this, and he believes Logan can do it. Mr. Usher has given his approval. Edwin’s going to bring Logan here tomorrow or the day after to begin his training. Of course, if Logan decides he doesn’t want to stay, we’ll advertise for an outsider. And if there’s any problem at all, he leaves.”

“Have you met this kid?”

“Once. He seems to be intelligent, and he has an excellent work record at the plant.”

Rix caught a trace of reticence in her voice. “Are you sold on him?”

“Honestly? No, I’m not. He’s a little unpolished. I think he’ll have to prove himself. But he’s agreed to try it, and I think he should have the chance.”

A buzzer went off in the kitchen. It was almost seven-thirty, and Margaret was summoning the servants to the dining room.

“I have to go.” Cass rose quickly to her feet. Rix sat staring out at the gardens, and Cass touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry if this came as a shock to you, Rix, but it’s for the best. It’s the way things are. You’d better run along now. I’ve got a good, rich Welsh pie in the oven for you.”

Rix left Cass working in the kitchen, and walked dazedly to the dining room. His mother was waiting alone at the long, gleaming mahogany table.

As one of the many clocks struck seven-thirty, and others echoed it, Boone strode through the doorway. His face was flushed, and there was racetrack dust in his eyebrows, but he’d dressed for dinner in a dark blue suit and striped necktie. “You look like crap on a cracker, Rixy,” Boone said as he took his place across from Rix.

“Both of my fine boys are home,” Margaret said, with a strained note of cheer. She bowed her head. “Let us give thanks for what we are about to receive.”
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THE PUMPKIN MAN WAS in the woods.

He wore a funeral suit of black velvet and a black top hat. His face was as yellow as spoiled milk. He carried a scythe that glowed electric blue in the moonlight, and with a wave of one skeletal hand he parted the underbrush before him. Those who had seen him and lived to tell the tale said his eyes shone like green lamps; his face was split by a cunning grin, his teeth sharpened to tiny points.

The Pumpkin Man was used to waiting. He had all the time in the world. Sooner or later a child would wander from a familiar path, or chase a rabbit into a place where shadows slanted like tombstones. Then there would be no more going home, ever again.

He carried his weapon in an easy grip, and sniffed the night wind for the human scent. A small animal tore away through the weeds. The Pumpkin Man stood like a statue, his only movement the slow sweep of his gelid gaze through the darkness.

He looked toward the Gatehouse, where the Usher boy was sleeping. The Usher boy had come home again. If the Usher boy didn’t come out to play tomorrow evening—then there would always be the next. Or the next. He stood beneath the Usher boy’s window, staring upward. Come out, come out and play, he whispered in a voice like the wind through dead trees. You’re the one I want, little Usher boy—

When Rix forced himself awake, his nerves were jangling like fire alarms. He sat up in bed. The walls of his room were crisscrossed with shadows—tree branches, outlined by moonlight. He’d never had such a vivid nightmare about the Pumpkin Man before. The thing had looked like a picture he’d seen of Lon Chaney in London After Midnight, all hypnotic eyes and vampire teeth. Got to cut down on those damned late-night “Creature Features,” he told himself. They’re not too good for the old beauty sleep, are—

A floorboard creaked.

There was a shape standing over his bed. Watching him.

Before Rix could react—he was about to cry out like a child—a smoky feminine voice that dripped with honey whispered, “Shhhhh! It’s me, sugah!”

He found the switch to the bedside lamp after much fumbling, and turned it on. Squinting in the light, he looked up at Puddin’ Usher, his brother’s wife.

She wore a diaphanous pink gown that clung to her body as if she’d been poured into it. Showing through the filmy material were the dark circles of her nipples and the darker vee between her thighs. She was about as naked as a woman could be without taking off her clothes. Her heavy blond mane cascaded around her bared shoulders. Puddin’ wore full makeup, including bright red lipstick and champagne eyeshadow. Her eyes were dark brown, as unfathomable as Usherland’s peaty lakes. She’d put on perhaps ten pounds since Rix last saw her, but she was still beautiful in a wild, coarse way. Her figure, stuffed into a red swimsuit a size too small, had won her the title of Miss North Carolina several years ago. In Atlantic City, she had twirled flaming batons in the talent competition, and she hadn’t even made the finals. Her full-lipped, sexy mouth always made her look as if she was begging to be kissed—the harder, the better. But now her mouth had a bitter twist to it. Her face was taking on a hardness. Her eyes were vacant, disturbed. Rix smelled a wave of perfume—Chanel No. 5?—coming off her, but underneath that fragrance was a complex aroma of bourbon and body odor. In fact, Puddin’ smelled as if she hadn’t taken a bath in a week or more.

“What are you doing in here? Where’s Boone?”

“Gone bye-bye,” she said, and her mouth twisted again as she smiled. “Gone to that club of his to play poker till all fuckin’ hours.”

Rix looked at his wristwatch on the bedside table. A quarter of three. He rubbed his eyes. “What happened? You two have a fight?”

She shrugged. “Me and Boone have fights sometimes.” She spoke with a thick backhills whang. “He left around midnight. They let him sleep at that club after he’s lost his money and he’s too drunk to drive home.”

“Do you make a habit of sneaking into people’s rooms? You scared the hell out of me.”

“I didn’t sneak. Sneakin’ is when a door’s locked.” There were no locks on the doors to Rix’s, Boone’s, or Katt’s bedrooms. Puddin’ frowned at him. “You’re lookin’ kinda puny. You been sick or somethin’?”

“Or something. Why don’t you pour yourself into your room and go to sleep?”

“I want to talk. Please. I’ve got to talk to somebody, or I’ll go right fuckin’ out of my bird!”

Same old Puddin’, Rix thought. When she was drunk, she could swear a truck driver’s face blue. “What about?” he asked, against his better judgment.

“If you was a gentleman, you’d ask me to sit down.”

He motioned reluctantly toward a chair. Puddin’ chose to sit on the edge of the bed. Her gown hiked up over her thighs. There was a heart-shaped birthmark on her left knee. Damn, Rix thought; his body was responding, and he raised his knees under the sheet to make a tent. Puddin’ picked at a long, copper-painted fingernail for a moment. “I cain’t talk to nobody ’round here,” she whined. “They don’t like me.”

“I thought you and Katt were friends.”

“Katt’s too busy for friends. Either she’s out ridin’ on the estate, or she’s on that telephone. One time she talked to a guy in Venice for two whole fuckin’ hours! Now who in hell can talk on a phone that long?”

“Do you also listen in on people’s phone conversations?”

She tossed her head impudently. “I get bored. There ain’t a whole hell of a lot to do, y’ understand? Boone pays more attention to those goddamned horses than he does to me.” She giggled. “Maybe if I put a saddle on my back, he’d get a hard-on, right?”

“Puddin’,” Rix said wearily, “what’s this all about?”

“You’ve … always kinda liked me, ain’t you?”

“We hardly know each other.”

“But what you know, you like. Don’t you?” She touched his hand.

“I guess so.” Though he knew he should, he didn’t move his hand. His groin stirred.

Puddin’ smiled. “I thought so. A woman can tell. You know, the gleam in a man’s eye and all. You should’ve seen those men judges in Atlantic City sit tall when I come out on stage. You could almost hear their cocks thump against the bottom of that desk. Old stuck-up bitches was the ones voted against me.”

“I think you’d better go back to your room.” He wrinkled his nose. “When was the last time you had a bath?”

“Soap causes cancer,” she replied. “I heard it on the news. There’s something in soap that gives you cancer. Know what’s best for your skin? Gelatin. Know what that is? It’s Jell-O, I put Jell-O in the bathtub and let it sit until it gets real firm. Then I get in and wiggle around. Orange is best, ’cause it’s got vitamin C in it too.”

He wanted to ask her if she was losing her mind, but didn’t. Maybe she was losing her mind. Living in this house would certainly do it.

“I know you like me,” Puddin’ said. “I like you, too. Really. I always thought you were cute and smart and all. You’re not like Boone. You’re … well, a gentleman.” She leaned closer to him, the valley between her breasts opening. Bourbon fumes rolled into his face. She whispered, “Take me with you when you leave here. Okay?”

When Rix paused, taken off guard, Puddin’ plowed on: “Everybody hates me ’round here! Especially the dragon lady! That mother of yours has got eyes in the back of her head! She just looooves to tell lies about me! Katt’s all hung up on bein’ a model and a celebrity and all. Edwin and Cass watch me all the time. I cain’t even drive alone to Asheville to go shoppin’!”

“I don’t believe that.”

“It’s true, damn it! They won’t let me out the front gate! See, I tried to run off in August. Had a gutful of this fuckin’ place, and took off in the Maserati. They sent the cops after me, Rix! State trooper pulled me over right outside Asheville, hauled me to the jailhouse on a charge of car theft! Had to sit there all night till Boone came for me!” She scowled bitterly. “He lied to me to get me to marry him. Said he was a world traveler, and a billionaire to boot. I didn’t know I’d be a prisoner here, and that he didn’t have one cent of his own to spend!”

“Boone’s got his talent agency.”

“Yeah. That.” Puddin’ laughed sharply. “It was paid for with old Walen’s money. Boone’s still payin’ him back, with interest. Boone ain’t got a pot to pee in!”

“He will be rich,” Rix said. “After our father dies”—the realization sank in as he said it—“the family business will belong to Boone.”

“Oh no. You’re wrong. Boone wants it, but so does Katt. And Boone’s scared shitless the old man’s gonna hand everything over to her, lock, stock, and fuckin’ barrel!”

Rix pondered that for a moment. All the Usher children had attended the Harvard School of Business, with a stipulation that they return to Usherland every weekend. Boone had flunked out after a year, Rix had quit to study English Lit at the University of North Carolina, but Kattrina had graduated with honors. She’d always been interested in fashion and modeling, and had opened her own agency in New York when she was twenty-two. After a couple of years, she’d sold the agency for a profit of almost three million dollars; then she’d decided to free-lance for herself, at the rate of two thousand dollars an hour. Her golden, healthy look was enormously popular in Europe, where her face sold everything from fur coats to Ferraris.

“Katt’s happy,” Rix said. “She’s not interested in the business.”

“Boone knows she wants it. He says your daddy’s been talkin’ to her in secret. That’s why old Walen’s never let Boone handle any of the decisions.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. He’s never let any of us handle decisions.” He smiled. “So Boone’s champing at the bit, is he?”

“Sure. Just like you are.”

“Sorry. I don’t want a damned thing to do with it.”

“That ain’t what Boone says. He says you’re pretendin’ not to be interested. He says you’re waitin’ for the old man to die, just like everybody else. Know what Boone told me when we got married?” She blinked her heavy lids. “He said the business was worth about ten billion dollars, and that every time somebody even thinks there’s gonna be a war, the millions come rollin’ into those factories by the truckload. He says that’s because nobody in the world, not even the Germans, makes weapons better than the Ushers. Now you look me straight in the eye and say you don’t want a piece!”

“I don’t,” he said firmly, “want a piece.”

“Bullshit.” Her breasts were about to spill from her gown, the nipples peeking over like brown, crosseyed eyeballs. “Only a goddamn idjit wouldn’t want a cut of ten billion bucks! That’s all the money in the world! Look, I know you protested V’etnam when you was in college, but you ain’t a hippie no more. You’re a grown man.” Her voice trailed off, and for a moment she appeared to be about to keel over. Then she clutched his arm. “I cain’t stand this place no more, Rix. It’s creepy around here, ’specially at night. The wind blows so hard when it gets dark. Boone goes off and leaves me alone. Now, with the old man in that room right over my head … I cain’t stand the smell of him, Rix! I want to be with people who like me!”

“Have you tried talking to Boone about—”

“Yes, I’ve tried,” Puddin’ snapped, her face reddening. “He don’t listen! He just laughs! Boone … don’t want to be around me no more.” Tears came to her eyes, but Rix couldn’t tell whether she was forcing them or not. “He says he … cain’t go to bed with me. Me! Head majorette at Daniel Webster High School! A beauty contest winner! Hell, I used to have football players wantin’ to just sniff my panties! Boone’s got a cock like a wet noodle!”

It took a moment for that to sink in. “Boone’s … impotent?” Rix asked. The last time he’d been home, Boone had taken him to a club called the Rooster Strut, where topless dancers gyrated in the harsh, hot lights and the beer tasted like dishwater. Boone had made a big show of calling all the girls by their first names, of bragging about how many he’d laid. He remembered the way Boone had grinned, his teeth flashing in the strobe lights.

“You like me, don’t you?” She wiped one eye and left a trail of mascara. “I could go to Atlanta with you. They’d let you take me, they wouldn’t try to stop you. Boone’s scared of you. He told me so. I’d be real good for you, Rix. You need a woman, and I wouldn’t be like that last one you had. I wouldn’t get crazy and cut my—”

“Go back to your room,” he said. He’d been jolted by the memory of Sandra in the bathtub, and all that blood. The razor on the scarlet tiles. Blood on the walls. Her curly, ash-blond hair floating.

Puddin’ popped her breasts out of the gown. They hung inches away from his face. “Take ’em,” she whispered huskily. “You can, if you want to.” She tried to guide his hands.

He made a fist. “No,” he said, and knew he was the biggest fool who’d ever lived.

“Just touch one. Just one.”

“No.”

In an instant her face crumbled like wet cardboard. Her lower lip swelled. “I … thought you liked me.”

“I do, but you’re my brother’s wife.”

“Are you queer?” There was a nasty hint in her voice.

“I’m not gay, no. But you and Boone have a problem. I’m not getting in the middle of it.”

Her eyes narrowed into slits. Her mask of perfection fell off, and the real Puddin’ was hiding behind it. “You’re just like the rest of ’em! You don’t care ’bout nobody but your own damn self!” She stood up, tugging drunkenly at her gown. “Oh, you play so high and mighty, but you’re just another goddamned Usher, through and through!”

“Keep your voice down.” Walen might sure as hell be getting a kick out of this!

“I’ll shout if I want to!” Still, she wasn’t drunk enough to want to rouse Margaret Usher. She marched to the door, then turned back. “Thanks for your help, Mr. Usher! I sure do appreciate it!” She left the room in a proud fury, but the door closed with a bump instead of a slam.

Rix lay back in the bed and grinned. So all of Boone’s sexual crowing was just hot air! What a laugh! Boone’s afraid of me? he thought. No way!

But he will be, before I’m through with him.

Ten billion dollars, he mused, as sleep began to pull at him again. With that much money, a man could do anything he pleased. He could have undreamed-of power. There’d be no more struggling at the typewriter, alternately playing God and Satan over paper characters.

—no more hassles no more books no more agents’ dirty looks—

The strange singsong had come unbidden, a soft, seductive voice from the deepest recess of his mind. For an instant he was lulled by it, and he pictured himself stepping out of the limousine and striding toward the open doors of the armaments plant. Inside, military men, beautiful secretaries, and smiling sycophants were waiting to welcome him.

No, he thought—and the image faded. No. Every cent of that money was tainted with blood. He would make his own way in the world, on his own strengths. He didn’t need any blood money.

But when he switched off the lamp and settled back to sleep, his last conscious thought was

—ten billion dollars—

An hour or so later, Puddin’ was awakened from an uneasy sleep by the noise of rushing wind around the Gatehouse. She looked toward the door—and saw a shape interrupt the light that crept in from the corridor. She held her breath, waiting. The shape paused, then went on. Puddin’ clutched her silk sheet; for some reason, she dared not open that door to see who walked the Gatehouse at this dead hour. She could smell Walen’s stink in the room.

Puddin’ squeezed her eyes shut, and, as she drifted toward darkness, she called in a hoarse whisper for her momma.
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THE SUN WAS RISING, tinting the sky scarlet. New Tharpe had ceased his struggling.

Every time he’d tried to fight free during the long night, the thorny coils had clasped him tighter. They dug into his flesh in a dozen places. He’d cried a couple of times, but when he realized that crying sapped his strength—and he was going to need that strength, or he was as good as dead—he stopped sobbing as if he’d been slapped in the face.

Red light was beginning to tumble into the hollow. The wind, so violent during the night, had died to a furtive whisper. He could still see his breath, but his bones were thawing. He’d never been so cold in his life.

Twice during the night he thought he’d heard his name called, far in the distance. He’d tried to shout for help, but his voice was weak and raspy, and his head rang with pain. Then, when the moon started sinking, he’d heard something moving up at the edge of the pit. He’d looked up as high as possible, though there was a band of thorns around his throat, but seen nothing. Whatever it was, judging from the sound of crackling brush, it was very big. New had thought he’d heard rumbling breathing. The forest had fallen silent. In the next rush of wind. New had smelled the musky scent of an animal—a cat on the prowl.

Greediguts, New had thought as he kept perfectly still. Greediguts was up on the lip of the hollow. Greediguts was smelling him, and wanting him, but even the monstrous black panther itself wouldn’t come down into those thorns.

After a while, the rumbling had faded away. The beast was gone, to find easier prey.

Every time he’d closed his eyes, New had seen that black figure standing up there with the limp sack under its arm. He could tell nothing about the figure—man or woman? young or old? human or not?—but he’d known who it was. His heart had stuttered, his flesh crawling. It was the thing his ma had warned him about all his life, the thing that had taken the Parnell girl the third week in September, and little Vernon Simmons last harvest season.

Sometimes he thought it was only a tale the mothers and fathers of Briartop Mountain had made up to scare their children, to keep them from getting lost in the woods.

But now he knew different. The moonlight had told him so.

Got to get out of here! New screamed inwardly. He fought again, trying to pull his left arm and right leg loose. The thorns dug into his throat, drawing pinpricks of blood. They clutched his chest like little claws.

Settle down. Easy, easy. Thorns’ll choke you. Got to think your way out.

He carefully turned his head. The hunter’s skeleton beside him was on fire with early light. He saw that it still wore a rotting leather powder horn. The dead man had been here for a long, long time.

His gaze followed the kudzu vines that trailed along the skeleton’s broken right arm. The green finger bones were pointed like an arrow into the bleached leaves that gathered around the cadaver’s legs.

New stared at the empty knife sheath.

Where was the knife?

Had it been lost in the hunter’s fall? New looked again at the grasping finger bones. Then toward the mound of leaves.

He swung his left leg out, digging the toe of his boot into leaves, shoveling them aside. Black beetles scurried away. The odor of a damp grave drifted up. Barbs plunged into him as he tried to strain farther to the left. He moved his foot, tried again in a different place, and uncovered white leaves, worms, and bugs.

Hissing with pain as the thorns gouged his throat, New dug his toe down into the leaves just beneath the skeleton’s hand. He shoveled his foot back and forth. A nest of brown spiders fled in all directions.

One of them scrabbled along the staghorn handle of a bowie knife, sunk to its hilt in the damp earth.

The hunter had been straining for his knife as he died.

A crow cawed from above the hollow. It sounded like cruel laughter. The knife might as well be a mile away; with only one arm and leg free, New couldn’t possibly retrieve it.

“Help!” he tried to shout in desperation. His voice came out in a rattle. His mother would be looking for him by now, he knew. So would other people. They’d find him, eventually. Sure, he thought grimly. Just like somebody had found the hunter.

New caught back a sob. He stared fixedly at the knife. Have to get it, he told himself. Somehow. Or I might die right here.

You’re the man of the house now, he thought. It was what his ma always told him. His pa had died in February, at the garage where he’d worked in Foxton. A freak accident, Sheriff Kemp had said. Bobby Tharpe was repairing a pickup truck’s tire. It blew up in his face. Didn’t feel no pain, Kemp had said. He went right on the spot.

You get yourself in trouble, his ma told him, you get yourself out of it, too.

New had loved his father very much. Bobby Tharpe had married Myra Satterwhite late, when he was in his mid-thirties; he’d been fifty-two when he died. New’s father had had eyes the color of emeralds, just like New’s own. He’d been a quiet, peaceful man—but sometimes New could tell that he was troubled, and New didn’t know why. New’s father had stayed to himself a lot.

Get the knife. Somehow.

He imagined the way it would feel in his hand. He tried to dislodge it with his boot, but only drove it deeper into the ground. In his mind, his hand curled around the cool staghorn handle, and he could feel every groove and dent. The knife’s weight tugged at his grip.

The Pumpkin Man had taken his little brother. His flesh and blood. Had stood at the pit’s edge, and been grinning all the time.

Anger crackled like lightning behind New’s eyes. He was staring at the bowie knife.

If you want something bad enough, his father had said once, you can get it. But only if you want it with heart and soul and mind, if you want it with every pore in your skin and hair on your head, and you know it’s the right thing …

The Pumpkin Man had been grinning. Laughing at him, laughing as he stole Nathan away into the wild depths of the forest …

New’s heart was beating hard. Red light stung his eyes. He strained toward the knife as much as he could; the thorns tore his skin mercilessly. They were not going to let him get away.

The Pumpkin Man had taken his brother, then had laughed at him in the dark.

A surge of rage ripped through him, filling him with bitter fire. It was an anger he’d never known before, and in it was not only the Pumpkin Man but also the cheap pine box that had held his father’s body, and the truck tire that had exploded with no warning, and the thorns and Briartop Mountain and the rundown cabin where his taciturn mother cooked her blackberry pies. All of it came through his pores in a yell of sweat.

I WANT IT! he shouted in his head.

The bowie knife stirred and withdrew from the earth with a quiet hiss. It hung three inches off the ground, then fell back into the leaves again.

New cried out in amazement.

For a second he’d felt, actually felt, the knife clutched in his right hand. It had been burning hot.

He watched it to see if it would move again, but it didn’t. Still, it was free of the ground. He hooked his foot out and dragged it closer. Spiders crawled over his boot.

I want it … now, he said mentally, concentrating on feeling that knife in his hand again. On curling his fingers around the staghorn handle. On feeling its weight.

The knife jumped like a fish. Then lay still.

He was in a dream, floating. His head throbbed where he’d bumped it against a rock in the fall. There was a pressure like an iron band squeezing his temples. He’d never felt this way before, as if his mind were separating from his body, becoming disjointed, out of kilter. His heart was racing, and for a moment the pain in his head was so bad he thought he was going to pass out.

But he didn’t. The knife was still on the ground at his feet. Its blade was veined with rust, but the edge gleamed in the red, raw light.

New could feel its sharpness. A pulse of power beat between him and the knife, connecting them like a charge of electricity.

And New understood what it was.

Magic.

There was magic in that knife. It had lain so long in Briartop earth that it had absorbed some of Briartop’s magic. There was magic in it, and the magic was going to help New escape.

I want it, he commanded.

It didn’t move.

Now. I want it now. He visualized the knife rising from the ground—slowly, slowly, coming through the air toward his open hand—felt the cool staghorn handle against his skin, closed his hand around it. Now. I want it right now.

The knife jumped, jumped.

Now. Right now. Now, damn it! Again, rage sizzled through his bones.

As if obeying his command, the knife jumped high and hung, spinning, three feet off the ground. It began to move toward his fingers, but fell to the ground again. The next time was easier, but again it fell. Now it was on the ground beneath his right hand.

Come up, New commanded. Come up and into my hand. He almost giggled: Wait’ll Nathan hears about this! But the memory of Nathan came and went. He saw white moonlight on Nathan’s upturned face, and mentally screamed.

The magic knife spun up from the ground, higher, higher, whirling like a top, and its handle slid into New’s grasp as if he’d been born with it.

Quickly he started sawing at the thorns that held him. The coils around his chest parted with a brittle snapping sound, and leaked yellowish fluids. He cut his left arm free, and saw a bracelet of wounds around his wrist. The thorns around his neck were the hardest to cut loose, because some of them were in pretty deep, and he didn’t want to slash his throat.

By the time he’d cut away enough thorns to pull free, the light that filtered through the trees was warm and golden. He fashioned footholds in the dirt wall and, climbing up by grasping bushes and roots, pulled himself slowly to the rim. At the top, with the magic knife still clutched in his fist, New turned his grimy, blood-streaked face toward the hollow and shouted, “Die, damn you!” His voice was a weak croak, but it carried his anger sufficiently.

Then he made his way back to the path, where his blackberry buckets were being picked at by crows, and started running for home.

He never saw the thorns down in the hollow begin to turn black, wither—and die.
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“PENNY FOR YOUR THOUGHTS,” Margaret Usher said brightly.

Rix snapped himself back. “Just wandering,” he told her, and took another bite of sausage from his breakfast plate. In fact, he’d been thinking about what a gorgeous morning it was; they were sitting on the glass-enclosed breakfast porch at the rear of the Gatehouse, and from here the panorama of the gardens and the western mountain peaks was an unbroken blaze of color. Though it was only eight o’clock, a black gardener in a straw hat was already hard at work, sweeping stray leaves from the field-stone paths that crisscrossed the gardens. Marble statues of cherubs, fauns, and satyrs pranced through the flowers.

The sky was blue and clear. A squadron of ducks flew across Rix’s field of view. The breakfast was good, the coffee strong, and Rix had enjoyed a restful sleep after Puddin’ had left last night. When he’d taken his vitamins this morning, he’d looked in the mirror and seen that the bags under his eyes didn’t look quite as severe. Or was that only his hopeful imagination? Anyway, he felt fine, and even his appetite had picked up, because he was finishing all of his breakfast. He’d missed Cass’s cooking in the year that he’d been away.

“I heard Boone come in this morning,” Margaret said. Today she wore only a light coating of makeup, to accentuate her cheekbones. “About five, I think it was. You’d be surprised what I can hear when the house is quiet.”

“Really?” Instantly, Rix was on guard. Did she mean she’d heard him and Puddin’? Probably not. Her room was at the far end of the hallway, with many rooms between them.

“I can certainly hear Boone and that woman fighting like cats and dogs.” She shook her head, her red lips pressed together in disgust. “Oh, I told him not to marry her! I told him he’d be sorry, and you know I’m never wrong. Well, he’s sorry all right.”

“Why doesn’t he divorce her like he did those two others, if he’s so unhappy?”

She carefully folded her napkin and placed it beside her plate. A maid came in and began to carry away the dirty dishes. “Because,” Margaret said after the maid had gone, “there’s no telling what that trollop would say about us if she was let off this estate. She’s a drunken little fool, but she’s been an Usher now for two years, four months, and twelve days. That’s two years longer than either of the others. She knows … things about us that might find their way into print if she was allowed to run wild.”

“You mean the Malady?”

Margaret’s eyes clouded over. “Yes, that. And more. Like how much money we’re worth, and what our real-estate holdings are. She knows about the Caribbean island we own, the casino in Monte Carlo, the banks and the other companies. Boone has a mouth as big as a mountain. Can you imagine the headlines if there was a divorce? That little trollop wouldn’t accept an out-of-court settlement, like the other two. She’d go straight to the National Enquirer with all sorts of lurid lies.”

“And lurid truths?” Rix asked.

“You have a very bad attitude about your family, Rix. You should be proud of who you are, and of the contribution your ancestors have made to this country’s survival.”

“Right. Well, I’ve always been the black sheep, haven’t I? I think it’s too late to act like a star-spangled drummer boy.”

“Please don’t mention flags,” she said coldly. She was remembering, Rix knew, a photograph that had been in several North Carolina newspapers. In it, Rix had been wearing a Jefferson Airplane T-shirt and waving a black flag; his hair was down to his shoulders, and he was walking in the front row of a crowd of Vietnam war demonstrators at the University of North Carolina. The picture had been snapped just minutes before the police waded in to break up their peace rally. Before the fighting was over, nine kids had broken bones and Rix sat in the gutter with a knot the size of a hen’s egg on his head, watching a sea of legs flow and ebb around him.

The photograph had also appeared on the front page of the weekly Foxton Democrat, with a circle around Rix’s head.

Walen had gone through the roof like a Roman candle.

“You’d do well to study the achievements of your ancestors,” Margaret suggested. Rix listened politely, with no trace of surprise on his face. “They’d teach you a thing or two about family pride.”

“And just how would I go about doing that, pray tell?”

She shrugged. “You might start by reading some of those books that Walen brought from the Lodge’s library. He’s been studying the family documents for the past three months.”

“What?” Rix’s heart gave a kick.

“Family documents. That’s what Walen had the servants bring out of the Lodge. Dozens of old ledgers and diaries and things, from the collection of family records. There’s a library in the Lodge’s basement with thousands of them. I’ve never seen it, of course, but Edwin’s told me about it.”

Rix was stunned. Family documents? Right here in the Gatehouse? “I thought you said you didn’t know what those books were.”

“Well, I don’t know exactly what they are, or why Walen’s been reading them. But I do know they came from the Lodge’s library.”

“You saw them?” Steady, he told himself. Don’t act too interested!

“Of course I saw them. I was here the morning they were brought in. Some of them are so mildewed they smell like dead fish.”

My God, Rix thought. He leaned his chin on his hand to keep from grinning. Family documents in the Gatehouse library! He’d hoped he could find something in there worth his attention, but this was a godsend! No, hold on a minute. There was a rip in the silver lining. “The library’s locked,” he reminded her. “Even if I wanted to browse through those old books, I couldn’t get in, could I?”

“Well, Walen has insisted that he wants it kept locked. But, of course, Edwin has the set of master keys. We do have to get in to dust and vacuum, don’t we? If we didn’t, the smell of mildew from that room would take over the house.” She blinked suddenly, and Rix knew she was thinking about Walen’s reek. “That was a nice breakfast, wasn’t it?” she asked, recovering quickly. “Boone’s going to be sorry he missed it.”

Rix was about to ask her more about the Lodge’s basement library when he heard a faint, steady whining sound. Birds burst from the trees. The whining noise grew louder. He looked toward the sky as a gleaming silver Bell Jetcopter streaked over the Gatehouse, circled slowly, and then settled down out of sight on the helipad.

“Oh, that might be your sister!” Margaret rose from her chair, craning to see. “Kattrina’s home!” she trilled.

But it wasn’t Katt who came up the pathway. There were two men, one wearing a military uniform and the other in a dark business suit. The one in the business suit wore sunglasses and carried a black briefcase.

“It’s just them again,” Margaret said, sitting down. She sighed softly. “They’re here to see Walen.”

The two men walked briskly through the gardens, then around the Gatehouse toward the front entrance.

“Who are they?” Rix asked.

“One’s from the Pentagon. I think you’ve met him before, but maybe not. General McVair. The other man is Mr. Meredith, from the armaments plant. Dr. Francis told your father he should have absolute rest, but Walen doesn’t listen.” She smiled at Rix, but her eyes were vacant. “When your father pulls out of this thing, we’re going on a vacation. Perhaps to Acapulco. That would be lovely in January, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” he said, watching her carefully, “it would be.”

“It’s sunny all the time in Acapulco. Your father needs a nice vacation. He needs to get out in the sun and laugh.”

“Excuse me.” Rix stood up. “I think I might take a walk. Enjoy the fresh air.”

“It’s a lovely day for a walk, isn’t it? You could go for a horseback ride, if you like.”

“I’ll find something to do. Thanks for the breakfast.” He left his mother sitting on the porch; he couldn’t bear the realization that she was living in a twilight world of false hopes and dreams, waiting for her husband to kick off the shroud and dance down the staircase like Fred Astaire. Her next trip would be to the Usher cemetery, on the eastern edge of the estate.

But right now he wanted to find Edwin. He wanted to get that master key and see for himself what was beyond the library’s door. He’d have to be very careful; he didn’t want anyone knowing what he intended to do, and now he regretted even telling Cass about it. If Walen ever got a hint he was going to shake some Usher coffins, the documents would be whisked back to the Lodge’s basement. He stopped a maid and asked if she’d seen Edwin, but she told him she hadn’t.

Rix went out of the Gatehouse. The sparkling air smelled like a fine, crisp white wine. Edwin might be any of a dozen places on the estate, commanding the hundred routine duties that went on every day. He walked through the gardens, taking the pathway that would lead him past the tennis courts to the Bodane house.

He passed the garage, a long, low stone structure with ten wooden doors that each slid upward to allow a car into its separate stall. At one time the garage had housed Usher carriages and coaches; now it held Boone’s red Ferrari, Katt’s pink Maserati, the new limo, a second limo in case the first had mechanical trouble, a red ’57 Thunderbird, a robin’s-egg-blue ’52 Cadillac, a white ’48 Packard, a gray ’32 Duesenberg, a Stutz Bearcat, and a Model T Ford in perfect condition. Those, anyway, were the cars that were in there the last time Rix had looked; the assemblage might have been upgraded during the past year.

The Bodane house, tiny compared to the Gatehouse, but itself a two-story Victorian manor, was tucked back amid the trees. Next to it was a small white garage that held the Bodanes’ Chevy station wagon. Rix walked up the steps to the front door and pressed the buzzer.

The door opened. Edwin stood there, capless, but wearing his uniform. “Rix,” he said, and smiled—but there was pain in his eyes. “Please come in.”

“I’m glad I caught you.” Rix entered the house. At once a wave of nostalgia crashed over him. This house, like his bedroom, hadn’t changed a bit: the walls were of softly glowing wood, adorned with samplers and needlepoint that Cass had done; the parlor floor was covered by a burgundy rug—threadbare in places—trimmed in gold; cozy, overstuffed chairs and a sofa were arranged around a red brick hearth where a small fire flickered; above the hearth was a wreath made of pine cones and acorns. The parlor’s two large bay windows looked directly toward the Gatehouse.

Rix had sat on that rug and dreamed before the hearth, while Cass read him stories, either Aesop’s Fables or Hans Christian Andersen fairy tales. Cass could break your heart with “The Brave Tin Soldier,” or make you laugh at the greedy fox who wanted all the grapes. Edwin made the best hot chocolate in the world, and his hand on your shoulder felt as strong as courage. Where had all the years gone, Rix wondered, as he looked around the parlor. What had happened to the little boy who sat in front of that fireplace with dreams in his eyes?

He had been swept into the furnace of reality with his ballerina bride, and all that remained was scorched metal.

“Did you want me for something?” Edwin asked, breaking the spell.

“Yes, I—” Something on the mantel caught his attention. He walked across the rug to it, and stood staring at a small framed photograph of himself at about seven or eight, wearing a suit and a bow tie, with his hair slicked back. On either side of him, holding his hands and smiling, were a much younger Edwin and Cass. A servant had taken that picture, he recalled. It was done on a hot July day—his birthday! His father and mother had gone to Washington on business, and taken Boone with them. Edwin and Cass had hosted a birthday party for him, inviting all the servants’ children and Rix’s friends from his private school in Asheville. He picked up the photograph and looked closely at it. Everyone was so happy then. The world was happy. There were no wars, or rumors of wars. No black banners or demonstrations or police riot batons. Life was stretched out like a red carpet.

“I’d forgotten about this,” Rix said softly. He looked from one face to the next, as Edwin came up behind him. Three happy people with linked hands, Rix thought. But there was another presence in the picture, something he’d never realized before.

Over Rix’s left shoulder, jutting above the full summer trees, was one of the Lodge’s towering chimneys. The Lodge had crashed his birthday party without his even knowing it.

Rix returned the photograph to its place on the mantel. “I’d like to get the library key from you,” he said, turning away from the hearth. “Dad’s offered me the use of the materials in there.”

“Do you mean … the documents that your father brought out of the Lodge?”

“Actually, I’m just looking for something about Wales. And coal mining.” Rix smiled. He felt his insides writhe. If there was anything on earth he hated to do, it was to lie to Edwin Bodane; but he feared that Edwin, out of loyalty to Walen, would balk at giving him the key if Rix told him the real reason. “Do you think there’s anything in the library on coal mines?”

“There should be.” He was searching Rix’s eyes, and for a few seconds Rix felt that Edwin was seeing right through him. “I think there’s a book on every subject under the sun in there.” Then he crossed the room to a shelf with a number of clay jars on it. One was marked cars, another groundskeeping, a third household, a fourth recreation—and the final three jars were all marked lodge. He took the household jar down, opened it, and brought out a large ring of keys in all sizes and shapes. He found the key he wanted and started working it off the ring. “What’s your next book idea about? Wales?” he asked.

“That’s where it’s going to be set. It’s about—don’t laugh, now—vampires who live down in the old coal mines.” Lie was following lie.

“Lord!” Edwin said. An amused grin spread across his pliable features. “How in the world did you come up with that one?”

Rix shrugged. “That I can’t tell you. Anyway, I’ve just started my research. It might work out, or it might not.”

Edwin got the key off, returned the ring to the jar, and placed the jar on the shelf. As he offered it to Rix, he said quietly, “Cass told me, Rix.”

Oh Christ! “She did, huh?”

“Yes. We talked about it last night.”

“Okay, then,” Rix said. “What’s your opinion?”

Edwin frowned. “Opinion? Well, if you put it that way, my opinion is that Logan will do a fine job, once he learns some patience and discipline.”

“Logan?”

“That’s who we’re talking about, isn’t it? Cass told me last night that she let you know about our retirement. I was going to tell you myself, on the ride from the airport, but I didn’t want to burden you with anything else.”

Rix slipped the key into his trouser pocket, relieved. “In other words, he’s impatient and undisciplined?”

“Logan is a young man,” Edwin answered diplomatically. “He doesn’t put a high value on responsibility yet.” He stepped past Rix to straighten the photograph on the mantel. “He doesn’t quite understand the meaning of tradition. One generation of Bodanes building for the next, ever since Hudson Usher hired a mountain man named Whitt Bodane as an assistant grounds-keeper. Within four years, Whitt was Usherland’s chief of staff. I’d hate to see that long tradition disrupted.”

“So you think you can teach a nineteen-year-old boy everything you know?”

“When I began as chief of staff, Usherland employed more than three hundred servants. Now there are fewer than eighty. I’m not saying he won’t make mistakes. Maybe I’m not even saying that I’m certain he’ll work out. But I’m going to do my damnedest to make Logan understand the importance of that tradition.”

“I can’t wait to meet him,” Rix said with something less than enthusiasm.

“Good.” Edwin glanced at his gold pocket watch. “I was just cleaning his room upstairs. I’m to pick him up in an hour, at Robert’s farm. I could use the company, if you’d like to go.”

Rix wanted to get into that library, but his curiosity burned about the young man who was to take Edwin’s place. He decided it would be too risky to search through the documents in broad daylight. They could wait until night. “All right,” he agreed. “I’ll go.”

Edwin took his cap from a hatstand in the foyer and put it on. Then he and Rix went out into the warm morning sunlight, got into the tan station wagon, and drove away from Usherland.
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RIX GAZED OUT HIS window at a vista of tobacco fields. In the distance a farmer urged a horsedrawn wagon along a dirt road, the rising dust leaving a shimmering haze in the air. Edwin was driving toward Taylorville at a leisurely pace, enjoying the beautiful scenery—scarlet forests, meadows ripe for the scythe. They passed heaps of pumpkins in one field, being loaded into the back of a truck for market in Asheville. For some reason they made Rix think of a picture he’d seen of a Vietnam battlefield: disembodied heads piled up and rotting in the sun.

The question was in Rix’s mind again. He’d asked it of Edwin before, and had always gotten the same answer. Asking it meant walking on swampy ground that could pull him down without warning at any second. Still, he had to.

“Edwin,” he said finally, “when you … talked to Sandra that night, are you sure she didn’t… you know … sound like she was …” He trailed off.

“Disturbed?” Edwin asked mercifully.

“Yes. Disturbed.”

“No, she didn’t. Not at all. She sounded very happy. She told me you’d sold Congregation to Stratford House, that you had just finished Fire Fingers, and that you and she were going out to celebrate the next night. I had no idea that anything was wrong.”

“There was nothing wrong. Oh, maybe a few little things. Money was tight, the dishwasher was broken down, the car’s transmission was slipping, she was under some pressure at the insurance company—but Sandra was a strong woman, Edwin. Strong mentally. We’d gotten through tough times before. Hell, she was the one who kept me going.” His hands had become fists, and when he opened them, they were stiff with tension.

“Sometimes people do things for strange reasons. I never met your wife, of course, but whenever we spoke on the phone, she sounded very happy and very much in love with you.” His gray brows knitted together. “You have to let go of it, Rix. It’s the past.”

“I can’t let go of it!” His voice cracked, and he had to wait a minute before continuing. “I’ve tried. There was nothing wrong, Edwin. She wasn’t crazy. She wasn’t the type of person who just gives up and cuts her wrists in a bathtub!”

“I’m sorry,” Edwin said gently. “I wish I could tell you that she did sound disturbed, if that would help you. But when we spoke on the phone that night, Sandra seemed very happy. I was as shocked as you were when it happened.”

Rix had telephoned Edwin at Usherland four years ago, when he’d found Sandra lying in the bathtub. All that blood, all that blood! The water was red, and Sandra’s head had slipped down so her hair floated like the petals of a bruised flower. The razor she’d used lay on the tiles, smeared with blood where her veins had jetted.

Rix was in a state of mindless shock, and Edwin had told him to call the police and not to touch anything until they got there. He had flown down to Atlanta the next morning to be with Rix, and had stayed through the funeral.

Afterward, Rix’s nightmares of being lost in the Lodge again grew worse, and the attacks descended upon him with a new virulence.

The night before it happened, she’d told him that Edwin had called while he was out. They’d talked for a while about Rix and his writing, about the new book he was starting, about the possibility that they would come to Usherland for Christmas. She seemed happy about the future, and hopeful that she could continue to help Rix deal with the guilt he felt over his family’s business. He’d always told her that she was his safety valve, that without her he might never be able to channel his feelings into another book. There had been many long nights of talks about his childhood at Usherland and his need to make something of himself apart from the family. She encouraged him in his writing, and had an uplifting optimism.

Four years after her suicide, Rix still couldn’t make sense of it. He’d loved her very much, and he’d thought she loved him. In his brooding over her death, Rix found only one possibility—that somehow he had contaminated her, had driven her into a depression that was carefully and tragically masked.

“She’d told me before how much you meant to her,” Edwin offered. “I believe that whatever drove her to take her own life was in her mind long before you met her. I think it was unavoidable. You’re not to blame, Rix. No one is.”

“I wish I could believe that.”

Edwin slowed the station wagon and turned off the main highway, following a dirt road that wound through the tobacco fields. On a hill stood a curing barn and a modest white house. Next to the house was a small clapboard shed. A white-haired woman in a gingham dress sat on the house’s front porch, shelling peas into a metal pan. The screen door opened as Edwin stopped the car, and a tall, balding elderly man with a luxuriant white mustache came out. He was wearing overalls and a flannel workshirt, but he carried himself with Bodane dignity.

Rix got out of the car with Edwin as Robert Bodane approached. His wife set aside her peas and came down from the porch on plump legs.

The two brothers shook hands. “Do you remember Rix?” Edwin asked the other man. “I think he was about this tall the last time you saw him.” He motioned with his hand about four feet off the ground.

“Rix? This is that same little boy? My Lord!” Robert looked stunned. His face was heavily weathered, and he was missing a couple of lower teeth. When Rix shook his hand, the strength of the man’s grip amazed him. “I guess you don’t remember meetin’ me, do you? I came out to visit Usherland.”

Rix didn’t, but he smiled anyway and said, “I think I do. It’s good to see you again.”

Robert Bodane introduced his wife, Jeanie, and talked to Edwin for a minute or two about the bumper crop he was expecting this year. “Ought to go into farmin’ yourself,” Robert said with a sly grin. “Get some good dirt under those fingernails, makes a man out of you.”

“I expect to have Florida sand under my feet in about three months, thank you. Is Logan ready?”

“His bags are packed. I s’pose the boy’s wandered off some-where. Hard to keep track of a rounder like that one. Hey, Logan!” he shouted toward the forest that edged up behind the house. “Edwin’s here for you!”

“Prob’ly off runnin’ with Mutt,” the elderly woman said. “He’s taken a shine to that dog.”

“Hey, Logan!” Robert shouted again. Then he shrugged and said, “Y’all come on up and sit on the porch awhile. He’ll show up directly.”

A young man with curly hair the color of burnished brass peered out the window of the toolshed as his grandparents and the other two men walked to the porch. He knew the tall old dude in the suit was Edwin; the younger one might be somebody else who worked at Usherland. It wasn’t nine-thirty yet. Edwin was here early. Well, the young man thought, he could just fuckin’ wait, then.

Logan turned back to the worktable to regard the job he’d been doing. He was wearing the old man’s barbecuing apron, the one that had I Ain’t Pretty, But I Sure Can Cook written on it above the caricature of a chef burning hot dogs on a grill. He had done a very good job, he thought. It was something he’d been meaning to get around to for a long time. He replaced the hammer and hacksaw in their places on the tool rack, then carefully wiped his hands on a rag.

He took the apron off and draped it over the worktable. Then, satisfied, he left the toolshed, closed and latched the door behind him, and ambled slowly up to the house.

Rix saw the young man approaching, and instantly he decided he wouldn’t trust Logan Bodane to shine his shoes, much less take over Edwin’s duties at Usherland.

Logan walked with an arrogant swagger, his hands thrust into the pockets of his faded blue jeans. He wore a beat-up leather jacket over a gray workshirt, and he kicked at an errant stone with one of his scuffed boots. His longish hair framed a lean, ruddy face with sharply angled cheekbones, and as he came nearer, Rix saw that his deepset eyes were a chilly shade of blue. His gaze was remote and unconcerned—almost bored. He flicked a glance at all of them as he stepped up onto the porch.

“Been callin’ you, boy,” Robert said. “Where’d you go?”

“Toolshed,” Logan replied; he had a deep, rough voice that grated on Rix’s nerves. “Just messin’ around in there.”

“Well, don’t just stand there. Shake hands with Edwin and Mr. Usher.”

The young man turned his attention to Rix. When he smiled, only one side of his mouth hitched up, so the smile was more like a sneer. “Yeah?” he asked. “Which Usher are you?”

“Mr. Usher,” Rix said.

“Are you gonna be my new boss?”

“No. Edwin is.”

“Got it.” Logan extended his hand toward Rix, who saw a red crust around the fingernails. Logan’s smile faltered a fraction, and he drew his hand back. “Been workin’ in the shed,” he said. “Got some woodstain on me, I guess. Ought to be more careful.”

“You ought to be.”

Edwin rose from his chair to shake Logan’s hand. Logan was almost as tall as he was, but much broader; the young man had wide, thick shoulders and the large hands of a laborer. “We should be getting back to Usherland,” Edwin told him. “Are your bags ready?”

“Just take me a few minutes. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Usher.” He smiled—the smile of a cunning animal, Rix thought—and then went into the house.

Edwin was watching Rix carefully. “You’re wearing your opinions like a red scarf,” he said. “Give him a chance.”

“Logan’s a fine boy, Mr. Usher,” the old woman offered, shelling her peas. “Oh, he’s got his rough edges, but then again, all boys his age do, don’t they? He’s a smart one, though, and he’s got a strong back.”

“He’s a rounder,” Robert said. “Reminds me of myself, when I was his age.”

“That was long before I straightened him out.” She winked quickly at Rix, then let out a sharp whistle. “Mutt! Here, boy! Come on! Where’d that dog get off to? Heard him barkin’ fit to bust before sunup.”

“Chasin’ squirrels again, most likely.”

Rix stood up as Logan came out of the house, carrying two suitcases. Edwin took one of them for him. Rix said it had been a pleasure to meet the Bodanes, then walked on to the station wagon and climbed in.

Logan and Edwin slid the suitcases into the rear, then the young man took his place in the back seat. He rolled down his window as Edwin started the car.

“You be a good boy!” Mrs. Bodane called to him. “Pay attention to what Edwin tells you, now!”

“Hey, Gramps,” Logan said, “I was doin’ some work in the shed and forgot to clean up. I left kind of a mess, I suppose.”

“I’ll get it. You listen to Edwin and you make us proud of you, hear?”

“I’ll make you real proud,” Logan said, and rolled his window back up.

Edwin drove away from the house as Logan waved to his grandparents from behind the glass. “This thing got a radio?” he asked.

At the toolshed door, Robert Bodane stopped to watch the station wagon out of sight.

“Fresh peas for lunch!” the woman called. “You want some potatoes to go with ’em?”

“That’d be fine,” he replied. The dust was already settling. He unlatched the door and went into the toolshed. The work his grandson had been doing was covered with an apron atop the workbench. There was a strong smell in the place.

He lifted the apron.

It took him a moment to realize that the mess on the workbench had once been a dog. Mutt had been decapitated and disemboweled, the intestines laid out in pools of thick, congealing blood.

He heard his wife calling the dog again, and he started looking for something to scrape the remains into.
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PARKED IN FRONT OF the Gatehouse was a new silver-gray Cadillac. From the back seat of the station wagon, Logan whistled appreciatively, breaking the silence that had descended on the drive back from Taylorville.

“That car belongs to Dr. Francis,” Edwin told Rix. He stopped the station wagon under the porte-cochere. “I’ll show Logan around the estate. You’d better find out what’s going on.”

As Rix started to get out, Logan said, “It was good meetin’ you, Mr. Usher.” Rix glanced back into the young man’s chilly smile, and told himself that Logan Bodane wouldn’t last a week. Then he went up the steps to the Gatehouse, where a servant told him that his mother was looking for him and wanted him at once in the living room.

He hurried along the corridor and slid the living-room doors open. “… destructive cellular activity,” were the only words he heard before the man who was seated and speaking to Boone and Margaret stopped to look across the room at him.

Margaret said, “Dr. Francis, this is our younger son. Rix, come in and sit down. I want you to hear what the doctor has to say.”

Rix sat in a chair behind and to the left of Boone, where he could watch Dr. Francis as the man spoke. John Francis was a trim, middle-aged man with dark brown, gray-flecked hair receding from a widow’s peak. He wore tortoiseshell-framed glasses, behind which his dark, intense gaze was fixed firmly on Margaret. He had the artistic hands of a fine surgeon or a concert pianist, Rix noted, and he was dressed immaculately in a herringbone suit with a brown striped tie.

Dr. Francis continued from the point of interruption. “The destructive cellular activity in Mr. Usher’s tissue samples was increased by radiation. That tells us that the traditional treatments for cancer—to which this condition seems related on a cellular basis—are not going to work.” He removed his glasses and polished the lenses with a paisley handkerchief. There were dark hollows of fatigue beneath his eyes. “His blood pressure has shot into the stratosphere. The fluids in his lungs build up as fast as we drain them. I’m afraid his kidneys are going to shut down at any time. The sensitivity of his nervous system, of course, increases every day. He’s complaining that he has trouble sleeping because of the noise of his own heart.”

“What I want to know,” Margaret said, “is when Walen will be well again.”

There was a moment of dead silence. Dr. Francis cleared his throat and put his glasses back on. Boone suddenly rose from his chair and crossed the room to the sideboard where the bar glasses and decanters of liquor were kept.

“Mrs. Usher,” the doctor said finally, “one thing is very clear, and I thought you understood: Usher’s Malady—at this point—is an incurable deterioration of the body’s cellular structure. White blood cells are consuming the red. His digestive system is feeding on the tissues of the body. Brain cells, connective-tissue corpuscles, cartilage, and bone cells are being broken down and devoured. I don’t pretend to understand why or how it’s happening.”

“But you’re a doctor.” There was a faint quaver in her voice. Her eyes were getting glassy, like a madwoman’s stare. “A specialist. You should be able to do something.” She flinched when Boone clacked ice cubes into his glass.

“The tranquilizers have helped him rest, and the painkillers have had some effect, too. Mrs. Reynolds is a fine nurse. Our research on the tissue samples is going to continue. But I can’t do very much more for him unless he consents to enter a hospital.”

“Walen’s never been inside a hospital in his life.” Her face was stricken. “Publicity. There would be … such awful publicity.”

Dr. Francis frowned. “I think publicity should be the least of your concerns. Your husband is dying. I can’t make it any clearer; I cannot adequately treat him up in that room.”

“Could you cure him if he was to go to a hospital?” Boone asked, stirring his Scotch with a finger.

“I can’t promise that. But we could run more thorough tests on him, and take more tissue samples. We’d be better able to study the degenerative process.”

“Use him like a guinea pig, y’mean?” Boone took a quick slug of his drink.

Rix saw the frustration in the doctor’s eyes, and a hint of red surfaced across the older man’s cheeks. “How can you treat something, young man, if you don’t know a damned thing about it? As I understand, the physicians who’ve attended other generations of your family were just as puzzled as I am. Why does it occur only in your family? Why does it begin almost overnight, when the subject is in otherwise perfect health? Why is the nervous system superhumanly enhanced while the other bodily functions crash-dive? In the past, your family prohibited autopsies as well.” He glanced quickly at Margaret, but she was too dazed to react. “If we ever hope to cure this thing, we’ve got to first understand it. If that means making your father into a ‘guinea pig,’ is that such a terrible thing?”

“The press would tear that hospital apart, lookin’ for him,” Boone said.

“Walen’s always been so healthy,” Margaret said in a soft, feeble voice. She looked at Dr. Francis, but was staring right through him. “He’s never been sick before. Never. Even when he cuts himself shaving, the wound is gone the next day. I’ve never seen him bleed more than a drop or two. Once, when we were first married, Walen took me to the stables to show off a new Arabian stallion. The horse threw him, and he … he landed on the back of his head. I’ll never forget the sound of his skull hitting the ground. I thought his neck was broken … but then Walen stood up, and he was just fine. He doesn’t get hurt, and he’s never been sick before.”

“He’s sick now,” Dr. Francis said. “I can’t help him if he won’t go to a hospital.”

She shook her head. Her vision cleared, and her mouth became a firm, hard line. “No. My husband doesn’t want to leave Usherland. The publicity would be terrible for the whole family. Bring your equipment here. Bring your entire hospital staff. But Walen has made it clear he won’t leave the estate.”

Dr. Francis looked at Boone and Rix. “How about you two? Would you enter a hospital for tests?”

“What for?” Boone asked nervously.

“Blood and tissue samples.”

Boone downed his Scotch with one quick, jerky movement. “Listen, doc, I’ve never had a sick day in my life. Never set foot in a hospital and never intend to.”

“What about you?” Dr. Francis turned to Rix.

“I’m not too keen on hospitals, either. Anyway, I’ll be leaving here in a few days.” He felt his mother glance at him.

The doctor sighed, shook his head, and rose from his chair. “I don’t think you people fully understand what’s at stake here. We’re not only talking about Walen Usher’s life. We’re talking about yours, and about those of the children who come after you.”

“My husband is your patient,” Margaret said. “Not my sons.”

“Your sons will be, Mrs. Usher,” he replied firmly. “Sooner or later, they will be.”

“I’m very tired now. Will one of you boys show Dr. Francis to the door, please?”

Boone busied himself by pouring a second drink. Rix escorted the doctor out of the living room, along the corridor, and to the entrance foyer.

“How long does my father have?” Rix asked him in a guarded voice at the front door.

“His bodily systems may shut down within a week. Two weeks at the most.” When Rix didn’t respond, Dr. Francis said, “Do you want to die like that? Odds are you will, you know. It’s a grim fact you’re going to have to face. In the meantime, what are you going to do about it?”

Hearing a stranger tell him how long his father had to live had numbed Rix. “I don’t know,” he said dully.

“Listen to me. I’m staying at the Sheraton Hotel in Asheville, near the medical center. If you change your mind about those tests, will you give me a call?”

Rix nodded, though his mind was made up. Walen had impressed upon him and Boone at an early age that hospitals were full of quacks who experimented on dying patients. As far as Rix knew, Walen had never even taken prescription drugs.

Dr. Francis left the Gatehouse and walked down to his Cadillac, and Rix closed the Gatehouse door behind him.

When he returned to the living room, he found Boone alone, nursing his drink in a chair before the fireplace. “It’s shit, ain’t it?” Boone commented. “A real heap of shit.”

Rix poured himself a bourbon, added ice cubes, and swallowed enough to make his throat burn.

“What’s wrong with you? So happy you can’t talk?”

“Meaning what?”

“Meanin’ just what I said. This should be your happy day, Rixy. The doc says there ain’t a shred of hope to pull Daddy through this thing. That should put a real glow in your heart.”

“Knock it off.”

“It ain’t no secret that you’ve always hated Daddy,” Boone said sharply. “And I know the real reason you’ve come home, too. You want some of that money in your claws, don’t you?”

“Are you talking to the mirror?”

Boone stood up, and Rix sensed that he was in a dangerous mood. A lock of hair had fallen untidily over his forehead, and his face was ruddy with anger and alcohol. “You don’t care about Daddy! You’re just perched on a limb, waitin’ for him to die!” He advanced a few steps. “I oughta throw you out that goddamned window!”

Rix knew his brother was looking for a punching bag. In the silence that stretched between them, Rix heard the telephone begin to ring out in the corridor. “You invited me here, remember?” Rix asked calmly.

“I didn’t invite you! Momma sent me lookin’ for you! Hell, I didn’t really think you’d show your face around here a—” There was a knock at the door, and Boone shouted, “What the hell is it?”

A scared maid, the same young black woman who’d met Rix at the front door yesterday, peered inside. “Mr. Usher, suh? There’s a woman named Dunstan on the telephone. She say she’s callin’ from the Foxton Democrat, suh.”

Boone’s face contorted with rage. “Hang up in her fucking face!” he roared. “Don’t you have a lick of sense in your head?”

The maid disappeared like a rabbit down a hole.

“Idiot!” Boone muttered. He drank the rest of his Scotch, scowled, and lumbered toward the decanters again. “Move out of my way,” he told Rix, who stepped aside to let him pass.

“Mind telling me what’s going on? Who’s the woman on the phone?”

“A nosy little bitch from that rag in Foxton, that’s who.”

“Is she after a story?”

Boone snorted. “I don’t know what she’s after, but she ain’t gonna get it from me! If it ain’t her callin’ here, it’s her father, old Wheeler Dunstan. That bastard should’ve been thrown into a nuthouse years ago!” Boone poured his glass full, this time not bothering with the ice. Some of his steam had been vented at the maid, but anger still hung around him like noxious fumes.

“Wheeler Dunstan?” That name rang a bell. “Doesn’t he own the Democrat?”

“Yeah, owns it. Writes in it. Publishes it. Wipes his ass with it too, I guess, like everybody else in the county.”

“I didn’t know he had a daughter.”

“Bitch has been away, in Memphis or somewhere. Wish it had been the moon. Daddy said nobody was to talk to any newspaper, ’specially not the Democrat. We keep changin’ our number, and it’s unlisted anyway, but somehow they keep findin’ out what it is. Wait a minute.” He focused his bleary eyes on Rix. “I thought you knew by now. About the book. Don’t you?”

“No. What book?”

“What book? Jesus Christ in a sidecar! That crazy Dunstan bastard is writin’ a book about us, Rixy! About the Usher family! He’s been workin’ on the damned thing for years!”

Rix’s glass fell to the carpet.

“Dropped your glass, stupid,” Boone said.

“I … didn’t know about this.” Rix’s tongue felt like a plate of lead jammed into his mouth.

“Hell, yes! Bastard’s diggin’ up all kind of dirt about us. Used to call all hours of the day and night, till Daddy sent a lawyer to see him. That settled his dust some, but Dunstan told the lawyer we were public figures, and Daddy couldn’t legally stop him from writin’ that book. Ain’t that a hell of a note?”

“Who knows about this besides Walen?”

“Everybody. Except you, until now. Well, why should you? You’ve been gone too long.”

“Is … this book finished yet?”

“No, not yet. Daddy was puttin’ together a court case when he got sick. Anyway, Daddy thinks the book’ll never get finished. How’s old Dunstan gonna research the thing, when all the family records and stuff are down in the Lodge’s basement? Except for what Daddy brought to the Gatehouse, I mean, and no way in hell Dunstan’s gonna get to those. So Daddy figures that sooner or later he’ll give it up.” He put down another few swallows of alcohol, and his eyes watered. “Edwin went over to Dunstan’s house, tried to see the manuscript. Dunstan wouldn’t show it to him. Daddy thinks the old bastard’s probably given up on it and chucked what he had in the trash.”

“If that’s true, why’s his daughter still calling the house?”

“Who knows? Daddy said not to talk to her, to hang up in her face. That’s just what I do.”

Rix picked up his glass and returned it to the sideboard. He felt unsteady, weak, and a tense laugh kept trying to escape through his teeth. Cass hadn’t told him about this when he’d mentioned his idea to her. Why? Because she feared he might collaborate with Wheeler Dunstan? Smuggle secrets to the enemy camp? “How long has this been going on?” he asked.

“Seems like forever. I guess it’s been about six years. That’s when Dunstan called the first time. He wanted to meet with Daddy and discuss the idea. Daddy thought he was a first-class fool, and told him so.”

“Six years?” Rix repeated incredulously. For six years an outsider had been probing the Usher lineage? How had Dunstan come up with the idea to begin with? What had made him think he could write such a book? And—most important—how far had he gotten with his research?

“You look sick,” Boone said. “You’re not fixin’ to have an attack, are you?”

He didn’t think so; his head was clear, and there was no pain. His stomach, however, had sunk down to the level of his kneecaps. “No.”

“If you are, go throw up somewhere else. I’m gonna sit in here and get drunk.”

Rix left the living room and went upstairs. He closed the door and slid a chair against it to keep Puddin’ from wandering in, and then he lay down on his back on the bed. He could smell the odor of Walen’s decay in the room, permeating his hair and clothes. In a frenzy, he suddenly jumped up and tore his clothes off, then turned the bathroom’s shower on and stepped into the cleansing flood.

He was horrified to realize, as he dried himself off, that his father’s reek had settled into the pores of his skin.
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NIGHT HAD DESCENDED OVER Usherland, and with it the wind had risen, sweeping down from the mountains and rattling the Gatehouse windows in their frames.

It was almost midnight when Rix left his bedroom, still clad in the suit he’d worn to dinner, and went downstairs. The corridor lights were on, pools of shadow standing around them like ink puddles. Wind whined around the house with the sound of angry hornets. Rix reached into his pocket and brought out the library key.

He went through the game room and the gentlemen’s smoking room and stopped at the library door. The key fit easily into the lock, but the sound of the lock disengaging seemed loud enough to make him wince. As he stepped into the library and switched on the lights, the grandfather clock in the smoking room chimed the quarter hour.

It was one of the largest rooms in the house, its walls lined with book-packed shelves. On the hardwood floor lay a magnificent black and crimson Oriental rug, and from the high, oak-beamed ceiling hung a large wrought-iron chandelier. The library was furnished with several Black Angus-hide easy chairs, a black leather couch, an ornately carved walnut writing desk, and a worktable with a chair and green-shaded high-intensity lamp. Above a black marble fireplace hung the Usher coat of arms: three silver lions on a sable field, separated from one another by red diagonal bands called bendlets.

The room was permeated with the musty aroma of history. On the walls between the bookshelves hung oil portraits of the past masters of Usherland. Rix’s grandfather—stocky, athletic Erik Usher—sat astride a beautiful chestnut stallion with the Lodge at his back. His reddish blond hair was pomaded and parted in the middle, his small dark eyes keen behind wire-rimmed spectacles, his mustache neatly trimmed. Across his knees lay the lion-headed cane.

Erik’s father, Ludlow Usher, was blond and frail in the next portrait. He was depicted standing in a shadowy room, staring out one of the Lodge’s windows toward the forest. He wore a black suit, and most of his pale, sharply chiseled face was shrouded in shadow as well. Behind him, a shard of light glinted off the pendulum of a grandfather clock much like the one in the smoking room. Ludlow was supporting himself on the lion-headed cane.

The following portrait showed Aram Usher, Ludlow’s father. Aram was youthful and vigorous, his hair a mass of sandy blond curls, his lean and handsome face almost radiating light. He wore a gunbelt with two gold pistols, and behind him lay a phantasmagoric scene of thundering locomotives, stampeding horses, wild Indians, and flame-snorting buffalos. The lion-headed cane was propped gallantly against his right shoulder.

Hudson Usher, dour and silver-bearded, glowered down at Rix from his gray-tinted picture. His eyes were Rix’s metallic shade of pewter, and they held a power that crackled over the generations. He sat in a high-backed, thronelike chair with a scarlet cushion. His right hand was clenched firmly around the lion-headed cane, and his gaze challenged anyone to take it away.

Rix turned to regard the most recent portrait, hanging across the room from Erik’s. Walen Usher, broad-shouldered, aristocratically handsome, with wavy reddish blond hair, was dressed in a gray suit and vest. Behind him lay the Lodge—grown dramatically since Erik’s portrait—and the blue peaks of surrounding mountains. He gripped the lion-headed cane with both hands, clutching it close to his body.

The next space was reserved for Usherland’s new master. Boone would want to be captured in riding silks on a racehorse, Rix mused; he’d probably have that damned cane clenched between his teeth. But what if it was Katt, there on the wall? He could imagine the old bones and mummy dust out in the Usher cemetery writhing with indignation.

Examples of Usher weaponry also decorated the library walls: the Usher 1854 Buffalo Rifle; the 1886 Mark III revolver, which had been adopted by the Chinese navy; the 1900 recoil-operated cavalry pistol; and others, including the Enforcer, a seven-shot, .455-caliber revolver of 1902, used by police officers from Chicago to Hong Kong. The Enforcer could blow a man’s head off at ten yards, and was used by the British as a field pistol during World War I.

Several cardboard boxes lay stacked around the worktable. Rix looked into one of them, and found a hodgepodge: yellowed letters wrapped in rubber bands, bundles of bills and checks, what looked like old ledgers and journals—most of them tainted with grayish green streaks of mildew. He picked up a brown leatherbound book, and as he lifted it from the box, old photographs drifted out and to the floor like dead leaves.

They were sepia-toned pictures of the Lodge. Rix put the photo album aside and bent down to retrieve them. In one, Erik Usher stood in a tweed suit and cap, smiling defiantly at the camera while, in the background, workmen crawled over scaffolds attached to the Lodge. In another, Erik sat on a white horse on the carriage bridge; again, construction was in progress on the massive house behind him. He did not smile with his eyes, Rix noted; they were intense and chilling, fixed on the camera in a haughty, challenging stare. His idea of a smile was apparently to simply crook his thin mouth to one side or the other.

Most of the photographs showed various angles of the Lodge. In many of them, workmen were present as blurred forms on spidery scaffolds. They were expanding the Lodge, Rix realized. The photos depicted a variety of seasons: the full halos of summer trees; the same trees skeletal in winter, with snow on the Lodge’s roofs and smoke trailing from the chimneys; new buds bursting forth in spring. And still the workmen were there, hammers and chisels in hand, hoisting up slabs of granite or marble, building the framework of an even larger house.

Why was Erik building the Lodge bigger? What was the point, when it was already the largest house in the country? Rix looked back at the two pictures of Erik and suddenly realized something was missing.

The cane.

Erik didn’t have the lion’s-head cane in those two pictures.

One of the other photographs caught his eye as he started to return it to the album. It was a long shot of the Lodge, probably taken from the lakeshore. Against the massive gray face of the house was a figure in white, standing on one of the upper balconies of the east wing. A woman, Rix thought as he looked closely. A woman in a long white dress. Who was it? One of Erik’s many mistresses? Walen’s mother?

He dug into the box again, and uncovered a treasure of old blueprints that had been rolled up and secured with brittle rubber bands. Spreading some of them out on the worktable, Rix switched on the high-intensity lamp. The blueprints were items from Usher Armaments’ black bag of tricks, circa 1941. Shown in breakaway detail were an antitank mine, a handheld rocket launcher, a flamethrower, and various machine guns.

The next thing that caught Rix’s curiosity was a small, battered black book, veined with mold. He opened it under the lamp, and loose pages threatened to spill out. The paper was mustard-colored with age, and in danger of crumbling. Rix carefully turned the pages. His bewilderment mounted. Scribbled in the book were mathematical formulas, some of them going on for page after page; there were strange sketches of what looked like horseshoes with their open ends upward, supported on pedestals. The formulas continued, so dense that Rix couldn’t make heads or tails of them.

Then the formulas changed into musical notations: groups of chords, bars of music. More horseshoe drawings, and then sketches of long rods with round, half-moon, or triangular shapes at their bottoms. The last pages of the book were water-stained and too moldy to decipher. Puzzled, he returned it to the box and sat for a moment staring at the wealth of documents in all the other boxes.

How in God’s name could he ever hope to make sense of all of it? Months of research would be involved, and the actual writing would be a bitch. Besides, he had no control over these documents; at any time Walen might decide to return them to the Lodge, and then they’d be lost to Rix—because he could never set foot in that house again. But why had Walen brought them out? What was he looking for?

The story of the Ushers, who’d built a multibillion-dollar empire out of bullets and bombs, lay in those cardboard boxes—certainly not all the story, Rix knew, but enough to start with. How many skeletons and scandals were buried in those moldy graves? The material was all right here, if he could only figure out how to put it together.

He imagined the horror that was his father, lying up in the Quiet Room. His thoughts turned toward the silent Lodge, brooding at the center of Usherland, and its twisting corridors that had drawn him deeper and deeper.

The skeleton with bleeding eyes swung slowly through his mind. Logan Bodane’s cunning smile—so much like Boone’s, Rix thought—surfaced in his memory.

Wheeler Dunstan had been working on the Usher history for six years. Six years. Wouldn’t he at least have the framework assembled by now? Wouldn’t he know how the generations linked together? And what other secrets might he know, as well?

Rix wished he could get his hands on Dunstan’s manuscript—if indeed one existed. He’d never met the man, but he’d heard his mother fume about Wheeler Dunstan before. The Foxton Democrat had evidently been owned by the Dunstan family for generations, and though it was only a weekly county tabloid, it delighted in running stories about the Ushers, and editorials on how Usher money had ruined the competitive tobacco market in the Rainbow-Taylorville-Foxton area. The Ushers had subsidized almost every large tobacco farm in the country, and owned every square block of Foxton except for one: the land on which the Democrat office stood.

Rix rummaged through one of the other boxes, and found a scrapbook full of newspaper clippings about the opening of the Usher factories in San Diego and Washington, an old ledger containing notations and monetary figures written in strong, ornate letters, and a brown book inside a manila envelope.

He opened the brown book, and an aroma like dusty roses drifted out. He found himself looking at graceful feminine handwriting. It was a diary, the dates clearly marked before each entry. He began to read the entry dated November 5, 1916:

“Mr. Usher sat across from me at the dining table. While he and Father were occupied in discussion about the war and the economy, I could feel his eye upon me. He commented on the new blue dress I was wearing, and inquired as to whether I enjoy the horse races. I told him yes, if the winning horse belongs to St. Clair Stables. Mr. Usher curls his lip when he smiles.

“In the candlelight he appeared handsome, though I have seen photographs of him in the news journals, and in them he looks like a schoolyard bully. He is in his late twenties or early thirties, I believe, and he has the build of a sportsman. His eyes are very dark, but in the light I thought I could detect a spark of color in them, like the glint of a copper coin. Mr. Usher has a laugh like a bassoon, which Father encouraged by telling him dreary business anecdotes.

“For all his coarseness, Mr. Usher does possess a certain appeal. He has a strong, uncompromising face. I noted he was wearing bay rum. Was that for my benefit? No, silly! Mr. Usher only came because he was interested in buying some of the new colts. Over dessert, Father inquired about the health of the elder Mr. Usher, and a change came over our guest. He said his father was in fine health, but he seemed to bite the words off with his teeth, and I wonder if Mr. Usher doesn’t wish his father were ill. The strained mood soon passed, however, as Mr. Usher began telling Father about a new automatic pistol his company was producing. Mother and I were dismissed from the table, while Mr. Usher and Father took their brandy and cigars in the parlor.”

Rix looked ahead to the next entry with Erik Usher’s name in it, dated the eleventh of November: “Amazed at Mr. Usher’s generosity. Today arrives a wagonload of red roses. For me! Father said that Mr. Usher was quite taken with me, and I should write him at Usherland to say thank you for his attention.”

On November thirteenth: “Mr. Usher has interesting taste in gifts. This afternoon a gilded carriage, pulled by four of the finest white Arabians I have ever seen, came up the drive. Inside it were more than a hundred fishbowls full of Japanese goldfish. It was testimonial to the carriage and horses that none of them had spilled out. A letter from Mr. Usher—he wants me to call him Erik, dear diary—said he hoped I would enjoy the fish, and that I would use the carriage and stallions to visit him at Usherland for Christmas. Mother says I shouldn’t go unescorted, but Father got angry and said all those things written about Erik Usher were simply lies, and that he is a fine, upstanding Christian businessman.”

Right, Rix thought. He pulled the wool over your daddy’s eyes, didn’t he, Nora?

This diary belonged to Nora St. Clair Usher—Erik’s only wife, Walen’s mother, his own grandmother.

The grandfather clock in the smoking room chimed out one o’clock. For a moment Rix listened to the wail of wind, moving past the Gatehouse’s walls.

He could start with this diary, he told himself. At least it might help him get a better understanding of Erik Usher, and certainly of Nora St. Clair Usher, whom Walen rarely talked about. Then he might begin to make sense of some of the other material.

Rix returned everything to the cardboard boxes and left the library, taking the diary with him. He switched off the chandelier and locked the door again, then climbed the stairs to his bedroom. The house, but for the noise of the raging wind, was quiet.

In his room, Rix sat at his desk and began to read where he’d left off. On the first day of 1917, Erik had asked for Nora’s hand in marriage. Nora was indecisive. Her mother told her she’d have to make up her own mind, but Erik was the catch of a lifetime. Nora’s father said that only a fool would pass up such a sterling opportunity.

They were married at the First Methodist Church of Charlotte on the second of March, 1917. Ludlow Usher did not attend the ceremony. Details of the wedding night were omitted. The next entry was a week later Erik had left on a business trip to England, and Nora was alone in the Lodge.

Old bastard, Rix thought.

A spark of light caught his attention, and he looked up from the diary.

There was nothing but darkness beyond his window; then, lasting for only a second, there came the glint of a light, out in the forest between the Gatehouse and the Lodge. It did not reappear.

Rix sat watching for several minutes longer. The darkness was absolute. Had he imagined a light out there, or not? Christ! he thought. Thinking you saw a light in a dark forest past midnight was the oldest horror-fiction cliché in the book! At this point, in his books at least, the gallant—and stupid—hero would go out there to investigate and get turned into walking hamburger. But this was real life, and Rix was no hero. He knew no local thief would be prowling across Usherland in the dark; you couldn’t find one man in the whole county who’d set foot on the estate after nightfall, not with all the stories that circulated about the Pumpkin Man, the black panther, the hag who supposedly lived in the depths of one of the lakes, and all the other beasties roaming about.

There was nothing out there, anyway. Nothing except Erik’s zoo, and that lay in ruins.

Still—had he seen a light, or not?

There was no light now, if he had. If some fool had fallen into the empty alligator pit, he’d still be there with a broken leg in the morning.

Rix returned to his reading, but every now and then he glanced into the darkness.

The Lodge was out there. A malengine, waiting for someone to turn the key again, set it thundering. Waiting for Katt? Or for Boone?

Ten billion dollars, he mused. Then he submerged himself into the life of Nora St. Clair Usher.
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SHE’D BEEN IN SOME rough places before, and right now she wished she were back at any one of them. The narrow dirt road that led her yellow Volkswagen Beetle up Briartop Mountain was so littered with loose stones and muddy potholes that she feared from one moment to the next either a blowout or a stuck wheel. She’d climbed more than a mile in first gear, and she kept thinking she smelled the transmission burning. Since leaving the Perry cabin, way down at the foot of Briartop, a bone-jarring forty-minute drive away, she’d seen not a living soul and only a few cabins all but hidden in the thick woods.

Clint Perry had told her to look for a clapboard house with red shutters and two big oaks that sprawled above the roof. He’d warned her not to put the Volkswagen in any of the ditches alongside the road; hard to get a tow truck up some of them trails that pass as roads, he’d said. Get stuck in a ditch and you won’t get your car down till after New Year’s.

She definitely didn’t want to spend any more time than necessary on Briartop Mountain. She was surrounded by the densest forests she’d ever seen, and though it was almost ten in the morning, even the bright golden sunlight failed to penetrate the overhang of foliage. An occasional bird called from a treetop, but otherwise all was quiet. The wind, so vicious last night that it had awakened her constantly, had died to a still, soft whisper. Yellow and red leaves drifted down from the trees, forming a colorful carpet across the road.

The Volks jarred over a series of potholes. Hope the damned suspension holds! she told herself. She passed a rickety-looking cabin with a smoking stone chimney and saw a big red dog lying in front of it in a splash of sunlight. The dog’s ears perked up at the sound of the car’s straining engine, but the animal was obviously too lazy even to bark. It watched her go by, its tongue hanging out like a pink towel.

The road ascended at a still steeper angle. She was torturing the engine, but if she shifted down to second gear it wouldn’t pull. Not going to make it, she thought grimly.

And then she came around a wooded bend and nearly ran right over an old man in rags, who was slowly crossing the road with the aid of a gnarled walking stick.

For an instant she knew she was going to hit him. She could almost hear the crunch of bone. Then her foot moved toward the brake and the car stopped so suddenly she was jerked forward against the steering wheel.

The old man continued on his way, his shoes—old orange fisherman’s boots—shuffling through the dead leaves. He was emaciated, his head bowed by the weight of a long yellowish gray beard, his bony shoulders stooped. His cane probed carefully ahead for potholes.

She stuck her head out the open window. “Excuse me.” He didn’t stop. “Mister, excuse me!”

Finally the old man paused, but he didn’t look in her direction. He was waiting for her to speak.

“I’m looking for the Tharpe house.” She spoke with a Southern accent that still carried faint hints of a Scots-Irish brogue. “Is it near here?”

He cocked his head to one side, listening; then, still silent, he continued crossing the road and began moving away into the woods.

“Hey!” she called, but the forest had closed behind him like a multicolored door. “Some great hospitality up here,” she muttered, and gunned the Volkswagen onward and upward. It came to her then that the car had stopped an instant before she’d put her foot to the brake. Or had it?

Going screwy, she thought, and breathed a sigh of relief as she saw the cabin with the red shutters ahead. It was set about thirty feet or so off the road, and in the front yard there was a beat-up old pickup truck with a green fender, a brown door, a red roof, and rusted-out bumpers. A discarded hand-crank washing machine lay on its side in high weeds. What looked like a truck engine lay over there as well, gathering rust.

She pulled her car off the road and behind the pickup truck.

As she was getting out, the cabin’s screened front door opened and a skinny middle-aged woman with lank brown hair and wearing faded jeans and a pale yellow sweater stepped out onto the front porch.

“Mrs. Tharpe?” the younger woman inquired as she approached.

“Who might you be?” It was asked sharply, brimming with suspicion.

“My name is Raven Dunstan. I’ve come from Foxton to see you.”

“What about?”

“I talked to Sheriff Kemp yesterday afternoon. He told me your youngest son’s been missing since night before last. Can I come up and talk to you for a few minutes?”

Myra Tharpe crossed her arms over her chest. She’d been a pretty woman once, a long time ago, but the years had been unkind to her; the harsh weather of Briartop Mountain had etched deep lines along the ravines and crests of her sallow face, and her small dark brown eyes were ringed with wrinkles. Now they were puffy from the crying she’d been doing. Her mouth was a thin, grim line, and her chin ended in a sharp point. She regarded her visitor with a bitter, unyielding stare. “Nobody called the sheriff,” she replied. “Nobody told him about Nathan.”

“Clint Perry did, yesterday. He’s a part-time deputy, you know.”

“Nobody asked an outsider to butt in,” Myra said. “It’s nobody’s business.” She examined the other woman: a city woman, dressed in corduroys and a dark blue jacket over a white blouse. City woman, through and through. Maybe about twenty-five, tall, with a curly mane of black hair that spilled around her shoulders. She had clear, pale blue eyes and a fair, smooth complexion that showed she sure didn’t work in the weather. She wore almost no makeup, and she was pretty, but something was wrong with her left leg because she limped when she walked. As Raven came closer to the porch steps, Myra saw a white scar slashed through her left eyebrow, hitching it upward. City woman. Even her hands were white and smooth. What was she doin’, way up here on Briartop?

“I’d like to talk to you for a few minutes about Nathan,” Raven said. “May I come in?”

“No. I’ll hear what you’ve got to say right here.”

“I’m from the Foxton Democrat.” Raven brought her wallet out of her shoulderbag and showed her press card, but the other woman didn’t look at it.

“That newspaper? I don’t never read it.”

“Oh. Well, Mr. Perry told the sheriff that a search party went out looking for your two sons the night before last, and that one of them—is Newlan his name?—came home the next morning. He said the search party went out again yesterday, but they didn’t find a trace of Nathan. Are they going to look again today?”

“A few men are out in the woods right now,” she replied. “If my boy can be found, they’ll find him.”

Something in the way she said that put Raven on guard. “Don’t you think they’ll find him, Mrs. Tharpe?”

“If he’s to be found.”

She’d been prepared for resistance. Her father had told her about the mountain people. But what Raven felt from this woman was direct hostility. “May I talk to Newlan, then?”

“No. New’s sleepin’. He got hurt in the woods.”

“Nothing serious, I hope.”

“Cuts and bruises. He’ll be all right in a few days.”

“Who are the men who’ve been searching for Nathan, Mrs. Tharpe?”

“Men,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “You wouldn’t know ’em, you bein’ an outsider and all.”

“Why didn’t you go to the sheriff about this?” Raven asked. “He would’ve organized a proper search—”

“Is this gonna be in that newspaper? You writin’ a story about my boys?”

“No. This is for my own information.”

“I see,” Myra said, nodding. “Well then, I’ve said about all I can say.”

Raven asked, “All you can say … or all you will say?”

“Both.” She turned away and started to go back inside.

“Mrs. Tharpe?” Raven called. “I’d like to talk to you about the Pumpkin Man.”

The other woman stopped dead. Raven saw her shoulders tense; then Myra turned around again, and this time her face was squeezed with emotion, the cheeks splotched with color. “Get off my land, city woman,” she said.

“You’re familiar with the Pumpkin Man, then?”

“I’m through talkin’.”

“Why? Because you think the Pumpkin Man’s listening? Come on, Mrs. Tharpe! Talk to me! Let me come in and see Newlan.”

“I said get off my land. I won’t say it again.”

“What’s wrong with you people?” Raven’s voice was tinged with frustration. “What are you trying to hide? My God, Mrs. Tharpe! Your son’s been missing for two nights! You don’t even report it to Sheriff Kemp! What are you people afraid of?”

Myra Tharpe whirled and entered the house. She came back a moment later, carrying a shotgun. Without hesitation she swung it up, pointing its barrel toward Raven. “I’ll give you a minute, city woman,” she warned quietly. “If you ain’t off my land in a minute, I’ll blow your fancy ass into the trees.”

Raven began carefully backing away from the porch. “All right,” she said. “I’ll go. Don’t get nervous.”

“I’ll nervous a hole straight through your head.”

Raven reached the car—damn, her leg was aching!—and climbed in. Myra Tharpe was still aiming the shotgun as she started the Volks, put it in reverse, and eased back onto the road. Then she drove away down the mountain, having to ride the brakes to keep the tires from slipping. Her hands were clenched hard around the wheel.

“Damned fool,” Myra Tharpe muttered as she lowered the shotgun. It was an Usher gun, and had been Bobby’s pride and joy before the accident. As she turned to go inside, she saw New standing behind the screen. There were bandages on his neck and across the bridge of his nose. His eyes were swollen, and beneath them were deep blue hollows. Bandages were wrapped around his raw, scraped fingers.

He stepped back as his mother entered the house and closed the door behind her. She crossed the small parlor and returned Bobby’s shotgun to its rack near the stone fireplace. The house was simply constructed, with only two rooms and a kitchen in addition to the parlor; the plank floors in some places rose and tilted like a sea in motion, and the thin wooden roof often dripped rainwater like a sieve. Most of the pinewood furniture had been handmade by Bobby in a shed out back, near the outhouse, and cheap rugs helped cover the water stains on the floor. Now the house smelled of cooking blackberries and rich pastry. Mr. Berthon, owner of the Broadleaf Cafe, was expecting his pies today.

“So,” Myra Tharpe said, looking at her son, “how much of that did you hear?”

“Most all.”

“You shouldn’t be out of bed. Run on, now.”

“Why wouldn’t you let that woman in to talk to me, Ma?” New asked quietly.

“ ’Cause our business is our business, that’s why! She’s an outsider, a city woman. You can tell that just by lookin’ at her.”

“Maybe so,” New agreed, “but I think she wanted to help.”

“Help.” She said it like a sneer. “We don’t need no help from an outsider, boy! That’s fool talk. Now you ran on back to bed where you belong.” She started toward the kitchen, the floor creaking under her steps.

“Ma?” New said. “I saw him. Up on the edge of that pit. I saw him, and I heard his black cat prowlin’—”

“You didn’t see or hear nothin’!” she snapped, turning on him. She advanced a few steps, but New stood his ground. Myra reddened to the roots of her hair. “Do you understand me, boy?” She started to reach out and shake him, but he said, “Don’t do that, Ma,” and an undercurrent in his voice stayed her hand. She blinked uncertainly; he was growin’ up so fast! She dropped her hand to her side, but her eyes flashed anger. “You didn’t see or hear a thing out there!”

“He took Nathan.” New’s voice cracked. “He bundled Nathan up under his arm, and he took him off into the woods. I know, Ma, because I saw him and nobody can say I didn’t.”

“It was dark and you were a-layin’ in them thorns all cut and busted up! You got a knot on the back of your head as big as a man’s fist! How do you know what you saw out there?”

In his pale, scratched-up face, New’s eyes were fiery, dark green emeralds. “I saw the Pumpkin Man,” he said steadfastly. “He took Nathan.”

“Don’t you say that name in this house, boy!”

“That woman was right. You are afraid. Of what, Ma? Tell me.”

“Outsiders ain’t never right!” Tears welled up in her eyes. “You don’t understand a thing, New. Not a single blessed thing. You don’t talk to outsiders—especially not about him. We don’t want outsiders on Briartop Mountain, askin’ their fool questions and pokin’ their noses into every gully. We take care of our own.”

“If I didn’t see him,” New replied, “then what happened to Nathan, Ma? How come none of those men have found Nathan by now?”

“Nathan got hisself lost in the woods. He took a wrong path somewhere. Maybe the thorns got him. I don’t know. If he’s to be found, they’ll bring him back to us.”

New shook his head. “They won’t find him. You know that, and so do I. If they were gonna find him, they would’ve by now. And Nathan wouldn’t have gone off the path, Ma. Not in the dark.”

Myra started to speak, then stopped; when her voice came, it was an anguished whisper: “Don’t beg trouble, son. Don’t go seekin’ it. Lord knows, I’m just about to go crazy inside over Nathan, but… you’re all I got now. You have to be the man of the house. We’ve got to be strong, and go on with our lives. Do you understand that?”

New didn’t. Why had his ma prevented him from talking to the newspaperwoman? Why had she not even let him talk to the local men who’d volunteered for the search party? But he saw how close she was to breaking down, and he said, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” She forced a weak, crooked smile, but her eyes were tortured. “That’s my good boy. Now you get on back to bed. You need your rest.” She paused for only a moment, her lower lip trembling, and then she went back to the kitchen to tend to her pies.

New returned to the room he’d shared with Nathan. There were two cots, divided by a rickety pine desk. The room had no closet; New’s and Nathan’s clothes were hung on a metal rod bolted to one of the walls. A single window looked toward the road, and it was through this that New had seen the newspaperwoman drive up.

New closed the door and sat down on his cot. He smelled the medicine his mother had used on his cuts: tobacco juice and iodine. It had stung him like the Devil’s pitchfork.

He’d dreamed of the Lodge again last night. The house was ablaze with lights, the brightest thing New had ever seen in his life, and as he’d watched, he’d seen figures pass back and forth behind the windowglass. They moved slowly, with stately cadence, as if they were dancing at a huge party. And in the dream, as it usually happened, he’d heard his name called as if from a vast distance, the whispering, seductive voice that he thought sometimes lured him to the edge of The Devil’s Tongue.

Questions about the Pumpkin Man plagued him. What was the thing, and why had it taken Nathan? Better to ask the moon why it changed shape, he thought. The Pumpkin Man lived in the wind, in the trees, in the earth, in the thorns. The Pumpkin Man came out from his hiding places to snatch the unwary away. If I hadn’t fallen into those thorns, New told himself, Nathan would still be here. He looked at Nathan’s cot. I could’ve saved him … somehow. I’m the man of the house, and I could’ve done something.

Couldn’t I?

His pa would’ve let him talk to that woman, he knew. His pa wasn’t afraid of anything. And now he was the man of the house, and Nathan’s cot was empty.

New lifted his cot’s thin mattress and took out the magic knife.

He’d brought it home hidden inside his jacket, tucked up his sleeve out of sight. It was a trick his pa had shown him once; you put a knife up your sleeve, and when you want it you just straighten your arm out real fast and it slides right into your hand. Pa had been a hard drinker a long time ago, before he’d married Ma, and New suspected his father had used that trick to protect himself in some of the rough backhills honkytonks.

The magic knife was his secret. He hadn’t shown it to his mother, and he didn’t know exactly why, but he knew he wanted to test it further before he told her.

He laid it on Nathan’s cot and then sat back down again.

I want it, he said in his mind, and held his bandaged hand out.

The knife didn’t move.

He had to want it harder. He focused all his attention on urging the magic knife to come to him. I want it now, he thought.

Maybe the knife shivered—and maybe it didn’t.

The image of the dark shape with Nathan under its arm came to him unbidden. He saw the moonlight on his brother’s face, felt the thorny coils holding him tight as he tried to struggle, saw in his mind a hideous grin spreading across the Pumpkin Man’s malformed head.

He took a deep breath.

I WANT IT NOW!

The magic knife flew up from the cot with a suddenness that amazed him. It spun in midair, gathering speed, and then came end over end toward his hand.

But it was too fast, faster than he could control, and he realized that the knife might go right through him and into the wall.

And then his mother opened the door to tell him she was sorry she’d lost her temper, and she was looking into the room when the knife curved in the air, inches away from his body, and slammed violently upward into the ceiling, three feet above her head.

She gasped, the breath shocked out of her.

The knife stuck in the ceiling and stayed there, quivering with a sound like a broken fiddle string.
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RIX AWAKENED IN THE embrace of his grandmother’s ghost.

The room was a hazy gold, filled with sunlight that streamed through the trees outside. It was after ten o’clock; Rix was ravenously hungry, and he regretted that no one had awakened him for breakfast. Lunch wouldn’t be served until twelve-thirty.

He rose from the bed and stretched. This morning he’d read in Nora Usher’s diary until almost two o’clock, and scenes of Usher life in 1917 and 1918 stayed in his mind as vividly as the old sepia-toned photographs he’d found in the library. After the wedding, Nora’s entries in her diary had become more and more terse and erratic. He could sense a change in her personality, from that of a sheltered child to that of a bewildered but awesomely wealthy woman. Whole months went by without a notation, or sometimes a month was summed up simply in a phrase describing a dinner party or some other activity. It was clear that Nora was bored out of her skull at Usherland, and that Erik—once he had her under his thumb—had tired of her very quickly indeed.

Rix washed his face with cold water in the bathroom, and with a finger traced the deep lines around his eyes. But were they less deep than the day before? Was his complexion less pale, his eyes less weary-looking? He knew he felt fine, but he took his vitamins anyway.

There was a knock at his bedroom door, and Rix opened it.

“Rise and shine,” Cass said, bringing in a tray of scrambled eggs, sausage patties, grits, and a small pot of coffee.

“Good morning. Sorry I overslept breakfast.”

“I saved you some. Were you up late last night?” She set the tray down on his desk—right beside, Rix realized, the open diary of Nora Usher.

“Yes. Pretty late.”

If she noticed the diary, Cass didn’t react to it. Her smile was broad and sunny. “Your mother wanted to wake you up. She had to eat alone this morning, but I persuaded her to let you sleep.”

“Thanks. The food looks great. Where was Boone this morning?”

“I don’t think he came home before sunrise.” Before Rix could reach the diary, Cass had turned and was pouring him a cup of coffee. “His love of poker is bad for his bank account. What’s this?” She nodded toward the open book.

“Just … something I’m reading.”

“It looks very old.” Rix saw her eyes flicker across the page, and she stopped pouring. “Where did you get it, Rix?” she asked, and he heard from her tone of voice that she knew what it was. He didn’t respond for a few seconds, trying to think of a good story, but then she faced him and he knew he couldn’t lie to her.

“Edwin gave me the library key.”

“Oh. Then … you know about the books that were brought from the Lodge.”

“That’s right, and I also know about the Usher history that Wheeler Dunstan’s writing. Cass, why didn’t you tell me about that?”

She set the pot aside, avoiding Rix’s gaze. “I don’t know,” she said with a soft sigh. “I guess I just … didn’t think it was important.”

“Not important?” he asked incredulously. “Some stranger’s been working for six years on a history of the family, and you don’t think that’s important? Come on, Cass! When Boone told me about it, I almost hit the ceiling! If anybody should write that book, it should be me. Not a stranger.”

“Dunstan will never finish it,” she said calmly, and lifted her eyes to his.

“But it seems to have worried Dad enough to send a lawyer after him.”

“Your father values his privacy. He wants to protect the Usher name. Can you blame him?”

Rix paused. On Cass’s face was such firm resolve that he felt tugged toward her point of view. “No,” he said. “I guess not.”

“Right now,” she continued, “any press coverage would be bad for your family’s situation. Sooner or later the reporters are going to find out your father’s dying. They’ll swarm all over Usherland—God forbid. But I hope that’ll be after the estate is settled and the business has changed hands.”

Rix grunted, picked up his cup, and sipped at the coffee.

“Who’s Dad got his eye on?” he asked, trying to sound casual about it. “Boone or Katt?”

“I can’t say. Edwin thinks Mr. Usher favors your sister. She has the better education.”

Rix shook his head. “No, I can’t see her wanting it. She’s too happy doing what she does now.” The next question came out before he could stop it: “Is she staying straight?”

“As far as I know,” she replied, and shrugged. “She’s sworn off everything but an occasional glass of wine. She still smokes too much, though—just regular cigarettes, none of that funny stuff. After what happened in Tokyo, well—” She left the rest unsaid.

Katt had been caught entering Japan on a modeling assignment several years ago with twelve grams of high-grade coke and an ounce of Maui Wowie stashed in jars in her makeup case. The Japanese police had crashed down hard on her, and the mess had dragged on for almost a month. Rix, at that time busy working on a novel about witches, called Congregation, had seen the stories in the papers; in one front-page picture, Katt was wan and unkempt, being supported between her father and Boone as they entered a limo in front of a police station. Walen’s cane was raised threateningly toward the photographers, and Boone’s mouth curled in a snarled curse.

“So”—Cass motioned toward the diary—“are you reading that for pleasure … or research?”

“If I tell you that I really do intend to write the book, will you go to Edwin or Dad?”

She frowned, two lines deepening between her eyes, and thought for a moment. “I took an oath of loyalty to your father, Rix,” she said finally. “Just as Edwin did. I’m bound by that oath to tell him if I feel something’s going on he should know about.”

Suddenly Rix was struck by a horrifying thought. Cass might not even have to tell Walen. If his hearing was sharp enough to pick up voices in the living room, he could certainly hear this conversation right now! Still, Walen wouldn’t completely understand what they were talking about—or would he? “He can hear us, can’t he?” Rix asked in a nervous whisper, his heart pounding. “Is that what you wanted, for him to hear?”

“No. He can’t hear. I took Mrs. Reynolds her breakfast an hour ago, and he was asleep. She’d given him his tranquilizers, because he had a restless night.”

Cass had never lied to him, and he could see in her face now that this was the truth. Still, he was wary. “Will you tell him?” he asked, keeping his voice low. Before she could answer, he grasped her hand. “Please don’t, Cass. I’m begging you. Give me a chance. Ever since … Sandra died, things haven’t been going too well for me. I can’t make my ideas work anymore; everything comes out scrambled and screwed up. Sandra helped me talk things out, and she kept me going. Without her … I just can’t get a handle on anything anymore.” He squeezed her hand. “I have to start working on another book, Cass. If I don’t, Dad will have been right about me—I’ll be nothing but a hack who had a stroke of good luck.”

“Why are you so sure you could write a family history? It seems to me that writing a novel would be so much easier.”

“I’m not sure, but I’ve got to try it. The research will be hard, yes, but the story’s already written! All I have to do is put it together. What if Wheeler Dunstan does finish it first? He’s got a six-year head start on me! If I lose my chance, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Her face was a mirror of her conflicting emotions. “I … took an oath.”

“You and Edwin are about to retire. You’ll be long gone by the time I finish the book. All I’m asking of you is that you give me some time. If you tell Dad, he’ll send all the documents back to the Lodge, and if that happens there’s no way I can get to them. Please. Time is all I’m asking for.”

Cass pulled her hand free. “I’ll have to think about this. I can’t promise you one way or the other.”

Rix felt clammy, and his heart continued to pound.

“Are you all right?” Cass asked. “You look pale.”

He nodded. “I need some breakfast, I guess.”

“Well, eat it before it gets cold.” She walked to the door and paused before she went out. “You’ve put me in a bad spot, Rix,” she said quietly. “I love you—but I love Mr. Usher, too.”

“Whom do you love more?” he asked.

Cass left the room without answering.

Rix felt slimy inside; asking her to make a choice like that was a manipulation his father might have used. If she told Walen about his idea, though, he might as well forget about it. The idea rightfully belonged to him, not to a stranger! He touched his temple and felt a sheen of cold sweat.

The skeleton with bloody eye sockets swung back and forth, back and forth in his mind. Droplets of blood ran down the white cheekbones. Sandra’s hair floated in the red water.

“Failure,” he heard his father say. “You’re nothing but a damned failure …”

Rix gripped the edge of the desk. His nerves were on fire.

The golden light that filled the room began to grow harshly yellow, so bright that it stung his eyes. He heard water gurgling through the Gatehouse pipes. Boone’s snoring sounded like the rumble of a chainsaw through the wall. A noise like a mosquito’s hum grew steadily louder. The hum became a whine. It was the Jetcopter, approaching Usherland.

He had to find a place to hide. The nearest Quiet Room was Boone’s, but he’d have to get through Puddin’ to use it. There was a closet in Katt’s room, Walen had said. He’d have to hurry to get there before the full force of the oncoming attack hit him. His head was hammering as he stumbled toward the door and reached for the knob.

But as his arm stretched out for it, the doorknob changed. It was no longer a large octagon of cut crystal; now it was fashioned of polished silver, and embossed on it was the face of a roaring lion.

Rix pulled his hand back as if he’d been burned. A whipstrike of pain seared through his head, and at that instant he saw an emaciated body laying in darkness on a bed, and he realized it was not his father but himself, rotting in the Quiet Room.

And then it was over. The attack had passed, leaving him sweating and shivering, with his forehead pressed against the door. The intensity of the light faded, as did the Gatehouse sounds.

He looked at the cut-crystal doorknob. The silver lion’s-face was gone. But he’d seen that silver doorknob before. He couldn’t recall where. Perhaps, he wondered, in his recurrent nightmares of the Lodge?

He asked himself why the attack had stopped. The sweat was drying on his face, and his heartbeat was returning to normal. Usually, by now, he’d be crawling on his belly. Was what Walen said about Usherland true? he wondered. Now that he was back, was he getting better?

Still shaky, Rix dressed in a pair of khaki trousers, a white shirt, and a brown pullover sweater. In his closet had materialized three new suits in his size, pants, sweaters, and a dozen starched dress shirts. He sat down at his desk and ravenously ate the food Cass had brought.

Then, feeling a lot better, he paged through the diary.

He had no idea what Nora St. Clair Usher had looked like, but he remembered the photograph of the woman in white, standing on a balcony. She’d held herself with regal dignity, though there’d been something terribly sad about that picture: a single figure, standing alone against the grandeur of the Lodge, staring out across the black, solemn lake. He envisioned Nora as a woman of her time—childlike, innocent, maybe a little spoiled, but certainly beautiful. In his imagination he gave her a slender frame, ringlets of light brown hair brushed back from a high forehead, the large gray eyes of a curious waif. Surely she was a stylish woman, or Erik wouldn’t have gone after her so ardently. She was charming, able to chat amiably with any of the guests Erik brought to Usherland, and probably a model hostess.

Rix drank his coffee and poured himself a second cup. He was feeling much stronger now. The breakfast had helped.

He stopped at what was written in the diary under “July 5, 1919.” It was the first entry in more than six months. The handwriting was shaky, marred with untidy smears and blotches. Nora’s strain was showing.

The first line read, “He is a murderer.”

As he read, Nora St. Clair Usher began to speak to Rix over the decades. Her words sparked his imagination; they roamed over time and space, and suddenly he was attending the Fourth of July Gala held at Usherland more than thirty years before his birth.

A thousand Japanese lanterns winked with rainbow colors in Usherland’s trees. Long tables covered with fine white Irish lace had been set up on the lakeshore for Erik Usher’s guests. More than six hundred people had come to be fed on roast pig, thick slabs of Chicago beef. New England lobster, veal, lamb, and platters of raw oysters on ice, flown up from Florida. There were pickled quail eggs, pheasant’s tongue in vinaigrette, smoked Peking duck, and Alaskan king crabs as big as Rolls-Royce wheels. Blazing torches embedded in the ground illuminated the scene as an army of waiters in red tuxedos scurried around the tables, pouring champagne into crystal goblets. On a white bandstand decorated with American flags, a brass band played regimental marching music. Cicadas hummed in the trees, and every so often a lion or some other big predator roared from Erik’s private zoo. Small American flags were placed beside every plate. The guests had dressed in accordance with a request on their gold-embossed invitations: all of them, from Washington diplomat to Asheville bank president, wore red, white, and blue.

At the head of the longest table, Erik Usher suddenly rose to his feet. Broad-shouldered and hulking, he wore a flaming red suit, a white bow tie, and a blue shirt. He lifted a megaphone to his lips, torchflame sparkling in his eyeglasses. “A toast!” he bellowed, and raised his champagne glass.

The brass band stopped in mid-cadence. The noise of six hundred, eighty-four people talking, eating, and drinking faded to a soft mutter. Waiters were stumbling over each other, trying to fill all the upraised glasses. Corks popped like firecrackers.

“Well?” Erik shouted through the megaphone. “Stand up, damn it!”

The guests rose as if at attention before the President of the United States—whose aide, Mr. Conyers, was placed beside a stunning, white-silk-clad Nora Usher. She wore blue gloves, and there were red ribbons in her hair. As Nora stood up, she saw the drunken gleam in her husband’s eyes. He’d had too much champagne. If this party was like others Erik had hosted, it might continue for days, until people passed out on the ground or swam naked in the estate’s fountains. She lifted her glass with the others. Across the table from her, Harry Sanderson—a middle-aged tobacco magnate from Winston-Salem—belched up a breath of crabmeat and garlic sauce.

“To the Fourth of July,” Erik roared, “and to the principles on which this great nation was founded! Long may our flag wave over a country where any man can roll up his goddamned sleeves and make himself a millionaire!” Behind him, across the flat surface of the lake, the Lodge glowed with light. It was an awesome sight, and still Erik ordered the workmen to continue building. In the darkness that was Briartop Mountain, a few specks of light could be seen through the trees.

“My great-great-grandfather came here from Wales with his pockets full of coal dust!” Erik said. “But he had an idea. He designed a rifle that would knock a redskin from Kansas City into Canada, and that sonofabitch worked! The Usher Repeating Rifle opened this country’s frontier, and without it we might be eating com soup instead of roast beef, and jingling beads in our pockets instead of silver dollars!”

There was a murmur of laughter. Down the table, a young floozy who’d arrived hooked on the arm of a rich, elderly gunpowder merchant giggled like a hyena.

Nora was not a drinker. She detested the taste of alcohol, and so there was only icewater in her glass. Cigar smoke wafted through the air like a blue fog, irritating her sinuses. Over Erik’s shoulder, she suddenly saw a shape move past the glass walls of the cupola that stood on the highest roof of the Lodge. Erik’s father, Ludlow, had become all but a hermit in the two years she’d been an Usher’s wife. She rarely saw him, and he never spoke to her. He stayed up in that glass cupola for the most part, but sometimes at night she could hear him walking the corridor outside her bedchamber. She could tell it was him, because she heard the cane tapping on the hardwood floor.

Suddenly, Erik put down his glass and grabbed Nora’s arm, pulling her toward him. She stumbled, spilling water all over her dress. He smelled of the horses that he ran, hour after hour, day after day, on the estate’s racetrack. “And I’ve got an announcement for you people!” he told them. “I’m gonna be a father!” There was a hearty round of applause and shouts of bravo. Erik patted Nora’s stomach, and she felt her face burn. “Gonna be a father in February or March, the doctor says! So this toast is to the future, too, and all the Ushers who are yet to be born. Everybody can drink now!”

Nora pulled away from him and sat down. She’d planned on sending out announcements to a select group of friends, and thought Erik had agreed. By morning, the item would be in the Asheville newspaper, she knew. She caught Mrs. Van Doss watching her with a cold smile on her weasel features. Across the table, Harry Sanderson lit another of his seven-inch-long Havana cigars and shouted for more champagne.

The fireworks display began with an ear-cracking boom that echoed across the lake and back again off the walls of the Lodge. The sky lit up with fiery colors, red rockets, blue star-shells, gold pinwheels. The display, which had cost Erik more than sixty thousand dollars, went on for more than a half hour; when it was over and the last cinder had hissed into the lake, Nora was a trembling bundle of raw nerves. Erik grinned gleefully. The lights had gone out, Nora saw, in the glass cupola.

After the applause had died away and Nora forced herself to converse with an elderly Asheville social queen named Delilah Huckabee, Sanderson clapped his hands and called out, “Fine show, Erik! Damned fine! Couldn’t have done better myself!” His blue bow tie was crooked, his eyes red-rimmed. His wife was trying to control him, but having little effect.

“You know the Ushers, Harry,” Erik replied, cutting another slab of beef from the platter before him. “We always entertain with a bang.”

“How much your daddy give you to put on that show, Erik?”

Erik glanced up. There was a thin smile on his grease-filmed mouth, but his eyes were like chunks of granite. “You’re drinking too much, aren’t you, Harry?”

“The hell I am, boy! See, I came to your daddy’s fortieth birthday party, right here at Usherland. Now that was one hell of a party! Old bastard must’ve shot off a hundred thousand bucks’ worth of fireworks! How much did he give you to buy yours?”

Sanderson was probing a sore spot, and he knew it. Erik Usher was still on his father’s payroll. Though Ludlow’s health was unsteady, the old man held the purse strings—and Nora had heard Erik rage like a madman over what he considered a paltry allowance.

“Yeah,” Sanderson continued, with an exaggerated wink at Nora, “that old Ludlow really knew how to throw a party. Made people sit up and take notice, he did. When you went to one of his parties, you never forgot it. He must’ve spent a hundred thousand bucks on those fireworks. Went on for a goddamned hour, they did.”

“Is that so?” Erik asked. Flames glinted in his glasses. About thirty people were listening to this exchange, and none of them but Nora knew what was seething inside her husband. “So you like fireworks, Harry?”

“Went on for a goddamned hour,” he said. “Champagne over here, waiter!”

Erik slowly stood up. His chest was thrust forward like a fighting rooster’s. Nora recognized it as a dangerous sign. “If it’s fireworks you like, Harry … then it’s fireworks you’ll get. Enjoy the party. Drink up. And smile. Mr. Conyers, will you attend to my wife for a while, please? I’ll return shortly.” Before Nora could ask him where he was going, Erik strode briskly across the lawn to the cars parked along the drive. He slid into a Rolls-Royce limousine and it turned around, heading out of Usherland.

The band played on, and for the next hour or so Nora talked to Mr. Conyers about the social scene in Washington. Harry Sanderson progressively slid lower in his seat. A formally dressed couple leaped into the lake. Someone produced a pistol and began to shoot out the hanging lanterns.

Nora’s conversation was interrupted by the rumble of engines. Headlights stabbed through the woods. Three Usher trucks, each towing something covered with green tarpaulins, were approaching the Lodge. They stopped on the road, thirty yards from the tables. She heard a man shouting; it sounded like Erik’s voice, but she wasn’t sure. Other figures began to scramble out of the trucks. Erik materialized from the gloom, walking toward his guests, and Nora rose from her seat.

Erik’s face was flushed, and as he walked right past Nora she heard him breathing hard, like an enraged animal. “Harry?” he asked, and the drunken man looked up, unable to focus. “I’ve brought you a present, Harry. Something to help you remember my party.”

“Thass damn fine,” Harry mumbled, and grinned stupidly.

The tarpaulins were being whipped back. Nora saw the men from the trucks straining to pivot the objects around. It took Nora a moment to make out what the tarpaulins had uncovered.

Guns. Usher field howitzers, similar to one in a battlefield photograph Erik had once proudly shown her.

“Fireworks,” Erik said, smiling. People were already starting to leave their seats. The guns were being aimed right at the crowd.

“Ready, Mr. Usher!” one of the gun crewmen called out.

“Erik,” Nora began, stunned. “My God, you can’t—”

“Hope you like the show, Harry.” Erik turned regally toward the trucks and shouted, “Fire!”

The first howitzer went off. Its shell streaked over the tables with a noise like a freight train, up into the air above the Lodge, and toward Briartop Mountain.

There was a roar such as might be made by the damned souls of Hades as party guests scrambled wildly away, crashing into each other, knocking over tables, food, and champagne. The other cannons began to fire, each blast shaking the earth, the concussion knocking scores of people to their knees. Mr. and Mrs. Sanderson flew out of their chairs like ragdolls, and Nora went down clinging to Mr. Conyers. Champagne bottles exploded in their cases. The Japanese lanterns swung wildly back and forth. As the shells continued to flash overhead, the sky was lit up with an eerie, pulsating red glow.

Still the blasts went on. Her head ringing, Nora sat dazedly on her knees, watching people in tuxedos and evening dresses running for the safety of the woods, being knocked down by the Shockwaves, getting up and fleeing again. The air reeked of gunpowder. The band had left their instruments behind when the entire bandstand collapsed like cardboard. Some of the shells had been coated with phosphorus, and Nora watched one of them flare over the Lodge and into the night like a shooting star—and then she saw the red explosion on Briartop Mountain.

My God, she thought in horror. The cannons are aimed toward the mountain! He’s firing toward people’s houses!

And then she found her voice, and though she couldn’t hear herself over the noise, she screamed, “Stop it you bastard stop it you murderer stop it!”

The artillery pieces were razing the mountainside. She saw leaping tongues of fire where the shells hit. Standing up, she groped through the descending pall of smoke, bumping into people, tripping over dazed bodies. A shape approached through the haze, and only when she was right in front of him did she realize it was Erik. “Why?” she screamed. “Why?”

He stopped, blinked at her. His smile was hanging lopsided from his mouth. “Because,” he said, and it was then that Nora realized the cannonfire had ended, “I can.”

Then he brushed past her, like a sleepwalker, into the thickening whorls and eddies of smoke.

She stood watching the fires burn on Briartop Mountain, and she began to sob. At her feet, tiny American flags blew across the ground in the scorched turbulence that the howitzers had created.

Someone knocked at Rix’s door.

“What is it?” he snapped, looking up from the diary.

The door opened with no warning.

“You don’t have to bite my head off,” Kattrina Usher said with a pout.
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“TELL US MORE ABOUT that party on the yacht,” Margaret urged Katt. In her voice was a girlish excitement. “That sounds so wonderful!” Katt shrugged, quickly glancing across the dining room table at Rix. “Well, it was just a party. There were about a hundred people aboard, I suppose. Most of them work in the fashion industry, and there were other models there, too. We sailed around the islands in the moonlight. There were little twinkling lamps all up in the rigging. The breeze was fresh and clean, and when you looked out at the water you could see fish swimming around the boat, because they leave these beautiful blue-green trails behind them. It has something to do with the microscopic life in the water. Anyway, we had a great time. The next day we finished the shoot, and I came home.”

“But didn’t you meet any exciting men?” Margaret looked disappointed. “Surely there were all kinds of wealthy bachelors at that party.”

“Mom,” Katt said, smiling gently, “I’ve told you a hundred times I don’t need to get involved with any wealthy bachelors. Anyway, I was in Barbados to work.”

“Sounds like you were really breakin’ your back, too,” Boone commented. His eyes were still puffy from sleep, but he was dressed for lunch in a pinstriped suit and silk tie. He plunged his fork into his salad and filled his mouth with lettuce. “Could have got yourself killed, too. Sailin’ around at night like that. Ever heard of reefs? Boat runs up on a reef, tears the whole bottom out of it.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Margaret said. When she looked at her daughter again, her eyes sparkled. “Where will you be going next, Katt?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe Sweden in November for a shoot in the icebergs. I promised I’d do something for Stephano’s coats.”

“Freeze your ass up there,” Boone said. “You get frostbite, you can wave that modeling career of yours good-bye.”

Rix smiled as Katt rolled her eyes. He was, as always, stunned by her beauty. She had the finely sculpted face of a Celtic queen; her skin—now only lightly tanned from the Caribbean sun—was silken and free of all but the most gossamer of lines. They surfaced in the corners of her eyes when she smiled. Her hair, cut short and layered, was pale blond with hints of strawberry in it, and her brows were thick and blond as well. As striking as her bone structure was, her eyes were the feature that the cameras fell in love with: they were large and expressive, but slightly almond-shaped and mysterious, as if with a trace of Oriental blood. Boreal lights—green, amber, pewter—sparkled in her eyes. Today she wore very little makeup, just a trace of pale lip gloss, but her beauty had never relied on artifice, anyway. Though she was thirty-one years old, she could easily pass for twenty.

Rix had seen her face dozens of times on magazine covers. When he’d gone to Wales, Katt’s face had adorned the cover of the airline magazine stuck in the seat pocket in front of him. She’d smiled at him across the Atlantic. Rix recalled seeing her on the cover of Sports Illustrated, modeling a zebra-striped swimsuit, in the supermarket checkout line an hour or so before he’d found Sandra dead in the bathtub.

Katt had come in from the airport by way of the Jetcopter. Her white suitcases and traveling bags had just been delivered, and the family had sat down for lunch. Again, Rix noticed, there was no place set for Puddin’. The room had been misted with Lysol, but every so often Rix could smell his father. If Katt did, she wouldn’t show it.

Rix loved her very much, but they’d seen little of each other in the past seven years. Whenever Rix had come to Usherland for a short visit, Katt was usually off for a few days on an assignment in some foreign country. Though she was a wealthy woman, she took jobs now as favors for designer friends and simply to keep her face before the public. Katt called Rix regularly, though, and she’d read all his books. She thought of herself, Rix knew, as the president of his fan clute—as if there were such a thing—and she was always encouraging him to come to Usherland for an extended stay.

Her youthfulness was amazing. Rix knew she played tennis, swam, jogged, rode horses, fenced, skied, worked out with weights, and sky-dived. He hoped her troubles with drugs were over; the clarity of her eyes seemed to indicate that they might be.

“That’s enough about me,” she said. Her voice was low and quiet, a genteel Southern accent. “I want to hear about you, Rix. How was New York?”

“Full of surprises.” He glanced at Boone, who was stuffing his face. “But fairly productive, I guess.”

“Did they buy your new book? What’s the title of it? Bedlam?”

“That’s the one. Well … they’re still considering it.”

“What?” Margaret put down her fork. “Do you mean to say it’s uncertain whether your next work is going to be purchased or not?”

“They’ll buy it,” Rix said defensively. “Publishers just take their time about things.”

“Ought to write a spy book,” Boone told him. “That horror crap is too unrealistic.”

“But it’s fun to read,” Katt offered quickly. “Especially on airplanes. Rix’s books make the time pass. I mean … that’s not the only reason I read them, Rix. Your best one was Congregation. I liked the idea of a witch coven in a Southern town, and you made it so real you’d believe it could really happen.”

“Right,” Boone laughed harshly, “and the Pumpkin Man’s out in the woods, too.”

Katt looked at him and lifted her eyebrows. “He might be. You never know.”

“Rixy thinks he’s got somethin’ to prove,” Boone glanced quickly at his mother. “He probably couldn’t write real books, could he, Momma?”

The repeated sarcastic use of his childhood nickname, particularly in front of Katt, finally snapped Rix’s temper. He felt his face reddening, and he stared across the table at Boone. “Why don’t you grow up, you dumbass? If you say something, be man enough to say it without getting Mom to agree with you!”

Boone grinned, his eyes cunning and cold. It was the same grin Rix had feared as a child, but now it only made him want to smash his brother in the face. “I’ll say what I please, any way I please, Rixy. You’re a goddamned failure and a disgrace to this family. Is that clear enough for you?”

“Don’t talk about failures, Boone. Puddin’ can tell us about failures, can’t she?”

Boone froze. Slowly his lower jaw dropped, and he blinked as if slapped.

“Boys,” Margaret chided softly. “Let’s be friends at the dinner ta—”

“What did you say?” Boone’s voice was choked with anger, and he half rose from his seat.

Rix almost stood up as well, his blood boiling. One punch, he thought. Just let me get in one good punch.

But then he saw the blood bleach from his brother’s cheeks, and Boone let out a soft, small gasp. He was staring over Rix’s shoulder. Rix twisted around to look.

“Hi, y’all,” Puddin’ Usher said in a slurred voice.

She was standing in the doorway, dressed in a floor-length, pearl-studded white evening gown with a bright red sash wrapped around her neck. Her posture, as she supported herself against the doorframe, was insolent and whorish, her hips thrust out to one side, her breasts about to overflow the plunging neckline. Thick makeup covered her face, and her hair had been sprayed into a brass helmet, decorated with bits of gold glitter. It was immediately obvious that she had on not a stitch of underwear, because the gown stuck to her body like white paint. She wore bright red cowboy boots adorned with rhinestones.

When Boone stood up, he almost knocked his chair over. At the head of the table, Margaret’s mouth was an O of surprise. “What are you doin’ down here?” Boone snapped.

“Why, Boone, honey, I live in this house, too. I got tired of eatin’ in my room, and I wanted to come say hello to Katt.” Puddin’ smiled tightly. “ ’Lo, Katt.”

“Hi.”

She sashayed into the dining room, swinging her hips as if she were onstage in Atlantic City. She was reliving her finest hour for an audience of three. “Looky here,” Puddin’ said. “Ain’t no place set for me, is there?”

When Margaret Usher spoke, the room became a deep freeze. “Young woman,” she said, almost strangling, “you have overslept luncheon by twenty minutes. Luncheon in this house is served at twelve-thirty, and not a moment afterward. You may eat in your room or you may go hungry, but you shall not eat at this table.”

Puddin’ leaned closer to Margaret. The older woman blanched and put a lace napkin to her face. Puddin’ whispered in her best Southern-belle imitation, “Bull … fuckin’ … shit.”

“Boone!” Margaret shrieked, trying to turn her head away from the fumes. “Do something with this woman!”

He moved as if he’d started the hundred-yard dash, and caught her arm from behind. “You’re drunk. Go back to your room.”

She jerked free. “No. I’m stayin’ right here.”

“You heard what I said! Get back to that room or I’ll strop the whine out of you!”

“She smells!” Margaret moaned. “Oh Lord, get her out of here!”

“Come on!” Boone grabbed her wrist and twisted her arm, trying to drag her through the door. She fought him wildly, her free hand flashing toward his face. He ducked her fingernails, but she broke free and staggered against the table, knocking a glass of iced tea to the floor. Boone, livid with rage, gripped her hair and pulled at her gown as Margaret rose to her feet, screaming for help.

“Leave her alone!” Rix shouted. He was coming around the table. “Get away from her, Boone!”

“Oh Jesus!” Katt said disgustedly, and laid her fork down on her plate.

Boone and Puddin’ grappled. He flung her against the table so hard that the breath whooshed out of her. Then he grabbed her around the neck and started dragging her out; she clung to the tablecloth and pulled plates, glasses, and utensils off in a mad clatter. A maid appeared at the door but didn’t know what to do.

“Edwin!” Margaret screamed at the top of her lungs.

Rix caught his brother’s shoulder. “Cut it out, Boone! Come on, damn it! Cut it—”

Boone snorted like an animal and backhanded Rix across the side of the face so fast he had no time to duck. The blow stunned him and made his eyes water; he was knocked backward a few steps.

“Bastard!” Puddin’ was shrieking. “You cockless, freak-lovin’ bastard!”

White-hot anger crackled through Rix! He felt something under his right hand, and he closed his fist around it. Then he brought it swiftly up. Even though he knew it was only a table knife, he meant to drive it into Boone’s back with all his strength.

“Rix!” It was Katt’s voice, penetrating through the din. “Don’t!”

Something in Katt’s shout made Boone twist wildly to one side. The knife snagged his coat, but was too dull to do much damage. Then Boone, still holding on to a writhing and cursing Puddin’, saw the knife and the look in his brother’s eyes. He swung his wife in front of him as a shield and started backing away. “He’s tryin’ to kill me, Momma!” he yelled, his voice shaking. “Get him away from me!”

In another instant, Rix’s anger had evaporated. He stared at the knife in his hand, amazed at how quickly the urge to kill had come over him. Boone kept shouting, even as Rix opened his hand. The knife fell to the floor.

Cass pushed the frightened maid aside and stood in the doorway. “What’s going on? Who’s trying to kill who?”

“Take that insane woman out of here!” Margaret commanded. There was iced tea all over her lap as she stood up. “She’s out of her mind!”

“Rix!” Puddin’ said, and terror sparked in her watery eyes. “Don’t let him take me upstairs! He’ll strop me with his belt, Rix! Don’t let him do it!”

But Rix was staring at his empty hand, working it into a fist and then opening it again.

“Cass?” Katt asked calmly. “Will you help my brother with his wife, please? I think she needs a cold shower.”

“Yes, ma’am. Come on, Puddin’. No one’s going to hurt you.”

Puddin’ tried to fight free again, but this time Boone had a firmer hold. “Y’all ask him about that talent agency!” she cried out as Cass and Boone wrestled her out of the room. “Just ask him what kind of—” And then Boone clamped his hand over her mouth; her shouting became incomprehensible.

Margaret slammed the door shut and stood trembling, unable to speak. Finally she patted her hair into place and smoothed her stained dress before she turned toward her children. “That woman,” she announced, “belongs in an insane asylum.”

Rix closed his hand, opened it, closed it again. Pain stirred in his head. He stared at the knife on the floor, unable to believe that a moment ago he’d tried to stab his brother. My God! he thought, as the cold sweat gathered on his face. I tried to kill Boone! If that knife had been sharper, it might’ve gone right through Boone’s coat and into his back!

“Rix?” Katt asked carefully. “Are you all right?”

I wasn’t really going to stab him, Rix thought. I was only going to scare Boone. I knew the knife wasn’t sharp. I knew it. He bent, retrieved the knife, and laid it on the table. Margaret was watching him with an incriminating stare. Was I really going to stab my brother in the back? he asked himself.

Yes …

Rix trembled. The answer had come in a soft, sibilant whisper that flowed like freezing water through his veins.

“Rix?” Katt asked.

“I’m okay,” he said, still looking at the knife. He feared the pain in his head was going to strengthen, but instead it was ebbing. He picked up a napkin and wiped the beads of sweat from his cheeks and forehead. “I’m okay,” he repeated.

Margaret moaned, “My dress is ruined! Just look at it! Oh, that foul mouthed little lunatic!”

Someone knocked at the dining room door, and when Margaret opened it, one of the elderly black butlers said quietly, “Excuse me, Miz Usher, but Mr. Usher say he’d like to see Miss Kattrina.”

“I’ll go up in a minute, Marcus,” Katt told him, and the dignified old man went off along the corridor. “Well,” she said, looking at the shambles of the dining room, “I guess I’d better go up and see Dad.”

“You haven’t eaten your lunch yet!”

“He wouldn’t like to wait,” Katt reminded her. She came up close to Rix and searched his face. “You sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah.” He smiled tightly. “Peachy.”

Katt left the room. When his mother started raging about her ruined dress again, Rix hurried after Katt. “Has everybody in this house forgotten what it means to be civilized?” Margaret called from the doorway.

Rix and Katt climbed the stairs together. An occasional whiff of decay floated past.

“I don’t know why I did that,” Rix said. “Jesus Christ! I really wanted to hurt him!”

“No, you didn’t. I saw you turn your arm so you wouldn’t stab him. I think you wanted to scare him, and it worked. His eyes were as big as dinner plates.”

“I’m not a violent person. But he taunts me, Katt. You know how he’s taunted me before. I just can’t take it anymore. Christ, I don’t know why I came back here! I thought things would be different. But they never change here, do they?”

“Things will change here,” Katt said as they reached the second floor. “Very soon.”

Her tone of voice was firm and knowing. Rix asked, “What do you mean?”

“Dad and I have been talking, probably more lately than we’ve talked in our entire lives. I think he wants me to take over the business. Oh, he hasn’t come out and said so, but that’s my impression. He’s been letting me know about some of the current projects. If I do get control of the business, I’m going to make some changes.”

“Like what?”

“With the business comes ownership of the estate,” she said as they walked along the corridor. “I’m going to send Boone packing. Then I’m going to start research in some new directions.”

“But I thought you enjoyed what you were doing! You don’t seriously want the responsibility of the business, do you?”

“The vice-presidents and research teams would have to run the show for a while, until I could figure out what was going on. But I like challenges, Rix. I like to go where I don’t belong. And who else is there to take it over? Not Boone; the way he manages his own money, he’d break Usher Armaments within five years. And you certainly don’t want it.”

Rix couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You don’t want to be responsible for more death and destruction, do you?”

She stopped at the foot of the stairs that led to the Quiet Room, and turned toward him. In her angelic face, her eyes seemed dark and haunted. “Rix, you’re not being very realistic, are you? I wish to God that our family made toys or thimbles or electric plugs. But that’s not how things are. You and Boone seem to think of yourselves as the only Ushers, but you’re wrong. I’m an Usher, too. I regret what the family business is, but I’m not ashamed of it. Someone has to make the weapons. If we don’t, another company will.”

“There are better ways to make money.”

“Yes, there are,” she agreed. “But not for us.”

At that instant, Rix looked at his sister as if she were a stranger. He’d never suspected she was even remotely interested in Usher Armaments, and now he wondered how well he really knew her. What had happened to the little girl who used to tag along behind him and drive him crazy with silly questions? “I never knew you felt that way,” he said.

“There are probably a lot of things you don’t know about me.” She held his gaze for a few seconds longer, then said, “I’d better go up and see him now.” She climbed the stairs to the Quiet Room, paused to put on a surgical mask and a pair of rubber gloves, and entered the chamber.

Rix got away from the staircase before a fresh wave of his father’s stench could reach him. He walked along the corridor toward his room, pondering Katt’s attitude. There was a hidden part of her, he realized—a dark part that he’d never seen. Nobody in his right mind would want to create the kind of destruction that Usher Armaments manufactured!

Ahead of him, a telephone on a table in the hallway began to ring. The elderly butler, Marcus, was coming toward him, and stopped to pick up the receiver on the second ring. “Usher residence.”

Rix had started to pass by when Marcus said, “I’m sorry, miss, but I’m not to relay any of your calls to the family.” He began lowering the receiver.

Dunstan’s daughter, Rix thought. And suddenly he turned to grasp the phone before Marcus could hang up. “I’ll take it,” he said quietly, and then, into the phone, “This is Rix Usher. Why do you keep harassing my family?”

There was shocked silence on the other end.

“Well?” Rix prompted. “I’m listening.”

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, with a smoky Southern accent. “I didn’t expect an Usher to answer the phone.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Rix told Marcus, and the old man moved away. “What can I do for you, Miss Dunstan?” he asked, when Marcus had gone.

“I’m surprised you know who I am. You’ve been living away from Usherland for seven or eight years, haven’t you?”

“I’m sure you didn’t call here to ask about me. You know, there’s a law about harassing people over the telephone.”

“All I want is the answer to one question: What’s Walen Usher’s condition?”

“His condition? What are you talking about? My father’s fine.”

“That’s strange to hear,” she said, “especially since Walen hasn’t gone to the plant in almost two months. A silver-gray Cadillac, rented to a Dr. John Francis from Boston, goes back and forth from Usherland three or four times a week. Dr. Francis is a cell-disease specialist. If Walen Usher isn’t ill, who is?”

Hang up on her, he told himself. But as he started to put the receiver down, he realized the power of his position. This was the daughter of the man who’d been working on an Usher history for six years. She needed information, and Rix did, too. The chance might not come again. Rix asked quietly, “Is there a place we can meet?”

Again, she was cautiously silent.

“Hurry and decide. I’m taking a hell of a risk as it is.”

“The Broadleaf Cafe,” she said. “In Foxton. Can you meet me this afternoon?”

“If I’m not there by three, I won’t be coming. Good-bye.” He returned the receiver to its cradle, and instantly felt a twinge of shame. Was what he was about to do a betrayal of his family’s trust, or simple cold practicality? Information about Walen’s condition might be the key he needed to get close to Wheeler Dunstan, to find out how he was researching the book and how much of it was finished. He wanted to see that manuscript, and if he had to divulge something that would have to come out sooner or later anyway—so be it.

As he passed Boone’s door, he heard Puddin’ sobbing. Boone cursed—a muffled, brutal sound—and then there was the crack of flesh striking flesh.

Bastard! Rix thought grimly. Boone was going to get his own reward one of these days—and Rix ardently hoped he’d be around to see it happen.

What was it Puddin’ had said downstairs? Rix asked himself. Something about Boone’s talent agency? Maybe all wasn’t as it seemed, he thought. And maybe it would be to his advantage to find out.

The sound of the next blow made him wince. He reached toward the doorknob, intending to interrupt the beating—but suddenly that shining silver circle with the roaring lion’s face was before him, and he couldn’t bear to touch it. Within an instant, it had faded again.

Something in the Lodge? he thought. What? A doorknob? What door, and leading where?

All shadows, hidden in the past.

He pulled his hand back and went on.
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SITTING IN A BOOTH at the back of the Broadleaf Cafe, Raven Dunstan checked her wristwatch. It was seven minutes after three. A couple of farmers sat at the counter, drinking coffee and eating stale doughnuts. The waitress, a skinny woman in a yellow uniform, with platinum-blond hair heaped up in a tight bun, sat on a stool behind the counter, reading an old copy of People magazine. Hazy afternoon sunlight filtered through the windows that faced the street. A pickup truck rattled past. Two kids on bikes, pedaling furiously, rocketed by the windows.

She’d decided to give him five more minutes, and then she would leave. She’d been here for over an hour, had consumed a piece of blackberry pie with vanilla ice cream and three cups of the black sludge that passed as coffee. A copy of last week’s Democrat lay on the seat beside her, covered with circles of red ink where she’d marked typos, inconsistencies or headlines that she felt could’ve been better. After talking to Rix Usher, she’d called her father to find out more about him. Wheeler had said he was the middle child, about thirty-three or thirty-four years old. He was the black sheep of the family, Wheeler had told her, and had been arrested in 1970 for participating in an antiwar demonstration at the University of North Carolina. Wheeler said he understood Rix had been living in the deep South somewhere, but didn’t know how he’d been making a living.

The door opened, clanging a small cowbell over it, and Raven looked up. A burly man in a plaid jacket and brown cap came in, took his seat at the counter, and ordered a ham sandwich and fries. Definitely not Rix Usher, she told herself.

Raven had been calling Usherland every day for the past two weeks, trying to find out more about Walen Usher’s condition. Once she’d gotten a maid to admit that the man was very ill, but then someone had grabbed the phone and slammed it down. Usually she could tell when an Usher answered, because there was a moment of stony silence before the telephone crashed down. The Ushers had changed their number several times, but Raven had ferreted out the new numbers with the help of an old high school friend who worked for the phone company in Asheville. Her father had impressed upon her his belief that if a bull charged a barn door enough times, either he would knock the door off its hinges or somebody would open the door to stop the damned banging.

In this case, Raven thought, Rix Usher had opened that door.

The cowbell clanged.

A tall, lean blond man in khakis and a brown sweater had entered the Broadleaf. Raven saw he had the Usher appearance of haughty aristocracy: a displaced Welsh prince, perhaps, who dreamed of returning triumphantly to the ancestral castle. He was very pale and almost too thin, as if he’d been sick and hidden away from the sunlight. If this was Rix Usher, then her father had been wrong about his age. This man was in his late thirties or early forties. In spite of her feelings about the Usher clan, her heart was beating harder. She sat stiffly, watching him approach her table. He was a handsome man, though something about him seemed almost fragile. He looked at her through wary eyes the color of silver coins, and Raven felt herself shift uneasily.

“Miss Dunstan?” Rix asked.

“That’s right.” She motioned toward the other side of the booth, and Rix slid in.

The woman was certainly younger and more attractive than Rix had imagined. In fact, he was pleasantly surprised. There was strength in the set of her jaw, intelligence and curiosity in her light blue eyes. She wasn’t a beautiful woman in the classic sense—her mouth was too wide, her nose too sharp and slightly crooked, as if it had been broken and poorly set—but the combination of her fair complexion, black hair, and piercing blue eyes was riveting. To mask his interest, Rix picked up a menu and looked over the items. “Anything good here?” he asked.

“The pie, if you like apple, persimmon, or blackberry. I won’t recommend the coffee.”

The waitress ambled on over. Rix said he’d just take a glass of water; she shrugged and went to the counter to get it.

“I understand you’ve been disturbing my family,” Rix said.

“I suppose that’s part of my job.”

“Is it? A court of law might not see it that way. As a matter of fact, I don’t understand why my family doesn’t bring a harassment suit against you and that paper you work for.”

“I’ve wondered that myself,” she replied, her direct gaze challenging him. “But I think I know why. Your father’s very ill. He doesn’t want the least bit of publicity. Zero. Nil. He knows that if he starts something with the Democrat, other papers are going to take notice.”

The waitress brought Rix’s water, and he sipped at it thoughtfully. “You’ve got an inflated opinion of the Democrat, Miss Dunstan. It’s only one of a dozen county newspapers in the state. What makes you think it’s so important?”

“Because it is. The Democrat was being published in these hills thirty years before the first stone was laid at Usherland. My great-great-great-grandfather brought the hand press with him on his back from Dublin, and the paper started out as a bulletin for the tobacco farmers. My family has edited it, written in it, and published it for over a hundred and sixty years. Sure, there are plenty of county papers, but the Democrat is the oldest—and we’ve been monitoring you Ushers since old Hudson himself settled here.”

“Watching us, you mean.”

She smiled faintly. Rix looked at the scar that cut through her left eyebrow and wondered how she’d gotten it. “Someone has to. Your family owns controlling interest in at least seven Southern newspapers. God only knows how many television and radio stations you own. If you want to go to court, Mr. Usher, a nice case might be made out of monopoly and conflict of interest, don’t you think?”

“No one wants to go to court,” he said. “Especially not over a tabloid like the Democrat.”

“You don’t have a very high regard for the paper, do you? Well, it might interest you to know that your father offered mine over two hundred thousand dollars for the Democrat, four years ago. He refused, of course. The Democrat is distributed statewide and has a paid subscription of forty-five thousand.”

“And I’d say that most of those people read it because they’re looking for news about the Ushers—or, I should say, hints of scandal. I’ve never met your father, but I’m sure he’d agree that the Ushers have helped sell his newspaper.”

“It’s not his newspaper anymore,” Raven said. She folded her hands before her on the table. “It’s mine. I’ve owned it and published it since the first of August, when I took it over from my father.”

“Oh. I see. Then I guess Wheeler’s spending his retirement working on that book of his? The one about the Usher family?”

“He works on it every day, yes.”

Jesus Christ! Rix thought. He willed himself not to show emotion. “My family’s not too happy about it. They’d like to know where he’s getting his research materials.”

“From sources,” she said enigmatically.

“When’s he going to be finished with it?”

“Maybe next year. He wants to make sure all the facts are correct.”

“I hope they are, for both your sakes. My family won’t go to court over the Democrat, but they’ll come down on you like a brick snowstorm over this book.”

Raven’s eyes searched his face. “How much longer does Walen have to live? And who’s the estate going to pass to after he dies?”

Rix swirled the ice cubes around his glass. He should get up and leave, he told himself. He should never have agreed to meet her! But then the instant of inner turmoil passed, and he was in control again. “Why are you so sure my father’s dying?”

“The presence of a cell specialist seems pretty serious. Dr. Francis won’t talk to us, either. But the real clincher is that you’ve come back to Usherland. I think the clan’s gathered to see a successor named.”

“And you want the story before the big-league papers and TV people get it, right?”

“Breaking a story like this would be a major coup for the Democrat. We’d go with a special edition and make it available statewide. It would probably triple our circulation, and give us real respectability.”

“You must have big plans for your paper’s future.”

“It’s not going away, if that’s what you mean.”

Rix nodded and smiled faintly. He waited a moment, then said, “Okay. Let’s say, for the sake of speculation, that I do know who’s going to take over the estate and business. I realize how much that would be worth to you.” He looked directly at her. “But I want something, too.”

“What?”

“A look at your father’s manuscript. And I want to know where he’s getting his research materials.”

Raven frowned. She hadn’t expected to have to trade information, like a couple of secret agents. Rix Usher was waiting for her reply. “It’s my father’s book, not mine. I can’t—”

“If you can’t help me,” he interrupted, “then I won’t help you.”

“Maybe I’m stupid for asking,” Raven said, “but why should you help me? Your family and mine haven’t exactly been on the best of terms for the last hundred years or so. Why should you suddenly want to help me out?”

“I’m curious. I want to see what your father’s written.”

“So you can report back?”

“No one knows I’m here,” Rix said firmly. “I said I was going out for a drive and took one of the cars. Whatever your father shows me, it won’t get back to Usherland.”

Raven paused uncertainly. In her estimation, the Ushers were as slippery as snake oil. But now here was the black sheep of the Usher family, offering her vital information. Why? What did he have to gain by seeing her father’s work? “I don’t know,” she said finally. “I don’t think I can agree to anything like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because my father guards his work very strictly. I don’t even get to see it.” Again she searched his eyes, trying to decide whether this was one of Walen’s tricks. “I’ll have to talk to him about it. Can we meet again?”

“Where and when?”

“How about right here? At three o’clock tomorrow afternoon?”

“I have to be careful. If anybody from Usherland saw me with you, word might get back to Walen.”

“What would he do?” She lifted her eyebrows. “Disown you for collaborating with the enemy?”

“Something like that.” He thought of the documents in the library; at the merest hint of collusion, Walen would send them back to the Lodge, and his hopes would be finished. “Okay. Three tomorrow.” He stood up from the booth, relieved that his first meeting with Raven Dunstan was almost over.

Raven wasn’t satisfied. There was something too simple about this. “Mr. Usher,” she said, before he could get away, “why does seeing my father’s book mean so much to you?”

“As I said, curiosity. I’m a writer myself.” Careful, he cautioned himself.

“Oh? What sort of things do you write?”

“Horror novels,” he explained, figuring it would do no harm to tell her. “Not under my real name, though. My pseudonym is Jonathan Strange.”

Raven had never heard the name before and wasn’t familiar with the books, but she didn’t say it. “Interesting choice of a profession,” she commented. The cowbell clanged again, and Raven glanced toward the door.

Myra Tharpe and her son had just come in. The woman was carrying a large wicker basket, which she laid on the counter near the cash register. The waitress looked through a door into the kitchen and called for Mr. Berthon.

Raven rose from her seat. The Broadleaf Cafe’s manager, a thick-set Foxton man with curly brown hair and a fleshy, bovine face, came out of the back to see the pies Mrs. Tharpe had brought.

“Well,” Rix said, “I’ll meet you to—” But then Raven had walked right past him, and he watched her approach the raggedy woman and boy. He noticed that Raven walked with a limp, and he wondered what had hurt her leg.

“Hello, Mrs. Tharpe,” Raven said. Myra looked at her and blinked, a cold curtain of suspicion and dislike descending over her eyes. Raven regarded the handsome young boy at the woman’s side. On his cheek and forehead were thin bandages, and Raven could smell—what was it?—the sharp odor of tobacco juice. “You must be Newlan. I’m Raven Dunstan.”

“Yes, ma’am. I saw you this mornin’, through my window.”

“I came up to talk to you, but your mother wouldn’t let me. I wanted to ask you some questions about—”

“Listen, you!” the other woman snapped. “You just leave us be, you hear?”

Berthon frowned. “Miz Tharpe, you’re talkin’ to the owner of the—”

“I know who I’m talkin’ to, thank you!” Her eyes blazed at Raven, and she flicked a glance at Rix as he came up behind her. “My son don’t want to be bothered. Is that spelled out clear enough for you? I’ll take the usual price for my pies, please, Mr. Berthon.”

Raven looked at the boy. He had the greenest eyes she’d ever seen, and right now they were troubled and confused. “You’re old enough to speak for yourself,” she said. “I’d like to know what happened to you and your brother the night before last.”

“Go out to the truck, New!” Myra told him sharply. She extended her palm toward Berthon, who was counting a few bills and change from the register.

“New?” Raven’s voice stopped the boy from leaving. “Look at that poster on the wall over there.” She motioned with a tilt of her head.

New looked at it, and so did Rix. Near the kitchen door was a yellow poster showing the pictures of four children—three boys and a girl, all about nine or ten years old. Stenciled above the pictures were the words REWARD FOR INFORMATION—HAVE YOU SEEN THESE CHILDREN? ALL REPLIES IN CONFIDENCE.

At the bottom of the poster was written CALL THE FOXTON DEMOCRAT, followed by a phone number. Rix had no idea what the poster meant, but he studied each photograph with a growing sense of unease.

“Two of those children,” Raven said, “have been missing for more than a year. The little girl vanished the first of this month. The other boy went out hunting with his father two weeks ago, and neither one of them came home. Sheriff Kemp has a stack of folders in his office, New. Each one of them represents a child, aged from six to fourteen, who disappeared into thin air—just as your brother did. I’m trying to find out how and why.”

New stared at the poster. His eyes narrowed slightly, but he didn’t speak.

Myra took her money and clasped her son’s shoulder to guide him out of the Broadleaf—but he resisted her as if he’d suddenly grown roots through the floor. She flashed a cutting glance at Raven, then seemed to see the man behind her for the first time. “You,” she whispered in an acid tone. “You’re an Usher, ain’t you?”

Oh Christ! Rix thought. Berthon and everybody else in the place were listening.

“I know you’re an Usher. You’ve got the Usher look about you. Are you with this woman, Mr. Usher?”

Rix knew there was no use in lying. “Yes, I am.”

“City woman,” Myra said mockingly, “what you’re lookin’ for is right under your nose. You ask anybody hereabouts what goes on at night at Usherland. You ask ’em about that Lodge, and what kind of thing lives inside there, all alone, in the dark. New! We’re goin’ now!”

In his mind, New could see Nathan’s face up there with the others. He should let this woman know what he’d seen, he told himself. He was the man of the house now, and telling her would be the right thing to do. His mother’s hand tightened on his arm. “New,” she said.

The raw tension in her voice broke the spell. He looked at Raven Dunstan and wanted to tell her, but then his mother pulled at him and he let himself be led out the door. Feeling utterly helpless and frustrated. Raven watched through the door’s glass as Myra Tharpe slid behind the wheel of their pickup truck. The boy got into the passenger side, and then the truck backed away from the curb and rattled down the street toward Briartop Mountain.

“Damn it!” Raven swore softly.

“Don’t mind her, Miz Dunstan,” Berthon said. “Myra Tharpe’s one of them folks who stay to themselves, up on the mountain. Her husband died around the first of the year. She don’t know nothin’.”

That’s where you’re wrong, Raven thought.

Rix pulled his attention away from the poster. “What was all that about?”

“Something I’m working on.” She didn’t elaborate, because she didn’t want to discuss it with everyone in the cafe listening.

Rix was in a hurry to leave. He could feel the stares fixed to the back of his neck. As Raven paid her check, Rix glanced again at the children’s faces.

Disappeared into thin air, Raven had said. Just as your brother did.

He abruptly turned away and went out to stand in the bright sunlight. He’d parked the red Thunderbird around the corner, where it wouldn’t be seen from Foxton’s main street.

“What was she talking about?” Rix asked Raven when she came out. “She mentioned the Lodge.”

Raven looked off into the distance, where Briartop Mountain’s peak was lost in filmy clouds. This mention of the Lodge from Myra Tharpe wasn’t the first insinuation Raven had heard; she’d discounted the tales as mountain superstition—but now she wondered whether, as with all superstition, there might not be a grain of truth in it. “The people around here believe that someone—something—is living inside Usher’s Lodge. When was it closed up?”

“After my grandfather died, in 1945. All the rooms have been left as they were then, but nobody lives there.”

“Are you sure about that? Could some vagrant be hiding in there? Maybe a poacher?”

“No. There’s no electricity, no lights. The windows are bricked up, and no one could find his way around in the dark.”

“Is the Lodge locked?”

He shook his head. “My family’s never seen the need to lock it. We’ve never had trouble with poachers before.”

“But you don’t know for sure that the Lodge is uninhabited, do you?” Raven asked pointedly. “With all those rooms, someone could hide very easily.”

Rix didn’t answer. He realized she was right; there were hundreds of places in the Lodge where a vagrant could hide, and with a gun one could easily feed off the land.

“I have to get back to the office,” Raven said, checking her watch. “I’ll meet you here tomorrow.”

Rix watched her limp away. In his mind he saw the pictures of those children on the poster, their faces smiling and unaware. The afternoon light was turning bloody. He hurried around the corner to his car.

As he drove away from Foxton, a storm of troubled thoughts whirled through his head. Disappeared into thin air … Have You Seen These Children? … Sheriff Kemp has a stack of folders in his office … Disappeared into thin air, just as your brother did …

Pumpkin Man’s in the woods, he thought suddenly. No, no; that was a story to scare children, a Halloween tale for a chilly October night.

The skeleton swung through Rix’s mind in awful slow motion, its eyeholes dripping gore. In the next instant, Rix had to jerk the wheel to the right because he’d been drifting over the center line.

A mile from Foxton, Rix glanced in his rearview mirror and noticed a battered brown van on the road behind him. It followed him around the next curve, then abruptly turned off onto a dirt road before he crossed over into Usherland. Moonshiner, Rix thought; he could use a good slug of mountain brew about now.

When the red Thunderbird was out of sight, the brown van stopped, turned around, and headed toward Foxton again.
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AS THE WIND WHOOPED and wailed outside the gatehouse, and tree branches clawed at the moon, Nora St. Clair Usher slowly gave up her secrets to Rix.

It was almost one o’clock, and Rix had been reading through her diary since before eleven, when he’d excused himself from the game room after Katt had whipped his tail in chess. She’d been thoughtful and precise in her moves, and had given no indication of what she and Walen had talked about that afternoon. Boone had come in and played darts by himself, trying to stir up some trouble by inquiring as to where Rix had gone riding, but Rix had successfully staved him off. After dinner, Boone had gone to the stables to check on the horses for the night. Rix had lodged a chair and a suitcase against his door to keep Puddin’ from barging in.

Now Rix sat at his desk before the window, carefully turning the brittle pages. Nora’s handwriting was clear, her prose direct and without flowery excess. Some of the pages were too faded to be legible, but the story of her life at Usherland was coming together in Rix’s mind like a delicate watercolor. He could see the Lodge as she described it: the rooms, corridors, and chambers spotless, filled with priceless antiques from around the world, the hardwood floors waxed and shining, the myriad windows in all shapes and sizes framing only Usher earth. By January 1920, she was resigned to the constant presence of workmen—who started promptly at dawn and worked until dusk. The Lodge spread to even larger proportions.

On lazy spring afternoons she enjoyed boating across the lake, usually in the company of Norris Bodane, and watching the wild swans that nested on the northern shore. It was during one of those outings, in April 1920, when Erik was in Washington on business, that she noted a peculiarity about the Lodge. The workmen had cut away a stand of pines from the northern face of the house in order to erect their scaffolds, and there in the Lodge’s stones, from roof to foundation, was a jagged crack, filled with mortar, at least two feet wide.

When she inquired, Norris had explained in his distinctive North Carolinian accent that the weight of the Lodge was making it slowly sink into the island. The crack had been there for years, and Erik was making sure it didn’t widen by having the workmen balance the Lodge with new additions. Not to worry, he said; the Lodge would be standing for little Walen’s great-great-grandchildren.

Nora had her own suite of rooms in the east wing, from which she rarely ventured. She’d been lost several times in the Lodge, and had wandered hopelessly through the maze of rooms until she’d been lucky enough to find a servant. Sometimes days passed without her even seeing Erik, and Ludlow was no more than a ghost heard long after midnight as he walked the corridors.

Rix was fascinated by her. He was watching a little girl become a woman. Her voice was breathless when she described banquets for three hundred people; seething when she berated Erik for flying the captured German Fokker—shipped over from England after the Great War—past the nursery windows and upsetting the baby; loving and tender when she wrote about little Walen.

Little Walen, Rix thought grimly. Oh, Nora, if you could only see him now!

Wind thrashed the trees outside. He was nearing the end of her diary. He was Nora’s confidant, her final companion, and as he read, time shifted, cracked open, drew him into its whirlpool of people and events.

Nora stood on her balcony in her long white dress and watched the surly May sky. Rainclouds were rolling across the mountains like freight trains, each carrying a heavier load than the one before. Threads of dark purple veined the sky, and in the distance danced quick flashes of lightning. When raindrops began to ripple the lake’s surface, Nora went into her bedroom and closed the balcony doors. Thunder boomed, shaking the windows in their frames.

She left her room and walked down the hallway to the nursery, where Maye Bodane was tending the infant Walen. The child played happily in his crib. Maye, a lively young Irishwoman with curly golden hair, stood at the large bay window, watching curtains of rain flap across the lake.

“How’s my angel this morning?” Nora asked brightly.

“He’s fine, mum.” She came over to the crib and smiled at Walen. A lovely woman with calm gray eyes, she had a young son of her own whom she’d named Edwin. “Happy as a lark, he is.”

Nora gazed down at her beautiful boy. Erik was already talking about having another child, but Nora was reluctant. In bed, Erik was cold and rough. She remembered her father’s advice: “Stay with him, Nora. Give him time. If you let this chance slip through your fingers, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

Walen was gurgling, playing with a new toy.

As Nora saw what it was, her face became a mask of shock.

The toy was an infant-sized, silver pistol.

She reached in and snatched the thing away. Instantly, Walen began bawling. “What is this?” she demanded. “You know how I dislike guns, Maye!”

“Yes, mum,” she said nervously, “but when I came in this mornin’, it was right there in his crib. Walen seemed so taken with it, I thought—”

“Who put this thing in there with him?”

“I don’t know. Oh, he’s awful upset, mum!” She picked up the squalling child and began cooing to him.

Nora’s hand was gripped tightly around the offending toy. She’d told Erik that she didn’t want her son associating with weapons—toy guns included—until he’d had a chance to see how destructive guns were. She was enraged that he had so openly flaunted her wishes. “Damn it to hell!” she snapped, and Maye looked at her openmouthed. “I won’t let him treat me like this!” Storming out of the nursery, she stalked along the corridor toward the stairway that would take her up another level and into Erik’s private domain.

Rain slammed against the leaded windows and streamed off the balconies. As Nora climbed the stairs a flash of lightning dazzled her, and thunder crashed so close to the house that she imagined she could feel the entire Lodge tremble like a ship in a tempest.

On the third floor, dim light filtered through the thick stained-glass windows, giving this section of the Lodge the atmosphere of an unholy church dedicated to some pagan god of war. On the walls were all makes of Usher rifles, pistols, and machine guns. Artillery pieces stood mounted in the wide corridors. A menagerie of stuffed animals—bears, stags, panthers, lions, tigers—crouched in the shadows. Their glass eyes seemed fixed on Nora as she passed them, and more than once she turned to make sure none were tracking her. The hallways took her to the left, then to the right—and led her to doors that opened on stone walls, narrow staircases that ascended into total darkness. From far up in the attic drifted down the staccato rhythm of the workmen’s hammers, like a laboring, never-ceasing heartbeat.

Thunder sounded like the cannonfire of that terrible July night almost a year ago. “Erik!” Nora shouted, and her voice rolled down the halls, distorting, echoing back to her in a whisper.

Within another few minutes, Nora realized she’d taken a wrong turn somewhere. Nothing was familiar. Lightning struck again, and harder still. A dozen crystal owls mounted on pedestals on the walls trembled; one of them fell and shattered on the floor with the sound of a gunshot.

“Erik!” she called, a note of rising panic in her voice. She continued on, this time searching for a staircase down. She saw no servants, and the windows she passed were covered with sheets of water. Still, the hammering went on and on, ebbing and fading, almost in cadence with the booming of thunder.

She was lost. Predators growled silently at her, and ahead a stuffed lion blocked her path. Its green, gleaming eyes challenged her to approach. She took another corridor, this one lined with perhaps a hundred suits of armor and medieval weapons. At the end of it was a heavy door; she pulled it open and called for Erik again There was no reply but the hammering, now even louder.

A wrought-iron spiral staircase ascended to a white door twenty feet above her head. She looked upward, the noise of hammers about to split her skull. If that door led to the attic, she told herself, she could at least get one of the workmen to help her find her way. She climbed the stairs, being careful of her footing, and reached out to open the door.

But then she stopped. The door was covered with thick white rubber, its brass handle discolored by sweat. When she touched it, a thrill of cold coursed up her arm. But the door was locked. She was about to pound on it and try to call for help above the cacophony of thunder and hammers when the lock disengaged with a metallic click.

Slowly the door began to open. Nora stepped back. The sickly-sweet aroma of decay was oozing through the door’s widening crack. Within, all was blackness.

A soft, hoarse voice whispered, “What is it?”

“Oh,” Nora said. “You startled me.” She couldn’t see a thing inside there. The hammers, the hammers! Why wouldn’t they stop?

“Please,” the voice implored, “speak as quietly as you can.”

“I … didn’t mean to disturb you.” Realization dawned on her with a shock. “Is that … Mr. Usher?”

There was a silence. Then: “Are you lost again?”

She nodded. “I was … trying to find Erik.”

“Erik,” Ludlow Usher repeated softly. “Dear Erik.” The door opened wider, and a hand curled around its edge. The fingers were withered, the nails long and ragged. The flesh looked unhealthy and mottled. It had been more than two months since she’d last seen Ludlow, and she’d assumed he was still living up in the glass cupola. She’d never seen this room before. “I’d welcome a visitor,” he said. “Won’t you come in?” When she hesitated, he asked, “You’re not afraid, are you?”

“No,” she lied.

“Good. You’ve got guts. I always admired you for that. Come in and we’ll talk … just you and I. All right?”

Nora paused. To flee now would make her look foolish. And what did she have to fear from Ludlow Usher, anyway? He was an old man. At least he could tell her how to get down from this awful place. She entered the room, and Ludlow, an indistinguishable shape in the gloom, closed the door behind her. She caught her breath as the lock clicked shut.

“Don’t be afraid,” he whispered. “I’m going to take your hand and lead you to a chair.” His hand embraced hers, and she restrained the urge to jerk away. His flesh was cool and slimy. He led her across the room. “You can sit down now. May I pour you a glass of sherry?”

Nora found the chair and sat down. “No, thank you, I … can stay just a few minutes.”

“Ah. Well, you’ll forgive me if I partake, won’t you?” A bottle was uncorked; liquid was poured.

“How can you see in here? It’s so terribly dark!”

“Dark? Not at all. Not to me, that is.” He sighed heavily. “For me, light leaks through the seams in these walls. It creeps from every pore of your body, Nora. Your eyes are ablaze. And the wedding ring on your finger is as incandescent as a meteor. I could sun myself in its heat. Listen to those hammers, Nora. Isn’t it a lovely music?” It was said with cutting sarcasm.

She listened. In this room she couldn’t hear the hammering at all; instead, there was a different noise: a sound like soft, muffled heartbeats. There were many heartbeats, some louder than others, some more metallic, some crisper. The noises seemed to be coming from all around the room, or even from the very walls themselves. She heard the clicking of gears, the faint rattling of chains through some kind of mechanism.

“My clocks,” Ludlow said, as if he’d read her mind. “There are sixty-two grandfather clocks in this room. I started out with more than a hundred, but alas, they do break down. Listen, and you can hear the air parting as the pendulums swing. The sound of time passing is comforting to me, Nora. At least it helps to mask the hammering and sawing. Oh, just listen to those workmen up in the attic! And the storm, too!” He sucked in his breath suddenly. When he spoke again, his voice was strained. “Lightning hit very close to the house that time. The thunder’s getting louder.”

Nora couldn’t hear a thing but the ticking of the clocks. This room was windowless, and evidently the walls were several feet thick. But exactly where the room was in the house, she couldn’t say.

“Of course you know I’m dying,” Ludlow said flatly.

“Dying? Of what?”

“It’s … a peculiar disease. Oh, I would’ve thought Erik might have told you by now. He will. I won’t spoil the surprise.”

“I don’t understand. If you’re sick, why are you up here alone, in the dark?”

“That, my dear, is precisely why I’m—” He stopped. “The thunder,” he whispered urgently. “My God, didn’t you hear that?”

“No. Not a thing.”

He was silent, and Nora had the impression that he was waiting for something. When it didn’t come, he allowed his breath to hiss between his teeth. “I despise storms as much as that damned hammering. It goes on night and day. Erik destroys a room and rebuilds it. He constructs corridors that end at stone walls. He builds a staircase that ascends to empty air. All for my benefit, of course. Oh, Erik’s a sly one! He’s trying to kill me, you know.”

“Trying to kill you? How?”

“With noise, my dear,” Ludlow said. “Incessant, nerve-racking, demonic noise. The hammering and sawing that never stops. Even that ridiculous display on the Fourth of July was for me. The sound of those cannons going off almost drove me to suicide.”

“You’re wrong. Erik’s trying to balance the Lodge. There’s a crack that runs up the north face of the—”

Ludlow interrupted her with a mirthless laugh. “Balance the Lodge? Oh, that’s a good one! Perhaps that’s what he’s telling the workmen, but it’s a lie.”

“The Lodge is sinking into the island,” Nora said. “I saw the crack myself.”

“Oh, the crack’s there, all right. I’ve seen it, too. But the Lodge isn’t sinking, my dear. An earthquake damaged the Lodge in—when was it?—1892. Or 1893, I can’t recall. We’re in an area that’s prone to tremors.”

Nora thought of the crystal owls trembling on their pedestals, and the one crashing to pieces on the floor.

“Erik is trying to kill me,” Ludlow whispered, “because he wants this.”

Something touched her shoulder, startling her. She ran a hand along it, feeling the slick smoothness of the ebony cane that was always in Ludlow Usher’s grip.

“He’s on fire inside for it, Nora. Do you know why? It’s power. Over the estate, the factories, everything. Even the future. I have no choice but to pass it to Erik, though I dread the consequences.” The cane moved away from her shoulder. “Erik wants to hurry my death, you see, so he can—” She sensed his sudden tension, and he rasped, “The thunder. Oh God, the thunder!”

This time she heard it—a faint, distant booming, muffled by the stone walls. The storm, she knew, must be raging fiercely outside the Lodge.

“Wait,” Ludlow breathed. “Don’t move, just wait.”

“What is it?”

“Quiet!” he hissed.

Silence stretched between them. Nora heard the sherry bottles clink together. In another few seconds she could feel a vibration in her chair, traveling upward through her body to the top of her skull. The wooden floor creaked and groaned. Around the strange room, chimes in some of the grandfather clocks tinkled, off key and dissonant. Then, just as suddenly, the vibration stopped.

“That fool draws the lightning with those rods on the roof,” Ludlow said hoarsely. “Did you feel it? The tremor? It’s gone now, but I’d say a good deal of the kitchen crockery is broken and a dozen windows shattered. That fool! He doesn’t know what he’s tampering with!”

He’s insane, Nora thought. Ludlow was jabbering like a madman.

“That pistol, there in your hand. Why do you carry it? I thought you hated guns.”

“Someone put it in Walen’s crib.” Her anger resurfaced. “Erik knows how I feel about exposing my son to weapons, and I won’t lie down for this.”

“I pity your son,” Ludlow said. “Erik wants another child, I understand. He wants to breed children like fine thoroughbred horses. Resist him, Nora. For your own sanity, resist him.”

“Why?”

“Why? Why? Why?” he mocked her savagely. “Because I tell you! Listen to me well; if you have two children, one of them is going to die. If three, two will perish. In the end, only one will be spared execution.” She winced at the use of that word. “And that one,” Ludlow whispered, “will inherit the gates of hell. Save yourself grief, Nora. Refuse to bear another child.”

“You’re … you’re out of your mind!” Nora objected. The room’s darkness was closing in around her, trapping and suffocating her. She smelled Ludlow’s decay, like the aroma of damp green moss.

“Leave Usherland,” he said. “Don’t ask why. Leave today. This minute. Forget Walen, there’s nothing you can do for him. You don’t deserve to be dragged down into damnation!”

Nora rose from her chair, her face flushed with anger. She cracked her shin on a table, backed away, and hit another piece of furniture.

“Run, Nora. Get out of this house and never look back. Oh, the hammering, the hammering!”

It was clear to her that Erik was keeping his father up in this room because he was going insane. She groped toward the door, stumbled over a table, and kicked at it. Bottles tumbled off. When she reached the door, she fumbled for the lock but couldn’t find it. She thought she heard him coming up behind her, and she said, “Keep away from me!” into the darkness. “Don’t touch me, damn you!”

But Ludlow was still across the room. He gave a pained, soft sigh. “I didn’t want to tell you this,” he said, his voice almost kind, “but I will. It might save your sanity, and possibly your soul. God knows, I need to do a good deed.”

“Let me out of here!” Nora fumbled for the lock.

“Erik doesn’t love you,” the old man said. “He never has. He needed a wife to breed children—the Usher future. And you came with an extra bonus. Erik’s always been obsessed with his racehorses. Your father’s stables have a sterling reputation. Erik and your father agreed on a contract, Nora. He bought you, along with four horses to be used in breeding a Kentucky Derby champion. Your father received three million dollars on your wedding day, and he will get an additional million for every child you breed for Erik.”

Her hand was frozen on the lock. “No,” she said. She remembered her father saying, “Stay with him, don’t turn your back on this chance.” Even though he’d known she was unhappy, he’d strongly urged her to stay with Erik Usher. Why?

“I signed the check that went to St. Clair Stables,” the voice said from the darkness. “You’re meat to Erik. Breeding flesh. When he has no more use for you, he’ll cast you out to pasture. Believe me, Nora. I’m begging you to get away from Usherland!”

“This is my house,” she told him bravely, though tears were stinging her eyes. “I am Erik Usher’s wife.”

“You’re his mare,” Ludlow replied. “And don’t believe for a second that one inch of Usherland will ever belong to you.”

She got the lock disengaged and wrenched the door open. The murky light that filtered in dazzled her eyes. She turned to look at Ludlow Usher.

He was emaciated to the point of freakishness, a skeleton in a black pinstriped suit and a gray ascot. His face was yellowish white but splotched with what appeared to be brown scabs. Thin gray hair curled over his shoulders, though the top of his scalp was bald. The Usher cane was clenched in his right fist. Staring at the master of Usherland, Nora felt a strange rush of pity—though she was horrified by the sight. Ludlow’s deepset eyes were fixed upon her, and in them was a red glare like the depths of a blast furnace. “For God’s sake,” he said with a liquid rattle of phlegm, “get away from Usherland!”

Nora dropped the toy pistol on the floor and fled. She almost fell down the tricky stairs, then ran through the corridors and descended the first staircase she found. After about twenty minutes she came across a pair of gossiping maids.

At dinner that night, Nora sat at the long dining table and watched Erik consume his beef stew. It had spattered his coat and shirt. He rang for a second helping and a bottle of cabernet.

During a dessert of baked Alaska and sugared strawberries, Erik interrupted his feasting to tell her that the new colt he’d been working with, a fine chestnut stallion called King South, was already showing the kind of speed and determination that made Kentucky Derby champions. King South, he reminded Nora, had been sired by Donovan Red—one of the prizewinning stallions that her father had given them as a wedding gift. Erik, bits of stew clinging to his mustache, poured himself a glass of wine and vowed that the Usher stables would bring home the 1922 Derby cup.

A servant approached Nora with a silver tray. The object on it was covered with a white silk handkerchief. He set it down before her and left without explanation.

“What’s that?” Erik asked. “What’d Foster bring you?”

Nora lifted the corner of the handkerchief. On the tray was the toy pistol she’d dropped in Ludlow’s chamber. Beneath the gun was a folded piece of paper. She slid the toy to one side, picked up the paper, and opened it.

It was a canceled bank draft for three million dollars, dated the second of March, 1917. Ludlow Usher’s spiky signature was on it. St. Clair Stables had received it.

“What’s there, damn it? Don’t keep secrets from me!”

Clutching the check in her fist, Nora took the toy pistol and slid it with all her strength down the long table. It spun toward Erik, glinting under the magnificent crystal chandeliers, and after a journey of some thirty feet it clinked against his plate.

“Explain that,” Nora said, “you bastard.”

Erik laughed. Laughed and laughed. When he was through, he lifted his glass in a toast. “To our second child,” he said.

And there Nora’s diary ended. Rix closed it. There had to be another volume down in the library, he thought. Surely Nora’s story continued somewhere, down in those cardboard boxes. The tale had left him with several unanswered questions: What was Nora’s response after she learned that Ludlow was telling the truth? How did she stave off Erik’s desire to have more children? And, especially, what was the meaning of Ludlow’s strange warnings to her? In all probability, Rix mused, Nora had been correct about Ludlow being insane. It was obvious that living in the Lodge’s Quiet Room had unhinged him, and his fear of thunder was simply due to his heightened senses—but what was all that stuff about earthquakes and a crack in the Lodge’s north face? Rix decided he’d have to go over tomorrow and check it out for himself.

He took the diary and quietly went out into the hallway. He looked both ways, as if he were about to cross railroad tracks and expected a roaring diesel at any second. Then he went downstairs, through the game room and smoking room, and unlocked the library’s doors.

Rix returned the diary to one of the boxes, then began browsing through more materials. A small leatherbound book he picked up fell to pieces in his hands, and he muttered, “Damn it to hell!” He bent down to gather the pages together and stuff them back into the binding.

“Well, well,” the voice floated from behind him. “Found me a prowler, didn’t I?”
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NEW THARPE SAT ALONE in the cabin’s front room. The fire had almost played itself out, but was kept alive by errant thrusts of wind that swooped down the chimney and fanned the coals. Atop the mantel, next to a framed snapshot of his father and mother, a single kerosene lamp held an unblinking eye of flame.

The wind blasted against the side of the cabin with fierce velocity, making shrill pipings as it found chinks in the walls. He was half expecting the thin old roof to tear away suddenly and spin upward into the sky like a top. The wind’s whistling sounded all too close to the note Nathan’s yo-yo had made. From around the bend he could hear the gruff barking of Birdie, the big red hound that belonged to the Claytons.

New couldn’t sleep. His cuts were still bothering him, though they were healing nicely under the bandages. He’d tossed and turned for a long time on his cot, but rest eluded him. The city woman’s face was on his mind, and the things she’d said to him at the Broadleaf haunted him. He kept seeing that poster on the wall; when he imagined Nathan’s picture up there with the others, his stomach felt squeezed by a powerful hand.

He stared at the lamp on the mantel, and knew he would never see his brother again. The Pumpkin Man had taken Nathan; when the Pumpkin Man struck, there was no coming home, ever again. But why did it have to be that way, he asked himself. What was the Pumpkin Man, and why had no one ever seen him? No one, New realized, except himself. He was the man of the house. Wasn’t there something he could do, some way to strike back at the Pumpkin Man for stealing his brother away? He felt so helpless, so weak! His hands clenched into fists, and a lightning bolt of confused rage seemed to rip through his brain.

The kerosene lamp trembled, clinking against the stones.

New’s eyes narrowed. Had the lamp moved, or hadn’t it? In his room, the magic knife was hidden under his mattress. When it had hit the ceiling over his mother’s head, Myra had stood like a statue, her face drained of color. She’d given a short, soft gasp, and New had seen a wet glint of fear in her eyes. Then she’d slammed the door shut and retreated to her own room, where New had heard her crying. She hadn’t spoken to him for several hours after that. Then it was back to her baking pies in the kitchen, baking more of them than ever, and all the while chattering too merrily about how the men would eventually find Nathan, he would return home, and then everything would be like it was before, only better, because Nathan and New would’ve learned a valuable lesson about being on time.

Either he was going crazy, he decided, or the kerosene lamp had moved.

And if he had made it move … then was the magic in the knife—or in him?

He pushed away all thoughts of his mother, the Pumpkin Man, and Nathan. The whine of the wind became a whisper. Move, he commanded. Nothing happened. He wasn’t doing it right, wasn’t thinking hard enough. He didn’t have magic! It was in the knife, after all! But in his mind he envisioned the lamp lifting from the mantel, lifting higher and higher until it was almost up to the roof. He clenched his hand around the chair’s armrests, and thought, Move!

Like a bucking bronco, the chair began to jump under him.

He cried out in amazement and held on. The chair balanced on one leg and spun wildly, then crashed to the floor. As New scrambled up, he realized the light in the room had changed.

The lamp.

The lamp had risen from the mantel some three feet, and was hovering just under the roof.

“Lord,” New breathed softly.

And then the lamp started to fall, to shatter on the mantel.

He thought of burning kerosene, the house on fire, and he said, “No!” The lamp wobbled, slowed its descent, and very gently clinked back onto the mantel.

He was going crazy, he thought. Crazy as a loon. Either that, or he’d been witched. One was just as horrible a prospect as the other.

Floorboards creaked. New turned to find his mother standing in the room, one hand up to her throat. She looked as though the merest breath of wind might cause her to crumble like a column of ashes.

“It ain’t the knife,” was all he could think to say. “It’s me, Ma.”

Her voice came in a strained whisper: “Yes.”

“I made the lamp move, Ma. Just like I made the knife move. What’s happenin’ to me? How come I can do it?” A cold blade of panic pierced him. Witched! he thought. How? Why?

“I don’t know,” Myra said. Then she slowly dropped her hand from her throat and stood looking at the fallen chair. With an effort she shuffled forward and righted the chair, running her hands over the wood as if she expected to feel something alive in it.

“I’m witched. It must’ve happened when I fell into that pit. Ma. Whatever it is, that’s where it started.”

She shook her head. “No. That ain’t where it started, New. And if you’re witched … then so was your pa.”

“Ma’am?”

“Your pa,” she repeated. Her face was pale, her gaze unfocused. Wind shrilled down the chimney and made the coals glow like red lanterns. “I don’t know why, I don’t know how—but I know your pa was a strange man. He was a good man, New, a God-fearin’ man, but there was strangeness in him all the same.” She lifted her eyes to meet his. “He had a powerful temper. It took him over sometimes. One time he got mad at me for something—I forget what now, somethin’ silly—and the furniture in this house started to jump like grasshoppers. I’ve seen him break windows without even touchin’ ’em. One night I woke up and found your pa standin’ outside in a drivin’ rainstorm. The truck’s headlights were a-flashin’ off and on. New”—she blinked, her mouth contorting—“I swear to you that I watched the whole front of the truck lift off the ground like a rearin’ horse. Then it set back down again, real slow and pretty as you please. It made the hair stand up on my head to think that your pa had it in him to do such things. He wouldn’t talk much about it, ’cause he didn’t seem to understand it hisself, but he did say he’d done things at school where he was raised—like makin’ tables dance, or one time throwin’ a bully into a fence just by thinkin’ hard about it happenin’. He said he didn’t know why he could, New, but that such things were easy for him, and had been since he was about eleven or twelve years old. ’Course, he didn’t let everybody know about it, for fear of what people would say.”

“What would they say,” New asked, “if they knew about me, Ma? That I was cursed? Under a spell? How come it’s happened to me all of a sudden? A couple of days ago, before I fell into that pit, I was just like everybody else.” He shook his head, distraught and confused. “Now … I don’t know what I am, Ma! Or why I’m able to do such a thing as make that lamp move without touchin’ it!”

“That I can’t say. Your pa worked on keepin’ hisself under control. He said that the only time he let hisself go was when he came across a rusted lug nut or somethin’ heavy that he couldn’t lift just with his arm muscles.” She nodded toward the lamp. “I saw what you did. I saw that knife this mornin’, and I knew whatever was in your pa was in you, too. It may not have been in Nathan; but then maybe it was, who can say? I cried because it scared me so much, New. It took me back to rememberin’ the things your pa could do. He was a good man, but … I think there was a part of him that wasn’t so good.”

New frowned. “Why?”

She walked to a window and looked out. Birdie was still barking, around the bend at the Clayton house. It was another moment before Myra answered. “He was troubled, New. I don’t know why, and neither did he. It was more than the things he could move with his mind.” She paused, and released her breath between her teeth. “He never slept so good,” she said softly. “He got up in the middle of the night and sat in this room for hours—just like you were sittin’ in here when I looked in. Bobby saw things in his head when he closed his eyes. He saw fire and destruction and death, so bad he couldn’t bear to tell me about ’em … and I couldn’t bear to listen. He saw the earth splittin’ open and houses fallin’ in, and people on fire. It was like the end of the world, he said. The end of the world was goin’ on, right behind his eyes.”

She turned toward him, and New was struck by how frail she looked. There was more to be said; he could see it in the darkness of her stare. “He saw the Lodge in his mind, New. He saw it all lit up like a party was goin’ on inside, a celebration or somethin’. And in his mind he was dressed in a suit, and he knew he lived inside that Lodge and he had everythin’ he could ever ask for. Anythin’ he wanted was given to him. He said he could feel that Lodge, pullin’ at him day ’n night. And a voice in his head, New—the most beautiful voice in the world, callin’ him to come down to Usherland. He said he wanted to go into that house more than anythin’, but he knew that if he did, he’d never come back out again. At least, not the same as when he’d gone in.”

New’s spine had stiffened. He’d felt the Lodge pulling at him, too, and that was why he stopped at The Devil’s Tongue every chance he got, to dream about living at Usherland. He’d thought they were just foolish daydreams, but now he wasn’t sure.

“Usherland is a haunted place,” Myra said. “And that Lodge is its evil soul. God only knows what’s gone on inside there, over the years. I’ll tell you this, New—Bobby followed what was callin’ him, and he went down to Usherland. He stood on the lakeshore and looked at that Lodge for a long, long time. When he came back home, his face was dead white, and he told me that if ever he wanted to leave this house after dark, to hold the shotgun on him till he’d got hisself under control again. He was a brave man, New, but there was somethin’ down in that Lodge that wanted him, and whatever it was, it scared Bobby so much he took to sleepin’ with ropes tyin’ him to the bed. He tried hard not to let you boys know how troubled he was. Whatever is down there kept on a-pullin’ at him and a-tauntin’ him.” She brushed the hair away from her face with a trembling hand, and stared at the glowing embers. “He said … it was all he could do to keep from listenin’ to what that Lodge wanted him to do.”

New’s throat was dry, and he swallowed. “What, Ma? What was it?”

“Kill us,” she replied. “Every one of us. Burn this house to the ground. And then find the old man.”

“The old man? You mean the Mountain King?”

“Yes. Him. Find the Mountain King and … not just kill him, New, but tear him into pieces. Put the pieces in a sack and take them to the Lodge. That’s what would give him entry.”

“The Mountain King? He’s just a crazy old man … ain’t he?”

Myra nodded. “Bobby planned to go up to the ruins to find the old man, but before he could, that tire blew up in his face at the garage. He wanted to talk to him, to see if maybe the old man knew somethin’ about the Lodge; he never got the chance. I … never breathed this to a soul, New. And I’ll never say it again. But I think … somehow it was the Lodge that killed your pa. It murdered him before he could get to the old man.”

“No,” New said, “it was just an accident. The Lodge … ain’t alive. It’s just made out of stone.”

“You got to promise me,” she begged, “not to ever go down to Usherland. Don’t let nobody else know you can move things with your mind. And most of all, don’t talk about the Pumpkin Man—especially to no damned outsider!”

He had no intention of going to Usherland, and he was too stunned by this new-found ability to even conceive of telling anyone about it; but the last point stuck in his craw. He felt that the Dunstan woman sincerely wanted to find out more about the Pumpkin Man, and maybe by telling her what he’d seen, he could, in some small way at least, help Nathan—or atone for his own guilt at having been unable to free Nathan from the creature’s grasp. He was the man of the house; shouldn’t he make his own decisions?

“Promise me,” Myra said.

It took an effort for him to nod his head.

She seemed to breathe easier. “You ought to go on to bed now. Get your rest. Your hurts still botherin’ you?”

“A little. They itch.”

She grunted softly. “Your pa taught me how to make that medicine I put on you. Said it would take the sting out of just about anythin’.” Wind rattled the window behind her, and again she peered into the darkness. Birdie’s bark had changed to an occasional guttural baying. “Dog’s makin’ a lot of noise tonight, ain’t he? It’s the wind, I reckon, that’s got Birdie spooked. Your pa knew a lot about the weather. He could sit and watch the clouds and say right to the minute when the next rain was comin’.” Her voice had become wistful, and now she pressed the fingers of one hand against the cold glass. “Bobby was a good man. You know, he used to like to believe that his pa was a sailor. The captain of a ship. An admiral, even. At the school, when he was growin’ up, he liked to read about the Pilgrims and such, all those folks who came over from England in boats. He used to dream about boats with big white sails stretched in the wind—though I don’t think he ever saw the ocean, ’cept in pictures. He was a good man, and full of life.”

Wind whined through the wall cracks once more, and in his mind New heard the whistling of his brother’s toy.

“Wind’s been risin’ two nights in a row,” Myra said. “Your pa always told me that meant rain three, four days away. Might be in for some bad weather.” She glanced up at the roof. “Ought to get some new timbers and shingles up there before the cold hits, I reckon.”

“Yes ma’am.”

She looked at him for a few seconds, then said, “Better get on to bed.”

“I will directly.”

“We’ll talk more about it tomorrow,” she said, and they both knew what she meant. Then Myra turned away and left the room. New heard her door close behind her.

He sank down into the chair again. His insides were quaking, and his mind was a storm of confusion. Why had his pa been able to do such things? And why was he suddenly able to, when for years he’d just been as normal as anybody else? It was too much for him to grasp: a floating knife, a hovering lamp, dancing furniture, and a truck that reared like a wild stallion were things of witchcraft—the kind of sorcery, New thought, that only the Devil himself could command.

It was no secret that evil prowled Briartop Mountain in many guises, from the Pumpkin Man to the black panther known as Greediguts by the locals. They were never seen, but everyone knew they were out there in the darkness, waiting.

And now New had to wonder what kind of man his pa had really been. He looked at the picture on the mantel. It didn’t tell the whole story. What kind of power had been hiding behind Bobby Tharpe’s face? And what had been trying to lure him down to Usherland with the promise of wealth and luxury?

New felt as if his back were bending under the weight of his thoughts. After some more thinking that only took him in circles, he stood up and took the lamp off the mantel, then went back to his room. As he readied himself for bed and blew out the flame, he heard Birdie howl. The howling went on for almost a minute—then abruptly cut off. After that, New didn’t hear Birdie anymore.

And in the dense woods across the road from the Tharpe cabin, the figure that had been standing there for more than an hour slowly turned away and disappeared into the night.
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“YES SIR,” LOGAN BODANE said, “it looks like you’re into something you’re not supposed to be in.” He was leaning against the wall just inside the library door, and his sly, knowing grin was maddening to Rix. Logan had been outfitted with an Usher uniform—dark slacks, light blue shirt, striped tie, and gray blazer—but he was already asserting himself. The tie was missing, the shirt open down the neck, the blazer wrinkled where Logan had been careless with it. A curl of his copper-colored hair tumbled over his forehead, and above the grin his cold blue eyes were mirthless.

Rix had straightened up at the first sound of the voice. Around his feet were the pages that had fallen from the book. “What are you doing in here?” he demanded, anger taking over now that the scare was seeping away.

“I was out walkin’. Decided to come in and have a look-see around the house before I went to sleep. I saw the light on in that room with the pool tables, and I heard you messin’ around in here.”

“The Gatehouse is off limits to you,” Rix snapped.

“Beggin’ your pardon, sir, but that’s not what I understand. The way I hear it, I’ve got the run of the whole estate. See?” He held up a ring of keys and jingled them. “Anyway, I figured you folks would appreciate my comin’ in and checkin’ around. Can’t be too careful these days.” He ambled around the library, examining the books on the shelves. His eyes flickered toward the mounted weapons, and he gave a low whistle. “These are old ones, aren’t they? Antiques and all.”

“Does Edwin know you’re prowling around the estate?”

“Ain’t prowlin’,” he said, and smiled again. “Like I say, I’m checkin’.” He reached up and lifted the Mark III pistol from the wall mount. “Heavy gun. Couldn’t hit a damn thing with a gun this heavy.”

“Maybe I’ll just give Edwin a call and tell him you’re making a nuisance of yourself.” Rix reached toward the telephone on the walnut writing desk.

“You don’t want to do that, Mr. Usher. You’ll wake Cass and Edwin up for nothin’. Part of my job is makin’ sure everything’s buttoned up good and proper for the night. That’s why Edwin gave me these keys.”

Rix paid no attention. He dialed Edwin’s number and waited while it rang. Now maybe this cocky bastard would get his ass kicked out of Usherland. The phone continued to ring. Rix glanced at his watch. It was ten minutes before two.

“Go on, then.” Logan shrugged, gave the revolver’s cylinder a whirl, and then returned it to its mount. The spilled pages caught his eye, and he walked over to look down at the cardboard boxes. “Seems to me you’re the one who might not be where he ought to be,” Logan said. “Kinda peculiar to be studyin’ books at two o’clock in the mornin’, ain’t it?”

Someone picked up the phone. Edwin said sleepily, “Bodane house.”

At that instant, Rix realized he’d made a mistake. Of course it was Logan’s job to make sure everything was locked up for the night, and the keys Edwin had given him said so. It was Rix who was in jeopardy, because how would he explain being in the library at this time of the morning, especially after Logan told of seeing Rix rummaging through the old documents? Edwin would know at once what Rix was up to, and might feel compelled by the vow he’d taken to report it either to Walen or to Margaret.

“Bodane house,” Edwin repeated, with a trace of irritation.

Logan had picked up a volume out of one of the boxes, and was watching Rix sharply. Damn it! Rix thought. He put the telephone back on its cradle. “No answer,” he said. “I don’t want to wake them up because of you, anyway.”

“Yeah, Edwin sleeps like a rock. I can hear him snorin’ right through the wall.” His gaze penetrated, and for a second Rix thought that Logan’s expression indicated he saw through the lie.

“Just leave,” Rix said, “and that’ll be the end of it.”

“What’s all this stuff?” Logan nodded toward the boxes. “Scrapbooks?”

“Some of them are, yes.”

“Edwin told me you write books for a livin’. What are you doin’? Research or somethin’?”

“No,” Rix said, too quickly. “I just came downstairs for a book to read.”

“You must be a night owl, like me. Hey! Pictures!” He reached down into one of the boxes and brought out a handful of yellowed photographs.

“Be careful with those. They’re fragile.”

“Yeah, they look pretty old and all.” Still, he handled them as if they were as tough as tree bark. Rix could see that they were more views of the Lodge, the pictures creased and cracked, marred by the passage of time. “Big old place, ain’t it?” Logan asked as he examined them. “Bet you could put about ten factories inside there. Edwin says nobody’s lived in it for about forty years. How come?”

“My mother didn’t choose to.”

“Bet you could get lost in there,” he said, and Rix tensed. “Bet it’s got all kinds of secret rooms and stuff. You ever been inside?”

“Once. A long time ago.”

“Edwin says he’s going to take me in. Going to show me how you Ushers used to live. I’ve heard you people threw some mighty strange shindigs inside there.”

How Edwin planned to smooth this cretin’s rough edges, Rix didn’t know. His manner of speech grated on Rix’s nerves. He probably had, at best, a high-school education. It was ridiculous to think this boy could fill Edwin’s shoes! “Why don’t you leave now?” Rix asked him.

Logan put the photographs down on the desk and stared at him for a silent moment. Behind his shoulder, Rix saw, was Hudson’s portrait. Both of them were staring at him. Then Logan blinked and said, “You don’t like me very much, do you?”

“Right.”

“Why not? Because Edwin wants me to learn the ropes?”

“You’ve got it. I don’t think you’re capable. You’re arrogant, rude, and slovenly, and I don’t think you give a kick about working on Usherland. I believe you saw this as a way to get off the assembly line. Within a month after Edwin retires, I think you’ll take whatever you can get your hands on and run off with it.”

“Now why should I do that? This looks to me like a pretty cushy job. Oh, there’s a lot of work to be done and all, but it’s mostly organizin’ other people and makin’ sure they’re not layin’ around. Edwin says the secret to success is in lettin’ everybody know you’re boss, but not pushin’ too hard. He says the trick is anticipatin’ problems, knowin’ how to take care of them before they crop up. The pay’s good, I get my own house and car, and I get to drive that big limo. Why should I run off from all that?”

“Because,” Rix replied evenly, “you’re not cut out for the job. I don’t care if you’re a Bodane or not. You haven’t got Edwin’s style or education. You know that as well as I do, and why Edwin can’t see it I don’t understand.”

“I can do the job. Maybe I’m not as smooth as Edwin, but I can do it. I worked my ass off on that assembly line, and two years in a row I won the highest-production trophy. Nobody’s ever accused me of not tryin’. Whatever Edwin teaches me, I’ll learn, and I’ll do a damned good job.”

“That remains to be seen.”

Logan shrugged; he’d said all he cared to say, and Rix’s opinion clearly didn’t concern him. He moved to the door, then stopped and glanced back. “If you go out on the grounds at night,” he said quietly, “you’d best be real careful.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You never know what might be out there in the dark. I’ve heard that all kinds of animals run wild in them woods. Old Greediguts might decide he wants you for a midnight snack. Or you might run right into the Pumpkin Man. So if you want to go walkin’ after dark—you’d best just call me first.” He smiled thinly. “ ’Night, Mr. Usher.” And then he left the library, closing the doors behind him.

Rix scowled and uttered a soft curse. He knew that the local people referred to the mythical black panther that roamed Briartop as Greediguts; only a few hunters had ever glimpsed the thing, and they were so hysterical that their accounts—written up in the Democrat, of course—took on ludicrous proportions. The creature was supposed to be as big as a car, and to move so fast that it was only a blur. One poor soul who’d “seen” Greediguts at close range swore that it was not totally a black panther, but it was a weird combination of predatory cat and reptile. The thing supposedly had the tail of a rattlesnake, the cold, lidless eyes of a lizard, and a forked tongue that flashed like quicksilver from its mouth. If there was a panther up there, Rix thought, it was probably some old, broken-down descendant of the animals that had fled Erik Usher’s zoo the night he had—for unknown reasons—set it aflame.

Rix, unnerved by Logan’s intrusion, picked up a couple of books at random from one of the boxes. There were some old letters tied up with rubber bands, and he took those, too. Then he looked through the photographs Logan had set on the desk.

Included with the exterior views were pictures of some of the Lodge’s rooms. They were massive chambers decorated with oversized leather- or fur-covered furniture, medieval tapestries and suits of armor, hunting trophies, huge crystal chandeliers, and fireplaces large enough to park a truck in. On the backs of the photographs, identifications of the rooms were written in faded black ink: Guest’s Parlor, Breakfast Room, Second-Floor Sitting Room, and Main Gallery. The Nautical Room was filled with ship models, ship’s wheels, portholes, and other maritime fixtures. Stuffed polar bears stood in menacing postures, and fake icicles hung from the white ceiling in the Arctic Room. On the walls of the cavernous Gun Room hung hundreds of examples of Usher pistols and rifles, and at the center of the room was a charging stuffed buffalo.

Rix came to the photograph—badly cracked and faded—of a little girl sitting at a huge white grand piano. Her fingers were poised over the keyboard, her face smiling toward the camera. The child was wearing a ruffled dress with long sleeves, her high-topped shoes dangling over the piano’s pedals. She had long, shining dark hair and lively almond-shaped eyes that revealed her Oriental heritage. Her face seemed carved from a beautiful piece of ivory. On the back, in strong, even printing, was written simply “My Angel.” Rix knew it had to be a picture of Shann Usher, Aram’s daughter by an Oriental wife.

But it was the next photograph that fully riveted Rix’s attention.

It showed Erik sitting in a chair covered with thick white fur. The ebony cane was propped against the chair, and Erik regarded the camera like a king facing a commoner. On Erik’s left knee sat a boy who appeared to be four or five years old, dressed in a dark suit with a little striped bow tie. The child, blond and curly-haired, was smiling gleefully and reaching toward the lens.

And standing behind Erik was a tall blond woman with a lovely but strained face, her eyes dark and haunted, as though by some inner sadness. Her hair was upswept, secured by a diamond tiara. In her arms she cradled an infant, probably not more than a year old.

Rix turned the picture over. It was inscribed “Walen and Simms. August, 1923” in Erik’s spidery handwriting.

My God! Rix thought. He could see his father’s eyes in the little boy’s face. The mass of curly hair glowed with light and health. But who was Simms? The infant in the woman’s arms? Was that Nora St. Clair Usher, cradling a second child? Simms was an ambiguous name—was the child male or female?

It was the first time Rix had ever seen the name. Was this a picture, then, of Walen’s younger sibling? Rix had always thought Walen was an only child. What had happened to this infant, and why had Walen never mentioned Simms?

The eyes of Nora Usher, if that was who this was, pierced him. She was as beautiful as he had imagined, but something in her face was empty—drained of life. By contrast, Erik’s gaze mirrored an indolent, self-satisfied boredom.

Rix slipped the photograph into one of the books he carried. He wanted to find out more about Simms. Was it possible he had a living aunt or uncle he’d never even heard of before?

The unanswered questions were multiplying, and Rix realized the immensity of sorting through all the materials for his research. He had to see Dunstan’s manuscript! He switched off the lights and left the library, locking the door behind him. In the safety of his bedroom, he examined his father’s beaming face in the photograph, and was amazed as a knot of sadness formed in his throat. Walen Usher was human, after all. He’d once been a smiling child, unaware of what the future held for him. What had turned him into the decaying monster that lay upstairs? Simply the passage of time—or something more?

When Rix finally slept—restlessly, jarred by the rush and call of the wind—the dreams came to him.

He was lost again in the winding hallways of the Lodge, and he could feel its immense tonnage poised over him like a fist about to smash down. Ahead in the gloom was a single closed door, and as Rix approached it he saw the floating silver circle with its embossed, roaring lion’s face. He watched his arm telescope out, saw his hand close around the circle; it was freezing cold, and began to shrink in size.

The door came open, and inside, the skeleton with bloody eyeholes swung like a macabre pendulum, lit by a flickering reddish light. There was blood all over the floor, streaming in thick rivulets. Rix recoiled and tried to scream, but his voice wouldn’t work anymore. He had the sense of something coming down the corridor behind him, something large and dark and monstrous, rushing toward him with hideous speed.

And then Boone pushed the plastic bones aside and peered through the door with a sadistic grin on his face. “There you go, Rixy!” he crowed. “Peed your pants, didn’t ya!”

Rix sat up in the dark. There was a sweat on his face, and he was shaking. The wind bumped and growled outside the house. He got out of bed, bracing himself for an attack if it should come.

The noise of the wind changed, and in it Rix thought he heard his name called: a soft whisper, as of a parent to a child, and then it was gone. He looked up and through the window, toward where the Lodge stood in the seething darkness.

Ten billion dollars, the voice in his mind whispered. All the money in the world.

He shivered; his head was aching, but the attack never came. I’m getting better, he thought.

Ten billion dollars.

When he was sure he was going to make it without an attack, he returned to bed—and then time slept in a dreamless void.
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THE MOUNTAIN KING
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THE MOUNTAIN KING AWOKE when he smelled the sun coming up.

He had no idea what time it was. Time meant nothing to him anymore. For him the clock had stopped long ago, and all hours were the same, the present destroying the past, the future crowding the present. He only knew that the bitter, chilly wind had died to a whisper and the sun was rising over the eastern peaks, its golden light smelling like wild strawberries.

He’d been dressed in his long, tattered black coat and rubber-soled boots when he’d lain down to sleep on his mattress covered with rags and newspapers, and so he was dressed now, as he pulled himself up with the aid of his gnarled hickory walking stick. There were twigs in his long, unkempt, yellow-gray beard, and what was left of his angel-fine hair wisped on his liver-spotted scalp. Around him, in the remains of what had once been a structure with rough stone walls, was utter chaos: there was an untidy pile of empty food cans and soft-drink bottles, scattered newspapers and magazines, the remnants of an old washing machine and a discarded truck transmission, and a sphere of collected twine the size of a basketball. Dead leaves had drifted through gaping holes in the slate roof, and now crackled underfoot as the old man crossed the room. His cane tapped the dirt floor before him. He reached one of the structure’s two windows—neither of which held a pane of glass—and turned his face toward the sun.

A network of deep scars and gouges covered most of his face, from high forehead to sharp, jutting chin. His right eye was missing, and in its place was a brown, puckered hole. A thin gray film covered the left eye, and the little that he could see was veiled in mist. His right ear was a stub. Though he was emaciated and walked with his head bowed, there was still a fierceness in his face that made those who visited him, bringing cans of food, bottled drinks, or string for his collection, avert their eyes from him until he’d turned away. Those who knew him as the Mountain King came up here, to the peak of Briartop Mountain, to pose questions, to ask for advice, or simply to touch him. It was well known to the mountain people that the old man—who, as anyone would say, had lived on Briartop’s peak for a hundred years or more—could accurately forecast the weather to the last drop of rain or flake of snow, look deeply into a person’s mind and sort out any trouble that might be lying there, and give advice that might at first sound like the ravings of a lunatic—but much later would blossom into clarity. He could forecast births and deaths, boom crops or busts, even tell who might have designs on a neighbor’s wife or husband. For all this he asked only canned food—peaches were his favorite—and soft drinks, preferably Buffalo Rock ginger ale. A gift of twine could buy a rambling weather forecast or a prediction of how the giver’s life would end on a rain-slick road; one took such chances in asking questions of the Mountain King.

Under his coat he wore three layers of ragged old sweaters that had been left for him down on the rock where all his gifts were received. No one came up into the ruins. It was a haunted place, the locals knew, and only the Mountain King dared live there.

He let the sunlight play across his face to warm him, and then he drew several deep breaths of the morning air. Outside, the last traces of fog were being evaporated from around the tumbles of dark boulders and thin evergreens. After a while he made his way out of the stone structure and across the bleak, rocky earth toward the mountain’s edge. It was still cold, and he began shivering. Around him were the forms of other stone structures, most of them fallen to ruin and barely recognizable except as heaps of lichen-green rocks. Some of the stones were as black as coals.

The Mountain King stopped; he leaned on his cane and with his other hand supported himself against a misshapen tree whose wood was in a state of petrification. Then he stared down almost two thousand feet at the massive house, on its island at the center of a black, calm lake.

For a long time he stood without moving, and an observer might have thought the old man had grown roots. He seemed to be waiting for something, his head cocked slightly to one side, his single eye with its fading sight aimed like a gunbarrel at the Lodge below.

“I know you,” he said in a soft, reedy voice. “What’s your next trick gonna be?”

He looked across the great expanse of Usherland, his gaze returning to the house. “Wind before rain,” he said. “Stones grindin’ stones. You’ve got a crack in your grin this mornin’. What’s your next trick gonna be?”

The wind stirred around him, lifting dead leaves off the ground and snapping them in the air.

“Is it the boy?” the Mountain King whispered. “Or is it me you still want?”

He saw birds on the wing far below. Ducks or pigeons, he thought. He watched as they veered from their course as if caught in a sudden riptide of air. They smashed against one of the Lodge’s walls and spun to the earth.

“I can wait, too,” he said. But inwardly he knew he could not wait very much longer. His back was giving him trouble, his sight came and went, and sometimes his legs were so stiff, particularly after a hard rain, that he couldn’t walk. He had lost track of time, but his body had marked the years with painful regularity. A sweep of frigid wind came from Usherland, and in it the Mountain King smelled change like charred wood. What would the change be? he asked himself. And how did the boy fit into it?

He couldn’t see the answers. The eye in his mind was going blind, too. He turned away from the mountain’s edge and walked slowly back to his refuge.

But before he reached it he stopped again, and brushed dead leaves aside with the tip of his cane.

There were animal tracks in the earth. They came out of the woods, he saw, and up to within fifteen feet of the house. Then they curved around the house and back into the forest again.

He was being watched, he knew. It gave him a feeling of satisfaction, but the sight of those monstrous tracks—sunken at least an inch into the ground—troubled him as well. He hadn’t known the thing was out here last night, and worse still was the realization that it had never before come so close to where he lay sleeping.

Gathering saliva in his mouth, the Mountain King spat on a set of the tracks and ground it in with his foot. Then he walked slowly back to his shelter for a breakfast of canned peaches and ginger ale.
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USHERLAND’S FORESTS BLAZED WITH color in the strong late-morning sunlight. Leaves in the giant, ancient oaks had turned brilliant scarlet and deep purple; ash leaves gleamed like golden coins; chestnut trees held variegated patterns of green, gold, and violet.

Katt and Rix were on horseback, following one of the many trails that meandered through the woods. It had been a long time since Rix had hoisted himself into a saddle, but Katt had come to his door this morning and urged him to join her for a ride before lunch. The stablemaster, a burly, middle-aged black man named Humphries, had chosen a mild-tempered roan mare for Rix, while Katt had taken her favorite horse, a nimble white stallion with a black star on his forehead.

They were about a mile from the Gatehouse and heading eastward. Rix had the impression of being inside a tremendous cathedral roofed with tall, multihued treetops. Every so often the light breeze showered Rix and Katt with falling leaves. The sunlight filtered down as if through stained-glass windows.

Katt, wearing a tan crushed-velvet riding outfit, silently pointed into the woods off the trail, and Rix looked in time to see two white-tailed deer freeze for a second before they leaped into the cover of denser undergrowth.

If there was a God, He was at this moment on Usherland. The world seemed still and peaceful; a serenity that Rix hadn’t known for years settled around him. The crisp air smelled pungent and earthy. Sandra would have enjoyed this perfect moment. She had been the rare type of person who found the silver lining in even the blackest cloud. Right up to the end, she’d encouraged Rix to try to purge himself of the old family hurts. He was especially halting in talking about his father, but Sandra had patiently listened and drawn him out. She’d even suggested she go to Usherland with him and stand by him as he struggled to strike a truce with his parents and brother. She was helping him feel that he was worth a damn—and then he’d walked into that bloody bathroom and almost lost his mind.

Rix blamed himself. He’d been too caught up in his own problems to sense a need in Sandra. Or, more horribly, maybe he’d expressed his emotions too well—and Sandra had been overcome by the ghosts of his childhood.

“Where are you?” Katt asked, checking her horse until Rix could catch up.

He blinked, returning from the haunted world. “Sorry. I was thinking how beautiful this is.”

“Like old times, isn’t it?” Katt’s smile was radiant this morning. There was no trace of the cold practicality she’d displayed yesterday, when talking about the future of Usher Armaments. He was comfortable with her again. “I’ve missed having a riding partner.”

“Doesn’t Boone ride with you? I thought he was such a great horseman.”

She shrugged. “He stays to himself most of the time. Usually he’s over at the racetrack, clocking the horses.”

Shades of Erik, Rix thought. He remembered Puddin’s shouts as Boone pulled her out of the dining room. “What did Puddin’ mean about Boone’s talent agency yesterday?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I thought she was drunk and babbling. Why?”

“Boone’s the type who crows from dusk till dawn, but he doesn’t talk very much about his work. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

“I’ve never thought about it. I know it’s a legitimate business, though. Dad put up the cash for it.” She smiled mischievously. “What’s on your mind, Rix?”

“Boone’s too evasive when he should be beating his chest. Does he go to his club every night?”

“Just about.”

“Good. I think I’ll have a little talk with Puddin’.”

“I wouldn’t mess around with her if I were you,” Katt warned. “She’s trouble.”

He nodded, but he hadn’t heard her. As they continued along the trail deeper into the woods, Rix’s thoughts turned toward the documents in the library. “Katt?” he said casually. “Why did Dad bring all those books from the Lodge?”

“Is your writer’s curiosity working overtime?”

“Maybe. Has Dad been working on a special project or something?”

Katt hesitated a moment. “I don’t know if I should answer that or not.”

“Why not?”

“Because … you know, the security and everything.”

“What do you think I’m going to do?” He grinned tightly. “Sell out to the Russians? Come on. What’s the big secret?”

“Well, I don’t suppose it would hurt. I don’t know a lot about it, really, but Dad’s told me he’s working on something new for Usher Armaments. It’s called Pendulum, but what it is and what it does, I don’t know. General McVair and Mr. Meredith have been coming to see him a lot lately. It must be important to him, because he lets them use the Jetcopter.”

“Pendulum,” Rix repeated. “Sounds ominous.” What new witch’s brew was the business cooking up? he wondered. And what did the old documents have to do with it? The picture of the infant in Nora’s arms flashed through his mind. The family cemetery was to the north, nearer the Lodge. It might take twenty minutes or so to get there from here. If Walen did have a brother or sister who had died as a child, wouldn’t there be a grave and a headstone? “We’re not too far from the cemetery, are we?” he asked Katt.

“Oh my God!” she said with mock horror. “Don’t tell me Boone’s right!”

“About what?”

“Boone says you missed your calling. He says you have a deep-seated desire to rob graves.”

“Not exactly, though whenever I’m around Boone, I feel like digging a grave for him. No, really. I’m serious. I’d like to ride over and look around.”

“To the cemetery?” She made a face. “What for?”

“Because it’s a beautiful day. Because I’m crazy. Because I want to. Okay? Will you take me over there?”

“Boy, you sure know how to have fun!” she said, but she turned her horse northward at the next intersection of trails.

They came out of the forest onto a paved road, and crossed a small bridge spanning a dark, peat-laden stream connecting two lakes. On the other side of the bridge was Usherland’s Memory Garden, two acres of sculpted grounds surrounded by eight-foot-high marble walls and a large bronze gate.

Rix and Katt left their horses tied to the lower branches of a pine tree and entered the cemetery. Inside, brilliantly colored trees shaded a phantasmagoria of intricate marble and granite monuments, obelisks, grotesque statues, and religious totems. Walkways intersected each other, cutting through manicured hedgerows to converge on the white marble chapel at the Memory Garden’s center. Elsewhere on the grounds were a Japanese rock garden, a manmade waterfall that spilled down several terraces into a pond stocked with goldfish, a Grotto of Solitude where one could meditate in a fake cavern in the presence of statues of the saints, and a collection of antique Baldwin steam engines from the early days of railroading. The Usher graves, Rix knew, were located near the chapel; on the outer edges of the garden were the graves of servants. There was even a section for pets, over near the steam engines.

Rix, followed at a distance by his sister, went along a walkway toward the chapel. He passed a series of statues that were at once fascinating and repellent: The first was a young child in vibrant health, the second a teenaged boy with his face toward the sky—and, grotesquely, the same figure was repeated every fifty feet or so, becoming progressively older and more infirm until the last statue. It was a skeleton with beckoning arms.

And near it was the twenty-foot-tall gilded pyramid that was the final resting place of Hudson Usher. A scrolled inscription in bronze letters read: HE SAW THE FUTURE. Hudson’s date of birth was not given, but his death date was July 14, 1855. Ten yards away, beneath the statue of a nun with clasped hands, lay his wife, Hannah Burke Usher. A neat hedge and a row of limestone cherubs separated Hannah’s grave from a simple black marble headstone that bore the name RODERICK. Whether the man’s dust actually lay under that stone or not, Rix didn’t know. There was no grave for Madeline Usher.

Rix had come to this place only once before, to seek peace after Sandra’s suicide. He hadn’t made it to the pond before he had to get out. There was something terribly decadent in the ostentatious monuments and statues of death angels. This place was almost a celebration of death, a shout of debased joy from the lips of the new generation over the graves of the old.

Aram Usher lay entombed in a marble cube ten feet high. At each corner stood a life-sized statue of a man standing at attention, holding what looked to be a dueling pistol. Each figure had different eyes: rubies, emeralds, jade, and topaz. Next to him, in a similar cube but without the figures, was Cynthia Cordweiler Usher. The legend on her stone read: ASHES TO ASHES. DEAD OCTOBER 8, 1871. Near their stones, surrounded by a wrought-iron fence, was a marble column topped by, of all things, a small grand piano of marble. The name SHANN was spelled out in wrought-iron letters.

Thirty feet or so away, Ludlow Usher was buried under a granite representation of the Lodge that had to weigh at least a ton. Erik’s handiwork was all over this gravesite, Rix mused. The inscription read Ludlow Usher, Dear Father. Flanking him were the graves of two wives, Jessamyn Usher and Lauretta Kenworth Usher.

A rearing horse marked Erik’s tomb, which was engraved with golden finials and studded with gemstones. He lay alone, without the protection of shade trees. There was no grave for Nora, and none for Simms.

A new section had been added since Rix’s last visit. Freshly carved angels rose from a block of gold-veined marble. It bore the name of Walen Usher, with his date of birth. Nearby, a pink marble stone was inscribed MARGARET—MY LOVE.

“You ready to go now?” Katt asked from behind him. “This isn’t my favorite place.”

He stood looking at the two gravesites that were ready for his mother and father, and he felt very old. Seeing this stone brought home Walen’s impending death even more than hearing what Dr. Francis had said. In a week—if that long—his father would be lying in the earth. How was he going to handle it? He was long familiar with the turbulence of intermingled love and hate, but now a sadness seeped into the tangle of contradictory emotions. “Yeah,” he said distantly. “I’m ready.”

But he stopped again, before Erik’s tomb. A three-foot-high hedge stood beyond it, about twenty feet away. He could see the back of a small head—another statue on a monument. He walked toward it.

“Rix!” Katt called irritably. “Come on!”

He went through an opening in the hedge and around to the front of the gravestone, which was an angel strumming a lyre. Rix’s heart kicked, and he said, “Katt? Come here for a minute, okay?”

She sighed and shook her head, but went over to him. She looked at the monument. “So what?”

“That’s what.” Rix pointed toward the stone. Etched into the lyre was SIMMS—OUR GOLDEN BOY.

“Simms? I never heard of anybody named Simms before.”

“Maybe you weren’t supposed to. Simms was Dad’s brother. He must’ve died when he was a small boy, from the size of the grave.”

“Dad’s brother? Come on! Dad was an only child!”

“Maybe that’s what he wanted us to think,” Rix replied. “Why, I don’t know.”

“You’re wrong. Simms must’ve been a servant’s child. Have you gone off your rocker?”

“None of the servants or their children are buried up here,” he reminded her. “These are all Usher plots. I can’t tell you how I know, but I do. For some reason, Dad’s kept Simms a secret all these years.”

“Cut it out. You’re making it sound creepy. I still say it’s a servant’s child. Christ, maybe it’s a dog! Listen, I don’t know about you, but I’m getting out of here. You coming or not?”

Rix bent down, running his fingers over the carved letters. SIMMS—OUR GOLDEN BOY. Whose sentiment was that? Nora’s? There was no date on the stone, so conceivably Simms might have died as an infant. In that case, Walen would hardly have known his brother. When Rix stood up, he saw that Katt had stalked off. He didn’t blame her; he must have sounded like a ghoul.

By the time he left the Memory Garden he was satiated with death imagery. Katt had taken her horse and gone. As he untied his horse and climbed into the saddle, he thought that Katt had better get used to death if she seriously wanted to control the business.

The road ran north and south. Going south would eventually return him to the stables. The northern path would take him past the Lodge. The sunshine was warm and strong, and Rix wanted a look at the massive crack that Nora had mentioned in her diary. He headed north.

Within fifteen minutes he saw the chimneys and lightning rods jutting above the trees. Before he was mentally prepared for the sight, the foliage cleared and he had reached the lake’s southern shore and was looking across the smooth black water at Usher’s Lodge.

It was a madman’s dream, Rix thought. No emperor, tsar, or king had ever owned such an ungodly monument to the spoils of war. Rix gazed upward at the lions that stalked the roof, and then his eye found the discolored glass cupola that looked like a burned-out lightbulb. A breeze blew across the lake from the direction of the Lodge, and Rix shivered as if he were standing before a huge deep freeze. Water whispered against the shore through a mass of reeds and floating green algae.

The only way to the island was across the granite carriage bridge. Trying to follow the shoreline to the northern side of the Lodge was impossible, because over there the forest was impenetrable. Rix guided his horse toward the bridge. His heart had started beating harder.

Ten feet onto the bridge, Rix reined in sharply. The Lodge’s shadow, bloated and monstrous, waited to engulf him.

He couldn’t go any closer. The Lodge still held power over him. Even this far from the house, he felt disoriented and claustrophobic. As he turned the horse away, his palms were suck with sweat.

Rix guided the mare onto a path through the woods, intending to take a shortcut to the stables. The tension at the back of his neck eased only when the forest blocked his view of the Lodge. As he continued into the woods, the trees overhead cut the sunlight to a murky orange haze.

The mare suddenly tossed her head with such force that Rix almost lost the reins. She balked, neighing and snorting. After a minute or two of rubbing her neck, Rix got her settled down and moving forward again. He looked around to see what might have spooked her. The forest seemed tranquil. An occasional bird called in the distance, but otherwise the only sound was the wind whispering through the trees.

Again the horse jerked her head, her hindquarters dancing nervously. “Calm down, now,” Rix said softly. From her throat came a quiet, ominous rumble, but she responded to the reins and kept moving forward.

They’d gone another thirty yards when Rix saw old, rusted gas-lamp poles on either side of the path. From the gloom emerged a series of large wire cages, battered out of shape, some of them broken open. Dark green trails of kudzu snaked through them, and the odor of decay rose from rotting trees slimed with gray fungus.

It was the wreckage of Erik’s private zoo. He had set it aflame in the 1920s, Margaret had told Rix, but she didn’t know why he’d done it. Most of the lions, tigers, panthers, crocodiles, pythons, zebras, gazelles, and exotic birds had died in the fire, but some had burst out of their cages and fled into the woods. Every once in a while, some farmer in the area had sworn he’d seen a zebra running through his tobacco field, and an old, toothless leopard had been shot by a hunter in 1943. Of course, there was Greediguts, too; the story was that Greediguts was a mutant, the offspring of a black panther who’d escaped the conflagration and mated with another animal in the wilderness. Others said that Greediguts was as ancient as Briartop Mountain itself.

As he rode past the misshapen cages, the concrete crocodile pit now filled with rainwater and debris, the aviary a mass of twisted vines and hanging branches, Rix could almost hear the screams of the animals. The strongest ones must have thrown their bodies against the cages in a frenzy until they either killed themselves or broke loose. To Rix, this had always been a malevolent place. Boone had loved to come here as a boy and play among the cages, but Rix gave it a wide berth.

Once again the mare balked; she seemed confused about what direction to take. When he’d gotten her around the next bend, Rix saw what was spooking her.

Hanging on wires from low tree branches, suspended about five or six feet from the ground, were eight animal carcasses. There were three squirrels, two possums, a red fox, and two deer, all dangling by their legs. He could smell the blood that had pooled on the ground beneath them, and he knew his horse had smelled it long ago. Flies were abundant, merrily buzzing and plundering.

He moved as close to the carcasses as the horse would let him. The animals’ throats had been deeply slashed, but other than that they seemed to be unmarked. Most of the eyes had been picked out by insects, and battalions of bugs feasted on the crusted blood. Rix waved away flies that darted around his head. “Christ!” he muttered.

He recalled the light he’d seen from his window. It had been in this area. Was this somebody’s idea of a joke?

The carcasses swayed slightly on their wires, reminding Rix again of Boone’s grisly surprise at the De Peyser Hotel. Surely Boone wouldn’t be nuts enough to come out in the middle of the night and do this!

He guided the mare around the hanging trophies and left the zoo’s ruins behind. Something about that scene disturbed him deeply, more than the cruel carnage.

It took him a few minutes to realize exactly what it was.

There had been no bullet holes in those carcasses, just the throat slashes.

How had they been hunted down?

He gave the mare a quick kick in the flanks, and she trotted back to the stable.
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“WHAT I’D LIKE TO know,” Raven Dunstan said firmly, “is why you don’t deputize about thirty men and take bloodhounds up on Briartop Mountain. Surely you’ve at least considered it!”

Sitting across the desk from her, in his Taylorville office, was Walt Kemp, the county sheriff. He was a thickset man with a gray crewcut and full gray sideburns. His square-jawed face was heavily lined, his dark brown eyes now bored with the interview, giving him the appearance of what he actually was: a man who worked in the weather, a well-to-do tobacco farmer with some law enforcement training who’d decided to run for county sheriff because the last man was just so damned lazy. He was in his second year in office, and he was ready to give it up. It wasn’t that crime was so bad in the county—it wasn’t, except for a few burglaries, auto thefts, and moonshine stills—but the paperwork was mountainous. His office was understaffed, his budget had been slashed, and now here was Raven Dunstan again, pursuing her favorite subject with the tenacity of a coon dog.

“I don’t think I could find five men who’d want to hike up there,” he replied, lighting a cigarette. “And yes, I’ve considered it. As a matter of fact, last year I did take two men up with hounds. And y’know what happened? Somebody shot one of the dogs with rock salt and started shootin’ at us, too, before we’d hardly gotten out of our cars. I reckon they figured we were gonna find a still or something.”

“So you gave up? Why?”

“We didn’t give up. We just figured we couldn’t search too well with rock salt in our asses, excuse my French.” He took a pull from his cigarette and exhaled the smoke through his nostrils. “Those Briartop people are mean as hell, Miss Dunstan. They don’t want what they call ‘outsiders’ on their territory—and I’ve found out that means me, too. You know, I deputized one man up there—Clint Perry. He’s the only one who’d even listen to me when I tried to find volunteers. The rest of those mountain folks just don’t want to be bothered.”

She shook her head. “I can’t believe this! You’re the county sheriff. It’s your job to ‘bother’ them!”

“They don’t want my help.” Kemp was trying to control his temper. Wheeler’s daughter, he thought, could worry the warts off a toadfrog. “When they come at you with guns, what are you gonna do? When they fell trees across the road to block the way, what are you gonna do? Clint tries to help me out as much as he can, but he’s just one man. And the folks up there treat him like he’s poison for the help he does give me! I’m tellin’ you, they don’t want the law up there.”

“I want to read something to you,” she said, and brought out a notepad from her purse. “When I took the paper over from my father, I went back through the old copies of the Democrat. Dad keeps them bound in books at the house. I went over every reference to missing children that I could find, and I want to tell you what I came up with.”

“Shoot,” he offered.

“Since 1872,” Raven said, “there have been three or four incidents every year except one, in 1893, the year of the Briartop ’quake. At least three or four. And those are the ones that were reported. How many others might there be? Add it up. It comes out to more than three hundred. Most of the incidents took place in October and November. Harvest time. Three hundred children, all aged between six and fourteen, all from an area that includes Briartop Mountain, Foxton, Rainbow, and Taylorville. Now don’t you think that’s worth ‘bothering’ somebody about?”

“You don’t have to get sarcastic about it, now.” Kemp drew so hard on his cigarette that he almost scorched his thick fingers. “When you came to me wantin’ to see the missin’ persons files and all that stuff, I thought you’d write stories about how hard I’ve been workin’ on this thing—not articles takin’ me to hell and back. I even gave you the name of that Tharpe boy as a favor.”

“I appreciate the favor, but I don’t see you doing a damned thing about it.”

“What can I do, woman?” he said, more loudly than he’d wanted. The secretary’s typing in the outer office suddenly silenced. “Move up to Briartop myself? Sure, something’s goin’ on up there! I ain’t sayin’ it’s been goin’ on since 1872, ’cause I wasn’t around back then! And I’d say that figure you’ve come up with is probably a bit inflated, if those other Dunstans were anything like you and old Wheeler! Okay, we’ve got kids steppin’ into thin air. And I do mean thin air, Miss Dunstan! There’s not a trace of ’em left. Not a piece of clothing, not a footprint, nothin’! When you ask questions on Briartop, you get some damned hillbilly holdin’ a gun in your face. What am I gonna do?”

Raven didn’t reply. She closed her notepad and returned it to her purse. The sheriff was right, she knew. If all the others were as resistant as Myra Tharpe, how could any decent search be carried out? “I don’t know,” she said finally.

“Right.” He stabbed the cigarette out with an angry thrust. Splotches of color burned on his jowls. “Neither do I. You know what I think?” He pinned her gaze with his own. “There’s no such thing as the Pumpkin Man. It’s a made-up story to scare the children. Whenever a kid goes wanderin’ off into the woods and doesn’t come home, it’s supposed to be the Pumpkin Man got him. Well, what about the ones who just get themselves lost? Or the ones who run away from home? You know, those cabins up there ain’t mansions. I’ll bet plenty of kids run away to the city.”

“Six-year-olds?” she asked pointedly.

Kemp folded his hands together on his blotter-topped desk. He looked more weary today, Raven thought, than she’d ever seen him. “I’ve gone up on Briartop a couple of times,” he told her in a quieter tone of voice. “All by myself. Do you know how big it is? How thick those woods are? The thorns up there’ll cut you like knives. You can walk ten feet off a path and get yourself so lost your head spins. There are caves and ravines and craters and God knows whatall. You know what’s up at the very tiptop? A whole damned town, that’s what.”

“A town? What kind of town?”

“Well, it’s just ruins, is all. But it was a town, a long time ago. Nobody lives there but one old crazy bird who calls himself the Mountain King.” He picked at an offending hangnail for a few seconds. “And I’ll tell you somethin’ else,” he decided. “Clint Perry says he wouldn’t go up to those ruins if you paid him five hundred bucks.”

“That’s a brave deputy you’ve got. Is he afraid of one old man?”

“Hell, no! Listen, you’re not puttin’ all this in your newspaper, are you? I thought I made it real clear that what I say is off the record.”

“It’s clear,” she agreed. If she didn’t need the man’s confidential information from time to time, Raven would have blasted him out of this office by now.

“The damned place is haunted,” Kemp said. He gave a quick, crooked grin to let her know he didn’t really believe it. “At least that’s what Perry says. I’ve been up there once, and once was enough. Some of the old stone walls are still standin’, but they’re as black as soot—and I swear to God, you can see the outlines of people burned right into the walls. Now you can laugh if you want to.”

Raven might have smiled wryly, but the expression in Kemp’s eyes stopped her. He was dead serious, she saw. “People in the walls, huh?”

“No, I didn’t say that. I said the outlines of people. You know, silhouettes. It’ll give you the creeps to see ’em, I guaran-damn-tee it!”

“What happened up there?”

He shrugged. “Hell if I know, but I’ve heard all kinds of crazy stories about Briartop Mountain. Supposed to be that comets fell one summer night and set the whole mountain on fire. ’Course, you know about the black panther that’s supposed to be roamin’ around up there. Bastard gets bigger every year. Then there’s the stories about the witches, too. All kinds of fool—”

“The witches?” Raven interrupted. “I hadn’t heard that one.”

“Yeah, supposed to be that Briartop used to be crawlin’ with ’em. Gil Partain, over in Rainbow, says his grandmother used to talk about ’em before she died. Said that God Hisself tried to destroy Briartop Mountain. Guess it didn’t work, though, ’cause it’s still there.”

Raven glanced at her wristwatch and saw that she was going to be late for her meeting with Rix Usher. This visit with Sheriff Kemp had been totally unproductive. She put her purse strap around her shoulder and rose to leave.

“I’ll keep you posted,” Kemp said, lifting his bulk from the chair. “I told you them stories by way of sayin’ that you can’t believe everything you hear. There ain’t no Pumpkin Man. One of these days, somebody’ll find that Tharpe boy’s bones at the bottom of a cliff, or caught down in some thorns where he couldn’t get loose.”

“Then that just leaves us the other two hundred ninety-nine to find, doesn’t it?” She left his office before he could reply.

Raven made the drive from Taylorville to Foxton in twenty minutes, and walked into the Broadleaf Cafe just after three. The place was almost empty, except for the bored waitress with the double-dip hairdo and a stocky, bearded man in overalls sitting at the counter with a doughnut and a cup of coffee. Rix Usher was waiting in the same booth they’d occupied yesterday.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said as she slid in. “I was over in Taylorville.”

“That’s okay, I just got here.” Again, he’d parked the red Thunderbird around the corner where it wouldn’t be seen. After lunch, he’d sheltered himself in his room to look through some of the materials he’d taken from the library last night. The old account books were filled with scribblings and monetary figures, mostly illegible. The letters were more revealing; the majority were from bank presidents, gunpowder suppliers, and steel company presidents, and had to do with Erik’s business affairs. A few of the letters, however, were from women. Two of those, still bearing a faint scent of lavender, were positively lewd, describing nights of bestial sex-and-whipping sessions. At two-thirty, Rix had slipped away from the Gatehouse.

Raven waved the waitress away before she could reach the table. “I talked to Dad last night about your proposal,” she said. “The first thing is that he doesn’t trust you any more than he could run a hundred-yard dash. The second thing is that he wants to meet you.”

Better yet, Rix thought. “When?”

“How about right now? My car’s out front, if you want to leave yours here.”

Rix nodded. In a few minutes he was sitting in Raven’s Volkswagen as she drove out of Foxton and turned onto a narrow country road north of the town limits. He had the opportunity to settle back and really look at Raven Dunstan. She had strong, even features and thick, curly black hair that accentuated her fair complexion. She wore very little makeup, and Rix didn’t think she needed any. She was naturally attractive, with a strong, earthy sensuality. There was strength in her eyes and in the set of her jaw, and Rix wondered what she’d look like when she laughed. She looked unafraid to go anywhere or do anything; she had guts, he decided. Otherwise, she never would have kept calling Usherland until she finally wore down the opposition. He realized that he actually liked her.

But in the next moment he shifted his position and looked away. His feelings for Sandra were still strong; until he could resolve the question of why she’d killed herself in that bathtub, he couldn’t let her go.

Raven had felt him watching her, and glanced quickly at him. Though he appeared wan and tired, she thought he was a striking-looking man. He needed light in his eyes, she decided. They held an inner darkness that disturbed her.

“How’d you get involved with the Democrat? Why didn’t you go after a job on a city newspaper, or get into television journalism?”

“Oh, I worked for a city paper for a while. I was a feature editor for almost three years with a paper in Memphis. But when Dad called me, I had to come home. The Democrat’s been in my family for a long time. Besides, Dad needed help with his book.”

“Then you help him write it, too?”

“No. In fact, I’ve never seen any of the book. He won’t even let me come around when he’s working on it. My father’s a very private person, Mr. Usher. And he’s a very proud and stubborn man, as well.”

“That’s not exactly the opinion my father has of him,” Rix commented, and saw her smile faintly. It was a nice smile, and Rix hoped to see it again.

Raven took a left onto a long gravel drive. It climbed gently through pine woods to a gabled, two-story white house at the top of a hill, overlooking a magnificent vista of sky and mountains.

“Welcome to the homestead,” Raven said. As he followed her up the steps to the porch, Rix almost asked her about her limp—but then the front door opened and he had his first glimpse of Wheeler Dunstan.
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RIX’S INITIAL THOUGHT. MACABRE as it was, was that the old man’s first name was appropriate. Dunstan was confined to a motorized wheelchair that he controlled by a lever in the armrest gearbox. “That’s far enough,” Dunstan commanded in a voice like the grating of coarse sandpaper. “Let me look at you.”

Rix stopped. The old man’s brilliant blue eyes—almost the same shade as his daughter’s, but much colder—examined him from head to foot, as Rix did the same to Wheeler Dunstan. He was probably in his early sixties, with close-cropped, iron-gray hair and the hard-bitten look of a Marine drill sergeant. He had a short gray beard and mustache that further enhanced his bristling appearance. Though the man’s legs looked thin and shriveled in the jeans he wore, his upper body was knotty and muscular, his forearms, exposed by the rolled-up sleeves of a faded blue workshirt, were twice the girth of Rix’s. His thick neck indicated that he’d been a man of some power before whatever happened to put him in that chair, and Rix guessed he might still be able to straighten out a horseshoe with his bare hands. Clenched between his teeth was a fist-sized corncob pipe, and blue smoke came from his mouth in quick, haughty puffs.

“I’m unarmed, if that’s what you’re looking for,” Rix said.

Dunstan smiled just a fraction, but his eyes remained wary. “You’ve got the Usher look, all right. Quick, boy—what’s the name of the police chief who threw you in the clink after that peace march?”

“Bill Blanchard. His nickname was ‘Bulldog.’ ”

“Your mother goes to a plastic surgeon in New York. What’s his name? Quick.”

“Dr. Martin Steiner. And he’s not in New York, he’s in Los Angeles.” Rix lifted his eyebrows. “Want me to name the winner of the ’48 World Series?”

“If you can, I’ll throw your ass off this porch. The real Rix Usher doesn’t know shit about sports.”

“I didn’t realize I had to pass an oral exam.”

“Yep,” Dunstan replied. He puffed on his pipe, taking his time in sizing Rix up, then removed it from his mouth and motioned toward the door with a jerk of his head. “Come on in, then.”

It was clearly a man’s house, full of dark wood and functional, inexpensive pine furniture. An electric lift attached to the staircase was used to convey the wheelchair to the second floor. Shelves around the red brick fireplace in the large parlor held such found objects as smooth river stones, dried Indian corncobs, an intricately woven bird’s nest, and an assortment of pinecones. A framed front page of the Foxton Democrat shouted, in three-inch-tall black letters, WAR DECLARED. Also on the walls were oil paintings of various barns.

“I did those,” Dunstan announced, noting Rix’s interest.

“I’ve got a studio at the back of the house. I like the texture and look of barns. Painting ’em relaxes me. Sit down.”

Rix settled into a chair with his back to the wall. The house smelled strongly of aromatic pipe tobacco. Light filtered in through a pair of ceiling-high bay windows that faced the mountain view. In the distance Rix could see the new bank building in Foxton, and the white steeple of the Foxton First Baptist Church.

Raven sat on the parlor couch a few feet away from Rix, where she could watch both him and her father. The old man’s chair whirred forward until his knees were almost touching Rix’s; for an instant Rix felt trapped, a traitor in the enemy’s camp. Dunstan tapped his fingers on the armrests, his head cocked slightly to one side.

“What’re you doin’ here?” the old man asked, his eyes hooded. “You’re Walen Ushers boy.” The word boy was spoken with a sneer.

“I’m his son, but I’m not his ‘boy.’ If you know me as well as you pretend, you’re aware of that.”

“I know you’ve been the black sheep of the family. I know you’ve been livin’ in another state for the last seven years. You look older than I expected.”

“I’m thirty-three,” Rix said.

“Well, time does things to people.” Dunstan’s hands wandered down to touch his crippled legs. “What’s your story, then? Why’d you agree to come here?”

“I explained the deal to your daughter yesterday. For the information I’ve got about Walen and his successor, I want to see your manuscript and know where you’re getting your research material.”

“The manuscript’s locked up,” Dunstan said flatly. “I won’t show my book to anyone.”

“Then I don’t guess we’ve got anything to discuss.”

Rix started to rise, but the old man said, “Wait a minute. I didn’t say that.”

“Okay, I’m listening.”

Dunstan glanced quickly at his daughter, then back to Rix. “I’ve put in six years on that manuscript. No way in hell am I gonna let anybody see it. But we might still strike a deal, Mr. Usher. Anything you want to know that’s in the book, I’ll tell you. And I’ll show you how I’m writing it. But first you tell us what we want to know: What’s your father’s condition, and who’s going to take over the business?”

Rix paused thoughtfully. Traitor, betrayer, turncoat—all the definitions applied. But then he thought of how Walen’s belt had stung his legs, of how Boone had grinned before the fist had smashed down, of how the skeleton had swung in the De Peyser doorway. When are you gonna write somethin’ about us, Rixy? And in that instant, Rix was certain of his true purpose in coming to this house: somehow he had to take control of the book that Wheeler Dunstan was writing. He hoped the flash of realization in his eyes hadn’t given him away. But first he had to test the man. “No,” he said firmly. “It won’t work that way. You might not have a damned thing. I’m taking a chance being here. First you have to prove to me that you’ve got something I might be interested in knowing.”

Now it was the old man’s turn to consider. Smoke curled from his mouth. “What do you think?” he asked Raven.

“I’m not sure. I may be dead wrong … but I think we can trust him.”

Dunstan grunted softly, his brows knit. “All right,” he said. “What do you want to know?”

It came to him in the quick recollection of the angel strumming its lyre. “Simms Usher,” Rix said. “Tell me about him.”

Dunstan looked relieved, as if he’d been prepared for a heavier question. “Simms was your father’s younger brother. Nora St. Clair Usher’s second child. There’s not much to tell, really—except that he was retarded. Not severely, but enough so that Erik didn’t have very much to do with him. Erik despised imperfection. Simms died when he was six years old. That’s it.”

That was all? Why had Walen never mentioned Simms, then? Was he ashamed of having a retarded brother? “How did he die? Something to do with his condition?”

“Nope,” Dunstan said. “An animal killed Simms.”

Rix’s interest perked up. “An animal? What kind of animal?”

“A wild animal,” the old man said dryly. “I don’t know what kind.” His pipe had gone out; he took it from his mouth to relight it with a match from his shirt pocket. “A gardener found what was left of the body. There wasn’t much. Simms had wandered away from the Lodge, chasin’ butterflies or something. An animal got him in the woods.” His match flared. “When the locals heard about it, there were all kinds of opinions. Some said Erik wanted the boy to be killed. Others said the animal was one of those that escaped from the burnin’ zoo about four years earlier. Anyway, it was never found. About two months after Simms died, Nora left Usherland and never came back.”

“She left Walen with Erik? Where’d she go?”

“St. Augustine, Florida. She married a Greek who owned a fleet of fishing boats, and she started teaching retarded children in a school down there. She taught right up until the day she died, in 1966. They put a statue of her up in the front yard.” He regarded Rix through a veil of smoke. “That’s all about Simms. I thought you were gonna ask me about something nobody else knows.”

If what Dunstan had told him was true, it was obvious the man knew his facts very well. But how had he gotten those facts? “I found Nora’s diary in the Gatehouse library,” Rix said. “Do you know about the deal Erik struck with St. Clair Stables?”

“Sure. Three million dollars bought Nora and four stud horses. Ludlow Usher signed the bank draft.”

Rix remembered a bit of information from the diary which he could use to really test Dunstan’s knowledge. “Erik had a particular horse in mind to win the Kentucky Derby. Do you know its name?”

He smiled faintly around his pipe. “King South. Erik scrubbed that horse down with beer and spent over a hundred thousand dollars on a special stall with fans and steam heating. He let the horse run free through the Lodge. Of course you know what happened at the 1922 Derby?”

Rix shook his head.

“King South was ahead by two lengths at the far turn when he staggered and hit the rail,” Dunstan said. “He went down. The infield observers swore they could hear the leg break. Or it might have been the jockey’s back they heard crackin’. In any case, King South had to be destroyed right on the track. Erik and Nora had watched the whole thing from their private box, though there’s no record of Erik’s response. They returned directly to Usherland. Around two o’clock the next morning, Erik went crazy and set fire to his zoo. A rumor is that Erik had the carcass of King South stuffed and mounted in his bedroom. A visitor from Washington supposedly found Erik stark naked, ridin’ that stuffed horse and whippin’ its flanks as if he were racin’ in the Derby. Any truth to that?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never been up to Erik’s bedroom.”

“Okay.” Dunstan gave out one last puff of smoke and removed the pipe from his mouth. He leaned slightly toward Rix, his stare unyielding. “Let’s hear it about Walen. What’s going on?”

The moment of truth, Rix thought. An unfamiliar sense of family loyalty tugged at him. But who would he be hurting? And this man had something he desperately wanted—no, desperately needed. “Walen’s dying,” Rix said. “Dr. John Francis from Boston is attending to him, but he doesn’t see much hope. He thinks Walen may go anytime.”

“Raven already figured that out,” Dunstan replied. “Francis is a specialist in cell degeneration. But there’s no stopping the Malady’s progress, is there? Old Walen must be locked in his Quiet Room by now.” A flicker of pleasure passed across his face. “I’m surprised he’s lasted this long. Goes to show he’s a tough old bastard. Now tell us something we don’t know: Who’s going to control the estate and the business?”

Rix paused with the name on his lips. He was betraying family secrets for the sake of gaining the trust of Wheeler Dunstan; he told himself that if he didn’t, he had no chance of getting his hands on that manuscript. Rix said, “Kattrina. My sister’s going to take over the business.”

Wheeler Dunstan was silent; then he gave a soft, low whistle. “Shitfire,” he said. “I always thought it would be Boone. Then, when I found out you were comin’ back, I assumed you were in the runnin’.”

“I’m not. I despise the business.”

“So I’ve heard, but ten billion dollars can change hate to love. That’s about what Usher Armaments is worth, isn’t it? Kattrina, huh? You sure about that?”

“Fairly certain. Dad’s been talking with her a lot, alone. She wants the responsibility, and she’s got a good record of success.”

“The weapons business is a whole hell of a lot different from modelin’. Of course, she’ll be surrounded by top-flight advisors and technical experts. All she has to do is sign her name to Pentagon contracts. Still … you wouldn’t be tryin’ to blow smoke in my face, would you?”

“No.”

“Why would he lie?” Raven ventured to her father. “There’s no point in it.”

“Maybe,” Dunstan said carefully. “I don’t think Boone’ll lie down and play dead, though. He’s acted the role of Usher heir in every go-go joint in Asheville. He’ll fight Kattrina for the power.”

“But he’ll lose. When Walen transfers everything to Katt, the papers will be ironclad.”

Dunstan still wasn’t convinced. “Kattrina’s got a reputation for drug use. She’s gone through everything from LSD to angel dust. Why would Walen pass the business on to a drughead?”

“She’s off drugs,” Rix said. Sullen anger burned in his stomach. Discussing Katt with a stranger like this was repellent. “Anyway, that’s none of your damned business.”

Dunstan’s glance at Raven held a bit of triumph in making Rix lose his cool.

“You’ve got what you wanted,” Rix told him. “Now I want my part. How are you doing your research?”

“I’ll show you.” The wheelchair whirred backward a few feet, and Rix rose from his chair. “My study’s down in the basement. I’ll even tell you the book title: Time Will Tell the Tale. That’s the first sentence, too. Come on, then.” He led Rix, with Raven following behind, through a short corridor and to a doorway that opened onto a gently sloping concrete ramp. They went down it and into a basement that looked like any other, full of odds and ends, old clothes, and broken furniture. Dunstan rolled toward a door on the far side of the basement and took a key ring with one key and a tiny brass charm in the shape of a typewriter from his shirt pocket. He turned a lock, then pulled the door open. “Come on, take a look.” He returned the key ring to his pocket, reached in, and switched on the lights.

Dunstan’s study was a small, windowless room paneled in pine, with a concrete floor and a tile ceiling. Metal bookshelves that took up almost every inch of wall space held thick leatherbound volumes. Books, newspapers, and magazines stood in stacks around Dunstan’s desk; atop the desk, amid a scatter of books and papers on a worn-looking brown blotter, were a telephone, a green-shaded high-intensity lamp—and a word processor, hooked up to a daisy-wheel printer.

“On those shelves are one hundred and thirty years of the Foxton Democrat,” Dunstan explained. “Every issue mentions the Ushers at least once. I’ve interviewed about sixty former Usher servants, groundskeepers, carpenters, and painters. Of course, Raven does my legwork for me.”

“You’re writing the book on a word processor?”

“That’s right. Was doing the thing on a typewriter, but I bought this two years ago. It helps me with my research, too. A lot of libraries in major cities are hooked up to a computer network that lets you go through old genealogical records, rare-document collections, and church records. Whatever I need copies of, my friends at the Asheville library can get for me.”

Rix looked at a stack of magazines next to the desk. There were back issues of Time, Newsweek, Forbes, Business Week, and others—all containing, Rix assumed, some fact, fiction, or fancy about the Ushers. On the man’s desk were a few musty-looking books and some yellowed pieces of paper covered with ornate, feminine handwriting.

Letters, Rix thought. He pretended to be examining the word processor, but his glance veered toward the letters. He caught the words “Dearest Erik” on one piece of paper.

“That’s the tour,” Dunstan said suddenly. His voice betrayed an edge of tension, as if he realized what Rix had seen.

Rix heard the wheelchair motor whine as Dunstan approached him; but by then Rix had picked up the letter and sniffed at the paper. The scent of faded perfume was familiar. Lavender. The letter was from the same woman who’d adored Erik’s whipping techniques. “Where did you get this?” Rix asked, turning toward Wheeler Dunstan.

“From an ex-servant who kept some of Erik’s documents. The man lives in Georgia.” He reached up to take it, but Rix held the letter away from him.

“That’s bullshit. All the family records, documents, and letters are kept locked in the Lodge’s basement, and they’ve been down there for years. No servant would’ve dared to keep anything that belonged to the family.” He stopped, realizing the truth from Dunstan’s grim, haughty expression. “You got this from Usherland, didn’t you?”

Dunstan’s chin lifted a few notches higher. “I’ve shown you what you wanted to see. You can leave now.”

“No. This letter—hell, all these letters!—came from Usherland. I want to know how you got them off the estate.” As Dunstan stared at him defiantly, Rix felt a hammerblow of realization. “There’s a spy on the inside, isn’t there? Collecting letters and whatever else he can get his hands on? Who is it?”

“You don’t really want to know,” Dunstan replied. “Not really. Now leave, why don’t you? Our business is over.”

“What are you going to do? Call the sheriff to make me leave?”

“Rix,” Raven said, “please—”

“I knew it was a damned fool mistake to let him come here!” Dunstan raged to his daughter. “We didn’t need him! Shitfire!”

“You’ll tell me who it is,” Rix demanded.

Dunstan’s face tightened. In his eyes was scorching fury. “Don’t you dare use that tone of voice to me, boy!” he shouted. “You’re not at Usherland now, you’re in my house! You don’t snap your fingers and make me jump, you little—”

“Dad,” Raven interrupted, putting both hands on his knotty shoulders. “Calm down, now, come on.”

“You don’t order me around,” Dunstan told Rix, though his voice had lost some of its power. “You hear me?”

“The name.” Rix continued as if the outburst had never happened. “I want it.”

“I know all about your childhood, boy. I know things about you that you’d rather forget. I know how Boone used to beat you up, and how Walen whipped you with a belt till you bled.” His eyes had become fierce slits. “I know you hate Walen Usher as much as I do, boy. You don’t really want that name. Just go. Take the letters, if you want ’em.”

“The name,” Rix repeated.

When it was spat out to him, Rix’s knees almost buckled.
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LATE AFTERNOON SHADOWS WERE deepening across Usherland as Rix walked from the garage to the Bodane house. He knocked heavily at the door and waited for an answer.

Edwin looked dapper and fresh, though he’d put in a full day’s work. He was wearing neither his cap nor his gray blazer, but instead a pinstriped blue shirt with his dark, razor-creased trousers. The shirt was open at the neck, showing a wisp of white hair. “Rix!” he said. “Where have you been all afternoon? I was looking for—”

“Is Cass here?” Rix interrupted.

“No. She’s over at the Gatehouse, cooking dinner. Is something wrong?”

Rix stepped into the house. “How about Logan? Is he around?”

Edwin shook his head. “He’s been working at the stables today. I expect him here in about Fifteen minutes, though. What’s going on?” He closed the door and waited for Rix to explain.

The younger man walked across the parlor to warm his hands before a small fire that crackled in the hearth. Alongside Edwin’s favorite easy chair was this afternoon’s edition of the Asheville paper. A mug of hot tea steamed on the little oak table beside the chair, and there was a scratchpad and a pen. Edwin had been doing the crossword puzzle.

“It’s going to be cold tonight,” Rix said; his voice sounded hollow in the large room. “The wind’s already started to pick up.”

“Yes, I noticed. Can I get you something? I’ve got some jasmine tea, if you’d—”

“No. Nothing, thank you.”

Edwin walked to the table, picked up his mug, and sipped at the tea. Over the rim, his eyes were alert and watchful.

“I know about Wheeler Dunstan,” Rix finally said. “Damn it, Edwin!” His gaze flared. “Why didn’t you tell me you were helping him research that book of his?”

“Oh.” It was spoken in a whisper. “I see.”

“I don’t. Dunstan told me you’ve been bringing him materials from the Lodge’s library since August. And there I sat, telling Cass about how I wanted to do a history of the family, and she was talking about vows of loyalty!”

“Loyalty,” Edwin repeated softly. “That has an ominous sound, doesn’t it? Rather like the sound of a key turning in a cell door. Cass doesn’t know, Rix. I don’t want her to know, ever.”

“But what was all that crap about tradition? About ties to the past and all that? I don’t understand why you’re helping Dunstan!”

Edwin suddenly looked very tired and old, and the sight of him standing in the fading golden light almost broke Rix’s heart. Edwin took a long, deep breath and eased himself into his chair. “Where shall I begin, then?”

“How about the beginning?”

“Easily said.” He smiled bitterly. The lines around his eyes were deep. He stared into the fire, focusing on nothing. “I’m sick,” he said. “I’m sick to death of … dark things. Evil things, Rix. Hurts and secrets and rattling bones in chains. Oh, I knew what went on here when I was a boy. It didn’t bother me then. I considered it exciting. See, I was just like Logan. Just as arrogant, just as … stupid, really. I had to learn for myself, and, oh God, what an education I’ve gotten!”

“What kind of dark things? What do you mean?”

“Spiritual darkness. Moral darkness. Blasphemy and decay.” His eyes closed. “Poe’s tale may have been fiction, Rix, but it cut very close to the bone. The Ushers have everything. Everything. But they are dead in their souls. I’ve known it for a long time, and I cannot take that knowledge very much longer.” His voice cracked; he paused, gathering strength to speak again.

“I still don’t understand.”

Edwin’s eyes opened. They were as red as the embers in the fire. “When your father passes away,” he said, “the Usher empire is going to be torn to pieces. Walen will die soon. Perhaps a matter of days. Or hours. He wants to pass the estate and business to Kattrina; I’m sure you know that by now. Boone expects it to go to him. He’ll fight Kattrina in court. It’ll be a prolonged, messy affair. Boone can’t win, of course, but he’ll do everything in his power to discredit Kattrina. He’s money-mad, Rix. He loses upwards of five thousand dollars every night in poker games. He bets twenty-five thousand dollars on one play of a football game. It doesn’t mean a damned thing to him, because he knows he can always get more. Mr. Usher gives him an allowance of three hundred thousand a year, and whenever Boone wants an advance, he simply writes out an IOU to your father. But Boone gambles it all away. In court, he’s going to smear your sister with her drug problems. He’ll go to every smut-sheet in this country, trying to ruin her.”

When he picked up the mug again, his hand was unsteady. “Kattrina can’t take that kind of pressure, Rix. She thinks she can, but she’s wrong. I know. I’ve watched her grow up. By the time Boone is finished with her, Kattrina will be ready for an institution—or a coffin.”

“Are you suggesting that Dad should change his mind and give the estate and business to Boone?”

“No! God, no. Boone would destroy the business. He shouldn’t be allowed to run loose. Of course, Puddin’ doesn’t help matters. She’s a further complication in a very sticky web.”

“What does all this have to do with Wheeler Dunstan’s book?” Rix asked.

“I’m explaining my frame of mind. Please be patient. In any event, Usher Armaments is on the verge of total disaster. Without a guiding hand, it’ll be ripped apart by other arms companies and conglomerates. They’re waiting in the wings right now. The family will never be poor, but without the business they’ll be stripped of power.”

“That might be the best thing that ever happened to us.”

“It might be,” Edwin agreed. “Though if Usher Armaments is lost, so is a great chance for world peace.”

“What? Surely you don’t believe that.”

“Yes,” he said, “I do. Most strongly. The Usher name stands for power and reliability. In itself, it is a great deterrent to hostile foreign countries. If the production of weapons systems using Usher technology is stopped and the older systems are outdated—which they most certainly will be—then the world may be primed for disaster. I’m no weaponry expert, and I abhor war as much as any man alive, but the question remains: Do we dare to stop producing the missiles and bombs? I used to have faith in mankind, Rix. That was when I was much younger and more foolish. Listen to me go on! I must sound like a total damned idiot.”

“The book,” Rix reminded him. “Why are you helping Dunstan research it?”

“Because I’m tired of pretending that I have no eyes nor ears, nor mouth to speak. I’m tired of being an appliance, or a coatrack, or a piece of furniture. I’m a human being!” He announced it with dignity, though his eyes were glazed. “I’ve seen many things in my lifetime, Rix. Most of them I could do nothing about, though they turned my stomach and made my blood freeze.” He leaned forward in his chair. “I’ll tell you what happened to my loyalty, if you like. If you really want to hear it.”

“Go ahead.”

“All right.” He folded his hands before him, lost in thought. “You’ve seen Wheeler Dunstan. He’s crippled. His daughter—a lovely woman—has a scar across one eyebrow, and she walks with a limp. I know how that came to be.”

“I’m listening.”

“Good. I want you to listen. I want you to understand what happened to my loyalty. In November of 1964, Wheeler Dunstan and his daughter and wife were involved in an automobile accident on the Interstate south of Asheville. They’d gone to visit the wife’s family for Thanksgiving, as I recall. In any event, the accident was … very bad. A diesel truck swerved into their lane, skidded on ice, and slammed into the car. Dunstan’s spine was injured, the little girl’s leg and arm were broken, the wife suffered numerous internal injuries and fractures. But the worst part is that the car had gone up underneath the truck. It was pinned there, and the police couldn’t get them out. As I understand it, Dunstan’s wife was in hideous agony. The little girl was crushed against her, and had to listen to her mother sob and scream for hours, until the wreckage could be unsnarled. Dunstan’s wife lingered in the hospital for several days before she died. He went through months of therapy before he could even use a wheelchair. I suppose Raven came out the best, though God only knows what she sees in her nightmares.”

Edwin stared at Rix. “It was an Usher Armaments truck that swerved into their path,” he said. “The driver—just a teenager—was so full of pills he didn’t even know what state he was in. Wheeler Dunstan initiated a lawsuit against your father. Walen offered to settle out of court, but the amount was an insult. There’s been no love lost between the Ushers and Dunstans. As events transpired, the case did not go to court. It came to light that the police had found a bourbon bottle in Dunstan’s car. A nurse came forward who swore she’d smelled alcohol on his breath in the emergency room. Results of a blood test suddenly appeared: Wheeler Dunstan had been legally drunk at the time of the accident.”

“But the bottle was planted?”

“Yes. I don’t know when or how. Your father’s money bought it all, Rix. Especially damaging was the revelation that Wheeler Dunstan was an alcoholic. It was a well-kept secret, but somehow your father found it out. Dunstan’s advertisers began deserting him in droves. In the end, he took the offer and settled out of court. What else could he do?”

“And Dad got off with a wrist-slap?”

“A fine of a few thousand dollars, and a suspended sentence for the driver.” Edwin watched the flickering flames, his shoulders hunched and his long legs stretched before him. “Up until that point, my eyes were closed. After I realized what your father had done—the lengths he’d gone to in order to avoid judgment—something inside me began to erode. I knew that Dunstan was working on an Usher history for years before I decided to help him. We have an agreement: I furnish him with the documents he needs, but I do not break my vow of silence. I say nothing of what I know of the Ushers. I will not discuss Walen’s business affairs. I deliver the materials, leave them, and pick them up later. By the time the book is completed, Walen will be dead and Cass and I will be in Florida.”

“Edwin,” Rix said, “I went to see Wheeler Dunstan, to take a look at his manuscript. He wouldn’t show it to me, but I traded information to him so I could find out how he was doing his research. I told him Dad’s condition, and that Katt was going to take over the business. I had another reason for going there, too. Edwin, I should be the one writing that book. Not an outsider. I don’t care what Dunstan’s gone through.” He heard the hard desperation in his voice; it shamed him, but he kept on talking. “I need to write that book. I’ve got to. I took the library key from you so I could go through the old documents in there. Somehow, I have to make Dunstan trust me enough to let me on the project. If nothing more, I’ve got to get my name on it as a co-author.”

Edwin sighed deeply, and shook his white-crowned head. “My God,” he whispered. “How did you and I come to this point, Rix? Are we both to be consumed by sickness and loathing?”

Rix pulled up a chair beside Edwin and touched the man’s arm. “I can’t let this opportunity get away from me. I’ve been thinking of doing my own book on the family for years! Talk to Dunstan for me. Tell him I can help him finish the book. Let me take him the materials he needs. But make him understand how important it is to me. Will you do that?”

Edwin didn’t reply; he stared at the fire, the dim orange light painting his face with highlights and shadows.

“Please,” Rix begged.

Edwin covered Rix’s hand with his own. “I’ll talk to him,” he said. “Tomorrow morning. I don’t know how he’ll react to it, considering how he feels about all Ushers. But I’ll talk to him.”

“Thank you. I need a book like this, Edwin.”

“Is it so important to you?”

“Yes,” he replied without hesitation. “It is.”

Edwin smiled, but his eyes were dark and sad. “I love you, Rix. No matter what you do, I’ll always love you. You brought light into this house when you were a small boy. I remember … we used to have our little secrets. Things you’d tell me that you didn’t want anyone else to know.” His smile turned melancholy. “I suppose it’s only right that we share this one last secret, isn’t it?”

Rix stood up, bent over the chair, and hugged Edwin. The old man seemed to be made entirely of jutting bones and tight sinews.

Edwin lifted a hand to pat Rix’s shoulder, and they clung together, framed in firelight, without speaking.
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THE WIND SCREAMED ACROSS Briartop Mountain, and New Tharpe sat up in his cot, with cold droplets of sweat on his face.

He’d dreamed of the Lodge again—the massive, illuminated, majestic Lodge where figures moved slowly past the glowing windows as if in some ghostly ballroom—but this time there’d been a difference. He’d been standing on the lakeshore, staring across at the house, and suddenly a pair of upper balcony doors had come open and someone had stepped out. The figure had motioned for him to hurry across the bridge, and New had heard his name called from the distance by a familiar voice.

It was his father’s voice, calling him from that glowing palace. His father was standing on the balcony, urging him to cross the bridge, to hurry to the Lodge because the celebration was in New’s honor. Come home, his father had called. We’re all here, waitin’ for you to come home.

New had balked, though the pull of the Lodge on him was an irresistible force. In the dream he’d felt his skin ripple into goosebumps of fear and excitement. His father, an indistinct figure on the upper balcony, had waved and called, Hurry, New! Come home with me!

Across the long bridge, the Lodge’s front doorway had opened, throwing out a wide shaft of beautiful golden light. There was a figure standing in that doorway, its arms stretched out to receive him. New couldn’t make out who it was, but he thought it wore a dark coat that flapped in the wind.

The Lodge wanted him, he knew. The figure in the doorway wanted him. If New crossed that bridge and entered the Lodge, he could have everything he’d ever desired. He’d never have to lie down on a hard cot in a cold room again; he’d have fine clothes, and good food to eat, and a rug to cover the floor in his bedroom, and books to read and time to wander the green forests of Usherland and know what it was like to call the Lodge his home. He stood at the entrance to the bridge, poised on the edge of a decision. He wanted to cross; he wanted to make his legs move.

But then the wind had screamed and he’d awakened, and now, as the wind shrilled past the cabin, leaking through holes in the roof and walls, he imagined it left a faint, seductive whisper in its wake:

—come home—

He lay back down, bringing the thin blanket up to his chin, and stared at the ceiling. Joe Clayton and his wife had visited the house this afternoon, to see how New was doing. Birdie had trotted along, and barked irritably outside the window. Mr. Clayton had told New and his mother that the damnedest thing had happened this morning when he’d come out to feed Birdie: he’d found the dog standing about thirty yards from the house, staring toward the woods. Birdie was frozen in a point position, his tail standing straight up and his head ducked low. The dog wouldn’t respond when Mr. Clayton called him. A thrown pinecone bounced off Birdie’s side, and still the dog didn’t move. It was only when Mr. Clayton had gotten right next to the animal and whacked his hand on Birdie’s rump that the dog whirled around in a crazy circle, snapping at its tail and yowling. Birdie had stretched for about ten minutes, and then he was so hungry he’d almost snapped the food bowl up in his mouth. That dog, Mr. Clayton told New, is old and crazy and not worth a damn—but he sure can hold a point position like you ain’t never seen!

Through chinks of silence in the rushing wind, New could hear Birdie’s faint barking. It was the wind spookin’ him, New thought. It could put even a dog’s nerves on edge.

He closed his eyes, inviting sleep.

And then he heard the roof creak above his head.

At once his eyes were open again. He stared upward.

Timbers groaned softly. Then the roof creaked in a different place, over near the corner of the room.

New struck a match from the pack on the table beside his cot, turned up the lantern’s wick, and lit it. The light spread slowly, and New swung his legs out from under the blanket.

Above his head, the roof moaned like an old man in sleep. New lifted the lantern high.

His heart pounded as he saw the pine boards bending inward. He heard a long, slow scraping—a claw, testing the roofs strength. Whatever was up there moved again; New followed its progress by watching the boards bowing. Then there was a sharp crack! and a nail clinked to the floor beside New’s foot.

The animal remained still, as if listening.

New was frozen, watching the roof strain where the animal stood. It was the same heavy nocturnal thing that had been prowling around the cabin after his pa had died; whatever it was, New thought, the thing had to weigh upwards of three hundred pounds. It stalked across the roof, creaking wood marking its trail. The roof was weak; New feared the creature’s weight might bring it crashing through.

A board popped loose with a high whine. The animal stopped again. In the silence left as a rush of wind swept by, New could hear the thing’s low, rumbling growl.

It was the same ominous sound he’d heard when he was trapped in the pit.

Greediguts, New thought. The black panther that ran with the Pumpkin Man, now separated from New only by a thin layer of weather-warped pinewood.

Get away from here! New commanded mentally. Get away!

The animal didn’t move. New felt the hair at the back of his neck stir. The musky odor of a predatory cat filtered down into the room. New sensed that the creature was aware of him, or that it had seen a glimmer of light through cracks in the timbers. A claw scraped across wood; the thing was sniffing, picking up his scent.

New hurriedly put on his jeans and a heavy dark blue sweater. Then he took the lamp and went to the front room, where he lifted his pa’s shotgun from its rack near the door. He broke open the breech to make sure it was loaded with two shells, then clicked it shut again. Above him, the roof groaned. The creature was following him.

In the kitchen, he took the flashlight from its place on a shelf. Armed with the shotgun and the flashlight, New was about to go outside when his mother’s voice stopped him.

“Somethin’s on the roof!” she whispered. “Listen to it!” She stepped into the range of the lamp that New had set aside, her face pallid and her arms wrapped around her chest. She was wearing a ragged old flannel robe; fear sparked in her eyes like ice crystals. “What is it, New? What’s up there?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. He wasn’t sure it was Greediguts; it might be something else that had wandered out of the deep woods. “I’m gonna go find out.”

Myra’s glance flickered toward the shotgun and the flashlight. “No!” she said urgently. “I ain’t gonna let you do that!”

The roof was speaking again; boards popped and groaned as the creature moved over their heads. It was pacing back and forth. The roof was buckling badly where the thing stood; another nail popped loose and fell to the floor.

“Pa would’ve gone out,” New said.

“You ain’t your pa!” She grasped her son’s arm. “It’ll go away. It don’t want nothin’. Just leave it be!” She suddenly cried out as nails burst free with the sound of firecrackers going off. New flicked on the flashlight and pointed it upward. The creature had moved across a particularly weak area of the roof, and several boards had cracked loose. His light probed through a hole the size of his fist.

New couldn’t hear the thing moving anymore. Either it was off the roof, or it was standing very still. Wind shrilled through the hole and filled the room with a foretaste of winter. He gently pulled free from his mother’s grip. “Pa would’ve gone out,” he repeated, and she knew there was nothing more to say.

New followed the flashlight beam off the porch. He was already shivering with the cold. The wind roared around him, and dead leaves rolled through the air, snapping wildly at his cheeks as they passed. While Myra stood in the open doorway, New stepped off the porch and aimed his light up at the roof.

There was nothing up there. New played it slowly back and forth, the shotgun cradled under his right arm, his finger near the trigger. He could hear Birdie baying, and the eerie sound made his flesh crawl.

New walked around to the side of the house. The light revealed nothing.

As he started to run, something grabbed him by the back of the neck. He could feel claws digging in, and his finger almost squeezed a shot off—but then he reached back and closed his hand around the small treebranch, still bearing a few dead leaves, that had fallen onto his neck. He flung it away in angry disgust.

“New!” his mother called. “Come on back in the house!”

He shone the light up into the trees. Most of the branches still held leaves and defeated the flashlight’s beam. The treetops swayed back and forth in the wind’s relentless currents.

New continued around to where his mother waited. He passed the discarded old washing machine and stood near the pickup truck, shining the light along the roof again.

“You see anythin’?” Myra called, her voice thin and nervous.

“No, not a thing. Whatever it was is long gone by now.”

“Well, come on in out of the cold, then! Hurry!”

New took a step forward—and then his blood turned icy.

He smelled Greediguts, very close to him—the musky rank scent of a hunting cat.

New stopped, aimed the light upward into the trees. The wind roared past, almost throwing him off balance. Branches bent and swayed. Dead leaves tumbled down. It was close, very close …

And then he heard his mother scream, “New!” and he whirled around toward the pickup truck.

Something was slithering out from underneath the truck; it moved so fast that New had no time to aim the shotgun. He fired wildly even as he leaped backward, and the truck’s passenger door dented in as if punched by a huge fist. But then the monster—a sinewy dark shape that moved like velvet lightning—had burst out of its hiding place, and as it suddenly reared up on its hind legs, towering over New by more than a foot, it was caught for a second in the glare of the light.

The creature was a black panther from a madman’s nightmare. Its massive head was misshapen and elongated, its sharp-tipped ears laid back along the skull, its chest ridged with muscle. The beast’s eyes were an incandescent, hypnotic golden green, the pupils rapidly shrinking to vertical slashes in the light. As New staggered backward in shock, he saw the creature’s claws extend; they were three inches long and curved into vicious hooks. Its mouth opened, exposing yellow fangs—and from the mouth came a high, bloodcurdling cry that sank to an eerie rattle. The body was covered with short jet-black hair, though on its underbelly the skin was gray and leathery.

Still balanced on its hind legs, the monster leaped forward in a blur of motion.

New was ready with the shotgun. The second shell exploded—but the panther had twisted suddenly to one side, ducking the pellets. It landed on all fours, whirled to attack New’s rear, and hurtled toward him.

He had no time to protect himself. Three hundred pounds of animal fury were about to crash into him.

Through his panic, a vision in his mind shone with diamond clarity: the panther flinging itself toward a wall of rough stones that stood between them. The wall was a phantom construction of crooked blue lines and angles that pulsated in the air; through it he could see the panther, and their eyes locked.

The wall’s THERE! he shouted to himself.

A guttural grunt of pain came from the beast’s throat, as its leap was blocked in midair. Some of the blue phantom stones were jarred out of place—but then Greediguts was tumbling backward. It slammed into the pickup truck’s side and whirled around in a mad circle, snapping at the air. New caught a glimpse of its tail, writhing wildly back and forth, and heard the menacing buzz of a snake’s rattles.

The blue wall was fading quickly. Holes broke open as if through smoke. On the porch, Myra was screaming for help. Greediguts shook its head violently, blinking its eyes in dazed confusion, and sprang toward the boy again.

This time New visualized pieces of jagged glass in the wall, and made it four feet thick. He could hear his brain humming and cracking like a machine. The wall strengthened, throbbing with power.

Greediguts hit it headfirst. For an awful instant the wall shook, and New feared the beast was going to rip right through. He felt the shock as if someone had struck him hard in the forehead.

The beast howled and fell back, sprawling on its side. When it scrambled to its feet, its eyes were glazed and wary, its head lowered. Through the fading wall they faced each other. New’s heart was hammering, but he stood his ground; the panther lifted its head to smell the air, and New saw a long black forked tongue dart quickly from its mouth.

The wall was as thin as silk. Threads of pain were beginning to run across New’s skull. All his attention was focused on the animal; he heard his mother’s frantic shouts as if from within a dark, distant well.

Greediguts lifted a foreleg and clawed at the air. The beast began to pace back and forth, darting in and then feinting back. Its gaze was fixed on him, and New felt the rage sear through to his soul. The panther’s eyes flared like bursts of fire.

The wall was almost gone, wisping rapidly away.

Build it back! New told himself. The wall is there, strong and thick!

It began to take on definite lines once more, stone by stone. His head was pounding, and he felt the panther’s stare on him; the thing was trying to hypnotize him. As their eyes met and locked again, New felt a terrible, cold power puncture his resolve. A dark whirlpool of dizziness began to spin around him.

Greediguts was motionless. Its tongue flicked out, disappeared again.

The wall between them trembled and started to fall apart. No! New said mentally, trying to visualize it as he had before. Build it back, strong and thick! But it was fading away, and the disrupting pain in New’s head was savage.

The panther was waiting, ready to leap.

—little man—

The soft, mocking voice had curled around New’s throat like a velvet whip.

—little man of the house—

It came from nowhere and everywhere, so cold it ached in his bones. The wall was full of holes, swaying like a spiderweb.

—little man of the house what are you going to do?

The panther sprang, its jaws opening wide. It ripped through the smoky wall, claws stretched toward the boy who stood frozen before it.

Less than three feet from slashing New’s head off, Greediguts was hit by something in the air and lifted up over New, turning end over end. New felt a freezing wave of power strike him, flinging him to the ground as the panther’s claws swiped at empty air above his head.

Greediguts was carried six feet past New, and slammed into the base of an oak tree with the sound of crunching bone. The animal roared in surprise and agony—and when it hit the ground again, it leaped into the underbrush.

New heard the thing crashing away; in another moment there was nothing but the noise of the wind in the trees. His nerves jangled, and as his mother reached him, he looked up into her stricken face and babbled, “Pa would’ve gone out long gone long gone Pa would’ve gone out …”

She sank down to her knees and held him in her arms as his mind continued to skip like a scratched record. When his feverish babbling stopped, he began sobbing hysterically.

Myra held him close. His heart was beating so hard she feared it was going to explode. Then she caught a movement from the corner of her eye and she looked toward the road.

A thin figure stood there, right at the edge of the forest. The wind was whipping through a long dark coat.

Then she knew she was crazy, because she blinked and whatever it was had vanished.

“Come on, now,” she said gently, though her voice was shaking. She could not understand what she’d seen—the monster panther leaping at her son and being knocked down in empty air—but she knew that tonight her son’s life had been saved by something she dared not question: a powerful witchcraft that lingered in the unsettled air like the acrid odor of brimstone.

The wind swirled around them, keening and pulling, coming from different directions at once. Myra helped her son to his feet, and together they walked toward the cabin. She had seen the shine of the monster’s eyes as it began to crawl from under the truck; whatever kind of thing it was, it had had sense enough to wait until New’s back was turned. He was in danger; she knew that now, saw it clearly. Though she might close her eyes to the Pumpkin Man and the other things that roamed Briartop’s woods, there was no mistaking that the creature had lured New outside to kill him. He was all she had now, and she didn’t know how to protect him.

But there was one who might.

She helped her son stagger through the door, then closed and bolted it.

At the forest’s edge, the Mountain King stood like a frail sapling, watching the Tharpe house. He had not moved during New’s confrontation with the panther, but now his shoulders stooped forward wearily, and he leaned on his twisted cane for support. He was cold, and his nose was running. Frost lay deep in his bones; in his shallow breathing he could hear the rattle of phlegm.

He waited, listening to the wind. It spoke to him of death and destruction, the world in a state of passage. Dead leaves whirled around him, and some snagged in his beard. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and thought that years ago, when he still had good sense, he could’ve slammed Greediguts against that oak so hard the hide would’ve shredded right off its bones. As it was, he’d given the panther a good hard jolt—but Greediguts would find a place to hide and lick its wounds, and by first light it would be on the prowl again.

The panther wouldn’t return here tonight. For now, the boy was safe.

But who was he? And what was his part in the battle that the Mountain King had been fighting ever since the night that comets had fallen on Briartop Mountain? Those were questions the old man couldn’t answer.

He shivered and coughed repeatedly into his hand. His lungs had begun burning lately. When his spasm was over, he started the long trek home.
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IN THE GATEHOUSE, RIX had made a disturbing discovery.

One of the books he’d brought up to his room from the library the night before was a ledger, dating from 1864, that listed the names, duties, and wages of every servant at Usherland. There were three hundred eighty-eight names, from apprentice blacksmith to master of the hounds, and everything in between.

But the volume that riveted Rix’s attention was the casebook of a Dr. Jackson Baird, director of a place called the Baird Retreat, in Pennsylvania. The Baird Retreat was a private insane asylum. The casebook, old and brittle, with many missing pages, monitored the month-to-month progress of Dr. Baird’s patient Jessamyn Usher, Ludlow’s first wife and the mother of Erik.

Rix sat at his desk, the casebook opened before him and light spilling over his right shoulder. For the past hour he’d been engrossed in a chilling account of madness, his reading interrupted only when an occasional ferocious blast of wind jarred his concentration. Jessamyn Usher, Dr. Baird wrote with a rigid hand, was brought to the Retreat in November 1886. Judging from a portrait Baird had seen when he’d visited the Lodge, Jessamyn Usher had once been an elegant young woman with curly ringlets of light brown hair and softly luminous gray eyes.

On November 23, 1886, a snarling madwoman in a strait-jacket was locked in a padded room at the Baird Retreat. She had pulled out most of her hair, her lips and tongue were mangled from being continually bitten, and her eyes were red-rimmed, burning craters in a moon-white face. Ludlow did not accompany his wife; she’d been brought by four servants, including Luther Bodane, Edwin’s grandfather. When Jessamyn was admitted to the Retreat, she was twenty-six years old, and hopelessly insane.

Rix had continued to read, fascinated by this new-found skeleton in the Usher closet. Though Jessamyn was the well-educated daughter of a millionaire New England textile manufacturer, in the seven years of her marriage to Ludlow Usher she had deteriorated into something very nearly animalistic. It was four months before Baird could even stay in the same room with her and not fear an attack. Her symptoms, Baird wrote in December 1887, included profligate violence, profanity, gnashing of teeth, garbled and meaningless prayers shouted at the top of her voice, and physical seizures “during which the unfortunate Mrs. Usher had to be bound to her bed with leather straps, her mouth stuffed with cotton, lest she bite off her tongue.”

Jessamyn’s condition, Baird wrote, seemed to have had its beginning with the birth of Erik, in April 1884. On several occasions, Jessamyn—whose favorite pastime had been working with her roses, dandelions, and camellias in the estate’s greenhouse—had tried to murder the infant.

It took Baird until the summer of 1888 to persuade the madwoman even to talk about her son. Up until that point, the name “Erik” would send her into a tirade of cursing and praying. But during that fateful summer, the storm that raged within Jessamyn’s mind began to abate—or perhaps, Rix thought, Baird had simply found the hurricane’s eye. In any case, Jessamyn was lucid at times, and gave the doctor an insight into her condition.

She had to kill Erik, she informed Dr. Baird, because he’d been touched by Satan.

Erik was still an infant when it happened, she’d said. A violent thunderstorm had awakened her after midnight; she feared the thunder and lightning almost as much as Ludlow did, because she’d been taught by her puritanical father that in the voice of thunder was the booming disapproval of an angry God, and the lightning was His spear to cut down sinners. Many times, as she huddled under the sheets while a storm raged outside, she imagined she felt the entire Lodge shake—and once the windows of her magnificent bedroom had burst after a particularly loud blast of thunder.

On this night, a frenzy of rain slashed at the Lodge. As thunder boomed and echoed, she imagined she heard the walls cracking. Somewhere in the house, glass broke: a window shattering. Rising from her bed, she went down the hallway to Erik’s nursery. And as she opened the door, she saw the thing, illuminated by a blue flare of lightning: a figure, standing over Erik’s crib, that had the shape of a husky, broad-shouldered man—but was not a man. Its flesh was a pale gray, and appeared to have the sheen of wet leather. In the lightning’s glare, Jessamyn had time to see that the creature’s hand was placed on the sleeping child’s forehead—and then the thing swiveled toward her with violent but graceful motion, like the spin of a ballet dancer.

For an instant she saw its face—cruel-featured but strangely handsome, its thin mouth twisted into a half-smile, half-sneer—and she almost swooned. Its eyes were like a cat’s: dark golden green, hypnotically intense, the pupils wide.

And before the lightning’s glow could fade, the creature had disappeared.

She screamed; the baby awakened, and began screaming too. She knew what she’d seen, and feared she was losing her mind. She could not bear to approach the baby; turning from the room, Jessamyn fled down the hallway in a panic until she fell down a flight of stairs, almost breaking her back. And there she lay until a servant found her and Ludlow was summoned from his chamber.

She’d seen the incarnation of evil touch Erik, Jessamyn told Dr. Baird. Had seen the creature place its hand on the child’s head in a gentle, protective gesture. The meaning, at least for Jessamyn, was clear: Erik had Satan’s work ahead of him. He would grow up with the mark of Satan on his brow. There was no end to the calamities he would bring upon the world if he was allowed to live. Erik had to be killed before his inherent evil manifested itself. To that end, Jessamyn tried to poison the infant, but was interrupted by his nanny; tried to throw him down a stairwell, but was restrained by Jenny Bodane, Luther’s wife and the family’s cook. After this, she was locked in her room, but got out by way of the window ledge, stole Erik from the nursery, and took him down to the roaring fireplace in the banquet hall.

Ludlow himself found her as she was about to fling Erik into the flames. As he rushed her, she picked up a poker with her free hand and slashed viciously at her husband’s head. Ludlow blocked the blow with his ebony cane, but then she struck again—with all the strength of desperation in her arm—and the poker hit Ludlow squarely across the temple, knocking him to the floor, where he lay motionless, blood pooling around his head.

Then Jessamyn held the screaming child by its neck, like an unwanted puppy, and stepped toward the fire.

But in the next instant Erik was snatched away from her. Incredibly, Ludlow had staggered up from the floor, his face a grotesque mask of blood, to save his son. Jessamyn launched herself at his throat, and they grappled before the flames. Ludlow, though dazed with pain, was able to hold her back with his cane until servants could restrain her.

All through 1888 and 1889, as Rix saw in the entries, Jessamyn’s condition fluctuated from calm lucidity to raving madness. At the end of October 1889, Dr. Baird decided to write to Ludlow Usher with the news that his wife’s condition was hopeless.

Ludlow arrived in December, in the company of Luther Bodane and two other servants, to see Jessamyn for one last time. Less than two months later, Jessamyn Usher was found dead in her room; she’d ripped open the goosedown pillow with her teeth and swallowed feathers until they were jammed in her throat, choking herself.

“Lovely,” Rix muttered when he finished the casebook. He pushed it aside as if it were covered with slime, and wondered if Ludlow would have been so eager to save Erik if he had known what lay ahead for both of them. Jessamyn’s description of the creature standing over Erik’s crib sounded like something from a Roger Corman horror flick. Of course, she was looking for an excuse to rationalize her hatred of Erik, maybe because she felt the child had come between her and Ludlow. Whatever the motivation, it was lost in the past.

Someone tapped quietly at Rix’s door, and he tensed. It was almost two o’clock—who would be prowling around except Puddin’? Boone had left around eleven for his club and the inevitable poker game. Rix went to the door, which had a chair and suitcase stacked against it, and said, “Who’s there?”

“Mrs. Reynolds. Would you open the door, please?”

Rix did as she asked. The corridor’s lights were off, and Mrs. Reynolds held a silver candelabra with four burning white candles. It was the first time Rix had seen her without the surgical mask, and his initial impression of her sturdiness was emphasized by her strong, square jawline. Still, it was obvious that caring for Walen was wearing away her rocklike constitution; her face was haggard, the candlelight illuminating dark blue hollows beneath her eyes, and fine wrinkles etched around her mouth. Her gaze was vacant, unfocused—she was running on empty.

“He sent me,” she said, accustomed to whispering. “He wants to see you.”

“Right now?”

She nodded, and he followed her along the hallway. When Rix paused to switch on the lights, she said quickly, “No. Please don’t do that. I’ve had the servants turn off most of the lights in the house.”

“Why?”

“Your father ordered it,” she explained as they walked. “He says he can’t stand the sound of electricity running through the wires.”

“What?”

“He says it’s a high, crackling whine,” Mrs. Reynolds continued. “Sometimes he can hear it more acutely, and he says it disturbs his sleep more than any other sound. I’ve been increasing his dosage of tranquilizers and sleeping pills, but they don’t have much effect on his nervous system anymore.”

They were nearing the stairs to the Quiet Room. The smell of decay—which Rix had gradually gotten used to on the other side of the house—was now so strong and sickening that he stopped at the foot of the stairs, fighting nausea. I can’t go up there again! he told himself, as his stomach quaked. Jesus Christ!

Mrs. Reynolds looked back at him from a few steps ahead, the yellow candlelight throwing her long shadow across the wall. “You’ll be all right,” she said. “Just try to breathe through your mouth.”

He followed her up, toward the white door, and put on two surgical masks and a pair of gloves; then he held the candelabra for her while she did the same. Just before Mrs. Reynolds opened the door, she took the candelabra back and blew the candles out.

The darkness enveloped him; for a terrible few seconds he felt the icy panic of being lost in the Lodge again, not knowing in which direction to move. Then she gripped his hand and led him into the Quiet Room. The door was closed noiselessly, and she guided him across the room to Walen’s bed.

The oscilloscope had been turned off. Walen’s low, irregular rasping was the only sound. Rix rapped his shin against a piece of furniture, but said nothing. Mrs. Reynolds released his hand, and he could feel himself being watched. Walen’s breathing continued until it was finally broken by a hoarse, almost unintelligible grunt. Rix had to strain to understand his father’s voice.

“Get out,” Walen commanded the nurse.

Rix didn’t hear her leave, but he knew she must have obeyed. Walen shifted—slowly, agonizingly—on the bed. He spoke, and once more Rix had to concentrate to understand: “Bitch’ll have me in diapers next.” He sighed painfully; the sound of that exhaled breath—a precious breath, let go only with hesitation—wrenched at Rix’s heart. It was such a human sound, almost gentle, as soft as smoke.

“I abhor the night,” Walen whispered. “The wind comes at night. I never listened to it before. Now I hear myself as if I’m screaming in a hurricane.”

“I’m sorry.” Though Rix had said it as quietly as possible, he heard Walen gasp. Rix flinched, his hands gripped into fists at his sides.

“Keep your voice down, damn it! Oh God … my head …”

Rix thought he heard his father sob, but it could have been a curse instead. Rix squeezed his eyes shut, his nerve about to break.

It was a minute or two before Walen spoke again. “You haven’t been up to visit in a while. What’s wrong? Do you have something better to do?”

Did the old man know what he was up to? Rix wondered. No, of course not! There was no need for paranoia. “I … thought you needed your rest.” He whispered so softly he could hardly hear himself.

This time there was no mistaking Walen’s short, harsh laugh. “My rest,” he repeated. “Oh, that’s a good one! Yes, I must have my rest!” He stopped to catch his breath, and when he spoke again his tone was more vulnerable than Rix had ever heard it. “I’m almost ready to die, Rix. This isn’t my world anymore. I’m tired … I’m so tired.”

Rix was caught off guard. Perhaps the idea of death was finally weakening Walen, but he sounded completely different from the way he had when Rix had come in here a few days before.

“How’s Margaret?” Walen asked. “Is she bearing up?”

“Pretty well.”

“I can hear Boone and Puddin’ arguing at night. At least it occupies my mind. And Katt? What’s your judgment about her?”

Judgment? Rix thought. A strange choice of words. “She’s okay.”

“And you? What about you?”

“I’m all right.”

“Yes.” The sarcasm had returned. “I’m sure you are. Damn that wind! Listen to it scream! Can’t you hear it at all?”

“No.”

“Enjoy your silence while you can, then,” Walen said bitterly. Wastes gurgled through the tubes under Walen’s bed, and he gave a mutter of disgust.

Again, Rix’s eyes were getting used to the darkness. He could see the skeletal shape lying on the bed. Across the pillow, beside Walen’s head, was the dark slash of the ebony cane. Walen’s thin arm was outstretched, the hand clenched around the cane as if he were about to strike out at something.

“What were you researching in the library before you got sick?” Rix asked; the question had come out before he could monitor it.

Walen was silent for a long moment. Then he said, “Sick? Sick? I wish I were sick. A sickness can be cured. Oh, you should’ve seen that goddamned doctor’s face when he came up here the last time! He turned as white as a fish belly, and all the time he was bending over me with his little pencil flashlight, taking my pulse and temperature and all sorts of ridiculous things! He wants me to go to a hospital.” He grunted hoarsely. “Can you imagine that? Reporters swarming around like maggots? Nurses and doctors bothering me at all hours of the day and night? I told him he was out of his mind.”

Rix nodded. Walen had pointedly avoided the question. He decided to try another angle of attack. “I’ve been in the library,” he said calmly. “I asked Edwin for the key, because I wanted something to read. I found a book in there. It was a book of nursery rhymes, and it was dedicated to Simms Usher.” He had opened the lion’s cage with the lie, and he waited for a response.

Silence from Walen.

Rix pressed on. “Today I rode over to the cemetery, with Katt. I found Simms’s grave. Why have you hidden the fact that you had a younger brother?”

Still Walen didn’t reply.

“What happened to him? How did he die?” He was curious as to whether Walen’s story would jibe with Wheeler Dunstan’s.

“What are you doing?” Walen asked finally. “Tearing the library apart?”

“No. I didn’t think you’d mind if I went inside and looked around.”

“I do mind! Edwin was a fool to let you in there without asking me first!”

“Why? Are you trying to hide something?”

“Those documents in there … are very fragile. I don’t want them disturbed. Before I ‘got sick,’ as you put it, I was reading through some materials for a business project.”

Rix frowned, puzzled. “What do family documents have to do with a project for Usher Armaments?”

“It’s nothing that concerns you. But since you ask about Simms, I’ll tell you; I haven’t hidden anything. Simms was my younger brother, yes. He was retarded. He died when he was a child. That’s the end of it.”

“How did he die? Natural causes?”

“Yes. No … wait. It had something to do with the woods. I haven’t thought of Simms in a long time, and it’s hard for me to recall things. Simms died in the woods. He was killed by an animal. Yes, that’s it. Simms wandered into the woods, and a wild animal killed him.”

“What kind of animal?”

“I don’t know. That was a long time ago. What does it matter now?”

Why indeed? Rix thought, then said, “I don’t suppose it does.”

“Simms was retarded,” Walen repeated. “He liked to chase butterflies, but he’d never catch the damned things. I remember … when they brought what was left of him to the Lodge. I saw the body before Father pushed me away. There were flowers clutched in his hand. Yellow dandelions. He was picking flowers when the animal jumped him! I remember how much Mother cried. Father locked himself in his study. Well … that was a long time ago.”

Rix was disappointed. There was no mystery about Simms’s death, after all. Walen had never mentioned Simms because it was obvious he’d never fully recognized his younger brother as a human being, just as a retarded simpleton who was picking flowers when he was killed.

“I called you up here,” Walen said, “because I want to announce something to the family through you. At breakfast you will inform them that there will be no more electric lights burning in this house. All electric appliances will be cut back as much as possible. I can’t control the sound of the wind, or of heartbeats or of goddamned rats scratching in the walls—but sometimes I can hear electrical current running through the wires. Twice today it happened. The sound grates on every bone in my body. Do you understand?”

“I know they won’t like it.”

“I don’t care what they like or don’t like!” he hissed. “While I’m alive, I’m still the head of this house! Do you understand?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Good. Then do it. You can go now.”

Feeling like a dismissed servant, Rix started to thread his way through the darkness to the door; but then he stopped and turned toward Walen again.

“What is it?”

“I’ll do the favor for you if you’ll do one for me. I’d like to know about Boone’s talent agency.”

“His talent agency? What about it?”

“That’s what I’m asking. You put up the money for it. What does the agency do?”

“It contracts and hires out talent. What do you think?”

Rix smiled thinly behind the two surgical masks. “What kind of talent? Actors? Singers? Dancers?”

“That’s business between Boone and myself, and none of your concern.”

Rix’s senses sharpened. Walen’s evasiveness told him he was walking on forbidden ground, and he was determined to find out why. “Is it something so bad you don’t want anyone else knowing?” he asked. “What’s brother Boone into? Pornography?”

“I said you can go now,” Walen rasped irritably.

It dawned on Rix that whatever Boone was doing, Walen didn’t want Katt or Margaret knowing. Maybe that was another reason Puddin’ wasn’t allowed to leave the estate—not only did she know too much about the Usher family, she had learned what Boone’s talent agency did. “I can find out from Puddin’,” he said calmly. “And I’m sure Mom would like to hear all about it.” He started toward the door again.

“Wait.”

He paused. “Well?”

“You’ve always despised Boone, haven’t you?” Walen whispered. “Why? Because he’s got more guts than ten of you? You’ve brought me nothing but shame. Even when you were a boy, I saw how spineless you were.” The cold cruelty in his father’s voice stabbed Rix. His stomach tightened in his effort to inure himself to the pain of Walen’s contempt. “You never fought back. You let Boone step on you like a piece of dogshit. Oh, I watched you. I know. Now you’ve got hate festering in you, and you don’t know how to let it out, so you want to hurt me. You never were anything, and you never—”

Rix stepped forward. Anger shattered his tense self-control. His face flamed, and he almost shouted, but at the last second he clenched his teeth together. “You know, Dad,” he said in a barely checked whisper, “I’ve always thought the Gatehouse looked great all lit up. I could probably go from room to room right now and make this house shine like a Christmas tree.” Shame stabbed at him, but he couldn’t stop himself, nor at the moment did he want to; he had to go on, to fight back, cruelty against cruelty. “Think of all that electricity running through the wires! Wouldn’t that be great? Have you taken your tranquilizers lately, Dad?”

“You wouldn’t do it. You haven’t got the courage.”

“I’m sorry”—Rix raised his voice to a normal speaking level, and Walen convulsed—“I didn’t hear that. The agency. What does it do?” There were tears of rage in his eyes, and his heart was hammering. “Tell me!”

“Quiet! Oh God!” Walen moaned.

Rix mouthed the words with slow exaggeration: “Tell me.”

“Your … brother … contracts performers. Entertainers … for shows.”

“What kind of shows?”

Walen suddenly lifted his head from the pillow. His body was trembling violently. “Sideshows!” he said. “Boone’s agency … finds freaks for carnival sideshows! Get out! Get out of my sight!”

Rix had already found the door. He stumbled on the stairs in the darkness, and almost fell. Mrs. Reynolds was waiting in the corridor with her newly lit candelabra, and as Rix tore the masks off his face he told her she could return to the Quiet Room, that his father had finished with him.

When she was gone, Rix leaned against the wall, fighting nausea. His temples were aching violently, and he pressed the palms of his hands against them.

What he had just done repulsed him. He felt unclean, tainted by Walen’s decay. It was something, he realized, that Walen himself might have done, or Erik, or any of the Usher men who’d gone before them. But he wasn’t like them! Dear God, he wasn’t!

It took a few minutes for the sickness to pass. The headache lingered longer, then slowly faded away.

Left within him was a cold, unaccustomed excitement.

It was a new-found sensation of power.

Rix breathed deeply of the reeking air, and then he moved away into the darkness.



Five

TIME WILL TELL THE TALE
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GRAY CLOUDS WERE SCUDDING across the sun as Raven Dunstan guided her stuttering Volkswagen up Briartop Mountain. An occasional strong gust of wind parted the trees and hit the car, and the tires slipped on a thick layer of decomposing leaves.

She’d found Clint Perry’s house about an hour before, and told the man where she wanted to go. Perry—a lean, hawk-nosed man in overalls—had looked at her as if she were crazy. It was a long haul up there, he’d warned her, and the only road was so bad it had busted the bottom out of his truck when he’d gone up with Sheriff Kemp a couple of months before. Raven insisted that Perry draw her a map, and offered him twenty dollars to go with her, but he said—nervously, it seemed to Raven—that he had better things to do than to go running all over the mountain.

She’d already climbed well past the Tharpe house, passing other rundown shacks hidden in shadowy hollows. She came to the crossroads that Perry had indicated on the map, and took the road that branched off to the left. Almost at once the wheels of her car were being battered by potholes. The road reared up so steeply she was sure the car couldn’t make it, but she fought the gears and was rewarded when the grade leveled off. To the left, through breaks in the forest, she could look over the side of Briartop onto Usherland. The chimneys and spires of Usher’s Lodge speared through thin, low-lying clouds.

The torture to her car went on for another mile or more, and she cursed her stupidity at coming up here. Then, abruptly, she turned a wooded bend and the road stopped at a group of large boulders. A path snaked between the rocks and vanished into the forest.

Following the directions Perry had given her, Raven left her car and walked up the path. It was steep, and her leg was aching before she’d gone thirty yards. Coils of thorns curled from the woods; the vegetation on either side of the path was impenetrable. But then, at the crest of the rise, Raven caught her first glimpse of the ruined town that stood atop the mountain.

To call it a town. Raven realized, was a wild exaggeration. Perhaps it had been a small settlement of some kind more than a hundred years ago, but now all that remained were piles of stones, a jutting chimney here and there, and an occasional standing wall. A couple of stone structures were still mostly intact, but only one of those had any semblance of a roof, and the other had gaping holes in its walls. Oddly, the ruins were not overgrown with weeds, thorns, and kudzu vines; though a few straggly bushes had struggled up from the dark, bare earth, the ruins sat at the center of a clearing strewn with rocks. Even the sparse trees that had taken root around the ruins looked dead and petrified, their leafless branches frozen into weird angles. The place appeared desolate, totally deserted for many, many years.

Raven was cold; she lifted the collar of her corduroy jacket around her neck. If indeed an old man lived up here, she wondered, how in the world did he survive? Raven followed the path into the ruins. Her boots crunched on the brittle ground; she stopped, bent down, and scooped up a handful of earth.

Bits of glass glittered in her palm. She let the earth sift between her fingers, then stood up again. As she walked amid the ruins, Raven saw that most of the crumbling stones resembled lumps of coal. Sometime in the past, a fire of brutal heat had burned here. She moved aside fallen leaves with her foot, and looked down at clumps of glass in the ground.

And then she walked around to the far side of a standing wall, and stopped. On the black stones was the pale gray silhouette of a human being, arms splayed as if in impact with the wall. The body was contorted like a question mark. At the figure’s feet was another shape, barely recognizable as a human being, lifting one arm as if in supplication.

A nearby jumble of loose stones caught her attention. She bent down carefully, because of the pain in her leg. One of the stones had a rusted nail driven into it. Another showed the outline of a hand and wrist.

Raven ran her fingers over the stone. She was reminded of pictures she’d seen in a book about Hiroshima. In those photos, outlines of the atomic bomb victims were left burned into walls—just as these figures were. Whatever had happened here, Raven thought uneasily, the results—the silhouettes, the black stones, the ground burned to clumps of glass—were uncannily similar.

Raven rose to her feet. What kind of destruction had left its mark here? And when? Why was this town built on top of the mountain? Who were its inhabitants?

She was pondering those questions when she turned away from the rubble and found the old man standing about ten feet away, next to the scorched wall.

He was leaning on his twisted cane, his head cocked so that he could see through his good eye. His ragged clothes were filthy, and the wind buffeted the long dark coat he wore. “Find somethin’ of interest?” he asked, his hard gaze drilling through her.

It was the same old man that Raven had almost hit on the road. “I … didn’t know you were there.”

He grunted. “Watched you look at that wall. Watched you bend over them stones. I been right here.”

Impossible, Raven thought. If so, why hadn’t she seen him when she’d walked around the wall in the first place?

“Who are you?” he asked. “What do you want here?”

“My name’s Raven Dunstan. I own the Foxton Democrat.” There was no recognition in that single staring eye. “The newspaper down in Foxton,” she explained. “I’ve come up to find you.”

“You’ve found me, then.” He glanced in the direction from which she’d come. “You climb up the mountain in that little yaller car? Wind’ll pick that thing up and toss it clear down to Usherland.”

Again, Raven was puzzled. The car wasn’t visible from here. How did he know it was yellow? “The road’s not too good, but I made it. Do you live alone here?”

“Alone,” he replied. “And not alone. What’s troublin’ your leg?”

“I … hurt it, a long time ago. In an accident.”

“You were a little girl,” he said, stating a fact, and touched her knee tentatively with his cane.

“Yes.” She stepped away from him. A sharp spasm of pain pierced her knee.

He nodded, hawked, and spat phlegm on the ground. When he breathed deeply again, Raven could hear the rumble of fluids in his lungs. His complexion was a chalky yellow. She stared at the network of scars that covered almost all of his face; the right eye was gone. The left eye, though covered with a thin gray film, was pale green and held a gleam of crafty intelligence. He was very thin, shivering a bit in the cold, and she had no idea how old he was; he could be anywhere from seventy to a hundred. One thing she was certain of: he was sick.

“Chilly out here in the open,” the Mountain King said, and nodded toward the sky. “Weather’s changin’. Clouds creepin’ in before the wind. Be a storm directly.” He lifted his cane off the ground with a trembling hand and pointed toward the shelter that still had the remnants of a roof. “That’s my house. It’ll be warmer inside there.” Without waiting for her, he turned away and started toward it, picking his path with the cane.

Raven was appalled by the old man’s living conditions, but the walls did block the wind. There were a few charred pieces of wood in the cold fireplace. Empty cans littered the floor. A mattress on the floor was covered with a tattered orange blanket, and newspapers poked out from underneath it. The place, to Raven’s way of thinking, was thoroughly disgusting.

The Mountain King eased himself down to sit on the mattress. Raven heard his bones creak. He had a fit of coughing that went on for a minute or so, then he spat in an empty peach can beside the bed. His face crinkled distastefully. “I can’t pee,” he said in a wounded tone. “I wish I could, but I can’t.”

“There’s a doctor at the clinic in Foxton who might be able to help you.”

“A doctor?” the old man snapped. He snorted and spat into the can again. “Doctors are licensed killers. They put pills and needles in you. I won’t go to Foxton. Too many people. I’ll stay where I am.”

“How long have you been sick?”

“Since the comets fell,” he answered. “I don’t never recall not bein’ sick. It comes and goes. Still cold in here, ain’t it?” He cocked his good eye toward the fireplace.

Raven felt the rush of heat at her back before she heard the sudden whoosh! of flame. Startled, she whirled toward the fireplace. The logs were burning. The old man hadn’t touched them, but they were afire. “How … did you do that?” she asked.

“Do what?”

“The fire. How did you … light the fire?”

“Hush!” The Mountain King grasped his cane and stood up. It took him a little while longer to straighten his back, and he hissed with pain. Cans and bottles rolled around his feet as he hobbled to the door and peered out. “Somebody’s comin’,” he announced. “Two people. Woman and man. No. Woman and boy. Comin’ up the road. Boy’s drivin’. It’s him.” He paused, his cane thrust out before him like an antenna. “Yep,” he said. “It’s him, all right.”

Raven was still staring at the burning logs; her senses were spinning, and she’d barely heard what the old man had said. She held her hands out toward the heat to test its reality.

“The woman sees that yaller car,” the old man muttered. “She knows it. She wants to go back down the mountain.” He glanced quickly at Raven. “She don’t like you worth a tinker’s damn.”

“Who?” Raven rubbed the side of her head with numbed fingers. “Mrs. Tharpe?”

“Yep. She’s scairt of you.” He paused, then grunted with satisfaction. “The boy’s got more sense. They’re comin’ up the trail.” The Mountain King hobbled out to meet them.

Left alone, Raven backed away from the fireplace. She felt oddly off balance, trespassing in an alien world that did not conform to her laws of reality. The old man hadn’t touched those logs … yet they’d burst into flame; he’d known someone was coming from a distance of a hundred yards or more; he’d even verified that Myra Tharpe feared her. What kind of man was he, and why did he choose to live alone in these ruins? Raven looked around the disordered house. Buckets had been placed under holes in the roof to catch leaks. Dead leaves, bottles, and cans were scattered everywhere.

Her gaze came to rest on the mattress, and slowly she came to realize something that she hadn’t before.

Beneath the orange blanket was the vague outline of a body.

Raven stared at it without moving. Then, slowly, she approached the mattress and pulled the blanket back.

Underneath was a hodgepodge of rags, newspaper and magazine pages. A damp, moldy smell drifted up. The figure was more apparent now, buried beneath the rags and papers. Raven allowed her hand to knock one of the rags to the floor. There were more papers beneath. She grasped the edge of a yellowed newspaper page and carefully lifted it.

She found herself looking at a frail, skeletal hand and arm.

The displacement of another clump of rags revealed part of a small ribcage.

The Mountain King, Raven realized as she stepped quickly away from the mattress, was sleeping with a skeleton in his bed.

The fire spat sparks. Raven looked over her shoulder and saw the old man standing just inside the doorway. How long he’d been there she didn’t know, but he seemed uninterested in her now; he crossed the room to warm himself before the flames, and coughed several times to loosen the congestion in his lungs.

In another moment, New Tharpe came into the house; he was bundled in a sweater and brown jacket, his face very pale except for the faint red lines where the thorn scratches were healing. He carried a paper sack. Myra Tharpe stopped in the doorway, her mouth twisting bitterly. “Well now,” she said, “looky here. I seen that car of yours down there. If New hadn’t talked me into stayin’, we’d be long gone by now. Seems you turn up like a bad penny, don’t you?”

“I do my best.”

Myra entered the house, her nose wrinkling. She stood near the door, her back protected by a wall. Her small, frightened eyes darted between Raven and the Mountain King. “Give him what we brung, New.”

New offered him the sack. The old man took it tentatively, looked inside, and then carried it over to a corner where he dumped the contents on the floor. More canned food rattled out.

“Didn’t have no peaches,” Myra said nervously as he picked through the cans. “Brung you some mixed fruit, though. And a couple cans of beef stew.”

The Mountain King had selected the mixed fruit. He shook it and held it to his ear.

“It’s fresh,” Myra assured him. “Bought it just a few days ago, down at the market in Foxton.”

He grunted, obviously satisfied. His eye was fixed on the boy. “New. Is that your name?”

“Yes sir. Newlan Tharpe.” New was trembling inside, but he was determined not to show it. When he and his mother were walking up the path, the Mountain King had suddenly appeared behind them. Then, without a word, he’d led them up through the ruins to this desolate old place. New’s mother had raised hell when she’d recognized Raven Dunstan’s car, but New had soothed her; since they’d come up this far, they might as well go on. What did it matter that the newspaperwoman was up in the ruins too? Myra had said it mattered a lot, but the appearance of the Mountain King had stopped further argument.

“How old are you?”

“Fifteen, sir.”

“You know how old I am?” the old man asked, with a trace of pride. “I was born in … let me think … I was born in nineteen-ought-nine. When I was fifteen, I …” His voice trailed off. Then he said, “I was right here. That was after the comets fell. I’m not clear in the head no more. But I recall the year I was fifteen, because that was the year Lizbeth turned eleven … and he almost snatched her.”

“Lizbeth?” Raven glanced toward the mattress.

“My sister. It was her and me, after the comets fell. We come up here together. That was in …” He frowned, trying to remember, and then shook his head. “A long time past.”

“Who almost snatched her?” New asked. “The Pumpkin Man?”

“New!” his mother warned.

“Him,” the old man said. “The Pumpkin Man. The Briartop Stalker. The Child Snatcher. Whatever you want to call him. I know him for what he really is: an agent of the Devil himself. Lizbeth and me set us some traps for rabbits. She went out near dusk to see what we’d caught. She come out through the woods and seen him, standin’ so close she could’ve touched him. He grabbed at her, and she took to runnin’. She could hear him right behind her, gettin’ closer and closer; she said he could run like the wind, and not thorns nor vines nor nothin’ slowed him down. Lizbeth run so fast she couldn’t hardly get no breath. And all the time he was callin’ for her to stop, to lay down and rest because she was tired, and there wasn’t no use in tryin’ to get away.”

“He spoke to her?” Raven asked.

The old man tapped the side of his head. “In here. She heard him in here. She said his voice was like a cool stream on a hot day, and he made you want to lay down and rest. But she knew who he was, and that he was tryin’ to trick her. So she didn’t listen; every time she wanted to stop runnin’, she thought of that sound the comets made when they was comin’ down, and that kept her goin’. She didn’t stop till she’d come back here, and she never went out without me again.”

“Lizbeth saw his face? What did he look like?”

“His face … changed.” The old man had placed one finger atop the can of mixed fruit, pressing here and there as if he were trying to poke through the tin. “First he had a face, and then he didn’t. Lizbeth said she seen the white of his skin … and then his face was gone. There was nothin’ but a hole where his face should’ve been.” He turned his attention to the boy again, tilting his head to one side. “You’ve seen him, too. Ain’t you?”

“Yes,” New replied.

“And his black cat, Greediguts. He come a-callin’ last night, didn’t he?”

“Yes.” New felt as helpless as a lock under a key; he could sense the Mountain King picking and probing at him, gradually springing him open.

“Your ma’s afraid,” the Mountain King said softly. “Powerful afraid. There’s been a fear in her heart for a long time. It makes her near ’bout blind. But you—you’re just beginnin’ to see clear, ain’t you?

“I don’t know.”

“Tharpe,” the old man whispered. His breathing was a low rumble of congestion. “Tharpe. The man who lived in that house was your pa?”

New nodded.

“And what was his name?”

“Bobby,” Myra offered.

“Bobby Tharpe. I seen him, comin’ and goin’. Sometimes I stood all night in the woods across the road from your house, just watchin’. I followed him to the Tongue, and saw him look down on Usherland. I knew what was in his mind, callin’ and tauntin’ him. I followed him many a time when he left his house and walked the woods. Oh, he never saw me—but I was there, all the same. Once he went down from Briartop to that Lodge, and he stood on the shore and he wanted to go inside so bad he could hardly stand it; but he resisted. I helped him resist, ’cause I knew he couldn’t do it alone. Just like you couldn’t get out of them thorns alone, boy. Nor could you hold back Greediguts alone.”

“What?” New whispered.

“I don’t know nothin’ about you,” the Mountain King continued, “just like I didn’t know nothin’ about your pa. But I do know the Lodge wanted him; and I know it wants you, as well. I seen you on the Tongue, too. I seen the way you stared down at that house, a-wantin’ to walk its halls and run your fingers over that fine marble. Greediguts didn’t come to kill you last night; it came to test you, to find out if you’re stone or paper. Before your pa died, he was weakenin’. You ought to give thanks he is dead—’cause he was about to go into that Lodge, and what he would’ve come back out as … you wouldn’t want to know.”

Raven shook her head, utterly confused. To her, the old man was speaking gibberish. Was he insane, or was she? “No one lives in Usher’s Lodge,” she said. “It’s empty.”

“I didn’t say no person lived in there, woman!” the Mountain King told her scornfully. His gaze flicked toward her like a whip, then back to the boy. “Ain’t no person wanted your pa. Ain’t no person wants you. That Lodge is more than halls and fine marble, boy. It’s got a black heart, and a voice like a knife in the night. I know—’cause it’s been workin’ at me ever since the comets fell. Chidin’, a-tauntin’ and callin’ me, slippin’ through my dreams, tryin’ to strangle me. Just like it did to your pa, and like it’s doin’ to you. Only I’m an old man, and pert’ soon Greediguts is gonna slip up to my house and I’ll be too weak to hold it off. That’ll be the end of me; but the Lodge wants you now. Like it wanted your pa.”

The old man gripped his walking stick tightly. His eye was unflinching. “He was about to give in, boy. The stones he’d built in his soul were comin’ apart at the seams. That’s why … I had to make sure he couldn’t listen no more.”

Myra sucked in her breath. New hadn’t moved, but now his heart was pounding.

“I killed him, boy,” the Mountain King said quietly. “Surely as if I’d put a gun to his head and blowed his brains out. He come upon me on his way down the mountain, the day it happened. I knew the kind of work he did. He was weak, so it didn’t take much; all he had to do was fill up a tire with air—and keep fillin’ it till it blew up in his face. He never even knowed what he was doin’.”

New was silent; all the blood had rushed from his face, and blue veins throbbed at his temple. It was Myra who spoke first, in an incredulous, hoarse voice: “You … you ain’t nothin’ but a crazy old man!” She came up behind her son. “You didn’t even know my Bobby! Ain’t nothin’ special about you! You’re just a crazy old liar!”

“Look at me, boy,” the Mountain King commanded. He thrust his cane out and rested it beneath New’s chin. “You know if I’m lyin’ or not, don’t you?”

New brushed the cane aside. He looked helplessly at Raven, and started to speak, but then his voice cracked and he stood there dumbfounded, his sallow face mirroring the battle of emotions within him. He forced himself to return the old man’s gelid stare. “You’re … a crazy old man,” New said, with an obvious effort. “Ain’t nothin’ to you a-tall!” Abruptly he turned and left the house; Myra shot a poisonous glance at Raven and hurried after her son.

The Mountain King sighed deeply. His lungs rattled, and he fended off a fit of coughing. “He knows,” he said when he’d recovered his breath. “He didn’t want to say it before his ma, but he knows.”

And you’re as nutty as a Christmas fruitcake, Raven thought. The shape of the skeleton under those rags and papers sent a shiver up her spine. She’d assumed it was the old man’s sister—but what if it wasn’t? What if it was the skeleton of one of those children whose pictures were on the posters she’d had printed up? “When did your sister die?” she asked.

“I don’t know the year,” he said wearily, and rubbed his good eye. “She was twenty years old … or twenty-two. I can’t recall. You seen her bones.”

“Why didn’t you bury her?”

“Didn’t want nothin’ gettin’ to her. Swore I’d protect her, and that’s what I did.” He hobbled over to the bed, lifted the tattered blanket, and reached under a mass of rags. “Didn’t want the thing that killed her to chew her bones.” He withdrew a small skull that had been all but crushed; the lower jaw was missing, the nasal area smashed in. “The pant’er did this. Caught her in broad daylight, at the stream.” Gently he set the skull down again and picked up the can of mixed fruit he’d set aside. “The boy knows,” he muttered. “He knows.”

“Knows what?”

The Mountain King stared at her, and smiled thinly. “That he’s like me,” he said, thrusting his forefinger through the top of the can as if it were wet cardboard. He withdrew the finger and licked fruit syrup off.

Raven had had enough. She fled the house. Behind her she could hear the old man laughing; his laughter erupted into spasmodic coughing. She ran past the figures on the wall, over the ground that had been scorched to glass, and she never looked back.

When she reached her car, she received a new shock.

The Volkswagen now faced downhill. Something had picked up the car and turned it around. She slid quickly under the steering wheel and started the car.

She was almost halfway down Briartop when she realized she’d run through the ruins.

Her limp was gone.
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WHEN WHEELER DUNSTAN OPENED the front door, Rix offered him the Baird Retreat’s casebook. Dunstan paged carefully through it, taking his own sweet time, and then he motioned Rix inside without a word.

Dunstan put the casebook on a table and began filling his corncob pipe with tobacco. “I had a call from Mr. Bodane this mornin’,” he finally said. “He verified what Raven told me about you, that you’re a published writer. Called the library yesterday to see if they had any of Jonathan Strange’s books over there. They didn’t. So I sent one of the fellas from the Democrat over to the bookstore at Crockett Mall.” His wheelchair whirred across the room to a bookshelf, and he showed Rix the paperback copies of Congregation and Fire Fingers. “Read a little bit out of each of them last night. They ain’t too bad—but they ain’t too good, either.”

“Thank you,” Rix said dryly.

“So.” Dunstan turned the wheelchair around and regarded him thoughtfully through a haze of pipe smoke. “You want to help us with the book, and you figure I’ll go for the idea since you’re a published writer.”

“Something like that.”

“This is a project I’ve been workin on for a long time. I suppose you could say”—his mouth curved to one side—“that it’s a labor of love. Raven and I are a good team. I’m not so sure we need another member.”

“Maybe you don’t,” Rix agreed, “but I’ve shown you how serious I am about this. I’m taking a hell of a risk by coming here. I had to sneak out after lunch like a thief. I can get you whatever you need from the Gatehouse library. I can help you with the writing. And most important, an Usher name on the cover will give it credibility. Have you thought about that?”

Dunstan didn’t reply, but Rix saw his eyes narrow almost imperceptibly. He had scored a point, Rix thought. “I brought you the casebook. And I’ve told you what you wanted to know, haven’t I?”

The other man grunted. “I’ve known about the Baird Retreat for months. I digested that material and returned the book to Mr. Bodane. Sorry, I’m still not sold. I can’t figure out exactly why you want to help so badly.” His teeth were clamped around the pipe’s stem like a bulldog’s. “If you think you’re gonna waltz in here and get your hands on the manuscript—maybe screw it up, for all I know—you’re wrong, my friend.”

This was like trying to find a chink in a granite wall. “Edwin trusts me,” Rix said, nettled. “Why won’t you?”

“Because I’m not the trustin’ type.”

“Okay, fine. Then what can I do to make you trust me?”

Dunstan pondered the question. He rolled the chair over to the bay window and watched gray-bellied clouds scudding across the sky, then looked at Rix. “Mr. Bodane entered this deal with the stipulation that he supply documents only—no verbal information. In his own way, I guess he’s still bein’ loyal to Walen. I admire that. He wouldn’t tell me what Walen’s condition was, and that’s why I had to find out from you. I’ve got some questions that need answers: things that connect events of Usher history. And only an Usher can give me the answers.”

“Try me.”

Dunstan motioned toward a chair, and Rix sat down. “Okay. I want to know about the cane. The black cane with the silver lion’s-head. Why’s it so important to your family? Where’d it come from, and why does every patriarch carry it like some kind of royal scepter?”

“As far as I know, Hudson Usher brought it with him from Wales. Old Malcolm probably carried it, too. I think whoever possesses it is recognized by the family as the head of the estate and the business. There’s no secret about that.”

“Maybe not,” Dunstan said, “but maybe it’s more than that, too.” He let smoke leak from the corner of his mouth. “The cane wasn’t always in your family. It was stolen once, from Aram Usher—your great-great-grandfather—and was lost for almost twenty years. In those twenty years, your family had more than its share of bad luck: Aram was killed in a duel, his son Ludlow was almost killed several times, Ludlow’s half-sister, Shann, had a career tragedy, Usherland was overrun by Union troops, and your family’s steamboat, railroad, and textile businesses went bust.”

This rush of information was startling to Rix. “Are you suggesting there’s a connection between all that and the cane?”

“Nope. Just speculatin’. That was probably the most disastrous period of Usher history. The only thing that didn’t suffer too much was the armaments business. That rolled in a fortune during the Civil War—especially since Usher Armaments sold rifles, bullets, and artillery pieces to both sides. Old Aram was smart. His heart might’ve belonged to the South, but he knew the North was gonna clean house.”

“Who stole the cane?” Rix asked, intrigued by these new facts of Usher history. “A servant?”

“No. An octoroon gambler from New Orleans named Randolph Tigré. Or at least that was one of his names. I say ‘stole’ only figuratively. Aram’s second wife, Cynthia Cordweiler Usher, gave it to him.”

“Why?”

“He was blackmailin’ her. She was the widow of Alexander Hamilton Cordweiler, who owned steamboat lines, a network of railroads, and a big chunk of the Chicago stockyards. Cordweiler was sixty-four when he married her; she was eighteen.”

“Blackmailing her? What for?”

Dunstan’s pipe had gone out, and he took a few seconds to relight it. “Because,” he said, “Cynthia Cordweiler Usher—your great-great-grandmother—was a murderess.” He smiled faintly at Rix’s grim expression. “I can tell you the story, if you want to hear it. I’ve put together bits and pieces from various sources, and I’ve had to guess at some of it—from what happened later.” He raised his bushy eyebrows. “Well? Got the nerve to hear it, or not?”

“Go ahead,” Rix replied.

“Good. It starts in the summer of 1858. Ludlow was about four weeks old. Aram was in Washington on business. If he’d been home, things might’ve taken a different turn. Anyway, a gentleman caller came to the Lodge. He waited downstairs while a servant took his calling card up to Cynthia’s bedroom …”

The smoke swirled around Wheeler Dunstan’s head as he spoke. Rix listened intently, and imagined that in the blue whorls of smoke were faces—the ghosts of the past, gathering around them in the room. The smoke formed pictures; the Lodge on a sunny summer’s day, light streaming through the windows and across the hardwood floors. A lovely, strong-featured woman in bed, with an infant suckling at her breast. And a card in her trembling hand that gave the name of Randolph Tigré.

* * *

“Send him away,” Cynthia Usher told her maid, a strapping young black woman named Righteous Jordan. “I’m occupied with my son.”

“I told him you wasn’t gonna see him, ma’am,” she said; Righteous stood almost six feet tall and had a stomach as wide as a barrel. “Told him right to his face, but he say it don’t matter, that I was to give you his card.”

“You have. Now go back downstairs and tell him to—”

“Good morning, Mrs. Usher.” It was a soft, silken voice that raised goosebumps on Cynthia’s arms. Righteous whirled around indignantly. Randolph Tigré, wearing a natty tan suit and carrying a thin riding crop, was leaning casually in the doorway. His teeth gleamed in his handsome, coffee-and-cream-colored face.

“Lord God!” Righteous tried to block the man’s view. “Don’t you have no decency?”

“I don’t like waiting, so I followed you up here. Mrs. Usher and I are old … acquaintances. You can leave us now.”

Righteous’s cheeks swelled at such impertinence. It was bad enough that this man had talked his way through the front gate—but for him to be standing there while Mrs. Usher was feeding her little baby was downright scandalous. He was smiling like a cat, and Righteous’s first impulse was to pick him up and heave him down the stairs. What stopped her from doing so was the fact that he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen; the large topaz stickpin in the center of his black cravat was the exact color of his keen, deepset eyes, and he had a neatly trimmed mustache and beard. The creamy hue of his flesh made Righteous appear, by contrast, to have recently bathed in India ink. He wore tan calfskin gloves, and English riding boots polished to a high, warm luster. To be a free man of color was one thing, Righteous thought, but for him to flaunt himself openly in these troubled times was begging for a beating. “Get yourself out of here while Mrs. Usher arranges herself!” Righteous snapped protectively.

Cynthia had laid the infant down on a silk-brocaded pillow, and now she calmly buttoned her gown to the throat.

“I’m not the coalstove stoker, Missy,” Tigré said. His eyes had flashed like warning beacons, and there was a shade of menace in his voice. “Don’t use that tone with me. Tell her, Mrs. Usher. We’re old friends, aren’t we?”

“It’s all right,” Cynthia said. Righteous looked at her incredulously. “Mr. Tigré and I … know each other. You can leave us alone now.”

“Ma’am? Leave you alone up here? In your bedchamber?”

“Yes. But I want you to return in a quarter of an hour … to escort Mr. Tigré out of the Lodge. Run on, now.”

The black woman snorted and stormed out. Randolph Tigré stepped aside as she passed, and gave a hint of a bow. Then he closed the door and turned toward Cynthia Usher with a cool, insolent smile. “Hello, Cindy,” he said softly. “You look breathtaking.”

“What the hell are you doing here? Are you insane?”

“Now, now, that’s not proper language for a lady of leisure, is it?” He strolled around the sumptuous bedroom, his hands exploring the textures of blue velvet, carved mahogany, and Belgian lace. He lifted a jade vase from her dressing table and examined the intricate workmanship. “Exquisite,” he murmured. “You’re a woman of your word, Cindy. You always vowed you’d own exquisite things someday—and now look at you, mistress of Usherland.”

“My husband will be returning shortly. I advise you to—”

Tigré laughed quietly. “No, Cindy. Mr. Aram Usher left for Washington by train yesterday morning. I followed his coach to the station. He’s a nice-looking man. But then … your head was always turned by a wide pair of shoulders and a tight pair of trousers, wasn’t it?” He plucked a hand-painted Japanese fan from its ceramic stand and stretched it open, admiring the colors. “You’ve struck it rich again, haven’t you? First Alexander Cordweiler—and now Aram Usher.” Tigré nodded toward the gurgling infant. “His, I assume?”

“You must be out of your mind to set foot on this estate!”

“In fact, I’ve never been more sane. Don’t I look fine?” He showed her his matching topaz cufflinks, and produced a gold pocket watch studded with diamonds. “I was always lucky at cards. The gaming boats that run from New Orleans to St. Louis are packed with sheep who bleat to be sheared. I’m happy to oblige them. Of course … sometimes my luck needs a helping hand.” He opened his waistcoat and patted the small pistol he carried in a leather holster. “Your husband produces fine guns.”

“Either state your business, or get out of my house.” Her voice shook and she was speared with shame.

Tigré walked over to the far side of the room, peering out the windows upon the lake. “I have a present for you,” he said. He turned and flipped something—a silver coin, sparkling in the sunlight that spilled through the window—onto the bed. It landed at her side. Cynthia reached for it—but her hand froze in midair. Her fingers slowly curled into a fist.

“It’s a reminder of the good old days, Cindy. I thought seeing it would please you.”

She had recognized the object. How he’d gotten one of them, she didn’t know, but her business-honed mind rapidly grasped the situation: the little silver coin could destroy her life.

Tigré’ came to the foot of the bed. She caught the odors of his pungent cologne and minty brilliantine—old, familiar aromas that, to her horror, made her heart beat faster. She pulled her knees protectively to her chest under the sheet.

“You’ve missed me, haven’t you?” he asked. “Yes. I can tell. I could always read your eyes. That’s why we were such a good team. You would entertain the customers with your stories and laughter—and then the judgment of God would fall on their heads. I never missed once with that hammer, did I? But they died happy, Cindy; you needn’t fear the fires of hell.”

The baby began crying. Cynthia held Ludlow close. “That was a long time ago. I’m not the same woman.”

“Of course not. How many millions did you inherit from Cordweiler? Ten? Twenty? Your riverboats are comfortable, I’ll say that. I play my best games of poker on the Bayou Moon.” Slowly his smile began to fade. A thin sneer replaced it, and Tigré played his fingers over the leather riding crop. “You never answered my letters. I began to have the feeling you didn’t want to see me again. After all, I introduced you to Cordweiler … or have you forgotten? Tell me something—how did you do it? Rat poison in his cake? Arsenic in his coffee?”

She stared icily at him. Ludlow strained at her bosom.

“No matter,” he said, with a curt wave of his hand. “However it was done, you covered your tracks well. Which, brings me to another question: When are you going to murder Aram Usher?”

“Get out,” she whispered. “Get out of here before I call for the police!”

“Will you? I don’t think so. We’re the same, deep inside. But hammers aren’t your style—yours is the slick word and the wet kiss. I’m tired of waiting for my just due, Cindy.” He nodded impatiently toward the infant. “He’s hungry. Why don’t you take out your tit and feed him?”

She didn’t respond. Tigré leaned against the bed’s scrolled walnut cornerpost. “I’ve come to be fed, too. At the first of every month, you’re to deliver ten thousand dollars in an envelope to the Andrew Jackson Suite of the Crockett Hotel in Asheville.”

“You’re insane! I don’t have that kind of cash!”

“No?” Tigré reached into his pocket. With a flip of his hand he filled the air with shining silver coins. Cynthia flinched as they fell around her, striking her on the face, hitting the bed and the infant’s crib, clattering on the floor. “I have a boxful of those. Ten thousand dollars, every month. I’ll even show you how reasonable I can be; this month I’ll only expect five thousand dollars. And that handsome cane your husband carries with him.”

“That’s an heirloom! He even sleeps with it! It would be impossible to—”

“Hush,” Tigré said gently. “I want that cane. I admired it yesterday at the train station. Get it away from him, I don’t care how. Fuck him senseless—you were always adept at that.” He glared at the crying infant. “Can’t you shut him up?”

“I won’t be blackmailed,” Cynthia vowed defiantly. “You don’t know who you’re talking to: I’m Cynthia Cordweiler Usher! My husband loves me, and I love him. He won’t listen to your filth!”

Tigré leaned forward, his golden eyes bestial with barely controlled rage. “You forget—I know where the bodies are buried. The Chicago police might like to learn who and what you really are. Aram Usher’s a smart man; he’ll dump you in the gutter if he even thinks … Damn it to hell!” He suddenly darted around the crib and snatched the crying child from Cynthia’s arms. She grasped for the baby, but Tigré laughed and quickly stepped backward. He slid his hand around Ludlow’s neck.

“Little tit-sucking bastard,” he breathed, his eyes wild with fury. Cynthia had seen him like this before, and she didn’t dare make a sound. “If you were mine, I’d wring your neck and throw you out that damned window! Go on, scream for your mother! Scream!”

“Give him to me.” She was desperately trying to remain calm. Her voice cracked, and her arms trembled as she reached for her child.

Tigré thrust his grinning face toward the infant’s. “You’ll remember me long after I’m gone, won’t you? That’s good. I like to leave my mark.” He held the child over Cynthia’s arms and dropped him like a sack of laundry. As she caught him, Tigré reached forward and ripped her gown open. Buttons flew. Both of Cynthia’s breasts were exposed. She clutched the child to her, and he began to suckle.

“Mrs. Usher?” Righteous called from beyond the door. “You all right, ma’am?”

Tigré laid his riding crop against her cheek.

“Yes,” she said in a whisper. Then, louder: “Yes! I’m … I’m fine. Mr. Tigré is just leaving.”

“You remember what I said. Five thousand dollars and the cane. From then on, ten thousand a month.” He traced her cheekbone with the crop. “You have a lovely complexion, Cindy. You always were a beauty. Perhaps you’ll visit me at the Crockett Hotel yourself?”

“Get out!” she hissed.

“I’ll be waiting for your first payment,” he told her, withdrawing toward the door. He stopped to smile and bow gracefully, and then he left the room.

Quickly, Cynthia set Ludlow aside and began to gather up the coins. She stuffed them hastily into the pillowcase to dispose of later.

A week afterward, Aram’s cane disappeared from the parlor. Servants scurried through the Lodge in search of it. Cynthia surmised that one of the servants had stolen and sold it. Aram spent long hours locked in his room, disconsolate, after firing half of the staff. Cynthia stayed to herself, spending most of her time with the infant, who slept in the fur-trimmed crib beside her bed.

Less than three months later, a shriek from Cynthia in the middle of the night brought Aram running from his chamber down the corridor. He burst in to find her strangling his son; Ludlow’s face was blue in the lamplight, and his small body writhed as he fought for breath. He tore her away from him, but she screamed, “He’s choking!” and Aram realized something was caught in the baby’s throat.

He wrenched Ludlow’s mouth open and dug in with his fingers. “Help him!” Cynthia begged frantically. Aram picked the child up and held him by the heels, trying to shake the object loose. Ludlow’s throat was still blocked. Cynthia grasped the bellcord and began tugging at it, summoning servants from a lower floor. The bells of alarm echoed through the halls, an eerie chorus of disaster.

Keil Bodane, old Whitt’s son, reached the room first. He rushed toward Aram, took the infant in his arms, turned him upside down, and whacked him hard on the back. Whacked him again. And a third time.

A gurgling cough burst from the baby’s throat. Something clinked on the floor and rolled away. Then Ludlow howled as if trying to wake the dead. Sobbing, Cynthia took him and rocked him in her arms.

“What’s this?” Aram bent to the floor, picked up something, and held it to the light. Cynthia saw the glint of silver—and the breath halted in her own lungs. “ ‘The Willows,’ ” he read from the coin. “ ‘Room Number Four. Cindy.’ ” When he looked up at her, his face was already freezing into the hard mask that he would wear for the rest of his life. “Explain to me,” he whispered, “how a whorehouse token almost strangled my son to death.”

Wheeler Dunstan watched Rix carefully. “Cynthia must have missed one of the tokens when she was gathering them up. The thing had lodged somewhere in the baby’s crib. Ludlow swallowed it. And so her secret was out. When she was sixteen years old, she was a working prostitute at a whorehouse in New Orleans.”

“What happened? Did Aram divorce her?”

“Nope. I think he really loved her, very much. He’d been married once before, to a Chinese girl in San Francisco, and he had a daughter by her: Shann, who in 1858 was twelve years old and studying music in Paris. But he admired Cynthia’s business ability and of course he adored Ludlow. A divorce would’ve ruined Cynthia socially, and probably financially, too.”

“What about Tigré? If he had such a hold on her, he wouldn’t give up so easily, would he?”

“Aram found him at the Crockett Hotel—it stood where the Crockett Mall is now—and publicly challenged him to a duel. Of course, dueling was against the law, but Aram Usher had connections in high places. Cynthia begged him not to fight, because Randolph Tigré was an expert shot, but he wouldn’t listen. They met in a field not too far from here. Tigré even brought the cane. They were to fight with gold-plated Usher pistols.” Dunstan smoked for a moment in silence. “It was no contest. Tigré shot him between the eyes, and Aram Usher fell dead on the spot.”

“And then Tigré went after Cynthia again?”

“No,” Dunstan replied. “Aram loved her, he wanted to protect both her and the boy. When Keil Bodane checked Aram’s pistol, he found it was unloaded. It had never been loaded. In essence, Aram had committed suicide—and Randolph Tigré, a black man with a gambler’s reputation, had committed murder. Tigré was forced to flee the state. In death, Aram had won. His will provided that Cynthia take over the armaments business and the estate, but it would all go to Ludlow on his eighteenth birthday.”

“What about the cane?” Rix asked. “How did it get back into the family?”

“That’s another question I can’t answer. Ludlow retrieved it—but how, I don’t know.” He took the pipe from his mouth and held it between his palms. “There are a lot of questions that need answers. Sometimes I think I’ll never find them. This book is important to me—damned important.” Dunstan clenched his hands together, knots of muscle standing up in his forearms. “Maybe I’ve spent six years workin’ on it, but it’s been in my mind for a long time.”

“Ever since the accident?” Rix ventured. “Edwin told me about it. I’m sorry.”

“Fine,” Dunstan said bitterly. “You’re sorry about it, my wife is dead, my daughter has deep emotional and physical scars, I’m crippled—and Walen Usher sat behind a wall of lawyers who said I was drunk when we crashed. He went home to his Lodge, and I had to fight with every ounce of strength in my body just to keep my newspaper. I saw how the Usher mind worked—take what you please, when you please, and the consequences be damned. From that point on, I wanted to find out everything I could about you Ushers. I’m going to finish this book, no matter what your family throws at me—and then, by God, people will know the truth: that you Ushers have the moral sense of maggots and no conscience at all, and you’ll sell your souls for the almighty dollar.”

Rix started to protest, then reconsidered. His presence here, he realized, was proof of what the man had said; morally, he was betraying his family in pursuit of the money and recognition this book might bring him. Still, what choice did he have? If he wanted control of this project, he first had to control Dunstan’s trust. “How can I help you?” he asked calmly.

The other man stared at him in silence, trying to make up his mind. “Okay,” he said finally. “If you really want to help, I’ll give you the chance. As I said, I need some questions answered: How did Ludlow get the cane back? How did Cynthia Usher die, and when? What happened to Shann?” His eyes were icy with determination. “Ludlow was a young genius with a photographic memory. I’ve read that he built a workshop somewhere in the Lodge’s basement for his inventions. What were they? Then there’s another question—a larger one, and probably the most important of all.”

“What?”

Dunstan smiled slightly, with a trace of arrogance. “You find me the other answers first. Then we’ll talk again.”

“And you’ll show me the manuscript?”

“Maybe,” Dunstan said.

Rix nodded, and rose to leave. For now, he’d have to play this game Dunstan’s way. “I’ll be back,” he promised, and went to the door.

“Rix?” Dunstan called after him. Rix paused. “You be careful,” Dunstan told him. “You don’t know Walen the way I do.”

Rix left the house and went to his car under a sky dappled with gathering clouds.
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RIX DROVE PAST THE GATEHOUSE after leaving Dunstan’s, heading toward the Lodge. He was in no hurry to return to the house, where masking tape had been placed over all the light switches. He would have to do his searching in the library tonight by candlelight. Walen’s stench was getting stronger; it ambushed Rix from around corners, crept under doors, and permeated the clothes in his closet. At the breakfast table, when Rix had announced what Walen wanted done, Margaret had sat like a statue with her fork halfway to her mouth; she’d blinked slowly, lowered the fork, and looked across the table at him as if he’d lost his mind.

Katt had been shaken as well. “You mean we’ve got to live in the dark?”

“That’s what he told me. We can use candles, of course. We’ve got enough silver candelabras around here to light up a cathedral.”

“Not one electric light?” Margaret had asked in a soft, strained voice. The glassy sheen on her eyes worried Rix; she looked close to a nervous breakdown. “Not one?”

“I’m sorry. He said no electric lights or appliances of any kind, except those in the kitchen.”

“Yes,” she murmured. “Yes, of course. Otherwise, how would we eat?”

“I’m surprised Dad didn’t call you in to deliver the message,” Rix had told Katt. “I didn’t think he trusted me that much.”

Katt had showed him a twitch of a smile. “That’s because he knows how much I hate the dark,” she’d said nervously. “I have to sleep with the lights on. He knows that. It’s stupid, I know, but … the dark scares me. It’s like … death closing in around me or something.”

“Come on, it won’t be that bad. We’ll have candles. We can all walk around like we’re in a Vincent Price movie.”

“Trust you to think of it that way!” Margaret had snapped at him. “We’re in a dire emergency, and you make tasteless jokes! My God!” Her voice got higher and more shrill. “Your father’s sick, and you make jokes! This family is in crisis, and you make jokes! Did you make a joke when you found your wife dead in the bathtub?”

By sheer willpower, Rix had stopped himself from smashing his breakfast plate against the wall. He’d forced his food down and gotten out of the room as soon as he could.

He saw the Lodge’s chimneys and lightning rods through the thinning trees, and he involuntarily slowed the Thunderbird. When he reached the bridge, he braked the car and sat with the engine idling. Before him, the bridge’s paving stones showed the wear and tear of a hundred years of hooves, carriage wheels, and automobile tires. Black lake water was ruffled by the wind, and ducks fed on reeds in the rocky shallows.

The mountainous Lodge, with its bricked-up windows, stood like the silent centerpiece of Usherland. What secrets had it watched over? Rix wondered. What secrets did it still contain?

He heard the high whine of the Jetcopter approaching, and looked up as it roared over the Lodge and veered toward the Gatehouse helipad. Frightened birds rose from the trees and fled. Who was coming in this time? The two men he’d seen a few days before? If Walen permitted them to use the Jetcopter at a time when he couldn’t stand noise, then they were obviously important to him. Walen was working on his last project—what was it? What had he been researching in the old books?

A movement near the Lodge caught his attention. There was a palomino horse tied up under the stone porte-cochere that guarded the Lodge’s main entrance. Spooked by the helicopter’s noise, it was pulling at its tether. The reins held fast, though, and after a minute or so the beautiful animal settled down.

Someone was inside the Lodge, Rix thought. Boone? Katt? What were they doing in there, prowling around in the dark?

Rix’s hands tightened around the wheel. He guided the Thunderbird forward a few feet, onto the bridge, and stopped again. Then a few more feet—at a crawl, as if he feared the stones might collapse beneath him. At the bridge’s midpoint, Rix felt sweat trickling down under his arms. The Lodge seemed to fill up the horizon. When he reached the far end of the bridge, he saw that the face of the Lodge was covered with minute cracks. In some places, chunks of stone and marble had toppled to the ground. The decaying carcasses of birds lay around the bases of the walls, their feathers caught like snowflakes in the untrimmed hedges and flowerbeds. Ornamental statues of fauns, centaurs, Gorgons, and other mythological creatures stood around the island, guarding marble fountains, meandering pathways, and overgrown gardens. Rix peered up through the windshield at the array of gargoyles and statues that decorated the upper ledges of the house. From the rooftop more than a hundred feet above, the stone lions watched him approach.

The Lodge was clearly in need of attention. Vines were snaking up the walls, probing into cracks and crevices. Black stains indicated water seepage. The driveway was pitted with holes, and the island’s expensive grass had eroded away to show the rough, rocky soil beneath.

Rix stopped the car. He hadn’t been this close to the Lodge since he was a little boy; he was amazed to find his feeling of irrational fear slowly changing to a sense of awe. No matter what he’d thought of the Lodge, he knew it had once been a stunning masterpiece. The craftsmanship that had gone into the gargoyles, finials, arches, balconies, foliations, and turrets was truly majestic; much of the work probably couldn’t be duplicated today at any price. How much would a house like the Lodge be worth? Rix wondered. Thirty million dollars? At least that much, without one stick of furniture. He guided the car beneath the porte-cochere. The palomino was tied to one of several iron hitching posts near the sweeping stone stairway that led to the massive oak front door. Rix cut the engine, but did not leave the car. The front door was wide open. Above it was a green-and-black marble representation of the Usher crest: three rearing lions separated by bendlets.

Rix didn’t have long to wait. In less than ten minutes, Boone, carrying a bull’s-eye lantern, came through the doorway. He stopped abruptly when he saw the Thunderbird; then he recovered, pulled the door shut and descended the stairs.

Rix rolled his window down. “What’s going on?” His voice quavered; in the presence of the Lodge he was a jittery fool.

Boone kicked away dead leaves that had been blown onto the steps. “What’re you doin’, Rixy?” he asked without looking at his brother. “Spyin’ on me?”

“No. Are you doing something worth spying on?”

“Don’t be cute,” Boone said sharply. “I thought you stayed away from the Lodge.”

“I do. I saw your horse from the shore.”

“And so you drove across the bridge to have a look, huh?” Boone smiled slyly. “Or did you want to have a closer look at the Lodge?”

“Maybe both. What were you doing inside there?”

“Nothin’. I come over here sometimes, to walk and look around. No harm in that, is there?”

“Aren’t you afraid of getting lost?”

“I ain’t afraid of nothin’. Besides,” he said, “I know my way around the first floor. It’s simple when you figure out how the corridors run.”

“Does Dad know you come over here and walk around?”

Boone smiled coldly. “No. Why should he?”

“Just curious.”

“Curiosity killed the cat, Rixy. You know, I’m surprised at you. You must have more nerve than I thought. After what happened to you inside there, I never thought you’d get even this close to the Lodge. How’s it feel, Rixy? Can’t you remember gettin’ lost in there? The way the dark closed in on you? The way you screamed, and nobody could hear you?” He leaned against the car, snapping the lantern on and off in Rix’s face. “I’ve got a light. How’s about you and me goin’ in the Lodge again, together? I’ll give you the grand tour. Okay? How about it?”

“No, thanks.”

Boone snorted. “I didn’t think so. Long as you’re in that car, you figure you’re safe, huh? Bad ol’ Lodge can’t get you in that car. See, you ought to be like one of the heroes in those books of yours—they’ve got the guts to go into dark places, don’t they?”

It was time to strike. Rix said, “Dad told me. I know about the freaks.”

Boone’s thin little smile was jarred. It began to fade; a wildness surfaced in Boone’s eyes, the look of an animal trapped in a corner. Then he got himself under control and said easily, “So he told you, so what? I run a good business. Place talent with carnivals and sideshows all over the Southeast! Hell, I made a half-million bucks last year, after taxes!”

“Why the charade? Because you didn’t want Mom and Katt knowing what sort of ‘talent’ you really promote?”

“They wouldn’t understand. They’d figure it was beneath an Usher. But they’d be wrong, Rixy! There’s a demand for freaks. Armless, legless, midgets, alligator-skinned boys, Siamese twins, deformed babies and animals—people pay to see ’em! Somebody’s got to make a profit off it. And somebody’s got to find the freaks, too. Which ain’t as easy a job as you might think.”

“It sounds like a real heartfelt career,” Rix said. He could imagine his brother driving out to some dusty old farm where a deformed animal pulled at its chain in the barn, or haggling with a lowlife abortionist who kept “extra-special” fetuses floating in jars of formaldehyde.

“What now? You gonna tell everybody within shoutin’ distance?”

“If you’re not ashamed of what you do, I wouldn’t think you’d mind.”

Boone put the lantern down on the hood of the Thunderbird. He crossed his arms and looked at Rix through hard, dead eyes. “Let me spell out how things are, Rixy. After Dad signs over the business and the estate to me, I can either put you on an allowance or cut you off clean.”

Rix laughed; his hand was resting on the knob to roll up the window if Boone reached for him. “Dad’s passing everything to Katt! Don’t you understand that yet?”

“Sure. And I’m the man in the fuckin’ moon! A woman can’t handle the business! I’ve got ideas, Rixy. Big ideas, for both the business and the estate.” When Rix was silent, Boone plowed ahead. “There’s a town in Florida, near Tampa, where only freaks live. That’s all the town is, just freaks. ’Course, they don’t allow no tourists. But what if I was to build a town between here and Foxton, and fill it full of freaks myself? Then folks could come in, pay one price, and poke around all they pleased! It’d be a freakshow that went on twenty-four hours a day, three hundred sixty-five days a year!” Boone’s eyes had begun to gleam with excitement. “Hell, the damned thing could be like Disney World, with rides and everything! And if you’d mind your manners, I’d see that you got a cut of the gate.”

Disgust had blocked Rix’s throat. Boone was grinning, his face slightly flushed. When Rix found his voice, the words came out strangled. “Are you out of your damned mind? That’s about the most repulsive idea I’ve ever heard!”

Boone’s grin cracked. In his brother’s gaze was a flash of hurt that Rix had never seen before, and he realized Boone had shared a dream with him—a twisted dream, perhaps, but a dream all the same. For an instant Rix thought Boone would react with characteristic anger, but instead he drew himself up straight and proud. “I knew you wouldn’t understand,” he said. “You wouldn’t know a good idea if it bit you on the ass.” He took his lantern and walked to his horse, untied the reins from the hitching post, and swung himself into the saddle. “I’m a reasonable man.” He forced a chilly smile. “I’m perfectly willin’ to give both you and Katt an allowance, provided neither of you lives within five hundred miles of Usherland.”

“I’m sure Katt’ll have something to say about that.”

“She’ll leave me alone, if she knows what’s good for her.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I know some things about our little sister that might spin your head around, Rixy. Dad will never give her Usherland. It’s gonna be mine. You’ll see. Giddap.” He kicked his heels into the horse’s flanks and galloped away toward the bridge.

Bastard! Rix thought. He watched Boone ride into the distance, and then he started the engine. He was about to follow Boone when he glanced at the Lodge’s door.

It was standing wide open.

He’d seen Boone close it. A flurry of dead leaves spun across the steps and was sucked into the Lodge’s throat.

He sat staring numbly at the open doorway. An invitation, he thought suddenly. It wants me to come closer. He laughed nervously, but he didn’t take his eyes away from the entrance.

Then he forced himself to get out of the car. He took the first and second steps with no problem; on the third step his knees turned to putty.

The darkness beyond the doorway wasn’t total. He could make out the shapes of furniture in the gray twilight, and a violet-and-gold carpet across a leaf-littered floor. Figures were standing in the gloom, seemingly watching him.

See, Boone had said mockingly, you ought to be like one of the heroes in those books of yours.

He climbed the last four steps. His stomach was doing slow flipflops as he stood on the threshold of the Lodge for the first time in more than twenty years.

In his nightmares he had seen the Lodge as a dusty, horribly grim, haunted palace. What he saw now amazed him.

Before him was a beautiful, elegant foyer that was perhaps twice as large as the Gatehouse’s living room. From white marble walls protruded a dozen life-sized brass hands, offered to receive hats and coats. He realized that the watching figures were statues of fauns and cherubs that gazed toward the door, their eyes made of rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. Suspended from the vaulted ceiling, an immense chandelier of polished crystal spheres glistened. Beyond the foyer, a few steps led downward to a reception area floored with alternating black and white marble tiles. At its center stood a fountain, empty now, where bronze sea creatures reclined on rocks. The rest of the house was shrouded in darkness.

Rix had forgotten how magnificent the interior was. The statues in the foyer alone must be priceless. The workmanship of the marble, the ceiling, the brass hands on the walls—all of it staggered his senses.

He imagined how the Lodge must have looked during one of Erik’s parties, ablaze with festive lights. The fountain might be spouting champagne, and guests would dip their goblets in over the side. Aromas from the past found him: the scent of roses, fine Kentucky bourbon, Havana cigars, and starched linen. From deep within the Lodge he seemed to hear the echoes of otherworldly voices: faint notes of a woman’s laughter, a chorus of men singing a bawdy song in drunken glee, a business conversation in hushed, stiff tones, a man’s booming voice calling for more champagne. All of it overlapped, changed, became a silken, seductive whisper that said

—Rix—

He felt the voice in his bones. Wind swirled around him, caressing his face like cold fingers.

—Rix—

Leaves danced on the foyer’s floor. The wind strengthened, and there was a suction that tried to pull him across the threshold. The eyes of the statues were fixed on him, the brass hands reaching toward him.

—Rix—

“No,” he heard himself say, as if speaking underwater. He grasped the door’s oversized bronze handle and started to swing it shut. But the door was heavy and seemed to resist him. As he pushed against it, he thought he saw something move in the deep gloom near the marble fountain. It was a slow, sinuous movement, like an animal stretching. Then his eye lost it, and the door slammed shut with a dull boom.

He abruptly turned away and descended the stairs, then slid behind the wheel of the Thunderbird. He was trembling, his stomach knotted with tension. Whom had he spoken to? he asked himself. What was in there, trying to lure him beyond the safety of the doorway? If the Lodge did have a voice, he decided, it was born of his own imagination and the moan of the wind roaming the long corridors and cavernous rooms.

He started the engine, and couldn’t resist looking toward the Lodge again.

The front door was wide open.

He put the car into gear and sped along the driveway and back across the bridge.
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RIX ENTERED THE GATEHOUSE living room and went to the decanters to pour himself a stiff drink. As he splashed bourbon into a glass, he heard his mother say, “Where have you been?”

He turned toward her voice. She was sitting in her chair before the fireplace, wearing a white gown and a diamond necklace. Rix poured his drink and took a long swallow of it.

“Where have you been?” she asked again. “Off the estate?”

“I was driving around.”

“Driving around where?”

“Here and there. Who are Dad’s visitors?”

“General McVair and Mr. Meredith, from the plant. Don’t change the subject. I don’t think I like your sudden disappearances very much.”

“Okay.” He shrugged, trying to think of an excuse to pacify her. “I went to Asheville, to see a friend of mine from college. Then I drove by the Lodge.” His hand was shaking as he lifted the glass to his mouth again. What had happened at the Lodge only a short while ago now seemed as vague and strange as an unsettling, half-remembered dream. He felt jittery and irritable, and all he could see in his mind was that open doorway, and beyond it the magnificence of the Lodge. “Where’s Katt?” He’d noted that her pink Maserati was missing from the garage.

“She’s driven into Asheville, too. Sometimes she has lunch with friends.”

“So it’s all right for her to leave, but I can’t. Right?”

“I can’t understand your comings and goings,” she said, watching him carefully. “You say you drove by the Lodge? Why?”

“Jesus! What is this, an inquisition? Yes, I drove by the Lodge. No special reason. I saw Boone over there, too. He was prowling around inside with a flashlight.”

Margaret turned her attention to the small flames that flickered in the hearth. “He loves the Lodge,” she told him. “He’s said so a hundred times. He goes inside to walk the hallways. But I’ve warned him about the Lodge, Rix. I’ve told him … not to trust the Lodge too much.”

Rix finished his drink and put the glass aside. “Not to trust it? What do you mean?”

“I meant what I said,” she replied evenly. “I’ve warned him that someday … someday the Lodge is not going to let him come out again.”

“The Lodge isn’t alive,” Rix said—but he recalled the imagined aromas and sounds, the faint whisper of his own name like someone beckoning him in, the dark form that had moved near the marble fountain. What would have happened, he wondered, if he had continued into the Lodge? Would that door have swung shut behind him? Would the rooms have lengthened and twisted crazily out of shape, as they had when he was a child?

She sat for a moment as if she hadn’t heard. Then she said softly, “I loved the Lodge, too. Walen and I lived there during Erik’s last days. That was a terrible time, but still … I thought the Lodge was the most beautiful house on earth. Walen warned me not to go off alone in the Lodge, but I was a stupid, headstrong girl. I decided to explore it by myself. I went from one exquisite room to the next. I followed corridors that seemed to go on for miles. I took stairways that I’d never seen before—and never saw again.” She looked up from the fire at him. “I was lost for ten hours, and I’ve never been so frightened in my life. It must have been awful for you, wandering in the dark. If Edwin hadn’t found you … God only knows what might’ve happened.”

“It’s a miracle I didn’t break my neck on a staircase,” Rix said.

“Not only that. No … not only that.” She paused, as if trying to decide whether to continue or not. When she spoke again, her voice was pitched very low. “Erik was always building onto the Lodge. The work stopped not because the job was finished—but because the workmen wouldn’t complete it.”

“Why? Wasn’t he paying them enough?”

“Oh, he was paying them, all right,” she said. “Paying them triple wages. But Walen told me they stopped because they were afraid. One day before Walen and I were married, thirty workmen went into the Lodge. Twenty-eight came back out. The other two … well, the other two did not. And never did. I’ve always thought that, somehow, the Lodge would not let them go”

Rix had never heard his mother talk this way about Usher’s Lodge. It both unnerved and fascinated him. “Why did you and Dad decide to leave the Lodge after Erik died?”

“Because it’s just too big. And I never got over that feeling of being lost in there, almost… as if I were at the Lodge’s mercy. Besides, the Lodge is unsteady. I’ve felt the floors shake under my feet there. At the center of the house, the walls are cracking.” She was nervously fingering the rings on her hands. “We didn’t brick in the windows because of the birds, Rix; we bricked them in because they kept shattering. Over the years, every window in the Lodge has exploded outward. What that is, I don’t know. I just know … I dreaded thunderstorms when we lived there. Thunderstorms, particularly violent ones, when thunder shook the house, scared me to death. It was during those that most of the windows blew out.”

Thunderstorms, Rix thought. He remembered Ludlow’s fear of them from Nora’s diary, and Nora’s perception of the Lodge trembling around her. Erik had said the Lodge was built in an area that was prone to earthquakes. Could severe thunderstorms, Rix wondered, actually be triggering quakes?

“I think Boone’s love of the Lodge is a dangerous infatuation,” Margaret said. “He’s been after me lately to have the electricity turned on again in there. It wouldn’t surprise me if he actually wanted to move into the Lodge.” She hesitated, and Rix saw dismay pass over her face. “I’ve always thought that for some reason the Lodge was meant to attract thunder and lightning, with all those rods and tall spires on the roof. When a storm comes over the mountains, it seems to be drawn right to that house.” She said it with a hint of revulsion. “If the thunder is loud enough, it almost shakes the Gatehouse to pieces.”

“There was an earthquake around here in 1892 or 1893, wasn’t there? Didn’t it damage the Lodge?”

She looked at him questioningly, as if she wondered where he got his information, but then she said, “I don’t know, but I wouldn’t be surprised. I was sitting right in this room four years ago, when most of the windows on the north side of the house exploded. One of the servants had to be taken to a hospital. Cass was cut on the arm. And I’ve been in the dining room several times when the plates trembled on the table. So perhaps we do have tremors from time to time—though it’s nothing like living in the Lodge at the height of a thunderstorm.”

“The windows on the north side?” Rix walked across the room to the north-facing picture window and pulled aside the curtain. He was facing Briartop Mountain and the Lodge. “I never heard about that.”

“After it happened, we never discussed it among ourselves. Walen said it was a freak thing—something to do with air pressure, or a jet breaking the sound barrier or something. The rain got in and made an awful mess, I remember.”

Rix turned toward her. “Did that happen during a thunderstorm, too?”

“Yes, it did. There was glass all over the rug, and I’m lucky it didn’t put my eyes out when the window blew in.”

“The windows blew inward?” he asked, and she nodded. Earthquakes, thunderstorms, and the Lodge, he mused—was there a connection between them? She’d said that the Lodge’s windows exploded outward. That seemed to suggest a disturbance in the air, rather than a quake—maybe a Shockwave, he thought. But a Shockwave from what?

“I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told a living soul,” Margaret said. She peered into the fire, avoiding his gaze. “With all my heart, I despise Usherland.”

It was spoken with such conviction that Rix couldn’t reply. All his life, he’d assumed that his mother gloried in the grandeur of Usherland, that she’d rather live nowhere else on earth. “At first,” she continued, “I thought Usherland was the most beautiful place in the world. Perhaps it is. I loved Walen when I married him. I still do. Oh, he’s always been a loner; he doesn’t really need anyone, and I understand that. But before Erik passed his scepter to Walen, your father was a carefree, happy young man. I saw him the afternoon he came down from Erik’s Quiet Room with that cane clenched in his hand. I swear to you, he looked as if he’d aged ten years. He locked himself in his study for three days and nights, and on the fourth morning he came out, because Erik had died in the night.” She lifted her chin, and her glassy eyes met Rix’s. “From that time on, Walen was different. He didn’t smile anymore. He turned his entire life into his work.” She shrugged. “But I hung on. What else could I do? Having you children gave me something to occupy my time.”

“And you blame Usherland for changing Dad?”

“Before that scepter was passed, your father and I took vacations. We went to Paris, to the French Riviera, to Madrid and Rio de Janeiro. But after Walen became the master of Usherland, he refused to leave it. There was always the business to answer to. Usherland had seized both of us, made us into prisoners. These”—she motioned wanly at the walls—“are our gilded bars. The time is coming,” she said, “when that scepter will be passed again. I pity the one who accepts it. You others will be free, to lead your lives as you please. I hope both of you live them very far away from Usherland.” She sighed deeply and without strength, as if released from a great burden. Rix came over to stand beside her. She looked frail and tired, an old woman with a strained, overly made-up face. Rix felt she wouldn’t live very long after Walen’s death. Everything she was, her total identity, was enmeshed in Usherland. Katt would of course insist that she stay here, but Margaret’s life had been lived as a decoration in the house of Walen Usher.

He felt an overwhelming surge of pity for her. How could it be, he wondered, that one’s own parents were often the most distant strangers? He leaned over to kiss her cheek.

She shifted uncomfortably, and turned her face away. “Don’t. You smell like bourbon.”

Rix stopped, and straightened up until his back was rigid.

Their silence was interrupted by a light tapping on the door. “What is it?” Rix said curtly.

The doors slid open. A maid peered tentatively in. “Mrs. Usher? The gentlemen would like to speak with you, ma’am.”

“Send them in,” Margaret told her, and Rix saw a transformation come over his mother as suddenly as if a switch had been thrown in her head. She rose from her chair and turned to greet her visitors with the smooth, gliding motion of a practiced hostess, her eyes bright and her smile turned to full incandescence.

The uniformed man that Margaret had identified as General McVair—heavyset, craggy-featured, with close-cropped gray sideburns and small eyes as powerful as pale blue laser beams—came into the living room. He was followed by Meredith, from the armaments plant. Meredith wore a dark blue vested suit, and had short blond hair flecked with gray. Aviator-style sunglasses obscured his eyes. Handcuffed to his left wrist was a black briefcase.

“ ’Scuse us, please,” General McVair said, with a deep-fried Southern accent that sounded, to Rix’s ear, highly exaggerated. “Miz Usher, I wanted you to know we were on our way. Thank you for your hospitality.”

“You’re ever so welcome, General. I know Walen appreciates your visits.”

“Well, I’m sorry to intrude at a time like this, but I’m afraid business is business.” His eyes moved from her to Rix.

“Oh, pardon me. I don’t think you’ve met our youngest son. Rix, this is General McVair—I’m sorry, but I don’t know your Christian name.” She fluttered her hands helplessly.

“Call me Bert. All my friends do.” He shook Rix’s hand with a grip that threatened to grind Rix’s knuckles together. Rix squeezed back just as hard, and a look passed between them like two wary animals sizing each other up. “I expect you know Mr. Meredith?”

“We’ve never met.” Meredith’s voice was soft and reserved, and his mouth twisted like a gray worm when he spoke. He didn’t offer his hand.

McVair seemed to examine Rix’s face right down to the pores on his skin. “You favor your father,” he decided. “Got the same nose and hair. Your dad and I go back a long way. Saved my skin during Korea, when he sold us about ten thousand incendiary devices that were jim-dandies. Of course, anything your dad’s business cooks up is worth its weight in gold.” He smiled broadly, showing large, even teeth. “Make that platinum, times bein’ what they are.”

Rix nodded toward the briefcase Meredith held. “Working on something new?”

“The company is, yes,” Meredith replied.

“Mind if I ask what it is?”

“I’m sorry. It’s classified.”

Walen’s final project? Rix wondered. Pendulum? He smiled at the general. “Can’t even give me a hint?”

“Not without you signin’ a lot of papers and goin’ through a big long security check, young fella.” McVair returned the smile. “Some folks we’d rather not mention sure would like to get a look at it.”

Meredith glanced at his wristwatch. “General, we’ve got to be getting back to the plant now, Mrs. Usher, it was good seeing you again. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Usher.”

Rix let them get to the door, then he tried a shot in the dark. “What’s Pendulum going to do for you, General?”

Both men stopped as if they’d run into a glass wall. McVair turned, still smiling, though his eyes were cold and wary. Meredith’s face was impassive. “What say, son?” McVair asked.

“Pendulum,” Rix replied. “That’s the name of my father’s last project, isn’t it? I’m curious to know exactly what it is, and how the Pentagon’s going to use it.” He suddenly realized that he’d seen a face very similar to McVair’s before: the overfed, florid face of the cop who’d called him a “fuckin’ hippie” before the baton had cracked down against Rix’s skull. They were the same breed of animal. “Pendulum,” he repeated, as McVair stared at him. “Now that’s a name to conjure with, isn’t it?” He smiled tightly, his cheek muscles aching. He had a dizzying sensation of being out of control, but he didn’t give a damn. These two men represented everything he detested about being an Usher. “Let’s see now, what can it be? A nuclear missile that homes in on an infant’s heartbeat? Time-release capsules of plague virus?”

“Rix!” Margaret hissed, her face contorted.

“Nerve gas, that’s it!” Rix said. “Or something that melts a person’s bones like jelly. Am I getting warm, General?”

McVair’s smile hung by a lip. Meredith urged softly, “I believe we should go now.”

“Oh, not yet!” Rix said, determined to push it to the limit. He took two steps forward. “We’re just beginning to understand each other, aren’t we?”

Meredith grasped the general’s arm, but the other man quickly shrugged him off. “I’ve heard a lot about you, boy,” McVair said calmly. “You’re the one who got his noggin busted at that so-called peace rally and had your face spread all over the newspapers. Well, let me tell you something. Your dad is a patriot, and if it wasn’t for men like him, we’d be down on our knees beggin’ the Russians not to lop off our heads! It takes more brains to build military deterrents than it does to go marchin’ in hippie parades! You may have cut your hair, but it must’ve grown clear through your brain!” He glanced at Margaret. “I regret this outburst, ma’am. Good afternoon to you.” He touched the brim of his cap and quickly followed Meredith out of the room.

Rix started to go after them, ready to continue the argument. Margaret said, “Don’t you dare!” and he stopped at the door.

She came toward him like a thundercloud. “I hope you’re proud!” she rasped, her eyes wide. “Oh, I hope you’re feeling like the king of the world! Have you lost your mind?”

“I was expressing my opinion.”

“God save us from your opinions, then! I thought I taught you good manners!”

Rix couldn’t hold back a short, sharp laugh. “Manners?” he said incredulously. “Jesus Christ! Where’s your soul? Is it covered over with white silk and diamond necklaces? That bastard was walking out of here with another killing machine that my father dreamed up!”

Margaret said stiffly, “I think you’d better go to your room, young man.”

A strangled scream caught in his throat. Couldn’t she understand? Couldn’t anyone understand but him? No amount of fine clothes or furniture or food or expensive cars could alter the simple, terrible fact that the Ushers fed on death! “Better still,” he said, “I’ll get the hell out of here!” He whirled away from her and stalked out of the room with her shouts flung at his back.

Halfway up the stairs, he knew he’d let himself go too far. Pain rippled up the back of his neck and hammered at his temples. Colors and sounds began to sharpen. He staggered, had to stop to grip the banister. It was going to be a bad one, he knew—and where could he hide? His heartbeat was beginning to deafen him. Jagged images rumbled through his mind: his emaciated father, dying in the Quiet Room; the Lodge’s open door, leading into darkness; a shining silver circle with the face of a roaring lion; a skeleton with bloody eyeholes, swinging slowly in a doorway; Boone’s distorted face saying “Peed your pants, didn’t ya?; Sandra’s hair floating in the bloody water …

His bones ached as if they were being pulled from the sockets. He stumbled up the stairs, heading toward Katt’s Quiet Room. The skin on his palms sizzled on the banister.

In Katt’s bedroom, Rix pulled open the closet door. The closet was large, with clothes hung from metal racks and a hundred pairs of shoes on wall shelves. He pushed the clothes away from the rear wall, as the pain increased and his eyes were almost blinded by the frenzy of colors. He felt wildly along the wall, sweat oozing down his face.

His fingers closed around a small knob, and he turned it frantically, praying that it wouldn’t be locked.

It came open. Rix squeezed himself into a space as small as a coffin. The walls and floor were covered with thick foam rubber. When Rix pushed the door shut, all sounds—water thundering through pipes, the hiss and moan of the wind outside, the artillery-boom of a ticking clock—were dramatically softened. Still, the noise of his own heartbeat and breathing was inescapable. He moaned, clamped his hands over his ears, and curled into a tight ball on the floor.

The attack was worsening. Under his clothes, his flesh stung and sweated.

And, to Rix’s horror, a sliver of light was entering beneath the door. Normal vision would have been unable to see it, but to Rix it pulsated like a white-hot ray of neon. The light’s heat scorched his face; it became the blade of a sword that lengthened across the floor, quickly becoming sharper and brighter.

Rix turned his face away—and into the fierce red glare of what felt like a heat lamp. The light was reflecting off an object on a shelf just above his head. He put his hand up there—felt earplugs, a velvet mask with an elastic band, and a small metal box. Light was hitting the corner of the box, exploding like a nova. Rix slipped the mask over his eyes and waited, trembling, for the attack to fade or strengthen.

Over the booming of his heartbeat came a nightmarish, garbled sound that at first he didn’t recognize. It steadily grew louder, and at last he knew what it was, and from where it came.

The Quiet Room.

It was his father’s mirthless laughter.

Rix’s spine bowed under the full weight of the attack, and when he cried out, his head almost blew apart.
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—NEW—

The voice was as smooth as black velvet. It reached him in his sleep, probing delicately into his mind.

—come home—

He turned restlessly on his cot, entwined in the thin blanket.

—come home—

The Lodge oozed light that shimmered in gilded streaks on the lake’s surface. The night was warm, scented with roses from the gardens. New was standing on the lakeshore, at the entrance to the bridge, and he watched the figures moving back and forth past the glowing windows. On the night breeze came a whisper of music—a full orchestra, playing, of all things, the kind of jumpy hoedown tune his pa had liked to listen to on the Asheville radio station.

—come home—

New cocked his head to one side. The music faded in and out. The Lodge was calling him. The beautiful, magical, fantastic Lodge wanted him, needed him. He blinked, trying to remember what his ma said about Usher’s Lodge. Something bad, but now he couldn’t remember exactly what it was, and the thought drifted off like the notes of music and the lights on the water.

Hooves clattered on stone. A coach led by four white horses was coming across the bridge. Its driver wore a long black coat and a top hat, and he flicked a whip over the horses to keep their pace crisp. When the coach drew closer to New, the driver smiled.

“Good evening,” the man said. He wore white gloves, and there was a feather in the band of his hat. “You’re expected, Master Newlan.”

“I’m … expected … ?” He was asleep, he knew, in the cabin on Briartop Mountain. But everything looked so real; he touched the bridge’s stone and felt its roughness beneath his fingers. The coachman was watching him like an old friend. New realized he was still wearing what he’d gone to bed in: his long woolen underwear and one of his pa’s flannel shirts.

The coachman said patiently, “The landlord expects you, Master Newlan. He wants to welcome you home personally.”

New shook his head. “I … don’t understand.”

“Climb in,” the coachman said. “We’re celebrating your homecoming—at long last.”

“But … the Lodge isn’t my home. I … live on Briartop Mountain. In a cabin, with my ma. I’m the man of the house.”

“We know all that. It isn’t important.” He motioned with the handle of his whip toward the Lodge. “That can be your new home, if you like. You don’t have to live on the mountain anymore. The landlord wants you to be comfortable, and to have everything you desire.”

“The … landlord? Who’s that?”

“The landlord,” he repeated. His smile never faltered. “Oh, you know who the landlord is, Master Newlan. Come on now, he’s waiting. Won’t you join us?” The coach’s door clicked open. Within were red satin seats and padding.

New approached the coach and ran his fingers over the ebony-painted wood. A sheen of dew came off. I’m asleep! he thought. This is only a dream! He looked back at the dark mass of Briartop, then at the glowing Lodge.

“Would you like to drive?” the coachman asked. “Come on, then. I’ll help you up. The horses are easily handled.”

He hesitated. Something evil lived alone in the Lodge, his ma had said. Something all alone, waiting in the dark. He remembered the Mountain King, and the old man’s warning to stay away from the Lodge. But the Lodge wasn’t dark now, and this was a dream. He was asleep in his bed, and safe. The coachman stretched out his hand. “Let me help you up.”

What was inside that massive house? New wondered. Wouldn’t it be all right to enter it in his dream? Just to see what it looked like inside?

The orchestral music swelled and faded. “That’s right,” the coachman said, though New didn’t remember speaking.

New slowly reached up and grasped the man’s hand. The coachman smoothly pulled him up, slid over, and gave him the reins. “The landlord’s going to be pleased, Master Newlan. You’ll see.”

“Giddap,” New said, and flicked the reins. The horses trotted forward and maneuvered to turn the coach around. They started over the bridge, their hooves clopping on the stones. The coachman put a gentle hand on his shoulder.

Before New, the bridge began to telescope outward, to lengthen so that the Lodge receded in the distance. They had a long way to travel, maybe a couple of miles or more, before they would reach the front door. But that was all right, New decided. This was a dream, and he was safe on Briartop Mountain. The coachman’s hand was reassuring on his shoulder. The Lodge isn’t evil, New thought. It’s a beautiful palace, full of light and life. His mother had probably lied to him about the Lodge, and that crazy old man on top of the mountain didn’t have a lick of sense in his head. How could the Lodge be evil? he asked himself. It’s a beautiful, magical place, and if I want to, I can live there—

“Forever,” the coachman said, and smiled.

The horses’ hooves made a rhythmic, soothing cadence on the stones. The long, long bridge continued to telescope, and at the end of it was the brilliantly lighted Lodge, waiting for him, needing him.

“Faster,” the coachman urged.

The horses picked up speed. New grinned, the wind whistling past his ears.

And as if from a great distance, he heard someone shout, No!

New blinked. A freezing chill had suddenly passed over him.

The coachman’s whip snapped. “Faster,” he said. “Faster!”

New was listening. Something was wrong; he was trembling, and something was wrong. The horses were going too fast, the coachman’s hand was gripped hard into the meat of his shoulder, and then a voice ripped through his mind with a power so intense it seemed to strike him square in the forehead—

NO!

New was jolted hard, his head snapping backward. The horses reared, straining against their traces—and then they distorted, changed, whirled away like smoke. Beside him, the coachman fragmented into pieces like dark wasps that snapped around his head before they, too, vanished into threads of mist. The coach itself altered shape—and in the next instant New was sitting inside the pickup truck, with his hands on the wheel. The engine was running, and the lights were on. New, wearing only what he’d gone to bed in, was totally disoriented; when he looked over his shoulder he saw that he’d driven the truck about fifty yards from the house.

The Mountain King, his single eye like a blazing emerald, hobbled into the range of the lights. He thrust his cane forward like a sword, and though the old man’s mouth didn’t move, New could hear the voice in his mind: No! You won’t go! I won’t let you go down there!

The engine was racing. New realized his foot was still pressed to the accelerator, yet the truck wasn’t moving. He took his foot off; the truck shivered violently, and the engine rattled dead.

“New?” It was his mother, calling from the house. Then, her voice panic-stricken: “New, come back!” She began running toward the truck, fighting against a blast of cold wind.

The Mountain King stood firm, his coat billowing. The veins were standing out in his thin neck, and his eye was fixed on New with fierce determination.

Oh, Lord, New thought, I would’ve kept on driving, right down the mountain to the Lodge. It wasn’t a dream … wasn’t a dream at all …

He opened the door and started to get out of the truck.

And a black, huge shape leaped into the light, attacking the Mountain King from his blind side.

New shouted, “Look out!” But he was too late. The old man sensed movement and tried to whirl around, but the black panther was on him, clawing into his shoulders and slamming him to the ground. The cane spun past New and landed in the dirt. Greediguts bit into the back of the Mountain King’s neck, the monster’s eyes shining like moons in the headlights.

New leaped out of the truck. The old man was screaming as Greediguts flayed the flesh off his back. Rubies of blood sprayed up into the air. New looked for a weapon—a stick, a rock, anything!—and saw the gnarled cane lying a few feet away. He picked it up, and as his hand closed around it, an electric tingle coursed up his forearm. He ran toward the panther. It released the Mountain King and started to rise on its hind legs, the rattles on its serpentine tail chirring a warning.

New feinted. Greediguts swiped at him, missed. New leaped to one side and struck Greediguts across the triangular skull with all his strength.

There was a crack! that made his eardrums pop, and blue flame burst from the tip of the walking stick. New was knocked flat. The stench of charred hide reached him. Greediguts was spinning in a circle, snapping and clawing at empty air. Where the cane had struck, the animal’s skin was burned raw red.

The stick had scorched New’s hands. Flickers of blue flame danced up and down its length. Before New could recover and strike at the panther again, Greediguts leaped into the foliage. New heard it crashing away—and then it was gone.

As Myra reached her son, New was bending over the Mountain King. The old man’s back and shoulders were mangled, the flesh peeled away to the bone. Deep tooth marks scored the back of his neck, and were bleeding profusely. “God Almighty!” Myra cried out when she saw the wounds.

The old man moaned. Myra couldn’t believe that anything so torn up could still be alive. “Ma,” New said urgently, “we’ve got to help him! He’ll die if we don’t!”

“Nothin’ we can do. He’s finished. Listen to him, he cain’t hardly breathe!” She was looking around, terrified of the panther’s return, and backing away from the old man.

“There’s a clinic in Foxton,” New said. “The doctors can do somethin’ for him!”

She shook her head. “He’s through. Ain’t nobody can live, tore up like that.”

New rose to his full height. “Help me put him in the back of the truck.”

“No! I ain’t touchin’ him!”

“Ma,” he said firmly. He wanted her to stop moving away, before she broke and ran. “Stop.” He’d said it so sharply he flinched at the sound of his own voice.

Myra obeyed. She stood motionlessly, her mouth half open, her eyes beginning to glaze over. She looked like a statue, only her brown hair moving, blowing around her shoulders.

“You’re gonna help me put him in the back of the truck.” New unhinged the tailgate and let it drop open. “Pick up his arms, and I’ll get his legs.”

Still she hesitated.

“Do it,” he said, and again he heard—and felt—the icy force in his voice.

Myra lifted the Mountain King’s upper body as New held his legs. He weighed about as much as a good-sized fireplace log. Together they got him in the back of the truck. Myra, who seemed to be lost in some kind of a trance, stared at the blood on her hands.

“We need some blankets for him, Ma. Would you get a couple from the house?”

She blinked, wiped her hands on her thighs, and shook her head. “No … blankets. Not gonna … get my good blankets all … bloody.”

“Go get ’em,” New told her. “Hurry!” His green eyes were fierce. Myra started to speak again—but the words froze in her throat. Blankets, she thought. Blankets got to get blankets. It suddenly seemed to her that fetching blankets from the cabin to cover the old man was the reason for her entire life. She could think of nothing but the blankets; nothing mattered in the world but bringing them from the house.

“Run,” New told her.

She ran.

New rubbed a throbbing spot at his left temple, just above the ear. His entire body felt bruised and stretched. He had formed in his mind an image of his mother doing what he’d told her, just as he’d formed the glowing blue wall of stones that had protected him from Greediguts. She had obeyed his mental commands with just a quicksilver flicker of hesitation. This was a different element of the magic that had begun with the knife in the thorns, New realized. He had commanded her with his mind, and it had been easy—as easy as shouting boo! at a squirrel and knowing it would flee.

Whatever the magic was inside him—witchcraft, black or white—it was getting stronger.

The panther might’ve torn the old man’s head off if he hadn’t attacked with the stick, New thought. He held the stick up, examining it. There was the smell of brimstone about it. What kind of walking stick was it that looked like an old dead limb by the side of the road, but could spit fire?

Magic. There was magic in him, and in the Mountain King, too. There was magic of a different nature in Greediguts and the Pumpkin Man—and yes, in the Lodge as well. His dream had been so real; if it had been uninterrupted, might he have driven the pickup truck—like a black coach crossing a long bridge—right down to the Lodge?

The Mountain King stirred. “New,” he whispered hoarsely. He struggled to form words, his gashed face lying in a pool of blood. “Don’t… let it win …” His voice trailed weakly off, and his single eye stared vacantly.

Myra was coming, running with three thin blankets in her arms.

The silken voice crept into his mind, from nowhere and everywhere, and it sounded stronger than ever before, more confident, more darkly eager:

—come home—

Something in the Lodge, he knew, was trying to command him—just as he had so easily made his mother go for the blankets.

—come home—

He took them from her and quickly spread them across the old man’s body. Her task done, she was breaking free again; she stepped back dazedly, as New slipped the stick in beside the old man and slammed the tailgate shut.

“Get in the truck, Ma. I’ll drive us down.”

“He’s … finished, New. Ain’t no … reason to …”

“Get in the truck.”

Wordlessly, she did as he told her. As New slid under the wheel, Myra stared fixedly ahead, her arms wrapped around herself for warmth. New started the engine and put the truck in gear.

—New—

The voice shimmered and echoed through his head. He didn’t know how much longer he could withstand its seductive pull. But one thing he did know: he was uncovering within himself layers of power, each stronger than the one before. Now, lifting the knife seemed like child’s play to him. He was finding out that he could do things he’d never dreamed of before—and he liked the feeling. He liked it very, very much.

As they drove down Briartop, New glanced at his mother and thought very hard of making her fold her hands in her lap, just to see if she would. Her arms twitched.

When he looked at her again, she’d done what he wanted.

Except that her hands were folded as if in prayer. Her face was a blank mask but for her eyes—glittering, sunken, and very scared.



31

BY THE AMBER GLOW of a few dozen candles stuck in candelabras around the library, Rix was methodically going through the Usher documents. Books, letters, ledgers, and photo albums lay in stacks around the desk. He opened a mildewed volume under the light and saw that it was an account book, the figures and notations entered in strong, clear handwriting. It listed dates—from 1851 and 1852—and amounts of money paid to various creditors. The Brewston Gunpowder Works in Pittsburgh had received twelve thousand dollars. Uriah Hynd and Company of Chicago had been paid fifteen thousand dollars. The Hopewell Lead Casing Foundry had gotten ten thousand dollars of Hudson Usher’s money. The closely spaced entries went on, page after page.

Rix felt off balance, his vision blurring. “Damn!” he said softly, and leaned against the desk with his head bowed until the dizziness passed. He was still weak from the attack, and had been in bed for most of the afternoon and evening. His outburst had been forgotten, or at least forgiven, by his mother: she’d had Cass serve him his dinner in bed.

But it wasn’t only the lingering effects of the attack that gripped him with deep depression. It was what he’d found in Katt’s Quiet Room, the object that was now hidden beneath his bed. Sick to death, he’d wanted to stay in his room during dinner to avoid looking into his sister’s face.

What had happened to this family? Rix asked himself. What further depths of evil and self-destruction could there be? Boone’s plans for an amusement park of freaks on Usher property had been repulsive enough, but somehow that was in character for Boone. What Katt was doing, though, was totally unexpected. Christ! Rix thought. Surely Walen didn’t know about it! If he did find out, God help Katt!

Rix returned to his work. Searching through the remnants of past lives now seemed the only thing that could take his mind off the present. Rix followed the entries, noting which ones got most of the money. The gunpowder works was listed several times, for varying amounts. Not happy with Hopewell, Hudson had tried seven different lead-casing foundries. Even the servants’ salaries were written down, right to the penny.

But Rix paused at the sixth notation for Uriah Hynd and Company. The amount listed was always fifteen thousand dollars—quite a sum, and even more than Hudson was paying for gunpowder. What did the company sell to him? Rix wondered. There was no indication as to what sort of business Uriah Hynd and Company was.

He came to the end of the account book. During 1851 and 1852, Uriah Hynd and Company had been paid fifteen thousand dollars on a total of nine separate occasions. It was the only company listed so many times. Whatever it had sold to Hudson was lost in the past. Rix put the book aside and began to dig to the bottom of another box.

He uncovered a newspaper, old and brittle, falling to pieces even as he gently lifted it out. It was a copy of the Si. Louis Journal, dated the tenth of October, 1871. The bold black headline blared, HUNDREDS DIE IN CHICAGO BLAZE: and below that, in smaller type: GREAT FIRE DECIMATES FRONTIER CITY: INTERVIEWS WITH SURVIVORS. PARTIAL LISTING OF DESTROYED BUILDINGS AND BUSINESSES.

Beneath the layers of headlines was an artist’s rendering of the city in flames, as seen from the shore of Lake Michigan. The picture showed hundreds of people fleeing the conflagration. The Journal had compiled interviews with about twenty survivors found in a field hospital, and among them Rix recognized a familiar name: Righteous Jordan.

Rix spread the paper carefully out atop the desk, and sat down to read the woman’s story. In an emotion-charged, often hysterical voice, Righteous Jordan told the writer what had happened on October 8, 1871. It was the same date, Rix remembered, as that on Cynthia Cordweiler Usher’s tombstone.

As Rix read, several of the candles around him sparked and hissed. He could imagine the great city in flames, buildings exploding, whole rooftops lifting off in the hurricane of fire, the earth shuddering as tons of bricks slammed into the streets. Righteous Jordan was speaking from the dead, and as Rix listened he could hear the din of screams, cries to God, clatter of hooves on cobblestones, and alarm bells ringing. Chicago was burning. Righteous Jordan, along with Cynthia and thirteen-year-old Ludlow Usher, were fleeing before the flames in a careening coach driven by elderly Keil Bodane.

“Lord God!” Righteous shrieked. “We gon’ turn over!”

“Hush!” Cynthia commanded. A gust of hot wind had hit the coach broadside, making it pitch crazily. Keil was using his whip to keep the Arabians from rearing. “Keil’s a good driver. He’ll get us out of this.”

A bedlam of bells rang out. Clyboume Street was snarled with other coaches, carriages, and wagons of all sizes. People were running, dragging sacks filled with belongings from Clybourne Row mansions. Ashes and cinders spun thickly through the air. The night had brightened like an eerie orange noon to the west, where the fire had started. Fireballs as big as steam engines hurtled across the sky, smashing into buildings and spreading the blaze faster than a man could run. Sitting beside his mother, with Righteous Jordan filling the seat before him, young Ludlow flinched at the reverberating explosions. Their force shook the ground, as if the entire city were trembling in its death agonies.

They had left everything behind but the clothes they wore. As the flames had neared the Chicago River, Cynthia had ordered her servants to bury in the yard the jewels, silver, and fine art collected in the white mansion she’d inherited from Alexander Hamilton Cordweiler. When the fireballs had started jumping the river, setting ablaze everything they touched, Cynthia told the servants to take the other coaches, carry whatever they pleased, and run. It was all too clear that the fire would not be sated with the Irish shanties and cowbarns—it was reaching out to engulf Clybourne Row with equal greed.

“I saw that fire comin’ through the winders!” Righteous said. “I knew it wasn’t gon’ be stopped! Little ol’ river wouldn’t stop a fire like that, no sir!”

“Keil will get us safely to the harbor.” Cynthia planned on boarding her private steam yacht and sailing out on Lake Michigan until the danger was over. “As soon as we break free of this traffic, Keil should be able to find a faster route.”

“We’re more than a mile from the lake,” Ludlow said quietly. He looked at neither of them, instead peering out the window at the approaching wall of flames. His face glowed bright orange with reflected light, but his eyes were dark. “It’s moving quickly, Mother. The wind’s blowing too hard.”

She squeezed his hand and managed a brave smile. “We’re going to be fine, Ludlow. Stop that whimpering and squirming about, Righteous! You’ll throw the coach over!”

Over the noise of confusion outside, they heard the crack of Keil’s whip. “Go on, damn you!” he yelled. “Move out of the way!”

“We’ll get there,” Cynthia said, but uncertainty strained her voice. Something exploded perhaps a block or two away, and Ludlow gripped her hand so tightly the knuckles ground together.

The coach lurched ahead, stopped, and lurched violently again, moving amid a melee of other vehicles and struggling humanity. Where the streets intersected, crashed carriages were being hauled out of the way, people swarming frantically over the wreckage. Maddened horses bucked and kicked as cinders scorched their backs. The acrid, lung-burning smoke was getting thicker, and the fireballs roared overhead like cannon shots.

Finally breaking free of the crush, Keil Bodane turned the coach off Clybourne and onto Halsted Street, heading toward the waterfront. The Arabians responded with speed, their flanks singed by cinders. The streets were littered with burning debris. Bars had been broken into, and whiskey flowed in the gutters from staved-in barrels. Crazed people stopped to drink their fill until the whiskey caught fire and exploded in their faces. Other people ran at the coach, trying to grab hold, but Keil whipped the horses for more speed. A pistol was fired, the bullet shearing off a splinter of wood inches from Keil’s knee.

And as Keil veered the coach around the corner of Halsted onto Grand Street, he was met by a wagon full of burning haybales, its team running wild and a charred corpse at the reins.

The Arabians hit the other horses with a force that snapped bones and threw Keil Bodane like a stone from a slingshot. The entire coach, still moving at breakneck speed, then crashed into both teams of horses and turned on its side, its gilded wheels shattering.

“God have mercy!” Righteous screamed—and then her face hit Ludlow’s knee as the boy was wrenched from his seat. Cynthia was thrown violently to one side, her head, crunching against the coach’s intricate scrolled woodwork. As the coach slammed to the ground, it was dragged thirty more yards by the crippled Arabians. The burning haywagon careened onward, its team injured but still trying to escape the fire.

After the crash, as cinders pattered down on the cobblestones and the pall of smoke darkened, a few desperate men stole the three Arabians that could still stand. The fourth lay in the street, two legs broken. Near it was the body of Keil Bodane, whose skull had been crushed against a lamppost.

“Get out!” Cynthia ordered a sobbing Righteous Jordan. “Hurry! Climb up through the door!” Righteous, her front teeth knocked loose by Ludlow’s knee and her face covered with blood, hauled herself through the coach door above her head, then leaned in again to help Cynthia up. Ludlow pulled himself out, a long gash across his forehead and his nose broken. His eyes were pewter pools of shock.

“Miz Usher! Miz Usher!” Righteous grasped the other woman’s shoulders. The entire left side of Cynthia’s face was turning purple and swelling rapidly. Blood leaked from both ears onto her black velvet jacket.

“I’m … all right.” Her voice was slurred. “We’ve … got to get to the lake. Help me … get Ludlow to the lake.”

“Mr. Bodane!” Righteous called—and then she saw his body lying in the street. His head had cracked open like a clay jug.

“Righteous.” Cynthia gripped her maid’s thick wrist. Her bloodshot left eye, Righteous saw with horror, was beginning to bulge from her face. “You … take care … of Ludlow,” she said with an effort. “Get him to the lake. Luther … will know … what to do. Luther won’t … let him die.”

Righteous knew she was babbling about Luther Bodane, Keil’s son, who’d stayed behind, this trip, to watch over Usherland. “We’re all gon’ get to the water,” she said firmly, and helped Cynthia to the ground. Ludlow clambered off the coach; he stood staring numbly at Keil’s corpse as other people hurried past, some of them stepping on the body.

Righteous asked Cynthia if she could walk, and Cynthia nodded. The injured eye wouldn’t focus, the flesh around it blackening. Cinders hissed down on them, and Righteous crushed them out with her fingers when they sparked in her mistress’s hair. “We got to go!” she called to the boy. “Got to get to the lake!”

His forehead bleeding badly, Ludlow followed as Righteous Jordan began to help Cynthia down the middle of Grand Street.

They joined the throngs who hobbled, staggered, stumbled, and ran toward Lake Michigan. A thunderous roar shook the street beneath them, and windows shattered like shotgun blasts as buildings collapsed only a block behind. Red-and-purple fireballs shrieked overhead. The crowds had gone mad; people were breaking into stores, looting whatever they could carry, from topcoats to violins. A woman on fire was dancing a crazy jig on the curbside, caught under the weight of seven or eight mink coats she’d just stolen. Someone threw her into the gutter, where she fell into a stream of running whiskey and was instantly incinerated. A naked man yelled, “Destruction! God’s wrath on Chicago!”

Righteous’s flesh was blistering. She spat out two teeth and kept right on going, pushing through the crowd, taking Ludlow’s hand so he wouldn’t be swept away. Over the noise of screaming and shouting, there was a sound like a thousand locomotives with their boilers about to blow. As Righteous looked back, huge sheets of flame leapt into the sky, the glare almost blinding her. Rooftops lifted into the air, spinning away out of sight. The earth trembled under the impact of crashing tons of brick. Ludlow was transfixed, staring at the conflagration behind them, tears running down his cheeks. She jerked him back to his senses and kept moving.

Cynthia Usher slipped off Righteous’s shoulder, almost falling before Righteous could catch her.

“Mother!” Ludlow wailed through blistered lips. He clutched her waist, trying to keep her from falling, as bodies roughly shoved past them.

Ludlow looked up into his mother’s distorted, hideously swollen face. She was smiling at him.

“My angel,” she whispered, and touched his hair.

And then blood exploded from her nostrils and around the staring orb of her left eye. Ludlow was splattered. Righteous almost swooned, but held herself steady; she’d felt the life leave Cynthia Usher in a single sigh. She eased the corpse to the ground, pushing away people who staggered too close. “She gone,” Righteous told the boy. “We got to go on ourselves.”

Ludlow screamed, “No!” and threw himself across the body. When Righteous tried to pull him away, he attacked her savagely. She reared back her right fist and struck him squarely in the jaw, then caught him in her arms as he fell.

Carrying the moaning boy, Righteous fought toward the lake. By the time they’d reached the shore, their clothes were little more than smoking rags. People by the hundreds were immersed in the oily water. Boats were darting here and there, picking up swimmers. Most of the yachts had already been stolen from their slips, and those that remained were afire. Righteous went into the lake up to her neck, then wet Ludlow’s face and hair to keep the cinders from burning him.

It was almost an hour before she lifted the boy into the hands of soldiers aboard a ferryboat, then climbed up herself. Ludlow, his clothing tattered and his face puffed with burns, stood at the railing, watching Chicago’s destruction. When Righteous touched his arm, he pulled quickly away.

Lord God! she thought. She had realized, as she would tell a reporter in another few hours, the truth of the matter: with both his mother and father gone, Ludlow Usher at thirteen was in control of everything—the estate, the family business, all the other businesses that had belonged to Mr. Cordweiler. He was, Righteous knew, the wealthiest thirteen-year-old boy in the world.

She watched him, waiting for him to cry, but he never did. He held his spine as stiff as an iron bar, his attention riveted to the fire on shore.

The soldiers were helping a man and woman aboard from a rowboat. Both were well dressed, the man in a dark suit with a diamond stickpin, the woman in the dirty remnants of a red ballroom gown. The man regarded Righteous and Ludlow and turned to one of the soldiers. “Sir,” he inquired, “must we share this vessel with niggers and tramps?”

Rix came to the end of Righteous Jordan’s story. He glanced over the other articles. Chicago had burned for twenty-four hours, and the fire had destroyed more than seventeen thousand buildings. One hundred thousand people were left homeless. The flames had been helped along by at least nine firebugs. The firemen had been slow to react that night because they were so tired; during the week before the Great Fire, they’d answered more than forty alarms.

He looked up at the portrait of the brooding Ludlow Usher. Thirteen years old and one foot in hell, Rix thought. How had he kept his sanity?

Rix had found the answer to Dunstan’s question about the death of Cynthia Usher. Tomorrow he would take this newspaper to him. But the cane—how and when had Ludlow gotten the cane back from Randolph Tigré?

Printed in small type in several columns on the next page was a listing of businesses that had been destroyed. They were not in alphabetical order, and Rix had to read patiently before he found what he was looking for.

Uriah Hynd and Company, Grocers.

A grocery store? Rix thought. Hudson Usher was spending fifteen thousand dollars a whack on groceries from Chicago? Why didn’t he simply buy his groceries in Asheville?

Rix carefully folded the paper and rose from his chair. For now, the questions would have to wait. He blew out all the candles except those in one candelabra, and used it to light his way upstairs.

And when he opened the door to his room, the golden light illuminated Puddin’ Usher—lying languidly in his bed, waiting for him.

She smiled sleepily, yawned, and stretched. Her breasts peeked over the top of the sheet. “You been a long time,” she said huskily. “Thought you’d never come to bed.”

He closed the door, alarmed that someone might hear. “You’d better get out. Boone will—”

“Boone ain’t here.” Her eyes challenged him. “Ol’ Boonie’s long gone to his club. You ain’t gonna turn me down this time, are you?”

“Puddin’,” Rix said as he put the folded paper on his dresser, “I thought you understood what I told you. I can’t—”

She sat up and let the sheet drop away. Her breasts were fully exposed, and she wet her lips with her tongue. “See how much I need you?” she asked. “Now don’t tell me you don’t want some of it.”

The candlelight flattered her, made her look less harsh and more vulnerable. Rix’s body was responding. She stretched like a cat. “You’re not afraid of Boone, are you?” she asked teasingly.

He shook his head. He couldn’t take his eyes off her.

“Boone says you can’t keep a woman,” she said. “He says you’re a half-step short of bein’ queer.”

Rix set the candelabra down.

“Come on,” she insisted. “Let’s see what you can do.”

He started to tell her to get out; he wanted to say it, but suddenly he couldn’t make himself. A thin smile had begun to play around the edges of his mouth. Why not? he thought. It would be wrong, yes—but hadn’t it been wrong for Boone to treat him like dirt all these years, to crow and caper and plot all kinds of nasty little tricks? This was the chance to pay him back that Rix had been waiting for. He brushed away the small voice inside him that urged him not to.

“Why not?” he said, and his voice sounded like that of someone he didn’t know.

“Good.” She kicked off the sheets, her body wantonly exposed to him. “Blow out them candles, then, and let’s get to it.”
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BOONE WAS DRUNK ON Chivas Regal, and he’d lost seven thousand dollars in two fleeting hours at the country club poker table. It was dawning on him that his old buddies were conspiring to cheat him. As they laughed and clapped him on the back and lit his Dunhill cigars for him, Boone silently mulled over how he would destroy them.

He took his red Ferrari through the quiet streets of Foxton at almost ninety, whipping past an old battered pickup truck coming from the opposite direction. For spite, Boone rammed his hand down on the horn; it blared several notes of “Dixie.” As the car roared out of Foxton, Boone sank his foot to the floor and the Ferrari leaped forward like a rocket.

He would buy the Asheville Heights Country Club, he’d decided. For whatever price. Maybe the board members would put up a statue of him in the foyer. The least they could do was to name the club after him. In a few days he was going to be one of the richest men in the world. Dad can’t hold on much longer, he thought—but he had mixed emotions, because he loved the old man. Walen had taught him how to be tough; he’d taught him that no one could be trusted, that everybody was out to make a killing. They’d had long talks, when Boone was younger, about how money was what made a man a success. Money is power, Walen had told him many times; without it, the world will run over you like a steamroller. He’d pointed to Rix as an example of what Boone should avoid: Rix, Walen said, was a dreamy, unrealistic coward who would never amount to his weight in shit. It had pleased Walen for Boone to beat on his younger brother.

Still, there was something about Rix that scared Boone. Something deep, something hidden away from everyone. He’d seen it spark in Rix’s eyes several times in the last few days: a hatred and bitterness so twisted it could commit murder. And Rix had tried to stab him in the dining room. Boone regretted not having smashed his teeth out right in front of everyone. Rix would’ve gone crying to his room.

Boone slid the Ferrari around curves, barely tapping the brakes, grinning at the thrill of speed. Katt thought she was going to get everything, he knew—but she was dead wrong. He had Puddin’ to thank for Katt’s downfall: the last time Katt had jaunted off to New York for a weekend, Puddin’ had rummaged through her closet for a dress to wear and had discovered the entrance to her Quiet Room. Puddin’ had shown him what she’d found in there, and Boone had taken it straight to Walen, who at that time hadn’t yet sealed himself in his own Quiet Room. Boone would never forget the old man’s expression of shock and disgust. Prob’ly buyin’ the shit in Asheville, Boone had said. Prob’ly spendin’ a damned fortune on it, too.

Walen had told him to put it back where it had been, and that he would take care of Katt in his own way.

Boone knew what that meant. Dad might be stringing her along now, but she’d been cut out of the inheritance.

Rain began to patter on the windshield. Boone quickly slowed down. He wasn’t so drunk he wanted to end up as a bloody smear on the road. As he rounded the bend and drove toward Usherland’s gates, he hit the switch under the dashboard and the gates opened smoothly for him, then closed again when he’d passed through.

He couldn’t bear to return to that room where Puddin’ lay sleeping. She thinks she’s got me by the balls! he snorted. Well, after he got his hands on all those billions, he could have his choice of beautiful women. Puddin’ wasn’t as pretty as she used to be. The beauty-queen gilt had rubbed off, and underneath was pure country cardboard. He drove slowly past the dark Gatehouse and followed the road toward the Lodge.

What a showplace the Lodge was going to be when he moved in! He was going to throw out all those damned dusty antiques and suits of armor and shit, put some nice new furniture in. There would be a whole floor full of video games, and in the basement he’d have grottoes of fake rock, where colored lights played on steamy water. He’d have a master bedroom with red walls and a huge bed draped in black fur, and there would be a mirrored ceiling. There would be no end to the parties, and if he wanted to, he’d ride his horses right up and down the corridors.

Boone often went to the Lodge to walk in it, visualizing how it would look once he lived there. Sometimes he told Puddin’ and his mother that he was going to the stables, but instead he’d go to the Lodge. It was the most beautiful place in the world, he thought. Its majesty and immensity sometimes almost made him cry; and in the silence of the Lodge he could sit in an overstuffed chair and know that soon—very soon—all of it would belong to him.

He’d never feared the Lodge. The Lodge loved him, too, and wanted him as its master. In the dreams he’d been having for the past few months, he’d seen the Lodge aflame with lights, and figures drifting past the windows as they would at the party Boone planned to give as soon as he moved in. Lately the dreams had been coming almost every night, and in some of them he’d heard his name called by a soft, beckoning voice that had brought him up from sleep in eager exhilaration.

The Lodge wanted him. The Lodge was waiting to embrace him, and he would love it all the days of his life.

Boone drove across the bridge and parked under the porte-cochere. Then he got out in the misty rain, stumbled around to the trunk, unlocked it, and retrieved his bull’s-eye lantern and a map he’d made of the first floor. He clicked the lantern on and shone it up the steps.

The Lodge’s front entrance was open. Several times he’d come out here before and found the door wide open. He’d mentioned it to Edwin, who’d promised to keep an eye on the place. There was little danger of someone breaking into the Lodge, Boone knew. Not with all those stories about black panthers and the Pumpkin Man roaming near the estate. Boone’s guess was that the Lodge was shifting, and the door wouldn’t shut properly anymore. From the looks of the deep cracks in the walls, the house was under a lot of internal pressure. Reinforcing the Lodge would have top priority when Boone took over.

He followed the beam of his lantern into the Lodge. At once he felt giddy with pleasure; he was back in his favorite world again, and he almost shouted with joy. He moved through the foyer, past the massive fountain with its carved statues, and into a cavernous reception area with royal blue sofas and chairs, mahogany tables, and flags from every country in the world hanging from the ceiling. The silence in the Lodge was complete as Boone continued through a series of huge rooms. Entering a winding corridor, Boone followed it for perhaps forty yards and then opened a large sliding door. Beyond it was the main study, and Boone’s flashlight picked out familiar sights: several black leather chairs arranged around a low rosewood coffee table, a dark slab of a desk with lion’s heads carved into it, a rug made from the hides of polar bears, and shelves filled with a variety of decanters and glasses. A short stairway led down to a door that Boone had found was securely locked. He crossed the room to the fireplace of black marble; the charred remnants of the last fire he’d lit in here still cluttered the hearth. Beside it was a brass barrel of wood left over from Erik’s day, and some newspapers Boone had recently brought in. He spent a few minutes getting new pieces of wood arranged in the hearth—banged his head against the marble and cursed drunkenly—and then stuffed paper under it, touched his cigar lighter’s flame to it, and stepped back as the fire quickly grew. The old, dried-out wood burned fiercely. The room took on a festive glow. Boone put his lantern aside and went to the shelves.

He’d finished off some damned fine whiskey the last time he was here at night. He sniffed at several decanters before the delicious aroma of cognac filled his nostrils; with a satisfied grunt, he poured himself a glassful and then sat down behind the desk. Going down, the stuff was as mellow as melted gold. He might sleep here tonight, he thought. Just pull up a chair in front of the fire, to help cut the chill, and he’d be fine. He thought of old Erik sitting at this desk, signing important papers. He and Erik would’ve gotten along just dandy, he was sure. They would’ve respected each other.

Boone drank his cognac and listened to the fire burn. He felt at peace here, safe and secure. He smelled woodsmoke instead of his father’s decay. How much longer he could stand living in the Gatehouse, he didn’t know. Sipping the last of the fragrant cognac in his glass, Boone paused. He put the glass down and cocked his head to one side.

Lying on the coffee table, next to a large cigar box, was something that hadn’t been there this afternoon.

It was a bulky book, trimmed in gold. Boone stood up and went over to it, playing his fingers across the fine leather. He took it nearer the fireplace and opened it.

Inside were old photographs glued to the pages. Boone knew Erik had loved pictures; walls of the Lodge’s first floor were covered with photographs from Erik’s time. But what kind of photographs these were quickly became apparent. Boone’s stomach clenched involuntarily.

They were pictures of corpses.

Soldiers, Boone realized. Frozen in every position of death. They were pictures taken on the battlefield, in field hospitals and morgues, closeups of soldiers tangled in barbed wire or blown apart at the bottom of muddy trenches, bodies almost denuded of flesh, ripped to pieces by land mines or grenades, crushed into the earth by trucks or tanks. As far as Boone could tell from the uniforms and the backgrounds, they were of World War I vintage. Another series of pictures showed decapitated bodies, followed by heads on slabs. Boone stared at death in all its grisly forms, and though the fire was strong and warm, he felt his skin crawling.

The book held several hundred pictures. Some of them, separated from the glue, drifted down around Boone’s feet. Erik had loved pictures, Boone thought. And maybe these were the kind of pictures he loved the best.

Something slammed elsewhere in the Lodge, making Boone jump. A door, he thought, his mental processes sluggish. Did somebody slam a door?

And then it came to him with chilling, sobering clarity: the front door had slammed shut.

Boone stood very still, listening. Mutilated corpses with the faces of young boys stared up at him. Boone dropped the book on the floor and stepped away from it, wiping his hands on his pants. Then he took his lantern and went out into the corridor.

It seemed much colder now in the Lodge; he could see the faint plume of his breath, curling from his mouth. He retraced his steps along the corridor.

Then, abruptly, he stopped.

“No,” he whispered, and his voice echoed around him no no no no …

His light had fallen upon a wall of rough stones, where no wall had been when he’d come through the corridor before. He approached it, touched it; the stones were cold, and very real. Stunned, he retreated and tried to think how he’d gotten turned around. Careful, Boonie old boy, he told himself. There’s no problem. Just get back to Erik’s study, right?

He walked to the study’s open doors and stopped on the threshold. His light shone into the interior of the Lodge’s elevator. The study was gone.

He looked into the room across the corridor, and found that it was a music room with a white grand piano, a pump organ, and a harpsichord. On the ceiling was a painted blue sky with fleecy clouds. In all the times Boone had come into the Lodge and strode down this corridor, he’d never before seen this chamber. The next arched doorway led into a large parlor decorated with feminine frills and painted pale pink. His map, which shook as he held it close to the light, showed no such room on the first floor. Shaken, Boone stood outside the elevator where the study had been a few minutes before. Okay, he said mentally, I’ve just gotten a little bit fucked-up here. No problem. I’ll keep walkin’ until I find a room that looks familiar, and then I’ll figure my way out.

The corridor led him on, twisting and turning, branching off to each side, passing staircases that vanished beyond the range of the light. Boone saw no room he recognized through any of the dozens of doorways. His palms were sweating, his face frozen into a crooked, disbelieving grin. He was dizzy and disoriented. What had happened to Rix could happen to him, too, he realized. Oh Jesus Christ! he thought. I’ve got to find the way out!

And with a final twist to the left, the corridor ended at a wide staircase that ascended into darkness.

Boone examined the map. He’d found ten staircases in his explorations of the Lodge’s first floor, but he’d never seen this one before. If he didn’t know where he was, the map was useless. I’ll go back, he decided. I’ll sit my ass down in front of that elevator and wait for somebody to see my car out front. No problem.

Boone had taken only a few steps when his legs locked. He gave a soft, scared whimper.

His path was blocked by another wall, adorned with old framed pictures of the Lodge.

He laughed nervously, a strangled sound that echoed faintly around him. That wall hadn’t been there before. The corridor had sealed itself behind his back. But the pictures indicated the wall might have been there for fifty years.

The air was turning bitterly cold, and Boone could see his breath whirling before him. He guided the light over the wall. Atop the picture frames was a thin layer of dust. He hammered at the bricks with his fist, but, like the rest of the Lodge, the wall had been built to endure for generations.

Now he had no choice but to climb the stairs. Except, when he returned to the staircase, he found it had changed directions, and now descended into the Lodge’s depths.

He gripped the banister and squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them again, the stairs still led downward. Lost! he thought, tottering on the edge of panic. Lost like a rat in a maze! But the maze was being changed as he went along, Boone realized. Was this what it had been like for Rix, a long time ago? The corridors blocking themselves, staircases changing direction, rooms shifting from one minute to the next?

Fear flared in his belly. I’ve got to get out! he screamed inwardly. The only way open to him was the staircase, and he started down it.

Boone’s teeth chattered from the cold. The stairway curved into the darkness, and Boone gripped the banister tightly to keep from slipping as the angle of the steps steepened. At the bottom, his lantern illuminated walls and floor of rough granite, an archway into a corridor that angled off beyond the light’s range. Dead electric bulbs were fixed to the walls; above them were smears of soot where torches had once been the sole source of light.

Boone knew he was on one of the uppermost basement levels. It was colder down here than at the top of the stairs—a bone-aching, fierce cold, unlike anything Boone had ever experienced. He couldn’t stand it, and he decided he’d be better off upstairs; he started climbing up again, shaking with the cold.

After seven steps, his head suddenly bumped the ceiling.

The staircase had come to an end.

“Oh Jesus,” Boone croaked. Trapped! he thought wildly. The Lodge had sealed him up and he was trapped! “Help!” he shouted, and his voice cracked.

The Lodge’s silence mocked him.

He slammed his fist against the ceiling. It isn’t there! he thought. The damned thing can’t be there! Tears stung his eyes, and as he stood trying to understand what was happening to him, he could sense the immense weight of the Lodge above him, like a huge, merciless beast.

“I love you,” he whispered to the dark. Tears slipped down his cheeks, and froze on the point of his chin.

At the bottom of the stairs, Boone faced the corridor that led toward—what? he wondered. More stairs, hallways, and rooms that would shift and solidify behind his back? I can wait here until somebody finds me, he told himself. Sooner or later, somebody will get me out of here!

But he was freezing, and he knew he had to keep moving. Already his joints were stiffening, the breath rasping in his lungs. He had no choice but to enter the corridor, his light probing the darkness before him.

He’d gone perhaps twenty yards when he thought he could hear a faint throbbing—a distant rhythm, like the pulse of machinery. But there was no electricity—how could a machine be working? Farther along the winding corridor, Boone felt vibrations—slow and steady, like the beating of a massive heart—through the soles of his shoes. Whatever was working lay beneath him, on the level below.

His light fell on another archway, cut into the wall on his right. He was afraid to look over his shoulder, afraid that the way he’d come had closed itself behind him. And if that had happened, he would lose his mind. The Lodge was guiding him, he realized. Pushing him, manipulating him. Had it done the same to Rix?

He remembered why he and Rix had come into the Lodge: to play hide-and-seek with the Devil. He’d said it to scare his brother—but now something in the Lodge was playing hide-and-seek with him, and he knew that this game had turned deadly.

He went through the archway, and into an enormous chamber filled with beasts.

The light reflected off the eyes of lions, tigers, bears, cheetahs, pumas, panthers, zebras, antelopes. The room was full of them, frozen in postures of attack, packed closely together in an eerie menagerie. Their silent snarls seemed to be directed at Boone, who had realized after an initial shock that this was a storeroom filled with Erik’s stuffed hunting trophies.

The room held hundreds of animals, their shadows scrawled on the walls by Boone’s lantern. He backed away from them, and turned to get out.

But the archway was gone, blocked by stones, as if it had never been there at all.

Boone’s knees almost buckled.

And from behind him came the rumble of something breathing.

He twisted around, stabbing in all directions with the light. Among the stuffed beasts, nothing moved.

“I’m Boone Usher!” he shouted, and the echoes Usher Usher Usher swirled around him in the frigid air.

A crouched tiger suddenly pitched forward and fell, its snarl rigid, its limbs still stiff. Behind it, something black caught the light before it darted away.

Boone began to sob. “I’m Boone Usher,” he whispered. “Damn you, listen to me—” The tears froze beneath his eyes. He backed against the wall and slid down, crying softly, his nerves shattered. Another animal toppled over, followed by a third. Wetness spread at Boone’s crotch; he huddled into a protective ball, shining the lantern straight ahead.

The noise of something breathing grew closer, coming from all directions at once.

And then a foul, icy breath touched Boone’s cheek.

He twisted to one side, aiming the light.

A monstrous black panther with luminous golden-green eyes stood motionless, not five feet away. For an instant Boone thought it was another sawdust-stuffed trophy—but then its mouth slowly, slowly opened and a black forked tongue emerged to quiver in the air.

The panther was watching him. Across its skull was a raw red streak that looked like a burn.

Boone tried to scream, but no sound would squeeze out. He pressed his back against the stones, his face contorting with terror.

The panther settled on its haunches, its eyes never leaving his. There was a high rattling sound as its tail slowly moved back and forth.

Freezing tears gummed Boone’s eyelids together, He began to laugh and wail alternately, as his terror split open and madness oozed out.

Silently the panther leaped.

It fastened its jaws around Boone’s face and then clamped them together. The wall was splattered with his brains and blood, the lantern falling from Boone’s hand to the floor. The panther dug its claws into Boone’s shoulders, holding the writhing body down, and began to peel the flesh from Boone’s head. Then it bit into Boone’s throat, cutting off his voice in mid-squeal. It crunched into the ribcage, its fangs bursting through tissue and bone, until its snout found the beating heart. With a quick twist of its massive head, the panther wrenched Boone’s heart from the chest cavity and devoured it with one shuddering gulp.

Steam rose from the corpse. The panther greedily lapped from a widening puddle of gore, then began ripping Boone’s body into pieces and gnawing on the bones. Its eyes rolled back in its head with pleasure.

When it had consumed its fill, the monster turned away and, its belly distended with what had been Boone Usher, left the storeroom through the archway less than three feet distant.



Six

VALLEY OF THE SHADOW
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LOGAN BODANE FOLLOWED THE beam of his flashlight, deep into the Usher woods.

It had been raining for the past half hour, but now only a fitful mist swirled past the light. The forest held a thick, wet, earthy odor. Raindrops pattered from overhead branches, and the wind stirred restlessly through the treetops.

Logan walked noiselessly along the riding trail, slowly sweeping his light from one side to the other. Soon he was amid the crumpled cages of the ruined zoo, and he continued to the place where the animal carcasses were hung. Most of them had been stripped to the bone by flies and ants, but three new ones—a fox and two squirrels—had been added recently. Beneath them, the blood from their slit throats had formed crusted pools.

The hardest part of it had been climbing the trees to tie the wires around branches so the carcasses would dangle well above the path. Ever since he was a little boy, Logan had been a good hunter. If there was anything in the world that set him apart from other folks, he thought wryly, it was his ability to track animals—in his own very special way.

Logan retreated a few yards off the path and sat down with his back against a boulder. He switched off his light and sat motionless in the dark, listening to the roving wind.

Last night he thought he’d heard the thing, coming through the brush toward the hanging bait. Then, less than twenty feet from him, it had suddenly stopped. Logan’s senses had sharpened, and he’d caught the distinct smell of a predatory cat. But when nothing had moved again for more than thirty minutes, he’d turned on his light and seen that whatever it was had silently gone.

Maybe it had been Greediguts, maybe not, Logan told himself. If there really was such a thing. But if a monster panther did hunt the forests of Usherland, sooner or later it would be drawn here by the smell of blood and meat. Logan had come to this spot every night to wait for several hours, and had seen bobcat and fox tracks in the dirt, but never pawprints of anything as big as the panther was supposed to be.

Greediguts was the main reason Logan had decided to take this job. He’d been wanting to try his skill at finding the panther for a long time, and being invited to live at Usherland put him right in what was supposed to be the monster’s territory. His only weapon was a knife with a serrated blade, which he kept in a leather sheath on his right ankle. If there was such a creature as Greediguts, and the panther did come this way, Logan knew he’d have to be fast, faster than ever before. But it was more of a challenge this way, and he had faith in his own very special talents.

It was time now. He began breathing slowly and rhythmically, pressing his back against the boulder. Through his flannel shirt he could feel the ridges and hollows of the rock, and he mentally commanded himself to become part of it, to merge flesh with stone. Slowly his pulse rate began to drop. He shivered once as his body temperature lowered, then he overcame that lack of concentration and willed himself to stay perfectly still. His breathing slowed until it was almost imperceptible. In his motionless face, Logan’s pupils had dilated to the size of dimes. His heartbeat had all but stopped.

If anything roamed near, Logan might appear to be an irregular outcrop of rock. He could remain in his frozen posture for hours, if necessary, but could also leap to his feet within seconds if he desired.

A few days before, he’d stood in the garden watching Kattrina Usher walk from the Gatehouse to the garage. He liked the promise of her tight, sleek body, her rear moving suggestively in her pink jumpsuit. She was the best-looking woman he’d ever seen, worlds away from the Taylorville girls he’d sometimes gone out with. As she passed him, he’d said hello, but she’d looked at him distastefully, and for an instant Logan had felt like something that slithered from under a rock. Then she was gone, on along the garden path. Logan knew that look: she thought she was too good even to speak to him. He’d watched her go to the garage, and desire had burned like coals under his ribs. She was like Granddad Robert’s dog Mutt, Logan thought in the silence of his trance; it had bothered him how Mutt used to avoid him, once even snapping at his offered hand. So it was a challenge to practice his talents on Mutt, to make the animal come to him wagging its tail and fawning before he’d bashed it in the head with a ball-peen hammer.

Logan had figured out which window was Kattrina’s, and sometimes he stood beneath it, peering up. Edwin had caught him doing that yesterday afternoon, and had told him he was supposed to be working in the laundry. Edwin watched him all the time, and Logan knew Cass didn’t like him worth shit. Edwin had said he was abusing their “relationship of trust”—whatever the fuck that meant—and not showing up for the various jobs he was supposed to do on the estate. Logan didn’t care; he wasn’t planning on staying around Usherland very much longer. This chief-of-staff shit was stifling his freedom; all he wanted was enough money to buy a new car and head off to California.

But maybe, Logan mused, before he left he might have to try his talents out on a person. Like Kattrina. He remembered that look, and it twisted his insides. He’d make her come to him, fawning and begging and wagging her tail. Or maybe he’d try them out on that Rix bastard. Make that arrogant son of a bitch put a pistol barrel between his teeth and pull the trigger, or cut his wrists open in the shower. That’d be worth looking forward to, as long as he didn’t have to clean up the mess.

Animals like domestic dogs and cats were the easiest. Wild animals took more control. Once, at the Asheville zoo, he’d stood in front of a cage where a wolf bitch was suckling her young. The wolf had stared coldly at him, and he at her. He’d suddenly known what he wanted her to do, and he’d carefully formed the picture in his mind of the bitch doing it. Beside him, a little kid had called excitedly for his mother, and that had jarred Logan’s concentration so he’d had to start all over again. He’d repeated the picture again in his head, fixed it in his mind, and made it move. The she-wolf was strong, and for a while she’d resisted him.

But after a few minutes she’d picked up the pups and, one by one, crushed them in her jaws.

The little kid beside Logan had burst into tears. As Logan left, the wolf was nudging her pups, trying to make them feed again.

He’d tried it only once with a person: Mr. Holly, his geometry teacher in high school. Mr. Holly was a gangly old geezer who wore bow ties and suspenders, and was going to flunk him. One morning in class, Logan had stared at Mr. Holly when the old man was rattling on about areas of triangles, and had caught his gaze. Logan had formed the mental image of Mr. Holly in his rustbucket Ford, with his foot pressed down hard on the accelerator. Mr. Holly’s mouth had stopped spewing formulas. Logan had added details to the picture: the car was racing along the county road between the high school and Taylorville, and ahead was the Pearl Creek Bridge. Inside the Ford, Mr. Holly was sitting with a zipper across his mouth, the same kind of smug look on his face as when he told Logan he was in danger of summer school. Twist the wheel, Logan had commanded mentally, and pictured the old man spinning the steering wheel violently to the right, sending the Ford crashing into the bridge’s concrete railing so hard that Mr. Holly was ejected halfway through the windshield before the steering column pierced his guts. When Logan had let the vision fade out like a movie, Mr. Holly said he felt sick and needed to be excused. The whole class had heard him puking in the hall.

But he was back the next day. For more than a week, Logan played the same movie in his head. At the very least, it interrupted the old man’s boring lectures. Soon, Logan tired of the game and began thinking up ways to cheat on the final exam.

A month later, the Foxton Democrat said that Mr. Paul Holly of Taylorville, aged fifty-eight and a geometry teacher for more than seventeen years, had died when his Ford hit the Pearl Creek Bridge. The scuttlebutt around the school, which Logan had heard with a stunned sense of satisfaction, was that crazy old Holly had left a suicide note to his wife that had Twist the wheel written on it a hundred times.

But the teacher who’d taken Holly’s place in May had flunked Logan anyway.

Logan had always kept his talents to himself. He didn’t understand where they’d come from, or why he had them, but he knew his control was getting better. He didn’t want his mom and dad knowing—what would they say if they found out what he’d done to Holly? Logan regretted having cut Mutt open; that had been damned stupid, but Granddad hadn’t called Edwin about it, so he figured he’d gotten away with his little experiment.

The almost imperceptible cracking of a twig brought Logan out of his trance. Within a minute his pulse had returned to normal, as had his body temperature. His senses quested in the darkness. He could smell a cat, prowling close by.

Brush stirred near the path. Careful, Logan warned himself. If the bastard jumps at me, I’d better be ready. He was hoping to stun it with the light before it had a chance to attack him. He waited a moment longer, listening, then aimed the light toward the path.

He switched it on.

The beam exploded onto a skinny bobcat with tattered ears, its tongue licking hungrily at the crusted blood beneath the newly hung carcasses.

Its eyes flared in the light, and Logan saw its hind legs tense for a leap into the underbrush. He quickly decided that he wanted to add it to the collection, and summoned the image of the bobcat frozen on the path, sending that image like a cold spear that left his mind and linked him with the animal. The bobcat tried to leap, but its will was sapped. It scrambled in a circle, snapping at its tail.

Logan concentrated on the image, strengthening it, slowing the animal until it stood panting and confused on the path, its legs stiff and its mouth open in a snarl. Its eyes had begun to frost over.

Logan could feel it trying to tear itself loose, and he kept the image firmly in his mind as he approached. Except for the movement of its sides as it breathed, the bobcat might have been a stuffed hunting trophy. Logan bent down a few feet from the animal, looking at the pink tongue and the gleaming, exposed teeth. He unsnapped the knife from its sheath at his ankle, then extended his arm and jabbed the bobcat’s side.

The animal’s mouth opened wider, but its legs didn’t move.

It always amused him to see them like this—helpless, waiting for the killing stroke. He had an animal snare in his mind, and he could trap or release them as he chose. Of all the animals he’d caught, killed, and hung from the wires, the squirrels had been the toughest because they moved so fast. It was harder to stop them when they were on the run.

Logan traced the bobcat’s ribs with the point of his knife. The animal shivered suddenly, then was motionless again. He put the blade to the soft flesh of the bobcat’s throat and jabbed inward, then slashed with a skill born of much practice.

Blood jetted over his arm before he could get out of the way. The bobcat shuddered, a high hissing noise coming from its mouth. It was hard to hold them when they felt that pain, and Logan moved backward in case the link snapped. In another few seconds it did, and the bobcat shrieked, clawing wildly at empty air, its body out of control and writhing in agony. With cold, clinical interest, Logan watched it die. Finally the bobcat lay on its side in its own blood, and its breathing stopped.

Logan wiped his blade on the animal’s fur, then snapped it back into its sheath.

And when he stood up, the flesh at the back of his neck crawled. He sensed at once that he was being watched by something very close.

He spun around, probing with the light. He saw nothing but trees, rusted cages, hanging vines, and rough-edged boulders. Still, his flesh tingled; something was there, very near, but what it was he couldn’t tell. Greediguts? he thought, and felt a shiver of panic. No, no—it wasn’t an animal. There was no animal scent in the air. He swept his light back and forth across the path. Whatever watched him was as good as he at merging with its surroundings.

His legs were stiffening, turning freezing cold. Move! he told himself. Get back to the house!

He tried to move his feet, and whimpered softly when he found that his knees were tightly locked. The cold was rapidly spreading through his body, weighting his limbs.

His fingers involuntarily opened; the flashlight fell to the ground.

Run! he screamed mentally. His legs wouldn’t move. His brain was going numb with the cold, and he realized that he was being invaded, just as he’d invaded the bobcat a few minutes before. His heart was pounding, but his thought impulses continued to slow, like the frozen gears of a machine.

Spraying out across the ground, the light touched the shoes of a figure standing before him on the path, barely ten feet away.

Logan tried to cry out, but the muscles of his face were frozen and he couldn’t open his mouth. His teeth ground together as he fought against a power that held him, but he knew that against this overwhelming force he hadn’t a chance to break free.

The veins in his neck stood out; his eyes glistened with terror.

Pump … kin … Man, Logan thought before his mind shut down like an icehouse.

The figure stood motionless before him for a moment longer, then silently approached and stretched out a hand to touch Logan’s face.



34

TWELVE MILES FROM USHERLAND, the telephone was ringing insistently in the Dunstan house.

Raven came out of her bedroom to answer it, switching on the hallway light. It was after three o’clock, and Raven had been reading since eleven, when she found sleep impossible. She picked up the phone. “Hello?”

“Miz Dunstan?” It was Sheriff Kemp’s drawl. “Sorry to wake you up so early. I’m over here at the Foxton Clinic, and … well, a couple of hours ago the Tharpe woman and her boy brought in the old man who calls hisself the Mountain King. He’s tore up pretty bad—”

“What happened?”

“Animal got him. The Tharpes won’t talk to me, but it looks like they know what went on up there. The emergency nurse called me as soon as she saw how bad off the old man was.”

“An animal? What kind of animal?”

“The Tharpes won’t say. The doc here tells me they’ve done everything they can for the old man, but it don’t look like he’s gonna pull through. I’m callin’ because the boy says he wants to see you. He says he’ll talk to you, but not to nobody else.”

“All right. Give me fifteen minutes.” She hung up and dressed hurriedly in jeans and a dark blue pullover sweater, then put on a pair of warm socks and her battered but reliable hiking boots. She ran her hands through her black curls and shrugged into her brown tweed jacket. The books she’d checked out of the Foxton library that afternoon were on the table beside her bed. The librarian had looked at her as if she had two heads when Raven had told her what she needed.

After she’d driven down from Briartop Mountain, she’d sat shaking in her car on the side of the road. The things she’d seen the Mountain King do were beyond rational explanation. Her knee had been healed by one touch of his cane. The Volkswagen had been turned around by a superhuman force.

What Sheriff Kemp had said in his office had come back to her: Then there’s the stories about the witches, too … Supposed to be that Briartop used to be crawlin’ with ’em …

The book she’d been reading when the telephone rang was called Dark Angels, a history of witchcraft and black magic. It lay open on the table to one of its weird, phantasmagoric illustrations: a seventeenth-century Welsh woodcut showing a figure in black standing atop a mountain, arms upraised, summoning an army of reptilian demons. Crouched at its feet was a shape that resembled a huge dog—or a panther, Raven thought. In the book Raven had read about the power of the Evil Eye to command men and animals, about spells and magic wands passed down through generations of both “black” and “white” witches, and about the witch’s familiar—a beast created by Satanic power to protect and help its master.

The other two books—one by Bill Creekmore entitled No Fear: The World Beyond, the second called The Unfathomed Mind—dealt respectively with life after death and extraordinary mental abilities. Raven had paged through a fourth book as well, and found that it included many elements of the witchcraft lore from the history volume: Rix Usher’s Congregation, which she’d picked up from the shelf where her father had left it. She wondered what his reaction would be if he knew how close to the bone his fiction had carved.

Wheeler had rolled his chair into the hallway as she left her bedroom. She told him who’d called, and why, and said she’d be back before dawn.

As she drove toward Foxton, a scatter of hard rain hit the windshield. Dead leaves whirled before the headlights, and she tightened her grip on the wheel.

The question of the ruins themselves continued to nag at her. What had happened up there to burn the outlines of human beings on stone walls? She’d asked her father about the ruins today, but he didn’t know who had lived up there, or how old the ruins were. The town that had stood at the peak of Briartop Mountain was not listed in any historical volume in the Foxton library, and a call to the Asheville library turned up nothing, either. There was no record of the people who’d lived there, where they’d come from, or—most importantly—what had happened to them.

The Foxton Clinic, a small red-brick building, stood a block away from the Broadleaf Cafe. A couple of doctors and nurses comprised the staff of the place, which saw more cases of flu and cold sores than anything serious. At night. Raven knew, one nurse ran the clinic and a doctor was on call.

But tonight the sheriffs car was parked in front, beside the Tharpes’ pickup truck and two other cars. Raven guided the Volkswagen into a space and hurried inside.

Sheriff Kemp was sitting in the waiting room, paging through a copy of Field & Stream. Across the small room sat Myra Tharpe and her son. As Kemp stood up to greet her, Raven glanced at Myra Tharpe and saw that her shoulders were slumped, her vacant gaze fixed to the floor. Beside her, Newlan—wearing a flannel shirt and a baggy pair of trousers that were obviously not his—rose quickly to his feet when he saw Raven.

“We got us a mess here,” Kemp said. His face was slack and unshaven, his eyes red from lack of sleep. “The old man’s tore up like you wouldn’t believe. Whatever it was jumped him from behind. Broke his ribs and collarbone, smashed his nose and jaw, too. Thing must’ve had godawful teeth, judgin’ from the wound on the back of his neck.”

“New,” Raven asked. “What attacked him?”

He glanced uncertainly from Raven to the sheriff, then said to her, “The panther. It was Greediguts, Miz Dunstan.”

Kemp snorted. “Ain’t no such thing! It’s a story you mountain people made up!”

“Like we made up the Pumpkin Man?” His voice was calm and steady, but the power in it made Kemp’s thin smile slip right off his face.

“Lord God …” Myra Tharpe whispered, clenching her hands tightly in her lap.

“You saw it?” Raven persisted.

“I was standin’ as close as I’m standing to you right now when the panther jumped the old man from behind. I … guess he was too concerned about me to know it was creepin’ up on him. The Mountain King was outside our house. If it wasn’t for him, I might’ve gone down to …” He let his voice trail off, and then he picked up the gnarled walking stick from where it leaned against his chair. “I hit Greediguts with this,” he said, “and ran it off.”

“A stick?” Kemp scoffed. “You’re tellin’ us you ran a black panther off with an old stick?”

“It’s … more than that.” He ran his hand along the wood. “I don’t rightly understand what it is, but it burned Greediguts across the head. Knocked me flat on my back, too.” New handled it carefully, with great respect; though he couldn’t sense the power in it anymore, he felt as if he were holding a loaded shotgun.

That stick, Raven thought, had put her shattered knee back together. Spells and magic wands. Witches on Briartop—

“Miz Tharpe, you look faint,” Kemp said. “Can I get you some water?”

She shook her head. “I’m all right, thank you.”

Kemp returned his attention to the boy, and narrowed his eyes. “You been dippin’ into the moonshine keg? Maybe a cat did jump the old man, but there ain’t no such thing as Greediguts! I say a good-sized bobcat—”

“Is a bobcat black, Sheriff?” New moved forward a few steps. “Can it rear up on its hind legs and stand six feet tall? Does it have a tail that rattles like a snake’s? You saw the Mountain King. You don’t really believe a bobcat did that to him, do you?”

“I’ve had enough of this!” Myra Tharpe suddenly shrieked, and shot up from her chair. Her eyes blazed at Raven. “It’s you who started all this … this evil! You, with your damned questions and nosin’ about! The panther would’ve let us be if it hadn’t been for you! Damn you to hell, woman! I should’ve shot you the first time I seen you!”

“You gone crazy?” Kemp asked. “What’s Miz Dunstan got to do with this?”

“She stirred up things!” Myra pointed at Raven, her skinny hand trembling. “Comin’ up the mountain, goin’ up to the ruins, askin’ fool questions about the Pumpkin Man and things that are best left alone! Oh, you couldn’t take no for an answer, could you? You had to keep on a-stirrin’ and a-stirrin’ until you drew the very Devil hisself out of the cauldron!”

Calmly, Raven met the other woman’s fierce stare. “You never wanted Nathan to be found, did you? You knew those men wouldn’t find him and you didn’t want them to. Why was that? Why did you refuse to talk about the Pumpkin Man, or to let your son tell me what he’d seen?”

Myra’s face splotched with rage. “Because,” she said with an effort, “if outsiders go up on Briartop lookin’ for the Pumpkin Man, there’ll be death and destruction for everybody in this valley! My ma knew it, and her ma before her! The Pumpkin Man is left alone! If anybody tries to stop him from takin’ what he wants, he’ll cause the earth to split open and take us all down to hell!”

Kemp was wide-eyed. “What in the name of Holy Jesus are you jabberin’ about?”

“An earthquake!” Myra screeched. “He’ll send an earthquake to destroy us all, like he did that autumn of 1893! Oh, the outsiders went up into the woods with their guns and bloodhounds and they started prowlin’ over every inch of Briartop! They kept the Pumpkin Man from takin’ what he wanted, and he cracked the earth open! Houses disappeared, boulders smashed people flat, the whole mountain shook like it was gonna split in two! My ma knew it, and her ma, and back a hundred years! Everybody on Briartop knows it, and they know not to talk about the Pumpkin Man to outsiders or let outsiders ‘help’ us! The Pumpkin Man takes what he pleases! If he’s denied, it’s destruction for us all!”

“You mean … the Briartop people believe the Pumpkin Man sent the earthquake of 1893?” Raven asked. She’d read an account of it in one of the old Democrats: on a sunny November morning, the tremors had begun, and within minutes every window in Foxton had shattered. The most violent activity had been centered on Briartop Mountain, where severe rockslides destroyed many backwoods cabins and killed twenty-two people. Even Asheville suffered broken windows from the aftershocks.

“We don’t believe it!” Myra said sharply. “We know it! The law came up to Briartop with their bloodhounds. They searched the mountain all through the autumn, and staked the trails out after the sun went down. They denied the Pumpkin Man what he wanted—and he struck back. There’s not been another earthquake since then, because we don’t deny him … and we make sure no outsiders do, neither!”

The only year that the number of disappearances had declined was 1893, Raven remembered. “You mean … you people give up your children deliberately! Why don’t you just leave the mountain? Go somewhere else?”

“Where?” she sneered. “Our families have always lived on the mountain! We don’t know any other home but Briartop! Most of us couldn’t live in the outside world!”

“You do know that the Ushers own Briartop Mountain?”

“We know it. The Ushers leave us be. We don’t pay no rent. If a child goes out alone in the dark, or strays too far from home, then … maybe that child’s meant for the Pumpkin Man.”

“Like Nathan was?” Raven asked coldly.

Myra’s dark eyes damned the other woman. “Yes,” she answered. “Most all the families on Briartop got more mouths than they can feed. The Pumpkin Man takes three, four, sometimes five a season. We know that, and we harden our hearts to it. That’s a fact of life.”

There was a moment of tense silence. “New,” Myra whispered, and held her hand out for her son. He didn’t accept it. “Don’t look at me like that,” she begged. “I’ve done all I could do! If it hadn’t been Nathan, it would’ve been somebody else’s child. The Pumpkin Man cain’t be denied, New! Don’t you understand that?” A tear trickled down her cheek. New’s stare scorched her.

“The … Pumpkin Man ain’t real,” Sheriff Kemp said weakly, glancing back and forth from New to Raven. “Everybody knows … it’s just a story. Ain’t no such thing as—”

“Sheriff?” A nurse had come into the waiting room. “He’s regained consciousness. He wants to see the young man.”

“Is he going to live?” New asked her.

“His condition is critical. Dr. Robinson doesn’t think he could survive the trip to Asheville, so we’re doing what we can for him. Other than that, I can’t say.”

“Go on, then,” Kemp said to New as he eased himself into a chair. “Jesus Christ, I can’t make heads or tails of this mess!”

“New?” Raven stepped forward as he followed the nurse. “I’d like to see him, too. All right?”

He nodded. Myra gave a soft sob and crumpled into a chair.

In one of the clinic’s small rooms, a white-smocked doctor with sharp features and thinning gray hair turned toward New and Raven as the nurse showed them in. The room smelled strongly of antiseptic. On a bed, the Mountain King lay facedown, his back covered with a sheet. He was hooked up to two IV bottles, one containing whole blood and the other a yellow liquid that Raven assumed was glucose. The Mountain King’s head was turned so his eye faced the door, and he was so pallid that the network of veins at his left temple stood out in royal blue relief. Mottled black bruises were scattered across his face, and stitches had been taken in a long, jagged gash across his forehead. A bandage covered the bridge of his nose. Under its pale film, his eye was dark green and unblinking. Raven could hear his slow, labored breathing.

Dr. Robinson’s expression told Raven all she needed to know about the old man’s prospects of survival. He left the room and closed the door behind him.

New approached the bed, clutching the walking stick with both hands. But for the faint rising and falling of the sheets as he breathed, the Mountain King was motionless. Then his mouth twitched, and he said in a raspy, garbled voice, “It’s … time. Come closer, boy, so … I can see you.”

New stood at his bedside. “I’m here.”

“Somebody’s … with you. Who is it?”

“The newspaper lady, from the Democrat.”

“The lady with the yaller car,” the Mountain King remembered. “She had a hurt knee. Tell her … to come closer. I want her to hear it, too.”

New motioned her over. The Mountain King’s eye was fixed directly ahead, looking at neither of them. “It’s time,” he repeated. “I’ve got … to pass it on.”

“Pass what on?” New asked.

“The tale. It’s time to tell the tale.” One thin, bruised hand emerged from beneath the sheet, and groped for New. “Take it,” he commanded, and New did. The old man squeezed his hand so hard that New thought his knuckles were going to break. “You’ve … got the wand. That’s good. You keep it. Oh, I’ve got a hurtin’ in my ribs …”

New sucked in his breath. A ripple of fiery pain had shot across his own ribcage. The old man’s hand wouldn’t let him go. “You … listen to me,” he rasped. “Both of you. I want to … tell you about the ruins … up on Briartop. I’ll tell it … like my pa told me … before the comets fell.” For a moment he was silent, breathing harshly. “Greediguts tried to get me … before I could pass it on,” he said. “Them ruins used to be a whole town, full of people. But they … wasn’t ordinary people. My pa … said they’d sailed from England … back when this country was just bein’ settled. They … come down from the north … and they built a town of their own. Up on Briartop, where they could live in secret.” The Mountain King’s eyelid sagged and fluttered. Still, his grip on New’s hand didn’t weaken.

“A coven,” he whispered. “It was … a town of warlocks and witches.”

Raven looked at New, saw the boy’s eyes narrow—and she knew he realized it was true, just as she did. She leaned closer to the old man. “What happened to that town?”

“Destroyed … by fire and wrath,” he answered, and drew a pained, rattling breath. “One of their own … done it.” Raven was silent, waiting for him to continue. “One of their own,” he said softly. “One who’d done … what to the Devil is … the worst blasphemy of all.”

“What?” Raven prompted.

The Mountain King’s gray lips curled into a smile. “He … fell in love. With a girl from another town. A … Christian girl. He wanted to give up what he was … and marry her. But the others knew … knew they had to stop him. He was one of the strongest … warlocks of ’em all.” He had to pause, gathering strength to speak again. “He must’ve gone through the fires of hell itself … in decidin’ which path to take. ’Cause once the Devil leeches into you … he’s like a drug … that beats you down and beats you down and keeps you needin’ more.” His eye fluttered again, then closed; but his grip was so strong it was grinding New’s fingers together. “But … he loved her more … than he needed evil,” the Mountain King whispered. His eye opened. “He made up his mind, and he went down … to the town in the valley. It’s … called Foxton now.”

As the old man spoke, his hand clutching the boy’s, scenes began to form in New’s mind—ghostly, faded images of people in dark clothes with white, stiff collars, a town’s narrow dirt streets bordered by picket fences, horses and wagons stirring up a shimmering haze of dust, men in deerskin jackets and floppy hats, farmers plowing fields in the distance. One man in a three-cornered hat and a long dark cloak dismounted his horse in front of a small white house—then stopped, because on the door was a wreath of black ribbons.

Carrying a bouquet of wild flowers he’d brought from the forest, he was admitted by a tall, sad-eyed older man in dark clothes. The sad-eyed man told him what had happened: she had gone up to the attic room yesterday morning, and there she’d tied a rope around a rafter and hanged herself. There was no reason for it! Who could understand why such a lovely girl had done it? Her mother, the older man said, had found her, and was now confined to bed.

The man in the three-cornered hat slowly bowed his head. The flowers scattered to the floor. At his sides, his hands curled into fists. Who saw her last? he asked softly.

Her mother and me, came the answer. There was no sense in it! She went to bed and rose happy as a lark! Oh … she’d been troubled over a little traveling man selling knives and brushes who’d stopped for a cup of water. She’d spoken with him for a while, and after he was gone she said she wished wanderers such as he could find the love and happiness of a family. But why did she kill herself? Why?

On the floor, the flowers were turning brown. They were dead when the man in the three-cornered hat turned and stalked out of the house.

“The coven … had killed her,” the Mountain King said. “He knew it. They’d … sent one of their own … to plant the seed of hangin’ herself … in her mind. He went back up the mountain … and he summoned all the power of death and destruction from his soul …”

Blinding, white-hot flames filled New’s head. The intensity of it scared him, but when he tried to pull away, the Mountain King held him fast. He realized he was seeing scenes of the past from the Mountain King’s mind. New could do nothing but hang on, as a firestorm of awesome proportions blazed behind his eyes. He saw stone cabins blasted to pieces, burning bodies hurled against walls, charred corpses melting into the scorched and glassy earth. A wall exploded in blue fire, and the stones tumbled straight for him with terrible speed …

“They fought him hard. But they … wasn’t strong enough to match him. Most of ’em died … some ran. He’d figured out the truth … that evil existed … to destroy love. When he was through … he built himself a cabin on the mountain. He … took it on hisself to watch over them ruins … to make up for his sinnin’. That man,” the Mountain King said, “was my great-great-grandfather.”

“But … if he gave up what he was, how did he keep the magic?”

The Mountain King scowled. “He gave up evil … not what was born in him. The Devil didn’t teach him magic … just used it. Magic’s an iron chain … that links gen’ration to gen’ration. The man don’t find Satan. Satan finds the man.” He paused, breathing harshly. His voice was quieter, almost gentle, when he continued: “Boy. What I want to know is—why are you like me?”

“I’m not,” New said quickly.

“You are. The magic’s in you somethin’ fierce. Satan … finds the man. He’s callin’ you, like he called your pa … and like he called me, all these years. He wants the power that’s in you … wants to twist it … wants to have you. Tell me. Are you descended … from one of those who ran from that coven?”

“No. I …” He stopped abruptly. His father had been like him. Who was his father? Bobby Tharpe had been raised in an orphanage near Asheville, but had chosen to live on Briartop. Who had his parents been? “My … pa was brought up in a state home,” he said. “I don’t know anythin’ about his family. My ma …”

“A state home?” The Mountain King sounded choked. “How … old … was your pa when he died?”

“He wasn’t sure what year he was born. But he said he was fifty-two.”

The Mountain King released a soft, exhausted whisper. “Lord God … he was born in 1931. I’ve … killed my own son.”

His grip weakened, and New wrenched his hand away.
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RIX WAS JARRED AWAKE by Puddin’s snoring. Her body was sprawled across him, and she smelled like an animal. She’d attacked him feverishly when he’d come to bed, clawing at his back and biting his shoulders. She was used to roughness, and Rix had tried unsuccessfully to calm her down. Her thrusting was so hard it had bruised his pelvis. After the race to orgasm was over, Puddin’ had clutched to him, alternately sobbing and asking him in baby talk if she wasn’t the best piece he’d ever had.

My God! Rix thought, as a snake pit of guilt opened in his stomach. What’s wrong with me? I just made love to Boone’s wife! She lay heavily on him, a fleshy burden. He felt tainted and dirty, and knew he’d only used Puddin’ for revenge. Still, she’d asked for it, hadn’t she? She was the one who crawled into my bed! Rix told himself. I didn’t go looking for her!

He tried to ease out from under her; Puddin’s snoring stopped, and she mumbled something in the slurred voice of a little girl.

There was a quick, furtive movement in the room. Rix sensed it rather than saw it directly. He looked toward the chest of drawers, could see the vague shape of someone standing there.

Boone, he thought. His heart kicked. He could envision Boone coming at them drunkenly with a candelabra to bash in both their skulls.

But the figure didn’t move again for perhaps twenty seconds. Then, very slowly, began inching toward the door.

“I can see you,” Rix said. “You don’t have to creep.”

Puddin’ shifted position. “Huh? Whazzat?”

Rix reached for a box of matches on the bedside table. As soon as he moved, the figure bolted toward the door and darted into the darkness of the corridor. Rix pushed Puddin’ aside—she cursed, turned over and started snoring again—and lit a match, touching the wicks of the candelabra he’d brought up from the library. In the amber glow he saw that several drawers had been left open; his closet door was still ajar. He got out of bed, put on his jeans, and walked out into the hallway.

Nothing moved in the range of the flickering light. The Gatehouse was quiet. He walked slowly to the end of the long corridor, and stopped at the stairs that led to Walen’s Quiet Room. His father’s decay seemed to hang in the air in dense layers. Rix’s stomach lurched, and he quickly retraced his path. He stopped before his mother’s door and listened; there was no sound beyond. Next was Katt’s room. He stood outside it, listening for any telltale noises, and then touched the doorknob.

It was damp.

Rix looked at his palm. His hand was slick with sweat. Slowly he turned the knob and cracked the door open.

The candlelight slipped inside and illuminated Katt’s pink-canopied bed. She was asleep, her head on the pillow, her face turned away from him.

Rix closed the door. Walen’s reek seemed suddenly, sickeningly worse. He crinkled his nose with revulsion and looked back along the corridor.

And the candlelight fell upon a walking corpse whose gray flesh had tightened and fissured, oozing yellow fluid, the eyes about to burst from the skull, the lower jaw hanging and exposing blackened gums.

Rix cried out in horror, almost dropping the candelabra.

The thing staggered backward on spindly legs, a shrill shriek escaping the ruin of a mouth. It grasped the rotted nubs of its ears—and Rix saw that it held the ebony cane.

It was his father.

By candlelight, Walen Usher was a hideous, contorted figure wearing a shroud of white silk. As his face stretched in a scream and his eyes glinted wetly, the flesh ripped alongside his misshapen nose, fluids dripping down onto the gown.

“What is it?” Margaret shouted, about to emerge from her room.

“Get back!” Rix commanded. “Don’t open your door!” The sound of his voice stopped her. Walen went mad, flailing with his cane, knocking over vases and fresh flowers.

“Oh God oh God—” Katt keened from her doorway.

Walen turned, hands clasped to his ears, stumbling toward the stairs to the Quiet Room. Before he’d taken three steps, he lost his balance and pitched forward on his face; his body lay twitching violently.

Mrs. Reynolds, wearing her mask and gloves, emerged from the corridor’s gloom. “Help me!” she ordered Rix as she bent beside Walen. “Hurry!”

Rix realized that she wanted him to help her pick Walen up, and his flesh crawled.

“Hurry, damn it!” she snapped.

He put the candelabra on a table and forced himself to grasp his father’s arms. The flesh was spongy and soft, like wet cotton. As they lifted Walen, the cane dropped from his hand to the floor. “Help me get him upstairs,” Mrs. Reynolds said. They carried him back to the Quiet Room, and in the dark—where Rix held his breath and clamped a scream behind his teeth—returned Walen to bed. The old man instantly contorted into a fetal position, moaning softly.

Outside the Quiet Room, Mrs. Reynolds closed the door and snapped on her pencil flashlight, shining it into Rix’s ashen face. “Are you all right? I can give you a sedative, if you’d—”

“What was he doing out of that room?” Rix asked angrily. “I thought he couldn’t leave his bed!”

“Whisper!” she hissed. “Come on.” She led him down the stairs. Katt and Margaret had both come out of their rooms and were huddled together. Down the hallway, Puddin’ was shouting to know what was going on.

“Shut your mouth, you tramp!” Margaret yelled at her, and she was quiet.

“I’m sorry.” Above her mask, Mrs. Reynolds’s eyes were bloodshot. “I dozed off. I have to sleep whenever I can. Last night I woke up and found him out of bed. It must’ve taken every bit of his strength to get down here.” She nodded toward the candles. “He must’ve panicked because of the light. The screaming didn’t help, either.” She took her mask off and wadded it in her fist.

“What’d he expect? Jesus Christ, I’ve never seen anything like that in my—” He was almost overcome by a surge of dizziness and nausea, and he had to lean against the wall to catch his breath. His pulse thundered.

“You’re supposed to watch him every minute!” Margaret said stridently. Her face was coated with white cream, a plastic bag over her still-sprayed hairstyle. “You’re not supposed to let him out of that room!”

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, “but I have to sleep, too. One person can’t watch him all the time. I’ve already suggested that you hire someone else to—”

“You’re being paid what three nurses would charge!” Margaret told her. “And when you took this job, you understood you’d be working alone!”

“Mrs. Usher, I’ve got to rest. If I can only get a few hours sleep, I’ll be all right. Can’t someone else sit for him for a while?”

“Certainly not! You’re the trained professional!”

“Edwin,” Rix said, as his head began to clear. “Somebody call Edwin. He could sit with Dad.”

“That’s not his job!” Margaret snapped.

“Call him, damn it!” Rix shouted, and his mother flinched. “Or would you like to go up there and sit in the dark with … that thing!”

Her eyes bright with anger, Margaret marched forward. Before Rix could ward off the blow, Margaret had lifted her hand and slapped him hard across the face. “Don’t you dare speak about your father like that,” she seethed. “He’s still a human being!”

Rix rubbed his cheek. “Barely,” he replied. “Just thank God you didn’t see him, Mother. I’ll ask you again—do you want to go up and sit with him?”

She started to reply harshly but then hesitated, scowling at Rix and Mrs. Reynolds. She strode to the telephone down the corridor and dialed the Bodane house.

“Thank you,” Mrs. Reynolds said. “I had no idea your father was strong enough to make it down those stairs.”

“Where did he think he was going? Out for a walk?” Rix saw the ebony cane lying on the floor, and bent to retrieve it. As his hand closed around it, a powerful jolt darted up his spine. He straightened, examining the fine silverwork of the lion’s face; it reminded him of the silver circle that flashed in his nightmares of the Lodge, but it wasn’t quite the same; this lion wasn’t roaring.

It was a beautiful cane. Here and there were nicks in the ebony, and exposed was a dark, glossy wood. It was lighter than he’d imagined it would be, and balanced so perfectly that he could probably hold it on the tip of his forefinger.

His hand had begun tingling; the sensation was creeping up his arm.

Ten billion dollars, he thought as he stared at the cane. My God, what a fortune!

An image formed in his mind, slowly strengthening: himself—older, with gray hair and a handsome, time-etched face—sitting at the head of a long boardroom table, the cane in his hand as subordinates displayed production graphs and charts; himself at the Pentagon, pounding a table with his fist and watching with satisfaction as grandfatherly men in military uniforms shrank from him; himself at a magnificent party, surrounded by beautiful women and fawning men; himself striding like a king down the long concrete corridors of the armaments factory as machines pulsed behind the walls like metallic heartbeats.

Katt’s hand flashed out. She gripped the cane, and Rix’s visions fragmented, faded away. They held the cane between them for an instant. Katt’s eyes were fierce, her forehead beaded with tiny drops of sweat. Startled, Rix released his grip, and Katt clutched the cane to her with both hands. What was I thinking? he asked himself, as his stomach twisted with self-disgust. That I actually wanted Usher Armaments? The defiance slipped from Katt’s face. She was his sister again, not the stranger she’d been a few seconds before.

“Edwin will be here in a few minutes,” Margaret announced, returning from the phone. “Of course you realize, Mrs. Reynolds, that I will speak to Dr. Francis about this.”

“Do what you please. You know as well as I do that Mr. Usher insisted on one nurse only. And I earn my salary, Mrs. Usher. If you don’t think so, I’ll pack my bag and leave right now.”

Margaret’s face tightened, but she didn’t reply.

Mrs. Reynolds glanced at Katt. “He’ll want his cane back. He hasn’t been without it since I got here.”

Katt hesitated. Margaret said, “Give it to her, Kattrina.”

With what seemed to Rix like great reluctance, Katt handed the cane to Mrs. Reynolds. The nurse turned away and went back to the Quiet Room without a word.

Rix’s hand was still tingling, and he rubbed it with the other. When he looked up, he caught Katt’s gaze again—and he knew she’d been in his room, and why.

She said, “I’m going back to bed.” Her voice was pitched slightly higher than usual.

“Lord, what a start that was! I’m going downstairs for a cup of coffee to steady my nerves, if either of you cares to join me.” When neither of them answered, Margaret took the candelabra and walked along the corridor toward the staircase, flinging a scathing glance at Puddin’, who stood wrapped in a sheet outside Rix’s door. She stopped in her tracks, realizing at once what must have been going on. “My God,” she said. “One of my sons isn’t enough for you, is it?”

Puddin’ answered by flashing the sheet open. Margaret muttered, “Filth!” and hurried to the stairs.

In the dark, Rix said quietly, “I have what you’re looking for, Katt.”

She paused in her doorway, framed against the faint blue dawn light that was beginning to creep through the bedroom windows. “I knew you must,” she replied calmly. “I’ve already searched Boone’s room. Where is it?”

“Under my bed.”

“Get it for me, Rix. I need it.”

“How long?” he asked.

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. How long?”

“Two years.” The words fell like hammerblows across Rix’s skull. “Get it for me.”

“What if I don’t? What if I flush it down the toilet where it belongs?”

“Don’t be stupid. It’s easy to get more.”

After his attack had passed in Katt’s Quiet Room, Rix had taken off the blindfold and returned it to the shelf behind his head. The metal box up there had drawn his curiosity, and he’d taken it out into the bedroom to open it. Inside were two hypodermic syringes, a half-burned candle, several thick rubber bands, a scorched spoon, and a small packet of white powder. “Why?” he said. “That’s all I want to know.”

“Come in and close the door,” she said, a hard edge in her voice. Rix followed her inside and did as she asked. Katt struck a match and lit several candles around the room. The sweat sparkled on her perfect face like tiny diamonds, but her eyes were dark and deeply sunken, like the eyeholes of a skull.

“Why heroin?” Rix whispered. “Jesus Christ! Are you trying to kill yourself?”

“I’m not an addict.” She blew the match out. “Why did you steal it? Were you going to show it to Dad? Or have you already?”

“No. I haven’t, and I didn’t plan to.”

“Sure.” She smiled tightly. “Tell me another one. You were going to show it to Dad, weren’t you? You were going to go up there and tell him all about Katt the junkie, weren’t you?”

He shook his head. “I swear to you, I—”

“Don’t lie, damn it!” Her smile faded, replaced by a twisted, angry sneer. “Why else would you have stolen it if you weren’t going to blackmail me with it? I saw the way you held Dad’s cane! You know as well as I do what having that cane means! You want it just as much as I do!”

“You’re wrong,” Rix said, stunned at how little he really knew about his sister. “I don’t want anything, Katt. For Christ’s sake, why heroin? You’ve got everything anybody could want! Why are you trying to destroy yourself?”

She turned away from him and went to the window, staring out across Usherland with her arms crossed over her chest, hugging herself. The sky was plated with dense, low-lying clouds, shot through with purple and scarlet. The wind keened sharply, and a scatter of red leaves swirled against the window. “Don’t pretend you care,” Katt said hollowly. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“I do care! I thought you were off drugs! After what happened in Japan—”

“That was nothing. Just bad publicity, because I’m Walen Usher’s daughter. What were you doing in my Quiet Room? No one ever goes in there but me.”

“I had an attack. I didn’t rummage through your room, if that’s what you mean.”

“What now?” She shivered, and looked at Rix. “Are you going to Dad?”

“I said I wasn’t. But you’ve got to get help, Katt! Heroin’s a damned serious—”

She laughed. It was a silky laugh, but the sound grated on Rix’s nerves. “Right. Pack me off to a sanitarium. Is that the idea? Then you and Boone can fight over the estate without little Katt getting in the way. Same old Rix, so goddamned predictable. You and Boone were always at each other’s throats, and both of you were so intent on killing each other that you pushed little Katt aside. Little Katt was pushed and shoved so much that she went into her shell—and she stayed there for a long, long time.”

Katt smiled, the sweat sparkling on her cheeks and forehead. “Well,” she whispered, “little Katt’s grown up now. And it’s my turn to shove. I’ve always wanted the business, Rix. I got into modeling because it was easy, and because Mom encouraged me. But I wanted to prove the point that I can handle responsibility—and I know what to do with money.”

“Nobody ever doubted you were intelligent. And God knows you’ve made more money than Boone and me put together!”

“So,” Katt said, staring intently at him, “why couldn’t you love me?”

“What? I do love you! I don’t understand why—”

“I let them find the pot, that time in Tokyo,” Katt continued. “When I called home, I asked for you to come and help me. I didn’t want Dad or Boone or the lawyers. But you didn’t come. You never even called to see if I was okay.”

“I knew Dad and Boone would bring you home! Besides, there wasn’t a hell of a lot I could’ve done to help you!”

“You never cared enough to try,” she said softly. “I admired you so much when we were children. I didn’t care about Boone. It was you I loved, most of all. But you never made time for me. You were too busy hating Dad and Boone for the things you thought they’d done to you, and later—when we were teenagers—you were too busy brooding over the business.”

“I’ve always had time for you!” Rix protested, but even as he said it he knew he was lying. When had he really listened to his sister? Even when they’d gone out riding together, he’d manipulated her into going over to the cemetery. He’d always used her as a pawn in his struggles against Boone and Walen, used her to spy on Margaret for him, all without regard for her feelings.

“You lucked out when we were kids. At least you had Cass and Edwin. Mom bought me dolls and dresses and told me to go play in my room. Dad set me on his knee once in a while and checked my teeth and fingernails. Well … that was a long time ago, wasn’t it?”

“Maybe I wasn’t the best brother in the world,” Rix said, “but that doesn’t have a damned thing to do with you shooting heroin!”

She shrugged. “The drugs came along when I had the agency. I started with tranquilizers, because I didn’t want to have an attack on a location shoot. Then for fun I tried LSD, PCP, coke—whatever was handy. The heroin started for a different reason.”

“What?” Rix prompted.

“Then … I wanted to see what the junk would do to me.” She ran her fingers over her flawless cheekbones. “What do you see when you look at me, Rix?”

“A beautiful woman, whom I feel very sorry and scared for right now.”

She took a step closer to him. “I’ve seen other beautiful women who got hooked on drugs. Within a couple of years, they were wrecked. Look at me; really look.” She traced a finger under her eyes. “Do you see any wrinkles, Rix? Any sign of sagging? Can you see anything that might tell you I was thirty-one, instead of ten years younger?”

“No. Which is why I can’t understand the heroin. For someone who takes such meticulous care of—”

“You’re not listening to me!” she said fiercely. “I don’t take care of myself, Rix! I never have! I just don’t age!”

“Thank God for your good genes, then! Don’t try to kill yourself!”

She sighed and shook her head. “You’re still not listening, are you! I’m saying that the heroin should have had a physical effect on me. Why hasn’t it? Why doesn’t my face ever change, Rix?”

“Do you know how many women would kill to look like you? Come on! If you expect me to give you back that junk so you can continue some kind of stupid experiment on yourself, you’re crazy!”

“I’ll get more. All I have to do is drive to Asheville.”

“You’re committing slow suicide,” Rix said grimly. “I’m not going to stand by and watch it.”

“Oh no?” She raised her eyebrows, her smile mocking him. “My suicide would suit your purpose, wouldn’t it? You want the estate and business for yourself. I saw it on your face when you held that cane. Why else would you have come home? Not for Dad. Not for Mother. And certainly not for Boone and me. You’ve pretended not to be interested; maybe, all those years, you were pretending to turn your back on the business so you could find out how Boone and I felt. I see the real you now, Rix. I see you very, very clearly.”

“You’re wrong.” Rix was stung by Katt’s accusation, but he saw she’d made up her mind about him and there wasn’t much he could say or do.

“Am I?” She stepped forward until she was only a foot or so away. “Then you look at me and tell me you can walk away from ten billion dollars.”

Rix started to tell her he could, but the images of power he’d felt when he held the cane whirled through his mind. Ten billion dollars, he thought—and felt something deep inside him, something that had hidden and festered far from the light of his convictions, writhe with desire. Ten billion dollars. There was nothing he couldn’t do with that much, money. Hell, he could buy his own publishing company! Katt had been right, he realized with sickening clarity. If Usher Armaments didn’t build the bombs, missiles, and guns, somebody else would. There would always be wars and weapons. His days of marching in peace parades suddenly seemed ludicrous; had he ever believed a few dissident voices could make a difference? The radical heroes of that era were now Wall Street businessmen, establishment politicians, and greedy merchandisers. Nothing had been changed, not really. The system had won, had proven itself unbeatable.

Had he come to Usherland, he asked himself, because he wanted a share of the inheritance? Had he been waiting all these years, hiding his true personality, in order to seize some of the Usher power?

The skeleton swung slowly through his mind.

Like a pendulum, he thought—and shunted the image aside.

“It’s blood money,” he said, and heard the weakness in his voice. “Every cent of it.”

Katt was silent. Behind her the sky was turbulent, a gray and scarlet sweep of ugly stormclouds advancing over the mountains. The sun’s rays probed through for an instant like an orange spotlight, and then the clouds closed again. The grim dawn grew darker.

“When Dad signs everything over to me,” Katt said quietly, “I’m going to give you and Boone a yearly allowance of a million dollars. Mom will get five million a year. She can stay in the Gatehouse if she likes. So can Boone. I’m planning on living in New York. I wanted to tell you what I intend to do, because I’m not cutting anyone out. You can write pretty damned comfortably on a million a year.”

“Yes,” he replied tonelessly. “I guess I can.”

“Bring the stuff to me, Rix. I need it.”

Why not? he thought. Why not cook it for her and jam the needle in her vein? If she wanted to kill herself, why not help her? But he shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I won’t do it.”

“I don’t know what you’re trying to prove—but you’re not proving it.”

“I don’t know, either,” he said, and left the room so her tormented, desperate stare wouldn’t drive him insane.

In his bedroom, he ordered Puddin’ out. She whined to stay, then cursed him when he shut the door in her face. He took the metal box from beneath the bed and flushed the heroin down the toilet.

He looked at himself, by candlelight, in the bathroom mirror. Since he’d returned to Usherland, the lines around his mouth and in the corners of his eyes had faded dramatically. His eyes were clearer than they’d been in years. There was color in his cheeks. His premature aging had seemed to reverse itself in the space of only a few days. Even his hair shone with new vitality.

But his face unsettled him. It was like looking at another face that had gathered around the bones—the face of someone who’d been lurking within his flesh and was finally emerging into the light.

It was the composite, he realized, of the faces in the library’s oil paintings. Hudson, Aram, Ludlow, Erik—they had merged within him like a dark stranger in his soul. They lived inside him, and no matter how hard he fought against their influence, he could never really banish them. Didn’t he deserve some of that ten billion dollars just for being born an Usher?

He didn’t want Katt’s handouts, he told himself. There was no way she could handle the pressure of Usher Armaments—not with a drug problem and a death wish! She was trying to buy his silence and cooperation. But maybe she could be persuaded that she needed an advisor?

My God! he thought, shocked at the turns his mind was taking. No! I’m my own man! I don’t need any blood money!

Ten billion dollars. All the money in the world. Someone would always make the weapons. And, as Edwin had said, the Usher name was a deterrent to war.

Rix took off his jeans and stepped into the shower. When he’d finished, he dressed in a pair of dark blue pants and a white shirt from his closet. He chose a gray cardigan sweater—one of the new items that Margaret had provided for him—and put it on. The buttons were burnished silver, and were stamped with the Usher coat of arms.

He went downstairs to continue his research in the library. His mind was still confused, torn between the opposite poles of idealism and reality. The past seemed the only safe place to hide.

It was the future that he dreaded.
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I’VE KILLED MY OWN son, the mountain king had said.

New Tharpe sat in the clinic’s waiting room with the old man’s cane across his knees. On the other side of the room, Raven was using the pay phone, and Myra Tharpe sat in a corner and hadn’t moved for almost an hour.

New stared at his mother. Conflicting emotions raged inside him. She hadn’t wanted Nathan to be found. The men who’d gone out searching hadn’t really wanted to find him, either. Nathan had been a sacrifice to the Pumpkin Man, like all the other children who’d disappeared over the years. But could the Pumpkin Man send an earthquake to destroy Briartop if he was denied? Was there a way to destroy him, or would he have the run of the mountain forever? His mother was afraid. He could smell her fear, as sour as buttermilk. Stretch, he ordered her mentally, and pictured it in his mind.

She hesitated for a couple of seconds, then stretched like a marionette on a string. When she was through, she sat exactly as before. Her lank hair hung down and obscured half of her face.

New turned his attention to Raven Dunstan. Scratch your head, he commanded.

She glanced at him, but was engrossed in her conversation. Her left hand casually came up and scratched the back of her scalp.

Was there any limit to the magic? he wondered. He thought of the knife rising from the tangle of thorns; of the lamp lifting from the mantel; of the blue wall of stones that had protected him from Greediguts; of his mother, sitting with her hands clasped in the truck on the ride down to Foxton. If this magic had been in him from birth, as the Mountain King seemed to believe, then New thought it might have been unlocked by his rage in the thorn pit. There had never been a reason for him to need the magic before that day—and now he realized that if the Pumpkin Man had not taken Nathan, he might never have been aware of what lay dormant in his mind.

And if what the Mountain King had told him was true, then New was descended from a line of warlocks and witches that stretched back hundreds of years.

The old man, dying now in a room down the corridor, was his grandfather.

The comets had fallen on the Fourth of July, when he was ten years old, the Mountain King had told him and Raven. Lizbeth had been six, and the year was 1919. The comets had shrieked down from the sky, their blasts shaking the cabin. Shocked from sleep, he’d run out to the front porch and seen the surrounding forest on fire. His father was shouting that they had to gather up what they could and flee. A red streak flashed overhead, and when the explosion tore trees from the ground, the boy who would later be called the Mountain King knew the end of the world had come.

His mother put Lizbeth in his arms and told him to get away, then ran back in to help her husband. Holding his sister tightly, the boy ran from the house through the flaming woods as Lizbeth cried in terror. There was a high, piercing wail that grew deafeningly loud. He looked back and saw the figures of his mother and father coming out of the cabin.

And then there was a blinding flash of fire and the cabin exploded, timbers spinning through the air. Something hit him in the face, knocking him on his back as the hot Shockwave swept past. His next memory was of Lizbeth’s hair and night clothes on fire, and himself trying to put out the flames with his hands. His hands were covered with blood, and when his sister saw his face, she screamed.

He couldn’t remember how they’d gotten to the ruins. It might have been hours or days later that they huddled together in the stone structure that would become their home. His father had brought him up here and told him the story of his family’s past, and the boy remembered how quiet it was, how desolate, how no one else would come up here because it was thought to be a haunted place.

Lizbeth was badly burned. Her mind had slipped away, and most of the time she sat crouched in a corner, rocking herself and crying. He was half blind, tormented by pain, fearful of every noise in the woods. But later—and how much later he didn’t know—he left Lizbeth and went down the mountain to where their home had stood. Only a pile of rubble remained. He went through the ashes, found a few scraps of clothes that he and Lizbeth could wear, a pair of his father’s boots, a few cans of food that had survived—and his father’s charred corpse. The only thing recognizable about it was the gold tooth at the front of his father’s skull. Clutched in one hand was the crooked walking stick that had been carved from a piece of hickory by his great-great-grandfather. The stick, though badly scorched, had withstood the fire. It had been passed from generation to generation, his father had told him, and contained within it was both his ancestor’s rage and the love he’d felt for the girl in the valley. It was an awesome thing that had to be handled carefully, for it held depths of power that were as yet unfathomed.

He worked the stick loose from the corpse’s grasp, and returned to the ruins. Soon afterward, his injured eye hardened and rolled out of his head like a gray pebble. His wounds puckered and scarred. He returned one day from gathering firewood to find Lizbeth playing with the stick. Her trance had broken, but the only thing she recalled was the shriek of the falling comets.

As the years passed, blurring and merging with each other, they rarely left the ruins. They grew closer; their love changed from that of a brother and sister, though the Mountain King couldn’t say when or how it had happened.

In May of 1931, Lizbeth delivered a baby boy—her only infant that hadn’t been born dead or miscarried. She was eighteen, and the Mountain King was twenty-two. In the autumn of that year, Lizbeth was seen with her baby at a creek near the ruins. Before a week was out, the sheriff came up the mountain and found them.

New could imagine how they’d appeared: an emaciated, filthy man and girl in rags, the infant playing on the littered floor. The sheriff had called the county seat to find out what to do, and some people came to take the child to a state home.

The Mountain King had said he almost killed them; he could have, he said. It would have been easy. But deep in his heart, he knew the baby would be better off. The state people tried to coax them down from the mountain, but neither would leave. They took the child away in a brown Ford after promising to bring them food and clothes, but as far as the Mountain King knew, those people never set foot on Briartop again.

But, New wondered, why had his father chosen to settle on the mountain after growing up in the state home? Had the place of his birth been rooted somehow in his subconscious? Had he been drawn back to it because he sensed the same evil that the Mountain King now said held sway over Usherland? New remembered what his mother had told him about his father’s nightmares: he saw the end of the world in his mind. Was it some kind of dim ancestral memory of the coven’s destruction? He’d never know for sure; but whatever had been calling his father was now beckoning to him, from Usher’s Lodge. What lay in wait for him, inside that house? And what would happen to him if he dared face it?

“New,” Raven said, breaking the boy’s chain of thought. She stood next to his chair, her notepad in hand. “My father verified the old man’s story. On the Fourth of July, 1919, Erik Usher fired cannons at Briartop Mountain; the falling shells were what the Mountain King called comets. The fire destroyed a dozen cabins and killed at least seventeen people.” She consulted the notes she’d written down. “There was a list of the dead and missing in the July tenth issue of the Democrat. A couple named Ben and Orchid Hartley were killed—but their children, named Elizabeth and Oren, were never found.”

“Oren Hartley,” New said. “That’s his name, isn’t it?”

“I think so. There’s no way to verify his story of the baby, though, unless we talk to someone at the state orphanage. The sheriffs records may show something—though I doubt it.”

“Do you believe him?”

Raven nodded. “Yes, I do. Why would he invent it? I think Oren Hartley is your grandfather. The rest of the story … I don’t know. I’ve seen those figures burned into the walls up at the ruins. I’ve seen what the Mountain King can do. But … I still can’t make my mind to accept it, New. I’ve always thought of witches, warlocks, and magic wands as superstitious folklore.” She frowned, looking at the stick across the boy’s knees. “He said … you were like him. What did he mean?”

New took a deep breath, held it for a second, and then let it leak out. He put his hands around the stick and looked across the room at the pay phone.

Raven saw the boy’s green eyes brighten vividly. A vein pulsed rhythmically at his right temple. He was immobile, shutting out everything except what he was concentrating upon.

Raven heard something clicking behind her, and she turned toward the sound.

The pay phone’s dial was spinning. There was a metallic snap, and a few quarters tumbled out of the coin-return slot, jingling to the floor.

New directed his attention somewhere else. A white ceramic ashtray on a table near the door leaped up and clattered down. Magazines jumped, their pages flapping. A trashcan whirled like a top, balanced on its rim. The chairs in the room started hopping, leapfrogging over each other. The telekinetic display went on for more than a minute before the objects were still again. Then New looked up calmly at Raven.

Her face was ashen. “Oh,” she said softly.

“It’s been inside me all this time,” New told her, “but I never needed it until I fell into the thorns. Maybe it was in Nathan, too. I don’t know.” His composed expression suddenly cracked, and Raven had a glimpse of the scared little boy underneath. “I feel like my insides are on fire,” he said. “I think … I can do anything I want to do. Anything. I could make you dance if I wanted to. I could crack the walls of this place wide open. I’m scared, because … I’m not sure I know how to control it. All I have to do … is want something to happen. If I want it hard enough, it does.”

Her first impulse was to draw away from him, but his expression of appeal held her firmly. “I don’t know what to tell you,” she said. “I guess … you have to do what you feel is right.”

“If what the Mountain King says is true, then … my ancestor worshiped Satan before he destroyed that coven. There was evil in him, or the Devil wouldn’t have called him. How do I know … there’s not evil down deep in me, too?”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because I like the magic,” New confessed. “I like the feelin’ it gives me. I can do anything I please. And … Lord help me, but I want to answer what’s callin’ me from the Lodge.” He lowered his chin, his fingers caressing the stick’s rough wood. “One half of me … wants things to be like they were, before I fell in them thorns. The other half is glad it happened. I’m afraid of that part of me, Miz Dunstan.” She watched his fingers tighten around the stick. “I don’t want to lose … who I used to be.”

Raven reached out hesitantly, touching his arm. She felt his bones under the shirt. Ordinary bones, she thought, the same as anyone else’s. “You won’t,” she said, but she knew how little she understood of what this boy had been going through. In the short span of a week, his life had changed—as had her own. Her search for the Pumpkin Man had led her into a dark maze of witchcraft, the past, and strange family ties. What lay at the maze’s center? she wondered. What was leading her through the blind alleys and twisted corridors between the past and the future?

She knew: Usher’s Lodge. She’d known ever since that day she’d spoken to Myra Tharpe in the Broadleaf Cafe, and Myra had mentioned “something dark” that lived alone in the Lodge. At first, Raven had thought that perhaps someone did live in it, as much of a hermit as the Mountain King—someone who came out at night to roam the forests, able to snatch children away without leaving a trace behind. Rix Usher had said the Lodge was kept unlocked: it would be a perfect shelter for a madman who wanted to enact the legends of the Pumpkin Man.

She’d known that somehow she would have to get into that house herself, to search through its darkness for traces of the child-killer she thought might be hiding there. But after listening to New tell her how he felt—and heard—the Lodge calling him, as it had beckoned his father and the Mountain King as well, Raven realized the Lodge might be hiding much more than the Pumpkin Man.

Satan finds the man, the Mountain King had said to New. He’s callin’ you, like he called your pa and like he called me, all these years … He wants the power that’s in you …

If some insidious force of evil dwelt at Usherland, Raven thought, might it be trying to draw New back to the web his ancestor had escaped?

Dr. Robinson came around the corner into the waiting room. Both New and Raven turned their attention toward him. Myra Tharpe still sat slumped over, all her energy gone, her spirit defeated.

“How is he?” Raven asked.

The doctor shook his head grimly. “He’s fading. I’ll tell you, though, he’s one strong old bird. We’ve done all we could, but … his system’s taken a jolt. Did either of you know he’s had pneumonia for quite some time? And he’s so anemic his blood’s as thin as dishwater. By all rights, he should’ve been bedridden over a year ago.” He glanced at New. “I understand that you told the nurse he has no next of kin. No one to notify … to arrange things, I mean.”

“I’ll pay the bill,” Raven said. “I told the nurse that.”

“That’s not what I mean. The old man’s dying. I hate to be so blunt, but … who’s going to make arrangements for the body? Sheriff Kemp?”

“No sir.” New rose from his chair. He looked at his mother, who hadn’t moved, and then back to Dr. Robinson. “I was wrong, sir. He does have next of kin. He’s my grandfather, and I’ll take care of him.”

“New,” Myra rasped, but he paid no heed.

“Oh. I see.” It was clear that Dr. Robinson didn’t see, though he was seemingly satisfied. “Well … in that case, you’ve got some mighty strong blood in your veins, son. Your grandfather’s a fighter.”

“Yes sir,” New said. “Can I see him?”

“I doubt if he’ll know you’re there, but go ahead if you like.”

“Do you want me to go with you?” Raven asked, but New shook his head and left the waiting room.

When he was gone, Dr. Robinson said quietly to Raven, “The old man’s hanging on by his fingernails. I don’t know why, but he won’t let go.”

New stood in the Mountain King’s room, listening to his faint breathing. Dim gray light filtered through the blinds at the single window. The lamp over the old man’s bed had been turned off. The Mountain King didn’t move. New stood where he was for a while longer, then turned to leave.

“Boy,” the old man whispered weakly. “Don’t … go yet.”

New moved closer to the bed. “Are you hurtin’?” he asked tentatively.

“No. Not no more. He got me, didn’t he?” The Mountain King chuckled hoarsely. “Old sumbitch … got me when my back was turned. Few years ago … I would’ve torn the hide right off his bones.”

“Miz Dunstan found a story in an old newspaper,” New told him. “It was about … the comets that fell. Your name is Oren Hartley.”

“Oren … Hartley,” he repeated. “That sounds … like a sissy preacher’s name. That ain’t me, boy. I’m the Mountain King.” He said it with defiant pride. “Did … that story have my folks’ names, too?”

“Your father’s name was Ben. Your mother’s was Orchid.”

“Oh. Those are … right nice names, I reckon. They kinda ring a bell, but … it’s been so long. Take my hand, boy. Hold it tight.”

New grasped it. The Mountain King’s hand was cold. “What I did to your pa,” he whispered, “I did … because I was afraid. He was weakenin’. He … didn’t know who or what he was … and he was about to answer what was callin’ him.”

“What would have happened to him if he’d gone down to the Lodge?”

“The Lodge,” the Mountain King hissed bitterly. “It ain’t … just a house, boy. It’s the Devil’s sanctuary. It’s … a church to worship evil. If your pa had gone there … what lives in that house would’ve snared him. There’s … a power in the Lodge that calls you, and promises … everything in the world to you. But all it wants … is to use you. To catch and hold you … like them thorns on the mountain.” He gave a soft, weary sigh. “You don’t much like your life, do you? Sometimes … you wish you could live at Usherland, and not have to … go back to that cabin. Ain’t that right?”

“Yes.”

“Where you live ain’t important,” he said. “It’s what … lives in you. Them Ushers have got money … but they live in a cage, without knowin’ it. Once in a while they bump their heads on the bars. All their money can’t buy ’em the key. You be … proud of who you are, boy. The rest’ll take care of itself. And your ma … she’s just scared for you, ’cause she loves you. Don’t begrudge her that.”

“She didn’t want the men to find Nathan,” he replied coldly. “She didn’t want Nathan to come home!”

“Yes, she did. If she … pretended not to, it was to keep herself goin’ on. You’re all she’s got now. I reckon … I had a part in that.” He squeezed New’s hand. “Do you forgive me, boy? For what I done to your pa?”

“I miss him. I miss him a lot.”

“I know that. But … it had to be done. Do you see that?”

“Yes,” New said.

“At least … he died as the man you knew. Not … as what he would’ve been, if he’d gone down to the Lodge.”

“What happened to Nathan?” There was steel in his voice. “Where did the Pumpkin Man take my brother?”

“I don’t know. All I know is … the Pumpkin Man is part of it. Part of what’s callin’ you from Usherland. I don’t know what the Pumpkin Man is, or why he takes those young’uns.”

“And what would happen to me,” New asked, “if I went down to the Lodge?”

The old man was silent. In the distance, New heard the throaty rumble of thunder. “Then … you’ll be walkin’ right into the snare,” the Mountain King said. “Like a dumb animal … about to have its throat cut.”

“I’m going to go to the Lodge,” New told him. “I decided when I was sitting out there, waiting. I’m going to find out what’s inside. You know that, don’t you?”

“I … feared it. Boy … if I could stop you, I would. I’d do anything to stop you. But … I’m all used up. I’m tired. I’ve passed the wand to you, and told the tale. The rest is … on your shoulders.”

New could feel his grip weakening. The old man whispered, “Lizbeth … who’s to take care … of Lizbeth now?”

He was slipping away. The core of ice inside New suddenly cracked. What would the words hurt? he asked himself. And then he said softly, “I forgive you.”

The Mountain King’s hand strengthened again, for just a second or two. “I’m … gonna turn loose now.” His voice was barely audible. “I want you to go out … and tell ’em the Mountain King wants to rest.”

“Yes sir.”

The old man opened his hand—and his arm slithered down, hanging off the bedside.

New thought he could still hear him breathing, but he wasn’t sure. Thunder vibrated over the valley, shaking the windowglass. New backed away from the bed, and quietly left the room.

“I want to go somewhere to be alone,” New told Raven in the waiting room. “I need to do some thinking.”

“The Democrat office is just down the street. There won’t be anyone there this early. Do you want me to take you?”

He nodded, and then went over to his mother. “Ma?”

She flinched, her hands folded prayerfully in her lap.

New gently touched her cheek, and when she looked up at him, there were tears in her eyes. “I want you to take the truck and go home,” he said. “Will you do that?”

“Not without you. I’m not goin’ anywhere without—”

“I’m the man of the house now, Ma. You told me that a hundred times. If you want me to be the man, I’ve got to act like one. I’ve got to make my own decisions. There’s a storm comin’. I want you to take the truck and go home.” He could easily make her do it, he knew. It would take no more than a mental shove. He almost did it—almost—but then he said, “Please.”

She started to object; then she saw the man in her boy’s eyes, and stopped. “All right,” Myra said. “All right. I’ll go home. But how will you—”

“I’ll make out.”

Myra stood up, looked from her son to Raven Dunstan and then back to New again. “You will … come home too, won’t you?”

“Yes ma’am. I’ll come home.”

She took the keys from him and went out of the clinic under a sky that churned with stormclouds.

New stood at the door until she’d driven away. “What’s on your mind?” Raven asked him.

“Huntin’,” he answered calmly. “I’ve got to figure out how to make a snare of my own.”
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RIX HEARD THE RUMBLE of distant thunder as he sat in the library, examining by candlelight one of the first items he’d found: the small, moldy black book with its mathematical formulas, obscure ink sketches, and bars of music. The formulas were much too dense for Rix to follow, though he’d always been pretty good at math. They resembled some sort of advanced physics project, with notations for weight and velocity. What the hell were they for? he wondered.

The musical notations were particularly puzzling. They were extremely intricate, with dozens of sharps and flats. Whose composition were they, and what was their connection with the math formulas? He turned a few brittle pages and looked at the sketches of the long rods with half-moon, round, and triangular shapes at their bottoms. He felt he should know what those were; the symbols were familiar, but he couldn’t quite place them.

A quiet tapping at the library’s door startled him. He closed the book, paused for a few seconds, and then got up, went to the door, and cracked it open.

Edwin, immaculate in his Usher uniform and cap, stood outside. “I thought you might be in there,” he said.

Rix opened the door wider to let Edwin in, and closed it again after he had entered. “I was doing some reading. How’s Dad?”

“Sleeping. Mrs. Reynolds is back on duty now.” Edwin appeared pale and haggard from his time spent with Walen in the Quiet Room. The skin seemed to have shrunken over Edwin’s facial bones, and Rix could smell Walen on his clothes. “You didn’t have breakfast this morning,” Edwin said. “Cass is worried about you.”

Rix glanced at his wristwatch and saw that it was almost nine o’clock. “I’m all right. I just didn’t feel very much like eating this morning.”

“You need to keep your strength up.” He looked at the black book that Rix held. “Did you find something of interest?”

“I think so. Look at this.” He went over to the desk and opened the book under the candlelight, turning to the mathematical formulas. “Do you have any idea what this technical stuff might be?” he asked. “It looks to me like a physics problem.”

“Physics?” Edwin frowned. “I wouldn’t know. My best subject in school was English.” He examined the figures for a moment before he shook his head. “Sorry. I can’t tell where it begins or ends.”

He showed Edwin the bars of music and the drawings. Edwin said one of the sketches reminded him of horseshoes, but he couldn’t fathom the rest of them.

Rix closed the book. “Do you know anything about Dad’s new project?” he asked. “Katt’s told me it’s called Pendulum, but that’s all she knows.”

“Your father’s never trusted anyone with his business projects. Least of all, me. I’ve seen the military men coming in and out, of course, but that’s none of my concern.”

“Haven’t you ever wondered what goes on at Usher Armaments?”

“Yes, I’ve wondered. Often.” Edwin crossed the room and regarded the portrait of Hudson Usher. “Strong features,” he said in a reverent tone. “That was a man of great willpower and determination. You have his eyes, Rix.”

“I think you’re avoiding my question.”

“Perhaps … I’ve made certain I have avoided it, all these years.” He turned to face Rix. In the soft golden light he was a figure of great poise and dignity, from the crown of his cap to the toes of his spit-shined shoes. The candlelight glinted off the silver buttons of his blazer. “I told you before. I abhor war, but someone will always wage it, Rix. That is a fact of our miserable existence. You have to believe that your family’s weapons help deter war. That outlook has taken me through many a cold night. It would be better for you if you could share it.”

“How do you mean?”

“Your peace of mind.” Edwin took off his cap and ran a hand through his thin white hair. “I know the pressure you’ve been under these last few years. With Sandra’s death, and your career difficulties—and now your father’s condition. You were always a sensitive boy. I know living in the world out there has been very hard on you. Hasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Rix said.

Edwin nodded. “When you called me that day from New York, I could hear the desperation in your voice. I heard it again when you were telling me about that family history you want to write. The world can be a treacherous place, Rix. It can destroy sensitive people.”

“I have been under pressure,” Rix admitted. “A lot of it. I think … it must’ve started when Sandra died. I loved her so much, Edwin. After she died … it was as if part of me had died, too—like a light being turned off. Now I just feel dark inside.” He paused, but sensed that Edwin was waiting for him to continue. “And … I’ve been having nightmares. Actually, flashes of things that I can’t really get a grip on. Boone hung a plastic skeleton in the door of the De Peyser’s Quiet Room, so it would swing right in my face. I keep seeing that damned thing in my mind, Edwin—only it gets bloodier every time I see it. And—this sounds crazy, I know—I keep seeing something that scares the hell out of me: it looks like a doorknob, with the face of a roaring lion on it. It’s made of silver, and it just floats there, in the dark. Can you think of a door like that, somewhere in the Lodge?”

“There might be,” Edwin answered. “But there are thousands of doors in the Lodge, Rix. I can’t say I’ve paid much attention to their knobs. Why? What does the Lodge have to do with it?”

“I’m not sure, I just think … I must’ve seen a door like that, when I was wandering in the Lodge. And that trick skeleton was plastic, but now … it seems so real.”

Edwin said softly, “That was a terrible experience for you. Alone in the darkness for hours. I thank God I found you when I did. But that was a long time ago, Rix. You have to let your fears of the Lodge go. I’ll admit, though, the Lodge turned me around often enough. Several times I was so lost I had to call for help. Which brings me to why I was looking for you. Have you seen Logan this morning?”

“Logan? No. Why?”

“I think he’s run away. We had a disagreement the other day. Logan seems to think his work hours are too demanding. He was gone from his room this morning, when I went in to wake him up.”

“Good riddance,” Rix said curtly. “Logan could never take your place. You should realize that by now.”

“I honestly thought Logan had the potential to do something with his life. Cass told me I was being foolish; maybe she was right.” He scowled, an expression Rix was unused to seeing on Edwin’s placid features. “Logan has no discipline. I should’ve known that, after Robert told me about all the scrapes he’s been in. Well … I wanted to give him a chance, because he’s a Bodane. Was that so wrong?”

“Not wrong. Maybe just too trusting.”

“That’s exactly what Cass says. I’m not going to call Robert yet; I’ll give Logan the rest of the day. But if Logan can’t do it, who’s going to take my place?” He massaged the knuckles of one hand. “The boy needs a good whipping to straighten him out.”

“He’s long past that,” Rix said.

Edwin grunted. “I haven’t gone over to the Lodge yet. If Logan went in there alone after I told him not to, he’s as stupid as he is disobedient. Well, I won’t bother you with Logan. Unfortunately, he’s my problem.” He started across the library to the door.

“Edwin?” Rix said, and the other man stopped. Rix motioned toward the cardboard boxes. “I’ve been going through those to find out how Ludlow Usher got the ebony cane back into the family. I know it was stolen away by the man who killed Aram Usher in a duel, and it was gone for at least thirteen years. Obviously the cane is very important. Do you have any idea how Ludlow might’ve retrieved it? Any stories you might’ve heard from your father or mother?”

“No,” Edwin replied—but he’d said it too quickly, and at once Rix’s interest perked up. “I’d better see if I can track down—”

Rix planted himself between Edwin and the door. “If you know anything at all, I want you to tell me. Who’s it going to hurt? Not Mom, and certainly not Dad. Not you or Cass, either.” He saw the indecision on Edwin’s face. “Come on. Please, I need to hear what you know.”

“Rix, I don’t—”

“It’s important to me. I have to know.”

Outside the library, thunder echoed like a bass kettledrum. Edwin said in a resigned voice, “All right. I do know how Ludlow found the cane. When I was about Logan’s age, I was just like him; I hated to work. I found a good hiding place—the library in the Lodge’s basement.” He smiled vaguely. “I used to steal cigars from the drawing room and smoke them down there. It’s a wonder I didn’t set fire to the house, with all those books and journals around. Naturally, I read a great deal, too.”

“And you found something about Ludlow and the cane?” Rix prompted.

“Among other things. It was in a volume of old newspaper clippings. Of course, that was a long time ago. I’m not sure my memory is very reliable anymore.”

“Tell me what you remember. Anything.”

Edwin still looked uncertain. He started to protest again, but then he sighed and slowly eased himself into a chair. “All right,” he said finally, watching a candelabra burn on a table near him. “I know that Luther Bodane, my grandfather, went with Ludlow to New Orleans in the summer of 1882. Ludlow wanted to see his half sister, Shann. She was in a convent outside the city, and had been there for more than eight years.”

“Shann was a nun?” Rix asked. “I thought she was a concert pianist. Didn’t she study music in Paris?”

“She did. Obviously she was a musical prodigy, because she was composing when she was ten years old. As I understand it, Shann was in Paris when her father was killed. His death must have been a terrible shock to her; she was a shy, gentle girl who idolized Aram Usher. But she finished her education. Her final examination at the academy was an original concerto, which she played for the headmistress.” Edwin’s eyes seemed to darken as he saw beyond Rix and into the past. “The concerto was written in honor of her father. Shann graduated with high marks. When she returned to America, she immediately started a concert tour.”

“So how did she become a nun?”

“The academy’s headmistress hanged herself after Shann left,” Edwin continued, as if he hadn’t heard Rix’s question. “On her tour, Shann played what came to be known as the Usher Concerto. There are dozens of clippings in the Lodge’s library praising her performances. The tour continued for more than four months, and everywhere Shann played she was a phenomenal success. Then the suicides began.”

“Suicides? I don’t understand.”

“Neither did anyone else, at first. A dozen people in New York City, ten in Boston, eight in Philadelphia, another dozen in Charleston. And all of them had heard the Usher Concerto.”

Rix recoiled inwardly. He remembered the faded photograph of the little girl sitting happily at her white grand piano. “You mean … the music had something to do with their suicides?”

“Evidently so.” Edwin’s voice had taken on a grim tone. “The music was so … beautifully strange that it worked on the imagination long after it was heard. The press began to put everything together. When Shann stepped off the train in New Orleans with her entourage, the newspapermen were waiting for her like a pack of hounds. There was a mob outside the station; they called her a murderess, shouted that she was a witch who’d discovered some sort of satanic symphony. The stress was too much for Shann, and she collapsed in the terminal. For the next several years, she lived in a New Orleans sanitarium. She joined the convent after she was released.”

“And she never came back to Usherland? Isn’t she buried in the cemetery.”

“No. The monument was erected to her memory, but Shann was buried in New Orleans. It’s unclear exactly why Ludlow went to see her; possibly he was trying to bring her back home. In any case, she wouldn’t leave the convent.” Edwin hesitated, arranging his thoughts. His shadow was scrawled on the wall behind him. “There’d been heavy thunderstorms and flooding in New Orleans, and the trains had been canceled,” he continued quietly. “Ludlow and Luther booked passage on one of the last of the old Cordweiler steamboats, the Bayou Moon. According to the newspaper accounts, the boat was in decrepit condition. Anyway, somehow Ludlow let himself be lured into a backroom poker game—and that’s the beginning of how he retrieved the family scepter …”

As Edwin spoke, the muffled boom of approaching thunder rang out over Usherland. In his imagination, Rix saw the once proud Bayou Moon, now an unsightly patchwork of cheap timbers, plowing northward along the swollen Mississippi. A high-stakes card game was in progress in a lamplit room, and twenty-four-year-old Ludlow Usher sat down at the round table for what was to become much more than a game.

Mr. Tyson—the top-hatted older gentleman who had struck up a conversation with Ludlow at the bar—introduced him to the other three players. Ludlow had given his name as “Tom Wyatt,” aware that the older gentleman was probably looking for a sheep to fleece. The Usher name might be known to him, and this was a precaution Ludlow often took with strangers.

Ludlow nodded toward each of them in turn: a heavyset, bald-headed man who wore flashy diamond rings and gave his name as “Nicholls, with two l’s”; a coffee-colored man named Chance, who wore a gray goatee and had a brown velvet eyepatch over his right eye that matched the color and cloth of his suit; and a lean Negro who called himself Brethren and wore a ruby stickpin through one flared nostril. A glass of whiskey was poured for Ludlow, a fine Havana cigar was offered to him, and the game of five-card draw was under way.

The Bayou Moon rocked and heaved over rough water, its timbers groaning as if about to split apart. Fifty- and hundred-dollar bills littered the card table, and the oil lamps arranged around the room glowed through shifting layers of blue cigar smoke. Ludlow expected to lose his money quickly and return to the bar for the rest of the long trip to St. Louis—and so he was surprised when, less than an hour later, he’d won almost five thousand dollars.

Tyson poured him another whiskey and complimented him on his shrewd handling of the cards. Ludlow had done nothing particularly shrewd; in fact, most of his winnings had come when the other players folded. Nicholls, with the practiced delivery of an ex-thespian, suddenly offered the suggestion that all bets should be doubled. “It’s doom on my own fool head, I know,” he said with a thin smile, “but perhaps this young man’s luck will change.”

“I’m not so sure, Mr. Nicholls,” Tyson replied. “Our Mr. Wyatt has a canny look about him. What say, Mr. Wyatt? Are you agreeable?”

Ludlow knew he should take the money and run. All eyes were on him. There was a moment of strained silence. Ludlow decided to play it out. “I’m agreeable,” he said.

To his amusement, he continued to win with no apparent effort. Ludlow’s quick, retentive mind was calculating the odds on each hand; it took no genius to realize he was being primed for disaster. It began slowly, as Brethren won a thousand-dollar pot that was mostly Ludlow’s money. Then Ludlow was only winning one hand out of four, and his stack of chips was dwindling fast. Still, just when it appeared that Ludlow might fold and rise from the table, he was allowed to win a substantial pot. They were toying with him, he knew, and had to be all in it together for such clockwork precision. Perhaps Tyson had chosen him as a mark because of his well-cut clothing, or his diamond stickpin, or the wad of cash with which he’d paid his bar bill. Though their faces were innocently concerned with their own cards, the men seemed to know exactly what Ludlow held, and bet accordingly. Ludlow was puzzled; how were they doing it?

He stopped drinking the whiskeys that Tyson pressed on him, and concentrated with a vengeance on the cards. Ludlow was down to his last thousand dollars of winnings when his fingers touched three tiny raised dots in the lower left corner of the king of spades. The other cards he held also had a combination of dots in the same place; they would not be perceived, Ludlow realized, by a drunken man who was convinced the tide of luck would again return in his favor. The cards were marked in what seemed to be random patterns of faint dots—an intricate code that told the dealer exactly what cards each man held. Ludlow smiled inwardly at the double challenge that faced him: to decipher that code, and to gain control of the deck.

“Well,” he said, adding a slur to his voice as he lost another four hundred dollars, “I think that’ll be all for me, gentlemen.” He started to rise.

Tyson clasped his arm. “One more hand, Mr. Wyatt. I sense you’re a very lucky man today.”

Ludlow won the next hand, and the one after that as well. Then his losing streak started in earnest. His winnings were gone, and he was playing with Usher money. Control of the deck circulated around the table, with Chance’s chips on the rise.

For the next hour, as the Bayou Moon fought the river currents and rain thrashed down in torrents, the mind behind Ludlow’s mask worked like a machine. He calculated odds like a master mathematician, his fingers playing over the series of dots, entering each combination and the card it signified into memory. He began to fold more regularly, to conserve his money, and subsequently—with a quick glance from Chance to Tyson that Ludlow caught from the corner of his eye—his “luck” returned with a heavy pot, encouraging him to bet recklessly the next round.

As long as he could deal, Ludlow knew, he would stand a better chance of beating them at their own game. But they had more experience than he, and he would still have to play the bewildered fool—until the time was right to destroy them. He focused all his concentration on the cards he dealt, letting the marked corner slide against his finger, but he was clumsy at it and only recognized half of the cards.

He had to wait six more hands before he got the deal again. This time, he did it more slowly, deliberately. Though he lost to Brethren, Ludlow’s percentage of correct calls went up considerably. When he dealt the next time, Ludlow was down seven thousand dollars of his own money. There was blood in the eyes of the other men; they smelled fresh meat, and were pressing forward for the kill.

And now it was time. “Gentlemen,” Ludlow said, as he cut and shuffled the deck, “I feel lucky. What say we up the ante?”

A slick smile spread over Tyson’s face. “Another thousand dollars apiece, Mr. Wyatt?”

“No sir,” Ludlow replied. “Another ten thousand dollars apiece. In cash.” In the sudden silence he put the deck carefully down in front of him and peeled off the bills from the roll in his coat. He laid the money out in the middle of the table.

“That’s … a hell of a sum of money,” Nicholls said, his eyes dancing around at the other men.

“What’s wrong?” Ludlow feigned stupid surprise. “Aren’t you gentlemen up to it?”

“Ten thousand dollars as ante for one hand?” Brethren took the cigar from his mouth, his black eyes slitting. “What’s the limit?”

“The sky,” Ludlow said. “Is anyone willing to play?”

The silence stretched. Tyson cleared his throat nervously and slugged down a shot of whiskey. Across the table from Ludlow, Chance stared fixedly at him, smiling coldly. “I’ll play,” Chance said. He brought a wad of bills from his own brown velvet jacket, counted out ten thousand dollars and tossed the money to cover Ludlow’s. Brethren said, “I’m out, men.” Nicholls sputtered with indecision, then added his money to the pot. Tyson paused; his eyes had turned reptilian, and studied Ludlow’s face. Then he grunted softly and came up with ten thousand dollars.

Now Ludlow had to be both careful and precise. He dealt slowly, sliding the dots against his finger, identifying each card before he dealt the next. When the cards were out and the draw had been dealt, Ludlow had a pair of tens, the queen of hearts, the five of diamonds, and the five of hearts. By his calculations, Tyson had two aces, Nicholls a mixed hand, and Chance held two pair, jacks and nines.

“Bets?” Ludlow asked softly.

Tyson opened with a thousand dollars. Nicholls met it, and so did Chance.

“I’ll see your thousand,” Ludlow told them, “and raise you another ten thousand.” He peeled the bills off and flung them to the table.

A soft cough of cheroot smoke left Nicholls’s mouth. Tyson’s face had begun to take on a yellowish cast; he picked up his cards and stared at them as if trying to read the future. Ludlow met Chance’s gaze across the table, their faces revealing nothing. “Well?” Ludlow asked silkily.

“A gambler who runs away,” Tyson said as he laid his cards on the table, “will live to win another day. Sorry, gents.”

Nicholls had a bead of sweat on his nose. With a resigned moan, he pushed away his worthless hand.

“You think you’ve got me, don’t you?” Chance’s single eye was the color of a murky topaz. “No sir, I don’t believe you do.” He began to count off the bills—but after eight thousand three hundred dollars, his luck had run out.

“You’re short, sir,” Ludlow said. “I think that finishes you.” He started to rake the money toward him.

But Chance’s hand shot forward, the fingers clamping around Ludlow’s wrist. The gambler’s eye was blazing, a bitter twist to his mouth. “I have something,” Chance said tersely, “that I think may make up the difference.” He reached down to the floor beside his chair—and placed upon the table an object that bleached the blood from Ludlow’s face.

It was the lion-headed Usher scepter.

“A beauty, isn’t it?” Chance asked. “It used to belong to a rich man. Look at the workmanship in that silver lion’s-head. Look at the ebony, as smooth as glass. It was given to me by that rich man’s wife. She and I were, shall we say, well acquainted?”

Ludlow looked into Chance’s face and realized he’d been playing cards with the man who’d killed his father. His heart had begun pounding, the blood rushing into his face again. “What … makes you believe that stick is worth seventeen hundred dollars, sir?”

“Because it’s magic,” Chance said, leaning toward Ludlow with a conspiratorial smile. “You see this patch, Mr. Wyatt? I was shot in the face in Atlanta six years ago. Point-blank, with a derringer. I lost my eye, but I lived because I had that cane in my hand. Two years ago, a man on a train stabbed me in the stomach. The knife went deep … but the wound was healed in a week. A woman cut me in the neck with a broken bottle in Kansas City. The doctor said I should’ve bled to death, but I didn’t. I had that cane in my hand. It’s magic, and that’s why it’s worth seventeen hundred dollars and a lot more.”

Ludlow picked the cane up and examined the lion’s-head. His hands were shaking.

“It’s full of luck,” Chance told him. “Look at me. I’m walking proof.”

And Ludlow said in a choked voice, “Your luck … has just run its course, Mr. Tigré.”

Chance—Randolph Tigré—looked as stunned as if he’d been kicked in the head by a horse.

“My name is Ludlow Usher. You murdered my father, Aram Usher. I think the police would like to—”

And then Tigré leaped violently to his feet with a shouted curse, throwing the table over onto Ludlow. Cards, money, and chips flew through the air. Nicholls squalled like a scalded cat, and Tyson fell over in his chair. As Ludlow toppled backward with the cane in his grasp, Tigré was already drawing an Usher “Gentlemen’s Defender” revolver from a holster under his coat. “No!” Brethren shouted, grabbing for the other man’s arm. The gun went off, blasting one of the lamps to smithereens. Burning oil splattered across the floor and wall. The second shot blew the side of Tyson’s head off as he was staggering to his feet. Then Tigré shoved Brethren aside and fired twice through the upturned table. One bullet snagged Ludlow’s sleeve, and the second caught the edge of his left ear like a burning whip. “Murder!” Nicholls shouted. “Help!”

Tigré fled for the door, burst through it and into the narrow passageway. Ludlow went after him, revenge fiery in his veins. As he came through the door and onto the promenade deck, he found Tigré standing at the rail six feet away. With an animalish growl, Tigré brought the pistol up to fire into Ludlow’s face.

But Ludlow was faster with the cane. He struck the other man’s arm, upsetting his aim, and the bullet blazed over his shoulder. Then Ludlow barreled headlong into him; they smashed together and there was a sharp cracking sound as the rail broke. Clinging to each other, Ludlow and Tigré fell over the side into the churning river.

Underwater, Tigré hammered at Ludlow with the pistol. They turned over and over, blinded by mud, wrenched by tremendous currents. Ludlow’s back slammed against something hard. A pounding, roaring noise filled his head—and he realized they’d been pulled underneath the Bayou Moon. The boat’s hull was over their heads, the grinding paddlewheel dangerously close.

His flailing fist struck Tigré’s body. He grasped the man’s coat, but a booted foot kicked him in the stomach and precious air exploded from Ludlow’s mouth. Tigré wrenched free, desperately swimming away. A fierce downward current caught Ludlow, and in the next instant he was caught in the branches of an underwater tree less than ten feet below the surface. He struggled to free himself, the last of his air burning in his lungs.

Tigré was caught in a current that hurled him toward the surface. His head slammed against wood, and then he gasped for breath. His relief turned rapidly to terror. The river boiled around him, and he was being lifted out of the water by his neck. His head was caught between the spokes of the paddlewheel. As it brought him up from the river, Tigré screamed with the pressure on his head and neck. His scream became strangled, and the knot of people who watched in horror saw Randolph Tigré’s body writhe as his neck snapped. As if on a hideous revolving gallows, Tigré was borne up by the paddlewheel and then down into the water—and up again, lifeless and covered with mud.

And in the paddlewheel’s wake, a tree that had been weighted down with mud rose suddenly from the bottom of the river. From its upper branches dangled Ludlow Usher, half-drowned and battered—but clutching in his hand his father’s cane.

Rix was staring up at the brooding portrait of Ludlow. “Randolph Tigré believed the cane protected him from death?” he asked softly.

“At least that’s the story Nicholls gave the reporter. Of course, he might’ve said anything to get off the hook.”

“I remember … Mom said something a couple of days ago about Dad being thrown from a horse and falling on his head.” Rix turned toward Edwin. “She said he got up and brushed himself off, and he was just fine. As far as I know. Dad’s never really been seriously injured.”

Edwin raised his eyebrows. “Are you saying the cane had something to do with that?”

“I don’t know. But if Tigré could survive all those injuries while he was in possession of the cane—”

“You’re thinking like a fiction writer,” Edwin said. “It’s just a cane, not a magic wand. I repeated the story as I recalled it from a newspaper article—and I think it goes without saying that the newspapers in those days exaggerated wildly.”

Rix stared for a silent moment at Edwin. “What if it is magic?” he asked. “A good-luck charm or something? That’s why it protected Tigré until Ludlow got it back. And that’s why every Usher has kept it so close to him. Look at those portraits.” He motioned with a sweep of his hand. “The cane’s within reach in every picture.”

Edwin nodded. “I know that. But the cane’s a symbol of power, too. It would naturally be in all the pictures, and naturally the Usher patriarch would always have it close at hand.” The thunder sounded nearer, and Edwin flinched slightly. “The storm’s building. I expect we’ll have a downpour before long.” He rose from his seat. “I was reluctant to tell you that story because of what I knew about Shann and the Usher Concerto. That’s not something that would reflect very well on your family.”

Rix walked beneath the portraits, noting where the cane was positioned in each one. “There’s something more to that cane than a symbol of authority, Edwin,” he said firmly. He recalled the almost overwhelming sense of power he’d felt course through him when he held it. Had the men in those portraits experienced the same feeling? Looking at Aram’s picture, he was struck by a new thought. Had Aram realized he was going to die on the day of that duel because he no longer had the cane? And had he used that realization against Tigré by simply failing to load his pistol?

“Well, I’ve got to find Logan. If you see him, please tell him to report to Cass or me.” Edwin paused at the door. “And make sure you eat lunch, Rix. There’s no sense in weakening yourself.”

“I will,” Rix said, and Edwin left the library.

Now he had the information that Wheeler Dunstan wanted. Perhaps, also, Dunstan could shed some light on the notebook containing the sketches and math formulas.

Carrying the notebook, Rix went out of the library. He was crossing the smoking room when a violent clap of thunder crashed over Usherland. The delicate mechanism of the ornate grandfather clock, which no longer chimed the hours due to Walen’s condition, let out a soft, musical tinkle. Rix glanced at the brass pendulum—and stopped immediately. Realization clicked into place in his mind like the tumblers of a lock.

He opened the book to the sketches and compared them with the long pendulum rod, with its half-moon decoration at the bottom.

The sketches were of pendulums with varying shapes of pendulum bobs.

Pendulum, he thought. Walen’s secret project. But this book obviously predated Walen. Whose was it? And what did it mean?

As he stood looking from the book to the grandfather clock, he imagined he felt the floor shiver—for just a fleeting second—under his feet. A wall groaned softly, and then was silent.

He waited, his heartbeat picking up, for another vibration, but none followed.

He had a lot of questions to ask Wheeler Dunstan, and he hurried up to his room to get the newspaper account of Cynthia Usher’s death.

And this time, Rix vowed, he intended to see the manuscript of Time Will Tell the Tale—one way or another.
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RAVEN AND NEW WERE alone in the Democrat office. It was a cluttered place with a few desks and typewriters, a row of filing cabinets, and metal shelves that held dictionaries, encyclopedias, and recent copies of the paper. At her desk, Raven sat drinking a cup of strong black coffee from the Mr. Coffee machine, and trying to compose her thoughts. On her blotter was a scatter of paper clips she’d straightened out. The IN compartment of the wire-mesh organizer on her desk held stories from the gardening editor and the features editor, color negatives of the fall foliage, and pictures of several young ladies who were getting married the following week—all items from a world that suddenly seemed very remote.

New stood across the room, clutching the Mountain King’s stick and staring at the poster with the four children’s photographs on it that Raven had taped to a wall. Beyond the Democrat’s plate-glass window, the morning had become a strange purple-tinged twilight. The thunder continued, still at a distance, but there had been neither lightning nor rain. The wind was rising, swirling grit along the sidewalk.

The boy had been silent since they’d arrived here from the clinic. After his demonstration in the waiting room, Raven avoided catching his gaze. She was afraid of him, of what might be lurking inside him, trying to break loose. It was like being around a muscle-bound brute with a short temper, though Raven didn’t think the boy would intentionally hurt anyone. Still, she sensed his tension; there was a fuse burning within him, and she didn’t know what the spark might set off when it reached the end.

He moved away from the poster and looked at the encyclopedias. “You read all these books?” he asked.

“Not all of them, but a little in each one.”

“You must be smart. To write stories and all, I mean.”

“Not necessarily. It’s just a job, like any other.”

New nodded thoughtfully. He selected the B volume and paged through it. “I don’t go to school much anymore,” he said. “Ma keeps me home to help around the house. The teacher came once to find out why I wasn’t in school, but Ma said there were more important things for me to be doin’.”

“She’s wrong. You should be in school. Your mother can make out without you.”

“I’m the man of the house now,” he told her, as if that made all the difference. “Ma says I need to be findin’ a job pretty soon.”

“That’ll be hard, without a good education.”

“I guess so,” he agreed. “It’s just …” He looked up at her with a pained expression. “I don’t want to stay on Briartop Mountain all my life. I don’t know what I want to do; I don’t know what I can do yet. I feel like … I’m in a cage or somethin’. Maybe that’s why … I dream about the Lodge so much. It seems like goin’ down to that Lodge is the only way I can ever get off the mountain. Usherland is so beautiful from up high. Briartop is all thorns and rocks. Nathan and I … used to talk about what we were gonna be.” A fragile smile played quickly across his mouth. “Nathan wanted to fly planes. We could stand and watch ’em pass over, headin’ to Asheville, I guess. They looked like they were a thousand miles away.

“And what did you say you wanted to be?”

“You … promise you won’t laugh?”

“I promise.”

“Before he died,” New said, “Pa used to read me stories from old magazines. Stories about detectives and cowboys and spies. I guess when I was a kid I wanted to be a detective, and carry a badge and all. After Pa died, I started … makin’ up my own stories, in my head. I never wrote any of ’em down or anything, ’cause Ma would’ve thought I was actin’ like a kid. I know you have to be real smart and all, but … I sure would like to be able to write down what was in my head. I’d like for other people to see the pictures in my mind. Does that make sense?”

“You mean you’d like to be a writer?”

He shrugged, but Raven saw a hint of color in his cheeks. “I don’t know. I don’t have the education for it, I guess. I mean … it’s pretty hard to do, right?”

“It takes patience and practice. But that doesn’t mean you can’t do it.”

He returned the book to its place on the shelf and walked over to the window, where he stood facing the street. Briartop Mountain was a massive gray shape whose peak vanished in the low-hanging clouds. His hand tightened around the stick. “I should’ve been able to help Nathan,” he said softly. “I should’ve been able to do somethin’!”

“What happened to Nathan wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your mother’s, either. She’s afraid of the outside world, New. That’s why she doesn’t want you to go to school—because she’s afraid you’ll leave her alone on the mountain. She doesn’t want you to outgrow Briartop.”

“I don’t want to stay there all my life. I want to—”

He stopped speaking, and Raven saw his spine stiffen. He took two steps away from the window, his head cocked to one side as if listening.

“New?” Raven tensed. “What is it?”

He didn’t answer. A dull throb of thunder made the window shake. He thought he’d heard his name called in a soft, seductive voice that was neither masculine nor feminine but something more elemental, as if the wind and the thunder itself could speak. He listened carefully, expecting and dreading the voice.

It came—faint, urging, meant for him alone:

—New—

Answer, he told himself. He said mentally, I’m here.

—come home come home come home—

The voice was stronger now, and eager. New felt it battering at his mind, trying to sink deeply. “The Lodge wants me,” he told Raven. “I can feel it, even from here.” As the voice continued to pull at him, he turned toward Raven. His face was strained, his eyes dark green and full of purpose. “I’m going to it,” he said. “I’m going to find out what’s in that house, and why it wants me.”

“A storm’s coming. There’s no way for you to get into Usherland, anyway. The gates are—”

“Won’t go through the gates,” he said. “There are trails going down from Briartop to Usherland, through the woods.” But how could he protect himself from whatever waited in the Lodge? He had the cane, though he didn’t fully understand how it would help him. No, he needed something else: a snare, something he could trigger and control when and if he needed it. He looked around the office, and his gaze settled on a tape dispenser atop a nearby desk. He picked it up and peeled off some tape. “Do you have any tape stronger than this?” he asked.

Raven opened a desk drawer and brought out a roll of filament tape that she used to seal packages for mailing. He took it from her, examined it, and then put it in his pocket. “That’ll do.” He looked sharply at her. “Will you drive me to the cabin? I can take the truck down to Usherland from there.”

“Are you sure you want to do this? I can call Sheriff Kemp, and—”

“And what?” he challenged her. “The sheriff can’t help me. Nobody can. Whatever’s in the Lodge wants me. I have to find out why.”

Raven slowly untwisted another paper clip. The boy’s eyes pierced her, and she knew nothing could stop him. She took her keys from her purse and unlocked the lower drawer of her desk, bringing from it a camera case with a thirty-five-millimeter Canon and a flash attachment. “All right,” she said. “I’ve always wanted to see what the Lodge looked like inside.”

“No.” His voice snapped through the air. “I don’t know what’s in there. I won’t take you with me.”

Raven’s stomach was knotted at the prospect of entering the Lodge; under any other circumstances, she would have leaped at the opportunity to penetrate the Usher world. Now, the unknown both terrified and tantalized her. “I know what’s in the Lodge,” she replied. “Answers. To your questions, and to mine. If you want a ride up Briartop, you’ll have to take me the rest of the way, too.”

I could make her do as I please, New thought. I can keep her out of the Lodge, if I want to.

“I deserve to know,” she said firmly, distracting him from his thoughts. “If you want to go in, we’d better get ourselves some good lights from the hardware store, a couple of those big lanterns that won’t go out if they’re dropped. And waterproof, too, from the look of those clouds.” She stood up and put the strap of the camera case around her shoulder. “Well?” she asked.

New decided he’d let her think he’d take her in, and then he’d send her back to Foxton once they got up the mountain. He could not take the responsibility of protecting her from whatever waited in the Lodge.

“How about it?” Raven prompted.

He nodded, sliding his hand into his pocket to touch the tape. “All right. Let’s go.”
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A JAGGED SPEAR OF lightning flashed over the mountains as Rix pulled the Thunderbird up in front of Wheeler Dunstan’s house. In the air was the chlorine odor of ozone, and dust whirled up from a distant field.

Rix walked up the front steps and pressed the door buzzer. He carried the notebook and the newspaper account of Cynthia Usher’s death under his arm. As he waited, Rix glanced uneasily down Dunstan’s gravel driveway. He’d passed a brown van that was pulled off the road, about twenty yards from the entrance to the driveway, and he recalled seeing the same van a few days before. Was Dunstan’s house being watched? he wondered, scanning the woods. If so, whoever it was had seen him in a highly visible Usher vehicle. Another concern nagged at him as well. When he’d gone out to the garage, he’d seen that Katt’s car was missing. Had she gone to Asheville to score more heroin? Boone’s Ferrari had been gone, too, but Rix figured he was sleeping off a bad night at the country club. He pressed the buzzer again, then turned to watch the woods at his back. Anyone spying certainly had a clear view of him.

“Who is it?” Dunstan asked from the other side of the door.

“Rix Usher.”

Locks clicked open. Dunstan, the corncob pipe clamped firmly between his teeth, guided his chair backward to allow Rix entry. Rix stepped in and closed the door behind him.

“Lock it,” Dunstan said, and Rix did. “Sorry it took me so long to get up here. I been workin’ since way before daylight.” He looked strained, with dark circles beneath his eyes. He glanced at the items Rix held. “What’ve you got?”

“First this.” Rix handed him the fragile newspaper pages. “It’s an account of Cynthia’s death in Chicago.”

Dunstan took his chair into the parlor, where the light was better, and Rix followed. The last red embers of a fire glowed brightly in the hearth. “Okay,” he said when he’d finished reading, “this clears up one question. What about the scepter?”

Rix sat down and told him the story that Edwin had related. Dunstan listened intently, blue whorls of smoke curling above his head. When Rix had finished, Dunstan’s flinty stare was impassive. “I need documents to prove all that,” he said.

“Edwin says the clippings are in the Lodge’s library.”

“Don’t do me much good there. Can you get ’em for me?”

“Edwin might be able to. I’ll ask him.” He offered Dunstan the black notebook. “I wanted you to look at this, too.”

He opened it and slowly paged through it, his brow furrowing. “This come from the Lodge’s library? What’s all this figurin’ mean?”

“I hoped you’d be able to tell me.”

“Nope. Sorry. What’re these drawin’s here?” He tapped the page of sketches.

“I think they’re clock pendulums. But why they’re in that book, and what they mean, I don’t know.”

“Ludlow was always interested in clocks,” Dunstan mused. “Kept ’em around him all the time. Could be this is one of his notebooks, but I can’t make any sense out of this arithmetic or the music notes.” He placed the book on his lap and looked up at Rix. “You know that Ludlow was an inventor. Supposedly he was always workin’ on somethin’ down in that workshop of his in the Lodge. Could be this is one of his projects.”

“You mean a weapon of some kind?”

“Who can say? I’ve heard that visitors to Usherland sometimes saw sparks jumpin’ off those lightnin’ rods on the roof. Ludlow locked himself in his workshop for days at a time. There’s no tellin’ what he was up to, but more than likely it had somethin’ to do with the business.”

Rix took the notebook back from Dunstan and examined the sketches again.

“If it’s a weapon,” Dunstan said, “what would music have to do with it?”

“I don’t know,” Rix replied—but he was already forming a theory. Shann had been a musical prodigy. The Usher Concerto had affected people in a way that drove them to suicide like lemmings. When Ludlow had gone to visit her in New Orleans, had he been trying to tap into Shann’s musical ability for the Pendulum project? Was that why he’d wanted her to renounce the convent and return to Usherland? There was no way to find out unless he learned what Pendulum was. “Yesterday,” Rix said, “you mentioned another question you have about my family. You said it was an important question. I’d like to hear it.”

Dunstan rolled his chair to the hearth and used a poker to probe at the remaining bits of charred wood. Then he returned the poker to its stand with the other fireplace tools and paused thoughtfully before answering. He swung the chair around to face Rix. “I saw Walen before your grandfather died. He was handsome, full of energy. Looked like he could take on the world with one hand tied behind his back.” He struck a match and relit his pipe. “A month after Erik died, Walen’s limo had a flat tire a block away from the Democrat office. I moseyed out to take a look, while Edwin Bodane used a pay phone to call for another car. I got one glimpse of Walen before he pulled the curtain across his window.” He looked long and hard at Rix. “It wasn’t the same man.”

Rix frowned. “What do you mean? It wasn’t Walen?”

“Oh, it was Walen, all right. But an old, broken-down Walen. I’ll never forget his eyes—he looked like he’d had a visit from the Devil himself. He had that cane in his hand; I remember that, too. But I’ve never seen such a change in a man in so short a time.”

“I suppose Erik’s death affected him.”

“Why should it? From what I understand, Walen wasn’t a doting son. Now listen to this: Erik had a nervous breakdown on the night of Ludlow’s death. It was during one of Erik’s fancy parties. Ludlow called him up to the Quiet Room. A couple of hours later, some of the guests heard hell breakin’ loose in Erik’s study. They got in and found Erik havin’ a fit—smashin’ furniture, throwin’ things against the walls. It took four or five men to hold him down till somebody could call a doctor. Then Erik locked himself away for a month.” Dunstan lifted his eyebrows quizzically. “Why?” he asked. “Erik hated Ludlow. Why would Ludlow’s death drive him crazy?”

“It shouldn’t have,” Rix said. “If anything, I’d think Erik would’ve danced with joy.”

“Right. Erik did everything he could to hurry along his father’s death. And Walen was no better a son; he wouldn’t have lifted a finger to help Erik. Why, then, did both of them react the way they did?”

“I don’t know.”

“Neither do I. Nor does anybody else. But I’ll tell you what I think.” Dunstan leaned forward, his eyes bright blue and intense. “Somethin’ passed from father to son at the last minute. Maybe some kind of information, or some responsibility that neither Erik nor Walen figured on. I think Ludlow told Erik somethin’ in that Quiet Room, right before he died, that almost drove Erik insane.”

“And Erik passed whatever it was to Walen before he died?”

“Yes. Which is why Walen’s health broke right after his father died. Both Erik and Walen were okay again, with the passage of time. Maybe the shock of it wore off, or they just went on because they had no choice. My question is, what’s passed from father to son, just before the patriarch dies?”

“The cane,” Rix said. It seemed an obvious answer.

“No, it’s more than that. The cane’s no surprise. I think this is somethin’ that’s hidden until the last minute—some responsibility that needs to be carried on from one generation to the next. I’ve asked Edwin about it, but of course he won’t say. He just brings the documents, leaves ’em, and then picks ’em up again when I’m through.” He folded his hands before him. “The answer may be in the Lodge’s library. I need to find it.”

“I can’t go into the Lodge, not after what happened to me when I was a boy.”

“But you could go in with Edwin, couldn’t you? He could take you down to that library.”

Rix shrugged. The idea of entering the Lodge, even with Edwin, made his stomach ache with dread. “I don’t know. But what would I be looking for?”

“Business records. Property titles. Anything on Hudson Usher. Maybe something about the ancestors in Wales. Aram’s marriage to Shann’s mother, in San Francisco. He met her when he went there to find his Aunt Madeline, against Hudson’s strict orders. Maybe documents on the Pennsylvania estate, and Roderick’s death. It’s supposed to be an Usher museum down there, and if there’s an answer to the question in any written form—that’s most likely where it’ll be.”

Rix ran his hand over the notebook’s moldy cover. From outside, the boom of thunder sounded nearer. If he did find the courage to enter the Lodge again, he told himself, it would have to be for a damned good reason. “I want to see your manuscript now,” he said.

“Not yet. I’ll show it to you when you bring me what I want to see.”

Rix looked up into the other man’s stern, set expression. He realized suddenly, with a twist of anger in his guts, that Wheeler Dunstan was playing with him, using him as an errand boy with no intention of letting him share in the book. “Now,” Rix demanded. “I’ve already risked enough for you. I could search through that library for a year and never find what you’re looking for! If my father finds out what I’m doing, he’ll—”

“Disinherit you?” Dunstan asked slyly. “I thought you had no interest in the business.”

Rix winced inwardly at the sarcasm in Dunstan’s voice, and now he damned himself for ever getting involved with the man. Even if he did hope, deep in his soul, that he might get a sizable chunk of the Usher fortune, he’d be finished if the house was being watched. He had to salvage something out of the wreckage! “Now you listen to me,” he said coldly. “I’ve proven to you that I can help you write this book. I think I deserve to read the manuscript.”

“No. I’m not letting anyone see it until It’s finished.”

“You don’t know what I’ve put on the line by being here, damn it!” Rix rose angrily from his chair. “I’m not working for you! If you want me to go in the Lodge and do your dirty work for you, you’re going to have to show me what you’ve written already! I won’t risk anything more until I see the manuscript for myself!”

Dunstan opened his mouth to speak again—and then his face seemed to freeze, his eyes glazing over as if he were staring right through Rix. One hand slowly came up and took the pipe from between his teeth. And in a strange, eerily emotionless voice, Dunstan said, “I won’t show my book to anyone.”

“There won’t be a book worth publishing if you don’t let me help you!” Rix snapped. “Who’s going to bring you documents after Edwin leaves?”

Dunstan’s face remained masklike. “I won’t show my book to anyone,” he repeated.

Rix was angry enough to strike him, but the man seemed to be in some kind of trance. What the hell’s wrong with him? Rix thought. Raven had never seen the manuscript, either. Why not? What was Dunstan trying to conceal? Rix glanced at Dunstan’s shirt pocket, where he kept his office key with the little typewriter charm on it. Rix walked purposefully toward the man, who seemed not to even acknowledge his presence, then stepped quickly behind the chair and thrust his hand into Dunstan’s pocket. His fingers closed around the typewriter charm—but as he brought his hand out, Dunstan suddenly gripped it with a strength that almost crushed Rix’s knuckles. Rix’s hand opened, and the key ring hit the armrest and fell to the floor. Before Dunstan could swivel his chair around, Rix retrieved the key ring. “All right, damn you!” Rix said fiercely. “Now I’ll see it for myself!” He strode toward the corridor and the door to the basement.

Thunder crashed near the house. Rix heard the clang of metal against metal, and twisted around.

Dunstan was coming at him in the wheelchair, the Fireplace poker raised in his hand. Still, Dunstan’s face was remote, expressionless. He was moving like a machine on wheels.

“Come on!” Rix said incredulously. “What the hell do you think you’re—”

The poker flashed downward in a vicious arc. Rix reacted too slowly, and was struck hard on the shoulder. Pain coursed through his arm, and he staggered backward.

Dunstan swung again. Rix ducked to one side, and the poker narrowly missed his skull.

“Stop it!” Rix shouted. The old man had lost his mind! Before Dunstan could lift the poker again, Rix grasped the chair’s armrests to shove him across the floor—but Dunstan’s free hand clamped around his wrist like an iron manacle.

The dead eyes stared up into Rix’s face. “I won’t show my book to anyone,” he repeated, in a hoarse and strangled voice. He brought the poker up for another blow, Rix grabbed at it, throwing his weight against the side of the chair. It tipped over, spilling Wheeler Dunstan onto the floor. Lifting himself on his powerful forearms, Dunstan began to drag himself after Rix.

Stunned, Rix retreated before him. Dunstan pulled himself forward, his face still set and glistening with sweat. Rix backed away, into the corridor. The door to the basement was only a few feet away. He went through it and down the ramp as Dunstan gave a guttural cry.

In the clutter of Dunstan’s office, Rix realized the original manuscript could be hidden anywhere. There was no way to find it without tearing the place apart—but the word processor was still on, and displayed on the green-glowing screen was what Dunstan had been writing before Rix had interrupted him.

Rix approached the desk, shoving aside a stack of papers to get a good look.

What he saw brought a dazed half-laugh, half-moan from his throat. There was one paragraph: Time will tell the tale. There will always be war, and someone will always make the weapons.

Time will tell the tale. The Usher name is a deterrent to war. Time will tell the tale.

The paragraph was repeated over and over, in various combinations of sentences. With a trembling hand, Rix pressed the terminal’s key that scrolled the screen down. It obeyed, and Rix read the essence of the Usher family history that Dunstan had been writing for six years.

The Usher name is a deterrent to war. Time will tell the tale. There will always be war, and someone will always make the weapons. Time will tell the tale.

It went on and on, page after page.

“Oh Jesus,” Rix whispered.

There was no book. There had never been a book. Wheeler Dunstan was insane. Had he come down here, day after day for six years, and thought he was writing a complete manuscript?

There will always be war, and someone will always make the weapons. Time will tell the tale—

Rix ran from the basement and up the ramp, his heart hammering so loudly he could hardly think. In the parlor, the wheelchair still lay on its side, but the man had crawled away. The poker was on the floor, near the notebook Rix had dropped. He picked the book up. Outside, thunder crashed and rain began to slam against the roof. Within seconds, a downpour started that was so dense he couldn’t see his car through the bay windows.

As Rix neared the front door, he saw Dunstan lying on his face on the floor, his arms curled beneath his body. To leave the house, Rix would have to pass him. Dunstan’s body suddenly trembled, and then he slowly turned his face toward Rix.

Dunstan’s eyes had rolled back in his head, showing only the bloodshot whites. Sweat gleamed on his pallid cheeks and forehead. His mouth gasped for air, then formed barely intelligible words: “I won’t … show my book … to anyone.”

He brought his right hand up from under his body. In it was an Usher .357 Commando.

Rix leaped to one side as the gun went off. A fist-sized hole spouted shards of wood from the parlor wall.

Rix crouched on the floor behind the meager protection of a chair, the fireplace at his back. The Commando held five more bullets. Over the drumming of the rain, Rix heard Dunstan dragging himself across the floor. He tensed to run for the corridor, but the fallen wheelchair was in the way. If he tripped over it, Dunstan could put a shot right through his back. He looked wildly around for something with which to protect himself. The fireplace shovel leaned against the hearth. Rix glanced at the red embers, then took the shovel and scooped up ashes and fragments of smoking wood.

Rix waited, listening to the slow slide of Dunstan’s body. He would get only one chance; if he didn’t calculate it exactly, Dunstan would blow him away.

His pores leaked cold sweat; still he waited, trying to visualize how and where Dunstan would be lying. He heard the man shove aside a piece of furniture; a lamp clattered to the floor.

Wait, he told himself. Lightning flashed outside the windows, followed almost at once by a roll of thunder that shook the house.

The sound of Dunstan’s dragging body stopped.

And Rix thought: Now!

With a burst of adrenaline, he shoved the chair forward with his shoulder. Across the room, Dunstan fired; the bullet tore through the fabric inches from Rix’s face, spraying him with smoking cotton. Before Dunstan could readjust his aim, Rix rose up and flung the embers.

The other man got off a third wild shot as the embers scattered across his face and the front of his shirt. The bullet whined past Rix’s head, smashing one of the bay windows. Rain and wind swept into the room. Then Dunstan was writhing on the floor, the embers sizzling on his cheeks and scorching through his shirt.

Rix grasped his wrist and tried to shake the Commando loose. Dunstan’s other hand came up, grabbing at Rix’s sweater. Rix brought his fist down on the man’s elbow—once, twice, and again, as hard as he could strike. Dunstan’s fingers opened, and the Commando fell to the floor. Rix picked it up and scrambled away from the man.

“All right,” he said huskily. “It’s over.”

Dunstan stared blankly up at him, red welts across his cheeks and forehead. Then his face collapsed and he began sobbing like a child. Rix couldn’t bear to look at him; he emptied the three remaining cartridges from the Commando into his pocket, then put the gun out of Dunstan’s reach, atop the mantel.

At the rear of the house, Rix found a telephone and dialed the operator, asking for the sheriffs office. The line crackled and hissed with static. When the telephone was answered, Rix said there had been an accident at the Dunstan house near Taylorville, and hung up as the woman asked his name.

There was nothing more he could do. He thought of calling Raven, but what could he say to her? Sorry, but her father was insane and had tried to kill him, and there had never been a book? His nerves were jangling as he returned to the parlor. Dunstan lay on his side, breathing shallowly, his stare fixed and vacant.

Rix stood over the man, as wind and rain slashed at him through the shattered window. Rage stirred within him, gathered and coiled. He had cooperated with Dunstan for nothing, had risked whatever inheritance he might receive for an Usher history that had never existed.

Dunstan gave a soft, tormented moan. One arm was flung out at his side, the fist tightly closed.

He made a fool of me, Rix seethed. Because of him, I risked everything!

The brown van. If Dunstan’s house was being watched by someone that Walen sent, then …

Rix’s hands clenched at his sides, his nails digging crescent moons into the skin of his palms. And from deep within him, from that dark stranger in himself that he did not know and had denied existed inside his skin, came the urge to kill.

He looked at the gun on the mantel. One shot would do it. The barrel pressed against Dunstan’s skull, the man’s blood and brains running with the raindrops on the wall. One shot.

—do it now—

Rix looked into his hand. He’d brought the three bullets out of his pocket.

—do it now—

Lightning streaked, hit the earth somewhere close. Thunder filled the house.

Rix held the Commando. He started to slide a bullet into the chamber.

—do it now—

He clicked the cylinder shut. Sweat and rain streamed down his face. The gun felt good in his hand; it felt like power—absolute, unyielding power.

He turned toward Wheeler Dunstan, walked to him, and aimed the gun downward at his head. One shot. Do it now.

His hand was shaking. A cold rage had taken control of him, yet he seemed detached, as though watching himself from a distance. The dark stranger in his soul whispered urgently for him to squeeze the trigger. This was no longer Raven’s father lying on the floor; this was Walen Usher’s bitterest enemy, and because of him Rix had put all his faith in a nonexistent book. He had risked everything to help Dunstan—and now he would be cut off from the Usher fortune without a dime. His finger tightened on the trigger.

Dunstan moaned, and his fist began to open.

In the palm was a silver button. It was one of the buttons from Rix’s sweater, and he realized Dunstan had yanked it off when Rix fought for the gun.

A silver button, Rix thought. He tried to think past the whisper that urged him to kill Raven’s father. A silver button. Where had he seen—

His head pounded fiercely, and the voice within him shrieked DO IT NOW!

His finger convulsed on the trigger, and at the same time Rix heard his own desperate cry.

The Commando fired, gouging wood from the floor six inches from Dunstan’s skull.

Rix turned and, with a shout of anger and revulsion, flung the gun through the broken window.

He picked up the silver button and ran from the house, through the sheets of rain to his car. At the end of the driveway, he saw that the brown van was gone. He sank his foot to the floor, causing the Thunderbird to fishtail dangerously. His hands gripped the wheel hard, and his shame at being so close to murder brought bitter tears to his eyes.

He had almost done something that—for the first time in his life—would have made his father very, very proud.
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THE DRIVE TO AND from Asheville had been a route through hell. At the wheel of her Maserati, as the rain slashed in gray sheets across the road, Katt’s concentration had narrowed down to a burning candle, a spoonful of bubbling heroin, and a hypodermic syringe.

The windshield wipers didn’t help much. She trembled for need of the junk; her skin felt raw, peeled open. Her nerves sputtered in little panics. Even the palms of her hands in her lambskin driving gloves felt flame-blistered. A flash of lightning startled her, and for the first time in a long while she feared an attack.

Taped beneath her seat was a packet containing a quarter-ounce of heroin, purchased an hour before from an Asheville investment banker that Katt knew as “Mr. Candy Garden.” Margaret had introduced them at a party several years before, and later had confided to Katt that she hoped her daughter found him attractive; after all, he was one of the most eligible bachelors in North Carolina.

She guided the Maserati through Usherland’s gates and swept past the Gatehouse toward the garage. She pressed the button under the dashboard that raised the door to the Maserati’s stall, then drove into the cool darkness.

The garage lights hadn’t come on, Katt noted, and assumed that the storm might have blown a circuit or something. She’d have it looked at. She cut the purring engine, deposited her keys in her purse, and took the precious packet from its hiding place. The anticipation of quiet, restful dreams soothed her. In them she was always a little girl whose main preoccupation was tagging after her older brother, or riding horses along the gentle Usherland trails, or watching the clouds make pictures as they formed and broke over the mountains. Her dreams were always of summer, and in them she wore bright little-girl dresses. Sometimes her father visited her dreams, and he always smiled and said how pretty he thought she was.

Katt got out of the car. Suddenly, with a muted growl of gears and chains, the garage door began to descend.

Startled, she turned to watch the door sink to the concrete floor. There was a master control panel elsewhere in the garage that opened and closed all the stall doors, but it was way over near the limo. The murky gray light was cut to a sliver, then disappeared as the garage door met concrete.

Katt stood in total darkness. The rain beat a maniacal tattoo against the garage roof, and Katt felt as if she were drowning in black water. Her fear of the dark had immobilized her. She had made sure that even her Quiet Room allowed a chink of light; she preferred the pain of light to the horror of the dark.

“Where are the lights?” she said aloud to quell her rising panic. “There should be lights on in here!”

Headlights! she thought. She fumbled for the keys in her purse, then her fingers closed around the furry rabbit’s foot on her keychain. She leaned into the Maserati, slid the key in, and switched on the ignition. When she turned on the headlights—their beams directed at shelves holding cans of oil, transmission fluid, fan belts, and various automotive tools hanging from wall hooks—she almost sobbed with relief. She reached beneath the dashboard to open the stall door again.

A cold, muscular arm slid around her throat from behind, pulling her out of the car. Her scream was canceled as it began by a hand clamped to her mouth.

Katt struggled wildly to break free. She could smell a man’s body odor. His unshaven cheek scratched her ear. “Don’t fight,” he whispered. “There’s no use fighting.”

She continued to thrash, but she was weakening. Don’t fight, the voice repeated in her mind, sapping her willpower. There’s no use fighting. The command kept echoing inside her head, steadily gaining power as if it were being shouted by someone who was coming closer and closer. Hopelessness invaded her, and as her struggling stopped she heard, as if in a nightmare from which she couldn’t awaken, the man’s satisfied grunt.

“I’m going to let you go,” he said. “You’re not going to scream. You don’t have a voice anymore. I’m going to let you go, and you’re going to stand right where you are.”

Not going to scream, she thought. No use fighting. Not going to scream. Stand right where you are.

He released her.

She wanted to scream; her throat vibrated, the muscles straining to pull a scream up through her mouth. Not going to scream. You don’t have a voice anymore. No use fighting.

Her arms and legs were icy. She tried to move them, found she couldn’t even unlock her elbows. Stand right where you are. The more she strained to move and scream, the harder and more hopeless moving and screaming became. No use fighting. Not going to scream.

The man walked in front of her, and in the wash of the Maserati’s headlights, Katt recognized Logan Bodane.

She’d seen him a few times, hanging around the Gatehouse. His face was different now; his eyes glittered dangerously in the slack, gray-tinged flesh. His mouth was twisted in a sick grin. The gray Usher blazer he wore was dusty, but not wet. Neither was his tangled mass of coppery red hair. The part of Katt’s mind that could still form coherent thoughts judged that Logan had been in the garage before the rain started. Waiting for her, for this moment?

Logan’s gaze played slowly over Katt’s body. Then he looked directly into her face, and his eyes seemed to flame like baleful blue lamps.

—smile—

His silent, mental command slid into Katt’s mind like the point of an icepick. It sank deeply, with a prick of pain.

Katt felt her mouth twitch. The corners slowly arched upward in a grotesque rictus, while tears of terror rolled down her cheeks.

“That’s nice,” Logan said aloud. With one quick, violent motion he tore open the front of her pink jumpsuit. She gasped for breath; the smile stayed fixed on her face, and still she was unable to move. In her mind his voice—smile no use fighting smile not going to scream stand right where you are—continued to batter back and forth.

Logan retreated a pace to admire her body. “It’s comin’ for you,” he whispered, his eyes dancing back and forth from Katt’s face to her body. “Yeah, it’s comin’ right now. The executioner, I mean. It’ll be here soon. I’ve seen it.” He grinned, well pleased with himself. “I don’t mean to let you go to waste before it gets here.” He advanced on her.

Katt trembled violently, but could not break loose from whatever hold Logan had on her. As he grasped roughly at her breasts, his mouth on her throat, Katt couldn’t even close her eyes. An inner scream wailed, but she had no voice. She ground her teeth in anguish.

Logan grabbed her hair and forced her head back. “Thought you were better than me, didn’t you?” he asked her, his eyes narrowed into slits. “Well, I’m going to show you how wrong you were, lady.” He kissed her on the mouth, jabbing his tongue in while his hand began to slide down her stomach.

Her teeth, Katt realized. She could still use her teeth.

Logan made a guttural, bestial sound and clutched at her breasts. His tongue probed deeply into her mouth.

And Katt caught it between her teeth.

Before Logan could jerk his head away, Katt bit down with all the fury and strength she could summon.

When Logan screamed, the mental chains that had held Katt fast broke apart. They scattered like dead leaves in a high wind. Feeling rushed back into her limbs with a pins-and-needles tingling. But still she continued to bite down on his tongue, as he screamed and fought to shove her away.

She felt his tongue rip. Blood filled her mouth.

Logan staggered backward, blood streaming from between his lips, and fell to his knees on the floor. He struggled to rise, his mangled roar spewing more blood.

Katt spat flesh out of her mouth. She started to run, but Logan seized her ankle and almost threw her down. She flailed, trying to break free—and then she saw the tire-iron, hanging from one of the wall hooks, within reach. She grasped it, and turned toward Logan as he heaved himself off the floor. His frenzied NO! exploded in her mind, but her arm was already on its descent. The tire-iron crunched down on Logan’s skull.

He fell to his hands and knees, his head lolling. She stood over him and struck him again, across the right shoulder blade. There was a noise like a broomstick cracking. Logan pitched on his side, his eyes blazing wildly in his blood-smeared face.

Behind Katt, the cans and tools on the shelves suddenly came alive. They leaped in all directions, a can of antifreeze hitting Katt in the side, a pair of jumper-cables snapping through her hair, a wrench flashing past her cheek. The Maserati’s windshield shattered. Freezing currents of Logan’s misdirected power smashed back and forth across the garage, breaking more windshields, upsetting more cans and tools. A shockwave struck Katt, throwing her against the hood so hard that she lost her breath. Then she reached into her car and found the garage door switch, pressing it frantically. The garage door began to slide open, letting in gray light and blowing rain.

She ran, ducking under the door and into the storm. The rain almost beat her down, but she kept going, up through the gardens toward the Gatehouse. She slipped on a mossy stone and fell, gashing her knee. Around her the trees were in tumultuous motion, dead leaves whirling past her in miniature tornadoes. She looked back over her shoulder—and panic flared anew.

A massive, dark, and unrecognizable shape was coming after her, leaping the ornamental hedges and drowned flowerbeds.

“Help me!” Katt shouted toward the house, but her voice was shredded by the storm. In the next flash of lightning the Gatehouse was briefly illuminated—and Katt thought she saw a figure standing at a window, looking calmly out at the gardens.

She struggled to her feet and ran again. After another few strides, she felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up, and she knew with a terrible certainty that she would not make the Gatehouse.

As she twisted around, the monster behind her tensed and leaped through the rain like an ebony battering ram. Katt screamed, but the black panther’s jaws closed around her throat and snapped her neck as she was falling backward to the stone path. She had a sensation of breathlessness, a hot crushing pain on her throat—and then she tumbled headlong into the dark.

She was dead a few seconds after her body hit the ground.

The panther gripped her by the neck and quickly dragged her off into the underbrush. Nearby, a marble faun played its silent pipes in the downpour.

Within minutes, the rain had washed away all traces of Kattrina Usher from the garden stones.
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“IT’S RAINING HARDER,” RAVEN said as New returned from his room in the Briartop cabin. He’d put on a pair of jeans and wore a patched brown corduroy jacket over his flannel shirt. “The roads are going to be flooded.”

“Maybe,” he said distractedly. He glanced at his mother, who sat silently in a chair, with the picture of Bobby in her lap. Rain dripped from a dozen leaks in the ceiling, tinkling and plopping into a variety of bowls, cups, and metal pots. Raven and New had reached the cabin when the storm broke, its thunder shaking the flimsy walls.

“You’re not goin’ down there.” Myra didn’t look at her son; her fingers ran repeatedly over Bobby’s picture. “You’re just a boy. You don’t know your own mind.”

“I’m the man of the house.” New tugged at the sleeves of his jacket. “It’s time I acted like it.”

“How? By gettin’ yourself killed? Or worse?” Her watery, unfocused gaze found Raven, who stood across the room, peering out the window at the storm. Raven’s black hair was soaked, and matted into tight curls. “Miz Dunstan,” Myra said, with heartfelt pleading in her voice, “don’t let my boy go down there alone. Please … I’m beggin’ you.”

“We’re going together,” Raven said, “as soon as the storm lets up.”

“No.” New zipped his jacket up. “We’re not goin’ together.” He looked defiantly at Raven. “I’m goin’ by myself, Miz Dunstan. You’re stayin’ right here. And I’m not waitin’ for the storm to play out, either.”

“I meant what I said at the office. God knows, I wish there was another way, but there isn’t. I’m going with you.”

“The Lodge wants me, not you. I can’t stand here and say I can protect you, ’cause it’d be a lie.”

“I can take care of myself,” Raven said firmly. “I have, for a long time.”

New stared at her, probing for a weak spot. She was a stubborn woman, and he sensed that she wasn’t easily moved, once she’d made up her mind. His ma was water, but Raven Dunstan was mountain rock.

Thunder cracked and boomed. The windows rattled in their frames.

—New—

The summons was stronger now, pulling him urgently toward Usherland and the Lodge.

—come home—

It faded in and out, drifted away in a silken hiss that became the noise of rain on the roof.

“Don’t go.” Myra’s voice cracked. “Oh Lord, don’t go, don’t go, don’t go …”

“I have to find out what happened to Nathan,” he told her. “I won’t sit on this mountain for another harvest season while the Pumpkin Man takes his pick. And I’m gonna face whatever it is in the Lodge, Ma.”

Raven touched New’s shoulder, and as he turned his attention to her, intending to command her to stay in the cabin until the storm had passed, he saw the fierce strength in her eyes, the need to know for herself what lay inside the Lodge’s walls. He remembered the poster of the children’s faces. Maybe she did deserve to find the answer she sought, but he was still afraid for her. How could he protect her against something as strong as the power that called him from Usherland? He almost delivered the command—almost—but then he said, “I’m ready to go now. Are you?”

“I’m ready.”

“Lord God,” Myra breathed, and caught back a sob.

New retrieved the stick from where he’d propped it near the door. “Ma?” he said, and when she looked up at him from the picture, tears spilled down her face. “I’m gonna come back,” he vowed. “But this is somethin’ I have to do. Can you understand that?”

“Your pa wouldn’t have—”

“I’m not him. I’m nobody but me. I love you, Ma, but I’ve got to go down to that house.”

She gazed at him for a long moment, and then she whispered, “God help you, then. The both of you.”

New bent over her and kissed her cheek. Her tears dropped softly to his father’s picture.

“I love you,” she said, as New and Raven started to leave—and the sound of those words gave New a resolve he’d never known before.

The rain thrashed down as New guided the pickup truck away from the cabin. Only the windshield wiper on his side worked, but it kept the glass clear enough to see through. The two plastic bull’s-eye lanterns that Raven had bought at the hardware store sat between them, and Raven wore her camera case around her neck.

“The tape,” Raven said. “What did you use it for?”

“My snare,” he replied, and offered no more.

The summons was in his mind, throbbing through his bones, eagerly calling to him from Usherland. The first narrow road that New followed was blocked by a fallen tree. He backed up and found another. It, too, was obstructed by deep craters of water and thorns. The third was too steep for the truck to negotiate. As New drove the truck down a fourth trail that twisted precariously through the woods, the tires slipped on loose rocks. The trail narrowed, the fenders barely scraping between tree trunks. Raven rolled down her window to help guide him, the rain flailing into her face.

“We can’t make it!” Raven told him. “We’ll have to turn back!”

He didn’t answer. The beckoning voice of the Lodge was stronger, almost joyful with triumph, an eerie merging of the wind, rain, and thunder. Inching along the trail, the truck steadily penetrated deeper into Usherland.

And abruptly, as the truck rounded a sharp curve, the summons stopped.

New put his foot on the brake. The truck slid forward ten feet before the wheels locked.

Directly in front of them, the trail ended at what appeared to be a dense thicket of dark green vegetation. The truck’s head-lights couldn’t penetrate it. On both sides of the trail, black thorns grew in vicious whorls, like barbed wire.

“There’s no way to get through there,” Raven said. “You’d need a damned tank!”

But New was staring into the underbrush ahead. This trail had been used recently, and used often; the ruts were too deep, too fresh. He guided the truck forward, and saw something metal glint in the midst of the thicket. He let the truck slide down to where the trail ended before he braked again, and at this distance it was clear what lay just ahead.

It was some kind of square structure, covered over with green netting that effectively served as forest camouflage. A large hole had been cut through the netting at ground level, the rest of it securely staked down.

Raven’s first thought was that it might be a squatter’s cabin—but what squatter would live on Usherland? The camouflage netting disturbed her. Whatever the structure was, it was meant to be hidden.

“Let’s take a look,” New said, and picked up one of the lanterns. He grasped the stick and got out of the truck. Raven followed him through the driving rain, carrying the second lantern.

As New ducked through the hole, he switched on his light. It was a green-painted clapboard structure, larger inside than it had first appeared. Their lanterns reflected off corroded metal.

“A garage,” Raven said softly. “What’s a garage doing out here?”

It held three vehicles: a battered old tan Ford, a dark green pickup truck, and a black Rambler pitted with rust holes. None of them had license plates, but shoved back in a cobwebby corner was a cardboard box that gave up a few old North Carolina plates to Raven’s light. Most of their numerals were obscured beneath dried mud.

New shone his light into the Ford. A black canvas bag lay in the rear floorboard.

It was large enough, he thought grimly, to hold a child’s body.

On the front seat of the pickup truck was a scatter of peppermint candies, still in their wrappers.

Raven looked into the black Rambler. On the floorboard was a map, and she opened the door to examine it. As she picked it up, a large gray rat squeaked and scurried from beneath it, under the protection of the seat.

“Jesus,” she said quietly, but she opened the map and saw that it depicted the immediate area around Usherland. There were red checkmarks—dozens of them—near the thin lines of backcountry roads. Raven’s stomach had begun to clench, and she heard New say in a taut voice, “Over here.”

He was standing at the rear of the garage, pointing his light downward. When Raven reached him, she felt cold air on her face. A thick, damp smell wafted up. She aimed her own lantern toward the ground.

The floor was made of hardpacked dirt. But their lights disappeared down a narrow set of stone steps cut into the earth.

New took a deep breath and descended them, probing his way with the stick. There were eight steps, and at the bottom a tunnel formed of rough, damp stones stretched on beyond the range of New’s light.

But his lantern picked out an object lying on the tunnel floor perhaps ten feet away. His heart hammering, New bent to grasp it, and his hand closed around the object.

“What is it?” Raven asked as he came out. “What did you find?”

“A tunnel. I think I know where it goes.” His voice was hollow, and above the light, New’s eyes were rimmed with darkness. “And I know why it’s here.” He opened his hand to show her what lay in it.

It was a child’s toy, Raven saw. A blue yo-yo.

“Nathan’s,” New said. “The Pumpkin Man took Nathan along that tunnel. I think … this was left here for me to find.”

“Then the tunnel—”

“Leads to the Lodge. Maybe it goes right under the lake.” He slipped Nathan’s toy into his jeans pocket. “Are you still sure you want to go with me?”

“We need a weapon,” she said. “We should’ve brought a gun, or—”

“That wouldn’t do any good. Whatever it is would be expectin’ a gun. But maybe I know somethin’ it might not expect.”

“What?”

“I am a weapon,” he said. “You can go back, if you like. I’ll give you the keys, and you can take the truck.”

“No,” she replied. “I have to see for myself.”

New searched her steady gaze. “All right. Then I’ll go through first. Stay close to me.”

He didn’t have to tell her a second time. They started into the tunnel, and within a moment or two the noise of the storm faded away. Water began leaking from the ceiling, and when Raven caught some of it in her hand and held it to the light, she saw the black stain of peat. They were underneath the lake.

As Raven followed the mountain boy, her nerve threatened to snap. Hairline cracks in the ceiling streamed with water. The tunnel had been here for a long time. Who had built it? Hudson Usher, when he first constructed the Lodge? If the Ushers and the Pumpkin Man were somehow connected, why was it that the Pumpkin Man hadn’t appeared until 1872? The Ushers had been here since the 1840s. What was the Pumpkin Man, and how had he been able to roam freely for more than a hundred years? What had happened to the missing children? Her answers, she felt, lay before her in the darkness at the other end of this tunnel.

Distant thunder echoed along the tunnel. It must have been a huge crash, she thought, for them to be able to hear it down here.

New stopped. “Listen,” he whispered.

Coming from the tunnel beyond was a low bass rumble, the growl of an awakening beast. But it wasn’t an animal’s noise; it sounded like a combination of off-key notes, the bass vibration of some kind of machine. Raven felt the sound in her bones, and even her teeth ached. New touched the walls of the tunnel. The stones were trembling. They could feel the vibration in the floor. Stressed mortar cracked and popped all around them.

Then, as suddenly as they had begun, the strange notes died away.

An earth tremor? Raven wondered. My God, she thought; if a quake split the tunnel ceiling open, the lake would pour in over their heads. But what had caused that rumbling noise? Raven’s teeth were still throbbing.

“Okay?” New asked, his voice echoing okay? … okay?

“Yeah,” she said shakily. “I’m still with you.”

But as she followed New, trying to concentrate solely on the circle of light before her, Raven became increasingly aware of soft scraping noises from the darkness at her back.

She turned and shone her light in the direction from which they’d come.

“What is it?” New asked.

“I don’t know.” Raven brushed her damp curls back from her forehead. The light showed nothing but tunnel stones and trickles of water.

But from the darkness beyond came a faint chirrrrr that sounded like the warning of a rattlesnake.

And then New realized why the hole had been cut into the camouflage netting. The panther had entered the tunnel behind them, and blocked the way out. “Let’s keep goin’,” he told her. “I want you to watch behind us. If you see anythin’ move, let out a holler.”

“Damn straight,” she breathed.

They continued. Raven heard quick, furtive scrapings—like the sound of claws on stone—but whatever was following them stayed far enough behind to avoid the light.

New’s beam illuminated another set of steps, leading up to an open doorway. They had come to the end of the tunnel. Above them sprawled the massive Lodge, he suspected, and within it the answers to questions that would change him forever. He paused, a chill of indecision and fear sweeping through him.

Satan finds the man, the Mountain King had said.

His ancestor had been a man who worshiped the lord of darkness. Was there a spark of that same kind of evil in him? Had he been beckoned and lured by a force that could fan that spark into a flame again?

He remembered how he’d made his mother act like a mindless puppet on strings. But the worst part, the very worst, was that he’d liked the power. It had first broken free from his rage in the thorn pit, but now he knew that the act of controlling the magic knife, or making his mother do what he wanted just by thinking about it, was child’s play. There were other things he could do, other powers that lay deep inside him, steaming and pulsing to be set loose from the furnace of his soul. He wanted to set them free, wanted to explore the limits—if there were any—of the powers he commanded. He felt like a greedy flame that could burn his old life, as a boy trapped by the confines of Briartop Mountain, into ashes.

And suddenly he feared himself—what lived in him, in the darkest basement of his soul—most of all.

Raven let out a quick, hoarse gasp. “Oh … my God,” she whispered.

New turned.

Greediguts’ eyes were golden-green lamps in the dark. Slowly the monster emerged into Raven’s light—first its blood-smeared maw, then its black skull with the lightning-streak burn across it—and began to slink toward them. Its muscular body blocked the tunnel, and its leathery, scaled tail rose up and snapped brutally in the air.
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RIX DROVE THE THUNDERBIRD into its garage stall and, closing his eyes, sank his head forward against the wheel.

So close, he thought. I came so close to putting a bullet through Dunstan’s skull! Dear God, I wanted to kill him! I wanted him to die!

He flinched at the memory of the Commando going off. He was still sick to his stomach, and had been forced to pull off the road outside Foxton to throw up. A moment or so afterward, a brown van had slowly passed him and disappeared into the rain.

He was beyond caring now. If he was under surveillance, there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. The Usher history had vanished in lunatic smoke. He could start the book himself, but it would take years to finish. Years. He had counted on sharing the work that Dunstan had already done, but now that was impossible. What would he do while he was compiling the research? Another horror novel? The failure of Bedlam still hung like an ax over his head.

He had almost killed Wheeler Dunstan, he realized with sickening clarity. He couldn’t finish the book on his own. He didn’t have the strength to finish such an enormous, exhausting task; he was all the things Walen had called him that he’d lashed back at so vehemently. Walen knew him better than he knew himself—but he thanked God that he’d moved that gun just before it went off.

He’d seen that the door to the Maserati’s stall was open. The lights weren’t working, and the interior of the garage was gray and gloomy. He thought bitterly that Katt must have been in a hurry to shoot herself up.

Ten billion dollars, he thought. Why should he have to kiss Katt’s hand and settle for an allowance from a junkie? How could she run Usher Armaments? And Boone would drive the business right into the ground!

“Oh God,” Rix whispered. What’s happening to me? All I really need is a little money to get by on, just enough to keep me going! And it’s blood money, he thought. All of it’s blood money.

But somebody would always make the weapons. There would always be wars. The Usher name was a deterrent to war, wasn’t it? What was wrong with claiming his share of the business and estate?

What do I believe in? he asked himself desperately. He felt lost and frantic. Had his beliefs been like Dunstan’s book—nothing but hollow, meaningless jabbering? Had he ever really been opposed to Usher Armaments? Or was he striking out at his father in the only way he knew, by cursing and denying the business that was the cornerstone of the Usher family?

Behind his closed eyes, the skeleton swung slowly from side to side.

Sandra’s hair floated in bloody water.

A small hand reached toward a silver circle with the face of a roaring lion—but this time, as the hand stretched upward, the doorknob began to shrink. It became tiny, and the hand covered it.

Rix opened his eyes as thunder pealed over the garage. The doorknob. It was something he should remember. Something important. Trying to remember exactly what it was, and where he’d seen it, made his head ache fiercely. He tucked the notebook under his sweater and left the garage, hurrying through the gardens to the Gatehouse.

He was drenched when he entered the house. As he walked past the living room, he heard his mother call, “Rix!”

She came out into the hallway after him. Though she was dressed immaculately in a dark blue gown with a necklace of sapphires and pearls, and her makeup was perfect, her eyes were wide with panic. “Where have you been?” she demanded shrilly. Her lipstick was bright red, like the edges of a wound.

“Out.”

“You’re dripping wet! Look at the water you’ve tracked in!”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t—”

“Where’s Boone?” Her voice shook. “Boone’s not home, and neither is Katt! The storm’s getting worse! The radio says there might be flooding!”

“Katt’s car is in the garage.” She’d undoubtedly sneaked in, he thought, to shoot up in her Quiet Room.

“Well, she’s not here! And Edwin called Boone’s club! He left there after midnight!”

“Calm down,” he told her. Right now he didn’t give a damn where Boone was, but he saw that Margaret was about to fall to pieces. “They can take care of themselves. Boone’ll find a place to wait until the storm’s over.”

“I’m worried, Rix! Maybe you should call the sheriff, or the highway patrol.”

“We’ll hear if anything happens. There’s no use in begging trouble.”

Margaret’s frightened eyes searched his face. “You look sick. What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m okay.” His head was still hurting like hell, and he was shivering and had to get out of his wet clothes.

“Lord, look at the mess you’ve tracked in on my floor!” she wailed. “And your sweater’s ruined! You’ve pulled a button off! Can’t you take care of anything!”

“It’s nothing that can’t be cleaned up.” He reached into his pocket and brought out the small silver button. “And see, I’ve got the—” He stopped, staring at it cradled in his palm. It glinted orange, catching the light from a nearby candelabra.

The skeleton swung through his mind, blood oozing from its eye sockets.

Boone’s plastic skeleton. The skeleton earring the cabdriver wore.

Something jarred inside Rix; the memory was close, very close, but still he couldn’t grasp it. The spark of candlelight that jumped off the silver button in his palm pierced like a knife point into his mind.

Sandra’s hair, floating in the bloody water.

“What is it?” Margaret asked. “What are you looking at?”

Bloody water, Rix thought. Hair floating in bloody water. A bathtub. A metal tub. What was it? What should he remember? His temples began to pound, and the images in his mind—ghostly, fragile shapes and shadows—started to fracture. He saw Dunstan lying on his side with the button in his hand, his eyes staring blindly. Except that Dunstan’s face shifted and changed, melted and re-formed. The face became younger: a little boy’s face, a little boy with sandy brown hair, the pewter-colored eyes mirroring shock.

Himself, Rix realized. He was seeing himself.

He held the silver button up, could see his face reflected over the Usher coat of arms. A button, he thought. Not a silver doorknob, but a silver button! But whose? Where had he seen one embossed with the face of a roaring lion? And what did remembering it mean?

Pain shot across his skull, vibrated at his temples. He grasped the button tightly in his hand. Not supposed to remember, he thought. It’s something I’m not supposed to remember …

“Rix?” She recoiled from him. “My God, are you going to have an attack?”

He hardly heard her. He had thought, suddenly and clearly, of his childhood treasure box, where he kept his collection of coins, marbles, and stones. The pain pulsated behind his eyes, as if the pressure were about to blow them out of their sockets. The treasure box, he thought. There’s something I put into the treasure box, a long time ago …

Rix passed his mother and ran upstairs, afraid that an attack was close but knowing also that he was close to remembering something important—something about the dangling skeleton, the hair in the bloody water, the silver button. Something important—and terrible.

In his room, he grasped the box with shaking hands and spilled its contents out across the top of the chest of drawers. There were Indian-head pennies, buffalo nickels, a couple of old silver dollars, smooth gray stones from the Usher woods, rough black pebbles found near the lakeshore, topaz cat’s-eye marbles, one that looked like a brilliant exploding star, another that held in its depths a dozen shades of cool blue. His collection had remained intact, part of the shrine his mother had kept for him, but what he was looking for wasn’t here. He couldn’t remember when he’d put it here, or how he’d gotten it, but what he searched for was gone.

A silver button with the face of a roaring lion. Remembering it brought a pain that bowed his back and broke a cold sweat out on his face. An attack! he thought. Oh Jesus, I’m going to have an—

“Rix?”

With an effort, he turned toward the voice. His face was chalky, his eyes rimmed with red.

Edwin stood in the doorway. He glanced from Rix to the scatter of objects across the chest, then to Rix again. “Are you all right?” he asked, a sharp note of concern in his voice.

“Yeah. I will be. I just need to—”

At once, Edwin was at his side. Edwin’s comforting hands kneaded the back of his neck. “Breathe deeply and slowly. Relax, relax. Clear your mind, just drift. Relax.”

Rix’s muscles responded. He followed Edwin’s calmly spoken instructions, and the pain began to leave him. Something dropped from his hand to the floor—what was it? He didn’t care. All he cared about was the soothing power of Edwin’s hands.

“You came close that time, didn’t you?” Edwin asked. “But you feel better now, don’t you?”

Rix nodded. The pain was almost gone. His head was clearing. What had he been thinking about? It was indistinct now, and very far away. Dunstan, he remembered. Dunstan was insane, and there was no Usher history.

But before Rix could say anything, Edwin said quietly, “He wants to see you. He said I was to bring you to the Quiet Room as soon as you came home.”

“Dad?”

“He’s fading. We’ve called Dr. Francis, but I don’t think he can get here in this storm. Come on, I’ll take you to him.”

Rix paused, looking at the contents of the treasure box. What had been there? What was he looking for? He couldn’t remember. Part of his mind seemed to have been blanked out. He frowned, trying to think.

“Rix?” Edwin urged. “You’d better go up and see him.”

“Yeah. Right. I’d better go up and see him.”

Edwin walked with him along the candlelit corridor to the foot of the stairs to the Quiet Room. Rix ascended the steps alone and, still dazed, put on a surgical mask to ward off the stench.

In the Quiet Room, the storm’s fury was muted to a distant bass rumble. Rix stood near the door after he’d closed it, letting his eyes get used to the darkness. A few feet away from him was the vague form of Mrs. Reynolds, sitting motionless in her chair. Sleeping? he wondered. She didn’t rise to greet him. He could hear his father’s hoarse breathing, and followed it across the room.

“You,” Walen hissed.

Rix flinched. It was cold in the room, but hanging around his father’s bed was the fever of decay, like a stifling preview of hell.

“Where … have you been … this morning?” Walen’s whisper was so mangled, so far removed from a human voice, that Rix could hardly understand it.

“I drove to Foxton.”

“Why?”

“I needed to go for a drive. To think.” He saw his father’s shape, curled like a reptile on the bed. The ebony cane lay beside him.

“You think … I’m an utter fool, don’t you?”

“What?”

With the cane, Walen reached painfully out to the control panel beside the bed. A switch clicked. One of the television screens came on. Though the contrast and brightness were adjusted very low, the picture was unmistakable. It was a shot of Wheeler Dunstan’s house on a sunny day. At the bottom of the screen were white numerals that gave the date and time, the seconds ticking past. Rix caught his breath; it was the first afternoon he’d gone with Raven to her house. The remote-control camera must have been hidden twenty feet or so up a tree, because there was a downward angle to the picture.

The yellow Volkswagen entered the frame and stopped in front of the house. As the two figures got out and started up the porch steps, Dunstan emerged in his wheelchair. The camera lens zoomed in. The frame froze, showing Rix, Raven, and her father standing together, linked in complicity.

The brown van. Usher Security.

“Mr. Meredith … brought that videotape to me. Look at me, damn you!” Walen commanded.

Rix forced himself to look fully at his father, and almost choked with terror. Since Rix had seen him in the hallway early this morning, Walen had deteriorated at a horrifying speed. His head was misshapen, the forehead and temples swollen by some hideous internal pressure. The gray flesh of his face was splitting open, like ill-fitting pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Yellow fluids had leaked out, gleaming in the screen’s faint glow like the mucous tracks of garden snails. Walen’s eyes were deep black holes, registering no light or life.

“You’ve been followed … ever since you came here. I knew you’d show your true colors, eventually. Traitor,” he whispered. “You miserable goddamned traitor! You’re unfit to carry the Usher name, and I… swear I’ll see you driven off Usherland … like a dog! There won’t be a dime for you, not one! Go back to Atlanta and find some other weak little slut … to support you until you drive her to suicide, too!”

Rix had started backing away from his father’s verbal onslaught, but the reference to Sandra stopped him. His face contorted; memories of a hundred unsettled scores from his youth flooded unbidden into his mind. The rage swelled within him, twisted and bitter. Rix slowly approached the bed again. “Let me tell you something, old man,” he said. His voice was at a normal register this time, and Walen cringed. “I’m going to write that family history. Me. No matter how long it takes, I’m going to keep at it until it’s finished. It’ll be a good book, Dad, I promise you. People are going to want to read it.”

“You … little fool …” Walen gasped, his hands clasped to his ears.

“I’ve found out so many enlightening details from those documents downstairs,” Rix continued. “Like how Cynthia Usher murdered her first husband. And how Shann Usher lost her mind after she wrote music that made people kill themselves. Ludlow was insane before he died, locked up in his Quiet Room, raving about thunderstorms. And let’s not forget about Erik, Dad. The Caligula of the Usher line. I’ll be sure to write about the Fourth of July when Erik shot up Briartop Mountain, and about the deal he made to buy Nora St. Clair like breeding stock. How about that, Dad? Want me to dedicate the book to you?”

Suddenly, with a moan that made the hair stir at the back of Rix’s neck, Walen heaved himself up in bed. In the ghostly light of the television screen, his face was a rictus of hate, the yellow and crooked teeth glittering in his mouth. His arm flashed out with the ebony cane. It struck Rix sharply on the collarbone. The next blow hit Rix’s shoulder, near the bruise where Wheeler Dunstan had struck him with the poker, and he cried out. When Walen flailed with the cane a third time, Rix caught it and wrenched it from his hand. A cold jolt of power shot up Rix’s arm.

His hand tightened around the cane until he was holding it defiantly in his clenched fist. He held it up toward his face, saw light spark off the lion’s head. Ten billion dollars, he thought. All the money in the world. Someone would always make the weapons. The Usher name was a deterrent to war. Ten billion dollars …

“The scepter!” Walen rasped. “Give it … back to me!”

Rix stepped away from the bed as Walen reached for him. Behind him, Mrs. Reynolds remained motionless in her chair.

Walen’s hand stretched for the cane. Tubes tore out of his arm. “Give it back!” he commanded. “It’s mine, damn you!”

Thunder shook the Gatehouse. The scepter seemed to burn into Rix’s hand as if he had thrust his fingers into fire. Magic, he thought. There was magic in the cane, something powerful and protective. Someone would always make the weapons. All the money in the world …

A terrible, greedy laugh strained to escape from behind his clenched teeth. And from the dark stranger in his soul came the shout I want it I want it all!

Walen screamed. In the screen’s glow, Rix saw the flesh ripple over his father’s face. The bones were moving. There was a sharp cracking noise, as of twigs being snapped by a brutal hand. The fissures in Walen’s face split wider.

Walen began babbling in a mad, keening whine: “Boone … where’s Boone … Kattrina … oh God oh God I heard her scream … traitor you traitor … Edwin … in the Lodge Pendulum in the Lodge …” His body thrashed in agony. His entire head was swelling, the fissures gaping open. A steaming grayish green substance began oozing through the cracks.

Rix was paralyzed with revulsion and terror. Then he turned toward Mrs. Reynolds in nightmarish slow motion. “Help him!” he heard himself shout, but Mrs. Reynolds didn’t move.

“It’s … you,” Walen whispered in disbelief. His head was slowly bursting apart. “Oh my God. You’re … the next one.”

There was a brittle, sickening crunch. Two tears rolled down from the darkness of Walen Usher’s eyes. “God … forgive …” he managed to say—and then his entire face burst open, a ragged seam running from forehead to chin. The grayish green matter, like mold that had grown too long in a hidden and evil place, bubbled out of the rip.

With a soft, relieved sigh, the body slithered to the bed and lay still. The oozing stuff that had broken through his head formed a foul halo on the sheet.

Rix stood staring at his father’s corpse as shock enveloped him like a freezing shroud.

“It’s done.” A strong hand gripped his shoulder. “The scepter’s been passed.”

When Rix didn’t respond, Edwin stepped around in front of him and removed Rix’s surgical mask. He lifted Rix’s chin with a forefinger and examined the dilated, unfocused eyes. “Can you hear me, Rix?”

He was a little boy again, lost and trembling in the Lodge’s cold darkness. Edwin’s voice was distant—Can you hear me, Rix?—but he followed it through the winding corridors. Edwin was there. Edwin was his friend. Edwin would protect him, and take care of him forever.

Rix flinched. The skeleton with bloody eye sockets swung through his mind. Hair floated in a bloody metal tub. Edwin’s face, daubed with orange and black by firelight and shadows, emerged from the darkness. It was a younger face, and in it the blue-gray eyes held a steely glint. As Edwin’s arms folded little Rix against him, the child saw orange light dance on one of Edwin’s blazer buttons.

It was made of silver, and bore the embossed face of a roaring lion.

The child stared at it, mesmerized, his eyes swollen and unblinking. It was a pretty button, he thought. His hand rose up and slowly covered the button. It was round and shining and would look fine in his treasure box.

Edwin stroked the child’s hair. “Rix?” His voice was as soft as black velvet. “I want you to forget what you’ve seen in this room. You were never here. I want you to forget. Can you hear me, Rix?”

All his attention was focused on the silver button. Nothing else mattered—not the thing behind him that dangled from a hook in the ceiling, not the bloody washtub with the hair in it—nothing but the silver button.

And the little boy who had grown up to be a man with a terrible memory locked behind the image of a silver blazer button said, “Yes sir.”

The adult Rix blinked as the visions from the past whirled through his mind like a storm. Pumpkin Man’s in the woods, he thought crazily. And then: No, no.

The Pumpkin Man was standing before him, wearing the face of a man he loved.

Edwin looked toward the bed, at the corpse of Walen Usher, then returned his attention to Rix. “The old passes away,” he said, “and the new takes its place. Cass and I love you very much, Rix. You were always our favorite. You’re the one we chose, a long time ago. We hoped the landlord would choose you, too.”

“Land … lord?” Rix asked huskily, hearing himself speak as if from the bottom of a well.

“The landlord of Usherland. The real landlord. You have the wand now, Rix. The landlord’s chosen you, and discarded Boone and Katt. You’re going to make us proud, Rix; and you’re going to make the landlord proud.”

“I … don’t …”

“I want to answer your questions,” Edwin said. “I want to help you understand. But to do that we have to go into the Lodge. There’s someone else the landlord wants—someone who can help you after Cass and I have fulfilled our duties.”

“Logan … ?”

“No.” Edwin shook his head. “I was wrong about Logan. I chose him to follow me, but he’s too weak, too undisciplined. The landlord’s chosen someone stronger. We have to go now, and we have to hurry. I want you to wait at the front of the house until I bring the limousine around. Do you understand that?”

Rix couldn’t think beyond the sound of Edwin’s voice. Edwin was here. Edwin would protect him and take care of him. “Yes,” he answered.

Edwin led him out of the Quiet Room. Rix moved like a sleepwalker, but kept the cane gripped tightly in his hand.

Ten minutes after they’d gone, Mrs. Reynolds awakened from a terrible dream. She’d been sitting here in the dark, she recalled, but then she’d drifted into a netherworld of eerie disembodied voices, angry shouts, and screams of agony. Her body had been leaden, and she’d had no voice. The last thing she remembered with anything approaching clarity was Mr. Bodane coming up to ask how Mr. Usher was feeling today. She rubbed her eyes; they were raw, as if she hadn’t blinked and all the moisture had dried up.

She noticed the dim glow of the television screen, rose from her chair, and went over to Mr. Usher’s bed.

Nothing in her years of training as a nurse could have prevented the scream that followed.



43

GREEDIGUTS STALKED ALONG THE tunnel after New and Raven. It approached to within ten feet, then remained crouched on its muscular hind legs. Beneath the lambent eyes and bloody snout, its forked tongue flicked out and quivered in the air.

It was all Raven could do to hold back the cry of terror that was locked behind her teeth, but she stared at the beast with a stunned sense of awe as well. She knew what it was: the mythic monster that roamed Briartop Mountain and Usherland. The Pumpkin Man’s familiar. The panther’s eyes were fixed on New with deadly intent, its head slung low and the muscles bunched along its flanks. Though in a posture of attack, Greediguts stood like a thing of black stone, blocking the tunnel.

New saw the scorched streak across its triangular skull where the gnarled stick had struck. Greediguts was respectful of that stick, he thought—and maybe of him, too. “Up the steps,” he told Raven, not daring to avert his attention from the panther. “Go ahead.”

She went up, and New followed. Greediguts watched them, but remained motionless. They entered the doorway and stood in a cold, rock-floored chamber on the lowest level of the house. Their lights revealed thick granite pillars supporting the ceiling, which soared at least twenty feet above their heads. The pillars, many of which were cracked and had been repaired with mortar, were supplemented by dozens of iron pilings that sank through the floor.

Near the doorway, Raven’s light found a stone staircase that ascended to the next level. As they started up, they again heard a massive crash of thunder, muffled by the walls but still carrying awesome power. The sound faded, and silence returned.

But, in another moment, New, who was several steps ahead of Raven, suddenly stopped. In the air was a faint, bass moan that seemed to pass right through New’s bones. The tone began rising in volume and power, enveloping New and Raven, coming from no distinct direction but rather from all directions at once. As the bass tone strengthened—becoming the same eerie, inhuman sound they’d heard in the tunnel—pain stabbed their eardrums. Rock dust fell from above, and beneath their feet the staircase trembled like a rope bridge. Still the tone’s force increased, making their bones throb and ache as if twisted by powerful hands. Raven’s knees weakened and she tried to cover her ears, but the sound was hammering inside her with a force that she feared would crack her bones like dried clay. She was barely able to hear herself cry out in pain.

The tone began to ebb, and as it faded away, the vibrations beneath their feet stopped. When the sound was gone, New and Raven were left with a sensation of having been inside a gigantic tolling bell. Raven swallowed until her eardrums popped. She was weak and disoriented, and her muscles felt deeply bruised.

Dust swirled through the beam from New’s lantern. His head pounded fiercely, and he dragged in a lungful of cold air that suddenly seemed heavy and clinging around him. “What was that?” he asked, his hearing still distorted. “An earthquake?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. It sounded like the same noise we heard in the tunnel, but I’ve never felt anything like that before. I thought my skull was going to split open.” She swept the light around her—and froze with fear.

The panther was crouched behind her on the steps, about six feet away, its eyes blazing in the beam of light. Its tongue darted out, questing toward her.

“Don’t move,” New warned her. “I don’t think it means to hurt us. If it was gonna attack, I think it would have by now. Just come up real slow, and walk in front of me.”

Raven did as he said. The monster advanced two steps, then waited for them to start ascending again. Herdin’ us, New thought. The bastard is herdin’ us like sheep.

At the top of the stairs was a long corridor. The lights revealed a series of vaulted openings that led into dark, cavernous chambers. Farther along the corridor were several closed doors, sealed with brass bolts. As New and Raven searched for another staircase to the next level, New heard the scrape of the panther’s claws on the stones.

He whirled around, ready to defend himself and Raven with the wand.

But Greediguts had wheeled away, and was loping down the corridor in the opposite direction. The beast vanished beyond the range of New’s light. Who—or what—was it going after? New wondered grimly.

“Look at the walls,” Raven said. As their lights played over the stones, New and Raven saw that the walls were covered with hairline fractures from ceiling to floor. At their feet, some of the stones had shattered like ice cubes. A frost of rock dust lay around them, and rose in wraiths before the lights. This section of the Lodge, Raven thought, was under tremendous stress; on the level directly below, the granite pillars and iron pilings supported the entire, immense weight of the house.

New, looking for a way out, probed his light through one of the openings in the corridor. He found something he couldn’t make heads or tails of. “Miz Dunstan,” he said, and Raven came across the corridor to see.

It was a chamber at least fifty feet wide and forty or fifty feet high, its stone walls and floor split by deep cracks. Rock dust and grit filmed what appeared to be old electrical apparatus—weird iron machines with exposed tubes and intricate networks of wiring. On a long oak worktable were bundles of cables, dusty pieces of machines, and various dials and gauges. Cables ran along the walls and snaked across the floor.

But the chamber’s strange centerpiece was a discolored brass pendulum about thirty feet long that descended from an arrangement of cables, pulleys, and wooden gears at the ceiling and hung five feet from the floor. Placed on iron pedestals in an exact circle beneath the three-foot-wide, half-moon-shaped pendulum bob were eight tuning forks of varying sizes, the smallest the size of a child’s fist, the largest about a foot tall.

“What the hell is it?” Raven wondered aloud as she approached the pendulum. She shone her light up and down the mottled gray shaft. It looked to her like the interior mechanism of a huge grandfather clock. She stepped nearer, and reached up to touch the pendulum bob with her fingers.

“Don’t do that, Miss Dunstan.”

They turned toward the voice. In the chamber’s entrance stood Edwin Bodane, holding a flashlight. Droplets of rain glistened on his cap and his long black raincoat. His light moved from Raven to New, and he smiled faintly, the hollows deep and dark beneath his eyes and jutting cheekbones. “Welcome to the Lodge, Master Newlan.”

“You’re … the man I saw in my dream!” New realized. “The coachman!”

“If you’d come to the Lodge then—and alone—you could’ve kept Miss Dunstan out of this. It’s between you and the landlord, not—” He frowned as his light picked out the gnarled stick that New held at his side. “That’s his, isn’t it? Did he give it to you?”

New nodded.

A savage grin suddenly rippled across Edwin’s face. His eyes danced with joy, and Raven shuddered inwardly. She’d never seen such rampant, hungry evil on a man’s face. “Good,” he said excitedly. “That’s good. Then … the old man’s dead, isn’t he? He must be dead, to have given up his wand.”

“He’s dead,” New replied.

“And he gave the wand to you. Oh, that’s grand!”

He’s afraid of it, New thought. He’s pretending not to be, but the stick scares him. Why? he wondered. Because it could do to him what it had done to Greediguts?

There was a deep boom of thunder that seemed to penetrate the walls like a mocking laugh. Edwin shone his light upward at the gears of the pendulum. “Ah, that one shook the house,” he said, with clinical interest. “Miss Dunstan, you wanted to know what the machine does. You’re about to learn. I’d step away from it, if I were you.”

Above her head, the gears began to click and groan.

Raven stepped back, her heart pounding with dread, as the pendulum slowly began to move.

It swung back and forth, its arc widening as the clicking of the gears increased. Raven heard the air whistling around its bob as it passed directly over the circle of tuning forks.

“Listen to it sing!” Edwin said.

From the tuning forks came a cacophony of low, bone-jarring notes that merged to become the deep tone they’d heard in the tunnel and on the stairway. As the noise steadily strengthened, it became a physical force that shoved Raven backward, twisted her bones, and drove her to her knees. Behind her, she heard New cry out in pain as the tone invaded him as well. The entire floor was vibrating, and the stones in the walls grated together. Dust swirled through the air, the grit flying into Raven’s eyes and momentarily blinding her. She fought for breath in what had suddenly become a chamber of horror.

The pendulum’s arc began to slow. The moan of the tuning forks quieted. The floor and walls stopped vibrating, and as the pendulum came to a halt, the dust began to settle again.

“Thunder sometimes sets it off,” Edwin said cheerfully, aiming his light through the gray dust at the machine. Raven was on her knees, gasping for breath, and New slowly shook his head from side to side to clear away the black motes that danced in front of his vision. Edwin seemed to have enjoyed the demonstration, but dust clung to his cap and raincoat and he busied himself in brushing it off. “Or rather,” he amended himself, “the vibration of thunder through the walls. The pendulum’s balanced so perfectly that the slightest vibration of the Lodge can set it in motion. I know its moods and caprices,” he said proudly. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

Whatever its purpose was, Raven had never felt such excruciating pain before, not even in the accident that had crushed her knee. She looked up toward Edwin, saw the dark holes of his eyes above the light. His grin was cold and malignant. Whatever evil force lurked here in the Lodge, Edwin Bodane was a part of it. “I thought you were helping my father!” she said. “I thought you wanted to help him write his book!”

“I offered my services, yes. But only to get close enough to him to control the project. There’s no manuscript, Miss Dunstan. Oh, there was at first. Your father had already written some of it by the time I got to him. He believes he goes down into that study of his and writes a little more every day; he believes he can see it being written on the screen, and he also believes that the most important thing is to keep anyone else from seeing it. But there’s no book, because I and the landlord don’t want there to be one.”

“The landlord? You mean … Walen Usher?”

“Walen Usher.” He repeated the name with utter contempt. “No. I mean the true landlord. The one who summoned Hudson Usher to this place, a long time ago. Walen Usher was only a caretaker, and a poor one at that. He lacked imagination. You can see for yourselves how he let the Lodge deteriorate. But that’s in the past now.” Edwin reached out beside him in the chamber’s entrance and drew Rix Usher closer. “Walen Usher has passed away. Long live his heir.”

“Rix!” She saw that his eyes were dead, his mouth slack, the flesh of his face ashen. Clutched in his right hand was the ebony cane. He didn’t respond to Raven’s voice, and Edwin guided him into the chamber like a sleepwalker. Behind them, the black panther stood guard in the entrance.

“What have you done to him?” Raven asked, rising painfully to her feet.

“I’ve removed him. But he’s fine. Or, rather, he will be fine. Oh, he can hear what we’re saying and he knows where we are, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters but that I’m here, and he knows I’ll protect him. Isn’t that right, Rix?”

Rix’s mouth stretched open; a soft, terrible hissing came from his throat.

“Speak,” Edwin commanded.

Rix replied, in a voice that sounded like a little boy’s, “Yes sir.”

New recognized the blank stare on the man’s face; he’d seen it worn by his mother, when he’d made her help him lift the Mountain King into the pickup truck, when he’d forced her on a whim to fold her hands in her lap, when he’d sealed her mouth shut in the Foxton clinic. The tall, gaunt man who’d appeared as a coachman in his dream was the same as him, the same as the Mountain King. All three of them were linked by magic. “You’re … like me, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes. The Bodane family has served the landlord for generations. Long before the Ushers settled here, we were part of a colony that lived on Briartop Mountain.”

“And when it was destroyed,” New said, “the Bodanes got away.”

“Ah.” Edwin nodded, impressed. “You know as much about my family as I know about yours. But yours was part of mine once, when we shared the same coven. The landlord’s been watching you, just as he watched your father and your grandfather. The landlord created the beast in his image, to be his eyes and ears.”

New glanced at the panther. Greediguts was watching him balefully, standing completely motionless in the chamber’s opening.

“The Mountain King resisted us to the end, didn’t he?” Edwin’s eyes flickered to the stick that New held. “Your father didn’t have the strength of will to be useful to the landlord. But you. Master Newlan—you’ve answered us and come home, haven’t you?”

“Come home?”

“The landlord only wants to love you,” Edwin said gently, but his stare was dark and dangerous. “He wants to forgive you for turning away. He would’ve forgiven your father. He even would’ve forgiven the old man, if he’d come to the Lodge seeking forgiveness. All you have to do is use your magic for him—and he’ll give you everything.”

—give you everything—

New could feel his mind being picked at like a rusty lock. He couldn’t force himself to look away from the man’s electric stare. Everything, he thought, and saw the great panorama of Usherland spread out like a feast before him—the rolling hills, the verdant forests, the beautiful world of horses and fine cars and wealth beyond New’s imagining. He would never have to go back to the cabin on Briartop, where wind whistled through holes in the window frames and rain leaked from the roof. He could have everything Usherland offered, if he only used his magic.

“Consider it,” Edwin whispered, and turned his attention to Raven.

In his eyes glittered the cold, dark power of a warlock, a force that almost pressed her to her knees. She knew he would never allow her to leave the Lodge alive.

“Pendulum,” Edwin said with a faint smile. He kept his light aimed directly at her, pinning her like a moth. “Ludlow Usher built it when he was a young man. His experience in the Chicago Fire left him with a deep respect for the power of sound; the explosions, the shrieking of fireballs, the shaking of the earth as a building fell—all of that was burned into his mind. Ludlow tested Pendulum only once—in November of 1893.”

“The earthquake on Briartop Mountain,” Raven said. “This thing—”

“Created vibrations that simulated an earthquake, yes,” Edwin continued, like a proud father. “During the test, electrical amplifiers were placed on the Lodge’s roof. They directed the vibrations toward the mountain. After it was over, Ludlow was terrified by the results. He wanted to dismantle it, but my grandfather persuaded him otherwise. Its potential as a military device, Miss Dunstan, surpasses that of the atomic bomb.”

“A … military device?” Raven asked, stunned. “Ludlow built it for Usher Armaments?”

“The landlord recognized its usefulness. The landlord has a hand in most of the weapons the business produces. The plans are communicated to me, and I pass them along to the Ushers.” Edwin shone his light on the circle of tuning forks. “Pendulum is a sonic weapon, Miss Dunstan. It’s a complicated physics theory, but actually the principle is simple: the pendulum’s motion creates a disturbance in the air that affects the tuning forks; in turn, they combine to form a tone that—depending on the length and intensity of the vibrations—can cause intense physical pain, smash glass, crack stone, and simulate earthquakes. What you experienced a few minutes ago was the least of Pendulum’s power; if Ludlow Usher hadn’t stopped the mechanism when he did during that first test in 1893, Briartop Mountain would have been leveled.” He aimed the light toward the far corner, where a heavy chain dangled down from the gears and pulleys. “That controls the counterweights. As I say, sometimes thunder sets it in motion. Ludlow Usher lived in terror of thunderstorms his last years, because he knew Pendulum’s potential. You can see how it’s affected the walls and floor over the years. Sometimes, Pendulum’s tone smashes the glass from the Gatehouse windows, and makes the entire house shake. Unfortunately, that can’t be helped.”

“What’s it going to do? Create earthquakes for the highest bidder?” Her voice trembled, but Raven stared defiantly back at Edwin Bodane.

“This is a prototype,” he said. “Just one of Ludlow’s many experiments with sound. He tried to get his sister to help him develop the combination of notes that would produce a sonic weapon, but she wouldn’t leave her nunnery, so he did it himself. This is a curiosity, an antique. Right now, Usher Armaments is working on miniaturizing Pendulum. Imagine it the size of a cigar box, or a transistor radio. It could be hidden near enemy nuclear plants and triggered by remote control. It could easily be smuggled across borders and hidden in unfriendly cities. The longer the tone continues, the stronger it becomes—and the stronger its vibrations.” He smiled like a death’s-head. “Entire cities could be reduced to rubble, without the radiation of atomic weapons. Trigger Pendulum near a fault line—and who knows what would happen? Ludlow theorized that if Pendulum’s vibrations were allowed to double and redouble, the entire earth itself could be split open.”

If Pendulum could do what the man claimed—and there was no reason to doubt it—then Usher Armaments would have created the most fearsome weapon in history. “If it’s just a curiosity,” she said, “why don’t you disconnect it?”

“Oh, I can’t do that, Miss Dunstan,” he replied politely. “If the outsiders ever brought their bloodhounds up to Briartop Mountain again, they might find the garage and tunnel I use. They might need another earthquake to teach them a lesson in respect all over again, wouldn’t they?”

“You … use?” Raven whispered.

“We have another destination,” Edwin told her. “It’s just a bit farther along the corridor. Both of you will join us, won’t you?” He motioned with his light.

New had heard Edwin speaking only distantly, and could not understand most of what was said. His dreams were still fixed on Usherland, and in his mind he walked through the magnificent rooms of the Lodge, and everything he saw was his. Everything. He could live in the Lodge, if he liked. All he would have to do is use the magic.

He was needed here at Usherland. They wanted him to be the man of the house.

“Master Newlan?” Edwin said quietly. “You can leave the old man’s wand here, if you like. You won’t need it anymore.”

New’s fingers began to loosen. The stick started to slip to the floor.

—give you everything—

Edwin’s voice was soft and soothing. “Leave it here, won’t you?”

No! New thought. Don’t give it up! He remembered what his mother and the Mountain King had said about the Lodge. It was insidious, tricky. It would destroy him. But suddenly it seemed to him that they were wrong, that both of them were afraid and wanted to keep him up on Briartop Mountain. His senses reeled—what was wrong, and what was right? He was needed here, and he could have everything. Edwin Bodane’s soft voice and smile promised him everything. All he had to do was use his magic. Don’t let go of the wand! an inner voice shouted. But Edwin Bodane’s eyes were fixed firmly on him, and New felt the iron authority of his power—a cold power, as cold as midnight frost, as cold as the wind on Briartop. It swept his will away, and his hand opened.

The wand fell to the chamber floor.

The snare, New thought weakly. I’ve still got the snare, and I have to keep it.

Edwin stared at him, his head cocked to one side, a slight frown disturbing his features. He shone his light down at the wand, then into New’s face again.

New realized he could not—must not—think about the snare. If the man in the cap knew …

He let himself be taken by the images of Usherland and the Lodge that played through his mind. Everything. Usherland would be his home …

“We’ll go now,” Edwin said, watching New’s face through careful eyes.

In the corridor, Raven whirled to run. The black panther blocked her escape.

“No,” Edwin whispered. The desire to flee drained out of her like water from a punctured bucket. “Come on, now, don’t be naughty.” She dropped her lantern to the floor. Edwin touched her hand with freezing fingers; she flinched, but let him guide her effortlessly along the corridor.

Edwin stopped before the closed slab of a door and aimed his light into Rix’s face. Rix’s pupils contracted, but his face remained gray and slack. “We’re going through that door now. You’ve been through it once before, when you were lost and wandered down here. The landlord was testing you then, Rix. Trying to find out how strong you were, how much you could take without breaking. Boone and Katt broke, in their own ways. They were unfit, and had to be disposed of. But you survived.” Edwin rubbed Rix’s shoulder. “We’re going in now. Can you hear me?”

“Yes sir,” Rix said. He was a little boy, and he was having a bad dream of panthers and pendulums and loud noises that hurt his bones. But Edwin was here. Edwin would love him and take care of him.

Edwin put his hand on the knole—an ordinary one of brass, worn and discolored by many hands—and opened the door.
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SOBBING AND TERRIFIED, THE LITTLE BOY HAD SEEN A CRACK OF LIGHT at the end of a long, black tunnel. He ran toward it, his knees bruised from falling down a stone staircase. There was a gash across the bridge of his nose, and his eyes were swollen almost shut from crying. He reached the light, which edged beneath a door with a rough, splintery surface. His hand searched for the knob, found and twisted it.

He burst into a cold room with walls and floor of uneven gray stones. Two torches guttered on opposite walls, casting a dim orange light with long, overlapping shadows. Somebody was here! he thought. Somebody would find him at last! He tried to cry out, but his voice was a hoarse rasp. He had screamed his throat raw during the eternity that the Lodge had sealed its corridors and redirected its staircases behind his back.

But there was no one in the chamber. Someone had been here, though. They’d lighted the torches and then gone to look for him. He could wait right here, and somebody would be back to find him.

He was exhausted from running into walls, struggling with doors that refused to open, feeling his way along corridors that had taken him deeper into a world of cold and silence. He could see the gray mist of his breath before him in the chamber, and he shivered, wrapping his arms around himself for extra warmth.

And in the torchlight, knives of different shapes glittered on wall hooks over a long, dark-stained table.

On one side of the room was what looked like a metal bathtub on wheels. Above it, dangling on a chain that hung from a rafter, was something shrouded with a long black cloth. Big hooks with sharpened points hung at the ends of similar chains. In a corner of the room was a large, rectangular metal box with a hand-crank on it.

The little boy walked toward the collection of knives. There were ten, ranging in size from one as thin as an icepick to one with a curved, sawtoothed blade. Next to the table was a grinding wheel to sharpen them with. The knives looked very sharp and well cared for. The little boy thought that the display belonged in a butcher shop. The tabletop was smeared with thick, encrusted scarlet clots. On it was a roll of brown wrapping paper and a ball of twine.

He approached the metal bathtub. The liquid in it was dark red. It was the color of one of his mother’s favorite gowns. The liquid smelled like the old Indian-head pennies in his treasure box.

But in the liquid floated hanks of hair. Somebody got a haircut, he thought. Somebody got scalped.

He looked up at the black-shrouded object that hung directly over the tub. The shroud’s edge was only inches above his head. He raised his arm, touching the cloth. It felt damp and slightly greasy. He pulled at it gently, but it wouldn’t give. The motion of his arm made the object creak back and forth on its chain. Something dripped down info the metal tub.

Shouldn’t touch, he thought. Shouldn’t!

But he put both hands on the shroud’s edge and yanked sharply downward.

It ripped and fell away.

“I knew you were beginning to remember,” Edwin said softly, standing behind Rix in the doorway. Rix stared blankly into the darkened chamber, but a pulse had begun beating harder at his temples. “When you told me the plot of Bedlam over the telephone, I knew it was coming back to you. Something must’ve triggered a memory—I don’t know what. But when you mentioned the skeletons hanging in the basement of your fictitious building, I knew you were remembering what you’d found in this room, when you were a little boy. Yesterday, I was certain when you told me about the skeleton you kept seeing in your mind—and what you thought was a silver doorknob …”

Rix released a quiet, agonized gasp.

He remembered the black shroud ripping, falling away to the floor.

The skeleton swung like a pendulum over Rix’s head. There were still bits of flesh and muscle clinging to the bones, and its eyes were red holes of crusted blood and tissue. A hook had been driven through its back, and its mouth gaped open. The skeleton was about Rix’s size.

He had backed away and slowly collapsed to his knees as the grim visage of death continued to swing back and forth, the chain rattling. Then he had fallen on his side, curling his knees to his chest, his eyes sunken and staring.

“I found you in here,” Edwin said. “I told you to stand up, and I held you in my arms. I made you forget what you’d seen, and I took you out of the Lodge. I didn’t want you to find it, Rix. I was trying to find you first, but it was the body of a boy I’d taken the same day you and Boone came into the Lodge. I hadn’t had time to prepare it properly.”

Rix’s bones had become a cage of ice. He knew where he was, and who was with him, but he couldn’t concentrate beyond Edwin’s soft, soothing voice. Images streaked through his mind like meteors: the Rastafarian cabdriver’s skeleton earring, the plastic skeleton that Boone had hung in the Quiet Room’s doorway, Sandra’s hair floating in the bloody bathtub. He remembered what had happened here, he remembered Edwin being with him, he remembered the small hand reaching out to cover the silver button embossed with the face of a roaring lion …

“It was later,” Edwin continued, “that I realized I’d lost a button from my blazer. I found it in your treasure box, the day I returned the furniture to your room from the Lodge. You must’ve twisted it off that day, and I think your mind fixed on it to block out what you’d seen. You were looking for it today, weren’t you? I think that stupid trick Boone arranged for you at the De Peyser Hotel helped trigger your memory even more.” He grasped Rix’s arm and led him into the chamber. New followed dazedly, and the panther’s advance forced Raven in.

A match flared. Edwin began to light a series of oil-dampened torches set in the walls. His shadow grew larger. Orange light jumped and capered, flashed on the ends of the hooks that hung on chains from the ceiling, gleamed off the collection of knives over the bloodstained table, illuminated the metal bathtub and the rectangular box in the corner. As the light strengthened, Raven looked at New’s face; his eyes were bright green, and he was staring straight ahead. She feared that he was already lost.

There was a pile of clothes against the wall a few feet away. Raven stood looking numbly at the little sneakers, faded jeans, sweaters and shirts, socks and underwear.

“This is where I bring them.” Edwin’s voice curled silkily across the room, echoing off the stones. “Most of them I can find on Briartop Mountain. Sometimes I take one of the old cars from the garage you and Master Newlan found, Miss Dunstan, and I drive a safe distance, where no one’s ever heard of the Pumpkin Man. It’s no different from hunting small game. Except I’m slowing down now, and sometimes they get away.” He looked at Raven, a thin smile spreading across his mouth. “When I was a young man, I could freeze them at thirty yards. Stop them dead in their tracks. I could catch them within shouting distance of their houses. The landlord helped me refine the power I was born with, Miss Dunstan. I can even blind the people who come out to search for their lost children. They may look right at a footprint, and never see it. I can stand in a shadow, close enough to touch them, and they’ll never know I’m there.”

“You … bring the children here … and kill them.”

“Prepare them,” he corrected. “It’s part of what the Bodanes do for the Ushers.” He crossed the room and stood with his hand on Rix’s shoulder. “Can you hear me, Rix?”

“Yes sir.” Pumpkin Man’s in the woods, he thought crazily.

“Something else has to be passed,” Edwin said, his face close to Rix’s. “First the wand that was created for Hudson Usher’s great-great-grandfather. Then the responsibility of Usher Armaments. Then the knowledge. For centuries, your ancestors have worshiped the landlord. The true landlord of this world, not only of Usherland. The wand was a gift, a symbol of trust given from the landlord. It will protect your life, Rix, but to fulfill that trust you must do as the landlord pleases. You’re his hands, Rix. I’m his voice. He’s given Usher Armaments to you, because of Walen’s three children you’re the one most suited to carry out what the landlord wants done.”

Sandra’s hair floated in the bloody water. Pumpkin Man’s in the woods. Edwin was there to protect him, and he had always loved Edwin very much.

“You can use the anger that’s bottled up inside you for the landlord,” Edwin whispered smoothly. “I watched that rage grow over the years. I know what you’re capable of, and I think you’re just understanding it yourself. There’s a cold fire inside you, and you can use it for Usher Armaments. I’ve been helping you, all along …”

“Helping … ?” Rix rattled.

“Sandra,” Edwin said. “She wasn’t good for you, Rix. She was teaching you to use your anger in those books of yours. You were wasting a valuable resource that should be channeled through Usher Armaments. We talked over the phone, and I told her what I wanted her to do. I knew it would disrupt your writing. Do you understand that I did it for you?”

A tear slid down Rix’s cheek. “I … loved …”

“That wasn’t love. It was waste. What you’re going to do for the landlord, for me, and for Usher Armaments … that’s love.”

Something twisted within New’s soul. From a terrible distance, what the Mountain King had said to him started to come back: Evil … evil exists … evil exists to destroy love.

There was a long, sliding sound in the corner beside the rectangular metal box, the bone-crushing machine that Edwin had been operating when Boone blundered into the Lodge early that morning. Edwin turned—and a bloody shape with a battered face rose up from the shadows. Logan’s head twitched, and one arm dangled uselessly. His eyes were bright with madness. When he opened his mouth to make a pitiful, garbled noise, blood leaked from the corners.

Edwin had brought him here from the woods two nights before, when he’d found Logan waiting for Greediguts near the ruins of the zoo. He’d decided to give the boy a demonstration of the powers he used as the Pumpkin Man—abilities that Logan had as well, but that were still raw and unrefined in him. Here in this room, Logan had acted like a kid in a candy shop as Edwin let him examine the knives. Edwin had told him everything, and Logan had been stunned to realize that he could spend the rest of his life using those knives, and that even his own father and mother and his grandparents, too, had already given their approval.

Edwin had sent him to the garage with strict instructions: he was to hold Kattrina there for the panther, but he was not to touch her. Logan’s abilities were still apt to be affected by his passions, and Edwin had always liked Miss Kattrina; there was no need to defile her before the landlord’s judgment was carried out.

From the Gatehouse, Cass had watched Kattrina die. When Logan hadn’t returned, Edwin had gone to the garage and found blood on the concrete. A tire-iron lay nearby; one end of it was bloody, with clumps of hair and scalp on it. The hair was not the color of Kattrina’s. Edwin knew something had gone wrong, probably due to Logan’s refusal to obey orders.

Now, as Edwin stared coldly at the young man, he saw how much damage Kattrina had done with the tire-iron. Logan was a ruined masterpiece, and Edwin shook his head with disgust.

“So,” he said, “you dragged yourself back down here, did you?”

Logan, grinning witlessly with blood dripping from his chin, shambled forward.

“I was wrong about you,” Edwin continued. “You don’t have the discipline that’s needed. I thought I could shape you … because I was just like you as a boy. But I was wrong, wasn’t I?” He glanced quickly at the panther.

Greediguts rose from its haunches and ran across the room toward Logan. With a blurred leap, it drove the young man to the floor. Logan’s legs kicked, his mangled mouth making an awful choking noise. Raven put her hands to her ears and backed away until she met a wall. Around her feet were the children’s clothes. The panther’s jaws began to crunch bone, and Logan was silent.

“I … loved … her,” Rix whispered. Cold beads of sweat were surfacing across his face.

Edwin watched the demonic panther feed on Logan’s body.

Then, satisfied, he turned toward Raven. “You’ll be its next meal, Miss Dunstan. It’s always hungry.”

“New!” she whispered weakly. “Please … help me …”

“Master Newlan has come home, where he belongs. He’ll be the next Pumpkin Man. The landlord and I will teach him very well. You see, the Usher diet is very important. If they don’t eat properly, the Malady ages them before their time. Hudson Usher and his brother, Roderick, and their father, Malcolm, were trapped in a caved-in coal mine in Wales. It was weeks before they were found. But Hudson and Roderick survived by … sharing their father between them. The Ushers are cannibals, Miss Dunstan. For years they got their meat from a butcher shop in Chicago. Uriah Hynd also served the landlord. But, alas, the Chicago Fire destroyed his business—and the man himself.”

“They … eat …”

“The children, yes. My wife makes a wonderful Welsh pie.”

Her knees buckled. Before the Chicago Fire, she realized, there’d been no need for a Pumpkin Man. It was only after the fire, when the Ushers couldn’t buy more human flesh, that the Pumpkin Man had come to Briartop Mountain.

New’s clenched fist felt an object in his pocket. Nathan’s toy. This man had brought Nathan here, and carved the meat off his bones.

His soul was shriveling. Everything, he thought. Everything … and all I have to do is use the magic. Evil exists to destroy love. Everything. All I have to do is …

Satan finds the man, the Mountain King had said. It’s not where you live, but what lives in you …

Everything … use the magic …

“Master Newlan?” Edwin offered his hand. “Come to me.”

He tried to resist, tried to make his feet root to the stones.

“Come to me. Take my hand.”

New was pulled forward. His green eyes glowed like lamps, his face chalky and strained.

“Come home,” Edwin whispered. “Let the landlord love you.”

Step by step, New approached him. He was powerless to turn away. Edwin’s face hung in the orange light like a misshapen moon.

Everything, he thought. Use the magic.

Their fingers met. Edwin’s hand clamped solidly around New’s, and the older man smiled.

New felt himself being dragged down, down into a volcanic pit; and in that steaming pit were images of hell: cities collapsing through tremendous fissures, blocks of stone crushing people running in the streets, exploding fireballs and mushroom clouds and charred bodies lying in tangled heaps, a scarlet sky full of missiles and rising screams that became the laughter of the thing that lived behind Edwin Bodane’s face: a dark, leathery beast with yellow, catlike eyes and a forked tongue that darted out to taste the sulfurous air.

“Come home,” Edwin urged.

New’s mind was about to crack: Evil … evil exists … evil exists to destroy love … God help me … give you everything … use the magic … it’s what lives in you … God help me …

USE THE MAGIC!

The snare! he realized. The smiling monster that was the Pumpkin Man had just put his arm into the snare!

USE THE MAGIC! New shouted inwardly. He thought of Nathan being slaughtered here in this chamber, of the hundreds of children who had died in this room to be served on fine silver plates on the Usher dining table. USE THE MAGIC! Rage boiled in his blood, steamed through his pores, swept away the illusions of the rich life at Usherland like pieces of rotten tapestry. New’s head cleared; he tightened his hand around Edwin’s, felt the man’s knuckles grind together.

Edwin’s smile froze. In his eyes was a quick red glint of fear. He started to wrench his arm away.

USE THE MAGIC! New’s hair danced with blue sparks.

And from the jacket sleeve of his outstretched arm, the magic knife ripped loose of the tape that had held it to the inside of his forearm. It tore along his wrist like a projectile, leaving a path of scorched flesh.

Before Edwin could deflect it, the magic knife drove itself to the hilt beneath his arm. It corkscrewed violently, powered by the sheer force of New Tharpe’s rage, and as Edwin screamed and staggered backward, the knife disappeared into his body like a drill, spewing bone and tissue. Edwin gurgled and danced as the knife continued to drive through his body; it exited from his back in a gush of blood and hit the stone wall so hard its blade snapped off.

Edwin collapsed, but his body continued to writhe. His eyes were open, his mouth gray and gasping. Cold shockwaves of power crashed back and forth between the walls. The hooks swung violently on their chains. The knives left their wallhooks and ricocheted viciously from wall to floor to ceiling. One snagged Raven’s jacket, another flashed past her face. The metal tub reared up from the floor and tumbled toward New, narrowly missing him as he leaped aside.

A blade grazed Rix’s cheek with a noise like a hornet. A trickle of warm blood ran down, and the pain cracked the ice that had closed around him. As he stared at the swinging hooks, reality flooded back into him. Edwin was the Pumpkin Man. Edwin had caused Sandra’s suicide. Cannibalism kept the Ushers young, warding off the Malady as long as possible. The Ushers worshiped evil, and had built Usher Armaments as an altar to the force that lived within the Lodge—the great malengine that had gathered around him and shaped him to be fuel for the furnace of destruction.

Edwin contorted on the floor in a spreading pool of blood. When a spasm jolted him, the Shockwaves shook the walls. Like an animal snapping madly in its death throes, he was striking in all directions with his awesome, evil magic. The chamber’s door blew off its hinges. The freezing crosscurrents of energy whipped back and forth, staggering Raven to the floor and throwing Rix against a wall as if he were caught in a hurricane.

New heard Raven’s warning cry, and as he whirled around the black panther leaped for him, its claws extended.

He dodged aside, at the same time directing a burst of his own magic like a sledgehammer blow that struck Greediguts in the ribs and sent the beast hurtling against a wall. The panther scrabbled to its feet and attacked again, its eyes blazing with bloodlust.

New stood his ground until the panther was almost upon him, and then summoned a burst of energy like an iron spike driving itself into Greediguts’ skull. The panther howled in pain and was thrown backward, crashing into the metal tub. Again it leaped up, its muscles shivering.

As the panther tensed for a third attack, New brought the table flying end over end and smashed it across Greediguts’ back. The table was heavy, and New realized that much of his coiled strength had gone into driving the magic knife through Edwin Bodane. He was rapidly weakening.

Greediguts rolled on the floor, snapping at its reptilian tail—and then jumped for New with a burst of speed he hadn’t expected.

He tried to aim another blow, but was drained like an overheated engine. As he flung himself to one side, talons ripped through his jacket and dug into his ribs. He cried out and fell to his knees, blood streaming down his side. Greediguts spun to face him, its tongue flicking out, and New saw the red flash of triumph in its eyes. The monster knew he was almost used up, knew his mind was now clouded with pain.

Greediguts went back on its haunches to propel itself forward, and as its jaws opened wide to smash his skull, New smelled its breath of blood and brimstone.

New glanced up. The hooks! he thought. If he could find enough strength …

Greediguts suddenly rose on its hind legs and hurtled toward the mountain boy.

New strained with every fiber of his body to summon and direct enough power; pain hammered through his head, and as he cried out he felt a bolt of energy ripple through him, blasting from the same molten core of rage that his long-ago ancestor had possessed. It tore through his bones like a fireball, and for a terrible instant New thought that he had exploded into flames.

New’s last surge of magic met Greediguts in midair. It threw the panther toward the ceiling—then, as the beast fell, it was brought violently down upon one of the swinging hooks.

The spike pierced its underbelly. As the panther shrieked and struggled, the hook plunged deeper. The weight of its body stretched the chain and bent the rafter to which it was secured. And then Greediguts began to slide along the hook toward the floor; its stomach split open, spilling coal-black organs from the gaping wound. The rafter cracked like a gunshot.

New was exhausted, unable to rise from the floor. He clasped his bleeding side, as the panther snarled and thrashed to free itself.

Cold waves of energy continued to shake the chamber as Edwin refused to die. And from the corridor, Raven heard a chilling bass moan, gaining volume and strength.

Pendulum! she thought in horror. The warlock’s death throes had set the sensitive machine in motion!

Rix, fighting for balance on the trembling floor, reached Raven and helped her up. His face was gaunt and gray, except for the line of scarlet that crept down his cheek. He blinked heavily, still leaden with shock.

“We’ve got to get out!” she shouted at him. Across the chamber, knives that were scattered on the floor whirled up like a deadly storm and stabbed against the walls. “Can you find the way?”

He shook his head. He didn’t remember how Edwin had brought him here, and he feared the Lodge would seal them in.

They’d have to go back through the tunnel, Raven realized. The rafter that Greediguts hung from was tearing loose. She pulled New to his feet and said, “Come on! Hurry!”

At the doorway, as the bass moan continued to rise, and the currents of black magic from Edwin’s contorting body began to crack the walls, Rix stopped to look back at the elderly man he’d loved.

He saw only the Pumpkin Man.

Then he turned away and ran after New and Raven.

The entire corridor was shaking, chunks of stone falling from the ceiling, rock dust churning through the air and almost blinding them. “The wand!” New told Raven. “I have to get it back!”

In Ludlow’s workshop, the pendulum was swinging steadily. The tuning forks were vibrating blurs, and the bass tone had passed the pain threshold. Raven, her bones twisting as the sound pierced her, retrieved her lantern. The walls and floor shivered violently, cracks snaking across New’s path as he picked up the Mountain King’s wand. A piece of rock the size of an anvil fell from above, crashing only a few feet away. Rubble rained down, striking him on the head and back. The pendulum was swinging faster, and New felt a terrible pressure building in his head. There was no way to stop it, he realized. The thing was out of control, and God only knew what it was going to do. They had to get out of the Lodge as fast as they could.

The chamber’s floor buckled, almost throwing New to his knees. The bass tone had become a low, demonic bellow.

Guided by their light, they ran through the pitching corridor to the staircase that had brought New and Raven from the lower level. In another moment, Pendulum’s moan had reached a pitch of pure agony. Rix’s eardrums were about to explode, and as he struggled down the stairs, his equilibrium dangerously unbalanced by the noise, blood burst from his nostrils.

On the lower level, the granite pillars were shivering. The iron pilings were making high whining sounds, like the strings of a harp being plucked by a madman’s hand. One of the pillars cracked and collapsed, followed by a second and a third. Stones tumbled from the ceiling.

“The foundation!” Raven shouted, barely able to hear herself. “It’s destroying the foundation!”

The tunnel stretched before them. Around them the stones grated and shifted. Black water poured through cracks above their heads.

Still the moan of Pendulum pursued them. Raven faltered, but Rix supported her and took the lantern before she dropped it. Water swirled around their ankles.

And then the hair stirred at the back of New’s neck, and he turned toward the Lodge. Several paces ahead, Rix looked over his shoulder, then aimed the light in the direction from which they’d come. He froze with terror. The beam illuminated the panther racing after them along the tunnel, coming like a massive black machine of destruction. It dragged chain and entrails after it, the hook still buried deeply in its belly.

As the monster hurtled toward them, New tightened his grip around the wand. He had no power of his own left; he was weak, worn out, and would have to trust in the power that had been passed from generation to generation, contained within a gnarled stick that wouldn’t bring two dollars at a flea market.

“Come on, you bastard!” New shouted in defiance.

Greediguts leaped, gory steam bursting from its nostrils.

New swung the stick like a baseball bat.

A blinding ball of blue flame shot from it as it met the panther’s head. The monster shrieked—and for an instant both New and Greediguts were connected by the fiery wand. Then Greediguts’ body was thrown backward as if it had hit a stone wall, and New fell into the water that surged around his knees, his nerves on fire.

The panther’s body, its mangled head hanging on strings of tough tissue, slowly began to rise to its feet again. Its jaws snapped together, tearing at the air.

And over the wail of Ludlow Usher’s machine came the sharp cracking of tunnel stones, like sticks broken in powerful hands. A section of the tunnel between them and the Lodge caved in. Black mud, water, and weeds collapsed into the tunnel. A torrent of water swept toward Greediguts, New, Rix, and Raven. Rix had time only to put his arm around Raven’s waist before the water hit them with a force that knocked them backward and off their feet. He was blinded. New’s body collided with him, then was tossed away.

Rix was lifted up in the thrashing water; as his head emerged into a space of air in the darkness, he heard the tunnel stones above him cracking, splitting open. Water from the lake was hammering down into the tunnel. Rix gasped for air and shouted to Raven, “Hold on!”

Raven’s hand found his shoulder and gripped hard. The entire tunnel was flooding, and again the water surged over Rix’s head.

They tumbled before the wild currents. Rix was thrown violently upward, his back scraping across tunnel stones that had not yet collapsed. Air burst from his nostrils and Raven was almost wrenched away, but Rix held on to her with all his strength.

His lungs burned for air. Currents swirled in all directions, pushing and pulling at the same time. A cold sweep of water threw him upward again, and he braced for another collision with the tunnel’s ceiling.

But then he was tangled in weeds and mud, and he realized the current had shoved him out of the tunnel, onto the lakebed. Now the water was sucking him down again, and his body fought wildly against it. Raven was kicking too, trying to escape its suction.

They were drawn downward, halfway into the tunnel—and then another surge of water boiled beneath them, and they were thrust upward through the black water and the weeds.

Rix’s head emerged into a gray curtain of rain. Beside him, Raven coughed and gasped for air. Rix’s arm had been almost dislocated from the effort of holding on to her. Waves rolled over them, propelling them toward the rocky shallows. As they lay on the rough stones with the rain and the waves beating around them, Rix looked back toward the island.

The Lodge was trembling like a massive tuning fork. The glass cupola shattered, the marble lions rocked and plummeted from their positions on the roof.

Pendulum’s moan pulsated in the turbulent air. It changed, became a hoarse, maddened scream that pounded into Rix’s mind:

—traitorrrrrr—

The Lodge was falling to pieces like a house of cards. It heaved and shook, its towers and chimneys swaying, then collapsing. The roofs caved in. Lakewater battered the house, black spray shooting fifty feet into the air. The west wing shuddered and fell, the contents of rooms spilling out like jewels from a huge treasure box.

—all for you—

The voice of the Lodge was weakening.

With its next vibration, the entire front of the house cracked and fell away in an avalanche of marble and masonry. Revealed was an intricate warren of rooms, corridors, and staircases that slowly collapsed, one after another, and disappeared into the water. The lake had become a churning cauldron filled with beautiful trash that boiled up and then was drawn into the depths.

Suddenly the remainder of the Lodge was split by a massive seam that worked its way up from the foundation, branching off into a dozen more cracks, a hundred more, crawling inexorably across the stones.

—traitor all for you—

The Lodge sagged, crumbling away in what looked like a gigantic, slow-motion explosion, tons of marble plunging into the lake.

The walls fell. From the ruin of the Lodge came a Shockwave that crushed Rix and Raven together, a cold fury that carried the scream traitorrrrr across the lake and over Usherland, echoing from Briartop Mountain in the crash of a thousand falling trees.

The voice of the Lodge and the roar of Pendulum were silenced.

Waterspouts danced like tops across the lake. Chairs, desks, stuffed trophies, curio cases, beds, tables, and pianos had surged toward shore. Around the lake, the trees had been sheared off at their trunks, and much of the forest up the south side of Briartop had been leveled.

The Lodge was rubble, utterly destroyed by Ludlow Usher’s sonic weapon.

When they could move again, Rix and Raven slogged through the shallows. Near the shattered remnants of the bridge, another figure lay on its side in the mud.

Rix helped Raven to the ground, and turned toward the ruins. Blood dripped from his nose, he was bruised in a dozen places, and his right arm dangled uselessly. He knew Pendulum hadn’t reached its full potential; the weight of the Lodge, he thought, must have crushed the machine before it could destroy the mountain and everything else for miles around.

The front of the maroon limousine suddenly rose up from the depths. It was covered with mud, and its grille looked like a grinning, warped mouth. Then it slid slowly back into the water.

It was only then that Rix realized he still held the ebony cane in his hand. The silver lion’s head had been washed almost clean of mud.

He was holding it so tightly that his knuckles ached.
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USHER PATRIARCH DIES: LODGE DESTROYED,

FOXTON ROCKED BY TREMORS

By Raven Dunstan

Editor and Publisher, Foxton Democrat


	Walen Erik Usher, patriarch of the powerful Usher clan and owner-chairman of the Usher Armaments Company, died Wednesday, October 31, at Usherland, the family’s estate seven miles east of Foxton.

	Usher had been ill for several months, and was confined to bed. The cause of death, according to Dr. John Howard Francis of Boston, was massive cerebral hemorrhage. On November 2, private funeral services were held at the estate, attended by many government and armed forces officials.

	Survivors include his wife, Margaret Usher; a daughter, Kattrina Usher; and two sons, Boone and Rix Usher.

	Rix Usher has been named successor to the family business. Through a spokesperson, Boone and Kattrina Usher have announced extended travel plans.

	Within hours of Usher’s passing, a violent series of earth tremors, localized in the Briartop Mountain area, leveled Usher’s Lodge, the 143-year-old landmark constructed by Hudson Usher. According to Rix Usher, there are no plans to rebuild.

	The tremors, which were felt as far away as Asheville, shattered windows in Foxton, Taylorville, and Rainbow City. Taken to the Foxton clinic for treatment of injuries caused by flying glass were Neville S. Winston, Betty Chesley, Elton Weir, and Johnny Faber, all of Foxton.

	Geologists at the University of North Carolina are puzzled by the tremors, and are currently beginning a study of the area in hopes of finding their origin.

	The Briartop Mountain-Foxton area suffered an earthquake in the autumn of 1893 that caused severe property damage and left more than twenty mountain residents dead.

	The staff and management of the Foxton Democrat wish to offer their condolences to the family of Walen Usher.



It was the middle of January, and a cold wind was blowing as Raven stopped her Volkswagen before the closed gates of Usherland. She lifted the collar of her coat up around her neck and then rolled her window down. Within reach was a small speaker. She pressed the mechanism’s button and waited.

“Yes?” the voice asked.

“Raven Dunstan. Mr. Usher’s expecting me.”

The gates clicked open to admit her. After her car had passed through, the gates locked themselves again.

She was met at the front door of the Gatehouse by a young maid who took her coat, then escorted her not to the living room—where she’d been several times since that horrible day—but upstairs, along a corridor where the only sound was that of a softly ticking grandfather clock. Raven was led to a staircase that ascended to a white door with a silver knob.

“Mr. Usher’s waitin’ for you,” the maid said. She glanced nervously up the stairs.

“Thank you.” Raven climbed up to the door, then paused. There was the faintest hint of an unpleasant odor in the air. It smelled like meat that was going bad. She knocked at the door. The silence of the house unnerved her. When Rix didn’t answer she opened the door and peered inside.

He was sitting on the edge of a large bed with a bare mattress. There were no lights in the room, and no windows, and he squinted as he looked toward the door. “Raven?” he asked. “Come in. You can leave the door open, if you like.”

She entered, and approached him. The smell was stronger in here. The walls, she saw, were coated with rubber, and she knew this was the Quiet Room that Rix had told her about—the room where Walen Usher had died.

Rix was wearing an expensive gray suit and a blue-striped tie. In the tie was a small diamond stickpin. His face was wan and tired, as if he’d gone without sleep for a long time; there were dark circles beneath his eyes. He looked at her with a troubled gaze, and Raven saw that he held the ebony scepter across his knees.

“I came as soon as I could get away from the office,” she said. “Are you all right?”

He smiled faintly. “I’m not sure. I’m not sure of anything anymore.”

“Neither am I,” she told him. It was cold in here, and she hugged her arms around herself for warmth. “Dad’s getting better,” she offered. “The doctor says he’s making real progress. He knew who I was the last time I visited.”

“Good. I’m glad.” He ran his hand over the smooth ebony. “My mother’s found a condominium, at last. She says I ought to come out to Hawaii sometime for a vacation.”

“Does she … know about Boone and Kattrina yet?”

“I think she really wants to believe that Katt is in Italy and Boone is on a tour of Europe. Of course, she knows something’s wrong. If she lets herself realize that they’re dead, she’ll go to pieces. She’ll have to know sometime, I guess, but I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. I’m … really grateful for that story you wrote, Raven. I still don’t understand why you didn’t blow the lid off everything, but I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”

She had had the chance of a lifetime, she knew, but she’d let it go. What was the point? The Pumpkin Man was dead—the chain of Pumpkin Men broken—and there would be no more children vanishing without a trace. There was still so much she couldn’t comprehend about what she’d been through; sometimes it seemed like only a particularly nasty dream. Except that her limp had never returned, her father was in a sanitarium, and Usher’s Lodge lay in ruins. Down deep, though, she was repelled by the thought of writing a story that would tell the mountain people exactly where their children had been going over the years. Her perception of evil had been sharpened dramatically, and when she saw a report of missing children in another newspaper, her flesh broke out in cold goosebumps. The Democrat’s circulation continued to climb, and New Tharpe was working out just fine as a copyboy. Pretty soon, she intended to let him write his first story for the paper—but for the time being, he was going to school like any other normal kid.

“I got a letter yesterday,” Rix said. “It was from Puddin’ Usher. She’s in New York City now, and she wrote to tell me that she’d just signed a contract with a publisher.”

“What?”

Rix nodded, a grim smile stitched across his mouth. “They’re going to pay her a hundred thousand dollars to write an account of her life as an Usher. She’s going to do talk shows and newspaper interviews. Isn’t that a kick in the ass?”

“Can she do that?”

“I don’t know. My lawyer’s looking into it right now. Jesus,” he said softly. “Listen to me. I think I sound more and more like my father, every day. I look in the mirror and see his face staring out.”

“What have you decided to do? About your condition, I mean?”

“No more Welsh pies,” he said, and she winced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. Dr. Francis called me. He still wants to run the tests I told you about. I’d have to go to Boston and stay in the hospital for a couple of weeks.”

“Are you going?”

“I want to, but … what if there’s no cure for the Malady, Raven? What if it’s so deep in the Usher genes that there’s no way to root it out? I watched my father die, right on this bed. What I saw I wouldn’t have wished on anyone. Not even him.” He looked up at her pleadingly, and whispered, “I’m … so afraid.”

“But you have a chance,” Raven said. “All the other Ushers had that chance and turned away from it. But you’ve got the best chance of all; with modern medical technology, there’s a real possibility the Malady can be controlled, Rix. Isn’t that what you said Dr. Francis told you?”

“He said they’d give it their best shot. But what if it isn’t good enough? What if I have to die in this room, just as my father did?”

She shook her head. “You’re not your father, Rix. You see things your own way. You don’t have to live the same kind of life. But it’s up to you to make the effort to change things. If you don’t … who will?”

“I can still smell him in here,” Rix said, and closed his eyes. His fingers caressed the scepter. “He’s inside me. All of them—Hudson, Aram, Ludlow, Erik, Walen—they’re all inside me. I can’t escape from them, no matter how hard I try.”

“No,” she agreed, “you can’t. But you can be the Usher who makes the difference for all the Ushers to come.”

“I’m the last of the line, Raven. It dies with me. I wouldn’t bring a child into the Usher world.”

“I see. Then you’ve decided to turn your back on life? Are you going to lock yourself in up here and swallow the key? Damn it, Rix, you have everything and you can’t see it! And I’m not talking about the money—you’d probably be happier if you started using it instead of letting it sit in banks. Think of the schools you could build with it! The hospitals! Think of the people who need homes and food, and there are plenty of those right in this area! You have the chance, Rix! You can be a thousand times the man any other Usher ever was!”

She was right, Rix knew. The first thing he could do was to build some decent houses for the people on Briartop Mountain—some brick houses, far better than the cabins that leaked rainwater like sieves. There were people who needed food and shelter, and kids like New Tharpe who wanted the opportunity of education, to stretch their boundaries far beyond the limits of their present lives. One-tenth of the Usher fortune could create a university complex that would be unsurpassed anywhere.

“Will you go to Boston with me?” he asked.

She paused, trying to read his eyes. There was light in them now. “I’d like that,” she replied. “Yes. I’d like that very much.”

“I … asked you here because I need your help in a decision I’ve been trying to make. I don’t know if I can make it alone, but it’s a very important one.”

“What is it?”

“Usher Armaments,” he said. “It’s got to be shut down. The weapons have got to stop rolling off those assembly lines, Raven.”

“If that’s your decision,” she told him firmly, “the Democrat will stand behind you.”

Rix rose from the bed. He began pressing buttons on the control console, and the television screens flickered on, showing scenes of the Usher world. In the glow, Rix’s face was heavily lined. “I want to shut it down, but my sister was right. Someone will always make the weapons. Does that mean there’ll always be wars? Are we so hopeless that we can see no end to the destruction? My God … I’ve thought about this day after day, and I still can’t decide. If I shut down Usher Armaments, more than six thousand people will lose their jobs. If I don’t, there’ll be no end to the weapons; they’ll get more insidious, more deadly, year by year.”

He held the scepter up before her. His hand was shaking. “I know what this means now, and what it meant to all the Ushers—power. Why can’t I throw this away? Why can’t I snap it over my knee? God, I’ve tried! But something inside me doesn’t want to give up the power!”

Rix’s face was tormented with doubts. “Do I shut down Usher Armaments, and lose whatever influence I might have over this madness? Or do I let the factories churn out the bombs and missiles, and join the madness? What do I decide?”

“Excuse me, Mr. Usher?”

Rix looked toward the door, where the maid stood. “Yes? What is it?”

“You have some visitors, sir. A General McVair and a General Berger. Mr. Meredith’s with them, and they’re askin’ permission to come through the front gates.”

Rix sighed deeply and let the air trickle from his nostrils. “All right, Mary,” he said finally. “Let them come in.” He ran a hand across his face. “I knew I couldn’t keep them away for long,” he told Raven. “They’re going to be carrying their briefcases and their plans. They’re going to smile and tell me how good I look, considering Walen’s tragic death. Then it’ll start, Raven. What do I tell them?”

“Whatever you decide,” she said, “I’ll help you. I’ll stand with you. Use your chance. Be the Usher who makes a difference.”

Rix stared at her, and suddenly he knew what decision he would make when he faced those smiling generals in his father’s house. He prayed to God that it would be the right one.

He took Raven’s hand, and they went down to face the future.
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COLD WIND BLEW off the black lake and into New Tharpe’s face.

He stood on the frigid shore, wearing the heavy fleece-lined coat that Mr. Usher had sent him while he was still in the Asheville hospital. He would always carry on his side a pattern of jagged scars, a reminder of his battle with Greediguts.

The sky was a pale, featureless gray. There was snow in those clouds, he thought. But the cold wouldn’t be so bad this year, since Mr. Usher had had the Tharpe cabin insulated. He’d offered central heating, but Myra Tharpe had said she didn’t want everybody on the mountain coming to her house.

Across the lake, the ruins of Usher’s Lodge jutted up from the island like broken teeth. The bridge had not been repaired, and there was no way to reach the island except by boat.

Which was fine with New. He wouldn’t set foot over there for a million dollars.

He walked along the lake’s edge, the water whispering at his feet. The tip of the gnarled cane he carried poked holes in the black mud where the water licked up.

When the tunnel’s ceiling had collapsed, New had held on to the Mountain King’s wand as he was battered back and forth between the walls. He’d been able to grip his fingers in a hole where several stones had dislodged from the ceiling, and he’d hung there like a flag as the water churned around him. He’d fought upward, the currents shoving him forward and pulling him back, and then he was spat out of the tunnel by the force of conflicting currents and pushed to the surface. Rough waves had slammed him to shore, and he’d lain stunned and gasping, with two broken ribs, until Raven and Mr. Usher had found him.

He’d come down here from the mountain several times before, to see what the lake had belched out. Once there were hundreds of silver knives, forks, and spoons stuck in the mud; once two whole suits of armor had washed up. But the strangest thing he’d found was a muddy stuffed horse that looked as if it were still running a race. On its flanks were deep gashes that appeared to have been made by spurs.

New stopped to pick up the rags of a silk shirt with the wand; then he let it fall back into the water. After it was over and he’d come out of the hospital, he’d found that his rage was gone. Nathan had been avenged, and the Pumpkin Man was dead. Greediguts was buried somewhere in the mud and debris. He hoped the Mountain King was finally at rest. He was the man of the house, and he had to go on. He was working hard at making his peace with his mother, and she collected and read the Democrat now that it carried his name on the masthead as copyboy.

At first she’d balked at what he’d wanted done when he got home from the hospital, but finally she agreed.

Behind the house, they’d buried the Mountain King and the bones of his sister on either side of Pa’s grave.

He stopped to watch a flock of blackbirds fly across the lake.

Now there was no Lodge to crash into. The birds and ducks were coming back.

He stared at the island, and ran his fingers over the wand. There was still power in the wand that he didn’t understand. Sometimes he thought he should have drowned in that tunnel, but the wand had somehow given him strength enough to pull himself out.

It was often hard to keep himself under control, but he was working on that, too. One day he’d flipped Bully Boy Vickers for knocking down another, weaker boy at school. Bully Boy never knew what hit him. But for the most part, New minded his manners. Sometimes it was more fun to work for what you wanted, anyway. Like his job at the Democrat. Raven said his English was coming along so well that he might be able to write a story soon.

The magic was still there, though. It would always be there. He would just have to figure out when and where to use it.

He looked down at a beautiful green plate, half buried in the mud. He bent to pick it up—and exposed the black slugs that squirmed beneath it. New skimmed the green plate over the lake, and it sank in the water.

The chill reddened his cheeks. He watched the island, and listened.

Sometimes, when the wind was just right and the birds were silent, he imagined he heard a soft whisper that came from the ruins. He was never sure, though; it was just something that came and went when he wasn’t listening for it.

He started to walk on—and then stopped in his tracks.

Floating amid brown weeds five feet from shore was a gray cap, splattered with mud.

New waited for the cap to wash to shore, but it was hung in the weeds. He advanced a few feet into the chilly water, then reached out with the wand and started to lift the cap out.

And as he picked it up, the thing rose up from underneath it—a muddy, decayed, and skeletal corpse, wearing a gray coat with silver buttons in the shape of roaring lion’s faces.

New screamed and tried to back away, but the mud closed around his boots and locked him.

The thing—what was left of the Pumpkin Man—knocked the wand aside, reached out its long, dripping arms, and clutched New’s throat in bony hands, squeezing with demonic strength … squeezing … squeezing …

New gasped for breath and sat up in bed.

It was still dark outside. There was sweat on his face, and he sat until his fit of shivering had passed.

The same dream! he thought. It was the same dream again!

His mother was sleeping, and he didn’t want to wake her, but he rose from the bed and took the wand from where it leaned in the corner. He went out to the front room. The last embers of the fire glowed. Outside the cabin, a restless wind moved across Briartop Mountain like the sound of something dark and lonely, searching.

The same dream. Why do I keep having the same dream? he thought.

New stood at the window, listening to the high shriek of the wind. The insulation that Mr. Usher had put in kept the house warm. He had a busy day at school tomorrow and he had to be rested, but still—he paused, listening, his face mirroring unspoken concerns.

Was it over? he wondered. Would it ever really be over? Or would the evil just take some other form and come back stronger—maybe looking for him?

If so, he had to be ready.

His hands tightened around the wand.

The wind changed direction and tone. It dropped to a low moan, and beat against the cabin with a strange, steady rhythm.

New listened.

And imagined he heard the sound of a pendulum out there in the dark, swinging back and forth … back and forth …

He hoped he imagined it.

Oh God, he hoped.
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To my friends John Scott and John Willis, who each took a different road
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Prologue

“YES,” THE WOMAN SAID at last, lifting her finely shaped chin from where it had rested against one thin brown hand, her elbow supported in turn on the armrest of a cherrywood rocking chair. She’d been staring into the fire as the two rawboned men in their patched overcoats and scuffed workboots had been talking. Though she was outwardly thin and fragile, the woman had deep-set hazel eyes that radiated a thoughtful inner strength. Her name was Ramona Creekmore, and she was one-fourth Choctaw Indian; the breed blood showed in her sharp, proud cheekbones, in the lustrous russet of her shoulder-length hair, and in the eyes that were as dark and placid as a forest pond at midnight.

When she spoke, John Creekmore shifted uneasily in his chair across the room. He’d pulled himself out of the way as they’d been talking, wanting to be no part of what was being said. He’d put his dog-eared Bible in his lap and looked into the fire and thought that Hell was all around him now, quickly closing in upon him. He had a long, lean, and weathered face, cracked with lines like a thin pane of autumn ice. His hair was thick and curly and reddish-brown, his eyes a clear ice-blue; Ramona had told him many times that she could see the sky in them, clouds when he was angry and rain when he was sad. Now, if she had looked into his eyes closely enough, she might’ve seen the approaching storm.

The two men hadn’t moved. They were leaning on each side of the fireplace like long blue-jeaned bookends. John placed his hands on his Bible and watched the back of Ramona’s head.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I’ll come.”

“No she won’t!” John said harshly. The two men glanced at him, then waited for the woman to speak again. That angered him, and he said, “You two have made the trip up from Chapin for nothin’! It bein’ such a cold day and all, I’m sorry for you. I know why you’re here, and I know why you think my Ramona can help you, but that’s all over now. It’s in the past, and we’re both tryin’ to forget it.” He rose to his feet, still clutching his Bible. He stood tall, at six-three, and his broad shoulders stretched the red flannel shirt he wore. “My wife can’t help you. Don’t you men see that she’s eight months along?”

Ramona touched her stomach gently. Sometimes she could feel the baby kicking, but right now he—yes, it would be a boy, it had to be a boy, for her husband’s sake—lay perfectly still, as if minding his manners because they had company. But she could feel his heart beating deep within her, like the soft fluttering of a bird aching to take flight.

“Mr. Creekmore,” the taller man said quietly; his name was Stanton, and he wore a full winter beard flecked with gray. He was pale and gaunt, and John figured he wasn’t too far from eating bootsole soup. “We can’t go on like this, don’t you understand?” The man’s narrow face was pinched, as if in pain. “My God, man, we just can’t!”

“Don’t you come in my house and take the Lord’s name in vain!” John thundered. He stepped forward, raising his Bible like a weapon. “If you people in Chapin followed the Holy Word like you should, then maybe you wouldn’t have this trouble! Maybe this is God’s way of lettin’ you know you’ve been sinners. Maybe it’s meant to—”

“That ain’t the way it is,” the second man, named Zachary, said wearily. He turned toward the fire, kicking at errant chips of wood. “Lord knows we didn’t want to come here. But … it’s a painful thing and not somethin’ that you want to talk about or think about too much. People know about your wife, Mr. Creekmore; you can’t deny that they do. Oh, not everybody, I mean, but a few people. People who’ve had a need. And now …” Zachary looked over his shoulder, directly at the woman. “We have the need.”

“But you don’t have the right!”

Zachary nodded. “Yes, that may be. But we had to come, and we had to ask, and now we have to hear the answer.”

“I’ve given it.” John raised the Bible high, firelight licking at the battered leather binding. “What you need is this, not my wife.”

“Mr. Creekmore,” Zachary said, “you don’t understand, I’m Chapin’s minister.”

John’s mouth hung open. The blood seemed to rush from his face, and the Bible slowly came down to his side. “Minister?” he echoed. “And you … you’ve seen this thing?”

“I’ve seen it,” Stanton said, and quickly averted his gaze to the fire. “Oh, yeah, I’ve seen the thing. Not too clear or too close, mind you … but I’ve seen it.”

There was a long moment of silence between the men. The firewood popped and sizzled quietly, and the November wind crooned across the roof. Ramona rocked in her chair with her hands across her belly and watched John.

“So you see,” the minister said, “we didn’t want to come. But it … it’s an unholy thing not to try to do something. I’ve done all I could, which wasn’t so much, I guess. Like I say, there are folks who know about your wife, and that’s how we found out about her. I prayed to God about this, and Lord knows I don’t understand it, but we had to come here and ask. Do you see, Mr. Creekmore?”

John sighed and sat back down. His face was slack-jawed, his eyes grim. “No, I don’t. Nothin’ I see about it a’tall.” But now he’d turned his attention to his wife and was waiting for her response. The Bible felt cool in his hands, like a metal shield. “Ain’t no such thing,” he said. “Never has been. Never will be.”

Ramona turned her head slightly toward him, her delicate profile etched by the firelight. The two men were waiting, and they’d come a long way on a cold afternoon with a real need, and now they would have to have their answer. She said to the minister, “Please leave us alone for a few minutes.”

“Surely, ma’am. We’ll just go out and wait in the truck.” The two men went outside into the deepening gray light, and before the door shut, a cold wind whipped through and fanned the hearth flames into a crackling fury.

She rocked silently for a moment waiting for him to speak. He said, “Well? Which is it?”

“I have to go.”

John let out a long deep sigh. “I thought things were going to be different,” he said. “I thought you wouldn’t … do those things anymore.”

“I never agreed to that. I never could.”

“It’s unholy, Ramona. You’re in danger of Hell, don’t you know that?”

“Whose Hell, John? Yours? No, I don’t believe in that kind of Hell. Not at the center of the world, not with devils carrying pitchforks. But Hell is right here on earth, John, and people can step into it without knowing, and they can’t get out—”

“Stop it!” He rose abruptly from the chair and strode toward the fireplace. Ramona reached out and grasped his hand, pressing it against her warm cheek.

“Don’t you understand that I try to do my best?” she asked softly, her voice quavering. “That’s all there is in this world: to try to do the best you can.…”

John suddenly sank down on his knees beside her and kissed her hand, and when her knuckles were pressed against his cheek she felt the wetness of a tear. “I love you, Ramona; Lord knows I do, and I love the child you’re gonna give me. But I can’t say yes to these things. I just … can’t.…” His voice cracked. He released her hand and stood up, his back toward her. “It’s up to you, I guess. It always has been. It’s unholy, that’s all I know, and if you want to walk that path then God help you.” He winced as he heard her rise from the rocker.

She gently touched his shoulder, but he didn’t turn toward her. “It’s not that I want to walk it,” she said. “It’s that I was born to. I have to go with them.” She left him, going into the small bedroom where tiny pipings of wind shrilled through minute cracks in the pinewood walls. Just above the bed’s headboard hung a beautifully detailed piece of needlepoint showing a forest in the flaming reds and oranges of autumn; it was the view from the house’s front porch. Near a large maplewood chest of drawers—a wedding present from her mother—hung a 1951 Sears and Roebuck calendar; the first fifteen days of November had been crossed out.

Ramona struggled into an oversize pair of dungarees—her stomach was so big!—and a heavy brown sweater. She put on thick brown socks and her penny loafers, then tied a pale pink scarf around her head. The weather had snapped after a long warm Indian summer, and rain clouds had tumbled down from the north. Chill Novembers were rare in Alabama, but this one was a gray, hulking bear with a coat of freezing rain. As she struggled into her old plaid coat, she realized John was watching her from the doorway. He was whittling a bit of wood with his penknife, and when she said, “Do you want to go with us?” he turned and sank down into his chair again. No, of course not, she thought. She would have to do this alone, as always.

The two men were waiting patiently in their old green Ford pickup truck. Ramona walked to the truck through the swirling wind and saw that most of the dead brown leaves in the elm, ash, and pecan trees around the small farmhouse were still fixed securely to their branches like tenacious, wrinkled bats. That, Ramona knew, and the large number of blackbirds she’d seen out in the barren cornfield, were sure signs of a hard winter to come.

Zachary opened the door for her and she said, “I’m ready now.” As they drove away from the house, along a narrow dirt road that cut through the pine forest and connected with Fayette County Road 35, Ramona looked back over her shoulder and caught a glimpse of John watching from a window. A sadness ached within her, and she quickly looked away.

The truck reached the potholed county road and turned north, away from the small scattering of farms and houses that made up the town of Hawthorne. Fifteen miles north lay the booming town of Fayette, population a little over three thousand, and forty miles to the northeast was Chapin, which, with almost four hundred people, was a bit larger than Hawthorne.

Once on the road, Zachary told Ramona the story: It had happened almost two years ago, when a farmer named Joe Rawlings had been driving his wife Cass to a square dance just north of Chapin. He was a good Christian man, Zachary explained, and no one could understand why or how it had happened … or why it kept happening. Their truck had for some reason veered off the road and slammed at forty-five miles an hour into the Hangman’s Oak. Maybe it wasn’t so hard to figure out, Zachary said; it had been raining that night and the road was slippery. Four others had been killed at the Hangman’s Oak curve as well, the minister told her; accidents happen there all the time. A couple of months later, some kids driving to a high-school dance had seen it. A state trooper had said he’d seen it, too. So had an old man named Walters and—worst of all—so had Cass Rawlings’s sister Tessa. It had been Tessa who’d begged the minister for help.

The miles rolled past. Darkness started spreading. They passed abandoned gas stations and empty houses consumed by dense seas of kudzu. Thin evergreens swayed against a sky seething with the threat of freezing rain. Stanton switched on the headlights; one of them cast a murky yellowish glow, like light seen through a diseased eye. “Mind if we have music?” he asked, a nervous quaver in his voice. When nobody spoke he turned on the radio, and from the cheap Philco Hank Williams was in the middle of singing about those chains he wore around his heart. Gusts of wind alternately pushed and tugged at the pickup, sweeping dead leaves from the overhanging trees and making them dance like brown bones in the road.

Stanton turned the dial, one eye on the snake-spine of the road ahead. Faraway voices and music floated past on a sea of static. And then a solid, burly, and authoritative voice boomed out from the tinny speaker. “You can’t fool Jesus, neighbor, nosiree! And you can’t lie to Jesus either!” The voice paused for a gulp of air, then steamed ahead; to Ramona it sounded rich and thick, like fine close-grained wood, but somehow sheened with an oily layer of shellac. “Nosiree, you can’t make promises that you don’t keep, neighbor, ’cause there’s a tab bein’ kept in Heaven and your name’s right there on it! And if you go get yourself in trouble and you say, ‘Jeeeesus, you get me out of this one and I’ll put five dollars in the plate come Sunday morning,’ and you go back on that promise, then … neighbor … WATCH OUT! Yes, watch out, ’cause Jesus don’t forget!”

“Jimmy Jed Falconer,” Zachary said. “That’s coming from Fayette. He preaches a powerful message.”

“Saw him preach in Tuscaloosa once,” Stanton replied. “He filled up a tent as big as a football field.”

Ramona closed her eyes, her hands laced across her stomach. The booming voice continued, and in it was a smooth, sure power that made her slightly uneasy. She tried to concentrate on what had to be done, but Falconer’s voice kept getting in the way.

In another half-hour they passed through the center of quiet Chapin—like Hawthorne, blink your eyes and you missed it. Then they were curving in the darkness on a narrow road shouldered by underbrush, skeletal trees, and an occasional house fallen to ruin. Ramona noticed that Stanton’s hands had clenched more tightly on the steering wheel, and she knew they must be almost there.

“It’s just ahead.” The minister reached forward and turned off the radio.

The truck rounded a bend and slowed. Ramona suddenly felt the life in her belly give a strong kick, then subside. The truck’s headlights glanced off a huge, gnarled oak whose branches stretched out toward them like beckoning arms; Ramona saw the scars in the oak’s massive trunk, and the ugly bulbous mass of wood tissue that had grown back to fill in the gashes.

Stanton pulled the truck off the road just this side of the Hangman’s Oak. He cut the engine and the lights. “Well,” he said, and cleared his throat, “this is where it happens.”

Zachary drew a deep breath and slowly released it. Then he opened the pickup’s door, got out, and held it open for Ramona. She stepped out of the pickup into a rush of frigid wind that caught at her coat and tried to rip it open; she had to hold it tightly around her, feeling that the wind might lift her off the ground and sail her into the darkness. Beside her, a line of dead trees swayed back and forth like a minstrel chorus. She walked away from the truck into knee-high grass, leaves crackling underfoot, and toward the looming Hangman’s Oak. Behind her Stanton got out of the pickup truck, and the two men stood watching her, both of them shivering.

Ten feet away from the Hangman’s Oak, Ramona abruptly stopped and sucked in her breath. She could feel a presence in the air something cold, cold, a hundred times colder than the wind. It was something heavy and dark and very old, and it was waiting. “It’s in the tree,” she heard herself say.

“What?” Zachary called after her.

“The tree,” she said in a whisper. She neared it and felt her flesh break out in goosebumps that ebbed and swelled; her hair crackled with static electricity, and she knew there was danger here—yes, yes, there was evil here—but she had to run her hands across the scarred wood, she had to feel it. She touched it; gingerly at first, then clasped her palms to the wood; a shiver of pain ran up her spine and centered at her neck, becoming unbearable. Very quickly she stepped away, her hands tingling. At her feet a small white-painted wooden cross had been hammered into the ground; a black-scrawled legend read: six KILLED HERE. YOUR LIFE IS IN YOUR HANDS. DRIVE CAREFUL.

“Mrs. Creekmore?” Zachary said, standing a few feet behind her. She turned to face him. “It doesn’t happen every night. Is there something you can do right here and now to … stop it?”

“No. I have to wait.”

“Well, come on and wait in the truck, then. It’ll be warmer. But like I say, it doesn’t happen every night. I hear it happened twice last week, but … gosh it’s cold out here, isn’t it?”

“I have to wait,” she repeated, and Zachary thought her voice sounded more determined. Her eyes were half closed, long strands of her russet hair flying free from her pink scarf, her arms cradling her child-heavy belly. He was suddenly afraid for her, she could get sick out in this cold, and something could happen to the child. He’d thought, from what he’d heard about her, that she could say some Indian words or something and that would be the end of it, but …

“I’m all right,” Ramona said quietly. “I don’t know how long it will be. It may not happen at all. But I have to wait.”

“Okay, then. I’ll wait with you.”

“No. I have to be alone. You and Mr. Stanton can stay in the truck if you like.”

Zachary paused for a moment, undecided, then he nodded and, bowed into the wind, started walking back to where Sam Stanton was blowing into his hands and stamping his feet. He turned back after a few paces, his face furrowed with concern. “I don’t … I don’t understand this, Mrs. Creekmore. I don’t understand how it could … keep on happening.”

She didn’t answer. She was a dark form staring out into the distance, along the road where it curved beyond a stand of pines. Her coat tortured by the wind, she walked past the oak tree and stood motionlessly at the roadside. Zachary returned to the pickup and climbed in, shivering to his bones.

Full dark covered the forest. Staring into the night through slitted eyes, Ramona had a sense of low-lying clouds running before the wind, just above the swaying treetops. All the world seemed in dark, tumultuous motion, but she had concentrated on rooting herself to the earth, on bending like a reed when the wind swept past so she wouldn’t be knocked off her feet. She could feel the Hangman’s Oak behind her, its old evil pulsating like a diseased heart. It would have to be cut down, the stump dug up like a rotten tooth, the crater salted. Above her its heavy branches stirred like the arms of a huge gray octopus. Dead leaves spun up from the ground and snapped at her cheeks.

“Do you want some light?” Stanton shouted from the truck. When the woman didn’t even move, he glanced uneasily at Zachary and said, “I guess she don’t.” He fell into silence, wishing he’d brought along a snort of moonshine to keep warm and to keep from thinking about what moved along this road in the dead of night.

Headlights glinted through the pines. Ramona’s eyes opened fully. The shape grew nearer; it was an old Packard with an ancient black man behind the wheel. The car slowed enough for the driver to get a good look at her, standing before the Hangman’s Oak, and then the car accelerated away. Ramona relaxed again. She had decided she would wait for as long as it took, even though she could feel the life within her aching for warmth. The child would have to grow up strong, she thought, and would have to get used to hardships.

Almost three hours later, Stanton stirred and blew into his cupped hands. “What’s she doin’?” he asked, straining to see through the darkness.

“Nothing,” the minister replied. “She’s still standing there. We were wrong to bring her out here, Sam. This whole thing is wrong.”

“I don’t think it’s gonna happen tonight, parson. Maybe she’s scared it off.”

“I just don’t know.” Zachary shook his head in awe and bewilderment; his dark brown eyes had gone softly despairing. “Maybe it’s all been talk—probably has been—but maybe … just maybe she can do something. Maybe if she believes she can, then …” He let his voice trail off. A few drops of cold rain spotted the windshield. Zachary’s palms were wet and clammy, and had been since they’d brought the woman out here. He had agreed to ask the woman for help after he’d heard the stories, but now he was truly afraid. There seemed nothing of God in what she could do—if she actually had done those things—and he felt marked with sin. He nodded. “All right. Let’s take her home.”

They got out of the truck and approached her. The temperature had fallen again, and frequent drops of rain struck their faces. “Mrs. Creekmore?” Zachary called out. “You’ve got to give it up now!” Ramona didn’t move. “Mrs. Creekmore!” he shouted again, trying to outshout the blustering wind. And then he suddenly stopped where he was, because he thought he’d seen something flicker like blue fire on the road, just beyond the curve through the screen of dancing pines. He stared, unable to move.

Ramona was stepping out into the road, between the oncoming thing and the Hangman’s Oak. Behind the minister, Stanton shouted, “I see it! My God, I see it!” Zachary could see roiling streaks of blue, but nothing of any definite shape. He shouted, “What is it? What do you see?” But by then Stanton was shocked speechless; the man made a soft moaning noise from deep in his throat and was almost pitched to one side by a freight-train roar of wind.

Ramona could see it clearly. The pickup truck was outlined in blue flame; it was gliding soundlessly toward her, and as it neared she could make out the windshield wipers going full speed, and behind them the faces of a man and woman. The woman wore a bonnet, her face as round as an apple and beaming with anticipation of the dance. Suddenly the man’s brown, seamed face contorted in surprised pain, and his hands left the steering wheel to clasp his temples. Ramona stood at the road’s center, the blue-flaming headlights bearing steadily upon her.

Stanton’s voice came out in a wild shout: “Get out of the way!”

Ramona held her hands out toward the blue truck and said quietly, “No fear. No pain. Only peace and rest.” It seemed she could hear the engine now, and the tires shrieking as the truck slipped and veered across the road, picking up speed for its rendezvous with the Hangman’s Oak. The woman in her bonnet was reaching desperately for the wheel; beside her the man writhed, his mouth open in a soundless scream.

“No fear,” Ramona said. The truck was less than ten feet away. “No pain. Only peace and rest. Let go. Let go. Let …” As the blue flame bore down on her she heard Stanton cry out in terror, and she felt a crushing pain in her head that must’ve been a blood vessel bursting in Joe Rawlings’s brain. She felt the woman’s confusion and horror. Her jaw clenched tight to hold back an agonized scream. And then the blue-burning pickup truck struck full-force into her.

What Zachary and Stanton saw, they weren’t sure. Afterward, they never spoke of it between them. When that truck hit the woman it seemed to collapse like a balloon exploding, and it was all a hazy blue mist as it lengthened and seemed to soak right into her body like water into a sponge. Stanton saw details—the truck, the passengers’ faces—while Zachary was aware only of a presence, a swirl of blue mist, and the strange odor of burning rubber. They both saw Ramona Creekmore stagger backward, blue mist churning before her, and she gripped her head as if it were about to explode.

Then it was gone; all of it, gone. The wind seethed like something darkly hideous that had been deprived of a plaything. But the blue-flaming pickup truck was burned into Sam Stanton’s eyes, and if he lived to be two hundred years old he’d never forget the sight of it disappearing into that witch-woman’s body.

Ramona staggered out of the road and fell to her knees in the grass. For a long moment the two men were reluctant to move. Zachary heard himself whispering the Twenty-third Psalm, and then somehow he got his legs moving. Ramona groaned softly and rolled over on her back, her hands pressed to her stomach.

Stanton came up behind Zachary as the minister bent over Ramona Creekmore. The woman’s face had gone gray, and there was blood on her lower lip where she’d bitten through. She clasped her stomach, looking up at the men with dazed and frightened eyes.

Stanton felt as if he’d been slugged with a sledgehammer. “Sweet Jesus, parson!” he managed to say. “This woman’s about to have her baby!”
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STRUGGLING THROUGH HIS ARITHMETIC homework in the warm glow of the hearth, the dark-haired ten-year-old boy suddenly looked up at the window. He was aware that the soft crooning of the wind had stopped and a deep silence had filled the woods. He could see bare branches waving against a gray slice of sky, and a quiver of excitement coursed through him. He put aside his pencil, pad, and book—gladly—and then rose from where he’d been lying on the floor. Something was different, he knew; something had changed. He reached the window and stretched upward to peer out.

At first nothing looked different, and he was mildly disappointed; all those numbers and additions and subtractions were rattling around in his head, clinking and clattering and making too much noise for him to think. But then his eyes widened, because he’d seen the first flurry of white flakes scatter down from the sky. His heart skipped a beat. “Daddy!” he said excitedly. “It’s snowing!”

Reading his Bible in his chair before the fireplace, John Creekmore looked out the window and couldn’t suppress a grin. “Well, it sure is!” He leaned forward, just as amazed as his son. “Glory be, weatherman was right for once.” It rarely snowed this far south in Alabama; the last big snowfall he could recall was back in 1954, when Billy had been only three years old. That had been the winter they’d had to accept charity canned goods from the church, after the stone-scorching summer had burned the corn and bean crops to stunted cinders. Compared to that awful year, the last few crops had been real bounties, though John knew it was never a good thing to feel too blessed, because the Lord could easily take away what He had provided. At least they had enough to eat this year, and some money to see them through the rest of the winter. But now he was infected with Billy’s giddy excitement, and he stepped to the window to watch the flurries beside his son. “Might fall all night long,” he said. “Might be up to the roof by mornin’!”

“Gosh!” Billy said, his light hazel eyes—so striking against the darker coloring he’d inherited from his mother—widening with pleasure and a bit of fear too; he could imagine them all getting very cold and hibernating like bears, snowed in until April when the flowers came out. “It won’t be that deep, will it?”

John laughed and ruffled the boy’s curly, reddish brown hair. “Naw. Might not even stick. The way it’s comin’ down now, it’s just bein’ windblown.”

Billy stood watching it fall for a moment more, then he shouted, “Momma!” and scuttled across the room, through a short hallway, and into the room where Ramona Creekmore sat propped up on pillows in bed, patiently mending a brown sweater she’d stitched for Billy as a Christmas present. It was less than a month since Christmas, and already Billy had worn the elbows out climbing trees and running wild in the woods. “Momma, it’s snowing outside!” he told her, pointing out the small window near her bed.

“I told you those were snow clouds, didn’t I?” she said, and smiled at him. There were deep wrinkles around her eyes, and strands of gray in her hair. Though she was only thirty-four, the years had been hard on her, she had almost died of pneumonia just after Billy was born, and she’d never fully recovered. She stayed in the house most of the time, doing her intricate needlepoint, and drank homemade herbal potions to fight off chills and fevers. Her body had garnered weight from lack of exercise, but her face was still fine-boned and lovely but for the faint dark circles under her eyes; her hair was still long and lustrous, her Indian complexion giving her a false appearance of perfect health. “Coldest weather of the year is still ahead, long as those blackbirds perch in the trees,” she said, and returned to her work. It constantly amazed her how fast he was growing; clothes that fit him one month were the next ready to put back into the Hawthorne cycle of hand-me-downs.

“Don’t you want to come see?”

“I know what it looks like. It’s white.”

It suddenly struck Billy that his mother didn’t like the cold or the snow. She coughed a lot at night sometimes, and through the thin wall he could hear his father trying to soothe her. “You don’t have to get up, then,” he said quickly. “It’s better if you stay right here.”

John came up behind him and pressed a weathered hand against the boy’s shoulder. “Why don’t you bundle up and we’ll take a walk.”

“Yes sir!” Billy grinned widely and hurried to the closet for his battered green hooded parka.

John took his blue denim jacket with the sheepskin lining out of the closet; he slipped it on and then worked a black woolen cap onto his head. In the ten years that had passed, John Creekmore had grown lean and rugged, his wide shoulders stooped slightly from his seasonal labors in the field and the constant work of keeping the ramshackle cabin together through summer heatwave and winter frost. He was thirty-seven, but the lines in his face—as rough and straight as any furrow he’d ever plowed for a crop of corn—made him out to be at least ten years older; his lips were thin and usually set in a grim line, but he was quick to smile when the boy was around. There were those in Hawthorne who said that John Creekmore was a preacher who’d missed his calling, settling for earth instead of reaching toward Heaven, and they said that when angered or antagonized his steely blue gaze could drill holes through barn planking; but his eyes were always soft when he looked at his son. “I guess I’m ready,” he said. “Who wants to go walkin’?”

“Me!” Billy crowed.

“Time’s wastin’,” John said, and reached out to his son. They linked hands and John felt the immediate warm pleasure of contact with the boy. Billy was so alive, so alert and curious; some of his youth rubbed off on John when they could be together.

They pushed through the plain pine door and the screen door and out into the cold gray afternoon. As their boots crunched on the frozen dirt road that connected the Creekmore property, all two acres of it, with the main highway, Billy could hear the soft hiss of the tiny snowflakes falling through the dense evergreens. They passed a small round pond, now muddy brown and veined with ice. A white mailbox dotted with .22 holes leaned toward the paved highway, and bore the legend J. CREEKMORE. They walked along the roadside, toward the main part of Hawthorne less than a mile ahead, as the snow fluctuated between flakes and sleet; John made sure the boy’s hood was up good and snug, and the cord tied securely beneath his chin.

It had already been a hard winter with January not even half over yet. There had been several freezing rains, and a fierce hailstorm that had shattered windows all across Fayette County. But as sure as day followed night, John thought, spring would follow winter and the real work of farming would start again; there would be corn and beans, tomatoes and turnips to plant. A new scarecrow would have to be put out in the field, but in these troubled times it seemed that even the crows were willful and refused to be bluffed. He had lost much of his seed to birds and bugs in the last several plantings, and his corn had grown weak and stunted. This was good land, he thought, blessed by God; but it seemed that finally the earth was beginning to give out. He knew about rotation planting and nitrites and all kinds of chemical soil foods the county agent tried to sell him, but all those additives—except for plain old fertilizer, which was as basic as you could get—were violations of God’s plan. If your land was played out, so be it.

But times were troubled everywhere, John thought. That Catholic was president now, the Communists were on the march again, and people were talking about going up into outer space. Many autumn and winter afternoons John ambled down to Curtis Peel’s barbershop, where the men played checkers in the warm wash of a potbellied stove and listened to the news from Fayette on the ancient Zenith radio. Most people, John was sure, would agree that these were the Final Days, and he could point to the Book of Revelations to show scoffers just exactly what evils would befall humanity in the next ten years or so—if the world lasted that long. Things were even troubled right here in the Hawthorne Baptist Church; Reverend Horton did his best, but there was no fire nor brimstone in his sermons, and worst of all he’d been seen over at the church in Dusktown helping the blacks with their potluck supper. Nobody liked to shake Horton’s hand anymore after the services were over.

Billy’s gloved hand was thrust out, trying to catch snowflakes. He snagged one on a fingertip and had a second to examine it—tiny and as lacy as his mother’s Sunday tablecloth—before it vanished. She’d told him about the weather, and how it speaks in many voices when its moods change, but to hear it speak you have to be very quiet and listen. She had taught him to watch the beautiful pictures the clouds made, and to hear soft sounds in the forest that meant shy animals wandering near. His father had taught him how to gig for frogs and had bought him a slingshot to bring down squirrels, but he didn’t like the way they squeaked when they were hit.

They were passing the small wood-frame houses outside Hawthorne’s single main street. Billy’s best friend, Will Booker, lived in a green house with white shutters just up the road; he had a little sister named Katy and a dog called Boo.

There was a light scattering of snow on the road. A black pickup truck came crawling along the highway toward them, and when it reached them the driver’s window rolled down and Lee Sayre, who owned the hardware and feed store where John Creekmore worked on weekends, stuck his crewcut head out. “Hey there, John! Where you goin’?”

“Just takin’ the boy for a walk. Say hello to Mr. Sayre, Billy.”

“Hello, Mr. Sayre.”

“Billy, you’re growin’ like a weed! Bet you’ll top six-four before you quit. How’d you like to be a football player?”

“Yes sir, that’d be fine.”

Sayre smiled. In his ruddy and slightly overfed face, Sayre’s eyes were as pale green as a jungle cat’s. “Got some news for you about Mr. Horton,” he said in a quieter tone of voice. “Seems he’s been doin’ more than socializin’ with his darky friends. We need to have a talk.”

John grunted softly. Billy was entranced by the white puffs of exhaust that were billowing from the rear of Mr. Sayre’s truck. The tires had made dark lines in the faint white spread of the snow, and Billy wondered where the air came from that filled tires up.

“Real soon,” Sayre said. “You come down to Peel’s tomorrow afternoon around four. And pass the word along.” Sayre waved to the boy and said cheerfully, “You take good care of your daddy now, Billy! Make sure he don’t get lost!”

“I will!” Billy called back, but Mr. Sayre had already rolled up his window and the truck moved away along the road. Mr. Sayre was a nice man, Billy thought, but his eyes were scary. Once Billy had stood in the middle of the Ernest K. Kyle Softball Field on an April afternoon and watched a storm coming over the forested hills; he’d seen the black clouds rolling like a stampede of wild horses, and bolts of lightning had jabbed from clouds to earth. Lightning had struck very near, and the boom of thunder had shaken Billy to the soles of his battered Keds. Then he’d started running for home, but the rain had caught him and his father had given him a good whipping.

The memory of that storm wheeled through Billy’s head as he watched the pickup drive away. There was lightning behind Mr. Sayre’s eyes, and it was looking for a place to strike.

The snow had almost stopped. Nothing was even white, Billy saw, but instead a wet gray that meant there would be school tomorrow, and he would have to finish that arithmetic homework for Mrs. Cullens.

“Snow’s about quit, bubber,” John said; his face had gone red with cold. “Gettin’ a bit chillier, though. You about ready to turn back?”

“Guess so,” he answered, though he really wasn’t. That seemed to him to be a matter of great concern: no matter how far you walked the road still went on to somewhere, and there were all the dirt trails and forest paths that led off every whichaway too, and what lay at the far end of them? It seemed to Billy that no matter how far you walked, you never really got to the end of things.

They walked on a few minutes longer, to the single blinking amber traffic light at the center of Hawthorne. The intersection was bordered by the barbershop, Coy Granger’s Quick-Pik grocery store, a rundown Texaco gas station, and the Hawthorne post office. The rest of the town—clapboard-and-brick structures that looked like blocks a baby’s hand had strewn into disarray—sat on either side of the highway, which swept on across an old gray trestle bridge and up into the brown hills where an occasional chimney spouted smoke. The sharp white steeple of the Hawthorne First Baptist Church stuck up through the leafless trees like an admonishing finger. Just on the other side of the disused railroad tracks was the jumble of stores and shanties known as Dusktown; the tracks might have been an electrified fence separating the black and white sections of Hawthorne. It disturbed John that Reverend Horton was leaving his rightful duties to go into Dusktown; the man had no cause to go over to the other side of the tracks, and all he was doing was trying to stir up things that were best kept buried.

“Better head on home now,” John said, and took his son’s hand.

In another few moments they came up even with the small but neatly kept green house on their right. It was one of the newer houses built in Hawthorne; there was a white-painted front porch at the top of a few steps, and white smoke curled from the chimney. Billy looked at the house, looked again, and saw Mr. Booker sitting up there on the porch. The man was wearing his yellow John Deere cap and a short-sleeved blue shirt. He waved to his best friend’s father, but Mr. Booker seemed to be looking right through him. He said uneasily, “Daddy? …”

John said, “What, bubber?” Then he looked up and saw Dave Booker sitting there like a rock. He frowned and called out, “Afternoon, Dave! Pretty cold to be outside today, ain’t it?”

Booker didn’t move. John stopped walking, and realized that his old fishing partner was staring out at the hills with a blank, frozen expression, as if he were trying to see clear to Mississippi. John saw the summery short-sleeved shirt, and he said quietly, “Dave? Everything all right?” He and Billy came up the brown lawn slowly and stood at the foot of the steps. Booker was wearing fishing lures stock in his hat; his square, heavy-jowled face was white with the cold, but now the man blinked and at least John knew he wasn’t frozen to death.

“Mind if we come up for a spell?” John asked.

“Come on up, then. Long as you’re here.” Booker’s voice was empty, and the sound of it scared Billy.

“Thanks kindly.” John and Billy climbed the steps to the porch. A window curtain moved and Julie Ann, Dave’s wife, peered out at them for a few seconds before the curtain closed. “How about that snow? Came down for a few minutes, didn’t it?”

“Snow?” Booker’s thick black brows knitted together. The whites of his eyes were bloodshot, his lips liver-red and slack. “Yeah. Sure did.” He nodded, making one of the chrome lures jingle.

“You okay, Dave?”

“Why shouldn’t I be?” His gaze shifted away from John, and he was staring into Mississippi again.

“I don’t know, I just …” John let his voice trail off. On the floor beside Dave’s chair was a scattering of hand-rolled Prince Albert cigarette butts and a baseball bat with what looked like dried blood on it. No, John thought, must be just mud. Sure, that’s all it is. He gripped Billy’s hand tightly.

“Man can sit on his own front porch, can’t he?” Dave said quietly. “Last I heard he could. Last I heard it was a free country. Or has that changed?” His face turned, and now John could clearly see the terrible, cold rage in his eyes. John felt his spine crawl. He could see the wicked prongs of a hook protruding from the man’s cap, and he recalled that they would’ve gone fishing last Saturday on Semmes Lake had it not been for one of Dave’s frequent migraine headaches. “It’s a fuckin’ free country,” Dave said, and suddenly grinned viciously.

John was jarred; it wasn’t right that Dave should use such a word in front of the boy, but he decided to let it pass. Dave’s gaze had clouded over.

The front door opened and Julie Ann peeked out. She was a tall, fragile-looking woman with curly brown hair and soft pale blue eyes. She smiled—grimaced, John thought—and said with tense good cheer, “John Creekmore! What brings you uptown? Billy, you takin’ care of your daddy today? Step on in and let me offer you a cup of hot coffee, John.”

“No, thank you. Billy and I’ve got to get on back.…”

“Please,” Julie Ann whispered. Her eyes were luminous with tears. She motioned with a quick tilt of her head. “Just one cup of coffee.” She opened the door wider and raised her voice: “Will? Billy Creekmore’s here!”

“KEEP YOUR DAMNED VOICE DOWN, WOMAN!” Dave thundered, twisting around in his chair; he plastered one hand against his forehead. “I’LL STROP YOU! I SWEAR TO GOD I WILL!”

John, Billy, and Julie Ann formed a frozen triangle around the man. From within the house Billy could hear little Katy sobbing in a back room, and tentatively Will called out, “Mom?” Julie Ann’s grin hung by one lip, and she stood as if motion might cause Dave to explode. Dave abruptly looked away, dug into a back pocket, and brought out a bottle of Bayer aspirin; he unscrewed the cap and tilted the bottle to his lips, then crunched noisily.

“Strop you,” he whispered, to no one in particular. His eyes bulged above dark blue circles. “Strop the livin’ shit out of you.…”

John pushed Billy toward the door, and they entered the house. As Julie Ann closed the door, Dave said mockingly, “Gonna talk about the old man again, aren’t you? You dirty bitch.…” And then Julie Ann shut the door, and her husband’s curses were muffled, indistinct ravings.
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THE HOUSE WAS DARK and oppressively hot, one of the few in Hawthorne that had the luxury of a coal-fed furnace. John saw splinters of glass twinkling in the grayish green carpet; a broken chair sagged in a corner, and there were two empty bottles of Bayer on a lamptable. A framed print of Jesus at the Last Supper hung crookedly on one wall, and opposite it was a stuffed and mounted large-mouth bass, painted in garish blue and silver. In addition to the furnace heat, raw pinewood crackled and hissed in the fireplace, sending plumes of smoke up the chimney and scenting the room with pine sap.

“Excuse the mess.” Julie Ann was trembling but trying to keep a desperate smile on her face. “We’ve … had some trouble here today. Billy, Will’s in his room if you want to go on back.”

“Can I?” he asked his father, and when John nodded he rocketed down a corridor to the small room Will shared with his little sister. He knew the house by heart because he’d spent the night several times; the last time, he and Will had explored the forest together in search of lions, and when Katy had tagged along they’d let her carry their stick-guns for them, but she had to do as they told her and call them “Bwana,” a word Will had learned from a Jungle Jim comic book. This time, though, the house seemed different; it was darker and quieter, and might have been scary, Billy thought, if he hadn’t known his father was up in the front room.

As Billy entered, Will looked up from the plastic Civil War soldiers he’d arranged on the floor. Will was the same age as Billy, a small thin boy with unruly brown hair plagued with cowlicks, and he wore brown-framed glasses held together in the center with Scotch tape. On the other bed, his sister lay curled up in a ball, her face against the pillow. “I’m Robert E. Lee!” Will announced, his sallow, rather sad-eyed face brightening at the approach of his friend. “You can be General Grant!”

“I’m not a Yankee!” Billy objected, but within another minute he was commanding the bluecoats in a daring attack up Dead-man’s Hill.

In the front room, John sat down on a rumpled sofa and watched as Julie Ann paced before him, stopped to peer out the window, then paced again. She said in a tense whisper, “He killed Boo, John. He beat Boo to death with that baseball bat and then he hung him in a tree with fishin’ line. I tried to fight him, but he was too strong and …” Tears brimmed from her swollen eyes; John quickly averted his gaze to a little clock sitting on the mantel. It was ten minutes before five, and he wished he’d never offered to take Billy for a walk. “He was just too strong,” she said, and made a terrible choking sound as she swallowed. “Boo … died so hard.…”

John shifted uneasily. “Well, why’d he do it? What’s wrong with him?”

She pressed a finger to her lips and stared fearfully at the door. She held her breath until she’d looked out the window again and seen her husband still sitting there in the cold chewing on another aspirin. “The children don’t know about Boo,” Julie Ann said. “It happened this mornin’, while they were at school. I hid Boo in the woods—God, it was awful!—and they think he’s just roamed off somewhere like he does. Dave didn’t go to the garage today, didn’t even call in sick. He woke up yesterday with one of his headaches, the worst he’s ever had, and he didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. Neither did I.” She put a hand to her mouth and chewed on the knuckles; a cheap but sentimental wedding ring with tiny diamonds in the shape of a heart twinkled merrily in the orange firelight. “Today it … it was the worst it’s ever been. Ever. He screamed and threw things; first he couldn’t get hot enough, then he had to get outside in the cool air. He said he was going to kill me, John.” Her eyes were wide and terrified. “He said he knew all the things I’d done behind his back. But I swear I never did a thing, I swear it on a stack of Bi—”

“Just calm down, now,” John whispered, glancing quickly at the door. “Take it easy. Why don’t you call Doc Scott?”

“No! I can’t! I tried to this morning, but he …he said he’d do to me what he did to Boo, and …” A sob welled from her throat. “I’m afraid! Dave’s gotten mean before, and I never let on to anybody; but he’s never been this bad! He’s like somebody I don’t even know! You should’ve heard him yell at Katy just a little while ago, and he eats those aspirins like candy and they never do no good!”

“Well”—John looked at Julie Ann’s agonized expression and felt a long stupid grin stretch his face—“everything’ll be all right. You’ll see. Doc’ll know what to do for Dave’s headaches.…”

“No!” she shouted, and John winced. She stopped, frozen, while they both thought they heard Dave’s chair scraping across the porch. “Doc Scott said he had a damned sinus infection! That old man ain’t got good sense anymore, and you know it! Why, he almost let your own wife just linger and …” She blinked, unwilling to say the next word. Die is a terrible word, she thought, a word that should not be spoken out loud when talking about a person.

“Yeah, I guess so. But those headaches need lookin’ after. Maybe you could talk him into goin’ up to the Fayette hospital?”

The woman shook her head forlornly. “I’ve tried. He says there’s nothin’ wrong, and he don’t want to spend the money on foolishness. I don’t know what to do!”

John cleared his throat nervously and then rose to his feet, avoiding her stare. “Guess I’d better get Billy. We’ve been out too long as it is.” He started to walk back through the hallway, but Julie Ann’s arm shot out and grasped his wrist tightly. He looked up, startled.

“I’m afraid,” she whispered, a tear trickling down her face. “I don’t have anywhere to go, and I can’t stay here another night!”

“Leave him? Come on now, it can’t be that bad! Dave’s your husband.” He pulled his arm away. “You can’t just pack up and leave!” He caught the broken chair from the corner of his eye, and the marks on the hearth where Dave had frantically shoved wood and kindling into the fireplace and scraped the paint. He summoned up another grin. “Everything’ll be fine in the mornin’. I know Dave pretty good, and I know how much he loves you.”

“I can’t …”

John looked away from her before she could finish. He was shaking inside, and he had to get out of this house fast. He looked into the back room, saw the two boys playing soldiers on the floor while Katy rubbed her reddened eyes and watched. “Got you!” Will shouted. “That one’s dead! Bam! Bam! That one on the horse is dead!”

“He’s shot in the arm is all!” Billy said. “KABOOM! That’s a cannon and that man and that man and that wagon are blown up!”

“Are not!” Will squawked.

“War’s over, boys,” John said. The strange ominous feeling in this house lay like a cold sheen of sweat on his neck. “Time to go, Billy. Say good-bye to Will and Katy. We’ll see y’all later.”

“ ’Bye, Will!” Billy said, and then followed his father back to the living room while Will said, “ ’Bye!” and went back to the sound-effects of rifles and cannons.

Julie Ann zipped up Billy’s parka. When she looked at John her eyes were full of pleading. “Help me,” she said.

“Wait until mornin’ before you decide what to do. Sleep on it. Say thank you to Mrs. Booker for her hospitality, Billy.”

“Thank you for your hospitality, Mrs. Booker.”

“Good boy.” He led his son to the door and opened it before Julie Ann could speak again. Dave Booker sat with a cigarette butt between his teeth; his eyes seemed sunken in his head, and the strange smile on his face made Billy think of a Halloween pumpkin’s grin.

“You take it easy now, Dave,” John said, and reached out to touch the man’s shoulder. But then he stopped, because Dave’s head was turning and his face was dead-white from the cold, and the smile on his thin lips was murderous.

Dave whispered, “Don’t come back. This is my house. Don’t you dare come back.”

Julie Ann slammed the door shut.

John grasped Billy’s hand and hurried down the steps, across the dead brown lawn to the road. His heart was beating very hard, and as they walked away he felt Dave’s cold stare following them, and he knew that soon Dave would rise from that chair and go inside, and Lord help Julie Ann. He felt like a slinking dog; with that thought he envisioned Boo’s white carcass swinging from a tree with fishing line knotted around its throat, bloodied eyes bulging.

Billy started to turn his head, snowflakes melting in his eyebrows.

John tightened his grip on the boy’s hand and said tersely, “Don’t look back.”
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HAWTHORNE CLOSED DOWN FOR the night when the steam whistle blew, promptly at five o’clock, at the sawmill owned by the Chatham brothers. When darkness settled across the valley, it signaled a time for families to eat dinner together, then sit before the fire and read their Bibles or subscription magazines like the Ladies’ Home Journal or Southern Farm Times. Those who could afford radios listened to the popular programs. Watching television was a real luxury that only a few families possessed; reception from Fayette consisted of only one weak station. Several houses farther out from town still had outhouses. Porch lights—for those who could afford the electricity—usually burned until seven o’clock, meaning that visitors were welcome even on cold January nights, but after they went out it was time for bed.

In his wood-framed cot between the front room and the small kitchen, Billy Creekmore was asleep beneath a quilt and dreaming of Mrs. Cullens, who stared down at him through her fish-eyed glasses and demanded to know exactly why he hadn’t finished his arithmetic homework. He tried to explain to her that it had been finished, but when he was walking to school he’d been caught in a thunderstorm and he’d started running, and pretty soon he was lost in the woods and somehow his blue Nifty notebook with the problems he’d done was gone. Suddenly, as dreams do, he was in the dense green forest, on an unfamiliar rocky path that led up into the hills. He followed it for a while, until he came to Mr. Booker sitting on a big rock staring out into space with his scary, sightless eyes. As he approached, Billy saw that there were timber rattlers on the rocks and ground all around him, crawling and rattling, tangled together. Mr. Booker, his eyes as black as new coals for the basement furnace, picked up a snake by the rattles and shook it at him; the man’s mouth opened and a terrible shriek wailed out that grew louder and louder and louder and—

The shriek was still echoing in his head when Billy sat up with a muffled cry, and he could hear it fading off in the distance.

In another moment Billy could hear his parents’ muffled voices through the wall beside him. The closet door opened and closed, and footsteps sounded on the floorboards. He got out of his cot in the dark, stepping into a draft that made his teeth chatter, and then he was facing the door of their bedroom. He paused, hearing them whispering inside but remembering the time he’d opened that door without knocking and had seen them dancing lying down; his father had been sputtering and furious, but his mother had explained that they needed to be in private and calmly asked him to close the door. At least that had been better than when he heard them fighting in there; usually it was his father’s voice, raised in anger. Worse than the yelling, though, were the long wintry silences that sometimes stayed in the house for days at a time.

Billy gathered up his courage and knocked. The whisperings stopped. In the distance—out on the highway, he thought—he could hear another shriek like a ha’nt up in the Hawthorne cemetery. The door opened, and standing against the dim glow of a kerosene lamp was his father, pale and bleary-eyed, shrugging into his overcoat. “Go back to bed, son,” John said.

“Are you goin’ somewhere?”

“I have to go into town to see what those sirens are for. I want you to stay here with your mother, and I’ll be back in a few …” He stopped speaking, listening to the fading echo of another siren.

Billy asked, “Can I go too?”

“No,” John said firmly. “You’re to stay right here. I’ll be back as soon as I find out,” he told Ramona, and she followed him with the oil lamp out into the front room. He unlatched the door, and when he opened it frost cracked on the hinges. Then John was walking toward his beat-up but still reliable ’fifty-five Oldsmobile, made up of different colors and different parts from several wrecked car dumps. Ice crystals seemed to hang in the air like sparks. He slipped behind the wheel, had to wake up the cold engine with a heavy foot on the gas, and then drove along the frozen dirt road to the main highway with a cloud of blue exhaust trailing behind. As soon as he turned onto the highway and started toward Hawthorne he could see the red comet flare of spinning lights. He knew with a sickening certainty that the police cars were parked in front of Dave Booker’s house.

He felt numbed as he saw all the trooper cars and ambulances, and the dark human shapes standing out front. The Olds’s headlights picked out an overcoated state trooper talking on his car radio; Hank Witherspoon and his wife Paula were standing nearby, wearing coats over their robes. They lived in the house closest to the Bookers. Lights blazed through the Bookers’ windows, illuminating the bundled figures who went in and out through the open front door. John stopped the car, leaned over, and rolled down his passenger window. “Hank!” he called out. “What’s happened?”

Witherspoon and his wife were clinging to each other. When the man turned, John saw that his face was gray, the eyes sick and glassy. Witherspoon made a whimpering sound, then he staggered away, bent double, and threw up into a steaming puddle on the icy concrete.

The trooper thrust a hawk-nosed face into the window. “Move along, fella. We got more gawkers than we need.”

“I … just wanted to know what was goin’ on. I live right down the highway, and I heard all the commotion.…”

“Are you related to the Booker family?”

“No, but … they’re my friends. I thought maybe I could help, if …”

The trooper braced his Smokey the Bear hat to keep it from flying away in the wind. “Move on,” he said, and then John’s attention was caught by two white-coated men bringing a stretcher down the steps from the house; there was a brown blanket over the stretcher, preventing him from seeing who lay on it. A second stretcher was borne down the steps as well, this one covered with a bloody sheet. John felt the breath rasp in his lungs.

“Bring it on down!” the trooper shouted. “Got another ambulance on the way from Fayette!”

The first stretcher was being shoved into the rear of an ambulance not ten feet away from where John sat; the second, covered with the bloodied sheet, was laid down on the ground almost opposite his window. The wind caught at the sheet, and suddenly a white arm fell out as if trying to hold the sheet in place. John clearly saw the wedding ring with its heart-shape of diamonds. He heard one of the attendants say, “Holy Christ!” and the arm was shoved back underneath; it looked stiff and bloated and hard to manage.

“Bring ’em all down!” the trooper shouted.

“Please,” John said, and reached for the man’s sleeve. “Tell me what’s happened!”

“They’re all dead, mister. Every one of them.” He whacked the side of the Olds with his hand and shouted, “Now get this damned piece of junk out of here!”

John pressed his foot to the accelerator. Another ambulance passed him before he turned off the highway for home.
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THE COALS IN THE cast-iron stove at the rear of Curtis Peel’s barbershop glowed as bright as newly spilled blood. Chairs had been pulled up in a circle around it, and five men sat in a blue shroud of smoke. There was only one barber chair at the front of the shop, a red-vinyl-padded monstrosity. It tilted backward to make shaving easier, and John Creekmore had always kidded Peel that he could cut hair, pull teeth, and shine shoes from that chair at the same time. A walnut Regulator clock rescued from the abandoned train depot lazily swung its brass pendulum. On the white tiled floor around the barber chair were straight brown snippets of Link Patterson’s hair. Through the shop’s plate-glass window the day was sunny but bone-chilling; from the distance, seeping in like the whine of an August mosquito, was the sound of saws at work up at the mill.

“Makes me sick to think about it,” Link Patterson said, breaking the silence. He regarded his cigarette, took one more good pull from it, and then crushed the butt in an Alabama Girl Peaches can on the floor at his side. His smooth brown hair was clipped short and sheened with Wildroot. He was a slim, good-natured man with a high, heavily lined forehead, dark introspective eyes, and a narrow bony chin. “That man was crazy in the head all the time, and I saw him near about twice a week and I could never tell a thing was wrong! Makes you sick!”

“Yep,” Hiram Keller said, picking at his teeth with a chip of wood. He was all leathery old flesh and bones that popped like wet wood when he moved. Gray grizzled whiskers covered his face, and now he stretched his hands out toward the stove to warm them. “Lord only knows what went on in that house last night. That pretty little girl.…”

“Crazy as a drunk Indian.” Ralph Leighton’s ponderous bulk shifted, bringing a groan from the chair, he leaned over and spat Bull of the Woods tobacco into a Dixie cup. He was a large man who had no sense of his size, and he could knock you down if he brushed against you on the sidewalk; he’d played football at Fayette County High twenty years before and had been a hometown hero until his knee popped like a broomstick at the bottom of a six-man pileup. He’d spent bitter years tilling soil and trying to figure out whose weight had snapped that knee, robbing him of a future in football. For all his size, his face seemed chiseled from stone, all sharp cutting edges. He had hooded gray eyes that now glanced incuriously toward the opposite side of the stove, at John Creekmore, to see if that comment had struck a nerve. It hadn’t, and Leighton scowled inwardly; he’d always thought that maybe—just maybe—Creekmore had stepped on that knee himself for the pleasure of hearing it crack. “Sure ain’t gonna be no open coffins at the funeral home.”

“I must’ve cut that man’s hair a hundred times.” Peel drew on a black pipe and shook his head, his small dark eyes narrowed in thought. “Cut Will’s hair, too. Can’t say Booker was a friendly man, though. Cut his hair crew in summer, gave him a sidepart in winter. Anybody hear tell when the funerals are going to be?”

“Somebody said tomorrow afternoon,” Link replied. “I think they want to get those bodies in the ground fast.”

“Creekmore?” Leighton said quietly. “You ain’t speakin’ much.”

John shrugged; a cigarette was burning down between his fingers, and now he drew from it and blew the smoke in the other man’s direction.

“Well, you used to go fishing with Booker, didn’t you? Seems you knew him better than us. What made him do it?”

“How should I know?” The tone of his voice betrayed his tension. “I just fished with him, I wasn’t his keeper.”

Ralph glanced around at the group and lifted his brows. “John, you were his friend, weren’t you? You should’ve known he was crazy long before now.…”

John’s face reddened with anger. “You tryin’ to blame me for it, Leighton? You best watch your mouth, if that’s what you’re tryin’ to say!”

“He ain’t tryin’ to say anything, John,” Link said, and waved a hand in his direction. “Get off that high horse before it throws you. Damn it, we’re all tied up with nerves today.”

“Dave Booker had headaches, that’s all I know,” John insisted, then lapsed into silence.

Curtis Peel relit his pipe and listened to the distant singing of the saws. This was the worst thing he’d ever remembered happening in Hawthorne, and he was privileged with more gossip and inside information than even Sheriff Bromley or Reverend Horton. “They had to take Hank Witherspoon to the hospital in Fayette,” he told them. “Poor old man’s ticker almost gave out. May Maxie told me Witherspoon heard the shots and went over to find out what had happened; seems he found Booker sittin’ naked on his sofa, and the room was still full of shotgun smoke. Must’ve put both barrels under his chin and squeezed with his thumbs. ’Course, Hank couldn’t tell who it was right off.” He let a blue thread of smoke leak from one side of his mouth before he puffed again. “I guess the troopers found the rest of ’em. I liked Julie Ann, she always had a kind word. And those kids were as cute as buttons on a Sunday suit. Lordamighty, what a shame.…”

“Troopers are still at the house,” Leighton said, risking a quick glance at John. He didn’t like that sonofabitch, who’d married a women more squaw than white; he knew the tales told about that woman, too, just as everyone around this stove did. She didn’t come into town much, but when she did she walked like she owned the whole street, and Leighton didn’t think that was proper for a woman like her. In his opinion she should be crawling to the church to pray for her soul. That quiet dark-skinned whelp of hers wasn’t any better either, and he knew his own twelve-year-old son Duke could whip the living hell out of that little queer. “Cleanin’ up what’s left, I suppose,” he said. “What they’re puzzlin’ over is where the boy might be.”

“May Maxie told me they found blood in his bed, all over the sheets. But could be he got away and ran off into the woods.”

John grunted softly. May Maxie was Hawthorne’s telephone operator, and lived attached to wires. “Thank the good Lord it’s over with,” he said.

“Nope.” Hiram’s eyes glinted. “It ain’t over.” He looked at each man in turn, then settled his gaze on John. “Whether Dave Booker was crazy or not, and how crazy he was, don’t make no difference. What he did was pure evil, and once evil gets started it roots like a damn kudzu vine. Sure, there’s been calamities in Hawthorne before, but now … You mark my words, it ain’t over.”

The front door opened, jingling a little bell that hung over it. Lee Sayre stepped in, wearing his brown-and-green-splotched hunting jacket with stags’ blood still marking it like a badge of honor. He quickly shut the door against the cold and strode back to the stove to warm himself. “Colder than a witch’s tit out there!” He took off his brown leather cap and hung it on a wall hook, then stood beside John and kneaded his hands as they thawed. “I hear Julie Ann’s mother came to town this mornin’. They let her go in there and she had a fit. It’s a shame, a whole family killed like that.”

“Not a whole family,” John reminded him. “Maybe the boy got away.”

“Anybody believes that can whistle ‘Dixie’ out his ass.” Sayre drew up a chair, turned it around so he could rest his arms across the back, and then sat down. “Next thing you’ll be sayin’, the boy did the killing himself.

That thought caused a sudden shock, but John knew it wasn’t true. No, Will was either wandering in the woods or buried somewhere. He cursed himself for not seeing this before, in the rages of temper Dave had displayed sometimes when they were fishing. Once Dave had become infuriated with a tangled line and ended up throwing a perfectly good tackle box into Semmes Lake, then cradling his head and breaking into tears as John had nervously steered their rowboat back to shore. Lord, he thought, she was begging me to save their lives yesterday! He’d told no one that he’d been there; fear and shame had stitched his mouth shut.

“Yeah, it’s a shame,” Lee said. “But life’s for the livin’, huh?” He swept his gaze around at the others. “It’s time we talked about what’s to be done with Preacher Horton.”

“Damned nigger-lover”—Ralph leaned over and spat tobacco juice—“I never liked that blowhard bastard.”

“What’s to be done?” Lee asked the group. “Are we going to have a regular meetin’ to decide on it?”

“Lieutenants are all right here,” Hiram drawled. “We can decide now and be done with it.”

Curtis said hesitantly, “I don’t know, Lee. Horton may be associatin’ with the niggers, but he’s still the minister. He was awful good to my Louise when her mother took sick, you know.”

“What’re you talkin’ about, boy? Horton’s tryin’ to get niggers to come to white services! He’s been hangin’ around Dusktown, and Lord only knows what he’s up to!” Lee lowered his voice conspiratorially. “I hear he fancies some black tail, too, and he knows where to find it when he needs it. Are we gonna stand for that?”

“Nope,” Ralph said. “No way in hell.”

“John, you’re mighty quiet today. Guess I can’t blame you, seein’ what went on last night and you were Dave Booker’s best friend and all. But what do you say about Horton?”

John could feel them waiting for him to respond. He didn’t like to have to make decisions, and he hadn’t wanted to be a lieutenant anyway but they’d forced it on him. “I think we should wait until after the funerals,” he said uncertainly. He could feel Ralph Leighton’s wolfish gaze on him. “Horton’s going to conduct the services, and I think we should show respect. Then …” He shrugged. “I’ll go with whatever majority vote is.”

“Good.” Lee clapped the other man’s shoulder. “That’s just what I was going to say. We wait until the Booker family is buried, then we pay a visit to Mr. Horton. I’ll get things ready. Curtis, you start callin’ everybody.”

They talked on for a while longer, the conversation turning back to the murders. When Curtis started going into the details he’d heard from May Maxie again, John abruptly rose to his feet and put on his coat, telling them he had to be getting home. The men were silent as he left the barbershop, and John knew all too well what the subject of conversation would be after he was gone: Ramona. Her name was never mentioned in his presence, but he knew that as soon as he’d gone they would turn their minds and tongues to the subject of his wife, and what they disliked and feared about her. He couldn’t blame them. But he was still a son of Hawthorne, no matter who he’d married, and they were respectful in his presence; all except that fat pig Leighton, John thought as he walked to his car.

He slid into the Oldsmobile and pulled away from the curb. Slowing as he reached the Bookers’ house—help me help me, Julie Ann had said—he saw two state-trooper cars parked out in front; a trooper was walking up in the woods beyond the house, poking a stick into the ground. Two others were methodically ripping up some of the front-porch boards underneath. Never going to find that boy, John thought. If he ran away he’s so scared he’ll never come out, and if he’s dead Dave did away with the corpse.

Returning his attention to the highway, he was startled to see two figures standing on the roadside staring across at the Booker house. Ramona wore her heavy brown coat and clenched Billy’s gloved hand; her eyes were closed, her bead tilted slightly back. John screeched the brakes in stopping the Olds, and he had his window rolled down as he backed up and yelled, “Ramona! Come on, both of you! Get in this car!”

Billy looked at him fearfully, but the woman stood very still for a moment more, her eyes open, gazing across the road at the house.

“RAMONA!” he thundered, his face flaming with anger. He was amazed that she’d ventured out from home in this numbing cold, because she rarely left the house even at the height of summer. But here she was, and he was furious because she’d dared to bring the boy. “Get in this car right now!”

Finally they crossed the road and climbed in. Billy shivered between them. John put the car into gear and drove on. “What’re you doin’ here?” he asked her angrily. “Why bring the boy? Don’t you know what happened there last night?”

“I know,” she replied.

“Oh, so you thought you’d bring Billy to see it, did you? Lord God!” He trembled, feeling like the sputtering wick on a stick of dynamite. “Don’t you think he’ll find out quick enough at school?”

“Find out what?” Billy said in a small voice, sensing the sparks of a fight about to explode into flames.

“Nothin’,” John said. “Don’t you worry about it, son.”

“He needs to know. He needs to hear it from us, not from those children at school.…”

“Shut up!” he shouted suddenly. “Just shut up, will you?” He was going too fast, about to overshoot his dirt driveway, and he had to fight the brakes to slow the lumbering Olds enough to turn it. Ramona had looked away from him, her hands clenched in her lap, and between them Billy had slunk down low with his head bowed. He wanted to know what those police cars were doing in front of Will’s house, and why Will hadn’t been at school this morning; he’d heard whispered stories from the other children, stories that made him feel sick and afraid inside. Something bad had happened, but no one was exactly sure just what it had been. Billy had heard Johnny Parker whisper the words murder house, but he’d shut his ears and hadn’t listened anymore.

“Just can’t leave it alone, can you?” John said between gritted teeth. The Olds was racing along the driveway, throwing up rocks and snapping sticks in its wake. “Woman, haven’t you had a gutful of death and evil yet ? Do you want to rub your own son’s face in it? No, no, you can’t leave it alone, you can’t stay in the house where you belong when you smell death in the air, can you? You can’t act like everybody else, and—”

Ramona said quietly but firmly, “That’s enough.”

The blood drained from his face for a few seconds, then his complexion turned an ugly mottled red. “HELL IT IS!” he roared. “You don’t have to get out and go about the town! You can just stay put and hide, can’t you? But what about me?” He wheeled the car to a halt in front of the house and yanked the key from the ignition. “I don’t want you ever goin’ back to that house again, do you hear me?” He reached out and caught her chin, squeezing it so she couldn’t look away; her gaze was dulled and distant, and that made him want to hit her but he remembered Billy and so stayed his hand. “I don’t want to hear any of your damned ravin’s, do you understand? Answer me when I speak to you, woman!” In the sudden sharp silence he could hear Billy sobbing. He was pierced with shame, but there was still anger in him and he had to get it out. “ANSWER ME!” he shouted.

She sat very straight and motionless; there were tears in her eyes, and she regarded him for a long time before she spoke, making him feel like a bug that had just crawled from beneath a rock. She said softly, “I hear you.”

“You better!” He released her chin, then he was out of the car and hurrying into the house, not daring to look over his shoulder at either of them because anger and guilt and fear were chewing him up inside like a dull plow on wet earth. He had to clench his hands around the Good Book, had to find something that would soothe the tortured ache in his soul.

When Ramona and Billy came in, John was already sitting before the hearth with the Bible on his lap. He was reading silently, his brow furrowed with concentration, but his lips were moving. Ramona squeezed her son’s shoulder in reassurance and also as a warning to walk quietly, then she went quietly to the kitchen to finish the vegetable pie—made of leftovers from the last few meals—she was baking for their supper. Billy added another hickory log to the fire and positioned it with the poker. He could still feel the storm in the air, but most of it had already struck and he hoped things would be all right now; he wanted to find out from his father exactly what had happened to Will and the Bookers, and why those men were tearing up the front porch, but he knew it was something very bad and it might cause another fight between his momma and daddy. He replaced the poker, glanced at his father for approval—John was reading in the Book of Daniel and didn’t look up—and then went back to the little secondhand desk next to his cot to start on his spelling homework.

The house was quiet but for the soft crackling of the flames and the sounds of Ramona working in the kitchen. Billy began on the words he was supposed to learn, but he kept thinking about something his daddy had said in the can death and evil … death and evil … haven’t you had a gutful of death and evil yet? He chewed on the pencil’s eraser and wondered what Daddy had meant by that: did death and evil go together all the time, like the Massey brothers with the same haircuts and same clothes? Or were they kind of the same but somehow different, like if one of the Massey brothers was claimed by Satan and went around doing Satan’s works, and the other brother turned toward the Lord. He found himself looking in through the short hallway to where his daddy sat reading the Bible, and he hoped that someday he’d understand all these things, just like grown-ups did. He turned back to his homework and forced himself to concentrate, though the image of that dark, silent house and the men tearing up the front porch stayed in his mind.

John admired Daniel’s strength. He liked to think that he and Daniel would have gotten along just fine. Sometimes John felt as if the whole of life were a lions’ den, ravenous beasts snapping and roaring on all sides and the Devil himself laughing fit to bust. At least, he thought, that’s how it had turned out for him. He leaned forward and read Daniel’s speech of deliverance to King Darius: “My God sent his angel and shut the lions’ mouths, and they have not hurt me, because I was found blameless before him.…”

… blameless before him …

John reread it and then closed the Good Book. Blameless. There was nothing he could’ve done about Julie Ann, or Katy, or Will, or Dave Booker. He felt that in his choice of this scripture he was being told everything was all right, he could let the worry melt away from his mind and put it in the past where it belonged.

He stared into the crackling flames. When he’d married Ramona—and God only knew why he had, except that he’d thought she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, and was all of twenty, not knowing anything about love or duty or responsibility—he’d stepped into the lions’ den without knowing it, and it seemed to him that he had to guard himself every day to keep from being swallowed whole down the Devil’s throat. He had prayed over and over again that the boy wasn’t touched by her darkness too. If that ever happened, then … John was startled, because he’d had the mental image of himself in Dave Booker’s place, bursting their heads open with a Louisville Slugger and then putting a shotgun underneath his chin. Lord God, he thought, and shunted that awful image away.

Putting the Bible aside, he rose from the chair and went into the bedroom. His heart was beating harder; he was thinking of Reverend Horton, creeping over the tracks to Dusktown. He didn’t want to join in what had to be done, but he knew the others expected him to. He opened the closet and took out a cardboard box tied with twine. John cut the twine with his penknife, took the top off the box, and laid his Klan robes across the bed. They were dusty and wrinkled, made of heavy yellowing cotton; he clenched the material in one fist and felt the power of justice in it.

And in the kitchen, kneading dough between her brown hands, Ramona heard the distant call of a bluejay and knew that the cold weather had broken.
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AT THE WHEEL OF his racketing old Ford, Reverend Jim Horton rubbed his eyes wearily and tried to focus on the highway ahead. It had been a long and terrible week; tomorrow was Sunday, and he had yet to go over his material for the sermon, which he’d titled “Why Does God Let It Happen?” Tonight he would stay up late again at his desk, and his wife Carol would come in to rub the kinks out of his shoulders and neck before it was time for bed. He felt he’d been a stranger to her lately, but he’d told her a long time ago that being the wife of a country preacher was definitely not going to be a bed of roses.

The Ford’s headlights cut white holes in the darkness. The heater chirred ineffectively, though it wasn’t nearly as cold out now as it had been a few days before. He remembered how the sunlight and shadows had lain across the Hawthorne cemetery as the bodies of Dave Booker, Julie Ann, and Katy were lowered into the hard red-clay earth. The coffins had been closed, of course, during the memorial service at the Fayette funeral home, and Julie Ann’s mother, Mrs. Mimms, had been almost overcome with grief. Tonight Horton had driven the fifteen miles to Mrs. Mimms’s house to sit with her awhile, because she lived alone and was getting on in age, and it was obvious that this tragedy had almost destroyed her. He’d offered to have someone bring her in for church in the morning, and as he’d left she’d clutched his hand and cried like a baby.

Sheriff Bromley, Horton knew, was still searching for Will’s corpse. Just yesterday the sheriff had poked a stick in the ground and brought up the odor of decaying meat; but when the shovels had finished it was Boo, the Bookers’ dog, that lay moldering in the earth. Bromley had told him in private that most probably Will would never be found, that there were too many places Dave might have buried the body. Perhaps it was for the best, Horton thought, because Mrs. Mimms couldn’t stand any more strain, and for that matter neither could Hawthorne itself.

He was aware that he walked a dangerous line. Things were changing in the world, due to people like Dr. King, but it wasn’t fast enough to help the people of Dusktown. These last few weeks he felt he’d made a little progress: he’d been helping the Dusktown elders rebuild their burned-out box of a church, and he was on a committee to plan a potluck supper, raising money for purchase of lumber from the sawmill. There was still hard work to be done.

Horton was jarred out of his thoughts when a pair of headlights stabbed into his eyes. He instinctively swerved before he realized the headlights had reflected out of his rearview mirror. A red Chevy roared past him as though he were sitting still, and he had the fleeting impression of a pale face glaring at him before the car whipped around a curve up ahead. He could hear the Chevy’s horn honking—once, twice, three times—and he thought, Wild kids on a Saturday night. He would be in Hawthorne in just a minute; he hoped Carol would have coffee ready for him. When he took the curve the Chevy had disappeared around, Horton thought he saw something red flicker on the road before him. A strange thought flashed through his mind: Ramona Creekmore, at the Bookers’ funeral, stepping forward from the assembly of people and standing right at the edge of Julie Ann’s grave. Her hand had come up and out; dozens of red petals, picked from wild flowers that must’ve grown in some secret, protected grove of the forest, had floated down into the ground. Horton knew that the woman wasn’t well liked, though in the eight months he’d been Hawthorne’s minister he hadn’t been able to find out exactly why. She never came to church, and he’d only seen her a few times in town, but she’d always seemed pleasant and certainly not a person to fear.…

Something moved on the road ahead, just out of range of his headlights. He thought of red petals floating, floating, floating down, and then …

The headlights picked out two large bales of hay that had been dragged into his path. He knew with a surge of fear that he couldn’t stop the car at this distance, he was going to hit; and then he’d swerved the car to the right, the tires squealing, and slammed into one of the bales with a jolt that cracked his teeth together and struck his shoulder a bruising blow into the steering wheel. The Ford, out of control, left the highway and plowed into deep weeds. The car crashed into a three-foot-deep ditch and hung at an angle, its tires digging into the thawed mud. The engine rattled, and came to a dead stop.

Dazed, Horton touched his lower lip with a trembling hand; when he looked at his fingers he saw bright red petals blooming, and he numbly realized he’d bitten into his tongue. Fireflies were bobbing in the dark around the wrecked car, circling closer.

The driver’s door opened. Startled, the minister looked up into the blinding glow of flashlights; behind them were white figures with black, ragged-rimmed eyes. Someone shouted, “Get that shit outta the road! Hurry it up!” He remembered the hay bales now, and swallowed blood. His right eye was swelling, and he was getting one whopper of a headache. A voice beside him said, “He’s all bloody!” And another, muffled by a mask, answered, “Ain’t nothin’! You ready to heave him out? Horton, you stay real quiet now, you hear? We don’t want to have to get rough.”

He was pulled out of the Ford by the hooded white figures, a blindfold of coarse burlap slipped around his eyes and knotted behind his head.

The Klansmen hauled him up into the bed of a pickup truck and covered him with gunnysacks. The engine started, and the truck headed for a backwoods road. Horton was held down by several men, and he imagined what they would probably do to him, but he was too weary to try to escape. He kept spitting blood until someone shook him and hissed, “Stop that, you damn nigger-lover!”

“You don’t understand,” he said with his mangled, bloody mouth. “Let me …”

Someone grabbed his hair. From the distance, perhaps at the end of the road, Horton heard a high-pitched Rebel yell. “You think we don’t know?” a voice rasped into his ear. Horton could almost make out whose voice it was: Lee Sayre’s? Ralph Leighton’s? “The niggers are tryin’ to take over the country, and it’s sorry white trash like you that’s helpin’ ’em! You get ’em in your schools and your cafés and your churches, and they drag you down to where they are! And by God as long as I’ve got breath in my body and a pistol at my side no damned nigger is gonna take what belongs to me!”

“You don’t …” the minister began, but he knew it was no use. The truck slowed, jarring over a last crater in the road, and stopped.

“We got him!” someone yelled. “Easy as pie!”

“Tie his hands,” a harsh voice commanded.
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CAROL HORTON KNEW HER husband had probably stayed longer than he’d planned at Mrs. Mimms’s house, and might have stopped somewhere else between here and there as well. But now, at twenty minutes before midnight, she was very worried. There might’ve been car trouble, a flat tire or something. Jim had been tired and disturbed when he’d left home, and Carol had been concerned for a long while that he was just trying to shoulder too much.

She looked up from the book she was reading on antebellum history and stared at the telephone. Mrs. Mimms would be asleep by now. Perhaps she should call Sheriff Bromley? No, no; if the sheriff had heard anything he would’ve called.…

There was a quick rapping at the front door. Carol leaped up from her chair and hurried to answer it, trying to get herself composed. If it was Sheriff Bromley standing out there, bringing the news of an accident on the highway, she didn’t think she could take it. Just before she opened the door she heard a truck roar away, and a chorus of male laughter. She unbolted the door, her heart pounding.

Ina way, she was relieved to find that no one was there. It was a joke, she thought; somebody was trying to scare her. But then her breath froze in her lungs, because she saw the mottled black-and-white bundle of rags out under the pines, at the edge of the light cast from the front-porch bulb. A few bits of white fluttered away on the chilly breeze.

Feathers, she thought suddenly, and almost laughed. Now who would dump a bundle of feathers into our front yard? She stepped off the porch, her gown windblown around her, and approached the mass; when she was five paces away she stopped, her legs gone rubbery, and stared. A crudely hand-lettered sign hung around the thing’s neck: NIGGER-LOVER (THIS IS WHAT THEY GET).

Carol did not scream when the eyes opened, wide and white like the eyes of a painted minstrel. She did not scream when the awful swollen face lifted toward her, shining in the light and oozing fresh tar into the grass; nor when the arm came slowly out, gripping at the empty air with a black-smeared hand.

The scream burst free, ravaging her throat, when the thing’s tar-crusted mouth opened and whispered her name.

Feathers danced on the breeze. Hawthorne lay nestled in the valley like a sleeping child, only occasionally disturbed by nightmares. Wind moved like a living thing through the rooms of the dark Booker house, where brown blood stained the floors and walls, and in the profound silence there might have been a footstep and a soft, yearning sob.



TWO

The Coal Pile
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“THERE SHE IS, BILLY!”

“Why don’t ya go catch her, Billy?”

“Billy’s got a girlfriend, Billy’s got a girlfriend.…”

The singing of that dreaded song was more than he could bear. He took after his three tormentors—Johnny Parker, Ricky Sales, and Butch Bryant—swinging his schoolbooks at the end of a rubber strap like a makeshift knight’s mace. The boys scattered in three directions, jeering and thumbing their noses at him while he stood sputtering like a live wire, atop the pitcher’s mound at the center of Kyle Field, spring’s dust rolling around his sneakers.

They couldn’t fathom why Billy had started noticing Melissa Pettus. Maybe she did have long pretty blond hair done up with ribbons, but a bird-dog pup was pretty too and you didn’t make a fuss about one of those, did you? So today, when they’d all been walking home across Kyle Field beneath a blue late-April sky and they’d seen Melissa walking up ahead through the green weeds, the only thing to do was to have some fun at Billy’s expense. They hadn’t expected such a violent reaction, but it gratified them, especially since they were aware Melissa had stopped and was watching.

Ricky Sales crowed, “Loverboy, loverboy, Billy’s a loverb—” He had to dodge fast, because Billy was suddenly coming at him like a steam engine, swinging his schoolbooks.

Suddenly the strap broke with a moaning sound and books were flying through the air as if fired from a slingshot. They spread open like hard kites and sailed into the dustclouds.

“Oh … damn!” Billy said, instantly ashamed that he’d cussed. The other boys howled with laughter, but all the anger had seeped out of him; if there was anything Mrs. Cullens hated, Billy knew, it was a dirty arithmetic book, and he was certain some of the pages had been torn too. The boys danced around him for another moment, careful not to get too close, but they saw he didn’t care anymore and so they started running away across the field. Ricky looked back and shouted, “See ya later, Billy! Okay?”

He waved halfheartedly, distressed about the battered books, and then began picking them up. He turned to pick up his arithmetic book, and Melissa Pettus, wearing a dress as green as the new grass of April, held it out to him. There were flecks of yellow pollen on her rosy cheeks; her hair shone in the sunshine like waves of spun gold, and she was smiling shyly.

“Thanks,” Billy said, and took it from her. What do you say to girls? he asked himself, as he dusted the books off on the front of his shirt. Then he started walking for home again, aware that Melissa was walking a few feet to his left. She made him nervous down in the bottom of his stomach.

“I saw your books fall,” Melissa said after another moment.

“Yeah. They’re okay, though. Just dusty.”

“I made a hundred on the spellin’ test today.”

“Oh.” He’d only made an eighty-five. “I missed a couple of hard words.”

Yellow butterflies swooped through the grass at their approach. The noise from the sawmill sounded like a big cricket humming up in the woods, interrupted by the chugging of conveyor belts hauling cut lumber. Before them, heatwaves shimmered across the field.

What do you say to a girl? he asked himself again, feeling panic-stricken. “Do you like the Lone Ranger?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Last Saturday night we went to the movie in Fayette and know what we saw? The Lone Ranger and the Canyon of Gold, but I fell asleep before it was over. There was too much talkin’. He rides on a horse named Silver and he shoots silver bullets.”

“Why?”

He glanced at her, startled by the question. “ ’Cause silver bullets kill the bad guys faster,” he explained. “There were Indians in the movie too, they were ’Patchee Indians. I’ve got some Indian in me, did you know that? I’m part Choctaw, my momma says; they were the forest tribe that lived around here a long time ago. They hunted and fished and lived in huts.”

“I’m an American,” Melissa said. “If you’re an Indian, how come you don’t wear war paint and moccasins?”

“ ’Cause I’m not on the warpath, that’s why. Anyway, my momma says the Choctaws were peaceful and didn’t like to fight.”

Melissa thought he was cute, but she’d heard strange things about the Creekmores from her parents: that the witch-woman kept jars of bats’ wings, lizard eyes, and graveyard dirt on shelves in her kitchen; that the needlepoint pictures she made were the most intricate anyone had ever seen because demons helped her do them in the dead of night; and that Billy, who looked so much like his mother and not at all like his father, must be tainted with sinful blood too, bubbling in his veins like the red morass in a hag’s stewpot. But whether all that was true or not, Melissa liked him; she wouldn’t let him walk her all the way home, though, for fear her parents might see them together.

They were nearing the place where Melissa turned off onto the path for home. “I’ve got to go now,” Melissa told him. “ ’Bye!” She cradled her books and walked off along the path, weeds catching at the hem of her dress.

“Good-bye!” Billy called after her. “Thanks for helpin’ with my books!” He thought for a moment that she wouldn’t turn, but then she did—with a sunny smile—and he felt himself melting into his shoes like a grape Popsicle. The sky seemed as big as the world, and as blue as the special plates Gram had made for his mother’s birthday last month. Billy turned in the opposite direction and walked across Kyle Field, heading homeward. He found a dime in his pocket, went into the Quik-Pik store, and bought a Butterfinger, eating it as he walked along the highway. Girlfriend, girlfriend, Billy’s got a girlfriend. Maybe Melissa was his girl friend, he thought suddenly. The heat of shame flamed his face as he thought of magazine covers he’d seen in the grocery store: True Love, Love Stories, and Young Romance. People were always kissing on those covers, getting his attention while he paged through the comic books.

A shadow fell across him. He looked up at the Booker house.

Billy froze. The green house was turning gray, the paint peeling in long strips; the dirty white shutters hung at broken angles around rock-shattered windows. The front door sagged on its binges, and across it was written in red paint, PRIVATE PROPERTY! KEEP OUT! Weeds and vines were creeping up the walls, green clinging vines of the forest reclaiming its territory. Billy thought he caught a soft, muffled sigh on the breeze, and he remembered that sad poem Mrs. Cullens had read to the class once, about the house that nobody lived in; he would have to get his feet moving now, he knew, or soon he’d feel the sadness in the air.

But he didn’t move. He’d promised his daddy, back in January after it had happened, that he wouldn’t go near this house, wouldn’t stop in front of it just as he was doing now. He’d kept that promise for over three months, but he passed the Booker house twice a day on the walk to and from school and he’d found himself being drawn closer and closer to it, only a step or so at a time. Standing right in front of it, its shadow cast over him like a cold sheet, was the closest he’d ever come. His curiosity was tempting him to climb those steps to the front porch. He was sure there were mysteries waiting to be solved in that house, that when he stepped inside and looked for himself all the puzzling things about why Mr. Booker had gone crazy and hurt his family would be revealed like a magician’s trick.

His mother had tried to explain to him about Death, that the Bookers had “passed away” to another place and that Will had probably “passed away” too, but no one knew exactly where his body lay sleeping. She said he was most likely asleep back in the forest somewhere, lying on a bed of dark green moss, his head cradled on a pillow of decaying leaves, white mushrooms sprouting around him like tiny candles to reassure him against the dark.

Billy climbed two of the steps and stood staring at the front door. He’d promised his daddy he wouldn’t go in! he agonized, but he didn’t step down. It seemed to him to be like the story of Adam and Eve his daddy had read to him several times; he wanted to be good and live in the Garden, but this house—the murder house, everybody called it—was the Forbidden Fruit of Knowledge about how and why Will Booker had been called away by the Lord, and where Will had “passed away” to. He shivered on the hard edge of a decision.

Sometimes it seemed that when he’d tried to walk past this house without looking at it he could hear a soft, yearning sound through the trees that always made him look up; sometimes he imagined he heard his name whispered, and once he thought he’d seen a small figure standing behind one of the broken windows, waiting for him to pass. Know what I heard? Johnny Parker had asked him just a few days ago. The Booker house is full of ghosts! My daddy says for me not to play around there, ’cause at night people see funny lights and they hear screams! Old man Keller told my daddy Mr. Booker cut Katy’s head off and set it on a bedpost, and my daddy thinks Mr. Booker hacked Will up into little pieces and scattered him all over the woods! …

Will was my best friend, Billy thought; there’s nothing in that house that would hurt me.… Just one look, his curiosity urged.

He gazed off along the highway, thinking about his father busy at work in the cornfield, tending the new spring shoots. Just one look. Billy laid his books down on the steps. He climbed up and stood before the sagging door, his heartbeat quickening; the door had never looked so massive before, the inside of the house never so dark and full of mysteries. The Adam and Eve story flashed through his mind, like one last chance at turning back; Once you sin, he thought, once you go where you’re not supposed to, you can never go back to the way it was before; once you step out of the Garden and into the Dark, it’s too late.…

A bluejay shrieked, scaring him almost right out of his shoes. He thought he heard his name called in a hushed sigh of breath, and he listened hard but didn’t hear it again. Momma’s callin’ me from the house, he told himself, ’cause I’m already so late. I’m gonna get a whippin’! He glanced to his left, at the ragged hole where the troopers had searched for Will under the porch. Then he grasped the door’s edge and pulled it partway open. The bottom of the door scraped across the porch like a scream, and dry dusty air came roiling out of the house into his face.

Once you step out of the Garden, and into the Dark …

He took a deep breath of stale air and stepped across the threshold into the murder house.



8

THE FRONT ROOM WAS huge, barely recognizable, because all the furniture had been hauled away. The Last Supper picture and the mounted fish were gone too, and yellowed newspaper pages covered the floor. Vines had crept through the cracks in the windows, snaking up toward the ceiling; Billy’s gaze followed one of them, and stopped abruptly at a large mottled brown stain on the ceiling just above where he thought the sofa had been. The house was full of deep green, shadowy light, and seemed a secretive, terribly lonely place. Spider webs clung to the corners, and two wasps flew about seeking a secure place to start a nest. Nature was at work tearing the Booker house back to its basic elements.

When Billy crossed the room to the hallway, his shoes stirred up a few of the newspaper pages, exposing a horrible blotched brown patch on the floorboards. Billy carefully covered the stain back over again. When he walked into the hallway spider webs clutched at his hair, sending chills up his spine. What had been Mr. and Mrs. Booker’s bedroom was bare but for a broken chair and more newspapers across the floor; in Will and Katy’s room brown flecks and streaks marred the walls as if someone had fired paint from a shotgun. Billy got out of that room quickly, because his heart had suddenly given a violent kick and he’d had trouble getting his breath. The house was silent, but seemed alive with imagined noises: the creaks and sighs of a house continuing to settle into the earth. Billy heard the high whining of the saws at work, the barking of a dog in the distance, a screen door slam shut, sounds carried far on the warm spring air.

In the kitchen Billy found a garbage can filled with an odd assortment of items: hair curlers, ice trays, a reel of fishing line and a snapped pole, comic books and newspapers, brown-smeared rags, cracked cups and dishes, coat hangers, a pair of gray Keds that had belonged to Will, and a crumpled sack of Bama Dog Chow.

Sadness gripped his heart. This is all that’s left of the Bookers, Billy thought, and placed his hand against the can’s cool rim. Where was the life that had been here? he wondered desperately. He didn’t understand Death, and felt a terrible sense of loneliness sweep over him like a January wind. The leaves of the snakelike vines that had found their way through the broken kitchen windows seemed to rattle a warning at him—Get out get out get out … before it’s too late.

Billy turned and hurried along the hallway, glancing back over his shoulder to make sure the bloated corpse of Mr. Booker wasn’t following, armed with a shotgun, grinning and wearing his yellow cap with the fishhooks in it.

Tears of fear burned his eyes. Spider webs caught at his face and hair, and as he passed the door that led down to the basement, something cracked sharply against the other side.

He yelped and flung himself backward, pressing against the opposite wall and staring at the doorknob, expecting it to … slowly … turn; but it never did. He looked toward the front door, getting ready to run before whatever haunted this murder house sprang up from the basement after him.

Then: bump! Silence. Billy’s eyes widened, and he heard a low bubbling of fear deep in his throat.

Bump!

When it happened a third time, he realized what was causing the noise: someone was hitting the door with pebbles of coal from the large mound that lay down there, near the furnace.

There was a long silence. Billy said, “Who’s there?”

And then there was a hail of noise, as if a flurry of coal had been thrown in response to Billy’s voice. It went on and on, until Billy clapped his hands to his ears; then it abruptly stopped. “Whoever you are, you’re not supposed to be in this house!” Billy called out. “It’s private property!” He tried to sound braver than he was.

Slowly, he placed his hand on the cold knob; something pulsed into him like a mild charge of electricity, enough to make his arm buzz. Then he shoved the door open and protectively pressed against the opposite wall again. The basement was as dark as a cave, oozing a cold and oily odor. “I’ll call Sheriff Bromley!” Billy warned. Nothing moved down there, and now he realized there were no pieces of coal littering the top few steps at all. Maybe they’d all fallen off, or bounced back down to the floor, he reasoned. But now he had the cold and certain feeling that the heart of the mystery—what had drawn him into this house, only a step or so a day for over three months—beat in the silence of the Bookers’ basement. He garnered up his courage—Nothing in here that can hurt me!—and stepped into the darkness.

A few shards of muted gray light filtered through small, dirty panes of glass. The bulk of the furnace was like a scorched metal Halloween mask; and standing near it was a mountain of darkly glittering coal. Billy reached the bottom of the steps and stood on the red-clay floor. A shovel was propped against the wall near him, its triangular head giving it the look of a snake about to strike. Billy avoided it, and as he walked closer to the coal pile, one tentative step at a time, he thought he could see the faint blue plume of his breath before him. It was much colder here than in the house. His arms were sprouting goose bumps, and the hair at the back of his neck was standing on end.

Billy stood a few feet away from the coal pile, which towered over him by several feet, as his eyes grew used to the dim light. He could see almost all the shadowed nooks and crannies of the basement now, and he was almost certain that he was alone. Still … He called out in a shaky voice, “Anybody here?”

No, he thought, nobody’s here. Then who made that noise on the door? …

His brain froze in middthought. He was staring at the coal pile, and he’d seen it shudder.

Bits of coal, a tiny avalanche, streamed down the sides; it seemed to breathe like a laboring bellows. Run! he screamed inwardly. But his gaze was fixed on the coal pile and his feet were glued to the ground. Something was coming up out of the coal—perhaps the dark key to a mystery, or grinning Mr. Booker in his yellow cap, or the very essence of Evil itself coming to carry him to Hell.

And suddenly a small white hand clawed itself free from the top of the coal pile, perhaps three feet above Billy’s head. An arm and shoulder followed, slowly working out and writhing in the air. Rivulets of coal rolled down and over Billy’s sneakers. A small head broke free, and the ghastly, tormented face of Will Booker turned toward his friend, the sightless white eyes peering down with desperate terror.

The gray-lipped mouth straggled to form words. “Billy”—the voice was an awful, pleading whine—“tell them where I am, Billy … tell them where I am.…”

A wail ripped from Billy’s throat, and he scrabbled up the basement stairs like a frantic crab. Behind him, he heard the coal pile shifting and groaning as if gathering itself to chase after him. He fell in the hallway, struggled wildly up, heard a scream like a neglected teakettle spouting hot steam filling the house as he burst onto the front porch and ran, ran, ran, forgetting his books on the porch steps, ran, forgetting everything but the horror that lay in the Bookers’ basement, ran home screaming all the way.
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JOHN QUIETLY OPENED THE bedroom door and peered in. The boy was still lying huddled beneath the quilt, his face pressed against a pillow, but at least he wasn’t making those awful whimpering sounds anymore. In a way, though, the silence was worse. Billy had sobbed himself sick for almost an hour, since coming home twenty minutes late from school. John thought he’d never forget the white expression of fear stamped on his son’s face.

They’d put him in the bedroom, since it was much more comfortable than the cot and he could be quiet in here. As John watched, Billy shivered beneath the quilt and mumbled something that sounded like “cold, in the cold.” John stepped inside, arranged the quilt a little more snugly because he thought Billy had felt a chill, and then realized his son’s eyes were wide open, staring fixedly into a corner of the room.

John eased down on the side of the bed. “How you feelin’?” he asked softly; he touched Billy’s forehead, even though Ramona had told him Billy didn’t have a fever and didn’t seem physically ill. They’d taken off his clothes and checked him thoroughly for the double punctures of a snakebite, knowing how he liked to ramble through dark corners of the forest, but they’d found nothing.

“Want to talk about it now?”

Billy shook his head.

“Your momma’s about to put supper on the table. You feel like eatin’?”

The boy whispered something, and John thought it sounded like “Butterfinger.” “Huh? What do you want, a candy bar? We’re havin’ sweet potatoes, will that do?” When Billy didn’t reply, but stared straight ahead with such intensity that John was beginning to feel uneasy, John squeezed the boy’s shoulder through the quilt and said, “When you feel like talkin’ about it, I’ll listen.” Then John rose from the bed, feeling sure Billy had just stumbled onto a snake up in the woods and he’d be more careful next time, and went to the kitchen, where Ramona was laboring over a woodburning stove. The kitchen was filled with late afternoon sunlight and smelled of fresh vegetables from several pots on the stove.

“Is he any better?” Ramona asked.

“He’s quieted down some. What did he say to you when he first came in?”

“Nothing. He couldn’t talk, he was sobbing so hard. I just picked him up and held him, and then you came in from the field.”

“Yeah,” John said grimly. “I saw his face. I’ve seen sun-bleached sheets that had more color in ’em. I can’t figure out what he might’ve gotten into.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.

“I think he’ll want to sleep for a while. When he wants to talk about it, he’ll let us know.”

“Yeah. Know what he said he wanted? A Butterfinger, of all crazy things!” He paused, watching his wife take plates out of the cupboard and set them on the small dinner table, and then jingled the few loose coins in his pocket. “Maybe I’ll drive down to the store to get him one before they close up. Might ease his mind. That suit you?”

She nodded. “I’ll have your supper on the table in ten minutes.”

John took the car keys from his pocket and left the house. Ramona stood over the stove until she heard the engine start and car pull away. Then she took the pots off their burners, checked the corn muffins, and hurried into the bedroom, wiping her callused hands on her apron. Her eyes were shining like polished amber stones as she stood over the bed, staring down at her son. Softly, she said, “Billy?”

He stirred but did not answer. She laid a hand on his cheek. “Billy? We’ve got to talk. Quickly, before your father comes back.”

“No …” he whimpered, his mouth pressed against the pillow.

“I want to know where you went. I want to know what happened. Billy, please look at me.”

After a few seconds he turned his head so he could see her from the corner of a swollen eye; he was still shaking with sobs he was too weak to let go of.

“I think you went someplace where your daddy didn’t want you to go. Didn’t you? I think you went to the Booker house.” The boy tensed. “If not inside it, then very close to it. Is that right?”

Billy shivered, his hands gripping at the covers. New tears broke over his cheeks, and like a dam bursting everything came flooding out of him at once. He cried forlornly, “I didn’t mean to go in there, I promise I didn’t! I wasn’t bad! But I heard … I heard … I heard it in the basement and I … I had to go see what it was and it was … it was … awful!” His face contorted with agony and Ramona reached for him, hugging him close. She could feel his heartbeat racing in his chest.

But she had to find out, before John returned. “What did you see?” she asked.

“No! Can’t … can’t tell. Please don’t make me!”

“Something in the basement?”

Billy shuddered; the illusion he’d been building in his mind, that it had all been just a particularly nasty nightmare, was falling apart at the seams like wet and rotten cloth. “I didn’t see anything!”

Ramona gripped his shoulders and looked deeply into his swollen eyes. “Your daddy’s going to be back in a few minutes. He’s a good man in his heart, Billy, and I love his heart, but I want you to remember this: your daddy is afraid, and he strikes out at what he fears because he doesn’t understand it. He loves us; he loves you more than anything in the world, and I love you too, more than you’ll ever know. But now you have to trust me, son. Did … whatever you see speak to you?”

Billy’s gaze had gone glassy. He nodded his head with an effort, a strand of saliva breaking from his half-open mouth and trailing downward.

“I thought so,” Ramona said gently. Her eyes were shining, but there was a deep sadness in her face too, and a certainty of the trouble to come. He’s only a little boy! she thought. He’s not strong enough yet! She bit her lower lip to keep her face from collapsing in a sob. “I love you,” she told him. “I’ll always be there when you need me.…”

The sounds of the sawmill’s steam whistle and the screen door slamming came at almost the same time, making them both jump.

“Supper on yet?” John called from the front room.

Ramona kissed her son’s cheek and eased his head back down on the pillow: Billy curled up again, staring sightlessly. Shock, she thought. I was like that too, the first time it happened to me. He would bear watching for the next few days.

John was standing in the doorway when Ramona looked up. He was holding two Butterfinger candy bars in his right hand, and with his left seemed to be supporting himself in the doorframe; Ramona knew it was her imagination, and perhaps a trick of the dusky afternoon light that cloaked his shoulders from behind, but he seemed to have aged ten years since he’d left the house. There appeared to be a sickness behind his eyes. A weary smile worked across his lips, and he came forward to offer the candy bars to Billy. “Here you go, son. Feelin’ better?”

Billy took them gratefully, though he wasn’t hungry and couldn’t figure out why his father had brought them.

“Your face looks like a puffball,” John said. “Guess you took a wrong turn in the woods and saw a snake, huh?” He gently ruffed the boy’s hair before Billy could reply, and said, “Well, you’ve got to watch your step. You don’t want to scare some poor timber rattler half to death, do you?”

For the first time that afternoon, Billy managed a tentative smile; Ramona thought, He’s going to be all right.

“I’ll put supper on the table now,” she said, touching her son’s cheek softly, and then walked past John—who stepped suddenly away from her, as if fearful of being contaminated—and into the hallway. She saw that John had left the front door open, and closed it against the evening chill.

And as she turned to go to the kitchen she saw the dusty set of schoolbooks lying on a chair.
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AS THE PEARLY-WHITE ’58 Cadillac limousine, sparkling from its showroom wax job, its sharp rear fins jutting up like the tail of a Martian spacecraft, pulled up to the entranceway of the Tutwiler Hotel in downtown Birmingham, an elderly black doorman in a dark red uniform and cap was already coming down the marbled steps, eager to find out just who was riding in the rear seat of that spiffy automobile. Having worked for over twenty years at the Tutwiler—the finest hotel in Alabama—he was accustomed to celebrities, but he knew from a quick appraisal of that Caddy that behind those tinted rear windows was American sugar. He noticed the shining chrome hood ornament in the shape of clasped, praying hands. He reached the sidewalk and thrust out his frail hand to let the passenger out.

But the door fairly burst open before he could get a grip on it, and from the Caddy uncoiled a giant of a man in a bright yellow suit, spotless white shirt, and white silk tie; the man rose to a height well over six feet, his chest expanding like a yellow wall.

“Fine afternoon, isn’t it?” the man boomed. At the crest of his high forehead was a curly mass of gray-flecked blond hair; he had the kind of handsome, square face that made him look like a human nutcracker ready to burst walnuts between perfect white teeth.

“Yessir, sure is,” the doorman said, nodding his gray-wooled head, aware that pedestrians on the Twentieth Street sidewalk were turning to gawk, caught by the sound of power in the man’s voice.

Realizing he was the center of attention, the man beamed like sunlight on a July Sunday; he said, “Just take it around the corner and park it,” addressing the Caddy’s driver, a young man in a seersucker suit, and the long sleek car pulled away from the curb like a stretching lion.

“Yessir, nice afternoon,” the doorman said, his eyes still jangling from that glowing suit.

The man grinned and thrust a hand into his inside coat pocket; the doorman grinned too—American sugar!—and reached out with the obligatory “Thankee, sir!” already on his lips. Paper was put into his palm, and then the giant man had taken two long steps and was moving up the marbled stairs like a golden locomotive. The doorman stepped back a pace, as if scorched by energy. When he looked at what he held gripped in his hand, he saw a small pamphlet titled Sin Destroyed the Roman Empire; across the title page was a signature in red ink: J.J. Falconer.

In the dimly lit, luxurious leather-and-wood interior of the Tutwiler, Jimmy Jed Falconer was met by a young gray-suited lawyer named Henry Bragg. They stood at the center of the large lobby, shaking hands and talking about general things—the state of the weather, farm economics, and what the Crimson Tide was likely to do next season.

“Everything ready up there, Henry?” Falconer asked.

“Yes sir. We’re expecting Forrest any minute now.”

“Lemonade?” Falconer lifted his thick blond brows.

“Yes sir, Mr. Falconer,” Henry said. “I’ve already ordered it.”

They entered the elevator and the coffee-colored woman sitting on a stool inside smiled politely and turned a brass lever to take them to the fifth floor.

“Didn’t bring the wife and son with you this time?” Henry asked, pushing his black horn-rimmed glasses back onto his nose. He had graduated from the University of Alabama Law School only last year, and still wore the brutal white-walled haircut of his Delta Kappa Epsilon days; but he was a smart young man with alert blue eyes that rarely missed a trick, and he was pleased that J.J. Falconer remembered him from the work his firm had done last spring.

“Nope. Camille and Wayne stayed home, mindin’ the store. I’ll tell you, keepin’ up with that Wayne is a full-time job in itself.” He laughed, a bark of muted trumpets. “Boy can run a bloodhound ragged.”

The fifth-floor suite, with windows overlooking Twentieth Street, was decked out like an office, containing a few desks, telephones, and filing cabinets. There was a reception area set apart from the workspace, containing comfortable easy chairs, a coffee table, and a long beige sofa framed by brass lamps. An easel had been set up facing the sofa, and on the wall hung a large framed Confederate flag.

A stocky man with thinning brown hair, wearing a pale blue short-sleeved shirt with G.H. monogrammed on the breast pocket, looked up from the paperwork strewn across one of the desks, smiled, and rose to his feet as the other two men entered.

Falconer gripped his hand and shook it. “Good to see you, George. How’s the family?”

“Doing just fine. Camille and Wayne?”

“One’s prettier than ever, the other’s growin’ like a wild weed. Now I see who the hard worker is in this organization.” He slapped George Hodges on the back and slid a sidelong glance at Henry, whose smile slipped a fraction. “What do you have for me?”

Hodges offered him a couple of manila folders. “Tentative budget. Contribution records as of March thirty-first. Also a list of contributors through the last three years. Cash flow’s thirty percent ahead of where we were this time last April.”

Falconer shrugged out of his coat and sat down heavily on the sofa, then began reading the organizational reports. “I see we had a sizable donation from Peterson Construction by last April, and the April before that too; but they’re not on the sheet this year. What happened?” He looked up squarely at his business manager.

“We’ve contacted them twice, took old man Peterson to lunch last week,” Hodges explained while he sharpened a pencil. “Seems his son is in a stronger position this year, and the kid thinks tent revivals are … well, old-fashioned. The company needs a tax writeoff, but …”

“Uh-huh. Well, it appears to me that we’ve been barking up the wrong tree then, doesn’t it? The Lord loves a cheerful giver, but He’ll take it any way He can get it if it helps spread the Word.” He smiled, and the others did too. “Seems we should’ve been talking to Peterson Junior. I’ll remember to give him a personal call. George, you get his home phone number for me, will you?”

“Mr. Falconer,” Bragg said as he sat down in one of the chairs, “it seems to me that—just maybe—Peterson has a point.”

Hodges tensed and turned to stare; Falconer’s head slowly rose from the file he was reading, his blue-green eyes glittering.

Bragg shrugged uneasily, realizing from the sudden chill that he’d stepped through the ice. “I just … meant to point out that in my research I’ve found most of the successful evangelists have made the transition from radio and tent revivals to television. I think television will prove itself to be a great social force in the next ten years, and I think you’d be wise to—”

Falconer laughed abruptly. “Listen to the young scholar, George!” he whooped. “Well, I can tell I don’t have to worry about how slick your brain gears are, do I?” He leaned forward on the sofa, his face suddenly losing its grin, his eyes fixing in a hard stare. “Henry, I want to tell you something. My daddy was a dirt-poor Baptist preacher. Do you know what dirt-poor means, Henry?” His mouth crooked in a savage grin for a few seconds. “You come from a fine old Montgomery family, and I don’t think you understand what it means to be hungry. My momma worried herself into an old woman at twenty-five. We were on the road most of the time, just like tramps. They were hard days, Henry. The Depression, nobody could get a job ’cause everything was closed down, all across the South.” He stared up at the Confederate flag for a few seconds, his eyes dark.

“Anyway, somebody saw us on the road and gave us a beat-up old tent to live in. For us it was a mansion, Henry. We pitched camp on the roadside, and my daddy made a cross out of boards and nailed up a sign on a tree that said: REV. FALCONER’S TENT REVIVALS NIGHTLY! EVERYBODY WELCOME! He preached for the tramps who came along that road, heading for Birmingham to find work. He was a good minister too, but something about being under that tent put brimstone and fire in his soul; he scared Satan out of more men and women than Hell could hold. People praised God and talked in tongues, and demons came spilling out right there like black bile. By the time my daddy died, the Lord’s work was more than he could handle; hundreds of people were seeking him out day and night. So I stepped in to help, and I’ve been there ever since.”

Falconer leveled his gaze at Bragg. “I used to do a radio show, about ten years or so back. Well, those were fine, but what about the people who don’t have radios? What about those who don’t own television sets? Don’t they deserve to be touched, too? You know how many people lifted their hands to Jesus last summer, Henry? At least fifty a night, five nights a week May through August! Isn’t that right, George?”

“Sure is, J.J.”

“You’re a bright young man,” Falconer said to the lawyer. “I think what’s in the back of your mind is the idea of expansion. Is that so? Breaking out of the regional circuit and going nationwide? That’s fine; ideas like that are what I pay you for. Oh, it’ll happen all right, praise the Lord, but I’ve got sawdust in my blood!” He grinned. “With Jesus in your heart and your blood full of sawdust, boy, you can lick Satan with one hand tied behind your back!”

There was a knock at the door, and a porter came in wheeling a cart with Dixie cups and a pitcher of cold lemonade, compliments of the management. The porter poured them all a drink and left the room clutching a religious pamphlet.

Falconer took a cooling sip. “Now that hits the spot dead-center,” he said. “Seems Mr. Forrest forgot about us, didn’t he?”

“I spoke to him this morning, J.J.,” Hodges said. “He told me there was an afternoon meeting he might get hung up in, but he’d be here as soon as he could.”

Falconer grunted and picked up an Alabama Baptist newspaper.

Hodges opened a folder and sorted through a stack of letters and petitions—“fan letters to God,” J.J. called them—sent from people all over the state, asking for the Falconer Crusade to visit their particular towns this summer. “Petition from Grove Hill’s signed by over a hundred people,” he told Falconer. “Most of them sent in contributions, too.”

“The Lord’s at work,” Falconer commented, paging through the paper.

“An interesting letter here, too.” Hodges spread it out on the blotter before him; there were a couple of stains on the lined paper that looked like tobacco juice. “Sent from a town called Hawthorne.…”

Falconer looked up. “It’s not but fifteen miles or so away from Fayette, probably less than ten from my front door, as the crow flies. What about it?”

“Letter’s from a man named Lee Sayre,” Hodges continued. “Seems the town’s been without a minister since the first of February, and the men have been taking turns reading a Bible lesson on Sunday mornings to the congregation. When did we last schedule a revival near your hometown, J.J.?”

“Four years or more, I suppose.” Falconer frowned. “Without a minister, huh? They must be starving for real leadership by now. Does he say what happened?”

“Yes, says the man took ill and had to leave town for his health. Anyway, Sayre says he came to the Falconer revival in Tuscaloosa last year, and he’s asking if we might get to Hawthorne this summer.”

“Hawthorne’s almost at my front door,” he mused. “Folks would come in from Oakman, Patton Junction, Berry, a dozen other little towns. Maybe it’s time for a homecoming, huh? Mark it down, George, and let’s try to find a place in the schedule.”

The door opened and a thin, middle-aged man in a baggy brown suit entered the room smiling nervously. He carried a bulging briefcase in one hand and an artist’s portfolio clasped beneath the other arm. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “Meeting at the office went about an hour—”

“Close that door and cut the breeze.” Falconer waved him in and rose to his feet. “Let’s see what you ad boys have for us this year.”

Forrest fumbled his way to the easel, set his briefcase on the floor, and then put the portfolio up on the easel where everyone could see it. There were faint dark circles beneath his arms. “Warm outside this afternoon, isn’t it? Going to be a hot summer, probably. Can I … uh… ?” he motioned toward the lemonade cart, and when Falconer nodded he gratefully poured himself a cup. “I think you’ll like what we’ve done this year, J.J.”

“We’ll see.”

Forrest laid his half-empty cup on the coffee table, then took a deep breath and opened the portfolio, spreading three poster mockups. Hand-inked letters proclaimed: TONIGHT! ONE NIGHT ONLY! SEE AND HEAR JIMMY JED FALCONER, AND GET CLOSE TO GOD! Beneath the lettering was a glossy photograph of Falconer, standing on a podium with his arms uplifted in a powerful gesture of appeal.

The second poster showed Falconer standing before a bookcase, framed on one side by an American flag and on the other by the flag of the Confederacy; he was thrusting a Bible toward the camera, a broad smile on his face. The lettering was simply blocked, and said: THE SOUTH’S GREATEST EVANGELIST, JIMMY JED FALCONER! ONE NIGHT ONLY! COME AND GET CLOSE TO GOD!

The third was all picture, with Falconer raising his arms and gaze upward in an expression of calm peace. White letters were superimposed at the bottom, and said: ONE NIGHT ONLY! SEE AND HEAR JIMMY JED FALCONER AND GET CLOSE TO GOD! Falconer stepped toward the easel. “That picture is just fine,” he said. “Yes, I like that one. I surely do! Knocks ten years off my age with that lighting, doesn’t it?”

Forrest smiled and nodded. He brought out a briar pipe and tobacco pouch, fumbling to fill one from the other. He got it lit after two tries and puffed smoke into the room. “Glad you like that one,” he said, relieved.

“But,” Falconer said quietly, “I like the message and the lettering on the middle poster the best.”

“Oh, we can put them together any way you want. No problem.”

Falconer stepped forward until his face was only a few inches from the photographed Falconer face. “That’s what I want. This picture speaks. I want five thousand of these printed up, but with that other message and lettering. I want them by the end of this month.”

Forrest cleared his throat. “Well … that’s rushing things a bit, I guess. But we’ll handle it, no problem.”

“Fine.” Beaming, Falconer turned from the poster and took the pipe from between Forrest’s teeth, pulling it away like lollipop from a baby. “I cannot abide lateness, Mr. Forrest. And I have told you again and again how I hate the stink of the Devil’s weed.” Something bright and sharp flashed behind his gaze. Forrest’s struggling smile hung crookedly from the man’s face as Falconer submerged the pipe in the cup of lemonade. There was a tiny hiss as the tobacco was extinguished. “Bad for your health,” Falconer said quietly, as if speaking to a retarded child. “Good for the Devil.” He left the offending pipe in the Dixie cup, clapped Forrest on the shoulder, and stepped back so he could admire the poster again.

One of the telephones rang. Hodges picked it up, said, “Falconer Crusade. Oh. Hi there, Cammy, how are you … sure, just a minute.” He held the receiver out for Falconer. “J.J.? It’s Camille.”

“Tell her I’ll get back to her, George.”

“She sounds awfully excited about something.”

Falconer paused, then reached the phone with two long strides. “Hey hon. What can I do for you?” He watched as Forrest put the posters away and took the dripping pipe from the cup. “What’s that? Hon, the connection’s bad. Say that again now, I can hardly hear you.” His broad face slackened. “Toby? When? Hurt bad? Well, I told you that dog was goin’ to get hit chasin’ cars! All right now, don’t get all excited … just get Wayne to help you, and the both of you pick Toby up, put him in the station wagon, and drive to Dr. Considine’s. He’s the best vet in Fayette County, and he won’t charge you …” He stopped speaking and listened instead. His mouth slowly opened, closed, opened again like a fish gasping for breath. “What?” he whispered, in a voice so fragile the other three men in the room looked at each other with amazed expressions: they’d never heard J.J. Falconer when he wasn’t booming with good cheer.

“No,” he whispered. “No, Cammy, that can’t be. You’re wrong.” He listened, his face slowly going pale. “Cammy … I don’t … know what to do.… Are you sure?” He glanced quickly up at the others, his beefy hand about to crunch the receiver in two. “Is Wayne there with you? All right, now listen to me carefully. I don’t care, just listen! Get that dog to the vet and have it checked over real good. Don’t talk to anybody but Dr. Considine, and tell him I asked that he keep this to himself until I speak to him. Got that? Calm down, now! I’ll be home in a couple of hours, I’m leavin’ as fast as I can. Are you sure about this?” He paused, exhaled a long sigh, and then said, “All right. Love you, hon. ’Bye.” And hung up the receiver.

“Anything wrong, J.J.?” Hodges asked.

“Toby,” Falconer said softly, staring out the window at the surrounding city, golden afternoon light splashed across his face. “My bird dog. Hit by a truck on the highway.…”

“Sorry to hear about that,” Forrest offered. “Good dogs are hard to …”

Falconer turned to face them. He was grinning triumphantly, his face a bright beet-red. He clenched his fists and thrust them toward the ceiling. “Gentlemen,” he said in a voice choked with emotion. “God works in mighty mysterious ways!”
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HEAT LAY PRESSED CLOSE to the earth as John Creekmore drove away from the house on a Saturday morning in late July. Already the sun was a red ball of misery perched atop the eastern hills. As he drove toward the highway, heading for his job at Lee Sayre’s hardware and feed store, a maelstrom of dust boiled up in the Olds’s wake, hanging in brown sheets and slowly drifting toward the field of dry brown cornstalks.

There had been no rain since the second week of June. It was a time, John knew, of making do or doing without. His credit was getting pretty thin at the grocery store, and last week Sayre had told him that if business didn’t pick up—which it wasn’t likely to, being so late in the summer and so stifling hot—he’d have to let John go until the autumn. He was digging into the emergency money to get his family by, as were most of the valley’s farmers. Perhaps the most contented creatures in the Hawthorne valley were the local hogs, who got to eat a great deal of the corn crop; happy also was the man from Birmingham who bought dry corncobs at dirt-cheap prices, turning them into pipes to be sold at drug stores.

There was the Crafts Fair, held in Fayette in August, to look forward to now. Ramona’s needlepoint pictures sold well. John remembered a woman buying one of Ramona’s pieces and saying it looked like something “Grandma Moses” might’ve done; he didn’t know who “Grandma Moses” was, but he figured that was a compliment because the woman had cheerfully parted with five dollars.

Morning heat waves shimmered across the highway, making Hawthorne float like a mirage about to vanish. He shifted uneasily in his seat as he passed the still-vacant, rapidly deteriorating Booker house; it had a reputation, John knew, and nobody in his right mind would want to live there. Only when he had passed the vine-and-weed-grown structure did he permit himself to think about that awful day in April when he’d seen Billy’s schoolbooks lying on the front steps. The boy still had occasional nightmares, but he never explained them and John didn’t want to know, anyway. Something in Billy’s face had changed since that day; his eyes were troubled, and locked behind them was a secret that John found himself afraid of. More than anything, John wished there was a real minister in town, someone who could fathom this change Billy was going through; the whole town was in dire need of a preacher. Saturday nights were getting wilder, bad words brewed into fights, and there’d even been a shooting over in Dusktown. Sheriff Bromley was a good, hard-working man, but Hawthorne was about to slip from his control; what the town needed now, John knew, was a strong man of God.

He had wanted to be a minister himself, a long time ago, but the farming heritage of his family had rooted him to the earth instead.

At a tent revival one hot August night, he’d watched his father spasm and roll in the sawdust as people screamed in strange tongues and others shouted hallelujahs; the unnerving sight of the lanky red-haired man with his face contorted, veins jutting out from the bullneck, had stayed with John all his life. John feared the blue evening twilight, when—his father had said—God’s Eye roamed the world like a burning sun, in search of the sinners who would die that night. It was understood that life was a gift from the Lord, but Death was Satan’s touch in this perfect world; when a man died spiritually and turned away from God, physical death was sure to follow, and the pit of Hell yawned for his soul.

His father had been a good family man, but privately John was told that all women, like Eve, were cunning and deceitful—except for his mother, who was the finest woman God had ever created—and he was to beware of them at all times. They had strange beliefs, could be swayed by money and pretty clothes, and they bled once a month to atone for the Original Sin.

But, at a barn dance when he was twenty, John Creekmore had looked across at the line of local girls waiting to be asked to dance, and his heart had grown wings. The tawny-skinned girl was wearing a white dress with white honeysuckle blossoms braided into her long, shining russet hair; their eyes had met and held for a few seconds before she’d looked away and trembled like a skittish colt. He’d watched her dance with a boy whose clodhoppers kept coming down on her feet like mules’ hooves, but she only smiled through the pain and lifted her white hem so it wouldn’t get dirty. Rosin leapt from the fiddlers’ bows, dusting the tobacco-stained air, as the dancers stomped and spun and bits of hay drifted down from the loft like confetti. When the girl and her partner had circled close enough, John Creekmore had stepped between them and taken her hands, spinning away with her so smoothly Old Mule Hoof grabbed for empty air, then scowled and kicked at a clump of hay since John was twice his size. She had smiled, shyly, but with true good humor in her sparkling hazel eyes, and after the dance was over John asked if he might come see her some evening.

At first, he’d never heard of Rebekah Fairmountain, Ramona’s mother. Later, he dismissed the tales he heard as idle gossip. He refused to listen to any more wild stories and married Ramona; then it was too late, and he turned alternately to moonshine and the Bible. He could never say, though, that he hadn’t been warned about how things were; he remembered several times even Ramona trying to tell him things he couldn’t stand to hear. He clung to the Bible, to the memory of his father once telling him no good man would ever turn tail and run from a woman, and to God. And life, like the seasons, went on. There’d been two blessings: the birth of Billy, and the fact that Rebekah Fairmountain, as tough as kudzu vine and alone since the death of Ramona’s father, had moved to a house fifty miles away, on land with a better consistency of clay for her pottery.

A man John had never seen before—city man, he guessed, from the looks of the clothes—was nailing up a poster on a telephone pole near Lee Sayre’s store. John slowed the Olds and gawked. The poster showed a righteous-looking man lifting his arms to Heaven, and read: the south’s greatest evangelist, jimmy jed FALCONER! ONE NIGHT ONLY! COME AND GET CLOSE TO GOD! Beneath that, in smaller letters, was: AND WITNESS THE GOD-GIVEN HEALING GIFTS OF LITTLE WAYNE FALCONER!

John’s heart thumped. Praise the Lord! he thought. His prayers had been answered. He’d heard of Jimmy Jed Falconer before, and the tent revivals that had saved hundreds of sinners; he’d always wanted to go, but they’d always been too far away before. “Hey, mister!” he called out. The man turned around, his sunburned face bright red against the whiteness of his sodden shirt. “When’s that preacher speakin’? And where’s he gonna be?”

“Wednesday night, seven o’clock,” the man replied; he motioned with his hammer in the direction of Kyle Field. “Right over there, fella.”

John grinned. “Thanks! Thanks a lot!”

“Sure thing. Be there, will you? And bring the family.”

“You can count on it!” John waved, his spirits buoyed by the idea of taking Billy to hear an evangelist who would really put the fear of the Lord back into Hawthorne, and drove on to work.
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STANDING ON THE PORCH in the Wednesday evening twilight, Billy itched in a dark gray suit that was at least a size too small; his wrists jutted out from the coat, and the necktie his father had insisted he wear was about to choke the breath out of him. He’d accompanied his daddy to Peel’s barbershop just that afternoon for a severe haircut that had seemingly lowered his ears by two inches. The front was pomaded enough to withstand a windstorm, but a disobedient curly cowlick had already popped up in the back; he smelled strongly of Vitalis, an aroma he loved.

Though the suit made him feel as if bumblebees were crawling over him, he was excited and eager about the tent revival; he didn’t fully understand what went on at one, except that it was a lot like church, but people had been talking about it for several days, planning what to wear and who to sit with. As he and his father had passed Kyle Field that afternoon, Billy had seen the huge tent being staked down by the workmen, and a truck filled with sawdust to be used for covering the ground had rolled up into the grass like an enormous beetle. The tent, crisp-looking, brown and peaked at the center, took up almost the entire softball field, its folds stirring in the dusty breeze as another truck with a heavy-duty electric winch played out thick black cables. Billy had wanted to stay and watch, because he’d never seen such activity in Hawthorne before, but John had hurried him on; driving back home, they’d both glanced silently at the ruin of the Booker house, and Billy had squeezed his eyes shut.

A white full moon was rising in the darkening sky, and Billy watched with fascination as a long beam of light swept in a slow circle from the direction of Kyle Field. He heard his parents’ voices from within the house and almost flinched, but then he realized they weren’t arguing; everything had been fine today, since his mother had agreed to go to the tent revival with them. But when she’d at first refused to go, John had made the flimsy walls tremble with his shouts of indignation. The fighting had gone on for two days, usually with Ramona coldly silent and John circling her, trying to bait her into anger. But now, Billy thought, they were all going to the tent revival together, like a real family.

In another few minutes, John and Ramona came out on the porch. He was wearing an old brown suit and a black bow tie on a slightly yellowed dress shirt. His face and hair were freshly scrubbed. He carried his Bible pressed to his side.

She wore a dark blue dress and a white shawl around her shoulders; her hair had been brushed until it shone and was allowed to tumble freely down to the middle of her back. It was not for the evangelist, or to placate John, that she’d decided to go, but because she’d been in the house so long; she wanted to see people—not that people would be overjoyed, she knew, to see her.

Tonight, she decided, she would make herself be very strong. If she happened to see the black aura, she would quickly look away; but she probably wouldn’t see it, and everything would be just fine.

“Ready, bubber?” John asked his son. “Let’s go, then!”

They got into the car and drove away from the house. Won’t see it tonight, Ramona thought, her palms suddenly perspiring; no, probably won’t see it at all.…

Cars and pickup trucks were parked in rows all around the huge peaked tent, and there was a line of cars waiting to turn in beneath a long banner that read REVIVAL TONIGHT! EVERYBODY WELCOME! Men with flashlights were waving the vehicles into parking places, and John saw that school buses had brought whole loads of people. A gleaming silver Airstream trailer sat just behind the tent, separated from the parking lot by sawhorses. The air was filled with dust and voices, and John heard the banner crackle above them as he pulled the car onto the field.

A man with a flashlight peered into the window and grinned. “Evenin’ folks. Just pull on over to the right and follow the man who directs you over there.” He held up a bucket that was filling up with change. “Quarter to park, please.”

“Quarter? But … this is a public field, ain’t it?”

The man shook his bucket so the coins jingled. “Not tonight, fella.”

John found lint and fifteen cents in his pockets. Ramona opened her change purse, took out a dime, and gave it to him. They drove on, following the impatient swing of flashlights. They had to park at the far edge of the field, between two school buses; by the time they’d walked the fifty yards to the tent’s entranceway their carefully prepared clothes were scaled with dust. John took Billy’s hand as they stepped across the threshold.

The interior held more people than John had ever seen gathered together in his life, and still the folks were coming in, rapidly filling up the wooden folding chairs that faced a large raised platform. Golden light streamed from shaded bulbs hanging in rows from the tent’s high ceiling. Over the excited but restrained murmur of voices, a church organ played “The Old Rugged Cross” through two mighty speakers, one on each side of the platform. An American flag and the Stars and Bars of the Confederacy were suspended above the platform, the Old Glory just slightly higher than its rival. A bow-tied usher in a white coat came back to help them find a seat, and John said they wanted to sit as close to the front as they could.

As they walked along the narrow aisle, John was uneasily aware of the stares that were directed toward Ramona. Whispers skittered back and forth, and a whole row of elderly matrons who comprised the Dorcas Society stopped their sewing to stare and gossip. John felt his face redden and wished he’d never insisted she come with them; he’d never expected her to give in, anyway. He glanced back at Ramona and saw she was walking with her spine stiff and straight. He found three chairs together—not nearly as close to the platform as he’d wanted to get, but he couldn’t take the gauntlet of stares and whispers any longer—and he said to the usher, “Right here’s fine.”

At five minutes before seven there wasn’t enough room in the tent for a thin stick. The air was heavy and humid, though the ushers had rolled up the tent’s sides so a breeze could circulate; paper fans rustled like hummingbirds’ wings. The organ played “In the Garden” and then, promptly at seven, a dark-haired man in a blue suit came out from behind a curtain at the right of the platform and climbed several steps up to it, where a podium and microphone had been set up. He tapped the mike to make sure it was working and then surveyed the crowd with a gleeful, toothy smile. “How do!” he said loudly. He introduced himself as Archie Kane, minister of the Freewill Baptist Church in Fayette, and talked about how glad he was to see such a good response, as a choir in yellow robes assembled on the platform behind him. Billy, who’d been growing a little restless in the stifling heat, was excited again because he liked music.

Kane led the choir and assembly in several hymns, then a long rambling prayer punctuated by people calling out hallelujahs. Kane grinned, dabbed at his sweating face with a handkerchief, and said, “Brothers and sisters, I suppose those who know me have enough of me on Sunday mornin’s! So … there’s a gentleman I want to introduce to you right now!” Whoops and hollers spread over the crowd. “A fine gentleman and a man of God, born right here in Fayette County! I expect you already know his name and love him like I do, but I’m gonna say it anyway: the South’s greatest evangelist, Jimmy Jed FALCONER!”

There was an explosion of clapping and cheering, and people leaped to their feet. A fat man with a sweat-soaked plaid shirt rose up just in front of Billy, obscuring his view, but then John was rising to his feet with the rest of them and had swept Billy up high so he could see the man in the bright yellow suit who bounded to the platform.

Jimmy Jed Falconer grinned and raised his arms, and suddenly a huge poster began unrolling down the backdrop behind him, a black-and-white Jimmy Jed Falconer in almost the same pose the real one held. Across the poster’s top was the large red legend: THE FALCONER CRUSADE.

Falconer waited for the applause and whooping to die down, then stepped quickly to the microphone and said in a polished, booming voice, “Do you want to know how God speaks, neighbors?” Before anyone could answer, he’d pulled a pistol out of his coat, aimed it upward, and fired: crack! Women screamed, and men were startled. “That’s how He speaks!” Falconer thundered. “The Lord speaks like a gun, and you don’t know when you’re going to hear Him or what He’s going to say, but you’d sure better be on His right side when He does His talkin’!”

Billy watched the blue haze of gunsmoke waft upward, but he couldn’t see a bullethole. Blank he thought.

Falconer set the pistol atop the podium, then swept his intense blue-green gaze across the audience like the searchlight that still pierced the sky outside. Billy thought that the evangelist looked directly at him for a second, and a fearful thrill coursed through him. “Let’s pray,” Falconer whispered.

As the prayer went on, Ramona opened her eyes and lifted her head. She looked first at her son, his head bowed and eyes squeezed tightly shut, then directed her gaze across the tent to a small, frail-looking boy she’d noticed even before Archie Kane had started speaking. Her heart was pounding. Enveloping the child was a shiny, purplish black cocoon of malignant light that pulsated like a diseased heart. The child’s head was bowed, his hands clasped tightly in prayer; he sat between his mother and father, two thin figures who had dressed in the pitiful rags of their Sunday best. As Ramona watched, the young mother placed her hand on the child’s shoulder and gently squeezed. Her face was gaunt, pale, grasping at the last straw of hope. Tears burned in Ramona’s eyes; the little boy was dying from some sickness, and would be dead soon: in a week, a day, several hours—she had no way of knowing when, but the black aura was clinging greedily to him, the sure harbinger of death that she had feared seeing in this crowded tent. She lowered her head, wondering as always when she saw it: What should I do?

And the awful answer, as always: There is nothing you can do.

“Amen,” Jimmy Jed Falconer said. The congregation looked up, ready for an explosion of fire and brimstone.

But he began softly, by whispering, “Sin.”

The sound of his voice made Billy tremble. John leaned forward slightly in his seat, his eyes wide and entranced; Ramona saw the dying child rest his head against his mother’s shoulder.

“Sin,” Falconer repeated, gripping the podium. “What do you think of it? What do you think is a sin? Somethin’ you’re not supposed to do or say or think?” He closed his eyes for a second. “Oh Lord God, sin … it’s an evil that gets in the blood, gets in our hearts and minds and … corrupts, decays, makes rotten …”

He looked across the congregation, bright beads of sweat shining on his face. Then, in an instant, his placid expression changed; his lips curled, his eyes widened, and he growled, “SINNNNNN.… Can you smell it can you feel it can you see it? Do you know, neighbors, when you’ve sinned? I’ll tell you what sin is, neighbors, pure and simple: it’s walking away from God’s light, that’s what it is!” His ruddy face rippled with emotion, his voice taking the place of the silent organ, flowing up and down the scales. He pointed into the audience, at no one in particular, yet at everyone. “Have you ever stepped out of the light,” he whispered, “and found yourself in a dark place?”

Billy tensed, sat bolt upright.

“I mean a darrrrrk place,” the evangelist said, his voice deep and gravelly. “I mean a place so dark and Evil you can’t find your way out. Answer for yourselves: have you been there?”

Yes, Billy thought. And its still in my head, it comes to me at night when I try to sleep.…

“No matter where the place is—the poolhall, the gamblin’ room, the shothouse, or the moonshine still—there’s hope, neighbors. Or it might be even darker than that: it might be the Room of Lust, or Envy, or Adultery. If you’re in one of those dark places, then you’re a guest of Satan!”

Billy’s eyes widened, his heart thumping. The last nightmare he’d had, several nights before, streaked through his mind: in it he’d sat up in his bed and seen the black mountain of coal slithering toward him through the hallway, and then the awful white hand had plunged out and grasped Billy’s sheet … slowly, slowly pulling it off and to the floor.

“SATAN’S GOT YOU!” Falconer roared, the veins of his neck bulging. “That cloven-hoofed, horned, fork-tongued Devil has got you right in his clawwwwws”—he lifted his right hand into the air, contorting it into a claw and twisting as if ripping flesh from the bone—“and he’s gonna squeeze you and mold you and make you like he isssss! … And if you’re a guest in Satan’s house and you like the dark, evil place, then you don’t belong here tonight!” The evangelist’s eyes glowed like spirit lamps, and now he lifted the microphone off its stand and paced the platform with nervous, electric energy. “Do you like the house of Satan? Do you like bein’ in that darrrk place, with him for company?” He stopped pacing, flailed the air with his fists, and raised his voice to a volume that almost blew out the speakers. “Well, I’m here to tell you there’s HOPE! You can BREAK OUT of Satan’s house! You can FIGHT that silver-tongued Devil and WIN, yes, WIN! ’cause there’s nowhere so dark—not poolhall nor brothel nor Room of Adultery—where you can’t find the Light of Jeeeesus! Nosir! It might be just one little candle, but it’s there, neighbor! And if you follow that light it’ll get bigger and brighter, and it’ll sure enough lead you right out of that dark place! The light of Jeeeesus will save you from sin and corruption and the everlastin’ burning fire of the PIT!” He stabbed his forefinger downward, and someone sitting behind Billy yelped, “Amen!”

Falconer grinned. He clapped his hands together like a second gunshot, and shouted, “Glory be to God, ’cause there’s power in the blood!” He lifted his head upward like a dog baying toward the moon. “Praise be the Light! Praise be the Redemption of the Sinnnnner!” Then he was right at the edge of the platform, falling down on his knees with his hands tightly clasped. He whispered, “And do you know how to find that Light, neighbors? Do you know how to renounce your sins and get out of that dark place? You’ve got to confess those sins!” He leaped up, bounding across the platform. His face streamed with sweat. “Confess! Give it all up to Jeeeesus! You’ve got to lay that darrrrk place out for the Lord to see!”

Confess? Billy thought, his heart hammering. Is that what I have to do to get it out of me? Around him people were crying and moaning; his daddy’s head was bowed in prayer, his momma was staring straight at the evangelist with a glazed look in her eyes. Confess? Billy asked himself, feeling a shiver of terror; if he didn’t confess, how would he ever escape the dark place?

“Confess! Confess! Confess!” Falconer was shouting, pointing his finger at random into the congregation. A heavy-hipped woman in a print dress stood up and began shaking, strange gurglings coming out of her mouth as her eyes rolled back in her head. She lifted her fleshy arms, crying out, “Praise God!” through the gibberish. Then a crewcut man in overalls rose to his feet and began jumping as if buck dancing, his boots stirring up clouds of sawdust. “CONFESS! CONFESS!” the evangelist roared. “Get out of that dark, dark place in your soul! Lay it out for the Lord!” He paced the platform, raising people from their seats with broad sweeps of his arms, as if they were attached to him on strings. John stood up and pulled Billy with him. “Glory be to God!” John shouted.

Falconer clutched at the microphone. “Is the Spirit with us tonight, neighbors?”

“YES!”

“Are we gonna lay it all out for the Lord tonight?”

“YES!”

“Praise the Spirit! Now folks, I want you to know that without you, and without the Hand of God moving you as He sees fit, the Falconer Crusade couldn’t go on like it does, year after year! We’re passin’ the collection plates now, and I want you folks to look deep into your hearts! Remember Satan don’t want you to give! Nosir! Ol’ Satan wants that money for the gamblin’ den and the moonshine still! If you feel the Spirit with us, if you want to confess your sins, then dig into your pockets and give! Hallelujah!”

Organ chords crashed through the speakers. The choir began to sing “Love Lifted Me,” and Falconer returned the microphone to its cradle, then clapped in rhythm to the music until everyone in the tent was clapping and singing. The golden light was full of sawdust, the air heavy and sweat-drenched. As the collection plate passed Billy, he saw it was filled with dollar bills.

When the offering was over and the plates had been taken up, Falconer shed his yellow coat and turned his blazing smile on full wattage. His shirt stuck to his back and ample belly. “Folks,” he said, “maybe you didn’t come here tonight just to hear me preach. Maybe you have other needs that have to be met. Right now I want to introduce somebody who’s real close to my heart. You might’ve heard about this young man. Folks, here’s my son—Little Wayne Falconer!”

There were loud whoops and hollers, and a small figure in a bright yellow suit ran up the steps to the platform, throwing himself into his father’s arms. The evangelist caught him, and grinning, held him high. Billy craned his neck to get a good look. The little boy in Falconer’s arms had a mass of curly red hair, and his smile was even more incandescent than his father’s. Staring at him as the people in the audience shouted and applauded, Billy felt a strange stirring in the pit of his stomach. The boy’s gaze swept the crowd and seemingly fingered on him for a few seconds. Billy had the sudden urge to race forward to that stage and touch that boy.

“Wayne?” the evangelist asked. “Do you feel the Presence in this tent tonight?”

A silence fell. “Yes, Daddy,” the little boy said into the microphone.

“Do you hear the Presence callin’ on you to do miracles?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

“Miracles!” Falconer shouted to the congregation. “You heard me right! The Lord has seen fit to work through my son! This boy has a power in him that’ll shake you to your shoes, neighbors!” He lifted the boy as high as he could, and Wayne beamed. Again, Billy felt drawn toward that boy. “Are there those here tonight in need of healing?”

“Yes!” many in the audience cried out. Ramona saw that the young woman with the dying child—purplish black cocoon writhing, pulsating, sending out oily tendrils—had raised both arms, tears rolling down her face. The child clung around her neck, while the father whispered to him and smoothed his hair.

“Wayne, is the Presence gonna work through you tonight?”

The little boy’s eyes glowed with inner fire. He nodded.

Falconer set his son down, then handed the microphone to Wayne. Then he lifted his arms and shouted to the audience, “DO YOU BELIEVE IN MIRACLES?”

The tent was filled with clamorous shouts and cries, and already people were rising from their seats to approach the platform. Electricity sparked in the air. Beside Billy, John was dazed and weak with excitement.

Wayne Falconer took a stance like a fighting rooster at the platform’s edge. His jaw was set and determined, though his eyes flickered nervously back and forth across the tent. “Who needs a miracle here tonight?” he called out, in a voice that carried almost as much power as his father’s.

People started pushing forward, many of them weeping. Ramona watched the couple with the dying child stand up and get in the line that was forming along the aisle. “Come on!” Wayne shouted. “Don’t be afraid!” He glanced back at his father for reassurance, then stretched out his hand for the first person in line, an elderly man in a red checked shirt. “Let the Lord work His miracles!”

The man gripped Wayne’s hand. “What’s your sickness, brother?” Wayne asked, and put the microphone to the man’s lips.

“My stomach’s got pains … my joints, oh Lord God they’re always achin’, and I can’t sleep at night … I’m sick …”

Wayne placed his hand on the man’s brown, creased forehead and closed his eyes tightly. “Satan’s causin’ this sufferin’!” he cried out. “Satan’s in you, ’cause people with God in their souls don’t get sick!” He clamped his small hand to the man’s head. “Come out, Satan of pain and sickness! I command you to come … out!” He trembled like a live wire, and the man’s legs sagged. An usher stepped forward to help him away, but then the elderly man was dancing in a circle, his arms uplifted and a wide grin on his face. “Walk the way of God!” Wayne shouted.

The line kept moving forward, full of people whose knees were aching, whose hearing was deteriorating, who were short of breath. Wayne healed them all, commanding the Satan of bad knees, bad hearing, and shortness of breath to leave their bodies. Behind him, Falconer smiled proudly and urged people to come up.

Ramona saw the couple with the child reach the platform. Wayne thrust the microphone to the woman’s lips.

“Donnie’s so weak,” she said in an emotion-laden voice. “Something’s wrong with his blood, the doctors say.” She sobbed brokenly. “Oh God sweet Jesus we’re poor sinners, and we had to give up one baby ’cause there weren’t no food. God’s punishin’ me ’cause I went and sold our little baby to a man in Fayette.…”

Wayne gripped the boy’s head. The child began crying weakly. “Satan’s in this boy’s blood! I command you, Satan—come out!” The child jerked and wailed. “He won’t need a doctor again!” Wayne said. “He’s healed!”

Ramona reached for Billy’s hand. She clenched it tightly, her insides trembling. The black aura around that child had gotten deeper and stronger. Now the parents were grinning and sobbing, hugging the little boy between them. The black aura swelled. She stared at Wayne Falconer, her eyes widening. “No,” she whispered. “No, it’s not true.…”

And to her horror, she saw an aged woman leaning on a cane stagger forward. The black aura clung to this woman too. The woman spoke into the microphone about her heart pains, and she said she was taking medicine but needed a miracle.

“Throw away that medicine, sister!” Wayne crowed as she was helped away by an usher. “You’re healed, you won’t need it!”

The black aura pulsated around her.

“No!” Ramona said, and started to rise to her feet. “It’s not—”

But then Billy pulled free from her and was running up the aisle. She shouted, “Billy!” but John’s hand closed on her arm. “Leave him be!” he said. “He knows what he’s doing—finally!”

When Billy reached the front, a grinning usher swept him up so he could speak into the microphone. Up close, the young evangelist—about his own age, Billy realized—had eyes that glinted like chips of blue ice. Wayne started to reach out for him, then stopped; the power of his grin seemed to falter, and there was a hint of confusion in his eyes. Billy could feel the hair at the back of his neck standing on end.

“Sin!” Billy wailed. Suddenly he was crying, unable to hold it in any longer. “I’ve sinned, I’ve been in the dark place and I need to confess!”

Wayne paused, his hand out toward the other boy. Suddenly he trembled, and his hand closed into a fist. He stepped back from the edge of the platform as his father quickly brushed past him and took the microphone. Falconer helped Billy up. “Confess it, son!” Falconer told him, putting the microphone to his lips as Wayne watched.

“I went into the dark place!” The loudness of his voice through the speakers startled him. He was crackling with electricity, and he could feel Wayne Falconer’s stare on him. Everyone was watching him. “I … I saw Evil! It was in the basement, and …”

Ramona suddenly rose to her feet.

“…it crawled up out of the coal pile and it … it looked like Will Booker, but its face was so white you could almost see right through it!” Tears rolled down Billy’s cheeks. The audience was silent. “It spoke to me … and said for me to tell people … where he was.…”

“Billy!” John Creekmore shouted, breaking the awful silence. He stood up, gripping the chair before him, his face agonized.

“I sinned by going into the dark place!” Billy cried out. He turned to reach for Falconer’s hand, but the evangelist’s eyes were ticking back and forth. Falconer had sensed the gathering explosion, had seen the poisonous looks on the faces of the crowd.

And from the rear of the tent came a voice: “Demon!”

Someone else—Ralph Leighton’s voice, John realized—shouted, “The boy’s cursed, just like his mother! We all knew it, didn’t we?”

“He’s got the dark seed in him!”

“Like his mother, the Hawthorne witch!”

The tent erupted with ugly shouts. On the platform Billy felt a wave of hatred and fear crash over him. He stood stunned.

“He’s a child of the witch!” Leighton shouted, from the rear of the tent. “His mother’s Ramona Creekmore, and they don’t belong in here!”

J. J. Falconer had sweat on his face. He sensed their mood, and he knew also what he had to do. He gripped Billy by the scruff of the neck. “Demon, do you say?” he crowed. “Are this boy and his mother pawns in the hand of Satan?” The name Ramona Creekmore had struck an alarm bell of recognition in him: Ramona Creekmore, the Hawthorne Valley witch, the woman who supposedly spoke with the dead and weaved evil spells. And this was her son? His showmanship went into high gear. “We’ll drag the Devil right out of this boy tonight! We’ll pull out Old Scratch, a-kickin’ and—”

Then there was utter silence. Ramona Creekmore was walking along the aisle, looking to neither right nor left. She said in a soft but commanding voice. “Take your hand off my son.”

Falconer released his grip, his eyes narrowing.

Ramona helped Billy down. Behind Falconer she saw Wayne’s frightened face, and something inside her twisted. Then she turned to face the mob. “You scared sheep!” she said, in a voice that carried to the back of the tent. “Nobody’s been healed here tonight! People who think they’re sick are being told they’re well, but those in real need are being doomed by false hope!” Her heart pounded. “It’s akin to murder, what these two are doing!”

“Shut your damned mouth!” a woman shouted. It was the young mother, still clutching her child.

Ramona turned toward Falconer. “Murder,” she said, her eyes flashing. “Because deep in your hearts, you know what you’re doing is wrong.” She looked at the boy, who trembled and stepped back under her gaze.

The evangelist roared, “Do you know what the Unpardonable Sin is? It’s seeing the Lord’s Power and calling it the Devil’s Work! You’re lost to the Lord, woman!” A cheer went up. “You’re lost!” he bellowed.

Before the ushers rushed them out of the tent, Billy looked over his shoulder. Behind the yellow-suited man, the boy in yellow stood rigid and frozen, his mouth half open. Their gazes met and locked. Billy felt righteous hatred, bitter and hot, flowing from that boy.

Then they were out in the field, and the ushers warned them not to come back.

They waited for over ten minutes, but John never came out. The congregation began singing in loud, loud voices. When Falconer’s voice boomed out, Billy felt his mother tremble. She took his hand and they began to walk into the darkness toward home.
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“BILLY? SON, WAKE UP! Wake up, now!” He sat up in the darkness, rubbing his eyes. He could make out a vague figure standing over his bed, and he recognized his daddy’s voice. Billy had cried himself to sleep a few hours earlier, when his mother had told him that John was upset at them and might not come home for a while. Billy was puzzled, and didn’t understand what had gone wrong. The power of that young evangelist had drawn him to the stage, but when he’d confessed his sin everything had gone bad. Now, at least, his daddy had come home.

“I’m sorry,” Billy said. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Shhhh. We have to be quiet. We don’t want your mother to hear, do we?”

“Why not?”

“She’s alseep,” John said. “We don’t want to wake her up. This is just something between us two men. I want you to put on your shoes. No need to change clothes, your pajamas’ll do just fine. There’s something I want to show you. Hurry now, and be real quiet.”

There was something harsh about his father’s voice, but Billy put on his shoes as the man asked.

“Come on,” John said. “We’re going out for a walk. Just the two of us.”

“Can’t I turn on a light?”

“No. Open the front door for your daddy now, and remember to be quiet.”

Out in the humid night, crickets hummed in the woods. Billy followed his father’s shape in the darkness. They walked down the driveway and toward the main road. When Billy tried to take his father’s hand, John drew away and walked a little faster. He’s still mad at me, Billy thought.

“Didn’t I do right?” Billy asked—the same question he’d repeatedly asked his mother on that long walk home. “I wanted to confess my sin, like that preacher said to.”

“You did fine.” John slowed his pace. They were walking alongside the main road now, in the opposite direction from Hawthorne. “Just fine.”

“But then how come everybody got mad?” His father looked a lot taller than usual. “How come you wouldn’t go home with us?”

“I had my reasons.”

They walked on a bit further. The night sky was ablaze with stars. Billy was still sleepy, and he was puzzled as to where his father was taking him. John had started walking a few paces ahead of Billy, a little more out into the road. “Daddy?” Billy said. “When that boy looked at me, I … felt somethin’ funny inside me.”

“Funny? Like how?”

“I don’t know. I thought about it all the way home, and I told Momma about it too. It was kinda like the time I went into the Booker house. I didn’t really want to, but I felt like I had to. When I saw that boy’s face, I felt like I had to go up there, to be close to him. Why was that, Daddy?”

“I don’t know.”

“Momma says it was because he’s … He paused, trying to recall the word. “Charis … charismatic. Somethin’ like that.”

John was silent for a moment. Then he abruptly stopped, his face lifted toward the darkness. Billy had never remembered him looking so big.

John said quietly, “Let’s cross the road here. What I want to show you is on the other side.”

“Yes sir.”

Billy followed his father. His eyes had began to droop, and he yawned.

The concrete trembled beneath his feet.

And from around a wooded curve thirty feet away came the dazzling headlights of a huge tractor-trailer rig, its high exhaust pipe spouting smoke, its diesel engine roaring.

Billy, caught in the center of the highway, was blinded and dazed; his legs were leaden, and he saw his father’s shape before him in the headlights.

Except it was no longer John Creekmore. It was a huge, massive beast of some kind—a seven-foot-tall, hulking monster. Its head swiveled, its sunken eyes burning dark red; Billy saw it looked like a wild boar, and the beast grinned as it whirled into dark mist before the headlights of the speeding truck.

The driver, who hadn’t slept for over twenty-four hours, only vaguely saw something dark in front of the truck. Then there was a boy in pajamas standing rooted in the middle of the road. With a cry of alarm, he hit the emergency brake and wildly swerved.

“Billy!” It was Ramona’s voice, calling from the distance.

The clarity of it snapped Billy into action; he leaped toward the roadside, losing one shoe, and tumbled down into a ditch as the truck’s wheels crushed past only inches away from him. He could feel the hot blast of the truck’s exhaust scorching his back, and then his face was pressed into dirt and weeds.

The truck screeched to a stop, leaving rubber for fifty feet. “You little fool!” the driver shouted. “What the hell’s wrong with you, boy?”

Billy didn’t answer. He lay curled up in the ditch, shaking, until his mother found him. “It was Daddy,” he whispered brokenly, as the truck driver continued to yell. “It was Daddy, but it wasn’t Daddy. He wanted me to die, Momma. He wanted me to get run over!”

Ramona held him while he sobbed, and told the driver to go on. Lord God! she thought. Has it started already? She stared into the darkness, knowing what had to be done to protect her son’s life.
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EVENING WAS FALLING, AND still John hadn’t come home. Ramona sat on the porch swing, as she had for most of the day, working on a new piece of needlepoint in the lamplight and watching the highway for John’s car. The memory of what had happened last night still sent a tremor of terror through her. It had been in the house, she knew, and she hadn’t even heard it! It had tricked Billy, tried to kill him.

She felt an undercurrent of evil in the valley, running like silt in a stream. It had been in the Booker house the night of the violence; it had been in John’s eyes when he’d come home one night smelling of tar; and it had been in that revival meeting last night, laughing and kicking up its heels as sick people were told Satan was in them and that they should throw away their medicine. The idea that only sinners got sick was ludicrous to her, and yet those two—Falconer and the boy—were trading on that inhuman notion.

She’d realized from the very beginning, when she’d seen a lanky red-haired boy at a barn social and her heart had galloped away with her head, that John should know everything about her. Her mother had urged her to tell him, and several times she’d tried—but John hadn’t seemed to want to listen to any of it. Of course he’d found out after they were married. How could she have kept it from him? There were so many people, in little hamlets across Alabama, who’d heard the stories about her mother Rebekah. For the first few years, John had shown her a gentle, loving kindness—but then it had all changed.

She recalled the day over thirteen years ago when a man named Hank Crotty, from Sulligent, had come to see her, and John, though puzzled, had let him in. Crotty said he’d first gone to see Rebekah Fairmountain, but the old woman had sent him to Ramona with a message: It’s your turn now.

Her Mystery Walk called for her; how could she turn away?

Crotty’s brother had been killed in a hunting accident two months before. But—and Crotty’s face had gone dark with despair as John’s had gone pale—some part of the dead man kept trying to get home, back to his wife and children. Something kept knocking on the door in the dead of the night, trying to get in. Crotty had broken into tears and begged for her help.

And that was how John had been made to realize the truth of Ramona’s legacy: that in her Choctaw blood was the power to lay the dead to rest.

She’d waited alone at that house near Sulligent for two nights before the revenant came. It was first a small grayish blue light in the woods, and then as it approached the house it was a misty blue shape that took on the appearance of a man. Finally it was the outline of a man in a camouflage hunting jacket, his hands clasped to a hole in his belly. Ramona had stepped between the revenant and the house; it had abruptly stopped, shimmering in the darkness, and Ramona had felt its confusion and agony. It was the essence of a human being, trying desperately to cling to life, not realizing it could give up its pain and confusion and pass on to another, better place. Her mother had taught her what to do, and Ramona had spoken gently to it, calling its name, bringing it closer to her by sheer willpower. It trembled like a small child who sees a lighted doorway but fears traveling through a dark corridor to get there. The entrance was through Ramona, and she would have to take its terror and earthly emotions into her so it could pass on unencumbered.

Finally, after a long time of trying to make the revenant understand it could no longer exist in this world, it had swept toward her as if rushing into her arms. The sheer force of its agony staggered her backward. She felt the bullethole in her stomach, felt the awful yearning to touch wife and children, felt a hundred different emotions that had to be left behind, inside her.

And then she was alone in the dark, lying on the ground, sobbing and full of terror. But the revenant had gone, shedding its pain like a dead old skin.

For a long time, the pain stayed with her. She felt that bullet wound in a dozen nightmares. A package had come from her mother. In it was a needlepoint kit and a note: I heard you did mighty good. I’m proud of you. But this won’t be the last time. Remember I told you that once you’d done it, you’d have to handle the feelings that were left inside you? I recall you liked to sew as a little girl. Make me a pretty picture. I love you.

John had finally allowed himself to touch her again. But then the next caller came, and the next—and John had withdrawn into a scared chunk of ice. She’d been carefully watching Billy these last few years. He’d had his first contact with a revenant—a strong one, too, who’d needed his help badly. She hoped he’d be spared the ability to see the black aura, a power that hadn’t developed in her until she was in her late teens. To her, that was the worst of it: knowing who was going to die, and not being able to help.

Ramona looked up, catching her breath. A car’s headlights showed on the highway; the car turned in and started up toward the house. She rose unsteadily to her feet, clutching a porch post. It was Sheriff Bromley’s dark blue Pontiac.

Bromley stopped the car and got out. “Evenin’, Mrs. Creekmore,” he drawled, and walked toward the porch. He was a big man with a large, square jaw and a flat boxer’s nose; he wore a CAT cap, a tan shirt, and tan trousers that made his belly roll slightly over his belt. His only concession to the job was a utility belt holding a flashlight, a pair of handcuffs, and a .38 Special.

The screen door banged open and Billy, carrying the oil lamp he’d been reading a Hardy Boys book by, came running out of the house, expecting to see his father stepping out of the Olds. When he saw Sheriff Bromley he stopped as abruptly as if he’d run into a brick wall.

“Hi, Billy,” the sheriff said; there was a thin, uneasy smile on his face. He cleared his throat and returned his gaze to Ramona. “I … uh … was at the tent revival last night. I guess most of Hawthorne was. I’m sorry you were treated roughly, but …”

“Has anything happened to John?”

Bromley said, “No. Isn’t he here?” He worked his fingers into his belt loops and stared off into the darkness for a few seconds. “No, this isn’t about John. I just have to ask Billy a few questions.”

“Questions about what?”

He shifted uneasily.

“About Will Booker,” he said finally.

“Billy, set that lamp on the table here to give us more light. You heard the sheriff. Will you answer his questions truthfully?”

He nodded uneasily.

Bromley stepped closer to the porch. “I have to ask you these things, Billy. That don’t mean I want to.”

“It’s okay.”

“Well … just when was it that you went down into the Bookers’ basement?”

“The last part of April. I didn’t mean to go in there, I know it was private property, but …”

“Why did you decide to go down there in the first place?”

“I heard a …” He glanced at his mother, but she was staring out toward the highway, letting him handle this on his own. “I heard a tapping. Behind the basement door.”

“Did you go back there again, after you … saw what you said you saw?”

“Nosir. I couldn’t go back to that place again.”

Bromley looked into Billy’s eyes for a few seconds, then sighed and nodded. “I believe you, boy. Now can I speak to your momma alone for just a minute?”

Billy took his lamp, leaving hers burning on the wicker table, and went inside. Fireflies winked in the woods, a chorus of toads began burping down at the green pond. She waited for him to speak.

“After Dave Booker killed them,” Bromley said in a distant, wearied voice, “he stuffed Julie Ann’s body beneath a bed, and he locked Katy’s in a closet. It was … like he wanted to get rid of them, or pretend it hadn’t happened. We searched for Will all through that house, up in the woods, under the front porch, everywhere we could think of. We looked for bones in the furnace, got a diver to go down into the well behind the Booker place, even dragged Semmes Lake. We looked through that coal pile, too, but we … never dug up the floor underneath it.” He took his cap off and scratched his scalp. “That’s where Will was, all the time. His little body was … curled up in a croaker sack. Looked like he might have been beat to death with a shovel or somethin’, from the broken bones. Ah, this whole thing has been mighty shitty, ’scuse my French.” He worked the cap back down onto his head again. “Link Patterson, Cale Joiner, and me found Will this morning. I’ve had to handle some bad things in my time, but this is the …” He suddenly reached out and gripped a porch post, his knuckles whitening. “Mrs. Creekmore?” he said hoarsely, as if fighting emotions he knew a sheriff wasn’t supposed to show. “I’m so sorry about what happened to you last night. I should’ve … done something, I guess.…”

“No need.”

“You … know what kind of things are said about you, don’t you? I’ve heard ’em too, but I never gave them no account.” His mouth worked, forming the words that were hard to find. “Are they true?”

She didn’t answer. She knew he wanted desperately to understand, to know the secrets in her mind, and for an instant she wanted to trust him because maybe—just maybe—there was within this bearish man the spark of his own Mystery Walk. But then the instant passed, and she knew she could never bring herself to trust anyone in Hawthorne ever again.

“I don’t believe in ghosts!” the sheriff said indignantly. “That’s just … fool’s talk! But can you answer me this? How did Billy know Will Booker was under that coal pile?” There was a long silence, broken only by the frogs and crickets. And then Bromley said, “Because he’s like you, isn’t he?”

Ramona’s chin lifted slightly. “Yes,” she said. “Like me.”

“He’s just a little boy! What … what in the name of Heaven is his life going to be like, if he’s cursed to see ghosts and … God knows what else! …”

“Is your business finished, sheriff?”

Bromley blinked uncertainly, feeling a raw power in her leveled stare. “Yes … except for one last thing. Jimmy Jed Falconer is a well respected and loved man in this county, and that son of his is a bona fide miracle worker. When you jump up and start yellin’ ‘Murder’ you’d best be standing on solid ground unless you want a slander suit slapped on you.”

“Slander? Isn’t that saying things that aren’t true? Then I’ve no need to worry, do I? Did that man, or someone from his Crusade, tell you to say that to me?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Just listen to what’s said. Now my business is finished.” He turned and stalked to his car, but paused with the door open. “You know things are never going to be the same for Billy ever again, don’t you?” He got into the car and backed off down the road.

Ramona waited until the sheriff’s car had gone, then took the lamp and went inside. Billy was sitting in his father’s chair in the front room, his lamp and the Mystery of the Missing Chums on a table beside him. She knew that he must’ve heard everything said on the porch. “Sheriff Bromley found Will,” he said.

“Yes.”

“But how could it be Will if Will was already dead?”

“I don’t think it was Will as you knew him, Billy. I think it was … some part of Will that was scared and alone, and he’d been waiting for you to help him.”

Billy frowned, his jaw working. “Did I help him, Momma?”

“I don’t know. But I think that maybe you did; I think that he didn’t want to be left lying alone in that basement. Who would want to wake up in the dark, without anyone near to help them?”

Billy had thought about his next question for a long time, and now he had to force himself to ask it. “Is Will going to Heaven or Hell?”

“I think … he’s already spent enough time in Hell, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll make our supper now,” Ramona said, and touched the boy’s cheekbone. He was over his skittishness from the night before, but there were unanswered questions in his eyes. “I’ll heat up the vegetable broth and fix some corn muffins, how about that?”

“Isn’t Daddy ever comin’ home?”

“He’ll be home, sooner or later. But right now he’s scared. Do you understand that not everybody could’ve seen what was left of Will Booker, and very few could’ve helped him like you have?”

“I don’t know,” he said uncertainly, his face a patchwork of orange light and black shadows.

“I wish I could help you with all of it,” she said softly. She gripped his hand and held it. “God knows I do, but there are some things you have to find out on your own. But maybe … maybe your gram can help you in a way I can’t because there’s still so much I don’t understand myself.…”

“Gram help me? How?”

“She can start you over at the beginning. She can reshape you and mold you, just like she molds those pieces she makes on her potter’s wheel. She did that for me, too, a long time ago, just as her daddy did for her. Your gram can teach you things that I can’t.

He thought about this for a minute, his brow furrowed. He loved his grandmother’s place—a white house on three thickly wooded acres with plenty of meandering trails to follow—but what would his father say? “When would we go?” he asked.

“Why not in the morning? We could catch the bus down at the grocery store and be there by early afternoon. But we’ll go only if you want to.”

“What kind of things do I have to learn?”

“Special things,” Ramona said. “Things you won’t learn anywhere else. Some of it will be easy and fun, and some of it … won’t be; some of it may even hurt. You’re standing on the edge between being a child and being a man, Billy, and maybe there are things you can understand better this summer than you could in the next.”

There was a darkly luminous look in Ramona’s eyes that both unsettled Billy and sparked his curiosity; it was like seeing something sparkle down along a forest path he’d never dared explore before. He said, “All right. I’ll go.”

“Then you’re going to need to get some clothes together, ’cause we might be staying at Gram’s for a while. Why don’t you get some of your underwear and socks out of your desk, and while you’re doing that I’ll get my clothes ready too. Then we’ll eat supper. All right?”

In the lamplight, Billy opened one of his desk drawers and laid a few pair of Fruit-of-the-Looms out on his bed. Then he rummaged for some socks, his T-shirts, and—his favorite—his Lone Ranger suspenders. His shirts and jeans were hanging in his mother’s closet, so he’d have to get to them later. He leaned down and reached under the cot, pulling out a large paper sack; in it was a Dutch Masters cigar box he’d found on the roadside last summer, and contained within the box—which still smelled vaguely of cheroots—were Billy’s earthly treasures.

He could use the paper sack to carry his clothes in, he decided, and now he sat on the cot with the cigar box on his lap and opened the lid.

Inside were several green cat’s-eye marbles, smooth brown creek stones, a rock with the faint impression of a skeletal leaf pressed on it, a Duncan yo-yo that whistled, twenty-five Civil War bubble-gum cards with gory battle pictures on them, and …

Billy tilted the cigar box toward the light. He stared into the box, his eyes slowly widening; then he turned the lamp’s wick up, because suddenly the room had seemed too dark by far.

A small piece of coal, glittering in the orange light, lay half buried under the Civil War cards. I didn’t put that in there, Billy thought; or did I? He couldn’t remember; no, no he was sure be hadn’t. At first it looked only like a bulbous black lump, but as he stared at it he found himself recalling Will Booker’s face in great detail, and he could remember the good times they’d had together. He picked it up and held it close to his face, studying the dark ridges.

He didn’t know how the coal had gotten there, but he knew there was a purpose behind it. Will was dead, yes, Billy knew, but something of the boy lived on in Billy’s memories; and if you could remember—truly remember; Billy thought—then you could stop time, and nothing ever died. His fist slowly closed around the coal, a sensation of warmth spreading up his arm to his elbow.

His mind went back to the night before. He frowned, recalling the way that young evangelist, Wayne Falconer, had stared at him. He didn’t understand what his mother had said about the healing being “akin to murder,” but he knew she’d sensed something strange about them as he had, something that he couldn’t fully perceive.

Nightsounds pressed in on the house. Billy sat listening for the sound of his father’s car pulling up in front, but it didn’t come. The image of a beast in a truck’s headlights came at him with no warning. He shuddered, then finally replaced the piece of coal in the cigar box and put his clothes down into the paper sack, getting ready for tomorrow’s journey.
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JIMMY JED FALCONER AWAKENED in the soft blue light before dawn, brought out of sleep by Toby’s barking in the meadow. He lay awake, his pretty blond wife Camille sleeping at his side, and listened to Toby. Chasin’ rabbits, he mused, as the barking faded in the direction of the woods. When he thought of the dog, he naturally thought of the miracle.

It had happened on that day in April. Cammy had been washing dishes in the kitchen when she’d heard Wayne scream, and she’d raced out of the house to see what had happened. Wayne was running toward her with the bloody bag of dogflesh in his arms, and his mouth was open and straining to cry out again. He’d stumbled and fallen to the ground, and when Cammy had reached him she’d seen that Toby was already almost dead, the breath coming in whining hitches from its crushed chest. The big dog’s sinewy body was a mess of shattered bones, its head crooked at an awful angle and blood dripping from its floppy ears. Wayne had screamed, “Truck hit him, Momma! I saw it happen! Get somebody to make Toby well!”

But Cammy hadn’t known what to do, and all the leaking blood had repulsed her. She’d stepped back, dazed, and her son—the tears streaming down his livid, dusty face—had shrieked at her, “GET SOMEBODY!” in a voice that had shaken her to her soul. She’d started running for the phone to call Jimmy Jed in Birmingham at his advertising meeting, but she knew that Toby wouldn’t last more than a few minutes longer. At the front door she’d looked over her shoulder and seen Wayne bent down over the dog, his new jeans filthy with dust and blood.

The long-distance operator had just answered when she’d heard Wayne’s voice rise in a blood-curdling shout that stretched on for several seconds: “TOOOOOBBBBBYYYYYY!” She’d dropped the receiver, and was so startled her hair had almost stood on end. She had gone to calm Wayne down, then stopped on the porch, watching Wayne lift Toby, stumble and almost fall again, and then come walking slowly toward her, dust puffing off the driveway around his shoes.

And he was grinning. Ear to ear. His eyes were red and tear-swollen, but they’d burned with an electric power that was like nothing Cammy had ever seen before. She’d actually felt herself shrinking backward, against the white porch railing. He’d said in a hoarse voice, “Toby’s all better now.…”

Wayne had put Toby down, and Cammy had almost swooned. The dog’s bones had been mended as if by a mad scientist … or a frantic child. The head was frighteningly crooked, the front legs splayed and the back ones turned inward, the spine twisted and humped like a camel’s. It was something that had stepped out of a freak show; but the dog’s breathing wasn’t labored anymore, and though it staggered for balance and its eyes were dazed, Camille could see that Toby was no longer near death. Then she’d gotten her feet uprooted from the porch floor, and somehow she’d made that call to Birmingham.

Falconer grinned to himself. He’d seen the X rays Dr. Considine had taken; the bones were a mess, jigsawed together haphazardly, but they were firmly cemented and showed only faint signs of having been snapped or crushed. The vet was frankly amazed at Toby’s condition, telling Falconer that this was beyond science … way beyond. Toby’s movement was limited, so his legs had to be rebroken and properly set, but now the dog had gotten used to its crimped spine and crooked neck and could run through the meadows of the Falconer estate like blue blazes again. And the question had begun ticking in Falconer’s brain: if his son could heal an animal, what could he do for human beings?

The answer came in the shape of a beatup blue Ford pickup, carrying a grim-faced man and woman and a little girl with the perfect face of a doll. Their names were Gantt, they lived on the other side of Fayette, and they’d heard talk about J.J. Falconer’s son from a friend, who’d heard the story in a direct line from the mouth of a certain veterinarian. The little girl couldn’t walk; her father had told Falconer that her legs had “gone to sleep and never woked up.”

Falconer had gone upstairs to Wayne’s room, where model airplanes hung on thin wires from the ceiling. The boy was at his desk, patiently gluing together the fuselage of a Revell P-38. Falconer had pulled up a chair and watched him work for a minute in silence. The boy was very good with his hands, and was in love with airplanes. “There’s somebody downstairs who wants to meet you,” the evangelist had said finally.

“Who, Daddy?”

“A man and woman and their little girl. She’s seven, and her name’s Cheryl. Do you want to know why they’re here?”

He nodded, carefully gluing a wing into place.

“Because of how you fixed Toby. Remember what you told me, that when you saw Toby about to die your head started aching so bad you thought it was going to explode, and then you felt that you had to lay your hands on Toby, and you wanted Toby to be fixed more than anything in the world?”

Wayne had put down his work and stared at his father, his eyes bright blue and puzzled. “Yes sir.”

“And you said that in your mind you thought very hard of Toby’s bones coming back together again, that your hands were tingling like they do when they’ve gone to sleep, and everywhere you touched you could feel the bones move?”

Wayne had nodded.

Falconer had gingerly touched his son’s shoulder. “Cheryl and her folks have come here to ask for you help, son. Her legs are asleep, and they need to be fixed.”

Wayne looked bewildered. “Did a truck hit her?”

“No. I think this is a sickness in her mind and her nerves. But she needs … whatever it is you used before, to fix Toby. Do you think you can do that again?”

“I don’t know. It’s … it’s different. Maybe I can’t ever do it again, maybe I used all of it up the first time because I thought so hard. It made my head hurt so bad, Daddy.…”

“Yes, I know. But didn’t it make you feel good too? Didn’t it set you on fire, couldn’t you hear the voice of God and feel His Power at work inside you?”

“I guess, but …”

“You’re a healer, son. A living, breathing miracle-working healer!” He’d placed one of his large rough hands over his son’s. “You’ve got the power in you, and it’s been given to you for a very special purpose. Cheryl and her folks are waitin’ downstairs, right now. What shall I tell ’em?”

“I … I did it because I love Toby so much, Daddy. I don’t even know this little girl!”

Falconer had leaned close to him, and lowered his voice. “Do it because you love me.”

A sheet was draped over the dining-room table, and Cheryl Gantt was laid on her back by her father. The little girl trembled and clutched at her mother’s hand as Wayne stood over her, seemingly not knowing what to do. Falconer nodded encouragement to him; Cammy, overwrought by the whole thing, had to leave the house and sit on the porch until it was finished. When Wayne finally touched the little girl’s legs, he shut his eyes and rubbed the knobby knees as a vein slowly beat at his temple. Cheryl stared at the ceiling, whimpering softly.

The boy tried for over an hour until his face was shiny with sweat and his hands cramped into claws. The Gantts were as kind as they could be, lifting their daughter off the table and taking her back out to their pickup truck. Wayne stood on the porch until the truck was out of sight, his shoulders slumped in defeat; when he met his father’s eyes a sob rattled deep in his chest, and he hurried upstairs to his room.

Falconer went to his book-lined study, closed the double oak-paneled doors, and sat at his desk staring into space. He decided to turn to his Bible for comfort, and wherever it opened would be a message for him. He found himself looking at the thirteenth chapter of Matthew, at Christ’s parable of seeds sown on rocky soil, in thorns, and on fertile earth where they yielded fruit; it took three slow readings before he grasped the message. It hit him like a thunderbolt; of course! he thought, newly excited. Just as the word of the Lord was lost on some folks, so were the Lord’s miracles! If that little girl wasn’t healed, maybe it was because her parents didn’t have enough faith, or they were deep sinners who’d strayed far from the light. The problem hadn’t been with Wayne, but with either the little girl or her folks! And he was about to go up to talk to Wayne when the telephone rang.

It was Mr. Gantt, calling from a Texaco station on the other side of Fayette. His little girl had started shaking all of a sudden, and she’d said she felt sick so they’d pulled the truck into the station. Mrs. Gantt had held her while the little girl had thrown up in the ladies’ room. Suddenly Cheryl had screamed that she felt the blood circulating in her legs, and her startled mother had let her go. Cheryl had collapsed to the floor, but had pulled herself slowly up and staggered out under her own power to the pickup truck, where her father had hugged her in his arms and started shouting about how Little Wayne Falconer had healed his Cheryl.

And three days later an envelope came, addressed to the Falconer Crusade. It was from the Gantts, and inside was a ten-dollar bill wrapped up in tissue paper. The telephone calls and letters began landsliding in, and Falconer had known it was his responsibility to teach Wayne everything he knew about public speaking, getting up in front of a crowd and making them feel the love of God in their hearts. The boy was a natural, and at the last minute Falconer had added Wayne’s name to the posters for the summer tent-revival circuit.

Falconer rose up out of bed, careful not to awaken Cammy, and went across the hallway to Wayne’s room. He silently opened the door; weak shards of first light glinted off the dozen or so airplane models—a B-52, a pair of navy Hellcats, a British Spad, a Constellation, and others—dangling down from their wires.

Wayne was sitting in a chair drawn up to the window, the curtains luffing in a faint morning breeze. Beyond the window stretched the meadows of Falconer’s thirty-six-acre estate.

“Wayne?” The boy’s head swiveled around. “You’re up awful early, aren’t you?” Falconer stepped into the room, ducking his head under a green Spitfire.

“Yes sir. I had something on my mind, is all.”

“Is it something so important you couldn’t get a good night’s sleep? You know, we’ve got to be in Decatur this evenin’.” He yawned and stretched, feeling that long drive already. “What’s on your mind?”

“I was thinkin’ about what happened in Hawthorne, Daddy. I was thinkin’ about that boy and his momma.”

“Oh?” Falconer ran a hand through his hair and sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, where he could see his son’s face. “You heard what was said about them. They’re strange people, and that woman came to the revival just to cause trouble. But you shouldn’t concern yourself.”

“Is she a witch, like they said? And is the boy a demon?”

“I don’t know, but it seems like everybody in Hawthorne thinks so.”

The boy stared at him for a few silent seconds. Then he said, “Then why don’t we kill them?”

Falconer was startled. “Well … Wayne, that would be murder, and murder’s against the law.…”

“Thought you said that God’s laws were above the laws of Man? And if that woman and the boy are Evil, then they shouldn’t be allowed to live, should they?”

“Uh …” Falconer felt himself slipping in over his head. “The Lord’ll take care of them, Wayne. Don’t you worry.”

“She said what I did was murder,” Wayne said.

“Yes, she did. And that goes to show you just how twisted she is, doesn’t it? She tried to wreck your work, Wayne, and she used that boy to get things stirred up.”

“Am I doing right, Daddy?”

The question had come like a thunderclap. Falconer blinked. “What do you mean, son?”

“I mean … I know I’ve healed a lot of people this summer, but … the first time, with Toby, I felt something happen deep inside me, like my blood was boiling and … it was kind of like that time when I was little and I stuck a fork into that electric socket. It hurt, and after it was over I could still feel it in my bones. I don’t feel it like I did that first time, Daddy; sometimes I get tingly, or my head aches, but … it’s not the same. And remember in Sylacauga last week? That blind man who came up to the front? I tried hard, Daddy, but I couldn’t make him see. And there have been others, too, that I don’t think I really touched … maybe I pretended to, but …” He paused, his face an uneasy mask of deep concerns.

“I think you’re lettin’ that Creekmore woman make you doubt yourself, is what I think. And that’s what she wanted, all along! When you doubt yourself, you make yourself weak. And I’ve thought about that blind man too, and others like him; it could be you can’t heal some people because God has a plan for them just as they are. Or it could be there’s a sin in their lives that keeps them apart from the Light, and until they confess it they can’t receive a healing. But don’t you doubt yourself, Wayne; if you do, the demons win. Do you understand?”

“I … guess I do.”

Falconer patted his shoulder. “Good. You going to be ready for Decatur tonight?”

Wayne nodded.

“Is there something else on your mind?”

“Yes sir. There was … something in that boy that made me afraid, Daddy. I don’t know what it was, but … when I looked in his eyes I felt scared right down in my stomach.…”

Falconer grunted softly and gazed out the window. “If you felt fear,” he told his son, “it was because you sensed the sin in his heart and mind. Wayne, you’re going to have a fine full life, and you’re going to meet a lot of good people; but you’ll meet people with Satan in their souls too. You’ll have to stand up to ’em, and face ’em down. Understand?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. Breakfast is still a couple of hours away. Want to catch some more winks?”

“I’ll try.” Wayne left the chair and climbed into bed. His father smoothed the sheets and kissed him on the forehead.

“You just rest easy now, big buddy,” Falconer said. “I’ll come wake you up for breakfast. Okay?” He smiled and then started toward the door.

Wayne’s voice stopped him. “I am doing right, aren’t I, Daddy?”

“Yes. I promise you. Get some sleep now.” And Falconer closed the door.

For a long time Wayne lay still, staring at the ceiling. The plastic airplanes stirred in the faint breeze, their wings swaying as if they were soaring amid the clouds. He heard Toby barking way off in the woods, and he squeezed his eyes shut tightly.
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THE SUN WAS RISING too on the Creekmore farm. Ramona awakened just after six, when she heard a car pulling up in front of the house. She heard the car door open, but did not hear it close. Then someone was fumbling with keys, trying to get in.

Ramona quickly put on her robe, lit an oil lamp, and walked into the front room just as her husband staggered in. John grinned widely; a shock wave of body odor and the heady smell of moonshine rolled out before him. A red stubble of beard covered his jaw. His clothes were rumpled and a couple of buttons were missing from his shirt. “Hi, hon,” he said, and took an unsteady step toward her.

“No.”

The word stopped him as if he’d been struck, but his clownish grin stayed hooked in place. His eyes were so bloodshot they looked as if they were about to burst. “Awwww, don’t be like that,” he said. “Jus’ been out howwwwwlin’, that’s all. Saw Mack van Horn and old Wint, too; you’d never believe that damn still they got workin’ way back in the woods!” He blinked and ran a grimy hand across his forehead. “Where’d that mule go after he kicked me in the head?” He laughed, his eyes wanting to close on him. “Why don’t you go on back there and comb your hair real nice and pretty, huh? Put on some of that sweet-smellin’ stuff I like. Then you can welcome me home like a real wife.…”

“You’re filthy,” Ramona said quietly, “and you smell like an outhouse!”

“DAMN RIGHT!” he thundered, his face contorting with anger. “What’d you expect, that I’d come home with roses in my hair? You made me wallow in shit at that tent revival, woman, and I thought I’d jus’ bring a little of it home!” He was trembling with rage. “You made a fool out of me,” he said. “You disgraced my name, woman! Oh, you planned it all, didn’t you? That’s why you wanted to go all of a sudden, ’cause you figured you could raise some kind of sin at the revival! And I had to stand there while you … !” He stumbled over his words and stopped, because Billy had come out of the gray shadows at Ramona’s back and stood there watching.

“Billy,” John said. “Son. You daddy’s back home now. I know I look a mess, but … but I had an accident, I guess.”

“Go get your clothes on,” Ramona told the boy. “Hurry.”

Billy stared at his father, his face crumpling, and then went to get ready.

“What’s goin’ on?”

Ramona said, “I’m taking Billy to his grandmother.”

“Oh.” It was a soft, stunned exhalation of moonshined breath; John wavered on his feet, the room beginning to spin slowly around him. He felt strangled for a second and couldn’t find his voice. Then: “Now I see it. Nowwwwww I see it. Gonna take my son away from me when my back’s turned, ain’t you?” He advanced a step, and Ramona saw the glint of red in his eyes behind the soft flabby drunkenness.

“No, that’s not it.” She stood her ground. “You know why I’m doing this.…”

“So you can make him like you are!” he shrieked. “So you can put all that … that shit in his head! I won’t let you do it, by God! I won’t let you have him!”

“Billy saw some part of Will Booker that was left after death, John. Call it a haunt, or a spirit, or maybe even the soul. But he did see something in that basement, and he has to understand what’s ahead for him.…”

“NO!” John staggered backward, almost falling, and splayed himself across the door as if nailed there. “I won’t let him be taken over by that blasphemy! Maybe I had to stand by and watch you do it, but I won’t—WON’T—let you take my blood into it!”

“Your blood?” she asked him softly. “He’s my blood too. He’s got both of us in him, but the old Choctaw blood in him is strong, John. He’s the next link in the chain, don’t you see? He has to carry it f—”

He clapped his hands to his ears. “Evil evil evil evil evil …”

Tears burned around Ramona’s eyes at the sight of the pitiful drunken man, pressed frantically against the door of his own house to keep Billy in. “It’s not evil, John. It never was.”

“You tell me death’s not evil? That’s been your life, ’Mona! Not me or the boy, not really! It’s always been death, and ghosts, and demons!” He shook his head, his senses reeling. “Oh God have mercy on your soul! God have mercy on my soul for puttin’ up with your lies!”

But then Billy, in his jeans and a striped cotton shirt, stepped into the orange wash of the lamp; he was clutching the paper sack containing his clothes, and his face looked sick and scared.

“Come on, Billy.” John stretched out his arms. “Come on, let’s show her how men stick together.”

“Momma … says I should go, Daddy. She says there are things I need to learn.”

“No. She’s wrong. Know what kind of things she wants you to learn? Stuff about ghosts, and death. You’re a righteous, God-fearin’ boy, and you shouldn’t listen to things like that.”

“I didn’t want to see Will Booker, Daddy. But he was there, and he needed my help.” He lifted his hand and showed his father the black lump of coal, resting on his palm.

“What’s that? Where’d that come from?”

“I don’t know, but I …I think that Will’s trying to help me now. I think he’s given me this to let me know that … I was right to go down in that basement, and just because it was dark and scary didn’t mean it was evil.…”

A deep groan came from John’s throat. “Poisoned,” he whispered, staring at the coal. “The poison’s in the blood, it’s in the blood! Dear God strike me dead if I haven’t tried to be the best father—”

“Stop it!” Ramona said sharply.

And suddenly Billy had run across the room, dropping his clothes-filled bag, and was clinging to his father’s leg. Through his strangled sobbing the boy moaned, “I’ll be good, Daddy, I’ll be good, I’ll be …”

John shivered—whether with emotion or in disgust Ramona couldn’t tell—and gripped Billy by the collar, flinging him toward his wife. “TAKE HIM, THEN!” he shouted, and threw the car keys to the floor. “Go on, both of you! Get out of my …” His voice cracked, and a terrible sob came up from the depths of his soul. Billy was staring at him, tears streaming down the boy’s cheeks, and John raised a hand to ward off Billy’s gaze. “… house,” he whispered. He staggered across the room and fell down into his chair before the cold hearth, his face streaked reddish by the rising sun. “I can’t do it, Lord,” he said softly, one hand clamped at his temples and his eyes tightly closed. “I can’t get the darkness out of them.…” Then he was silent but for his rumbled breathing.

“Get your things,” Ramona told Billy, and then she went back to slip on socks and shoes and get her traveling bag. She would drive in her robe and change later, but right now she wanted to get herself and Billy out of the house. In the kitchen, Ramona took a few dollars and fifty cents in change from their emergency money, kept in a clay apple-shaped cookie jar that Rebekah had made for them. Then she came back to the front room and picked up the keys. Billy was standing near his father; the boy’s eyes were swollen, and now he reached out and gently touched John’s arm. John mumbled and groaned in his tortured, drunken sleep. “Go on to the car,” Ramona said. “I’ll be there directly.” When Billy had left, Ramona smoothed the tangled, dirty curls of reddish-brown hair away from her husband’s forehead. The lines of his face, she thought, were getting deeper. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, steadied herself when she began trembling, and got a coverlet for him from the bedroom. She spread it over him, and watched as he gripped at it and curled up into a ball. He moaned softly in his sleep—a sound of sadness and confusion, a lost sound like a night train way off in the distance—and Ramona left the house.



FOUR

Potter’s Clay
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THE OLD WOMAN’S HANDS, wet with clay, moved like brown hummingbirds to give shape to the formless lump that sat on the spinning potter’s wheel before her. Vase or jar? she asked herself, her foot rhythmically tapping the horizontal wooden bar that controlled the wheel’s speed. Oiled gears meshed with a quiet hissing of friction. She was partial to vases, but jars sold more quickly; Mrs. Blears, owner of the Country Crafts Shoppe twenty miles away in Selma, had told her there was a real market for her small, wide-mouthed jars glazed in dark, earthen colors. They could be used for anything from sugar jars to holding lipsticks, Mrs. Blears said, and people paid a bit more for them if there was the Rebekah Fairmountain signature on the bottom. After all, Rebekah had been written up both in the Selma Journal and in Alabama Craftsman magazine, and she’d won first prize for most original pottery sculpture four years in a row at the Alabama State Fair. She did the sculpture only once in a while now, to challenge herself, but stuck mainly to the jars, vases, and mugs the crafts shop ordered, because blue ribbons didn’t make a very filling meal.

Midmorning sunlight streamed in through two windows before her, slanting across the wood-floored workroom and glinting off the finished pieces arranged on pineboard shelves: there were cups and saucers the color of red autumn leaves, dishes as dark blue as a midnight sky, a series of jars ranging in hue from pink to deep purple, black mugs with a finish as rough as pine bark, unglazed pieces painted with brightly colored Choctaw figures. The workroom was a hodgepodge of colors and shapes, a riot of creativity; at the center of it sat the old woman, smoking a plain clay pipe and regarding the material that lay before her. She had smoothed the sides, wetting her fingers from a can of water to keep the clay soft, and had already worked over several small imperfections that might crack in the kiln’s drying heat. Now it was time to decide.

She saw a vase in this one. A tall vase with a fluted rim, glazed deep red like the blood that flows through a woman’s heart when she’s with the man she loves. Yes, she thought; a beautiful dark red vase to hold white wild flowers. She added more clay from a box at her side, wet her ringers again, and went to work.

Rebekah Fairmountain’s strong-boned, deeply furrowed face was spattered with clay; her flesh was the color of oiled mahogany, her eyes pure ebony. Straight silver hair fell to her shoulders from beneath a wide-brimmed straw sunhat, and she wore clay-smeared Sears overalls over a plaid shirt. As she worked, her eyes narrowed with concentration, and blue whorls of smoke wisped from the right side of her mouth; she was puffing rabbit tobacco that she’d gathered in the forest, and its distinctive burned-leaves aroma filled the workroom. Her house was set far off the main road and surrounded by dense forest; even so, the electric company was running lines out to provide lights to some of her neighbors, but she didn’t want that false, cheerless lighting.

A covey of quail burst out of the brush off in the distance, scattering for the sky. Their movement through the window caught Rebekah’s attention; she watched them for a moment, wondering what was stalking through the woods after them. Then she saw a faint haze of dust rising in the air, and she knew a car was drawing near. Mailman? she wondered. Too early in the day. Bill collector? Hope not! She reluctantly left the potter’s wheel and rose from her chair, stepping to the window.

When she saw it was John Creekmore’s car, her heart leapt with joy. It had been Christmas since she’d last seen her daughter and grandson. She opened the screen door and went out to where the Olds was pulling up in front of the white house, built separately from the pottery workshed. Ramona and little Billy were already getting out, but where was John? Something bad had happened, Rebekah told herself as she saw their faces. Then she broke into a hobbled run, and embraced her daughter, feeling the tension that hung around her like a shroud.

Rebekah pretended not to notice Billy’s swollen eyes. She tousled his hair and said, “Boy, you’re going to be tall enough to snag the clouds pretty soon, aren’t you?” Her voice was raspy, and trembled with the excitement of seeing them.

He managed a weak smile. “No, Gram, I won’t ever get that tall!”

“You’re about five feet there already! Let me just look at the both of you!” She took the pipe out of her mouth and shook her head in awe. “Ramona, you’re as lovely as April! You please my eyes, girl!” Then she put her arm around her daughter, sensing that the tears were about to break down Ramona’s cheeks. “Could you use a cup of sassafras tea?”

“Yes. I surely could.”

They walked to the house—the old woman steadying her daughter, the younger woman clutching to her son. On the porch was a large pile of firewood used for cooking; around behind the house, where the woods had been cleared, was a well, and at the edge of the forest stood a small smokehouse. In the comfortable but sparsely furnished house, Rebekah boiled fragrant sassafras root in a kettle on the kitchen’s woodburning stove. She said, “Billy, I’ve got a piece almost done on the wheel right now. Why don’t you run over there and take a look at it, and tell me what color you think it ought to be?”

He scampered out of the kitchen, eager to get to the pottery workroom and its explosion of shapes and colors. Ramona sat down at the kitchen table with her cup of tea, and Rebekah said quietly, “I want to hear it—everything—before the boy comes back.”

Ramona couldn’t hold back her tears any longer; she’d had to be strong for Billy, but now she felt as weak as water. She trembled, sobbing, and her mother rubbed her neck and shoulders to ease the tension in them. Ramona began with the Booker tragedy, and told her everything. “We came straight here,” she said after she was through. “You should’ve … heard what John said today, right in front of Billy.…”

The old woman lit her pipe with a long kitchen match and puffed out blue smoke. “What did you expect?” she asked. “For John to send you off with his best wishes? It’s not that he sees badness in you or Billy, it’s that he’s lost all idea of what’s bad and what isn’t. Anything that makes him afraid—or makes him think—is to him as black as a demon’s armpit in Hell. Damn it, child! I knew all this was comin’—here I go, rattlin’ on like any other old granny, eh?”

“I don’t care about myself. It’s Billy I worry about.”

“Oh, no.” Rebekah shook her head. “Don’t go sayin’ that. There’ve been too many martyrs in this family already. So: you went to this Falconer revival, and you think it was him, do you?”

“Yes,” Ramona said. “I know it was.”

“How do you know?”

“If I have to explain that to you, you don’t know me very well. I wish I’d never gone there! I was a fool to go!”

“But it’s done.” Rebekah’s dark eyes glittered. “Have you told Billy?”

“No, not yet.”

“Are you?”

“I … don’t think the time is right for that. I think it would be too much for him. Last night … what he thought was his father came for him, and took him out on the road. He was almost killed by a truck.”

Rebekah frowned, then nodded grimly. “It’s after him already, then. He may be able to see, child, but he may not be able to know what he sees, or be able to help. Our family’s been full of both good and bad fruit. There were the no-’counts, like your great-uncle Nicholas T. Hancock, who was the king of the flimflammin’ spirit merchants until he got shot in the head in a crooked poker game. But then there was your great-great-grandmother Ruby Steele, who started that organization in Washington, D.C., to study the afterlife. What I’m tryin’ to say to you is: if Billy can’t help, there’s no use in him bein’ able to see. If he can’t go forward, he’ll go backward. And he’s got a lot of tainted white blood in him, Ramona.”

“I think he can help. He’s helped already.”

“And you want him to start the Mystery Walk?”

“I want him to continue it. I think he started when he went down into that basement.”

“Maybe so. But you know as well as I do about the Walk—if he’s not strong enough, if he doesn’t have the inborn sense to understand it, then the ritual could hurt him. I was fifteen when my daddy started mine; you were sixteen. This child is only ten. Only one other I ever heard of who started the Walk that early: Thomas X. Cody, back in the 1800s. Interesting man. It was said our old enemy hated Thomas so much, he raised a corpse out of its grave and walked in its skin with a knife in one hand and a hatchet in the other. Thomas and that thing fought on the edge of a cliff for two days straight, until they both went over the side.”

“Do you believe that?”

“I believe Thomas was strong. I believe our enemy hasn’t begun to show us all his tricks. Changing shapes to deceive is only part of it.”

“Then it’s important for Billy to start the Walk now,” Ramona said. “I want him to know what kind of thing tried to kill him the other night.”

“If he’s not ready, the ritual could do him damage. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

The front door opened and closed. Billy came into the kitchen with wet clay on his hands. He was carrying a particularly large pinecone he thought his gram would like to see.

“That’s a mighty hefty pinecone.” Rebekah laid it on the table before her. Then she looked into Billy’s eyes. “How’d you like to stay here for a few days?”

“I guess so. But we’re goin’ back to Daddy, aren’t we?”

Ramona nodded. “Yes. We are.”

“Did you see my new piece?” Rebekah asked. “It’s going to be a tall vase.”

“I saw it. I think it ought to be …” He thought hard. “Red, maybe. Real dark red, like Choctaw blood.”

Rebekah paused and nodded. “Why,” she said, an expression of pleasure stealing across her face, “I hadn’t thought of that!”
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BILLY WAS AWAKENED BY his grandmother who stood over the bed holding a bull’s-eye lantern that cast a pale golden glow upon the walls. Through the open window a single cicada sang in an oak tree like a buzz saw’s whine, the note rising and falling in the midnight heat. Billy thought he could smell woodsmoke.

“Get dressed,” Rebekah said, and motioned with the lantern toward his clothes, laid across the back of a chair. In a pocket of the jeans was the piece of coal, which she’d carefully examined when he showed it to her, earlier in the evening she’d put a coating of shellac on it so the black wouldn’t rub off on his clothes or hands.

He rubbed his eyes and sat up. “What time is it?”

“Time starts now,” she replied. “Come on, get up.”

He rose and dressed, his mind still fogged with sleep. His stomach heaved and roiled, and he feared throwing up again. He didn’t know what was wrong with him; after a supper of vegetable soup and chicken wings, Gram had given him a mug of something that was oily and black and tasted like molasses. She’d said it was to keep his system “regular,” but within twenty minutes of drinking it he’d been outside, throwing up his supper into the grass. He’d heaved until there was nothing left to come up, and now he felt light-headed and weak. “Can I have some water?” he asked.

“Later. Put your shoes on.”

He yawned and struggled with his shoelaces. “What’s wrong? Where are we goin’?”

“Just outside, for a little walk. Your mother’s going to meet us.”

Billy wiped the last ghosts of sleep out of his eyes. Gram was still wearing her overalls and plaid shirt, but she’d taken off her hat and her silver hair gleamed in the lantern’s light; there was a brightly colored scarf tied around her forehead like a sweatband. “Follow me,” she said when he was ready to go.

They left the house through the kitchen door. The sky was filled with stars, the moon as orange as a bloated pumpkin. Billy followed his grandmother to the small smokehouse, and saw a column of white smoke curling up from the chimney. Suddenly Ramona stepped out of the darkness into the lantern’s wash, and she placed a firm hand on his shoulder. His heart began beating harder, because he knew that whatever secret lessons he was supposed to learn were about to begin.

Ramona brushed off his shirt and straightened his collar, as if preparing him for church. She was smiling, but Billy had seen the worry in his mother’s eyes. “You’re going to do just fine,” she said in a small, quiet voice.

“Yes ma’am.” He was trying to be brave, though he eyed the smokehouse nervously.

“Are you afraid?”

He nodded.

His grandmother stepped forward and stared down at him. “Too afraid?” she asked, watching him carefully.

He paused, knowing they wouldn’t teach him if he didn’t want to learn; but he wanted to know why he’d seen Will Booker crawl up from the coal pile. “No,” he said. “Not too afraid.”

“Once it starts, it can’t be stopped,” Rebekah said, as a last warning to both of them. Then she leaned down in front of Billy, her old back and knees cracking, and held up the lantern so the light splashed across his face. “Are you strong, boy?”

“Sure. I’ve got muscles, and I can—”

“No. Strong in here.” She thumped his chest, over the heart. “Strong enough to go into dark places and come back out again, stronger still. Are you?”

The old woman’s gaze defied him. He glanced up at the white column of smoke and touched the outline of the piece of coal in his pocket; then his spine stiffened and he said firmly, “Yes.”

“Good. Then we’re ready.” Rebekah straightened up and threw back the latch of the smokehouse door. A wave of heat slowly rolled out, making the lantern’s light shimmer. Ramona took Billy’s hand and followed her mother inside, and then the door was shut again and bolted from within.

A pinewood fire, bordered by rough stones, burned on the earthen floor; directly above it, hanging down several feet from the ceiling, was a circular metal flue, through which the smoke ascended to the chimney. The fire, Billy saw, had been burning for some time, and the bed of coals on which it lay seethed red and orange. There were wooden racks and hooks for hanging meat; Rebekah hung the lantern up on one and motioned for Billy to sit down in front of the fire. When he’d situated himself, the hot glow of the flames like a tight mask across his cheeks, his grandmother unfolded a heavy quilt from where it had lain on a storage rack and draped it around Billy’s shoulders, working it tightly so only his hands and face were free. Brightly colored blankets had been draped along the smokehouse walls to seal in the heat and smoke. A dark purple clay owl dangled from one of the hooks, its ceramic feathers gleaming; from another hook hung a strange red ceramic mask, from another what looked like a hand gripping a heart, and from a fourth hook a grinning white ceramic skull.

Ramona sat on his right. The old woman reached up to the flue, touched a small lever, and a baffle clanked shut. Smoke began to drift to all sides, slowly and sinuously. Then Rebekah reached into a bag in the corner and came up with a handful of wet leaves; she spread them over the fire, and the smoke instantly thickened, turning bluish gray and curling low to the floor. She took three more objects from the storage rack—a blackened clay pipe, a leather tobacco pouch decorated with blue and yellow beads, and a battered old leather-bound Bible—and then eased herself down to the floor on Billy’s left. “My old bones can’t take too much more of this,” she said quietly, arranging the items in front of her. Flames leapt, scrawling crooked shadows across the walls; burning leaves sparked and crackled. The smoke was getting dense now, and bringing tears to Billy’s eyes; sweat dripped down his face and off the point of his chin.

“This is the beginning,” Rebekah said, looking at the boy. “From this time on, everything is new and has to be relearned. You should first of all know who you are, and what you are. A purpose sings in you, Billy, but to understand it you have to learn the song.” The firelight glinted in her dark eyes as her face bent closer to his. Beads of sweat rolled down from her forehead into the sweatband. “The Choctaw song, the song of life sent to us from the Giver of Breath. He’s in this Book”—she touched the Bible—“but He’s everywhere, too. Inside, outside, in your heart and soul, and in the world.…”

“I thought He lived in church,” Billy said.

“In the church of the body, yes. But what’s brick and wood?” Rebekah opened the pouch and began to fill the pipe with a dark, oily-looking mixture of bark and herbs, plus green shreds from a fernlike plant that grew on the banks of the distant stream. “Hundreds of years ago, all this was Choctaw land,” and she motioned with a broad sweep of her hand that stirred the layers of smoke. “Alabama, Mississippi, Georgia … our people lived here in peace, as farmers near to the earth. When the whites came, they wanted this land because they saw how good it was; the Giver of Breath decreed to us that we should accept them, and learn to live in the white world while other tribes fought and perished. The Choctaw survived, without fighting, but now we’re the people no one remembers. Still, our blood runs strong and proud, and what we’ve learned in our minds and hearts goes on. The Giver of Breath is God of the Choctaw, but no different from the white man’s God—the same God, without favorites, with love for all men and women. He speaks in the breeze, in the rain, and in the smoke. He speaks to the heart, and can move a mountain by using the hand of a man.” She finished with the pipe, touched a smoldering twig to the tobacco, and puffed on it to get it going. Then she took it from her mouth, her eyes watering, and gave it to Billy, who looked at her with bewilderment. “Take it,” Rebekah said. “It’s for you. Ramona, we need more leaves, please.”

Billy took the pipe while his mother fed more wet leaves to the fire. He took a tentative puff that almost knocked his head off, and he was convulsed with coughing for a moment. The smoke and heat seemed to be closing in, and he could hardly breathe. Panic streaked through him, but suddenly his grandmother’s hand was on his arm and she said, “It’s all right. Relax; now try it again.”

He did, as acrid gray smoke bellowed from the fire. The pipe smoke seared the back of his throat as he drew it in, and black dots spun before his eyes.

“You’ll get used to it,” Rebekah said. “Now where was I? Oh, yes. The Giver of Breath. God of the Choctaws. God of the white man. He also gives gifts of talent, Billy, to use for His good. Inhale the smoke, all the way. Yes, that’s right. Some people can paint beautiful pictures, some can make sweet music, others work with their hands, and some with their wits; but in all people is the seed of talent, to do something of value in this world. And doing that—perfecting that talent, making the seed grow to good fruit—should be the aim of this life.”

Billy inhaled again and coughed violently. The quilt was damp with his sweating, and still the heat continued to mount. “Even me, Gram? Is that seed in me?”

“Yes. Especially in you.” She took off the kerchief, wiped her eyes with it, and handed it across the boy to Ramona, who mopped at the freely running sweat on her face and neck.

Billy stared into the fire. His head was full of a burning-rope odor, and now the smoke even tasted sweet. The flames seemed to be flaring brighter; they held beautiful glints of rainbow colors, entrancing him. He heard himself speak as if from a distance: “What kind of seed is it?”

“Billy, all three of us share something very special, something that’s been passed down to us through the generations. We don’t know how it began, or where it will end, but … we can see the dead, Billy, and we can speak to them.”

He trembled, watching the flames shoot out brilliant green-and-orange lights. Through the thick haze of smoke shadows capered on the walls. “No,” he whispered. “That’s … evil, like … like Daddy says!”

“Your father’s wrong,” Ramona said, “and he’s afraid. There’s dignity in death. But sometimes … there are those who need help in passing over from this world to the next, like Will Booker did. Will couldn’t rest until he was lying next to his folks, but his spirit—his soul—will go on. Call them haunts, or ghosts, or revenants—but some of them cling to this world after death, out of confusion, pain, or fear; some of them are stunned and wander looking for help. But all of them have to find peace—they have to give up their emotions, and the feelings they had at the instant of death if those feelings are keeping them here in this world—before they can pass over. I’m not saying I understand death, and I’m not saying I know what Heaven and Hell are going to be like, but death itself isn’t evil, Billy; it’s the call to rest after a long day’s work.”

Billy opened his eyes and put a trembling hand to his forehead. You’re in the darrrrrk place, a voice in his head hissed. It became Jimmy Jed Falconer’s thunderous roar: YOU’RE A GUEST OF SATAN! “I don’t want to go to Hell!” he moaned suddenly, and tried to fight free of the constricting blanket. “I don’t want Satan to get me!”

Rebekah quickly gripped his shoulders and said, “Shhhhhh. It’s all right now, you’re safe right here.” She let him lean his head on her shoulder and rocked him gently while Ramona added wet leaves to the fire. After another moment he calmed down, though he was still shaking. The heat was stifling now, but most of the smoke had risen to the ceiling where it undulated in thick gray layers. “Maybe Hell’s just something a man made up,” she said softly, “to make some other man afraid. I think that if Hell exists, it must be right here on this earth … just like Heaven can be, too. No, I think death’s apart from all that; it’s another step in who and what we are. We leave the clay behind and our spirits take flight.” She tilted his face up and looked into his eyes. “That’s not saying, though, that there isn’t such a thing as evil.…”

Billy blinked. His grandmother was a shadowy form, surrounded by a halo of reddish white light. He felt weary and struggled to keep his eyes open. “I’ll … fight it,” he mumbled. “I’ll hit it … and kick it, and …”

“I wish it was as simple as that,” Rebekah said. “But it’s cunning and takes all kinds of shapes. It can even make itself beautiful. Sometimes you don’t see it for what it is until it’s too late, and then it scars your spirit and gets a hold on you. The world itself can be an evil place, and make people sick to their guts with greed and hate and envy; but evil’s a greedy hog that walks on its own legs, too, and tries to crush out any spark of good it can find.”

As if in a dream, Billy lifted the pipe and drew from it again. The smoke tasted as smooth as a licorice stick. He was listening very carefully to his grandmother, and watching the undulating smoke at the ceiling.

The old woman brushed a sweat-damp curl from his forehead. “Are you afraid?” she asked gently.

“No,” he replied. “But I’m … kinda sleepy.”

“Good. I want you to rest now, if you can.” She took the pipe from him and knocked the ashes into the fire.

“Can’t,” he said. “Not yet.” And then his eyes closed and he was drifting in the dark, listening to the fire’s soft crackling; the dark wasn’t frightening, but instead was warm and secure.

Rebekah eased him to the ground, tucking the blanket in around him so he’d continue sweating. Ramona added more leaves to the fire and then they left the smokehouse.
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BILLY CAME AWAKE WITH sudden start. He was alone. The fire had burned down to red embers; the heat was still fierce, and thick smoke had settled in a calm, still cloud at the ceiling. His heart was beating very fast, and he struggled to get free of the blanket. The grinning ceramic skull glinted with low red light.

And suddenly something began to happen in the fire. Flames snapped and hissed. As Billy stated, transfixed, a long fiery coil slowly rose from the embers. It rattled, sending off tiny red sparks.

A bunting, spade-shaped head with eyes of sizzling cinders rose up. Red coils tangled and writhed, pushing the fiery length of flaming rattlesnake out of the fire and toward Billy. Its eyes fixed upon him, and when its jaws opened drops of burning venom, like shining rubies, drooled out. The snake slithered closer, with a noise like paper charring, across the clay floor; Billy tried to pull away, but he was tangled up in the blanket. He couldn’t find his voice. The flame-rattler touched his blanket; the cloth sparked and burned. It reared back, its body a seething red, to strike.

Billy started to kick at it, but before he could, something gray and almost transparent swooped down from the cloud of smoke at the ceiling.

It was a large, fierce-looking eagle, its body and wings wraithlike, flurrying smoke. With a high, angered shriek that echoed within Billy’s head, the smoke-eagle dropped through the air toward the flame-rattler, which reared back and spat sparks from between its burning fangs. The eagle swerved and dived again, its smoky claws gripping at the back of the snake’s head. The two enemies fought for a few seconds, the eagle’s wings beating at the air. Then the fire-snake’s tail whipped up, striking into the eagle, and the eagle spun away.

Balancing on tattered wings, the smoke-eagle dropped down again, its claws clamping just behind the snake’s head; the flame-rattler buried its burning jaws within the eagle’s breast, and Billy could see its dripping fangs at work. But then the eagle slashed downward, and parts of the rattler’s body hissed through the air in fragments of fire. Coils of flame wrapped around the eagle’s form, and both of them whirled in a mad circle for a few seconds like a burning gray cloth. The eagle’s wings drove them both upward, up into the cloud of smoke, and then they were gone except for a few droplets of flame that fell back into the embers.

Sweat blinded Billy, and he frantically rubbed his eyes to clear them, expecting the strange combatants to come hurtling back.

“It’s sin, Billy,” a quiet voice said from just behind the boy.

Startled, Billy looked around. His father, gaunt and sad-eyed, sat there on the clay floor in overalls and a faded workshirt. “Daddy!” Billy said, astounded. “What’re you doing here?”

The man shook his head gravely. “This is all sin. Every last bit of it.”

“No, it’s not! Gram said …”

John leaned forward, his blue eyes blazing with reflected firelight. “It is rotten, filthy, black evil. That woman is trying to mark your soul, son, so you’ll belong to Satan for the rest of your life.”

“But she says there are things I have to learn! That I’ve got a purpose in me, to …”

He moaned softly, as if the boy’s words had hurt him. “All this … this talk don’t mean a thing, son. You’re a smart, upright boy, and you’ve never given heed to talk about haunts and spirits before, have you? This Mystery Walk thing is wrong, and it’s deadly dangerous.” He held out his hand. “Take my hand, Billy, and I’ll lead you out of this vile place. Come on. Trust your daddy.”

Billy almost reached out for him. His father’s eyes were bright and pleading, and he could tell how much his father was hurting for him. Still … something wasn’t right. He said, “How … how did you get here? We came in the car, so … how did you get here?”

“I came on the bus as fast as I could, to save you from Satan’s pitchfork. And he’ll stick you, Billy; oh yes, he’ll stick you hard and make you scream if you stay in this dark place.…”

“No. You’re wrong. Gram said …”

“I don’t care what she said!” the man told him. “Take my hand.”

Billy stared at the fingers. The fingernails were black. “You’re not … my daddy,” he whispered, recoiling in terror. “You’re not!”

And suddenly the man’s face began to melt like a wax candle, as Billy saw him clearly for what he was. The nose loosened and oozed down on thick strands of flesh; beneath it was a black, hideous snout. A cheek slid down to the point of the chin like a raw egg, then fell away. The lower jaw collapsed, exposing a thin mouth with two curved yellow tusks. One blue eye rolled out of the head like a marble, and underneath it was a small, terrible red orb that might have belonged to a savage boar. As the face crumbled, that red eye was unblinking. “Boy,” the thing whispered in a voice like fingernails drawn down a blackboard, “get out of here! Run! Run and hide, you little peckerhead!”

Billy almost lurched to his feet in panic. The awful face—the same face he’d seen on the road—loomed closer, red in the flickering light. It thundered, “RUN!” But as before, Billy was frozen with fear.

Are you strong? he remembered Gram asking him. Are you strong in your heart? “Yes I am strong,” he said hoarsely. “Yes I am strong.”

The thing paused, and then roared with laughter that hurt Billy’s head. The second blue eye rolled out of its face, and the two red orbs glittered. Billy almost leaped up and ran—but then the image of the majestic eagle surfaced in his mind, and he steeled himself. He looked the beast in the face, determined not to show he was afraid. The thing’s laughter faded. “All right,” it whispered, and seemed to draw away from him. “I have better things to do. Finish this travesty. Learn all you can, and learn it well. But don’t turn your back on me, boy.” The shape began to melt down into a black, oily puddle on the floor. The misshapen mouth said, “I’ll be waiting for you,” and then the figure was gone. The shimmering puddle caught blue fire, and in an instant it too had vanished.

Something touched his shoulder, and he spun away with a husky groan of fear.

“Lord God, boy,” Rebekah said, her eyes narrowed. “What’s got into you?” She eased herself down before the fire again, as Ramona added wood and leaves to the embers. “You’re shakin’ like a cold leaf! We’ve just been gone for five minutes!” She stared at him for moment, and tensed. “What happened?”

“Nothin’. Nothin’ happened. I didn’t see a thing!”

Rebekah glanced quickly at her daughter, then back to the boy. “All right,” she said. “You can tell me when you like.” She helped him to the edge of the fire again, and he stared sightlessly into it as she began to knead his neck and shoulders with her strong brown hands. “Havin’ this gift—this talent, I guess you could call it—isn’t an easy thing. No kind of real responsibility is ever easy. But sometimes responsibility blocks you off from other people; they can’t see into your head, they can’t understand your purpose, and they mock you for doin’ what you think is right. Some people will be afraid of you, and some may hate you …”

As the old woman spoke, Ramona looked at her son, examined his face in the firelight. She knew he’d be a fine-looking young man, handsome enough to knock the girls for a loop when he went to Fayette County High School; but what would his life be like? Shut off from other people? Feared and hated by the community, as both she and her mother had been? She recalled Sheriff Bromley’s words, that things would never be the same for Billy again, and she felt an aching in her heart. He was growing up right now, in front of her eyes, though she knew that in following the Mystery Walk it was essential to keep part of childhood always within you as a shelter from the storm of the world, and also because a child’s vision and understanding were most times better than a grown-up’s hard, rational view of the world.

“… but usin’ that talent right is harder still,” Rebekah was saying. “You’ve got to think of yourself as a gate, Billy, on the edge between this world and the next. You’ve got to learn to open yourself up, and let those in need pass through. But you’ll have to keep their fear and pain inside yourself, like a sponge soaks up water, so they can pass through with an unburdened soul. That’s not an easy thing to do, and I can’t help you learn it; that’ll come from within you, when the time is right. And doing it once doesn’t make the next time any simpler, either, but you’ll find you can stand it. The first one is the worst, I guess, ’cause you don’t know what to expect.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Kind of. Oh, not the same hurt like gettin’ a shot at the doctor’s office, or scrapin’ your knee on a rock, but it hurts in here”—she touched the center of her chest—“and in here”—and then her forehead. “It’s a hurt you’ll inherit from those you’re trying to help. And I won’t say you’ll be able to help all the time, either, some revenants just won’t give up this world, maybe because they’re too afraid to go on. If they were mean or crazy in life, they may try to do … worse things, like hurtin’ people.” She felt his shoulders tense under her hands. “Or, more rightly, they scare folks into hurtin’ themselves, one way or another.”

Billy watched the wet leaves curl, blacken, and burn. He sat still trembling from seeing that awful boar-thing, and now he tried to puzzle out what his grandmother was saying. “I thought … when you passed on it was like going to sleep, and if you were good you went to Heaven. Isn’t that right?”

“But what if you had to go to sleep, but didn’t want to? Wouldn’t you toss and turn for a while, your restless self just makin’ you miserable? And what if you were doin’ something real important, or plannin’ big things, or lookin’ forward to a fine tomorrow when all the lights went out? Or what if you tried to sleep with an awful pain in you? Then you’d need help, wouldn’t you, to rest easy? I’m not saying all revenants cling to this world; most of them find their own way through. In your lifetime you might only be called on to help two or three, but you will be called, and you’ll have to do something with it.…”

“Like what?” He blew sweat off his upper lip; he was still very dizzy, and heard his grandmother’s voice as if listening to crosscurrents of echoes from out of a dark, deep cave.

“I put mine into pottery,” Rebekah told him. “Your mother put hers into her needlepoint. Your great-grandfather could sing up a storm in a hot tub on a Saturday night. That’s up to you to find, when you have so much hurt inside you that you’ll have to get rid of it or …” Her voice trailed off.

“Or what, Gram?” Billy prompted.

The old woman said softly, “Or you could lose yourself in other people’s pain. Several members of our family … lost themselves that way, and took their own lives out of despair. A couple of them tried to escape their purpose in liquor and drugs. One of your uncles, a long way back, lost his mind and spent his life in an asylum.…”

That hit him like a fist to the back of his head. Tears welled in his eyes; maybe he was already about to “lose his mind,” he thought with numbed horror. After all, hadn’t he seen a smoke-eagle and a fire-serpent fighting right in front of him? Hadn’t he seen something evil dressed up in his daddy’s skin? He sobbed, and haltingly he told his grandmother and Ramona what he’d witnessed. They listened intently, and it seemed to him that his grandmother’s eyes were as black as coals in her brown, seamed face.

When he was finished, Rebekah dipped her sweatband in a bucket of cool well-water she’d brought in and wiped his face. The water’s chill in the stifling smokehouse heat sent a delicious shock through him, calming his feverish brain. “They’re pictures in your head, Billy. There’ll be more before you’re through. I think everybody has some eagle and some snake in them; they fight to pull your spirit high or drag it to the ground. The question is: which one do you let win, and at what price? The second thing you saw”—a shade seemed to pass before her face, like a thundercloud before the sun—“is what I warned you to watch for. You must’ve shown it you weren’t afraid—but it won’t give up so easily. Ramona, will you pass me that jug?” She unscrewed the sealed brown bottle Ramona had brought in with her and poured into the cup a thick dark liquid that smelled of sassafras and cinnamon.

“There may come a time, Billy,” Rebekah continued softly, “when evil tries to crush you out, like someone snuffing a candle. It’ll try to work on your weaknesses, to turn things around in your head so up is down and inside is out. I’ve seen that thing too, Billy—what looks like a wild boar—and it’s so loathsome you can hardly bear to look at it. It used to taunt me in the night, when I was younger than your mother, and one morning not long ago I woke up to find all of my pottery shattered on the floor in the workshed. My house has caught fire before, for no reason at all. You remember that yellow mutt I had, named Chief? I never told you what really happened to him, but I found him scattered in the woods behind the house, like something had just torn him to pieces. That was the last dog I ever had. And what I mean to say is that the thing you saw—what my father used to call the ‘shape changer’ because it can take on any form it pleases—has been our enemy for a long, long time. Almost everyone in our family’s seen it; it’s a dangerous, sly beast, Billy, and it tries to hurt us through the people and things we care for. It probes for a weakness, and that’s why we have to keep ourselves strong. If we don’t, it could work on our mind—or maybe physically hurt us too.”

“What is it?” His voice had dropped to a frail whisper. “Is it the Devil, Gram?”

“I don’t know. I just know it’s very old, because even the first Choctaw spirit healers used to weave stories of the ‘beast with skin of smoke.’ There are tales of the shape changer going back hundreds of years—and some in our family, those who weren’t strong enough to resist it, were either beguiled by its lies or torn to pieces by its hatred. You never know what it’s planning, but it must sense a threat in you or it wouldn’t have come to take a look at you.”

“Why, Gram? Why does it hate us?”

“Because it’s a greedy beast that uses fear to make itself stronger: It feeds like a hog at a trough on the human emotions of despair, torment, and confusion; sometimes it traps revenants and won’t let them break away from this world. It feeds on their souls, and if there’s a Hell, I suppose that must be it. But when we work to free those revenants, to take their suffering into ourselves and do something constructive with it, we steal from the shape changer’s dinner table. We send those poor souls onward to where the shape changer can’t get at them anymore. And that’s why the beast wants nothing more than to stop your Mystery Walk.”

“I don’t know what to do!” he whispered.

“You have to believe in yourself, and in the Giver of Breath. You have to keep pressing forward, no matter what happens, and you can’t turn away from your responsibility. If you do, you make a weak hole in yourself that the shape changer might try to reach into. The beast doesn’t care about your mother or me anymore, Billy, because most of our work is done; it’s you, the new blood, he’s watching.”

“Can it hurt me, Gram?”

“I don’t know,” she said, and thought of Chief’s carcass scattered through the brush, pieces of him hanging from low tree branches as if he’d exploded from within.

“I want you to drink this, Billy. It’ll help you sleep. We can talk more about it later.” She gave him the cup of liquid from the jug. Its inviting aroma drifted up to him. His head felt like a lead cannonball, his bones aching from the heat. He thought he could easily fall asleep without drinking this stuff, but he sipped at it anyway; it was pleasantly sweet, though just underneath the sugar was a musky taste, like the smell of wild mushrooms growing in a green, damp place.

“All of it,” Rebekah said. Billy drank it down. She smiled. “That’s very good.”

He smiled in return, through a mask of running sweat. The boar-thing was fading now, as all nightmares do in time. He stared into the embers, saw all the hundred variations of color between pale orange and dark violet, and his eyelids began to droop. The last thing he remembered seeing before the darkness closed in was the ceramic owl, watching over him from its smokehouse hook.

They left him lying on his back on the clay floor, the blanket wrapped around him like a heavy shroud. Outside, Rebekah locked the door. “No need for us to look in on him again until morning.” She stretched, hearing her backbone creak. “Seems to me he understood everything pretty much, but it’s his confidence needs working on. We’ll start again tomorrow night.”

“Will he be safe?” Ramona asked as they walked to the house, following the track of Rebekah’s lantern.

“I hope so. He saw his twin natures, the good and the bad at war inside him, and he looked the shape changer in the face.” They reached the back door, and Ramona stopped to peer through the darkness at the smokehouse. Rebekah laid a hand on her shoulder. “Billy’s already being poked and prodded, picked at for a weak spot. I didn’t know it would start so soon. He resisted this time, but it won’t return in that form again. No, the foe will be different and stronger. But so will Billy be, different and stronger.”

“Should he know about the black aura yet?”

“No. He’ll grow into seeing it, just like you did. I don’t want to put that on him just yet.” She regarded her daughter, her head cocked to one side. “He’ll sleep through the day. If you hear him cry out, you’re not to go in there and wake him up. His old life is being shattered so the new one can start. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Ramona said. “It’s just that … he’s alone.”

“And that’s how it has to be. After these three days are over you might be at his side, but the rest of the way he has to go alone. You knew that before you brought him to me.” Rebekah squeezed her daughter’s shoulder gently. “I was wrong about him; his blood may be tainted, but his heart and soul are strong. He’ll make you proud, girl. Now come on, and I’ll make us a pot of tea.”

Ramona nodded and followed her mother into the house, shutting the screen door quietly.

Within the smokehouse, the boy had curled up like an infant about to emerge into light.
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“BILLY?” COY GRANGER CALLED out toward the grocery store’s small magazine rack. “Found it for you!” He held up a dusty plastic-wrapped needlepoint kit. “It was buried in a box back in the storeroom. Now you say you need some roofin’ nails?”

“Yes sir. Couple of packs will do.” The boy looked up from the sports magazine he’d been paging through and then ambled over to the counter while Granger found the nails. It was early May of 1969, and Billy Creekmore was seventeen. He’d already topped six feet, and now stood as tall as his father; though he was big-boned, again like his father, he was on the lean side, just short of being skinny, and his wrists shot out from the old blue workshirt he wore, dappled with grease and oil from his job at the gas station. With the thinning of his face, his cheekbones had angled and risen up from the flesh, and his eyes were dark hazel, flecked with glints of amber when the light hit them just so. The warm spring sunshine had already darkened Billy’s flesh to a nut-brown color, and his dark hair was a confusion of curls and unruly cowlicks, jumbling down over his forehead in commas. His hair wasn’t cut as severely as it once had been, since Curtis Peel had finally read in a barbershop trade magazine that longer hair was definitely the “in-thing” for his younger customers—much to the chagrin of their parents, who could fly into fits when they happened to hear Beatles music on a radio.

Billy had grown into a handsome young man in the seven years since he’d visited his grandmother and sweated himself into a stupor in her smokehouse. Still, there was a wariness in his eyes, a careful shell to protect himself against the whispers he overheard in the halls of Fayette County High. They could talk about him all they liked; he didn’t care, but once he heard his mother’s or grandmother’s name mentioned, he turned upon the offender with a vengeance. He wasn’t mean, though, and was unprepared for the mean tricks used in after-school fights by country boys who were growing up to be the spitting images of their fathers; crotch kicks and eye gouges were common, and many times Billy had found himself ringed by gleefully shouting kids while his face banged into somebody’s kneecap. There was no one he could really call a close friend, though he dreamed of being popular and going out on Saturday nights to Fayette with the gregarious bunch of kids who seemed to get along so well with just about everybody. It had taken him a long time to accept the fact that people were afraid of him; he saw it in their eyes when he walked into a room, heard it when conversations were cut off in his presence. He was different—it was difference enough that he was dark-skinned and obviously of Indian heritage—and since entering Fayette County High he’d been effectively isolated. His crust of caution went deep, protecting his self-respect and his still-childlike sense of wonder at the world.

He read a lot—damaged hardbacks and paperback novels he sometimes found at garage sales. He’d come across a real find several weeks ago: a boxful of old National Geographics brought up from someone’s basement, where they’d been moldering for a while. His treks—through forests, following the disused railroad tracks and old logging roads—were taking him farther and farther away from home; often, when the weather wasn’t too chilly, he’d take a bedroll out into the woods and spend the night, content with his own company and listening to the forest noises that punctuated the darkness. Out in the velvet black you could see shooting stars by the hundreds, and sometimes the faint blinking lights of an airplane headed for Birmingham. In the daytime he enjoyed the sun on his face, and could track deer like an expert, sometimes coming up within twenty feet or so of them before they sensed him.

His curiosity always burned within him to take one more step, to just round the next curve or top the next ridge; the world was beckoning him away from Hawthorne, away from the house where his quiet mother and his grim-lipped father waited for him.

“Here you go,” Granger said, and laid the packs of nails on the counter along with the other items—bread, bacon, sugar, milk, and flour—that Billy had come for. John owed Granger a good deal of money, and sent Billy in for groceries these days; Granger knew the Creekmores were just getting by on the skin of their teeth, and that those roofing nails would be used to try to hold that shack they called a house together for one more hot summer. The last time that Granger had demanded his money, at the end of winter, Billy had worked for him in the afternoons for free, delivering groceries; now Billy was working out John Creekmore’s gasoline and oil tab at the filling station. “Want me to put this on your credit?” he asked the boy, trying to keep a hard edge out of his voice; though he honestly liked Billy, his feelings for John Creekmore’s credit were showing through.

“No sir,” Billy said, and took out a few dollars from his jeans.

“Well! John go to market early this year?” He started adding up figures on a notepad.

“Mom sold some of her pieces to a dealer in Fayette. I don’t think this is enough to take care of what we owe you, but …”

Granger took the money and shrugged. “It’s all right. I’ll still be here.” He made change and handed back the few coins. “Too bad John didn’t get that job at the sawmill, huh? They pay pretty good up there, I understand.”

“Yes sir, but they only hired five new men, and Dad says over fifty showed up to get work.” Billy started sacking the groceries. “I guess a lot of folks need the money pretty bad, what with the droughts we’ve been having.”

“Yes,” Coy agreed. He couldn’t think of any family offhand who needed money any worse than the Creekmores. Perhaps the only business that was really thriving in Hawthorne was the Chatham brothers’ sawmill; they had owned the family mill for over forty years, still housed in the same run-down wooden structure with most of the same engines and belts running the saws. “Well, maybe they’ll be hirin’ more in the fall. Have you given any thought to your own future?”

Billy shrugged. Mr. Dawson, who taught auto mechanics at Fayette County, had told him he was pretty quick at catching on to how machines worked and would probably make a good wrench-jockey after high school; the boy’s adviser, Mr. Marbury, had said his grades were very high in English and reading comprehension, but not quite high enough to get him a junior-college scholarship. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll help out my dad for a while.”

Coy grunted. The Creekmore land hadn’t produced a good crop in three years. “You ought to get into the construction business, Billy. I hear some of the contractors up around Fayette are going to be hirin’ laborers. That’s good pay, too. You know, I think Hawthorne’s a losin’ proposition for a bright young man like you. I wouldn’t say that to just anybody, but there’s a real spark in you. You think, you reason things out. Nope. Hawthorne’s not for you, Billy.”

“My folks need me.” He grinned. “I’m the only one who can keep the Olds running.”

“Well, that’s no kind of a future.” The bell over the front door clanged, and Billy looked up as Mrs. Pettus and Melissa—her radiant blue-eyed face framed by a bell of hair the color of pale summer straw—came into the grocery store. Billy forgot to breathe for an instant; he saw her every day at Fayette County High, but still there was a quiver of electric tension down in his stomach. The school dance—May Night—was less than two weeks away, and Billy had been trying to muster the courage to ask her before anyone else did, but whenever he thought he was about to approach her he’d remember that he had no money or driver’s license, and that his clothes had been worn by someone else before him. Melissa always wore bright dresses, her face scrubbed and shining. Billy picked up his sacked groceries, wanting to get out before Melissa saw his grease-stained hands and shirt.

“My, my!” Coy said. “Don’t you two look lovely this afternoon!”

“That’s what ladies do best!” Mrs. Pettus said merrily. She put a protective arm around her daughter as the Creekmore boy stepped past.

“Hi,” Billy blurted out.

Melissa smiled and nodded her head, and then her mother pulled her on into the store.

He watched her over his shoulder as he neared the door, and saw her look quickly back at him. His heart pounded. And then the cowbell clanged over his head and he ran into someone who was coming through the door.

“Whoa there, Billy!” Link Patterson said, trying to sidestep. “You gatherin’ wool, boy?” He grinned good-naturedly; in another instant the grin had frozen on his face, because Billy Creekmore was staring at him as if he’d sprouted horns from the top of his head.

Billy’s blood had gone cold. Link Patterson looked healthy and well fed, possibly because he was one of the few men who’d gotten a job at the sawmill and his life had taken a turn for the better; his wife was expecting their second child in October, and he’d just made the first payment on a trailer parked outside the town limits. But Billy saw him enveloped in a purplish black haze of light, a hideous cocoon that slowly writhed around him.

Link laughed nervously. “What’s wrong? Looks like you’d seen a …” The word ghost lay in his mouth like cold lead, and he swallowed it.

Billy slowly reached out; his fingers touched the haze, but felt nothing. Link shrank back a step. “Boy? What the hell’s wrong with you?”

Coy Granger, Mrs. Pettus, and Melissa were watching. Billy blinked and shook his head. “Nothing, Mr. Patterson. Sorry. I … sorry.” And then he was out the door and gone, hurrying along the road with the sack of groceries clamped in the crook of an arm. With a few more steps he began running, feeling scared and sick. What did I see? he asked himself, and didn’t stop running even when he passed the green, grown-over ruin of the Booker house.

“Pack of Kents, Coy,” Link Patterson said. As Granger got his cigarettes, Link stepped to the window and peered out, watching Billy running away. He could hear the high singsong of the saws; in fifteen minutes he’d be on the line, called in to fill the shift for a man who’d gotten sick and had to go home. “That Creekmore boy is … really strange, ain’t he?” Link said, to no one in particular.

Mrs. Pettus answered. “He’s got that wicked seed in him, that’s what. My Melissa sees him at school every day and he’s always picking fights, isn’t he?”

“No, Momma,” she replied, and pulled away from her mother’s arm. “That’s not how it is.”

“Always picking fights. And he’s such a nice-lookin’ boy, too, to have such bad blood in him.”

“Billy’s all right,” Coy said. “He’s a smart boy. He’ll go far if he can cut himself loose from that farm. Link, here’re your cigarettes. How’s work at the mill?”

“In bits and pieces,” Link joked, trying to summon up a grin. The way Billy had stared at him had made him jittery. He paid for the cigarettes, went out to his pickup truck, and drove on toward the mill.

Link parked his truck in the gravel lot, took a few pulls from a cigarette to calm his jittery nerves, then crushed it out and put on his heavy canvas safety gloves. Then he walked the few dozen yards to the main building, past bunks of yellow pine logs sitting alongside the railroad tracks; they were newly arrived, oozing sap, and ready to be hauled into the small pond behind the mill before the hot weather made them harden and swell. He went up a flight of rickety stairs to the main hall.

Before he opened the door, the noise of the saws was simply irritating; when he stepped inside, into a golden haze of sawdust and friction heat thrown off by the whirring circular saws, band saws, and ponies, the shrill scream of machinery pounded into his forehead like a sledgehammer. He fished earplugs from his pocket and screwed them in place, but they helped hardly at all. The smell of raw lumber and sawdust in the air scratched the back of Link’s throat. He clocked in next to the glassed-in office where Lamar Chatham sat at his desk, the telephone to one ear and an index finger plugging the other.

The mill was working at full speed. Link saw where he was needed—the master sawyer, Durkee, was operating the headrig and aligning the logs, a two-man job that was slowing down the flow of timber—and hurried toward the far end of the line. He took his place next to the whining headrig and began operating the long lever that sped up or braked the circular saw, while grizzled old Durkee judged the raw logs and maneuvered them so they’d go into the headrig at the proper angle and speed. Link worked the lever, adjusting the saw’s speed to Durkee’s shouted orders.

The logs kept coming, faster and faster. Link settled down to the routine, watching the oil-smeared gauge set into the machinery next to him, reading the saw’s speed.

Bare light bulbs hung from the ceiling, illuminating the mill with a harsh and sometimes unreliable light: many men who’d worked the mill were missing fingers because they couldn’t judge exactly where a fast-spinning sawrim was, due to poor lighting. Link let himself relax, became part of the trembling headrig. His mind drifted to his new trailer. It had been a good buy, and now that his second child was on the way it was good that he, Susie, and his son Jeff were out of that shack they’d lived in for years. It seemed that finally things were working out his way.

Durkee shouted, “This one’s as punky as a rotten tooth!” and jabbed at the wood with a logger’s hook. “Damn, what sorta shit they tryin’ to pass through here!” He reached out, pushed the log’s far end a few inches to line it up correctly, and made a motion with his forefinger to give the saw more speed. Link pushed the lever forward. The log started coming through, sawdust whirling out of the deepening groove as the teeth sank in. The headrig vibrated suddenly, and Link thought: This sonofabitch is gonna come a—

And then there was a loud crack! that vibrated through the mill. Link saw the log split raggedly as the saw slipped out of line. Durkee roared, “SHUT HER DOWN!” and Link wrenched the lever back, thinking I’ve screwed up, I’ve screwed up, I’ve …

Something flew up like a yellow dagger. The three-inch-long shard of wood pierced Link’s left eye with a force that snapped his head back. He screamed in agony, clutched at his face, and stumbled forward, off-balance; instinctively he reached out to keep himself from going down … and the saw’s scream turned into a hungry gobbling.

“Help!” Durkee shouted. “Somebody cut the master switch!”

Link staggered, blood streaming down his face. He lifted his right hand to clear his eyes, and saw in his hazed half-vision the wet nub of white bone that jutted from the mangled meat of his forearm. His hand, the fingers still twitching, was already moving down the conveyor belt wrapped in its bloody canvas glove.

And then the stump of his ruined arm shot blood like a firehose.

Someone hit the master switch. The machinery stopped, the saws whining down like angered wasps. Link’s knees buckled. He was trying to scream, but he couldn’t find his voice; instead, he could still hear the noise of the circular saw in his head—screaming, screaming in a hideous metallic voice. He couldn’t get a breath, he was lying in sawdust, he was going to get dirty and he didn’t want Susie to see him like this. “… Not like this,” he moaned, clutching his arm close to his body, like an infant. “Oh God … oh God, not like this.…”

Voices cut through the haze above him. “… call the doc, hurry …”

“… bandage it … tourniquet in the… !”

“… somebody call his wife!”

“My hand,” Link whispered. “Find … my hand.…” He couldn’t remember now which hand was hurt, but he knew it had to be found so the doctor could stitch it back on. The sawdust around him was wet, his clothes were wet, everything was wet. A black wave roared through his head. “No!” he whispered. “… Not fair, not this way!” Tears streamed down his cheeks, mingling with the blood. He was aware of someone knotting a shirt around his forearm; everything was moving in slow motion, everything was crazy and wrong.…

“… too much blood, the damned thing’s not gonna …” a disembodied voice said, off in the distance. A shout, full of sharp echoes: “… ambulance!” and then fading away.

The black wave came back again, seemingly lifting him up from where he sat. It scared him, and he fought against it with his teeth gritted. “NO!” he cried out. “I WON’T LET IT … be … like this.…” The voices above him had merged into an indistinct mumbling. His eye hurt, that was the worst of it, and he couldn’t see. “Clean my eye off,” he said, but no one seemed to hear. A surge of anger swelled in him, searing and indignant. There was still so much to do, he realized. His wife to take care of! The new baby! The trailer he was so proud of and had put so much work into! I won’t let it be like this! he screamed inwardly.

The light was fading. Link said, “I don’t want it to get dark.”

Above him, an ashen-faced and blood-spattered Durkee looked at the ring of stunned men and said, “What’d he say? Anybody hear him? Jesus, what a mess!” Durkee went down on his knees, cradling the younger man’s head. Now that all the saws were quiet, they could hear an ambulance coming, but it was still on the other side of Hawthorne.

There were droplets of blood across the front of Lamar Chatham’s white shirt. He was trembling, his hands curled into helpless fists at his sides. His brain was working furiously on two tracks: how to make up the work that was being lost and how to smooth this thing over with the safety inspectors. He saw Link Patterson’s gloved hand lying on a conveyor belt like a large squashed spider, the air was rank with blood and icy with shock.

Durkee rose to his feet. He let out a long sigh and shook his head. “Somebody else’ll have to close his eyes. I’ve had enough.” He walked past Chatham without looking back.
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JOHN CREEKMORE STOOD STIFFLY in an ill-fitting black suit, the sun hot on his neck through a break in the pines. As Reverend Laken spoke, John looked back over his shoulder at the figure sitting up the hill perhaps fifty yards away, watching the funeral through the rows of small granite tombstones. Billy had been up there since John had arrived, before the funeral had started. The boy hadn’t moved a muscle, and John knew the others had seen him up there too. John looked away, trying to concentrate on what Hawthorne’s new minister was saying, but he could feel Billy sitting back amid the pines; he shifted his weight uneasily from one foot to the other, not knowing what to do with his hands.

“Amen,” Reverend Laken finally said. The coffin was cranked down into the ground, and Susie sobbed so terribly John had to walk away from her. He stood and stared up at his son for a moment. Billy was motionless. John thrust his hands into his pockets and walked carefully toward him between the mounds of earth, his shoes slipping on the carpet of fresh pine needles. The boy’s face was a tight mask of secrets; John knew that Ramona and Billy kept a world of secrets from him—dark things that had to do with the time Billy had spent at his grandmother’s house. John didn’t want to know what they were, fearing contamination, but for one thing he could be happy: Rebekah Fairmountain had gone to her hellish reward two years ago. Ramona and Billy had found her on the day after Christmas, sitting with her eyes closed in her easy chair, a yellowed picture of her late husband and a red vase full of wild flowers on a table at her side.

John reached his son. “What’re you doin’ here?”

“I wanted to come.”

“People saw you sittin’ up here. Why didn’t you come down?”

He shook his head, amber lights glinting in his eyes; he was unable to explain his feelings, but when he’d seen that strange black haze clinging to Link Patterson he’d known something terrible was about to happen. He hadn’t told his mother about it until later, after Mr. Patterson was lying dead up at the sawmill and the whole town knew there’d been an awful accident. As he’d watched the coffin being lowered, he’d wondered if he had had the power to change the man’s destiny, perhaps with a single word of warning, or if the accident was already waiting for Link Patterson to step into it and nothing Billy could’ve said or done would’ve mattered.

“What did you come for?” John asked. “I thought you were supposed to be workin’ at the gas station this afternoon.”

“I asked for the afternoon off. It doesn’t matter anyway.”

“The hell it don’t!” John felt a flush of unreasoned anger heat his face. “People see you sittin’ up here among the graves, what are they gonna think? Damn it, boy! Don’t you have a lick of sense anymore?” He almost reached down and hauled Billy to his feet, but restrained himself; lately his nerves had been on edge all the time, and he lost his temper like a shatterpated fool. A pang of shame stabbed him. This is my son! he thought. Not a stranger I don’t even know! He abruptly cleared his throat. “You ready to go home now?”

They walked down the hill together, past the new grave with its bright bouquets of flowers, and to the Olds. The car was held together with more wire and odd junkyard pieces than Frankenstein’s monster. The engine, when it finally caught, sounded as if it were gargling nuts and bolts. They drove out of the cemetery and toward home.

John saw it first: a white pickup truck with CHATHAM BROTHERS stenciled on its side in red was parked in front of the house. “Now what?” he said, and then thought: could be it’s a job! His hands tightened around the steering wheel. Sure! They needed a new man on the line, since Link was … He was sickened at what he was thinking, but—sickened or not—his heart was beating harder in anticipation.

Lamar Chatham himself was sitting on the front porch with Ramona. He rose to his feet, a short heavy man in a seersucker suit, as the Olds approached.

John stopped the car, then stepped out. He was sweating profusely in the dark suit. “Howdy, Mr. Chatham,” he called.

The man nodded, chewing on a toothpick. “Hello, Creekmore.”

“My son and I went to pay our respects to Link Patterson. That was a terrible thing, but I guess a man can’t be too careful around those saws. I mean, when you’re workin’ fast you’ve got to know what you’re doin’.” He caught Ramona’s dark gaze on him, and again he felt a hot surge of anger. “I hear the mill’s gonna be shut down for a while.”

“That’s right. I’ve been waitin’ to speak to you.”

“Oh? Well … what can I do for you, then?”

Chatham’s fleshy face looked loose and slack, and there were gray patches beneath his blue eyes. He said, “Not you, Creekmore. I’ve been waitin’ to speak to your boy.”

“My boy? What for?”

Chatham took the toothpick from his mouth. “I meant to go to the funeral,” he said, “but I had business. I sent some flowers, you probably saw ’em there. Orchids. One thing about funerals: they’re supposed to be final, ain’t they?”

“I guess so,” John agreed.

“Yeah.” He gazed off at the field for a moment, where a new crop of corn and pole beans were struggling out of the dusty earth. “I came to see your wife, and we had a good long talk about … filings. But she says I should speak to Billy.” He looked at John again. “Your wife says that Billy can do what has to be done.”

“What? What has to be done?”

“Billy,” the other man said quietly, “I need to talk to you, boy.…”

“Talk to me, damn it!” John’s face flamed.

Ramona’s voice was as soft as a cool breeze, but carried strength as well. “Tell him,” she said.

“All right.” Chatham inserted his toothpick again, looking from Billy to John and back again. “Yes ma’am, I will. First off, I want you all to know I don’t believe in … in haunts.” He gave a little lopsided grin that slipped off his uneasy face like thin grease. “Nosir! Lamar Chatham never believed in anything he couldn’t see! But, you know, the world’s just full of superstitious folks who believe in rabbit’s feet and demons and … and especially haunts. Now you take rugged men who work hard for a livin’, and who work in a place that maybe—maybe—is dangerous. Sometimes they can be more superstitious than a gaggle of old farm women.” He let out a nervous burp of a laugh, his cheeks swelling like a bullfrog’s. “Link Patterson’s been dead three days, and now he’s buried. But … sometimes superstitions can get hold of a man’s mind and just gnaw at him. They can chew a man down to nothin’.”

“Like that damned saw did to Link,” John said bitterly, all hopes of a job dashed to the winds. And worse, this bastard Chatham wanted Billy!

“Yeah. Maybe so. Sawmill’s closed now. Shut down.”

“About time some work was done to make that place safe. Those belts and drive gears ain’t been changed for years, I hear tell.”

“Maybe. Well, that ain’t the reason the mill’s shut down, Creekmore.” He poked the toothpick at an offending bit of barbecue. “The mill’s shut down,” he said, “because the men won’t work. I hired new ones. They walked out on me in less than an hour, yesterday. Production’s fallin’ behind. We turn a pretty fair profit, but too many days like these last few and”—he whistled and drew the stump of his index finger across his thick neck in a slashing gesture—“the whole town suffers for it. Hell, the sawmill is Hawthorne!”

“So what’s that to us?”

“I came to see your wife because of who she is, and what her reputation says she can do.…”

“Get off my land.”

“Now just a min—”

“GET OFF, I SAID!” he roared, and rushed the porch. Chatham stayed planted like a slab of wood, his thickset body tensed for a fight. He’d been a logging man since he was old enough to swing an ax, and he’d never run from a tangle yet in any of the rough camps where muscle was king. His posture and steady glare flared a warning, and John stopped halfway up the porch steps, his fists knotted and the cords in his neck as tense as piano wires. “Maybe you’ve got money,” John snarled, “and maybe you wear fancy suits and fancy rings and you can work men like dogs, but this is my land, mister! And I’m tellin’ you to move off of it, right now!”

“Creekmore,” Chatham said with a hiss of breath between his teeth, “I own half this town. My brother owns the other half. Paper can be torn up, do you understand me? It can be misplaced. Listen, I don’t want no trouble. Hell, I’m tryin’ to offer your boy a job and pay him for it, too! Now back off, man!”

In the porch swing, Ramona saw the trapped-animal look in her husband’s eyes, and her heart ached. She sat with her hands clasped in her lap as John said, “I don’t … I don’t … want you here.…”

And then Billy was coming up the steps, passing his father. He walked right up to Lamar Chatham and looked him directly in the eyes. “Are you threatening my father, Mr. Chatham?”

“No. ’Course not. Hell, there’s a lot of steam needs to be blowed off around here! Ain’t that right, John?”

The other man whispered, “Damn you … damn you.…”

“What is it you want with me?” Billy asked him.

“Like I say, I had a long talk with your mother. We came to an understandin’, and she’s asked me to talk to you.…”

John made a strangling sound; then he stepped back down the stairs and stood facing the pond. He clamped his hands to his ears.

Chatham paid him no attention. “I don’t believe in haunts, Billy. No such thing in my book. But a lot of the men do. They won’t work and I had to close the mill because … because of the saw Link Patterson stuck his hand into.”

“The saw? What about it?”

Chatham glanced uneasily at Ramona Creekmore, then looked back into the boy’s face. There were amber glints in Billy’s eyes, and his gaze seemed so deeply penetrating Chatham thought he felt the short hairs at the back of his neck stir. Chatham said, “The saw screams. Like a man.”
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TWILIGHT FRAMED THE SAWMILL against a sky of blue and gold. Shards of sunlight lay across the gravel parking lot like pieces of broken glass, and bunked piles of timber threw dark blue shadows.

“You drink yet, boy?” Lamar Chatham asked as he switched off the pickup’s ignition and took the keys out.

“No sir.”

“Time you started. Open that glove compartment there and fetch the bottle.”

It was a flask of moonshine that Billy could smell even before Chatham uncapped it. The man took a swig and closed his eyes; Billy could almost see the veins in his bulbous nose lighting up. “You believe me when I say I don’t think there’s such a thing as a haunt?”

“Yes sir.”

“Well, I’m a goddamned liar, boy. Sheeeit! My old daddy used to tell me ghost stories that made the hair on my ass curl! You won’t catch me closer than a mile to a cemetery, that’s for truth!” He passed the flask to Billy. “Mind you now, I don’t care what you or your momma can or can’t do. I’ve heard the stories about your mother, and I was there that night at the Falconer tent revival. That was one hell of an uproar. Once you go in my mill and … do whatever it is that has to be done, then I figure my men will come on back to work. And I’ll make sure every last one of them knows what you did … even if you don’t do a damned thing. Get my drift?”

Billy nodded. His insides were quaking. When he’d said he would help Mr. Chatham, his father had looked at him as if he were a leper. But Mr. Chantham had said he’d pay fifty dollars and so wasn’t it right, Billy reasoned, that he help out the family as much as he could? Still, he didn’t know exactly what he was supposed to do; he’d brought his good-luck piece of coal, but he knew that whatever had to be done would have to come from inside him, and he was on his own. Before he’d left the house, his mother had taken him inside and talked to him quietly, telling him that his time had come now, and he would have to do the best he could. Oh, she’d said, she could go with him this time to give him confidence, but it would all be his work anyway; there might not even be anything in the sawmill, she’d told him, but if there was it could be part of Link Patterson, in agony and unable to find its way across. Draw it to you with trust, and remember the lessons your grandmother taught you. Most importantly: blank the fear out of your mind, if you can, and let the revenant find you. It’ll be searching for help, and it’ll be drawn to you as if you were a candle in the dark.

As Billy had climbed into the white pickup truck, Ramona had stood on the porch and said to him, “Remember, son: no fear. I love you.”

The light was slowly fading. Billy sniffed at the moonshine and then took a drink. It felt like lava at the back of his throat, and bubbled down his gullet searing tissues all the way to his stomach; it reminded him of the stuff Gram had made him drink to clean his stomach out before he’d gone into the smokehouse.

Sometimes at night, on the edge of sleep, he seemed to relive that entire strange experience. He’d stayed inside that sweltering smokehouse for three days, wrapped in the heavy blanket, with nothing to eat and only home-brewed “medicines” to drink. Lulled by the fierce heat, he’d drifted in the dark, losing all sense of time and space; his body had seemed cumbersome, like a suit of armor, trapping his real self within it. He was aware, though locked into sleep, of his mother and Gram looking in on him, and sitting with him for a while: he could tell the difference in their heartbeat, in their rhythms of breathing, in the aromas of their bodies and the sound of air parting around them as they moved. The crackling of the burning wood and leaves had become a kind of music alternating between soft harmony and rough pandemonium; smoke at the ceiling rustled like a silk shirt as it brushed the boards.

When he’d finally awakened and had been allowed out of the smokehouse, the morning sunlight had pierced his skin like needles, and the quiet forests had seemed a riot of cacophonous noise. It was several more days yet before his senses had settled down enough for him to feel comfortable again, yet even so he was and had remained fantastically aware of colors, aromas, and sounds; thus the pain was terrible when they’d returned home from Gram’s, and his father had hit Ramona a backhanded blow across the face and then stropped Billy with a belt. Then the house was filled with his father’s voice, torn between begging their forgiveness and loudly reading Bible verses.

Billy looked at the golden streamers of cloud across the sky and thought of how the papier-mâché decorations would look in the Fayette County High gym on May Night. He wanted very much to go to that dance, to fit in with all the others; he knew it might be his last chance. If he said no to Mr. Chatham now, if he let everybody know he was just a scared kid who didn’t know anything about haunts or spirits, then maybe he could ask Melissa Pettus, and maybe she’d go with him to May Night and he’d get a job as a mechanic in Fayette and everything would be just fine for the rest of his life. Anyway, he’d hardly known Link Patterson, so what was he doing here?

Chatham said nervously, “I want to get through with this before it gets dark. Okay?”

Billy’s shoulders slowly sagged forward. He got out of the truck.

They walked in silence up the wooden steps to the sawmill’s entrance. Chatham fumbled with a ring of keys and then unlocked the door; before he stepped inside he reached in and switched on several banks of dimly glowing blubs that studded the raftered ceiling.

Greased machinery gleamed in the mixture of electric light and the last orange sunlight that filtered through a series of high, narrow windows. The smells of dust, woodsap, and machine oil thickened the air, and the place seemed hazed with a residue of sawdust. Chatham closed the door and motioned to the far end of the building. “It happened up there, right at the headrig. I’ll show you.” His voice sounded hollow in the silence.

Chatham stopped ten feet away from the headrig and pointed at it. Billy approached the saw, his shoes stirring up whorls of dust, and gingerly touched the large, jagged teeth. “He should’ve been wearin’ safety glasses,” Chatham said. “It wasn’t my fault. Punky timber comes in all the time, it’s a fact of life. He … he died about where you’re standin’.”

Billy looked at the floor. Sawdust had been spread over a huge brown stain; his mind went back to the stained floor in the Booker house, the hideous mark of death hidden with newspapers. The saw’s teeth were cold against his hand; if he was supposed to feel anything here, he didn’t: no electric shock, no sudden sure realization, nothing.

“I’m gonna turn it on now,” Chatham said quietly. “You’d best stand back.”

Billy retreated a few paces and put his hands in his pockets, gripping in his right hand the lump of coal. Chatham unlocked a small red box mounted to the wall; there was a series of red buttons and a red lever. He slowly pulled the lever down and Billy heard a generator come to life. The lights brightened.

A chain rattled, and an engine moaned as it gained power. The headrig’s circular saw began spinning, slowly at first, then rapidly picking up speed until it was a silver-blue blur. It hummed—a machine sound, Billy thought; not a human sound at all. He could feel Mr. Chatham watching him. He thought of faking it, of pretending to hear something because Chatham seemed to expect it. But no, no, that wouldn’t be right. He looked over his shoulder and raised his voice to be heard above the saw’s metallic noise. “I don’t hear any …”

The saw’s voice abruptly changed; it made a shrill sound like a startled cry of pain, then what might have been a harsh grunt of surprise. The noise rippled and faded, and then the machine-humming had returned again.

Billy stared at it, his jaw slack. He wasn’t certain what he’d heard; now the saw was quiet, running almost silently but for the clatter of chains. He stepped away from it a few paces, and heard Chatham’s harsh breathing behind him.

And then there was a high, terrible scream—an eerie union of a human voice and the sound of the spinning saw—that reverberated through the mill.

The scream faded and died; then came back, stronger than before, more frantic and anguished. With the third scream the windows rattled in their loose casements. Billy had broken out in a cold sweat, the urge to flee from this place gnawing at the back of his neck; he put his hands to his ears to block out the next scream, but be heard it in his bones. He twisted around, saw Chatham’s bleached face and terror-stricken eyes; the man was reaching for the lever, to cut power to the headrig.

The scream carried a high note of desperate pleading; and it was the same scream over and over, rising in the same pattern of notes to an abrupt end. Billy’s decision was made: whatever this was, he wouldn’t run from it. “No!” he shouted. Chatham froze. “Don’t turn it off!” Each scream was seemingly louder than the one before, each one freezing his spine a little harder. He had to get outside to think, he had to figure out what to do, he couldn’t stand this sound anymore and his whole brain was about to burst open.…

Billy turned and started for the door, his hands clamped over his ears. Just a machine noise, he told himself. That’s all … that’s all … that’s …

The sound suddenly changed pitch. Through the screaming there was a hushed metallic whisper that stopped the boy in his tracks.

Billleeeee.…

“Jesus Christ!” Chatham croaked. He was plastered against the wall, his face shiny with sweat. “It … knows you’re here! It knows you!”

Billy turned and shouted, “It’s just a noise, that’s all! It’s just a … just a …” The words choked in his throat; when his voice bubbled up again it was in a frantic yell: “You’re dead! You’re dead! You’re … !”

Above the headrig a light bulb popped and exploded, raining hot fragments of glass. Then another in the next row of bulbs; blue sparks of electricity leaped from the sockets.

“It’s a demon! It’s the goddamned Devil himself!” Chatham grasped the red lever and started to throw it. Above his head a bulb exploded and glass hornets stung the man’s scalp; he yelped in pain and huddled to the floor, his arms up to protect his head. Two more blubs blew at the same time, zigzagging arcs of electricity. The air was full of ozone, and Billy could feel his hair dancing on his head.

Billlleeeee … Billlleeeee … Billlleeeee.…

“STOP IT!” Bulbs were popping all across the mill now, glass tinkling down into the machinery like off-key piano notes. An instant of sheer panic shook through Billy, but he stood firm until it had passed. No fear, he remembered his mother saying. And then he tasted blood in his mouth and realized he’d bitten into his lower lip. He concentrated on rooting himself to the floor, on clinging to what his mother had told him before he’d left the house. The mill’s air had turned tumultuous, thick and hazed; most of the bulbs had exploded, the rest throwing harsh shadows. “STOP IT!” Billy shouted again. “STOP IT, MR. PATTERSON!”

Down at the other end of the mill, another bulb popped. The saw’s scream faltered, fading to a low moan, a rumbling that seemed to shake the floor. He’d called the thing by name, Billy realized, and that had made a difference. It was, in its own way responding. He stepped past the cowering man on the floor. “You don’t have to stay here anymore!” Billy shouted. “You can … you can go on to where you’re supposed to be! Don’t you understand?”

Softer: Billlleeeee … Billlleeeee.…

“You don’t belong here anymore! You’ve got to go on!”

Billlleeeee.…

“LISTEN TO ME! You … you can’t go home anymore, not to your wife and kids. You’ve just got to … stop trying so hard to stay here. There’s no sense in …” And then something seemed to crash into him, staggering him back; he moaned, feeling panic bloom in his head like a dark flower. He went to his knees in the sawdust, and his head was jarred as a savage pain sliced into his left eye. There was a burning fever of rage and agony in him, bubbling up to the top of his throat; and then his mouth opened as if it had been forced by rough, spectral hands, and he heard himself cry out, “No no its not my time yet! I want to be back again, I’m lost, I’m lost and I can’t find my way back! …”

Chatham whined like a dog, watching the boy writhe and jerk.

Billy shook his head to clear it. He shouted, “You can’t come back! I saw Link Patterson buried today! You can’t come back, you have to let everything go! No no I’m lost, I’ve got to find my way back! You have to rest and forget the pain! You have to help me I’m lost oh God help me!” And then he howled in torment, because he’d had the quick and clear vision of his right hand being chewed away to bloody bone; he cradled the phantom injury to his chest, and rocked back and forth with tears streaming down his cheeks. “I feel it!” he moaned. “I feel how it was for you! Oh God … please … just let the pain go, let everything go … just rest and let go. No fear … no fear … no …”

The headrig vibrated, about to tear its cleats from the floor. Billy looked up, saw something like a thin blue haze between him and the machine. It undulated and began to take on the shape of a man. “You don’t have to be afraid,” Billy whispered. His arm was on fire, and he gritted his teeth to hold back a scream. “I’ve got the pain now. Just …”

And then the blue haze moved toward him, thickening and roiling; when it touched him he was enveloped with cold and sheer dread, and he recoiled from it, trying to crawl away through the dust. Terror of the unknown swept through him, and he clenched his hands against the floor as if resisting a huge frigid wave. He heard himself shrieking, “…let gooooooooo! …”

The windows shattered with the noise of shotguns going off, all exploding outward as if from a terrible, awesome pressure.

And then the saw was humming again, the headrig slowing its rocking motions, slowing, slowing …

A last light bulb flickered, flickered, and went out. The remaining few buzzed and blinked, and raw sparks jumped from the open sockets. The saw’s sound pitched softer, until there was only the noise of the humming generator.

Lying on his side in the dust, Billy heard the mill’s door slam shut. Then, in another moment, an engine started. Tires threw gravel. He raised his head with an effort, one side of his face pasted with sawdust, and saw that Mr. Chatham had fled. He lay back down again, totally exhausted; within him flowed the currents of desperate emotions, of fear and confusion and loss. He was sure that he now held within himself the emotions that had bound Link Patterson to this sawmill, to this world, perhaps even to the moment of physical death. He wasn’t certain if he’d done it right or not, but he didn’t think there was anything left of Mr. Patterson; the revenant had passed on, leaving its pain behind.

Billy forced himself to his feet. The saw was spinning silently, and he turned off the power. Billy clutched his right wrist and worked his hand. There was a needles-and-pins sensation in it, as if the blood flow had been cut off. A soft, warm breeze was blowing in through the shattered windows; in the last blue light a fine mist of golden dust was stirred up and floated through the air to coat the silent sawmill machinery.

When he was strong enough to move, Billy started home. His legs were leaden, and a dull pressure throbbed at his temples; for one thing he was grateful though—the feeling was slowly seeping back into his right hand. He took a shortcut through the dark and quiet forest, with the man in the moon grinning down, and prayed he’d never have to do anything like what happened tonight again. I’m not strong enough, he told himself. I never was.

Nearer Hawthorne, he was startled by something moving at the crest of a rise, there amid pines and boulders. It looked like a large man in the moonlight, but there was something animalish and disturbing about it. Billy stood still for a moment, his senses questing, but the figure was gone. As he skirted the rise, he thought he’d seen moonlight glinting wetly off what might have been curved, sharp tusks.

And he remembered the beast’s warning and promise.

I’ll be waiting for you.
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“FEED THE FIRE, BROTHERS and sisters!” Jimmy Jed Falconer roared, his face licked with firelight above the bright yellow suit. “Feed the fire and starve the Devil!”

He stood on a wooden platform out in the middle of a dusty dumping ground near Birmingham. A backdrop had been constructed to hold the huge FALCONER CRUSADE banner.

Falconer grinned. Before him was a huge crackling circle of fire, feeding on hundreds of pounds of paper and several hundred black vinyl discs. There was a line of teen-agers waiting to throw their record albums into the flames, and people with boxes of books obtained from school and public libraries. The service had been going on for almost three hours, starting with psalm singing, then one of J.J. Falconer’s most searing sermons on the Devil trying to consume America’s youth, followed by an hour-long healing session that had left people dancing and talking in tongues.

Burning pages wafted into the air like fiery bats. Embers puffed out and drifted down. Records cracked and melted. “Here, gimme those, son.” Falconer carefully leaned over the platform’s edge and took several records from a heavy set young man with newly cropped black hair and acne scars. He looked at the jacket art, all psychedelic drawings and pictures, and held up one of them, by a group called Cream. “Yeah, this’ll ‘blow your mind,’ won’t it? It’ll send you to Hell, that’s what it’ll do!” He sailed the record into the fire, to shouts and applause. The Jefferson Airplane flew into the flames next, followed by Paul Revere and the Raiders. “Is this what the Lord wants you to hear?” he asked, baiting the crowd. “Does He want you to grow your hair to your knees and take drugs and ‘blow your mind’?” He tossed Sam the Sham and the Pharaohs into the flames.

There were resounding cheers as Falconer broke a Beatles record over his knee, then held it at the jacket’s edge, with his other hand clamping shut his nostrils. He threw it in to burn. “Folks, if somebody tells you that everybody’s growin’ long hair and fillin’ themselves full of LSD and runnin’ away from the Commies like yellow cowards, then you tell them this: I’m the American majority, and I’m proud to …”

Suddenly he couldn’t draw a breath. A sharp, cold pain ripped across his chest, and he felt as if he might pass out. He held the microphone at his side, afraid that it might pick up his whimper of agony; then he was sinking down to his knees, his head bent over, and he heard people clapping and hollering, thinking that this was all part of his message. He squeezed his eyes shut. Oh God, he thought. Not again … please … take this pain away. He struggled to draw in air, his chest heaving, but he stayed crouched on his knees so no one could see his graying face.

“Burn it!” he heard a high, merry voice shout.

A hand gripped his fleshy shoulder. “Dad?”

Falconer looked up into his son’s face. The boy was growing into a handsome young man, with a lean strong body that looked trim in the tan suit he wore. He had a long, sharp-chinned face topped with a mass of thickly curled red hair, and now his deep-set, electric-blue eyes glinted with concern. “You all right, Dad?”

“Lost my breath,” Falconer said, and tried to struggle to his feet. “Let me rest for just a minute.”

Wayne glanced out at the congregation, and realized they were waiting for someone to lead them. He grasped the microphone his father held.

“No, Wayne,” Falconer said, grinning, with the sweat running down his face. “I’m fine. Just lost my breath is all. It’s the heat.”

“The TV cameras are on us, Dad,” Wayne said, and pulled the microphone away from his father. As Wayne straightened up and turned toward the congregation, his face abruptly pulled tight, the blue eyes widening and the perfect white teeth showing in a wide smile that hung on the edge of a grimace. His body tensed, as if gripping the microphone had sent a charge of power through him.

“The glory of the Lord is with us tonight!” Wayne crowed. “It’s cracklin’ in the air, it’s fillin’ our hearts and souls, it’s put my daddy on his knees because it’s not a weak thing, no it’s not a frail thing, no it’s not a feeble thing! If you want to listen to sex-and drug-music and you want to read sex-and drug-books, you’ll be real happy in Hell, neighbors! Lord says WHAT?”

“BURN IT!”

Wayne balanced on the edge, seemingly about to leap into the fire himself. “Lord says WHAT?”

“Burn it! Burn it! Burn…”

Falconer knew the boy had them now. The local TV station cameras were aimed at the young healer. Falconer rose unsteadily to his feet. The pain was gone and he knew he’d be all right. But he wanted to get back to the Airstream trailer to rest, then he’d return and give the benediction. He made his way across the platform to the steps. All eyes were on Wayne. Falconer stopped for a moment to turn back and watch his son. Wayne’s entire body seemed to glow with energy, with wonderful strength and youth. It was Wayne who’d come up with the idea of holding a “sin-burning,” sure that there would be local media coverage. The ideas and plans just seemed to pop out of the boy’s head fully formed; Wayne had suggested they move the Crusade into Louisiana, Mississippi, and Georgia, and into Florida where they could work year-round. The schedules had been drawn up, and for the past seven years the Crusade had expanded like a tick on a bloodhound. Now Wayne was talking about pushing the Crusade into Texas, where there were so many little towns and so far apart, and he wanted Falconer to buy a Fayette radio station that was about to lose its license. Wayne was taking flying lessons, and had already piloted the Crusade’s Beechraft on short business trips.

The boy was strong and had God in his heart, Falconer knew, but still … something ate at Wayne, day and night. Something drove him, and tried to control him. He had fits of moods and temper, and sometimes he locked himself in the prayer chapel at home for hours on end. And Wayne had been complaining of a strange recurring nightmare lately, some nonsense about a snake and an eagle. Falconer couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

Falconer was tired. He felt a sudden and awful pang of jealousy, and of anger at growing older and heavier and weaker.

He walked toward the trailer. His heart was deteriorating, the doctors had told him. Why, as he’d asked himself many times, was he afraid to ask Wayne to heal his heart, to patch up the leaks and make him strong again?

His answer was always the same as well: Because he was deeply afraid that Wayne’s healing Toby had been a strange—and terrible—fluke. And if Wayne tried to heal him and nothing happened, then … What had stayed with him for seven years was the voice of that Creekmore woman, the Hawthorne Valley witch, raised to tell everybody that he and his young son were murderers of the worst kind. Down deep inside, far from the light, in a dark place that knew neither God nor Satan but was instead wholly frightened animal, a nerve of truth had been trembling for seven long years. What if? What … if … ?

What if Wayne already knew? And had known since he’d touched the legs of a little girl whose frightened mind had kept her from wanting to walk.

“No,” Falconer said. “No. The Lord’s workin’ through my son. He healed a dumb animal, didn’t he? He’s healed more than a thousand people.” He shook his head. He had to shut off his thinking before it was harmful. He reached the shining silver trailer, unlocked it, and stepped inside. There was a plaque on the wall that said BELIEVE, and that was good enough for him.
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THEY HAD DRIVEN IN silence since leaving the house. John Creekmore watched the road unwinding before him in the yellow glare of the headlights; he was purposely keeping their speed ten miles per hour below the limit. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked, finally, without looking at his son. “I can turn the car around on the next dirt road.”

“I want to go,” Billy said. He was wearing a spotless but tightly fitting dark suit, a starched white shirt, and a bright paisley tie.

“Your choice. I’ve said all I can, I guess.” His face was set and grim; he looked much the same as he had when he’d stepped out of the house one morning last week and had seen the scarecrow dummy hanging by its neck from an oak-tree limb. It was wrapped with used toilet paper. Ever since that evening Billy had gone up to the sawmill with Lamar Chatham the air had been ugly; Chatham had gone around telling everybody with ears what had happened, and the story soon became embellished and distorted to the point that it was said Billy was in command of the demons that infested the mill. John knew all of that was ridiculous, but he wasn’t given the chance to explain; when he’d last gone over to Curtis Peel’s to play checkers, the other men had frozen him out, talking and looking right through him as if he were invisible. Less than ten minutes after he’d gotten there, they’d all decided they’d had enough and left, but John had seen them later, sitting on the benches in front of Lee Sayre’s hardware store; Sayre was with them, the center of attention, and Ralph Leighton was grinning like a hyena. “Did your mother put you up to this?” John asked suddenly.

“No sir.”

“Don’t you know who’s gonna be there, son? Just about everybody in the junior and senior classes, and a lot of their folks too! And everybody knows!” He tried to concentrate on his driving as the road snaked to the left. Fayette County High wasn’t far now, just a mile or so ahead. “You ever ask anybody to go with you?”

Billy shook his head. He’d gathered the courage to call out Melissa’s name in the hallway one day; when she’d turned toward him, Billy had seen her pretty face blanch. She’d hurried away as if he were offering her poison.

“Then I don’t see why you want to go.”

“It’s May Night. It’s the school dance. That’s why.”

John grunted. “No, that’s not all of it, is it? I think you want to go because you want to prove something.” He flicked a glance at the boy.

“I want to go to May Night, that’s all.”

He’s stubborn as a deaf mule, John thought, and he’s got a hell of a lot of guts, I’ll say that for him. Billy was different, stronger-willed, somehow, and much more intense. Looking into his eyes was like seeing a thunderstorm on the horizon, and you didn’t know which way the storm would turn or how fast it was moving.

“You may think you’re not different,” John said quietly, “but you’re wrong. Lord knows I’ve prayed over you, Billy, and over your mother too. I’ve prayed until my head aches. But the Lord isn’t gonna change you, son, not until you turn away from this … this black belief.”

Billy was silent for a moment. The lights of Fayette brightened the sky before them. “I don’t understand it,” he said. “Maybe I never will, and maybe I’m not supposed to. But I think that part of Mr. Patterson was in that mill, Dad; it was a scared and hurt part, and too confused to know what to—”

“You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about!” John snapped.

“Yes I do, Dad.” The strength of his voice frightened John. “I helped Mr. Patterson. I know I did.”

John felt the quick, hot urge to strike his son across the face. Seventeen or not, the boy had no right to dispute his father’s word. In John’s way of thinking the boy was like a corrupting tarbaby, and John was afraid some of that evil tar might fix itself to him, too.

The county high school stood just outside the Fayette city limits. It was a large, two-storied red brick building that had gone up in the early forties and had survived, like a defiant dinosaur, the ravages of weather vandalism, and county-education budget cuts. A gymnasium had been built off to the side in the mid-fifties, a square brick structure with a band of louvered windows beneath the slate roof. Outside the gym was a fenced-in football field, home to the Fayette County High Bulldogs. The parking lot held a varied assortment of vehicles, from rusted-out pickups to spit-shined sports cars. The school building itself was dark, but a few bright streamers of light shot out through the gym’s open windows, and in the air there was the growl of a bass guitar and the high notes of laughter.

John slowed the car to a halt. “I guess this is the place. You sure you want to go through with it?”

“Yes sir.”

“You don’t have to, you know.”

“I do have to.”

“Ask me, you’re lettin’ yourself in for misery.” But then Billy was opening the door, and John knew his mind was set. “What time do you want me to come for you?”

“Ten o’clock?”

“Nine-thirty,” John said. He fixed his son with a hard gaze. “When you go through them doors, you’re on your own. Anything happens to you in there, I can’t help. You got your money?”

Billy felt in his pocket for the couple of dollars he’d brought along. “Yes sir. Don’t worry, there are chaperones inside.”

“Well,” John said, “I guess I’ll go on, then. Anybody says something to you that don’t set well, you just remember … you’re a Creekmore, and you can be proud of that.” Billy shut the door and started to walk away, but John leaned toward the open window and said, “You look real good, son.” And then, before the boy could respond, he was driving away across the lot.

Billy walked to the gym. His nerves were jangling, his muscles knotted up; he was ready for the unexpected. The gates to the football field were open, and Billy could see the huge mound of bits and pieces of wood—probably waste from the sawmill, he realized—that would be ignited later in the evening for the traditional May Night bonfire; then the ashes would be spread over the field before summer tilling and the replanting of grass for next season. From the gym’s open doors came the tinny sounds of electric guitars playing “Alley Cat”; a large blue-and-gold poster hung across the front of the gym, and read MAY NIGHT! JUNIOR-SENIOR SOCKHOP! 25¢ ADMISSION! with the drawing of a stocky bulldog dressed in football gear.

He paid his admission to a pretty dark-haired girl who sat at a desk just inside the gym. Golden and blue streamers crisscrossed the exposed metal rafters, and at the ceiling’s center hung a large mirrored globe that cast reflected shards of light over the dancing mob. Papier-mâché planets painted in Day-Glo colors dangled on wires, high enough not to be yanked down but low enough to be stirred by the crowd’s motion. On the brick wall behind the bandstand, where a group with the legend PURPLE TREE stenciled across the bass drumhead began to hammer out “Pipeline,” was a large banner proclaiming SENIORS ’69 WELCOME THE AGE OF AQUARIUS!

A chaperone, a thin geometry teacher named Edwards, materialized out of the crowd and pointed at Billy’s feet. “Shoes off if you’re going to stay on the floor. Otherwise, you go up into the bleachers.” He motioned toward a sea of shoes scattered in a corner, and Billy took off his dusty loafers. How all those shoes would ever get back to their owners was a mystery, he thought as he placed his shoes with the others. He stood against the wall, underneath a stretched-tight American flag, and watched as the dancers Boog-a-looed and Ponied and Monkeyed to strident electric chords. Almost everyone had a date, he saw; the few boys who’d come stag—fat, or with terminal acne—sat up in the green-painted bleachers. Chaperones paced the dance floor. A glued-together couple passed Billy in search of their shoes, and he could smell the distinct aroma of moonshine.

“Well, well,” someone said. “Is that Billy Creekmore standing over there by his lonesome?”

Billy looked to one side and saw Mr. Leighton leaning against the wall several feet away, wearing a checked coat and a shirt open at the collar; his crew cut looked as sharp as a bed of nails. “Where’s your date, Billy?”

“I came stag.”

“Oh? Didn’t you ask anybody? Well, I guess that’s your own business. How’s your momma doin’? Ain’t seen her in a month of Sundays.”

“She’s fine.”

“Lots of pretty girls here tonight,” Leighton said in a silk-smooth voice. His grin stopped south of his eyes, and in them Billy saw a cunning kind of anger. “ ’Course, all of them have dates. Sure a shame you don’t have a pretty girl to dance with, maybe cuddle up to after the dance is over. My boy’s out there with his girl. You know Duke, don’t you?”

“Yes sir.” Everyone knew Duke Leighton, the senior-class cutup; Duke was a year older than Billy, but he’d failed the eighth grade. He’d been an All-American linebacker for the Bulldogs two seasons in a tow, and had won a football scholarship to Auburn.

“He’s goin’ with Cindy Lewis,” Leighton said. “She’s head cheerleader at Indian Hills High.”

The rich kids’ school, Billy knew.

“You ought to know a lot of people here, Billy. Lot of people know you.”

Leighton’s voice was getting louder, as if he were pretending to shout over the music, but the shout was exaggerated. Billy noticed uneasily that he was being watched by some of the kids who hung around the edge of the dance floor; and he saw some of them whispering to each other.

“Yep!” Leighton said, very loudly. “Everybody knows Billy Creekmore! Heard you had a job up at the sawmill for a while, ain’t that right? Huh?”

He didn’t reply; he could feel people watching, and he shifted his position uneasily. To his horror, he realized there was a small hole in his left sock.

“What’d you do up there for the Chathams, Billy? Kinda sweep the place up? Did you do an Indian dance, or …” Billy turned away and started walking, but Leighton hurried after him and grasped his sleeve. “Why don’t you show everybody your Indian dance, Billy? Hey! Who wants to see an Indian dance?”

Billy said, in a quiet and dangerous voice, “Let go of my arm, Mr. Leighton.”

“What’re you gonna do?” the man sneered. “Put a curse on me?”

Billy looked into his fierce, unreasoning glare and decided to play this game his way. He leaned closer to Leighton, until their faces were only a few inches apart, and he whispered, “Yes. I’ll make your legs rot off to stamps: I’ll make your hair catch fire. I’ll make frogs grow in your fat belly.”

Leighton’s hand fell away, and he wiped his fingers on his trousers. “Sure you will. Yeah, sure. You listen to me, boy. Nobody wants you here. Nobody wants you in this school, or in this town. One damned witch is e—” He stopped suddenly, because Billy’s eyes had flared. He stepped back a few paces, mashing down shoes. “Why don’t you just get the hell out of here?”

“Leave me alone,” Billy said, and walked away. His heart was pounding. The Purple Tree was playing “Double Shot,” and the crowd was going wild.

Billy walked around the gym to a booth that sold Cokes and corndogs. He bought a Coke, drank it down, and was about to throw the crumpled cup into a trashcan when fingers grazed his cheek. He turned around; there was a short, shrill scream and four figures backed away from him. A girl said, her voice brimming with delicious terror, “I touched him, Terry! I really touched him!” There was a chorus of braying laughter, and someone off to the side asked, “Talked to any ghosts lately, Creekmore?”

He ducked his head down and pushed past a boy in a Bulldog letter jacket; his face flamed, and he knew that coming to this dance, that trying to pretend he was just like the others and could fit in after all, had been an awful mistake. There was nothing to do now but to try to get out of here, to withdraw from people yet again. Suddenly someone shoved him from the rear, and he almost went down; when he turned he saw perhaps eight or nine grinning faces, and a couple of boys with clenched fists. He knew they wanted to fight so they could show off in front of their girls, so he backed away from them and then started across the packed dance floor, twisting through a human maze of gyrating bodies. A heavyset boy with a mop of dark hair pushed his girl friend into Billy; she let out a mouselike squeak when she looked up into his face, and then the boy pulled her away to let her cower in his arms.

They’re using me to scare their girl friends, Billy thought, like I was a horror movie at the drive-in! Rather than angering him, that realization struck him as being funny. He grinned and said, “Boo!” at the next girl whose boyfriend thrust her forward; she almost went gray with shock, and then the people who recognized him—people he saw every day in the high-school halls—were moving out of his way, making a path for him to get through. He laughed and bent over like a hunchback, letting his arms dangle, and moved along the human corridor like a lurching ape. Give ’em a show! he thought. That’s what they want! Girls screamed, and even their protective boyfriends edged away. Now he was getting more attention than the Purple Tree, and he knew he was making a damned fool of himself but he wanted to turn around on them the fearful image they had of him; he wanted to rub it in and let them see how stupid it was to be afraid. He grimaced like a ghoul, reaching out toward a girl whose boyfriend slapped his hands away and then backed into the crowd; he danced and jerked his head as if he’d been struck by the palsy, and now he heard people laughing and he knew he was about to break through … just about to break through—

And then he abruptly stopped, a cold chill running through him. He was facing Melissa Pettus, radiant in a pink dress and with pink ribbons in her long flowing hair, she was pressed close to a boy named Hank Orr, and she was cowering away from Billy.

Billy stared at her, and slowly straightened up. “You don’t have to be afraid,” he said, but his voice was lost in the bass-boom as the Purple Tree started to play “Down in the Boondocks.”

Something wet hit him in the face and streamed into his eyes. He couldn’t see for a few seconds, and from off to one side he heard a snort of laughter. When Billy had cleared his eyes, he saw Duke Leighton grinning several feet away; the boy was bulky, already getting fat. A slim red-haired girl clung to one arm, and his other hand held a plastic watergun.

And then Billy could smell the reek of beer rising off of himself, and he realized that Leighton had filled that gun with beer instead of water; it was one of his many practical and sometimes cruel jokes. Now if a chaperone happened to get a whiff of Billy’s clothes, Billy would be immediately thrown out. He reeked like a shithouse on a hot summer night.

“Want some more, Spookie?” Leighton called out, to a chorus of laughter. He grinned slickly, as his father had.

Anger surged within Billy. At once he propelled himself forward, shoving through several couples to get at Leighton. The other boy laughed and sprayed him in the eyes again, and then someone edged out a foot and Billy tripped over it, sprawling on the gym floor. He struggled to his feet, half blinded with beer, and a hand caught roughly at his shoulder, he spun to strike at his attacker.

It was a chaperone, a short and stocky history teacher named Kitchens; the man grabbed his shoulder again and shook him. “No fighting, mister!” he said.

“I’m not! Leighton’s trying to start trouble!”

Kitchens stood at least two inches shorter than Billy, but he was a large-shouldered man with a deep chest and a crew cut that was a holdover from his Marine days. His small dark eyes glanced toward Duke Leighton, who was standing in a protective circle of football buddies. “What about it, Duke?”

The other boy raised empty hands in a gesture of innocence, and Billy knew the watergun had been passed to safety. “I was just mindin’ my own business, and old Spookie wanted to fight.”

“That’s a damned lie! He’s got—”

Kitchens leaned toward him. “I smell liquor on you, mister! Where you keepin’ it, in your car?”

“No, I’m not drinking! I was …”

“I saw him with a flask, Mr. Kitchens!” someone said through the crowd, and Billy was almost certain it was Hank Orr’s voice. “Throw him out!”

Kitchens said, “Come on, mister,” and started pulling Billy toward the door. “You rule-breakers got to learn some respect!”

Billy knew it was pointless to struggle, and maybe it was for the best that he get kicked out of the May Night dance.

“I ought to take you to the boys’ adviser, that’s what I ought to do,” Kitchens was saying. “Drinking and fighting is a bad combination.”

Billy looked back and caught the reflection of light off Melissa Pettus’s hair, Hank Orr had his arm around her waist, and was pulling her toward the dance floor.

“Come on, pick out your shoes and get out of here!”

Billy stopped, resisting the man’s tugging. He had seen—or thought he’d seen—something that had driven a freezing nail of dread into his stomach. He blinked, wishing he wouldn’t see it, but yet, there it was, right there, right there.…

A shimmering black haze hung around Hank Orr and Melissa Pettus. It undulated, throwing off ugly pinpoints of purplish light. He heard himself moan, and Kitchens stopped speaking to stare at him. Billy had seen the black aura glittering around another couple who were walking on the edge of the dance floor, he saw it again, from the corner of his eye: it was enveloping a senior girl named Sandra Falkner, who was doing the Jerk with her boyfriend. Panic roiled in Billy’s stomach; he wildly looked around, sure of impending disaster. The black aura glittered around a biology teacher named Mrs. Carson. A very weak aura, more purple than black, undulated around a senior football player named Gus Tompkins. He saw it yet again, clinging to a fat boy who was sitting up in the bleachers eating a corndog.

“Oh God,” Billy breathed. “No … no …”

“Come on,” Kitchens said, more uncertainly. He let go of the boy and stepped back, because the boy suddenly looked as if he might throw up. “Find your shoes and get out.”

“They’re going to die,” Billy whispered hoarsely. “I can see … Death in this place …”

“Are you drunk, mister? What’s wrong with you?”

“Can’t you see it?” Billy took a faltering few steps toward the crowd. “Can’t anybody else see it?”

“Shoes or not, you’re getting your ass out of here!” Kitchens grasped his arm to shove him toward the door, but the boy broke free with an amazing strength and then he ran toward the dance floor, sliding in his socks. He pushed through the throng hanging around the floor, almost slipping on a spilled Coke, then he was through them and reaching for Melissa Pettus, reaching through the black haze to touch and warn her that Death was very near. She jerked away from him and screamed. Hank Orr stepped in his way, purplish black tendrils glittering around his body, and brought his fist up in a quick arc that snapped Billy’s head back. Billy staggered and fell, hearing the shout “FIGHT! FIGHT!” ringing in his ears. A forest of legs crowded around, but Purple Tree kept on playing “Rolling on the River.”

“Get up!” Hank Orr said, standing over him. “Come on, you … freak! I’ll stomp your ass!”

“Wait … wait,” Billy said. His head was filled with stars, exploding novas and planets. “The black aura … I see it … you’ve got to get—”

“FIGHT! FIGHT!” someone yelled gleefully. The Purple Tree stopped in midchord. Shouts and laughter echoed through the gym.

“You’re going to die!” Billy wailed, and the blood drained out of Orr’s face. He raised his fists as if to protect himself, but he didn’t dare touch Billy Creekmore again. “You … and Melissa … and Sandra Falkner … and …” There was a sudden stunned silence except for kids whooping and laughing on the other side of the gym. Billy started to rise to his feet, his lower lip swelling like a balloon, but then the crowd parted and the boys’ adviser, Mr. Marbury, came through like a steam engine, smoke swirling from the bowl of the pipe clenched between his teeth. Close in his wake was Mr. Kitchens. Marbury hauled Billy up with a hand clamped at the back of his neck, and bellowed “OUT!” He shoved Billy so fast the boy was sliding across the floor, through the throng, and past the scattered shoes toward the door.

“He’s drunk as a skunk!” Kitchens was saying. “Picking fights all over the place!”

“I know this boy. He’s a troublemaker. Drinkin’, huh? Where’d you get the booze?”

Billy tried his best to shake free, but then he was propelled through the door and Marbury spun him around. “I asked you a question, Creekmore!”

“No! I’m not … drunk.…” He could hardly talk because his lip was swelling so fast. Bells still pealed in his head. “Not drunk! Something’s gonna happen! I saw it … saw the black aura! …”

“Saw what? I’ve had a gutful of you, boy! You smell like you’ve been swimmin’ in booze! I ought to suspend you on the spot!”

“No … please … listen to me! I don’t know what’s going to happen, but …”

“I do!” Marbury said. “You’re gonna stay out of that gym! And come Monday mornin’ I’m gonna have a long talk with your parents! Go on, now! If you want to drink and fight, it’ll be somewhere else!” He shoved Billy backward. Faces peered out, watching and smirking; one of them belonged to Ralph Leighton. Marbury turned and stalked to the door, then faced Billy again. “I said get out of here!”

“How about my shoes?”

“We’ll mail ’em to you!” Marbury said, and then he vanished within the gym.

Billy looked at Mr. Kitchens, who stood a few feet away from him and who now began edging toward the door. “They’re going to die,” he told the man. “I tried to warn them. They won’t listen.”

“You come back in the gym again, mister, and I might help the boys clean your clock.” Kitchens glared at him for a few seconds, then went into the gym.

Billy stood in the darkness, weaving on his feet. He shouted, “THEY’RE GOING TO DIE!” and in another few seconds someone closed the gym door. He staggered to it and hammered on the metal; he could feel the bass-drum vibrations of Purple Tree knocking back, and he knew everybody was dancing and having a good time again. I can’t stop it, he told himself; whatever it is, I can’t stop it! But I have to keep trying! If he couldn’t get back inside, he’d stop them when they came out; he walked away from the gym on weak, rubbery legs and sat down on a curb facing the parking lot. He could see the vague shapes of people huddled in their cars, and moonlight glanced off an upturned bottle in the backseat of a spiffy red Chevy. He wanted to sob and scream, but he gritted his teeth together and held everything inside.

Within fifteen minutes he heard shouting and laughter from the football field, and he stood up to see what was happening. Kids were leaving the gym to congregate around the mound of timber, a couple of the chaperones were dousing the wood with gasoline, and the bonfire was about to be lighted. People chased each other around the field like wild stallions, and some of the girls started doing impromptu Bulldogs cheers. Billy stood at the fence, his hands gripped into the metal mesh. A lighter sparked, and the flame touched the gasoline-soaked wood at several places around the base; the wood, most of it rough kindling, caught quickly. Fire gnawed toward the top of the pile. More students were coming out to ring the bonfire as the flames grew brighter, the heap was about twelve or thirteen feet tall, Billy saw, and some practical joker had set a chair on top of it. Sparks danced into the sky. As Billy watched, some of the kids linked hands and started to sing Fayette County High’s alma mater:


	Nestled in the quiet valley

	Home we love and always will;

	Stands our revered alma mater

	Below the woodland and the hills …



The bonfire was growing into a huge finger of flame. Billy leaned against the fence, rubbing his swollen lip. In the quick orange spray of sparks from a wet piece of wood Billy saw Melissa Pettus and Hank Orr, holding hands and standing near the bonfire’s base. The aura around them had turned blacker still, and seemed to be spreading out its dark, twisting tentacles. He saw Sandra Falkner’s face, brushed with orange light, as she stood looking up toward the bonfire’s crest. She was almost cocooned in the black aura. Gus Tompkins was standing to her left, and back about ten feet.

Billy’s fingers clenched the fence as the cold realization struck him: they were all out here now, all the kids who were enveloped by the ugly aura, and most of them were standing closest to the fire. The blackness seemed to be reaching toward itself, connecting, drawing all the victims together.

A red glow pulsated at the bonfire’s center. The chair collapsed, to a scattering of applause and whoops.


	… We give thanks for all God’s blessings,

	Underneath his crowning sky;

	Home of learning and of friendship,

	Our alma mater, Fayette County …



“GET AWAY FROM THE FIRE!” Billy screamed.

The bonfire heaved, as if something were growing within it. Suddenly there were several ear-cracking pops that stopped all laughter. From the fire’s center exploded three multicolored streaks of light that shot in different directions over the field.

Roman candles, Billy thought. How did Roman candles get inside the… ?

But then there was an earth-shuddering whummmmmp! and the entire mound of flaming timbers exploded from within. Billy had time to see jagged shards of wood flying like knives before a hot shock wave hit him like a brick wall, flinging him to the ground so hard the breath burst from his lungs. The earth shook again, and again; the air was filling with whistlings and shrieks, human and fireworks noises.

Billy sat up, his head ringing, his face scorched with heat; he numbly realized his hands were bleeding, and he’d left most of their skin in the fence’s mesh. Caught all along the fence were shards of wood that could’ve sliced through him like butcher knives. Roman candles shot across the field, a golden flower of sparks opened up high in the air, M-80s hammered at the sky, purple and blue and green fireworks zigzagged from the center of the bonfire’s rubble. People were running, screaming, rolling on the ground in agony. Kids with their hair and clothes on fire were dancing now to a new and hideous rhythm, others were staggering around like sleepwalkers. Billy stood up; a rain of cinders was falling, and the air stank of black powder. He saw a boy crawling away from the still-exploding bonfire, and then Billy was running toward the center of the field to help. He grasped the boy’s blackened shirt and hauled him away several yards as Roman candles rocketed overhead. A girl was screaming for her mother, over and over again, and when Billy grabbed her hand to pull her away from the mound of fire her skin came off like a glove; she moaned and passed out.

A green pinwheel whistled toward Billy’s face; as he ducked it he smelled his hair burn. A red star exploded in the sky, washing the field with bloody light. The chilling shriek of the Civil Defense air-raid siren began whooping from atop the high school, cutting through the night like a clarion of disaster.

Billy grasped the collar of a boy whose shirt had been all but blown off his back, and he screamed, “I TOLD YOU! I TRIED TO WARN YOU!” The boy’s face was as pale as marble, and he walked on as if Billy were invisible. Billy looked wildly around, saw June Clark lying on the ground in a fetal curl, Mike Blaylock lying on his back with a shard of wood through his right hand, Annie Ogden on her knees as if praying to the bonfire. Above the screaming, he heard the sound of sirens approaching from Fayette; suddenly his knees gave way and he sat on the black ground as fireworks kept whistling all around him.

Someone staggered out of the haze before him and stood looking down. It was Mr. Kitchens, blood leaking from both his ears. A white spray of sparks exploded behind him, and his face worked as if he were trying very hard to open his mouth. Finally, he said in a hoarse, chilling whisper, “You… !”



25

THE CREEKMORES FOUND THEIR SON IN a corner of the tense, crowded Fayette County Hospital waiting room. They had heard the Civil Defense siren, and Ramona had sensed tragedy.

Billy’s face was heat-swollen, his eyebrows all but singed away. There was a thin blanket draped across his shoulders, and resting in his lap were his bandaged hands. The stark overhead lighting made the Vaseline smeared on his face shine, and his eyes were closed as if he were asleep, removing himself from the noise and tension by sheer willpower alone.

John stood behind his wife, his spine crawling from being stared at by all the other parents. Someone at the high school, where they’d stopped first, had told him that Billy was dead and the boy’s body had already been carried away in an ambulance, but Ramona had said no, she’d have known if her son was dead.

“Billy?” Ramona said, in a trembling voice.

The boy’s eyes opened painfully. He could hardly see through the swollen slits, and the doctors had told him there were maybe forty wood slivers in his cheeks and forehead but he’d have to wait until the burned kids were treated.

She bent down beside him and hugged him gently, her head leaning against his shoulder. “I’m all right, Mom,” Billy said through blistered lips. “Oh God … it was so terrible.…”

John’s face had been gray ever since they’d left the school and had seen those bodies lying under the blankets, the gurneys being pushed along the hallway with burned teenagers on them, parents shrieking and sobbing and clinging to each other for support. The night was filled with ambulance sirens, and the burned-flesh stink floated in the hospital like a brown haze. “Your hands,” he said. “What happened?”

“I lost some skin, that’s all.”

“Dear God, boy!” John’s face crumpled like old sandpaper, and he put his hand against the tiled wall to support himself. “Lord God, Lord God I never saw anything like what I saw at that school!”

“How’d it happen, Dad? One minute it was just a bonfire, like every year. Then it all changed.”

“I don’t know. But all those pieces of wood … they cut those kids up, just cut them to ribbons!”

“A man there said I did it,” Billy said tonelessly. “He said I was drunk, and I did something to the fire to make it explode.”

“That’s a damned lie!” John’s eyes blazed. “You didn’t have a thing to do with it!”

“He said I have Death inside me. Is that right?”

“NO! Who said that to you? Show him to me!”

Billy shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway. It’s all over. I just … wanted to have fun, Dad. Everybody wanted to have a good time.…”

John gripped his son’s shoulder, and felt something like deep ice crack inside him. Billy’s gaze was strangely dark and blank, as if what had happened had blown all the mysterious fuses in his head. “It’s all right,” John said. “Thank God you’re alive.”

“Dad? Was I wrong to go?”

“No. A man goes where he wants to, and he has to go some places he don’t want to, as well. I expect you’ve done a little of both tonight.” Farther along the corridor, someone wailed in either pain or sorrow, and John flinched from the sound.

Ramona wiped her eyes on her sleeve and looked at the tiny slivers embedded in Billy’s face, some of them dangerously close to having blinded him. She had to ask, though she already suspected the answer. “Did you know?”

He nodded. “I tried to tell them, I tried to warn them something was going to happen, but I … I didn’t know what it was going to be. Mom, why did it happen? Could I have changed it if I’d done anything different?” Tears slipped down his Vaseline-smeared cheeks.

“I don’t know,” Ramona replied; an honest answer to a mystery that had plagued her all her life.

There was a sudden commotion over at the far side of the waiting room, where a corridor led to the main doors. Ramona and John both looked up, and saw people thronging around a large, thick-bellied man with gray curly hair and a boy about Billy’s age, lean and red-haired. A shock of recognition pierced Ramona. That bitter night at the tent revival replayed itself in her mind—it had never been very far beneath the surface, not in all of seven years. A woman grasped Falconer’s hand and kissed it, begging him to pray for her injured daughter, a man in overalls pushed her aside to get to Wayne. For a few seconds there was a shoving melee of shoulders and arms as the parents of hurt and dying kids tried to reach Falconer and his son, to get their attention, to touch them as if they were walking good-luck charms. Falconer let them converge on him, but the boy stepped back in confusion.

Ramona stood up. A state trooper had come in, trying to settle everybody back down again. Through the mass of people, Ramona’s hard gaze met the evangelist’s, and Falconer’s soft, fleshy face seemed to darken. He came toward her, ignoring the appeals for prayer and for healing. He looked down at Billy, his eyes narrowing, then back into Ramona’s face. Wayne stood behind him, wearing jeans and a blue knit shirt with an alligator on the breast pocket. He glanced at Billy and for an instant their eyes held; then the boy’s gaze locked upon Ramona, and she thought she could actually feel the heat of hatred.

“I know you,” Falconer said softly. “I remember you, from a long time ago. Creekmore.”

“That’s right. And I remember you, as well.”

“There’s been an accident,” John told the evangelist. “My boy was there when it happened. His hands are all cut up, and he … he saw terrible things. Will you pray for him?”

Falconer’s eyes were locked with Ramona’s. He and Wayne had heard about the bonfire explosion on the radio, and had come to the hospital to offer consolation; running into this witch-woman again was the last thing he’d expected, and he feared the influence her presence might have on Wayne. His bulk dwarfed her, but somehow, under her hard and appraising stare, he felt very vulnerable and small.

“Have you brought your boy here to heal?” she asked him.

“No. Only to minister, alongside me.”

Ramona turned her attention to the boy, and stepped a pace closer to him. Billy saw her eyes narrow, as if she’d seen something that scared her about Wayne Falconer, something he wasn’t able yet to see, perhaps. Wayne said, “What’re you looking at?”

“Don’t mind her. She’s crazy.” Falconer took the boy’s arm and started to herd him away; suddenly a hollow-eyed man in blue jeans and a T-shirt stood up from his seat and grasped Wayne’s hand. “Please,” the man said, his voice sad and raspy, “I know who you are and what you can do. I’ve seen you do it before. Please … my son’s hurt bad, they brought him in a little while ago and they don’t know if he’s gonna …” The man clung to Wayne’s hand as if he were about to collapse, and his bathrobed wife rose to support him. “I know what you can do,” he whispered. “Please … save my son’s life!”

Billy saw Wayne glance quickly at his father. The man said, “I’ll give you money. I’ve got money, is that what you want? I’ll turn to the Lord, I’ll go to church every Sunday and I won’t drink or gamble no more. But you’ve got to save him, you can’t let those … those doctors kill him!”

“We’ll pray for him,” Falconer said. “What’s his name?”

“No! You’ve got to touch him, to heal him like I’ve seen you do on television! My son’s all burned up, his eyes are all burned!” The man gripped at Falconer’s sleeve as other people thronged around. “Please let your boy heal him, I’m begging you!”

“Well just look who’s here, everybody!” Falconer suddenly boomed, and pointed toward Ramona. “The Creekmores! Wayne, you know all about them, don’t you? The mother’s a Godless witch, and the boy calls up demons like he did at a certain sawmill around here! And now here they stand, on the eve of the worst disaster in Fayette history, turning up like bad pennies!”

“Wait,” John said. “No, you’re wrong, Reverend Falconer. Billy was at the high school, and he got hurt—”

“Hurt? You call that hurt? Look at him, everybody! Why isn’t he all burned up, like the son of this poor soul here?” He gripped the man’s shoulder. “Why isn’t he dyin’, like some of your sons and daughters are right this minute? He was out there with the other young people! Why isn’t he burned up?”

All eyes turned toward Ramona. She was silent, unprepared for Falconer’s attack. But she understood that he was trying to use her and Billy as scapegoats, to avoid explaining why Wayne couldn’t go from room to room in this hospital and heal everyone in them.

“I’ll tell you why,” Falconer said. “Maybe there are forces working behind this woman and boy that are better left alone by Christian folk! Maybe these forces, and God only knows what they are, protected this boy. Maybe they’re inside him, and he carries Death and destruction with him like a plague—”

“Stop it!” Ramona said sharply. “Stop trying to hide behind smoke! Boy!” She’d addressed Wayne, and now she moved past the evangelist to face his son. Billy rose painfully to his feet and held onto his father’s arm. “Do you know what you’re doing, son?” she asked softly, and Billy saw him wince. “If you do have a healing gift, it’s not to be used for wealth or power. It can’t be part of a show. Don’t you understand that by now? If you’re pretending to heal folks, you’ve got to stop giving them false hope. You’ve got to urge them to see a doctor, and to take their medicines.” Her hand came up, and gently touched Wayne’s cheekbone.

He suddenly thrust his jaw forward and spat in her face. “Witch!” he shouted, in a strident and frightened voice. “Get away from me!”

John leaped forward, his fists clenched. Instantly two men blocked his way, one of them shoving him back against the wall, the other pinning him there with an arm across his throat. Billy didn’t have a chance to fight, for he was facing a knot of desperate and fearful people who wanted to stomp him under their shoes.

Falconer’s voice raised above the din of shouting. “Hold on now, folks! We don’t want any trouble on our hands, do we? We’ve got enough to concern ourselves with tonight! Leave ’em be!”

Ramona wiped her face with the back of her hand. Her gaze was gentle but full of deep sadness. “I’m sorry for you,” she told Wayne, and then turned to Falconer. “And for you. How many bodies and souls have you killed in the name of God? How many more will you destroy?”

“You’re Godless trash,” the evangelist said. “My son carries Life inside him, but yours spreads Death. If I were you, I’d take my trash with me and get out of this county.” His eyes glinted like cold diamonds.

“I’ve said my piece.” She took a few steps, stopped, and stared at a man and woman who blocked her path. “Move,” she said, and they did. John was shaking, rubbing his throat and glaring at Falconer. “Let’s go home,” Ramona told her men; she was close to tears, but damned if she’d let any of these people see her cry!

“We gonna just let this filth walk out of here?” someone shouted from the other side of the waiting room.

“Let them go,” Falconer said, and the crowd quietened down. “Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord! You’d better pray, witch! You’d better pray real hard!”

Ramona stumbled on her way across the room, and Billy took her weight on his shoulder to lead her out. John kept looking back, afraid of being jumped. Shouts and catcalls followed them all the way. They got in the Olds and drove away, passing ambulances that were bringing dead teen-agers wrapped in black rubber bags.

J.J. Falconer hurried Wayne out of the waiting room before anyone else could stop them. His face was flushed, his breathing rapid, and he motioned Wayne toward a utility room. Amid brooms and mops and cans of detergent, Falconer leaned against a wall and dabbed his face with a handkerchief.

“Are you all right?” Wayne’s face was shadowed and grim; a single light bulb hung on a cord just above his head.

“Yeah. It’s just … the excitement. Let me get my breath.” He sat down on a detergent can. “You handled yourself pretty good out there.”

“She scared me, and I didn’t want her touching me.”

He nodded. “You did real fine. That woman’s pure trouble. Well, we’ll see what we can do about her. I’ve got friends in Hawthorne. Yeah, we’ll see.…”

“I didn’t like what she said to me, Dad. It … made me hurt to hear her.”

“She speaks in Satan’s language, trying to trick and confuse you, and make you doubt yourself. Somethin’s got to be done about her and that … that mongrel of hers. Vic Chatham told me the whole story, about what his brother Lamar saw up at the mill. That boy spoke to the Devil up there, and went wild and almost tore the place apart. Somethin’s got to be done about both of them, and soon.”

“Dad?” Wayne said after another moment. “Could I … could I heal a dying person, if I … tried hard enough?”

Falconer carefully folded his damp handkerchief and put it away before answering. “Yes, Wayne. If you tried hard enough, and prayed strong enough, you could. But this hospital is not the proper place to heal.”

Wayne frowned. “Why not?”

“Because it’s … not a house of God, that’s why. Healing is only right in a sanctified place, where people have gathered to hear the Lord’s Word.”

“But … people have a need right here.”

Falconer smiled darkly and shook his head. “You’ve got that witch’s voice in your head, Wayne. She’s confused you, hasn’t she? Oh sure, she’d like to see you go from room to room in this hospital, and heal everybody. But that wouldn’t be right, because it’s God’s Will that some of these young people die here tonight. So we let the doctors work on ’em, and do all they can, but we know the mysterious ways of the Lord, don’t we?”

“Yes sir.”

“That’s right.” When he stood up, he winced and gingerly touched his chest. The pain was almost gone now, but it had felt like an electric shock. “Now I’m feelin’ a bit better. Wayne, I want you to do me a favor. Will you go outside and wait in the car?”

“Wait in the car? Why?”

“These poor folks will expect you to heal if you stay here, so I think it’s best if you wait while I pray with them.”

“Oh.” Wayne was puzzled, and still disturbed by what the witch had said to him. Her dark eyes had seemed to look straight to his soul, and she’d scared the daylights out of him. “Yes sir, I guess that would be best.”

“Good. And will you slip around to the side door? If you go back out through that waitin’ room, there might be another commotion.”

Wayne nodded. The woman’s voice echoed in his head: Do you know what you’re doing, son? Something within him suddenly seemed to be tottering over a cliff’s edge, and he jerked himself back with the savage thought: She’s as evil as sin itself, her and the demon boy, and they should both be cast into the Lord’s fire! Lord says what? BURN THEM! “We’ll get them, won’t we, Dad?”

“We’ll get ’em,” Falconer replied. “Just leave it to me. Come on, I’d best get out there. Remember: out the side way, okay?”

“Yes sir.” A low flame of rage was burning inside Wayne. How dare that woman touch him like that! He wished now that he’d struck her across the face, knocked her to her knees for everyone to see. He was still shaking from being so close to them. Their darkness, he knew, was pulling at him, trying to lure him. There would be a next time, he told himself; oh yes, and then …

He had the vague beginnings of a headache. He said, “I’m ready now,” and followed his father out of the utility room.
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JOHN WAS AWAKE IN the dark, thinking.

Ramona shifted softly in the crook of his arm; they’d slept closer in the last three nights, since what had happened at Fayette County Hospital, than they had in many years. His throat was still bruised from where a man’s forearm had pressed against it, and he’d been hoarse the next day until he’d accepted a tea of sassafras root and dandelion that Ramona had brewed for him.

The kids who’d died in the accident had been buried the previous day. John’s trips into town during the last few days had been brief; at Lee Sayre’s hardware store no one would come to wait on him, and when he went to get a haircut Curtis Peel suddenly announced he’d close up for the afternoon. So he drove into Fayette for a bucket of roofing pitch, and decided to let his hair grow longer. While he was in Fayette, he heard from a clerk that somebody had hidden two crates of assorted fireworks down inside the bonfire, and the intense heat had made them all go off at once. The troopers had said that the amount of black powder had been equal to a couple of short sticks of dynamite; it had looked like a kid’s prank, done by somebody who’d thought the fireworks going off would take the others by surprise, but all that explosive powder in such a small space, the heat of the gasoline-fed fire, and the small, sharp shards of wood had added up to seven deaths and a score of terrible injuries. One boy, a senior football player named Gus Tompkins, was still lingering at the Burn Center Hospital in Birmingham, blinded and shocked dumb.

By the light of the anger he’d felt toward Jimmy Jed Falconer, John had seen amazing things, both true and unsettling, about his own life and beliefs. He hadn’t been able to understand why Falconer had deliberately tried to hurt Ramona and Billy, tried to stir up the crowd against them like that; the man had spouted one lie after another about them, had even tried to make it out that Billy had been to blame for the accident! Thinking about these things had started rusted wheels turning in his head; there was pain, yes, but it seemed that for the first time in a very long while he was being powered from his own dynamo, not from the cast-off sparks of someone else’s.

Now it seemed to him that Falconer was a man of God, but yet he was still only a man, too. And that boy of his could heal, but not all the time and not everybody. It was too simple to say that a man belonged either to God or to Satan; no, even the best of men had bad days—or bad thoughts—and every once in a while might slip off the righteous path. Did that necessarily damn you to Hell for eternity? Falconer himself had slipped off, by his lies, and so had the boy, by his actions; did that make them more human, or did it mean that Satan was at work in their lives?

And what about Ramona and Billy? What was this power they had, to lay the dead to rest? Where did it come from: God? Satan? Neither one, or a combination of both? And what if he’d been wrong, all these years, about Ramona and her mother?

He started to roll over on his side, but then he realized how quiet it was; usually the crickets in the grass were fiddling fit to bust on a warm summer night like …

The house was suddenly filled with a white glare. John sat up abruptly, half blinded, and heard a loud metallic clanging and crashing outside, seemingly all around the house. He grabbed his pants off a chair and struggled into them as Ramona sat up in bed. “What is it?” she asked frantically. “What’s that sound?” He drew aside the curtains to look out the small window; bright beams of light cut into his eyes, and he couldn’t see a thing out there. He said, “Stay here!” and ran for the front door. He stepped out onto the porch, shielding his eyes from the light. White orbs ringed the house, and now he could make out human shapes, banging together pots and pans and iron pipes. The raucous rough music rang in John’s head, and dull terror throbbed within him as he realized the shapes were sheeted in Klan garb. Cars had been pulled up close to the house, their headlights all switched on at the same time. “What do you want?” John shouted, pacing from one side of the porch to the other, like a trapped animal. “Get off my land!”

The clanging went on, in rhythmic cadence. Then the screen door opened and Billy came out on the porch, his face peeling as if from sunburn; there were still thick bandages on his hands, but the doctor had said they’d be fine after the raw places scabbed over. Ramona was behind him, wrapped in her gray robe; she was carrying a long carving knife.

“Stop it! You damned dogs, what do you want?” John thought of the old pistol he had, wrapped in oily rags in a drawer, and he started to go get it when the clanging suddenly died.

One of the hooded shapes stepped forward, silhouetted in bright light, and pointed toward John. “Creekmore,” the man said, and John knew it was Lee Sayre’s voice even muffled through the mask, “this town’s suffered enough misery from that woman and her boy! Surely you know by now they’re not gonna renounce their ways! So we’ve come to set form our terms.…”

“Terms?” John said. “Lee, what’re you talkin’ about?”

“No names, Creekmore! You took an oath!”

“That was when I was on the other side of that mask! What are y’all supposed to be? A vigilante squad? A hangin’ party? Did you bring your tar and feathers? What right do you have runnin’ your cars up on my land and raisin’ hell like—”

“Every right!” Sayre bellowed. “Because of the uniform we wear, and because we live in this town!”

“We’ve got the right to beat your ass too, Creekmore!” someone called out—Ralph Leighton’s voice. “You’d best watch your mouth!”

Sayre said firmly, “We want the woman and the boy out of Hawthorne. We want ’em out tonight. John, you and your parents were all born and raised here, and you’ve always been a good, God-fearin’ man. For years you were able to keep that woman in her place, but now that the boy’s got the demon in him too the both of them are too strong for you. But we’ve decided you can stay here if you want to, John. It’s not your fault you’ve been saddled with this corruption.…”

“NO!” John shouted. “This is our home, damn it! This is my wife and son you’re talkin’ about!”

“It’s been decided,” Sayre said. “We want them gone before something else happens around here.”

“We want that accursed boy out of this town!” Ralph Leighton stepped forward, jabbing a finger at Billy. “First the crops went bad after he was born, and the land ain’t been too good ever since! Then Dave Booker killed his whole family, and guess who was the Booker boy’s friend? Then Link Patterson got sliced up at the sawmill, and we all know about that! Now there are fine kids lying in the ground and in the hospital, and just guess who was there to see it happen? My son got a faceful of splinters and broke his arm, but thank God he’ll be all right, or I’d be carryin’ a gun right now! He told me he heard that boy shout that everybody was going to die, that the boy was cursin’ everybody and puttin’ some kind of spell on ’em! Even J.J. Falconer himself said the boy’s just like the mother! That boy spreads Death with him wherever he goes!”

“You lyin’ sonofabitch!” John shouted, trembling with rage.

“Who’s stirred you up?” Ramona’s voice carried over the angered yelling, and she stepped forward to the edge of the porch. She stared down at the sheeted shapes. “You’re like dumb cattle, stampeded this way and that by the sound of thunder! You don’t understand a thing about me or my son! Did that evangelist put you up to this?”

“Come on,” Leighton shouted. “Time’s wastin’!” He moved toward the house, and the ring of Klansmen closed in. “Put that knife down, you squaw-cat, ’fore I have to take it and cut off your tits.…” And then he grunted with pain and surprise, because John had leaped upon him, driving him to the ground. They cursed and rolled, grappling at each other as the Klansmen cheered Leighton on.

A rock crashed through the window behind Ramona. Then another stone was flung, hitting her on the shoulder. She gasped and went down on her knees, and then a white hooded shape leaped up onto the porch and kicked the knife from her hand. The Klansman looked up as Billy came at him like a whirlwind; the boy couldn’t clench his hands yet to make fists, so he hit him with a shoulder block that lifted the man up and carried him off the porch and onto the ground on his back, sounding like a potato sack as he hit.

John had ripped the hood from Leighton’s head and was hammering blows to the man’s face. Leighton staggered and fell to his knees, his robes grimed with dirt; he yelled through purple, pulped lips, “Somebody get the bastard!”

Ramona screamed. Billy saw light glint off a length of iron pipe as one of the figures lifted it high. He shouted, “Look out!” John started to turn, but the pipe came down with terrible force upon the back of his head, staggering him forward. Leighton hit him in the stomach, and even as John fell the pipe came down again, its arc ending with an awful crunching sound.

There was a sudden silence. John lay on his stomach, his legs twitching, his fingers clawed into the dirt.

And then Billy, with a scream of rage that ripped through the night, leaped from the porch and flung himself onto the man who’d struck his father, they careened backward, slamming over the hood of a red Chevy. Billy forced his stiff fingers around the iron pipe, and he held onto it as someone gripped his hair and yanked him off. He rammed an elbow back into a set of teeth and pulled free, turning upon the Klansmen. With his first blow he broke a man’s nose; he dodged a cast-iron skillet that had been used to make the raucous noise, came up under it, and slammed his weapon into an unprotected shoulder.

An arm caught him around the throat from behind; he kicked back into a shinbone, wrenching free as an aluminum pot swung for his head. He drove the pipe deep into someone’s stomach and heard an agonized retching from inside the hood. He spun and struck again, blindly swinging the pipe with all his strength; the man in front of him backed away, but a skillet caught him a glancing blow on the shoulder and drove him to the ground.

“Kill him!” Leighton shrieked. “Go on, finish him off!”

Billy reared up and struck into a blue-jeaned kneecap. The Klansman howled with pain and hopped away like an injured toadfrog. Then someone landed on his back, pushing his face into the dirt. He struggled wildly, expecting the back of his head to be caved in.

Then there was a crack! like a car backfiring and the weight was off him. Around him a forest of legs scurried for the safety of their cars; Billy looked up, saw his mother on the porch holding his father’s pistol in a shaky, two-handed grip. Sparks leaped with her next shot, and Billy heard a windshield crack. Engines caught, and now the vehicles were racing away from the house, their tires throwing up tails of mud.

Two cars banged into each other on the narrow drive leading down to the highway. Ramona fired two more shots that went wild before the old pistol jammed up. Then the night was filled with red taillights, and tires shrieked on the highway. As Billy rose to his feet, he saw the last of the red lights disappear. He was breathing hard, his head spinning, and his agonized hand let the iron pipe drop to the ground.

“COWARDS!” Billy shouted. “YOU DAMNED DIRTY COWARDS!” And then he heard his mother sob, and he turned to see her leaning over his father’s body. He saw how white his father’s face was, and how red the blood was that spilled from his mouth and nostrils. “Dad? …” Billy whispered.

Ramona looked up at her son with terror in her eyes. “Go get help, Billy! Run!”
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ALMOST EVERY AFTERNOON IN June, and now through July, the man and woman had sat together on the front porch. Crickets sang in the high grass, and a single cicada whined in the top branches of the big oak tree, mimicking the sawmill’s distant noise. A soft breeze went by, cooling the sweat on Billy’s face and back as he worked atop the roof, tearing up the rows of rotten shingles. His hair was a tangle of reddish black curls, commas of it sticking damply to his forehead; the summer sun had tanned him to a rich dark coppery color, and the physical work he’d been doing—the work of two men done by one, since his father had been hurt—had tightened the muscles in his shoulders and back so they were sharply defined under the flesh. The roof had leaked all through June, but this was the first chance he’d had to strip off the shingles and look for holes that he’d later plug with roofing pitch.

Billy had tried to get a job as a mechanic in every gas station for fifteen miles around, but when the owners learned his name their eyes went blank, like shutters being closed over windows. He’d been offered a job sweeping up in a broomcorn warehouse on the far side of Rossland City, but the place stank and was hot as hell and they expected him to be so grateful he’d work almost for free; he’d decided he would do better putting all his time and energy into the farm. All the houses and even the trailers in Hawthorne had electricity now, except for the Creekmore place, which sat so far off the highway no one from Alabama Power ever came to inquire.

Still, Billy felt the stirring of wanderlust in his soul. Yesterday, while tilling the ground for a sprinkling of tomato seeds, he’d looked up into the clear blue sky and seen a hawk, riding the breezes that carried to the east, and he’d wanted to see the land through the hawk’s eyes. Beyond the valley’s forested crown, he knew, were more towns and people, and roads and woods and cities and seas and deserts; beyond the valley were things both wondrous and fearful. They were calling to him, using such messengers as hawks and high, fast-moving clouds and a distant road seen from the top of a hill.

He ripped up another few shingles and dropped them over the roof’s edge to the ground. He could hear his mother’s voice, reading the Twenty-seventh Psalm to his father; it was one of his favorites, and hardly a day went by that he didn’t ask to hear it. She finished, and he heard his father say, in his slurred unsteady voice, “ ’Mona? Where’s Billy?”

“He’s gone up on the roof to tear off the old shingles.”

“Oh. Yeah. That needs to be done. I meant to do that myself. Think he needs any help?”

“No, I believe he can do it by himself. Do you want another sip of tea?”

There was a slurping sound. Billy ripped off three shingles and tossed them over his shoulder.

“That’s mighty good, ’Mona. Think you could read the Twenty-seventh Psalm to me today? Sure is a strong, hot sun up there ain’t it? Cornfield’ll need a dose of well-water pretty soon, I reckon.…”

Billy concentrated on his work while his father’s mind skipped tracks like a scratched-up record. Then John lapsed into silence, and Ramona began to read the psalm again.

The doctor in Fayette had said the first lead pipe blow had fractured John Creekmore’s skull; the second had driven bone splinters into the brain. John had lain in a coma for two weeks, in a charity-ward bed. What was left when he came out of the hospital was more child than man; in his eyes there was a look of painful bewilderment, but he seemed to remember nothing at all of what had happened. He recognized Ramona and Billy as his wife and son, but he made no demands on them and the day was just fine if he could sit out on the porch in the shade, or down at the pond listening to the bullfrogs. He slept a lot, and often he would ask the strangest questions, as if things were at a low boil inside his head and there was no telling what might pop up from the soup of memory.

Sometimes the gnaw of guilt got too bad inside Billy, and he’d have to get away by himself into the woods for a day or so. He knew that what had happened to his father would have been averted had he not gone to the May Night dance; no, he’d wanted to show the other kids that he was just like them and he could fit in … but he’d been wrong. He wasn’t like them; he wasn’t like anybody else. And now his father had been made to pay for it. The police had never found out who’d buried those fireworks within the bonfire, just as Sheriff Bromley had never found out who’d struck those blows to the back of John Creekmore’s head; everybody had airtight alibis, the sheriff had told Ramona. It was true that Ralph Leighton’s face looked as if a mule had kicked it, but his wife and son and three hunting buddies said they’d all been together playing cards the night John was hurt. They’d all sworn that Ralph had tripped down some steps and fallen right on his face.

Billy sensed movement, and looked toward the highway to see dust rising into the air. A black, battered old Volkswagen van had turned off and was coming up the road to the house. The ruts must’ve been too much for the suspension though, because in another moment the van stopped and a man wearing a straw hat climbed out of the driver’s seat. Billy called down, “Mom! Somebody’s coming!”

Ramona glanced up from the Bible and saw the figure walking slowly up the road. “Hon? We’re gonna have some company.”

“Company,” John repeated. One half of his face was drawn tight, the other was loose and immobile. He could only speak from one side of his mouth, and on the dead half of his face the eye was a cold blue stone.

Ramona stood up. There was something written across the black van’s side, but she couldn’t quite make out what it said. The man was short and rounded, and now he paused to shrug off the jacket of his seersucker suit; he pegged the jacket on a finger, let it rest across his shoulder, and then continued up the slight incline, visibly huffing and puffing.

He stopped underneath the spreading oak to catch his breath. “Ma’am, I certainly hope this is the Creekmore property. If it isn’t, I’m afraid I’m going to have to sit in this shade and rest.”

“It is. Who might you be?”

“Ah!” The man’s round, cherubic face brightened. There were spots of color on his cheeks, and he had a gray, neatly clipped mustache above a wildly sprouting goatee. “I stopped at a residence just down the way, but when I asked directions, they were quite rude. These roads around here do twist and turn, don’t they? So: are you Ramona Creekmore?”

“I might be, or I might not be. I haven’t heard your name yet.”

The little man, who reminded Ramona of a short, fat goat, smiled and took out his wallet. The smile faltered a fraction when Billy walked out from around the house to see what was going on. “And you must be Billy,” the man said.

“Yes sir.”

There was a stony silence from Ramona. She stepped down off the porch as the man produced a dog-eared white business card; she took it, looked at it briefly, and then handed the card to Billy. Written across the card in an ornate script was Dr. Reginald Mirakle, Performer Extraordinaire.

“We don’t need any doctors; we’ve seen enough to last us for a long time.”

The man’s canny gray eyes darted toward John Creekmore, sitting motionless in his chair with the Bible on his lap. “Oh. No, ma’am, you misunderstand. I’m not a medical doctor. I’m a … a performer.”

“You mean a charlatan?”

He raised gray eyebrows as thick as caterpillars. “Some have said so in the past, I’m afraid. But that’s neither here nor there. If I may? …” He took the card back from Billy and replaced it in his wallet. “Mrs. Creekmore, might I trouble you for a glass of water? I’ve driven from Haleyville this morning, and it sure is warm on the road.”

Ramona paused for a few seconds, mistrustful of the man. But then she said, “All right. Billy, keep the man company, will you?” And then she went back onto the porch and inside the house. John called out to the man, “Howdy!” and then he was silent again.

Dr. Mirakle eyed the house, then looked out toward the cornfield where the scraggly stalks and scarecrow stood. “Billy,” he said quietly. “Does anyone ever call you William?”

“No sir.”

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen. I’ll be eighteen in November:”

“Ah, yes. Eighteen usually follows seventeen. Then you’re twenty, and thirty; and pretty soon you’re fifty-eight.” He folded his jacket carefully and laid it on the porch floor, then took off his hat. Sweat gleamed on his balding pate, and two horns of gray hair stood up from each side of his head.

“Billy,” Mirakle said, “have you ever been to a carnival?”

“No sir.”

“Never?” Mirakle asked incredulously. “Why, when I was your age I could smell candied apples and popcorn in the air two days before the carnival got to town! And you’ve never been? Why, you’ve missed out on one of the best things life has to offer fantasy.”

Ramona came out with the man’s glass of water. He drank half of it at a gulp. She said, “Now just what can we do for you?”

“Fine house you’ve got here,” Mirakle said. He finished the water at his leisure, pretending not to notice the woman’s hard stare. Then he said quietly, “I’ve searched for this house since the first of June. I had no idea if it was real or not. But here it is, and here are both of you. I’ve covered most of the northern half of Alabama looking for you.”

“Why?” Ramona asked.

“In my line of work,” the man said, “I travel a great deal. I meet a lot of people, and I hear a great many stories. Most of them untruths, or at best half-truths, like the tale of the giant ghost boy who walks the forest near Moundville. Or the rebel who still haunts his ruined plantation and fires at hunters who stray too neat. Or the black dog that runs the road between Collinsville and Sand Rock. Maybe there was a grain of truth there once, but who knows? A gnarled oak on a moonlit night could become a giant boy. A plantation house creaks and groans with age, and someone hears a ghost walking. A wild dog runs from a car’s headlights. Who knows?” He shrugged and ran a hand through his unruly hair to smooth it. “But … when one hears a tale about living people; well, that makes a difference. An old man in Montgomery told me that what I did was pretty fair, but had I ever heard of the Indian woman in north Alabama who could lay the dead to rest!”

Ramona’s spine stiffened.

“I disregarded that story at first. But my profession draws the type of person who might be interested in the spirit world, and in four months on the road I might hit a hundred small towns. Soon I heard the story again, and this time I heard a name as well: Creekmore. In the next town, I began asking some questions. It wasn’t until much later that I heard about the boy. But by then I had to know if you were real or simply a half-truth. I began searching, and asking questions along the way.” He smiled again, lines crinkling around his eyes. “It wasn’t until several days ago that I heard of Hawthorne, from a man who lives in Chapin. It seems there was an accident involving a pickup truck and a large oak tree.…”

“Yes,” the woman said.

“Ah. Then I believe my search is over.” He turned his gaze toward Billy. “Are the stories about you true, young man? Can you see and talk to the dead?”

The way that question came out caught Billy off-guard. He glanced at his mother; she nodded, and he said, “Yes sir, I can.”

“Then is it also true that you exorcised a demon from a house where a murder took place? That you have a power over Death itself? That you called up Satan in a deserted sawmill?”

“No. All those are made-up stories.”

“That’s usually the way tales are spread. A grain of truth is taken and a luster is spun around it, like an oyster with a pearl. But there is the grain of truth in those stories, isn’t there?”

“Sort of, I guess.”

“People talk to hear their damned lips flap!” Ramona told him. “I know full well what’s said about us. Now I’d like to hear why you searched us out so long and hard.”

“No need to get upset,” Mirakle said. “Folks are afraid of you, but they respect you, too. As I said, I’m a performer. I have my own show, and I travel with carnivals.…”

“What kind of show?”

“I’m pleased you ask. It’s a show that goes back to the rich vaudeville heritage of England. As a matter of fact, I learned it from an aged magician who’d performed the very same show in his heyday, in London before the Second World War.”

“Mister,” Ramona said, “your tongue takes more turns than a snake on wet grass.”

Mirakle smiled. “What I perform, Mrs. Creekmore, is a ghost show.”

An alarm bell went off in Ramona’s head. She said, “Good day, Mr. Doctor Mirakle. I don’t think we’re interested in—”

But Billy asked, “What’s a ghost show?” and the sound of curiosity in his voice made his mother uneasy. She thought of ghost-chasing charlatans, false seers, seances in dark rooms where painted skeletons danced on wires and “dire warnings” were spoken through voice-distorting trumpets: all the nasty tricks her grandmother had seen and told her to be wary of.

“Well, I’ll just tell you. What I’d like to do, though, is sit down underneath that oak tree there and rest my legs, if that’s okay.” Billy followed him, and Ramona came down off the porch as Mirakle eased himself to the ground at the tree’s base. He looked up at Billy, his gray eyes sparkling with crafty good humor. “The ghost show,” he said reverently. “Billy, imagine a theater in one of the great cities of the world—New York, London, Paris perhaps. Onstage is a man—perhaps me, or even you—in a black tuxedo. He asks for volunteers from the audience. They tie him securely into a chair. Then a black cloth is draped around his body, and the cloth tied to the chair’s legs. He is carried into a large black cabinet. The cabinet’s doors are padlocked, and the volunteers go to their seats as the houselights dim. The lights go out. The audience waits, as a minute passes. Then another. They shift nervously in their seats.” Mirakle’s gaze danced from Billy to Ramona and back to the boy again.

“And then … a muted noise of wind. The audience feels it across their faces; it seems to come from all directions, yet from no direction in particular. There is the scent of flowers on the edge of decay and then … the distant, echoing sound of a funeral bell, tolling to twelve midnight. Above the audience there is a scattering of bright lights that slowly take on the shape of human faces, hovering in midair: the spirit guides have arrived. Music sounds; the blare of trumpets and rattle of drums. Then … boom!” He clapped his hands together for emphasis, startling both of his listeners. “A burst of red flame and smoke at center stage! BOOM! Another, stage right, and BOOM! on the left as well! The air is filled with smoke and the odor of brimstone, and the audience knows they are on a perilous voyage, into the very domain of Death itself! A wailing dark shape darts across the stage, leaps high, and soars to the ceiling; strange blue and purple lights dance in the air; moans and clanking noises fill the theater. A chorus of skeletons take center stage, link arms and kick their bony legs, accompanied by the dissonant music of a spectral orchestra. Sheeted spirits fly through the air, calling out the names of some members of the audience, and predicting events that only the all-seeing dead could know! And when the audience is driven to a peak of excitement and wonder, Old Scratch himself appears in a grand burst of red sparks! He clutches his pitchfork and prowls the stage, casting fireballs from the palms of his hands. He glares at the audience, and he says in a terrible, growling voice: ‘Tell your friends to see Dr. Mirakle’s Ghost Show … or I’ll be seeing you!’ And Satan vanishes in a grand display of pyrotechnic artistry that leaves the eyes dazzled. The lights abruptly come up; the volunteers return, unlocking the black cabinet. The form within is still securely covered with the shroud, and underneath that he is still tied exactly as before! He rises, to the applause of a stunned and pleased audience.”

Mirakle paused for a few seconds, as if regaining his breath. He smiled at Billy. “And that, young man, is a ghost show. Mystery. Magic. Delicious terror. Kids love it.”

Ramona grunted. “If you can find a way to put all that in a sack, you could go into the fertilizer business.”

Mirakle laughed heartily; as his face reddened, Billy saw the broken blue threads of veins in his nose and across his cheeks. “Ha! Yes, that’s a possibility I hadn’t thought of! Ha!” He shook his head, genuine mirth giving his face a rich glow. “Well, well. I’ll have to consider it.”

“You’re a faker,” Ramona said. “That’s what it boils down to.”

Mirakle stopped laughing and stared at her. “I’m a performer. I’m a supernatural artiste. I admit the ghost show isn’t for everyone’s taste, and I suppose that with movies and television the effect of a ghost show has taken a beating, but rural people still like them.”

“You haven’t answered my question yet. What are you doing here?”

“In a few days I’m going to be joining Ryder Shows, Incorporated. I’ll be touring with them on the carnival circuit for the rest of the summer; then, in the fall, Ryder Shows becomes part of the state fair, in Birmingham. I need to upgrade my ghost show, to give it style and dazzle; there’s a lot of work to be done, maintaining the machinery—which is in a Tuscaloosa warehouse right now—and getting the show in shape for Birmingham. I need an assistant.” He looked at Billy. “Have you finished high school yet?”

“Yes sir.”

“No,” Ramona snapped. “My son workin’ with a … a fake thing like that? No, I won’t hear of it! Now if you’d please get your caboose on down the road, I’d be grateful!” She angrily motioned for him to get up and leave.

“The pay would be quite equitable,” Mirakle said, looking up at the boy. “Forty dollars a week.”

“No!”

Billy dug his hands into his pockets. Forty dollars was a lot of money, he thought. It would buy tar and shingles for the roof, caulking for the windows, white paint for the weathered walls; it would buy new brake shoes for the Olds, and good tires too; it would buy gasoline and kerosene for the lamps, milk and sugar and flour and everything his folks would ever need. Forty dollars was a world of money. “How many weeks?” he heard himself ask.

Mirakle smiled. “The state fair ends on the thirteenth of October. Then I’ll need you to help get my equipment back to Mobile, for winter storage. You’ll be home by the sixteenth, at the latest.”

Ramona grasped his arm and squeezed it. “I forbid it,” she said. “Do you hear me? This ‘ghost show’ stuff is blasphemy! It mocks everything we stand for!”

“You sound like Dad used to,” Billy said quietly.

“I know what you’re thinkin’! Sure, forty dollars a week is a lot of money and it could be put to good use, but there’s better ways of makin’ an honest dollar than … than puttin’ on a sideshow!”

“How?” he asked her.

She was silent, the wheels turning fiercely in her brain for an answer. How, indeed?

“You’d be my assistant,” Mirakle said. “You’d get a real taste of show business. You’d learn how to work in front of an audience, how to hold their attention and make them want more. You’d learn … what the world is like.”

“The world,” Billy said in a soft, faraway voice. His eyes were dark and troubled as he looked back at his father again, then at his mother. She shook her head. “It’s a lot of money, Mom.”

“It’s nothing!” she said harshly, and turned a baleful gaze on Mirakle. “I didn’t bring my son up for this, mister! Not for some sham show that tricks people!”

“Fifty dollars a week,” Billy said. Mirakle’s smile disappeared. “I’ll do it for fifty, but not a red cent less.”

“What? Listen, do you know how many kids I can get to work for thirty a week? A few thousand, that’s all!”

“If you looked so long and hard to find my mother and me, I figured you must think I could add something to that show of yours that nobody else could. I figure I’m worth the fifty dollars to you, and I think you’ll pay me. Because if you don’t, I won’t go, and all that looking you did will be wasted time. I also want a week’s pay in advance, and I want three days to fix the roof and put brake shoes on the car.”

Mirakle shot up from the ground, sputtering as if he’d been dashed with cold water. His head barely came up to Billy’s shoulder. “Nope! Won’t have it, not at all!” He strode to the porch, got his seersucker jacket, and put his hat on; the seat of his trousers was dusty, and he brushed it off with red-faced irritation. “Try to take advantage of me, huh?” He marched past Ramona and Billy, dust stirring up around his shoes. After ten steps his stride slowed; he stopped and let out a long sigh. “Forty-five dollars a week and two days,” he said, looking over his shoulder.

Billy kicked at a pebble and considered the offer. He said, “Okay. Deal.”

Mirakle clapped his hands together. Ramona clutched her son’s arm and said, “So fast? Just like that, without talkin’ it over? …”

“I’m sorry, Mom, but I already know what you’d say. It won’t be so bad; it’ll just be … pretending, that’s all.”

Mirakle walked back to them and thrust out his hand. Billy shook it. “There’s no business like show business!” the man crowed, his face split by a grin. “Now did you say you wanted thirty dollars in advance?” He brought out his wallet again, opening it with a flourish. Billy saw, sealed in a plastic window, a yellowing picture of a smiling young man in a service uniform.

“Forty-five,” Billy said, evenly and firmly.

Mirakle chuckled. “Yes, yes of course. I like you, William. You drive a hard bargain. And speaking of driving, do you have your license? No? You can drive a car, can’t you?”

“I’ve driven the Olds a few times.”

“Good. I’ll need you at the wheel some.” He counted out the bills. “There you are. It just about breaks me, too, but … I suppose you’ll put it to good use. Is there a motel around here that might take a personal check?”

“The Bama Inn might. It’s in Fayette. There’s a Travel-Lodge, too.” Behind him Ramona abruptly turned and walked back toward the house.

“Ah, that’s fine. I’ll see you, then, in two days. Shall we say at four in the afternoon? We’ll be meeting Ryder Shows in Tuscaloosa, and I’d like to get on the road before dark.” He put his wallet away and shrugged into his jacket, all the time staring at Billy as if afraid the boy might change his mind. “We’re set then? It’s a deal?”

Billy nodded. He’d made his decision, and he wouldn’t back down from it.

“You’ll have to work hard,” Mirakle said. “It won’t be easy. But you’ll learn. In two days, then. A pleasure meeting you, Mrs. Creekmore!” he called out, but she stood with her back to him. He walked off down the road, his stubby legs moving carefully as he avoided sliding on loose stones; he turned around to wave, and from the porch John suddenly called out, “Come back soon!”
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“IT’S FINISHED,” BILLY SAID, and stood on the ladder to appraise his work. It was a good job; chinks and holes in the roof had been filled in with pitch, and new shingles laid down smoothly and evenly. Midafternoon sunlight burned down upon Billy’s back as he descended the ladder with his jar of roofing nails and his hammer. The gloves he wore were matted with pitch, and black streaks of it painted his chest and face. He scrubbed his face and hair with strong soap, then put away the ladder and the pitch bucket.

He let the sun dry his hair as he stood and looked in all directions. I’ll be back, he told himself. Sure I will be, in mid-October. But something within him told him that when he did come back, he wouldn’t be the same Billy Creekmore who’d left. He walked past the Olds—new brake shoes installed, the tires put back on but one of them already dangerously flat—and around the house to the front porch. John was in his favorite chair, a glass of lemonade at his side, the Bible in his lap. John smiled at him. “Sun’s sure hot today.”

Something clenched hard in Billy’s stomach and throat; he managed to return the smile and say, “Yes sir, sure is.”

Inside, Ramona was sitting in the front room, in the old gray easy chair. Her hands were gripping the armrests; beside her, on the floor, was a battered brown suitcase packed with her son’s clothes.

“I’ll be fine,” Billy said.

“Tuscaloosa isn’t so far away, y’know. If you don’t like what you’ve gotten yourself into, you can just catch the bus and come home.”

“I won’t give it up at the first sign of trouble, though,” he reminded her. “I’ll stick with it as long as I can.”

“A carnival.” Ramona frowned and shook her head. Her eyes were red and puffy, but all of her crying was done. Her son was going out into the world, following the winding road of his Mystery Walk, and that was what the Giver of Breath had decreed. “I went to one of those once, when I was a little girl. The lights cut your eyes, and the noise sounds like a tea party in Hell. They show freaks at those things, poor people who can’t help the way they were born. And folks stand around and laugh.” She was silent for a moment. “Don’t let them make a freak out of you, son. Oh, they’ll try, just like the folks in Hawthorne have tried; but don’t let them. You’ll be tested, mark my words.”

“I know.”

“Do you understand”—she turned her face toward him—“that the Mystery Walk is more than the ritual your grandmother took you through? The ritual was to get your head opened up, to expand your senses; it was to make you ready for what’s ahead. You began your Mystery Walk when you were ten years old and saw the Booker boy’s revenant, but your whole life will be a Mystery Walk, just like mine has been. Events will hinge on events, like a series of opening doors; people will touch and be touched by you, and you must never belittle the power of the human touch. It can work wonders.”

She leaned slightly toward him, her eyes shining. “You’ll have to go into places that are dark, son, and you’ll have to find your way out alone. What you saw in the smokehouse—the shape changer—isn’t the only kind of darkness in this world. There’s human darkness, too, misery and pain and torment that comes right from the soul. You’ll see that kind, too.

“But the shape changer will be back, Billy. I’m sure of that. It’s still picking at you, maybe even without you knowing it. Your grandmother was never certain of what the shape changer’s limits were, or what it was capable of doing. I’m not, either … but expect the unexpected, always.”

He thought of the boar-thing, and its whispered promise: I’ll be waiting for you.

“How did you feel,” she asked, “after … what you did at the sawmill?”

“I was afraid. And I was mad, too.” For a couple of weeks afterward he’d had nightmares of a spinning saw blade grinding his arm down to bloody pulp. Sometimes he felt a fierce, jagged pain stabbing his left eye. Worse than the pain, though, was a hot center of anger that had raged in him until he’d attacked the Klansmen in the front yard; afterward both the phantom pain and the rage had steadily faded.

“Those were the emotions that kept Link Patterson chained to this world,” Ramona said. “When you persuaded the revenant to give them up, he was able to pass on. You’ll have those feelings inside you again; what will you do with them? The next time might be worse. You’ll have two choices: you can turn the emotions into something creative, or into something mean and violent. I don’t know, that’s up to you.”

“I’ll handle it.”

“And then there’s the other thing.” She gazed out the window for a moment, dreading to see dust rise off the road. That man would be here soon. “The black aura.”

Billy’s heart gave a cold kick.

“You’ll see it again. That’s why I stopped goin’ out, stopped goin’ to church or to town; I just don’t want to know who’ll be the next to die. That night at the tent revival, I saw it around a couple of people who that Falconer boy said was healed; well, those people were near death, and so they stopped takin’ their medicine and went home and died. I believe that the human mind can work miracles, Billy: mighty, earth-movin’ miracles. The human mind can heal the body; but sometimes the mind can make the body sick, too, with imagined ailments. What do you think went on in the minds of those families whose loved ones went to the Crusade and were told to throw away their medicines and not to go to the doctor anymore? Well, they probably cursed the name of God after their loved ones died, because they’d been filled with false hope and then death struck. They were made to turn their backs on the idea of death, to close their eyes to it; and that made it so much more terrible when they lost their loved ones. Oh, I’m not sayin’ give up hope, but everybody gets sick, Christians and sinners alike, and medicines are to be used to help … plus a good old-fashioned dollop of sunshine, laughter, and faith. The human touch spreads; when Wayne Falconer played God, he turned good people with brains into stupid sheep ripe for the shearing.”

“Are you sure those people died afterwards?” Billy asked. “Maybe the black aura got weaker, and they regained their health.…”

She shook her head. “No. I saw what I saw, and I wish to God I hadn’t because now I know. I know and I have to be silent, because what can one aging old witch do?” She paused for a moment, and Billy saw in her eyes a deep concern that he couldn’t fully understand. “The worst evil—the very worst—wears the robes of a shepherd, and then it strikes down those who’ve trusted in it. Oh, Lord.…” She gave a deep sigh, and then was silent.

Billy put his hand on her shoulder, and she covered it with her own. “I’ll make you proud of me, Mom. You’ll see.”

“I know. Billy, you’re goin’ a long ways.…”

“Just to Tuscaloosa.…”

“No,” she said quietly. “First to Tuscaloosa. Then … your Mystery Walk will be different from mine, just as mine was different from my mother’s. You’ll walk a further path, and you’ll see things I never dreamed of. In a way, I envy you; and in a way, I fear for you. Well …” She rose up from her chair, and in the afternoon light Billy saw all the strands of silver in her hair. “I’ll make you some sandwiches while you get dressed. Lord only knows when you’ll have a chance to eat.”

He went to his chest of drawers and got out the clothes he’d planned to wear on the trip—clean blue jeans and a green-and-blue madras shirt. He dressed hurriedly, wanting to have time to talk to his father before he had to go. Then he took the gleaming piece of good-luck coal from the dirty jeans he’d worn atop the roof, and put it in his pocket. His heart was beating like a drum corps. He took his suitcase out to the porch, where his father was squinting toward the road, his head cocked to one side as if listening.

“Hot day,” John said. “Listen to that corn rustle.”

“Dad?” Billy said. “I don’t know if you can understand me or not, but … I’m going away for a while. See? My suitcase is all packed, and …” There was a lump in his throat, and he had to wait until it subsided. “I’ll be gone until October:” A sudden thought speared him: Your Dad won’t be here, come October. He forced it away, looking at the good side of his father’s face.

John nodded. “Crickets sure like to sing on a hot day, don’t they?”

“Oh, Dad …” Billy said. His throat constricted and he grasped one of his father’s leathery hands, dangling over the chair arm. “I’m sorry, it was because of me this happened to you, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.…” Tears burned his eyes.

“Splash!” John said, and grinned. “Did you see that? Old bullfrog jumped down at the pond!” He squinted and leaned forward, visoring his eyes with his free hand. “Looky there. Company’s comin’.”

Dust was rising off the road. Not now! Billy said mentally. It’s too soon! Birds scattered up out of the lumbering van’s path; the vehicle didn’t stop this time, but braved the rocks and ruts all the way up to the front yard. On the van’s sides, written in spooky-looking white letters, was DR. MIRAKLE’S GHOST SHOW.

“Who’s our company today?” John asked, the grin stuck lopsided on his face.

“The man I told you about, hon,” Ramona said from behind the screen door; she came on out carrying a paper sack with a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, a bologna sandwich, and two red apples in it. Her eyes glazed over as the van’s door opened and Dr. Mirakle, looking as if he’d slept in his seersucker suit and straw hat, stepped out.

“Fine afternoon, isn’t it!” he called and approached the house on his stubby legs; his wide smile lost wattage with every step he took, as he felt Ramona Creekmore’s icy glare on him. He cleared his throat and craned his neck to see the roof. “All finished?”

“He’s finished,” Ramona said.

“Good. Mr. Creekmore, how are you today?”

John just stared at him.

Mirakle stepped up to the edge of the porch. “Billy? It’s time to go now.”

As Billy bent to pick up his suitcase, Ramona caught at his arm. “Just a minute! You promise me one thing! You take good care of my boy! You treat him like you’d treat a son of your own! He’s a hard worker, but he’s nobody’s mule. You treat my boy fair. Will you promise me that?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mirakle said, and bowed his head slightly. “I do so promise. Well … I’ll take this on to the van for you, then.” He reached up and took the suitcase, then carried it to the van to give them a moment alone.

“Billy.” John’s voice was slow and sluggish; his blue eyes were dull, hazed with half-remembered days when the young man standing before him was a little boy. A smile worked around the good edge of his mouth, but wouldn’t take hold.

“I’m going away, Dad. I’ll work hard, and I’ll mail you money. Everything’ll be fine.…”

“Billy,” John said, “I … I want … to read you something.” Emotion had thickened his speech, made it more difficult for him to say the right words. He was trying very hard to concentrate; he turned in the Bible to the Book of Matthew, and searched for a particular passage. Then he began to read, with difficulty: “Matthew seven, verses thirteen and fourteen. ‘Enter ye in … at the strait gate; for wide is the gate, and broad is the way that … leadeth to destruction, and … many there be which … go in thereat. Because strait is the gate and … narrow is the way which leadeth unto life, and few there be … that find it’ ” He closed the Bible and lifted his gaze to his son. “I’m readin’ better,” he said.

Billy leaned down, hugged him and kissed his cheek; he smelled of Vitalis, and Billy was reminded of the times they used to get their hair cut together at Curtis Peel’s. When he raised up, his father’s eyes were shining. “Good-bye, Dad,” Billy said.

Ramona put her arm around her son, and they started walking toward Dr. Mirakle’s van. “Be careful,” she said, her voice husky with emotion. “Be strong and proud. Brush your teeth twice a day, and hang your clothes up at night. Just remember who you are: you’re Billy Creekmore, there’s Choctaw blood in your veins, and you can walk with the likes of anybody!”

“Yes ma’am. I’ll send the money every week, and I’ll …” He glanced up at the van, and a shadow of true fear passed over him; he felt like a shipwrecked sailor, slowly drifting away from land. “I’ll be fine,” he said, as the feeling began to fade. “You should take the car down to the gas station and put air in the tires. I meant to do it myself, but … time just got away.…”

“You write now, you hear? Mind your manners, and say your prayers.…”

Mirakle had leaned over and opened the passenger door. Billy climbed up into the slightly greasy interior; when he closed the door, his mother said, “Remember who you are! You’ve got Choctaw blood in your veins, and …”

Mirakle started the engine. “Are you ready, Billy?”

“Yes sir.” He looked toward the house, waved at his father, and then said to Ramona, “I love you.” The van started moving.

“I love you!” she called back, and walked alongside the van as it eased over the ruts. “Get your sleep, and don’t stay out until all hours of the night.” She had to walk faster, because the van was picking up speed. Dust blossomed from beneath the tires. “Do right!” she called out.

“I will!” Billy promised, and then his mother was left behind as the van moved away. Ramona stood shielding her face from the dust as the black van reached the highway. It turned left and disappeared behind the curtain of full green trees, but Ramona stood where she was until the sound of its engine had faded, leaving faint echoes in the hills.
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RAMONA TURNED AWAY AND walked back to the house through the hanging layers of dust. She sat on the porch with John for a few minutes more, and told him she was going to take the car down to the gas station, then drive in to Fayette for a little while, and she’d be gone for maybe two hours. He nodded and said that was fine. In the house, she took two dollars from the kitchen cookie jar, made sure John would have everything he needed while she was gone, then took the car keys from where they lay on the mantel. It was four-twenty when she got on the road, and she wanted to reach a particular shop in Fayette before it closed at five.

In Fayette, Ramona parked the Olds near a rather run-down pawnshop and loan service. Arranged in the window were displays of cheap rhinestone rings, radios, a couple of electric guitars, a trombone, and a few cheap wristwatches. Above the doorway a sign read HAP’S PAWNS AND LOANS and YOU’RE ALWAYS HAPPY WHEN YOU TRADE WITH HAP. She stepped into the shop, where a single ceiling fan stirred the heavy, dusty air. “Is Mr. Tillman in today?” she asked a sallow-faced woman behind one of the counters.

“Hap?” The woman had flame-red dyed hair and one glass eye that looked off into empty space; with her good eye she quickly appraised Ramona. “Yeah, he’s back in his office. What do you want to see him a—” But Ramona was already moving, heading back along an aisle toward the shop’s rear. “Hey! Lady! You can’t go back there!”

Ramona stepped through a green curtain into a narrow, dank corridor. She rapped on a door and entered the office without being asked in.

“Hap” Tillman’s thick body was reclining in his chair, his legs up on the desktop, as he smoked a Swisher Sweet cigar and paged through a Stag magazine. Now he sat up, outraged that someone had dared to invade his inner sanctum, and was about to curse a blue streak when he saw it was Ramona Creekmore. The red-haired woman stuck her head in. “Hap, I told her not to come back here.”

“It’s okay, Doris.” He had a fleshy, square-jawed face and wore a stark-black toupee that was entirely at odds with his gray eyebrows. “I know Mizz Creekmore. You can leave us be.”

“I told her not to come back,” Doris said; she shot Ramona a black look and closed the door.

“Well! Mizz Creekmore, what a surprise to see you of all people!” Tillman tapped ash off his Swisher Sweet and plugged the cigar into his mouth. Around his desk was a sea of stacked boxes; over in one corner were black filing cabinets, and on the wall hung a calendar that showed a well-endowed woman in a bikini straddling a watermelon. “Whatever can I do for you today?”

She said, “I want to know.”

“What?” he asked. “Did I hear you right?”

“Yes, I want to know. Now.”

“Shit you say!” Tillman leaped up, belching out smoke like a furnace, and stepped past Ramona to throw open the door. He peered out into the empty corridor, then closed the door again and locked it. “That bitch Doris listens outside my office,” he told her. “I’ve caught her at it twice. Damn it, lady, you’ve got an awful short memory! We did business. Know what that means? Business means we got a binding contract!”

“I think I already know, Mr. Tillman. But I … I have to make sure. It’s important.…”

“My ass is important, too! We may have done business, but a lot of it was out of the kindness of my heart. I pulled a lot of strings!” He tried to stare her down and failed. Shaking his head, he puffed on his cigar and retreated behind the fortress of his boxes and desk. His eyes glinted. “Oh, I see. Sure. It’s blackmail, is that it?”

“No. It’s not that at—”

Tillman’s head darted forward. “It better not be! I may be in deep, but you’re in deeper! You just remember that, if you try to get me in trouble!”

“Mr. Tillman,” Ramona said patiently, and stepped closer to his desk. “I wouldn’t be here asking you about this if I didn’t think it was very, very important. I’m not going to blackmail anybody. I’m not going to cause any trouble. But I’m not leaving here until I know.”

“Lady, you signed a goddamned contract.…”

“I don’t care if I signed ten contracts!” Ramona shouted, and instantly the man winced and put a finger to his lips to shush her.

“Please … please,” Tillman said, “keep your voice down! Sit down and calm yourself, will you?” He motioned toward a chair, and reluctantly Ramona sat down. He puffed on his cigar for a moment, trying to think what to do.

“Shitfire, lady!” Tillman crushed the cigar in an ashtray, and sparks jumped like tiny red grasshoppers. “It’s just … it’s just not ethical! I mean, there’s a lot to think about, and I wish you’d—”

“I’ve thought about it,” Ramona said. “Now do you tell me or do I have to go see a policeman?”

“You wouldn’t,” he sneered. Tillman sat down, and faced Ramona in silence for a moment. Then he sighed deeply and said, “I’m a born fool for doin’ business with a crazy woman!” He slid the top drawer out of his desk and reached into the slot, his fingers searching for the strip of masking tape; he found it, peeled it off, and brought it out. Stuck to the tape was a small key. He looked up at Ramona. “Don’t you ever show your face in my shop again,” he said gravely. “Do you understand me, lady?” He stood up, went to one wall, and lifted a framed paint-by-numbers picture of a harbor scene. There was a combination safe behind it. Tillman dialed it open, careful to stand in front of it so Ramona couldn’t see the numbers.

“You may fool everybody else,” he said, “but not me, lady. Nosir! You and that boy of yours are natural-born con artists! Pretendin’ to talk to ghosts! That’s the biggest fool thing I ever heard tell of!” He brought a small metal strongbox out of the safe, laid it on his desk. “Everybody else might be afraid of you, but I’m not! Nosir!” He opened the strongbox with the little key, and flipped through index cards. “Creekmore,” he read, and brought the card out. It was slightly yellowed with age; Tillman couldn’t suppress a wicked grin as he read it. Then he handed it to the woman. “Here!”

Ramona looked at it, her mouth set in a tight, grim line.

“Ha!” Tillman laughed. “Bet that galls your Indian ass, doesn’t it?”

She handed the card back and rose from her chair. “It’s as I thought. Thank you.”

“Yeah, that’s a real hoot, ain’t it!” Tillman returned the card to the strongbox, closed the lid, and locked it. “But you know my motto: You’re always happy when you trade with Hap!”

She looked into his ugly, grinning face and felt the urge to slap it crooked. But what good would that do? Would it change things, or make them right?

“Yeah, that’s a real dipsy-doodle!” Tillman chuckled, put the box away in the safe, and closed it, spinning the combination lock. “Forgive me if I don’t see you to the door,” he said sarcastically, “but I’ve got a business to—” He turned toward Ramona, but she was already gone. He opened the door and yelled out, “AND DON’T COME BACK!”



SEVEN

Ghost Show
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SATAN CAME SHAMBLING OUT into the red spotlight. There was a chorus of screams and jeers. Behind the foul-smelling mask, Billy said, “Don’t forget to tell your friends to see Dr. Mirakle’s Ghost Show … or I’ll be seeing you!” He shook his plastic pitchfork at the dozen or so people who sat before the stage, and heard the muffled thump! as Dr. Mirakle sneaked back inside the black cabinet and closed the lid. Haze drifted in the air from the smoke bombs Mirakle had exploded. At the tent’s ceiling bobbed papier-mâché ghosts and skeletons as eerie tape-recorded organ music played.

Billy was glad to get backstage and take off the mask of his Satan suit. Last night someone had pelted him with a tomato. He switched the laboring engine to reverse, which drew all the wires and dangling figures backward behind the stage curtain. Then Billy turned on the tent’s lights. Dr. Mirakle was “freed” from the black cabinet—though the lock was a fake and had never been locked at all—and the night’s last show was over.

Billy checked all the chains and wires that operated the Ghost Show figures, then went out to pick up the litter of cigarette butts and empty popcorn boxes. Dr. Mirakle went backstage, as he did every night, to place the prop figures in their little individual boxes, like small white coffins. They had one more day in a shopping-center parking lot south of Andalusia; about this time tomorrow night the carnival would be on its way to another small town.

When he was finished, Billy went backstage and washed his hands in a bucket of soapy water, then changed into a fresh shirt.

“And where are you going?” Mirakle asked, carefully placing a ghost into a styrofoam box.

Billy shrugged. “I thought I’d just walk up the midway, see what’s going on.”

“Of course, even though you know every game on the midway is as crooked as a pig’s tail. Let’s see: clean hands, fresh shirt, combed hair—if I recall my ancient history, ‘spiffing up’ is what I used to do when I was about to meet a member of the opposite sex. Do you have a certain young lady in mind?”

“No sir.”

“Walking up the midway, eh? You wouldn’t be planning to visit a certain sideshow that’s got all the roustabouts in such agitation, would you?”

Billy grinned. “I thought I might look in on it.” The Jungle Love show, down at the far end of the midway, had joined the carnival at the first of the week. There were pictures of the girls out front, and a red-painted legend read SEE TIGRA! SANTHA THE PANTHA! BARBIE BALBOA! LEONA THE LIONESS! Not all of the girls were so attractive, but one picture had caught Billy’s eye when he’d strolled over there a few days before. The girl in it had short, curly blond hair, and it looked as if all she wore was a black velvet robe. Her legs were bare and shapely, and her pretty gamine face sent out a direct sexual challenge. Billy felt his stomach do slow flipflops every time he looked at that picture, but he hadn’t had the time yet to go inside.

Mirakle shook his head. “I did tell your mother I’d look after you, you know, and I hear some rough customers hang around that ‘exhibition.’ ”

“I’ll be all right.”

“I doubt that. Once a young man sees a nude woman gyrating on stage a few feet from his face, he’s never quite the same again. Well, go ahead if your hormones are in such a galloping fit. I’ll just finish putting the kiddies to bed.”

Billy left the tent, walking into the humid August night. Around him the air glowed with lights. Some of the sideshows were closing down, but most of the rides still jerked and swung their passengers through the night, their engines growling like wild beasts. The carousel, topped with white and blue bulbs, was spinning merrily as recorded calliope music rang out. The Ferris wheel was a jeweled pendant set against the darkness.

Billy had received a letter from home today. The letters sometimes caught up with him late, though he tried to let his mother know in advance where the carnival would be stopping. There was a message in his father’s scrawl: Hope you are fine. I went to the doctor yesterday. I feel good. Love, Dad. He’d written back that he was doing fine, and business was good; he left out the fact that he had to dress up as Satan. He also didn’t mention that he’d seen the black aura several times in the throng of customers.

He’d found out that Dr. Mirakle’s real name was Reginald Merkle, and that he had a real affinity to J.W. Dant bourbon. Several times the man had gone through his Ghost Show routine barely able to stand. Dr. Mirakle had started out to be a dentist, he’d told Billy, until he realized he couldn’t stomach the idea of peering into people’s mouths all day long. Billy at one point had inquired about Mirakle’s family, but the man quickly said he had no family except for the little figures of ghosts and skeletons. He had names for all of them, and he treated them like children. Billy was puzzled about the picture of the young man Dr. Mirakle carried in his wallet, but it was obvious Dr. Mirakle didn’t want to discuss his personal life.

Billy saw the blinking red neon sign ahead: JUNGLE LOVE … JUNGLE LOVE. He could hear the faint booming of bass drums.

Another new sideshow had been added to the midway as well. It stood between the Ghost Show and the Tiltawhirl on the other side of the midway, its white clapboard structure festooned with garish paintings of snakes with venom-dripping fangs. The entrance was through the open mouth of a huge snake, and above the entrance the sign read ALIVE! SEE KILLER SNAKES OF THE WORLD! ALIVE!

It was a strange thing, Billy thought, but after four days he still hadn’t seen the man who ran the snake show. The only sign of life over there, besides the paying customers, was that the entrance was open at three in the afternoon and closed at eleven. Right now he saw that the door was slightly ajar. The huge red-painted snake eyes seemed to watch Billy as he hurried past.

“Stop it!” he heard someone wail.

“Please … going too fast … !”

Between Billy and the Jungle Love sideshow loomed another new ride that was shaped like the skeleton of a huge umbrella. Four gondolas—yellow, red, purple, and one still wrapped up in a protective green tarpaulin—whirled on the end of thick metal spokes connected to a central piston mechanism. Hydraulics hissed, and the gondolas wildly pitched up and down. Screams erupted as the ride went faster and faster, the gondolas dipping to within three feet of the ground and then quickly pitching upward to almost thirty feet. The entire mechanism groaned, swinging in a fierce circle. Two people were riding in each of the three gondolas, which had safety canopies of wire mesh that closed down over their heads. At the control lever, his foot poised above a metal brake pad, was a thin man with lank, shoulder-length brown hair. A sign with mostly burnt-out bulbs said OCTOPUS.

“… please stop it!” a voice wailed from one of the gondolas.

Billy saw the man give it more speed. The Octopus was vibrating, the noise of pounding pistons was almost shaking the ground. The man was grinning, but Billy saw that his eyes were dead. The machine seemed barely in control.

Billy stepped closer to him and touched his shoulder. “Mister—”

The man’s head whipped around. For an instant Billy saw a red gleam in his eyes, and he started, remembering the way the beast had grinned at him out on that highway in the dead of night. Then the man blinked. “Shitfire!” he shouted, and stomped down on the brake as he disengaged the gears. With a high metallic shriek, the Octopus began to slow. “Damn it, boy!” the man said. “Don’t you sneak up on people like that!” A jagged scar ran through the man’s right eyebrow, and in a breath of wind from the Octopus his hair lifted to show he was missing an ear. One hand had only three fingers.

The Octopus was slowing. The whine of brakes had faded. But in the absence of noise Billy imagined he heard another sound: a high-pitched, eerie screaming—like a dozen voices at once. The sound faded in and out, and Billy felt his flesh crawl.

The man went to each gondola and unlocked the mesh canopies, letting out angry and tearful kids. “So sue me!” he shouted at one of them.

Billy stared at the Octopus. He saw scaly, rust-eaten metal behind a hanging flap of tarpaulin. The faint screaming went on and on, drifting in and out. “Why’s that gondola covered up?” he asked the man.

“Needs work. Gonna repaint it. Don’t you have nothin’ better to do?” He glared up at a couple of approaching teen-agers and snapped, “We’re closed!”

Abruptly, the eerie voices stopped, as if they’d been silenced by a stronger force. Billy felt himself stepping closer to the hidden gondola. He had the sudden urge to climb into it, to close the canopy over his head, to let the Octopus whirl him high into the air. It would be the best ride in the world, he thought. The most thrilling ever. But for the most excitement, the very most, you have to ride in the covered gondola.…

He stopped in his tracks, and he knew.

There was something deadly in that scabrous gondola.

“What’re you lookin’ at?” the man said uneasily. When Billy turned toward him, he saw a heavyset woman with a sad face and coarse blond hair coming out of the shadows.

“Buck?” she said tentatively. “Buck, it’s time to close down now.”

“Don’t bother me, woman!” he shouted, and then he paused, frowning. “I’m sorry, hon,” he said wearily, and then he looked again at the Octopus. Billy saw a strange combination of fear and love on his face. “You’re right. It’s time to shut it down for tonight.” Buck started walking to the generator that powered the ride.

The woman came toward Billy. “Get away from that machine, boy. Get away from it right now!” she warned him. And then the Octopus sign went out.

“What’s wrong with it?” he asked her, quietly so the man wouldn’t hear.

She shook her head, obviously afraid to say any more.

“Go on about your business!” Buck shouted at him. “This is a good ride, boy!” Something was about to break behind the man’s eyes. “I was in control all the time!”

Billy saw the torment in both their faces, and he hurried away. Lights were flickering off all over the midway. He saw the Jungle Love sign go out, and knew he’d missed the last show.

The Octopus had just gone up this morning. He remembered that one of the roustabouts had split his hand open on a bolt, but then he’d thought nothing of it because accidents were common. The roustabout had bled a great deal. He decided to stay away from that machine, because he remembered his mother telling him that evil could grow in the most unexpected places—like an oak tree.

Or a machine.

The screams were silenced, Billy thought, as if the machine had offered them up to whet his curiosity. When he looked over his shoulder, the man and woman were gone. The midway was clearing out.

Billy glanced over at the Jungle Love sideshow. There was a figure standing near the entrance, where the sexy photographs were tacked to a display board. He decided to walk over, to find out if the man worked with the sideshow. But before Billy could reach him, the man stepped into the darkness between the Jungle Love trailer and the Mad Mouse maze.

When Billy reached the display board, he saw that the photograph of the blond girl—the one who troubled his dreams so much—had been ripped away.
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“YOU’D BETTER SLOW DOWN,” Helen Betts said. “Wayne won’t like it.”

At the wheel of his fire-engine-red Camaro, Terry Dozier was watching the speedometer climb to sixty-five. Before the headlights, the highway—ten miles north of Fayette—was a yellow tunnel cut through the mountain of night. Terry smiled, his eyes full of devilment. No one, not even his steady girl friend, Helen, knew that one of Terry’s favorite hobbies was beating out the brains of stray cats with a Louisville Slugger.

Wayne was stretched out in the backseat, his legs sprawled on a half-empty box of Falconer Crusade Bibles, the last of a dozen boxes that Terry and Helen had helped Wayne hand-deliver. Fayette County residents who’d donated upward of one hundred dollars during the highly publicized “Bible Bounty Week” got a Bible and a visit from Little Wayne Falconer. It had been a long, tiring day, and Wayne had healed whole families today of everything from inner-ear trouble to nicotine addiction. His restless sleep was haunted by two recurring dreams: one of a snake of fire fighting an eagle of smoke; and one in which the Creekmores were standing in that hospital waiting room, the woman’s eyes fixed on him as if she could see right through his skin to the soul, her mouth opening to say Do you know what you’re doing, son?

He feared he was falling under some kind of spell, because he couldn’t get his mind off the woman and boy. They were using strong power on him, he thought, to draw his mind from the straight-and-narrow path. He’d been reading a lot lately about demon possession, about demons that were so strong they could inhabit both the living and the dead, and nothing scared him any worse. Praying in the chapel at home seemed to ease his brain for a while.

Wayne came up out of a light sleep and saw Helen’s autumn hair blowing in the breeze from the open window. Both she and Terry were going to college in a few weeks on Falconer Crusade scholarships. Helen was a pretty girl, he mused. Her hair smelled nice, like peppermints. He was horrified when he realized he was getting an erection, and he tried to blank out the thought of sinful sex. Nude girls sometimes cavorted in his mind, begging him to take off his clothes and join them. Stop it! he told himself, squeezing his eyes shut. But as he drifted off again he thought: I’ll bet Helen and Terry do it do it do it.…

“Where are you going?” she asked Terry in a nervous whisper. “You missed the turnoff!”

“On purpose, babe. Don’t worry, it’s cool.”

“Tell me where, Terry!”

“Steve Dickerson’s having a party, isn’t he? We were invited, weren’t we?”

“Well … sure, but … that’s not exactly Wayne’s type of crowd. I mean … with everybody going off to college and all, it might be kinda wild.”

“So what? It’ll do old Wayne good.” He squeezed her thigh and she gave his hand a little love-slap. “And if somebody gets drunk, Wayne can just touch his hand and draw out the deeeemon of al-ke-hall!” He giggled as Helen looked at him, horrified. “Oh come on, Betts! You don’t take that healing crap seriously, do you?”

Helen blanched, turning quickly to make sure Wayne was still sleeping. She was sure glad it was such a clear August night, no thunderstorms around—struck by lightning would be a bad way to go.

The Dickerson house was a two-story colonial on the edge of a six-acre lake. There was a long expanse of emerald green lawn, dew glittering in the squares of light cast from the windows. Terry whistled softly when he saw the tough specimens of high-horsepower cars parked along the curb.

He parked the Camaro and winked at Helen. “Wayne? We’re here.”

“Huh? We’re home?”

“Well … no, not just yet. We’re at Steve Dickerson’s house.”

Wayne sat up, bleary-eyed.

“Now, before you say anything,” Terry told him, “there’s a party goin’ on. Steve’s folks are out of town this weekend, so he invited everybody. I thought we could all … you know, unwind.”

“But”—Wayne stared at the house—“Steve Dickerson isn’t saved.”

“Helen and I worked hard today, didn’t we? By the time we take you home and come back, it’ll be pretty late. So why don’t we go in for a while, just to be social?”

“I don’t know. My … my father’s expecting me home by …”

“Don’t worry about it!” Terry was getting out. Helen was irritated at him for dragging Wayne to this party, because she knew the hell-raisers of Indian Hills High would be here, the kind of people Terry associated with before he’d been Saved. Sometimes she thought that Being Saved was rubbing off Terry like old paint.

Uneasily, Wayne followed them up the flagstone walkway. They could hear the muffled thump of loud music from inside. Helen said nervously, “Wayne, it’ll be fun. I bet there are a lot of girls who’d like to meet you.”

Wayne’s heart skipped a beat. “Girls?”

“Yeah.” Terry rang the doorbell. “Girls. You know what they are, don’t you?”

The door opened, and the riotous noise of a party in full swing came crashing out. Hal Baker stood on the threshold, his arm around a skinny blond girl who looked drunk. “How’s it hangin’, Terry!” Hal said. “Come on in! Old Steve’s around here some—” His blurry gaze fell upon Wayne Falconer, and his face went into shock. “Is that … Little Wayne?”

“Yep,” Terry chortled, “sure is. Thought we’d stop by to check out the action!” Terry and Helen stepped into the house, but Wayne paused. Laughter and music were thunderous inside there. The blond girl’s nipples were showing through the purple halter-top she wore. She smiled at him.

“Comin’ in?” Terry asked.

“No … I think I’d better …”

“What’s wrong, man?” the girl asked him, a foxy grin on her face. “You afraid of big bad parties?”

“No. I’m not afraid.” And before he’d realized it, Wayne had taken a step forward. Hal closed the door behind him. The Amboy Dukes singing “Journey to the Center of the Mind” blasted from the rear of the house. Sinful drug music, Wayne thought, as he followed Terry and Helen through a mass of people he didn’t know. They were drinking and smoking and running as wild as bucks through the entire house. Wayne’s spine was as stiff as pineboard. He felt as if he’d stepped onto another planet. An aroma of burning rope scorched his nostrils, and a boy stumbled past him stinking drunk.

Terry pressed a paper cup into Wayne’s hand. “There you go. Oh, don’t worry. It’s just Seven-Up.”

Wayne sipped at it. It was Seven-Up, all right, but it had gone flat and tasted like the inside of an old shoe. It was as hot and smoky as Hades inside this house, and Wayne sucked on the ice in his cup.

“Mingle, Wayne,” Terry told him, and pulled Helen away into the crowd. He didn’t dare tell her that he’d laced Wayne’s drink with gin.

Wayne had never been to an unchaperoned party before. He wandered through the house, repelled and yet fascinated. He saw many pretty girls, some wearing tight hotpants, and one of them even smiled at him across the room. He blushed and hurried away, trying to hide the stirring in his pants. On the patio that overlooked the dark, still lake, people were dancing to the roar of a stereo. Dancing! Wayne thought. It was inviting sin! But he watched the bodies rub, transfixed. It was like watching a pagan frenzy. That burned-rope smell followed him everywhere, and he saw people smoking hand-rolled cigarettes. His eyes began to water. Across the patio he saw Terry talking to a girl with long black hair. He tried to catch Terry’s attention, because he was feeling a little light-headed and needed to get home; but then Terry and Helen had started dancing to Steppenwolf music, so Wayne went off toward the lakeshore to get away from the noise.

The party, to him, was like the inside of a nervous breakdown.

He almost stumbled over a pair of bodies entwined on the ground. Catching a glimpse of exposed breasts, he apologized and continued on as a boy cursed at him. Walking far away from the house, Wayne sat down on the shore near a couple of beached canoes and sucked on his ice. He was trembling inside, and wished he’d never stepped across that doorway.

“You all alone?” someone asked. A girl’s voice, with a thick backhills accent.

Wayne looked up. He couldn’t see her face, but she had thick waves of black hair and he thought she was the same girl Terry had been talking to. She was wearing a low-cut peasant blouse and bell-bottoms, rolled up as if she’d been wading in the water. “Want some company?”

“No, thank you.”

She swigged from a can of beer. “This party’s fucked up. I hear Dickerson put acid in the punch. That would really fuck everybody’s mind, huh?”

He winced at the first use of that awful four-letter sex word; the second gave him a funny feeling in the pit of his stomach. She was the kind of girl who did it, he realized.

“Pretend I’m blind,” the girl said, and crouched down in front of Wayne. She ran her hand all over Wayne’s face. He flinched because she smelled so strongly of beer. “See, I’m blind and I’ve got to feel what you look like. You go to Indian Hills?”

“I graduated.” Beneath the beer odor was another aroma: the rich, musky, forbidden scent of a woman. He told himself to get up and go back to the car. But he didn’t move.

“My name’s Lonnie. What’s yours?”

“Wayne.” He almost said Falconer, but the name hung on his lips. He shifted his position, hoping she wouldn’t notice his swelling penis. Tell her who you are, he told himself, so she’ll get up and leave you alone!

“You know Randy Leach? Well me and him broke up tonight. Sonofabitch is going to Samford University in Birmingham, says he’s got to date other girls. Shit!” She drank from the beer and offered it to him, but he shook his head. “I wasted a whole summer on that bastard!”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Well, that’s how it goes I guess.” She looked at him and laughed. “Hey, what’s wrong? You look like a whore in church, you’re so tense!”

Blasphemy and sacrilege! Wayne thought. He looked at her in the darkness, but could only make out the pale oval of her face. He couldn’t tell if she was pretty or not, but he knew she was a lost sinner. “Are you saved, girl?” he asked.

There was a moment of shocked silence. Then the girl laughed uproariously. “Oh, wow! I thought you really meant that! You sounded just like my damn momma, always after me to go to churchy-wurchy! Are you rich?”

“Rich?” Wayne echoed. “I … guess I am,” he said truthfully.

“I knew it. Know how I knew? ’Cause there’s somethin’ so squeaky-clean about you. And you don’t even drink beer, do you, ’cause it’s too low-class for you. Where you going to college?”

“Up in Tennessee.” Tell her it’s the Southeastern Bible College!

He could sense the girl staring at him. “You’re sweet,” she said softly. “Who’d you come here with?”

“Terry Dozier and Helen Betts.”

“Don’t know them.” She sat close to him and looked out toward the lake. Wayne could feel her body heat, and again he shifted uncomfortably. The images tumbling through his mind were nasty and sinful, and he knew he was walking close to the Pit. “I’ve went with a lot of boys,” Lonnie said after a while. “How come every boy I ever go with just wants to have sex?”

Jezebel! Wayne thought.

“I mean, I know I’ve got a good body and all. I was in the Miss Fayette Junior High contest last year, and I got the most points in the swimsuit competition. But seems like everybody tries to take advantage of me. Wonder why that is?”

“I don’t know,” Wayne said in a husky voice. From a black part of his mind a sibilant voice said, She wants to do it and she uses the four-letter sex word.

Then, before Wayne could shift away again, Lonnie leaned toward him and whispered in his ear, “Why don’t we go out in one of them canoes?”

“I can’t. I’ve … I’ve got my good clothes on.”

She giggled and tugged at his shirt. “Then take your good clothes off.”

“You’d better get back to the party. Somebody’ll miss you.”

“Miss me? Naw! Randy left with somebody else! Come on, sweet thing, let’s go out in a canoe. Okay? You’re so tense, what’s wrong? Little Lonnie make you nervous?” She took his hand and tugged at him until he stood up, and then she pulled him with her to the nearest canoe.

Wayne’s head was dizzy, throbbing from the echo of the rock music from way up on the patio. Lake water lapped softly at the shore. “I don’t see any paddles in there.”

She climbed in carefully and rummaged around, then held up a paddle. “Here you go. Just one, though, so you’ll have to drive the boat.” She sat down. “What’re you waitin’ for, sweet thing?”

“I … don’t think we should go out on the lake in the dark.”

She said softly and invitingly, “I trust you.”

Wayne looked over his shoulder at the house, where kids were dancing on the patio. He had a strange sense of isolation, a feeling that all wasn’t right and he should know what was wrong, but it evaded him. Wasn’t it right, he thought, that he should be a human being too?

“Let’s do it, sweet thing,” the girl whispered.

Wayne had to step through the water to shove the canoe off. He slipped into it, almost capsizing them and bringing a squeal of laughter from her; then they were gliding through the dark water, leaving the party noise behind.

“See?” Lonnie said. “Ain’t this nice?”

Wayne heard water rolling in the bottom of the canoe. His expensive loafers were getting ruined. The moon was rising, an amber scythe that looked so close and sharp you could cut your throat on it. Bullfrogs croaked from the shore, and the night closed around the drifting canoe.

Lonnie sighed deeply, a sexy, needful sigh, and Wayne thought his head might crack open like an eggshell. “There’s somethin’ awful familiar about you,” she said. “It’s your voice, I guess. Do I know you from somewhere?”

“No.”

The music faded to a low murmur. The Dickerson house was a distant glow on the shore.

A dark object lay ahead. Wayne said, “What’s that?” and then the canoe grazed a square wooden diving platform. He took the paddle out of the water and held it over his knees. His heart was beating harder, and when Lonnie’s voice came, it was like balm on a fever blister. “We could rest here for a little while.”

He almost laughed. Rest? Oh, she was a sinful Jezebel! She wanted him, he knew. She wanted to be naked for him, and to do it. “If you want to,” he heard himself say, as if from a stranger’s mouth.

Wayne found a rope trailing from the platform and tied up the canoe. Then he was helping Lonnie out onto the platform, and she was pressing herself against him and he could feel her breasts, her nipples jutting against his chest. His heart was pounding, his head was filled with heat and he couldn’t think.

“I’m cold,” she whispered. “Please hold me, I’m cold.”

He put his arms around her, and realized it was he who was trembling.

Lonnie pulled him down onto the platform, as lake water chuckled around them and the smell of moss drifted up. A dam of pent-up passions cracked inside Wayne—she wants to do it and there’s nobody to see, nobody to know!—and he fumbled at her clothes, his breathing harsh. His hands roamed over her body, as she held him close and whispered urgings in his ear. Her blouse came open. Wayne worked at her bra and then her breasts were free and warm against his hands. Her body pressed against his as his penis throbbed with heat. She rubbed at his crotch and then began pulling his belt loose, her teeth nipping at his neck. His pants started coming down. “Hurry,” she whispered. “Hurry hurry, please …”

His penis was exposed as his underwear came down, and the girl put her hand on it.

And Wayne heard in his head the crack of his father’s voice like a lash across his back: Sinner! Would you lie down with Jezebel?

He was excited and dizzy, his eyes squeezed shut, his mind tormented between what he wanted and what he knew he shouldn’t do. She gripped his penis, and he opened his eyes.

He was no longer in the embrace of a girl.

It was something that looked like a beast, a wild boar, red-eyed and grinning.

Wayne tried to pull away, but then the vision passed and it was Lonnie again, dark-haired Lonnie, faceless Lonnie.

Sinner! Would you lie with Jezebel?

“No!” Lonnie said. “Make it big again! Make it big!”

“I … can’t … I …” He was concentrating, trying as hard as he could. His father’s voice rang in his brain, a bass rumble of Doom: Sinner! He’d go to Hell for lying with a harlot, he’d been tricked by Satan into coming out here!

“Make it big!” Lonnie was saying, a note of anger and frustration in her voice. She handled his penis like a small twig. “Come on, can’t you get it up?” After another minute or two, she released him and sat over on the platform’s edge, putting her bra and blouse back on.

“I’m sorry,” he said, hurriedly getting his pants on. He felt slimed by the Jezebel’s touch, but wicked needs and desires still coursed through him. “Next time,” he said. “It’s just … I don’t feel right about this. Okay?”

“Forget it. I need a man, not a little boy who can’t even get it up! Come on, take me back to shore!”

Her voice was ugly. The sound of it scared Wayne. “I just … you won’t tell anybody about this, will you?”

“What’s wrong with you? Are you queer?”

“No! Please … you won’t tell anybody, will you?”

Lonnie buttoned her blouse. He saw her head tilted to one side, as if in concentration. Then, slowly, she turned toward him. “Why not? It’d be somethin’ for a laugh, wouldn’t it?”

“Satan’s in you,” he whispered. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

“What?” He thought she smiled in the darkness.

“You’re a Jezebel, a dirty sinner and oh God I shouldn’t have come out here!”

“Now I know where I’ve heard your voice!” the girl said and Wayne cringed. “My momma made me listen to that Crusade crap on the radio! You’re—oh, wow! You’re the little healer himself, ain’t you?” She whooped with laughter. “Yeah! You’re Little Wayne Falconer! Oh, wow, everybody’s gonna laugh their—”

“No,” he said forcefully, and she was silent. “You’re not going to tell anybody.”

“Who says? Take me back or I’ll start screamin’!”

He had to make her understand! He had to make her see he was a righteous boy! He took a step toward her.

And then Lonnie abruptly turned toward shore and yelled, “HELP!”

“Shut up!” he hissed, and pushed her. She staggered across the platform.

“HELP!” she shouted again, her voice echoing across the water.

Wayne exploded. He pushed her as hard as he could, and suddenly Lonnie’s feet slipped out from under her on the moss-slick boards. She fell backward, her arms windmilling. There was a violent, sickening crunch! as the side of her head hit a corner of the platform.

She fell into the lake, and the black water covered her.

At once Wayne reached down to grasp her, but she was gone. Bubbles burst upward, smelling of lake mud. He leaned down, whining with panic, and thrust his arms underwater to find her. He got up, ran across the platform to the canoe to retrieve the paddle, and used that to probe the depths. He looked up toward the house, and started to scream for help. No! he thought. She’s not hurt, she’s all right! She only bumped her head a little bit, she’ll come up in just a few seconds!

“Lonnie!” he whispered. “Come on up, now! Come on!”

Black water sighed around the platform. He reached underwater again—and felt her hair. He gripped it and wrenched upward. It was a rotten tree limb with a green mane of algae.

He started to ease himself into the water to look for her, but realized that if he got wet everyone would know at the party. She was probably swimming to shore.

“Lonnie?” he called out, a little louder. Only crickets and bullfrogs answered.

After a while he began to cry, and he prayed as he’d never prayed before. The dark voice in his mind whispered, She was a Jezebel a dirty sinner and she deserved what she got! He sat on the platform for a long time, shaking, his head bowed.

Wayne was sitting in the Camaro’s backseat when Terry and Helen found him about an hour later. His face was very pale. The gin got to him, Terry thought.

“Where’ve you been, Wayne?” Terry asked as he slipped behind the wheel. “We were lookin’ for you.”

Wayne’s smile made his face look like a skull. “Just around. I went for a long walk. The music was too loud.”

“You meet any of those pretty girls?” Helen asked.

“No. Not a one.”

“Great party, huh?” Terry started the engine. “Listen, Wayne. Since I’m on a scholarship, you … uh … won’t tell your dad about this, will you? I mean, I didn’t smoke or drink.”

“No, I won’t tell.”

“Good.” Terry winked at Helen. “It’ll be our secret, right?”

“Right,” Wayne said. “Our secret.”
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IT WAS AFTER ELEVEN o’clock, and Wayne was way late getting home. Jimmy Jed Falconer, in his robe and slippers, stood on the front porch in the cool night air and looked out toward the highway.

He’d slipped out of bed without waking Cammy, because he didn’t want her to be worried. His belly bulged the knot at the front of his robe, but still his stomach growled for food. Where could the boy be at this time of night? he wondered. He stood on the porch for a few minutes longer, then went back through the large, rambling house to the kitchen.

He switched on the lights, opened the refrigerator, and brought out a piece of blueberry pie Esther the cook had baked just that afternoon. Pouring himself a cold glass of milk, he sat down for a late-night snack.

The summer was almost over. And what a glorious summer it had been, too! The Crusade had held tent revivals throughout Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana—hitting the larger towns and the cities—and next year would be ready for expansion into Texas and Arkansas. An ailing Fayette radio station had been purchased, as well as a South Carolina publishing company, and the first issue of Forward, the Crusade’s magazine, would be out in October. Wayne had touched and healed a few thousand people over the course of the summer the boy was a masterful orator, and could hold that stage like he’d been born on it. When Wayne had finished the healing segment of the program, the offering plates came back filled to the brim. Wayne was a good boy, and he was as smart as a whip; but he had a stubborn streak in him, too, and he persisted in going out in the airfield where his Beechcraft Bonanza was hangared and flying without a co-pilot, getting up in the sky and doing all kinds of crazy loops and rolls. That sort of thing scared Falconer to death: what if the plane should crash? Wayne was a good pilot, but he took a lot of risks, and he seemed to enjoy the danger.

Falconer gulped down the milk and chewed on a bite of pie. Yessir! It had been a glorious summer!

Suddenly he realized his left arm was tingling. He shook the hand, thinking it had somehow fallen asleep. It was very hot here in the kitchen, he noticed; he’d begun sweating.

Do you know what you’re doing, son?

Falconer stopped with another piece of pie right at his mouth. He’d thought about the night in May many times, and the question the Hawthorne witch-woman had posed to Wayne. That question had surfaced in his mind as he’d watched the pale and hopeful faces of the sick and infirm passing by in the Healing Line, reaching up with trembling hands toward Wayne. Suddenly, the blueberry pie tasted like ashes. He put the fork down on his plate, and touched his chest where a quick needle-jab of pain had pierced. Now it had passed. The pain was gone. Good.

But his mind was wandering in dangerous territory. What if—what if—the witch-woman was right? And he’d known it all along, that Wayne’s internal battery was getting weaker and weaker, and that was why he never dared ask Wayne to heal his diseased heart. And what if Wayne knew it, too, and was continuing to play the part because … because it was all he’d ever been taught to do.

No! Falconer thought. Wayne healed Toby, didn’t he? And thousands of letters came in from people who said they were healed by Wayne’s touch and presence!

He recalled a letter from long ago, sent to the Crusade office a week or so after the tent revival in Hawthorne. It had been from a woman named Posey, and Falconer had thrown it away as soon as he’d read it:

Dear Rev. Falconer, we just want to tell you that our son Jimmie has been took by Jesus. Your boy healed him at the revival in Hawthorne, but Jesus must have a purpose for our Jimmie in Heaven. I have paid my sin for selling my baby to Mr. Tillman. May the Lord be with you, and all of your teachings. Sincerely, Laura Posey.

Falconer had made sure Wayne would never see that letter, nor the few dozen letters similar to it that the Crusade had gotten. No, it was better that the boy never, never doubt himself.

Rising unsteadily from the kitchen table, Falconer went to the den and sat down in his easy chair. The framed Falconer Crusade poster, with him looking much younger and braver and stronger, was spotlit by a ceiling light.

Pain speared his chest. He wanted to get up now, and go upstairs to bed, but he couldn’t make his body respond. Maybe he needed to take some Tums, that was all. His mind was tormented with the thought of Ramona Creekmore looking at his son and knowing it was all a lie; she had the eyes of Satan, and that boy of hers was walking Death, and it wasn’t until he’d met them that his heart had begun to get worse.

Do you know what you’re doing, son?

YES HE KNOWS! Falconer raged. HE KNOWS, YOU SATAN-SPAWN BITCH! When Wayne got home, Falconer would tell the boy how they would run the Creekmores out of Hawthorne, drive them off like dogs, far away to where their wicked influence couldn’t seep back into the Falconer Crusade. Pain ran up and down his body, lancing across his ribs. “Cammy!” he moaned. “Cammy!”

Pluck them out! he thought. PLUCK THEM OUT!

“CAMMY!”

His hands curled around the armrests, the knuckles whitening. And then the pain struck him full-force, and his heart began to twist and writhe in his chest. His head rocked back, his face turning a deep reddish blue.

From the doorway, Cammy screamed. She was shocked, couldn’t move.

“Heart …” Falconer said in a hoarse, agonized voice. “Call … somebody.…”

She forced her legs to move, and raced for the telephone; she heard her husband moan for Wayne, and then as if from an awful fever dream he cried—or Cammy thought she heard—“Creekmore … pluck them out … oh, God, pluck them out.…”
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DEAR MOM AND DAD,

Hello, I hope everything is all right and you’re doing fine. I’m writing this letter from Dothan, where the carnival is set up at the fairgrounds. We’ll be here until the first of September, and then we go to Montgomery for a week. So far business has been good, Dr. Mirakle says, and he thinks we’ll do real good when we get to Birmingham the first week in October. I hope all is well with both of you.

Dad, how are you feeling? I hope your reading is still getting better. I had a dream about you a couple of nights ago. We were walking to town on the highway, just like we used to do, and everybody waved and said hello to us. It must have been springtime in my dream, because there were new buds in the trees and the sky was the soft blue of April, before the heat sets in. Anyways, we were walking just to get out and see the sights, and you were as fit as a new fiddle. It was good to hear you laugh so much, even if it was just in a dream. Maybe that means you’ll get better soon, do you think?

Mom, if you’re reading this letter aloud to Dad you should skip this next part. Just keep it to yourself. About two weeks ago a new ride called the Octopus joined the carnival. I found out the man who runs the Octopus is named Buck Edgers, and he’s been traveling around with it for the better part of four years. A couple of the roustabouts told me there’ve been accidents on the Octopus. A little girl and her father died when one of the gondolas—that’s the part you ride in—broke loose. Mr. Edgers took the Octopus down to Florida for a while, and a teen-age boy fell out of that same gondola when the ride was moving. I don’t know if he died or not, but another roustabout told me a man had a heart attack on the Octopus two years ago, in Huntsville. Mr. Edgers changes his name when he applies for a permit from the safety inspectors, I hear, but it seems the inspectors always pass the Octopus because they can never find anything wrong with it. Mr. Edgers is always working on something or another, and I hear his hammer banging late at night when everyone else is asleep. It seems he can hardly stand to leave it alone, not even for a whole night. And when you ask him what he’s working on, or how he got the Octopus in the first place, his eyes just cut you dead.

Mom, something’s wrong with that ride. If I said that to anybody around here, they’d laugh in my face, but I get the feeling that a lot of other people stay their distance from the Octopus too. Just last night, when we were setting up, a roustabout helping Mr. Edgers got his foot crushed when a piece of machinery fell on it, like he did it on purpose. There have been a lot of fights lately, too, and there weren’t before the Octopus joined us. People are irritable, and spoiling for trouble. A roustabout named Chalky disappeared just before we left Andalusia, and a couple of days ago Mr. Ryder got a call from the police because they found Chalky’s body in a field behind the shopping center where we were set up. His neck had been crushed, but the police couldn’t figure out how, I heard tell. Anyway, there’s a bad feeling in the air. I’m afraid of the Octopus too, probably more than anybody else, because I think it likes the taste of blood. I don’t know what to do.

Dr. Mirakle and I have been talking after the Ghost Show closes up for the night. Did I tell you he wanted to be a dentist? Did I tell you the story he told me about the machine Thomas Edison invented to try to communicate with spirits? Well, Edison drew up the blueprints for it, but he died before he could build it. Dr. Mirakle says nobody knows what happened to the blueprints. Dr. Mirakle drinks a lot and he loves to talk while he drinks. One thing he told me that is interesting: he says there are institutes where scientists are studying something called parapsychology. That has to do with your mind, and spirits and stuff. I’ve never told Dr. Mirakle about Will Booker, or the sawmill, or the black aura. I’ve never told him about Gram or the Mystery Walk. He seems to want to know about me, but he never comes right out and asks.

Well, I’d better get to sleep now. Dr. Mirakle is a good man, and he’s been right about one thing: the carnival does get into your blood.

I know you can put this thirty-five dollars to good use. I’ll write when I have time. I love you both.

Billy
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WAYNE FALCONER SAT WITH his mother in the backseat of the chauffeured Cadillac limo. They were on their way to the Cutcliffe Funeral Home in downtown Fayette. Jimmy Jed Falconer had been dead for two days, and was going to be buried in the morning. The monument was already picked out, ready to be put in place.

Cammy had been sobbing all morning. She wouldn’t stop. Her eyes were red, her nose was running, her face was bloated and blotchy. It disgusted Wayne. He knew his daddy would’ve wanted her to carry herself with dignity, just like Wayne was trying to do. He wore a somber black suit and a black tie with small red checks on it. Last night, while his mother was drugged and sleeping, he’d taken a pair of scissors and cut his silk shirt and trousers, both of them stained with grass and lake mud, into long strips of cloth that he could easily burn in a trash barrel behind the barn. The stains had gone up in smoke.

Wayne winced as his mother cried. She reached out and grasped his hand, and he gently but firmly pulled away. He despised her for not getting the ambulance to the house soon enough, despised her for not having told him about his father’s weak heart condition. He had seen his daddy’s dead face in the hospital: blue as frost on a grave.

The last word J.J. Falconer had spoken in the hospital, before he went into a deep sleep that he never came out of, was a name. Cammy was puzzled over it, had racked her brains trying to remember what message it might carry—but Wayne knew. Demons had been afoot in the darkness that terrible night; they had been grinning and chuckling and drawing a net around Wayne and his daddy. One of them had appeared to him as a faceless girl on a lake’s diving platform whose body—if indeed she had existed as flesh and blood at all—hadn’t yet emerged from the depths. Wayne had checked the newspaper, but there was no account of the drowning. Terry Dozier had called yesterday to give his sympathy, but again there was no mention of a girl named Lonnie found floating in the lake. And Wayne had found himself feverishly wondering if she had existed at all … or if her body was caught in a submerged tree limb down on the muddy bottom … or if his daddy’s death had simply eclipsed that of a poor white-trash girl.

The second demon had come creeping in the darkness to steal his father’s life away; it had been sent by the Hawthorne witch-woman in revenge for his father’s urging a few Hawthorne men, in a secret meeting, to put a scare into the Creekmores and get them out of the county. It was for the best of the community, Wayne remembered his daddy telling the men, their faces washed by candlelight. If you rid Hawthorne of this corruption, Falconer had said, then God will see fit to favor you. In the darkened, shadowy room Wayne had imagined he’d seen movement over in the far corner, beyond the ring of listening men; he’d had the impression—just for an instant—of something standing there in a place where the candlelight couldn’t reach, something that looked almost like a wild boar that had learned to walk upright, seven feet tall or more. But when Wayne had stared into that corner the thing wasn’t there at all. Now, he thought it might’ve been Satan himself, spying for the witch-woman and her son.

There were scores to settle. Wayne’s hands were curled into fists in his lap.

The Crusade, the Falconer Foundation, the radio station, the magazine, the real-estate holdings in Georgia and Florida, the stocks and bonds, the Airstream trailer, and all the road equipment had become his, Henry Bragg and George Hodges had told him yesterday. He’d spent the morning signing papers—but not before he’d read them over several times and knew exactly what was happening. Cammy was to receive a monthly allowance from J.J.’s personal account, but the remainder of the estate, and the responsibilities that went with it, had fallen to Wayne.

An evil voice hissed through his mind like the noise of wind through lake reeds: You can’t get it up.…

Reporters and photographers were waiting in front of the funeral home when the limousine pulled to the curb. Cameras clicked as Wayne helped his mother out of the car, and she still had enough presence of mind to lower the black veil of her hat across her face. He waved the questions aside as George Hodges came out of the funeral home to meet them.

The interior was cool and quiet and smelled like a florist’s shop. Their heels clicked on a marble floor. Many people were waiting for Wayne and Cammy outside the memorial room where Jimmy Jed Falconer lay; Wayne knew most of them, and began shaking their hands and thanking them for coming. Women from the Baptist Ladies’ League came over to comfort Cammy. A tall, gray-haired man in a dark blue suit shook Wayne’s hand; he was, Wayne knew, the minister of a nearby Episcopal church.

Wayne forced a smile and a nod. This man was one of his father’s enemies, he knew—one of the coalition of ministers who had questioned J.J. Falconer’s passionate approach to the gospel. Falconer had kept files on the ministers who opposed the tone of his Crusade, and Wayne planned to keep the files in good shape.

Wayne went to his mother’s side. “Are you ready to go in, Momma?”

She gave a barely perceptible nod, and Wayne led her through a pair of large oak doors into the room where the casket was displayed. Most of the people followed them in at a respectable distance. The room was filled with bouquets of flowers; the walls were painted with a pale mural, in soothing blues and greens, of grassy hills where flocks of sheep were watched over by lyre-playing shepherds. From concealed speakers “The Old Rugged Cross” was played on a mellow-sounding church organ—it was J.J. Falconer’s favorite hymn. The gleaming oak casket was back-dropped by white curtains.

Wayne couldn’t stand being at his mother’s side for another second. I didn’t know he was sick! he screamed mentally. You didn’t tell me! I could’ve healed him and then he wouldn’t be dead right now! Suddenly he felt terribly alone.

And the whispering, leering voice said, You can’t get it up.…

Wayne stepped toward the casket. Three more steps, and he’d be looking in at the face of Death. A tremor of fear shot through him, and again he was a little boy on a stage, not knowing what to do, as everyone stared at him. He closed his eyes, put his hands on the casket’s edge, and looked in.

He almost laughed. That’s not my daddy! he thought. Somebody’s made a mistake! The corpse, dressed in a bright yellow suit, white shirt, and black tie, was so perfectly made up it looked like a department-store mannequin. The hair was combed just so, every curl in place; the flesh of the face filled with lifelike color. The lips were tightly compressed, as if the corpse were trying to hold back a secret. The fingernails, on the hands crossed over the body, were spotless and manicured. J.J. Falconer, Wayne realized, was going to Heaven like a dime-story dummy.

The full realization of what he’d done—lying in sin with a scarlet Jezebel while his father lay with Death pressed close to his chest—hit him like a shriek. His daddy was gone, and he was just a little boy playacting on a stage, mouthing his healing rites, waiting for the same bolt of lightning he’d felt when he had placed his hands on Toby. He wasn’t ready to be alone, not yet, oh Lord not yet.…

Tears filled his eyes—not tears of sadness, but of livid rage. He was shaking and couldn’t stop.

“Wayne?” someone said behind him.

He whirled upon the strangers in the memorial room, his face a bright, strangled red. He roared, “GET OUT OF HERE!”

There was a shocked stillness. His mother cowered, as if afraid of being struck.

He advanced upon them, “I SAID GET OUT OF HERE!” he shrieked, and they retreated, stumbling into each other like cattle. “GET OUT!” Wayne was sobbing, and he pushed George Hodges away when the man reached for him. Then they were all gone, and he was alone in the room with his father’s corpse.

Wayne put his hands to his face and moaned, the tears leaking out between his fingers. After another moment he walked forward and locked the oak doors.

Then he turned to face the casket.

It could be done, he knew. Yes. If he wanted to hard enough, he could do it. It wasn’t too late, because his daddy wasn’t in the ground yet! He could lift up J.J. Falconer, the South’s Greatest Evangelist, and all the doubts and torments that had ever plagued him about his healing powers would fly like chaff in a strong wind. Then he and his daddy would march upon the Creekmores, and send them to burn in Hell forever.

Yes. It could be done.

Someone jiggled the doorknob. “Wayne?” a voice asked meekly. Then: “I think he’s locked himself in!”

“Lord, let me do it,” Wayne whispered, as tears ran down his face. “I know I sinned, and that’s why you let the demons take my daddy away. But I’m not ready to be alone! Please … if you let me do this one thing, I’ll never ask you for anything else again.” He trembled, waiting for electricity to charge through him, for God’s Voice to speak through his mind, for a sign or an omen or anything. “PLEASE!” he shouted.

Then he reached into the coffin and was grasping his father’s thin hard shoulders. Wayne said, “Get up, Daddy. Let’s show them what my healing power is really like, and how strong it is. Get up, now. I need you here with me, come on and get up.…”

His hands clamped harder; he closed his eyes and tried to summon up the raw healing power—where was it? Had it been all used up, a long time ago? No lightning struck him, no blue burn of power surged from his hands. “Get up, Daddy,” Wayne whispered, and then he threw his head back and shouted, “I COMMAND YOU TO GET UP AND WALK!”

“Waynnnne!” Cammy screamed from beyond the locked door. “Don’t, for God’s sake …!”

“I COMMAND YOU TO THROW OFF THE CHAINS OF DEATH! DO IT NOW! DO IT NOW!” He shook like a lightning rod in a high wind, his fingers gripped tightly into yellow cloth, sweat and tears dripping from his face. The flesh-toned makeup on the corpse’s cheeks were running, revealing an undercolor of whitish gray. Wayne concentrated on bringing up the power from deep within himself, from a place where volcanoes raged in his soul, where wild flames leapt. He thought of nothing but pumping Life into this casket-caged body, of willing Life back into it.

Something ripped in his brain, with a sudden sharp pain and a distinct tearing sound. A startling image whirled through his mind—the eagle and serpent in deadly combat. Black pain beat at Wayne’s head, and drops of blood began leaking from his left nostril to spot the casket’s white satin lining. His hands were tingling, now itching, now burning.…

Falconer’s corpse twitched.

Wayne’s eyes flew open. “YES!” he said “GET UP!”

And suddenly the corpse shook as if plugged into a high-voltage socket; it contorted and stretched, the facial muscles rippling. The hands with their perfect fingernails began rhythmically clenching and unclenching.

And then the eyelids, sewn shut with flesh-colored thread by the mortician, ripped themselves open. The eyes were sunken deep into the head, the color of hard gray marbles. With a violent twitch the lips stretched, stretched … and the mouth tore open, white sutures dangling; the inside of the mouth was an awful oyster gray, and cotton had been stuffed in to fill out the cheeks. The head jerked as if in agony, the body writhing beneath Wayne’s hand.

Someone hammered wildly at the door. “WAYNE!” George Hodges shouted. “STOP IT!”

But Wayne was filled with righteous healing power, and he would atone for his sins by bringing J. J. Falconer back from the dark place. All he had to do was concentrate a little harder, sweat and hurt a little more. “Come back, Daddy,” Wayne whispered to the writhing corpse. “Please come back.…”

In Wayne’s tortured mind there was the image of a dead frog, stiff and smelling of formaldehyde, lying on a table in biology class. Its leg muscles had been sliced open, and connected up with little electrodes; when the current was switched on, the frog jumped. And jumped. And jumped. Jump frog, Wayne thought as crazed laughter rang through his head. Falconer’s corpse writhed and shook, the hands clawing at the air Jump frog, jump.…

“Wayne!” his mother screamed, her voice on the raw edge of hysteria. “He’s dead, he’s dead, leave him alone!”

And he realized, with a sickening certainty, that he had failed. All he was doing was making a dead frog jump. His daddy was dead and gone. “No,” he whispered. Falconer’s head twisted to one side, the mouth yawning wide.

Wayne unclenched his fingers and stepped back. Instantly the corpse lay still, the teeth clicking together as the mouth shut.

“Wayne?”

“Unlock the door!”

“Let us in, son, let us talk to you!”

He stared down at the drops of blood on the marble floor. Numbly, he wiped his nose on his sleeve. It was all over, and he had failed. The one thing he’d asked for, the most important thing, had been denied him. And why? Because he had plummeted from the Lord’s grace. Somewhere, he knew, the Creekmores must be celebrating. He touched his pounding forehead with his bloody hand, and stared at the opposite wall with its mural of sheep and shepherds.

Outside the memorial room, Cammy Falconer and the assembled mourners heard the terrible crashing noises begin. It was, as a Methodist minister would later tell his wife, as if “a hundred demons had gotten in that room and gone mad.” Only when the noises stopped did George Hodges and a couple of men dare to force the doors open. They found Wayne huddled in a corner. Vases of flowers had been thrown against the walls, scarring the beautiful mural and slopping water all over the floor. The corpse looked as if Wayne had tried to drag it out of the coffin. Cammy saw her son’s bloody face and fainted.

Wayne was rushed to the hospital and checked in for nervous exhaustion. He was given a private room, pumped full of tranquilizers, and left alone to sleep. During the long night he was visited by two dreams: in the first, a hideous shape stood over his bed, its mouth grinning in the darkness. In the second, an eagle and a snake were locked in mortal combat—the eagle’s wings sought the open sky, but the snake’s darting fangs struck again and again, its poison weakening the eagle and dragging it to the earth. He awakened in a cold sweat, before the dream combat was finished, but this time he knew the snake was winning.

He chewed on tranquilizers and wore dark glasses as he watched the South’s Greatest Evangelist enter the earth at ten o’clock in the morning.

His duty was crystal-clear.
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Serpent and Octopus
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DR. MIRAKLE WAS SLIGHTLY drunk and exuded the aroma of Dant bourbon like a cheap cologne. A flask full of the stuff sat on the table near his elbow. On a plate before him was a soggy hot dog and baked beans. It was lunchtime, and the air was filled with dust as the trucks and cranes set up the sideshows at the Gadsden fairgrounds; in another week the carnival would be heading into Birmingham, and the season would be over.

Billy sat across from Dr. Mirakle beneath the wooden roof of the open-air café. The Ghost Show tent was already up, ready for tonight’s business. Dr. Mirakle looked distastefully at his food and swigged from the flask, then offered it to Billy. “Go ahead, it won’t kill you. God, to eat this food you need a little antibiotic protection! You know, if you expect to stay with the carnival you’d better get used to the taste of alcohol.”

“Stay?” Billy was silent for a moment, watching as the trucks rumbled along the midway with various parts of rides and sideshows. The Octopus was being put together out there, somewhere in the haze of dust. “I wasn’t planning on staying after we leave Birmingham.”

“Don’t you like the carnival?”

“Well … I guess I do, but … there’s work to be done at home.”

“Ah yes.” Mirakle nodded. He was unshaven and bleary-eyed from a long night of driving and then raising the Ghost Show tent. “Your home. I’d forgotten: people have homes. I had thought you might be interested in seeing my workshop, where I put together all the Ghost Show figures. It’s in that house I own in Mobile—a house, mind you, not a home. My home is this.” He motioned toward the midway. “Dust and all, I love it. Next year the Ghost Show will be bigger than ever! It’ll have twice as many ghosts and goblins, twice as many optical effects! I thought … perhaps you’d like to help me with it.”

Billy sipped at a cup of hot black coffee. “Something I’ve been meaning to ask you for a long time. Maybe I thought you’d get around to telling me, but you haven’t. Just exactly why did you want me to be your assistant this summer?”

“I told you. I had heard about you and your mother, and I …”

“No sir. That’s not all of it, is it? You could’ve hired anybody to help you with the Ghost Show. So why did you search so long and hard for my mother and me?”

The man looked out at the billowing yellow dust and swigged from his flask. His nose was laced with bright red and blue veins, and the whites of his eyes were a sad yellowish color. “Can you really do what … people have said?” he asked finally. “Do you and your mother have the ability to communicate with the dead?”

Billy nodded.

“Many people before you have said they could, too. I’ve never seen anything remotely resembling a ghost. I’ve seen pictures, of course, but those are easily faked. Oh, what I’d give to be able to see … something that would hint of life in the beyond—wherever that might be. You know, there are institutes devoting their whole resources to exploring the question of life after death … did I tell you that already? One is in Chicago, another in New York—I wrote the Chicago people once, and they sent me back a questionnaire, but by then it was too late.”

“What was too late?” Billy asked.

“Things,” Mirakle replied. He looked at Billy for a moment and then nodded. “If you can see apparitions, doesn’t that fill you with a hope that there is an afterlife?”

“I never thought there wasn’t.”

“Ah. Blind faith, eh? And how do you arrive at that conclusion? Your religious beliefs? Your crutch?” Something angry and bitter flared behind Dr. Mirakle’s rheumy eyes for an instant, then subsided. “Damn,” he said softly. “What is Death? The ending of the first act, or the final curtain? Can you tell me?”

Billy said, “No sir.”

“All right, I’ll tell you why I sought you out. Because I wanted desperately to believe in what I heard about you and your mother; I wanted to find someone who might … help me make sense of this preposterous joke we refer to as Life. What’s beyond all this?” He made a wide gesture—the café, the other workers and carny people sitting around talking and eating, the dusty midway.

“I don’t know.”

Dr. Mirakle’s gaze fell to the table. “Well. How would you? But you have a chance to know, Billy, if what you say about yourself is true. My wife, Ellen, had a chance to know, as well.”

“Your wife?” It was the first time the man had mentioned his wife’s name. “Is she in Mobile?”

“No. No, not in Mobile. I visited her one day before I found my way to Hawthorne. Ellen is a permanent resident of the state insane asylum in Tuscaloosa.” He glanced at Billy, his lined face tight and tired. “She … saw something, in that house in Mobile. Or did she? Well, she likes to fingerpaint and comb her hair all day long now, and what she saw that pushed her over the edge is a moot point, isn’t it?”

“What did she see?”

Mirakle took out his wallet and opened it to the photograph of the young man in the service uniform. He slid it across the table to Billy. “Kenneth was his name. Korea. He was killed by mortar fire on … oh, what’s the date? I carried the exact day in my head for so long! Well, it was in August of 1951. I seem to remember that it happened on a Wednesday. I was always told that he favored me. Do you think so?”

“In the eyes, yes.”

Mirakle took the wallet back and put it away. “Wednesday in August. How hot and final that sounds! Our only child. I watched Ellen slowly fall into the bourbon bottle, a tradition I have since clung to wholeheartedly. Is there such a thing as ever really letting a dead child go? Over a year after the burial, Ellen was taking a basket of clothes up the stairs in our house, and right at the top of the stairs stood Kenneth. She said she could smell the pomade in his hair, and he looked at her and said, ‘You worry too much, Ma.’ It was something he used to say to her all the time, to tease her. Then she blinked and he wasn’t there. When I got home, I found she’d been walking up and down those stairs all day hoping she could trigger whatever it had been that had made her see him. But, of course …” He looked up at Billy, who’d been listening intently, and then shifted uneasily in his chair. “I stay in that house for most of the winter, in between seasons. Sometimes I think I’m being watched; sometimes I can imagine Ken calling me, his voice echoing through the hallway. I would sell that house and move away, but … what if Ken is still there, trying to reach me, but I can’t see him?”

“Is that why you want me to go to Mobile with you? To find out if your son is still in that house?”

“Yes. I have to know, one way or the other.”

Billy was pondering the request when three women, laughing and talking, came in out of the dust. One of them was a lean black girl, the second was a coarse-looking redhead—but the third young woman was a walking vision. One glance and he was riveted; it was the girl whose picture he’d admired outside the Jungle Love sideshow!

She had a smooth, sensual stride, and she wore a pair of blue jeans that looked spray-painted on. Her green T-shirt read I’m a Virgin (This Is a Very Old T-Shirt)and she wore an orange CAT cap over loose blond curls. Billy looked up into her face as she passed the table, and saw greenish gold eyes under blond brows; her aroma lingered like the smell of wheatstraw on a July morning. She carried herself with proud sexuality, and seemed to know that every man in the place was drooling. She was obviously used to being watched. Several roustabouts whistled as the three women went to the counter to order their food.

“Ah, youth!” Even Dr. Mirakle had tried to suck in his gut. “I presume those ladies are dancers in that exhibition down the midway?”

“Yes sir.” Billy hadn’t been inside yet. Usually after a day’s work it was all he could do to fall onto his cot at the back of the Ghost Show tent.

The three women got their food and sat at a nearby table. Billy couldn’t keep his eyes off the one in the CAT cap. He watched as she ate her hot dog with a rather sloppy abandon, talking and laughing with her friends. Her beautiful eyes, he noticed, kept sliding toward two guys at another table. They were staring at her with a silent hunger, just as Billy was.

“She’s got ten years on you, if a day,” Dr. Mirakle said quietly. “If your tongue hangs down any farther you could sweep the floor with it.”

There was something about her that set a fire burning in Billy. He didn’t even hear Dr. Mirakle. She suddenly glanced over in his direction, her eyes almost luminous, and Billy felt a shiver of excitement. She held his gaze for only a second, but it was long enough for wild fantasies to start germinating in his brain.

“I would guess that your … uh … love life has been rather limited,” Dr. Mirakle said. “You’re almost eighteen and I have no right throwing in my two cents, but I did promise your mother I’d look after you. So here’s my advice, and take it or leave it: Some women are Wedgwood, and some are Tupperware. That is the latter variety. Billy? Are you listening to me?”

“I’m going to get some more coffee.” He took his cup to the counter for a refill, passing right by her table.

“Live and learn, son,” Dr. Mirakle said grimly.

Billy got his fresh cup of coffee and came back by the table again. He was so nervous he was about to shake it out of the cup, but he was determined to say something to the girl. Something witty, something that would break the ice. He stood a few feet away from them for a moment, trying to conjure up words that would impress her; then he stepped toward her, and she looked up quizzically at him, her gaze sharpening.

“Hi there,” he said. “Haven’t we met somewhere before?”

“Take a hike,” she said, as the other two giggled.

And suddenly a flask was thrust under her nose. “Drink?” Dr. Mirakle asked. “J.W. Dant, finest bourbon in the land.”

She looked at them both suspiciously, then sniffed at the flask. “Why not?” She took a drink and passed it around the table.

“Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Dr. Reginald Mirakle, and this is my right-hand man, Mr. Billy Creekmore. What Mr. Creekmore meant to offer you lovely ladies is an open invitation to visit the Ghost Show at your convenience.”

“The Ghost Show?” the redhead asked. “What kind of crap is that?”

“You mean that funky little tent on the midway? Yeah, I’ve seen it.” The blonde stretched, her unfettered breasts swelling against her shirt. “What do you do, tell fortunes?”

“Better than that, fair lady. We probe into the world of spirits and speak to the dead.”

She laughed. There were more lines in her face than Billy had thought, but he found her beautiful and sexually magnetic. “Forget it! I’ve got enough hassles with the living to screw around with the dead!”

“I … I’ve seen your picture,” Billy said, finally finding his voice. “Out in front of the show.”

Again, she seemed to pull away from him. Are you the bastard who’s been stealin’ my pictures?”

“No.”

“Better not be. They cost a lot of money.”

“Well … it’s not me, but I can understand why. I … think you’re really pretty.”

She gave him the faintest hint of a smile. “Why, thank you.”

“I mean it. I really think you’re pretty.” He might have gone on like that, had Dr. Mirakle not nudged him in the ribs.

“Are you an Indian, kid?” she asked.

“Part Indian. Choctaw.”

“Choctaw,” she repeated, and her smile was a little brighter. “You look like an Indian. I’m part French”—the other women hooted—“and part Irish. My name’s Santha Tully. Those two bitches across the table don’t have names, ’cause they were hatched from buzzard eggs.”

“Are you all dancers?”

“We’re entertainers,” the redhead told him.

“I’ve been wanting to see the show, but the sign says you have to be twenty-one to get in.”

“How old are you?”

“Almost eighteen. Practically.”

She gave him a quick appraisal. He was a nice-looking boy, she thought. Really nice, with those strange dark hazel eyes and curly hair. He reminded her, in a way, of Chalky Davis. Chalky’s eyes had been dark brown, but this boy was taller than Chalky had been. The news of Chalky’s death—murder, she’d heard—still disturbed her, though they hadn’t slept together but two or three times. Santha wondered if this boy was involved in any of the creepy things that had been happening to her in the last few weeks; somebody had put a half-dozen dead roses on the steps of her trailer, and she had heard strange noises late at night as if someone were prowling around. That’s why she didn’t like to sleep alone. One night last week, she could’ve sworn that somebody had been inside her trailer and gone through her costumes.

But this boy’s eyes were friendly. She saw in them the unmistakable sheen of desire. “Come see the show, both of you. Tell the old bat out front that Santha sent you. Okay?”

Dr. Mirakle took the empty flask back. “We’ll look forward to it.”

Santha looked up into Billy’s eyes. She decided she wouldn’t kick him out of bed for eating crackers. He seemed nervous and shy and … virgin? she wondered. “Come by the show, Choctaw,” she said, and winked. “Real soon.”

Dr. Mirakle almost had to drag him out.

Santha laughed. The two cute roustabouts were still eyeing her. “Virgin,” she said. “Bet you twenty bucks.”

“No takers,” the black girl told her.

And in the swirl of dust spun up by the heavy trucks Dr. Mirakle shook his head and muttered, “Entertainers indeed.”
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“LAST SHOW OF THE night!” the platinum-blond female barker was bellowing through a microphone. “Hey you in the hat! How about a thrill, huh? Well come on in! It’s all right here, five lovely sensually young girls who just loooove to do their thang! Hey mister, why don’t you leave your wife out here and come on in? I guarantee he’ll be a better man for it, honey! Last show of the night! Hear those drums beat? The natives are restless tonight, and you never can tell who they’re gonna do … I mean what they’re gonna do, ha ha!”

Billy stood with the rest of the interested males grouped around the Jungle Love show. He wanted to go in there, but he was as nervous as a cat in a roomful of rockers. A man wearing a straw hat and a flashy printed shirt drawled, “Hey, lady! They dance nude in there?”

“Does a big bear shit in the woods?”

“You don’t dance nude do you, big mamma?”

She let out a husky laugh that shook her rouged cheeks. “Don’t you wish, little boy? Last show of the night! Fifty cents, fifty cents! Half a dollar’ll get you in, you provide your own sin! Come on, step in line!”

Billy paused. Dr. Mirakle had told him that if he absolutely insisted in coming to the “strip show,” then he should put his wallet in a place where light fingers couldn’t get to it, and he shouldn’t sit next to anybody who put a hat in his lap.

When Billy had passed the Octopus he felt a rush of dread through him, and thought he heard awful distant shrieks emanating from the covered gondola. But no one else seemed to hear them. Buck had given him a baleful glare, warning him to stay away. In motion, the Octopus cluttered and groaned, the tired engine snorting steam; the green tarpaulin covering the scabrous gondola cracked in the wind. As far as Billy knew, Buck never took the tarpaulin off; the gondola itself had to be attached to the machine, otherwise the Octopus would be off-balance and would go pin wheeling across the midway like a huge, deadly top. Buck was trying to keep riders out of that gondola, Billy knew, because the man must be fearful of what might happen should anyone get inside it. Maybe Buck was trying his best to keep it muzzled, Billy thought. What if, for lack of steady victims, it was feeding on Buck’s soul and body—taking an arm, slicing a finger or an ear—while the dark ripples of its power strengthened and spread?

“Fifty cents, fifty cents! Don’t be shy boys, come on in!”

At least in there he could lose himself, Billy thought. He moved forward, and the barker motioned toward a cigar box. “Fifty cents, hon. If you’re twenty-one I’m little Orphan Annie, but what the hell! …”

Inside, in a smoky haze of green light, a dozen long benches faced a stage with a garishly painted backdrop of twisted jungle foliage. The drumbeats bellowed from a speaker hidden off to the left. He sat in a center row as the place filled up with hooting, shouting men. They started clapping in time with the drumbeats, and there were hoarse yells for the show to begin. Suddenly the blond barker was up on the stage, and the drumbeats ceased. She said through a microphone that buzzed and warbled with feedback, “Okay, hold it down! We’re gonna start in a minute! Right now I want you to take a look at these playing cards I hold in my hand, but don’t look too close unless you want your eyebrows burned off! Yessir, straight from Paris, France, showing the kind of pictures that make a man want to get up and crow! You can’t buy these in the local Woolworth’s! But you can buy ’em right here, for only two dollars and seventy-five cents! Yessir, they know how to play cards in Paris! …”

Billy shifted uneasily in his seat. Cigar smoke drifted in front of his face. Somebody shouted, “Get off the stage or strip nekkid, baby!” He had the vague and unsettling sensation of being watched, yet when he looked around toward the back he saw only a mass of leering faces daubed in green light.

The show began. To a blare of rock music, a fleshy redhead in a black bikini—one of the women who’d been with Santha that afternoon, Billy realized—came strutting out on stage with a large stuffed chimpanzee doll. Her thighs quivered as she rolled her hips, letting the chimp sniff around her barely covered breasts and moving it slowly all over her body. The men were suddenly very quiet, as if mesmerized. After a minute or two of gyrating, the woman rolled around on the floor with the chimp and pretended dismay when her breasts popped free. She lay on her back, thrusting as the chimp sat astride her crotch. She began to moan and writhe, scissoring her legs into the air, her hips bucked faster and faster, her bare breasts trembling. Billy was sure that his eyes were about to pop from their sockets. Then the green lights went out and when they came back on again the barker was there, offering for sale something called Tijuana comic books.

The next dancer was the thin black girl, who contorted herself into positions that would’ve snapped any ordinary backbone. Most of the time her crotch, clad in flimsy panties with a cat’s-eye strategically placed, was aimed toward the audience while her head was resting on the floor. The music hammered and roared, but the girl moved very slowly, as if to her own inner rhythm. Billy caught a glimpse of her eyes once, and saw they were blank of all emotion.

After the barker had tried to sell a Pecker Stretcher, a tall, big-boned girl wearing a bright yellow gown came out to dance; she had a huge mane of yellow hair that flowed down her back, and halfway into her act, when her huge breasts were peeking out from the material and it was obvious she was totally nude underneath, she suddenly whipped off the mane to show she was bald-headed. There was a collective stunned gasp, and then she made sure everybody could see that something else was bald, too.

The lion-girl was followed by a harsh-looking, slightly overweight brunette in a tiger-skin bikini; she mostly stood in one place, making her breasts bounce, flicking the nipples with her fingers, or clenching her buttocks. Then she did a few deep-knee bends that were obviously torturous for her and left her face sheened with sweat. After she’d gone offstage, the barker hawked a set of “French ticklers,” and then she said, “Okay, are you ready to fry? You ready to have your eggs scrambled, boiled, and turned sunny-side up?”

There was a roar of assent.

“Meet Santha … the Panther Girl.…”

The lights went out for a few seconds. When they came back on, there was a black shape curled up at center stage. The drums started beating again. Slowly, a shaft of red light strengthened across the stage, like the red dawn on an African field. Billy found himself leaning forward, utterly entranced.

From the black curl a single bare leg lifted up, then sank down again. An arm reached up, stretching. The figure stirred and slowly began to rise. She was wearing a long robe made of sleek black fur, and she kept it tightly around her as she surveyed the audience, her blond curls a shining red halo. Billy saw the dark in her hair where the real color had grown out, and she seemed to have on an inch of make up, but there was a challenge and a defiance in her glowing eyes that made the Pecker Stretcher obsolete. She smiled—faintly, with a touch of dangerous promise—and then, though it hadn’t appeared she’d even moved at all, the black robe dropped slowly lower and lower until it was resting on the full rise of her bosom. She clasped the robe with one hand, and now as she began to move slowly and sinuously to the drumbeats the robe would part to show a brief glimpse of stomach, thigh, or the dark and inviting V between them. She kept her eyes on the audience, and Billy knew she loved to be looked at, loved to be wanted.

And Billy, though he knew lust was a terrible sin, wanted her so badly he thought he would burst apart at the seams.

The black robe continued to drop, but slowly—at Santha’s pace, not the audience’s. There was a heavy silence but for the drumbeats, and smoke swirled in layers like a jungle mist. Then the robe was off and kicked aside, and Santha was naked but for a brief black G-string.

Her hips moved faster. Santha’s face radiated hot need, the muscles of her smooth thighs tensing; she reached out, her fingers rippling through the currents of smoke. Then she was down on her knees, reaching for the audience, on her side, writhing with lust and desire. She stretched like a beautiful cat, then lay on her back and lifted her legs, slowly scissoring them. The drumbeats hammered at Billy’s head, and he knew he couldn’t stand much more of this. She curled her knees up toward her chin, and suddenly the G-string fell away and there was a liquid wink between her thighs.

And then the lights went out.

Breath burst from several sets of lungs. A harsh white light came on, showing all the rips and seams in the painted backdrop, and the barker said, “That’s all, gentlemen! Y’all come back now, hear?”

There were a few shouts of “More!” and assorted catcalls, but the show was over. Billy couldn’t move for a few minutes, because he was as big as a railroad spike and he knew he’d either split his pants or burst his balls if he tried to stagger out. When he finally did stand up, the place was empty. He could just imagine what his folks would say if they knew where he was right now. He limped toward the exit.

“I thought that you was out there. Hey, Choctaw!”

Billy turned. Santha was onstage again, wrapped up in her black robe. His heart almost stuttered to a stop.

“How’d you like it?”

“It was … okay, I guess.”

“Okay? Jeez, we worked our asses off for you boys! And all you have to say is ‘okay’? I saw you out there, but sometimes it’s hard to make out faces in that damned light. How’d you like Leona? You know, the lion-girl.”

“Uh … she was fine.”

“She just joined the show at the first of June. She had a disease when she was a little girl that made her hair fall out.” She smiled when she saw the bewildered look in his eyes. “Not all her hair, dope! She shaves that part.”

“Oh.”

The bulky platinum-blond barker came out, coiling up the microphone cord. She was smoking a cheroot and scowling with an expression that might’ve shattered a mirror. “Christ! Did you ever see such a bunch of losers? Cheap bastards, too! Fuckers wouldn’t even buy one set of ticklers! You goin’ to Barbie’s birthday party!”

“I don’t know,” Santha said. “Maybe.” She glanced over at Billy. “Want to go to a party, Choctaw?”

“I … guess I’d better be getting back to—”

“Oh, come on! Besides, I need somebody to help me carry my makeup case and my wardrobe to my trailer. And I feel bad about jumping your case this afternoon.”

“Better take it while you can,” the barker said, not looking at Billy but rather examining something up in the lights. “Santha’s never fucked an Indian before.”

“Just a party,” Santha told him. She laughed softly. “Come on, I won’t bite.”

“Are you … gonna get dressed?”

“Sure. I’ll put on my chastity belt and my suit of armor. How about that?”

Billy smiled. “Okay, I’ll go.”

“You mean you don’t have to sign out for that old ghost nut you work for?”

“Nope.”

“Good. You can be my date, and get me past all the local horny old men who’ll be waiting outside. Come on back to the dressing room.”

Billy paused just for a few seconds, then followed her back behind the stage. His head was reeling with possibilities, and he thought how wonderful love felt.

The barker muttered, “Another one bites the dust …” and then she switched off the lights.
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BEING DRUNK, BILLY THOUGHT as he staggered down the midway, was a lot like being in love. Your head spun like a top, your stomach lurched, and you knew you’d done crazy things but you couldn’t quite remember what they were. The last couple of hours were all blurred in his mind; he recalled leaving with Sandia, carrying her makeup case to her trailer for her, and then going with her to somebody else’s trailer where there were a lot of people laughing loud and drinking. Santha had introduced him as Choctaw, somebody had put a beer in his hand, and an hour after that he was seriously contemplating Leona’s bald pate while she told him her life story. The trailer had overflowed with people, music blared into the night, and after his sixth beer Billy had found himself on the wrong end of a stubby cigarette that had set fire to his lungs and, strangely, reminded him of the pipe he’d smoked with his old grandmother. Only this time, instead of seeing visions, he’d giggled like an ape and told ghost stories that he invented off the top of his ripped-open head. He remembered feeling a green burn of jealousy as he saw Santha being embraced by another man; he thought that the man and Santha had left the party together but now it didn’t matter. In the morning, it might. When he’d finally left, Barbie the black contortionist had hugged him and thanked him for coming, and now he was trying to keep from walking in circles and right angles.

He was not so drunk that he didn’t take a long detour around the Octopus. A pale mist lay close to the earth along the midway. He wondered vaguely if he was a fool for being in love with a woman like Santha, older than he was and more experienced by a country mile. Was she playing with him, laughing behind his back? Hell, he thought, I hardly even know her! But she sure is pretty, even with all that glop on her face. Tomorrow he might just wander by her trailer to see what she looked like palefaced. Never fucked an Indian. He had to stop drinking like this now, or even the beers wouldn’t help him sleep.

“Boy?” someone said quietly.

Billy stopped and looked around; he thought he’d heard a voice, but …

“I’m over here.”

Billy still couldn’t see anyone. The Ghost Show tent was just a few yards away. If he could make his legs cross the midway without folding on him, he’d be okay. “Huh? Where?”

“Right here.” And the entrance to the Killer Snakes sideshow slowly opened, as if the painted reptile had yawned its jaws wide for him.

“I can’t see you. Turn on a light.”

There was a pause. Then, “You’re afraid, aren’t you?”

“Hell, no! I’m Billy Creekmore and I’m a Choctaw Indian and know what? I can see ghosts!”

“That’s very good. You must be like me. I enjoy the night.”

“Uh-huh.” Billy looked across the midway at the Ghost Show tent. “Gotta get to sleep.…”

“Where have you been?”

“Party. Somebody’s birthday.”

“Well, isn’t that nice. Why don’t you step inside, and we’ll talk.”

He stared at the dark entrance, his vision going in and out of focus. “No. I don’t like snakes. They give me the creeps.”

There was a soft little laugh. “Oh, snakes are wonderful creatures. They’re very good at catching rats.”

“Yeah. Well”—he ran a hand through his tousled hair and started to walk away—“been nice talkin’ to you.”

“Wait! Please. We can talk about … about Santha, if you like.”

“Santha? What about her?”

“Oh, about how lovely she is. And innocent really, deep in her heart. She and I are very close; she tells me all her secrets.”

“She does?”

“Yes.” The voice was a silken whisper: “Come in, and we’ll talk.”

“What kind of secrets?”

“She’s told me things about you, Billy. Step in, and then I’ll turn on the lights and we’ll have a nice long talk.”

“I … can only stay a minute.” He was afraid of crossing that threshold, but he wanted to know who this man was and what Santha might’ve told him. “Are any of those snakes loose?”

“Oh, no. Not a one. Do you think I’m crazy?”

Billy grinned. “Naw.” He took the first step, and found the second one easier: Then he was moving into the clammy darkness and he thrust out his arms to touch whoever was standing there. “Hey, where are …”

Behind him, the door slammed shut. A bolt was thrown. Billy spun around, his beer-fogged brain reacting with agonized slowness. And then a thick rope was coiled around his throat, almost choking him; the weight of it drove him to his knees, where he gripped at the rope to pull it loose. To his horror, it undulated beneath his fingers—and grew tighter. His head was pounding.

“Boy,” the figure whispered, bending close, “there’s a boa constrictor around your neck. If you struggle it’s going to strangle you.”

Billy moaned, tears of terror springing to his eyes. He grabbed at the thing, desperately trying to loosen it.

“I’ll let it kill you,” the man warned solemnly. “You’re drunk, you stumbled in here not knowing where you were—how can I be at fault for that? Don’t struggle, boy. Just listen.”

Billy sat very still, a scream locked behind his teeth. The snakeman knelt down beside him so he could whisper in Billy’s ear. “You’re going to leave that girl alone. You know the one I mean. Santha. I saw you tonight at the show, and I saw you later, at the party. Oh, you couldn’t see me—but I was there.” The snake-man gripped his hair. “You’re a very smart young man, aren’t you? Smarter than Chalky was. Say yes, Mr. Fitts.”

“Yes, Mr. Fitts,” Billy croaked.

“That’s good. Santha is such a beautiful girl, isn’t she? Beauty.” He spoke that word as if it were exotic poison. “But I can’t keep all the men away from her, can I? She doesn’t understand how I feel about her yet, but she will … she will. And when she does she won’t need scum like you. You’re going to leave her alone, and if you don’t I’ll find out about it. Understand?”

Red motes spun before Billy’s eyes. When he tried to nod, the boa tightened.

“Good. That machine whispers to me at night, boy. You know the one: the Octopus. Oh, it tells me everything I need to know. And guess what? It’s watching you. So whatever you do, I’m going to know about it. I can pick any kind of lock, boy—and my snakes can get in anywhere.” He released Billy’s hair, and sat back on his haunches for a moment. Over the ringing of blood in his ears, Billy heard small hissings and slitherings from elsewhere in the tent.

“Don’t move, now,” Fitts said. He slowly worked the boa free from Billy’s neck. Billy pitched forward onto his face in the sawdust. Fitts stood up and prodded him in the ribs with his shoe. “If you’re going to puke, do it on the midway. Go on, get out of here.”

“Help me up. Please.…”

“No,” the snake-man whispered. “Crawl.”

The bolt was thrown back, the door opened. Billy, shaking and sick, crawled past the man, who remained a vague outline in the darkness. The door closed quietly behind him.
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WAYNE FALCONER WAS AWAKENED when something began slowly dragging the sheet off his body.

He sat up abruptly, sleep still fogging his brain, and saw an indistinct form sitting at the foot of his bed. At first he cowered, because for an instant he thought it was that dark and hideous shape he’d seen in his dreams, and now it had come to consume him; but then he blinked and realized it was his father, wearing his bright yellow funeral suit, sitting there with a faint smile on his ruddy, healthy-looking face.

“Hello, son,” J.J. said quietly.

Wayne’s eyes widened, the breath slowly rasping from his lungs. “No,” he said. “No, you’re in the ground.… I saw you go into the …”

“Did you? Maybe I am in the ground.” He grinned, showing even white teeth. “But … maybe you did bring part of me back to life, Wayne. Maybe you’re a lot stronger than you thought you were.”

Wayne shook his head. “You’re …”

“Dead? I’ll never be dead to you, son. Because you loved me more than anybody else did. And now you realize how much you needed me, don’t you? Keeping the Crusade going is a hard job, isn’t it? Working with the businessmen and the lawyers, keeping all the accounts straight, pushing the Crusade forward … you’ve hardly begun, and already you know there’s more to it than you thought. Isn’t that right?”

Wayne’s headache had come back again, crushing his temples. Since the funeral a month ago, the headaches had gotten much worse. He ate aspirin by the handful. “I can’t … I can’t do it alone,” he whispered.

“Alone. Now isn’t that an awful word? It’s kind of like the word dead. But you don’t have to be alone, just like I don’t have to be dead … unless you want it that way.”

“No!” Wayne said, “But I don’t …”

“Shhhhh,” Falconer cautioned, with a finger to his lips. “Your mother’s right down the hall, and we wouldn’t want her to hear.” The shaft of silver moonlight that filtered through the window winked off the buttons on his father’s coat; the shadow that was thrown from his father was huge and shapeless. “I can help you, son, if you let me. I can be with you, and I can guide you.”

“My … head hurts. I … can’t think.…”

“You’re only confused. There’s so much responsibility on you, so much work and healing to be done. And you’re still a boy, just going on eighteen. No wonder your head aches, with all that thinking and worrying you have to do. But there are things we have to talk about, Wayne; things you can’t tell anybody else, not in the whole world.”

“What kind of … things?”

Falconer leaned closer to him. Wayne thought there was a red spark in his eyes, down under the pale blue-green. “The girl, Wayne. The girl at the lake.”

“I don’t want to … think about that. No, please.…”

“But you have to! Oh, you have to take the consequences of your actions.”

“She didn’t drown!” Wayne said, tears glittering in his eyes. “There was never anything in the paper about it! Nobody ever found her! Nobody ever found her! She must’ve … just run away or something!”

Falconer said quietly, “She’s under the platform, Wayne. She’s caught up underneath there. She’s already swelled up like a balloon, and pretty soon she’ll pop wide open and what’s left will sink down into the mud. The fish and the turtles will pick her clean. She was a wild, sinful girl, Wayne, and her folks probably think she’s just run away from home. Nobody would ever connect you with her, even if they find her bones. And they won’t. There was a demon in her, Wayne, and she was waiting there for you.”

“Waiting for me?” he whispered. “Why?”

“To keep you from getting home, where I needed you. Don’t you think you could have saved me, if you’d known?”

“Yes.”

Falconer nodded. “Yes. You see, there are demons at work everywhere. This country is rotten with sin, and it all festers from a little run-down shack in Hawthorne. She calls dark powers to do her bidding. You know who I mean. You’ve known for a long time. She and her boy are strong, Wayne; they’ve got the forces of Death and Hell behind them, and they want to destroy you just like they destroyed me. They weakened my faith in you, and I reached out for you too late. Now they’ll work on your faith in yourself, make you doubt that you could ever heal at all. Oh, they’re strong and wicked and they should go down in flames.”

“Flames,” Wayne repeated.

“Yes. You’ll have the chance to send them into Hellfire, Wayne, if you let me guide you. I can be with you whenever you need me. I can help you with the Crusade. So you see? I’m not really dead, unless you want me to be.”

“No! I … need your help, Dad. Sometimes I just … I just don’t know what to do! Sometimes I … don’t know if the things I’ve done are good or bad.…”

“You don’t have to worry,” Falconer said, with a gentle smile. “Everything’ll be fine, if you’ll trust me. You need to take a drug called Percodan for your headaches. Tell George Hodges, and make him get it for you.”

Puzzled, Wayne frowned. “Dad … I thought you said medicines were sinful, and those people who took medicines were doing the Devil’s bidding.”

“Some medicines are sinful. But if you’re in pain, and you’re confused, then you need something to take the burden off you for a little while. Isn’t that right?”

“I guess so,” Wayne agreed, though he could never remember his father talking about drugs like this before. Percodan, had he said?

“I’ll be here when you need me,” Falconer said. “But if you tell anyone, even your mother, then I can’t come back and help you anymore. Do you understand?”

“Yes sir.” He paused for a moment, then whispered, “Dad? What’s being dead like?”

“It’s … like being in a black hole, son, on the blackest night you can imagine, and you try to crawl out but you don’t know which is the top and which is the bottom.”

“But … haven’t you heard the angels sing?”

“Angels?” He grinned again, but his eyes were still gelid. “Oh, yes. They do sing.” And then he put his fingers to his lips, glancing quickly toward the door.

An instant afterward, there was a soft knocking. “Wayne?” Cammy’s voice carried a tremble.

“What is it?”

The door opened a few inches. “Wayne, are you all right?”

“Why shouldn’t I be?” He realized he was alone now; the yellow-suited figure was gone, and the room was empty. My dad is alive! he shrieked inwardly, his heart pounding with joy.

“I … thought I heard you talking. You’re sure you’re all right?”

“I said I was, didn’t I? Now leave me alone, I’ve got a long day tomorrow!”

She looked nervously around the room, opening the door a little wider so the hallway light could stream in. The mounted airplane models and large wall posters of military aircraft took up a lion’s share of the room. Wayne’s clothes were strewn on a chair. Cammy said, “I’m sorry I bothered you. Good-night.”

Wayne lay back down as the door closed. He waited for a long time, but his father didn’t come back. You bitch! he seethed at his mother. You killed him a second time! But no, no … his father would return to the world of the living when he was needed; Wayne was sure of it. Before he drifted to sleep, Wayne repeated the word Percodan ten times to burn it into his mind.

And in her room down the hallway, Cammy Falconer lay in bed with all the lights blazing. She was staring at the ceiling. Every so often a shiver passed through her. It was not Wayne’s voice, in the middle of the night, that had been so bad.

It had been the guttural, harsh mumbling that Cammy had heard faintly through the wall.

Answering her son.
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THE GAME BOOTHS, RIDES, and sideshows had sprung up from the mud covering Birmingham’s fairgrounds. The rain fell in drizzles and sheets for three days, blasting the state fair business to hell. Still, people continued to slog through the sawdusty mud; drenched to the bone, they sought refuge in the arcades and enclosed shows, but they left the rides alone as light bulbs and wires sputtered under the rain.

That was for the best, Billy knew. Because people wouldn’t be riding the Octopus in the rain, and it would be deprived of what it needed. This was the last stop of the season. If whatever presence that controlled the Octopus was going to strike, it would have to be in the next four days. At night, even while the rain pattered on the Ghost Show tent’s roof, Billy could hear Buck Edgers working on his machine, the hammer’s noise echoing down the long ghostly corridor of the midway. While setting up the Octopus on the slippery field, a roustabout’s shoulder was broken by a piece of metal that toppled from above. Word had gone out about the machine, and now everyone avoided it.

Billy stood outside Santha Tully’s trailer, in a light drizzle that had washed away the last of the night’s customers. He had been here twice since the carnival had reached Birmingham: the first time, he’d heard Santha laughing with a man inside there, and the second time he’d come out through the rows of trailers to find a short, balding figure standing in the shadows not ten feet from him. The man had instantly whirled toward him, and Billy had gotten a quick glimpse of his startled face, wearing dark-tinted glasses, before the man had run away. Billy had followed him for a short distance, but lost him in the maze of trailers. He’d told no one about the incident at the Killer Snakes tent, fearing that the man would find out and put his snakes to work, perhaps on Santha or Dr. Mirakle. But he still desired her, and still needed to see her.

He screwed up his courage, looked around to make sure no one had followed him, and then walked up a couple of cinder-block steps to the trailer’s door. A curtain was closed in a single oval window, but light leaked out around it; he could hear the scratchy whine of a country singer. He knocked at the door and waited. The music stopped. He knocked again, less hesitantly, and heard Santha say, “Yeah? Who is it?”

“Me. Billy Creekmore.”

“Choctaw?” A bolt slid back, and the thin door opened. She stood there in the dim golden light, wearing a black silk robe that clung to the curves of her body. Her hair was a dusky halo, and Billy saw that she wore practically no makeup. There were a lot of lines around her eyes, and her lips looked sad and thin. In her right hand there was a small chrome-plated pistol. “Anybody else out there?” she asked.

“No.”

She opened the door wider to let him in, then bolted it again. The room was a cramped half living area and half kitchen. The bed, an unsteady-looking cot with a bright blue spread, was right out in the open, next to a rack of clothes on their hangers. A dressing table was cluttered with a dozen different kinds of creams, lipsticks, and various cosmetics. On a tiny kitchen table was a battered record player, next to a small stack of unwashed dishes. Posters of Clint Eastwood, Paul Newman, and Steve McQueen decorated the walls, along with a rebel flag and a Day-Glo Love poster. A door led into a tiny bathroom and shower stall.

Billy stared at the pistol. Santha flicked the safety on and put it away in a dresser drawer. “Sorry,” she said. “Sometimes I get jumpy late at night.” Santha stepped past him and peered out the window for a moment. “I was expecting a friend of mine. He was supposed to be here about thirty minutes ago.”

“Anybody special?”

Santha looked at him, then gave him a little crooked smile. “No. Just a friend. Somebody to pass the time with, I guess.”

Billy nodded. “I’d better go, then. I don’t want to—”

“No!” She reached out and grasped his arm. “No, don’t go. Stay here and talk to me until Buddy gets here, okay? Really, I don’t like to be here alone.”

“What’ll he think if he finds me with you?”

“I don’t know.” She didn’t release her grip. “What would he think?”

Her eyes were luminous in the weak light from a single table lamp, her fingers cool against his rain-dampened skin. Billy said, “Maybe he’d think … something was going on between us.”

“Do you want something to go on between us?”

“I … I hardly know you.”

“You didn’t answer my question, Choctaw. Is it you who’s been sneaking around my trailer at night?”

“No.” Tell her about the man, he told himself; but what good would it do? It would only scare her more, and the police couldn’t prove the snake-man had had anything to do with Chalky’s death. No. In four days, the fair would be over and she’d be leaving, and then that man couldn’t bother her anymore.

“Well, I think it has been you. I think you’ve been sneakin’ around and spyin’ on me! Naughty, naughty!” She grinned and let go of him. “Sit down. Do you want a beer?”

“No, thanks.” He sat down on a faded blue sofa while Santha rummaged through her small refrigerator and popped open a Miller’s.

“Excuse the mess in here. Sometimes I’m as lazy as a leaf.” She sipped from the can, walked to the window, and looked out again. “Damn! Rainin’ harder.” The drops sounded leaden on the trailer’s roof. “I’ve been meanin’ to come by that Ghost Show of yours.” She let the curtain fall and stood over him. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

He nodded.

“Yeah, I do too. I was born in New Orleans, see, and that’s supposed to be the most haunted city in the whole country, did you know that? Spooks just come out of the woodwork. ’Course, I’ve never seen one, but …” She sat down beside him and stretched out her long bare legs. Her thighs showed through a slit in the robe, and Billy saw a fine light down like flecks of copper on them. “Jeez. I don’t think Buddy’s coming, do you? Bastard lies like a rug. Told me he’d get me a job here in Birmingham after the fair closes up.”

“What will you do?”

“I don’t know, maybe go home. My kids live with my mother. Yeah, don’t look so surprised! I’ve got two little girls. I don’t look like I’ve had two kids, do I?” She patted her flat belly. “Sit-ups. How old do you think I look?”

He shrugged. “Maybe … twenty-two.” He was being kind.

Her eyes glittered with pure pleasure. The drumming of the rain on the roof was hypnotic and soothing. “Do you think I have a good body?”

He shifted and cleared his throat. “Well … sure I do. It’s nice.”

“I’m proud of how I look. That’s why I like to dance. Oh, maybe someday I’ll open up my own dance studio and give lessons, but right now I love being on that stage. You feel important, and you know that people enjoy watching you.” She sipped at her beer and watched him mischievously. “You enjoyed watching, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I did.”

She laughed. “Ha! Choctaw, you beat all I’ve ever seen! You’re sittin’ there like a priest in a whorehouse!” Her smile faded a fraction, her eyes darkening. “That’s not what you think, is it? That I’m a whore?”

“No!” he said, though he wasn’t exactly certain she was or wasn’t.

“I’m not. I just … live my own life, that’s all. I do what I please when I please. Is that so bad?”

Billy shook his head.

“Your shirt’s wet.” She leaned toward him and began unbuttoning it. “You’ll catch a cold if you keep it on.”

He shrugged out of it and she tossed it aside. “That’s better,” she said. “You have a nice chest. I thought Indians didn’t have any hair on their bodies.”

“I’m just part Indian.”

“You’re a nice-lookin’ kid. How old are you, eighteen? No, seventeen, didn’t you say? Well, I don’t guess that bastard Buddy is coming tonight, do you?”

“I don’t guess he is.”

Santha finished her beer and set it on the table before her, then returned her gaze to his. She stared at him, a smile working around her lips, until Billy felt his face flaming. She said in a soft voice, “Have you ever been with a woman before?”

“Huh? Well … sure.”

“How many?”

“A few.”

“Yeah. And the moon is made of green cheese.” She leaned closer, looking deeply into his eyes. He was such a handsome boy, she thought, but there were secrets in his eyes; secrets, perhaps, that it was best not to know. Buddy wasn’t coming, that was for sure. It was raining and she was lonely and she didn’t like the idea of sleeping alone when somebody who’d sent her a bunch of rose stems was out there somewhere, maybe lurking around the trailer. She traced a finger down the center of his chest and watched the flesh tighten. “You’ve wanted me all along, haven’t you? You don’t have to be shy about it.” Her finger stopped at his belt buckle. “I like you. Jeez, listen to me. Usually I have to fight the guys off! So why are you different?”

“I’m not different,” Billy said, trying to keep his voice steady. “I just … respect you, I guess.”

“Respect me? I’ve learned a long time ago that respect doesn’t keep your bed warm on a cold night. And, Choctaw, I’ve lived through some very wintry ones. And will again.” She paused, running her finger along his belt line; then she grasped his hand and drew it closer to herself. She licked his fingers, very slowly.

He squeezed her hand and said, “I … don’t know what to do. I’m probably not any good.”

“I’m going to turn off that light,” Santha told him, “and get into bed. I’d like for you to get undressed and come to bed with me. Will you?”

He wanted to say yes, but he was too nervous to speak. Santha recognized the glassy gleam in his eyes. She stood up, let the robe fall, and walked naked to the lamp. The light went out. Billy heard the sheets go back. The rain drummed down, punctuated now by the boom of distant thunder. Billy stood up, as if in a dream, and unbuckled his belt.

When he was ready, he approached the bed and saw Santha’s golden hair on the pillow, her body a long S-shape beneath the pale blue sheet. She reached out for him, softly whispering his name, and when he touched her electricity seemed to jump between them. Trembling with excitement and shyness, he got under the sheet; Santha folded her arms around him, her warm mouth finding his, her tongue darting between his lips. He was correct in that he didn’t know what to do, but when Santha scissored her legs around his hips he very quickly learned. Then there was heat, dampness, the sound of hurried breathing, and thunder getting closer. Santha summoned him deeper, deeper, and when he was about to explode she made him lie motionless, both of them locked together, until he could continue for a while longer.

Carnival lights filled Billy’s head. She eased him onto his back, and sat astride him with her head thrown back, her mouth open as if to receive the rain that pounded on the roof. She impressed upon him the varying sensations of rhythms, from a hard pulse that ground them together to a long, slow, and lingering movement that had the strength of a tickling feather. He lay stunned while Santha’s tongue played over his body, like a soft damp brush tracing the outlines of his muscles; then she told him what she liked and gave him encouragement as he first circled her nipples with his tongue, then her navel, then her soft belly and down into the valley between her legs, where her thighs pressed against the sides of his head and she gripped his hair as her hips churned. She moaned softly, her musky aroma perfuming the air.

Outside in a driving rain, Fitts stood with a raincoat pulled up around his neck. He’d seen the boy go in, and he’d seen the light go out. His blue-tinted eyeglasses streamed with water, but he didn’t have to see anything else. He knew the rest of it. His heart throbbed with rage and agony. A boy? he thought. She would even take a stupid boy into her bed? His fists clenched in his coat pockets. Was there no hope for her? Lightning streaked, followed by a bass rumble of thunder that seemed to shake the world. He’d tried everything he could think of, and now he felt defeated. But there was one thing left.

He would go to the Octopus, stand before it in the gray downpour, and wait for the voice that came out of it to reveal to him what he should do. He stood a while longer, staring at the darkened trailer, and then trudged through the mud toward the midway. Long before he reached the Octopus, he could hear its sibilant whisper in his tormented brain:

Murder.
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IT WAS THE TWELFTH of October; and tomorrow night the State Fair would be closing down, the carnival season over until spring. The rain had passed, and for the last two nights business had been booming. Billy helped Dr. Mirakle clean up after the final Ghost Show of the night, simply grinning when Mirakle pointedly asked him why he’d look so happy lately.

Billy left the tent and walked down the midway as the lights started flickering out. He shut the noises out of his head as he passed the Octopus, and he waited around back of the Jungle Love show, where Santha had said she’d meet him. When she did come out, fifteen minutes or so late, he saw she’d scrubbed off most of the garish makeup for him.

In her trailer, Santha continued Billy’s education. An hour later, he was as weak as water, and she was pressed as close to him as a second skin. Through the dim haze of sleep, Billy could hear Buck Edger’s hammer, striking metal again and again out on the darkened midway. He lay awake, listening, until Santha stirred and kissed him deeply and sweetly.

“I wish things could stay like this,” Billy said after a moment.

Santha sat up. A match flared as she lit a cigarette; in its glow she looked beautiful and childlike. “What are you going to do after the fair’s over?”

“I’m going down to Mobile with Dr. Mirakle, driving his equipment truck for him. Then … I guess I’ll go back to Hawthorne. It’s been a good summer. I don’t think I’ll ever forget it. Or you.”

She ran her fingers through his hair and then said, “Hey! I know what would be real nice! A hot shower! We can just about both fit into the stall, and we can get real soapy and slippery and … ooh, I’m tinglin’ just thinkin’ about it! Okay?”

“Sure,” he said, thrilled.

“One hot shower, comin’ up!” Santha rose up from the bed and, still naked, went to the tiny bathroom. She reached in and flipped on the light. “I’ll call you when I’m ready,” she said, and giggled like a schoolgirl. Then she went inside and shut the door.

Billy was sitting up. His heartbeat had quickened, and there was a sick sensation in the pit of his stomach. He wasn’t sure, wasn’t sure at all, but just for an instant—as Santha had been silhouetted in the bathroom light—he though he’d seen a pale gray haze around her. An alarm went off in the back of his head, and he climbed out of the bed to approach the bathroom.

Santha, her body rosy, reached in through the green-plastic shower curtain and turned on the hot water. It sprayed downward into the tub, but instead of the sound of water against porcelain there was a different sound—a wet, thickened noise. Santha drew aside the curtain and looked into the tub.

The water was hitting a large burlap bag, drawn closed at the top. She reached for it even as Billy said, “Santha?” from just outside the door.

She pulled at the bag. It came open. It was very heavy, and wouldn’t slide.

“Santha?”

And then a triangular head with blazing eyes shot out of the burlap bag, the nightmarish thing stretching high through the hot-water fog. Santha threw her arms up instinctively, but the cobra struck her on the cheek and she slammed backward against the wall, striking her head on the tiles. Her scream gurgled away as she pitched forward, her legs dangling over the tub, the scalding water beating down on her exposed back.

Billy burst through the door, barely able to see because of the rising fog. The cobra came flashing out of it toward him. He jerked his head back, and the fangs missed him by bare inches. It was uncoiling out of the tub. Billy saw that Santha was being burned, and he reached forward to grasp her ankles. The cobra hissed, its hood spreading wide, and struck at him again. He backed away. The cobra reared up over four feet, watching him with its terrible baleful gaze as steam filled the bathroom.

Billy was still naked, but he didn’t think about his clothes. He ran to the door, threw aside the bolt, and tried to push it open … but it wouldn’t budge. He slammed his shoulder against it, and heard the rattle of a lock in the clasp. But Santha had taken off the lock when they’d come in! He realized, then, what must’ve happened: the snakeman had gotten in here and put that cobra in the bathroom hours ago, to kill them both, and then while they were sleeping he’d put one of his own locks through the clasp. He hammered against the door, and shouted for help.

Steam was rolling out into the room. He fumbled with the lamp, knocked it to the floor, bent and found the switch. The low, harsh light spread out in irregular rays, and Billy saw the cobra winding out through the bathroom door in what looked like foot after foot. It reared up again, its gaze fixed on him, and now Billy could hear Santha’s low, terrified moaning. The cobra hissed and slithered forward, trying to defend its newfound territory.

Billy backed up against the dresser. He opened the drawer, threw aside lipsticks and makeup until his hand closed on the chrome-plated pistol. When he turned, the cobra was only a few feet away from him, its head weaving back and forth. Billy picked up a pillow from the bed, and suddenly the cobra darted forward; its head hit the pillow with the force of a man’s fist. He aimed the pistol and squeezed the trigger, but nothing happened. The safety was on! The snake was motionless, its tongue flickering out as it watched him. Billy would have to drop the pillow and push back the safety with his free hand. The cobra was still within striking range, and Billy had backed up as far as he could.

Someone hammered at the door. The cobra’s head whipped to one side, toward the vibrations, and Billy threw the pillow at it with a guttural shout. He flicked off the safety, and the pistol was ready as the cobra’s head started to wiggle free from beneath the pillow. Billy fired at it—one, two, three, four, five. The air stank of powder, and now the cobra was twisting madly, its head almost severed from the thick body. It started to rise, but the mangled head was out of control and the body snapped and writhed, the tail clenching around one leg of the dresser. Billy stood over the thing, and stretched his arm down. He had a glimpse of one single terrible eye, burning to his soul, and then the head exploded with the force of the sixth bullet. The body continued to jerk.

The door burst open, and two men who came in recoiled from the sight of the writhing snake. Billy was already in the steamy bathroom, pulling Santha out of the hot water, her back was a mass of blisters, and she was sobbing hysterically. He saw the snakebite, and saw the gray aura darkening. “Call an ambulance!” he shrieked to the men. “Hurry! The snake bit her!”

They wrapped her up in a sheet, and Billy straggled into his pants. A knot of people had gathered outside the trailer, trying to find out what had happened. When the ambulance came, Billy told the attendants that Santha had been bitten by a cobra, and if they didn’t hurry she was going to die. He watched them roar away, and he heard someone say that the police were on their way.

He realized he still held the pistol. He went back into the trailer, avoiding the blood and mess, and found another box of bullets in the dresser drawer. He loaded the pistol, and then walked out through the gawking carnival people toward the midway. He could hear approaching sirens, but their noise neither increased his pace nor slowed him. As he passed the Octopus, he imagined he heard a high shriek of laughter. Buck Edgers, hammer still in his hand, looked up from his work through dark-circled, disturbed eyes. Billy paid him no attention. His heart was pounding, a fever of revenge burning in his brain as he reached the Killer Snakes sideshow and flicked the safety off his pistol. He pushed at the entranceway and was not surprised when the door—the reptile’s mouth—noiselessly opened.

“Come out of there, you bastard!” Billy shouted.

Darkness lay thickly within. Nothing moved, but Billy thought he could hear the soft slidings of the man’s pets. “I said come out, or I’ll drag you out!” He aimed the gun into the darkness. “I’ve got a gun, you bastard!”

He steeled himself and stepped into the darkness, his hand almost melded to the pistol. “I’ve got a gun!” he warned, tensing for an expected attack. Nothing moved, and now he could see the vague shapes of the cages, set in orderly rows. A few feet away and above, a light bulb caught a speck of reflected light; Billy reached up, found the switch and turned it on. The bulb flickered, slightly swinging back and forth to throw huge and distorted shadows.

A short, balding man in a brown suit was lying on his back, on a mattress at the rear of the place. His hands were clamped around the grayish green boa constrictor that had strangled him to death. His glasses were off, and his face was bluish white. There was a note safety-pinned to the man’s checked shirt. Billy approached the body, and ripped the note away. It said MURDER MURDER MURDER MURDER MURDER. And then, at the bottom: SUICIDE. Billy stared at it, wondering what madness had prompted this man to wrap the boa around his own throat and lie down to die. He returned the note to the body, where the police could find it, and then a wave of anguish crashed over him. He’d seen a gray aura enveloping Santha, not a black one: what did it mean? Tears searing his eyes, he left the sideshow and looked out to where he could see red and blue police lights spinning amid the trailers.

A cool breeze had kicked up, breaking his flesh into goose-bumps. Bits of paper wheeled along the midway, spinning in miniature tornadoes. Billy’s cold gaze fell upon the Octopus. Buck Edgers was working like a machine.

“Billy? My God, what’s going on!” Dr. Mirakle, in an old undershirt and his pajama bottoms, had staggered out of the truck parked behind the Ghost Show, next to the Volkswagen van. His eyes were swollen with heavy sleep, and he exuded the aroma of bourbon. He looked down at the pistol and stopped. “Billy?”

“It’s all right. They took Santha to the hospital. The cobra bit her, it was there in the bathtub when she …” His voice cracked.

Mirakle eased forward and took the pistol from his hand. “You look like death warmed over, boy. Come on, I’ll pour you a drink and you can tell me—”

“No. Not yet.” Oblivious to the commotion, Edgers was driving his hammer up and down on a bolt that had probably never been loose in the first place. It dawned on Billy that the Octopus was wearing Edgers down, commanding all of his time and attention, using him as its puppet. There were revenants caught within the Octopus, crying out in their confusion and terror. Perhaps now, Billy thought, it possesses some part of the snake-man as well. He could hear the faint screaming, and he knew the Octopus wanted him too. It wanted to consume him, to draw his spirit and power into its black, greedy gears and pistons.

Are you strong? Are you strong in your heart, where strength counts?

Billy’s hand had gone into his pocket. Now he brought the hand out and looked at the nugget of coal in his palm. He didn’t remember putting it in these pants; he’d thought it was still with his belongings, in his suitcase under the cot at the rear of the Ghost Show tent. It reminded him of the strength he possessed, the risks he must take if he was to continue his Mystery Walk. If he backed down, if he failed to trust his own inner will, then whatever inhabited the Octopus would win, and in some terrible way it might even grow stronger still. He clenched the coal in his fist and returned it to his pocket.

“Billy?” Dr. Mirakle said. “Where are you going?”

“You can come with me, if you like. But don’t try to stop me. I have to do this right now. Right now.”

“Do … what? My God, have you lost your mind?” But he was following along, holding the pistol out to his side as if it were a dead fish.

Before Billy reached the Octopus, Edgers stopped hammering. He straightened up from his work, and turned to face the boy. Across his features was a hideous grin that stretched his mouth wide in eager anticipation. The Octopus had him, Billy knew. It was not Buck Edgers grinning.

When Dr. Mirakle saw that grin, he was shocked motionless for a moment. He said in a nervous voice, “Billy, I don’t … think you should …”

“Step right up, pard!” Edgers boomed, shuffling forward. “Thought you’d never come!”

“I’m here. Start it up.”

“Come on, then! Yessir! Oh, you’re a special guest, you don’t even need a fuckin’ ticket! Been savin’ a ride just for you.” He moved to the shrouded gondola and tugged at the tarpaulin until it tore away. There were holes in the rusted metal, and faint streaks of bright orange paint. He pulled the warped metal-mesh canopy open, exposing the rust-riddled interior. “Perfect fit, I’d say.”

“I wouldn’t get in that rust-bucket if I were you,” Dr. Mirakle said, tugging at Billy’s arm. “No, I forbid it! I told your mother I’d take care of you, and I forbid you to do it! Now listen, come on back to the tent and we’ll—”

“Shut your mouth, you old cocksucker,” Edgers said softly, his eyes blazing into Billy’s. “The boy’s grown up now. He’s a man. He’s got a mind, and he knows what he wants to do. Show’s about to start!” He gestured toward the open gondola.

Billy pulled free of Dr. Mirakle. He had to do this now, while there was still a rage burning in him. He moved forward, but suddenly Edgers’s wife stepped out of the shadows, her round-cheeked face pasty with dread. She said, “No, please … don’t do it, boy. You don’t understand it. You don’t see—”

“SHUT UP YOU GODDAMNED BITCH!” the man howled, brandishing the hammer at her. She flinched but did not step back.

“That machine,” she said, staring at Billy, “is Satan’s handiwork. Buck bought it out of a junkyard in Georgia, and from the first day he couldn’t do anything but work on it, trying to put it back together. It slashed his face, and broke both his legs, and—”

“SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP!” He hobbled toward her, raising the hammer, and she screamed, “Please Buck, don’t!” and dodged a vicious blow that might’ve broken her shoulder. She slipped and fell to her hands and knees; her husband stood over her, panting like an animal. She looked up at him, an awful pleading expression in her eyes, and said, “I love you, Buck.…”

Billy saw the man’s face change; he blinked uncertainly, and his terrible grimace slipped a few notches. For an instant, he resembled nothing more than a tormented man who’d been down on his luck for most of his life; then the savage grin came back, and his eyes flared. He put his booted foot against his wife’s side and pushed her down into the sawdust. He said, “Now you stay right there, like a good little girl.”

“Come on!” Billy said. “I’m waiting for you!”

“Oh, yes. Of course. The master speaks, the servant obeys. Of course, of course!” He giggled and watched as Billy climbed into the gondola. The seat was a hard mass of cracked vinyl and Billy could see the ground through a few quarter-sized holes in the metal. He stretched his legs out into the gondola’s nose, his back straight against the seat. There was a seatbelt, and Billy drew it tightly across his lap. Edgers rushed forward and clanged the mesh canopy down, drawing a small metal bar through a safety clasp. He grinned in through the mesh. “All comfy-cozy? Good. Then we’re ready to begin, aren’t we?”

Edgers scuttled to the generator that powered the Octopus and switched it on; it hummed, sending electricity through cables as thick as a man’s wrist. The ride’s lights flickered, flickered again, and then blazed brightly. The remaining bulbs that spelled out OCTOPUS buzzed like angry hornets. Edgers stood over a small control board and turned on the ride’s engine; it hooted and moaned, gears and wheels spinning. “I’ve got you!” he shouted. His face was ruddy and demonic as he let off the brake’s foot pedal and slowly pushed forward the lever that engaged the drive-train.

“Billy!” Dr. Mirakle shouted, stepping back as the Octopus began to move.

The gondolas slowly gained momentum. Billy’s head was forced back by centrifugal motion. Edgers bore down on the lever; Billy’s cheeks rippled with the rising g-forces. The gondolas began rising—five feet, ten feet, fifteen feet.

And then a garble of screams, moans, and sobbings—agonized sounds, some high-pitched and others so low Billy felt them in his bones rather then heard them—began to rise up around him, faintly at first, then with increasing intensity. He could hear a cacophony of voices, cries for help, sudden shrieks that seemed to pierce him. This gondola was the evil heart of the Octopus, Billy knew, and within it were the disembodied revenants of its victims—God only knew how many.

The gondola pitched upward suddenly, then fell with a frightening speed. It stopped with a squeal of cables and pistons, then jerked upward again. The Octopus was spinning faster, the world beyond the gondola a dizzying blur. Billy, his face twisted into a rictus, tried to force his concentration on the voices, tried to focus his energy on drawing the revenants to him.

No fear, he thought. No fear. I can help you. I can …

A roar filled his head: No you can’t! You can’t reach them I won’t let you reach them!

The gondola was rising and falling, faster and faster, Billy’s head brushing the mesh canopy with its upward sweep. He shut his eyes, his hands gripping the cracked vinyl armrests. There was a coldness in the air, gradually creeping up his body; he let it overtake him, and suddenly his brain was crackling with the last thoughts and images of perhaps a dozen people the Octopus had destroyed.

“No fear,” Billy breathed. “Just touch me … no fear …”

And suddenly electricity seemed to sear through him, and there was something else in the gondola with him, something laughing and shrieking.

The voice came in a triumphant cackle: “You’re mine now, boy!”

Billy shouted, “NO!” The voice rippled and faded, and he knew he’d touched the pulse of wickedness in this machine. “I know you! I know what you are now!”

Do you, boy? Then come join me.

Billy heard something grind and rip. He opened his eyes, and saw with horror that the long bolts securing the mesh canopy in place were slowly unscrewing. Smaller screws that held the safety bar were being ripped out. The canopy assemblage tore away and flew into the air. Wind screamed into Billy’s face, forcing his chin backward. Another bolt clattered loose down around Billy’s knees. The quarter-sized holes tore open still wider, like rotten cloth. The gondola was coming to pieces around him, and when it pitched him out to his death the entire machine would break loose, off-balance, and go spinning down the midway trailing live electric cables.

“STOP IT!” Billy yelled to Buck. He caught a quick glimpse of the man, bent over the control board like a hunchback, his hand pressed down on the lever. Above him more bolts unscrewed, in the central mechanism that held the gondolas to the Octopus, and a cable tore loose to spit orange sparks.

He could feel presences all around him, trying to cling to him. He forced himself to concentrate on their anguished voices again, and now he saw a faint mist taking form and shape, a figure with many heads and arms and legs, the faces indistinct, the whole thing reaching for him, clinging to him like a frightened animal. “Oh God,” he whispered, “help me do it, please help me.…”

Bolts sheared off. A section of the flooring fell away under Billy’s legs, and on the ground Dr. Mirakle ducked as the sharp metal sailed over his head.

Billy sank his arms into the mass of apparitions before him, like plunging into an ice-veined pond. His teeth chattered. “You can get away from here … through me!” he shouted into the wind. “I’ll take your pain, if you give it up!”

No! I’ve got you now I’ve got all of you!

“Please! I’ll take it for you, I’ll keep it so you can go on! Please let me! …”

The gondola shuddered and swayed, loosened from its supporting arm. Currents of terror ripped through Billy.

The misty shape undulated, a dozen hands reaching for him. A dozen terror-stricken faces writhed like smoke. A section of the gondola’s side fell away with a shriek of torn metal.

I’m their master their keeper you can’t win.

“No! You feed on them, you use their hurting to make yourself stronger!” The gondola fell and jarred, rose again with a force that clicked Billy’s teeth together. He gripped at the revenants, his arms inside a deep-freeze. “Let me help you get away! Please!”

And then the mass began to spread over him, to cover him up, icy threads of white matter racing over his face, into his hair around his shoulders. Many people, events, and emotions filled him up, almost to bursting, and he cried out at the force of a dozen life-experiences entering his mind. Spectral hands gripped at him, clutching at his face and body, as the cold mass began to move into him.

You can’t! I won’t …

“… let you!” Buck shouted, his eyes bright with rage. He pressed the lever down as far as it would go, then threw his body against it. The wood cracked off, and Edgers flung it aside with a delightful grin. The machine was locked now, and would continue to spin until the gondola, hanging by only two bolts, was torn free. “I’ll win! Look at the boy fly, watch him fall!”

Mirakle placed the pistol barrel against the back of his head. “Stop that damned machine or I’ll put a bullet through your brain!”

Edgers turned his head; his eyes had rolled backward, just the whites exposed. He grinned like a death’s-head, and whispered in a singsong, “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry—”

“STOP IT NOW, I SAID!”

“You won’t shoot me, old man! You won’t dare shoot me!”

Mirakle swallowed, and stepped back a pace. He saw that the gondola was about to break free. Snapped cables popped through the air. Mirakle said, “Damn you to Hell!” and swung the barrel against Edger’s face. The man’s nose splintered, blood streaming from the nostrils. The demonic face with its fish-belly eyes began to laugh. Mirakle struck again, opening a jagged cut over one eye. Edgers howled with laughter and spat blood out of his mouth. “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, the mul—”

Suddenly there was a sharp cracking noise, and sparks flew. The woman had picked up the length of wood, and was hammering madly at the generator, tearing the cables loose.

The thing that was inside Buck Edgers shouted, “NO! GET AWAY FROM THAT!” He started forward, pushing Dr. Mirakle aside, but then the last of the cables tore free with a blast of sparks, the wooden lever rippling with flames in the woman’s hands. The rest of the live bulbs that said OCTOPUS blew out, and the lights that decorated the machine flickered and went dark. Mirakle put his foot to the brake pad and pressed down hard. Gears shrieked as the machine began to slow.

“NO!” Edgers whirled around, his face as yellow as old parchment. He took a staggering step toward Mirakle, as the gondolas slowly settled toward the ground and the machine’s rotations weakened. Edgers whined, “It’s not fair! Not fair!” His voice began to deepen like a record played at too slow a speed, as the Octopus continued to slow down. “Nootttt fairrrrr. Noooottttt fairrrrrrrr …” And then he fell to his face in the sawdust, drawing up like a fetus, and began sobbing.

The Octopus stopped. At once Mirakle was dragging Billy out. The boy was cold to the touch, was shaking and moaning. He put his hands under Billy’s shoulders and pulled him away as the dead cables whipped and writhed all around. Something cracked in the guts of the machine; bolts sheared off, the huge central cylinder of the machine swayed, swayed as the four gondolas came free and fell to the ground. Then the entire machine was coming apart, collapsing in a haze of spark-smoke and sawdust. Its steel arms thudded down, as if the cement that had held the Octopus together had suddenly dissolved. Dust welled up, rolling across the midway in a yellow wave.

“No fear,” Billy was saying, “please let me take it oh God I don’t want to die let me out no fear no pain …”

Mirakle bent over him. “It’s all right. It’s over now … my God!” The boy contorted in some imagined pain, trembling, freezing cold. He moaned and whimpered, his head thrashing back and forth. Mirakle looked up, and saw the woman kneeling down beside her sobbing husband.

She clung to him, rocking him like a baby. “It’s done,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “Oh dear Lord, we’re rid of that monster. We’re finally rid of it!”

Mirakle saw that there was very little left of the Octopus that wasn’t fit for a junkyard. He shivered, because now he had an idea of what kind of power Billy had; he didn’t understand it, but it made his blood run cold.

Suddenly Billy gasped for breath and opened his eyes, as if emerging from a nightmare. His eyes were bloodshot, ruby-red. “Are they gone?” he whispered. “Did I do it?”

Mirakle said, “I … think so.” He was aware of figures emerging through the dust. Mirakle gripped Billy’s hand; it was as cold as what he’d always imagined death to be.

For both him and Billy Creekmore, the fair was over.
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THEY REACHED MOBILE AT twilight the following day, traveling in the equipment truck. Because Billy was in no shape to drive, the Volkswagen van had been left in Birmingham. Mirakle would hire someone to bring it down.

The boy’s sick, Mirakle had repeatedly thought during the long drive. Billy had been racked alternately with chills and fever; he’d slept for most of the trip, but the shudderings and moanings he’d made spoke of nightmares beyond Mirakle’s experience. It had been Dr. Mirakle’s intention to put Billy on a bus and send him back to Hawthorne, but Billy had said no, that he’d promised to come to Mobile and he’d be all right if he could just rest.

Billy’s pallor had faded to a grayish brown, his face covered with sweat as he huddled on the seat under a green army blanket. Emotions sizzled within him, and terror had a grip on his bones.

They were driving along the flat expanse of Mobile Bay, where small waves topped with dirty green foam rolled in to a bare brown shore. Mirakle glanced over and saw that Billy was awake. “Are you feeling better?”

“Yeah. Better.”

“You should’ve eaten when we stopped. You need to keep up your strength.”

He shook his head. “I probably couldn’t keep food down.”

“I don’t expect you to help me now. Not after what happened. You’re just too sick and weak.”

“I’ll be okay.” Billy shivered and drew the coarse blanket closer around him, though the Gulf air was thick and sultry. He stared out the window at the rolling waves, amazed at the vista of so much water; the sun was setting behind gray clouds, casting a pearly sheen over the bay.

“I should put you on a bus and send you home,” Dr. Mirakle said. “You know, I … don’t understand what happened last night and maybe I don’t want to, but … it seems to me you’re a very special young man. And possibly you have a very special responsibility, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean … taking this power, or gift, or ability—whatever you choose to call it—and helping those parapsychologists I was telling you about. If you can communicate with the dead—‘lay the dead to rest,’ I suppose you might call it—then you should be working with scientists, not traveling with a two-bit carnival or spending your life in a town the size of a postage stamp. Billy, you have much to offer, perhaps the answer to a great many mysteries … or perhaps the beginning of new ones. Does it … affect you like this, every time?”

“It’s only happened like this once before. That was bad too, but this is … agony. It’s like having a long scream bottled up inside you, but you can’t find your voice to let it out. I feel like I’m burning up, but I’m cold too. There’s too much going on in my head, and I … I can’t think straight.” He sighed, more of a breathy moan, and let his head fall back against the seat, his eyes closed. He had to open them again, quickly, because strange blurred visions—the last things those people had seen before they died in the gondola: spinning sky and blinking lights, fingers curled in the mesh of the canopy, the world turning at frightening speed in a blaze of colors—whirled in his brain.

Dr. Mirakle drove the truck over a long bridge, and then turned off the road into an area of older clapboard houses; most of them were two-storied structures that spoke of the harsh hand of time and salt-air abrasion. Mirakle stopped the truck before a large house with a front porch and boarded-over windows. The white paint was peeling in long strips, showing the bleached gray wood underneath. They sat in the truck for a moment more, as the gray light darkened. “You don’t have to do this,” Mirakle said.

“I know. The way I feel, I don’t even know if I can.”

“Was what you did worth the pain?”

Billy considered the question, then nodded. “Yes. It was.”

“And you’d do the same thing again?”

“I don’t know. I try to … think I’m strong enough, but I’m afraid. And I know that when I’m afraid, I get weaker.” He turned his weary gaze onto Mirakle. “I don’t want to be like I am. I never asked for it. Oh God, if I just could forget about revenants and the black aura and Death for a little while! … I want to be like everybody else.”

“Everybody else is afraid, too,” the man said quietly. “But don’t you understand that you of all people shouldn’t be afraid, because you can see past Death to another kind of life? You know that going into the ground isn’t the end of it; and if you can help other people see that, then … your life can make a difference in the whole scheme of things! My God, what an opportunity you have! If I were in my right mind, I’d try to talk you into touring the country with me, and giving some sort of demonstration of the spirit world! We’d wind up as either millionaires or skid-row bums!”

Billy smiled grimly.

“But,” Mirakle continued, “your future lies far beyond the carnival circuit, Billy. Think about that parapsychology institute I told you about in Chicago. Will you?”

“Okay,” Billy said. “I will.”

“Good. Well. Are you ready? We’ll leave the equipment in the truck for now.” They got out, Billy following Dr. Mirakle up a weeded-over sidewalk. It was all he could do to climb the porch steps.

The interior was filmed with dust and sparsely furnished, though the rooms were large and once might have been quite beautiful. In the front room crates and boxes were stacked everywhere; a rug had been rolled up and stood in a corner with the cobwebs, there was a battered old pale green sofa with sagging springs and a coffee table littered with newspapers and magazines. On either side of an ash-filled fireplace were shelves packed with books. A calendar frozen on April 1968 hung from a nail.

“Forgive the place,” Mirakle said. He left the door open so air could circulate. “I had to board up the windows after the glass was broken out one summer. It wouldn’t be worth putting new glass in. Thank God the electricity still works.”

“Do you have a telephone?” Billy wanted to call the hospital in Birmingham again, to check on Santha Tully. Early this afternoon, when he’d called for the second time, a nurse had told him that Santha was still on the critical list and that the antivenom flown up from Florida had been administered soon after Santha had been brought in.

“No, I’m afraid not. I don’t have any callers. Please, sit down.” He scooped newspapers out of the sofa and dumped them on the floor. “I know you’re concerned about your friend, but I’m sure they’re doing everything they can for her. We’ll find a phone booth later, if you like.”

Billy nodded, wandering over to the bookshelves. He’d seen a pale gray aura around her, not a black one—did that mean there was a chance she might survive?

Mirakle said, “Why don’t you sit down and rest. I’ll look in the kitchen, perhaps I can find something to eat. All right?” Billy nodded, and the man went back through a corridor to the rear of the house. “Chicken noodle okay with you?” he called out in another moment. “It’s canned, so I presume it’s safe to eat.”

“That’s fine, thanks.” Billy stepped into another large room, his shoes stirring up clouds of dust. The room held a cluttered desk and an upright piano with yellow keys. He punched his finger at a few of them, hearing off-key notes ring like a stabbed cat. Then he went through another door into the hallway, and there was the staircase that Dr. Mirakle had told him about. A single bulb studded the ceiling at the top of the stairs, casting a murky gray glow.

Billy touched the banister. He could hear Mirakle wrestling with pots and pans in the kitchen, at the hallway’s end. He climbed the steps slowly, his hand clenching the banister, and when he reached the top he sat down. Water was running in the kitchen. Billy said softly, “Kenneth?” He waited for a few minutes, trying to concentrate through a wall of leftover terrors. “Kenneth?” he whispered.

There was a figure at the bottom of the stairs. It stood motionlessly for a moment, then placed a foot on the first step.

Billy sighed and shook his head. “I don’t think there’s anyone here. There might not have ever been.”

“I know,” Mirakle replied softly. “I … had once hoped that Kenneth was here, but … that’s a selfish hope, isn’t it? If some part of him remained, that would mean he was troubled, wouldn’t it?”

Billy nodded.

“I don’t know what Ellen saw, if indeed she saw anything at all, but we both had to shoulder a lot of pain. I think … seeing Kenneth’s ghost was a way for Ellen to deal with his death, but instead of laying him to rest she tried to resurrect him. He was a very good boy. You would’ve liked him. Is there … is there nothing of him left?”

“Oh yes.” Billy rose to his feet. “You bring him back to life when you remember him. Remembering doesn’t have to be sad; it’s a good thing, because you can keep your son with you all the time, in your heart and your memory. I think he’s resting easy now, and he’s gone on to whatever’s waiting, but he’s still alive inside you.”

Dr. Mirakle smiled wistfully. “Yes. And I guess that’s good enough, isn’t it? Kenneth always remains a young man in my memories; he’s always handsome in his uniform, and he’s always the best son any man could ask for.” He lowered his head and Billy heard him sigh deeply. Then he said, “I’d better check the soup. I’ve been known to burn it,” and returned to the kitchen.

Billy stood at the top of the stairs for a while longer, his hand on the railing. But there was nothing there. Nothing stirred the air around him, nothing tried to make desperate contact, nothing yearned to shrug off its earthly pains and pass on. The house was silent and at peace. Billy descended the stairs and returned to the piano room. He ran his hands over the heat-cracked wood of the piano, tracing fingers over the battered and worn keyboard. He sat down on the bench and hit a single note that reverberated sharply in the air. Then another note, down in the bass register, that moaned like a low wind on a winter’s night. He hit three notes at the same time, and winced at their discordant wail. The next try, though, the sound was sweet and harmonious, like a cooling balm against the fever that churned within him. Looking at the keyboard, trying to figure it out, was a mystery in itself: why were some keys black and others white? How could anybody make music out of it? What did those pedals down there do?

And suddenly he brought both fists crashing down onto the keyboard. Notes shrieked and shrilled, and Billy could feel the vibration thrumming up his wrists, up his forearms, his shoulders, his neck, and right to the top of his skull. The sound was awful, but somehow the energy he’d expended had cracked the hot cauldron of emotions in him, a tiny crack allowing a trickle to escape. Billy hammered again, with his left fist. Then with his right. Then both fists were coming down like pistons, and the house was pounding with a rough, jarring noise that perhaps harmonized with the music of terror and confusion. The old piano seemed about to burst with explosive noise; under Billy’s relentless pounding several pieces of ivory flew off like rotten teeth. But when he stopped and he listened to the last echoes dying away there did seem to be a music in them: an eerie harmony of ignorantly struck chords, fading away now, fading into the very walls of the house. And Billy felt as if that cauldron had split down the middle, all the terrors and pains streaming out and flooding through him into this instrument that stood before him. He felt lightened, cleansed, and exhilarated.

And he remembered his grandmother saying, a long time ago, that it would be up to him to find a way to release the emotions he absorbed through contact with the revenants. She had her pottery, just as his mother had her needlepoint, and now … what was closer to human emotion than music? But how to bring out real music from this assembly of wood and metal wires? How to caress it instead of beating it half to death? How to let it soothe away the pain instead of ripping it out?

“Well,” Dr. Mirakle said from behind him, holding a tray with two bowls of soup, “I’m glad to see my house is still standing. I’m sure the police are on their way by now, but we’ll ask them to join in the jamboree.”

“Is this yours? Do you know how to play it?”

“Me? No, I couldn’t play a kazoo. My wife is … was a piano teacher for a while. Can I venture to say that you’re no Liberace?”

“Who?”

“Never mind. Then again, neither is Liberace a Billy Creekmore. Come on, we’ll eat in the front room, it’s too dark in here.” He paused, because Billy wasn’t rising from the bench. Instead, the boy was fingering the keyboard again, picking at various notes as if he’d stumbled upon Captain Kidd’s treasure. “It’s probably not too hard to learn,” Mirakle said. “I never had the inclination, but there are a stack of old instruction books down in the basement. Are you interested?”

He struck a high note and listened to it sing. “Yes sir.”

“I’ll get them for you, then. They’re probably so mildewed you can’t read them, but …” Mirakle came over and set the tray down atop the piano. He saw the look of excitement in Billy’s eyes, and noticed also that his coloring had improved. It had been a great relief, in a way, to hear that Kenneth was resting far from the confines of this house. “You’ve been a great help to me,” Dr. Mirakle said. “I appreciate all the work you’ve done. I … don’t know what’s ahead for you, but I think I’ll be hearing from you again. At the very least, I hope you’ll write to let me know how you’re doing.”

“Yes sir, I will.”

“I have an idea you’re the kind of young man who means what he says. That’s rare enough in itself, in this day and age. In the morning I’ll take you to the bus station; I would offer you a sizeable increase in pay to join me on the carnival circuit next season, but … you’ve got better things to do, I think.” He smiled. The thought streaked through him that somehow he was losing a second son, and he touched Billy’s shoulder. “The soup’s getting cold. Come on, let’s eat.”

Mirakle took the tray into the front room; Billy paused at the keyboard a moment longer, then joined him. Young man, Mirakle thought, I wish you much luck. That is the very least of what you’ll need on your journey.

And it was possible—no, probable, Mirakle told himself—that sometime before winter’s cold set in he might drive the truck back up to Hawthorne, back to that little shack off from the road, and deliver a piano that might yet learn to sing again.
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BILLY HAD ASKED TO see his father. The simple granite gravestone read JOHN BLAINE CREEKMORE, 1925-1969. It stood up the hill from Link Patterson’s grave, and was sheltered by pine trees that would filter the sun and rain. The earth was still rough from the work of shovels, but soon the pine needles would fall and it would all be covered.

“He went to sleep,” Ramona said, long gray strands of her hair blowing from around her scarf. There were deep lines under her eyes and on each side of her nose, yet she refused to bend to the will of the years; she carried herself strong and straight, her chin uplifted. “I read the Bible to him that night, and we ate a good dinner of vegetables. He talked a lot about you, as he had for the few days before that, and he said he was trying very hard to understand … what we’re like. He said he knew you were going to be a great man, and he’d be proud of you. Then he said he was going to take a nap, and I washed the dishes. When I went in later to see about him, he … was as peaceful as a child. I pulled the covers over him, and then I went to get the doctor.”

Billy touched the granite marker. A chill breeze was sweeping down into their faces from the hills, and already winter was knocking at the door though it was hardly the middle of October. He’d come walking up the road yesterday, lugging his suitcase from the Greyhound bus stop at Coy Granger’s, and had seen his mother out in the field, gathering pecans in a bowl. His father wasn’t sitting on the front porch. The Oldsmobile was gone—sold for scrap, he’d later learned, to pay for his father’s casket. The house was the same, fixed up and painted with the money he’d sent home; but things had changed. He could see the passage of time in his mother’s face, and from what she’d told him his father had died near the time Billy had dreamed of him and his dad walking along the road to Hawthorne. Billy said, “You had to know. The aura. Didn’t you see it?”

“Yes, I did,” Ramona replied quietly. “I knew, and so did he. Your father had made his peace with the world … and especially with himself. He raised you with a good, strong hand and he worked very hard for us. He didn’t always agree with us or understand us, but that was never the point: at the end, he loved us just as much as he always had. He was ready.”

“Ready?” Billy shook his head disbelievingly. “Do you mean he just … wanted to die? No, I don’t believe that!”

She looked at him with a cool, level gaze. “He didn’t fight it. He didn’t want to. At the end he had the mind of a child, and as all children have faith, so did he.”

“But … I … should’ve been here! You should’ve written me! I … didn’t … get to say good-bye! …”

“What would that have changed?” She shook her head and put a hand on his arm. A tear streaked down his cheek, and he let it fall. “You’re here now,” she said. “And though he is not, you’ll always be John Creekmore’s son, and he’ll be in your child’s blood as well. So is he really gone?”

Billy felt the restless wind pulling at him, heard it whispering around the pungent pines. It was true that his father lived within him, he knew, but still … separation was so hard to take. It was so hard not to miss someone, not to cry for him and mourn him; easy to look at death from a distance, more difficult to stare into its face. He already felt a world away from the carnival with its riotous noises and flashing lights; here on this bluff, framed by hills covered with woodland and overshadowed by gray sky, he seemed to stand at the center of a great silence. He ran his hands over the rough gravestone and remembered how his father’s unshaven jaw had felt against his cheek. The world was spinning too fast! he thought; there were too many changes in the wind, and the summer of his childhood seemed lost in the past. For one thing he could be happy: before leaving Mobile yesterday morning, he’d called the hospital in Birmingham and had been told that Santha Tully was going to be all right.

“Winter’s on the way,” Ramona said. “It’s going to be a cold one, too, from the way these pines have grown thick.”

“I know.” He looked at his mother. “I don’t want to be like I am, Mom. I never asked for this. I don’t want to see ghosts and the black aura, I want to be like everybody else. It’s too hard this way; it’s too … strange.”

“Just as your father’s in your blood,” she replied, “so am I. No one ever said it would be easy.…”

“But no one ever gave me a choice, either.”

“That’s true. Because there can be no choice. Oh, you can live as a hermit and shut out the world, as I tried to do after you were born, but sooner or later there comes a knock at your door.”

He thrust his hands into the pockets of his jacket, and hunched over as a cold wind blew around him. Ramona put her arm around him. Her crying was done, but it almost broke her heart to see so much pain in her son. Still, she knew that pain sculpts the soul, molds the will, and would leave him standing stronger when he’d finally straightened up.

After another moment he wiped his eyes on his sleeve and said, “I’m all right. I didn’t mean to … act like a baby.”

“Let’s walk,” she told him, and together they went down the hill among the tombstones, heading toward the road. It was over two miles back to the house, but they were in no hurry.

“What do I do now?” Billy asked.

“I don’t know. We’ll see.” She was silent for a few minutes as they walked, and Billy knew that something important was on her mind. They came to a place where a stream spoke over flat stones, and Ramona suddenly motioned for him to stop. She said, “My legs aren’t what they used to be, I’ll tell you. When I was a girl I could run this distance without breathing hard, and now already I’m hiccuping like a frog.” She sat down on a rock that had people’s initials scraped on it. He lay on his stomach in the grass, watching the pattern of water as it swirled over the stones. “There are things you need to know now,” Ramona said. “I couldn’t have told you while your father was living, though he was well aware of them too. I’m going to tell you, and then you’ll have to make up your own mind about what to do.”

“What things?”

She looked up, watching a squadron of crows fly across her field of vision. Off in the distance there was the faint reflection of sunlight off an airplane, climbing toward the clouds. “The world’s changing so fast,” she said, almost to herself. “People fighting in the streets, killing and hating each other, children trying to escape through God knows what kind of drugs; a war going on and on and on without clarity or point … these things are making me afraid, because evil’s walking without fear; and it changes its shape and voice to gain its own greedy end. It’s reaching out, wanting more and more. You saw it once before, a long time ago, in the smokehouse.”

“The shape changer,” Billy said.

“That’s right. It was testing you, probing at you. It tested you again, at the carnival, but you were stronger than it took you to be.”

“Have you ever seen it?”

“Oh yes. Several times.” She looked at him through narrowed eyes. “It always taunted me and tried to trick me, but I saw through its tricks. I wouldn’t let it get into my mind; I wouldn’t let it make me doubt myself, or my abilities. But now my work’s almost done, Billy. Now the shape changer sees no threat in me; it wants you, and it’ll do everything it can to destroy you.”

“But I’ll be all right, won’t I? As long as I don’t let it into my mind?”

She paused, listening to the sound of wind through the trees. “The shape changer never gives up, Billy,” she said quietly. “Never. It’s as old as time, and it knows the meaning of patience. It means to catch you unawares, in a weak moment. And I think it’s most dangerous when it’s feeding off the dead, like a beast gnawing on bones. It draws in a revenant’s energy to make itself stronger. I wish I could tell you that I know the limits of the shape changer’s powers, but I don’t. Oh, there’s so much you need to know, Billy!” She gazed at him for a moment. “But I can’t teach you. Life will.”

“Then I’ll learn,” he replied.

“You’ll have to.” Ramona sighed deeply. “This is what I have to tell you: you were not born into this world alone.”

Billy frowned. “What?”

“You were one of two,” she said, staring off at the trees. “You were born first, but behind you there was a second child. You were so close inside me that the doctor could only hear one heartbeat, and in those days the medical faculties weren’t very good. So: there were two children, born in a pickup truck on the way to the hospital on a cold night in November. Both of you were born with cauls, a sure sign of spiritual powers. Yours covered your face. His … had torn loose, and he was gripping it in his hands. Even so young, something within your brother made him want to escape his Mystery Walk. You weren’t identical twins, though; you had my coloring, while he looked more like his father.”

Her eyes were dark pools as she gazed solemnly at Billy. “You see, your father and I were very poor. We could hardly feed ourselves, much less two more mouths. We were expecting one, and we had to choose. That was the most terrible decision of my life, son. There’s … a man named Tillman, who buys and sells babies. He bought your brother from us, and he promised to find him a good home.” Her hands clenched into fists, and strain showed on her lined face. “It was … the only thing we could do, and we both agonized over it so long. Your father was never the same after we went through with it. We had to choose, and we chose you. Do you understand?”

“I … think so.” Billy recalled the woman at the tent revival, a long time ago, confessing the sin of selling her baby. God, how that moment must’ve pained his mother!

“For years I thought nothing would come of it,” she said. “Your father and I often wondered what had happened to him, but you were our son and we wanted to give you our full love and attention. But then … I saw him, and I knew from the first minute who he was. I knew that he might have a special power too, but that it might be different from yours … and I saw in his eyes that he was being used without knowing it. I saw him that summer night at the Falconer Crusade. He looks just like your father, but enough like Jimmy Jed Falconer to pass as his son.”

Billy sat frozen for a moment, shocked numb. “No,” he whispered. “No, not him.…”

“You know it’s true. I’ve seen the way you look at each other. You’ve felt the same thing, probably, as him—maybe a kind of curiosity or attraction. I think … both of you need the other, without knowing it. You understand the meaning of your Mystery Walk, but Wayne is afraid and floundering in the dark.”

“Why?” he asked, rising to his feet. He was angry and confused and dazed, and he realized he had always felt a pull toward the young evangelist, but he’d fought against it. “If it was a secret for so long, why tell me now?”

“Because J. J. Falconer passed on this summer. He was all that stood between Wayne and the grinding gears of that Crusade machine he built. Wayne is a young businessman now, and his mind is sealed with Jimmy Jed Falconer’s thumbprint. He’ll follow his father’s path, but he doesn’t know what’s waiting for him at the end of it. He was taught at an early age how to use the power of fear and hatred and call it religion. His spirit is weak, Billy. The shape changer looks for weakness, and if it can use Wayne Falconer against you, it will—in a minute.”

Billy bent and picked up a rock, flinging it into the stream. A bird wheeled for the sky from its cover of brush. “Why does he hate us?”

“He may feel the same pull we do. He may mistake it for our trying to lure him away from what he thinks is the righteous path. He doesn’t understand us, and neither did his father.”

“Do you think he could … ever really heal?” Billy asked her.

“I don’t know. He’s charismatic, there’s no doubt. He can make a person believe they’ve been healed, even if maybe nothing’s wrong with them. Falconer had a hand in teaching him that. But if Wayne can heal, he has to find that power deep inside himself, just like you do when you take on the revenants. He has to hurt, just like you do. The Crusade demands that he heal time after time, with no stopping. I think he pretends to heal so he won’t have to feel that pain, if indeed he ever really felt it. Oh, he may be able to throw those people a spark or two—but if you throw off enough sparks, you don’t have enough left to start a fire when you really need it.”

“What’s going to happen to him?”

“He may crack under the weight of the Crusade, or he might find the strength to stand on his own two feet. For him, that might be turning away from the greed that’s all around him, and finding out he can learn more about his healing power and he doesn’t have to sell it every day on a stage.” She shook her head. “I don’t think he’ll leave the Crusade, though. It would be too much of a leap into the dark for him.”

Billy’s shoulders sagged. Ramona stood up, unsteadily. “We’d better be getting home before it gets dark,” she said wearily.

“No, not yet. I need to … be alone for a while, to think. All right?”

She nodded. “Take all the time you need.” She touched his cheek with a lingering hand, then started to walk away.

He asked, “Are you afraid of him?”

“Yes,” she said. “There’s something in him that wants to come home, but he doesn’t know the way.” She walked on, alongside the littered road, toward Hawthorne.

Billy watched her go, then crossed the stream to lose himself in the forest.
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BENEATH THE SAME FORBIDDING October sky, a group of men in business suits were slowly walking the length of the county’s huge public swimming pool just outside Fayette. The pool was drained and in need of painting.

“I want it rebuilt,” Wayne Falconer was saying to O’Brien, the architect from Birmingham, “in the shape of a Cross. I want the church there.” He pointed to the concessions building. “I want it to be the biggest church this state has ever seen. And I want a fountain in the middle of the pool. One with colored lights. Can you do that?”

O’Brien chewed on a toothpick and nodded thoughtfully. “I think so. Have to be careful with wiring. Don’t want to electrocute anybody. It would be some visual effect though, wouldn’t it?” He grinned. “Not electrocution … I mean the colors.”

Henry Bragg and George Hodges laughed. Bragg was still lean and boyish-looking, only a touch of gray in his stylishly cut sandy-brown hair; as a rule he wore blue blazers and gray slacks with razor-sharp creases. He’d moved his growing family to Fayette four years ago and had taken over the job of chief attorney for the Falconer Crusade, Inc.

George Hodges, by contrast, had not aged so gracefully. He was bald except for a fringe of brown hair, and his face had slowly collapsed into folds under the pull of gravity. He wore a rumpled brown suit, his breast pocket lined with pens.

“I want this to be the biggest baptismal pool in the world,” Wayne said. The Crusade had recently purchased the pool for a million and a half. “People will come here from everywhere, wanting to be baptized. Of course, there’ll be regular swimming here too—for Christian youth only—but the baptisms will be the big thing. It’ll be … like a Christian swim club, but there won’t be membership fees. There’ll be donations to the Falconer Memorial.…” His voice trailed off. He was staring at the high-diving platform, the Tower. He remembered when he was almost ten, and he’d finally gotten the nerve to climb up there and try to jump. Poised on the edge, he felt his knees shaking—and then the older kids down in the pool had started yelling for him to jump, jump, Wayne, jump. It was just too high, and from way up there it looked like a sheet of blue glass that would cut him to pieces. Coming carefully down, he’d tripped and fallen and busted his lip and, crying, had run out to where the church bus was parked to get away from the laughter.

“I want that down,” Wayne said quietly. “The Tower. I want it down, first thing.”

“That’s been here for over twenty-five years, Wayne,” George Hodges said. “It’s sort of a symbol for the whole—”

“Down,” Wayne told him, and Hodges was silent.

At the far end of the pool, Wayne suddenly dismissed Bragg and O’Brien. As the two men walked away, Hodges waited uneasily for Wayne to speak. The young man stared at the pool, took a small bottle from his coat, and popped a pill into his mouth. His eyes were almost the same shade as the pool’s faded paint. “I know I can trust you, George. You’ve always been there when I needed you.” Hodges had done such a good job in his years as the Crusade’s business manager that he could now afford a colonial-style house a few miles from the Falconer estate.

“That’s right, Wayne,” Hodges replied.

Wayne looked at him. “My daddy came again last night. He sat on the foot of my bed, and we had a long talk.”

Hodges’s face pulled tight. Oh God! he thought. Not again!

“He told me that the Creekmore witch and her boy want me now, George. They want to destroy me, like they destroyed my daddy.”

“Wayne,” Hodges said quietly, “please don’t do this. That woman lives in Hawthorne. She’s no threat to you. Why don’t you just forget about her, and let’s go on like—”

“I can feel her wanting me to come to her!” Wayne said. “I can feel her eyes on me, and I can hear her filthy voice, calling to me at night! And that boy’s just as bad as she is! He puts himself in my head sometimes, and I can’t get him out!”

Hodges nodded. Cammy was calling him at all hours of the night now, and driving him crazy with her complaints about Wayne’s fits of black temper. One night last week Wayne had left the house and gone to the airport, flying up in the company Beechcraft and doing loops and circles like a maniac. Wayne wasn’t yet eighteen, yet already he was faced with decisions that would stagger a seasoned business executive. Maybe it was understandable, Hodges thought, that Wayne should pretend to be counseled by his father’s ghost as a way of shouldering the burden.

“My daddy says the Creekmores should burn in Hell,” Wayne was saying. “He says, “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’ ”

“Wayne, we sent some people over to Hawthorne to ask around about her, just as you wanted. She stays to herself and never goes out, her son went and joined the circus or something, and her husband died not too long ago. She’s strange, but so what? She’s nothing but a faker. If she could really see ghosts and all that junk, then why isn’t she out doing seances or stuff like that for rich people? And your daddy is dead, Wayne. He doesn’t come to you at night. He doesn’t advise you about business deals. Please, Wayne. Let him go.”

Wayne blinked and touched his forehead gingerly. “I’m tired,” he said. “All these meetings make me so tired. I wish I could sleep at night. I need more sleeping pills. The ones you got me before aren’t strong enough.”

“They’d knock out a horse!” Hodges grasped Wayne’s arm. “Now listen to me. You’ve got to stop taking so many pills! I swear to God I could cut my throat for getting you that damned Percodan! Now you take stuff to put you to sleep and stuff to get you up in the morning.”

“Daddy says for me to,” Wayne said, his face expressionless.

“No. No more pills.” Hodges shook his head and started to walk away.

“George?” Wayne’s voice was soft and silken. Hodges stopped in his tracks and clenched his fists at his sides. “George, you forget. If I can’t sleep, I can’t address all those civic groups I’m supposed to meet with. I can’t do the radio and the television shows. I can’t go over the magazine material. I can’t plan for next year’s revival circuit. Can I?”

Hodges turned, his face reddening. “You don’t need any more damned pills, Wayne!”

“Get them. Or I’ll find someone who will.”

Oh, that would be just dandy! Hodges thought. If someone outside the organization found out that Little Wayne Falconer was turning into a junkie, and having strange delusions as well, the press would tear the Crusade to pieces! “You need help. And not the kind you get from pills.”

Wayne’s eyes flashed. “I said get them for me, George! I want to be able to sleep without hearing that witch and her boy calling my name!”

Hodges knew he should say no. He knew he should tell Henry about the delusions. Wayne was coming apart at the seams. The entire Crusade was in danger. But his mouth opened and he said in a harsh rasp, “This is the last time, damn it! Do you hear me? If you ask me again, I walk. I swear it!”

Wayne smiled. “Fine. Now, I want this done too: I want an electric fence put up around the house by the time I get back from Nashville. And I want a new watchman hired. A younger man. I don’t feel safe in the house anymore.”

Hodges nodded grimly.

Wayne patted his back. “I know I can depend on you. Daddy says so.” And then Wayne walked away to rejoin Bragg and O’Brien, new confidence in his stride.

George Hodges was in agony. The boy was killing himself with those pills! He’d promised J.J. he’d do his best to help Wayne with the business, but very often now he thought that they were all in danger of being consumed by a monstrous machine that had very little to do with personal worship. The Christian rock bands, the prayer cloths and the Clowns for Jesus at those revival meetings were just too much!

“George?” Bragg called to him. “What’re you dreamin’ about?”

I could walk away from it, he told himself. Yes. Anytime I want to. But he switched a ragged smile on his face and said, “Nothing. You boys want to get some lunch? I know a place that serves fine barbecue.”
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THE LIGHTS WERE LOWERED in the projection room. Mr. Niles picked up the telephone receiver set into the arm of his chair. “Mr. Krepsin’s ready,” he said.

A thin beam of light hit the screen. Luxuriating on a deserted beach was a beautiful brunette in a black skintight bikini. Palms stirred indolently behind her as she combed her long, shining black hair. She glanced at the camera, smiling as she spread suntan oil across her stomach. She undid her bikini top and tossed it aside.

Lovely young woman, Niles thought. Coarse-looking, but certainly attractive. The projector was silent, but the room itself seemed to breathe: there was a muted noise of machinery at work, and the hiss of manufactured air. Niles was a lean man of indeterminate age; though his close-cropped hair was gray, his face was as smooth as a teenager’s. His deep-set eyes were such a pale tint of gray that they seemed almost white. He wore a lightweight dark blue suit, comfortable for the Palm Springs climate. Around him the room throbbed quietly; the air was being cleaned over and over again, drawn in and out of a maze of hidden ducts in the thick, windowless walls. There was a faint aroma of pine-scented disinfectant.

On the screen, the young woman smiled nervously and took off her bikini bottom. There was a small dark birthmark on her lower stomach. A man, heavyset and wearing only khaki slacks, stepped into the frame, his back to the camera. Without ceremony he took off his pants.

“This time the photography’s very clear, isn’t it?” A large, indistinct shape sitting in a special double-width seat a few chairs away from Niles stirred slightly. Heavy-duty springs moaned. A football-shaped bald head was tilted to one side, and tiny black eyes glinted in thick folds of flesh. “Yes, very good. You see all the details in this film.” His breathing was like the harsh noise of a bellows, and he had to gulp for air between words. “I didn’t like the last two films. Too grainy.”

“Yes sir.” Niles watched the sexual acrobatics on the screen with only mild interest.

“Popcorn?” the obese man asked, offering a box to Niles.

“No thank you.”

He grunted and dug one hand into the buttered popcorn, then filled his mouth. A second man, thin and with the tattoo of a skull on his shoulder, had joined in the action.

Niles never knew what films they’d be viewing. Sometimes they were simply parodies of Roadrunner or Tom and Jerry cartoons, other times old and rare silent films. Usually, though, they were like these—sent up from Mexico by Señor Alvarado. They didn’t bother Niles, but he thought they were a waste of good film.

The girl lay on her stomach in the sand, her eyes closed. She was obviously exhausted. The first man came back onscreen. He was carrying a ball peen hammer.

The bulk of bone and fat had leaned forward. He tilted the popcorn to his mouth and then put the empty box on the floor. He wore a royal-blue caftan that seemed the size of a tent. “She doesn’t know, does she?” Augustus Krepsin said quietly. “She thinks she’s going to take her money and go buy herself a new dress, doesn’t she?”

“Yes sir.”

The hammer rose and fell. Krepsin’s hands clenched in his lap. The second man, now wearing a black mask, stepped back onto the screen. He pulled the cord on a chain saw he was holding, and his skinny arms vibrated.

Krepsin’s breathing was audible; his eyes darted from one figure to the next as the true action and intent of the film unfolded. When the screen finally went black, Niles could hear Krepsin’s soft moan of pleasure. The projectionist was smart enough not to turn the lights up yet. Then Krepsin said, in a childlike voice, “I want light now, Mr. Niles.”

He relayed the order through the telephone. As the lights slowly came up, Krepsin was leaning back in his chair with an oxygen mask pressed to his face, his eyes closed.

Niles watched him for a few silent moments. He’d worked for Augustus Krepsin for almost six years, first as a liaison between Krepsin and the overlords of organized crime in Mexico, now as a companion and righthand man here in Palm Springs. Still, he knew very little about the man. Krepsin was the king of his own hard-won empire. He had originally come to this country from Greece before World War II, and somewhere along the line Krepsin had become entranced with two subjects: death and disease. He talked about each with a clinical interest, and he watched the snuff films as if he could see the center of the universe in a dismembered corpse. Krepsin had built his Palm Springs fortress with strict cleanliness in mind, and rarely ventured out of it.

The telephone in the arm of Niles’s chair buzzed softly. He picked up the receiver. “Yes?”

The operator said, “Mr. Niles? Jack Braddock’s on the line again from Nashville.”

“Mr. Krepsin doesn’t want to be disturbed. Tell Braddock—”

“Just a moment,” Krepsin said. “Jack Braddock?” He breathed deeply and then took off his oxygen mask. “I’ll talk to him.” Krepsin’s organization had taken over Braddock’s Essex Records Company in Nashville several years ago. Essex was continuing to lose money, and there had been a record-pirating scandal two years ago that Essex had barely squeaked out of. Krepsin was beginning to regret letting such a poor manager as Braddock stay on, though Essex had been purchased primarily as an avenue to launder dirty money.

Niles told the operator to put the call through, and Krepsin answered the phone. “What do you want?”

There was a startled intake of air almost fifteen hundred miles away. “Uh … sorry to bother you, Mr. Krepsin. But somethin’s come up that I need to—”

“Why don’t you take speech lessons, Braddock? Everyone down there sounds as if they haven’t had a good bowel movement in years. I can send you some herbal pills that will clean you out.”

Braddock laughed nervously.

“I hope your line is green,” Krepsin said. A bugged line would be “red.” After the pirating mess, Krepsin suspected the FBI tapped Essex’s phones.

“I’m calling from a pay phone.”

“All right. What is it?”

“Well, I got a visit from a lawyer named Henry Bragg yesterday afternoon. He represents the Falconer Crusade, and they want to start making records. They’re looking for an independent company to buy, and—”

“Falconer Crusade? What is that?”

“Religious bunch. They’re into publishing, radio, lots of stuff. I don’t suppose you get the ‘Wayne Falconer Power Hour’ on TV out there, do you?”

“I don’t watch television. It sends out radiation, and radiation causes bone cancer.”

“Oh. Yes sir. Well, this Mr. Bragg is backed by a lot of money. They want to make an offer for Essex.”

Krepsin was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Essex is not for sale. Not to anyone. We worked too hard getting through our troubles with the authorities to give it up just yet. Is this the important reason you’ve called me?”

On the other end, Braddock coughed. Krepsin knew the man was addicted to cigars, and he thought: Throat cancer. Malignant cells, running rampant through Braddock’s body. Disease breeding disease. “There is one other thing I thought you might be interested in,” Braddock said. “Wayne Falconer. He runs the whole Crusade from a little town in Alabama. He’s only about twenty years old, but he’s a hell of a preacher. And he’s a healer, too.”

Krepsin paused. His face folded in thought. “Healer?”

“Yes sir. Cures people of all kinds of diseases. I saw him straighten a man’s back on television last week, saw him heal a pair of crippled legs, too. Bragg says they want to make self-healing records for people to listen to. He says the boy wants to tour Essex, if it’s on the market.

“A healer?” Krepsin asked. “Or is he simply a good actor?”

“An awful lot of people believe in him. And like I say, that Crusade’s just rollin’ in the money.”

“Oh?” Krepsin grunted softly, his small black eyes glittered. “A healer? Mr. Braddock, I may have been hasty. I want you to contact those people. Let them tour Essex. Talk it up. I’m going to send Mr. Niles to represent the corporation. You and he will work together, and I want to know everything about this Falconer boy. Understand?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. And one more thing: I don’t want Mr. Niles returning to Palm Springs with his suits fouled by cigar smoke. Now get in contact with those people at once.” He hung up and turned toward Niles. “You’re leaving for Nashville today. I want something called the Falconer Crusade thoroughly investigated. I want to know everything about a boy named Wayne Falconer.”

“Yes sir,” Niles said. “May I ask why?”

“Because he’s either a cunning charlatan—or he’s a genuine healer. And if that’s so, I want him here. With me. It’s time for my massage now.”

Niles helped Krepsin rise from the chair. The man’s huge bulk—over four hundred pounds on a large-boned frame five-feet six-inches tall—left its shape impressed in the leather. As they neared the door, an electric eye triggered the mechanism that both unlocked the door and started a new flow of charcoal-filtered air in the outside corridor.

After they’d gone, a Mexican maid in a long white smock entered the empty projection room and began vacuuming the carpet. She wore spotless white gloves and white cotton slippers, and across the lower half of her face was a surgical mask.
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THERE WAS A LETTER from Dr. Mirakle in the mailbox today. Billy read it as he walked up the hill to the house in the clear golden light of late October.

Dr. Mirakle said he had his eye on a cottage in Florida. He asked if Billy had read the last batch of books on spiritualism he’d sent, and how his piano lessons were coming along. He asked also if Billy had given any more thought to visiting that institute in Chicago.

Billy slipped the letter back into its envelope. Since that strange autumn three years ago, Dr. Mirakle had written frequently, and often sent him books on a variety of subjects. He’d visited once, about three months after Billy had come home to find his father buried, and had brought the old piano, tuned and repaired, that now stood in the front room.

Six months after that, a letter had come from Chicago, marked special delivery and addressed to Mr. Billy Creekmore. Its return address was The Hillburn Institute, 1212 Cresta Street in Chicago. In the crisp white envelope was a typewritten letter from a Dr. Mary Nivens Hillburn, who said she was writing because of some correspondence the institute had had with a Mr. Reginald Merkle of Mobile. Merkle, the doctor wrote, had impressed upon her and the institute’s staff that Billy might be of interest to them. Were there other witnesses who could verify Billy’s “allegedly paranormal abilities?” He’d let his mother read it, then had put it away in a drawer. He’d heard nothing further from them.

The house was painted white, its windows glinting with sunlight. A wisp of smoke curled from the chimney. Around the house the trees had burst into color, and in the breeze there was a faint chill of approaching winter. An old brown pickup truck, an ugly and unreliable beast bought over a year before with money from a sizable corn crop, rested in front of the house. The Creekmore place was now one of the last houses that didn’t have electricity, but Billy didn’t mind. The dark wasn’t threatening, and late at night the kerosene lanterns cast a soft golden glow that was much better, to his way of thinking, than harsh white electricity.

He was less than a month shy of turning twenty-one. In the last three years he’d grown another two inches and had gained twenty pounds, all of it firm muscle that came from hard outdoor work. His face had sharpened and matured, and thick dark curls tumbled over his forehead; his dark eyes glittered with an earthy intelligence, and could shine with good humor as well. He walked up onto the front porch and went into the house, past the upright piano in the front room; he’d been taking lessons for two years from a retired music teacher at two dollars a week, and had progressed from pounding hell out of the instrument to letting it draw the moods from him as his fingers rippled across the keyboard. Many evenings his mother sat with her needlepoint, listening to the slightly warped chords but appreciating the feeling behind the music.

“Any mail?” she called from the kitchen.

“One letter, from Dr. Mirakle. He says hello.” He sat down in a chair before the hearth and read Dr. Mirakle’s letter again. When he looked up, Ramona was standing over him, drying her hands on a dishrag. “Did he mention that place again?” she asked quietly.

He nodded and handed her the letter, but she didn’t read it.

“Chicago. I wonder what kind of city that is?”

“Probably dirty,” Billy replied. “They’ve got gangsters up there, too.”

Ramona smiled. “I believe that was a long time ago you’re thinking of. But I suppose there are gangsters just about everywhere.” She rubbed her callused fingers; they were stiff and unresponsive. The lines in her face were many and deep. “I wonder what that institute would be like. Don’t you wonder sometimes?”

“No.”

“We could afford a bus ticket, if you wanted to go. From what I recall, they were eager to hear from you.”

Billy grunted, watching the small tongues of flame in the hearth. “They’d probably treat me like a freak.”

“Are you afraid to go?”

“I don’t want to go.”

“That’s not what I asked.” She stood over him for a moment more, then she went to a window and looked out. The breeze stirred reddening leaves. “You’ll be twenty-one in November,” she said. “I know … things happened to you when you joined that Ghost Show. I know that you came back home bearing scars. That’s all right. Only tough folks carry scars. Maybe I shouldn’t stick my nose in where it doesn’t belong, but … I think you should go to that institute, I think you should see what they have to say.”

“I don’t belong up there.…”

“No.” Ramona turned toward him. “You don’t belong here. Not anymore. The land and the house are in fine shape, and now you’re just filling up your days trying to stay busy. What kind of life is ahead for you in Hawthorne? Answer me that.”

“A good life. I’ll work hard, and I’ll read, and I’ll keep up my music …”

“… and there goes another year, doesn’t it? Boy, have you forgotten everything your grandmother and I tried to teach you about the Mystery Walk? That you have to be strong enough to follow it wherever it leads, and that it’s up to you break new ground? I’ve taught you all I know about the ceremony, about the use of the jimsonweed and hemp, and how to recognize the mushrooms that must be dried and crushed into powder to be smoked. I’ve taught you what I know of the shape changer, and how it can use other souls against yours; I’ve taught you to be proud of your heritage, and I thought you’d learned how to see by now.”

“See? See what?”

“Your future,” she said. “The Choctaw doesn’t choose who’s to make the Walk; only the Giver of Breath can make that choice. Oh, many before you lost their faith or their courage, or had their minds swept away by evil forces. But when evil can break the chain of the Mystery Walk, then all that’s gone before is disrupted, all the learning and experience and pain might just as well be for nothing. I know that it left a scar on you that summer and autumn; but you can’t let it win. The ceremony is important, but most important is what’s out there.” Ramona motioned toward the window. “The world.”

“It’s not my world,” Billy said.

“It can be. Are you afraid? Are you giving up?”

Billy was silent. His experience on the Octopus was still burned into him, and there had been many nightmares of it to keep the wounds raw. Sometimes a cobra reared up in the darkness, and sometimes he had a gun that wouldn’t fire as the thing coiled closer toward him. Soon after arriving home that autumn, he’d taken the bus to Birmingham and had gone to the hospital to see Santha Tully. The nurse there had told him that Santha Tully had left the day before, and had gone back to New Orleans; he’d stood in the empty room she’d occupied, knowing he’d never see her again. He silently wished her good luck.

“I’m not afraid,” he said. “I just don’t want to be … treated like a freak.”

“And you think they will, at this institute in Chicago? You understand who and what you are; what else matters? But if the institute works with people like us, then they can teach you … and learn from you as well. I think that’s where you belong.”

“No.”

Ramona sighed and shook her head. “Then I’ve failed, haven’t I? You’re not strong enough. Your work isn’t done—it hasn’t really started—and already you think you deserve rest. You don’t, not yet.”

“Damn it!” Billy said sharply, and abruptly stood up. “Leave me alone!” He snatched Dr. Mirakle’s letter from her and angrily ripped it up, throwing the pieces into the fireplace. “You don’t understand what it was like on the Octopus! You didn’t hear it! You didn’t feel it! Leave me alone!” He started past her, toward the front door.

“Billy,” Ramona said softly. When he turned, she held out the piece of coal in the palm of her hand. “I found this on the top of your dresser this morning. Why did you take it out of the drawer?”

He couldn’t remember if he had or not. Ramona tossed it to him. There seemed to be heat in it, and it gleamed like a black, mysterious amulet.

“Your home is here,” she said. “It’ll always be here. I can take care of myself, the house, and the land; I’ve done it before. But you’ve got to go into the world and use what you know, and learn more about yourself. If you don’t you’ve wasted everything that’s gone before you.”

“I need to think,” he told her. “I’m not sure what to do.”

“You’re sure. You’re just taking your time coming around to it.”

Billy clenched the piece of coal in his fist. He said, “I want to sleep out tonight, out in the forest. I want to be by myself for as long as it takes.”

Ramona nodded. “I’ll get some food ready for you, if you …”

“No. If I can’t catch my food or dig it up, I won’t eat. I’ll just need a sleeping bag.”

She left the room to get what he wanted. Billy put the coal into his pocket and stepped out onto the porch; he wanted to lie on Southern earth tonight, to watch the stars move and let his mind drift. It was true that he’d felt the Hillburn Institute in Chicago pulling at him. He was curious as to what kind of place it might be and what might lie ahead of him in a city that size. Chicago seemed as far away as China, and just as foreign. It was true also that he was afraid.

He faced the horizon, ablaze with the colors of late autumn. The musky scent of dead summer wafted in the air like old wine. He didn’t want to leave all the work to his mother, but he knew she was right; the Mystery Walk was beckoning him onward, and he had to follow.

Ready or not, he thought, recalling the games of hide-and-seek he used to play with Will Booker, whose symbol of faith in Billy’s potential rested in his jeans pocket, here I come.…
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THE BLUE-AND-SILVER Canadair Challenger had been in the air for less than an hour, and was now streaking over central Arkansas at twenty-three thousand feet. The late October sky was a dazzling blue, while beneath the jet a rainstorm whipped Little Rock.

Wayne Falconer, sitting in the plane’s “quiet pocket”—the area just behind the flight deck—was stunned and delighted. This silent eagle made his Beechcraft seem like a clumsy moth. Leaving the ground at Fayette’s airport had been one of the most sublime feelings he’d experienced. Up here the sky was so clear and blue, and he felt as if he’d left his worldly responsibilities very far behind. He wanted a jet like this, he had to have one and that was all there was to it.

The business jet’s interior was done in dark blue and black, with a lot of shining chrome and waxed wood surface. The motorized swivel-and-reclining seats were upholstered in black Angus steerhide, and there was a long comfortable-looking sofa next to a fruit and vegetable juice bar. Danish teakwood tables were bolted to the carpeted floor in case of rough weather; on one of the tables were neatly arranged copies of the Falconer Crusade’s magazine. Everything in the long, spacious cabin sparkled with cleanliness, as if someone had polished every fixture and surface with a strong disinfectant cleanser. The oval Plexiglass windows, George Hodges had noticed, didn’t have one streak or fingerprint on them. He’d decided that this Mr. Augustus Krepsin must be a very fastidious man, though something about the display of Crusade magazines bothered him; it was maybe too clever, and was trying to win Wayne over too fast. Krepsin’s assistant, Mr. Niles, bothered Hodges too. The man was polite, intelligent, and well informed about the Crusade’s business policies, but there was something about his eyes that disturbed Hodges; they looked soulless, and they lingered on Wayne far too often.

Hodges sat a few seats behind Wayne, closer to the high whine of the twin jet engines at the rear of the fuselage. Niles, Hodges had noticed, was quick to take the seat across the aisle from Wayne. Henry Bragg was paging through a Field and Stream a couple of seats behind him. Bragg was pleased to be away from his wife and three stairstep children; he sipped ginger ale through a straw and watched the clouds move far below, a dreamy and contented smile on his face.

Beth, their attractive young flight attendant, came down the aisle with a cup of orange juice for Wayne. The cabin was more than eight feet wide and six feet high, so she had no trouble making her way to the young man. “Here you go,” she said with a sunny smile. “Can I get you a magazine?”

“No, thank you. What’s our airspeed now, ma’am?”

“Beth. Oh, I think we’re flying around five hundred miles per hour by now. I understand you’re a pilot.”

“Yes, ma’am. Beth, I mean. I’ve got a Beechcraft Bonanza, but it’s nothing like this. I’ve always loved planes and flying. I … always feel so free when I’m up in the air.”

“Have you ever been to California?”

He shook his head, sipped at the orange juice, and put the cup down on his service tray.

“Sun and fun!” Beth said. “That’s the life-style there.”

Wayne smiled, though uneasily. For some reason, Beth reminded him of a half-forgotten nightmare: a dark-haired girl slipping on a slick platform, the awful noise of her head hitting the sharp edge, the sound of painfully exhaled breath and water closing over her like a black shroud. In the past three years his face and body had thickened, and the texture of his red hair had become dense and wiry. His eyes were deep-set and glowed as blue as the sky beyond the jet’s windows. But they were haunted eyes, holding back secrets, and there were purplish hollows beneath them. He was very pale except for a few rashes of late-blooming acne across his cheeks. “Beth?” he said. “Do you go to church?”

Mr. Niles had given her a thorough briefing on Wayne Falconer before they’d left Palm Springs. “Yes I do,” she said, still smiling. “As a matter of fact, my father was a minister just like yours was.”

Across the aisle, Niles’s eyes were closed. He smiled very slightly. Beth was a resourceful person who could think on her feet.

“An evangelist,” Wayne corrected her. “My daddy was the greatest evangelist that ever lived.”

“I’ve never seen you on television, but I’ll bet it’s a good show.”

“I hope it does good for people. That’s what I’m trying to do.” He smiled wanly at her, and was pleased when she returned his smile with sunny wattage. She left him to his thoughts, and he drank his orange juice. He had just finished a three-day-long healing revival in Atlanta. It was estimated that he’d touched five thousand in the Healing Line, and he’d preached three scorching hellfire-and-brimstone messages. He was bone-tired, and in two weeks the Falconer Crusade was booked into the Houston Astrodome for yet another revival. If only he could find a record of a jet engine in flight, Wayne thought, maybe he could sleep better; the sound would soothe him, and he could pretend he was very far away from the Crusade, flying across a night sky sparkled with stars.

His daddy had told him buying this record company was a smart move to make. He should listen to this Mr. Krepsin, and trust in what the man said, his daddy had told him. It would all work out for the best.

“Wayne?” Mr. Niles was standing over him, smiling. “Come on up to the flight deck with me, will you?”

Niles led the way forward and pulled aside a green curtain. Wayne was breathless at the sight of the cockpit, with its magnificent control panel, its gleaming toggles and gauges and dials. The pilot, a husky man with a broad sunburned face, grinned below his smoke-tinted sunglasses and said, “Hi there, Wayne. Take the co-pilot’s seat.”

Wayne slipped into glove-soft leather. The engine noise was barely audible way up here; there was only the quiet hissing of air around the Challenger’s nose. The windshield gave an unobstructed, wide-angle view of brilliant blue sky dotted with high, fleecy cirrus clouds. Wayne noticed the movements of the control yoke before him, and knew the jet was flying under autopilot command. The instruments he faced—altimeter airspeed indicator, horizontal situation indicator, attitude director, and a few more he didn’t recognize—were set in a Basic T formation, similar to the Beechcraft panel but of course much more complex. Between the pilot and co-pilot was a console holding the engine thrust throttles, the weather radar controls, the speed brake lever, and other toggle switches Wayne knew nothing about. He stared at the panel with rapt fascination.

“Everything’s right there,” the pilot said, “if you know where to look for it. My name’s Jim Coombs. Glad to have you aboard.” He shook Wayne’s hand with a hard, firm grip. “Mr. Niles tells me you’re a flyer. That right?”

“Yes sir.”

“Okay.” Coombs reached up to an overhead console and switched off the autopilot. The control yokes stopped their slight correction of ailerons and elevators; the Challenger slowly began to nose upward. “Take her and see how she feels.”

Wayne’s palms were sweating as he gripped the guidance wheel and placed his feet against the hard rubber pedals that controlled the rudder.

“Scan your instruments,” Coombs said. “Airspeed’s still on autopi, so don’t worry about that. Bring your nose down a few degrees. Let’s level her off.”

Wayne pushed the yoke forward, and the Challenger instantly responded, the silver nose dropping back to level flight. He had overestimated, though, and had to pull slightly up from a six-degree downward pitch. The plane began to roll just a bit to the right, and Coombs let Wayne work with the yoke and pedals until he’d gotten the jet trimmed again. The controls needed a feather-light but decisive touch, and compared to this he’d had to fight the Beechcraft across the sky. He grinned and said in a shaky voice, “How was that?”

Coombs laughed. “Fine. Of course, we’re about a hundred miles off our flight path, but you’re okay for a prop-jockey. Want to co-pilot me into Palm Springs?”

Wayne beamed.

Less than two hours later the Challenger was landing at Palm Springs Municipal Airport. In the co-pilot’s seat, Wayne watched intently as Coombs went through the landing procedure.

Two Lincoln Continental limousines awaited the Challenger. Wayne was escorted by Niles into the first one, and Hodges and Bragg climbed into the other. They started off together, but after ten minutes the Mexican driver of the second limo announced he felt “something funny” and pulled off the expressway. He got out to check, and reported that the left rear tire was going flat. Hodges watched the car carrying Niles and Wayne driving away out of sight, and he said tersely, “Fix it!”

The driver had already pocketed a small icepick-like blade as he unlocked the trunk to get the spare.

Wayne was driven along the edge of a huge golf course. A purple line of mountains undulated in the distance. Everywhere there was green grass being saturated with water from sprinklers, and palm trees sprouted bright green fans. The limo turned into a residential area where only roofs and palm trees showed high above stone walls. A uniformed watchman waved to them and opened a pair of wide wrought-iron gates. The limo continued up a long driveway bordered with bursts of red and yellow flowers, carefully trimmed hedges, and a few large species of cactus. Gardeners were at work, pruning and spraying. Wayne caught a glimpse of a red-slate roof capped with turrets, and then there was a huge structure before him that was perhaps the strangest house he’d ever seen.

It was made of pale brownish stone, and was a riot of angles and protuberances, blocks upon blocks, high towers, mansard roofs and gables and Gothic arches and masonry carved in geometric shapes and statuelike figures. It looked like the work of ten insane architects who’d all decided to build a structure on the same property and connect them with clothes, parapets, and sheltered walkways. Work was still going on, Wayne saw; more stones were being placed one atop the other by workmen on a scaffolding. There was no telling how many floors the place had, because one level seemed to stop in midair and another shot up at a different place. But, oddly, only the ground floor had windows.

The limo pulled under a porte cochere, and Mr. Niles escorted Wayne up a few stone stairs to a massive front door. It was opened for them by a white-jacketed Mexican butler with a brown, seamed face. “Mr. Krepsin’s expecting you, Mr. Falconer,” the butler said. “You can go up immediately.”

“This way,” Niles said. He led Wayne across a gleaming hardwood floor to an elevator; when the elevator doors opened, a rush of cool dry air came out. As they ascended, Wayne could hear the quiet throbbing of machinery somewhere in the house, growing louder as they rose.

“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?” he asked.

“They’ll be along.” The doors slid open.

They stood in a featureless white room. A pair of glass doors stood just opposite them, and beyond that was a dimly lit corridor. Machinery hissed and hummed from the walls, and Wayne could smell the distinct odor of disinfectant.

“If you’ll be so kind,” Niles said, “as to take off your shoes? You can put these on.” He stepped across to a chrome-topped desk and picked up one of the several pairs of cotton slippers. A box of surgical gloves sat atop the desk as well. “Also, if you’ll take any change you might have in your pockets and put it in one of these plastic bags? Currency, too.”

Wayne took his shoes off and slipped into the cotton ones. “What’s this all about?”

Niles did the same, taking the change out of his pockets and putting it in a bag. “Shoes and money carry bacteria. Will you put on a pair of gloves, please? Ready? Follow me, then.” He pressed a button on the wall next to the doors and they slid quickly open, like a pair of automatic supermarket doors. When Wayne followed him through, into an atmosphere that was cooler and noticeably drier than the rest of the house, the doors thunked shut like the closing of a bear trap. The corridor, illuminated by recessed lighting, was totally bare and uncarpeted; the thick stone walls radiated a chill, and somewhere in them an air-purifying system hissed faintly.

Wayne was taken almost to the end of the corridor, to a pair of large oak doors. Niles pressed a buzzer set into the wall, and a few seconds later Wayne heard the sound of the doors unlocking electronically. “Go right in,” Niles said. Wayne, his stomach twisted into nervous knots and his head aching again, stepped through the doors.

There were skeletons in the room. Skeletons of fish, birds, animals, and one of a human being, laced together with wire and standing in a corner beneath a track light’s beam. Smaller skeletons, of lizards and rodents, were placed under glass display cases. The doors closed automatically behind Wayne, and a lock softly clicked.

“Welcome.”

Wayne looked toward the sound of that voice. In front of glass-enclosed bookcases there was a teakwood desk topped with a green blotter. A man sat in a wide, high-backed black leather chair, a track light shining down upon a white, bald head. The room was wood-paneled, and on the floor was a dark blue Persian rug with gold figures. Wayne stepped closer to him, and saw that the head sat atop a mountain of caftan-dressed flesh; his face was made up of folds within folds, and small black eyes glittered. He smiled, showing tiny white teeth. “I’m so glad you could come,” the man said. “May I call you Wayne?”

Wayne glanced uneasily around at the mounted skeletons. There was an entire skeleton of a horse, caught in midstride.

Augustus Krepsin waited until Wayne had almost reached the desk, then extended a hand. Only after Wayne had shaken it did he realize Krepsin was also wearing flesh-colored surgical gloves. “Please, sit down.” Krepsin motioned toward a chair. “Can I offer you something? Fruit juice? Vitamins to perk you up?”

“No, thanks.” Wayne took the seat. “I had a sandwich on the plane.”

“Ah, the Challenger! How’d you like it?”

“It was … fine. Mr. Coombs is a good pilot. I … don’t know what happened to the others. They were in the car right behind us.…”

“They’ll be along soon, I’m sure. I see you’re intrigued by my collection, aren’t you?”

“Well, I … I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

Krepsin grinned. “Bones. The very framework of the body. Strong, durable, highly resistant to disease, yet … sadly, often the first thing to weaken in a body. I’m fascinated by the mysteries of the human body, Wayne: its flaws and faults as well as its strengths.” He motioned toward the human skeleton. “What a grand design, isn’t it? Yet … doomed to return to dust. Unless, of course, you treat it and varnish it and wire it together so it won’t dissolve for a few hundred years.”

Wayne nodded, his hands clasped together in his lap.

“You’re a handsome young man,” Krepsin said. “Twenty-one next month, am I right? Lived in Fayette all your life? You know, there’s something about a Southern accent that’s so … earthy. I’ve become quite a fan of yours, Wayne. I had Mr. Niles obtain video tapes of some of your shows when he visited Nashville, and I’ve watched them all several times. You have quite a commanding presence for such a young man.”

“Thank you.”

Krepsin’s large head dipped in respect. “You’ve come a long way, I understand. Now you have an influential television show, a radio station that’s turning at least a hundred thousand in profits every year, and a publishing company that will break even sometime in 1974. You speak before approximately a half-million people per year, and your foundation is planning to build a four-year Christian university before 1980.”

“You’ve been checking up on me,” Wayne said.

“Just as your Mr. Hodges has been asking questions about the Ten High Corporation. It’s only good business.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “But I’m sure you know what needs to be known: I own Ten High. Ten High owns a controlling interest in Essex Records. You want to purchase Essex Records for a million and a half, and so you’re sitting in my study.”

Wayne nodded. He said calmly, “Is Essex worth that much?”

Krepsin responded with a soft laugh. “Ha! My boy, you made the offer. Is it worth that much to you?”

“Essex lost two hundred thousand last year alone,” Wayne replied. “It’s lost clout in the country-western music business, and Essex can’t afford to lure in hit-producing artists. I want to pump new money into it, and start it all over as a gospel label.”

“So I understand,” Krepsin said quietly. “You’re a very bright young man, Wayne. You have … a great insight, as well as a very special ability. Tell me something, now, and your answer will never go beyond this room: I’ve watched your television shows over and over, I’ve seen the expressions of these people who pass through—what do you call it?—the Healing Line.” His head bent forward, jowls and chin hanging. “Are you really a healer? Or is it … trickery?”

Wayne paused. He wanted to get up and leave this room, get away from this strange house and this man with the black eyes. But he remembered that his daddy had told him to trust Mr. Krepsin, and he knew his daddy wouldn’t tell him wrong. He said, “I am a healer.”

“And you can heal any kind of sickness? Any kind of … disease?”

From a distance of time and space Wayne seemed to hear a whispered but accusing voice: Do you know what you’re doing, son? He shut his mind on years of accumulated doubts that had haunted him in the night. “Yes.”

Krepsin sighed and nodded. “Yes. You can, can’t you? I’ve seen it in your face; I’ve seen it in the faces of those you’ve healed. You conquer the fading flesh and brittle bone. You conquer the filth of disease, and drive out the germs of Death. You … hold the power of Life itself, don’t you?”

“Not me. God works through me.”

“God?” Krepsin blinked, and then his smile was back. “Of course. You could have Essex Records, as my gift to your Crusade. But I’d prefer to stay on in a consulting position. I like the idea of going gospel. There’s a lot of money to be made in it.”

Wayne frowned. For an instant he thought he’d seen something dark and huge standing behind Krepsin—something bestial. But then it was gone.

“I know you’re tired from the flight,” Krepsin said. “You and I are going to get along very well, Wayne, and we’ll have plenty of time to talk later Mr. Niles is waiting for you at the end of the corridor. He’ll take you downstairs for some lunch. I’d suggest a nice afternoon steambath and then a siesta. We’ll talk again this evening, all right?”

Wayne stood up, an uncertain smile on his face, and Krepsin watched as he left the room in his sanitary cotton slippers. Krepsin peeled off his rubber gloves and dropped them into a waste receptacle beneath the desk. “Plenty of time,” he said softly.
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“HERE YA GO,” THE cab driver said, and pulled to the curb. “You sure this is where you want to get out?”

“Yes sir,” Billy told him; at least he thought it was the place. A crooked sign said Cresta Street, and the address on the small brownstone building was 1212. Across the street was a sad-looking little park with a rusty swing set and a few drooping trees; set around the park were other brownstone buildings and old two-story houses, many of which looked empty. The larger buildings of downtown Chicago loomed in the distance, filtered by gray haze.

Billy paid the driver—Four-fifty for a car ride? he thought incredulously—and stood with his battered suitcase in front of a wrought-iron gate and fence that separated 1212 from the other buildings. He didn’t know exactly what he’d expected, but this place was far from it. The gate shrieked as he pushed through, and he walked up the steps to the front door. He pressed the doorbell and heard the faint sound of chimes.

There was a small round peephole in the door, and for a moment Billy felt himself being watched. Then locks began to click open—one, two, and three. He had a sudden urge to run all the way back to the Greyhound bus station, but he stood his ground.

The door opened, and standing within was a young girl, perhaps sixteen or seventeen. She had long black hair that hung almost to her waist, and Billy thought she looked Spanish. Her eyes were pretty and alert, but there was a trace of sadness in them. She glanced at his suitcase. “Yes?”

“Uh … this must not be the right place. I thought this was the Hillburn Institute?”

She nodded.

“Well … my name’s Billy Creekmore, and I’m here to see Dr. Hillburn.” He fumbled in his back pocket for the envelope and held it out to her.

The girl said, “Come in,” and then locked the door behind him.

The interior was a pleasant surprise. Dark wood paneling gleamed with oil and polish. There were clean rugs on the shining hardwood floor, and an abundance of green plants added a welcoming touch. The tempting aroma of good food wafted in the air. A staircase ascended to the second level, and just to the left of the front door, in a high-ceilinged parlor, a half-dozen people both young and old watched television, read, or played checkers. Billy’s entrance caused a pause in their activities.

“I’m Anita,” the girl told him. “You can leave your suitcase down here, if you like. Mr. Pearlman,” she said, addressing one of the men in the parlor. “It’s your turn to help in the kitchen today.”

“Oh. Right.” The man put aside his Reader’s Digest and went off through a hallway.

“Follow me, please.” Anita took Billy upstairs, through a series of well-kept dormitory-like rooms. There were doors marked Testing Lab I, Audio-Visual, Conference Room, Research Lab I. The building was very quiet, with pale green linoleum floors and tiled ceilings. Billy glimpsed other people moving about, several of them wearing white lab smocks. He saw a young woman about his own age coming out of a testing lab, and he felt a quick spark of attraction as their gazes met and held. She was wearing jeans and a blue sweater, and Billy saw that her eyes were different colors: one was a pale blue, the other a strange deep green. The young woman looked away first.

Then Anita led him around a corner to a door marked Dr. Hillburn, Ph.D., Director. Billy could hear a muffled voice within. The girl knocked on the door and waited. A moment passed. Then: “Come in.” It was a woman’s voice, carrying an inflection of annoyance.

Dr. Hillburn was sitting behind a battered desk in a small office cluttered with books and papers. The beige-colored walls were adorned with framed certificates and brass plaques, and a window looked out over the Cresta Street park. A green-shaded lamp burned atop the desk, which also held a blotter, a metal can with a collection of pencils and pens, and several pictures of people Billy assumed were her children and husband. Her hand was clamped around a telephone receiver.

“No,” she said firmly. “I can’t accept that. The grant was promised us last year and I’ll fight for it right up to the capital, if I have to. I don’t care that all the funds are tied up, and I don’t believe that anyway! Am I just supposed to shut down everything and go out on the street? God knows we’re almost on the street as it is!” She glanced up and motioned for Anita to close the door. “Tell the esteemed senator that I was promised matching funds, dollar-for-dollar. No! We’ve cut our staff down to a skeleton crew already! Ed, just tell him that I won’t stand for any more foolishness. I’ll expect to hear from you by tomorrow afternoon. Good-bye.” She put the receiver down and shook her head. “It’s getting so deep over in Springfield you need waders to get through! Do you know what’s ahead of us on the budget agenda, Anita? Consideration of a grant for a study of litter patterns on the north beach! I ask them for fifteen thousand dollars to keep our programs going for another year, and—” Her clear gray eyes narrowed. “Who are you, young man?”

“My name is Billy Creekmore. You people sent me this letter.” He stepped forward and handed her the envelope.

“Alabama?” Dr. Hillburn said, with obvious surprise. “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?” She was a fragile-looking woman in a white lab coat, her eyes deeply set, alert, and very intelligent. Billy thought she was probably in her late forties or early fifties. Her dark brown hair, threaded with silver, was cut short and brushed back from her high, furrowed forehead. Though she had a gentle appearance, the sound of her voice on that telephone told Billy she could spit nails if angered.

Dr. Hillburn looked up at him for a moment after reading the letter. “Yes, we sent you this some time ago. I think I recall the correspondence we got from this friend of yours, Mr. Merkle. Anita, will you do me a favor please? Ask Max to go through the M files and bring me the letters from Mr. Reginald Merkle.” She spelled out the name, and then Anita left. “Now. What can I do for you, Mr. Creekmore?”

“I’ve … come because your letter asked me to.”

“I expected a reply by mail, not a visit. And besides, that was some time ago. Are you here in Chicago with your family?”

“No, ma’am. I’m here alone.”

“Oh? Where are you staying, then?”

Billy paused, smelling disaster. “Staying? Well, I … left my suitcase downstairs. I thought I’d be staying here.”

Dr. Hillburn was silent; she nodded and spread her hands before her on the blotter: “Young man,” she said, “this is not a hotel. This is a workshop and research center. The people you probably saw downstairs, and those in the labs, have been invited here after long consultation. I know nothing about you, and to be perfectly honest I can’t even recall why we wrote you in the first place. We write hundreds of people who don’t answer us. Our labs certainly aren’t as well equipped as those at Duke University and Berkeley, but we have to make do on the budget we get from the University of Chicago and small grants. That budget is hardly enough to continue our tests and research on the individuals we select; and certainly there’s no room here for someone off the street.”

“I’m not here off the street!” Billy protested. “I’ve come a long way!”

“Of course you have, young man. But I’m saying that …” She looked up as a middle-aged man in horn-rimmed glasses and a lab jacket brought in a file folder containing several letters.” Thank you, Max,” she told the man, and when he’d gone she put on a pair of reading spectacles and took several letters from the folder. Billy recognized Dr. Mirakle’s spiky handwriting.

“What kind of place is this?” Billy asked her. “What goes on here?”

“Pardon? Don’t you know?” She glanced up at him. “The Hillburn Institute is a death survival studies clinic, sponsored in part by the University of Chicago. But as I say, we …” She trailed off, engrossed in something she was reading.

“What do those people downstairs do?”

“They … they’ve had experiences with manifestations or spirit controls.” Dr. Hillburn looked up from the letters and pushed the spectacles up onto her forehead. “Young man,” she said quietly, “you evidently left your friend Mr. Merkle deeply impressed. The experiences he’s written down here are … quite interesting.” She paused, returned the letters to the folder, and said, “Sit down, won’t you?”

Billy took a chair in front of her desk. Dr. Hillburn swiveled her chair around to stare through the window at the park, her face illuminated by pale gray light. She took her glasses off and put them in her jacket pocket. “Young man,” she said. “What do you think of our city?”

“Well, it’s noisy,” he replied. “And everybody’s running around so fast.” He didn’t tell her that he’d seen the black aura twice—once clinging to an elderly black man on the bus and once surrounding a young girl a few blocks away from the bus station.

“Have you ever been this far away from home before?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then you must feel the ability you have—whatever it is—is very special. Special enough to leave Alabama and come such a distance? Why did you come here, Mr. Creekmore? And I’m not talking about the letter. Why did you come?” She turned toward him again, her gaze sharp and watchful.

“Because … my friend, Dr. Mirakle, said I should. And because my mother wanted me to. And … maybe because I didn’t know where else to go. I want to understand more of why I’m like I am. I want to know why I see things that other people don’t. Like the black auras, and the entities that look like mist and carry so much pain, and the shape changer. My mother could see the same things, and her mother before her … and it’s likely that my son or daughter will be able to, as well. I want to know as much as I can about myself. If I’m in the wrong place for that, tell me now and I’ll leave.”

Dr. Hillburn had been observing and listening to him carefully. She was a trained psychiatrist as well as a parapsychologist with two books on death survival studies to her credit, and she’d been looking for telltale signs of emotional instability: inappropriate gestures or grins, facial tics, a general irritability or melancholia. She sensed in Billy Creekmore only a genuine desire for self-knowledge. “Did you think, young man, that you could just present yourself on our doorsteps and we would offer easy answers for all your questions? No. I’m afraid that’s not to be the case. As I say, this is a workshop; a damned difficult workshop, I might add. If there’s any learning to be done, we learn together. But everything has to be verified through extensive tests and experiments. We don’t deal in trickery here, and I’ve seen enough psychic fakers in my lifetime. Some of them have sat where you’re sitting now. But sooner or later their tricks fail them.

“I don’t know anything about you, except from what I’ve read in these letters. As far as I know, you don’t understand a thing about death survival research. You may have a psi ability—though I’m not saying I’m convinced you do—but as far as I’m concerned it may only be a figment of your imagination. You may be a publicity hound. You may even want to disrupt the work we’re trying to do here, though God knows we have enough disruptions. Do you believe you can communicate with the dead, young man?”

“Yes. I can.”

“That remains to be seen. I’m a born skeptic, Mr. Creekmore. If you say a traffic light’s red, I’ll say it’s purple, just for the sake of an interesting argument.” Her eyes had taken on a shine. “If I decide you’re worth being here, you might rue the day you ever walked through the gate. I’ll throw every test I can think of at you. I’ll take your brain apart and put it back together again, more or less as it was. In two or three days you’ll hate me, but I’m used to that. You’ll have a room the size of a closet to sleep in, and you’ll be expected to work around here like everyone else. It’s no free ride. Sound like fun?”

“No.”

“Now you’ve got the idea!” She smiled cautiously. “Tomorrow morning at eight o’clock you’ll be right here, telling me your life story. I want to hear about your mother, and the black auras and the entities and … what was it? A shape changer? Indeed. Dinner’s in fifteen minutes, and I hope you like Polish sausage. Why don’t you go get your suitcase?”

Billy rose from his chair, feeling confused about the whole thing. It was still at the back of his mind that he should leave this place, and he had enough money for a return ticket home. But he’d come this far, and he could stick out whatever was in store for him for at least three days. He didn’t know whether to thank the woman or curse her, so he left without saying a word.

Dr. Hillburn looked at her wristwatch. She was already late getting home, and her husband would be waiting. But she took the time to read Merkle’s letters again. A pulse of excitement had quickened within her. Is this boy from Alabama the one? she asked herself—the same question she asked when any new subject came to the institute.

Is Billy Creekmore the one who’ll show proof positive of life after death? She had no way of knowing, but she could hope. After a moment of reflection, she stood up and took her coat from a rack beside the desk.
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WAYNE FALCONER’S SCREAM CRACKED the silence that had fallen over the Krepsin estate.

It was just after two o’clock in the morning. When George Hodges reached Wayne’s bedroom—one of the few rooms in the strange house that had windows—he found Niles already there, pressing a cold washcloth to Wayne’s forehead. Wayne was curled up on the bed, his eyes feverish with fear. Niles was still dressed as if he’d just stepped out of a business meeting.

“A nightmare,” Niles explained. “I was walking along the hall when I heard him. He was just about to tell me what it was, weren’t you, Wayne?”

Henry Bragg came in, rubbing his eyes. “Who screamed? Wayne? What the hell’s …”

“Wayne’s fine,” Niles said. “Tell me your dream, and then I’ll get you something for that headache.”

Hodges didn’t like the sound of that. Had Wayne gone through his Percodan and codeine capsules yet again?

In a halting voice, Wayne told them what he’d dreamed. It was a hellish vision of Jimmy Jed, a skeleton in a yellow suit gone green and rotten with grave dirt, screaming that the witch of Hawthorne had sent him to Hell where he would burn forever if Wayne didn’t free him. When he was finished, a terrible groan came from Wayne’s throat, and tears glittered in his eyes. “She knows where I am!” he whispered. “She’s out there in the night, and she won’t let my daddy come to me anymore!”

Bragg had gone a sick gray. Wayne’s obsession with his dead father was getting worse, Hodges realized. For the past four nights, Wayne had been awakened with nightmares of Jimmy Jed and the Creekmores. Last night, he’d even sworn that he’d seen the Creekmore boy’s pallid face grinning through the window at him. Wayne was coming to pieces, Hodges thought, right out here on the sunny Coast.

“I can’t sleep,” Wayne gripped Niles’s smooth white hand. “Please … my daddy’s rotted, and I … can’t make him all right again.…”

Niles said softly, “Everything’s going to be fine. There’s no need for you to be afraid, not while you’re in Mr. Krepsin’s house. This is the safest place in the world for you. Why don’t you put on your robe and slippers? I’ll take you to see Mr. Krepsin. He can give you something to calm your nerves—”

“Now just one damned minute!” Hodges said angrily. “I don’t like all these late-night ‘visits’ Wayne’s been having with Krepsin! What’s going on? We came here for a business conference and so far all we’ve done is hang around this crazy house! Wayne’s got other obligations. And I don’t want him taking any more pills!”

“Herbal medicine.” Niles held Wayne’s robe for him. “Mr. Krepsin believes in the healing power of Nature. And I’m sure Wayne will agree that you’re free to go anytime you please.”

“What? And leave him here with you? Wayne, listen to me! We’ve got to get back to Fayette! This whole thing is as shady as the dark side of the moon!”

Wayne tied his robe and stared at him. “My daddy said I was to trust Mr. Krepsin. I want to stay here for a while longer. If you want to go, you can.”

Hodges saw that the young man’s eyes looked blurry and dazed. His grip on reality was lost, Hodges knew … and just what kind of pills was Wayne being given? “I’m begging you,” he said. “Let’s go home.”

“Jim Coombs is going to take me up in the Challenger tomorrow,” Wayne said. “He says I can learn to fly it, no trouble at all.”

“But what about the Crusade?”

Wayne shook his head. “I’m tired, George. I hurt inside. I am the Crusade, and where I go, that’s where the Crusade goes too. Isn’t that right?” He looked at Henry Bragg.

The lawyer’s smile was tight and strained. “Sure. Anything you say, Wayne. I’m behind you one hundred percent.”

“You gentlemen needn’t stay up,” Niles said, taking Wayne’s elbow and leading him toward the door. “I’ll see that Wayne gets his sleep.…”

And suddenly George Hodges’s face reddened with anger, and he was crossing the room to clamp his hand on the other man’s shoulder. “Listen to me, you—”

Niles twisted around in a blur, and for an instant there were two fingers pressing rigidly against the hollow of Hodges’s throat. Hodges felt a brief, dizzying pain that almost buckled his knees, and then Niles’s hand dropped to his side. A low fire burned in the man’s pale gray eyes. Hodges coughed and backed away, his heart pounding.

“I’m sorry,” Niles said. “But you must never touch me like that again.”

“You … you tried to kill me!” Hodges croaked. “I’ve got witnesses! By God, I’ll sue you for everything you’ve got! I’m getting out of here right now!” He stalked past them and out of the room, his hand pressed to his throat.

Niles glanced back at Bragg. “Will you see to your friend, Mr. Bragg? There’s no way for him to leave tonight, because the house is kept sealed by hydraulic pressure on the doors and the first-floor windows. I reacted hastily, and I regret it.”

“Oh … sure. Well, no harm done. I mean, George is … kind of upset.”

“Exactly. I’m sure you can calm him down. We’ll talk in the morning.”

“Right,” Bragg said, and managed a weak smile.

Augustus Krepsin was waiting in his huge bedroom one floor up and on the other side of the house. When Wayne had first seen it, he’d been reminded of a hospital room: the walls were an off-white, with a blue sky and clouds painted on the ceiling. There was a sunken living area with a sofa, a coffee table, and a few leather chairs. Persian rugs in soft colors covered the floor, and track lights delivered a delicate golden illumination. The large bed, complete with a console that controlled lighting, humidity, and temperature and contained several small closed-circuit television screens, was surrounded with a plastic curtain like an oxygen tent. An oxygen tank and mask were mounted next to the bed.

The chess game was still on the long teak coffee table, where it had been left the night before. Krepsin, dressed in a long white robe, sat over it, his small eyes pondering options as Niles brought Wayne in; he was wearing his cotton booties and surgical gloves. His bulk was stuffed into a specially supported Angus steerhide chair.

“Another nightmare?” he asked Wayne after Niles had left.

“Yes sir.”

“Come sit down. Let’s pick up the game where we left off.”

Wayne took his chair. Krepsin had been teaching him the fundamentals of the game; Wayne was losing badly, but the knights and pawns and rooks and whatever-they-weres took his mind off the bad dreams.

“They can be so real, can’t they?” Krepsin said. “I think nightmares are more … true than ordinary dreams, don’t you?” He motioned toward the two pills—one pink, one white—and the cup of herbal tea that was set in front of Wayne.

Without hesitation Wayne swallowed the pills and drank the tea. They helped relax him, helped smooth out the throbbing pain in his head, and when he did sleep, toward morning, he knew he would have wonderful dreams of when he was a child playing with Toby. In those drug-induced dreams everything was bright and happy, and Evil couldn’t find its way into his head.

“A little man fears inconsequential things, but only a man of great character feels true horror. I enjoy our talks, Wayne. Don’t you?”

He nodded. Already he was feeling better, his brain clearing, all the musty cobwebs of fear drifting away in what felt like a fresh summer wind. In a little while he would be laughing like a small boy, the worries and responsibilities faded away like bad dreams.

“You can always judge a man,” Krepsin said, “by what makes him afraid. And fear can be a tool, as well; a great lever that can move the world in any direction. You of all people must know the force of fear.”

“Me?” Wayne looked up from the board. “Why?”

“Because in this world there are two great terrors: disease and death. Do you know how many millions of bacteria inhabit the human body? How many organisms that can suddenly become malignant with disease and leech themselves into human tissues? You know how frail flesh can be, Wayne.”

“Yes sir,” Wayne said.

“It’s your move.”

Wayne studied the inlaid ivory board. He moved a bishop, but had no particular plan in mind other than to capture one of Krepsin’s black towers.

Krepsin said, “You’ve already forgotten what I’ve told you. You must keep looking over your shoulder.” He reached across the board, his face like a bloated white moon, and moved the second of his black rooks to capture Wayne’s last bishop.

“Why do you live like this?” Wayne asked. “Why don’t you ever go outside?”

“I do go outside, occasionally. When I have a trip scheduled. Forty-nine seconds between the door and the limousine. Forty-six seconds between the limo and the jet. But don’t you understand what floats in the air? Every plague that ever ravaged across cities and countries, destroying hundreds and thousands, began with a tiny microorganism. A parasite, riding a sneeze or clinging to a flea on a rat’s hide.” He leaned toward Wayne, his eyes widening. “Yellow fever. Typhus. Cholera. Malaria. The Black Plague. Syphilis. Blood flukes and worms can infect your body, drain your strength, and leave you a hollow shell. The bubonic plague bacillus can lie dormant and impotent for generations, and then suddenly it can lay half the world to waste.” Small droplets of sweat glimmered on Krepsin’s skull. “Disease,” he whispered. “It’s all around us. It’s outside these walls right now, Wayne, pressed to the stones and trying to get in.”

“But … people are immune to all those things now,” Wayne said.

“There is no such thing as immunity!” Krepsin almost shouted. His lips worked for a few seconds before he could speak. “Levels of resistance rise and fall; diseases shift, parasites mutate and breed. Bubonic plague killed six million people in Bombay in 1898; in 1900 it broke out in San Francisco, and the same bacillus that causes plague has been found in the ground squirrel. Don’t you see? It’s waiting. There are cases of leprosy in the United States every year. Smallpox almost spread into the United States in 1948. The diseases are still out there! And there are new bacteria, new parasites evolving all the time!

“If disease could be controlled, so could death,” Krepsin said. “What power a man would have! Not to have to … fear. That would make a man godlike, wouldn’t it?”

“I don’t know. I’ve … never thought about it that way.” Wayne stared at Krepsin’s bulbous face. The man’s eyes were fathomless pools of ebony, the pores in his flesh as big as saucers. His face seemed to fill the entire room. Warmth coursed through Wayne, and a feeling of safety and belonging. He knew he was safe in this house, and though he might have nightmares sent by the witch-woman, she couldn’t get in at him. Nothing could get in at him: not pressures or responsibilities or fears, not any of the diseases of real life.

Krepsin rose from his chair with a grunt like a hippo rising from dark water. He lumbered across the room, drew aside the plastic curtain ringing his bed, and pressed a couple of buttons on the command console. Instantly images appeared on the three videotape screens. Wayne squinted and grinned. They were video tapes of his television show, and there he was on the three screens, touching people in the Healing Line.

“I’ve watched these again and again,” the huge man said. “I hope I’m watching the truth. If I am, then you’re the one person in the world who can do for me what I want.” He turned to face Wayne. “My business is very complex and demanding. I own companies from L.A. to New York, plus many in foreign countries. I make a phone call, and stocks do what I want them to. People do anything to get close to me. But I’m fifty-five years old, and I’m susceptible to diseases, and I … feel things slipping away. I don’t want that to happen, Wayne. I’ll move Heaven—or Hell—to keep things as they are.” His black eyes burned. “I want to keep death away from me,” he said.

Wayne stared at his hands, clenched in his lap. Krepsin’s voice echoed inside his head as if he were sitting within a huge cathedral. He remembered his daddy telling him to listen hard to what Mr. Krepsin had to say, because Mr. Krepsin was a wise and just man.

Krepsin put his hand on Wayne’s shoulder. “I’ve told you my fear,” he said. “Now I want to hear yours.”

Reluctantly at first, Wayne began. Then he told more and more, wanting to get it all out of him and knowing Mr. Krepsin would understand. He told him about Ramona Creekmore and the boy, about how she’d cursed both of them and wished his father dead, about his Daddy’s death and rebirth, how she was making him have nightmares and how he couldn’t get her face, or the demon boy’s, out of his mind.

“She … makes my head hurt,” Wayne said. “And that boy … sometimes I see his eyes, staring at me like … like he thinks he’s better than me.…”

Krepsin nodded. “Do you trust me to do the right thing for you, Wayne?”

“Yes sir I do.”

“And I’ve made you feel comfortable and safe here? And I’ve helped you sleep and forget?”

“Yes sir I … feel like you believe me. You listen to me, and you understand. The others … I can tell they’re laughing at me, like up on the Tower.…”

“The Tower?” Krepsin asked. Wayne rubbed at his forehead but didn’t reply. “I want to show you how sincere I am, son. I want you to trust me. I can end your fear. It would be a simple thing. But … if I do this thing for you, I’ll soon ask you to do something for me in return, to show me how sincere you are. Do you understand?”

The pills were working. The room had begun to slowly spin, colors merging together in a long rainbow scrawl. “Yes sir,” Wayne whispered. “They should burn in the fires of Hell forever. Forever.”

“I can send them to Hell, for you.” He loomed over Wayne, squeezing his shoulder. “I’ll ask Mr. Niles to take care of it. He’s a religious man.”

“Mr. Niles is my friend,” Wayne said. “He comes in at night and talks to me, and he brings me a glass of orange juice just before I go to bed.…” Wayne blinked and tried to focus on Krepsin’s face. “I … want some of the witch’s hair. I want to hold it in my hand, so I’ll know.…”

The huge face smiled. “A simple thing,” it whispered.
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INDIAN SUMMER HAD LINGERED late. The blue evening light was darkening as yellow leaves stirred on the trees and a few of the dead ones chattered on the roof of the Creekmore house.

Ramona turned up the lamp wicks in the front room as darkness gathered outside. A small fire burned in the hearth, her chair pulled up so she could warm herself near it—she followed the Choctaw custom of building little fires and stepping close, instead of the white man’s belief in making a bonfire and standing back. On a table next to her a lamp burned, a metal reflector behind it, so she could read for the third time the letter she’d gotten from her son today. It was written on lined notebook paper, but the envelope had Hillburn Institute and the address in nice black print up in the left-hand corner. Billy had been in Chicago for almost two weeks, and this was the second letter he’d sent. He described what he’d seen of the city and told her all about the Hillburn Institute. He’d had long talks with Dr. Mary Hillburn, he’d said, and also with the other doctors who worked on a volunteer basis.

Billy said he’d met some of the other people, but many of them seemed withdrawn and kept to themselves. There was a Mr. Pearlman, a Mrs. Brannon, a Puerto Rican girl named Anita, and a scruffy-looking hippie named Brian; all of them, it seemed, had had an experience with what Dr. Hillburn termed “theta agents” or “discarnate entities.” Billy also mentioned a girl named Bonnie Hailey; she was very pretty, he’d written, but she stayed apart from the others and he saw her only infrequenty.

He was taking tests. Lots of tests. They’d punched him with needles, wired electrodes to his head and studied squiggles on long pieces of paper that came from the machines he’d been connected to. They’d asked him to guess what kind of geometric shapes were printed on something called Zener cards, and he was keeping a diary of his dreams. Dr. Hillburn was very interested in his experiences with the shape changer, and whenever they talked she took everything down on a tape recorder. She seemed more demanding of him than of the others., and she’d said that she looked forward to meeting Ramona sometime. Next week there would be hypnosis sessions and sleep deprivation, not something he particularly looked forward to.

Billy said he loved her, and that he’d write again soon.

Ramona put his letter aside and listened to the wind. The fire crackled, casting a muted orange light. She’d written a reply to Billy and had mailed it this afternoon. It had said:


	Son, you were right to leave Hawthorne. I don’t know how things will turn out, but I have a lot of faith in you. Your Mystery Walk has led you out into the world, and it won’t end in Chicago. No, it’ll go on and on, right to the end of your days. Everybody’s on their own kind of Mystery Walk, following the trail of their days and doing the best with what life throws at them. Sometimes its mighty hard to figure out what’s right and wrong in this mixed-up world. What looks black can sometimes really be white, and what appears like chalk can sometimes be pure ebony.

	I’ve been thinking a lot about Wayne. I drove over there once, but his house was dark. I’m afraid for him. He’s pulled toward you, just like you are to him, but he’s scared and weak. His Mystery Walk might’ve led him into teaching others how to heal themselves, but it’s been warped now by greed and I don’t think he can see his path clearly. You may not want to stomach this, but if ever in your life you can help him, you have to. You’re bound by blood, and though the Walk took you off in different directions, you’re still part of each other. Hate’s easy. Loving’s damned hard.

	You know what’s a greater mystery than death, Billy? Life itself, the way it twists and turns like a carnival ride.

	By the by, I think I catch a little peacock-strutting when you talk about that Bonnie girl. I know she must be special if you’ve taken a shine to her.

	I’m very proud of you. I know you’ll make me even prouder.

	I love you.



She picked up the lamp and went to the bedroom to get her needlepoint. Catching her reflection in a mirror, she stopped to examine herself as she combed out her hair. She saw more gray hairs than dark, and there were so many wrinkles in her face. Still, there remained deep in her eyes the awkward girl who’d seen John Creekmore standing across the barn at a hoedown, the girl who’d wanted that boy to hold her until her ribs ached, the girl who’d wanted to fly above the hills and fields on the wind of dreams. She was proud that she’d never lost that part of herself.

Her Mystery Walk was almost over, she realized with a touch of sadness. But, she thought, look at all she’d done! She’d loved a good man and been loved by him, had raised a son to manhood, had always stood up for herself and had done the painful work her destiny demanded. She had learned to take life for good or bad, and to see the Giver of Breath in a dewdrop or a dying leaf. She had only one pain, and that was the red-haired boy—the image of his father—that J.J. Falconer had named Wayne.

Unsettled wind whooped around the house. Ramona put on a sweater and took her needlepoint to the fireside, where she sat and worked steadily for over an hour. There was a prickling sensation at the back of her neck, and she knew it wouldn’t be very much longer.

Something was coming through the night. She knew it was coming for her. She didn’t know what it would look like, but she wanted to see its face and let it know she was not afraid.

In the mirror she’d seen her own black aura.

She closed her eyes and let her mind drift. She was a child again, running wild and free across the green meadows in the heat of a summer sun. She lay down in the grass and watched the clouds change shape. There were castles up there, with fleecy towers and flags and—

“Ramona!” she heard. “Ramona!” It was her mother, calling from the distance. “Ramona, you little dickens! You get yourself home now, you hear?”

A hand brushed her cheek, and her eyes flew open. The fire and the lamp’s wick had burned very low. She’d recognized that touch, and she was filled with warmth.

There was a knock at the door.

Ramona rocked on in her chair a moment more. Then she lifted her chin, stood up, and approached the door; she let her hand rest on the latch for a few seconds, then she took a deep breath and opened it.

A tall man in a straw cowboy hat, a denim jacket, and faded jeans stood on the porch. He had a grizzled gray beard and dark, deep-set brown eyes. Behind him there was a glossy black pickup truck. He chewed on a toothpick and drawled, “Howdy, ma’am. Seems I took a wrong turn up the road a ways. Sure would appreciate it if I could get some directions and maybe a glass of water. Throat’s kind of—”

“I know who you are,” Ramona said, and saw a little shock and unease register in the man’s eyes. He wasn’t a real cowboy, she’d seen, because his hands were too smooth. “I know why you’re here. Come in.”

He paused, the smile slipping off his face. He saw that she did know. Some of the power seemed to drain out of him, and under her firm gaze he felt like a bug that had just crawled from beneath a rock. He almost called it off right then and there, but he knew he couldn’t take their money and run; they’d find him, sooner or later. After all, he was a professional.

“Aren’t you coming in?” she asked, and opened the door wider.

He took the toothpick out of his mouth, mumbled, “Thank you,” and stepped across the threshold. He couldn’t look her in the face, because she knew and she wasn’t afraid and that made it unbearable for him.

She was waiting.

The man decided he’d make it as quick and painless as possible. And that this would be his last one, God help him.

Ramona closed the door to shut away the cold, then turned defiantly toward her visitor.



ELEVEN

The Test
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A MUFFLED CRY BURST from Billy’s throat, and he sat up in the darkness as the cot’s hard springs squealed beneath him. His mind was jumbled with terrors. He switched on the lamp and sat with the blanket around his shoulders as rain crashed against the window.

He couldn’t remember the details of the nightmare, but it had to do with his mother. And the house. Sparks flying into the night sky. The awful face of the shape changer, glowing dark red with reflected light.

Billy got out of bed and trudged into the corridor. On his way to the men’s bathroom he saw a light on downstairs, in the parlor. He descended the stairs, hoping to find someone he could talk to.

In the parlor, a single lamp burned. The television was on, silently showing a ghostly test pattern. And curled up on the sofa, lying beneath a brown raincoat with patched elbows, was the girl with different-colored eyes. Except her eyes were closed now, and she was asleep. Billy stood over her for a moment, admiring the dark auburn of her hair and the beauty of her face. As he stared, she flinched in her sleep. She was even prettier than Melissa Pettus, he thought, but she seemed to be a troubled person. He’d found out from Mr. Pearlman that she was nineteen and her family lived in Texas. No one else knew anything about her.

Suddenly, as if she’d sensed him in the room, her eyelids fluttered. She sat up so abruptly he was startled and stepped back a pace. She stared at him with the fierce concentration of a trapped animal, but her eyes looked glazed and dead. “They’re going to burn up,” she whispered, in a barely audible voice. “Cappy says they will, and Cappy’s never wrong—”

Then Billy saw her gaze clear, and he realized she’d been talking in her sleep. She blinked uncertainly at him, a red flush creeping across her cheeks. “What is it? What do you want?”

“Nothing. I saw the light on.” He smiled, trying to ease her obvious tension. “Don’t worry, I won’t bite.”

She didn’t respond, but instead drew the coat tighter around her. Billy saw she still wore jeans and a sweater, and either she’d gotten dressed after she was supposed to be in bed or she’d never been to bed at all.

“Doesn’t look like there’s much on TV,” he said, and switched it off. “How long have you been in here?”

“Awhile,” she replied, in her distinctive Texas drawl, topped with frost.

“Who’s Cappy?”

She flinched as if he’d struck her. “Leave me alone,” she said. “I don’t bother folks, and I don’t want to be bothered.”

“I didn’t mean to disturb you. Sorry.” He turned his back on her. She was surely a pretty girl, he thought, but she lacked in manners. He had almost reached the stairs when she said, “What makes you so special?”

“What?”

“Dr. Hillburn thinks you’re special. Why is that?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t know I was.”

“Didn’t say you were. Only said that Dr. Hillburn thinks so. She spends a lot of time with you. Must think you’re important.”

Billy paused at the bottom of the stairs, listening to the noise of the rain hammering at the walls. Bonnie sat with her legs drawn up defensively to her chest, the coat around her shoulders; there was a scared look in her eyes, and Billy knew she was asking for company in her own way. He walked back into the parlor. “I don’t know why. Really.”

A silence stretched. Bonnie wouldn’t look at him. She stared out the bay window into the icy storm.

“It’s sure been raining a lot today,” Billy said. “Mrs. Brannon says she thinks it’ll snow soon.”

Bonnie didn’t respond for a long while. Then she said softly, “I hope it keeps rainin’. I hope it rains and rains for weeks. Nothin’ can burn if it rains like this, can it?” She looked at him appealingly, and he was struck by her simple, natural beauty. She wore no makeup, and she looked freshly scrubbed and healthy but for the dark hollows under her eyes. Not enough sleep, he thought.

He didn’t understand her comment, so he didn’t reply.

“Why do you always carry that?” she asked.

And it was only then that he realized he held the piece of coal gripped in his left hand. He must’ve picked it up when he left his room. He was seldom without it, and he’d explained its significance to Dr. Hillburn when she’d inquired.

“Is it like a good-luck charm or somethin’?”

“I guess so. I just carry it, that’s all.”

“Oh.”

Billy shifted his weight from foot to foot. He was wearing pajamas and a robe and slippers provided by the institute, and even though it was well after two in the morning he was in no hurry to return to bed. “Where are you from in Texas?”

“Lamesa. It’s right between Lubbock and Big Spring. Where are you from in Alabama?”

“Hawthorne. How’d you know I was from Alabama?”

She shrugged. “How’d you know I was from Texas?”

“I guess I asked somebody.” He paused, studying her face. “How come you’ve got one blue eye and one green?”

“How come you’ve got curly hair if you’re an Indian?”

He smiled, realizing she’d been asking as many questions about him as he had about her. “Do you always answer a question with a question?”

“Do you?”

“No. I’m only part Indian. Choctaw. Don’t worry, I won’t take your scalp.”

“I wasn’t worryin’. I come from a long line of Indian hunters.”

Billy laughed, and he saw from the sparkle in her eyes that she wanted to laugh, too, but she turned away from him and watched the rain. “What are you doing so far from Texas?” he asked.

“What are you doing so far from Alabama?”

He decided to try a different tack. “I really think your eyes are pretty.”

“No, they’re not. They’re different, is all.”

“Sometimes it’s good to be different.”

“Sure.”

“No, I mean it. You ought to be proud of the way you look. It sets you apart.”

“It does that, all right.”

“I mean it sets you apart in a good way. It makes you special. And who knows? Maybe you can see things more clearly than most folks.”

“Maybe,” she said quietly, in an uneasy tone of voice, “it means I can see a lot of things I wish I couldn’t.” She looked up at him. “Have you been talkin’ to Dr. Hillburn about me?”

“No.”

“Then how’d you know about Cappy? Only Dr. Hillburn knows about that.”

He told her what she’d said when she was startled out of sleep, and it was clear she was annoyed. “You shouldn’t be creepin’ around, anyway,” Bonnie told him. “You scared me, that’s all. Why’d you come sneakin’ down here?”

“I didn’t sneak. I had a nightmare that woke me up.”

“Nightmares,” she whispered. “Yeah, I know a lot about those.”

“Haven’t you been to bed?”

“No.” She paused, a frown working across her face. She had a scatter of freckles across her cheeks and nose, and Billy could envision her riding a horse under the Texas sun. She was a little too thin, but Billy figured she could take care of herself just fine. “I don’t like to sleep,” Bonnie said after another moment. “That’s why I was down here. I wanted to watch TV and read as long as I could.”

“Why?”

“Well … it’s just because I … have dreams sometimes. Nightmares. Sometimes they’re … really awful. If I don’t sleep, I won’t see them. I … was even going to go out for a walk tonight, until it started rainin’ so hard. But I hope it keeps on rainin’ like this. Do you think it will?”

“I don’t know. Why’s it so important to you?”

“Because,” she said, and gazed up at him, “then what Cappy’s been showing me won’t come true. Nothin’ can burn like what he’s been making me see.”

The tone of her voice bordered on desperation. Billy sat down in a chair, prepared to listen if she wanted to talk.

She did, and Billy listened without interrupting. The story came hesitantly: when Bonnie Hailey was eleven years old, she was struck by lightning on the stark Texas plain. All her hair burned off, her fingernails turned black, and she lay near death for almost a month. She recalled darkness, and voices, and wanting to let go; but every time she wanted to die she heard a clear, high childish voice tell her no, that letting go wasn’t the answer. The voice urged her over and over to hang on, to fight the pain. And she did, winning by slow degrees.

She had a nurse named Mrs. Shelton, and every time Mrs. Shelton would come into the room Bonnie would hear a soft ringing sound in her ears. She began to have a strange recurring dream: a nurse’s cap rolling down a flight of moving stairs. A week later, Bonnie found out that Mrs. Shelton had tripped on an escalator in a Lubbock department store and broken her neck. And that was the start of it.

Bonnie called the strange, high voice in her head Cappy, after an invisible playmate she’d had when she was five or six. She’d had a lonely childhood, spending most of the time on the small ranch her stepfather owned near Lamesa. Cappy’s visits became more frequent, and with them the dreams. She foresaw suitcases falling from a clear blue sky, over and over again, and she could even read a nametag and a flight number on one of the cases. Cappy told her to tell somebody, quickly, but Bonnie’s mother had thought it was utter foolishness. Two planes collided over Dallas less than a week later, and suitcases were strewn over the plains for miles. There had been many other incidents of dreams and hearing what she called Death Bells, until finally her stepfather had called the National Star and they’d come out to interview her. Her mother was horrified at the attention that followed, and in came in a flood of crackpot letters and obscene telephone calls. Her stepfather wanted her to write a book—oh, just make it up! he’d told her—and for her to go on tour talking about the Death Bells.

Bonnie’s parents had split up, and it was clear to Bonnie that her mother was afraid of her and blamed her for the divorce. The dreams kept coming, and Cappy’s voice with them, urging her to act. By this time, the National Star touted her as the Death Angel of Texas.

“A psychiatrist at the University of Texas wanted to talk to me,” Bonnie said, in a quiet, tense voice. “Mom didn’t want me to go, but I knew I had to. Cappy wanted me to. Anyway, Dr. Callahan had worked with Dr. Hillburn before, so he called her and made arrangements to send me up here. Dr. Hillburn says I’ve got precognition, that maybe the lightning jarred something in my brain and opened me up to signals from what she calls a ‘messenger’ She believes there are entities that stay here, in this world, after their bodies have died …”

“Discarnates,” Billy offered.

“Right. They stay here and try to help the rest of us, but not everybody can understand what they’re trying to say.”

“But you can.”

She shook her head. “Not all the time. Sometimes the dreams aren’t clear. Sometimes I can hardly understand Cappy’s voice. Other times … maybe I don’t want to hear what he’s saying. I don’t like to sleep, because I don’t want to see what he shows me.

“And you’ve been having dreams just recently?”

“Yes,” she said. “For several nights now. I … I haven’t told Dr. Hillburn yet. She’ll want to hook me up to those machines again, and I’m sick of those tests. Cappy’s … shown me a building on fire. An old building, in a bad part of town. The fire’s fast, and it’s … it’s so hot I can feel the heat on my own face. I can hear the fire engines coming. But the roof collapses, and I … can see people jumping out of the windows. It’s going to happen, Billy. I know it is.”

“But do you know where this building is?”

“No, but I think it’s here, in Chicago. All the other dreams I’ve had came true within a hundred miles or so of where I was. Dr. Hillburn thinks I’m like … like a radar or something. My range is limited,” she said, with a frightened little smile. “Cappy says they’re going to die if I can’t help them. He says it’s going to start in the wires, and it’s going to be fast. He keeps saying something that sounds like ‘spines,’ but I can’t figure out what he means.”

“You need to let Dr. Hillburn know,” Billy told her. “Tomorrow morning. Maybe she can help you.”

She nodded vaguely. “Maybe. But I don’t think so. I’m so tired of being responsible, Billy. Why did it have to be me. Why?” When she looked up at him, there were tears glimmering in her eyes.

“I don’t know,” he said, and he reached out to take her hand as the rain flailed against the windows. For a long time they sat together, listening to the storm, and when the rain stopped Bonnie let out a soft, despairing whisper.
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AS BILLY SAT WITH Bonnie Hailey at the Hillburn Institute, the telephone was ringing at the Hodges’s house in Fayette. George Hodges stirred, feeling his wife’s back pressed against his own, and fumbled for the receiver.

It was Albert Vance, an attorney he’d met at a business conference in Fort Lauderdale the year before, calling from New York City. Hodges told him to stay on the line, nudged Rhonda, and asked her to hang up when he yelled from downstairs. He went down to the study, rubbing sleep from his eyes, and took the call. “Okay!” he shouted, and the upstairs phone clicked down.

He didn’t want Rhonda overhearing. His heart was pounding as he listened to what Vance had to say.

“I had to go through red tape like you wouldn’t believe,” Vance said, in a northern accent abrasive to Hodges’s ear. “Ten High owns a few companies here in New York, and on the surface they’re as clean as polished glass. No IRS trouble, no union problems, no bankruptcies. They’re real Boy Scouts.”

“So what does that mean?”

“It means I had to dig five thousand dollars deeper, and I had to cover my tracks. That’s why I’m calling so late. I don’t want anyone in my office to know what I found out about Ten High … just in case.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will. Ten High may or may not be connected.”

“Connected? With what?”

“The organized boys. Got the picture? I said may or may not be. They’ve insulated themselves pretty damned well. But the word I get is that Ten High has sunken its claws into the West Coast porno business, the garment trade, owns a sizable slice of Vegas action, and controls most of the Mexican illegal-alien flow. Ten High is strong, prospering, and lethal.”

“Oh … Jesus.…” Hodges’s hand clenched around the receiver Wayne and Henry Bragg were still out there! Wayne had missed a television taping, and now the Houston date had passed and still Wayne showed no intent of coming back to Fayette! God only knew what hold Krespin had on him! He said weakly, “I … Al, what can I do?”

“You want my advice? I’ll give you a fifty-buck warning for free: keep your ass away from those people! Whatever’s going on between them and your client, it’s not worth being made into dog food over. Right?”

Hodges’s mouth was numb. He said in a whisper, “Yes.”

“Okay, that’s it. Send me the money and a case of Jack Daniel’s, I’ll call it even. But listen to me, and I’m serious about this: you never called me to check into Ten High. I never heard of Ten High before. Got it? Those guys have very long arms. Okay?”

“Al, I appreciate your help. Thank you.”

“Sleep tight,” Vance said, and the telephone was hung up in New York City.

George Hodges slowly returned the receiver to it cradle. He was shaking, and couldn’t find the strength to rise from his desk.

For all intents and purposes, the Falconer Crusade—the foundation, the scholarship fund, everything!—Was in the grip of Augustus Krepsin, chairman of the board of the Ten High Corporation. Surely Henry Bragg could see what was happening! Couldn’t he?

No, he thought bitterly. Henry was too busy lying around that pool and meeting the young girls Niles introduced him to. Palm Springs was all the things Henry had ever fantasized about, and he was hooked as deeply as Wayne!

Hodges reached for the phone again, and dialed 0. When the operator answered, he said, “I’d like to make a long-distance call please. To Birmingham, to the Federal Bureau of …” And then he tasted ashes in his mouth, because what could he say? What could he do? Wayne wanted to be out there. Wayne felt safe in that stone tomb, hidden from his responsibilities.

Those guys have very long arms, Al Vance had said.

“Yes sir?” the operator asked.

Hodges thought of Rhonda, and of Larry in his freshman year at Auburn. Long arms. He’d seen Niles’s eyes: the eyes of a killer. His gut lurched, and he hung up.

Things had been coming loose at the seams ever since J.J.’s death. Now the whole package was coming apart. Hodges feared what might be at its dark center.

But he had his family, his stocks and bonds. His house and money. He was alive.

Hodges rose wearily from his desk, and as he started across the room he thought he saw, through the picture window, a red glow in the sky when wind whipped through the trees. A fire? he wondered. In that direction lay Hawthorne. What could be burning?

Still, it couldn’t be a very large fire. And it was several miles away. It would be put out. He’d find out what it was in the morning.

“God help me,” he said quietly, and hoped he would be heard. Then he turned off the lights and climbed the stairs. He felt as if his soul had been scorched to a cinder.
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“I’LL BE PERFECTLY HONEST with you, Billy,” Mary Hillburn said. She put on her reading glasses and opened a file folder that lay before her atop the desk. “I have all your test results right here, everything from Zener cards to biofeedback. You checked out just fine on your physical, incidentally.”

“That’s good to know.” It had been several days since Billy’s talk with Bonnie Hailey, and just yesterday morning he’d finished the last of the tests Dr. Hillburn had planned for him. It had been a long hypnosis session conducted by Dr. Lansing, and Billy had felt as if he were floating in a dark pool as the therapist tried to take him to different levels of consciousness. From the disappointment on Lansing’s face, Billy could tell it had been a dismal failure.

That same disappointment, he saw, was in Dr. Hillburn’s eyes. “Your psychological tests,” she said, “are also positive. Your Zener card tests were about average, indicating no special ESP ability. You were cooperative in hypnosis, but Dr. Lansing reports no unusual or noteworthy reaction. Your dream diary shows no thread of continuity. You scored highest on the biofeedback session, which may indicate you have a more intense power of concentration than average. Other than that …” She looked up at him over the top of her glasses. “I’m afraid there’s nothing in any of your tests that marks you as being more than just an ordinary, healthy young man with a high concentration potential.”

“Oh,” Billy said quietly. All that work for nothing? he thought. “Then … you don’t think I can do what I say I can, is that right?”

“Take on pain from the dead? I really don’t know. As I say, the tests—”

“They’re not the right tests,” Billy said.

She pondered that for a moment. “Perhaps you’re right. But then, what would the proper test be, young man? Can you come up with one? You see, parapsychology—and death survival research in particular—is a very, very tricky enterprise. It’s a fledgling science—a new frontier; we make up the tests as we go along, but even our tests have to be tested. We have to prove ourselves as being serious every day, and most scientists won’t even listen to our findings.” She closed his file. “Unfortunately, we have proven nothing. No proof of death survival, no proof of an afterlife … nothing. But still people come to us with sightings of discarnates. They come to us with precognitive dreams, with the ability to suddenly speak in different languages, or to play musical instruments that they had no prior experience with. I’ve seen individuals go into trancelike states and write in a completely different handwriting style. I’ve heard a little girl, also in a trance, speak in a man’s voice. What does it mean? Simply that we have reached the edge of a new unknown, and we don’t understand what lies before us.”

Dr. Hillburn took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. She was suddenly very tired, and she’d so hoped this young man from Alabama would be the one she was looking for. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t disbelieve what you’ve told me about yourself and your family. Your friend Mr. Merkle was certainly convinced. But … how can we test that black aura you say you see? How can we test someone who feels he can calm the dead? I don’t know. Until we come up with new, verifiable test procedures, we cannot. So I’m going to send your file around to some other parapsychologists. In the meantime … I’m sorry, but I’ve got a list of people waiting to come in. I’m going to have to ask you to vacate your room.”

“You … want me to leave?”

“No, I don’t want you to; but I’m afraid you’ll have to. I can give you until the end of the week, and we’ll put you on a bus back home. I’m hopeful one of the other parapsychologists who get your file can …”

Heat pulsed in Billy’s face. He stood up abruptly, thinking of all the money he’d spent to come up here. “I’ll leave tomorrow,” he said. “And nobody has to see me off. I thought you were going to help me!”

“I said we’d put you through some tests. We have. I’m groping through the dark, just as you are, and I wish I had room for everyone here who has psi potential, but we don’t. It’s not that I don’t believe in your abilities. But right now there’s only your word for them.”

“I see,” Billy said, confused and angry. All this time, wasted! “I shouldn’t have come up here. I was wrong, I know that now. You can’t understand or help me, because you look at everything through machines. How can a machine know what’s in my mind and soul? My mother, and her mother before her, never needed machines to help them do their work—and I don’t, either.” He glowered at her and then stalked out of the office.

Dr. Hillburn couldn’t blame him. She turned her chair toward the window to look at the park in the gray midafternoon sunlight. She hated to let Billy Creekmore go, because she sensed something about him—something important that she couldn’t quite understand. But she needed the space he was occupying, and that was that. She drew in a deep breath and turned to her next priority, Bonnie Hailey’s dream diary. Bonnie was still having dreams about a burning building, and her messenger was still trying to impress a word on her. Something that sounded like “spines”? She reread Bonnie’s latest dreams—all of them similar except for minor details—and then took a Chicago street map from a bookshelf behind her desk.
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THEY CAME FOR HENRY Bragg at a quiet hour, just before three in the morning, and turned on all the lights in his mirrored bedroom.

Niles was standing over the bed when Bragg got his eyeglasses on. “Mr. Krepsin would like to see you,” Niles said. “You won’t need to get dressed, just your robe and slippers will do.”

“What’s going on? What time is it?”

“It’s early. Wayne’s repaying a debt to Mr. Krepsin. It’s important that you be there.”

Niles and a sturdy blond bodyguard named Dorn escorted Bragg into the east wing of the house, Krepsin’s private domain. In the week since George Hodges had been gone, Bragg had felt as pampered as a prince. He was getting a good suntan and becoming addicted to piña coladas. When the young girls that Niles introduced to him fawned over him, he conveniently forgot about his wife, children, his house and legal practice. He’d begun wearing a chain around his neck with his zodiac sign on it. He was doing his job: staying close to Wayne. If there just happened to be one hell of a lot of fringe benefits, was it his fault?

Niles pressed the button outside Krepsin’s study. The doors unlocked, and Bragg stepped into the room. Track lights were aimed on him, and the mounted skeletons threw dark slats upon the walls. Krepsin sat behind his desk, his hands folded before him, his head in a pool of light.

Bragg had to visor his hand over his eyes because the light in his face was almost painful. “Mr. Krepsin? Did you want to see me, sir?”

“Yes. Step forward, will you?”

Bragg did. The feel of the Persian carpet under his feet changed. He realized he was standing on a wide piece of thin, clear plastic that had been laid down over the carpet.

“That’s fine,” Krepsin said. “Right there, if you please.”

“What’s going on?” Bragg grinned.

“Wayne?” Krepsin looked to his left, at the figure sitting in a high-backed chair. “Are you ready?”

It took Bragg a few minutes to recognize Wayne. The boy’s face was pallid, haunted-looking. It had been several days since he’d last seen Wayne, and the boy looked like a stranger. Wayne held a small box in his lap and was rubbing something between his fingers. Was it … hair? he wondered.

“I don’t know,” Wayne said softly.

“What did I tell you before, son? You’re either ready or not for your test.”

“Hey,” Bragg said, “is anybody going to tell me what’s going on?”

Dorn was covering some of the skeletons nearest Bragg with clear plastic sheets. He moved a coffee table and chair to the far side of the room. Wayne sat staring at the hair in his hand; most of it was gray, and it had a luster that shone like starlight. He got a strange feeling from holding it. The Creekmore boy’s face was fresh in his mind, and for an instant it didn’t look evil at all. But then he remembered what his father had told him, about things of the Devil not always looking black as sin. “I’m ready,” he said, and let Ramona Creekmore’s hair slip back into the box. He could call it up from deep within, he knew he could. He rose to his feet, clenching and unclenching his fists at his sides.

“Let’s begin,” Krepsin said.

Before Bragg could turn, Dorn gripped his wrists and pinned his arms behind him. Bragg cried out in pain as Dorn held him so tightly he could barely breathe.

“Mr. Niles?” Krepsin said softly.

Niles had taken what looked like a set of brass knuckles from a black leather pouch. He slipped the weapon on his right fist, and Bragg whined with fear as he saw the wicked glint of broken razor blades studding the weapon’s surface.

“Wayne!” Bragg screamed, his glasses hanging from one ear. “For God’s sake, don’t let them kill me!” He tried to kick out at Niles, but the other man neatly sidestepped. Niles gripped his hair and jerked his head back while Dorn increased the pressure on his lockhold.

And then Niles’s arm swept outward in a blurred arc, across Bragg’s exposed throat. Fountains of bright red blood leaped into the air, jetting upon the plastic sheets. Niles leaped aside, but not in time: his gray suit was splattered with scarlet. Bragg’s face had gone marble white.

“Let him go,” Krepsin ordered. Bragg crumpled to his knees, his hands clasped around his throat, blood streaming between the fingers. Krepsin had clicked a stopwatch on when Bragg’s throat was slashed, and the seconds were running; he inclined his head toward Wayne. “Now heal him,” he said. “You have about three minutes before he bleeds to death.”

Wayne had had no idea what the test was going to be. He was transfixed by the sight of all that blood.

“Please,” Bragg whispered, and reached a gore-covered hand out for him. “Oh Jesus, oh Jesus don’t let me die …”

“Hurry, Wayne,” Krepsin urged.

Gripping the man’s slippery hand, Wayne got on his knees beside him. Red tides rippled across the plastic. Wayne clamped his free hand over the gushing, ragged wound. “Be healed,” he said, his voice shaking. “I … command you to be healed!” He tried to visualize the veins and arteries melding together as if by a cauterizing torch, but he knew it wasn’t working. “Please,” he whispered. “Please be healed!”

Bragg moaned hoarsely and fell on his side.

The stopwatch on Krepsin’s desk continued to ticktickticktick.

Wayne felt trapped in rust. He had felt the healing fire when he’d touched Toby; he had felt it when he’d healed a little girl’s numbed legs; he had felt it a hundred times in those old days, before he felt so pushed and squeezed and pressured to keep doing it day after day. But he couldn’t pretend anymore, not with Henry dying in front of him. He had to find the blue fire again, and he had to find it fast. When he looked pleadingly up at Krepsin, he saw the man’s impassive face like a huge chunk of eroding stone. Krepsin had put on a surgical mask.

“Wayne …” Bragg whispered.

He clamped both hands to the wound. “Be healed be healed dear God heal this man please heal him.” He squeezed his eyes shut. It wouldn’t happen! Where was the blue fire? Where was the power? “Burn it shut!” he shouted. Still nothing. He thought of the Creekmore witch, scorching in Hellfire. He thought of the Creekmore boy, still out there roaming the earth. One had been dealt with, the other must follow. “BURN IT SHUT!” he screamed, his mind turning toward revenge for the death of his father.

A faint jolt shuddered through his hands, like a spark plug misfiring. He was covered with blood and sweat, and as he concentrated he bowed his back and screamed for his daddy to help him heal Henry Bragg.

Spark plugs fired. Fired. Fired. “Yes, I command you to be healed! I command you to be heal—” a terrific pain suddenly ripped across his head. His brain felt as if it were about to explode. “BE HEALED!” he shouted, as blood oozed from his nostrils. His eyes bulged from his head.

Bragg’s body writhed, his mouth opening in a moan.

Krepsin, breathing hard, began to rise from his chair.

Pain crisscrossed Wayne’s head in savage waves. His hands, curled into rigid claws, were locked against Bragg’s throat. A fire was coming up from his soul, sizzling through sinew and muscle and flesh. With it there was an agony that made Wayne throw back his head and shriek.

Krepsin thought he smelled charring flesh.

Wayne shook violently, the eyes rolling back in his head, as his hands convulsively twitched around Bragg’s throat. The man’s body was shaking too, his mouth making low gasping sounds.

And then Wayne fell backward as if thrust away by a physical force. He lay curled up on the bloody plastic. Agony throbbed through him like the vibration of a bass fiddle.

Bragg moaned, “Oh God help me … please help me … the pain …”

Krepsin released his breath in a hiss. The second hand of the stopwatch was sweeping past three minutes. “Check him,” he rasped.

Niles bent over Bragg. “Pulse irregular. The bleeding’s almost stopped. The blood’s coagulated into a hard crust. I … I think the wound’s sealed, Mr. Krepsin.”

“Hurts,” Bragg whispered.

Krepsin’s bulk leaned over the desk. “That man should be dead by now,” he said. “He should be dead!” Breathing like a steam engine, he came around the desk and stepped onto the plastic film, avoiding the blood. “Get away, get away,” he told Niles, who moved quickly aside. Very slowly Krepsin dared to bend forward and touch with one finger the hard crust of dried blood that had effectively sealed Bragg’s wound. He drew his finger back as if it had been burned. “He’s going to live,” Krepsin whispered. Then, in a shout that seemed to shake the room: “He’s going to live!”

Wayne sat up, staring blankly ahead as blood dripped from his nose. His head was full of black, consumptive pain.

“He’s a healer,” Krepsin breathed, his eyes wide and astonished. “He’s a healer, he’s a healer, he’s a goddamned healer! I’ve found a healer!” He turned toward Wayne, one of his shoes sinking into a puddle of blood. “You always knew you could do it, didn’t you? You never doubted it! Oh, I’ve looked for someone like you for such a long time, Wayne! You can heal anything, can’t you? Cancers, fevers, plagues, anything!”

The son of Satan, Wayne thought through a haze of pain. Loose in the world. Mocking me. I always knew I could do it. Death deserves death. Send the demon boy to join the witch in Hellfire. I always knew I could get it up!

“My God, Wayne!” Krepsin was saying. “What a gift you have! I’ll give you anything you want, anything in the world! You want to stay here with me, don’t you? Here where it’s safe, where nothing can get at you? What do you want, Wayne? I’ll give you—”

“The demon boy,” Wayne whispered. “I … want the demon boy dead. He’s loose in the world, spreading death like a plague. Death deserves death.”

“The Creekmore boy? Anything you want done, anything in the world. We know he’s in Chicago, at the …” He couldn’t recall, and snapped his fingers at Niks.

“The Hillburn Institute,” Niles answered. The courier had come this morning, bringing a package containing snippets of hair and an envelope Travis Bixton had found in the Creekmore house. On that envelope had been the institute’s address, and inside a letter from the Creekmore boy.

“Right,” Krepsin said. “But that boy can’t hurt you, Wayne. It was his mother you feared, wasn’t it? And now that she’s …”

“Dead,” Wayne said, his haunted gaze burning toward the other man. “Dead dead I want the demon boy dead.”

Krepsin glanced quickly over at Niles, then returned his attention to Wayne. “I want you to go back to your room now. Mr. Dorn will give you something to help you relax. Tomorrow you can go up in the Challenger with Coombs. All day if you want. Would you like that?”

“Yes sir.”

Dorn helped Wayne to his feet. Bragg stirred and whispered, “Wayne, don’t leave me.”

“Henry’s still hurting,” Wayne said dazedly. “What’s going to happen to him?”

“We’ll see to Mr. Bragg. Go along now. And Wayne—you’ve passed your test magnificently!”

When Wayne had gone, Niles bent down beside Bragg and examined the throat wound as Krepsin raved on about Wayne’s powers. Niles was fascinated at the way the blood had crusted; he’d never seen anything like this before. Bragg’s bloodshot eyes were fixed on him. After a period of observation, Niles knew, Bragg would go into the incinerator. “What about the boy at that institute, Mr. Krepsin?” he asked.

“Wells won’t have any problem with that, will he?”

“No sir.” He stood up and stepped away from the body. “No problem. But aren’t you curious about this Creekmore boy? He has some kind of hold over Wayne. Should we find out what it is?”

Krepsin recalled something Wayne had told him, in one of their first conversations: The Creekmores serve the Devil, and they know all the secrets of death. He narrowed his eyes and regarded Niles for a silent moment.

“Something about that boy and his mother has preyed on Wayne’s mind for a long time,” Niles said quietly. “What could it be? And could it be used to bind Wayne closer to you?”

“He’ll never leave me,” Krepsin said. “How long could a man live, Mr. Niles, if he cannot be touched by injuries or disease? A hundred years? Longer?” Then he said in a soft, dreamy voice, “Not to die, but to know the secrets of death. That would … make a human being godlike, wouldn’t it?”

“The Creekmore boy,” Niles said, “may know something about Wayne that you should know. Possibly we acted prematurely on the woman, as well.”

“What’s your advice, then?”

Niles told him, and Krepsin listened very carefully.
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IT WAS BILLY’S LAST afternoon at the Hillburn Institute, and he was packing his suitcase when he heard the scream from downstairs. He knew, almost instinctively, that it was Bonnie’s voice.

He found her in the parlor, hugging Mr. Pearlman with tears streaming down her face. A few others were watching something on television. Billy stared numbly at the screen.

It was a nighttime scene of a blazing building, firemen wearing oxygen masks and scaling ladders to the upper floors as sparks exploded into the sky. The camera had caught pictures of people leaping to their deaths from the window.

“…the scene at two A.M. at the Alcott Hotel in South Chicago,” a female announcer was saying, “where a cigarette may have ignited one of the worst hotel fires in the past decade. Officials believe a smoldering mattress burst into flames just after midnight and fire spread rapidly through the structure, which has been used as a refuge for transients since 1968. Two firemen were overcome by smoke, and it’s estimated now that over forty persons may have died in the flames. It may be days before the rubble is cleared away, and more victims may be buried beneath.” The scene changed to an ugly dawn. The building lay in smoking ruins and firemen picked through the debris. “Stay tuned to WCHI’s ‘Eye on Chicago News’ at five.” And then the station returned to “The Wizard of Odds.”

“It wasn’t a cigarette,” Bonnie said, staring at Billy. “It was the wiring. It happened just like I knew it would, and I couldn’t stop it, I couldn’t do anything.…”

“There’s nothing you could have done,” Dr. Hillburn said. She was standing at the foot of the stairs, and had seen the news bulletin. This morning she’d read in the paper about the fiery destruction of the Alcott Hotel, on South Spines Street, and had known that Bonnie’s messenger had been right again.

“Yes there was. I could’ve told somebody. I could’ve—”

“You told me,” Dr. Hillburn said. She glanced at Billy and the others and then her gaze returned to Bonnie. “I found Spines Street on a Chicago map. It’s in a very bad area on the South Side, full of flophouses for derelicts. Two days ago I called the local police station and the fire department’s prevention bureau. I explained who I was, and my conversation ended with, respectively, a desk sergeant and a secretary. I was told there were dozens of transient hotels on Spines Street, and an inspection of them all was impractical. You did the best you could, Bonnie, and so did I.”

Forty people dead, Billy thought. Maybe more, their bodies buried in the rubble. The Alcott Hotel, South Spines Street. Forty people dead. He could envision them awakening from drunken sleep as fire roared through the corridors. They would’ve had no time, no chance to escape. It would have been a terrifying, agonizing way to die. Forty people.

Bonnie, her face strained and tear-streaked, took her coat from the closet and went out into the cold. She walked into the park, her head bowed.

“She’ll survive,” Dr. Hillburn said. “She’s a fighter, and she knows I’m right. Billy, what time does your bus leave?”

“Four o’clock.”

“Whenever you’re ready, I’ll drive you to the station.” Dr. Hillburn watched Bonnie walking in the park for a moment, then started up the stairs.

Billy kept thinking about the Alcott Hotel. The raw image of people leaping from the windows was imprinted on his brain. What would his mother want him to do? He already knew; but he didn’t know if he was strong enough for that many of them. He had two hours before his bus left. No, he should forget about the Alcott, he told himself. He was going home, back where he belonged.

Dr. Hillburn was about to enter her office when Billy said quietly, behind her, “I’d like to talk to you, please.”

“Yes?”

“That hotel fire. All those people, trapped in there. I … think that’s where I should go.”

“Why? Are you presuming that just because there was fast and painful death, discarnates are present? I don’t think that’s a very valid—”

“I don’t care what you think,” Billy said firmly. “I know that some souls need help in crossing over, especially if death came so fast they didn’t have time to prepare themselves. Some of them—a lot of them, I think—are probably still in that place, and they’re still burning up. They don’t know how to get out.”

“So what are you suggesting?”

“I want to go there. I want to see for myself.” He frowned when she didn’t respond. “What my mother taught me had to do with compassion, with feeling. Not with brainwaves or machines. They need me at that place. I have to go, Dr. Hillburn.”

“No,” she said. “Out of the question. You’re acting on an invalid, emotional assumption. And I’m sure that what remains of the Alcott is extremely dangerous. While you’re in this city, I feel responsible for you, and I won’t have you walking around in a burned-out building. I’m sorry. No.” And she went into her office and closed the door.

Billy’s face was grim. He went to his room, put on his heaviest sweater, and tucked the rest of his money into a jeans pocket. A bus stop was two blocks north, he knew. He’d have to find the Alcott Hotel by himself. Anita saw him leave, but he spoke to no one. Outside, small flakes of snow were spinning down from an overcast sky, and the wind was frigid. He saw Bonnie out in the park and almost went over to comfort her, but he knew she needed to be alone, and if he paused he might lose the determination that was forcing him to the Alcott. He started walking north, and didn’t hear Bonnie’s voice when she looked up and called his name.
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THE BUS DOORS HISSED open, and Billy stepped onto the pavement in a chilly mix of rain and snow. On the corner was a rusted street sign that read South Spines. As the bus pulled away, Billy shoved his hands in his pockets and started walking into the wind, his teeth beginning to chatter.

For the last hour and a half he’d been transferring from bus to bus, heading deeper into Chicago’s grim, gray South Side. He was almost at the edge of the city, and he’d ridden the bus to the end of the line. Rows of square, severe-looking buildings surrounded him, and on the horizon factory chimneys belched brown smoke. Metal shields were pulled down across storefront windows, and the reek of decay hung in the air.

Billy walked south, shivering. In the distance he heard a police car’s siren, the wail strengthening and ebbing. The street was all but deserted. Around him snowflakes hissed as if falling on a hot griddle. From windows an occasional solemn face watched him pass.

After another block, he could smell charred timbers. The air grew denser, thick with a grayish brown haze that seemed to hang in layers. He heard an eerie chorus of police sirens, a noise that climbed the scales to a chilling dissonance. Billy could feel the hair at the back of his neck standing up.

The haze grew denser still, like a filthy fog. Billy walked into it, his eyes stinging.

And through it loomed his destination, a scorched five-story building with the letters ALL OTT HO remaining painted in dark red just under the rooftop, which had collapsed during the fire. Windows were rimmed with black, and rooms and narrow corridors had been exposed when part of the hotel’s brick skin had slid down to the ground. Smoking rubble was piled up all over the street. A safety barricade, yellow sawhorses with blinking lights, had been set up to hold back a group of fifteen or twenty curious onlookers, and two police cars were parked nearby. Firemen in long brown canvas coats were picking through the debris. A group of men in scruffy clothes stood around a blaze in an empty oil can, passing a bottle back and forth. Parked across the street was a fire engine, its hoses snaking into the rubble.

Two firemen were digging something out. A third came over to help. The blackened shape they were trying to lift fell apart in their hands, and one of the men leaned unsteadily on his shovel as the group of drunks hooted and catcalled.

Billy’s heart was pounding, the chorus of sirens making his skin crawl. He saw a couple of policemen moving around in the rubble. Something within the building cracked, and bricks fell from above, causing the officers to scatter.

And then Billy realized those weren’t sirens he was hearing.

They were high, dissonant, eerie screams. Coming from inside the Alcott.

And he knew that he was the only one who could hear them.

“Got another one over here!” one of the firemen shouted. “Get me a bodybag, it’s a bad one!”

Billy stared across the barricades into the blackened remnants of the lobby. Furniture had been charred into lumps. A tangle of pipes leaked dirty water, and a narrow staircase, warped by intense heat and the weight of water, ascended along a sooty wall. The screams drove themselves into his brain like spikes, and he knew there were too many. He couldn’t handle them all, they’d kill him. He’d never tried to help this many, not at one time!

“Step back,” a policeman told him, and he obeyed.

But he knew that if he didn’t at least try, give it his best and strongest effort, he’d hear that terrible screaming in his mind for the rest of his life. He paused, waiting for the chance. I am strong, he told himself. I can do it. But he was trembling, and he’d never been more uncertain in his life.

The drunks started shouting at the firemen who were zipping a black form into a bodybag. The policeman hurried over to shut them up, his broad face reddening with anger.

And Billy slipped under the barricade, then into the Alcott Hotel’s ruined lobby.

He ascended the stairs as quickly as he could, ducking low beneath twisted pipes and dangling timbers. The stairs groaned under his weight, and around him shifted a curtain of gray smoke. Above the sound of the ghostly screams he could hear restless wind roaring along the upper floors. As he reached the dank second floor, noises from the outside world faded away. He could sense the pulse of agony at the heart of the Alcott Hotel.

His foot plunged through a step; he fell to his knees, ashes whirling around him, as the entire staircase shook. It took him a moment to work his foot free, and then he forced himself upward. Cold sweat and soot clung to his face. The screaming spectral voices led him to the third floor; he was aware also of individual voices—low, agonized moaning, snippets of shouts, cries of terror—that he seemed to feel vibrating in his bones. The third-floor corridor was dark, puddled with ashy water, clogged with burned, unidentifiable shapes. Billy found a shattered window and leaned against it to inhale some fresh air. Down on the street, a white van marked WCHI THE EYE OF CHICAGO had pulled up to the barricade. Three people, a woman and two men—one with a camera unit braced against his shoulder—were having a heated argument with the cop while the drunks shouted and whistled.

The voices of the dead urged Billy on. He continued along the corridor, feeling something like a cold hand exploring his features as a blind man might. The floor groaned under his weight, and from above ashes shifted down like black snow. His shoes crunched on a layer of debris.

To his right there was a doorway that had been shattered by firemen. Beyond was a thick gloom of gray ashes. Billy could sense the terrible cold in that room, leaking out into the corridor. It was the chill of terror, and Billy shivered in its frigid touch.

Beyond that doorway, he knew, was what he had come here to find.

Billy braced himself, his heart hammering, and stepped through the doorway.

The voices stopped.

A pall of black ashes and smoke drifted around him. It had been a large room; he looked up, saw that most of the ceiling had collapsed in a morass of charred timbers. Water was still seeping down from above and lay a half-inch deep around the objects on the floor: charred rib cages, arm and leg bones, unrecognizable shapes that might once have been human beings. Around them, like black barbed wire, was a metal framework that had been melded together by intense heat. Bed frames, Billy realized. Bunk beds. They were sleeping in here when the ceiling collapsed on top of them.

There was a silence, as of something waiting.

He could feel them all around him. They were in the smoke, in the ash, in the burned bones and malformed shapes. They were in the air and in the walls.

There was too much agony here; it weighed heavily in the dense air, and terror crackled like electricity. But it was too late to run, Billy knew. He would have to do what he could.

But there was something else here, as well. The hair at the back of his neck stirred, and his flesh prickled. Hatred oozed from this room. Something in here seethed; something wanted to tear him to pieces.

A shape stirred in a far corner and rose up from the ashes, taking hideous form. It stood seven feet tall, and its narrowed eyes glittered like red beads. The shape changer’s boarlike face grinned. “I knew you’d come,” it whispered, in a voice neither masculine nor feminine, young nor old. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Billy stepped back, into puddled water.

“Oh, you’re not afraid, are you?” The shape changer came out of the corner like a drift of smoke, its bestial gaze fixed on Billy. “Not you, no. Never afraid. You’re strong, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Billy said. “I am.” And he saw a flicker of hesitation in the shape changer’s gaze. He wasn’t sure of the limits of the shape changer’s powers—if indeed, there were any—but it seemed to him that as he got stronger, the shape changer grew more uncertain, more threatened. Perhaps, he thought, the beast couldn’t physically hurt him in that demonic, elemental shape, but it could affect his mind, possibly make him hurt himself. If the shape changer ever devised a way to attack him physically, he feared he couldn’t survive against such a hideous force.

The thing’s form shifted, like a reflection seen in a rippling pond of stagnant water, and suddenly it looked like Lee Sayre. “You’re a meddler,” it said, in Sayre’s voice. “Your family’s full of meddlers. Some of them couldn’t stand up to me, boy. Do you think you can?”

Billy didn’t reply, but stood his ground.

Lee Sayre’s face grinned. “Good! Then it’ll be you and me, boy, with a roomful of souls in the balance! Think fast, boy!”

The floor creaked and pitched downward, dropping Billy to his knees in the water. It’s a trick! he thought, as the floor seemed to sway precariously. An illusion, conjured up by the beast!

A blizzard of lighted matches swirled around Billy, burning him on the face and hands, sparking his hair and sweater. He cried out and tried to shield his face with his arms. A trick! Not really burning, not really … ! If he was strong enough, he knew, he could overcome the shape changer’s tricks. He looked up into the matches that sizzled off his cheeks and forehead, and he tried to concentrate on seeing the shape changer not as Lee Sayre, but as it really looked. The blizzard of matches faded away, and the boar-thing stood before him.

“Tricks,” Billy said, and looked up through the darkness at Melissa Pettus.

A fireball suddenly came crashing through the ceiling upon him, burying him in flaming debris. He could smell himself burning—a May Night smell—and he screamed as he tried to fight free. He ran, his clothes on fire, his mind panicked.

Before he reached the doorway, he stepped through a gaping hole in the floor that had been hidden by rubble.

As he plunged through, he caught a jagged piece of twisted metal bed frame that cut into his hand. His body hung halfway through the hole, his legs dangling twenty feet over a pile of timbers studded with blackened nails. His clothes were still on fire, and he could hear his skin sizzling.

“Let go, Billy,” Melissa whispered. “It hurts, doesn’t it? It hurts to burn.”

“No!” he shouted. If he let go, he knew he’d fall to his death. The shape changer had wanted him to flee, had wanted him to step through this hole. Panic, terror, illusions, and insanity—those were the shape changer’s most lethal weapons.

“Your mother’s dead,” Melissa’s pretty face said. “The cowboy came and cut her throat. Your little house is a heap of ashes. Billy, your hand’s bleeding—”

“Somebody up there?” a voice shouted from below.

“Let go, let go!” the shape changer, in Melissa’s skin, said urgently.

Billy concentrated on the pain in his hand. His flesh had stopped sizzling. He turned his full attention to getting out of the hole. His clothes weren’t on fire, weren’t even scorched. He was strong, he told himself; he could resist the shape changer’s weapons. Melissa’s form began to fade away, and in its place was the boar. Billy climbed up and crouched on his knees in the water. What had the thing said about his mother? Lies, all lies! He had to hurry, he told himself, before the firemen found him in here.

There were scorched bones lying around him. A rib cage lay nearby. In the corner was a hideous, blackened form still wearing the shreds of clothes, its black skull-like head lolling.

Billy could feel them all around him, terrified and confused. They murmured and moaned, crowding around him to flee the dark power of the shape changer.

“No fear,” Billy whispered. “Give up the pain, give up …”

“Get out of the dark place!” Jimmy Jed Falconer bellowed, his eyes blazing with righteous anger.

Something as soft as silk brushed Billy’s face. A formless, pale bluish white mass had begun seeping out of the wall, reaching tentatively toward him. A second revenant hung in a corner like a spider web, clinging fearfully to the wall.

“You’re not strong enough!” Falconer shouted. “You can’t do it!”

“Give up the pain,” Billy whispered, trying to mentally draw them closer. He squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating. When he opened them, he saw a third revenant drifting nearer, taking on a vague human shape, arms reaching to grasp for him.

“You have to leave this place,” Billy said. “You don’t belong here.” And suddenly he shivered, as a cold white shape drifted over him from behind; it was as soft as velvet, and was so cold it made his bones ache. Two appendages that might have been arms enfolded him.

“No!” the shape changer thundered, reverting to the beast.

The revenant began to sink into him. Billy gritted his teeth as its human memories filled him; first the panic as the fire spread and the ceiling crashed down, then the agony of burning flesh. Then in his mind he saw a splay of cards on a table, a hand reaching for a bottle of Red Dagger wine, golden wheatfields seen from a speeding boxcar, dreaded policemen swinging clubs. Memories and emotions swept through him like leaves blown from dying trees.

Another form drifted closer, gripping Billy’s hand and crawling up his arm.

Again, the agony of the blaze streaked through Billy’s mind. Then a needle sinking into flesh. A thin woman standing in a doorway, cradling a child.

Billy shuddered and moaned from the intensity of the pain and emotions he was taking on. He saw dozens of white forms sifting through the room, rising from the heaps of bones and ashes. They were oozing out of the walls, some of them hurrying toward him, others still as frightened as little children and clinging to the corners.

“Let go of the pain,” he whispered, as the forms clung to him. “No pain, no fear …” Images from other lives crackled through his mind: a knife fight in an alley, a bottle uptilted for the last precious drops.

“LOOK AT ME, BOY!” the shape changer shouted, and rippled into Fitts, standing with a python curled around his neck. “Your mother’s dead, your mother’s dead! The cowboy came and sheared her head!”

The revenants were all over Billy. Though they were weightless, the tonnage of the emotions they were shedding bore him to the floor, where he lay gasping on his side in ashes and water. He heard the shape changer roar, “Its not over! Its not over yet, you’ll see!” but he closed his mind to the thing’s taunts, mentally fixed on bringing the revenants into him.

The shape changer vanished. But, behind Billy, the charred corpse in the corner stirred. Its dead, burned-out eye sockets began to show a gleam of red. The thing moved, slowly, slowly, and started to drag itself toward the boy. One skeletal hand closed around a piece of metal, and lifted it to strike Billy from behind.

Burned bone cracked. The arm dangled uselessly, and as Billy turned to look over his shoulder, he recognized in the reanimated corpse’s face the shape changer’s red, hate-filled eyes. He lay immobile as the corpse crawled toward him, its mouth opening to emit a hoarse whisper through burned vocal cords; then the head lolled, ripping loose from the neck. The body shuddered and settled again into the ashes, as the shape changer gave it up.

Someone shouted, “Jesus Christ!”

And another voice, rising frantically, “Get the lights on!”

A stunning beam of light flooded the room. Some of the wraiths scattered away from Billy, fleeing the harsh illumination. Others floated above the floor, transfixed.

The fireman with his spotlight backed away, stumbling into the camera crew from WCHI, who were doing a documentary on firetrap hotels. The room was filled with strange white shapes, some of them vaguely in human form. “What the hell? …” the fireman whispered.

“Barry!” a tall woman with red hair said. “Film it!” Her eyes were wide and startled, and she was fighting the urge to run like hell from whatever those things were. The cameraman paused, stunned, and at once the woman switched on a power-pack strapped to his back. She lifted the video-tape camera from its mount on his shoulder, popped off the plastic lens cap, and started filming. Two intense lights attached atop the camera came on, illuminating every corner of the room. “Give me more cable! Now, damn it!” She stepped into the room, panning from corner to corner.

“Nothing there,” the fireman was babbling. “Nothing there. Just smoke. Just—” And then he fled the room.

The camerawoman stepped over the boy passed out on the floor, jerked at the cable to make sure it wasn’t snagged, and filmed a white shape with a head and arms as it fled into a wall.
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WHEN CAMMY FALCONER SAW her son, she was amazed at how much older he looked. He was growing into a handsome man, but he was getting fat. He sat out at a table by the glass-enclosed swimming pool that was part of the Krepsin house, working on a plastic airplane model.

“Wayne?” Niles said quietly. “Your visitors are here.”

Wayne looked up incuriously, and Cammy saw that his eyes seemed dead. She managed a weak smile as she stepped forward. “Aren’t you going to say hello to your mother?”

“You’ve been smoking,” Wayne replied. “I can smell it on your clothes.” He glanced up at the husky, curly-haired man who stood a few paces behind her, and frowned. One of her boyfriends, he thought. He’d heard she had a lot of boyfriends out in Houston, where she’d moved after the Falconer Foundation had bought her a condominium.

“Wayne, this is Darryl Whitton,” she said uneasily. “He plays for the Oilers.”

“I don’t like football.” He concerned himself with putting together the fuselage of a Concorde. “How’d you find me?”

“Where you are isn’t a secret.” She glanced quickly at Niles, who seemed determined to stay around. “Can I be alone with my son, please?” Niles nodded in accordance, wished them a good visit, and returned to the house. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you, Wayne.”

“Did they send you?”

“No,” she said, but she was lying. The Crusade people had called her and explained that they needed her help. Little Wayne was out in Palm Springs, they told her, and he didn’t want to come home. Henry Bragg was missing, and George Hodges had quit the Crusade only a few days ago. Cammy inwardly shuddered when Wayne looked at her; she feared he could see the lie through those scorched, haunted eyes.

Whitton, an affable lout, picked up one of the plastic pieces and grinned. “Mighty good job you’re doin’ there, Wayne. Your momma tells me you like …” And then the grin froze when Wayne’s gaze fixed on him. Whitton cleared his throat, put the piece down, and ambled away along the edge of the large swimming pool.

“What’s this all about?” Cammy asked. She was well tanned and obviously prosperous, and had broken out of the crystalline cocoon J.J. Falconer had spun around her. “Don’t you want to continue the Crusade anymore?”

“They did send you, didn’t they?”

“Wayne, you’re the head of a multimillion-dollar corporation! And here you are, putting together kids’ toys! Who is this Krepsin man, and why did he make it so hard for me to see you? I’ve called half a dozen times!”

“Mr. Krepsin is my friend,” Wayne replied. “I’m resting. And you got in to see me, didn’t you?” He concentrated on getting the wings done just right.

“Resting? For what?”

“The future,” he said softly. “But you don’t care, not really. You stopped caring after my daddy died. But I’ll tell you about the future anyway. Mr. Krepsin is going to help me build a church, right out in the desert. It’s going to be the biggest church in the world, and it’s going to last forever. It’s going to be built in Mexico, and Mr. Krepsin is going to show me where …” His voice trailed away, and he sat staring into space for a moment. “We can build our own television network, Mr. Krepsin says. He wants to help me, every step of the way.”

“In other words, this man’s got control over you.”

He shot a dark glance at her. “You can’t see the future, can you? I don’t have any friends back in Fayette. They just want to use me. Back there I’m still Little Wayne Falconer, but here I’m Mr. Wayne Falconer. I can have anything I want here, and I don’t have to be afraid of anything. And know what? They let me fly a jet. Night or day, whenever I choose. I take those controls and I fly over the desert and I feel so … so free. Nobody demands anything from me here.”

“And what do you do for money?”

“Oh, I’ve had my bank accounts transferred from Fayette. I’ve got a new lawyer, too. Mr. Russo. We’re going to put all the foundation money in a Mexican bank, because the interest rates are higher. So you see? I’m still in control.”

“My God!” Cammy said incredulously. “You’ve handed over the foundation to a stranger? If the press finds out about this, you’re through.”

“I don’t see it that way.” He carefully squeezed plastic cement out of a tube, applying it to a tail fin. “Daddy doesn’t either.”

Cammy went cold. “What?”

“Daddy. He’s come back to me, now that the Hawthorne witch is dead. He says what I’m doing is right, and he says he can rest in Heaven when the demon boy is dead.”

“No,” she whispered. “Wayne … where’s Henry? Is Henry here with you?”

“Henry? Oh, he went on to Mexico.”

Cammy realized her son was out of his mind. Her eyes stung with tears. “Please,” she said. “Wayne, listen to me. I’m begging you. Please go back to Fayette. They can talk to you, and—” She touched his arm.

Instantly he jerked away, and the half-finished airplane scattered across the table and to the ground. “Don’t touch me!” he told her. “I never asked you to come here!” His face reddened as he realized the model he’d worked so hard on was ruined. “Look what you made me do! You … you’ve broken it!”

“Wayne … please …”

“Get out!” he said angrily. “I don’t want you near me!”

“You’re destroying everything J.J. built. Don’t throw it all away! You need help, Wayne! Please go back to Fayette, where they can—”

“GET OUT!” Wayne howled, rising to his feet. Whitton was hurrying over. “You Jezebel!” Wayne shouted, and tore away the necklace she was wearing. Pearls rolled across the ground. “You painted whore! You’re not my mother anymore, so GET OUT!”

A glass partition separating the pool from the house slid open. Felix, the butler looked out and then went to summon Niles.

Cammy stared at her son. He was too far gone now to be helped. She knew she’d never see him again. She touched a red welt across her neck where he’d scratched her. And it came out of her before she could stop it: “You’re right, Wayne,” she said in a quiet, firm voice, “I’m not your mother. I never was.”

“Don’t, Cammy!” Whitton said.

But Cammy’s anger and disgust at what her son had become was pouring out of her. “I was never your mother,” she said, and saw Wayne blink. “You spoiled little bastard! Jimmy Jed Falconer bought you, because he wanted a son to carry on the Crusade, and it had to be done quickly. Do you hear me, Wayne?”

Wayne was motionless, his eyes narrowed into slits and his mouth half open.

“He paid hard cash for you!” And then she shouted it for the world to hear: “Jimmy Jed Falconer was impotent! God only knows who your mother and father really were!”

Niles, who’d just come up behind the woman, grabbed Cammy’s elbow. “I’ll have to ask you to—”

“Get your hand off me!” She pulled away. “What kind of tricks are you people playing? Why don’t you let Wayne go?”

“He can leave anytime he likes. Can’t you, Wayne?”

The boy’s eyes had frozen into chunks of blue ice. “You’re a liar,” he whispered to the woman. “I’m J.J. Falconer’s son.”

“Not by blood. There’s a man who buys and sells babies. It was done in secret, and I was expected to go along with it. Oh, he loved you like you were his blood, and I tried my best, but I can’t stand to see you throwing everything away like this!”

“Liar,” Wayne whispered.

“The visit is over,” Niles said. “Felix, will you show these people to the door, please?”

“Go back to Fayette,” Cammy pleaded. “Don’t destroy J.J.’s lifework!” Tears filled her eyes. Whitton gently took her hand and they followed the Mexican butler. Cammy looked back only once, and saw the man named Niles put his hand firmly on Wayne’s shoulder. “That was kind of cruel, wasn’t it?” Whitton asked.

She wiped her eyes. “Take me to a bar, Darryl. The nearest damned bar you can find.”

Niles watched them leave through hooded eyes. “Are you all right, Wayne?”

“I’m J.J. Falconer’s son,” the boy replied in a dazed voice.

“Of course you are.” He recognized the shock settling into Wayne’s face, and he took a plastic bottle of small white pills from his inside coat pocket. He shook out a couple into his hand. “Your sedatives, Wayne. Chew these up.”

“NO!” The boy struck out at Niles’s wrist, and the pills went flying into the swimming pool. Wayne’s face was mottled and stricken. “I’m J.J. Falconer’s son!” he shouted.

“That’s right.” Niles tensed, ready for anything. If the boy went out of control, there was no telling what he might try. “Of course you’re his son,” he said soothingly. “Now why don’t you finish your model? They’re gone now; they won’t bother you again. I’ll have Felix bring you a nice glass of fresh orange juice.” The juice would be laced with Valium, enough to turn him into a zombie again.

“My airplane.” Wayne stared down at the scattered plastic pieces. “Oh,” he whispered, and a tear dripped down his right cheek. “It’s broken.…”

“You can fix it. Come on, sit down.” Niles led him to his chair. “What would you like to go with that orange juice?”

Wayne frowned, staring at the sun’s reflection in the swimming pool. “Zingers,” he said. “Vanilla.”

“Remember, we leave for Mexico early in the morning. You’ll need your sleep. Are your bags packed?”

“No sir.”

“Felix will give you a hand with them.” Niles hadn’t understood all of what that damned woman had said, but she’d really given Wayne a jolt. Taped to the underside of the table was a voice-activated tape recorder about the size of a cigarette pack. Niles knew Mr. Krepsin would be interested in hearing it. He left the poolside.

Wayne had gathered up the plastic pieces when Felix brought out his orange juice and Zingers. He stuffed the cakes into his mouth after Felix had gone; the orange juice seemed more bitter than usual today. He didn’t like it, so after one swallow he poured it into the pool and stirred away the color with his hand. Mr. Niles always insisted he finish everything that was put in front of him, and Wayne didn’t want to get Mr. Niles mad. Then Wayne sat cross-legged on the edge of the pool, telling himself over and over again that the painted Jezebel had lied.
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BILLY CREEKMORE WAS WATCHING The House on Haunted Hill on TV in his room at Chicago’s Armitage General Hospital when Bonnie Hailey knocked softly at the door and came in.

“Hi,” she said. “How’re you doin’ today?”

“Better.” He sat up and tried to make himself presentable by running a hand through his unruly hair. His bones still ached, and his appetite had dropped to almost nothing. Sleep was a confusion of nightmares, and in the television’s blue glow Billy’s face looked ghostly and tired. He’d been in the hospital for two days, suffering from shock and exhaustion. “How about you?”

“I’m fine. Here, I brought you somethin’ to read.” She gave him a copy of the Tribune she’d bought down at the newsstand. “Helps to pass the time, I guess.”

“Thank you.” He didn’t tell her that every time he tried to read, the lines ran together like columns of ants.

“You okay? I mean … are they treatin’ you right around here? Everybody at the institute wants to come over, but Dr. Hillburn says nobody can come for a while. But me, that is. I’m glad you wanted to see me.”

It was late afternoon, and the last rays of sunlight were slanting through the blinds beside Billy’s bed. Dr. Hillburn had spent most of yesterday with him and had been there this morning as well.

“Did Dr. Hillburn call Hawthorne like she promised she would?” Billy asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I haven’t heard from my mother for a while. I want to know if she’s all right.” Billy remembered the shape changer’s mocking singsong: Your mother’s dead, the cowboy came and sheared her head.

Bonnie shrugged. Dr. Hillburn had told her not to mention Billy’s mother. The owner of a general store in Hawthorne—the number Billy had said to call—had told Dr. Hillburn that Ramona Creekmore had perished when her cabin had caught fire in the middle of the night. Embers stirred by the wind in the hearth, the man had said. The place went up quick.

“I’m so tired,” Billy said. Had a dark cloud passed over Bonnie’s face, or not? His brain was still teeming with the emotions and memories he’d absorbed in the Alcott Hotel; he realized he had narrowly escaped death from the shape changer. The beast hadn’t been able to crack his mind or erode his determination, but Billy shivered when he thought of that burned corpse dragging itself slowly through the ashes toward him. Had it been another mental trick, another assumed shape, or did the beast have the power to animate the dead as if they were grisly puppets? There had been utter hatred—and grim desperation—burning in those hollow eye sockets. When the shape changer had given up that husk of crisped flesh, the red glint of its eyes had extinguished like spirit lamps. And where was the beast now? Waiting, for another chance to destroy him?

They were going to meet again, somewhere. He was sure of it.

“Dr. Hillburn told me the people at the television station have a video tape,” Billy said quietly. “They’re keeping it locked in a safe, but they showed it to her yesterday. It shows everything. Me, the revenants in the room … everything. She said it shows some of the revenants being drawn into me, and some seeping into the walls. She said they’re trying to decide whether to show the tape on TV or not, and they may do a documentary on the institute.” He remembered the charge of emotion in Dr. Hillburn’s voice as she’d told him other parapsychologists were going to want to see that film, and to meet him, and that very soon his life was going to change. He might not stay in Chicago, she’d said; Chicago—and specifically the institute—might be for him just the first step in a long, arduous journey. Dr. Hillburn’s eyes had been bright with hope.

Pain stitched across Billy’s forehead. His body felt like a damp rag. “I wonder if there’s a piano somewhere around here,” he said.

“A piano? Why?”

“I like to play. Didn’t I tell you? There’s a lot I want to tell you, Bonnie. About my family, and about something called the Mystery Walk. I’d like to show you Hawthorne someday. It’s not much, but it’s where I was born. I’ll show you my house, and the high school; I’ll show you the trails I used to wander when I was a kid. I’ll take you to a place where a creek sings over the rocks, and where you can hear a hundred different birds.” He looked up at her, hopefully. “Would you like that?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I … I think I’d like that. A lot.”

“It won’t take me long to get well.” His heartbeat had quickened. “I want to know the things that are important to you. Will you take me to Lamesa sometime?”

Bonnie smiled and found his hand under the sheet.

“Do you think a cowgirl could get along with an Indian?” he asked her.

“Yep. I think they could get along just fine.”

Someone screamed from The House on Haunted Hill. It startled Bonnie, but then she laughed. It was a sound that warmed Billy’s bones as if he were standing before a fireplace. Suddenly he was laughing too; then she leaned close to him, those strange and beautiful eyes luminous, and their lips gently touched. Bonnie pulled back, her face blooming with color—but Billy cupped his hand behind her head and this time their kiss was long and lingering.

“I’d better go,” Bonnie said finally. “Dr. Hillburn wanted me back before dark.”

“Okay. But you’ll come back tomorrow?”

She nodded. “As early as I can.”

“Good. Will you say hello to everybody else for me? And thanks for coming to see me. Thanks a lot.”

“Get your rest,” she said, and kissed him lightly on the forehead. At the door, she paused to say, “I do want to see Hawthorne with you, Billy. Very much.” And then she left, while Billy grinned and stretched and dared believe that everything was going to be just fine.

She’s dead, she’s dead, the cowboy came and sheared her head.

I’ll be waiting for you.

When a nurse brought in his dinner at five-thirty, Billy asked about finding a piano. There was one up on the fourth floor, in the chapel, she told him—but he was supposed to lie right there and get plenty of rest. Doctor’s orders.

After she’d gone, Billy picked at his dinner. He paged through the Tribune for a while and then, restless and troubled, he put on the robe the hospital had provided and slipped down the hallway to the staircase. He hadn’t noticed a heavyset Mexican orderly who’d been mopping the corridor outside his room. The man put aside his mop and took a beeper from his back pocket.

On the fourth floor, Billy was directed to the chapel. It was empty, and an old piano stood next to an altar with a brass crucifix. The walls were covered with heavy red drapes that would muffle sound, but he closed the chapel doors. Then he sat down at the piano as if gratefully greeting an old friend.

What came out was a quiet song of pain, made up of the emotions he’d drained from the revenants at the Alcott Hotel. It was dissonant at first, an eerie melody that advanced up the keyboard until the high notes sounded like strident human voices, but as Billy played he felt the terrors begin to leave him. Gradually the music became more harmonious. He ended only when he felt cleaned out and renewed, and he had no idea how long he’d been playing.

“That was nice,” a man standing near the door said. Billy turned toward him and saw he was an orderly. “I enjoyed that.”

“How long have you been there?”

“About fifteen minutes. I was out in the hallway and heard you.” He smiled and came along the center aisle. He was a stocky man with close-cropped brown hair and green eyes. “Did you make that up yourself?”

“Yes sir.”

The orderly stood beside Billy, leaning against the piano. “I always wanted to play an instrument. Tried the bass fiddle once, but I wasn’t no good. My hands are too big, I guess. What’s your name?”

“Billy Creekmore.”

“Well, Billy … why don’t you play something else? Go on. For me.”

He shrugged. “I don’t know what else to play.”

“Anything. I’ve always liked piano music. Do you know any jazz?”

“No sir. I just play what I feel.”

“Is that so?” He whistled appreciatively. “I sure wish I could do that. Go ahead, okay?” He motioned toward the keyboard, a smile fixed to his broad face.

Billy started playing, picking out a few chords, as the man nodded and moved around behind so he could watch the way Billy’s hands worked. “I’m not really very good,” Billy said. “I haven’t practiced like I ought …” Suddenly he was aware of a sharp, medicinal aroma. He started to turn his head, but a hand clamped around the back of his neck. A wet cloth was pressed to his mouth and nose, stifling his cry.

“I like music,” the man said. “Always have.” It only took a minute or two for the chloroform solution to work. He would’ve preferred to use a needle on him, but he didn’t want it breaking off in the boy’s skin. Anybody who could play a piano like that deserved some respect.

The Mexican orderly who’d been guarding the doors wheeled in a clothes hamper filled with dirty laundry. Billy was stuffed into the bottom, covered over with sheets and towels. Then the hamper was taken out and rolled along the corridor to a service elevator. A car was waiting outside, and a plane was waiting at an airstrip south of the city. Within ten minutes, Billy was asleep in the car’s trunk. At the airport he would be given an injection that ensured he would sleep all the way to Mexico.
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MOONLIGHT SHIMMERED ON THE swimming pool’s surface. In his pajamas, Wayne switched on the underwater light, then slid the glass partition open and stepped into the poolhouse. He was trembling, and there were dark blue circles under his eyes. He’d tried to sleep, but what the woman had told him this morning had driven him crazy with doubts. He hadn’t taken his sleeping pill before bedtime, and his nerves jangled like fire alarms; instead, he’d flushed the pill down the toilet because he’d wanted his mind clear, to think about what Cammy had told him.

The pool glowed a rich aquamarine. Wayne sat on the edge; he twitched with nervous energy, and his brain seemed to be working so fast he could smell the cells burning up. Why would Cammy have said that if it wasn’t true? To hurt him? She was jealous of his power and stature, that was it. Yes. She was jealous. His head ached. But hadn’t he loved his “mother” at one time? he asked himself. What had made things change? How had they gotten so out of control? He raised up his healing hands and stared at them. Where was Henry Bragg? Waiting for them in Mexico?

All that blood, he thought. All that awful blood.

It hadn’t been right to hurt Henry Bragg like that. Henry was a good man. But what kind of man was Mr. Krepsin, if he’d ordered that Henry be hurt?

His daddy had visited him in the night, and told him to trust Mr. Krepsin completely. But, Wayne thought, his daddy had tricked him because if he wasn’t of J.J. Falconer’s blood, then whose blood ran in his veins? And if his daddy had tricked him about that, if he’d failed to tell Wayne the whole truth, then could he be tricking him about Mr. Krepsin too?

A sudden clear thought rang in Wayne’s head, a sharp peal of pain: My daddy is dead. I tried to raise him and couldn’t, and I saw the coffin go into the ground. He’s dead.

Then what came in the night, wearing his father’s skin and yellow suit?

He was confused, his head a ball of pain breeding black thoughts. The witch was dead, and the demon boy would be dead soon … so why did he still feel Evil in the air, all around him, like one of the plagues Mr. Krepsin talked about? He trembled, clasping his arms around himself for warmth.

The witch was dead. There was no need to fear going home anymore. And Cammy was right; there was so much to be done to keep the Crusade going, just as his daddy—if J.J. had been his daddy—had wanted him to do. And only by returning to Fayette, Wayne realized, would he ever find out who his parents actually were. He stared blankly out across the water. So many decisions to be made; it was so safe here in Palm Springs, and what about the church to be built?

God help me, he prayed. Please help me decide what I should do.

The answer came to him with electric, painful clarity: he would not go with Mr. Krepsin to Mexico in the morning. He would return to Fayette, first to find out if that woman had been lying or not, and then to make sure the Crusade was in good shape because, no matter who had given him birth, he was a child of the Crusade as well, and now he must in turn take care of it.

And perhaps, he thought, in finding out who his parents were he would learn more about himself and the healing power that had shaped his life.

Yes. He would go back to Fayette in the morning.

He trembled and jittered, his nerves sputtering like raw fuses. He needed a Valium, he thought. No, no—his mind had to be sharp and clear when he went back home, so he could deal with all the problems. He was going to have to sweat all the Valiums, Dalmanes, and Tuinals out of his system. But fear throbbed through him, and he didn’t know if he was strong enough to leave Mr. Krepsin and go back to that place where he would have to work and pray and preach and heal. It seemed there were so many problems, and so many people in the world who wanted his healing touch. And if he really healed them, if he reached down deep inside and brought up the cleansing power instead of prancing on a stage and pretending, in time the pain would tear him apart.

The voice came drifting into his head like a distant whisper: Do you know what you’re doing, son?

“No,” Wayne said, and shivered. “Oh God help me, I don’t.…”

He leaned forward and put his hand into the water; it was comfortably warm. He sat for a moment listening to the noise of the desert wind outside the poolhouse, and a slight movement pulled his gaze toward a far corner. He thought something had shifted over there, like a haze of dark smoke, but now there was nothing. He stood up, took off his pajamas, and eased himself into the pool.

He slowly swam the pool’s length. He was winded when he reached the deep end, and he treaded water beneath the diving board; then he reached up and gripped the board’s edge, letting his body relax.

Water gurgled softly behind him.

A pair of purplish brown, rotting arms wound around his neck, like a lover’s embrace. The foul odor of lake mud bubbled up. Black fingernails on skeletal hands playfully scratched at Wayne’s cheeks.

He screamed, lost his grip on the board, and sank. Water flooded his mouth; he flailed and kicked, trying to get away from the thing that clutched at him. In the glare of the underwater light he saw a misshapen form with long black hair. Its bony arms reached for him, its purple rotten face pressed close, the lips seeking his. The thing kissed him, trying to plunge its bloated tongue into his mouth.

Wayne got his knee up against its chest and pushed it away. As he fought wildly to the surface, air exploded from his lungs. He swam frantically, tried to scream. Then he felt concrete underneath and he stood in water up to his waist; he turned toward the deep end, wiping hair and water out of his eyes, to see what had attacked him.

Water sloshed against the pool’s sides. There was nothing in the deep end; nothing between him and the underwater light.

He whimpered softly, the breath burning in his lungs. Nothing there, he thought. Nothing.…

Something reached between his legs from behind, grabbing at his genitals. He gave a hoarse bark of fear and whirled around.

She was nude, too; but her breasts had decayed and fallen and Wayne could see the yellow bones of her rib cage through the slack, purple flesh. The gases in her body had long since swelled and exploded, and the skin hung down in putrid tatters. Her nose had collapsed or been nibbled away by fish; there was a hole in the center of her face. Her eyeballs were gelatinous, as yellow-white as pools of lake water about to break over her ruined cheeks. But her hair was the same: long and black and lustrous, as if the years of immersion had preserved it.

“Wayne,” the awful mouth whispered. There was a shattered place at the side of her head, where she’d struck a diving platform a long time ago.

He moaned and backed away, toward deeper water.

What was left of Lonnie’s face grinned. “I’m waiting for you in Fayette, Wayne. I need you sooooo bad.” She came closer, bits of her floating away in the water. “I’m still waiting, right where you left me.”

“I didn’t mean to!” he screamed.

“Oh, I want you to come back to Fayette. I’m so tired of swimmin’, and I need my sweet lover boy back again.…”

“Didn’t mean to … didn’t mean to … didn’t mean …” He stepped into deep water, sank, and heard himself scream underwater. He fought back to the surface, and now Lonnie was nearing him, holding out one purple claw.

“I need you, sweet thang,” she said. “I’m waitin’ for you to come home. I need you to heal me.”

“Leave me … alone … please … leave me …” He tried to swim away, but then she splashed behind him and her arms curled around his neck again. Her teeth nipped at his ear, and she whispered, “Let me show you what death is like, Wayne.”

He sank as her weight became monstrous, as if she were made of concrete instead of rotten flesh and bone. She bore him deep. He opened his mouth; bubbles rushed from him, rising to the churning surface. They turned over and over, locked together as if in some hideous underwater ballet.

The light darkened. His cheek scraped against the bottom of the pool.

And then he was being pulled upward, wrenched to the surface, and dragged out onto the Astroturf. Someone turned him over on his stomach, and pressure squeezed the small of his back. Water streamed from his mouth and nose, and then he was throwing up his dinner and the three Zingers he’d eaten. He moaned, curled up on his side, and began sobbing.

“He’ll be all right,” Dorn said, stepping away from the body. His suit was soaked, and he glanced at Niles, who stood a few feet away with Felix. “What’d he try to do, drown himself?”

“I don’t know.” If Felix hadn’t heard Wayne scream, Niles knew, the boy would be dead by now. When Dorn had leaped in, Wayne had been down in the deep water, struggling weakly as if trying to escape from something. “Bring me a canister of oxygen,” he told Felix. “Fast.” The boy’s body was almost blue, and he was shivering violently. “And bring a blanket, too. Move it!”

They covered Wayne with the blanket and cupped an oxygen mask to his mouth and nostrils.

The boy shuddered and moaned, and then finally drew a rattling breath. His eyes came open, bulging with terror. Tears slid down his cheeks. He gripped Niles’s hands, his fingers digging into the man’s flesh.

Niles said quietly to the others, “Mr. Krepsin doesn’t have to know about this. It was an accident. Wayne went swimming, and he got water in his lungs.” He looked up at them, his eyes darkening. “Mr. Krepsin would be very upset if he thought we almost let Wayne … hurt himself. Do you both understand? Okay, he’s breathing fine now. Shit, what a mess! Felix, I want you to go to the kitchen and pour Wayne a large glass of orange juice. Bring it up to his room.”

Wayne pushed the oxygen mask away from his face. “She was here in the pool and she grabbed me and wanted me to die she’s waiting for me she said she wanted me to know what death was like.…” His voice cracked, and he clung to Niles like a little boy.

“Help me with him,” he told Dorn. “He’s got to be ready to leave in the morning.”

“No don’t make me go back,” Wayne moaned. “Please don’t make me go back she’s waiting for me in the lake she wants me to come back.…”

“He’s flipped his fucking lid!” Dorn picked up the pajamas, his wet shoes squeaking.

“So what else is new? Come on, let’s get him upstairs.”

“Don’t make me go back!” Wayne blubbered. “I want to stay with Mr. Krepsin, I want to stay and I’ll be a good boy, I’ll be good I swear I swear it.…”

As they reached the glass partition, Niles looked over his shoulder at the pool and thought he saw a shadow—a huge shadow, maybe seven feet tall, that might have been some kind of animal standing on its hind legs—in the corner where there should have been no shadows. He blinked; the shadow was gone.

“What is it?” Dorn asked.

“Nothing. Damn it, this door should’ve been locked!”

“I thought it was.”

“Forever,” Wayne said, the tears dripping down his face. “I want to stay here forever. Don’t make me leave … please don’t.…”

Niles turned off the pool’s light. For an instant the rippling of disturbed water sounded like a high, inhuman giggle.
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LIZARDS SCAMPERED OVER ROCKS baking in the sun. A distant line of sharp-edged mountains shimmered in the midday Mexican heat. As Niles came out of the air-conditioned interior of Krepsin’s concrete bunker twenty-five miles north of Torreon, he slipped on his sunglasses to keep from being blinded by a world of burning white.

Niles, immaculate in a khaki suit, walked past Thomas Alvarado’s copper Lincoln Continental toward the concrete garage where a few electric carts were kept. Under a brightly striped canvas awning, Wayne Falconer was hitting golf balls out into the desert, where pipe-organ cactus and palmetto grew like a natural barbed-wire fence. Wayne had been urged to find something to do while Krepsin went over business matters with Alvarado, Ten High’s Mexican connection.

Wayne hit a ball and shielded his eyes from the glare, watching it bounce across the rocky terrain. It came to rest about twenty yards from one of the observation towers, where a bored Mexican security man dreamt of a cold margarita.

“Nice shot,” Niles observed.

Wayne looked up. His eyes were drugged from the extra Valium in his system, his movements slow and heavy. Since the incident at the swimming pool several days before, Wayne had needed careful watching. He fawned over Mr. Krepsin at every opportunity, and Niles was sick of him. Wayne’s face was puffy with sunburn.

“I’m almost through with this bucket of balls,” he told Niles, his speech slurring.

“Get another one.”

“Mr. Krepsin says my church is going to be the biggest one in the world.”

“That’s fine.” Niles walked past him, in a hurry.

“Are you going out there again?” Wayne asked, motioning with his golf club toward the little white concrete structure about a mile away from the main house. “I saw Lucinda go out there with some food this morning. I saw her come back. Who’s out there, Mr. Niles?”

The man paid no attention to him. Suddenly there was the whoosh of the golf club, and a ball cracked off the garage wall and ricocheted dangerously close to Niles. He tensed and turned toward Wayne.

Wayne was smiling, but his face was slack and Niles sensed his belligerence. Niles had realized in the last few days that Wayne was jealous of his closeness to Mr. Krepsin. “You thought you could fool me, didn’t you?” Wayne asked. “You thought you could put him right under my nose and I wouldn’t know.”

“No one’s trying to fool you.”

“Oh yes you are. I know who’s over there. I’ve known all along!”

“Who, Wayne?”

“Henry Bragg.” Wayne’s smile stretched wider. “He’s resting, isn’t he? And that’s why I’m not supposed to go over there.”

“That’s right.”

“When can I see him? I want to tell him I’m sorry he got hurt.”

“You’ll see him soon.”

“Good.” Wayne nodded. He wanted to see Henry very much, to let him know what he was doing for Mr. Krepsin. Last night Krepsin had asked him to feel a lump in his neck because he was afraid it might be a cancer. Wayne hadn’t been able to feel any lump at all, but said he did anyway, and that Mr. Krepsin would be just fine. “I’ve been having that nightmare again, Mr. Niles.”

“Which one?”

“The one I have all the time. I thought I wouldn’t have nightmares anymore, after she was dead. The snake and the eagle are trying to kill each other, and last night the snake bit the eagle in the neck and pulled it to the ground.” He blinked, staring out at the horizon. “The snake’s winning. I don’t want it to win. But I can’t stop it.”

“It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just a dream.”

“No sir. It’s more. I know it is. Because … when the eagle dies, I’m scared something inside me—something important—is going to die too.”

“Let’s see you hit another ball,” Niles said. “Go ahead, tee it up.

Wayne moved like an obedient machine. The ball sailed out toward another observation tower.

Niles continued to the garage, got in one of the electric carts, and drove out toward the white structure. A fly buzzed around his head in the heat, and the air smelled like scorched metal.

Niles rapped on the door. Lucinda, a short squat Mexican woman with gray hair and a seamed, kindly face, opened it at once. He stepped into a sparsely furnished living room where a fan blew the heavy air around. “How is he?” he asked in Spanish.

She shrugged. “Still sleeps. I gave him another shot about an hour ago.”

“Was he coming out of it?”

“Enough to be talking. He spoke a girl’s name: Bonnie. After this morning when he threw his breakfast all over the wall, I wanted to take no chances.”

“Good. Mr. Krepsin wants to see him tonight. Until then, we’ll just keep him under.” Niles unlocked a slatted door across the room and stepped into a darkened, windowless bedroom with cinder-block walls. The boy was lying on the bed with a strap across his chest, though the precaution was hardly necessary; he was deeply asleep from the drug Lucinda had injected. The boy had been kept drugged since he’d been brought in on the private airstrip behind Krepsin’s bunker several days before. Niles stood over him, felt the boy’s pulse, hooked up an eyelid and then let it fall. This was the boy Wayne feared so much? Niles wondered. Why? What hold did this boy and his mother have on Wayne?

Niles said, “I’ll call before I come to get him tonight. You might want to give him some sodium pentothal around nine o’clock. Just enough to keep him settled down for Mr. Krepsin. Okay?”

Lucinda nodded in agreement. She was as familiar with drugs as she was with fried tortillas.

Satisfied with Billy’s condition, Niles left the white house and drove back to the bunker. Wayne had started on a new bucket of balls, chopping them in all directions.

The bunker’s front door was metal covered with oak, and it fit into the concrete wall like the entrance to a bank vault. Niles pressed a little beeper clipped to his belt, and electronic locks disengaged. Disinfectant filled the entrance foyer, which led to a honeycomb of rooms and corridors, most of which were underground. As Niles closed the door behind him, he failed to notice the fly that circled quickly above his head and flew off through a faint swirl of air-cleansing chemicals.

He found Mr. Krepsin in his study, talking to Thomas Alvarado, a gaunt dark-skinned man with a diamond in his right earlobe.

“Twenty-six?” Krepsin, wearing a white caftan and surgical gloves, was saying as he ate from a plate of Oreo cookies. “Ready to come across by when?”

“Next week. Thursday at the latest. We’re bringing them in a truckload of uncured iguana hides. They’ll have to bear the stink, but at least the federales won’t poke their noses in.”

Krepsin grunted and nodded. The cheap Mexican labor that Alvarado provided was used by Ten High in a number of ways, from the orange groves to the Sundown Ranch in Nevada. On the floor beside Krepsin’s chair was a can of film, another gift from Alvarado, who owned a motion-picture studio that cranked out cheap westerns, horror films, and martial-arts gore-fests. “How is he, Mr. Niles?”

“Sleeping. He’ll be ready.”

“A secret project?” Alvarado asked.

“In a manner of speaking,” Krepsin said. Behind his desk was a stack of newspapers, all carefully sprayed with disinfectant, carrying articles on Chicago’s vanished “Mystery Medium” and photographs from a video tape that had been made in a burned-out vagrants’ hotel. The boy’s sudden disappearance from the hospital had fueled a controversy over the authenticity of that tape, and emotions were running high. Krepsin was intrigued, and wanted to know more about Billy Creekmore.

Krepsin had been explaining to Alvarado how the Falconer Crusade’s assets were being transferred to Mexican banks, and how Wayne was fully in favor of the idea.

“But what about his own people? Won’t they cause trouble?”

“It’s not to their advantage to rock the boat, and that’s what Mr. Russo is telling them right now. They’ll still run part of the show and draw their salaries. Every penny donated to the Crusade will first go to Alabama. In time, we’ll build a television center outside Palm Springs so Wayne can continue his network ministry.”

Alvarado smiled slyly. “It’s a bit late for you to become a man of God, isn’t it, Señor Krepsin?”

“I’ve always been a man of God,” he replied, chewing another cookie. “God’s green, and he folds. Now let’s go on to the next item of business, shall we?”
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WHEN AN AMBER OVAL moon had risen over the stark mountain peaks and Wayne Falconer was asleep in his room, Niles and Dorn came for Billy.

Floating in the darkness, unaware of where he was or how he’d gotten here, Billy heard the lock click and thought it was the woman again. He was startled when the overhead light came on, blazing into his eyes. There were two men in suits standing over him. A strap cut across his stomach as he weakly tried to lift his head. He remembered a tray of food, and the way it had splattered against the wall. The woman with the needle had said some very nasty things to him.

“Mr. Krepsin wants him scrubbed,” one of the men said.

The woman started on Billy with a soapy, rough sponge, and scrubbed him until blood was almost drawn. Billy had come to like the woman in a way, to depend on her. She helped him find the bedpan when he needed to go to the bathroom, and she fed him when he was hungry.

The strap was loosened.

The man who’d spoken put a finger against Billy’s throat to check his pulse.

“Is Bonnie here?” Billy asked. “Where’s Dr. Hillburn?”

The man ignored his questions. “We want you to stand up now. We’ve brought you some clothes.” He motioned toward a chair across the room, and Billy made out a pair of yellow pants and a pale blue short-sleeved shirt. Something about the yellow pants jarred him—the color was familiar. From where? he wondered.

“Stand up, now.”

Billy did, and his legs collapsed. The two men waited until he could stand up by himself. “Need to call my mom,” Billy said.

“Right. Come on, get dressed. Mr. Krepsin’s waiting.”

Dazed and weak, Billy put on the clothes. He couldn’t understand why they hadn’t brought him any shoes. He almost cried because he had no shoes, and the pants were so loose they bagged around the thighs and hips. The shirt had a monogram: a scrolled W.

“These aren’t my clothes,” he said. The two men were blurred shapes in his fogged vision. “I went up to play the piano.”

“Let’s go.”

The night was chilly. During a ride in a little car, Billy felt the cold wind in his face. Its chill helped to clear his senses a bit. He could see lights on towers that stood high off the ground. “Where is this place?” he asked the two men, but neither of them answered.

They approached what looked to Billy like a huge square of concrete. He almost fell twice on the flagstone walkway, and the man in the gray suit had to help him walk. Billy felt a coldness coming off the man, like a bitter frost.

And then he remembered the shape changer saying his mother was dead.

The memories came back in a rush: the hospital, the chapel, the man behind him pressing a strong-smelling cloth to his face. A distant memory of engines whining. The sun beating down on a runway, and on the horizon nothing but white desert. He tried to pull free from the gray-suited man, but he was held in a viselike grip.

Inside the concrete structure, Billy was made to put on a pair of cotton slippers. The air smelled like the hospital room. The two men led him along a hallway to a closed door, and one of them knocked on it. A voice said, “Come in.”

They took him in and left him, and the door closed behind him.

Billy weaved on his feet, his vision blurring in and out. The largest man he’d ever seen was waiting in a chair before him, next to a table that held a lamp and a cassette recorder. The man wore a long white caftan trimmed in gold, was bald, and had small black eyes.

“Hello, Billy,” Krepsin said, and put aside the file folder of newspaper clippings he’d been going through. “Please sit down.” He motioned toward one of the two chairs that faced him.

Think! Billy told himself. He knew he’d been drugged, knew he was a long way from home. And knew also that he was in danger. “Where am I?”

“In a safe place. Don’t you want to sit down?”

“No.”

“My name is Augustus Krepsin. I’m a friend of Wayne Falconer’s.”

“Wayne Falconer? What’s he got to do with this?”

“Oh, everything! Wayne asked that you be brought here. He wants very much to see you. Look here at what Wayne’s been doing.” He showed Billy the folder, full of clippings about the Alcott Hotel video tape. “He’s been cutting these out. You’re a famous young man, did you know that?”

“Then … Wayne’s here?”

“Of course. He even loaned you his clothes. Come on, sit down! I’m not going to bite you!”

“What do you want with me? I was playing the piano. Somebody came up behind me and—”

“Just to talk,” Krepsin said. “Just a few minutes of your time, and then we’ll take you wherever you’d like to go.” He offered a plateful of Oreos, Lorna Doones, and vanilla wafers. “Have one.”

Billy shook his head. Everything was mixed up in his mind, nothing was clear. Wayne wanted to see him? Why? “The woman with the needles,” he said, pressing a hand to his forehead. “Why’d she keep sticking me?”

“What woman, Billy? Oh, I imagine you’ve been under a lot of strain. With what you did at that hotel, I mean. You’re in newspapers all across the country. Wayne’s very interested in you, Billy. He wants to be your friend.”

“No. I don’t believe you.” Exhausted, he sank down into one of the chairs. “I want to call Dr. Hillburn, tell her where I am.”

“Of course you do. And you will. Tomorrow morning. It’s late, and the telephone system here isn’t very reliable. Wayne wanted you brought here—to Mexico—as his guest. I’m sorry if you’ve been under a strain, but—”

“Why didn’t Wayne just ask me to come?”

“He did. Well, he asked Dr. Hillburn. Several times. But evidently that woman was resistant to your leaving Chicago. Perhaps some of the staff misinterpreted Wayne’s request. Wayne’s told me so much about you, I feel I know you already. You and Wayne … you’re alike in many ways. You’re both well on your way in making a mark for yourselves—and you’re both special, aren’t you? He’s a healer, and you’re … blessed with a sight few other men ever know. To see beyond this world, and into the next. The pictures in those clippings aren’t faked, are they?”

Billy didn’t want to answer, but he was so sluggish and lazy it didn’t seem to matter. “No, they’re real.”

“I knew they weren’t faked. How could you fake something like that, in front of so many witnesses? No, no; you can see the dead, can’t you? And you can speak to them?”

“Yes.”

Krepsin ate another cookie; his black eyes gleamed with the desire to pick the secrets from Billy Creekmore’s mind. “You’ve seen life after death, haven’t you? And you can control the dead? You can speak to them and make them do as you please?”

“I don’t try to control them. I try to help them. Why are you taping all this? Why’s it so important to you?”

“It’s just … this subject excites me. And it excites Wayne, too.”

“What do you mean?”

Krepsin smiled. “You really don’t see it, do you? You don’t understand your own potential! What you’ve done up to now is important, but you can go much, much further. Oh, the secrets you could know about Death! The power you could hold! You could reach anyone on the other side, you could relay messages back and forth. People would pay a lot for that. You could find out where lost treasures were, you could bring back messages that would shock the world! You’d be a famous and powerful young man! Don’t you see that?”

“No.”

“Wayne does,” Krepsin said quietly. “He wants you to join the Crusade, Billy. He wants you to tour with him.”

“What?”

“Yes. Tour with him. Wayne would be the healer, and you would be the … the spiritual adviser! With all this publicity, it would be a simple thing! People would pay to see you summon the dead. Oh, they’d sit in awe of you, Billy! You’d have your own television show, and you’d speak to the dead right on the air before millions of people!”

Staring at the man, Billy shuddered inwardly. It would be like digging up graves so people could gawk at the bones, like a Ghost Show using real revenants, a hideous entertainment.

“Think of it!” Krepsin said. “You’ve only scratched the surface! You and Wayne, touring together! There are no secrets that would be hidden from you. Billy, you’d even hold power over the dead!”

Billy felt dizzy and sick. But he looked into the man’s black eyes and saw the truth. The man wanted power over the dead himself. The man wanted to use him like some puppet in a sideshow, pulling in the paying customers with hints of dark mysteries. He couldn’t believe that Wayne had any part in this! “No,” he said. “I can’t do that. I won’t do it.”

“And why not? Why not? Of course you may be afraid and reluctant now, but after you think about it—and after Wayne’s talked to you—you’ll see the light. Ever since I saw those newspaper articles—no, ever since Wayne told me all about you and your mother, I knew there was something special about you. I knew you had the power to—”

And then he stopped, a strangled whine bubbling in his throat.

Billy stared at him. On Krepsin’s hand a fly had landed.

The man leaped up with a scream, knocking over the chair and table as he tried to get away from the thing. He batted wildly at the air as the fly buzzed around his head. In his mind he was back on the refugee ship that had brought him and his family from Greece, and he was seven years old and watching the flies crawl over his parents’ stiffened corpses as fever killed half the people aboard.

Krepsin’s eyes bulged from their sockets. The fly had touched him. Disease had broken through his barriers. Rats cluttered in the ship’s hold, his parents’ bodies moldering and full of maggots. He screamed with pure terror as the fly danced across his cheek, and he fell to his knees.

Billy stood up and waved the fly away from his face. The men would be coming back for him, he knew, and they’d take him back to the woman with the needles. Danger was here, all around. He had to shake off the dizziness, had to find a way out of this place! He turned the doorknob and stepped out into the empty corridor as Krepsin shrieked again behind him.

He started along the corridor, trying to remember how he’d come in. Krepsin’s voice echoed behind him. Billy broke into a run, stumbled and fell, then got up and ran again. The walls around him seemed to breathe, as if he were caught inside a huge beast that was trying to consume him.

And then he turned a corner and abruptly stopped.

A young man with electric-blue eyes and a shock of curly red hair was standing in his pajamas less than ten feet away, in front of an open doorway. He had frozen when he saw Billy. The sweat of a nightmare sheened his sunburned cheeks.

“Wayne?” Billy said.

Wayne’s mouth hung half open. His eyes were glazed and dull with shock.

Billy took a step toward the other boy, and saw Wayne cringe. “What have they done to you?” Billy whispered. “Wayne? What have they—”

A hand gripped his shoulder. Niles wrenched upward on Billy’s arm to keep him from running. Krepsin was still screaming like a madman.

Wayne was pressed against the wall. He had seen that they had even provided the Hawthorne demon boy with his clothes. They had brought him here and hidden him in the white house, and they had given him his clothes! “You said I was safe,” Wayne whispered to Niles. “You said as long as I stayed here, I was—”

“Shut up, goddamn it!” Niles told him.

“Wayne, they brought me here!” Billy said, the pain clearing his head. “They’re trying to use me, Wayne, just like they’re trying to use you!”

Niles said, “Wayne, I want you to get dressed and pack your bag. Do it quickly. Mr. Krepsin wants to leave here in fifteen minutes.”

“Demon,” Wayne whispered, as he huddled against the wall.

“Get ready to go! Move!”

“Kill him for me,” Wayne said. “Right here. Right now. Kill him like you had the witch killed.”

Billy almost got free with a sudden burst of strength, but Niles pinned him tighter.

And then Wayne knew the truth. “You did bring him here,” he said, tears in his eyes. “Why? To hurt me? To make me have nightmares? Because,” he moaned softly, “that boy’s evil … and Mr. Krepsin is too?”

“I won’t tell you again to get your fat ass moving!” Niles said, and forced Billy back along the corridor, toward where Krepsin was babbling about returning to Palm Springs because there was disease in the bunker.

It was all a trick, Wayne realized. They’d never really been his friends; they’d never really wanted to protect him. They’d brought the demon right to his door! Everything had been a trick to get the Crusade!

It was all clear to him now, and his mind crackled with wild currents. Maybe they’d even brought Billy Creekmore here, he realized, to replace him.

Even his daddy had tricked him and wasn’t his daddy. He’d been tricked and lied to from the very start. Had been told Keep healing, Wayne, keep healing keep healing even though you don’t feel the fire anymore keep healing.…

His mind was cracking. The snake was winning.

But not yet! He was still Wayne Falconer, the South’s Greatest Evangelist! And there was one last way to destroy the corruption that had surrounded and finally trapped him. He wiped the tears from his face.

The eagle might still destroy the snake.
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JIM COOMBS TOOK THE Challenger to sixteen thousand feet. He checked his instruments and turned on the automatic pilot. Below the jet, as indicated by a downward-tilted radar mechanism set in the nose, was a rough terrain of desert and mountains. A scan of the weather ahead showed clear skies. The takeoff and landing were the skillful parts of flying the Challenger, now, with the jet flying itself and visibility almost perfect, Coombs could sit back and relax. He’d been awakened in his quarters at the jet hangar about half an hour earlier, and told by Dorn that Mr. Krepsin wanted to go back to Palm Springs immediately. Krepsin was a nervous wreck back in the passenger section; the man had waddled aboard wearing his white caftan, his face as pale as milk, and had started sucking at an oxygen mask as soon as he’d strapped in. Niles and Dorn were even more quiet than usual. Wayne was silent and blooding, not even bothering to answer when Coombs had spoken to him. And there was another passenger aboard, as well: the dark-haired boy that Coombs had flown down from Chicago. The boy had a hard, shiny look in his eyes, something between fear and rage and probably a bit of both. Coombs didn’t know what was going on, but for some reason he was very glad he wasn’t that boy.

Coombs yawned, still weary from his interrupted sleep. They’d be in Palm Springs in a couple of hours.

From his seat at the middle of the plane, Billy watched Krepsin’s chest heaving as the huge man breathed through an oxygen mask. Krepsin sat toward the front, where he had plenty of room; his breathing sounded like that of a man in agony. Abruptly, he reached out and drew the clear plastic curtain around his seat, cutting himself off from the rest of the cabin. Niles sat sleeping just behind Billy, Dorn across the aisle. Across from Krepsin, Wayne sat like a statue.

What had they done to him? Billy wondered. How had these people gotten control of the Falconer Crusade? There had been madness and terror in Wayne’s eyes, and Billy feared his brother was beyond help. But still, somehow, he had to try. He saw that, too, as part of his Mystery Walk—breaking through the barrier of fear that kept them apart, that had put Wayne on a twisted path leading into the clutches of Augustus Krepsin. His mother—their mother—was probably dead. Wayne’s madness had wanted it done, and Krepsin had obliged. Fear and hatred had been Jimmy Jed Falconer’s legacy to his adopted son.

And now Billy recalled something his mother had told him: that Wayne wouldn’t be able to recognize true Evil when it reached out for him. That Wayne might be his weak link, that the shape changer might be able to work on Wayne to get at Billy. He leaned his head back, squeezing his eyes shut. What would she want him to do now? When he opened his eyes, he saw Wayne looking back at him over his shoulder. They stared at each other for a long moment; Billy thought he could feel electricity passing between them, as if they were batteries feeding off each other: Then Wayne rose from his seat and came back along the aisle, averting his gaze from Billy.

“What is it?” Niles asked him, when Wayne had prodded him awake.

“I want to go up to the cockpit,” Wayne said. His eyes were glassy, and a pulse beat rapidly at one temple. “Can I?”

“No. Go sit down.”

“Mr. Krepsin always lets me,” Wayne told him. “I like to sit up front, where I can see the instruments.” One side of his mouth hitched up in a slight sneer. “Mr. Krepsin wants me to be happy, doesn’t he?”

Niles paused for a moment. Then he said irritably, “Go on, then. I don’t care what you do!” He closed his eyes again.

“Wayne?” Billy said, and the other boy looked at him. “I’m not your enemy. I never wanted things to be like this.”

“You’re going to die.” Wayne’s eyes flared, two hot bursts of blue. “I’m going to make sure of that, if it’s the last thing I do. God’s going to help me.”

“Listen to me,” Billy said; it was burning to come out of him. He had to tell him, right now, and he had to make him understand. “Please. I’m not evil, and neither is … was my mother. Didn’t you ever wonder where your healing power came from? Didn’t you ever wonder, why you? I can tell you why. Don’t turn away! Please! The Falconers weren’t your real parents, Wayne.…”

Wayne froze. His mouth worked for a few seconds, and then he whispered, “How did you know that?”

“I know, because my mother—our mother—told me. I’m telling you the truth. Ramona Creekmore was your mother, Wayne. John Creekmore was your father. You were born the same day as me: November 6, 1951. Jimmy Jed Falconer bought you from a man named Tillman, and he raised you as his son. But it wasn’t because our parents didn’t love you, Wayne. They did. But they wanted you to have a good home, and they had to—”

“Liar!” Wayne said in a strangled voice. “You’re lying, trying to save your own life.”

“She loved you, Wayne,” Billy said. “No matter what you did. She knew who you were from the first time she saw you, at the tent revival. But she saw you were being used, and she couldn’t stand it. Look at me, Wayne! I’m telling you the truth!”

He blinked, touched his forehead. “No. Lies … everybody’s lied to me. Even … my own daddy.…”

“You’ve got Creekmore blood in you. You’re strong; stronger than you think. I don’t know what they’ve done to you, but you can fight it. You don’t have to let them win!”

Niles, who’d been dozing in his seat, stirred and told Billy to shut his mouth.

“You’re going to burn in Hell,” Wayne told Billy. And then he turned away, and walked toward the flight deck. He stood staring at Augustus Krepsin for a moment; Krepsin’s eyes were closed, the breath rasping in and out of his lungs like a bellows. “You’ll see,” Wayne whispered, and then he stepped through onto the flight deck, where Jim Coombs sat half dozing in the pilot’s seat.

Coombs yawned and sat up, quickly checking the instruments. “ ’Lo, Wayne,” he said.

“Hi.”

“Glad you came up. I was just about to ask you to sit in for me while I go to the John. We’re on auto, you don’t have to touch a thing. Pretty moon, isn’t it?”

“Sure is.”

“Well …” He stretched, then unstrapped his belt and stood up. “I’ll be as quick as I can. Listen to those engines hum. Man, that can just about put you to sleep!”

“Yes sir.” Wayne eased into the co-pilot’s seat, fastened his belt tightly, and glanced over the instrumentation panel. Airspeed 431 knots. Altitude sixteen thousand. Compass showing a northwest heading.

“Good boy,” Coombs said, and left the cockpit.

Wayne listened to the headphones, hearing signals floating through space from navigational beacons. He watched the control yoke, moving at the command of the autopilot. A sense of power thrummed through him, setting him on fire. He had them all now, right where he wanted them; he knew he couldn’t let them take him back to Palm Springs. He’d failed the Crusade, failed in his healing mission, failed, failed.…

But now, up here in the sky, he could forget all about that. He could be in control. He lifted a trembling hand and cut off the autopilot.

“Don’t do it, son.” Jimmy Jed Falconer, in his bright yellow suit, was sitting in the pilot’s seat; there was an earnest, concerned look on his face. “You can trust Mr. Krepsin; he cares about you, son. He’ll let you do what you like with Billy Creekmore. Anything you like. But don’t do what you’re thinking. That’ll … that’ll ruin everything.…”

Wayne stared at him, then shook his head. “You lied to me. All the time. I’m not your son, am I? I never was.…”

“Yes you are! Don’t listen to that shit! Listen to me! Trust Mr. Krepsin, Wayne. Don’t do what you’re about to try.…”

Wayne saw the frightened look in the man’s eyes. It pleased him. “You’re scared,” he said. “You’re scared to death, aren’t you? Why? You’re already dead.…”

“DON’T DO IT, YOU LITTLE FUCK!” Falconer’s face began to crack like a waxen mask. One red, animalish eye glared out at Wayne.

In the cabin, Billy felt a cold chill and opened his eyes. The pilot was just moving past him, on his way to the bathroom at the rear of the plane. Billy jerked his head up and looked around, because he’d seen the thing that had made his heart hammer in his chest.

The pilot stopped and looked back, his forehead creasing. “What’s wrong?” he asked uneasily.

Billy stared. The man’s body was surrounded by a malignant purplish black haze; stubby, vaporous tentacles undulated around him.

“What’re you looking at?” Coombs asked, transfixed by Billy’s dark, intense gaze.

Billy turned his head and looked across the aisle at Dorn. The black aura clung to him like a shiny, dark skin. Niles’s hand came over the seat and grasped Billy’s shoulder. The hand was coated with the black harbinger of death. Niles’s face, surrounded by the roiling black aura, thrust forward. He said, “What’s your problem, kid?”

They were all about to die, Billy realized. And possibly himself, as well. The jet. Who was at the controls? Wayne? Suddenly Death’s cold chill had filled the cabin. When Wayne had entered the cockpit, things had abruptly changed. Wayne was going to do it. Wayne was going to kill them all.

“NO! DON’T DO THAT, YOU LITTLE SHIT!” the thing in the pilot’s seat roared. “DON’T DO IT!” Its J.J. Falconer mask had melted away, and now Wayne saw it for what it was: a bestial thing with flaring red eyes and the hideous snout of a wild, savage boar. Wayne knew he was seeing Evil for what it was. The thing made a garbled, babbling noise as Wayne gripped the control column, his foot finding the rudder pedals. Then he whipped the Challenger to the right and upward, at the same time throttling more fuel to the engines.

Billy heard the shape changer’s roar an instant before the jet’s nose lurched upward; the plane veered over on its right side, its engines screaming. Billy’s body pressed backward in his seat, the pressure so great against his chest he couldn’t draw a breath. Everything that wasn’t strapped or bolted down in the cabin—briefcases, glasses, bottles of Perrier—took dangerous flight, slamming and crashing against the bulkheads. Jim Coombs was jerked upward so fast he never knew what had happened; his head hit the cabin roof with a sharp sound of cracking bone, and his body stayed glued in place until the jet rolled over and leveled off. Then Coombs slithered into the aisle, his eyes open and his teeth clenched through the bloody stub of his tongue. His hands twitched as if he were trying to snap his fingers.

Billy gasped for air. The jet rolled suddenly to the left and went into a steep dive. A bottle of Perrier whirled past Billy’s head and exploded against the wall. Krepsin was screaming through his oxygen mask. Dorn’s face was marble white, his hands gripped deeply into the armrests of his seat; he was squealing like a child on a scary fairgrounds ride.

The thing in the pilot’s seat shimmered like a mirage and dissolved. Wayne’s face was set in a rigid grin, the flesh of his cheeks pushed back by the intense g-forces. Now he’d show them, he thought. He’d show all the liars. He laughed aloud and cut back on his airspeed, rolling the jet over; the Challenger responded immediately. A loose clipboard smacked him in the middle of his head; a pencil and paper clips danced around him. He pushed the control column forward, putting the Challenger into a shallow dive toward the dark plain below. There was a high whine of air around the nose cone. He watched the altimeter falling. Thirteen thousand. Twelve thousand. Eleven thousand. Ten.

“WAYNE!” Niles shrieked from his seat behind Billy. “STOP IT!” He started to unstrap his belt, but he saw Coombs’s corpse folded over a teakwood table, blood leaking from the cracked skull, and he realized with a cold certainty that he was a dead man if he left the safety of his seatbelt.

Wayne grinned, his eyes filling with tears. Up here, at the throttle of this fantastic machine, he was in full control. He saw the altimeter reach four thousand feet, and then he whipped the jet off to the right. Airspeed fell dramatically; the control column shivered in his grip. He had never felt so free and full of power before in his life. The engines moaned; the entire plane began shuddering, straining to its limits. He couldn’t breathe, and black motes danced before his eyes.

With an effort that almost tore his arms from their sockets, Billy unsnapped his belt. Instantly he was pushed over the top of his seat, almost into Niles’s lap; he clutched at the seat in front of him, trying to pull himself toward the flight deck.

Wayne leveled the Challenger off and then threw it into a dive again. Billy was tossed like a cork inside the cabin; he rolled head over heels, trying to grab anything to steady himself. His chin cracked against a table; dazed, he tumbled forward. His left shoulder smashed into something, and white-hot pain filled him. Then he gripped the plastic curtain around Krepsin’s seat; it ripped down, and through the haze of pain Billy saw feral fear stitched across Augustus Krepsin’s pallid face.

At less than five hundred feet, Wayne wrenched back on the control column. The Challenger shuddered and leveled off; the altimeter read four-nine-two. He was aware of strange shapes on the landscape before him, bathed in amber moonlight; he pulled the throttles back, cutting airspeed. Something huge and dark and jagged passed to the right, barely fifty yards away.

Billy was at the flight deck, and Wayne looked over his shoulder with a half-snarl, half-grin.

And then Billy saw it; it loomed up, filling the windshield. Moonlight glinted off wind-etched rock. Wayne twisted around, and instinctively tried to lift the jet over the mountain peak they were almost upon. The Challenger shuddered, caught by an updraft. Then there was a banshee scream of ripping metal as the right wingtip was clipped by rock. The violent motion of collision threw Billy against a bulkhead; he heard bone snap, and then he was on his knees watching blood drip from his nostrils.

The underside of the fuselage scraped rock, splitting open like a sardine can; sparks and fire rippled along the seam, being sucked upward into the starboard jet engine. It exploded, first crumpling the starboard fuselage wall and then bursting through with the scream and whine of popping rivets. Red-hot daggers of metal impaled Niles from behind, going through him and into the seat Billy had left. A flying sheet of metal, rippling with flame, took off the top of Niles’s head and splattered Dorn with brains.

Warning buzzers went off all over the instrument panel. The rear of the plane was on fire, the starboard engine gone, the starboard wingtip and ailerons mangled. The rudder wouldn’t respond. Wayne saw the airspeed falling. They were going down, toward a wide flat plain rimmed with mountains. Fuses were burning, the cockpit filling with acrid smoke. The ground was coming up fast, a blur of amber-colored earth strewn with sparse vegetation.

Wayne had time only to cut the remaining engine’s power. The jet hit, and bounced. Hit again. Dust boiled up, obscuring his vision. He was thrown forward and then backward, the belt almost squeezing him in two, and he lost his grip on the yoke. The jet ground forward on a sizzling sheet of sparks. It split in half, lost its wings, spun, and careened onward over a rough runway of pebbled desert. Wayne’s head rocked forward, slamming into the yoke. The skeletal remains of the jet slid on a hundred more yards, then lay still.

Billy stirred from the floor of the flight deck, where he’d been pinned against the back of the pilot’s seat. He saw that the cabin was a mangled mass of burning cables and furniture. Where the jet had cracked in half he could see out across the desert plain—for over three hundred yards there was a litter of burning debris and a trail of flaming jet fuel. The rear section had been ripped away. Through a haze of eye-stinging smoke, Billy saw that Krepsin’s seat had been torn away, too. The man was gone.

He tried to stand. There was no feeling in his left arm; looking at it, he saw white bone gleaming at the severe break of his left wrist. A wave of pain and nausea passed over him, and cold sweat broke out on his face. Wayne moaned softly and began sobbing. In the remains of the passenger cabin, the carpet and seats were on fire. The plastic curtain that had hung around Krepsin’s seat was melting. Billy forced himself up, cradling his injured arm against his chest. He grasped Wayne’s shoulder and eased the boy back; Wayne’s head lolled. There was a purple lump over his right eye, and the eye itself was swelling shut.

Moving as if in agonized slow motion, Billy unstrapped Wayne’s seatbelt and managed to haul him from the seat. “Wake up, wake up,” he kept saying as he dragged Wayne out through the burning cabin with his good arm. With the last of his ebbing strength, Billy half carried, half dragged Wayne as far as he could before his legs gave out. He fell to the ground, smelling his own burned flesh and hair. Then the long, terrible pain racked him and he curled up like a fetus against the oncoming darkness.
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HE KNEW HE WAS MOVING. Hurtling rapidly through darkness. He was in a tunnel, he thought, and soon he’d reach the far end. He wasn’t hurting anymore. He was afraid, but he felt fine.

In the distance there was a sudden glint of bright, hazy golden light. As if a door were slowly being opened.

For him, he realized. For him.

It was the most beautiful light he’d ever seen. It was all the sunrises and sunsets he’d ever witnessed, all the golden sunny summer days of his childhood, all the colors of sunlight streaming through the multicolored leaves of an autumn forest. He’d soon reach that light, if he hurried; he desperately wanted to get there, to feel that warmth on his body, to bask in it and just let everything go. He was able to turn his head—or he thought he turned his head, but he wasn’t sure—and looked back along the tunnel at what he was leaving behind. There was something back there on fire.

The door was opening wider, flooding the tunnel with that wonderful glow. He had to reach it, he knew, before it closed again. His forward progress seemed to be slowing … slowing …

The door was wide open, the light so bright it stung his eyes. Beyond the doorway was a suggestion of blazing blue sky, green fields, and hills and forest stretching on as far as he could see. There were wonders over there, a beautiful place of peace and rest. There would be new paths to explore, new secret places, new journeys to be made. Joy surged through him, and he stretched out his arm to reach the opening.

A figure stepped into the threshold. A woman, with long russet hair that flowed over her shoulders. He knew instantly who it was, and she looked at him with an expression of sadness and compassion.

“No,” she said softly. “You can’t give it up yet. It’s too soon.”

And the door began closing.

“Please!” Billy said. “Help me … let me stay!”

“Not yet,” she replied.

He shouted, “No!” but he was already falling away from it, falling faster and faster as the door closed and the light faded. He sobbed and fought as he tumbled along the tunnel, returning to the place where pain waited to grip into him again. Memory ripped through him: Wayne at the controls, Krepsin screaming, the jet skidding along the ground while flames chewed at the cabin, a shriek of metal as the wings tore away, the final violent thrashing of the fuselage.…

He moaned and opened his eyes. Two dark forms that had been poised near his head spread their wings, making startled cries as they flew away. They circled overhead in the graying sky, then dropped down onto something about a hundred yards away.

I’m not dead, Billy thought. But the memory of the golden light and the beautiful landscape almost cracked his heart; his mother had been there, waiting for him, but had turned him away instead. Why? Because his Mystery Walk wasn’t yet finished?

He braced himself with his right arm and tried to sit up. Pain pounded through his head, broken bones grinding in his jaw where his head had struck the table. Then he had forced himself into a sitting position, and he looked across the desert.

The first orange rays of the sun were slicing the sky over a line of purple mountains to the east. Small fires still flickered everywhere; a large section of the jet—the rear of the cabin and the tail—had burned itself out into a black mass of tangled metal. Debris was scattered for more than a mile. Billy watched sunlight explode over the mountains. The heat was already stifling; in another hour or so it would be unbearable, and there wasn’t a scrap of shelter.

He heard a soft, shuddered moan behind him. With an effort, he turned his head and saw Wayne Falconer—his face swollen, his hair scorched, his clothes ripped and burned—lying about ten feet away, his back supported by part of a seat that had been blown out of the aircraft. There was crusted blood all over Wayne’s face, and one eye was swollen shut. The other was deep-sunken, bright blue, and was fixed on the Challenger’s strewn wreckage. The eye moved and came to rest on Billy.

Wayne whispered, “The beautiful eagle. It’s dead. It’s all torn up and dead.” A tear glittered in his eye, overflowed, and ran down his blood-streaked cheek.

Billy watched the vultures circle and swoop. A few of them were fighting over something that lay about thirty yards or so away—something twisted and charred black. “Do you know where we are?” he asked Wayne.

“No. What does it matter? Krepsin’s dead; they’re all dead … except you.”

“Can you move?”

“My head hurts. And so does my side. But I landed her, didn’t I? We were on fire, and I put her right down. What did we hit?”

“One of those, I think.” Billy motioned toward the peaks with his right hand. “Somebody’ll help us. They’ll see the smoke.”

Wayne watched the smoke rising. The sun painted his bruised face bright orange. “I wanted them all dead … but you, most of all. I wanted to die, too. I don’t remember much after we hit the ground; but I remember somebody pulling me out of the flight deck.” He turned his head, the single eye unblinking. “Why didn’t you leave me there to burn?”

“I don’t hate you,” Billy said. “No matter what you think, I’m not your enemy. Krepsin was, because he wanted to own you—and he wanted to own me, too. They brought me here from Chicago, to make me do … awful things. If you hate me, it’s because J.J. Falconer owned you, and he taught you how to hate.”

“Daddy …” Wayne said softly. “He used to visit me, all the time. Late at night, just before I slept. But … he lied to me, didn’t he? No, no; it wasn’t my daddy. It was … something else, something that … looked like an animal. I saw it, in the flight deck, just before we went down. It was lying to me, all the time, making me think my … my daddy was still alive. And it told me to trust Mr. Krepsin, to stay with him and do whatever he wanted. They hurt Henry Bragg. They hurt him bad, and I had to heal him.” Wayne lifted his hands and looked at them. “I just wanted to do good,” he said. “That’s all. Why was it always so hard?” There was pleading in his voice.

Billy slowly rose to his feet. He was still wearing the cotton slippers that had been issued to him at Krepsin’s hacienda. The ground was a pavement of rough pebbles, interrupted here and there by gnarled growths of cactus and spikes of palmetto. “We’ve got to find some shade,” he told Wayne. “Can you walk?”

“I don’t want to move.”

“The sun’s still low. In a couple of hours it’s going to be over a hundred degrees out here. Maybe we can find a village. Maybe …” His gaze passed across the rise of mountains that stood to the north, and he squinted in the fierce, hot glare. The mountains seemed to be only a mile or so away, shimmering in the heat waves. There were rippled outcrops of rock that might throw enough shade to keep them alive. “Up there,” he said, and pointed. “It’s not too far. We can make it.”

Wayne balked for another moment, then stood up. He grasped Billy’s shoulder for support, and something like a charge of electricity passed between them, stunning and energizing both of them. The pain seemed to drain out of Billy’s body; Wayne’s head was cleared as if he’d inhaled pure oxygen. Startled, Wayne drew his hand back.

“We can make it,” Billy said firmly. “We have to.”

“I don’t understand you. Why don’t you just leave me and walk away? Whenever I saw you and your mother, whenever I heard your names, I was afraid; and I was ashamed, too, because I liked the power I had.” His face was agonized. “But I had to start lying about the healing, because I couldn’t heal everybody. I had to make them think I could, or they wouldn’t listen to me anymore. I wouldn’t have the power anymore. Even when I was a child, I was lying about it … and I knew it. And somehow, you and she knew it too, right from the start. You could see right through me. I … I hated both of you, and I wanted to see you dead.” He squinted up toward the sun. “But maybe it was because I hated what I was, and I wanted to die … I still want to die. Just leave me here. Let me rest.”

“No. I don’t know what Krepsin did to you, but you can get help. Now let’s start walking.” He took the first step, then the next and the next. The pebbles felt like glass under his feet. When he looked back, he saw that Wayne was following, but at a dazed, unsteady pace.

They passed through the wreckage. Puddles of jet fuel still burned. Cocktail napkins with Ten High, Inc. printed on them fluttered past on a hot breath of wind. There was a litter of burned cables, shredded seats, broken glass, and razor-edged sheets of metal. A headless body in a scorched suit lay draped over the crisp remnant of a black leather sofa. The vultures were at work, stopping only to eye Billy and Wayne as they passed.

They found Krepsin’s a few minutes later. The massive body was still strapped in its seat, lying on its side in a thatch of sharp palmettos, which had kept most of the vultures away. Krepsin, the clothes almost all ripped away from his body, was covered with mottled bluish black bruises. The tongue lolled from his head, and his eyes protruded as if they were about to explode. The body was already swelling, the face, neck, and arms grown to even more freakish proportions.

Billy heard the thin, high screaming in his head; the noise grew louder and then ebbed. He said, “Wait,” and Wayne stopped. The screaming was agonized, terrified; Krepsin and the others were still here, caught at the instant of their deaths. Abruptly, the screaming stopped as if it had been squeezed off. Billy listened, feeling a cold chill work through him. Now there was only silence.

Something was different, Billy thought. Something was wrong. The hair at the back of his neck was standing up. He felt danger here. The shape changer, Billy thought, and was suddenly afraid. What had happened to the shape changer? If it fed off the evil in Krepsin, Niles, and Dorn, might it not swell with hideous, consumptive strength?

Billy said, “Let’s get out of here. Right now.” He started off again. Wayne stared down at Krepsin’s corpse for a moment, then followed.

Behind them, one of Krepsin’s swollen, burned hands moved. The fingers crept down and worked the seatbelt loose. It shrugged free of the seat, and grinned with a mouthful of shattered teeth. Its face turned toward the figures who were walking fifty yards away; its eyes had changed, now burning red and animalish. The reanimated corpse crawled through the palmetto, muttering and chuckling. Powered by a surge of evil stronger than anything it had ever consumed, the shape changer rose slowly on its scorched, swollen legs. Its hands clenched into fists as it watched the figures walking away. This body was still strong, not like the others that had been torn to pieces and gnawed on by the vultures. This body could be used.

The thing prowled through the wreckage, getting used to the feel of its fleshy cocoon. It giggled and muttered, ready now to smash and crush and rip. Vultures squalled and flew away from the lumbering thing; it sought Niles’s headless body, ripped open the coat, and dug a thick hand into the pocket. It brought out a leather pouch, tied with a drawstring. The prize inside wouldn’t fit on the swollen hand; impatiently, the shape changer snapped off the first joints of the fingers and jammed the prize onto the stubs.

Sharp pieces of razor blades gleamed in the sunlight. It was the weapon that Niles had used to slash Henry Bragg’s throat.

Krepsin’s face turned toward the distant figures; the red eyes glared out as if through a bloated, bruised mask of flesh. Now it had human form—and superhuman, evil-charged strength—and it would show them it would not be cheated. The thing swung its arm in a vicious arc and grinned. Now it would show them both.

The corpse waddled after them, with murder flaring in its eyes.
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THE SUN BURNED DOWN relentlessly. Cradling his injured arm, Billy saw that he’d misjudged the distance to that range of mountains. They’d been walking for over thirty minutes, and still the cactus-covered foothills seemed at least another half-mile away. The mountains were boulder-strewn ridges of tortured earth, red rock shimmering in rising heat waves. He could see a few scattered caves, though; there were maybe twelve, most of them little more than shallow cracks. He was losing liquid in rivulets, his head pounding from the deadly weight of the sun. His feet, bruised and cut by the rough desert pavement, were leaving bloody prints. Wayne staggered, about to pass out. His nose was bleeding again, the liquid attracting a horde of flies. His face felt like a sheet of hot metal, and as he lifted his gaze toward the sky his single eye saw the two vultures that were circling overhead. One for each of them, he thought, and almost giggled. One would get the dark meat, one would get the white. They were going to die out here. It would be soon, and it was no use to keep walking. They might as well just lie down right here and let the vultures go to work. He lagged behind Billy, then abruptly sat down.

Billy turned and stopped. “Get up.”

“No. I’m hurting too much. It’s too hot.” He sucked in a lungful of searing air, and the pain in his side flared. He watched as Billy stepped back toward him. “Want me to heal you?” he asked, and grinned. “Want me to lay my hands on you and make you all right? Take a number.”

“We don’t have much farther to go. Come on.”

He shook his head. “I’m burned out. There’s nothing left.” Wayne’s eyes closed. “The snake’s won,” he said. “It’s killed the eagle.…”

“What? What snake and eagle?”

“I see them in a dream, fighting. The snake bit the eagle, bit it right in the heart, and pulled it down from the sky.”

Billy remembered how his eagle had clamped its beak down on the snake’s head, how in his dream it seemed to be winning. “The eagle’s smoke?” he said. “And the snake’s fire?”

Wayne’s eyes snapped open, his head cocked to one side. “How’d you know that?”

“What I told you on the plane, about your mother,” Billy said, “was true. You have to believe me. There’s still time for you to be strong; there’s still time for the eagle to win.”

Sweat dripped off Wayne’s chin, making a dark puddle on the ground. “I always wanted to fly. But somehow I … always ended up crawling. I wish I’d known more about her. And about you, too. Maybe things would’ve been different. Go on, now. Leave me alone.”

But Billy was looking out across the desert, toward the haze of black smoke where the Challenger lay. He saw the figure approaching, now about a hundred yards away. The mottled, bloated body waddled toward them, legs pumping in a frantic hurry.

Wayne peered over his shoulder, his vision blurring in and out. “Krepsin,” he said hoarsely. “He’s not dead.…”

The body was moving in a jerky pantomime of life; with each step, the head joggled from side to side as if the neck had been snapped. Its shoes stirred up puffs of dust. The shattered left shoulder made the arm swing like a fleshy pendulum.

No, Billy thought; that’s not Krepsin. That’s something wearing Krepsin’s flesh, something hurrying now to catch them before they reached the foothills.

“Wait for me, boys!” the thing roared, a rasping voice forced through Krepsin’s dead vocal cords. “I’ve got a present for you! Look, it’s something shiny!” The thing bellowed and snorted, and swung its right hand in a quick arc. Billy saw sunlight glint off a metal object. “Wayne? Billy? Wait for me right there! I’m coming!”

The shape changer, Billy knew. Only now it wasn’t playing games, wasn’t shifting masks to confuse him and Wayne. It was wearing human flesh, muscle, and sinew; it was tracking them down, gobbling and snorting with glee. And in that form, Billy realized, no mental tricks were needed; it would tear them to pieces. “Get up, Wayne. Hurry.”

Wayne rose to his feet, wincing from the pain. Then he and Billy were hobbling away, trying to put distance between them and the thing. It shouted, “YOU CAN’T RUN! THERE’S NOWHERE TO HIDE!” It tried to break into a run too, but the lumbering unwieldy legs collapsed and the shape changer fell to the ground. Sputtering with rage, it forced itself up again and moved onward.

The heat quickly slowed Billy and Wayne down. The behemoth stalked after them, keeping a steady pace.

“WAYNE!” the shape changer shouted. “He’s trying to trick you! He’s a demon, the son of Satan! He’s trying to mix up your head! Can’t you see me? I’m alive!”

“No,” Wayne whispered, “you’re dead … you’re dead … you’re …”

The voice changed, became feminine and softly seductive. “Wayne? I’m waiting for you at the lake! Want to go swimmin’? Don’t run away, Wayne! Wait for me!” And then, thunderously, “I’LL KILL YOU, YOU LITTLE FUCK!”

“Don’t listen!” Billy said.

“Billy?” the thing called out. “Do you know who you’re trying to help? He had them kill your mother; Billy. Know how it was done? They cut her throat. They cut it right to the spine. Then your pretty little Hawthorne house was set on fire so everything would be ashes! He wanted to have you killed, too! Oh, he dreamed of killing you! GO ON, ASK HIM!”

“Don’t look back,” Billy told Wayne; his voice was choked with conflicting emotions.

They reached the foothills and began climbing. The terrain grew rockier and steeper. Behind them, the shape changer muttered and shouted and babbled, swinging its weapon back and forth with malicious glee. They climbed over sharp-edged boulders, the breath of pain hissing from between their teeth. They were slowing down as their strength burned away, but the shape changer was gaining ground. Black, stomach-wrenching pain hit Billy as his injured arm grazed an outcrop of rock, but he clenched his teeth to contain the scream. In another few moments their progress was slowed to a crawl; they left sweat stains wherever they touched, and bloody prints where Billy’s feet had gripped rock. The caves were above them, less than fifty feet away over a torturous trail of jagged stone. Wayne looked back, saw the bloated thing grinning thirty feet or so beneath them as it clambered up. He recognized the weapon on its right hand.

“Running out of steam, boys?” the walking corpse called out, showing its mangled teeth.

Billy reached up with his good hand to climb onto a ledge. His feet slipped on loose stones, and he almost tumbled down, but then Wayne was pushing him up from below. He crawled upward, onto the ledge about six feet wide and exposed to burning sunlight. A large cave was twenty feet above, but his strength was gone. He lay panting with pain as Wayne crawled up beside him.

Wayne tried to drag Billy the rest of the way, but he was too weak to go more than a few feet. Sweat burned into his eye, blinding him for a few seconds; when he cleared his vision, Krepsin’s dead face was rising over the ledge.

Wayne let go of Billy and kicked out at the thing. Bone cracked in the corpse’s neck, and watery blood gushed from the nose, but it was still pulling itself onto the ledge. Wayne kicked out again, but the shape changer’s arm swung to stop the blow. The razored weapon slashed into Wayne’s ankle, scraping the bone. Wayne fell onto his injured ribs, curled up, and lay still with blood pooling under his leg.

“Two very naughty boys,” the shape changer whispered as it rose on Krepsin’s legs. “They must be punished.”

Billy was transfixed with fear, too weak to even try to crawl away. The shape changer had them now. His Mystery Walk—and Wayne’s, too—would end here, on a scorched slab of rock a hundred feet above the Mexican desert.

“You won’t steal the food from my table anymore, you whelp.” It lumbered forward, bloodied head lolling. “I’m going to take my time with you, I’m going to enjoy this. You remember what I told you, a long time ago? In that bitch’s smokehouse? I said I’d be seeing you again. Oh, it’s worked out just fine, hasn’t it? The little ghost boy is about to see what Death is like from the other side; and I’ll keep you screaming for a long, long time.…” It grinned, ready to feast on more agony, already drawing on Billy’s fear to make itself stronger. It swelled with the terror and evil it had drawn from the dead men in the jet.

The shape changer gripped Billy’s hair and thrust his head back, glaring into the boy’s eyes. “First, a scalp,” it whispered, raising its arm. “A scalp from an Indian.”

And then Wayne grabbed the corpse’s chin from behind, wrenching its head backward.

Jagged edges of bone ripped through the throat with a noise like tearing cloth. The immense football-shaped head was jammed backward, the shape changer’s eyes were blinded by the sun. The head, now separated from the spine, hung back like a sack of flesh; the shape changer couldn’t see. It turned upon Wayne, flailing blindly with the razored knuckles.

Wayne ducked the first blow, trying to balance on his good leg, but a backhanded swipe laid his cheek open and he staggered toward the edge. The shape changer danced with rage, striking at empty air, coming closer and closer to Wayne. Then Krepsin’s corpse found him and they grappled, Wayne’s hand closing around the thing’s right wrist, trying with the last of his strength to hold back the razors. They were balanced on the edge, the shape changer unable to see forward, the ruined head hanging back over the corpse’s shoulder.

Wayne lost his grip. The razors glinted, the swollen hand burying itself in Wayne’s stomach.

Wayne caught his breath, felt warmth oozing down his legs. His vision hazed, but his brain was clear and for the first time in his life he knew what had to be done. The shape changer was making croaking sounds of triumph through Krepsin’s ripped throat. Its hand twisted, driving the razors deeper into Wayne’s stomach.

“NO!” Billy shouted, and tried to rise. He’d seen the death aura flare around Wayne; it undulated, shimmering a deep purplish black. Blood was streaming from Wayne’s stomach, his face quickly bleaching.

But there was no fear in his unswollen eye. It caught Billy’s gaze, locked, and then quickly shifted back to the struggling shape changer. This was the thing that had taunted him all along, that had tricked him by taking his daddy’s form … and the form of a young brunette girl who’d never really existed at all, except in his own head. The hot pain that shot through his body was thawing rusted, cobwebbed gears in his brain. He wasn’t afraid.

He could still learn to fly, he realized. Yes. There was still time to kill the snake!

Now! he thought. Do it now!

And he twisted himself off the ledge, taking Krepsin’s corpse with him.

Billy heard the shape changer’s mangled roar, and then they were gone.

The air was bright and blue and whistled around Wayne’s ears. He was falling toward the surface of water, there in the Fayette Public Swimming Pool, and everything was all right. He had finally gathered the courage to soar from the Tower, and no one was laughing at him anymore. The water shimmered beneath him, coming up fast. He closed his eyes and saw the fighting shapes, the smoke-eagle and the fire-serpent. The eagle was mortally wounded, but it was still strong; it dug its claws into the reptile and gripped the burning spade-shaped head in its beak. With a triumphant cry, the eagle beat its tattered wings toward the sky and lifted the writhing snake up … higher, and higher and higher, until the snake crisped into ashes and whirled away on the bright currents of air.

He would be all right now. He’d done the best he could, and he was ready to soar.

Billy heard them hit. Rocks cascaded down the mountainside, and then there was a long silence but for the noise of sliding grit. He crawled painfully toward the edge and peered over.

Wayne lay on his stomach forty feet below, his arms outstretched. Fifteen feet beyond him, Krepsin’s corpse had exploded like a gasbag on impact with a truck-sized boulder.

Something dark and leprous rose like a mist from Krepsin, moving slowly toward Wayne’s body.

“Get away from him!” Billy shouted. “GET AWAY!”

The wraith picked and probed at Wayne. But Billy had seen the twisted angle of Wayne’s head, the torn ankle and a protrusion of bone through the other leg. For the shape changer, the body was useless. The mist rose, took on the murky appearance of the huge boarlike beast. Its red eyes blinked; it was stunned and confused, unable to strike physically at Billy again. Within it, Billy saw roiling ectoplasm—a spectral hand clawing at the air, a football-shaped head with an open, silently screaming mouth, another face that might have been Niles’s mirroring shock and agony. The forms churned, slowly losing their clarity—as if they were being digested in the belly of the beast.

“You’ve lost,” Billy said. “Now run. Hide. RUN!”

The thing glowered at him for a moment, clutching its clawed arms around its stomach; the souls it had snatched writhed in soundless pain.

It looked down at Wayne’s broken body, and its hideous face rippled with a snarl of hatred and frustration. The boy had escaped, was now far beyond the shape changer’s control. The thing began to fade, taking its prizes with it. Before it had drifted away completely it glared up toward Billy and said, “There’ll be a next time.” But the voice—a mixture of Krepsin’s, Niles’s and Dorn’s—was weaker, and carried an undercurrent of what might have been fear.

“I’ll be ready,” he replied, but the thing had already gone, leaving a slight turbulence of dust and grit.

The air settled. The sun baked down, and the vultures began to gather.

Billy waited, his head bowed with concentration. He was certain that Wayne was gone. Wayne had found the tunnel, and was now on a different kind of Mystery Walk. He wanted to bury the body, but the rocks that had slid down over it would keep the vultures away for a while, and he knew he was too weak to climb down and then back again. He said a silent prayer for Wayne. The air was clear and untroubled. After another few minutes Billy crawled away and painfully climbed to the large cave just above.

There was no water, but the shade was deep and cool. Lizards scurried over the rocky floor, chasing small beetles. Billy crouched in a corner, ripped off the rags of his shirt, and fashioned a sling for his arm—not much, but it would serve to keep the bones from moving. He was full of fever, his head pounding with heat; if he didn’t find liquid soon, he knew, he was going to die. He could let go; it would be easy to curl up and die, and so much pain would be avoided, but he knew his mother wouldn’t want that. He didn’t want it. He and Wayne had come so far from Hawthorne, both over twisted and treacherous ground—their paths had split early, their Mystery Walks leading them in such different directions, but at the end they’d faced the shape changer together. And Wayne had been stronger than the evil thing that had toyed with him for so long.

The fever was burning Billy dry. He was getting chills now, and he knew that must be a bad sign. He closed his eyes, concentrating on Bonnie, waiting for him in Chicago. He tumbled into sleep, escaping fever and durst.

“Billy?” someone said quietly.

He stirred and forced his eyes open.

There was a figure standing in the cave entrance, silhouetted against harsh white sunlight. It was a little boy, Billy realized, but he couldn’t see the face. A little boy? he thought. Out here? No, no; he was dreaming—hallucinating. The little boy wore a clean shirt and trousers, not a spot of dust or drip of sweat on him.

“Who’s that?” Billy asked, his tongue so swollen he could hardly speak. “I can’t see what you look like.”

“It’s me! You remember, don’t you, Billy? It’s me from a long time ago! We used to play together! Remember?”

“Who? I don’t know you.” The shape changer, he thought, and went cold. “Get away from me.”

“I’m not trying to trick you. Honest. I want to help you, if I can. But you’ve got to help yourself, too. You can’t lie there too much longer. You’ll die.”

“Maybe I will.”

“But why? You’ve come a long way, Billy. You’ve … you’ve grown up. You helped me once, a long time ago.”

“I want to sleep. Whatever you are, leave me alone. You can’t hurt me anymore.”

“I don’t want to. I … know how bad it can be. It can be real bad here, but you can’t give up. You can never give up, and you’re not ready … not yet.” The little boy watched him for a moment, his head cocked to one side in a way that Billy thought was familiar. Was it … no, no not him.…

“Leave here when it gets dark,” the little boy said. “But watch how the sun goes down, so you can figure out which way is due west. That’s the direction you’ve got to walk, right where the sun sets. There are others trying to help you, too, but sometimes it’s not easy. You still think I’m trying to fool you, don’t you? I’m not, I promise. You’ve got to start walking when it gets dark. It’s going to be hard, but you have to keep going. Okay?”

“No. I’m staying right here until someone finds me.”

“They won’t,” he said quickly. “You’re along way from where people are, Billy. You have to get out of here.”

“Go away. Leave me alone.”

“No; first you have to say you will. Okay?”

Billy closed his eyes. It was the shape changer, he knew, trying to make him lose himself in the desert. Trying to make him walk in the wrong direction and away from where the villages were.

“Do it, Billy. West, okay? Okay?”

The last plea hung in the air. When he opened his eyes again, he saw the cave entrance was empty. The fever was making him hear and see things. No, it was best to stay right here where he was cool and safe, where someone would eventually find the jet’s wreckage. Surely someone would see the smoke!

But there was something lying in the palm of his right hand. He stared at it, his heart beating rapidly.

It was a piece of coal that had been covered with shellac so that the black wouldn’t rub off.

He stood up, hobbling to the entrance. There were no prints but his own bloody ones in the dust. The fierce heat forced him back into the shadow, where he sat down again and clenched the coal tightly in his fist. Had he had the coal with him all the time? No, no; it had been left in Chicago, two thousand miles away. Hadn’t it? He couldn’t remember through the fire in his head. He put the coal in his pocket and waited for the sun to sink.

In deep blue twilight, Billy carefully descended over the rocks to where Wayne and Krepsin’s corpses lay sprawled. A flurry of vultures sailed away; they’d already feasted on much of Krepsin. They’d been working on Wayne’s back and legs, but hadn’t marked the face yet. Billy took Wayne’s shoes and squeezed his swollen feet into them. He sat for a few moments beside Wayne, then he arranged rocks over the body to keep the vultures away awhile longer.

He began walking westward; he stopped once to look back over his shoulder, where his brother’s body lay. But his brother was gone, and there was no reason to mourn his passage to the other side. He wished he’d known more about Wayne, that they could’ve learned to understand each other. That they could’ve been friends, instead of two young men who’d walked separately, each seeking some kind of answer to the forces that had taken over their lives.

Billy left his brother’s corpse, and went on.

He alternated walking and resting all through the long, chilly night. His feet were bleeding again, his broken wrist swollen to twice its size, but he had to keep going. Just before dawn, when he was exhausted and staggering, he climbed a small hill and came upon a squatter’s cabin. The place was falling in, but inside there was a dirty mattress on the floor, on a table were plates with green-molded food not fit to touch, much less eat. But there was a coffee pot, too, and something faintly sloshed inside when Billy picked it up. He eagerly poured a few drops into the palm of his hand; the water was slimy and green and alive with bacteria. He took one of the plates outside, scraped it clean with coarse sand, and then brought it back in. He tore a square of his pants leg off and stretched it over the plate, then carefully poured the water through the cloth to catch the bigger clumps of green growth. What remained at the bottom of the plate—barely three swallows, brackish and stagnant—was quickly tipped into Billy’s mouth. He wet his face with the damp cloth, and then he slept for several hours on the filthy mattress.

When he awakened, bright swords of sunlight pierced gaping holes in the rotting walls around him. He was feverish and very weak, his legs cramped into knots. His arm was a burning, leaden weight, the wound oozing yellow fluids. He shut his mind to the pain, and concentrated on Bonnie. He would show Hawthorne to her, and he wanted to see Lamesa, and he wanted to know everything about her from the day she was born. He hung her face up in his mind like a picture. He would get back to her.

He stepped outside the cabin and was jolted by a sudden shock.

About three or four miles away, sitting right in the middle of brown sand desert, was a large lake. It was surrounded by motels and restaurants with high signs that could be seen from the highway that passed about a half-mile from the cabin. There were cars and dune buggies on the road, and out on the lake Billy could see a sleek red speedboat pulling a water-skier. Palm trees waved in the streets of some resort town built around a desert spring. The entire scene shimmered in the heat waves; Billy stood motionless, expecting the whole thing to vanish suddenly.

He began to walk toward the mirage. On the highway a dune buggy swerved to avoid him, blasting its horn. He walked slowly down the center, being passed by cars and motorcycles and dune buggies. Some of the cars were hauling speedboats, and kids were hanging out the windows. The lake glittered like liquid gold in the strong sunlight.

Billy stood in the center of the highway and started laughing. He couldn’t stop, even though his jaw was aching and he was so weak he was about to fall on his face. He was still laughing when a Mexican police officer on a motorcycle pulled up beside him and shouted something that included the word loco.
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THEY’D RENTED A BROWN Gremlin at the Birmingham airport, using Bonnie’s driver’s license, and had driven the two-hour trip to Fayette under a gray late-December sky. The southern winter had set in, a wave of cold air and rain had rolled down from the northwest scattering brown leaves before it. Christmas was two days away.

They passed a large sign, punctured by .22 bulletholes, that said WELCOME TO FAYETTE! HOME OF LITTLE WAYNE FALCONER, THE SOUTH’S GREATEST EVANGELIST! The second line, Billy saw, was being allowed to weather away. It would not be repainted. Home for Wayne’s body was now a meticulously kept cemetery near the Falconer estate; he’d been buried next to his daddy, and there were always fresh flowers on the grave.

“I’ve never seen so many hills,” Bonnie said. She’d noticed him wince, as if from an old injury, as they’d passed the sign. “Lamesa’s about as flat as a flapjack. Are we gettin’ near?”

“We’ll be there in a few minutes. It’s just past Fayette.” There were still dark hollows under his eyes, and he needed to gain five or six pounds so his face would fill out, but he was doing much better. He’d been able to walk without crutches for the first time just a week before. There were a few lost weeks in which Billy had faded in and out, his body fighting against massive infection. His jaw was wired and was healing well, as was his left arm in its thick elbow cast. Dr. Hillburn had been straight with him: the doctors didn’t know why he hadn’t died out in that desert. The injuries he’d received in the crash had been severe enough to begin with, but the exposure and the infection from his broken wrist should have finished him off.

Dr. Hillburn hadn’t replied when Billy told her that he had died, but had been sent back from the other side. And those people had been right, Billy said; it was beautiful over there. But he planned on sticking around here for a while longer, if Dr. Hillburn didn’t mind.

Dr. Hillburn had smiled and said she didn’t mind at all.

Later, Billy had asked about his mother. Dr. Hillburn confirmed what Billy already knew: Ramona Creekmore had died in a house fire of indeterminate origin. The cabin was almost a total ruin.

Bonnie stayed with him day and night, helping him with his grief. Now that he was safe, and his body was healing, his conflicting emotions about Wayne and the loss of his mother welled up out of him in agonized, bitter tears. Bonnie cradled his head while he cried. He had nightmares for a while, about the jet crash and the shape changer in possession of Krepsin’s bloated corpse, stalking him and Wayne across the burning desert; they faded as his body and mind healed, though he’d broken out in a cold sweat when he and Bonnie had stepped aboard the plane from Chicago, their trip a gift from the staff and residents of the Hillburn Institute. The most difficult thing was snapping the seatbelt, and when the 747 bound to Atlanta had taken off, he’d closed his eyes and held tightly to Bonnie’s hand. Once up in the air, though, his fear drained away—as he’d hoped it would—and he was even able to look out the window for a few minutes. The plane ride was much faster and more comfortable than the bus or the train, Billy’s other travel alternatives, and he’d wanted to get back to Hawthorne as quickly as possible.

He’d told Bonnie fragments of what had happened in Mexico, but she knew it was hard for him to talk about it. She didn’t want to push him; if and when he was ready to tell her, she would be there to listen.

Now they were passing through Fayette, and Hawthorne was only fifteen miles away.

Billy had turned twenty-one while still in a semiconscious state in the hospital. He was different now, he knew, from the person who’d left Hawthorne that first time to join Dr. Mirakle’s Ghost Show. He saw his direction more clearly, and he was secure with his own place in the world. He’d fought his way, he realized, through a rite of passage that had begun when he’d stepped down into the dark Booker basement a long time ago; he was strong now, strong in his heart, and he knew that in his life the eagle was winning.

His Mystery Walk was pulling him onward, out into the world. But first, before he could walk forward—to the University of California, Duke University, or even to Oxford in England, where parapsychologists had been studying the Alcott Tape and were eager to get Billy into their death survival research programs—he had to look back over his shoulder. There were good-byes to be said, both to people and to places.

The Gremlin rounded a bend, and Billy saw the old weather-beaten high-school building with its brick gym addition. There was a large, ragged scar in the football field, as if grass wouldn’t grow where the bonfire had exploded.

Billy touched Bonnie’s arm and asked her to stop.

The parking lot was empty, all the students out for Christmas holidays. Billy rolled down his window and stared out at the football field, his eyes dark with the memory of May Night.

“Something bad happened here, didn’t it?” Bonnie asked.

“Yes. Very bad.”

“What was it?”

“A lot of kids got hurt. Some of them were killed.” He ran his gaze along the new fence, remembering the pain of his hands being ripped as the shock wave blustered past. He waited for a few minutes, listening to the sigh of wind out on the field. Pines swayed in the distance, and clouds seemed to skim the hills.

“They’re gone,” he said. “There’s nothing here. Thank God. Okay. I’m ready to go.”

They drove on, following the road into Hawthorne. When Billy saw the tangle of black timbers and the standing chimney where his house had once stood, his heart sank. The field was overgrown, the scarecrow sagging, everything gone to ruin. He didn’t ask Bonnie to slow down, though, until they’d almost reached the lot where the decaying hulk of the Booker house had stood.

The rubble had been cleared away, and now a trailer sat on the property. It was there to stay, sitting on concrete supports sunken into the earth. A Christmas tree stood in a front window, white lights blinking. A little boy—who looked not at all like Will Booker—sat outside, roughhousing with a big brown dog that was trying to lick him in the face. The boy saw the Gremlin and waved. Billy waved back. There was warmth surrounding that trailer, and he hoped the people who lived there were happy. Hawthorne’s “murder house” was long gone.

He heard the sawmill’s high whine as they approached the cluster of grocery store, gas station, and barbershop. A couple of farmers sat outside the gas station, watching with interest to see if the Gremlin would pull in. Someone was loading a sack of groceries into a pickup truck. A television flickered from within Curtis Peel’s barbershop, and Billy saw figures sitting around the red glow of the old heater. Life was going on in Hawthorne at its own slow, steady pace. The world had touched it—there was a poster on a telephone pole that said NOW HIRING QUALIFIED LABOR. APPLY AT THE CHATHAM PERSONNEL OFFICE. WE ARE AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER—but the essence of life, easy and unhurried, would never totally change. Maybe that was for the best, Billy thought; it was comforting to know that some places in the world remained the same, though the people living in them grew and matured and learned from their mistakes.

“Would you stop here?” Billy asked, motioning to the curb near Peel’s barbershop. “I want to go in there for a minute. Want to come with me?”

“That’s why I’m here,” she replied.

When Billy opened the barbershop door, the three men sitting around the heater looked up from their television show—“Let’s Make a Deal”—and froze. Curtis Peel’s mouth dropped open. Old Hiram Keller, as tough as leather, simply blinked, then returned his attention to Monty Hall. The third man, younger than the others, with curly brownish blond hair and a plump-cheeked face tinted red by the heater, leaned forward as if he were staring at a mirage.

“Damn my eyes!” Peel said, and stood up. “Is that … Billy Creekmore?”

“That’s right.” He stood tensed, ready for anything. He’d recognized the younger man, and saw Duke Leighton’s eyes narrow.

“Well, I’ll be a …” And suddenly Peel’s face broke into a grin. He came forward, clapped Billy on the shoulder, and then, embarrassed by his own ebullience, stepped back a pace. “Uh … we didn’t expect to see you back, after … I mean, we …”

“I know what you mean. I want you to meet my friend, Bonnie Hailey. This is Curtis Peel. That’s Hiram Keller, and Duke Leighton.”

“Howdy,” Hiram said without looking up.

“I didn’t figure you’d recognize me, Billy.” Duke patted his bulging beer-belly. “I guess I’ve changed a lot. You have, too. You look like you’ve been in an accident.”

“Could be.”

They were silent for a long moment. Then Curtis said, “Hey! You two young folks want a Coke? I’ve got some in the back, just as cold as they can be! No? Weather’s turned for the worse, I hear. Supposed to get a hard freeze tonight. Listen, y’all take a chair and make yourself—”

“We’re not staying,” Billy told him. “I’ve come to visit the cemetery.”

“Oh. Yeah. Well … Billy, that was a bad thing. A real terrible thing. The fire burned everything up so fast, and the wind was bad that night too. I … I’m sorry.”

“So am I.”

Peel turned and stared into Bonnie’s face for a few seconds, seemingly entranced by her eyes. He smiled uncertainly, then looked back at Billy. “You need a haircut, Bill. Come on, get in the chair here and we’ll fix you up. On the house, okay? I recall you used to like the smell of Vitalis. You still do?”

“No,” he said, and smiled slightly at Peel’s willingness to please. “Afraid not.” He was aware of Leighton’s unyielding gaze on him, and he felt anger begin to simmer.

“Well …” Peel nervously cleared his throat. “Most everybody’s heard about you, Bill. You’re a celebrity. I mean, I don’t rightly understand what you’ve been up to and all, but … look here.” He stepped next to the shelves of hair tonic, shampoo, and pomades and pointed to something mounted on the wall; he smiled proudly, and Billy saw it was a bulletin board. It was covered with newspaper clippings about the “Mystery Medium,” and the Alcott tape, and pictures of Billy. “See here, Bill? I’ve been keepin’ them. People come in here to read ’em all the time. You’re a real celebrity hereabouts! And look up there on the wall. Recognize that?” He’d motioned to a framed needlepoint picture of an owl sitting on a tree limb; the features were a bright mixture of colors, the eyes so sharp and lifelike they followed you around the room. Billy recognized his mother’s handiwork. “Fella from Montgomery came through here about a month ago, offered me a hundred dollars for it,” Curtis said. He swelled his chest proudly. “I said no. I said it was done by a local artist, and you couldn’t put any price on something done with as much feeling as that’s got in it Didn’t I say that, Hiram?”

“Yep.”

“I’ve got another one at home. It shows a mountain and a lake, and an eagle flying way up far in the sky. I think it’s the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. See, I’ve put this one where I can look at it all the time!”

Hiram suddenly stirred and regarded the picture. “Fine work,” he said, lighting his corncob pipe and sticking it in his grizzled gace. “You’d go a far piece to find anything finer, I’ll tell you that.” He cocked his head and looked at Billy. “Your mother was full of magic, boy. She was a damned fine woman, and it took us a long time to realize it. Any woman who could run a farm like she did, and make pictures like that, and never complain ’bout her lot in life … well, I remember that night at the tent revival. Maybe we didn’t want to hear what she said, but she had guts, boy. Looks like you’ve got your share too.” He motioned with his pipe toward the bulletin board.

“What … ?” Billy managed to say. He was stunned, and he felt hot tears in his eyes. “You mean you …”

Duke Leighton started to rise. His gaze was baleful in the red light. When he stood erect, his back was hunched over; with his first step, Billy saw that he walked with a terrible limp, much worse than his father’s. As he approached Billy, Duke seemed to grow smaller and paler and thinner. He saw Billy staring and stood in front of him, his lower lip trembling. “It happened just after you left. I was ridin’ in the car with my dad. He was … he was drinking pretty heavily. He’d taken to drinkin’ a lot since Mom died. Anyway, he … the car was going too fast, and we went off the trestle bridge. I just got cut up, but my dad was dead by the time the ambulance came.” His face was set and grim. “About a week later, Coy Granger came to see me, and he said he’d seen my dad standing at the side of the road, right at the trestle bridge where the car had gone off …”

“Saw him myself,” Hiram said quietly. “Plain as day. Plain as I can see you.”

“My dad … couldn’t leave.” Duke’s voice cracked, his eyes swimming. “I saw him, and I called out to him, and he looked like he was tryin’ to answer but he … he couldn’t speak. His … throat was crushed in the wreck, and he strangled to death. And when I tried to touch him, I felt so cold. Then he was gone, just faded away in an instant.” He looked helplessly at Bonnie, then back to Billy again. “Who else could I go to?” he asked. “I had to help my dad!”

“And my mother freed him?”

“I saw her do it.” Hiram puffed out a wreath of blue smoke. “We all did. She stood right there on the trestle bridge and opened up her arms, and we all saw Ralph Leighton with our own eyes.” He set his jaw and grunted. “Damnedest thing I ever saw. And Ralph just … disappeared, just kinda eased away, I guess. Ramona fell down, and she had to be helped home.…”

“My wife stayed me night with her,” Peel said. “She took care of her.”

Duke wiped his face with a sleeve. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to … act like a fool. I never believed in such a thing as spirits until I saw my own father standin’ there, trying to call out to me.…”

“Sheer guts,” Hiram said. “She did it in front of everybody who cared to watch. Oh, at first some laughed. But after it was over and done … wasn’t nobody laughin’ no more.”

“I bought this picture from her soon after that,” Peel said. “She didn’t want to take the money. Said she had no need for it. But I made her take it. The very next night … well, that fire was so fast and windblown it was over before we knew it.”

“I didn’t know.” Billy looked at all of them in turn. “She never wrote me about what happened on the trestle bridge.”

“Maybe she figured you had your own worries.” Hiram relit his pipe, clenched it between his teeth, and watched the game show again.

“I’m sorry about your father,” Billy said.

“Yeah. Well, things hadn’t been too good between me and him for a long time. He took me down to the Marine recruiting station in Tuscaloosa right after high school. I never went to college like I was supposed to. I went to ’Nam—another kind of college, I guess. I got into demolition, but I guess you heard. That’s funny, huh? Me, in demolition?” He tried to smile, but his face was too loose and weary, his eyes too haunted.

“Funny? Why?”

Duke stared at him for a long moment. “You … you don’t know, do you? Well, why would you? I came back from ’Nam in seventy-one with a shot-up hip and a Purple Heart. Then what I’d done kept eatin’ at me, so … I went to the sheriff and told him. I served my time—one year on a two-year sentence. I’ve just been out since October. But I want you to know, Billy, that it was never my idea. I wasn’t the one who came up with the idea.…”

“What idea?”

“The fireworks,” Duke said quietly. “I thought you knew; I thought everybody knew. I was one of the boys who put all those fireworks in the bonfire. It was … supposed to be a joke. Just a joke. I thought it’d make pretty colors. I thought people would laugh. I swear, I never knew it would blow up like that. My dad found out about it, and he shipped me off to the Marines damned fast. I can’t ever forget that night, Billy. I don’t sleep too good. I can still, y’know, hear the sounds they made. Billy, you’d … you’d know if any of them were still there, wouldn’t you? I mean, you could tell, and you could help them?”

“They’re gone,” he replied. “I’m sure of it.”

But Duke shook his head. “Oh, no they’re not. Oh, no.” He opened his eyes and tapped a finger against his skull. “They’re all still in here, every one of them who died that night. You can’t help me, can you?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so. I served my time, got out on good behavior. My dad pretended I was away, workin’ in Georgia. Well …” He moved past Bonnie and took his hat off the rack on the wall. It was a gas-station cap. “I’d best get back to work. The gas won’t pump itself. I thought you knew about all that, Billy. I surely did.”

“They’re gone,” Billy said as he reached the door. “You don’t have to keep them inside you anymore.”

“Yes I do,” Duke said, and then he opened the door—the little bell over it tinkled merrily—and he was gone.

“We were wrong about your mother,” Peel said. “All of us were wrong. It wasn’t evil. It never was, was it?”

Billy shook his head; his eyes were watering, and Bonnie pressed close to his side to support him.

“Terrible thing about that Falconer boy. Heard he died in a plane crash in Mexico, of all places. God only knows what he was doin’ down there. I heard he went off the deep end, just gave up everything.…”

“Not everything,” Billy said. “Just the things that didn’t matter.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.” He looked again at the needlepoint owl. It was a beautiful picture, and would be seen by a lot of people. He couldn’t think of a better place for it to be hanging.

Peel touched his shoulder. “Bill, I’ve got a fine idea! Why don’t you and the little lady join my family and me for dinner tonight? I’ll call her, and I guarantee you the finest fried-chicken dinner you ever put in your mouth! All right?”

“You got room at that table for me?” Hiram asked.

“Maybe we do. What the hell … sure. We got room for everybody! Okay, Bill? How about it?”

He smiled, glanced at Bonnie, and then nodded. “We’d like that very much.”

“Fine! Let me get on the horn right now!”

“Curtis,” Billy said as he moved to the phone, “I’m going to see my mother. She is in the cemetery isn’t she?”

“Oh. Yes, she is. Don’t you worry about a thing. We took care of her real good, Bill. You’ll see.”

“We’ll be back.” They walked to the door, and as Billy opened it he heard Peel say over the phone, “Ma? You’re gonna have a real celebrity over tonight! Guess who’s …”

“Sheer guts,” Hiram grunted.

Fifteen minutes later, Billy was standing with Bonnie beside his mother’s grave. His father was buried a few feet away. Pine needles covered the ground, and the chill wind whispered softly through the trees. Billy could smell pine sap: the aroma of life, waiting to burst free in April.

A stone marker had been planted at the head of Ramona’s grave. It was fine cut, simple but proud. It gave her name, her date of birth and death, and underneath that, in expertly etched block letters: DAUGHTER OF HAWTHORNE.

Billy put his arm around Bonnie. His mother wasn’t here, he knew; her body was, returning now to the earth as all bodies must, but her soul—that part of her that had made her very special—was somewhere else, still carrying on her Mystery Walk. And his would go on too, from this place and moment. He would meet the shape changer again, because it was part of the Evil that lived in the world, but he knew now that, though it couldn’t be totally destroyed, it could be bested. The eagle could win over the snake. Courage could win over fear.

A few tough stalks of goldenrod grew in the brush a few feet from Ramona’s grave. Billy picked some, scattering the yellow wild flowers over the earth. “Flowers for the dead,” he said, “and for the living.” He gave Bonnie the remaining stalk, and saw her strange and beautiful eyes shine.

They stood together, as the clouds moved overhead in a slow and graceful panorama of white and gray. Snow flurries began to spin before the wind, clinging to their hair and eyelashes, and Billy remembered the infant step of his Mystery Walk—when he and his father had left the cabin to walk in the snow and had passed the Booker house. Now he had someone else to walk beside—someone who could understand him and believe in him, as much as he in her.

“I knew you’d come back,” Bonnie said. “I knew it. You left the piece of coal, and I didn’t think you’d leave without it. I kept it by my bed all the time, until one morning when I woke up and it wasn’t there. I had a dream that night.…”

“About what?”

“You,” she replied. “And me, too. We were … together, and we were old. We were tired, but it was a good tired, like you’ve done a hard day’s work and you know you’ll have a peaceful sleep. I don’t know where we were, but we were sitting in the sun and we could see the ocean. We were holding hands.” She shrugged, a blush creeping across her freckled cheeks. “I don’t know, but … after that dream, I knew you’d be all right. I knew you’d come back. Funny, huh?”

“Why?”

“It’s the first dream I ever had that I wasn’t afraid of,” Bonnie said.

It was time to go. They walked down the hill to the car and got in. His Mystery Walk was about to carry him—and possibly Bonnie as well—far away from Hawthorne, he realized. Life and Death were part of the same puzzle, part of the same strange and miraculous process of growth. He hoped someday to work in the parapsychology labs himself, to go to school, to study as much as he could; he wanted to help others understand that Death wasn’t an ending, and that Life itself was a wonderful mystery full of chances and challenges.

“Have you ever wanted to see England?” he asked her.

“Why?”

He smiled faintly. “Dr. Hillburn told me there are supposed to be more haunted houses in England than in any country on earth.”

They drove away from the cemetery. Billy looked back over his shoulder, through the snow’s thin white curtain, until the marble marker was out of sight. So much to be done! he thought. So much to be learned!

Billy turned his attention to the road that stretched out ahead, out of Hawthorne and into the world. And he would carry with him his mother’s words of courage:

No fear.
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To my friends John Scott and John Willis, who each took a different road
Mystery Walk
Prologue

“Yes,” the woman said at last, lifting her finely shaped chin from where it had rested against one thin brown hand, her elbow supported in turn on the armrest of a cherrywood rocking chair. She’d been staring into the fire as the two rawboned men in their patched overcoats and scuffed workboots had been talking. Though she was outwardly thin and fragile, the woman had deep-set hazel eyes that radiated a thoughtful inner strength. Her name was Ramona Creekmore, and she was one-fourth Choctaw Indian; the breed blood showed in her sharp, proud cheekbones, in the lustrous russet of her shoulder-tength haii; and in the eyes that were as dark and placid as a forest pond at midnight.
When she spoke, John Creekmore shifted uneasily in his chair across the room. He’d pulled himself out of the way as they’d been talking, wanting to be no part of what was being said. He’d put his dog-eared Bible in his lap and looked into the fire and thought that Hell was all around him now, quickly closing in upon him. He had a long, lean, and weathered face, cracked with lines like a thin pane of autumn ice. His hair was thick and curly and reddish-brown, his eyes a clear ice-blue; Ramona had told him many times that she could see the sky in them, clouds when he was angry and rain when he was sad. Now, if she had looked into his eyes closely enough, she might’ve seen the approaching storm.
The two men hadn’t moved. They were leaning on each side of the fireplace like long blue-jeaned bookends. John placed his hands on his Bible and watched the back of Ramona’s head.
“Yes,” she said quietly. “I’ll come.”
“No she won’t!” John said harshly. The two men glanced at him, then waited for the woman to speak again. That angered him, and he said, “You two have made the trip up from Chapin for nothi’n’! It bein’ such a cold day and all, I’m sorry for you. I know why you’re here, and I know why you think my Ramona can help you, but that’s all over now. It’s in the past, and we’re both tryin’ to forget it.” He rose to his feet, still clutching his Bible. He stood tall, at six-three, and his broad shoulders stretched the red flannel shirt he wore. “My wife can’t help you. Don’t you men see that she’s eight months along?”
Ramona touched her stomach gently. Sometimes she could feel the baby kicking, but right now he—yes, it would be a boy, it had to be a boy, for her husband’s sake–lay perfectly still, as if minding his manners because they had company. But she could feel his heart beating deep within her; like the soft fluttering of a bird aching to take flight.
“Mr Creekmore,” the taller man said quietly; his name was Stanton, and he wore a full winter beard flecked with gray. He was pale and gaunt, and John figured he wasn’t too far from eating bootsole soup. “We can’t go on like this, don’t you understand?” The man’s narrow face was pinched, as if in pain. “My God, man, we just can’t!”
“Don’t you come in my house and take the Lord’s name in vain!” John thundered. He stepped forward, raising his Bible like a weapon. “If you people in Chapin followed the Holy Word like you should, then maybe you wouldn’t have this trouble! Maybe this is God’s way of lettin’ you know you’ve been sinners. Maybe it’s meant to—”
“That ain’t the way it is,” the second man, named Zachary, said wearily. He turned toward the fire, kicking at errant chips of wood. “Lord knows we didn’t want to come here. But … it’s a painful thing and not somethin’ that you want to talk about or think about too much. People know about your wife, Mr. Creekmore; you can’t deny that they do. Oh, not everybody, I mean, but a few people. People who’ve had a need. And now …” Zachary looked over his shoulder; directly at the woman. “We have the need.”
“But you don’t have the right!”
Zachary nodded. “Yes, that may be. But we had to come, and we had to ask, and now we have to hear the answer.”
“I’ve given it.” John raised the Bible high, firelight licking at the battered leather binding. “What you need is this, not my wife.”
“Mr. Creekmore,” Zachary said, “you don’t understand, I’m Chapin’s minister.”
John’s mouth hung open. The blood seemed to rush from his face, and the Bible slowly came down to his side. “Minister?” he echoed. “And you … you’ve seen this thing?”
“I’ve seen it,” Stanton said, and quickly averted his gaze to the fire. “Oh, yeah, I’ve seen the thing. Not too clear or too close, mind you … but I’ve seen it.”
There was a long moment of silence between the men. The firewood popped and sizzled quietly, and the November wind crooned across the roof. Ramona rocked in her chair with her hands across her belly and watched John.
“So you see,” the minister said, “we didn’t want to come. But it … it’s an unholy thing not to try to do something. I’ve done all I could, which wasn’t so much, I guess. Like I say, there are folks who know about your wife, and that’s how we found out about her I prayed to God about this, and Lord knows I don’t understand it, but we had to come here and ask. Do you see, Mr Creekmore?”
John sighed and sat back down. His face was slack-jawed, his eyes grim. “No, I don’t. Nothin’ I see about it a’tall.” But now he’d turned his attention to his wife and was waiting for her response. The Bible felt cool in his hands, like a metal shield. “Ain’t no such thing,” he said. “Never has been. Never will be.”
Ramona turned her head slightly toward him, her delicate profile etched by the firelight. The two men were waiting, and they’d come a long way on a cold afternoon with a real need, and now they would have to have their answet She said to the minister; “Please leave us alone for a few minutes.”
“Surely, ma’am. We’ll just go out and wait in the truck.” The two men went outside into the deepening gray light, and before the door shut, a cold wind whipped through and fanned the hearth flames into a crackling fury.
She rocked silently for a moment, waiting for him to speak. He said, “Well? Which is it?”
“I have to go.”
John let out a long deep sigh. “I thought things were going to be different,” he said. “I thought you wouldn’t … do those things anymore.”
“I never agreed to that. I never could.”
“It’s unholy, Ramona. You’re in danger of Hell, don’t you know that?”
“Whose Hell, John? Yours? No, I don’t believe in that kind of Hell. Not at the center of the world, not with devils carrying pitchforks. But Hell is right here on earth, John, and people can step into it without knowing, and they can’t get out—”
“Stop it!” He rose abruptly from the chair and strode toward the fireplace. Ramona reached out and grasped his hand, pressing it against her warm cheek.
“Don’t you understand that I try to do my best?” she asked softly, her voice quavering. “That’s all there is in this world: to try to do the best you can. …”
John suddenly sank down on his knees beside her and kissed her hand, and when her knuckles were pressed against his cheek she felt the wetness of a tear. “I love you, Ramona; Lord knows I do, and I love the child you’re gonna give me. But I can’t say yes to these things. I just … can’t. …” His voice cracked. He released her hand and stood up, his back toward her “It’s up to you, I guess. It always has been. It’s unholy, that’s all I know, and if you want to walk that path then God help you.” He winced as he heard her rise from the rocker.
She gently touched his shoulder; but he didn’t turn toward her. “It’s not that I want to walk it,” she said. “It’s that I was born to. I have to go with them.” She left him, going into the small bedroom where tiny pipings of wind shrilled through minute cracks in the pinewood walls. Just above the bed’s headboard hung a beautifully detailed piece of needlepoint showing a forest in the flaming reds and oranges of autumn; it was the view from the house’s front porch. Near a large maplewood chest of drawers—a wedding present from her mother—hung a 1951 Sears and Roebuck calendar; the first fifteen days of November had been crossed out.
Ramona struggled into an oversize pair of dungarees—her stomach was so big!—and a heavy brown sweater. She put on thick brown socks and her penny loafers, then tied a pale pink scarf around her head. The weather had snapped after a long warm Indian summer and rain clouds had tumbled down from the north. Chill Novembers were rare in Alabama, but this one was a gray, hulking bear with a coat of freezing rain. As she struggled into her old plaid coat, she realized John was watching her from the doorway. He was whittling a bit of wood with his penknife, and when she said, “Do you want to go with us?” he turned and sank down into his chair again. No, of course not, she thought. She would have to do this alone, as always.
The two men were waiting patiently in their old green Ford pickup truck. Ramona walked to the truck through the swirling wind and saw that most of the dead brown leaves in the elm, ash, and pecan trees around the small farmhouse were still fixed securely to their branches like tenacious, wrinkled bats. That, Ramona knew, and the large number of blackbirds she’d seen out in the barren cornfield, were sure signs of a hard winter to come.
Zachary opened the door for her and she said, “I’m ready now.” As they drove away from the house, along a narrow dirt road that cut through the pine forest and connected with Fayette County Road 35, Ramona looked back over her shoulder and caught a glimpse of John watching from a window. A sadness ached within hei; and she quickly looked away.
The truck reached the potholed county road and turned north, away from the small scattering of farms and houses that made up the town of Hawthorne. Fifteen miles north lay the booming town of Fayette, population a little over three thousand, and forty miles to the northeast was Chapin, whith, with almost four hundred people, was a bit larger than Hawthorne.
Once on the road, Zachary told Ramona the story: It had happened almost two years ago, when a farmer named Joe Rawlings had been driving his wife Cass to a square dance just north of Chapin. He was a good Christian man, Zachary explained, and no one could understand why or how it had happened … or why it kept happening. Their truck had for some reason veered off the road and slammed at forty-five miles an hour into the Hangman’s Oak. Maybe it wasn’t so hard to figure out, Zachary said; it had been raining that night and the road was slippery. Four others had been killed at the Hangman’s Oak curve as well, the minister told her; accidents happen there all the time. A couple of months later, some kids driving to a high-school dance had seen it. A state trooper had said he’d seen it, too. So had an old man named Walters and—worst of all—so had Cass Rawl-ings’s sister Tessa. It had been Tessa who’d begged the minister for help.
The miles rolled past. Darkness started spreading. They passed abandoned gas stations and empty houses consumed by dense seas of kudzu. Thin evergreens swayed against a sky seething with the threat of freezing rain. Stanton switched on the headlights; one of them cast a murky yellowish glow, like light seen through a diseased eye. “Mind if we have music?” he asked, a. nervous quaver in his voice. When nobody spoke he turned on the radio, and from the cheap Philco Hank Williams was in the middle of singing about those chains he wore around his heart. Gusts of wind alternately pushed and tugged at the pickup, sweeping dead leaves from the overhanging trees and making them dance like brown bones in the road.
Stanton turned the dial, one eye on the snake-spine of the road ahead. Faraway voices and music floated past on a sea of static. And then a solid, burly, and authoritative voice boomed out from the tinny speaker: “You can’t fool Jesus, neighbor, nosiree! And you can’t lie to Jesus either!” The voice paused for a gulp of aii; then steamed ahead; to Ramona it sounded rich and thick, like fine close-grained wood, but somehow sheened with an oily layer of shellac. “Nosiree, you can’t make promises that you don’t keep, neighbor, ‘cause there’s a tab bein’ kept in Heaven and your name’s right there on it! And if you go get yourself in trouble and you say, ‘Jeeeesus, you get me out of this one and I’ll put five dollars in the plate come Sunday morning,’ and you go back on that promise, then … neighbor … WATCH OUT! Yes, watch out, ‘cause Jesus don’t forget!”
“Jimmy Jed Falconer” Zachary said. “That’s coming from Fayette. He preaches a powerful message.”
“Saw him preach in Tbscaloosa once,” Stanton replied. “He filled up a tent as big as a football field.”
Ramona closed her eyes, her hands laced across her stomach. The booming voice continued, and in it was a smooth, sure power that made her slightly uneasy. She tried to concentrate on what had to be done, but Falconer’s voice kept getting in the way.
In another half-hour they passed through the center of quiet Chapin—like Hawthorne, blink your eyes and you missed it. Then they were curving in the darkness on a narrow road shouldered by underbrush, skeletal trees, and an occasional house fallen to ruin. Ramona noticed that Stanton’s hands had clenched more tightly on the steering wheel, and she knew they must be almost there.
“It’s just ahead.” The minister reached forward and turned off the radio.
The truck rounded a bend and slowed. Ramona suddenly felt the life in her belly give a strong kick, then subside. The truck’s headlights glanced off a huge, gnarled oak whose branches stretched out toward them like beckoning arms; Ramona saw the scars in the oak’s massive trunk, and the ugly bulbous mass of wood tissue that had grown back to fill in the gashes.
Stanton pulled the truck off the road just this side of the Hangman’s Oak. He cut the engine and the lights. “Well,” he said, and cleared his throat, “this is where it happens.”
Zachary drew a deep breath and slowly released it. Then he opened the pickup’s dooi; got out, and held it open for Ramona. She stepped out of the pickup into a rush of frigid wind that caught at her coat and tried to rip it open; she had to hold it tightly around hei; feeling that the wind might lift her off the ground and sail her into the darkness. Beside hei; a line of dead trees swayed back and forth like a minstrel chorus. She walked away from the truck into knee-high grass, leaves crackling underfoot, and toward the looming Hangman’s Oak. Behind her Stanton got out of the pickup truck, and the two men stood watching hei; both of them shivering.
Ten feet away from the Hangman’s Oak, Ramona abruptly stopped and sucked in her breath. Sihe could feel a presence in the air: something cold, cold, a hundred times colder than the wind. It was something heavy and dark and very old, and it was waiting. “It’s in the tree,” she heard herself say.
“What?” Zachary called after her.
“The tree,” she said in a whisper. She neared it and felt her flesh break out in goosebumps that ebbed and swelled; her hair crackled with static electricity, and she knew there was danger here—yes, yes, there was evil here—but she had to run her hands across the scarred wood, she had to feel it. She touched it; gingerly at first, then clasped her palms to the wood; a shiver of pain ran up her spine and centered at her neck, becoming unbearable. Very quickly she stepped away, her hands tingling. At her feet a small white-painted wooden cross had been hammered into the ground; a black-scrawled legend read: SIX KILLED HERE. YOUR LIFE IS IN YOUR HANDS. DRIVE CAREFUL.
“Mrs. Creekmore?” Zachary said, standing a few feet behind hen She turned to face him. “It doesn’t happen every night. Is there something you can do right here and now to … stop it?”
“No. I have to wait.”
“Well, come on and wait in the truck, then. It’ll be warmer. But like I say, it doesn’t happen every night. I hear it happened twice last week, but … gosh it’s cold out here, isn’t it?”
“I have to wait,” she repeated, and Zachary thought her voice sounded more determined. Her eyes were half closed, long strands of her russet hair flying free from her pink scarf, her arms cradling her child-heavy belly. He was suddenly afraid for her; she could get sick out in this cold, and something could happen to the child. He’d thought, from what he’d heard about hei; that she could say some Indian words or something and that would be the end of it, but …
“I’m all right,” Ramona said quietly. “I don’t know how long it will be. It may not happen at all. But I have to wait.”
“Okay, then. I’ll wait with you.”
“No. I have to be alone. You and Mr Stanton can stay in the truck if you like.”
Zachary paused for a moment, undecided, then he nodded and, bowed into the wind, started walking back to where Sam Stanton was blowing into his hands and stamping his feet. He turned back after a few paces, his face furrowed with concern. “I don’t … I don’t understand this, Mrs. Creekmore. I don’t understand how it could … keep on happening.”
She didn’t answer She was a dark form staring out into the distance, along the road where it curved beyond a stand of pines. Her coat tortured by the wind, she walked past the oak tree and stood motionlessly at the roadside. Zachary returned to the pickup and climbed in, shivering to his bones.
Full dark covered the forest. Staring into the night through slitted eyes, Ramona had a sense of low-lying clouds running before the wind, just above the swaying treetops. All the world seemed in dark, tumultuous motion, but she had concentrated on rooting herself to the earth, on bending like a reed when the wind swept past so she wouldn’t be knocked off her feet. She could feel the Hangman’s Oak behind hei; its old evil pulsating like a diseased heart. It would have to be cut down, the stump dug up like a rotten tooth, the crater salted. Above her its heavy branches stirred like the arms of a huge gray octopus. Dead leaves spun up from the ground and snapped at her cheeks.
“Do you want some light?” Stanton shouted from the truck. When the woman didn’t even move, he glanced uneasily at Zachary and said, “I guess she don’t.” He fell into silence, wishing he’d brought along a snort of moonshine to keep warm and to keep from thinking about what moved along this road in the dead of night.
Headlights glinted through the pines. Ramona’s eyes opened fully. The shape grew nearer; it was an old Packard with an ancient black man behind the wheel. The car slowed enough for the driver to get a good look at hei; standing before the Hangman’s Oak, and then the car accelerated away. Ramona relaxed again. She had decided she would wait for as long as it took, even though she could feel the life within her aching for warmth. The child would have to grow up strong, she thought, and would have to get used to hardships.
Almost three hours later, Stanton stirred and blew into his cupped hands. “What’s she doin’?” he asked, straining to see through the darkness.
“Nothing,” the minister replied. “She’s still standing there. We were wrong to bring her out here, Sam. This whole thing is wrong.”
“I don’t think it’s gonna happen tonight, parson. Maybe she’s scared it off.”
“I just don’t know.” Zachary .shook his head in awe and bewilderment; his dark brown eyes had gone softly despairing. “Maybe it’s all been talk—probably has been—but maybe … just maybe she can do something. Maybe if she believes she can, then …”He let his voice trail off. A few drops of cold rain spotted the windshield. Zachary’s palms were wet and clammy, and had been since they’d brought the woman out here. He had agreed to ask the woman for help after he’d heard the stories, but now he was truly afraid. There seemed nothing of God in what she could do—if she actually had done those things—and he felt marked with sin. He nodded. “All right. Let’s take her home.”
They got out of the truck and approached her. The temperature had fallen again, and frequent drops of rain struck their faces. “Mrs. Creekmore?” Zachary called out. “You’ve got to give it up now!” Ramona didn’t move. “Mrs. Creekmore!” he shouted again, trying to outshout the blustering wind. And then he suddenly stopped where he was, because he thought he’d seen something flicker like blue fire on the road, just beyond the curve through the screen of dancing pines. He stared, unable to move.
Ramona was stepping out into the road, between the oncoming thing and the Hangman’s Oak. Behind the minister Stanton shouted, “I see it! My God, I see it!” Zachary could see roiling streaks of blue, but nothing of any definite shape. He shouted, “What is it? What do you see?” But by then Stanton was shocked speechless; the man made a soft moaning noise from deep in his throat and was almost pitched to one side by a freight-train roar of wind.
Ramona could see it clearly. The pickup truck was outlined in blue flame; it was gliding soundlessly toward her, and as it neared she could make out the windshield wipers going full speed, and behind them the faces of a man and woman. The woman wore a bonnet, her face as round as an apple and beaming with anticipation of the dance. Suddenly the man’s brown, seamed face contorted in surprised pain, and his hands left the steering wheel to clasp his temples. Ramona stood at the road’s center the blue-flaming headlights bearing steadily upon her.
Stanton’s voice came out in a wild shout: “Get out of the way!”
Ramona held her hands out toward the blue truck and said quietly, “No fear No pain. Only peace and rest.” It seemed she could hear the engine now, and the tires shrieking as the track slipped and veered across the road, picking up speed for its rendezvous with the Hangman’s Oak. The woman in her bonnet was reaching desperately for the wheel; beside her the man writhed, his mouth open in a soundless scream.
“No fear;” Ramona said. The truck was less than ten feet away. “No pain. Only peace and rest. Let go. Let go. Let …” As the blue flame bore down on her she heard Stanton cry out in terror and she felt a crushing pain in her head that must’ve been a blood vessel bursting in Joe Rawlings’s brain. She felt the woman’s confusion and horror Her jaw clenched tight to hold back an agonized scream. And then the blue-burning pickup truck struck full-force into her.
What Zachary and Stanton saw, they weren’t sure. Afterward, they never spoke of it between them. When that truck hit the woman it seemed to collapse like a balloon exploding, and it was all a hazy blue mist as it lengthened and seemed to soak right into her body like water into a sponge. Stanton saw details—the truck, the passengers’ faces—while Zachary was aware only of a presence, a swirl of blue mist, and the strange odor of burning rubber. They both saw Ramona Creekmore stagger backward, blue mist churning before her, and she gripped her head as if it were about to explode.
Then it was gone; all of it, gone. The wind seethed like something darkly hideous that had been deprived of a plaything. But the blue-flaming pickup truck was burned into Sam Stanton’s eyes, and if he lived to be two hundred years old he’d never forget the sight of it disappearing into that witch-woman’s body.
Ramona staggered out of the road and fell to her knees in the grass. For a long moment the two men were reluctant to move. Zachary heard himself whispering the Twenty-third Psalm, and then somehow he got his legs moving. Ramona groaned softly and rolled over on her back, her hands pressed to her stomach.
Stanton came up behind Zachary as the minister bent over Ramona Creekmore. The woman’s face had gone gray, and there was blood on her lower lip where she’d bitten through. She clasped her stomach, looking up at the men with dazed and frightened eyes.
Stanton felt as if he’d been slugged with a sledgehammer. “Sweet Jesus, parson!” he managed to say. “This woman’s about to have her baby!”






ONE
Hawthorne

Struggling through his arithmetic homework in the warm glow of the hearth, the dark-haired ten-year-old boy suddenly looked up at the window. He was aware that the soft crooning of the wind had stopped and a deep silence had filled the woods. He could see bare branches waving against a gray slice of sky, and a quiver of excitement coursed through him. He put aside his pencil, pad, and book—gladly—and then rose from where he’d been lying on the floor. Something was different, he knew; something had changed. He reached the window and stretched upward to peer out.
At first nothing looked different, and he was mildly disappointed; all those numbers and additions and subtractions were rattling around in his head, clinking and clattering and making too much noise for him to think. But then his eyes widened, because he’d seen the first flurry of white flakes scatter down from the sky. His heart skipped a beat. “Daddy!” he said excitedly. “It’s snowing!”
Reading his Bible in his chair before the fireplace, John Creekmore looked out the window and couldn’t suppress a grin. “Well, it sure is!” He leaned forward, just as amazed as his son. “Glory be, weatherman was right for once.” It rarely snowed this far south in Alabama; the last big snowfall he could recall was back in 1954, when Billy had been only three years old. That had been the winter they’d had to accept charity canned goods from the church, after the stone-scorching summer had burned the corn and bean crops to stunted cinders. Compared to that awful yeai; the last few crops had been real bounties, though John knew it was never a good thing to feel too blessed, because the Lord could easily take away what He had provided. At least they had enough to eat this year, and some money to see them through the rest of the winter. But now he was infected with Billy’s giddy excitement, and he stepped to the window to watch the flurries beside his son.
“Might fall all night long,” he said. “Might be up to the roof by mornin’!”
“Gosh!” Billy said, his light hazel eyes—so striking against the darker coloring he’d inherited from his mother—widening with pleasure and a bit of fear too; he could imagine them all getting very cold and hibernating like bears, snowed in until April when the flowers came out. “It won’t be that deep, will it?”
John laughed and ruffled the boy’s curly, reddish brown hair “Naw. Might not even stick. The way it’s comin’ down now, it’s just bein’ windblown.”
Billy stood watching it fall for a moment more, then he shouted, “Momma!” and scuttled across the room, through a short hallway, and into the room where Ramona Creekmore sat propped up on pillows in bed, patiently mending a brown sweater she’d stitched for Billy as a Christmas present. It was less than a month since Christmas, and already Billy had worn the elbows out climbing trees and running wild in the woods. “Momma, it’s snowing outside!” he told hei; pointing out the small window near her bed.
“I told you those were snow clouds, didn’t I?” she said, and smiled at him. There were deep wrinkles around her eyes, and strands of gray in her hair. Though she was only thirty-four, the years had been hard on her; she had almost died of pneumonia just after Billy was born, and she’d never fully recovered. She stayed in the house most of the time, doing her intricate needlepoint, and drank homemade herbal potions to fight off chills and fevers. Her body had gathered weight from lack of exercise, but her face was still fine-boned and lovely but for the faint dark circles under her eyes; her hair was still long and lustrous, her Indian complexion giving her a false appearance of perfect health. “Coldest weather of the year is still ahead, long as those blackbirds perch in the trees,” she said, and returned to her work. It constantly amazed her how fast he was growing; clothes that fit him one month were the next ready to put back into the Hawthorne cycle of hand-me-downs.
“Don’t you want to come see?”
“I know what it looks like. It’s white.”
It suddenly struck Billy that his mother didn’t like the cold or the snow. She coughed a lot at night sometimes, and through the thin wall he could hear his father trying to soothe her “You don’t have to get up, then,” he said quickly. “It’s better if you stay right here.”
John came up behind him and pressed a weathered hand against the boy’s shoulder “Why don’t you bundle up and we’ll take a walk.”
“Yes sir!” Billy grinned widely and hurried to the closet for his battered green hooded parka.
John took his blue denim jacket with the sheepskin lining out of the closet; he slipped it on and then worked a black woolen cap onto his head. In the ten years that had passed, John Creekmore had grown lean and rugged, his wide shoulders stooped slightly from his seasonal labors in the field and the constant work of keeping the ramshackle cabin together through summer heatwave and winter frost. He was thirty-seven, but the lines in his face—as rough and straight as any furrow he’d ever plowed for a crop of com—made him out to be at least ten years older; his lips were thin and usually set in a grim line, but he was quick to smile when the boy was around. There were those in Hawthorne who said that John Creekmore was a preacher who’d missed his calling, settling for earth instead of reaching toward Heaven, and they said that when angered or antagonized his steely blue gaze could drill holes through barn planking; but his eyes were always soft when he looked at his son. “I guess I’m ready,” he said. “Who wants to go walkin’?”
“Me!” Billy crowed.
“Time’s wastin’,” John said, and reached out to his son. They linked hands and John felt the immediate warm pleasure of contact with the boy. Billy was so alive, so alert and curious; some of his youth rubbed off on John when they could be together
They pushed through the plain pine door and the screen door and out into the cold gray afternoon. As their boots crunched on the frozen dirt road that connected the Creekmore property, all two acres of it, with the main highway, Billy could hear the soft hiss of the tiny snowflakes falling through the dense evergreens. They passed a small round pond, now muddy brown and veined with ice. A white mailbox dotted with .22 holes leaned toward the paved highway, and bore the legend J. CREEKMORE. They walked along the roadside, toward the main part of Hawthorne less than a mile ahead, as the snow fluctuated between flakes and sleet; John made sure the boy’s hood was up good and snug, and the cord tied securely beneath his chin.
It had already been a hard winter; with January not even half over yet. There had been several freezing rains, and a fierce hailstorm that had shattered windows all across Fayette County. But as sure as day followed night, John thought, spring would follow winter and the real work of fanning would start again; there would be corn and beans, tomatoes and turnips to plant. A new scarecrow would have to be put out in the field, but in these troubled times it seemed that even the crows were willful and refused to be bluffed. He had lost much of his seed to birds and bugs in the last several plantings, and his com had grown weak and stunted. This was good land, he thought, blessed by God; but it seemed that finally the earth was beginning to give out. He knew about rotation planting and nitrites and all kinds of chemical soil foods the county agent tried to sell him, but all those additives— except for plain old fertilizer, which was as basic as you could get—were violations of God’s plan. If your land was played out, so be it.
But times were troubled everywhere, John thought. That Catholic was president now, the Communists were on the march again, and people were talking about going up into outer space. Many autumn and winter afternoons John ambled down to Curtis Peel’s barbershop, where the men played checkers in the warm wash of a potbellied stove and listened to the news from Fayette on the ancient Zenith radio. Most people, John was sure, would agree that these were the Final Days, and he could point to the Book of Revelations to show scoffers just exactly what evils would befall humanity in the next ten years or so—if the world lasted that long. Things were even troubled right here in the Hawthorne Baptist Church; Reverend Horton did his best, but there was no fire nor brimstone in his sermons, and worst of all he’d been seen over at the church in Dusktown helping the blacks with their potluck supper Nobody liked to shake Horton’s hand anymore after the services were over.
Billy’s gloved hand was thrust out, trying to catch snowflakes. He snagged one on a fingertip and had a second to examine it— tiny and as lacy as his mother’s Sunday tablecloth—before it vanished. She’d told him about the weather; and how it speaks in many voices when its moods change, but to hear it speak you have to be very quiet and listen. She had taught him to watch the beautiful pictures the clouds made, and to hear soft sounds in the forest that meant shy animals wandering near His father had taught him how to gig for frogs and had bought him a slingshot to bring down squirrels, but he didn’t like the way they squeaked when they were hit.
They were passing the small wood-frame houses outside Hawthorne’s single main street. Billy’s best friend, Will Bookei; lived in a green house with white shutters just up the road; he had a little sister named Katy and a dog called Boo.
There was a light scattering of snow on the road. A black pickup truck came crawling along the highway toward them, and when it reached them the driver’s window rolled down and Lee Sayre, who owned the hardware and feed store where John Creekmore worked on weekends, stuck his crcwcut head out. “Hey there, John! Where you goin’?”
“Just takin’ the boy for a walk. Say hello to Mr Sayre, Billy.”
“Hello, Mr. Sayre.”
“Billy, you’re growin’ like a weed! Bet you’ll top six-four before you quit. How’d you like to be a football player?”
“Yes sir; that’d be fine.”
Sayre smiled. In his ruddy and slightly overfed face, Sayre’s eyes were as pale green as a jungle cat’s. “Got some news for you about Mt Horton,” he said in a quieter tone of voice. “Seems he’s been doin’ more than socializin’ with his darky friends. We need to have a talk.”
John granted softly. Billy was entranced by the white puffs of exhaust that were billowing from the rear of Mt Sayre’s truck. The tires had made dark lines in the faint white spread of the snow, and Billy wondered where the air came from that filled tires up.
“Real soon,” Sayre said. “You come down to Peel’s tomorrow afternoon around four And pass the word along.” Sayre waved to the boy and said cheerfully, “You take good care of your daddy now, Billy! Make sure he don’t get lost!”
“I will!” Billy called back, but Mr Sayre had already rolled up his window and the truck moved away along the road. Mr. Sayre was a nice man, Billy thought, but his eyes were scary. Once Billy had stood in the middle of the Ernest K. Kyle Softball Field on an April afternoon and watched a storm coming over the forested hills; he’d seen the black clouds rolling like a stampede of wild horses, and bolts of lightning had jabbed from clouds to earth. Lightning had struck very neai; and the boom of thunder had shaken Billy to the soles of his battered Keds. Then he’d started running for home, but the rain had caught him and his father had given him a good whipping.
The memory of that storm wheeled through Billy’s head as he watched the pickup drive away. There was lightning behind Mr Sayre’s eyes, and it was looking for a place to strike.
The snow had almost stopped. Nothing was even white, Billy saw, but instead a wet gray that meant there would be school tomorrow, and he would have to finish that arithmetic homework for Mrs. Cullens.
“Snow’s about quit, bubbei;” John said; his face had gone red with cold. “Gettin’ a bit chillier, though. You about ready to turn back?”
“Guess so,” he answered, though he really wasn’t. That seemed to him to be a matter of great concern: no matter how far you walked the road still went on to somewhere, and there were all the dirt trails and forest paths that led off every whichaway too, and what lay at the far end of them? It seemed to Billy that no matter how far you walked, you never really got to the end of things.
They walked on a few minutes longer, to the single blinking amber traffic light at the center of Hawthorne. The intersection was bordered by the barbershop, Coy Granger’s Quick-Pik grocery store, a rundown Texaco gas station, and the Hawthorne post office. The rest of the town—clapboard-and-brick structures that looked like blocks a baby’s hand had strewn into disarray—sat on either side of the highway, which swept on across an old gray trestle bridge and up into the brown hills where an occasional chimney spouted smoke. The sharp white steeple of the Hawthorne First Baptist Church stuck up through the leafless trees like an admonishing finger. Just on the other side of the disused railroad tracks was the jumble of stores and shanties known as Dusktown; the tracks might have been an electrified fence separating the black and white sections of Hawthorne. It disturbed John that Reverend Horton was leaving his rightful duties to go into Dusktown; the man had no cause to go over to the other side of the tracks, and all he was doing was trying to stir up things that were best kept buried.
“Better head on home now,” John said, and took his son’s hand.
In another few moments they came up even with the small but neatly kept green house on their right. It was one of the newer houses built in Hawthorne; there was a white-painted front porch at the top of a few steps, and white smoke curled from the chimney. Billy looked at the house, looked again, and saw Mr Booker sitting up there on the porch. The man was wearing his yellow John Deere cap and a short-sleeved blue shirt. He waved to his best friend’s father, but Mr. Booker seemed to be looking right through him. He said uneasily, “Daddy? …”
John said, “What, bubber?” Then he looked up and saw Dave Booker sitting there like a rock. He frowned and called out, “Afternoon, Dave! Pretty cold to be outside today, ain’t it?”
Booker didn’t move. John stopped walking, and realized that his old fishing partner was staring out at the hills with a blank, frozen expression, as if he were trying to see clear to Mississippi. John saw the summery short-sleeved shirt, and he said quietly, “Dave? Everything all right?” He and Billy came up the brown lawn slowly and stood at the foot of the steps. Booker was wearing fishing lures stuck in his hat; his square, heavy-jowled face was white with the cold, but now the man blinked and at least John knew he wasn’t frozen to death.
“Mind if we come up for a spell?” John asked.
“Come on up, then. Long as you’re here.” Booker’s voice was empty, and the sound of it scared Billy.
“Thanks kindly.” John and Billy climbed the steps to the porch. A window curtain moved and Julie Ann, Dave’s wife, peered out at them for a few seconds before the curtain closed. “How about that snow? Came down for a few minutes, didn’t it?”
“Snow?” Booker’s thick black brows knitted together The whites of his eyes were bloodshot, his lips liver-red and slack. “Yeah. Sure did.” He nodded, making one of the chrome lures jingle.
“You okay, Dave?”
“Why shouldn’t i be?” His gaze shifted away from John, and he was staring into Mississippi again.
“I don’t know, I just …” John let his voice trail off. On the floor beside Dave’s chair was a scattering of hand-rolled Prince Albert cigarette butts and a baseball bat with what looked like dried blood on it. No, John thought, must be just mud. Sure, that’s ail it is. He gripped Billy’s hand tightly.
“Man can sit on his own front porch, can’t he?” Dave said quietly. “Last I heard he could. Last I heard it was a free country. Or has that changed?” His face turned, and now John could clearly see the terrible, cold rage in his eyes. John felt his spine crawl. He could see the wicked prongs of a hook protruding from the man’s cap, and he recalled that they would’ve gone fishing last Saturday on Semmes Lake had it not been for one of Dave’s frequent migraine headaches. “It’s a fuckin’ free country,” Dave said, and suddenly grinned viciously.
John was jarred; it wasn’t right that Dave should use such a word in front of the boy, but he decided to let it pass. Dave’s gaze had clouded over.
The front door opened and Julie Ann peeked out. She was a tall, fragile-looking woman with curly brown hair and soft pale blue eyes. She smiled—grimaced, John thought—and said with tense good cheer, “John Creekmore! What brings you uptown? Billy, you takin’ care of your daddy today? Step on in and let me offer you a cup of hot coffee, John.”
“No, thank you. Billy and I’ve got to get on back. …”
“Please,” Julie Ann whispered. Her eyes were luminous with tears. She motioned with a quick tilt of her head. “Just one cup of coffee.” She opened the door wider and raised her voice: “Will? Billy Creekmore’s here!”
“KEEP YOUR DAMNED VOICE DOWN, WOMAN!” Dave thundered, twisting around in his chair; he plastered one hand against his forehead. “I’LL STROP YOU! I SWEAR TO GOD I WILL!”
John, Billy, and Julie Ann formed a frozen triangle around the man. From within the house Billy could hear little Katy sobbing in a back room, and tentatively Will called out, “Mom?” Julie Ann’s grin hung by one lip, and she stood as if motion might cause Dave to explode. Dave abruptly looked away, dug into a back pocket, and brought out a bottle of Bayer aspirin; he unscrewed the cap and tilted the bottle to his lips, then crunched noisily.
“Strop you,” he whispered, to no one in particular His eyes bulged above dark blue circles. “Strop the livin’ shit out of you… .”
John pushed Billy toward the door, and they entered the house. As Julie Ann closed the door, Dave said mockingly, “Gonna talk about the old man again, aren’t you? You dirty bitch… .”And then Julie Ann shut the door, and her husband’s curses were muffled, indistinct ravings.
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The house was dark and oppressively hot, one of the few in Hawthorne that had the luxury of a coal-fed furnace. John saw splinters of glass twinkling in the grayish green carpet; a broken chair sagged in a cornei; and there were two empty bottles of Bayer on a lamptable. A framed print of Jesus at the Last Supper hung crookedly on one wall, and opposite it was a stuffed and mounted large-mouth bass, painted in garish blue and silver. In addition to the furnace heat, raw pinewood crackled and hissed in the fireplace, sending plumes of sgioke up the chimney and scenting the room with pine sap.
“Excuse the mess.” Julie Ann was trembling but trying to keep a desperate smile on her face. “We’ve … had some trouble here today. Billy, Will’s in his room if you want to go on back.”
“Can I?” he asked his father, and when John nodded he rocketed down a corridor to the small room Will shared with his little sister. He knew the house by heart because he’d spent the night several times; the last time, he and Will had explored the forest together in search of lions, and when Katy had tagged along they’d let her carry their stick-guns for them, but she had to do as they told her and call them “Bwana,” a word Will had learned from a Jungle Jim comic book. This time, though, the house seemed different; it was darker and quieter; and might have been scary, Billy thought, if he hadn’t known his father was up in the front room.
As Billy entered, Will looked up from the plastic Civil War soldiers he’d arranged on the floor. Will was the same age as Billy, a small thin boy with unruly brown hair plagued with cowlicks, and he wore brown-framed glasses held together in the center with Scotch tape. On the other bed, his sister lay curled up in a ball, her face against the pillow. “I’m Robert E. Lee!” Will announced, his sallow, rather sad-eyed face brightening at the approach of his friend. “You can be General Grant!”
“I’m not a Yankee!” Billy objected, but within another minute he was commanding the bluecoats in a daring attack up Dead-man’s Hill.
In the front room, John sat down on a rumpled sofa and watched as Julie Ann paced before him, stopped to peer out the window, then paced again. She said in a tense whisper, “He killed Boo, John. He beat Boo to death with that baseball bat and then he hung him in a tree with fishin’ line. I tried to fight him, but he was too strong and …” Tears brimmed from her swollen eyes; John quickly averted his gaze to a little clock sitting on the mantel. It was ten minutes before five, and he wished he’d never offered to take Billy for a walk. “He was just too strong,” she said, and made a terrible choking sound as she swallowed. “Boo … died so hard. …”
John shifted uneasily. “Well, why’d he do it? What’s wrong with him?”
She pressed a finger to her lips and stared fearfully at the door. She held her breath until she’d looked out the window again and seen her husband still sitting there in the cold chewing on another aspirin. “The children don’t know about Boo,” Julie Ann said. “It happened this mornin’, while they were at school. I hid Boo in the woods—God, it waPS awful!—and they think he’s just roamed off somewhere like he does. Dave didn’t go to the garage today, didn’t even call in sick. He woke up yesterday with one of his headaches, the worst he’s ever had, and he didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. Neither did I.” She put a hand to her mouth and chewed on the knuckles; a cheap but sentimental wedding ring with tiny diamonds in the shape of a heart twinkled merrily in the orange firelight. “Today it … it was the worst it’s ever been. Ever. He screamed and threw things; first he couldn’t get hot enough, then he had to get outside in the cool air. He said he was going to kill me, John.” Her eyes were wide and terrified. “He said he knew all the things I’d done behind his back. But I swear I never did a thing, I swear it on a stack of Bi—”
“Just calm down, now,” John whispered, glancing quickly at the door “Take it easy. Why don’t you call Doc Scott?”
“No! I can’t! I tried to this morning, but he … he said he’d do to me what he did to Boo, and …”A sob welled from her throat. “I’m afraid! Dave’s gotten mean before, and I never let on to anybody; but he’s never been this bad! He’s like somebody I don’t even know! You should’ve heard him yell at Katy just a little while ago, and he eats those aspirins like candy and they never do no good!”
“Well”—John looked at Julie Ann’s agonized expression and felt a long stupid grin stretch his face—”everything’ 11 be all right. You’ll see. Doc‘11 know what to do for Dave’s headaches… .”
“No!” she shouted, and John winced. She stopped, frozen, while they both thought they heard Dave’s chair scraping across the porch. “Doc Scott said he had a damned sinus infection! That old man ain’t got good sense anymore, and you know it! Why, he almost let your own wife just linger and …” She blinked, unwilling to say the next word. Die is a terrible word, she thought, a word that should not be spoken out loud when talking about a person.
“Yeah, I guess so. But those headaches need lookin’ after. Maybe you could talk him into goin’ up to the Fayette hospital?”
The woman shook her head forlornly. “I’ve tried. He says there’s nothin’ wrong, and he don’t want to spend the money on foolishness. I don’t know what to do!”
John cleared his throat nervously*and then rose to his feet, avoiding her stare. “Guess I’d better get Billy. We’ve been out too long as it is.” He started to walk back through the hallway, but Julie Ann’s arm shot out and grasped his wrist tightly. He looked up, startled.
“I’m afraid,” she whispered, a tear trickling down her face. “I don’t have anywhere to go, and I can’t stay here another night!”
“Leave him? Come on now, it can’t be that bad! Dave’s your husband.” He pulled his arm away. “You can’t just pack up and leave!” He caught the broken chair from the corner of his eye, and the marks on the hearth where Dave had frantically shoved wood and kindling into the fireplace and scraped the paint. He summoned up another grin. “Everything‘11 be fine in the mornin’. I know Dave pretty good, and I know how much he loves you.”
“I can’t …”
John looked away from her before she could finish. He was shaking inside, and he had to get out of this house fast. He looked ‘nto the back room, saw the two boys playing soldiers on the floor while Katy rubbed her reddened eyes and watched. “Got you!” “ill shouted. “That one’s dead! Bam! Bam! That one on the horse ls dead!”
“He’s shot in the arm is all!” Billy said. “KABOOM! That’s a cannon and that man and that man and that wagon are blown up!”
“Are not!” Will squawked.
“War’s over; boys,” John said. The strange ominous feeling in this house lay like a cold sheen of sweat on his neck. “Time to go, Billy. Say good-bye to Will and Katy. We’ll see y’all later”
” ‘Bye, Will!” Billy said, and then followed his father back to the living room while Will said, ” ‘Bye!” and went back to the sound-effects of rifles and cannons.
Julie Ann zipped up Billy’s parka. When she looked at John her eyes were full of pleading. “Help me,” she said.
“Wait until morain’ before you decide what to do. Sleep on it. Say thank you to Mrs. Booker for her hospitality, Billy.”
“Thank you for your hospitality, Mrs. Booker.”
“Good boy.” He led his son to the door and opened it before Julie Ann could speak again. Dave Booker sat with a cigarette butt between his teeth; his eyes seemed sunken in his head, and the strange smile on his face made Billy think of a Halloween pumpkin’s grin.
“You take it easy now, Dave,” John said, and reached out to touch the man’s shoulder. But then he stopped, because Dave’s head was turning and his face was dead-white from the cold, and the smile on his thin lips was murderous.
Dave whispered, “Don’t come back. This is my house. Don’t you dare come back.”
Julie Ann slammed the door shut.
John grasped Billy’s hand and hurried down the steps, across the dead brown lawn to the road. His heart was beating very hard, and as they walked away he felt Dave’s cold stare following them, and he knew that soon Dave would rise from that chair and go inside, and Lord help Julie Ann. He felt like a slinking dog; with that thought he envisioned Boo’s white carcass swinging from a tree with fishing line knotted around its throat, bloodied eyes bulging.
Billy started to turn his head, snowflakes melting in his eyebrows.
John tightened his grip on the boy’s hand and said tersely, “Don’t look back.”
3


Hawthorne closed down for the night when the steam whistle blew, promptly at five o’clock, at the sawmill owned by the Chatham brothers. When darkness settled across the valley, it signaled a time for families to eat dinner together then sit before the fire and read their Bibles or subscription magazines like the Ladies’ Home Journal or Southern Farm Times. Those who could afford radios listened to the popular programs. Watching television was a real luxury that only a few families possessed; reception from Fayette consisted of oqly one weak station. Several houses farther out from town still had outhouses. Porch lights— for those who could afford the electricity—usually burned until seven o’clock, meaning that visitors were welcome even on cold January nights, but after they went out it was time for bed.
In his wood-framed cot between the front room and the small kitchen, Billy Creekmore was asleep beneath a quilt and dreaming of Mrs. Cullens, who stared down at him through her fish-eyed glasses and demanded to know exactly why he hadn’t finished his arithmetic homework. He tried to explain to her that it had been finished, but when he was walking to school he’d been caught in a thunderstorm and he’d started running, and pretty soon he was lost in the woods and somehow his blue Nifty notebook with the problems he’d done was gone. Suddenly, as dreams do, he was in the dense green forest, on an unfamiliar rocky path that led up into the hills. He followed it for a while, until he came to Mr Booker sitting on a big rock staring out into space with his scary, sightless eyes. As he approached, Billy saw that there were timber rattlers degn the rocks and ground all around him, crawling and rattling, tangled together Mr. Bookei; his eyes as black as new coals for the basement furnace, picked up a snake by the rattles and shook it at him; the man’s mouth opened and a terrible shriek wailed out that grew louder and louder and louder and—
The shriek was still echoing in his head when Billy sat up with a muffled cry, and he could hear it fading off in the distance.
In another moment Billy could hear his parents’ muffled voices through the wall beside him. The closet door opened and closed, and footsteps sounded on the floorboards. He got out of his cot in the dark, stepping into a draft that made his teeth chatter, and then he was facing the door of their bedroom. He paused, hearing them whispering inside but remembering the time he’d opened that door without knocking and had seen them dancing lying down; his father had been sputtering and furious, but his mother had explained that they needed to be in private and calmly asked him to close the door. At least that had been better than when he heard them fighting in there; usually it was his father’s voice, raised in anger. Worse than the yelling, though, were the long wintry silences that sometimes stayed in the house for days at a time.
Billy gathered up his courage and knocked. The whisperings stopped, in the distance—out on the highway, he thought—he could hear another shriek like a ha’nt up in the Hawthorne cemetery. The door opened, and standing against the dim glow of a kerosene lamp was his father pale and bleary-eyed, shrugging into his overcoat. “Go back to bed, son,” John said.
“Are you goin’ somewhere?”
“I have to go into town to see what those sirens are for. I want you to stay here with your mothei; and I’ll be back in a few …” He stopped speaking, listening to the fading echo of another siren.
Billy asked, “Can I go too?”
“No,” John said firmly. “You’re to stay right here. I’ll be back as soon as I find out,” he told Ramona, and she followed him with the oil lamp out into the front room. He unlatched the dooi; and when he opened it frost cracked on the hinges. Then John was walking toward his beat-up but still reliable ‘fifty-five Olds-mobile, made up of different colors and different parts from several wrecked car dumps. Ice crystals seemed to hang in the air like sparks. He slipped behind the wheel, had to wake up the cold engine with a heavy foot on the gas, and then drove along the frozen dirt road to the main highway with a cloud of blue exhaust trailing behind. As soon as he turned onto the highway and started toward Hawthorne he could see the red comet flare of spinning lights. He knew with a sickening certainty that the police cars were parked in front of Dave Booker’s house.
He felt numbed as he saw all the trooper cars and ambulances, and the dark human shapes standing out front. The Olds’s headlights picked out an overcoated state trooper talking on his car radio; Hank Witherspoon and his wife Paula were standing nearby, wearing coats over their robes. They lived in the house closest to the Bookers. Lights blazed through the Bookers’ windows, illuminating the bundled figures who went in and out through the open front door John stopped the car, leaned over, and rolled down his passenger window. “Hank!” he called out. “What’s happened?”
Witherspoon and his wife were clinging to each other When the man turned, John saw that his face was gray, the eyes sick and glassy. Witherspoon made a whimpering sound, then he staggered away, bent double, and threw up into a steaming puddle on the icy concrete.
The trooper thrust a hawk-nosed face into the window. “Move along, fella. We got more gawkers than we need.”
“I … just wanted to know what was goin’ on. I live right down the highway, and I heard alt the commotion. …”
“Are you related to the Booker family?”
“No, but … they’re my friends. I thought maybe I could help, if …”
The trooper braced his Smokey the Bear hat to keep it from flying away in the wind. “Move on,” he said, and then John’s attention was caught by two white-coated men bringing a stretcher down the steps from the house; there was a brown blanket over the stretcher; preventing him from seeing who lay on it. A second stretcher was borne down the steps as well, this one covered with a bloody sheet. John felt the breath rasp in his lungs.
“Bring it on down!” the trooper shouted. “Got another ambulance on the way from Fayette!”
The first stretcher was being shoved into the rear of an ambulance not ten feet away from where John sat; the second, covered with the bloodied sheet, was laid down on the ground almost opposite his window. The wind caught at the sheet, and suddenly a white arm fell out as if trying to hold the sheet in place. John clearly saw the wedding ring with its heart-shape of diamonds. He heard one of the attendants say, “Holy Christ!” and
the arm was shoved back underneath; it looked stiff and bloated and hard to manage.
“Bring ‘em all down!” the trooper shouted.
“Please,” John said, and reached for the man’s sleeve. “Tell me what’s happened!”
“They’re all dead, mister. Every one of them.” He whacked the side of the Olds with his hand and shouted, “Now get this damned piece of junk out of here!”
John pressed his foot to the accelerator. Another ambulance passed him before he turned off the highway for home.
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The coals in the cast-iron stove at the rear of Curtis Peel’s barbershop glowed as bright as newly spilled blood. Chairs had been pulled up in a circle around it, and five men sat in a blue shroud of smoke. There was only one barber chair at the front of the shop, a red-vinyl-padded monstrosity. It tilted backward to make shaving easier, and John Creekmore had always kidded Peel that he could cut haii; pull teeth, and shine shoes from that chair at the same time. A walnut Regulator clock rescued from the abandoned train depot lazily swung its brass pendulum. On the white tiled floor around the barber chair were straight brown snippets of Link Patterson’s hair. Through the shop’s plate-glass window the day was sunny but bone-chilling; from the distance, seeping in like the whine of an August mosquito, was the sound of saws at work up at the mill.
“Makes me sick to think about it,” Link Patterson said, breaking the silence. He regarded his cigarette, took one more good pull from it, and then crushed the butt in an Alabama Girl Peaches can on the floor at his side. His smooth brown hair was clipped short and sheened with Wildroot. He was a slim, good-natured man with a high, heavily lined forehead, dark introspec-
tive eyes, and a narrow bony chin. “That man was crazy in the head all the time, and 1 saw him near about twice a week and I could never tell a thing was wrong! Makes you sick!”
“Yep,” Hiram Keller said, picking at his teeth with a chip of wood. He was all leathery old flesh and bones that popped like wet wood when he moved. Gray grizzled whiskers covered his face, and now he stretched his hands out toward the stove to warm them. “Lord only knows what went on in that house last night. That pretty little girl… .”
“Crazy as a drunk Indian.” Ralph Leighton’s ponderous bulk shifted, bringing a groan from the chair; he leaned over and spat Bull of the Woods tobacco into a Dixie cup. He was a large man who had no sense of his size, and he could knock you down if he brushed against you on the sidewalk; he’d played football at Fayette County High twenty years before and had been a hometown hero until his knee popped like a broomstick at the bottom of a six-man pileup. He’d spent bitter years tilling soil and trying to figure out whose weight had snapped that knee, robbing him of a future in football. For all his size, his face seemed chiseled from stone, all sharp cutting edges. He had hooded gray eyes that now glanced incuriously toward the opposite side of the stove, at John Creekmore, to see if that comment had struck a nerve. It hadn’t, and Leighton scowled inwardly; he’d always thought that maybe–just maybe—Creekmore had stepped on that knee himself for the pleasure of hearing it crack. “Sure ain’t gonna be no open coffins at the funeral home.”
“I must’ve cut that man’s hair a hundred times.” Peel drew on a black pipe and shook his head, his small dark eyes narrowed in thought. “Cut Will’s haii; too. Can’t say Booker was a friendly man, though. Cut his hair crew in summer, gave him a sidepart in winter Anybody hear tell when the funerals are going to be?”
“Somebody said tomorrow afternoon,” Link replied. “I think they want to get those bodies in the ground fast.”
“Creekmore?” Leighton said quietly. “You ain’t speakin’ much.”
John shrugged; a cigarette was burning down between his fingers, and now he drew from it and blew the smoke in the other man’s direction.
“Well, you used to go fishing with Bookei; didn’t you? Seems you knew him better than us. What made him do it?”
“How should I know?” The tone of his voice betrayed his tension. “I just fished with him, I wasn’t his keeper.”
Ralph glanced around at the group and lifted his brows, “John, you were his friend, weren’t you? You should’ve known he was crazy long before now. …”
John’s face reddened with anger “You tryin’ to blame me for it, Leighton? You best watch your mouth, if that’s what you’re tryin’ to say!”
“He ain’t tryin’ to say anything, John,” Link said, and waved a hand in his direction. “Get off that high horse before it throws you. Damn it, we’re all tied up with nerves today.”
“Dave Booker had headaches, that’s all I know,” John insisted, then lapsed into silence.
Curtis Peel relit his pipe and listened to the distant singing of the saws. This was the worst thing he’d ever remembered happening in Hawthorne, and he was privileged with more gossip and inside information than even Sheriff Bromley or Reverend Horton. “They had to take Hank Witherspoon to the hospital in Fayette,” he told them. “Poor old man’s ticker almost gave out. May Maxie told me Witherspoon heard the shots and went over to find out what had happened; seems he found Booker sittin’ naked on his sofa, and the room was still full of shotgun smoke. Must’ve put both barrels under his chin and squeezed with his thumbs. ‘Course, Hank couldn’t tell who it was right off.” He let a blue thread of smoke leak from one side of his mouth before he pulfed again. “I guess the troopers found the rest of ‘em. I liked Julie Ann, she always had a kind word. And those kids were as cute as buttons on a Sunday suit. Lordamighty, what a shame… .”
“Troopers are still at the house,” Leighton said, risking a quick glance at John. He didn’t like that sonofabitch, who’d married a women more squaw than white; he knew the tales told about that woman, too, just as everyone around this stove did. She didn’t come into town much, but when she did she walked like she owned the whole street, and Leighton didn’t think that was proper for a woman like her. In his opinion she should be crawling to the church to pray for her soul. That quiet dark-skinned whelp of hers wasn’t any better either and he knew his own twelve-year-old son Duke could whip the living hell out of that little queer. “Cleanin’ up what’s left, I suppose,” he said. “What they’re puzzlin’ over is where the boy might be.”
“May Maxie told me they found blood in his bed, all over the sheets. But could be he got away and ran off into the woods.”
John grunted softly. May Maxie was Hawthorne’s telephone operator and lived attached to wires. “Thank the good Lord it’s over with,” he said.
“Nope.” Hiram’s eyes glinted. “It ain’t over.” He looked at each man in turn, then settled his gaze on John. “Whether Dave Booker was crazy or not, and how crazy he was, don’t make no difference. What he did was pure evil, and once evil gets started it roots like a damn kudzu vine. Sure, there’s been calamities in Hawthorne before, but now … You mark my words, it ain’t over”
The front door opened, jingling a little bell that hung over it. Lee Sayre stepped in, wearing his brown-and-green-splotched hunting jacket with stags’ blood still marking it like a badge of honor. He quickly shut the door against the cold and strode back to the stove to warm himself. “Colder than a witch’s tit out there!” He took off his brown leather cap and hung it on a wall hook, then stood beside John and kneaded his hands as they thawed. “I hear Julie Ann’s mother came to town this mornin’. They let her go in there and she had a fit. It’s a shame, a whole family killed like that.”
“Not a whole family,” John reminded him. “Maybe the boy got away.”
“Anybody believes that can whistle ‘Dixie’ out his ass.” Sayre drew up a chaii; turned it around so he could rest his arms across the back, and then sat down. “Next thing you’ll be sayin’, the boy did the killing himself.
That thought caused a sudden shock, but John knew it wasn’t true. No, Will was either wandering in the woods or buried somewhere. He cursed himself for not seeing this before, in the rages of temper Dave had displayed sometimes when they were fishing. Once Dave had become infuriated with a tangled line and ended up throwing a perfectly good tackle box into Semmes Lake, then cradling his head and breaking into tears as John had nervously steered their rowboat back to shore. Lord, he thought, she was begging me to save their lives yesterday! He’d told no one that he’d been there; fear and shame had stitched his mouth shut.
“Yeah, it’s a shame,” Lee said. “But life’s for the livin’, huh?” He swept his gaze around at the others. “It’s time we talked about what’s to be done with Preacher Horton.”
“Damned nigger-lover”—Ralph leaned over and spat tobacco juice—”I never liked that blowhard bastard.”
“What’s to be done?” Lee asked the group. “Are we going to have a regular meetin’ to decide on it?”
“Lieutenants are all right here,” Hiram drawled. “We can decide now and be done with it.”
Curtis said hesitantly, “I don’t know, Lee. Horton may be associatin’ with the niggers, but he’s still the minister He was awful good to my Louise when her mother took sick, you know.”
“What’re you talkin’ about, boy? Horton’s tryin’ to get niggers to come to white services! He’s been hangin’ around Dusktown, and Lord only knows what he’s up to!” Lee lowered his voice conspiratorially. “I hear he fancies some black tail, too, and he knows where to find it when he needs it. Are we gonna stand for that?”
“Nope,” Ralph said. “No way in hell.”
“John, you’re mighty quiet today. Guess I can’t blame you, seein’ what went on last night and you were Dave Booker’s best friend and all. But what do you say about Horton?”
John could feel them waiting for him to respond. He didn’t like to have to make decisions, and he hadn’t wanted to be a lieutenant anyway but they’d forced it on him. “I think we should wait until after the funerals,” he said uncertainly. He could feel Ralph Leighton’s wolfish gaze on him. “Horton’s going to conduct the services, and I think we should show respect. Then …”He shrugged. “I’ll go with whatever majority vote is.”
“Good.” Lee clapped the other man’s shoulder “That’s just what I was going to say. We wait until the Booker family is buried, then we pay a visit to Mr. Horton. I’ll get things ready. Curtis, you start callin’ everybody.”
They talked on for a while longei; the conversation turning back to the murders. When Curtis started going into the details he’d heard from May Maxie again, John abruptly rose to his feet and put on his coat, telling them he had to be getting home. The men were silent as he left the barbershop, and John knew all too well what the subject of conversation would be after he was gone: Ramona. Her name was never mentioned in his presence, but he knew that as soon as he’d gone they would turn their minds and tongues to the subject of his wife, and what they disliked and feared about her. He couldn’t blame them. But he was still a son of Hawthorne, no matter who he’d married, and they were respectful in his presence; all except that fat pig Leighton, John thought as he walked to his car
He slid into the Oldsmobile and pulled away from the curb. Slowing as he reached the Bookers’ house—help me help me, Julie Ann had said—he saw two state-trooper cars parked out in front; a trooper was walking up in the woods beyond the house, poking a stick into the ground. Two others were methodically ripping up some of the front-porch boards underneath. Never going to find that boy, John thought. If he ran away he’s so scared he’ll never come out, and if he’s dead Dave did away with the corpse.
Returning his attention to the highway, he was startled to see two figures standing on the roadside staring across at the Booker house. Ramona wore her heavy brown coat and clenched Billy’s gloved hand; her eyes were closed, her head tilted slightly back. John screeched the brakes in stopping the Olds, and he had his window rolled down as he backed up and yelled, “Ramona! Come on, both of you! Get in this car!”
Billy looked at him fearfully, but the woman stood very still for a moment more, her eyes open, gazing across the road at the house. 01
“RAMONA!” he thundered, his face flaming with anger. He was amazed that she’d ventured out from home in this numbing cold, because she rarely left the house even at the height of summer. But here she was, and he was furious because she’d dared to bring the boy. “Get in this car right now!”
Finally they crossed the road and climbed in. Billy shivered between them. John put the car into gear and drove on. “What’re you doin’ here?” he asked her angrily. “Why bring the boy? Don’t you know what happened there last night?”
“I know,” she replied.
“Oh, so you thought you’d bring Billy to see it, did you? Lord God!” He trembled, feeling like the sputtering wick on a stick of dynamite. “Don’t you think he’ll find out quick enough at school?”
“Find out what?” Billy said in a small voice, sensing the sparks degf a fight about to explode into flames.
“Nothin’,” John said. “Don’t you worry about it, son.”
“He needs to know. He needs to hear it from us, not from those children at school… .”
“Shut up!” he shouted suddenly. “Just shut up, will you?” He was going too fast, about to overshoot his dirt driveway, and he had to fight the brakes to slow the lumbering Olds enough to turn it. Ramona had looked away from him, her hands clenched in her lap, and between them Billy had slunk down low with his head bowed. He wanted to know what those police cars were doing in front of Will’s house, and why Will hadn’t been at school this morning; he’d heard whispered stories from the other children, stories that made him feel sick and afraid inside. Something bad had happened, but no one was exactly sure just what it had been. Billy had heard Johnny Parker whisper the words murder house, but he’d shut his ears and hadn’t listened anymore.
“Just can’t leave it alone, can you?” John said between gritted teeth. The Olds was racing along the driveway, throwing up rocks and snapping sticks in its wake. “Woman, haven’t you had a gutful of death and evil yet? Do you want to rub your own son’s face in it? No, no, you can’t leave it alone, you can’t stay in the house where you belong when you smell death in the aii; can you? You can’t act like everybody else, and—”
Ramona said quietly but firmly, “That’s enough.”
The blood drained from his face for a few seconds, then his complexion turned an ugly mottled red. “HELL IT IS!” he roared. “You don’t have to get out and go about the town! You can just stay put and hide, can’t you? But what about me?” He wheeled the car to a halt in front of the house and yanked the key from the ignition. “I don’t want you ever goin’ back to that house again, do you hear me?” He reached out and caught her chin, squeezing it so she couldn’t look away; her gaze was dulled and distant, and that made him want to hit her but he remembered Billy and so stayed his hand. “I don’t want to hear any of your damned ravin’s, do you understand? Answer me when I speak to you, woman!” In the sudden sharp silence he could hear Billy sobbing. He was pierced with shame, but there was still anger in him and he had to get it out. “ANSWER ME!” he shouted.
She sat very straight and motionless; there were tears in her eyes, and she regarded him for a long time before she spoke, making him feel like a bug that had just crawled from beneath a rock. She said softly, “I hear you.”
“You better!” He released her chin, then he was out of the car and hurrying into the house, not daring to look over his shoulder at either of them because anger and guilt and fear were chewing him up inside like a dull plow on wet earth. He had to clench his hands around the Good Book, had to find something that would soothe the tortured ache in his soul.
When Ramona and Billy came in, John was already sitting before the hearth with the Bible on his lap. He was reading silently, his brow furrowed with concentration, but his lips were moving. Ramona squeezed her son’s shoulder in reassurance and also as a warning to walk quietly, then she went quietly to the kitchen to finish the vegetable pie—made of leftovers from the last few meals—she was baking for their supper. Billy added another hickory log to the fire and positioned it with the poker. He could still feel the storm in the air, but most of it had already struck and he hoped things would be all right now; he wanted to find out from his father exactly what had happened to Will and the Bookers, and why those men were tearing up the front porch, but he knew it was something very bad and it might cause another fight between his momma and daddy. He replaced the poker, glanced at his father for approval—John was reading in the Book of Daniel and didn’t look up—and then went back to the little secondhand desk next to his cot to start on his spelling homework.
The house was quiet but for the soft crackling of the flames and the sounds of Ramona working in thSS kitchen. Billy began on the words he was supposed to learn, but he kept thinking about something his daddy had said in the car: death and evil * . . death and evil … haven’t you had a gutful of death and evil yet? He chewed on the pencil’s eraser and wondered what Daddy had meant by that: did death and evil go together all the time, like the Massey brothers with the same haircuts and same clothes? Or were they kind of the same but somehow different, like if one of the Massey brothers was claimed by Satan and went around doing Satan’s works, and the other brother turned toward the Lord. He found himself looking in through the short hallway to where his daddy sat reading the Bible, and he hoped that someday he’d understand all these things, just like grown-ups did. He turned back to his homework and forced himself to concentrate, though the image of that dark, silent house and the men tearing up the front porch stayed in his mind.
John admired Daniel’s strength. He liked to think that he and Daniel would have gotten along just fine. Sometimes John felt as rf the whole of life were a lions’ den, ravenous beasts snapping ancl roaring on all sides and the Devil himself laughing fit to bust. At least, he thought, that’s how it had turned out for him. He leaned forward and read Daniel’s speech of deliverance to King Darius: “My God sent his angel and shut the lions’ mouths, and they have not hurt me, because I was found blameless before him… .”
… blameless before him …
John reread it and then closed the Good Book. Blameless. There was nothing he could’ve done about Julie Ann, or Katy, or Will, or Dave Booker He felt that in his choice of this scripture he was being told everything was all right, he could let the worry melt away from his mind and put it in the past where it belonged.
He stared into the crackling flames. When he’d married Ramona—and God only knew why he had, except that he’d thought she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, and was all of twenty, not knowing anything about love or duty or responsibility—he’d stepped into the lions’ den without knowing it, and it seemed to him that he had to guard himself every day to keep from being swallowed whole down the Devil’s throat. He had prayed over and over again that the boy wasn’t touched by her darkness too. If that ever happened, then … John was startled, because he’d had the mental image of himself in Dave Booker’s place, bursting their heads open with a Louisville Slugger and then putting a shotgun underneath his chin. Lord God, he thought, and shunted that awful image away.
Putting the Bible aside, he rose from the chair and went into the bedroom. His heart was beating harder; he was thinking of Reverend Horton, creeping over the tracks to Dusktown. He didn’t want to join in what had to be done, but he knew the others expected him to. He opened the closet and took out a cardboard box tied with twine. John cut the twine with his penknife, took the top off the box, and laid his Klan robes across the bed. They were dusty and wrinkled, made of heavy yellowing cotton; he clenched the material in one fist and felt the power of justice in it.
And in the kitchen, kneading dough between her brown hands, Ramona heard the distant call of a bluejay and knew that the cold weather had broken.
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At the wheel of his racketing old Ford, Reverend Jim Horton rubbed his eyes wearily and tried to focus on the highway ahead. It had been a long and terrible week; tomorrow was Sunday, and he had yet to go over his material for the sermon, which he’d titled “Why Does God Let It Happen?” Tonight he would stay up late again at his desk, and his wife Carol would come in to rub the kinks out of his shoulders and neck before it was time for bed. He felt he’d been a stranger to her lately, but he’d told her a long time ago that being the wife of a country preacher was definitely not going to be a bed of roses. *
The Ford’s headlights cut white holes in the darkness. The heater chirred ineffectively, though it wasn’t nearly as cold out now as it had been a few days before. He remembered how the sunlight and shadows had lain across the Hawthorne cemetery as the bodies of Dave Bookei; Julie Ann, and Katy were lowered into the hard red-clay earth. The coffins had been closed, of course, during the memorial service at the Fayette funeral home, and Julie Ann’s mother Mrs. Mimms, had been almost overcome with grief. Tonight Horton had driven the fifteen miles to Mrs. Mimms’s house to sit with her awhile, because she lived alone and was getting on in age, and it was obvious that this tragedy had almost destroyed her He’d offered to have someone bring her in for church in the morning, and as he’d left she’d clutched his hand and cried like a baby.
Sheriff Bromley, Horton knew, was still searching for Will’s corpse. Just yesteday the sheriff had poked a stick in the ground and brought up the odor of decaying meat; but when the shovels had finished it was Boo, the Bookers’ dog, that lay moldering in the earth. Bromley had told him in private that most probably Will would never be found, that there were too many places Dave might have buried the body. Perhaps it was for the best, Horton thought, because Mrs. Mimms couldn’t stand any more strain, and for that matter neither could Hawthorne itself.
He was aware that he walked a dangerous line. Things were changing in the world, due to people like Dr. King, but it wasn’t fast enough to help the people of Dusktown. These last few weeks he felt he’d made a little progress: he’d been helping the Dusktown elders rebuild their burned-out box of a church, and he was on a committee to plan a potluck suppei; raising money for purchase of lumber from the sawmill. There was still hard work to be done.
Horton was jarred out of his thoughts when a pair of headlights stabbed into his eyes. He instinctively swerved before he realized the headlights had reflected out of his rearview mirror. A red chevy roared past him as though he were sitting still, and he had the fleeting impression of a pale face glaring at him before the car whipped around a curve up ahead. He could hear the Chevy’s horn honking—once, twice, three times—and he thought, Wild kids on a Saturday night. He would be in Hawthorne in just a minute; he hoped Carol would have coffee ready for him. When he took the curve the Chevy had disappeared around, Horton thought he saw something red flicker on the road before him. A strange thought flashed through his mind: Ramona Creekmore, at the Bookers’ funeral, stepping forward from the assembly of people and standing right at the edge of Julie Ann’s grave. Her hand had come up and out; dozens of red petals, picked from wild flowers that must’ve grown in some secret, protected grove of the forest, had floated down into the ground. Horton knew that the woman wasn’t well liked, though in the eight months he’d been Hawthorne’s minister he hadn’t been able to find out exactly why. She never came to church, and he’d only seen her a few times in town, but she’d always seemed pleasant and certainly not a person to fear …
Something moved on the road ahead, just out of range of his headlights. He thought of red petals floating, floating, floating down, and then …
The headlights picked out two large bales of hay that had been dragged into his path. He knew with a surge of fear that he couldn’t stop the car at this distance, he was going to hit; and then he’d swerved the car to the right, the tires squealing, and slammed into one of the bales with a jolt that cracked his teeth together and struck his shoulder a bruising blow into the steering wheel. The Ford, out of control, left the highway and plowed into deep weeds. The car crashed into a three-foot-deep ditch and hung at an angle, its tires digging into the thawed mud. The engine rattled, and came to a dead stop.
Dazed, Horton touched his lower lip with a trembling hand; when he looked at his fingers he saw bright red petals blooming, and he numbly realized he’d bitten into his tongue. Fireflies were bobbing in the dark around the wrecked car; circling closer
The driver’s door opened. Startled, the minister looked up into the blinding glow of flashlights; behind them were white figures with black, ragged-rimmed eyes. Someone shouted, “Get that shit outta the road! Hurry it up!” He remembered the hay bales now, and swallowed blood. His right eye was swelling, and he was getting one whopper of a headache. A voice beside him said, “He’s all bloody!” And another, muffled by a mask, answered, “Ain’t nothin’! You ready to heave him out? Horton, you stay real quiet now, you hear? We don’t want to have to get rough.”
He was pulled out of the Ford by the hooded white figures, a blindfold of coarse burlap slipped around his eyes and knotted behind his head.
The Klansmen hauled him up into the bed of a pickup truck and covered him with gunnysacks. The engine started, and the truck headed for a backwoods road. Horton was held down by several men, and he imagined what they would probably do to him, but he was too weary to try to escape. He kept spitting blood until someone shook him and hissed, “Stop that, you damn nigger-lover!”
“You don’t understand,” he said with his mangled, bloody mouth. “Let me …”
Someone grabbed his hair. From the distance, perhaps at the end of the road, Horton heard a high-pitched Rebel yell. “You think we don’t know?” a voice rasped into his ear. Horton could almost make out whose voice it was: Lee Sayre’s? Ralph Leighton’s? “The niggers are tryin’ to take over the country, and it’s sorry white trash like you that’s helpin’ ‘em! You get ‘em in your schools and your cafes and your churches, and they drag you down to where they are! And by God as long as I’ve got breath in my body and a pistol at my side no damned nigger is gonna take what belongs to me!”
“You don’t …”the minister began, but he knew it was no use. The truck slowed, jarring over a last crater in the road, and stopped.
“We got him!” someone yelled. “Easy as pie!” “Tie his hands,” a harsh voice commanded.
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Carol Horton knew her husband had probably stayed longer than he’d planned at Mrs. Mimms’s house, and might have stopped somewhere else between here and there as well. But now, at twenty minutes before midnight, she was very worried. There might’ve been car trouble, a flat tire or something. Jim had been tired and disturbed when he’d left home, and Carol had been concerned for a long while that he was just trying to shoulder too much.
She looked up from the book she was reading on antebellum history and stared at the telephone. Mrs. Mimms would be asleep by now. Perhaps she should call Sheriff Bromley? No, no; if the sheriff had heard anything he would’ve called… .
There was a quick rapping at the front door. Carol leaped up from her chair and hurried to answer it, trying to get herself composed. If it was Sheriff Bromley standing out there, bringing the news of an accident on the highway, she didn’t think she could take it. Just before she opened the door she heard a truck roar away, and a chorus of male laughter. She unbolted the dooi; her heart pounding.
In a way, she was relieved to find that no one was there. It was a joke, she thought; somebody was trying to scare her But then her breath froze in her lungs, because she saw the mottled black-and-white bundle of rags out under the pines, at the edge of the light cast from the front-porch bulb. A few bits of white fluttered away on the chilly breeze.
Feathers, she thought suddenly, and almost laughed. Now who would dump a bundle of feathers into our front yard? She stepped off the porch, her gown windblown around her, and approached the mass; when she was five paces away she stopped, her legs gone rubbery, and stared. A crudely hand-lettered sign hung around the thing’s neck: NIGGER-LOVER (THIS IS WHAT THEY GET).
Carol did not scream when the eyes opened, wide and white like the eyes of a painted minstrel. She did not scream when the awful swollen face lifted toward hei; shining in the light and oozing fresh tar into the grass; nor when the arm came slowly out, gripping at the empty air with a black-smeared hand.
The scream burst free, ravaging her throat, when the thing’s tar-crusted mouth opened and whispered her name.
Feathers danced on the breeze. Hawthorne lay nestled in the valley like a sleeping child, only occasionally disturbed by nightmares. Wind moved like a living thing through the rooms of the dark Booker house, where brown blood stained the floors and walls, and in the profound silence there might have been a footstep and a soft, yearning sob.






TWO
The Coal Pile
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“There she is, Billy!”
“Why don’t ya go catch hei; Billy?”
“Billy’s got a girl friend, Billy’s got a girl friend. …”
The singing of that dreaded song was more than he could bear He took after his three tormentors—Johnny Parker, Ricky Sales, and Butch Bryant—swinging his schoolbooks at the end of a rubber strap like a makeshift knight’s mace. The boys scattered in three directions, jeering and thumbing their noses at him while he stood sputtering like a live wire, atop the pitcher’s mound at the center of Kyle Field, spring’s dust rolling around his sneakers.
They couldn’t fathom why Billy had started noticing Melissa Pettus. Maybe she did have long pretty blond hair done up with ribbons, but a bird-dog pup was pretty too and you didn’t make a fuss about one of those, did you? So today, when they’d all been walking home across Kyle Field beneath a blue late-April sky and they’d seen Melissa walking up ahead through the green weeds, the only thing to do was to have some fun at Billy’s expense. They hadn’t expected such a violent reaction, but it gratified them, especially since they were aware Melissa had stopped and was watching.
Ricky Sales crowed, “Loverboy, loverboy, Billy’s a loverb—” He had to dodge fast, because Billy was suddenly coming at him like a steam engine, swinging his schoolbooks.
Suddenly the strap broke with a moaning sound and books were flying through the air as if fired from a slingshot. They spread open like hard kites and sailed into the dustclouds.
“Oh … damn!” Billy said, instantly ashamed that he’d cussed. The other boys howled with laughter; but all the anger had seeped out of him; if there was anything Mrs. Cullens hated, Billy knew, it was a dirty arithmetic book, and he was certain some of the pages had been torn too. The boys danced around him for another moment, careful not to get too close, but they saw he didn’t care anymore and so they started running away across the field. Ricky looked back and shouted, “See ya later; Billy! Okay?”
He waved halfheartedly, distressed about the battered books, and then began picking them up. He turned to pick up his arithmetic book, and Melissa Pettus, wearing a dress as green as the new grass of April, held it out to him. There were flecks of yellow pollen on her rosy cheeks; her hair shone in the sunshine like waves of spun gold, and she was smiling shyly.
“Thanks,” Billy said, and took it from her. What do you say to girls? he asked himself, as he dusted the books off on the front of his shirt. Then he started walking for home again, aware that Melissa was walking a few feet to his left. She made him nervous down in the bottom of his stomach.
“I saw your books fall,” Melissa said after another moment.
“Yeah. They’re okay, though. Just dusty.”
“1 made a hundred on the spellin’ test today.”
“Oh.” He’d only made an eighty-five. “I missed a couple of hard words.”
Yellow butterflies swooped through the grass at their approach. The noise from the sawmill sounded like a big cricket humming up in the woods, interrupted by the chugging of conveyor belts hauling cut lumber Before them, heatwaves shimmered across the field.
What do you say to a girl? he asked himself again, feeling panic-stricken. “Do you like the Lone Ranger?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Last Saturday night we went to the movie in Fayette and know what we saw? The Lone Ranger and the Canyon of Gold, but I fell asleep before it was over There was too much talkin’. He rides on a horse named Silver and he shoots silver bullets.”
“Why?”
He glanced at her, startled by the question. ” ‘Cause silver bullets kill the bad guys faster,” he explained. “There were Indians in the movie too, they were ‘Patchee Indians. I’ve got some Indian in me, did you know that? I’m part Choctaw, my momma says; they were the forest tribe that lived around here a long time ago. They hunted and fished and lived in huts.”
“I’m an American,” Melissa said. “If you’re an Indian, how come you don’t wear war paint and moccasins?”
” ‘Cause I’m not on the warpath, that’s why. Anyway, my momma says the Choctaws were peaceful and didn’t like to fight”
Melissa thought he was cute, but she’d heard strange things about the Creekmores from her parents: that the witch-woman kept jars of bats’ wings, lizard eyes, and graveyard dirt on shelves in her kitchen; that the needlepoint pictures she made were the most intricate anyone had ever seen because demons helped her do them in the dead of night; and that Billy, who looked so much like his mother and not at all like his father, must be tainted with sinful blood too, bubbling in his veins like the red morass in a hag’s stewpot. But whether all that was true or not, Melissa liked him; she wouldn’t let him walk her all the way home, though, for fear her parents might see them together.
They were nearing the place where Melissa turned off onto the path for home. “I’ve got to go now,” Melissa told him. ” ‘Bye!” She cradled her books and walked off along the path, weeds catching at the hem of her dress.
“Good-bye!” Billy called after her “Thanks for helpin’ with my books!” He thought for a moment that she wouldn’t turn, but then she did—with a sunny smile—and he felt himself melting into his shoes like a grape Popsicle. The sky seemed as big as the world, and as blue as the special plates Gram had made for his mother’s birthday last month. Billy turned in the opposite direction and walked across Kyle Field, heading homeward. He found a dime in his pocket, went into the Quik-Pik store, and bought a Butterfinger, eating it as he walked along the highway. Girl friend, girl friend, Billy’s got a girl friend. Maybe Melissa *>as his girl friend, he thought suddenly. The heat of shame flamed his face as he thought of magazine covers he’d seen in the grocery store: True Love, Love Stories, and Young Romance. People were always kissing on those covers, getting his attention while he paged through the comic books.
A shadow fell across him. He looked up at the Booker house.
Billy froze. The green house was turning gray, the paint peeling in long strips; the dirty white shutters hung at broken angles around rock-shattered windows. The front door sagged on its hinges, and across it was written in red paint, PRIVATE PROPERTY! TEEP OUT! Weeds and vines were creeping up the walls, green clinging vines of the forest reclaiming its territory. Billy thought he caught a soft, muffled sigh on the breeze, and he remembered that sad poem Mrs. Cullens had read to the class once, about the house that nobody lived in; he would have to get his feet moving now, he knew, or soon he’d feel the sadness in the air
But he didn’t move. He’d promised his daddy, back in January after it had happened, that he wouldn’t go near this house, wouldn’t stop in front of it just as he was doing now. He’d kept that promise for over three months, but he passed the Booker house twice a day on the walk to and from school and he’d found himself being drawn closer and closer to it, only a step or so at a time. Standing right in front of it, its shadow cast over him like a cold sheet, was the closest he’d ever come. His curiosity was tempting him to climb those steps to the front porch. He was sure there were mysteries waiting to be solved in that house, that when he stepped inside and looked for himself all the puzzling things about why Mr Booker had gone crazy and hurt his family would be revealed like a magician’s trick.
His mother had tried to explain to him about Death, that the Bookers had “passed away” to another place and that Will had probably “passed away” too, but no one knew exactly where his body lay sleeping. She said he was most likely asleep back in the forest somewhere, lying on a bed of dark green moss, his head cradled on a pillow of decaying leaves, white mushrooms sprouting around him like tiny candles to reassure him against the dark.
Billy climbed two of the steps and stood staring at the front door. He’d promised his daddy he wouldn’t go in! he agonized, but he didn’t step down. It seemed to him to be like the story of Adam and Eve his daddy had read to him several times; he wanted to be good and live in the Garden, but this house—the murder house, everybody called it—was the Forbidden Fruit of Knowledge about how and why Will Booker had been called away by the Lord, and where Will had “passed away” to. He shivered on the hard edge of a decision.
Sometimes it seemed that when he’d tried to walk past this house without looking at it he could hear a soft, yearning sound through the trees that always made him look up; sometimes he imagined he heard his name whispered, and once he thought he’d seen a small figure standing behind one of the broken windows, waiting for him to pass. Know what I heard? Johnny Parker had asked him just a few days ago. The Booker house is full of ghosts! \ly daddy says for me not to play around there, ‘cause at night people see funny lights and they hear screams! Old man Keller told my daddy Mr. Booker cut Katy’s head off and set it on a bedpost, and my daddy thinks Mr. Booker hacked Will up into little pieces and scattered him all over the woods! …
Will was my best friend, Billy thought; there’s nothing in that house that would hurt me… . Just one look, his curiosity urged.
He gazed off along the highway, thinking about his father busy at work in the cornfield, tending the new spring shoots. Just one look. Billy laid his books down on the steps. He climbed up and stood before the sagging door, his heartbeat quickening; the door had never looked so massive before, the inside of the house never so dark and full of mysteries. The Adam and Eve story flashed through his mind, like one last chance at turning back; Once you sin, he thought, once you go where you’re not supposed to, you can never go back to the way it was before; once you step out of the Garden and into the Dark, it’s too late… .
A bluejay shrieked, scaring him almost right out of his shoes. He thought he heard his name called1 in a hushed sigh of breath, and he listened hard but didn’t hear it again. Momma’s callin’ me from the house, he told himself, ‘cause I’m already so late. I’m gonna get a whippin’! He glanced to his left, at the ragged hole where the troopers had searched for Will under the porch. Then he grasped the door’s edge and pulled it partway open. The bottom of the door scraped across the porch like a scream, and dry dusty air came roiling out of the house into his face.
Once you step out of the Garden, and into the Dark …
He took a deep breath of stale air and stepped across the threshold into the murder house.
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The front room was huge, barely recognizable, because all the furniture had been hauled away. The Last Supper picture and the mounted fish were gone too, and yellowed newspaper pages covered the floor. Vines had crept through the cracks in the windows, snaking up toward the ceiling; Billy’s gaze followed one of them, and stopped abruptly at a large mottled brown stain on the ceiling just above where he thought the sofa had been. The house was full of deep green, shadowy light, and seemed a secretive, terribly lonely place. Spider webs clung to the corners, and two wasps flew about seeking a secure place to start a nest. Nature was at work tearing the Booker house back to its basic elements.
When Billy crossed the room to the hallway, his shoes stirred up a few of the newspaper pages, exposing a horrible blotched brown patch on the floorboards. Billy carefully covered the stain back over again. When he walked into the hallway spider webs clutched at his haii; sending chills up his spine. What had been Mr. and Mrs. Booker’s bedroom was bare but for a broken chair and more newspapers across the floor; in Will and Katy’s room brown flecks and streaks marred the walls as if someone had fired paint from a shotgun. Billy got out of that room quickly, because his heart had suddenly given a violent kick and he’d had trouble getting his breath. The house was silent, but seemed alive with imagined noises: the creaks and sighs of a house continuing to settle into the earth. Billy heard the high whining of the saws at work, the barking of a dog in the distance, a screen door slam shut, sounds carried far on the warm spring air.
In the kitchen Billy found a garbage can filled with an odd assortment of items: hair curlers, ice trays, a reel of fishing line and a snapped pole, comic books and newspapers, brown-smeared rags, cracked cups and dishes, coat hangers, a pair of gray Keds that had belonged to Will, and a crumpled sack of Bama Dog Chow.
Sadness gripped his heart. This is all that’s left of the Bookers, Billy thought, and placed his hand against the can’s cool rim. Where was the life that had been here? he wondered desperately. He didn’t understand Death, and felt a terrible sense of loneliness sweep over him like a January wind. The leaves of the snakelike vines that had found their way through the broken kitchen windows seemed to rattle a warning at him—Get out get out get out … before it’s too late.
Billy turned and hurried along the hallway, glancing back over his shoulder to make sure the bloated corpse of Mr. Booker wasn’t following, armed with a shotgun, grinning and wearing his yellow cap with the fishhooks in it.
Tears of fear burned his eyes. Spider webs caught at his face and haii; and as he passed the door that led down to the basement, something cracked sharply against the other side.
He yelped and flung himself backward, pressing against the opposite wall and staring at the doorknob, expecting it to … slowly … turn; but it never did*He looked toward the front dooi; getting ready to run before whatever haunted this murder house sprang up from the basement after him.
Then: bump! Silence. Billy’s eyes widened, and he heard a low bubbling of fear deep in his throat.
Bump!
When it happened a third time, he realized what was causing the noise: someone was hitting the door with pebbles of coal from the large mound that lay down there, near the furnace.
There was a long silence. Billy said, “Who’s there?”
And then there was a hail of noise, as if a flurry of coal had been thrown in response to Billy’s voice. It went on and on, until Billy clapped his hands to his ears; then it abruptly stopped. “Whoever you are, you’re not supposed to be in this house!” Billy called out. “It’s private property!” He tried to sound braver than he was.
Slowly, he placed his hand on the cold knob; something pulsed into him like a mild charge of electricity, enough to make his arm buzz. Then he shoved the door open and protectively pressed against the opposite wall again. The basement was as dark as a cave, oozing a cold and oily odor. “I’ll call Sheriff Bromley!” Billy warned. Nothing moved down there, and now he realized there were no pieces of coal littering the top few steps at all. Maybe they’d all fallen off, or bounced back down to the flooi; he reasoned. But now he had the cold and certain feeling that the heart of the mystery—what had drawn him into this house, only a step or so a day for over three months—beat in the silence of the Bookers’ basement. He gathered up his courage—Nothing in here that can hurt me!–and stepped into the darkness.
A few shards of muted gray light filtered through small, dirty panes of glass. The bulk of the furnace was like a scorched metal Halloween mask; and standing near it was a mountain of darkly glittering coal. Billy reached the bottom of the steps and stood on the red-clay floor. A shovel was propped against the wall near him, its triangular head giving it the look of a snake about to strike. Billy avoided it, and as he walked closer to the coal pile, one tentative step at a time, he thought he could see the faint blue plume of his breath before him. It was much colder here than in the house. His arms were sprouting goose bumps, and the hair at the back of his neck was standing on end.
Billy stood a few feet away from the coal pile, which towered over him by several feet, as his eyes grew used to the dim light. He could see almost all the shadowed nooks and crannies of the basement now, and he was almost certain that he was alone. Still … He called out in a shaky voice, “Anybody here?”
No, he thought, nobody’s here. Then who made that noise on the door? …
His brain froze in midthought. He was staring at the coal pile, and he’d seen it shudder
Bits of coal, a tiny avalanche, streamed down the sides; it seemed to breathe like a laboring bellows. Run! he screamed inwardly. But his gaze was fixed on the coal pile and his feet were glued to the ground. Something was coming up out of the coal— perhaps the dark key to a mystery, or grinning Mr Booker in his yellow cap, or the very essence of Evil itself coming to carry him to Hell.
And suddenly a small white hand clawed itself free from the top of the coal pile, perhaps three feet above Billy’s head. An arm and shoulder followed, slowly working out and writhing in the air. Rivulets of coal rolled down and over Billy’s sneakers. A small head broke free, and the ghastly, tormented face of Will Booker turned toward his friend, the sightless white eyes peering down with desperate terror.
The gray-lipped mouth straggled to form words. “Billy“—the voice was an awful, pleading whine—”tell them where I am, Billy # # # tett them where I am… .”
A wail ripped from Billy’s throat, and he scrabbled up the basement stairs like a frantic crab. Behind him, he heard the coal pile shifting and groaning as if gathering itself to chase after him. He fell in the hallway, struggled wildly up, heard a scream like a neglected teakettle spouting hot steam filling the house as he burst onto the front porch and ran, ran, ran, forgetting his books on the porch steps, ran, forgetting everything but the horror that lay in the Bookers’ basement, ran home screaming all the way.
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John quietly opened the bedroom door and peered in. The boy was still lying huddled beneath the quilt, his face pressed against a pillow, but at least he wasn’t making those awful whimpering sounds anymore, in a way, though, the silence was worse. Billy had sobbed himself sick for almost an houi; since coming home twenty minutes late from school. John thought he’d never forget the white expression of fear stamped on his son’s face.
They’d put him in the bedroom, since it was much more comfortable than the cot and he could be quiet in here. As John watched, Billy shivered beneath the quilt and mumbled something that sounded like “cold, in the cold.” John stepped inside, arranged the quilt a little more snugly because he thought Billy had felt a chill, and then realized his son’s eyes were wide open, staring fixedly into a corner of the room.
John eased down on the side of the bed. “How you feelin’?” he asked softly; he touched Billy’s forehead, even though Ramona lad told him Billy didn’t have a fever and didn’t seem physically 11. They’d taken off his clothes and checked him thoroughly for he double punctures of a snakebite, knowing how he liked to -amble through dark corners of the forest, but they’d found nothing.
“Want to talk about it now?”
Billy shook his head.
“Your momma’s about to put supper on the table. You feel like eatin’?”
The boy whispered something, and John thought it sounded like “Butterfinger.” “Huh? What do you want, a candy bar? We’re havin’ sweet potatoes, will that do?” When Billy didn’t reply, but stared straight ahead with such intensity that John was beginning to feel uneasy, John squeezed the boy’s shoulder through the quilt and said, “When you feel like talkin’ about it, I’ll listen.” Then John rose from the bed, feeling sure Billy had just stumbled onto a snake up in the woods and he’d be more careful next time, and went to the kitchen, where Ramona was laboring over a woodburning stove. The kitchen was filled with late afternoon sunlight and smelled of fresh vegetables from several pots on the stove.
“Is he any better?” Ramona asked.
“He’s quieted down some. What did he say to you when he first came in?”
“Nothing. He couldn’t talk, he was sobbing so hard. I just picked him up and held him, and then you came in from the field.”
“Yeah,” John said grimly. “I saw his face. I’ve seen sun-bleached sheets that had more color in ‘em. I can’t figure out what he might’ve gotten into.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair.
“I think he’ll want to sleep for a while. When he wants to talk about it, he’ll let us know.”
“Yeah. Know what he said he wanted? A Butterfingei; of all crazy things!” He paused, watching his wife take plates out of the cupboard and set them on the small dinner table, and then jingled the few loose coins in his pocket. “Maybe I’ll drive down to the store to get him one before they close up. Might ease his mind. That suit you?”
She nodded. “I’ll have your supper on the table in ten minutes.”
John took the car keys from his pocket and left the house. Ramona stood over the stove until she heard the engine start and car pull away. Then she took the pots off their burners, checked the corn muffins, and hurried into the bedroom, wiping her callused hands on her apron. Her eyes were shining like polished amber stones as she stood over the bed, staring down at her son. Softly, she said, “Billy?”
He stirred but did not answer. She laid a hand on his cheek. “Billy? We’ve got to talk. Quickly, before your father comes back.”
“No …” he whimpered, his mouth pressed against the pillow.
“I want to know where you went. I want to know what happened. Billy, please look at me.”
After a few seconds he turned his head so he could see her from the corner of a swollen eye; he was still shaking with sobs he was too weak to let go of.
“I think you went someplace where your daddy didn’t want you to go. Didn’t you? I think you went to the Booker house.” The boy tensed. “If not inside it, then very close to it. Is that right?”
Billy shivered, his hands gripping at the covers. New tears broke over his cheeks, and like a dam bursting everything came flooding out of him at once. He cried forlornly, “I didn’t mean to go in there, I promise I didn’t! I wasn’t bad! But I heard … I heard … I heard it in the basement and I … I had to go see what it was and it was … it was … awful!” His face contorted with agony and Ramona reached for him, hugging him close. She could feel his heartbeat racing in his chest.
But she had to find out, before John returned. “What did you see?” she asked.
“No! Can’t … can’t tell. Please don’t make me!”
“Something in the basement?”
Billy shuddered; the illusion he’d been building in his mind, that it had all been just a particularly nasty nightmare, was falling apart at the seams like wet and rotten cloth. “I didn’t see anything!”
Ramona gripped his shoulders and looked deeply into his swollen eyes. “Your daddy’s going to be back in a few minutes.
He’s a good man in his heart, Billy, and I love his heart, but I want you to remember this: your daddy is afraid, and he strikes out at what he fears because he doesn’t understand it. He loves us; he loves you more than anything in the world, and I love you too, more than you’ll ever know. But now you have to trust me, son. Did … whatever you see speak to you?”
Billy’s gaze had gone glassy. He nodded his head with an effort, a strand of saliva breaking from his half-open mouth and trailing downward.
“I thought so,” Ramona said gently. Her eyes were shining, but there was a deep sadness in her face too, and a certainty of the trouble to come. He’s only a little boy! she thought. He’s not strong enough yet! She bit her lower lip to keep her face from collapsing in a sob. “I love you,” she told him. “I’ll always be there when you need me… .”
The sounds of the sawmill’s steam whistle and the screen door slamming came at almost the same time, making them both jump.
“Supper on yet?” John called from the front room.
Ramona kissed her son’s cheek and eased his head back down on the pillow: Billy curled up again, staring sightlessly. Shock, she thought. I was like that too, the first time it happened to me. He would bear watching for the next few days.
John was standing in the doorway when Ramona looked up. He was holding two Butterfinger candy bars in his right hand, and with his left seemed to be supporting himself in the doorframe; Ramona knew it was her imagination, and perhaps a trick of the dusky afternoon light that cloaked his shoulders from behind, but he seemed to have aged ten years since he’d left the house. There appeared to be a sickness behind his eyes. A weary smile worked across his lips, and he came forward to offer the candy bars to Billy. “Here you go, son. Feelin’ better?”
Billy took them gratefully, though he wasn’t hungry and couldn’t figure out why his father had brought them.
“Your face looks like a pufFball,” John said. “Guess you took a wrong turn in the woods and saw a snake, huh?” He gently ruffed the boy’s hair before Billy could reply, and said, “Well, you’ve got to watch your step. You don’t want to scare some poor timber rattler half to death, do you?”
For the first time that afternoon, Billy managed a tentative smile; Ramona thought, He’s going to be all right.
“I’ll put supper on the table now,” she said, touching her son’s cheek softly, and then walked past John—who stepped suddenly away from hei; as if fearful of being contaminated—and into the hallway. She saw that John had left the front door open, and closed it against the evening chill.
And as she turned to go to the kitchen she saw the dusty set of schoolbooks lying on a chair.
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As the pearly-white ‘58 Cadillac limousine, sparkling from its showroom wax job, its sharp rear fins jutting up like the tail of a Martian spacecraft, pulled up to the entranceway of the Hitwiler Hotel in downtown Birmingham, an elderly black doorman in a dark red uniform and cap was already coming down the marbled steps, eager to find out just who was riding in the rear seat of that spiffy automobile. Having worked for over twenty years at the Hitwiler—the finest hotel in Alabama—he was accustomed to celebrities, but he knew from a quick appraisal of that Caddy that behind those tinted rear windows was American sugar. He noticed the shining chrome hood ornament in the shape of clasped, praying hands. He reached the sidewalk and thrust out his frail hand to let the passenger out.
But the door fairly burst open before he could get a grip on it, and from the Caddy uncoiled a giant of a man in a bright yellow suit, spotless white shirt, and white silk tie; the man rose to a height well over six feet, his chest expanding like a yellow wall.
“Fine afternoon, isn’t it?” the man boomed. At the crest of his high forehead was a curly mass of gray-flecked blond hair; he had the kind of handsome, square face that made him look like a human nutcracker, ready to burst walnuts between perfect white teeth.
“Yessir, sure is,” the doorman said, nodding his gray-wooled head, aware that pedestrians on the Twentieth Street sidewalk were turning to gawk, caught by the sound of power in the man’s voice.
Realizing he was the center of attention, the man beamed like sunlight on a July Sunday; he said, “Just take it around the corner and park it,” addressing the Caddy’s driver, a young man in a seersucker suit, and the long sleek car pulled away from the curb like a stretching lion.
“Yessir, nice afternoon,” the doorman said, his eyes still jangling from that glowing suit.
The man grinned and thrust a hand into his inside coat pocket; the doorman grinned too—American sugar!—and reached out with the obligatory “Thankee, sir!” already on his lips. Paper was put into his palm, and then the giant man had taken two long steps and was moving up the marbled stairs like a golden locomotive. The doorman stepped back a pace, as if scorched by energy. When he looked at what he held gripped in his hand, he saw a small pamphlet titled Sin Destroyed the Roman Empire; across the title page was a signature in red ink: J.J. Falconer.
In the dimly lit, luxurious leather-and-wood interior of the Tbtwiler, Jimmy Jed Falconer was met by a young gray-suited lawyer named Henry Bragg. They stood at the center of the large lobby, shaking hands and talking about general things—the state of the weathei; farm economics, and what the Crimson Tide was likely to do next season.
“Everything ready up there, Henry?” Falconer asked.
“Yes sir. We’re expecting Forrest any minute now.”
“Lemonade?” Falconer lifted his thick blond brows.
“Yes sir, Mr. Falconer,” Henry said. “I’ve already ordered it.”
They entered the elevator and the coffee-colored woman sitting on a stool inside smiled politely and turned a brass lever to take them to the fifth floor.
“Didn’t bring the wife and son with you this time?” Henry asked, pushing his black horn-rimmed glasses back onto his nose. He had graduated from the University of Alabama Law School on‘y last year, and still wore the brutal white-walled haircut of his ^e’ta Kappa Epsilon days; but he was a smart young man with alert blue eyes that rarely missed a trick, and he was pleased that J.J. Falconer remembered him from the work his firm had done last spring.
“Nope. Camille and Wayne stayed home, mindin’ the store. I’ll tell you, keepin’ up with that Wayne is a full-time job in itself.” He laughed, a bark of muted trumpets. “Boy can run a bloodhound ragged.”
The fifth-floor suite, with windows overlooking Twentieth Street, was decked out like an office, containing a few desks, telephones, and filing cabinets. There was a reception area set apart from the workspace, containing comfortable easy chairs, a coffee table, and a long beige sofa framed by brass lamps. An easel had been set up facing the sofa, and on the wall hung a large framed Confederate flag.
A stocky man with thinning brown hair, wearing a pale blue short-sleeved shirt with G.H. monogrammed on the breast pocket, looked up from the paperwork strewn across one of the desks, smiled, and rose to his feet as the other two men entered.
Falconer gripped his hand and shook it. “Good to see you, George. How’s the family?” *
“Doing just fine. Camille and Wayne?”
“One’s prettier than ever, the other’s growin’ like a wild weed. Now I see who the hard worker is in this organization.” He slapped George Hodges on the back and slid a sidelong glance at Henry, whose smile slipped a fraction. “What do you have for me?”
Hodges offered him a couple of manila folders. “Tentative budget. Contribution records as of March thirty-first. Also a list of contributors through the last three years. Cash flow’s thirty percent ahead of where we were this time last April.”
Falconer shrugged out of his coat and sat down heavily on the sofa, then began reading the organizational reports. “I see we had a sizable donation from Peterson Construction by last April, and the April before that too; but they’re not on the sheet this year. What happened?” He looked up squarely at his business manager.
“We’ve contacted them twice, took old man Peterson to lunch last week,” Hodges explained while he sharpened a pencil. “Seems his son is in a stronger position this year, and the kid thinks tent revivals are … well, old-fashioned. The company needs a tax writeoff, but …”
llUh-huh. Well, it appears to me that we’ve been barking up the wrong tree then, doesn’t it? The Lord loves a cheerful givei; but He’ll take it any way He can get it if it helps spread the Word.” He smiled, and the others did too. “Seems we should’ve been talking to Peterson Junior. I’ll remember to give him a personal call. George, you get his home phone number for me, will you?”
“Mr. Falcone^” Bragg said as he sat down in one of the chairs, “it seems to me that—just maybe—Peterson has a point.”
Hodges tensed and turned to stare; Falconer’s head slowly rose from the file he was reading, his blue-green eyes glittering.
Bragg shrugged uneasily, realizing from the sudden chill that he’d stepped through the ice. “I just … meant to point out that in my research I’ve found most of the successful evangelists have made the transition from radio and tent revivals to television. I think television will prove itself to be a great social force in the next ten years, and I think you’d be wise to—”
Falconer laughed abruptly. “Listen to the young scholar George!” he whooped. “Well, I can tell I don’t have to worry about how slick your brain gears are, do I?” He leaned forward on the sofa, his face suddenly losing its grin, his eyes fixing in a hard stare. “Henry, I want to tell you something. My daddy was a dirt-poor Baptist preacher. Do you know what dirt-poor means, Henry?” His mouth crooked in a savage grin for a few seconds. “You come from a fine old Montgomery family, and I don’t think you understand what it means to be hungry. My momma worried herself into an old woman at twenty-five. We were on the road most of the time, just like tramps. They were hard days, Henry. The Depression, nobody could get a job ‘cause everything was closed down, all across the South.” He stared up at the Confederate flag for a few seconds, his eyes dark.
“Anyway, somebody saw us on the road and gave us a beat-up old tent to live in. For us it was a mansion, Henry. We pitched camp on the roadside, and my daddy made a cross out of boards and nailed up a sign on a tree that said: REV. FALCONER’S TENT REVIVALS NIGHTLY! EVERYBODY WELCOME! He preached for the tramps who came along that road, heading for Birmingham to find work. He was a good minister too, but something about being under that tent put brimstone and fire in his soul; he scared Satan out of more men and women than Hell could hold. People praised God and talked in tongues, and demons came spilling out right there like black bile. By the time my daddy died, the Lord’s work was more than he could handle; hundreds of people were seeking him out day and night. So I stepped in to help, and I’ve been there ever since.”
Falconer leveled his gaze at Bragg. “I used to do a radio show, about ten years or so back. Well, those were fine, but what about the people who don’t have radios? What about those who don’t own television sets? Don’t they deserve to be touched, too? You know how many people lifted their hands to Jesus last summer, Henry? At least fifty a night, five nights a week May through August! Isn’t that right, George?”
“Sure is, J.J.”
“You’re a bright young man,” Falconer said to the lawyer. “I think what’s in the back of your mind is the idea of expansion. Is that so? Breaking out of the regional circuit and going nationwide? That’s fine; ideas like that are what I pay you for. Oh, it’ll happen all right, praise the Lord, but I’ve got sawdust in my blood!” He grinned. “With Jesus in your heart and your blood full of sawdust, boy, you can lick Satan with one hand tied behind your back!”
There was a knock at the dooi; and a porter came in wheeling a cart with Dixie cups and a pitcher of cold lemonade, compliments of the management. The porter poured them all a drink and left the room clutching a religious pamphlet.
Falconer took a cooling sip. “Now that hits the spot dead-center,” he said. “Seems Mr. Forrest forgot about us, didn’t he?”
“I spoke to him this morning, J.J.,” Hodges said. “He told me there was an afternoon meeting he might get hung up in, but he’d be here as soon as he could.”
Falconer grunted and picked up an Alabama Baptist newspaper.
Hodges opened a folder and sorted through a stack of letters and petitions—”fan letters to God,” J.J. called them—sent from people all over the state, asking for the Falconer Crusade to visit their particular towns this summer. “Petition from Grove Hill’s signed by over a hundred people,” he told Falconer. “Most of them sent in contributions, too.”
“The Lord’s at work,” Falconer commented, paging through the paper.
“An interesting letter here, too.” Hodges spread it out on the blotter before him; there were a couple of stains on the lined paper that looked like tobacco juice. “Sent from a town called Hawthorne… .”
Falconer looked up. “It’s not but fifteen miles or so away from Fayette, probably less than ten from my front door, as the crow flies. What about it?”
“Letter’s from a man named Lee Sayre,” Hodges continued. “Seems the town’s been without a minister since the first of February, and the men have been taking turns reading a Bible lesson on Sunday mornings to the congregation. When did we last schedule a revival near your hometown, J.J.?”
“Four years or more, I suppose.” Falconer frowned. “Without a minister, huh? They must be starving for real leadership by now. Does he say what happened?”
“Yes, says the man took ill and had to leave town for his health. Anyway, Sayre says he came to the Falconer revival in Hiscaloosa last year, and he’s asking if we might get to Hawthorne this summer.”
“Hawthorne’s almost at my front dooi;” he mused. “Folks would come in from Oakman, Patton Junction, Berry, a dozen other little towns. Maybe it’s time for a homecoming, huh? Mark it down, George, and let’s try to find a place in the schedule.”
The door opened and a thin, middle-aged man in a baggy brown suit entered the room smiling nervously. He carried a bulging briefcase in one hand and an artist’s portfolio clasped beneath the other arm. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “Meeting at the office went about an hour—”
“Close that door and cut the breeze.” Falconer waved him in and rose to his feet. “Let’s see what you ad boys have for us this year.”
Forrest fumbled his way to the easel, set his briefcase on the flooi; and then put the portfolio up on the easel where everyone could see it. There were faint dark circles beneath his arms. “Warm outside this afternoon, isn’t it? Going to be a hot summer, probably. Can I … uh… ?” he motioned toward the lemonade cart, and when Falconer nodded he gratefully poured himself a cup. “I think you’ll like what we’ve done this year, J.J.”
“We’ll see.”
Forrest laid his half-empty cup on the coffee table, then took a deep breath and opened the portfolio, spreading three poster mockups. Hand-inked letters proclaimed: TONIGHT! ONE NIGHT ONLY! SEE AND HEAR JIMMY JED FALCONER, AND GET CLOSE TO GOD! Beneath the lettering was a glossy photograph of Falconer, standing on a podium with his arms uplifted in a powerful gesture of appeal.
The second poster showed Falconer standing before a bookcase, framed on one side by an American flag and on the other by the flag of the Confederacy; he was thrusting a Bible toward the camera, a broad smile on his face. The lettering was simply blocked, and said: THE SOUTH’S GREATEST EVANGELIST, JIMMY JED FALCONER! ONE NIGHT ONLY! COME AND GET CLOSE TO GOD!
The third was all picture, with Falconer raising his arms and gaze upward in an expression of calm peace. White letters were superimposed at the bottom, and said: ONE NIGHT ONLY! SEE AND HEAR JIMMY JED FALCONER AND GET CLOSE TO GOD! Falconer stepped toward the easel. “That picture is just fine,” he said. “Yes, I Like that one. I surely do! Knocks ten years off my age with that lighting, doesn’t it?”
Forrest smiled and nodded. He brought out a briar pipe and tobacco pouch, fumbling to fill one from the other He got it lit after two tries and puffed smoke into the room. “Glad you like that one,” he said, relieved.
“But,” Falconer said quietly, like the message and the lettering on the middle poster the best.”
“Oh, we can put them together any way you want. No problem.”
Falconer stepped forward until his face was only a few inches from the photographed Falconer face. “That’s what I want. This picture speaks. I want five thousand of these printed up, but with that other message and lettering. I want them by the end of this month.”
Forrest cleared his throat. “Well … that’s rushing things a bit, I guess. But we’ll handle it, no problem.”
“Fine.” Beaming, Falconer turned from the poster and took the pipe from between Forrest’s teeth, pulling it away like lollipop from a baby. “I cannot abide lateness, Mr. Forrest. And I have told you again and again how I hate the stink of the Devil’s weed.” Something bright and sharp flashed behind his gaze. Forrest’s struggling smile hung crookedly from the man’s face as Falconer submerged the pipe in the cup of lemonade. There was a tiny hiss as the tobacco was extinguished. “Bad for your health,” Falconer said quietly, as if speaking to a retarded child. “Good for the Devil.” He left the offending pipe in the Dixie cup, clapped
Forrest on the shoulder, and stepped back so he could admire the poster again.
One of the telephones rang. Hodges picked it up, said, “Falconer Crusade. Oh. Hi there, Cammy, how are you … sure, just a minute.” He held the receiver out for Falconer. “J.J.? It’s Camille.”
“Tell her I’ll get back to her, George.”
“She sounds awfully excited about something.”
Falconer paused, then reached the puhone with two long strides. “Hey hon. What can I do for you?” He watched as Forrest put the posters away and took the dripping pipe from the cup. “What’s that? Hon, the connection’s bad. Say that again now, I can hardly hear you.” His broad face slackened. “Toby? When? Hurt bad? Well, I told you that dog was goin’ to get hit chasin’ cars! All right now, don’t get all excited … just get Wayne to help you, and the both of you pick Toby up, put him in the station wagon, and drive to Dr. Considine’s. He’s the best vet in Fayette County, and he won’t charge you …”He stopped speaking and listened instead. His mouth slowly opened, closed, opened again like a fish gasping for breath. “What?” he whispered, in a voice so fragile the other three men in the room looked at each other with amazed expressions: they’d never heard J.J. Falconer when he wasn’t booming with good cheer.
“No,” he whispered. “No, Cammy, that can’t be. You’re wrong.” He listened, his face slowly going pale. “Cammy … I don’t … know what to do… . Are you sure?” He glanced quickly up at the others, his beefy hand about to crunch the receiver in two. “Is Wayne there with you? All right, now listen to me carefully. I don’t care, just listen! Get that dog to the vet and have it checked over real good. Don’t talk to anybody but Dr. Considine, and tell him I asked that he keep this to himself until I speak to him. Got that? Calm down, now! I’ll be home in a couple of hours, I’m leavin’ as fast as I can. Are you sure about this?” He paused, exhaled a long sigh, and then said, “All right. Love you, hon. ‘Bye.” And hung up the receiver.
“Anything wrong, J.J.?” Hodges asked.
“Toby,” Falconer said softly, staring out the window at the surrounding city, golden afternoon light splashed across his face. “My bird dog. Hit by a truck on the highway. …”
“Sorry to hear about that,” Forrest offered. “Good dogs are hard to . .”
Falconer turned to face them. He was grinning triumphantly, his face a bright beet-red. He clenched his fists and thrust them toward the ceiling. “Gentlemen,” he said in a voice choked with emotion. “God works in mighty mysterious ways!”
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Heat lay pressed close to the earth as John Creekmore drove away from the house on a Saturday morning in late July. Already the sun was a red ball of misery perched atop the eastern hills. As he drove toward the highway, heading for his job at Lee Sayre’s hardware and feed store, a maelstrom of dust boiled up in the Olds’s wake, hanging in brown sheets and slowly drifting toward the field of dry brown cornstalks.
There had been no rain since the second week of June. It was a time, John knew, of making do or doing without. His credit was getting pretty thin at the grocery store, and last week Sayre had told him that if business didn’t pick up—which it wasn’t likely to, being so late in the summer and so stifling hot—he’d have to let John go until the autumn. He was digging into the emergency money to get his family by, as were most of the valley’s farmers. Perhaps the most contented creatures in the Hawthorne valley were the local hogs, who got to eat a great deal of the corn crop; happy also was the man from Birmingham who bought dry corncobs at dirt-cheap prices, turning them into pipes to be sold at drug stores.
There was the Crafts Fair, held in Fayette in August, to look forward to now. Ramona’s needlepoint pictures sold well. John remembered a woman buying one of Ramona’s pieces and saying it looked like something “Grandma Moses” might’ve done; he didn’t know who “Grandma Moses” was, but he figured that was a compliment because the woman had cheerfully parted with five dollars.
Morning heat waves shimmered across the highway, making Hawthorne float like a mirage about to vanish. He shifted uneasily in his seat as he passed the still-vacant, rapidly deteriorating Booker house; it had a reputation, John knew, and nobody in his right mind would want to live there. Only when he had passed the vine-and-weed-grown structure did he permit himself to think about that awful day in April when he’d seen Billy’s schoolbooks lying on the front steps. The boy still had occasional nightmares, but he never explained them and John didn’t want to know, anyway. Something in Billy’s face had changed since that day; his eyes were troubled, and locked behind them was a secret that John found himself afraid of. More than anything, John wished there was a real minister in town, someone who could fathom this change Billy was going through; the whole town was in dire need of a preacher: Saturday nights were getting wildei; bad words brewed into fights, and there’d even been a shooting over in Dusktown. Sheriff Bromley was a good, hard-working man, but Hawthorne was about to slip from his control; what the town needed now, John knew, was a strong man of God.
He had wanted to be a minister himself, a long time ago, but the farming heritage of his family had rooted him to the earth instead.
At a tent revival one hot August night, he’d watched his father spasm and roll in the sawdust as people screamed in strange tongues and others shouted hallelujahs; the unnerving sight of the lanky red-haired man with his face contorted, veins jutting out from the bullneck, had stayed with John all his life. John feared the blue evening twilight, when—his father had said—God’s Eye roamed the world like a burning sun, in search of the sinners who would die that night. It was understood that Life was a gift from the Lord, but Death was Satan’s touch in this perfect world; when a man died spiritually and turned away from God, physical death was sure to follow, and the pit of Hell yawned for his soul.
His father had been a good family man, but privately John was told that all women, like Eve, were cunning and deceitful—except for his mother, who was the finest woman God had ever created— and he was to beware of them at all times. They had strange beliefs, could be swayed by money and pretty clothes, and they bled once a month to atone for the Original Sin.
But, at a barn dance when he was twenty, John Creekmore had looked across at the line of local girls waiting to be asked to dance, and his heart had grown wings. The tawny-skinned girl was wearing a white dress with white honeysuckle blossoms braided into her long, shining russet hair; their eyes had met and held for a few seconds before she’d looked away and trembled like a skittish colt. He’d watched her dance with a boy whose clodhoppers kept coming down on her feet like mules’ hooves, but she only smiled through the pain and lifted her white hem so it wouldn’t get dirty. Rosin leapt from the fiddlers’ bows, dusting the tobacco-stained air, as the dancers stomped and spun and bits of hay drifted down from the loft like confetti. When the girl and her partner had circled close enough, John Creekmore had stepped between them and taken her hands, spinning away with her so smoothly Old Mule Hoof grabbed for empty air, then scowled and kicked at a clump of hay since John was twice his size. She had smiled, shyly, but with true good humor in her sparkling hazel eyes, and after the dance was over John asked if he might come see her some evening.
At first, he’d never heard of Rebekah Fairmountain, Ramona’s mother. Later, he dismissed the tales he heard as idle gossip. He refused to listen to any more wild stories and married Ramona; then it was too late, and he turned alternately to moonshine and the Bible. He could never say, though, that he hadn’t been warned about how things were; he remembered several times even Ramona trying to tell him things he couldn’t stand to hear. He clung to the Bible, to the memory,,PS>f his father once telling him no good man would ever turn tail and run from a woman, and to God. And life, like the seasons, went on. There’d been two blessings: the birth of Billy, and the fact that Rebekah Fairmountain, as tough as kudzu vine and alone since the death of Ramona’s father had moved to a house fifty miles away, on land with a better consistency of clay for her pottery.
A man John had never seen before—city man, he guessed, from the looks of the clothes—was nailing up a poster on a telephone pole near Lee Sayre’s store. John slowed the Olds and gawked. The poster showed a righteous-looking man lifting his arms to Heaven, and read: THE SOUTH’S GREATEST EVANGELIST, JIMMY JED FALCONER! ONE NIGHT ONLY! COME AND GET CLOSE TO GOD! Beneath that, in smaller letters, was: AND WITNESS THE GOD-GIVEN HEALING GIFTS OF LITTLE WAYNE FALCONER!
John’s heart thumped. Praise the Lord! he thought. His prayers had been answered. He’d heard of Jimmy Jed Falconer before, and the tent revivals that had saved hundreds of sinners; he’d always wanted to go, but they’d always been too far away before. “Hey, mister!” he called out. The man turned around, his sunburned face bright red against the whiteness of his sodden shirt. “When’s that preacher speakin’? And where’s he gonna be?”
“Wednesday night, seven o’clock,” the man replied; he motioned with his hammer in the direction of Kyle Field. “Right over there, fella.”
John grinned. “Thanks! Thanks a lot!”
“Sure thing. Be there, will you? And bring the family.”
“You can count on it!” John waved, his spirits buoyed by the idea of taking Billy to hear an evangelist who would really put the fear of the Lord back into Hawthorne, and drove on to work.
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Standing on the porch in the Wednesday evening twilight, Billy itched in a dark gray suit that was at least a size too small; his wrists jutted out from the coat, and the necktie his father had insisted he wear was about to choke the breath out of him. He’d accompanied his daddy to Peel’s barbershop just that afternoon for a severe haircut that had seemingly lowered his ears by two inches. The front was pomaded enough to withstand a windstorm, but a disobedient curly cowlick had already popped up in the back; he smelled strongly of Vitalis, an aroma he loved.
Though the suit made him feel as if bumblebees were crawling over him, he was excited and eager about the tent revival; he didn’t fully understand what went on at one, except that it was a lot like church, but people had been talking about it for several days, planning what to wear and who to sit with. As he and his father had passed Kyle Field that afternoon, Billy had seen the huge tent being staked down by the workmen, and a truck filled with sawdust to be used for covering the ground had rolled up into the grass like an enormous beetle. The tent, crisp-looking, brown and peaked at the center, took up almost the entire Softball field, its folds stirring in the dusty breeze as another truck with a heavy-duty electric winch played out thick black cables. Billy had wanted to stay and watch, because he’d never seen such activity in Hawthorne before, but John had hurried him on; driving back home, they’d both glanced silently at the ruin of the Booker house, and Billy liad squeezed his eyes shut.
A white full moon was rising in the darkening sky, and Billy watched with fascination as a long beam of light swept in a slow circle from the direction of Kyle Field. He heard his parents’ voices from within the house and almost flinched, but then he realized they weren’t arguing; everything had been fine today, since his mother had agreed to go to the tent revival with them. But when she’d at first refused to go, John had made the flimsy walls tremble with his shouts of indignation. The fighting had gone on for two days, usually with Ramona coldly silent and John circling hei; trying to bait her into anger. But now, Billy thought, they were all going to the tent revival together, like a real family.
In another few minutes, John and Ramona came out on the porch. He was wearing an old brown suit and a black bow tie on a slightly yellowed dress shirt. His face and hair were freshly scrubbed. He carried his Bible pressed to his side.
She wore a dark blue dress and a white shawl around her shoulders; her hair had been brushed until it shone and was allowed to tumble freely down to the middle of her back. It was not for the evangelist, or to placate John, that she’d decided to go, but because she’d been in the house so long; she wanted to see people—not that people would be oveijoyed, she knew, to see her.
Tonight, she decided, she would make herself be very strong. If she happened to see the black aura, she would quickly look away; but she probably wouldn’t see it, and everything would be just fine.
‘“Ready, bubber?” John asked his son. “Let’s go, then!”
They got into the car and drove away from the house. Won’t see it tonight, Ramona thought, her palms suddenly perspiring; no, probably won’t see it at all… .
Cars and pickup trucks were parked in rows all around the huge peaked tent, and there was a line of cars waiting to turn in beneath a long banner that read REVIVAL TONIGHT! EVERYBODY WELCOME! Men with flashlights were waving the vehicles into parking places, and John saw that school buses had brought whole loads of people. A gleaming silver Airstream trailer sat just behind the tent, separated from the parking lot by sawhorses. The air was filled with dust arid voices, and John heard the banner crackle above them as he pulled the car onto the field.
A man with a flashlight peered into the window and.grinned. “Evenin’ folks. Just pull on over to the right and follow the man who directs you over there.” He held up a bucket that was filling up with change. “Quarter to park, please.”
“Quarter? But … this is a public field, ain’t it?”
The man shook his bucket so the coins jingled. “Not tonight, fella.”
John found lint and fifteen cents in his pockets. Ramona opened her change purse, took out a dime, and gave it to him. They drove on, following the impatient swing of flashlights. They had to park at the far edge of the field, between two school buses; by the time they’d walked the fifty yards to the tent’s entranceway their carefully prepared clothes were scaled with dust. John took Billy’s hand as they stepped across the threshold.
The interior held more people than John had ever seen gathered together in his life, and still the folks were coming in, rapidly filling up the wooden folding chairs that faced a large raised platform. Golden light streamed from shaded bulbs hanging in rows from the tent’s high ceiling. Over the excited but restrained murmur of voices, a church organ played “The Old Rugged Cross” through two mighty speakers, one on each side of the platform. An American flag and the Stars and Bars of the Confederacy were suspended above the platform, the Old Glory just slightly higher than its rival. A bow-tied usher in a white coat came back to help them find a seat, and John said they wanted to sit as close to the front as they could.
As they walked along the narrow aisle, John was uneasily aware of the stares that were directed toward Ramona. Whispers skittered back and forth, and a whole row of elderly matrons who comprised the Dorcas Society stopped their sewing to stare and gossip. John felt his face redden and wished he’d never insisted she come with them; he’d never expected her to give in, anyway. He glanced back at Ramona and saw she was walking with her spine stiff and straight. He found three chairs together—not nearly as close to the platform as he’d wanted to get, but he couldn’t take the gauntlet of stares and whispers any longer—and he said to the usher, “Right here’s fine.”
At five minutes before seven there wasn’t enough room in the tent for a thin stick. The air was heavy and humid, though the ushers had rolled up the tent’s sides so a breeze could circulate; paper fans rustled like hummingbirds’ wings. The organ played “In the Garden” and then, promptly at seven, a dark-haired man in a blue suit came out from behind a curtain at the right of the platform and climbed several steps up to it, where a podium and microphone had been set up. He tapped the mike to make sure it was working and then surveyed the crowd with a gleeful, toothy smile. “How do!” he said loudly. He introduced himself as Archie Kane, minister of the Freewill Baptist Church in Fayette, and talked about how glad he was to see such a good response, as a choir in yellow robes assembled on the platform behind him. Billy, who’d been growing a little restless in the stifling heat, was excited again because he liked music.
Kane led the choir and assembly in several hymns, then a long rambling prayer punctuated by people calling out hallelujahs. Kane grinned, dabbed at his sweating face with a handkerchief, and said, “Brothers and sisters, I suppose those who know me have enough of me on Sunday mornin’s! So … there’s a gentleman I want to introduce to you right now/” Whoops and hollers spread over the crowd. “A fine gentleman and a man of God, born right here in Fayette Cbunty! I expect you already know his name and love him like I do, but I’m gonna say it anyway: the South’s greatest evangelist, Jimmy Jed FALCONER!”
There was an explosion of clapping and cheering, and people leaped to their feet. A fat man with a sweat-soaked plaid shirt rose up just in front of Billy, obscuring his view, but then John was rising to his feet with the rest of them and had swept Billy up high so he could see the man in the bright yellow suit who bounded to the platform.
Jimmy Jed Falconer grinned and raised his arms, and suddenly a huge poster began unrolling down the backdrop behind him, a black-and-white Jimmy Jed Falconer in almost the same pose the real one held. Across the poster’s top was the large red legend: THE FALCONER CRUSADE.
Falconer waited for the applause and whooping to die down, then stepped quickly to the microphone and said in a polished, booming voice, “Do you want to know how God speaks, neighbors?” Before anyone could answer, he’d pulled a pistol out of his coat, aimed it upward, and fired: crack! Women screamed, and men were startled. “That’s how He speaks!” Falconer thundered. “The Lord speaks like a gun, and you don’t know when you’re going to hear Him or what He’s going to say, but you’d sure better be on His right side when He does His talkin’!”
Billy watched the blue haze of gunsmoke waft upward, but he couldn’t see a bullethole. Blank he thought.
Falconer set the pistol atop the podium, then swept his intense blue-green gaze across the audience like the searchlight that still pierced the sky outside. Billy thought that the evangelist looked directly at him for a second, and a fearful thrill coursed through him. “Let’s pray,” Falconer whispered.
As the prayer went on, Ramona opened her eyes and lifted her head. She looked first at her son, his head bowed and eyes squeezed tightly shut, then directed her gaze across the tent to a . small, frail-looking boy she’d noticed even before Archie Kane had started speaking. Her heart was pounding. Enveloping the child was a shiny, purplish black cocoon of malignant light that pulsated like a diseased heart. The child’s head was bowed, his hands clasped tightly in prayer; he sat between his mother and father; two thin figures who had dressed in the pitiful rags of their Sunday best. As Ramona watched, the young mother placed her hand on the child’s shoulder and gently squeezed. Her face was gaunt, pale, grasping at the last straw of hope. Tears burned in Ramona’s eyes; the little boy was dying from some sickness, and would be dead soon: in a week, a day, several hours—she had no way of knowing when, but the black aura was clinging greedily to him, the sure harbinger of death that she had feared seeing in this crowded tent. She lowered her head, wondering as always when she saw it: What should I do?
And the awful answer, as always: There is nothing you can do.
“Amen,” Jimmy Jed Falconer said. The congregation looked up, ready for an explosion of fire and brimstone.
But he began softly, by whispering, “Sin.”
The sound of his voice made Billy tremble. John leaned forward slightly in his seat, his eyes wide and entranced; Ramona saw the dying child rest his head against his mother’s shoulder
“Sin,” Falconer repeated, gripping the podium. “What do you think of it? What do you think is a sin? Somethin’ you’re not supposed to do or say or think?” He closed his eyes for a second. “Oh Lord God, sin … it’s an evil that gets in the blood, gets in our hearts and minds and … corrupts, decays, makes rotten …”
He looked across the congregation, bright beads of sweat shining on his face. Then, in an instant, his placid expression changed; his lips curled, his eyes widened, and he growled, “SINNNNNN… . Can you smell it can you feel it can you see it? Do you know, neighbors, when you’ve sinned? I’ll tell you what sin is, neighbors, pure and simple: it’s walking away from God’s light, that’s what it is!” His ruddy face rippled with emotion, his voice taking the place of the silent organ, flowing up and down the scales. He pointed into the audience, at no one in particular, yet at everyone. “Have you ever stepped out of the light,” he whispered, “and found yourself in a dark place?”
Billy tensed, sat bolt upright.
“I mean a darrrrrk place,” the evangelist said, his voice deep and gravelly. “I mean a place so dark and Evil you can’t find your way out. Answer for yourselves: have you been there?”
Yes, Billy thought. And it’s still in my head, it comes to me at night when I try to sleep… .
“No matter where the place is—the poolhall, the gamblin’ room, the shothouse, or the moonshine still—there’s hope, neighbors. Or it might be even darker than that: it might be the Room of Lust, or Envy, or Adultery.If you’re in one of those dark places, then you’re a guest of Satan!”
Billy’s eyes widened, his heart thumping. The last nightmare he’d had, several nights before, streaked through his mind: in it he’d sat up in his bed and seen the black mountain of coal slithering toward him through the hallway, and then the awful white hand had plunged out and grasped Billy’s sheet … slowly, slowly pulling it off and to the floor.
“SATAN’S GOT YOU!” Falconer roared, the veins of his neck bulging. “That cloven-hoofed, horned, fork-tongued Devil has got you right in his clawwwwws”—he lifted his right hand into the aii; contorting it into a claw and twisting as if ripping flesh from the bone—”and he’s gonna squeeze you and mold you and make you like he isssss! … And if you’re a guest in Satan’s house and you like the dark, evil place, then you don’t belong here tonight!” The evangelist’s eyes glowed like spirit lamps, and now he lifted the microphone off its stand and paced the platform with nervous, electric energy. “Do you like the house of Satan? Do you like bein’ in that darrrk place, with him for company?” He stopped pacing, flailed the air with his fists, and raised his voice to a volume that almost blew out the speakers. “Well, I’m here to tell you there’s HOPE! You can BREAK OUT of Satan’s house! You can FIGHT that silver-tongued Devil and WIN, yes, WIN! ‘Cause there’s nowhere so dark—not poolhall nor brothel nor Room of Adultery—where you can’t find the Light of Jeeeesus! Nosir! It might be just one little candle, but it’s there, neighbor! And if you follow that light it’ll get bigger and brighter, and it’ll sure enough lead you right out of that dark place! The light of Jeeeesus will save you from sin and corruption and the everlastin’ burning fire of the PIT!” He stabbed his forefinger downward, and someone sitting behind Billy yelped, “Amen!”
Falconer grinned. He clapped his hands together like a second gunshot, and shouted, “Glory be to God, ‘cause there’s power in the blood!” He lifted his head upward like a dog baying toward the moon. “Praise be the Light! Praise be the Redemption of the Sinnnnner!” Then he was right at the edge of the platform, falling down on his knees with his hands tightly clasped. He whispered, “And do you know how to find that Light, neighbors? Do you know how to renounce your sins and get out of that dark place? You’ve got to confess those sins!” He leaped up, bounding across the platform. His face streamed with sweat. “Confess! Give it all up to Jeeeesus! You’ve got to lay that darrrrk place out for the Lord to see!”
Confess? Billy thought, his heart hammering. Is that what I have to do to get it out of me? Around him people were crying and moaning; his daddy’s head was bowed in prayer; his momma was staring straight at the evangelist with a glazed look in her eyes. Confess? Billy asked himself, feeling a shiver of terror; if he didn’t confess, how would he ever escape the dark place?
“Confess! Confess! Confess!” Falconer was shouting, pointing his finger at random into the congregation. A heavy-hipped woman in a print dress stood up and began shaking, strange gurglings coming out of her mouth as her eyes rolled back in her head. She lifted her fleshy arms, crying out, “Praise God!” through the gibberish. Then a crewcut man in overalls rose to his feet and began jumping as if buck dancing, his boots stirring up clouds of sawdust. “CONFESS! CONFESS!” the evangelist roared. “Get out of that dark, dark place in your soul! Lay it out for the Lord!” He paced the platform, raising people from their seats with broad sweeps of his arms, as if they were attached to him on strings. John stood up and pulled Billy with him. “Glory be to God!” John shouted.
Falconer clutched at the microphone. “Is the Spirit with us tonight, neighbors?”
“YES!”
“Are we gonna lay it all out for the Lord tonight?”
“YES!”
“Praise the Spirit! Now folks, I want you to know that without you, and without the Hand of God moving you as He sees fit, the Falconer Crusade couldn’t go on like it does, year after year! We’re passin’ the collection plates now, and I want you folks to look deep into your hearts! Remember: Satan don’t want you to give! Nosir! Ol’ Satan wants that money for the gamblin’ den and the moonshine still! If you feel the Spirit with us, if you want to confess your sins, then dig into your pockets and give! Hallelujah!”
Organ chords crashed through the speakers. The choir began to sing “Love Lifted Me,” and Falconer returned the microphone to its cradle, then clapped in rhythm to the music until everyone in the tent was clapping and singing. The golden light was full of sawdust, the air heavy and sweat-drenched. As the collection plate passed Billy, he saw it was filled with dollar bills.
When the offering was over and the plates had been taken up, Falconer shed his yellow coat and turned his blazing smile on full wattage. His shirt stuck to his back and ample belly. “Folks,” he said, “maybe you didn’t come here tonight just to hear me preach. Maybe you have other needs that have to be met. Right now I want to introduce somebody who’s real close to my heart. You might’ve heard about this young man. Folks, here’s my son— Little Wayne Falconer!”
There were loud whoops and hollers, and a small figure in a bright yellow suit ran up the steps to the platform, throwing himself into his father’s arms. The evangelist caught him, and grinning, held him high. Billy craned his neck to get a good look. The little boy in Falconer’s arms had a mass of curly red hair, and his smile was even more incandescent than his father’s. Staring at him as the people in the audience shouted and applauded, Billy felt a strange stirring in the pit of his stomach. The boy’s gaze swept the crowd and seemingly lingered on him for a few seconds. Billy had the sudden urge to race forward to that stage and touch that boy.
“Wayne?” the evangelist asked. “Do you feel the Presence in this tent tonight?”
A silence fell. “Yes, Daddy,” the little boy said into the microphone.
“Do you hear the Presence callin’ on you to do miracles?”
“Yes, Daddy.”
“Miracles!” Falconer shouted to the congregation. “You heard me right! The Lord has seen fit to work through my son! This boy has a power in him that’ll shake you to your shoes, neighbors!” He lifted the boy as high as he could, and Wayne beamed. Again, Billy felt drawn toward that boy. “Are there those here tonight in need of healing?”
“Yes!” many in the audience cried out. Ramona saw that the young woman with the dying child—purplish black cocoon writhing, pulsating, sending out oily tendrils—had raised both arms, tears rolling down her face. The child clung around her neck, while the father whispered to him and smoothed his hair.
“Wayne, is the Presence gonna work through you tonight?”
The little boy’s eyes glowed with inner fire. He nodded.
Falconer set his son down, then handed the microphone to Wayne. Then he lifted his arms and shouted to the audience, “DO YOU BELIEVE IN MIRACLES?”
The tent was filled with clamorous shouts and cries, and already people were rising from their seats to approach the platform. Electricity sparked in the air. Beside Billy, John was dazed and weak with excitement.
Wayne Falconer took a stance like a fighting rooster at the platform’s edge. His jaw was set and determined, though his eyes flickered nervously back and forth across the tent. “Who needs a miracle here tonight?” he called out, in a voice that carried almost as much power as his father’s.
People started pushing forward, many of them weeping. Ramona watched the couple with the dying child stand up and get in the line that was forming along the aisle. “Come on!” Wayne shouted. “Don’t be afraid!” He glanced back at his father for reassurance, then stretched out his hand for the first person in line, an elderly man in a red checked shirt. “Let the Lord work His miracles!”
The man gripped Wayne’s hand. “What’s your sickness, brother?” Wayne asked, and put the microphone to the man’s lips.
“My stomach’s got pains … my joints, oh Lord God they’re always achin’, and 1 can’t sleep at night … I’m sick …”
Wayne placed his hand on the man’s brown, creased forehead and closed his eyes tightly. “Satan’s causin’ this sufferin’!” he cried out. “Satan’s in you, ‘cause people with God in their souls don’t get sick!” He’clamped his small hand to the man’s head. “Come out, Satan of pain and sickness! I command you to come … out!” He trembled like a live wire, and the man’s legs sagged. An usher stepped forward to help him away, but then the elderly man was dancing in a circle, his arms uplifted and a wide grin on his face. “Walk the way of God!” Wayne shouted.
The line kept moving forward, full of people whose knees were aching, whose hearing was deteriorating, who were short of breath. Wayne healed them all, commanding the Satan of bad knees, bad hearing, and shortness of breath to leave their bodies. Behind him, Falconer smiled proudly and urged people to come up.
Ramona saw the couple with the child reach the platform. Wayne thrust the microphone to the woman’s lips.
“Donnie’s so weak,” she said in an emotion-laden voice. “Something’s wrong with his blood, the doctors say.” She sobbed brokenly. “Oh God sweet Jesus we’re poor sinners, and we had to give up one baby ‘cause there weren’t no food. God’s punishin’ me ‘cause I went and sold our little baby to a man in Fayette. …”
Wayne gripped the boy’s head. The child began crying weakly. “Satan’s in this boy’s blood! I command you, Satan—come out!” The child jerked and wailed. “He won’t need a doctor again!” Wayne said. “He’s healed!”
Ramona reached for Billy’s hand. She clenched it tightly, her insides trembling. The black aura around that child had gotten deeper and stronger. Now the parents were grinning and sobbing, hugging the little boy between them. The black aura swelled. She stared at Wayne Falconer, her eyes widening. “No,” she whispered. “No, it’s not true. …”
And to her horroi; she saw an aged woman leaning on a cane stagger forward. The black aura clung to this woman too. The woman spoke into the microphone about her heart pains, and she said she was taking medicine but needed a miracle.
“Throw away that medicine, sister!” Wayne crowed as she was helped away by an usher. “You’re healed, you won’t need it!”
The black aura pulsated around her
“No!” Ramona said, and started to rise to her feet. “It’s not—”
But then Billy pulled free from her and was running up the aisle. She shouted, “Billy!” but John’s hand closed on her arm. “Leave him be!” he said. “He knows what he’s doing—finally!”
When Billy reached the front, a grinning usher swept him up so he could speak into the microphone. Up close, the young evangelist—about his own age, Billy realized—had eyes that glinted like chips of blue ice. Wayne started to reach out for him, then stopped; the power of his grin seemed to falter, and there was a hint of confusion in his eyes. Billy could feel the hair at the back of his neck standing on end.
“Sin!” Billy wailed. Suddenly he was crying, unable to hold it in any longer. “I’ve sinned, I’ve been in the dark place and I need to confess!”
Wayne paused, his hand out toward the other boy. Suddenly he trembled, and his hand closed into a fist. He stepped back from the edge of the platform as his father quickly brushed past him and took the microphone. Falconer helped Billy up. “Confess it, son!” Falconer told him, putting the microphone to his lips as Wayne watched.
“I went into the dark place!” The loudness of his voice through the speakers startled him. He was crackling with electricity, and he could feel Wayne Falconer’s stare on him. Everyone was watching him. “I … I saw Evil! It was in the basement, and …”
Ramona suddenly rose to her feet.
“… it crawled up out of the coal pile and it … it looked like Will Booker, but its face was so white you could almost see right through it!” Tears rolled down Billy’s cheeks. The audience was silent. “It spoke to me … and said for me to tell people … where he was… .”
“Billy!” John Creekmore shouted, breaking the awful silence. He stood up, gripping the chair before him, his face agonized.
“I sinned by going into the dark place!” Billy cried out. He turned to reach for Falconer’s hand, but the evangelist’s eyes were ticking back and forth. Falconer had sensed the gathering explosion, had seen the poisonous looks on the faces of the crowd.
And from the rear of the tent came a voice: “Demon!”
Someone else—Ralph Leighton’s voice, John realized— shouted, “The boy’s cursed, just like his mother! We all knew it, didn’t we?”
“He’s got the dark seed in him!”
“Like his mother, the Hawthorne witch!”
The tent erupted with ugly shouts. On the platform Billy felt a wave of hatred and fear crash over him. He stood stunned.
“He’s a child of the witch!” Leighton shouted, from the rear of the tent. “His mother’s Ramona Creekmore, and they don’t belong in here!”
J.J. Falconer had sweat on his face. He sensed their mood, and he knew also what he had to do. He gripped Billy by the scruff of the neck. “Demon, do you say?” he crowed. “Are this boy and his mother pawns in the hand of Satan?” The name Ramona Creekmore had struck an alarm bell of recognition in him: Ramona Creekmore, the Hawthome Valley witch, the woman who supposedly spoke with the dead and weaved evil spells. And this was her son? His showmanship went into high gear “We’ll drag the Devil right out of this boy tonight! We’ll pull out Old Scratch, a-kickin’ and—”
Then there was utter silence. Ramona Creekmore was walking along the aisle, looking to neither right nor left. She said in a soft but commanding voice. “Take your hand off my son.”
Falconer released his grip, his eyes narrowing.
Ramona helped Billy down. Behind Falconer she saw Wayne’s frightened face, and something inside her twisted. Then she turned to face the mob. “You scared sheep!” she said, in a voice that carried to the back of the tent. “Nobody’s been healed here tonight! People who think they’re sick are being told they’re well, but those in real need are being doomed by false hope!” Her heart pounded. “It’s akin to murdei; what these two are doing!”
“Shut your damned mouth!” a woman shouted. It was the young mother; still clutching her child.
Ramona turned toward Falconer. “Murdei;” she said, her eyes flashing. “Because deep in your hearts, you know what you’re doing is wrong.” She looked at the boy, who trembled and stepped back under her gaze.
The evangelist roared, “Do you know what the Unpardonable Sin is? It’s seeing the Lord’s Power and calling it the Devil’s Work! You’re lost to the Lord, woman!” A cheer went up. “You’re lost!” he bellowed.
Before the ushers rushed them out of the tent, Billy looked over his shoulder. Behind the yellow-suited man, the boy in yellow stood rigid and frozen, his mouth half open. Their gazes met and locked. Billy felt righteous hatred, bitter and hot, flowing’from that boy.
Then they were out in the field, and the ushers warned them not to come back.
They waited for over ten minutes, but John never came out. The congregation began singing in loud, loud voices. When Falconer’s voice boomed out, Billy felt his mother tremble. She took his hand and they began to walk into the darkness toward home.
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“Billy? Son, wake up! Wake up, now!” He sat up in the darkness, rubbing his eyes. He could make out a vague figure standing over his bed, and he recognized his daddy’s voice. Billy had cried himself to sleep a few hours earlier; when his mother had told him that John was upset at them and might not come home for a while. Billy was puzzled, and didn’t understand what had gone wrong. The power of that young evangelist had drawn him to the stage, but when he’d confessed his sin everything had gone bad. Now, at least, his daddy had come home.
“I’m sorry,” Billy said. “I didn’t mean to—”
“Shhhh. We have to be quiet. We don’t want your mother to hear; do we?”
“Why not?”
“She’s alseep,” John said. “We don’t want to wake her up. This is just something between us two men. I want you to put on your shoes. No need to change clothes, your pajamas’ll do just fine. There’s something I want to show you. Hurry now, and be real quiet.”
There was something harsh about his father’s voice, but Billy put on his shoes as the man asked.
“Come on,” John said. “We’re going out for a walk. Just the two of us.”
“Can’t I turn on a light?” “No. Open the front door for your daddy now, and remember to be quiet.”
Out in the humid night, crickets hummed in the woods. Billy followed his father’s shape in the darkness. They walked down the driveway and toward the main road. When Billy tried to take his father’s hand, John drew away and walked a little faster. He’s still mad at me, Billy thought.
“Didn’t I do right?” Billy asked—the same question he’d repeatedly asked his mother on that long walk home. “I wanted to confess my sin, like that preacher said to.”
“You did fine.” John slowed his pace. They were walking alongside the main road now, in the opposite direction from Hawthorne. “Just fine.”
“But then how come everybody got mad?” His father looked a lot taller than usual. “How come you wouldn’t go home with us?”
“1 had my reasons.”
They walked on a bit further The night sky was ablaze with stars. Billy was still sleepy, and he was puzzled as to where his father was taking him. John had started walking a few paces ahead of Billy, a little more out into the road. “Daddy?” Billy said. “When that boy looked at me, I . ? . felt somethin’ funny inside me.”
“Funny? Like how?”
“I don’t know. I thought about it all the way home, and I told Momma about it too. It was kin-da like the time I went into the Booker house. I didn’t really want to, but I felt like I had to. When I saw that boy’s face, 1 felt like I had to go up there, to be close to him. Why was that, Daddy?”
“I don’t know.”
“Momma says it was because he’s … He paused, trying to recall the word. “Charis … charismatic. Somethin’like that.”
John was silent for a moment. Then he abruptly stopped, his face lifted toward the darkness. Biliy had never remembered him looking so big.
John said quietly, “Let’s cross the road here. What I want to show you is on the other side.”
“Yes sit”
Billy followed his father. His eyes had began to droop, and he yawned.
The concrete trembled beneath his feet.
And from around a wooded curve thirty feet away came the dazzling headlights of a huge tractor-trailer rig, its high exhaust pipe spouting smoke, its diesel engine roaring.
Billy, caught in the center of the highway, was blinded and dazed; his legs were leaden, and he saw his father’s shape before him in the headlights.
Except it was no longer John Creekmore. It was a huge, massive beast of some kind—a seven-foot-tall, hulking monster. Its head swiveled, its sunken eyes burning dark red; Billy saw it looked like a wild boar, and the beast grinned as it whirled into dark mist before the headlights of the speeding truck.
The driver, who hadn’t slept for over twenty-four hours, only vaguely saw something dark in front of the truck. Then there was a boy in pajamas standing rooted in the middle of the road. With a cry of alarm, he hit the emergency brake and wildly swerved.
“Billy!” It was Ramona’s voice, calling from the distance.
The clarity of it snapped Billy into action; he leaped toward the roadside, losing one shoe, and tumbled down into a ditch as the truck’s wheels crushed past only inches away from him. He could feel the hot blast of the truck’s exhaust scorching his back, and then his face was pressed into dirt and weeds.
The truck screeched to a stop, leaving rubber for fifty feet. “You little fool!” the driver shouted. “What the hell’s wrong with you, boy?”
Billy didn’t answer. He lay curled up in the ditch, shaking, until his mother found him. “It was Daddy,” he whispered brokenly, as the truck driver continued to yell. “It was Daddy, but it wasn’t Daddy. He wanted me to die, Momma. He wanted me to get run over!”
Ramona held him while he sobbed, and told the driver to go on. Lord God! she thought. Has it started already? She stared into the darkness, knowing what had to be done to protect her son’s life.
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Evening was falling, and still John hadn’t come home. Ramona sat on the porch swing, as she had for most of the day, working on a new piece of needlepoint in the lamplight and watching the highway for John’s car. The memory of what had happened last night still sent a tremor of terror through her. It had been in the house, she knew, and she hadn’t even heard it! It had tricked Billy, tried to kill him.
She felt an undercurrent of evil in the valley, running like silt in a stream. It had been in the Booker house the night of the violence; it had been in John’s eyes when he’d come home one night smelling of tar; and it had been in that revival meeting last night, laughing and kicking up its heels as sick people were told Satan was in them and that they should throw away their medicine. The idea that only sinners got sick was ludicrous to hei; and yet those two—Falconer and the boy—were trading on that inhuman notion.
She’d realized from the very beginning, when she’d seen a lanky red-haired boy at a barn social and her heart had galloped away with her head, that John should know everything about her Her mother had urged her to tell him, and several times she’d tried—but John hadn’t seemed to want to listen to any of it. Of course he’d found out after they were married. How could she have kept it from him? There were so many people, in little hamlets across Alabama, who’d heard the stories about her mother, Rebekah. For the first few years, John had shown her a gentle, loving kindness—but then it had all changed.
She recalled the day over thirteen years ago when a man named Hank Crotty, from Sulligent, had come to see hei; and John, though puzzled, had let him in. Crotty said he’d first gone to see
Rebekah Fairmountain, but the old woman had sent him to Ramona with a message: It’s your turn now.
Her Mystery Walk called for her; how could she turn away?
Crotty’s brother had been killed in a hunting accident two months before. But–and Crotty’s face had gone dark with despair as John’s had gone pale—some part of the dead man kept trying to get home, back to his wife and children. Something kept knocking on the door in the dead of the night, trying to get in. Crotty had broken into tears and begged for her help.
And that was how John had been made to realize the truth of Ramona’s legacy: that in her Choctaw blood was the power to lay the dead to rest.
She’d waited alone at that house near Sulligent for two nights before the revenant came. It was first a small grayish blue light in the woods, and then as it approached the house it was a misty blue shape that took on the appearance of a man. Finally it was the outline of a man in a camouflage hunting jacket, his hands elapsed to a hole in his belly. Ramona had stepped between the revenant and the house; it had abruptly stopped, shimmering in the darkness, and Ramona had felt its confusion and agony. It was the essence of a human being, trying desperately to cling to life, not realizing it could give up its pain and confusion and pass on to another better place. Her mother had taught her what to do, and Ramona had spoken gently to it, calling its name, bringing it closer to her by sheer willpower It trembled like a small child who sees a lighted doorway but fears traveling through a dark corridor to get there. The entrance was through Ramona, and she would have to take its terror and earthly emotions into her so it could pass on unencumbered.
Finally, after a long time of trying to make the revenant understand it could no longer exist in this world, it had swept toward her as if rushing into her arms. The sheer force of its agony staggered her backward. She felt the bullethole in her stomach, felt the awful yearning to touch wife and children, felt a hundred different emotions that had to be left behind, inside her.
And then she was alone in the dark, lying on the ground, sobbing and full of terror. But the revenant had gone, shedding its pain like a dead old skin.
For a long time, the pain stayed with her. She felt that bullet wound in a dozen nightmares. A package had come from her mother In it was a needlepoint kit and a note: I heard you did mighty good. I’m proud of you. But this won’t be the last time. Remember I told you that once you’d done it, you’d have to handle the feelings that were left inside you? I recall you liked to sew as a little girl. Make me a pretty picture. I love you.
John had finally allowed himself to touch her again. But then the next caller came, and the next—and John had withdrawn into a scared chunk of ice. She’d been carefully watching Billy these last few years. He’d had his first contact with a revenant—a strong one, too, who’d needed his help badly. She hoped he’d be spared the ability to see the black aura, a power that hadn’t developed in her until she was in her late teens. To her, that was the worst of it: knowing who was going to die, and not being able to help.
Ramona looked up, catching her breath. A car’s headlights showed on the highway; the car turned in and started up toward the house. She rose unsteadily to her feet, clutching a porch post. It was Sheriff Bromley’s dark blue Pontiac.
Bromley stopped the car and got out. “Evenin’, Mrs. Creekmore,” he drawled, and walked toward the porch. He was a big man with a large, square jaw and a flat boxer’s nose; he wore a CAT cap, a tan shirt, and tan trousers that made his belly roll slightly over his belt. His only concession to the job was a utility belt holding a flashlight, a pair of handcuffs, and a .38 Special.
The screen door banged open and Billy, carrying the oil lamp he’d been reading a Hardy Boys book by, came running out of the house, expecting to see his father stepping out of the Olds. When he saw Sheriff Bromley he stopped as abruptly as if he’d run into a brick wall.
“Hi, Billy,” the sheriff said; there was a thin, uneasy smile on his face. He cleared his throat and returned his gaze to Ramona. “I … uh … was at the tent revival last night. I guess most of Hawthorne was. I’m sorry you were treated roughly, but . .
“Has anything happened to John?”
Bromley said, “No. Isn’t he here?” He worked his fingers into his belt loops and stared off into the darkness for a few seconds. “No, this isn’t about John. I just have to ask Billy a few questions.”
“Questions about what?”
He shifted uneasily.
“About Will Booker;” he said finally.
“Billy, set that lamp on the table here to give us more light. You heard the sheriff. Will you answer his questions truthfully?”
He nodded uneasily.
Bromley stepped closer to the porch. “I have to ask you these things, Billy. That don’t mean I want to.”
“It’s okay.”
“Well … just when was it that you went down into the Bookers’ basement?”
“The last part of April. I didn’t mean to go in there, I know it was private property, but …”
“Why did you decide to go down there in the first place?”
“I heard a …” He glanced at his mother, but she was staring out toward the highway, letting him handle this on his own. “I heard a tapping. Behind the basement door.”
“Did you go back there again, after you … saw what you said you saw?”
“Nosir. I couldn’t go back to that place again.”
Bromley looked into Billy’s eyes for a few seconds, then sighed and nodded. “I believe you, boy. Now can I speak to your momma alone for just a minute?”
Billy took his lamp, leaving hers burning on the wicker table, and went inside. Fireflies winked in the woods, a chorus of toads began burping down at the green pond. She waited for him to speak.
“After Dave Booker killed them,” Bromley said in a distant, wearied voice, “he stuffed Julie Ann’s body beneath a bed, and he locked Katy’s in a closet. It was … like he wanted to get rid of them, or pretend it hadn’t happened. We searched for Will all through that house, up in the woods, under the front porch, everywhere we could think of. We looked for bones in the furnace, got a diver to go down into the well behind the Booker place, even dragged Semmes Lake. We looked through that coal pile, too, but we … never dug up the floor underneath it.” He took his cap off and scratched his scalp. “That’s where Will was, all the time. His little body was … curled up in a croaker sack. Looked like he might have been beat to death with a shovel or somethin’, from the broken bones. Ah, this whole thing has been mighty shitty, ‘scuse my French.” He worked the cap back down onto his head again. “Link Patterson, Cale Joinei; and me found Will this morning. I’ve had to handle some bad things in my time, but this is the …” He suddenly reached out and gripped a porch post, his knuckles whitening. “Mrs. Creekmore?” he said hoarsely, as if fighting emotions he knew a sheriff wasn’t supposed to show. “I’m so sorry about what happened to you last night. I should’ve … done something, I guess. …”
“No need.”
“You … know what kind of things are said about you, don’t you? I’ve heard ‘em too, but I never gave them no account.” His mouth worked, forming the words that were hard to find. “Are they true?”
She didn’t answer. She knew he wanted desperately to understand, to know the secrets in her mind, and for an instant she wanted to trust him because maybe—just maybe—there was within this bearish man the spark of his own Mystery Walk. But then the instant passed, and she knew she could never bring herself to trust anyone in Hawthorne ever again.
“I don’t believe in ghosts!” the sheriff said indignantly. “That’s just … fool’s talk! But can you answer me this? How did Billy know Will Booker was under that coal pile?” There was a long silence, broken only by the frogs and crickets. And then Bromley said, “Because he’s like you, isn’t he?”
Ramona’s chin lifted slightly. “Yes,” she said. “Like me.”
“He’s just a little boy! What . . ? what in the name of Heaven is his life going to be like, if he’s cursed to see ghosts and … God knows what else! …”
“Is your business finished, sheriff?”
Bromley blinked uncertainly, feeling a raw power in her leveled stare. “Yes … except for one last thing. Jimmy Jed Falconer is a well respected and loved man in this county, and that son of his is a bona fide miracle worker When you jump up and start yellin’ ‘Murder’ you’d best be standing on solid ground unless you want a slander suit slapped on you.”
“Slander? Isn’t that saying things that aren’t true? Then I’ve no need to worry, do I? Did that man, or someone from his Crusade, tell you to say that to me?”
“Maybe, maybe not. Just listen to what’s said. Now my business is finished.” He turned and stalked to his cat; but paused with the door open. “You know things are never going to be the same for Billy ever again, don’t you?” He got into the car and backed off down the road.
Ramona waited until the sheriff’s car had gone, then took the ‘amp and went inside. Billy was sitting in his father’s chair in the front room, his lamp and the Mystery of the Missing Chums on a table beside him. She knew that he must’ve heard everything said on the porch. “Sheriff Bromley found Will,” he said.
“Yes.”
“But how could it be Will if Will was already dead?”
“I don’t think it was Will as you knew him, Billy. I think it was … some part of Will that was scared and alone, and he’d been waiting for you to help him.”
Billy frowned, his jaw working. “Did I help him, Momma?”
“I don’t know. But I think that maybe you did; I think that he didn’t want to be left lying alone in that basement. Who would want to wake up in the dark, without anyone near to help them?”
Billy had thought about his next question for a long time, and now he had to force himself to ask it. “Is Will going to Heaven or Hell?”
“I think … he’s already spent enough time in Hell, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll make our supper now,” Ramona said, and touched the boy’s cheekbone. He was over his skittishness from the night before, but there were unanswered questions in his eyes. “I’ll heat up the vegetable broth and fix some corn muffins, how about that?”
“Isn’t Daddy ever comin’ home?”
“He’ll be home, sooner or later But right now he’s scared. Do you understand that not everybody could’ve seen what was left of Will Booker, and very few could’ve helped him like you have?”
“I don’t know,” he said uncertainly, his face a patchwork of orange light and black shadows.
“I wish I could help you with all of it,” she said softly. She gripped his hand and held it. “God knows I do, but there are some things you have to find out on your own. But maybe .. . maybe your gram can help you in a way I can’t because there’s still so much I don’t understand myself. …”
“Gram help me? How?”
“She can start you over at the beginning. She can reshape you and mold you, just like she molds those pieces she makes on her potter’s wheel. She did that for me, too, a long time ago, just as her daddy did for her Your gram can teach you things that I can’t.”
He thought about this for a minute, his brow furrowed. He loved his grandmother’s place—a white house on three thickly wooded acres with plenty of meandering trails to follow—but what would his father say? “When would we go?” he asked.
“Why not in the morning? We could catch the bus down at the grocery store and be there by early afternoon. But we’ll go only if you want to.”
“What kind of things do I have to learn?”
“Special things,” Ramona said. “Things you won’t learn anywhere else. Some of it will be easy and fun, and some of it … won’t be; some of it may even hurt. You’re standing on the edge between being a child and being a man, Billy, and maybe there are things you can understand better this summer than you could in the next.”
There was a darkly luminous look in Ramona’s eyes that both unsettled Billy and sparked his curiosity; it was like seeing something sparkle down along a forest path he’d never dared explore before. He said, “All right. I’ll go.”
“Then you’re going to need to get some clothes together, ‘cause we might be staying at Gram’s for a while. Why don’t you get some of your underwear and socks out of your desk, and while you’re doing that I’ll get my clothes ready too. Then we’ll eat supper All right?”
In the lamplight, Billy opened one of his desk drawers and laid a few pair of Fruit-of-the-Looms out on his bed. Then he rummaged for some socks, his T-shirts, and—his favorite—his Lone Ranger suspenders. His shirts and jeans were hanging in his mother’s closet, so he’d have to get to them later. He leaned down and reached under the cot, pulling out a large paper sack; in it was a Dutch Masters cigar box he’d found on the roadside last summei; and contained within the box—which still smelled vaguely of cheroots—were Billy’s earthly treasures.
He could use the paper sack to carry his clothes in, he decided, and now he sat on the cot with the cigar box on his lap and opened the lid.
Inside were several green cat’s-eye marbles, smooth brown creek stones, a rock with the faint impression of a skeletal leaf pressed on it, a Duncan yo-yo that whistled, twenty-five Civil War bubble-gum cards with gory battle pictures on them, and …
Billy tilted the cigar box toward the light. He stared into the box, his eyes slowly widening; then he turned the lamp’s wick up, because suddenly the room had seemed too dark by far.
A small piece of coal, glittering in the orange light, lay half buried under the Civil War cards. I didn’t put that in there, Billy thought; or did I? He couldn’t remember; no, no he was sure he hadn’t. At first it looked only like a bulbous black lump, but as he stared at it he found himself recalling Will Booker’s face in great detail, and he could remember the good times they’d had together He picked it up and held it close to his face, studying the dark ridges.
He didn’t know how the coal had gotten there, but he knew there was a purpose behind it. Will was dead, yes, Billy knew, but something of the boy lived on in Billy’s memories; and if you could remember—truly remember, Billy thought—then you could stop time, and nothing ever died. His fist slowly closed around the coal, a sensation of warmth spreading up his arm to his elbow.
His mind went back to the night before. He frowned, recalling the way that young evangelist, Wayne Falconet; had stared at him. He didn’t understand what his mother had said about the healing being “akin to murdei;” but he knew she’d sensed something strange about them as he had, something that he couldn’t fully perceive.
Nightsounds pressed in on the house. Billy sat listening for the sound of his father’s car pulling up in front, but it didn’t come. The image of a beast in a truck’s headlights came at him with no warning. He shuddered, then finally replaced the piece of coal in the cigar box and put his clothes down into the paper sack, getting ready for tomorrow’s journey.
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Jimmy Jed Falconer awakened in the soft blue light before dawn, brought out of sleep by Toby’s barking in the meadow. He lay awake, his pretty blond wife Camille sleeping at his side, and listened to Toby. Chasin’ rabbits, he mused, as the barking faded in the direction of the woods. When he thought of the dog, he naturally thought of the miracle.
It had happened on that day in April. Cammy had been washing dishes in the kitchen when she’d heard Wayne scream, and she’d raced out of the house to see what had happened. Wayne was running toward her with the bloody bag of dogflesh in his arms, and his mouth was open and straining to cry out again. He’d stumbled and fallen to the ground, and when Cammy had reached him she’d seen that Toby was already almost dead, the breath coming in whining hitches from its crushed chest. The big dog’s sinewy body was a mess of shattered bones, its head crooked at an awful angle and blood dripping from its floppy ears. Wayne had screamed, “Truck hit him, Momma! I saw it happen! Get somebody to make Toby well!”
But Cammy hadn’t known what to do, and all the leaking blood had repulsed her She’d stepped back, dazed, and her son—the tears streaming down his livid, dusty face—had shrieked at hei; “GET SOMEBODY!” in a voice that had shaken her to her soul. She’d started running for the phone to call Jimmy Jed in Birmingham at his advertising meeting, but she knew that Toby wouldn’t last more than a few minutes longer. At the front door she’d looked over her shoulder and seen Wayne bent down over the dog, his new jeans filthy with dust and blood.
The long-distance operator had just answered when she’d heard Wayne’s voice rise in a blood-curdling shout that stretched on for several seconds: “TOOOOOBBBBBYYYYYY!” She’d dropped the receiver, and was so startled her hair had almost stood on end. She had gone to calm Wayne down, then stopped on the porch, watching Wayne lift Toby, stumble and almost fall again, and then come walking slowly toward her, dust puffing off the driveway around his shoes.
And he was grinning. Ear to ear His eyes were red and tear-swollen, but they’d burned with an electric power that was like nothing Cammy had ever seen before. She’d actually felt herself shrinking backward, against the white porch railing. He’d said in a hoarse voice, “Toby’s all better now. …”
Wayne had put Toby down, and Cammy had almost swooned. The dog’s bones had been mended as if by a mad scientist
* . or a frantic child. The head was frighteningly crooked, the front legs splayed and the back ones turned inward, the spine twisted and humped like a camel’s. It was something that had stepped out of a freak show; but the dog’s breathing wasn’t labored anymore, and though it staggered for balance and its eyes were dazed, Camille could see that Toby was no longer near death. Then she’d gotten her feet uprooted from the porch floor, and somehow she’d made that call to Birmingham.
Falconer grinned to himself. He’d seen the X rays Dr. Considine had taken; the bones were a mess, jigsawed together haphazardly, but they were firmly cemented and showed only faint signs of having been snapped or crushed. The vet was frankly amazed at Toby’s condition, telling Falconer that this was beyond science … way beyond. Toby’s movement was limited, so his legs had to be rebroken and properly set, but now the dog had gotten used to its crimped spine and crooked neck and could run through the meadows of the Falconer estate like blue blazes again. And the question had begun ticking in Falconer’s brain: if his son could heal an animal, what could he do for human beings?
The answer came in the shape of a beatup blue Ford pickup, carrying a grim-faced man and woman and a little girl with the perfect face of a doll. Their names were Gantt, they lived on the other side of Fayette, and they’d heard talk about J.J. Falconer’s son from a friend, who’d heard the story in a direct line from the mouth of a certain veterinarian. The little girl couldn’t walk; her father had told Falconer that her legs had “gone to sleep and never woked up.”
Falconer had gone upstairs to Wayne’s room, where model airplanes hung on thin wires from the ceiling. The boy was at his desk, patiently gluing together the fuselage of a Revell P-38. Falconer had pulled up a chair and watched him work for a minute in silence. The boy was very good with his hands, and was in love with airplanes. “There’s somebody downstairs who wants to meet you,” the evangelist had said finally.
“Who, Daddy?”
“A man and woman and their little girl. She’s seven, and her name’s Cheryl. Do you want to know why they’re here?”
He nodded, carefully gluing a wing into place.
“Because of how you fixed Toby. Remember what you told me, that when you saw Toby about to die your head started aching so bad you thought it was going to explode, and then you felt that you had to lay your hands on Toby, and you wanted Toby to be fixed more than anything in the world?”
Wayne had put down his work and stared at his father his eyes bright blue and puzzled. “Yes sir.”
“And you said that in your mind you thought very hard of Toby’s bones coming back together again, that your hands were tingling like they do when they’ve gone to sleep, and everywhere you touched you could feel the bones move?”
Wayne had nodded.
Falconer had gingerly touched his son’s shoulder “Cheryl and her folks have come here to ask for you help, son. Her legs are asleep, and they need to be fixed.”
Wayne looked bewildered. “Did a truck hit her?”
“No. I think this is a sickness in her mind and her nerves. But she needs … whatever it is you used before, to fix Toby. Do you think you can do that again?”
“I don’t know. It’s … it’s different. Maybe I can’t ever do it again, maybe I used all of it up the first time because I thought so hard. It made my head hurt so bad, Daddy… .”
“Yes, I know. But didn’t it make you feel good too? Didn’t it set you on fire, couldn’t you hear the voice of God and feel His Power at work inside you?”
“I guess, but …”
“You’re a healei; son. A living, breathing miracle-working healer!” He’d placed one of his large rough hands over his son’s. “You’ve got the power in you, and it’s been given to you for a very special purpose. Cheryl and her folks are waitin’ downstairs, right now. What shall I tell ‘em?”
“I … I did it because I love Toby so much, Daddy. I don’t even know this little girl!”
Falconer had leaned close to him, and lowered his voice. “Do it because you love me.”
A sheet was draped over the dining-room table, and Cheryl Gantt was laid on her back by her father. The little girl trembled and clutched at her mother’s hand as Wayne stood over hei; seemingly not knowing what to do. Falconer nodded encouragement to him; Cammy, overwrought by the whole thing, had to leave the house and sit on the porch until it was finished. When Wayne finally touched the little girl’s legs, he shut his eyes and rubbed the knobby knees as a vein slowly beat at his temple. Cheryl stared at the ceiling, whimpering softly.
The boy tried for over an hour until his face was shiny with sweat and his hands cramped into claws. The Gantts were as kind as they could be, lifting their daughter off the table and taking her back out to their pickup truck. Wayne stood on the porch until the truck was out of sight, his shoulders slumped in defeat; when he met his father’s eyes a sob rattled deep in his chest, and he hurried upstairs to his room.
Falconer went to his book-lined study, closed the double oak-paneled doors, and sat at his desk staring into space. He decided to turn to his Bible for comfort, and wherever it opened would be a message for him. He found himself looking at the thirteenth chapter of Matthew, at Christ’s parable of seeds sown on rocky soil, in thorns, and on fertile earth where they yielded fruit; it took three slow readings before he grasped the message. It hit him like a thunderbolt; of course! he thought, newly excited. Just as the word of the Lord was lost on some folks, so were the Lord’s miracles! If that little girl wasn’t healed, maybe it was because her parents didn’t have enough faith, or they were deep sinners who’d strayed far from the light. The problem hadn’t been with Wayne, but with either the little girl or her folks! And he was about to go up to talk to Wayne when the telephone rang.
It was Mr. Gantt, calling from a Texaco station on the other side of Fayette. His little girl had started shaking all of a sudden, and she’d said she felt sick so they’d pulled the truck into the station. Mrs. Gantt had held her while the little girl had thrown up in the ladies’ room. Suddenly Cheryl had screamed that she felt the blood circulating in her legs, and her startled mother had let her go. Cheryl had collapsed to the flooi; but had pulled herself slowly up and staggered out under her own power to the pickup truck, where her father had hugged her in his arms and started shouting about how Little Wayne Falconer had healed his Cheryl.
And three days later an envelope came, addressed to the Falconer Crusade. It was from the Gantts, and inside was a ten-dollar bill wrapped up in tissue paper The telephone calls and letters began landsliding in, and Falconer had known it was his responsibility to teach Wayne everything he knew about public speaking, getting up in front of a crowd and making them feel the love of God in their hearts. The boy was a natural, and at the last minute Falconer had added Wayne’s name to the posters for the summer tent-revival circuit.
Falconer rose up out of bed, careful not to awaken Cammy, and went across the hallway to Wayne’s room. He silently opened the door; weak shards of first light glinted off the dozen or so airplane
He managed a weak smile. “No, Gram, I won’t ever get that tall!”
“You’re about five feet there already! Let me just look at the both of you!” She took the pipe out of her mouth and shook her head in awe. “Ramona, you’re as lovely as April! You please my eyes, girl!” Then she put her arm around her daughter, sensing that the tears were about to break down Ramona’s cheeks. “Could you use a cup of sassafras tea?”
“Yes. I surely could.”
They walked to the house–the old woman steadying her daughter the younger woman clutching to her son. On the porch was a large pile of firewood used for cooking; around behind the house, where the woods had been cleared, was a well, and at the edge of the forest stood a small smokehouse. In the comfortable but sparsely furnished house, Rebekah boiled fragrant sassafras root in a kettle on the kitchen’s woodburning stove. She said, “Billy, I’ve got a piece almost done on the wheel right now. Why don’t you run over there and take a look at it, and tell me what color you think it ought to be?”
He scampered out of the kitchen,^eager to get to the pottery workroom and its explosion of shapes and colors. Ramona sat down at the kitchen table with her cup of tea, and Rebekah said quietly, “I want to hear it—everything—before the boy comes back.”
Ramona couldn’t hold back her tears any longer; she’d had to be strong for Billy, but now she felt as weak as water She trembled, sobbing, and her mother rubbed her neck and shoulders to ease the tension in them. Ramona began with the Booker tragedy, and told her everything. “We came straight here,” she said after she was through. “You should’ve … heard what John said today, right in front of Billy. …”
The old woman lit her pipe with a long kitchen match and puffed out blue smoke. “What did you expect?” she asked. “For John to send you off with his best wishes? It’s not that he sees badness in you or Billy, it’s that he’s lost all idea of what’s bad and what isn’t. Anything that makes him afraid—or makes him think—is to him as black as a demon’s armpit in Hell. Damn it, child! I knew all this was comin’—there I go, rattlin’ on like any other old granny, eh?”
“I don’t care about myself. It’s Billy I worry about.”
“Oh, no.” Rebekah shook her head. “Don’t go sayin’ that.
models—a B-52, a pair of navy Hellcats, a British Spad, a Constellation, and others—dangling down from their wires.
Wayne was sitting in a chair drawn up to the window, the curtains luffing in a faint morning breeze. Beyond the window stretched the meadows of Falconer’s thirty-six-acre estate.
“Wayne?” The boy’s head swiveled around. “You’re up awful early, aren’t you?” Falconer stepped into the room, ducking his head under a green Spitfire.
“Yes sir. I had something on my mind, is all.”
“Is it something so important you couldn’t get a good night’s sleep? You know, we’ve got to be in Decatur this evenin’.” He yawned and stretched, feeling that long drive already. “What’s on your mind?”
“I was thinkin’ about what happened in Hawthorne, Daddy. I was thinkin’ about that boy and his momma.”
“Oh?” Falconer ran a hand through his hair and sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, where he could see his son’s face. “You heard what was said about them. They’re strange people, and that woman came to the revival just to cause trouble. But you shouldn’t concern yourself.”
“Is she a witch, like they said? And is the boy a demon?”
“I don’t know, but it seems like everybody in Hawthorne thinks so.”
The boy stared at him for a few silent seconds. Then he said, “Then why don’t we kill them?”
Falconer was startled. “Well … Wayne, that would be murder; and murder’s against the law. …”
“Thought you said that God’s laws were above the laws of Man? And if that woman and the boy are Evil, then they shouldn’t be allowed to live, should they?”
“Uh …” Falconer felt himself slipping in over his head. “The Lord’ll take care of them, Wayne. Don’t you worry.”
“She said what I did was murder;” Wayne said.
“Yes, she did. And that goes to show you just how twisted she w. doesn’t it? She tried to wreck your work, Wayne, and she used ftat boy to get things stirred up.”
“Am I doing right, Daddy?”
The question had come like a thunderclap. Falconer blinked.
What do you mean, son?”
“I mean … I know I’ve healed a lot of people this summer; but … the first time, with Toby, I felt something happen deep inside me, like my blood was boiling and … it was kind of like that time when I was little and I stuck a fork into that electric socket. It hurt, and after it was over I could still feel it in my bones. I don’t feel it like I did that first time, Daddy; sometimes I get tingly, or my head aches, but … it’s not the same. And remember in Sylacauga last week? That blind man who came up to the front? I tried hard, Daddy, but I couldn’t make him see. And there have been others, too, that I don’t think I really touched … maybe I pretended to, but …”He paused, his face an uneasy mask of deep concerns.
“I think you’re lettin’ that Creekmore woman make you doubt yourself, is what I think. And that’s what she wanted, all along! When you doubt yourself, you make yourself weak. And I’ve thought about that blind man too, and others like him; it could be you can’t heal some people because God has a plan for them just as they are. Or it could be there’s a sin in their lives that keeps them apart from the Light, and until they confess it they can’t receive a healing. But don’t you doubt yourself, Wayne; if you do, the demons win. Do you understand?”
“I … guess I do.”
Falconer patted his shoulder “Good. You going to be ready for Decatur tonight?”
Wayne nodded.
“Is there something else on your mind?”
“Yes sir There was … something in that boy that made me afraid, Daddy. I don’t know what it was, but … when I looked in his eyes I felt scared right down in my stomach… .”
Falconer grunted softly and gazed out the window. “If you felt feai;” he told his son, “it was because you sensed the sin in his heart and mind. Wayne, you’re going to have a fine full life, and you’re going to meet a lot of good people; but you’ll meet people with Satan in their souls too. You’ll have to stand up to ‘em, and face ‘em down. Understand?”
“Yes sir.”
“Good. Breakfast is still a couple of hours away. Want to catch some more winks?”
“I’ll try.” Wayne left the chair and climbed into bed. His father smoothed the sheets and kissed him on the forehead.
“You just rest easy now, big buddy,” Falconer said. “I’ll come wake you up for breakfast. Okay?” He smiled and then started toward the door.
Wayne’s voice stopped him. “I am doing right, aren’t I, Daddy?”
“Yes. I promise you. Get some sleep now.” And Falconer closed the door
For a long time Wayne lay still, staring at the ceiling. The plastic airplanes stirred in the faint breeze, their wings swaying as if they were soaring amid the clouds. He heard Toby barking way off in the woods, and he squeezed his eyes shut tightly.
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The sun was rising too on the Creekmore farm. Ramona awakened just after six, when she heard a car pulling up in front of the house. She heard the car door open, but did not hear it close. Then someone was fumbling with keys, trying to get in.
Ramona quickly put on her robe, lit an oil lamp, and walked into the front room just as her husband staggered in. John grinned widely; a shock wave of body odor and the heady smell of moonshine rolled out before him. A red stubble of beard covered his jaw. His clothes were rumpled and a couple of buttons were missing from his shirt. “Hi, hon,” he said, and took an unsteady step toward her.
“No.”
The word stopped him as if he’d been struck, but his clownish grin stayed hooked in place. His eyes were so bloodshot they looked as if they were about to burst. “Awwww, don’t be like that,” he said. “Jus’ been out howwwwwlin’, that’s all. Saw Mack van Horn and old Wint, too; you’d never believe that damn still they got workin’ way back in the woods!” He blinked and ran a grimy hand across his forehead. “Where’d that mule go after he kicked me in the head?” He laughed, his eyes wanting to close on him. “Why don’t you go on back there and comb your hair real lice and pretty, huh? Put on some of that sweet-smellin’ stuff I ‘ike. Then you can welcome me home like a real wife… .”
“You’re filthy,” Ramona said quiedy, “and you smell like an outhouse!”
“DAMN RIGHT!” he thundered, his face contorting with anger. “What’d you expect, that I’d come home with roses in my hair? You made me wallow in shit at that tent revival, woman, and I thought I’d jus’ bring a little of it home!” He was trembling with rage. “You made a fool out of me,” he said. “You disgraced my name, woman! Oh, you planned it all, didn’t you? That’s why you wanted to go all of a sudden, ‘cause you figured you could raise some kind of sin at the revival! And I had to stand there while you … !” He stumbled over his words and stopped, because Billy had come out of the gray shadows at Ramona’s back and stood there watching.
“Billy,” John said. “Son. You daddy’s back home now. I know I look a mess, but … but I had an accident, I guess.”
“Go get your clothes on,” Ramona told the boy. “Hurry.”
Billy stared at his father his face crumpling, and then went to get ready.
“What’s goin’ on?”
Ramona said, “I’m taking Billy to his grandmother.”
“Oh.” It was a soft, stunned exhalation of moonshined breath; John wavered on his feet, the room beginning to spin slowly around him. He felt strangled for a second and couldn’t find his voice. Then: “Now I see it. Nowwwwww I see it. Gonna take my son away from me when my back’s turned, ain’t you?” He advanced a step, and Ramona saw the glint of red in his eyes behind the soft flabby drunkenness.
“No, that‘s not it.” She stood her ground. “You know why I’m doing this… .”
“So you can make him like you are!” he shrieked. “So you can put all that … that shit in his head! I won’t let you do it, by God! I won’t let you have him!”
“Billy saw some part of Will Booker that was left after death, John. Call it a haunt, or a spirit, or maybe even the soul. But he did see something in that basement, and he has to understand what’s ahead for him. …”
“NO!” John staggered backward, almost falling, and splayed himself across the door as if nailed there. “I won’t let him be taken over by that blasphemy! Maybe I had to stand by and watch you do it, but I won’t—I WON’T—let you take my blood into it!”
“Your blood?” she asked him softly. “He’s my blood too. He’s got both of us in him, but the old Choctaw blood in him is strong, John. He’s the next link in the chain, don‘t you see? He has to carry it f—”
He clapped his hands to his ears. “Evil evil evil evil evil …”
Tears burned around Ramona’s eyes at the sight of the pitiful drunken man, pressed frantically against the door of his own house to keep Billy in. “It’s not evil, John. It never was.”
“You tell me death’s not evil? That’s been your life, ‘mona! Not me or the boy, not really! It’s always been death, and ghosts, and demons!” He shook his head, his senses reeling. “Oh God have mercy on your soul! God have mercy on my soul for puttin’ up with your lies!”
But then Billy, in his jeans and a striped cotton shirt, stepped into the orange wash of the lamp; he was clutching the paper sack containing his clothes, and his face looked sick and scared.
“Come on, Billy.” John stretched out his arms. “Come on, let’s show her how men stick together.”
“Momma … says I should go, Daddy. She says there are things I need to learn.”
“No. She’s wrong. Know what kind of things she wants you to learn? Stuff about ghosts, and death. You’re a righteous, God-fearin’ boy, and you shouldn’t listen to things like that.”
“I didn’t want to see Will Bookei; Daddy. But he was there, and he needed my help.” He lifted his hand and showed his father the black lump of coal, resting on his palm.
“What’s that? Where’d that come from?”
“I don’t know, but I …1 think that Will’s trying to help me now. I think he’s given me this to let me know that … I was right to go down in that basement, and just because it was dark and scary didn’t mean it was evil. …”
A deep groan came from John’s throat. “Poisoned,” he whispered, staring at the coal. “The poison’s in the blood, it’s in the blood! Dear God strike me dead if I haven’t tried to be the best father—”
“Stop it!” Ramona said sharply.
And suddenly Billy had run across the room, dropping his clothes-filled bag, and was clinging to his father’s leg. Through his strangled sobbing the boy moaned, “I’ll be good, Daddy, I’ll be good, I’ll be …”
John shivered—whether with emotion or in disgust Ramona couldn’t tell—and gripped Billy by the collar, flinging him toward his wife. “TAKE HIM, THEN!” he shouted, and threw the car keys to the floor. “Go on, both of you! Get out of my …” His voice cracked, and a terrible sob came up from the depths of his soul. Billy was staring at him, tears streaming down the boy’s cheeks, and John raised a hand to ward off Billy’s gaze. “… house,” he whispered. He staggered across the room and fell down into his chair before the cold hearth, his face streaked reddish by the rising sun. “I can’t do it, Lord,” he said softly, one hand clamped at his temples and his eyes tightly closed. “I can’t get the darkness out of them. …” Then he was silent but for his rumbled breathing.
“Get your things,” Ramona told Billy, and then she went back to slip on socks and shoes and get her traveling bag. She would drive in her robe and change later, but right now she wanted to get herself and Billy out of the house. In the kitchen, Ramona took a few dollars and fifty cents in change from their emergency money, kept in a clay apple-shaped cookie jar that Rebekah had made for them. Then she came back to the front room and picked up the keys. Billy was standing near his father; the boy’s eyes were swollen, and now he reached out and gently touched John’s arm. John mumbled and groaned in his tortured, drunken sleep.
“Go on to the cai;” Ramona said. “I’ll be there directly.”
When Billy had left, Ramona smoothed the tangled, dirty curls of reddish-brown hair away from her husband’s forehead. The lines of his face, she thought, were getting deeper. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, steadied herself when she began trembling, and got a coverlet for him from the bedroom. She spread it over him, and watched as he gripped at it and curled up into a ball. He moaned softly in his sleep—a sound of sadness and confusion, a lost sound like a night train way off in the distance— and Ramona left the house.






FOUR
Potter’s Clay
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The old woman’s hands, wet with clay, moved like brown hummingbirds to give shape to the formless lump that sat on the spinning potter’s wheel before her. Vase or jar? she asked herself, her foot rhythmically tapping the horizontal wooden bar that controlled the wheel’s speed. Oiled gears meshed with a quiet hissing of friction. She was partial to vases, but jars sold more quickly; Mrs. Blears, owner of the Country Crafts Shoppe twenty miles away in Selma, had told her there was a real market for her small, wide-mouthed jars glazed in jdark, earthen colors. They could be used for anything from sugar jars to holding lipsticks, Mrs. Blears said, and people paid a bit more for them if there was the Rebekah Fairmountain signature on the bottom. After all, Rebekah had been written up both in the Selma Journal and in Alabama Craftsman magazine, and she’d won first prize for most original pottery sculpture four years in a row at the Alabama State Fair. She did the sculpture only once in a while now, to challenge herself, but stuck mainly to the jars, vases, and mugs the crafts shop ordered, because blue ribbons didn’t make a very filling meal.
Midmorning sunlight streamed in through two windows before her, slanting across the wood-floored workroom and glinting off the finished pieces arranged on pineboard shelves: there were cups and saucers the color of red autumn leaves, dishes as dark blue as a midnight sky, a series of jars ranging in hue from pink to deep purple, black mugs with a finish as rough as pine bark, unglazed pieces painted with brightly colored Choctaw figures. The Workroom was a hodgepodge of colors and shapes, a riot of creativity; at the center of it sat the old woman, smoking a plain clay pipe and regarding the material that lay before her. She had smoothed the sides, wetting her fingers from a can of water to keep the clay soft, and had already worked over several small imperfections that might crack in the kiln’s drying heat. Now it was time to decide.
She saw a vase in this one. A tall vase with a fluted rim, glazed deep red like the blood that flows through a woman’s heart when she’s with the man she loves. Yes, she thought; a beautiful dark red vase to hold white wild flowers. She added more clay from a box at her side, wet her fingers again, and went to work.
Rebekah Fairmountain’s strong-boned, deeply furrowed face was spattered with clay; her flesh was the color of oiled mahogany, her eyes pure ebony. Straight silver hair fell to her shoulders from beneath a wide-brimmed straw sunhat, and she wore clay-smeared Sears overalls over a plaid shirt. As she worked, her eyes narrowed with concentration, and blue whorls of smoke wisped from the right side of her mouth; she was puffing rabbit tobacco that she’d gathered in the forest, and its distinctive burned-leaves aroma filled the workroom. Her house was set far off the main road and surrounded by dense forest; even so, the electric company was running lines out to provide lights to some of her neighbors, but she didn’t want that false, cheerless lighting.
A covey of quail burst out of the brush off in the distance, scattering for the sky. Their movement through the window caught Rebekah’s attention; she watched them for a moment, wondering what was stalking through the woods after them. Then she saw a faint haze of dust rising in the ait; and she knew a car was drawing near. Mailman? she wondered. Too early in the day. Bill collector? Hope not! She reluctantly left the potter’s wheel and rose from her chaii; stepping to the window.
When she saw it was John Creekmore’s car; her heart leapt with joy. It had been Christmas since she’d last seen her daughter and grandson. She opened the screen door and went out to where the Olds was pulling up in front of the white house, built separately from the pottery workshed. Ramona and little Billy were already getting out, but where was John? Something bad had happened, Rebekah told herself as she saw their faces. Then she broke into a hobbled run, and embraced her daughter feeling the tension that hung around her like a shroud.
Rebekah pretended not to notice Billy’s swollen eyes. She tousled his hair and said, “Boy, you’re going to be tall enough to snag the clouds pretty soon, aren’t you?” Her voice was raspy, and trembled with the excitement of seeing them.
There’ve been too many martyrs in this family already. So: you went to this Falconer revival, and you think it was him, do you?”
“Yes,” Ramona said. “I know it was.”
“How do you know?”
“If I have to explain that to you, you don’t know me very well. I wish I’d never gone there! I was a fool to go!”
“But it’s done.” Rebekah’s dark eyes glittered. “Have you told Billy?”
“No, not yet.”
“Are you?”
“I … don’t think the time is right for that. I think it would be too much for him. Last night … what he thought was his father came for him, and took him out on the road. He was almost killed by a truck.”
Rebekah frowned, then nodded grimly. “It’s after him already, then. He may be able to see, child, but he may not be able to know what he sees, or be able to help. Our family’s been full of both good and bad fruit. There were the no-‘counts, like your great-uncle Nicholas T. Hancock, who was the king of the flimflammin’ spirit merchants until he got shot in the head in a crooked poker game. But then there was your great-great-grandmother Ruby Steele, who started that organization in Washington, D.C., to study the afterlife. What I’m tryin’ to say to you is: if Billy can’t help, there’s no use in him bein’ able to see. If he can’t go forward, he’ll go backward. And he’s got a lot of tainted white blood in him, Ramona.”
“I think he can help. He’s helped already.”
“And you want him to start the Mystery Walk?”
“I want him to continue it. I think he started when he went down into that basement.”
“Maybe so. But you know as well as I do about the Walk—if he’s not strong enough, if he doesn’t have the inborn sense to understand it, then the ritual could hurt him. I was fifteen when my daddy started mine; you were sixteen. This child is only ten. Only one other I ever heard of who started the Walk that early: Thomas X. Cody, back in the 1800s. Interesting man. It was said our old enemy hated Thomas so much, he raised a corpse out of its grave and walked in its skin with a knife in one hand and a hatchet in the other. Thomas and that thing fought on the edge of a cliff for two days straight, until they both went over the side.”
“Do you believe that?” “I believe Thomas was strong. I believe our enemy hasn’t begun to show us all his tricks. Changing shapes to deceive is only part of it.”
“Then it’s important for Billy to start the Walk now,” Ramona said. “I want him to know what kind of thing tried to kill him the other night.”
“If he’s not ready, the ritual could do him damage. You know that, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
The front door opened and closed. Billy came into the kitchen with wet clay on his hands. He was carrying a particularly large pinecone he thought his gram would like to see.
“That’s a mighty hefty pinecone.” Rebekah laid it on the table before her. Then she looked into Billy’s eyes. “How’d you like to stay here for a few days?”
“I guess so. But we’re goin’ back to Daddy, aren’t we?”
Ramona nodded. “Yes. We are.”
“Did you see my new piece?” Rebekah asked. “It’s going to be a tall vase.”
“I saw it. I think it ought to be …” He thought hard. “Red, maybe. Real dark red, like Choctaw blood.”
Rebekah paused and nodded. “Why,” she said, an expression of pleasure stealing across her face, “I hadn’t thought of that!”
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Billy was awakened by his grandmother who stood over the bed holding a bull’s-eye lantern that cast a pale golden glow upon the walls. Through the open window a single cicada sang in an oak tree like a buzz saw’s whine, the note rising and falling in the midnight heat. Billy thought he could smell woodsmoke.
“Get dressed,” Rebekah said, and motioned with the lantern toward his clothes, laid across the back of a chair. In a pocket of the jeans was the piece of coal, which she’d carefully examined when he showed it to her; earlier in the evening she’d put a coating of shellac on it so the black wouldn’t rub off on his clothes or hands.
He rubbed his eyes and sat up. “What time is it?”
“Time starts now,” she replied. “Come on, get up.”
He rose and dressed, his mind still fogged with sleep. His stomach heaved and roiled, and he feared throwing up’again. He didn’t know what was wrong with him; after a supper of vegetable soup and chicken wings, Gram had given him a mug of something that was oily and black and tasted like molasses. She’d said it was to keep his system “regular;” but within twenty minutes of drinking it he’d been outside, throwing up his supper into the grass. He’d heaved until there was nothing left to come up, and now he felt light-headed and weak. “Can I have some water?” he asked.
“Later. Put your shoes on.”
He yawned and struggled with his shoelaces. “What’s wrong? Where are we goin’?”
“Just outside, for a little walk. Your mother’s going to meet us.”
Billy wiped the last ghosts of sleep out of his eyes. Gram was still wearing her overalls and plaid shirt, but she’d taken off her hat and her silver hair gleamed in the lantern’s light; there was a brightly colored scarf tied around her forehead like a sweatband. “Follow me,” she said when he was ready to go.
They left the house through the kitchen door. The sky was filled with stars, the moon as orange as a bloated pumpkin. Billy followed his grandmother to the small smokehouse, and saw a column of white smoke curling up from the chimney. Suddenly Ramona stepped out of the darkness into the lantern’s wash, and she placed a firm hand on his shoulder His heart began beating harder; because he knew that whatever secret lessons he was supposed to leam were about to begin.
Ramona brushed off his shirt and straightened his collar; as if preparing him for church. She was smiling, but Billy had seen the worry in his mother’s eyes. “You’re going to do just fine,” she said in a small, quiet voice.
“Yes ma’am.” He was trying to be brave, though he eyed the smokehouse nervously.
“Are you afraid?”
He nodded.
His grandmother stepped forward and stared down at him. “Too afraid?” she asked, watching him carefully.
He paused, knowing they wouldn’t teach him if he didn’t want to learn; but he wanted to know why he’d seen Will Booker crawl up from the coal pile. “No,” he said. “Not too afraid.”
“Once it starts, it can’t be stopped,” Rebekah said, as a last warning to both of them. Then she leaned down in front of Billy, her old back and knees cracking, and held up the lantern so the light splashed across his face. “Are you strong, boy?”
“Sure. I’ve got muscles, and I can—”
“No. Strong in here.” She thumped his chest, over the heart. “Strong enough to go into dark places and come back out again, stronger still. Are you?”
The old woman’s gaze defied him. He glanced up at the white column of smoke and touched the outline of the piece of coal in his pocket; then his spine stiffened and he said firmly, “Yes.”
“Good. Then we’re ready.” Rebekah straightened up and threw back the latch of the smokehouse door. A wave of heat slowly rolled out, making the lantern’s light shimmer. Ramona took Billy’s hand and followed her mother inside, and then the door was shut again and bolted from within.
A pinewood fire, bordered by rough stones, burned on the earthen floor; directly above it, hanging down several feet from the ceiling, was a circular metal flue, through which the smoke ascended to the chimney. The fire, Billy saw, had been burning for some time, and the bed of coals on which it lay seethed red and orange. There were wooden racks and hooks for hanging meat; Rebekah hung the lantern up on one and motioned for Billy to sit down in front of the fire. When he’d situated himself, the hot glow of the flames like a tight mask across his cheeks, his grandmother unfolded a heavy quilt from where it had lain on a storage rack and draped it around Billy’s shoulders, working it tightly so only his hands and face were free. Brightly colored blankets had been draped along the smokehouse walls to seal in the heat and smoke. A dark purple clay owl dangled from one of the hooks, its ceramic feathers gleaming; from another hook hung a strange red ceramic mask, from another what looked like a hand gripping a heart, and from a fourth hook a grinning white ceramic skull.
Ramona sat on his right. The old woman reached up to the flue, touched a small levei; and a baffle clanked shut. Smoke began to drift to all sides, slowly and sinuously. Then Rebekah reached into a bag in the corner and came up with a handful of wet leaves; she spread them over the fire, and the smoke instantly thickened, turning bluish gray and curling low to the floor She took three more objects from the storage rack—a blackened clay pipe, a leather tobacco pouch decorated with blue and yellow beads, and a battered old leather-bound Bible—and then eased herself down to the floor on Billy’s left. “My old bones can’t take too much more of this,” she said quietly, arranging the items in front of hen Flames leapt, scrawling crooked shadows across the walls; burning leaves sparked and crackled. The smoke was getting dense now, and bringing tears to Billy’s eyes; sweat dripped down his face and off the point of his chin.
“This is the beginning,” Rebekah said, looking at the boy. “From this time on, everything is new and has to be relearned. You should first of all know who you are, and what you are. A purpose sings in you, Billy, but to understand it you have to learn the song.” The firelight glinted in her dark eyes as her face bent closer to his. Beads of sweat rolled down from her forehead into the sweatband. “The Choctaw song, the song of life sent to us from the Giver of Breath. He’s in this Book”—she touched the Bible—”but He’s everywhere, too. Inside, outside, in your heart and soul, and in the world… .”
“I thought He lived in church,” Billy said.
“In the church of the body, yes. But what’s brick and wood?” Rebekah opened the pouch and began to fill the pipe with a dark, oily-looking mixture of bark and herbs, plus green shreds from a fernlike plant that grew on the banks of the distant stream. “Hundreds of years ago, all this was Choctaw land,” and she motioned with a broad sweep of her hand that stirred the layers of smoke. “Alabama, Mississippi, Georgia … our people lived here in peace, as farmers near to the earth. When the whites came, they wanted this land because they saw how good it was; the Giver of Breath decreed to us that we should accept them, and learn to live in the white world while other tribes fought and perished. The Choctaw survived, without fighting, but now we’re the people no one remembers. Still, our blood runs strong and proud, and what we’ve learned in our minds and hearts goes on. The Giver of Breath is God of the Choctaw, but no different from the white man’s God—the same God, without favorites, with love for all men and women. He speaks in the breeze, in the rain, and in the smoke. He speaks to the heart, and can move a mountain by using the hand of a man.” She finished with the pipe, touched a smoldering twig to the tobacco, and puffed on it to get it going. Then she took it from her mouth, her eyes watering, and gave it to Billy, who looked at her with bewilderment. “Take it,” Rebekah said. “It’s for you. Ramona, we need more leaves, please.”
Billy took the pipe while his mother fed more wet leaves to the fire. He took a tentative puff that almost knocked his head off, and he was convulsed with coughing for a moment. The smoke and heat seemed to be closing in, and he could hardly breathe. Panic streaked through him, but suddenly his grandmother’s hand was on his arm and she said, “It’s all right. Relax; now try it again.”
He did, as acrid gray smoke bellowed from the fire. The pipe smoke seared the back of his throat as he drew it in, and black dots spun before his eyes.
“You’ll get used to it,” Rebekah said. “Now where was I? Oh, yes. The Giver of Breath. God of the Choctaws. God of the white man. He also gives gifts of talent, Billy, to use for His good. Inhale the smoke, all the way. Yes, that’s right. Some people can paint beautiful pictures, some can make sweet music, others work with their hands, and some with their wits; but in all people is the seed of talent, to do something of value in this world. And doing that—perfecting that talent, making the seed grow to good fruit— should be the aim of this life.”
Billy inhaled again and coughed violently. The quilt was damp with his sweating, and still the heat continued to mount. “Even me, Gram? Is that seed in me?”
“Yes. Especially in you.” She took off the kerchief, wiped her eyes with it, and handed it across the boy to Ramona, who mopped at the freely running sweat on her face and neck.
Billy stared into the fire. His head was full of a burning-rope odor, and now the smoke even tasted sweet. The flames seemed to he flaring brighter; they held beautiful glints of rainbow colors, entrancing him. He heard himself speak as if from a distance: “What kind of seed is it?”
“Billy, all three of us share something very special, something that’s been passed down to us through the generations. We don’t taow how it began, or where it will end, but … we can see the dead, Billy, and we can speak to them.”
He trembled, watching the flames shoot out brilliant green-and-0range lights. Through the thick haze of smoke shadows capered on the walls. “No,” he whispered. “That’s … evil, lilce … like Daddy says!”
“Your father’s wrong,” Ramona said, “and he’s afraid. There’s dignity in death. But sometimes … there are those who need help in passing over from this world to the next, like Will Booker did. Will couldn’t rest until he was lying next to his folks, but his spirit—his soul—will go on. Call them haunts, or ghosts, or revenants—but some of them cling to this world after death, out of confusion, pain, or fear; some of them are stunned and wander looking for help. But all of them have to find peace—they have to give up their emotions, and the feelings they had at the instant of death if those feelings are keeping them here in this world—before they can pass over. I’m not saying I understand death, and I’m not saying I know what Heaven and Hell are going to be like, but death itself isn’t evil, Billy; it’s the call to rest after a long day’s work.”
Billy opened his eyes and put a trembling hand to his forehead. You’re in the darrrrrkplace, a voice in his head hissed. It became Jimmy Jed Falconer’s thunderous roar: YOU’RE A GUEST OF SATAN! “I don’t want to go to Hell!” he moaned suddenly, and tried to fight free of the constricting blanket. “I don’t want Satan to get me!”
Rebekah quickly gripped his shoulders and said, “Shhhhhh. It’s all right now, you’re safe right here.” She let him lean his head on her shoulder and rocked him gently while Ramona added wet leaves to the fire. After another moment he calmed down, though he was still shaking. The heat was stifling now, but most of the smoke had risen to the ceiling where it undulated in thick gray layers. “Maybe Hell’s just something a man made up,” she said softly, “to make some other man afraid. I think that if Hell exists, it must be right here on this earth … just like Heaven can be, too. No, I think death’s apart from all that; it’s another step in who and what we are. We leave the clay behind and our spirits take flight.” She tilted his face up and looked into his eyes. “That’s not saying, though, that there isn’t such a thing as evil. …”
Billy blinked. His grandmother was a shadowy form, surrounded by a halo of reddish white light. He felt weary and struggled to keep his eyes open. “I’ll … fight it,” he mumbled. “I’ll hit it … and kick it, and …”
“I wish it was as simple as that,” Rebekah said. “But it’s cunning and takes all kinds of shapes. It can even make itself beautiful. Sometimes you don’t see it for what it is until it’s too late, and then it scars your spirit and gets a hold on you. The world itself can be an evil place, and make people sick to their guts with greed and hate and envy; but evil’s a greedy hog that walks on its own legs, too, and tries to crush out any spark of good it can find.”
As if in a dream, Billy lifted the pipe and drew from it again. The smoke tasted as smooth as a licorice stick. He was listening very carefully to his grandmother and watching the undulating smoke at the ceiling.
The old woman brushed a sweat-damp curl from his forehead. “Are you afraid?” she asked gently.
“No,” he replied. “But I’m … kinda sleepy.”
“Good. I want you to rest now, if you can.” She took the pipe from him and knocked the ashes into the fire.
“Can’t,” he said. “Not yet.” And then his eyes closed and he was drifting in the dark, listening to the fire’s soft crackling; the dark wasn’t frightening, but instead was warm and secure.
Rebekah eased him to the ground, tucking the blanket in around him so he’d continue sweating. Ramona added more leaves to the fire and then they left the smokehouse.
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Billy came awake with sudden start. He was alone. The fire had burned down to red embers; the heat was still fierce, and thick smoke had settled in a calm, still cloud at the ceiling. His heart was beating very fast, and he struggled to get free of the blanket. The grinning ceramic skull glinted with low red light.
And suddenly something began to happen in the fire. Flames snapped and hissed. As Billy stared, transfixed, a long fiery coil slowly rose from the embers. It rattled, sending off tiny red sparks.
A burning, spade-shaped head with eyes of sizzling cinders rose up. Red coils tangled and writhed, pushing the fiery length of flaming rattlesnake out of the fire and toward Billy. Its eyes fixed upon him, and when its jaws opened drops of burning venom, like shining rubies, drooled out. The snake slithered closei; with a noise like paper charring, across the clay floor, Billy tried to pull away, but he was tangled up in the blanket. He couldn’t find his voice. The flame-rattler touched his blanket; the cloth sparked and burned. It reared back, its body a seething red, to strike.
Billy started to kick at it, but before he could, something gray and almost transparent swooped down from the cloud of smoke at the ceiling.
It was a large, fierce-looking eagle, its body and wings wraithlike, flurrying smoke. With a high, angered shriek that echoed within Billy’s head, the smoke-eagle dropped through the air toward the flame-rattler, which reared back and spat sparks from between its burning fangs. The eagle swerved and dived again, its smoky claws gripping at the back of the snake’s head. The two enemies fought for a few seconds, the eagle’s wings beating at the air. Then the fire-snake’s tail whipped up, striking into the eagle, and the eagle spun away.
Balancing on tattered wings, the smoke-eagle dropped down again, its claws clamping just behind the snake’s head; the flame-rattler buried its burning jaws within the eagle’s breast, and Billy could see its dripping fangs at work. But then the eagle slashed downward, and parts of the rattler’s body hissed through the air in fragments of fire. Coils of flame wrapped around the eagle’s form, and both of them whirled in a mad circle for a few seconds like a burning gray cloth. The eagle’s wings drove them both upward, up into the cloud of smoke, and then they were gone except for a few droplets of flame that fell back into the embers.
Sweat blinded Billy, and he frantically rubbed his eyes to clear them, expecting the strange combatants to come hurtling back.
“It’s sin, Billy,” a quiet voice said from just behind the boy.
Startled, Billy looked around. His father gaunt and sad-eyed, sat there on the clay floor in overalls and a faded workshirt. “Daddy!” Billy said, astounded. “What’re you doing here?”
The man shook his head gravely. “This is all sin. Every last bit of it.”
“No, it’s not! Gram said …”
John leaned forward, his blue eyes blazing with reflected firelight- “It is rotten, filthy, black evil. That woman is trying to mark your soul, son, so you’ll belong to Satan for the rest of your
life.”
“But she says there are things I have to learn! That I’ve got a purpose in me, to …”
He moaned softly, as if the boy’s words had hurt him. “All this . . # this talk don’t mean a thing, son. You’re a smart, upright boy, and you’ve never given heed to talk about haunts and spirits before, have you? This Mystery Walk thing is wrong, and it’s deadly dangerous.” He held out his hand. “Take my hand, Billy, and I’ll lead you out of this vile place. Come on. Trust your daddy.”
Billy almost reached out for him. His father’s eyes were bright and pleading, and he could tell how much his father was hurting for him. Still … something wasn’t right. He said, “How … how did you get here? We came in the car, so … how did you get here?”
“I came on the bus as fast as I could, to save you from Satan’s pitchfork. And he’ll stick you, Billy; oh yes, he’ll stick you hard and make you scream if you stay in this dark place. …”
“No. You’re wrong. Gram said ? . .”
“I don’t care what she said!” the man told him. “Take my hand.”
Billy stared at the fingers. The fingernails were black. “You’re not … my daddy,” he whispered, recoiling in terror. “You’re not!”
And suddenly the man’s face began to melt like a wax candle, as Billy saw him clearly for what he was. The nose loosened and oozed down on thick strands of flesh; beneath it was a black, hideous snout. A cheek slid down to the point of the chin like a raw egg, then fell away. The lower jaw collapsed, exposing a thin mouth with two curved yellow tusks. One blue eye rolled out of the head like a marble, and underneath it was a small, terrible red orb that might have belonged to a savage boar. As the face crumbled, that red eye was unblinking. “Boy,” the thing whispered in a voice like fingernails drawn down a blackboard, “get out of here! Run! Run and hide, you little peckerhead!”
Billy almost lurched to his feet in panic. The awful face—the same face he’d seen on the road—loomed closer, red in the flickering light. It thundered, “RUN!” But as before, Billy was frozen with fear.
#Are you strong? he remembered Gram asking him. Are y0u strong in your heart? “Yes I am strong,” he said hoarsely. “Yes I am strong.”
The thing paused, and then roared with laughter that hurt Billy’s head. The second blue eye rolled out of its face, and the two red orbs glittered. Billy almost leaped up and ran—but then the image of the majestic eagle surfaced in his mind, and he steeled himself. He looked the beast in the face, determined not to show he was afraid. The thing’s laughter faded. “All right,” it whispered, and seemed to draw away from him. “I have better things to do. Finish this travesty. Learn all you can, and learn it well. But don’t turn your back on me, boy.” The shape began to melt down into a black, oily puddle on the floor The misshapen mouth said, “I’ll be waiting for you,” and then the figure was gone. The shimmering puddle caught blue fire, and in an instant it too had vanished.
Something touched his shoulder and he spun away with a husky groan of fear.
“Lord God, boy,” Rebekah said, her eyes narrowed. “What’s got into you?” She eased herself down before the fire again, as Ramona added wood and leaves to the embers. “You’re shakin’ like a cold leaf! We’ve just been gone for five minutes!” She stared at him for moment, and tensed. “What happened?”
“Nothin’. Nothin* happened. I didn’t see a thing!”
Rebekah glanced quickly at her daughter; then back to the boy. “All right,” she said. “You can tell me when you like.” She helped him to the edge of the fire again, and he stared sightlessly into it as she began to knead his neck and shoulders with her strong brown hands. “Havin’ this gift—this talent, I guess you could call it—isn’t an easy thing. No kind of real responsibility is ever easy. But sometimes responsibility blocks you off from other people; they can’t see into your head, they can’t understand your purpose, and they mock you for doin’ what you think is right. Some people will be afraid of you, and some may hate you . .
As the old woman spoke, Ramona looked at her son, examined his face in the firelight. She knew he’d be a fine-looking young man, handsome enough to knock the girls for a loop when he went to Fayette County High School; but what would his life be like? Shut off from other people? Feared and hated by the community, as both she and her mother had been? She recalled Sheriff Bromley’s words, that things would never be the same for Billy again, and she felt an aching in her heart. He was growing up right n0w, in front of her eyes, though she knew that in following the Mystery Walk it was essential to keep part of childhood always within you as a shelter from the storm of the world, and also because a child’s vision and understanding were most times better than a grown-up’s hard, rational view of the world.
. . but usin’ that talent right is harder still,” Rebekah was saying. “You’ve got to think of yourself as a gate, Billy, on the edge between this world and the next. You’ve got to learn to open yourself up, and let those in need pass through. But you’ll have to keep their fear and pain inside yourself, like a sponge soaks up water, so they can pass through with an unburdened soul. That’s not an easy thing to do, and I can’t help you learn it; that’ll come from within you, when the time is right. And doing it once doesn’t make the next time any simpler either, but you’ll find you can stand it. The first one is the worst, I guess, ‘cause you don’t know what to expect.”
“Does it hurt?”
“Kind of. Oh, not the same hurt like gettin’ a shot at the doctor’s olfice, or scrapin’ your knee on a rock, but it hurts in here”—she touched the center of her^chest—”and in here”—and then her forehead. “It’s a hurt you’ll inherit from those you’re trying to help. And I won’t say you’ll be able to help all the time, either; some revenants just won’t give up this world, maybe because they’re too afraid to go on. If they were mean or crazy in life, they may try to do … worse things, like hurtin’people.” She felt his shoulders tense under her hands. “Oi; more rightly, they scare folks into hurtin’ themselves, one way or another.”
Billy watched the wet leaves curl, blacken, and burn. He sat still trembling from seeing that awful boar-thing, and now he tried to puzzle out what his grandmother was saying. “I thought
. . when you passed on it was like going to sleep, and if you were good you went to Heaven. Isn’t that right?”
“But what if you had to go to sleep, but didn’t want to? Wouldn’t you toss and turn for a while, your restless self just makin’ you miserable? And what if you were doin’ something real important, or plannin’ big things, or lookin’ forward to a fine tomorrow when all the lights went out? Or what if you tried to sleep with an awful pain in you? Then you’d need help, wouldn’t you, to rest easy? I’m not saying all revenants cling to this world; most of them find their own way through. In your lifetime you might only be called on to help two or three, but you will be called, and you’ll have to do something with it. …”
“Like what?” He blew sweat off his upper lip; he was still very dizzy, and heard his grandmother’s voice as if listening to crosscurrents of echoes from out of a dark, deep cave.
“I put mine into pottery,” Rebekah told him. “Your mother put hers into her needlepoint. Your great-grandfather could sing up a storm in a hot tub on a Saturday night. That’s up to you to find, when you have so much hurt inside you that you’ll have to get rid of it or …” Her voice trailed off.
“Or what, Gram?” Billy prompted.
The old woman said softly, “Or you could lose yourself in other people’s pain. Several members of our family … lost themselves that way, and took their own lives out of despair A couple of them tried to escape their purpose in liquor and drugs. One of your uncles, a long way back, lost his mind and spent his life in an asylum. …”
That hit him like a fist to the back of his head. Tears welled in his eyes; maybe he was already about to “lose his mind,” he thought with numbed horror. After all, hadn’t he seen a smoke-eagle and a fire-serpent fighting right in front of him? Hadn’t he seen something evil dressed up in his daddy’s skin? He sobbed, and haltingly he told his grandmother and Ramona what he’d witnessed. They listened intently, and it seemed to him that his grandmother’s eyes were as black as coals in her brown, seamed face.
When he was finished, Rebekah dipped her sweatband in a bucket of cool well-water she’d brought in and wiped his face. The water’s chill in the stifling smokehouse heat sent a delicious shock through him, calming his feverish brain. “They’re pictures in your head, Billy. There’ll be more before you’re through. 1 think everybody has some eagle and some snake in them; they fight to pull your spirit high or drag it to the ground. The question is: which one do you let win, and at what price? The second thing you saw”—a shade seemed to pass before her face, like a thundercloud before the sun—”is what I warned you to watch fot You must’ve shown it you weren’t afraid—but it won’t give up so easily. Ramona, will you pass me that jug?” She unscrewed the sealed brown bottle Ramona had brought in with her and poured into the cup a thick dark liquid that smelled of sassafras and cinnamon.
“There may come a time, Billy,” Rebekah continued softly, “when evil tries to crush you out, like someone snuffing a candle. It’ll try to work on your weaknesses, to turn things around in your head so up is down and inside is out. I’ve seen that thing too, Billy—what looks like a wild boar—and it’s so loathsome you can hardly bear to look at it. It used to taunt me in the night, when I was younger than your mother, and one morning not long ago I woke up to find all of my pottery shattered on the floor in the workshed. My house has caught fire before, for no reason at all. You remember that yellow mutt I had, named Chief? I never told you what really happened to him, but I found him scattered in the woods behind the house, like something had just torn him to pieces. That was the last dog I ever had. And what I mean to say is that the thing you saw—what my father used to call the ‘shape changer’ because it can take on any form it pleases—has been our enemy for a long, long time. Almost everyone in our family’s seen it; it’s a dangerous, sly beast, Billy, and it tries to hurt us through the people and things we care for. It probes for a weakness, and that’s why we have to keep ourselves strong. If we don’t, it could work on our mind—or maybe physically hurt us too.”
“What is it?” His voice had dropped to a frail whisper “Is it the Devil, Gram?”
“I don’t know. I just know it’s very old, because even the first Choctaw spirit healers used to weave stories of the ‘beast with skin of smoke.’ There are tales of the shape changer going back hundreds of years—and some in our family, those who weren’t strong enough to resist it, were either beguiled by its lies or torn to pieces by its hatred. You never know what it’s planning, but it must sense a threat in you or it wouldn’t have come to take a look at you.”
“Why, Gram? Why does it hate us?”
“Because it’s a greedy beast that uses fear to make itself stronger. It feeds like a hog at a trough on the human emotions of despair torment, and confusion; sometimes it traps revenants and won’t let them break away from this world. It feeds on their souls, and if there’s a Hell, I suppose that must be it. But when we work to free those revenants, to take their suffering into ourselves and do something constructive with it, we steal from the shape changer’s dinner table. We send those poor souls onward to where the shape changer can’t get at them anymore. And that’s why the beast wants nothing more than to stop your Mystery Walk.”
“I don’t know what to do!” he whispered.
“You have to believe in yourself, and in the Giver of Breath. You have to keep pressing forward, no matter what happens, and you can’t turn away from your responsibility. If you do, you make a weak hole in yourself that the shape changer might try to reach into. The beast doesn’t care about your mother or me anymore, Billy, because most of our work is done; it’s you, the new blood, he’s watching.”
“Can it hurt me, Gram?”
“I don’t know,” she said, and thought of Chief’s carcass scattered through the brush, pieces of him hanging from low tree branches as if he’d exploded from within.
“I want you to drink this, Billy. It’ll help you sleep. We can talk more about it later ” She gave him the cup of liquid from the jug. Its inviting aroma drifted up to him. His head felt like a lead cannonball, his bones aching from the heat. He thought he could easily fall asleep without drinking this stuff, but he sipped at it anyway; it was pleasantly sweet, though just underneath the sugar was a musky taste, like the smell of wild mushrooms growing in a green, damp place.
“All of it,” Rebekah said. Billy drank it down. She smiled. “That’s very good.”
He smiled in return, through a mask of running sweat. The boar-thing was fading now, as all nightmares do in time. He stared into the embers, saw all the hundred variations of color between ale orange and dark violet, and his eyelids began to droop. The last thing he remembered seeing before the darkness closed in was the ceramic owl, watching over him from its smokehouse hook.
They left him lying on his back on the clay flooi; the blanket wrapped around him like a heavy shroud. Outside, Rebekah locked the door “No need for us to look in on him again until morning.” She stretched, hearing her backbone creak. “Seems to me he understood everything pretty much, but it’s his confidence needs working on. We’ll start again tomorrow night.”
“Will he be safe?” Ramona asked as they walked to the house, following the track of Rebekah’s lantern.
“I hope so. He saw his twin natures, the good and the bad at war inside him, and he looked the shape changer in the face.” They reached the back dooi; and Ramona stopped to peer through the darkness at the smokehouse. Rebekah laid a hand on her shoulder “Billy’s already being poked and prodded, picked at for a weak spot. I didn’t know it would start so soon. He resisted this time, but it won’t return in that form again. No, the foe will be different and stronger. But so will Billy be, different and stronger”
“Should he know about the black aura yet?”
“No. He’ll grow into seeing it, just like you did. I don’t want to put that on him just yet.” She regarded her daughter her head cocked to one side. “He’ll sleep through the day. If you hear him cry out, you’re not to go in there and wake him up. His old life is being shattered so the new one can start. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Ramona said. “It’s just that … he’s alone.”
“And that’s how it has to be. After these three days are over you might be at his side, but the rest of the way he has to go alone. You knew that before you brought him to me.” Rebekah squeezed her daughter’s shoulder gently. “I was wrong about him; his blood may be tainted, but his heart and soul are strong. He’ll make you proud, girl. Now come on, and I’ll make us a pot of tea.”
Ramona nodded and followed her mother into the house, shutting the screen door quietly.
Within the smokehouse, the boy had curled up like an infant about to emerge into light.
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“Billy?” Coy Granger called out toward the grocery store’s small magazine rack. “Found it for you!” He held up a dusty plastic-wrapped needlepoint kit. “It was buried in a box back in the storeroom. Now you say you need some roofin’ nails?”
“Yes sir. Couple of packs will do.” The boy looked up from the sports magazine he’d been paging through and then ambled over to the counter while Granger found the nails. It was early May of 1969, and Billy Creekmore was seventeen. He’d already topped six feet, and now stood as tall as his father; though he was big-boned, again like his father; he was on the lean side, just short of being skinny, and his wrists shot out from the old blue workshirt he wore, dappled with grease and oil from his job at the gas station. With the thinning of his face, his cheekbones had angled and risen up from the flesh, and his eyes were dark hazel, flecked with glints of amber when the light hit them just so. The warm spring sunshine had already darkened Billy’s flesh to a nut-brown coloi; and his dark hair was a confusion of curls and unruly cowlicks, jumbling down over his forehead in commas. His hair wasn’t cut as severely as it once had been, since Curtis Peel had finally read in a barbershop trade magazine that longer hair was definitely the “in-thing” for his younger customers—much to the chagrin of their parents, who could fly into fits when they happened to hear Beatles music on a radio.
Billy had grown into a handsome young man in the seven years since he’d visited his grandmother and sweated himself into a stupor in her smokehouse. Still, there was a wariness in his eyes, a careful shell to protect himself against the whispers he overheard ‘n the halls of Fayette County High. They could talk about him all they liked; he didn’t care, but once he heard his mother’s or grandmother’s name mentioned, he turned upon the offender with a vengeance. He wasn’t mean, though, and was unprepared for the mean tricks used in after-school fights by country boys who were growing up to be the spitting images of their fathers; crotch kicks and eye gouges were common, and many times Billy had found himself ringed by gleefully shouting kids while his face banged into somebody’s kneecap. There was no one he could really call a close friend, though he dreamed of being popular and going out on Saturday nights to Fayette with the gregarious bunch of kids who seemed to get along so well with just about everybody. It had taken him a long time to accept the fact that people were afraid of him; he saw it in their eyes when he walked into a room, heard it when conversations were cut off in his presence. He was different—it was difference enough that he was dark-skinned and obviously of Indian heritage—and since entering Fayette County High he’d been effectively isolated. His crust of caution went deep, protecting his self-respect and his still-childlike sense of wonder at the world.
He read a lot—damaged hardbacks and paperback novels he sometimes found at garage sales. He’d come across a real find several weeks ago: a boxful of old National Geographies brought up from someone’s basement, where they’d been moldering for a while. His treks—through forests, following the disused railroad tracks and old logging roads—were taking him farther and farther away from home; often, when the weather wasn’t too chilly, he’d take a bedroll out into the woods and spend the night, content with his own company and listening to the forest noises that punctuated the darkness. Out in the velvet black you could see shooting stars by the hundreds, and sometimes the faint blinking lights of an airplane headed for Birmingham. In the daytime he enjoyed the sun on his face, and could track deer like an expert, sometimes coming up within twenty feet or so of them before they sensed him.
His curiosity always burned within him to take one more step, to just round the next curve or top the next ridge; the world was beckoning him away from Hawthorne, away from the house where his quiet mother and his grim-lipped father waited for him-
“Here you go,” Granger said, and laid the packs of nails on the counter along with the other items—bread, bacon, sugai; milk, and flour—that Billy had come for. John owed Granger a good deal of money, and sent Billy in for groceries these days; Granger knew the Creekmores were just getting by on the skin of their teeth, and that those roofing nails would be used to try to hold that shack they called a house together for one more hot summer The last time that Granger had demanded his money, at the end of vvintei; Billy had worked for him in the afternoons for free, delivering groceries; now Billy was working out John Creekmore ‘s gasoline and oil tab at the filling station. “Want me to put this on your credit?” he asked the boy, trying to keep a hard edge out of his voice; though he honestly liked Billy, his feelings for John Creekmore’s credit were showing through.
“No sis” Billy said, and took out a few dollars from his jeans.
“Well! John go to market early this year?” He started adding up figures on a notepad.
“Mom sold some of her pieces to a dealer in Fayette. I don’t think this is enough to take care of what we owe you, but …”
Granger took the money and shrugged. “It’s all right. I’ll still be here.” He made change and handed back the few coins. “Too bad John didn’t get that job at the sawmill, huh? They pay pretty good up there, I understand.”
“Yes sii; but they only hired five new men, and Dad says over fifty showed up to get work.” Billy started sacking the groceries. “I guess a lot of folks need the money pretty bad, what with the droughts we’ve been having.”
“Yes,” Coy agreed. He couldn’t think of any family offhand who needed money any worse than the Creekmores. Perhaps the only business that was really thriving in Hawthorne was the Chatham brothers’ sawmill; they had owned the family mill for over forty years, still housed in the same run-down wooden structure with most of the same engines and belts running the saws. “Well, maybe they’ll be hirin’ more in the fall. Have you given any thought to your own future?”
Billy shrugged. Mr Dawson, who taught auto mechanics at Payette County, had told him he was pretty quick at catching on to how machines worked and would probably make a good wrench-jockey after high school; the boy’s advisei; Mr. Marbury, had said his grades were very high in English and reading comprehension, hut not quite high enough to get him a junior-college scholarship.
I don’t know. I guess I’ll help out my dad for a while.”
Coy grunted. The Creekmore land hadn’t produced a good crop w three years. “You ought to get into the construction business, Billy. I hear some of the contractors up around Fayette are going to he hirin’ laborers. That’s good pay, too. You know, I think
Hawthorne’s a losin’ proposition for a bright young man like you. I wouldn’t say that to just anybody, but there’s a real spark in you. You think, you reason things out. Nope. Hawthorne’s not for you, Billy.”
“My folks need me.” He grinned. “I’m the only one who can keep the Olds running.”
“Well, that’s no kind of a future.” The bell over the front door clanged, and Billy looked up as Mrs. Pettus and Melissa—her radiant blue-eyed face framed by a bell of hair the color of pale summer straw—came into the grocery store. Billy forgot to breathe for an instant; he saw her every day at Fayette County High, but still there was a quiver of electric tension down in his stomach. The school dance—May Night–was less than two weeks away, and Billy had been trying to muster the courage to ask her before anyone else did, but whenever he thought he was about to approach her he’d remember that he had no money or driver’s license, and that his clothes had been worn by someone else before him. Melissa always wore bright dresses, her face scrubbed and shining. Billy picked up his sacked groceries, wanting to get out before Melissa saw his grease-stained hands and shirt.
“My, my!” Coy said. “Don’t you two look lovely this afternoon!”
“That’s what ladies do best!” Mrs. Pettus said merrily. She put a protective arm around her daughter as the Creekmore boy stepped past.
“Hi,” Billy blurted out.
Melissa smiled and nodded her head, and then her mother pulled her on into the store.
He watched her over his shoulder as he neared the door, and saw her look quickly back at him. His heart pounded. And then the cowbell clanged over his head and he ran into someone who was coming through the door.
“Whoa there, Billy!” Link Patterson said, trying to sidestep-“You gatherin’ wool, boy?” He grinned good-naturedly; in another instant the grin had frozen on his face, because Billy Creekmore was staring at him as if he’d sprouted horns from the top of his head.
Billy’s blood had gone cold. Link Patterson looked healthy and well fed, possibly because he was one of the few men who‘d gotten a job at the sawmill and his life had taken a turn for the better; his wife was expecting their second child in October; and he’d just made the first payment on a trailer parked outside the town limits. But Billy saw him enveloped in a purplish black haze of light, a hideous cocoon that slowly writhed around him.
Link laughed nervously. “What’s wrong? Looks like you’d seen a …” The word ghost lay in his mouth like cold lead, and he swallowed it.
Billy slowly reached out; his fingers touched the haze, but felt nothing. Link shrank back a step. “Boy? What the hell’s wrong with you?”
Coy Granger; Mrs. Pettus, and Melissa were watching. Billy blinked and shook his head. “Nothing, Mr Patterson. Sorry. I … sorry.” And then he was out the door and gone, hurrying along the road with the sack of groceries clamped in the crook of an arm. With a few more steps he began running, feeling scared and sick. What did I see? he asked himself, and didn’t stop running even when he passed the green, grown-over ruin of the Booker house.
“Pack of Kents, Coy,” Link Patterson said. As Granger got his cigarettes, Link stepped to the window and peered out, watching Billy running away. He could hear the high singsong of the saws; in fifteen minutes he’d be on the line, called in to fill the shift for a man who’d gotten sick and had to go home. “That Creekmore boy is … really strange, ain’t he?” Link said, to no one in particular
Mrs. Pettus answered. “He’s got that wicked seed in him, that’s what. My Melissa sees him at school every day and he’s always picking fights, isn’t he?”
“No, Momma,” she replied, and pulled away from her mother’s arm. “That’s not how it is.”
“Always picking fights. And he’s such a nice-lookin’ boy, too, to have such bad blood in him.”
“Billy’s all right,” Coy said. “He’s a smart boy. He’ll go far if he can cut himself loose from that farm. Link, here’re your cigarettes. How’s work at the mill?”
“In bits and pieces,” Link joked, trying to summon up a grin. The way Billy had stared at him had made him jittery. He paid for the cigarettes, went out to his pickup truck, and drove on toward the mill.
Link parked his truck in the gravel lot, took a few pulls from a cigarette to calm his jittery nerves, then crushed it out and put on his heavy canvas safety gloves. Then he walked the few dozen yards to the main building, past bunks of yellow pine logs sitting alongside the railroad tracks; they were newly arrived, oozing sap, and ready to be hauled into the small pond behind the mill before the hot weather made them harden and swell. He went up a flight of rickety stairs to the main hall.
Before he opened the door, the noise of the saws was simply irritating; when he stepped inside, into a golden haze of sawdust and friction heat thrown off by the whirring circular saws, band saws, and ponies, the shrill scream of machinery pounded into his forehead like a sledgehammer. He fished earplugs from his pocket and screwed them in place, but they helped hardly at all. The smell of raw lumber and sawdust in the air scratched the back of Link’s throat. He clocked in next to the glassed-in office where Lamar Chatham sat at his desk, the telephone to one ear and an index finger plugging the other.
The mill was working at full speed. Link saw where he was needed—the master sawyer; Durkee, was operating the headrig and aligning the logs, a two-man job that was slowing down the flow of timber—and hurried toward the far end of the line. He took his place next to the whining headrig and began operating the long lever that sped up or braked the circular saw, while grizzled old Durkee judged the raw logs and maneuvered them so they’d go into the headrig at the proper angle and speed. Link worked the lever, adjusting the saw’s speed to Durkee’s shouted orders.
The logs kept coming, faster and faster Link settled down to the routine, watching the oil-smeared gauge set into the machinery next to him, reading the saw’s speed.
Bare light bulbs hung from the ceiling, illuminating the mill with a harsh and sometimes unreliable light: many men who’d worked the mill were missing fingers because they couldn’t judge exactly where a fast-spinning sawrim was, due to poor lighting-Link let himself relax, became part of the trembling headrig. His mind drifted to his new trailer. It had been a good buy, and now that his second child was on the way it was good that he, Susie, and his son Jeff were out of that shack they’d lived in for years. It seemed that finally things were working out his way.
Durkee shouted, “This one’s as punky as a rotten tooth!” and jabbed at the wood with a logger’s hook. “Damn, what sorta shit they tryin’ to pass through here!” He reached out, pushed the log’s far end a few inches to line it up correctly, and made a motion with his forefinger to give the saw more speed. Link pushed the lever forward. The log started coming through, sawdust whirling out of the deepening groove as the teeth sank in. The headrig vibrated suddenly, and Link thought: This sonofabitch is gonna come a—
And then there was a loud crack! that vibrated through the mill. Link saw the log split raggedly as the saw slipped out of line. Durkee roared, “SHUT HER DOWN!” and Link wrenched the lever back, thinking I’ve screwed up, I’ve screwed up, I’ve …
Something flew up like a yellow dagger. The three-inch-long shard of wood pierced Link’s left eye with a force that snapped his head back. He screamed in agony, clutched at his face, and stumbled forward, off-balance; instinctively he reached out to keep himself from going down … and the saw’s scream turned into a hungry gobbling.
“Help!” Durkee shouted. “Somebody cut the master switch!”
Link staggered, blood streaming down his face. He lifted his right hand to clear his eyes, and saw in his hazed half-vision the wet nub of white bone that jutted from the mangled meat of his forearm. His hand, the fingers still twitching, was already moving down the conveyor belt wrapped in its bloody canvas glove.
And then the stump of his ruined arm shot blood like a firehose.
Someone hit the master switch. The machinery stopped, the saws whining down like angered wasps. Link’s knees buckled. He was trying to scream, but he couldn’t find his voice; instead, he could still hear the noise of the circular saw in his head— screaming, screaming in a hideous metallic voice. He couldn’t get a breath, he was lying in sawdust, he was going to get dirty and he didn’t want Susie to see him like this. “… Not like this,” he moaned, clutching his arm close to his body, like an infant. “Oh God … oh God, not like this… .”
Voices cut through the haze above him. “… call the doc, hurry …”
“… bandage it … tourniquet in the… !”
“… somebody call his wife!”
“My hand,” Link whispered. “Find … my hand… .” He couldn’t remember now which hand was hurt, but he knew it had to be found so the doctor could stitch it back on. The sawdust around him was wet, his clothes were wet, everything was wet. A black wave roared through his head. “No!” he whispered. “… Not fair; not this way!” Tears streamed down his cheeks, mingling with the blood. He was aware of someone knotting a shirt around his forearm; everything was moving in slow motion, everything was crazy and wrong… .
“… too much blood, the damned thing’s not gonna …”a disembodied voice said, off in the distance. A shout, full of sharp echoes: “… ambulance!” and then fading away.
The black wave came back again, seemingly lifting him up from where he sat. It scared him, and he fought against it with his teeth gritted. “NO!” he cried out. “I WON’T LET IT … be … like this… .” The voices above him had merged into an indistinct mumbling. His eye hurt, that was the worst of it, and he couldn’t see. “Clean my eye off,” he said, but no one seemed to hear. A surge of anger swelled in him, searing and indignant. There was still so much to do, he realized. His wife to take care of! The new baby! The trailer he was so proud of and had put so much work into! I won’t let it be like this! he screamed inwardly.
The light was fading. Link said, “I don’t want it to get dark.”
Above him, an ashen-faced and blood-spattered Durkee looked at the ring of stunned men and said, “What’d he say? Anybody hear him? Jesus, what a mess!” Durkee went down on his knees, cradling the younger man’s head. Now that all the saws were quiet, they could hear an ambulance coming, but it was still on the other side of Hawthorne.
There were droplets of blood across the front of Lamar Chatham’s white shirt. He was trembling, his hands curled into helpless fists at his sides. His brain was working furiously on two tracks: how to make up the work that was being lost and how to smooth this thing over with the safety inspectors. He saw Link Patterson’s gloved hand lying on a conveyor belt like a large squashed spider; the air was rank with blood and icy with shock.
Durkee rose to his feet. He let out a long sigh and shook his head. “Somebody else’ll have to close his eyes. I’ve had enough.” He walked past Chatham without looking back.
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John Creekmore stood stiffly in an ill-fitting black suit, the sun hot on his neck through a break in the pines. As Reverend Laken spoke, John looked back over his shoulder at the figure sitting up the hill perhaps fifty yards away, watching the funeral through the rows of small granite tombstones. Billy had been up there since John had arrived, before the funeral had started. The boy hadn’t moved a muscle, and John knew the others had seen him up there too. John looked away, trying to concentrate on what Hawthorne’s new minister was saying, but he could feel Billy sitting back amid the pines; he shifted his weight uneasily from one foot to the othei; not knowing what to do with his hands.
“Amen,” Reverend Laken finally said. The coffin was cranked down into the ground, and Susie sobbed so terribly John had to walk away from her. He stood and stared up at his son for a moment. Billy was motionless. John thrust his hands into his pockets and walked carefully toward him between the mounds of earth, his shoes slipping on the carpet of fresh pine needles. The boy’s face was a tight mask of secrets; John knew that Ramona and Billy kept a world of secrets from him—dark things that had to do with the time Billy had spent at his grandmother’s house. John didn’t want to know what they were, fearing contamination, but for one thing he could be happy: Rebekah Fairmountain had gone to her hellish reward two years ago. Ramona and Billy had found her on the day after Christmas, sitting with her eyes closed in her easy chaii; a yellowed picture of her late husband and a red vase full of wild flowers on a table at her side.
John reached his son. “What’re you doin’ here?”
“I wanted to come.”
“People saw you sittin’ up here. Why didn’t you come down?”
He shook his head, amber lights glinting in his eyes; he was unable to explain his feelings, but when he’d seen that strange black haze clinging to Link Patterson he’d known something terrible was about to happen. He hadn’t told his mother about it until later, after Mr Patterson was lying dead up at the sawmill and the whole town knew there’d been an awful accident. As he’d watched the coffin being lowered, he’d wondered if he had had the power to change the man’s destiny, perhaps with a single word of warning, or if the accident was already waiting for Link Patterson to step into it and nothing Billy could’ve said or done would’ve mattered.
“What did you come for?” John asked. “I thought you were supposed to be workin’ at the gas station this afternoon.” -
“I asked for the afternoon off. It doesn’t matter anyway.”
“The hell it don’t!” John felt a flush of unreasoned anger heat his face. “People see you sittin’ up here among the graves, what are they gonna think? Damn it, boy! Don’t you have a lick of sense anymore?” He almost reached down and hauled Billy to his feet, but restrained himself; lately his nerves had been on edge all the time, and he lost his temper like a shatterpated fool. A pang of shame stabbed him. This is my son! he thought. Not a stranger I don’t even know! He abruptly cleared his throat. “You ready to go home now?”
They walked down the hill together past the new grave with its bright bouquets of flowers, and to the Olds. The car was held together with more wire and odd junkyard pieces than Frankenstein’s monster The engine, when it finally caught, sounded as if it were gargling nuts and bolts. They drove out of the cemetery and toward home.
John saw it first: a white pickup truck with CHATHAM BROTHERS stenciled on its side in red was parked in front of the house. “Now what?” he said, and then thought: could be it’s a job! His hands tightened around the steering wheel. Sure! They needed a new man on the line, since Link was … He was sickened at what he was thinking, but—sickened or not—his heart was beating harder in anticipation.
Lamar Chatham himself was sitting on the front porch with Ramona. He rose to his feet, a short heavy man in a seersucker suit, as the Olds approached.
John stopped the cai; then stepped out. He was sweating profusely in the dark suit. “Howdy, Mr Chatham,” he called.
The man nodded, chewing on a toothpick. “Hello, Creekmore.”
“My son and I went to pay our respects to Link Patterson. That was a terrible thing, but I guess a man can’t be too careful around those saws. I mean, when you’re workin’ fast you’ve got to know what you’re doin’.” He caught Ramona’s dark gaze on him, and again he felt a hot surge of anger. “I hear the mill’s gonna be shut down for a while.”
“That’s right. I’ve been waitin’ to speak to you.”
“Oh? Well … what can I do for you, then?”
Chatham’s fleshy face looked loose and slack, and there were gray patches beneath his blue eyes. He said, “Not you, Creekmore. I’ve been waitin’ to speak to your boy.”
“My boy? What for?”
Chatham took the toothpick from his mouth. “I meant to go to the funeral,” he said, “but I had business. I sent some flowers, you probably saw ‘em there. Orchids. One thing about funerals: they’re supposed to be final, ain’t they?”
“I guess so,” John agreed.
“Yeah.” He gazed off at the field for a moment, where a new crop of corn and pole beans were struggling out of the dusty earth. “I came to see your wife, and we had a good long talk about … things. But she says I should speak to Billy.” He looked at John again. “Your wife says that Billy can do what has to be done.”
“What? What has to be done?”
“Billy,” the other man said quietly, “I need to talk to you, boy. …”
“Talk to me, damn it!” John’s face flamed.
Ramona’s voice was as soft as a cool breeze, but carried strength as well. “Tell him,” she said.
“All right.” Chatham inserted his toothpick again, looking from Billy to John and back again. “Yes ma’am, I will. First off, I want you all to know I don’t believe in … in haunts.” He gave a little lopsided grin that slipped off his uneasy face like thin grease. “Nosir! Lamar Chatham never believed in anything he couldn’t see! But, you know, the world’s just full of superstitious folks who believe in rabbit’s feet and demons and … and especially haunts. Now you take rugged men who work hard for a livin’, and who work in a place that maybo—maybe—is dangerous. Sometimes they can be more superstitious than a gaggle of old farm women.” He let out a nervous burp of a laugh, his cheeks swelling like a bullfrog’s. “Link Patterson’s been dead three days, and now he’s buried. But … sometimes superstitions can get hold of a man’s mind and just gnaw at him. They can chew a man down to nothin’.”
“Like that damned saw did to Link,” John said bitterly, all hopes of a job dashed to the winds. And worse, this bastard Chatham wanted Billy!
“Yeah. Maybe so. Sawmill’s closed now. Shut down.”
“About time some work was done to make that place safe. Those belts and drive gears ain’t been changed for years, I hear tell.”
“Maybe. Well, that ain’t the reason the mill’s shut down, Creekmore.” He poked the toothpick at an offending bit of barbecue. “The mill’s shut down,” he said, “because the men won’t work. I hired new ones. They walked out on me in less than an hour; yesterday. Production’s fallin’ behind. We turn a pretty fair profit, but too many days like these last few and”—he whistled and drew the stump of his index finger across his thick neck in a slashing gesture—”the whole town suffers for it. Hell, the sawmill is Hawthorne!”
“So what’s that to us?”
“I came to see your wife because of who she is, and what her reputation says she can do. …”
“Get off my land.”
“Now just a min—”
“GET OFF, I SAID!” he roared, and rushed the porch. Chatham stayed planted like a slab of wood, his thickset body tensed for a fight. He’d been a logging man since he was old enough to swing an ax, and he’d never run from a tangle yet in any of the rough camps where muscle was king. His posture and steady glare flared a warning, and John stopped halfway up the porch steps, his fists knotted and the cords in his neck as tense as piano wires. “Maybe you’ve got money,” John snarled, “and maybe you wear fancy suits and fancy rings and you can work men like dogs, but this is my land, mister! And I’m tellin’ you to move off of it, right now!”
“Creekmore,” Chatham said with a hiss of breath between his teeth, “I own half this town. My brother owns the other half-Paper can be torn up, do you understand me? It can be misplaced. Listen, I don’t want no trouble. Hell, I’m tryin’ to offer your boy a job and pay him for it, too! Now back off, man!”
In the porch swing, Ramona saw the trapped-animal look in her husband’s eyes, and her heart ached. She sat with her hands clasped in her lap as John said, “I don’t … I don’t … want you here. …”
And then Billy was coming up the steps, passing his father. He walked right up to Lamar Chatham and looked him directly in the eyes. “Are you threatening my father; Mr Chatham?”
“No. ‘Course not. Hell, there’s a lot of steam needs to be bio wed off around here! Ain’t that right, John?”
The other man whispered, “Damn you … damn you. …”
“What is it you want with me?” Billy asked him.
“Like I say, I had a long talk with your mother. We came to an understandin’, and she’s asked me to talk to you. …”
John made a strangling sound; then he stepped back down the stairs and stood facing the pond. He clamped his hands to his ears.
Chatham paid him no attention. “I don’t believe in haunts, Billy. No such thing in my book. But a lot of the men do. They won’t work and I had to close the mill because … because of the saw Link Patterson stuck his hand into.”
“The saw? What about it?”
Chatham glanced uneasily at Ramona Creekmore, then looked back into the boy’s face. There were amber glints in Billy’s eyes, and his gaze seemed so deeply penetrating Chatham thought he felt the short hairs at the back of his neck stir Chatham said, “The saw screams. Like a man.”
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Twilight framed the sawmill against a sky of blue and gold. Shards of sunlight lay across the gravel parking lot like pieces of broken glass, and bunked piles of timber threw dark blue shadows.
“You drink yet, boy?” Lamar Chatham asked as he switched oif the pickup’s ignition and took the keys out.
“No sir”
“Time you started. Open that glove compartment there and fetch the bottle.”
It was a flask of moonshine that Billy could smell even before Chatham uncapped it. The man took a swig and closed his eyes; Billy could almost see the veins in his bulbous nose lighting up. “You believe me when I say I don’t think there’s such a thing as a haunt?”
“Yes sit”
“Well, I’m a goddamned liar; boy. Sheeeit! My old daddy used to tell me ghost stories that made the hair on my ass curl! You won’t catch me closer than a mile to a cemetery, that’s for truth!” He passed the flask to Billy. “Mind you now, I don’t care what you or your momma can or can’t do. I’ve heard the stories about your mother; and I was there that night at the Falconer tent revival. That was one hell of an uproar. Once you go in my mill and … do whatever it is that has to be done, then I figure my men will come on back to work. And I’ll make sure every last one of them knows what you did … even if you don’t do a damned thing. Get my drift?”
Billy nodded. His insides were quaking. When he’d said he would help Mr. Chatham, his father had looked at him as if he were a leper. But Mr Chantham had said he’d pay fifty dollars and so wasn’t it right, Billy reasoned, that he help out the family as much as he could? Still, he didn’t know exactly what he was supposed to do; he’d brought his good-luck piece of coal, but he knew that whatever had to be done would have to come from inside him, and he was on his own. Before he’d left the house, his mother had taken him inside and talked to him quietly, telling him that his time had come now, and he would have to do the best he could. Oh, she’d said, she could go with him this time to give him confidence, but it would all be his work anyway; there might not even be anything in the sawmill, she’d told him, but if there was it could be part of Link Patterson, in agony and unable to find its way across. Draw it to you with trust, and remember the lessons your grandmother taught you. Most importantly: blank the fear out of your mind, if you can, and let the revenant find you. It’ll be searching for help, and it’ll be drawn to you as if you were a candle in the dark.
As Billy had climbed into the white pickup truck, Ramona had stood on the porch and said to him, “Remembei; son: no fear. I love you.”
The light was slowly fading. Billy sniffed at the moonshine and then took a drink. It felt like lava at the back of his throat, and bubbled down his gullet searing tissues all the way to his stomach; it reminded him of the stuff Gram had made him drink to clean his stomach out before he’d gone into the smokehouse.
Sometimes at night, on the edge of sleep, he seemed to relive that entire strange experience. He’d stayed inside that sweltering smokehouse for three days, wrapped in the heavy blanket, with nothing to eat and only home-brewed “medicines” to drink. Lulled by the fierce heat, he’d drifted in the dark, losing all sense of time and space; his body had seemed cumbersome, like a suit of armoi; trapping his real self within it. He was aware, though locked into sleep, of his mother and Gram looking in on him, and sitting with him for a while: he could tell the difference in their heartbeat, in their rhythms of breathing, in the aromas of their bodies and the sound of air parting around them as they moved. The crackling of the burning wood and leaves had become a kind of music alternating between soft harmony and rough pandemonium; smoke at the ceiling rustled like a silk shirt as it brushed the boards.
When he’d finally awakened and had been allowed out of the smokehouse, the morning sunlight had pierced his skin like needles, and the quiet forests had seemed a riot of cacophonous noise. It was several more days yet before his senses had settled down enough for him to feel comfortable again, yet even so he was and had remained fantastically aware of colors, aromas, and sounds; thus the pain was terrible when they’d returned home from Gram’s, and his father had hit Ramona a backhanded blow across the face and then stropped Billy with a belt. Then the house *’as filled with his father’s voice, tom between begging their forgiveness and loudly reading Bible verses.
Billy looked at the golden streamers of cloud across the sky and thought of how the papier-mSSch6 decorations would look in the Payette County High gym on May Night. He wanted very much to go to that dance, to fit in with all the others; he knew it might be his last chance. If he said no to Mr Chatham now, if he let everybody know he was just a scared kid who didn’t know Anything about haunts or spirits, then maybe he could ask Melissa ^ettus, and maybe she’d go with him to May Night and he’d get a job as a mechanic in Fayette and everything would be just fine for the rest of his life. Anyway, he’d hardly known Link Patterson, so what was he doing here?
Chatham said nervously, “I want to get through with this before it gets dark. Okay?”
Billy’s shoulders slowly sagged forward. He got out of the truck.
They walked in silence up the wooden steps to the sawmill’s entrance. Chatham fumbled with a ring of keys and then unlocked the door; before he stepped inside he reached in and switched on several banks of dimly glowing blubs that studded the raftered ceiling.
Greased machinery gleamed in the mixture of electric light and the last orange sunlight that filtered through a series of high, narrow windows. The smells of dust, woodsap, and machine oil thickened the aii; and the place seemed hazed with a residue of sawdust. Chatham closed the door and motioned to the far end of the building. “It happened up there, right at the headrig. I’ll show you.” His voice sounded hollow in the silence.
Chatham stopped ten feet away from the headrig and pointed at it. Billy approached the saw, his shoes stirring up whorls of dust, and gingerly touched the large, jagged teeth. “He should’ve been wearin’ safety glasses,” Chatham said. “It wasn’t my fault. Punky timber comes in all the time, it’s a fact of life. He … he died about where you’re standin’.”
Billy looked at the floor. Sawdust had been spread over a huge brown stain; his mind went back to the stained floor in the Booker house, the hideous mark of death hidden with newspapers. The saw’s teeth were cold against his hand; if he was supposed to feel anything here, he didn’t: no electric shock, no sudden sure realization, nothing.
“I‘m gonna turn it on now,” Chatham said quietly. “You’d best stand back.”
Billy retreated a few paces and put his hands in his pockets, gripping in his right hand the lump of coal. Chatham unlocked a small red box mounted to the wall; there was a series of red buttons and a red lever He slowly pulled the lever down and Billy herd a generator come to life. The lights brightened.
A chain rattled, and an engine moaned as it gained power The headrig’s circular saw began spinning, slowly at first, then rapidly picking up speed until it was a silver-blue blur. It hummed—a machine sound, Billy thought; not a human sound at all. He could feel Mr. Chatham watching him. He thought of faking it, of pretending to hear something because Chatham seemed to expect it. But no, no, that wouldn’t be right. He looked over his shoulder and raised his voice to be heard above the saw’s metallic noise. “I don’t hear any …”
The saw’s voice abruptly changed; it made a shrill sound like a startled cry of pain, then what might have been a harsh grunt of surprise. The noise rippled and faded, and then the machine-humming had returned again.
Billy stared at it, his jaw slack. He wasn’t certain what he’d heard; now the saw was quiet, running almost silently but for the clatter of chains. He stepped away from it a few paces, and heard Chatham’s harsh breathing behind him.
And then there was a high, terrible scream—an eerie union of a human voice and the sound of the spinning saw—that reverberated through the mill.
The scream faded and died; then came back, stronger than before, more frantic and anguished. With the third scream the windows rattled in their loose casements. Billy had broken out in a cold sweat, the urge to flee from this place gnawing at the back of his neck; he put his hands to his ears to block out the next scream, but he heard it in his bones. He twisted around, saw Chatham’s bleached face and terror-stricken eyes; the man was reaching for the levei; to cut power to the headrig.
The scream carried a high note of desperate pleading; and it was the same scream over and over; rising in the same pattern of notes to an abrupt end. Billy’s decision was made: whatever this was, he wouldn’t run from it. “No!” he shouted. Chatham froze. “Don’t turn it off!” Each scream was seemingly louder than the one before, each one freezing his spine a little harder He had to get outside to think, he had to figure out what to do, he couldn’t stand this sound anymore and his whole brain was about to burst open… .
Billy turned and started for the dooi; his hands clamped over his ears. Just a machine noise, he told himself. That’s all .. . that’s aH .. . that’s …
The sound suddenly changed pitch. Through the screaming ‘here was a hushed metallic whisper that stopped the boy in his tracks.
Billlleeeee… .
“Jesus Christ!” Chatham croaked. He was plastered against the wall, his face shiny with sweat. “It … knows you’re here! It knows you!”
Billy turned and shouted, “It’s just a noise, that’s all! It’s just a … just a …” The words choked in his throat; when his voice bubbled up again it was in a frantic yell: “You’re dead! You’re dead! You’re … !”
Above the headrig a light bulb popped and exploded, raining hot fragments of glass. Then another in the next row of bulbs; blue sparks of electricity leaped from the sockets.
“It’s a demon! It’s the goddamned Devil himself!” Chatham grasped the red lever and started to throw it. Above his head a bulb exploded and glass hornets stung the man’s scalp; he yelped in pain and huddled to the floor, his arms up to protect his head. TWo more blubs blew at the same time, zigzagging arcs of electricity. The air was full of ozone, and Billy could feel his hair dancing on his head.
Billlleeeee … Billlleeeee … Billlleeeee… .
“STOP IT!” Bulbs were popping all across the mill now, glass tinkling down into the machinery like off-key piano notes. An instant of sheer panic shook through Billy, but he stood firm until it had passed. No fear, he remembered his mother saying. And then he tasted blood in his mouth and realized he’d bitten into his lower lip. He concentrated on rooting himself to the floor on clinging to what his mother had told him before he’d left the house. The mill’s air had turned tumultuous, thick and hazed; most of the bulbs had exploded, the rest throwing harsh shadows. “STOP IT!” Billy shouted again. “STOP IT, MR. PATTERSON!”
Down at the other end of the mill, another bulb popped. The saw’s scream faltered, fading to a low moan, a rumbling that seemed to shake the floor He’d called the thing by name, Billy realized, and that had made a difference. It was, in its own way responding. He stepped past the cowering man on the floor “You don’t have to stay here anymore!” Billy shouted. “You can … you can go on to where you’re supposed to be! Don’t you understand?”
Softer: Billlleeeee … Billlleeeee… .
“You don’t belong here anymore! You’ve got to go on!”
Billlleeeee… .
“LISTEN TO ME! You … you can’t go home anymore, not t0 your wife and kids. You’ve just got to … stop trying so hard to stay here. There’s no sense in …” And then something seemed to crash into him, staggering him back; he moaned, feeling panic bloom in his head like a dark flower He went to his knees in the sawdust, and his head was jarred as a savage pain sliced into his left eye. There was a burning fever of rage and agony in him, bubbling up to the top of his throat; and then his mouth opened as if it had been forced by rough, spectral hands, and he heard himself cry out, “No no it’s not my time yet! I want to be back again, I’m lost, I’m lost and I can’t find my way back!
Chatham whined like a dog, watching the boy writhe and jerk.
Billy shook his head to clear it. He shouted, “You can’t come back! I saw Link Patterson buried today! You can’t come back, you have to let everything go! No no I’m lost, I’ve got to find my way back! You have to rest and forget the pain! You have to help me I’m lost oh God help me!” And then he howled in torment, because he’d had the quick and clear vision of his right hand being chewed away to bloody bone; he cradled the phantom injury to his chest, and rocked back and forth with tears streaming down his cheeks. “I feel it!” he moaned. “I feel how it was for you! Oh God … please … just let the pain go, let everything go … just rest and let go. No fear … no fear … no …”
The headrig vibrated, about to tear its cleats from the floor Billy looked up, saw something like a thin blue haze between him and the machine. It undulated and began to take on the shape of a man. “You don’t have to be afraid,” Billy whispered. His arm was on fire, and he gritted his teeth to hold back a scream. “I’ve got the pain now. Just …”
And then the blue haze moved toward him, thickening and roiling; when it touched him he was enveloped with cold and sheer dread, and he recoiled from it, trying to crawl away through the dust. Terror of the unknown swept through him, and he clenched his hands against the floor as if resisting a huge frigid wave. He heard himself shrieking, “… let gooooooooo! …”
The windows shattered with the noise of shotguns going off, all exploding outward as if from a terrible, awesome pressure.
And then the saw was humming again, the headrig slowing its rocking motions, slowing, slowing …
A last light bulb flickered, flickered, and went out. The remaining few buzzed and blinked, and raw sparks jumped from the open sockets. The saw’s sound pitched softer, until there was only the noise of the humming generator.
Lying on his side in the dust, Billy heard the mill’s door slam shut. Then, in another moment, an engine started. Tires threw gravel. He raised his head with an effort, one side of his face pasted with sawdust, and saw that Mr. Chatham had fled. He lay back down again, totally exhausted; within him flowed the currents of desperate emotions, of fear and confusion and loss. He was sure that he now held within himself the emotions that had bound Link Patterson to this sawmill, to this world, perhaps even to the moment of physical death. He wasn’t certain if he’d done it right or not, but he didn’t think there was anything left of Mr. Patterson; the revenant had passed on, leaving its pain behind.
Billy forced himself to his feet. The saw was spinning silently, and he turned off the power. Billy clutched his right wrist and worked his hand. There was a needles-and-pins sensation in it, as if the blood flow had been cut off. A soft, warm breeze was blowing in through the shattered windows; in the last blue light a fine mist of golden dust was stirred up and floated through the air to coat the silent sawmill machinery.
When he was strong enough to move, Billy started home. His legs were leaden, and a dull pressure throbbed at his temples; for one thing he was grateful though—the feeling was slowly seeping back into his right hand. He took a shortcut through the dark and quiet forest, with the man in the moon grinning down, and prayed he’d never have to do anything like what happened tonight again. I’m not strong enough, he told himself. I never was.
Nearer Hawthorne, he was startled by something moving at the crest of a rise, there amid pines and boulders. It looked like a large man in the moonlight, but there was something animalish and disturbing about it. Billy stood still for a moment, his senses questing, but the figure was gone. As he skirted the rise, he thought he’d seen moonlight glinting wetly off what might have been curved, sharp tusks.
And he remembered the beast’s warning and promise.
I’ll be waiting for you.
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“Feed the fire, brothers and sisters!” Jimmy Jed Falconer roared, his face licked with firelight above the bright yellow suit. “Feed the fire and starve the Devil!”
He stood on a wooden platform out in the middle of a dusty dumping ground near Birmingham. A backdrop had been constructed to hold the huge FALCONER CRUSADE banner.
Falconer grinned. Before him was a huge crackling circle of fire, feeding on hundreds of pounds of paper and several hundred black vinyl discs. There was a line of teen-agers waiting to throw their record albums into the flames*, and people with boxes of books obtained from school and public libraries. The service had been going on for almost three hours, starting with psalm singing, then one of J.J. Falconer’s most searing sermons on the Devil trying to consume America’s youth, followed by an hour-long healing session that had left people dancing and talking in tongues.
Burning pages wafted into the air like fiery bats. Embers puffed out and drifted down. Records cracked and melted. “Here, gimme those, son.” Falconer carefully leaned over the platform’s edge and took several records from a heavyset young man with newly cropped black hair and acne scars. He looked at the jacket art, all psychedelic drawings and pictures, and held up one of them, by a group called Cream. “Yeah, this’ll ‘blow your mind,’ won’t it? It’ll send you to Hell, that’s what it’ll do!” He sailed the record into the fire, to shouts and applause. The Jefferson Airplane flew into the flames next, followed by Paul Revere and the Raiders. “Is this what the Lord wants you to hear?” he asked, baiting the crowd. “Does He want you to grow your hair to your knees and take drugs and ‘blow your mind’?” He tossed Sam the Sham and the Pharaohs into the flames.
There were resounding cheers as Falconer broke a Beatles record over his knee, then held it at the jacket’s edge, with his other hand clamping shut his nostrils. He threw it in to burn. “Folks, if somebody tells you that everybody’s growin’ long hair and fillin’ themselves full of LSD and runnin’ away from the Commies like yellow cowards, then you tell them this: I’m the American majority, and I’m proud to …”
Suddenly he couldn’t draw a breath. A sharp, cold pain ripped across his chest, and he felt as if he might pass out. He held the microphone at his side, afraid that it might pick up his whimper of agony; then he was sinking down to his knees, his head bent over, and he heard people clapping and hollering, thinking that this was all part of his message. He squeezed his eyes shut. Oh God, he thought. Not again … please … take this pain away. He struggled to draw in aii; his chest heaving, but he stayed crouched on his knees so no one could see his graying face.
“Bum it!” he heard a high, merry voice shout.
A hand gripped his fleshy shoulder. “Dad?”
Falconer looked up into his son’s face. The boy was growing into a handsome young man, with a lean strong body that looked trim in the tan suit he wore. He had a long, sharp-chinned face topped with a mass of thickly curled red haii; and now his deep-set, electric-blue eyes glinted with concern. “You all right, Dad?”
“Lost my breath,” Falconer said, and tried to struggle to his feet. “Let me rest for just a minute.”
Wayne glanced out at the congregation, and realized they were waiting for someone to lead them. He grasped the microphone his father held.
“No, Wayne,” Falconer said, grinning, with the sweat running down his face. “I’m fine. Just lost my breath is all. It’s the heat.”
“The TV cameras are on us, Dad,” Wayne said, and pulled the microphone away from his father As Wayne straightened up and turned toward the congregation, his face abruptly pulled tight, the blue eyes widening and the perfect white teeth showing in a wide smile that hung on the edge of a grimace. His body tensed, as if gripping the microphone had sent a charge of power through him-
“The glory of the Lord is with us tonight!” Wayne crowed-“It’s cracklin’ in the air, it’s fillin’ our hearts and souls, it’s put my daddy on his knees because it’s not a weak thing, no it’s not a frail thing, no it’s not a feeble thing! If you want to listen to sex- and drug-music and you want to read sex- and drug-books, you’ll be real happy in Hell, neighbors! Lord says WHAT?”
“BURN IT!”
Wayne balanced on the edge, seemingly about to leap into the fire himself. “Lord says WHAT?”
“Burn it! Burn it! Burn …”
Falconer knew the boy had them now. The local TV station cameras were aimed at the young healer Falconer rose unsteadily to his feet. The pain was gone and he knew he’d be all right. But he wanted to get back to the Airstream trailer to rest, then he’d return and give the benediction. He made his way across the platform to the steps. All eyes were on Wayne. Falconer stopped for a moment to turn back and watch his son. Wayne’s entire body seemed to glow with energy, with wonderful strength and youth. It was Wayne who’d come up with the idea of holding a “sin-burning,” sure that there would be local media coverage. The ideas and plans just seemed to pop out of the boy’s head fully formed; Wayne had suggested they move the Crusade into Louisiana, Mississippi, and Georgia, and into Florida where they could work year-round. The schedules had been drawn up, and for the past seven years the Crusade had expanded like a tick on a bloodhound. Now Wayne was talking about pushing the Crusade into Texas, where there were so many little towns and so far apart, and he wanted Falconer to buy a Fayette radio station that was about to lose its license. Wayne was taking flying lessons, and had already piloted the Crusade’s Beechraft on short business trips.
The boy was strong and had God in his heart, Falconer knew, but still … something ate at Wayne, day and night. Something drove him, and tried to control him. He had fits of moods and tempei; and sometimes he locked himself in the prayer chapel at home for hours on end. And Wayne had been complaining of a strange recurring nightmare lately, some nonsense about a snake and an eagle. Falconer couldn’t make heads or tails of it.
Falconer was tired. He felt a sudden and awful pang of jealousy, and of anger at growing older and heavier and weaker.
He walked toward the trailer. His heart was deteriorating, the doctors had told him. Why, as he’d asked himself many times, was he afraid to ask Wayne to heal his heart, to patch up the leaks and make him strong again?
His answer was always the same as well: Because he was deeply afraid that Wayne’s healing Toby had been a strange—and terrible—fluke. And if Wayne tried to heal him and nothing happened, then … What had stayed with him for seven years was the voice of that Creekmore woman, the Hawthorne Valley witch, raised to tell everybody that he and his young son were murderers of the worst kind. Down deep inside, far from the light, in a dark place that knew neither God nor Satan but was instead wholly frightened animal, a nerve of truth had been trembling for seven long years. What if? What … if … ?
What if Wayne already knew? And had known since he’d touched the legs of a little girl whose frightened mind had kept her from wanting to walk.
“No,” Falconer said. “No. The Lord’s workin’ through my son. He healed a dumb animal, didn’t he? He’s healed more than a thousand people.” He shook his head. He had to shut off his thinking before it was harmful. He reached the shining silver trailer unlocked it, and stepped inside. There was a plaque on the wall that said BELIEVE, and that was good enough for him.






SIX
May Night
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They had driven in silence since leaving the house. John Creekmore watched the road unwinding before him in the yellow glare of the headlights; he was purposely keeping their speed ten miles per hour below the limit. “You sure you want to do this?” he asked, finally, without looking at his son. “I can turn the car around on the next dirt road.”
“I want to go,” Billy said. He was wearing a spotless but tightly fitting dark suit, a starched white shirt, and a bright paisley tie.
“Your choice. I’ve said all I can, I guess.” His face was set and grim; he looked much the same as he had when he’d stepped out of the house one morning last week and had seen the scarecrow dummy hanging by its neck from an oak-tree limb. It was wrapped with used toilet paper Ever since that evening Billy had gone up to the sawmill with Lamar Chatham the air had been ugly; Chatham had gone around telling everybody with ears what had happened, and the story soon became embellished and distorted to the point that it was said Billy was in command of the demons that infested the mill. John knew all of that was ridiculous, but he wasn’t given the chance to explain; when he’d last gone over to Curtis Peel’s to play checkers, the other men had frozen him out, talking and looking right through him as if he were invisible. Less than ten minutes after he’d gotten there, they’d all decided they’d had enough and left, but John had seen them later, sitting on the benches in front of Lee Sayre’s hardware store; Sayre was with them, the center of attention, and Ralph Leighton was grinning like a hyena. “Did your mother put you up to this?” John asked suddenly.
“No sir.”
“Don’t you know who’s gonna be there, son? Just about everybody in the junior and senior classes, and a lot of their folks too! And everybody knows!” He tried to concentrate on his driving as the road snaked to the left. Fayette County High wasn’t far now, just a mile or so ahead. “You ever ask anybody to go with you?”
Billy shook his head. He’d gathered the courage to call out Melissa’s name in the hallway one day; when she’d turned toward him, Billy had seen her pretty face blanch. She’d hurried away as if he were offering her poison.
“Then I don’t see why you want to go.”
“It’s May Night. It’s the school dance. That’s why.”
John grunted. “No, that’s not all of it, is it? I think you want to go because you want to prove something.” He flicked a glance at the boy.
“I want to go to May Night, that’s all.”
He’s stubborn as a deaf mule, John thought, and he’s got a hell of a lot of guts, I’ll say that for him. Billy was different, stronger-willed, somehow, and much more intense. Looking into his eyes was like seeing a thunderstorm on the horizon, and you didn’t know which way the storm would turn or how fast it was moving.
“You may think you’re not different,” John said quietly, “but you’re wrong. Lord knows I’ve prayed over you, Billy, and over your mother too. I’ve prayed until my head aches. But the Lord isn’t gonna change you, son, not until you turn away from this … this black belief.”
Billy was silent for a moment. The lights of Fayette brightened the sky before them. “I don’t understand it,” he said. “Maybe I never will, and maybe I’m not supposed to. But I think that part of Mr. Patterson was in that mill, Dad; it was a scared and hurt part, and too confused to know what to—”
“You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about!” John snapped.
“Yes I do, Dad.” The strength of his voice frightened John. “I helped Mr Patterson. I know I did.”
John felt the quick, hot urge to strike his son across the face. Seventeen or not, the boy had no right to dispute his father’s word. In John’s way of thinking the boy was like a corrupting tarbaby, and John was afraid some of that evil tar might fix itself to him-too.
The county high school stood just outside the Fayette city limits. It was a large, two-storied red brick building that had gdegne up in the early forties and had survived, like a defiant dinosaur; the ravages of weathei; vandalism, and county-education budget cuts. A gymnasium had been built off to the side in the mid-fifties, a square brick structure with a band of louvered windows beneath the slate roof. Outside the gym was a fenced-in football field, home to the Fayette County High Bulldogs. The parking lot held a varied assortment of vehicles, from rusted-out pickups to spit-shined sports cars. The school building itself was dark, but a few bright streamers of light shot out through the gym’s open windows, and in the air there was the growl of a bass guitar and the high notes of laughter
John slowed the car to a halt. “I guess this is the place. You sure you want to go through with it?”
“Yes sir.”
“You don’t have to, you know.”
“I do have to.”
“Ask me, you’re lettin’ yourself in for misery.” But then Billy was opening the door; and John knew his mind was set. “What time do you want me to come for you?”
“Ten o’clock?”
“Nine-thirty,” John said. He fixgd his son with a hard gaze. “When you go through them doors, you’re on your own. Anything happens to you in there, I can’t help. You got your money?”
Billy felt in his pocket for the couple of dollars he’d brought along. “Yes sir. Don’t worry, there are chaperones inside.”
“Well,” John said, “I guess I’ll go on, then. Anybody says something to you that don’t set well, you just remember … you’re a Creekmore, and you can be proud of that.” Billy shut the door and started to walk away, but John leaned toward the open window and said, “You look real good, son.” And then, before the boy could respond, he was driving away across the lot.
Billy walked to the gym. His nerves were jangling, his muscles knotted up; he was ready for the unexpected. The gates to the football field were open, and Billy could see the huge mound of bits and pieces of wood—probably waste from the sawmill, he realized—that would be ignited later in the evening for the traditional May Night bonfire; then the ashes would be spread over the field before summer tilling and the replanting of grass for next season. From the gym’s open doors came the tinny sounds of electric guitars playing “Alley Cat”; a large blue-and-gold poster ^UNG across the front of the gym, and read MAY NIGHT! JUNIOR-SENIOR SOCKHOP! 250 ADMISSION! with the drawing of a stocky bulldog dressed in football gear.
He paid his admission to a pretty dark-haired girl who sat at a desk just inside the gym. Golden and blue streamers crisscrossed the exposed metal rafters, and at the ceiling’s center hung a large mirrored globe that cast reflected shards of light over the dancing mob. Papier-mach6 planets painted in Day-Glo colors dangled on wires, high enough not to be yanked down but low enough to be stirred by the crowd’s motion. On the brick wall behind the bandstand, where a group with the legend PURPLE TREE stenciled across the bass drumhead began to hammer out “Pipeline,” was a large banner proclaiming SENIORS ‘69 WELCOME THE AGE OF AQUARIUS!
A chaperone, a thin geometry teacher named Edwards, materialized out of the crowd and pointed at Billy’s feet. “Shoes off if you’re going to stay on the floor Otherwise, you go up into the bleachers.” He motioned toward a sea of shoes scattered in a comei; and Billy took off his dusty loafers. How all those shoes would ever get back to their owners was a mystery, he thought as he placed his shoes with the others. He stood against the wall, underneath a stretched-tight American flag, and watched as the dancers Boog-a-looed and Ponied and Monkeyed to strident electric chords. Almost everyone had a date, he saw; the few boys who’d come stag—fat, or with terminal acne—sat up in the green-painted bleachers. Chaperones paced the dance floor. A glued-together couple passed Billy in search of their shoes, and he could smell the distinct aroma of moonshine.
“Well, well,” someone said. “Is that Billy Creekmore standing over there by his lonesome?”
Billy looked to one side and saw Mr Leighton leaning against the wall several feet away, wearing a checked coat and a shirt open at the collar; his crew cut looked as sharp as a bed of nails. “Where’s your date, Billy?”
“I came stag.”
“Oh? Didn’t you ask anybody? Well, I guess that’s your own business. How’s your momma doin’? Ain’t seen her in a month of Sundays.”
“She’s fine.”
“Lots of pretty girls here tonight,” Leighton said in a silk-smooth voice. His grin stopped south of his eyes, and in them Billy saw a cunning kind of anger. ” ‘Course, all of them have dates. Sure a shame you don’t have a pretty girl to dance with, maybe cuddle up to after the dance is over My boy’s out there with his girl. You know Duke, don’t you?”
“Yes sir” Everyone knew Duke Leighton, the senior-class cutup; Duke was a year older than Billy, but he’d failed the eighth grade. He’d been an All-American linebacker for the Bulldogs two seasons in a row, and had won a football scholarship to Auburn.
“He’s goin’ with Cindy Lewis,” Leighton said. “She’s head cheerleader at Indian Hills High.”
The rich kids’ school, Billy knew.
“You ought to know a lot of people here, Billy. Lot of people know you.”
Leighton’s voice was getting louder, as if he were pretending to shout over the music, but the shout was exaggerated. Billy noticed uneasily that he was being watched by some of the kids who hung around the edge of the dance floor; and he saw some of them whispering to each other
“Yep!” Leighton said, very loudly. “Everybody knows Billy Creekmore! Heard you had a job up at the sawmill for a while, ain’t that right? Huh?” *
He didn’t reply; he could feel people watching, and he shifted his position uneasily. To his horroi; he realized there was a small hole in his left sock.
“What’d you do up there for the Chathams, Billy? Kinda sweep the place up? Did you do an Indian dance, or …” Billy turned away and started walking, but Leighton hurried after him and grasped his sleeve. “Why don’t you show everybody your Indian dance, Billy? Hey! Who wants to see an Indian dance?”
Billy said, in a quiet and dangerous voice, “Let go of my arm, Mr Leighton.”
“What’re you gonna do?” the man sneered. “Put a curse on me?”
Billy looked into his fierce, unreasoning glare and decided to play this game his way. He leaned closer to Leighton, until their faces were only a few inches apart, and he whispered, “Yes. I’ll make your legs rot off to stumps. I’ll make your hair catch fire. I’ll make frogs grow in your fat belly.”
Leighton’s hand fell away, and he wiped his fingers on his trousers. “Sure you will. Yeah, sure. You listen to me, boy. Nobody wants you here. Nobody wants you in this school, or in this town. One damned witch is e—” He stopped suddenly, because Billy’s eyes had flared. He stepped back a few paces, mashing down shoes. “Why don’t you just get the hell out of here?”
“Leave me alone,” Billy said, and walked away. His heart was pounding. The Purple Tree was playing “Double Shot,” and the crowd was going wild.
Billy walked around the gym to a booth that sold Cokes and corndogs. He bought a Coke, drank it down, and was about to throw the crumpled cup into a trashcan when fingers grazed his cheek. He turned around; there was a short, shrill scream and four figures backed away from him. A girl said, her voice brimming with delicious terror; “I touched him, Terry! I really touched him!” There was a chorus of braying laughter, and someone off to the side asked, “Talked to any ghosts lately, Creekmore?”
He ducked his head down and pushed past a boy in a Bulldog letter jacket; his face flamed, and he knew that coming to this dance, that trying to pretend he was just like the others and could fit in after all, had been an awful mistake. There was nothing to do now but to try to get out of here, to withdraw from people yet again. Suddenly someone shoved him from the rear; and he almost went down; when he turned he saw perhaps eight or nine grinning faces, and a couple of boys with clenched fists. He knew they wanted to fight so they could show off in front of their girls, so he backed away from them and then started across the packed dance floor, twisting through a human maze of gyrating bodies. A heavyset boy with a mop of dark hair pushed his girl friend into Billy; she let out a mouselike squeak when she looked up into his face, and then the boy pulled her away to let her cower in his arms.
They’re using me to scare their girl friends, Billy thought, like I was a horror movie at the drive-in! Rather than angering him, that realization struck him as being funny. He grinned and said, “Boo!” at the next girl whose boyfriend thrust her forward; she almost went gray with shock, and then the people who recognized him—people he saw every day in the high-school halls—were moving out of his way, making a path for him to get through. He laughed and bent over like a hunchback, letting his arms dangle, and moved along the human corridor like a lurching ape. Give ‘en* a show! he thought. That’s what they want! Girls screamed, and even their protective boyfriends edged away. Now he was getting more attention than the Purple Tree, and he knew he was making a damned fool of himself but he wanted to turn around on them the fearful image they had of him; he wanted to rub it in and let them see how stupid it was to be afraid. He grimaced like a ghoul, reaching out toward a girl whose boyfriend slapped his hands away and then backed into the crowd; he danced and jerked his head as if he’d been struck by the palsy, and now he heard people laughing and he knew he was about to break through … just about to break through—
And then he abruptly stopped, a cold chill running through him. He was facing Melissa Pettus, radiant in a pink dress and with pink ribbons in her long flowing hair; she was pressed close to a boy named Hank On; and she was cowering away from Billy.
Billy stared at hei; and slowly straightened up. “You don’t have to be afraid,” he said, but his voice was lost in the bass-boom as the Purple Tree started to play “Down in the Boondocks.”
Something wet hit him in the face and streamed into his eyes. He couldn’t see for a few seconds, and from off to one side he heard a snort of laughter When Billy had cleared his eyes, he saw Duke Leighton grinning several feet away; the boy was bulky, already getting fat. A slim red-haired girl clung to one arm, and his other hand held a plastic watergun.
And then Billy could smell the reek of beer rising off of himself, and he realized that Leighton had filled that gun with beer instead of water, it was one of his many practical and sometimes cruel jokes. Now if a chaperone happened to get a whiff of Billy’s clothes, Billy would be immediately thrown out. He reeked like a shithouse on a hot summer night.
“Want some more, Spookie?” Leighton called out, to a chorus of laughter. He grinned slickly, as his father had.
Anger surged within Billy. At once he propelled himself forward, shoving through several couples to get at Leighton. The other boy laughed and sprayed him in the eyes again, and then someone edged out a foot and Billy tripped over it, sprawling on the gym floor. He struggled to his feet, half blinded with beet; and a hand caught roughly at his shoulder; he spun to strike at his attacker
It was a chaperone, a short and stocky history teacher named Kitchens; the man grabbed his shoulder again and shook him. “No fighting, mister!” he said.
“I’m not! Leighton’s trying to start trouble!”
Kitchens stood at least two inches shorter than Billy, but he was a large-shouldered man with a deep chest and a crew cut that was a holdover from his Marine days. His small dark eyes, glanced toward Duke Leighton, who was standing in a protective circle of football buddies. “What about it, Duke?”
The other boy raised empty hands in a gesture of innocence, and Billy knew the watergun had been passed to safety. “I was just mindin’ my own business, and old Spookie wanted to fight.”
“That’s a damned lie! He’s got—”
Kitchens leaned toward him. “I smell liquor on you, mister! Where you keepin’ it, in your car?”
“No, I’m not drinking! I was …”
“I saw him with a flask, Mr. Kitchens!” someone said through the crowd, and Billy was almost certain it was Hank Orr’s voice. “Throw him out!”
Kitchens said, “Come on, mister,” and started pulling Billy toward the door. “You rule-breakers got to learn some respect!”
Billy knew it was pointless to struggle, and maybe it was for the best that he get kicked out of the May Night dance.
“I ought to take you to the boys’ advisei; that’s what I ought to do,” Kitchens was saying. “Drinking and fighting is a bad combination.”
Billy looked back and caught the reflection of light off Melissa Pettus’s hair; Hank Orr had his arm around her waist, and was pulling her toward the dance floor.
“Come on, pick out your shoes and get out of here!”
Billy stopped, resisting the man’s tugging. He had seen—or thought he’d seen—something that had driven a freezing nail of dread into his stomach. He blinked, wishing he wouldn’t see it, but yet, there it was, right there, right there… .
A shimmering black haze hung around Hank Orr and Melissa Pettus. It undulated, throwing off ugly pinpoints of purplish light-He heard himself moan, and Kitchens stopped speaking to stare at him. Billy had seen the black aura glittering around another couple who were walking on the edge of the dance floor; he saw it again, from the corner of his eye: it was enveloping a senior girl named Sandra Falknei; who was doing the Jerk with her boyfriend. Panic roiled in Billy’s stomach; he wildly looked around, sure of impending disaster. The black aura glittered around a biology teacher named Mrs. Carson. A very weak aura, more purple than black, undulated around a senior football player ,,amed Gus Tompkins. He saw it yet again, clinging to a fat boy vt’ho was sitting up in the bleachers eating a corndog.
“Oh God,” Billy breathed. “No … no …”
“Come on,” Kitchens said, more uncertainly. He let go of the boy and stepped back, because the boy suddenly looked as if he might throw up. “Find your shoes and get out.”
“They’re going to die,” Billy whispered hoarsely. “I can see … Death in this place…”
“Are you drunk, mister? What’s wrong with you?”
“Can’t you see it?” Billy took a faltering few steps toward the crowd. “Can’t anybody else see it?”
“Shoes or not, you’re getting your ass out of here!” Kitchens grasped his arm to shove him toward the dooi; but the boy broke free with an amazing strength and then he ran toward the dance flooi; sliding in his socks. He pushed through the throng hanging around the floor, almost slipping on a spilled Coke, then he was through them and reaching for Melissa Pettus, reaching through the black haze to touch and warn her that Death was very hear. She jerked away from him and screamed. Hank Orr stepped in his way, purplish black tendrils glittering around his body, and brought his fist up in a quick arc that snapped J3illy’s head back. Billy staggered and fell, hearing the shout “FIGHT! FIGHT!” ringing in his ears. A forest of legs crowded around, but Purple Tree kept on playing “Rolling on the River.”
“Get up!” Hank Orr said, standing over him. “Come on, you … freak! I’ll stomp your ass!”
“Wait … wait,” Billy said. His head was filled with stars, exploding novas and planets. “The black aura … I see it … you’ve got to get—”
“FIGHT! FIGHT!” someone yelled gleefully. The Purple Ttee stopped in midchord. Shouts and laughter echoed through the gym.
“You’re going to die!” Billy wailed, and the blood drained out degf Orr’s face. He raised his fists as if to protect himself, but he didn’t dare touch Billy Creekmore again. “You … and Melis-Sa … and Sandra Falkner … and …” There was a sudden stunned silence except for kids whooping and laughing on ^e other side of the gym. Billy started to rise to his feet, his lower !’P swelling like a balloon, but then the crowd parted and the boys’ advisei; Mr. Marbury, came through like a steam engine, smoke 8vvirling from the bowl of the pipe clenched between his teeth.
Close in his wake was Mr Kitchens. Marbury hauled Billy Up with a hand clamped at the back of his neck, and bellowed “OUT!” He shoved Billy so fast the boy was sliding across the floor, through the throng, and past the scattered shoes toward the door.
“He’s drunk as a skunk!” Kitchens was saying. “Picking fights all over the place!”
“I know this boy. He‘s a troublemaker Drinkin’, huh? Where’d you get the booze?”
Billy tried his best to shake free, but then he was propelled through the door and Marbury spun him around. “I asked you a question, Creekmore!”
“No! I’m not … drunk… .”He could hardly talk because his lip was swelling so fast. Bells still pealed in his head. “Not drunk! Something’s gonna happen! I saw it … saw the black aura! …”
“Saw what? I’ve had a gutful of you, boy! You smell like you’ve been swimmin’ in booze! I ought to suspend you on the spot!”
“No … please … listen to me! I don’t know what’s going to happen, but …”
“I do!” Marbury said. “You’re gonna stay out of that gym! And come Monday mornin’ I’m gonna have a long talk with your parents! Go on, now! If you want to drink and fight, it’ll be somewhere else!” He shoved Billy backward. Faces peered out, watching and smirking; one of them belonged to Ralph Leighton. Marbury turned and stalked to the door then faced Billy again. “I said get out of here!”
“How about my shoes?”
“We’ll mail ‘em to you!” Marbury said, and then he vanished within the gym.
Billy looked at Mr Kitchens, who stood a few feet away from him and who now began edging toward the door. “They’re going to die,” he told the man. “I tried to warn them. They won’t listen.”
“You come back in the gym again, mister and I might help the boys clean your clock.” Kitchens glared at him for a few seconds, then went into the gym.
Billy stood in the darkness, weaving on his feet. He shouted, “THEY’RE GOING TO DIE!” and in another few seconds someone closed the gym door. He staggered to it and hammered 0n the metal; he could feel the bass-dram vibrations of Purple Tree loiocking back, and he knew everybody was dancing and having a good time again. I can’t stop it, he told himself; whatever it is, I can’t stop it! But I have to keep trying! If he couldn’t get back inside, he’d stop them when they came out; he walked away from the gym on weak, rubbery legs and sat down on a curb facing the parking lot. He could see the vague shapes of people huddled in their cars, and moonlight glanced off an upturned bottle in the backseat of a spiffy red Chevy. He wanted to sob and scream, but he gritted his teeth together and held everything inside.
Within fifteen minutes he heard shouting and laughter from the football field, and he stood up to see what was happening. Kids were leaving the gym to congregate around the mound of timber; a couple of the chaperones were dousing the wood with gasoline, and the bonfire was about to be lighted. People chased each other around the field like wild stallions, and some of the girls started doing impromptu Bulldogs cheers. Billy stood at the fence, his hands gripped into the metal mesh. A lighter sparked, and the flame touched the gasoline-soaked wood at several places around the base; the wood, most of it rough kindling, caught quickly. Fire gnawed toward the top of the pile. More students were coming out to ring the bonfire as the flames grew brighter; the heap was about twelve or thirteen feet tall, Billy saw, and some practical joker had set a chair on top of it. Sparks danced into the sky. As Billy watched, some of the kids linked hands and started to sing Fayette County High’s alma mater:
Nestled in the quiet valley Home we love and always will; Stands our revered alma mater Below the woodland and the hills …
The bonfire was growing into a huge finger of flame. Billy leaned against the fence, rubbing his swollen lip. In the quick orange spray of sparks from a wet piece of wood Billy saw Melissa Pettus and Hank On; holding hands and standing near the bonfire’s base. The aura around them had turned blacker still, and seemed to be spreading out its dark, twisting tentacles. He saw Sandra Falkner’s face, brushed with orange light, as she stood looking up toward the bonfire’s crest. She was almost cocooned in the black aura. Gus Tompkins was standing to her left, and back about ten feet.
Billy’s fingers clenched the fence as the cold realization struck him: they were all out here now, all the kids who were enveloped by the ugly aura, and most of them were standing closest to the fire. The blackness seemed to be reaching toward itself, connecting, drawing all the victims together.
A red glow pulsated at the bonfire’s center. The chair collapsed, to a scattering of applause and whoops.
… We give thanks for all God’s blessings, Underneath his crowning sky; Home of learning and of friendship, Our alma mater, Fayette County …
“GET AWAY FROM THE FIRE!” Billy screamed.
The bonfire heaved, as if something were growing within it. Suddenly there were several ear-cracking pops that stopped all laughter. From the fire’s center exploded three multicolored streaks of light that shot in different directions over the field.
Roman candles, Billy thought. How did Roman candles get inside the… ?
But then there was an earth-shuddering whummmmmp! and the entire mound of flaming timbers exploded from within. Billy had time to see jagged shards of wood flying like knives before a hot shock wave hit him like a brick wall, flinging him to the ground so hard the breath burst from his lungs. The earth shook again, and again; the air was filling with whistlings and shrieks, human and fireworks noises.
Billy sat up, his head ringing, his face scorched with heat; he numbly realized his hands were bleeding, and he’d left most of their skin in the fence’s mesh. Caught all along the fence were shards of wood that could’ve sliced through him like butcher knives. Roman candles shot across the field, a golden flower of sparks opened up high in the aii; M-80s hammered at the sky, purple and blue and green fireworks zigzagged from the center of the bonfire’s rubble. People were running, screaming, rolling on the ground in agony. Kids with their hair and clothes on fire were dancing now to a new and hideous rhythm, others were staggering around like sleepwalkers. Billy stood up; a rain of cinders was falling, and the air stank of black powder. He saw a boy crawling away from the still-exploding bonfire, and then Billy was running toward the center of the field to help. He grasped the boy’s blackened shirt and hauled him away several yards as Roman candles rocketed overhead. A girl was screaming for her mother over and over again, and when Billy grabbed her hand to pull her away from the mound of fire her skin came off like a glove; she moaned and passed out.
A green pinwheel whistled toward Billy’s face; as he ducked it he smelled his hair burn. A red star exploded in the sky, washing the field with bloody light. The chilling shriek of the Civil Defense air-raid siren began whooping from atop the high school, cutting through the night like a clarion of disaster.
Billy grasped the collar of a boy whose shirt had been all but blown off his back, and he screamed, “I TOLD YOU! I TRIED TO WARN YOU!” The boy’s face was as pale as marble, and he walked on as if Billy were invisible. Billy looked wildly around, saw June Clark lying on the ground in a fetal curl, Mike Blaylock lying on his back with a shard of wood through his right hand, Annie Ogden on her knees as if praying to the bonfire. Above the screaming, he heard the sound of sirens approaching from Fayette; suddenly his knees gave way and he sat on the black ground as fireworks kept whistling all around him.
Someone staggered out of the haze before him and stood looking down. It was Mr. Kitchens, blood leaking from both his ears. A white spray of sparks exploded behind him, and his face worked as if he were trying very hard to open his mouth. Finally, he said in a hoarse, chilling whisper, “You… /”
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The Creekmores found their son sitting on the floor in a corner of the tense, crowded Fayette County Hospital waiting room. They had heard the Civil Defense siren, and Ramona had sensed tragedy.
Bifly’s face was heat-swollen, his eyebrows all but singed away. There was a thin blanket draped across his shoulders, and resting in his lap were his bandaged hands. The stark overhead lighting made the Vaseline smeared on his face shine, and his eyes were closed as if he were asleep, removing himself from the noise and tension by sheer willpower alone.
John stood behind his wife, his spine crawling from being stared at by all the other parents. Someone at the high school, where they’d stopped first, had told him that Billy was dead and the boy’s body had already been carried away in an ambulance, but Ramona had said no, she’d have known if her son was dead.
“Billy?” Ramona said, in a trembling voice.
The boy’s eyes opened painfully. He could hardly see through the swollen slits, and the doctors had told him there were maybe forty wood slivers in his cheeks and forehead but he’d have to wait until the burned kids were treated.
She bent down beside him and hugged him gently, her head leaning against his shoulder. “I’m all right, Mom,” Billy said through blistered lips. “Oh God … it was so terrible… .”
John’s face had been gray ever since they’d left the school and had seen those bodies lying under the blankets, the gumeys being pushed along the hallway with burned teenagers on them, parents shrieking and sobbing and clinging to each other for support. The night was filled with ambulance sirens, and the burned-flesh stink floated in the hospital like a brown haze. “Your hands,” he said. “What happened?”
“I lost some skin, that’s all.”
“Dear God, boy!” John’s face crumpled like old sandpaper, and he put his hand against the tiled wall to support himself. “Lord God, Lord God I never saw anything like what I saw at that school!”
“How’d it happen, Dad? One minute it was just a bonfire, like every year Then it all changed.”
“I don’t know. But all those pieces of wood … they cut those kids up, just cut them to ribbons!”
“A man there said I did it,” Billy said tonelessly. “He said I was drunk, and I did something to the fire to make it explode.”
“That’s a damned lie!” John’s eyes blazed. “You didn’t have a thing to do with it!”
“He said I have Death inside me. Is that right?”
“NO! Who said that to you? Show him to me!”
Billy shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now, anyway. It’s all over. I just … wanted to have fun, Dad. Everybody wanted to have a good time. …”
John gripped his son’s shoulder, and felt something like deep ice crack inside him. Billy’s gaze was strangely dark and blank, as if what had happened had blown all the mysterious fuses in his head. “It’s all right,” John said. “Thank God you’re alive.”
“Dad? Was I wrong to go?”
“No. A man goes where he wants to, and he has to go some places he don’t want to, as well. I expect you’ve done a little of both tonight.” Farther along the corridor; someone wailed in either pain or sorrow, and John flinched from the sound.
Ramona wiped her eyes on her sleeve and looked at the tiny slivers embedded in Billy’s face, some of them dangerously close to having blinded him. She had to ask, though she already suspected the answer “Did you know?”
He nodded. “I tried to tell them, I tried to warn them something was going to happen, but I … I didn’t know what it was going to be. Mom, why did it happen? Could I have changed it if I’d done anything different?” Tears slipped down his Vaseline-smeared cheeks. *
“I don’t know,” Ramona replied; an honest answer to a mystery that had plagued her all her life.
There was a sudden commotion over at the far side of the waiting room, where a corridor led to the main doors. Ramona and John both looked up, and saw people thronging around a large, thick-bellied man with gray curly hair and a boy about Billy’s age, lean and red-haired. A shock of recognition pierced Ramona. That bitter night at the tent revival replayed itself in her mind—it had never been very far beneath the surface, not in all of seven years. A woman grasped Falconer’s hand and kissed it, begging him to pray for her injured daughter; a man in overalls pushed her aside to get to Wayne. For a few seconds there was a shoving melee of shoulders and arms as the parents of hurt and dying kids tried to reach Falconer and his son, to get their attention, to touch them as if they were walking good-luck charms. Falconer let them converge on him, but the boy stepped back in confusion.
Ramona stood up. A state trooper had come in, trying to settle everybody back down again. Through the mass of people, Ramona’s hard gaze met the evangelist’s, and Falconer’s soft, fleshy face seemed to darken. He came toward her, ignoring the appeals for prayer and for healing. He looked down at Billy, his eyes narrowing, then back into Ramona’s face. Wayne stood behind him, wearing jeans and a blue knit shirt with an alligator on the breast pocket. He glanced at Billy and for an instant their eyes held; then the boy’s gaze locked upon Ramona, and she thought she could actually feel the heat of hatred.
“I know you,” Falconer said softly. “I remember you, from a long time ago. Creekmore.”
“That’s right. And I remember you, as well.”
“There’s been an accident,” John told the evangelist. “My boy was there when it happened. His hands are all cut up, and he … he saw terrible things. Will you pray for him?”
Falconer’s eyes were locked with Ramona’s. He and Wayne had heard about the bonfire explosion on the radio, and had come to the hospital to offer consolation; running into this witch-woman again was the last thing he’d expected, and he feared the influence her presence might have on Wayne. His bulk dwarfed her, but somehow, under her hard and appraising stare, he felt very vulnerable and small.
“Have you brought your boy here to heal?” she asked him.
“No. Only to minister alongside me.”
Ramona turned her attention to the boy, and stepped a pace closer to him. Billy saw her eyes narrow, as if she’d seen something that scared her about Wayne Falconet; something he wasn’t able yet to see, perhaps. Wayne said, “What’re you looking at?”
“Don’t mind her She’s crazy.” Falconer took the boy’s arm and started to herd him away; suddenly a hollow-eyed man in blue jeans and a T-shirt stood up from his seat and grasped Wayne’s hand. “Please,” the man said, his voice sad and raspy, “I know who you are and what you can do. I’ve seen you do it before. Please … my son’s hurt bad, they brought him in a little while ago and they don’t know if he’s gonna …” The man clung to Wayne’s hand as if he were about to collapse, and his bathrobed wife rose to support him. “I know what you can do,” he whispered. “Please … save my son’s life!”
Billy saw Wayne glance quickly at his father. The man said, “I’ll give you money. I’ve got money, is that what you want? I’ll turn to the Lord, I’ll go to church every Sunday and I won’t drink or gamble no more. But you’ve got to save him, you can’t let those … those doctors kill him!”
“We’ll pray for him,” Falconer said. “What’s his name?”
“No! You’ve got to touch him, to heal him like I’ve seen you do on television! My son’s all burned up, his eyes are all burned!” The man gripped at Falconer’s sleeve as other people thronged around. “Please let your boy heal him, I’m begging you!”
“Well just lok who’s here, everybody!” Falconer suddenly boomed, and pointed toward Ramona. “The Creekmores! Wayne, you know all about them, don’t you? The mother’s a Godless witch, and the boy calls up demons like he did at a certain sawmill around here! And now here they stand, on the eve of the worst disaster in Fayette history, turning up like bad pennies!”
“Wait,” John said. “No, you’re wrong, Reverend Falconer. Billy was at the high school, and he got hurt—”
“Hurt? You call that hurt? Look at him, everybody! Why isn’t he all burned up, like the son of this poor soul here?” He gripped the man’s shoulder. “Why isn’t he dyin’, like some of your sons and daughters are right this minute? He was out there with the other young people! Why isn’t he burned up?”
All eyes turned toward Ramona. Site was silent, unprepared for Falconer’s attack. But she understood that he was trying to use her and Billy as scapegoats, to avoid explaining why Wayne couldn’t go from room to room in this hospital and heal everyone in them.
“I’ll tell you why,” Falconer said. “Maybe there are forces working behind this woman and boy that are better left alone by Christian folk! Maybe these forces, and God only knows what they are, protected this boy. Maybe they’re inside him, and he carries Death and destruction with him like a plague—”
“Stop it!” Ramona said sharply. “Stop trying to hide behind smoke! Boy!” She’d addressed Wayne, and now she moved past the evangelist to face his son. Billy rose painfully to his feet and held onto his father’s arm. “Do you know what you’re doing, son?” she asked softly, and Billy saw him wince. “If you do have a healing gift, it’s not to be used for wealth or power. It can’t be part of a show. Don’t you understand that by now? If you’re pretending to heal folks, you’ve got to stop giving them false hope. You’ve got to urge them to see a doctor, and to take their medicines.” Her hand came up, and gently touched Wayne’s cheekbone.
He suddenly thrust his jaw forward and spat in her face.
“Witch!” he shouted, in a strident and frightened voice. “Get away from me!”
John leaped forward, his fists clenched. Instantly two men blocked his way, one of them shoving him back against the wall, the other pinning him there with an arm across his throat. Billy didn’t have a chance to fight, for he was facing a knot of desperate and fearful people who wanted to stomp him under their shoes.
Falconer’s voice raised above the din of shouting. “Hold on now, folks! We don’t want any trouble on our hands, do we? We’ve got enough to concern ourselves with tonight! Leave ‘em be!”
Ramona wiped her face with the back of her hand. Her gaze was gentle but full of deep sadness. “I’m sorry for you,” she told Wayne, and then turned to Falconer “And for you. How many bodies and souls have you killed in the name of God? How many more will you destroy?”
“You’re Godless trash,” the evangelist said. “My son carries Life inside him, but yours spreads Death. If I were you, I’d take my trash with me and get out of this county.” His eyes glinted like cold diamonds.
“I’ve said my piece.” She took a few steps, stopped, and stared at a man and woman who blocked her path. “Move,” she said, and they did. John was shaking, rubbing his throat and glaring at Falconer. “Let’s go home,” Ramona told her men; she was close to tears, but damned if she’d let any of these people see her cry!
“We gonna just let this filth walk out of here?” someone shouted from the other side of the waiting room.
“Let them go,” Falconer said, and the crowd quietened down. “Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord! You’d better pray, witch! You’d better pray real hard!”
Ramona stumbled on her way across the room, and Billy took her weight on his shoulder to lead her out. John kept looking back, afraid of being jumped. Shouts and catcalls followed them all the way. They got in the Olds and drove away, passing ambulances that were bringing dead teen-agers wrapped in black rubber bags.
J.J. Falconer hurried Wayne out of the waiting room before anyone else could stop them. His face was flushed, his breathing rapid, and he motioned Wayne toward a utility room. Amid brooms and mops and cans of detergent, Falconer leaned against a wall and dabbed his face with a handkerchief.
“Are you all right?” Wayne’s face was shadowed and grim; a single light bulb hung on a cord just above his head.
“Yeah. It’s just … the excitement. Let me get my breath.” He sat down on a detergent can. “You handled yourself pretty good out there.”
“She scared me, and I didn’t want her touching me.”
He nodded. “You did real fine. That woman’s pure trouble. Well, we’ll see what we can do about her. I’ve got friends in Hawthorne. Yeah, we’ll see. …”
“I didn’t like what she said to me, Dad. It … made me hurt to hear her.”
“She speaks in Satan’s language, trying to trick and confuse you, and make you doubt yourself. Somethin’s got to be done about her and that … that mongrel of hers. Vic Chatham told me the whole story, about what his brother Lamar saw up at the mill. That boy spoke to the Devil up there, and went wild and almost tore the place apart. Somethin’s got to be done about both of them, and soon.”
“Dad?” Wayne said after another moment. “Could I … could I heal a dying person, if I * . . tried hard enough?”
Falconer carefully folded his damp handkerchief and put it away before answering. “Yes, Wayne. If you tried hard enough, and prayed strong enough, you could. But this hospital is not the proper place to heal.”
Wayne frowned. “Why not?”
“Because it’s … not a house of God, that’s why. Healing is only right in a sanctified place, where people have gathered to hear the Lord’s Word.”
“But … people have a need right here.”
Falconer smiled darkly and shook his head. “You’ve got that witch’s voice in your head, Wayne. She’s confused you, hasn’t she? Oh sure, she’d like to see you go from room to room in this hospital, and heal everybody. But that wouldn’t be right, because it’s God’s Will that some of these young people die here tonight. So we let the doctors work on ‘em, and do all they can, but we know the mysterious ways of the Lord, don’t we?”
“Yes sir.”
“That’s right.” When he stood up, he winced and gingerly touched his chest. The pain was almost gone now, but it had felt like an electric shock. “Now I’m feelin’ a bit better. Wayne, I
want you to do me a favor. Will you go outside and wait in the
car?”
“Wait in the car? Why?”
“These poor folks will expect you to heal if you stay here, so I think it’s best if you wait while I pray with them.”
“Oh.” Wayne was puzzled, and still disturbed by what the witch had said to him. Her dark eyes had seemed to look straight to his soul, and she’d scared the daylights out of him. “Yes sir; I guess that would be best.”
“Good. And will you slip around to the side door? If you go back out through that waitin’ room, there might be another commotion.”
Wayne nodded. The woman’s voice echoed in his head: Do you know what you’re doing, son? Something within him suddenly seemed to be tottering over a cliff’s edge, and he jerked himself back with the savage thought: She’s as evil as sin itself, her and the demon boy, and they should both be cast into the Lord’s fire! Lord says what? BURN THEM! “We’ll get them, won’t we, Dad?”
“We’ll get ‘em,” Falconer replied. “Just leave it to me. Come on, I’d best get out there. Remember: out the side way, okay?”
“Yes sir.” A low flame of rage was burning inside Wayne. How dare that woman touch him like that! He wished now that he’d struck her across the face, knocked her to her knees for everyone to see. He was still shaking from being so close to them. Their darkness, he knew, was pulling at him, trying to lure him. There would be a next time, he told himself; oh yes, and then …
He had the vague beginnings of a headache. He said, “I’m ready now,” and followed his father out of the utility room.
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John was awake in the dark, thinking.
Ramona shifted softly in the crook of his arm; they’d slept closer in the last three nights, since what had happened at Fayette County Hospital, than they had in many years. His throat was still bruised from where a man’s forearm had pressed against it, and he’d been hoarse the next day until he’d accepted a tea of sassafras root and dandelion that Ramona had brewed for him.
The kids who’d died in the accident had been buried the previous day. John’s trips into town during the last few days had been brief; at Lee Sayre’s hardware 
By the light of the anger he’d felt toward Jimmy Jed Falconet John had seen amazing things, both true and unsettling, about his own life and beliefs. He hadn’t been able to understand why Falconer had deliberately tried to hurt Ramona and Billy, tried to stir up the crowd against them like that; the man had spouted one lie after another about them, had even tried to make it out that Billy had been to blame for the accident! Thinking about these things had started rusted wheels turning in his head; there was pain, yes, but it seemed that for the first time in a very long while he was being powered from his own dynamo, not from the cast-off sparks of someone else’s.
Now it seemed to him that Falconer was a man of God, but yet he was still only a man, too. And that boy of his could heal, but not all the time and not everybody. It was too simple to say that a man belonged either to God or to Satan; no, even the best of men had bad days—or bad thoughts—and every once in a while might slip off the righteous path. Did that necessarily damn you to Hell for eternity? Falconer himself had slipped off, by his lies, and so had the boy, by his actions; did that make them more human, or did it mean that Satan was at work in their lives?
And what about Ramona and Billy? What was this power they had, to lay the dead to rest? Where did it come from: God? Satan? Neither one, or a combination of both? And what if he’d been wrong, all these years, about Ramona and her mother?
He started to roll over on his side, but then he realized how quiet it was; usually the crickets in the grass were fiddling fit to bust on a warm summer night like …
The house was suddenly filled with a white glare. John sat up abruptly, half blinded, and heard a loud metallic clanging and crashing outside, seemingly all around the house. He grabbed his pants off a chair and struggled into them as Ramona sat up in bed. “What is it?” she asked frantically. “What’s that sound?” He drew aside the curtains to look out the small window; bright beams of light cut into his eyes, and he couldn’t see a thing out there. He said, “Stay here!” and ran for the front door He stepped out onto the porch, shielding his eyes from the light. White orbs ringed the house, and now he could make out human shapes, banging together pots and pans and iron pipes. The raucous rough music rang in John’s head, and dull terror throbbed within him as he realized the shapes were sheeted in Klan garb. Cars had been pulled up close to the house, their headlights all switched on at the same time. “What do you want?” John shouted, pacing from one side of the porch to the other, like a trapped animal. “Get off (r)y land!”
The clanging went on, in rhythmic cadence. Then the screen door opened and Billy came out on the porch, his face peeling as i from sunburn; there were still thick bandages on his hands, but the doctor had said they’d be fine after the raw places scabbed over Ramona was behind him, wrapped in her gray robe; she was carrying a long carving knife.
“Stop it! You damned dogs, what do you want?” John thought of the old pistol he had, wrapped in oily rags in a drawei; and he started to go get it when the clanging suddenly died.
One of the hooded shapes stepped forward, silhouetted in bright light, and pointed toward John. “Creekmore,” the man said, and John knew it was Lee Sayre’s voice even muffled through the mask, “this town’s suffered enough misery from that woman and her boy! Surely you know by now they’re not gonna renounce their ways! So we’ve come to set forth our terms… .”
“Terms?” John said. “Lee, what’re you talkin’ about?”
“No names, Creekmore! You took an oath!”
“That was when I was on the other side of that mask! What are y’all supposed to be? A vigilante squad? A hangin’ party? Did you bring your tar and feathers? What right do you have runnin’ your cars up on my land and raisin’ hell like—”
“Every right!” Sayre bellowed.,”Because of the uniform we wear, and because we live in this town!”
“We’ve got the right to beat your ass too, Creekmore!” someone called out—Ralph Leighton’s voice. “You’d best watch your mouth!”
Sayre said firmly, “We want the woman and the boy out of Hawthorne. We want ‘em out tonight. John, you and your parents were all born and raised here, and you’ve always been a good, God-fearin’ man. For years you were able to keep that woman in her place, but now that the boy’s got the demon in him too the both of them are too strong for you. But we’ve decided you can stay here if you want to, John. It’s not your fault you’ve been saddled with this corruption. …”
“NO!” John shouted. “This is our home, damnn it! This is my wife and son you’re talkin’ about!”
“It’s been decided,” Sayre said. “We want them gone before something else happens around here.”
“We want that accursed boy out of this town!” Ralph Leighton stepped forward, jabbing a finger at Billy. “First the crops went had after he was born, and the land ain’t been too good ever since! Then Dave Booker killed his whole family, and guess who was the Booker boy’s friend? Then Link Patterson got sliced up at the sawmill, and we all know about that! Now there are fine kids lying in the ground and in the hospital, and just guess who was there to see it happen? My son got a faceful of splinters and broke his arm, but thank God he’ll be all right, or I’d be carryin’ a gun right now! He told me he heard that boy shout that everybody was going to die, that the boy was cursin’ everybody and puttin’ some kind of spell on ‘em! Even J.J. Falconer himself said the boy’s just like the mother! That boy spreads Death with him wherever he goes!”
“You lyin’ sonofabitch!” John shouted, trembling with rage.
“Who’s stirred you up?” Ramona’s voice carried over the angered yelling, and she stepped forward to the edge of the porch. She stared down at the sheeted shapes. “You’re like dumb cattle, stampeded this way and that by the sound of thunder! You don’t understand a thing about me or my son! Did that evangelist put you up to this?”
“Come on,” Leighton shouted. “Time’s wastin’!” He moved toward the house, and the ring of Klansmen closed in. “Put that knife down, you squaw-cat, ‘fore I have to take it and cut off your tits… .” And then he grunted with pain and surprise, because John had leaped upon him, driving him to the ground. They cursed and rolled, grappling at each other as the Klansmen cheered Leighton on.
A rock crashed through the window behind Ramona. Then another stone was flung, hitting her on the shoulder. She gasped and went down on her knees, and then a white hooded shape leaped up onto the porch and kicked the knife from her hand. The Klansman looked up as Billy came at him like a whirlwind; the boy couldn’t clench his hands yet to make fists, so he hit him with a shoulder block that lifted the man up and carried him off the porch and onto the ground on his back, sounding like a potato sack as he hit.
John had ripped the hood from Leighton’s head and was hammering blows to the man’s face. Leighton staggered and fell to his knees, his robes grimed with dirt; he yelled through purple, pulped lips, “Somebody get the bastard!”
Ramona screamed. Billy saw light glint off a length of iron pipe as one of the figures lifted it high. He shouted, “Look out!” John started to turn, but the pipe came down with terrible force upon the back of his head, staggering him forward. Leighton hit him in the stomach, and even as John fell the pipe came down again, i{s arc ending with an awful crunching sound.
There was a sudden silence. John lay on his stomach, his legs twitching, his fingers clawed into the dirt.
And then Billy, with a scream of rage that ripped through the night, leaped from the porch and flung himself onto the man who’d struck his father; they careened backward, slamming over the hood of a red Chevy. Billy forced his stiff fingers around the iron pipe, and he held onto it as someone gripped his hair and yanked him off. He rammed an elbow back into a set of teeth and pulled free, turning upon the Klansmen. With his first blow he broke a man’s nose; he dodged a cast-iron skillet that had been used to make the raucous noise, came up under it, and slammed his weapon into an unprotected shoulder.
An arm caught him around the throat from behind; he kicked back into a shinbone, wrenching free as an aluminum pot swung for his head. He drove the pipe deep into someone’s stomach and heard an agonized retching from inside the hood. He spun and struck again, blindly swinging the pipe with all his strength; the man in front of him backed away, but a skillet caught him a glancing blow on the shoulder and drove him to the ground.
“Kill him!” Leighton shrieked. “Go on, finish him off!”
Billy reared up and struck into a blue-jeaned kneecap. The Klansman howled with pain and hopped away like an injured toadfrog. Then someone landed on his back, pushing his face into the dirt. He struggled wildly, expecting the back of his head to be caved in.
Then there was a crack! like a car backfiring and the weight was off him. Around him a forest of legs scurried for the safety of their cars; Billy looked up, saw his mother on the porch holding his father’s pistol in a shaky, two-handed grip. Sparks leaped with her next shot, and Billy heard a windshield crack. Engines caught, and now the vehicles were racing away from the house, their tires throwing up tails of mud.
Two cars banged into each other on the narrow drive leading down to the highway. Ramona fired two more shots that went wild before the old pistol jammed up. Then the night was filled with red taillights, and tires shrieked on the highway. As Billy rose to his feet, he saw the last of the red lights disappear He was breathing hard, his head spinning, and his agonized hand let the iron pipe drop to the ground.
“COWARDS!” Billy shouted. “YOU DAMNED DIRTY COWARDS!” And then he heard his mother sob, and he turned to see her leaning over his father’s body. He saw how white his father’s face was, and how red the blood was that spilled from his mouth and nostrils. “Dad? …” Billy whispered.
Ramona looked up at her son with terror in her eyes. “Go get help, Billy! Run!”
27


Almost every afternoon in June, and now through July, the man and woman had sat together on the front porch. Crickets sang in the high grass, and a single cicada whined in the top branches of the big oak tree, mimicking the sawmill’s distant noise. A soft breeze went by, cooling the sweat on Billy’s face and back as he worked atop the roof, tearing up the rows of rotten shingles. His hair was a tangle of reddish black curls, commas of it sticking damply to his forehead; the summer sun had tanned him to a rich dark coppery color and the physical work he’d been doing—the work of two men done by one, since his father had been hurt—had tightened the muscles in his shoulders and back so they were sharply defined under the flesh. The roof had leaked all through June, but this was the first chance he’d had to strip off the shingles and look for holes that he’d later plug with roofing pitch.
Billy had tried to get a job as a mechanic in every gas station for fifteen miles around, but when the owners learned his name their eyes went blank, like shutters being closed over windows. He’d been offered a job sweeping up in a broomcorn warehouse on the far side of Rossland City, but the place stank and was hot as hell and they expected him to be so grateful he’d work almost for free; he’d decided he would do better putting all his time and energy into the farm. All the houses and even the trailers in Hawthorne had electricity now, except for the Creekmore place, which sat so far off the highway no one from Alabama Power ever came to inquire.
Still, Billy felt the stirring of wanderlust in his soul. Yesterday, while tilling the ground for a sprinkling of tomato seeds, he’d looked up into the clear blue sky and seen a hawk, riding the breezes that carried to the east, and he’d wanted to see the land through the hawk’s eyes. Beyond the valley’s forested crown, he knew, were more towns and people, and roads and woods and cities and seas and deserts; beyond the valley were things both wondrous and fearful. They were calling to him, using such messengers as hawks and high, fast-moving clouds and a distant road seen from the top of a hill.
He ripped up another few shingles and dropped them over the roof’s edge to the ground. He could hear his mother’s voice, reading the Twenty-seventh Psalm to his father; it was one of his favorites, and hardly a day went by that he didn’t ask to hear it. She finished, and he heard his father say, in his slurred unsteady voice, ” ‘Mona? Where’s Billy?”
“He’s gone up on the roof to tear off the old shingles.”
“Oh. Yeah. That needs to be done. I meant to do that myself. Think he needs any help?”
“No, I believe he can do it by himself. Do you want another sip of tea?”
There was a slurping sound. Billy ripped off three shingles and tossed them over his shoulder.
“That’s mighty good, ‘Mona. Think you could read the Twenty-seventh Psalm to me today? Sure is a strong, hot sun up there ain’t it? Comfield’ll need a dose of well-water pretty soon, I reckon. …”
Billy concentrated on his work while his father’s mind skipped tracks like a scratched-up record. Then John lapsed into silence, and Ramona began to read the psalm again.
The doctor in Fayette had said the first lead pipe blow had fractured John Creekmore’s skull; the second had driven bone splinters into the brain. John had lain in a coma for two weeks, in a charity-ward bed. What was left when he came out of the hospital was more child than man; in his eyes there was a look of painful bewilderment, but he seemed to remember nothing at all of what had happened. He recognized Ramona and Billy as his wife and son, but he made no demands on them and the day was just fine if he could sit out on the porch in the shade, or down at the pond listening to the bullfrogs. He slept a lot, and often he would ask the strangest questions, as if things were at a low boil inside his head and there was no telling what might pop up from the soup of memory.
Sometimes the gnaw of guilt got too bad inside Billy, and he’d have to get away by himself into the woods for a day or so. He knew that what had happened to his father would have been averted had he not gone to the May Night dance; no, he’d wanted to show the other kids that he was just like them and he could fit in … but he’d been wrong. He wasn’t like them; he wasn’t like anybody else. And now his father had been made to pay for it. The police had never found out who’d buried those fireworks within the bonfire, just as Sheriff Bromley had never found out who’d struck those blows to the back of John Creekmore’s head; everybody had airtight alibis, the sheriff had told Ramona. It was true that Ralph Leighton’s face looked as if a mule had kicked it, but his wife and son and three hunting buddies said they’d all been together playing cards the night John was hurt. They’d all sworn that Ralph had tripped down some steps and fallen right on his face.
Billy sensed movement, and looked toward the highway to see dust rising into the air. A black, battered old Volkswagen van had turned off and was coming up the road to the house. The ruts must’ve been too much for the suspension though, because in another moment the van stopped and a man wearing a straw hat climbed out of the driver’s seat. Billy called down, “Mom! Somebody’s coming!”
Ramona glanced up from the Bible and saw the figure walking slowly up the road. “Hon? We’re gonna have some company.”
“Company,” John repeated. One half of his face was drawn tight, the other was loose and immobile. He could only speak from one side of his mouth, and on the dead half of his face the eye was a cold blue stone.
Ramona stood up. There was something written across the black van’s side, but she couldn’t quite make out what it said. The man was short and rounded, and now he paused to shrug off the jacket of his seersucker suit; he pegged the jacket on a finger, let it rest across his shoulder, and then continued up the slight incline, visibly huffing and puffing.
He stopped underneath the spreading oak to catch his breath. “Ma’am, I certainly hope this is the Creekmore property. If it isn’t, I’m afraid I’m going to have to sit in this shade and rest.”
“It is. Who might you be?”
“Ah!” The man’s round, cherubic face brightened. There were spots of color on his cheeks, and he had a gray, neatly clipped mustache above a wildly sprouting goatee. “I stopped at a residence just down the way, but when I asked directions, they were quite rude. These roads around here do twist and turn, don’t they? So: are you Ramona Creekmore?”
“I might be, or I might not be. I haven’t heard your name yet.”
The little man, who reminded Ramona of a short, fat goat, smiled and took out his wallet. The smile faltered a fraction when Billy walked out from around the house to see what was going on. “And you must be Billy,” the man said.
“Yes sir.”
There was a stony silence from Ramona. She stepped down off the porch as the man produced a dog-eared white business card; she took it, looked at it briefly, and then handed the card to Billy. Written across the card in an ornate script was Dr. Reginald Mirakle, Performer Extraordinaire.
“We don’t need any doctors; we’ve seen enough to last us for a long time.”
The man’s canny gray eyes darted toward John Creekmore, sitting motionless in his chair with thfe Bible on his lap. “Oh. No, ma’am, you misunderstand. I’m not a medical doctor. I’m a … a performer.”
“You mean a charlatan?”
He raised gray eyebrows as thick as caterpillars. “Some have said so in the past, I’m afraid. But that’s neither here nor there. If I may? …”He took the card back from Billy and replaced it in his wallet. “Mrs. Creekmore, might I trouble you for a glass of water? I’ve driven from Haleyville this morning, and it sure is warm on the road.”
Ramona paused for a few seconds, mistrustful of the man. But then she said, “All right. Billy, keep the man company, will you?” And then she went back onto the porch and inside the house. John called out to the man, “Howdy!” and then he was silent again.
Dr. Mirakle eyed the house, then looked out toward the cornfield where the scraggly stalks and scarecrow stood. “Billy,” he said quietly. “Does anyone ever call you William?”
“No sir.”
“How old are you?”
“Seventeen. I’ll be eighteen in November.”
.”Ah, yes. Eighteen usually follows seventeen. Then you’re twenty, and thirty; and pretty soon you’re fifty-eight.” He folded his jacket carefully and laid it on the porch floor, then took off his hat. Sweat gleamed on his balding pate, and two horns of gray hair stood up from each side of his head.
“Billy,” Mirakle said, “have you ever been to a carnival?”
“No sir.”
“Never?” Mirakle asked incredulously. “Why, when I was your age I could smell candied apples and popcorn in the air two days before the carnival got to town! And you’ve never been? Why, you’ve missed out on one of the best things life has to offer: fantasy.”
Ramona came out with the man’s glass of water. He drank half of it at a gulp. She said, “Now just what can we do for you?”
“Fine house you’ve got here,” Mirakle said. He finished the water at his leisure, pretending not to notice the woman’s hard stare. Then he said quietly, “I’ve searched for this house since the first of June. I had no idea if it was real or not. But here it is, and here are both of you. I’ve covered most of the northern half of Alabama looking for you.”
“Why?” Ramona asked.
“In my line of work,” the man said, “I travel a great deal. I meet a lot of people, and I hear a great many stories. Most of them untruths, or at best half-truths, like the tale of the giant ghost boy who walks the forest near Moundville. Or the rebel who still #haunts his ruined plantation and fires at hunters who stray too near. Or the black dog that runs the road between Collinsville and Sand Rock. Maybe there was a grain of truth there once, but who knows? A gnarled oak on a moonlit night could become a giant boy. A plantation house creaks and groans with age, and someone hears a ghost walking. A wild dog runs from a car’s headlights. Who knows?” He shrugged and ran a hand through his unruly hair to smooth it. “But … when one hears a tale about living people; well, that makes a difference. An old man in Montgomery’ told me that what I did was pretty fair, but had I ever heard of the Indian woman in north Alabama who could lay the dead to rest!”
Ramona’s spine stiffened.
“I disregarded that story at first. But my profession draws the type of person who might be interested in the spirit world, and in four months on the road I might hit a hundred small towns. Soon I heard the story again, and this time I heard a name as well:
Creekmore. In the next town, I began asking some questions. It wasn’t until much later that I heard about the boy. But by then I had to know if you were real or simply a half-truth. I began searching, and asking questions along the way.” He smiled again, lines crinkling around his eyes. “It wasn’t until several days ago that I heard of Hawthorne, from a man who lives in Chapin. It seems there was an accident involving a pickup truck and a large oak tree. …”
“Yes,” the woman said.
“Ah. Then I believe my search is over.” He turned his gaze toward Billy. “Are the stories about you true, young man? Can you see and talk to the dead?”
The way that question came out caught Billy off-guard. He glanced at his mother; she nodded, and he said, “Yes sir, I can.”
“Then is it also true that you exorcised a demon from a house where a murder took place? That you have a power over Death itself? That you called up Satan in a deserted sawmill?”
“No. All those are made-up stories.”
“That’s usually the way tales are spread. A grain of truth is taken and a luster is spun around it, like an oyster with a pearl. But there is the grain of truth in thdfee stories, isn’t there?”
“Sort of, I guess.”
“People talk to hear their damned lips flap!” Ramona told him. “I know full well what’s said about us. Now I’d like to hear why you searched us out so long and hard.”
“No need to get upset,” Mirakle said. “Folks are afraid of you, but they respect you, too. As I said, I’m a performer. I have my own show, and I travel with carnivals… .”
“What kind of show?”
“I’m pleased you ask. It’s a show that goes back to the rich vaudeville heritage of England. As a matter of fact, I learned it from an aged magician who’d performed the very same show in his heyday, in London before the Second World War.”
“Mister,” Ramona said, “your tongue takes more turns than a snake on wet grass.”
Mirakle smiled. “What I perform, Mrs. Creekmore, is a ghost show.”
An alarm bell went off in Ramona’s head. She said, “Good day, Mr. Doctor Mirakle. I don’t think we’re interested in—”
But Billy asked, “What’s a ghost show?” and the sound of curiosity in his voice made his mother uneasy. She thought of gho.st-chasing charlatans, false seers, seances in dark rooms where painted skeletons danced on wires and “dire warnings” were spoken through voice-distorting trumpets: all the nasty tricks her grandmother had seen and told her to be wary of.
“Well, I’ll just tell you. What I’d like to do, though, is sit down underneath that oak tree there and rest my legs, if that’s okay.” Billy followed him, and Ramona came down off the porch as Mirakle eased himself to the ground at the tree’s base. He looked up at Billy, his gray eyes sparkling with crafty good humor “The ghost show,” he said reverently. “Billy, imagine a theater in one of the great cities of the world—New York, London, Paris perhaps. Onstage is a man—perhaps me, or even you—in a black tuxedo. He asks for volunteers from the audience. They tie him securely into a chair. Then a black cloth is draped around his body, and the cloth tied to the chair’s legs. He is carried into a large black cabinet. The cabinet’s doors are padlocked, and the volunteers go to their seats as the houselights dim. The lights go out. The audience waits, as a minute passes. Then another. They shift nervously in their seats.” Mirakle’s gaze danced from Billy to Ramona and back to the boy again.
“And then … a muted noise of wind. The audience feels it across their faces; it seems to come from all directions, yet from no direction in particular. There is the scent of flowers on the edge of decay and then … the distant, echoing sound of a funeral bell, tolling to twelve midnight. Above the audience there is a scattering of bright lights that slowly take on the shape of human faces, hovering in midair: the spirit guides have arrived. Music sounds; the blare of trumpets and rattle of drums. Then … boom!” He clapped his hands together for emphasis, startling both of his listeners. “A burst of red flame and smoke at center stage! BOOM! Another; stage right, and BOOM! on the left as well! The air is filled with smoke and the odor of brimstone, and the audience knows they are on a .perilous voyage, into the very domain of Death itself! A wailing dark shape darts across the stage, leaps high, and soars to the ceiling; strange blue and purple lights dance in the air; moans and clanking noises fill the theater. A chorus of skeletons take center stage, link arms and kick their bony legs, accompanied by the dissonant music of a spectral orchestra. Sheeted spirits fly through the air, calling out the names of some members of the audience, and predicting events that only the all-seeing dead could know! And when the audience is driven to a peak of excitement and wondei; Old Scratch himself appears in a grand burst of red sparks! He clutches his pitchfork and prowls the stage, casting fireballs from the palms of his hands. He glares at the audience, and he says in a terrible, growling voice: ‘Tell your friends to see Dr Mirakle’s Ghost Show … or I’ll be seeing you!’ And Satan vanishes in a grand display of pyrotechnic artistry that leaves the eyes dazzled. The lights abruptly come up; the volunteers return, unlocking the black cabinet. The form within is still securely covered with the shroud, and underneath that he is still tied exactly as before! He rises, to the applause of a stunned and pleased audience.”
Mirakle paused for a few seconds, as if regaining his breath. He smiled at Billy. “And that, young man, is a ghost show. Mystery. Magic. Delicious terror Kids love it.”
Ramona granted. “If you can find a way to put all that in a sack, you could go into the fertilizer business.”
Mirakle laughed heartily; as his face reddened, Billy saw the broken blue threads of veins in his nose and across his cheeks. “Ha! Yes, that’s a possibility I hadn’t thought of! Ha!” He shook his head, genuine mirth giving his face a rich glow. “Well, well. I’ll have to consider it.” *
“You’re a fakei;” Ramona said. “That’s what it boils down to.”
Mirakle stopped laughing and stared at her. “I’m a performer. I’m a supernatural artiste. I admit the ghost show isn’t for everyone’s taste, and I suppose that with movies and television the effect of a ghost show has taken a beating, but rural people still like them.”
“You haven’t answered my question yet. What are you doing here?”
“In a few days I’m going to be joining Ryder Shows, Incorporated. I’ll be touring with them on the carnival circuit for the rest of the summer; then, in the fall, Ryder Shows becomes part of the state fair, in Birmingham. I need to upgrade my ghost show, to give it style and dazzle; there’s a lot of work to be done, maintaining the machinery—which is in a T\iscaloosa warehouse right now—and getting the show in shape for Birmingham. I need an assistant.” He looked at Billy. “Have you finished high school yet?”
“Yes sir.”
“No,” Ramona snapped. “My son workin’ with a … a fake thing like that? No, I won’t hear of it! Now if you’d please get your caboose on down the road, I’d be grateful!” She angrily motioned for him to get up and leave.
“The pay would be quite equitable,” Mirakle said, looking up at the boy. “Forty dollars a week.”
“No!”
Billy dug his hands into his pockets. Forty dollars was a lot of money, he thought. It would buy tar and shingles for the roof, caulking for the windows, white paint for the weathered walls; it would buy new brake shoes for the Olds, and good tires too; it would buy gasoline and kerosene for the lamps, milk and sugar and flour and everything his folks would ever need. Forty dollars was a world of money. “How many weeks?” he heard himself ask.
Mirakle smiled. “The state fair ends on the thirteenth of October. Then I’ll need you to help get my equipment back to Mobile, for winter storage. You’ll be home by the sixteenth, at the latest.”
Ramona grasped his arm and squeezed it. “I forbid it,” she said. “Do you hear me? This ‘ghost show’ stuff is blasphemy! It mocks everything we stand for!”
“You sound like Dad used to,” Billy said quietly.
“I know what you’re thinkin’! Sure, forty dollars a week is a lot of money and it could be put to good use, but there’s better ways of makin’ an honest dollar than … than puttin’ on a sideshow!”
“How?” he asked her.
She was silent, the wheels turning fiercely in her brain for an answer. How, indeed?
“You’d be my assistant,” Mirakle said. “You’d get a real taste of show business. You’d learn how to work in front of an audience, how to hold their attention and make them want more. You’d learn … what the world is like.”
“The world,” Billy said in a soft, faraway voice. His eyes were dark and troubled as he looked back at his father again, then at his mother. She shook her head. “It’s a lot of money, Mom.”
“It’s nothing!” she said harshly, and turned a baleful gaze on Mirakle. “I didn’t bring my son up for this, mister! Not for some sham show that tricks people!” *
“Fifty dollars a week,” Billy said. Mirakle’s smile disappeared. “I’ll do it for fifty, but not a red cent less.”
” What? Listen, do you know how many kids I can get to work for thirty a week? A few thousand, that’s all!”
“If you looked so long and hard to find my mother and me, I figured you must think I could add something to that show of yours that nobody else could. I figure I’m worth the fifty dollars to you, and I think you’ll pay me. Because if you don’t, I won’t go, and all that looking you did will be wasted time. I also want a week’s pay in advance, and I want three days to fix the roof and put brake shoes on the car.”
Mirakle shot up from the ground, sputtering as if he’d been dashed with cold water. His head barely came up to Billy’s shoulder “Nope! Won’t have it, not at all!” He strode to the porch, got his seersucker jacket, and put his hat on; the seat of his trousers was dusty, and he brushed it off with red-faced irritation. “Try to take advantage of me, huh?” He marched past Ramona and Billy, dust stirring up around his shoes. After ten steps his stride slowed; he stopped and let out a long sigh. “Forty-five dollars a week and two days,” he said, looking over his shoulder.
Billy kicked at a pebble and considered the offer. He said, “Okay. Deal.”
Mirakle clapped his hands together? Ramona clutched her son’s arm and said, “So fast? Just like that, without talkin’ it
over? …”
“I’m sorry, Mom, but I already know what you’d say. It won’t be so bad; it’ll just be … pretending, that’s all.”
Mirakle walked back to them and thrust out his hand. Billy shook it. “There’s no business like show business!” the man crowed, his face split by a grin. “Now did you say you wanted thirty dollars in advance?” He brought out his wallet again, opening it with a flourish. Billy saw, sealed in a plastic window, a yellowing picture of a smiling young man in a service uniform.
“Forty-five,” Billy said, evenly and firmly.
Mirakle chuckled. “Yes, yes of course. I like you, William. You drive a hard bargain. And speaking of driving, do you have your license? No? You can drive a car, can’t you?”
“I’ve driven the Olds a few times.”
“Good. I’ll need you at the wheel some.” He counted out the bills. “There you are. It just about breaks me, too, but … I suppose you’ll put it to good use. Is there a motel around here that might take a personal check?”
“The Bama Inn might. It’s in Fayette. There’s a Travel-Lodge, too.” Behind him Ramona abruptly turned and walked back toward the house.
“Ah, that’s fine. I’ll see you, then, in two days. Shall we say at four in the afternoon? We’ll be meeting Ryder Shows in Tuscaloosa, and I’d like to get on the road before dark.” He put his wallet away and shrugged into his jacket, all the time staring at Billy as if afraid the boy might change his mind. “We’re set then? It’s a deal?”
Billy nodded. He’d made his decision, and he wouldn’t back down from it.
“You’ll have to work hard,” Mirakle said. “It won’t be easy. But you’ll learn. In two days, then. A pleasure meeting you, Mrs. Creekmore!” he called out, but she stood with her back to him. He walked off down the road, his stubby legs moving carefully as he avoided sliding on loose stones; he turned around to wave, and from the porch John suddenly called out, “Come back soon!”
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“It’s finished,” Billy said, and stood on the ladder to appraise his work. It was a good job; chinks and holes in the roof had been filled in with pitch, and new shingles laid down smoothly and evenly. Midafternoon sunlight burned down upon Billy’s back as he descended the ladder with his jar of roofing nails and his hammer. The gloves he wore were matted with pitch, and black streaks of it painted his chest and face. He scrubbed his face and hair with strong soap, then put away the ladder and the pitch bucket.
He let the sun dry his hair as he stood and looked in all directions. I’ll be back, he told himself. Sure I will be, in mid-October. But something within him told him that when he did come back, he wouldn’t be the same Billy Creekmore who’d left-He walked past the Olds—new brake shoes installed, the tires putback on but one of them already dangerously flat—and around the bouse to the front porch. John was in his favorite chaii; a glass of lemonade at his side, the Bible in his lap. John smiled at him. “Sun’s sure hot today.”
Something clenched hard in Billy’s stomach and throat; he managed to return the smile and say, “Yes sir, sure is.”
Inside, Ramona was sitting in the front room, in the old gray easy chair. Her hands were gripping the armrests; beside her, on the floor, was a battered brown suitcase packed with her son’s clothes.
“I’ll be fine,” Billy said.
“Tuscaloosa isn’t so far away, y’know. If you don’t like what you’ve gotten yourself into, you can just catch the bus and come home.”
“I won’t give it up at the first sign of trouble, though,” he reminded her. “I’ll stick with it as long as I can.”
“A carnival.” Ramona frowned and shook her head. Her eyes were red and puffy, but all of her crying was done. Her son was going out into the world, following the winding road of his Mystery Walk, and that was what the Giver of Breath had decreed. “I went to one of those once, when Iswas a little girl. The lights cut your eyes, and the noise sounds like a tea party in Hell. They show freaks at those things, poor people who can’t help the way they were born. And folks stand around and laugh.” She was silent for a moment. “Don’t let them make a freak out of you, son. Oh, they’ll try, just like the folks in Hawthorne have tried; but don’t let them. You’ll be tested, mark my words.”
“I know.”
“Do you understand”—she turned her face toward him—”that the Mystery Walk is more than the ritual your grandmother took you through? The ritual was to get your head opened up, to expand your senses; it was to make you ready for what’s ahead. You began your Mystery Walk when you were ten years old and saw the Booker boy’s revenant, but your whole life will be a Mystery Walk, just like mine has been. Events will hinge on events, like a series of opening doors; people will touch and be touched by you, and you must never belittle the power of the human touch. It can work wonders.”
She leaned slightly toward him, her eyes shining. “You’ll have to go into places that are dark, son, and you’ll have to find your Way out alone. What you saw in the smokehouse—the shape changer—isn’t the only kind of darkness in this world. There’s human darkness, too, misery and pain and torment that comes right from the soul. You’ll see that kind, too.
“But the shape changer will be back, Billy. I’m sure of that. It’s still picking at you, maybe even without you knowing it. Your grandmother was never certain of what the shape changer’s limits were, or what it was capable of doing. I’m not, either … but expect the unexpected, always.”
He thought of the boar-thing, and its whispered promise: I’ll be waiting for you.
“How did you feel,” she asked, “after … what you did at the sawmill?”
“I was afraid. And I was mad, too.” For a couple of weeks afterward he’d had nightmares of a spinning saw blade grinding his arm down to bloody pulp. Sometimes he felt a fierce, jagged pain stabbing his left eye. Worse then the pain, though, was a hot center of anger that had raged in him until he’d attacked the Klansmen in the front yard; afterward both the phantom pain and the rage had steadily faded.
“Those were the emotions that kept Link Patterson chained to this world,” Ramona said. “When you persuaded the revenant to give them up, he was able to pass on. You’ll have those feelings inside you again; what will you do with them? The next time might be worse. You’ll have two choices: you can turn the emotions into something creative, or into something mean and violent. I don’t know, that’s up to you.”
“I’ll handle it.”
“And then there’s the other thing.” She gazed out the window for a moment, dreading to see dust rise off the road. That man would be here soon. “The black aura.”
Billy’s heart gave a cold kick.
“You’ll see it again. That’s why I stopped goin’ out, stopped goin’ to church or to town; I just don’t want to know who’ll be the next to die. That night at the tent revival, I saw it around a couple of people who that Falconer boy said was healed; well, those people were near death, and so they stopped takin’ their medicine and went home and died. I believe that the human mind can work miracles, Billy: mighty, earth-movin’ miracles. The human mind can heal the body; but sometimes the mind can make the body sick, too, with imagined ailments. What do you think went on in the minds of those families whose loved ones went to the Crusade and were told to throw away their medicines and not to go to the doctor anymore? Well, they probably cursed the name of God after their loved ones died, because they’d been filled with false hope and then death struck. They were made to turn their backs on the idea of death, to close their eyes to it; and that made it so much more terrible when they lost their loved ones. Oh, I’m not say in’ give up hope, but everybody gets sick, Christians and sinners alike, and medicines are to be used to help … plus a good old-fashioned dollop of sunshine, laughter, and faith. The human touch spreads; when Wayne Falconer played God, he turned good people with brains into stupid sheep ripe for the shearing.”
“Are you sure those people died afterwards?” Billy asked. “Maybe the black aura got weaker, and they regained their health. …”
She shook her head. “No. I saw what I saw, and I wish to God I hadn’t because now I know. I know and I have to be silent, because what can one aging old witch do?” She paused for a moment, and Billy saw in her eyes a deep concern that he couldn’t fully understand. “The worst evil—the very worst—wears the robes of a shepherd, and then it strikes^down those who’ve trusted in it. Oh, Lord. …” She gave a deep sigh, and then was silent.
Billy put his hand on her shoulder; and she covered it with her own. “I’ll make you proud of me, Mom. You’ll see.”
“I know. Billy, you’re goin’ a long ways. …”
“Just to Tliscaloosa. …”
“No,” she said quietly. “First to TUscaloosa. Then … your Mystery Walk will be different from mine, just as mine was different from my mother’s. You’ll walk a further path, and you’ll see things I never dreamed of. In a way, I envy you; and in a way, I fear for you. Well …” She rose up from her chah; and in the afternoon light Billy saw all the strands of silver in her hair. “I’ll make you some sandwiches while you get dressed. Lord only knows when you’ll have a chance to eat.”
He went to his chest of drawers and got out the clothes he’d Planned to wear on the trip—clean blue jeans and a green-and-blue madras shirt. He dressed hurriedly, wanting to have time to talk to his father before he had to go. Then he took the gleaming Piece of good-luck coal from the dirty jeans he’d worn atop the foof, and put it in his pocket. His heart was beating like a drum corps. He took his suitcase out to the porch, where his father was squinting toward the road, his head cocked to one side as if listening.
“Hot day,” John said. “Listen to that corn rustle.”
“Dad?” Billy said. “I don’t know if you can understand me or not, but … I’m going away for a while. See? My suitcase is all packed, and …” There was a lump in his throat, and he had to wait until it subsided. “I’ll be gone until October.” A sudden thought speared him: Your Dad won’t be here, come October. He forced it away, looking at the good side of his father’s face.
John nodded. “Crickets sure like to sing on a hot day, don’t they?”
“Oh, Dad …” Billy said. His throat constricted and he grasped one of his father’s leathery hands, dangling over the chair arm. “I’m sorry, it was because of me this happened to you, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. …” Tears burned his eyes.
“Splash!” John said, and grinned. “Did you see that? Old bullfrog jumped down at the pond!” He squinted and leaned forward, visoring his eyes with his free hand. “Looky there. Company’s comin’.”
Dust was rising off the road. Not now! Billy said mentally. It’s too soon! Birds scattered up out of the lumbering van’s path; the vehicle didn’t stop this time, but braved the rocks and ruts all the way up to the front yard. On the van’s sides, written in spooky-looking white letters, was DR. MIRAKLE’S GHOST SHOW.
“Who’s our company today?” John asked, the grin stuck lopsided on his face.
“The man I told you about, hon,” Ramona said from behind the screen door; she came on out carrying a paper sack with a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, a bologna sandwich, and two red apples in it. Her eyes glazed over as the van’s door opened and Dr. Mirakle, looking as if he’d slept in his seersucker suit and straw hat, stepped out.
“Fine afternoon, isn’t it!” he called and approached the house on his stubby legs; his wide smile lost wattage with every step he took, as he felt Ramona Creekmore’s icy glare on him. He cleared his throat and craned his neck to see the roof. “All finished?”
“He’s finished,” Ramona said.
“Good. Mr. Creekmore, how are you today?”
John just stared at him.
Mirakle stepped up to the edge of the porch. “Billy? It’s time to go now.”
As Billy bent to pick up his suitcase, Ramona caught at his arm. “Just a minute! You promise me one thing! You take good care of my boy! You treat him like you’d treat a son of your own! He’s a hard worker; but he’s nobody’s mule. You treat my boy fair. Will you promise me that?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Mirakle said, and bowed his head slightly. “I do so promise. Well … I’ll take this on to the van for you, then.” He reached up and took the suitcase, then carried it to the van to give them a moment alone.
“Billy.” John’s voice was slow and sluggish; his blue eyes were dull, hazed with half-remembered days when the young man standing before him was a little boy. A smile worked around the good edge of his mouth, but wouldn’t take hold.
“I’m going away, Dad. I’ll work hard, and I’ll mail you money. Everything’ll be fine. …”
“Billy,” John said, “I … I want … to read you something.” Emotion had thickened his speech, made it more difficult for him to say the right words. He was trying very hard to concentrate; he turned in the Bible to the Book of Matthew, and searched for a particular passage. Then he began to read, with difficulty: “Matthew seven, verses” thirteen and fourteen. ‘Enter ye in …at the strait gate; for wide is the gate, and broad is the way that … leadeth to destruction, and … many there be which … go in thereat. Because strait is the gate and … narrow is the way which leadeth unto life, and few there be … that find it.’” He closed the Bible and lifted his gaze to his son. “I’m readin’ better;” he said.
Billy leaned down, hugged him and kissed his cheek; he smelled of Vitalis, and Billy was reminded of the times they used to get their hair cut together at Curtis Peel’s. When he raised up, his father’s eyes were shining. “Good-bye, Dad,” Billy said.
Ramona put her arm around her son, and they started walking toward Dr. Mirakle’s van. “Be careful,” she said, her voice husky with emotion. “Be strong and proud. Brush your teeth twice a day, and hang your clothes up at night. Just remember who you are: you’re Billy Creekmore, there’s Choctaw blood in your veins, and you can walk with the likes of anybody!”
“Yes ma’am. I’ll send the money every week, and I’ll …” He glanced up at the van, and a shadow of true fear passed over him; he felt like a shipwrecked sailor, slowly drifting away from land. “I’ll be fine,” he said, as the feeling began to fade. “You should take the car down to the gas station and put air in the tires. I meant to do it myself, but … time just got away… .”
“You write now, you hear? Mind your manners, and say your prayers… .”
Mirakle had leaned over and opened the passenger door. Billy climbed up into the slightly greasy interior; when he closed the door, his mother said, “Remember who you are! You’ve got Choctaw blood in your veins, and …”
Mirakle started the engine. “Are you ready, Billy?”
“Yes sir.” He looked toward the house, waved at his father and then said to Ramona, “I love you.” The van started moving.
“I love you!” she called back, and walked alongside the van as it eased over the ruts. “Get your sleep, and don’t stay out until all hours of the night.” She had to walk faster, because the van was picking up speed. Dust blossomed from beneath the tires. “Do right!” she called out.
“I will!” Billy promised, and then his mother was left behind as the van moved away. Ramona stood shielding her face from the dust as the black van reached the highway. It turned left and disappeared behind the curtain of full green trees, but Ramona stood where she was until the sound of its engine had faded, leaving faint echoes in the hills.
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Ramona turned away and walked back to the house through the hanging layers of dust. She sat on the porch with John for a few minutes more, and told him she was going to take the car down to the gas station, then drive in to Fayette for a little while, and she’d be gone for maybe two hours. He nodded and said that was fine. In the house, she took two dollars from the kitchen cookie jar, made sure John would have everything he needed while she was gone, then took the car keys from where they lay on the mantel. It was four-twenty when she got on the road, and she wanted to reach a particular shop in Fayette before it closed at five.
In Fayette, Ramona parked the Olds near a rather run-down pawnshop and loan service. Arranged in the window were displays of cheap rhinestone rings, radios, a couple of electric guitars, a trombone, and a few cheap wristwatches. Above the doorway a sign read HAP’S PAWNS AND LOANS and YOU’RE ALWAYS HAPPY WHEN YOU TRADE WITH HAP. She stepped into the shop, where a single ceiling fan stirred the heavy, dusty air. “Is Mr. Tillman in today?” she asked a sallow-faced woman behind one of the counters.
“Hap?” The woman had flame-red dyed hair and one glass eye that looked off into empty space; with her good eye she quickly appraised Ramona. “Yeah, he’s back in his office. What do you want to see him a—” But Ramona was already moving, heading back along an aisle toward the shop’s rear. “Hey! Lady! You can’t go back there!”
Ramona stepped through a green curtain into a narrow, dank corridor. She rapped on a door and entered the office without being asked in.
“Hap” Tillman’s thick body was declining in his chair, his legs up on the desktop, as he smoked a Swisher Sweet cigar and paged through a Stag magazine. Now he sat up, outraged that someone had dared to invade his inner sanctum, and was about to curse a blue streak when he saw it was Ramona Creekmore. The red-haired woman stuck her head in. “Hap, I told her not to come back here.”
“It’s okay, Doris.” He had a fleshy, square-jawed face and wore a stark-black toupee that was entirely at odds with his gray eyebrows. “I know Mizz Creekmore. You can leave us be.”
“I told her not to come back,” Doris said; she shot Ramona a black look and closed the door.
“Well! Mizz Creekmore, what a surprise to see you of all people!” Tillman tapped ash off his Swisher Sweet and plugged the cigar into his mouth. Around his desk was a sea of stacked boxes; over in one corner were black filing cabinets, and on the wall hung a calendar that showed a well-endowed woman in a bikini straddling a watermelon. “Whatever can I do for you today?”
She said, “I want to know.”
“What?” he asked. “Did I hear you right?”
“Yes, I want to know. Now.”
“Shit you say!” Tillman leaped up, belching out smoke like a furnace, and stepped past Ramona to throw open the door. He peered out into the empty corridor, then closed the door again and locked it. “That bitch Doris listens outside my office,” he told her. “I’ve caught her at it twice. Damn it, lady, you’ve got an awful short memory! We did business. Know what that means? Business means we got a binding contract!”
“I think I already know, Mr. Tillman. But I … I have to make sure. It’s important… .”
“My ass is important, too! We may have done business, but a lot of it was out of the kindness of my heart. I pulled a lot of strings!” He tried to stare her down and failed. Shaking his head, he puffed on his cigar and retreated behind the fortress of his boxes and desk. His eyes glinted. “Oh, I see. Sure. It’s blackmail, is that it?”
“No. It’s not that at—”
Tillman’s head darted forward. “It better not be! I may be in deep, but you’re in deeper! You just remember that, if you try to get me in trouble!”
“Mr. Tillman,” Ramona said patiently, and stepped closer to his desk. “I wouldn’t be here asking you about this if I didn’t think it was very, very important. I’m not going to blackmail anybody. I’m not going to cause any trouble. But I’m not leaving here until I know.”
“Lady, you signed a goddamned contract. …”
“I don’t care if I signed ten contracts!” Ramona shouted, and instantly the man winced and put a finger to his lips to shush her
“Please … please,” Tillman said, “keep your voice down! Sit down and calm yourself, will you?” He motioned toward a chair, and reluctantly Ramona sat down. He puffed on his cigar for a moment, trying to think what to do.
“Shitfire, lady!” Tillman crushed the cigar in an ashtray, and sparks jumped like tiny red grasshoppers. “It’s just … it’s just not ethical! I mean, there’s a lot to think about, and I wish you’d—”
“I’ve thought about it,” Ramona said. “Now do you tell me or do I have to go see a policeman?”
“You wouldn’t,” he sneered. Tillman sat down, and faced Ramona in silence for a moment. Then he sighed deeply and said, “I’m a born fool for doin’ business with a crazy woman!” He slid the top drawer out of his desk and reached into the slot, his fingers searching for the strip of masking tape; he found it, peeled it off, and brought it out. Stuck to the tape was a small key. He looked up at Ramona. “Don’t you ever show your face in my shop again,” he said gravely. “Do you understand me, lady?” He stood up, went to one wall, and lifted a framed paint-by-numbers picture of a harbor scene. There was a combination safe behind it. Tillman dialed it open, careful to stand in front of it so Ramona couldn’t see the numbers.
“You may fool everybody else,” he said, “but not me, lady. Nosir! You and that boy of yours are natural-born con artists! Pretendin’ to talk to ghosts! That’s the biggest fool thing I ever heard tell of!” He brought a small metal strongbox out of the safe, laid it on his desk. “Everybody else might be afraid of you, but I’m not! Nosir!” He opened the strongbox with the little key, and flipped through index cards. “Creekmore,” he read, and brought the card out. It was slightly yellowed with age; Tillman couldn’t suppress a wicked grin as he read it. Then he handed it to the woman. “Here!”
Ramona looked at it, her moujh set in a tight, grim line.
“Ha!” Tillman laughed. “Bet that galls your Indian ass, doesn’t it?”
She handed the card back and rose from her chair. “It’s as I thought. Thank you.”
“Yeah, that’s a real hoot, ain’t it!” Tillman returned the card to the strongbox, closed the lid, and locked it. “But you know my motto: You’re always happy when you trade with Hap!”
She looked into his ugly, grinning face and felt the urge to slap it crooked. But what good would that do? Would it change things, or make them right?
“Yeah, that’s a real dipsy-doodle!” Tillman chuckled, put the box away in the safe, and closed it, spinning the combination lock. “Forgive me if I don’t see you to the dooi;” he said sarcastically, “but I’ve got a business to—” He turned toward Ramona, but she was already gone. He opened the door and yelled out, “AND DON’T COME BACK!”






SEVEN
Ghost Show
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Satan came shambling out into the red spotlight. There was a chorus of screams and jeers. Behind the foul-smelling mask, Billy said, “Don’t forget to tell your friends to see Dr. Mirakle’s Ghost Show … or I’ll be seeing you!” He shook his plastic pitchfork at the dozen or so people who sat before the stage, and heard the muffled thump! as Dr. Mirakle sneaked back inside the black cabinet and closed the lid. Haze drifted in the air from the smoke bombs Mirakle had exploded. At the tent’s ceiling bobbed papier-mache ghosts and skeletons as eerie tape-recorded organ music played.
Billy was glad to get backstage and take off the mask of his Satan suit. Last night someone had pelted him with a tomato. He switched the laboring engine to reverse, which drew all the wires and dangling figures backward behind the stage curtain. Then Billy turned on the tent’s lights. Dr. Mirakle was “freed” from the black cabinet—though the lock was a fake and had never been locked at all—and the night’s last show was over
Billy checked all the chains and wires that operated the Ghost Show figures, then went out to pick up the litter of cigarette butts and empty popcorn boxes. Dr. Mirakle went backstage, as he did every night, to place the prop figures in their little individual boxes, like small white coffins. They had one more day in a shopping-center parking lot south of Andalusia; about this time tomorrow night the carnival would be on its way to another small town.
When he was finished, Billy went backstage and washed his hands in a bucket of soapy water, then changed into a fresh shirt.
“And where are you going?” Mirakle asked, carefully placing a ghost into a styrofoam box.
Billy shrugged. “I thought I’d just walk up the midway, see that’s going on.” * “Of course, even though you know every game on the midway is as crooked as a pig’s tail. Let’s see: clean hands, fresh shirt, combed hair—if I recall my ancient history, ‘spiffing up’ is what I used to do when I was about to meet a member of the opposite sex. Do you have a certain young lady in mind?”
“No sir.”
“Walking up the midway, eh? You wouldn’t be planning to visit a certain sideshow that’s got all the roustabouts in such agitation, would you?”
Billy grinned. “I thought I might look in on it.” The Jungle Love show, down at the far end of the midway, had joined the carnival at the first of the week. There were pictures of the girls out front, and a red-painted legend read SEE TIGRA! SANTHA THE PANTHA! BARBIE BALBOA! LEONA THE LIONESS! Not all of the girls were so attractive, but one picture had caught Billy’s eye when he’d strolled over there a few days before. The girl in it had short, curly blond haii; and it looked as if all she wore was a black velvet robe. Her legs were bare and shapely, and her pretty gamine face sent out a direct sexual challenge. Billy felt his stomach do slow flipflops every time he looked at that picture, but he hadn’t had the time yet to go inside.
Mirakle shook his head. “I did tell your mother I’d look after you, you know, and I hear some rough customers hang around that ‘exhibition.’”
“I’ll be all right.”
“I doubt that. Once a young man sees a nude woman gyrating on stage a few feet from his face, he’s never quite the same again. Well, go ahead if your hormones are in such a galloping fit. I’ll just finish putting the kiddies to bed.”
Billy left the tent, walking into the humid August night. Around him the air glowed with lights. Some of the sideshows were closing down, but most of the rides still jerked and swung their passengers through the night, their engines growling like wild beasts. The carousel, topped with white and blue bulbs, was spinning merrily as recorded calliope music rang out. The Ferns wheel was a jeweled pendant set against the darkness.
Billy had received a letter from home today. The letters sometimes caught up with him late, though he tried to let his mother know in advance where the carnival would be stopping There was a message in his father’s scrawl: Hope you are fine-went to the doctor yesterday. I feel good. Love, Dad. He’d written back that he was doing fine, and business was good; he left out the fact that he had to dress up as Satan. He also didn’t mention that he’d seen the black aura several times in the throng of customers.
He’d found out that Dr. Mirakle’s real name was Reginald Merkle, and that he had a real affinity to J.W. Daiit bourbon. Several times the man had gone through his Ghost Show routine barely able to stand. Dr. Mirakle had started out to be a dentist, he’d told Billy, until he realized he couldn’t stomach the idea of peering into people’s mouths all day long. Billy at one point had inquired about Mirakle’s family, but the man quickly said he had no family except for the little figures of ghosts and skeletons. He had names for all of them, and he treated them like children. Billy was puzzled about the picture of the young man Dr. Mirakle carried in his wallet, but it was obvious Dr. Mirakle didn’t want to discuss his personal life.
Billy saw the blinking red neon sign ahead: JUNGLE LOVE … JUNGLE LOVE. He could hear the faint booming of bass drums.
Another new sideshow had been added to the midway as well. It stood between the Ghost Show and the Tiltawhirl on the other side of the midway, its white clapboard structure festooned with garish paintings of snakes with venom-dripping fangs. The entrance was through the open mouth of a huge snake, and above the entrance the sign read ALIVE! SEE KILLER SNAKES OF THE WORLD! ALIVE!
It was a strange thing, Billy thought, but after four days he still hadn’t seen the man who ran the snake show. The only sign of life over there, besides the paying customers, was that the entrance was open at three in the afternoon and closed at eleven. Right now he saw that the door was slightly ajar. The huge red-painted snake eyes seemed to watch Billy as he hurried past.
“Stop it!” he heard someone wail.
“Please … going too fast … !”
Between Billy and the Jungle Love sideshow loomed another new ride that was shaped like the skeleton of a huge umbrella. Pour gondolas—yellow, red, purple, and one still wrapped up in a Protective green tarpaulin—whirled on the end of thick metal sPokes connected to a central piston mechanism. Hydraulics hissed, and the gondolas wildly pitched up and down. Screams erupted as the ride went faster and faster, the gondolas dipping to Within three feet of the ground and then quickly pitching upward toalmost thirty feet. The entire mechanism groaned, swinging in a fierce circle. Two people were riding in each of the three gondolas, which had safety canopies of wire mesh that closed down over their heads. At the control levet his foot poised above a metal brake pad, was a thin man with lank, shoulder-length brown hair. A sign with mostly burnt-out bulbs said OCTOPUS.
“… please stop it!” a voice wailed from one of the gondolas.
Billy saw the man give it more speed. The Octopus was vibrating, the noise of pounding pistons was almost shaking the ground. The man was grinning, but Billy saw that his eyes were dead. The machine seemed barely in control.
Billy stepped closer to him and touched his shoulder. “Mister—”
The man’s head whipped around. For an instant Billy saw a red gleam in his eyes, and he started, remembering the way the beast had grinned at him out on that highway in the dead of night. Then the man blinked. “Shitfire!” he shouted, and stomped down on the brake as he disengaged the gears. With a high metallic shriek, the Octopus began to slow. “Damn it, boy!” the man said. “Don’t you sneak up on people like that!” A jagged scar ran through the man’s right eyebrow, and in a breath of wind from the Octopus his hair lifted to show he was missing an ear. One hand had only three fingers.
The Octopus was slowing. The whine of brakes had faded. But in the absence of noise Billy imagined he heard another sound: a high-pitched, eerie screaming—like a dozen voices at once. The sound faded in and out, and Billy felt his flesh crawl.
The man went to each gondola and unlocked the mesh canopies, letting out angry and tearful kids. “So sue me!” he shouted at one of them.
Billy stared at the Octopus. He saw scaly, rust-eaten metal behind a hanging flap of tarpaulin. The faint screaming went on and on, drifting in and out. “Why’s that gondola covered up?” he asked the man.
“Needs work. Gonna repaint it. Don’t you have nothin’ better to do?” He glared up at a couple of approaching teen-agers and snapped, “We’re closed!”
Abruptly, the eerie voices stopped, as if they’d been silenced by a stronger force. Billy felt himself stepping closer to the hidden gondola. He had the sudden urge to climb into it, to close the canopy over his head, to let the Octopus whirl him high into the air It would be the best ride in the world, he thought. The most thrilling ever. But for the most excitement, the very most, you have to ride in the covered gondola… .
He stopped in his tracks, and he knew.
There was something deadly in that scabrous gondola.
“What’re you lookin’ at?” the man said uneasily. When Billy turned toward him, he saw a heavyset woman with a sad face and coarse blond hair coming out of the shadows.
“Buck?” she said tentatively. “Buck, it’s time to close down now.”
“Don’t bother me, woman!” he shouted, and then he paused, frowning. “I’m sorry, hon,” he said wearily, and then he looked again at the Octopus. Billy saw a strange combination of fear and love on his face. “You’re right. It’s time to shut it down for tonight.” Buck started walking to the generator that powered the ride.
The woman came toward Billy. “Get away from that machine, boy. Get away from it right now!” she warned him. And then the Octopus sign went out. ^
“What’s wrong with it?” he asked hei; quietly so the man wouldn’t hear.
She shook her head, obviously afraid to say any more.
“Go on about your business!” Buck shouted at him. “This is a good ride, boy!” Something was about to break behind the man’s eyes. “I was in control all the time!”
Billy saw the torment in both their faces, and he hurried away. Lights were flickering off all over the midway. He saw the Jungle Love sign go out, and knew he’d missed the last show.
The Octopus had just gone up this morning. He remembered that one of the roustabouts had split his hand open on a bolt, but then he’d thought nothing of it because accidents were common. The roustabout had bled a great deal. He decided to stay away from that machine, because he remembered his mother telling him that evil could grow in the most unexpected places—like an oak tree.
Or a machine.
The screams were silenced, Billy thought, as if the machine had offered them up to whet his curiosity. When he looked over his shoulder, the man and woman were gone. The midway was clearing out.
Billy glanced over at the Jungle Love sideshow. There was a figure standing near the entrance, where the sexy photographs were tacked to a display board. He decided to walk ovei; to find out if the man worked with the sideshow. But before Billy could reach him, the man stepped into the darkness between the Jungle Love trailer and the Mad Mouse maze.
When Billy reached the display board, he saw that the photograph of the blond girl—the one who troubled his dreams so much—had been ripped away.
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“You’d better slow down,” Helen Betts said. “Wayne won’t like it.”
At the wheel of his fire-engine-red Camaro, Terry Dozier was watching the speedometer climb to sixty-five. Before the headlights, the highway—ten miles north of Fayette—was a yellow tunnel cut through the mountain of night. Terry smiled, his eyes full of devilment. No one, not even his steady girl friend, Helen, knew that one of Terry’s favorite hobbies was beating out the brains of stray cats with a Louisville Slugger.
Wayne was stretched out in the backseat, his legs sprawled on a half-empty box of Falconer Crusade Bibles, the last of a dozen boxes that Terry and Helen had helped Wayne hand-deliver. Fayette County residents who’d donated upward of one hundred dollars during the highly publicized “Bible Bounty Week” got a Bible and a visit from Little Wayne Falconer. It had been a long, tiring day, and Wayne had healed whole families today of everything from inner-ear trouble to nicotine addiction. His restless sleep was haunted by two recurring dreams: one of a snake of fire fighting an eagle of smoke; and one in which the Creek-mores were standing in that hospital waiting room, the woman’s eyes fixed on him as if she could see right through his skin to the soul, her mouth opening to say Do you know what you’re doing, son?
He feared he was falling under some kind of spell, because he couldn’t get his mind off the woman and boy. They were using strong power on him, he thought, to draw his mind from the straight-and-narrow path. He’d been reading a lot lately about demon possession, about demons that were so strong they could inhabit both the living and the dead, and nothing scared him any worse. Praying in the chapel at home seemed to ease his brain for a while.
Wayne came up out of a light sleep and saw Helen’s autumn hair blowing in the breeze from the open window. Both she and Terry were going to college in a few weeks on Falconer Crusade scholarships. Helen was a pretty girl, he mused. Her hair smelled nice, like peppermints. He was horrified when he realized he was getting an erection, and he tried to blank out the thought of sinful sex. Nude girls sometimes cavorted in his mind, begging him to take off his clothes and join them. Stop it! he told himself, squeezing his eyes shut. But as he drifted off again he thought: I’ll bet Helen and Terry do it do it do it… .
“Where are you going?” she asked Terry in a nervous whisper. “You missed the turnoff!”
“On purpose, babe. Don’t worry, it’s cool.”
“Tell me where, Terry!”
“Steve Dickerson’s having a party, isn’t he? We were invited, weren’t we?”
“Well … sure, but … that’s not exactly Wayne’s type of crowd. I mean … with everybody going off to college and all, it might be kinda wild.”
“So what? It’ll do old Wayne.good.” He squeezed her thigh and she gave his hand a little love-slap. “And if somebody gets drunk, Wayne can just touch his hand and draw out the deeeemon of al-ke-hall!” He giggled as Helen looked at him, horrified. “Oh come on, Betts! You don’t take that healing crap seriously, do you?”
Helen blanched, turning quickly to make sure Wayne was still sleeping. She was sure glad it was such a clear August night, no thunderstorms around—struck by lightning would be a bad way to
go-
The Dickerson house was a two-story colonial on the edge of a six-acre lake. There was a long expanse of emerald green lawn, dew glittering in the squares of light cast from the windows. Terry whistled softly when he saw the tough specimens of high-horsepower cars parked along the curb.
He parked the Camaro and winked at Helen. “Wayne? We’re here.”
“Huh? We’re home?”
“Well … no, not just yet. We’re at Steve Dickerson’s house.”
Wayne sat up, bleary-eyed.
“Now, before you say anything,” Terry told him, “there’s a party goin’ on. Steve’s folks are out of town this weekend, so he invited everybody. I thought we could all … you know, unwind.”
“But”—Wayne stared at the house—”Steve Dickerson isn’t saved.”
“Helen and I worked hard today, didn’t we? By the time we take you home and come back, it’ll be pretty late. So why don’t we go in for a while, just to be social?”
“I don’t know. My … my father’s expecting me home by …”
“Don’t worry about it!” Terry was getting out. Helen was irritated at him for dragging Wayne to this party, because she knew the hell-raisers of Indian Hills High would be here, the kind of people Terry associated with before he’d been Saved. Sometimes she thought that Being Saved was rubbing off Terry like old paint.
Uneasily, Wayne followed them up the flagstone walkway. They could hear the muffled thump of loud music from inside. Helen said nervously, “Wayne, it’ll be fun. I bet there are a lot of girls who’d like to meet you.”
Wayne’s heart skipped a beat. “Girls?”
“Yeah.” Terry rang the doorbell. “Girls. You know what they are, don’t you?”
The door opened, and the riotous noise of a party in full swing came crashing out. Hal Baker stood on the threshold, his arm around a skinny blond girl who looked drunk. “How’s it hangin’, Terry!” Hal said. “Come on in! Old Steve’s around here some—” His blurry gaze fell upon Wayne Falconer, and his face went into shock. “Is that … Little Wayne?”
“Yep,” Terry chortled, “sure is. Thought we’d stop by to check out the action!” Terry and Helen stepped into the house, but Wayne paused. Laughter and music were thunderous inside there.
The blond girl’s nipples were showing through the purple halter-top she wore. She smiled at him.
“Comin’ in?” Terry asked.
“No … I think I’d better …”
“What’s wrong, man?” the girl asked him, a foxy grin on her face. “You afraid of big bad parties?”
“No. I’m not afraid.” And before he’d realized it, Wayne had taken a step forward. Hal closed the door behind him. The Amboy Dukes singing “Journey to the Center of the Mind” blasted from the rear of the house. Sinful drug music, Wayne thought, as he followed Terry and Helen through a mass of people he didn’t know. They were drinking and smoking and running as wild as bucks through the entire house. Wayne’s spine was as stiff as pineboard. He felt as if he’d stepped onto another planet. An aroma of burning rope scorched his nostrils, and a boy stumbled past him stinking drunk.
Terry pressed a paper cup into Wayne’s hand. “There you go. Oh, don’t worry. It’s just Seven-Up.”
Wayne sipped at it. It was Seven-Up, all right, but it had gone flat and tasted like the inside of an^old shoe. It was as hot and smoky as Hades inside this house, and Wayne sucked on the ice in his cup.
“Mingle, Wayne,” Terry told him, and pulled Helen away into the crowd. He didn’t dare tell her that he’d laced Wayne’s drink with gin.
Wayne had never been to an unchaperoned party before. He wandered through the house, repelled and yet fascinated. He saw many pretty girls, some wearing tight hotpants, and one of them even smiled at him across the room. He blushed and hurried away, trying to hide the stirring in his pants. On the patio that overlooked the dark, still lake, people were dancing to the roar of a stereo. Dancing! Wayne thought. It was inviting sin! But he watched the bodies rub, transfixed. It was like watching a pagan frenzy. That burned-rope smell followed him everywhere, and he saw people smoking hand-rolled cigarettes. His eyes began to water. Across the patio he saw Terry talking to a girl with long black hair. He tried to catch Terry’s attention, because he was feeling a little light-headed and needed to get home; but then Terry and Helen had started dancing to Steppenwolf music, so Wayne went off toward the lakeshore to get away from the noise.
The party, to him, was like the inside of a nervous breakdown.
He almost stumbled over a pair of bodies entwined on the ground. Catching a glimpse of exposed breasts, he apologized and continued on as a boy cursed at him. Walking far away from the house, Wayne sat down on the shore near a couple of beached canoes and sucked on his ice. He was trembling inside, and wished he’d never stepped across that doorway.
“You all alone?” someone asked. A girl’s voice, with a thick backhills accent.
Wayne looked up. He couldn’t see her face, but she had thick waves of black hair and he thought she was the same girl Terry had been talking to. She was wearing a low-cut peasant blouse and bell-bottoms, rolled up as if she’d been wading in the water. “Want some company?”
“No, thank you.”
She swigged from a can of beer. “This party’s fucked up. I hear Dickerson put acid in the punch. That would really fuck everybody’s mind, huh?”
He winced at the first use of that awful four-letter sex word; the second gave him a funny feeling in the pit of his stomach. She was the kind of girl who did it, he realized.
“Pretend I’m blind,” the girl said, and crouched down in front of Wayne. She ran her hand all over Wayne’s face. He flinched because she smelled so strongly of beer. “See, I’m blind and I’ve got to feel what you look like. You go to Indian Hills?”
“I graduated.” Beneath the beer odor was another aroma: the rich, musky, forbidden scent of a woman. He told himself to get up and go back to the car. But he didn’t move.
“My name’s Lonnie. What’s yours?”
“Wayne.” He almost said Falconer, but the name hung on his lips. He shifted his position, hoping she wouldn’t notice his swelling penis. Tell her who you are, he told himself, so she’ll get up and leave you alone!
“You know Randy Leach? Well me and him broke up tonight. Sonofabitch is going to Samford University in Birmingham, says he’s got to date other girls. Shit!” She drank from the beer and offered it to him, but he shook his head. “I wasted a whole summer on that bastard!”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Well, that’s how it goes I guess.” She looked at him and laughed. “Hey, what’s wrong? You look like a whore in church, you’re so tense!”
Blasphemy and sacrilege! Wayne thought. He looked at her in the darkness, but could only make out the pale oval of her face. He couldn’t tell if she was pretty or not, but he knew she was a lost sinner. “Are you saved, girl?” he asked.
There was a moment of shocked silence. Then the girl laughed uproariously. “Oh, wow! I thought you really meant that! You sounded just like my damn momma, always after me to go to churchy-wurchy! Are you rich?”
“Rich?” Wayne echoed. “I … guess I am,” he said truthfully.
“I knew it. Know how I knew? ‘Cause there’s somethin’ so squeaky-clean about you. And you don’t even drink beei; do you, ‘cause it’s too low-class for you. Where you going to college?”
“Up in Tennessee.” Tell her it’s the Southeastern Bible College!
He could sense the girl staring at him. “You’re sweet,” she said softly. “Who’d you come here with?”
“Terry Dozier and Helen Betts.”
“Don’t know them.” She sat close to him and looked out toward the lake. Wayne could feel her body heat, and again he shifted uncomfortably. The images tumbling through his mind were nasty and sinful, and he knew he was walking close to the Pit. “I’ve went with a lot of boys,” Lonnie said after a while. “How come every boy I ever go with just wants to have sex?”
Jezebel! Wayne thought.
“I mean, I know I’ve got a good body and all. I was in the Miss Fayette Junior High contest last year, and I got the most points in the swimsuit competition. But seems like everybody tries to take advantage of me. Wonder why that is?”
“I don’t know,” Wayne said in a husky voice. From a black part of his mind a sibilant voice said, She wants to do it and she uses ‘he four-letter sex word.
Then, before Wayne could shift away again, Lonnie leaned toward him and whispered in his ear, “Why don’t we go out in one of them canoes?”
“I can’t. I’ve … I’ve got my good clothes on.”
She giggled and tugged at his shirt. “Then take your good clothes off”
“You’d better get back to the party. Somebody‘11 miss you.”
“Miss me? Naw! Randy left with somebody else! Come on, sweet thing, let’s got out in a canoe. Okay? You’re so tense, what’s wrong? Little Lonnie make you nervous?” She took his hand and tugged at him until he stood up, and then she pulled him with her to the nearest canoe.
Wayne’s head was dizzy, throbbing from the echo of the rock music from way up on the patio. Lake water lapped softly at the shore. “I don’t see any paddles in there.”
She climbed in carefully and rummaged around, then held up a paddle. “Here you go. Just one, though, so you’ll have to drive the boat.” She sat down. “What’re you waitin’ foi; sweet thing?”
“I … don’t think we should go out on the lake in the dark.”
She said softly and invitingly, “I trust you.”
Wayne looked over his shoulder at the house, where kids were dancing on the patio. He had a strange sense of isolation, a feeling that all wasn’t right and he should know what was wrong, but it evaded him. Wasn’t it right, he thought, that he should be a human being too?
“Let’s do it, sweet thing,” the girl whispered.
Wayne had to step through the water to shove the canoe off. He slipped into it, almost capsizing them and bringing a squeal of laughter from her; then they were gliding through the dark water, leaving the party noise behind.
“See?” Lonnie said. “Ain’t this nice?”
Wayne heard water rolling in the bottom of the canoe. His expensive loafers were getting ruined. The moon was rising, an amber scythe that looked so close and sharp you could cut your throat on it. Bullfrogs croaked from the shore, and the night closed around the drifting canoe.
Lonnie sighed deeply, a sexy, needful sigh, and Wayne thought his head might crack open like an eggshell. “There’s somethin’ awful familiar about you,” she said. “It’s your voice, I guess. Do I know you from somewhere?”
“No.”
The music faded to a low murmur. The Dickerson house was a distant glow on the shore.
A dark object lay ahead. Wayne said, “What’s that?” and then the canoe grazed a square wooden diving platform. He took the paddle out of the water and held it over his knees. His heart was beating harder, and when Lonnie’s voice came, it was like balm on a fever blister. “We could rest here for a little while.”
He almost laughed. Rest? Oh, she was a sinful Jezebel! She wanted him, he knew. She wanted to be naked for him, and to do it. “If you want to,” he heard himself say, as if from a stranger’s mouth.
Wayne found a rope trailing from the platform and tied up the canoe. Then he was helping Lonnie out onto the platform, and she was pressing herself against him and he could feel her breasts, her nipples jutting against his chest. His heart was pounding, his head was filled with heat and he couldn’t think.
“I’m cold,” she whispered. “Please hold me, I’m cold.”
He put his arms around hei; and realized it was he who was trembling.
Lonnie pulled him down onto the platform, as lake water chuckled around them and the smell of moss drifted up. A dam of pent-up passions cracked inside Wayne—she wants to do it and there’s nobody to see, nobody to know!—and he fumbled at her clothes, his breathing harsh. His hands roamed over her body, as she held him close and whispered urgings in his ear. Her blouse came open. Wayne worked at her bra and then her breasts were free and warm against his hands. Her body pressed against his as his penis throbbed with heat. She rubbed at his crotch and then began pulling his belt loose, her tee|h nipping at his neck. His pants started coming down. “Hurry,” she whispered. “Hurry hurry, please …” 4
His penis was exposed as his underwear came down, and the girl put her hand on it.
And Wayne heard in his head the crack of his father’s voice like a lash across his back: Sinner! Would you lie down with Jezebel?
He was excited and dizzy, his eyes squeezed shut, his mind tormented between what he wanted and what he knew he shouldn’t do. She gripped his penis, and he opened his eyes.
He was no longer in the embrace of a girl.
It was something that looked like a beast, a wild boar, red-eyed and grinning.
Wayne tried to pull away, but then the vision passed and it was Lonnie again, dark-haired Lonnie, faceless Lonnie.
Sinner! Would you lie with Jezebel?
“No!” Lonnie said. “Make it big again! Make it big!”
“I … can’t … I …” He was concentrating, trying as hard as he could. His father’s voice rang in his brain, a bass rumble of Doom: Sinner! He’d go to Hell for lying with a harlot, he’d been tricked by Satan into coming out here!
“Make it big!” Lonnie was saying, a note of anger and
frustration in her voice. She handled his penis like a small twig. “Come on, can’t you get it up?” After another minute or two, she released him and sat over on the platform’s edge, putting her bra and blouse back on.
“I’m sorry,” he said, hurriedly getting his pants on. He felt slimed by the Jezebel’s touch, but wicked needs and desires still coursed through him. “Next time,” he said. “It’s just … I don’t feel right about this. Okay?”
“Forget it. I need a man, not a little boy who can’t even get it up! Come on, take me back to shore!”
Her voice was ugly. The sound of it scared Wayne. “I just … you won’t tell anybody about this, will you?”
“What’s wrong with you? Are you queer?”
“No! Please … you won’t tell anybody, will you?”
Lonnie buttoned her blouse. He saw her head tilted to one side, as if in concentration. Then, slowly, she turned toward him. “Why not? It’d be somethin’ for a laugh, wouldn’t it?”
“Satan’s in you,” he whispered. “That’s it, isn’t it?”
“What?” He thought she smiled in the darkness.
“You’re a Jezebel, a dirty sinner and oh God I shouldn’t have come out here!”
“Now I know where I’ve heard your voice!” the girl said and Wayne cringed. “My momma made me listen to that Crusade crap on the radio! You’re–oh, wow! You’re the little healer himself, ain’t you?” She whooped with laughter. “Yeah! You’re Little Wayne Falconer! Oh, wow, everybody’s gonna laugh their—”
“No,” he said forcefully, and she was silent. “You’re not going to tell anybody.”
“Who says? Take me back or I’ll start screamin’!”
He had to make her understand! He had to make her see he was a righteous boy! He took a step toward her.
And then Lonnie abruptly turned toward shore and yelled, “HELP!”
“Shut up!” he hissed, and pushed her. She staggered across the platform.
“HELP!” she shouted again, her voice echoing across the water.
Wayne exploded. He pushed her as hard as he could, and suddenly Lonnie’s feet slipped out from under her on the moss-slick boards. She fell backward, her arms windmilling. There was a violent, sickening crunch! as the side of her head hit a corner of the platform.
She fell into the lake, and the black water covered her.
At once Wayne reached down to grasp hei; but she was gone. Bubbles burst upward, smelling of lake mud. He leaned down, whining with panic, and thrust his arms underwater to find her. He got up, ran across the platform to the canoe to retrieve the paddle, and used that to probe the depths. He looked up toward the house, and started to scream for help. No! he thought. She’s not hurt, she’s all right! She only bumped her head a little bit, she’ll come up in just a few seconds!
“Lonnie!” he whispered. “Come on up, now! Come on!”
Black water sighed around the platform. He reached underwater again—and felt her hair He gripped it and wrenched upward. It was a rotten tree limb with a green mane of algae.
He started to ease himself into the water to look for her, but realized that if he got wet everyone would know at the party. She was probably swimming to shore.
“Lonnie?” he called out, a little louder. Only crickets and bullfrogs answered. *
After a while he began to cry, and he prayed as he’d never prayed before. The dark voice in his mind whispered, She was a Jezebel a dirty sinner and she deserved what she got! He sat on the platform for a long time, shaking, his head bowed.
Wayne was sitting in the Camaro’s backseat when Terry and Helen found him about an hour later. His face was very pale. The gin got to him, Terry thought.
“Where’ve you been, Wayne?” Terry asked as he slipped behind the wheel. “We were lookin’ for you.”
Wayne’s smile made his face look like a skull. “Just around. I went for a long walk. The music was too loud.”
“You meet any of those pretty girls?” Helen asked.
“No. Not a one.”
“Great party, huh?” Terry started the engine. “Listen, Wayne. Since I’m on a scholarship, you … uh … won’t tell your dad about this, will you? I mean, I didn’t smoke or drink.”
“No, I won’t tell.”
“Good.” Terry winked at Helen. “It’ll be our secret, right?”
“Right,” Wayne said. “Our secret.”
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It was after eleven o’clock, and Wayne was way late getting home. Jimmy Jed Falconer, in his robe and slippers, stood on the front porch in the cool night air and looked out toward the highway.
He’d slipped out of bed without waking Cammy, because he didn’t want her to be worried. His belly bulged the knot at the front of his robe, but still his stomach growled for food. Where could the boy be at this time of night? he wondered. He stood on the porch for a few minutes longer, then went back through the large, rambling house to the kitchen.
He switched on the lights, opened the refrigerator, and brought out a piece of blueberry pie Esther the cook had baked just that afternoon. Pouring himself a cold glass of milk, he sat down for a late-night snack.
The summer was almost over. And what a glorious summer it had been, too! The Crusade had held tent revivals throughout Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana—hitting the larger towns and the cities—and next year would be ready for expansion into Texas and Arkansas. An ailing Fayette radio station had been purchased, as well as a South Carolina publishing company, and the first issue of Forward, the Crusade’s magazine, would be out in October. Wayne had touched and healed a few thousand people over the course of the summer: the boy was a masterful orator, and could hold that stage like he’d been born on it. When Wayne had finished the healing segment of the program, the offering plates came back filled to the brim. Wayne was a good boy, and he was as smart as a whip; but he had a stubborn streak in him, too, and he persisted in going out in the airfield where his Beechcraft Bonanza was hangared and flying without a co-pilot, getting up in the sky and doing all kinds of crazy loops and rolls. That sort of thing scared Falconer to death: what if the plane should crash? Wayne was a good pilot, but he took a lot of risks, and he seemed to enjoy the danger.
Falconer gulped down the milk and chewed on a bite of pie. Yessir! It had been a glorious summer!
Suddenly he realized his left arm was tingling. He shook the hand, thinking it had somehow fallen asleep. It was very hot here in the kitchen, he noticed; he’d begun sweating.
Do you know what you’re doing, son?
Falconer stopped with another piece of pie right at his mouth. He’d thought about the night in May many times, and the question the Hawthorne witch-woman had posed to Wayne. That question had surfaced in his mind as he’d watched the pale and hopeful faces of the sick and infirm passing by in the Healing Line, reaching up with trembling hands toward Wayne. Suddenly, the blueberry pie tasted like ashes. He put the fork down on his plate, and touched his chest where a quick needle-jab of pain had pierced. Now it had passed. The pain was gone. Good.
But his mind was wandering in dangerous territory. What if— what if—the witch-woman was right? And he’d known it all along, that Wayne’s internal battery was getting weaker and weaker, and that was why he never dared ask Wayne to heal his diseased heart. And what if Wayne knew it, too, and was continuing to play the part because … because it was all he’d ever been taught to do.
No! Falconer thought. Wayne healed Toby, didn’t he? And thousands of letters came in from people who said they were healed by Wayne’s touch and presence!
He recalled a letter from long ago, sent to the Crusade office a week or so after the tent revival in Hawthorne. It had been from a woman named Posey, and Falconer had thrown it away as soon as he’d read it:
Dear Rev. Falconer, we just want to tell you that our son Jimmie has been took by Jesus. Your boy healed him at the revival in Hawthorne, but Jesus must have a purpose for our Jimmie in Heaven. I have paid my sin for selling my baby to Mr. Tillman. May the Lord be with you, and all of your teachings. Sincerely, Laura Posey.
” Falconer had made sure Wayne would never see that letter, nor the few dozen letters similar to it that the Crusade had gotten. No, it was better that the boy never, never doubt himself.
Rising unsteadily from the kitchen table, Falconer went to the den and sat down in his easy chair. The framed Falconer Crusade poster, with him looking much younger and braver and stronger, was spotlit by a ceiling light.
Pain speared his chest. He wanted to get up now, and go upstairs to bed, but he couldn’t make his body respond. Maybe he needed to take some Turns, that was all. His mind was tormented with the thought of Ramona Creekmore looking at his son and knowing it was all a lie; she had the eyes of Satan, and that boy of hers was walking Death, and it wasn’t until he’d met them that his heart had begun to get worse.
Do you know what you’re doing, son?
YES HE KNOWS! Falconer raged. HE KNOWS, YOU SATAN-SPAWN BITCH! When Wayne got home, Falconer would tell the boy how they would run the Creekmores out of Hawthorne, drive them off like dogs, far away to where their wicked influence couldn’t seep back into the Falconer Crusade. Pain ran up and down his body, lancing across his ribs. “Cammy!” he moaned. “Cammy/”
Pluck them out! he thought. PLUCK THEM OUT!
“CAMMY!”
His hands curled around the armrests, the knuckles whitening. And then the pain struck him full-force, and his heart began to twist and writhe in his chest. His head rocked back, his face turning a deep reddish blue.
From the doorway, Cammy screamed. She was shocked, couldn’t move.
“Heart …” Falconer said in a hoarse, agonized voice. “Call … somebody… .”
She forced her legs to move, and raced for the telephone; she heard her husband moan for Wayne, and then as if from an awful fever dream he cried—or Cammy thought she heard—”Creekmore … pluck them out … oh, God, pluck them out… .”
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Dear Mom and Dad,
Hello, I hope everything is all right and you’re doing fine. I’m writing this letter from Dothan, where the carnival is set up at the fairgrounds. We’ll be here until the first of September, and then we go to Montgomery for a week. So far business has been good, Dr. Mirakle says, and he thinks we’ll do real good when we get to Birmingham the first week in October. I hope all is well with both of you.
Dad, how are you feeling? I hope your reading is still getting better. I had a dream about you a couple of nights ago. We were walking to town on the highway, just like we used to do, and everybody waved and said hello to us. It must have been springtime in my dream, because there were new buds in the trees and the sky was the soft blue of April, before the heat sets in. Anyways, we were walking just to get out and see the sights, and you were as fit as a new fiddle. It was good to hear you laugh so much, even if it was just in a dream. Maybe that means you’ll get better soon, do you think?
Mom, if you’re reading this letter aloud to Dad you should skip this next part. Just keep it to yourself. About two weeks ago a new ride called the Octopus joined the carnival. I found out the man who runs the Octopus is named Buck Edgers, and he’s been traveling around with it for the better part of four years. A couple of the roustabouts told me there’ve been accidents on the Octopus. A little girl and her father died when one of the gondolas—that’s the part you ride in—broke loose. Mr. Edgers took the Octopus down to Florida for a while, and a teen-age boy fell out of that same gondola when the ride was moving. I don’t know if he died or not, but another roustabout told me a man had a heart attar”My^ the Octopus two years ago, in Huntsville. Mr. Edgers changes his name when he applies for a permit from the safety inspectors, I hear, but it seems the inspectors always pass the Octopus because they can never find anything wrong with it. Mr. Edgers is always working on something or another, and I hear his hammer banging late at night when everyone else is asleep. It seems he can hardly stand to leave it alone, not even for a whole night. And when you ask him what he’s working on, or how he got the Octopus in the first place, his eyes just cut you dead.
Mom, something’s wrong with that ride. If I said that to anybody around here, they’d laugh in my face, but I get the feeling that a lot of other people stay their distance from the Octopus too. Just last night, when we were setting up, a roustabout helping Mr. Edgers got his foot crushed when a piece of machinery fell on it, like he did it on purpose. There have been a lot of fights lately, too, and there weren’t before the Octopus joined us. People are irritable, and spoiling for trouble. A roustabout named Chalky disappeared just before we left Andalusia, and a couple of days ago Mr. Ryder got a call from the police because they found Chalky’s body in a field behind the shopping center where we were set up. His neck had been crushed, but the police couldn’t figure out how, I heard tell. Anyway, there’s a bad feeling in the air. I’m afraid of the Octopus too, probably more than anybody else, because I think it likes the taste of blood. I don’t know what to do.
Dr. Mirakle and I have been talking after the Ghost Show closes up for the night. Did I tell you he wanted to be a dentist? Did I tell you the story he told me about the machine Thomas Edison invented to try to communicate with spirits? Well, Edison drew up the blueprints for it, but he died before he could build it. Dr. Mirakle says nobody knows what happened to the blueprints. Dr. Mirakle drinks a lot and he loves to talk while he drinks. One thing he told me that is interesting: he says there are institutes where scientists are studying something called parapsychology-That has to do with your mind, and spirits and stuff. I’ve never told Dr. Mirakle about Will Booker, or the sawmill, or the black aura. I’ve never told him about Gram or the Mystery Walk. He seems to want to know about me, but he never comes right out and asks.
Well, I’d better get to sleep now. Dr. Mirakle is a good man, and he’s been right about one thing: the carnival does get into your blood.
I know you can put this thirty-five dollars to good use. I’ll write when I have time. I love you both.
Billy
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Wayne Falconer sat with his mother in the backseat of the chauffeured Cadillac limo. They were on their way to the Cutcliffe Funeral Home in downtowp Fayette. Jimmy Jed Falconer had been dead for two days, and was going to be buried in the morning. The monument was already picked out, ready to be put in place.
Cammy had been sobbing all morning. She wouldn’t stop. Her eyes were red, her nose was running, her face was bloated and blotchy. It disgusted Wayne. He knew his daddy would’ve wanted her to carry herself with dignity, just like Wayne was trying to do. He wore a somber black suit and a black tie with small red checks on it. Last night, while his mother was drugged and sleeping, he’d taken a pair of scissors and cut his silk shirt and trousers, both of them stained with grass and lake mud, into long strips of cloth that he could easily burn in a trash barrel behind the barn. The stains had gone up in smoke.
Wayne winced as his mother cried. She reached out and grasped his hand, and he gently but firmly pulled away. He despised her for not getting the ambulance to the house soon enough, despised her for not having told him about his father’s Weak heart condition. He had seen his daddy’s dead face in the hospital: blue as frost on a grave.
The last word J.J. Falconer had spoken in the hospital, before he went into a deep sleep that he never came out of, was a name.
Gammy was puzzled over it, had racked tier brains trying to remember what message it might carry—but Wayne knew. Demons had been afoot in the darkness that terrible.night; they had been grinning and chuckling and drawing a net around Wayne and his daddy. Gne of them had appeared to him as a faceless girl on a lake’s diving platform whose body—if indeed she had existed as flesh and blood at all—hadn’t yet emerged from the depths. Wayne had checked the newspaper, but there was no account of the drowning. Terry Dozier had called yesterday to give his sympathy, but again there was no mention of a girl named Lonnie found floating in the lake. And Wayne had found himself feverishly wondering if she had existed at all … or if her body was caught in a submerged tree limb down on the muddy bottom … or if his daddy’s death had simply eclipsed that of a poor white-trash girl.
The second demon had come creeping in the darkness to steal his father’s life away; it had been sent by the Hawthorne witch-woman in revenge for his father’s urging a few Hawthorne men, in a secret meeting, to put a scare into the Creekmores and get them out of the county. It was for the best of the community, Wayne remembered his daddy telling the men, their faces washed by candlelight. If you rid Hawthorne of this corruption, Falconer had said, then God will see fit to favor you. In the darkened, shadowy room Wayne had imagined he’d seen movement over in the far corner, beyond the ring of listening men; he’d had the impression—just for an instant—of something standing there in a place where the candlelight couldn’t reach, something that looked almost like a wild boar that had learned to walk upright, seven feet tall or more. But when Wayne had stared into that corner the thing wasn’t there at all. Now, he thought it might’ve been Satan himself, spying for the witch-woman and her son.
There were scores to settle. Wayne’s hands were curled into fists in his lap.
The Crusade, the Falconer Foundation, the radio station, the magazine, the real-estate holdings in Georgia and Florida, the stocks and bonds, the Airstream trailer, and all the road equipment had become his, Henry Bragg and George Hodges had told him yesterday. He’d spent the morning signing papers—but not before he’d read them over several times and knew exactly what was happening. Cammy was to receive a monthly allowance from
J.J.’s persona! account, but the remainder of the estate, and the responsibilities that went with it, had fallen to Wayne.
An evil voice hissed through his mind like the noise of wind through lake reeds: You can’t get it up… .
Reporters and photographers were waiting in front of the funeral home when the limousine pulled to the curb. Cameras clicked as Wayne helped his mother out of the car, and she still had enough presence of mind to lower the black veil of her hat across her face. He waved the questions aside as George Hodges came out of the funeral home to meet them.
The interior was cool and quiet and smelled like a florist’s shop. Their heels clicked on a marble floor. Many people were waiting for Wayne and Cammy outside the memorial room where Jimmy Jed Falconer lay; Wayne knew most of them, and began shaking their hands and thanking them for coming. Women from the Baptist Ladies’ League came over to comfort Cammy. A tall, gray-haired man in a dark blue suit shook Wayne’s hand; he was, Wayne knew, the minister of a nearby Episcopal church.
Wayne forced a smile and a nod. This man was one of his father’s enemies, he knew—one of the coalition of ministers who had questioned J.J. Falconer’s passionate approach to the gospel. Falconer had kept files on the ministers who opposed the tone of his Crusade, and Wayne planned to keep the files in good shape.
Wayne went to his mother’s side. “Are you ready to go in, Momma?”
She gave a barely perceptible nod, and Wayne led her through a pair of large oak doors into the room where the casket was displayed. Most of the people followed them in at a respectable distance. The room was filled with bouquets of flowers; the walls were painted with a pale mural, in soothing blues and greens, of grassy hills where flocks of sheep were watched over by lyre-playing shepherds. From concealed speakers “The Old Rugged Cross” was played on a mellow-sounding church organ—it was *J.J. Falconer’s favorite hymn. The gleaming oak casket was back-dropped by white curtains.
Wayne couldn’t stand being at his mother’s side for another second. I didn’t know he was sick! he screamed mentally. You didn’t tell me! I could’ve healed him and then he wouldn’t be dead right now! Suddenly he felt terribly alone.
And the whispering, leering voice said, You can’t get it up.
‘ Wayne stepped toward the casket. Three more steps, and he’d be looking in at the face of Death. A tremor of fear shot through him, and again he was a little boy on a stage, not knowing what to do, as everyone stared at him. He closed his eyes, put his hands on the casket’s edge, and looked in.
He almost laughed. That’s not my daddy! he thought. Somebody’s made a mistake! The corpse, dressed in a bright yellow suit, white shirt, and black tie, was so perfectly made up it looked like a department-store mannequin. The hair was combed just so, every curl in place; the flesh of the face filled with lifelike color. The lips were tightly compressed, as if the corpse were trying to hold back a secret. The fingernails, on the hands crossed over the body, were spotless and manicured. J.J. Falconer, Wayne realized, was going to Heaven like a dime-story dummy.
The full realization of what he’d done—lying in sin with a scarlet Jezebel while his father lay with Death pressed close to his chest—hit him like a shriek. His daddy was gone, and he was just a little boy playacting on a stage, mouthing his healing rites, waiting for the same bolt of lightning he’d felt when he had placed his hands on Toby. He wasn’t ready to be alone, not yet, oh Lord not yet… .
Tears filled his eyes—not tears of sadness, but of livid rage. He was shaking and couldn’t stop.
“Wayne?” someone said behind him.
He whirled upon the strangers in the memorial room, his face a bright, strangled red. He roared, “GET OUT OF HERE!”
There was a shocked stillness. His mother cowered, as if afraid of being struck.
He advanced upon them, “I SAID GET OUT OF HERE!” he shrieked, and they retreated, stumbling into each other like cattle. “GET OUT!” Wayne was sobbing, and he pushed George Hodges away when the man reached for him. Then they were all gone, and he was alone in the room with his father’s corpse.
Wayne put his hands to his face and moaned, the tears leaking out between his fingers. After another moment he walked forward and locked the oak doors.
Then he turned to face the casket.
It could be done, he knew. Yes. If he wanted to hard enough, he could do it. It wasn’t too late, because his daddy wasn’t in the ground yet! He could lift up J.J. Falconei; the South’s Greatest Evangelist, and all the doubts and torments that had ever plagued him about his healing powers would fly like chaff in a strong wind. Then he and his daddy would march upon the Creekmores, and send them to burn in Hell forever.
Yes. It could be done.
Someone jiggled the doorknob. “Wayne?” a voice asked meekly. Then: “I think he’s locked himself in!”
“Lord, let me do it,” Wayne whispered, as tears ran down his face. “I know I sinned, and that’s why you let the demons take my daddy away. But I’m not ready to be alone! Please … if you let me do this one thing, I’ll never ask you for anything else again.” He trembled, waiting for electricity to charge through him, for God’s Voice to speak through his mind, for a sign or an omen or anything. “PLEASE!” he shouted.
Then he reached into the coffin and was grasping his father’s thin hard shoulders. Wayne said, “Get up, Daddy. Let’s show them what my healing power is really like, and how strong it is. Get up, now. I need you here with me, come on and get up… .”
His hands clamped harder; he closed his eyes and tried to summon up the raw healing power—where was it? Had it been all used up, a long time ago? No lightning struck him, no blue burn of power surged from his hands. “Get up, Daddy,” Wayne whispered, and then he threw his head back and shouted, “I COMMAND YOU TO GET UP AND WALK!”
“Waynnnne!” Cammy screamed from beyond the locked door. “Don’t, for God’s sake … !”
“I COMMAND YOU TO THROW OFF THE CHAINS OF DEATH! DO IT NOW! DO IT NOW!” He shook like a lightning rod in a high wind, his fingers gripped tightly into yellow cloth, sweat and tears dripping from his face. The flesh-toned makeup on the corpse’s cheeks were running, revealing an undercolor of whitish gray. Wayne concentrated on bringing up the power from deep within himself, from a place where volcanoes raged in his soul, where wild flames leapt. He thought of nothing but pumping Life into this casket-caged body, of willing Life back into it.
Something ripped in his brain, with a sudden sharp pain and a distinct tearing sound. A startling image whirled through his mind—the eagle and serpent in deadly combat. Black pain beat at Payne’s head, and drops of blood began leaking from his left lostril to spot the casket’s white satin lining. His hands were Angling, now itching, now burning… .
‘ Falconer’s corpse twitched.
Wayne’s eyes flew open. “YES!” he said “GET UP!”
And suddenly the corpse shook as if plugged into a high-voltage socket; it contorted and stretched, the facial muscles rippling. The hands with their perfect fingernails began rhythmically clenching and unclenching.
And then the eyelids, sewn shut with flesh-colored thread by the mortician, ripped themselves open. The eyes were sunken deep into the head, the color of hard gray marbles. With a violent twitch the lips stretched, stretched … and the mouth tore open, white sutures dangling; the inside of the mouth was an awful oyster gray, and cotton had been stuffed in to fill out the cheeks. The head jerked as if in agony, the body writhing beneath Wayne’s hand.
Someone hammered wildly at the door. “WAYNE!” George Hodges shouted. “STOP IT!”
But Wayne was filled with righteous healing power and he would atone for his sins by bringing J.J. Falconer back from the dark place. All he had to do was concentrate a little harder, sweat and hurt a little more. “Come back, Daddy,” Wayne whispered to the writhing corpse. “Please come back… .”
In Wayne’s tortured mind there was the image of a dead frog, stiff and smelling of formaldehyde, lying on a table in biology class. Its leg muscles had been sliced open, and connected up with little electrodes; when the current was switched on, the frog jumped. And jumped. And jumped. Jump frog, Wayne thought as crazed laughter rang through his head. Falconer’s corpse writhed and shook, the hands clawing at the air. Jump frog, jump… #
“Wayne!” his mother screamed, her voice on the raw edge of hysteria. “He’s dead, he’s dead, leave him alone!”
And he realized, with a sickening certainty, that he had failed. All he was doing was making a dead frog jump. His daddy was dead and gone. “No,” he whispered. Falconer’s head twisted to one side, the mouth yawning wide.
Wayne unclenched his fingers and stepped back. Instantly the corpse lay still, the teeth clicking together as the mouth shut.
“Wayne?”
“Unlock the door!”
“Let us in, son, let us talk to you!”
He stared down at the drops of blood on the marble floor. Numbly, he wiped his nose on his sleeve. It was all over and he had failed. The one thing he’d asked for, the most important thing.
had been denied him. And why? Because he had plummeted from the Lord’s grace. Somewhere, he knew, the Creekmores must be celebrating. He touched his pounding forehead with his bloody hand, and stared at the opposite wall with its mural of sheep and shepherds.
Outside the memorial room, Cammy Falconer and the assembled mourners heard the terrible crashing noises begin. It was, as a Methodist minister would later tell his wife, as if “a hundred demons had gotten in that room and gone mad.” Only when the noises stopped did George Hodges and a couple of men dare to force the doors open. They found Wayne huddled in a corner. Vases of flowers had been thrown against the walls, scarring the beautiful mural and slopping water all over the floor. The corpse looked as if Wayne had tried to drag it out of the coffin. Cammy saw her son’s bloody face and fainted.
Wayne was rushed to the hospital and checked in for nervous exhaustion. He was given a private room, pumped full of tranquilizers, and left alone to sleep. During the long night he was visited by two dreams: in the first, a hideous shape stood over his bed, its mouth grinning in the darknegs. In the second, an eagle and a snake were locked in mortal combat—the eagle’s wings sought the open sky, but the snake’s darting fangs struck again and again, its poison weakening the eagle and dragging it to the earth. He awakened in a cold sweat, before the dream combat was finished, but this time he knew the snake was winning.
He chewed on tranquilizers and wore dark glasses as he watched the South’s Greatest Evangelist enter the earth at ten o’clock in the morning.
His duty was crystal-clear.
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Dt Mirakle was slightly drunk and exuded the aroma of Dant bourbon like a cheap cologne. A flask full of the stuff sat on the table near his elbow. On a plate before him was a soggy hot dog and baked beans. It was lunchtime, and the air was filled with dust as the trucks and cranes set up the sideshows at the Gadsden fairgrounds; in another week the carnival would be heading into Birmingham, and the season would be over
Billy sat across from Dr. Mirakle beneath the wooden roof of the open-air cafe. The Ghost Show tent was already up, ready for tonight’s business. DE Mirakle looked distastefully at his food and swigged from the flask, then offered it to Billy. “Go ahead, it won’t kill you. God, to eat this food you need a little antibiotic protection! You know, if you expect to stay with the carnival you’d better get used to the taste of alcohol.”
“Stay?” Billy was silent for a moment, watching as the trucks rumbled along the midway with various parts of rides and sideshows. The Octopus was being put together out there, somewhere in the haze of dust. “I wasn’t planning on staying after we leave Birmingham.”
“Don’t you like the carnival?”
“Well … I guess I do, but … there’s work to be done at home.”
“Ah yes.” Mirakle nodded. He was unshaven and bleary-eyed from a long night of driving and then raising the Ghost Show tent. “Your home. I’d forgotten: people have homes. I had thought you might be interested in seeing my workshop, where I put together all the Ghost Show figures. It’s in that house I own in Mobile—a house, mind you, not a home. My home is this.” He motioned toward the midway. “Dust and all, I love it. Next year the Ghost Show will be bigger than ever! It’ll have twice as many ghosts and goblins, twice as many optical effects! I thought … perhaps you’d like to help me with it.”
Billy sipped at a cup of hot black coffee. “Something I’ve been meaning to ask you for a long time. Maybe 1 thought you’d get around to telling me, but you haven’t. Just exactly why did you want me to be your assistant this summer?”
“I told you. I had heard about you and your mothei; and I …”
“No sir That’s not all of it, is it? You could’ve hired anybody to help you with the Ghost Show. So why did you search so long and hard for my mother and me?”
The man looked out at the billowing yellow dust and swigged from his flask. His nose was laced with bright red and blue veins, and the whites of his eyes were a sad yellowish color. “Can you really do what … people have said?” he asked finally. “Do you and your mother have the ability to communicate with the dead?”
Billy nodded.
“Many people before you have said they could, too. I’ve never seen anything remotely resembling a ghost. I’ve seen pictures, of course, but those are easily faked. Oh, what I’d give to be able to see … something that would hint of life in the beyond— wherever that might be. You know, there are institutes devoting their whole resources to exploring the question of life after death … did I tell you that already? One is in Chicago, another in New York—I wrote the Chicago people once, and they sent me back a questionnaire, but by then it was too late.”
“What was too late?” Billy asked.
“Things,” Mirakle replied. He looked at Billy for a moment and then nodded. “If you can see apparitions, doesn’t that fill you with a hope that there is an afterlife?”
“I never thought there wasn’t.”
“Ah. Blind faith, eh? And how do you arrive at that conclusion? Your religious beliefs? Your crutch?” Something angry and bitter flared behind Dr Mirakle’s rheumy eyes for an instant, then subsided. “Damn,” he said softly. “What is Death? The ending of the first act, or the final curtain? Can you tell me?”
Billy said, “No sir.”
“All right, I’ll tell you why I sought you out. Because I wanted desperately to believe in what I heard about you and your mother; I wanted to find someone who might … help me make sense of this preposterous joke we refer to as Life. What’s beyond all this?” He made a wide gesture—the cafe, the other workers and carny people sitting around talking and eating, the dusty midway.
“I don’t know.”
Dr. Mirakle’s gaze fell to the table. “Well. How would you? But you have a chance to know, Billy, if what you say about yourself is true. My wife, Ellen, had a chance to know, as well.”
“Your wife?” It was the first time the man had mentioned his wife’s name. “Is she in Mobile?”
“No. No, not in Mobile. I visited her one day before I found my way to Hawthorne. Ellen is a permanent resident of the state insane asylum in Hiscaloosa.” He glanced at Billy, his lined face tight and tired. “She … saw something, in that house in Mobile. Or did she? Well, she likes to fingerpaint and comb her hair all day long now, and what she saw that pushed her over the edge is a moot point, isn’t it?”
“What did she see?”
Mirakle took out his wallet and opened it to the photograph of the young man in the service uniform. He slid it across the table to Billy. “Kenneth was his name. Korea. He was killed by mortar fire on … oh, what’s the date? f carried the exact day in my head for so long! Well, it was in August of 1951. I seem to remember that it happened on a Wednesday. I was always told that he favored me. Do you think so?”
“In the eyes, yes.”
Mirakle took the wallet back and put it away. “Wednesday in August. How hot and final that sounds! Our only child. I watched Ellen slowly fall into the bourbon bottle, a tradition I have since clung to wholeheartedly. Is there such a think as ever really letting a dead child go? Over a year after the burial, Ellen was taking a basket of clothes up the stairs in our house, and right at the top of the stairs stood Kenneth. She said she could smell the pomade in his hair, and he looked at her and said, ‘You worry too much, Ma.’ It was something he used to say to her all the time, to tease her Then she blinked and he wasn’t there. When I got home, I found she’d been walking up and down those stairs all day hoping she could trigger whatever it had been that had made her see him. But, of course …”He looked up at Billy, who’d been listening intently, and then shifted uneasily in his chair. “I stay in that house for most of the winter; in between seasons. Sometimes I think I’m being watched; sometimes I can imagine Ken calling me, his voice echoing through the hallway. I would sell that house and move away, but … what if Ken is still there, trying to reach me, but I can’t see him?”
“Is that why you want me to go to Mobile with you? To find out if your son is still in that house?”
“Yes. I have to know, one way or the other.”
Billy was pondering the request when three women, laughing and talking, came in out of the dust. One of them was a lean black girl, the second was a coarse-looking redhead—but the third young woman was a walking vision. One glance and he was riveted; it was the girl whose picture he’d admired outside the Jungle Love sideshow!
She had a smooth, sensual stride, and she wore a pair of blue jeans that looked spray-painted on. Her green T-shirt read I’m a Virgin (This Is a Very Old T-Shirt) and she wore an orange CAT cap over loose blond curls. Billy looked up into her face as she passed the table, and saw greenish gold eyes under blond brows; her aroma lingered like the smell of wheatstraw on a July morning. She carried herself with proud sexuality, and seemed to know that every man in the place was drooling. She was obviously used to being watched. Several roustabouts whistled as the three women went to the counter to order their food.
“Ah, youth!” Even Dr. Mirakle had tried to suck in his gut. “I presume those ladies are dancers in that exhibition down the midway?”
“Yes sir.” Billy hadn’t been inside yet. Usually after a day’s work it was all he could do to fall onto his cot at the back of the Ghost Show tent.
The three women got their food and sat at a nearby table. Billy couldn’t keep his eyes off the one in the CAT cap. He watched as she ate her hot dog with a rather sloppy abandon, talking and laughing with her friends. Her beautiful eyes, he noticed, kept sliding toward two guys at another table. They were staring at her with a silent hungei; just as Billy was.
“She’s got ten years on you, if a day,” Dr. Mirakle said quietly. “If your tongue hangs down any farther you could sweep the floor with it.”
There was something about her that set a fire burning in Billy-He didn’t even hear Dr Mirakle. She suddenly glanced over in his direction, her eyes almost luminous, and Billy felt a shiver of excitement. She held his gaze for only a second, but it was long enough for wild fantasies to start germinating in his brain.
“I would guess that your … uh … love life has been rather limited,” Dr. Mirakle said. “You’re almost eighteen and I have no right throwing in my two cents, but I did promise your mother I’d look after you. So here’s my advice, and take it or leave it: Some women are Wedgwood, and some are Hipperware. That is the latter variety. Billy? Are you listening to me?”
“I’m going to get some more coffee.” He took his cup to the counter for a refill, passing right by her table.
“Live and learn, son,” Dr. Mirakle said grimly.
Billy got his fresh cup of coffee and came back by the table again. He was so nervous he was about to shake it out of the cup, but he was determined to say something to the girl. Something witty, something that would break the ice. He stood a few feet away from them for a moment, trying to conjure up words that would impress her; then he stepped toward her, and she looked up quizzically at him, her gaze sharpening.
“Hi there,” he said. “Haven’t we met somewhere before?”
“Take a hike,” she said, as the other two giggled.
And suddenly a flask was thrust under her nose. “Drink?” Dr. Mirakle asked. “J.W. Dant, finest bourbon in the land.”
She looked at them both suspiciously, then sniffed at the flask. “Why not?” She took a drink and passed it around the table.
“Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Dr. Reginald Mirakle, and this is my right-hand man, Mr. Billy Creekmore. What Mr. Creekmore meant to offer you lovely ladies is an open invitation to visit the Ghost Show at your convenience.”
“The Ghost Show?” the redhead asked. “What kind of crap is that?”
“You mean that funky little tent on the midway? Yeah, I’ve seen it.” The blonde stretched, her unfettered breasts swelling against her shirt. “What do you do, tell fortunes?”
“Better than that, fair lady. We probe into the world of spirits and speak to the dead.”
She laughed. There were more lines in her face than Billy had thought, but he found her beautiful and sexually magnetic! “Forget it! I’ve got enough hassles with the living to screw around with the dead!”
“I … I’ve seen your picture,” Billy said, finally finding his voice. “Out in front of the show.”
Again, she seemed to pull away from him. “Are you the bastard who’s been stealin’ my pictures?”
“No.”
“Better not be. They cost a lot of money.”
“Well … it’s not me, but I can understand why. I … think you’re really pretty.”
She gave him the faintest hint of a smile. “Why, thank you.”
“I mean it. I really think you’re pretty.” He might have gone on like that, had Dt Mirakle not nudged him in the ribs.
“Are you an Indian, kid?” she asked.
“Part Indian. Choctaw.”
“Choctaw,” she repeated, and her smile was a little brighter “You look like an Indian. I’m part French”—the other women hooted—”and part Irish. My name’s Santha Hilly. Those two bitches across the table don’t have names, ‘cause they were hatched from buzzard eggs.”
“Are you all dancers?”
“We’re entertainers,” the redhead told him.
“I’ve been wanting to see the show, but the sign says you have to be twenty-one to get in.”
“How old are you?”
“Almost eighteen. Practically.”
She gave him a quick appraisal. He was a nice-looking boy, she thought. Really nice, with those strange dark hazel eyes and curly hair. He reminded her, in a way, of Chalky Davis. Chalky’s eyes had been dark brown, but this boy was taller than Chalky had been. The news of Chalky’s death—murder, she’d heard—still disturbed hei; though they hadn’t slept together but two or three times. Santha wondered if this boy was involved in any of the creepy things that had been happening to her in the last few weeks; somebody had put a half-dozen dead roses on the steps of her trailer; and she had heard strange noises late at night as if someone were prowling around. That’s why she didn’t like to sleep alone. One night last week, she could’ve sworn that somebody had been inside her trailer and gone through her costumes.
But this boy’s eyes were friendly. She saw in them the unmistakable sheen of desire. “Come see the show, both of you. Tell the old bat out front that Santha sent you. Okay?”
Dr. Mirakle took the empty flask back. “We’ll look forward to it.”
Santha looked up into Billy’s eyes. She decided she wouldn’t kick him out of bed for eating crackers. He seemed nervous and shy and … virgin? she wondered. “Come by the show, Choctaw,” she said, and winked. “Real soon.”
Dr. Mirakle almost had to drag him out.
Santha laughed. The two cute roustabouts were still eyeing her. “Virgin,” she said. “Bet you twenty bucks.”
“No takers,” the black girl told her.
And in the swirl of dust spun up by the heavy trucks Dr. Mirakle shook his head and muttered, “Entertainers indeed.”
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“Last show of the night!” the platinum-blond female barker was bellowing through a microphone. “Hey you in the hat! How about a thrill, huh? Well come on in! It’s all right here, five lovely sensually young girls who just loooove to do their thang! Hey mister, why don’t you leave your wife out here and come on in? I guarantee he’ll be a better man for it, honey! Last show of the night! Hear those drums beat? The natives are restless tonight, and you never can tell who they’re gonna do … I mean what they’re gonna do, ha ha!”
Billy stood with the rest of the interested males grouped around the Jungle Love show. He wanted to go in there, but he was as nervous as a cat in a roomful of rockers. A man wearing a straw hat and a flashy printed shirt drawled, “Hey, lady! They dance nude in there?”
“Does a big bear shit in the woods?”
“You don’t dance nude do you, big mamma?”
She let out a husky laugh that shook her rouged cheeks. “Don’t you wish, little boy? Last show of the night! Fifty cents, fifty cents! Half a dollar’ll get you in, you provide your own sin! Come on, step in line!”
Billy paused. Dr Mirakle had told him that if he absolutely insisted in coming to the “strip show,” then he should put his wallet in a place where light fingers couldn’t get to it, and he shouldn’t sit next to anybody who put a hat in his lap.
When Billy had passed the Octopus he felt a rush of dread through him, and thought he heard awful distant shrieks emanating from the covered gondola. But no one else seemed to hear them. Buck had given him a baleful glare, warning him to stay away. In motion, the Octopus chittered and groaned, the tired engine snorting steam; the green tarpaulin covering the scabrous gondola cracked in the wind. As far as Billy knew, Buck never took the tarpaulin off; the gondola itself had to be attached to the machine, otherwise the Octopus would be off-balance and would go pin wheeling across the midway like a huge, deadly top. Buck was trying to keep riders out of that gondola, Billy knew, because the man must be fearful of what might happen should anyone get inside it. Maybe Buck was trying his best to keep it muzzled, Billy thought. What if, for lack of steady victims, it was feeding on Buck’s soul and body—taking an arm, slicing a finger or an ear— while the dark ripples of its power strengthened and spread?
“Fifty cents, fifty cents! Don’t be shy boys, come on in!”
At least in there he could lose himself, Billy thought. He moved forward, and the barker motioned toward a cigar box. “Fifty cents, hon. If you’re twenty-one I’m little Orphan Annie, but what the hell! …”
Inside, in a smoky haze of green light, a dozen long benches faced a stage with a garishly painted backdrop of twisted jungle foliage. The drumbeats bellowed from a speaker hidden off to the left. He sat in a center row as the place filled up with hooting, shouting men. They started clapping in time with the drumbeats, and there were hoarse yells for the show to begin. Suddenly the blond barker was up on the stage, and the drumbeats ceased. She said through a microphone that buzzed and warbled with feedback, “Okay, hold it down! We’re gonna start in a minute! Right now I want you to take a look at these playing cards I hold in my hand, but don’t look too close unless you want your eyebrows burned off! Yessir, straight from Paris, France, showing the kind of pictures that make a man want to get up and crow! You can’t buy these in the local Woolworth’s! But you can buy ‘em right here, for only two dollars and seventy-five cents! Yessir they know how to play cards in Paris! …”
Billy shifted uneasily in his seat. Cigar smoke drifted in front of his face. Somebody shouted, “Get off the stage or strip nekkid, baby!” He had the vague and unsettling sensation of being watched, yet when he looked around toward the back he saw only a mass of leering faces daubed in green light.
The show began. To a blare of rock music, a fleshy redhead in a black bikini—one of the women who’d been with Santha that afternoon, Billy realized—came strutting out on stage with a large stuffed chimpanzee doll. Her thighs quivered as she rolled her hips, letting the chimp sniff around her barely covered breasts and moving it slowly all over her body. The men were suddenly very quiet, as if mesmerized. After a minute or two of gyrating, the woman rolled around on the floor with the chimp and pretended dismay when her breasts popped free. She lay on her back, thrusting as the chimp sat astride her crotch. She began to moan and writhe, scissoring her legs into the air; her hips bucked faster and faster, her bare breasts trembling. Billy was sure that his eyes were about to pop from their sockets. Then the green lights went out and when they came back on again the barker was there, offering for sale something called Tijuana comic books.
The next dancer was the thin black girl, who contorted herself into positions that would’ve snapped any ordinary backbone. Most of the time her crotch, clad in flimsy panties with a cat’s-eye strategically placed, was aimed toward the audience while her head was resting on the floor. The music hammered and roared, but the girl moved very slowly, as if to her own inner rhythm. Billy caught a glimpse of her eyes once, and saw they were blank of all emotion.
After the barker had tried to sell a Pecker Stretcher; a tall, big-boned girl wearing a bright yellow gown came out to dance; she had a huge mane of yellow hair that flowed down her back, and halfway into her act, when her huge breasts were peeking out from the material and it was obvious she was totally nude underneath, she suddenly whipped off the mane to show she was bald-headed. There was a collective stunned gasp, and then she made sure everybody could see that something else was bald, too.
The lion-girl was followed by a harsh-looking, slightly overweight brunette in a tiger-skin bikini; she mostly stood in one Place, making her breasts bounce, flicking the nipples with her fingers, or clenching her buttocks. Then she did a few deep-knee bends that were obviously torturous for her and left her face sheened with sweat. After she’d gone offstage, the barker hawked a set of “French ticklers,” and then she said, “Okay, are you ready to fry? You ready to have your eggs scrambled, boiled, and turned sunny-side up?”
There was a roar of assent.
“Meet Santha … the Panther Girl. …”
The lights went out for a few seconds. When they came back on, there was a black shape curled up at center stage. The drums started beating again. Slowly, a shaft of red light strengthened across the stage, like the red dawn on an African veld. Billy found himself leaning forward, utterly entranced.
From the black curl a single bare leg lifted up, then sank down again. An arm reached up, stretching. The figure stirred and slowly began to rise. She was wearing a long robe made of sleek black fui; and she kept it tightly around her as she surveyed the audience, her blond curls a shining red halo. Billy saw the dark in her hair where the real color had grown out, and she seemed to have on an inch of make up, but there was a challenge and a defiance in her glowing eyes that made the Pecker Stretcher obsolete. She smiled—faintly, with a touch of dangerous promise—and then, though it hadn’t appeared she’d even moved at all, the black robe dropped slowly lower and lower until it was resting on the full rise of her bosom. She clasped the robe with one hand, and now as she began to move slowly and sinuously to the drumbeats the robe would part to show a brief glimpse of stomach, thigh, or the dark and inviting V between them. She kept her eyes on the audience, and Billy knew she loved to be looked at, loved to be wanted.
And Billy, though he knew lust was a terrible sin, wanted her so badly he thought he would burst apart at the seams.
The black robe continued to drop, but slowly—at Santha’s pace, not the audience’s. There was a heavy silence but for the drumbeats, and smoke swirled in layers like a jungle mist. Then the robe was off and kicked aside, and Santha was naked but for a brief black G-string.
Her hips moved faster. Santha’s face radiated hot need, the muscles of her smooth thighs tensing; she reached out, her fingers rippling through the currents of smoke. Then she was down on her knees, reaching for the audience, on her side, writhing with lust and desire. She stretched like a beautiful cat, then lay on her back and lifted her legs, slowly scissoring them. The drumbeats hammered at Billy’s head, and he knew he couldn’t stand much more of this. She curled her knees up toward her chin, and suddenly the G-string fell away and there was a liquid wink between her thighs.
And then the lights went out.
Breath burst from several sets of lungs. A harsh white light came on, showing all the rips and seams in the painted backdrop, and the barker said, “That’s all, gentlemen! Y’all come back now, hear?”
There were a few shouts of “More!” and assorted catcalls, but the show was over. Billy couldn’t move for a few minutes, because he was as big as a railroad spike and he knew he’d either split his pants or burst his balls if he tried to stagger out. When he finally did stand up, the place was empty. He could just imagine what his folks would say if they knew where he was right now. He limped toward the exit.
“I thought that you was out there. Hey, Choctaw!”
Billy turned. Santha was onstage again, wrapped up in her black robe. His heart almost stuttered to a stop.
“How’d you like it?”
“It was … okay, I guess.”
“Okay? Jeez, we worked our asses off for you boys! And all you have to say is ‘okay’? I saw you out there, but sometimes it’s hard to make out faces in that damned light. How’d you like Leona? You know, the lion-girl.”
“Uh … she was fine.”
“She just joined the show at the first of June. She had a disease when she was a little girl that made her hair fall out.” She smiled when she saw the bewildered look in his eyes. “Not all her hair; dope! She shaves that part.”
“Oh.”
The bulky platinum-blond barker came out, coiling up the microphone cord. She was smoking a cheroot and scowling with an expression that might’ve shattered a mirror. “Christ! Did you ever see such a bunch of losers? Cheap bastards, too! Fuckers wouldn’t even buy one set of ticklers! You goin’ to Barbie’s birthday party!”
“I don’t know,” Santha said. “Maybe.” She glanced over at Billy. “Want to go to a party, Choctaw?”
“I … guess I’d better be getting back to—”
“Oh, come on! Besides, I need somebody to help me carry my makeup case and my wardrobe to my trailer And I feel bad about jumping your case this afternoon.”
“Better take it while you can,” the barker said, not looking at Billy but rather examining something up in the lights. “Santha’s never fucked an Indian before.”
“Just a party,” Santha told him. She laughed softly. “Come on, I won’t bite.”
“Are you … gonna get dressed?”
“Sure. I’ll put on my chastity belt and my suit of armor. How about that?”
Billy smiled. “Okay, I’ll go.”
“You mean you don’t have to sign out for that old ghost nut you work for?”
“Nope.”
“Good. You can be my date, and get me past all the local horny old men who’ll be waiting outside. Come on back to the dressing room.”
Billy paused just for a few seconds, then followed her back behind the stage. His head was reeling .with possibilities, and he thought how wonderful love felt.
The barker muttered, “Another one bites the dust …” and then she switched off the lights.
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Being drunk, Billy thought as he staggered down the midway, was a lot like being in love. Your head spun like a top, your stomach lurched, and you knew you’d done crazy things but you couldn’t quite remember what they were. The last couple of hours were all blurred in his mind; he recalled leaving with Santha, carrying her makeup case to her trailer for her and then going with her to somebody else’s trailer where there were a lot of people laughing loud and drinking. Santha had introduced him as Choctaw,
somebody had put a beer in his hand, and an hour after that he was seriously contemplating Leona’s bald pate while she told him her life story. The trailer had overflowed with people, music blared into the night, and after his sixth beer Billy had found himself on the wrong end of a stubby cigarette that had set fire to his lungs and, strangely, reminded him of the pipe he’d smoked with his old grandmother. Only this time, instead of seeing visions, he’d giggled like an ape and told ghost stories that he invented off the top of his ripped-open head. He remembered feeling a green burn of jealousy as he saw Santha being embraced by another man; he thought that the man and Santha had left the party together, but now it didn’t matter. In the morning, it might. When he’d finally left, Barbie the black contortionist had hugged him and thanked him for coming, and now he was trying to keep from walking in circles and right angles.
He was not so drunk that he didn’t take a long detour around the Octopus. A pale mist lay close to the earth along the midway. He wondered vaguely if he was a fool for being in love with a woman like Santha, older than he was and more experienced by a country mile. Was she playing with him, laughing behind his back? Hell, he thought, I hardly even know her! But she sure is pretty, even with all that glop on her face. Tomorrow he might just wander by her trailer to see what she looked like palefaced. Never fucked an Indian. He had to stop thinking like this now, or even the beers wouldn’t help him sleep.
“Boy?” someone said quietly.
Billy stopped and looked around; he thought he’d heard a voice, but …
“I’m over here.”
Billy still couldn’t see anyone. The Ghost Show tent was just a few yards away. If he could make his legs cross the midway without folding on him, he’d be okay. “Huh? Where?”
“Right here.” And the entrance to the Killer Snakes sideshow slowly opened, as if the painted reptile had yawned its jaws wide for him.
“I can’t see you. Tbrn on a light.”
There was a pause. Then, “You’re afraid, aren’t you?”
“Hell, no! I’m Billy Creekmore and I’m a Choctaw Indian and know what? I can see ghosts!”
“That’s very good. You must be like me. I enjoy the night.”
“Uh-huh.” Billy looked across the midway at the Ghost Show tent. “Gotta get to sleep. …”
“Where have you been?”
“Party. Somebody’s birthday.”
“Well, isn’t that nice. Why don’t you step inside, and we’ll talk.”
He stared at the dark entrance, his vision going in and out of focus. “No. I don’t like snakes. They give me the creeps.”
There was a soft little laugh. “Oh, snakes are wonderful creatures. They’re very good at catching rats.”
“Yeah. Well”—he ran a hand through his tousled hair and started to walk away—”been nice talkin’ to you.”
“Wait! Please. We can talk about … about Santha, if you like.”
“Santha? What about her?”
“Oh, about how lovely she is. And innocent really, deep in her heart. She and I are very close; she tells me all her secrets.”
“She does?”
“Yes.” The voice was a silken whisper. “Come in, and we’ll talk.”
“What kind of secrets?”
“She’s told me things about you, Billy. Step in, and then I’ll turn on the lights and we’ll have a nice long talk.”
“I … can only stay a minute.” He was afraid of crossing that threshold, but he wanted to know who this man was and what Santha might’ve told him. “Are any of those snakes loose?”
“Oh, no. Not a one. Do you think I’m crazy?”
Billy grinned. “Naw.” He took the first step, and found the second one easier Then he was moving into the clammy darkness and he thrust out his arms to touch whoever was standing there. “Hey, where are …”
Behind him, the door slammed shut. A bolt was thrown. Billy spun around, his beer-fogged brain reacting with agonized slowness. And then a thick rope was coiled around his throat, almost choking him; the weight of it drove him to his knees, where he gripped at the rope to pull it loose. To his horroi; it undulated beneath his fingers—and grew tighter His head was pounding.
“Boy,” the figure whispered, bending close, “there’s a boa constrictor around your neck. If you struggle it’s going to strangle you.”
Billy moaned, tears of terror springing to his eyes. He grabbed at the thing, desperately trying to loosen it.
“I’ll let it kill you,” the man warned solemnly. “You’re drunk, you stumbled in here not knowing where you were—how can I be at fault for that? Don’t struggle, boy. Just listen.”
Billy sat very still, a scream locked behind his teeth. The snakeman knelt down beside him so he could whisper in Billy’s ear “You’re going to leave that girl alone. You know the one I mean. Santha. I saw you tonight at the show, and I saw you latei; at the party. Oh, you couldn’t see me—but I was there.” The snake-man gripped his hair “You’re a very smart young man, aren’t you? Smarter than Chalky was. Say yes, Mr Fitts.”
“Yes, Mr. Fitts,” Billy croaked.
“That’s good. Santha is such a beautiful girl, isn’t she? Beauty.” He spoke that word as if it were exotic poison. “But I can’t keep all the men away from hei; can I? She doesn’t understand how I feel about her yet, but she will … she will. And when she does she won’t need scum like you. You’re going to leave her alone, and if you don’t I’ll find out about it. Understand?”
Red motes spun before Billy’s eyes. When he tried to nod, the boa tightened. ^
“Good. That machine whispers to me at night, boy. You know the one: the Octopus. Oh, it tells me everything I need to know. And guess what? It’s watching you. So whatever you do, I’m going to know about it. I can pick any kind of lock, boy—and my snakes can get in anywhere.” He released Billy’s hair; and sat back on his haunches for a moment. Over the ringing of blood in his ears, Billy heard small hissings and slitherings from elsewhere in the tent.
“Don’t move, now,” Fitts said. He slowly worked the boa free from Billy’s neck. Billy pitched forward onto his face in the sawdust. Fitts stood up and prodded him in the ribs with his shoe. “If you’re going to puke, do it on the midway. Go on, get out of here.”
“Help me up. Please. …”
“No,” the snake-man whispered. “Crawl.”
The bolt was thrown back, the door opened. Billy, shaking and sick, crawled past the man, who remained a vague outline in the darkness. The door closed quietly behind him.
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Wayne Falconer was awakened when something began slowly dragging the sheet off his body.
He sat up abruptly, sleep still fogging his brain, and saw an indistinct form sitting at the foot of his bed. At first he cowered, because for an instant he thought it was that dark and hideous shape he’d seen in his dreams, and now it had come to consume him; but then he blinked and realized it was his father; wearing his bright yellow funeral suit, sitting there with a faint smile on his ruddy, healthy-looking face.
“Hello, son,” J.J. said quietly.
Wayne’s eyes widened, the breath slowly rasping from his lungs. “No,” he said. “No, you’re in the ground. … I saw you go into the …”
“Did you? Maybe I am in the ground.” He grinned, showing even white teeth. “But … maybe you did bring part of me back to life, Wayne. Maybe you’re a lot stronger than you thought you were.”
Wayne shook his head. “You’re …”
“Dead? I’ll never be dead to you, son. Because you loved me more than anybody else did. And now you realize how much you needed me, don’t you? Keeping the Crusade going is a hard job, isn’t it? Working with the businessmen and the lawyers, keeping all the accounts straight, pushing the Crusade forward . you’ve hardly begun, and already you know there’s more to it than you thought. Isn’t that right?”
Wayne’s headache had come back again, crushing his temples-Since the funeral a month ago, the headaches had gotten much worse. He ate aspirin by the handful. “I can’t … I can’t do it alone,” he whispered.
“Alone. Now isn’t that an awful word? It’s kind of like the word dead. But you don’t have to be alone, just like I don’t have to be dead … unless you want it that way.”
“No!” Wayne said, “But I don’t …”
“Shhhhh,” Falconer cautioned, with a finger to his lips. “Your mother’s right down the hall, and we wouldn’t want her to hear” The shaft of silver moonlight that filtered through the window winked off the buttons on his father’s coat; the shadow that was thrown from his father was huge and shapeless. “I can help you, son, if you let me. I can be with you, and I can guide you.”
“My … head hurts. I … can’t think. …”
“You’re only confused. There’s so much responsibility on you, so much work and healing to be done. And you’re still a boy, just going on eighteen. No wonder your head aches, with all that thinking and worrying you have to do. But there are things we have to talk about, Wayne; things you can’t tell anybody else, not in the whole world.”
“What kind of … things?”
Falconer leaned closer to him. Wayne thought there was a red spark in his eyes, down under the pale blue-green. “The girl, Wayne. The girl at the lake.” ,,
“I don’t want to … think about that. No, please. …”
“But you have to! Oh, you have to take the consequences of your actions.”
“She didn’t drown!” Wayne said, tears glittering in his eyes. “There was never anything in the paper about it! Nobody ever found her! Nobody ever found her! She must’ve … just run away or something!”
Falconer said quietly, “She’s under the platform, Wayne. She’s caught up underneath there. She’s already swelled up like a balloon, and pretty soon she’ll pop wide open and what’s left will sink down into the mud. The fish and the turtles will pick her clean. She was a wild, sinful girl, Wayne, and her folks probably think she’s just run away from home. Nobody would ever connect you with hei; even if they find her bones. And they won’t. There was a demon in hei; Wayne, and she was waiting there for you.”
“Waiting for me?” he whispered. “Why?”
“To keep you from getting home, where I needed you. Don’t you think you could have saved me, if you’d known?”
“Yes.”
Falconer nodded. “Yes. You see, there are demons at work everywhere. This country is rotten with sin, and it all festers from a little run-down shack in Hawthorne. She calls dark powers to do her bidding. You know who I mean. You’ve known for a long time. She and her boy are strong, Wayne; they’ve got the forces of Death and Hell behind them, and they want to destroy you just like they destroyed me. They weakened my faith in you, and I reached out for you too late. Now they’ll work on your faith in yourself, make you doubt that you could ever heal at all. Oh, they’re strong and wicked and they should go down in flames.”
“Flames,” Wayne repeated.
“Yes. You’ll have the chance to send them into Hellfire, Wayne, if you let me guide you. I can be with you whenever you need me. I can help you with the Crusade. So you see? I’m not really dead, unless you want me to be.”
“No! I … need your help, Dad. Sometimes I just … I just don’t know what to do! Sometimes I … don’t know if the things I’ve done are good or bad. …”
“You don’t have to worry,” Falconer said, with a gentle smile. “Everything‘11 be fine, if you’ll trust me. You need to take a drug called Percodan for your headaches. Tell George Hodges, and make him get it for you.”
Puzzled, Wayne frowned. “Dad … I thought you said medicines were sinful, and those people who took medicines were doing the Devil’s bidding.”
“Some medicines are sinful. But if you’re in pain, and you’re confused, then you need something to take the burden off you for a little while. Isn’t that right?”
“I guess so,” Wayne agreed, though he could never remember his father talking about drugs like this before. Percodan, had he said?
“I’ll be here when you need me,” Falconer said. “But if you tell anyone, even your mother; then I can’t come back and help you anymore. Do you understand?”
“Yes sir” He paused for a moment, then whispered, “Dad? What’s being dead like?”
“It’s … like being in a black hole, son, on the blackest night you can imagine, and you try to crawl out but you don’t know which is the top and which is the bottom.”
“But … haven’t you heard the angels sing?”
“Angels?” He grinned again, but his eyes were still gelid-“Oh, yes. They do sing.” And then he put his fingers to his lips> glancing quickly toward the door
An instant afterward, there was a soft knocking. “Wayne?” Cammy’s voice carried a tremble.
“What is it?”
The door opened a few inches. “Wayne, are you all right?”
“Why shouldn’t I be?” He realized he was alone now; the yellow-suited figure was gone, and the room was empty. My dad is alive! he shrieked inwardly, his heart pounding with joy.
“I … thought I heard you talking. You’re sure you’re all right?”
“I said I was, didn’t I? Now leave me alone, I’ve got a long day tomorrow!”
She looked nervously around the room, opening the door a little wider so the hallway light could stream in. The mounted airplane models and large wall posters of military aircraft took up a lion’s share of the room. Waynes clothes were strewn on a chair. Cammy said, “I’m sorry I bothered you. Good-night.”
Wayne lay back down as the door closed. He waited for a long time, but his father didn’t come back. You bitch! he seethed at his mother. You killed him a second time! But no, no … his father would return to the world of the Jiving when he was needed; Wayne was sure of it. Before he drifted to sleep, Wayne repeated the word Percodan ten times to burn it into his mind.
And in her room down the hallway, Cammy Falconer lay in bed with all the lights blazing. She was staring at the ceiling. Every so often a shiver passed through her. It was not Wayne’s voice, in the middle of the night, that had been so bad.
It had been the guttural, harsh mumbling that Cammy had heard faintly through the wall.
Answering her son.
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The game booths, rides, and sideshows had sprung up from the mud covering Birmingham’s fairgrounds. The rain fell in drizzles and sheets for three days, blasting the state fair business to hell. Still, people continued to slog through the sawdusty mud; drenched to the bone, they sought refuge in the arcades and enclosed shows, but they left the rides alone as light bulbs and wires sputtered under the rain.
That was for the best, Billy knew. Because people wouldn’t be riding the Octopus in the rain, and it would be deprived of what it needed. This was the last stop of the season. If whatever presence, that controlled the Octopus was going to strike, it would have to be in the next four days. At night, even while the rain pattered on the Ghost Show tent’s roof, Billy could hear Buck Edgers working on his machine, the hammer’s noise echoing down the long ghostly corridor of the midway. While setting up the Octopus on the slippery field, a roustabout’s shoulder was broken by a piece of metal that toppled from above. Word had gone out about the machine, and now everyone avoided it.
Billy stood outside Santha Tiilly’s trailer in a light drizzle that had washed away the last of the night’s customers. He had been here twice since the carnival had reached Birmingham: the first time, he’d heard Santha laughing with a man inside there, and the second time he’d come out through the rows of trailers to find a short, balding figure standing in the shadows not ten feet from him. The man had instantly whirled toward him, and Billy had gotten a quick glimpse of his startled face, wearing dark-tinted glasses, before the man had run away. Billy had followed him for a short distance, but lost him in the maze of trailers. He’d told no one about the incident at the Killer Snakes tent, fearing that the man would find out and put his snakes to work, perhaps on Santha or Dr. Mirakle. But he still desired her, and still needed to see her.
He screwed up his courage, looked around to make sure no one had followed him, and then walked up a couple of cinder-block steps to the trailer’s door. A curtain was closed in a single oval window, but light leaked out around it; he could hear the scratchy whine of a country singer. He knocked at the door and waited. The music stopped. He knocked again, less hesitantly, and heard Santha say, “Yeah? Who is it?”
“Me. Billy Creekmore.”
“Choctaw?” A bolt slid back, and the thin door opened. She stood there in the dim golden light, wearing a black silk robe that clung to the curves of her body. Her hair was a dusky halo, and Billy saw that she wore practically no makeup. There were a lot of lines around her eyes, and her lips looked sad and thin. In her right hand there was a small chrome-plated pistol. “Anybody else out there?” she asked.
“No.”
She opened the door wider to let him in, then bolted it again. The room was a cramped half living area and half kitchen. The bed, an unsteady-looking cot with a bright blue spread, was right out in the open, next to a rack of clothes on their hangers. A dressing table was cluttered with a dozen different kinds of creams, lipsticks, and various cosmetics. On a tiny kitchen table was a battered record player; next to a small stack of unwashed dishes. Posters of Clint Eastwood, Paul Newman, and Steve McQueen decorated the walls, along with a rebel flag and a Day-Glo Love poster. A door led into a tiny bathroom and shower stall.
Billy stared at the pistol. Santha flicked the safety on and put it away in a dresser drawer. “Sorry,” she said. “Sometimes I get jumpy late at night.” Santha stepped past him and peered out the window for a moment. “I was expecting a friend of mine. He was supposed to be here about thirty minutes ago.”
“Anybody special?”
Santha looked at him, then gave him a little crooked smile. “No. Just a friend. Somebody to pass the time with, I guess.”
Billy nodded. “I’d better go, then. I don’t want to—”
“No!” She reached out and grasped his arm. “No, don’t go. Stay here and talk to me until Buddy gets here, okay? Really, I don’t like to be here alone.”
“What’ll he think if he finds me with you?”
“I don’t know.” She didn’t release her grip. “What would he think?”
Her eyes were luminous in the weak light from a single table lamp, her fingers cool against his rain-dampened skin. Billy said, “Maybe he’d think … something was going on between us.”
“Do you want something to go on between us?”
“I … I hardly know you.”
“You didn’t answer my question, Choctaw. Is it you who’s been sneaking around my trailer at night?”
“No.” Tell her about the man, he told himself; but what good would it do? It would only scare her more, and the police couldn’t prove the snake-man had had anything to do with Chalky’s death. No. In four days, the fair would be over and she’d be leaving, and then that man couldn’t bother her anymore.
“Well, I think it has been you. I think you’ve been sneakin’ around and spyin’ on me! Naughty, naughty!” She grinned and let go of him. “Sit down. Do you want a beer?”
“No, thanks.” He sat down on a faded blue sofa while Santha rummaged through her small refrigerator and popped open a Miller’s.
“Excuse the mess in here. Sometimes I’m as lazy as a leaf.” She sipped from the can, walked to the window, and looked out again. “Damn! Rainin’ harder.” The drops sounded leaden on the trailer’s roof. “I’ve been meanin’ to come by that Ghost Show of yours.” She let the curtain fall and stood over him. “Do you believe in ghosts?”
He nodded.
“Yeah, I do too. I was born in New Orleans, see, and that’s supposed to be the most haunted city in the whole country, did you know that? Spooks just come out of the woodwork. ‘Course, I’ve never seen one, but …” She sat down beside him and stretched out her long bare legs. Her thighs showed through a slit in the robe, and Billy saw a fine light down like flecks of copper on them. “Jeez. I don’t think Buddy’s coming, do you? Bastard lies like a rug. Told me he’d get me a job here in Birmingham after the fair closes up.”
“What will you do?”
“I don’t know, maybe go home. My kids live with my mother. Yeah, don’t look so surprised! I’ve got two little girls. I don’t look like I’ve had two kids, do I?” She patted her flat belly. “Sit-ups-How old do you think I look?”
He shrugged. “Maybe … twenty-two.” He was being kind.
Her eyes glittered with pure pleasure. The drumming of the rain on the roof was hypnotic and soothing. “Do you think I have a good body?”
He shifted and cleared his throat. “Well … sure I do. It’s nice.”
“I’m proud of how I look. That’s why I like to dance. Oh, maybe someday I’ll open up my own dance studio and give lessons, but right now I love being on that stage. You feei important, and you know that people enjoy watching you.” She sipped at her beer and watched him mischievously. “ You enjoyed watching, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, I did.”
She laughed. “Ha! Choctaw, you beat all I’ve ever seen! You’re sittin’ there like a priest in a whorehouse!” Her smile faded a fraction, her eyes darkening. “That’s not what you think, is it? That I’m a whore?”
“No!” he said, though he wasn’t exactly certain she was or wasn’t.
“I’m not. I just … live my own life, that’s all. I do what I please when I please. Is that so bad?”
Billy shook his head.
“Your shirt’s wet.” She leaned toward him and began unbuttoning it. “You’ll catch a cold if you keep it on.”
He shrugged out of it and she tossed it aside. “That’s better” she said. “You have a nice chest. I thought Indians didn’t have any hair on their bodies.”
“I’m just part Indian.”
“You’re a nice-lookin’ kid. How old are you, eighteen? No, seventeen, didn’t you say? Well, I don’t guess that bastard Buddy is coming tonight, do you?”
“I don’t guess he is.”
Santha finished her beer and set it on the table before her, then returned her gaze to his. She stared at him, a smile working around her lips, until Billy felt his face flaming. She said in a soft voice, “Have you ever been with a woman before?”
“Huh? Well … sure.”
“How many?”
“A few.”
“Yeah. And the moon is made of green cheese.” She leaned closer, looking deeply into his eyes. He was such a handsome boy, she thought, but there were secrets in his eyes; secrets, perhaps, that it was best not to know. Buddy wasn’t coming, that was for sure. It was raining and she was lonely and she didn’t like the idea of sleeping alone when somebody who’d sent her a bunch of rose stems was out there somewhere, maybe lurking around the trailer She traced a finger down the center of his chest and watched the flesh tighten. “You’ve wanted me all along, haven’t you? You don’t have to be shy about it.” Her finger stopped at his belt buckle. “I like you. Jeez, listen to me. Usually I have to fight the guys off! So why are you different?”
“I’m not different,” Billy said, trying to keep his voice steady. “I just … respect you, I guess.”
“Respect me? I’ve learned a long time ago that respect doesn’t keep your bed warm on a cold night. And, Choctaw, I’ve lived through some very wintry ones. And will again.” She paused, running her finger along his belt line; then she grasped his hand and drew it closer to herself. She licked his fingers, very slowly.
He squeezed her hand and said, “I … don’t know what to do. I’m probably not any good.”
“I’m going to turn off that light,” Santha told him, “and get into bed. I’d like for you to get undressed and come to bed with me. Will you?”
He wanted to say yes, but he was too nervous to speak. Santha recognized the glassy gleam in his eyes. She stood up, let the robe fall, and walked naked to the lamp. The light went out. Billy heard the sheets go back. The rain drummed down, punctuated now by the boom of distant thunder Billy stood up, as if in a dream, and unbuckled his belt.
When he was ready, he approached the bed and saw Santha’s golden hair on the pillow, her body a long S-shape beneath the pale blue sheet. She reached out for him, softly whispering his name, and when he touched her electricity seemed to jump between them. Trembling with excitement and shyness, he got under the sheet; Santha folded her arms around him, her warm mouth finding his, her tongue darting between his lips. He was correct in that he didn’t know what to do, but when Santha scissored her legs around his hips he very quickly learned. Then there was heat, dampness, the sound of hurried breathing, and thunder getting closer. Santha summoned him deeper, deeper; and when he was about to explode she made him lie motionless, both of them locked together; until he could continue for a while longer
Carnival lights filled Billy’s head. She eased him onto his back, and sat astride him with her head thrown back, her mouth open as if to receive the rain that pounded on the roof. She impressed upon him the varying sensations of rhythms, from a hard pulse that ground them together to a long, slow, and lingering movement that had the strength of a tickling feather. He lay stunned while Santha’s tongue played over his body, like a soft damp brush tracing the outlines of his muscles; then she told him what she liked and gave him encouragement as he first circled her nipples with his tongue, then her navel, then her soft belly and down into the valley between her legs, where her thighs pressed against the sides of his head and she gripped his hair as her hips churned. She moaned softly, her musky aroma perfuming the air.
Outside in a driving rain, Fitts stood with a raincoat pulled up around his neck. He’d seen the boy go in, and he’d seen the light go out. His blue-tinted eyeglasses streamed with water, but he didn’t have to see anything else. He knew the rest of it. His heart throbbed with rage and agony. A boy? he thought. She would even take a stupid boy into her bed? His fists clenched in his coat pockets. Was there no hope for her? Lightning streaked, followed by a bass rumble of thunder that seemed to shake the world. He’d tried everything he could think of, and now he felt defeated. But there was one thing left.
He would go to the Octopus, stand before it in the gray downpour and wait for the voice that came out of it to reveal to him what he should do. He stood a while longer, staring at the darkened trailer, and then trudged through the mud toward the midway. Long before he reached the Octopus, he could hear its sibilant whisper in his tormented brain:
Murder.
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It was the twelfth of October and tomorrow night the State Fan-would be closing down, the carnival season over until spring. The rain had passed, and for the last two nights business had been booming. Billy helped Dr. Mirakle clean up after the final Ghost Show of the night, simply grinning when Mirakle pointedly asked him why he’d look so happy lately.
Billy left the tent and walked down the midway as the lights started flickering out. He shut the noises out of his head as he passed the Octopus, and he waited around back of the Jungle Love show, where Santha had said she’d meet him. When she did come out, fifteen minutes or so late, he saw she’d scrubbed off most of the garish makeup for him.
In her trailer, Santha continued Billy’s education. An hour later he was as weak as water and she was pressed as close to him as a second skin. Through the dim haze of sleep, Billy could hear Buck Edger’s hammer striking metal again and again out on the darkened midway. He lay awake, listening, until Santha stirred and kissed him deeply and sweetly.
“I wish things could stay like this,” Billy said after a moment.
Santha sat up. A match flared as she lit a cigarette; in its glow she looked beautiful and childlike. “What are you going to do after the fair’s over?”
“I’m going down to Mobile with Dr. Mirakle, driving his equipment truck for him. Then … I guess I’ll go back to Hawthorne. It’s been a good summer I don’t think I’ll ever forget it. Or you.”
She ran her fingers through his hair and then said, “Hey! I know what would be real nice! A hot shower! We can just about both fit into the stall, and we can get real soapy and slippery and … ooh, I’m tinglin’ just thinkin’ about it! Okay?”
“Sure,” he said, thrilled.
“One hot showei; comin’ up!” Santha rose up from the bed and, still naked, went to the tiny bathroom. She reached in and flipped on the light. “I’ll call you when I’m ready,” she said, and giggled like a schoolgirl. Then she went inside and shut the door.
Billy was sitting up. His heartbeat had quickened, and there was a sick sensation in the pit of his stomach. He wasn’t sure, wasn’t sure at all, but just for an instant—as Santha had been silhouetted in the bathroom light—he though he’d seen a pale gray haze around her An alarm went off in the back of his head, and he climbed out of the bed to approach the bathroom.
Santha, her body rosy, reached in through the green-plastic shower curtain and turned on the hot water It sprayed downward into the tub, but instead of the sound of water against porcelain there was a different sound—a wet, thickened noise. Santha drew aside the curtain and looked into the tub.
The water was hitting a large burlap bag, drawn closed at the top. She reached for it even as Billy said, “Santha?” from just outside the door
She pulled at the bag. It came open. It was very heavy, and wouldn’t slide.
“Santha?”
And then a triangular head with blazing eyes shot out of the burlap bag, the nightmarish thing stretching high through the hot-water fog. Santha threw her arms up instinctively, but the cobra struck her on the cheek and she slammed backward against the wall, striking her head on the tiles. Her scream gurgled away as she pitched forward, her legs dangling over the tub, the scalding water beating down on her exposed back.
Billy burst through the dooi; barely able to see because of the rising fog. The cobra came flashing out of it toward him. He jerked his head back, and the fangs missed him by bare inches. It was uncoiling out of the tub. Billy saw that Santha was being burned, and he reached forward to grasp her ankles. The cobra hissed, its hood spreading wide, and struck at him again. He backed away. The cobra reared up over four feet, watching him with its terrible baleful gaze as steam filled the bathroom.
Billy was still naked, but he didn’t think about his clothes. He ran to the dooi; threw aside the bolt, and tried to push it open … but it wouldn’t budge. He slammed his shoulder against it, and heard the rattle of a lock in the clasp. But Santha had taken off the lock when they’d come in! He realized, then, what must’ve happened: the snakeman had gotten in here and put that cobra in the bathroom hours ago, to kill them both, and then while they were sleeping he’d put one of his own locks through the clasp. He hammered against the door, and shouted for help.
Steam was rolling out into the room. He fumbled with the lamp, knocked it to the flooi; bent and found the switch. The low, harsh light spread out in irregular rays, and Billy saw the cobra winding out through the bathroom door in what looked like foot after foot. It reared up again, its gaze fixed on him, and now Billy could hear Santha’s low, terrified moaning. The cobra hissed and slithered forward, trying to defend its newfound territory.
Billy backed up against the dresser. He opened the drawei; threw aside lipsticks and makeup until his hand closed on the chrome-plated pistol. When he turned, the cobra was only a few feet away from him, its head weaving back and forth. Billy picked up a pillow from the bed, and suddenly the cobra darted forward; its head hit the pillow with the force of a man’s fist. He aimed the pistol and squeezed the trigger, but nothing happened. The safety was on! The snake was motionless, its tongue flickering out as it watched him. Billy would have to drop the pillow and push back the safety with his free hand. The cobra was still within striking range, and Billy had backed up as far as he could.
Someone hammered at the door. The cobra’s head whipped to one side, toward the vibrations, and Billy threw the pillow at it with a guttural shout. He flicked off the safety, and the pistol was ready as the cobra’s head started to wiggle free from beneath the pillow. Billy fired at it—one, two, three, four; five. The air stank of powder, and now the cobra was twisting madly, its head almost severed from the thick body. It started to rise, but the mangled head was out of control and the body snapped and writhed, the tail clenching around one leg of the dresser. Billy stood over the thing, and stretched his arm down. He had a glimpse of one single terrible eye, burning to his soul, and then the head exploded with the force of the sixth bullet. The body continued to jerk.
The door burst open, and two men who came in recoiled from the sight of the writhing snake. Billy was already in the steamy bathroom, pulling Santha out of the hot water; her back was a mass of blisters, and she was sobbing hysterically. He saw the snakebite, and saw the gray aura darkening. “Call an ambulance!” he shrieked to the men. “Hurry! The snake bit her!”
They wrapped her up in a sheet, and Billy struggled into his pants. A knot of people had gathered outside the trailer trying to find out what had happened. When the ambulance came, Billy told the attendants that Santha had been bitten by a cobra, and if they didn’t hurry she was going to die. He watched them roar away, and he heard someone say that the police were on their way.
He realized he still held the pistol. He went back into the trailei; avoiding the blood and mess, and found another box of bullets in the dresser drawer He loaded the pistol, and then walked out through the gawking carnival people toward the midway. He could hear approaching sirens, but their noise neither increased his pace nor slowed him. As he passed the Octopus, he imagined he heard a high shriek of laughter. Buck Edgers, hammer still in his hand, looked up from his work through dark-circled, disturbed eyes. Billy paid him no attention. His heart was pounding, a fever of revenge burning in his brain as he reached the Killer Snakes sideshow and flicked the safety off his pistol. He pushed at the entranceway and was not surprised when the door—the reptile’s mouth—noiselessly opened.
“Come out of there, you bastard!” Billy shouted.
Darkness lay thickly within. Nothing moved, but Billy thought he could hear the soft slidings of the man’s pets. “I said come out, or I’ll drag you out!” He aimed the gun into the darkness. “I’ve got a gun, you bastard!”
He steeled himself and stepped into the darkness, his hand almost melded to the pistol. “I’ve got a gun!” he warned, tensing for an expected attack. Nothing moved, and now he could see the vague shapes of the cages, set in orderly rows. A few feet away and above, a light bulb caught a speck of reflected light; Billy reached up, found the switch and turned it on. The bulb flickered, slightly swinging back and forth to throw huge and distorted shadows.
A short, balding man in a brown suit was lying on his back, on a mattress at the rear of the place. His hands were clamped around the grayish green boa constrictor that had strangled him to death. His glasses were off, and his face was bluish white. There was a note safety-pinned to the man’s checked shirt. Billy approached the body, and ripped the note away. It said MURDER MURDER MURDER MURDER MURDER. And then, at the bottom: SUICIDE. Billy stared at it, wondering what madness had prompted this man to wrap the boa around his own throat and lie down to die. He returned the note to the body, where the police could find it, and then a wave of anguish crashed over him. He’d seen a gray aura enveloping Santha, not a black one: what did it mean? Tears searing his eyes, he left the sideshow and looked out to where he could see red and blue police lights spinning amid the trailers.
A cool breeze had kicked up, breaking his flesh into goose-bumps. Bits of paper wheeled along the midway, spinning in miniature tornadoes. Billy’s cold gaze fell upon the Octopus. Buck Edgers was working like a machine.
“Billy? My God, what’s going on!” Dt Mirakle, in an old undershirt and his pajama bottoms, had staggered out of the truck parked behind the Ghost Show, next to the Volkswagen van. His eyes were swollen with heavy sleep, and he exuded the aroma of bourbon. He looked down at the pistol and stopped. “Billy?”
“It’s all right. They took Santha to the hospital. The cobra bit hei; it was there in the bathtub when she …” His voice cracked.
Mirakle eased forward and took the pistol from his hand. “You look like death warmed over, boy. Come on, I’ll pour you a drink and you can tell me—”
“No. Not yet.” Oblivious to the commotion, Edgers was driving his hammer up and down on a bolt that had probably never been loose in the first place. It dawned on Billy that the Octopus was wearing Edgers down, commanding all of his time and attention, using him as its puppet. There were revenants caught within the Octopus, crying out in their confusion and terror Perhaps now, Billy thought, it possesses some part of the snake-man as well. He could hear the faint screaming, and he knew the Octopus wanted him too. It wanted to consume him, to draw his spirit and power into its black, greedy gears and pistons.
Are you strong? Are you strong in your heart, where strength counts?
Billy’s hand had gone into his pocket. Now he brought the hand out and looked at the nugget of coal in his palm. He didn’t remember putting it in these pants; he’d thought it was still with his belongings, in his suitcase under the cot at the rear of the Ghost Show tent. It reminded him of the strength he possessed, the risks he must take if he was to continue his Mystery Walk. If he backed down, if he failed to trust his own inner will, then whatever inhabited the Octopus would win, and in some terrible way it might even grow stronger still. He clenched the coal in his fist and returned it to his pocket.
“Billy?” Dr. Mirakle said. “Where are you going?”
“You can come with me, if you like. But don’t try to stop me. I have to do this right now. Right now.”
“Do … what? My God, have you lost your mind?” But he was following along, holding the pistol out to his side as if it were a dead fish.
Before Billy reached the Octopus, Edgers stopped hammering. He straightened up from his work, and turned to face the boy. Across his features was a hideous grin that stretched his mouth wide in eager anticipation. The Octopus had him, Billy knew. It was not Buck Edgers grinning.
When Dr Mirakle saw that grin, he was shocked motionless for a moment. He said in a nervous voice, “Billy, I don’t … think you should …”
“Step right up, pard!” Edgers boomed, shuffling forward. “Thought you’d never come!”
“I’m here. Start it up.”
“Come on, then! Yessir! Oh, you’re a special guest, you don’t even need a fuckin’ ticket! Been savin’ a ride just for you.” He moved to the shrouded gondola and tugged at the tarpaulin until it tore away. There were holes in the rusted metal, and faint streaks of bright orange paint. He pulled the warped metal-mesh canopy open, exposing the rust-riddled interior. “Perfect fit, I’d say.”
“I wouldn’t get in that rust-bucket if I were you,” Dr. Mirakle said, tugging at Billy’s arm. “No, I forbid it! I told your mother I’d take care of you, and I forbid you to do it! Now listen, come on back to the tent and we’ll—”
“Shut your mouth, you old cocksucker,” Edgers said softly, his eyes blazing into Billy’s. “The boy’s grown up now. He’s a man. He’s got a mind, and he knows what he wants to do. Show’s about to start!” He gestured toward the open gondola.
Billy pulled free of Dr Mirakle. He had to do this now, while there was still a rage burning in him. He moved forward, but suddenly Edgers’s wife stepped out of the shadows, her round-cheeked face pasty with dread. She said, “No, please … don’t do it, boy. You don’t understand it. You don’t see—”
“SHUT UP YOU GODDAMNED BITCH!” the man howled, brandishing the hammer at her She flinched but did not step back.
“That machine,” she said, staring at Billy, “is Satan’s handiwork. Buck bought it out of a junkyard in Georgia, and from the first day he couldn’t do anything but work on it, trying to put it back together. It slashed his face, and broke both his legs, and—”
“SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP!” He hobbled toward hei; raising the hammer, and she screamed, “Please Buck, don’t!” and dodged a vicious blow that might’ve broken her shoulder. She slipped and fell to her hands and knees; her husband stood over hei; panting like an animal. She looked up at him, an awful pleading expression in her eyes, and said, “I love you, Buck… .”
Billy saw the man’s face change; he blinked uncertainly, and his terrible grimace slipped a few notches. For an instant, he resembled nothing more than a tormented man who’d been down on his luck for most of his life; then the savage grin came back, and his eyes flared. He put his booted foot against his wife’s side and pushed her down into the sawdust. He said, “Now you stay right there, like a good little girl.”
“Come on!” Billy said. “I’m waiting for you!”
“Oh, yes. Of course. The master speaks, the servant obeys. Of course, of course!” He giggled and watched as Billy climbed into the gondola. The seat was a hard mass of cracked vinyl and Billy could see the ground through a few quarter-sized holes in the metal. He stretched his legs out into the gondola’s nose, his back straight against the seat. There was a seatbelt, and Billy drew it tightly across his lap. Edgers rushed forward and clanged the mesh canopy down, drawing a small metal bar through a safety clasp. He grinned in through the mesh. “All comfy-cozy? Good. Then we’re ready to begin, aren’t we?”
Edgers scuttled to the generator that powered the Octopus and switched it on; it hummed, sending electricity through cables as thick as a man’s wrist. The ride’s lights flickered, flickered again, and then blazed brightly. The remaining bulbs that spelled out OCTOPUS buzzed like angry hornets. Edgers stood over a small control board and turned on the ride’s engine; it hooted and moaned, gears and wheels spinning. “I’ve got you!” he shouted. His face was ruddy and demonic as he let off the brake’s foot pedal and slowly pushed forward the lever that engaged the drive-train.
“Billy!” Dr. Mirakle shouted, stepping back as the Octopus began to move.
The gondolas slowly gained momentum. Billy’s head was forced back by centrifugal motion. Edgers bore down on the lever;
Billy’s cheeks rippled with the rising g-forces. The gondolas began rising—five feet, ten feet, fifteen feet.
And then a garble of screams, moans, and sobbings—agonized sounds, some high-pitched and others so low Billy felt them in his bones rather then heard them—began to rise up around him, faintly at first, then with increasing intensity. He could hear a cacophony of voices, cries for help, sudden shrieks that seemed to pierce him. This gondola was the evil heart of the Octopus, Billy knew, and within it were the disembodied revenants of its victims—God only knew how many.
The gondola pitched upward suddenly, then fell with a frightening speed. It stopped with a squeal of cables and pistons, then jerked upward again. The Octopus was spinning faster; the world beyond the gondola a dizzying blur. Billy, his face twisted into a rictus, tried to force his concentration on the voices, tried to focus his energy on drawing the revenants to him.
No fear, he thought. No fear. I can help you. / can …
A roar filled his head: No you can’t! You can’t reach them I won’t let you reach them!
The gondola was rising and falling, faster and faster, Billy’s head brushing the mesh canopy with its upward sweep. He shut his eyes, his hands gripping the cracked vinyl armrests. There was a coldness in the air, gradually creeping up his body; he let it overtake him, and suddenly his brain was crackling with the last thoughts and images of perhaps a dozen people the Octopus had destroyed.
“No fear,” Billy breathed. “Just touch me … no fear… .”
And suddenly electricity seemed to sear through him, and there was something else in the gondola with him, something laughing and shrieking.
The voice came in a triumphant cackle: “You’re mine now, boy!”
Billy shouted, “NO!” The voice rippled and faded, and he knew he’d touched the pulse of wickedness in this machine. “I know you! I know what you are now!”
Do you, boy? Then come join me.
Billy heard something grind and rip. He opened his eyes, and saw with horror that the long bolts securing the mesh canopy in place were slowly unscrewing. Smaller screws that held the safety bar were being ripped out. The canopy assemblage tore away and flew into the air. Wind screamed into Billy’s face, forcing his chin backward. Another bolt clattered loose down around Billy’s knees. The quarter-sized holes tore open still wider; like rotten cloth. The gondola was coming to pieces around him, and when it pitched him out to his death the entire machine would break loose, off-balance, and go spinning down the midway trailing live electric cables.
“STOP IT!” Billy yelled to Buck. He caught a quick glimpse of the man, bent over the control board like a hunchback, his hand pressed down on the lever. Above him more bolts unscrewed, in the central mechanism that held the gondolas to the Octopus, and a cable tore loose to spit orange sparks.
He could feel presences all around him, trying to cling to him. He forced himself to concentrate on their anguished voices again, and now he saw a faint mist taking form and shape, a figure with many heads and arms and legs, the faces indistinct, the whole thing reaching for him, clinging to him like a frightened animal. “Oh God,” he whispered, “help me do it, please help me… .”
Bolts sheared off. A section of the flooring fell away under Billy’s legs, and on the ground Dr. Mirakle ducked as the sharp metal sailed over his head.
Billy sank his arms into the mass of apparitions before him, like plunging into an ice-veined pond. His teeth chattered. “You can get away from here … through me!” he shouted into the wind. “I’ll take your pain, if you give it up!”
No! I’ve got you now I’ve got all of you!
“Please! I’ll take it for you, I’ll keep it so you can go on! Please let me! …”
The gondola shuddred and swayed, loosened from its supporting arm. Currents of terror ripped through Billy.
The misty shape undulated, a dozen hands reaching for him. A dozen terror-stricken faces writhed like smoke. A section of the gondola’s side fell away with a shriek of torn metal.
I’m their master their keeper you can’t win.
“No! You feed on them, you use their hurting to make yourself stronger!” The gondola fell and jarred, rose again with a force that clicked Billy’s teeth together He gripped at the revenants, his arms inside a deep-freeze. “Let me help you get away! Please!”
And then the mass began to spread over him, to cover him up, icy threads of white matter racing over his face, into his hair around his shoulders. Many people, events, and emotions filled him up, almost to bursting, and he cried out at the force of a dozen life-experiences entering his mind. Spectral hands gripped at him, clutching at his face and body, as the cold mass began to move into him.
You can’t! I won’t …
“… let you!” Buck shouted, his eyes bright with rage. He pressed the lever down as far as it would go, then threw his body against it. The wood cracked off, and Edgers flung it aside with a delightful grin. The machine was locked now, and would continue to spin until the gondola, hanging by only two bolts, was torn free. “I’ll win! Look at the boy fly, watch him fall!”
Mirakle placed the pistol barrel against the back of his head. “Stop that damned machine or I’ll put a bullet through your brain!”
Edgers turned his head; his eyes had rolled backward, just the whites exposed. He grinned like a death’s-head, and whispered in a singsong, “Here we go ‘round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry—”
“STOP IT NOW, I SAID!”
“You won’t shoot me, old man^You won’t dare shoot me!”
Mirakle swallowed, and stepped back a pace. He saw that the gondola was about to break free. Snapped cables popped through the air. Mirakle said, “Damn you to Hell!” and swung the barrel against Edger’s face. The man’s nose splintered, blood streaming from the nostrils. The demonic face with its fish-belly eyes began to laugh. Mirakle struck again, opening a jagged cut over one eye. Edgers howled with laughter and spat blood out of his mouth. “Here we go ‘round the mulberry bush, the mul—”
Suddenly there was a sharp cracking noise, and sparks flew. The woman had picked up the length of wood, and was hammering madly at the generator; tearing the cables loose.
The thing that was inside Buck Edgers shouted, “NO! GET AWAY FROM THAT!” He started forward, pushing Dr. Mirakle aside, but then the last of the cables tore free with a blast of sparks, the wooden lever rippling with flames in the woman’s hands. The rest of the live bulbs that said OCTOPUS blew out, and the lights that decorated the machine flickered and went dark. Mirakle put his foot to the brake pad and pressed down hard. Gears shrieked as the machine began to slow.
“NO!” Edgers whirled around, his face as yellow as old parchment. He took a staggering step toward Mirakle, as the gondolas slowly settled toward the ground and the machine’s rotations weakened. Edgers whined, “It’s not fair! Not fair!” His voice began to deepen like a record played at too slow a speed, as the Octopus continued to slow down. “Nootttt fairrrrr. Noooottttt fairrrrrrrrr …” And then he fell to his face in the sawdust, drawing up like a fetus, and began sobbing.
The Octopus stopped. At once Mirakle was dragging Billy out. The boy was cold to the touch, was shaking and moaning. He put his hands under Billy’s shoulders and pulled him away as the dead cables whipped and writhed all around. Something cracked in the guts of the machine; bolts sheared off, the huge central cylinder of the machine swayed, swayed as the four gondolas came free and fell to the ground. Then the entire machine was coming apart, collapsing in a haze of spark-smoke and sawdust. Its steel arms thudded down, as if the cement that had held the Octopus together had suddenly dissolved. Dust welled up, rolling across the midway in a yellow wave.
“No fear;” Billy was saying, “please let me take it oh God I don’t want to die let me out no fear no pain …”
Mirakle bent over him. “It’s all right. It’s over now … my God!” The boy contorted in some imagined pain, trembling, freezing cold. He moaned and whimpered, his head thrashing back and forth. Mirakle looked up, and saw the woman kneeling down beside her sobbing husband.
She clung to him, rocking him like a baby. “It’s done,” she said, tears streaming down her face. “Oh dear Lord, we’re rid of that monster. We’re finally rid of it!”
Mirakle saw that there was very little left of the Octopus that wasn’t fit for a junkyard. He shivered, because now he had an idea of what kind of power Billy had; he didn’t understand it, but it made his blood run cold.
Suddenly Billy gasped for breath and opened his eyes, as if emerging from a nightmare. His eyes were bloodshot, ruby-red. “Are they gone?” he whispered. “Did I do it?”
Mirakle said, “I … think so.” He was aware of figures emerging through the dust. Mirakle gripped Billy’s hand; it was as cold as what he’d always imagined death to be.
For both him and Billy Creekmore, the fair was over
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They reached Mobile at twilight the following day, traveling in the equipment truck. Because Billy was in no shape to drive, the Volkswagen van had been left in Birmingham. Mirakle would hire someone to bring it down.
The boy’s sick, Mirakle had repeatedly thought during the long drive. Billy had been racked alternately with chills and fever; he’d slept for most of the trip, but the shudderings and moanings he’d made spoke of nightmares beyond Mirakle’s experience. It had been Dr. Mirakle’s intention to put Billy on a bus and send him back to Hawthorne, but Billy had said no, that he’d promised to come to Mobile and he’d be all right if he could just rest.
Billy’s pallor had faded to a grayish brown, his face covered with sweat as he huddled on the seat under a green army blanket. Emotions sizzled within him, and terror had a grip on his bones.
They were driving along the flat expanse of Mobile Bay, where small waves topped with dirty green foam rolled in to a bare brown shore. Mirakle glanced over and saw that Billy was awake. “Are you feeling better?”
“Yeah. Better”
“You should’ve eaten when we stopped. You need to keep up your strength.”
He shook his head. “I probably couldn’t keep food down.”
“I don’t expect you to help me now. Not after what happened. You’re just too sick and weak.”
“I’ll be okay.” Billy shivered and drew the coarse blanket closer around him, though the Gulf air was thick and sultry. He stared out the window at the rolling waves, amazed at the vista of so much water; the sun was setting behind gray clouds, casting a pearly sheen over the bay.
“I should put you on a bus and send you home,” Dr. Mirakle said. “You know, I … don’t understand what happened last night and maybe I don’t want to, but … it seems to me you’re a very special young man. And possibly you have a very special responsibility, too.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean … taking this power or gift, or ability—whatever you choose to call it—and helping those parapsychologists I was telling you about. If you can communicate with the dead—’lay the dead to rest,’ I suppose you might call it—then you should be working with scientists, not traveling with a two-bit carnival or spending your life in a town the size of a postage stamp. Billy, you have much to offer; perhaps the answer to a great many mysteries … or perhaps the beginning of new ones. Does it … affect you like this, every time?”
“It’s only happened like this once before. That was bad too, but this is … agony. It’s like having a long scream bottled up inside you, but you can’t find your voice to let it out. I feel like I’m burning up, but I’m cold too. There’s too much going on in my head, and I … I can’t think straight.” He sighed, more of a breathy moan, and let his head fall back against the seat, his eyes closed. He had to open them again, quickly, because strange blurred visions—the last things those people had seen before they died in the gondola: spinning sky and blinking lights, fingers curled in the mesh of the canopy, the world turning at frightening speed in a blaze of colors—whirled in his brain.
Dr. Mirakle drove the truck over a long bridge, and then turned off the road into an area of older clapboard houses; most of them were two-storied structures that spoke of the harsh hand of time and salt-air abrasion. Mirakle stopped the truck before a large house with a front porch and boarded-over windows. The white paint was peeling in long strips, showing the bleached gray wood underneath. They sat in the truck for a moment more, as the gray light darkened. “You don’t have to do this,” Mirakle said.
“I know. The way I feel, I don’t even know if I can.”
“Was what you did worth the pain?”
Billy considered the question, then nodded. “Yes. It was.”
“And you’d do the same thing again?”
“I don’t know. I try to … think I’m strong enough, but I’m afraid. And I know that when I’m afraid, I get weaker ” He turned his weary gaze onto Mirakle. “I don’t want to be like I am. I never asked for it. Oh God, if I just could forget about revenants and the black aura and Death for a little while! … I want to be like everybody else.”
“Everybody else is afraid, too,” the man said quietly. “But don’t you understand that you of all people shouldn’t be afraid, because you can see past Death to another kind of life? You know that going into the ground isn’t the end of it; and if you can help other people see that, then … your life can make a difference in the whole scheme of things! My God, what an opportunity you have! If I were in my right mind, I’d try to talk you into touring the country with me, and giving some sort of demonstration of the spirit world! We’d wind up as either millionaires or skid-row bums!”
Billy smiled grimly.
“But,” Mirakle continued, “your future lies far beyond the carnival circuit, Billy. Think about that parapsychology institute I told you about in Chicago. Will you?”
“Okay,” Billy said. “I will.”
“Good. Well. Are you ready? We’ll leave the equipment in the truck for now.” They got out, Billy following Dr. Mirakle up a weeded-over sidewalk. It was all he*could do to climb the porch steps.
The interior was filmed with dust and sparsely furnished, though the rooms were large and once might have been quite beautiful. In the front room crates and boxes were stacked everywhere; a rug had been rolled up and stood in a corner with the cobwebs, there was a battered old pale green sofa with sagging springs and a coffee table littered with newspapers and magazines. On either side of an ash-filled fireplace were shelves packed with books. A calendar frozen on April 1968 hung from a nail.
“Forgive the place,” Mirakle said. He left the door open so air could circulate. “I had to board up the windows after the glass was broken out one summer. It wouldn’t be worth putting new glass in. Thank God the electricity still works.”
“Do you have a telephone?” Billy wanted to call the hospital in Birmingham again, to check on Santha Hilly. Early this afternoon, when he’d called for the second time, a nurse had told him that Santha was still on the critical list and that the antivenom flown up from Florida had been administered soon after Santha had been brought in.
“No, I’m afraid not. I don’t have any callers. Please, sit down.” He scooped newspapers out of the sofa and dumped them on the floor. “I know you’re concerned about your friend, but I’m sure they’re doing everything they can for her We’ll find a phone booth latei; if you like.”
Billy nodded, wandering over to the bookshelves. He’d seen a pale gray aura around hei; not a black one—did that mean there was a chance she might survive?
Mirakle said, “Why don’t you sit down and rest. I’ll look in the kitchen, perhaps I can find something to eat. All right?” Billy nodded, and the man went back through a corridor to the rear of the house. “Chicken noodle okay with you?” he called out in another moment. “It’s canned, so I presume it’s safe to eat.”
“That’s fine, thanks.” Billy stepped into another large room, his shoes stirring up clouds of dust. The room held a cluttered desk and an upright piano with yellow keys. He punched his finger at a few of them, hearing off-key notes ring like a stabbed cat. Then he went through another door into the hallway, and there was the staircase that Dr. Mirakle had told him about. A single bulb studded the ceiling at the top of the stairs, casting a murky gray glow.
Billy touched the banister. He could hear Mirakle wrestling with pots and pans in the kitchen, at the hallway’s end. He climbed the steps slowly, his hand clenching the banistei; and when he reached the top he sat down. Water was running in the kitchen. Billy said softly, “Kenneth?” He waited for a few minutes, trying to concentrate through a wall of leftover terrors. “Kenneth?” he whispered.
There was a figure at the bottom of the stairs. It stood motionlessly for a moment, then placed a foot on the first step.
Billy sighed and shook his head. “I don’t think there’s anyone here. There might not have ever been.”
“I know,” Mirakle replied softly. “I … had once hoped that Kenneth was here, but … that’s a selfish hope, isn’t it? If some part of him remained, that would mean he was troubled, wouldn’t it?”
Billy nodded.
“I don’t know what Ellen saw, if indeed she saw anything at all, but we both had to shoulder a lot of pain. I think … seeing Kenneth’s ghost was a way for Ellen to deal with his death, but instead of laying him to rest she tried to resurrect him. He was a very good boy. You would’ve liked him. Is there … is there nothing of him left?”
“Oh yes.” Billy rose to his feet. “You bring him back to life when you remember him. Remembering doesn’t have to be sad; it’s a good thing, because you can keep your son with you all the time, in your heart and your memory. I think he’s resting easy now, and he’s gone on to whatever’s waiting, but he’s still alive inside you.”
Dr. Mirakle smiled wistfully. “Yes. And I guess that’s good enough, isn’t it? Kenneth always remains a young man in my memories; he’s always handsome in his uniform, and he’s always the best son any man could ask for.” He lowered his head and Billy heard him sigh deeply. Then he said, “I’d better check the soup. I’ve been known to burn it,” and returned to the kitchen.
Billy stood at the top of the stairs for a while longer; his hand on the railing. But there was nothing there. Nothing stirred the air around him, nothing tried to make desperate contact, nothing yearned to shrug off its earthly pains and pass on. The house was silent and at peace. Billy descended the stairs and returned to the piano room. He ran his hands over the heat-cracked wood of the piano, tracing fingers over the battered and worn keyboard. He sat down on the bench and hit a.single note that reverberated sharply in the air. Then another note, down in the bass register; that moaned like a low wind on a winter’s night. He hit three notes at the same time, and winced at their discordant wail. The next try, though, the sound was sweet and harmonious, like a cooling balm against the fever that churned within him. Looking at the keyboard, trying to figure it out, was a mystery in itself: why were some keys black and others white? How could anybody make music out of it? What did those pedals down there do?
And suddenly he brought both fists crashing down onto the keyboard. Notes shrieked and shrilled, and Billy could feel the vibration thrumming up his wrists, up his forearms, his shoulders, his neck, and right to the top of his skull. The sound was awful, but somehow the energy he’d expended had cracked the hot cauldron of emotions in him, a tiny crack allowing a trickle to escape. Billy hammered again, with his left fist. Then with his right. Then both fists were coming down like pistons, and the house was pounding with a rough, jarring noise that perhaps harmonized with the music of terror and confusion. The old piano seemed about to burst with explosive noise; under Billy’s relentless pounding several pieces of ivory flew off like rotten teeth. But when he stopped and he listened to the last echoes dying away there did seem to be a music in them: an eerie harmony of ignorantly struck chords, fading away now, fading into the very walls of the house. And Billy felt as if that cauldron had split down the middle, all the terrors and pains streaming out and flooding through him into this instrument that stood before him. He felt lightened, cleansed, and exhilarated.
And he remembered his grandmother saying, a long time ago, that it would be up to him to find a way to release the emotions he absorbed through contact with the revenants. She had her pottery, just as his mother had her needlepoint, and now … what was closer to human emotion than music? But how to bring out real music from this assembly of wood and metal wires? How to caress it instead of beating it half to death? How to let it soothe away the pain instead of ripping it out?
“Well,” Dr. Mirakle said from behind him, holding a tray with two bowls of soup, “I’m glad to see my house is still standing. I’m sure the police are on their way by now, but we’ll ask them to join in the jamboree.”
“Is this yours? Do you know how to play it?”
“Me? No, I couldn’t play a kazoo. My wife is … was a piano teacher for a while. Can I venture to say that you’re no Liberace?”
“Who?”
“Never mind. Then again, neither is Liberace a Billy Creekmore. Come on, we’ll eat in the front room, it’s too dark in here.” He paused, because Billy wasn’t rising from the bench. Instead, the boy was fingering the keyboard again, picking at various notes as if he’d stumbled upon Captain Kidd’s treasure. “It’s probably not too hard to learn,” Mirakle said. “I never had the inclination, but there are a stack of old instruction books down in the basement. Are you interested?”
He struck a high note and listened to it sing. “Yes sir.”
“I’ll get them for you, then. They’re probably so mildewed you can’t read them, but …” Mirakle came over and set the tray down atop the piano. He saw the look of excitement in Billy’s eyes, and noticed also that his coloring had improved. It had been a great relief, in a way, to hear that Kenneth was resting far from the confines of this house. “You’ve been a great help to me,” Dr. Mirakle said. “I appreciate all the work you’ve done. I . don’t know what’s ahead for you, but I think I’ll be hearing from you again. At the very least, I hope you’ll write to let me know how you’re doing.”
“Yes sit I will.”
“I have an idea you’re the kind of young man who means what he says. That’s rare enough in itself, in this day and age. In the morning I’ll take you to the bus station; I would offer you a sizeable increase in pay to join me on the carnival circuit next season, but … you’ve got better things to do, I think.” He smiled. The thought streaked through him that somehow he was losing a second son, and he touched Billy’s shoulder. “The soup’s getting cold. Come on, let’s eat.”
Mirakle took the tray into the front room; Billy paused at the keyboard a moment longer; then joined him. Young man, Mirakle thought, I wish you much luck. That is the very least of what you’ll need on your journey.
And it was possible—no, probable, Mirakle told himself—that sometime before winter’s cold set in he might drive the truck back up to Hawthorne, back to that little shack off from the road, and deliver a piano that might yet learn to sing again.
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Billy had asked to see his father. The simple granite gravestone read JOHN BLAINE CREEKMORE, 1925-1969. It stood up the hill from Link Patterson’s grave, and was sheltered by pine trees that would filter the sun and rain. The earth was still rough from the work of shovels, but soon the pine needles would fall and it would all be covered.
“He went to sleep,” Ramona said, long gray strands of her hair blowing from around her scarf. There were deep lines under her eyes and on each side of her nose, yet she refused to bend to the will of the years; she carried herself strong and straight, her chin uplifted. “I read the Bible to him that night, and we ate a good dinner of vegetables. He talked a lot about you, as he had for the few days before that, and he said he was trying very hard to understand … what we’re like. He said he knew you were going to be a great man, and he’d be proud of you. Then he said he was going to take a nap, and I washed the dishes. When I went in later to see about him, he … was as peaceful as a child. I pulled the covers over him, and then I went to get the doctor”
Billy touched the granite marker A chill breeze was sweeping down into their faces from the hills, and already winter was knocking at the door though it was hardly the middle of October. He’d come walking up the road yesterday, lugging his suitcase from the Greyhound bus stop at Coy Granger’s, and had seen his mother out in the field, gathering pecans in a bowl. His father wasn’t sitting on the front porch. The Oldsmobile was gone—sold for scrap, he’d later learned, to pay for his father’s casket. The house was the same, fixed up and painted with the money he’d sent home; but things had changed. He could see the passage of time in his mother’s face, and from what she’d told him his father had died near the time Billy had dreamed of him and his dad walking along the road to Hawthorne. Billy said, “You had to know. The aura. Didn’t you see it?”
“Yes, I did,” Ramona replied quietly. “I knew, and so did he. Your father had made his peace with the world … and especially with himself. He raised you with a good, strong hand and he worked very hard for us. He didn’t always agree with us or understand us, but that was never the point: at the end, he loved us just as much as he always had. He was ready.”
“Ready?” Billy shook his head disbelievingly. “Do you mean he just … wanted to die? No, I don’t believe that!”
She looked at him with a cool, level gaze. “He didn’t fight it. He didn’t want to. At the end he had the mind of a child, and as all children have faith, so did he.”
“But … I … should’ve been here! You should’ve written me! I … didn’t … get to say good-bye! …”
“What would that have changed?” She shook her head and put a hand on his arm. A tear streaked down his cheek, and he let it fall. “You’re here now,” she said. “And though he is not, you’ll always be John Creekmore’s son, and he’ll be in your child’s blood as well. So is he really gone?”
Billy felt the restless wind pulling at him, heard it whispering around the pungent pines. It was true that his father lived within him, he knew, but still … separation was so hard to take. It was so hard not to miss someone, not to cry for him and mourn him; easy to look at death from a distance, more difficult to stare into its face. He already felt a world away from the carnival with its riotous noises and flashing lights; here on this bluff, framed by hills covered with woodland and overshadowed by gray sky, he seemed to stand at the center of a great silence. He ran his hands over the rough gravestone and remembered how his father’s unshaven jaw had felt against his cheek. The world was spinning too fast! he thought; there were too many changes in the wind, and the summer of his childhood seemed lost in the past. For one thing he could be happy: before leaving Mobile yesterday morning, he’d called the hospital in Birmingham and had been told that Santha Tully was going to be all right.
“Winter’s on the way,” Ramona said. “It’s going to be a cold one, too, from the way these pines have grown thick.”
“I know.” He looked at his mother. “I don’t want to be like I am, Mom. I never asked for this. I don’t want to see ghosts and the black aura, I want to be like everybody else. It’s too hard this way; it’s too … strange.”
“Just as your father’s in your blood,” she replied, “so am I. No one ever said it would be easy… .”
“But no one ever gave me a choice, either.”
“That’s true. Because there can be no choice. Oh, you can live as a hermit and shut out the world, as I tried to do after you were born, but sooner or later there comes a knock at your door.”
He thrust his hands into the pockets of his jacket, and hunched over as a cold wind blew around him. Ramona put her arm around him. Her crying was done, but it almost broke her heart to see so much pain in her son. Still, she knew that pain sculpts the soul, molds the will, and would leave him standing stronger when he’d finally straightened up.
After another moment he wiped his eyes on his sleeve and said, “I’m all right. I didn’t mean to … act like a baby.”
“Let’s walk,” she told him, and together they went down the hill among the tombstones, heading toward the road. It was over two miles back to the house, but they were in no hurry.
“What do I do now?” Billy asked.
“I don’t know. We’ll see.” She was silent for a few minutes as they walked, and Billy knew that something important was on her mind. They came to a place where a stream spoke over flat stones, and Ramona suddenly motioned for him to stop. She said, “My legs aren’t what they used to be, I’ll tell you. When I was a girl I could run this distance without breathing hard, and now already I’m hiccuping like a frog.” She sat down on a rock that had people’s initials scraped on it. He lay on his stomach in the grass, watching the pattern of water as it swirled over the stones. “There are things you need to know now,” Ramona said. “I couldn’t have told you while your father was living, though he was well aware of them too. I’m going to tell you, and then you’ll have to make up your own mind about what to do.”
“What things?”
She looked up, watching a squadron of crows fly across her field of vision. Off in the distance there was the faint reflection of sunlight off an airplane, climbing toward the clouds. “The world’s changing so fast,” she said, almost to herself. “People fighting in the streets, killing and hating each other; children trying to escape through God knows what kind of drugs; a war going on and on and on without clarity or point … these things are making me afraid, because evil’s walking without fear and it changes its shape and voice to gain its own greedy end. It’s reaching out, wanting more and more. You saw it once before, a long time ago, in the smokehouse.”
“The shape changer” Billy said.
“That’s right. It was testing you, probing at you. It tested you again, at the carnival, but you were stronger than it took you to be.”
“Have you ever seen it?”
“Oh yes. Several times.” She looked at him through narrowed eyes. “It always taunted me and tried to trick me, but I saw through its tricks. I wouldn’t let it get into my mind; I wouldn’t let it make me doubt myself, or my abilities. But now my work’s almost done, Billy. Now the shape changer sees no threat in me; it wants you, and it’ll do everything it can to destroy you.”
“But I’ll be all right, won’t I? As long as I don’t let it into my mind?”
She paused, listening to the sound of wind through the trees. “The shape changer never gives up, Billy,” she said quietly. “Never It’s as old as time, and it knows the meaning of patience. It means to catch you unawares, in a weak moment. And I think it’s most dangerous when it’s feeding off the dead, like a beast gnawing on bones. It draws in a revenant’s energy to make itself stronger. I wish I could tell you that I know the limits of the shape changer’s powers, but I don’t. Oh, there’s so much you need to know, Billy!” She gazed at him for a moment. “But I can’t teach you. Life will.”
“Then I’ll learn,” he replied.
“You’ll have to.” Ramona sighed deeply. “This is what I have to tell you: you were not born into this world alone.”
Billy frowned. “What?”
“You were one of two,” she said, staring off at the trees. “You were born first, but behind you there was a second child. You were so close inside me that the doctor could only hear one heartbeat, and in those days the medical facilities weren’t very good. So: there were two children, born in a pickup truck on the way to the hospital on a cold night in November. Both of you were born with cauls, a sure sign of spiritual powers. Yours covered your face. His … had torn loose, and he was gripping it in his hands. Even so young, something within your brother made him want to escape his Mystery Walk. You weren’t identical twins, though; you had my coloring, while he looked more like his father”
Her eyes were dark pools as she gazed solemnly at Billy. “You see, your father and I were very poor. We could hardly feed ourselves, much less two more mouths. We were expecting one, and we had to choose. That was the most terrible decision of my life, son. There’s … a man named Tillman, who buys and sells babies. He bought your brother from us, and he promised to find him a good home.” Her hands clenched into fists, and strain showed on her lined face. “It was … the only thing we could do, and we both agonized over it so long. Your father was never the same after we went through with it. We had to choose, and we chose you. Do you understand?”
“I … think so.” Billy recalled the woman at the tent revival, a long time ago, confessing the sin of selling her baby. God, how that moment must’ve pained his mother!
“For years I thought nothing would come of it,” she said. “Your father and I often wondered what had happened to him, but you were our son and we wanted to give you our full love and attention. But then … I saw him, and I knew from the first minute who he was. I knew that he might have a special power too, but that it might be different from yours … and I saw in his eyes that he was being used without knowing it. I saw him that summer night at the Falconer Crusade. He looks just like your father but enough like Jimmy Jed Falconer to pass as his son.”
Billy sat frozen for a moment, shocked numb. “No,” he whispered. “No, not him. …”
“You know it’s true. I’ve seen the way you look at each other. You’ve felt the same thing, probably, as him—maybe a kind of curiosity or attraction. I think … both of you need the othei; without knowing it. You understand the meaning of your Mystery Walk, but Wayne is afraid and floundering in the dark.”
“Why?” he asked, rising to his feet. He was angry and confused and dazed, and he realized he had always felt a pull toward the young evangelist, but he’d fought against it. “If it was a secret for so long, why tell me now?”
“Because J.J. Falconer passed on this summer He was all that stood between Wayne and the grinding gears of that Crusade machine he built. Wayne is a young businessman now, and his mind is sealed with Jimmy Jed Falconer’s thumbprint. He’ll follow his father’s path, but he doesn’t know what’s waiting for him at the end of it. He was taught at an early age how to use the power of fear and hatred and call it religion. His spirit is weak,
Biily. The shape changer looks for weakness, and if it can use Wayne Falconer against you, it will—in a minute.”
Billy bent and picked up a rock, flinging it into the stream. A bird wheeled for the sky from its cover of brush. “Why does he hate us?”
“He may feel the same pull we do. He may mistake it for our trying to lure him away from what he thinks is the righteous path. He doesn’t understand us, and neither did his father”
“Do you think he could … ever really heal?” Billy asked her.
“I don’t know. He’s charismatic, there’s no doubt. He can make a person believe they’ve been healed, even if maybe nothing’s wrong with them. Falconer had a hand in teaching him that. But if Wayne can heal, he has to find that power deep inside himself, just like you do when you take on the revenants. He has to hurt, just like you do. The Crusade demands that he heal time after time, with no stopping. I think he pretends to heal so he won’t have to feel that pain, if indeed he ever really felt it. Oh, he may be able to throw those people a spark or two—but if you throw off enough sparks, you don’t have enough left to start a fire when you really need it.”
“What’s going to happen to him?”
“He may crack under the weight of the Crusade, or he might find the strength to stand on his own two feet. For him, that might be turning away from the greed that’s all around him, and finding out he can learn more about his healing power and he doesn’t have to sell it every day on a stage.” She shook her head. “I don’t think he’ll leave the Crusade, though. It would be too much of a leap into the dark for him.”
Billy’s shoulders sagged. Ramona stood up, unsteadily. “We’d better be getting home before it gets dark,” she said wearily.
“No, not yet. I need to … be alone for a while, to think. All right?”
She nodded. “Take all the time you need.” She touched his cheek with a lingering hand, then stalled to walk away.
He asked, “Are you afraid of him?”
“Yes,” she said. “There’s something in him that wants to come home, but he doesn’t know the way.” She walked on, alongside the littered road, toward Hawthorne.
Billy watched her go, then crossed the stream to lose himself in the forest.
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Beneath the same forbidding October sky, a group of men in business suits were slowly walking the length of the county’s huge public swimming pool just outside Fayette. The pool was drained and in need of painting.
“I want it rebuilt,” Wayne Falconer was saying to O’Brien, the architect from Birmingham, “in the shape of a Cross. I want the church there.” He pointed to the concessions building. “I want it to be the biggest church this state has ever seen. And I want a fountain in the middle of the pool
O’Brien chewed on a toothpick and nodded thoughtfully. “I think so. Have to be careful with wiring. Don’t want to electrocute anybody. It would be some visual effect though, wouldn’t it?” He grinned. “Not electrocution … I mean the colors.”
Henry Bragg and George Hodges laughed. Bragg was still lean and boyish-looking, only a touch of gray in his stylishly cut sandy-brown hair; as a rule he wore blue blazers and gray slacks with razor-sharp creases. He’d moved his growing family to Fayette four years ago and had taken over the job of chief attorney for the Falconer Crusade, Inc.
George Hodges, by contrast, had not aged so gracefully. He was bald except for a fringe of brown haii; and his face had slowly collapsed into folds under the pull of gravity. He wore a rumpled brown suit, his breast pocket lined with pens.
“I want this to be the biggest baptismal pool in the world,” Wayne said. The Crusade had recently purchased the pool for a million and a half. “People will come here from everywhere, wanting to be baptized. Of course, there’ll be regular swimming here too—for Christian youth only—but the baptisms will be the big thing. It’ll be … like a Christian swim club, but there won’t be membership fees. There’ll be donations to the Falconer Memorial… .” His voice trailed off. He was staring at the high-diving platform, the Tower He remembered when he was almost ten, and he’d finally gotten the nerve to climb up there and try to jump. Poised on the edge, he felt his knees shaking—and then the older kids down in the pool had started yelling for him to jump, jump, Wayne, jump. It was just too high, and from way up there it looked like a sheet of blue glass that would cut him to pieces. Coming carefully down, he’d tripped and fallen and busted his lip and, crying, had run out to where the church bus was parked to get away from the laughter.
“I want that down,” Wayne said quietly. “The Tower I want it down, first thing.”
“That’s been here for over twenty-five years, Wayne,” George Hodges said. “It’s sort of a symbol for the whole—”
“Down,” Wayne told him, and Hodges was silent.
At the far end of the pool, Wayne suddenly dismissed Bragg and O’Brien. As the two men walked away, Hodges waited uneasily for Wayne to speak. The young man stared at the pool, took a small bottle from his coat, and popped a pill into his mouth. His eyes were almost the same shade as the pool’s faded paint. “I know I can trust you, George. You’ve always been there when I needed you.” Hodges had done such a good job in his years as the Crusade’s business manager that he could now afford a colonial-style house a few miles from the Falconer estate.
“That’s right, Wayne,” Hodges replied.
Wayne looked at him. “My daddy came again last night. He sat on the foot of my bed, and we had a long talk.”
Hodges’s face pulled tight. Oh God! he thought. Not again!
“He told me that the Creekmore witch and her boy want me now, George. They want to destroy me, like they destroyed my daddy.”
“Wayne,” Hodges said quietly, “please don’t do this. That woman lives in Hawthorne. She’s no threat to you. Why don’t you just forget about hei; and let’s go on like—”
“I can feel her wanting me to come to her!” Wayne said. “I can feel her eyes on me, and I can hear her filthy voice, calling to me at night! And that boy’s just as bad as she is! He puts himself in my head sometimes, and I can’t get him out!”
Hodges nodded. Cammy was calling him at all hours of the night now, and driving him crazy with her complaints about
Wayne’s fits of black temper. One night last week Wayne had left the house and gone to the airport, flying up in the company Beechcraft and doing loops and circles like a maniac. Wayne wasn’t yet eighteen, yet already he was faced with decisions that would stagger a seasoned business executive. Maybe it was understandable, Hodges thought, that Wayne should pretend to be counseled by his father’s ghost as a way of shouldering the burden.
“My daddy says the Creekmores should burn in Hell,” Wayne was saying. “He says, ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’”
“Wayne, we sent some people over to Hawthorne to ask around about hei; just as you wanted. She stays to herself and never goes out, her son went and joined the circus or something, and her husband died not too long ago. She’s strange, but so what? She’s nothing but a faker. If she could really see ghosts and all that junk, then why isn’t she out doing seances or stuff like that for rich people? And your daddy is dead, Wayne. He doesn’t come to you at night. He doesn’t advise you about business deals. Please, Wayne. Let him go.”
Wayne blinked and touched his forehead gingerly. “I’m tired,” he said. “All these meetings make me so tired. I wish I could sleep at night. I need more sleeping pills. The ones you got me before aren’t strong enough.”
“They’d knock out a horse!” Hodges grasped Wayne’s arm. “Now listen to me. You’ve got to stop taking so many pills! I swear to God I could cut my throat for getting you that damned Percodan! Now you take stuff to put you to sleep and stuff to get you up in the morning.”
“Daddy says for me to,” Wayne said, his face expressionless.
“No. No more pills.” Hodges shook his head and started to walk away.
“George?” Wayne’s voice was soft and silken. Hodges stopped in his tracks and clenched his fists at his sides. “George, you forget. If I can’t sleep, I can’t address all those civic groups I’m supposed to meet with. I can’t do the radio and the television shows. I can’t go over the magazine material. I can’t plan for next year’s revival circuit. Can I?”
Hodges turned, his face reddening. “You don’t need any more damned pills, Wayne!”
“Get them. Or I’ll find someone who will.”
Oh, that would be just dandy! Hodges thought. If someone outside the organization found out that Little Wayne Falconer was turning into a junkie, and having strange delusions as well, the press would tear the Crusade to pieces! “You need help. And not the kind you get from pills.”
Wayne’s eyes flashed. “I said get them for me, George! I want to be able to sleep without hearing that witch and her boy calling my name!”
Hodges knew he should say no. He knew he should tell Henry about the delusions. Wayne was coming apart at the seams. The entire Crusade was in danger But his mouth opened and he said in a harsh rasp, “This is the last time, damn it! Do you hear me? If you ask me again, I walk. I swear it!”
Wayne smiled. “Fine. Now, I want this done too: I want an electric fence put up around the house by the time I get back from Nashville. And I want a new watchman hired. A younger man. I don’t feel safe in the house anymore.”
Hodges nodded grimly.
Wayne patted his back. “I know I can depend on you. Daddy says so.” And then Wayne walked away to rejoin Bragg and O’Brien, new confidence in his stride.
George Hodges was in agony. The boy was killing himself with those pills! He’d promised J.J. he’d do his best to help Wayne with the business, but very often now he thought that they were all in danger of being consumed by a monstrous machine that had very little to do with personal worship. The Christian rock bands, the prayer cloths and the Clowns for Jesus at those revival meetings were just too much!
“George?” Bragg called to him. “What’re you dreamin’ about?”
I could walk away from it, he told himself. Yes. Anytime I want to. But he switched a ragged smile on his face and said, “Nothing. You boys want to get some lunch? I know a place that serves fine barbecue.”
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The lights were lowered in the projection room. Mr. Niles picked up the telephone receiver set into the arm of his chair. “Mr. Krepsin’s ready,” he said.
A thin beam of light hit the screen. Luxuriating on a deserted beach was a beautiful brunette in a black skintight bikini. Palms stirred indolently behind her as she combed her long, shining black hair She glanced at the camera, smiling as she spread suntan oil across her stomach. She undid her bikini top and tossed it aside.
Lovely young woman, Niles thought. Coarse-looking, but certainly attractive. The projector was silent, but the room itself seemed to breathe: there was a muted noise of machinery at work, and the hiss of manufactured air. Niles was a lean man of indeterminate age; though his close-cropped hair was gray, his face was as smooth as a teenager’s. His deep-set eyes were such a pale tint of gray that they seemed almost white. He wore a lightweight dark blue suit, comfortable for the Palm Springs climate. Around him the room throbbed quietly; the air was being cleaned over and over again, drawn in and out of a maze of hidden ducts in the thick, windowless walls. There was a faint aroma of pine-scented disinfectant.
On the screen, the young woman smiled nervously and took off her bikini bottom. There was a small dark birthmark on her lower stomach. A man, heavy set and wearing only khaki slacks, stepped into the frame, his back to the camera. Without ceremony he took off his pants.
“This time the photography’s very clear, isn’t it?” A large, indistinct shape sitting in a special double-width seat a few chairs away from Niles stirred slightly. Heavy-duty springs moaned. A football-shaped bald head was tilted to one side, and tiny black eyes glinted in thick folds of flesh. “Yes, very good. You see all the details in this film.” His breathing was like the harsh noise of a bellows, and he had to gulp for air between words. “I didn’t like the last two films. Too grainy.”
“Yes sit” Niles watched the sexual acrobatics on the screen with only mild interest.
“Popcorn?” the obese man asked, offering a box to Niles.
“No thank you.”
He grunted and dug one hand into the buttered popcorn, then filled his mouth. A second man, thin and with the tattoo of a skull on his shoulder, had joined in the action.
Niles never knew what films they’d be viewing. Sometimes they were simply parodies of Roadrunner or Tom and Jerry cartoons, other times old and rare silent films. Usually, though, they were like these—sent up from Mexico by Senor Alvarado. They didn’t bother Niles, but he thought they were a waste of good film.
The girl lay on her stomach in the sand, her eyes closed. She was obviously exhausted. The first man came back onscreen. He was carrying a ball peen hammer.
The bulk of bone and fat had leaned forward. He tilted the popcorn to his mouth and then put the empty box on the floor. He wore a royal-blue caftan that seemed the size of a tent. “She doesn’t know, does she?” Augustus Krepsin said quietly. “She thinks she’s going to take her money and go buy herself a new dress, doesn’t she?”
“Yes sir.”
The hammer rose and fell. Krepsin’s hands clenched in his lap. The second man, now wearing a black mask, stepped back onto the screen. He pulled the cord on a chain saw he was holding, and his skinny arms vibrated.
Krepsin’s breathing was audible; his eyes darted from one figure to the next as the true action and intent of the film unfolded. When the screen finally went black, Niles could hear Krepsin’s soft moan of pleasure. The projectionist was smart enough not to turn the lights up yet. Then Krepsin said, in a childlike voice, “I want light now, Mr. Niles.”
He relayed the order through the telephone. As the lights slowly came up, Krepsin was leaning back in his chair with an oxygen mask pressed to his face, his eyes closed.
Niles watched him for a few silent moments. He’d worked for
Augustus Krepsin for almost six years, first as a liaison between Krepsin and the overlords of organized crime in Mexico, now as a companion and righthand man here in Palm Springs. Still, he knew very little about the man. Krepsin was the king of his own hard-won empire. He had originally come to this country from Greece before World War II, and somewhere along the line Krepsin had become entranced with two subjects: death and disease. He talked about each with a clinical interest, and he watched the snuff films as if he could see the center of the universe in a dismembered corpse. Krepsin had built his Palm Springs fortress with strict cleanliness in mind, and rarely ventured out of it.
The telephone in the arm of Niles’s chair buzzed softly. He picked up the receiver. “Yes?”
The operator said, “Mr. Niles? Jack Braddock’s on the line again from Nashville.”
“Mr. Krepsin doesn’t want to be disturbed. Tell Braddock—”
“Just a moment,” Krepsin said. “Jack Braddock?” He breathed deeply and then took off his oxygen mask. “I’ll talk to him.” Krepsin’s organization had taken over Braddock’s Essex Records Company in Nashville several years ago. Essex was continuing to lose money, and there had been a record-pirating scandal two years ago that Essex had barely squeaked out of. Krepsin was beginning to regret letting such a poor manager as Braddock stay on, though Essex had been purchased primarily as an avenue to launder dirty money.
Niles told the operator to put the call through, and Krepsin answered the phone. “What do you want?”
There was a startled intake of air almost fifteen hundred miles away. “Uh … sorry to bother you, Mr. Krepsin. But some-thin’s come up that I need to—”
“Why don’t you take speech lessons, Braddock? Everyone down there sounds as if they haven’t had a good bowel movement in years. I can send you some herbal pills that will clean you out.”
Braddock laughed nervously.
“I hope your line is green,” Krepsin said. A bugged line would be “red.” After the pirating mess, Krepsin suspected the FBI tapped Essex’s phones.
“I’m calling from a pay phone.”
“All right. What is it?”
“Well, I got a visit from a lawyer named Henry Bragg yesterday afternoon. He represents the Falconer Crusade, and they want to start making records. They’re looking for an independent company to buy, and—”
“Falconer Crusade? What is that?”
“Religious bunch. They’re into publishing, radio, lots of stuff. I don’t suppose you get the ‘Wayne Falconer Power Hour’ on TV out there, do you?”
“I don’t watch television. It sends out radiation, and radiation causes bone cancer.”
“Oh. Yes sir. Well, this Mr. Bragg is backed by a lot of money. They want to make an offer for Essex.”
Krepsin was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Essex is not for sale. Not to anyone. We worked too hard getting through our troubles with the authorities to give it up just yet. Is this the important reason you’ve called me?”
On the other end, Braddock coughed. Krepsin knew the man was addicted to cigars, and he thought: Throat cancer. Malignant cells, running rampant through Braddock’s body. Disease breeding disease. “There is one other thing I thought you might be interested in,” Braddock said. “Wayne Falconer. He runs the whole Crusade from a little town in Alabama. He’s only about twenty years old, but he’s a hell of a preacher And he’s a healer too.”
Krepsin paused. His face folded in thought. “Healer?”
“Yes sir. Cures people of all kinds of diseases. I saw him straighten a man’s back on television last week, saw him heal a pair of crippled legs, too. Bragg says they want to make self-healing records for people to listen to. He says the boy wants to tour Essex, if it’s on the market.
“A healer?” Krepsin asked. “Or is he simply a good actor?”
“An awful lot of people believe in him. And like I say, that Crusade’s just rollin’ in the money.”
“Oh?” Krepsin grunted softly, his small black eyes glittered. “A healer? Mr. Braddock, I may have been hasty. I want you to contact those people. Let them tour Essex. Talk it up. I’m going to send Mr Niles to represent the corporation. You and he will work together and I want to know everything about this Falconer boy. Understand?”
“Yes sir”
“Good. And one more thing: I don’t want Mr. Niles returning to Palm Springs with his suits fouled by cigar smoke. Now get in contact with those people at once.” He hung up and turned toward Niles. “You’re leaving for Nashville today. I want something called the Falconer Crusade thoroughly investigated. I want to know everything about a boy named Wayne Falconer.”
“Yes sir,” Niles said. “May I ask why?”
“Because he’s either a cunning charlatan—or he’s a genuine healer. And if that’s so, I want him here. With me. It’s time for my massage now.”
Niles helped Krepsin rise from the chair. The man’s huge bulk—over four hundred pounds on a large-boned frame five-feet six-inches tall—left its shape impressed in the leather. As they neared the door; an electric eye triggered the mechanism that both unlocked the door and started a new flow of charcoal-filtered air in the outside corridor.
After they’d gone, a Mexican maid in a long white smock entered the empty projection room and began vacuuming the carpet. She wore spotless white gloves and white cotton slippers, and across the lower half of her face was a surgical mask.
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There was a letter from Dr. Mirakle in the mailbox today. Billy read it as he walked up the hill to the house in the clear golden light of late October.
Dr. Mirakle said he had his eye on a cottage in Florida. He asked if Billy had read the last batch of books on spiritualism he’d sent, and how his piano lessons were coming along. He asked also if Billy had given any more thought to visiting that institute in Chicago.
Billy slipped the letter back into its envelope. Since that strange autumn three years ago, Dr. Mirakle had written frequently, and often sent him books on a variety of subjects. He’d visited once, about three months after Billy had come home to find his father buried, and had brought the old piano, tuned and repaired, that now stood in the front room.
Six months after that, a letter had come from Chicago, marked special delivery and addressed to Mr. Billy Creekmore. Its return address was The Hillburn Institute, 1212 Cresta Street in Chicago. In the crisp white envelope was a typewritten letter from a Dr. Mary Nivens Hillburn, who said she was writing because of some correspondence the institute had had with a Mr Reginald Merkle of Mobile. Merkle, the doctor wrote, had impressed upon her and the institute’s staff that Billy might be of interest to them. Were there other witnesses who could verify Billy’s “allegedly paranormal abilities?” He’d let his mother read it, then had put it away in a drawer. He’d heard nothing further from them.
The house was painted white, its windows glinting with sunlight. A wisp of smoke curled from the chimney. Around the house the trees had burst into coloi; and in the breeze there was a faint chill of approaching winter. An old brown pickup truck, an ugly and unreliable beast bought over a year before with money from a sizable corn crop, rested in front of the house. The Creekmore place was now one of the last houses that didn’t have electricity, but Billy didn’t mind. The dark wasn’t threatening, and late at night the kerosene lanterns cast a soft golden glow that was much better to his way of thinking, than harsh white electricity.
He was less than a month shy of turning twenty-one. In the last three years he’d grown another two inches and had gained twenty pounds, all of it firm muscle that came from hard outdoor work. His face had sharpened and matured, and thick dark curls tumbled over his forehead; his dark eyes glittered with an earthy intelligence, and could shine with good humor as well. He walked up onto the front porch and went into the house, past the upright piano in the front room; he’d been taking lessons for two years from a retired music teacher at two dollars a week, and had progressed from pounding hell out of the instrument to letting it draw the moods from him as his fingers rippled across the keyboard. Many evenings his mother sat with her needlepoint, listening to the slightly warped chords but appreciating the feeling behind the music.
“Any mail?” she called from the kitchen.
“One lettei; from Dr. Mirakle. He says hello.” He sat down in a chair before the hearth and read Dr Mirakle’s letter again. When he looked up, Ramona was standing over him, drying her hands on a dishrag. “Did he mention that place again?” she asked quietly.
He nodded and handed her the letter, but she didn’t read it.
“Chicago. I wonder what kind of city that is?”
“Probably dirty,” Billy replied. “They’ve got gangsters up there, too.”
Ramona smiled. “I believe that was a long time ago you’re thinldng of. But I suppose there are gangsters just about everywhere.” She rubbed her callused fingers; they were stiff and unresponsive. The lines in her face were many and deep. “I wonder what that institute would be like. Don’t you wonder sometimes?”
“No.”
“We could afford a bus ticket, if you wanted to go. From what I recall, they were eager to hear from you.”
Billy grunted, watching the small tongues of flame in the hearth. “They’d probably treat me like a freak.”
“Are you afraid to go?”
“I don’t want to go.”
“That’s not what I asked.” She stood over him for a moment more, then she went to a window and looked out. The breeze stirred reddening leaves. “You’ll be twenty-one in November” she said. “I know … things happened to you when you joined that Ghost Show. I know that you came back home bearing scars. That’s all right. Only tough folks carry scars. Maybe I shouldn’t stick my nose in where it doesn’t belong, but … I think you should go to that institute, I think you should see what they have to say.”
“I don’t belong up there… .”
“No.” Ramona turned toward him. “You don’t belong here. Not anymore. The land and the house are in fine shape, and now you’re just filling up your days trying to stay busy. What kind of life is ahead for you in Hawthorne? Answer me that.”
“A good life. I’ll work hard, and I’ll read, and I’ll keep up my music …”
“… and there goes another yeai; doesn’t it? Boy, have you forgotten everything your grandmother and I tried to teach you about the Mystery Walk? That you have to be strong enough to follow it wherever it leads, and that it’s up to you break new ground? I’ve taught you all I know about the ceremony, about the use of the jimsonweed and hemp, and how to recognize the mushrooms that must be dried and crushed into powder to be smoked. I‘ve taught you what I know of the shape changer, and how it can use other souls against yours; I’ve taught you to be proud of your heritage, and I thought you’d learned how to see by now.”
“See? See what?”
“Your future,” she said. “The Choctaw doesn’t choose who’s to make the Walk; only the Giver of Breath can make that choice. Oh, many before you lost their faith or their courage, or had their minds swept away by evil forces. But when evil can break the chain of the Mystery Walk, then all that’s gone before is disrupted, all the learning and experience and pain might just as well be for nothing. I know that it left a scar on you that summer and autumn; but you can’t let it win. The ceremony is important, but most important is what’s out there.” Ramona motioned toward the window. “The world.”
“It’s not my world,” Billy said.
“It can be. Are you afraid? Are you giving up?”
Billy was silent. His experience on the Octopus was still burned into him, and there had been many nightmares of it to keep the wounds raw. Sometimes a cobra reared up in the darkness, and sometimes he had a gun that wouldn’t fire as the thing coiled closer toward him. Soon after arriving home that autumn, he’d taken the bus to Birmingham and had gone to the hospital to see Santha Tully. The nurse there had told him that Santha Tally had left the day before, and had gone back to New Orleans; he’d stood in the empty room she’d occupied, knowing he’d never see her again. He silently wished her good luck.
“I’m not afraid,” he said. “I just don’t want to be … treated like a freak.”
“And you think they will, at this institute in Chicago? You understand who and what you are; what else matters? But if the institute works with people like us, then they can teach you . . # and learn from you as well. I think that’s where you belong.”
“No.”
Ramona sighed and shook her head. “Then I’ve failed, haven’t I? You’re not strong enough. Your work isn’t done—it hasn’t really started—and already you think you deserve rest. You don’t, not yet.”
“Damn it!” Billy said sharply, and abruptly stood up. “Leave me alone!” He snatched Dr. Mirakle’s letter from her and angrily ripped it up, throwing the pieces into the fireplace. “You don’t understand what it was like on the Octopus! You didn’t hear it! You didn’t feel it! Leave me alone!” He started past her, toward the front door.
“Billy,” Ramona said softly. When he turned, she held out the piece of coal in the palm of her hand. “I found this on the top of your dresser this morning. Why did you take it out of the drawer?”
He couldn’t remember if he had or not. Ramona tossed it to him. There seemed to be heat in it, and it gleamed like a black, mysterious amulet.
“Your home is here,” she said. “It’ll always be here. I can take care of myself, the house, and the land; I’ve done it before. But you’ve got to go into the world and use what you know, and learn more about yourself. If you don’t you’ve wasted everything that’s gone before you.”
“I need to think,” he told her. “I’m not sure what to do.”
“You’re sure. You’re just taking your time coming around to it.”
Billy clenched the piece of coaf in his fist. He said, “I want to sleep out tonight, out in the forest. I want to be by myself for as long as it takes.”
Ramona nodded. “I’ll get some food ready for you, if you …”
“No. If I can’t catch my food or dig it up, I won’t eat. I’ll just need a sleeping bag.”
She left the room to get what he wanted. Billy put the coal into his pocket and stepped out onto the porch; he wanted to lie on Southern earth tonight, to watch the stars move and let his mind drift. It was true that he’d felt the Hillburn Institute in Chicago pulling at him. He was curious as to what kind of place it might be and what might lie ahead of him in a city that size. Chicago seemed as far away as China, and just as foreign. It was true also that he was afraid.
He faced the horizon, ablaze with the colors of late autumn. The musky scent of dead summer wafted in the air like old wine. He didn’t want to leave all the work to his mother, but he knew she was right; the Mystery Walk was beckoning him onward, and he had to follow.
Ready or not, he thought, recalling the games of hide-and-seek he used to play with Will Bookei; whose symbol of faith in Billy’s potential rested in his jeans pocket, here I come… .
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The blue-and-silver Canadair Challenger had been in the air for less than an hour; and was now streaking over central Arkansas at twenty-three thousand feet. The late October sky was a dazzling blue, while beneath the jet a rainstorm whipped Little Rock.
Wayne Falconer, sitting in the plane’s “quiet pocket”—the area just behind the flight deck–was stunned and delighted. This silent eagle made his Beechcraft seem like a clumsy moth. Leaving the ground at Fayette’s airport had been one of the most sublime feelings he’d experienced. Up here the sky was so clear and blue, and he felt as if he’d left his worldly responsibilities very far behind. He wanted a jet like this, he had to have one and that was all there was to it.
The business jet’s interior was done in dark blue and black, with a lot of shining chrome and waxed wood surface. The motorized swivel-and-reclining seats were upholstered in black Angus steerhide, and there was a long comfortable-looking sofa next to a fruit and vegetable juice bar. .Danish teakwood tables were bolted to the carpeted floor in case of rough weather; on one of the tables were neatly arranged copies of the Falconer Crusade’s magazine. Everything in the long, spacious cabin sparkled with cleanliness, as if someone had polished every fixture and surface with a strong disinfectant cleanser. The oval Plexiglass windows, George Hodges had noticed, didn’t have one streak or fingerprint on them. He’d decided that this Mr Augustus Krepsin must be a very fastidious man, though something about the display of Crusade magazines bothered him; it was maybe too clevei; and was trying to win Wayne over too fast. Krepsin’s assistant, Mr. Niles, bothered Hodges too. The man was polite, intelligent, and well informed about the Crusade’s business policies, but there was something about his eyes that disturbed Hodges; they looked soulless, and they lingered on Wayne far too often.
Hodges sat a few seats behind Wayne, closer to the high whine of the twin jet engines at the rear of the fuselage. Niles, Hodges had noticed, was quick to take the seat across the aisle from Wayne. Henry Bragg was paging through a Field and Stream a couple of seats behind him. Bragg was pleased to be away from his wife and three stairstep children; he sipped ginger ale through a straw and watched the clouds move far below, a dreamy and contented smile on his face.
Beth, their attractive young flight attendant, came down the aisle with a cup of orange juice for Wayne. The cabin was more than eight feet wide and six feet high, so she had no trouble making her way to the young man. “Here you go,” she said with a sunny smile. “Can I get you a magazine?”
“No, thank you. What’s our airspeed now, ma’am?”
“Beth. Oh, I think we’re flying around five hundred miles per hour by now. I understand you’re a pilot.”
“Yes, ma’am. Beth, I mean. live got a Beechcraft Bonanza, but it’s nothing like this. I’ve always loved planes and flying. I … always feel so free when I’m up in the air.”
“Have you ever been to California?”
He shook his head, sipped at the orange juice, and put the cup down on his service tray.
“Sun and fun!” Beth said. “That’s the life-style there.”
Wayne smiled, though uneasily. For some reason, Beth reminded him of a half-forgotten nightmare: a dark-haired girl slipping on a slick platform, the awful noise of her head hitting the sharp edge, the sound of painfully exhaled breath and water closing over her like a black shroud. In the past three years his face and body had thickened, and the texture of his red hair had become dense and wiry. His eyes were deep-set and glowed as blue as the sky beyond the jet’s windows. But they were haunted eyes, holding back secrets, and there were purplish hollows beneath them. He was very pale except for a few rashes of late-blooming acne across his cheeks. “Beth?” he said. “Do you go to church?”
Mr. Niles had given her a thorough briefing on Wayne Falconer before they’d left Palm Springs. “Yes I do,” she said, still smiling. “As a matter of fact, my father was a minister just like yours was.”
Across the aisle, Niles’s eyes were closed. He smiled very slightly. Beth was a resourceful person who could think on her feet.
“An evangelist,” Wayne corrected her. “My daddy was the greatest evangelist that ever lived.”
“I’ve never seen you on television, but I’ll get it’s a good show.”
“I hope it does good for people. That’s what I’m trying to do.” He smiled wanly at her, and was pleased when she returned his smile with sunny wattage. She left him to his thoughts, and he drank his orange juice. He had just finished a three-day-long healing revival in Atlanta. It was estimated that he’d touched five thousand in the Healing Line, and he’d preached three scorching hellfire-and-brimstone messages. He was bone-tired, and in two weeks the Falconer Crusade was booked into the Houston Astrodome for yet another revival. If only he could find a record of a jet engine in flight, Wayne thought, maybe he could sleep better; the sound would soothe him, and he could pretend he was very far away from the Crusade, flying across a night sky sparkled with stars.
His daddy had told him buying this record company was a smart move to make. He should listen to this Mr. Krepsin, and trust in what the man said, his daddy had told him. It would all work out for the best.
“Wayne?” Mr. Niles was standing over him, smiling. “Come on up to the flight deck with me, will you?”
Niles led the way forward and pulled aside a green curtain. Wayne was breathless at the sight of the cockpit, with its magnificent control panel, its gleaming toggles and gauges and dials. The pilot, a husky man with a broad sunburned face, grinned below his smoke-tinted sunglasses and said, “Hi there, Wayne. Take the co-pilot’s seat.”
Wayne slipped into glove-soft leather. The engine noise was barely audible way up here; there was only the quiet hissing of air around the Challenger’s nose. The windshield gave an unobstructed, wide-angle view of brilliant blue sky dotted with high, fleecy cirrus clouds. Wayne noticed the movements of the control yoke before him, and knew the jet was flying under autopilot command. The instruments he faced—altimeter airspeed indicator; horizontal situation indicator, attitude director and a few more he didn’t recognize—were set in a Basic T formation, similar to the Beechcraft panel but of course much more complex. Between the pilot and co-pilot was a console holding the engine thrust throttles, the weather radar controls, the speed brake lever, and other toggle switches Wayne knew nothing about. He stared at the panel with rapt fascination.
“Everything’s right there,” the pilot said, “if you know where to look for it. My name’s Jim Coombs. Glad to have you aboard.” He shook Wayne’s hand with a hard, firm grip. “Mr. Niles tells me you’re a flyer. That right?”
“Yes sir.”
“Okay.” Coombs reached up to an overhead console and switched off the autopilot. The control yokes stopped their slight correction of ailerons and elevators; the Challenger slowly began to nose upward. “Take her and see how she feels.”
Wayne’s palms were sweating as he gripped the guidance wheel and placed his feet against the hard rubber pedals that controlled the rudder.
“Scan your instruments,” Coombs said. “Airspeed’s still on autopi, so don’t worry about thk. Bring your nose down a few degrees. Let’s level her off.”
Wayne pushed the yoke forward, and the Challenger instantly responded, the silver nose dropping back to level flight. He had overestimated, though, and had to pull slightly up from a six-degree downward pitch. The plane began to roll just a bit to the right, and Coombs let Wayne work with the yoke and pedals until he’d gotten the jet trimmed again. The controls needed a feather-light but decisive touch, and compared to this he’d had to fight the Beechcraft across the sky. He grinned and said in a shaky voice, “How was that?”
Coombs laughed. “Fine. Of course, we’re about a hundred miles off our flight path, but you’re okay for a prop-jockey. Want to co-pilot me into Palm Springs?”
Wayne beamed.
Less than two hours later the Challenger was landing at Palm Springs Municipal Airport. In the co-pilot’s seat, Wayne watched intently as Coombs went through the landing procedure.
Two Lincoln Continental limousines awaited the Challenger. Wayne was escorted by Niles into the first one, and Hodges and Bragg climbed into the other. They started off together; but after ten minutes the Mexican driver of the second limo announced he felt “something funny” and pulled off the expressway. He got out to check, and reported that the left rear tire was going flat. Hodges watched the car carrying Niles and Wayne driving away out of sight, and he said tersely, “Fix it!”
The driver had already pocketed a small icepick-like blade as he unlocked the trunk to get the spare.
Wayne was driven along the edge of a huge golf course. A purple line of mountains undulated in the distance. Everywhere there was green grass being saturated with water from sprinklers, and palm trees sprouted bright green fans. The limo turned into a residential area where only roofs and palm trees showed high above stone walls. A uniformed watchman waved to them and opened a pair of wide wrought-iron gates. The limo continued up a long driveway bordered with bursts of red and yellow flowers, carefully trimmed hedges, and a few large species of cactus. Gardeners were at work, pruning and spraying. Wayne caught a glimpse of a red-slate roof capped with turrets, and then there was a huge structure before him that was perhaps the strangest house he’d ever seen.
It was made of pale brownish stone, and was a riot of angles and protuberances, blocks upon blocks, high towers, mansard roofs and gables and Gothic arches and masonry carved in geometric shapes and statuelike figures. It looked like the work of ten insane architects who’d all decided to build a structure on the same property and connect them with domes, parapets, and sheltered walkways. Work was still going on, Wayne saw; more stones were being placed one atop the other by workmen on a scaffolding. There was no telling how many floors the place had, because one level seemed to stop in midair and another shot up at a different place. But, oddly, only the ground floor had windows.
The limo pulled under a porte cochere, and Mr. Niles escorted Wayne up a few stone stairs to a massive front door. It was opened for them by a white-jacketed Mexican butler with a brown, seamed face. “Mn Krepsin’s expecting you, Mr. Falconei;” the butler said. “You can go up immediately.”
“This way,” Niles said. He led Wayne across a gleaming hardwood floor to an elevator; when the elevator doors opened, a rush of cool dry air came out. As they ascended, Wayne could hear the quiet throbbing of machinery somewhere in the house, growing louder as they rose.
“Shouldn’t we wait for the others?” he asked.
“They’ll be along.” The doors slid open.
They stood in a featureless white room. A pair of glass doors stood just opposite them, and beyond that was a dimly lit corridor Machinery hissed and hummed from the walls, and Wayne could smell the distinct odor of disinfectant.
“If you’ll be so kind,” Niles said, “as to take off your shoes? You can put these on.” He stepped across to a chrome-topped desk and picked iip one of the several pairs of cotton slippers. A box of surgical gloves sat atop the desk as well. “Also, if you’ll take any change you might have in your pockets and put it in one of these plastic bags? Currency, too.”
Wayne took his shoes off and slipped into the cotton ones. “What’s this all about?”
Niles did the same, taking the change out of his pockets and putting it in a bag. “Shoes and money carry bacteria. Will you put on a pair of gloves, please? Ready? Follow me, then.” He pressed a button on the wall next to the doors and they slid quickly open, like a pair of automatic supermarket doors. When Wayne followed him through, into an atmosphere that was cooler and noticeably drier than the rest of the house, the doors thunked shut like the closing of a bear trap. The corridoi; illuminated by recessed lighting, was totally bare and uncarpeted; the thick stone walls radiated a chill, and somewhere in them an air-purifying system hissed faintly.
Wayne was taken almost to the end of the corridoi; to a pair of large oak doors. Niles pressed a buzzer set into the wall, and a few seconds later Wayne heard the sound of the doors unlocking electronically. “Go right in,” Niles said. Wayne, his stomach twisted into nervous knots and his head aching again, stepped through the doors.
There were skeletons in the room. Skeletons of fish, birds, animals, and one of a human being, laced together with wire and standing in a corner beneath a track light’s beam. Smaller skeletons, of lizards and rodents, were placed under glass display cases. The doors closed automatically behind Wayne, and a lock softly clicked.
“Welcome.”
Wayne looked toward the sound of that voice. In front of glass-enclosed bookcases there was a teakwood desk topped with a green blotter. A man sat in a wide, high-backed black leather chair, a track light shining down upon a white, bald head. The room was wood-paneled, and on the floor was a dark blue Persian rug with gold figures. Wayne stepped closer to him, and saw that the head sat atop a mountain of caftan-dressed flesh; his face was made up of folds within folds, and small black eyes glittered. He smiled, showing tiny white teeth. “I’m so glad you could come,” the man said. “May I call you Wayne?”
Wayne glanced uneasily around at the mounted skeletons. There was an entire skeleton of a horse, caught in midstride.
Augustus Krepsin waited until Wayne had almost reached the desk, then extended a hand. Only after Wayne had shaken it did he realize Krepsin was also wearing flesh-colored surgical gloves. “Please, sit down.” Krepsin motioned toward a chair. “Can I offer you something? Fruit juice? Vitamins to perk you up?”
“No, thanks.” Wayne took the seat. “I had a sandwich on the plane.”
“Ah, the Challenger! How’d you like it?”
“It was … fine. Mr. Coombs is a good pilot. I … don’t know what happened to the others. They were in the car right behind us. …”
“They’ll be along soon, I’m sure. I see you’re intrigued by my collection, aren’t you?”
“Well, I … I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”
Krepsin grinned. “Bones. The very framework of the body. Strong, durable, highly resistant to disease, yet … sadly, often the first thing to weaken in a body. I’m fascinated by the mysteries of the human body, Wayne: its flaws and faults as well as its strengths.” He motioned toward the human skeleton. “What a grand design, isn’t it? Yet … doomed to return to dust. Unless, of course, you treat it and varnish it and wire it together so it won’t dissolve for a few hundred years.”
Wayne nodded, his hands clasped together in his lap.
“You’re a handsome young man,” Krepsin said. “Twenty-one next month, am I right? Lived in Fayette all your life? You know, there’s something about a Southern accent that’s so … earthy. I’ve become quite a fan of yours, Wayne. I had Mr. Niles obtain video tapes of some of your shows when he visited Nashville, and I’ve watched them all several times. You have quite a commanding presence for such a young man.”
“Thank you.”
Krepsin’s large head dipped in respect. “You’ve come a long way, I understand. Now you have an influential television show, a radio station that’s turning at least a hundred thousand in profits every yeai; and a publishing company that will break even sometime in 1974. You speak before approximately a half-million people per year; and your foundation is planning to build a four-year Christian university before 1980.”
“You’ve been checking up on me,” Wayne said.
“Just as your Mr Hodges has been asking questions about the Ten High Corporation. It’s only good business.” He shrugged his massive shoulders. “But I’m sure you know what needs to be known: I own Ten High. Ten High owns a controlling interest in Essex Records. You want to purchase Essex Records for a million and a half, and so you’re sitting in my study.”
Wayne nodded. He said calmly, “Is Essex worth that much?”
Krepsin responded with a soft laugh. “Ha! My boy, you made the offer. Is it worth that much to you?”
“Essex lost two hundred thousand last year alone,” Wayne replied. “It’s lost clout in the country-western music business, and Essex can’t afford to lure in hit-producing artists. I want to pump new money into it, and start it all over as a gospel label.”
“So I understand,” Krepsin said quietly. “You’re a very bright young man, Wayne. You have … a great insight, as well as a very special ability. Tell me something, now, and your answer will never go beyond this room: I’ve watched your television shows over and over; I’ve seen the expressions of these people who pass through—what do you call it?–the Healing Line.” His head bent forward, jowls and chin hanging. “Are you really a healer? Or is it … trickery?”
Wayne paused. He wanted to get up and leave this room, get away from this strange house and this man with the black eyes. But he remembered that his daddy had told him to trust Mr Krepsin, and he knew his daddy wouldn’t tell him wrong. He said, “I am a healer.”
“And you can heal any kind of sickness? Any kind of … disease?”
From a distance of time and space Wayne seemed to hear a whispered but accusing voice: Do you know what you’re doing, son? He shut his mind on years of accumulated doubts that had haunted him in the night. “Yes.”
Krepsin sighed and nodded. “Yes. You can, can’t you? I’ve seen it in your face; I’ve seen it in the faces of those you’ve healed. You conquer the fading flesh and brittle bone. You conquer the filth of disease, and drive out the germs of Death. You … hold the power of Life itself, don’t you?”
“Not me. God works through me.”
“God?” Krepsin blinked, and then his smile was back. “Of course. You could have Essex Records, as my gift to your Crusade. But I’d prefer to stay on in a consulting position. I like the idea of going gospel. There’s a lot of money to be made in it.”
Wayne frowned. For an instant he thought he’d seen something dark and huge standing behind Krepsin—something bestial. But then it was gone.
“I know you’re tired from the flight,” Krepsin said. “You and I are going to get along very well, Wayne, and we’ll have plenty of time to talk later Mr. Niles is waiting for you at the end of the corridor. He’ll take you downstairs for some lunch. I’d suggest a nice afternoon steambath and then a siesta. We’ll talk again this evening, all right?”
Wayne stood up, an uncertain smile on his face, and Krepsin watched as he left the room in his sanitary cotton slippers. Krepsin peeled off his rubber gloves and dropped them into a waste receptacle beneath the desk. “Plenty of time,” he said softly.
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“Here ya go,” the cab driver said, and pulled to the curb. “You sure this is where you want to get out?”
“Yes sir,” Billy told him; at least he thought it was the place. A crooked sign said Cresta Street, and the address on the small brownstone building was 1212. Across the street was a sad-looking little park with a rusty swing set and a few drooping trees; set around the park were other brownstone buildings and old two-story houses, many of which looked empty. The larger buildings of downtown Chicago loomed in the distance, filtered by gray haze.
Billy paid the driver—Four-fifty for a car ride? he thought incredulously–and stood with his battered suitcase in front of a wrought-iron gate and fence that separated 1212 from the other buildings. He didn’t know exactly what he’d expected, but this place was far from it. The gate shrieked as he pushed through, and he walked up the steps to the front door. He pressed the doorbell and heard the faint sound of “chimes.
There was a small round peephole in the door, and for a moment Billy felt himself being watched. Then locks began to click open—one, two, and three. He had a sudden urge to run all the way back to the Greyhound bus station, but he stood his ground.
The door opened, and standing within was a young girl, perhaps sixteen or seventeen. She had long black hair that hung almost to her waist, and Billy thought she looked Spanish. Her eyes were pretty and alert, but there was a trace of sadness in them. She glanced at his suitcase. “Yes?”
“Uh … this must not be the right place. I thought this was the Hillbum Institute?”
She nodded.
“Well … my name’s Billy Creekmore, and I’m here to see Dr. Hillburn.” He fumbled in his back pocket for the envelope and held it out to her.
The girl said, “Come in,” and then locked the door behind him.
The interior was a pleasant surprise. Dark wood paneling gleamed with oil and polish. There were clean rugs on the shining hardwood floor, and an abundance of green plants added a welcoming touch. The tempting aroma of good food wafted in the air A staircase ascended to the second level, and just to the left of the front door, in a high-ceilinged parlor; a half-dozen people both young and old watched television, read, or played checkers. Billy’s entrance caused a pause in their activities.
“I’m Anita,” the girl told him. “You can leave your suitcase down here, if you like. Mr Pearlman,” she said, addressing one of the men in the parlor. “It’s your turn to help in the kitchen today.”
“Oh. Right.” The man put aside his Reader’s Digest and went off through a hallway.
“Follow me, please.” Anita took Billy upstairs, through a series of well-kept dormitory-like rooms. There were doors marked Testing Lab I, Audio-Visual, Conference Room, Research Lab I. The building was very quiet, with pale green linoleum floors and tiled ceilings. Billy glimpsed other people moving about, several of them wearing white lab smocks. He saw a young woman about his own age coming out of a testing lab, and he felt a quick spark of attraction as their gazes met and held. She was wearing jeans and a blue sweatee and Billy saw that her eyes were different colors: one was a pale blue, the other a strange deep green. The young woman looked away first.
Then Anita led him around a corner to a door maked Dr. Hillburn, Ph.D., Director. Billy could hear a muffled voice within. The girl knocked on the door and waited. A moment passed. Then: “Come in.” It was a woman’s voice, carrying an inflection of annoyance.
Dr. Hillburn was sitting behind a battered desk in a small office cluttered with books and papers. The beige-colored walls were adorned with framed certificates and brass plaques, and a window looked out over the Cresta Street park. A green-shaded lamp burned atop the desk, which also held a blotter, a metal can with a collection of pencils and pens, and several pictures of people Billy assumed were her children and husband. Her hand was clamped around a telephone receiver.
“No,” she said firmly. “I can’t accept that. The grant was promised us last year and I’ll fight for it right up to the capital, if I have to. I don’t care that all the funds are tied up, and I don’t believe that anyway! Am I just supposed to shut down everything and go out on the street? God knows we’re almost on the street as it is!” She glanced up and motioned for Anita to close the door. “Tell the esteemed senator that I was promised matching funds, dollar-for-dollar. No! We’ve cut our staff down to a skeleton crew already! Ed, just tell him that I won’t stand for any more foolishness. I’ll expect to hear from you by tomorrow afternoon. Good-bye.” She put the receiver down and shook her head. “It’s getting so deep over in Springfield you need waders to get through! Do you know what’s ahead of us on the budget agenda, Anita? Consideration of a grant for a study of litter patterns on the north beach! I ask them for fifteen thousand dollars to keep our programs going for another year; and—” Her clear gray eyes narrowed. “Who are you, young man?”
“My name is Billy Creekmore. You people sent me this letter” He stepped forward and handed her the envelope.
“Alabama?” Dr. Hillburn said, with obvious surprise. “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?” She was a fragile-looking woman in a white lab coat, her eyes deeply set, alert, and very intelligent. Billy thought she was probably in her late forties or early fifties. Her dark brown hair, threaded with silver; was cut short and brushed back from her high, furrowed forehead. Though she had a gentle appearance, the sound of her voice on that telephone told Billy she could spit nails if angered.
Dr. Hillburn looked up at him for a moment after reading the letter. “Yes, we sent you this some time ago. I think I recall the correspondence we got from this friend of yours, Mr. Merkle. Anita, will you do me a favor please? Ask Max to go through the M files and bring me the letters from Mr. Reginald Merkle.” She spelled out the name, and then Anita left. “Now. What can I do for you, Mr Creekmore?”
“I’ve … come because your letter asked me to.”
“I expected a reply by mail, not a visit. And besides, that was some time ago. Are you here in Chicago with your family?”
“No, ma’am. I’m here alone1!”
“Oh? Where are you staying, then?”
Billy paused, smelling disaster. “Staying? Well, I … left my suitcase downstairs. I thought I’d be staying here.”
Dr. Hillburn was silent; she nodded and spread her hands before her on the blotter “Young man,” she said, “this is not a hotel. This is a workshop and research center. The people you probably saw downstairs, and those in the labs, have been invited here after long consultation. I know nothing about you, and to be perfectly honest I can’t even recall why we wrote you in the first place. We write hundreds of people who don’t answer us. Our labs certainly aren’t as well equipped as those at Duke University and Berkeley, but we have to make do on the budget we get from the University of Chicago and small grants. That budget is hardly enough to continue our tests and research on the individuals we select; and certainly there’s no room here for someone off the street.”
“I’m not here off the street!” Billy protested. “I’ve come a long way!”
“Of course you have, young man. But I’m saying that …” She looked up as a middle-aged man in horn-rimmed glasses and a lab jacket brought in a file folder containing several letters.
“Thank you, Max,” she told the man, and when he’d gone she put on a pair of reading spectacles and took several letters from the folder Billy recognized Dr. Mirakle’s spiky handwriting.
“What kind of place is this?” Billy asked her. “What goes on here?”
“Pardon? Don’t you know?” She glanced up at him. “The Hillburn Institute is a death survival studies clinic, sponsored in part by the University of Chicago. But as I say, we …” She trailed off, engrossed in something she was reading.
“What do those people downstairs do?”
“They … they’ve had experiences with manifestations or spirit controls.” Dr. Hillburn looked up from the letters and pushed the spectacles up onto her forehead. “Young man,” she said quietly, “you evidently left your friend Mr Merkle deeply impressed. The experiences he’s written down here are … quite interesting.” She paused, returned the letters to the foldei; and said, “Sit down, won’t you?”
Billy took a chair in front of her desk. Dr. Hillburn swiveled her chair around to stare through the window at the park, her face illuminated by pale gray light. She took her glasses off and put them in her jacket pocket. “Young man,” she said. “What do you think of our city?”
“Well, it’s noisy,” he replied. “And everybody’s running around so fast.” He didn’t tell her that he’d seen the black aura twice—once clinging to an elderly black man on the bus and once surrounding a young girl a few blocks away from the bus station.
“Have you ever been this far away from home before?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Then you must feel the ability you have—whatever it is—is very special. Special enough to leave Alabama and come such a distance? Why did you come here, Mr. Creekmore? And I’m not talking about the letter. Why did you come?” She turned toward him again, her gaze sharp and watchful.
“Because … my friend, Dt Mirakle, said I should. And because my mother wanted me to. And … maybe because I didn’t know where else to go. I want to understand more of why I’m like I am. I want to know why I see things that other people don’t. Like the black auras, and the entities that look like mist and carry so much pain, and the shape changer. My mother could see the same things, and her mother before her … and it’s likely that my son or daughter will be able to, as well. I want to know as much as I can about myself. If I’m in the wrong place for that, tell me now and I’ll leave.”
Dr. Hillburn had been observing and listening to him carefully. She was a trained psychiatrist as well as a parapsychologist with two books on death survival studies to her credit, and she’d been looking for telltale signs of emotional instability: inappropriate gestures or grins, facial tics, a general irritability or melancholia. She sensed in Billy Creekmore only a genuine desire for self-knowledge. “Did you think, young man, that you could just present yourself on our doorsteps and we would offer easy answers for all your questions? No. I’m afraid that’s not to be the case. As I say, this is a workshop; a damned difficult workshop, I might add. If there’s any learning to be done, we learn together But everything has to be verified through extensive tests and experiments. We don’t deal in trickery here, and I’ve seen enough psychic fakers in my lifetime. Some of them have sat where you’re sitting now. But sooner or later their tricks fail them.
“I don’t know anything about you, except from what I’ve read in these letters. As far as I know, you don’t understand a thing about death survival research. You may have a psi ability—though I’m not saying I’m convinced you do—but as far as I’m concerned it may only be a figment of your imagination. You may be a publicity hound. You may even want to disrupt the work we’re trying to do here, though God knows we have enough disruptions. Do you believe you can communicate with the dead, young man?”
“Yes. I can.”
“That remains to be seen. I’m a born skeptic, Mr. Creekmore. If you say a traffic light’s red, I’ll say it’s purple, just for the sake of an interesting argument.” Her eyes had taken on a shine. “If I decide you’re worth being here, you might rue the day you ever walked through the gate. I’ll throw every test I can think of at you. I’ll take your brain apart and put it back together again, more or less as it was. In two or three days you’ll hate me, but I’m used to that. You’ll have a room the size of a closet to sleep in, and you’ll be expected to work around here like everyone else. It’s no free ride. Sound like fun?”
“No.”
“Now you’ve got the idea!” She smiled cautiously. “Tomorrow morning at eight o’clock you’ll be right here, telling me your life story. I want to hear about your mother and the black auras and the eritities and … what was it? A shape changer? Indeed. Dinner’s in fifteen minutes, and I hope you like Polish sausage. Why don’t you go get your suitcase?”
Billy rose from his chaii; feeling confused about the whole thing. It was still at the back of his mind that he should leave this place, and he had enough money for a return ticket home. But he’d come this far; and he could stick out whatever was in store for him for at least three days. He didn’t know whether to thank the woman or curse hei; so he left without saying a word.
Dr. Hillburn looked at her wristwatch. She was already late getting home, and her husband would be waiting. But she took the time to read Merkle’s letters again. A pulse of excitement had quickened within her. Is this boy from Alabama the one? she asked herself—the same question she asked when any new subject came to the institute.
Is Billy Creekmore the one who’ll show proof positive of life after death? She had no way of knowing, but she could hope. After a moment of reflection, she stood up and took her coat from a rack beside the desk.
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Wayne Falconer’s scream cracked the silence that had fallen over the Krepsin estate.
It was just after two o’clock in the morning. When George Hodges reached Wayne’s bedroom—one of the few rooms in the strange house that had windows—lie found Niles already there, pressing a cold washcloth to Wayne’s forehead. Wayne was curled up on the bed, his eyes feverish with fear. Niles was still dressed as if he’d just stepped out of a business meeting.
“A nightmare,” Niles explained. “I was walking along the hall when I heard him. He was just about to tell me what it was, weren’t you, Wayne?”
Henry Bragg came in, rubbing his eyes. “Who screamed? Wayne? What the hell’s …”
“Wayne’s fine,” Niles said. “Tell me your dream, and then I’ll get you something for that headache.”
Hodges didn’t like the sound of that. Had Wayne gone through his Percodan and codeine capsules yet again?
In a halting voice, Wayne told them what he’d dreamed. It was a hellish vision of Jimmy Jed, a skeleton in a yellow suit gone green and rotten with grave dirt, screaming that the witch of Hawthorne had sent him to Hell where he would burn forever if Wayne didn’t free him. When he was finished, a terrible groan came from Wayne’s throat, and tears glittered in his eyes. “She knows where I am!” he whispered. “She’s out there in the night, and she won’t let my daddy come to me anymore!”
Bragg had gone a sick gray. Wayne’s obsession with his dead father was getting worse, Hodges realized. For the past four nights, Wayne had been awakened with nightmares of Jimmy Jed and the Creekmores. Last night, he’d even sworn that he’d seen the Creekmore boy’s pallid face grinning through the window at him. Wayne was coming to pieces, Hodges thought, right out here on the sunny Coast. *
“I can’t sleep,” Wayne gripped Niles’s smooth white hand. “Please … my daddy’s rotted, and I … can’t make him all right again. …”
Niles said softly, “Everything’s going to be fine. There’s no need for you to be afraid, not while you’re in Mr. Krepsin’s house. This is the safest place in the world for you. Why don’t you put on your robe and slippers? I’ll take you to see Mr Krepsin. He can give you something to calm your nerves—”
“Now just one damned minute!” Hodges said angrily. “I don’t like all these late-night ‘visits’ Wayne’s been having with Krepsin! What’s going on? We came here for a business conference and so far all we’ve done is hang around this crazy house! Wayne’s got other obligations. And I don’t want him taking any more pills!”
“Herbal medicine.” Niles held Wayne’s robe for him. “Mr Krepsin believes in the healing power of Nature. And I’m sure Wayne will agree that you’re free to go anytime you please.”
“What? And leave him here with you? Wayne, listen to me! We’ve got to get back to Fayette! This whole thing is as shady as the dark side of the moon!”
Wayne tied his robe and stared at him. “My daddy said I was to trust Mr. Krepsin. I want to stay here for a while longer. If you want to go, you can.”
Hodges saw that the young man’s eyes looked blurry arid dazed. His grip on reality was lost, Hodges knew … and just what kind of pills was Wayne being given? “I’m begging you,” he said. “Let’s go home.”
“Jim Coombs is going to take me up in the Challenger tomorrow,” Wayne said. “He says I can learn to fly it, no trouble at all.”
“But what about the Crusade?”
Wayne shook his head. “I’m tired, George. I hurt inside. I am the Crusade, and where I go, that’s where the Crusade goes too. Isn’t that right?” He looked at Henry Bragg.
The lawyer’s smile was tight and strained. “Sure. Anything you say, Wayne. I’m behind you one hundred percent.”
“You gentlemen needn’t stay up,” Niles said, taking Wayne’s elbow and leading him toward the door. “I’ll see that Wayne gets his sleep. …”
And suddenly George Hodges’s face reddened with anger; and he was crossing the room to clamp his hand on the other man’s shoulder “Listen to me, you—”
Niles twisted around in a blui; and for an instant there were two fingers pressing rigidly against the hollow of Hodges’s throat. Hodges felt a brief, dizzying pain that almost buckled his knees, and then Niles’s hand dropped to his side. A low fire burned in the man’s pale gray eyes. Hodges coughed and backed away, his heart pounding.
“I’m sorry,” Niles said. “But you must never touch me like that again.”
“You … you tried to kill me!” Hodges croaked. “I’ve got witnesses! By God, I’ll sue you for everything you’ve got! I’m getting out of here right now!” He stalked past them and out of the room, his hand pressed to his throat.
Niles glanced back at Bragg. “Will you see to your friend, Mr. Bragg? There’s no way for him to leave tonight, because the house is kept sealed by hydraulic pressure on the doors and the first-floor windows. I reacted hastily, and I regret it.”
“Oh … sure. Well, no harm done. I mean, George is … kind of upset.”
“Exactly. I’m sure you can calm him down. We’ll talk in the morning.”
“Right,” Bragg said, and managed a weak smile.
Augustus Krepsin was waiting in his huge bedroom one floor up and on the other side of the house. When Wayne had first seen it, he’d been reminded of a hospital room: the walls were an off-white, with a blue sky and clouds painted on the ceiling. There was a sunken living area with a sofa, a coffee table, and a few leather chairs. Persian rugs in soft colors covered the floor; and track lights delivered a delicate golden illumination. The large bed, complete with a console that controlled lighting, humidity, and temperature and contained several small closed-circuit television screens, was surrounded with a plastic curtain like an oxygen tent. An oxygen tank and mask were mounted next to the bed.
The chess game was still on the long teak coffee table, where it had been left the night before. Krepsin, dressed in a long white robe, sat over it, his small eyes pondering options as Niles brought Wayne in; he was wearing his cotton booties and surgical gloves. His bulk was stuffed into a specially supported Angus steerhide chair.
“Another nightmare?” he asked Wayne after Niles had left.
“Yes sir.”
“Come sit down. Let’s pick up the game where we left off.”
Wayne took his chair Krepsin had been teaching him the fundamentals of the game; Wayne was losing badly, but the knights and pawns and rooks and whatever-they-weres took his mind off the bad dreams.
“They can be so real, can’t they?” Krepsin said. “I think nightmares are more … true than ordinary dreams, don’t you?” He motioned toward the two pills—one pink, one white— and the cup of herbal tea that was set in front of Wayne.
Without hesitation Wayne swallowed the pills and drank the tea. They helped relax him, helped smooth out the throbbing pain in his head, and when he did sleep, toward morning, he knew he would have wonderful dreams of when he was a child playing with Toby. In those drug-induced dreams everything was bright and happy, and Evil couldn’t find its way into his head.
“A little man fears inconsequential things, but only a man of great character feels true horror. I enjoy our talks, Wayne. Don’t you?”
He nodded. Already he was feeling better, his brain clearing, all the musty cobwebs of fear drifting away in what felt like a fresh summer wind. In a little while he would be laughing like a small boy, the worries and responsibilities faded away like bad dreams.
“You can always judge a man,” Krepsin said, “by what makes him afraid. And fear can be a tool, as well; a great lever that can move the world in any direction. You of all people must know the force of fear.”
“Me?” Wayne looked up from the board. “Why?”
“Because in this world there are two great terrors: disease and death. Do you know how many millions of bacteria inhabit the human body? How many organisms that can suddenly become malignant with disease and leech themselves into human tissues? You know how frail flesh can be, Wayne.”
“Yes sir” Wayne said.
“It’s your move.”
Wayne studied the inlaid ivory board. He moved a bishop, but had no particular plan in mind other than to capture one of Krepsin’s black towers.
Krepsin said, “You’ve already forgotten what I’ve told you. You must keep looking over your shoulder” He reached across the board, his face like a bloated white moon, and moved the second of his black rooks to capture Wayne’s last bishop.
“Why do you live like this?” Wayne asked. “Why don’t you ever go outside?”
“I do go outside, occasionally. When I have a trip scheduled. Forty-nine seconds between the door and the limousine. Forty-six seconds between the limo and the jet. But don’t you understand what floats in the air? Every plague that ever ravaged across cities and countries, destroying hundreds and thousands, began with a tiny microorganism. A parasite, riding a sneeze or clinging to a flea on a rat’s hide.” He leaned toward Wayne, his eyes widening. “Yellow fever. Tophus. Cholera. Malaria. The Black Plague. Syphilis. Blood flukes and worms can infect your body, drain your strength, and leave you a hollow shell. The bubonic plague bacillus can lie dormant and impotent for generations, and then suddenly it can lay half the world to waste.” Small droplets of sweat glimmered on Krepsin’s skull. “Disease,” he whispered. “It’s all around us. It’s outside these walls right now, Wayne, pressed to the stones and trying to get in.”
“But … people are immune to all those things now,” Wayne said.
“There is no such thing as immunity!” Krepsin almost shouted.
His lips worked for a few seconds before he could speak. “Levels of resistance rise and fall; diseases shift, parasites mutate and breed. Bubonic plague killed six million people in Bombay in 1898; in 1900 it broke out in San Francisco, and the same bacillus that causes plague has been found in the ground squirrel. Don’t you see? It’s waiting. There are cases of leprosy in the United States every year. Smallpox almost spread into the United States in 1948. The diseases are still out there! And there are new bacteria, new parasites, evolving all the time!
“If disease could be controlled, so could death,” Krepsin said. “What power a man would have! Not to have to … fear. That would make a man godlike, wouldn’t it?”
“I don’t know. I’ve … never thought about it that way.” Wayne stared at Krepsin’s bulbous face. The man’s eyes were fathomless pools of ebony, the pores in his flesh as big as saucers. His face seemed to fill the entire room. Warmth coursed through Wayne, and a feeling of safety and belonging. He knew he was safe in this house, and though he might have nightmares sent by the witch-woman, she couldn’t get in at him. Nothing could get in at him: not pressures or responsibilities or fears, not any of the diseases of real life. 14
Krepsin rose from his chair with a grunt like a hippo rising from dark water. He lumbered across the room, drew aside the plastic curtain ringing his bed, and pressed a couple of buttons on the command console. Instantly images appeared on the three videotape screens. Wayne squinted and grinned. They were video tapes of his television show, and there he was on the three screens, touching people in the Healing Line.
“I’ve watched these again and again,” the huge man said. “I hope I’m watching the truth. If I am, then you’re the one person in the world who can do for me what I want.” He turned to face Wayne. “My business is very complex and demanding. I own companies from L.A. to New York, plus many in foreign countries. I make a phone call, and stocks do what I want them to. People do anything to get close to me. But I’m fifty-five years old, and I’m susceptible to diseases, and I … feel things slipping away. I don’t want that to happen, Wayne. I’ll move Heaven—or Hell—to keep things as they are.” His black eyes burned. “I want to keep death away from me,” he said.
Wayne stared at his hands, clenched in his lap. Krepsin’s voice echoed inside his head as if he were sitting within a huge cathedral. He remembered his daddy telling him to listen hard to what Mr. Krepsin had to say, because Mr Krepsin was a wise and just man.
Krepsin put his hand on Wayne’s shoulder. “I’ve told you my fear,” he said. “Now I want to hear yours.”
Reluctantly at first, Wayne began. Then he told more and more, wanting to get it all out of him and knowing Mr. Krepsin would understand. He told him about Ramona Creekmore and the boy, about how she’d cursed both of them and wished his father dead, about his Daddy’s death and rebirth, how she was making him have nightmares and how he couldn’t get her face, or the demon boy’s, out of his mind.
“She … makes my head hurt,” Wayne said. “And that boy … sometimes I see his eyes, staring at me like … like he thinks he’s better than me… .”
Krepsin nodded. “Do you trust me to do the right thing for you, Wayne?”
“Yes sir I do.”
“And I’ve made you feel comfortable and safe here? And I’ve helped you sleep and forget?”
“Yes sir I … feel like you believe me. You listen to me, and you understand. The others … I can tell they’re laughing at me, like up on the Tower… .”
“The Tower?” Krepsin asked. Wayne rubbed at his forehead but didn’t reply. “I want to show you how sincere I am, son. I want you to trust me. I can end your fear. It would be a simple thing. But … if I do this thing for you, I’ll soon ask you to do something for me in return, to show me how sincere you are. Do you understand?”
The pills were working. The room had begun to slowly spin, colors merging together in a long rainbow scrawl. “Yes sir;” Wayne whispered. “They should bum in the fires of Hell forever. Forever.”
“I can send them to Hell, for you.” He loomed over Wayne, squeezing his shoulder. “I’ll ask Mr. Niles to take care of it. He’s a religious man.”
“Mr. Niles is my friend,” Wayne said. “He comes in at night and talks to me, and he brings me a glass of orange juice just before I go to bed… .” Wayne blinked and tried to focus on Krepsin’s face. “I … want some of the witch’s hair. I want to hold it in my hand, so I’ll know. …”
The huge face smiled. “A simple thing,” it whispered.
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Indian summer had lingered late. The blue evening light was darkening as yellow leaves stirred on the trees and a few of the dead ones chattered on the roof of the Creekmore house.
Ramona turned up the lamp wicks in the front room as darkness gathered outside. A small fire burned in the hearth, her chair pulled up so she could warm herself near it—she followed the Choctaw custom of building little fires and stepping close, instead of the white man’s belief in making a bonfire and standing back. On a table next to her a lamp burned, a metal reflector behind it, so she could read for the third time the letter she’d gotten from her son today. It was written on lined notebook paper; but the envelope had Hillburn Institute and the address in nice black print up in the left-hand corner. Billy had been in Chicago for almost two weeks, and this was the second letter he’d sent. He described what he’d seen of the city and told her all about the Hillburn Institute. He’d had long talks with Dr Mary Hillburn, he’d said, and also with the other doctors who worked on a volunteer basis.
Billy said he’d met some of the other people, but many of them seemed withdrawn and kept to themselves. There was a Mr. Pearlman, a Mrs. Brannon, a Puerto Rican girl named Anita, and a scruffy-looking hippie named Brian; all of them, it seemed, had had an experience with what Dr Hillburn termed “theta agents” or “discamate entities.” Billy also mentioned a girl named Bonnie Hailey; she was very pretty, he’d written, but she stayed apart from the others and he saw her only infrequently.
He was taking tests. Lots of tests. They’d punched him with needles, wired electrodes to his head and studied squiggles on long pieces of paper that came from the machines he’d been connected to. They’d asked him to guess what kind of geometric shapes were printed on something called Zener cards, and he was keeping a diary of his dreams. Dr. Hillburn was very interested in his experiences with the shape changer, and whenever they talked she took everything down on a tape recorder. She seemed more demanding of him than of the others, and she’d said that she looked forward to meeting Ramona sometime. Next week there would be hypnosis sessions and sleep deprivation, not something he particularly looked forward to.
Billy said he loved her, and that he’d write again soon.
Ramona put his letter aside and listened to the wind. The fire crackled, casting a muted orange light. She’d written a reply to Billy and had mailed it this afternoon. It had said:
Son, you were right to leave Hawthorne. I don’t know how things will turn out, but I have a lot of faith in you. Your Mystery Walk has led you out into the world, and it won’t end in Chicago. No, it’ll go on and on, right to the end of your days. Everybody’s on their own kind of Mystery Walk, following the trail of their days and doing the best with what life throws at them. Sometimes its mighty hard to figure out what’s right and wrong in this mixed-up world. What looks black can sometimes really be white, and what appears like chalk can sometimes be pure ebony.
I’ve been thinking a lot about Wayne. I drove over there once, but his house was dark. I’m afraid for him. He’s pulled toward you, just like you are to him, but he’s scared and weak. His Mystery Walk might’ve led him into teaching others how to heal themselves, but it’s been warped now by greed and I don’t think he can see his path clearly. You may not want to stomach this, but if ever in your life you can help him, you have to. You’re bound by blood, and though the Walk took you off in different directions, you’re still part of each other. Hate’s easy. Loving’s damned hard.
You know what’s a greater mystery than death, Billy? Life itself, the way it twists and turns like a carnival ride.
By the by, I think I catch a little peacock-strutting when you talk about that Bonnie girl. 1 know she must be special if you’ve taken a shine to her.
I’m very proud of you. I know you’ll make me even prouder
I love you.
She picked up the lamp and went to the bedroom to get her needlepoint.
Catching her reflection in a mirror, she stopped to examine herself as she combed out her hair. She saw more gray hairs than dark, and there were so many wrinkles in her face. Still, there remained deep in her eyes the awkward girl who’d seen John Creekmore standing across the barn at a hoedown, the girl who’d wanted that boy to hold her until her ribs ached, the girl who’d wanted to fly above the hills and fields on the wind of dreams. She was proud that she’d never lost that part of herself.
Her Mystery Walk was almost over, she realized with a touch of sadness. But, she thought, look at all she’d done! She’d loved a good man and been loved by him, had raised a son to manhood, had always stood up for herself and had done the painful work her destiny demanded. She had learned to take life for good or bad, and to see the Giver of Breath in a dewdrop or a dying leaf. She had only one pain, and that was the red-haired boy—the image of his father—that J.J. Falconer had named Wayne.
Unsettled wind whooped around the house. Ramona put on a sweater and took her needlepoint to the fireside, where she sat and worked steadily for over an hour. There was a prickling sensation at the back of her neck, and she knew it wouldn’t be very much longer.
Something was coming through the night. She knew it was coming for her. She didn’t know what it would look like, but she wanted to see its face and let it know she was not afraid.
In the mirror she’d seen her own black aura.
She closed her eyes and let her mind drift. She was a child again, running wild and free across the green meadows in the heat of a summer sun. She lay down in the grass and watched the clouds change shape. There were castles up there, with fleecy towers and flags and—
“Ramona!” she heard. “Ramona!” It was her mother calling from the distance. “Ramona, you little dickens! You get yourself home now, you hear?”
A hand brushed her cheek, and her eyes flew open. The fire and the lamp’s wick had burned very low. She’d recognized that touch, and she was filled with warmth.
There was a knock at the door
Ramona rocked on in her chair a moment more. Then she lifted her chin, stood up, and approached the door; she let her hand rest on the latch for a few seconds, then she took a deep breath and opened it.
A tall man in a straw cowboy hat, a denim jacket, and faded jeans stood on the porch. He had a grizzled gray beard and dark, deep-set brown eyes. Behind him there was a glossy black pickup truck. He chewed on a toothpick and drawled, “Howdy, ma’am. Seems I took a wrong turn up the road a ways. Sure would appreciate it if I could get some directions and maybe a glass of water. Throat’s kind of—”
“I know who you are,” Ramona said, and saw a little shock and unease register in the man’s eyes. He wasn’t a real cowboy, she’d seen, because his hands were too smooth. “I know why you’re here. Come in.”
He paused, the smile slipping off his face. He saw that she did know. Some of the power seemed to drain out of him, and under her firm gaze he felt like a bug that had just crawled from beneath a rock. He almost called it off right then and there, but he knew he couldn’t take their money and run; they’d find him, sooner or later After all, he was a professional.
“Aren’t you coming in?” she asked, and opened the door wider.
He took the toothpick out of his mouth, mumbled, “Thank you,” and stepped across the threshold. He couldn’t look her in the face, because she knew and she wasn’t afraid and that made it unbearable for him.
She was waiting.
The man decided he’d make it as quick and painless as possible. And that this would be his last one, God help him.
Ramona closed the door to shut away the cold, then turned defiantly toward her visitor
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A muffled cry burst from Billy’s throat, and he sat up in the darkness as the cot’s hard springs squealed beneath him. His mind was jumbled with terrors. He switched on the lamp and sat with the blanket around his shoulders as rain crashed against the window.
He couldn’t remember the details of the nightmare, but it had to do with his mother. And the house. Sparks flying into the night sky. The awful face of the shape changer, glowing dark red with reflected light. 01
Billy got out of bed and trudged into the corridor. On his way to the men’s bathroom he saw a light on downstairs, in the parlor. He descended the stairs, hoping to find someone he could talk to..
In the parloi; a single lamp burned. The television was on, silently showing a ghostly test pattern. And curled up on the sofa, lying beneath a brown raincoat with patched elbows, was the girl with different-colored eyes. Except her eyes were closed now, and she was asleep. Billy stood over her for a moment, admiring the dark auburn of her hair and the beauty of her face. As he stared, she flinched in her sleep. She was even prettier than Melissa Pettus, he thought, but she seemed to be a troubled person. He’d found out from Mr Pearlman that she was nineteen and her fanily lived in Texas. No one else knew anything about her.
Suddenly, as if she’d sensed him in the room, her eyelids fluttered. She sat up so abruptly he was startled and stepped back a pace. She stared at him with the fierce concentration of a trapped animal, but her eyes looked glazed and dead. “They’re going to bum up,” she whispered, in a barely audible voice. “Cappy says they will, and Cappy’s never wrong—”
Then Billy saw her gaze clear, and he realized she’d been talking in her sleep. She blinked uncertainly at him, a red flush creeping across her cheeks. “What is it? What do you want?”
“Nothing. I saw the light on.” He smiled, trying to ease her obvious tension. “Don’t worry, I won’t bite.”
She didn’t respond, but instead drew the coat tighter around her Billy saw she still wore jeans and a sweater; and either she’d gotten dressed after she was supposed to be in bed or she’d never been to bed at all.
“Doesn’t look like there’s much on TV,” he said, and switched it off. “How long have you been in here?”
“Awhile,” she replied, in her distinctive Texas drawl, topped with frost.
“Who’s Cappy?”
She flinched as if he’d struck her “Leave me alone,” she said. “I don’t bother folks, and I don’t want to be bothered.”
“I didn’t mean to disturb you. Sorry.” He turned his back on her She was surely a pretty girl, he thought, but she lacked in manners. He had almost reached the stairs when she said, “What makes you so special?”
“What?”
“Dr. Hillburn thinks you’re special. Why is that?”
He shrugged. “I didn’t know I was.”
“Didn’t say you were. Only said that Dr. Hillburn thinks so. She spends a lot of time with you. Must think you’re important.”
Billy paused at the bottom of the stairs, listening to the noise of the rain hammering at the walls. Bonnie sat with her legs drawn up defensively to her chest, the coat around her shoulders; there was a scared look in her eyes, and Billy knew she was asking for company in her own way. He walked back into the parlor. “I don’t know why. Really.”
A silence stretched. Bonnie wouldn’t look at him. She stared out the bay window into the icy storm.
“It’s sure been raining a lot today,” Billy said. “Mrs. Brannon says she thinks it’ll snow soon.”
Bonnie didn’t respond for a long while. Then she said softly, “I hope it keeps rainin’. I hope it rains and rains for weeks. Nothin’ can burn if it rains like this, can it?” She looked at him appealingly, and he was struck by her simple, natural beauty. She wore no makeup, and she looked freshly scrubbed and healthy but for the dark hollows under her eyes. Not enough sleep, he thought.
He didn’t understand her comment, so he didn’t reply.
“Why do you always carry that?” she asked.
And it was only then that he realized he held the piece of coal gripped in his left hand. He must’ve picked it up when he left his room. He was seldom without it, and he’d explained its significance to Dr Hillburn when she’d inquired.
“Is it like a good-luck charm or somethin’?”
“I guess so. I just carry it, that’s all.”
“Oh.”
Billy shifted his weight from foot to foot. He was wearing pajamas and a robe and slippers provided by the institute, and even though it was well after two in the morning he was in no hurry to return to bed. “Where are you from in Texas?”
“Lamesa. It’s right between Lubbock and Big Spring. Where are you from in Alabama?”
“Hawthorne. How’d you know I was from Alabama?”
She shrugged. “How’d you know I was from Texas?”
“I guess I asked somebody.” He paused, studying her face. “How come you’ve got one blue eye and one green?”
“How come you’ve got curly hair if you’re an Indian?”
He smiled, realizing she’d been asking as many questions about him as he had about her. “Do you always answer a question with a question?”
“Do you?”
“No. I’m only part Indian. Choctaw. Don’t worry, I won’t take your scalp.”
“I wasn’t worryin’. I come from a long line of Indian hunters.”
Billy laughed, and he saw from the sparkle in her eyes that she wanted to laugh, too, but she turned away from him and watched the rain. “What are you doing so far from Texas?” he asked.
“What are you doing so far from Alabama?”
He decided to try a different tack. “I really think your eyes are pretty.”
“No, they’re not. They’re different, is all.”
“Sometimes it’s good to be different.”
“Sure.”
“No, I mean it. You ought to be proud of the way you look. It sets you apart.”
“It does that, all right.”
“I mean it sets you apart in a good way. It makes you special.
Arid who knows? Maybe you can see things more clearly than most folks.”
“Maybe,” she said quietly, in an uneasy tone of voice, “it means I can see a lot of things I wish I couldn’t.” She looked up at him. “Have you been talkin’ to Dr. Hillburn about me?”
“No.”
“Then how’d you know about Cappy? Only Dr. Hillburn knows about that.”
He told her what she’d said when she was startled out of sleep, and it was clear she was annoyed. “You shouldn’t be creepin’ around, anyway,” Bonnie told him. “You scared me, that’s all. Why’d you come sneakin’ down here?”
“I didn’t sneak. I had a nightmare that woke me up.”
“Nightmares,” she whispered. “Yeah, I know a lot about those.”
“Haven’t you been to bed?”
“No.” She paused, a frown working across her face. She had a scatter of freckles across her cheeks and nose, and Billy could envision her riding a horse under the Texas sun. She was a little too thin, but Billy figured she could take care of herself just fine. “I don’t like to sleep,” Bonnie said after another moment. “That’s why I was down here. I wanted to watch TV and read as long as I could.”
“Why?”
“Well … it’s just because I … have dreams sometimes. Nightmares. Sometimes they’re … really awful. If I don’t sleep, I won’t see them. I … was even going to go out for a walk tonight, until it started rainin’ so hard. But I hope it keeps on rainin’ like this. Do you think it will?”
“I don’t know. Why’s it so important to you?”
“Because,” she said, and gazed up at him, “then what Cappy’s been showing me won’t come true. Nothin’ can burn like what he’s been making me see.”
The tone of her voice bordered on desperation. Billy sat down in a chair, prepared to listen if she wanted to talk.
She did, and Billy listened without interrupting. The story came hesitantly: when Bonnie Hailey was eleven years old, she was struck by lightning on the stark Texas plain. All her hair burned off, her fingernails turned black, and she lay near death for almost a month. She recalled darkness, and voices, arid wanting to let go; but every time she wanted to die she heard a clear, high childish voice tell her no, that letting go wasn’t the answer. The voice urged her over and over to hang on, to fight the pain. And she did, winning by slow degrees.
She had a nurse named Mrs. Shelton, and every time Mrs. Shelton would come into the room Bonnie would hear a soft ringing sound in her ears. She began to have a strange recurring dream: a nurse’s cap rolling down a flight of moving stairs. A week later, Bonnie found out that Mrs. Shelton had tripped on an escalator in a Lubbock department store and broken her neck. And that was the start of it.
Bonnie called the strange, high voice in her head Cappy, after an invisible playmate she’d had when she was five or six. She’d had a lonely childhood, spending most of the time on the small ranch her stepfather owned near Lamesa. Cappy’s visits became more frequent, and with them the dreams. She foresaw suitcases falling from a clear blue sky, over and over again, and she could even read a nametag and a flight number on one of the cases. Cappy told her to tell somebody, quickly, but Bonnie’s mother had thought it was utter foolishness. Two planes collided over Dallas less than a week later, and suitcases were strewn over the plains for miles. There had been many other incidents of dreams and hearing what she called Death Belfs, until finally her stepfather had called the National Star and they’d come out to interview her Her mother was horrified at the attention that followed, and in came in a flood of crackpot letters and obscene telephone calls. Her stepfather wanted her to write a book—oh, just make it up! he’d told her—and for her to go on tour talking about the Death Bells.
Bonnie’s parents had split up, and it was clear to Bonnie that her mother was afraid of her and blamed her for the divorce. The dreams kept coming, and Cappy’s voice with them, urging her to act. By this time, the National Star touted her as the Death Angel of Texas.
“A psychiatrist at the University of Texas wanted to talk to me,” Bonnie said, in a quiet, tense voice. “Mom didn’t want me to go, but I knew I had to. Cappy wanted me to. Anyway, Dr. Callahan had worked with Dr. Hillburn before, so he called her and made arrangements to send me up here. Dr. Hillburn says I’ve got precognition, that maybe the lightning jarred something in my brain and opened me up to signals from what she calls a ‘messenger’ She believes there are entities that stay here, in this world, after their bodies have died …”
# “Discarnates,” Billy offered.
“Right. They stay here and try to help the rest of us, but not everybody can understand what they’re trying to say.”
“But you can.”
She shook her head. “Not all the time. Sometimes the dreams aren’t clear Sometimes I can hardly understand Cappy’s voice. Other times … maybe I don’t want to hear what he’s saying. I don’t like to sleep, because I don’t want to see what he shows
me.”
“And you’ve been having dreams just recently?”
“Yes,” she said. “For several nights now. I … I haven’t told Dr. Hillburn yet. She’ll want to hook me up to those machines again, and I’m sick of those tests. Cappy’s … shown me a building on fire. An old building, in a bad part of town. The fire’s fast, and it’s … it’s so hot I can feel the heat on my own face. I can hear the fire engines coming. But the roof collapses, and I … can see people jumping out of the windows. It’s going to happen, Billy. I know it is.”
“But do you know where this building is?”
“No, but I think it’s here, in Chicago. All the other dreams I’ve had came true within a hundred miles or so of where I was. Dt Hillburn thinks I’m like … like a radar or something. My range is limited,” she said, with a frightened little smile. “Cappy says they’re going to die if I can’t help them. He says it’s going to start in the wires, and it’s going to be fast. He keeps saying something that sounds like ‘spines,’ but I can’t figure out what he means.”
“You need to let Dr. Hillburn know,” Billy told her. “Tomorrow morning. Maybe she can help you.”
She nodded vaguely. “Maybe. But I don’t think so. I’m so tired of being responsible, Billy. Why did it have to be me. Why?” When she looked up at him, there were tears glimmering in her eyes.
“I don’t know,” he said, and he reached out to take her hand as the rain flailed against the windows. For a long time they sat together listening to the storm, and when the rain stopped Bonnie let out a soft, despairing whisper.
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As Billy sat with Bonnie Hailey at the Hillburn Institute, the telephone was ringing at the Hodges’s house in Fayette. George Hodges stirred, feeling his wife’s back pressed against his own, and fumbled for the receiver.
It was Albeit Vance, an attorney he’d met at a business conference in Fort Lauderdale the year before, calling from New York City. Hodges told him to stay on the line, nudged Rhonda, and asked her to hang up when he yelled from downstairs. He went down to the study, rubbing slqep from his eyes, and took the call. “Okay!” he shouted, and the upstairs phone clicked down.
He didn’t want Rhonda overhearing. His heart was pounding as he listened to what Vance had to say.
“I had to go through red tape like you wouldn’t believe,” Vance said, in a northern accent abrasive to Hodges’s ear “Ten High owns a few companies here in New York, and on the surface they’re as clean as polished glass. No IRS trouble, no union problems, no bankruptcies. They’re real Boy Scouts.”
“So what does that mean?”
“It means I had to dig five thousand dollars deeper and I had to cover my tracks. That’s why I’m calling so late. I don’t want anyone in my office to know what I found out about Ten High … just in case.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You will. Ten High may or may not be connected.”
“Connected? With what?”
“The organized boys. Got the picture? I said may or may not be. They’ve insulated themselves pretty damned well. But the word I get is that Ten High has sunken its claws into the West Coast porno business, the garment trade, owns a sizable slice of
Vegas action, and controls most of the Mexican illegal-alien flow. Ten High is strong, prospering, and lethal.”
“Oh … Jesus. …” Hodges’s hand clenched around the receiver Wayne and Henry Bragg were still out there! Wayne had missed a television taping, and now the Houston date had passed and still Wayne showed no intent of coming back to Fayette! God only knew what hold Krespin had on him! He said weakly, “I … Al, what can I do?”
“You want my advice? I’ll give you a fifty-buck warning for free: keep your ass away from those people! Whatever’s going on between them and your client, it’s not worth being made into dog food over. Right?”
Hodges’s mouth was numb. He said in a whisper, “Yes.”
“Okay, that’s it. Send me the money and a case of Jack Daniel’s, I’ll call it even. But listen to me, and I’m serious about this: you never called me to check into Ten High. I never heard of Ten High before. Got it? Those guys have very long arms. Okay?”
“Al, I appreciate your help. Thank you.”
“Sleep tight,” Vance said, and the telephone was hung up in New York City.
George Hodges slowly returned the receiver to it cradle. He was shaking, and couldn’t find the strength to rise from his desk.
For all intents and purposes, the Falconer Crusade—the foundation, the scholarship fund, everything!—was in the grip of Augustus Krepsin, chairman of the board of the Ten High Corporation. Surely Henry Bragg could see what was happening! Couldn’t he?
No, he thought bitterly. Henry was too busy lying around that pool and meeting the young girls Niles introduced him to. Palm Springs was all the things Henry had ever fantasized about, and he was hooked as deeply as Wayne!
Hodges reached for the phone again, and dialed 0. When the operator answered, he said, “I’d like to make a long-distance call please. To Birmingham, to the Federal Bureau of …”And then he tasted ashes in his mouth, because what could he say? What could he do? Wayne wanted to be out there. Wayne felt safe in that stone tomb, hidden from his responsibilities.
Those guys have very long arms, Al Vance had said.
“Yes sir?” the operator asked.
Hodges thought of Rhonda, and of Larry in his freshman year at
Auburn. Long arms. He’d seen Niles’s eyes: the eyes of a killer. His gut lurched, and he hung up.
Things had been coming loose at the seams ever since J.J.’s death. Now the whole package was coming apart. Hodges feared what might be at its dark center
But he had his family, his stocks and bonds. His house and money. He was alive.
Hodges rose wearily from his desk, and as he started across the room he thought he saw, through the picture window, a red glow in the sky when wind whipped through the trees. A fire? he wondered. In that direction lay Hawthorne. What could be burning?
Still, it couldn’t be a very large fire. And it was several miles away. It would be put out. He’d find out what it was in the morning.
“God help me,” he said quietly, and hoped he would be heard. Then he turned off the lights and climbed the stairs. He felt as if his soul had been scorched to a cinder.
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“I’ll be perfectly honest with you, Billy,” Mary Hillburn said. She put on her reading glasses and opened a file folder that lay before her atop the desk. “I have all your test results right here, everything from Zener cards to biofeedback. You checked out just fine on your physical, incidentally.”
“That’s good to know.” It had been several days since Billy’s talk with Bonnie Hailey, and just yesterday morning he’d finished the last of the tests Dr Hillburn had planned for him. It had been a long hypnosis session conducted by Dr Lansing, and Billy had felt as if he were floating in a dark pool as the therapist tried to take him to different levels of consciousness. From the disappointment on Lansing’s face, Billy could tell it had been a dismal failure.
#That same disappointment, he saw, was in Dr. Hillbum’s eyes. “Your psychological tests,” she said, “are also positive. Your Zener card tests were about average, indicating no special ESP ability. You were cooperative in hypnosis, but Dr. Lansing reports no unusual or noteworthy reaction. Your dream diary shows no thread of continuity. You scored highest on the biofeedback session, which may indicate you have a more intense power of concentration than average. Other than that …” She looked up at him over the top of her glasses. “I’m afraid there’s nothing in any of your tests that marks you as being more than just an ordinary, healthy young man with a high concentration potential.”
“Oh,” Billy said quietly. All that work for nothing? he thought. “Then … you don’t think I can do what I say I can, is that right?”
“Take on pain from the dead? I really don’t know. As I say, the tests—”
“They’re not the right tests,” Billy said.
She pondered that for a moment. “Perhaps you’re right. But then, what would the proper test be, young man? Can you come up with one? You see, parapsychology—and death survival research in particular—is a very, very tricky enterprise. It’s a fledgling science—a new frontier; we make up the tests as we go along, but even our tests have to be tested. We have to prove ourselves as being serious every day, and most scientists won’t even listen to our findings.” She closed his file. “Unfortunately, we have proven nothing. No proof of death survival, no proof of an afterlife … nothing. But still people come to us with sightings of discarnates. They come to us with precognitive dreams, with the ability to suddenly speak in different languages, or to play musical instruments that they had no prior experience with. I’ve seen individuals go into trancelike states and write in a completely different handwriting style. I’ve heard a little girl, also in a trance, speak in a man’s voice. What does it mean? Simply that we have reached the edge of a new unknown, and we don’t understand what lies before us.”
Dr. Hillburn took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. She was suddenly very tired, and she’d so hoped this young man from Alabama would be the one she was looking for “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t disbelieve what you’ve told me about yourself and your family. Your friend Mr. Merkle was certainly convinced. But … how can we test that black aura you say you see? How can we test someone who feels he can calm the dead? I don’t know. Until we come up with new, verifiable test procedures, we cannot. So I’m going to send your file around to some other parapsychologists. In the meantime … I’m sorry, but I’ve got a list of people waiting to come in. I’m going to have to ask you to vacate your room.”
“You … want me to leave?”
“No, I don’t want you to; but I’m afraid you’ll have to. I can give you until the end of the week, and we’ll put you on a bus back home. I’m hopeful one of the other parapsychologists who get your file can …”
Heat pulsed in Billy’s face. He stood up abruptly, thinking of all the money he’d spent to come up here. “I’ll leave tomorrow,” he said. “And nobody has to see me olf. I thought you were going to help me!”
“I said we’d put you through some tests. We have. I’m groping through the dark, just as you are, and I wish I had room for everyone here who has psi potential, but we don’t. It’s not that I don’t believe in your abilities. But right now there’s only your word for them.”
“I see,” Billy said, confused and angry. All this time, wasted! “I shouldn’t have come up here. I was wrong, I know that now. You can’t understand or help me, because you look at everything through machines. How can a machine know what’s in my mind and soul? My mother, and her mother before her, never needed machines to help them do their work—and I don’t, either.” He glowered at her and then stalked out of the office.
Dr. Hillburn couldn’t blame him. She turned her chair toward the window to look at the park in the gray midafternoon sunlight. She hated to let Billy Creekmore go, because she sensed something about him—something important that she couldn’t quite understand. But she needed the space he was occupying, and that was that. She drew in a deep breath and turned to her next priority, Bonnie Hailey’s dream diary. Bonnie was still having dreams about a burning building, and her messenger was still trying to impress a word on her Something that sounded like “spines”? She reread Bonnie’s latest dreams—all of them similar except for minor details—and then took a Chicago street map from a bookshelf behind her desk.
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They came for Henry Bragg at a quiet hour, just before three in the morning, and turned on all the lights in his mirrored bedroom.
Niles was standing over the bed when Bragg got his eyeglasses on. “Mr. Krepsin would like to see you,” Niles said. “You won’t need to get dressed, just your robe and slippers will do.”
“What’s going on? What time is it?”
“It’s early. Wayne’s repaying a debt to Mr. Krepsin. It’s important that you be there.”
Niles and a sturdy blond -bodyguard named Dorn escorted Bragg into the east wing of the house, Krepsin’s private domain. In the week since George Hodges had been gone, Bragg had felt as pampered as a prince. He was getting a good suntan and becoming addicted to pina coladas. When the young girls that Niles introduced to him fawned over him, he conveniently forgot about his wife, children, his house and legal practice. He’d begun wearing a chain around his neck with his zodiac sign on it. He was doing his job: staying close to Wayne. If there just happened to be one hell of a lot of fringe benefits, was it his fault?
Niles pressed the button outside Krepsin’s study. The doors unlocked, and Bragg stepped into the room. Track lights were aimed on him, and the mounted skeletons threw dark slats upon the walls. Krepsin sat behind his desk, his hands folded before him, his head in a pool of light.
Bragg had to visor his hand over his eyes because the light in his face was almost painful. “Mr. Krepsin? Did you want to see me, sir?”
“Yes. Step forward, will you?”
Bragg did. The feel of the Persian carpet under his feet changed. He realized he was standing on a wide piece of thin, clear plastic that had been laid down over the carpet.
“That’s fine,” Krepsin said. “Right there, if you please.”
“What’s going on?” Bragg grinned.
“Wayne?” Krepsin looked to his left, at the figure sitting in a high-backed chair. “Are you ready?”
It took Bragg a few minutes to recognize Wayne. The boy’s face was pallid, haunted-looking. It had been several days since he’d last seen Wayne, and the boy looked like a stranger. Wayne held a small box in his lap and was rubbing something between his fingers. Was it … hair? he wondered.
“I don’t know,” Wayne said softly.
“What did I tell you before, son? You’re either ready or not for your test.”
“Hey,” Bragg said, “is anybody going to tell me what’s going on?”
Dorn was covering some of the skeletons nearest Bragg with clear plastic sheets. He moved a coffee table and chair to the far side of the room. Wayne sat staring at the hair in his hand; most of it was gray, and it had a luster that shone like starlight. He got a strange feeling from holding it. The Creekmore boy’s face was fresh in his mind, and for an instant it didn’t look evil at all. But then he remembered what his father had told him, about things of the Devil not always looking black as sin. “I’m ready,” he said, and let Ramona Creekmore’s hair slip back into the box. He could call it up from deep within, he knew he could. He rose to his feet, clenching and unclenching his fists at his sides.
“Let’s begin,” Krepsin said.
Before Bragg could turn, Dorn gripped his wrists and pinned his arms behind him. Bragg cried out in pain as Dorn held him so tightly he could barely breathe.
“Mr Niles?” Krepsin said softly.
Niles had taken what looked like a set of brass knuckles from a black leather pouch. He slipped the weapon on his right fist, and Bragg whined with fear as he saw the wicked glint of broken razor blades studding the weapon’s surface.
“Wayne!” Bragg screamed, his glasses hanging from one ear. “For God’s sake, don’t let them kill me!” He tried to kick out at Niles, but the other man neatly sidestepped. Niles gripped his hair and jerked his head back while Dorn increased the pressure on his lockhold.
And then Niles’s arm swept outward in a blurred arc, across Bragg’s exposed throat. Fountains of bright red blood leaped into the’ait jettinguPdegn the plastic sheets. Niles leaped aside, but not in time: his gray suit was splattered with scarlet. Bragg’s face had gone marble white.
“Let him go,” Krepsin ordered. Bragg crumpled to his knees, his hands clasped around his throat, blood streaming between the fingers. Krepsin had clicked a stopwatch on when Bragg’s throat was slashed, and the seconds were running; he inclined his head toward Wayne. “Now heal him,” he said. “You have about three minutes before he bleeds to death.”
Wayne had had no idea what the test was going to be. He was transfixed by the sight of all that blood.
“Please,” Bragg whispered, and reached a gore-covered hand out for him. “Oh Jesus, oh Jesus don’t let me die …”
“Hurry, Wayne,” Krepsin urged.
Gripping the man’s slippery hand, Wayne got on his knees beside him. Red tides rippled across the plastic. Wayne clamped his free hand over the gushing, ragged wound. “Be healed,” he said, his voice shaking. “I … command you to be healed!” He tried to visualize the veins and arteries melding together as if by a cauterizing torch, but he knew it wasn’t working. “Please,” he whispered. “Please be healed!”
Bragg moaned hoarsely and fell on his side.
The stopwatch on Krepsin’s desk continued to ticktickticktick.
Wayne felt trapped in rust. He had felt the healing fire when he’d touched Toby; he had felt it when he’d healed a little girl’s numbed legs; he had felt it a hundred times in those old days, before he felt so pushed and squeezed and pressured to keep doing it day after day. But he couldn’t pretend anymore, not with Henry dying in front of him. He had to find the blue fire again, and he had to find it fast. When he looked pleadingly up at Krepsin, he saw the man’s impassive face like a huge chunk of eroding stone. Krepsin had put on a surgical mask.
“Wayne . . .” Bragg whispered.
He clamped both hands to the wound. “Be healed be healed dear God heal this man please heal him.” He squeezed his eyes shut. It wouldn’t happen! Where was the blue fire? Where was the power? “Burn it shut!” he shouted. Still nothing. He thought of the Creekmore witch, scorching in Hellfire. He thought of the Creekmore boy, still out there roaming the earth. One had been dealt with, the other must follow. “BURN IT SHUT!” he screamed, his mind turning toward revenge for the death of his father.
A faint jolt shuddered through his hands, like a spark plug misfiring. He was covered with blood and sweat, and as he concentrated he bowed his back and screamed for his daddy to help him heal Henry Bragg.
Spark plugs fired. Fired. Fired. “Yes, I command you to be healed! I command you to be heal—” a terrific pain suddenly ripped across his head. His brain felt as if it were about to explode. “BE HEALED!” he shouted, as blood oozed from his nostrils. His eyes bulged from his head.
Bragg’s body writhed, his mouth opening in a moan.
Krepsin, breathing hard, began to rise from his chair.
Pain crisscrossed Wayne’s head in savage waves. His hands, curled into rigid claws, were locked against Bragg’s throat. A fire was coming up from his soul, sizzling through sinew and muscle and flesh. With it there was an agony that made Wayne throw back his head and shriek.
Krepsin thought he smelled charring flesh.
Wayne shook violently, the eyes rolling back in his head, as his hands convulsively twitched around Bragg’s throat. The man’s body was shaking too, his mouth making low gasping sounds.
And then Wayne fell backward as if thrust away by a physical force. He lay curled up on the bloody plastic. Agony throbbed through him like the vibration of a bass fiddle.
Bragg moaned, “Oh God help me … please help me … the pain …”
Krepsin released his breath in a hiss. The second hand of the stopwatch was sweeping past three minutes. “Check him,” he rasped.
Niles bent over Bragg. “Pulse irregular The bleeding’s almost stopped. The blood’s coagulated into a hard crust. I … I think the wound’s sealed, Mr Krepsin.”
“Hurts,” Bragg whispered.
Krepsin’s bulk leaned over the desk. “That man should be dead by now,” he said. “He should be dead!” Breathing like a steam engine, he came around the desk and stepped onto the plastic film, avoiding the blood. “Get away, get away,” he told Niles, who moved quickly aside. Very slowly Krepsin dared to bend forward and touch with one finger the hard crust of dried blood that had effectively sealed Bragg’s wound. He drew his finger back as if it had been burned. “He’s going to live,” Krepsin whispered. Then, in a shout that seemed to shake the room: “He’s going to live!”
Wayne sat up, staring blankly ahead as blood dripped from his nose. His head was full of black, consumptive pain.
“He’s a healei;” Krepsin breathed, his eyes wide and astonished. “He’s a healei; he’s a healei; he’s a goddamned healer! I’ve found a healer!” He turned toward Wayne, one of his shoes sinking into a puddle of blood. “You always knew you could do it, didn’t you? You never doubted it! Oh, I’ve looked for someone like you for such a long time, Wayne! You can heal anything, can’t you? Cancers, fevers, plagues, anything/”
The son of Satan, Wayne thought through a haze of pain. Loose in the world. Mocking me. I always knew I could do it. Death deserves death. Send the demon boy to join the witch in Hellfire. 1 always knew I could get it up!
“My God, Wayne!” Krepsin was saying. “What a gift you have! I’ll give you anything you want, anything in the world! You want to stay here with me, don’t you? Here where it’s safe, where nothing can get at you? What do you want, Wayne? I’ll give you—”
“The demon boy,” Wayne whispered. “I … want the demon boy dead. He’s loose in the world, spreading death like a plague. Death-deserves death.”
“The Creekmore boy? Anything you want done, anything in the world. We know he’s in Chicago, at the …” He couldn’t recall, and snapped his fingers at Niles.
“The Hillburn Institute,” Niles answered. The courier had come this morning, bringing a package containing snippets of hair and an envelope Travis Bixton had found in the Creekmore house. On that envelope had been the institute’s address, and inside a letter from the Creekmore boy.
“Right,” Krepsin said. “But that boy can’t hurt you, Wayne. It was his mother you feared, wasn’t it? And now that she’s …”
“Dead,” Wayne said, his haunted gaze burning toward the other man. “Dead dead I want the demon boy dead.”
Krepsin glanced quickly over at Niles, then returned his attention to Wayne. “I want you to go back to your room now. Mr. Dorn will give you something to help you relax. Tomorrow you can go up in the Challenger with Coombs. All day if you want. Would you like that?”
“Yes sir”
Dorn helped Wayne to his feet. Bragg stirred and whispered, “Wayne, don’t leave me.”
“Henry’s still hurting,” Wayne said dazedly. “What’s going to happen to him?”
“We’ll see to Mr. Bragg. Go along now. And Wayne—you’ve passed your test magnificently!”
When Wayne had gone, Niles bent down beside Bragg and examined the throat wound as Krepsin raved on about Wayne’s powers. Niles was fascinated at the way the blood had crusted; he’d never seen anything like this before. Bragg’s bloodshot eyes were fixed on him. After a period of observation, Niles knew, Bragg would go into the incinerator “What about the boy at that institute, Mr Krepsin?” he asked.
“Wells won’t have any problem with that, will he?”
“No sir.” He stood up and stepped away from the body. “No problem. But aren’t you curious about this Creekmore boy? He has some kind of hold over Wayne. Should we find out what it is?”
Krepsin recalled something Wayne had told him, in one of their first conversations: The Creekmores serve the Devil, and they know all the secrets of death. He”narrowed his eyes and regarded Niles for a silent moment.
“Something about that boy and his mother has preyed on Wayne’s mind for a long time,” Niles said quietly. “What could it be? And could it be used to bind Wayne closer to you?”
“He’ll never leave me,” Krepsin said. “How long could a man live, Mr Niles, if he cannot be touched by injuries or disease? A hundred years? Longer?” Then he said in a soft, dreamy voice, “Not to die, but to know the secrets of death. That would … make a human being godlike, wouldn’t it?”
“The Creekmore boy,” Niles said, “may know something about Wayne that you should know. Possibly we acted prematurely on the woman, as well.”
“What’s your advice, then?”
Niles told him, and Krepsin listened very carefully.
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It was Billy’s last afternoon at the Hillburn Institute, and he was” packing his suitcase when he heard the scream from downstairs. He knew, almost instinctively, that it was Bonnie’s voice.
He found her in the parlor, hugging Mr Peariman with tears streaming down her face. A few others were watching something on television. Billy stared numbly at the screen.
It was a nighttime scene of a blazing building, firemen wearing oxygen masks and scaling ladders to the upper floors as sparks exploded into the sky. The camera had caught pictures of people leaping to their deaths from the window.
“… the scene at two A.M. at the Alcott Hotel in South Chicago,” a female announcer was saying, “where a cigarette may have ignited one of the worst hotel fires in the past decade. Officials believe a smoldering mattress burst into flames just after midnight and fire spread rapidly through the structure, which has been used as a refuge for transients since 1968. Two firemen were overcome by smoke, and it’s estimated now that over forty persons may have died in the flames. It may be days before the rubble is cleared away, and more victims may be buried beneath.” The scene changed to an ugly dawn. The building lay in smoking ruins and firemen picked through the debris. “Stay tuned to WCHI’s ‘Eye on Chicago News’ at five.” And then the station returned to “The Wizard of Odds.”
“It wasn’t a cigarette,” Bonnie said, staring at Billy. “It was the wiring. It happened just like I knew it would, and I couldn’t stop it, I couldn’t do anything… .”
“There’s nothing you could have done,” Dn Hillburn said. She was standing at the foot of the stairs, and had seen the news bulletin. This morning she’d read in the paper about the fiery destruction of the Alcott Hotel, on South Spines Street, and had known that Bonnie’s messenger had been right again.
“Yes there was. I could’ve told somebody. I could’ve—”
“You told me,” Dr. Hillburn said. She glanced at Billy and the others and then her gaze returned to Bonnie. “I found Spines Street on a Chicago map. It’s in a very bad area on the South Side, full of flophouses for derelicts. Two days ago I called the local police station and the fire department’s prevention bureau. I explained who I was, and my conversation ended with, respectively, a desk sergeant and a secretary. I was told there were dozens of transient hotels on Spines Street, and an inspection of them all was impractical. You did the best you could, Bonnie, and so did I.”
Forty people dead, Billy thought. Maybe more, their bodies buried in the rubble. The Alcott Hotel, South Spines Street. Forty people dead. He could envision them awakening from drunken sleep as fire roared through the corridors. They would’ve had no time, no chance to escape. It would have been a terrifying, agonizing way to die. Forty people.
Bonnie, her face strained and tear-streaked, took her coat from the closet and went out into the cold. She walked into the park, her head bowed.
“She’ll survive,” Dr. Hillburn*said. “She’s a fightei; and she knows I’m right. Billy, what time does your bus leave?”
“Four o’clock.”
“Whenever you’re ready, I’ll drive you to the station.” Dr. Hillburn watched Bonnie walking in the park for a moment, then started up the stairs.
Billy kept thinking about the Alcott Hotel. The raw image of people leaping from the windows was imprinted on his brain. What would his mother want him to do? He already knew; but he didn’t know if he was strong enough for that many of them. He had two hours before his bus left. No, he should forget about the Alcott, he told himself. He was going home, back where he belonged.
Dr. Hillburn was about to enter her office when Billy said quietly, behind hei; “I’d like to talk to you, please.”
“Yes?”
“That hotel fire. All those people, trapped in there. I … think that’s where I should go.”
“Why? Are you presuming that just because there was fast and painful death, discarnates are present? I don’t think that’s a very valid—”
“I don’t care what you think,” Billy said firmly. “I know that softie souls need help in crossing ovei; especially if death came so fast they didn’t have time to prepare themselves. Some of them—a lot of them, I think—are probably still in that place, and they’re still burning up. They don’t know how to get out.”
“So what are you suggesting?”
“I want to go there. I want to see for myself.” He frowned when she didn’t respond. “What my mother taught me had to do with compassion, with feeling. Not with brainwaves or machines. They need me at that place. I have to go, Dr. Hillburn.”
“No,” she said. “Out of the question. You’re acting on an invalid, emotional assumption. And I’m sure that what remains of the Alcott is extremely dangerous. While you’re in this city, I feel responsible for you, and I won’t have you walking around in a burned-out building. I’m sorry. No.” And she went into her office and closed the door.
Billy’s face was grim. He went to his room, put on his heaviest sweatee and tucked the rest of his money into a jeans pocket. A bus stop was two blocks north, he knew. He’d have to find the Alcott Hotel by himself. Anita saw him leave, but he spoke to no one. Outside, small flakes of snow were spinning down from an overcast sky, and the wind was frigid. He saw Bonnie out in the park and almost went over to comfort hei; but he knew she needed to be alone, and if he paused he might lose the determination that was forcing him to the Alcott. He started walking north, and didn’t hear Bonnie’s voice when she looked up and called his name.
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The bus doors hissed open, and Billy stepped onto the pavement in a chilly mix of rain and snow. On the corner was a rusted street sign that read South Spines. As the bus pulled away, Billy shoved his hands in his pockets and started walking into the wind, his teeth beginning to chatter
For the last hour and a half he’d been transferring from bus to bus, heading deeper into Chicago’s grim, gray South Side. He was almost at the edge of the city, and he’d ridden the bus to the end of the line. Rows of square, severe-looking buildings surrounded him, and on the horizon factory chimneys belched brown smoke. Metal shields were pulled down across storefront windows, and the reek of decay hung in the air
Billy walked south, shivering. In the distance he heard a police car’s siren, the wail strengthening and ebbing. The street was all but deserted. Around him snowflakes hissed as if falling on a hot griddle. From windows an occasional solemn face watched him pass.
After another block, he could smell charred timbers. The air grew denser, thick with a grayish brown haze that seemed to hang in layers. He heard an eerie chorus of police sirens, a noise that climbed the scales to a chilling dissonance. Billy could feel the hair at the back of his neck standing up.
The haze grew denser still, like a filthy fog. Billy walked into it, his eyes stinging.
And through it loomed his destination, a scorched five-story building with the letters ALL OTT HO remaining painted in dark red just under the rooftop, which had collapsed during the fire. Windows were rimmed with black, and rooms and narrow corridors had been exposed when part of the hotel’s brick skin had slid down to the ground. Smoking rubble was piled up all over the street. A safety barricade, yellow sawhorses with blinking lights, had been set up to hold back a group of fifteen or twenty curious onlookers, and two police cars were parked nearby. Firemen in long brown canvas coats were picking through the debris. A group of men in scruffy clothes stood around a blaze in an empty oil can, passing a bottle back and forth. Parked across the street was a fire engine, its hoses snaking into the rubble.
Two firemen were digging something out. A third came over to help. The blackened shape they were trying to lift fell apart in their hands, and one of the men leaned unsteadily on his shovel as the group of drunks hooted and catcalled.
Billy’s heart was pounding, the chorus of sirens making his skin crawl. He saw a couple of policemen moving around in the rubble. Something within the building cracked, and bricks fell from above, causing the officers to scatter.
And then Billy realized those weren’t sirens he was hearing.
They were high, dissonant, eerie screams. Coming from inside the Alcott.
And he knew that he was the only one who could hear them.
“Got another one over here!” one of the firemen shouted. “Get me a bodybag, it’s a bad one!”
Billy stared across the barricades into the blackened remnants of the lobby. Furniture had been charred into lumps. A tangle of pipes leaked dirty water; and a narrow staircase, warped by intense heat and the weight of water; ascended along a sooty wall. The screams drove themselves into his brain like spikes, and he knew there were too many. He couldn’t handle them all, they’d kill him. He’d never tried to help this many, not at one time!
“Step back,” a policeman told him, and he obeyed.
But he knew that if he didn’t at least try, give it his best and strongest effort, he’d hear that terrible screaming in his mind for the rest of his life. He paused, waiting for the chance. I am strong, he told himself. I can do it. But he was trembling, and he’d never been more uncertain in his life.
The drunks started shouting at the firemen who were zipping a black form into a bodybag. The policeman hurried over to shut them up, his broad face reddening with anger.
And Billy slipped under the barricade, then into the Alcott Hotel’s ruined lobby.
He ascended the stairs as quickly as he could, ducking low beneath twisted pipes and dangling timbers. The stairs groaned under his weight, and around him shifted a curtain of gray smoke. Above the sound of the ghostly screams he could hear restless wind roaring along the upper floors. As he reached the dank second floor; noises from the outside world faded away. He could sense the pulse of agony at the heart of the Alcott Hotel.
His foot plunged through a step; he fell to his knees, ashes whirling around him, as the entire staircase shook. It took him a moment to work his foot free, and then he forced himself upward. Cold sweat and soot clung to his face. The screaming spectral voices led him to the third floor; he was aware also of individual voices—low, agonized moaning, snippets of shouts, cries of terror—that he seemed to feel vibrating in his bones. The third-floor corridor was dark, puddled with ashy water; clogged with burned, unidentifiable shapes. Billy found a shattered window and leaned against it to inhale some fresh air Down on the street, a white van marked WCHI THE EYE OF CHICAGO had pulled up to the barricade. Three people, a woman and two men—one with a camera unit braced against his shoulder—were having a heated argument with the cop while the drunks shouted and whistled.
The voices of the dead urged Billy on. He continued along the corridor, feeling something like a cold hand exploring his features as a blind man might. The floor groaned under his weight, and from above ashes shifted down like black snow. His shoes crunched on a layer of debris.
To his right there was a doorway that had been shattered by firemen. Beyond was a thick gloom of gray ashes. Billy could sense the terrible cold in that room, leaking out into the corridor It was the chill of terror, and Billy shivered in its frigid touch.
Beyond that doorway, he knew, was what he had come here to find.
Billy braced himself, his heart hammering, and stepped through the doorway.
The voices stopped.
A pall of black ashes and smoke drifted around him. It had been a large room; he looked up, saw that most of the ceiling had collapsed in a morass of charred timbers. Water was still seeping down from above and lay a half-iftch deep around the objects on the floor: charred rib cages, arm and leg bones, unrecognizable shapes that might once have been human beings. Around them, like black barbed wire, was a metal framework that had been melded together by intense heat. Bed frames, Billy realized. Bunk beds. They were sleeping in here when the ceiling collapsed on top of them.
There was a silence, as of something waiting.
He could feel them all around him. They were in the smoke, in the ash, in the burned bones and malformed shapes. They were in the air and in the walls.
There was too much agony here; it weighed heavily in the dense air, and terror crackled like electricity. But it was too late to run, Billy knew. He would have to do what he could.
But there was something else here, as well. Tne hair at the back of his neck stirred, and his flesh prickled. Hatred oozed from this room. Something in here seethed; something wanted to tear him to pieces.
A shape stirred in a far corner and rose up from the ashes, taking hideous form. It stood seven feet tall, and its narrowed eyes glittered like red beads. The shape changer’s boarlike face grinned. “I knew you’d come,” it whispered, in a voice neither masculine nor feminine, young nor old. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
Billy stepped back, into puddled water
“Oh, you’re not afraid, are you?” The shape changer came out of the corner like a drift of smoke, its bestial gaze fixed on Billy. “Not you, no. Never afraid. You’re strong, aren’t you?”
” Yes,” Billy said. “I am.” And he saw a flicker of hesitation in the shape changer’s gaze. He wasn’t sure of the limits of the shape changer’s powers—if indeed, there were any—but it seemed to him that as he got stronger; the shape changer grew more uncertain, more threatened. Perhaps, he thought, the beast couldn’t physically hurt him in that demonic, elemental shape, but it could affect his mind, possibly make him hurt himself. If the shape changer ever devised a way to attack him physically, he feared he couldn’t survive against such a hideous force.
The thing’s form shifted, like a reflection seen in a rippling pond of stagnant water; and suddenly it looked like Lee Sayre. “You’re a meddler,” it said, in Sayre’s voice. “Your family’s full of meddlers. Some of them couldn’t stand up to me, boy. Do you think you can?”
Billy didn’t reply, but stood his ground.
Lee Sayre’s face grinned. “Good! Then it’ll be you and me, boy, with a roomful of souls in the balance! Think fast, boy!”
The floor creaked and pitched downward, dropping Billy to his knees in the water. It’s a trick! he thought, as the floor seemed to sway precariously. An illusion, conjured up by the beast!
A blizzard of lighted matches swirled around Billy, burning him on the face and hands, sparking his hair and sweater. He cried out and tried to shield his face with his arms. A trick! Not really burning, not really … ! If he was strong enough, he knew, he could overcome the shape changer’s tricks. He looked up into the matches that sizzled off his cheeks and forehead, and he tried to concentrate on seeing the shape changer not as Lee Sayre, but as it really looked. The blizzard of matches faded away, and the boar-thing stood before him.
“Tricks,” Billy said, and looked up through the darkness at Melissa Pettus.
A fireball suddenly came crashing through the ceiling upon him, burying him in flaming debris. He could smell himself burning—a May Night smell—and he screamed as he tried to fight free. He ran, his clothes on fire, his mind panicked.
Before he reached the doorway, he stepped through a gaping hole in the floor that had been hidden by rubble.
As he plunged through, he caught a jagged piece of twisted metal bed frame that cut into his hand. His body hung halfway through the hole, his legs dangling twenty feet over a pile of timbers studded with blackened nails. His clothes were still on fire, and he could hear his skin sizzling.
“Let go, Billy,” Melissa whispered. “It hurts, doesn’t it? It hurts to burn.”
“No!” he shouted. If he let go, he knew he’d fall to his death. The shape changer had wanted him to flee, had wanted him to step through this hole. Panic, terror illusions, and insanity—those were the shape changer’s most lethal weapons.
“Your mother’s dead,” Melissa’s pretty face said. “The cowboy came and cut her throat. Your little house is a heap of ashes. Billy, your hand’s bleeding—”
“Somebody up there?” a voice shouted from below. “Let go, let go!” the shape changer, in Melissa’s skin, said urgently. >>
Billy concentrated on the pain in his hand. His flesh had stopped sizzling. He turned his full attention to getting out of the hole. His clothes weren’t on fire, weren’t even scorched. He was strong, he told himself; he could resist the shape changer’s weapons. Melissa’s form began to fade away, and in its place was the boar Billy climbed up and crouched on his knees in the water What had the thing said about his mother? Lies, all lies! He had to hurry, he told himself, before the firemen found him in here.
There were scorched bones lying around him. A rib cage lay nearby. In the corner was a hideous, blackened form still wearing the shreds of clothes, its black skull-like head lolling.
Billy could feel them all around him, terrified and confused. They murmured and moaned, crowding around him to flee the dark power of the shape changer
“No fear;” Billy whispered. “Give up the pain, give up …” “Get out of the dark place!” Jimmy Jed Falconer bellowed, his eyes blazing with righteous anger
Something as soft as silk brushed Billy’s face. A formless, pale bluish white mass had begun seeping out of the wall, reaching tentatively toward him. A second revenant hung in a corner like a spider web, clinging fearfully to the wall.
.”You’re not strong enough!” Falconer shouted. “You can’t do it!”
“Give up the pain,” Billy whispered, trying to mentally draw them closer He squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating. When he opened them, he saw a third revenant drifting nearer, taking on a vague human shape, arms reaching to grasp for him.
“You have to leave this place,” Billy said. “You don’t belong here.” And suddenly he shivered, as a cold white shape drifted over him from behind; it was as soft as velvet, and was so cold it made his bones ache. Two appendages that might have been arms enfolded him.
“No!” the shape changer thundered, reverting to the beast.
The revenant began to sink into him. Billy gritted his teeth as its human memories filled him; first the panic as the fire spread and the ceiling crashed down, then the agony of burning flesh. Then in his mind he saw a splay of cards on a table, a hand reaching for a bottle of Red Dagger wine, golden wheatfields seen from a speeding boxcar, dreaded policemen swinging clubs. Memories and emotions swept through him like leaves blown from dying trees.
Another form drifted closer gripping Billy’s hand and crawling up his arm.
Again, the agony of the blaze streaked through Billy’s mind. Then a needle sinking into flesh. A thin woman standing in a doorway, cradling a child.
Billy shuddered and moaned from the intensity of the pain and emotions he was taking on. He saw dozens of white forms sifting through the room, rising from the heaps of bones and ashes. They were oozing out of the walls, some of them hurrying toward him, others still as frightened as little children and clinging to the corners.
“Let go of the pain,” he whispered, as the forms clung to him. “No pain, no fear …” Images from other lives crackled through his mind: a knife fight in an alley, a bottle uptilted for the last precious drops.
“LOOK AT ME, BOY!” the shape changer shouted, and rippled into Fitts, standing with a python curled around his neck. “Your mother’s dead, your mother’s dead! The cowboy came and sheared her head!”
The revenants were all over Billy. Though they were weightless, the tonnage of the emotions they were shedding bore him to the floor; where he lay gasping on his side in ashes and water He heard the shape changer roar; “It’s not over! It’s not over yet, you’ll see!” but he closed his mind to the thing’s taunts, mentally fixed on bringing the revenants into him.
The shape changer vanished. But, behind Billy, the charred corpse in the corner stirred. Its dead, burned-out eye sockets began to show a gleam of red. The thing moved, slowly, slowly, and started to drag itself toward the boy. One skeletal hand closed around a piece of metal, and lifted it to strike Billy from behind.
Burned bone cracked. The arm dangled uselessly, and as Billy turned to look over his shoulder; he recognized in the reanimated corpse’s face the shape changer’s red, hate-filled eyes. He lay immobile as the corpse crawled toward him, its mouth opening to emit a hoarse whisper through burned vocal cords; then the head lolled, ripping loose from the neck. The body shuddered and settled again into the ashes, as the shape changer gave it up.
Someone shouted, “Jesus Christ!”
And another voice, rising frantically, “Get the lights on!”
A stunning beam of light flooded the room. Some of the wraiths scattered away from Billy, fleeing the harsh illumination. Others floated above the floor; transfixed.
The fireman with his spotlight backed away, stumbling into the camera crew from WCHI, who were doing a doucmentary on firetrap hotels. The room was filled with strange white shapes, some of them vaguely in human form. “What the hell? . . .” the fireman whispered.
“Barry!” a tall woman with red hair said. “Film it!” Her eyes were wide and startled, and she was fighting the urge to run like hell from whatever those things were. The cameraman paused, stunned, and at once the woman switched on a power-pack strapped to his back. She lifted the video-tape camera from its mount on his shoulder; popped off the plastic lens cap, and started filming. Two intense lights attached atop the camera came on, illuminating every corner of the room. “Give me more cable! Now, damn it!” She stepped into the room, panning from corner to cornet
“Nothing there,” the fireman was babbling. “Nothing there. Just smoke. Just—” And then he fled the room.
The camerawoman stepped over the boy passed out on the floor, jerked at the cable to make sure it wasn’t snagged, and filmed a white shape with a head and arms as it fled into a wall.
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When Cammy Falconer saw her son, she was amazed at how much older he looked. He was growing into a handsome man, but he was getting fat. He sat out at a table by the glass-enclosed swimming pool that was part of the Krepsin house, working on a plastic airplane model.
“Wayne?” Niles said quietly. “Your visitors are here.”
Wayne looked up incuriously, and Cammy saw that his eyes seemed dead. She managed a weak smile as she stepped forward. “Aren’t you going to say hello to your mother?”
“You’ve been smoking,” Wayne replied. “I can smell it on your clothes.” He glanced up at the husky, curly-haired man who stood a few paces behind her, and frowned. One of her boyfriends, he thought. He’d heard she had a lot of boyfriends out in Houston, where she’d moved after the Falconer Foundation had bought her a condominium.
“Wayne, this is Darryl Whitton,” she said uneasily. “He plays for the Oilers.”
“I don’t like football.” He concerned himself with putting together the fuselage of a Concorde. “How’d you find me?”
“Where you are isn’t a secret.” She glanced quickly at Niles, who seemed determined to stay around. “Can I be alone with my son, please?” Niles nodded in accordance, wished them a good visit, and returned to the house. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you, Wayne.”
“Did they send you?”
“No,” she said, but she was lying. The Crusade people had called her and explained that they needed her help. Little Wayne was out in Palm Springs, they told her, and he didn’t want to come home. Henry Bragg was missing, and George Hodges had quit the Crusade only a few days ago. Cammy inwardly shuddered when
Wayne looked at her; she feared he could see the lie through those scorched, haunted eyes.
Whitton, an affable lout, picked up one of the plastic pieces and grinned. “Mighty good job you’re doin’ there, Wayne. Your momma tells me you like …” And then the grin froze when Wayne’s gaze fixed on him. Whitton cleared his throat, put the piece down, and ambled away along the edge of the large swimming pool.
“What’s this all about?” Cammy asked. She was well tanned and obviously prosperous, and had broken out of the crystalline cocoon J.J. Falconer had spun around her. “Don’t you want to continue the Crusade anymore?”
“They did send you, didn’t they?”
“Wayne, you’re the head of a multimillion-dollar corporation! And here you are, putting together kids’ toys! Who is this Krepsin man, and why did he make it so hard for me to see you? I’ve called half a dozen times!”
“Mr. Krepsin is my friend,” Wayne replied. “I’m resting. And you got in to see me, didn’t you?” He concentrated on getting the wings done just right.
“Resting? For what?”
“The future,” he said softly. “But.you don’t care, not really. You stopped caring after my daddy died. But I’ll tell you about the future anyway. Mr Krepsin is going to help me build a church, right out in the desert. It’s going to be the biggest church in the world, and it’s going to last forever. It’s going to be built in Mexico, and Mr Krepsin is going to show me where …” His voice trailed away, and he sat staring into space for a moment. “We can build our own television network, Mr. Krepsin says. He wants to help me, every step of the way.”
“In other words, this man’s got control over you.”
He shot a dark glance at her. “You can’t see the future, can you? I don’t have any friends back in Fayette. They just want to use me. Back there I’m still Little Wayne Falconet but here I’m Mr. Wayne Falconer. I can have anything I want here, and I don’t have to be afraid of anything. And know what? They let me fly a jet. Night or day, whenever I choose. I take those controls and I fly over the desert and I feel so … so free. Nobody demands anything from me here.”
“And what do you do for money?”
“Oh, I’ve had my bank accounts transferred from Fayette. I’ve got a new lawyei; too. Mr Russo. We’re going to put all the foundation money in a Mexican bank, because the interest rates are higher. So you see? I’m still in control.”
“My God!” Cammy said incredulously. “You’ve handed over the foundation to a stranger? If the press finds out about this, you’re through.”
“I don’t see it that way.” He carefully squeezed plastic cement out of a tube, applying it to a tail fin. “Daddy doesn’t either.”
Cammy went cold. “What?”
“Daddy. He’s come back to me, now that the Hawthorne witch is dead. He says what I’m doing is right, and he says he can rest in Heaven when the demon boy is dead.”
“No,” she whispered. “Wayne … where’s Henry? Is Henry here with you?”
“Henry? Oh, he went on to Mexico.”
Cammy realized her son was out of his mind. Her eyes stung with tears. “Please,” she said. “Wayne, listen to me. I’m begging you. Please go back to Fayette. They can talk to you, and—” She touched his arm.
Instantly he jerked away, and the half-finished airplane scattered across the table and to the ground. “Don’t touch me!” he told her “I never asked you to come here!” His face reddened as he realized the model he’d worked so hard on was ruined. “Look what you made me do! You … you’ve broken it!”
“Wayne … please …”
“Get out!” he said angrily. “I don’t want you near me!”
“You’re destroying everything J.J. built. Don’t throw it all away! You need help, Wayne! Please go back to Fayette, where they can—”
“GET OUT!” Wayne howled, rising to his feet. Whitton was hurrying over “You Jezebel!” Wayne shouted, and tore away the necklace she was wearing. Pearls rolled across the ground. “You painted whore! You’re not my mother anymore, so GET OUT!”
A glass partition separating the pool from the house slid open. Felix, the butler, looked out and then went to summon Niles.
Cammy stared at her son. He was too far gone now to be helped. She knew she’d never see him again. She touched a red welt across her neck where he’d scratched her. And it came out of her before she could stop it: “You’re right, Wayne,” she said in a quiet, firm voice, “I’m not your mother I never was.”
“Don’t, Cammy!” Whitton said.
But Cammy’s anger and disgust at what her son had become was pouring out of her. “I was never your mother” she said, and saw Wayne blink. “You spoiled little bastard! Jimmy Jed Falconer bought you, because he wanted a son to carry on the Crusade, and it had to be done quickly. Do you hear me, Wayne?”
Wayne was motionless, his eyes narrowed into slits and his mouth half open.
“He paid hard cash for you!” And then she shouted it for the world to hear: “Jimmy Jed Falconer was impotent! God only knows who your mother and father really were!”
Niles, who’d just come up behind the woman, grabbed Cammy’s elbow. “I’ll have to ask you to—”
“Get your hand off me!” She pulled away. “What kind of tricks are you people playing? Why don’t you let Wayne go?”
“He can leave anytime he likes. Can’t you, Wayne?”
The boy’s eyes had frozen into chunks of blue ice. “You’re a fiat;” he whispered to the woman. “I’m J.J. Falconer’s son.”
“Not by blood. There’s a man who buys and sells babies. It was done in secret, and I was expected to go along with it. Oh, he loved you like you were his blood,^nd I tried my best, but I can’t stand to see you throwing everything away like this!”
“Liar,” Wayne whispered.
“The visit is over,” Niles said. “Felix, will you show these people to the door, please?”
“Go back to Fayette,” Cammy pleaded. “Don’t destroy J.J.’s lifework!” Tears filled her eyes. Whitton gently took her hand and they followed the Mexican butler Cammy looked back only once, and saw the man named Niles put his hand firmly on Wayne’s shoulder “That was kind of cruel, wasn’t it?” Whitton asked.
She wiped her eyes. “Take me to a bai; Darryl. The nearest damned bar you can find.”
Niles watched them leave through hooded eyes. “Are you all right, Wayne?”
“I’m J.J. Falconer’s son,” the boy replied in a dazed voice.
“Of course you are.” He recognized the shock settling into Wayne’s face, and he took a plastic bottle of small white pills from his inside coat pocket. He shook out a couple into his hand. “Your sedatives, Wayne. Chew these up.”
“NO!” The boy struck out at Niles’s wrist, and the pills went flying into the swimming pool. Wayne’s face was mottled and stricken. “I’m J.J. Falconer’s son!” he shouted.
‘ “That’s right.” Niles tensed, ready for anything. If the boy went out of control, there was no telling what he might try. “Of course you’re his son,” he said soothingly. “Now why don’t you finish your model? They’re gone now; they won’t bother you again. I’ll have Felix bring you a nice glass of fresh orange juice.” The juice would be laced with Valium, enough to turn him into a zombie again.
“My airplane.” Wayne stared down at the scattered plastic pieces. “Oh,” he whispered, and a tear dripped down his right cheek. “It’s broken. …”
“You can fix it. Come on, sit down.” Niles led him to his chair “What would you like to go with that orange juice?”
Wayne frowned, staring at the sun’s reflection in the swimming pool. “Zingers,” he said. “Vanilla.”
“Remember we leave for Mexico early in the morning. You’ll need your sleep. Are your bags packed?”
“No sir”
“Felix will give you a hand with them.” Niles hadn’t understood all of what that damned woman had said, but she’d really given Wayne a jolt. Taped to the underside of the table was a voice-activated tape recorder about the size of a cigarette pack. Niles knew Mr. Krepsin would be interested in hearing it. He left the poolside.
Wayne had gathered up the plastic pieces when Felix brought out his orange juice and Zingers. He stuffed the cakes into his mouth after Felix had gone; the orange juice seemed more bitter than usual today. He didn’t like it, so after one swallow he poured it into the pool and stirred away the color with his hand. Mr. Niles always insisted he finish everything that was put in front of him, and Wayne didn’t want to get Mr. Niles mad. Then Wayne sat cross-legged on the edge of the pool, telling himself over and over again that the painted Jezebel had lied.
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Billy Creekmore was watching The House on Haunted Hill on TV in his room at Chicago’s Armitage General Hospital when Bonnie Hailey knocked softly at the door and came in.
“Hi,” she said. “How’re you doin’ today?”
“Better.” He sat up and tried to make himself presentable by running a hand through his unruly hair. His bones still ached, and his appetite had dropped to almost nothing. Sleep was a confusion of nightmares, and in the television’s blue glow Billy’s face looked ghostly and tired. He’d been in the^hospital for two days, suffering from shock and exhaustion. “How about you?”
“I’m fine. Here, I brought you somethin’ to read.” She gave him a copy of the Tribune she’d bought down at the newsstand. “Helps to pass the time, I guess.”
“TTiank you.” He didn’t tell her that every time he tried to read, the lines ran together like columns of ants.
“You okay? I mean … are they treatin’ you right around here? Everybody at the institute wants to come over, but Dr. Hillburn says nobody can come for a while. But me, that is. I’m glad you wanted to see me.”
It was late afternoon, and the last rays of sunlight were slanting through the blinds beside Billy’s bed. Dr. Hillburn had spent most of yesterday with him and had been there this morning as well.
“Did Dr. Hillburn call Hawthorne like she promised she would?” Billy asked.
“I don’t know.”
“I haven’t heard from my mother for a while. I want to know if she’s all right.” Billy remembered the shape changer’s mocking singsong: Your mother’s dead, the cowboy came and sheared her head.
Bonnie shrugged. Dr. Hillburn had told her not to mention
Billy’s mother. The owner of a general store in Hawthorne—the number Billy had said to call—had told Dr. Hillburn that Ramona Creekmore had perished when her cabin had caught fire in the middle of the night. Embers stirred by the wind in the hearth, the man had said. The place went up quick.
“I’m so tired,” Billy said. Had a dark cloud passed over Bonnie’s face, or not? His brain was still teeming with the emotions and memories he’d absorbed in the Alcott Hotel; he realized he had narrowly escaped death from the shape changer. The beast hadn’t been able to crack his mind or erode his determination, but Billy shivered when he thought of that burned corpse dragging itself slowly through the ashes toward him. Had it been another mental trick, another assumed shape, or did the beast have the power to animate the dead as if they were grisly puppets? There had been utter hatred—and grim desperation—burning in those hollow eye sockets. When the shape changer had given up that husk of crisped flesh, the red glint of its eyes had extinguished like spirit lamps. And where was the beast now? Waiting, for another chance to destroy him?
They were going to meet again, somewhere. He was sure of it.
“Dr. Hillburn told me the people at the television station have a video tape,” Billy said quietly. “They’re keeping it locked in a safe, but they showed it to her yesterday. It shows everything. Me, the revenants in the room … everything. She said it shows some of the revenants being drawn into me, and some seeping into the walls. She said they’re trying to decide whether to show the tape on TV or not, and they may do a documentary on the institute.” He remembered the charge of emotion in Dr. Hillburn’s voice as she’d told him other parapsychologists were going to want to see that film, and to meet him, and that very soon his life was going to change. He might not stay in Chicago, she’d said; Chicago—and specifically the institute—might be for him just the first step in a long, arduous journey. Dr. Hillburn’s eyes had been bright with hope.
Pain stitched across Billy’s forehead. His body felt like a damp rag. “I wonder if there’s a piano somewhere around here,” he said.
“A piano? Why?”
“I like to play. Didn’t I tell you? There’s a lot I want to tell you, Bonnie. About my family, and about something called the Mystery Walk. I’d like to show you Hawthorne someday. It’s not much, but it’s where I was bora. I’ll show you my house, and the high school; I’ll show you the trails I used to wander when I was a kid. I’ll take you to a place where a creek sings over the rocks, and where you can hear a hundred different birds.” He looked up at hei; hopefully. “Would you like that?”
“Yes,” she replied. “I … I think I’d like that. A lot.”
“It won’t take me long to get well.” His heartbeat had quickened. “I want to know the things that are important to you. Will you take me to Lamesa sometime?”
Bonnie smiled and found his hand under the sheet.
“Do you think a cowgirl could get along with an Indian?” he asked her.
“Yep. I think they could get along just fine.”
Someone screamed from The House on Haunted Hill. It startled Bonnie, but then she laughed. It was a sound that warmed Billy’s bones as if he were standing before a fireplace. Suddenly he was laughing too; then she leaned close to him, those strange and beautiful eyes luminous, and their lips gently touched. Bonnie pulled back, her face blooming with color—but Billy cupped his hand behind her head and this time their kiss was long and lingering.
“I’d better go,” Bonnie said finally. “Dr. Hillburn wanted me back before dark.”
“Okay. But you’ll come back tomorrow?”
She nodded. “As early as I can.”
“Good. Will you say hello to everybody else for me? And thanks for coming to see me. Thanks a lot.”
“Get your rest,” she said, and kissed him lightly on the forehead. At the door; she paused to say, “I do want to see Hawthorne with you, Billy. Very much.” And then she left, while Billy grinned and stretched and dared believe that everything was going to be just fine.
She’s dead, she’s dead, the cowboy came and sheared her head.
I’ll be waiting for you.
When a nurse brought in his dinner at five-thirty, Billy asked about finding a piano. There was one up on the fourth floor; in the chapel, she told him—but he was supposed to lie right there and get plenty of rest. Doctor’s orders.
After she’d gone, Billy picked at his dinner He paged through the Tribune for a while and then, restless and troubled, he put on the robe the hospital had provided and slipped down the hallway to the staircase. He hadn’t noticed a heavyset Mexican orderly who’d been mopping the corridor outside his room. The man put aside his mop and took a beeper from his back pocket.
On the fourth floor; Billy was directed to the chapel. It was empty, and an old piano stood next to an altar with a brass crucifix. The walls were covered with heavy red drapes that would muffle sound, but he closed the chapel doors. Then he sat down at the piano as if gratefully greeting an old friend.
What came out was a quiet song of pain, made up of the emotions he’d drained from the revenants at the Alcott Hotel. It was dissonant at first, an eerie melody that advanced up the keyboard until the high notes sounded like strident human voices, but as Billy played he felt the terrors begin to leave him. Gradually the music became more harmonious. He ended only when he felt cleaned out and renewed, and he had no idea how long he’d been playing.
“That was nice,” a man standing near the door said. Billy turned toward him and saw he was an orderly. “I enjoyed that.”
“How long have you been there?”
“About fifteen minutes. I was out in the hallway and heard you.” He smiled and came along the center aisle. He was a stocky man with close-cropped brown hair and green eyes. “Did you make that up yourself?”
“Yes sir”
The orderly stood beside Billy, leaning against the piano. “I always wanted to play an instrument. Tried the bass fiddle once, but I wasn’t no good. My hands are too big, I guess. What’s your name?”
“Billy Creekmore.”
“Well, Billy … why don’t you play something else? Go on. For me.”
He shrugged. “I don’t know what else to play.”
“Anything. I’ve always liked piano music. Do you know any jazz?”
“No sir. I just play what I feel.”
“Is that so?” He whistled appreciatively. “I sure wish I could do that. Go ahead, okay?” He motioned toward the keyboard, a smile fixed to his broad face.
Billy started playing, picking out a few chords, as the man nodded and moved around behind so he could watch the way Billy’s hands worked. “I’m not really very good,” Billy said. “I haven’t practiced like I ought …” Suddenly he was aware of a sharp, medicinal aroma. He started to turn his head, but a hand clamped around the back of his neck. A wet cloth was pressed to his mouth and nose, stifling his cry.
“I like music,” the man said. “Always have.”
It only took a minute or two for the chloroform solution to work. He would’ve preferred to use a needle on him, but he didn’t want it breaking off in the boy’s skin. Anybody who could play a piano like that deserved some respect.
The Mexican orderly who’d been guarding the doors wheeled in a clothes hamper filled with dirty laundry. Billy was stuffed into the bottom, covered over with sheets and towels. Then the hamper was taken out and rolled along the corridor to a service elevator. A car was waiting outside, and a plane was waiting at an airstrip south of the city. Within ten minutes, Billy was asleep in the car’s trunk. At the airport he would be given an injection that ensured he would sleep all the way to Mexico.
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Moonlight shimmered on the swimming pool’s surface. In his pajamas, Wayne switched on the underwater light, then slid the glass partition open and stepped into the poolhouse. He was trembling, and there were dark blue circles under his eyes. He’d tried to sleep, but what the woman had told him this morning had driven him crazy with doubts. He hadn’t taken his sleeping pill before bedtime, and his nerves jangled like fire alarms; instead, he’d flushed the pill down the toilet because he’d wanted his mind cleat; to think about what Cammy had told him.
The pool glowed a rich aquamarine. Wayne sat on the edge; he twitched with nervous energy, and his brain seemed to be working so fast he could smell the cells burning up. Why would Cammy have said that if it wasn’t true? To hurt him? She was jealous of his power and stature, that was it. Yes. She was jealous.
His head ached. But hadn’t he loved his “mother” at one time? he asked himself. What had made things change? How had they gotten so out of control? He raised up his healing hands and stared at them. Where was Henry Bragg? Waiting for them in Mexico?
All that blood, he thought. All that awful blood.
It hadn’t been right to hurt Henry Bragg like that. Henry was a good man. But what kind of man was Mr. Krepsin, if he’d ordered that Henry be hurt?
His daddy had visited him in the night, and told him to trust Mr. Krepsin completely. But, Wayne thought, his daddy had tricked him because if he wasn’t of J.J. Falconer’s blood, then whose blood ran in his veins? And if his daddy had tricked him about that, if he’d failed to tell Wayne the whole truth, then could he be tricking him about Mr. Krepsin too?
A sudden clear thought rang in Wayne’s head, a sharp peal of pain: My daddy is dead. I tried to raise him and couldn’t, and I saw the coffin go into the ground. He’s dead.
Then what came in the night, wearing his father’s skin and yellow suit?
He was confused, his head a ball of pain breeding black thoughts. The witch was dead, and the demon boy would be dead soon … so why did he still feel Evil in the air, all around him, like one of the plagues Mr. Krepsin talked about? He trembled, clasping his arms around himself for warmth.
The witch was dead. There was no need to fear going home anymore. And Cammy was right; there was so much to be done to keep the Crusade going, just as his daddy—if J.J. had been his daddy—had wanted him to do. And only by returning to Fayette, Wayne realized, would he ever find out who his parents actually were. He stared blankly out across the water. So many decisions to be made; it was so safe here in Palm Springs, and what about the church to be built?
God help me, he prayed. Please help me decide what I should do.
The answer came to him with electric, painful clarity: he would not go with Mr. Krepsin to Mexico in the morning. He would return to Fayette, first to find out if that woman had been lying or not, and then to make sure the Crusade was in good shape because, no matter who had given him birth, he was a child of the Crusade as well, and now he must in turn take care of it.
And perhaps, he thought, in finding out who his parents were he would learn more about himself and the healing power that had shaped his life.
Yes. He would go back to Fayette in the morning.
He trembled and jittered, his nerves sputtering like raw fuses. He needed a Valium, he thought. No, no—his mind had to be sharp and clear when he went back home, so he could deal with all the problems. He was going to have to sweat all the Valiums, Dalmanes, and Hiinals out of his system. But fear throbbed through him, and he didn’t know if he was strong enough to leave Mr Krepsin and go back to that place where he would have to work and pray and preach and heal. It seemed there were so many problems, and so many people in the world who wanted his healing touch. And if he really healed them, if he reached down deep inside and brought up the cleansing power instead of prancing on a stage and pretending, in time the pain would tear him apart.
The voice came drifting into his head like a distant whisper: Do you know what you’re doing, son?
“No,” Wayne said, and shivered. “Oh God help me, I don’t. …”
He leaned forward and put his hand into the water; it was comfortably warm. He sat for a moment listening to the noise of the desert wind outside the poolhouse, and a slight movement pulled his gaze toward a far corner He thought something had shifted over there, like a haze of dark smoke, but now there was nothing. He stood up, took off his pajamas, and eased himself into the pool.
He slowly swam the pool’s length. He was winded when he reached the deep end, and he treaded water beneath the diving board; then he reached up and gripped the board’s edge, letting his body relax.
Water gurgled softly behind him.
A pair of purplish brown, rotting arms wound around his neck, like a lover’s embrace. The foul odor of lake mud bubbled up. Black fingernails on skeletal hands playfully scratched at Wayne’s cheeks.
He screamed, lost his grip on the board, and sank. Water flooded his mouth; he flailed and kicked, trying to get away from the thing that clutched at him. In the glare of the underwater light he saw a misshapen form with long black hair. Its bony arms reached for him, its purple rotten face pressed close, the lips seeking his. The thing kissed him, trying to plunge its bloated tongue into his mouth.
Wayne got his knee up against its chest and pushed it away. As he fought wildly to the surface, air exploded from his lungs. He swam frantically, tried to scream. Then he felt concrete underneath and he stood in water up to his waist; he turned toward the deep end, wiping hair and water out of his eyes, to see what had attacked him.
Water sloshed against the pool’s sides. There was nothing in the deep end; nothing between him and the underwater light.
He whimpered softly, the breath burning in his lungs. Nothing there, he thought. Nothing… .
Something reached between his legs from behind, grabbing at his genitals. He gave a hoarse bark of fear and whirled around.
She was nude, too; but her breasts had decayed and fallen and Wayne could see the yellow bones of her rib cage through the slack, purple flesh. The gases in her body had long since swelled and exploded, and the skin hung down in putrid tatters. Her nose had collapsed or been nibbled away by fish; there was a hole in the center of her face. Her eyeballs were gelatinous, as yellow-white as pools of lake water about to break over her ruined cheeks. But her hair was the same: long and black and lustrous, as if the years of immersion had preserved it.
“Wayne,” the awful mouth whispered. There was a shattered place at the side of her head, where she’d struck a diving platform a long time ago.
He moaned and backed away, toward deeper water.
What was left of Lonnie’s face grinned. “I’m waiting for you in Fayette, Wayne. I need you sooooo bad.” She came closer, bits of her floating away in the water “I’m still waiting, right where you left me.”
“/ didn’t mean to!” he screamed.
“Oh, I want you to come back to Fayette. I’m so tired of swimmin’, and I need my sweet lover boy back again. …”
“Didn’t mean to … didn’t mean to … didn’t mean …” He stepped into deep water sank, and heard himself scream underwater. He fought back to the surface, and now Lonnie was nearing him, holding out one purple claw.
“I need you, sweet thang,” she said. “I’m waitin’ for you to come home. I need you to heal me.”
“Leave me … alone … please … leave me …”
He tried to swim away, but then she splashed behind him and her arms curled around his neck again. Her teeth nipped at his ear; and she whispered, “Let me show you what death is like, Wayne.”
He sank as her weight became monstrous, as if she were made of concrete instead of rotten flesh and bone. She bore him deep. He opened his mouth; bubbles rushed from him, rising to the churning surface. They turned over and ovei; locked together as if in some hideous underwater ballet.
The light darkened. His cheek scraped against the bottom of the pool.
And then he was being pulled upward, wrenched to the surface, and dragged out onto the Astroturf. Someone turned him over on his stomach, and pressure squeezed the small of his back. Water streamed from his mouth and nose, and then he was throwing up his dinner and the three Zingers he’d eaten. He moaned, curled up on his side, and began sobbing.
“He’ll be all right,” Dorn said, stepping away from the body. His suit was soaked, and he glanced at Niles, who stood a few feet away with Felix. “What’d he try to do, drown himself?”
“I don’t know.” If Felix hadn’t heard Wayne scream, Niles knew, the boy would be dead by now. When Dorn had leaped in, Wayne had been down in the deep watei; struggling weakly as if trying to escape from something. “Bring me a canister of oxygen,” he told Felix. “Fast.” The boy’s body was almost blue, and he was shivering violently. “And bring a blanket, too. Move it!”
They covered Wayne with the blanket and cupped an oxygen mask to his mouth and nostrils.
The boy shuddered and moaned, and then finally drew a rattling breath. His eyes came open, bulging with tenor. Tears slid down his cheeks. He gripped Niles’s hands, his fingers digging into the man’s flesh.
Niles said quietly to the others, “Mr. Krepsin doesn’t have to know about this. It was an accident. Wayne went swimming, and he got water in his lungs.” He looked up at them, his eyes darkening. “Mr. Krepsin would be very upset if he thought we almost let Wayne … hurt himself. Do you both understand? Okay, he’s breathing fine now. Shit, what a mess! Felix, I want you to go to the kitchen and pour Wayne a large glass of orange juice. Bring it up to his room.”
Wayne pushed the oxygen mask away from his face. “She was here in the pool and she grabbed me and wanted me to die she’s waiting for me she said she wanted me to know what death was like… .” His voice cracked, and he clung to Niles like a little boy.
“Help me with him,” he told Dorn. “He’s got to be ready to leave in the morning.”
“No don’t make me go back,” Wayne moaned. “Please don’t make me go back she’s waiting for me in the lake she wants me to come back… .”
“He’s flipped his fucking lid!” Dorn picked up the pajamas, his wet shoes squeaking.
“So what else is new? Come on, let’s get him upstairs.”
“Don’t make me go back!” Wayne blubbered. “I want to stay with Mr Krepsin, I want to stay and I’ll be a good boy, I’ll be good I swear I swear it. …”
As they reached the glass partition, Niles looked over his shoulder at the pool and thought he saw a shadow—a huge shadow, maybe seven feet tall, that might have been some kind of animal standing on its hind legs—in the comer where there should have been no shadows. He blinked; the shadow was gone.
“What is it?” Dorn asked.
“Nothing. Damn it, this door should’ve been locked!”
“I thought it was.”
“Forever” Wayne said, the tears dripping down his face. “I want to stay here forever Don’t make me leave … please don’t. …”
Niles turned off the pool’s light. For an instant the rippling of disturbed water sounded like a high, inhuman giggle.
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Lizards scampered over rocks baking in the sun. A distant line of sharp-edged mountains shimmered in the midday Mexican heat. As Niles came out of the air-conditioned interior of Krepsin’s concrete bunker twenty-five miles north of Torreon, he slipped on his sunglasses to keep from being blinded by a world of burning white.
Niles, immaculate in a khaki suit, walked past Thomas Alvarado’s copper Lincoln Continental toward the concrete garage where a few electric carts were kept. Under a brightly striped canvas awning, Wayne Falconer tVas hitting golf balls out into the desert, where pipe-organ cactus and palmetto grew like a natural barbed-wire fence. Wayne had been urged to find something to do while Krepsin went over business matters with Alvarado, Ten High’s Mexican connection.
Wayne hit a ball and shielded his eyes from the glare, watching it bounce across the rocky terrain. It came to rest about twenty yards from one of the observation towers, where a bored Mexican security man dreamt of a cold margarita.
“Nice shot,” Niles observed.
Wayne looked up. His eyes were drugged from the extra Valium in his system, his movements slow and heavy. Since the incident at the swimming pool several days before, Wayne had needed careful watching. He fawned over Mr. Krepsin at every opportunity, and Niles was sick of him. Wayne’s face was puffy with sunburn.
“I’m almost through with this bucket of balls,” he told Niles, his speech slurring.
“Get another one.”
“Mr. Krepsin says my church is going to be the biggest one in the world.”
“That’s fine.” Niles walked past him, in a hurry.
“Are you going out there again?” Wayne asked, motioning with his golf club toward the little white concrete structure about a mile away from the main house. “I saw Lucinda go out there with some food this morning. I saw her come back. Who’s out there, Mr Niles?”
The man paid no attention to him. Suddenly there was the whoosh of the golf club, and a ball cracked off the garage wall and ricocheted dangerously close to Niles. He tensed and turned toward Wayne.
Wayne was smiling, but his face was slack and Niles sensed his belligerence. Niles had realized in the last few days that Wayne was jealous of his closeness to Mr. Krepsin. “You thought you could fool me, didn’t you?” Wayne asked. “You thought you could put him right under my nose and I wouldn’t know.”
“No one’s trying to fool you.”
“Oh yes you are. I know who’s over there. I’ve known all along!”
“Who, Wayne?”
“Henry Bragg.” Wayne’s smile stretched wider. “He’s resting, isn’t he? And that’s why I’m not supposed to go over there.”
“That’s right.”
“When can I see him? I want to tell him I’m sorry he got hurt.”
“You’ll see him soon.”
“Good.” Wayne nodded. He wanted to see Henry very much, to let him know what he was doing for Mr. Krepsin. Last night Krepsin had asked him to feel a lump in his neck because he was afraid it might be a cancer Wayne hadn’t been able to feel any lump at all, but said he did anyway, and that Mr Krepsin would be just fine. “I’ve been having that nightmare again, Mr Niles.”
“Which one?”
“The one I have all the time. I thought I wouldn’t have nightmares anymore, after she was dead. The snake and the eagle are trying to kill each other, and last night the snake bit the eagle in the neck and pulled it to the ground.” He blinked, staring out at the horizon. “The snake’s winning. I don’t want it to win. But I can’t stop it.”
“It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just a dream.”
“No sir It’s more. I know it is. Because … when the eagle dies, I’m scared something inside me—something important—is going to die too.”
“Let’s see you hit another ball,” Niles said. “Go ahead, tee it up.”
Wayne moved like an obedient machine. The ball sailed out toward another observation tower.
Niles continued to the garage, got in one of the electric carts, and drove out toward the white structure. A fly buzzed around his head in the heat, and the air smelled like scorched metal.
Niles rapped on the door Lucinda, a short squat Mexican woman with gray hair and a seamed, kindly face, opened it at once. He stepped into a sparsely furnished living room where a fan blew the heavy air around. “How is he?” he asked in Spanish.
She shrugged. “Still sleeps. I gave him another shot about an hour ago.”
“Was he coming out of it?”
“Enough to be talking. He spoke a girl’s name: Bonnie. After this morning when he threw his breakfast all over the wall, I wanted to take no chances.”
“Good. Mr. Krepsin wants to see him tonight. Until then, we’ll just keep him under” Niles unlocked a slatted door across the room and stepped into a darkened, windowless bedroom with cinder-block walls. The boy was lying on the bed with a strap across his chest, though the precaution was hardly necessary; he was deeply asleep from the drug Lucinda had injected. The boy had been kept drugged since he’d been brought in on the private airstrip behind Krepsin’s bunker several days before. Niles stood over him, felt the boy’s pulse, hooked up an eyelid and then let it fall. This was the boy Wayne feared so much? Niles wondered. Why? What hold did this boy and his mother have on Wayne?
Niles said, “I’ll call before I come to get him tonight. You might want to give him some sodium pentothal around nine o’clock. Just enough to keep him settled down for Mr Krepsin. Okay?”
Lucinda nodded in agreement. She was as familiar with drugs as she was with fried tortillas.
Satisfied with Billy’s condition, Niles left the white house and drove back to the bunker. Wayne had started on a new bucket of balls, chopping them in all directions.
The bunker’s front door was metal covered with oak, and it fit into the concrete wall like the entrance to a bank vault. Niles pressed a little beeper clipped to his belt, and electronic locks disengaged. Disinfectant filled the entrance foyer, which led to a honeycomb of rooms and corridors, most of which were underground. As Niles closed the door behind him, he failed to notice the fly that circled quickly above his head and flew off through a faint swirl of air-cleansing chemicals.
He found Mr. Krepsin in his study, talking to Thomas Alvarado, a gaunt dark-skinned man with a diamond in his right earlobe.
“Twenty-six?” Krepsin, wearing a white caftan and surgical gloves, was saying as he ate from a plate of Oreo cookies. “Ready to come across by when?”
“Next week. Thursday at the latest. We’re bringing them in a truckload of uncured iguana hides. They’ll have to bear the stink, but at least the federates won’t poke their noses in.”
Krepsin grunted and nodded. The cheap Mexican labor that Alvarado provided was used by Ten High in a number of ways, from the orange groves to the Sundown Ranch in Nevada. On the floor beside Krepsin’s chair was a can of film, another gift from Alvarado, who owned a motion-picture studio that cranked out cheap westerns, horror films, and martial-arts gore-fests. “How is he, Mr. Niles?”
“Sleeping. He’ll be ready.”
“A secret project?” Alvarado asked.
“In a manner of speaking,” Krepsin said. Behind his desk was a stack of newspapers, all carefully sprayed with disinfectant, carrying articles on Chicago’s vanished “Mystery Medium” and photographs from a video tape that had been made in a bumed-out vagrants’ hotel. The boy’s sudden disappearance from the hospital had fueled a controversy over the authenticity of that tape, and emotions were running high. Krepsin was intrigued, and wanted to know more about Billy Creekmore.
Krepsin had been explaining to Alvarado how the Falconer Crusade’s assets were being transferred to Mexican banks, and how Wayne was fully in favor of the idea.
“But what about his own people? Won’t they cause trouble?”
“It’s not to their advantage to rock the boat, and that’s what Mr Russo is telling them right now. They’ll still run part of the show and draw their salaries. Every penny donated to the Crusade will first go to Alabama. In time, we’ll build a television center outside Palm Springs so Wayne can continue his network ministry.”
Alvarado smiled slyly. “It’s a bit late for you to become a man of God, isn’t it, Senor Krepsin?”
“I’ve always been a man of God,” he replied, chewing another cookie. “God’s green, and he folds. Now let’s go on to the next item of business, shall we?”
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When an amber oval moon had risen over the stark mountain peaks and Wayne Falconer was asleep in his room, Niles and Dorn came for Billy.
Floating in the darkness, unaware of where he was or how he’d gotten here, Billy heard the lock click and thought it was the woman again. He was startled when the overhead light came on, blazing into his eyes. There were two men in suits standing over him. A strap cut across his stomach as he weakly tried to lift his head. He remembered a tray of food, and the way it had splattered against the wall. The woman with the needle had said some very nasty things to him.
“Mr Krepsin wants him scrubbed,” one of the men said.
The woman started on Billy with a soapy, rough sponge, and scrubbed him until blood was almost drawn. Billy had come to like the woman in a way, to depend on her. She helped him find the bedpan when he needed to go to the bathroom, and she fed him when he was hungry.
The strap was loosened.
The man who’d spoken put a finger against Billy’s throat to check his pulse.
“Is Bonnie here?” Billy asked. “Where’s Dr. Hillburn?”
The man ignored his questions. “We want you to stand up now. We’ve brought you some clothes.” He motioned toward a chair across the room, and Billy made out a pair of yellow pants and a pale blue short-sleeved shirt. Something about the yellow pants jarred him—the color was familiar. From where? he wondered.
“Stand up, now.”
Billy did, and his legs collapsed. The two men waited until he could stand up by himself. “Need to call my mom,” Billy said.
“Right. Come on, get dressed. Mr Krepsin’s waiting.”
Dazed and weak, Billy put on the clothes. He couldn’t understand why they hadn’t brought him any shoes. He almost cried because he had no shoes, and the pants were so loose they bagged around the thighs and hips. The shirt had a monogram: a scrolled W.
“These aren’t my clothes,” he said. The two men were blurred shapes in his fogged vision. “I went up to play the piano.”
“Let’s go.”
The night was chilly. During a ride in a little car; Billy felt the cold wind in his face. Its chill helped to clear his senses a bit. He could see lights on towers that stood high off the ground. “Where is this place?” he asked the two men, but neither of them answered.
They approached what looked to Billy like a huge square of concrete. He almost fell twice on the flagstone walkway, and the man in the gray suit had to help him walk. Billy felt a coldness coming off the man, like a bitter frost.
And then he remembered the shape changer saying his mother was dead.
The memories came back in a rush: the hospital, the chapel, the man behind him pressing a strong-smelling cloth to his face. A distant memory of engines whining. The sun beating down on a runway, and on the horizon nothing but white desert. He tried to pull free from the gray-suited man, but he was held in a viselike grip.
Inside the concrete structure, Billy was made to put on a pair of cotton slippers. The air smelled like the hospital room. The two men led him along a hallway to a closed dooi; and one of them knocked on it. A voice said, “Come in.”
They took him in and left him, and the door closed behind him.
Billy weaved on his feet, his vision blurring in and out. The largest man he’d ever seen was waiting in a chair before him, next to a table that held a lamp and a cassette recorder The man wore a long white caftan trimmed in gold, was bald, and had small black eyes.
“Hello, Billy,” Krepsin said, and put aside the file folder of newspaper clippings he’d been going through. “Please sit down.” He motioned toward one of the two chairs that faced him.
Think! Billy told himself. He knew he’d been drugged, knew he was a long way from home. And knew also that he was in danger “Where am I?”
“In a safe place. Don’t you want to sit down?”
“No.”
“My name is Augustus Krepsin. I’m a friend of Wayne Falconer’s.”
“Wayne Falconer? What’s he got to do with this?”
“Oh, everything! Wayne asked that you be brought here. He wants very much to see you. Look here at what Wayne’s been doing.” He showed Billy the folder full of clippings about the Alcott Hotel video tape. “He’s been cutting these out. You’re a famous young man, did you know that?”
“Then … Wayne’s here?”
“Of course. He even loaned you his clothes. Come on, sit down! I’m not going to bite you!”
“What do you want with me? I was playing the piano. Somebody came up behind me and—”
“Just to talk,” Krepsin said. “Just a few minutes of your time, and then we’ll take you wherever you’d like to go.” He offered a plateful of Oreos, Lorna Doones,” and vanilla wafers. “Have one.”
Billy shook his head. Everything was mixed up in his mind, nothing was cleat Wayne wanted to see him? Why? “The woman with the needles,” he said, pressing a hand to his forehead. “Why’d she keep sticking me?”
“What woman, Billy? Oh, I imagine you’ve been under a lot of strain. With what you did at that hotel, I mean. You’re in newspapers all across the country. Wayne’s very interested in you, Billy. He wants to be your friend.”
“No. I don’t believe you.” Exhausted, he sank down into one of the chairs. “I want to call Dr Hillburn, tell her where I am.”
“Of course you do. And you will. Tomorrow moming. It’s late, and the telephone system here isn’t very reliable. Wayne wanted you brought here—to Mexico—as his guest. I’m sorry if you’ve been under a strain, but—”
“Why didn’t Wayne just ask me to come?”
“He did. Well, he asked Dr. Hillburn. Several times. But evidently that woman was resistant to your leaving Chicago. Perhaps some of the staff misinterpreted Wayne’s request. Wayne’s told me so much about you, I feel I know you already.
You and Wayne … you’re alike in many ways. You’re both well on your way in making a mark for yourselves—and you’re both special, aren’t you? He’s a healei; and you’re . .. . blessed with a sight few other men ever know. To see beyond this world, and into the next. The pictures in those clippings aren’t faked, are they?”
Billy didn’t want to answer; but he was so sluggish and lazy it didn’t seem to matter “No, they’re real.”
“I knew they weren’t faked. How could you fake something like that, in front of so many witnesses? No, no; you can see the dead, can’t you? And you can speak to them?”
“Yes.”
Krepsin ate another cookie; his black eyes gleamed with the desire to pick the secrets from Billy Creekmore’s mind. “You’ve seen life after death, haven’t you? And you can control the dead? You can speak to them and make them do as you please?”
“I don’t try to control them. I try to help them. Why are you taping all this? Why’s it so important to you?”
“It’s just … this subject excites me. And it excites Wayne, too.”
“What do you mean?”
Krepsin smiled. “You really don’t see it, do you? You don’t understand your own potential! What you’ve done up to now is important, but you can go much, much further. Oh, the secrets you could know about Death! The power you could hold! You could reach anyone on the other side, you could relay messages back and forth. People would pay a lot for that. You could find out where lost treasures were, you could bring back messages that would shock the world! You’d be a famous and powerful young man! Don’t you see that?”
“No.”
“Wayne does,” Krepsin said quietly. “He wants you to join the Crusade, Billy. He wants you to tour with him.”
“What?”
“Yes. Tour with him. Wayne would be the healer; and you would be the … the spiritual adviser! With all this publicity, it would be a simple thing! People would pay to see you summon the dead. Oh, they’d sit in awe of you, Billy! You’d have your own television show, and you’d speak to the dead right on the air before millions of people!”
Staring at the man, Billy shuddered inwardly. It would be like digging up graves so people could gawk at the bones, like a Ghost Show using real revenants, a hideous entertainment.
“Think of it!” Krepsin said. “You’ve only scratched the surface! You and Wayne, touring together! There are no secrets that would be hidden from you. Billy, you’d even hold power over the dead!”
Billy felt dizzy and sick. But he looked into the man’s black eyes and saw the truth. The man wanted power over the dead himself. The man wanted to use him like some puppet in a sideshow, pulling in the paying customers with hints of dark mysteries. He couldn’t believe that Wayne had any part in this! “No,” he said. “I can’t do that. I won’t do it.”
“And why not? Why not? Of course you may be afraid and reluctant now, but after you think about it—and after Wayne’s talked to you—you’ll see the light. Ever since I saw those newspaper articles—no, ever since Wayne told me all about you and your mother; I knew there was something special about you. I knew you had the power to—”
And then he stopped, a strangled whine bubbling in his throat.
Billy stared at him. On Krepsin’s hand a fly had landed.
The man leaped up with a scream, knocking over the chair and table as he tried to get away from the thing. He batted wildly at the air as the fly buzzed around his head. In his mind he was back on the refugee ship that had brought him and his family from Greece, and he was seven years old and watching the flies crawl over his parents’ stiffened corpses as fever killed half the people aboard.
Krepsin’s eyes bulged from their sockets. The fly had touched him. Disease had broken through his barriers. Rats chittered in the ship’s hold, his parents’ bodies moldering and full of maggots. He screamed with pure terror as the fly danced across his cheek, and he fell to his knees.
Billy stood up and waved the fly away from his face. The men would be coming back for him, he knew, and they’d take him back to the woman with the needles. Danger was here, all around. He had to shake off the dizziness, had to find a way out of this place! He turned the doorknob and stepped out into the empty corridor as Krepsin shrieked again behind him.
He started along the corridor, trying to remember how he’d come in. Krepsin’s voice echoed behind him. Billy broke into a run, stumbled and fell, then got up and ran again. The walls around him seemed to breathe, as if he were caught inside a huge beast that was trying to consume him.
And then he turned a corner and abruptly stopped.
A young man with electric-blue eyes and a shock of curly red hair was standing in his pajamas less than ten feet away, in front of an open doorway. He had frozen when he saw Billy. The sweat of a nightmare sheened his sunburned cheeks.
“Wayne?” Billy said.
Wayne’s mouth hung half open. His eyes were glazed and dull with shock.
Billy took a step toward the other boy, and saw Wayne cringe. “What have they done to you?” Billy whispered. “Wayne? What have they—”
A hand gripped his shoulder Niles wrenched upward on Billy’s arm to keep him from running. Krepsin was still screaming like a madman.
Wayne was pressed against the wall. He had seen that they had even provided the Hawthorne demon boy with his clothes. They had brought him here and hidden him in the white house, and they had given him his clothes! “You said I was safe,” Wayne whispered to Niles. “You said as long as I stayed here, I was—”
“Shut up, goddamn it!” Niles told him.
“Wayne, they brought me here!” Billy said, the pain clearing his head. “They’re trying to use me, Wayne, just like they’re trying to use you!”
Niles said, “Wayne, I want you to get dressed and pack your bag. Do it quickly. Mr. Krepsin wants to leave here in fifteen minutes.”
“Demon,” Wayne whispered, as he huddled against the wall.
“Get ready to go! Move!”
“Kill him for me,” Wayne said. “Right here. Right now. Kill him like you had the witch killed.”
Billy almost got free with a sudden burst of strength, but Niles pinned him tighter.
And then Wayne knew the truth. “You did bring him here,” he said, tears in his eyes. “Why? To hurt me? To make me have nightmares? Because,” he moaned softly, “that boy’s evil … and Mr. Krepsin is too?”
“I won’t tell you again to get your fat ass moving!” Niles said, and forced Billy back along the corridoi; toward where Krepsin was babbling about returning to Palm Springs because there was disease in the bunker.
It was all a trick, Wayne realized. They’d never really been his friends; they’d never really wanted to protect him. They’d brought the demon right to his door! Everything had been a trick to get the Crusade!
It was all clear to him now, and his mind crackled with wild currents. Maybe they’d even brought Billy Creekmore here, he realized, to replace him.
Even his daddy had tricked him and wasn’t his daddy. He’d been tricked and lied to from the very start. Had been told Keep healing, Wayne, keep healing keep healing even though you don’t feel the fire anymore keep healing… .
His mind was cracking. The snake was winning.
But not yet! He was still Wayne Falconer, the South’s Greatest Evangelist! And there was one last way to destroy the corruption that had surrounded and finally trapped him. He wiped the tears from his face.
The eagle might still destroy the snake.
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Jim Coombs took the Challenger to sixteen thousand feet. He checked his instruments and turned on the automatic pilot. Below the jet, as indicated by a downward-tilted radar mechanism set in the nose, was a rough terrain of desert and mountains. A scan of the weather ahead showed clear skies. The takeoff and landing were the skillful parts of flying the Challenger; now, with the jet flying itself and visibility almost perfect, Coombs could sit back and relax. He’d been awakened in his quarters at the jet hangar about half an hour earlier and told by Dorn that Mr. Krepsin wanted to go back to Palm Springs immediately. Krepsin was a nervous wreck back in the passenger section; the man had waddled aboard wearing his white caftan, his face as pale as milk, and had started sucking at an oxygen mask as soon as he’d strapped in. Niles and Dorn were even more quiet than usual. Wayne was silent and brooding, not even bothering to answer when Coombs had spoken to him. And there was another passenger aboard, as well: the dark-haired boy that Coombs had flown down from Chicago. The boy had a hard, shiny look in his eyes, something between fear and rage and probably a bit of both. Coombs didn’t know what was going on, but for some reason he was very glad he wasn’t that boy.
Coombs yawned, still weary from his interrupted sleep. They’d be in Palm Springs in a couple of hours.
From his seat at the middle of the plane, Billy watched Krepsin’s chest heaving as the huge man breathed through an oxygen mask. Krepsin sat toward the front, where he had plenty of room; his breathing sounded like that of a man in agony. Abruptly, he reached out and drew the clear plastic curtain around his seat, cutting himself off from the rest of the cabin. Niles sat sleeping just behind Billy, Dorn across the aisle. Across from Krepsin, Wayne sat like a statue.
What had they done to him? Billy wondered. How had these people gotten control of the Falconer Crusade? There had been madness and terror in Wayne’s eyes, and Billy feared his brother was beyond help. But still, somehow, he had to try. He saw that, too, as part of his Mystery Walk—breaking through the barrier of fear that kept them apart, that had put Wayne on a twisted path leading into the clutches of Augustus Krepsin. His mother—their mother—was probably dead. Wayne’s madness had wanted it done, and Krepsin had obliged. Fear and hatred had been Jimmy Jed Falconer’s legacy to his adopted son.
And now Billy recalled something his mother had told him: that Wayne wouldn’t be able to recognize true Evil when it reached out for him. That Wayne might be his weak link, that the shape changer might be able to work on Wayne to get at Billy. He leaned his head back, squeezing his eyes shut. What would she want him to do now? When he opened his eyes, he saw Wayne looking back at him over his shoulder They stared at each other for a long moment; Billy thought he could feel electricity passing between them, as if they were batteries feeding off each other. Then Wayne rose from his seat and came back along the aisle, averting his gaze from Billy.
“What is it?” Niles asked him, when Wayne had prodded him awake.
“I want to go up to the cockpit,” Wayne said. His eyes were glassy, and a pulse beat rapidly at one temple. “Can I?”
“No. Go sit down.”
“Mr Krepsin always lets me,” Wayne told him. “I like to sit up front, where I can see the instruments.” One side of his mouth hitched up in a slight sneer. “Mr Krepsin wants me to be happy, doesn’t he?”
Niles paused for a moment. Then he said irritably, “Go on, then. I don’t care what you do!” He closed his eyes again.
“Wayne?” Billy said, and the other boy looked at him. “I’m not your enemy. I never wanted things to be like this.”
“You’re going to die.” Wayne’s eyes flared, two hot bursts of blue. “I’m going to make sure of that, if it’s the last thing I do. God’s going to help me.”
“Listen to me,” Billy said; it was burning to come out of him. He had to tell him, right now, and he had to make him understand. “Please. I’m not evil, and neither is … was my mother Didn’t you ever wonder where your healing power came from? Didn’t you ever wondei; why you? I can tell you why. Don’t turn away! Please! The Falconers weren’t yftur real parents, Wayne. …”
Wayne froze. His mouth worked for a few seconds, and then he whispered, “How did you know that?”
“I know, because my mother—our mother—told me. I’m telling you the truth. Ramona Creekmore was your mother Wayne. John Creekmore was your father You were born the same day as me: November 6, 1951. Jimmy Jed Falconer bought you from a man named Tillman, and he raised you as his son. But it wasn’t because our parents didn’t love you, Wayne. They did. But they wanted you to have a good home, and they had to—”
“Liar!” Wayne said in a strangled voice. “You’re lying, trying to save your own life.”
“She loved you, Wayne,” Billy said. “No matter what you did. She knew who you were from the first time she saw you, at the tent revival. But she saw you were being used, and she couldn’t stand it. Look at me, Wayne! I’m telling you the truth!”
He blinked, touched his forehead. “No. Lies … everybody’s lied to me. Even … my own daddy. …”
“You’ve got Creekmore blood in you. You’re strong; stronger than you think. I don’t know what they’ve done to you, but you can fight it. You don’t have to let them win!”
Niles, who’d been dozing in his seat, stirred and told Billy to shut his mouth.
“You’re going to burn in Hell,” Wayne told Billy. And then he turned away, and walked toward the flight deck. He stood staring at Augustus Krepsin for a moment; Krepsin’s eyes were closed, the breath rasping in and out of his lungs like a bellows. “You’ll see,” Wayne whispered, and then he stepped through onto the flight deck, where Jim Coombs sat half dozing in the pilot’s seat.
Coombs yawned and sat up, quickly checking the instruments. ” ‘Lo, Wayne,” he said.
“Hi.”
“Glad you came up. I was just about to ask you to sit in for me while I go to the john. We’re on auto, you don’t have to touch a thing. Pretty moon, isn’t it?”
“Sure is.”
“Well …” He stretched, then unstrapped his belt and stood up. “I’ll be as quick as I can. Listen to those engines hum. Man, that can just about put you to sleep!”
“Yes sit” Wayne eased into the co-pilot’s seat, fastened his belt tightly, and glanced over the instrumentation panel. Airspeed 431 knots. Altitude sixteen thousand. Compass showing a northwest heading.
“Good boy,” Coombs Said, and left the cockpit.
Wayne listened to the headphones, hearing signals floating through space from navigational beacons. He watched the control yoke, moving at the command of the autopilot. A sense of power thrummed through him, setting him on fire. He had them all now, right where he wanted them; he knew he couldn’t let them take him back to Palm Springs. He’d failed the Crusade, failed in his healing mission, failed, failed… .
But now, up here in the sky, he could forget all about that. He could be in control. He lifted a trembling hand and cut off the autopilot.
“Don’t do it, son.” Jimmy Jed Falconei; in his bright yellow suit, was sitting in the pilot’s seat; there was an earnest, concerned look on his face. “You can trust Mr. Krepsin; he cares about you, son. He’ll let you do what you like with Billy Creekmore. Anything you like. But don’t do what you’re thinking. That’ll … that’ll ruin everything. …”
Wayne stared at him, then shook his head. “You lied to me. All the time. I’m not your son, am I? I never was. …”
“Yes you are! Don’t listen to that shit! Listen to me! Trust Mr Krepsin, Wayne. Don’t do what you’re about to try… .”
Wayne saw the frightened look in the man’s eyes. It pleased him. “You’re scared,” he said. “You’re scared to death, aren’t you? Why? You’re already dead. …”
“DON’T DO IT, YOU LITTLE FUCK!” Falconer’s face began to crack like a waxen mask. One red, animalish eye glared out at Wayne.
In the cabin, Billy felt a cold chill and opened his eyes. The pilot was just moving past him, on his way to the bathroom at the rear of the plane. Billy jerked his head up and looked around, because he’d seen the thing that had made his heart hammer in his chest.
The pilot stopped and looked back, his forehead creasing. “What’s wrong?” he asked uneasily.
Billy stared. The man’s body was surrounded by a malignant purplish black haze; stubby, vaporous tentacles undulated around him.
“What’re you looking at?” Coombs asked, transfixed by Billy’s dark, intense gaze.
Billy turned his head and looked across the aisle at Dom. The black aura clung to him like a shiny, dark skin. Niles’s hand came over the seat and grasped Billy’s shoulder. The hand was coated with the black harbinger of death. Niles’s face, surrounded by the roiling black aura, thrust forward. He said, “What’s your problem, kid?”
They were all about to die, Billy realized. And possibly himself, as well. The jet. Who was at the controls? Wayne? Suddenly Death’s cold chill had filled the cabin. When Wayne had entered the cockpit, things had abruptly changed. Wayne was going to do it. Wayne was going to kill them all.
“NO! DON’T DO THAT, YOU LITTLE SHIT!” the thing in the pilot’s seat roared. “DON’T DO IT!” Its J.J. Falconer mask had melted away, and now Wayne saw it for what it was: a bestial thing with flaring red eyes and the hideous snout of a wild, savage boar. Wayne knew he was seeing Evil for what it was. The thing made a garbled, babbling noise as Wayne gripped the control column, his foot finding the rudder pedals. Then he whipped the Challenger to the right and upward, at the same time throttling more fuel to the engines.
Billy heard the shape changer’s roar an instant before the jet’s riose lurched upward; the plane veered over on its right side, its engines screaming. Billy’s body pressed backward in his seat, the pressure so great against his chest he couldn’t draw a breath. Everything that wasn’t strapped or bolted down in the cabin— briefcases, glasses, bottles of Perrier—took dangerous flight, slamming and crashing against the bulkheads. Jim Coombs was jerked upward so fast he never knew what had happened; his head hit the cabin roof with a sharp sound of cracking bone, and his body stayed glued in place until the jet rolled over and leveled off. Then Coombs slithered into the aisle, his eyes open and his teeth clenched through the bloody stub of his tongue. His hands twitched as if he were trying to snap his fingers.
Billy gasped for air. The jet rolled suddenly to the left and went into a steep dive. A bottle of Perrier whirled past Billy’s head and exploded against the wall. Krepsin was screaming through his oxygen mask. Dorn’s face was marble white, his hands gripped deeply into the armrests of his seat; he was squealing like a child on a scary fairgrounds ride.
The thing in the pilot’s seat shimmered like a mirage and dissolved. Wayne’s face was set in a rigid grin, the flesh of his cheeks pushed back by the intense g-forces. Now he’d show them, he thought. He’d show all the liars. He laughed aloud and cut back on his airspeed, rolling the jet over; the Challenger responded immediately. A loose clipboard smacked him in the middle of his head; a pencil and paper clips danced around him. He pushed the control column forward, putting the Challenger into a shallow dive toward the dark plain below. There was a high whine of air around the nose cone. He watched the altimeter falling. Thirteen thousand. Twelve thousand. Eleven thousand. Ten.
“WAYNE!” Niles shrieked from his seat behind Billy. “STOP IT!” He started to unstrap his belt, but he saw Coombs’s corpse folded over a teakwood table, blood leaking from the cracked skull, and he realized with a cold certainty that he was a dead man if he left the safety of his seatbelt.
Wayne grinned, his eyes filling with tears. Up here, at the throttle of this fantastic machine, he was in full control. He saw the altimeter reach four thousand feet, and then he whipped the jet off to the right. Airspeed fell dramatically; the control column shivered in his grip. He had never felt so free and full of power before in his life. The engines moaned; the entire plane began shuddering, straining to its limits. He couldn’t breathe, and black motes danced before his eyes.
With an effort that almost tore his arms from their sockets, Billy unsnapped his belt. Instantly he was pushed over the top of Ms seat, almost into Niles’s lap; he clutched at the seat in front of him, trying to pull himself toward the flight deck.
Wayne leveled the Challenger off and then threw it into a dive again. Billy was tossed like a cork inside the cabin; he rolled head over heels, trying to grab anything to steady himself. His chin cracked against a table; dazed, he tumbled forward. His left shoulder smashed into something, and white-hot pain filled him. Then he gripped the plastic curtain around Krepsin’s seat; it ripped down, and through the haze of pain Billy saw feral fear stitched across Augustus Krepsin’s pallid face.
At less than five hundred feet, Wayne wrenched back on the control column. The Challenger shuddered and leveled off; the altimeter read four-nine-two. He was aware of strange shapes on the landscape before him, bathed in amber moonlight; he pulled the throttles back, cutting airspeed. Something huge and dark and jagged passed to the right, barely fifty yards away.
Billy was at the flight deck, and Wayne looked over his shoulder with a half-snarl, half-grin.
And then Billy saw it; it loofried up, filling the windshield. Moonlight glinted off wind-etched rock. Wayne twisted around, and instinctively tried to lift the jet over the mountain peak they were almost upon. The Challenger shuddered, caught by an updraft. Then there was a banshee scream of ripping metal as the right wingtip was clipped by rock. The violent motion of collision threw Billy against a bulkhead; he heard bone snap, and then he was on his knees watching blood drip from his nostrils.
The underside of the fuselage scraped rock, splitting open like a sardine can; sparks and fire rippled along the seam, being sucked upward into the starboard jet engine. It exploded, first crumpling the starboard fuselage wall and then bursting through with the scream and whine of popping rivets. Red-hot daggers of metal impaled Niles from behind, going through him and into the seat Billy had left. A flying sheet of metal, rippling with flame, took off the top of Niles’s head and splattered Dorn with brains.
Warning buzzers went off all over the instrument panel. The rear of the plane was on fire, the starboard engine gone, the starboard wingtip and ailerons mangled. The rudder wouldn’t respond. Wayne saw the airspeed falling. They were going down, toward a wide flat plain rimmed with mountains. Fuses were burning, the cockpit filling with acrid smoke. The ground was coming up fast, a blur of amber-colored earth strewn with sparse vegetation.
Wayne had time only to cut the remaining engine’s power. The jet hit, and bounced. Hit again. Dust boiled up, obscuring his vision. He was thrown forward and then backward, the belt almost squeezing him in two, and he lost his grip on the yoke. The jet ground forward on a sizzling sheet of sparks. It split in half, lost its wings, spun, and careened onward over a rough runway of pebbled desert. Wayne’s head rocked forward, slamming into the yoke. The skeletal remains of the jet slid on a hundred more yards, then lay still.
Billy stirred from the floor of the flight deck, where he’d been pinned against the back of the pilot’s seat. He saw that the cabin Was a mangled mass of burning cables and furniture. Where the jet had cracked in half he could see out across the desert plain—for over three hundred yards there was a litter of burning debris and a trail of flaming jet fuel. The rear section had been ripped away. Through a haze of eye-stinging smoke, Billy saw that Krepsin’s seat had been torn away, too. The man was gone.
He tried to stand. There was no feeling in his left arm; looking at it, he saw white bone gleaming at the severe break of his left wrist. A wave of pain and nausea passed over him, and cold sweat broke out on his face. Wayne moaned softly and began sobbing. In the remains of the passenger cabin, the carpet and seats were on fire. The plastic curtain that had hung around Krepsin’s seat was melting. Billy forced himself up, cradling his injured arm against his chest. He grasped Wayne’s shoulder and eased the boy back; Wayne’s head lolled. There was a purple lump over his right eye, and the eye itself was swelling shut.
Moving as if in agonized slow motion, Billy unstrapped Wayne’s seatbelt and managed to haul him from the seat. “Wake up, wake up,” he kept saying as he dragged Wayne out through the burning cabin with his good arm. With the last of his ebbing strength, Billy half carried, half dragged Wayne as far as he could before his legs gave out. He fell to the ground, smelling his own burned flesh and hair Then the long, terrible pain racked him and he curled up like a fetus against the oncoming darkness.
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He knew he was moving. Hurtling rapidly through darkness. He was in a tunnel, he thought, and soon he’d reach the far end. He wasn’t hurting anymore. He was afraid, but he felt fine.
In the distance there was a sudden glint of bright, hazy golden light. As if a door were slowly being opened.
For him, he realized. For him.
It was the most beautiful light he’d ever seen. It was all the sunrises and sunsets he’d ever witnessed, all the golden sunny summer days of his childhood, all the colors of sunlight streaming through the multicolored leaves of an autumn forest. He’d soon reach that light, if he hurried; he desperately wanted to get there, to feel that warmth on his body, to bask in it and just let everything go. He was able to turn his head—or he thought he turned his head, but he wasn’t sure—and looked back along the tunnel at what he was leaving behind. There was something back there on fire.
The door was opening wider, flooding the tunnel with that wonderful glow. He had to reach it, he knew, before it closed again. His forward progress seemed to be slowing … slowing .. .
The door was wide open, the light so bright it stung his eyes. Beyond the doorway was a suggestion of blazing blue sky, green fields, and hills and forest stretching on as far as he could see. There were wonders over there, a beautiful place of peace and rest. There would be new paths to explore, new secret places, new journeys to be made. Joy surged through him, and he stretched out his arm to reach the opening.
A figure stepped into the threshold. A woman, with long russet hair that flowed over her shoulders. He knew instantly who it was, and she looked at him with an expression of sadness and compassion.
“No,” she said softly. “You can’t give it up yet. It’s too soon.”
And the door began closing.
“Please!” Billy said. “Help me … let me stay!”
“Not yet,” she replied.
He shouted, “No/” but he was already falling away from it, falling faster and faster as the door closed and the light faded. He sobbed and fought as he tumbled along the tunnel, returning to the place where pain waited to grip into him again. Memory ripped through him: Wayne at the controls, Krepsin screaming, the jet skidding along the ground while flames chewed at the cabin, a shriek of metal as the wings tore away, the final violent thrashing of the fuselage… .
He moaned and opened his eyes. TVvo dark forms that had been poised near his head spread their wings, making startled cries as they flew away. They circled overhead in the graying sky, then dropped down onto something about a hundred yards away.
I’m not dead, Billy thought. But the memory of the golden light and the beautiful landscape almost cracked his heart; his mother had been there, waiting for him, but had turned him away instead. Why? Because his Mystery Walk wasn’t yet finished?
He braced himself with his right arm and tried to sit up. Pain pounded through his head, broken bones grinding in his jaw where his head had struck the table. Then he had forced himself into a sitting position, and he looked across the desert.
The first orange rays of the sun were slicing the sky over a line of purple mountains to the east. Small fires still flickered everywhere; a large section of the jet—the rear of the cabin and the tail—had burned itself out into a black mass of tangled metal. Debris was scattered for more than a mile. Billy watched sunlight explode over the mountains. The heat was already stifling; in another hour or so it would be unbearable, and there wasn’t a scrap of shelter.
He heard a soft, shuddered moan behind him. With an effort, he turned his head and saw Wayne Falconer—his face swollen, his hair scorched, his clothes ripped and burned—lying about ten feet away, his back supported by part of a seat that had been blown out of the aircraft. There was crusted blood all over Wayne’s face, and one eye was swollen shut. The other was deep-sunken, bright blue, and was fixed on the Challenger’s strewn wreckage. The eye moved and came to rest on Billy.
Wayne whispered, “The beautiful eagle. It’s dead. It’s all torn up and’dead.” A tear glittered in his eye, overflowed, and ran down his blood-streaked cheek.
Billy watched the vultures circle and swoop. A few of them were fighting over something that lay about thirty yards or so away—something twisted and charred black. “Do you know where we are?” he asked Wayne.
“No. What does it matter? Krepsin’s dead; they’re all dead … except you.”
“Can you move?”
“My head hurts. And so does my side. But I landed hei; didn’t I? We were on fire, and I put her right down. What did we hit?”
“One of those, I think.” Billy motioned toward the peaks with his right hand. “Somebody’ll help us. They’ll see the smoke.”
Wayne watched the smoke rising. The sun painted his bruised face bright orange. “I wanted them all dead … but you, most of all. I wanted to die, too. I don’t remember much after we hit the ground; but I remember somebody pulling me out of the flight deck.” He turned his head, the single eye unblinking. “Why didn’t you leave me there to burn?”
“I don’t hate you,” Billy said. “No matter what you think, I’m not your enemy. Krepsin was, because he wanted to own you— and he wanted to own me, too. They brought me here from Chicago, to make me do … awful things. If you hate me, it’s because J.J. Falconer owned you, and he taught you how to hate.”
“Daddy …” Wayne said softly. “He used to visit me, all the time. Late at night, just before I slept. But … he lied to me, didn’t he? No, no; it wasn’t my daddy. It was … something else, something that … looked like an animal. I saw it, in the flight deck, just before we went down. It was lying to me, all the time, making me think my … my daddy was still alive. And it told me to trust Mr Krepsin, to stay with him and do whatever he wanted. They hurt Henry Bragg. They hurt him bad, and I had to heal him.” Wayne lifted his hands and looked at them. “I just wanted to do good,” he said. “That’s all. Why was it always so hard?” There was pleading in his voice.
Billy slowly rose to his feet. He was still wearing the cotton slippers that had been issued to him at Krepsin’s hacienda. The ground was a pavement of rough pebbles, interrupted here and there by gnarled growths of cactus and spikes of palmetto. “We’ve got to find some shade,” he told Wayne. “Can you walk?”
“I don’t want to move.”
“The sun’s still low. In a couple of hours it’s going to be over a hundred degrees out here. Maybe we can find a village. Maybe …” His gaze passed across the rise of mountains that stood to the north, and he squinted in the fierce, hot glare. The mountains seemed to be only a mile or so away, shimmering in the heat waves. There were rippled outcrops of rock that might throw enough shade to keep them alive. “Up there,” he said, and pointed. “It’s not too far. We can make it.”
Wayne balked for another moment, then stood up. He grasped Billy’s shoulder for support, and something like a charge of electricity passed between them, stunning and energizing both of them. The pain seemed to drain out of Billy’s body; Wayne’s head was cleared as if he’d inhaled pure oxygen. Startled, Wayne drew his hand back.
“We can make it,” Billy said firmly. “We have to.”
“I don’t understand you. Why don’t you just leave me and walk away? Whenever I saw you and your mother, whenever I heard your names, I was afraid; and I was ashamed, too, because I liked the power I had.” His face was agonized. “But I had to start lying about the healing, because I couldn’t heal everybody. I had to make them think I could, or they wouldn’t listen to me anymore. I wouldn’t have the power anymore. Even when I was a child, I was lying about it … and I knew it. And somehow, you and she knew it too, right from the start. You could see right through me. I … I hated both of you, and I wanted to see you dead.” He squinted up toward the sun. “But maybe it was because I hated what I was, and / wanted to die …1 still want to die. Just leave me here. Let me rest.”
“No. I don’t know what Krepsin did to you, but you can get help. Now let’s start walking.” He took the first step, then the next and the next. The pebbles felt like glass under his feet. When he looked back, he saw that Wayne was following, but at a dazed, unsteady pace.
They passed through the wreckage. Puddles of jet fuel still burned. Cocktail napkins with Ten High, Inc. printed on them fluttered past on a hot breath of wind. There was a litter of burned cables, shredded seats, broken glass, and razor-edged sheets of metal. A headless body in a scorched suit lay draped over the crisp remnant of a black leather sofa. The vultures were at work, stopping only to eye Billy and Wayne as they passed.
They found Krepsin’s a few minutes later. The massive body was still strapped in its seat, lying on its side in a thatch of sharp palmettos, which had kept most of the vultures away. Krepsin, the clothes almost all ripped away from his body, was covered with mottled bluish black bruises. The tongue lolled from his head, and his eyes protruded as if they were about to explode. The body was already swelling, the face, neck, and arms grown to even more freakish proportions.
Billy heard the thin, high screaming in his head; the noise grew louder and then ebbed. He said, “Wait,” and Wayne stopped. The screaming was agonized, terrified; Krepsin and the others were still here, caught at the instant of their deaths. Abruptly, the screaming stopped as if it had been squeezed off. Billy listened, feeling a cold chill work through him. Now there was only silence.
Something was different, Billy thought. Something was wrong. The hair at the back of his neck was standing up. He felt danger here. The shape changer Billy thought, and was suddenly afraid. What had happened to the shape changer? If it fed off the evil in Krepsin, Niles, and Dorn, might it not swell with hideous, consumptive strength?
Billy said, “Let’s get out of here. Right now.” He started off again. Wayne stared down at Krepsin’s corpse for a moment, then followed.
Behind them, one of Krepsin’s swollen, burned hands moved. The fingers crept down and worked the seatbelt loose. It shrugged free of the seat, and grinned with a mouthful of shattered teeth. Its face turned toward the figures who were walking fifty yards away; its eyes had changed, now burning red and animalish. The reanimated corpse crawled through the palmetto, muttering and chuckling. Powered by a surge of evil stronger than anything it had ever consumed, the shape changer rose slowly on its scorched, swollen legs. Its hands clenched into fists as it watched the figures walking away. This body was still strong, not like the others that had been torn to pieces and gnawed on by the vultures. This body could be used.
The thing prowled through the wreckage, getting used to the feel of its fleshy cocoon. It giggled and muttered, ready now to smash and crush and rip. Vultures squalled and flew away from the lumbering thing; it sought Niles’s headless body, ripped open the coat, and dug a thick hand into the pocket. It brought out a leather pouch, tied with a drawstring. The prize inside wouldn’t fit on the swollen hand; impatiently, the shape changer snapped off the first joints of the fingers and jammed the prize onto the stubs.
Sharp pieces of razor blades gleamed in the sunlight. It was the weapon that Niles had used to slash Henry Bragg’s throat.
Krepsin’s face turned toward the distant figures; the red eyes glared out as if through a bloated, bruised mask of flesh. Now it had human form—and superhuman, evil-charged strength—and it would show them it would not be cheated. The thing swung its arm in a vicious arc and grinned. Now it would show them both.
The corpse waddled after them, with murder flaring in its eyes.
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The sun burned down relentlessly. Cradling his injured arm, Billy saw that he’d misjudged the distance to that range of mountains. They’d been walking for over thirty minutes, and still the cactus-covered foothills seemed at least another half-mile away. The mountains were boulder-strewn ridges of tortured earth, red rock shimmering in rising heat waves. He could see a few scattered caves, though; there were maybe twelve, most of them little more than shallow cracks. He was losing liquid in rivulets, his head pounding from the deadly weight of the sun. His feet, bruised and cut by the rough desert pavement, were leaving bloody prints.
Wayne staggered, about to pass out. His nose was bleeding again, the liquid attracting a horde of flies. His face felt like a sheet of hot metal, and as he lifted his gaze toward the sky his single eye saw the two vultures that were circling overhead. One for each of them, he thought, and almost giggled. One would get the dark meat, one would get the white. They were going to die out here. It would be soon, and it was no use to keep walking. They might as well just lie down right here and let the vultures go to work. He lagged behind Billy, then abruptly sat down.
Billy turned and stopped. “Get up.”
“No. I’m hurting too much. It’s too hot.” He sucked in a lungful of searing air, and the pain in his side flared. He watched as Billy stepped back toward him. “Want me to heal you?” he asked, and grinned. “Want me to lay my hands on you and make you all right? Take a number.”
“We don’t have much farther to go. Come on.”
He shook his head. “I’m burned out. There’s nothing left.” Wayne’s eyes closed. “The snake’s won,” he said. “It’s killed the eagle. …”
“What? What snake and eagle?”
“I see them in a dream, fighting. The snake bit the eagle, bit it right in the heart, and pulled it down from the sky.”
Billy remembered how his eagle had clamped its beak down on the snake’s head, how in his dream it seemed to be winning. “The eagle’s smoke?” he said. “And the snake’s fire?”
Wayne’s eyes snapped open, his head cocked to one side. “How’d you know that?”
“What I told you on the plane, about your mother” Billy said, “was true. You have to believe me. There’s still time for you to be strong; there’s still time for the eagle to win.”
Sweat dripped off Wayne’s chin, making a dark puddle on the ground. “I always wanted to fty. But somehow I … always ended up crawling. I wish I’d known more about her. And about you, too. Maybe things would’ve been different. Go on, now. Leave me alone.”
But Billy was looking out across the desert, toward the haze of black smoke where the Challenger lay. He saw the figure approaching, now about a hundred yards away. The mottled, bloated body waddled toward them, legs pumping in a frantic hurry.
Wayne peered over his shoulder his vision blurring in and out. “Krepsin,” he said hoarsely. “He’s not dead… .”
The body was moving in a jerky pantomime of life; with each step, the head joggled from side to side as if the neck had been snapped. Its shoes stirred up puffs of dust. The shattered left shoulder made the arm swing like a fleshy pendulum.
No, Billy thought; that’s not Krepsin. That’s something wearing Krepsin’s flesh, something hurrying now to catch them before they reached the foothills.
“Wait for me, boys!” the thing roared, a rasping voice forced through Krepsin’s dead vocal cords. “I’ve got a present for you! Look, it’s something shiny!” The thing bellowed and snorted, and swung its right hand in a quick arc. Billy saw sunlight glint off a metal object. “Wayne? Billy? Wait for me right there! I’m coming!”
The shape changer; Billy knew. Only now it wasn’t playing games, wasn’t shifting masks to confuse him and Wayne. It was wearing human flesh, muscle, and sinew; it was tracking them down, gobbling and snorting with glee. And in that form, Billy realized, no mental tricks were needed; it would tear them to pieces. “Get up, Wayne. Hurry.”
Wayne rose to his feet, wincing from the pain. Then he and Billy were hobbling away, trying to put distance between them and the thing. It shouted, “YOU CAN’T RUN! THERE’S NOWHERE TO HIDE!” It tried to break into a run too, but the lumbering unwieldy legs collapsed and the shape changer fell to the ground. Sputtering with rage, it forced itself up again and moved onward.
The heat quickly slowed Billy and Wayne down. The behemoth stalked after them, keeping a steady pace.
“WAYNE!” the shape changer shouted. “He’s trying to trick you! He’s a demon, the son of Satan! He’s trying to mix up your head! Can’t you see me? I’m alive!”
“No,” Wayne whispered, “you’re dead … you’re dead … you’re …”
The voice changed, became feminine and softly seductive. “Wayne? I’m waiting for you at the lake! Want to go swimmin’? Don’t run away, Wayne! Wait for me!” And then, thunderously, “I’LL KILL YOU, YOU LITTLE FUCK!”
“Don’t listen!” Billy said.
“Billy?” the thing called out. “Do you know who you’re trying to help? He had them kill your mother Billy. Know how it was done? They cut her throat. They cut it right to the spine. Then your pretty little Hawthorne house was set on fire so everything would be ashes! He wanted to have you killed, too! Oh, he dreamed of killing you! GO ON, ASK HIM!”
“Don’t look back,” Billy told Wayne; his voice was choked with conflicting emotions.
They reached the foothills and began climbing. The terrain grew rockier and steeper. Behind them, the shape changer muttered and shouted and babbled, swinging its weapon back and forth with malicious glee. They climbed over sharp-edged boulders, the breath of pain hissing from between their teeth. They were slowing down as their strength burned away, but the shape changer was gaining ground. Black, stomach-wrenching pain hit Billy as his injured arm grazed an outcrop of rock, but he clenched his teeth to contain the scream. In another few moments their progress was slowed to a crawl; they left sweat stains wherever they touched, and bloody prints where Billy’s feet had gripped rock. The caves were above them, less than fifty feet away over a torturous trail of jagged stone. Wayne looked back, saw the bloated thing grinning thirty feet or so beneath them as it clambered up. He recognized the weapon on its right hand.
“Running out of steam, boys?” the walking corpse called out, showing its mangled teeth.
Billy reached up with his good hand to climb onto a ledge. His feet slipped on loose stones, and he almost tumbled down, but then Wayne was pushing him up from below. He crawled upward, onto the ledge about six feet wide and exposed to burning sunlight. A large cave was twenty feet above, but his strength was gone. He lay panting with pain as Wayne crawled up beside him.
Wayne tried to drag Billy the rest of the way, but he was too weak to go more than a few feet. Sweat burned into his eye, blinding him for a few seconds; when he cleared his vision, Krepsin’s dead face was rising over the ledge.
Wayne let go of Billy and kicked out at the thing. Bone cracked in the corpse’s neck, and watery blood gushed from the nose, but it was still pulling itself onto the ledge. Wayne kicked out again, but the shape changer’s arm swung to stop the blow. The razored weapon slashed into Wayne’s ankle, scraping the bone. Wayne fell onto his injured ribs, curled up, and lay still with blood pooling under his leg.
“Two very naughty boys,” the shape changer whispered as it rose on Krepsin’s legs. “They must be punished.”
Billy was transfixed with fear too weak to even try to crawl away. The shape changer had them now. His Mystery Walk—and Wayne’s, too—would end here, on a scorched slab of rock a hundred feet above the Mexican desert.
“You won’t steal the food from my table anymore, you whelp.” It lumbered forward, bloodied head lolling. “I’m going to take my time with you, I’m going to enjoy this. You remember what I told you, a long time ago? In that bitch’s smokehouse? I said I’d be seeing you again. Oh, it’s worked out just fine, hasn’t it? The little ghost boy is about to see what Death is like from the other side; and I’ll keep you screaming for a long, long time… .” It grinned, ready to feast on more agony, already drawing on Billy’s fear to make itself stronger It swelled with the terror and evil it had drawn from the dead men in the jet.
The shape changer gripped Billy’s hair and thrust his head back, glaring into the boy’s eyes. “First, a scalp,” it whispered, raising its arm. “A scalp from an Indian.”
And then Wayne grabbed the corpse’s chin from behind, wrenching its head backward.
Jagged edges of bone ripped through the throat with a noise like tearing cloth. The immense football-shaped head was jammed backward, the shape changer’s eyes were blinded by the sun. The head, now separated from the spine, hung back like a sack of flesh; the shape changer couldn’t see. It turned upon Wayne, flailing blindly with the razored knuckles.
Wayne ducked the first blow, trying to balance on his good leg, but a backhanded swipe laid his cheek open and he staggered toward the edge. The shape changer danced with rage, striking at empty air; coming closer and closer to Wayne. Then Krepsin’s corpse found him and they grappled, Wayne’s hand closing around the thing’s right wrist, trying with the last of his strength to hold back the razors. They were balanced on the edge, the shape changer unable to see forward, the ruined head hanging back over the corpse’s shoulder
Wayne lost his grip. The razors glinted, the swollen hand burying itself in Wayne’s stomach.
Wayne caught his breath, felt warmth oozing down his legs. His vision hazed, but his brain was clear and for the first time in his life he knew what had to be done. The shape changer was making croaking sounds of triumph through Krepsin’s ripped throat. Its hand twisted, driving the razors deeper into Wayne’s stomach.
“NO!” Billy shouted, and tried to rise. He’d seen the death aura flare around Wayne; it undulated, shimmering a deep purplish black. Blood was streaming from Wayne’s stomach, his face quickly bleaching.
But there was no fear in his unswollen eye. It caught Billy’s gaze, locked, and then quickly shifted back to the struggling shape changer. This was the thing that had taunted him all along, that had tricked him by taking his daddy’s form … and the form of a young brunette girl who’d never really existed at all, except in his own head. The hot pain that shot through his body was thawing rusted, cobwebbed gears in his brain. He wasn’t afraid.
He could still learn to fly, he realized. Yes. There was still time to kill the snake!
Now! he thought. Do it now!
And he twisted himself off the ledge, taking Krepsin’s corpse with him.
Billy heard the shape changer’s mangled roar; and then they were gone.
The air was bright and blue and whistled around Wayne’s ears. He was falling toward the surface of water; there in the Fayette Public Swimming Pool, and everything was all right. He had finally gathered the courage to soar from the Tower; and no one was laughing at him anymore. The water shimmered beneath him, coming up fast. He closed his eyes and saw the fighting shapes, the smoke-eagle and the fire-serpent. The eagle was mortally wounded, but it was still strong; it dug its claws into the reptile and gripped the burning spade-shaped head in its beak. With a triumphant cry, the eagle beat its tittered wings toward the sky and lifted the writhing snake up … higher; and higher; and higher; until the snake crisped into ashes and whirled away on the bright currents of air.
He would be all right now. He’d done the best he could, and he was ready to soar.
Billy heard them hit. Rocks cascaded down the mountainside, and then there was a long silence but for the noise of sliding grit. He crawled painfully toward the edge and peered over.
Wayne lay on his stomach forty feet below, his arms outstretched. Fifteen feet beyond him, Krepsin’s corpse had exploded like a gasbag on impact with a truck-sized boulder
Something dark and leprous rose like a mist from Krepsin, moving slowly toward Wayne’s body.
“Get away from him!” Billy shouted. “GET AWAY!”
The wraith picked and probed at Wayne. But Billy had seen the twisted angle of Wayne’s head, the torn ankle and a protrusion of bone through the other leg. For the shape changer; the body was useless. The mist rose, took on the murky appearance of the huge boarlike beast. Its red eyes blinked; it was stunned and confused, unable to strike physically at Billy again. Within it, Billy saw roiling ectoplasm—a spectral hand clawing at the air, a football-shaped head with an open, silently screaming mouth, another face that might have been Niles’s mirroring shock and agony. The forms churned, slowly losing their clarity—as if they were being digested in the belly of the beast.
“You’ve lost,” Billy said. “Now run. Hide. RUN!”
The thing glowered at him for a moment, clutching its clawed arms around its stomach; the souls it had snatched writhed in soundless pain.
It looked down at Wayne’s broken body, and its hideous face rippled with a snarl of hatred and frustration. The boy had escaped, was now far beyond the shape changer’s control. The thing began to fade, taking its prizes with it. Before it had drifted away completely it glared up toward Billy and said, “There’ll be a next time.” But the voice—a mixture of Krepsin’s, Niles’s and Dorn’s—was weaker; and carried an undercurrent of what might have been fear
“I’ll be ready,” he replied, but the thing had already gone, leaving a slight turbulence of dust and grit.
The air settled. The sun baked down, and the vultures began to gather.
Billy waited, his head bowed with concentration. He was certain that Wayne was gone. Wayne had found the tunnel, and was now on a different kind of Mystery Walk. He wanted to bury the body, but the rocks that had slid down over it would keep the vultures away for a while, and he knew he was too weak to climb down and then back again. He said a silent prayer for Wayne. The air was clear and untroubled. After another few minutes Billy crawled away and painfully climbed to the large cave just above.
There was no water; but the shade was deep and cool. Lizards scurried over the rocky floor, chasing small beetles. Billy crouched in a corner; ripped off the rags of his shirt, and fashioned a sling for his arm—not much, but it would serve to keep the bones from moving. He was full of fever; his head pounding with heat; if he didn’t find liquid soon, he knew, he was going to die. He could let go; it would be easy to curl up and die, and so much pain would be avoided, but he knew his mother wouldn’t want that. He didn’t want it. He and Wayne had come so far from Hawthorne, both over twisted and treacherous ground—their paths had split early, their Mystery Walks leading them in such different directions, but at the end they’d faced the shape changer together. And Wayne had been stronger than the evil thing that had toyed with him for so long.
The fever was burning Billy dry. He was getting chills now, and he knew that must be a bad sign. He closed his eyes, concentrating on Bonnie, waiting for him in Chicago. He tumbled into sleep, escaping fever and thirst.
“Billy?” someone said quietly.
He stirred and forced his eyes open.
There was a figure standing in the cave entrance, silhouetted against harsh white sunlight. It was a little boy, Billy realized, but he couldn’t see the face. A little boy? he thought. Out here? No, no; he was dreaming—hallucinating. The little boy wore a clean shirt and trousers, not a spot of dust or drip of sweat on him.
“Who’s that?” Billy asked, his tongue so swollen he could hardly speak. “I can’t see what you look like.”
“It’s me! You remember; don’t you, Billy? It’s me from a long time ago! We used to play together! Remember?”
“Who? I don’t know you.” The shape changer, he thought, and went cold. “Get away from me.”
“I’m not trying to trick you. Honest. I want to help you, if I can. But you’ve got to help yourself, too. You can’t lie there too much longer You’ll die.”
“Maybe I will.”
“But why? You’ve come a long way, Billy. You’ve … you’ve grown up. You helped me once, a long time ago.”
“I want to sleep. Whatever you are, leave me alone. You can’t hurt me anymore.”
“I don’t want to. I … know how bad it can be. It can be real bad here, but you can’t give up. You can never give up, and you’re not ready … not yet.” The little boy watched him for a moment, his head cocked to one side in a way that Billy thought was familiar. Was it … no, no not him… .
“Leave here when it gets dark,” the little boy said. “But watch how the sun goes down, so you can figure out which way is due west. That’s the direction you’ve got to walk, right where the sun sets. There are others trying to help you, too, but sometimes it’s not easy. You still think I’m trying to fool you, don’t you? I’m not, I promise. You’ve got to start walking when it gets dark. It’s going to be hard, but you have to keep going. Okay?”
“No. I’m staying right here until someone finds me.”
# “They won’t,” he said quickly. “You’re a long way from where people are, Billy. You have to get out of here.”
“Go away. Leave me alone.”
“No; first you have to say you will. Okay?”
Billy closed his eyes. It was the shape changer, he knew, trying to make him lose himself in the desert. Trying to make him walk in the wrong direction and away from where the villages were.
“Do it, Billy. West, okay? Okay?”
The last plea hung in the ait When he opened his eyes again, he saw the cave entrance was empty. The fever was making him hear and see things. No, it was best to stay right here where he was cool and safe, where someone would eventually find the jet’s wreckage. Surely someone would see the smoke!
But there was something lying in the palm of his right hand. He stared at it, his heart beating rapidly.
It was a piece of coal that had been covered with shellac so that the black wouldn’t rub off.
He stood up, hobbling to the entrance. There were no prints but his own bloody ones in the dust. The fierce heat forced him back into the shadow, where he sat down again and clenched the coal tightly in his fist. Had he had the coal with him all the time? No, no; it had been left in Chicago, two thousand miles away. Hadn’t it? He couldn’t remember through the fire in his head. He put the coal in his pocket and waited for the sun to sink.
In deep blue twilight, Billy carefully descended over the rocks to where Wayne and Krepsin’s corpses lay sprawled. A flurry of vultures sailed away; they’d already feasted on much of Krepsin. They’d been working on Wayne’s back and legs, but hadn’t marked the face yet. Billy took Wayne’s shoes and squeezed his swollen feet into them. He sat for a few moments beside Wayne, then he aranged rocks over the body to keep the vultures away awhile longer
He began walking westward; he stopped once to look back over his shoulder, where his brother’s body lay. But his brother was gone, and there was no reason to mourn his passage to the other side. He wished he’d known more about Wayne, that they could’ve learned to understand each other That they could’ve been friends, instead of two young men who’d walked separately, each seeking some kind of answer to the forces that had taken over their lives.
Billy left his brother’s corpse, and went on.
He alternated walking and resting all through the long, chilly night. His feet were bleeding again, his broken wrist swollen to twice its size, but he had to keep going. Just before dawn, when he was exhausted and staggering, he climbed a small hill and came upon a squatter’s cabin. The place was falling in, but inside there was a dirty mattress on the floor; on a table were plates with green-molded food not fit to touch, much less eat. But there was a coffee pot, too, and something faintly sloshed inside when Billy picked it up. He eagerly poured a few drops into the palm of his hand; the water was slimy and green and alive with bacteria. He took one of the plates outside, scraped it clean with coarse sand, and then brought it back in. He tore a square of his pants leg off and stretched it over the plate, then carefully poured the water through the cloth to catch the bigger clumps of green growth. What remained at the bottom of the plate—barely three swallows, brackish and stagnant—was quickly tipped into Billy’s mouth. He wet his face with the damp cloth, and then he slept for several hours on the filthy mattress.
When he awakened, bright swords of sunlight pierced gaping holes in the rotting walls around him. He was feverish and very weak, his legs cramped into knots. His arm was a burning, leaden weight, the wound oozing yellow fluids. He shut his mind to the pain, and concentrated on Bonnie. He would show Hawthorne to hei; and he wanted to see Lamesa, and he wanted to know everything about her from the day she was born. He hung her face up in his mind like a picture. He would get back to her.
He stepped outside the cabin and was jolted by a sudden shock.
About three or four miles away, sitting right in the middle of brown sand desert, was a large lake. It was surrounded by motels and restaurants with high signs that could be seen from the highway that passed about a half-mile from the cabin. There were cars and dune buggies on the road, and out on the lake Billy could see a sleek red speedboat pulling a water-skier Palm trees waved in the streets of some resort town built around a desert spring. The entire scene shimmered in the heat waves; Billy stood motionless, expecting the whole thing to vanish suddenly.
He began to walk toward the mirage. On the highway a dune buggy swerved to avoid him, blasting its horn. He walked slowly down the center; being passed by cars and motorcycles and dune buggies. Some of the cars were hauling speedboats, and kids were hanging out the windows. The lake glittered like liquid gold in the strong sunlight.
Billy stood in the center of the highway and started laughing. He couldn’t stop, even though his jaw was aching and he was so weak he was about to fall on his face. He was still laughing when a Mexican police officer on a motorcycle pulled up beside him and shouted something that included the word loco.
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They’d rented a brown Gremlin at the Birmingham airport, using Bonnie’s driver’s license, and had driven the two-hour trip to Fayette under a gray late-December sky. The southern winter had set in, a wave of cold air and rain had rolled down from the northwest scattering brown leaves before it. Christmas was two days away.
They passed a large sign, punctured by .22 bulletholes, that said WELCOME TO FAYETTE! HOME OF LITTLE WAYNE FALCONER, THE SOUTH’S GREATEST EVANGELIST! The second line, Billy saw, was being allowed to weather aWay. It would not be repainted. Home for Wayne’s body was now a meticulously kept cemetery near the Falconer estate; he’d been buried next to his daddy, and there were always fresh flowers on the grave.
“I’ve never seen so many hills,” Bonnie said. She’d noticed him wince, as if from an old injury, as they’d passed the sign. “Lamesa’s about as flat as a flapjack. Are we gettin’ near?”
“We’ll be there in a few minutes. It’s just past Fayette.” There were still dark hollows under his eyes, and he needed to gain five or six pounds so his face would fill out, but he was doing much better. He’d been able to walk without crutches for the first time just a week before. There were a few lost weeks in which Billy had faded in and out, his body fighting against massive infection. His jaw was wired and was healing well, as was his left arm in its thick elbow cast. Dr. Hillburn had been straight with him: the doctors didn’t know why he hadn’t died out in that desert. The injuries he’d received in the crash had been severe enough to begin with, but the exposure and the infection from his broken wrist should have finished him off.
Dr. Hillburn hadn’t replied when Billy told her that he had died, but had been sent back from the other side. And those people had been right, Billy said; it was beautiful over there. But he planned on sticking around here for a while longer, if Dr. Hillburn didn’t mind.
Dr. Hillburn had smiled and said she didn’t mind at all.
Latei; Billy had asked about his mother. Dr. Hillburn confirmed what Billy already knew: Ramona Creekmore had died in a house fire of indeterminate origin. The cabin was almost a total ruin.
Bonnie stayed with him day and night, helping him with his grief. Now that he was safe, and his body was healing, his conflicting emotions about Wayne and the loss of his mother welled up out of him in agonized, bitter tears. Bonnie cradled his head while he cried. He had nightmares for a while, about the jet crash and the shape changer in possession of Krepsin’s bloated corpse, stalking him and Wayne across the burning desert; they faded as his body and mind healed, though he’d broken out in a cold sweat when he and Bonnie had stepped aboard the plane from Chicago, their trip a gift from the staff and residents of the Hillburn Institute. The most difficult thing was snapping the seatbelt, and when the 747 bound to Atlanta had taken off, he’d closed his eyes and held tightly to Bonnie’s hand. Once up in the air, though, his fear drained away—as he’d hoped it would—and he was even able to look out the window for a few minutes. The plane ride was much faster and more comfortable than the bus or the train, Billy’s other travel alternatives, and he’d wanted to get back to Hawthorne as quickly as possible.
He’d told Bonnie fragments of what had happened in Mexico, but she knew it was hard for him to talk about it. She didn’t want to push him; if and when he was ready to tell hei; she would be there to listen.
Now they were passing through Fayette, and Hawthorne was only fifteen miles away.
Billy had turned twenty-one while still in a semiconscious state in the hospital. He was different now, he knew, from the person who’d left Hawthorne that first time to join Dr. Mirakle’s Ghost Show. He saw his direction more clearly, and he was secure with his own place in the world. He’d fought his way, he realized, through a rite of passage that had begun when he’d stepped down into the dark Booker basement a long time ago; he was strong now, strong in his heart, and he knew that in his life the eagle was winning.
His Mystery Walk was pulling him onward, out into the world.
But first, before he could walk forward—to the University of California, Duke University, or even to Oxford in England, where parapsychologists had been studying the Alcott Tape and were eager to get Billy into their death survival research programs—he had to look back over his shoulder. There were good-byes to be said, both to people and to places.
The Gremlin rounded a bend, and Billy saw the old weather-beaten high-school building with its brick gym addition. There was a large, ragged scar in the football field, as if grass wouldn’t grow where the bonfire had exploded.
Billy touched Bonnie’s arm and asked her to stop.
The parking lot was empty, all the students out for Christmas holidays. Billy rolled down his window and stared out at the football field, his eyes dark with the memory of May Night.
“Something bad happened here, didn’t it?” Bonnie asked.
“Yes. Very bad.”
“What was it?”
“A lot of kids got hurt. Some of them were killed.” He ran his gaze along the new fence, remembering the pain of his hands being ripped as the shock wave blustered past. He waited for a few minutes, listening to the sigh of Vind out on the field. Pines swayed in the distance, and clouds seemed to skim the hills.
“They’re gone,” he said. “There’s nothing here. Thank God. Okay. I’m ready to go.”
They drove on, following the road into Hawthorne. When Billy saw the tangle of black timbers and the standing chimney where his house had once stood, his heart sank. The field was overgrown, the scarecrow sagging, everything gone to ruin. He didn’t ask Bonnie to slow down, though, until they’d almost reached the lot where the decaying hulk of the Booker house had stood.
The rubble had been cleared away, and now a trailer sat on the property. It was there to stay, sitting on concrete supports sunken into the earth. A Christmas tree stood in a front window, white lights blinking. A little boy—who looked not at all like Will Booker—sat outside, roughhousing with a big brown dog that was trying to lick him in the face. The boy saw the Gremlin and waved. Billy waved back. There was warmth surrounding that trailer, and he hoped the people who lived there were happy. Hawthorne’s “murder house” was long gone.
He heard the sawmill’s high whine as they approached the cluster of grocery store, gas station, and barbershop. A couple of farmers sat outside the gas station, watching with interest to see if the Gremlin would pull in. Someone was loading, a sack of groceries into a pickup truck. A television flickered from within Curtis Peel’s barbershop, and Billy saw figures sitting around the red glow of the old heater Life was going on in Hawthorne at its own slow, steady pace. The world had touched it—there was a poster on a telephone pole that said NOW HIRING QUALIFIED LABOR. APPLY AT THE CHATHAM PERSONNEL OFFICE. WE ARE AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER—but the essence of life, easy and unhurried, would never totally change. Maybe that was for the best, Billy thought; it was comforting to know that some places in the world remained the same, though the people living in them grew and matured and learned from their mistakes.
“Would you stop here?” Billy asked, motioning to the curb near Peel’s barbershop. “I want to go in there for a minute. Want to come with me?”
“That’s why I’m here,” she replied.
When Billy opened the barbershop door, the three men sitting around the heater looked up from their television show—”Let’s Make a Deal”—and froze. Curtis Peel’s mouth dropped open. Old Hiram Kellei; as tough as leather, simply blinked, then returned his attention to Monty Hall. The third man, younger than the others, with curly brownish blond hair and a plump-cheeked face tinted red by the heater, leaned forward as if he were staring at a mirage.
“Damn my eyes!” Peel said, and stood up. “Is that … Billy Creekmore?”
“That’s right.” He stood tensed, ready for anything. He’d recognized the younger man, and saw Duke Leighton’s eyes narrow.
“Well, I’ll be a …” And suddenly Peel’s face broke into a grin. He came forward, clapped Billy on the shouldei; and then, embarrassed by his own ebullience, stepped back a pace. “Uh … we didn’t expect to see you back, after … I mean, we …”
“1 know what you mean. I want you to meet my friend, Bonnie Hailey. This is Curtis Peel. That’s Hiram Kellei; and Duke Leighton.”
“Howdy,” Hiram said without looking up.
“I didn’t figure you’d recognize me, Billy.” Duke patted his bulging beer-belly. “I guess I’ve changed a lot. You have, too. You look like you’ve been in an accident.”
“Could be.”
They were silent for a long moment. Then Curtis said, “Hey! You two young folks want a Coke? I’ve got some in the back, just as cold as they can be! No? Weather’s turned for the worse, I hear. Supposed to get a hard freeze tonight. Listen, y’all take a chair and make yourself—”
“We’re not staying,” Billy told him. “I’ve come to visit the cemetery.”
“Oh. Yeah. Well … Billy, that was a bad thing. A real terrible thing. The fire burned everything up so fast, and the wind was bad that night too. I … I’m sorry.”
“So am I.”
Peel turned and stared into Bonnie’s face for a few seconds, seemingly entranced by her eyes. He smiled uncertainly, then looked back at Billy. “You need a haircut, Bill. Come on, get in the chair here and we’ll fix you up. On the house, okay? I recall you used to like the smell of Vitalis. You still do?”
“No,” he said, and smiled slightly at Peel’s willingness to please. “Afraid not.” He was aware of Leighton’s unyielding gaze on him, and he felt anger begin to simmer
“Well …” Peel nervously cleared his throat. “Most everybody’s heard about you, Bill. You’re a celebrity. I mean, I don’t rightly understand what you’ve been up to and all, but … look here.” He stepped next to the shelves of hair tonic, shampoo, and pomades and pointed to something mounted on the wall; he smiled proudly, and Billy saw it was a bulletin board. It was covered with newspaper clippings about the “Mystery Medium,” and the Alcott tape, and pictures of Billy. “See here, Bill? I’ve been keepin’ them. People come in here to read ‘em all the time. You’re a real celebrity hereabouts! And look up there on the wall. Recognize that?” He’d motioned to a framed needlepoint picture of an owl sitting on a tree limb; the features were a bright mixture of colors, the eyes so sharp and lifelike they followed you around the room. Billy recognized his mother’s handiwork. “Fella from Montgomery came through here about a month ago, offered me a hundred dollars for it,” Curtis said. He swelled his chest proudly. “I said no. I said it was done by a local artist, and you couldn’t put any price on something done with as much feeling as that’s got in it. Didn’t I say that, Hiram?”
“Yep.”
“I’ve got another one at home. It shows a mountain and a lake, and an eagle flying way up far in the sky. I think it’s the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. See, I’ve put this one where I can look at it all the time!”
Hiram suddenly stirred and regarded the picture. “Fine work,” he said, lighting his corncob pipe and sticking it in his grizzled gace. “You’d go a far piece to find anything finer, I’ll tell you that.” He cocked his head and looked at Billy. “Your mother was full of magic, boy. She was a damned fine woman, and it took us a long time to realize it. Any woman who could run a farm like she did, and make pictures like that, and never complain ‘bout her lot in life … well, I remember that night at the tent revival. Maybe we didn’t want to hear what she said, but she had guts, boy. Looks like you’ve got your share too.” He motioned with his pipe toward the bulletin board.
“What … ?” Billy managed to say. He was stunned, and he felt hot tears in his eyes. “You mean you …”
Duke Leighton started to rise. His gaze was baleful in the red light. When he stood erect, his back was hunched over; with his first step, Billy saw that he walked with a terrible limp, much worse than his father’s. As he approached Billy, Duke seemed to grow smaller and paler and thinner. He saw Billy staring and stood in front of him, his lower lip trembling. “It happened just after you left. I was ridin’ in the car with my dad. He was … he was drinking pretty heavily. He’d taken to drinkin’ a lot since Mom died. Anyway, he … the car was going too fast, and we went off the trestle bridge. I just got cut up, but my dad was dead by the time the ambulance came.” His face was set and grim. “About a week later; Coy Granger came to see me, and he said he’d seen my dad standing at the side of the road, right at the trestle bridge where the car had gone off… .”
“Saw him myself,” Hiram said quietly. “Plain as day. Plain as I can see you.”
“My dad … couldn’t leave.” Duke’s voice cracked, his eyes swimming. “I saw him, and I called out to him, and he looked like he was tryin’ to answer but he … he couldn’t speak. His … throat was crushed in the wreck, and he strangled to death. And when I tried to touch him, I felt so cold-Then he was gone, just faded away in an instant.” He looked helplessly at Bonnie, then back to Billy again. “Who else could I go to?” he asked. “I had to help my dad!”
“And my mother freed him?”
“I saw her do it.” Hiram puffed out a wreath of blue smoke. “We all did. She stood right there on the trestle bridge and opened up her arms, and we all saw Ralph Leighton with our own eyes.” He set his jaw and grunted. “Damnedest thing I ever saw. And Ralph just … disappeared, just kinda eased away, I guess. Ramona fell down, and she had to be helped home. …”
“My wife stayed the night with her,” Peel said. “She took care of her”
Duke wiped his face with a sleeve. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to … act like a fool. I never believed in such a thing as spirits until I saw my own father standin’ there, trying to call out to me… .
“Sheer guts,” Hiram said. “She did it in front of everybody who cared to watch. Oh, at first some laughed. But after it was over and done … wasn’t nobody laughin’ no more.”
“I bought this picture from her soon after that,” Peel said. “She didn’t want to take the money. Said she had no need for it. But I made her take it. The very next night … well, that fire was so fast and windblown it was over before we knew it.”
“I didn’t know.” Billy looked at all of them in turn. “She never wrote me about what happened on the trestle bridge.”
“Maybe she figured you had your own worries.” Hiram relit his pipe, clenched it between his teeth, and watched the game show again.
“I’m sorry about your father;” Billy said.
“Yeah. Well, things hadn’t been too good between me and him for a long time. He took me down to the Marine recruiting station in Tuscaloosa right after high school. I never went to college like I was supposed to. I went to ‘Nam—another kind of college, I guess. I got into demolition, but I guess you heard. That’s funny, huh? Me, in demolition?” He tried to smile, but his face was too loose and weary, his eyes too haunted.
“Funny? Why?”
Duke stared at him for a long moment. “You … you don’t know, do you? Well, why would you? I came back from ‘Nam in seventy-one with a shot-up hip and a Purple Heart. Then what I’d done kept eatin’ at me, so … I went to the sheriff and told him. I served my time—one year on a two-year sentence. I’ve just been out since October But I want you to know, Billy, that it was never my idea. I wasn’t the one who came up with the idea. …”
“What idea?”
“The fireworks,” Duke said quietly. “I thought you knew; I thought everybody knew. I was one of the boys who put all those fireworks in the bonfire. It was … supposed to be a joke. Just a joke. I thought it’d make pretty colors. I thought people would laugh. I sweai; I never knew it would blow up like that. My dad found out about it, and he shipped me off to the Marines damned fast. I can’t ever forget that night, Billy. I don’t sleep too good. I can still, y’know, hear the sounds they made. Billy, you’d … you’d know if any of them were still there, wouldn’t you? I mean, you could tell, and you could help them?”
“They’re gone,” he replied. “I’m sure of it.”
But Duke shook his head. “Oh, no they’re not. Oh, no.” He opened his eyes and tapped a finger against his skull. “They’re all still in here, every one of them who died that night. You can’t help me, can you?”
“No.”
“I didn’t think so. I served my time, got out on good behavior. My dad pretended I was away, workin’ in Georgia. Well …” He moved past Bonnie and took his hat off the rack on the wall. It was a gas-station cap. “I’d best get back to work. The gas won’t pump itself. I thought you knew about all that, Billy. I surely did.”
“They’re gone,” Billy said as he reached the door “You don’t have to keep them inside you anymore.”
“Yes I do,” Duke said, and then he opened the door—the little bell over it tinkled merrily—and he was gone.
“We were wrong about your mother,” Peel said. “All of us were wrong. It wasn’t evil. It never was, was it?”
Billy shook his head; his eyes were watering, and Bonnie pressed close to his side to support him.
“Terrible thing about that Falconer boy. Heard he died in a plane crash in Mexico, of all places. God only knows what he was doin’ down there. I heard he went off the deep end, just gave up everything. …”
“Not everything,” Billy said. “Just the things that didn’t matter.”
“Huh?”
“Nothing.” He looked again at the needlepoint owl. It was a beautiful picture, and would be seen by a lot of people. He couldn’t think of a better place for it to be hanging.
Peel touched his shoulder. “Bill, I’ve got a fine idea! Why don’t you and the little lady join my family and me for dinner tonight? I’ll call hei; and I guarantee you the finest fried-chicken dinner you ever put in your mouth! All right?”
“You got room at that table for me?” Hiram asked.
“Maybe we do. What the hell … sure. We got room for everybody! Okay, Bill? How about it?”
He smiled, glanced at Bonnie, and then nodded. “We’d like that very much.”
“Fine! Let me get on the horn right now!”
“Curtis,” Billy said as he moved to the phone, “I’m going to see my mother. She is in the cemetery isn’t she?”
“Oh. Yes, she is. Don’t you worry about a thing. We took care of her real good, Bill. You’ll see.”
“We’ll be back.” They walked to the door, and as Billy opened it he heard Peel say over the phone, “Ma? You’re gonna have a real celebrity over tonight! Guess who’s …”
“Sheer guts,” Hiram grunte*}.
Fifteen minutes latei; Billy was standing with Bonnie beside his mother’s grave. His father was buried a few feet away. Pine needles covered the ground, and the chill wind whispered softly through the trees. Billy could smell pine sap: the aroma of life, waiting to burst free in April.
A stone marker had been planted at the head of Ramona’s grave. It was fine cut, simple but proud. It gave her name, her date of birth and death, and underneath that, in expertly etched block letters: DAUGHTER OF HAWTHORNE.
Billy put his arm around Bonnie. His mother wasn’t here, he knew; her body was, returning now to the earth as all bodies must, but her soul—that part of her that had made her very special—was somewhere else, still carrying on her Mystery Walk. And his would go on too, from this place and moment. He would meet the shape changer again, because it was part of the Evil that lived in the world, but he knew now that, though it couldn’t be totally destroyed, it could be bested. The eagle could win over the snake. Courage could win over fear.
A few tough stalks of goldenrod grew in the brush a few feet from Ramona’s grave. Billy picked some, scattering the yellow wild flowers over the earth. “Flowers for the dead,” he said, “and for the living.” He gave Bonnie the remaining stalk, and saw her strange and beautiful eyes shine.
They stood together, as the clouds moved overhead in a slow and graceful panorama of white and gray. Snow flurries began to spin before the wind, clinging to their hair and eyelashes, and Billy remembered the infant step of his Mystery Walk—when he and his father had left the cabin to walk in the snow and had passed the Booker house. Now he had someone else to walk beside—someone who could understand him and believe in him, as much as he in her.
“I knew you’d come back,” Bonnie said. “I knew it. You left the piece of coal, and I didn’t think you’d leave without it. I kept it by my bed all the time, until one morning when I woke up and it wasn’t there. I had a dream that night… .”
“About what?”
“You,” she replied. “And me, too. We were … together and we were old. We were tired, but it was a good tired, like you’ve done a hard day’s work and you know you’ll have a peaceful sleep. I don’t know where we were, but we were sitting in the sun and we could see the ocean. We were holding hands.” She shrugged, a blush creeping across her freckled cheeks. “I don’t know, but … after that dream, I knew you’d be all right. I knew you’d come back. Funny, huh?”
“Why?”
“It’s the first dream I ever had that I wasn’t afraid of,” Bonnie said.
It was time to go. They walked down the hill to the car and got in. His Mystery Walk was about to carry him—and possibly Bonnie as well–far away from Hawthorne, he realized. Life and Death were part of the same puzzle, part of the same strange and miraculous process of growth. He hoped someday to work in the parapsychology labs himself, to go to school, to study as much as he could; he wanted to help others understand that Death wasn’t an ending, and that Life itself was a wonderful mystery full of chances and challenges.
“Have you ever wanted to see England?” he asked her
“Why?”
He smiled faintly. “Dr. Hillburn told me there are supposed to be more haunted houses in England than in any country on earth.”
They drove away from the cemetery. Billy looked back over his shoulder; through the snow’s thin white curtain, until the marble marker was out of sight. So much to be done! he thought. So much to be learned!
Billy turned his attention to the road that stretched out ahead, out of Hawthorne and into the world. And he would carry with him his mother’s words of courage: No fear.
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 _To the survivors of an era_
 _when the whole world was watching_
 What's Past Is . . . 
 THE BABY WAS CRYING AGAIN. 
 The sound roused her from a dream about a castle on a cloud, and set her teeth on edge. It had been a good dream, and in it she'd been young and slim and her hair had been the color of the summer sun. It had been a dream that she'd hated leaving, but the baby was crying again. Sometimes she regretted being a mother; sometimes the baby killed her dreams. But she sat up in bed and slid her feet into her slippers because there was no one else to take care of the child. 
 She stretched, popping her joints, and stood up. She was a big, heavy woman with broad shoulders, and she was six feet tall. Amazon Chick, she'd been called. By whom? She couldn't remember. Oh, yes; it came to her. By him. It had been one of his pet names for her, part of their secret code of love. She could see his face in her mind, like a blaze of beauty. She remembered his dangerous laugh, and how his body felt hard as warm marble atop hers on a bed fringed with purple beads. . . . 
 _Stop_. It was torture; thinking of what used to be. 
 She said, "Hush, hush," in a voice raspy with sleep. The baby kept crying. She loved this child, better than she'd loved anything for a long time, but the baby did cry a lot. He couldn't be satisfied. She went to the crib and looked at him. Tears were rolling down his cheeks in the dank light from the Majik Market across the highway. "Hush," she said. "Robby? Hush, now!" But Robby wouldn't hush, and she didn't want to wake the neighbors. They didn't like her as it stood. Particularly not the old bastard next door, who knocked on the walls when she played her Hendrix and Joplin records. He threatened to call the pigs, and he had no respect for God, either. 
 "Quiet!" she told Robby. The baby made a choking sound, nailed at the air with fists the size of large strawberries, and his crying throttled up. She picked up the infant from his crib and rocked him, while he trembled with baby rage. As she tried to soothe his demons, she listened to the noise of eighteen-wheelers rushing past Mableton on the highway that led to Atlanta. She liked it. It was a clean sound, like water flowing over stones. But it made her sad, too, in a way. Everybody was going somewhere but her, it often seemed. Everybody had a destination, a fixed star. Hers had burned brightly for a time, flared, and dwindled to a cinder. That was a long time ago, in another life. Now she lived here, in this low-rent apartment building next to the highway, and when the nights were clear she could see the lights of the city to the northeast. When it rained, she saw nothing but dark. She walked around the cramped bedroom, crooning to the baby. He wouldn't stop crying, though, and it was giving her a headache. The kid was stubborn. She took him through the hallway into the kitchen, where she switched on the light. Roaches fled for shelter. The kitchen was a damned mess, and anger burst in her for letting it get this way. She swept empty cans and litter off the table to make room for the child, then she laid him down and checked his diaper. No, it wasn't wet. "You hungry? You hungry, sweetie?" Robby coughed and gasped, his crying ebbing for a few seconds and then swelling to a thin, high keening that razored her skull. 
 She searched in vain for a pacifier. The clock caught her eye: four-twelve. Jesus! She'd have to be at work in little more than an hour, and Robby was crying his head off. She left him flailing on the table and opened the refrigerator. A rancid smell drifted from it. Something had gone bad, in there amid the cold french fries, bits of Burger King hamburgers, Spam, cottage cheese, milk, half-empty cans of baked beans, and a few jars of Gerber's baby food. She chose a jar of applesauce, then she opened a cupboard and got a small pot. She turned on one of the stove's burners, and she drew a little water from the sink's tap into the pot. She placed the pot on the burner and the jar of applesauce down into the water to heat it. Robby didn't like cold food, and the warmth would make him sleepy. A mother had to know a lot of tricks; it was a tough job. 
 She glanced at Robby as she waited for the applesauce to heat up, and she saw with a start of horror that he was just about to roll off the table's edge. 
 She moved fast for her one hundred and eighty-four pounds. She caught Robby an instant before he fell to the checkered linoleum, and she hugged him close as he squalled again. "Hush, now. Hush. Almost broke your neck, didn't you?" she said as she paced the floor with the crying infant. "Almost broke it. Bad baby! Hush, now. Mary's got you." 
 Robby kicked and wailed, struggling in her arms, and Mary felt her patience tattering like an old peace flag in a hard, hot wind. She shoved that feeling down because it was a dangerous thing. It made her think of ticking bombs and fingers forcing bullet clips into the chambers of automatic rifles. It made her think of God's voice roaring commandments in the night from her stereo speakers. It made her think of where she'd been and who she was, and that was a dangerous thing to lodge in her mind. She cradled Robby with one arm and felt the jar of applesauce. Warm enough. She took the jar out, got a spoon from a drawer, and sat down in a chair with the baby. Robby's nose was running, his face splotched with red. "Here," Mary said. 
 "Sweets for baby." His mouth was clamped shut, he wouldn't open it, and suddenly he convulsed and kicked and the applesauce spewed onto the front of Mary's plaid flannel robe. "Damn it!" she said. "Shit! Look at this mess!" The child's body jerked with fierce strength. "You're going to eat this!" she told him, and she spooned up more applesauce. 
 Again, he defied her. Applesauce dripped from his mouth down his chin. It was combat now, a battle of wills. Mary caught the infant's face with one large hand and squeezed the babyfat cheeks. "YOU'RE GOING TO MIND ME!" she shouted into the glistening blue eyes. The infant quieted for a second, startled, and then new tears streaked down his face and his wailing pierced Mary's head with fresh pain. 
 Robby's lips became a barrier to the spoon. Applesauce drooled down onto his sleepsuit, where yellow ducks cavorted. Mary thought of the washing she was going to have to do, a chore she despised, and the frayed thread of her temper broke. 
 She threw aside the spoon, picked up the infant, and shook him. "MIND
 ME!" she shouted. "DO YOU HEAR WHAT I SAID?" She shook him harder and harder, his head lolling and the high-pitched wail still coming from his mouth. She clamped a hand over his lips, and his head thrashed against her fingers. The sound of his crying went up and up, a crazy spiral. She had to get ready for work, had to put on the face she wore every day outside these walls, had to say "Yes ma'am" and "No sir" and wrap the burgers just so and the people who bought them never knew who she had been, they never guessed, no never never in a million years did they guess she would rather cut their throats than look at them. Robby was screaming, the apartment was filling up with screaming, somebody was knocking on the wall, and her own throat was raw. 
 "YOU WANT TO CRY?" she shouted, holding the struggling infant under one arm. "I'LL MAKE YOU CRY!" 
 She knocked the pot off the stovetop, and turned the burner up to high. Still Robby, a bad seed, screamed and fought against her will. She didn't want to do this, it hurt her heart, but what good was a baby who didn't mind his mother? "Don't make me do it!" She shook Robby like a fleshy rag. 
 "Don't make me hurt you!" His face was contorted, his scream so high it was almost inaudible, but Mary could feel its pressure sawing at her skull. "Don't make me!" she warned, and then she held him by the scruff of his neck and slapped his face. 
 Behind her the burner was beginning to glow. 
 Robby would not bend to her will. He would not be quiet, and somebody might call the pigs, and if that happened . . . 
 A fist was hammering on the wall. Robby flailed and kicked. He was trying to break her, and that could not be tolerated. 
 She felt her teeth grind together, the blood pulsing in her temples. Little drops of crimson ran from Robby's nose, and his scream was like the voice of the world at the end of time. 
 Mary made a low, moaning sound, deep in her throat. She turned toward the stove and pressed the baby's face against the red-hot burner. The little body writhed and jerked. She felt the terrible heat rising past him, washing into her own face. Robby's scream went on and on, his legs thrashing. She kept her hand pressed hard on the back of his head, there were tears in her eyes, and she was sick at heart because Robby had always been such a good baby. 
 His struggling ceased, and his scream ended with a sizzle. The baby's head was melting. 
 Mary watched it happen as if she were outside her body looking down, a remote bystander cool in her curiosity. Robby's head was shrinking, little sparks of flame kicking up, and the pink flesh running in glistening strands. She could feel the heat beneath her hand. He was quiet now. He had learned who was in control. 
 She pulled him up off the burner, but most of his face stayed on the hot coils in a crisp black inside-out impression. Robby was dead. 
 "Hey, you crazy freak!" A voice through the thin wall. The old man next door, the one who went out on the highway collecting aluminum cans in a garbage bag. _Shecklett_, the name on his mailbox said. "Stop that hollerin' 
 or I'll call the cops! Hear me?" 
 Mary stared at the black-edged hole where Robby's face had been. The head was full of smoke. Plastic sparked on the burner, and the kitchen was rank with the sickeningly sweet smell of another infant's death. 
 "Shut up and let a man steep!" He struck the wall again, and the pictures of babies clipped from magazines and mounted in dimestore frames jumped on their nails. 
 Mary stood looking at the doll, her mouth half open and her gray eyes glassy. This one was gone. This one was ready for heaven. But he'd been such a good boy. She'd thought he was the best of them all. She wiped her eyes with a sluggish hand, and turned off the burner. Bits of plastic flamed and popped, a haze of blue smoke filming the air like the breath of ghosts. She took the doll to a closet in the hallway. At the back of the closet was a cardboard box, and in that box were the dead babies. The signature of her rage lay here. Some of the dolls had been burned faceless, like Robby. Others had been decapitated, or were torn limb from limb. Some bore the marks of being crushed under tires, and some had been ripped open by knives or razors. All of them were little boys, and all of them had been her loves. She peeled the sleepsuit with its yellow ducks off Robby. She held Robby with two fingers, like something filthy, and she dropped him into the box of death. She shoved the box into the back of the closet again, then she closed the door. 
 She put away the wooden crate that had served as a crib, and she was alone. 
 An eighteen-wheeler swept past on the highway, making the walls creak. Mary went into the bedroom with the slow gait of a sleepwalker. Another death freighted her soul. There had been so many of them. So many. Why didn't they mind her? Why did they always have to fight her will? It wasn't right that she fed them and clothed them and loved them and they died hating her in the end. She wanted to be loved. More than anything in the world. Was that too much to ask? 
 Mary stood at the window for a long time, looking out at the highway. The trees were bare. Bleak January had gnawed the land, and it seemed that winter ruled the earth. 
 She dropped the sleepsuit into the clothes hamper in her bathroom. Then she walked to her dresser, opened the bottom drawer, reached under some folded-up sweaters, and found the Colt Snubnose .38. The shine had worn off, and in the six-bullet cylinder there was one shell. 
 Mary turned on the television set. The early morning cartoons from TBS
 were on. Bugs Bunny and Elmer Fudd. In the blue glow, Mary sat on the edge of her rumpled bed and spun the cylinder once, twice, and a third time. She drew a long, deep breath, and she pressed the Colt's barrel against her right temple. 
 "C'mere, ya cwazy wabbit!" 
 "Who, me?" 
 "Yeah, you!" 
 "Ahhhhhh, what's up, d --" 
 She squeezed the trigger. 
 The hammer clicked on an empty chamber. 
 Mary let her breath go, and she smiled. 
 Her heart was beating hard, driving the sweet adrenaline through her body. She returned the pistol to its place beneath the sweaters, and she slid the drawer shut. Now she felt so much better, and Robby was just a bad memory. But she couldn't survive long without a baby to care for. No, she was a natural mother. An earth mother, it had once been said. She needed a new baby. She'd found Robby in a Toys 'R Us in Douglasville. She knew better than to go to the same store twice; she still had eyes in the back of her head, and she was always watching for any sign of the pigs. So she'd find another toy store. No sweat. 
 It was almost time to get ready for work. She needed to relax, and put on the face she wore beyond these walls. It was her Burger King face, smiling and friendly, no trace of steel in her eyes. She stood before the mirror in the bathroom, the harsh incandescent bar of light switched on, and she slowly let the face emerge. "Yes ma'am," she said to the person in the mirror. "Would you like fries with that, ma'am?" She cleared her throat. The voice needed to be a little higher, a little dumber. "Yes sir, thank you sir! Have a nice day!" She switched her smile off and on, off and on. Cattle needed to see smiles; she wondered if the people who worked in slaughterhouses smiled before they smashed the skulls of cattle with big wooden mallets. The smiley face stayed on. She looked younger than her forty-one years, but there were deep lines at the corners of her eyes. Her long hair was no longer as blond as the summer sun. It was a mousy brown, streaked with gray. It would go up in a tight bun when she got to work. Her face was square and strong-jawed, but she could make it look weak and afraid, like a cow who senses the breaking of skulls in the long line ahead. There wasn't much she couldn't do with her face if she wanted. She could look old or young, timid or defiant. She could be an aging California girl or a backwoods hick with equal ease. She could slump her shoulders and look like a frightened schmuck, or she could stand at her full Amazonian height and dare any sonofamotherfuckingbitch to cross her path. It was all in the attitude, and she hadn't gone to drama school in New York City for nothing. 
 Her real name was not the name on her Georgia driver's license, her library card, her cable TV bills, or any of the mail that came to her apartment. Her real name was Mary Terrell. She remembered what they used to call her as they passed the joints and the cheap red wine and sang songs of freedom: Mary Terror. 
 She had been wanted for murder by the FBI since the spring of 1969. Sergeant Pepper was dead. G.I. Joe lived on. George Bush was president, movie stars were dying from AIDS, kids were smoking crack in the ghettos and the suburbs, Muslims were blowing airliners from the skies, rap music ruled, and nobody cared much about the Movement anymore. It was a dry and dusty thing, like the air in the graves of Hendrix, Joplin, and God. She was letting her thoughts take her into treacherous territory, and the thoughts threatened her smiley face. She stopped thinking about the dead heroes, the burning breed who made the bombs full of roofing nails and planted them in corporate boardrooms and National Guard armories. She stopped thinking before the awful sadness crushed her. 
 The sixties were dead. The survivors limped on, growing suits and neckties and potbellies, going bald and telling their children not to listen to that satanic heavy metal. The dock of the Age of Aquarius had turned, hippies and yippies had become preppies and yuppies. The Chicago Seven were old men. The Black Panthers had turned gray. The Grateful Dead were on MTV, and the Airplane had become a top-forty Starship. 
 Mary Terror closed her eyes, and thought she heard the noise of wind whistling through the ruins. 
 _I need_, she thought. _I need_. A single tear coursed slowly down her left cheek. 
 _I need something to call mine._
 She opened her eyes and stared at the woman in the mirror. Smile! Smile! 
 Her smile ticked back on. "Thank you, sir. Would you like an ice-cold Pepsi with that burger?" 
 Her eyes were still hard, a chink in the disguise. She'd have to work on that. 
 She took off her plaid robe, stained by the applesauce that a convulsive jerk of her wrist had spilled upon it, and she looked at her nude body in the mean light. Her smile faded and went away. Her body was pale and loose, flabby around the belly, hips, and thighs. Her breasts sagged, the nipples grayish-brown. They looked empty. Her gaze fixed on the network of old scars that crisscrossed her stomach and her right hip, the ridges of scar tissue snaking down into the dark brown nest between her thighs. She ran her fingers over the scars, and felt their cruelty. What was inside her, she knew, were worse scars. They ran deep, and they had ravaged her soul. Mary remembered when her body had been young and tight. He hadn't been able to keep his hands off her. She remembered the hot thrust of him inside her, when they were both flying on acid and the love went on forever. She remembered candles in the dark, the smell of strawberry incense, and the Doors
 --God's band --on the record player. Long time past, she thought. The Woodstock Nation had become the Pepsi Generation. Most of the outlaws had surfaced for air, had served their time in the cages of political restitution, put on the suits of the Mindfuck State, and joined the herd of cattle marching to the slaughterhouse. 
 But not him. Not Lord Jack. 
 And not her, either. 
 She was still Mary Terror down beneath the soft fastfood-puffed flesh. Mary Terror was sleeping inside her body, dreaming of what was and what might have been. 
 The alarm clock went off in the bedroom. Mary silenced the jangle with a slap of her palm, and she turned on the cold water tap in the shower and stepped into the bitter flood. When she had finished showering and drying her hair, she dressed in her Burger King uniform. She'd been working at Burger King for eight months, had reached the level of assistant day manager, and beneath her was a crew of kids who didn't know Che Guevara from Geraldo Rivera. That was all right with her, they'd never heard of the Weather Underground, or the Storm Front either. To those kids she was a divorced woman trying to make ends meet. That was all right. They didn't know she could make a bomb out of chicken shit and kerosene, or that she could fieldstrip an M16
 or shoot a pig in the face with as little hesitation as flicking a fly. Better that they stay dumb than be dead. 
 She turned off the TV. Time to go. She picked up a yellow Smiley Face button from atop her dresser and pinned it to the front of her blouse. Then she put on her brown overcoat, got her purse with its credentials that identified her as Ginger Coles, and opened the door into the cold, hated outside world. 
 Mary Terror's rusted, beat-up blue Chevy pickup was in the parking lot. She caught a glimpse of Shecklett, watching her from his window, pulling back when he realized he'd been seen. The old man's eyes were going to get him in trouble someday. Maybe real soon. 
 She drove away from the apartment complex, merged with the morning traffic heading into Atlanta from the small country towns around it, and none of the other drivers guessed she was a six-foot-tall time bomb ticking steadily toward explosion. 
 I





SCREAM OF THE BUTTERFLY
1
 A Safe Place
 THE BABY KICKED. "OH!" LAURA CLAYBORNE SAID, AND touched her swollen belly. "There he goes again!" 
 "He'll be a soccer player, I'm telling you." Across the table, Carol Mazer picked up her glass of chardonnay. "So anyway, Matt tells Sophia her work is shoddy, and Sophia hits the roof. You know Sophia's temper. I swear, honey, you could hear the windows shake. We thought it was Judgment Day. Matt ran back to his office like a whipped puppy, but somebody's got to stand up to that woman, Laura. I mean, she's running the whole show over there, and her ideas absolutely --pardon my French --but they absolutely _suck_." She took a sip of wine, her dark brown eyes shining with the pleasure of a gossip well told. Her hair was a riot of black ringlets, and her red fingernails looked long enough to pierce to the heart. "You're the only one she's ever listened to, and with you off the track the whole place is falling to pieces. Laura, I swear she's out of control. God help us until you can get back to work." 
 "I'm not looking forward to it." Laura reached for her own drink: Perrier with a twist of lime. "Sounds like everybody's gone crazy over there." She felt the baby kick once more. A soccer player, indeed. The child was due in two weeks, more or less. Around the first of February, Dr. Bonnart had said. Laura had given up her occasional glass of wine the first month of her pregnancy, way back at the beginning of a long hot summer. Also forsaken, after a much harder struggle, was her habit of a pack of cigarettes a day. She had turned thirty-six in November, and this would be her first child. A boy, for sure. He'd displayed a definite penis on the sonogram. Some days she was almost stupid with happiness and other days she felt a dazed dread of the unknown perched on her shoulder, picking at her brain like a raven. The house was filled with baby books, the guest bedroom --once known as Doug's study -had been painted pale blue and his desk and IBM PC hauled out in favor of a crib that had belonged to her grandmother. 
 It had been a strange time. Laura had been hearing the ticking of her biological clock for the last four years, and everywhere she looked it seemed she saw women with strollers, members of a different society. She was happy and excited, yes, and sometimes she did think she actually looked radiant --but other times she simply found herself wondering whether or not she'd ever play tennis again, or what she was going to do if the bloat didn't melt away. The horror stories abounded, many of them supplied by Carol, who was seven years her junior, twice married, and had no children. Grace Dealey had ballooned up with her second child, and now all she did was sit around and wolf down boxes of Godiva chocolates. Lindsay Fortanier couldn't control her twins, and the children ran the household like the offspring of Attila the Hun and Marie Antoinette. Marian Burrows had a little red-haired girl with a temper that made McEnroe look like a pansy, and Jane Fields's two boys refused to eat anything but Vienna sausages and fish sticks. All this according to Carol, who was glad to help soothe Laura's fear of future shock. They were sitting at a table in the Fish Market restaurant, at Atlanta's Lenox Square. The waiter came over, and Laura and Carol ordered lunch. Carol asked for a shrimp and crabmeat salad, and Laura wanted a large bowl of seafood gumbo and the poached salmon special. "I'm eating for two," she said, catching Carol's faint smile. Carol ordered another glass of chardonnay. The restaurant, an attractive place decorated in seagreen, pale violet, and pink, was filling up with the business crowd. Laura scanned the room, counting the power ties. The women wore their dark-hued suits with padded shoulders, their hair fixed in sprayed helmets, and they gave off the flashes of diamonds and the aromas of Chanel or Giorgio. This was definitely the BMW and Mercedes crowd, and the waiters hustled from table to table heeding the desires of new money and platinum American Express cards. Laura knew what businesses these people were in: real estate, banking, stockbrokerage, advertising, public relations --the hot professions of the New South. Most of them were living on plastic, and leasing the luxury cars they drove, but appearance was everything. 
 Laura suddenly had an odd vision as Carol talked on about the calamities at the newspaper. She saw herself walking through the doors of the Fish Market, into this rarefied air. Only she was not as she was now. She was no longer well-groomed and well-dressed, her nails French-manicured and her chestnut-brown hair drawn back with an antique golden clip to fall softly around her shoulders. She was as she had been when she was eighteen years old, her light blue eyes clear and defiant behind her granny glasses. She wore ragged bellbottom jeans and a blouse that looked like a faded American flag, and on her feet were sandals made from car tires, like the sandals the Vietnamese wore in the news films. She wore no makeup, her long hair limp and in need of brushing, her face adamant with anger. Buttons were stuck to her blouse: peace signs, and slogans like STOP THE WAR, IMPERIALIST AMERIKA, and POWER TO THE PEOPLE. All conversations of interest rates, business mergers, and ad campaigns abruptly ceased as the hippie who had once been Laura Clayborne --then Laura Beale --strode defiantly into the center of the restaurant, sandals thwacking against the carpeted floor. Most of the people here were in their mid-thirties to early forties. They all remembered the protest marches, the candlelight vigils, and the draft card burnings. Some of them, perhaps, had been on the front lines with her. But now they gaped and sneered, and some laughed nervously. "What happened?" she asked them as forks slid into bowls of seafood gumbo and hands stopped halfway to their glasses of white wine. "What the hell happened to all of us?" The hippie couldn't answer, but Laura Clayborne knew. We got older, she thought. We grew up and took our places in the machine. And the machine gave us expensive toys to play with, and Rambo and Reagan said don't worry, be happy. We moved into big houses, bought life insurance, and made out our wills. And now we wonder, deep in our secret hearts, if all the protest and tumult had a point. We think that maybe we could have won in Vietnam after all, that the only equality among men is in the wallet, that some books and music should be censored, and we wonder if we would be the first to call out the Guard if a new generation of protesters took to the streets. Youth yearned and burned, Laura thought. Age reflected, by the ruddy fireplaces. 
 ". . . wanted to cut his hair short and let one of those rat-tail things hang down in back." Carol cleared her throat. "Earth to Laura! Come in, Laura!" 
 She blinked. The hippie went away. The Fish Market was a placid pool again. Laura said, "I'm sorry. What were you saying?" 
 "Nikki Sutcliff's little boy, Max. Eight years old, and he wanted to crop his hair and have a rat-tail. And he loves that rap junk, too. Nikki won't let him listen to it. You can't believe the dirty words on records these days! You'd better think about that, Laura. What are you going to do if your little boy wants to cut all his hair off and go around bald-headed and singing obscene songs?" 
 "I think," she answered, "that I'll think about it later." The salad and the gumbo were served. Laura listened as Carol talked on about politics in the Atlanta _Constitution's_ Life and Style department. Laura was a senior reporter specializing in social news and doing book reviews and an occasional travel piece. Atlanta was a social city, of that there was no doubt. The Junior League, the Art Guild, the Opera Society, the Greater Atlanta Museum Board: those and many more demanded Laura's attention, as well as debutante parties, donations from wealthy patrons to various art and music funds, and weddings between old southern families. It was good that she was getting back to work in March, because that was when the wedding season began to blossom, swelling to its peak in mid-June. It sometimes puzzled her how quickly she'd gotten from twenty-one to thirty-six. She'd graduated with a degree in journalism from the University of Georgia, had worked as a reporter on a small paper in her hometown of Macon for two years, then had come to Atlanta. The big-time, she'd thought. It took her over a year to get onto the copy desk of the _Constitution_, a period she'd spent selling kitchen appliances at Sears. 
 She'd always harbored hopes of becoming a reporter for the _Constitution_. A firebrand reporter, with iron teeth and eagle eyes. She would write stories to rip off the mask of racial injustice, destroy the slumlord, and expose the wickedness of the arms dealer. After three years of drudgery writing headlines and editing the stories of other reporters, she got her chance: she was offered a position as a metro reporter. Her first assignment was covering a shooting in an apartment complex near Braves Stadium. 
 Only they hadn't told her about the baby. No, they hadn't. When it was all over, she knew she couldn't do it again. Maybe she was a coward. Maybe she'd been deluding herself, thinking she could handle it like a man. But a man wouldn't have broken down and cried. A man wouldn't have thrown up right there in front of the police officers. She remembered the shriek of an electric guitar, the volume turned up and roaring over the parking lot. It had been a hot, humid night in July. A terrible night, and she still saw it sometimes in her worst dreams. 
 She was assigned to the social desk. Her first assignment there was covering the Civitans Stars and Bars Ball. 
 She took it. 
 Laura knew other reporters, men and women who did their jobs well. They crowded around the distraught relatives of plane-crash victims and stuck microphones in their faces. They went to morgues to count bullet holes in bodies, or stood in gloomy forests while the police hunted for pieces of murder victims. She watched them grow old and haggard, searching for some kind of purpose amid the carnage of life, and she'd decided to stay on the social desk. 
 It was a safe place. And as she got older, Laura realized that safe places were hard to find, and if the money was good as well, then wasn't that the best a person could do? 
 She wore a dark blue suit not unlike the outfits worn by the other businesswomen in the restaurant, though hers was maternity-tailored. In the parking lot was her gray BMW. Her husband of eight years was a stockbroker with Merrill Lynch in midtown Atlanta, and together they made over a hundred thousand dollars a year. She used Estee Lauder cosmetics, and she shopped for clothes and accessories in the tony little boutiques of Buckhead. She went to a place where she got manicures and pedicures, and another place where she took steambaths and had massages. She went to ballets, operas, art galleries, and museum parties, and most of the time she went alone. Doug's work claimed him. He had a car phone in his Mercedes, and when he was home he was constantly making or receiving calls. That was a camouflage, of course. They both knew it was more than work. They were caring toward each other, like two old friends might be who had faced adversity and fought through it together, but what they had could not be called love. 
 "So how's Doug?" Carol asked. She'd known the truth for a long time. It would be hard to hide the truth from someone as sharp-eyed as Carol, and anyway, they both knew many other couples who lived together in a form of financial partnership. 
 "He's fine. Working a lot." Laura took another bite of her gumbo. "I hardly see him except on Sunday mornings. He's started playing golf on Sunday afternoons." 
 "But the baby's going to change things, don't you think?" 
 "I don't know. Maybe it will." She shrugged. "He's excited about the baby, but . . . I think he's scared, too." 
 "Scared? Of what?" 
 "Change, I guess. Having someone new in our lives. It's so strange, Carol." She placed a hand against her stomach, where the future lived. 
 "Knowing that inside me is a human being who'll --God willing --be on this earth long after Doug and I are gone. And we've got to teach that person how to think and how to live. That kind of responsibility is scary. It's like . . 
 . we've just been playing at being grown-ups until now. Can you understand that?" 
 "Sure I can. That's why I never wanted children. It's a hell of a job, raising kids. One mistake, and bam! You've either got a wimp or a tyrant. Jesus, I don't know how anybody can raise kids these days." She downed a hefty drink of chardonnay. "I don't think I'm the mothering type, anyway. Hell, I can't even housebreak a puppy." 
 That much was certainly true. Carol's Pomeranian had no respect for Oriental carpets and no fear of a rolled-up newspaper. "I hope I'm a good mother," Laura said. She felt herself approaching inner shoals. "I really do." 
 "You will be. Don't worry about it. You definitely _are_ the mothering type." 
 "Easy for you to say. I'm not so sure." 
 "I am. You mother the hell out of me, don't you?" 
 "Maybe I do," Laura agreed, "but that's because you need somebody to kick you in the tail every now and again." 
 "Listen, you're going to be a fantastic mother. Mother of the year. Hell, mother of the century. You're going to be up to your nose in Pampers and you're going to love it. And you watch what happens to Doug when the baby comes, too." 
 Here lay the real rocks, on which boats of hope could be broken to pieces. "I've thought about that," Laura said. "I want you to know that I'm not having this baby so Doug and I can stay together. That's not it at all. Doug has his own life, and what he does makes him happy." She traced money signs on the misty glass of Perrier. "One night I was at home reading. Doug had gone to New York on business. I was supposed to cover the Ball of Roses the next day. It struck me how alone I was. You were in Bermuda, on vacation. I didn't want to talk to Sophia, because she doesn't like to listen. I tried four or five people, but everybody was out somewhere. So I sat there in the house, and do you know what I realized?" 
 Carol shook her head. 
 "I don't have anything," Laura said, "that's mine." 
 "Oh, right!" Carol scoffed. "You've got a three-hundred-thousand-dollar house, a BMW, and a closetful of clothes I'd die to get my hooks into! So what else do you need?" 
 "A purpose," Laura answered, and her friend's wry smile faded. The waiter brought their lunches. Soon afterward, three women entered the restaurant, one of them pushing a stroller, and they were seated a few tables away from Laura and Carol. Laura watched the mother --a blond-haired woman at least ten years younger than herself, and fresh in the way that youth can only be --look down at her infant and smile like a burst of sunshine. Laura felt her own baby move in her belly, a sudden jab of an elbow or knee, and she thought of what he must look like, cradled in the swollen pink womb, his body feeding from a tube of flesh that united them. It was amazing to her that in the body within her was a brain that would hunger for knowledge. That the baby had lungs, a stomach, veins to carry his blood, reproductive organs, eyes, and eardrums. All this and so much more had been created inside her, had been entrusted to her. A new human being was about to emerge into the earth. A new person, suckled on her fluids. It was a miracle beyond the miraculous, and sometimes Laura couldn't believe it was really about to happen. But here it was, two weeks until a birth day. She watched the young mother smooth a white blanket around the infant's face, and then the woman glanced up at her. Their eyes met for a few seconds, and the two women passed a smile of recognition of labors past and yet to be. 
 "A purpose," Carol repeated. "If you'd wanted one of those, you could've come over and helped me paint my condo." 
 "I'm serious. Doug has his purpose: making money, for himself and his clients. He does a good job at it. But what do I have? Don't say the newspaper, please. I've gone about as far as I can go there. I know I'm paid well and I have a cushy job, but --" She paused, trying to put her feelings into words. "That's something anybody can do. The place won't fold if I'm not at my desk." She cut a piece of salmon but left it on her plate. "I want to be needed," she told Carol. "Needed in a way that no one else can match. Do you understand?" 
 "I guess so." She looked a little uncomfortable at this personal revelation. 
 "It doesn't have anything to do with money or possessions. Not the house, not the car, not clothes or anything else. It's having someone who needs you, day and night. That's what I want. And, thank God, that's what I'm going to have." 
 Carol was attacking her salad. "I still say," she observed, a shred of crabmeat on her fork, "that a puppy would have been less expensive. And puppies don't want to shave all their hair off except for a rat-tail hanging down in back, either. They don't like punk rock and heavy metal, they don't chase girls, and they won't get their front teeth knocked out at football practice. Oh, Jesus, Laura!" She reached across the table and gripped Laura's hand. "Swear you won't name him Bo or Bubba! I won't be godmother to a kid who chews tobacco! Swear it, okay?" 
 "We've decided on a name," Laura said. "David. After my grandfather." 
 "David." Carol repeated it a couple of times. "Not Davy or Dave, right?" 
 "Right David." 
 "I like that. David Clayborne. President of the Student Government Association, the University of Georgia, nineteen . . . oh Lord, when would that be?" 
 "Wrong century. Try twenty ten." 
 Carol gasped. "I'll be ancient!" she said. "Shriveled up and ancient! 
 I'd better get some pictures made so David'll know how pretty I used to be!" Laura had to laugh at Carol's expression of merry terror. "I think you've got plenty of time for that." 
 They veered away from talking about the forthcoming new arrival, and Carol, who was also a reporter on the _Constitution's_ social desk, entertained Laura with more tales from the trenches. Then her lunch break was over, and it was time for Carol to get back to work. They said good-bye in front of the restaurant as the valets brought their cars, and then Laura drove home while cold drizzle fell from a gray winter sky. She lived about ten minutes away from Lenox Square, on Moore's Mill Road off West Paces Ferry. The white brick house was on a small plot of land with pine trees in front. The place wasn't large, particularly in comparison to the other houses in the area, but it had carried a steep price tag. Doug had said he'd wanted to live close to the city, so when they found the property through the friend of a friend they'd been willing to spend the money. Laura pulled into the two-car garage, opened an umbrella, and walked back out to the mailbox. Inside were a half-dozen letters, the new issue of _The Atlantic Monthly_, and catalogues from Saks and Barnes and Noble. Laura went back into the garage and pressed the code numbers in on the security system, then she unlocked a door that led into the kitchen. She shed her raincoat and looked through the letters. Electric bill, water bill, a letter whose envelope read MR. AND MRS. CLEYBURN
 YOU HAVE WON AN ALL-EXPENSES-PAID TRIP TO DISNEY WORLD!, and three more letters that Laura held on to after she'd pushed aside the bills and the desperate come-on for the sale of Florida swampland. She walked through a hallway into the den, where she punched on the answering machine to check her messages. 
 _Beep_. "This is Billy Hathaway from Clements Roofing and Gutter Service, returnin' your call. Missed you, I guess. My number's 555-2142. Thanks." 
 _Beep_. "Laura, it's Matt. I just wanted to make sure you got the books. So you're going to lunch with Carol today, huh? Are you a glutton for punishment? Have you decided to name the kid after me? Talk to you later." _Beep_. Click. 
 _Beep_. "Mrs. Clayborne, this is Marie Gellsing from Homeless Aid of Atlanta. I wanted to thank you for your kind contribution and the reporter you sent to give us some publicity. We really need all the help we can get. So thanks again. Good-bye." 
 And that was it. 
 Laura walked over to the tapedeck, pushed in a tape of Chopin piano preludes, and eased herself down in a chair as the first sparkling notes began to play. She opened the first tetter, which was from Help for Appalachia. It was a note requesting aid. The second letter was from Fund for Native Americans, and the third was from the Cousteau Society. Doug said she was a sucker for causes, that she was on a national mailing list of organizations that made you think the world would collapse if you didn't send a check to prop it up. He believed most of the various funds and societies were already rich, and you could tell that because of the quality of their paper and envelopes. Maybe ten percent of contributions get where they're supposed to go, Doug had told her. The rest, he said, went to accounting fees, salaries, building rents, office equipment, and the like. So why do you keep sending them more money? 
 Because, Laura had told him, she was doing what she thought was right. Maybe some of the funds she donated to were shams, maybe not. But she wasn't going to miss the money, and it all came from her newspaper salary. But there was another reason she gave to charities, and perhaps it was the most important one. Purely and simply, she felt guilty that she had so much in a world where so many suffered. But the hell of it was that she enjoyed her manicures, her steambaths, and her nice clothes; she'd worked hard for them, hadn't she? She deserved her pleasures, and anyway she'd never used cocaine or bought animal-skin coats and she'd sold her stock in the company that did so much business in South Africa. And had made a lot of profit from the sale, too. But Jesus, she was thirty-six years old! Thirty-six! Didn't she deserve the fine things she'd worked so hard for? 
 _Deserve_, she thought. Who really deserved anything? Did the homeless deserve to shiver in alleys? Did the harp seals deserve to be clubbed and slaughtered? Did the homosexual deserve AIDS, or the wealthy woman deserve a fifteen-thousand-dollar designer dress? _Deserve_ was a dangerous word, Laura thought. It was a word that built barriers, and made wrong seem right. She put the letters aside, on a small table next to her checkbook. A package of four books had come in the mail yesterday, sent from Matt Kantner at the _Constitution_. Laura was supposed to read them and do reviews for the Arts and Leisure section over the next month or so. She'd scanned them yesterday, when she'd been sitting by the fireplace and the rain was coming down outside. There was the new novel by Anthony Burgess, a nonfiction book on Central America, a novel about Hollywood called _The Address_, and a fourth nonfiction work that had instantly caught her attention. Laura picked it up from where it sat beside her chair with a bookmark in it. It was a thin book, only one hundred and seventy-eight pages, and not very well produced. The covers were already warping, the paper was of poor quality, and though the pub date was 1989, the book had a faintly moldy smell. The publisher's name was Mountaintop Press, based in Chattanooga, Tennessee. The title was _Burn This Book_, by Mark Treggs. There was no author's picture on the back, only an ad for another book about edible mushrooms and wildflowers, also written by Mark Treggs. 
 Looking through _Burn This Book_ brought back some of the feelings that had surfaced when she was sitting in the Fish Market. Mark Treggs, as recounted in the slim memoir, had been a student at Berkeley in 1964, and had lived in Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco during the era of love-ins, long hair, free LSD, happenings, and skirmishes with the police in Peoples' Park. He wrote wistfully of communes, of crash pads hazed with marijuana fumes, where discussions of Allen Ginsburg poems and Maoist theories mingled into abstract philosophies of God and nature. He talked about draft card burnings, and massive marches against Vietnam. When he described the smell and sting of tear gas, he made Laura's eyes water and her throat feel raw. He made that time seem romantic and lost, a communion of outlaws battling for the common cause of peace. Seen in hindsight, though, Laura realized there was as much struggle for power between the various factions of unrest as there was between the protesters and the Establishment. In hindsight, that era was not as romantic as it was tragic. Laura thought of it as the last scream of civilization, before the Dark Ages set in. 
 Mark Treggs talked about Abbie Hoffman, the SDS, Altamont, flower power, the Chicago Seven, Charles Manson and the White Album, the Black Panthers, and the end of the Vietnam War. As the book went on, his writing style became more confused and less pointed, as if he were running out of steam, his voice dwindling as had the voices of the Love Generation. At the midpoint, he called for an organization of the homeless and a rising up against the powers of Big Business and the Pentagon. The symbol of the United States was no longer the American flag, he said, it was a money sign against a field of crosses. He advocated demonstrations against the credit card companies and the TV
 evangelists; they were partners, Treggs believed, in the stupefaction of America. 
 Laura closed _Burn This Book_ and laid it aside. Some people probably would heed the title, but the volume was most likely fated to molder in the cubbyhole bookstores run by holdover hippies. She'd never heard of Mountaintop Press before, and from the looks of their production work they were only a small regional outfit with not a whole lot of experience or money. Little chance of the book being picked up by mainstream publishers, either, this sort of thing was definitely out of fashion. 
 She put her hands to her stomach and felt the heat of life. What would the world be like by the time David reached her age? The ozone layer might be gone by then, and the forests gnawed bare by acid rain. Who knew how much worse the drug wars could get, and what new forms of cocaine the gangs could flood the streets with? It was a hell of a world to bring a child into, and for that she felt guilty, too. She closed her eyes and listened to the soft piano music. Once upon a time, Led Zeppelin had been her favorite band. But the stairway to heaven had broken, and who had time for a whole lotta love? 
 Now all she wanted was harmony and peace, a new beginning: something real that she could cradle in her arms. The sound of amplified guitars reminded her too much of that hot July night, in the apartments near the stadium, when she watched a woman crazy on crack put a gun to a baby's head and blow the infant's brains out in a steamy red shower. 
 Laura drifted amid the piano chords, her hands folded across her belly. The rain was falling harder outside. The gutters that needed repairs would soon be flooding. But in the house it was safe and warm, the security system was on, and for the moment Laura's world was a sanctuary. Dr. Bonnart's number was close at hand. When the time came, she'd deliver the baby at St. James Hospital, which was about two miles from the house. 
 _My baby is on the way_, she thought. 
 _My baby_. 
 _Mine_. 
 Laura rested as the silvery music of another age filled the house and rain began to slam down on the roof. 
 And at a K-Mart near Six Flags, the clerk behind the counter in the sporting goods department was just selling a boy-sized rifle called a Little Buckaroo to a customer who wore stained overalls and a battered Red Man cap. 
 "I like the looks of that one," the man in the cap said. "I believe Cory will, too. That's my boy. Saturday's his birthday." 
 "I wish I'd had me a squirrel gun like this when I was a boy," the clerk said as he got the rifle, two boxes of ammunition, and a small telescopic sight ready to go. "Nothin' better than bein' out in the woods doin' a little shootin'." 
 "That's the truth. Got woods all around where we live, too. And plenty of squirrels, I'm tellin' you." Cory's father, whose name was Lewis Peterson, began to write out a check for the amount. He had the work-roughened hands of a carpenter. "Yeah, I believe a ten-year-old fella can handle a rifle that size, don't you?" 
 "Yessir, it's a beauty." The clerk copied down the necessary information and filed the form in a little metal box behind the counter. When the Buckaroo was slid into its rifle case and wrapped up, the gun was passed across the counter to Lewis Peterson. The clerk said, "There you go. Hope your boy has a happy birthday." 
 Peterson put the package under his arm, the receipt in full view for the security guard up front to see, and he walked out of the K-Mart into the misting afternoon rain. Cory was going to be jumping up and down on Saturday, he knew. The boy had wanted a gun of his own for some time, and this little rifle was just the thing for him. A good starter rifle. 
 He got in his pickup truck, a shotgun in its rack across the back window. He started the engine and turned on the windshield wipers, and he drove home feeling proud and good, his son's birthday present cradled on the seat beside him. 
 2
 A Careful Shopper
 THE BIG WOMAN IN THE BURGER KING UNIFORM PUSHED A CART along the aisles of the Piggly Wiggly supermarket. She was at the Mableton Shopping Center about a quarter mile from her apartment. On her blouse she wore a yellow Smiley Face button. Her hair, shiny with smoke and grease from the grills, hung loosely around her shoulders. Her face was composed and calm, without expression. She picked out cans of soup, corned beef hash, and vegetables. At the frozen food section she chose a few TV dinners and a box of Weight Watchers chocolate fudge bars. She moved methodically and carefully, as if powered by a tense inner spring. She had to stop for a moment and breathe the chill air where the meat was kept, because she had the sensation that the store's air was too thick for her lungs. She smelled the blood of fresh slaughters. 
 Then Mary Terror went on, a careful shopper who checked prices and ingredients. Foods could be full of poisons. She avoided boxes with scraped sides or cans that had been dented. Every once in a while she paused to look over her shoulder and gauge who might be following her. The FBI bastards wore masks of human skin that they could peel on and off, and they could make themselves look young or old, fat or skinny, tall or short. They were lurking everywhere, like cockroaches in a filthy house. 
 But she didn't think she was being followed today. Sometimes the back of her neck tingled and goose bumps rose on her arms, and it was then she knew that the pigs were near. Today, though, there were only housewives and a couple of farmer types buying groceries. She checked their shoes. The pigs always wore shined shoes. Her alarm system was silent. Still, you never knew, and that was why she had a Compact Off-Duty Police pistol in the bottom of her purse that weighed twenty-eight ounces and packed four .357 Magnum bullets. She stopped by the wine section and picked a cheap bottle of sangria. Then it was on to select a bag of pretzels and a box of Ritz crackers. The next stop was an aisle over, where the jars of baby food were. 
 Mary pushed her cart around the corner, and before her was a mother with her baby. The woman --a girl, really, maybe seventeen or eighteen --had her child strapped into a bassinet in her cart. She had red hair and freckles, and the baby had a little shock of pale red hair, too. The child, dressed in a lime-green jump suit, sucked on a pacifier and stared out at the world through large blue eyes, hands and feet at war with each other. The mother, who wore a pink sweater and bluejeans, was choosing some baby food from the Gerber's shelf. That was also Mary's preferred brand. 
 Mary guided her cart in close and the young mother said, "Scuse me," and backed her cart off a few feet. Mary pretended to be searching for a certain food, but she was watching the red-haired infant. The girl caught her looking, and Mary snapped on a smile. "What a pretty baby," she said. She offered her hand into the cart, and the baby grasped her index finger. 
 "Thanks." The girl returned the smile, but uncertainly. 
 "Babies are a joy, aren't they?" Mary asked. She'd already checked the girl's shoes: scuffed-up sneakers. The child's fingers clenched and unclenched Mary's finger. 
 "Yes'm, I reckon they are. 'Course, when you got a kid, that's it, ain't it?" 
 "What's it?" Mary lifted her eyebrows. 
 "You know. A kid takes up an awful lot of time." This was a child with a child, Mary thought. She could see the dark hollows under the young mother's eyes. You don't deserve to have a baby, Mary thought. You haven't paid your dues. Her face kept its smile. "What's his name?" 
 "Her name. She's a she. Amanda." The girl selected a few jars of assorted food and put them into the cart, and Mary worked her finger loose from the child's grip. "Nice talkin' to you." 
 "My baby likes the strained pears," Mary said, and took two jars of it off the shelf. She could feel her cheek muscles aching. "I've got a fine, healthy boy!" 
 The girl was already moving away, pushing the cart before her. Mary heard the soft wet noise of the baby sucking on her pacifier, and then the cart reached the end of the aisle and the girl turned to the right. Mary felt an urge to go after the girl, grab her by the shoulders, and make her listen. Tell her that the world was dark and full of evil, and it chewed up little red-haired baby girls. Tell her that the agents of Moloch Amerika lurked in every corner, and they could suck your soul out through your eyeballs. Tell her that you could walk through the most beautiful garden and hear the scream of the butterfly. 
 Careful, Mary thought. Be careful. She knew secrets that she should not share. No one at the Burger King knew about her baby, and that was for the best. She got control of herself, like the clamping down of a lid, and she chose a few more jars of various flavors, put them into the cart, and went on. Her index finger still had the heat of the infant's touch in it. She paused at the magazine rack. The new _Rolling Stone_ was in. On the cover was the picture of a band of young women. The Bangles. She didn't know their music. _Rolling Stone_ wasn't the same magazine it used to be, when it folded over in the middle and had articles by Hunter Thompson and drawings by that weird Steadman dude who always showed people puking up their angry guts. She could relate to those drawings of rage and bile. Now _Rolling Stone_ was full of glossy ads, and their politics sucked the bourgeois cock. She'd seen Eric Clapton doing those beer commercials; if she had a bottle of it, she'd break it and cut his throat with the shards. 
 She put the _Rolling Stone_ into her cart anyway. It was something to read, though she didn't know the new music or the new bands. Used to be she consumed the _Stone_ from cover to cover, when it was a rag and the heroes were still alive. They had all burned out young, and that was why they were called stars. All young and dead, and she was still alive and older. She felt cheated sometimes. She felt as if she'd missed a train that would not come again, and she was still haunting the station with an un-punched ticket. Through the checkout line. New cashier. Acne on her cheeks. Get out the checkbook, the checks in the name of Ginger Coles. Careful, keep the gun down in the bottom of the purse. Write out the amount. Damn, buying groceries fucks up a budget! Sign it. Ginger Coles. "There you go," she told the girl as she pushed the check and her driver's license forward. The license showed her smiling picture, her hair combed back and cut a little shorter than it was now. She had a strong face with a straight, narrow nose and a high forehead. Depending on the light and the clothes she wore, the color of her eyes shifted from pale green to frosty gray. She watched the cashier write down her license number on the back of the check. "Place of employment?" the girl asked, and Mary said, "United Parcel --" She stopped herself. A whirl of identities was spinning through her mind, like a little universe. No, not United Parcel Service. She'd worked there under another name from 1984 to 1986, at the shipping warehouse in Tampa. "Sorry," she said as the cashier stared blankly at her. "That's my old job. I'm the assistant day manager at a Burger King." 
 "Oh, yeah?" The girl's eyes showed a little interest. "Which one?" A cold spear went through Mary's heart. She felt her smile slip a notch. 
 "In Norcross," she said, which was a lie. She worked at the location on Blessingham Road, about six miles away. 
 "I just got this job," the cashier said, "but the pay ain't nothin'. You do the hirin' and all?" 
 "No." The acne might be makeup, Mary thought. The girl might not be as young or as dumb as she looked. "The manager does that." Her hand slid partway into her purse, and she could feel the chill of the pistol's metal with her fingertips. 
 "I don't like just standin' around. I like to be movin'. You need any help over there?" 
 "No. We've got all the help we need." 
 The girl shrugged. "Well, maybe I'll come in and fill out an application anyway. You get free burgers there, don't you?" 
 Mary sensed it. Someone coming up behind her. She heard a soft noise, like a gun coming out of an oiled leather holster, and her breath snagged. She whirled around, her hand on the pistol's grip down in her purse, and she was a second away from drawing it when the red-haired young mother stopped her cart with the baby in it. The infant was still sucking wetly on the pacifier, eyes roaming back and forth. 
 "You okay?" the cashier asked. "Lady?" The smile had left Mary Terror's face. For a small space of time the young mother caught a glimpse of something that made her pull the cart back and instinctively put her hand on her infant's chest in a protective gesture. What was standing before her she couldn't exactly say, because the sight was gone too soon, but she was left with the memory of the big woman's teeth clenched together and a pair of slitted eyes as green as a cat's. For those few stretching seconds the woman seemed to tower over her, and something cold came out of the big woman's skin like winter's mist. 
 Then it was over, as fast as a fingersnap. The clenched teeth and the slitted eyes were gone, and Mary Terror's face was bland and soft. 
 "Lady?" the cashier said. 
 "Such a pretty baby," Mary told the young mother, who didn't yet recognize what she was feeling as fear. Mary's gaze quickly scanned the area around the checkouts. She had to get out of there, and quickly. "I'm fine," she said to the cashier. "Am I ready?" 
 "Yeah. One sec and I'll get you sacked." The groceries went into two sacks. This was the dangerous time, Mary was thinking. If they were going to come after her, it would be when she had the groceries in her arms. She put away her license and hooked her purse over her shoulder. She left it unzipped, so she could get at the pistol in a hurry. 
 "My name's Toni," the cashier said. "Maybe I'll come in and fill out an application." 
 If she ever saw this girl again, Mary thought, she would kill her. From now on she would go to the Food Giant across the highway. She took the sacks in her arms and headed for the exit. A man in a camouflage jacket, the kind deer hunters wore, was walking across the parking lot in the nasty rain. Mary watched him carefully as she hurried to her pickup truck, but he didn't even glance at her. She put the groceries on the floorboard on the passenger side, next to the package from Art & Larry's Toys. Underneath the dashboard was a sawed-off shotgun secured by metal clips. She got behind the wheel, locked both doors, started the engine, and drove to her apartment by a circuitous route. All the time her hands were gripped hard on the steering wheel, her eyes ticking back and forth from the rearview mirror, and she hissed between gritted teeth: "Shit! Shit! Screwed up! Goddamn screwed up!" A light sheen of sweat was on her face. She took long, deep breaths. "Hold on. Take it easy, take it easy. Nobody knows you. Nobody. Nobody. Nobody knows you." She repeated it like a mantra, all the way to the red brick apartment building that had a trailer park on one side and a machine shop where truck engines were repaired on the other. 
 As Mary guided her pickup into her parking space, she saw a grizzled face peering out a window. It was the old man in the apartment next to hers. Shecklett was in his late sixties, and he rarely came out except to gather up the aluminum cans from the highway. He coughed a lot at night, too. She'd checked through the trash he'd brought out to the dumpster one night, and found an empty bottle of J. W. Dant bourbon, TV dinner trays, a _Cavalier_
 magazine with some of the ads clipped out, and pieces of a letter she'd taped together under a strong light. It was from a woman named Paula, and Mary remembered some of it: _I really would like to come visit. Would that be okay? 
 Bill says it's fine with him. We were talking, and we can't understand why you don't come out and be with us. Ought to be ashamed, living the way you do with all that money you've saved from the store. Don't pretend you didn't. I know, Mom told me, so there. Anyway, Kevin asks about his grandpap every single day_. 
 As Mary pulled the handbrake up she saw Shecklett move away from the window, deeper into the darkness of his apartment. He watched her come and go as he watched the black woman upstairs and the young redneck couple on the other side of Mary's apartment. She would have wondered about the shine on his shoes if he hadn't been in the building long before Mary had moved in. Still, she didn't like being watched, being inspected and judged. When she decided it was time to leave, she might do something about Grandpap Shecklett. Mary picked up the two sacks of groceries and took them inside. The apartment still smelled of burned plastic. The front room, paneled with pinewood, was neat and orderly; she never used it. A lava lamp cast a blue glow, the matter inside slowly coagulating and breaking apart. It made her think of semen searching for an egg. She laid the two sacks on the kitchen's countertop and flicked a dead roach off the scarred Formica. Then she went back out to get her new baby. 
 She heard the pickup's passenger door being opened before she reached the apartment's threshold. The door's hinges had a high, distinctive squeak. Her heart gave a violent kick, and she felt the blood swell in her face. Shecklett! He was rummaging in the truck! _My baby_! she thought, and she raced out the door with long, powerful strides. 
 Someone was leaning into the truck's passenger side. Mary grasped the door, slammed it against the offending body, and heard a wail of pain. 
 "Ow! Jesus Christ!" He came out of the truck, his eyes hazed with hurt, and his hand pressed against his side. "You tryin' to bust my fuckin' ribs?" It was not Shecklett, though she was sure Shecklett was watching the drama from his window. It was Gordie Powers, who was twenty-five years old and had light brown hair that hung around his shoulders. He was as thin as a wish, his face long and gaunt, a stubble of beard on his cheeks and chin. He wore faded jeans and a flannel shirt under a battered black leather jacket decorated with metal studs. "Man!" he said. "You 'bout knocked the piss outta me!" 
 "I gave you a warning tap," she said. "What're you trying to steal?" 
 "Nothin'! I just drove up and saw you gettin' your groceries out! I thought I'd bring in the other sack for you!" He stepped away from the truck with a thin-lipped sneer. "That's what I get for bein' a Good Samaritan, huh?" Mary glanced to the left and saw Gordie's silver Mazda sports car parked a few spaces away. She said, "Thanks anyway, but I'll get it." She picked up the package from the floorboard, and he saw the imprint ART & LARRY'S TOYS
 across the sack. 
 "What'cha gonna do?" Gordie asked. "Play games?" Mary slammed the door and went into her apartment. Gordie followed, as she knew he would. He'd come to see her, after all. She'd placed an order last night, before Robby had been so bad. "Smells funny in here," Gordie commented as he closed the door and turned the latch. "You burn somethin'?" 
 "Yes. My dinner." Mary took the package into her bedroom and put it into the closet. Then, out of habit, she switched on the television set and turned it to the Cable News Network. Lynne Russell was on. Mary liked Lynne Russell because she looked like a big woman. The scene changed to a view of pig cars with their blue lights flashing, and a talking head saying something about somebody getting murdered. There was blood on a stretcher-sheet and the shape of a body. The images were hypnotic, a brutal pulse of life. Sometimes Mary watched CNN for hours on end, unable and unwilling to do anything but lie in bed like a parasite feeding off the torment of other human beings. When she was flying high on LSD, the scenes became three-dimensional and pushed into the room, and that could really be a heavy trip. 
 She heard the rustle of a sack. Then his voice: "Hey, Ginger! How come you got all this baby food?" 
 An answer had come to her by the time she walked back into the kitchen. 
 "A cat comes around sometimes. I've been feeding it." 
 "A _cat_? Likes baby food? Man, I hate cats. Gimme the creeps." Gordie's beady brown eyes were always moving, invading private spaces. They found the crust of melted plastic on one of the oven's burners, registered the fact, and moved on. "Got roaches," he noticed. He walked around the kitchen as Mary put the groceries away. Gordie stopped before one of the framed magazine pictures of a smiling infant. "You got a thing about babies, huh?" 
 "Yes," Mary said. 
 "How come you don't have a kid, then?" 
 Keep the secret, Mary thought. Gordie was a mouse nibbling at a crumb between a tiger's fangs. "Just never did." 
 "You know, it's funny, huh? Been doin' business with you . . . what, five or six months? And I don't know nothin' about you." He pulled a toothpick from the pocket of his shirt and probed at his small yellow teeth. "Don't even know where you're from." 
 "Hell," she said. 
 "Whoaaaaaa." He shook his hands in the air in mock fear. "Don't scare me, sister. No, I ain't shittin'. Where're you from?" 
 "You mean where was I born?" 
 "Yeah. You ain't from around here, 'cause there ain't no Georgia peaches in your accent." 
 She decided she'd tell him. Maybe it was because it had been a long time since she'd said it: "Richmond, Virginia." 
 "So how come you're here? How come you ain't in Virginia?" Mary stacked the TV dinners and put them in the refrigerator's freezer. Her mind was interweaving fictions. "Marriage went bad a few years ago. My husband caught me with a younger dude. He was a jealous bastard. Said he'd cut me open and leave me bleeding in the woods where nobody could find me. He said if he didn't do it, he had friends who would. So I split, and I never looked back. I kept on driving. I've been here and there, but I guess I haven't found home yet." 
 "Cut _you_ open?" Gordie grinned around his toothpick. "I don't believe it!" 
 Mary stared at him. 
 "I mean . . . you're a mighty big lady. Take a hell of a man to get you down, huh?" 
 She put the jars of baby food into the cupboard. Gordie made a sucking sound on his toothpick, like the infant with the pacifier. "Anything else you want to know?" She closed the cupboard and turned to face him. 
 "Yeah. Like . . . how old are you?" 
 "Too old for any more bull shit," she said. "Did you bring my order?" 
 "Right here next to my heart." Gordie reached into his jacket's inside pocket and brought out a cellophane bag that held a small square of waxed paper. "Thought you might like the design." He handed the bag to Mary, and she could see what was on the paper. 
 Four small yellow Smiley Faces, identical to the button she wore, were spaced equidistantly on the square. 
 "My friend's a real artiste," Gordie said. "He can do just about any kind of design. Client wanted little airplanes the other day. Another dude asked for an American flag. Costs extra with all them colors. Anyhow, my friend enjoys his work." 
 "Your friend does a good job." She held the paper up against the light. The Smiley Faces were yellow with lemon-flavored food coloring, and the tiny black dots of the eyes were cheap but potent acid brewed in a lab near Atlanta. She got her wallet out of her purse, and removed the Magnum automatic, too. She laid the pistol on the countertop as she counted out fifty dollars for her connection. 
 "Nice little piece," Gordie said. His fingers grazed the gun. "I sure as hell got you a good deal on it, too." His hand accepted the money, and the bills went into his jeans. 
 Mary had bought the Magnum from him back in September, two months after she'd been steered to Gordie by a bartender in a midtown lounge called the Purple People Eater. The .38 in her drawer and the sawed-off shotgun had been purchased from other connections in the last few years. Wherever she went, Mary made the effort to find somebody who could supply her with two of her passions: LSD and guns. She'd always had a love affair with guns: their smell and weight thrilled her, their beauty dark and brooding. "Feminist cock envy" was how he'd put it, way back when. Lord Jack, speaking from the gray mist of memory. 
 The LSD and the guns were links to her past, and without them life would be as hollow as her womb. 
 "Okay. So that does it, right?" Gordie removed the toothpick and slid it back into his pocket. "Until next timer
 She nodded. Gordie started out of the kitchen, and Mary followed him with the acid-loaded Smiley Faces in her hand. When he left, she would give birth. The infant was in the closet in her bedroom, confined in a box. She would lick a Smiley Face and feed her new baby and watch the hateful world kill itself on CNN. Gordie was reaching toward the latch. Mary watched him move, as if in slow motion. She'd had so much LSD over the years that she could slow things down when she wanted to, could make them break into strobelike movements. Gordie's hand was on the latch, and he was about to open the door. 
 He was a skinny little bastard. A dope dealer and gun smuggler. But he was a human being, and Mary suddenly realized that she wanted to be touched by human hands. 
 "Wait," she said. 
 Gordie stopped, the latch almost thrown. 
 "You got plans?" Mary asked. She was ready for rejection, ready to curl back into her armored shell. 
 Gordie paused. He frowned. "Plans? Like plans for what?" 
 "Like plans to eat. Do you have anywhere to go?" 
 "I'm gonna pick up my girlfriend in a couple of hours." He checked his Swatch. "Give or take." 
 Mary held the Smiley Faces in front of his nose. "You want a taste?" Gordie's eyes ticked from the offering to Mary and back again. "I don't know," he said. He'd caught an unspoken invitation --not for the LSD, but for something else. Maybe it was the way she crowded his space, or maybe it was the slight tilt of her head toward the bedroom. Whatever it was, Gordie knew the language. He had to think about this for a minute; she was a client, and it was bad business to screw clients. She wasn't a raging beauty, and she was old. Over thirty, for sure. But he'd never sacked a six-foot-tall woman before, and he wondered what it would be like to swim in that swamp of flesh. She looked like she had a nice pair, too. Her face could be pretty if she wore makeup. Still . . . there was something mighty strange about her, with all these baby pictures on the walls and --Hell! Gordie thought. Why not? He'd screw a tree if it had a knothole big enough. 
 "Yeah," he said, his grin beginning to spread. "I guess I would." 
 "That's good." Mary reached past him, and double-locked the door with its chain. Gordie smelled the aroma of hamburgers in her hair. When she looked at him again, her face was very close and her eyes were a shade between green and gray. "I'll make dinner, and then we'll trip out. You like minestrone soup and ham sandwiches?" 
 "Sure." He shrugged. "Whatever." _Trip out_, she'd said. That was an ancient expression. He heard it in old movies on TV about the sixties and hippies and shit like that. He watched her as she went into the kitchen, and in another moment he heard her run water into a pot. 
 "Come in and talk to me," Mary said. 
 Gordie glanced at the latch and the doorchain. Still can go if you want to. That big woman'll grind you down to white jelly if you don't watch out. He stared at the lava lamp, his face daubed blue. 
 "Gordie?" Her voice was soft, as if she were speaking to a baby. 
 "Yeah, okay. You got any beer?" He took off his leather jacket, threw it on the checkered sofa in the living room, and went into the kitchen where Mary Terror was making soup and sandwiches for two. 
 3
 The Moment of Truth
 "WHAT IS _THIS_ JUNK?" 
 "What junk?" 
 "Here. _Burn This Book_. Have you been reading this?" Doug walked into the kitchen where Laura had just slid the Oriental beef-and-onions casserole into the microwave. He leaned against the white counter and read from the book: " 'Like any disease, the credit card malady must be attacked with cleansing medicine. The first spoonful is a personal one: take a pair of scissors and destroy your cards. All of them. This minute. Resist the pleas of those who would have you do otherwise. Big Brother Business is watching, and you can use this opportunity to spit in his eye.'" Doug scowled and looked up. "Is this a joke, or is this Treggs guy a Communist?" 
 "Neither one." She closed the microwave's door and set the timer. "He was an activist in the sixties, and I think he's searching for a cause." 
 "Some cause! My God, if people really did this, the economy would collapse!" 
 "People do use their credit cards too much." She moved past Doug to the salad bowl on the countertop and began to mix the salad. "We certainly do, at least." 
 "Well, the whole country's heading toward being a cashless society. The sociologists have been predicting it for years." Doug paged through the book. He was a tall, slim man with sandy-brown hair and brown eyes, his face handsome but beginning to show the pressure of his work in lines and sags. He wore tortoiseshell glasses, suspenders --braces, they were called these days
 --with his pin-striped suits, and he had six different power ties on the rack in his closet. He was two years older than Laura, he wore a diamond pinky ring and his monogram on his shirts, he had a gold-tipped fountain pen, smoked an occasional Dunhill Montecruz cigar, and in the last year he'd begun to bite his fingernails. "We don't use our cards more than most people," he said. 
 "Anyway, our credit's great and that's what it's all about." 
 "Could you get me the oil and vinegar, please?" Laura asked, and Doug reached up into the cupboard for her. She drizzled the salad and continued tossing it. 
 "Oh, this is ridiculous!" Doug shook his head and closed the book. "How does crap like this get printed?" 
 "It's from a small press. Based in Chattanooga. I've never heard of them before." She felt the baby move, a tiny movement, just a shift of weight. 
 "You're not going to review this, are you?" 
 "I don't know. I thought it might be different." 
 "I'd like to see what your advertisers would think of that! This guy's talking about an organized boycott of oil companies and major banks! 'Economic re-education,' he calls it" He snorted with derision. "Right, tell me another one. Want a glass of wine with dinner?" 
 "No, I'd better not." 
 "One won't hurt. Come on." 
 "No, really. You go ahead." 
 Doug opened the refrigerator, took the half bottle of Stag's Leap chablts out, and poured himself a gobletful. He swirled it around the glass, sipped at it, and then he got the salad plates down from their shelf. "So how was Carol today?" 
 "Fine. She filled me in on the latest trials and tribulations. The usual." 
 "Did you see Tim Scanlon there? He was taking a client for lunch." 
 "No, I didn't see anybody. Oh . . . I saw Ann Abernathy. She was there with somebody from her office." 
 "I wish I could take two-hour lunches." His right hand continued to spin the wine around and around the glass. "We're having a great year, but I'm telling you: Parker's got to hire another associate. I swear to God, I've got so much work on my desk it'll be August before I can get down to my blotter." Doug reached out and placed his left hand against Laura's belly. "How's he doing?" 
 "Kicking. Carol says he ought to be a good soccer player." 
 "I don't doubt it." His fingers touched here and there on her belly, seeking the infant's shape. "Can you see me being a soccer daddy? Going around town to all the games with a little rug rat? And softball in the summer. That T-ball stuff, I mean. I swear, I never pictured myself sitting in the bleachers cheering a little kid on." A frown worked itself onto Doug's face. 
 "What if he doesn't like sports? What if he's a computer nerd? Probably make more money that way, though. Come up with a computer that teaches itself, how about that?" His frown broke, and a smile flooded back. "Hey, I think I felt him move! Did you feel that?" 
 "At real close range," Laura said, and she pressed Doug's hand firmly against her belly so he could feel David twitching in the dark. They ate dinner in the dining room, where a picture window looked toward the postage-stamp-size plot of woods in back. Laura lit candles, but Doug said he couldn't see what he was eating and he turned the lights back on. The rain was still coming down outside, alternately hard and misty. They talked about the news of the day, how bad the traffic was getting on the freeways, and how the building spurt had to slow down sooner or later. Their conversation turned, as it usually did, toward Doug's work. Laura noted that his voice got tighter. She approached the idea of a vacation again, sometime in the autumn, and Doug promised he'd think about it. She had long since realized that they were not living for today any longer; they were living for a mythical tomorrow, where Doug's workload would be lighter and the pressures of the marketplace eased, their days relaxedly constructive and their nights a time of communion. She had also long since realized that it would never happen. Sometimes she had a nightmare in which they were both running on treadmills, with a machine that had teeth at their backs. They could not stop, could not slow down, or they would fall back into the teeth. It was a terrible dream because there was reality in it. Over the years she'd watched Doug climb from a junior position at his firm to a position of real responsibility. He was indispensable there. His term: indispensable. The work he brought home and the time he spent on the telephone proved it. They used to go out to dinner and the movies every weekend. They used to go dancing, and on vacations to places like the Bahamas and Aspen. Now they were lucky to get a day alone at home, and if they saw a movie it was on the VCR. The paychecks were more, yes: both his and hers had grown, but when did they have time to enjoy the fruits of their labors? She'd watched Doug age worrying about other people's portfolios, about whether they had enough long-term investments, or that international politics would drive down the dollar. He lived on a tightrope of quick decisions, above a sea of fluctuations. The success of his career was based on the worth of paper, of lists of numbers that could change dramatically overnight. The success of her own career was based on knowing the right people, on cultivating the path through the gilded gates of Atlanta's social set. But they had lost each other. They had lost the people they used to be, and that knowledge made Laura's heart ache. Which in turn made her feel incredibly guilty, because she had all the material things anyone could possibly want while people starved in the streets of the city and lived beneath overpasses in cardboard boxes. 
 She had lied to Carol today. When she'd said she wasn't having a baby for the reason of bringing Doug closer to her, it was a lie. Maybe it would happen. Maybe both of them would ease up, and find their way back to what used to be. The baby could do it. Having someone who was part of them could do it, and they'd find what was real again. 
 "I'm thinking of buying the gun tomorrow," Doug suddenly said. The gun. They'd been talking about this for the last couple of weeks, ever since a house two blocks down the street was broken into when the family was at home asleep. In the past few months, Atlanta's crime wave had been washing closer and closer to their front door. Laura was against having a gun in the house, but burglaries were on the rise in Buckhead and sometimes when Doug was gone at night she felt frighteningly vulnerable even with the alarm system. 
 "I think I'd better go ahead and do it, with the baby on the way," he continued as he picked at the casserole. "It won't be a big gun. Not a Magnum or anything." He gave a quick, nervous smile, because guns made him jumpy. 
 "Maybe a little automatic or something. We can keep it in a drawer next to the bed." 
 "I don't know. I really hate the idea of buying a gun." 
 "I thought maybe we could take a class in gun safety. That way you'd feel better, and I would, too. I guess the gun shops or the police department teach a class." 
 "Great," she said with a little cynicism. "We can schedule gun class right after our prenatal class." 
 "I know having a gun around the house bothers you, and I feel the same way. But we've got to face reality: this is a dangerous city. Like it or not, we ought to have a gun to protect David with." He nodded, the issue settled. 
 "Tomorrow. I'll go buy a gun tomor --" 
 The telephone rang. Doug had turned the answering machine off, and in his haste to get up and race to the phone in the kitchen he overturned his salad plate and spilled some of the oil and vinegar dressing on the front of his pinstriped pants. "Hello?" he said. "Yes, right here." Laura followed him into the kitchen, and she said, "Take off your pants." 
 "What?" Doug covered the mouthpiece. "Huh?" 
 "Your pants. Take them off. The oil'll set in if I don't put something on it." 
 "Okay." He unzipped them, unhooked the braces, and let his pants fall to his ankles. He was wearing argyle socks with his wingtips. "I'm listening," he said to the caller. "Uh-huh. Yeah." His voice was tight. He took off his shoes and then his pants and gave them to Laura. She went to the sink, ran the cold water, and rubbed some on the oil spots. The dry cleaner would have to repair the damage, but at least the oil wouldn't leave a permanent stain if she applied a little first-aid. "_Tonight_?" she heard Doug say incredulously. "No way! The paperwork isn't due until next week!" 
 Oh no, she thought. Her heart sank. It was the office, her constant rival. So much for Doug's night at home. Damn it, couldn't they leave him alone long enough for --"I can't come in," Doug said. "No. Positively not." A pause. Then: "I'm at home having dinner, Eric. Cut me some slack, okay?" Eric Parker, Doug's superior at Merrill Lynch. This was a bad sign. 
 "Yeah. All right." She saw his shoulders slump. "All right, just give me
 --" He glanced at the wall clock. "Thirty minutes. See you there." He hung up, let out a long breath, and turned toward her. "Well, that was Eric." There was nothing she could say. Many nights he got telephone calls that stole him away from home. Like the rise of burglaries, that, too, was on the increase. "Damn," he said quietly. "It's something that has to be taken care of tonight. I'll try to be back by --" Another glance at his enemy the clock. 
 "Two hours. Three at the most." 
 That meant four, Laura thought. She looked down at his
 less-than-muscular legs. "Better find another pair of pants, then. I'll take care of these." 
 Doug walked back to the master bedroom while Laura took the oil-spattered pants to the laundry room off the kitchen. She rubbed a little Gain on the spots and left Doug's pants on the dryer. Then she went to the dining room to finish her dinner, and in another moment Doug returned wearing khakis, a light blue shirt, and a gray Polo sweater. He sat down and wolfed his casserole. "I'm sorry about this," he said as he helped Laura carry the dishes into the kitchen. "I'll make it as quick as I can. Okay?" 
 "Okay." 
 He kissed her cheek, and as he leaned into her he placed his hand on her belly again. Then he was gone out the kitchen door to the garage; she heard the Mercedes start up and the garage door open. Doug backed out, the garage door closed with a _thunk_, and that was that. 
 She and David were alone. 
 "Well," she said. She looked at _Burn This Book_, there on the countertop where Doug had left it. She decided to finish it tonight and start on the Hollywood book. Then Laura scraped the dishes and put them into the dishwasher. Doug was being worked like a dog, and it wasn't fair. He was a workaholic anyway, and this pressure was only making it worse. She wondered what Eric Parker's wife, Marcy, had to say about her husband working so late on a rainy night. When had money become God? Well, there was no use fretting about it. She went into the laundry room and folded the pants over a wooden hanger. The creases weren't lined up exactly, and that imperfection would drive her nuts if she didn't correct it. Laura took the pants off the hanger and refolded them. 
 And something fluttered from a pocket. 
 It was a small green piece of paper. It came to rest on the linoleum tile near Laura's left foot. 
 She looked down at it. 
 A ticket stub. 
 Laura stood there with the pants halfway on the hanger. A ticket stub. She would have to pick it up, and that would require slow motion and a delicate balance. She leaned over, gripping an edge of the dryer, and retrieved the ticket. The muscles of her lower back spoke as she straightened up; they said _we've been kind with you so far, don't push it_. Laura started to throw the ticket stub into a trash can, but she paused with her hand halfway there. 
 What was the ticket for? 
 The theater's name was on it: Canterbury Six. Must be a shopping center cinema, she thought. One of those multiplexes. It was a new ticket. The green hadn't faded. Laura looked at the pants on the hanger. She reached into a pocket, found nothing but lint. Then the other pocket. Her hand brought out a third of a roll of peppermint Certs, a five-dollar bill, and a second ticket stub. Canterbury Six, it said. 
 She'd never been to the Canterbury Six in her life. Didn't even know where it was. 
 Laura wandered back into the kitchen, the two ticket stubs in her hand. Rain slapped against the windows, a brutal sound. She was trying to remember the last movie she and Doug had gone to see at a theater. It had been a couple of years, at least. She thought it had been _The Witches of Eastwick_, which was now old hat on HBO and Showtime. So why were these two ticket stubs in Doug's pocket? 
 She opened the phone book and looked up Theaters. The Canterbury Six was at a mall across town. She dialed the number and got a recorded message telling what films were showing: a mixture of teenage sex comedies, alien shoot-'em-ups, and Rambo clones. She put the receiver back into its cradle, and she stood staring at the clock on the kitchen wail. 
 Why had Doug gone to a movie and not told her? When did he have _time_
 to go see a movie? She knew she was skirting around the dangerous territory of the true question: whom had he gone with? 
 It was silly, she thought. There was a logical explanation. Sure there was. He'd taken a client to a movie. _Right_. Way across town for a drek picture? Hold it, she told herself. Stop right there, before you get crazy. There's nothing to this. Two ticket stubs. So what? 
 So . . . why had Doug not told her? 
 Laura turned on the dishwasher. It was fairly new, and made no noise but for a deep, quiet throbbing. She picked up _Burn This Book_, intending to go to the den and finish reading the philosophies and opinions of Mark Treggs. Somehow, though, she found herself at the telephone again. Nasty things, telephones were. They beckoned and whispered things that were better left unheard. But she wanted to know about the tickets. The tickets were as big as double Mt. Everests in her mind, and she couldn't see anything but their ragged edges. She had to know. She dialed the number of Doug's office. Ring. Ring. Ring. Ring. Five times. Ten times. Then, on the fourteenth ring: "Hello?" 
 "Hello, this is Laura Clayborne. Is Doug there yet, please?" 
 "Who?" 
 "Doug Clayborne. Is he there yet?" 
 "Nobody's here, ma'am. Just us." 
 "Who are you?" 
 "I'm Wilbur," the man said. "Just us janitors here." 
 "Mr. Parker must be there." 
 "Who?" 
 "Eric Parker." Irritation flared. "Don't you know who works in that office?" 
 "There's nobody here but us, ma'am. We're just cleanin' up, that's all." This was crazy! she thought. Even if Doug hadn't had time to get to the office yet, Eric Parker must be there! He'd called from the office, hadn't he? 
 "When Doug Clayborne comes in," she said, "would you have him call his wife?" 
 "Yes ma'am, sure will," the janitor answered, and Laura said thank you and hung up. 
 She took _Burn This Book_ into the den, put on a tape of Mozart chamber music, and sat down in a comfortable chair. Ten minutes later she was still staring at the same page, pretending to read but thinking _CanterburySix twoticketsDougshouldbeattheofficebynowwhyhasn'thecalled whereishe_? 
 Another five minutes crept past. Then ten more, an eternity. Doug's hurt! she thought. He might've had an accident in the rain! As she stood up, she felt David twitch in her belly, as if sharing her anxiety. In the kitchen, she phoned the office again. 
 It rang and rang and rang, and this time there was no answer. Laura walked into the den and back into the kitchen in an aimless circle. She tried the office once more, and let the thing ring off the hook. No one picked up. She looked at the clock. Maybe Doug and Eric had gone out for a drink. But why would they do that if there was so much work to be done? 
 Well, whatever was going on, Doug would tell her about it when he got home. Just like he'd told her about the tickets? 
 Laura spun the Rolodex, and found Eric Parker's home number. She was going to feel very dumb about this tomorrow, when Doug told her he and Eric had gone out to meet a client, or that they'd simply decided not to answer the phones while they were working. She was going to feel like crawling into a hole, for thinking --even minutely --that Doug might not be telling her the truth. 
 She was afraid to make the call. The gnawing little fear rose up and gripped her by the throat. She picked up the telephone, punched the first four numbers, and then put it down again. She phoned the office a third time; no answer, after at least twenty rings. 
 The moment of truth had arrived. 
 Laura took a deep breath and phoned Eric Parker's house. On the third ring, a woman said, "Hello?" 
 "Hi. Marcy? It's Laura Clayborne." 
 "Oh, hi, Laura. I understand the time's growing near." 
 "Yes, it is. About two weeks, more or less. We've got the nursery all ready, so now all we're doing is waiting." 
 "Listen, enjoy the wait. After the baby comes, your life won't ever be the same." 
 "That's what I've heard." Laura hesitated; she had to go on, but it was tough. "Marcy, I'm trying to get in touch with Doug. Do you know if they went out to meet a client, or are they just not answering the phones?" There was a few seconds of silence. Then: "I'm sorry, Laura. I don't know what you mean." 
 "Eric called Doug from the office. You know. To finish up some work." 
 "Oh." Marcy was silent again, and Laura felt her heart beating hard. 
 "Laura . . . uh . . . Eric went to Charleston this morning. He won't be back until Saturday." 
 Laura felt the blood burn in her cheeks. "No, Eric called Doug from the office. About an hour ago." 
 "Eric's in Charleston." Marcy Parker gave a nervous laugh. "Maybe he called long distance?" 
 "Maybe." Laura was light-headed. The noise of the rain was a slow drumroll on the roof. "Listen . . . Marcy, I . . . shouldn't have called. I shouldn't have bothered you." 
 "No, it's all right." Marcy's voice was uneasy; she wanted to get off the phone. "I hope everything's fine with the baby. I mean, I know it will be, but. . . you know." 
 "Yes. Thank you. You take care." 
 "Good-bye, Laura." 
 Laura hung up. 
 She realized the music was over. 
 She sat in her chair in the den as rain streamed down the windows. Her hand gripped the two green ticket stubs, to a theater she'd never been to. Her other hand rested on her swollen belly, finding David's warmth. Her brain felt full of thorns, and it made thinking painful. Doug had answered the phone and talked to someone he called Eric. He'd gone to the office to work. Hadn't he? 
 And if he hadn't, then where had he gone? Her palm was damp around the tickets. Who was Doug with if Eric was in Charleston? 
 Laura closed her eyes and listened to the rain. A siren wailed in the distance, the sound building and then waning. She was thirty-six years old, two weeks away from giving birth for the first time, and she realized she had been a child way too long. Sooner or later, the world would break you down to tears and regrets. Sooner or later, the world would win. It was a mean place to bring a child into, but it was the only world there was. Laura's eyes were wet. Doug had lied to her. Stood right there and lied to her face. Damn him, he was doing something behind her back, and she was carrying their baby in her womb! Anger swelled, collapsed into sadness, built back again. Damn him! she thought. Damn him, I don't need him! I don't need any of this! 
 Laura stood up. She got her raincoat and her purse. She went out into the garage, grim-lipped, got into the BMW, and drove away, searching in the dark for a place where there were people, noise, and life. 4
 Mr. Mojo Has Risen
 SHE TASTED HIM IN HER MOUTH, LIKE BITTER ALMONDS. 
 The first time, she'd wanted it because she missed it. The second time, she'd done it because she was thinking of how she could get a better rate on the acid. Now she stood in the bathroom, brushing her teeth, her hair damp around her shoulders. Her gaze followed the network of scars on her stomach, down to the ridges of scar tissue that ran between her thighs. _Freaky_, Gordie had said. _Looks like a fuckin' roadmap, don't it?_ She'd been waiting for his response, steeling herself for it as she'd taken off her clothes. If he had laughed or looked disgusted, she didn't know what she might have done. She needed him, for what he brought her, but sometimes her anger rose up as quick as a cobra and she knew she could reach into his eyeballs with two hooked fingers and break his neck with her other hand before he figured out what had hit him. She looked at her face in the mirror, her mouth foamy with Crest. Her eyes were dark; the future was in them. 
 "Hey, Ginger!" Gordie called from the bedroom. "We gonna try the acid now?" 
 Mary spat foam into the sink. "I thought you said you had to meet your girlfriend." 
 "Aw, she can wait. Won't hurt her. I was pretty good, huh?" 
 "Far out," Mary said, and she rinsed her mouth and spat into the sink again. She returned to the bedroom, where Gordie was lying on the bed in the tangled sheet smoking a cigarette. 
 "How come you talk like that?" Gordie asked. 
 "Talk like what?" 
 "You know. 'Far out.' Stuff like that. Hippie talk." 
 "I guess because I used to be a hippie." Mary crossed the room to the dresser, and Gordie's shiny eyes followed her through the haze of blue smoke. On top of the dresser were the Smiley Face circles of acid. She cut two of them away with a small pair of scissors, and she could feel Gordie watching her. 
 "No shit? You used to be a hippie? Like with love beads and all that?" 
 "Love beads and all that," she answered. "A long time ago." 
 "Ancient history. No offense meant." He puffed smoke rings into the air, and he watched the big woman walk to the stereo. The way she moved reminded him of something. It came to him: a lioness, silent and deadly in one of those documentaries about Africa on TV. "You into sports when you were younger?" he asked innocently. 
 She smiled slightly as she put a Doors record on the turntable and switched on the power. "In high school. I ran track and I was on the swim team. You know anything about the Doors?" 
 "The band? Yeah. They had a few hits, right?" 
 "The lead singer's name was Jim Morrison," Mary went on, ignoring Gordie's stupidity. "He was God." 
 "He's dead now, right?" Gordie asked. "Damn, you've got a nice ass!" Mary set the needle down. The first staccato drumbeats of "Five to One" began, and the raspy bass bled in. Then Jim Morrison's voice, full of grit and danger, snarled from the speakers: _Five to one, baby / One in five / No one here gets out alive / You get yours, baby / I'll get mine_. . . The voice made memories flood through her. She had seen the Doors in concert many times, and had even seen Jim Morrison up close once, as he was going into a club on Hollywood Boulevard. She'd reached out through the crowd and touched his shoulder, felt the heat of his power course up her arm and shoulder like an electric shock, blowing her mind into the realm of golden radiance. He had glanced back at her, and for a brief second their eyes had met and locked; she had felt his soul, like a caged and beautiful butterfly. It screamed to her, wanting her to set him free, and then somebody else grabbed Jim Morrison and he was taken along in the surge of bodies. 
 "That's got a good beat," Gordie said. 
 Mary Terror cranked up the music a notch, and then she took the LSD to Gordie and gave him one of the yellow Smiley Faces, "Allll_right_!" Gordie said as he crushed his cigarette out in an ashtray beside the bed. Mary began to lick the circle, and Gordie did the same. In a few seconds the Smiley Faces were smeared and their black eyes were gone. Then Mary got onto the bed and sat in a lotus position, her ankles crossed beneath her and her wrists on her knees, her eyes closed as she listeped to God and waited for the acid to work. The skin of her belly fluttered; Gordie was tracing her scars with his index finger. 
 "So you never said how you got all these. Were you in an accident?" 
 "That's right." 
 "What kinda accident?" 
 Little boy, she thought, you don't know how close you are to the edge. 
 "Must've been a bad one," Gordie persisted. 
 "Car wreck," she lied. "I got cut up by glass and metal." That much was true. 
 "Whoa! Heavy-duty hurt! Is that why you don't have any kids?" Her eyes opened. Gordie's mouth was on his forehead, and his eyes were bloodred. Her eyelids drifted shut again. "What do you mean?" 
 "I wondered, 'cause of the baby pictures. I thought . . . you know . . . you must have a thing about kids. You can _have_ kids, can't you? I mean . . . the accident didn't fuck you up, did it?" 
 Again, Mary's eyes opened. Gordie was growing a second head on his left shoulder. It was a warty mass just beginning to sprout a nose and chin. "You ask too many questions," she told him, and she heard her voice echo as if within a fathomless pit. 
 "Man!" Gordie said suddenly, his crimson eyes wide. "My hand's gettin' 
 longer! Jesus, look at it!" He laughed, a rattle of drums that merged with the Doors' music. "My hand's fillin' up the fuckin' room!" He wriggled his fingers. "Look! I'm touchin' the wall!" 
 Mary watched the head taking shape on Gordie's shoulder. Its features were still indistinguishable, but the mass of flesh began to throw out cords of skin that looped around Gordie's other face, which had started to shrink and shrivel. As the Gordie-face dwindled, the new face tore itself loose and slithered across Gordie's shoulder, fastening itself onto the skull with a wet, sucking noise. 
 "My arms are growin'!" Gordie said. "Man, they're ten feet long!" The air was filled with music notes spinning from the speakers like bits of gold and silver tinsel. The new face on Gordie's skull was becoming more defined, and a mane of wavy brown hair burst from the scalp and trailed down the shoulders. Sharp cheekbones pressed from the flesh, and a bastard's mouth with cruel, pouting lips. Dark eyes emerged under glowering brows. Mary caught her breath. It was the face of God, and he said, "You get yours, baby. I'll get mine." 
 Jim Morrison's face was on Gordie's body. She didn't know where Gordie was, and she didn't care. She drew herself toward him, her lips straining for the pouting mouth that had spoken the truth of the ages. "Wow," she heard him whisper, and then their mouths sealed together. 
 She felt him slide into her, body and soul. The walls of the room were wet and red, and they pulsed to the music's drumbeat. She opened her mouth as he drove deeper into her, and a long silver ribbon trailed out that spun up and up. The air was vibrating, and she felt the notes of music prick her flesh like sharp little spikes. His hands were on her, melting into her skin like hot irons. She traced the bars of his ribs with her fingers, and his tongue came out of his face like a battering ram and tore up through the roof of her mouth to lick her brain. 
 His power split her, tearing her atoms asunder. He was burrowing into her as if he wanted to curl up inside her scarred belly. She saw his face again, amid a blaze of yellows and reds like a universe aflame. It was changing, melting, re-forming. Long sandy-blond hair replaced the wavy brown, and fierce blue eyes rimmed with green pushed God's eyes out of their sockets. The nose lengthened, the chin became sharper, like a spear's tip. A blond beard erupted from the cheeks and merged into a mustache. The mouth spoke in a gasp of need: "I want you. I want you. I want you." It was him. After all this time. Lord Jack, here with her where he belonged. 
 She felt her heart pound and writhe, about to tear itself loose from its red roots. Lord Jack's beautiful face was above her, his eyes glowing like the sun on a tropical sea, and when she kissed him she heard the saliva hiss in their mouths like oil on a hot grill. He was filling her up, making her belly bulge. She clung to him as God sang for them. Then she was above him, grasping his stony flesh. The veins moved like worms below pale earth, and her mouth found velvet. She seized him deep, heard him groan like distant thunder, and she held him there as he twisted and drove beneath her. Then she drew back as Lord Jack convulsed and beads of moisture shivered on the flat plates of his stomach, and she watched him explode into the silver-streaked air. He released babies: tiny, perfectly formed babies, curled-up and pink. Hundreds of them, floating like delicate pods from a wondrous flower. She grabbed at them, but they dissolved in her grip and trickled down her fingers. It was important that she catch them. Vitally important. If she did not hold at least one of them, Lord Jack wouldn't love her anymore. The babies glistened on her fingers and melted down her palms, and as she frantically tried to save at least one, she saw Lord Jack's hard flesh shrivel and withdraw. The sight terrified her. "I'll save one!" she said. Her voice crashed in her ears. "I swear, I'll save one! Okay? Okay?" Lord Jack didn't answer. He lay on his back, on a field of tortured white, and she could see his skinny chest rising and falling like a weak bellows. 
 She looked at her hands. There was blood on them: dark red and thick. She felt a sudden stabbing pain. She looked at her belly, and saw the scars ripping open and something reddish-black and hideous oozing through. The blood was streaming from her in torrents, washing over the barren field. She heard her voice scream: "NO!" Lord Jack tried to sit up, and she caught a glimpse of his face: not Lord Jack anymore, but the pallid face of a stranger. "NO! NO!" Mary screamed. The stranger made a gasping, groaning noise and fell back again. She looked around, the red walls quivering and the music flaying her ears. She saw an open door and beyond it a toilet. The bathroom! 
 she thought as her mind lurched toward reality. Bad trip! Bad trip! 
 She scrambled up, flooding blood from the widening wounds in her belly, and groped toward the bathroom. Her legs were rubbery, and her foot caught in a tangle of sheet. She fell, making the record skip as she hit. She couldn't stand up, and she gritted her teeth together and crawled toward the bathroom in a tide of blood. 
 Pulling herself across the tiles, she felt the madness beating in her brain like the wings of ravens. She gripped the edge of the bathtub with crimson fingers and hauled herself over into it. She wrenched on the tap; the showerhead erupted, stabbing her skin with cold water. Then she curled up beneath the flow, her body shivering and convulsing. Her teeth chattered, the blood flowing away down the drain, down the drain, down the drain drain drain
 . . . 
 Bad trip, she thought. Oh . . . bad fucking trip . . . 
 Mary Terror placed her hand against the scars. They had closed up again. The water was no longer red as it flowed away. Flowers were growing from the walls of the shower stall, but they were white and coated with ice. Mary drew her knees up against her chin and shivered in the chill. Dark batlike things spun around in the shower for a moment, and then they were caught in the spray and they, too, went down the drain. Mary offered her face to the water, and it flowed into her eyes, mouth, and through her hair. 
 She turned off the tap and sat in the tub. Her teeth clicked like dice. I'm all right, she told herself. Coming out of it now. I'm all right. The flowers on the walls were wilting, and after a while they fluttered down into the tub around her and vanished like soap bubbles. She closed her eyes and thought of her new baby, waiting in the closet to be born. What would she name him? Jack, she decided. There had been many Jacks, and many Jims, Robbys, Rays, and Johns, after God and his band. This one would be the best Jack of all, and look just like his old man. 
 When she could, she stood up. Still shaky. Hold on, wait a minute. She got out of the tub, pulled a towel off the rack, and dried herself. Little squiggly things squirmed on the bathroom's walls like Day-Glo paisley amoebas. She was coming out of it, though, and she was going to be all right. She staggered into the bedroom, feeling her way along the wall. The music had stopped, and the needle was ticking against the record's label. Who was that sprawled in the bed? She knew his name, but it wouldn't come to her. Something with a G. Oh, right: Gordie. Her brain felt fried, and she could feel the little quivers of nerves and muscles in her face. The inside of her mouth tasted ratty. She walked toward the kitchen, her hands clinging to the walls and her knees still in jeopardy of folding, but she made it without going down. 
 In the kitchen, her vision began to go dark around the edges, as if she were peering into a tunnel. She opened the freezer and rubbed her face and eye sockets with ice cubes, and slowly her vision cleared up again. She got a beer from the fridge, popped the tab, and took a long, deep drink. Zigzagged blue and red lightning bolts played around her for a few seconds, as if she were standing at the center of a laser show. Then they faded, and Mary finished her beer and put the can aside. She felt the scars on her belly. Still stitched up tight, but damn, that had scared the hell out of her. It had happened a couple of times before, during other bad trips, and it always seemed so real even when she knew it wasn't. She missed her baby. It was time to get Gordie out of here so she could give birth. 
 The _Rolling Stone_ was still on the countertop where she'd left it, the Bangles on its cover. She got the last beer from the fridge and started in on it, her mouth like a dustbowl. Then, by force of habit, Mary turned to the classified ads section at the back of the _Stone_. She looked at what was for sale: Bon Jovi T-shirts, Wayfarer sunglasses, Spuds MacKenzie posters, Max Headroom masks, and the like. Her gaze ticked to the section of personal messages. 
 _We Love You, Robert Palmer. Linda and Terri, Your Greatest fans._
 _Need Ride, Amherst MA. to Ft. Lauderdale FL. 2/9, willing to share all expenses. Call after 6 p.m. 413-555-1292, Greg._
 _Hi, Chowderhead!_
 _Looking for Foxy Denise. Met you at the Metallica concert 12/28. Where'd you go?Joey, Box 101B, Newport Beach, CA._
 _Long Live the Rough Riders! See, we said we'd do it!_
 _Happy Birthday, Liza! I Love You!_
 _Mr. Mojo has risen. The lady is_ --Mary stopped reading. Her throat tightened, her mouth full of beer. Swallowing was a major effort. She got the beer down, and then her eyes went back to the beginning of the message. 
 _Mr. Mojo has risen. The lady is still weeping. Does anybody remember? 
 Meet me there. 2/18, 1400._
 She stared at the last four numbers. Fourteen hundred. Military time. Two in the afternoon, the eighteenth of February. She read the message again, and a third time. The Mr. Mojo was a reference to Jim Morrison, from a line in a song called "L.A. Woman." The weeping lady was --It had to be. It had to be. She thought maybe the acid was still freaking her mind, and she went to the fridge, got a handful of ice cubes, and bathed her face again. She was trembling, not only from the cold, when she looked at the _Stone_ once more. The message had not changed. Mr. Mojo. The weeping lady. Does anybody --"I remember," Mary Terror whispered. Gordie opened his eyes to a shadow standing over him. "Whazzit?" he said, his mouth moving on rusted hinges. 
 "Get out." 
 "Huh? I'm tryin' to --" 
 "Get out." 
 He blinked. Ginger was standing beside the bed, staring down at him. She was naked, a mountain of flesh. Big ol' baggy tits, Gordie thought. He smiled, his brain still full of flowers, and reached up for one of her breasts. Her hand caught his, and held it like a bird in a trap. 
 "I want you gone," the woman said. "Right now." 
 "What time is it? Whoa, my head's spinnin'!" 
 "It's almost ten-thirty. Come on, Gordie, get up. I mean it, man." 
 "Hey, what's the rush?" He tried to pull his hand free, but the woman's fingers tightened. The force of her grip was beginning to scare him. "You gonna break my hand, or what?" 
 She let him go and stepped back. Sometimes her strength got away from her, and this would not be a good time for that to happen. "Sorry," she said. 
 "But you'll have to go. I like to sleep alone." 
 "My eyeballs are fried." Gordie pressed his palms into the sockets and rubbed them. Stars and pinwheels exploded in the darkness. "Man, that shit's got a kick, don't it?" 
 "I've had stronger." Mary picked up Gordie's clothes and dumped them on the bed beside him. "Get dressed. Come on, move it!" Gordie grinned at her, slack-lipped and red-eyed. "You been in the army or somethin'?" 
 "Or something," she answered. "Don't go back to sleep." She waited until he'd shrugged into his shin and had started buttoning it before she put on her robe and returned to the kitchen. Her eyes took in the message once again, and her heart pounded in her chest. No one could've written this but a Storm Fronter. No one knew about the weeping lady but the Storm Front's inner circle: ten people of which five had been executed by the pigs, one had been killed in a riot at Attica, and the other three were --like her --fugitives without a country. The names and faces reeled through her mind as she stared at the black words on paper as if looking through a keyhole into the past: Bedelia Morse, Gary Leister, CinCin Omara, James Xavier Toombs, Akitta Washington, Janette Snowden, Sancho Clemenza, Edward Fordyce, and the Commander, Jack Gardiner, "Lord Jack." She knew who had died by the pig bullet and who still held to the underground faith, but who had written this message? 
 She opened a drawer and fumbled around, searching for a calendar she'd gotten in the mail as a promotion from a furniture store. She found it, the days one white square after another. Today was the twenty-third of January. Thirty-one days in this month. Eight days to go. _Meet me there. 2/18, 1400_. She couldn't count right, the acid and her own excitement were screwing her up. Calm down, calm down. Her palms were slick. Twenty-six days before the meeting. Twenty-six. Twenty-six. She intoned it aloud, a soothing mantra but a mantra that was also ripe with dangerous possibilities. It could be Jack himself, calling the last of the Storm Front together again. She could see him in her mind, his blond hair wild in the wind and his eyes gleaming with righteous fire, Molotov cocktails gripped in both hands and a gunbelt around his waist. It could be Jack, calling for her. Calling, calling . . . She would answer. She would walk through hell to kiss his hand, and nothing would stop her from answering his summons. 
 She loved him. He was her heart, ripped away like the baby she'd been carrying for him had been ripped from her womb. He was her heart, and without him she was an empty shell. 
 "Hey, what's in the _Stone_?" A hand reached past her and grabbed up the magazine from the countertop. 
 Mary Terror whirled toward Gordie. She felt it come out of her like the seething magma from a volcano. She knew what it was, had lived with it for what seemed like all her life. She had loved it, suckled it, embraced it, and fed on it, and its name was Rage. Before she could stop herself, she placed a hand around Gordie's stalky throat and pressed a thumb into his windpipe, at the same time slamming him so hard against the wall that some of the pictures of the precious infants jumped off their nails and clattered to the floor. 
 "Gaak," Gordie said, his face reddening, his eyes beginning to bulge from the sockets. "Jesusgaaklemmegaaak . . ." 
 She didn't want to kill him. She needed him for what was ahead. Ten minutes ago she'd been a slug, its mind aglimmer with the bright wattage of LSD. Now the deep part of her that craved the smell of blood and gunpowder had awakened, and it was staring out at the world through heavy-lidded gray eyes. But she needed this young man for what he could bring her. She took the _Stone_ from his hand and released his throat, leaving a red splotch of fingers on his pallid skin. 
 Gordie coughed and wheezed for a few seconds, backing out of the kitchen away from her. He was dressed except for his shoes, his shirttail hanging out. When he could get his voice again, he hollered, "You're crazy! Fuckin' crazy! 
 You tryin' to fuckin' kill me, bitch?" 
 "No." That would have been easy enough, she thought. She felt sweat in her pores, and she knew she'd stepped very close to the edge. "I'm sorry, Gordie. Really. I didn't mean to --" 
 "You almost choked me, lady! Shit!" He coughed again and rubbed his throat. "You get your jollies outta shovin' people around?" 
 "I was reading," she said. She tore the page out and gave him the rest of the magazine. "Here. Keep it. Okay?" 
 Gordie hesitated, as if he feared the woman might gnaw his arm off if he reached for the _Stone_. Then he took it, and he said in a raspy voice, "Okay. Man, you almost put your thumb through my fuckin' throat." 
 "I'm sorry." That was the last time she would apologize, but she managed a cool smile. "We're still friends, right?" 
 "Yeah." He nodded. "Still friends, what the hell." Gordie had the brains of an engine block, Mary thought. That was all right; just so he started up when she turned his key. At the front door Mary looked into his eyes and said, "I'd like to see you again, Gordie." 
 "Sure. Next time you want a score, just gimme a call." 
 "No." She said it purposefully, and let her mouth linger around the word. "That's not what I mean. I'd like you to come over and spend some time." 
 "Oh. Uh . . . yeah, but . . . I've got a girlfriend." 
 "You can bring her over, too," Mary said, and she saw the greasy light shine in Gordie's eyes. 
 "I'll . . . uh . . . I'll be callin' you," Gordie told her, and then he went to his Mazda in the nasty drizzle, got in, and pulled away. When the car was out of sight, Mary closed the door, locked it, and took a long, deep breath. She lit a cone of strawberry incense, put it in its burner, and stood with the blue coils of smoke rising past her face. She closed her eyes, thinking of Lord Jack, the Storm Front, the message in the _Rolling Stone_, and the eighteenth of February. She thought of guns and blue-uniformed pigs, pools of blood and walls of flame. She thought of the past, and how it wound like a sluggish river through the present into the future. She would answer the summons. She would be there, at the weeping lady, on the appointed day and hour. There were lots of plans to be made, lots of strings to cut and bum. Gordie would help her get what she needed. The rest she would do by instinct and cunning. She went into the kitchen, got a pen from a drawer, and made a mark on the eighteenth square of February: a star, by which to fix her destination. 
 She was so happy she began to cry. 
 In the bedroom Mary lay on the bed with her back supported by pillows and her legs splayed. "Push," she told herself, and began breathing in harsh _whuffs_. "Push! Push!" She pressed against her scarred belly with both hands. 
 "Push! Come on, push!" She strained, her face tortured in a rictus of concentrated pain. "Oh God," she breathed, her teeth gritted. "Oh God oh God ohhhhhh . . ." She shivered and grunted, and then with a long cry and a spasm of her thigh muscles she reached under one of the pillows and slid the new baby out between her legs. 
 He was a beautiful, healthy boy. Jack, she would call him. Sweet, sweet Jackie. He made a few mewling cries, but he was a good boy and he would not disturb her sleep. Mary held him close and rocked him, her face and breasts damp with sweat. "Such a pretty baby," she crooned, her smile radiant. "Oh such a pretty pretty baby." She offered a finger, as she had done to the infant in the shopping cart at the supermarket. She was disappointed that he didn't grasp her finger, because she longed for the warmth of a touch. Well, Jackie would learn. She cradled him in her arms and rested her head against the pillows. He hardly moved at all, just lay there against her, and she could feel his heart beating like a soft little drum. She went to sleep with Lord Jack's face in her mind. He was smiling, his teeth as white as a tiger's, and he was calling her home. 
 5
 Perpetrator Down
 WHEN LAURA GOT HOME FROM THE BURT REYNOLDS MOVIE, SHE found a message on the machine. 
 _Beep_. "Laura, hi. Listen, the work's taking longer than we thought. I'll be in around midnight, but don't wait up. I'm sorry about this. I'll take you to dinner tomorrow night, okay? Your choice. Back to the salt mines." Click. 
 He didn't say _I love you_, Laura thought. 
 A wave of incredible sadness threatened to break over her, she could feel its weight poised above her head. Where had he called from? Surely not the office. Someone's apartment, maybe. Eric was in Charleston. Doug had lied about that, and what else was he lying about? 
 He had not said _I love you_, she thought, because there was another woman with him. 
 She started to call his office, but she put down the phone. What was the point of it? What was the point of any of it? She wandered the house, not quite sure of her destination. She wound through the kitchen, the dining room, the living room, and the bedroom, her eyes taking note of their possessions: hunting prints on the walls, here a Waterford crystal vase, there an armchair from Colonial Williamsburg, a bowl of glass apples, a bookcase filled with Literary Guild best sellers neither of them had bothered to read. She opened both their closets, looked at his Brooks Brothers suits and his power ties, looked at her own designer dresses and her variety of expensive shoes. She retreated from there and walked into the nursery. 
 The crib was ready. The walls were light blue, and a Buckhead artist had painted tiny, brightly colored balloons around the room just below the ceiling. The room still smelled faintly of fresh paint. A mobile of plastic fish hung above the crib, ready to be tossed and jangled. Doug was with another woman. 
 Laura found herself back in the bathroom, looking at herself in the mirror under an unkind light. She released the gold clasp that pinned her hair and let it fall free around her shoulders in a chestnut cascade. Her eyes stared at her eyes, light blue as the sky of April. Tiny wrinkles were creeping in around them, foretellers of the future. They were the briefest impressions of crow's feet now, but later they would become the tracks of hawks. Dark circles there, too; she needed more sleep than she was getting. If she looked hard enough, she would find too many strands of gray in her hair. She was nearing forty, the black-balloon year. She was already six years past that age you weren't supposed to trust anybody over. She regarded her face: sharp nose and firm chin, thick dark eyebrows and a high forehead. She wished she had the etched cheekbones of a model instead of chipmunk cheeks grown plumper with baby fluids, but those had always been so. She had never been an awe-inspiring beauty, and in fact she had been homely --a quaint word -until her sixteenth year. Not many dates, but many books had filled her time. Dreams of travel, and of the crusading reporter. She was very attractive with makeup, but her features took on a harder quality without the paints and powders. It was in her eyes, especially, when she didn't have on liner and eyeshadow: a chilly brooding, the light blue the color of packed ice instead of springtime. They were the eyes of someone who senses time being lost, time going into the dark hole of the past like Alice after her white rabbit. She wondered what the girl looked like. She wondered what her voice sounded like when she spoke Doug's name. 
 Sitting in the theater with a big tub of buttered popcorn on her lap, Laura had realized there were things she had chosen not to see in the last couple of months. A long golden hair on a suit jacket, lying curled up like a question mark. A scent that was not her own. A flush of makeup smeared on a shirt cuff. Doug drifting into thought when she talked to him about the baby; to whom had he run in his dreams? He was like the invisible man, wrapped up in bandages; if she dared to unwrap him, she might find nothing at home. Doug was with another woman, and David moved in Laura's belly. She sighed, a small sound, and she turned off the bathroom light. In the darkness, she cried a little. Then she blew her nose and wiped her eyes, and she decided she would not say a word about this night. She would wait, and watch, and let time spin out its wire for fools like her to dance upon. 
 She took off her clothes and got ready for bed. The rain outside was intermittent, hard and soft, like two instruments playing at odds. In the bed, she stared at the ceiling with a babycare book next to her on the bedside table. She thought of her lunch with Carol today, and her vision of the angry hippie who used to be. 
 Laura realized, quite suddenly, that she'd forgotten what a peace sign looked like. 
 Thirty-six, she thought. Thirty-six. She placed her hands on David's swell. A funny thing, all those people who said not to trust anyone over thirty. Real funny. 
 They had been right. 
 Laura turned out the light and searched for sleep. 
 She found it after twenty minutes or so, and then the dream came. In it, a woman held a shrieking baby by the back of its neck, and she screamed toward the sea of blue lights, "Come on, come on you pigfuckers, come on ain't gonna kiss your ass no more ain't gonna kiss nobody's ass!" She shook the baby like a ragged flag, and the sharpshooter on the roof behind Laura radioed on the walkie-talkie that he couldn't drop the woman without hitting the baby. "Come on, you bastards!" the woman shouted, her teeth glinting. Blood was splattered over the yellow flowers on her dress, and her hair was the color of iron. 
 "Come on, fuck you! Hear me?" She shook the baby again, and its scream made Laura flinch and step back into the protection of the police cars. Somebody brushed past her and told her to get out of the way. Somebody else spoke over a bullhorn to the woman who stood on the apartment's balcony, the words like a rumble of dumb thunder across the sweltering projects. The woman on the balcony stepped over the dead man at her feet, his head shot open like a clay pot, and she held the pistol against the infant's skull. "Come on and take me!" she hollered. "Come on, we'll go to hell together, okay?" She began to laugh then, a cocaine giggle, and the inhuman tragedy of that hopeless laugh crashed around Laura and made her retreat. She bumped into other reporters, the TV people on the scene. They were grim and efficient, but Laura saw something darkly joyous in their eyes. She couldn't look in their faces without feeling shamed. "Crazy bitch!" somebody yelled, a man who lived in the projects. "Put down that baby!" Another voice, a woman's: "Shoot her 'fore she kills that baby! Somebody shoot her!" 
 But the madwoman on the balcony had found her stage, and she paced it with the pistol's barrel against the infant's skull and her audience spread out in the parking lot below. "Ain't gonna give him up!" she hollered. "Ain't gonna!" Her shadow was thrown large by the lights, and moths fluttered in the heat. "Ain't gonna take what's mine!" she shouted, her voice hoarse and cracking. "Told him! Told him! Ain't nobody gonna take what's mine away from me! Swear to Jesus, I told him!" A sob burst out, and Laura saw the woman's body tremble. "Ain't gonna! Oh my Jesus, ain't gonna take what's mine! Fuck you!" she roared at the lights and the police cars and the TV cameras and the snipers and Laura Beale. "Fuck you!" Someone began playing an electric guitar in one of the other apartments, the volume cranked up to earsplitting, and the noise of the bullhorn and the walkie-talkies, the reporters, the onlookers, and the raging of the madwoman merged into a single terrifying sound that Laura would forever think must be the voice of Evil. 
 The woman on the balcony lifted her face to the night, her mouth open in an animal scream. 
 A sniper fired. _Pop_, like a backfire. 
 _Pop_ went the pistol in the woman's hand as the back of her head blew apart. 
 Laura felt something warm and damp on her face. She gasped, fighting upward through the dream. 
 Doug's face was over her. The light was on. He was smiling, his eyes a little puffy. She realized he had just kissed her. 
 "Hi," he said. "Sorry I'm so late." 
 She couldn't make her mouth work. In her mind she was still at the projects, on that hot night in July, and moths spun before the lights as the policemen stormed the building. _Perpetrator down, perpetrator down_, she heard a policeman saying into a walkie-talkie. _Three bodies up there. Captain. She took the kid out_. 
 "Got a kiss for me?" Doug asked. 
 She gave him one, on the cheek, and she smelled the scent that was not her own. 
 "Rainy out," Doug said as he unknotted his tie. "Traffic's pretty bad." Laura closed her eyes, listening to Doug move around the bedroom. The closet opened and closed. The toilet flushed. Water ran in the sink. Brushing his teeth. Gargling, good old Scope. When would he realize about the tickets? 
 she wondered. Or maybe he was past caring? 
 Her hands met over the bulge of her belly. Her fingers laced together and locked. 
 She slept, this time mercifully without dreams. 
 In her womb, David was still. Doug placed his hand against Laura's stomach, feeling the baby's heat, and then he sat on the side of the bed looking at his hand and remembering where it had been. Bastard, he told himself. Stupid, selfish bastard. He felt swollen with lies, bloated with them, and how he could look into Laura's face he didn't know. But he was a survivor and he had a silver tongue, and he would do what he had to do in a world where you took what you could get when you could get it. He had a bad taste in his mouth. He left the bedroom and walked into the kitchen, where he opened the refrigerator and got out a carton of orange juice. He poured himself a glassful, and he was nearing the bottom of the glass when he saw the two ticket stubs next to the telephone. It hit him like a punch between the eyes: he'd forgotten to throw them away since he'd taken Cheryl to see a Tom Cruise movie across town a few nights ago. He almost choked on the orange juice, almost bit through the glass. The ticket stubs. There they were. Right there. From his pants pocket. The ones he'd taken off. Oh, _great_! Laura had found them. Damn it to hell, what was she doing going through his pockets? A man had a right to privacy! Hold on, don't lose it. Just hold on. He picked up the stubs, remembering when he'd pocketed them. Right after that, Cheryl had guided him to the snack bar for kingsize Cokes and Milk Duds. His eyes ticked back and forth from the telephone to the ticket stubs; he didn't like what he was thinking, but why were the stubs next to the telephone? He felt heat working in his face, and he started to throw the stubs into a trash can but stopped his hand. No, no; leave them where they were. Exactly where they were. Finish your juice. Go to bed. Think about it, and come up with a story. Right, right. A story. Client in town, wanted to see a movie. Uh-huh. Selling limited partnerships in movie companies, and a client wanted to check out a movie. Sure. 
 Laura wasn't dumb, that was for certain. He would have to work on the story. If she asked. If she didn't . . . he wouldn't volunteer anything. Doug returned the ticket stubs to where they'd been. He drank down the rest of his orange juice; it was very bitter toward the end. Then he started back into the bedroom, where his wife lay sleeping and his son was curled up in her belly waiting to be born. Before he got there, he thought of something Freud had said, that nobody ever truly forgets anything. He set the alarm clock for an early hour, lay in the dark for a while listening to Laura breathe and wondering how he'd gotten here from the moment they had exchanged vows and rings, and finally sleep took him. 
 Seven miles could be the distance between worlds. It was that far -that close --to the apartment where Mary Terror slept with her new baby cradled against her. She made a soft, moaning noise, and her hand drifted down and pressed against her scars. The baby stared out at the world through painted eyes, his body giving off no warmth. 
 Rain fell on the roofs of the just and unjust, the saints and the sinners, those who knew peace and those in torment, and tomorrow began at a dark hour. 
 II





UNKNOWN SOLDIER
1
 Bad Karma
 THE SUN WAS SHINING, AND MARY TERROR WAS IN THE WOODS. 
 She ran on cramping legs through the wilderness, the breath pluming from her mouth in the chilly air, her body giving up moisture into the gray sweatsuit she wore. It had been a long time since she had run, and her legs weren't used to the effort. It angered her that she'd let herself get so out of shape; it was a weakness of the mind, a failure of willpower. As she ran through the sun-dappled Georgia forest about three miles from her apartment, she held the Colt .38 in her right hand, her index finger curled around the trigger guard. Sweat was on her face, her lungs beginning to labor though she'd barely gone a third of a mile at an easy pace. The ravines and hillocks were rough on her knees, but she was in training and she gritted her teeth and took the pain like an old lover. 
 It was just before two o'clock on Sunday afternoon, four days after she'd found the message in the _Rolling Stone_. Her pickup truck was parked at the end of an old logging road; she knew these woods, and often came here to practice her shooting. It had come upon her to run, to work up a sweat and make the hinges of her lungs wheeze, because the road to the weeping lady lay ahead. She knew the dangers of that road, knew that she was vulnerable out on the open byways of the Mindfuck State, where pigs of every description cruised for a killing. To reach her destination, she would have to be tough and smart, and she'd lived too long as Ginger Coles in a redneck cocoon for the preparations to be easy. Her body wanted to rest, but she pushed herself onward. As she went up a hill she caught sight of the highway to Atlanta in the distance, the sunlight sparking off the glass and metal of speeding cars; then she was going down again, through a pine tree thicket where shadows carpeted the earth, the breath burning in her lungs and her face full of heat. Faster! she urged herself. Faster! Her legs remembered the thrill of speed at a high school track meet, when she'd strained past the other runners toward the tape. Faster! Faster! She ran along the bottom of a wooded ravine, pushing herself to go all out, and that was when her left foot hit a snag and she went down on her belly in the dead leaves and kudzu. The wind whooshed out of her and her chin scraped along the ground, and she lay there puffing and listening to a squirrel chatter angrily in a nearby tree. 
 "Shit," Mary said. She sat up, rubbed her chin, found scraped skin but no blood. When she tried to stand, her legs didn't want to. She sat there for a moment, breathing hard, dark motes spinning before her eyes in the cold, slanting sunlight. Falls were part of the training, she knew. Falls were cosmic teachers. That's what Lord Jack used to say. When you knew how to fall, you truly knew how to stand. She lay on the ground, catching her breath and remembering the commando training. The Storm Front's headquarters had been hidden in woods like these, only you could smell the sea in the eastern winds. Lord Jack had been a hard taskmaster: sometimes he awakened them with whispers at four o'clock in the morning, other times with gunshots at midnight. Then he would run the soldiers through the obstacle course, keeping time with a stopwatch and shouting a melange of encouragement and threats. Mary recalled the wargames, when two teams hunted each other in the woods armed with pistols that fired paint pellets. Sometimes the hunt was one-against-one, and those were the trials she'd enjoyed the most; she had never been tagged in all the dozens of hunts Lord Jack had put her into. She had enjoyed turning back on her adversary, coming around in a silent, stalking circle, and delivering the blow that finished the game. No one had ever beaten her at the hunt. No one. Mary forced herself up. The pain in her bones reminded her that she was no longer a young firebrand, but low coals burned longer. She began running again, with long, steady strides. Her thighs and calves were aching, but she closed her mind to the pain. Make friends with agony, Lord Jack had said. Embrace it, kiss it, stroke it. Love the pain, and you win the game. She ran with the pistol held at her side, and she saw a squirrel dart from the brush and scramble toward an oak tree to her right. She stopped, skidding in a flurry of leaves, slowing the squirrel down into strobelike motions with the force of her concentration. The squirrel was going up the treetrunk, now leaping for a higher branch. 
 Mary lifted the pistol in a two-handed grip, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. 
 The crack of the shot and the explosion of the squirrel's head were almost simultaneous. The body fell into the leaves, writhed for a few seconds, and lay still. 
 She ran on, the sweet tang of gunpowder in her nostrils and the pistol warm in her hand. 
 Her eyes searched the shadowed woods. Pig on the left! she thought, and she checked her progress and whirled in a crouch with her gun ready, aiming at a scraggly pine. She ran again, over a hillock and down. Pig on the right! She threw herself to the ground, raising dust, and as she slid on her stomach she took aim at another tree and fired a shot that clipped a top branch and sent a bluejay shrieking into the sky. Then up again --quick, quick! --and onward, her tennis shoes gouging the ground. Another squirrel, drowsing in the sun, came to life and fled across her path; she tracked it, heading toward a group of pines. It was a fast one, desperate with fear. She fired at it as it clambered up a treetrunk, missed by a few inches to the left, but hit the squirrel in the spine with the second bullet. She heard it squeak as she passed on, a signature of blood across the treebark. 
 Pig to the right! She crouched again, taking aim at an imaginary enemy. Off in the forest, crows called to each other. She smelled woodsmoke as she ran again, and she figured houses must.be near. She entered a tangle of thicket, the sweat trickling down the back of her neck and dead leaves snagged in her hair. As she fought through the growth, battering it aside with her forearms, she thought of Jack urging her on with his stopwatch and whistle. He had written the message from the underground; of that she had no doubt. He was calling the Storm Fronters together again, after all these years. Calling for her, his true love. There had to be a purpose behind his summons. The Mindfuck State was still full of pigs, and all the Revolution had done was make them meaner. If the Storm Front could rise up again, with Lord Jack holding its red banner, she would be the happiest woman on earth. She had been born to fight the pigs, to grind them down under her boots and blow their shitty brains out. That was her life; that was reality. When she got back to Lord Jack and the Storm Front was on the move again, the pigs would tremble at the name of Mary Terror. 
 She burst through the foliage, her face raked by thorns. Pig to the left! she thought, and she dove for the ground. She hit the clayey dirt on her shoulder, rolled through weeds, and contorted her body to the left, lifting the pistol to take aim at --A boy. 
 He was standing maybe fifteen yards away, in a splash of sunlight. He wore bluejeans with patched knees and a camouflage-print windbreaker, and on his head was a dark blue woolen cap. His eyes were large and round, and in his arms he held a small, boy-sized rifle. 
 Mary Terror lay where she was, the gun aimed in the boy's direction. Time stretched, breaking only when the boy opened his mouth. 
 "You okay, lady?" 
 "I fell," she said, trying to assemble her wits. 
 "Yeah, I saw. You okay?" 
 Mary glanced around. Was the boy alone? No one else in sight. She said, 
 "Who you out here with?" 
 "Just me. My house is over that way." He motioned with a turning of his head, but the boy's home was about a half-mile away, over a hill and out of sight. 
 Mary stood up. She saw the boy's eyes fix on the revolver in her hand. He was about nine or ten, she decided; his face was ruddy, the cheeks chill-burned. The rifle he held was a .22, and it had a small telescopic sight. "I'm all right," she told him. Again her gaze searched the woods. Birds sang, cars droned on the distant highway, and Mary Terror was alone with the boy. "I tripped," she said. "Stupid, huh?" 
 "You 'bout scared the life outta me, comin' through there and all." 
 "Sorry. Didn't mean to." She lifted her head slightly and sniffed the woodsmoke. Maybe a fire in the hearth at the kid's house, she thought. 
 "What're you doin' out here? Kinda far from the road." He kept his rifle pointed at the ground. The first thing his father had told him: never point a gun at a person unless you're gonna use it. 
 "Just hiking." She saw him look at the pistol again. "Target shooting, too." 
 "I heard some shots. That was you, I reckon." 
 "That was me." 
 "I'm squirrel-huntin'," the boy said, and he offered a gap-toothed grin. 
 "I got me this here new rifle for my birthday. See?" She had never run into anyone out here before. She didn't like this, didn't like it at all. A boy alone with a squirrel rifle. She didn't like it. 
 "How come no one's with you?" she asked. 
 "My daddy had to go in to work. He said if I was careful I could come on out by myself, but I wasn't to go too far from the house." Her mouth was dry. She was still breathing hard, but the sweat was drying on her face. She didn't like this; she could imagine this boy going home and saying to his parents _I saw a woman in the woods today. She had a pistol and she said she was out hikin'. She was a big, tall woman, and I can draw you a picture of what she looked like._
 "Is your daddy a policeman?" Mary asked. 
 "No, ma'am. He builds houses." 
 _She asked if you were a policeman, Daddy_, she could imagine the boy saying. _I can remember what she looked like. Wonder why she asked if you were a policeman, Daddy?_
 "What's your name?" she asked him. 
 "Cory Peterson. My birthday was yesterday. See, I got this rifle." 
 "I see." She watched the boy's gaze tick to her .38 once more. _How come she had a pistol. Daddy? How come she was out there in the woods by herself and she don't even live around here?_ "Cory," she said. She smiled at him. The sun was warm out here, but the shadows still trapped winter. "My name is Mary," she told him, and just that quick she decided it had to be done. 
 "Pleased to meet ya. Well, I guess I'd best be gettin' on now. I said I wouldn't be gone too long." 
 "Cory?" she said. He hesitated. "Can I have a closer look at your rifle?" 
 "Yes ma'am." He began walking toward her, his boots crunching on dead leaves. 
 She watched him approach. Her heart was beating hard, but she was calm. The boy might decide to follow her if she let him go; he might follow her all the way to her truck, and he might remember her license number. He might be a lot smarter than he looked, and his father might know someone who was a policeman. She was going to be leaving soon, after she'd gotten everything prepared, and she would worry about this boy if she didn't tie up the loose ends. _Daddy, I saw this woman in the woods and she had a pistol and her name was Mary_. No, no; that could screw up everything. 
 When Cory got to her, Mary reached out and grasped the rifle's barrel. 
 "Can I hold it?" she asked, and he nodded and gave it up. The rifle hardly had any weight at all, but she was interested in the telescopic sight. Having it might save her some money if she ever bought a long-range rifle. "Real nice," she said. She kept her smile on, no trace of frost or tension around the edges. "Hey, you know what?" 
 "What?" 
 "I saw a place where a lot of squirrels are. Back that way." She nodded toward the thicket she'd broken through. "It isn't too far, if you want to see it." 
 "I don't know." Cory looked back in the direction of his house, then up into her face again. "I figger I'd better be gettin' on home." 
 "Really, it's not far. Won't take but just a few minutes to show you." She was thinking of the ravine where dead leaves and kudzu covered the bottom. 
 "Naw. Thanks anyway. Can I have my rifle back now, please?" 
 "Going to make it hard on me, huh?" she asked, and she felt her smile slip. 
 "Ma'am?" The boy blinked, his dark brown eyes puzzled. 
 "I don't mind," Mary said. She lifted her Colt and placed the barrel squarely in the middle of Cory Peterson's forehead. 
 He gasped. 
 She pulled the trigger, and with the crack of the shot the boy's head was flung backward. His mouth was open, showing little silver fillings in his teeth. His body went back, following the shock to his neck. He stumbled backward a few steps, the hole in the center of his forehead running crimson and his brains scattered on the ground behind him. His eyelids fluttered, and his face looked to Mary as if the boy were about to sneeze. He made a strangled little squeak, squirrellike, and then he fell on his back amid the detritus of winter. His legs trembled a few times, as if he were trying to stand up again. He died with his eyes and mouth open and the sun on his face. Mary stood over him until his lungs had stopped hitching. There was no use trying to drag the body away to hide it. She swept her gaze back and forth through the woods, her senses questing for sound and movement. The gunshot had scared the birds away, and the only noises were her heartbeat and blood trickling in the leaves. Satisfied that no one else was anywhere around, she turned away from the corpse and pushed back through the thicket again. Once clear of it, she began running in the direction she'd come, the .38 in one hand and the boy-sized rifle clenched in the other. 
 Her sweat turned cold. What she had just done fell upon her, and it made her stagger. But she regained her balance, her mouth grim-lipped and her eyes fixed toward the distant horizon. It had been his bad karma to cross her path, she thought. It had not been her fault that the boy was there; it was just karma, that's all. The boy was a minor piece of a larger picture, and that was what she had to focus on. His daddy might have wondered why a woman was stalking in the woods with a pistol on a Sunday afternoon. His daddy might have known a pig, or even a federal pig. One telephone call could start the pig machinery, and she'd hidden too long and been too smart to allow that to happen. The boy had to be laid low. Period. 
 A little whirlpool of anger had opened within her. Damn it! she raged. Shit! Why had that damned boy been there? It was a test, she thought. A karmic test. You fall down, and you stand up again. You keep going no matter what. She wished it were springtime, and that there were flowers in the woods. If there were flowers in the woods, she would've put one in the dead boy's hand. She knew why she had killed him. Of course she did. The boy had seen Mary Terror without her mask. That was reason enough for execution. She couldn't make it on the run all the way back to her truck. She walked the last three hundred yards, her lungs rasping and her sweatsuit soaked. She leaned the rifle against the seat and put the handgun on the floorboard beneath her legs. There were the marks of other tires in the dirt, so she didn't have to worry about brushing out the tracks. The pigs might get a footprint or two, but so what? They'd think it was a man's footprints. She started the engine, backed off the logging road to the paved highway where a sign said NO DUMPING and litter was everywhere. Then Mary drove home, knowing she had a lot of training to do but confident that she had not lost her touch. 2
 A Friend's Message
 LAURA SLID THE TOP DRAWER OF DOUG'S DRESSER OPEN, LIFTED up his sweaters, and looked at the gun. 
 It was an ugly thing. A Charter Arms .32 automatic, black metal with a black grip. Doug had shown her how it worked: the little metal thingamajig that held the seven bullets --the magazine clip, Doug had said --fit up into the grip, and you had to push the safety hickey with your thumb to engage the firing dololley. There was a box of extra clips, with the words Fast Loading and Rugged Construction on it. The gun was unloaded at the moment; a clip of bullets lay next to it. Laura touched the automatic's grainy grip. The gun smelted faintly of oil, and she worried that the oil would leak onto Doug's sweaters. She ran her fingers over the cool metal. It was a dangerous, evil-looking beast, and Laura saw how men could become fascinated by guns: there was power in it, waiting to be released. 
 She put her hand around the grip and picked the gun up. It wasn't as heavy as it looked, but it was still a handful. She held it at arm's length, her wrist already beginning to tremble, and she sighted along the gun at the wall. Her index finger found the trigger's seductive curve. She moved her arm to the right, and sighted at the framed wedding picture of her and Doug atop the dresser. She aimed at Doug's smiling face, and she said, "Bang." The little murder done, Laura put the automatic back under Doug's sweaters and slid the drawer shut. She left the bedroom, going to the den, where her typewriter was set up on a desk in a sunny spot. Her review of _Burn This Book_ was about half finished. She switched on the TV, turned it to the Cable News Network, and sat down to work, the swell of her belly against the desk's edge. She'd written a few more sentences when she heard the words ". . 
 . was found in a wooded area outside Atlanta on Sunday night . . ." and she turned around to watch. 
 It had been on the news all day, about the boy found shot to death in the woods near Mableton last night. Laura had seen the segment several times before: the sheet-covered corpse being put into the back of an ambulance, the blue lights flashing, a police captain named Ottinger talking about how the boy's father and neighbors had found the body around seven o'clock. There was a scene of reporters surging forward around a distraught-looking man in overalls and a Red Man cap, and a frail woman with curly hair and shocked, dark-hollowed eyes. The man --Lewis Peterson, the boy's father --waved the reporters away, and he and his wife went into their white frame house, the screen door banging shut behind them. 
 ". . . senseless killing," Ottinger was saying. "Right now we have no suspects and no motive, but we're going to do everything in our power to find this young boy's killer." 
 Laura turned away from the television and went back to work. In the light of all the crime in the Atlanta area, having a gun made good sense. She would never have believed she could think that way, because she hated guns, but crime in the city was out of control. Well, it was out of control across the country, wasn't it? Across the world, for that matter. Things had turned savage, and there were beasts on the prowl. Take the example of that boy, for instance. A senseless killing, the police captain had said. The boy lived near those woods, had probably been down in there a thousand times. But on that particular day he'd met someone who had put a bullet through his head for no reason. A beast on the prowl, hunting for bloody meat. On Sunday, the paths of the boy and the beast had crossed, and the beast had won. She focused on her review again. Mark Treggs and the echoes of the sixties. Writing sloppy in places, keen in others. The death of J.F.K. as a foreshadowing of dark disease in America. Free love was now AIDS, acid tripping was now crack. Haight-Ashbury, Patty Hearst, Timothy Leary, Abbie Hoffman, the Weather Underground, Days of Rage, the Storm Front, Woodstock and Altamont as the heaven and hell of the peace movement. Laura finished the review, judging _Burn This Book_ as interesting but not necessarily incendiary, typed "30" at the end of it, and rolled the paper out of the Royal. 
 The telephone rang. After two rings, her own voice answered: "Hello, you've reached the residence of Douglas and Laura Clayborne. Please leave a message at the tone, and thank you for calling." 
 _Beep_. Click. 
 So much for that. Laura rolled another sheet of paper in, preparatory to doing her review of _The Address_. She paused to listen to the weather report: more clouds rolling in, and colder temperatures. Then she began on the first line of the review, and the telephone rang again. She kept working as her voice invited the caller to leave a message. 
 _Beep_. "Laura? It's a friend." 
 Laura stopped typing. The voice was muffled. Disguised, she thought it must be. 
 "Ask Doug who lives in Number 5-E at the Hillandale Apartments." _Click_. 
 And that was all. 
 Laura sat there for a moment, stunned. She got up, went to the answering machine, and played the message back. A woman's voice? Someone speaking with a handkerchief pressed against the receiver, maybe. She hit the playback button again. Yes, a woman's voice, but she couldn't tell whose it was. Her hands were trembling and her knees felt weak. When she played the message back a third time, she wrote down _5-E, Hillandale Apts_ on a piece of paper. Then she opened the telephone book and looked up the address of the apartment complex. It was across town to the east. Very close to the Canterbury Six theaters, she realized. Well. 
 Laura erased the message from the answering machine. A friend, indeed. Someone who worked with Doug? How many people knew about this? She felt her heartbeat getting out of control, and David suddenly kicked in her belly. She forced herself to breathe slowly and deeply, one hand pressed to David's bulge. A moment of indecision: should she go to the bathroom to throw up, or would the nausea pass? She waited, her eyes closed and cold sweat on her cheeks, and the sickness did pass. Then she opened her eyes again, and she stared at the address on the piece of paper in her hand. Her vision seemed to blur in and out, her temples squeezed by what felt like an iron vise, and she had to go sit down before she fell down. 
 She hadn't said anything to Doug about the ticket stubs, though she'd left them out in full view. He hadn't said anything, either. The next night, Doug had taken her to the Grotto, an Italian restaurant that she particularly enjoyed, but he'd seen a client at a nearby table there and ended up talking to the man for fifteen minutes while Laura ate cold minestrone. He'd made an effort at being attentive, but his eyes wandered and he was obviously uncomfortable. He knows I know, Laura thought. She had hoped beyond hope that none of it was true, that he would explain away the tickets and tell her that Eric had somehow jetted back from Charleston for the day. She might have accepted the least little attempt at explanation. But Doug fumbled with his silverware and avoided eye contact, and she knew he was having an affair. Anger and sadness warred within her as she sat in the den with the sunlight streaming through the Levolors. Maybe she would feel better if she got up and broke something, but she doubted it. Her mother and father were coming to Atlanta as soon as the baby was born, and that would start out fine at first but eventually she and her mother would wear on each other and the sparks would start to fly. Her mother would be of no help in this situation, and her father would want to baby her. She tried to stand up from the chair, but she felt very tired and David's weight hobbled her; she stayed where she was, one hand gripping the apartment number and the other clenched hard on the armrest. Tears suddenly welled up in her eyes, burning them, and Laura gritted her teeth and said, "No, damn it. No. No. No." She couldn't will herself not to cry, though, and the tears streaked down her cheeks one after the other. The inevitable questions came like hammerblows: Where did I fail? What did I do wrong? What is he getting from a stranger than I can't give him? 
 No answers, only more questions. "The bastard," Laura said quietly when her crying was done. Her eyes were red-rimmed and puffy. "Oh, the bastard." She lifted her hand and watched the sunlight glint off the two-carat diamond in her engagement ring, and her gold wedding band. They were worthless, she thought, because they meant nothing. They were empty symbols, like this house and the lives she and Doug had constructed. She could imagine the joke Carol would make about this: "So ol' Dougie went out and found a chick who doesn't have a cake baking in the oven, huh? See, like I told you: you can't trust men! They're from a different planet!" That might be so, but Doug was still part of her world, and he would be part of David's world, too. The real question was: where to go from here? 
 She knew the first step. 
 Laura stood up. She switched off the television and got her car keys. She found a map of the city, then judged the fastest way to get to the Hillandale Apartments. 
 The apartment complex, about twenty minutes from Laura's house, had a tennis court and a pool draped with a black cover. Laura drove around, searching for the E building. She found it after a circuitous route, and she parked the BMW and got out to check the names on the mailboxes. The box for 5-E had _C. Jannsen_ written on the little name tag in Flair pen. It was a feminine signature full of curves and squiggles, and it ended with a flourish. 
 It was a young signature, Laura thought. Her heart felt squeezed in a brutal grip. She stood in front of the door that had 5-E on it in brown plastic, and she thought of Doug crossing the threshold. In the center of the door was a little peephole, where the canary could peer out at the cat. She glanced at the door buzzer, put her finger on it and . . . 
 . . . did nothing. 
 On the drive back, Laura reasoned that C. Jannsen probably wouldn't have been home, anyway. Not at three o'clock on a Monday afternoon. C. Jannsen must work somewhere, unless --a horrible thought --Doug was keeping her. Laura racked her brain, trying to think of a C. Jannsen she might know from Doug's office, but she knew no one with that name. Someone _did_ know about the girl, though; someone who had taken pity on Laura and called with the information. The more Laura thought about it, the more she decided the voice could have belonged to Marcy Parker. She had to figure out what to do now: to hit Doug with what she knew, or wait until after the baby was born. Unpleasant scenes were not to her liking, and her level of stress was already up in the stratosphere; a confrontation would shoot her blood pressure up and possibly hurt David in some way, and Laura couldn't chance it. 
 After David was born, she would ask Doug who C. Jannsen was. Then they would go on from there to whatever destination lay ahead. It would be a rocky and dangerous path, she knew. There would be tears and angry words, a clash of egos that might destroy the fictioned fabric of their lives, but one thought was paramount in Laura's mind: Doug has someone to hold, and soon I'll have mine. 
 Her knuckles were white around the steering wheel. Halfway home, she had to pull into a gas station, and in the bathroom the tears burst from her eyes and she threw up until there was nothing in her mouth but bitter. 3
 The Darker Heart
 MARY TERROR AWAKENED IN THE DARK, AFTER THE DREAM HAD passed. In it, she had walked toward a two-storied wooden house painted sky-blue, with gables and chimneys and a widow's walk. She knew that house, and where it stood: at the beginning. She had walked up the steps and across the porch into the house as the rays of white sunlight burned through the windows upon the pinewood floor. She had found him, in the room with bay windows that looked toward the sea. Lord Jack was wrapped in snowy robes, his blond hair down around his shoulders and his eyes keen and thoughtful as he watched her approach. She stopped just short of him, and in his presence she trembled. 
 "I called you," he told her. "I wanted you to come, because I need you." 
 "I heard you call," she said, her voice soft and whispery. It echoed in the large room, and she could smell the salt air in the walls. "I need you, too." 
 "We're going to do it again, Mary. All of it, again. We're going to raise the dead ones and bring the lost into the fold, and we're going to make sure that this time we win." 
 "This time we win," she repeated, and she reached out for his hand. 
 "Where's my child?" Lord Jack asked. 
 Mary's hand stopped in midair. 
 "My son," he said. "Where's my son?" 
 "I . . . I don't . . . know. . . ." 
 "You were carrying my son," he said. "Where is he?" For a moment Mary couldn't speak. She heard the crash of surf against rocks, and she pressed her hands against her stomach. "I . . . got hurt," she told him. "You know I got hurt. The baby . . . I lost the baby." Lord Jack closed his eyes. "I want a son." His head rocked back, and she could see the tears creeping down his cheeks. "You know I want a son, to carry my seed. Where's my son, Mary? Where's my son?" 
 The two words were the hardest she'd ever spoken: "He's dead." Lord Jack's eyes opened, and looking into them was like peering into the center of the universe. Stars and constellations roamed in Jack's head, all the signs and symbols of the Age of Aquarius. "My son has to be alive," he said, his voice silken and pained. "Has to be. My seed has to go on. Don't you understand that? I gave you a great gift, Mary. And you lost that gift. You killed it, didn't you?" 
 "No! I didn't! The baby died! I got hurt, and the baby died!" He lifted a thin finger and placed it against his lips. "When I called you, I wanted you to bring my son to me. That's part of all this. A very important part, if we're going to raise the dead and bring the lost ones back. Oh, Mary; you've hurt me so much." 
 "No!" Her voice cracked, and she heard dark laughter in the walls. "We can make another baby! Right now! Right now, okay? We can make another baby, just as good as the last one!" 
 He looked at her with his universe-filled eyes. Through her, into another dimension. "I want you to bring my son to me, Mary. The baby you and I made. If you can't bring me my son, you can't stay here." As he said it, the walls began to fade. Lord Jack began to fade, too, like a dimming light. She tried to grasp his hand, but it whirled away from her like mist. "I don't . . . I don't . . ." Her throat was closing up with fear. "I don't have anywhere else to go!" 
 "You can't stay here," he repeated, a ghost in white. "Come to me with my son, or don't come at all." 
 The house went away. Lord Jack vanished. She was left with the smell of the sea and the noise of surf on rugged rocks, and that was when she awakened. The baby was crying, a high, thin sound that drilled into her brain. Sweat glistened on her face, and she could hear the thunder of trucks on the highway. "Stop crying," she said listlessly. "Stop it right now." But Jackie wouldn't stop, and Mary Terror got out of bed and went to the cardboard-box crib where the baby lay. She touched the infant's skin. It was cold and rubbery, and the feel of it made the rage begin to beat within her like a second, darker heart. Babies were killers of dreams, she thought. They promised the future, and then they died. 
 Mary grasped the baby's hand and put her finger in it. Jackie wouldn't grip her finger like the baby in the shopping cart had done. "Hold me," she said. "Hold me." Her voice was getting louder, swelling with anger. "Hold me, I said!" The baby was still crying, a desperate sound, but he wouldn't grip her finger. His skin was cold, so very cold. Something was wrong with this baby, she realized. This was not Lord Jack's son. This was a crying, cold mass of flesh that was not of her loins. "Stop it!" she shouted, and she picked the baby up and shook him. "I mean it!" 
 The baby gurgled and choked, then came back to the high-pitched shriek. Mary's head was killing her, and the infant's crying was driving her crazy. She shook the baby harder, and saw his head loll in the darkness. "Stop it! 
 Stop it! Stop it!" 
 Jackie wouldn't mind her. Mary felt the blood rush into her face. This baby was broken, something was wrong with him. His skin was cold, he wouldn't hold her finger, and his crying was strangled. None of the babies ever minded her, and that loss of control was what drove her into a frenzy. She gave them birth and love, fed them even when they didn't want to be fed, and she wiped the food from their mouths and changed their diapers, and still the babies were untrue. It was clear to her why that was, in the aftermath of the dream: none of them was Lord Jack's son, and none of them deserved to live. "Stop crying, goddamn it!" Mary shouted, but this infant wailed and thrashed in her hands, his rubbery body inching toward destruction. Jack wouldn't accept this child, she thought. No, no; he wouldn't let her stay with him if she brought this baby to him. This baby was wrong. Terribly wrong. Cold, rubbery, and in need of death. 
 The crying made her temples pound. A scream batted around in her mouth. She reached her breaking point, and with an animalish moan she held Jackie by the heels and swung him against the wall. The crying stuttered, came back again full force. "SHUT UP!" she roared, and bashed his head against the wall once more. "SHUT UP!" Against the wall. "SHUT UP!" The wall again, and this time she heard something break. The crying ceased. Mary swung the cold baby against the wall a last time, could feel the little body twitching and quivering in her hands. A banging. A banging. Someone's fist whamming the wall. 
 "Shut up, you crazy bitch! I'm gonna call the cops!" The old man next door. Shecklett. Mary dropped the cold infant to the floor, and despair went through her like a floodtide. In a second it hissed and steamed and roared into rage as Shecklett kept hammering on the wall. 
 "You're crazy, you hear me? _Crazy_!" He stopped, and Mary crossed the room to the dresser, opened the bottom drawer, and took out the .38 with which she'd executed Cory Peterson. There was only one bullet in the cylinder, and Mary fumbled with a box of shells and fed them into their chambers. She clicked the cylinder shut, and she walked to the wall between her apartment and Shecklett's and put her ear to the cheap paneling. She could hear Shecklett moving around the room. A door slammed. Water running. In the bathroom? Mary pressed the .38's muzzle against the wall, aimed toward where she thought the sound of running water was. Her heartbeat was slow and steady, her nerves calm, but she had had her fill of the old man's taunts and threats. She had killed another baby tonight; his body lay just a few feet away, his skull broken. Lord Jack would not let her come if she didn't bring a baby --his son
 --but none of the babies would let her love them. "Come on out," Mary whispered, waiting for the noise of the door opening. The water stopped. She heard Shecklett cough several times and spit, and a moment later the toilet flushed. Mary eased back the Colt's hammer. She was going to empty the cylinder through the wall, and then she was going to reload and empty another cylinder except for a single bullet. If she couldn't go to Lord Jack, she had nowhere else to go. She had no home, no country, no identity, she was no one, a walking blank, and she was ready to end the charade. 
 "Come on out," Mary said again, and she heard the hinges of the bathroom door squeak. 
 Her finger tightened on the trigger. 
 _Bang bang._
 It was not the noise of gunfire. It was the noise of a fist knocking on a door. Mary took her finger off the trigger. The knock came again, louder and more insistent. Her front door, she realized. She walked into the other room, the Colt still in her hand, and she peered furtively out the window. Two pigs stood there, and a pig car was out in the parking lot. She stood at the door, and she steeled her voice and said, "What is it?" 
 "Police. Would you open your door, please?" 
 Take it easy, she thought. Control. Control. The pigs are at the door. Control. Mary turned the lock and unhooked the chain. She kept her gun hand out of sight as she opened the door, and she peered out through the crack at the two pigs, one black and one white. "What's the problem?" 
 "We've had a call about a disturbance of the peace," the black one said. He clicked on a penlight and shone it into Mary's face. "Everything all right here, ma'am?" 
 "Yes. Fine." 
 "One of your neighbors called in to complain," the white pig told her. 
 "Said there was a lot of yellin' comin' out of your apartment." 
 "I . . . was having a nightmare. I got loud, I guess." 
 "Would you open the door a little wider, please?" the black pig asked. Mary did, without hesitation; her gun hand was still hidden. The black pig played his penlight over her face. "What's your name, ma'am?" 
 "Ginger Coles." 
 "That's her!" Shecklett shouted from the doorway of his apartment. 
 "She's crazy as hell, I'm tellin' you! You oughta lock her up before she hurts somebody!" 
 "Sir? Would you keep your voice down, please?" The black pig said something quietly to the white one, and the white pig walked over to Shecklett's door. Mary could hear Shecklett muttering and cursing, and she kept her gaze fixed on the black pig's eyes. He took a pack of Doublemint gum from his jacket pocket and offered her a stick, but she shook her head. He popped one into his mouth and began to chew. "Nightmares can be weird, huh?" he asked. "They're so real, I mean." 
 Testing me, Mary thought. "Yeah, you're right about that. I have really bad nightmares sometimes." 
 "They must be bad if they make you shout so loudly." The penlight drifted across her face again. 
 "I was a nurse in Vietnam," Mary said. 
 The penlight stopped. Hung splashed across her right cheek for a few seconds. Then it went off with a small _click_. 
 "Sorry," the black pig said. "I was too young to go, but I saw _Platoon_. Must've been hell over there, huh?" 
 "Every day." 
 He nodded, and put his penlight away. "We're finished here, Phil," he said to the white pig. "Sorry to have bothered you, ma'am," he told Mary. "But I hope you can understand why your neighbor called this in." 
 "I can, yes. I usually take sleeping pills, but I didn't get my prescription refilled yet." 
 "She's crazy!" Shecklett insisted, his voice getting strident again. 
 "Allatime hollerin' and raisin' the devil!" 
 "Sir?" The black pig walked to Shecklett's door. "Sir? I asked you to stop shouting, didn't I? This woman is a Vietnam veteran, and you ought to have some consideration for that fact." 
 "Is that what she told you? Shit! Make her prove it!" 
 "You going to settle down, sir, or are we going to take a ride in our car?" 
 There was a long silence. Mary waited, her hand tight around the .38's grip. She heard the black pig talking to Shecklett, but she couldn't make out the words. Then his door closed hard, and the two pigs came back to her door. 
 "I think everything's understood now," the black one told her. "Good night, ma'am." 
 "Good night. And thank you so much, Officers," she said, and she closed the door, relatched it, and put the chain on. Behind the door, she said through clenched teeth, "Fuck you fuck you fuck you." She waited, watching out the window until the pigs had driven away, and then she went to the wall between her apartment and Shecklett's and she put her mouth against the paneling and said, "I'm going to fix you when I go. Going to fix you, hear me? 
 Going to cut your eyeballs out and make you choke on them. Hear me, you old shit?" 
 She heard Shecklett coughing back in his bedroom. He made a ragged, gasping sound, and the toilet flushed again. Mary walked back to her own bedroom, and she switched on the light and stood looking down at the dead baby on the floor. 
 Its head was cracked and dented in, but there was no blood, no brains leaking from the skull. A doll, she thought. It's a doll. She picked the doll up by one leg, and she took it to the Heaven Box in the closet. Then she stood for a long time staring down at the other broken dolls, a pulse beating at her right temple and her eyes glazed over like pond ice. 
 All of them. Dolls. Not flesh and blood. Rubber and plastic, with painted eyes. They couldn't love her because they weren't real. That was the answer, and it stunned her that she hadn't seen it before. As much as she wanted them to be real, as much as she birthed them and fed them and gave them love, they were not real. She could see them as being flesh and blood in her mind, yes, but she eventually put them to death because she knew all along they were only rubber and plastic. 
 Lord Jack wanted a baby. A son. He had given her a baby, and she had lost the gift. If she did not go to Lord Jack with a baby, he would turn her away. That was the message of the dream. But there was a dangerous flaw here, like a crack in time. Jack's baby was dead. She had squeezed the corpse out of her body in a gas station bathroom near Baltimore, her stomach lacerated with glass and metal. She had wrapped the little mass of tissue in the swaddling clothes of paper towels and sailed it off into the current. It had been a boy. That's what Jack had hoped it would be. A boy, to carry his seed into the future. But how could she go to Jack with his son when his son was dead and washed away? 
 Mary sat on the edge of the bed, the pistol still in her hand, and she struck a Thinker pose. _What if_. She stared at a dead roach on the floor, lying on its back against the baseboard. _What if_. 
 _What if she did have a baby boy to take to Jack?_
 A real baby boy. Flesh and blood. What if? 
 Mary stood up and paced around the room, the Colt in her grip. She walked from one wall to the other and back again, thinking. A real baby boy. Where would she get one of those? She could see herself going to an adoption agency, and filling out the application forms. Killed six pigs that I know of, she would say. Killed a college professor and a dude who thought he was going to make a movie about the Storm Front. Killed a kid out in the woods, too. But I sure do want a baby boy, sure do. 
 That was out. Where else could you get a baby? 
 She stopped pacing. You could get a baby at the same place any mother did, she realized. You could get a baby at a hospital. 
 Right, she thought sarcastically. Sure. Just go in, shoot up a hospital, and take a kid out of the maternity ward. 
 Hold it. 
 _I was a nurse in Vietnam._
 It was a lie, of course. She'd used it before, and it always worked with the pigs. They were suckers when you mentioned Vietnam. She began pacing again, her mind roaming in fertile fields. A nurse. A nurse. Costume stores rented nurse uniforms, didn't they? 
 Yes, but did the nurses at all hospitals wear the same color uniforms? 
 She didn't know. If she was going to do this, the first thing would be to find a hospital and check it out. She got the telephone book, and looked up Hospitals. There were a lot of them, when you added in the health centers and clinics, as the directory did. There was a clinic near Mableton. Not big enough, Mary decided. Another hospital, Atlanta West, was maybe a mile or two away. That might do, she thought. But then her gaze fell upon another listing, and she said, "That's it." 
 It was St. James Hospital. An omen of good karma, Mary thought. A hospital named after Jim Morrison. She checked the address. St. James was over in Buckhead, the ritzy area of the city. It was a good distance from her apartment, but she thought that might work to her advantage: no one would possibly recognize her over there, and those rich people didn't eat Whoppers. She took a pen and circled the St. James Hospital listing. She had a metallic taste in her mouth; the taste of danger. This was like making plans in the old days, and the thought of taking a baby boy from the maternity ward of St. James Hospital --a rich bitch's kid, which made it even sweeter --caused her heart to pound and warm dampness to pulse between her thighs. But she didn't know if it could be done or not. First she'd have to go to the hospital and check out the maternity ward. Check out the security, where the stairwells were, where the nurses' station was relative to the exits. Find out what the uniforms looked like, and how many nurses worked on the ward. There were other things that she wouldn't think of until she was there to see it for herself, and if it wouldn't work she'd find somewhere else. 
 It would not be Jack's son. That baby was dead. But if she went to Lord Jack with the offering of a new baby boy, wouldn't he be just as pleased? More pleased, she decided. She would tell him that the baby who'd died in her ripped-up belly had been a girl. 
 Mary put the pistol away. She lay down and tried to sleep, but she was too excited. Twenty days remained before her rendezvous at the weeping lady. She got up, put on her gray sweatsuit, and she went out into the midnight cold to run a mile and think. 
 4
 Thursday's Child
 ON THURSDAY NIGHT AFTER DINNER, THE FIRST OF FEBRUARY, Doug put the newspaper aside and said, "I've got some work to do at the office." Laura watched him stand up and walk back to the bedroom. Their dinner had been eaten in silence of the stoniest kind. It had been Monday afternoon when she'd driven out to the Hillandale Apartments, and since that day she had seen Doug's guilt in every movement and heard it in every word. Doug had asked her what was bothering her, and she'd said she didn't feel well, that she was ready to be unbloated again. That was partly true, but of course only partly; Doug, acting on instincts that had begun to beep like a radar alarm the last few days, did not pursue the point. Laura immersed herself in reading or watching movies on the VCR, her body gathering strength for the rite ahead. 
 "I'll be back in about. . ." Doug glanced at the clock as he shrugged into his coat. "I don't know. I'll just be back when I'm through." She bit her tongue. David was heavy in her belly tonight, and his kicking was a real irritation. She felt huge and lumpy, her sleep had been racked with bad dreams about the madwoman on the balcony for the last two nights, and she was in no mood for games. "How's Eric?" she asked. 
 "Eric? He's fine, I guess. Why?" 
 "Does he spend as little time at home as you do?" 
 "Don't start that now. You know I've got a lot of work, and the day isn't long enough." 
 "The night isn't long enough, either, is it?" she asked. Doug stopped buttoning his coat. He stared at her, and she thought she saw a small flash of fear in his eyes. "No," he replied. "It's not." His fingers finished the job. "You know how much it costs to raise a child and send him to college?" 
 "A lot." 
 "Yes, a lot. Like more than a hundred thousand dollars, and that's today's rates. By the time David's ready for college, God only knows how much it'll cost. That's what I think about when I have to go to work at night." She thought she might either burst into tears or laughter, she didn't know which. Her face ached to collapse, but she kept her expression calm by force of will alone. "Will you be home by midnight, then?" 
 "Midnight? Sure." He pulled his collar up. "Want me to call if I'm going to be too late?" 
 "That would be nice." 
 "Okay." Doug leaned over and kissed her cheek, and Laura realized he had dashed his face with English Leather. His lips scraped her flesh, and then they were gone. "See you later," he said. He got his briefcase and headed for the garage door. 
 Say something, Laura thought. Stop him in his tracks. Stop him from going out that door, right now. But terror hit her, because she didn't know what to say and --worst of all --she feared that nothing she could say would stop him from leaving. 
 "The baby," she said. 
 Doug's steps slowed. He did stop, and he looked back at her from a slice of shadow. 
 "I think it's going to be only a few more days," she told him. 
 "Yeah." He smiled nervously. "I guess you're good and ready, aren't you?" 
 "Stay with me?" Laura asked, and she heard her voice quaver. Doug took a breath. Laura saw him look around at the walls, a pained expression on his face, like a prisoner judging the width and breadth of his confinement. He took a couple of steps toward her, and then he stopped again. 
 "You know, sometimes . . . this is hard to say." He paused a few seconds and tried again. "Sometimes I see what we have, and how far we've come, and . . . I feel really strange inside, like . . . is this it? I mean . . . is this what it's all about? And now, with you about to have the baby . . . it's like the end of something. Can you understand that?" 
 She shook her head. 
 "The end of just us," he went on. "The end of Doug and Laura. You know what I had a dream about last week?" 
 "No. Tell me." 
 "I dreamed I was an old man. I was sitting in that chair." He motioned to it with a tilt of his chin. "I had a gut and I was balding and all I wanted to do was sit in front of the television set and sleep. I don't know where you and David were, but I was alone and everything was behind me, and I . . . I started crying, because that was a terrible thing to know. I was a rich man, in a fine house, and I was crying because --" He had trouble with this, but he forced it out. "Because the journey's what it's all about. Not the being there. It's the fight to make it, and once you get there . . ." He trailed off, and shrugged. "I guess I don't make much sense, do I?" 
 "Come sit down," she urged him. "Let's talk about it, okay?" Doug started to walk toward her. She knew he wanted to come, because his body seemed to tremble, as if he were trying to break away from some force that pulled at him. He balanced toward her for a few precious seconds, and then he lifted his arm and looked at his Rolex. "I'd better go. Got a heavy client first thing in the morning, and there's paperwork to clear up." His voice was stiff again, all business. "We'll talk tomorrow, all right?" 
 "Whenever," Laura said, her throat tight. Doug turned away from her and, briefcase in hand, he walked out of the house. 
 Laura heard the Mercedes' engine growl. The garage door went up. Before it ratcheted down again, Laura got to her feet. She winced and put a hand to her lower back, which had been hurting since early morning. Her bones ached as she walked across the den, and she picked up the keys to her BMW from the little silver tray. She went to the closet and got her overcoat and purse. Then she walked out --hobbled was more the correct term --to the garage, slid behind the BMW's wheel, and started the engine. 
 She had made up her mind that she was going to follow Doug. If he went to work, fine. They would talk about the future honestly, and decide where to go from here. If he went to the Hillandale Apartments, she was going to call a lawyer in the morning. She pulled out of the garage, turned off the driveway onto Moore's Mill Road, and drove toward the complex, hoping for the best but fearing the worst. 
 As she merged into the traffic on the expressway, she realized what she was doing as if seeing it from a distance, and its audacity surprised her. She hadn't known she still had any true toughness left in her. She'd thought all her iron had melted in the blast furnace of murder on that hot night in July. But following Doug --tracking him as if he were a criminal --shamed her, and she began to slow the car to take the next exit ramp off and circle back for home. _No_, she thought. A stern inner voice, commanding her to keep going. Doug _was_ a criminal. If he had not already slaughtered her heart, he was hacking steadily at it. Savaging their lives together, tearing them asunder, making a mockery of the vows they'd taken. He was a criminal, and he deserved to be tracked like one. 
 Laura put her foot to the accelerator and sped past the exit. At the Hillandale Apartments, Laura cruised around the building where C. Jannsen lived, looking for Doug's car in a parking slot. There wasn't a Mercedes in sight, only the low-slung, jazzy sports cars of younger people. Laura found an empty space just down from the building, and she pulled into it to wait. He's not here and he's not coming, she thought. He left before I did. If he was coming here, he'd be here already. He went to work, just as he said. He really did go to work. Relief rushed through her, so strong she almost put her head against the steering wheel and sobbed. 
 Lights brushed past the car. Laura looked behind her and to the right as the Mercedes moved by like a shark on the prowl. Her breath snagged on a soft gasp. The Mercedes pulled into a parking space eleven cars away from Laura. She watched as the lights were switched off and a man got out. He began to walk toward C. Jannsen's building. It was a walk Laura recognized instantly, sort of a half-shamble, half-strut. In Doug's hand was no longer the briefcase, but a six-pack of beer. 
 He'd stopped at a package store, she realized, and that was why she'd gotten there first. Rage flared within her; she could taste it in her mouth, a burnt taste like the smell of lighter fluid on charcoals. Her fingers were squeezed around the wheel so hard the veins were standing up in relief on the backs of her hands. Doug was on his way to see his girlfriend, and he was swinging the six-pack like an excited schoolboy. Laura reached for the door's handle and popped the door open. She wasn't going to let him get to that apartment thinking he'd pulled another one over on his dimwitted, compliant wife. Hell, no! She was going to fall on him like a sack of concrete on a slug, and when she was through with him, C. Jannsen would need a pooper-scooper to scrape him up. 
 She stood up, her face flaming with anger. 
 Her water broke. 
 The warm fluid flooded between her thighs and down her legs. The shock registered in her mind by the time the fluid reached her knees. What she'd been experiencing as back pain and occasional cramping all day long had been the first stage of labor. 
 Her baby was about to be born. 
 She watched Doug turn a corner, and he went out of sight. Laura stood there for a moment, her panties drenched and the first real contraction beginning to build. The pressure soared into the realm of pain like a powerful hand squeezing a deep bruise, and Laura closed her eyes as the contraction's pain slowly swelled to its zenith and then began to subside. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Time the contractions, she thought. Look at your watch, stupid! She got back into the BMW and checked her watch by the courtesy light. The next contraction began to build within eight minutes, and its force made her clench her teeth. 
 She could not stay there much longer. Doug had someone. She was on her own. 
 She started the engine, backed out of the parking slot, and drove away from her husband and the Hillandale Apartments. 
 Two contractions later Laura pulled off the expressway and stopped at a gas station to use the phone. She called Dr. Bonnart, reached his answering service, and was told he'd be paged by his beeper. She waited, gripping the telephone as another contraction pulsed through her, sending pain rippling up her back and down her legs. Then Dr. Bonnart came on the line, listened as she told him what was happening, and he said she should get to St. James Hospital as soon as she could. "See you and Doug there," Dr. Bonnart told her, and he hung up. 
 The hospital was a large white building in a parklike setting in northeast Atlanta. By the time Laura had done the paperwork in Emergency Admitting and was moved into the LDR room, Dr. Steven Bonnart showed up in a tuxedo. She told him he hadn't needed to dress for the occasion. Formal dinner party for the hospital's new director, he explained as he watched the monitor that fed out a display of Laura's contractions. Wasn't much of a party anyway, he said, because everybody there wore beepers and the place sounded like a roomful of crickets. 
 "Where's Doug?" Dr. Bonnart asked as Laura had known he would. 
 "Doug's . . . not able to be here," she answered. Dr. Bonnart stared at her for a few seconds through his round tortoiseshell glasses, and then he gave directions to one of the nurses and he left LDR to get changed and scrubbed. 
 A Demerol drip was inserted into the back of Laura's hand with a sharp little stab. She was in a green hospital gown with an elastic belt around her waist that fed wires to the monitor, and she sat up on a table with her weight bent forward. The smell of medicine and disinfectant drifted into her nostrils. The nurses were fast and efficient, and they made chatty small talk with Laura but she had trouble concentrating on what they were saying. Everything was becoming a blur of sound and movement, and she watched the monitor's screen blip as the contractions built inside her, swelled and cramped, and finally ebbed again until the next one. One of the nurses began talking about a new car she'd just bought. Bright red, she said. Always wanted a bright red car. "Easy breaths," one of the others told Laura, laying her hand on Laura's shoulder. "Just like they taught you in class." Laura's heart was beating hard, and that showed up in erratic spikes on another monitor. The contractions were like trapped thunder, they shook through her body and foretold a storm. "First child?" the nurse with the red car asked as she looked at Laura's chart. "My goodness, my goodness." Dr. Bonnart reappeared, green-gowned and professional, and he parted Laura's legs to check her dilation. "You're working on it," he told her. 
 "Still have a ways to go yet. Hurting much?" 
 "Yes. A little." Did apples hurt when they got cored? "Yes, it's hurting." 
 "Okay." He gave directions to Red Car about ceecee something, and Laura thought, _Time for the big needle, huh?_ Dr. Bonnart went to a table and came back with a small item that resembled a spring in a ballpoint pen, a wire trailing from it to a high-tech white machine. "A little invasion," he said with a quick smile, and he reached up into her with his gloved fingers. The spring-looking thing was an internal fetal monitor, she knew that from her class. Dr. Bonnart found the baby's head, and he slid the device under the flesh. The high-tech machine began to put out a ticker tape of David's heartbeat and vital signs. Laura felt a scraping at her lower back. The nurse was preparing her for the epidural. At least she wouldn't have to look at the needle. The force of the contractions was powerful now, like a fist beating at a bruise on her spine. "Breathe easy, breathe easy," someone urged. "Little sting now," Dr. Bonnart told her, and she felt the needle go in. A little sting for him, maybe. The wasps were bigger where she came from. Then it was over and the needle was out, and Laura felt the skin on her lower back prickle. Dr. Bonnart checked the progress of her dilation once more, then he checked the ticker tape and her own signs. In another moment she thought she could taste medicine in her mouth, and she hoped the epidural worked because the contractions were fierce now and she felt sweat on her face. Red Car mopped her brow and gave her a smile. "All that waiting for this," the nurse said. "Amazing how it happens, isn't it?" 
 "Yes, it is." Oh, it's hurting. Oh God, it really does hurt now! She could feel her body, straining open like a flower. 
 "When it's time, it's time," the nurse went on. "When a baby wants to come out, he lets you know about it." 
 "Tell him that," Laura managed to say, and the nurses and Dr. Bonnart laughed. 
 "Hang in there," Dr. Bonnart told her, and he left the room. Laura had a moment of panic. Where was he going? What if the baby came right this minute? 
 Her heartbeat jumped on the monitor, and one of the nurses held her hand. The pressure built within her to what seemed like a point of sure explosion. She feared she might rip open like an overripe melon, and she felt tears burn her eyes. But then the pressure faded again, and Laura could hear her own quick, raspy breathing. "Easy, easy," the nurse advised. "Thursday's child has far to go." 
 "What?" 
 "Thursday's child. You know. The old saying. Thursday's child has far to go." The nurse glanced up at a clock on the wall. It was almost nine-fifteen. 
 "But he might wait until Friday, and then he'll be fair of face." 
 "Full of grace," Red Car said. 
 "No, Friday is fair of face," the other contended. "Saturday is full of grace." 
 This line of argument was not Laura's primary concern. The contractions continued to build, pound within her like waves on rugged rocks, and ebb again. They were still painful, but not so much so. The epidural had kicked in, thank God, only the ceecee was not strong enough to mask all sensation. The pain was lessened, but the fist-on-bruise pressure was just as bad. At just after nine-thirty, Dr. Bonnart came into the room again and checked everything. "Coming along fine," he said. "Laura, can you give us a little push now?" 
 She did. Or tried, at least. Going to split open, she thought. Oh, Jesus! Breathe, breathe! How come everything had been so neat and orderly in class and here it was like a VCR tape running at superfast speed? 
 "Push again. Little harder this time, okay?" 
 She tried once more. It was clear to her that this was not going to be as simple as the classes had outlined. She could see Carol's face in her mind. _Too late now, toots_, Carol would say. 
 "Push, Laura. Let's see the top of his head." 
 Another face came into her mind, behind her closed eyelids as she strained and the pressure swelled at her center. Doug's face, and his voice saying _The end of just us. The end of Doug and Laura_. She saw the Hillandale Apartments in her mind, and Doug's car sliding into the parking space. She saw him walking away from her, carrying a six-pack of beer. _The end of just us. The end_. 
 "Push, Laura. Push." 
 She heard herself make a soft moan. The pressure was too much, it was killing her. David had hold of her guts, and he didn't want to let go. Still she tried, her body quivering, and she saw Doug walking away on the shadowfield of her mind. Walking away, farther and farther away. A distant person, becoming more of a stranger with every step. Her cry grew louder. Something broke inside her; not David's grip, but at a deeper level. She gritted her teeth and felt the warm tears streaking down her cheeks, and she knew it was over with Doug. 
 "There, there," Red Car said, and mopped her cheeks. "You're doing just fine, don't you worry about a thing." 
 "All right, take it easy." Dr. Bonnart patted her shoulder in a fatherly fashion, though he was about three or four years younger than she. "We've got the top of his head showing, but we're not quite ready. Relax now, just relax." 
 Laura concentrated on getting her breathing regulated. She stared at the wall as Red Car mopped her face, and the time alternately speeded up and crawled past on the clock, a trick of wishes and nerves. At ten o'clock, Dr. Bonnart asked her to start pushing again. "Harder. Keep going, Laura. Harder," he instructed her, and she gripped Red Car's hand so tightly she thought she might snap the woman's sturdy fingers. "Breathe and push, breathe and push." Laura was trying her hardest. The pressure between her legs and in the small of her back was a symphony of excruciation. "There you go, doing fine," another nurse said, looking over Red Car's shoulder. Laura trembled, her muscles spasming. Surely she couldn't do this by herself; surely there was a machine that did this for you. But there was not, and surrounded by monitors and high-tech equipment, Laura was on her own. She breathed and pushed, breathed and pushed as she gripped Red Car's hand and the sweat was blotted from her cheeks and Dr. Bonnart kept encouraging her to greater effort. Finally, at almost twenty to eleven, Dr. Bonnart said, "All right, ladies, let's take Mrs. Clayborne in." 
 Laura was helped onto a gurney, with what felt like a fleshy cannonball jammed between her thighs, and she was rolled into another room. This one had green tiles on the walls and a stainless steel table with stirrups, a bank of high-wattage lights aimed down from the ceiling. A nurse covered the table with green cloth, and Laura was positioned on the table on her back, her feet up in the stirrups. Light gleamed off a tray of instruments that might have found a use during the Inquisition, and Laura quickly averted her gaze from them. She was already feeling exhausted, with about as much strength as a wrung-out washrag, but she knew the most strenuous part of the birthing process still lay ahead. Dr. Bonnart sat on a stool at the end of the table, the tray of instruments close at hand. As he examined her and the position of the baby inside her, he actually began to whistle. "I know that song," one of the nurses said. "I heard it on the radio this afternoon. You hear it and it really gets in your mind, doesn't it?" 
 "Guns and Roses," Dr. Bonnart said. "My son loves 'em. He walks around wearing a baseball cap turned backward, and he's been talking about getting tattoos." He shifted the position of his fingers. Laura felt him prodding around inside her, but she was as numb down there as if she were stuffed with wet cotton. "I told him one tattoo and I'd break his neck. Could you lift your hips just a bit, Laura? Yes, that's fine." 
 Red Car turned on a videotape camera on a tripod, its lens aimed between Laura's legs. "Here we go, Laura," Dr. Bonnart said as the other nurse put a fresh pair of surgical gloves on his hands. "You ready to do a little work?" 
 "I'm ready." Ready or not, she thought, she would have to do it. The nurse tied a surgical mask over Dr. Bonnart's nose and mouth. 
 "Okay," he said, "let's get it done." He sat down on the stool again, Laura's gown folded back over her knees. "I want you to start pushing, Laura. Push until I say stop, and then rest for a few seconds. He's crowning very nicely, and I believe he wants to come on out and join us, but you're going to have to give him a shove. Okay?" 
 "Okay." 
 "All right. Start pushing right now." 
 She began. Damned if she didn't have that Guns and Roses tune snagged in her brain. 
 "Push, push. Relax. Push, push." A cloth mopped her face. Breathing hard. David wasn't coming out. Why wasn't he coming out? "Push, push. That's good, Laura, very good." She heard the silvery click of an instrument at work, but she could feel only a slight tugging. "Push, Laura. Keep pushing, he wants to come out." 
 "Doing just fine," Red Car told her, and squeezed her hand. 
 "He's stuck," Laura heard herself say; a stupid thing. Dr. Bonnart told her to keep pushing, and she closed her eyes and clenched her teeth and did what he said, her thighs trembling with the effort. 
 Near eleven-ten, Laura thought she felt David begin to squeeze out. It was a movement of maybe an inch or two, but it thrilled her. She was wet with sweat and her hair was damp around her shoulders. It amazed her that anybody had ever been born. She pushed until she thought her muscles would give out, then she rested for a little while and pushed again. Her thighs and back rippled with cramps. "Oh, Jesus!" she whispered, her body strained and weary. 
 "You're doing great," Dr. Bonnart said. "Keep it up." A surge of anger rose within her. What was Doug doing right now, while she was laboring under spotlights? Damn him to hell, she was going to sue his ass for divorce when this was over! She pushed and pushed, her face reddening. David moved maybe another inch. She thought she must surely be about to bend the stirrups from their sockets; she pushed against them with all her strength as Red Car swabbed her forehead. 
 _Click, click_ went the instrument in Dr. Bonnart's hand. _Click, click_. 
 "Here he comes," Dr. Bonnart said as the clock ticked past eleven-thirty. 
 Laura felt her baby leaving her. It was a feeling of great relief mingled with great anxiety, because in the midst of the wet squeezing and the beep of monitors Laura realized her body was being separated from the living creature who had grown there. David was emerging into the world, and from this point on he would be at its mercy like every other human being. 
 "Keep pushing, don't stop," Dr. Bonnart urged. She strained, the muscles of her back throbbing. She heard a damp, sucking sound. She glanced at the wall clock through swollen eyes: eleven forty-three. Red Car and the other nurse moved forward to help Dr. Bonnart. Something snipped and clipped. "Big push," the doctor said. She did, and David's weight was gone. 
 _Slap. Slap_. A third quick _slap_. 
 His crying began, like the thin, high noise of a motor being jump-started. Tears sprang to Laura's eyes, and she took a long, deep breath and released it. 
 "Here's your son," Dr. Bonnart told her, and he offered her something that was wailing and splotched with red and blue and had a froggish face in a head like a misshapen cone. 
 She had never seen such a beautiful boy, and she smiled like the sun through clouds. The storm was over. 
 Dr. Bonnart laid David on Laura's stomach. She pressed him close, feeling his heat. He was still crying, but it was a wonderful sound. She could smell the thick, coppery aromas of blood and birth fluids. David's body, still connected to her by the damp bluish-red umbilical cord, moved under her fingers. He was a fragile-looking thing, with tiny fingers and toes, the bump of a nose, and a pink-lipped mouth. There was nothing, however, fragile about his voice. It rose and fell, an undulation of what might have been adamant anger. Announcing himself, Laura thought. Letting the world know that David Douglas Clayborne had arrived, and demanding that room be made. As the umbilical was clipped off and tied, David trembled in a spite of infant fury and his wailing grew ragged. Laura said, "Shhhh, shhhh," as her fingers stroked the baby's smooth back. She felt the little shoulder blades and the ridges of his spine. Skeleton, nerves, veins, intestines, brain; he was whole and complete, and he was hers. 
 She felt it kick in then. What other women who'd had babies had told her to expect: a warm, radiant rush through her body that seemed to make her heart pound and swell. She recognized it as a mother's love, and as she stroked her baby she felt David relax from rigid indignance to soft compliance. His crying eased, became a quiet whimper, and ended on a gurgling sigh. "My baby," Laura said, and she looked up at Dr. Bonnart and the nurses with tears in her eyes. 
 "My baby." 
 "Thursday's child," the nurse said, checking the clock. "Far to go." It was after midnight when Laura was in her room on the hospital's second-floor maternity ward. She was drained and energized at the same time, and her body wanted to sleep but her mind wanted to replay the drama of birth again and again. She dialed her home number, her hand trembling. 
 "Hello, you've reached the residence of Douglas and Laura Clayborne. Please leave a message at the tone, and thank you for calling." _Beep._
 Words abandoned her. She struggled to speak before the machine's timer clicked off. Doug wasn't home. He was still at the Hillandale Apartments, still with his girlfriend. 
 _The end_, she thought. 
 "I'm at the hospital," Laura forced out. And had to say it: "With David. He's eight pounds, two ounces." 
 _Click_: the machine, turning a deaf ear. 
 Laura, hollowed out, lay on the bed and thought about the future. It was a dangerous place, but it had David in it and so it would be bearable. If that future held Doug or not, she didn't know. She clasped her hands to her empty belly, and she finally drifted away to sleep in the hospital's peaceful womb. 5
 Gaunt Old Dude
 THE VOICE OF GOD WAS SINGING IN MARY TERROR'S apartment, at thirty-three and a third revolutions per minute. She was sitting on the bed, using a dark blue marker on the white size extra-large uniform she'd rented from Costumes Atlanta on Friday afternoon. The uniforms of the nurses on the maternity ward at St. James had dark blue piping around the collars and the breast pockets, and their hats were trimmed with dark blue. This uniform had snaps instead of buttons, as the real uniforms did, but it was all she could find in her size. It was near seven o'clock on Saturday morning. The wind had picked up outside, scudding gray clouds over the city. The third of February, Mary thought: fifteen days until her meeting at the weeping lady. She was patient and careful at her work, making sure the ink didn't run or smear. She had a jar of white-out nearby in case of mistakes, but her hand was steady. On the table beside her bed was a dark blue plastic name tag with white letters: JANETTE LEISTER, in memory of two fallen comrades. She had gotten it from a place in Norcross that made plastic tags and novelties "While U Wait." It was the same colors as the name tags the nurses at St. James wore. Her white shoes
 --size 10EE --had also come from the costume rental, and she'd bought white stockings at Rich's department store. 
 She'd gone to the hospital yesterday, changing from her Burger King uniform after work and putting on jeans and a sweater under a baggy windbreaker. Had taken the elevator up to the maternity ward and walked around. Had gone to the big glass window to look at the babies, and she'd been very careful not to make eye contact with any of the nurses but she'd made mental notes of the dark blue piping on the white uniforms, the white-on-blue plastic name tags, and the fact that the elevator opened right onto the nurses' station. There had been no security people in sight on the maternity ward, but Mary had seen a pig with a walkie-talkie in the lobby and another one strolling around in the parking deck. Which meant that the parking deck was a scrub; she'd have to find another place to leave her truck, close enough to walk to and from the hospital. Mary had checked out the stairwells, finding one at either end of the long maternity ward corridor. The one on the building's south wing was next to a supply room, which could make for an unpleasant confrontation; the one on the north wing would have to do. A problem here, though: a sign on the stairwell door said FIRE ESCAPE. ALARM
 WILL SOUND IF OPENED. She couldn't check out where the stairwell led to, so she had no idea where she would come out. She didn't like that, and it was enough to call the whole thing a scrub until she saw an orderly pop the very same door open with the flat of his hand and walk through. There wasn't a peep. So was the alarm turned off at some times of the day, was the sign a phony, or was there some way to cheat the alarm? Maybe they'd had trouble with it going off, and they'd shut it down. Was it worth the risk? 
 She'd decided to think about it. As she looked through the window at the babies, some sleeping and some crying soundlessly, Mary knew she could not take a child from this room because it was too close --twenty paces --to the nurses' station. Some of the perambulators were empty, though they were still tagged: the babies were in the rooms with their mothers. The corridor took a curve between the nurses' station and the north stairwell, and on almost every door there was a pink or blue ribbon. The last four doors next to the stairwell were promising: three of the four ribbons were blue. If a nurse went into one of those rooms and found a baby with his mother, what reason might she have for going in? _Time to feed the baby_. No, the mother would know the feeding times, and what were breasts for? _Just need to check the baby for a minute_. No, the mother would want something more specific. _Time to weigh the baby_. 
 Yes. That would work. 
 Mary walked to the north stairwell door and back to where the corridor curved again. A woman's laughter trailed from one of the rooms. A baby was crying in another one. She noted the numbers of the three rooms with the blue ribbons: 21, 23, and 24. The door to 21 suddenly opened, and a man walked out. Mary turned away quickly and strode to a nearby water fountain. She watched the man walk in the opposite direction, toward the nurses' station; he had sandy-brown hair, and he wore gray slacks, a white shirt, and a dark blue sweater. Polished black wingtips on his feet. Rich bastard, father of a rich kid, she thought as she took a sip of water and listened to his shoes click on the linoleum. Then she walked back to the stairwell's door and looked at the warning sign. She would have to know where this led if she was going to do it, because she couldn't come up in the elevator. There was no choice. Mary popped the door open with the flat of her hand, as the orderly had done. No alarm sounded. She saw black electrical tape holding down the door's latch, and she knew somebody had decided it was better to cheat the alarm than wait for the elevator. It was a good sign, she thought. She stepped into the stairwell and closed the door behind her. 
 She started down. The next door had a big red one on it. The stairwell continued down, and Mary followed it. At the bottom of the stairwell the door was unmarked. Through its glass inset, Mary could see a corridor with white walls. She opened it, slowly and carefully. Again there was no alarm and no sign of warning on the other side. She walked along the hallway, her senses questing. At a crossing of corridors, a sign pointed to different destinations: ELEVATORS, LAUNDRY, and MAINTENANCE. The smell of fresh paint lingered in the air, and pipes clung to the ceiling. Mary kept going, in the direction of the laundry. In another moment she heard someone humming, and then a husky black man with close-cropped white hair came around the corner, wheeling a mop in a bucket-and-wringer attachment. He wore a gray uniform that identified him as a member of the hospital's maintenance crew. Mary instantly put a mask on her face: a tightening of features, a coolness of the eyes. The mask said she was where she was supposed to be, and she had some authority. Surely a maintenance man wouldn't know everyone who worked in the hospital. His humming stopped. He was looking at her as they neared each other. Mary smiled slightly, said, "Excuse me," and walked past him as if she were in a hurry to get somewhere --but not too much of a hurry. 
 "Yes'm," the maintenance man answered, drawing his bucket out of her path. As she walked on around the corner she heard him start humming again. Another good sign, she thought as the tension eased from her face. She had learned long ago that you could get into a lot of places you weren't supposed to be if you stared straight ahead and kept going, and if you masked yourself in an aura of authority. In a place this big, there were a lot of chiefs and the Indians were more concerned with the work at hand. She came upon an area where there were several laundry hampers standing about. The voices of women neared her. Mary figured one woman alone might not ask questions, but someone in a group possibly would. She stepped around another corner and waited, pressed against a door, until the voices had gone. Then she went on, concentrating on her path and how to get back to the stairwell. She passed through a room full of steam presses, washers, and dryers. Three black women were working there, folding linens on a long table, and as they worked they were talking and laughing over the thumping noise of laboring washing machines. Their backs were to Mary, who moved past them with a fast, powerful stride. She came to another door, opened it without hesitation, and found herself standing on a loading dock at the rear of St. James Hospital, two panel trucks pulled up close and a couple of handcarts left untended. 
 When she closed the door behind her, she heard the click of a lock. A sign read PRESS BUZZER FOR ADMITTANCE. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. She looked at the buzzer's white button beside the door grip. There was a dirty thumbprint on it. Then she walked down a set of concrete steps to the pavement, and she began the long trek around to the parking deck, her gaze alert for security guards. 
 Joy sang in her heart. 
 It could be done. 
 As she worked on the uniform, Mary began to think about her pickup truck. It was fine for around here, but it wasn't going to do for a long trip. She needed something she could pull onto a side road and sleep in. A van of some kind would do. She could find a van at one of the used car dealers and trade her pickup for it. But she'd need money, too, because the trade surely wouldn't be even-steven. She could sell one of her guns, maybe. No, she didn't have papers on any of them. Would Gordie buy the Magnum from her? Damn, she hadn't given any thought to money before. She had a little over three hundred dollars in the bank, and a hundred more stashed around the apartment. That wasn't enough to last her very long on the road, not with a van needing gas and a baby needing food and diapers. 
 She got up and went to the bedroom closet. She opened it and brought out the boy-sized Buckaroo rifle and telescopic sight she'd taken from Cory Peterson. Maybe she could get a hundred dollars for this, she thought. Seventy would be all right. Gordie might buy this and the Magnum. No, better keep the Magnum; it was a good concealment weapon. He might buy the sawed-off shotgun, though. 
 As Mary returned to the bed, she caught sight of a figure walking out on the highway in the dim gray light. Shecklett was wearing an overcoat that blew around him in the wind, and he was picking up crushed aluminum cans and putting them into a garbage bag. She knew his routine. He'd be out there for a couple of hours, and then he'd come in and cough his head off on the other side of the wall. 
 _Ought to be ashamed, living like you do with all that money you've saved._
 Paula had said that. In the letter Mary had taken from Shecklett's trash and taped together. 
 _All that money you've saved._
 Mary watched Shecklett pick up a can, walk a few paces, pick up a can. A truck rushed past, and Shecklett staggered in its cyclone. He fought the garbage bag, and then he picked up another can. 
 _All that money._
 Well, it would be in a bank, of course. Wouldn't it? Or was the old man the type who didn't trust banks? Maybe kept money stuffed in his mattress, or in shoeboxes tied up with rubber bands? She watched him for a while longer, her mind turning over the possibility like an interesting insect pulled from underneath a rock. Shecklett never had any visitors, and Paula --his daughter, Mary supposed --must live in another state. If something were to happen to him, it might be a long time before anyone found him. She could easily do it, and she didn't plan on sticking around very long after she took the baby. Okay. 
 Mary walked into the kitchen, opened a drawer and got a knife with a sharp, serrated blade. A knife used for gutting fish, she thought. She laid it on the countertop, and then she returned to the bedroom and the work on the nurse's uniform. 
 She was long finished with the job by the time she heard Shecklett coughing as he passed her door. Aluminum cans clanked together; he was carrying the garbage bag. Mary stood at her door, dressed in jeans, a brown sweater, her windbreaker, and a woolen cap. She listened for the clicking of Shecklett's keys as he slid the right one into his door. Then she went out into the cold, her .38 gripped in her right hand and the knife slipped down in her waistband under the windbreaker. 
 Shecklett was a gaunt man with a pockmarked face, his white hair wild and windblown, and his skin cracked like old leather. Shecklett barely had time to register the fact that someone was beside him before he felt the gun's barrel press against his skull. "Inside," Mary told him, and she guided him through the open door and slid the key out of the lock. Then she picked up the garbage bag full of cans and brought that in, too, as Shecklett stared at her in shock, his pale blue eyes red-rimmed with the chill. 
 Mary closed the door and turned the latch. "Kneel," she told him. 
 "Listen . . . listen . . . wait, okay? Is this a joke?" 
 "Kneel. On the floor. Do it." 
 Shecklett paused, and Mary judged whether to kick him in the kneecap or not. Then Shecklett swallowed, his big Adam's apple bulging, and he knelt on the thin brown carpet in the cramped little room. "Hands behind your head," Mary ordered. "_Now_!" 
 Shecklett did it. Mary could smell the fear coming out of the old man's skin, what smelled like a mixture of beer and ammonia. The window's curtains were already drawn. Mary switched on a lamp atop the TV. The room was a dreary rat's nest, newspapers and magazines lying in stacks, TV dinner trays strewn about, and clothes left where they'd been dropped. Shecklett trembled and had a coughing fit, and he put his hands to his mouth but Mary pressed the Colt's barrel against his forehead until he laced his fingers behind his head again. She stepped away from him and glanced quickly at her wristwatch. Nine-oh-seven. She was going to have to get this done fast so she could find a good deal on a van before she changed to the uniform and made the drive to St. James. 
 "So I called the cops. So what?" Shecklett's voice shook. "You'd have done the same thing if you heard somebody hollerin' next door. It wasn't nothin' personal. I won't do it again. Swear to God. Okay?" 
 "You've got money," Mary said flatly. "Where is it?" 
 "Money? I don't have money! I'm poor, I swear to God!" She eased back the Colt's hammer, the gun aimed into Shecklett's face. 
 "Listen . . . wait a minute . . . what's this all about, huh? Tell me what it's all about and maybe I can help you." 
 "You've got money hidden here. Where?" 
 "I don't! Look at this place! You think I've got any money?" 
 "Paula says you do," Mary told him. 
 "_Paula?_" Shecklett's face bleached gray. "What's Paula got to do with this? Jesus, I never hurt you, did I?" 
 Mary was tired of wasting time. She took a breath, lifted the Colt, and brought it down in a savage arc across Shecklett's face. He cried out and pitched onto his side, his body shuddering as the pain racked him. Mary knelt down beside him and put the gun to his pulsing temple. "Shit time is over," she said. "Give me your money. Got it?" 
 "Wait . . . wait . . . oh, you busted my face . . . wait . . ." She grasped him by the hair and hauled him up to his knees again. His nose had been broken. The ruptured capillaries were turning dark purple, and blood rushed from his nostrils. Tears were trickling down Shecklett's wrinkled cheeks. "Next time I'll knock out your teeth," Mary said. "I want your money. The longer you screw around, the more pain I'm going to give you." Shecklett blinked up at her, his eyes beginning to swell. "Oh God . . . please . . . please . . ." Mary lifted the Colt again to hit him in the mouth, and the old man flinched and whined. "No! Please! In the dresser! Top drawer, in my socks! That's everything I've got!" 
 "Show me." Mary stood up, backed away, and held the gun steady as Shecklett staggered up. She followed right behind him as he went through a hallway into the bedroom, which looked like a tornado had recently roared through. The bed had no sheets. On the walls hung yellowed, framed black-and-whites of a young Shecklett with a dark-haired, attractive woman. There was a picture atop the dresser of Shecklett wearing a tasseled fez and standing amid a group of smiling, paunchy Shriners. "Open the drawer," Mary said, her insides as tight as a crushed spring. "Easy, easy." Shecklett opened it in fearful slow motion, blood dripping from his nose. He started to reach in, and Mary stepped forward and pressed the gun's barrel against his head. She looked into the drawer, saw nothing but boxer shorts and rolled-up socks. "I don't see any money." 
 "It's there. Right there." He touched one of the rolled-up socks. "Don't hurt me anymore, okay? I've got a bad heart." 
 Mary picked up the wad of socks he'd indicated. She closed the drawer and gave the socks back to him. "Show me." 
 Shecklett unwadded them, his hands trembling. Inside the socks was a roll of money. He held it up for her to see, and she said, "Count it." He began. There were two hundred-dollar bills, three fifties, six twenties, four tens, five fives, and eight dollar bills. A total of five hundred and forty-three dollars. Mary snatched the cash from his hand. "That's not all of it," she said. "Where's the rest?" Shecklett held his hand to his nose, his puffed eyes shiny with fear. 
 "That's all. My social security. That's all I've got in the world." The lying bastard! she thought, and she almost smacked him across the face again but she needed him conscious. "Stand back," she told him. When he obeyed, she pulled the dresser drawers out one after the other and dumped their contents onto the bed. In a couple of minutes it was all over, the pile contained Shecklett's T-shirts, sweaters, copies of _Cavalier_, _Nugget_, and _National Geographic_, handkerchiefs, a full bottle of J. W. Dant and one half killed, and other odds and ends of a solitary life but no money to speak of except for the errant few quarters, dimes, and pennies. 
 Mary Terror turned to face the old man, who had crushed himself up against the wall, and she said, "Paula thinks you've saved a lot of money. Is it true or not?" 
 "What do you know about Paula? You've never even _met_ my daughter!" Mary went to the bedroom closet, opened it, and ransacked it as Shecklett kept asking her how she knew his daughter. Mary overthrew the mattress and then the entire bedframe, finding nothing but TV dinner trays and old newspapers under the bed. She bulldozed through the bathroom's medicine cabinet and tore into the kitchen cabinets, and when her search was over she realized she knew Shecklett a lot better than Paula did. 
 "There's no more, is there?" she asked, training the Colt on him. 
 "I said there wasn't! Jesus Christ, look what you did to my place!" 
 "Give me your wallet." 
 Shecklett fished it from his pants and handed it over. There were no credit cards, and the wallet held a five and three ones. "Listen," Shecklett said as Mary pocketed the cash and tossed the wallet aside, "you've got every cent now. Why don't you just get out?" 
 "Right. The faster I get out, the faster you can call the pigs, huh?" Shecklett's gaze dropped to the gun. He looked up from it into Mary's face, then back to the gun again. His Adam's apple wobbled. "I won't tell anybody," he said. 
 "Take off your clothes," Mary ordered. 
 "Huh?" 
 "Your clothes. Off." 
 "My _clothes_? How come you want me to --" 
 She was on him before he could utter another word. The gun rose and fell, and the old man dropped to his knees with his jaw broken and three teeth loose. Moaning with pain, he began to take his clothes off. When he was finished, his bony white body nude, Mary said, "Get up." He did, his eyes deep-sunken and terrified. "Into the bathroom," she told him, and she followed him in. "Get in the bathtub on your hands and knees." He balked at this, and began to beg her to leave him alone, that he wouldn't tell anybody, wouldn't ever tell anybody. She pressed the gun's barrel against the staircase of his spine, and he got into the tub in the position she'd demanded. 
 "Head down. Don't look at me," she said. Shecklett's skinny chest heaved, and he coughed violently for maybe a minute. She waited until his coughing was done, and then she slid the knife from her waistband. 
 "Swear I won't tell a soul." His chest heaved again, this time in a sob. 
 "God, please don't hurt me. I never did anything to you. I won't tell anybody. I'll keep my mouth shut, I swear to --" 
 Mary picked up a washrag from the sink and jammed it into Shecklett's mouth. He gasped and gagged, and then Mary leaned over his naked body. She thrust the knife into one side of Shecklett's throat, her knuckles scraping the sandpaper of his skin. Before Shecklett could fully realize what she was doing, Mary cut his throat from ear to ear with the serrated blade, and crimson blood fountained into the air. 
 Shecklett tried to scream around the washrag. As the blood sprayed into the bathtub from his severed carotid artery, Shecklett grasped at his throat with his one hand and started to rise to his knees. Mary put her foot into the small of his back and jammed him down again. His body thrashed and writhed under Mary's strength, blood spewing into the tub as if released from a pulsing faucet. "My name is Mary Terrell," she told him as he bled and died. 
 "Soldier of the Storm Front. Freedom fighter for those without rights in the Mindfuck State, and executioner of the state's pigs." He was trying to get up again, his knowledge of death affording him a last surge of power. She had to bear down hard on him, and his adrenaline flood ceased in a few seconds. He writhed at the bottom of the tub as if doing a breast stroke in his own gore. 
 "Defender of the just. Protector of the weak. Crusher of the Mindfuck mentality, and keeper of the faith." 
 He had a lot of blood for a gaunt old dude. 
 Mary sat on the edge of the tub and watched him die. There was something about him that made her think of a baby swimming through a sea of blood and mother's fluid to reach the light. He died not with a shudder or a moan or a final desperate thrashing; he simply got weaker and weaker, until the weakness killed him. And there he lay in the tub with his life going down the drain, his eyes open, and his skin the color of a fish Mary had once seen washed up and swollen-bellied on a gray beach. 
 Mary stood up. She slashed the mattress open in the bedroom, just to make sure no money was hidden inside. Cotton wadding puffed out, and it served to clean the blade. Then she left Shecklett's apartment and closed the door behind her, richer by five hundred fifty-one dollars and some change. The uniform was ready. She took a shower with God cranked up on the speakers, the bass pounding at the walls like an eager fist. Before the day was done, she would be a mother. She scrubbed spatters of blood from her hands, and she smiled in her veil of steam. 
 6
 Big Hands
 ON SATURDAY MORNING JUST AFTER ELEVEN O'CLOCK, DOUG stood at the window of Room 21. He watched the clouds move in the pewter sky, and he thought about the question Laura had just asked him. 
 _How long has the affair been going on?_
 Of course she knew. He'd seen yesterday that she knew; it was in her eyes when he'd told her he hadn't been able to get away from work until long after midnight Friday morning. Her eyes had looked right through him, as if he were no longer truly there. "I don't want to hear it," she'd said, and she'd lapsed into silence. Every time he spoke to her, he was met with the same wall of words: "I don't want to hear it." He'd known she'd be upset because he wasn't there at David's birth, and that fact gnawed at his guts like little piranhas that meant to devour him to the bones, but then he realized there was more to it. Laura knew. Somehow, she knew. How much she knew he wasn't sure, but just knowing was bad enough. All day yesterday and all night last night it had been either "I don't want to hear it" or cold silence. Laura's mother, who'd come to Atlanta yesterday with Laura's father to see their grandson, had asked him what was wrong with Laura, that she didn't want to talk, that all she wanted to do was hold the baby and croon to David. He hadn't been able to say because he didn't know. Now he did, and he watched the pewter sky and wished he could think of something to say. 
 "The truth," Laura said, reading his mind in the stiff reluctance of his body. "That's what I want." 
 "An _affair_?" He turned from the window, a salesman's smile plastered to his mouth. "Laura, come on! I can't believe you --" He stopped speaking because his son was down the hall in the maternity window, and he couldn't carry off the lie. 
 "How long?" she prodded. Her face was wan and pale, her eyes tired. She felt light of body and leaden of spirit. "A month? Two months? Doug, I'd like to hear it." 
 He was silent. His mind was searching for cracks like a mouse who hears a footstep in the dark. 
 "She lives at the Hillandale Apartments," Laura went on. "Apartment 5-E. I followed you there on Thursday night." 
 Doug's mouth opened. Hung open. A small gasp escaped his chest. She saw the color bloom in his cheeks. "You . . . _followed_ me? You actually . . . my God, you actually _followed_ me?" He shook his head incredulously. "Jesus! I can't believe this! You followed me like . . . like I was some kind of . . . common criminal or something?" 
 "STOP IT, DOUG!" The thunder crashed out of her before she could contain it. She was not a yeller --far from it --but the anger sprang forth seemingly from every pore in her body like scalding steam. "Stop the lies, all right? Just stop lying, right now!" 
 "Keep your voice down, will you?" 
 "Hell, no, I won't keep my voice down!" The expression of shocked outrage on Doug's face was like kerosene on her charcoals. The flames leapt high, out of her control. "I _know_ you've got a girlfriend, Doug! I found the two tickets! I found out Eric was in Charleston the night he was supposed to have called you to the office! Someone called me and told me what her address was! You'd better believe I followed you, and by God I was hoping you wouldn't go to her, but there you were! Right there! How was the beer, Doug?" She felt her mouth contort in a bitter twist. "Did you two enjoy the six-pack? My water broke right there in the parking lot, while you were walking to her door! 
 While our son --_my_ son --was being born, you were shacked up with a stranger across town! Was it good, Doug? Come on, tell me, damn you! Was it good? Was it really really good?" 
 "Are you finished?" He was grim-lipped and stoic, but she saw the shiny fear in his eyes. 
 "NO! No, I'm not finished! How _could_ you do something like this? 
 Knowing I was about to have David? How? Don't you have a conscience? My God, you must think I'm so stupid! Did you think I'd never know? Is that it? Did you think you could have this secret life forever, and I'd never figure it out?" Tears burned her eyes. She blinked them back, and they were gone. "Come on, let's hear it! Let's hear how you figured you'd have your little piece of cake at home and your little piece of . . ." She couldn't say the word she was thinking. "Your little girlfriend at the Hillandale Apartments and I'd never find out!" 
 The bloom had faded from Doug's cheeks. He stood there, just staring at her with his eyes that glinted like false coins, and he seemed very small to her. He seemed to have shrunken in the space of a minute or so, until his Dockers khaki trousers and his Polo sweater hung on a framework of bones and lies. He lifted his hand and touched his forehead, and Laura saw his hand tremble. "Someone _told_ you?" he asked; even his voice had gotten small. "Who told you?" 
 "A friend. How long has it been going on? Will you tell me that, or not?" 
 He drew a breath and let it leak out. He was deflating, right in front of her. His face had gotten pasty and pallid, and he spoke with what seemed a great effort: "I . . . met her . . . in September. I've been . . . I've been seeing her since . . . the end of October." 
 Christmas. All through Christmas Doug had been sleeping with another woman. For three months as David grew inside her, Doug had been making his heated runs to and from the Hillandale Apartments. Laura said, "Oh my God" and pressed her hand to her mouth. 
 "She's a secretary at a real estate agency," Doug went on, flaying her with a small, hushed voice. "I met her when I was doing some work for one of the realtors. She seemed . . . I don't know, cute, I guess. I asked her out to lunch. She said okay. She knew I was married, but she didn't mind." Doug turned away from Laura, his gaze scanning the clouds again. "It happened fast. Two lunch dates in a row, and then I asked her out to dinner. She said she'd make dinner for me at her apartment. On the way over there I pulled off the road and just sat and thought. I knew what I was doing. I knew I was stepping on you and David. I knew it." 
 "But you did it anyway. Very thoughtful of you." 
 "I did it anyway," he agreed. "I have no reason for it other than an old tired one: she's twenty-three, and when I was with her I felt like a kid again. Just starting out, no responsibilities, no wife, no child on the way, no house payments, no car payments, nothing but the wild blue yonder ahead. That sounds like bullshit, doesn't it?" 
 "Yes." 
 "Maybe so, but it's the truth." He looked at her, his face ancient with sorrow. "I meant to stop seeing her. It was just going to be a one-time thing. But . . . it got away from me. She's studying for her real estate tests, and I helped her with her homework. We drank wine and watched old movies. You know, talking to somebody that age is like talking to a person from another planet. She's never heard of Howdy Doody, or Steppenwolf, or Mighty Mouse or John Garfield or Boris Karloff or . . ." He shrugged. "I guess I was trying to reinvent myself, maybe. Make myself younger, go back to how I used to be before I knew what the world was all about. She looked at me and saw somebody you don't know, Laura. Can you understand that?" 
 "Why didn't you show that person to _me_?" she asked. Her voice cracked, but she held the tears at bay. "I wanted to see you. Why didn't you let me?" 
 "You know the real me," he said. "It was easier to fool her." Laura felt the crush of despair settle upon her. She wanted to rage and scream and throw something, but she did not. She said, in a quiet voice, "We did love each other once, didn't we? The whole thing wasn't a lie, was it?" 
 "No, it wasn't a lie," Doug answered. "We did love each other." He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, his eyes glazed and unfocused. "Can we work this out?" he asked. 
 Someone knocked on the door. A nurse with curly red hair came in, carrying a small human being wrapped up in a downy blue blanket. The nurse smiled, showing big front teeth. "Here's the little one!" she said brightly, and she offered David to his mother. 
 Laura took him. His skin was pink, his skull --reformed into an oval by Dr. Bonnart's gentle hands --covered with light brown fuzz. He made a mewling noise, and blinked his pale blue eyes. Laura smelled his aroma: a peaches-and-cream smell that she'd caught the first time David was brought to her after being cleaned. Around his pudgy left ankle he wore a plastic band that had Boy, Clayborne, Room 21 typed on it. His mewling became a hiccupy sound, and Laura said, "Shhhhh, shhhhh," as she rocked him in her arms. 
 "I think he's hungry," the nurse said. 
 Laura unsnapped the top of her hospital gown and guided David's mouth to one of her nipples. One of David's hands closed on the flesh of her breast and his mouth went to work. It was a feeling ripe with satisfaction and --yes -sensuality, and Laura sighed deeply as her son fed on the mother's milk. 
 "There we go." The nurse offered a smile to Doug, then reclaimed it when she saw his sallow face and sunken eyes. "Well, I'll leave him with you for a while," she said, and then she left the room. 
 "His eyes," Doug said, leaning over the bed to look down at David. "They look like yours." 
 "I'd like you to leave," she told him. 
 "We can talk about this, okay? We can work everything out." 
 "I'd like you to leave," Laura repeated, and in her face Doug found no mercy. 
 He straightened up, started to speak again, but saw no use in it. She paid him no further attention, all her attention being focused on the baby cradled against her breast. After a minute or so in which there was no sound but that of David's mouth sucking on Laura's swollen nipple, Doug walked through the door and out of her sight. 
 "Make you big and strong," she crooned to her son, a smile relighting her face. "Yes it will. Make you big and strong." It was a hard world, and people could burn love to cinders and crush the ashes. But in this moment of time the mother held her son close and spoke softly to him, and all the hardness of that world was shunted aside. Laura didn't want to think about Doug and what was ahead for both of them, so she did not. She kissed David's forehead and tasted his sweet skin, and she traced the faint blue lines of veins in the side of his head with a forefinger. Blood was rushing through them, his heart was beating, and his lungs were at work: the miracle had come true, and it was right there in her arms. She watched him blink, watched the pale blue eyes search the realm of his sensations. He was all she needed. He was everything she needed. 
 Her parents returned in another fifteen minutes. Both of them were gray-haired, Miriam firm-jawed and dark-eyed and Franklin a simple, jocular smiler. They didn't seem to want to know where Doug was, possibly because they smelled the smoke of her anger lingering in the room. Laura's mother held David for a while and koochy-kooed him, but she gave him back when he started to cry. Her father said David looked as if he was going to be a big boy, with big hands fit for throwing a football. Laura suffered her parents with polite smiles and agreements as she held David close. David cried off and on, like a little switch being tripped, but Laura rocked him and crooned to him and soon the infant was sleeping in her arms, his heart beating strong and steady. Franklin settled down to read the newspaper, and Miriam had brought her needlepoint. Laura slept, David nestled against her. She winced in her sleep, dreaming of a madwoman on a balcony and two gunshots. 
 At one twenty-eight, an olive-green Chevy van with rust holes in the passenger door and a cracked left rear window pulled to the loading dock behind St. James Hospital. The woman who got out wore a nurse's uniform, white trimmed with dark blue. Over her breast pocket her plastic tag identified her as Janette Leister. Next to the name tag was pinned a yellow Smiley Face. Mary Terror spent a moment pulling a smile up from the depths of her own face. She looked fresh-scrubbed and pink-cheeked, and she'd put clear gloss on her lips. Her heart was hammering, her stomach twisted into nervous knots. But she took a few deep breaths, thinking of the baby she was going to take to Lord Jack. The baby was up there on the second floor, waiting for her in one of three rooms with blue bows on the doors. When she was ready, she climbed the steps to the loading dock. A laundry hamper and a handcart had been left there. She guided the hamper to the door and pressed the buzzer, and then she waited. 
 No one answered. Come on, come on! she thought. She pressed the buzzer again. Damn it, what if no one could hear the buzzer? What if a security guard answered? What if someone instantly saw through the disguise and slammed the door in her face? She was wearing the right uniform, the right colors, the right shoes. Come on, come on! 
 The door opened. 
 A black woman --one of the laundry workers --peered through. 
 "I locked myself out!" Mary said, her smile fixed and frozen. "Can you believe that? The door closed and here I am!" She started to push the hamper before her through the doorway. There was a second or two when she thought the woman wasn't going to give way, and she said merrily, "Excuse me! Coming through!" 
 "Yes ma'am, come on, then." The laundress smiled and backed away, holding the door open. "Blowin' up a rain out there!" 
 "It sure is, isn't it?" Mary Terror took three more long strides, the hamper in front of her. The door clicked shut at her back. She was inside. 
 "You sure 'nuf must be lost!" the laundress said. "How come you to be down here?" 
 "I'm new. Just started a few days ago." Mary was moving away from the woman, guiding the hamper down a long hallway. She could hear the whisper of steam and the _thunk-thunk-thunk_ of washing machines at work. "Guess I don't know my way around like I thought I did." 
 "I hear you! 'Bout have to carry a map to get around this big ol' 
 place." 
 "You have a good day, now," Mary said, and she abandoned the hamper next to a group of other hampers parked near the laundry room. She picked up her pace, heading deeper into the hospital. The laundress said, "Bye-bye," but Mary didn't respond. She was focused on the path that would take her to the stairwell door, and she walked briskly through the corridor, steam pipes hissing above her head. 
 She came around a curve and found herself about twenty paces behind a female pig with a walkie-talkie, going in the same direction as she. Mary's heart stuttered, and she stepped back out of sight for a minute or two, giving the she-pig time to clear out. Then, when the corridor was clear, Mary started toward the stairwell again. Her eyes ticked back and forth, checking doorways on either side of the corridor, her senses were on high alert, and her blood was cold. She heard voices here and there, but saw no one else. At last she came to the stairwell, and she pushed through the door and started up. As she ascended past the first floor, she faced another challenge: two nurses coming down. She popped her smile back on, the two nurses smiled and nodded, and Mary passed them with damp palms. Then there was the door with a big two on it. Mary went through it, her gaze checking the black tape that held down the latch and cheated the alarm. She was on the maternity ward, and there was no one else in the corridor between her and the curve that led to the nurses' station. 
 Mary heard a soft chimes that, she presumed, signaled one of the nurses. The crying of babies drifted through the hallway like a siren song. It was now or never. She chose Room 24, and she walked in as if she owned the hospital. A young woman was in bed, breastfeeding her newborn. A man sat in a chair beside the bed, watching the process with true wonder. They both turned their attention to the six-foot-tall nurse who walked in, and the young mother smiled dreamily and said, "We're doing just fine." The man, woman, and their son were black. 
 Mary stopped. She said, "I see you are. Just checking." Then she turned and walked out. It would not do to take Lord Jack a black child. She went across the hall into Room 23, and there found a white woman in bed talking animatedly with another young couple and a middle-aged man, joyful bouquets of flowers and balloons arranged around the room. The woman's baby wasn't with her. "Hi," she said to Mary. "Could I have my baby, do you think?" 
 "I don't see why not. I'll go get him." 
 "You're a big one, aren't you?" the middle-aged man asked, and his grin flashed a silver tooth. 
 Mary gave him a smile, her eyes cold. She turned away, walked out of the room and to the door that had a blue bow and the number 21 on it. She was nervous. If this one didn't work out, she might have to scrub the mission. 
 She thought of Lord Jack, awaiting her at the weeping lady, and she went in. 
 The mother was asleep, her baby cradled against her. In a chair by the window sat an older woman with curly gray hair, doing needlepoint. "Hello," the woman in the chair said. "How are you today?" 
 "I'm fine, thanks." Mary saw the mother's eyes start to open. The baby began to stir, too; his eyelids fluttered open for a second, and Mary saw that the child's eyes were light blue, like Lord Jack's. Her heart leapt; it was karma at work. 
 "Oh, I drifted off." Laura blinked, trying to focus on the nurse who stood over the bed. A big woman with a nondescript face and brown hair. A yellow Smiley Face button on her uniform. Her name tag said Janette something. 
 "What time is it?" 
 "Time to weigh the baby," Mary answered. She heard tension in her voice, and she got a grip on it. "It'll just take a minute or two." 
 "Where's Dad?" Laura asked her mother. 
 "He went down to get another magazine. You know him and his reading." 
 "Can I weigh the baby, please?" Mary held her arms out to take him. David was waking up. His initial response was to open his mouth and let out a high, thin cry. "I think he's hungry again," Laura said. "Can I feed him first?" 
 Couldn't chance a real nurse coming in, Mary thought. She kept her smile on. "I won't be very long. Just get this over with and out of the way, all right?" 
 Laura said, "All right," though she yearned to feed him. "I haven't seen you before." 
 "I only work weekends," Mary replied, her arms offered. 
 "Shhhhh, shhhhh, don't cry," Laura told her son. She kissed his forehead, smelling the peaches-and-cream aroma of his flesh. "Oh, you're so precious," she told him, and she reluctantly placed him in the nurse's arms. Immediately she felt the need to grasp him back to her again. The nurse had big hands, and Laura saw that one of the woman's fingernails had a dark red crust beneath it. She glanced again at the name tag: _Leister_. 
 "There we go," Mary said, rocking the infant in her arms. "There we go, sweet thing." She began moving toward the door. "I'll bring him right back." 
 "Take good care of him," Laura said. Needs to wash her hands, she thought. 
 "I sure will." Mary was almost out the door. 
 "Nurse?" Laura asked. 
 Mary stopped on the threshold, the baby still crying in her arms. 
 "Would you bring me some orange juice, please?" 
 "Yes, ma'am." Mary turned away, walked through the door, and saw the black father from number 24 just leaving the room to go toward the nurses' 
 station. She put her index finger into the baby's mouth to quiet his crying, and she went through the stairwell's door and started down the stairs. 
 "She had dirty hands," Laura said to her mother. "Did you notice that?" 
 "No, but that was the biggest woman I ever laid eyes on." She watched Laura position herself against her pillows, and Laura winced at a sudden pain. 
 "How're you doin'?" 
 "Okay, I guess. Hurting a little bit." She felt as if she'd delivered a sack of hardened concrete. Her body was full of aches and pains, the muscles of her back and thighs still prone to cramps. Her stomach had lost its bloat, but she was still sluggish and heavy with fluids. The thirty-two stitches between her thighs, where Dr. Bonnart had clipped the flesh of her vagina open to allow extra room for David's head to slide through, was a constant irritation. "I thought the nurses had to keep their hands clean," she said when she'd gotten herself comfortable again. 
 "I sent your father downstairs," Laura's mother said. "I think we need to talk, don't you?" 
 "Talk about what?" 
 "You know." She leaned forward in her chair, her gaze sharp. "About what the problem is between you and Doug." 
 Of course she'd sensed it, Laura thought. Her mother's radar was rarely wrong. "The problem." Laura nodded. "Yes, there's sure a problem, all right." 
 "I'd like to hear it." 
 Laura knew there was no way to deflect this conversation. Sooner or later, it would have to be spoken. "Doug's been having an affair since October," she began, and she saw her mother's mouth open in a small gasp. Laura began to tell her the whole story, and the older woman listened intently as Laura's son was being carried through a corridor where steam pipes hissed like awakened snakes. 
 Mary Terror, her index finger clasped in the baby's mouth, strode through the corridor toward the loading dock's door. Before she reached the laundry area, she stopped where the hampers were parked. One of them had towels at the bottom, and she put the baby down amid them and covered him up. The infant gurgled and mewled, but Mary grasped the hamper and started pushing it ahead of her. As she passed through the laundry where the black women were working, Mary saw the laundress who'd allowed her in. 
 "You still lost?" the woman called over the noise of washers and steam presses. 
 "No, I know where I'm going now," Mary answered. She flashed a quick smile and went on. The baby began to cry just before Mary reached the exit, but it was a soft crying and the noise of the laundry masked it. She opened the door. The wind had picked up, and silver needles of rain were falling. She pushed the hamper out onto the loading dock and scooped the infant out, still wrapped in a towel. Then she hurried down the concrete steps to her van, which she'd traded for her truck and three hundred and eighty dollars at Friendly Ernie's Used Cars in Smyrna about two hours before. She put the crying baby onto the floorboard on the passenger side, next to her sawed-off shotgun. She started the engine, which ran rough as a cob, and made the entire van shudder. The windshield wipers shrieked as they swept back and forth across the glass. Then Mary Terror backed away from the loading dock, turned the van around, and drove away from the hospital named after God. "Hush, now!" she told the baby. "Mary's got you!" The infant kept crying. He'd just have to learn who was in control. 
 Mary left the hospital behind, and swung up onto a freeway, where she merged into a sea of metal in the falling silver rain. 
 7
 A Hollow Vessel
 "Hi." THE NURSE HAD RED HAIR AND FRECKLED CHEEKS, AND SHE beamed a smile. Her name tag identified her as Erin Kingman. She glanced quickly at the empty perambulator beside the bed. "Where's David?" 
 "Someone took him to be weighed," Laura said. "I guess that was about fifteen minutes ago. I asked her for orange juice, but maybe she got busy." 
 "Who took him?" 
 "A big woman. Janette was her first name. I hadn't seen her before." 
 "Uh-huh." Erin nodded, her smile still there but the first butterfly flutters beginning in her stomach. "All right, I'll go find her. Excuse me." She hurried out of the room, leaving Laura and Miriam to their conversation. 
 "Divorce." It had a funeral-bell sound, coming from the older woman's mouth. "Is that what you're saying?" 
 "Yes." 
 "Laura, it doesn't _have_ to be divorce. You could go to a counselor and talk things out. Divorce is a messy, sticky thing. And David's going to need a father. Don't think just of yourself and not of David." Laura heard what was coming. She waited for it without speaking, her hands clenched under the sheet. 
 "Doug's given you a good life," her mother went on in that earnest tone of voice used by women who knew they'd traded love for comfort long ago. "He's been a good provider, hasn't he?" 
 "We bought a lot of things together, if that's what you mean." 
 "You have a history. A life together, and now a son. You have a fine house, you drive a fine car, and you're not wanting for anything. So divorce is a drastic option, Laura. Maybe you could get a good settlement, but a thirty-six-year-old woman with a baby on her own might have a hard time --" She stopped. "You know what I'm saying, don't you?" 
 "Not exactly." 
 Her mother sighed, as if Laura had the brains of a wooden block. "A woman your age, with a baby, might have a hard time finding another man. That's important to think about before you make any rash decisions." Laura closed her eyes. She felt dizzy and sick, and she clamped her teeth down on her tongue because she couldn't trust what she might say to her mother. 
 "Now I know you think I'm wrong. You've thought I was wrong before. I'm looking out for your interests because I love you, Laura. What you've got to figure out is why Doug decided to play around, and what you can do to make up for it." 
 Her eyes opened. "Make _up_ for it?" 
 "That's right. I told you a long time ago, a headstrong man like Doug needs a lot of attention. And he needs a loose rope, too. Take your father. I've always held him on a loose rope, and our marriage is the better for it. These are things a woman learns by experience, and no one can teach her. The looser the rope, the stronger the marriage." 
 "I can't . . ." Words failed her. She tried again, knocked breathless. 
 "I can't believe you're saying these things! Do you mean . . . you want me to _stay_ with Doug? To look the other way if he ever decides to" --she used her mother's term --"play around again?" 
 "He'll outgrow it," the older woman said. "You have to be there for him, and he'll know that what he has at home is priceless. Doug is a good provider and he's going to be a good father. Those are very important things in this day and time. You need to be thinking about healing the wound between you and Doug instead of talking about divorce." 
 Laura didn't know what she was about to say. Her mouth was opening, the blood was pounding in her face, and she could feel the shout beginning to draw power from her lungs. She longed to see her mother cringe before her voice, longed to see her get up from that chair and march out of the room in a practiced sulk. Doug was a stranger to her, and so was her mother; she didn't know either of those pretenders to her love. She was about to shout in her mother's face, though she didn't yet know what she was going to say. She would never know. 
 Two nurses --one of them Erin Kingman and the other an older, stockier woman --entered the room. Following behind them was a man in a dark blue blazer and gray slacks, his face round and fleshy and his brown hair receding from a high globe of a forehead. He wore black horn-rimmed glasses, and his shoes squeaked as he approached Laura's bed. 
 "Excuse me," the older nurse said to Laura's mother. Her name tag read: Kathryn Langner. "Would you go with Miss Kingman for just a few minutes, please?" 
 "What is it?" Laura's mother stood up, her radar on full alert. "What's wrong?" 
 "Would you come with me, please?" Erin Kingman stood at the woman's side. "We'll just step out into the hall, all right?" 
 "What's going on? Laura, what's this all about?" Laura couldn't answer. The older nurse and the man moved in to take positions on either side of the bed. A foreboding of horror swept like a cold tide through Laura's body. Oh Jesus! she thought. It's David! Something's happened to David! 
 "My baby," she heard herself say frantically. "Where's my baby?" 
 "Would you wait in the hall, please?" The man spoke to Miriam in a flat tone that said she would, whether she liked it or not. "Miss Kingman, close the door on your way out." 
 "Where's my baby?" Laura felt her heart pounding, and there was a fresh twinge of pain between her legs. "I want to see David!" 
 "_Out_," the man told Laura's mother. Miss Kingman closed the door. Kathryn Langner grasped one of Laura's hands, and the man said in a quieter, steady voice, "Mrs. Clayborne, my name is Bill Ramsey. I'm on the security staff here. Do you remember the name of the nurse who took your child from this room?" 
 "Janette something. It started with an L." She couldn't recall the last name, and her brain was sluggish with shock. "What's wrong? She said she was going to bring my baby right back. I'd like him back now." 
 "Mrs. Clayborne," Ramsey said, "no nurse with that first name works on the maternity ward." Behind his glasses, his eyes were as black as the frames. A pulse beat at his balding left temple. "We think the woman may have taken your child from the premises." 
 Laura blinked. Her mind rejected the last three words. "What? Taken him where?" 
 "From the hospital," Ramsey repeated. "Our people are checking all the exits right now. I want you to think carefully and tell me what this woman looked like." 
 "She was a nurse. She said she worked on weekends." The blood was roaring in Laura's head. She heard her voice as if at the far end of a long tunnel. I'm about to faint, she thought. Dear God, I'm really about to faint. She squeezed the nurse's hand and was met by forceful pressure. 
 "She wore a nurse's uniform, is that correct?" 
 "Yes. A uniform. She was a nurse." 
 "Her first name was Janette. Did she tell you that?" 
 "It was . . . it was . . . on her name tag. Next to the Smiley Face." 
 "Pardon me?" 
 "The . . . Smiley Face," Laura said. "It was yellow. A Smiley Face button." 
 "What color was the woman's hair and eyes?" 
 "I don't --" Her thinking was freezing solid, but there seemed to be pulsing heat trapped in her face. "Brown hair. Shoulder-length. Her eyes were
 . . . blue, I think. No, gray. I can't remember." 
 "Anything else about her? Crooked nose? Heavy eyebrows? Freckles?" 
 "Tall," Laura said. "A big woman. Tall." Her throat was closing up, dark motes spun before her eyes, and only the pressure of the nurse's hand kept her from passing out. 
 "How tall? Five nine? Five ten? Taller?" 
 "Taller. Six feet. Maybe more." 
 Bill Ramsey reached under his coat and pulled out a walkie-talkie. He clicked it on. "Eugene, this is Ramsey. We're looking for a woman in a nurse's uniform, description as follows: brown shoulder-length hair, blue or gray eyes, approximately six feet tall. Hold on." He looked at Laura again, whose face had gone chalky except for red circles around her eyes. "Heavyset, slim, or medium build?" 
 "Big. Heavyset." 
 "Eugene? Heavyset. Got a name tag that identifies her as Janette, last name begins with an L. Copy?" 
 "Copy," the voice crackled over the walkie-talkie. 
 "The button," Laura reminded him. She was about to throw up, the nausea hot in her stomach. "The Smiley Face button." 
 Ramsey clicked the walkie-talkie on again and gave Eugene the extra information. 
 "I'm going to be sick," Laura told Kathryn Langner, tears burning trails down her cheeks. "Would you help me to the bathroom, please?" The nurse helped her, but Laura didn't make it to the bathroom before she expelled her lunch. Laura, cold as death, slipped from the woman's grasp and fell to her knees onto the floor, and when she splayed there she felt the raw pain of the stitches tearing between her thighs. Someone was called to clean up the mess, Laura was returned to bed shivering and dazed with shock, and Ramsey allowed her mother back into the room with Miss Kingman. The young nurse had already told Laura's mother what was happening, and Ramsey sat beside the bed and directed more questions at both of them. Neither could recall the woman's last name. "Lewis? Logan?" Ramsey prompted. "Larson? 
 Lester?" 
 "Lester," Laura's mother said. "That was it!" 
 "No, it wasn't that," Laura disagreed. "It was something close to Lester." 
 "Think hard. Try to see the name tag in your mind. Can you see it?" 
 "It _was_ Lester!" the older woman insisted. "I know what it was!" Her face flamed with anger. "Jesus Christ, is this your way of running a hospital? 
 Letting crazy people come in and steal babies?" 
 Ramsey paid her no attention. "See the name tag," he told Laura while the nurse pressed a cold washrag against her forehead. "Look at the last name. Something like Lester. What is it?" 
 "_Lester_, for God's sake!" Miriam insisted. 
 Laura saw the name tag in her mind, white letters on a blue background. She saw the first name, and then the last name came clear of its fog. 
 "Leister, I think it was." She spelled it out. "L-e-i-s-t-e-r." At once Ramsey was on his walkie-talkie again. "Eugene, Ramsey. Call down to records and have them check a name: Leister." He spelled it, too. "Get me a printout when it's done. Metro on the way?" 
 "Double quick," the disembodied voice answered. 
 "I want my baby back," Laura said, her eyes deep with tears. Her mind wasn't truly registering what was happening; this had to be a gruesome, hideous joke. They were hiding David from her. Why were they being so cruel? 
 She hung to sanity by the pressure of a nurse's hand. "Please bring my baby back. Right now. Okay? Okay?" 
 "You'd better find my grandson!" Laura's mother was right up in Ramsey's face. "You hear me? We'll sue your asses off if you don't find my grandson!" 
 "The police are on their way." His voice was brittle with tension. 
 "Everything's under control." 
 "Like hell it is!" the older woman shouted. "Where's my grandson? You people had better have a damned good lawyer!" 
 "Be quiet," Laura rasped, but her voice was lost in her mother's anger. 
 "Please be quiet." 
 "What kind of security do you have around here? You don't even know who's a nurse and who's not a nurse? You let just anybody off the street come in here and take babies?" 
 "Ma'am, we're doing the best we can. You're not helping things." 
 "And _you_ are? My God, there's no telling who's got my grandson! It could be any kind of lunatic!" 
 Laura began to cry, hopelessly and in great pain. Her mother raged on as Ramsey took it with a tight-lipped stare and rain slashed at the window. His walkie-talkie beeped. "Ramsey," he said into it, and Miriam stopped shouting. The voice said, "Need you down in the laundry, pronto." 
 "On my way." He clicked the walkie-talkie off. "Mrs. Clayborne, I'm going to have to leave you for a little while. Is your husband in the hospital?" 
 "I don't . . . I don't know . . ." 
 "Can you get in touch with him?" he asked her mother. 
 "We'll take care of that! You just do your job and find that baby!" 
 "Stay with them," Ramsey told the two nurses, and he hurried out of the room. 
 "Get away from my daughter!" Laura heard her mother command. The nurse's grip relaxed and fell away, leaving Laura with an empty hand. Her mother stood over her. "It's going to be all right. Do you hear me, Laura? Look at me." Laura lifted her face and looked at her mother through blurred and burning eyes. 
 "It's going to be all right. They'll find David. We're going to sue this damned hospital for ten million dollars, that's what we're going to do. Doug knows some good lawyers. By God, we'll break this hospital, that's what we'll do." She turned away from Laura and picked up the telephone, dialing the house on Moore's Mill Road. 
 The answering machine came on. Doug wasn't home. 
 Laura lay on the bed and pulled herself into the fetal position, grasping a pillow against her. "I want my baby," she whispered. "I want my baby. I want my baby." Her voice broke, and she could speak no more. Her body, a hollow vessel, ached for her child. She squeezed her eyes shut, blocking out all light. Darkness filled her. She lay at the mercy of God, or fate, or luck. The world spun with her curled up in a tight, hurting ball and her baby stolen from her, and Laura struggled to hold back a scream that she feared might shred her soul to bloody ribbons. 
 She lost. 
 III





WILDERNESS OF PAIN
1
 Pigsticker
 _YOU'RE ABSOLUTELY CERTAIN YOU'VE NEVER SEEN THE WOMAN before?_
 "Yes. Certain." 
 _Did she speak your first or last name?_
 "No, I don't . . . no." 
 _Did she speak the baby's name?_
 "No." 
 _Did she have an accent?_
 "Southern," Laura said. "But different. Somehow. I don't know." She was answering these questions through a tranquilized haze, and the voice of the police lieutenant named Garrick seemed to be floating to her along an echoing tunnel. Two other men were in the room: Newsome, the craggy-faced chief of security for the hospital, and a younger policeman taking notes. Miriam was being questioned in another room, while Franklin and Doug --who'd returned from a drinking bout in a bar near his office --were down in the administration office. 
 Laura had to concentrate hard on what Garrick was asking her. The drugs had done a strange number on her, relaxing her body and tongue while her mind was racing, going up inclines and speeding down into troughs like a runaway roller-coaster. 
 _A southern accent? Different how?_
 "Not deep south," she said. "Not a Georgia accent." _Could you describe the woman for a police artist?_
 "I think so. Yes. I can." 
 Newsome was called out of the room by a third policeman. He returned in a few minutes accompanied by a boyish-looking man in a dark gray suit, a white shirt, and a black tie with tiny white dots on it. There was a hushed conference, Garrick got up from his chair beside the bed, and the new arrival took his place. "Mrs. Clayborne? My name is Robert Kirkland." He showed her a laminated identification card. "Federal Bureau of Investigation." Those words made fresh panic surge through her, but the drugs kept her expression calm and dreamy. Only the wet glint of her eyes betrayed her stark terror. Scenarios of ransom notes and murdered kidnap victims wheeled through her brain like evil constellations. "Please tell me," she said. Her tongue was leaden, the taste of the tranquilizers sour in her mouth. "Please . . . why did she take my baby?" 
 Kirkland paused, his pen hovering over a yellow legal pad. He had eyes, Laura thought, that resembled one-way blue glass, giving no hint of what went on within. "The woman was not a nurse at this hospital," he told her. "There's no Janette Leister on staff, and the only person with that last name who worked here was an X-ray technician in 1984." He checked his prewritten notes. 
 "A black male, aged thirty-three, who now resides at 2137 Oakhaven Drive in Conyers." His one-way stare returned to her. "We're checking the records of other hospitals. She may have been a nurse at one time, or she may have simply bought or rented the uniform. We're checking uniform and costume-rental stores, too. If she did rent the uniform and a clerk got her address from her driver's license --and it's a correct address --we're in luck." 
 "Then you can find her fast, is that right? You can find her and my baby?" 
 "We'll act as soon as we get the information." He checked his notes again. "What's working for us here is the woman's size and height, both out of the norm. But bear in mind that the uniform might belong to her, so she wouldn't turn up on a rental list. She might have bought it a year ago, or rented it outside the city." 
 "But you'll find her, won't you? You won't let her get away?" 
 "No ma'am," Kirkland said. "We won't let her get away." He didn't tell her that the woman had been allowed into the hospital by a laundry worker, and evidently had spirited the baby out in a linen hamper. He didn't tell her that there was no description of a car, that the laundress was vague about the woman's face, but that two things stuck out: the woman's six-foot height and the yellow Smiley Face button pinned to her breast pocket. It had occurred to Kirkland that the woman had pinned the button there so it would draw attention away from her own face. She had moved fast and known what she was doing; it was no off-the-street patchwork job. His notes told him she'd been wearing a white uniform with navy blue piping, the same colors as the real nurses wore. That was the uniform they were trying to track down. She had acted, as Miriam Beale had put it, "in charge." The laundress had said "she looked like a nurse and she acted like one, too." The woman must've cased the hospital first, because she'd known how to get in and out in a hurry. But there was an interesting point: the woman had gone to rooms 24 and 23 as well. Had she come expressly for the Clayborne infant, or was she gunning in the dark for a child to steal? Was it important that she steal a boy? If so, why? 
 Kirkland spent about twenty minutes with Laura, replowing old ground. It was obvious to him that she could offer nothing new. She was drifting in and out of shock, becoming less coherent. Twice she broke into tears, and Kirkland asked Newsome to go get her husband. 
 "_No_." The strength and ferocity of her voice surprised him. "I don't want him in here." 
 On Kirkland's drive to his office, his car phone chirped. "Go ahead," he answered. 
 It was one of the other agents on the case. A clerk at Costumes Atlanta had rented an extra large nurse's uniform --solid white, with no navy piping
 --to a "big woman" on Friday afternoon. The address, taken from a Georgia driver's license, was Apartment 6, 4408 Sawmill Road in Mableton. The name was Ginger Coles. Kirkland said, "Get me a search warrant and some backup and meet me there." He hung up and turned the Ford around, wipers beating at the steady rain. 
 Forty minutes later, Kirkland and two more FBI agents were ready to move on Apartment 6 in the dismal little complex in Mableton. The clock had ticked past four, the sky plated with low gray clouds. Kirkland checked his service revolver. He'd been sitting in the parking lot watching the door of Apartment 6 and had seen no movement, but being less than cautious got you killed. 
 "Let's go," he said over his walkie-talkie, and he got out of his car and walked with the other two men through the rain toward Apartment 6. Kirkland knocked. Waited. Knocked again. No answer. He tried the doorknob. Locked, of course. Who would have the key? The apartment manager? 
 "Let's try this one," he said, and he went to the next door. Knocked. Waited. Repeated it a little louder. No one home? He tried the knob, and was surprised when the door opened. 
 "Hello!" he called into the gloom. "Anybody in there?" He smelled it, then: the coppery, unmistakable reek of blood. He had no search warrant for this apartment, and walking in would be asking for an ass-rip. But he could see the result of tumult in the place, could look right through into the guts of the bedroom and see the mattress overturned and cotton ticking strewn about. "I'm going in." He went in with his hand on the butt of his gun. When he emerged less than three minutes later, Robert Kirkland had aged. 
 "Got a homicide in there. Old man in the bathtub with his throat cut." _Deep shit_, he thought. "We need a key! Find me a manager, fast!" The manager was not at home. The locked door of Apartment 6 stared Kirkland in the face. Kirkland walked back to his car and used the phone to place a call to the metro police. Then he dialed FBI Central in Atlanta, requesting information on a Coles, Ginger. The computer came up empty. The name Leister, Janette also drew a blank. Both aliases? he wondered. Who would need an alias but a fugitive? And what did the old man in the bathtub have to do with the kidnapping of a baby boy from St. James Hospital in Buckhead? 
 _Deep shit_, he thought. 
 Within an hour, as the metro police questioned the other residents of the complex and a specialist team hunted for fingerprints and evidence in the debris, the wind picked up. It swirled around the trash dumpster, and lifted from its depths the crumpled picture of a smiling infant. The wind blew it away from the policemen and the FBI agents, and it floated north on a cold current before it snagged in the pines. 
 The apartment complex's manager, it was learned from a resident who'd just arrived home, worked at a Kinney's shoe store at a nearby mall. Two policemen were assigned to go get him, and he arrived in their custody around five-thirty to find the place acrawl with officers in dark raincoats. He unlocked the door to Ginger Coles's apartment with a trembling hand, reporters armed with minicams beginning to swoop in like vultures on the death scent. 
 "Step back," Kirkland told the man. Then he turned the knob and opened the door. 
 As the door came open, Kirkland heard a small _click_. 
 He saw what was waiting for him, and he had a split second to think: _Deep sh_ --The picture-wire trigger pull coiled around the doorknob did its work very well. The sawed-off shotgun that had been positioned on a chair, its barrel carefully uptilted, went off with a hollow _boom_ as its trigger was yanked, and the full force of the lead shot almost tore Robert Kirkland in half. The pellets ripped through a second FBI agent's throat and blew the manager's right shoulder apart in a cascade of flesh, blood, and bone for the TV minicams. Kirkland staggered back, minus his heart, lungs, and much of what held him together, and fell in a twitching heap. The policemen hit the wet pavement on their bellies, the reporters yelled and screamed and backed off but not too far away to lose the pictures. Somebody started firing into the apartment, another scared policeman started shooting, too, and in another moment pistols were being emptied through the doorway and windows of Apartment 6 as plaster and woodchips danced in the air. "Cease fire! Cease fire!" the remaining FBI agent shouted, and gradually the shooting died down. Finally, two brave --or foolish --policemen rushed into the bullet-riddled apartment. A lava lamp had been hit, the glop spattered all over the walls. Open kitchen cupboards, chipped by bullets, were empty. A stereo and a TV remained, along with some records. If the police had known to look, they would have found no Doors albums among them. There were marks on the walls where pictures had been hung, but there were no pictures. In a closet was found a cardboard box filled with mutilated plastic and rubber dolls, and behind that was a boy-sized rifle minus its sight. The closets held no clothes, and the dresser drawers had been emptied. 
 The ambulances were on the way. Someone had already put a raincoat over Kirkland's corpse. His blood was collecting in a pothole on the pavement, one arm sticking up from the folds of the coat and the fingers curved heavenward into claws. The reporters shoved to get the best camera angles. Already, on CNN, the network was about to start a live feed from the Mableton apartments. Over a hundred miles northeast of Atlanta, on Interstate 85, an olive-green Chevy van puttered along at fifty miles an hour in a heavy rain. While her new baby slept in a little cardboard box on the floorboard, wrapped up in his blue blanket, Mary Terror sang "Age of Aquarius" in a low voice and wondered who would find the pigsticker she'd left cocked and ready in her front door. She was no longer wearing the nurse's uniform; she had changed at the apartment, put the uniform in a trash bag and thrown it over a bridge into a wooded creek, and the name tag had been tossed away twenty miles out of the city. But the pigs would find out where she'd rented the uniform soon enough, and they would have her Ginger Coles name and her address. It couldn't be helped, because she hadn't had time to come up with a false driver's license. No matter; she was leaving the wasp's nest behind her, and she had her baby, and everything would be great when she met Lord Jack at the weeping lady. A siren. Flashing lights. Mary's heart jumped, and she started to put her foot to the brake, but the highway patrol car pulled past her and disappeared in the swirling rain and mist ahead. 
 She had a long way to go. She had her fist-sized Magnum and her Colt, and her clothes and groceries in the back. Plenty of diapers, plenty of formula. A plastic thermos she could pee into so she wouldn't have to make any stops. Messy, but adequate. She'd topped the gas tank before leaving Atlanta, and she'd checked the tires. She wore her Smiley Face on her paisley-print blouse. She was in high cotton. 
 Who would find the pigsticker, and when? she wondered. It would be worth the loss of the shotgun to take down a really big Mindfucker, to blow the shit out of some superpig with medals on his chest. She glanced down at the little pink thing in its cardboard box, and she said, "I love you. Momma loves her baby, yes momma does." 
 The tires thrummed on the rain-slick interstate. Mary Terror, a careful driver who observed all speed limits and rules of the road, went on. 2
 Armed and Dangerous
 THE MAN IN MICHIGAN COULD NOT SLEEP. 
 He checked his watch. The luminous hands read seven minutes after midnight. He lay in bed awhile longer, but the metal plate in his jaw was picking up radio noise. He opened his mouth, and he could hear the gnashing of rock and roll guitars. This was going to be a very bad night. Nothing to be done but to get drunk, he decided, and he got up in the dark. 
 The wind was whistling outside, the cold borne across the Great Plains on the back of buffalo winter. The woodframe house shivered and moaned, also unable to sleep by reason of turbulence. The man, gray hair all over his chest and matting his back, walked in his pajama bottoms to the chilly kitchen, where he opened the refrigerator. Its dim light fell upon his death's head of a face, all hollowed cheekbones and deep-socketed eyes. Something was wrong with the left eye, and his jaw was crooked. His breathing was a slow, hoarse bellows. He reached for the four remaining cans of Bud in their plastic harness, and he took them all with him to the den. 
 In his sanctuary of walnut paneling, his bowling plaques on the walls and his marksmanship trophies standing around like Greek sculptures, he turned on the TV and settled himself into his butt-worn, old plaid recliner. He used the remote control to go to ESPN first, where two Australian teams were playing their brand of football. He drank most of one of the beers, putting it down in a few long swallows. In his mouth someone sang underwater. His head was pounding, too, a slow, excruciating pain that began at the crown of his bald skull and trickled like hot mercury down to the nape of his neck. He was a connoisseur of headaches, as some men know wines or butterflies; this headache would fill him with delicious pain, and leave an aftertaste of gunsmoke and metal. 
 He finished a second beer and decided the Australians didn't know squat about football. His big-knuckled hand moved on the remote control. He was in the realm of movies now: _The African Queen_ on one station, _Easy Rider_ on another, _Godzilla vs. Megalon_ on a third. Then into the jungle of talking heads, people selling cellulite cream and promising hair growth for desperate men. Women were wrestling on the next channel: GLOW. He watched that for a while, because the Terrorist knocked him out. Then he went on, searching the electric wilderness while his head sang and his skull vibrated with bass notes. 
 He came to Headline News, and he stopped his impatient finger to watch the nuts in Beirut blow themselves to pieces. He was about to move on, toward religious territory, when the newscaster said: "A bizarre scene today just outside Atlanta, when police officers and agents of the FBI walked into a trap set by a woman who may have stolen an infant from an area hospital." The third can of Bud hung poised at his lips. He watched the jerky cameras record a scene of carnage. _Boom_ went a gun. Shotgun, it sounded like to him. People screamed and backpedaled. Someone was on the ground, writhing in agony. Whoever was holding the camera fell to his or her knees. More gunfire: pistol shots this time. "Get down, damn it!" somebody yelled. The camera angle went down to pavement level, and raindrops splashed the lens. 
 "The suspect," the newscaster said, "identified by the FBI as Ginger Coles, is thought to have taken a baby boy from St. James Hospital at approximately two o'clock on Saturday afternoon. FBI agents and policemen tripped a wire-fired shotgun at her apartment, killing FBI agent Robert Kirkland, thirty-two, and critically wounding another agent and a young man." The man in the chair gave a soft grunt. The scene showed a sheet-covered body being put into an ambulance. 
 "The suspect, also known as Janette Leister, may still be in the Atlanta area." 
 _Leister_, the man thought. _Janette_. Oh, Jesus! He sat bolt upright, his headache forgotten, and beer streamed from the Bud can onto the carpet. 
 "Coles is also implicated in the murder of a neighbor, sixty-six-year-old Grady Shecklett, and she's considered to be armed and extremely dangerous. We'll have more on this story as it develops. Stay tuned for sports news next." 
 _Leister. Janette_. He knew those names, but they didn't go together. A tick bothered his right eye. _Gary Leister. Janette Snowden_. Yes, those were names he knew. Two dead members of the Storm Front. Oh, Christ! Could it be? 
 _Could it be?_
 He stayed where he was until the story came around again thirty minutes later. This time he had his VCR on, and he taped it. The house shuddered under the onslaught of winter winds, but the man's attention was riveted to the violent drama on his television set. When it was over, he played it back once more. Walked into a trap. A wire-fired shotgun. Ginger Coles. Janette Leister. Taken a baby boy. May still be in the Atlanta area. Armed and extremely dangerous. 
 You can bet your life on it, the man in the plaid recliner thought. His heart was racing. The wire-fired shotgun was something she'd come up with, all right. A little extra effort to nail the first person through the door. But still in the Atlanta area? That he seriously doubted. She was a night traveler. Even now she was probably on the road. But going where? And why with the baby? 
 He reached over beside his chair. He picked up a cord with prongs on one end, the other end connected to a small black box with a speaker in it. He fit the prongs into a flesh-colored socket on his throat, and he held the black box in his right hand and clicked it on. There was a low humming noise. 
 "It's you, isn't it, Mary?" the metallic voice said through the speaker. The man's lips moved only a bit, but his throat convulsed with the words. 
 "It's you, Mary. Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow?" He ran the tape back and watched it a third time, his excitement mounting. 
 "With shotgun shells and walking hell and dead men all in a row," he finished. 
 He unplugged his throat socket to save the batteries. They were expensive, and he lived on a budget. There were tears in his eyes: the bright, standing tears of great joy. He opened his mouth to laugh, and what came out was heavy metal thunder. 
 3
 When the Candles Went Out
 "READY?" NEWSOME ASKED. 
 Laura nodded, her eyes tear-swollen behind sunglasses as Newsome grasped the back of her wheelchair. 
 The elevator reached the first floor. Ramsey kept the Door Closed button pressed, but they could hear the murmur of voices beyond the door. Newsome drew a long breath, said, "Let's do it, then," and Ramsey released the button. The elevator door slid open, and Newsome wheeled Laura out into the knot of reporters. 
 It was Sunday afternoon, almost twenty-four hours since David had been stolen. Laura was leaving the hospital without him, the torn stitches between her legs still oozing a little blood and her insides crushed with grief. In the wee hours of the morning, between three and four, her anguish had turned monstrous, and she might have taken her own life if she'd had a gun or pills. Even now, every movement and breath was a labor, as if gravity itself had become her enemy. The rain had ceased, but the sky was still plated with gray clouds and the wind had turned viciously cold. The glaring lights of minicams caught her in their crossfire. Laura ducked her face as Newsome said, "Give her room, please. Step back now," and the security officers in the lobby tried to get between Laura and the reporters. 
 "Mrs. Clayborne, look this way!" someone shouted. She didn't. "Over here, Laura!" someone else insisted. The questions were flung at her: "Has there been a ransom note yet, Laura?" "Do you think Ginger Coles was stalking you?" "Are you going to sue the hospital?" "Laura, are you afraid for your baby's safety?" 
 She didn't answer, and Newsome kept pushing the chair. Though she'd lost David's weight, she'd never felt so burdened down. Cameras whirred, driven by electric motors. "Mrs. Clayborne, look up!" to her left. On her right, the hot focus of a minicam in her face. "Get back, I said!" Newsome demanded. Laura looked at the floor. She had been instructed by both Newsome and her own lawyer not to answer any questions, but they flew about her like squawking birds nipping at her ears. "What about the baby box?" a reporter shouted over the din. "Did you know about the burned dolls?" _The burned dolls?_ she thought. What was that about burned dolls? She looked up into Newsome's face. It was closed, like a piece of stone, and he kept guiding her onward through the human sea. 
 "Did you know she cut an old man's throat before she took your baby?" 
 "What're you feeling right now, Laura?" 
 "Is it true she's a member of a satanic cult?" 
 "Mrs. Clayborne, did you hear that she's insane?" 
 "Back off!" Newsome growled, and then they'd reached the hospital's front doors and Doug's Mercedes was waiting beyond. Doug was striding toward her, his face drawn from lack of sleep, and her mother and father were in the car. More reporters were waiting outside, converging on her with a glee that was almost wolfish. Doug reached out to help her from the chair, but Laura ignored him. She got into the backseat with her mother, and Doug slid behind the wheel. He accelerated so quickly, a news team from the ABC station had to scatter to keep from being run down, and one of the men lost his toupee in the Mercedes' backblast. 
 "They're at the house, too," Doug said, racing away from the hospital. 
 "Bastards are crawling out of the woodwork." 
 Laura saw that her mother wore a black dress and pearls. Was she in mourning? Laura wondered. Or dressed up for the cameras? She closed her eyes, but she saw David behind them and so she lifted the lids again. She felt as if she were bleeding internally, growing weaker and weaker. The engine drone lulled her, and sleep was a sweet refuge: her only refuge. 
 "The FBI's bringing over some pictures in an hour or so," Doug told her. 
 "They took the police sketch you helped them with and put it into a computer that matches photos from their files. Maybe you can identify the woman." 
 "She might not be in their files," Miriam Beale said. "She might be a lunatic escaped from an asylum." 
 "Hush!" Laura's father said. Good for him, Laura thought. Then he added, 
 "Sugarplum, let's don't upset Laura anymore." 
 "Don't upset her? Laura's half crazy with worry! How can it be helped?" Talking about me like I'm not even here, she thought. I'm invisible, gone bye-bye. 
 "Don't bite my head off, hon." 
 "Well, don't sit up there telling me what to do and what not to do! My God, this is a _crisis_!" 
 Dark things stirred in Laura's head, like beasts pulling themselves free of swamp mud' "What about the burned dolls?" she asked, her voice as raw as a wound. 
 No one answered. 
 It's bad, Laura knew. Oh Jesus oh God oh it's bad very bad. "I want to know. Please." 
 Still, no one would rise to the challenge. Pretending I don't know what I'm saying, she thought. "Doug?" she said. "Tell me about the burned dolls. If you don't, I'll find out from a reporter at the house." 
 "It's nothing." Her mother spoke up. "They found a doll or two at the woman's apartment." 
 "Oh, Christ!" Doug slammed a fist against the wheel, and the Mercedes briefly swerved from its lane. "They found a box of dolls in a closet! They were all torn up, some of them burned and others . . . crushed and stuff. There! You wanted to know! All right?" 
 "So . . ." Her mind was starting to shut down again, guarding itself. 
 "So . . . the police . . . think she might . . . hurt my baby?" 
 "Our baby!" Doug corrected her fiercely. "David is _our_ child! I've got a stake in this, too, don't I?" 
 "The end," she said. 
 "What?" He looked at her in the rearview mirror. 
 "The end of Doug and Laura," she said, and she uttered not another word. Her mother clasped her hand with cold fingers. Laura pulled away. The reporters were at the house, waiting. The vans were out in full force, but the police were there, too, to keep order. Doug put his hand on the horn and bellowed his way into the garage; the garage door slithered down and they were home. 
 As Miriam took Laura back to the bedroom to get her settled, Doug checked the answering machine. The voices he'd expected were there: NBC, CBS, ABC, _People_ magazine, _Newsweek_, and other magazines and newspapers. All of them were hooked to the tape recorder left by the police to monitor a possible ransom call. But there was one voice Doug hadn't expected. Two quick words:
 "Call me." Cheryl's voice had gone into the tape recorder, too. He looked up, and saw Laura's father staring at him. 
 Laura stood in the nursery. Miriam said, "Come on, let's get you to bed. Come on now." 
 The nursery was a haunted place. Laura heard the ghost-sounds of a baby, and she touched the brightly colored mobile over the crib and sent it gently twirling. She was crying again, the tears stinging on her chapped cheeks. She heard David crying, too, his voice waxing and falling in the little room. Stuffed animals grinned from the crib. Laura picked up a teddy bear and held it against herself, and she sobbed quietly onto its brown fur. 
 "Laura!" her mother said right behind her. "Come to bed this minute!" That voice, that voice. Do what I say when I say it. Jump, Laura! Jump! 
 Be successful, Laura! Marry someone with money and social standing! Stop wearing those awful tie-dyed blouses and bluejeans! Fix your hair like a lady! 
 Grow _up_. Laura! For God's sake, grow _up_! 
 She knew she was stretched to her limit. One more small stretch and she would snap. David was with an insane woman named Ginger Coles, who'd slashed an old man's throat on Saturday morning and killed an FBI agent on Saturday evening. Between those two events, Laura had given her baby to murderous hands. She remembered the red crust under a fingernail. Blood, of course. The old man's blood. That thought alone was enough to rip her off her hinges and send her shambling to a madhouse. Hang on! she thought. Dear God, hang on! 
 "Did you hear me?" Miriam prodded. 
 Laura's crying stopped. She wiped her tears on the teddy bear, and she turned to face her mother. "This is . . . my house," she said. "My house. You're a guest here. In my house, I'll do what I please when I please." 
 "This isn't the time to act fool --" 
 "LISTEN TO ME!" she screamed, and Miriam was knocked backward by the power of her daughter's voice as surely as if she'd been punched. "Give me some room to breathe! I can't breathe with you on my neck!" The older woman, a scrapper, regained her cool composure. "You're out of control," she said. "I understand that." Doug and Franklin were coming along the corridor. "I think you need a sedative." 
 "I NEED MY BABY! THAT'S WHAT I NEED!" 
 "She's losing her mind," Miriam said matter-of-factly to her husband. 
 "Get out! Get out!" Laura shoved her mother, who gasped with horror at the touch, and then Laura slammed the nursery door in their three stunned faces and turned the latch. 
 "Want me to call the doctor?" she heard Doug ask as she leaned against the door. 
 "I think you'd better." Franklin speaking. 
 "No, let her alone. She wants to be alone, we'll let her be alone. Good God, I always knew she had an unstable temper! Yes, we'll let her be alone!" Her voice was raised for her daughter's benefit. "Franklin, call the Hyatt and get us a room! We won't stay here and breathe down her neck!" She almost unlocked the door. Almost. But no, it was quiet in here. It was calm. Let them go to the Hyatt, and let them sulk. She needed space, even if it had to be within these four haunted walls. 
 Laura sat on the floor with the teddy bear, dim light drifting through the window blinds. She had given David to a murderess. She had put her child into bloodstained hands. She closed her eyes and shrieked inside, where no one but herself could hear. 
 An hour or so later, there was a tentative knock at the door. 
 "Laura?" It was Doug. "The FBI's here with the pictures." She got up, her legs in need of blood, and unlocked the nursery. The teddy bear remained clamped under her arm as she went out. In the den, she found a middle-aged man in a pin-striped suit, his hair sandy brown and cut to a stubble on the sides. He had warm brown eyes and a good smile, and Laura saw him glance quickly at the teddy bear and then pretend he hadn't seen it. Her father had remained at the house, but her mother had retreated to the Hyatt; the battle of wills had begun. 
 The FBI agent's name was Neil Kastle, "with a K," he told her as she sat down in a chair. He had some photographs, both color and black and white, he wanted her to look at. He opened a manila envelope with large fingers not used to small tasks, and he spread a half-dozen pictures out on the coffee table next to a book on Matisse. They were all pictures of women, some of them face-on --mug shots --and others at an angle. There was one picture of a big, heavyset woman aiming a rifle at a bank clerk. Another showed a husky woman glancing back over her shoulder as she was getting into a black Camaro; light glinted off a pistol in her hand. 
 "These are women from our Most Wanted list," Kastle told her. "Six of them who match Ginger Coles in size, age, and build. We put the police sketch in our computer and assigned the variables, and that's what we came up with." One of the women, tall and blond-haired, wore bell bottoms, an American-flag belt, and a green paisley blouse. She was grinning broadly, and she held a hand grenade. "Some of them are old," Laura said. 
 "Right. They go back . . . oh . . . twenty years or so." 
 "You've been looking for some of these women for twenty years?" Franklin asked, peering over Laura's shoulder. 
 "One of them, yes. One's from the late seventies, one's from 1983, and the other three are from 1985 to the present." 
 "What crimes did they do?" Franklin persisted. 
 "An assortment," Kastle said. "Look at those good and hard, Mrs. Clayborne." 
 "They look alike to me. All of them: same size, same everything." 
 "Their names and statistics are on the back." 
 Laura turned over the picture of the bank robber. _Margie Cummings, AKA Margie Grimes AKA Linda Kay Souther AKA Gwen Becker. Height 5 feet lO'A, hair brown, eyes blue-green, birthplace Orren, Kentucky_. She looked at the back of the black Camaro picture: _Sandra June McHenry, AKA Susan Foster, AKA June Foster. Height 5 feet 9, hair brown, eyes gray, birthplace Ft. Lauderdale, Florida_. 
 "Why do you think it might be one of these women?" Franklin asked. 
 "Couldn't it just be . . . like . . . a crazy woman or somebody you don't even know about?" 
 "The city police are putting their own list of mug shots together. That'll include local fugitives. The reason we decided to go back into our Most Wanted file was because of the shotgun." 
 "What about it?" 
 "Ginger Coles knew we'd find her apartment. She set the trap to take out the first man through the door. That means she has a certain . . . shall we say . . . mindset. An aptitude for such things. She scrubbed her apartment down pretty well, too. All the doorknobs and drawer grips were wiped clean. Even her records were wiped. We did get some partial prints off a rifle we found in a closet, and a good thumbprint off the shower head." 
 "So does that print match any of these women?" Doug asked. 
 "I can't say," Kastle answered. "They haven't let me know yet." Laura turned over another photo. _Debra Guesser, AKA Debbie Smith, AKA Debra Stark. Height 6 feet, hair reddish-brown, eyes blue. Birthplace New Orleans, Louisiana_. She looked closely at that face: it was similar to the face of Ginger Coles, but there was a small scar on her upper lip that put a sneer in her smile. "This one . . . maybe," she said. "I don't remember the scar." 
 "That's okay. Look hard and take your time." He didn't tell her that he was testing her. Three of the women, including Debra Guesser, had been convicted and were now in federal prisons. A fourth, Margie Cummings, had died in 1987. 
 Laura turned over the picture of the bell-bottomed girl. _Mary Terrell, AKA Mary Terror. Height 6 feet, hair brown, eyes gray-blue, birthplace Richmond, Virginia_. "This says she has brown hair, but her hair's blond in the picture." 
 "Dyed blond," Kastle said. "The statistics are based on family records, so they might appear a little different in the photos." Laura stared at Mary Terrell's face. The woman --fresh-faced and innocent, in a way --wore a relaxed, toothy grin, and the grenade dangled from a finger. "This is the oldest one?" she asked. 
 "Yes." 
 "Ginger Coles is . . . harder looking. This woman's close, too, but . . 
 . I don't know." 
 "Put about twenty years of rough living on that woman's face," Kastle suggested. 
 "I don't know. I can't see it." 
 "How can a woman hide from the FBI for twenty years?" Franklin took the photo and Laura went on to the next. "It seems impossible!" 
 "It's a mighty big country. Plus there's Canada and Mexico to consider. People change their hair and clothes, they create new identities, and they learn how to walk and talk differently. And you'd be amazed at what some of the fugitives get away with: we found one who'd been a park ranger at Yellowstone for about seven years. Another was the veep of a bank in Missouri. I know of a third who became a fishing boat captain in the Keys, and we got hold of him when he ran for mayor of Key West. See, people don't really look at other people." He sat down in a chair opposite Laura. "Folks are trusting. If somebody tells you something, you're likely to believe it. In every city there's somebody who'll take money, no questions asked, to forge you a new driver's license, birth certificate, anything you want. So you get yourself a job where they don't care to ask too many questions, and you burrow underground like a smart little mole." He folded his hands together as Laura started through the photos again. "These Most Wanted fugitives grow eyes in the backs of their heads. They learn to smell the wind and listen to the railroad tracks. They probably don't sleep too well at night, but they keep their smarts sharp. See, most people --law officers included --have a big failing: they forget. The FBI never forgets. We've got computers to keep our memories up-to-date." 
 "Who's this in the background?" Doug asked, looking at the photo of Mary Terrell. 
 Kastle took it, and Laura looked, too. Mary Terrell was standing on dewy green grass, her feet in clunky sandals. A blue sky, somewhat faded, was overhead and the camera operator's slim shadow lay on the grass. But in the background atop a small green rise stood a blurred figure, one arm cocked to throw a yellow Frisbee. 
 "I don't know. Looks like the picture was taken in a --" Laura took the photo from Kastle's hand. She had been looking at the woman's face, and she'd not noticed this before. Still, it was blurry and hard to make out. "I need a magnifying glass." 
 Doug got up. Kastle leaned forward, squinting. "What're you looking at?" 
 "There. The Frisbee. See it?" 
 "Yeah. What about it?" 
 "Right there. You can see the top of the Frisbee, the way it's angled. See?" Her heart was pounding. Doug brought her a magnifying glass, and she held it over the yellow Frisbee. She positioned the glass out to its highest magnification from the picture, just about to lose its focus altogether. 
 "There," she said. "There it is. Look." Kastle did. "I see it," he said. 
 Two black dots of eyes and a semicircle of a mouth had been painted on the Frisbee's lid. It was a Smiley Face, about to be spun to an unknown destination. 
 Laura held the magnifying glass over Mary Terrell's face, studied it carefully. 
 She knew her enemy. 
 Time had changed this woman, yes. It had made her heavier and broken the smoothness of her skin; it had razored her prettiness down to the raw mean. But the real resemblance was in the eyes, those gray-blue soul mirrors. You had to have a magnifying glass, and even then you had to look hard and close. The eyes had a dead, hot hatred in them. They didn't go with the blond hippie locks or the Crest-white smile. The eyes were the same ones that had looked down upon her as Laura had given up her baby to bloodstained hands. Yes. Yes. They were the same, but older. Yes. The same. 
 "It's her," Laura said. 
 At once Kastle was kneeling beside her, looking at the photo from Laura's perspective. "Are you sure?" 
 "I . . ." No doubts. Those eyes. Big hands. The Smiley Face in the background. No doubts. "It's Ginger Coles," she said. 
 "You're identifying Mary Terrell as the woman who took your infant?" 
 "Yes." She nodded. "Yes. It's her. This is the woman." She felt a double shattering within her: relief and horror. 
 "May I use your telephone?" Kastle took the photograph and went into the kitchen. In another moment, Laura heard him say, "We've got a positive ID. Hold on to your hat." 
 When Kastle returned, Laura was sitting gray-faced, her arms huddled around herself and Franklin stroking her back. Doug stood at a window across the room, like an outcast. "All right." Kastle sat down again, and put the photo on the coffee table. "We're getting a file together on Mary Terrell. All available pictures, prints, family whereabouts, relatives, everything. But I guess there are things you ought to know that I can tell you right now." 
 "Just find my baby. Please. That's all I want." 
 "I understand that. I have to tell you, though, that Mary Terrell -Mary Terror --probably killed a ten-year-old boy in the woods around Mableton just recently. She took his rifle, and we matched the serial numbers with the seller. So that makes three people she's killed that we know about, not counting the others." 
 "The others? What others?" 
 "As I recall, six or seven police officers, a university professor and his wife, and a documentary filmmaker. All those murders took place in the late sixties and early seventies. Mary Terrell was a member of the Storm Front. Do you know what that was?" 
 Laura had heard of it before, yes. A militant terrorist group like the Symbionese Liberation Army. Mark Treggs had talked about it in _Burn This Book_. 
 "I was in the Miami bureau when it was going on, but I kept up with it," Kastle continued. "Mary Terrell was a political killer. She believed that she was an executioner for the masses. The whole bunch of them did. You know how that used to be: a group of hippies stoned all the time and listening to weird music, and sooner or later they started thinking about how much fun it might be to kill somebody." 
 Laura nodded vacantly, but part of her was recalling that she had been a hippie who got stoned and listened to weird music, though she'd never wanted to murder anyone. 
 "The Bureau's been looking for her since the early seventies. Why she broke cover now and took your baby, I don't know. Now I guess I'm getting ahead of myself, because we won't be certain until we match some fingerprints, but I have to tell you this: Mary Terrell is very, very dangerous." He didn't tell her that Mary Terrell was held in such awe that there was a target dummy in her likeness at the FBI's Quantico firing range. Nor did he tell her that less than an hour before he'd left the office, the Washington Bureau had come back with a four-point match on the shower-head thumbprint with Mary Terrell's right thumbprint. But he'd wanted Laura's positive ID on the photo to clinch it. Funny he hadn't noticed the Smiley Face Frisbee. The big chiefs in Washington had to be chewing their pencils for action on this one, particularly since a fellow agent had been murdered. "We're going to do everything we can to find her. Do you believe that?" She nodded again. "My baby. She won't hurt my baby, will she?" 
 "I don't see why she would." He turned the thought of the baby box with its mutilated dolls out of his mind. "She took your baby for a reason, but I don't think she plans on hurting him." 
 "Is she insane?" Laura asked. 
 This was a difficult question. Kastle shifted his position in the chair, thinking it over. The baby box said she might very well be crazy, like an animal that's lived too long in a hole gnawing on old bones. "You know," he said quietly, "I wonder about some of those people from the sixties. You know the ones I mean: they hated everything and everybody, and they wanted to break the world apart and start it all over again in their image. They fed on hate, day and night. They breathed it, in their attics and cellars, while they burned their incense and candles. I wonder what they did with that hate when the candles went out." 
 Kastle began to put away the photographs, and he closed the envelope. "I suppose I'll go out and face the reporters now. I won't give them much, just enough to whet their appetite. You work for the _Constitution_, don't you?" 
 "Yes." 
 "You understand what I mean, then. I won't ask you to come out with me. That'll be for later. The longer we can keep the press interested, the better chance we have of finding Mary Terrell quickly. So we have to play them a little bit." He smiled. "Such is life. Mr. Clayborne, would you come outside with me?" 
 "Why me? I wasn't even in the room!" 
 "Right, but you're a good human interest angle. Plus you can't answer any question in detail. I'll handle all the detail work. Okay?" 
 "Okay," Doug said reluctantly. 
 Kastle stood up, and Doug braced himself for the onslaught. There was a question Laura had to ask: "When . . . when you find her . . . David won't be hurt, will he?" 
 "We'll get your baby back for you," Kastle said. "You can count on it." Then he and Doug went out front to where the reporters waited. Laura's father held her hand and talked quietly and reassuringly to her, but Laura barely heard him. She was thinking of a madwoman holding a baby on a balcony, and a SWAT sniper sighting in for the kill. She closed her eyes, remembering the double _pop pop_ of two shots, and the baby's head exploding. It couldn't happen to David that way. 
 No. 
 It couldn't. 
 No. 
 She put her hands to her face and wept heartbroken tears, and Franklin sat there, not knowing what to do. 
 4
 Hope, Mother
 IN THE BIG RED BRICK HOUSE IN RICHMOND THAT HAD BEEN BUILT in 1853, the telephone rang. 
 It was approaching nine o'clock on Sunday night. A large-boned woman with silver hair, her face broken by lines and her nose as sharp as a Confederate sword, sat in a high-backed leather chair and stared at her elderly husband through chill gray eyes. One of the new Perry Mason series shows was on television, and both the woman and her husband Edgar enjoyed watching Raymond Burr. The man sat in a wheelchair, his body shrunken in blue silk pajamas, his head lolled over to one side and a pink flap of tongue showing. His hearing was not what it used to be before the stroke six years earlier, but the woman knew he could hear the telephone because his eyes had widened and he was shaking more than usual. 
 They both knew who was calling. They let it ring. 
 The phone stopped ringing. After a pause of less than a minute, it began again. 
 The ringing filled the mansion and echoed through its twenty-three rooms like a voice crying in the dark. 
 Natalie Terrell said, "Oh dear God," and she got up and crossed the black and crimson Oriental rug to the telephone table. Edgar's gaze tried to follow her, but his neck wouldn't swivel past a certain point. She picked up the receiver with wrinkled, diamond-ring-adorned fingers. "Yes?" No answer. Breathing. 
 "Yes?" 
 Then it came. Her voice: "Hi, Mother." 
 Natalie stiffened. "I don't care to talk to --" 
 "Don't hang up. Please don't. All right?" 
 "I'm not going to talk to you." 
 "Are they watching the house?" 
 "I _said_ I'm not going to talk --" 
 "Are they watching? Just tell me that." 
 The elderly woman closed her eyes. She listened to the sound of her daughter breathing. Mary was their only child, since Grant had committed suicide when he was seventeen and Mary was fourteen. Natalie struggled for a moment, right against wrong. But which was which? She didn't know anymore. 
 "There's a van par!:ed down the street," she said. 
 "How long has it been there?" 
 "Two hours. Maybe longer." 
 "Do they have the line tapped?" 
 "I don't know. Not from inside the house. I don't know." 
 "Anybody hassle you?" 
 "A reporter from the local paper came this afternoon. We talked awhile and he left. I haven't seen any policemen or FBI, if that's what you mean." 
 "FBI's in that van. You can believe it. I'm in Richmond." 
 "What?" 
 "I said I'm in Richmond. At a pay phone. Have I been on TV yet?" Natalie put a hand to her forehead. She felt faint, and she had to lean against the wall for support. "Yes. All the networks." 
 "They found out faster than I thought they would. It's not like it used to be. They've got those laptop computers and shit. It's really Big Brother now, isn't it?" 
 "Mary?" Her voice quavered and threatened to break. "_Why_?" 
 "Karma," Mary said, and that was all. 
 Silence. Natalie Terrell heard the thin crying of a baby through the receiver, and her stomach clenched. "You're crazy," she said. "Absolutely crazy! Why did you steal a baby? For God's sake, don't you have _any_
 decency?" 
 Silence, but for the crying baby. 
 "The parents were on television today. They showed the mother leaving the hospital, and she was in such shock she couldn't even speak. Are you smiling? Does that make you happy, Mary? _Answer me_!" 
 "It makes me happy," Mary said calmly, "that I have my baby." 
 "He's _not_ yours! His name is David Clayborne! He's not your baby!" 
 "His name is Drummer," Mary said. "Know why? Because his heart beats like a drum, and because a drummer sounds the call to freedom. So he's Drummer now." 
 Behind Natalie, her husband gave an incomprehensible shout, full of rage and pain. 
 "Is that Father? He doesn't sound good." 
 "He's not. You've done it to him. That should make you happy, too." About eight months after the stroke, Mary had called out of the blue. Natalie had told her what had happened, and Mary had listened and hung up without another word. A week later, a get well card had arrived in the mail with no return address and no signature, postmarked Houston. 
 "You're wrong." Mary's voice was flat, without emotion. "Father did it to himself. He mindfucked too many people and all those bad vibes blew his head out like an old lamp. Does all his money make him feel better now?" 
 "I'm not going to talk to you anymore." 
 Mary waited in silence. Natalie did not put down the phone. In a few seconds she could hear her daughter cooing to the baby. 
 "Let that baby go," Natalie said. "Please. For me. This is going to be very bad." 
 "You know, I'd forgotten how cold it can be up here." 
 "Mary, let that child go. I'm begging you. Your father and I can't stand any more." Her voice snagged, and the hot tears came. "What did we ever do to make you hate us so much?" 
 "I don't know. Ask Grant." 
 Natalie Terrell slammed the telephone down, the tears blinding her. She heard the labored squeaking of the wheelchair as Edgar pushed himself across the Oriental carpet with all the strength in his spindly body. She looked at him, saw his face contorted and his mouth drooling, and she looked away quickly. 
 The telephone rang. 
 Natalie stood there, her head and body slumped like a broken puppet dangling from a nail. Tears raced down her cheeks, and she put her hands to her ears, but the telephone kept ringing . . . ringing . . . ringing. 
 "I'd like to see you," Mary said when Natalie picked up the receiver again. 
 "No. Absolutely not. No." 
 "You know where I'm going, don't you?" 
 The mention of Grant had told her. "Yes." 
 "I want to smell the water. I remember it was always a clean smell. Why won't you meet me there?" 
 "I can't. No. You're a . . . you're a criminal." 
 "I'm a freedom fighter," Mary corrected her mother. "If that's criminal, to fight for freedom, then yeah, okay, I plead guilty. But I'd still like to see you. It's been . . . Jesus . . . it's been over ten years, hasn't it?" 
 "Twelve years." 
 "Blows my mind." Then to the child: "Hush! Mama's on the phone!" 
 "I can't come there," Natalie said. "I just can't." 
 "I'll be here for a few days. Maybe. I've got some things to do. If you'd come see me, I'd be . . . you'd make me feel real good, Mother. We're not enemies, are we? We've always understood each other, and we could talk like real people." 
 "I talked. You never listened." 
 "Like real people," Mary plowed on. "See, I've got my baby now and there are things I have to do, and I know the pigs are hunting me but I've got to go on because that's the way it is, that's how things stand. I've got my baby now, and that makes me feel . . . like I belong in the world again. Hope, Mother. You know what hope is, don't you? Remember, we talked about hope, and good and evil, and all that stuff?" 
 "I remember." 
 "I'd like to see you. But you can't let the pigs follow you, Mother. No. See, because I've got my baby. I'm not going to let the pigs take me and my Drummer. We'll go to the angels together, but the pigs won't take us. Can you dig it?" 
 "I understand," the older woman said, her hand tight around the receiver. 
 "Gotta change Drummer's diaper," Mary said. "Bye, Mother." 
 "Good-bye." 
 _Click._
 Natalie backed away from the phone as one might retreat from a particularly deadly snake. She bumped into Edgar's wheelchair, and he said something to her that sprayed spittle. 
 Perhaps thirty seconds passed. The phone began to ring once more. Natalie didn't move. 
 It rang and rang, and finally Natalie stepped forward, reached out, and picked up the receiver. Her face had gone deathly pale. 
 "We've got it on tape, Mrs. Terrell," one of the FBI agents in the white van said. She thought it was the younger of the two, the one who'd shown her the phone-tracing device that automatically printed out a caller's number. "It was from a pay phone inside the city limits, all right. We're getting a precise location on it now, but your daughter'll be long gone by the time we get a car there. Do you know where she's going, Mrs. Terrell?" Natalie had an obstruction in her throat. She swallowed and swallowed, but she couldn't make it go away. 
 "Mrs. Terrell?" the young man urged. 
 "Yes," she answered with an effort. "Yes, I do know. She's . . . going to our beach house. In Virginia Beach. The address is . . ." She couldn't get her breath, and she had to stop for a moment. "The address is 2717 Hargo Point Road. It's a white house with a brown roof. Is that all you need?" 
 "Do you have a phone number, please?" 
 She gave it to him. "Mary won't answer the phone, though." 
 "You're sure about this, then?" 
 "Yes." Again, the breathless sensation. "I'm sure." 
 "How?" 
 "She mentioned Grant, her brother. He committed suicide at the beach house. And she said she wanted to smell the water." Natalie felt a sharp stab in her heart. "That's where we used to take her when she was a little girl." 
 "Yes, ma'am. Excuse me, please." There was a long pause. Talking it over, Natalie surmised. Then the younger man came back on the line. "Okay, that does it. Thank you for your cooperation, Mrs. Terrell." 
 "I --" Her throat closed up. 
 "Ma'am?" 
 "I . . . oh God, I don't . . . want anything to happen to that baby. You heard her. She said she'd kill the baby and herself, too. That's what she meant. You heard her, didn't you?" 
 "Yes, ma'am." 
 "What are you going to do, then? Go in after her?" 
 "No, ma'am, we'll put the house under surveillance first. We'll wait until daylight and try to pinpoint her position and the infant's position in the house. If we have to, we'll evacuate the other houses around it. We won't go storming in like you see in the movies; all that does is get people killed." 
 "I don't want that baby's blood on my hands. Do you hear me? I couldn't stand to live if I thought I'd helped kill that child." 
 "I hear you." The young man's voice was calm and sympathetic. "We'll stake the house out for a while, and then we'll see what has to be done. Just pray to God your daughter decides to listen to reason and give herself up." 
 "She'll never give up," Natalie said. "Never." 
 "I hope that's where you're wrong. We're going to sit here awhile longer and make some calls, so if you think of anything, you know our number. One more thing: do you mind if we leave the tap on your line?" 
 "No, I don't mind." 
 "Thank you again. I know this hasn't been easy." 
 "No. Far from easy." She hung up, and her husband made a gibbering sound. 
 At ten-thirty, Natalie put Edgar to bed. She kissed his cheek and wiped his mouth, and he gave her a weak, helpless smile. She pulled the covers up to his throat, and she wondered where her life had gone. 
 The white van left a little after eleven. From an upstairs window Natalie watched it go, the room dark behind her. She presumed another team of agents now had the beach house under watch. She let one more hour slip past, to make sure. 
 Then, bundled in an overcoat against the raw cold, Natalie left the house and went to the garage. She got into the gray Coupe de Ville, started the engine, and drove away into the night. For fifteen minutes or so she drove through the streets of Richmond, her speed slow, and she obeyed all traffic signs though there were hardly any cars out. She stopped at a Shell station on Monument Avenue to fill up with gas, and she bought a diet drink and a candy bar to calm her nervous stomach. She left the station and drove in aimless circles again, and all the time she watched her rearview mirror. She pulled into an area of warehouses and railroad tracks, and she stopped the Cadillac next to a chain-link fence and watched a freight train speed past. Her gaze swept the dark streets around her. As far as she could tell, she was not being followed. 
 They believed her. Why wouldn't they? She was the woman who'd vehemently said, in a 1975 interview on the Dick Cavett Show along with the families of other wanted criminals, that she hoped the police locked her daughter in a cage where she belonged and tossed the key into the Atlantic Ocean. The quote had gotten a lot of newsprint. The FBI knew she was willing to help them in any way possible. She still felt that way. But now there was a vital difference: Mary had a baby. 
 Around one o'clock, Natalie Terrell turned the Cadillac up onto a ramp of I-95, and she headed north toward the wooded hills. 
 5
 Into the Vortex
 IT WAS BAD, THE NIGHTMARE. 
 In it, Laura gave David into the hands of the murderess, and she saw drops of blood falling from the woman's fingers, falling like scarlet leaves through October air, falling to spatter on white sheets as ridged and rumpled as snowswept badlands. She gave David up, and the murderess and David became shadows that slipped away along a pale green wall. But something had been given in exchange; something was in Laura's right hand. She opened her fingers, and saw the yellow Smiley Face pinned to the flesh of her palm. Then the scene changed. She was in a parking lot on a hot and humid night, the blue lights of police cars spinning around her. Voices bellowed through bullhorns, and she heard the sharp clickings of bullet magazines being snapped into automatic rifles. She could see a woman standing on a balcony, caught in a white light, and one hand held a pistol while the other gripped David by the back of the neck. The woman wore a green paisley blouse and bell-bottom trousers with an American-flag belt, and she was raving as she held David in the air and shook him. Laura could feel his crying more than hear it, like a razor blade drawn along the folds of her labia. "I want my baby!" she told a shadowy policeman who passed on without speaking. "My baby! 
 I want my baby!" She grasped at someone else; he looked blankly at her. She recognized Kastle. "Please!" she begged. "Don't let my baby be hurt!" 
 "We'll get your baby back for you," he answered. "You can count on it." Kastle pulled away and disappeared into the vortex of shadows, and as Laura saw the snipers taking their positions she realized with a jolt of horror that Kastle had not promised to get David back alive. 
 "Hold your fire until I give the signal!" someone commanded through a bullhorn. She saw Doug sitting on the hood of a police car, his head slumped forward and his eyes half closed, as if all this had no meaning to him whatsoever. A spark of light caught her attention. She looked up at the corner of a rooftop, and there she could make out a shadowy shape aiming a rifle at Mary Terror. She thought the man was bald-headed --slick bald --and that something might be wrong with his face, but she couldn't tell for sure; she thought she might know him, but that, too, was uncertain. The man was lifting his rifle to take aim. He wasn't waiting for the signal; he was going to shoot Mary Terror, and his would be the bullet that made the madwoman fire her gun and blow David's head apart. 
 "NO!" Laura screamed. "STOP IT!" She began running toward the building the sniper perched on, but the concrete mired her feet like fresh tar. She heard the click of his rifle, a bullet slipping into the chamber. She heard the insane raving of Mary Terror's voice, and the shrill, frantic crying of her son. A doorway was ahead of her. She started through it, fighting the earth, and that was when two muscular dogs with flaming eyes leapt from the darkness at her. 
 She heard two shots, a split second apart. 
 The scream started to come out. It swelled in her throat and burst from her mouth, and someone was over her saying, "Laura? Laura, wake up! Wake up!" She came up out of the hot darkness, sweat on her face. The lamp beside the bed was on. Doug was sitting on the bed beside her, his face furrowed with worry, and behind him stood Doug's mother, who'd arrived from her home in Orlando earlier in the evening. 
 "It's all right," Doug said. "You were having a nightmare. It's all right." 
 Laura looked around the room, her eyes wide with fear. There were too many shadows. Too many. 
 "Doug, can I do anything?" Angela Clayborne asked. She was a tall, elegant woman with white hair, and she wore a dark blue Cardin suit with a diamond brooch on the lapel. Doug's father, divorced from Angela when Doug was in his early teens, was an investment banker in London. 
 "No. We're okay." 
 Laura shook her head. "We're not okay. We're not okay." She kept repeating it as she pulled away from Doug and huddled up under the blanket again. She could feel sticky wetness between her thighs: the oozing stitches. 
 "Do you want to talk?" he asked. 
 She shook her head. 
 "Mom, would you leave us alone for a minute?" When Angela had gone, Doug stood up and walked to the window. He peered through the blinds, out into the rainy dark. "I don't see any reporters," he told her. "Maybe they called it a night." 
 "What time is it?" 
 He didn't have to look at his watch. "Almost two." He came back to her side. She smelled a stale aroma wafting from him; he hadn't taken a shower since David had been stolen, but then, neither had she. "You _can_ talk to me, you know. We still live in the same house." 
 "No." 
 "No what? No we don't live in the same house? Or no you can't talk to me?" 
 "Just . . . no," she said, using the word like a wall. He was silent for a moment. Then, in a somber voice: "I screwed it up, didn't I?" 
 Laura didn't bother to answer. Her nerves were still jangled by the nightmare, and she clung to the blanket like a cat. 
 "You don't have to say anything. I know I screwed up. I just . . . I . . 
 . well, I guess I've said everything I can say. Except . . . I'm sorry. I don't know how to make you believe that." 
 She closed her eyes, blocking out his presence. 
 "I don't want . . . things to be like this. Between you and me, I mean." He touched her arm under the blanket. She didn't pull away, nor did she respond; she just lay there without moving. "We can work it out. I swear to God we can. I know I screwed up, and I'm sorry. What more can I say?" 
 "Nothing," she answered without emotion. 
 "Will you give me a second chance?" 
 She felt like something that had been thrown off a ship in a heavy sea, thrashed from wave to wave and left stranded on jagged rocks. He had turned his back on her when she needed him. She had given up her son --_her_ son -to the hands of a murderess, and all she wanted to do was turn off her mind before she went insane. Would God grant _her_ a second chance, to hold her baby again? That and only that was what she steered toward, and everything else was wreckage in the storm. 
 "The FBI's going to find David. They'll take care of everything. It won't be long, now that they've got her name and picture on television." Laura wanted desperately to believe that. Kastle and another FBI agent had come to the house at seven o'clock, and Laura had listened as Kastle told her more about the woman she'd come to identify as Mary Terror. Born on April 9, 1948, to wealthy parents in Richmond, Virginia. Father in the railroad freight business. One brother who'd hanged himself when he was seventeen. Attended Abernathy Prep, honors student, active in student government and editor of the school newspaper. Went to Penn State for two years, political science major, again active in student government. Evidence of drug use and radical leanings. Left college and resurfaced in New York City, where she enrolled in drama at NYU. Evidence of radical student involvement at NYU and Brandeis University. Then across the country to Berkeley, where she became involved with the Weather Underground. At some point she met Jack Gardiner, a Berkeley radical who introduced her into a Weather Underground splinter group designated the "Storm Front." On August 14, 1969, Mary Terrell and three other members of the Storm Front broke into the home of a conservative Berkeley history professor and his wife and knifed them to death. On December 5, 1969, a bomb attributed to the Storm Front exploded in the car of a San Francisco IBM executive and tore both his legs away. On January 15, 1970, a second bomb exploded in the lobby of the Pacific Gas and Electric building and killed a security guard and a secretary. Two days later, a third bomb killed an Oakland attorney who was defending a winery owner in a civil liberties case involving migrant workers. 
 "There's more," Kastle had said when Laura had lowered her face. On June 22, 1970, two policemen in San Francisco were shot to death in their car. Witnesses put Mary Terrell and a Storm Front member named Gary Leister at the site. On October 27,1970, a documentary filmmaker who'd evidently been doing a film on the militant underground was found with his throat slashed in a trash dumpster in Oakland. Two of Mary Terrell's fingerprints were discovered on a roll of exposed film. On November 6, 1970, the chairman of a police task force on the Storm Front was ambushed and shotgunned to death while leaving his home in San Francisco. 
 "Then the Storm Front moved east," Kastle had told her, the thick file folder on the coffee table between them. "On June 18, 1971, a policeman was found with his throat cut and hanging by his hands from nails in an abandoned warehouse in Union City, New Jersey, a communique from the Storm Front in his shirt pocket." He looked up at her. "They were declaring total war on what they called --and excuse me for my language --'pigs of the Mindfuck State.'" He continued on, along the trail of terror. "On December 30, 1971, a pipe bomb exploded in the mailbox of a Union City district attorney and blinded his fifteen-year-old daughter. Three months and twelve days later, four police officers eating lunch in a Bayonne, New Jersey, diner were shot to death and a taped communique from the Storm Front --with Jack Gardiner's voice on it -was delivered to area radio stations. On May 11, 1972, a pipe bomb crippled the assistant chief of police in Elizabeth, New Jersey, and again a taped communique was delivered. Then we found them." 
 "You found them?" Doug had asked. "The Storm Front?" 
 "In Linden, New Jersey, on the night of July 1, 1972, there was a Shootout, an explosion, and fire, and in the smoke Mary Terrell, Jack Gardiner, and two others got away. The house they were living in was an armory. They'd stockpiled weapons, ammunition, and bomb apparatus, and it was apparent they were about to do something very big and probably very deadly." , 
 "Like what?" Doug was working a paper clip around and around, nearing its breaking point. 
 "We never found out. We think it was timed to happen on the Fourth of July. Anyway, since 1972 the Bureau's been looking for Mary Terrell, Gardiner, and the others. We had a few leads, but they went nowhere." He closed the file, leaving the picture of Mary Terrell out on the table. "We came close to finding her in Houston in 1983. She was working as a cleaning lady at a high school under the name Marianne Lakey, but she cleared out before we got an address. One of the teachers was an undergrad at Berkeley, and she recognized her but not soon enough." 
 "So why haven't you been able to catch her in all this time?" Laura's father stood up from his chair and picked up the photograph. "I thought you people were professionals!" 
 "We do our best, Mr. Beale." Kastle offered a thin smile. "We can't be in all places at all times, and people do get through the net." He returned his attention to Laura. "One of our agents on the scene that night in 1972 saw Mary Terrell at close range. He said she was pregnant and badly wounded, bleeding from the abdomen." 
 "Well, why the hell didn't he shoot her right then and there?" Franklin asked. 
 "Because," Kastle said evenly, "she shot him first. One bullet in the face, one in the throat. He retired on disability. Anyway, we thought for a while that Mary had crawled off somewhere and died, but about a month later a letter with a Montreal postmark was delivered to the _New York Times_. It was from Jack Gardiner 'Lord Jack,' he called himself. He said Mary Terrell and the two others were still alive, and that the Storm Front's war against the pigs wasn't over. That was the last communique." 
 "And no one's ever found Jack Gardiner?" Doug asked. 
 "No. The underground swallowed him up and the others, too. We think they must've split up, and were planning to converge again at some prearranged signal. It never happened. The reason I'm giving you all this background is that you're going to be hearing it on the newscasts every day, and I wanted you to hear it from me first" He stared at Laura. "The Bureau's releasing Mary's file to the networks, CNN, and the newspapers. You'll probably start hearing the first stories on the late news tonight. And the longer we can keep the press interested, the better our chances of someone spotting Mary Terrell and leading us to her." He lifted his eyebrows. "You see?" 
 "They'll find her," Doug said, sitting on the bed beside Laura. "They'll bring David back. You've got to believe it." 
 She didn't answer, her eyes staring at nothing. The shadows of the nightmare swarmed in her mind. After hearing what Kastle had to say, she knew Mary Terror would never surrender without a fight. It wasn't in the psychology of such a person to surrender. No, she would choose the martyr's death, by gun-battle execution. And what would happen to David in that hell of bullets? 
 "I want to sleep," she said. Doug stayed with her awhile longer, helpless to soothe her silent rage and pain, and then he left her alone. Laura was afraid of sleep, and what might be waiting for her there. Rain tapped at the window, a bony sound. She got up to get a drink of water from the bathroom, and she found herself opening the dresser drawer where the gun rested. 
 She picked it up. Its evil, oily smell came to her. A small package of death, there in her hands. Mary Terror must know a lot about guns. Mary Terror lived by the gun and would die by the gun, and God help David. Their pastor from the First United Methodist Church had come to see them that evening and had led them all in prayer. Laura had hardly heard the words, her mind still bombarded with shock. She needed a prayer now. She needed something to get her through this night. The thought that she might never hold her child again was about to drive her crazy with grief, and the idea of that woman's hands on him made her grip the gun with bleached knuckles. She had never thought she could kill anyone before. Never in a million years. But now, with the gun in her hand and Mary Terror on the loose, she thought she could squeeze the trigger without flinching. It was a terrible feeling, the desire to kill. 
 Laura put the gun back into the drawer and slid it shut. Then she got down on her knees and prayed for three things: David's safe return, that the FBI found that woman quickly, and that God would forgive her thoughts of murder. 
 6
 Belle of the Ball
 As LAURA PRAYED IN ATLANTA, A GRAY COUPE DE VILLE slowed on a forested road sixty miles northwest of Richmond. The car took a curve off the main road onto one that was narrower, and continued another half mile. Its headlights glinted off the windows of a house on a bluff, nestled amid pines and century-old oaks. The windows of the house were dark, and no smoke rose from the white stone chimney. Telephone and electric lines stretched from here to the highway, a rugged distance. Natalie Terrell stopped her car before the steps of the front porch, and she got out into the bitter wind. A half moon had broken free of the clouds. It threw sparks of silver onto the ruffled water of Lake Anna, which the house overlooked. Another road snaked down the hill to a boathouse and pier. Natalie saw no other car, but she knew: her daughter was there. 
 Shivering, she walked up the steps to the porch. She tried the doorknob, and the door opened. She walked inside, out of the wind, and she started to reach for the light switch. 
 "Don't." 
 She stopped. Her heart had given a vicious jolt. 
 "Are you alone?" 
 Natalie strained to see where her daughter was in the room, but couldn't find her. "Yes." 
 "They didn't follow you?" 
 "No." 
 "Don't turn on the lights. Close the door and step away from it." Natalie did. She saw a shape rise up from a chair, and she stood with her back against a wall as it passed her. Mary stared out a window, watching the road. Her size --her largeness --made pure fear leech to Natalie's stomach. Her daughter was taller than she by about four inches, and much broader through the shoulders. Mary stood motionless in the dark, her gaze on the road as her mother shrank back from her presence. 
 "Why didn't they follow you?" Mary asked. 
 "They . . . went somewhere else. I sent them. . . ." Fear had her by the throat and wouldn't let her speak. "I sent them to the beach house." 
 "They had a tap on the line." 
 "Yes." 
 "I figured they'd have one of those new phone-tracer gizmos. That's why I didn't call from here. Like I said, Big Brother's in action, huh?" Mary's face turned toward her mother. Natalie couldn't make out her features, but something about her face was brutal. "So how come you didn't tell them I was coming here?" 
 "I don't know," Natalie answered. It was the truth. 
 "Mother," Mary said, and she walked to her and gave her a cold kiss on the cheek. 
 Natalie couldn't suppress a shudder. Her daughter smelled unclean. She felt Mary's hand rest against her shoulder, there was something gripped in it, and Natalie realized Mary was holding a gun. 
 Mary stepped back, and mother and daughter stared at each other in the dark. "It's been a long time," Mary said. "You've gotten older." 
 "No doubt." 
 "Well, so have I." She wandered to the window again, peering out. "I didn't think you'd come. I figured you were going to send the pigs after me." 
 "Then why did you call?" 
 "I've missed you," Mary said. "And Father, too. I'm glad you didn't bring the pigs. I saw your car pull in, and I knew pigs don't drive Cadillacs. But I'm parked down at the boathouse, and if I saw somebody following you I was going to take my baby and get out on the lake road." The lake road was a trail, really, that wound around much of Lake Anna before joining the main road. This time of year a gate closed the trail off, but Mary had already broken the gate off its hinges to allow a quick escape. 
 _My baby_, Mary had said. "Where's the child?" Natalie asked. 
 "Back bedroom. I've got him wrapped up in a blanket so he'll be all comfy-cozy. I didn't want to start a fire. You never can tell who might smell the smoke. The rangers' station is still a couple of miles north, isn't it?" 
 "Yes." The lake house, constructed for summer use, had no furnace but there were three fireplaces for cool nights. Right now the house was as chilly as a tomb. 
 "So why didn't you bring the pigs?" 
 Natalie could feel her daughter watching her, like a wary animal. 
 "Because I knew you wouldn't give up if they caught you. I knew they'd have to kill you." 
 "But isn't that what you want? You said it in the papers: you wouldn't cry if I was dead." 
 "That's right. I was thinking of the baby." 
 "Oh." She nodded. Her mother had always loved babies; it was when they got older that she turned her back in boredom. Mary had taken a gamble, and it had worked. "Okay, I can dig it." 
 "I'd like to know why you stole him from his mother." 
 "_I'm_ his mother," Mary said flatly. "I told you. I've named him Drummer." 
 Natalie moved out of the corner. Mary's gaze tracked her across the room, and her mother stopped near the cold fireplace made of fieldstones. 
 "Stealing a baby is a new one for you, isn't it? Murders, bombings, and terrorism weren't enough for you? You had to steal an innocent child not two days old?" 
 "Talk, talk," Mary said. "You're still the same, talking that shit." 
 "You'd better listen to me, damn it!" Natalie snapped, much louder than she'd intended. "By God, they're going to hunt you down for this! They'll kill you and drag your body through the street! Sweet Jesus, what's in your mind to make you do such a thing?" 
 Mary was silent for a moment. She set the Colt down on a table, close enough to get it fast if she needed it. The coast was clear, though; the pigs were sniffing around the family's beach house by now. "I always wanted a baby," Mary told her. "One of my own, I mean. From my own body." 
 "And so you steal another woman's child?" 
 "Talking shit," Mary chided her mother. Then: "I almost had a baby once. Before I got hurt. That was a long time ago, but . . . sometimes I still think I can feel the baby kick. Maybe it's a ghost, huh? A ghost, up inside me trying to get out. Well, I let the ghost out. I gave him bones, skin, and a name: Drummer. He's my baby now, and no one in this mindfucked world's going to take him away from me." 
 "They'll kill you. They'll hunt you down and kill you, and you know it." 
 "Let them try. I'm ready." 
 Natalie heard a sound that made her sick with anguish: the thin noise of a baby crying, from the guest bedroom. Mary said, "He's a good kid. He doesn't cry very much." 
 "Aren't you going to go get him?" 
 "No. He'll go back to sleep in a few minutes." 
 "He's hungry!" She felt her cold cheeks redden with anger. "Are you letting htm starve to death?" 
 "I've got formula for him. Don't you get it, Mother? I love Drummer. I'm not going to let anything hap --" 
 "Balls," Natalie said, and she strode past her daughter into the hallway. She reached out, found a light switch, and turned on the overhead light. It stung her eyes for a few seconds, and she heard Mary pick up the gun again. Natalie continued into the guest bedroom, turned on a lamp, and looked at the crying, red-faced baby wrapped in a coarse gray blanket on the bed. She wasn't prepared for the sight of such a small infant, and her heart ached. This child's mother --Laura Clayborne they said her name was --must be ready for an asylum by now. She picked up the crying infant and held him against her. "There, there," she said. "It's all right, everything's going to be all
 --" 
 Mary came into the room. Natalie saw the animal cunning in her daughter's eyes, the years of hardscrabble living etched on her face. Mary once was a beautiful, vivacious young woman, the belle of the ball in Richmond society. Now she resembled a bag lady, used to living under train trestles and eating out of cast-iron pots. Natalie looked quickly away from her, before her eyes were overpowered by the waste of a human being. "This child's hungry. You can hear it in his crying. And he needs his diaper changed! Damn rt, you don't know the first thing about taking care of a baby, do you?" 
 "I've had some practice," Mary said, watching her mother rock Drummer with a gentle motion. 
 "Where's the formula? We're going to warm some up and feed this child, right this minute!" 
 "It's in the car. You'll walk down to the boathouse with me, won't you?" It was a command, not a question. Natalie hated the boathouse; it was where Grant had hanged himself from an overhead rafter. 
 When they returned, Natalie switched on the kitchen stove and warmed a bottle of formula. Mary sat at the small table and watched her mother feed the freshly diapered Drummer, the Colt near at hand. The shine of light on her mother's diamond rings drew Mary's attention. "That's right, that's right," Natalie crooned. "Baby's having a good dinner now, isn't him? Yes, him is!" 
 "Did you ever hold me like that?" Mary asked. 
 Natalie ceased her crooning. The baby sucked noisily at the nipple. 
 "What about Grant? Did you hold him like that, too?" The nipple popped out of the infant's mouth. He made a little wailing sound of need, and Natalie guided the nipple back into his cupid's-bow lips. What would Mary do, she wondered, if she were to suddenly turn away, walk out of this house with David Clayborne, and get into the car? Her gaze fixed on the Colt and then skittered away. 
 Mary read it. "I'll take my son now," she said, and she stood up and lifted Drummer away from her mother. Drummer kept feeding, staring up at her with big, unfocused blue eyes. "Isn't he pretty? I almost had a wreck looking at him. He's so pretty, isn't he?" 
 "He's not your son." 
 "Talking shit," Mary crooned to Drummer. "Talking shit shit shit, yes she is." 
 "Please listen to me! It's not right! I don't know why you did this, or what . . . what's in your mind, but you can't keep him! You've got to give him up! Listen to me!" she insisted as Mary turned her back. "I'm begging you! 
 Don't put this child in danger! Do you hear me?" 
 Silence, but for the sucking. Then: "I hear you." 
 "Leave him with me. I'll take him to the police. Then you can go on wherever you want to, I don't care. Lose yourself. Go underground. Just let me take that child back where he belongs." 
 "He's already where he belongs." 
 Natalie glanced at the pistol again, lying on the table. Two steps away. Did she dare? Was it loaded, or not? If she picked it up, could she use it if she had to? Her mind careened toward a decision. 
 Mary held the baby with one hand and retrieved the gun with the other. She tucked it down in the waistband of her faded denims. "Mother," she said, and she looked into Natalie's face with her cold, intense eyes in that hard and bitter face, "we don't live in the same world. We never did. I played the game for as long as I could stand it. Then I knew: your world would break me if I didn't fight back. It would grind me down, put me in a wedding dress and give me a diamond ring, and I would look across the dining room table at some stupid stranger and hear the screams of injustice every day of my life, but by then I'd be too weak to care. I'd live in a big house in Richmond with foxhunt paintings on the walls, and I'd worry about finding good help. I'd think that maybe we should have nuked Vietnam, and I wouldn't give a shit about whether the pigs billy-clubbed students in the streets and whether the Mindfuck State got fat on the bodies of the uneducated masses. Your world would have killed me, Mother. Can't you understand?" 
 "All that is past history," Natalie answered. "The fighting in the streets is over. The student rebellions, the protests . . . all of it is gone. Why can't you let it go?" 
 Mary smiled thinly. "It's not gone. People just forgot. I'm going to make them remember." 
 "How? By committing more murders?" 
 "I'm a soldier. My war didn't end. It'll never end." She kissed Drummer on the forehead, and her mother flinched. "He's part of the next generation. He'll carry on the fight. I'll teach him what we did for freedom, and he'll know the war's never over." She smiled into the baby's face. "My sweet, sweet Drummer." 
 Natalie Terrell had thought for over twenty years that her daughter was unbalanced. Now it came at her in a savage rush: she was standing in a kitchen with a madwoman who held a bottle of formula to an infant's lips. There was no way to reach her, she was beyond touching, a resident of a world of twisted patriotism and midnight slaughters. For the first time, she feared for her own life. 
 "So you sent them to the beach house," Mary said, still looking at Drummer. "That was motherly of you. Well, they'll find out soon enough that I'm not there. The pigs won't be kind to you, Mother. You may get a taste of the whip." 
 "I did it because I didn't want to see that child hurt, and I hoped --" 
 "I know what you hoped. That you could put me in your fist and mold me, like you tried to mold Grant. No, no; I won't be molded. I suppose I can't stay here much longer, can I?" 
 "They'll find you wherever you go." 
 "Oh, I've done pretty well up until now." She looked at her mother, and saw she was afraid. It made her feel both elated and very sad. "I'll take one of your rings." 
 "What?" 
 "One of your rings. I want the one with the two diamonds side by side." Natalie shook her head. "I don't know what you --" 
 "Take off that ring and put it on the table," Mary said; her voice had changed. It was a soldier's voice again, all daughterly pretense gone. "Do it right now." 
 Natalie looked at the ring Mary meant. It was worth seven thousand dollars, and had been given to her as a birthday gift by Edgar in 1965. "No," she said. 'Wo. I won't." 
 "If you don't take it off, I'll do it for you." Natalie's chin lifted, like the prow of a battleship. "All right, come ahead." , 
 Mary moved fast; she held Drummer in the crook of her left arm and was upon Natalie before she could back away. Mary's hand grasped her mother's. There was a fierce pull, some pain as skin was torn and the finger was almost wrenched from its socket, and the ring was gone. 
 "Damn you to hell," Natalie rasped, and she lifted her right hand and slapped Mary Terror across the face. 
 Mary smiled, a handprint splayed across her cheek. "I love you, too, Mother," she said, and she put the ring with its double diamonds into her pocket. "Would you hold my baby?" She gave Drummer to Natalie, and then she walked purposefully into the den and yanked the telephone from its wall socket. She flung the telephone against the wall and smashed it to pieces as Natalie stood with tears in her eyes and the baby in her arms. Mary offered her mother another smile as she passed her on the way out the front door. She drew her pistol, put the first bullet through the Cadillac's left front tire and the second bullet through the right rear tire. She returned to the house, bringing with her a whiff of gunsmoke. When they'd walked down to the boathouse to get the formula, Mary had made her mother stand far enough away so Natalie couldn't tell she was in a van, not a "car," what make it was or what color. That was for the best; when her mother got back to civilization, she would sing like a little teakettle to the pigs. Mary took Drummer back from Natalie's trembling hands, her mother's face drawn and pallid. "Will you stay in the house, or do I have to take your shoes?" 
 "What would you do? Tear them off my feet?" 
 "Yes," Mary said, and her mother believed her. Natalie sat down in a chair in the den and listened to the squeal of air leaving the Cadillac's tires. Mary squeezed the last drink of formula into the baby's mouth, then she held him against her shoulder and patted his back, trying to draw forth a burp. 
 "Lower," Natalie said quietly. Mary moved her hand and kept patting. In a few seconds Drummer did his thing. He yawned in the folds of his blanket, getting sleepy again. 
 "I wouldn't try to walk to the ranger's station in the dark," Mary advised. "You could break an ankle. I'd wait until the sun comes up." 
 "Thank you for your concern." 
 Mary rocked Drummer, a motion as soothing to her as it was to the infant. "Let's don't say good-bye as enemies. Okay?" 
 "Everyone's your enemy," Natalie told her. "You hate everything and everybody, don't you?" 
 "I hate what tries to kill me, body or spirit." She paused, thinking of something else to say though it was time to get going. "Thanks for helping me with Drummer. Sorry I had to take the ring, but I'm going to need some money." 
 "Yes. Guns and bullets _are_ expensive, aren't they?" 
 "So is gas. It's a long way to Canada." There's a morsel to feed the pigs, she thought. Maybe they wouldn't be so hard on her. "Tell Father I asked about him, will you?" She started to turn away, to go out through the back door the same way she'd entered the house, using the key that always remained hidden on the doorjamb's ledge. She hesitated. One more thing to say. "You can be proud of me for this, Mother: I never gave up what I believed in. I never quit. That counts for something, doesn't it?" 
 "It'll make a fine epitaph on your gravestone," Natalie said. 
 "Good-bye, Mother." 
 And she was gone. 
 Natalie heard the creak of the back door opening. The _thunk_ of its closing. She stayed where she was, her hands folded in her lap as if awaiting the soup course at a formal dinner. Perhaps five minutes slipped past. And then a sob broke in the woman's throat, and she lowered her face and began to cry. The tears fell from her cheeks onto her hands, where they glittered like false diamonds. 
 Mary Terror, behind the van's wheel with Drummer swaddled and warm on the floorboard, saw the last of the house's light in her rearview mirror before the skeletal trees got in the way. She felt weakened; her mother had always had the knack of draining her. Didn't matter. Nothing mattered but being at the weeping lady at two o'clock on the afternoon of the eighteenth, and giving Drummer to his new father. She could imagine the radiance of Lord Jack's smile. 
 Today was Monday, the fifth. She had thirteen days. Time enough to find a cheap motel off the highway, lay low for a while and make some changes. Have to smell the wind and be sure the pigs weren't near. Have to disappear for a while, and let the heat drift past. She said to the sleeping Drummer, "Mama loves you. Mama loves her sweet, sweet baby. You're mine now, did you know that? Yes you are. Mine forever and always." 
 Mary smiled, her face daubed green by the dashboard glow. The van made a rocking motion, almost like a cradle. Mother and baby were at peace, for now. The van sped on, its tires tracking across the dark land. IV





WHERE THE CREATURES MEET
1
 Shards
 ON THE FOURTEENTH DAY OF FEBRUARY, TWO THINGS happened: a TWA jet carrying two hundred and forty-six people exploded in the air above Tokyo, Japan, and a deranged man with an AK-47 assault rifle opened fire in a shopping mall in La Crosse, Wisconsin, killing three people and wounding five others before he took refuge in a J.C. Penney's. Both these news items together drove the last nails into the flagging Mary Terror drama, dooming it to that part of the newscasts and papers known as "the coffin corner": dead items. 
 The fifteenth dawned. Laura Clayborne awakened sometime around ten, after another restless night. She lay in bed for a while, getting her bearings; sometimes she thought she was awake when she was still dreaming. The sleeping pills tended to do it. Everything was confused and uncertain, an entanglement of reality and delusion. She gathered her strength to face another day, a monumental effort, and she got out of bed and peered through the blinds. The sun was shining, the sky was blue. It was windy outside, and it looked very cold. There were, of course, no more reporters. The reporters had trickled away, day after day. The press conferences held by the FBI -which were really only attempts to keep the story newsworthy --had ceased luring the reporters in. The press conferences had stopped. There was never any news. Mary Terror had vanished, and with her had vanished David. Laura went to the bathroom. She didn't look at her face in the mirror because she knew it would be a terrible sight. She felt as if she'd aged ten years in the twelve days since David had been stolen. Her joints throbbed like an old woman's, and she constantly had headaches. Stress, the doctor had told her. Perfectly understandable in this situation. See this pink pill? Take half of one twice a day and call me if you need me. Laura splashed cold water into her face. Her eyelids were swollen, her body bloated and sluggish. She felt warm wetness between her thighs, and she touched down there. Watery reddish fluid on her fingertips. The stitches had pulled loose again; nothing would hold her together anymore since her baby was gone. 
 It was the weight of not knowing that was killing her. Was David dead? 
 Murdered and thrown into the weeds by the roadside? Had she sold him on the black market for cash? Was she planning to use him in some kind of cultish rite? All those questions had been pondered by Neil Kastle and the FBI, but there were no answers. 
 Sometimes the urge to cry suddenly overwhelmed her, and she was forced back to bed. She sensed it coming now, growing stronger. She gripped the sink, her head bent forward. An image of David's body lying in the weeds swept through her mind. "No!" she said as the first tears burned her eyes. "No, damn it, no!" 
 She rode it out, her body trembling and her teeth clenched so hard her jaws ached. The storm of unbearable sadness passed, but it stayed flickering and rumbling on the horizon. Laura left the bathroom, walked through the untidy bedroom, through the den and to the kitchen. Her bare feet were cold on the floor. Her first stop, as usual, was the answering machine. No messages. She opened the refrigerator and drank orange juice straight from the carton. She took the array of vitamins the doctor had suggested for her, swallowing one after another the pills that might have choked a horse. Then she stood in the middle of the kitchen, blinking in the sunlight and trying to decide if she should have raisin bran or oatmeal. 
 First, call Kastle. She did. His secretary, who'd initially been sweetness and Georgia peaches but was now more crisp and lemony at Laura's sometimes-dozen calls a day, said Kastle was out of the office and wouldn't be back until after three. No, there was no progress. Yes, you'll be the first to know. Laura hung up. Raisin bran or oatmeal? It seemed a very difficult decision. 
 She had Wheat Chex. She ate standing up, and she spilled some milk on the floor and almost cried again, but she remembered the old saying so she let it go. She wiped the drops of milk away with her foot. 
 Her parents had gone home the previous morning. It was the beginning, Laura knew, of a cold war between her and her mother. Doug's mother had returned to Orlando two days previously. Doug had started back to work. Somebody's got to make some money, he'd told her. Anyway, there's no use just sitting around here waiting, is there? 
 Doug had said something the night before that had sent Laura into a rage. He'd looked at her, the _Wall Street Journal_ on the sofa beside him, and he'd said, "If David's dead, it won't be the end of the world." That remark had sliced through her heart like a burning blade. "Do you think he's dead?" she'd asked him savagely. "Is that what you think?" 
 "I'm not saying he's dead. I'm just saying that life goes on no matter what happens." 
 "My God. My God." Laura's hand had gone to her mouth, her stomach roiling with horror. "You _do_ think he's dead, don't you? Oh Jesus, you do!" Doug had stared at her with heavy-lidded eyes, and Laura had seen the truth in them. The subsequent storm had driven Doug out of the house, racing away in his Mercedes. Laura had called C. Jannsen's number. When a woman had answered, Laura had said bitterly, "He's on his way. You can have him, and I hope you enjoy what you get." She'd hung up, but not with a slam as she'd first intended. Doug wasn't worth the effort. Sometime before midnight she'd found herself sitting on the bed, cutting apart their wedding pictures with scissors. It came to her, as she'd sat with the shards of memories in her lap, that she was in real danger of losing her mind. Then she'd put all the pieces into a little pile atop the dresser and she'd taken two sleeping pills and searched for rest. 
 What to do? What to do? She wasn't ready for work yet. She could imagine herself trying to cover a social function and collapsing in the foie gras. She put on the coffeepot, and she wandered around the kitchen straightening things that were already straight. As she passed near the telephone, she thought of calling Neil Kastle again. Maybe there would be some news. She picked up the phone, put it down, picked, it up once more, finally left it in a helter-skelter of indecision. 
 Straighten up in the den, she thought. Yes, it needed straightening. Laura walked in and spent a few minutes going through magazines in the basket where they collected. She chose issues that were two or three months old and stacked them up for the trash. No, no; this one couldn't go. It had an article about breastfeeding in it. This one couldn't go, either, it had an article about how babies responded to music. She drifted away from the magazines to the bookshelves, and began to line the volumes up so that their spines were exactly even. The larger-sized books gave her a fit of consternation. And then she came to a volume that made her hand stop its relentless arranging. 
 Its title was _Burn This Book_. 
 Laura took the book down. Mark Treggs, the holdover hippie. No author's photo. Mountain top Press, Chattanooga, Tennessee. A post office box. She skimmed through the book, searching for the part where Treggs had talked about the Weather Underground and the Storm Front. On page 72, she found it: "The Love Generation, bleeding from a thousand wounds inflicted by the militant counterculture, may well have expired on the night of July 1, 1972, when police in Linden, New Jersey, cornered the terrorist Storm Fronters in a suburban tract house. Four Storm Fronters died in the firefight, one was captured alive but wounded, and four more escaped, including their main man
 'Lord Jack' Gardiner. The pigs searched, but they could not find. Some say Canada, that saint of America's political fugitives, took them into her forests. You can hear it still today if you put your ear to the right track: the Storm Front's out there somewhere. Maybe still licking their wounds, like old bears in a cave. Maybe muttering and dreaming, aging longhairs huddled over candles with their stashes of pot and acid. I knew one of the Storm Fronters, a long time ago before the flames destroyed the flowers. She was a nice kid from Cedar Falls, Iowa. A farmer's daughter, can you dig it? To her I send a message: keep the faith, and love the one you're with." Laura's gaze flickered back up the page. _I knew one of the Storm Fronters_. 
 Not Mary Terrell. She was born in Richmond. Who, then? 
 Somebody who might help the FBI find her baby? 
 Laura took the book to the telephone. She dialed Kastle's number in such a hurry that she messed up and had to redial. His secretary, the lemony bitch, answered after the second ring. No, Mrs. Clayborne, Mr. Kastle isn't in yet. I told you before, he won't be back until after three. No, I'm sorry, I don't have a number where he can be reached. Mrs. Clayborne, it's not doing anybody any good for you to keep calling. I'm terribly sorry about your situation, but everything possible is being done to find your --Bullshit. Laura hung up. She paced the kitchen, her heart pounding. Whom could she tell about this? Who could help her? She stopped at the telephone again, and this time she dialed Directory Assistance in Chattanooga. 
 The operator had no number for Mountaintop Press. There were two Treggses: Phillip and M.K. She scribbled down the latter number and called it, her stomach doing slow flip-flops. 
 Four rings. "Hello?" A woman's voice. 
 "Mark Treggs, please?" 
 "Mark's at work. Can I take a message?" 
 Laura swallowed, her throat dry. "Is this . . . the Mark Treggs who wrote the book?" 
 A pause. Then, cautiously: "Yes." 
 _Thank God_! she thought. Her hand was clenched around the receiver. 
 "Are you his wife?" 
 "Who is this, please?" 
 "My name is Laura Clayborne. I'm calling from Atlanta. Is there a number where I can reach Mr. Treggs?" 
 Another pause. "No, I'm sorry." 
 "Please!" It came out too fast, too charged with emotion. "I've got to talk to him! Please tell me how I can find him!" 
 "There's no number," the woman said. "Laura Clayborne. I think I know that name. Are you a friend of Mark's?" 
 "I've never met him, but it's vitally important that I reach him. Please! Can't you help me?" 
 "He'll be home after five. Can I give him a message?" Five o'clock seemed an eternity. In frustration, Laura said, "Thank you so much!" and this time she did slam the receiver down. She stood for a moment with her hands pressed against her face, trying to decide what to do. The image of David in the weeds came to her again, and she shook it off before it latched in her mind. 
 Chattanooga was about a two-hour drive from Atlanta, northwest along I-75. Laura looked at the clock. If she left now, she could be there around one. _I knew one of the Storm Fronters_. Treggs might know more about the Storm Front than he'd written in the book. A two-hour drive. She could make it in an hour and forty-five minutes. 
 Laura went into the bedroom, put on a pair of bluejeans that fit snugly around the puffiness she was still carrying, and she shrugged into a white blouse and a beige cable-knit sweater. It occurred to her that she might have to stay in Chattanooga overnight. She began to pack a suitcase, another pair of jeans and a crimson sweater, extra underwear and socks. She loaded up her toothpaste and toothbrush, decided to take her shampoo and her hair dryer. Money, she thought. Have to go by the bank and get a check cashed. Got my Visa, MasterCard, and American Express. Have to get the BMW's tank filled. Leave a note for Doug; no, forget that. Get the tires checked, too. It wouldn't be good to have a blowout, a woman alone in this hard old world. She knew now that violence could strike from any direction, without warning, and leave tragedy in its wake. She walked to the dresser, opened the top drawer, and lifted up Doug's sweaters. She took the automatic pistol out, along with a box of ammunition. The shooting lessons be damned; if she had to use it, she'd learn fast. 
 Laura gave her hair a quick brushing. She forced herself to look at her face in the mirror. Her eyes had a glassy shine: either excitement or insanity, she couldn't decide which. But one thing she knew for sure: waiting in this house, day after day, for word about her baby would surely drive her over the edge. Mark Treggs might not know anything about the Storm Front. He might not have any information at all that could help her. But she was going to Chattanooga to find him, and nothing on earth was going to stop her. She put on her black Reeboks, then deposited the automatic pistol and the box of ammunition in her suitcase, along with her hairbrush. The pile of cut-up photographs caught her attention. 
 She swept them into a trash can with the edge of her hand. Then she picked up her suitcase, got her tan overcoat, and walked into the garage. The BMW's engine started, a throaty growl. 
 Laura drove away from the house on Moore's Mill Road, and she did not look back. 
 2
 The Pennywhistle Player
 CHATTANOOGA is A CITY THAT SEEMS STOPPED IN TIME, LIKE A Rebel's rusted pocketwatch. The broad Tennessee River meanders around it, interstates pierce its heart, railroads connect the warehouses and factories with those in other places; the river, interstates, and railroads enter Chattanooga and leave it, but Chattanooga remains like a faded damsel waiting for some suitor long dead and buried. She turns her face away from the modern, and pines for what can never be again. 
 The huge mass of Lookout Mountain rises over Chattanooga, the faded damsel's dowager hump. It was Lookout Mountain that Laura saw before she saw the city. Its appearance, at first a looming purple shadow on the horizon, made Laura's foot heavier on the BMW's gas pedal. At eighteen minutes after one she pulled off the interstate at Germantown Road, found a pay phone with a phone book, and looked up M. K. Treggs. The address was 904 Hilliard Street. Laura bought a city map at a gas station, pinpointed Hilliard Street on it, and got the gas jockey to tell her the best way to get there. Then she was off again, driving in the bright afternoon sunlight toward the northeastern side of Chattanooga. 
 The address was a small wood-frame house in a nest of similar houses across from a shopping center. It was painted pale blue, and the house's postage-stamp-size lawn had been turned into a rock garden with a pebbled walkway. The mailbox was one of those plastic jobs with redbirds on it. A rope and tire swing hung from a tree branch, and in the driveway was a white Yugo with rust splotches. Laura pulled her car in front of the house and got out. The chill breeze ruffled her hair, and made the six or seven wind chimes that hung from the front porch's rafters clang and bong and jingle and clink. A dog next door began to bark furiously. Big brown dog behind a chain-link fence, she noted. She walked up onto the porch and rang the doorbell, surrounded by chimes. 
 The inner door opened, but the screen door stayed closed. A slender, petite woman with braided brown hair peered cautiously out. "Can I help you?" 
 "I'm Laura Clayborne. I called you from Atlanta." The woman just stared at her. 
 "I called you at eleven," Laura went on. "I've come to talk to your husband." 
 "You're . . . the lady who called? You came from Atlanta?" She blinked, the information sinking in. 
 "That's right. I can't tell you how important it is that I see your husband." 
 "I know who you are." The woman nodded. "You're the one whose baby was taken. Mark and I talked about that. I knew I'd heard your name before!" Laura stood there, waiting. Then the woman said, "Oh! Come on in!" She unlatched the screen door, and opened it wide to accept Laura. In her college days Laura had been in many dorm rooms and hippie apartments. Her own apartment had been pretty much "hippified," or at least what passed for such at the University of Georgia. The house immediately took her back to those days. It was full of cheap apartment furniture, with crates serving as book and record cases, a big orange beanbag chair with _UT_
 emblazoned on it, and a beige sofa that looked as if it had been slept on for quite a number of years. Vases with dried flowers stood about, and on the walls were actual, genuine, real McCoy black light posters, one showing the astrological signs and the other depicting a three-masted ship against a full moon. A wood carving on one wall read LET IT BE. Laura was sure she smelted strawberry incense and lentils cooking. Fat, half-burned candles --those kinds with intricate wax designs and varicolored bands on them --were arranged on a countertop, next to books that included the works of Kahlil Gibran and Rod McKuen. Laura could look through a corridor and see a poster at the end of it: _War Is Not Healthy for Children and Other Living Things_. The sensation of stepping back into time might have been complete for Laura except for some GoBots scattered on the floor and a Nintendo atop the television set. The woman with braided hair scooped up the GoBots. "Kids," she said with a toothy smile. "They leave stuff everywhere, don't they?" Laura spotted a Barbie doll clad in a doll-size shimmery white gown, leaning against a record crate full of battered-looking album jackets. "You have two children?" 
 "Right on. Mark Junior's ten, and Becca's just turned eight. Sorry the place is a wreck. Getting 'em off to school some mornings's like a tornado passing through. Get you some tea? I've just made some Red Zinger." It had been years since Laura had tasted Red Zinger tea. "That would be fine," she said, and she followed the woman into the cramped little kitchen. The refrigerator had peace signs painted all over it in vivid colors. The crayon drawings of children were taped up. _Love You, Mom_ was printed on one of them. Laura looked quickly away from it, because a lump had risen into her throat. 
 "I'm Rose," the woman said. "Pleased to meet you." She offered her hand, and Laura shook it. Then Rose went about her task of getting cups and pouring the tea from a brown clay pot. "We've got raw sugar," she said, and Laura told her that would be fine, too. As Rose got their tea ready, Laura saw the woman had on Birkenstock sandals, staple hippie footwear. Rose Treggs wore faded jeans with patched knees and a bulky sea-green sweater that was a dozen rubs away from giving at the elbows. She was about five feet tall, and she moved with the quick, birdlike energy of petite people. In the kitchen's sunlight, Laura could see the hints of gray in Rose Treggs's hair. The woman had an attractive, open face and freckles across her nose and cheeks, but the lines around her mouth and at the comers of her dark blue eyes told a tale of a hard life. "Here you go," Rose said, giving Laura a rough clay cup with a hippie's long-jawed, bearded face molded into it. "You want lemon?" 
 "No, thanks." She sipped the tea. Few things in life remained the same, but Red Zinger persevered. 
 They sat in the living room, amid the relics of a bygone age. Looking around at it all, Laura imagined the voice of Bob Dylan singing "Blowin' in the Wind." She could feel Rose watching her, nervously waiting for her to speak. "I read your husband's book," Laura began. 
 "Which one? He's written three." 
 "_Burn This Book_." 
 "Oh, right. That's sold the best. Almost four hundred copies." 
 "I reviewed it for the _Constitution_. "The review, however, had never been printed. "It was interesting." 
 "We've got our own publishing company," Rose said. "Mountaintop Press." She smiled and shrugged. "Well, it's just a typeset machine and some stuff in the basement, really. We sell mostly by mail order, to college bookstores. But that's how Benjamin Franklin started, huh?" 
 Laura leaned forward in her chair. "Rose? I have to talk to your husband. You understand what's happened to me, don't you?" Rose nodded. "We saw it on the news and read about it, too. Blew our minds. But you don't look like your picture." 
 "My baby has been stolen from me," Laura said, holding the tears back by sheer willpower. "He was two days old. His name is David, and I . . . I wanted a child very badly." Careful, she thought. Her eyes were burning. "You know who took my baby, don't you?" 
 "Yeah. Mary Terror. We thought she was dead by now." 
 "Mary Terror," Laura repeated, her gaze fixed on Rose's face. "The FBI's looking for her. But they can't find her. It's been twelve days, and she's disappeared with my son. Do you have any idea how long twelve days can be?" Rose didn't answer. She looked away from Laura because the woman's intense stare made her nervous. 
 "Every day can stretch and stretch until you feel as if it's never going to end," Laura continued. "You think the hours are stuck. And at night, when it's so quiet you can hear your heart beat . . . at night it's the worst. I've got an empty nursery in my house, and Mary Terrell has my son. I read your husband's book. I read about the Storm Front in it. He knows someone who was a member of the Storm Front, doesn't he?" 
 "That was a long time ago." 
 "I realize that. But anything he could tell me might help the FBI, Rose. _Anything_. As it is, they're spinning their wheels. I can't take many more days of waiting for a phone call to tell me if my David is alive or dead. Can you understand that?" 
 Rose released a long breath and nodded, her face downcast. "Yeah. When we heard about it, we had a long talk. We wondered how we'd feel if somebody took Mark Junior or Becca. It would be a heavy trip, that's for sure." She looked up. "Mark did know a woman who belonged to the Storm Front. But he didn't know Mary Terror. He doesn't know anything that would help you get your baby back." 
 "How can you be sure about that? Maybe your husband knows something that he doesn't think is important, but it could be of real value. I don't think I have to tell you how desperate I am. You're a mother. You know how you'd feel." She saw Rose frown, the lines deepening. "Please. I need to find your husband and ask him some questions. I won't take much of his time. Will you tell me where I can find him?" 
 Rose's teeth worked her lower lip. She swirled the Red Zinger around her teacup, and then she said, "Yeah. Okay. There's a phone number, but I didn't give it to you because they don't like to go out and track down the custodians. I mean, it's a big place." 
 "Where does your husband work?" 
 Rose told her where, and how to get there. Laura finished her tea, said thank you, and left the house. At the front door Rose wished her peace, and the chimes stirred in the chill breeze. 
 Rock City was perched atop Lookout Mountain. It was not a suburb of Chattanooga, but rather a tourist attraction of walkways winding between huge, wind-chiseled boulders, a waterfall plummeting from a sheer cliff, and rock gardens with benches for the weary. Signs with bearded elves pointed out the admission gate and the parking lot. On such a cold day, even with the sun shining, the lot was all but empty. Laura paid her money in a building where Indian arrowheads and Confederate caps were on sale, and she was told by the clerk that Mark Treggs was probably out sweeping the path near the Swinging Bridge. She started off, following the walkway over, around, and sometimes even through the center of gargantuan rocks, the denuded bones of Lookout Mountain. She easily got through a crevice called Fatman's Squeeze, and she realized she was losing the weight of pregnancy. The pathway took her up into the sunlight again, out of the freezing shadows of the stones, and she at last saw the Swinging Bridge ahead of her. There was no one on the path, though. She crossed the bridge, which indeed did creak and swing, a gorge full of rocks about sixty feet below. She continued along the path, her hands thrust into the pockets of her overcoat. She didn't see anyone else anywhere. One thing she noticed, though: the walkways couldn't have been cleaner. And then she came around a curve and she heard it: the high, birdlike notes of a pennywhistle. 
 Laura followed the music. In another moment she found him. He was sitting cross-legged atop a boulder, his rake and broom leaning against the stone, and he was playing a pennywhistle and staring toward a vast panorama of pine woods and blue sky. 
 "Mr. Treggs?" she said, standing at the boulder's base. He kept playing. The music was slow and gentle, and sad in a way. A pennywhistle, Laura thought, was an instrument played in circuses by clowns with tears painted on their cheeks. "Mr. Treggs?" she repeated a little louder. 
 The music stopped. Mark Treggs took the pennywhistle from his mouth and looked down at her. He had a long dark-brown beard peppered with gray and his hair hung over his shoulders, a blue baseball cap on his head. Under thick, gray-flecked brows, his large, luminous hazel eyes peered at Laura from behind wire-framed granny glasses. "Yes?" 
 "My name is Laura Clayborne. I've come from Atlanta to find you." Mark Treggs squinted, as if trying to get her into focus. "I don't . . . think I know . . ." 
 "Laura Clayborne," she said again. "Mary Terrell stole my baby twelve days ago." 
 His mouth opened, but he didn't say anything. 
 "I read _Burn This Book_, "she went on. "You talked about the Storm Front. You said you knew someone who belonged to it. I've come to ask you --" 
 "Oh," he said. It was a boyish voice that did not go with the gray. "Oh, wow." 
 "For help," Laura finished. 
 "I saw you on the tube! My old lady and I both saw you! We were talking about you just last night!" He scrambled down off the boulder with surefooted ease. He was wearing a brown uniform and a jacket with Rock City stenciled in red on one breast pocket and Mark on the other. Treggs stood about six three and was as skinny as a spider monkey, his face all beard, wild eyebrows, and goggly eyes behind the glasses. "Man, what a trip! I swear, we were talking about you!" 
 "I saw Rose. She told me where to find you." The cup, she thought. The face on it was his. 
 "You went to my _house_? Wow!" 
 "Mr. Treggs? Listen to me. I need your help. You know someone who belonged to the Storm Front. Is that right?" 
 His goofy smile began to fade. He blinked a few times, regaining his equilibrium. "Oh," he said. "That's why you're here?" 
 "Yes. I read your latest book." 
 "My book. Right." He nodded, and slid the pennywhistle into his back pocket. "Listen . . . excuse me, but I've got to get back to work." He retrieved the rake and broom. "I can't sit around too long. They get mad." He started to move away. 
 Laura followed him. "Wait a minute! Didn't you hear what I said?" She reached out, grasped his shoulder, and stopped his gawky, long-legged strides. 
 "I'm asking you for your help!" 
 "I can't help you," he said flatly. "Sorry." Again he began striding away. 
 Laura kept pace, a surge of anger rising and whorls of red in her cheeks. "Mr. Treggs! Wait, please! Just give me one minute!" He kept going, his speed picking up. 
 "Wait! Just hear me out!" 
 Faster still. 
 "I SAID WAIT, DAMN IT!" Laura shouted, and she grabbed Mark Treggs by the left arm, spun him around with all her strength, and slammed his back against a smooth boulder. He gave a little grunt, and the rake and broom slid from his hand. His eyes had grown larger, owlish, and frightened. 
 "Please," he said. "I can't stand violence." 
 "Neither can I! But by God my son was stolen from me by a murderess, and you're going to tell me what I want to know!" She shook him. "Can you dig it, man?" 
 He didn't answer. Then, quietly: "Yeah, I can dig it." 
 "Good." Laura released him, but she blocked his way so he couldn't escape. "You knew a Storm Fronter. Who was it?" Treggs looked around. "Okay, come on! Where're the pigs hiding? You brought 'em, didn't you?" 
 "No police. Nobody but me." 
 "Well, it doesn't matter anyhow." He shrugged. "I don't care if you're wired. So I was in a commune for a few months with Bedelia Morse. Didi to her friends. So what? I didn't hang out with the Storm Premiers, so you can put that in the pig pipe and let 'em smoke it." 
 "What happened to Bedelia Morse? Did she die at the Shootout in New Jersey?" 
 "No, she got away. Listen, that's all I know. I was in a commune with Didi and about eight other people back in 'sixty-nine, before she got into the Storm Front. We were in South Carolina, and we broke up after four months because everybody got tired of getting rousted by the local pigs. End of story." 
 "Didn't you know her at Berkeley?" 
 "Uh-uh. She didn't go to Berkeley. She got hooked on the Storm Front when she went to New York. Listen, I didn't know anything else about her. Okay?" 
 "And you haven't heard from her since?" 
 "No way." Treggs bent his long body over and picked up the rake and broom. "You got your wire turned up loud enough for the pigs to hear? Read my lips: No way." 
 "What about Mary Terrell? Is there anything you can tell me about her?" 
 "Yeah." He took off his glasses, pulled a handkerchief from his shirt, and cleaned the lenses. "But you already know. She's crazy as hell. She won't give up to the pigs. They'll have to kill her." 
 "And she'll kill my son. Is that what you're saying?" 
 "I didn't say that." He put his glasses back on. "Listen, Mrs. Clayborne, I'm sorry about all this. Really I am. But I don't know anything else about the Storm Front that the pigs --I mean, that the police and FBI don't already know. I'm sorry you came all this way, but I can't help you." Laura had an instant where she feared she might pass out. She'd built up her hopes --for what, she wasn't sure --and now this was nothing but a dead end. 
 "You don't look so good," Treggs said. "You want to sit down?" She nodded, and he took her by the arm and led her to a bench. "You want a Coke? I can get you one." She shook her head, fighting nausea. She realized that if she threw up, Treggs would have to clean up the mess. It might be worthwhile to do it, just for the hell of it. But she didn't, and she lifted her face to the breeze and felt the cold sweat begin to dry. 
 She said in a husky voice, "Is there anything else? Do you have any idea where Mary Terrell might be?" 
 "No. I don't know where Didi is, either. That was a long time ago." He sat down on the bench beside her, his long legs splayed out. He wore red Adidas sneakers with stars on them. "That commune," he mused. "Man, it seems like that was part of a different world. Well, it _was_, wasn't it?" He squinted in the sunlight, and watched a hawk circle above the mountain. "Long time gone," he said. "We had a nice life. Lived on a little farm, had a couple of cows and some chickens. We didn't bother anybody. All we wanted to do was find nirvana. Know what the pigs finally busted us for?" He waited for Laura to shake her head. "No business license. See, Didi made things. She was a potter, and she sold stuff in town. She was doing pretty good, too, then _bam_: no business license. Man, I don't see why we don't run out of trees, with all the paper you get choked with. I mean, how come we've still got forests, with all the paper that's been used in all of history? And think about wooden furniture, and houses, and everything else made of wood. How come we've still got forests?" He prodded her with a sharp elbow. "Huh?" 
 "I don't know. Maybe you should write a book about it." 
 "Yeah, maybe I will," he said. "But then that would be using more paper, wouldn't it? See? A vicious cycle." 
 They sat for a while in silence. The cold wind strengthened, and Laura heard the cry of a hawk on its current. Mark Treggs stood up. "You ought to see the rest of Rock City while you're here. It's nice. Peaceful, this time of year. You feel like you own the whole place." 
 "I don't feel much like sightseeing." 
 "No, I guess not. Well, I've got to get back to work. Can you find your way out?" 
 Laura nodded. Where was she going to go? And what was she going to do when she got there? 
 Treggs hesitated, holding the broom and rake. "Listen . . . for what it's worth, I'm really sorry about what's happened. I thought Mary Terrell was dead, buried in an unmarked grave somewhere. I guess you never know who's going to turn up, huh?" 
 "You never know," Laura agreed. 
 "Right. Well, you take care. Too bad you had to come all this way for nothing." He still lingered, throwing a skinny shadow at her feet. "I hope they find your baby," he said. "Peace." He made the sign, and then he turned and walked away. 
 She let him go. What was the point? At last, when she was sure she wasn't going to be sick, she stood up. What to do now? Go back to Atlanta. No, no. She didn't feel like making the drive this afternoon. Maybe she'd find a motel room, get herself a bottle of cheap red wine, and let it rip. Two bottles, maybe. What the hell? 
 She followed her shadow along the winding trail of Rock City; it was the thin, compressed shadow of a woman crushed between the past and the future, and every direction it pointed toward seemed hopeless. 
 3
 Eve of Destruction
 NIGHT HAD FALLEN. THE BOXES WERE ALIGHT. FROM THEIR windows came the glow of den lamps and televisions, small squares of illumination that marched into the distance. There were thousands of them in the darkness, thousands of lives going on about her as Mary Terror guided the van between row after row of Linden's brick and woodframe houses. Drummer, recently fed and changed, lay in his new bassinet on the floorboard and sucked on a pacifier. The van's heater had gotten cranky, wheezing with effort. Mary came to a four-way intersection, slowed, and then drove on, deeper into the heart of memory. The frigid wind swirled newspapers and trash before the headlights, and two men in heavy coats and caps with earflaps crossed the street. Mary watched them move away, out of the lights. She kept going, looking for Carazella's grocery store. She thought she remembered it on the corner of Montgomery Avenue and Charles Street, but a topless bar called Nicky's stood there. She wound through the streets, searching for the past. 
 Mary Terror had changed. She had cropped her hair short, and dyed it light brown with reddish hints. She had dyed her eyebrows light brown as well, and dotted freckles over her nose and cheeks with an eyebrow pencil. She couldn't do much about her size but slump, but she was wearing new clothes: warmer duds --brown corduroy trousers, a blue flannel shirt, and a fleece-lined jacket. On her feet was a new pair of brown boots. A Hispanic man at a pawnshop in Washington's combat zone had given her twenty-five hundred dollars for her mother's seven-thousand-dollar ring, no questions asked. Since leaving her mother, Mary and Drummer had lived in a series of rooms that gave new meaning to the term "roach motel." One cold morning at the Sleep-Rite Inn near Wilmington, Delaware, Mary had awakened to find roaches scurrying across Drummer's face. She had plucked them off, one by one, and crushed them between her fingers. At the next place they'd stayed, Mary had had a bad feeling about the swarthy woman at the front desk. She didn't like the way the woman had looked at Drummer, as if some light switch were just about to click on in the woman's crack-fried brain. Mary had stayed there less than one hour, then had gotten Drummer out and hit the road again. The places they stayed took cash and didn't ask for identification, and most of the time the clientele were whores and Johns, dopeheads and hustlers. At night Mary kept a chair against the door and her gun under her pillow, and she always made sure she knew the quickest way out. 
 A close call at the Omelet Shoppe outside Trenton, New Jersey, had given her pause for thought. Two pigs had come in while she was eating her pancakes
 --"griddle cakes," they called them up here --and Drummer was in his bassinet next to her. The pigs had sat down at the booth behind her, ordering up the Hungry Man Breakfasts. Drummer had started crying, a nettlesome sound, and he wouldn't be pacified. His crying had risen to a shriek, and finally one of the pigs looked over at Drummer and said, "Hey! You didn't get your mornin' 
 java, or what?" 
 "She's always cranky in the morning," Mary had told the pig with a polite smile. How would he know whether Drummer was a boy or girl? She'd picked Drummer up and rocked him, cooing and clucking, and his crying had begun to ebb. Mary had been damp under her arms, her spine prickling with tension, and the little Magnum pistol in her new carry-all shoulder bag. 
 "Got a good set of lungs," the pig had said. "Oughta try out for the Met when she gets a little older, huh?" 
 "Maybe so," Mary had answered, and then the pig had turned away and that was all. Mary forced herself to finish her pancakes, but she couldn't taste them anymore. Then she stood up, paid her bill, and got Drummer out, and in the parking lot she'd spat on the pig car's windshield. 
 Where was Carazella's grocery store? The neighborhood had changed. "Been twenty years," she said to Drummer. "I guess everything changes, right?" She couldn't wait for Drummer to get older so he could carry on a conversation. Oh, the things she and Jack would teach him! He was going to be a walking fortress of militant politics and philosophy, and he wouldn't take shit from anybody on earth. She turned right onto Chambers Street. A flashing caution light was ahead, marking another intersection. Woodroan Avenue, she thought. Yes! That's where I turn left! In another moment she saw the sign, and there was the building on the corner that had been Carazella's. It was still a grocery store, but now it was called Lo Wah's. She drove on two more blocks, took a right on Elderman Street, and she stopped the van about halfway down the block. 
 There it was. They'd built the house back. It was gray, and in need of painting. Other houses were crowded in around it, the structures jammed together with little respect for space and privacy. She knew that behind the houses were tiny yards squared off with fences, and a warren of alleys for the garbagemen. Oh yes, she knew this neighborhood very, very well. 
 "This is it," she told Drummer in a reverential voice. "This is where your mama was born." 
 She remembered it: the first night of July 1972. The Storm Front was in that house, preparing its mission on the weeping lady. Gary Leister, a native New Yorker, had been renting the house under an alias. Lord Jack knew a dude in Bolivia who sent up cocaine in boxes of cigars, the smokes hollowed out and packed with blow. It was with two of these shipments that the Storm Front paid their black-market source in Newark for an assortment of automatic pistols, riot shotguns, hand grenades, plastic explosive, a dozen fresh sticks of dynamite, and a couple of Uzi submachine guns. The house, painted light green in those days, had been an arsenal from which the Storm Front stalked pigs, lawyers, and Manhattan businessmen whom they deemed cogs of the Mindfuck State. The Storm Fronters had kept themselves clean and quiet, holding down the volume of all music and cutting back on their pot smoking. The neighbors had thought that the kids who lived in the house at 1105 Elderman Street had been a strange mix of white, black, and Oriental, but this was the prime of
 "All in the Family" and the Archie Bunkers of the world groused in their armchairs but minded their own business. The Storm Fronters had made a point of being friendly to the neighbors, of helping the older residents paint their houses and wash their cars. Mary had even earned some extra cash by baby-sitting for an Italian couple a street over. CinCin Omara, a mathematics major at Berkeley, had tutored a neighborhood kid in algebra. Sancho Clemenza, a Chicano poet who spoke four languages, had been a clerk at Carazella's grocery. James Xavier Toombs, who had killed his first pig when he was sixteen years old, had been a short-order cook at the Majestic Diner on Woodroan Avenue. The Storm Fronters had blended into the neighborhood, had covered themselves over with the camouflage of the workaday world, and no one had ever guessed that they planned murders and bombings in midnight sessions that left them all flying high on their sweetest drug: rage. 
 And then, on the early evening of July 1, Janette Snowden and Edward Fordyce had gone out to get pizza and backed into a pig car on the way home. 
 "No sweat, no sweat," Edward had said as he and Janette had told the others after they'd gotten back with the cold pizzas. "Everything's cool." 
 "STUPID!" Lord Jack had shouted into Edward's gaunt, bearded face, coming up out of his chair like a panther. "Stupid as shit, man! Why the fuck didn't you look where you were going?" 
 "It's no problem!" Janette, tiny and feisty as a firecracker, was on her feet, too. "We screwed up, okay? We were talking and we screwed up. It was just a little dent, that's all." 
 "Yeah," Edward agreed. "Busted our taillight but didn't do shit to the pigs. They weren't supposed to be parked right on our ass." 
 "Edward?" It was CinCin's cool Oriental voice, her face like a carved yellow cameo framed with raven hair. "Did they ask to see your driver's license?" 
 "Yeah." A quick glance at Lord Jack. Mary sat in a rocking chair in the corner, her hands folded over the swelling of Jack's child in her belly. "But it was no sweat," Edward went on. The license was forged, as were all their licenses. Edward flipped his long brown ponytail back. "The pig even laughed about it, said he'd busted up his own car last week and his old lady was still giving him hell about it." 
 "Did the pigs follow you?" Akitta Washington asked. He was a barrel-chested black man who wore African beads and amulets around his neck, and he went to a window and peered out at the street. 
 "No. Hell, no. Why would they follow us?" There was a quaver in Edward's voice. 
 "Because," Mary said from her rocking chair, "some pigs have the sixth sense." She had golden blond hair that hung around her shoulders, her face high-cheekboned and serene: the face of an outlaw Madonna. "Some pigs can smell fear." She cocked her head to one side, her eyes cool and intense. "Do you think those pigs smelled any fear on you, Edward?" 
 "Get off his case!" Janette shouted. "The pigs didn't roust us, okay? 
 They just ID'd Edward and let us go, that's it!" 
 Lord Jack began to pace the room: a bad sign. "Maybe it _is_ okay," Didi Morse said, sitting on the floor cleaning a revolver with the same fingers that could shape raw clay into objects of earthen art. She was a lovely young woman with green eyes and braided hair as red as a battle flag, her bone structure Iowa solid. "Maybe it's no big deal." Sancho grunted, smoking a joint. Gary Leister was already attacking one of the pizzas, and James Xavier Toombs sat with his pipe clenched between his teeth and a book of haiku in his lap, his face as emotionless as a black Buddha. 
 "I don't like it," Jack said. He went to the window, looked out, and paced again. "I don't like it." He continued to pace the room as some of the others began to feast on the pizzas. "Snowden?" he said at last. "Go upstairs and watch from the bedroom window." 
 "Why do I have to go? I always get the shit detail!" 
 "GO!" Jack roared. "And Edward, you get your ass upstairs and watch from the arsenal." It was the room where all their weapons and ammunition were hidden in the walls. "Move it, I said! Today, not next fucking week!" They went. Jack's piercing blue gaze found CinCin. "Walk up to Carazella's and buy a paper," he told her. She left a slice of pizza half eaten and went without question, knowing he was telling her to go out and sniff the air for the stench of pigs. Then Jack walked over to Mary, and he placed his hand against her belly. She grasped his fingers and looked up into his fiery beauty, his long blond hair hanging around his shoulders and a hawk's feather dangling from a ring in his right earlobe. Mary started to say _I love you_, but she checked it. Lord Jack didn't believe in the word; what passed as love, he said, was a tool of the Mindfuck State. He believed in courage, truth, and loyalty, of brothers and sisters willing to lay down their lives for each other and the cause. One-to-one "love," he believed, came from the false world of button-down stiffs and their robotic, manicured prostitutes. 
 But she couldn't help it. She loved him, though she dared not say it. His wrath could strike like lightning and leave ashes in its wake. Jack rubbed her belly, and he looked at Akitta. "Watch the backyard." Akitta nodded and went to do it. "Gary! You walk to the Laundromat and back. Take a couple of dollars and get some change in the machine." The Laundromat was two blocks away, in the opposite direction of Carazella's. Mary knew Jack was setting up a defensive perimeter. Gary walked out into the still, humid evening, and the smell of somebody's burgers on a grill drifted into the house. A dog barked in the distance, two more answering across the neighborhood. 
 Jack stood at the front window, working his knuckles. He said, "I don't hear Frodo." 
 James Xavier Toombs looked up from his haiku, his pipe in his mouth, and a small puff of blue smoke left his lips. 
 "Frodo." Jack's voice was low and hushed. "How come Frodo's not barking?" 
 Frodo was a stumpy little white mutt, the pet of the Giangello family two doors down the street. The Giangellos called him Caesar, but Jack had named him Frodo because of the dog's massive hairy paws. Frodo's bark was distinctive, a deep, throaty woof that started up with the regularity of a machine whenever any other dogs barked in the neighborhood. Jack looked at the other Storm Fronters. His tongue flicked out, lizardlike, to skim his lower lip. "Frodo's quiet," he said. "How come?" No one spoke. There was electricity in the room, the pizzas forgotten. Mary had stopped rocking, her hands gripped on the armrests. James Xavier Toombs returned the book of haiku to the well-stocked bookshelf. He removed a thick red volume titled _Democracy in Crisis_. He opened it and took his .45
 automatic from the hollowed-out book. There was a crisp _click_ as he checked the ammo clip. James Xavier Toombs, a man of few words, said, "Trouble." Mary stood up, and the baby moved inside her as if it, too, were readying for action. "I'll go upstairs and keep watch," she said as she picked up a couple of slices of pizza and walked toward the stairs. Bedelia Morse took her revolver and went to the back to watch the northeastern corner of the house, Sancho took the southwestern corner, and Toombs and Lord Jack stayed in the front room. Mary checked on Edward and Janette; neither one had seen anything remotely suspicious. Then Mary settled herself in the small bedroom overlooking the street, and she sat in a chair near the window with the lights off. The lights were also off in the house directly across Elderman, but that was nothing unusual. The old couple who lived there, the Steinfelds, were in bed by seven o'clock, and it was after eight. Mr. Steinfeld had emphysema, and his wife suffered from a bad bladder and had to wear adult-sized diapers. Changing diapers was a task that would be in Mary's future. She figured it wouldn't be so bad once she got used to it. Besides, it would be Jack's child, and so perfect he'd probably pop out toilet trained. Right, she thought as she smiled faintly in the dark. Dream on. 
 CinCin returned with her newspaper. No pigs, she told Jack. Everything was quiet. 
 "Did you see anybody on the street?" he asked her, and when she said no he told her to go upstairs to the armory and get Edward and Janette to help her start loading up the guns and ammo. As a precaution, they were going to leave the house and go upstate for a few days. 
 Gary came back, a pocketful of change in his purple tie-dyed jeans. No problems, he said. 
 "Nothing different?" Jack prodded. "Nothing at all?" Gary shrugged. "Panhandler was parked on the ground in front of the Laundromat, and he asked me for a hit on the way in. I gave him a quarter coming out." 
 "Had you ever seen the dude before?" 
 "Nope. It's no big deal, man. He was just a panhandler." 
 "You know the old lady who runs that place," Jack reminded him. "You ever remember that stiff old bitch letting a panhandler set up shop in her front door?" 
 Gary thought about it. "No," he said. "I don't." At nine forty-two, CinCin reported an unmarked, beat-up panel truck cruising slowly through the back alley. About half an hour later, Akitta thought he heard the metallic noise of a voice on a radio, but he wasn't sure where it was coming from. Toward eleven, Mary was still sitting in her chair in the dark when she thought she saw a movement in one of the black upstairs windows of the Steinfeld house. She leaned forward, her heart beating harder. Did something move over there, or not? She waited, watching, as the seconds ticked into minutes. 
 She saw it. 
 A tiny red circle, flaring in the dark and then ebbing again. A cigarette, she thought. Somebody was smoking a cigarette. In a house where an old man had emphysema, somebody was smoking. Mary stood up. "Jack?" she called. Her voice trembled, and the sound shamed her. "_Jack?_" 
 A floodlight hit the house with such suddenness that it stole Mary's breath. She could feel its heat on her, and she dodged away from the window. A second floodlight came on, and a third, the first aimed from the Steinfeld house and the others from houses on either side of number 1105. "Shit!" she heard Edward cry out. There was the noise of somebody racing up the stairs, and other bodies flinging themselves to the floor. A few seconds later the lights in the house went out: one of the Storm Fronters had hit the fusebox. The sound that Mary had dreaded for years finally came: the amplified voice of a pig through an electric bullhorn. "Attention, occupants of 1105
 Elderman! This is the FBI! Come out into the light with your hands behind your heads! I repeat, come out into the light! If you follow my directions, nobody'll get hurt!" 
 Jack burst into the room, carrying a flashlight and an Uzi submachine gun. "Fuckers have ringed us! Must've cleared the fucking houses and we didn't even know it! Come on, load up!" 
 In the armory, guns were loaded and passed around by flashlight. Mary took an automatic and returned to the bedroom window. Janette joined her, carrying a shotgun and with three hand grenades clipped to her belt. The bullhorn squawked again: "We don't want bloodshed! Jack Gardiner, do you hear me?" The downstairs telephone began to ring; it ended when Jack ripped it off its wire. "Jack Gardiner! Give yourself and the others up! There's no point in getting anyone hurt!" 
 How they'd been nailed, Mary didn't know. She would find out, months later, that the pigs had evacuated the surrounding structures and been watching the house for five hours. The incident with the pig car had happened because the overeager Linden cop who'd been trailing Edward and Janette had wanted to see a Storm Fronter at close range. AH Mary knew, as the floodlights blazed and her brothers and sisters crouched down and took aim, was that the eve of destruction had finally arrived. 
 James Xavier Toombs shot out the first floodlight. Gary hit the second, but before the third could be shot out the pigs switched on their auxiliary lights and opened fire on the green house. 
 Bullets tore through the walls, ricocheting off pipes and whining over their heads. "No surrender!" Lord Jack roared over the noise. "No surrender!" Akitta repeated. "No surrender!" CinCin Omara echoed. "No surrender!" Mary heard herself shout, and Janette's voice was lost in the hell of Storm Front guns bellowing their death cries. The pigs were firing, too, and in a matter of seconds every window in the green house was shattered, the air a razormist of flying glass. Janette's shotgun boomed, and Mary fired shot after shot at the window where she'd seen the glow of a pig's cigarette. In the scant lull between fusillades, Mary heard the crackle of radios and the shouts of pigs. Downstairs, someone was screaming: Gary Leister, shot through the chest and writhing in a pool of blood. Janette was pumping shells into the shotgun and blasting as fast as she could, the spent cartridges flying into the air. She stopped to pull a grenade from her belt, and she yanked its pin and stood up to toss it at the house across the street. The grenade bounced up under a car parked at the curb, and in the next second the vehicle was lifted up on a gout of fire and crashed over on its side, burning gasoline streaking across the pavement. By the flickering light, the pigshadows darted and ran. Mary shot at one of them, saw him stagger and fall onto the Steinfelds' front porch. The next blast of pig bullets shook the green house on its foundations, blew a hole the size of a fist in the back of Sancho Clemenza's skull, and ripped away two of James Xavier Toombs's fingers. Mary heard Lord Jack shouting: "No surrender! No surrender!" One of the Storm Fronters threw a stick of dynamite with a sparking fuse, and the house next door exploded in a geyser of fire, wood, and glass. A vehicle of some kind was coming along the street: an armored car, Mary saw with a jolt of horror. The snout of a machine gun spat tracer bullets, and the slugs tore through the punctured walls like meteors. Two of those bullets hit Akitta Washington in the remains of the kitchen, and sprayed his blood across the refrigerator. Another stick of dynamite was thrown, destroying the Steinfeld house in a thunderclap. Flames leapt high, waves of black smoke rolling across the neighborhood. The armored car stopped, hunched on the street like a black beetle, fiery tracers spitting from its machine gun. Mary heard Janette sob, "The bastards! The bastards!" and Janette rose up in the flickering red light and yanked the pin from a second grenade. She threw her arm back to toss the grenade through the window, tears running down her face, and suddenly the room was full of flying wood splinters and ricocheting tracers and Janette Snowden was knocked backward. The grenade fell from her fingers, and Mary watched as if locked in a fever dream as the live grenade rolled across the blood-spattered floorboards. Mary had a second or two in which her brain was seized up. Reach for the grenade, or get the fuck out? Janette's body was jittering on the floor. The grenade was still rolling. 
 _Out_. 
 The thought screamed. Mary stood up, crouched low, and ran for the door with cold sweat bursting from the pores of her flesh. 
 She heard the grenade thunk against the baseboard. In that instant she lifted her hands to shield her face, and she realized she should have shielded her unborn baby instead. 
 Surprisingly, she did not hear the grenade explode. She was aware only of a great heat lapping against her midsection, like the sun on a particularly fierce day. There was a feeling of lightness, of stepping outside her body and soaring upward. And then the sensation of gravity caught her again and wrenched her back to earth, and she opened her eyes in the upstairs hallway of the burning house, a hole in the bedroom's flaming wall and much of the ceiling collapsed and on fire. Somebody was trying to help her up. She saw a gaunt, bearded face and a ponytail. Edward. ". . . Up, get up!" he was saying, blood streaking his forehead and cheeks like war paint. She could barely hear him for the buzz in her ears. "Can you get up?" 
 "God," she said, and three seconds after that God answered by filling her body with pain. She began to cry, blood drooling from her mouth. She pressed her hands against the swell of her baby, and her fingers sank into a crimson swamp. 
 It was hatred that got her to her feet. Nothing but hatred that could make her grit her teeth and haul herself up as blood streamed down her thighs and dripped to the floor. "Hurt bad," she told Edward, but he was pulling her through the flames and she went with him, docile in her agony. Bullets were still ripping through the Swiss-cheese walls, smoke thick in the air. Mary had lost her gun. "Gun," she said. "Gun." Edward scooped up a revolver from the floor, near Gary Leister's outstretched hand, and she closed her fist on its warm grip. She stepped on something: the body of CinCin Omara, the cameo face unrecognizable as anything that had once been human. James Xavier Toombs lay on the floor, crouched and clutching at a stomach wound with his eight fingers. He looked at them with glazed eyes, and Mary thought she heard him gasp, "No surrender." 
 "Jack! Where's Jack?" she asked Edward, clinging to him. He shook his head. "Gotta get out!" He picked up James Xavier Toombs's automatic. "Back door! You ready?" 
 She made a noise that meant yes, her mouth full of blood. Upstairs, some of the ammunition in the arsenal was starting to explode, the noise like Independence Day firecrackers. The back door was already hanging open. A dead pig lay on his back at the bottom of the steps. Jack had passed this way, Mary knew. Where was Didi? Still in the house? She had no time to think about anyone else. Smoke was billowing from the burning houses, cutting visibility to within a few yards. Mary could see the white tongues of flashlights licking at the smoke. "You with me?" Edward asked her, and she nodded. They started across the back lawn, through the low-lying smoke. Gunshots were still popping, tracers flying through the haze. Edward scrabbled over a fence into the alley, and pulled Mary over. The pain made her think she was about to leave her guts behind, but she had no choice; she kept going, fighting back the darkness that tried to drag her down. Together they staggered along the alley. Blue lights were flashing, sirens awail. They went over another fence and crashed into garbage cans. Then they pressed up against the wall of a house, Mary shivering with pain and about to pass out. "Don't move. I'll be back," Edward promised, and he ran ahead to find a way through the pig blockade. 
 Mary sat with her legs outstretched. She released a moan, but she clenched her teeth against a scream. Where was Jack? Alive or dead? If he was dead, so was she. She leaned over and threw up, getting rid of blood and pizza. 
 And then she heard a scraping noise, and she looked to her right at a pair of shined black shoes. 
 "Mary Terrell," the man said. 
 She looked up at him. He wore a dark suit and a blue striped tie, his chiseled face all but obscured by the smoke. There was a gleaming silver badge on his lapel. He held a snub-nosed .38 in his right hand, pointed somewhere between them. 
 "On your feet," the pig commanded. 
 "Fuck you," she said. 
 He reached for her arm, her hand sunken in the bloody mess of her belly. She let him grasp her with his slimy pig hand. And as she allowed him to haul her up, incredible pain bringing tears to her eyes, she lifted the revolver that had been hidden beside her and she shot him in the face. Mary saw his jaw explode. It was a wonderful sight. His gun went off right in her ear, and the bullet whined about three inches from her own face. His arm was out of control, the gun whipping around. More bullets fired, one into the ground and two into the air. Mary shot him again, this time in the throat She saw the animal fear in his eyes, and she heard him whine. Air and blood bubbled from his wound. He staggered back, desperately trying to aim at her, but his fingers twitched and lost the gun. The pig went down on his knees, and Mary Terror stood over him and jammed the revolver's barrel against his forehead. She pulled the trigger and saw him shudder as if stuck with an electric prod. The gun clicked: no more bullets. 
 The pig's torn face wore a crooked, bleeding leer, one side of his jaw hanging by tough red strands of muscle. She started to pick up his gun, but the pain stopped her. She was too weak to even smash him in the nose. She gathered bloody saliva in her mouth, and she spewed it across his cheeks. 
 "Mary? I think I've found a --" Edward stopped. "Jesus!" he said, looking at the man's ruined face. He lifted his gun and started to squeeze the trigger. 
 "No," Mary told him. "No. Let him suffer." Edward paused, then he lowered the gun. 
 "_Suffer_," Mary whispered, and she leaned forward and kissed the pig's sweating forehead. He had thin brown hair, going bald. The pig made a gasping, clucking sound from his gaping throat. "Let's split!" Edward urged. Mary turned away from the pig, and she and Edward staggered off into the smoke, one of her hands pressed into her stomach as if to keep her insides from sliding out. 
 "Suffer," Mary Terror said, sitting in the olive-green van with Drummer. She rolled down her window and smelted the air. The reek of smoke and burning houses was all gone, but she remembered it. She and Edward had crawled past a parked pig car in the dense haze, a couple of pigs standing less than ten feet away and holding pump shotguns as they talked about kicking hippie ass. An abandoned concession stand four blocks north, at the edge of a weeded-up park, had a loose board. Mary and Edward had hidden there for over twenty-six hours, sleeping except when they had to kick the rats away from Mary's blood. Then Edward had gone out and found a pay phone, and he'd called some friends in Manhattan who owned a militant bookstore. Two hours after that, Mary awoke in an apartment listening to voices argue the fact that she was getting blood on everything and she couldn't stay there. Somebody came in with a medical bag, antiseptic, hypodermics, and shiny instruments. "Fucking mess," she heard him say as he removed the shrapnel and wood shards with forceps. 
 "My baby," Mary had whispered. "I'm going to have a baby." 
 "Yeah. Right. Eddie, give her another swig of the rum." She drank the liquid fire. "Where's Jack? Tell Jack I'm going to have his baby." 
 Edward's voice: "Mary? Mary, listen to me. A friend of mine's going to take you on a trip. Take you to a house where you can rest. Is that all right?" 
 "Yes. I'm going to have a baby. Oh, I'm hurting. I'm hurting." 
 "You won't hurt long. Listen, Mary. You're going to stay at this house until you can get around, but you can't stay there very long. Only a week or so. Okay?" 
 "Underground railroad," she'd answered, her eyes closed. "I can dig it." 
 "I have to leave now. Can you hear me?" 
 "Hear you." 
 "I have to leave. My friend is going to take care of you. I've paid him some money. I've got to go right now. Okay?" 
 " 'Kay," she'd said. She had drifted to sleep, and that was the last time she'd seen Edward Fordyce. 
 Near Baltimore there was the gas station bathroom where Mary had delivered the dead infant girl from a belly held together with three hundred and sixty-two ragged stitches. There was a house in Bowens, Maryland, near the edge of Battle Creek Cypress Swamp, where Mary had lived for a week on lentil soup with a man and woman who never talked. At night the shrieks of small animals being devoured in the swamp sounded to her like crying babies. The couple had let her read a _New York Times_ story about the Shootout. It was a difficult thing to read. Edward, Lord Jack, and Bedelia Morse had escaped. James Xavier Toombs had been captured, alive but badly wounded. He would never tell about the weeping lady, Mary knew. James Xavier Toombs had a hole inside himself, and he could retreat into it, close the lid, and recite haiku in his inner sanctum. 
 The worst night, though, was when she dreamed about herself giving a baby boy to Lord Jack. It was terrible, because when it was over she was alone again. 
 "_I_ was born right there. See it?" Mary picked up Drummer's bassinet. But Drummer was asleep, his pink eyelids fluttering and the pacifier gripped in his mouth. She kissed his forehead, a gentler kiss than she'd once given a suffering pig, and she returned Drummer's bassinet to the floorboard. There were ghosts at 1105 Elderman Street. She could hear them singing songs of love and revolution with voices that would be young forever. James Xavier Toombs had been killed in a riot at Attica; she wondered if his ghost had returned here, and joined those of the other sleeping children. Linden, New Jersey. July 1, 1972. As Cronkite would have said: _That was the way it was_. 
 She felt very old. Tomorrow she would feel young again. She drove back the sixteen miles to the McArdle Travel Inn outside Piscataway, and when she cried a little bit no one saw. 
 4
 A Crack in Clay
 WHEN THE DOOR OPENED, LAURA THRUST THE HALF-KILLED bottle of sangria into Mark Treggs's face. "Here. I brought you a present." He blinked, stunned, while behind him Rose stood up from the beanbag chair in which she'd been sitting, watching television. The two kids had been playing on the floor, the little girl with her Barbie and the boy with his GoBots; they stopped, too, and stared up at the visitor with wide eyes. 
 "Aren't you going to invite me in?" Laura asked, her breath smelling of sweet red wine. 
 "No. Please go away." He started to push the door shut. Laura put her hand against it. "I don't know anybody here. It's a bitch drinking alone. Don't be rude, okay?" 
 "I don't have anything else to tell you." 
 "I know. I just want to be with somebody. Is that so bad?" He looked at his wristwatch; Mickey Mouse was on the dial. "It's almost nine o'clock." 
 "Right. Time to do some serious drinking." 
 "If you don't leave," Treggs said, "I'm going to have to call the police." 
 "Would you really?" she asked him. A silence stretched, and Laura saw that he would not. 
 "Oh, let her in, Mark!" Rose stood behind him. "What's it going to hurt?" 
 "I think she's drunk." 
 "No, not yet." Laura smiled thinly. "I'm working on it. Come on, I won't stay long. I just need to talk to somebody, all right?" Rose Treggs pushed her husband aside and opened the door to admit her. 
 "We never closed our door in anybody's face, and we won't start now. Come on in, Laura." 
 Laura crossed the threshold with her bottle of wine. "Hi," she said to the kids, and the little boy said, "Hi" but the little girl just stared at her. "Close the door, Mark, you're letting the cold in!" Rose told him, and he muttered something deep in his beard and shut the door against the night. 
 "We figured you'd gone back to Atlanta," Rose said. Laura eased down onto the sofa. Springs jabbed her butt. "Not much to go back to." She uncapped the sangria and drank from the bottle. The last time she'd drunk anything straight from a bottle, it was half-price beer back at the University of Georgia. "I thought I wanted to be alone. I guess I was wrong." 
 "Isn't anybody going to worry about you?" 
 "I left a message for my husband. He's o-u-t. Out." Laura took another swig. "Called Carol and told her where I was. Carol's my friend. Thank God for friends, huh?" 
 "Okay, rug rats," Treggs said to the children. "Time for bed." They instantly began to caterwaul a protest, but Treggs got them up and moving. 
 "Are you the lady whose baby got taken?" the little boy asked her. 
 "Yes, I am." 
 "Mark Junior!" the elder Mark said. "Come on, bedtime!" 
 "My dad thinks you're wearing a wire," the boy told her. "See my GoBot?" He held it up for her inspection, but his father grasped his arm and pulled him toward the hallway. "Nighty-night!" Mark Junior had time to say. A door slammed, rather hard. 
 "Bright child," Laura said to Rose. "I'm not, though. Wearing a wire, I mean. Why would I be?" 
 "Mark's a little suspicious of people. Goes back to his Berkeley days, I guess. You know, the pigs were putting wire mikes on kids posing as radicals and taping everything that was said at SDS meetings. The FBI got a lot of files on people that way." She shrugged. "I wasn't into politics that much. I mostly just, like, hung out and did macrame." 
 "I was into politics." Another sip of the red wine. Her tongue felt furry. "I thought we could change the world with flowers and candles. With _love_." She said it as if uncertain what it meant anymore. "That was pretty damned stupid, wasn't it?" 
 "It was where we were and what we were about," Rose said. "It was a good fight." 
 "We lost," Laura answered. "Read any newspaper, and you can see we lost. Damn . . . if all that energy couldn't change the world, nothing can." 
 "Right on, sad to say." Rose grasped the bottle of sangria, and Laura let her have it. "Ancient history doesn't go well with red wine. I'll make you some tea. Okay?" 
 "Yeah. Okay." Laura nodded, light-headed, and Rose walked into the kitchen. 
 After a while Mark Treggs came back into the front room. Laura was watching a movie on TV: _Barefoot in the Park_, with Robert Redford and Jane Fonda, pre-Hanoi. Treggs settled himself into a chair opposite her and crossed his long, gangly legs. "You ought to go home," he told her. "There's no point in your hanging around Chattanooga." 
 "I'll go in the morning. Soon as I get some rest." Which was going to be next to impossible, she knew. Every time she closed her eyes she thought she heard a baby crying and the wail of sirens. 
 "I can't help you. I wish I could, but I can't." 
 "I know. You've already told me that." 
 "I'm telling you again." He steepled his thin fingers together, and watched her with his owlish eyes. "If there was anything I could do for you, I would." 
 "Right." 
 "I mean it I don't like not being able to help you. But look . . . all I am is a custodian who writes counterculture books that maybe a thousand people have read." Treggs kept his gaze on her face. "A wind-pisser, that's what I am." 
 "A _what_?" 
 "My father always said I was going to grow up to be a wind-pisser. Somebody who pisses into the wind. That's what I am, like it or not." His shoulders shrugged. "Maybe I've been pissing in the wind so long I like the way it feels. What I'm trying to say is that I've got a good little life -both of us do. We don't need much, and we don't want much. Just the freedom to speak and write, and up at Rock City I play my pennywhistle and meditate. Life is very good. You know why it's so good?" He waited for her to shake her head. 
 "Because I have no expectations," he said. "My philosophy is: let it be. I bend with the breeze, but I do not break." 
 "Zen," Laura said. 
 "Yes. If you try to resist the breeze, you get a broken back. So I sit in the sun and play my music, and I write a few books on subjects that hardly anybody cares about anymore, and I watch my kids growing and I have peace." 
 "I wish to God I did," Laura said. 
 Rose came in from the kitchen. She offered Laura the clay mug with the image of her husband's face molded into it. "Red Zinger again," Rose said. "I hope that's o --" 
 "Not that mug!" Mark Treggs was on his feet as Laura's fingers closed around the handle. "Jesus, no!" 
 Laura blinked up at him as he reached out to take it away from her. Rose stepped back, out of her way. "It's got a crack in it, I mean!" Treggs said; a goofy smile slid across his mouth. "The bottom's leaking!" Laura held on to it. "It was okay this afternoon." His smile twitched. His eyes darted to Rose and then back to Laura again. "Can I have that mug, please?" he said. "I'll get you another one." Laura looked at Treggs's face on the mug. It was wearing the same goofy smile. A hand-crafted mug, she thought. Made by someone who was an artist. She lifted the mug up, being careful not to spill any of the tea, and as she looked at the bottom for any trace of leakage she heard Treggs say in a tense voice, "_Give it to me_." 
 There was no crack on the bottom. The artist had signed it, though. There were two initials and a date: DD, '85. 
 DD. _Didi_? 
 As in _Bedelia_? 
 _Didi made things_, Treggs had said. _She was a potter, and she sold stuff in town_. 
 Laura felt her heart stutter. She avoided Treggs's stare, and she took a sip of the Red Zinger. Rose was standing a few feet from her husband, her expression saying she knew she'd screwed up. The moment hung as Redford and Fonda prattled on the TV and the chimes clinked outside. Laura drew a long breath. "Where is she?" she asked. 
 "I'd like you to leave now," Treggs said. 
 "Bedelia Morse. Didi. She made this mug, didn't she? In 1985? Where is she?" Her face felt hot, and her eyes locked on Treggs's face. 
 "I really don't know what you're talking about. I'm going to have to ask you to --" 
 "I'll pay you a thousand dollars to get me in contact with her," Laura said. "I swear to God, I'm not wired. I'm not working with the" --the word came out --"pigs. It's just me, alone. I don't care what she's done; all I care about is finding her, because she might help me find Mary Terrell and my baby. If I have to beg, then I'll beg: please tell me where she is." 
 "Look, I don't know what this is about. Like I told you before, I don't
 --" 
 "Mark?" Rose's voice was hushed. 
 He snapped a glance at her. 
 Rose stared at Laura, the corners of her mouth tight. 
 "_Please_," Laura said. 
 Rose spoke again, quietly, as if fearful of awakening the dead. 
 "Michigan," she said. "Ann Arbor, Michigan." The words were no sooner out of Rose's mouth than Treggs shouted, "Oh, Christ!" and his face mottled up with red. "Oh Christ almighty! Listen, you! I said I want you out of my house!" 
 "Ann Arbor," Laura repeated. She stood up, the mug still clenched in her hand. "What name does she use?" 
 "Don't you dig English?" Treggs demanded, flecks of spittle in his beard. He stalked to the door and opened it. A cold wind blew through. 
 "_Out_!" 
 "Mark?" Rose said. "We have to help her." He shook his head violently, his hair flying. "No! No way!" 
 "She's not working with the pigs, Mark. I believe her." 
 "Yeah, right! You want us both busted? Rose, the pigs could nail our asses to the wall!" His eyes, tormented behind his granny glasses, fixed on Laura. "I don't want any hassles," he said with a note of pleading. "Just leave. Okay?" 
 Laura stood where she was. Her light-headedness had fled, and her feet were rooted to the floor. "I'll pay you two thousand dollars to get me in contact with her," she told him. "The FBI doesn't have to know. It'll be between you and me. I swear to God, I won't breathe a word about where Bedelia Morse is. I don't care about what she's done, or what you've done to hide her. All I want is my son back. That's the most important thing in the world to me. Wouldn't you feel the same way if one of your children were missing?" There was a long pause. The chimes jingled and rang. Laura waited, her nerves fraying more with each passing second. 
 At last Rose said, "Close the door, Mark." 
 He hesitated, a vein pulsing at his temple. The crimson had faded from his cheeks, his face gone chalky. 
 He closed the door, and when it clicked shut Laura saw him flinch. 
 "Aw, Jesus," Mark said softly. "Finish your tea." He told Laura the story as she sat on the hard-springed sofa and tried very hard to keep herself from jumping out of her skin with anticipation. Mark had kept in contact with Bedelia Morse after the commune had broken up. He'd tried to talk her into getting away from the Storm Front, but she was "on fire," as he put it. Most of the time she was high on acid while she was with the Front, and she was always the type who needed to belong to some kind of group, whether it was a commune or a band of militant terrorists. About three months after the Storm Front was shot up in Linden, New Jersey, Mark had gotten a phone call from Didi. She'd wanted some money to change her face: a nose job and some work on her chin. Mark had sent her a "contribution to the cause." Over the years Didi had sent him and Rose all sorts of pottery: mugs, planters, and abstract sculptures. Mark had sold most of them, but some he'd kept, like the mug with his face on it. "The last time I talked to her was maybe five or six months ago," he said. "She was doing all right, selling her work in Ann Arbor. She was even teaching a couple of classes in pottery. I'll tell you something that I know for truth: Didi's okay. She's not who she used to be. She doesn't score acid anymore, and she'd be the last person on earth to snatch somebody's baby. I don't think she knows anything about Mary Terror other than what's been on the news." 
 "I'd like to find out for myself," Laura told him. Mark sat for a moment with his hand cradling his chin, his eyes lost in thought. Then he looked at Rose, and she nodded. He stood up, went to the telephone, and opened a battered little book of phone numbers. Then he dialed and waited. "She's not home," he said after ten rings. "She lives in a house outside Ann Arbor." He checked his Mickey Mouse watch. "She doesn't usually keep late nights . . . or she didn't used to." He put the phone down, waited about fifteen minutes, and then tried the number again. "No answer," he reported. 
 "Are you sure she's still living there?" 
 "She was there back in September. She called to tell me about the classes she was teaching." Mark made himself a cup of tea as Rose and Laura talked, and then he tried the number a third time. Again no answer. "Bummer," Mark said. "She's not a night owl, that's for sure." Toward midnight Mark dialed the number once more. It rang and rang, and went unanswered. 
 "Take me to her," Laura said. 
 "Uh-uh. No can do." 
 "Why not? If we left in the morning we could be back by Monday. We could take my car." 
 "To _Michigan_? Man, that's a long trip!" 
 Laura opened her purse and brought out her checkbook. Her hands were trembling. "I'll pay all expenses," she said. "And I'll write a check out to cash in the amount of three thousand dollars and give you the money as soon as we find Bedelia Morse." 
 "Three thousand dollars? Lady, are you rich or crazy?" 
 "I have money," Laura said. "Money's nothing. I want my son back." 
 "Yeah, I can see that. But I've . . . like . . . got a job to go to tomorrow." 
 "Call in sick. I don't think you're likely to make three thousand dollars over the weekend at Rock City, do you?" 
 Mark's fingers stroked his beard. He began to pace the room, stealing glances at both Laura and Rose. He stopped to dial the number once more. After a dozen rings, he said, "She must've gone somewhere. Like a trip or something. She could be gone all weekend." 
 "Three thousand dollars." Laura held up the check with _Cash_ written on it. "Just take me to her house." 
 Rose cleared her throat and shifted in her seat. "That's a lot of heavy bread, Mark. We need some work on the car." 
 "Tell me about it." He continued his pacing, his face downcast. In another moment he stopped again. "No pigs? You swear to God, no pigs?" 
 "I swear." 
 Mark frowned, caught in a thicket of indecision. He looked at Rose for guidance, but all she could do was shrug her shoulders. It was up to him. "Let me think about it," he said to Laura. "Call me in the morning, about eight o'clock. If I can't reach Didi by then . . . I'll decide what to do." Laura knew that was the best she could expect for now. It was almost twelve-thirty, and time to get some sleep if that was possible. She stood up, thanked Mark and Rose for their hospitality, and she took the check with her as she left. She walked out into the cold wind, her body bent against its force but her spine far from broken. Before she went to bed she would get down on her knees and pray. Those words to God --whether heard or unheard --were keeping her from losing her mind. She would pray that David would be safe for another night, and that her nightmare of sirens and snipers would not come true. 
 Laura got into the BMW and drove away. 
 The lights stayed on at the Treggs's house. Mark sat in a lotus position on the floor before the silent TV, his eyes closed, praying to his own deity. 5
 Reasonable
 SATURDAY NIGHT, THE SEVENTEENTH OF FEBRUARY. 
 Tomorrow, the weeping lady. And Lord Jack, waiting for her and Drummer. The baby was asleep, swaddled in his blanket on the other bed. The motel, in Secaucus, New Jersey, was called the Cameo Motor Lodge. It had a cramped little kitchenette and a view of a highway, and cracks riddled the ceiling from the vibrations of the trucks hauling freight in and out of New York City. Sometime before eleven, Mary Terror licked a Smiley Face from her sheet of waxed paper, and she kissed Drummer on the cheek and sat in front of the TV. 
 A monster movie was on. Something about the dead struggling out of their graves to walk among the living. They came out dirty-faced and grinning, their mouths full of fangs and worms. Mary Terror understood their need; she knew the awful silence of the tomb and the smell of rot. She looked at the palms of her hands. They were wet. Scared, she thought. I'm scared about tomorrow. I've changed. Gotten older and heavier. What if he doesn't like the way I look? 
 What if he thinks I'm still blond and lean and I'll see it in his face oh I will I'll see that he doesn't want me and I'll die. No, no. I'm bringing his son to him. Our son. I'm bringing him light in the dark, and he'll say Mary I love you I've always loved you and I've been waiting for you oh so long. Everything will be cool, she thought. Tomorrow's the day. Two o'clock. Fourteen hours to go. She held her hands up and looked at them. She was trembling a little. I'm freaking, she thought. She saw the moisture on her palms begin to turn red, like blood seeping from her pores. Freaking. Sweating blood. No, no; it's the acid. Hang on, ride it out. A rider on the storm, oh yes . . . 
 Someone screamed. The sound jolted Mary. She saw a woman running on the TV, trying to get away from a shambling, half-decayed corpse. The woman, still screaming, stumbled and fell to the ground, and the monster in pursuit flailed on toward the screen. 
 The television screen cracked with a noise like a pistol going off, and in a shatter of glass the living corpse's head burst from the TV set. Mary watched in a trance of horror and fascination as the rotting thing began to winnow out of the television. Its shoulders jammed, but its body was all bones and sinew, and in another few seconds it pushed on through with a surge of frenetic strength. 
 The smell of grave dirt and mold was in the room. The living corpse stood up in front of Mary Terror. A few tendrils of long black hair hung from the shriveled skull, and Mary could see the almond-shaped eyes in a face as wrinkled as a dried apple. The mouth stretched open, a noise of whirring air came out that shaped words: "Hello, Mary." 
 She knew who this was, come to visit from the dead. "Hello, CinCin." Cold fingers touched her shoulder. She looked to her left, and there stood another creature from the grave, wearing dirt-crusted African amulets. Akitta Washington had dissolved down to a skinny stick figure, and what remained of his once-ebony flesh was now a leprous gray. He held up two bony fingers. "Peace, sister." 
 "Peace, brother," she answered, and returned the sign. A third figure was standing in a corner of the room, skeletal face cocked to one side. This person had been a petite woman in life, but in death she had bloated and burst and dark glistening things were leaking from the cavity where her insides used to be. "Mary," she said in an ancient voice. 
 "You bitch, you." 
 "Hi, Janette," Mary replied. "You look like shit." 
 "Being dead doesn't do a whole lot for your looks," Janette agreed. 
 "Listen up!" Akitta said, and he came around the chair to stand beside CinCin. His legs were gray toothpicks, and where his sexual organs had been, small white worms feasted. "You're going there tomorrow. Going to be walking on a fine line, sister. You ever think that maybe the pigs planted that message in the _Stone_?" 
 "I thought about it. The pigs didn't know about the weeping lady. Nobody knew but us." 
 "Toombs knew," Janette said. "Who's to say he didn't tell the pigs?" 
 "Toombs wouldn't talk. Never." 
 "Easy to say, hard to know." CinCin spoke up now. "How can you be so sure it's a message from Lord Jack? The pigs might be behind it, Mary. When you go there tomorrow, you could be walking into a trap." 
 "I don't want to hear it!" Mary said. "I've got my baby now, and I'm taking him to Jack! Everything's going to be cool!" Akitta bent his dead face toward her, his eyes as white as river stones. 
 "You'd better watch your back, sister. You don't know for sure who sent that message. You sure as hell better watch your back." 
 "Yeah." Janette walked across the room to straighten a crooked picture on the wall. She left a dark trail on the brown carpet. "Pigs might be watching you right now, Mary. They might be setting up shop for you. Do you think you'd like prison?" 
 "No." 
 "Me neither. I'd rather be dead than in the slammer." She got the picture how she wanted it; Janette had always been tidy. "What are you going to do about the baby?" 
 "I'm going to give him to Jack." 
 "No, no," CinCin said. "What are you going to do about the baby if the pigs are waiting for you?" 
 "They won't be." 
 "Ah." CinCin gave a ghastly smile. "But let's say they will be, Mary. Let's say you fucked up somewhere, and the pigs squeak out of the woodwork tomorrow. You're going in loaded, aren't you?" 
 "Yes." She would be armed with the purse-size Magnum. 
 "So if the pigs are there waiting for you, and there's no way out, what are you going to do?" 
 "I . . . don't know . . . what --" 
 "Sure you do," Akitta said. "You're not going to let the pigs take you alive, are you? They'd throw you in a deep hole, Mary. They'd take the baby from you and give him to some piece of shit who doesn't deserve a child. You know her name: Laura." 
 "Yes. Laura." Mary nodded. She'd seen the newscasts and read about it in the paper. A picture of the woman had been in _Time_ last week, next to an old snapshot of herself taken on a day the Storm Fronters played Frisbee at Berkeley. 
 "Drummer's your baby now," Janette said. "You're not going to give him up, are you?" 
 "No." 
 "So what are you going to do if the pigs are there?" CinCin repeated. 
 "And there's no way out?" 
 "I'm . . . going to --" 
 "Shoot the baby first," CinCin told her. "Then take as many pigs with you as you can. Does that sound reasonable?" 
 "Yes," Mary agreed. "Reasonable." 
 "They've got all sorts of new weapons and shit now," Akitta said. 
 "You'll have to kill the baby quick. No hesitation." 
 "No hesitation," Mary echoed. 
 "Then you can come join us." When Janette grinned, her dried-up husk of a face cracked at the jaw hinges. "We get high and party." 
 "I've got to find Jack." Mary could see her words in the air, they floated away from her, outlined in pale blue, like whorls of smoke. "Got to find Jack and give him our baby." 
 "We'll be with you," CinCin promised. "Brothers and sisters in spirit, like always." 
 "Like always," Mary said. 
 CinCin, Akitta, and Janette began to break apart. It was a silent breaking, a coming apart of the glue that held their bones together. Mary watched them fall to pieces with the same interest with which she might watch a mildly entertaining TV program. Out of their dissolving bodies came a gray mist shot through with streaks of blue, and this mist roiled toward Mary Terror. She felt it, cold on her lips and nostrils like San Francisco fog. It entered her through her nose and mouth, and froze her throat on its way down. She smelled a commingling of odors: strawberry incense, gravemold, and gunsmoke. 
 The television screen had healed itself. Another movie was on, this one a black-and-white film. _Plan Nine from Outer Space_, Tor and Vampira. Mary Terror closed her eyes and saw the weeping lady in her mind, torch uplifted over the dirty harbor. The lady had been weeping for a long time, her feet trapped in the concrete of the Mindfuck State, but she had never shown her tears before. The Storm Front had planned to show her tears to the world on that July Fourth in 1972. They had planned to kidnap five executives from Manhattan-based corporations and hold the weeping lady by force until the pigs could arrange television cameras for a live hookup, a million dollars in cash, and a jet plane to take them to Canada. It had never happened. The first of July had happened, but not the Fourth. 
 It was the eighteenth by now, Mary realized. Lord Jack would be waiting for her at two o'clock in the afternoon. 
 But if he _wasn't_ there, what was she going to do? 
 Mary smiled grimly in her purple haze. That was CinCin talking. But what _if_ the pigs are there? 
 Shoot the baby first. Then take as many pigs with you as you can. Reasonable. 
 Mary opened her eyes and stood up on mile-long legs. She was a walking heartbeat, the roar of blood through her veins like the noise of the freight-hauling trucks. She went into the room where Drummer was sleeping, and she sat on the bed and looked at him. She watched a frown pass over his face: a storm in babyland. Drummer sucked busily on the pacifier, and peace came to his face again. Lately he'd been waking up at three or four in the morning wanting to be fed. Mary was getting efficient at feeding him and changing his diapers. Motherhood suited her, she'd decided. 
 She could kill him if she had to. She knew she could. And then she would keep shooting until the pigs cut her down and she would join Drummer and her brothers and sisters in a place where the love generation had never died. Mary lay down on the bed beside Drummer, close enough to feel his heat. She loved him more than anything in the world, because he was hers. If they had to leave this world together, so be it. 
 Karma. That was the way things worked. 
 Mary drifted off to sleep, the acid slowing her pulse. Her last thought was of Lord Jack, bright with beauty in the winter sun, as he accepted the gift she had brought him. 
 6
 A Real Popular Lady
 TEN HOURS BEFORE MARY TERROR'S CONVERSATION WITH THE dead, Laura rang the doorbell of a red brick house four miles west of Ann Arbor, Michigan. It was a sunny day, huge white clouds moving slowly across the sky, but the air was bitterly cold. Mark had his hands buried in his fleece-lined jacket, and puffs of breath plumed from his mouth. Laura and Mark had left Chattanooga on Friday morning, had driven to Dayton, Ohio, and spent Friday night there before continuing the rest of the way. They had driven through the sprawling University of Michigan, once a hotbed of student dissent in the late sixties and early seventies, and now better known for its Wolverines. The door opened. An elderly man with a pleasant, leathery face and sun freckles on his scalp peered out. "Yes?" 
 "Hello." Laura offered a tight smile. "We're trying to find Diane Daniells. Do you know where she might be?" 
 He took a long look at her, another long look at Mark, and then he squinted toward the other side of the road, up at the stone cottage surrounded by oaks and elms at the end of a long dirt driveway. "Diane's not at home," he told her. 
 "We know. We were wondering if you had any idea where she is." This house and the one belonging to Diane Daniells --once known as Bedelia Morse
 --were the only ones on this stretch of road. 
 "Gone on a trip," he said. "Not sure where." 
 "When did she leave?" Mark asked. 
 "Oh, Thursday afternoon, I suppose it was. Said she was goin' north, if that's any help." 
 Laura had a knot in her throat, and she had to struggle to clear it. Being so close to where Bedelia Morse lived and being unable to find her was pure torture. "Did she say when she might be back?" 
 "Weekend trip, she said. You folks friends of Diane's?" 
 "I'm an old friend," Mark answered. 
 "Well, I'm sorry you missed her. If it's any help to you, I think she's gone birdin'." 
 "_Birding_?" Laura asked. 
 "Yep. Diane asked to borrow my binoculars. See, my wife and I are bird-watchers. We belong to the society." He scratched his chin. "Diane's a solitary kind of woman. Be a real good birder if she put her mind to it." Laura nodded absently, turned, and looked at the stone cottage again. The mailbox had a peace sign painted on it. In front of the cottage stood an abstract clay sculpture, all sharp angles and edges. 
 "Diane's a real popular lady all of a sudden," the old man said. 
 "What?" 
 "Real popular," he repeated. "Diane usually don't have no visitors. She comes over and plays chess with me sometimes. Beats my socks off, too. Other fella was askin' about her yesterday." 
 "Other fellow?" Mark frowned. "Who?" 
 "Friend of hers," he said. "Fella with a bad throat. Had to plug a doohickey into his neck and talk through a speaker. Damnedest thing." 
 "Did Diane tell you who she might be going to visit?" Laura asked, getting the conversation back on track. 
 "Nope. Just said she was goin' away for the weekend. Headin' north, she said." 
 It was obvious the man didn't know anything else. "Thank you," Laura said, and the old man wished them a good day and closed his door. On the walk back to Laura's BMW, Mark kicked a pinecone and said, 
 "Sounds weird." 
 "What does?" 
 "About the guy with the bad throat. Sounds weird." 
 "Why? Maybe he's one of her pottery students." 
 "Maybe." Mark stood next to the car and listened to the wind roaming in the bare trees. "I've just got a funny feeling, that's all." He got into the car, and Laura slid behind the wheel. Their drive up from the South had been, for Laura, an education in radical philosophy and the teachings of Zen. Mark Treggs was a fount of knowledge about the militant struggles of the sixties, and they had gotten into a long discussion about the assassination of John F. Kennedy as the point when America had become poisoned. "So what do we do now?" he asked as Laura started the engine. 
 "I'm going to wait for Bedelia Morse to come home," she told him. 
 "You've done your part. If you want, I'll buy you a plane ticket back to Chattanooga." 
 Mark deliberated as they drove back toward Ann Arbor. "Didi won't talk to you if I'm not there," he said. "She won't even let you in the door." He swept his long hair back over his shoulders and watched the countryside pass. 
 "No, I'd better stick around," Mark decided. "I can get Rose to call in sick for me on Monday. No problem." 
 "I thought you'd be eager to get home." 
 "I am, but . . . I guess I'd like to see Didi. You know, for old times' 
 sake." 
 There was something Laura had been meaning to ask, and now seemed the time. "In your book you dedicated a line to Didi: 'Keep the faith and love the one you're with.' Who were you talking about? Is she living with someone?" 
 "Yeah," Mark said. "Herself. I talked her out of slitting her wrists last summer." He glanced quickly at Laura and then away. "Didi's carrying a lot of heavy freight. She's not the same person she used to be. I guess the past eats at her." 
 Laura looked at her hands on the steering wheel and realized something that almost startled her. She was wearing no fingernail polish, and her nails were dirty. Her shower this morning had been a speed drill. The diamond of her engagement ring --a link to Doug --looked dull. Before this ordeal she'd been meticulous about her manicures and her ring cleaning. Such things now seemed incredibly pointless. 
 "A dude with a bad throat," Mark said quietly. "Asking for Didi. I don't know. That gives me the creeps." 
 "Why?" 
 "If he was one of her students, wouldn't he know she was going out of town for the weekend?" 
 "Not necessarily." 
 He grunted. "Maybe you're right. But it still sounds weird to me." Laura said, "This okay?" and motioned to a Days Inn coming up on the left. Mark said it was fine with him, and she turned into the parking lot. The first thing she was going to do when she got to her room was call the FBI in Atlanta and check with Kastle, but she had no intention of betraying either Mark or Bedelia Morse. She knew she was going to be climbing the walls until she got a chance to talk to Didi face-to-face. 
 As Laura and Mark were checking into the Days Inn, the tall, gaunt man who had parked his dark blue Buick on a dirt road a half mile from Bedelia Morse's cottage walked back to his car through the woods, his boots crunching on dead leaves. He wore brown trousers and a gray parka with a hood: colors that helped camouflage him in the winter-gnawed forest. Around his neck was a Minolta camera with a zoom lens, and over his shoulder was a camouflage-mottled bag that held a small SuperSnooper listening dish, earphones, and a miniature tape recorder as well as a loaded .45 automatic. The man's face was hidden by the hood, but his breathing rattled. When he reached his car, he unlocked the trunk and put the camera and shoulder bag into it, next to the black leather case that held a Valmet Hunter
 .308 rifle with a telescopic sight and a nine-round magazine. His own house was about fifteen miles northwest, in a town called Hell. He drove there, his black-gloved hands tight on the wheel and his grin demonic. 
 7
 The Devil of All Pigs
 BEHIND MARY TERROR WAS NEW YORK CITY. ABOVE HER WAS the gray sky, armored in clouds. Beneath her was the deck of the boat, ferrying a group of tourists across the wind-whipped water to what lay before hen the weeping lady on Liberty Island. 
 Mary stood within the glassed-in cabin, out of the wind, with Drummer in her arms. The weeping lady grew larger and larger, torch in one hand and book cradled against her breasts. The other passengers were mostly Japanese, and they took pictures like crazy. Mary rocked Drummer and cooed to him, and her heart slammed in her chest as the Circle Line boat neared its destination. In her large shoulder bag was her Magnum pistol, fully loaded. Mary licked her lips. She could see people walking around the base of the weeping lady, could see someone feeding sea gulls on the concrete dock where the boat would pull in. Mary looked at her wristwatch. It was about eight minutes before two o'clock. She realized how big Liberty Island was. Where was the contact supposed to be made? The message in the _Stone_ hadn't said. A little burst of panic threatened her composure; what if she couldn't find Jack? What if he was waiting for her but she couldn't find him? Steady, she told herself. Trust in karma, and keep an eye on your back. 
 Drummer started to cry. "Shhh, shhh," she said softly, and she fed him his pacifier. There were dark circles under her eyes. Her sleep had been uneasy, and filled with phantoms: pigs with rifles and shotguns, converging on her from all sides. She had taken stock of the tourists waiting for the boat as she'd bought her ticket: none of them smelted like pigs, and none of them wore shined shoes. But out here in the open she didn't feel safe, and once she set foot on Liberty Island she would unzip her bag so she could get to her gun in a hurry. 
 The boat began to slow, the weeping lady gargantuan before her. Then the boat's crew threw out ropes, the craft sidled up against the dock, and a ramp was tied down. "Watch your step, watch your step!" one of the crewmen cautioned, and the tourists started getting off the boat with a chatter of excitement. 
 It was time. Mary waited for everyone else to get off, and then she unzipped the carryall and took Drummer across the ramp onto the concrete of Liberty Island. 
 Sea gulls screeched and spun in the eddies of cold air. Mary's eyes darted right and left: an elderly couple walked together near the railing; a heavyset woman herded two children along; three teenage boys in leather jackets jostled each other, their voices raucous; a man in a gray jogging outfit was sitting on a bench, staring blankly toward the city; another man, this one wearing a beige overcoat, was tossing peanuts to the sea gulls. He was wearing shined wingtips, and Mary walked quickly away from him, the back of her neck prickling. 
 A uniformed guide was gathering the Japanese group together. Mary passed him, striding along the walkway that went next to the water. Clumps of oil and dead fish floated in it, white bellies bloated. A woman was coming toward her, walking alone. She had long black hair that whipped in the wind, and she wore a red overcoat. When the woman was about six paces away, she suddenly stopped and smiled. "Hi there!" she said brightly. 
 Mary was about to answer, when a young dark-haired man passed her from behind. "Hi!" he answered the woman, and they linked arms. "You got away from me, didn't you?" he teased her. They turned away from Mary Terror, their bodies pressing against the railing, and Mary went on with Drummer. She threaded her way through another clutch of Japanese tourists, cameras clicking up at the weeping lady. Her eye caught the glint of a badge, and she looked to her right. A pig in a dark blue uniform was strolling slowly along, about thirty feet from her. She veered away from him and walked to the railing, where she stood with Drummer and stared at the gray-hazed city. One hand rested on the lip of her bag, the Magnum within an instant's reach. She waited a few seconds and then turned away from the view, her heart pounding. The pig had walked on, beyond the Japanese tourists. She watched him go, the breath cold in her lungs. Not safe, she thought. Too open out here. It came to her like a blow: this wasn't the kind of place Lord Jack would have chosen for a meeting. There was no shelter here, no way out if a trap was sprung. She saw a black man in a Knicks jacket sitting on a bench, staring at her. She stared back long enough to make him look away, and then she started walking again. Mary didn't like it; this place was wrong, it wasn't Jack's style. When she glanced back, she saw the Knicks fan stand up and walk to the railing as if to keep her in sight. 
 _Trap_, she thought. An alarm began to scream inside her. The stench of pigs was in the air. The man who'd been feeding the sea gulls suddenly came into view, walking slowly beside the railing in his shined pig shoes, his hands deep in his overcoat pockets. She knew the look of a pig who was carrying firepower; the weight of a gun was in the bastard's walk. Tears of rage swelled in her eyes, and her mind shrieked the warning: _Trap! Trap! 
 Trap!_
 Mary began striding quickly away from the Knicks fan and the bastard with the shined shoes. Drummer made a little mewling sound around his pacifier, perhaps picking up some of Mary's tension. "Shhhh," she told him. Her voice quavered. "Mania's got her baby." 
 Her shoulders tensed. She was waiting for the noise of a whistle or the crackle of a radio: a signal for the enemy to move in on her. She knew what to do when that happened. First kill Drummer with a single shot to the head. Then keep firing at the mindfuckers until they took her down. Reasonable. She would not die without taking some of them with her, and damned if they'd get her alive. 
 Mary Terror suddenly stopped walking. A small gasp left her mouth. There he was. 
 Right there. Ahead of her, leaning against the railing and looking out toward the Atlantic. His body was still slim and youthful, and his long blond hair hung around his shoulders in golden waves. He wore a battered leather jacket, faded jeans, and boots. He was smoking a cigarette, the smoke swirling back over his head in the wind. 
 Lord Jack. Right there, waiting for her and the baby. 
 She couldn't move. A tear --not of rage, but born of joy --streaked down her right cheek. There was a lump in her throat; how could she speak around it? She took a step toward him, her body tormented between frost and fire. He tapped ashes out on the railing and watched a sea gull wheel in the sky. Mary could see the fine etching of his nose and chin. He'd done away with his beard, but it was him. Oh dear God it was him, right there in front of her. 
 Mary walked to him, trembling. He was smaller than she remembered. Of course he was, because she was larger than she'd been. "Jack?" she said softly, it came out garbled. She took a breath and tried again, ready to see the flames in his eyes when he looked at her. "_Jack?_" His head swiveled. 
 Lord Jack was a girl. 
 A teenager, maybe seventeen or eighteen. Her long blond hair danced in the wind, a tiny silver skeleton dangling from her right ear. She stared at Mary Terror with the cigarette gripped in her mouth, her eyes hard and wary. 
 "Choo talkin' ta me?" she asked. 
 Mary stopped, her legs freezing up. She felt her face harden, felt her joy spin away from her like a sea gull on the wind. She made a noise, but she wasn't sure what she said; maybe it was a grunt of pain. 
 "Crazy fucka," the girl muttered, and she brushed past Mary Terror and stalked away. 
 It came. Close behind her. The voice. 
 "_Mary_." 
 Not a question. A knowing. 
 She turned, cradling Drummer with one arm and the other hand in her shoulder bag. Her fingers rested on the Magnum's grip. 
 "Mary," he said again, and he smiled with tears swamping his pale blue eyes. 
 It was the man who'd been feeding the gulls. He had short brown hair flecked with gray on the sides, and he wore tortoiseshell glasses. His face was bony, his chin too long, and his nose too large. Around his eyes were webbings of lines, and two deep lines bracketed his mouth. The wind caught the folds of his beige overcoat. Mary saw that he was wearing a black pin-striped suit, a white shirt, and a red tie with little white dots on it. She glanced down at his shined black wingtips, and her first impression was that the devil of all pigs had just spoken her name. 
 She didn't know his face. Didn't know his eyes. The pigs had sprung their trap. His hands were still in the pockets of his coat. She saw the uniformed pig walking toward them unhurriedly. The Knicks fan was lounging against the railing, staring at the gray water. It was time to play the game out, but on her terms. Mary drew the Magnum from her shoulder bag, her finger on the trigger, and she placed the barrel against Drummer's head. The baby shivered and blinked. 
 "_No!_" the stranger said. "Jesus, no!" He blinked, too, as surprised as Drummer. "I'm Edward," he said. "Edward Fordyce." _Liar_! she thought. _Dirty fucking liar_! He didn't look at all like Edward! The pig was coming, approaching from behind the stranger. He was about ten or eleven paces away, and Mary's finger tightened on the trigger as she saw the noose falling. 
 "Put it away!" the man said urgently. "Mary, don't you know me?" 
 "Edward Fordyce had brown eyes." The trigger needed a quarter-ounce more pressure and the gun would go off. 
 "They're blue contacts," he said. "The glasses are fake." The pig was almost upon them. In another moment he'd see the gun. Mary licked her lower lip. "Make me believe you." 
 "I got you out. Remember where we hid?" He frowned, his mind working furiously. "We kicked at rats all night," he said. The rats. Oh yes, she remembered them, licking at her blood. The pig was right behind Edward Fordyce. Edward was aware of him, too, and suddenly he turned toward the pig, keeping his body in front of Mary. 
 "Cold out here, isn't it, Officer?" 
 "It's a bitch," the pig said. He had a square, wind-chapped face. "Snow in the air." 
 "We haven't had a lot of it yet, so we're due." 
 "You can have the white crap! Me, I wanna go south for the winter!" Mary had no time to debate it any longer. She slid the gun into her shoulder bag, but she kept her hand on the grip. 
 The pig took a step to the side, and he looked at Drummer. "Your kid?" he asked Edward. 
 "Yeah. My son." 
 "Oughta get him out of this wind. Not good for a kid's lungs." 
 "We will, Officer. Thanks." 
 The pig nodded at Mary and walked on, and Edward Fordyce stared at her with his falsely colored eyes. "Where'd you see the message?" Him. Not Lord Jack. Him. Mary felt a wave of dizziness swirl around her, and she had to lean against the railing for support. "_Rolling Stone_." she managed to say. 
 "I put it all over the place: _Mother Jones_, the _Village Voice_, the _Times_, and a couple of dozen other papers. I wasn't sure anybody would see it." 
 "I saw it. I thought . . . somebody else had written it." Edward glanced around. His eyes might be the wrong color, but they were as keen as a hawk's. "We'd better split. The boat's loading up. I'll carry the baby." He held out his arms. 
 "No," she said. "Drummer's mine." 
 He shrugged. "Okay. I've got to tell you, taking the kid out of that hospital was crazy." He saw her eyes blaze at the use of that word. "I mean . 
 . . it wasn't too wise." She was a couple of inches taller than he, and maybe thirty pounds heavier. Her size, and the suggestion of brute strength in her hands and shoulders, frightened him. Her face had always had a dangerous, sullen quality about it, but now there was something savage in her face, too, like a lioness that had been squeezed into a cage and taunted by dumb keepers. 
 "You've been all over the news," he said. "You drew a lot of attention to yourself." 
 "Maybe I did. That was my business." 
 This was no place to get into an argument. Edward turned his overcoat's collar up and watched the cop walking away; the pig was right, there was snow in the air. "You got a car?" 
 "A van." 
 "Where're you staying?" 
 "A motel in Secaucus. What about you?" 
 "I live in Queens," he told her. Now that she'd put that damned gun away, his nerves were starting to settle down, but he kept an eye on the cop. It had taken him a few minutes to recognize her after she'd stepped off the boat. She'd changed a lot, just as he knew he had, but realizing who she was had been a real shock. The FBI had to be hot on her trail, and even standing next to her made him feel like a target at a shooting gallery. "We'll go to your place," he decided. "We've got a lot to catch up on." He tried for a smile, but either he was too cold or too scared and his mouth wouldn't work. 
 "Wait a minute," she said as he started to walk toward the boat. He paused. Mary took a step toward him, and he felt dwarfed. "Edward, I don't take orders from anyone anymore." Her guts were twisted with disappointment. Lord Jack wasn't here, and it was going to take her a while to get over it. "I say we go to your place." 
 "Don't trust me, huh?" 
 "Trusting can get you killed. Your place or I'm gone." He thought it over. There was a nettled scowl on his face, and by it Mary saw that he really was Edward Fordyce. It was the same scowl he'd worn when Jack Gardiner had jumped his case about backing into the pig car. 
 "Okay," he agreed. "My place." 
 He caved in too fast, Mary thought. Something about him put her on edge; his clothes and shoes were Mindfuck State goods, the uniform of the enemy. He bore careful watching. 
 "You lead," she said, and he started toward the boat with Mary a few paces behind, Drummer cradled against her and her hand still on the Magnum's grip. 
 In the Circle Line parking lot, when they were away from people, Mary slid the gun from her shoulder bag and put its barrel against the back of Edward's skull. "Stop," she commanded quietly. He did. "Lean against that car and spread your legs." 
 "Hey, come on, sister! What are you --" 
 "_Now_, Edward." 
 "Shit! Mary, you're pushing me!" 
 "Do tell," she said, and she shoved him hard against the car and spent a minute frisking him. No guns, no wire microphones, no tape recorders. She came up with his wallet, flipped it open, and checked his license. New York issued, under the name Edward Lambert. Address Apt. 5B, 723 Cooper Avenue, Queens. A picture of a young, smiling woman and a little boy who had his father's long chin. "Wife and kid?" 
 "Yeah. Divorced, if you want to know." He turned around, his face flamed with anger, and he snatched the wallet from her. "I live alone. I'm an accountant for a seafood company. I drive an 'eighty-five Toyota, I collect stamps, and I wipe my ass with Charmin. Anything else?" 
 "Yes." She put the Magnum's barrel against his stomach. "Are you going to fuck me over? I know there's a price on my head." It was twelve thousand dollars, put up by the Atlanta _Constitution_ for her capture. "If you're thinking about it, let me tell you that you'll get the first bullet. Dig it?" 
 "Yeah." He nodded. "I dig it." 
 "Good." She believed him, and she put the gun away but she left the bag open. "Now we can be friends again, right?" 
 "Yeah." Said with a measure of new respect and maybe fear, too. 
 "I'll follow you. I'm in the van over there." She motioned to it. Edward started to walk to his red Toyota nearby, but Mary caught his arm. She felt a warm glow of nostalgia rise within her, and it helped to soothe the hurt that Jack wasn't here. "I love you, brother," she said, and she kissed his smooth-shaven cheek. 
 Edward Fordyce looked at her, puzzled and still angry about the frisk. She was off her rocker, that much was clear. Taking the baby had been insane, and put him in as much danger as she was in. He had a pang of wishing he'd never decided to write the message. But Mary was his sister in arms, they had lived and fought and bled together, and she was a link to a younger, more robust life. He said, "I love you, sister," and he returned the kiss. He smelled her body odor, she needed a bath. 
 He got into his Toyota, started the engine, and waited for her to get into the van with the baby. Drummer, she called him. Edward knew the kid's real name: David Clayborne. He'd followed the whole story in the news, but since that plane explosion over Japan the news hadn't given much coverage to Mary and the baby. He pulled out of the parking lot, glancing in the rearview mirror to make sure Mary --big old crazy Mary --was following. He hadn't expected to see Mary Terror step off that boat. Placing the message had been a shot in the dark, but he realized he'd hit a target far greater than he'd ever have hoped. 
 "Twelve thousand dollars?" he said as he merged into traffic heading for the Williamsburg Bridge. He glanced back; she was still with him, following closely. "Babycakes," he said, "you're going to make me a millionaire." He grinned, showing capped front teeth. 
 The Toyota and the van crossed the bridge, along with the flow of other cars, as small flakes of snow began to spin from the clouds. V





THE KILLER AWOKE
1
 Damaged Goods
 "I THINK WE WERE FOLLOWED," MARY SAID FOR THE THIRD TIME as she stood at the window of Edward Fordyce's one-bedroom apartment and looked down on Cooper Avenue. Snow flurries rushed past, shoved by the wind. A pile of trash bags on the street had burst open, and garbage and old papers fluttered along the sidewalk. Mary was feeding Drummer from a bottle of formula, the baby staring up at her with his blue eyes as he suckled on the nipple. She looked left and right along the dismal avenue. "It was a brown compact car. A Ford, I think." 
 "Your imagination," Edward answered from the kitchen, where he was fixing them canned chili. The building's radiators moaned and knocked. "Lots of cars in this city, so don't get paranoid." 
 "The driver had a chance to pass us a few times. He slowed down." The nipple popped out of Drummer's mouth, and Mary guided it back in. "I don't like it," she said, mostly to herself. 
 "Forget about it." Edward came into the front room, leaving the chili to bubble on the stove. He had taken off his overcoat and the jacket of his suit. He was wearing red suspenders --"braces," as he called them. "You want a drink? I've got Miller Lite and some wine." 
 "Wine," she said, still watching out the window for a brown compact Ford. She hadn't been able to get a good look at the driver. She remembered the Knicks fan: he'd come across on the boat with them, and so had the blond-haired girl in the leather jacket. A lot of people had come across too: a dozen Japanese tourists, an elderly couple, and about twenty others as well. Had one or more of them been a pig on her trail? There was another possibility: that someone had been following not her, but Edward. It wouldn't be the first time, would it? 
 He brought her a glass of red wine and set it on a table while she finished feeding Drummer. "So," Edward said, "you want to tell me why you took the baby?" 
 "No." 
 "Our conversation isn't going to get very far if you don't want to talk." 
 "I want to listen," she said. "I want you to tell me why you put the message in the papers." 
 Edward walked to another window and peered out. No brown compact Ford in sight, but Mary's insistence that they had been followed gave him the creeps. 
 "I don't know. I guess I was curious." 
 "About what?" 
 "Oh . . . just to see if anybody would show up. Kind of like a class reunion, maybe." He turned away from the window and looked at her in the dank winter light. "It seems like a hundred years ago we went through all that." 
 "No, it was only yesterday," she said. Drummer had finished the formula, and she rested him against her shoulder and burped him, as her mother had demonstrated. Mary had already taken stock of Edward's apartment; he had some nice pieces of furniture that didn't go with the place, and he was dressed better than he lived. Her impression was that he'd had a lot of money at one time, but his money had run out. His Toyota puffed blue smoke from its tailpipe and it had a bashed left rear fender. His shined shoes, though, said he had once walked on expensive floors. "You're an accountant?" she asked. 
 "How long?" 
 "Going on three years. It's an okay job. I can do it with my eyes closed." He shrugged, almost apologetically. "I got a business degree from NYU
 after I went underground." 
 "A business degree," she repeated. A faint smile stole across her face. 
 "I knew it when I saw you. The Mindfuckers got you, didn't they?" That familiar scowl creased his face again. "We were kids then. Naive and dumb in a lot of ways. We weren't living in reality." 
 "And now you are?" 
 "The reality," Edward said, "is that everybody has to work to live. There are no free tickets in this world. Don't you know that yet?" 
 "Has my brother turned into Big Brother?" 
 "No!" he answered, too loudly. "Hell, no! I'm just saying we thought everything was black and white back then! We thought we were right and everybody else was wrong. Well, we were fucked up. We didn't see the gray in the world." He grunted. "We didn't think we'd ever have to grow up. But you can't fight time, Mary. That's the one thing you can't put a bullet into or blow apart with a bomb. Things change, and you have to change with them. If you don't. . . well, look what happened to Abbie Hoffman." 
 "Abbie Hoffman was always true to a cause," Mary said. "He just got tired, that's all." 
 "Hoffman got busted selling _cocaine_!" he reminded her. "He went from being a revolutionary to being a drug salesman! What cause was he true to? 
 Jesus, nobody cares who Abbie Hoffman was! You know what the true power of this world is? Money. Cash. If you've got it, you're somebody, and if you don't, you get swept away with the garbage!" 
 "I don't want to talk about this anymore," Mary said, rocking Drummer in her arms. "Sweet baby, such a sweet sweet baby." 
 "I need a beer." Edward went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Mary kissed Drummer's forehead. He had an air about him; his diaper needed changing. She took him into the bedroom, laid him down on the bed next to her shoulder bag, and began the task. There was only one more diaper. She was going to have to go out and buy another box of Pampers. As she changed Drummer, she noticed a typewriter on a little desk in the room. The wastebasket had crumpled-up paper in it, squeezed like white fists. She took a wad of paper out and opened it. There were three lines on the paper _My name is Edward Fordyce, and I am a killer. My killing was done in the name of freedom, a long time ago. I was a member of the Storm Front, and on the night of July first, 1972, I was reborn_. 
 Drummer began to cry, uncomfortable and sleepy. 
 Behind Mary, Edward said, "The publisher tells me I need a snappy opening paragraph. Something to hook a reader with real quick." She looked up at him from the wrinkled paper. Drummer kept crying, the sound hurting her head. 
 Edward sipped his beer. His eyes seemed darker, his face tight with pressure. "They say they want a lot of blood in it. A lot of action. They say it could be a best seller." 
 Mary crumpled the paper again, into a hard little ball. Her fist clenched around it as Drummer cried on. 
 "Can't you get him quiet?" Edward asked. 
 The killer awoke. She felt it stir within her, like a heavy shadow. Edward was writing a book about the Storm Front. Writing a book to tell everything to the Mindfuck State. Going to spread the Front's blood, sweat, and tears out on the woodpulp pages to be licked by dumb jackals. _A reunion_, he'd said. _I guess I was curious_. 
 No, that wasn't why Edward Fordyce had put the message in the papers and magazines. "You wanted to find the others," she said, "so we could help you write your book." 
 "Background material. I want the book to be a history of the Storm Front, and there's a lot I don't know." 
 Mary's hand went into her bag. It came out with the Magnum, and she trained the gun on him, a stranger in enemy colors. 
 "Put that down, Mary. You don't want to shoot me." 
 "I'll blow your fucking head off!" she shouted. "No way are you making us whores! No way!" 
 "We were always whores. For the militant press and the rabble-rousers. We did what they dreamed of doing, and what did we get for it? You've turned into an animal, and I'm a forty-three-year-old failure." He swigged from the beer again, but his gaze stayed on her gun. "I was a stockbroker a few years ago," he said with a bitter smile. "Making a hundred K a year, living on the Upper East Side. A fast-tracker. Had a Mercedes, a wife, and a son. Then the bottom fell out of the market, and I watched everything go to pieces. It was like that night in Linden, but even worse because it was a house _I'd_ built getting blown apart. Couldn't stop it. Couldn't. I spiraled down to where I am right now. So where do I go from here? Do I figure the books for Sea King the rest of my life and retire to an old folks' home in Jersey? Or do I take a gamble that a publisher might be interested in the Storm Front's story? It's past history, Mary. It's ancient and dusty . . . but blood and guts sells books, and you know we waded through the blood and guts together. So what's so wrong about it, Mary? You tell me." 
 She couldn't think. Drummer's crying was louder, more needful. Her brain was full of machinery that had lost its purpose. One squeeze of the trigger and he would be dusted. Everything was a lie; Lord Jack was not here, and he couldn't receive his son. This thing standing before her in Mindfuck State clothing vomited out bile and brimstone, but one fact remained: he had saved her life on a long-ago night of pain and fire. 
 That alone kept her from killing him. 
 "I've got an agent," Edward went on. "Big knocker in the business. He got me a contract on an outline. The manuscript's due at the end of August." Mary kept the gun aimed at him as Drummer wailed. 
 "I don't want it to be just my story. I want it to be about all of us. Everybody who died and everybody who got away. Do you see?" 
 "I see a traitor," Mary said, "who deserves execution." 
 "Oh, crap! Forget the drama, Mary! This is the real dollars-and-cents world!" He slammed his bottle down atop a bureau, and beer sloshed out. "If we can make money off the hell we went through, why shouldn't we? I'd be willing to share the profits with you, no problem." 
 "_Profits_," she said, as if tasting something vile. 
 "Jesus! Can't you shut that kid up?" Edward walked toward Drummer. Mary stopped him by putting the Magnum against the side of his head and grabbing his red power tie at the knot. She wrenched at his tie, and Edward's face reddened. ". . . Choke . . ." he gasped. "Choking . . . me . . ." _Brrrring._
 Telephone, Mary thought. Again: _Brrrring_. 
 "Door . . . buzzer," Edward managed to get out. "Downstairs. Somebody . 
 . . wants in." 
 "Who're you expecting?" 
 "No-nobody. Mary, listen . . . you're choking me. Come on . . . stop it
 . . . okay?" 
 _Brrrring._
 She stared into his too-blue eyes and his mottled face. He was small, she decided. A small person who had given up and been seduced by the Mindfuck State. He was to be pitied. She didn't want to kill him, not yet. Drummer was crying and someone wanted in. She released Edward's tie, and he gasped in a shuddering breath followed by a coughing fit. 
 Mary pressed the pacifier into Drummer's mouth. His eyes were angry, and big wet tears had rolled down his cheeks. He looked the way she felt. She finished changing his diaper, the gun beside him on the bed. In the front room, Edward gave a last ragged cough and pressed the intercom button. "Yeah?" 
 There was no answer. 
 "Anybody down there?" 
 Nothing. 
 He released the button. Neighborhood kids screwing around, he figured. About three seconds later _Brrrring_. 
 He hit the button again. "Hey, listen up! You want to play, go play in the middle of the stre --" 
 "Edward Lambert?" 
 A woman's voice. Sounded nervous. "Yeah. Who is it?" 
 "Come downstairs." 
 "I don't have time for this, lady. What're you selling?" 
 "Damaged goods," she said. "Come downstairs." She clicked off. 
 "Who was that?" Mary stood in the bedroom's doorway, freshly diapered Drummer in her arms and the Magnum automatic in her right hand. 
 "Nobody." He shrugged. "Bag lady, probably. They're all over the place trying to get handouts." 
 Mary went to the window and looked out. The air was hazed with falling snow. And then she saw the figure standing down on the sidewalk, staring up at the apartment building. The wind had picked up, whipping at the figure's gray overcoat. There was a black cap on the person's head, and a long woolen muffler the same color around the neck. 
 Mary's eyes narrowed. She recognized the outfit. She'd seen this person before. Yes, she was sure of it. On the boat coming back from Liberty Island. This person had been standing at the stern, hands in pockets, next to the blond-haired girl in the leather jacket. As Mary watched, the figure began to walk slowly away from the building, bent against the wind. A few more steps, and a crosscurrent of winds snatched the cap and lifted it off the person's head. 
 A mane of red hair spilled down. A woman, Mary realized. The woman caught the cap before it could spin away, pushed her tresses up under it, and mashed it down again. Then she kept walking, shoulders slumped as if under a terrible burden. 
 Red hair, Mary thought. Red as a battle flag. 
 She had known another woman with hair that color. 
 "Oh my God," Mary whispered. 
 The red-haired woman turned a corner and went out of sight, snowflakes whirling behind her. 
 "Hold my baby," Mary told Edward, and she put Drummer in his arms before he could say no. She jammed the pistol down into the waistband of her jeans, under her baggy brown sweater, and she headed for the door. 
 "Where're you going? Mary! Where the hell are --" She was already out the door and racing down the second-floor stairway. She ran out onto the street, into the cutting cold and snow. Then on to the corner where the red-haired woman had turned off Cooper Avenue, and Mary could see her about a block away. She was opening the driver's door of a brown compact Ford. 
 "Wait!" Mary shouted, but the wind was in her face and the woman couldn't hear. The Ford pulled out of its parking place and started coming toward Mary, who stepped into the street and walked forward to meet it. Flurries of snow swirled between them. Mary lifted her right hand and made a peace sign, and she strode toward the car as it came on. She saw the woman's face through the windshield. Like Edward's, it was not a face she knew. And then the woman's eyes widened, her mouth opened in a cry Mary couldn't hear, and the Ford skidded to a stop on the gleaming pavement. 
 The woman got out, and the wind took her black cap, and the red tresses danced around her shoulders. Mary lowered her peace hand. Was this or was this not someone she knew? The hair was the same, yes, but the face was different. Bedelia Morse had been as lovely as a model, her nose small and graceful, her mouth and chin set with firm purpose. This woman had a crooked nose that looked as if it had been brutally broken and never properly set, her jowls were thick, and her chin had receded above a padding of flab. Deep lines flared out from the corners of her eyes and cut across her forehead. Mary could tell that the woman, who stood about five six, was heavy around the stomach and waist, a once-fine figure gone to seed. But the woman had green eyes: green as Irish moss. They were Didi's eyes, in a face that was almost toadish. 
 "Mary?" she said in Bedelia's voice grown husky and older. "Mary?" 
 "It's me," Mary answered, and Bedelia tried to speak again, but only a sob came out and it was tattered by the wind. Bedelia Morse rushed forward into Mary's arms, and they hugged each other with the pistol between them. 2
 The Idiot's Dream
 ON MONDAY MORNING BETWEEN TWO AND THREE, LAURA Clayborne put on her heavy overcoat, got into her car in the Days Inn parking lot, started the engine, and drove west, heading for Didi Morse's cottage in the woods. Sleep was impossible, the night full of phantoms. A crescent moon hung in the sky, the road empty before the BMW's headlights. Laura shivered, waiting for the heater to warm up. She and Mark had driven out to the cottage at ten o'clock, to see if Didi Morse had gotten home and was simply not answering her telephone, but the house had been dark. Laura wanted to drive, to have the sensation of at least going from one point to another. Her calls to Agent Kastle in Atlanta had told her how his investigation was going: Kastle, his secretary said, was out of the city and would get in touch with Laura whenever he returned. In other words: don't call us, we'll call you. That wasn't good enough. Not good enough by a damned long shot. Laura drove past the cottage. Still dark, no car in front. Wherever Didi was, her weekend trip had stretched out another day. Laura thought she might start chewing the walls of her motel room if she'd come all this way and couldn't find the woman. She'd stopped taking her sleeping pills because she didn't want her brain fogged with drugs. The downside of kicking the sleeping pills, though, was that she had maybe three or four hours of sleep a night and the other hours were haunted by visions of the madwoman on the balcony and the sniper with his rifle. Laura couldn't take looking at her face in a mirror; her eyes had seemingly sunken deeper, and there was a steely shine in them as if something hard and unknown were beginning to peer out. About a mile west of the cottage, Laura turned around on a dirt road and headed back. Get something to eat, she thought. Find an all-night pancake house, maybe. Someplace with a lot of hot black coffee. 
 She slowed, nearing the cottage again. She glanced toward it as the BMW
 crept by. Dark, of course. Didi had gone birding, the old man had said. Borrowed his binoculars, and went bye-bye. Her hands tightened around the wheel. Didi Morse might be her only hope of finding David alive. David might be dead right now, torn apart like the dolls in the box they'd found in Mary Terrell's apartment. Dear God, Laura prayed, help me hold on to my sanity. A light flashed. 
 A light. 
 In a window of Didi Morse's cottage. 
 Laura was past the house by a hundred yards before she could make her foot hit the brake. She slowed down gradually, not wanting the tires to shriek. Her heart was about to blow out of her chest. A light. Just a brief glimmer, maybe a second and then gone. It hadn't been a reflection of the moon, or of her headlights. 
 Someone was inside the house, prowling around in the dark. Laura's first thought was to stop and call the police. No, no; she didn't want the police in this, not yet. She turned around again and drove past the house once more. This time no light shone. But she'd seen it; she knew she had. The real question was: what was she going to do about it? 
 She pulled the car off the road, stopped it on the brown-grassed shoulder, cut the headlights and the engine. 
 Her purse was on the seat beside her, but her pistol remained in her suitcase at the motel. She sat there, shivering as the warm air slipped away and the night came in. Who was inside Bedelia Morse's house? A burglar? 
 Stealing what? Her pottery? Laura realized she could either sit there and thrash it around in her mind or walk back to the house. Courage was not a question here: it was a matter of desperation. 
 Laura got out, opened the trunk, and put her hand around the tire iron. Then she buttoned up her coat to the neck and began walking the couple of hundred yards back to the dirt driveway that curved up through the woods. No light shone in any of the cottage's windows. There was no other car anywhere in sight. Imagination or not? She tightened her grip around the tire iron and started up the driveway, the air's eighteen-degree temperature burning her nostrils and lungs. 
 The baby was crying again. The sound roused Mary from a dream of a castle on a cloud, and set her teeth on edge. It had been a good dream, and in it she'd been young and slim and her hair had been the color of the summer sun. It had been a dream that she hated leaving, but the baby was crying again. Babies were killers of dreams, she thought as she sat up in bed. Her dream had been to place the baby in Lord Jack's hands, and see him smile like a blaze of beauty. Lord Jack would love her again, and everything would be right with the world. 
 But Lord Jack wasn't here. He hadn't been at the weeping lady. Lord Jack wasn't coming for her. Not now. Not ever. 
 The baby was crying, a sound that razored her brain. She stood up, a well of despair, and she felt the old familiar rage begin to steam from the pores of her flesh. 
 "Hush," she said. "Drummer, hush." He wouldn't obey. His crying was going to wake the neighbors, and then the pigs might come calling. Why did the babies always try to betray her like this? Why did they take her love and twist it into hateful knots? What good was Drummer now if Lord Jack didn't want him? Drummer was a piece of crying flesh that had no purpose, no reason for being. She hated him at that moment because she realized what she'd done to bring him to Lord Jack. Now it was all over, and Lord Jack would never set eyes on the wailing rag. 
 "Won't you stop crying?" she asked Drummer as she sat on the narrow bed in the dark. She spoke in a quiet voice. Drummer gurgled and cried louder. 
 "All right," Mary said, and she stood up. "All right, then. I'll make you stop." 
 She switched on the lights in the kitchenette. Then she turned on one of the stove's burners and swiveled its dial to high. 
 Laura walked slowly up the front steps of Bedelia Morse's house. A clay cat was crouched near the door, and dead leaves scuttled across the porch. Laura reached out and tried the doorknob, gently working it from side to side. Locked. She retreated from the door, went back down the stairs again and around to the rear of the house. Her fingers, clenched so hard on the tire iron, were stiffening up with the cold. There was a one-car garage and a larger stone outbuilding, its door sealed with a padlock and chain, where Laura assumed the pottery work was done. Strange clay sculptures stood amid the barren trees like alien plant life; Laura couldn't see them now, in the dark, but they'd been apparent when she and Mark had gone back there on their initial visit Saturday. All kinds of clay geegaws --bird feeders, mobiles, and other things not so readily identifiable --dangled on wires from the tree limbs. It was obvious that Bedeüa Morse --or Diane Daniells, as she called herself now --had thrown herself heart and soul into the work she'd begun as a member of Mark's commune. Laura went to the back door, her shoes crunching on dead branches and leaves, and she tried this doorknob as well. It turned easily. Laura's heart kicked again. She ran her hand over the door and found that one of its small rectangular panes of glass had been removed. Not broken, because there were no shards. Removed, as with a glass cutter. 
 She opened the door and stood on the threshold. Off in the woods somewhere, an owl spoke to the moon. The cold wind hissed through the trees and made the clay ornaments clink and clatter on their wires. She shivered involuntarily, and she stood in the doorway trying to see through the dark. Nothing in there but shapes upon shapes. She and Mark had looked through the door's panes on Saturday and seen a kitchen with a table and a single chair in the middle of the room. On Saturday, the door had had all its panes of glass, and it had been securely locked. 
 Her heart pounding, Laura lifted the tire iron and walked into the house. 
 Mary picked up the baby. Her touch was rough. The infant's crying broke, faltered, and began to climb in volume again, a thin, high whine that Mary could not abide. "STOP IT!" she shouted into his reddened, squawling face. 
 "STOP IT, YOU LITTLE SHIT!" 
 The baby cried on. Mary almost choked on a scream of rage. How could she have been so stupid to believe that Lord Jack had written the message? To believe that he wanted her and the baby after all these years? To believe that he _cared_? No one cared. No one. She had stolen this child and blown her disguise, had put herself in mortal danger from the pigs of the Mindfuck State
 . . . and all for Edward Fordyce's traitorous book about the Storm Front. She would deal with Edward before she left. She would make herself put a bullet between his eyes and dump his body in a garbage can. But right now there was the baby, crying his head off. _Drummer_, she thought, and she sneered. "You want to cry?" She shook him. "You want to cry?" Shook him harder. His crying became a shriek. "Okay, I'll make you cry!" She took him into the kitchenette, where the burner glowed fiercely red and its heat rose up in a shimmer. The baby was trembling, still wailing, legs trying to thrash. She didn't need the little bastard. Didn't need Lord Jack. Didn't need anyone. She would make Drummer stop crying, make him obey her, and then she'd leave what remained of him for the pigs and the woman named Laura Clayborne. Then she would go underground again, deep underground, where nothing and no one could touch her, and she would turn her back for the last time on the idiot's dream of love and hope. 
 "Cry!" she shouted. "Cry! Cry!" 
 And she grasped the back of the baby's head and pressed his face toward the red burner. 
 In the dark, Laura listened. The boom of her heart and the roar of her breathing got in the way. Get out, she told herself. You don't belong here. You're a long way from home, and you've gone too far. If a burglar was ransacking Bedelia Morse's house, that was his business. But she didn't leave, and her fingers groped for a light switch. Her hand hit something that jingled merrily and made her jump a foot in the air. Another damned pottery mobile. She was making more noise than a marching band. 
 In another moment she found a light switch, and she turned it on. A warm breath washed against her neck. 
 She spun around, to the right, and looked into the face of the man who was standing there. She opened her mouth to scream. A black-gloved hand rose up, fast as a cobra's head, and clamped her mouth shut before the scream could get out. 
 The baby's face was almost on the burner. He was still wailing, stubbornly, and Mary braced for the scream of agony. 
 A scream came. 
 "NO!" 
 Someone grabbed her from behind, shoving her and the baby away from the hot burner. "No! Jesus, no!" A pair of hands winnowed in, trying to grasp Drummer. Mary slammed an elbow backward and heard a grunt of pain as it connected. A woman with red hair was fighting to take Drummer, and Mary didn't know her face. The woman was saying, "Mary, don't! Don't, please don't!" Her hands grasped at the baby again, and Mary shoved the red-haired stranger back hard against the wall. This was her baby, to do with as she pleased. She had risked her life to have this child, and no one would take him away from her. The woman was fighting her for Drummer once more, the red-glowing burner behind them and the baby wailing. "Listen to me! Listen!" the woman was pleading as she grabbed hold of Mary's shoulders and hung on. Mary looked at the woman's white throat, and she saw where she should punch into it to crush her windpipe. "Don't hurt the baby! Please don't!" the woman said, still hanging on. "Mary, look at me! It's Didi! It's Didi Morse!" Didi Morse? Mary lifted her gaze from the vulnerable throat and stared into the woman's heavy-jowled, deeply lined face. 
 "No," Mary said over Drummer's crying. "No. Didi Morse was beautiful." 
 "I had surgery. Remember what I told you? I had the plastic surgeon do it. Don't hurt the baby, Mary. Don't hurt Drummer." Plastic surgeon. Didi Morse, her face made ugly by a scalpel, silicone implants, and a hammer that had broken her nose. _I had it done when I went underground_, she'd told Mary and Edward. _A surgeon who did work on a lot of people who wanted to disappear_. Didi had actually paid to have herself made ugly, and the surgeon --who was part of the militant underground --had done the work in St. Louis. Didi Morse, still with green eyes and red hair but now drastically different. Pleading with her not to hurt Drummer. 
 "Hurt . . . Drummer?" Mary whispered. "Hurt my baby?" Tears came to her eyes. She heard Drummer crying, but the sound didn't razor her brain anymore; it was a cry of innocent need, and Mary pressed Drummer against her and sobbed as she realized what her rage had been guiding her toward. "Oh God, oh God, oh God," she moaned as the baby trembled in her arms. "I'm sick, Didi. I'm so sick." 
 Didi switched off the stove's burner. Her collarbone was still throbbing from the collision with Mary's elbow, and Mary had almost broken her back against the wall. She said, "Come on, let's sit down." She wanted to get Mary away from the stove. Her sight of the woman about to mash the infant's face down on that burner had been a horror beyond belief. She grasped Mary's arm with a careful touch. "Come on, sister." 
 Mary allowed herself to be steered out of the kitchenette. Tears were streaming down her face, her lungs ratcheted by sobbing. "I'm sick," she repeated. "Something's wrong with me, I get crazy. Oh God, I wouldn't hurt my sweet Drummer!" She hugged him close. His crying was starting to weaken. They were in Mary's room at the Cameo Motor Lodge. Didi and Mary had gone there after leaving Edward's at eight o'clock, and they'd shared a couple of bottles of wine and talked about the old days. Mary had folded down the sofa bed for Didi, and it was there that Didi had been sleeping when she'd heard Mary stalk out of the bedroom and go into the kitchenette. Then Mary had gone back for the crying baby, and the rest of what might have happened had been only narrowly averted. 
 Mary sat down in a chair and began to rock Drummer, the tears glistening on her face and her eyes red and swollen. Drummer was growing quiet, getting sleepy again. Didi sat on the rumpled sofa bed, her nerves still jangling. 
 "I love my baby," Mary said. "Can't you see I do?" 
 "Yes," Didi answered. But what she saw was an insane woman with a stolen infant in her arms. 
 "Mine," Mary whispered. She kissed his forehead and nuzzled his soft whorls of dark hair. "He's mine. All mine." 
 Sardonicus. 
 One side of the man's mouth was frozen open in a hideous rictus that showed teeth ground down to stubs. Like Sardonicus, Laura thought as the gloved hand clamped to her face. His cheek on the grinning side was caved in, his lower jaw crooked and jutting forward like a barracuda's underbite. He had black eyes, the one on the damaged hemisphere of his face sunken and glassy. A battlefield of scars streaked back from the corner of his grin across his collapsed cheek. In his throat there was a flesh-colored plug with a three-holed socket. 
 The sight was terrifying, but Laura had no time to be terrified. She struck out with the tire iron, the strength of desperation behind it, and hit him a glancing blow across the left shoulder. It was hard enough: the man staggered back, and he opened his ruined mouth and made a hissing sound of pain like a ruptured steam pipe. 
 At once he was on her again, reaching for her throat. Laura stepped back, giving herself room, and swung the tire iron once more. The man lifted his arm to ward off the blow; their forearms collided with a jolt that knocked numbness into Laura's hand, but it was the man who lost what he was holding. A small flashlight fell to the floor and rolled under the kitchen table. He caught Laura's wrist, and they fought for the tire iron. The man was tall and sinewy, wearing a black outfit and a black woolen cap. His face was pallid, the color of the moon. He slammed Laura back against a counter, and pottery knickknacks clattered and fell. A knee came up, hitting Laura between the legs; the pain made her cry out, but she clenched her teeth and hung on to the tire iron. They careened across the kitchen, crashing into the table and throwing it over. The man grasped her chin with one hand and shoved her head back, trying to snap her neck. Laura clawed at his throat, digging furrows in his flesh. Her fingers found the plug, and she tore at it. He retreated, clutching at his throat, the breath shrieking from his predator's grin. Laura advanced on him, her eyes wild. She lifted the tire iron for another blow, her intent to knock his brains out before he could kill her. He made a guttural growling sound that might have been rage, and he darted in before she could swing the tool. He trapped her arm, twisted his body, and lifted her off her feet, flinging her like a flour sack to the other side of the kitchen. She went down on her right shoulder, the air whooshing from her lungs as she slammed to the floor. 
 Time hitched and spun, knocked out of rhythm. Laura tasted blood. Pain throbbed through her shoulder, and her hand had lost the tire iron. When she could gather the strength to sit up, she found herself alone in Bedelia Morse's kitchen. The back door was wide open, dead leaves blowing in. Laura spat a red scrawl on the floor, and her tongue found the wound inside her cheek where her teeth had met. I'm all right, she thought. I'm all right. But she was starting to shake uncontrollably now that the man with the death's-head grin had gone, and fear and nausea hit her in tandem. She barely made it outside to throw up, next to one of the abstract sculptures. She heaved until nothing would come up, and then she sat on the ground away from her mess and breathed in lungfuls of frigid air. Between her thighs there was a pulse of pain. She felt warm wetness spreading there, and she realized with a flash of anger that the son of a bitch had torn her stitches open again. She stood up and walked back into the kitchen. The flashlight was gone. Her tire iron remained. The urge to cry fell upon her, and she almost gave in to this brutal friend. But she couldn't trust herself to stop crying if she began, and so she stood with her hands pressed to her eyes until the urge passed. Shock lurked in the back of her mind, waiting its turn to creep over her. There was nothing to be done now but to go to her car and drive back to the Days Inn. Her right shoulder was going to be one black bruise tomorrow, and her back was aching where the man had driven her against the counter. But she had not been killed. She had stood up against him, whoever he'd been, and she'd survived. Before all this had started, she would have crumpled into a heap and cried her heart out, but things were different now. Her heart was harder, her vision colder. Violence had suddenly and irrevocably become a part of her life. 
 She would have to tell Mark about this. The man with the plug in his throat, who'd been asking questions about Diane Daniells from the neighbor across the road. Who was he, and how did he fit into the puzzle? 
 Laura helped herself to a glass of water from the faucet, spitting blood into the sink. It was time to go. Time to leave the light and strike out into the darkness again. She retrieved the tire iron, and she waited for her trembling to subside. It wouldn't. She put out of her mind the image of the grinning man waiting for her out there somewhere. _Let it be_, she told herself. And then she switched off the light, closed the back door, and began walking the distance to her car. Nothing came after her, though she jumped at every sound, imagined or otherwise, and her fingers cramped around the tire iron. 
 Laura got into the BMW, turned on the ignition and the headlights. That was when she saw it. Backwards letters, carved into her windshield by a glass cutter. Two words:





EMOH OG
 She sat there for a moment, stunned, looking at what she took to be a warning. _Go home_. Where was that? A house in Atlanta, shared by a stranger named Doug? A place where her parents lived, ready and eager to command her life? 
 _Go home._
 "Not without my son," Laura vowed, and she pulled the car off the shoulder and drove toward Ann Arbor. 
 3
 The Secret Thing
 "SOMETIMES," MARY SAID AS DRUMMER SLEPT IN HER ARMS, "I get crazy. I don't know why. My head hurts, and I can't think straight. Maybe everybody feels like that sometimes, huh?" 
 "Maybe," Didi admitted, but she didn't believe it. 
 "Yeah." She smiled at her sister in arms, the storm of madness passed for now. "I was so glad to see you, Didi. I can't tell you how much. I mean . 
 . . you look so different and everything, but I've missed you. I've missed everybody. I think it was smart of you not to show up at the weeping lady. It could've been a trap, right?" 
 "Right." That was why Didi had gone to Liberty Island at noon, with the binoculars she'd borrowed from her neighbor Charles Brewer. She'd positioned herself on a vantage point where she could see the passengers getting off the boat, and she'd recognized Mary but not Edward Fordyce until he'd approached Mary. She'd followed them from Liberty Island, had seen them go into the apartment building, and had buzzed the apartment belonging to Edward Lambert. Her brown Ford was rented, and her real car --a gray Honda hatchback --was at the airport parking lot in Detroit. "What are you going to do from here?" Didi asked. 
 "I don't know. Make it to Canada, I guess. Go underground again. Except this time I'll have my baby." 
 They hadn't yet breached the difficult subject. Didi wanted to know:
 "Why'd you take him, Mary? Why didn't you just come up by yourself?" 
 "Because," Mary answered, "he's Jack's gift." Didi shook her head, not understanding. 
 "I was bringing Drummer to Jack. When I saw the message, I thought it was from him. That's why I brought Drummer. For Jack. See?" Didi did. She sighed softly, and averted her eyes from Mary Terror. Mary's insanity was as obvious as a scab; it was true that Mary was still cunning, in the way of a hunted animal, but the trial of the years --and her solitary confinement --had eaten her down to the desperate bones. "You brought the baby for Jack and he didn't show up." Now the display of rage made more sense to her, but its explanation was madness enough. "I'm sorry." 
 "I don't need him!" Mary snapped. "And don't you be sorry for me! No way! I'll be just fine now that I've got my baby!" 
 Didi nodded, thinking of the glowing burner. If she hadn't been here to stop it, the baby's face would have been scorched off his skull. One night -maybe not very far in the future --Mary would wake up in the throes of madness, and there would be no one to save the infant. Didi knew she'd done a lot of terrible things in her life. They were things that came back to her at night, bleeding and moaning. They haunted her dreams, and they had grinned and jabbered as she'd laid out the razor and soaked her wrists in hot water. She'd done terrible things, but she'd never hurt a baby. "Maybe you shouldn't take him with you," she said. 
 Her face like a block of stone, Mary stared at Didi. 
 "You can't move as fast with a baby," Didi went on. "He'll slow you down." 
 Mary was silent, rocking the sleeping child in her arms. 
 "You could leave him at a church. Leave a note saying who he is. They'd get him back to his mother." 
 "I _am_ his mother," Mary said. 
 Dangerous ground, Didi thought. She was walking in a minefield. "You don't want Drummer to be hurt, do you? What'll happen if the police find you? 
 Drummer might get hurt. Have you thought of that?" 
 "Sure. If the pigs find me, I shoot the baby first and I take as many of them with me as I can." She shrugged. "Reasonable." Didi blinked, startled, and at that moment she saw the darkness of Mary Terror's soul. 
 "I can't let them take us alive," Mary said. Her smile returned. "We're together now. We'll die together, if that's how it has to be." Didi looked at her hands clenched together in her lap. They were earth-mother hands, the palms broad and the fingers sturdy. She thought of bullets going into bodies, and one of her earth-mother hands on the gun. She thought of the newscasts on TV, the pictures of this child's mother leaving the hospital in Atlanta, her face tormented by worry, her body bent under a terrible weight. She thought of the secret thing, the thing she'd suspected for five years. Her life had been a twisted, treacherous road. She had destroyed her parents, driving her mother to drink and her father to a heart attack that had killed him in 1973. The farm was gone now, reclaimed by the bank. Her mother was in a sanitarium, babbling and wetting her bed. For Bedelia Morse the saying was viciously true: you can't go home again. She had seen the message in January's issue of _Mother Jones_. At first she'd had no intention of going to the Statue of Liberty on the eighteenth of February, but the idea had kept gnawing at her. She wasn't sure exactly why she'd decided to go. Maybe it was pure curiosity, or maybe it was because the Storm Front had been her true family. She had bought a round-trip ticket on American Airlines, and left Detroit on Thursday night. 
 Her flight back to Detroit was at one-thirty in the afternoon. She hadn't planned on sleeping at Mary's motel, but it was cleaner than the hotel she was staying at on West 55th in Manhattan. She was glad now that she'd stayed with Mary, for the baby's sake. And much less glad that she'd seen the inner nature of Mary Terror, though the newscasts of the FBI agent being shotgunned had been a forewarning. Didi turned the secret thing over and over in her mind, working it like a Rubik's Cube. 
 Mary saw Didi's vacant stare. "What're you thinking?" 
 "About Edward's book," Didi lied. At Mary's sarcastic insistence Edward had told her what he was writing. "I'm not sure Jack would like that." 
 "He'd want Edward executed," Mary said. "No pity for traitors. That's what he used to tell me." 
 Didi looked at the child in Mary's arms. An innocent, she thought. It was wrong for him to be there. Mary's arms were folded around him as if he were cradled by vipers. "You said . . . you wanted to give Jack the baby." 
 "I wanted to give him a gift. He always wanted a son. That's what I was carrying for him the night I got hurt." Was it true or not? She couldn't remember exactly. 
 "So you're going underground again?" _Click, click, click_: the mental Rubik's Cube at work. 
 "Tomorrow, after I take care of Edward. Then I'm heading for Canada. Me and Drummer." 
 She's going to kill Edward, Didi realized. And how long would it be before she had another fit and maimed or killed the baby? _Click, click_: more pieces, turning. Maybe Edward deserved to die. But he was a brother in arms, and didn't that count for something? The baby certainly did not deserve the fate ahead of him. _Click, click_. Didi stared at her earth-mother hands, and realized more human clay lay at her mercy. "Mary?" she said softly. 
 "What?" 
 "I --" She paused. The secret thing had been a secret so long, it was reluctant to be born. But two lives --Edward's and the infant's --hung on her decision. "I . . . think I might . . . know where Jack is," she said. Mary sat without moving, her mouth partway open. 
 "I'm not sure. But I think Jack may be in California." No response from Mary. 
 "Northern California," Didi continued. "A town named Freestone. It's about fifty miles north of San Francisco." 
 Mary moved: a shiver of excitement, as if all the blood had suddenly rushed back into her body. "That's near the house," she said. Her voice was tight and strained. "The Thunder House." 
 Didi had never been to the Thunder House, but she knew about it from the other Storm Fronters. The Thunder House was located above San Francisco, hidden somewhere in the woods that rimmed Drakes Bay. It was the birthplace of the Storm Front, where the first members had signed their names in blood on the pact of loyalty and dedication to the cause. Didi understood it had been a hunting lodge abandoned thirty or more years earlier, and its name came from the continual thunder of the waves on the jagged rocks of Drakes Bay. The Thunder House had been the Storm Front's first headquarters, their "think tank" from which all the West Coast terrorist missions had originated. 
 "Freestone," Mary repeated. "Freestone." Her eyes had lit up like spirit lamps. "Why do you think he's there?" 
 "I'm a member of the Sierra Club. Five years ago there was a story in the newsletter about a group of people who were suing the town of Freestone for dumping garbage near a bird sanctuary. There was a picture of them in the council meeting. I think one of those people might have been Jack Gardiner." 
 "You couldn't tell for sure?" 
 "No. Just the side of his face was in the picture. But I cut it out and kept it." She leaned forward. "Mary, I remember faces. My hands do, at least. Come to Ann Arbor and look at what I've done, and you tell me if it's him or not." 
 Mary was silent again, and Didi could see the wheels going around in her head. 
 "Don't kill Edward," Didi said. "Bring him with you. He'll want to find Jack, too, for his book. If Jack _is_ in Freestone, you can take both Edward and the baby to him, and he can decide whether Edward should be executed or not." Buying time for Edward, she thought. And time for herself, to figure out how to get the child away from Mary. 
 "California. The land of milk and honey," Mary said. She nodded, her smile beatific. "Yes. That's where Jack would go." She hugged Drummer, waking the baby with a start. "Oh, sweet Drummer! My sweet baby!" Her voice rose on a giddy note. "We're going to find Jack! Going to find Jack and he'll love us both forever, yes he will!" 
 "My plane leaves at one-thirty," Didi told her. "I'll go on ahead. You and Edward can follow me." 
 "Yes. Follow you. That's what we'll do." Mary beamed like a schoolgirl, and the sight ripped at Didi's heart. Drummer began to cry. "He's happy, too!" Mary said. "Hear him?" 
 Didi couldn't bear to look at Mary's face anymore. There was something of death in it, something brutal and frightening in its maniacal joy. Was this the fruit of what we fought for? Didi asked herself. Not freedom from oppression, but madness in the night? "I'd better get back to my hotel," she said, and stood up from the sofa bed. "I'll leave you my phone number. When you get to Ann Arbor, call me and I'll give you directions to my house." She wrote the number on a piece of Cameo Motor Lodge stationery, and Mary tucked it into her shoulder bag along with Pampers, formula, and her Magnum pistol. At the door, Didi paused. The flurries had ceased, the air still and heavy with cold. Didi forced herself to look into the big woman's steely eyes. "You won't hurt the baby, will you?" 
 "_Hurt_ Drummer?" She hugged him, and he made a little aggravated squalling sound at being so rudely awakened. "I wouldn't hurt Jack's child, not for anything in this world!" 
 "And you'll let Jack decide about Edward?" 
 "Didi," Mary said, "you worry too much. But that's part of why I love you." She kissed Didi's cheek, and Didi flinched as the hot mouth sealed against her iesh and then drew away. "You be careful," Mary instructed. 
 "You, too." Didi glanced at the infant again --the innocent in the arms of the damned --and she turned away and walked across the parking lot to her car. 
 Mary watched until Didi left, and then she closed the door. Behind it, she danced around the room with her baby, while God sang "Light My Fire" in her mind. 
 It was near the dawning of a brand-new day. 
 4
 Crossroads
 "JESUS," BEDELIA MORSE SAID AS SHE STOOD LOOKING AT HER wrecked kitchen. Afternoon sunlight slanted through the windows. The house was cold, and Didi saw the missing pane of glass in the back door. Dead leaves were scattered about, her antique kitchen table overthrown and two legs splintered. Someone had broken in, obviously, but the only sign of ransacking was in this room. Still, she hadn't checked the pottery workshop yet. She looked out a window, could see the padlock and chain were secure. She didn't have much of value; her stereo was still in the front room, and so was her little portable TV. She had no jewelry to speak of, just what she fashioned on the wheel. What, then, had the intruder been after? 
 Terror gripped her. She walked through a short hallway into her bedroom, where her unopened suitcase lay on the bed, and she opened the bottom drawer of her dresser. It was full of old belts, socks, and a couple of pairs of well-worn bell-bottom bluejeans. Her sigh of relief was explosive. Beneath the jeans was a photo album. Didi opened it. Inside were old, yellowed newspaper stories and grainy photographs, protected by cellophane. _Storm Front Shootout in N.J._, said one of the headlines. _FBI Hunting Escaped Terrorists_, another trumpeted. _Storm Fronter Killed in Attica Riots_, a third headline said. There were pictures of all the Storm Front members: old photographs, snapped when they were young. The picture of herself showed her beautiful and lithe, waving at the camera from astride a horse. It had been taken by her father when she was sixteen. The picture of Mary Terrell, standing tall and blond and lovely in the summer sunlight, hurt her eyes to look at, because she now knew the reality. 
 Didi turned carefully to the back of the album. The last few stories had to do with Mary's kidnapping of David Clayborne. But before them was the article and black-and-white picture she'd clipped from the Sierra Club's newsletter five years earlier. _Citizen Group Saves Bird Sanctuary_, said the headline. The article was five paragraphs long, and the picture showed a woman standing at a podium before a council meeting. Behind her were seated several other people. One of them was a man whose head was turned to the right, as if talking to the woman beside him. Or avoiding the camera, Didi had thought when she'd first seen it. The lens had captured a portion of his profile -hairline, forehead, and nose. The names of the "Freestone Six," as they called themselves, were Jonelle Collins, Dean Walker, Karen Ott, Nick Hudley, and Keith and Sandy Cavanaugh. All of Freestone, California, the article said. Didi had always had an eye for faces: the curve of a nose, the width of an eyebrow, the way hair fell across a forehead. It was detail that made up a face. Attention to detail was one of her strengths. 
 And she was almost certain that one of those men --Walker, Hudley, or Cavanaugh --used to be known as Jack Gardiner. 
 She put the album back in its place and closed the drawer. There was no evidence that the drawer had been tampered with or the album discovered. She went into the front room and circled the telephone. Call the police? Report a burglary? But what, if anything, had been taken? She roamed around the house, checking closets and drawers. A metal box that held two hundred dollars in ready cash hadn't been touched. Her clothes --Sears and Penney's ready-to-wear --all remained on their hangers. Nothing was missing; even the pane of glass that had been cut from the door was lying on the kitchen's countertop. She walked from room to room in the cottage, her Rubik's Cube clicking but no solution in sight. 
 The telephone rang, and Didi picked it up in the front room. "Hello?" A pause. Then: "_Didi_?" 
 If her heart had been pounding before, now her stomach seemed to rise to her throat. "Who is this?" 
 "It's me. Mark Treggs." 
 "Mark?" It had been five or six months since they'd last spoken. She always called him, not the other way around. It was part of their understanding. But something was wrong; she could hear the tension thick in his voice, and she said quickly, "What is it?" 
 "Didi, I'm here. In Ann Arbor." 
 "Ann Arbor," she repeated, dazed. _Click, click, click_. "What're you doing here?" 
 "I've brought someone to see you." In his room at the Days Inn, Mark glanced at Laura, who stood nearby. "We've been waiting for you to get back from your trip." 
 "Mark, what's this all about?" 
 She's right on the edge, Mark thought. About to jump out of her skin. 
 "Trust me, okay? I wouldn't do anything to hurt you. Do you believe that?" 
 "Somebody broke in. Trashed my kitchen. Jesus, I don't know what's going on!" 
 "Listen to me. Okay? Just settle down and listen. I wouldn't hurt you. We go back too far. I've brought someone who needs your help." 
 "Who? What are you talking about?" 
 Laura took a step forward and grasped the telephone before Mark could say anything else. "Bedelia?" she said, and she heard the other woman gasp at the unfamiliar voice speaking her name. "Don't hang up, please! Just give me a few minutes, that's all I'm asking." 
 Didi was silent, but her shock was palpable. 
 "My name is Laura Clayborne. Mark brought me here to see you." Laura sensed Didi was about to slam down the phone, the hairs stirring on the back of her neck. "I'm not working with the police or the FBI," she said. "I swear to God I'm not. I'm trying to find my baby. Do you know that Mary Terrell stole my child?" 
 There was no answer. Laura feared she'd already lost Bedelia Morse, that the phone would crash down and she would be long gone by the time they drove to the house. 
 The silence stretched, and Laura felt her nerves stretch with it. The kernel of a scream began to form, like a small dark seed, in Laura's mind. What she didn't know was that the same seed was growing in the mind of Bedelia Morse. 
 Finally, it came. Not a scream, but a word born from the seed: "Yes." _Thank God_, Laura thought. She had squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for Didi to hang up. Now she opened them again. "Can I come talk to you?" Another silence as Didi thought it over. "I can't help you," she said. 
 "Are you sure about that? Do you have any idea where Mary Terrell might have gone?" 
 "I can't help you," Didi repeated, but she didn't hang up. 
 "All I want is my baby back," Laura said. "I don't care where Mary Terrell goes, or what happens to her. I've got to have my child back. I don't even know if he's still alive or not, and it's tearing me to pieces. Please. I'm begging you: can't you help me at all?" 
 "Look, I don't know you," Didi replied. "You could be undercover FBI for ail I know. I just got home from a trip, and somebody broke into my house while I was gone. Was it you?" 
 "No. But I saw the man who did." And her body remembered the scuffle, too. Her right shoulder was a mass of blue-green bruises under her white blouse and cable-knit sweater, and another line of bruises ran across her right hip beneath her jeans. 
 "The man." Didi's voice had sharpened. "What man?" 
 "Let me come see you. I'll tell you when I get there." 
 "I don't _know_ you!" It was almost a shout of fear and frustration. 
 "You're going to," Laura answered firmly. "I'm giving the phone back to Mark now. He'll tell you I can be trusted." She handed the telephone to him, and the first thing he heard from Didi was an enraged "You _bastard_! You betrayed me, you bastard! I ought to _kill_ you for this!" 
 "Kill me?" he asked quietly. "You don't really mean that, do you, Didi?" She gave an anguished sob. "You bastard," she whispered. "You screwed me. I thought we were like a brother and sister." 
 "We are, and that won't change. But this woman needs help. She's clean. Let us come see you," Mark said. "I'm asking like a brother." Laura walked away from him, opened the curtain, and looked outside at the cold blue sky. She could see her car in the parking lot, its windshield marked with the GO HOME warning. She waited in anguish, until Mark put down the receiver. 
 "She'll see us," he told her. 
 On the drive to Didi's house, Mark said, "Be cool. Don't go all to pieces or start begging. That won't help." 
 "Okay." 
 Mark touched the letters carved into the windshield. "Son of a bitch did a job on you, didn't he? I knew that guy sounded weird. Plug in his throat." He grunted. "I wonder what the hell he was after." 
 "I don't know, and I hope I never see him again." Mark nodded. They were a couple of miles from the cottage. "Listen," he said, "there's something I've got to lay on you. I told you about Didi having plastic surgery, remember?" 
 "Yes." 
 "Didi used to be pretty. She's not anymore. She had the plastic surgeon make her ugly." 
 "Make her _ugly_? Why?" 
 "She wanted to change. Didn't want to be what she was before, I guess. So when you see her, be cool." 
 "I'll be cool," Laura said. "I'll be damned cool." She slowed down and turned the BMW onto the house's dirt driveway. As Laura drove up to the cottage, she saw the front door open. A plump woman wearing a dark green sweater and khaki trousers came out. She had long red hair that fell in waves around her shoulders. Laura's palms were damp, her nerves raw. Be cool, she told herself. She stopped the car and switched off the engine. The moment had arrived. 
 Bedelia Morse stood in the doorway, watching, as Laura and Mark got out of the car and approached her. Laura saw the woman's toadish face and crooked nose, and she wondered what kind of plastic surgeon would have consented to do such work. And what private torment had made Bedelia Morse want to wear a face that had been sculpted into ugliness? 
 "You shit," Didi said to Mark, her voice cold, and she went inside without waiting for them. 
 In the cottage's tidy front room, Didi sat in a chair where she could look out a window at the road. She didn't offer seats to Laura or Mark; she kept her gaze on him because she recalled Laura's pain-stricken face from the newscasts and looking at her was difficult. "Hello, Didi," Mark said, trying for a smile. "It's been a long time." 
 "How much did she pay you?" Didi asked. 
 Mark's fragile smile evaporated. 
 "She _did_ pay you, right? How many silver coins bought my head on a platter?" 
 Laura said, "Mark's been a friend to me. He --" 
 "He used to be _my_ friend, too." Didi glanced quickly at Laura and then away. Laura Clayborne's eyes were deep sockets, and they burned with a terrible intensity. "You screwed me, Mark. You sold me, and she bought me. Right? Well, here I am." Didi forced her head to turn, and she stared at Laura. "Mrs. Clayborne, I've killed people. I walked into a diner with three other Storm Fronters and shot four policemen who were guilty of nothing but wearing blue uniforms and badges. I helped plant a pipe bomb that blinded a fifteen-year-old girl. I cheered when Jack Gardiner cut a policeman's throat, and I helped lift up the corpse so Akitta Washington and Mary Terrell could nail his hands to a rafter. I'm the woman mothers warn their children not to grow up to be." Didi offered a chilly smile, the shadows of bare tree branches slicing her face. "Welcome to my house." 
 "Mark didn't want to bring me. I kept at him until he did." 
 "Is that supposed to make me feel better? Or safer?" She placed her fingertips together. "Mrs. Clayborne, you don't know anything about the world I live in. I've killed people, yes; that's my crime. But no judge or jury had to give me a prison sentence. Every day of my life since 1972 I've been looking over my shoulder, scared to death of what might be coming up behind. I sleep maybe three hours a night, on good nights. Sometimes I open my eyes in the dark and I've jammed myself into a closet without knowing it. I walk down the street and think a dozen people see through this face to who I used to be. And with every breath I take I know that I stole the life from fellow human beings. Snuffed them out, and celebrated their murders with hits of acid by candlelight." She nodded, her green eyes hazy with pain. "I didn't need a prison cell. I carry one around with me. So if you're going to turn me over to the police, I'll tell you this: they can't do anything to me. I'm not here. I'm dead, and I've been dead for a very long time." 
 "I'm not going to turn you over to the police," Laura said. "I just want to ask you some questions about Mary Terrell." 
 "Mary Terror," Didi corrected her. "It was" --she'd almost said _crazy_
 --"stupid of her to take your baby. Stupid." 
 "The FBI lost her after she visited her mother in Richmond. Her mother told them she was headed for Canada. Do you have any idea where she might have gone?" 
 Here was the question, Didi thought. She stared at her hands. Laura glanced at Mark for support, but he shrugged and sat down on the couch. "Anything you can tell me about Mary Terrell might be important," she told Didi. "Can you think of anybody she might have gotten in touch with? 
 Anybody from the past?" 
 "The _past_." Didi sneered it. "There's no such place. There's just a long damned road from there to here, and you die a little more with every mile." 
 "Did Mary Terrell have any friends outside the Storm Front?" 
 "No. The Storm Front was her life. We were her family." Didi drew a deep breath and looked out the window again, expecting a police car to pull up at any minute. If that happened, she wasn't going to fight. Her fighting days were over. She directed her attention to Laura again. "You said you saw the man who broke into my house." 
 Laura explained about the glint of the flashlight she'd seen that night. 
 "I came in, turned on the lights in the kitchen, and there he was. His face
 --" She shuddered to remember it. "His face was screwed up. He was grinning; his face was scarred, and the grin was frozen on it. Dark eyes, either dark brown or black. And he had a thing in his throat like an electric socket. Right here." She showed Didi by placing her fingers against her own throat. 
 "The dude across the road saw him, too," Mark added. "Said the guy had to plug a speaker into his throat and talk through it." 
 "Wait." Didi's inner alarm had reached a shriek. "The man went to see Mr. Brewer?" 
 "That's right. He asked where you'd gone. Said he was a friend of yours." 
 "He asked for me by name? Diane Daniells?" She hadn't returned the binoculars to Charles Brewer yet, so she hadn't heard this. When Mark nodded, Didi felt as if she'd taken a punch to the stomach. "My God," she said, and stood up. "My God. Somebody else knows. You bastard, somebody must've followed you!" 
 "Hold on a minute! Nobody followed us. Anyway, the dude was asking about you before we even got to Ann Arbor." 
 Didi felt her control slipping away. The man who'd broken in hadn't taken anything. He'd known her new name, and where she lived. Had asked Mr. Brewer where she'd gone. She sensed it like a noose tightening around her neck: someone else knew who she was. 
 "Please try to think," Laura plowed on. "Is there anyone Mary Terrell might have gone to for help?" 
 "_No_!" Didi's face contorted, her nerves about to snap. "I said I can't help you! Get out and leave me alone!" 
 "I wish I could," Laura said. "I wish Mary Terrell hadn't taken my baby. I wish I knew if my son was alive or dead. I can't leave you alone because you're my last hope." 
 Didi put her hands to her ears. "No! I don't want to hear it!" _She knows something_, Laura thought. She walked to Didi, grasped her wrists, and pulled her hands away from her ears. "You _will_ hear it!" Laura promised, her cheeks aflame with anger. "Listen to me! If there's anything you know about Mary Terrell --anything --you've got to tell me! She's out of her mind, do you realize that? She could kill my child at any time, if she hasn't already!" 
 Didi shook her head. The image of Mary pressing the baby's face toward the burner was too close. "Please, just leave me alone. All I want is to be left alone." 
 "And all I want is what's mine," Laura said, still grasping Didi's wrists. They stared at each other, inhabitants of different worlds on a collision course. "Won't you help me save my child's life?" 
 "I . . . can't . . ." Didi began, but her voice faltered. She looked at Mark and then back to Laura, and she knew that if she didn't help this woman, the ghosts that feasted on her soul would grow sharper teeth. But she and Mary were sisters in arms! The Storm Front had been their family! She couldn't betray Mary! 
 But the Mary Terrell Didi had known long ago was gone. In her place was a savage animal who knew no cause but murder. Sooner or later Mary Terror would snap, and this woman's baby would die screaming. 
 Didi said, "Please let me go." Laura hesitated a few seconds, and then she released Didi's wrists. Didi walked to the window, where she stood looking out at the cold world. _Click, click_ her Rubik's Cube was turning, but the answer was already in sight. "She . . . calls the baby Drummer," Didi said. Her heart hurt. In the electric silence that followed, Didi could hear Laura Clayborne breathing. "I saw Mary and your baby yesterday." 
 "Oh Jesus." It was Mark speaking in a low, stunned voice. 
 "He was all right," Didi went on. "She's taking good care of him. But . 
 . ." She trailed off, unable to say it. 
 A hand like an iron pincer grasped her shoulder. Didi looked into Laura's face, and caught a glimpse of hellfire. "But _what_?" Laura demanded, barely able to speak. 
 "But . . . Mary's dangerous. Dangerous to herself, dangerous to your baby." 
 "What's that mean? _Tell_ me!" 
 "Mary said . . . if the police find them . . . she'll kill the baby first" --Didi saw Laura wince as if she'd been struck --"and then she'll keep shooting until the police kill her. She's not going to give up. Never." Tears stung Laura's eyes. They were tears of relief, at knowing David was still alive, and tears of horror at knowing that what Bedelia Morse said was true. 
 The rest of it had to be told. Didi steeled herself, and continued. 
 "Mary's coming here. She and Edward Fordyce. He was part of the Storm Front, too. They're on the way now, from New York. They should get here sometime tomorrow." 
 "Whoa," Mark whispered, his eyes wide behind his glasses. "Far out." Laura felt off balance, as if the room had suddenly begun to slowly spin around her. "Why are they coming here?" 
 It seemed to Didi that once unleashed, betrayal was like a swarm of locusts. It kept consuming until everything was gone. "I'll show you," she said, and she took her key chain from its wall peg beside the front door. Laura and Mark followed Did! out behind the cottage, to the stone structure which was Didi's workshop. She unsnapped the padlock, drew out the chain, and opened the door. A thick, earthy aroma wafted from the chill darkness. Didi switched on the overhead lights, revealing a neatly swept workshop with two pottery wheels, shelves of glaze and paint, and various clay-shaping tools in their places on a pegboard. Another shelf held examples of Didi's labors in various stages of completion: graceful vases and planters, dishware, mugs, and ashtrays. On the floor beside one of the wheels was a huge urn, its surface patterned to resemble treebark. Didi paused to turn on a space heater, and she said, "This is what I sell. Back there is what I make for myself." She nodded toward a drawn curtain at the rear of the workshop. Didi walked to the curtain and drew it open. The cubicle behind it was covered with another series of shelves, and on them were works far different from what Didi sold under the name of Diane Daniells. 
 Laura saw a pottery head: the face of a young woman with long, flowing hair, her mouth open in a scream and a dozen snakes bursting from the top of her skull. She didn't recognize the face, but Mark did. It was what Didi used to look like, before the butchery. Another face, this one of a man, was splitting open down the center, and a more fearsome, demonic visage was beginning to push through. There was a disembodied clay hand holding a perfectly formed clay revolver, the hand's fingernails transformed into grinning skulls. On the floor was a large work: a woman --again, as Mark saw, the image of the young Bedelia Morse --on her knees, her arms lifted upward in supplication and roaches scurrying from her mouth. Mounted on a wall were what appeared to be death masks: faces without expression, marked by stitches, zippers, or jagged scars. They looked to Laura like silent sufferers, saints of a hellish world, and she realized she was peering into the depths of Didi Morse's nightmares. 
 Didi picked up something that was wrapped in black plastic. She brought it out to one of the wheels, where she carefully set it down and began to remove the plastic. It took her a minute or two, her touch reverent. And when she was done she stepped back, allowing Laura and Mark a full view. It was the life-size model of a man's head. The face was handsome and thoughtful, like that of a prince caught in repose. The clay hadn't been glazed or painted, and there was no color at all on the model, but Didi's fingers had rippled the scalp into curls of hair. The nose was an elegant curve, the forehead high and sloping, the thin-lipped and rather cruel mouth seemingly just about to open. The eyes held a regal incuriosity, as if they judged everyone else a step beneath him. It was the face, Laura thought, of a man who knew the taste of power. 
 Didi touched the wheel, and spun it around. The head slowly rotated. "I modeled this from part of a face I saw in a picture," she said. "I finished the part the picture showed, and then I did the rest of it. Do you know who that is?" 
 "No," Laura replied. 
 "His name is --was --Jack Gardiner. Lord Jack, we called him." 
 "The Storm Front's leader?" 
 "That's right. He was our father, our brother, our protector. And our Satan." The wheel was stopping. Didi spun it again. "The things we did for him
 . . . are unspeakable. He played our souls like violins, and made us obey like trained animals. But he was smart, and he had eyes that you thought could see every secret you ever tried to hide. Jack Gardiner made Mary Terrell pregnant. She was going to have the baby in July 1972. Then the world crashed in on us." Didi lifted her gaze to Laura. "Mary lost the baby. Delivered it dead in a gas station bathroom. So she's taking Drummer --your baby --to Lord Jack." 
 "_What_?" It was a gasp. 
 Didi told them about the message in _Mother Jones_, and that Mary had seen it in _Rolling Stone_. "She thought Jack was waiting for her. She took your baby to give him. But Edward Fordyce placed the message because he's trying to write a book about the Storm Front and he wanted to see who'd show up. So now Mary and Edward are on their way here." She had come to the secret thing again. Loyalty writhed within her, like a snake in hot ashes. But to whom was she being loyal? A dead ideal of freedom? An ideal that was never really true in the first place? She felt as if she'd been on a long, grueling journey, and she'd abruptly come to a crossroads of decision. One road led the way she'd been going: straight ahead, across a land of nightmares and old griefs come a-haunting. The new road faced a wilderness, and what lay beyond it no one could know. 
 Both roads were treacherous. Both roads glistened with blood, under a darkening sky. The question was: which road might lead to the saving of that infant's life? 
 Didi stared at the clay face of the man she had once adored, in her youth, and grown to hate in her ancient days. She decided on the road to take. 
 "I . . . think Jack Gardiner is in California. That's where Mary and Edward'll be going after they leave here." The snake within her crunched itself into a tight coil, and expired with a final shudder in the embers. Didi almost cried, but she did not; yesterday was gone, and no tears could revive its clock of hours. "That's it," Didi said. "What now? Are you going to call the police?" 
 "No. I'm going to meet Mary when she gets here." Mark's jaw would have dropped to the floor had it not been jointed to his face. "Uh-uh!" he said. "No way!" 
 "I'm not going to just let her breeze through here!" Laura snapped. "I don't want the police in this. If Mary Terror sees the police, my baby is as good as dead. So what choice do I have?" 
 "She'll kill you," Didi said. "She's packing at least two pistols, and maybe something else I haven't seen. She won't hesitate for a second before she blows you away." 
 "I'll have to take that chance." 
 "You won't _get_ a chance. Don't you understand? You can't take her on!" 
 "_You_ don't understand," Laura said firmly. "There's no other way." Didi was about to protest again, but what could she say? The woman was right. She would be killed in a face-to-face encounter with Mary Terror, of that Didi had no doubt. But what other chance would she have? "You're crazy," Didi said. 
 "Yes, I am," Laura answered. "I wouldn't be standing here if I weren't. If I have to be as crazy as Mary Terror, then so be it." 
 "Sure." Mark grunted. "The only difference is, you've never killed anybody." 
 Laura ignored him, and kept her attention on Bedelia Morse. There was no retreating now, no calling for Doug to help her or the police to bring their eager snipers. Her mouth was dry at the prospect of impending violence, and the thought that the violence could easily catch David in its storm. "I've got to ask you for one more thing. That you'll let me know when Mary gets here." 
 "I don't want your blood on my walls." 
 "How about my child's blood on your hands? Do you want that?" Didi drew a long breath and let it out. "No. I don't." 
 "Then you'll let me know?" 
 "I won't be able to stop her from killing you," Didi said. 
 "Okay. You won't have to cry at my funeral. Will you let me know?" Didi hesitated. She had murdered people who didn't want to die. Now she was going to be helping murder someone who was begging for death. But once Mary left for California, any chance --however slim --of getting the baby back alive would be gone. Didi kept her gaze downcast, but she could feel the hot intensity of Laura's eyes on her. "They're supposed to call me when they get to Ann Arbor," she said at last. "I told Mary I'd give her directions to the house. God help me . . . but I'll call you when I hear from them." 
 "We're at the Days Inn. I'm in Room 119 and Mark's in Room 112. I'll be waiting by the phone." 
 "You mean waiting by your gravestone, don't you?" 
 "Maybe. But don't shovel the dirt on me yet." 
 Didi lifted her gaze and looked at Laura. She knew faces, and faces intrigued her. This woman's features said she'd lived a soft, pampered life, a life of comparative wealth and ease. But the pain she'd endured was showing, in the dark hollows under her eyes, the lines on her forehead, and at the comers of her grim-lipped mouth. There was something else in her face, too, something that was newly bom: it might be called hope. Didi recognized Laura as a fighter, a survivor who wasn't afraid of overwhelming odds. That was how Didi herself used to be, a long time ago before the Storm Front had twisted and shaped her into a vessel of agony. Didi said, "I'll let you know." Four words: how easily a death warrant was signed. 
 They walked around the cottage to Laura's car, and Didi saw the _Go home_ carved into the windshield's glass. She was going to take the binoculars back to Mr. Brewer, and get a full description of the man who'd been asking for her. That was the kind of thing that five years ago would have made her instantly pack a suitcase and hit the road. Now, though, she knew the truth: there was nowhere to hide forever, and old debts always came due. Mark, muttering his discontent, got into the car. Before Laura did, she fixed Didi with a hard stare. "My son's name is David," she said. "Not Drummer." And then she got into the BMW, started the engine, and drove away, leaving Bedelia Morse standing alone in the lengthening shadows. 5
 Roadchart Through Hades
 THE TELEPHONE BEGAN TO RING AT THREE THIRTY-NINE ON Tuesday morning. A cold fist squeezed Didi's heart. She stood up from her chair, where she'd been sitting under a lamp reading a book on advanced pottery techniques, and she went to the phone. She picked it up on the third ring. "Hello?" 
 "We made it," Mary Terror said. 
 They'd probably left New York the morning before and had been driving all day and night, Didi figured. Mary was wasting no time in getting nearer to Jack. "Edward's with you?" 
 "Yeah. He's right here." 
 "Where are you?" 
 "A pay phone at a Shell station on --" Mary paused, and Didi heard Edward say "Huron Parkway" in the background. The sound of a baby crying came through the receiver. Mary said, "Rub behind his left ear, he likes that," instructions to Edward. Then she spoke into the phone again. "Huron Parkway." Didi began to give Mary directions to her cottage. She could hear the nervousness in her voice, and she tried to speak slowly but it didn't help. 
 "You all right?" Mary interrupted suddenly. _She knows_, Didi thought. But of course that couldn't be. "You woke me up," Didi said. "I had a bad dream." The baby continued to cry, and Mary snapped, "Here, damn it! Give him to me and you take the phone!" When Edward was on the line, sounding exhausted, Didi repeated the directions. "Okay," he said through a yawn. "Turn right at the second light?" 
 "No. Right at the third light. Then right again at the second light and the road will veer to the left." 
 "Got it. I think. You ever try to drive a van with a kid screaming in your ear? And every time I tried to push it up past sixty-five Mary jumped my case. Jesus, I'm beat!" 
 "You can rest here," Didi told him. 
 "Let's go, let's go!" Mary said in the background. The child had stopped crying. 
 "Stone house on the right," Edward said. "See you soon." 
 "See you," Didi replied, and she hung up. 
 The silence shrieked. 
 Didi had given them the long route. They would be here in fifteen to twenty minutes if Edward didn't get them lost in his stuporous condition. Didi's hand hung over the telephone. The seconds were ticking past. The snake of loyalty had lifted its head from the ashes, and hissed a warning at her. This was the point of decision, and beyond it there was no turning back. She sensed the ghosts gathering behind her. Sharpening their teeth on their wristbones, eager to gnaw into her skull. She had given her word. In a world of deceits, wasn't that the only true thing left? 
 Didi picked up the phone. She dialed the number she'd already looked up in the Yellow Pages, and she asked the clerk for Room 119. Two rings. Then Laura's voice, instantly alert: "I'm ready." Laura was still wearing her jeans and cable-knit sweater, and she'd slept for a few periods of about fifteen minutes each before the imagined sound of the phone had jarred her awake. She listened to what Didi had to tell her, then she hung up and went to the closet. From the top shelf she took the
 .32 Charter Arms automatic Doug had bought. She pushed a clip of seven bullets into its magazine and smacked it shut with her palm. It hurt her hand. She worked the safety back and forth, getting a feel for the loaded weapon. The gun was still oily-smelling, still evil in appearance; but now she needed its weight and power, and whether she had to use it or not, it was a worthy talisman. She slid it down into her purse. Then she put on her overcoat and buttoned it up against the cold. Nausea suddenly pulsed in her stomach. She rushed into the bathroom and waited, but nothing came up. Her face was hot, sparkles of sweat on her cheeks. Now would not be the time to faint. When she was reasonably certain she was neither going to throw up or pass out, she went back to the closet and put an additional clip of bullets into her purse, adding to the talisman's strength. 
 She was, as Stephen Stills had told the crowd at Woodstock, scared shitless. 
 Laura left her room, her purse over her shoulder. The chill air hit her, a welcoming blow. She walked to Mark's room, and she balled up her fist to knock on the door. 
 She stood there, fist balled up, and she thought of Rose Treggs and the two children. The wind moved around her; in it she imagined she heard the noise of chimes, calling Mark home. She had paid him his three thousand dollars. He had brought her to Bedelia Morse. Their agreement had been kept, and she would not take Mark any further into what lay ahead. She lowered her fist and opened it. 
 The world needed more writers who didn't give a damn about best seller lists, and who wrote with their heart's blood. 
 Laura silently wished him well. And then she turned away from Mark's door and walked to her car. 
 She drove away from the Days Inn and turned in the direction of Didi's house, her hands clenched hard on the wheel and the mice of fear scuttling in her belly. 
 Four miles west of Ann Arbor, Didi sat in her chair in the front room, the lamp's light glinting on the gray hairs amid the red. She was waiting for whom fate would bring first to her door. Her mind was resting, the Rubik's Cube finished. She had chosen her road, and the snake was dead. She saw headlights through the trees. 
 Didi stood up on weightless legs. Her pulse had begun to knock, like Death's fist on a bolted door. The headlights came up the driveway, and behind their white cones was a battered olive-green van. It stopped near the front door with a little _skreek_ of worn brakes. Didi felt her teeth digging into her lower lip. She went outside in her faded denims and her comfortable gray sweater with brown leather patches on the elbows. It was her working outfit; her jeans were blotched with paint, and flecks of clay clung to her sweater. She watched Mary get out of the van's passenger side, carrying the baby in a bassinet. Edward, a weary man, pulled himself from behind the wheel. "Found it!" Edward said. "I didn't do so badly, huh?" 
 "Come in," Didi offered, and she stepped back to let them enter. As Mary passed her, Didi smelled her unwashed, animalish odor. Edward staggered in, stripped off his down parka, and flopped onto the couch. "Man!" he said, his falsely blue eyes dazed. "My ass is _dead_!" 
 "I'll make some coffee," Didi said, and she walked back to the reassembled kitchen, where newspaper was taped up over the door's missing pane. 
 "Gotta change Drummer," Mary told her. She put the baby on the floor and lifted out the Magnum pistol from her shoulder bag, then retrieved a Handi Wipe and a Pampers diaper. The baby was restless, arms and legs in motion, face squalling up for a cry but no cry forthcoming. 
 "Cute little rug rat, isn't he?" Edward leaned back on the couch, kicked his shiny loafers off, and put his feet up. "I can say that now that he's not yelling in my ear." 
 "He's a good baby. Mama's good baby, yes he is." Edward watched Mary change Drummer's diaper as Didi poured water into the Mr. Coffee machine. It was clear to him that Mary was nuts about the baby. When she'd called him yesterday morning at seven o'clock and told him they were driving to Ann Arbor, he'd said she had a screw loose. He wasn't planning on driving to Michigan in the company of a woman who had an FBI target painted on her back, no matter if she was a sister or not. But then she'd told him about Jack Gardiner, and that had put a new slant on his thinking. If it was true that Jack _was_ in California, and Didi could lead them to him, his book on the Storm Front could have no better selling point than an interview with Lord Jack himself. Of course, he didn't know how Jack would feel about it, but Mary seemed to think it was a good idea. She'd said she was wrong in jumping him about the book, that she'd let her first emotions get away from her. It would be good, she'd told him, to let the world know that the Storm Front still lived on. Edward was thinking more of _People_ magazine coverage than making a political statement, but Mary had even promised to help him talk Jack into an interview. _If_ Didi was right, and _if_ Jack was in California. Two big ifs. But it was worth taking a few sick days off at Sea King to find out. Mary took the soiled diaper into the kitchen, searching for a garbage can, and there she found Didi staring out a window toward the road. "What're you looking at?" 
 Didi kept herself from jumping by sheer willpower. "Nothing," she said. 
 "I'm waiting for the coffee." She'd seen a car go slowly past and out of sight. 
 "Forget the coffee. I want to know about Jack." Mary stood beside Didi and glanced out the window. Nothing but dark. Still, Didi was nervous. It was in her voice, and Didi wasn't making eye contact. Mary's radar went up. "Show me," she said. 
 Didi left the coffee to brew, and she got the photo album from the bedroom. When she returned to the front room, Mary was sitting in a chair with the baby in her arms and Edward was still stretched out on the couch. The shoulder bag was beside Mary, the compact Magnum on top of the melange of formula, Pampers, Handi Wipes, and baby toys. "Here it is." Didi showed the article and picture to Mary, and Edward struggled up from the couch to take a look. 
 "Right there." Didi touched the image of the man's face. Mary studied the picture. "That's not Jack," Edward decided after a minute or two. "That guy's nose is too big." 
 "People's noses get larger as they age," Didi told him. Edward looked again. He shook his head, partly disappointed and partly relieved that he didn't have to travel any farther with Mary Terror. "No. It's not Jack." 
 Didi turned the plastic-covered pages backward. Like a time machine, the dates on the articles regressed. She stopped at a photograph of a young, arrogantly smiling Jack Gardiner, resplendent in hippie robes and with long blond hair cascading around his shoulders. The article's headline said _Storm Front Leader Tops FBI Wanted List_ and the date was July 7,1972. "Then," Didi said, and she paged forward to the Sierra Club story, "and now. Can't you see the resemblance?" 
 Edward flipped ahead to the newer picture, then back to the old one again. Mary simply sat holding the baby, her eyes dark and unfathomable. 
 "Okay, so he looks a little like Jack," Edward said. "_Maybe_. It's hard to tell." He looked closer. "No, I don't think so." 
 "Hold Drummer." Mary offered him to Edward, and Edward took the baby with a trace of a scowl. Then Mary held the photo album and began to turn back and forth between the two photographs. She stopped at an article on another page. "Shit," she said softly. "The son of a bitch lived." 
 "What?" Didi peered over her shoulder. 
 "The son-of-a-bitch pig I shot outside the house that night." Mary tapped the plastic sheet over the newspaper story, which had the headline _FBI Agent Survives Attack_. There was a picture of a man on a stretcher, an oxygen mask to his face, being loaded into an ambulance. "Remember him, Edward?" Edward looked. "Oh, yeah. I thought you'd wasted him." 
 "So did I. A throat shot usually does it." 
 Didi felt frost in her veins. "A . . . throat shot?" 
 "Right. I hit him twice. Once in the face, once in the throat. I would've blown his fucking brains out, but I didn't have another bullet. Edward, it says his name was Earl Van Diver. Thirty-four years old, from Bridgewater, New Jersey. A wife and a daughter." She laughed quietly, a terrible laugh. "Get this: his daughter's name is Mary." Didi was reading the story, too. She'd forgotten about clipping this from the Philadelphia newspaper several days after the Shootout in Linden. She had saved everything she could find about the Storm Front: her own book of memories, like a roadchart through Hades. Earl Van Diver. Off the critical list, the story said. Severe facial and larynx damage. 
 _Oh my God_, Didi thought. 
 "I remember him," Mary said. "I bet he remembers me, too." She turned ahead to the Sierra Club newsletter's article and picture. She'd thought this would be easy, that she would recognize Jack at once, but this photo showed only a portion of a blond man's face. She read the men's names in the story: Dean Walker, Nick Hudley, Keith Cavanaugh. None of those held any significance for her, no magic weavings. Her heart had become leaden. Drummer started to give a mewling cry, and the sound made her head ache. "I can't tell," she said. 
 Didi took the album from her. Where were Laura and Mark? They should've been here by now! Her stomach was a solid knot of tension. "Come see what I've made," she offered. "Then tell me what you think." In the workshop, with the overhead bulbs on, Mary circled the clay head that still sat on the pottery wheel. Didi laid the photo album down beside it, opened to the picture. The baby's crying had gotten louder, and Edward was doing his best to shush him. Mary stopped, staring at the face of Lord Jack. 
 "I made it from the picture," Didi said. A nervous quaver had crept into her voice again. "It looks like Jack. Older, I know. But I think it's him." The lead had cracked and fallen away from Mary's heart. It had become a bird, flying toward the sun. It _was_ Jack. Older, yes. But still handsome, still regal She lifted the plastic sheet up from the photo album and took out the article and picture. Could it be? After all these years? Could it really be that Lord Jack was in Freestone, California, and this photographer had caught a slice of his face? She wanted to believe it in the most desperate way. 
 The baby's crying was strident, a demand for attention. Edward rocked him, but he wouldn't stop. Didi's nerves were about to shred. "Give him to me," she said, and Edward did. She rocked him, too, as Mary kept looking from the picture to the clay face again. The baby, bundled up in a downy white blanket, was warm in her arms, and she smelled the aromas of formula and pink baby flesh. "Shhhh," she said. "Shhhh." His blue eyes blinked up at her. 
 "That's a good boy. David's a good ba --" 
 It was gone. Could not be recaptured. Gone through the air, and into Mary Terror's ears. 
 Though the workshop was chilly, Didi felt pinpricks of sweat rise on the back of her neck. Mary circled the clay head once more as she folded the newsletter's article into a little square. She put it into a pocket of her brown corduroys. When she looked up at Didi again, Mary was smiling thinly but her eyes were as dangerous as gun barrels. "My baby's name is Drummer. You knew that. Why did you call him David?" 
 There was nothing to be said. Mary came toward her with a smile like a razor. "Didi? Give Drummer back to me, please." Standing outside the workshop's door, Laura heard Mary Terror step on a shard of clay that cracked beneath her shoe. Her heartbeat was thunderous, her face tight with fear. In her right hand was the Charter Arms automatic, its safety _off_. It was now or never, she thought. God help me. She stepped into the corridor of light that spilled from the doorway, and she aimed the gun at the hulking woman who had stolen her child. "_No_," she heard herself rasp in a stranger's voice. 
 Mary saw her. It took maybe four seconds for the face to register. Mary's mind worked like a rat caught in a closing trap. She had left her shoulder bag and the Magnum in the house. Her Colt was up under the driver's seat in the van. But she still had two weapons. 
 Mary reached out with one arm, hooked Bedelia Morse's throat, and jerked her around between herself and Laura's pistol. Then she clamped her other hand firmly over the baby's mouth and nose, cutting off his air. The baby began struggling to breathe. 
 "Finger off the trigger," Mary commanded. "Point the gun down." 6
 Light Hurts
 LAURA DIDN'T. HER HAND TREMBLED, AND SO DID THE GUN. David's face was blotching with red, his hands clawing at the air. 
 "He'll smother in a few seconds. Then I'll come at you, and you don't know shit about killing anybody." 
 Rage thrashed within Laura. The woman's big hand was clenched tight over David's nostrils and mouth. Laura could see his eyes, wide with panic. Didi couldn't move, her own throat squeezed by Mary's other arm. Edward said, "Wait a minute. Wait," but who he was babbling to wasn't clear. 
 "Finger off the trigger," Mary repeated, her voice eerily calm. "Point the gun down." 
 Laura had no choice. She obeyed. 
 "Take the gun, Edward." He hesitated. "_Edward_!" Mary's voice snapped out like a whip. "Take the gun!" 
 He walked forward, grasped the automatic, and it was gone from Laura's hand. Their eyes met. "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't know --" 
 "Shut up, Edward." Mary removed her hand from the baby's face. His mouth gasped, and then a shriek welled up out of it that almost destroyed the last of Laura's sanity. "Bring the gun to me," Mary said. 
 "Listen. We don't have to --" 
 "BRING IT TO ME!" 
 "Okay, okay!" He delivered the pistol to Mary's hand, and she placed the barrel against Didi's red-haired skull and took the child away from her with one arm. The shrieking went on as Mary backed away from Didi and turned the gun on Laura. "Who's with you?" 
 She almost said _the police_. No, no; Mary would kill David for sure. 
 "No one." 
 "Liar! Are the pigs out there?" 
 "Would I be in here if they were?" Laura wasn't afraid anymore. Her fear had steamed away. There was no time to be scared, her mind occupied with trying to think of a way to get David. 
 Mary said, "Stand against the wall. Didi, you with her. Move, you bitch!" 
 Didi took her place beside Laura, her face downcast and tears on her cheeks. She was waiting for the execution bullet. Laura would not look away from Mary Terror. She stared at the woman, fixing the hard-jawed, brutal face forever in her mind. 
 "Edward, go to the house and get my bag and the bassinet. Take them to the van. We're clearing out." Edward did as he was told. The child continued to cry, but Mary's attention was riveted to the two women. "Damn you to hell," she said to Didi. "You betrayed me." 
 "Mary . . . please listen." Her voice was husky from the pressure of Mary's arm on her windpipe. "Let the baby go. He doesn't belong to --" 
 "He's mine! Mine and Jack's!" Splotches of red surfaced on Mary's cheeks, her eyes aflame. "I _trusted_ you! You were my sister!" 
 "I'm not who I used to be. I want to help you, Mary. Please leave David here." 
 "HIS NAME IS DRUMMER!" Mary shouted. The gun remained steady, aimed somewhere between Laura and Didi. 
 "His name is David," Laura said. "David Clayborne. No matter what you call him, you know what his real name is." 
 Mary suddenly grinned. It was a savage grin, and she stalked across the workshop and stopped with the automatic almost touching the tip of Laura's nose. It took everything Laura had not to reach for David, but she kept her arms at her sides and her gaze locked with Mary's. "Brave," Mary said. "Brave piece of shit. I'm going to flush you. Flush you right down the dark hole. Think you'll like that?" 
 "I think . . . you're nothing but a lie. You've got a baby who's not yours. You're looking for a man who's forgotten about you." Laura saw Mary's hatred flare, like napalm bomb blasts. She kept going, deeper into the fire. 
 "You don't stand for anything, and you don't believe in anything. And the worst lie is the one you tell yourself, that when you take David to Jack Gardiner, you'll be young again." 
 Mary could not stand Jack's name coming from this woman's mouth. In a blur of motion, she hit Laura across the face with the automatic's barrel. There was a crunching noise and Laura fell to her knees, her head throbbing with pain. Blood pattered to the floor from her nostrils, her nose almost broken. A blue-edged welt had appeared across her cheek. Laura made no sound, dark motes spinning before her eyes. 
 "Get her up," Mary told Didi. "We've got business to finish." Mary herded them out of the workshop, Laura staggering and Didi holding her up. Edward was waiting at the van. She gave him the automatic and then took her Colt from under the driver's seat. "Walk into the woods," Mary said, cradling Drummer with one arm. "Away from the road. Go." 
 "Maybe you could just lock them up somewhere," Edward said as they walked. "You know? Lock them up and leave them." Mary didn't answer. They walked on, through the oak and pine woods, leaves and sticks cracking underfoot. "You don't have to kill them," Edward tried again, his breath white in the frosty air. "Mary, do you hear me?" She did, but did not answer. When they'd gotten about a hundred yards from the cottage, Mary said, "Stop." Her eyes were used to the dark now. She ripped Laura's purse off her shoulder, planning on searching it for cash and taking the credit cards. "Face me," she told the two women, and she stepped back a few paces. 
 "Please . . . don't do it," Didi begged. 
 _Click_. Mary had pulled the Colt's hammer back. The baby was silent, little plumes of white leaving his nostrils. 
 "Mary, don't," Edward said, standing beside her. "Don't, okay?" 
 "Any last words?" Mary asked. 
 Laura spoke, the side of her face swelling up. "Rot in hell." 
 "Good enough." Mary aimed the pistol at Laura's head, her finger on the trigger. Two squeezes, and there would be two less mindfuckers in the world. She started to pull the trigger. 
 There was a shot: a quick _pop_! that echoed through the woods. Edward staggered into her, hit her arm, and the Colt went off with a harsher _crack_, the bullet going into the trees over Laura's head. Something warm and wet had sprayed into Mary's face, all over her shoulder, and onto the baby. The white blanket was mottled with dark clots. She looked at Edward, and could tell that a sizable piece of his head was gone, steam swirling into the air from his oozing brains. 
 "Oh," Edward's mouth gasped, his face a blood mask. "Light hurts." Another shot came. She saw the flare of fire off to her right in the woods. The bullet thunked into a treetrunk behind Mary and stung her scalp with pinebark. Edward was clinging to her arm. "Mama? Mama?" A sob left his dripping lips. "Eddie be good boy." 
 Mary shoved him aside. As she did, a third bullet exited Edward's chest in a hot spray, and she felt the slug pull at her sweater as it passed close to her back. Edward went down, gurgling like an overflowing drain. She dropped Laura's purse and squeezed off two shots toward the gun's flare, the Colt's noise making Drummer start screaming again. High-powered rifle, she thought. A pig gun. One sniper, at least. She turned away from Laura and Didi, and began racing back to the cottage with the baby trapped in her arm and Edward Fordyce's blood and brains on her face. 
 The rifle spoke again, clipping a branch less than six inches above Mary's head. She fired another shot, saw sparks fly as the bullet ricocheted off a rock. Then she was running for her life, slipping in the leaves and trailing the infant's scream behind her. 
 Someone shooting, Laura thought. Shooting at Mary Terror. David in her grasp. David in the path of the bullets. She, too, had seen the muzzle flash, saw it again as another bullet searched for Mary. Her gun. In Edward's hand. Laura took three strides forward and fell upon the twitching body, and she grasped the automatic and tore it free from Edward's fingers. Then she stood up, aimed into the darkness where the sniper was, and pulled the trigger. The gun almost jumped out of her hand, its report cracking her eardrums. She kept shooting, a second bullet and a third, ripping the fabric of night. The other gun was silent. Over the buzz of pistol noise, Laura heard the roar of Mary Terror's van starting. "She's getting away!" Didi shouted. Car keys! Laura thought. She grasped her purse from the ground, and she began running toward the house. 
 Mary Terror threw the van into reverse and backed down the driveway, Drummer wailing in his bassinet on the floorboard. She saw it in her sideview mirror a BMW parked on the road, blocking the driveway. She pressed her foot to the accelerator, and the van's rear end slammed against the BMW's passenger door, crumpling it in with a crash of metal and glass. The BMW trembled and groaned, but would not give way. Sweat was on her face, the taste of Edward's blood on her lips. She fought the gearshift into first, roared back up the driveway to try to knock the car aside again. The headlights caught Laura coming, gun in hand, followed by Bedelia Morse. No time to waste. Mary gritted her teeth, put the van into reverse again, and wheeled it off the driveway, knocking down thin pines and smashing one of Didi's abstract sculptures to rubble. The van scraped past the BMW's front fender, and Mary twisted the wheel to straighten the van out, hit the accelerator once more, and the van shot forward with a scream of rubber. She sped away, heading west. Laura reached her car, saw the van's taillights in the distance --both the red lenses broken --before the vehicle took a curve and disappeared. She heard Didi breathing hard behind her, and she turned around and aimed the pistol into Didi's face. "Get in the car." 
 "_What?_" 
 "Get in the car!" She tried to open the rear door on the passenger side but the hinges were jammed. Laura grabbed Didi's arm and shoved her around to the other side, where she opened the driver's door. Didi balked, tried to fight free, but Laura put the gun's barrel up under Didi's jaw and all her resistance faded. When Didi was in, Laura slid under the wheel, fished her keys from her blood-spattered purse, and started the engine. Something rattled and skreeked under the hood, but the gauges showed no warning lights. Laura mashed down on the accelerator, and the battered car laid strips of rubber to match the van's. 
 The window on Didi's side was broken out, freezing wind shrieking into the car as the speedometer's needle passed sixty. Laura took the curve at sixty-five, skidding over into the left-hand lane. No taillights ahead, but another sharp curve lay in wait. Laura's foot didn't move toward the brake. She battled the car around the curve, went off onto the shoulder and almost into the woods before she got the car back up onto the road again. Laura glanced at the speedometer the needle was moving past seventy. Didi was jammed back into her seat, her red hair flying in the wind, her face strained with terror in the dashboard's green glow. 
 A third curve almost threw the BMW into the trees, but Laura held tight to the shuddering steering wheel. Then there was a long straightaway ahead, and two white lights on it. Laura wiped her bleeding nose with her forearm and let the car wind up, the engine roaring and the speedometer showing eighty. But the van was going fast, too, black smoke billowing from its crumpled exhaust pipe. On both sides of the road the barren trees swept past in a dark blur. Laura got up close enough to read the numbers on the Georgia tag, and then the taillights flashed; Mary was cutting her speed, going into another wicked right-hand curve. Laura had to hit the brakes, too, and she faded back as the tires bit into the curve, wrenched them right, left, and then led them into another straightaway. Now Mary was standing on the accelerator, the van shooting forward with a fishtailing slipslide that made the breath freeze in Laura's lungs. If the van went off the road, David could be killed. She realized she couldn't ram the van, force it off onto the shoulder, or fire a bullet at a tire. Any of those things might cause Mary Terror to lose control of the wheel. A bullet aimed at a tire might go through the van's body, or hit the gas tank. David would die in the flaming wreckage as surely as by one of Mary Terror's bullets. Laura cut her speed, began to let the van pull away. The speedometer's needle dropped: through seventy-five . . . seventy . . . sixty-five . . . sixty. Mary kept the speed up at seventy and the van was moving away, dark smoke billowing behind. Laura saw a sign on the right: I-94, 6 MI. 
 The highway west, she thought. 
 The automatic's barrel pressed against Laura's right temple. Didi had picked the gun up from beside her. "Stop the car," Didi said. Laura kept driving, the speed now at a constant sixty. 
 "Stop the car!" Didi repeated. "I'm getting out!" Laura didn't answer, her attention focused on the road and the van ahead. Mary Terror would take the interstate because it was the fastest route to California. 
 "I SAID STOP THE CAR!" Didi shouted over the wind's racket. 
 "No," Laura said. 
 Didi sat there, stunned and helpless with the gun in her hand. Laura's nostrils were jamming up with blood. She blew her nose into her hand, enduring a savage pain that shot through her cheekbones, and then she wiped the scarlet mess onto her jeans. "I'm not going to lose Mary." Didi's emotions ripped like a ragged flag. "I'LL KILL YOU IF YOU DON'T
 STOP THE CAR!" she screamed. "I'LL BLOW YOUR DAMNED BRAINS OUT!" Laura didn't let up on the pedal. "You're not a killer anymore," she said without even glancing in Didi's direction. "That's all over. Besides, do you want to go back to your house and try to explain to the police why Edward Fordyce is lying dead in the woods?" 
 "Stop the car, I said." Didi's voice was weaker. 
 "Where are you going to go if I do?" 
 "I'll find somewhere! Don't you worry about me!" Laura's head was pounding fiercely, the blood beginning to thicken in her nostrils. She had to breathe through her mouth to get any air. Bitch knocked the shit out of me, she thought. "I need you," she said. 
 "I've already ruined my life for you!" 
 "Then you don't have anything else to lose. I need you to help me get my baby back. I'm going to keep following Mary Terror all the way to California. All the way to hell if I have to." 
 "You're crazy! She'll kill the kid before she'll let you take him!" 
 "We'll see about that," Laura said. 
 Didi was about to demand to be let out again when a pair of headlights blazed in the rearview mirror. Didi looked back, saw a car gaining fast on them. "Christ!" she said. "I think it's the cops!" She lowered the gun from Laura's temple. 
 Laura watched the car coming. The damned thing was absolutely flying, doing over eighty. No siren or blue lights yet, but Laura's heart had jammed in her throat. She didn't know what to do: hit the accelerator or the brakes? 
 And then the car was upon them, its headlights glowing like white suns in the rearview mirror. Laura jinked the BMW to the right as the car veered alongside them and screamed past. It was a big, dark blue or black Buick, maybe six or seven years old but immaculate, and the winds of its passage almost whirled the BMW off the road. The Buick tore on, swerved into the lane ahead of Laura, and kept going. It had a Michigan tag and a sticker that said WHEN GUNS ARE
 OUTLAWED, ONLY OUTLAWS WILL HAVE GUNS on the rear bumper. In the van, Mary Terror saw the new arrival coming. Drummer was still crying, his bassinet having overturned on one of the curves. Pigs, she thought. Here come the fucking pigs. Edward's blood was sticky on her face, bits of his skull and brains spattered on her clothes. She cocked her Colt and rolled down her window, and she eased up on the accelerator as the big car left its lane and started to pull around her. 
 "Come on," she said into the wind. "Come on, little piggie!" The car pulled up alongside her and hung there, both of them doing about seventy on the backwoods road. Mary saw no police or FBI markings, and she couldn't see the driver's face either. But suddenly the car whipped to the right, and there was a crash of metal as it slammed against the van. The wheel shuddered. Mary shouted a curse and the van veered toward the right shoulder. She fought its weight, the dark woods reaching out to embrace her and Drummer. Mary got the van back up onto the road again, and again the big car slammed into her side, trying to butt her off the pavement like an enraged bull. The car hit her a third time, and sparks flew into the air as pieces of metal ground together. The van was shoved sideways, the wheel trying to tear itself out of Mary's grip. She looked to her left, saw the passenger's window going down, a smooth electric slide. The car pulled up, its driver almost even with her. There was a loud _crack_, a flare of fire, and something metal clattered in the back of the van. 
 Bullet, Mary realized. Handgun. Son of a bitch was shooting at her. It dawned on her, quite suddenly, that whoever was in the big Buick was the bastard who'd killed Edward. This wasn't exactly pig procedure. The fucker was trying to kill her, that much was certain. 
 She hit the accelerator again, whipping past a sign that read I-94, 2
 MI. The Buick stayed abreast. Another _crack_ and fire flare, and she heard the whine of the slug ricocheting inside the van. The Buick remained with her, touching eighty miles an hour. Mary held on to the wheel with one hand and fired a shot at the car. The bullet didn't hit, but the Buick backed off a few yards. Then it lunged forward and crashed into the van's side again, shoving the van toward the shoulder. Mary fired once more, trying to hit the Buick's engine. The van's tires slipped on loose gravel, the vehicle's rear end fishtailing. Two seconds passed in which Mary thought the van was going over, but then the tires found pavement again and the scream died behind Mary's teeth. The Buick, its right side battered and scraped, started to pull up even with her. Mary's foot was already on the floor, the van at the limit of its power. The Buick was coming, its long, scarred snout easing up. Mary dropped the Colt, reached into her shoulder bag, and brought out the Compact Magnum. Before she could get off a shot, the BMW that had come up from behind veered into the left lane and slammed into the Buick's rear fender. The collision jarred the finger that was squeezing a pistol's trigger, and the bullet whacked into the van's side seven inches behind Mary Terror's skull. Mary fired downward with the Magnum, the noise explosive and the kick thrumming through her forearm and shoulder. The Buick's right front tire popped, and as the driver stomped on the brake Laura jerked the BMW's wheel to the right and cleared the Buick by half a foot, pulling her front fender right up behind the speeding van. The Buick, its tire shredding to pieces, went across the left lane and down a knoll into a copse of trees and bushes. 
 "Back off! Back off!" Didi was shouting, and Laura hit her brakes just as Mary did the same. Fenders clanged together like swords. Laura veered to the left, saw the interstate's ramp just ahead. And then Mary Terror was swinging the van up onto it, black smoke gouting from the exhaust. I-94 WEST, the sign said. Mary swerved off the ramp onto the highway, reached down, and righted Drummer's bassinet. He was still wailing, but he would have to cry himself out. She glanced into the rearview mirror, saw the BMW about fifty yards behind, cutting its speed. She cut hers, too, down to about sixty. Whoever was in the Buick would have to change the tire, and by that time she'd be long gone. 
 But Laura Clayborne was in the car behind her. Maybe Bedelia was with her. Traitor, she thought. A bullet wasn't enough for her, she should be slit open and gutted for the crows, like the lowest kind of roadkill. The BMW kept its distance. Mary returned the Magnum to her shoulder bag. She was trembling, but she'd shake it off soon enough. At this time of the morning the interstate was almost empty, just a few trucks hauling freight. Mary began to relax, but her gaze kept ticking to the BM Ws headlights. Should've blown out the tires when I had the chance, she thought. Why didn't the bitch bring the pigs with her? Why had she come alone? Stupid, that's why. Stupid and weak. 
 "What are you going to do?" she asked the headlights. "Follow me to California?" She laughed: a harsh, nervous bark. 
 "Earl Van Diver is his name," Didi was saying to Laura. "An FBI agent. Mary shot him in the throat in 1972, at the Shootout in Linden. I think he found out who I am, but he doesn't want me." She nodded toward the van. "He wants Mary." 
 Laura had turned the heat up to high, but the BMW's interior was still uncomfortably cold, the wind shrieking in around them. There was nothing else left to do. Nothing except to keep that van with the broken taillights in sight. Sooner or later Mary would have to stop to get gas. She would get sleepy, hungry, and thirsty. She would have to pull off, sooner or later. And when that happened . . . what then? 
 Laura checked her own gas gauge. A little less than half a tank. If she had to stop first, Mary would pull on out of sight. She might turn off the interstate, try to hide until she was sure Laura couldn't find her again. But Mary was interested in only one direction, and one destination. Between here and there was over two thousand miles, and who knew what might happen in that terrible distance? 
 "I want out," Didi said. "I'm not going with you." Laura was silent, her nose clogged with dried blood and her injured cheek turning blue-black. 
 "I swear to God!" Didi told her. "I'm not going with you!" Laura didn't answer. She had watched a human being be murdered this morning. His blood was all over her purse, and the smell of death was in the car. She felt the horror of what she'd seen start to consume her mind, take her away from the task she had set for herself, and she did the only thing she could: she just stopped thinking about Edward Fordyce, and thrust the memory of his writhing body back to a place from where it couldn't easily be summoned. She had to think about one thing and one thing only: David, in the van fifty or sixty yards ahead. Mary Terror at the wheel. Armed and dangerous. Two thousand miles between her and a man who might or might not be Jack Gardiner. 
 "I want out! First gas station!" 
 They passed one in a few minutes. It was all lit up. 
 The van kept going, its speed constant at sixty-five. 
 Didi was quiet. She put her hands to her ears, to shut out the wind's scream. 
 _You'll stop somewhere_, Laura thought. _Maybe ten miles. Maybe fifty. But you'll stop, and when you do I'll be right there behind you_. She glanced at the automatic lying on the seat where Didi had put it down. The grip had a dried smear of scarlet on it. Then she returned her attention to the broken taillights, and she brushed aside the nagging question of how she could possibly get David away from Mary Terror without the woman putting a bullet through his head. 
 Laura almost cried, but she held back the tears. Her face felt like leather stretched over hot iron. Tears wouldn't help the pain, and they wouldn't help get David back alive. She didn't need her eyes swollen up, that was for sure. 
 "You're crazy," Didi said. A last shot: "Going to get us both killed and the baby, too." 
 There was no reply from Laura, but the comment had worked itself in like a thorn. Laura concentrated on keeping a steady fifty yards or so behind the van. No need to spook Mary. Just make her feel nice and comfortable up there in her van with her two guns and the child she called Drummer. He was going to grow up as David. Laura vowed it, over her dead body. The van and the BMW, both dented and battered from their first encounter, headed west on the quiet interstate. Mary Terror checked her gas gauge and kept glancing back at Laura's car, marking its position. As Drummer's crying dwindled, Mary began to sing "Light My Fire" in a low, wandering voice. 
 _Follow me_, she was thinking. Her gaze ticked to the BMW's headlights again. _That's right. Follow me so I can kill you_. 
 The van and the car passed on. Back at the entrance ramp about thirty minutes later, Earl Van Diver tightened the last lug nut and released the air from the inflatable jack. He was wearing a black woolen cap and a jump suit in camouflage green and brown, his pallid, bony face scratched by foliage. He returned his tools to their proper niches in his trunk, where the sniper's rifle and boxes of ammunition were stored along with his SuperSnooper listening dish and tape recorder. He removed a palm-size black box from the trunk, which he mounted with adhesive pads on the underside of the dashboard. Then he plugged a connection into the cigarette lighter, started the engine, and turned a switch on the black box. A little blue light pulsed, but no numerals showed up yet on the display. On his rear windshield was an antenna that resembled that of a cellular phone, but was for a different purpose. Van Diver made another connection, the antenna's jack into the black box. Still no numerals. That was all right. The magnetic homing device he'd planted in the right front wheel well of Mary Terror's van wouldn't pick up on the display until he was within about four miles. It had been a precaution, for such a case as this. 
 Beneath his seat was a hiding place where his Browning automatic pistol could slide in and out. It would be used well before he was finished with Mary Terror. 
 And if the other two women got in the way, they were dead meat, too. Earl Van Diver backed the Buick up the embankment to the road and then drove onto the interstate's ramp. West to California, he thought. Looking for Jack Gardiner. It was all on the tape, their voices caught by the SuperSnooper dish and the wireless amplification bug he'd planted inside a pottery vase in Bedelia Morse's front room. Going to California, the land of nuts and fruits. It was a good place to kill a nightmare. 
 The Buick's speed hung between seventy and seventy-five, the pavement singing beneath the new tire. Van Diver, an executioner on a mission long awaited, hurtled toward his target. 
 VI





ON THE STORM
1
 Happy Herman's
 THE SUN WAS COMING UP, INTO A PEWTER SKY. THE WARNING light on the BMW's gas gauge had begun blinking. Laura tried not to pay any attention to it -tried to will it begone --but the light kept snagging her eye. 
 "Low on gas," Didi said over the wind's scream. The heater was purring merrily, warming their feet and legs while they froze from the waist up. The positive side of this, though, was that neither Laura nor Didi could be lulled to sleep with the cold and the wind singing them a banshee symphony. Didi kept her hands in her pockets, but every so often Laura had to unclench one hand from the steering wheel, flex the blood back into it, put it back where it was and do the same to the other. Ahead of them, between fifty and sixty yards away, was the olive-green van, its left side scraped to the bare metal and the rear looking like a sledgehammer had been taken to it. Traffic had picked up on the interstate: more trucks, zooming past in defiance of the legal limit. Twenty minutes or so before, Laura had seen a patrol car speed past on the other side of the median, blue lights flashing. She wondered if the sight had given Mary Terror as much of a start as it had herself. Beyond Mary's van, the sky was still dark and ominous, as if night refused to recede from the shore of dawn. 
 "Gas is almost gone," Didi said. "Hear me?" 
 "I hear you." 
 "Well, what're you going to do? Wait until we have to push the damned thing?" 
 Laura didn't answer. She really didn't know what she was going to do; this was a wing-it-by-the-seat situation. If she pulled into a gas station first, then Mary Terror might turn off I-94 at the nearest exit. If she waited much longer, the gas would give out and they'd be coasting. There was something darkly comedic about this, like a twisted Lucy and Ethel on the trail of a celebrity when Ricky went to Hollywood. _Don Juan_, she thought. Wasn't that the movie Ricky visited Hollywood to film? Or was it _Casanova_? 
 No, _Don Juan_. She was almost sure of it. That was the first sign of old age: forgetting details. Who was it that Lucy had gotten a booth next to at the Brown Derby? William Holden? Hadn't she spilled soup on his head? Or was it a salad instead of's --The blare of an air horn behind her almost lifted Laura out of her seat and caused Didi to yelp like a dog. She jerked the wheel to the right, back into the lane she'd drifted out of, and the huge truck that was looming on her tail roared past like a snorting dinosaur. 
 "Screw you!" Didi shouted, and shot the truck's driver a bird. Laura's heart began to pound. 
 Mary Terror was cutting her speed, and easing over toward an exit ramp that was about a quarter mile ahead. 
 Laura blinked, wasn't sure if she was walking on the paths of La-La Land again or not. 
 In the sky was an apparition. A symbol of high karma, as Mark Treggs might have said. Up on stilts on the roadside was a gigantic yellow Smiley Face, and a sign that said HAPPY HERMAN'S! GAS! FOOD! GROCERIES! NEXT EXIT! 
 Oh yes, Laura thought. That was where Mary Terror was going. Maybe she needed gas. Maybe she needed something to keep her awake. In any case, Happy Herman's Smiley Face was a beacon, drawing Mary Terror off the interstate like a hippie to a be-in. 
 "Where's she going?" Didi said excitedly. "She's getting off!" 
 "I know." Laura moved into the right lane. The exit ramp was coming up. Mary Terror took it, committing the van to a long curve to the right, and Laura cut the BMW's speed as she followed. 
 Happy Herman's was on the left. It was a yellow cinder-block combination grocery store, burger joint, and gas station, with full-serve and self-serve pumps. Big yellow Smiley Faces were painted on the windows. A couple of trucks were at the diesel pumps, and a station wagon with an Ohio tag was being fueled with self-serve premium unleaded. Mary Terror slid the van under a yellow plastic awning. As her front tires went over a rubber hose across the concrete, a shrill bell rang. She stopped at the full-serve pumps, her gas port lined up with the regular leaded hose. Then she sat there and watched in the sideview mirror as the BMW came in and went to the self-serve pumps thirty feet away. Laura Clayborne got out, the injured side of her face bruised and swollen and her hair windblown. Was there a gun in her hand? Mary saw the woman start to walk toward the van, and then a man's wrinkled face appeared at the window. He tapped on the glass, and Mary quickly glanced in the rearview mirror at her own face to make sure she'd gotten all of Edward's blood off with her saliva and fingernails. Some blood remained at her hairline, but it would have to do. She cranked the window down. "Fill 'er up?" the man asked. He wore a yellow, grease-stained Happy Herman cap and he was chewing vigorously on a toothpick. 
 Mary nodded. The man moved away from the window, and Mary stared at Laura, who stood less than ten feet away. Her hands were empty; no gun. Behind her, Didi was fueling up the BMW. Laura took two steps closer, and stopped when Mary rested her arm on the window frame, the baby's blood-spattered white blanket over her hand and about three inches of the Colt's barrel showing. The sight of the bloody white blanket transfixed Laura. She couldn't take her eyes off it, and she felt a hot surge of sickness rising in her throat. And then Mary's other arm came into view and there was David, alive and sucking on a pacifier. The Colt's barrel moved a few inches, taking aim in the direction of the baby's skull. 
 The gas pump's motor was humming, the numbers clicking higher. Mary sensed the Happy Herman attendant returning before he got there. She slid her arm down beside her, the gun resting against her thigh. He peered in at her, his eye catching for a second or two on the baby. "Somebody don't like you," he told Mary. 
 "What?" 
 He dug at a molar with the toothpick. "Got bullet holes in your van. Somebody don't like you." 
 "I bought it at a government auction," she said, her expression blank. 
 "It used to belong to a drug dealer." 
 The man stared at her, his toothpick working. "Oh," he said. Then he sprayed the windshield with cleaning fluid and started to wash it with a squeegee as the gas kept flowing into the tank. 
 Laura Clayborne was no longer there. 
 She stood in the dank women's room, where there were no Smiley Faces and the only thing yellow was the toilet water. She glanced in the mirror and saw a fright mask. Then she hurriedly soaked paper towels in water from the sink and cleaned her blood-clogged nostrils. Touching her face sent electric jolts of pain through her cheekbones, but she had no time to be gentle. Her vision was hazed by tears when she finished. She crumpled the bloody towels, dropped them into the wastebasket, and then she relieved the pressure on her bladder. There was a dribble of blood between her legs, too, the stitches popped by Earl Van Diver's knee. When she was done, Laura went out into the cold again, and she saw Mary Terror carrying David into the grocery store, the shoulder bag over her arm and probably both guns in it. 
 The attendant had finished pumping the gas into the van. Laura walked to it and opened the driver's door. Mary Terror's smell, a heavy, animalish odor, lingered within. No keys in the ignition, of course. Laura reached under the dashboard and gripped a handful of wires. One good yank, and . . . and what? 
 she asked herself. The situation wouldn't change. Maybe the van wouldn't start, but Mary would still have David, still have her guns, and still kill him as soon as the police arrived. What was the point of disabling the van if David would die as the result? 
 She released the wires. "Damn it," she said quietly. She'd only waste her strength shouting. 
 She looked behind the van's front seats. In the back were suitcases and a couple of large paper sacks. Laura reached over and searched in them, finding such items as potato chip bags, cartons of doughnuts and cookies, a box of Pampers, and some baby formula as well as paper cups and a half-full plastic bottle of Pepsi. Traveling food, she thought. Groceries that Mary and Edward Fordyce had bought for their trip. Also amid the clutter in the van's rear was a pillow and a blanket. She took the blanket and one of the sacks containing junk food, the cups, and the Pepsi. She left the diapers and the formula where they were. Something else caught her attention: a pacifier on the passenger seat. She picked it up, intending to keep it. It had her baby's saliva on it, and his aroma. But no, no: if David had no pacifier to ease his crying, the crying might snap Mary Terror's nerves, and then . . . Laura put the pacifier down. It might have been the hardest thing she'd ever had to do. 
 Laura carried the booty to her car. And that was when she realized the gas portal was closed, the pump shut off, and Bedelia Morse was gone. In the store, as Mary Terror paid for her gas, a box of No-Doz tablets, a jug of pure water, and a package of trash bags, she watched Laura raiding her van. Won't touch the engine or the tires, she thought. Bitch knows what would happen if she did. 
 "Is that all?" the woman behind the register asked. 
 "Yeah, I think --" She stopped. Beside the register was a glass bowl. On the glass bowl was written in black Magic Marker _Don't Worry! Be Happy!_ In the bowl were hundreds of little yellow Smiley Face pins. She wouldn't have stopped at Happy Herman's but for the sign, and the feeling that she was invincible under its power. It had proved her right. Laura Clayborne couldn't touch her. "How much are those?" 
 "Quarter apiece." 
 "I'll take one," Mary said. "And one for my baby." She pinned one on the light blue sweater she'd bought Drummer in New Jersey, and then she pinned the other on her own sweater, next to what she realized looked like dried oatmeal but were flecks of Edward's brain. 
 "Somebody get hurt?" the woman asked when the bill had been paid. She was looking distastefully at the splotches of crimson on the blanket nestled around Drummer. 
 "Nosebleed." The answer came fast and smooth. "I always get them in cold weather." 
 She nodded, putting Mary's purchases into a sack. "Me, my ankles swell up. Look like a couple a' treetrunks walkin' around the house. They're swole up on me right now." 
 "Sorry," Mary said. 
 "Means a storm on the way," the woman told her. "Weatherman says all hell's 'bout to break loose out west." 
 "I believe it. Have a nice day." Mary took the sack under one arm, cradling Drummer with the other, and she walked out of the store toward her van. She had to pee, but she didn't want to let the van out of her sight so she'd have to hold it until she was desperate. She put Drummer's bassinet on the passenger-side floorboard, and then she made a quick check of what Laura had taken. A sack of groceries and the blanket. No big deal, Mary decided as she put the new supplies and her shoulder bag in the back of the van. She took the Colt out of the bag and put it under the driver's seat. Then she popped the No-Doz open, swallowed two tablets with a drink of the bottled water, and slid behind the wheel. She put the key into the ignition, the engine starting with a throaty roar. 
 Then she looked over at the BMW, and Laura Clayborne standing beside it, staring at her. 
 She didn't like the woman's face. _You're nothing but a lie_, she remembered it saying. 
 Mary reached under her seat, gripped the Colt, and withdrew it. She cocked the pistol as she brought it up, and she aimed the barrel with a steady hand at Laura's heart. 
 Laura saw the gun's dull gleam. She inhaled a sharp breath that made the cold sting her nostrils. There was no time to move, and her body tensed for the shot. 
 The baby began to cry, wanting to be fed. 
 Mary caught sight of a car in the sideview mirror, pulling up to the pumps behind her. It wasn't just any car, it belonged to the Michigan highway patrol. She lowered the Colt, easing the hammer back into place. Then, without another glance at Laura, she drove away from the pumps and turned back onto the road that led to I-94's westbound lanes. 
 Laura was looking frantically for Didi. The woman wasn't anywhere in sight. She's left me, Laura thought. Gone back to the gray world of false faces and names. She couldn't wait any longer, Mary Terror was getting away. She got into the car, started the engine, and was about to pull away when a woman shouted, "Hey! Hey, you! Stop!" 
 The cashier had come outside and was hollering at her. The state trooper, a burly block of a man with a Smokey the Bear hat, devoted his full attention to the BMW. "You ain't paid for your gas!" the cashier shouted. _Oh shit_, Laura thought. She put on the parking brake again and reached for her purse from the backseat, where she'd left it. Only her purse wasn't there. From the corner of her eye she saw the trooper walking toward her, and the cashier was coming, too, indignant that she'd had to venture out into the cold. The trooper was almost to the car, and Laura realized with a start that the Charter Arms automatic was lying within sight on the floorboard. Where was the damned purse? All her money, her credit cards, her driver's license: gone. _Didi's work_, she thought. 
 Laura just had time to slide the automatic up under the seat when the trooper looked in, hard-eyed under the Smokey the Bear rim. "Believe you owe some money," he said in a voice like a shovel digging gravel. "How much, Annie?" 
 "Fourteen dollars, sixty-two cents!" the cashier said. "Tryin' to skip on me, Frank!" 
 "That so, lady?" 
 "No! I've --" Claw your way out, she thought. Mary Terror was getting farther away! "I've got a friend around here somewhere. She took my purse." 
 "Not much of a friend, then, huh? I guess that means you don't have a license, either." 
 "It's in my purse." 
 "I suspected so." The trooper looked at the windshield, and Laura knew he was taking in the _Go home_ carved there. Then he looked at her bruised cheek again, and after a few seconds of deliberation he said, "I believe you'd better step out of the car." 
 There was no point in pleading. The trooper retreated a couple of paces, and his hand touched his hip near the big pearl-handled pistol in his black holster. My God! Laura thought. He thinks I might be _dangerous_! Laura cut the BMW's engine, opened the door, and got out. 
 "Walk to my car, please," the trooper said, a clipped command. He would ask for her name next, Laura figured as she walked. He paused to take a look at her tag, memorizing the numbers, and then he followed behind her. "Georgia," he said. "You're a long way from home, aren't you?" Laura didn't answer. "What's your name?" he asked. If she made up a name, he'd know soon enough. One call on his radio to check the tag would tell him. Damn it to hell! Mary was getting away! 
 "Your _name_, please?" 
 There was no use in resisting. She said, "Laur --" 
 "What's going on, sis?" 
 The voice made Laura stop in her tracks. She looked to her left, at Didi Morse standing there with the purse over her shoulder and a bag with grease stains on it in her hand. "Any trouble?" Didi asked innocently. The trooper gave her his hard glare. "Do you know this woman?" 
 "Sure. She's my sister. What's the problem?" 
 "Tryin' to steal fourteen dollars and sixty-two cents worth of gas, that's what!" the cashier replied, her swollen ankles aching in the bitter cold and the breath pluming from her mouth. 
 "Oh, here's the money. I went over there and bought us some breakfast." Didi nodded toward the burger-joint section of Happy Herman's, which had a sign announcing their trucker's breakfast special of sausage and biscuits. She took the wallet out, counted a ten, four ones, two quarters, and two dimes. 
 "You can keep the change," she said as she offered the cashier her money. 
 "Listen, I'm sorry." The woman brought up a nervous smile. "I saw her startin' to drive away, and I thought . . . well, it happens sometimes." She took the cash. 
 "Oh, she was probably just moving the car. I had to go to the bathroom, and I guess she was coming to pick me up." 
 "Sorry," the cashier said. "Frank, I feel like a real dumb-ass. You folks take it easy, now, and watch the weather." She began walking back to the grocery store, shivering in the frigid wind. 
 "You ready to hit the road?" Didi asked Laura brightly. "I got us some coffee and chow." 
 Laura saw the shine of fear deep down in Didi's eyes. _You wanted to run. didn't you?_ Laura thought. "I'm ready," she said tersely. 
 "Hold on a minute." The trooper planted himself between them and the car. "Lady, it might not be any of my business, but you look like somebody gave you a hell of a knock." 
 A silence stretched. Then Didi filled it. "Somebody did. Her husband, if you want to know." 
 "Her husband? He did _that_?" 
 "My sister and her husband were visiting me from Georgia. He went crazy and punched her last night, and we're on the way to our mother's house in Illinois. Bastard took a hammer to her new car, broke the window out and cut up the windshield, too." 
 "Jesus." The hardness had vanished from the trooper's eyes. "Some men can really be shits, if you'll pardon my French. Maybe you ought to get to a doctor." 
 "Our father's a doctor. In Joliet." 
 If she weren't about to jump out of her skin, Laura might have smiled. Didi was good at this; she'd had a lot of practice. 
 "Mind if we go now?" Didi asked. 
 The trooper scratched his jaw, and stared at the darkness in the west. Then he said, "All men ain't sonsabitches. Lemme give you a hand." He walked to his car, opened the trunk, and brought out a tarpaulin of clear blue plastic. "Go in there and get some duct tape," he told Didi, and he motioned toward the grocery store. "It'll be back on the hardwares shelf. Tell Annie to put it on Frank's tab." 
 Didi gave Laura the breakfast bag and strode quickly away. Laura was fighting a scream; with every second, Mary Terror was getting farther away. Frank produced a penknife and began to cut out a fair-sized square of blue plastic. When Didi returned with the silver duct tape, Frank said, "Long way to Joliet from here. You ladies need to keep warm," and he opened the BMWs door, slid across the driver's seat under which the automatic pistol rested, and taped the plastic up over the window frame. He did a thorough job of it, adding strip after strip of the silver tape in a webbing pattern that fixed the plastic securely in place. Laura drank her coffee black and paced nervously as Frank finished the job, Didi looking on with interest. Then Frank came back out of the car, the duct tape reduced to about half its previous size. "There you go," he said. "Hope everything works out all right for you." 
 "We hope so, too," Didi answered. She got into the car, and Laura was never so thankful in her life to get behind a steering wheel. 
 "Drive carefully!" Frank cautioned. He waved as the patched-up BMW
 pulled away, and he watched as it sped up and swerved onto I-94 West. Funny, he thought. The lady from Georgia had said her "friend" had her purse. Why hadn't she said "sister"? Well, sisters could be friends, couldn't they? Still
 . . . it made him wonder. Was it worth a call in to get a vehicle ID or not? 
 Should've checked her driver's license, he decided. He'd always been a sucker for a hard-luck story. Well, let them go. He was supposed to be looking for speeders, not giving grief to battered wives. He turned his back to the west, and went to get himself a cup of coffee. 
 "Fifteen minutes on us," Laura said as the speedometer's needle climbed past seventy. "That's what she's got." 
 "Thirteen minutes," Didi corrected Laura, and she began to tear into a sausage and biscuit. 
 The BMW reached eighty. Laura was even passing the massive trucks. The wind flapped the plastic a little, but Frank had done a good job and the duct tape held. "Better hold it back," Didi said. "Getting stopped for a ticket won't help." 
 Laura kept her speed where it was, on the high side of eighty. The car shuddered, its aerodynamics spoiled by the caved-in passenger door. Laura's gaze searched for an olive-green van in the gloomy light. "Why didn't you leave me?" 
 "I did." 
 "You came back. Why?" 
 "I saw him rousting you. I had your purse. I knew it was about to be over for you." 
 "So? Why didn't you just let him arrest me and you take off?" Didi chewed on the tough sausage. She washed it down with a sip of hot coffee. "Where was I going to go?" she asked quietly. The question lingered. To it there was no answer. 
 The BMW sped on, toward the steel-gray West while the sun rose in the East like a burning angel. 
 2
 The Terrible Truth
 LAURA HAD TO CUT HER SPEED DOWN TO SIXTY-FIVE AGAIN WHEN she saw another state trooper car heading east. After almost half an hour, there was still no sign of Mary Terror's van. "She's turned off," Laura said. She heard the desperation rising in her voice. "She took an exit." 
 "Maybe she did. Maybe she didn't." 
 "Wouldn't _you_?" Laura asked. 
 Didi thought about it. "I'd turn off and find a place to wait for a while, until you had time to pass me," she said. "Then I could get back on the highway whenever I pleased." 
 "Do you think that's what she's done?" 
 Didi looked ahead. The traffic had picked up, but there was no sign of an olive-green van with broken taillights. They had passed the exits to Kalamazoo a few miles before. If Mary Terror had turned off at any one of those, they'd never find her again. "Yes, I think so," Didi answered. 
 "Damn it!" Laura slammed the wheel with her fist. "I knew we'd lose her if we couldn't keep her in sight! Now what the hell are we going to do?" 
 "I don't know. You're driving." 
 Laura kept going. There was a long curve ahead. Maybe on the other side of it they'd catch sight of the van. The speed was creeping up again, and she forced herself to ease off. "I didn't say thank you, did I?" 
 "For what?" 
 "You know for what. For coming back with my purse." 
 "No, I don't guess you did." Didi picked at one of her short, square fingernails, her fingers as sturdy as tools. 
 "I'm saying it. Thank you." She glanced quickly at Didi and then fixed her attention on the highway once more. Behind them, the sun glowed orange through chinks in interlocked clouds the color of bruises, and ahead the sky was a dark mask. "And thank you for helping me with this, too. You didn't have to call me when Mary was on the way." 
 "I almost didn't." She looked at her hands. They had never been pretty, like Laura's hands were. They had never been soft, never unworked. "Maybe I got tired of being loyal to a dead cause. Maybe there never was a cause to be loyal to. The Storm Front." She grunted, a note of sarcasm. "We were children with guns, smoking dope and getting high and thinking we could change the world. No, not even that, really. Maybe we just liked the power of setting off bombs and pulling triggers. Damn." She shook her head, her eyes hazed with memory. "That was a crazy world, back then." 
 "It's still crazy," Laura said. 
 "No, now it's insane. There's a difference. But we helped it get from there to here. We grew up to be the people we said we hated. Talk-talk-talkin' 
 'bout our generation," Didi said in a soft, singsong voice. They rounded the bend. No van in sight. Maybe on the next stretch of road they'd see her. "What are you going to do now?" Laura asked. "You can't go back to Ann Arbor." 
 "Nope. Damn, I had a good setup, too. A good house, a great workshop. I was doing all right. Listen, don't get me started or I might curse you out for this." She checked her wristwatch, an old Timex. It was a little after seven. 
 "Somebody'!! find Edward. I hope it's not Mr. Brewer. He always wanted to set me up with his grandson." She sighed heavily. "Edward. The past caught up with him, didn't it? And it caught up with me, too. You know, you had a hell of a nerve tracking me down like you did. I can't believe you talked Mark into helping you. Mark's a rock." Didi put her hand against the piece of plastic tarp and felt it flutter. The heater was keeping the car's interior toasty now that the wind was blocked off. "Thanks for not bringing Mark to the house," she said. "That wasn't the place for him." 
 "I didn't want him getting hurt." 
 Didi turned her head to stare at Laura. "You've got balls, don't you? 
 Walking in there with Mary like you did. I swear to God, I thought we were both finished." 
 "I wasn't thinking about anything but getting my son back. That's all I care about." 
 "What happens if you can't get him back? Would you have another baby?" Laura didn't answer for a moment. The car's tires sang on the pavement, and a truck hauling lumber moved into her lane. "My husband . . . and I are through. I know that for sure. I don't know if I'd want to live in Atlanta anymore. I just don't know about a lot of things. I guess I'll cross those bridges when I --" 
 "Slow down," Didi interrupted, leaning forward in her seat. She was looking at something ahead, revealed when the lumber truck had changed lanes. 
 "There! See it?" 
 There was no van. Laura said, "See what?" 
 "The car there. The Buick." 
 Laura did see it, then. A dark blue Buick, its right side scraped to the metal and its rear fender bashed in. Earl Van Diver's car. 
 "Slow down," Didi cautioned. "Don't let him see us. Bastard might try to run us off the road." 
 "He's after Mary. He doesn't want us." Even so, Laura cut her speed and lagged a hundred yards behind the Buick and off to the right. 
 "I don't trust anybody who fires a bullet close enough for me to hear. Some FBI agent, huh? He didn't care if he hit David or not." And that was the terrible truth of it, Laura thought. Earl Van Diver was hunting Mary, not to arrest her for her crimes, but to execute her. Whether he killed David or not made no difference to him. His bullets were meant for Mary, but as long as Mary had David, one of those bullets might rip through him just as easily as through her. Laura stayed far behind the Buick, and after a couple of miles she watched it pull over toward an exit ramp on the right. 
 "Getting off," Didi said. "Good riddance." Laura eased the BMW over, following Van Diver toward the ramp. "What the hell are you doing?" Didi demanded. "You're not getting off, are you?" 
 "That's just what I'm doing." 
 "Why? We could still catch up with Mary!" 
 "And we still can," Laura said. "But I don't want that bastard catching up with her first. If he stops at a gas station, we're going to take his keys." 
 "Yeah, right! _You_ take his keys! Damn it, you're asking to get shot!" 
 "We'll see," Laura said, and she turned onto the ramp in the wake of Van Diver's car. 
 In the Buick, Earl Van Diver was watching the monitor under his dashboard. A little red light was flashing, indicating a magnetic fix. The liquid crystal display read SSW 208 2.3: compass heading, bearing, miles between the main unit and the homer. As he came off the ramp's curve, he saw the display change to SW 196 2.2. He followed the road that led south from I-94, passing a sign that said LAWTON, 3 MI. 
 "He's not stopping for gas," Didi said. Van Diver had gone straight past a Shell station on one side of the road and an Exxon on the other. "He's taking the scenic route." 
 "Why'd he get off, then? If he's so hell-bent on catching Mary, why'd he get off?" She kept a car and a pickup truck between them as she followed. They'd gone maybe two miles when Laura saw a blue building with a garish orange roof off to the left. INTERNATIONAL HOUSE OF PANCAKES, its sign announced. The Buick's brake lights flashed, the turn indicator went on, and Van Diver made the turn into the IHOP's parking lot. 
 Van Diver's savage grin twitched. The olive-green van, its left side battered and scraped, was sitting in the parking lot between a junker Olds and a Michigan Power panel truck. Van Diver swung the Buick into a parking space up close to the building, where he could watch the exit. He cut the engine and unplugged the monitor, which read NNE 017 0.01. 
 _Close enough_, he thought. 
 Van Diver put on his black gloves, his fingers long and spidery. Then he slid the Browning automatic from beneath his seat, clicked the safety off, and held it against his right thigh. He waited, his dark eyes on the IHOP's door. It opened in a few seconds, and two men in blue parkas and caps came out, their breath frosty in the morning air. They walked toward the Michigan Power panel truck. Come on, come on! he thought. He'd figured he could be patient after all these years. But his patience had run out, and that was why he'd hurried the first shot that had hit Edward Fordyce instead of Mary Terror's skull. 
 The skin prickled on the back of his neck. Van Diver sensed movement behind him and to his left. His head swiveled in that direction, his hand coming up with the Browning in it and his heart hammering. He looked into the snout of a pistol pressed against the window's glass, and behind it stood the woman he'd first seen on the newscasts from Atlanta and later had met in Bedelia Morse's kitchen. 
 She wasn't a killer. She was a social columnist for the Atlanta _Constitution_, and she was married to a stockbroker. She had, up until the kidnapping of her baby, never felt the agony of heartrending pain. She had never suffered. All these things Earl Van Diver knew, and weighed in the balance as he prepared to bring his gun up and fire through the window at her. His shot would be faster and more deadly because she didn't have the courage to kill a man in cold blood. 
 But he didn't do it. He didn't, because of what he saw in Laura Clayborne's bruised face. Not hopelessness, not pleading, not weakness. He saw desperation and rage there, emotions he knew all too well. He might get off the first shot, but she would certainly deliver the second. Bedelia Morse suddenly reached past Laura and opened the door before Van Diver could hit the lock. "Put the gun down," Laura said. Her voice was tight and strained. Could she shoot him if she had to? She didn't know, and she hoped to God she wouldn't have to find out. Van Diver just sat there, grinning at her with his frozen face, his eyes dark and alert as a rattlesnake's. "Put it down!" Laura repeated. "On the floor!" 
 "Take the clip out first," Didi added. 
 "Yeah. Like she said." 
 Van Diver looked at the automatic in Laura's hand. He saw it shake a little, her finger on the trigger. When Van Diver moved, both women flinched. He popped the bullet clip out of his Browning, held it in his palm, and put the gun on the floorboard. "Take your keys and get out of the car," Didi told him, and he obeyed. 
 Laura glanced over at Mary Terror's van and then back to Van Diver. 
 "How'd you know she was here?" 
 Van Diver remained silent, just staring at her with his fathomless eyes. He'd taken off his woolen cap, and his scalp was bald except for a few long strands of gray hair pressed down on the skin, a fringe of gray-and-brown hair around his head. He was slim and wiry, standing about five ten, by no means a large man. But Laura knew his strength from painful experience. Earl Van Diver was a taut package of muscle and bone powered by hatred. 
 "What's the antenna for?" Didi asked. She had already checked out the Buick's interior. "There's no car phone." 
 No answer. "The bastard can't talk without his throat plug," Didi realized. "Where's your plug, shitface? You can point, can't you?" No reaction. Didi said, "Give me your gun," and took it from Laura. She stepped forward and jammed the pistol up against Earl Van Diver's testicles, and she looked him right in his cold eyes. "Came to Ann Arbor to find me, didn't you? 
 What were you doing? Staking out my house?" She shoved the gun's barrel a little harder. "How'd you find me?" Van Diver's face was a motionless mask, but a twisted vein at his left temple was beating fast and hard. Didi saw a garbage dumpster back toward the rear of the IHOP, where a patch of woods sloped down to a drainage ditch. "We're not going to get anything out of him. He's nothing but an" --she pressed her face closer to his --"old fucked-up pig." The _pig_ sprayed bits of spittle onto Van Diver's cheeks, and his eyes blinked. "Let's walk." She pushed him toward the dumpster, the gun moving to jam against his back. 
 "What are you going to do?" Laura asked nervously. 
 "You don't want him following Mary, do you? We're going to take him into the woods and shoot him. A bullet in one of his knees ought to take care of the problem. He won't get too far crawling." 
 "No! I don't want that!" 
 "_I_ want it," Didi said, shoving Van Diver forward. "Son of a bitch killed Edward. Almost killed us and the baby, too. Move, you bastard!" 
 "No, Didi! We can't do it!" 
 "You won't have to. I'm paying Edward's debt, that's all. I said _move_, you fucking pig!" She punched him hard in the small of the back with the gun's barrel, and he grunted and staggered forward a few paces. Earl Van Diver lifted his hands. Then he pointed to his throat and moved his finger toward the Buick's trunk, 
 "Now he wants to talk," Didi said. Under her clothes she had broken out in a cold sweat. She would have shot him if she'd had to, but the idea of violence made her stomach clench. "Open it," she told him. "Real slow." She kept the gun against his back as he unlocked the trunk. Laura and Didi saw the listening dish, the tape recorder, and the sniper's rifle. Van Diver opened a small gray plastic case and took out a cord with a plug on one end and a miniature speaker on the other. He slid the plug's prongs into his throat socket with practiced ease, and then he clicked a switch on the back of the speaker and adjusted a volume control. He lifted the speaker up before Didi's face. 
 His mouth moved, the veins standing out in his throat. "The last person who called me a pig," the metallic voice rasped, "fell down a flight of stairs and broke his neck. You knew him by one of his names: Raymond Fletcher." The name stunned her for a few seconds. Dr. Raymond Fletcher had done the plastic surgery on her face. 
 "Walk to the car." Didi slammed the Buick's trunk shut and shoved Van Diver toward the BMW. When Van Diver was in the backseat with Didi beside him, the gun trained on him, and Laura sitting behind the wheel, Didi said, "Okay, I want to hear it. How'd you find me?" 
 Van Diver watched the IHOP's door, but his voice filtered through the speaker in his hand. "A policeman friend of mine was working undercover on Fletcher in Miami, trying to catch him doing surgery on people who wanted to disappear. Fletcher called himself Raymond Barnes, and he was working on a lot of Mafia and federal-case clients. My friend was a computer hacker. He cracked Barnes's computer files and dug around in them. Everything was in code, and it took maybe five months to figure it out. Barnes kept all his case records, back to when he'd first started in 'seventy. Your name came up, and the work you'd had done in St. Louis. That's when I got involved. Unofficially." His black eyes fixed on Didi. "By the time I got to Miami, my friend was found floating in Biscayne Bay with his face blowtorched. So I went to visit the good doctor, and we went to his office to have a nice long talk." 
 "He didn't know where I was!" Didi said. "I'd moved three times since I had my face changed!" 
 "You came to Barnes with a letter of recommendation from an ex-Weatherman named Stewart McGalvin. Stewart lived in Philadelphia. He taught classes in pottery. It's amazing what surgical instruments can do, isn't it?" Didi swallowed thickly. "What happened to Stewart?" 
 "Oh," the voice from the speaker said, "he drowned himself in the bathtub. He was the tight-lipped type. His wife . . . well, she must've shot herself in the head when she found him." 
 "You _son of a bitch_!" Didi shouted, and she pressed the gun's barrel against his throat socket. 
 "Careful," the speaker's voice cautioned. "I'm sensitive there." 
 "You killed my friends! I ought to blow your damned head off!" 
 "You won't," Van Diver said calmly. "Maybe you could cripple me, but you don't have any killing left in you, Bedelia. How did you put it? 'I didn't need a prison cell. I cany one around with me.' I got into your house to plant a microphone bug. I've been watching your house for almost four years, Bedelia. I even moved from New Jersey to be close to you." 
 "How'd you find me if Stewart didn't tell you anything?" 
 "His wife remembered you. You'd sent her a set of plates. Nice work. She mailed you a check for six cups to go with them. She had the canceled check, made out to Diane Daniells. The First Bank of Ann Arbor's stamp was on the back, and your signature. When I saw you for the first time, Bedelia, I wanted to sing. Do you understand how a person can love someone and hate them at the same time?" 
 "No." 
 "I can. See, you were always a rung on the ladder. That's all. You were a hope --however slim --to find Mary Terror. I watched you come and go, I checked your mailbox, I camped in the woods outside your house. And when you went on your trip, I knew something important was going on. You'd never left Ann Arbor before. Mary was in the news. I knew. I _knew_." The voice through the speaker was terrible, and bright tears glistened in Earl Van Diver's eyes. 
 "This is what my life is about, Bedelia," he said. "Executing Mary Terror." Laura had been listening with fascinated horror, and at that moment she saw the object of Van Diver's attention emerge from the IHOP with David's bassinet in her arms. 
 "Mary," Van Diver's voice whispered. A tear streaked down his cheek, over the gnarled scar tissue of his mouth. "There you are." Mary had just finished her meal of pancakes, eggs, hash browns, and two cups of black coffee. She'd fed Drummer, and changed his diaper in the bathroom. Drummer was content now, sucking on his pacifier, a little bundle of warmth. "Good baby," Mary said. "You're a good baby boy, aren't --" And then she looked up and saw the BMW sitting there in the parking lot, not far from her van, and her legs seized up. She saw Laura Clayborne at the wheel, Didi sitting in the back with a man she didn't recognize. "Goddamn it!" she snarled. How the hell had they found her? She held Drummer with one arm, and her other hand snaked into her shoulder bag and touched the Colt, the Compact Magnum automatic farther down amid the baby things. Blow out the tires! she thought, enraged. Shoot that bitch in the face, and kill Didi, too! She took a couple of strides toward the BMW, but then she stopped. The sounds of the shots would bring other people out of the IHOP. Somebody would get her tag number. No, she couldn't open fire here. It would be stupid, when she knew at last where Lord Jack was waiting. Smiling thinly, she walked to the BMW and Laura Clayborne got out. 
 They stood about twenty feet apart, like two wary animals, as the wind swirled around them and sliced to their bones. Laura's gaze found a Smiley Face button on Mary's sweater, pinned over the heart. 
 Mary brought the Colt out and rested it against Drummer's side, because she saw that Didi was holding a gun. "You must have good radar," she said to Laura. 
 "I'll follow you all the way to California if I have to." 
 "You _will_ have to." She looked at the _Go home_ scratched on the windshield. "Somebody gave you some good advice. You ought to go home before you get hurt." 
 Laura saw the woman's bloodshot eyes, her face lined and weary. "You can't keep driving without sleep. Sooner or later you'll nod off behind the wheel." 
 Mary had been planning on finding a motel to crash in when she reached Illinois. The No-Doz and coffee had charged her up, but she knew she was going to need rest in a few hours. "I've gone two days straight without sleep before, when I --" 
 "Was young?" Laura interrupted. "You can't make it all the way to California." 
 "You can't follow me all the way, either." 
 "I've got a co-pilot." 
 "I've got a pretty little baby boy." Mary's smile tightened. "You'd better pray I don't run off the road." 
 Laura took another step closer. Mary's eyes narrowed, but she didn't retreat. "You understand this," Laura said, her voice husky with rage. "If you hurt my baby, I'll kill you. If it's the last thing I do on this earth, I'll kill you." 
 Nothing was going to be gained standing in this parking lot wasting time, Mary thought. She had to get back on the interstate and head west again. Later on she'd figure out a way to shake her trackers. She began to back toward the van, the Colt still resting against Drummer's side and the baby's cheeks flushed with the sharp cold. 
 "_Mary?_" 
 It was a man's voice. The man in the backseat of Laura's car. But there was something strange and metallic about it: the voice of a steel-throated robot. 
 She saw the man staring at her, his face carved into a pallid, scarred grin and his eyes the color of midnight. "Mary?" the robot voice spoke again. 
 "You made me suffer." 
 Mary stopped her retreat. 
 "You made me suffer. Do you remember, Mary? That night in Linden?" The voice --almost disembodied, and made directionless by the swirl and sweep of the wind --caused the rise of chill bumps on the back of Mary Terror's neck. 
 "I killed Edward," he said. "I was aiming at you. I got excited after all these years. But I'll get you, Mary." The volume suddenly cranked up to a soulless shout: "I'LL GET YOU, MARY!" 
 She backed quickly to her van as Laura got behind the BMW's wheel. Mary put Drummer down and started the engine. The BMW's engine roared to life an instant later. Then Mary backed out of the parking slot, the black coffee sloshing in her belly, and she wheeled the van in the direction of I-94 West. Laura said to Didi, "Take his keys and get him out of here." Didi worked the Buick's keys from Van Diver's fist, the automatic jammed against his side. "You'll never take her without me," Van Diver said. "She'll kill both of you before the day's over." 
 "Get him out!" 
 "You put me out," he said, "and the first thing I'll do is call the Michigan highway patrol. Then the FBI. They'll set a roadblock for her before she makes the Illinois line. You think Mary's going to give your baby up without a fight?" 
 Laura reached back, grabbed the cord, and yanked the speaker's plug from Van Diver's throat. "_Out!_" she told him. 
 "He can still write," Didi realized. "We'd have to break the bastard's fingers." 
 There was no time for further argument. Laura let off the parking brake and drove after Mary Terror. Van Diver made a gasping noise, but his attempt to tell Laura about the magnetic homer and the receiver unit in his car was stillborn. Laura stepped hard on the accelerator, leaving the IHOP behind and racing after the van. Didi kept the pistol pressed into Van Diver's side. That was all right with him. Sooner or later she'd have to relax. Both these women had soft white throats, and he had hands and teeth. 
 Nothing and no one was going to stop him from killing Mary Terror. If he had to dispose of these women to take control of the car, so be it. He had no code now but vengeance, and whoever wandered in the path of its fire would be reduced to ashes. 
 Laura saw the van ahead, slowing for its turn onto I-94 West. She followed it, and in another moment she veered into the lane behind Mary and let the speed wind up to sixty-five. The car and the van stayed about fifty yards apart, the highway getting crowded with morning traffic. In the van, Mary looked at the BMW's bashed front fender in her sideview mirror. The memory of that metallic voice still chilled her. _You made me suffer_, it had said. _That night in Linden_. 
 _Do you remember, Mary?_
 She did remember. A bullet tearing a pig's cheek, and a second bullet mangling his throat. 
 _Suffer._
 This was far out, she thought. Groovy weirdness. She recalled reading about the pig in Didi's photo album, but she couldn't remember his name. Didn't matter, though. He was as crazy as Laura if he thought he could stop her. She was trekking to California with Drummer, and no one was going to get in her way and live. She'd watch her speed and be a good girl for the highway patrol piggies, and she'd figure out how to take care once and for all of Laura Clayhead, Benedict Bedelia, and the sufferer. 
 She went on, arrowing along the gray highway toward the promised land, with the BMW in dogged pursuit. 
 3
 Good Boys
 SOUTH OF CHICAGO'S SPRAWL, I-94 BECAME I-80, BUT THE highway still aimed across the flatlands of Illinois. Mary had to pull into another gas station near Joliet, and Laura --who'd gone the last ten miles with her fuel warning light on --pulled in after her and filled up the tank while Didi held the gun on Earl Van Diver. "I need to use the bathroom," Van Diver said through his speaker, and Didi said, "Sure. Go ahead," and handed him one of the paper cups. 
 Laura got into the backseat with Van Diver while Didi relieved herself in the bathroom, and then Didi took the wheel. Within fifteen minutes the car and the van were back on the highway again, both keeping a steady sixty-five and fifty yards apart. Van Diver closed his eyes and slept, a soft, groaning noise coming from his mouth every so often, and Laura had a chance to relax, if only in body and not in mind. The miles reeled off and the exits went past, and Didi felt the car shudder as the winds hit them in hard crosscurrents. At two o'clock in the afternoon, with Moline, Illinois, twenty miles ahead, the sky was the color of wet cotton, and wandering shards of yellowish light speared through holes in the clouds. Mary Terror, her system raw with caffeine, nevertheless felt the weariness starting to overtake her. Drummer was tired and hungry, too, and kept crying with a high, thin wail that she couldn't block out. She gauged the BMW behind her, and watched the Geneseo exit coming up. It was time to make the move, she decided. She kept in the left lane, making no indication that she had her eye on the exit. When it was almost too late to turn, she stepped on the brake, veered the van across two lanes in front of a Millbrook bread truck whose driver pounded his horn and displayed his command of expletives, and then Mary was speeding up the exit ramp and the BMW had flashed past. 
 Didi shouted, "Oh, shit!" and hit the brake pedal. Laura, roused from an uneasy sleep in which snipers on rooftops took aim at Mary Terror and David on a balcony, saw Didi struggling with the wheel, the van no longer in front of them, and instantly realized what had happened. Van Diver's eyes came open, his senses as alert as those of a predatory animal, and he looked back and saw the van turning to the right off the exit ramp. "SHE'S GETTING AWAY!" the metallic voice roared, the speaker at top volume. 
 "No, she's not!" Didi fought the car across the lanes, the tires shrieking and other cars blowing their horns and dodging around her. Didi got the BMW into the emergency lane, put it into reverse, and started backing toward the Geneseo exit. In another moment she was speeding up the ramp, and at the intersection she took a hard right that threw Van Diver into Laura and crushed Laura against the door. Then she was racing north along a county highway that cut across flat, winter-browned fields, a few clusters of tract housing on either side and a factory in the distance, its chimneys spouting gray smoke above the horizon. Didi passed a Subaru, almost blowing it off the road, and she saw the van about a half mile ahead. She kept giving the engine gas, the distance rapidly closing. 
 Mary saw the BMW approaching. The van didn't have enough power, there was no way to outrace the car, and there was nowhere to hide on this straight, flat road. Drummer was crying steadily, and rage flew up inside Mary like sparks swirling from a bonfire. "SHUT UP! SHUT UP!" she screamed at the baby, but he wouldn't be quiet. She saw a sign on the left: _Wentzel Brothers Lumber_. A red arrow pointed along a narrower road, and the lumberyard stood surrounded by brown fields. "Okay, come on!" Mary shouted, and as she took the turn she lifted the Colt out of her shoulder bag and laid it on the passenger seat. 
 She went between a pair of open iron gates that had a sign saying WARNING! GUARD DOGS! The lumberyard was maybe four or five acres across, a maze of timber stacked anywhere from six to ten feet high. There was a trailer, before which was parked a pickup truck, a forklift, and a brown Oldsmobile Cutlass with rust-eaten sides. Mary turned the van deeper into the maze, her tires throwing up dust from the unpaved surface. She pulled up alongside a long, green-painted cinderblock building with high, dirty windows, and she got out, holding Drummer's bassinet and the Colt revolver. She searched for a good killing ground, the dust roiling around her and the crying baby. As soon as she stepped around behind the building, she was met with a fusillade of barking as loud as howitzer shells. Within a dogpen topped by a green plastic canopy were two stocky, muscular pit bulls, one dark brown and the other splotched with white and gray. They threw themselves against the pen's wire mesh, their white fangs bared and their bodies trembling with fury. Beyond the dogpen were more stacks of lumber, piles of tarpaulins, and other odds and ends. 
 "Jesus H. Christ!" a man bellowed, coming from around a pile of timber. 
 "What the hell's goin' on with you boys?" He was big-bellied and wore overalls and a red plaid jacket, and he stopped next to the cage when he saw Mary's gun. 
 Mary shot him, as much of an involuntary reaction as the pounding of her heart. The bullet hit him like a punch to the chest, and he went down on his butt on the ground, the color leaching from his face. 
 The noise of the shot and the violence of the man's fall sent the pit bulls into paroxysms of rage. They ran back and forth in the pen, colliding with each other then caroming off, their barking savage and their beady eyes on Mary and the infant. 
 Didi hit the brake as she saw the van, and the BMW skidded to a stop. Laura was out first. She could hear the hoarse, rapid barking of dogs, and she started running toward the sound with the automatic gripped in her hand. Didi and Van Diver got out, and Van Diver did not fail to notice the keys left in the ignition. Behind the cinderblock building, Laura found the dogpen and the man lying on his back on the ground, blood on his chest just below his collarbone. He was breathing harshly, his eyes glassy with shock. The pit bulls raged behind the wire mesh, running back and forth over their territory, and Laura saw the beef bones of past meals scattered about on the ground. Laura carefully walked on between the high stacks of lumber, her gaze searching for Mary. She stopped abruptly, listening. The dogs were barking loudly, but had she heard the sound of David's crying? She went on, wary step after wary step, her knuckles white around the gun's grip and her heavy coat blowing around her. 
 Back near the car, Van Diver hesitated and let Didi walk on. Mary Terror's van was parked next to the building, and Bedelia Morse was between Van Diver and the van. She carried no weapon, but she'd been a blood-spilling member of the Storm Front. It would take a quick snap of her neck, he thought, to send her to her reward, and then he could plan on getting the gun away from Laura. He made up his mind: three seconds of judge, jury, and executioner. He strode toward Didi, the speaker dangling from its plug in his throat, and he reached out for her. 
 He grabbed a handful of her hair. She said, "Wha --" and then he was twining his other arm around her throat from behind. Instantly, Didi started fighting to get away, her head thrashing before he could tighten his arm. Mary Terror stepped out from the opposite end of the building with Drummer's bassinet held by one arm. She fired twice, a bullet for each of them. 
 The first shot shattered Earl Van Diver's right shoulder in a burst of flesh, bone, and blood. The twisting of Didi's head saved her from having her brains blown out. She was aware of a _zip_ and a wasp's sting, but did not yet know that a chunk of her right ear was gone. Didi screamed, Van Diver fell to his knees, and Laura heard the shots and the scream and raced back between the lumber stacks the way she'd come. 
 Didi ran for cover. Mary shouted, "TRAITOR!" as she fired a third time. The bullet thunked into a pile of lumber and sent jagged splinters flying, but then Didi flung herself to the ground and scrambled into the maze of corridors between the lumber stacks. 
 Mary aimed her gun at the man on his knees. He was clutching his ruined shoulder, his face glistening with pain sweat. His speaker had been pulled out of his throat and lay beside him. He was grinning at Mary, an unearthly grin. She walked toward him, and saw steam rising from the man's face and bald scalp in the frigid air. Mary stopped. _Suffer_, she thought. "Oh, yeah," she said. 
 "I remember." She pulled the hammer back, to blow his grin to pieces. 
 "Don't do it!" Laura said. She stood in the shelter of Mary's van, her gun trained on the big woman. "Put it down!" 
 Mary smiled, her eyes dark with hatred. She turned the Colt's barrel on the baby's head. "You put it down," she said. "At your feet. Right now." And behind the building, the Wentzel brother who'd been shot in the chest was sitting up, his mouth gasping. The pit bulls were going crazy, smelling carnage. He held something in a bloody hand. It was a key ring he'd taken from his pocket, and a small key was ready to be used. "Good boys," he managed to say. "Somebody did your daddy real good." He pushed the key into the dogpen's lock. "Gonna chew up their asses, ain't you, boys?" The lock clicked open. He pulled against the dogpen's door. It swung open. "CHEW 'EM
 UP!" he commanded, and the pit bulls snarled and shivered with excitement as they boiled out of the cage. The brown one raced on, but the mottled dog paused to lick his master's chest for a few seconds before he, too, went hunting for meat. 
 "Down," Mary repeated. "Do it." 
 Laura didn't. "You won't hurt him. What would Jack say?" 
 "You won't shoot _me_. You might hit the baby." In five seconds, Mary decided, she would lunge to her knees --a movement that would take Laura by surprise --and fire the remaining bullets. She counted: one . . . two . . . three . . . 
 She heard a savage snarling, and she saw Laura's face contort with horror. 
 Something hit Mary's right side like a miniature freight train, its power knocking Drummer loose from her grip. As Mary fell, so did the baby's bassinet. It hit the ground alongside her and Drummer spilled out, his face red and his mouth open in a silent, indignant yell. 
 Something took hold of Mary's right forearm. It tightened like an iron vise, and Mary screamed with pain as her fingers spasmed open and the Colt dropped. Then she saw the brown pit bull's jaws clenched to her arm, its eyes staring into hers with murderous intent, and the beast suddenly shook its head back and forth with a violence that almost snapped her arm at the elbow. Mary clawed at the dog's eyes, its teeth ripping down through her brown sweater into the flesh and pain streaking up her shoulder. 
 Laura got her legs thawed and ran for her baby. Mary screamed in agony as the dog tore at her arm, her other hand trying to reach the Colt. And then Laura saw the gray and white pit bull race out from beside the building. It made a course change that froze Laura's heart. 
 It was going after David. 
 She dared not shoot, terrified of hitting the child. The pit bull was almost upon him, its jaws opening to ravage the precious flesh, and Laura heard herself shout "NO!" in a voice so powerful it made the animal's head tick toward her, its eyes aflame with bloodfever. 
 She took two more running strides and kicked the dog in the ribs as hard as she could, staggering it away from David. The pit bull whirled in a mad circle, snapping at the air, and then it went for the baby again, darting in so fast Laura had no time to aim a second kick. Its teeth snapped shut, snagging the baby's white blanket which was splotched with Edward Fordyce's dried blood. And then the pit bull shivered lustily and began to drag David through the sawdust on his back, the blanket tangled around his body. Mary dug her fingers into the brown pit bull's eyes. The beast made a half groan, half howl and shook its head violently, its teeth tearing down through her flesh. It pulled against her arm with a terrible force, the shoulder muscles shrieking. The arm was about to be broken. Mary reached for her Colt, but her fingers lost it as the pit bull jerked her again and fresh agony filled her up. Then she went mad herself, punching at the animal's skull as it tried to drag her. The pit bull released her, backed off, and sprang again, its white fangs bared. Its jaws clamped on her right thigh, the teeth working through her corduroy jeans into the meat of her leg with crushing pressure. 
 Laura threw herself at the dog that was dragging David. She grabbed around its muscular throat and hung on. The pit bull let go of David's blanket and went for her face, its body quivering with power and its teeth snapping at her cheek with the sound of a bear trap springing. She shielded her face with her left hand. The jaws found it, and clenched shut. 
 She heard a sound like sticks cracking. A terrifying bolt of electric agony speared up through her wrist and forearm. Broke my hand! she realized as she kept fighting to pull the dog away from her baby. Bastard broke my hand! 
 The pit bull savagely twisted her hand, more pain ripping through her fingers and wrist. She could feel the teeth grinding on the bones. She thought she screamed, but she wasn't sure. Her brain felt like a fever blister about to burst. She pressed the automatic's barrel against the pit bull's side and squeezed the trigger twice. 
 The dog shuddered with the shots, but it did not let go. And now it was trying to drag her, blood streaming from its side and foaming from its mouth. Its claws dug into the sawdust. Laura's wrist was about to snap. She fired again, into the side of the pit bull's blocky head, and the dog's lower jaw exploded in a spray of bone chips and blood. 
 Mary was fighting her own battle ten feet away. She slammed her knee into the brown pit bull's skull with everything she had behind it. Then a second and third time, as the dog's teeth kept tearing her thigh open. She got a finger hooked into one of the eyes and yanked it out like a white grape, and at last the pit bull grunted and released her thigh. It danced with pain, shaking its one-eyed head back and forth and snapping at the air. Mary crawled for the Colt, tried to latch her fingers around it, but they were spasming out of control, the nerves and muscles of her injured arm rioting. She looked up as the pit bull charged at her again, and she cried out and shielded her face with her arms. 
 It hit her shoulder with a bone-bruising blow, knocked Mary aside, and fell with a pain-maddened snarl upon Laura. 
 The dying dog was still hanging on to Laura's left hand. The one-eyed beast fastened its teeth on the overcoat sleeve of her right arm and began to tear at it. She couldn't get her gun angled to shoot it. She kicked and screamed, the one-eyed dog working on her right arm and the other animal still trying to crunch her hand with its ruined jaws. 
 Mary scrambled to the wailing baby, scooped him up with her left arm, and struggled to her feet. Blood streamed from her gnawed thigh, her jeans leg drenched. The two dogs had Laura between them, the woman trying to wrench loose. Mary saw the Colt on the ground. Her right hand was still convulsing, drops of blood falling from her fingertips. Panic flared within her. She was hurt badly, near passing out. If she fell and the dogs turned on her and Drummer . . . 
 She left the gun and hobbled toward the van, ignoring the man she'd shot. As Mary transferred Drummer to her right arm and used her left hand to open the driver's door, Didi came at her with a two-by-four she'd plucked oif a lumber pile. Mary saw the blow coming and dodged it, the wood whacking against the van's side. And then Mary stepped in and drove a knee up into Didi's stomach, and Didi cried out and doubled over. Mary brought her left arm down across Didi's back, the blow whooshing the air from Didi's lungs and dropping her to her knees. 
 Didi groaned, her battle-flag-red hair hanging over her face in defeat. Mary could see how gray it was. Didi looked up at her, eyes watery with pain. It was the face of an old woman, tortured by the things that were. 
 "Go on," Didi said. "Kill me." 
 Laura kicked the dying pit bull away from her broken hand, and the animal staggered in dazed circles. The other dog still had hold of her ragged coat sleeve, its fangs starting to reach the flesh. She couldn't get a shot at it, unless . . . 
 She dropped the gun and wrenched her arm out of the overcoat, the dog's teeth snapping shut in its wake. Then she picked up the automatic, jammed the barrel right up under the pit bull's throat, and squeezed the trigger. Mary Terror flinched at the sound of the shot. Blood was running down her leg in hot rivulets. Before her, Didi kneeled with sawdust in her hair, and Didi saw the raw fear in Mary's eyes. Mary's right hand was still spasming, torn muscles twitching in the forearm wound. Drummer was screaming in her ear, the world starting to turn gray. Mary got into the van with Drummer and slammed the door. She backed away from the building's side, intending to crush Didi beneath the wheels, but Didi had shaken the cobwebs loose and crawled to the safety of the lumber stacks. Mary got the van turned around and sped toward the gates, the tires throwing dust. Five seconds later, Didi heard another car door open and close. She emerged from her hiding place as the BMW's engine started. Earl Van Diver was behind the wheel, his face a grinning, terrible rictus. As Van Diver twisted the wheel with his shattered shoulder, Didi saw his mouth open in a soundless scream. The BMW tore away, in pursuit of Mary Terror. Its right front tire went over the speaker and crushed it to bits. 
 Didi stood up. She saw the mottled pit bull lying on the ground. Laura was on her knees, her right arm free of the tattered coat sleeve, and the brown pit bull faced her six feet away. Didi picked up the two-by-four, her ear stinging, and walked toward the animal. 
 Before she got there, the pit bull groaned deep in its blasted-open throat and collapsed, its eyes fixed on the woman who'd delivered the bullet. Tears of pain glistened on Laura's cheeks, but her face was shocked clean of all emotion. She looked at the bluish-red lump of her left hand. There were only three fingers and a thumb on it. The little finger was gone, torn off at the knuckle. Her hand made her think of a fresh steak, tenderized by a butcher's mallet. 
 "Oh my God," Didi said. Blood was dripping from her right ear like a chain of rubies. "Your . . . hand . . ." 
 Laura had gone deathly pale. She blinked, staring at Didi, and then she keeled over onto her side. 
 Laura's purse was in the car, Didi realized. Her money, credit cards . . 
 . everything was gone. It was over, and Mary had won. 
 "Help me! Somebody!" The voice was coming from over near the dogpen. 
 "I'm dyin' over here!" 
 Didi left Laura and went back to where the big-bellied man lay against the dogpen. He was a mess, but Didi saw that the blood wasn't spewing out so no arteries had been hit. He looked at her Wearily, trying to focus."Who're _you_?" 
 "Nobody," she said. 
 "You gonna kill me?" 
 She shook her head. 
 "Listen . . . listen . . . call an ambulance. Okay? Phone's in the office. Locked up." He offered her the bloody key ring. "Call an ambulance. Goddamn Kenny took off early. Oh, I'm hurtin'. Do it, okay?" Didi accepted the key ring. One of the keys, she saw, was for a General Motors car. "The Olds is yours?" 
 "Yeah. Yeah. The Cutlass. Call an ambulance, I'm bleedin' to death." She didn't think so. She knew a dying man when she saw one. This guy had a broken collarbone and maybe a punctured lung, but he was breathing all right. Still, she'd have to call the ambulance. "You just be quiet and don't move." 
 "What am I gonna do? A fuckin' polka?" 
 Didi hurried back to Laura, who was sitting up again. "Can you walk?" 
 "I think . . . I'm going to pass out." 
 "I've found us a car," Didi said. 
 Laura looked up at her friend, her eyes swollen and her broken hand throbbing almost beyond endurance. She wanted to lie on the ground, curl up, and cry in the cold. But she could not, because Mary Terror still had her baby, and Mary Terror was on her way to California. Laura had something left; she pulled it from a deep, unknown place, the same place where people gritted their teeth and fought uphill against the iron-spiked wheels of life. She had to keep going. There was no quitting, no surrender. 
 Laura lifted her right hand, and Didi helped her stand. Then Didi picked up the automatic, and she and Laura walked together past the dead dogs. In the trailer, Didi called 911 and told the operator there'd been a shooting, that an ambulance was needed at the Wentzel Brothers Lumberyard near Geneseo. The operator said an ambulance would be there in eight to ten minutes, and for her to stay on the line. Didi hung up. A small metal box atop the office's desk caught her attention, and she spent forty seconds finding the right key to unlock it. Inside were a few checks clipped to copies of receipts, and a bank deposit envelope that held seventy-one dollars and thirty-five cents. She took the money. 
 Didi got behind the wheel of the Cutlass, with Laura lying semiconscious amid burger wrappers and crumpled beer cans in the backseat. A pair of large red plastic dice hung from the rearview mirror, and there was a Playboy bunny decal stuck prominently on the rear windshield. The Olds chugged, refusing to start as she turned the key. Didi thought she could hear a siren, getting closer. The Olds chugged again as Didi pumped the accelerator. And then the car shuddered, and with a cannon's _boom_ black smoke blew from the tailpipe. Didi checked the gas gauge, seeing that its needle stood at a quarter of a tank. 
 The Cutlass creaked and groaned like a frigate in a tempest as Didi backed up, wrestled the grimy wheel, and drove toward the gates. She could feel the tires wanting to slew off to the right, and she decided it was best she hadn't looked to see how much tread they still wore. Then they were through the gates and heading back to the interstate, the Cutlass slowly but steadily gaining speed and making a racket like bricks in a cement mixer. An ambulance appeared ahead of them, approaching across the flat fields. It passed them, its siren yowling, on the way to save a Wentzel. The two women went on, and only when they were five or six miles farther west along I-80 did Didi give one gasping, terrible sob and wipe her eyes with her dirty sleeve. 
 4
 White Tide
 ACROSS THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER, WHERE I-80 SHOT STRAIGHT AND true toward Iowa City, Earl Van Diver was gaining on the woman who had savaged his life. The van was going almost eighty, the BMW pushing past eighty-five. Van Diver gripped the wheel with his one good hand, the other hand cold and dead at the end of his torn-open shoulder. Blood was streaked over the seats, spattered across the instrument panel, soaked into the carpet beneath him. He was filling up with winter, his vision turning gray. It was getting more difficult to hold the wheel steady, the wind and his own weakness conspiring against him. Cars veered out of the paths of the two vehicles, a wake of horns echoing behind Van Diver. He glanced at the speedometer, saw the needle vibrating at eighty-seven. Mary had kept the van's speed up over eighty since they'd left the Geneseo exit, swinging back and forth from lane to lane to keep cars between them. Now, though, it was clear from the blue coughs of burning oil coming from the tailpipe that the van's engine was worn out, and she couldn't maintain that speed. Good, he thought as he felt the cold creeping through his cheeks. Good. He wasn't going to let her get away. Oh, no; not this time. 
 He felt no remorse for leaving Laura and Bedelia. The opportunity to take the car was there. Mary could not be allowed to roam free. She was an animal, and must be put to death like a rabid dog drooling foam. Put to death and death and death. 
 About the baby he had no emotion. The baby was there. Babies had died before; there were always babies. What was the death of a single baby if an animal like Mary Terror could be ground under? He knew he could never have made Laura Clayborne understand his life's purpose. How could she understand that every time he looked into a mirror he saw the face of Mary Terror? How could she understand the nightmare rages that had driven his wife and daughter away from him? How could she understand that the name _Mary_ drove him crazy with hatred, and that his daughter's name had made him look at her with hatred, too. Laura Clayborne had lost a baby; he had lost himself, down into a dark hole of torment so horrible that it began to --dear God --make him dream of fucking Mary with the barrel of his gun, ah yes ah yes sweet sweet Mary you bitch you soul-sucking bitch, and in the mornings he would wake up wet and sated for a time. 
 But not for very long. 
 _You're mine_. Van Diver thought, his black eyes glazed and shiny. Two more feet, and the BMW's front fender smashed into the van's rear with a jolt that cracked the stubs of his teeth together. He pushed the van toward the right, trying to force it off the highway, a»d tires shrieked in a burn of rubber as Mary fought the van back to the left again. A station wagon was in front of her, a Garfield stuck with suction cups to the rear windshield. Mary grazed the station wagon as it careened aside, scraping off a sheet of sparks. Then she was past it, veering around a tractor-trailer truck and back into the left lane. She looked up into the rearview mirror at the BMW's battered snout, and she saw the man's grinning, terrible face above the wheel. Little pig wants to play, she thought, and she stomped on the brake. The BMW crashed into the back of the van, the hood crumpling and pieces of glass and metal flying up. Van Diver was lifted off his seat, his body thrown forward to strain the limits of his seat belt and his chin slamming against the steering wheel. His entire body tensed for the rest of the wreck, but Mary's foot was planted on the accelerator again and the van was pulling away with a backfire of burning oil, the BMW still traveling seventy miles an hour. Van Diver trembled, his muscles shocked from the impact and his trousers wet between his legs. He backed off from the van, swung into the right lane, and was looking at the back of a school bus about thirty yards away. A twist of the wheel and an inner scream, and he missed the school bus by a foot and a half. Then he powered the BMW forward again, red lights pulsing on the dashboard and a whip of smoke starting to flail back from the crumpled hood. Mary saw him coming. Drummer was on the passenger-side floorboard on his stomach, his hands clasping and opening. Mary stomped the brake again and braced for the jolt. Once more the BMW collided into the back of the van, further smashing the hood and throwing its driver forward in the second before Mary hit the accelerator. The gap between them widened, Mary's backbone aching from the force of the collision, and her teeth clenched together. Her gnawed thigh was wet with blood, her right forearm ripped open, and red muscle tissue spasmed in the fissure. The wounds were numb and cold, but black motes spun before her eyes. Oily sweat had risen on her cheeks and forehead, and she could feel the clammy fingers of shock trying to drag her under. If she gave in to it, she was finished. 
 The BMW was coming up fast again. Mary started to hit the brake, but the car suddenly swerved around her into the right lane, on Drummer's side. The van shuddered and moaned as the BMW smashed into it, the impact rolling Drummer across the floorboard like a limp rag and almost knocking the wheel from Mary's white-knuckled grip. She fought back, slamming the van into the BMW. Like two enraged beasts, the car and the van crashed back and forth along the interstate at almost eighty miles an hour. Streamers of smoke were whirling from the BMW's wrecked hood, a shriek of scraping metal coming from the engine. Van Diver saw the temperature gauge's needle shoot up past the warning line, the car beginning to shimmy out of control. Blue light winked in the rearview mirror, and both Van Diver and Mary saw the trooper car roaring after them. Mary took the Compact Magnum from her bag, the pain waking up with a ferocious bite in her forearm. 
 Still Van Diver rammed the BMW against the van's side, Mary's left tires going onto the grassy median. She felt true fear clutch her throat; ahead of her in her lane was what looked like a tanker truck of some kind. Van Diver hit her again, keeping her from moving over. The trooper car was speeding up onto Van Diver's rear, lights flashing and siren awail. Ahead of Mary, the tanker truck --painted with brown and white blotches like a cow's hide and with the pink-painted udders of hose nozzles underneath --was trying to get over into the right lane. She saw the red sign stenciled on its side: SUNNYDALE FARMS DAIRY. 
 Mary let go of the wheel, the van beginning to slide over onto the median, and she strained toward the passenger door with her foot pressed on the accelerator. She put the gun against the glass, aimed downward at the BMW, and pulled the trigger, her face contorted with the strain. The driver's window exploded in on Van Diver, glass blasting his face. He was blinded with blood, and as he opened his mouth to give a soundless scream he heard the ghost voices and static of a highway patrol radio sparking from the metal in his jaw. Something --another bullet, hot as a shock --tore into his right knee and seized up the muscles. He wrenched the wheel to the right, trying to get away from the van, and as he felt the car violently fishtail into a skid and the tanker loom in his windshield he heard a single, awful voice from the phantom radio say, "Oh Jesus." At the same instant as Earl Van Diver skidded into the dairy tanker at seventy-eight miles per hour, Mary Terror was throwing her weight against the wheel, forcing the van onto the median. The back end of the tanker was right there in front of her. Going to hit! she screamed inwardly, bracing for the impact. Going to hit! 
 The van cleared a collision by less than half a foot, grass and clumps of dirt flying up behind the rear wheels. As the BMW hit the tanker broadside, it folded up like an accordion being squeezed. In the rending of metal and smashing of glass, red flames shot high, followed by an explosion of white, frothy milk as the tanker's storage compartment ripped open at the seams. The milk flooded forth, a white tide surging through the air, and it deluged the highway patrol car as the trooper tried to make the right shoulder. The tires lost their purchase, the patrol car turned sideways and flipped over as it left the interstate, crashing through the guardrail and turning over twice more before it came to rest, upside down and smoking, in the brown dirt of a bean field. 
 Mary Terror was already swerving into the left lane on the other side of the wreck, which had taken about four seconds from the BMW's impact to the overturning of the trooper's car. She glanced in the sideview mirror, the air behind her hazed with smoke and burning milk, the tanker on its side and the truck's driver struggling out from behind the wheel. Of the BMW, nothing could be seen but a scorched tire rolling westward for ten yards before it went off onto the median. 
 Both the lanes behind her were blocked by fire and tangled metal. Mary picked Drummer up by the back of his jump suit. He was crying, the tears streaming down his face. His nose and his left cheek had been scraped raw, little drops of blood trickling from his nostrils. Mary licked the blood away and held him against her as he cried. "Shhhhh," she said. "Shhhhhh. Mama's got her baby now. Everything's cool." 
 But it wasn't. A second highway patrol car, lights flashing, passed her going east toward the wreck. It was time to get off I-80 for a while, and find a place to rest. She was near exhaustion, her eyes heavy-lidded, the smell of her own blood making her sick. It was time to find a hole to hide in. She took the next exit. A sign stood at a crossroads on the flat land, pointing one way to Plain View and another to Maysville. Farmhouses stood about, smoke rising from chimneys, acres of fields going on toward the far horizon. Mary kept driving, drowsy with loss of blood. On the other side of Plain View's two streets and meager gathering of buildings, she pulled off onto a dirt road that twisted into an orchard of denuded apple trees. She cut the engine, and there she sat with Drummer cradled against her. Her vision was fading, the world closing in on her. She was afraid of falling asleep because she might not awaken. She felt a pressure on her index finger, Drummer had grasped it, was holding it tightly. Darkness pulled at her, a seductive current She folded her arms around the baby in a coil of protection. Sleep for just a little while, she thought. Maybe an hour or two, and then get back onto the interstate west. Just an hour or two, and she'd be all right. 
 Mary's eyes closed. The baby's fingers played with her Smiley Face button. Mary dreamed of Lord Jack sitting in a sunlit room talking to God about why he drowned in a bathtub in Paris. 
 On the interstate twelve miles west, Didi joined the backup of cars and trucks stopped by the wreckage. Laura was unconscious in the backseat, but every so often she gave a muffled, gasping moan that tore at Didi's heart. The troopers and firemen were out in force, guiding the traffic onto the tire-scarred median around the wreck. A news-team van was there, minicams at work, and a helicopter buzzed overhead. "What happened?" Didi asked a fireman as she approached the wreckage at a crawl, and the man said, "Milk truck and car hit. Smokey went off the road, too." 
 "You're sure it was a car? It wasn't a van?" 
 "Car," he said. "Truck driver says some damn yuppie plowed right into him, must've been goin' eighty." 
 "A yuppie?" 
 "Yeah. One of them yuppie cars. Come on, I think you can get past now." He waved her on through. 
 Didi negotiated the median. A wrecker was in the midst of the scorched metal, trying to pull part of a car free. The firemen were hosing down the pavement, and the air smelled of hot iron and clabbered milk. She passed a tire lying in the brown grass. On its dented wheel cover was a circle cut into blue and white triangles, and the scarred letters BMW. Didi looked away from it as if the sight had stung her. Then the Cutlass picked up speed and left the dead behind. 
 5
 Doctor Didi
 THE DARKNESS CAME. 
 The wind blew cold across the plains, and flurries of snow spat from the clouds. At the Liberty Motor Lodge six miles east of Iowa City, Laura lay in bed in Room 10 and alternately shivered and sweated beneath the sheet and coarse blanket. The TV was on, tuned to a family sitcom. Laura couldn't focus on it, but she liked the sound of the voices. On the bedside table was the debris of her dinner --two plastic McDonald's burger containers, an empty french fries pack, and a half-finished Coke. A plastic bag full of crushed ice lay at her side, useful when the pain in her hand got to be excruciating and she needed to numb it. Laura stared fixedly at the TV set, waiting for Didi to come back. Didi had been gone thirty minutes, hunting for a drugstore. They had agreed on what needed to be done, and she knew what was ahead for her. Every so often she chewed her lower lip. It had gotten raw, but she kept chewing it. She could hear the whine of the wind outside, and once in a while she imagined she heard the sound of a baby crying in it. She had gotten up once to look outside, but the effort had so drained her that she couldn't force herself to get up again. So she listened to the wind and the crying baby and she knew she was very, very close to the edge and it would not take much for her to open that door and go wandering in the hungry dark. They had lost Mary Terror and David. That much was certain. Exactly how Van Diver had crashed into the milk tanker, Laura didn't know, but Mary and David were gone. But Mary had been badly hurt, too, losing a lot of blood. She'd been weary --maybe even more weary than Laura --and she couldn't have gotten very far. Where would she have stopped? Surely not a motel; not with blood all over her and her leg chewed up. Would she have just found a place to pull the van over and spend the night? No, because she'd have to run the engine all night or she and David would freeze to death. So that left one other possibility: that Mary had invited herself into somebody's house. It wouldn't be hard for her to do, not with the farmhouses spread hundreds of acres apart. How far west had Mary gotten before she'd decided to leave the interstate? Was she ahead of them, or behind them? It was impossible to know, but Laura did know one vital thing: Mary Terror's destination. Wherever Mary was, however long she rested and let her wounds heal, she would sooner or later be back on the highway with David, heading for Freestone, California, and the memory of a lost hero. 
 And that, too, was Laura's destination, even if she had to get there on her hands and knees. Minus one finger, with scar tissue toughening her heart. She was going to get David back, or die trying. 
 When Laura heard the key slide into the door's lock, she thought she might be sick. But her food stayed down, and Didi came in with snowflakes in her red hair and a sack in her arms. 
 "Got the stuff," Didi said as she closed the door against the cold and double-latched it. She had found not a drugstore but a K-Mart, and she'd bought them both gloves, woolen socks, fresh underwear, toothpaste, and toothbrushes as well as the other necessities. As Didi put the sack down, Laura realized Didi had gained about twenty pounds since she'd left the motel. Didi pulled off her sweater and revealed the weight gain: there were two more thick sweaters underneath the first one. 
 "My God," Laura rasped. "You shoplifted." 
 "I had to do it," Didi said as she peeled another layer off. "We've only got about thirty-five dollars left." She smiled, the lines deepening around her eyes. "Shoplifting isn't what it used to be. They watch you like a hawk." 
 "So how'd you do it without getting caught?" 
 "You give a kid in a Quiet Riot jacket a buck to knock over a display of skiwear, and then you come out of the dressing room, put your head down, and walk. It helps to be buying other items, too. That way you don't go out past the guard, and those cashiers don't give a crap." She threw one of the sweaters on the bed beside Laura, who picked it up with her right hand. 
 "Inferior quality," Laura decided. It was dark gray, banded with green stripes the color of puke. Didi's new sweater was yellow with cardinals on the front. "Did prisoners sew these?" 
 "Beggars can't be choosers. Neither can shoplifters." But the fact was that she _had_ been careful to choose the bulkiest knits she could find. The cold of Nebraska and Wyoming would make Iowa's weather seem balmy. Didi continued to take items out of the sack. At last she came to the wooden tongue depressors, the gauze bandages, a small pair of scissors, a box of wide Band-Aids, and a bottle of iodine and a bottle of hydrogen peroxide. Didi swallowed hard, getting herself ready for what had to be done. This was going to be like trying to build a house with thumbtacks, but it was the best they could do. She looked at Laura and offered another smile, the woman's face bleached with pain. "Doctor Didi's come to call," Didi said, and then she looked away before her smile cracked and betrayed her. 
 "Do your ear first." 
 "What? That scratch? Just got skin, that's all." Her wounded ear, hidden beneath her hair, had crusted over. It hurt like hell, but Laura needed the attention. "Oh, I got this, too." She took a bottle of Extra-Strength Excedrin from her pocket and set it aside. "Courtesy of my fast hands." She wished it were industrial strength, because before this night was over they were both going to need some heavy drugs. "Sorry I couldn't get you any liquor." 
 "That's all right. I'll survive." 
 "Yeah, I believe you will." Didi went to the bathroom, wet a washrag, and brought it out for Laura. When the pain got really bad, Laura was going to need something to chew on. "You ready?" 
 "Ready." 
 Didi got the tongue depressors out. A little wider than Popsicle sticks, they were. "Okay," she said. "Let's take a look." She peeled the covers back from Laura's hand. 
 Laura watched Didi's face. She thought that Didi did a very good job of not flinching at the sight. Laura knew it was hideous. The mangled hand -hamburger hand, she thought --was burning hot, and every so often it throbbed with a pain so intense it sucked away Laura's breath. The stub of the little finger was still drooling some watery blood, which had soaked into a towel underneath her hand and onto the sheet. The three other fingers and thumb were curved into claws. 
 "What'll my manicurist say?" Laura asked. 
 "You should've soaked in Palmolive." 
 Laura laughed, but it had a nervous edge. Didi sighed, wishing to God there was someone else who could do this. It could've been worse, though. The dogs could've gotten to Laura's throat, or torn up her legs, or chewed into her other arm. Or killed the baby. Didi looked at the wedding band and engagement ring on the swollen finger. There was no way short of cutting them to get them off. 
 "The diamond," Laura said. "Can you work it out of the setting?" 
 "I don't know." She touched the upraised diamond and found it was already loose, two of its six prongs broken. 
 "Try. I'll hang on." 
 "Why do you want the diamond out?" 
 "We've got only thirty-five dollars left," Laura reminded her. "Have we got anything else to pawn but my diamond?" 
 They did not. Didi grasped Laura's bruised wrist as gently as she could and went to work with the scissors, trying to pry the diamond out. Laura was braced for agony, but none came. "That finger's dead," she said. In a few minutes Didi had managed to loosen a third prong. The diamond jiggled around, but it still didn't have quite enough room to be popped out. The fourth prong was tougher. "Hurry, okay?" Laura asked in a faint voice. After two or three more minutes, Didi got the fourth prong bent enough to slide a tip of the scissors blade under the diamond and lever it out. It popped free, and Didi held it in her palm. "Nice rock. What'd your husband pay for it?" 
 "Three thousand dollars." Sweat sparkled on Laura's face. "That was eight years ago." 
 "Maybe we can get five hundred for it. An honest pawnbroker's not going to touch an unmounted diamond without ownership papers." She wrapped the diamond up in a Band-Aid and put it into her pocket. "Okay. Ready for the big job?" 
 "Yes. Let's get it over with." 
 Didi began by washing the hand with hydrogen peroxide. Bloody foam hissed up from the bite wounds, and Laura moaned and chewed on the washrag. Didi had to repeat the task twice more, until all the grit was washed away. Laura's eyes were squeezed shut, tears trickling from the corners. Didi reached for the iodine. "Well," she said, "this ought to sting just a little." Laura pushed the rag between her teeth again, and Didi began the awful work. There was a pain that Laura would always remember. She had been nine years old. She'd been riding her bike, flying hell-for-leather on a country road, when the tires had slipped out from under her on loose gravel. There had been bloody holes in her knees, her arms were raw, her elbows bleeding, her chin gashed. And the worst of it was that she'd been two miles from home. There was no one to hear her cry. No one to help her. So she got up, remounted that traitorous bike, and started pedaling again, because it was the only way. 
 "Laura!" she remembered her mother screaming. "You've crippled yourself!" No, the injury hadn't been crippling. She had grown scabs and scars, but on that day she had begun to grow up. 
 This pain also taught a hard lesson. It was like sticking her hand into hot charcoals, dousing it with salty water, and then back into the coals again. She shivered, the sweat rising in beads from her pores. It was a mercy that ten seconds after Didi began the task, Laura lost consciousness. When she awakened, Didi had finished the application of disinfectant and was completing the splint on Laura's ring finger, pulling it out straight and bandaging one of the sticks along Laura's palm and finger. Then it was the middle finger's turn. 
 When Didi touched it, Laura winced. "Sorry," Didi said. "There's no other way." 
 She began to pull the finger out straight, and Laura screamed behind the washrag. 
 Again Laura passed out, which was a blessing because Didi could do the work quickly, getting the splint into place and securing it with Band-Aids. She had just finished the index finger when Laura's eyelids fluttered. Laura spat the rag out, her face yellowish-white. "Sick," she gasped, and Didi rushed to get a trash can up to Laura's mouth. 
 The ordeal wasn't yet over. Didi splinted the thumb, another exercise in torment, and wrapped the hand with gauze bandages, the pressure again making Laura groan and sweat. "You don't want to go through life with a claw, do you?" Didi asked as she cut the gauze and began a new layer. Laura breathed like a slow bellows, her eyes vacant and clouded with pain. "Almost got it wrapped up," Didi said. "That's supposed to be funny." It wasn't, really. In the morning the bandages would have to be changed, the wounds cleansed again, and they both knew it. 
 "Lucy," Laura whispered as Didi finished the wrapping. 
 "What? Lucy who?" 
 "Lucy and Ethel." She swallowed, her throat parched. "When they were . . 
 . wrapping the candies . . . and the candies started coming faster and faster off the conveyor belt. Did you see that one?" 
 "Oh, yeah! It's a scream!" 
 "Good show," Laura said. Her hand was a seething mass of fire and anguish, but the healing process had begun. "They don't . . . make 'em like that anymore." 
 "I liked the one where Lucy was in Las Vegas and she had to walk down a staircase with that big headdress on. Remember? And the one where she puts too much yeast in the bread and it shoots out of the oven like a freight train. Those were great." She cut the gauze and taped it down with a couple of Band-Aids. "It always killed me when Lucy tried to get a part in one of Ricky's shows, and he blew up at her in Spanish." Didi rested Laura's bandaged hand against the ice pack. "I watched those with my mom and dad. We had a TV
 with a round screen, and the damned thing was always shorting out. I remember my dad on his knees trying to fix the set, and he said, 'Didi, the guy who can figure out how to keep these things working is going to make a lot of money.'" 
 "Why?" Laura asked weakly. 
 "Why what?" 
 "Why did you join the Storm Front?" 
 Didi rolled the remainder of the gauze up and closed the box of Band-Aids. She put the scissors and the other items atop the room's cheap dresser. Beyond the window, Didi could hear the high waspish whine of the freezing wind. "What do you expect me to say?" Didi finally asked when she saw Laura still watching her. "That I was a bad kid? That I pulled the legs off grasshoppers and beat kittens with baseball bats? No, I didn't grow up like that. I was president of the home economics club in high school, and I made the honor roll every semester. I played piano for the youth choir at my church." She shrugged. "I wasn't a monster. The only thing was, I didn't know what was growing inside me." 
 "What was that?" 
 "A yearning," Didi said. "To be different. To know things. To go places my folks only read about. See, you take Lucy: if you only watched shows like that on TV, night after night, soon you'd start thinking that's all the world had to offer. My folks were afraid of real life. They didn't want me out in it. They said I was going to make a fine wife for some local boy, that I'd live maybe three or four miles from their front door and raise a houseful of kids and we'd all get together for pot roast on Sundays." Didi opened the curtains and looked out the window. Snowflakes spun before the light; the cars in the parking lot were frosted over. "They were amazed when I said I wanted to go to college. When I said I wanted to go to college out of Iowa, it was the first day of a long cold war. They couldn't understand why I didn't want to stay put. I was a fool, they said. I was breaking their hearts. Well, I didn't understand this then, but they needed me between them or they wouldn't have any common ground. They didn't want me to grow up, and when I did . . . they didn't know me anymore. They didn't want to." She let the curtains fall. 
 "So I guess part of why I left home was to find out what my folks were so afraid of." 
 "Did you?" 
 "Yes, I did. Like any generation, they were terrified of the future. Terrified of being insignificant and forgotten." She nodded. "It's a deep terror, Laura. Sometimes I feel it. I never got married --oh, bourgeois disease! --and I never had a child. My time for that is over. When I die, no one's going to cry at my funeral. No one's going to know my story. I'll lie under weeds near a road where strangers pass, and no one will remember the sound of my voice, the color of my hair, or what I gave a damn about. That's why I've stayed with you, Laura. Do you understand?" 
 "No." 
 "I want you to get your baby back," Didi said, "because I'm never going to have a child of my own. And if I can help you find David . . . that's kind of like he's mine, too, isn't it?" 
 "Yes," Laura answered. She could feel herself drifting away from the world, on waves of raw pain. It was going to be a long, terrible night. "Kind of." 
 "It's good enough for me." Didi got Laura a cup of water and gave her two aspirin. The fever sweat glistened on Laura's face again, and she groaned as her hand pulsed with white-hot agony. Didi drew a chair up beside the bed and sat there as Laura fought the pain as best she could. What was going to happen tomorrow, Didi didn't know. It depended on Laura: if she was well enough to travel, they ought to be heading west again as soon as possible. Didi got up after a while, and took the plastic bag out to the ice maker for a refill. While she was there, she found a newspaper vending machine, and used her last change to buy an Iowa City _Journal_. Back in the warm room, the smells of iodine and sickness thick in the air, Didi got Laura's hand situated on the ice pack and then sat down to read. 
 She found the story of the crash on I-80 on page three. The body, a male, remained unidentified. "Not much left to work from," the coroner had remarked. Except that the car, a late-model BMW, had a Georgia license plate. Didi realized that by now the tracing of the tag would be done and the FBI would know whose car it was. The police-beat reporters would smell a new scent on an old story, and pretty soon Laura's picture would start showing up in the papers again. And Mary Terror's picture, too. The death of Earl Van Diver might well make Mary and the baby front-page news once more. Didi looked at Laura, who had fallen into an exhausted sleep. Any picture of the old Laura that appeared in a newspaper wouldn't resemble the woman who lay there, her face pinched with anguish and tough with determination. But if Mary and the baby were back prominently in the news, that meant more of a chance for someone to recognize her. And more of a chance that some Smokey with a macho complex might spot her, do something stupid, and get David killed. 
 She turned on the TV, keeping the volume low, and she watched the ten o'clock Iowa City newscast. Coverage of the wreck was there as well, and an interview with the milk tanker driver, a fat-cheeked man with a bloody bandage on his forehead and a glazed stare that said he'd had a peek into his own grave. "I seen this van and the other car comin' and the highway patrol right behind 'em," the driver explained in a quavering voice. "Maybe doin' eighty, all three of 'em. The van was flyin' up on my tail and I tried to get over in the right lane and then wham the car hit my tanker and it was all she wrote." The newscaster said the highway patrol and state police were searching for a dark green van with a Georgia license plate. 
 As Didi listened to the rest of the news, she picked up a notepad with Liberty Motor Lodge and a cracked bell printed across the top. With a motel pencil she wrote _Mary Terror_. Then _Freestone_, and three names she had memorized long ago: _Nick Hudley, Keith Cavanaugh, Dean Walker_. Beneath the third name she drew a circle, put two dots in it for eyes and the arc of a mouth: a Smiley Face, like the button she'd seen on Mary's sweater there at the lumberyard. 
 The troopers would be on the sniff for Mary's van. They'd be out in droves tomorrow. But they might also be looking for a stolen Oldsmobile Cutlass with a Playboy bunny decal on the rear windshield. It wouldn't hurt to scrape that damned thing off, do away with the hanging dice, and, while she was out in the cold dark, swap license plates with one of the other cars parked outside. How many people looked at their plates, especially on a frigid gray morning? The scissor blades might work to loosen screws as well as the prongs of an engagement ring. If not, then not. 
 Didi tore off the notepad's page, folded it, and put it into her pocket along with the diamond. She destroyed the next two pages, getting rid of the indentations. She put on her second sweater and her gloves, checked again on Laura's hand --blood coming up through the gauze, but there was nothing more to be done but freeze it with ice --and then Didi went outside to do things that told her she still had the instincts of a Storm Fronter. 6
 Sanctuary of Wishes
 PIGS WERE SEARCHING FOR A DARK GREEN VAN WITH A GEORGIA license plate? 
 _Good_, Mary thought. She was half dozing, her feet up on the Barcalounger and the TV on before her in the cozy little den. By the time the pigs found the van in Rocky Road's barn, she'd be long gone with Drummer. Her stomach was full. Two ham sandwiches, a big bowl of potato salad, a cup of hot vegetable soup, a can of applesauce, and most of a bag of Oreo cookies. She had fed Drummer his formula --warmed on the stove, which he appreciated --burped him, changed his diaper, and put him to sleep. He'd gone out like a light, in the bed shared by Rocky Road and Cherry Vanilla. Mary watched the TV through eyelids at half mast. Pigs were searching, the newscaster had said on the ten o'clock news from Iowa City, sixteen miles west of the farmhouse she'd invited herself to visit. Baskin was the name on the mailbox. Mary used to buy ice cream at Baskin-Robbins in Atlanta. Her favorite flavor was Rocky Road. He'd looked like Rocky Road, dark-haired and chunky, enough of a roll of flab around his belly to make him soft and slow and oh-so-easy. His wife was blond and petite, with rosy cheeks. Cherry Vanilla, she was. The fourteen-year-old boy was dark-haired like his father, but more wiry: Fudge Ripple, she figured he'd be if he were a flavor. There were family pictures on the paneled walls. Smiling faces, all. They no longer smiled. In the garage were two vehicles: a brown pickup truck with a University of Iowa sticker on the rear bumper, and a dark blue Jeep Cherokee. The Cherokee was roomy and had almost a full tank of gas. All she'd have to do is move her suitcases, the baby supplies, and her Doors records from the van, and she'd be ready to roll. An added prize had been finding Rocky Road's gun cabinet. He had three rifles and a Smith & Wesson .38
 revolver, with plenty of ammunition for all of them. The revolver would join her own Magnum when she packed the Cherokee. 
 Mary had taken a shower. Had washed her hair and scrubbed her face, and carefully cleaned her wounds with a solution of rubbing alcohol and warm soapy water that had left her gasping with pain on the bathroom floor. Her forearm wound looked the nastiest, with its raw red edges and its glint of bone down in the crusted matter, and her fingers from time to time would convulse as if she were clawing the air. But it was her torn thigh that kept oozing blood and hurting like a barefoot walk on razor blades. Her knee had turned purple and had swollen up, too, and the bruises advanced all the way to her hip. Mary had packed cotton against the wounds, put bandages from the medicine cabinet on top of those, and bound her forearm and thigh with strips of torn sheets. Then she'd put on one of Rocky Road's woolen bathrobes, gotten herself a Bud from the refrigerator, and eased herself into the Barcalounger to wait out the night. 
 The newscast's weather segment came on. A woman with blond hair sculpted into a spray-frozen helmet stood in front of a map and pointed to a storm system growing up in northwest Canada. Should be hitting the Iowa City-Cedar Rapids area in thirty-six to forty-eight hours, she said. Good news for the ski resorts, she said, and bad news for travelers. 
 Mary reached over beside her chair and picked up the road atlas she'd found in Fudge Ripple's room, there on his desk next to his geography homework papers. It was opened to the map of the United States, showing the major interstate highways. I-80 would be the most direct route to San Francisco and Freestone, taking her through Iowa, Nebraska, curving up into Wyoming and down again into Utah, through Nevada and finally into northern California. If she kept her speed at sixty-five and the weather wasn't too bad, she could make Freestone in another couple of days. When she left here depended on how she felt in the morning, but she wasn't planning on spending another night in a dead man's house. The telephone had rung five times since she'd herded them into the barn at six o'clock, and that made her nervous. Rocky Road might be the mayor or the preacher around here, or Cherry Vanilla might be the belle of the farm-life social set. You never knew. So it was best to clear out as soon as her bones could take the highway again. 
 She was weary, and she ached. Growing old, she thought. Giving in to pain and getting weak. 
 Ten years ago she could have strangled Bedelia Morse with one hand. Should've beat her to death with a piece of wood, she thought. Or shot her with the Magnum and then run the van over the other bitch. But things had been moving so fast, and she'd known she was torn up and she was deep-down scared she was going to pass out before she and Drummer could get away. She'd figured the pit bulls were going to finish Laura Clayborne off, but now she was wishing she'd been certain. 
 _I panicked_, she thought. _I panicked and left them both alive_. But their car was gone. The dogs had done a number on Laura, at least as bad as the damage done to herself. Should have killed her, Mary fretted. Should have run over her with the van before I left. No, no; Laura Clayborne was finished. If she was still alive, she was gasping in a hospital bed somewhere. _Suffer_, she thought. _I hope you suffer good and long for trying to steal my baby_. 
 But she was growing old. She knew it. Growing old, getting panicked, and leaving loose strings. 
 Mary slowly and painfully got out of the lounger and limped back to check on Drummer. He was sleeping soundly on the bed, cuddled up in a clean blue blanket, the pacifier clenched in his mouth, and his cherub face scraped from friction with the floorboard. She stood there, watching him sleep, and she could feel fresh blood oozing down her thigh but she didn't mind. He was a beautiful boy. An angel, sent from heaven as a gift for Jack. He was so very beautiful, and he was hers. 
 "I love you," Mary whispered in the quiet. 
 Jack was going to love him, too. She knew he would. 
 Mary picked up her bloody jeans from the floor and reached into a pocket. She brought out the clipping from the Sierra Club newsletter, now stained with spots of gore. Then she limped back to the den, and the telephone there. She found a phone book, got the area code she needed, and dialed directory assistance in northern California. "Freestone," she told the operator. "I'd like the number of Keith Cavanaugh." She had to spell the last name. 
 It was rattled off by one of those computer voices that sound human. Mary wrote the number down on a sheet of yellow notepad paper. Then Mary dialed directory assistance a second time. "Freestone. I'd like the number of Nick Hudley." 
 It joined the first phone number on the sheet. A third call: "Freestone. Dean Walker." 
 "The number you have requested is not available at this time," the computer voice said. 
 Mary hung up, and put a question mark beside Dean Walker's name. An unlisted number? Did the man not have a phone? She sat in a chair next to the phone, her leg really hurting again. She stared at Keith Cavanaugh's number. Did she dare to dial it? What would happen if she recognized Jack's voice? Or what if she dialed both numbers and neither voice was Jack's? Then that would leave Dean Walker, wouldn't it? She picked up the receiver again; her fingers did their clutching dance, and she had to put the phone down for a minute until the spasms had ceased. 
 Then she dialed the area code and the number of Keith Cavanaugh. One ring. Two. Three. Mary's throat had dried up. Her heart was pounding. What would she say? What _could_ she say? Four rings. Five. And on and on, without an answer. 
 She hung up. It was a little after nine o'clock in Freestone. Not too late to be calling, after all these years. She dialed Nick Hudley's number. After four rings, Mary heard the phone click as it was being picked up. Her stomach had knotted with tension. 
 "Hello?" A woman's voice. Hard to say how old. 
 "Hi. Is Nick Hudley there, please?" 
 "No, I'm sorry. Nick's at the council meeting. Can I take a message?" 
 "Um . . ." She was thinking furiously. "I'm a friend of Nick's," she said. "I haven't seen him for a long time." 
 "Really? What's your name?" 
 "Robin Baskin," she said. 
 "Do you want Nick to call you back?" 
 "Oh, no . . . that's all right. Listen, I'm trying to find the number of another friend of mine in Freestone. Do you know a man named Dean Walker?" 
 "Dean? Sure, everybody knows Dean. I don't have his home number, but you can reach him at Dean Walker Foreign Cars. Do you want that number?" 
 "Yes," Mary said. "Please." 
 The woman went away from the phone. When she returned, she said, "Okay, Robin, here it is." Mary wrote down the telephone number and the address of Dean Walker Foreign Cars. "I don't think they're open this late, though. Are you calling from the Freestone area?" 
 "No, it's long distance." She cleared her throat. "Are yon Nick's wife?" 
 "Yes, I am. Can I give Nick your number? Council meeting's usually over before ten." 
 "Oh, that's all right," Mary said. "I'm on my way there. I'll just wait and surprise him. One more thing . . . see, I used to live in Freestone, a long time ago, and I've lost touch with people. Do you know Keith Cavanaugh?" 
 "Keith and Sandy. Yes, I do." 
 "I tried to call Keith, but nobody's home. I just wanted to make sure he still lived there." 
 "Oh, yes. Their house is just down the road." 
 "Good. I'd like to go by and see him, too." 
 "Uh . . . may I tell my husband you called, Robin?" 
 "Sure," Mary said. "Tell him I'll be there in a couple of days." 
 "All right." The woman's voice was beginning to sound a little puzzled. 
 "Have we ever met?" 
 "No, I don't think so. Thanks for your help." She hung up, and then she dialed Cavanaugh's number once more. Again there was no answer. Mary stood up, her thigh swollen and hot, and she limped to the Barcalounger and her can of beer. Two days and she'd be in Freestone. Two days, and she'd find Lord Jack again. It was a thought to dream on. 
 Mary fell asleep, with the lights on and the TV going and the wind shrilling outside. In her sanctuary of wishes, she walked with Lord Jack across a wide, grassy hillside. The ocean was spread out in a tapestry of blue and green before them, and the thunder of waves echoed from the rocks. She was young and fresh, with her whole life before her, and when she smiled there was no hardness in her eyes. Jack, wearing tie-dyed robes, held Drummer in his arms, and his blond hair flowed down around his shoulders and back like spun gold. Mary saw a house in the distance, a beautiful two-story house with rock chimneys and moss growing where the Pacific spray had touched. She knew that house, and where it stood. The Thunder House was where the Storm Front had begun, in its ritual of candles and blood oaths. It was where she had first been loved by Lord Jack, and where she had given her heart to him forever. It was the only house she'd ever called home. 
 Lord Jack hugged their baby close, and he put an arm around the tall, slim girl at his side. They walked together through flowers, the air damp and salty with ocean mist, a lavender fog creeping across Drakes Bay. "I love you," she heard Jack say close in her ear. "I've always loved you. Can you dig it?" 
 Mary smiled and said she could. An iridescent tear rolled down her cheek. 
 They went on toward the Thunder House with Drummer between them and the promise of a new beginning ahead. 
 And in the Barcalounger, Mary slept heavily in an exhaustion of blood loss and weary flesh, her mouth partway open and a long silver thread of saliva drooling over her chin. The bandages on her thigh and forearm were splotched with red. Outside, snow flurries spun from the sky and frosted the barren fields, and the temperature fell below fifteen degrees. She was a long way from the land of her dreams. 
 Ten miles west of where Mary rested, Laura moaned in a fever sweat. Didi roused herself from a cramped sleep in the chair to check on Laura, and then she closed her eyes again because there was nothing she could do to ease the other woman's pain, both physical and mental. The scissor blades had proved worthless for the task of removing screws from license plates, but Didi had gone through an assortment of junk in the Cutlass's trunk and found a screwdriver that would work. The Cutlass now bore a Nebraska tag, its Playboy decal had been scraped away, and the red plastic dice trashed. Sleep took the sufferers, and for a little while shielded them from hurt. But midnight had passed and a cold dawn was coming, storm clouds already sliding down from Canada in the iron dark. The baby woke up with a start, his blue eyes searching and his mouth working the pacifier. He saw strange shapes and unknown colors, and he heard the shrill and bump of muffled sounds: the threshold of a mysterious, frightening world. In a few minutes his heavy eyelids closed. He drifted off to sleep again, innocent of sin, and his hands clutched for a mother who was not there. 
 VII





FUNERAL PYRE
1
 The Power of Love
 HORN BLOWING. 
 Mary's eyes opened, the lids gummy and swollen. 
 Horn blowing outside. Outside the house. 
 Her heart kicked. She sat up in the Barcalounger, and every joint in her body seemed to scream in unison. A gasp of pain came from Mary's lips. Horn blowing outside, in the gray gloom of a winter morning. She'd gone to sleep with the TV going and the lights on; a man with a crew cut was talking about soybean production on the tube. When she tried to stand up, the jolt of agony that shot through her thigh took her breath. The bandages were crusted with dark blood, the smell of copper rank in the room. Her forearm wound pulsed with heat, but it was numb and so was her right hand. She stood up from the chair with an effort that made the air hiss between her teeth, and she hobbled to a window where she could see the front of the house. 
 A thin layer of snow had fallen during the night, and covered the fields. Out on the white-dusted road, about sixty yards from the farmhouse, sat a school bus with CEDAR COUNTY SCHOOLS on its side. Come to pick up Fudge Ripple, Mary knew. Except the boy wasn't ready for school. He was fast asleep, under the hay. The school bus sat there for fifteen seconds more, and then the driver gave a last frustrated honk on the horn and the bus pulled away, heading to the next house down the road. 
 Mary found a clock. It was seven thirty-four. She felt weak, light-headed, and nausea throbbed in her stomach. She staggered into a bathroom and leaned over the toilet, and she retched a few times but nothing much came up. She looked at herself in the mirror her eyes sunken in swollen folds, her flesh as gray as the dawn. Death, she thought. That's what I look like. Her leg was hurting with a vengeance, and she searched through a closet in the bathroom until she found a bottle of Excedrin. She took three of them, crunching them between her teeth and washing them down with a handful of water from the tap. 
 She longed to rest today. Longed to go back to sleep here in this warm house, but it was time to get out. The school bus driver would wonder why Fudge Ripple hadn't come out this morning when all the lights were on in the house. He'd tell somebody about it, and they'd wonder, too. Routines were the vital fabric of the Mindfuck State; when a routine was disrupted, like a missed stitch, all the little ants got stirred up. It was time to get out. Drummer began to cry; Mary recognized it as his hungry cry, pitched a tone or two lower and less intense than his frightened cry. It was more of a nasal buzzing with a few pauses for the summoning of breath. She'd have to feed him and change his diaper before they left. A sense of urgency got her moving. First she changed her bandages, wincing as she peeled away the crusty cotton. She repacked the wounds and wrapped them tightly with fresh strips of torn sheet. Then she popped open her suitcase, put on fresh underwear, and got a pair of flannel socks from Rocky Road's dresser. Her jeans were too constrictive at the thighs for her swollen leg, so she pulled on a pair of looser denims --again, courtesy of her departed host --and cinched them tight with one of her belts. She put on a gray workshirt, a maroon sweater she'd had since 1981, and she pinned the Smiley Face button on the front. Her scuffed boots went on last. In Rocky Road's closet hung a tempting assortment of heavy coats and parkas. She took a brown corduroy coat with a fleece-lined collar off its hanger and laid it aside for later, and chose a green goosedown parka to zip Drummer up in as a makeshift bassinet. A pair of man-sized leather gloves were also set aside for later. 
 As Mary fed Drummer, she continually squeezed a tennis ball in her right hand to warm up the sinews. Her strength in that hand was about a third of what it normally was, her fingers cold and numb. Nerve damage, she thought. She could feel the twitching of the ravaged muscles down in the forearm wound; the damned dog had come close to gnawing an artery open, and if that had happened, she'd be dead by now. The thigh wound was the real bitch, though. It needed fifty or sixty stitches and a hell of a lot better antiseptic than what she'd found in Rocky Road's bathroom. But just as long as it stayed crusted over, she could make herself keep going. 
 The telephone rang as she was changing Drummer's diaper. It stopped after twelve rings, was quiet for five minutes, and then rang eight more times. 
 "Somebody's curious," she told Drummer as she swabbed him clean with a Handi Wipe. "Somebody wants to know why the boy didn't come out to the school bus, or why Rocky Road's not clocked in at work yet. Yes somebody does, yes him does!" 
 She started moving a little faster. 
 The telephone rang again at eight-forty as Mary was loading up the Cherokee in the garage. It went silent, and Mary continued the task. She loaded her suitcase and a garbage bag full of food from the kitchen: the rest of the sliced ham, a pack of bologna, a loaf of wheat bread, a jug of orange juice and a few apples, a box of oat bran cereal and a big bag of Fritos corn chips. She found a bottle each of mineral supplement tablets and vitamins that might've choked a horse. She swallowed two of both. When she was packed and ready to take Drummer out, she paused for a minute to make herself a bowl of Wheat Chex and drink down a Coke. 
 She was standing in the kitchen, finishing the cereal, when she glanced through a window and saw a pig car coming slowly up the drive. It pulled up in front of the house, and a pig wearing a dark blue parka got out. The car had CEDAR COUNTY SHERIFF'S DEPARTMENT on its side. By the time the pig --who was maybe in his early twenties, just a kid --reached the front door and rang the buzzer, Mary had loaded one of the remaining rifles from the gun cabinet. 
 She stood around a corner from the door, waiting. The pig rang the buzzer again, then knocked with a gloved fist. "Hey, Mitch!" he called, his breath showing in the frosty air. "Where you at, boy?" _Go away_, Mary thought. Her leg had started hurting her again, a deep biting ache. 
 "Mitch? You to home?" 
 The pig backed away from the door. He stood looking around for a minute, his hands on his hips, and then Mary watched him start to walk to the right. She went to another window, where she could track him. He walked to the back door and peered in, his breath fogging the glass. He knocked again, harder. 
 "Emma? Anybody?" 
 _Nobody here you want to meet_, she thought. 
 The pig tried the back door's knob. Worked it left and right. Then she watched him turn his head and look toward the barn. 
 He called "Mitch?" and then he began walking away from the house, his boots crunching in the icy snow on his way to where the bodies and the van were. 
 Mary stood at the back door, the rifle in her hands. She decided to let him find Mitch and Emma. 
 The pig opened the barn's door and walked inside. 
 She waited, her eyes glittering with a kind of lust. 
 It didn't take long. The pig came running out. He staggered, stopped, bent over, and threw up onto the snow. Then he started running again, his long legs pumping and his face ghastly. 
 Mary unlocked the door and stepped out into the chill. The pig saw her, came to a skidding halt, and started reaching for his pistol. The holster's flap was snapped down, and as the pig's gloved fingers fumbled to unsnap it, Mary Terror flexed her numb hand, took aim, and shot him in the stomach at a range of thirty feet. He was knocked backward to the ground, the breath bursting white from his mouth and nostrils. As the pig rolled over and tried to struggle to his knees, Mary fired a second shot that took away a chunk of his left shoulder in a mist of steamy blood. The third bullet got him in the lower back as he was crawling across the crimson snow. 
 He jerked a few times, like a fish on a hook. And then he lay still, facedown, his arms splayed out in an attitude of crucifixion. Mary breathed deeply of the cold air, savoring its sting in her lungs. Then she went back into the kitchen, set the rifle down, and finished the last two spoonfuls of Wheat Chex. She drank the milk, and followed it with the final swig of Coke. She limped to the bedroom, where she put on the corduroy coat and the gloves, then picked up Drummer in the folds of the goosedown parka. "Pretty boy, yes you are!" she said as she carried him to the kitchen. 
 "Mama's pretty little boy!" She kissed his cheek, a surge of love rising within her like a glowing radiance. She looked out the back door again, verifying that the pig had not moved. Then she put Drummer into the Cherokee, cranked open the garage door, and slid behind the wheel. She pulled out of the garage, past the pig car and down the driveway. Then she turned right on the road that led back to I-80 and the route west. Her shoulder bag was on the floorboard, full of Pampers and formula and holding her Magnum and the new Smith & Wesson revolver to replace the lost Colt. She felt so much better this morning. Still weak, yes, but so much better. It must be the vitamins, she decided. Got some iron in her blood, and that made all the difference. 
 Or maybe it was the power of love, she thought as she glanced on the seat beside her at her beautiful baby. 
 The list of names and phone numbers was in her pocket, along with the bloodstained Sierra Club newsletter article. To the west the sky was a dark purple haze, the land white as a peace dove. 
 It was a morning rich with love. 
 The Cherokee went on, aimed toward California, freighted with firepower and madness. 
 2
 Strip Naked
 CHECKOUT TIME WAS NOON. AT TEN THIRTY-SIX THE RUST-EATEN Cutlass with a Nebraska tag pulled out of the Liberty Motor Lodge's parking lot. The red-haired woman behind the wheel turned right, onto the ramp that merged into the westbound lanes of I-80. The Cutlass's passenger, a pallid woman with a bandaged hand and hellfire in her eyes, wore a dark gray sweater banded with green stripes. She kept an ice pack pressed against her left hand, and she chewed on her raw and swollen lower lip. 
 The miles clicked off. Snow flurries spun from the gloom, the headlights of cars on and their wipers going. The Cutlass's wipers shrieked with a noise like a banshee party, and the car's engine chugged like a boiler with spark plugs. In Des Moines, eighty miles farther west, Didi and Laura stopped at a Wendy's and got the works: burgers, fries, salad bar, and coffee. As Laura ate with no thought of manners and an eye on the clock, Didi went to the pay phone and looked up pawnbrokers in the Yellow Pages. She tore the page out, rejoined Laura, and they finished their food. 
 The clerk at Honest Joe's, on McKinley Avenue, examined the diamond through his loupe and asked to see some identification. They took the stone back and went on. The female clerk at Rossi's Pawn on 9th Street wouldn't talk to them without seeing proof of ownership. At the dismal, aptly named Junk 'n Stuff Pawnshop on Army Post Road, a man who made Laura think of John Carradine's head stuck on Dom DeLuise's body looked at the diamond and laughed like a chain saw. "Get real! It's paste, lady!" 
 "Thank you." Laura picked up the diamond and Didi followed her toward the door. 
 "Hey, hey, hey! Don't go away mad! Hold up a sec!" Laura paused. The fat man with the thin, wrinkled prune of a face motioned her back with a ring-studded paw. "Come on, let's dicker a little bit." 
 "I don't have time for that." 
 "What, you're in a hurry?" He frowned, looking at her bandaged hand. "I think you're bleedin', lady." 
 Spots of red had seeped through the bandages. Laura said, "I cut myself." She drew up her spine straight and tall and walked back to the counter. "My husband paid over three thousand dollars for this diamond eight years ago. I've got the certification. I know it's not paste, so don't give me that crap." 
 "Yeah?" He grinned. No horse had bigger or yellower teeth. "So let's see the certification, then." 
 Laura didn't move. She didn't speak either. 
 "Uh-huh. So let's see a driver's license." 
 "My purse was stolen," Laura said. 
 "Oh, yeah!" He nodded, drumming his fingers on the countertop. "Where'd you steal the rock from, ladies?" 
 "Let's go," Didi urged. 
 "You're undercover cops, right?" the man asked. "Tryin' to sting my ass?" He snorted. "Yeah, I can smell cops a mile off! Comin' in here with a phony southern accent! You people won't stop roustin' me, will you?" 
 "Let's _go_." Didi grasped Laura's arm. 
 She almost turned away. Almost. But her hand was killing her and they were down to the last of their cash, a gloomier day she'd never seen, and Mary Terror was out there somewhere with David. She felt her frayed temper snap, and the next thing she felt was her hand reaching up under her sweater. She grasped the handle of the automatic in the waistband of her jeans, and she brought the gun up and pointed it at the man's horse teeth. 
 "I'll take a thousand dollars for my diamond," Laura said. "No dickering." 
 The man's grin hung by a lip. 
 "Oh God!" Didi wailed. "Don't kill him like you did that other one, Bonnie! Don't blow the brains out of his head!" 
 The man trembled and lifted his arms. He had on cuff links that looked like little gold nuggets. 
 "Open the cash register," Laura told him. "You just bought a diamond." He hustled to obey, and when the register was open he started counting out the cash. "Bonnie gets crazy sometimes," Didi said as she went to the front door and turned over the WE'RE OPEN sign to SORRY WE'RE CLOSED. There was nobody on the street anywhere, the wind and the snow keeping saner people indoors. "She shot a guy through the head in Nebraska yesterday. Trigger crazy is what she is." 
 "You want big bills?" the man gasped. "You want hundreds?" 
 "Whatever," Didi answered. "Come on, hurry it up!" 
 "I've only . . . I've only got . . . got six hundred dollars in the register. Got some more in the safe. Back there." He nodded toward a door with an OFFICE sign on it. 
 "Six hundred's enough," Didi said. "Take the money, Bonnie. Got to get us to Michigan, doesn't it?" She took the automatic from Laura as Didi pocketed the cash. "Anybody else in here?" 
 "Wanda Jane's in the back. She's the bookkeeper." 
 "Okay, go on through that door real nice and slow." The man started to walk, but Laura said, "Wait. Take the diamond. You bought it." Didi flashed her a glance of disapproval, and the scared clerk just stood there not knowing what to do. "Take it," Laura said, and at last he did. 
 In the office, a wizened woman with butch-cut gray hair was smoking a cigarette, sitting in a smoke haze and talking on the telephone as she watched a soap opera on a portable TV. Didi didn't have to speak; the man's face and the pistol did all the talking. Wanda Jane croaked, "Jumpin' Jesus! Hal, I think we're bein' --" Didi put her hand down on the phone's prongs, cutting the connection. 
 "Wanda Jane, you keep your mouth shut," Didi ordered. "You two strip naked." 
 "The _hell_ I will!" Wanda Jane thundered, her face reddening to the roots of her hair. 
 "They've already killed somebody!" the clerk said. "They're both crazy!" He was already unbuttoning his shirt. When he unbuckled his belt, his huge paunch flopped out like the nose of the Goodyear blimp. 
 Didi hurried them up. In a couple of minutes they were both nude and lying on their bellies on the concrete floor, and an uglier two moons Laura had never been so unfortunate to see. Didi tore the phone out of the wall and scooped their clothes up. "You lie here for ten minutes. Bobby's watching the front door. If you come out before ten minutes are up, you're dead meat, because Bobby's even crazier than Bonnie. Hear me?" Wanda Jane grunted like a bullfrog. The man with horse teeth gripped his new diamond in his fist and bleated, "Yeah, we hear you! Just don't kill us, okay?" 
 "See you next time we come through," Didi promised, and she pushed Laura out of the office in front of her. 
 Outside, Didi dumped the clothes in a trash can. Then she and Laura ran to the Cutlass, which was parked down the street a few doors from the pawnshop, and Didi took the wheel again. In five minutes they were heading back toward I-80, and in ten minutes they were on their way west again, six hundred dollars richer and minus a diamond that had become to Laura only a dead weight. 
 Didi kept checking the rearview mirror. No flashing lights, no sirens. Yet The speedometer's needle showed a little over sixty, and Didi left it there. "From shoplifting to armed robbery in less than a day," Didi said, and she couldn't hold back a wicked grin. "You're a natural." 
 "A natural what?" 
 "Outlaw." 
 "I didn't steal anything. I left him the diamond." 
 "That's right, you did. But didn't it feel good, making him look at that gun and bust a gut?" 
 Laura watched the wipers fight the spits of snow. It _had_ been thrilling, in a way. It had been so alien to her normal sense of propriety that it had seemed like someone else holding the gun, wearing her skin, and speaking in her voice. She wondered what Doug might think of it, or her mother and father. One thing she realized was true, and it filled her with gritty pride: she might not be an outlaw, but she _was_ a survivor. " 'Strip naked,'" she said, and she gave a hard note of laughter. "How'd you think of that?" 
 "Just buying time. I couldn't think of any other way to keep them in that office for a while." 
 "Why'd you keep calling me Bonnie? And you said we were on our way to Michigan?" 
 Didi shrugged. "Pigs'll be looking for two women on their way to Michigan. One of them has a southern accent and is named Bonnie. They may be traveling with a male accomplice named Bobby. Anyway, the pigs'll look in the opposite direction from where we're going. They won't know what to make of somebody trading a three-thousand-dollar diamond for six hundred bucks at gunpoint." She smiled faintly. "Did you hear what I said? 'Pigs.' I haven't said that and meant it in a long time." Her laughter bubbled up, too. "Did you see Wanda Jane's face when I told them to strip? I thought she was going to drop a fig!" 
 "And when that guy's belly came out I thought it was going to flop right to the floor! I thought Des Moines was about to have an earthquake!" 
 "Guy needed a girdle! Hell, he couldn't find a girdle _big_ enough!" They were both laughing, the laughter taking some of the edge off what they'd just done. As Laura laughed, she forgot for a precious moment the pain in her hand and in her heart, and that was mercy indeed. 
 "He needed a whale girdle!" Didi went on. "And did you see the butts on those two!" 
 "Butt and Jeff!" Laura said, tears in her eyes. 
 "The Honeymooners!" 
 "Two moons over Des Moines!" 
 "I swear to God, I've seen bowls of Jell-O with better --" _Muscle tone_, she was about to say, but she did not because of the flashing blue light that had suddenly appeared in the rear windshield. The scream of a siren came into the car, and the hair stood up on the back of Laura's neck. 
 "Christ!" Didi shouted as she jerked the Cutlass over into the right lane. The patrol car was roaring up in the left lane, and Didi's heart hammered as she waited for it to swerve on their tail. But it kept going, sweeping past them in a siren blare and dazzling blue lights, and it sped away into the murk of swirling sleet and snow. 
 Neither woman could speak. Didi's hands had clamped into claws around the steering wheel, her eyes wide with shock, and Laura sat there with her stomach cramping and her bandaged hand pressed against her chest. Four miles farther west, they passed a car that had skidded off the highway into the guardrail. The patrol car was parked nearby, the Smokey talking to a young man in a sweatshirt with SKI WYOMING across the front. Traffic had slowed, the afternoon had darkened to a plum violet, and the pavement glistened. Didi touched her window. "Getting colder," she said. The Cutlass was a laboring, gas-guzzling beast, but its heater was first rate. She cut their speed back to fifty-five, grainy snow flying before the headlights. 
 "I can drive if you want to take a nap," Laura offered. 
 "No, I'm fine. Let your hand rest. How're you doing?" 
 "Okay. Hurting some." 
 "If you want to stop somewhere, let me know." 
 Laura shook her head. "No. I want to keep going." 
 "Six hundred dollars would buy us airline tickets," Didi said. "We could catch a flight to San Francisco from Omaha and rent a car to Freestone." 
 "We couldn't rent a car without a driver's license. Anyway, we'd have to give up the gun to board a plane." 
 Didi drove on a few more miles before she spoke again, bringing up a subject that had been needling her since the incident at the lumberyard. "What good is a gun going to be, anyway? I mean . . . how are you going to get David back, Laura? Mary's not going to give him up. Shell die first. Even with a gun, how're you going to get David back alive?" She emphasized the last word. 
 "I don't know," Laura answered. 
 "If Mary finds Jack Gardiner . . . well, who knows what she'll do? Who knows what _he'll_ do? If she shows up at his door after all these years, he might flip out." She glanced quickly at the other woman and then away, because the pain had crept back onto Laura's face and latched there in the lines. 
 "Jack was a dangerous man. He could talk other people into doing his killing for him, but he did his share of murders, too. He was the mind behind the Storm Front. The whole thing was his idea." 
 "And you really think that's him? In Freestone?" 
 "I think that's him in the photo, yeah. Whether he's in Freestone now or not, I don't know. But when Mary gets to him with David as some kind of a . . 
 . love offering, God only knows how he'll react." 
 "So we've got to find Jack Gardiner first," Laura said. 
 "There's no telling how far Mary is ahead of us. She'll get to Freestone before us if we don't go by plane." 
 "She can't be that far ahead. She's hurt, too, maybe worse than I am. The weather's going to slow her down. If she gets off the interstate, it'll just slow her down more." 
 "Okay," Didi said. "Even if we do find Jack first, what then?" 
 "We wait for Mary. She'll give the baby to Jack. That's why she's going to Freestone." Laura gently touched her bandaged hand. It was hot enough to sizzle, and throbbed with a deep, agonizing pulse. She would have to stand the pain, because she had no choice. "When my baby is out of Mary's hands . . . that's why I might need the gun." 
 "You're not a killer. You're tough as old leather, yeah. But not a killer." 
 "I'll need the gun to hold Mary for the police," Laura told her. There was a long silence. The Cutlass's tires hummed. "I don't think Jack would like that," Didi said. "Whatever identity he's built for himself, he's not going to let you call the police on Mary. And once you get David back
 . . . I'm not sure I can let you do that either." 
 "I understand," Laura said. She'd already thought about this, and her thoughts had led her to this destination. "I was hoping we could work something out." 
 "Right. Like a presidential pardon?" 
 "More like a plane ticket to either Canada or Mexico." 
 "Oh boy!" Didi smiled bitterly. "Nothing like starting life over in a foreign country with ;zilch money and a K-Mart sweater!" 
 "I could send you some money to help you get settled." 
 "I'm an _American_! Get it? I live in _America_!" Laura didn't know what else to say. There _was_ nothing else, really. Didi had started her journey to this point a long time ago, when she'd cast her lot with Jack Gardiner and the Storm Front. "Damn," Didi said quietly. She was thinking of a future in which the fear of someone coming up behind her suffocated the days and haunted the nights, and everywhere she walked she carried a target on her back. But there were a lot of islands in the waterways of Canada, she thought. A lot of places where the mail came in by seaplane and your closest neighbor lived ten miles away. "Would you buy me a kiln?" she asked. "For my pottery?" 
 "Yes." 
 "That's important to me, to do my pottery. Canada's a pretty country. It would be inspiring, wouldn't it?" Didi nodded, answering her own query. "I could be an expatriate. That sounds better than exile, don't you think?" Laura agreed that it did. 
 The Cutlass passed from Iowa into Nebraska, following I-80 as it snaked around Omaha and on across the flat, white-frosted plains. Laura closed her eyes and rested as best she could, with the wipers scraping across the windshield and the tires a dull roar. 
 _Thursday's child_, she thought. 
 _Thursday's child has far to go_. 
 She remembered one of the nurses saying that, at David's birth. And she hadn't thought of this before, but it came to her between the scrape and the roar: she'd been born on a Thursday, too. Far to go, she thought. She'd come a long way, but the most dangerous distance still lay ahead. Somewhere on that dark horizon, Mary Terror was traveling with David, getting closer to California with the passing of every mile. Behind Laura's eyes, she saw David lying in a pool of blood, his skull shattered by a bullet, and she shoved the image away before it took root. Far to go. Far to go. Into the golden West, dark as a tomb. 
 3
 He Knows
 THREE HOURS AHEAD OF THE CUTLASS, THE SNOW WAS WHIRLING before Mary's headlights. It was coming down fast and heavy now from the solid night, a blowing snow that the wipers were straining to clear. Every so often a gust of wind would broadside the Cherokee and the wheel would shudder in Mary's hands. She could feel the tires wanting to slew on the slick interstate, and around her the other traffic --which had thinned out dramatically since nightfall -had slowed to half the posted speed. 
 "We're going to be fine," she told Drummer. "Don't you worry, Mama'll take care of her sweet baby." But the truth was that the ants of fear were crawling under her skin, and she'd passed two pileups since she'd left a McDonald's in North Platte, Nebraska, twenty minutes before. This kind of driving shredded the nerves and shot the eyes, but the interstate was still clear and Mary didn't want to stop until she had to. Drummer had been fed and changed at the McDonald's, and he was getting sleepy. Mary's injured leg was numb from driving, but the pain in her forearm wound woke up occasionally and bit her hard and deep just to let her know who was really in charge. She felt feverish, too, her face moist and swollen with heat. She had to go on, as far as she could tonight, before her suffering body gave out on her. 
 "Let's sing," Mary said. "'Age of Aquarius,'" she decided. "The Fifth Dimension, remember?" But of course Drummer did not. She began to sing the song, in a voice that might have been pleasant in her youth, but was now harsh and incapable of carrying a tune. " 'If You're Going to San Francisco,'" she said: another song title, but she couldn't recall the artist's name. She began to sing that, too, but she knew only the part about going to San Francisco with flowers in your hair, so she sang that over and over a few times and then let it go. 
 The snow blew against the windshield and the Cherokee trembled. The flakes hit the glass and stuck there, large and intricate like Swiss lace, for a few seconds before the wipers could plow them aside and the next ones came. 
 " 'Hot Fun in the Summertime,'" Mary said. "Sly and the Family Stone." Except she didn't know the words to it, all she could do was hum the tune. 
 '"Marrakesh Express.' Crosby, Stills, and Nash." She knew almost all of that one; it had been one of Lord Jack's favorites. 
 " 'Light My Fire,'" the man in the backseat said in a voice like velvet and leather. 
 Mary looked into the rearview mirror and saw his face and part of her own. Her skin was glistening with fever sweat. His was white, like carved ice. 
 " 'Light My Fire,'" God repeated. His dark hair was a thick mane, his face sculpted with shadows. "Sing it with me." She was shivering. The heater was blasting, she was full of heat, but she was shivering. God looked just like he did when she'd seen him up close in Hollywood. She smelled the phantom aromas of pot and strawberry incense, the combination like an exotic and lost perfume. 
 He began to sing, there in the back of the Cherokee, as the snow flailed down and Mary Terror gripped the wheel. 
 She listened to his half moan, half snarl, and after a while she joined him. They sang "Light My Fire" together, his voice tough and vibrant, hers searching for the lost chord. And they were on the part about setting the night on fire when Mary saw red flames erupt in the windshield. Not flames, no: brake lights. A truck, its driver stomping on the brakes just in front of her. 
 She wrenched the wheel to the right and felt the tires defy her. The Cherokee was sliding into the rear of a tractor-trailer rig. She made a choked noise as God sang on. And then the Cherokee lurched as the tires found traction; the vehicle went off onto the right shoulder and missed slamming into the truck by about two feet. Maybe she had screamed; she didn't know, but Drummer was awake and crying shrilly. ' 
 Mary put the emergency brake on, picked up Drummer, and hugged him against her. The song had stopped. God was no longer in the backseat; he had abandoned her. The truck was moving on, and a hundred yards ahead blue lights spun and figures stood in the sweeping snow. It was another wreck, two cars jammed together like mating roaches. "It's all right," Mary said as she rocked the child. "It's all right, shhhhhh." He wouldn't stop, and now he was wailing and hiccuping at the same time. "Shhhhh, shhhhhh," she whispered. She was burning up, her leg was hurting again, and her nerves were raw. He kept crying, his face squeezed with anger. "SHUT UP!" Mary shouted. "SHUT UP, I SAID!" She shook him, trying to rattle his crybox loose. His breath snagged on a series of hiccups, his mouth open but nothing coming out. Mary felt a jolt of panic, and she pressed Drummer against her shoulder and thumped his back. 
 "Breathe!" she said. "Breathe! Breathe, damn you!" He shuddered, pulling the air into his lungs, and then he let out a holler that said he was through taking shit. 
 "Oh, I love you, I love you so much!" Mary told him as she rocked him and tried to quiet him down. What if he'd strangled to death just then? What if he hadn't been able to breathe and he'd died right here? What good would a lump of dead baby be for Jack? "Oh Mama loves her baby, her sweet sweet Drummer, yes she does," Mary crooned, and after a few minutes Drummer's tantrum subsided and his crying ceased. "Good baby. Good baby Drummer." She found the pacifier he'd spat out and stuck it back in his mouth. Then she laid him on the floorboard again, snuggled deep in a dead man's parka, and she got out of the Cherokee and stood in the falling snow trying to cool her fever. She limped away a distance, picked up a handful of snow, and rubbed it over her face. The air was wet and heavy, the snowflakes whirling down from a heaven as dark as stone. She stood watching other cars, vans, and trucks go past, heading west. The cold made her head clear and sharpened her senses. She could go on. She had to go on. 
 Jack was waiting for her, and when they were joined again life would be incense and peppermints. 
 Back behind the wheel, Mary repeated the three names over and over again as the night went on and the miles clicked away. "Hudley . . . Cavanaugh . . . Walker . . . Hudley . . ." 
 "Cavanaugh . . . Walker," God said, returned to the Cherokee's backseat. He came and went, at his whim. There were no chains on God. Sometimes Mary looked back at him and thought he favored Jack, other times she thought there had never been another face like his and there never would be again. "Do you remember me?" she asked him. "I saw you once." But he didn't answer, and when she glanced in the rearview mirror again the backseat was empty. The snow was getting heavier, the wind rocking the Cherokee like a cradle. The land changed from flat to rolling, a preview of Wyoming. Mary stopped at a gas station near Kimball, twenty-five miles east of the Wyoming state line, and she filled the Cherokee's tank and bought a pack of glazed doughnuts and black coffee in a plastic cup. The brassy-haired woman behind the counter told her she ought to get off the interstate, that the weather was going to get worse before it got better, and there was a Holiday Inn a couple of miles north. Mary thanked her for the advice, paid what she owed, and pulled out. 
 She crossed the Wyoming line, and the land began to rise toward the Rocky Mountains. The lights of Cheyenne emerged from the snow-torn dark, then disappeared in Mary's rearview mirror as she drove on. The wind's force had increased, shrieking around the Cherokee and shaking it like an infant with a rattle. The wiper blades were losing their combat with the snow, the headlights showing cones of whirling white. Fever sweat glistened on Mary's face, and from the backseat the voice of God urged her on. Forty miles past Cheyenne, Laramie went past like a white dream, and the Cherokee's tires began to slip as I-80 rose on its rugged ascent between mountain ranges. Another twenty miles beyond Laramie, into the teeth of the wind, and Mary suddenly realized there were no more vehicles coming from the west. She was alone on the highway. An abandoned tractor-trailer truck, its emergency lights flashing, came out of the snow on her right, its back freighted with frost. The highway's ascent was steeper now, the Cherokee's engine lugging. She felt the wheels slide on patches of ice, the wind savage as it howled across the mountain peaks. The wiper blades were getting loaded down, the windshield as white as a cataract. She had to fight the wheel from side to side as the wind beat at the Cherokee, and she passed two more abandoned cars that had slammed together and skidded off onto the median. Yellow emergency lights were flashing ahead of her again, and in another moment she could make out the big blinking sign that stood on the interstate: STOP ROAD CLOSED. A highway patrol car was parked nearby, its lights spinning in the murk of snowflakes. As Mary slowed the Cherokee, two troopers in heavy overcoats began to wave red flashlights at her, flagging her down. She stopped, rolled her window down, and the cold that swept in iced her lungs and overpowered the heater in four seconds. Both the troopers wore ski masks and caps with earflaps, and the one who stepped up to her window to speak to her shouted, 
 "Can't go any farther, ma'am! I-80's closed between here and Creston!" 
 "I have to get through!" Her lips were already freezing, the air's temperature fallen below zero and snowflakes clinging to her eyebrows. 
 "No, ma'am! Not tonight! Highway's iced up over the mountains!" He aimed his flashlight to Mary's right. "You'll have to pull off here!" She looked where the light was pointed, and saw a sign that said EXIT
 272. Below the exit number were MCFADDEN and ROCK RIVER. A snowplow was shoving a mound of white off the exit road. 
 "The Silver Cloud Inn's about two miles toward McFadden!" the trooper went on. "That's where we're sending everybody!" 
 "I can't stop! I've got to keep going!" 
 "We've had three fatalities on that stretch of highway since this storm started, ma'am, and it's not going to get any better before daylight! You're not in a big enough hurry to get yourself killed!" 
 Mary looked at Drummer, swaddled in the parka. Again the question came to her what good would a lump of dead baby be for Jack? Her leg was hurting her, she was tired and it had been a long day. It was time to rest until the storm had passed. "All right!" she told the trooper. "I'll pull off!" 
 "Just follow the signs!" he said, and he waved her toward the exit with his flashlight. 
 Mary trailed the snowplow for a few hundred yards and then eased the Cherokee around it. Her headlights caught a sign that said SILVER CLOUD INN
 NEXT LEFT. SEE THE WORLD-FAMOUS DINOSAUR GARDENS! She took the left turn when it came, and had to fight the Cherokee uphill on a curving road bordered with dense, snow-weighted woods. The tires moaned as they lost their grip, and the Cherokee skidded violently to the right and careened off the guardrail before rubber found pavement again. Mary kept pushing the Cherokee onward, and around the next curve she saw abandoned cars on the sides of the road. Maybe a hundred yards farther, and the Cherokee's tires lost their purchase again, this time swinging the vehicle toward the left and slamming into a four-foot-high snowbank. The engine rattled and died with an exhausted moan, and the wind's shriek reigned over all. Mary started the engine again, backed away from the snowbank, and tried to force the Cherokee on, but the tires slipped and slid and she realized the rest of the way would have to be on foot. She turned onto the left shoulder, cut the engine, and pulled up the emergency brake. Then she buttoned up her corduroy coat to her neck, zipped Drummer securely in the parka, and put her bag with its cache of baby supplies and guns over her shoulder. She picked Drummer up, opened her door, and stepped out into the storm. 
 The cold overpowered her fever as it had the Cherokee's heater. It was a solid thing, hard as iron, and it locked around her and turned every movement into an agony of slow motion. But the wind was fast and loud, and the snow-covered trees thrashed in white torment. She limped along the left lane, her arms folded around the infant and snow slashing into her face like bits of razor blade. She felt wet heat on her thigh wound: new blood oozing up through the broken crust, like lava seething from a volcanic core. The road leveled off. The woods gave way to mounds of blowing snow, and Mary could see the yellow lights of a long, ranch-house-type building ahead. Something gargantuan was suddenly towering above Mary and the baby, its reptilian head agrin with jagged teeth. Another massive form with armor plates on its back stood nearby, the snow up to its snout. The world-famous Dinosaur Gardens, Mary realized as she limped between the concrete monsters. A third huge beast reared up from the snow on her left, an alligator's head on a hippo's body. On her right what looked like a tank with glass eyes and concrete horns stood as if about to charge the rearing statue. Between her and the Silver Cloud Inn was a prehistoric landscape, dozens of dinosaurs frozen on the snowfield. She limped onward, carrying her own history. Around her stood fourteen-foot-tall thunder lizards and meat eaters, their sculpted heads white with snow and bearded with icicles, snow wedged into the cracks of their skins. The wind roared like a great monstrous voice, a memory of dinosaur song, and it almost knocked Mary to her knees amid the beasts. Headlights hit her. An enclosed vehicle on treads was coming toward her, snow whirling up in its wake. When it reached her, a man in a cowboy hat and a long brown coat got out and grasped her shoulder, guiding her around to the passenger side. "Anybody else behind you?" he shouted into her ear, and she shook her head. 
 When they were inside the snow buggy, the heater on full blast, the man picked up a CB radio's microphone and said, "Found the new arrivals, Jody. Takin' 'em in." 
 "That's a big ten-four," a man's voice answered through crackling static. Mary figured it was one of the pigs down on I-80. Then the cowboy turned the buggy around and started driving toward the inn, and he said, "Get you good and warm in just a few minutes, ma'am." 
 The Silver Cloud Inn was made of bleached stones and had a huge pair of antlers over the front door. The cowboy pulled the buggy up to the steps, and Mary got out with Drummer pressed against her. Then the cowboy came around and started to take her shoulder bag, but Mary pulled back and said, "I've got it," and he opened the inn's door for her. Inside, there was a large lobby with oak beams and a stone fireplace that a car could have parked in. The fire was popping sparks, the lobby sweet with the smell of woodsmoke and delicious warmth. Twenty or more people of all ages and descriptions were on cots or in sleeping bags around the fireplace, and another dozen or so were talking or playing cards. Their attention was drawn to Mary and the baby for a few seconds, and then they went back to what they were doing. 
 "Lord, what a night! Storm's a screamer, for sure!" The cowboy took off his hat, revealing thinning white hair and a braided ponytail with a band around it made of multicolored Indian beads. He had a grizzled, heavily lined face and bright blue eyes beneath white brows. "Rachel, let's get this lady some hot coffee!" 
 A gray-haired, plump Indian woman in a red sweater and bluejeans began to draw coffee from a metal dispenser into a plastic cup. On the table beside the coffeemaker were a few sandwiches, some cheese, fruit, and slices of poundcake. "Name's Sam Jiles," the cowboy said. "Welcome to the Silver Cloud Inn. I'm sorry you couldn't see it on a better day." 
 "That's all right. I'm glad to be here." 
 "Rooms were all gone around seven o'clock. Cots ran out around nine, but we might have a sleepin' bag left. You travelin' alone with your baby?" 
 "Yes. Going to California." She felt him waiting for more. "To meet my husband," she added. 
 "Bad night to be on the road, I swanee." Jiles walked to the registration desk, where another CB radio was set up. "Excuse me just a minute." He picked up the mike. "Silver Cloud to Big Smokey, come on back, Smokey." The static crackled and hissed, and the pig's voice answered, "Big Smokey. You got an ear, Silver Cloud." 
 Rachel brought Mary the coffee, and she looked at Drummer in the parka's folds. "Oh, that's a new one!" she said, her eyes large and dark brown. "Boy or girl?" 
 "Boy." 
 "What's his name?" 
 "Brought 'em in real fine, Jody," Sam Jiles was saying over the radio. 
 "You fellas want me to bring you down some eats?" 
 "I hear you talkin', Sam. We're stuck here till I-80's open." 
 "Okay, bring you down some grub and coffee pronto." 
 "Does he have a name yet?" 
 Mary blinked, looking into the Indian woman's eyes. What was going through her head was the thought that she was trapped with strangers at her back and two pigs guarding the only way out. "David," she said, and the name was foul in her mouth, but Drummer was his real and secret name, not to be shared with everyone. 
 "That's a nice, strong name. I'm Rachel Jiles." 
 "I'm . . . Mary Brown." It had come from the color of the woman's eyes. 
 "We have some food left." Rachel motioned toward the table. "Ham and cheese sandwiches. Some beef stew there, too." She nodded at bowls and a clay pot. "Help yourself." 
 "Thanks, I will." Mary limped over to the table, and Rachel stayed with her. 
 "Did you hurt your leg?" Rachel asked. 
 "No, it's an old injury. Broken ankle didn't heal right." Drummer began to cry at that moment, as if shouting to the world that Mary Terror was lying. She rocked him and cooed to him, but his crying soared up and up with increasing power. Rachel suddenly held out her stocky arms and said, "I've had three boys. Maybe I can try it?" 
 What would it hurt? Besides, the pain in Mary's leg was so bad it was sapping her strength. She handed Drummer over and fed herself while Rachel rocked him and sang softly in a language Mary didn't understand. Drummer's crying began to quiet, his head cocked to one side as if listening to the woman's singing. In about two minutes he had ceased crying altogether, and Rachel sang and smiled, her round face almost radiant with care for a stranger's child. 
 Sam Jiles made food packages for the two troopers, loading up sandwiches, fruit, and cake into two sacks and adding cups and a thermos of coffee. He asked one of the men to go with him in the tracked snow buggy, and he kissed Rachel on the cheek and said he'd be back quicker than a skillet sizzles grease. Then he and his companion left the Silver Cloud, a gust of freezing wind and snow coming through the front door with their departure. Rachel seemed to enjoy cradling Drummer, so Mary let her hold the baby while she ate and drank her fill. She limped over to the fireplace to warm herself, threading a path through the other people, and she took off her gloves and offered her palms to the flames. Her fever had returned, throbbing with a hot pulse at her temples, and she couldn't stay near the fire very long. She glanced at the faces around her, judging them: predominant in the mix were middle-aged people, but there was a couple who might have been in their sixties and two young couples who had the tanned, fit look of ardent skiers. She moved away from the hearth, back toward where Rachel stood with Drummer, and that was when she felt someone watching her. Mary looked to her right, and found a young man sitting against the wall, his legs crossed beneath him. He had a thin, hawk-nosed face and sandy-brown hair that spilled down over his shoulders, and he wore black horn-rimmed glasses, faded jeans with patches on the knees, and a dark blue turtleneck sweater. Beside him was a battered army jacket and a rolled-up sleeping bag. He was watching her intently with deep-socketed eyes the colpr of ashes. His stare didn't waver as she returned it, and then he frowned slightly and began to examine his fingernails. 
 She didn't like him. He made her nervous. She went back to Rachel and took her child. Rachel said, "He's sure a good baby! All three of my boys used to holler like screech owls when they were as little as him. How old is he?" 
 "He was born on . . ." She didn't know the exact date. "The third of February," she said, which was when she'd taken him from the hospital. 
 "Do you have any other children?" 
 "No, just Drum --" Mary smiled. "Just David." Her gaze skittered back to the young man. He was staring at her again. She felt fever sweat on her cheeks. What was that fucking hippie looking at? 
 "I'll see if I can find a sleeping bag for you," Rachel said. "We always keep a supply on hand for the campers." She went off across the lobby and through another door, and Mary found a place to sit on the floor away from everyone else. 
 She kissed Drummer's forehead and crooned softly to him. His skin was cool against her lips. "Going to California, yes we are. Going to California, Mama and her sweet baby." She realized with a start that there were two spots of blood, each about the size of a quarter, on the thigh of her jeans. The blood was seeping up through her makeshift bandage. She set Drummer aside, took off her coat, and laid it across her lap. 
 She looked up, and saw the hippie watching her. 
 Mary pulled her shoulder bag, with its small Magnum automatic and the
 .38 from Rocky Road's gun cabinet, against her side. 
 "He knows." 
 The voice sent chill bumps shivering up her spine. It had been spoken from her left, and close to her ear. She turned her head. God was there, hunkered down beside her, his glacial face gaunt and his eyes dark with truth. He wore skin-tight black velvet and a gold chain with a crucifix on it. On his head was a floppy-brimmed black hat with a snake-skin band. It was the same outfit he'd worn when she'd seen him up close in Hollywood. Except for one thing: God wore a yellow Smiley Face button on his lapel. "He knows," the cruel mouth repeated in a whisper. 
 Mary Terror stared at the young hippie. He was looking at his fingernails again; he darted a glance at her, then shifted his position and studied the fire. 
 Or pretended to. 
 "Road's closed," God said. "Pigs at the roadblock. Your leg's busted open again. And that fucker knows. What'cha gonna do, Mary?" She didn't answer. She couldn't. 
 She leaned her back against the wall and closed her eyes. She could feel him watching, but every time she opened her eyes she couldn't catch him at it. Rachel returned with a tattered but usable sleeping bag, and Mary spread it out like a mattress and laid on top of it instead of confining herself inside. She kept the shoulder bag's strap around her arm, its top zippered shut, and Drummer alternately drowsed and fretted beside her. 
 "He knows," she heard God whisper in her ear as she drifted toward sleep. His voice pulled her away from rest. She felt swollen with damp, pulsing heat, her thigh and forearm wounds heavy with crusted blood under the bandages. A firm touch to her thigh made searing pain travel from her hip to her knee, and the blood spots were growing. 
 "What'cha gonna do, Mary?" God asked, and she thought he might have laughed a little. 
 "Damn you," she rasped, and she pulled Drummer closer. It was the two of them against a hateful world. 
 The exhaustion won over pain and fear, at least for a while. Mary slept, Drummer sucked busily on his pacifier, and the young hippie scratched his chin and watched the woman and her infant. 
 4
 Thunder Lizards
 TWO O'CLOCK PASSED, AND THE CUTLASS KEPT GOING INTO THE white whirlwinds. 
 Didi was at the wheel, her face a bleached mask of tension. The Cutlass, traveling at thirty miles an hour, was alone on I-80. Laura had driven for several hours back in Nebraska, between Lincoln and North Platte, and she'd gotten good at guiding the car with one hand and an elbow. The snowstorm's intensity had strengthened near North Platte, the wind broadsiding the car like a bull's charge, and Laura had pulled over to let somebody with two hands drive. The last tractor-trailer truck they'd seen had been turning off at Laramie, ten miles behind them, and the snowswept highway was climbing steadily toward the Rocky Mountains. 
 "Should've stopped at Laramie," Didi said. This had been her refrain ever since they'd left its lights. "We can't keep going in this." The wiper in front of her face shrieked with effort as it plowed the snow away, while the wiper on Laura's side had ground to a halt just east of Cheyenne. "Should've stopped at Laramie, like I wanted to." 
 "She didn't," Laura said. 
 "How do you know? She might be back in Nebraska, sleeping in a warm Holiday Inn!" 
 "She'll go as far as she can. She'll go until she can't drive anymore. I would." 
 "Mary might be crazy, but she's not a fool! She's not going to get herself and David killed out here! Look! Even the trucks can't make it in this!" Didi dared to unhinge the fingers of her right hand from the wheel and point to the tractor-trailer rig that was abandoned on the shoulder, its emergency lights flashing. Then she gripped the wheel hard again, because a gust of wind slapped the Cutlass and fishtailed it into the left lane. Didi let off on the accelerator and fought the car straight again, her heart pounding and a coil of fear deep in her belly. "Jesus, what a mess!" The snowfall, made up of flakes the size of half dollars, was spinning into their headlights on almost a horizontal plane. Laura was scared, too, and every time the tires slipped and slid she felt her heart rise to her throat and lodge there like a peach pit, but the violence of the wind was keeping the snow from piling up on the pavement. Patches of ice glistened on the highway like silver lakes, but the road itself was clear. She scanned the snowy darkness, her broken hand mercifully numb. Where are you? she thought. In front of us, or behind? Mary wouldn't have turned off I-80 for a secondary route because the road atlas they'd gotten at their last gas-and-food stop showed no other way west across the state but I-80's broad blue line. Somewhere on the highway, probably in Utah by now, Mary Terror was cleaving the night with David at her side. An overnight stop in Laramie would only increase the distance between Laura and Mary by at least four hours. No, Mary was on her way to find Jack. The storm might slow her down to a crawl, but she wasn't going to stop unless she was forced to, either by hunger or weariness. Laura had her own cure for the latter. She swallowed another Black Cat tablet --"the truck driver's friend," the man behind the counter at the Shell station had said when they'd asked for something strong --and followed it with a sip of cold coffee. And then Didi shouted "Christ!" and the Cutlass swerved to the right as its tires hit an ice patch, and the last of the coffee went all over Laura's lap. 
 The car skidded out of control as Didi tried to muscle the wheel back toward the center line. It slammed into the guardrail, the right-side headlight exploding. The Cutlass scraped along the rail, sparks flying back with the snow-flakes, and then the car shuddered as the tires gripped gravel and responded to Didi's hands. The Cutlass swerved away from the guardrail and onto the highway again, casting a single beam of light before it. 
 "Should've stopped at Laramie." Didi's voice was as tight as her face, a pulse beating quickly at her temple. She had cut the speed to just under thirty. "No way we can keep going in this!" 
 The highway was getting steeper, the Cutlass's engine rattling with the strain. They passed two more abandoned cars, almost completely shrouded in white, and after another minute Didi said, "Something in front of us." Laura could see flashing yellow lights. Didi began to slow down. A blinking sign emerged from the blowing snow: STOP ROAD CLOSED. A highway patrol car was there, too, its blue lights going around. Didi eased the Cutlass to a halt, and a bundled-up state trooper holding a flashlight with a red lens cap walked around to the passenger side and motioned for Didi to lower her window. 
 Mary's eyes opened. She heard the shrilling of the wind outside and the crackle of burning wood in the fireplace. Beads of sweat shivered on her skin. The young hippie was sitting cross-legged five feet from her, his chin supported by his palms and his elbows on his knees. 
 Mary sucked in her breath and sat up. She looked at Drummer, who was in baby dreamland, his eyes moving behind the thin pink lids and the pacifier gripped in his mouth. She wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand, her coat over her thighs and hips to hide the bloodstains. "What is it?" she asked, her brain still fogged with fever and her voice thick. 
 "Sorry," the hippie said. "Didn't mean to wake you." He had a Yankee accent, a voice like a reedy flute. 
 "What is it?" she asked again, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Her bones throbbed like bad teeth, and her thigh felt sticky-wet. She looked around. Most of the people in the lobby were asleep, but a few were still playing cards. Rachel Jiles was sleeping in a chair, and her cowboy husband was talking on the CB radio. Mary returned her attention to the young hippie, who was maybe twenty-three or twenty-four. "You woke me up." 
 "I went to the bathroom," he said as if this were important news. "When I came back, I couldn't sleep." He stared at her, with his spooky, ashy eyes. 
 "I swear I know you from somewhere." 
 Mary heard the ringing of alarm bells. She slipped the shoulder bag's strap off her arm. "I don't think so." 
 "When you came in with your baby . . . I thought I recognized you, but I couldn't figure it out. Real weird seeing somebody you think you know but you can't figure out from where. Know what I mean?" 
 "I've never seen you before." She glanced at Sam Jiles. He was putting on his coat, then his gloves and hat. 
 "You ever been to Sioux Falls, South Dakota?" 
 "No." She watched Sam Jiles awaken his wife with a gentle nudge, and he said something to her that got her on her feet. "Never." 
 "I'm a reporter on the paper there. I write a music column." He leaned forward and held out his hand. "My name's Austin Peevey." Mary ignored the hand. "You shouldn't sneak up on people. It's not cool." The front door opened and closed: the cowboy had gone out into the storm. Rachel Jiles lifted the coffee dispenser's lid and peered inside, then left the lobby area. 
 Austin Peevey withdrew his hand. He was smiling with his thin-lipped mouth, a little tuft of sandy hairs on the point of his chin. "Are you somebody famous?" he asked. 
 "No." 
 "I swear your face is familiar. See, I've got like tons of old records and tapes. I'm into, like, sixties stuff. I was trying to figure out if I'd seen your face on a record jacket . . . you know, like Smith or Blue Cheer or some old band like that. It's right here" --he tapped his skull --"but I can't see it." 
 "I'm nobody." Mary summoned up a yawn and delivered it into his face. 
 "How about leaving me alone now." 
 He stayed where he was, ignoring what she'd said as she'd ignored his hand. "I'm going to Salt Lake City for a record collectors' convention. It's my vacation. Thought I'd drive it and see the sights, but I didn't count on getting stuck in a snowstorm." 
 "Look, I'm real tired. Okay?" 
 "Oh, sure." The leather of his brown boots squeaked as he stood up. 
 "I've seen you before, though. Somewhere. You ever go to record conventions?" 
 "No." 
 Rachel Jiles had returned with a pitcher of water, which she poured into the coffeemaker. Then she unscrewed a jar of Maxwell House and sifted coffee into the filter. It clicked in Mary's head that new arrivals were coming from the interstate. 
 Still Austin Peevey wouldn't leave her alone. "What's your name?" 
 "Listen, I don't know you and you don't know me. Let's keep it that way." 
 "Mary?" Now Rachel was walking over, and Mary felt rage gnawing at her insides. "You want a cup of fresh coffee?" 
 "No. I'm trying to rest." 
 "Oh, I'm sorry." She cast her voice into a whisper. "I see David's out like a light." 
 "Cute kid," Peevey said. "My dad's name is David." Her patience reached its end. "Let me get some goddamned sleep!" she shouted, and both Rachel and the young hippie drew back. The force of Mary's voice woke Drummer up with a start, his pacifier popped from his mouth, and a wail blossomed. "Oh, shit!" Mary's face contorted with anger. "Look what you've done!" 
 "Hey, hey!" Peevey lifted his hands to show his palms. "I was only trying to be friendly." 
 "Fuck it! Move on, man!" Mary picked up Drummer and started desperately trying to rock him back to sleep. 
 "Oh!" Rachel winced as Peevey turned and began to walk away. "Mary, such terrible language!" 
 Peevey took another step and stopped. 
 Mary felt her heart slam. She knew. Whether the kid had suddenly put together the names _Mary_ and _David_, whether her description in a newspaper story had become clear in his mind, or whether the word _terrible_ had translated into Terrell or Terror, it was impossible to say. But Austin Peevey stood very still, his back to her. 
 God spoke next, right in her ear: "He's tagged you." Peevey started turning toward her again. Mary zipped open the shoulder bag and slid her hand down amid the Pampers, her fingers closing on the Magnum's grip. Peevey's face had gone chalky, his eyes wide behind his hornrims. "You're . . ." he said, but he couldn't get it out. "You're . . . you're the woman who stole --" 
 Mary pulled the automatic out of her bag, and Rachel Jiles gave a shocked gasp. 
 "--the baby," Peevey finished, taking a backward stagger as the gun pointed up at him. 
 Mary hooked the bag's strap over her shoulder again and stood up with the crying baby held in her other arm. As she did, such fierce pain ripped through her thigh that it robbed her breath for a few seconds and left her dizzy. Oily sweat clung to her face, a damp bloodstain in a large crescent on her jeans. "Stand back," she told them, and they obeyed. The front door opened. 
 The cowboy entered first, snow caught on the brim of his hat and.on his shoulders. Behind him were two women shivering in thick sweaters, their faces reddened by the cold. 
 "--get these big 'uns in February," Jiles was saying. "The skiers like
 'em when they're over and done with." 
 Laura heard a baby crying. She knew that sound, and her gaze tracked it like a hawk on the wing. The broad-shouldered woman holding the infant stood twenty-five feet away. 
 Her eyes locked with Mary's. Time slowed to a nightmare crawl, and she heard Didi say, "Oh . . . my . . . God . . ." 
 Mary Terror was frozen. It was a majesty of bad karma, a weird acid trip bursting its paisley seams. There they were, the two women Mary despised most on earth, and if she had not felt such overwhelming, white-hot hatred she might have laughed at the twisted joke. But there was no time for laughter, and no time for freaking out. She turned the pistol on Laura. The Indian woman let loose a shriek and attacked Mary, grabbing at the hand that held the gun. The Magnum went off an instant after Laura and Didi had flung themselves to the oak-planked floor, and a hole the size of Sam Jiles's fist punched through the door in a spray of splinters. The cowboy scrambled behind the registration desk, as Mary and Rachel fought for the gun. Laura reached beneath her double sweaters for her own automatic in the waistband of her jeans, but as she tried to yank it out, something snagged in the folds. 
 The sleepers were awake. "She's got a gun!" somebody shouted, as if the sound of a Magnum going off could be mistaken for a kernel of corn popping. Mary held on to Drummer with one arm and clenched the gun in her other hand as Rachel Jiles tried to force her fingers open. Her husband came up from behind the registration desk, his hat off, his blue eyes wild, and an ax handle in a two-handed grip. Mary kicked the Indian woman in the shin as hard as she could with her left foot, and Rachel let go and staggered back, her eyes squeezed shut. Mary saw Laura struggling to pull a gun from her waistband, Didi crawling for cover behind a big urn full of dried wildflowers. She was aware of Sam Jiles swinging the ax handle at her like a baseball bat, and she fired a shot at Laura without aiming as the cowboy released his grip and the ax handle came spinning at her. 
 The bullet tugged at Laura's K-Mart sweater, passing across her right side like a burning kiss and then slamming into the wall. A heartbeat after that, the ax handle thunked into Mary Terror's left shoulder, about three inches from Drummer's skull, and knocked her to the floor. She held on to Drummer, but her hand lost the gun. It skidded over beside Rachel Jiles, who had gone down and was gripping her splintered shin. 
 The cowboy came over the registration desk, and Mary grabbed the ax handle. He got a kick in at her, hitting her shoulder near where the first blow had been, and the air hissed between her clenched teeth. Pain shivered through her, and then it was her turn: she swung at one of the man's knees with the ax handle, striking it with a noise like a grapefruit bursting open. As Jiles cried out and limped backward, Mary came up off the floor in a surge of desperate power. She swung at him again, this time hitting him on the collarbone and reeling him against the registration desk. Laura wrenched the automatic free. She saw the fury in Mary's eyes, like that of an animal who has heard the noise of a cage springing shut. Didi was scrambling across the floor after the fallen Magnum. Laura saw Mary look from one to the other, trying to decide whom to attack. And then the big woman suddenly wheeled around, took two long strides, and smashed the ax handle down upon the CB radio, turning technology to junk in an eye blink. The communication to the pigs taken care of, Mary turned again, her teeth gritted in her sweating face, and hurled the ax handle at Laura. As it came flying at her, Laura shielded her head and curled her body up into a ball. The ax handle hit the floor beside her and skidded past. 
 "Stop!" Didi shouted, aiming the gun at Mary's legs. Mary ran. Not toward the front door, but the way Rachel had left the lobby to get water for the coffee. She grunted with pain as she dragged her bad leg behind her, and she burst through a pair of double doors into a long hallway with more doors on both sides. People were coming out, alerted by the noise. As Mary half ran, half limped and Drummer wailed in her grip she rummaged in her shoulder bag until her hand found the .38 revolver. The sight of the gun cleared the hallway of human obstruction, and Mary kept going with tears of torment clouding her eyes. 
 In the lobby, Didi was helping Laura to her feet and some of the others were going to the aid of Sam and Rachel Jiles. "Call the troopers, call the troopers," Jiles was saying as he clutched his broken collarbone, but the CB
 radio was way past saving. "This way!" Didi pulled at Laura, and Laura followed her into the corridor Mary had taken. 
 "She's bleeding!" Didi said, pointing to drops of scarlet on the floor. She and Laura were about halfway down the corridor, a few people nervously peering from their doorways, when both heard David crying. The sound stalled them, and suddenly Mary Terror leaned out from around a curve in the hallway and an overhead light glinted off the revolver in her hand. Two bullets fired, one hitting the wall to Laura's left and the second putting a hole through a door next to Didi and spraying the side of her face with splinters. Didi fired back, the slug smashing the glass of a fire alarm at the hallway's curve and setting off the siren. Then Mary was gone, and Didi saw a green sign overhead: EXIT. 
 "Don't shoot at her!" Laura shouted. "You might hit David!" 
 "I hit what I was aiming at! If we don't shoot back, she'll just stay in one place and take us to pieces!" 
 Didi crouched along the wall, watching for Mary to reappear around the curve. But on the other side the corridor was empty, and there was a safety door with a glass inset and snow whirling beyond in the exterior floodlights. Blood spattered the floor. 
 Mary was out in the storm. 
 Didi went out first, expecting a bullet and throwing herself on her stomach into the snow. No bullet came. Laura emerged cautiously through the door into the freezing wind, the automatic clenched in her fist. The snow aged them within seconds, turning their hair white as grannies. Didi's eyes narrowed. "There," she said, and she pointed straight ahead. Laura saw the figure, just at the edge of the light, limping frantically through the blowing snow toward the monsters of the Dinosaur Gardens. Amid the prehistoric beasts, in the swamp of snow, Mary trudged on. She had left her gloves and the warm, fleece-lined coat behind. Drummer was zipped up in his parka, but the wind was tearing through her sweater. Her hair was white, her face tight with cold. Her thigh wound had split open, and she could feel the hot rivulets of blood oozing down her leg and into her boot. The crust of her forearm wound had also opened again, the bandage wet and red drops falling from her fingertips. But the cold had chilled her fever and frozen the beads of sweat on her face, and she felt that God was somewhere very close, watching her with his lizard eyes. She was not afraid. She had lived through worse injuries, both to the body and the spirit, and she would live through this. Drummer's crying came to her, a high note tattered by the wind. She zipped up his face as best she could without smothering him, and she concentrated on keeping her balance because it seemed that all the world was in tumultuous motion. It seemed the dinosaurs were roaring --the cries of the doomed --and Mary lifted her head toward the iron sky and roared with them. But she had to keep going. Had to. Jack was waiting for her. Ahead, at the end of the road. In sunny, warm California. Jack, with his face a blaze of beauty and his hair more golden than the sun. 
 She could not cry. Oh no. The cold would freeze her eyelids shut if she did. So she blocked out the pain and thought of the distance between herself and the Cherokee on the mountain road. Two hundred yards? Three hundred? The monsters towered over her, grinning. They knew the secrets of life and death, she thought. They were crazy, just like her. 
 She looked back, could make out the two figures advancing on her against the lights from the Silver Cloud Inn. Laura Clayhead and Benedict Bedelia. They wanted to play some more. They wanted to be taught a lesson in the survival of the fittest. 
 Mary crouched down against a dinosaur's curved tail, the beast twelve feet tall, and she positioned herself so she was shielded from most of the wind and she could watch them coming. They would be on her in a couple of minutes. They were walking fast, those two, on healthy legs. Come on, she thought. Come to Mama. She cocked the revolver, propping her arm up on the monster's tail, and she took careful aim. Her damned hand was jittering again, the nerves all screwed up. But the figures were good targets against the lights. Let them get closer, she decided. She wanted to be able to tell Clayhead from Benedict. Let them get real close. 
 "Where'd she go?" Laura shouted to Didi, but Didi shook her head. They went on twenty more yards, the cold gnawing at them and the wind shrieking around the dinosaurs. Mary was lost from sight, but her ragged trail through the snow was clear enough. Didi leaned her head close to Laura's and shouted, 
 "Her car's got to be parked on the road down there! That's where she's going!" She thought of the blood in the corridor. "She could be hurt pretty badly, though! She could have fallen and passed out!" 
 "Okay! Let's go!" 
 Didi caught her arm. "One other thing! She could be waiting for us in there!" She nodded toward the monsters of the Dinosaur Gardens. "Watch your ass!" 
 They went on, following Mary Terror's tracks through mounds of snow as high as their knees. The brutal wind howled into their faces and stung them with bits of ice. They passed between dinosaurs, snow caught on the curves of the mountainous spines and foot-long icicles hanging from the jaws like vampire fangs. It had occurred to Didi that she didn't know how many bullets remained in the Magnum automatic. Two had been fired in the inn; the gun probably held four or five if the magazine had been full. But shooting at Mary would be playing Russian roulette with David, a fact that Laura already feared. Even a shot at Mary's legs might go wild and hit him. If I were Mary, Didi thought, I'd find a place to set up an ambush. We've got the inn's lights behind us and the wind in our faces. But there was no choice but to follow the trail, and both Didi and Laura saw black spots of blood on the snow. The furrow Mary had left behind her curved toward a tableau of dinosaurs frozen in an attitude of combat, fangs bared and claws swiping the air. The road wasn't too far beyond it. There was no sign of Mary but the trail, and snow was already blowing over it. Didi didn't like the looks of the dinosaur tableau; Mary could be hiding behind any one of the statues. She stopped, and grabbed Laura's shoulder to stop her, too. "I don't want to go through here!" she said. "Go around it!" 
 Laura nodded and started walking to the right of the monsters, heading for the road. Didi was two paces behind, her shoulders hunched against the wind and her body starting to shiver uncontrollably. Ice chips struck her cheeks, and she turned her head slightly to the left to protect her eyes. That was when she saw the figure stand up from behind the tail of one of the thunder lizards, about a dozen feet away. 
 The big woman's face was ghastly white, snowflakes snagged in her hair. Didi could see the shine of the Silver Cloud Inn's lights in her eyes, a glint of light leaping like an electric spark from the yellow Smiley Face button on her sweater. Mary held a bundle in the crook of her left arm, her right arm outstretched and the revolver at the end of it. The gun was pointed at Laura, who hadn't yet seen the danger. 
 Didi had an instant of gut-wrenching terror, and she realized exactly how Mary had earned her name. Mary's expression was a white blank, without triumph or anger just the sure knowledge of who held the upper hand. Didi's shout would be lost in the wind. There was no time for anything else. She threw herself at Laura, hitting her with a solid shoulderblock, and at the same instant she heard Mary's gun go off: _crackcrack_. Laura went down on her stomach into the snow. Didi felt the bite of a bullet at her throat, and something hit her in the chest like the kick of a mule. The pain choked her, her finger spasming on the Magnum's trigger and the bullet going up into the sky. Then Laura had twisted her body, and as Mary fired again, snow kicked up where she'd been a second before. Laura saw the woman standing there, behind the dinosaur's tail, and she had an instant to make her decision. She took aim and pulled the automatic's trigger. The bullet hit its mark: not Mary Terror, but the larger target of the dinosaur's gray-scaled hip. Chips of concrete flew up, and Mary dodged behind the monster's body. Laura got up and threw herself against the shelter of a stegosaurus's concrete-plated back. She looked at Didi, who lay on her side. Darkness was spreading around her. Laura started to crawl back to her friend, but she was stopped short when a bullet hit one of the dinosaur's spine plates next to her head and ricocheted off with a scream. 
 On her knees, Mary fumbled in her shoulder bag for the box of .38 shells she'd taken from the dead man's gun cabinet. Her fingers were stiffening up and slick with icy blood. She got two more bullets into the revolver and lost two into the snow. But she was freezing, her strength going fast, and she knew she couldn't stay out in this cold much longer. Benedict Bedelia was down, the other bitch behind cover. Getting to the Cherokee was going to be tough, but it had to be done. There was no other way out. 
 It was time to get moving, before her legs were useless. She fired another shot at Laura, the bullet knocking a second chunk off the stegosaurus's hide, and then she stood up with Drummer and began to struggle toward the road again. 
 Laura peered out from her refuge and saw Mary limping through the snow. 
 "Stop!" she shouted. "STOP!" The wind took her voice, and she stepped out from cover and aimed her pistol at the other woman's back. 
 She had a vision of the bullet passing through Mary's body and ripping into David. She lifted her gun and fired it into the air. "STOP!" she screamed, her throat raw. Mary didn't look back; she kept going with a crippled but determined stride through the white drifts. Laura started after her. Three strides and she stopped, the gun hanging at her side. She looked at Didi, lying in a black pool. Then at Mary again, the figure drawing steadily away. Back to Didi, steam swirling up from the blood. 
 She turned toward Didi, walked to her side, and knelt down. Didi's eyes were open. A creeper of blood spilled from her mouth, her face plastered with snow. She was still breathing, but it was a terrible sound. Laura looked at Mary, limping away with Drummer in her arms, about to leave the Dinosaur Gardens and reach the road. 
 One of Didi's hands rose up like a dying bird, and clutched the front of Laura's shoplifted sweater. 
 Didi's mouth moved. A soft groan emerged, taken quickly by the wind. Laura saw Didi's other hand twitch, the fingers grasping at the pocket of her jeans. There was a message in Didi's pain-shocked eyes, something she wanted Laura to understand. Didi's fingers kept clawing at the pocket with fading strength. 
 The pocket. Something in Didi's pocket. 
 Laura carefully worked her hand into it. She found the car keys and a folded piece of paper, and she brought them out together. Unfolding the paper, she made out the cracked bell of the Liberty Motor Lodge. The distant lights of the Silver Cloud Inn helped her see the names of the three men written on it, above a Smiley Face. 
 Didi pulled her close, and Laura bent her head down. 
 "Remember," Didi whispered. "He's . . . mine, too." Didi's hand let go of the sweater. 
 Laura knelt in the snow, beside her sister. At last she lifted her head, and looked toward the road. 
 Mary Terror was gone. 
 Perhaps two minutes passed. Laura realized Didi was no longer breathing. Her eyes were filling up with snow, and Laura closed them. It wasn't a hard thing to do. 
 Somewhere the bells of freedom were ringing. 
 Laura put the piece of paper into her pocket and stood up, the gun and keys in her hand. Streaks of ice were on her face, but her heart was an inferno. She began to trudge away from the dead woman, after the walking dead who had her baby. The wind hit her, tried to knock her legs out from under her, spat snow in her face, and wrenched her hair. 
 She walked faster, pushing through the snow like a hard-eyed engine. In another moment she roused up everything within her that could still pump out heat and she began to run. The snow grabbed at her ankles, tripped her up, and sent her sprawling. Pain tore through her broken hand, the bandages dangling down. Laura got up again, fresh tears on her face. There was no one left to hear her crying. Her companion now was agony. 
 She kept going, plowing the snow aside, her body shivering and her jeans and sweater and face wet, her hair white beyond her years, and the beginnings of new lines at the corners of her eyes. 
 She kept going because there was no going back. 
 Laura left the snowfield and the Dinosaur Gardens, where the prehistoric creatures were frozen for all time, and she started down the road to the car that would now carry a solitary traveler. 
 5
 Fight the Furies
 IN THE WARMTH OF THE CHEROKEE, MARY'S BLADDER LET GO. 
 The wet heat soaked into the seat beneath her hips and thighs. All she could think of was another song from the memory vault: "MacArthur Park," and all that sweet green icing flowing down. She was backing the Cherokee down the mountain road, the tires skidding left and right. The feeling was returning to her hands now, the prickling of a thousand hot needles. Her face felt as if several layers of flesh had been flayed off, and the blood on her jeans had frozen into a shine. Her right hand was streaked with crimson, the Angers twitching their nerve-damage dance. Drummer was still crying, but she let him sing; he was alive, and he was hers. 
 The Cherokee's rear end bashed into one of the abandoned cars on the roadside. She got the vehicle straightened out again, and in another moment metal shrieked as the Cherokee skidded over to the right and grazed a station wagon. Then she had reached the bottom of the road, and she turned the Cherokee toward I-80, the heater buzzing but the cold still latched deep in her lungs. She found a sign that pointed to I-80 West, and she turned onto the entrance ramp, the snow swirling like underwater silt before her lights. Blocking her way was another big flashing sign: STOP ROAD CLOSED. But there was no pig car this time, and Mary plowed the Cherokee through the snow on the right shoulder and got back on the ramp. 
 It made a long, snow-slick curve onto I-80 that Mary took at a crawl. And then she was on the interstate, the pig car at the McFadden exit a quarter mile behind her. She slowly let the speed wind up to forty miles an hour, the highway ascending under her wheels. Snow was still coming down hard, the wind a fierce beast. She was on her way across the Rockies. 
 Less than ten minutes after Mary had turned onto I-80, a rust-eaten Cutlass with one eye made the ramp's curve and came after her. The icy tears were thawing on Laura's face. She was wired, her pulse racing. One hand was clenched firmly on the wheel, the elbow of her other arm helping steer. The single working wiper was making a shrill whining noise as it pushed the snow away, and Laura feared the wiper motor might be about to burn out. The Cutlass was climbing, the highway ahead waxy with ice. She kept her speed between thirty and thirty-five, and she prayed to God that Mary was still alert enough not to go off the road. Mary was badly hurt and half frozen, just like her. Under the bandages, Laura's mangled hand was a swollen blaze. Her body had reached and passed its threshold of pain, and now she was going on sheer willpower and Black Cats. She was still going because tears wouldn't get David back, and neither would she get her son by crawling into a corner and surrendering. She had come too far now to give up. She'd left her friend behind, in the snow. Mary Terror had another sin to pay for. The wind thrashed at the Cutlass, and the car's frame moaned like a human voice. Laura stared straight ahead, unblinking, into the storm. She was looking for red tail-lights, but there was nothing but snow and darkness beyond. The highway was curving to the right, still ascending. The tires slid over a sheet of ice and Laura's heart stuttered, but then the tires gripped pavement again. The wiper motor's whine had gotten louder, and that frightened Laura more than the ice. If the wiper failed, she was finished until the storm ended. Now the road began to descend and curve to the left, and Laura had to ease on the brake. The tires slipped once more, the Cutlass sliding over almost to the median's ice-crusted guardrail before she regained control. Sheets of snow that looked solid were flailing at the windshield, and again the highway climbed. A gust of wind hit the Cutlass like a punch from the left, the wheel shivering in her grip. 
 She had to go on even if she was making only ten miles an hour. She had to go on until the wiper motor burned out and the snow closed in. The only thing in her life that mattered worth a damn anymore was holding her son in her arms, and she would fight the furies every mile of the way if that's what had to be done. 
 Ahead, Mary had slowed the Cherokee. The road had leveled off, and snowdrifts four and five feet high stood on this section of I-80. The winds were beating at the Cherokee from both sides, their noise like banshee wails. Mary threaded a path between the drifts, her tires spinning on ice and then catching again. The Cherokee suddenly got away from her and fishtailed, and she fought the wheel, but there was nothing she could do. The entire vehicle made a slow spin and crunched into a snowdrift. She powered the Cherokee through it, the engine straining. Thirty more yards, and the drifts were all around her, some of them sculpted to eight feet high. She kept going, trying to find a path through them, but she had to stop again be-because the snowdrifts were up to the hood and would not be bullied. She looked in the rearview mirror. Darkness upon darkness. Where was the bitch? Still back at the Silver Cloud Inn? Or on the highway? The bitch was a fighter, but she wasn't crazy enough to try to cross the Rockies in a blizzard. No, that kind of insanity was Mary's domain. 
 She wasn't going anywhere for a while. There was plenty of gas in the tank. The heater was all right. In a couple of hours dawn would break. Maybe in the light she could find a way out of this. 
 Mary pulled up the emergency brake, then switched off the headlights and the wipers. Within seconds the windshield was covered over. She let the engine idle, and she picked up Drummer. He was through crying, but now he was making mewling hungry noises. She reached for her bag and the baby's formula. The acidic smell of urine drifted to hen Drummer had joined her in wetting himself. Hell of a place to change a diaper, she thought, but she was a mother now, and such things had to be done. She glanced in the rearview mirror again. Still nothing. The bitch had stayed at the Silver Cloud with Benedict Bedelia. The shots would've hit Laura Clayhead if Didi hadn't gotten in the way. They'd been good shots, the both of them. She didn't know exactly where Didi had been hit, but she didn't think Didi was going to be chasing anybody for a while. Two miles behind the Cherokee, Laura heard a grinding noise. It went on for ten seconds, and then the wiper stopped. Snow blanked the windshield. 
 "Damn it!" Laura shouted as she eased pressure on the brake. The car began to skid, first to the left and then back to the right, turning and sliding sideways along I-80. Laura's nerves were screaming, but all she could do was brace herself for a collision. At last the Cutlass straightened out, began to respond to the brake, and rolled to a slippery halt. 
 Her traveling was over until the snow stopped. There was nothing to do but pull up the emergency brake and turn off the headlight. The heater was rattling, but it was pumping out warm air. There was a little more than a half tank of gas. She could survive for a few hours. 
 In the darkness Laura forced herself to breathe slowly and deeply, trying to calm down. Mary might get away from her, but she knew Mary's destination. Mary wasn't going to be driving very fast or far in this storm. She might even pull off I-80 and try to sleep. The important thing was to get to Freestone before Mary and find Jack Gardiner, if indeed he was one of the three men on Didi's list. 
 The wind shrieked like discordant violin notes around the Cutlass. Laura leaned her head back and closed her eyes. The image of Didi's face came to her: not the face of the woman who lay dying in the snow, but her face as she worked carefully on the splints for Laura's hand. She saw Didi in the pottery workshop, showing the items that had been created from a tormented mind. And then she saw Didi's face as the woman might have looked when she was much younger, a teenager in a black-and-white high school yearbook picture, something from the late sixties. Didi was smiling, her hair sprayed and flipped up on the ends and her face freckled and healthy-looking with a little farmgirl chub in her cheeks. Her eyes were clear, and they gazed toward the future from a place where murder and terror did not live. The picture began to fade. 
 Laura let it go, and she slept in the arms of the storm. The tasks of a mother done, Mary put Drummer on the passenger seat and zipped up the parka around him again. For a few minutes she brooded on the distance she had yet to go --two hundred miles across Utah, then into Nevada for more than three hundred miles, passing through Reno into California, down to Sacramento, and then through the Napa Valley toward Oakland and San Francisco. Have to buy more diapers and formula for Drummer. Have to get some pain pills and something to keep me awake. She still had plenty of money from her mother's ring and forty-seven dollars and some change she'd taken from Rocky Road's house. She would have to change her jeans before she went into a store, and getting her swollen thigh into fresh denim was going to be a job. She had another pair of gloves somewhere in her belongings, so she could hide her bloodied hand. How long would it be before the pigs got on her case? Not very long, she figured. Have to haul ass when she got over the mountains, maybe find a place to lay low until the heat passed. 
 She couldn't deal with these things right now. Her fever had returned, her body a raw pulse, and she realized she was fading fast. She found the baby's face in the dark, kissed his forehead, and then reclined the driver's seat back. She closed her eyes and listened to the wind. God's voice was in it, singing "Love Her Madly" to her. 
 Mary heard only the first verse, and then she was asleep. 6
 A Harley Man
 _TAP TAP._
 "Lady?" 
 _Tap tap_. "Lady, you okay?" 
 Laura woke up, the effort as tough as swimming through glue. She got her eyes open, and she saw the man in a hooded brown parka beside her window. 
 "You okay?" he asked again, his face long-jawed and ruddy in the cold. Laura nodded. The movement made the muscles of her neck and shoulders awaken and rage. 
 "Got some coffee." The man was holding a thermos. He lifted it in invitation. 
 Laura rolled her window down. She realized suddenly that the wind had died. A few small snowflakes were still falling. The gray sky was streaked with pearly light, and by its somber glow Laura could see the huge white mountain ranges that marched along I-80. The man poured some coffee into the thermos's cup, gave it to her, and she downed it gratefully. In another life she might have wished for Jamaican Blue Mountain; now any pot-boiled brew was delicious if it got her engine running. 
 "What're you doin' out here?" he asked. "The road's still closed." 
 "Took a wrong turn, I guess." Her voice was a froggish croak. 
 "Lucky you didn't wind up askin' directions from St. Peter. It was a damned mess between here and Rock Springs. Drifts higher'n my head and wide as a house." 
 _Was_ a mess, he'd said. The noise of machinery came to her. "My wipers are out," she said. "Could you clear my windshield off?" 
 "Reckon I can." He started raking the snow away with a leather-gloved hand. The powder was almost five inches thick, the last inch iced to the glass. The man dug deep, got his fingers hooked, and wrenched upward, and the plate of ice cracked like a pistol shot and slid away. The windshield on her side was clear, and through it she could see a yellow snowplow at work forty yards ahead, smoke chugging from its exhaust pipe. Another plow was shoving snow aside over on the interstate's eastbound lanes, and a third plow sat without a driver twenty feet from the Cutlass. Laura realized she must've been dead to the world not to have heard that thing approaching. Behind the plows were two large highway department trucks, their crews shoveling cinders onto the patches of ice. Gears clicked and meshed in her brain. "You came from Rock Springs?" 
 "My men got on at Table Rock, but the drifts are broke up from here on. Hell of a mess, I'm tellin' ya." 
 The snowplows had come from the west. The way to California was open. 
 "Thank you." She returned the cup to him. The Cutlass's engine was still idling, the gas tank down almost to the _E_. She figured by the amount of daylight that she'd been asleep at least four hours. She released the emergency brake. 
 "Hey, you'd better find a place to pull off!" the plow's driver cautioned. "It's still mighty dangerous. Nobody ever tell you about snow chains?" 
 "I'll make it. Where's the nearest gas station?" 
 "Rawlins. That's ten miles or so. I swear, you're about the second luckiest woman in this world!" 
 "The _second_ luckiest?" 
 "Yeah. At least you don't have a little baby that could've frozen to death." 
 Laura stared up at him. 
 "Woman and her baby caught in the drifts couple of miles ahead," he told her, taking her silence for curiosity. "Worked herself in good and tight. She didn't have no snow chains neither." 
 "She was in a van?" 
 "Pardon?" 
 "A green van? Is that what she was in?" 
 "Nope. One of them Jeep wagons. Comanche or Geronimo or somethin'." 
 "What color?" 
 "Dark blue, I reckon." He frowned. "How come you're askin'?" 
 "I know her," Laura said. A thought occurred to her. "Did you give her coffee, too?" 
 "Yup. Drunk it like a horse." 
 Laura smiled grimly. They had drunk from the same bitter cup. "How long ago was that?" 
 "Thirty, forty minutes, I reckon. She a friend of yours?" 
 "No." 
 "Well, she asked where the nearest gas station was, too. Rawlins, I said. I tell you, travelin' with a little bitty baby in a blizzard without snow chains . . . that woman must be crazy!" 
 Laura put the car into drive. "Thanks again. You take care." 
 "That's my middle name!" he said, and he stepped back from the window. She started off, guarding her speed. The tires crunched over cinders. Snow chains or not, she was going to make it to Rawlins. She skidded in a couple of places, the highway climbing and then descending across the mountains, but she took it slow and easy and watched the quivering needle of her fuel gauge. Somewhere along the line Mary Terror had ditched her van; that much was clear. Where Mary had gotten the new vehicle, Laura didn't know, but she guessed more blood was on Mary's hands. 
 The same hands that held the fate of David. 
 She turned into the gas station at Rawlins, filled the tank, and scraped the rest of the snow off the windshield. She relieved herself in the bathroom, swallowed another Black Cat tablet --its caffeine equivalent to four cups of strong black coffee --and she bought some junk food guaranteed to make her blood sugar soar. The gas station's small grocery also sold gauze bandages, and she bought some to rewrap her hand with. Another bottle of Extra-Strength Excedrin and half a dozen canned Cokes, and she was ready to go. She asked the teenage girl behind the counter about seeing a big woman with a baby, traveling in a dark blue Jeep wagon. 
 "Yes, ma'am, I seen her," the girl answered. She would be pretty when she got her acne under control, Laura thought. "She was in here 'bout thirty minutes ago. Cute little ol' baby. He was raisin' a ruckus, and she bought him some diapers and a new passy." 
 "Was she hurt?" Laura asked. The girl stared blankly at her. "Bleeding," Laura said. "Did you see any blood on her?" 
 "No, ma'am," the girl said in a wary voice. Laura could not know that Mary had awakened, seen the plows coming in the early light, and had removed her bloodstained trousers, blotting up the leakage with the last Pampers and struggling into a fresh pair of jeans from her suitcase. Laura paid what she owed and went on. She figured she was thirty to forty minutes behind Mary Terror. The snowplows and cinder trucks were out on I-80 like a small army. Except for some flurries, the snowfall had ceased and it was all over but the cleaning up. She began to see more cars on the interstate as she crossed the Continental Divide west of Creston, the mountains looming around her in a rugged white panorama and the sky chalky gray. The highway began its long, slow descent toward Utah. When she passed Rock Springs, she saw state troopers waving tractor-trailer rigs back onto I-80 from a crowded truck stop. The interstate was officially open again, the Rockies stood swathed in the clouds behind her, and she gradually increased her speed to fifty-five, then to sixty, then to sixty-five. She crossed the Utah state line and immediately saw a sign that said Salt Lake City was fifty-eight miles ahead. She looked for a dark blue Jeep wagon, spotted a vehicle that fit the description, but when she got up beside it she saw a Utah tag and a white-haired man at the wheel. The interstate took her into Salt Lake City, where she made a gas stop, then curved along the gray shore of the Great Salt Lake, straightened out, and shot her toward the sandy desert wastes. As Laura ate her lunch of two Snickers bars and a Coke, the clouds opened and the sun glared through. Patches of blue appeared in the sky, and little whirlwinds kicked up puffs of dust from the winter desert. She passed Wendover, Utah, at two o'clock, and a big green sign with a roulette wheel on it welcomed her to Nevada. Desert land, jagged peaks, and scrub brush bordered I-80 all the way to the horizon. The carcasses of road kill were being plucked at by vultures with wingspans like Stealth bombers. Laura passed signs advertising "giant flea" markets, chicken ranches, Harrah's Auto Museum in Reno, and a rodeo in Winnemucca. Several times she looked to her right, expecting to see Didi sitting on the seat beside her. If Didi was there, she was a quiet ghost. The tires hummed and the engine racketed, dark blooms of burning oil drifting out behind. Laura kept watching for Mary's Jeep wagon; she saw a number of them, but none were the right color. On the long straight highway, cars were passing her doing eighty and ninety miles an hour. She got into the windbreak of a tractor-trailer truck and let the speed wind up to seventy-five. Nevada became a progression of signs, the names of desert towns blowing past: Oasis . . . Wells . . . Metropolis . . . Deeth, the second _e_ of which someone had altered with spray paint to spell _Death_. She was truly alone now, journeying into frightful country. At the end of the road was Freestone, fifty miles north of San Francisco. What was she going to do when she found Jack Gardiner? What would she do if none of those three men _was_ Jack Gardiner? What kind of man would he be now? Would he shun Mary Terror or embrace her? Surely he'd read about her in the papers or seen the story on TV. What if --and this thought sickened her --he was still a killer at heart, and he took David as an offering and he and Mary fled together? What if . . . what if . . . what if. Those questions were unanswerable. All she knew for sure was that this road led to Freestone, and Mary was on it. 
 The Cutlass shuddered. 
 She smelled something burning. She looked at the dashboard and saw the temperature gauge's needle almost off the dial. Oh Jesus! she thought as panic chewed at her. "Don't quit on me!" she shouted, looking for an exit. There wasn't one in sight, and Deeth was two miles behind. The Cutlass's engine was rumbling like a concrete mixer. "Don't quit on me!" she repeated, her foot pressed down on the gas pedal. And then the hood burst upward, steam spewed out with a train-whistle shriek, and she knew the radiator was finished. The car, like her own body, had been pushed past its threshold of pain. The only difference was, she was stronger. "Keep going! Keep going!" she shouted, tears of frustration in her eyes. The Cutlass had given up. Its speed was falling, whips of steam flailing back from the overflowing radiator. The truck in front of her kept going; the world was short of shining knights. "Oh Christ!" Laura yelled. "Damn it to hell! Damn it!" But cursing would produce no cure. She guided the wounded car over off the interstate, and it rolled to a stop in gravel next to a vulture-picked jackrabbit. 
 Laura sat there as the radiator bubbled and moaned. She could feel Mary moving farther away from her with every passing second. She balled up her fist and slammed the wheel, and then she got out to survey the carnage. Whoever said the desert was hot had never visited it in February, because the chill pierced her bones. But the radiator was a little spout of hell, rusty water flooding out and the engine ticking like a time bomb. Laura looked right and left, saw desolation on both sides. A car flashed past, then another a few seconds later. She needed help, and fast. A third car was coming, and Laura lifted her right arm to flag it down. The car left grit stinging her face. Then the interstate was empty, just her, the busted Cutlass, and a jackrabbit chewed down to the rib cage and ears. 
 Deeth was too far to walk. What the next exit was, and where a service station might be, she had no idea. Mary was on her way to Freestone, and Laura wasn't going to wait here all day for a Samaritan. She walked out into the interstate and faced east. 
 Maybe a minute passed. And then sunlight glinted off glass and metal. The car --a station wagon, it looked to be --was coming fast. She put her hand up under her double sweaters and touched the automatic's grip. If the car didn't start to slow down in five seconds, she was going to pull the gun and do a Dirty Harry. "Stop," she whispered, the wind raw in her face. "Stop. Stop." Her hand tightened on the grip. "_Stop_, damn it!" The station wagon began to slow down. There was a man at the wheel, a woman on the passenger side. They both looked less than eager to be helpful, and Laura saw a child's face peering up over the front seat. The man was driving as if he still hadn't decided whether to lend a hand or not, and the woman was jabbering at him. Probably think I look like a hard case, Laura thought. It occurred to her that they would be correct. 
 The man made his decision. He pulled the station wagon over behind the Cutlass and rolled down his window. 
 Their names were Joe and Cathy Sheffield, from Orem, Utah, on their way to visit her parents in Sacramento with their six-year-old son Gary. AH this Laura learned on the way to the next exit, which was a place called Halleck four miles up the highway. She told them her name was Bedelia Morse, and she was trying to get to San Francisco to find an old friend. It seemed right. Gary asked why her hand was all bandaged up and why there was a boo-boo on the side of her face. She said she'd had a bad fall at home. She didn't answer when he asked where her home was. Then, after another minute or two, Gary asked her with all innocence if she ever took a bath, and Cathy shushed him and laughed nervously but Laura said it was okay, she'd been on the road a long time. 
 Joe took the Halleck exit. It wasn't much of a town, just a few cinderblock buildings, some weatherbeaten houses, a diner made from an old train car, and a stucco post office with an American flag snapping in the wind. But one of the cinderblock buildings bore a crudely painted sign that identified it as Marco's Garage, with a row of gas pumps out front and a couple of cars sitting around that looked as if they'd been stripped by pack rats. Behind the garage was a dump of old car hulks and a mound of bald tires. There was a bright orange towtruck, though, and Joe Sheffield pulled his station wagon up beside it. 
 A man emerged from inside one of the two garage bays. He was short and stocky as a fireplug, and he wore grease-stained overalls and a T-shirt, his muscular arms covered with tattoos from wrists to shoulders. His hands were black with grime. He was also slick bald, and had on yellow-tinted goggles. 
 "Well!" Joe said cheerfully. "Here's somebody!" Laura had a moment of knowing what she should do. She should pull her gun, order the Sheffields out of the station wagon, and leave them there while she sped on after Mary. Marco's Garage was an armpit, and getting her car fixed here was going to be a trial by frustration. She should pull the gun and take the station wagon, and she should do it right now. 
 But the moment passed. They were good people. There was no need to mark their lives with the barrel of a gun even though she never would dream of using it as anything but a bluff. Some hard case, she thought. 
 "Thanks for the lift," she told them, and got out. The station wagon pulled away. Gary waved at her through the rear window. And then Laura turned to face the bald-headed grease monkey who stood about three inches shorter than her and stared up at her through his yellow goggles like a bullfrog. 
 "You fix cars?" she asked stupidly. 
 "Naw." He laughed like a snort. "I _eat_ 'em!" 
 "My car's broken down a couple of miles from Deeth. Can you tow it here?" 
 "How come you didn't go to Deeth, then?" 
 "I was heading west. I came here. Can you tow it?" She realized the tattoos on the man's arms were interlocked figures of naked women. 
 "Busy right now. Got a car in both bays and two waitin'." 
 "Okay. When can you tow it?" 
 "An hour, give or take." 
 Laura shook her head. "No. I can't wait that long." 
 "Sorry, but that's the breaks. "See, I'm all alone here. I'm Marco, like the sign says." 
 "I want you to go get my car right now." 
 He frowned, deep lines furrowing across his broad forehead. "Got wax in your ears, babe? I said I --" 
 Laura had the gun in her hand. She placed it against his bald skull. 
 "What did you say?" 
 Marco swallowed, his Adam's apple bulging. "I . . . said . . . I'm ready when you are, babe." 
 "Don't call me _babe_." 
 "Okay," he said. "Whatever you say, chief." On the subject of baths, Marco had a lot to learn. Laura knew she didn't smell like roses, but Marco exuded an odor of stale sweat and dirty underwear that made one wish for a whiff of Limburger cheese. At the Cutlass, Marco peered into the radiator and whistled. "Hey, chief! You ever heard of puttin' 
 coolant in this thing? You got enough rust in here to sink a battleship!" 
 "Can you fix it?" 
 "You can shoot it and put it out of its misery." He looked at the gun Laura held by her side. "Why don't you put that away now, Annie Oakley? Have I got a target on my ass?" 
 "I have to get back on the road. Can you fix it or not?" The towtruck was starting to look attractive, but trying to steer that damned thing with one hand and an elbow would be beastly. 
 "You want honest or bullshit?" he asked her. "Bullshit says yeah, sure, no sweat. Honest says you'll need a new radiator, bottom line. Got some rotten hoses in there and belts that are about to go. Oil lines look like a rat's been chewin' on 'em. You still with me?" 
 "Yes." 
 "Major labor," he went on, and he scratched his pate with black fingers. 
 "Have to find a radiator that'll fit this clunker. Probably have to drive to the parts shop in Elko to get one. We're talkin' two big bills, and I'm not gonna be able to even get started good before closin' time." 
 "I can spend four hundred dollars," Laura said. In her pocket was five hundred and thirty-four dollars, what remained of the cash from her engagement diamond. "Can I buy a used car around here anywhere?" 
 "Yeah, I can find you somethin'." He cocked his head at her, his hands on his bulbous hips. "It'll have an engine, but it might not have a floorboard in it. Four bills ain't gonna buy you much, unless . . ." He grinned, showing a silver tooth. "You got somethin' to trade?" 
 She pretended not to have heard that, because he was real close to becoming a soprano. She needed his hands, not his dubious equipment. "How about _your_ car, then?" 
 "Sorry, chief. I'm a Harley man." 
 "I'll pay you four hundred and fifty dollars to fix my car," she said. 
 "Except I want you to keep working on it until it's finished." The lines furrowed deep again. "What's the rush? You kill somebody?" 
 "No. I'm in a hurry to get where I'm going." 
 He prodded at the right front tire with a boot that had been scrubbed with steel wool. "Let's see your money," he said. Laura returned the pistol to her waistband, reached into her pocket, and showed him the cash. "Can you do it in three hours?" Marco paused, thinking about it. He looked up at the sun in the cloud-dappled sky, back to the radiator, and sucked air across his lower lip. 
 "I can put a radiator in and do a patch job. Got a retarded kid who helps me sometimes, if he ain't readin' his Batman funnies. Have to close down the pumps and shut up shop except for the one job. Elko's about twenty miles there and back. Four hours, minimum." 
 It was approaching three o'clock. That would get her out of there by seven. San Francisco was still over five hundred miles away, and Freestone another fifty miles north, according to the maps. If she drove all night she could make Freestone before dawn. But when would Mary get there? Sometime after midnight if she kept going straight through. Laura felt tears pressing to burst free. God had turned a blind eye. Mary was going to get to Freestone at least four hours before she would. 
 "That's the best I can do, chief," Marco said. "Honest." Laura drew a deep breath. They were wasting time talking. "Get it done," she said. 
 7
 Little Black Snakes
 "HOW MANY NIGHTS?" THE DESK CLERK ASKED, GLASSES perched on the end of his nose. 
 "Just one," she said. 
 He gave her a piece of paper on which to fill out her name and address. She put down _Mrs. Jack Morrison, 1972 Linden Avenue, Richmond, Virginia_. Across the top of the paper was Lux-More Motel, Santa Rosa, California. 
 "Sweet little baby, yes she is!" The clerk reached over the registration desk to tickle Drummer under the chin. Drummer didn't like it; he was tired and hungry, and he squirmed restlessly in Mary's arms. 
 "My son," Mary said. She drew away, and the clerk offered a chilly smile and got her room key. "I'll need a wake-up call," she decided. "Five o'clock." 
 "Five o'clock. Wake-up call for Room Twenty-six. Got it, Mrs. --" He checked the paper. "Mrs. Morrison." He pushed his glasses off his nose. "Ah . 
 . . cash in advance, please." 
 Mary paid him the thirty dollars. She left the motel office, limping into the cool, damp air of northern California. It was just after two-thirty in the morning. Mist drifted around the halogen lights on I-101, which cut through Santa Rosa and headed north toward the redwood ranges. A fifth of a mile from the Lux-More, County Highway 116 cut across the verdant, rolling hills toward the Pacific Ocean, and eleven miles away down that road was the town of Freestone. 
 She got into the Cherokee, drove it along the motel lot to Room 26, and parked it in the designated space. She was too weary to care if the night clerk noticed that a woman who said she was from Virginia had an Iowa tag. The revolver in the bag over her shoulder, she unlocked the door of Room 26 and took Drummer in, then closed the door and bolted it. 
 She was trembling. 
 She laid Drummer down on the single bed. The curtains were decorated with faded blue roses, and stains marred the gray carpet. A red sticker on the television set cautioned that the X-rated closed-circuit channel should be viewed only by mature adults. The bathroom had a shower and a tub and two cigarette butts floating in the toilet. She didn't look at herself in the mirror. That chore would be for later. She sat down on the bed, and springs groaned. The ceiling, was riddled with earthquake cracks. That was California for you, she mused. Thirty dollars for a ten-dollar room. God, her body hurt. Her mind was tired; it craved a blank slate. But there was still much to be done before she could sleep. 
 She lay on her back next to Drummer, and stared up at the cracks. There was a design to them if you really noticed. Like Chinese quill strokes. Shouldn't have spent that hour in Berkeley, she thought. That was dumb, walking the streets. She'd planned only on driving through, but there was something so ripe, so haunting about Berkeley that she couldn't leave it without seeing the old places. The Golden Sun coffee shop, where she had first met Jack, the Truck On Down head shop, where she and the other Storm Fronters bought their roach clips and bong pipes, Cody's Bookstore, where political discussions of the Mindfuck State had made Lord Jack rage with care for the downtrodden masses, the Mad Italian pizzeria, where CinCin Omara used to be the night manager and slip her brothers and sisters free pizzas: all those were still there, aged maybe, wearing new paint, but still there, a vision of the world that used to be. 
 A young world, Mary thought. A world full of brave dreamers. Where were they now? 
 She'd have to get up in a minute. Have to take a hot shower, wash her hair, and squeeze the watery yellow pus from her oozing thigh wound. Have to get herself ready for Jack. 
 But she was so tired, and all she wanted to do was crash. It wouldn't be right to let Jack see her like this, grimy with road dirt, her teeth unbrushed and her armpits foul. That was why she'd stopped at the 7 Eleven just before the Oakland Bay Bridge; there was a sack in the Cherokee that she had to go get. 
 Drummer began to cry louder. Hungry cry. With an effort she roused herself, got his formula ready, and stuck the bottle's nipple into his mouth. As he sucked on it, he stared at her with eyes that were every bit as blue as Jack's. Karma, she thought. Jack was going to look at Drummer and see himself. 
 "You're scared." 
 God was standing in the corner, next to a lamp with a crooked shade. 
 "You're scared shitless, Mary my girl. Aren't you?" 
 "No," she answered, and the lie made God grin. Two heartbeats and he was gone. "I'm not scared!" Mary said stridently. She concentrated on feeding her baby. Her stomach was a tight bag of nerves. Her right hand twitched around the baby's bottle. 
 The thought crept in again, as it had several times today, like a little black snake at a picnic: what if Jack weren't one of those three men? 
 "He is, though," she said to Drummer. His eyes were searching the room, his mouth clamped tightly on the nipple. "It's him in the picture. Didi knew it was him." She frowned. Her head hurt when Didi's face came to mind; it was like holding a metal photograph with saw-toothed edges. And another little black snake crawled into her realm of summer where was the bitch? 
 The bitch knew all about Lord Jack and Freestone. Benedict Bedelia had told her. So where was the bitch right now, as the clock ticked toward three? 
 When she found Jack, they would go away somewhere safe. A place where they could have a farm, maybe grow some weed on an acre or two, kick back in the lamplight and look at the stars. It would be a mellow place, that farm where the three of them would live in a triad of love and harmony. She wanted that so very very badly. 
 Mary finished feeding Drummer. She burped him, and his eyelids were getting heavy. Hers were, too. She lay with Drummer in the crook of her arm, and she could feel his heart: _drum . . . drum . . . drumming_. Have to get up and bathe, she thought. Wash my hair. Decide what to wear. All those things, the heavy details of life. 
 She closed her eyes. 
 Jack was walking toward her, wearing a white robe. His golden hair hung over his shoulders, his eyes blue and clear, his face bearded and chiseled. God was at his side, in black leather. Mary could smell the sea and the aroma of pines. The light streamed through bay windows behind Jack. She knew where they were: the Thunder House, on Drakes Bay about forty miles from the Lux-More. The beautiful chapel of love, the place of the Storm Front's birth. Jack walked across the pinewood floor, his feet in Birkenstock sandals. He was smiling, his face alight with joy, and he reached out to take his gift. 
 "She's scared shitless," she heard God, that demon, say. Jack's arms accepted Drummer. He opened his mouth, and the shrill ring of a telephone came out of it. 
 Mary sat up. Drummer was wailing. 
 She blinked, her brain sluggish in its turn toward thinking. Phone ringing. Phone. Right there, next to the bed. She picked up the receiver. 
 "Yeah?" 
 "It's five o'clock, Mrs. Morrison." 
 "Okay. Thanks." The clerk hung up. Mary Terror's heart began to hammer. The day had come. 
 Her clothes were damp, her fever sweat returned with a vengeance. She let Drummer cry himself out, and she left the room and got her suitcase and the 7 Eleven sack from the Cherokee. The sky was still black, tendrils of mist drifting across the parking lot. Morning stars glittered up above; it was going to be a sunny, California-groovy day. In the bathroom of number 26, Mary stripped her clothes off. Her breasts sagged, there were bruises on her knees and mottling her arms. Her thigh wound was a dark, festered crust, yellow pus glistening in the dried blood. The bite on her forearm was less severe but just as ugly. When she touched her thigh to try to squeeze out some of the infection, the pain brought fresh blisters of sweat up on her cheeks and forehead. She turned on the shower's taps, mixing the water's temperature to lukewarm, and she stepped into the shower with a new cake of soap she'd bought that smelted of strawberries. 
 Her shampoo, also purchased at the 7 Eleven, left her hair with the aroma of wildflowers. She'd seen an ad for it on TV, young girls with white teeth and shiny tresses. The water and suds washed the grime off her body, but Mary left her wounds alone. She had no electric dryer, so she toweled her hair and ran a comb through it She swabbed under her arms with Secret roll-on, and taped her wounds with wide bandages. Then she dressed in a clean pair of bluejeans --painfully tight on her swollen leg, but it couldn't be helped -and a pale blue blouse with red stripes. She shrugged into a black pullover sweater that had a mothball smell in it, but it made her look not so heavy. She put on dean socks and her boots. Then she reached down to the bottom of the sack and brought out the vials of makeup. 
 Mary began to fix her face. It had been a while since she'd done this, and her right hand began to spasm, so she had to use the left, awkwardly. As she worked, she watched herself in the mirror. Her features were strong, and it wasn't hard to see the young girl who used to live in that face. She wished her hair were long and blond again instead of reddish-brown and cropped short. She recalled that he liked to curl her hair around his fingers. There were dark hollows, purple as bruises, beneath her eyes. Put a little more makeup on them. Now they weren't so bad. A touch of rouge on the cheeks, just a touch to give her face some color. Yes, that's good. Blue eyeshadow on the puffy lids. No, too much. She rubbed some of it off. The final touch was a light sheen of rose-colored lipstick. There. All done. 
 Twenty years fell away. She looked at her face in the mirror, and she saw the chick Lord Jack loved. He would love her twice as much now, when she brought him their son. 
 Mary was afraid. Seeing him, after all this time . . . the thought made her stomach churn, and she feared she might throw up in her terror, but she hung on and the sickness passed. She brushed her teeth twice, and gargled with Scope. 
 It was nearing six o'clock. It was time to go to Freestone and find her future. 
 Mary pinned the Smiley Face button, her talisman, on the front of her sweater. Then she took her suitcase out to the Cherokee, the sky just beginning to turn a whiter shade of pale. She went back for Drummer, pushed the new pacifier into his mouth, and hugged him close. Her heart was the drummer now, pounding in her chest. "I love you," she whispered to him. "Mama loves her baby." She left the key in the room and closed the door, and then she limped to the Cherokee with Drummer in her arms. 
 Mary started the engine in the silence of the dawn. 
 Seventeen minutes before Mary Terror turned the key, a Cutlass with a new radiator had roared past the community of Navato, thirty miles south of the Lux-More Motel. Laura was speeding north on I-101 at seventy miles an hour. The green hills of Marin County rose before the highway in the faint violet light, hundreds of houses nestled in their folds, houseboats on the calm water of San Pablo Bay, peace in the misty air. 
 There was no peace within Laura. The flesh of her face was drawn tight, her eyes glassy and sunken in her skull. The fingers of her right hand had cramped into a claw on the wheel, her body numbed by its all-night ordeal. She had slept for two hours in the office of Marco's Garage, and popped the last Black Cat between Sacramento and Vallejo. Electricity had surged through her when she'd seen a sign pointing the route to Santa Rosa. Just to the west of Santa Rosa was Mary's destination, and hers as well. The miles were ticking off, one after the other, the highway almost deserted. God help her if a trooper got on her tail; she wasn't slowing down now, not even for Jesus or the saints. Sacramento had been her last gas stop, and she'd been flying ever since. 
 So close, so close! God, what if Mary's already found him! she thought. Mary must've gotten there hours before! Oh God, I've got to hurry! She glanced at the speedometer, the needle nosing toward eighty and the car starting to vibrate. "Take it easy on 'er," Marco had urged before Laura had pulled out of the garage near seven-thirty. "Once a clunker, always a clunker! You go easy on the gas and maybe you'll get where you're goin'!" She'd left him four hundred and fifty dollars richer. Mickey, the retarded kid who liked Batman, had waved at her and hollered, "Come back soon!" 
 SANTA ROSA, a sign said. 14 MI. 
 The Cutlass hurtled on as the orange ball of the sun began to rise. WELCOME TO FREESTONE, THE HAPPY VALLEY TOWN. 
 Mary drove past the sign. Orange light streaked the windows of small businesses on the main thoroughfare. Grassy hills rose around the town, which had not yet awakened. It was a small place, a collection of tidy streets and buildings, a flashing caution light, a park with a bandshell. The speed limit was posted at fifteen miles an hour. Two dogs halted their sniffing on the sidewalk, and one of them began to bark noisily at Mary as she eased past. Just beyond the caution light there was a gas station --still closed, at this hour --with a pay phone out front. She pulled into the station, got out of the Cherokee, and checked the phone book. 
 _Cavanaugh, Keith and Sandy. 502 Muir Road._
 _Hudley, N. 1219 Overkill Road._
 No home-number listing for Dean Walker, but she had the address of his auto dealership Hudley's wife had given her. _Dean Walker Foreign Cars. 677
 Meacham Street_. Was there a map of Freestone in the phone book? No, there was not. She looked around for a street marker, and found one on the corner under the caution light. The street she stood on was Parkway, the cross street McGill. 
 Mary tore out the listings for Cavanaugh and Hudley, and returned to the Cherokee. "Going to find him!" she said to Drummer. "Yes, we are!" She got back on Parkway, and continued slowly in the direction she'd been going. "He might be married," she told Drummer, and she checked her lipstick in the rearview mirror. "But that's all right. See, it's a disguise. You have to do some things you don't like to fit in. Like at the Burger King where I used to work. 'Thank you ma'am.' 'Yes sir, would you like fries with that sir?' Those kind of things. If he got married, it's so he can hide better. But nobody knows him like I do. He might be living with a woman, but he doesn't love her. He's using her to play a role. See?" 
 Oh, the things she and Jack would teach their son about life and the world would be miraculous! 
 The next cross street was Meacham. 
 One block to the right, beside a Crocker Bank, was a brick building with a fenced-in lot that held a couple of Jaguars, a black Porsche, an assortment of BMWs, and various other imports. A sign with blue lettering said DEAN
 WALKER FOREIGN CARS. 
 Mary pulled up to the front of the building. It was dark, nobody at work yet. She took the revolver from her shoulder bag, got out, and limped to the building's plate glass window. On the glass-fronted door was a sign that told her the place opened at ten and closed at five. She decided that today it would open three hours and thirty-eight minutes early. 
 She smashed the door glass with the revolver handle. An alarm screamed, but she'd been prepared for that because she'd already seen the electric contact wires. She reached in, found the lock and twisted it, and then she pushed through the door. In the small showroom stood a red Mercedes. There was a couch with a coffee table where car magazines and brochures were stacked. On either side of a water cooler were two doors with nameplates. One said JERRY
 BURNES and the other said DEAN WALKER. His office was locked. The alarm was going to wake this sleeping town up, so she had to hurry. She was looking for something to batter the door open with when she saw a framed color photograph on the wall, above a row of shining brass plaques. Two men stood in the photograph, smiling broadly at the camera, the larger man with his arm over the smaller one's shoulder. The caption read: "Freestone Businessman of the Year Dean Walker, right, with Civitan President Lyndon Lee." Dean Walker was big and fleshy and had a slick salesman's smile. He wore a diamond pinky ring and a power tie. He was black. 
 One down. 
 Mary limped back to the Cherokee, its engine still running. Dogs were barking, it seemed, all over town. She drove away from the car dealership, passing a garbage truck that had pulled over to the curb, two men getting out. She turned to the left at the next cross street, which was named Eastview. She went through a stop sign on the following street --Orion --but she hit the brake when she saw the next street marker coming up: Overhill Road. Which way? She turned to the right. In another minute she saw she'd made the wrong choice, because there was a dead end sign and a stream that ran through a patch of woods. She turned the Cherokee around again, heading west. She left the business section of Freestone and entered a residential area, small brick houses with neatly manicured lawns and flower boxes. She slowed down, looking for addresses: 1013 . . . 1015 . . . 1017. She was going in the right direction. The next block started with 1111. And then there it stood, in the golden early sunlight: the brick house with a mailbox that had 1219 Overhill on it. 
 She turned into the short driveway. Under the carport's canopy were two cars, a small Toyota and a midsize Ford, both with California plates. The house was similar to all the others in the neighborhood, except for a birdbath and a wooden bench in the front yard. "Trying to fit in," she told Drummer as she cut the engine. "Playing the suburban role. That's how it's done." She started to get out, but raw fear gripped her. She checked her makeup in the mirror again. She was sweating, and that fact dismayed her. The house awaited, all quiet. 
 Mary eased out of the Cherokee and limped toward the white front door, leaving Drummer and her gun behind. She could hear the faint, distant shrill of the dealership's alarm, and dogs barking. A couple of birds fluttered around the birdbath. Before she got to the door, her heart was beating so hard and her stomach was so fluttery she thought she might have to stagger to the ornamental bushes and retch. But she forced herself on, and she took a deep breath and pressed the buzzer. 
 She waited. Cold sweat slicked her palms. She was shaking like a girl on her first date. She pressed the buzzer again, miserable in her impatience. Oh God, let it be him, she thought. Let it be . . . let it be . . . let it --Footsteps. A latch was slipped back. 
 She saw the doorknob start to turn. 
 Oh God . . . let it be him . . . 
 The door opened, and a man with sleep-swollen eyes peered around its edge. 
 "Yes?" he asked. 
 She couldn't speak. He was a rugged-looking, handsome man, but he had a froth of curly white hair and he was probably in his mid-sixties. "Can I help you, miss?" Irritation had sharpened his voice. 
 "Uh . . . uh . . ." Her brainwheels were jammed. "Uh . . . are you . . . Nick Hudley?" 
 "Yes." His brown eyes narrowed, and she saw them tick toward the Smiley Face button. 
 "I'm . . . lost," Mary said. "I'm looking for Muir Road." 
 "That way." He motioned to his right, farther along Overhill, with an upttlting of his chin. "Do I know you?" 
 "No." She turned away, began hurrying to the Cherokee. 
 "Hey!" Hudley called, coming out. He wore pajamas and a green robe with sailboats on it. "Hey, how do you know my name?" Mary slid behind the wheel, closed the door, and backed onto Overhill Road. Nick Hudley was standing in his yard, and two birds were fighting for dominion in the birdbath. Dogs howled, finding the alarm's note. Mary drove on, following her star. 
 A quarter of a mile from Hudley's house, Muir Road branched to the right. Mary took the curve. Marching toward the hazy ocean were green hills dotted with redwood houses spaced far apart and set back from the winding road. Mary looked for names or numbers on the mailboxes. She came around a long curve where pampas grass grew wild, and she saw the name on a box that had a blue whale painted on it: _Cavanaugh_. 
 A crushed-gravel driveway led twenty yards uphill to a redwood house with a balcony looking toward the Pacific. In front of the house was a copper-colored pickup truck. Mary guided the Cherokee up behind the truck and stopped. Drummer had started bawling, upset about something. She looked at the house, her hands clenched on the wheel. She would not know for sure until she knocked at the door. But if he answered, she wanted him to see their son. She put the bag over her shoulder, picked up Drummer, and got out. It was a pretty, well-kept house. A lot of labor had gone into it. A sundial stood on a pedestal in the yard, and red flowers that looked like shaving brushes grew in beds around it. The air was chilly, a breeze blowing from the distant sea, but the sun warmed Mary's face and its heat calmed Drummer's crying. She saw a sign painted on the driver's door of the pickup: YE OLDE HERITAGE, INC. Below that, in script, were the Cavanaughs' names and the telephone number. 
 Mary held the baby tightly, like a dream she feared losing, and she climbed the redwood steps to the front door. 
 There was a brass door knocker in the shape of an ancient, bearded face. Mary used her fist. 
 Her guts pulsed with tension, the muscles like iron bands across the back of her neck. Sweat sparkled on her cheeks, and she stared fixedly at the doorknob as Drummer's hand found her Smiley Face button and plucked at it. Before she could knock again, she heard the door being unlocked. It opened, so fast the movement made her jump. 
 "Hi!" A slim, attractive woman with long, light brown hair and hazel eyes stood there. She smiled, lines bracketing her mouth. "We've been looking for you! Come on in!" 
 "I'm . . . here to . . ." 
 "Right, it's ready. Come in." She moved back from the doorway, and Mary Terror stepped across the threshold. The woman closed the door and motioned Mary into a large den that had a vaulted ceiling, a rock fireplace, and a grandfather clock. "Here it is." The woman, who wore a pink sweatsuit and pale blue jogging shoes, unzipped a satchel that was sitting on the den's beige sofa. Inside was something in a lustrous wooden frame. "We wanted you to see it before we wrapped it," the woman explained. 
 It was a coat of arms, two stone towers on either side of what resembled a half horse, half lion against a field of flames. Across the bottom, in the same ornate handwriting as was on the pickup truck's door, was scrolled a name: Michelhof. 
 "The colors came out very well, don't you think?" the woman asked. She didn't know what to say. Obviously the woman --Sandy Cavanaugh, Mary presumed --had been expecting someone to come pick up the coat of arms that morning. "Yes," Mary decided. "They did." 
 "Oh, I'm glad you're pleased! Of course, the family history's included in the information packet." She turned the frame around to show an envelope taped to the back, and Mary caught the glint of her wedding and engagement rings. "Your brother's going to love this, Mrs. Hunter." 
 "I'm sure he will." 
 "I'll get it wrapped for you." She returned the coat of arms to the satchel and zipped it up. "You know, I have to say I expected an older woman. You sounded older on the phone." 
 "Did I?" 
 "Uh-huh." The woman looked at Drummer. "What a precious baby! How old?" 
 "Almost a month." 
 "How many children do you have?" 
 "Just him," Mary said, and smiled thinly. 
 "My husband's a fool for babies. Well, if you'll make out the check to Ye Olde Heritage, Inc., I'll go downstairs and get this wrapped. Okay?" 
 "Okay," Mary said. 
 Sandy Cavanaugh left the den. Mary heard a door open momentarily, and the woman's voice: "Mrs. Hunter's brought her baby. Go say hello while I wrap this." 
 A man cleared his throat. "Is it all right?" 
 "Yes, she likes it." 
 "That's good," he said. There was the noise of footsteps descending stairs. Mary felt dizzy, and she placed a hand against the wall in case her knees buckled. A TV set was on somewhere at the back of the house, showing cartoons from the sound of it. Mary limped toward the foyer. Before she could get there, a man suddenly walked around the corner into the room and stopped just short of running into her. 
 "Hi, Mrs. Hunter," he said, summoning a smile. He offered his hand. "I'm Keith Cava --" 
 His smile cracked. 
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 Castle on a Cloud
 UNDER THE BLUE MORNING SKY, AN ALARM WAS SHRIEKING IN Freestone. Laura followed the noise. She turned the Cutlass onto a street named Meacham, and found a green and gray police car parked in front of a brick building whose sign brought a gasp from her. A garbage truck was nearby, two men talking to a policeman. One of them pointed along Meacham, in the opposite direction. There were a few other onlookers: a trim elderly couple in sweatsuits, a teenaged girl wearing an MTV jacket, and a young man who wore a Day-Glo orange jersey and skin-tight black bicyclist shorts, his bike leaning on its kickstand as he talked to the girl. Laura could see that the front door of Dean Walker's foreign car dealership had been shattered, and a second policeman was walking around inside. 
 Laura stopped the car across the street, got out, and walked to the group of bystanders. "What's going on?" she asked the young man, the alarm echoing across town. 
 "Somebody broke in," he answered. "Just happened about ten minutes ago." She nodded, and then she drew the piece of Liberty Motor Lodge notepad paper from her pocket. "Do you know where I can find these men?" She showed him the three names, and the teenage girl looked too. 
 "This is Mr. Walker's place," the young man reminded her. 
 "I know that. Can you tell me where he lives?" 
 "He's got the biggest house on Nautica Point," the girl said, and she pushed her long, lank hair away from her face. "That's where." 
 "What about the other two?" 
 "I know Keith. He lives on Muir Road." The young man pointed toward the northwest. "It's over that way, maybe five miles." 
 "Addresses," Laura urged. "Do you know the addresses?" They shook their heads. The elderly couple were looking at her, so she moved to them. "I'm trying to find these three men!" she told them. "Can you help me?" 
 The man peered at the list, looked at her bandaged hand and then into her face. "And who might you be?" 
 "My name's Laura Clayborne. Please . . . it's very important that I find these men." 
 "Is that so? Why?" 
 She was about to burst into tears. "Would you at least tell me how to get to Muir Road and Nautica Point?" 
 "Are you from around here?" the man inquired. 
 "Tommy doesn't know how to be nice to strangers!" the elderly woman spoke up. "Dear, Muir Road's off Overhill. The second street that way is Overhill." She jabbed a finger toward it. "Turn left and keep going about three miles. Muir Road goes off to the right, you can't miss it." The alarm suddenly ceased, dogs barking in its wake. "Nautica Point is back the other way, off McGill. Turn right at the caution light and you go eight or nine miles." She grasped Laura's hand and angled it so she could look at the piece of paper. "Oh, Nick's a town councilman! He lives on Overhill. It's a house with a birdbath in front." 
 "Thank you," Laura said. "Thank you so much!" She turned away and ran to the Cutlass, and she heard the elderly man say, "Why didn't you just tell her where we live so she can go rob _us_, too?" 
 Laura backed up to Parkway and drove toward Overbid. Nick Dudley's house seemed to be the nearest. She picked up speed, looking for a dark blue Jeep wagon, the automatic pistol on the floorboard under her seat Keith Cavanaugh's mouth worked. Nothing came out
 Mary Terror could find no words either. The baby gurgled happily. Shock settled between them like a purple haze. 
 The man who stood before Mary did not wear white robes. He was dressed in a plaid shirt with a button-down collar, a charcoal gray sweater with a little red polo player on the breast, and khaki pants. On his feet were scuffed loafers instead of Birkenstocks. His hair was more gray than golden, and it didn't flow down to his shoulders. There wasn't enough of it to cover his scalp. His face --ah, there was the treachery of time --was still Lord Jack's, but grown softer, shaved beardless, loose at the jowls. A padding of fat encircled his waist, a little mound of it bulging his sweater at the belly. 
 But his eyes . . . those blue-crystal, cunning, beautiful eyes . . . Lord Jack was still behind them, deep in that man who called himself Keith Cavanaugh and made coats of arms in lustrous frames. 
 "Jesus," he whispered, his face bleached of blood. 
 "Jack?"' Mary took a step forward. He retreated two. There were tears in her eyes, her flesh and soul fevered. "I brought you . . ." She lifted Drummer toward him, like a holy offering. "I brought you our son." His back met the wall, his mouth opening in a stunned gasp. 
 "Take him," Mary said. "Take him. He belongs to us now." The telephone rang. From downstairs, the woman who did not know her husband's true name called, "Jenny, would you get that?" 
 "Okay!" the voice of a little girl replied. The phone stopped ringing. The noise of TV cartoons went on. 
 "Take him," Mary urged. Tears streaked down her cheeks, ruining her makeup. 
 "Daddy, it's Mrs. Hunter!" the little girl said. "She can't come until this afternoon!" 
 Three heartbeats passed. Then, from downstairs: "_Keith_?" 
 "Take him," Mary whispered. "Take him. Take _me_, Jack. Please . . ." A sob welled up like a groan, because she could see that her one true love, her savior, her reason for living and the man who had caressed her in her dreams and beckoned her across three thousand miles, had wet his pants. "We're together now," she said. "Like we used to be, only more groovy because we've got Drummer. He's ours, Jack. I took him for _us_." He slid away from her, stumbled in his retreat, and almost went down. Mary limped after him, through the foyer and toward a hallway. "I did it all for us, Jack. See? I did it so we can be together like we used to --" 
 "You're crazy," he said, his voice strangled. "Oh my God . . . you . . . stole that baby . . . for _me_?" 
 "For you." Her heart was growing wings again. "Because I love you sooooo much." 
 "No. No." He shook his head. Jack had seen the story on the newscasts and in the papers, had followed its progress until more important matters had pushed it from the lead position. He had seen all the old pictures of the Storm Front, all the faces young in their years and ancient in their passions. He had relived those days a thousand times, and now the past had come through his door carrying a kidnapped infant. "Oh God, no! You were always dumb, Mary
 . . . but I didn't know you were out of your mind!" _Always dumb_, he'd said. _Out of your mind_. 
 "I . . . did it all for us . . ." 
 "GET AWAY FROM ME!" he shouted. Red flared in his pudgy cheeks. "GET
 AWAY FROM ME, GODDAMN YOU!" 
 Sandy Cavanaugh came through a doorway and stopped when she saw the big woman holding her baby out to Keith. He looked at her and yelled, "Get out! 
 Get Jenny and get out! She's crazy!" A pretty girl maybe ten or eleven years old, her hair blond and her eyes bright blue, peered into the corridor next to her mother. "Get out!" Jack Gardiner shouted again, and the woman grabbed up their child and ran toward the back of the house. 
 "_Jack?_" Mary Terror's voice had a broken sound, the tears streaming from her eyes and all but blinding her. _You were always dumb_, he'd said. "I _love_ you." 
 "YOU CRAZY BITCH!" Spittle spewed from his mouth and hit both her and Drummer in their faces. "YOU'RE RUINING EVERYTHING!" 
 "Police!" Mary heard the woman cry out on the telephone. "Operator, get me the police!" 
 "Take him," Mary urged. "Please . . . take our baby." 
 "That's all over!" he shouted. "It was a game! A play! I was so high on acid all the time I didn't even know what I was doing! We all were!" Realization hit him, and rocked his head back. "My God . . . you mean . . . you still _believe_?" 
 "My . . . life . . . was yours," Mary whispered. "It _is_ yours!" 
 "Police? This is . . . this is . . . Sandy Cavanaugh! We've got . . . somebody's in our house!" 
 "I don't want you!" he said. "I don't want that baby! That was a long time ago, and it's all over and gone!" 
 Mary stood very still. Drummer was crying, too. Jack pressed his back against the wall in front of her, his hands up as if to ward off something filthy. 
 She saw him, in that awful moment. 
 There had never been a Lord Jack. There had been only a puppet master, pulling heartstrings and triggers. Lord Jack had been a fiction; before her stood the real Jack Gardiner, a trembling, terrified bag of guts and blood. His power had always been a lie, a deft juggling of counterculture slogans, acid dreams, and war games. He had lost the faith because he had had no faith to lose. He had sewn the Storm Front together with deceitful hands, built towers of clay and painted them as stone, merged horses with lions, called them freedom fighters, and thrown them to the flames. He had created a coat of many arms whose purpose was to clothe himself in the threads of glory. And now he stood there in the uniform of the Mindfuck State, while Gary and Akitta and Janette and CinCin and all the rest of the faithful were ghosts. He was allowing a woman who knew nothing of fire and torment to call the pigs. And Mary knew why. It crushed her soul, but she knew. He loved the woman and the child. 
 Lord Jack was dead. 
 Jack Gardiner was about to die. 
 She would save him from the pigs as her last act of love. She held Drummer in the crook of one arm, and she drew the revolver from her shoulder bag and aimed it at point-blank range. 
 Jack jammed himself into a corner. Next to him on the wall there was a framed coat of arms: a castle on a cloud, bordered by stags and swords. Beneath it was the name Cavanaugh. 
 Mary gritted her teeth, her eyes dark with death. Jack made a whimpering sound, like a whipped dog. 
 She pulled the trigger. 
 The noise was terrible in the hallway. Sandy Cavanaugh screamed. Mary fired a second time. Then a third shot rang out, all the rich red love gushing from the punctured body as Jack lay crumpled and twitching. Mary pressed the barrel against his balding scalp and delivered a fourth bullet that burst his head open and flung brains all over the wall and her sweater. Blood and tissue flecked her cheeks and clung to the Smiley Face. 
 Two bullets left. The woman and the child. 
 She started after them, but paused in the doorway. 
 Two bullets. For a woman and child. But not the ones who cowered and cried in that room. And not in this house where the pigs would leer and pick at the corpses like hunters with big-game trophies. 
 As Mary limped to the front door, she passed God skulking in a corner. 
 "You know where," he said under his floppy-brimmed hat, and she answered, 
 "Yes." 
 She left the house with Drummer, the two of them against the world. She got into the Cherokee and reached for her roadmap as she backed along the driveway in a storm of gravel. 
 Her finger marked the route and the place. It wasn't far, maybe twenty miles along the coast road. She knew the way. She wondered if Jack had ever gone there, to sit and dream of yesterday. 
 No, she decided. He never had. 
 A police car, its lights flashing, passed her as she turned onto Overhill. It took the curve to Muir Road and kept going. She drove on, heading home. 
 The door opened, and a white-haired man in a green robe with sailboats on it said, "Yes?" as if he resented the intrusion. 
 "Nick Hudley?" Laura asked, her nerves jangling. 
 "I am. Who are you?" 
 "My name is Laura Clayborne." She searched his face. He was too old to be Jack Gardiner. No, this wasn't him. "Have you seen a woman --a big woman, stands about six feet tall --with a baby? She might've been driving a --" 
 "Dark blue Cherokee," Hudley said. "Yes, she came to the door but I didn't see a baby." His gaze took stock of her dirty clothes and her bandaged hand. "She knew my name, too. What the hell's this all about?" 
 "How long ago was that? The woman. When was she here?" 
 "It wasn't over fifteen minutes ago. She said she was trying to find Muir Road. Listen, I think you'd better explain --" He suddenly looked toward the street, and Laura turned in time to see a police car speed by, going west with its lights flashing but no siren. 
 Muir Road was to the west, Laura realized. 
 She turned away from Nick Hudley and ran to the Cutlass. She started the engine and left rubber on the pavement as she sped west along Overhill, looking for Muir Road. Somehow, Mary Terror was only fifteen minutes ahead of her instead of three or four hours. There was still hope of getting David back
 . . . still hope . . . still . . . 
 A dark blue vehicle roared around a curve in front of Laura, hugging the center line, and Laura saw the face of the woman behind the wheel. At that same instant Mary Terror recognized Laura, and the Cherokee and the Cutlass slid past each other by no more than three inches. 
 Laura fought the wheel with her hand and elbow, taking the car up onto somebody's lawn, skidding it around and back onto Overhill but now going east. She put her foot to the floorboard, the Cutlass coughing black smoke but gaining speed. The Cherokee was flying in front of her, and in another few seconds they passed Nick Hudley's house, the scream of engines scaring birds out of the birdbath. 
 On the next curve the Cherokee went up over the curb and knocked a mailbox into the air. Laura got forty feet behind Mary and stayed there, determined not to lose her again. She didn't know if David was in the vehicle or not, or why the police car was on its way toward Muir Road, or if Jack Gardiner was in Freestone, or how Mary's lead had dwindled to forty feet, but she knew Mary Terror would not get away from her. Never. No matter how long it took, no matter where she went Never. 
 The Cherokee and the Cutlass swerved onto Parkway, roared under the caution light and past the WELCOME TO FREE. STONE sign. Mary's eyes ticked back and forth from the winding road to the car in her rearview mirror. The shock of seeing Laura had been only a further kink in the warp of Mary's mind. Everything was karma, after all. Yes, Mary had decided, it was karma, and karma could not be denied. Let the bitch come. Before Mary took the baby's life and her own, she would execute the bitch who had killed Edward and Bedelia. 
 Mary's tears had stopped. Her face was a ruin of smeared makeup, her eyes bloodshot and deep-sunken. Her heart had reached its final evolution. It was empty now; there was nothing to dream on anymore. She was the last survivor of the Storm Front, and she would end it where it had begun. Six miles out of Freestone, she turned onto a country road that led west to the Pacific. Laura kept with her. The miles flashed past, the road deserted. Mary took a turn to the left, following the route on her map, and Laura stayed close. Mary smiled to herself and nodded. The baby was quiet, his hands grasping the air. 
 The road wound through dense woods. A sign said POINT REYES RANGER
 STATION, 2 MI. But before a mile had passed, Mary whipped the Cherokee to the right onto another narrow dirt road. She put on speed, dust billowing back into the windshield of the Cutlass as Laura took the turn, too. "Come on!" Mary said, her voice a husky rattle. "Follow me! Come on!" Laura sped after the Cherokee, her tires bouncing and jubbling over potholes. After a mile or so there was no more dust, but the woods on either side of the road were cob-webbed with mist. Laura could smell the salt air of the Pacific leaching into the car. She followed Mary Terror around a curve, mist swirling between them, and suddenly she saw the taillights flare. Mary had just stomped on the brake. Laura wrenched the wheel to the right, her shoulder muscles shrieking. The Cutlass missed a collision, but went off the road into the pine woods. The tires plowed through a mossy bog, blue mist hanging between the trees. Laura's foot was on the brake, and the Cutlass grazed a treetrunk and stopped in swampy, rim-deep water. Laura picked up her pistol. Through the mist she could see the Cherokee sitting there, its taillights no longer flared. The driver's seat was empty. Laura opened the door and stepped out into a bog that claimed her to her ankles. The Cherokee's engine wasn't running. In the silence, Laura heard the thudding of her heart and the cries of sea gulls. 
 Where was Mary? Was David still with her, or not? 
 Laura crouched down, moving through the muddy water, and got a treetrunk between herself and the Cherokee. She was expecting a shot at any second. None came. 
 "I want my baby!" she shouted. Her finger was poised on the trigger, her broken hand throbbing with renewed pain. "Do you hear me?" But Mary Terror didn't answer. She was too smart to give herself away so easily. 
 Laura would have to move from where she was. She scurried behind another tree, closer to the Jeep wagon, and waited for a few seconds. Mary didn't show herself. Laura worked her way closer to the Cherokee, mist drifting around her and the sunlight gray through its canopy in the treetops. She gritted her teeth and ran to the vehicle's rear, where she hunkered down and listened. She could hear distant thunder. 
 Waves, she realized in another moment. The Pacific, beating against rocks. 
 The air was cool and wet, moisture dripping from the trees. Laura peered around the Cherokee's side. The driver's door was open. Mary was gone. Laura stood up, ready to crouch again if she saw movement. She looked into the wagon, saw the clutter of Mary's journey, the smell of sweat and urine and soiled diapers. 
 Laura walked past the Cherokee, following the dirt road. She went at a slow, careful pace, her senses sharp for any hint of an ambush. The flesh rippled on the back of her neck, the smell of salt in her nostrils. The sound of thunder was getting louder. 
 And then the woods fell away from both sides of the road, and a house stood before her overlooking the Pacific and its wave-gnawed rocks. 9
 The Thunder House
 IT WAS A TWO-STORY WOODEN HOUSE WITH A CABLED ROOF, A widow's walk with broken railings, and a wide porch that went around the lower floor. A path of fieldstones, overgrown with weeds, led from the road to the porch steps. The house might have been beautiful once, a long time ago. It was past saving now. The salt breeze and Pacific spray had long ago scoured off what paint there had been. The house was dark gray, its walls covered with green moss and lichens the color of ashes. What looked like cancers had taken hold on the wood, grown tendrils and linked with other tumors. Part of the porch's supports had collapsed, the floor sagging. Vandals had shown their hand: every window in the house was shattered, and spray-painted graffiti was snarled like gaudy thorns between the lichens. 
 Laura started up the steps. The second one was already broken, as was the fourth. Laura touched the banister, and her hand sank into the rotten wood. There was no front door. Just beyond the threshold there was a hole in the floor that might have been the size of Mary's boot. Laura walked inside, the smell of saltwater thick and the inner walls dark with growths. Moss hung from the ceiling like garlands. The decorations for a homecoming, Laura thought. She walked toward the staircase, and her left foot slid through the floor as if into gray mud. She pulled free, little black beetles scurrying out of the hole. The first riser of the stairs had given way. So had most of the others. The house was decayed to its core, and the walls were about to fall. 
 "I know you're there," Laura said. The saturated walls muffled her voice. "I want my baby. I'm not going to let you have him, and you know that by now." 
 Silence but for the thunder and the noise of dripping. 
 "Come on, Mary. I'll find you sooner or later." No answer. What if she's killed him? Laura thought. Oh Jesus, what if she killed him back in Freestone and that's why the police were --She stopped herself before she cracked. Laura walked carefully into another room. Its bay windows, long broken out, gave a majestic view of the ocean. She could see waves crashing against the rocks, spume leaping high. Mist, a silent destroyer, was drifting into the house. On the cratered floor lay beer cans, cigarette butts, and an empty rum bottle. Laura heard what she thought at first was the crying of a sea gull on the wind. 
 No, no. Her heart kicked. It was the crying of a baby. From upstairs, somewhere. Tears burned her eyes, and she almost sobbed with relief. David was still alive. 
 But she would have to climb the stairs to get him. 
 Laura started up, over the broken risers. David was still crying, the sound ebbing and then strengthening again. He's tired, she thought. Worn out and hungry. Her arms ached to hold him. Careful, careful! The staircase trembled under her weight, as it must have shaken under the weight of Mary Terror. She climbed into the gloom, moss glistening on the walls, and she reached the second floor. 
 It was a warren of rooms, but David's crying guided her. Her right foot slid down into the floor, and she nearly fell to her knees. On this second level, much of the floor had already given way, the rest of the boards swollen and sagging underfoot. Laura eased around the rotten-edged craters, where black bugs swarmed, and followed the sound of her child's voice. Mary could be anywhere. Lurking around a corner, standing in the darkness, waiting for her. Laura went on, step after careful step, her gaze wary for the big woman suddenly appearing in a doorway. But there was no sign of Mary, and at last Laura came to the room that held her son. He was not alone. 
 Mary Terror was standing in the far corner of the room, facing the doorway. She had David in the crook of her left arm. Her right hand held a revolver, aimed at the baby's head. 
 "You found me," Mary said. A smile flickered across a face tight with madness. Her eyes were burn holes, beads of sweat like blisters on her skin. A patch of blood and pus had soaked through the thigh of her jeans. The hairs had risen on the back of Laura's neck. She'd seen the gore spattered on the woman's sweater and the Smiley Face button. The revolver's hammer was cocked and ready. "Let him go. Please." Mary paused. She seemed to be thinking about it, her eyes staring off somewhere beside Laura. "He says I shouldn't do that," Mary told her. 
 "Who says it?" 
 "God," Mary said. "He's standing over there." Laura swallowed thickly. David's crying waxed and waned. He was calling for his mother, and her legs wanted to carry her to him. 
 "Throw your gun down," Mary commanded. 
 She hesitated. Once the gun was gone, she was finished. Her brain was smoking, trying to think of a way out of this. "In Freestone," she said. "Did you find Jack Gardi --" 
 "DONT SPEAK THAT NAME!" Mary shrieked. Her gun hand trembled, the knuckles white. 
 Laura stood very still, her lungs rasping and cold sweat on her forehead. 
 Mary's eyes closed for a second or two, as if she were trying to shut out what she'd seen. Then they jerked open. "He's dead. He died in 1972. Linden, New Jersey. There was a Shootout. The pigs found us. He died . . . saving me and my baby. I held him while he died. He said . . . he said . . ." She looked to God for guidance in this. "He said he'd never love anyone else, and that our love was like two shooting stars burning bright and hot and people who saw it would be blinded by that beauty. So he died, a long time ago." 
 "Mary?" Laura kept her voice steady with a supreme effort. If she didn't do something in a hurry, her infant was going to die. The thought of a police sniper and a madwoman on a balcony whirled through her mind in a horror of flashing blue lights. But that woman had killed the baby because of the death reflex. If Mary had to make a sudden choice, would she kill Laura first, or David? "The baby is mine. Can you understand that? I gave birth to him. He belongs to --" 
 "He's mine," Mary interrupted. "And we're going to die together. Can you dig it, or not?" 
 "_No_." 
 It was the only way. Laura's eyes calculated the inches as her mind measured the dwindling seconds. Time was almost gone. She lunged forward and dropped to her knees, the quickness of her movement catching Mary Terror by surprise. 
 A single memory passed through Mary's fevered brain, like a cool balm: Drummer's small hand, tightening around her index finger as if to stop it from pulling a trigger. 
 The revolver didn't go off. 
 As Laura lifted her pistol and took aim, the gun in Mary's hand left the child's head and began to turn toward Laura. 
 But Laura got off the first two shots. 
 She was aiming at the woman's legs, from a distance of ten feet. The first shot missed, hitting the wall behind Mary, but the second bullet grazed Mary's wounded thigh and burst it open in a hot spray of blood and pus. Mary screamed like an animal, her legs buckling and her gun firing before it could train on Laura. As Mary's knees hit the floor, Laura scrambled toward her and swung the automatic at the woman's head, striking her a blow across the left cheekbone. Mary's gun hand began to spasm uncontrollably, and the revolver fell to the floor. Then Laura grabbed hold of the green parka David was zipped up in. She wrenched him out of Mary's grasp, and then she kicked the revolver through a hole in the floor and backed away. 
 Mary fell onto her side, grasping her ruined leg and moaning. Laura began to sob. She pressed David against her and kissed his face. He was squalling, his eyes bright with tears. "It's all right," she told him. 
 "It's all right. Oh God, I've got you. I've got my sweet baby, thank God." She had to get out of there. The rangers' station wasn't far. She could go there and tell them where Mary Terror was. Her heart was beating wildly, the blood rushing through her veins. She felt faint, the ordeal about to smash over her like the ocean on the rocks. She held her baby close, and staggered out of the room. "I've got you, I've got you," she kept saying as she carried him toward the stairs. 
 She heard a _whuff_. 
 Behind her. 
 She turned. 
 And Mary Terror took one last hobbling lurch and hit her in the face with her right fist, the blow snapping Laura's head back. As Laura fell, her mind ablaze with pain, she hugged David close and swiveled her body so the impact would not be on him but on her right shoulder. The gun left her fingers, and she heard it thud down somewhere in the gloom. Mary was on her, trying to pull David away. Laura let go of him and clawed at Mary's eyes, her broken fingernails raking across the big woman's face. Mary hammered a punch into Laura's chest, cheating her lungs of air, and as Laura gasped for breath she felt David being taken from her again. Laura hooked an arm around Mary's throat and squeezed. Mary let go of the baby to beat at Laura's ribs, and then she swung Laura up and around with fierce strength and both the women crashed together against a wall with David on the floor beneath them. 
 The rotten wall gave way. They went through the soft insect-eaten boards and onto the floor of another room. As they fought, Mary's knee slammed against Laura's splinted hand, and the pain was like incandescent light, startling in its power. Laura heard herself moan, a bestial sound. She struck out with her right fist, hit Mary's shoulder, struck out again, and got her jaw. A blow from Mary hit Laura in the stomach, and then Mary had her by the hair and was trying to slam her head against the floorboards. Laura fought back with the raw strength of the doomed. She got her fingers in Mary's eyes and tore at them, and then Mary cried out and was pulling away from her. Blood was spattered all over them from Mary's thigh wound, splattered all over the floor. Laura kicked out, hit Mary in the ribs, and drew a grunt from her. Another kick missed, and Mary Terror was crawling away, blood dripping from the corner of her right eye. Laura staggered to her feet, and suddenly Mary turned on her again and grabbed her legs, lifting her off the floor and throwing her back into another wall. Laura went through it as if it were damp pasteboard, and then Mary burst after her through the rotten timbers and sodden plaster with a strangled bellow of fury. Blood was in Mary's eyes, her face a crimson mask. She kicked at Laura, who got to her knees and desperately tried to protect her face and head with her arms. She warded off one kick, was struck in the shoulder by another. Freighted with pain, she fought to her feet. And then Mary --half-blinded, her right eye white in its socket --clamped her arms around Laura's body, trapping her arms at her sides. She began to crush the life out of her. Laura thrashed, couldn't break free. Her vision was fading. When she passed out, Mary would beat her to death. Laura rocked her skull back and brought it forward, smashing her forehead as hard as she could against the woman's mouth and nose. 
 Bones snapped like twigs. The pressure on Laura's ribs eased, and she slid down to the floor in a heap as Mary staggered across the floor, her hands pressed to her face. She hit a wall, but this one was solid. And then she shook her head, drops of blood flying, and she leaned over and breathed like a bellows as red drooled from her mouth. 
 Laura was shaking, her nerves and muscles almost used up. She was about to pass out, and when she put her hand to her face it came away smeared with blood. 
 Mary snorted gore, and came at her dragging her mangled leg. The big woman reached down for her, grabbed her hair with one hand and her throat with the other. 
 Laura came up off the floor like an uncoiling spring, her teeth gritted, and she grasped the front of Mary's sweater with her good hand and kicked with her last reserve of power into the woman's bleeding thigh. A howl of pure agony burst fro'm Mary's mouth. Mary let go of Laura's throat to clutch at her leg, and she toppled backward off balance, her shoulders slamming against a wall five feet behind her. 
 Laura saw the gray wall break open, rusted nails popping like gunshots, and Mary Terror kept falling. 
 There was a scream. Mary's bloody hands clawed at the edges of the hole she'd gone through, but more of the rotten wood gave way beneath her fingers. The scream sharpened. 
 Mary's hands disappeared. 
 Laura heard a moist-sounding _thump_. 
 The scream had stopped. 
 She could hear sea gulls. Mist, the silent destroyer, drifted through the broken wall. 
 Laura looked out. Mary Terror had gone through the side of the house and fallen to the ground forty feet below. She lay on her stomach, amid rocks and weeds and broken bottles, the detritus of someone's party. A graffiti artist had been at work on the larger rocks, adorning them with names and dates in Day-Glo orange. Twenty feet from Mary's head was a spray-painted peace symbol. There was something in Laura's right hand. She opened it, and looked at the Smiley Face button that had been ripped from Mary Terror's sweater. Its pin had pricked her palm. 
 She shook it out of her hand, and it clattered facedown to the floor. Laura staggered out of the room, and near the staircase she knelt down on the floor beside her son. 
 His gaze found her, and he shrieked. She knew she was no beauty. She picked him up --a major effort, but a pleasure she would not be denied --and rocked him, slowly and gently. Gradually, his crying subsided. She felt his heart beating, and that miracle of miracles broke her. She lowered her head and sobbed, mixing blood and tears. 
 She thought she must've passed out. When she awakened again, her first thought was that Mary Terror was coming after her, and God help her if she got up and looked out and saw that the woman was no longer lying where she'd struck. 
 She was afraid to find out. But the thought passed, and her eyelids drifted shut again. Her body was a kingdom of pain. Later --and exactly when this was she didn't know --David's crying brought her back to the world. He was hungry. Wanting a bottle. Got to feed a growing boy. _My_ growing boy. 
 "I love you," she whispered. "I love you, David." She zipped him out of the parka and inspected him: fingers, toes, genitals, everything. He was whole, and he was hers. 
 Laura held him close against her, and she crooned to him as the ocean spoke outside. 
 It became time to think about what she was going to do. 
 She believed she could get the Cutlass out of the bog. If not, maybe the keys were still in the Jeep wagon. No, she couldn't bear to drive that. Couldn't even bear to sit in it, because that woman's smell would be in there. If she couldn't get the Cutlass out, she would have to walk to the rangers' 
 station. Could she do that? She thought so. It might take her a while, but she'd get there eventually. 
 "Yes we will," she told her baby. He looked at her and blinked, no longer crying. Her voice was froggish, and she could still feel the pressure of that woman's fingers on her throat. "All over now," she said, shunting aside the darkness that kept trying to claim her. "All over." But what if she looked out and Mary Terror's body was not there? 
 Laura attempted to stand. It was impossible. She had to wait awhile longer. The light seemed brighter. Afternoon light, she thought. Her tongue probed around her mouth and located no missing teeth but some blood dots. Her ribs were killing her, and she couldn't take deep breaths. Her broken hand . . 
 . well, there was a point in pain where pain no longer registered, and she had passed that. When she got back to civilization, she was going to be a doctor's delight
 Getting to the rangers' station was not the real test The real test involved Doug, and Atlanta, and where her life would go from there. She didn't think Doug was in her future. She had what belonged to her. He could keep the rest
 And there was another question, too. The question of a woman who did not want to be forgotten, and who feared strangers might pass her grave and never know her story. 
 Laura would make sure that didn't happen, and she would make sure Bedelia Morse got home. 
 She thought Neil Kastle of the FBI might take her calls now, too. Laura got her legs under her, held David against her, and tried to stand. She almost made it. The next time, she did. 
 Moving slowly and carefully, she descended the staircase. Downstairs, she had to rest again. "Your mama's an old lady, kid," she told David. "How about that?" He made a gurgling noise. She offered him a finger, and his hand curled around it with a strong grip. They had to get to know each other again, but they had plenty of time. There were scrapes on his face; he wore his own medals. "You ready to try it?" she asked. He offered no judgment, only a curious blue-eyed stare. 
 Laura hobbled out of the house into the afternoon light. The mist was still drifing in, the Pacific thundering against the rocks as it had for ages. Some things were steady, like a mother's love for her child. The road beckoned. 
 But not yet Not just yet. 
 Laura went around the house, her heartbeat rapid in her bruised chest She had to see. Had to know that she could sleep again without waking up screaming, and that somewhere in the world Mary Terror was not driving the highways of night
 She was there. 
 Her eyes were open, her head crooked. A rock was her pillow, red as love. 
 Laura released her breath, and turned away with her son in her arms. Both of Thursday's children had far to go. 
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Deep under the calm water of a Caribbean lagoon, salvage diver David Moore discovers a sunken Nazi U-boat entombed in the sand. A mysterious relic from the last war. Slowly, the U-boat rises from the depths laden with a long-dead crew, cancerous with rot, mummified for eternity.
Or so Moore thought.
UNTIL HE HEARD THE DEEP HOLLOW BOOM OF SOMETHING HAMMERING WITH FEVERISH INTENSITY...SOMETHING DESPERATELY TRYING TO GET OUT! 
 The Night Boat was the second novel I wrote, but the third one published. If you'd like to know why that was, write me a letter and I'll be glad to tell you a tale of dark and twisted passages.
 The Night Boat actually had its beginnings in a drawing of a dinosaur that scared the jelly out of me as a kid. It showed an aquatic beast with a mouthful of gleaming teeth emerging from dark water to snap on a pterodactyl's leg, the full moon shining down and gleaming off the white-capped waves. Long after everyone else in the house had gone to sleep, I lay in bed and heard the sound of waves on prehistoric shores, and the thrashings of a huge and hideous body emerging from the depths. The hero in The Night Boat, David Moore, remembers the same drawing.
 I am also fascinated by machines. Particularly ships and submarines. I can imagine nothing more grim than to be two hundred feet underwater in a leaking, moldering submarine. They didn't call them Iron Coffins for nothing, and it took iron-willed men to survive in them. Most of the German submarine crews didn't.
 The Night Boat is a mixture of dream and nightmare. A dream in that the location, the colors, the language are idyllic; nightmarish because the Night Boat invades the dream and destroys it. I took scuba-diving lessons in researching The Night Boat, but I wasn't able to afford a trip to the Caribbean. It amazes me still that a review I got for the book went to lengths to say how accurate the reviewer thought I'd gotten the cadences of island language. I listened to many hours of calypso music and spoken Caribbean dialect records.
 Events and impressions in an authors everyday life are always mirrored in the work he or she is doing at the time. While I was writing The Night Boat, I lived in a cramped little roachhole of an apartment on Birmingham's Southside. Honestly, I could hear the roaches running wild in the ceiling over my bed as I tried to sleep. And my upstairs neighbors played their stereo at an ungodly volume all hours of the night, so round about two or three in the morning you could hear the other neighbors banging on their walls to get the music shut down. That weird, rhythmic hammering in the early hours remained with me and found its way into The Night Boat. When the crew hammers at the rotting hulk of the submarine, it's actually irate neighbors at two o'clock in the morning trying to get Led Zeppelin silenced. The roaches in the ceiling I saved for another book.
 Now, eight or nine years after The Night Boat was first published, I think often of Coquina Island. It is a beautiful place, surrounded by emerald water, with fresh trade winds and golden sand, green palms swaying in the breeze, the scent of cinnamon and coconut in the air. It was created by a young man whose apartment looked out over a junk car lot, the smell of burned onions wafting from somebody's kitchen, and burglar bars on the windows. Ah, the luxury of the imagination....
 The Night Boat is about the merging of dream and nightmare, confinement and escape, and what I think of as the whirlpool of Fate. David Moore thought he'd escaped that whirlpool, but it was waiting for him, there below the surface of emerald waters, where the monsters doze but never sleep.
 Robert R. McCammon
 June 1988
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THE NIGHT BOAT



Prologue

  CLOUDS SWEPT ACROSS the yellow oval of the moon, one moment obscuring it, the next opening chasms so that its ocher light could stream down upon the plain of black ocean beneath. The moon hung motionless, while around it the clouds roiled. It was as if they possessed a life of their own, whirling upon themselves, breaking into pieces and attaching themselves, leechlike, onto others. They were first the maws of fantastic monsters, then men’s faces with mouths open and screaming, then bare, bleached skulls shattered slowly into fragments by the Caribbean winds.
  There were two lights panning across the surface of the sea-one high, over a dark mass of land, flashing intermittently, and the other floating low, just above the stern of a rusty-hulled American freighter hauling eight thousand tons of raw sulfur.
  And one hundred yards beyond the freighter’s wake was something else.
  Quietly and smoothly a dark cylinder of iron rose up from the depths on a slender tower. The metal had been painted black to avoid reflection, the viewing lens sheathed in concrete-a single freezing eye.
  The periscope turned, the only noise betraying its presence a soft hissssss of foam rushing around the tower; it sighted the island beacon, paused a few seconds, and turned several degrees to study the specter of the merchant vessel. Moonlight glittered off railings, off porthole rims, off the glass in an upper-deck wheelhouse.
  Easy prey.
  The periscope descended. A gurgle of water and gone.
  Then, with a noise like the death threat of a striking serpent, the first G7A concussion torpedo, loaded with eight hundred pounds of explosive, left its forward tube. Powered by compressed air, it left a thin trail of silvery bubbles on its course toward the freighter’s stern. It moved with a fluid grace, a smaller replica of the huge machine that had borne it across six thousand miles of ocean. Gradually it rose to within ten feet of the surface and hurtled onward toward its rendezvous.
  When the torpedo slammed into the freighter’s screws, it ripped open a gash below the waterline with an explosion that lit the sea with fire and fury. There was a long scream of iron as ton after ton of sea broke open the freighter’s stern plates. Then there came a second explosion, hotter and redder than the first, sending up a gout of heavy black smoke through which burning men leaped over the shattered deck railing for the sea. Flame spread along the lower deck, greedily chewing its way toward the wheelhouse. A third explosion; a spray of metal and timbers tossed into the sky. Shuddering, the freighter veered toward the beacon light less than a mile away. The captain did not fully realize what had happened. He was perhaps thinking that they had struck something underwater: a reefhead, a sunken wreck. He did not know the screws were mangled and useless or that the fires were already out of control; he did not know the great shafts of the diesel engines had been thrown forward by the blast, grinding men to bloody pulps before them.
  When the second torpedo hit, just to starboard of the first strike, the explosion collapsed the stern section of the lower deck. Supports shattered and fell away, and men struggling blindly through smoke and flame were crushed beneath tons of iron. The entire superstructure trembled and began to cave in.
  Bulkheads moaned, split, burst as the sea gnawed its way through; iron crumpled like waxed paper; men clawed at each other as they sank, drowning. Some, above decks, were quickly burned into stiffened crisps. The dying ship, filled with the hideous racket of screams and moans, of shattering timber and glass, lurched sharply to starboard and began to sink rapidly at the stern.
  A red emergency flare was fired from the remains of the burning wheelhouse; it exploded in the sky with a sharp crack and floated lazily back down toward the sea. Black smoke churned over the freighter, becoming thicker and thicker, filling the air with the stench of scorched iron and burned flesh, until finally it turned the moon ebon.
  The surface of the sea began to part beyond the freighter’s fiery shape. A rush of swirling white foam marked the ascent of the hunter. Its periscope tower broke the surface, then the rectangular shape of the conning tower appeared, and finally its superstructure, which gleamed as the sea ran off it in red-reflecting streams. The U-boat began to move nearer its victim, its bow slicing cleanly through a carnage of bodies and timber, crates, pieces of railing, ship’s furniture. Here a man holding a bleeding comrade and calling out for help, here another in a blackened life jacket, raising up the bloody stumps that had been his arms. A sheen of oil had spread across the sea from the freighter’s ruptured tanks, and it too was afire. Flames reflected off the iron hull of the U-boat, burned in the eyes of the men who watched from the conning tower’s bridge, glowed in the submarine commander’s wolflike eyes.
  “Ja. A good hit,” he said over the noises of the explosions. It had been ten minutes since the second torpedo left its tube. The freighter was doomed. “Die,” he said very softly to the floating blanket of debris and the mass of the sinking ship. “Die.”
  The black smoke, carrying the scent of death with it, drifted around the U-boat in heavy swirls. Through it the commander could hear a final, long shriek as the freighter headed for the bottom. This was deep water, a thousand feet or more, a trench surrounded by steeply sloping coral reef and sand walls. He cocked his head, listening to a loud gurgling and bubbling of water, the hissing of steam, the half-crazed outcries of drowning men. This was a symphony to him, the almost overpowering music of destruction. He narrowed his eyes and moved his gaze to an object floating off the port bow. It was a life preserver. “All slow,” he said, speaking into the voice tube that relayed his orders to the control room. The ring would bear the freighter’s name and possibly the registry number; he was fastidious about keeping his leather-bound war diary accurate. “Schiller,” he said to the lean blond man who stood nearest him. “You and Drexil get that ring for me.”
  The two crewmen clambered down the conning-tower ladder to the deck and began to move forward, careful of their footing on the slippery, algae-slimed wood.
  The U-boat’s bow pushed through a mass of blazing wreckage. Somewhere a man was calling out for God, over and over again; the voice died away abruptly, as if the man’s throat had filled with water. Hanging on to the port-deck railing, the oily, littered sea washing around their ankles, the two sailors waited, watching the preserver carried toward them by the waves. Three more of the choppy swells and it would be close enough to grasp by hand. The commander watched, hands folded before him, as Drexil, with Schiller holding his legs, reached over to get it.
  And then there was a high, piercing noise that made the commander whirl around. His eyes widened. The noise, coming from the midst of the black smoke, rose until it became a metallic shriek. From the open tower hatch the exec’s black-bearded face emerged, his mouth a silent O. At once the commander understood. A battle-station siren. A subchaser, coming up fast on their stern. He roared into the voice tube, “CRASH DIVE! CRASH DIVE!” even as the U-boat’s alarm bells shrilled below. Then a second shrieking siren: a second subchaser joining the first. Both of them roaring full-speed, bearing down on the U-boat. The exec dropped through the hatchway, and the commander peered anxiously out across the bulwark. His sailors had the preserver and were frantically making their way through the deepening black troughs.
  A bright circular light hit the sea just across the U-boat’s bow, and now the sea vibrated with the noise of the subchasers’ engines. With a muffled thud a geyser of water rose up to starboard of the conning tower, followed by an explosion that almost tore through the eardrums. The sea heaved around them.
  The commander looked into the spotlight, his eyes aching from its brightness, his teeth clenched. Schiller and Drexil would not make the bridge in time. Without a second glance, he threw himself into the yawning hatch and sealed the lid shut over his head.
  Like a huge reptilian beast, the great gleaming U-boat slid without hesitation into the depths. The two sailors, floundering in rising water, felt iron and wood drop away beneath their feet. They clutched at a railing, screaming out, focused in the eye of the light.
  “THE RING!” Schiller shouted to his mate. “HOLD ON TO IT!”
  But then a churn of white water tore it from Drexil’s grasp, and it skittered away into the flames. Schiller opened his mouth to cry out, seeing the conning tower sink away, passing him like a descending monster’s fin, but salt water streamed into his throat and he almost choked. He kicked forward, trying to grasp hold of the periscope tower, but as he did his leg slammed against something, and he felt himself being pulled down. He jerked at the leg, jerked again; it was useless. Something had caught his ankle and was pulling him after the boat. The sea blinded him, closing over his head. Get free! he heard himself shriek. Get free! The currents enveloped him, carrying him down. He cried out, air bursting from between his teeth, and wrenched at the leg. It came free at last, but there was a sharp cracking noise and pain almost overcame him. He fought his way to the surface. Stroke! the mind commanded the failing body. Stroke!
  Schiller found himself amidst a maelstrom of noise and foaming sea. The sky was filled with the smell of cordite and the spinning red and green comets of flares. Shells were dropping all around him, hammering at his brain, and through the nightmare he grasped on to an empty crate and wrapped both arms around it.
  When Schiller cleared his eyes he saw Drexil’s head bobbing only a few yards away. He cried out, “DREXIL! HOLD ON!” and began swimming, his leg a useless appendage. In another moment he realized he was weak and growing weaker, that he could not tread water, and land was too distant. There was something stringy, like dark clumps of jellyfish, in the waves. Gouts of blood. Intestines. Brains. Bodies torn to pieces. The offal of war. He reached Drexil and it was only when he took the man’s shoulder that he realized this man had black hair, and Drexil’s had been red.
  The corpse, floating in a tattered life jacket, had no face.
  White teeth grinned from a pulp of tissues and membranes and nerve fibers. Schiller shouted hysterically and pulled his hands back as if they had been contaminated. He began swimming into the green-glowing ocean, the fires still burning around him, but he was swimming without direction. Ahead was a solid plain of flame, and in the midst of the flame he could see the blackened, shriveled corpses, whirling around and around as if they were spinning above a gigantic whirlpool. He could feel the power of the water over the freighter wrenching at him. He tried to move away from it, but the sea had him and was pulling him down, and he couldn’t swim anymore. He wondered where Drexil was and if there were a true peace in death. He lowered his head and opened his mouth to fill his lungs before he went down.
  Hands grasped him. Pulled him up from the surface. Threw him down into the bottom of a boat. Men standing over him, peering down.
  Schiller blinked, could not make out their faces, could not move his body.
  “A live one,” someone said, in English.


One

  SOMETHING LAY AHEAD, dark against the thick blue-green swells.
  David Moore reached back and cut the sputtering motor. The sharp, hot sun lay across his bare back and shoulders like a bright tropical jacket. The battered fisherman’s skiff slowed, rolled lazily across the next swell, and Moore turned the tiller so whatever was in the water would come up on his starboard side. Squinting from the glare of sun off sea, he reached over the gunwale and brought the object up.
  It was another piece of timber-God only knew where it had drifted or been torn from. It was a new piece, though, not yet gnarled and aged by the salt water, and he placed it in the bottom of the boat to examine it. On one side there were the remnants of red-painted letters against a white background. An S and an A. Salty? Sally? Samantha? It was evidently a shard of a boat’s transom, perhaps one of the Coquina boats, perhaps one that had drifted from a long way off. He knew the names of most of the island’s fishing fleet: Jolly Mack, Kinkee, Blue Lady, Lucy J. Leen, Gallant, a dozen others. This boat had probably been destroyed in some distant harbor or maybe it was one of the unfortunates caught in the teeth of the tropical storm that had screamed across the island three days previously. Some fisherman might have lost his life clinging to this boat, Moore thought, staring at the plank. He didn’t want to think about that. It brought up too many bad memories.
  He started the motor again and swung the tiller so that the skiff’s prow was aimed at a point directly into the opening of Kiss Bottom Reef some forty yards ahead. The sea was still fairly rough, “somewhat jumpin’” as the Caribbean fishermen said, and as he neared the reef passage the swells struck hard against the hull. There was debris all around: more splintered timbers, driftwood that might be worth salvaging, tree branches, roof tiles, even a rusted tin placard that read COLA, BEER, WINE. He had seen it ripped off the front of the Landfall Tavern from his hotel terrace. The sign had spun high across the island roofs and had been tossed in a wild, rain-swept spiral into the sea. As Moore passed through the channel he could see the ragged edges of the reef, stubbled with brown and green coral growths, just grazing the surface. A lot of boats had been torn open by those treacherous devil’s-horns, and had had to be dragged off to be patched up at the island’s boatyard or to die in deeper water. Outside the reef were two “clangers,” brightly painted orange buoys that banged and rattled as they were jostled together by the rough currents.
  Moore steered between them, following the path of blue-green water before him, and then he headed toward the deeper, almost purple sea in the distance. It was still shallow just off Kiss Bottom-thirty to thirty-five feet-but the sand and coral bottom quickly shelved off into what was respectfully and fearfully known as the Abyss.
  Moore turned in his seat and glanced back at the island he’d just steered from to get a correct bearing. The dark, tire-lined piers, the fishermen’s cluster of tinderbox shanties, the village of Coquina with its houses and shops of stucco brilliantly painted in wild reds, oranges, pale pinks, blues, browns, light greens. In the white sunlight the colors were dazzling. He let his eyes move up the island, where High Street left Coquina village and wound its way, on a path of ruts and gravel, to a small dark-blue structure with a white gabled roof and white wrought-iron terraces overlooking the harbor. The Indigo Inn was his hotel; he’d made the purchase three years before from an elderly man who was moving back to the States. In the last few days Moore and Markus, his handyman, had been busy replacing broken windows, shattered porch railing slats, and shutters that had been ripped away by the high winds. They did a patchwork job replacing things that had been broken before and would surely be broken again. In the islands, decay was the only certainty.
  He turned out from land and steered toward the deeps, searching the water around him. Most of the debris had been washed ashore in the previous few days and whatever was still usable had been gathered up by the islanders. The storm had been a particularly fierce one even for September, one of the most furious of months during the autumn hurricane season. It had blown in from the east, almost unheralded except for the ominously yellow sky. Smashing first into the Coquina harbor, sending boats flying against the piers, the storm had torn a few of the fishermen’s dwellings to pieces, then screamed into the interior jungle, uprooting palms and shrubs, and miraculously veered around the shanty village of Caribville on the island’s northern point before finally heading out to sea again. The few radios that were the island’s sole method of communication had been knocked out by electrical interference. It was a wonder there had been so few serious injuries: only a few broken bones and lacerations, which had been tended by Dr. Maxwell at the clinic.
  The sea darkened under his boat. The squat stone tower of the Carib Point beacon lay over his shoulder, a sighting point still used on stormy, wild nights to aid merchant freighters out in the channel. Since it lay near the Carib settlement, it had been allowed to fall into a state of near-ruin. Moore corrected his course a few degrees. In another few moments he was in the right spot; the beacon was just over his left shoulder and the tin-roofed structures of the boatyard drydock shelters over his right. He cut the motor, went to the bow, and heaved a lightweight grapple anchor over the side, allowing the rope to coil out from a hand-winch reel. When the line stopped, he knew that he’d been correct; he was in about fifty feet of water, at the very rim of the Abyss, where the bottom suddenly dropped off into infinity.
  Moore moved back to get his diving gear and tank in the stern. He sat down, almost comforted by the skiff’s slow rocking, and took off his khaki slacks and thongs. He wore dark-blue bathing briefs underneath, and he pulled a thin cotton T-shirt over his shoulders to guard against strap-burn. When he’d turned on his tank’s air supply, he hoisted the tank to his shoulders and strapped it on securely. Then he looked out across the Abyss.
  In the distance he could see the faint shapes of far-off land masses: Chocolate Hole, Sandy Cay, Starfish Cay. They were much smaller than Coquina-mainly long spits of hot, palm-edged beaches-and of the three nearest, only Chocolate Hole was really a village. It was a tiny settlement of only fifty or so people who made their living selling green sea-turtles to the bulky industry boats that dealt in local island products. Here, out in the open, the breeze was strong and warm on Moore’s face. He let his eyes wander the plain of purple water above the great depths.
  Only a few fishermen sailed here; they generally stayed nearer Coquina or fished for albacore and jacks in the shallow waters to the south. The Abyss was a haunted place, so the old islanders-the superstitious ones-said. A score of them had sworn they’d seen or heard things out here. There were those who’d been vehement: a great blazing ghost freighter, burning with a spectral emerald fire, in the midst of the Abyss, water hissing all around her, the moans of her doomed crew carrying out into dawn’s twilight. Though Moore was a man who made up his own mind about such things, he was sometimes inclined to believe it wasn’t just bad rum or Red Stripe beer talking. Not from the looks some of those men had in their eyes.
  But now, in the clear afternoon sunlight, with the entire sky a huge unbroken canopy of hot blue, he could not believe in ghosts. At least, not sailing the surface.
  When Moore looked into a mirror, he saw first his father’s eyes, as blue as the Caribbean depths themselves, crackling with intelligence and caution. He had let his beard grow when he reached the islands from Europe, and by the time he’d stepped off a tramp steamer onto Coquina’s shore he was a hard-muscled, tanned, and lean figure with black hair that curled around his collar, and a dark beard and mustache. He would be thirty-four in November, but he was light-years away from the life he’d led in Baltimore, his birthplace. No one in Baltimore-no one who remained in the life he’d left behind-could have recognized him, except perhaps by his eyes. He was a different man entirely, no longer the one who’d been a rising young executive in his father’s bank; who’d lived in a modest if expensive home in a fashionable Baltimore suburb with his wife, Beth, and eight-year-old son, Brian; who’d fought for a membership at the Amsterdam Hills Country Club; who’d owned a beautiful, teak-decked sailing sloop, custom-built by a Canadian firm, that he and Beth had christened-with champagne and all-Destiny’s Child. In those days he had worn “the uniform,” dark-blue or gray suits with regimental-striped ties, to quiet business luncheons and discussions in oak-paneled drawing rooms where he had struggled to stifle his yawning and restless unease.
  He slipped into his black swim fins, strapped a sheathed knife around the calf of his right leg, then secured a weight-belt to his waist. Putting on a pair of gauntlet gloves, Moore rinsed out his mask with seawater, spat into it to prevent it from fogging, and then rinsed it out again. He eased the mask down over his face, put the regulator mouthpiece between his teeth, sucked and exhaled to make certain it was clear, then flipped himself backward over the gunwale in an easy, practiced motion.
  Below, in the great room with light-blue walls streaming with sunlight, he waited for his bubbles to clear, watching the rise and fall of the hull above him. When he had adjusted to his underwater world, Moore swam toward the bow, found the taut anchor line and began to follow it hand-over-hand into the depths, his breath appearing before him in crystal globes that ascended to the surface. He went slowly, clearing his ears by squeezing his nostrils shut and blowing every few seconds. In another moment he sighted the bottom, ridges of sand and high walls of tangled coral, and he let go, kicking smoothly away, when he came to the end of the anchor line. Following the bottom, he swam toward the curtain of blue before him, his legs doing all the work, his arms held loosely at his sides. Familiar sights told him he was in the right place: the bulbous mass of brown brain coral that had amazed him the first time he’d seen it; magnificent forest of staghorn coral, now filled with the dart and shimmer of dwarf herring; an angelfish, strikingly blue and yellow, moving gracefully past him.
  Through thick clumps of algae that stirred with the currents below, Moore saw a brigade of crabs on the march, freezing solid when they sensed his movement. The reefs were alive; fish flew like birds through the coral openings or whisked themselves into holes to await his passing. The reef dwellers were too accustomed to the predators to take any chances. A shadow covered him, and he looked up. Thirty feet above an eagle ray swam, the wings rippling like beautiful muscle. It vanished into the blue gloom.
  Moore had been angling down as the bottom dropped away, and now he faced a wall of gnarled dark coral. He swam through a maze of sea fans, then rose above the wall and stopped abruptly.
  Beneath him stretched the Abyss: dark, forboding. The sea turned from blue to black in those depths, like the huge mouth of something waiting to devour him. Though he’d been prepared, the sight of it sent an electric chill through him. Abruptly the vision of the ghost ship, lit by moonlight, glowing green and iridescent, came to him. He brushed it away. If ghosts did exist, Moore thought, they probably were down in that awesome hole. He glanced up at the silvery surface, then thought of the brass ship’s compass he’d found last year and began to descend.
  There was a freighter down there somewhere, Moore knew; probably so deep his lungs would explode before he could ever reach it. It had gone down sometime in a battle during World War II-that was all he could glean from the stories that floated about the island. Details were sketchy, and no one here really liked to talk about the war. He had gone diving in this area the year before, after another fierce storm, and had discovered a ledge littered with pieces of metal, railings, even the bow portion of a shattered lifeboat. On that dive Moore had found an old ship’s compass, the glass missing but the brass still shining. He had taken the compass back to the inn, but when he’d returned to the Abyss a few days afterward the sand had settled back like a flat white carpet, and nothing remained. Another storm had hit soon after, but he hadn’t had the chance to dive again, so he’d had to wait for the following season in hopes of finding something else he might be able to salvage.
  He continued downward. Where’s that ledge? he wondered suddenly, trying to pierce the deep-blue mist. It’s dropped away entirely. But then it materialized and he reached it, swimming along a high ridge of rock-dappled sand. There was something metal a few feet ahead: a rusted can. He picked it up. It was still sealed, though badly dented. He let it fall, swam on. In the midst of clumps of coral, probably ripped from the reef at the Abyss rim, there were shards of timber and more cans which gleamed brightly. He held one up and saw himself reflected in the scoured metal. It had been buried. Food supplies for that freighter’s crew? he wondered. Maybe. What would be inside? Peaches? Vegetables? He wondered if out of curiosity he should open one to see what was included in a 1942 merchant seaman’s diet.
  The Abyss stretched down beneath him like the empty socket of a huge eye; there was a series of ledges, all sand choked with rock at various depths, one beneath the other until they faded from sight. One of them, a massive Mt. Everest of sand, caught his eye. It had a definite shape, but he couldn’t determine what it reminded him of. Moore descended, intrigued by the mound; he hadn’t noticed it before, but then his attention had been on an upper ledge, not the lower ones. He was perhaps ten feet above it when he realized something was protruding from the mass of sand and rock; his heart began to beat more rapidly.
  Moore hovered over it, fanning the sand back with quick motions of his fins. The top of a cylinder of some kind protruded vertically. He felt it gingerly. Iron. Unmarked by marine growth, the object, like the cans, had been completely covered over by sand. There was glass in it, very heavily scarred. What in God’s name? he wondered. He reached down and pulled at it, only half-expecting it to come free; it wouldn’t budge. Moore began to dig the sand away from the object, then wrenched again at it. No use, David old cock, he told himself. This-whatever-is stuck tight. He checked his wristwatch. Time to head for the surface. But this cylinder: the scars of sand abrasion glinting, the glass inset. Fascinating as hell. It could be something worthwhile, he thought. Or perhaps…he gazed down at the sand stirred by his every movement.
  Or perhaps something was buried beneath it.
  Moore unstrapped his knife from its sheath and dug rocks away from the cylinder’s base. He uncovered more iron, gleaming and pitted, an inch at a time. Digging in wrist deep, he pulled the sand away in handfuls. He pried the rocks loose with his blade and let them roll off into that deep hole below him. Another glance at the watch. Time to go! But he was functioning like a machine now, digging and lifting, slowly uncovering what appeared to be a thick, gleaming iron support for that cylinder. There were no growths; it had been buried here for a long time. His knife scraped across flat rock and he shifted his digging to another section.
  And then he froze. Forgot to exhale, then exhaled, the bubbles rattling toward the surface over a hundred and fifty feet above.
  He had heard something, muffled and far away, like iron being hammered underwater.
  Moore waited, his heart pounding, but the noise didn’t come again. What was it? He looked around and then realized something very odd: he hadn’t seen any fish at this depth. Very odd, in waters teaming with snapper, grouper, jacks, albacore. Moore glanced up, looking for the reassuring distant glow of the sun. There were remnants of jagged rock hanging over him, as if what had once been a ledge just above had given way. He tried to quiet the inner voices. Get to your boat, they whispered. Something is wrong here.
  Where were the damned fish?
  He continued digging, lifting out coral clumps.
  The sand completely obscured his vision, like the roil of white clouds; it had to be extremely deep here, he thought. A mountain of sand and below him the valley of darkness. He plunged in his hands, the fingers closing around a rock, and pulled it out from the mound. When he did, sand cascaded in sheets off the sides of the mountain and on into the Abyss.
  Then Moore saw something exposed a few feet away from the strange cylinder and the iron tower. He pulled at the new object. It was a large barrel of some kind, also made of scarred, dented metal. He freed it and it began to slide down the sand slope, and as he clung to it he saw the detonation cap of the device, and the chill of fear raised hair on the back of his neck.
  It was an unexploded depth charge.
  Moore wrenched his hands back as if they’d been burned. His tank clanged sharply against coral debris, and he fought his way up the mountain away from it, his fins churning water. He could see himself turned inside out by the thing’s blast, his body reduced to a mass of bloody shreds. Then the predators would come, and there would be nothing left. He half-sank into the sand, fought himself free in a blinding mist, looking back over his shoulder to see the forgotten charge pitch off the ledge. Then it began to fall into the depths, spinning end over end. Moore reached the summit; the charge had vanished into the dark mists and he stared fearfully after it, praying that if it did explode it would go off hundreds of feet below, where the shock might not kill him. Otherwise…
  And then there was a burst of white light far below. The shock came roaring out of the depths, an undersea whirlwind that reached inside him, through the flesh, gripping the bones and twisting.
  He gritted his teeth against the pain and roaring noise that almost shattered his eardrums; a fissure split open in the sand, releasing a pulsating globe of air that tore past him and rocketed up toward the surface. The blast echoed all around, the water crazily shifting in all directions, trying to rip him to pieces. The sand parted, cracked open in a dozen seams. It slid under him; an avalanche of it covered Moore and he fell backward, toppling toward the wild Abyss, his tank slamming against coral. Great bubbles of air were roaring all around him, some of them ripping their way free of the sand. Something struck him like the blow of a fist; his mask was torn from his face and the water blinded him. When he felt for a grip, frantically, his hands closed around a solid object. He held on, the currents twisting at him, the noise a throbbing pain at his temples. And then a realization came to him that almost caused him to shout out in terror: he was rising.
  There was a shudder beneath him, and through the blue-green distortion he saw a dark, massive shape towering above him. His lungs were filling; he was rising too quickly. He let go his grip and kicked out with his fins against a hard surface that slid past him. He was thrown away from the thing, twisted and turned and mauled by the fierce currents, lost in the explosion of sand and sea. When he could see again he was looking toward the surface into the sun.
  Or where the sun had been.
  For now it was obscured by the huge shape; the thing was rising to the surface, trailing sand; its shadow covered him, and he felt lost in its darkness. He watched it, eyes stinging. The shape broke through the surface in a roil of foam, and through the ringing in his ears he heard the thunder of sea surging against iron. It hung there, rocking slowly from side to side.
  Get up! Moore screamed to himself. No, no. Control. Control. He swam furiously out of the thing’s ominous shadow and began to stroke very slowly for the top. He had been thrown almost to the rim of the Abyss, and he concentrated on following the slope of the shelving bottom. He found his anchor line, pulled the anchor free and began to climb. He stopped for decompression at ten feet, watching the hull of his skiff being battered by the waves. When his head finally broke water, he spat out his mouthpiece and hung on to the skiff’s gunwale, staring at what lay not more than thirty yards from him.
  “Dear God,” he whispered.
  Its hull was over two hundred feet long; red sunlight had settled into splices in the iron flesh, like the bleeding wounds of a giant saurian. Water foamed around a sharp, evil-looking prow. Remnants of an iron railing hung twisted over the side, partly submerged; there were long dents and gashes in the superstructure and in the bulwark of a conning tower. Moore could hear the sea hissing against its sides.
  A submarine.
  One of the old World War II types, with a flat deck and a hungry-for-battle look about it. It seemed to be a monstrous predator reawakened, eager for prey.
  Moore hung from the skiffs gunwale, unable to think what he should do. And as he watched, he saw the bow of the thing begin to turn. The currents had it now, shoving against its mass. Alive again, the submarine began to move slowly and inexorably toward the island of Coquina.


Two

  WHEN MASON HOLCOMBE picked up his next card he knew Lady Luck with her shining golden hair and dress of crackling folding money was standing at his right shoulder. He tried to keep the look of the barracuda out of his eyes, but it was damned hard to do. He had a pair of queens and triple jacks; he raised his eyes very carefully…oh, mon, he told himself, do keep that look innocent!…to Percy “Pudge” Layne, who sat across from him at the up-ended, rusted fuel drum they used as a card table. Percy, a rotund black with a high forehead and close-set oval eyes, regarded him in silence.
  “Come on, mon!” said Mason carefully, trying to affect an off-handed aggravation. “How many cards?”
  “Three.” He tossed the three down, took another three off the top of a dog-eared pack that had been used in boatyard games for as long as both men could remember.
  “Okay, what you puttin’ up?” Mason said, ready to get on with it.
  Percy shook his head, his face wrinkled up and worried. He gazed out across Mason’s broad shoulder at the plain of the sea beyond, then dropped his eyes back to his hand. Without a word he reached beside him to a pack of cigarettes that had been broken in half. He put four halves before him.
  “Fine.” Mason put out his four cigarette halves, raked out three more. “And three.”
  Percy shrugged, met the raise.
  “What you got, my fine friend?” Mason asked, ready to leap.
  “Not so good, I doan think,” said the other man. He laid down his cards in a fan shape. “You can beat that, I know.” Before him on the drum were two aces, two wild deuces, and a six.
  Mason sat, numb from the neck up. He dropped his cards down. Percy laughed out loud and took the cigarette halves to add to a growing heap. “Came up lucky as all hell on that draw,” he said quietly.
  “I ain’t playing no more with these old cards!” Mason said. “You can just damned see through the back of ’em! Jesus Christ!”
  “Oh shaddup,” Percy said, “and lay down your ante.”
  The afternoon breeze off the sea was cool and fresh. It was a welcome relief to get out here when the sun was high, away from the heat of the wharfs and the stench of fuel oil, grease, and battery acids. They could hear the banging of a hammer against timber and the drawing of a handsaw repeated over and over again-someone still working in the boatyard. Probably J.R., or the foreman, Lenny, burning themselves up in that sun to finish replacing the Ginger’s broken hull planks. The old man who operated her, Harless, or “Hairless,” as the boatyard men called him, was a good friend of the yard’s owner, Kevin Langstree, and so that accounted for the rush that had been put into the repair work.
  The Langstree boatyard had seen better days. It was a jumble of wharf pilings, huts, piles of timber and empty oil drums, crates and boxes strewn everywhere, heavy ropes coiled like thick brown pythons, and a morass of bald tires stacked up to protect the hulls of boats. It had been affluent once, bustling with traffic from the island harbor, an anchorage for both British and American freighters. Now it was kept up primarily to service the island’s fishing fleet and to do repair work if necessary on the yachts that cruised through here during the tourist season. The work force had been cut to a third of what it had been during the early part of World War II, when the boatyard was paid handsomely for repairs made on the huge Allied warships that had fought the Germans in the Caribbean. In those days, as the aging Langstree liked to tell everyone, the boatyard had worked fifty men on two shifts; the work was plentiful and hard but the men knew what they were doing. They were all tough, muscular islanders with a common-sense, natural knowledge of both the small fishing trawlers and the larger, more complex steel-hulled craft. They had learned the art of fast patching, of making use of available materials until what had seemed hopeless was again ready for the sea. They could take down and put back together ocean-going diesels blindfolded, restore the snapped rudders and broken hulls of sailing sloops, rebuild skiff motors by spit and wire.
  But no more. Many of those men had moved away from Coquina in search of better-paying jobs after the war had ended; some of them had died in action, for a boatyard servicing warships in a combat zone was a prime target for the enemy. Now most of the yard was abandoned. Of two tin-roofed wooden structures used as drydocks only one was in use, and that only occasionally when a larger boat needed a patch job or some such serious work. The other, allowed to fall to pieces in the salt air, had been constructed by the British navy for the purpose of storing damaged warships until they could either be patched or until the heavy naval tugs could arrive for them; it was filled with supplies and equipment left over when the warships were no longer needed to patrol the Caribbean. Although the jobs had dried up, the boatyard had always maintained a proud reputation and was the only thing that kept Coquina on the map. Most of the workmen made ends meet for their families by moonlighting either as fishermen or farmers.
  “Deal,” Percy said over the noise of the hammer. He glanced across; the bulkheadlike doorway to the nearest drydock had been opened and he could see J.R.’s head as the man worked in the concrete-reinforced pit. Beside the shelter were the bleaching bones of an abandoned ketch, its splintered hull as white as the grass-thatched sand around it. A few dozen yards away, beneath a block-and-tackle assembly, were the wharfs, where a couple of fishing boats were moored. A sign on long stilts at the far end of the wharfs, facing the sea, read in weather-beaten red paint: LANGSTREE BOATYARD.
  Percy was not really concentrating as the cards were placed face-down before him. He was looking out at the sea. He had watched the little skiff with the white man in it move on through the bommies of Kiss Bottom, and while he and Mason played he gazed curiously out at the Abyss, where the skiff, only a white dot against the blueness of sea and sky, floated at anchor. He wondered what the white man was doing there. In the middle of the sea, beneath that searing orb of sun! Moore had to be crazy as hell. Even he, Percy, with his black flesh thickened by years of outdoor work, avoided the early afternoon heat, preferring instead to play poker beneath the shading palm fronds or drink beer and swap old stories with the other men up at the Landfall.
  He picked up his hand. Four and six of clubs, heart’s king, ten of hearts, and ace of diamonds. What to discard, what to build on? He suddenly felt like a fool sitting here. He had nets to mend for the next morning’s fishing. Without them he’d have to depend on trawling lines, and he didn’t want to. The fish were getting too smart to grab just any old bait these days, and the huge nets on the industry boats that worked these waters on an erratic basis frightened away the fish that weren’t scooped up. Damn it, he thought angrily, it’s gettin’ tough for a man to feed his own mouth, much less a wife’s and two children’s.
  “What you want, mon?” Mason asked him.
  And when the other man looked up, intending to ask for three cards, his gaze froze.
  The sea was boiling like a hot cauldron out in the Abyss, just beyond where Moore’s skiff lay. Percy could see the great turbulence of it. Something was wrong. Bad wrong. He dropped his cards, rose up from the battery crates he’d been perched upon. He pointed. “What the hell’s that?”
  Mason twisted around, narrowed his eyes. “Jesus,” he said, quietly.
  The men could see foam crashing over the skiff; it was jerked down the side of a wave, then bobbed back into view again. And as they watched, spellbound, they saw a massive shape burst from the sea in a white geyser of water. They thought at first it was a whale emerging from the depths but then the sun glinted sharply off what appeared to be a hard surface; the thing rocked back and forth as the ocean continued to churn around it.
  “Damn!” Mason said, leaping up from his seat. He put a hand across his forehead to shield his eyes from the reflection and stared.
  “J.R.!” Percy shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth. The hammering ceased and a man appeared at the shelter entrance. “GET OUT HERE QUICK!”
  On the Abyss rim, Moore clung to the skiff gunwale. He was trying to sort out what had happened, dazed because it had happened so quickly. One moment he had been digging on the great mountain of sand, the next he had been gripping that depth charge, the next scrabbling wildly away as the charge hurtled into the depths. He wasn’t bleeding anywhere, but his flesh felt raw and bruised and his head ached fiercely. And then, as he stared at the hulk that had begun its eerie movement with the currents, he realized what he’d been trying to dig out: the uppermost portion of a periscope. He’d been digging above the mass of the submarine; it had been buried beneath the tons of rock and sand, and the explosion had ripped it free.
  Moore unfastened his straps and heaved his tank over into the boat’s bottom. Then he painfully pulled himself over, his muscles tight and unyielding, and quickly cranked up the anchor with the hand winch.
  He laid the anchor in the bow, started up his motor, and swung the skiff around to follow in the thing’s wake.
  He drew up alongside it off the starboard beam, keeping well away in case it suddenly turned or heeled over for the bottom. It was riding low, the waves sliding across the bow and crashing with a hollow boom against the conning tower. A mass of black cables and wires, secured to the forward deck, writhed like angry snakes. The paint was almost completely scoured away to reveal the dark, sea-weathered iron, but here and there remained patches of rust-colored primer and even the original dingy gray. Moore could almost have sworn the old relic was operating under its own power, so straight was its direction, but of course the thing was long deserted-there was no noise of racketing diesels, only the relentless pounding of the sea. He turned the tiller a few degrees, moved in for a closer look. From the distance of only a few yards he could see the rivets in the conning-tower plates, and the sight was oddly disturbing. The plates looked like scales on a huge, prehistoric reptile. A cable as thick as Moore’s arm hung down across the tower bulwark, slapping iron. He recalled a picture he’d seen in an encyclopedia as a child: a black-finned monster rearing high above storm-tossed waves to snap its jagged teeth through the neck of a pterodactyl.
  He was entranced by the thing, lost in its aura of power and ancient menace. In another few moments he heard the noise of the sea rushing around the Kiss Bottom reefheads; there were figures standing on the fishing wharfs and beach, others watching from the boatyard. The submarine began to turn, almost imperceptibly, for the opening in the reef, drawn by the influx of water there. Moore turned his skiff to avoid scraping across a gnarled, green-slimed bommie, then found himself in the midst of jagged reefheads. Someone shouted something from the fishing wharfs, but Moore couldn’t hear. The hulk looked like it might pass unscathed through the reef into Coquina’s tranquil harbor, but then he heard a loud grinding of iron across coral. Sea foamed at the bow, and the forward deck began to rise. The currents were driving the hulk across the reef; bits of coral shattered and collapsed under the thing’s weight. The submarine shuddered, grinding forward, the bow rising out of the sea like a knife’s black blade. And then, abruptly, the grinding noise stopped. The submarine was wedged on Kiss Bottom, its bow out of the water but its stern deck still awash. Moore could clearly see the closed vents of the two forward torpedo tubes on the starboard side, and a chill touched the flesh at the back of his neck.
  There was more shouting from shore, but Moore wasn’t paying attention. Gulls swooped down from the blue; they circled, screaming, above the hulk, then sailed away on their currents of air as if disdaining contact with the thing. Moore drew nearer; the submarine loomed above him, angled crazily, now motionless. As the breeze swept across it he caught the stench of age, of a slow decay; it smelled to him like the carcass of a pilot whale that had beached itself in a directionless search for the sea. Moore’s skiff moved into the submarine’s shadow, and it towered over him. He cut his motor, tied a line onto the collapsed deck railing, and with a smooth, powerful movement, pulled himself up the railing to the submarine’s deck.
  Part of the forward deck had caved in; he could see where the deck plankings had given way. There was still a lot of sand left aboard; it slithered with quiet hissing sounds around Moore’s feet and lay in clumps among the twistings of cables. Just forward of the conning tower there was a deck gun, still firm on its mount and apparently in good shape but for the wet sand that dripped from its muzzle. Moore moved toward the bow, walking gingerly on the slippery planking. He reached the deck gun and hung on to it. Forward of the gun was the square outline of a deck hatch which appeared to be secured. Ahead of him the bow’s sharp spear challenged the sky; railings were twisted and broken, iron scarred and gouged. He left the gun and worked his way forward as if climbing a steep hill. When he glanced back he saw the gun’s bore, black and deadly looking.
  He had taken only another step when the planking gave way beneath him. As he slid through the hole he reached out, grasping a cable; it held and he pulled himself back up on deck, his heart hammering. Through the splintered opening Moore saw a gleaming, massive metal tube. He knew very little about submarines, but he figured that the tube, protected by the iron and timber of the superstructure, was actually where the guts of the boat lay. The pressure hull, he remembered it was called, was resistant to the great depths at which these boats had moved. Along the iron sides of the superstructure, the shell that protected the intestines, were dozens of ducts that allowed the water to stream in, cushioning the pressure hull. The engines, the control room, the crew’s quarters, all the other compartments and stations necessary to the submarine’s operation were inside that tube. It looked smaller than he would have imagined. How many men would have manned this thing? Twenty-five? Thirty? Fifty? It seemed impossible that they could have found space to move.
  Now there was only the noise of the sea swirling across the submerged aft deck, a series of whispers and groans.
  A dead relic, Moore thought, staring at the mass of the conning tower. He saw above it the periscope he’d been trying to dig out. There was a second shaft that looked like another periscope, but this was battered and slightly bent to one side. As the sun baked down, the smell of decay rose all around him. When did this thing go down? he wondered, and what boat was it? There were no identifying symbols or numbers; if there had ever been any, the sand had scraped them off. He felt like a fly crawling along the maw of a crocodile that had come up to sun itself on the rocks. Why, he wondered, did he sense something living about this boat now so long dead?
  Moore heard the distant pounding of engines. At first the sound chilled him until he looked toward the harbor and saw one of the beat-up old fishing trawlers approaching with men at the gunwales. A cluster of islanders had gathered on the wharfs, and children were running up and down the beach as if at some kind of festive celebration. He waved a hand at the trawler and a man at the bow waved back.
  The trawler, its engines rumbling, pulled up alongside; two brawny islanders leaped over onto the submarine’s deck. Lines were thrown and secured; an anchor chain rattled down and a gangplank was tied into place between the trawler and the hulk. Most of the men seemed reluctant to come aboard but one, a broad-shouldered black wearing a dark-blue cotton shirt and khaki trousers, crossed the gangplank and came over to Moore, avoiding the holes that gaped in the planks.
  The man was not quite as tall as Moore but stockier, with iron-gray hair and a firm, chiseled face. He looked into the white man’s eyes and then gazed the length of the thing, as if unsure of what he was seeing.
  “It came up from the Abyss,” Moore said, still shaken.
  “Christ Jesus!” The black shook his head, peering down with deep-set, wary eyes through the broken planking at the pressure hull. “Tell me what happened.”
  “I was salvaging, looking for stuff off that freighter down there. This was buried beneath a mound of sand and coral; there was an explosion…”
  “An explosion?” He looked up, sharply.
  “An old depth charge. The shock blew it free, and this thing corked for the surface. God only knows how long it’s been under there.”
  “You’re okay?”
  Moore nodded. “Got a hell of a headache and my ears are ringing like Sunday at the Vatican, but mostly the bastard just scared hell out of me.”
  “I’ve told you before about diving in the Abyss, David,” said the man in a West Indian accent polished with a British veneer. Steven Kip had been Coquina’s constable of police for some seven years. He stabbed a finger at Moore. “I’ve warned you about all that junk lying underwater, all that war crap. It could’ve been your bones at a thousand fathoms. So you found one damned brass compass. So what? Now this! You’re a fool to go diving alone in there!”
  Moore said nothing, because he knew the constable was right. The currents were dangerous, the risks great for a group of divers and astronomical for one alone. What was it, he thought grimly, not looking at the other man. His death wish? Damn it to hell!
  “She’s an old one,” Kip said quietly, staring at the deck gun. “Sand’s kept her as clean as a new tooth.” There was a sudden sharp clatter. One of the islanders was pulling at a cable that snaked off into the water at the stern. “Hey! Let that be!” The islander looked up, dropped the cable, and backed away from it. “How deep?” Kip asked Moore.
  “Hundred and fifty. Pretty close to the surface for one of these.”
  Kip shook his head. “Didn’t want to stay down, did it? There’s supposed to be a main hatch up on the tower. Did you check it?”
  “No,” Moore said.
  “Then let’s get at it.” Kip turned from him and made his way past two more islanders who had come aboard.
  “Watch your step,” Moore called to his friend. “Deck’s weak in places.”
  They stepped over the tangle of cables, reached a ladder, and climbed up to the tower bridge.
  The bridge was ankle-deep in gray sand and seawater, littered with pieces of planking and clumps of coral. Droplets splattered onto them from the periscope shafts above, ricocheting off the iron bulwark. Kip bent down into the water and parted sand with his hands until at last he uncovered the slab of a hatch. “Sealed tight,” he said, wiping his forehead with a dripping hand. “If we want to get in we’ll have to burn through, and I’m not so certain we want to do that.”
  “Why not?”
  “Still anxious to do some salvaging today, are you?” Kip fixed him with a cynical stare. “You might be doing your salvaging in Heaven if this thing’s carrying live torpedoes.” He stood up, looking toward the stern. “There should be a crack somewhere in this boat’s guts. Otherwise what was it doing in the Abyss?”
  “It seems to be stable enough now,” Moore said. “No indication that it’s sinking.”
  Kip grunted. “I can understand a dead boat going down. I can’t understand a dead one coming back up. This beats all I’ve ever seen. One thing’s for sure, though. Kiss Bottom’s got a hold on it, and the hulk’s not going anywhere soon.” He looked closely at Moore as he leaned back against the bulwark and ran a hand over his face. “You want to see Dr. Maxwell, David?”
  “No, I’m okay. I guess I’m still a little shaky. I knew the storm would have uncovered a lot down there, but I never figured on anything like this.”
  The constable was silent for a moment, gazing along the wide decks. “World War II crate, I’d say. No markings. Could be British, American, Italian, German… who knows? They all prowled these waters during the war. Now that it’s up we’re going to have to do something with it. I can’t leave it out here, but for the life of me I’m stumped as to…”
  There was another sharp noise of something striking iron. Kip peered over the bulwark, expecting to see one of the islanders again trying to gather up that heavy-duty cable.
  But the men were all standing together at the bow. They had been talking quietly, and now they stared up at the constable, their faces frozen, their lips drawn into tight lines. The others on the trawler stood where they were, watching and listening.
  And all around a deep, hollow booming-something striking iron with a rising, feverish intensity.
  One of the islanders cried out in fear; they all backed away from the tower, moving toward the gangplank and the safety of the trawler.
  Moore felt a chill streaking up his spine. “What the hell…?”
  “Get off it!” a bearded man on the trawler called out.
  “It’s the sea!” Kip said loudly, so they could all hear. “What’s wrong with you men? The sea’s coming up and banging around underneath the hull, for God’s sake!” But now their eyes were wide and terrified; they were chattering among themselves, and even as they did the noise grew louder and sharper, more frenzied, out of pace with the sea’s rhythm.
  Then nothing. And the silence was ten times as bad.
  “It’s about to come apart,” Kip said quietly. “Let’s get off this thing.” He swung himself easily over the bulwark and descended the ladder to the deck, then stepped back for Moore to come down. Kip paused a few seconds, looking over the side where the currents churned about under the hull, while Moore cast off the lines of his skiff. One of the men secured it so the boat would drag along with the trawler.
  “Let’s get out of here,” Kip said.
  They took the trawler’s gangplank back aboard, freed the lines, and pulled them back. With a throb of its engines the trawler veered away from the submarine, swinging around for the clear entrance through the reef. Moore turned to look back at the thing. Its bow jabbed the sky, the maw of a beast. It unnerved him to think he’d been underwater with something like that, clinging to it, his unprotected network of flesh, nerves, muscle, and bone so close to an armor-plated creature of cables, gears, rivets, iron beams.
  He was unable to turn his eyes away. Where have you come from? And why are you here?
  No one spoke aboard the trawler. The sun beat down on the men, and the safety of harbor lay just ahead.
  The eerie hammering noises still echoed within Moore’s head. Had it been the sea, as Kip had said? He’d heard the same thing underwater, as he worked around that exposed periscope. But it had seemed to him then that the noise had come from inside the thing, as if something were striking metal over and over again, with a terrible strength.
  Something trying to get out.


Three

  THERE WAS LAZY WATER within the harbor; Kiss Bottom held back the swell and surge of the waves. Moore stood on the deck of the fishing trawler watching his own reflection break into halves, thirds, fourths by the boat’s bow-break. The wharfs were coming up, and young boys stood ready there to catch and secure the thick fore and aft deck lines. Beneath the tangle of wharf pilings, where the steady surf washed in on a beach, crabs rustled through thorns and grass. The remains of a fishing skiff were half-buried there, and now no one remembered to whom it had belonged. Other small boats were beached along the semicircle of the harbor; nets were drying over timber racks, and a solitary fisherman sat beneath a cluster of palms, watching the trawler as it neared.
  The larger trawlers were moored in their places, their tire-browed sides rubbing aged timbers. A sheen of oil floated across the water, tinting it in a kaleidoscope of thick colors; a dead ghostfish hung in the midst of it, the oil coloring it. In another moment the trawler’s bow had ground it under.
  “I’ve been in these islands for all my life, David,” said Kip, coming up beside him and speaking over the din of the diesels’ hoarse voices. “But I’ve never seen anything like that happen before. Like I say, it’s a holy wonder you weren’t killed.” He scowled inwardly when he realized Moore wasn’t listening.
  Kip had been born into a poor fishing family on Hatcher Key, a small island perhaps a hundred miles to the east of Coquina, so named because of its turtle hatchery. Often he dreamed of being a youth there again, running with his friends across mountains of gleaming ivory sand, and beyond the shore into the surf with its unbroken patterns of white. Then his father had broken his arm and shoulder running the family’s boat aground on an uncharted sunken steamer. The bones had never knitted correctly and his father had had to give up fishing, so the family had gathered up their belongings and moved to the Kingston slums, a mass of twisted clapboard and streets of shifting sand. Survival there had meant making miniature straw figures for the tourists, or in Kip’s case, acting as a guide for a few pence. His aunt and uncle lived just outside Kingston, on the fringe of the woods. They had frightened Kip-their beliefs and practices had seemed peculiar-unnatural-and altered their everyday personalities in some inexplicable way. Kip had hated his visits with those people.
  His mother had barely known how to read, but she insisted on teaching him. If you can read, she said, you can think. And in this world a man got to think to survive. While the woman had read to Kip, his father had sat apart from them in the tiny room, watching the lantern flicker and listening to the roll and call of the sea.
  Kip had gone to the United States, to Florida, to seek his own living and there he had run into trouble. The grinning, tallow-faced white men either tried to beat him or steal whatever money he made sweeping floors in a Miami poolhall. They weren’t all like that, of course, but he thought then he’d seen enough badness there to last a lifetime. By day he absorbed everything he saw or heard, and by night, in an upstairs room with holes in the plaster, he read all the books he could beg or borrow. One of them impressed him greatly: a novel about the bobbies of London, called The Long Arm of the Law. And so he worked his way across the Atlantic on a tramp steamer that docked in Liverpool, finding work as a deckhand on a harbor tug. He had had trouble at first, as the object of scorn and derision of the white old-timers. He had gradually won their respect, if not their friendship, simply because he could work like any three of them put together. Kip had gotten into a program in law enforcement and, returning to the islands in the sixties with his education and his eyes full of the world, he had landed a post as an officer in the Bahamas. On Grand Bahama he’d met his wife-to-be and fathered his first child, a boy named Andrew. Then he was offered the position of constable on Coquina. He had accepted because of the responsibility involved and the sense of doing something worthwhile.
  He and Myra had stayed on Coquina because they’d found life good here, peaceful and secure. Mindy had been born just after they’d arrived, and five years later, Andrew, then seventeen, had gone to the United States on a factory boat to find his own path in the world. Kip saw the cycle repeating again and though he’d miss his son, he knew there was no use in trying to hold back what must be. Which was, he knew, the way of the world.
  The trawler cut its engines and coasted toward the wharf. The boys caught the deck lines and made them secure around the stumps of pilings. Moore took Kip by the arm. “Look who’s coming,” he said.
  “His excellency,” Kip said, watching the black man in a dark suit and white shirt approaching them.
  Moore climbed over the side of the boat and stepped onto the wharf; nearby two old men were cutting the heads off snappers to use as bait the following morning. Their knives gleamed with blood. As they worked they kept looking up at the thing that hung crazily across the reef.
  “What’s that?” another black with a gold front tooth asked Moore; he squinted to look out to the reef. “Big fish someone landed.”
  “That’s right,” Moore replied. “A hell of a big fish.”
  “Moore!” called the man in the dark suit, making his way past piles of crates, drying nets, and barrels of fish offal covered with motionless flies.
  Kip had stepped onto the wharf behind the white man to watch the mayor’s approach. Reynard never failed-he was always there as soon as something happened that might make him look bad.
  “Where did that come from?” Reynard asked as he reached Moore, looking over Kip’s shoulder at the hulk. He was neatly dressed in a clean suit, but the tight knot in his dark-blue tie was stretched badly, and the collar and cuffs of his shirt were frayed. When he squinted the lines around his nose and beneath his sparse field of white hair folded into deep trenches that gave his face the appearance of an aged oil painting about to crack. “My God!” he said, not looking at either the white man or the constable. “Do you know what that is?”
  “It corked from about a hundred and fifty feet in the Abyss,” Moore told him. “And, yes, I know what it is.”
  “Is it open?” The mayor turned to look at Kip.
  “No.”
  “It’s wedged in there, is it? Thank God it didn’t come into the harbor or we’d have hell to pay, gentlemen. It looks from here to be almost intact…”
  “It is,” agreed Moore. “All two hundred feet of it.”
  The mayor made a face, as if he had swallowed something bitter. “What’s going to be done with it, constable?”
  “Right now I don’t know. It’s safe here for the time being. As long as it doesn’t slip off the reef, it’s not going anywhere.”
  “Isn’t there some way to sink it again?” Reynard said, glancing nervously from one man to the other.
  “Unseal the hatches or torch a hole in it under the hull,” Kip said. “But I’m not so sure that’s our decision. There are salvage laws to consider; the thing may belong to Moore.”
  Moore looked at him. He hadn’t thought of that before, but now he realized it was entirely possible. He had found the thing and, in a sense, excavated it from its vault on the Abyss ledge. It wasn’t something he would ordinarily have tried to claim as a salvage; few submarines were worth much except as historical relics. But, still, one in such good shape, and on the surface… it was something worth thinking about.
  “And,” Kip continued, “that’s an old boat. No identification markings, but I’d say quite a few naval historians and museums would be interested. So I wouldn’t be in such a hurry to put it back under again. David, if you like I’ll fill out a witness form for you. I doubt if there’s anything aboard that’s not crumbling, but at least you might get a nice bronze plaque in a maritime museum…”
  “I want it off my reef,” the mayor said brusquely. “I don’t like it being so close to the harbor. What if something exploded?”
  “I say we don’t do anything until we think over the possibilities,” the constable said firmly. “I don’t know a lot about submarines and nothing about explosives, but moving it could be worse than letting it stay as it is.”
  Reynard took a handkerchief from a back pocket and dabbed at his glistening cheeks and forehead. “I wish to God that thing had never come up! It should be rotting like a thousand other sunken ships out there, not hanging on Kiss Bottom like a black leech! God knows I’ve never seen anything like it before!”
  “Do you have any idea what boat it might have been?” Moore asked him.
  “I didn’t come here until after the war,” the mayor said defensively. “I’m not certain what lies in the Abyss, probably all manner of trash. But that thing… I don’t know.”
  “The fishermen may be able to tell us something,” Kip said. “In the meantime, David, let’s get started on the salvage claim. We’ll go from there.”
  As the constable and Moore started down the wharf Reynard called after them, “Just remember, both of you. The boat is as much your responsibility as mine. I hold you both accountable.”
  “Understood,” Kip said.
  The two men left the wharf, moving through the crowd that had streamed down from the village to gawk. They climbed into the constable’s old rust-eaten jeep, which was parked beneath a group of high palms. Kip started the engine and drove along Front Street, through the tangle of fisherman’s clapboard dwellings to the intersection of High Street, which would carry them directly to the heart of the village. They passed a cluster of bars, a few small stores, and drove on toward the Square, where the constable maintained his office.
  A thin, hard-eyed black in dungarees watched the constable’s jeep as it passed along High Street. Then he turned his attention back to the harbor and the object he’d seen driven upon the reef by the currents. Dam’ my eyes if that ain’t it, he said to himself. He lifted the burning stub of a hand-rolled cigarette to his lips and when he did the fingers trembled. That got to be it, got to be. But thass so long ago…thirty-five, forty year…and now this bastard come up from the Abyss. It ain’t right. Ain’t no sense to be made from it. But I see it and by God I know thass it. He flicked the cigarette stub to the ground and stepped on it, then began walking quickly down High Street, past the bars, past the men who sat on porch stoops watching him, past the few easy ladies hanging around trying to coax money. Ordinarily he would have been inclined, especially when he saw that slender high yellow who’d come in from Old Man’s Cay a few days before, stopping to make money enough to get to Trinidad. But there was no time now.
  He walked around to Front Street, past islanders who milled around the wharfs gaping and talking about the boat; he saw the looks in the eyes of a few of the older fishermen, and he saw they knew and did not wish to know just as he did not. He left the wharfs behind, moving by the fishermen’s shanties, kicking at a black dog that came at him fiercely from underneath a house with the paint peeling off. Beyond the village, where the green jungle grew up wild and thick and the birds screeched from perches high in gnarled red bottlebrush trees, and where Front Street turned into a rutted sand path. He continued on, deeper into jungle, hearing the sharp, plaintive cries of the birds. When he came around a thicket of thornbushes he saw the church just ahead.
  It was a small squat white structure with a high, pointed steeple. Front Street ended here. Beyond the church was a cemetery bordered by an ill-kempt picket fence and a chicken coop off to one side. The jungle was creeping in, grasping wood-plank grave markers with long green and brown vine fingers. Painted across the sides and front of the church itself were drawings: faces, numbers in circles, and names: Erzuli, Zoka, Legba. The paint, black and red, had streamed down in thick rivulets, staining the ground. There were two shuttered windows, both closed.
  The black man approached the church door, took hold of the unornamented metal knocker, and rapped sharply on the wood.
  Silence.
  He put his ear to the door, then rapped again.
  “It Thomas Lacey, rev’rend!” he said after another moment.
  There was a long pause, the silence unbroken but for the birds and the breeze sweeping through foliage. Then the noise of a bolt sliding back. The door was pulled open. A face-gray goatee, eyes saucer-shaped behind thick wire-rimmed glasses, prominent cheekbones, and jutting chin-appeared in the opening. The eyes moved, slowly, taking the other man in, and then the reverend said in a thick French accent, “Enter.”
  Thomas stepped into a bare-floored room with a few long wooden pews. There was an altar at the center and a podium off to one side. He could smell sawdust, dampness, and age within the church, the odor of incense which was almost overpowered by the reek of tobacco. When the reverend shut the door the room was dark save for the light that squeezed through broken places in the window shutters, casting dim shadows about the walls. The reverend slid the bolt home and turned to face the other man. “What is it you wish?”
  “It what come up out of the sea,” Thomas said in a voice that was almost a whisper, the whispering echoing around the walls, moving like smoke in a box. “It what been thrown up on Kiss Bottom.”
  The reverend’s eyes, dark marbles floating in yellowed whites, narrowed a fraction. His tall, almost frail body bent anxiously toward Lacey. “What are you saying? I don’t have time for you.”
  “The white mon, Moore, he go divin’ into the deep water today,” Thomas said, trying to speak slowly. “It was him brought it up; it was him raised it. You say it was gone. But right now that thing, that thing be across the reef…”
  “Ma foi!” The reverend was motionless, most of his face in shadow, only the lips moving.
  “The boat!” Thomas said, a droplet of spittle catching in the corner of his mouth. “It come up from the deep water…”
  “No,” the reverend said, very softly.
  “I seen it with my own eyes. I seen it there!”
  “No.” The voice was still soft, but a commanding note had crept into it, and Thomas Lacey stood looking at him fearfully.
  When Thomas found his voice he said, “It be under the water a long time. It tore up, twisted, but thass the one.”
  The reverend stared into the other man’s eyes, examining them, as if he didn’t want to believe what Thomas was saying. “C’est possible?” he asked quietly, without expecting an answer. His shoulders sagged forward perceptibly, the sharp blades protruding. “Non, non.” A bird screamed outside, in the tangle of a protective perch. “The white man?” the reverend asked.
  “Thass right.”
  “Leave me alone. Please. I want you to go away and leave me alone.”
  Thomas stood where he was, blinking, worried that he had somehow hurt the old man. He wiped his hand across his mouth.
  “Please,” the reverend said, turning away.
  Thomas backed toward the door, unbolted it; the reverend was walking down the aisle between the pews, moving toward a doorway on the far side of the podium. He disappeared into the shadows as if consumed by them. Thomas stood there a moment, then he opened the door, squinting from the harsh glare. He left the church quickly, without looking back.
  In his meager, cramped living quarters the reverend lit a candle and watched the flame grow to a tall white point. He reached into a dresser drawer and brought out a locked black box, setting it on top of the dresser. He took a small key from a pocket and unlocked the box. He looked through the contents-a white rabbit’s foot, a vial of dark-colored liquid, grains of something dark in a paper packet, silver-painted candles, a pair of glasses with tinted lenses. Finally he found what he sought. Oui. There.
  A silver case.
  He withdrew it and opened it; inside there was a glass eye-blue-on a coiled silver chain. He put everything away again but the eye, and this he fastened carefully about his neck so that it lay across his chest outside his shirt.
  He stepped forward, cupped a hand about the flame, and blew it out.
  Standing in the thick darkness, he asked in French, very softly, as if speaking to someone standing just beside him, “What do you see? What do you see?”


Four

  MOORE WAS CHOKING for air, tumbling head-over-heels down into a maelstrom of water. Around him loomed the huge gray-green walls of the sea; he was captive in a liquid mansion, falling through the thousand rooms, falling from attic to cellar, from light into darkness.
  You’ve left them alone, his voice shrieked at him. You’ve left them alone and they’re afraid and they don’t know what to do…
  The water had him, closing in, pounding pressure squeezing his lungs.
  They’re afraid… they’re afraid…
  He braced his shoulders against the sea, straining, fighting it; he kicked upward, encumbered by something yellow and bulky on his body. The foul-weather slicker. He kicked again, clawing at the sea, fighting upward against it, the air ebbing from his body with each second. Don’t leave them, you musn’t, no, no, no. Reach them, please oh God give me strength, let me, let me please this time…
  When he reached the surface he was able to drag in only a small bit of air before the water crashed down over him, driving him under again. He fought free, staring about wildly in the darkness. There was a scream of wind and water, as though they were crazed beasts fighting madly. And caught between them, their boat creating a foaming wave, heeling sharply to port, the water pouring in sheets across the deck. He could see them reaching out for him, but the ocean separated them and the wind was drawing them away. He called out for them but the roaring shriek of the storm took his words and ripped them to pieces, spinning them out into space. He reached out his hand but then the wave came, a mountainous jagged thing of glistening stone, and he watched it, horrified as it crashed down over them, splintering through wood, driving them down in a spray that exploded with the shards of what had been a teak deck. He could only see them an instant more, frozen in the stucco of foam and black walls, and when he heard his name cried out he wanted the sea to sweep down his throat and take him too, but that was when the spinning section of transom came up under him, forcing him to dig in his nails and cling to it. It lifted him from height to height and on and on; before him he could read the red letters, the name that seared his brain as if each letter were a point of flame: Destiny’s Child.
  Please… don’t leave them alone… they’re afraid… please… please…
  “…please,” he said, opening his eyes and feeling the pinprick beads of cold sweat on his eyebrows. A soft night breeze wafted in through the open terrace doors. Palm fronds clattered gently just outside, and he could see their shadows, like fingers, in the pale ivory moonlight that painted one wall of his bedroom. Somewhere far away, past the village, a dog was barking. A cockatoo cried in the jungle, a sad and mournful sound of the night. Moore put his face into his hands, waiting. God, he breathed. God. Some nights they were worse than others; some nights they were so real he couldn’t shake them, and they laid back yet another layer of raw flesh. This one he’d had before, though they were all variations of the same thing. He hadn’t been taking the sleeping pills Dr. Maxwell had given him for some time, because he always convinced himself he could sleep soundly without them. Now he wondered if there were enough in the little amber bottle to get him through the rest of the week. He lay there for a few more moments, and when he wiped his face he realized his eyes were moist. When he started to get out of bed the girl beside him reached out and caught his arm. “What is it?” she asked, coming fully awake.
  “It’s nothing,” he told her. “Go back to sleep.”
  She stared at him, her dark eyes darker against the tint of her flesh. Her hair was cut short-like they were wearing it in Kingston and easy to manage, she had said when he complimented her. She drew her knees up, lifted her purse from where she’d put it on the floor, rummaged for a cigarette, found one, and lit it. He sat beside her on the edge of the bed, and she traced a line down the center of his back with a fingernail. Her name was Claire, she was from Old Man’s Cay, and a few more as generous as this one and she could pay a freighter for passage to Trinidad. “Come on,” she said. “I’m not sleepy anymore.”
  He said nothing, listening to the roll of the ocean.
  After a while she stabbed her cigarette out in an ashtray beside the bed and stood up, her lean, firm body and carnelian-tipped breasts catching moonlight. She took the clothes she’d folded over a chair and began to dress. Moore sat where he was. “I’d better go,” she said. “I don’t like sleeping in a strange bed.”
  “Neither do I,” he said quietly.
  “My sister’s going to get me a job on Trinidad,” she said, trying to lighten his mood with some casual conversation. “She’s a dental receptionist.” She narrowed her eyes at his back, struck by his defenseless, unmoving posture. He had a strong body, he was young and had seemed okay when they’d met at the Landfall Tavern that afternoon, but now he was so detached and distant. “Wasn’t everything as you wanted it?” she asked him finally.
  “Yes.” He wiped the moisture from his face, stood up. “It was fine.” He got a striped terry-cloth robe out of his closet and put it on. When he turned back he saw the sea shimmering, patches of silver and black, through the terrace doors. The moon hung in the center of pendulous, free-form clouds. From its position in the sky Moore estimated that it was a little past three. His gaze moved, as if drawn, to the dark line that lay just outside the sheen of the harbor. He could see the flashes of white breaking around the reef’s exposed bommies; then he saw that other thing, that long black shape lying across the reef. It seemed still wedged tight in the same position it had been in when he’d looked last. He was afraid the surf would eventually beat the hulk free, but it was still angled toward the sky, the sea foaming in silver and green swirls of luminescence along its hull.
  The hulk, dappled with moonlight and cloud-shadow like an eerie camouflage, sent a slow crawl up his spine. How the hell did it come to be buried beneath the sand? he wondered. And, more importantly, whose boat was it? British? American? German? He focused his eyes, aware of the rustling of the girl’s skirt across the room. A U-boat? One of Hitler’s wolf-boats prowling the deep currents, here in the placid Caribbean? It looked like a dark coffin recently exhumed. He shook off the image quickly; but he couldn’t shake a strange idea he’d had all day, something that had made him want to get to the Landfall Tavern, down a few comforting shots of rum, and seek some companionship for the night ahead.
  It was almost as if he’d felt compelled to try to dig that thing out underwater; he had known he was approaching his diving limits and he shouldn’t have been that deep. He had this feeling he’d been lured there, enticed by that periscope jutting from the sand. He wasn’t responsible for finding the submarine; rather, it had somehow found him and pressed him into service.
  Claire was buttoning her blouse, still watching him, tired but half-hopeful he would warm to her again, offer her a bit more money. He was an attractive man and he had made love to her in a gentle but demanding way that had nearly succeeded in exciting her.
  Suddenly he turned from the window. “I’ll make you something to eat before you go,” he told her.
  She closed the last button. “I can’t eat in the middle of the night,” she said, laughing.
  He shut the terrace doors and waited until they were out in the corridor before he switched on the lights. They descended a stairway, and when they got to the front room Moore turned on a pair of lamps, which surrounded them with a warm, smoky glow. Claire squinted a fraction through sleep-swollen eyes and smoothed her skirt down over her hips because she knew it was wrinkled. “I don’t look too good in the light,” she apologized.
  Moore gazed at her; she was a pretty girl, very young, hardly out of her teens, but already the lines were showing. Very few women were able to keep their looks after a few years under the searing Caribbean sun, and she would be no exception. But he smiled at her, knowing she was fishing for a compliment. “I think you’re very attractive. Sexy. How about a cup of coffee?”
  She gave a half-nod and sat down in one of the wicker chairs. She put her purse, made a bit heavier by his money, on the long table made of a solid piece of driftwood, sanded and oiled. Across the bare wood floor there was a rug of woven seagrass; there were book-lined shelves, most of them old paperbacks, a small fireplace with a stone mantel. A group of primitive paintings, done in wild and vivid splashes of color by some island artist, decorated one wall.
  Moore went back through a connecting doorway down another corridor to a kitchen; he made two cups of the strong, rather sweet, island brew and brought one of them to her. He crossed the room and took a decanter from a shelf to pour a stiff shot of dark rum into his cup. He sipped at the fortified coffee, feeling it light up his insides and chase the bad dreams away. As he turned back to her he caught a glimpse of the harbor stretched out below the hotel through one of the many square windows that lined the room. Moonlight glistened on the submarine, giving it shadowy teeth.
  “Too early for that,” Claire said, indicating his cup. “You drank a good bit down in the tavern.”
  He shrugged offhandedly and sat down in a chair across from her, unable to concentrate on anything but his dream and the events of the previous day. He had filled out some forms at the constable’s office and Kip had witnessed them. He was uncertain about procedure on a military vessel but, he’d said, at least they were getting something down on paper. Then, there were two ways to go: contacting the Coast Guard to have the boat towed off and possibly sunk in deeper water, or sending out feelers over the radio-telephone to the two nearest large islands. Jamaica was approximately two hundred miles to the northwest and Haiti one hundred to the north. Kip had a cousin working for the police in Kingston, who could probably fill them in on the procedures so everything would be aboveboard and legal. If anyone wanted a look at the boat the word would get out. Moore had decided to wait on informing the Coast Guard and see what developed. Kip had agreed, for as long as he could placate Mayor Reynard. Then he cautioned Moore against any more diving in that damned Abyss-at least until the mess was cleared up. “Where’d that thing come from?” Claire asked him.
  He looked up at her, finally registering what she’d said. “What thing?”
  “I saw you lookin’ at it, upstairs, and then out the window. The boat.”
  “Underwater,” he said. “Other than that I don’t know.”
  The girl was right: It was too early for rum. You’re older and wiser and this only compounds the sickness. Or so the doctors had said. Time doesn’t heal, Moore thought suddenly, it only makes you forget the name of your illness. And what was it called? There was a medical term for it that Moore didn’t remember. The layman’s label was much simpler: “survivor’s syndrome.”
  Claire looked up, putting the empty cup aside, went to the window, and gazed down. “It’s a big one. The men are already talking about it in the taverns.”
  “Are they? What do they say?”
  “Funny things, things I don’t understand so good. It’s made some of them afraid, and there’s a lot of whisperin’ goin’ on.”
  “Are you afraid of it?” he asked.
  She paused, then smiled awkwardly, but the smile was quickly gone. “I’ve never seen nothin’ like it before. But… I don’t know. Mebbe. A closed-up thing like that, as huge as it is, like something from a bad night. I get chills thinking about it.” She watched him, seeing his gaze go through her as if she were invisible. She picked up her purse. “I should go.”
  “Let me get dressed and I’ll walk you down,” he told her as he got to his feet, but she shook her head.
  “No need. I be all right. You ever want to see me again I’ll be down by the tavern somewhere, but I figure to be leaving here soon.” As he approached her she reached out and touched his hand. It was as cold and hard as stone. She smiled again, showing teeth sharpened by chewing sugar cane, and then she was gone out the door and along High Street. She headed for the dark village below, keeping her eyes away from the thing lying across the reef. For a long while Moore stood in the doorway and watched her walk away, knowing she’d be okay but wishing all the while he’d gone with her just so that he could be with someone. And then he couldn’t see her anymore and he closed the door.
  He felt weary suddenly, and after a while he turned off the lights and climbed the stairs in darkness.
  On Kiss Bottom, surf surged in around the hulk, hammering at iron, foaming in and then back, again and again. A dog howled in the village, and another began barking, brokenly, in answer.
  There was a manta ray sailing across the moon.
  The aged black fisherman could clearly see its lines, the ridges along its extended wings, the long, sweeping tail trailing after it. It was a big one, he thought, plenty big enough bait for hungry snappers. As he watched, the wide cloud changed, curled in upon itself, became the silver image of a flying fish reaching for a height its ocean brothers could only dream of. Then the wings melted and it became a man’s face with an open mouth. He could see the wide eyes, the cheekbones, the point of a chin. But there was fear in that face, and as he continued to observe the cloud, the look of the thing frightened him. The mouth opened wider, wider, in the outcry of one who has seen a terrible vision but does not yet know what he has seen. He felt the breeze knife through his bones. The mouth, opened as wide as possible, suddenly split from the face and became a separate cloud; now it was no longer a face but something grotesque and unrecognizable, turning in on itself like a maddened beast.
  Abruptly the fisherman turned his gaze away.
  There was a sharp bark, then a subdued growling.
  “Hey!” said the old man. “Hey! You leave them be!”
  The old man’s terrier mutt, perched on top of the fishing skiff’s wet-well, had been watching the bone-white squid as they darted and dived, their tentacles tangling together. “You put your nose in there, Coconut,” said the fisherman, “and one ’o them boys bite it off sure as I tells you!”
  The mutt scampered away from the wet-well and to the stern, where his master sat with one hand on the tiller of a small trolling motor. “I ought to throw you to the merrimaids,” the old man said, feigning disgust.
  There were less than two hours until first light, and the fat squid that usually rose around Kiss Bottom at this time of the morning were nowhere in sight. He had caught what he could, mesmerizing the fish with the beam of a flashlight and then scooping them out, twisting and coiled, with a net. He could tell time by the rise of the squids, and in twenty years of foraging them from the reef that clock had never been off. Where were they this morning? He sat back in the stern, seeing the huge angled shape just ahead, hearing the soft thunder of the sea around it.
  It was that bastard scaring the squid away. Damned thing prob’ly rustin’ into the sea, and the squids taste the rust and go back down for the sweeter depths. He had seen the thing wedged onto the reef, and he’d marveled at its size. He’d never seen a boat like that before, all tight and sealed shut. How did the captain breathe, or any of the crew? Damn, but it was a mystery! His wife hadn’t wanted him to go out this morning, but in all of twenty years only the storms had kept him from squidding. No damned rusting shell was going to scare him off, he’d told her. “And besides,” he’d said, “the thing is dead.” “No, no,” she’d told him, “you don’t know nothin’ about it. I was here then. You don’t know ’cause you came after it was over and done.”
  Superstitions. They was all the time eatin’ at a woman, tryin’ to get at a man too. Not that he didn’t listen hard to the winds and the tides, or believe in the power of Rev. Boniface. But some things-old things his father and grandfather had sworn by a long time ago-he refused to put his faith in.
  The water hissed along the thing’s spine as he neared it. Damn thing got a nest of snakes in it, he thought. He looked toward the towering bow, ran his gaze past the rise of the conning tower. The boat was battered pretty bad, but no algae growths marked the iron. That was plenty peculiar. As he watched, a swell rolled across the stern leaving a trail of dull green phosphorescence and brown seaweed. It was an underwater boat, his wife had told him. Something bad and unnatural about it, she’d said. How could it stay under and then come back up again? He shook his head. It was a mystery, one that was beyond him. Coconut barked sharply again, stirring him from his thoughts.
  Strands of weed, as long and brown as a woman’s hair, rolled across the reef. His skiff was jostled by swells, and he put a hand on each gunwale to steady himself. He realized he was getting a little too close to the bommies, and he’d had a skiff peeled open before, so he turned his tiller to get away. Across the reef the seaweed swirled, a dance of the morning tides, and the phosphorescence gleamed like liquid emeralds.
  And then, as if from a distance, came a low grinding noise.
  The old man’s flesh crawled; beside him the dog jumped, yipped.
  Silence. The sea, the breezes whining around broken railings.
  Coconut began to bark again. “Hush! Hush, I said!” The old man reached down for his flashlight and snapped it on, pointing it into the water at the submarine’s hull.
  A rush of foam kept him from seeing anything; he moved the light toward the stern, his mouth suddenly gone dry. Then the grinding noise returned, full force, and from the foam came a clump of coral and weed that looked like a decapitated head. Water rolled in, hammering, pulling. At first he didn’t understand, but as he followed the beam of the light the realization came clear to him, and it clawed at his heart. The boat had moved, just slightly, but it had moved. It was sliding backward, grinding over the reef. The currents were freeing it.
  “Great God!” he cried out; the hulk shuddered, and he almost dropped his light. The grinding quieted, almost vanished, then picked up again: a hideous scream of iron ripping coral. “Hey!” the old man shouted toward the sleeping village. They had to hear it. They had to, the sleepin’ fools! “HEY! HEY!” But now the grinding was too loud, it filled his brain and ears and mouth so he could neither shout out nor hear his own words. When the skiff rose over the next swell he tripped over the dog; as he grabbed for the starboard gunwale the flashlight fell from his fingers and into the sea. In blackness, he reached for the tiller.
  But before he could grasp it, he was riveted in place.
  His eyes, accustomed to the darkness now, saw the shadowy thing begin to slide off the reef with a low, ominous groaning and a hissing of foam. Something unnatural, his wife had said. Water roiled across the boat’s deck as it settled down; it gurgled through vents and sloshed across the deck debris. Something was hammering, hammering, hammering…
  It’s sinkin’! he thought, glad to see it go. He twisted the tiller around, his breath harsh and forced, and made for the reef entrance. The dog was whimpering at his feet, but even when he shoved him with a foot, Coconut wouldn’t stop crying. He could see the swirls of water at the entrance, and the two buoys were clanging simultaneously, like church bells, again and again and again. He was only a few yards from the passage when he turned in his seat to watch the hulk go under.
  But there was something black behind him, something huge, bearing down on him, cutting the sea to ribbons on either side. It twisted his guts in utter terror and forced his mouth open in a soundless scream. He let go the tiller, held up his hands to try to ward it off. The skiff, out of control, turned broadside in its path.
  The looming bows drove across the fisherman’s craft, splitting it, grinding it down; timbers exploded into the sky, then whirled in circles and fell back. Iron roared, tearing through reef bommies. The buoys clanged madly, the sea almost smothering them. With a long, piercing shriek the hulk passed through the entrance, struck sand bottom with a hollow, reverberating boom and finally lay still, the water still churning all along it. The submarine lay just inside the harbor, stuck on a narrow sandbar. Behind it, spreading like an oil slick, was a mass of timbers. In the midst of it was a crushed thing that had been a human body.
  Lights began to come on in the village, one yellow dot at a time, and a dog howled as if trying to scare the moon away.


Five

  IN THE PEARLY morning light three men waded through the surf, pushing aside shards of timber, and lifted out what was left of a corpse. An old woman in a tattered green gown screamed on shore as she watched.
  “Careful, careful,” Kip told the other two quietly. “Come on back. Watch your step, now.” The body felt like something made of straw in their arms, a sack of broken bones hardly recognizable as something that once walked, breathed, lived. The gases hadn’t had time to build yet. One arm was thrown out, a frail lance defending against attack. Teeth glistened in the remnant of a face. Kip averted his eyes, controlling himself with all the willpower he could muster. Christ, what a terrible way to die! he thought. One of his helpers in the grim chore shook his head back and forth; the other simply stared straight ahead at the group of people who had congregated on the beach. The old woman could not stop shrieking, and the rest of the women couldn’t quiet her. Staggering out of the surf, the men came up the beach; the onlookers backed away, faces drawn. The men laid the corpse on a canvas tarpaulin and Kip closed the folds over it.
  “You bastard…” Kip breathed at the submarine. He found himself mesmerized by the thing. Painted in vivid reds and black shadow by the rising disc of the sun, the massive hulk was now motionless. The currents must have lifted it off Kiss Bottom, and then… and then what? How did it crush the old man? The hulk could have turned before the man got his skiff away, but how in God’s name did it clear the passage so perfectly? Now it was within the reef, sitting right inside Coquina’s harbor. He walked forward a few feet, the surf swirling around his shoes and sucking the sand from beneath them. It must have happened very fast, he reasoned, and the old fisherman had panicked, losing control of his skiff. How many tons did that boat weigh? Seven, eight hundred? Something bumped his foot and he looked down; a gray, spongy mass had washed up. He realized what it was when he saw the eye: the severed head of the old man’s terrier mutt.
  He stepped back and the head was dragged away by the surf.
  The woman had stopped her shrieking now; her eyes were fixed on the canvas-enclosed form, and one of the others was soothing her.
  “Take her home,” Kip told the women. “And one of you get Dr. Maxwell for her.”
  They pulled at her but she resisted, shaking her head violently. Her gaze didn’t move from the tarpaulin, as if she expected her husband to throw it aside like a sheet and get up, whole and alive again. “Go on,” Kip said softly. “There’s nothing you can do.”
  She looked at him and blinked; heavy tears streamed copiously along the deep trenches of her face. “I tell him,” she said suddenly, in a weary voice. “I tell him. Masango!”
  One of the women gently grasped her arm.
  “Masango!” she said again, her eyes flickering from Kip to the submarine. Then she allowed them to lead her, like a sleepwalker, back to her house further along the harbor. Kip watched them leave, wondering what she was talking about. An evil spell?
  A battered green pickup truck drove toward him along Front Street; it slowed, pulled off into the sand. Moore climbed out and came quickly across the beach to where the constable stood. “Who was it?” Moore asked, and Kip saw that there were deep hollows under his friend’s eyes, as if he’d only slept for a couple of hours.
  “Kephas, a fisherman,” the constable said. “I don’t think you knew him.”
  Moore gazed down at the tarpaulin; when he looked up, his eyes fixed on the submarine. “How did this happen?” he asked, a strange note in his voice.
  “The currents must have worked the boat free; it went right over his skiff. He’s not a pretty sight.” He glanced over at the group of islanders. “All of you get on, now. I need a couple of men to carry the body, but the rest of you go on home.”
  “My God,” Moore muttered as the people dispersed. “I saw from my terrace that the thing had gotten into the harbor, and I knew something bad had happened when I saw the commotion on the beach, but I didn’t know…”
  “We gon’ take him to the rev’rend?” one of the men asked, coming forward.
  Kip started to agree, but then shook his head. He was staring out past the black’s shoulder. “No need,” he said finally.
  Moore and the others turned to look. Standing in the shadows that stretched across the sand was a tall, gaunt figure in black, leaning on a thin ebony cane. The man blended with the darkness except for the circles of light that caught in the lenses of his glasses. He stood where he was for a moment more, then approached, his cane probing the ground in front of him. Moore saw something glittering around the man’s neck: It was a glass eye on a long chain. Boniface did not look at any of them, but instead he bent down and drew aside the canvas. He crossed himself, closed the folds, moved past Moore and the constable, and faced the submarine as if confronting an ancient enemy. Moore saw his eyes blaze and then narrow into slits.
  “I see it has come through the passage,” he said. He took a long breath and sighed deeply. His breath came in a tortured gasp, as if he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs.
  “It crushed Kephas…” Kip began.
  “Oui. One of the women came for me.” Boniface regarded the two blacks. “You men, take his corpse to the church and leave it there.”
  Without hesitation they lifted up the canvas, holding it between them, and made their way toward Front Street.
  “Where did you find this thing, Moore?” Boniface asked, not looking at the man but at the boat.
  “On a ledge in the Abyss, about a hundred and fifty feet down, maybe a little more.”
  “And what’s to be done with it?”
  “For the time being,” Kip said, “it’s going to have to stay where it is.”
  Boniface whirled around to face the constable. “You must not…” the reverend said; the orb hanging around his neck glinting in the sun. His eyes had a power which Kip had rarely seen before. “You must not allow it to stay in this harbor. You must take it back over the Abyss, cut a hole in its hull and let it sink. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
  “No,” Kip responded, “I don’t.”
  “One man is dead,” the reverend said quietly. “Isn’t that enough?”
  “Just a minute,” Moore interrupted. “It was an accident.”
  “Certainly,” Boniface said, with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. “Do as I say,” he ordered Kip. “Get it out of the harbor. Where that thing goes there is much to fear.”
  “That’s voodoo talk!” Kip said disdainfully. “That’s an old, dead machine out there. I think it’s right you’re concerned, but…”
  “Concerned?” A thin smile slithered, lizardlike, across the man’s lips. “Concerned, oui.” He lifted up the eye so both men could see it; sunlight flashed, reflecting an arc of light. “This is my sight, my ache. I have seen terrible things, and I ask you to do as I say.”
  “I don’t believe in your visions, Boniface,” Kip said. “Or your voodoo.”
  “I don’t ask you to believe!” The reverend’s voice was sharp, and his words had meaning behind them he evidently could not divulge. “I ask you to be warned. Everything the gods have created on this earth has a power… including that machine.”
  “No gods created it,” Moore said. “Men did.”
  Boniface nodded gravely. “And are men not guided by their gods, be it the god of peace or the god of war?” He stared into Moore’s face for a moment and saw something there that disturbed him. Then he turned to the constable. “All manner of things have their life forces, for good or for evil, and I am very familiar with the forces that rule that boat.”
  The man was openly talking voodoo now. “You speak of it as if you really thought it was alive…” Kip said impatiently.
  “Because I know!” Boniface hissed. “I remember…” He caught himself, looked away into the harbor.
  “Remember what?” Kip asked.
  “The fire,” Boniface said very quietly.
  Kip had heard hushed mention of it since he’d been on Coquina. It had happened during the war-a great blaze that had consumed most of the island’s dwellings, sweeping out across the jungle and killing a score of people. He’d tried to learn more, for the sake of curiosity, from Langstree at the boatyards and some of the other old-timers, but it was a subject no one wished to discuss freely. “What about the fire?”
  The sun was slowly filling in the shadows of the reverend’s face, settling into the lines. They were like wrinkles in an ancient piece of parchment. He was silent for a long long while, and when he spoke it was with a genuine effort.
  “It began with a screaming in the sky, as if all the heavens were wailing, as if the night sky had gone mad. At first it sounded distant… very distant… then louder and louder, cloaking the senses in noise and heat. There was an explosion in the boatyard, and another and another; glass burst from windows and people were thrown to the ground by the blow of an invisible fist. I remember; oui, I remember too well. Something exploded among the fishermen’s houses and the flames began there. The wind whipped in, tossed sparks into the sky, scattered them through the jungle. The strongest of us helped whomever we could to get away from the village, and we escaped to the sea in the few boats that were still moored to the broken wharfs.” He paused, his eyes bitter; his tongue darted out and licked his dry lower lip.
  “We could see the blossomings of the fires all along the beach and stretching toward the jungle. The British had a few freighters and a patrol boat moored in the burning boatyard, and they were trying to get them out to the open sea; there was much shouting and screaming, and their patrol boat crew was firing at something beyond our boats. At that time there were shore batteries-the big, ugly guns in their concrete bunkers-near the yard and built higher up on Coquina; their yellow tracks streaked across our heads into the distance.”
  He looked from Kip to Moore. “It was such a long time ago, you see, and the cruelty of it is that I recall every detail so clearly, so terrible and perfect. We were all in the mire of a nightmare, jammed together in skiffs and sailing sloops. There were many hysterical and wild, others trying to keep order as we watched our island burn. Mon Dieu, there can be no worse torture than that! Coquina was a mass of fire. There was no fleeing, for those of us who had taken to the sea could still hear our brothers and sisters screaming on shore. The heat touched our faces; we saw the bodies contorted in pain, racing into the surf where they only felt a worse pain as the salt hit their raw burns. The wailing, the terrible wailing… the night was full of it. I can never forget it as long as I live.
  “And through the thick curtain of whirling smoke a noise reached us, more terrible even than that of human agony: It was a heavy pounding that made the ocean tremble. The timbers of the boats shuddered under us. We thought we would be capsized, and perish. We waited, and then out of the smoke came a thing that could drive a man mad, haunt his sleep until he despaired of ever finding rest again. One of the men aboard my skiff had a pistol and in his rage he fired at the thing, but there was no stopping nor slowing it. The sea thundered around it. Its great rolling bow-wave came under us, throwing our boat over; we clung to its upturned hull like rats. The monstrous thing, all black and gleaming like a huge, hungry predator, passed just before us.
  “And that was when I saw the man. He stood high up on a platform of some sort. He stared at us for a moment and then he disappeared. The boat-for I had realized it was such-passed on and then suddenly dropped away like a stone into the sea. The waves rushed across it, and we sat stunned in the midst of the sea. Still we could hear the terrible screams of the dying from Coquina. We always had the fear that the monster might return.”
  Boniface raised his cane and pointed it like a rapier. “And that was the thing I saw. The thing of iron and evil; it came from the night and returned into the night.”
  “A sea-to-land shelling,” Moore said after a moment. “Then it was a German submarine after the island boatyards.” The thing looked wicked enough, like some sort of vengeful iron demon; Moore could understand why the islanders had feared it.
  “To us it was a thing from Hell, crewed by faceless, inhuman creatures of another world. We wanted no part in that white man’s war and yet it was forced upon us. We were not to be spared. The boat came again, and brought death until it was itself destroyed.”
  “How?” Kip asked him, intrigued. “What destroyed it?”
  “That I don’t know. But many nights I stood on this beach, perhaps in this exact spot, and watched the fires burning out at sea, the strange green and crimson comets streaking the black. And each morning the debris washed in, parts of ships and men. Frozen bodies with twisted, terror-struck faces; sometimes only a tide of blood or of arms and legs.” He drew in his breath. “That… is the Night Boat, risen from its tomb at the bottom of the sea.”
  The men were silent. Kip could hear the buoys clanging out past the reef, and their sharp metallic sound grated on his nerves. The sea washed strands of clinging weed across the U-boat’s deck, and made a rhuthummmm noise along the iron. “There’s nothing for anyone to fear anymore,” Kip said. “It’s a dead hunk of metal now.”
  Boniface turned slowly to face the constable. “Not dead. Only waiting. And I beg you as I have never begged any man on this earth. Return it to the Abyss.”
  “For God’s sake!” Kip said, irritated by the man’s persistence and more than a bit uneasy beneath his powerful gaze. “You’ve preached spirits and voodoo for so long you’re seeing jumbies in a junkyard relic!”
  The reverend said nothing for a long while, looking from one man to the other, probing their belief and fear. “Dieu vous garde,” he said softly. “I have a body to attend to.” He turned from them and, picking his way with the tip of the cane, he moved away up the beach. He stopped once more on higher ground to stare back at the submarine, and then he disappeared among the clapboard houses fringing Front Street.
  Kip saw that Moore looked concerned. “Don’t listen to him,” he said. “Superstition’s become his second nature. But damn it all, I don’t see how that bastard cleared the reef and got through into my harbor!”
  The trawlers were preparing to move out for the fishing grounds from the commercial wharfs across the beach. Diesels rumbled; men shouted back and forth from boat to boat, and lines were cast off. There would barely be room for them to swing past the obstruction of the submarine and out to sea. The sun was rising now, a hot yellow orb in a sky that promised to be a clear azure blue. A few moments before, the hulk had indeed looked dark and spectral, with the weeds entwining its deck and railings. Now, in the clearer light, it simply appeared to be a battered, aged wreck.
  “Can you give me a lift back up to my office?” Kip asked, and when Moore nodded they began walking toward the pickup truck. “A hell of a mess,” Kip muttered. “The whole island probably knows about this by now, and if I judge Boniface correctly he’ll use it as an opportunity to strengthen his hold on these people. I’ve got to do something about that boat, David. I can’t let it rot here, but for the life of me I don’t…” He stopped suddenly, his eye caught by the sun glinting brightly off the tin roof of the abandoned naval shelter off in the distance. No, that would be one hell of a huge risk. Then he asked himself: more risk than leaving it unattended on the sandbar?
  The constable’s office, a small stucco building painted a light green, was on the village square. There was an oval park of palmettos in the center of the street, and the weather-etched granite statue of a black man hefting a harpoon that had been erected by the British as a peace concession to the Carib Indian tribe. It honored one of the Carib chieftains-a man named Cheyne-who in the 1600s had led a rag-tag army against a band of pirates who were trying to seize Coquina as a fortress. The Caribs had been here at least a hundred years before the first British settlers had arrived; they lived off the sea and the land, keeping to themselves unless feeling threatened, and then their wrath could be awesome. It was clear that the Caribs were to be left alone, judging from the number of British settlers who were laid in their graves in those early years. Now they were mostly quiet, and Moore didn’t know much about their current way of life. Across the Square were brightly painted buildings: Everybody’s Grocers and Cafe, Langstree’s marine supply store, an open-air market where the inland farmers displayed their goods on Saturdays, and the Coquina Hardware Store. Dirt-track streets cut back through the jungle to more houses. Beyond those, the foliage grew thick and wild.
  Coquina was fifteen miles around, housing a population of a little more than seven hundred. In centuries past it had served as a battleground between the British and the French; the island, along with a dozen other small spits of sand in the area, had been possessed first, in the early 1500s, by the Spanish, who had left it pretty much alone, then a hundred years later by the British, who’d fought the Caribs to make a go of sugar and tobacco plantations. The French had attacked when the plantations had proven profitable. And so on in a spiral of naval and diplomatic warfare, until finally the British seized it as a permanent possession. Some of the old plantation great houses still stood in the deep jungle although now they were cracked mounds of rubble through which the vines and growth had reclaimed their own territory. When Moore wandered these old plantation houses through the long corridors and empty, ghostly rooms, he thought sometimes he could feel how it must have been: the land barons gazing out over their sloping fields to the seas beyond, the schooners with billowing sails slipping across the ocean to take on new cargoes for mother England. Coquina had been a good and inexpensive investment for the British, until the Caribs had rebelled and killed most of the plantation owners.
  The island was so named because it was shaped like a coquina’s shell; also because the beaches were filled with the little clamlike sand-diggers. They were thrown up by the surge of the surf and then would rapidly scurry down again into the safety of the wet sand, their paths marked only by bursting bubbles of air.
  And now, over two hundred years since the French and British had battled here, Coquina was home to David Moore. Perhaps it would not be home forever, but for now it was good enough.
  God, how the years have passed, he thought as he drove into the Square. Rapidly flashing by in swirls of color, of experience, of memories he kept close to his chest like a deck of cards. In the space of seven years, everything had changed and the changes had led him here. His mind sheered away from the old vision: riotous gray waves, soaring whitecaps, a storm that had swept up without warning, thunderclouds torn from the sky above the Atlantic into Chesapeake Bay. The ragged images tortured him, filled him with a sense of dull, throbbing rage and left him with the knowledge that at any given instant, the security and hope of a man’s life could fall away like rotten flooring.
  “You okay?” Kip asked, gently touching Moore’s arm. “You just passed my office. Slow down.”
  Moore shook himself from the memories. “Sure. Guess I wasn’t thinking.”
  He turned the pickup around and parked in front of Kip’s office.
  “You had your breakfast?” Kip asked.
  “Not yet.”
  “Come on in and I’ll throw something on the griddle.” He opened the door and Moore followed him inside. Kip’s office was piled high with varied and assorted things-there was scarcely room to turn around. There was a desk and a reading lamp, a few chairs, a bookshelf with legal volumes; behind the desk a locked gun cabinet, faced with glass, holding two rifles. On a wall hung framed certificates of merit from Kingston, and there was also a crayon drawing of a scene in Coquina harbor-the trading vessels with masts like telephone poles and all of them colored a different hue-done by Kip’s five-year-old daughter, Mindy. Gunmetal-gray filing cabinets stood against the opposite wall next to a storage closet; another door with an inset of glass at eye-level led back to two cells.
  Kip drew open the blinds; sunlight flooded in. He slid a couple of the windows open so the sea-breezes could enter, and then he went to the far side of the room. There was a small sink with a shelf above it holding a few plates and cups as well as a hot plate, which Kip plugged into a wall socket, and a portable icebox. He rummaged in the icebox, found a couple of eggs, and knifed strips from a slab of bacon.
  Moore settled himself into a chair before the constable’s desk and ran a hand across his face. He sighed wearily.
  “What’s wrong with you?” Kip asked him. “You not getting enough sleep?” He threw the bacon into a skillet he had placed on the hot plate. He smiled. “I understand your problem, my friend. You had too much company last night.”
  “How’d you hear about that?”
  “I’m supposed to know everything that goes on around here.” Kip picked up two of the cups, saw that they were clean but rinsed them anyway. He filled a teakettle and waited for the bacon to crisp. “You ought to stop living out of damned cans like you do, David. It’s no trouble for Myra to set an extra place.”
  “She’d strangle you if she heard you say that.”
  “Possibly.” The bacon was curling; the scent of it wafted about the office. One of Kip’s duties as constable was to keep whatever prisoners he had confined in good health, which meant feeding them three times a day, and on his budget he couldn’t afford to send out for food. “I made a call to my cousin Cyril in Kingston yesterday evening,” he said after a pause.
  “And…?”
  “He couldn’t offer any suggestions; he thought I was joking at first, and I had a bad time convincing him. In any event, Cyril’s promised to pass the information along to the Daily Gleaner.” Kip forked the bacon out of the skillet and onto the plates; he cracked the eggs and let them fry.
  “It bothers me.” Moore said quietly.
  “What does?”
  “The submarine. What made it go down? And what about the crew?”
  Kip looked over his shoulder as he lifted out the fried eggs. “What about the crew?”
  “I wonder… what kind of men they were, and how did they come to be so far away from home…”
  “Well, there were a lot of U-boats patroling the Caribbean in the early part of the war,” Kip reminded him. “You needn’t be concerned about the crew. Most likely they’re old men relaxing in slippers by their hearths, puffing their pipes, sipping their steins of beer, and swapping war stories. Here. Take this while I do the tea.”
  Moore took the plate. “But the hatches are sealed. How could they have gotten out?”
  Kip shrugged. “All those old crates had to have an emergency hatch of some kind. I don’t know; I’m certainly not an expert. Are you going to stare at that egg or eat it?”
  Moore probed it with his fork. “I’m not sure; I think I might be safer just staring.”
  The kettle whistled. Kip poured water over a teabag in each cup and offered one to Moore, then he sat down behind his desk and began to eat. “I’m more concerned with the present,” he said, in a graver tone. “I’ll be going by to see the Kephas woman, and I’m not quite sure what to say to her. Damn it! The chances of an accident like that happening to her husband are one in a million.” His jaw clenched. “Boniface worries me. Oh, he’s pretty much harmless, but a lot of people on Coquina pay him heed. I don’t want him stirring up trouble over the submarine. You’ve heard those drums going out in the jungle as many times as I have; God only knows what he’s up to during those ceremonies. And of course there’s no legal action I could take, if I wanted to-which I don’t. I don’t care what gods the islanders pray to, I just don’t want undue and irrational fears taking over.” He picked at his egg and then shoved his plate away. “I wish to God Boniface had stayed in Haiti where he belonged.”
  “Why didn’t he?”
  Kip drank down the rest of his tea. “Local trouble.” He began to roll a cigarette for himself, using an island-grown tobacco. “A feud between him and another voodoo priest-a houngan-over territorial rights, I suppose. From what I gather there was a lot of bad stuff going on; Boniface’s home was burned down and his family chased off into the jungle. Not long after that the other houngan was found in the Port-au-Prince bay, weighted down by a gutfull of nails. The police got on the track but nothing was ever proven; you know how those things go. But this houngan was supposed to have had some powerful friends, and they went hunting Boniface’s head. One way or another he got out of Haiti and wandered around the Caribbean for a while. He settled here just before the war. Some day I’d like to find out just how many skeletons I can pull from his closet. Which brings us to that damned hulk. I’d love to donate it to Langstree to be hammered into scrap, but some museum curator would probably slit my throat. Now, with the thing in my harbor… something’s got to be done.” He lit the cigarette and stood up, taking the two plates over to the sink.
  Moore got up and went to the door. “I’ve got things of my own to do. Shutters and drainpipes still need some patching.”
  Kip walked out to the truck with him, and they exchanged a few more comments about the ferocity of the storm that had just passed. Kip could only think of one thing: he dreaded the way the Kephas woman would stare at him when he said, I’m sorry, there’s nothing I could have done, it was an unavoidable accident. Unavoidable?
  Moore swung up into the truck and started the engine, waving back at his friend. He drove along the street toward the Indigo Inn. After he was out of sight, Kip turned toward the flat blue-green expanse of the harbor, watching the thing that grew across the sandbar like a cancer.
  He drew on his cigarette, exhaled smoke. A trawler was moving out through the passage, with a gang of men on its starboard deck making sure they cleared the submarine’s bulk. Far out at sea, an industry freighter was swinging in to take on a load of fish, coconuts, or tobacco.
  It would take three trawlers to break it off the bar and guide it, he decided. Langstree would scream like hell, but that was something Kip had encountered before. He closed and locked the office door and in another moment was in his jeep, driving out of the Square toward the harbor below.


Six

  A SWIRL OF dark smoke from straining diesel engines stained the blue of the afternoon sky. The men on the trawlers’ decks called back and forth to each other as they yanked at thick hawsers and cables, securing them around heavy-duty cleats and bollards. Lines drew tight, coming up out of the sea with a popping sound, sending droplets of water flying. Someone called out, “Pull! Break her ass, there!”
  Timbers creaked; the noise of diesels mounted, their vibrations pounding decks and churning the guts of the blacks who worked there. Sweat rolled off their backs beneath the hot sun. “Give ’er more,” the captain of the Hellie shouted out, the stub of a Brazilian cigar clenched firmly in his teeth. “Come on, mon!” Water boiled at the stern. The captain looked across to the other trawler, the Lucy J. Leen, stretched tight on its spiderweb of hawsers. The Lucy’s diesels were smoking, and it looked as if her captain was going to have to drop his main lines.
  The Hellie’s master squinted and exhaled a large cloud of blue smoke. Christ A’mighty! That big bitch had her nose stuck tight in sand; she wasn’t going to move, no matter how much power they squeezed into the engines. One of the starboard lines was fraying fast; he saw it and pointed, “Hey! You men watch your fuckin’ heads when that baby comes flyin’ back, you hear me?”
  Another trawler, a rickety old boat with a smaller draft, had secured lines onto the hulk’s bow, pulling its nose out of the sand while the other bigger boats hauled at its length. The thing was heavy-heavier than she looked. The Hellie’s master didn’t want his diesels wrecked, and he was almost ready to tell his first mate to shut them down. But he’d told Steve Kip he’d do his best, and by God that’s what he was going to do. “We’re heatin’!” someone cried out, and the captain yelled back, “Let ’er heat!”
  The props were foaming wild water at the sterns of the trawlers; now sand was coming up, too. That was a lot of power working in there. Shit! The captain grunted and chewed the butt. Fuckin’ thing won’t move!
  But suddenly there was a sliding sound and the Hellie lurched forward. “Ease up!” the captain called out sharply. “Drop her down a few notches!” The diesels immediately began to rumble more quietly, and a man in the stern on the trawler securing the bow lines waved his arms.
  “Okay,” the captain called out toward the squat wheelhouse. “Full ahead.”
  “Full ahead!” The order went back, by way of two or three crewmen.
  The Hellie began to move back, as did the Lucy J. Leen, still smoking badly, and the sliding noise intensified. Then, abruptly, it ceased. The submarine’s bow began to swing free, and the beat-up trawler tightened its hawsers to keep control over the thing. Holding the U-boat secured within their circle, the trawler armada moved at a crawl past the wharfs where the crew of a Bahaman freighter watched from their aft deck. The swells rolled in toward the fishing wharfs, bobbing the small boats up and down against their tire-brows and bumpers, spreading out beneath the pilings, and smashing into the beach in a mass of oil-streaked foam.
  The trawlers moved along the semicircle of the harbor, past the village toward the boatyard beyond. Past a couple of old, submerged wrecks with masts and funnels protruding from blue water, past another large trawler at anchor, past the boatyard wharfs they moved. The Hellie’s captain looked along the port deck and could see the aluminum drydock shelters. The largest one, the one used as a temporary shelter for patrol boats during the war, was right on the lip of the sea. It had been built on a concrete bedding with a large door that could be raised or lowered and a dam and pumping system that could allow flooding; now the captain could see the open shelter doorway. It was set amid a jumble of unused, rotting piers the navy had built and then abandoned. It was going to be damned tricky getting such a length in there, damned tricky.
  He watched the angle of the swells as they flowed around Kiss Bottom’s bommies. The sea was running a bit rough this afternoon, and that was going to cause more problems. The Hellie’s master had been a first mate on a British ocean-going salvage tug, and that was the primary reason Kip had asked him to oversee the operation. He’d towed for the British navy in the latter years of the war and had brought in many dead or dying ships to the Navy facilities here in this very harbor. He twisted around to check the lines. Number four fraying badly, number two as well. Goddamn it! he snarled to himself. No good rope in the islands these days! The Lucy J. Leen was cutting back somewhat due to her overtaxed diesels; someone was going to catch hell about letting those engines get in such a shit-awful shape.
  Dark-green water roiled inside the abandoned naval shelter. He could see the workmen waiting with their sturdy hawsers to secure the hulk. The trawlers passed the shelter; the smaller craft with the bow lines turned in front of the submarine and made for the open doorway. Diesels shrilled, but in another moment the hulk responded and started moving bow-first toward the shelter. Simultaneously the larger boats cut their engines; now it was up to the small boat to line up the submarine with the shelter and take it in. Moving steadily and slowly, the bow trawler maneuvered into position, heading its own nose into the darkness of the shelter. The other boats swung around, using their combined power to haul the U-boat forward. At the last moment the small boat dropped its lines and swung sharply to starboard; the U-boat was cutting a bow-wake, moving too fast, so the trawlers cut back on their engines to slow it.
  The U-boat moved into the shelter, and though its speed had been reduced, it still sent water crashing into the concrete sides of the shelter basin. Its bow crunched against concrete even as men leaped aboard her and caught lines to tie the boat to iron cleats. The trawlers dropped their lines then and swung off, and for a moment the heavy swells thrown up by the action of the boats sent foam and spray flying inside the drydock basin. The dock workers fought to lash the hulk down, but as the swells subsided the water smoothed out and the boat held firm between tightly pulled fore and aft hawsers.
  Kip stood and looked at the thing. God, what a machine! He took a last puff on his cigarette and tossed it into the brackish water; the butt hissed and went up underneath the hull. He was standing on a wide concrete platform level with the hull which ran around the entire shelter. Ladders leading off the platform that would normally have gone down to a dry pit were almost submerged. Behind Kip was an abandoned work area now jammed with old crates and forgotten machinery, a carpentry area where a stack of timber lay, an electrician’s cubicle now cluttered with pieces of iron and thick coils of all-purpose wiring. The concrete flooring was coated with a film of aged oil. The entire shelter smelled of sweat, diesel fuel, and oil, and compounding the odors was the fetid smell of the hulk itself. It was decaying, Kip thought, right in front of his eyes.
  “She’s in tight,” said a tall, barrel-chested black with a gold tooth gleaming in his mouth. “Sure hope you know what you’re doin’.”
  “I do, Lenny,” Kip said.
  “Mr. Langstree, he be back from his trip to Steele Cay tomorrow or the next day, and when he find out what he got in here… well, I don’ think he goin’ to like it too much, you know?” Lenny Cochran was Langstree’s foreman. He had agreed to go along with this because Kip was the constable and a man he respected, but he was still worried his boss was going to come down hard on him.
  “He’s never had need to use this basin,” Kip reminded him, sensing the man’s unease. “It’s just full of junk the British navy left behind-just a damned storage warehouse. If he jumps, you tell him I ordered you and the rest of the men, and send the old goat over to see me.”
  Lenny smiled. “Shouldn’t talk ’bout Mr. Langstree that way.”
  There was a rattle of chains and the sound of a winch in operation; the far bulkhead slid down into the water, just missing the stern and submerged propellers of the submarine by a few feet. The only light in the shelter streamed through a series of large, rust-edged holes in the roof almost thirty feet above them. Water gurgled noisily around the U-boat’s hull vents; its conning-tower and periscope shafts loomed high. Shadows played across the shelter’s opposite wall as several of the men moved about, examining the boat at a respectful distance.
  “She ain’t in such bad shape,” Lenny said softly. He looked down the boat’s length and whistled. “Mon, she must’ve been hell in her day, you know?”
  “I’m sure of it.” The deck was fully out of water now, and the sea streamed in rivulets through the mass of debris, making strange whispering noises that echoed within the shelter. Kip looked past the tower bridge toward the stern, then something caught his eye and he jerked his head back. Jesus! he thought, stunned. What was that!
  He was almost certain he’d seen someone standing there, hands on the iron coaming, a dark, lean figure of a man staring down at them. He saw now it was an interplay of shadows and light, locking together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, through one of the roof holes. Christ, that had given him a shock! Jumbies, he told himself sarcastically, and then chided himself. Don’t go thinking voodoo, Kip; there are no such things as haunts.
  “What’s the matter, Kip?” Lenny asked him a second time-Kip had not seemed to hear before.
  “Nothing.” He blinked his eyes and looked back to the bridge again. A shadow, that was all.
  And then he was certain someone was staring at him.
  Kip turned his head. In the corner, near the wreckage of timber that had once been a naval carpentry shop, a red dot glowed. As Kip watched, the dot flared and a stream of smoke rolled out, like a ghostly essence, through a splotch of light. A black man smoking a thin cigar, wearing faded jeans and a sweat-stained T-shirt, emerged from the shadows. He had no expression on his hard face; there was a cold, rather cunning set to the line of his lips, but he moved with an animal-like grace.
  “That the boat killed old man Kephas?” the man said to Kip. His eyes didn’t seem to register the men’s presence; they focused somewhere on the submarine. His name was Turk; he had only recently arrived on the island, and Kip had already had trouble with him, throwing him in the cell two Saturdays before for brawling. Langstree had bailed him out; the young man was supposed to be an expert hand at a torch, and Langstree was paying him top wages for a welder. But Kip had seen a lot of these island drifters pass through, and he knew Turk was a rootless, undisciplined type of man.
  “What happened to Kephas was an accident,” Kip said.
  The young man had a tough face, thick eyebrows, a black goatee. “I saw the body this mornin’. Bad way to die.” He exhaled smoke through flared nostrils. “Why you put that thing in here, to hide it?”
  “Go on about your business, mon,” Lenny cautioned him.
  Turk ignored him. “I hear some things ’bout that fucker. I hear it’s a Nazi sub.”
  Kip nodded.
  “How ’bout that, huh? Goddam bitch jus’ corked off the bottom, ain’t that so? I never heard of that happenin’ before. What’s inside her?”
  “A few tons of corroded iron, twisted bulkheads, maybe a couple of live torpedoes.” Kip said. And what else? he wondered suddenly. What had Moore mentioned about the sealed hatches?
  “Why don’t you open it up and have a see?” Turk raised an eyebrow.
  “Too dangerous. And I’m not that curious.”
  Turk nodded, smiling thinly. He turned and stared at the boat for a moment, then took the cigar stub out of his mouth and flicked it. It hit iron, falling in a shower of sparks into the placid water. “Off the Caymans couple or three years ago,” he said, “somebody found a German gunboat sunk in about a hundred feet. They used an underwater torch to get through a few collapsed bulkheads, and they burned into a vault. You know what that fucker yielded?” He looked from one man to the other. “Gold bars. Made those fellas rich. Fuckin’ rich.”
  “Gold bars?” Lenny asked.
  “That’s bullshit.” Kip interrupted quickly. “And if you think this beat-up crate’s carrying gold bars you’re out of your mind.”
  Turk shrugged. “Maybe not gold. But maybe somethin’ else. Those goddamn Nazis carried all manner of stuff with ’em. You never know ’til you look.”
  “The only thing in there is a lot of old machinery,” Kip told him.
  “Maybe so, maybe not.” Turk smiled again, his eyes still blank.
  Kip recognized that hungry look. “Now you hear me. If you’re thinking about doing a bit of free-lance torching, forget it. Like I say, you spark some explosives and you’ll be picking gold bars off the streets of Heaven.”
  The other man held up his hands defensively. “I’m talkin’, that’s all.” He smiled again and walked past the constable toward the battered frame door set into one wall. He opened the door, admitting a shaft of blinding sunlight, and was gone.
  “He got no respect for elders,” Lenny said. “He’s trouble, but he damn good at what he does.”
  “So I hear.” Kip gazed at the U-boat for a few more seconds, feeling a chill creep up his back. He could hear the sounds of it settling; creaking timbers, water sloshing around, the groan of a deep metal bulkhead-eerie, distant voices. “Lenny,” he said, “keep the workmen away from here, will you? I don’t want anybody fooling around with this thing, and what I said about explosives maybe being on board is true.”
  “Okay,” Lenny agreed, nodding. “I do what you say.” He raised his voice and called to the rest of the men, “She down now, let’s get on with our business! J.R., you and Murphy got a hull-scrapin’ to finish up! Percy, you done paintin’? Come on, let’s get back!”
  Kip clapped the man on the shoulder and made his way out. But even in the fierce sun, his eyes aching from the glare, he saw the image of a dark form standing on that conning tower, as silent and motionless as Death itself. Keep it up, he told himself, starting the jeep’s engine. You’ll be seeing jumbies in your soup. He drove out of the boatyard, heading for the fishermen’s shanties. Like it or not, he had to pay a call on the Kephas woman. There was work to be done, and a sorry task it was indeed.
  But before his jeep had made a hundred yards more he felt that chill again, like a premonition. He had a wall inside him, cutting him in half, blocking off a dark place where he feared to look.
  That boat had been built to destroy; it had been baptized in blood and fury, and God only knew how many ships and good men had gone down in the wake of its torpedoes and guns. Boniface’s words haunted him: Take it out of the harbor. Sink it. Sink it. Sink it.
  “How, by God?” he said aloud.
  Abruptly the bright colors of Coquina village came up around him, and his mind had just begun to wonder how he could soothe the Kephas woman when he felt the first slow scrape of jagged nails across the wall inside his soul.


Seven

  HE PAUSED IN the darkness, took from a back pocket a flask and uncapped it, tilted it to his lips, and let the good strong Blackjack rum flow down. Then he wiped his mouth on his sleeve, returned the flask to the pocket, and continued walking the road.
  The darkness was absolute, the midnight breezes thick. They clung around him. No lights burning in the village. Everyone asleep. No, no-there was a light burning up at the Indigo Inn. A single square of light in an upstairs window. He didn’t know the white man, but he’d seen him around the village before. It was the white man found the submarine.
  The jungle grew wild just beyond the road; cicadas were singing like sawblades in the trees, and every now and then a bird skreeled. It was just enough noise to unnerve him. Out at sea there was only the blackness; he could hear the surf on the coral and he knew the beach was near, but he couldn’t see it.
  He’d gone back to the naval shelter three more times that day to look at the U-boat, to think about what might be waiting for him inside. The gold bars found in Cayman waters had flamed his greed. Of course, he didn’t know if the stories were true or not-he’d heard them from a rum-rag in a bar-but if it was true! It was. It had to be true. He quickened his pace. The boatyard was around the next curve in the road, and he had hard work to do.
  Something about that vessel had eaten into Turk; there was a strangeness to it, he had a weird feeling about it. He’d spent all day thinking about it, wondering what treasures it could be hiding. Maybe that damned policeman knew more than he was saying, too. Why else would he have wanted to put it away inside that shelter? Why not just let it rot in the harbor? No, somethin’ was real strange. The policeman was hidin’ somethin’. And nobody had ever hid any secrets from Turk Pierce.
  The whitewashed wooden gates to the boatyard entrance were straight ahead. It would be easy to either slip under them or climb over. Hell, who was going to know? He had almost reached them when a shadow detached itself from the other jungle shadows and stepped out into the road.
  Turk stopped, frozen, his mouth half-open.
  In the darkness the apparition was huge, a hulking form with wide bare shoulders, its chest covered by the thinnest cotton shirt. He took a step back before he realized it was real-it was a man. He was bald-headed, his flesh a tawny color instead of pure ebony; he had a white beard and mustache, cropped close to his shadow-covered face, and Turk caught the sudden gleam of a small gold ring hanging from one earlobe. The man was carrying a crate of some kind, and Turk could see the muscles defined on his forearms. The figure stood perfectly still, watching.
  “Hey, you scared the fuck out of me,” Turk said easily, trying to control his voice. Christ! He didn’t want any trouble, especially not with a bastard as big as this. “Who are you?”
  The man said nothing.
  Turk stepped forward, trying to see the face, but the figure had vanished, swallowed up by the foliage. A knot had caught in Turk’s throat; he thought he’d seen one side of the face, and it had been a hideous mass of scars. He stood still for a long time, then took his flashlight from his belt and shined it into the jungle, cautiously. Nothing there. If the man was still around, he was moving silently. Turk shivered, fighting off a cold wave of nameless fears. What was that thing, a damn jumbie walking the road maybe hunting a soul? Something lookin’ for a little child to suck the blood out of?
  He kept the light on, moving it from side to side before him. When he reached the gates, he saw there was enough room for him to slide beneath them on his belly. Crossing the yard, moving through discarded piles of machinery, empty oil barrels, around beached boat hulks, he saw the naval shelter. He paused for a moment, standing against a mountain of cable, and switched off his light. He’d heard a noise, like the sound of someone walking along wharf planking. A goddamn night watchman? There was the noise again, and then Turk realized it was just the breeze, slapping the weathered boatyard sign against its support posts. He could hear the sound of the clangers in the far distance, and the bass rumble of breaking waves. Turk snapped his light on again, still uneasy from his encounter with that figure on the road, and approached the shelter. Cochran hadn’t put a chain or padlock on the door, thank God; it was closed, a few crates blocking it. A handpainted sign read: Keep out. Cochran.
  Turk pulled the crates away, scowling when he found they’d been filled with heavy odds-and-ends-bolts and broken tools. He opened the door, shined the light around inside, then entered. It smelled like a burial vault and the stench was almost overpowering, but he swallowed and tried to keep his mind off it. Light reflected off the water and rippled across the walls, undulating beneath the thing’s hull. Strange shadows moved away from the beam of light, like phantoms scurrying for the safety of darkness. He worked the light over the conning tower, up to the tops of the shafts, and then back along the superstructure. You ain’t so much hell now, are you? he asked the thing. Something clattered sharply behind him, and Turk sucked in his breath; he flashed the light into a corner, his heart hammering. It was only a rat, panicked by the unfamiliar light, squeezing among a clutter of oil cans and rag scraps.
  There was a gangplank between the concrete walkway and the U-boat’s deck, and Turk crossed it, careful of his footing. He had already climbed to the bridge and examined the main hatch there during the day; water and sand more than an inch deep still swirled over it. There was another hatch on the aft deck, covered with the tendrils of cables, and he couldn’t work them away alone. But on the fore deck, near the gun’s snout, there was a third hatch, the seam line marking a large rectangular opening. It was covered over by a broken planked lid.
  Turk bent down, his eyes following the circle of the light, and lifted the hatch cover to examine the iron again. How thick would this bitch be? he wondered. He banged a hand against the iron and knew it was going to be a hell of a job. He sat back on his haunches and swung the light toward the spear-point of the bow far ahead. Hell of a big mothafucker, he thought. His impulse to burn through was stronger than ever, though he was oddly unnerved by the sheer size of the boat. There was probably no gold inside, but what about souvenirs? he wondered. The dealers in Kingston and Port-au-Prince could move anything. And there was a collector for everything under the sun. He might be able to get a good price for some of the equipment inside, maybe find himself the skeleton of a pistol or intact instrument gauges. And what about bodies? Maybe they in here, may they ain’t. Come on, come on; you got a job to do.
  Something made a noise on the other side of the shelter; Turk swung his light around, swearing softly. The rattle of a can. The flashlight beam shone through thick clumps of brown weed that hung down from the tower bulwark, and he could smell the sea in them. Another rat, Turk told himself. The shelter was filled with the things, big bloated wharf rats that ate the dockside roaches. He’d best get on with it.
  Hidden back in the carpentry shop, covered by an oily tarpaulin, was a cylinder truck-an apparatus like a pushcart-with a cylinder of acetylene gas and a larger cylinder filled with oxygen. From the two cylinders there were hoses that connected to the welding-torch unit, providing a flammable mix of the gas, in this case, for the cutting process. Turk had wheeled the unit over to the shelter just before quitting time and had hidden it in the carpentry shop. He was taking a chance, if Cochran had decided to take a check of the supply shed, but the worker in charge of the equipment was a lazy bastard, Turk thought. Which had worked out fine for him.
  Now he wheeled the truck over the gangplank onto the deck, carefully because it was fairly heavy and the planks groaned beneath its weight. He got the truck positioned as he wanted it before putting on the welder’s mask he’d left hanging on the truck frame. Turning on the valves to release the gas and oxygen flow, he used his striker to spark the torch tip and it sprang into life, a soft orange glow in the darkness. He adjusted the mix until he was ready, then bent down and began to work, his hand moving in a smooth semicircular motion.
  Over the soft hissssss of the burning gas he heard the great boat moan, like a sluggish and heavy creature awakening from sleep.
  In the small bedroom of a brown-painted stucco house across the island, Steven Kip jerked suddenly and his eyes opened.
  He lay very still, listening to the repetitious voice of the surf, wondered what it was that had awakened him. Beside him his wife, Myra, was sleeping peacefully, one slender arm thrown out across his chest, her body pressed against his side. He turned his head and kissed her very softly on the cheek, and she rustled the sheet and smiled. They had been through a lot together, and though the years had made Kip tougher and more cynical, they had been gentle with her. There were laugh lines around her eyes and mouth, but they were lines of good living. He kissed her again. He was a light sleeper, so anything could have awakened him: a wave breaking, the clatter of a coconut palm, the shrill of a nightbird. He waited for a few moments. Still nothing. All familiar sounds he had heard a thousand times before. He lay his head back on the pillow beside hers, and closed his eyes.
  Then he heard it again.
  A muffled stacatto of drums, echoing from somewhere distant.
  He sat up, drew the covers aside, and rose from the bed. Myra stirred and lifted her head. “It’s nothing, baby,” he whispered. “Go back to sleep. I’m going to have to go out.”
  “Where are you going?” she asked, rubbing her eyes. “What time is it?”
  “After three. Lie back now, and sleep. I won’t be long.” Already he was getting into his trousers, then buttoning his shirt. Myra pulled the sheet up around her, and Kip crossed the room to peer out through a window that faced the harbor. It was pitch black out there except for the stars, tiny clusters of light in the sky like the wheelhouse lanterns of a thousand spectral ships against a black ocean.
  Then, again, echoing through the jungle, the sharp rattle of the drums; Kip’s skin tightened at the back of his neck. Damn it to hell! he thought, pulling on his shoes and leaving the house as quietly as possible.



  He drove the jeep to Front Street, turned along the dark shanty village on the harbor rim and toward the jungle, the wind sharp in his face. He watched the windows for lights and searched the streets for moving figures, but no one was stirring. Who else was listening to those drums? How many lay in the dark, eyes open, trying to read the message that was swept across the island with the early breezes? Kip knew what it had to be: Boniface conducting a ritual over the boat. Damn the man! Kip cursed silently, still watching for lights. I’m the law here, the only law, above and beyond Boniface’s voodoo gods.
  Along Front Street where the jungle bent down low in strange shadowy shapes, he saw several men standing in the road. When his headlights touched them they twisted away before he had a chance to recognize any of them. They leaped into the surrounding underbrush and were gone in a few seconds. When Kip came to the church, he found it darkened and deserted. He stopped the jeep and sat there for a few moments, listening. When the next brief flurry of drums came, still somewhat distant, Kip caught their direction. He took a flashlight from a storage box on the rear floorboard, clicked it on, and climbed down from the jeep.
  There was a narrow path leading past the chicken coop and Kip walked along it as silently as he could, the thorns catching at his shirt. The jungle was densely black on all sides and quiet but for the persistent, steady drone of insects. In a few more minutes he could hear fragments of voices, the sudden crying out of what sounded like several women at once, the forceful voice of a man, all punctuated by sudden bursts of the rapid drums. He went on, following the path even when he was forced to crawl beneath a thick cluster of wiry brush. The voices became progressively louder, more frantic, and at last he caught a glimmer of light ahead. The drums pounded a steady rhythm, three or four patterns intertwining, louder and louder, each beat accompanied by a scream or a shout as if the drums themselves were crying out in either pain or ecstasy. The noise grew until the drumming was inside Kip’s head, a wild and unconfined frenzy of sound. And through the drum voices there was the voice of a man, rising from a whisper to a shout: “Serpent, serpent-o, Damballah-wedo papa, you are a serpent. Serpent, serpent-o, I WILL CALL THE SERPENT! Serpent, serpent-o, Damballah-wedo papa, you are a serpent…”
  The jungle was suddenly cut away to make a clearing; Kip quickly turned off his light and stayed hidden in darkness. Blazing torches formed a wide circle around a small three-sided, straw-roofed hut. Directly in front of the hut, surrounded by black and red painted stones, was a fire that licked up toward the jungle ceiling high overhead. A strange geometric figure had been traced in flour in front of the fire, and placed at points on the figure were various objects: bottles, a white-painted steel pot, a dead white rooster, and something wrapped in newspapers. The drummers sat behind the fire, and thirty-five or forty people made a ring around them-some lying on their bellies in the soft dirt, some twirling madly in circles, still others sitting on the ground, staring with open, glazed eyes into the depths of the flames. The drumming was furious now, and Kip saw beads of sweat fly off the half-nude forms that circled the fire. One of the dancers lifted a bottle of rum and let the liquor pour down into his mouth, then he doused the rest of it over his face and head before spinning away again. Empty bottles lay scattered about. Sweat streamed from faces and over torsos, and Kip caught the powerful smell of strong, sweet incense in the air. One of the dancers whirled in and threw a handful of powder into the flames; there was a burst of white and the fire leaped up wildly for a few seconds, illuminating the entire clearing with red light. A man in a black suit leaped in the air and crouched down at the base of the flames, shaking a rattle over his head. It was Boniface, the fires glinting off his glasses. Sweat dripped off his chin as he shook the rattle and cried out, “Damballah-wedo papa, here, Damballah-wedo papa, here…”
  A woman in a white headdress fell down beside him, her chest heaving with exertion, her head revolving in circles and her eyes glistening with either rum or ganja. She lay on her belly, snaking along as if she were trying to crawl into the flames. It was the Kephas woman, the same woman Kip had seen that very afternoon sitting in a dark corner of her house muttering something he had failed to understand.
  Boniface shook the rattle, now in time with the drum beating, and reached into the white pot with his free hand to withdraw a thick snake that instantly coiled about his forearm. At the sight of the snake there was a chorus of screams and shouts. He held it up, crying out, “Damballah-wedo papa, you are a Serpent. Serpent, serpent-o, I WILL CALL THE SERPENT!”
  Kip’s heart was hammering, his head about to crack from the noise. The drummers stepped up their rhythms, the muscles standing out on their arms, droplets of sweat flying in all directions. Kip could barely hear himself think; the screaming and the drums were bothering him, reaching a part of his past he had closed tight, to a place of fearful memories and grinning faces hanging from straw walls. Boniface turned and draped the writhing snake around the woman’s shoulders like a rippling coat, and she cried aloud and stroked its body. The reverend put aside his gourd rattle, lifted the object wrapped in papers over his head and began to spin in front of the fire, shouting out in French. The old woman let the snake slide from arm to arm. She played with it, teasing it with a tetettetette noise. Boniface lifted a bottle of clear liquid, poured it into his mouth and held it there while he unwrapped the object. In the light of the fire Kip saw it was a crude wax image of the submarine; Boniface tossed the paper into the flames and sprayed the image with the liquid from his mouth, and as the others shouted and urged him on he held his hands out to the fire, his eyes wild and his teeth bared in a grimace. In another moment the heat began to melt the wax, and Boniface began to knead the image until wax dripped down his hands and arms. When nothing was left but a misshapen blob, he cast it into the fire and stepped back. The others screamed louder and danced like possessed souls. Boniface spat into the fire.
  The old woman stared into the face of the snake, then lifted her chin and let it explore her lips with its questing tongue. She met the tongue with her own; they seemed like nightmarish lovers. When she opened her mouth to let the reptile probe within, Kip could take no more and stepped out into the light.
  One of the drummers saw him first; the man gaped and faltered in his rhythm. The others noticed at once; heads turned, and someone shrieked as if in pain. A few of the dancers leaped up from the edge of the fire and ran for the jungle. The Kephas woman looked at Kip in horror, the snake slithering from her arms into the grass, and then she too ran away, her skirts billowing behind her. The rest of them were gone almost at once, the jungle closing behind them, the darkness swallowing them up.
  And in the silence, still echoing with the beat of the drums and the shouting, Boniface stood framed against the fire, staring across the clearing at the constable. “You fool,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “It wasn’t yet complete!”
  Kip said nothing, but walked to the edge of the fire. He examined the assortment of bottles. One of them looked as if it were half-filled with blood.
  “IT WASN’T YET COMPLETE!” Boniface shouted, his hands curled into fists at his sides.
  There was another pot filled with water; Kip picked it up and poured it over the blaze. The timbers hissed and smoke twisted toward the sky. “I’ve let you carry out your ceremonies,” he said quietly. “I haven’t raised a finger to interfere. But, by God”-he turned to face the other man-“I’ll not have you making something out of that boat and the old man’s death.”
  “You young ass!” Boniface said, wiping beads of sweat away from his eyes. “You don’t understand, you could never begin to understand! You fool!”
  “I asked for your help.” He kicked at the embers and dropped the pot to one side. “Is this how you’re helping me?”
  “OUI!” Boniface said, the anger white-hot in his eyes. He held Kip’s gaze a few seconds longer, then looked back into the remains of the fire. His shoulders were stooped, as if he had been drained of all strength. “You can’t see, can you?” he asked, in a tired whisper.
  “What was the Kephas woman doing here?”
  “It… was necessary.”
  “God, what a shambles,” Kip said, looking around the clearing.
  “All necessary.”
  “I don’t want any trouble, Boniface. I thought I made that clear…”
  Boniface glared at him sharply, his eyes narrowing. “You and the white man are to blame. Both of you brought that thing into the boatyards. Now you are to blame!”
  “For what!”
  “For what may take place if I’m not allowed to take a hand against it!”
  Kip looked down into the glowing remains of the fire and saw the clump of wax there, blackened by the heat and ashes. He kicked it out into the grass and looked across at the reverend. “What kind of madness is this?”
  “I expected better from you,” Boniface said bitterly. “I expected you to be able to see. The white man, no, but you, Kip… you could open your mind if you wished, you could feel it…”
  “What are you saying, old man?” the constable asked him harshly.
  “I know about you; you think you can hide it but you’re mistaken!”
  Kip took a step forward. “What are you saying?”
  Boniface stood his ground; was about to explain but then thought better of it. He bent down and began to gather up the bottles that stood along the lines of the geometric figure. He put them down into the white pot that had contained the snake, and they rattled together.
  “What do you know about me?” Kip asked very quietly.
  The reverend began to smear the geometric lines with his foot. “I know,” he said without looking up, “who you could have been.” His head came up, and he stared fiercely into the constable’s eyes. A strange, almost tangible power riveted the other man where he stood. He could not have moved even if he’d wished.
  “Listen to me well,” Boniface told him. “If you refuse to take the boat to deep water, you must do these things: Lock that shelter securely. Let no man go near it. Let no man touch his hand against that iron. And for all our sakes do not try to break the hatches open. Do you understand what I say?”
  Kip wanted to say no, that Boniface was a raving fool, that the man didn’t know what he was talking about, but when he spoke he heard himself say, “Yes.”
  And in the next instant the reverend was gone, melting away into the darkness beyond the circles of torchlight. Kip had not seen him turn to go, nor did he hear the man making his way through the underbrush; he had simply vanished.
  Gradually the night sounds returned, filling in the spaces left when the drums and the shouting had stopped. Insects called to each other across the jungle, and the cries of the nocturnal birds sounded like the voices of old men. Kip covered the embers with dirt until he had completely extinguished the fire, then clicked his light back on and retraced his path to the jeep. There was a yellow glimmer of a light behind a window shutter at the church and a shadow moving about within.
  He climbed behind the wheel and started the engine. He was actually eager to get away from this part of the island; it was Boniface’s kingdom, a place of shadows, jumbies and duppies, faceless things that walked the night seeking souls. He drove back toward the harbor, along Front Street and through the village. Still no lights, no sounds. And before he realized it, he had passed the road leading toward his house and was driving to the boatyard as if drawn there by something beyond his control. There was a sheen of sweat on his temples and he hastily wiped it away. He couldn’t shake the image of Boniface, standing before him, touched with amber light that glittered in his thick glasses. I know, the man had said, who you could have been.
  And then Kip’s foot came down hard on the brakes.
  The jeep started to spin in the sand, but Kip let the wheel turn and then corrected its direction; the jeep straightened, whipping grit up behind it, and then stopped abruptly as the engine rattled and died. Kip sat and looked straight ahead for a long time.
  The boatyard gates were shattered, the weathered timbers broken and lying splintered on the ground. The timbers that still remained in the gate sagged forward, like bones in a broken rib cage, their edges raw and jagged.
  An ax, Kip thought. Some bastard has taken an ax to Langstree’s gates.
  He picked up his light, climbed out of the jeep, and went through into the yard. Nothing else seemed to be wrecked, though in the disarray it was difficult for him to tell. He swept his light in an arc. Nothing moved. There was no noise but for the sea and the slow creaking of a boat moored to the wharf. This would be the right time for someone to break in, with Langstree away. Why the hell didn’t the man hire a watchman? That cheap old bastard! he thought angrily, knowing it was his own responsibility if someone had made off with something valuable.
  As he moved deeper into the yard, he tried to keep his mind off the U-boat ahead in the naval shelter. The image of the rotting thing was a searing flame in his mind. He moved past a great heaping tangle of ropes and cables and walked faster, heading directly for the shelter.
  He saw immediately that the door was open; he stopped in his tracks, shining the light about, and then slipped through into the stench of decay. He moved his light slowly along the hulk, not knowing what to expect, not even knowing what he was looking for. And when the beam picked out the form of. the cylinder truck on the forward deck he swore and let his breath out in a hiss.
  As he crossed the gangplank he shined the light down onto the deck, and then he saw the gaping, smooth-edged void where the hatch had been burned out. The hatch itself, the bottom of it encrusted with some kind of yellow fungus, lay several feet away on the deck. Kip thrust the light down toward the hole, aware that his heartbeat had picked up, that there was something… something… something…
  Aware that blood was splattered around the yawning opening.
  At once Kip sucked in his breath, stunned. He bent down and touched a hand to the thick globs of blood. He wiped it off on his trouser leg. The blood was so dark it was almost black, and he realized he was standing in it. Puddles had collected around the hatch opening like oil seepage. And now he smelled it as well, like a thick, coppery taste in his mouth. There was a larger lump of something beside him, and it was only when Kip had bent to examine it that he realized it was a piece of black flesh.
  The U-boat moaned softly, and a timber creaked, the echoes filling the inside of the shelter. He turned, played the light up the conning-tower bulwark and toward the stern. A sharp, piercing fear was inside him, jabbing at his guts, and he fought to keep hold of his sanity. He backed away from the hatch, keeping his light on it, until he’d reached the gangplank.
  The flashlight beam played across the murky green water: A Coke can floated against the hull, and beside it a beer can. The water, pulled in through the sea bulkhead, was dotted with cigarette butts, and his light touched the staring eye of a white, bloated fish. Something else was there as well, floating just under the gangplank at Kip’s feet.
  A welder’s mask.
  Kip got to his knees, reaching down with one hand to pull it from the water. And as he did and the mask came free, the body underneath it rose to the surface. The eyes were wide and terror-stricken, the open mouth was filled with water. Beneath the battered face the throat had been torn open. Bare bone glittered in a red, pulpy mass that had been a larynx and jugular vein. Half the face was peeled back, the teeth broken off or ripped from the mouth. The arms floated stiffly at the corpse’s sides, and already tiny fish were darting in to taste the blood at the mangled throat.
  Kip cried out involuntarily and pulled his hand back, the welder’s mask dangling from his fingers. The body began to turn in a circle, bumping against the side of the basin. Kip felt the place closing about him, felt the darkness reaching, and beyond the darkness things that grinned and clawed at him with filthy bloodstained fingers. He backed away from the U-boat, his legs like lead, and then half-walked, half-ran into the fresh air outside, drawing breath after breath to try to clear away the sight of that dead, gray-fleshed face.
  “My God,” he muttered brokenly, supporting himself against the shelter wall. “My God my God my God…”
  For he had recognized the expression on Turk’s dead, puffed face. It was a glimpse into an unnamable horror.


Eight

  DR. THEODORE MAXWELL, a heavyset black in his mid-fifties, let the blood-spattered sheet drop down over the ruin of a face. He wore a smock smeared with human fluids over his clothes. Rays of morning sunlight streamed in dusky patterns through the drawn blinds of the Coquina clinic examination room. He shook his head, pushed his eyeglasses off the bridge of his nose, and let them rest on top of his balding head. He had seen bad things before: men whose noses had been cut off by rusted razors in barroom brawls, automobile accident victims, the mangled remains of a young child caught in the screw of a trawler. He was familiar with the ugly wounds of life, and familiar as well with the sight of death. But in his experience most people died in their sleep, with an expression of peace and almost of relief. This one was different. This young man who lay before him had seen Hell before he died.
  Maxwell reached for a clipboard and began to jot notes for later reference.
  “What’s your opinion?” Kip asked wearily, his eyes hollow from lack of sleep.
  Dr. Maxwell looked up quickly, then went back to his clipboard. He finished writing, then said in a soft, quiet tone of voice that belied the tension he felt, “Perhaps the most brutal beating I’ve ever seen. All manner of things were used: fists, fingers, some kind of blunt instruments. Maybe a wrench, and there’s indication a hammer was used on his skull.”
  Kip frowned, staring at the outline of the corpse.
  “Any next of kin?” Dr. Maxwell asked.
  “No. I don’t even know where he was from. He was an island drifter.”
  The doctor put his clipboard aside, steeled himself, and lifted the sheet again. The muscles of the face had frozen in that hideous grimace, and Maxwell shuddered as he gazed into those staring eyes again. He took a small penlight from his breast pocket and leaned over the throat. Yes. Those marks were unmistakable.
  “What is it?” Kip asked.
  Maxwell snapped off the light, returned it to his pocket; he placed the sheet back down. “This man is missing a great quantity of blood,” he said, turning toward the constable. “But I believe he was dead before he received that throat wound.”
  “Then one of the blows to the head killed him?”
  “I’m not sure. I want to go into the chest cavity and look at the heart. The frozen facial muscles, the coloration, the teeth locked through the tongue-all those may indicate instantaneous heart arrest. Perhaps brought on by a sudden and severe shock.”
  Kip blinked, letting the words sink in. “A shock? Fright, is that what you’re saying?”
  “That I don’t know. I’ve heard of it happening before, but I’ve never seen it.”
  Kip shook his head in disbelief. “Christ Almighty!” he said softly. “What could scare a man enough to kill him?” He looked into the doctor’s eyes for an answer, but the other man had turned away. Kip crossed the room to a desk with a metal tray which contained items the young man had had in his pockets. A few coins, a small penknife, a rusted key, cigarette papers, and a bit of ganja. And also something the doctor had pried from the corpse’s rigid fingers. It was a few inches of filthy cloth, matted with yellow streaks of fungus. Kip picked it up and held it under the desk lamp to examine it for the third time. At one time the cloth had either been brown or green, but now it was a sickly, faded color somewhere in between. What was it? he wondered. Something Turk had grabbed at during his horrifying ordeal?
  The constable gathered up the items and buttoned them in the back pocket of his trousers. Coins, a key, enough ganja for a few wild highs; it was one hell of a legacy to leave behind. What a terrible way for any man to die.
  “Kip,” the doctor said quietly, looking from the covered corpse back to the other man. “What types of wild animals would you say were out in the jungle?”
  At first he thought he’d misunderstood Maxwell. Then Kip answered. “Not many. Maybe a few small boar, and if you’re not counting snakes, that’s it.” He narrowed his eyes, seeing the puzzled expression on the doctor’s face. “Why?”
  Maxwell folded his arms before him and leaned back against the examination table, keeping his gaze steady. “There are teeth marks on this man’s throat and on the right cheekbone. Some of them have broken bone, as if… something was trying to get at the bone marrow. All I can think of at this point is some kind of animal.”
  What kind of animal would do that? Kip shook his head, ran the back of his hand across his face. No, he knew of no vicious animals in that jungle, though there were probably several places so choked with growth that anything might be hiding in there. He had seen a couple of the boar on occasion, but they were too small to be of any consequence.
  “An animal big enough to take on a man?” Kip asked. “Impossible, not on Coquina. But… teeth marks? You’re sure it’s not the mark of some kind of tool or something?”
  “Yes.”
  Kip took a step toward the corpse and then checked himself, realizing he couldn’t bring himself to look at it again. Teeth marks? No, it didn’t make sense! “Do this for me, please,” he said. “I want you to keep that opinion to yourself. Do whatever you have to, an autopsy or whatever, but I don’t want anyone to know about the marks. At least not until I can figure out what the hell’s going on.”
  “All right,” Maxwell said, “I understand.” He made a move to wheel the table out of the examination room, and as the doctor turned the table around, Kip felt that scrape of nails inside again, and this time a chunk of mortar fell away. He watched the doctor push the table through a pair of doors into a hallway and then into another room. Kip had to get out; his mind was numbed and his senses on edge.
  Leaving the clinic, he walked in the hot sunlight toward the Square, his brain filled with questions he couldn’t begin to answer. What if there were something out in the jungle that could attack and kill a man by ripping his throat into bloody rags and gnawing on the bone? But then why hadn’t some of the inland farmers seen it? They’d been out there for years, and if an animal like that prowled the jungle at least one person should have seen it. But no, no; Turk had been struck by blunt instruments as well as fists; Maxwell had said so himself. What had probably happened was that someone… or more than one?… had killed the man, leaving the body for the big wharf rats that had eaten through the dead flesh. That made sense, but then how did Turk’s body wind up in the water?
  Kip was stunned by the brutality of the crime. A murder on Coquina was practically unthinkable. There were always barroom fights, of course, and often those got pretty damned ugly, but murder? Who among the islanders would be capable of such a thing? At once he thought of the Carib Indian men. They were a rough, fierce breed, and whenever they came down to the village, which was fortunately rare, Kip had to wield a billyclub to break up the trouble. The Caribs were hot-blooded people who-island rumor said-had practiced cannibalism on their enemies less than a hundred years before. Was it possible Turk had run into one, or a group of them, who had come down from their settlement to see the submarine? It was all speculation, of course, but maybe worth a drive over to Caribville to ask some questions.
  No, he decided. It was rats. The rats had crept out and torn into the corpse’s flesh, and that accounted for the teeth marks.
  Kip saw David Moore’s truck parked over by the hardware supply in the Square. There was a stack of timber in the truck bed, and as Kip approached, Moore came out through the doorway, carrying another load of wood in his arms. He laid the timber down, wiped sweat off his face, and started to go back inside when he saw the constable and raised a hand in greeting.
  “Business so good you’re building an addition?” Kip asked him.
  “Not hardly. I’m setting this aside in case we have another blow during the season. The old roof might not take much more this year.”
  Kip nodded. There were three elderly men on a porch in front of the hardware store, two smoking pipes and the third just sitting with a straw hat pulled low over his face. They had been talking quietly until the constable had walked over; now they listened, eyes moving from Kip to Moore. Kip greeted them politely and then said to Moore, “Anything I can help you with?”
  “That should do it, except for paying my bill. If you really want to help you can talk Yarling into extending my credit.”
  Kip tried to smile but found it difficult because he couldn’t shake the image of Turk’s dead face; the eyes of the old men were on him and he felt uneasy. “Sorry. No favoritism.”
  “That’s what I was afraid of.” Moore dug for his wallet and then turned to go back into the hardware supply.
  “Constable,” said one of the three on the porch, a lanky man with snowy hair and teeth clamped around the bit of a pipe. “What happen’ to that boy las’ night?” He leaned forward in his chair, and Moore stopped where he was.
  “Never you mind about that,” Kip told him.
  “Is it true what they say?” one of the others asked. “About his neck bein’ broke and all the blood gone out his veins?”
  “Whoever told you that has got one hell of an imagination. I’d have to go far to think up a better one.” Kip kept his voice light and easy, but he was fooling no one; the old men’s eyes were sharp and direct. Moore was watching him, his mouth half-open in astonishment.
  “Dan Miles saw the body,” the man in the straw hat said. “He say somethin’ got hold o’ that throat an’…”
  “Dan Miles drinks too much, too,” Kip said, more sharply than he’d intended. “If listening to lies was a crime I’d throw all of you in jail.”
  “They say somethin’ come out the jungle,” the man continued. “Mebbe be somethin’ nobody got the right to see. I seen a jumbie back in there when I was a boy. Him a mean thin’, a tall white thin’ moved so fast you could hardly see. Moved with the wind, and the wind around him go wheeooooo… wheeooooo, like that. I’d seen that face and I ain’t never forgot. Ugly thin’, with bright red eyes and teeth hangin’ out the mouth. I run and I run and I run ’cause I wasn’t s’posed to be out there at night, you know? But I seen that face and I ain’t never forgot.”
  Kip leaned a hand against a porch slat, keeping his movements casual. “No such things as jumbies.”
  “I seen the ghost of the Ritter woman long time back,” the first man who’d spoken added, his eyes wider and brighter. “Damn me if I didn’t see her over on the fishin’ wharf where her man’s boat used to lie. She wave her arms at me, and I seen the stars shinin’ through her, and she say ‘Follow me. Follow me.’ And then when I step back, she walk right on off the wharf into the sea and she gone.” He looked at the other two men, and they nodded appreciatively.
  “Kip,” Moore said, “what happened last night?”
  “You’d best go pay your bill,” the constable told him. “Yarling’s been known to get mean.”
  “Young buck name o’ Turk got hisself killed,” the one in the straw hat told Moore, sharing the secret. “It happen’ over in the yard where that dam’ boat be. Thass a bad thin’, constable. Unlucky as all hell. That dead boat draw the jumbies out from the jungle, and they all flock around in there when everybody sleepin’ and they have a hell of a party, all them dead thin’s together. And they laugh and scream and roll them eyes up and they look for the livin’ man ’cause they jealous, and they hate the livin’ man and want his soul. And thass what happen’ to that young Turk.”
  The other old men had settled back in their chairs, saying nothing, pipe smoke swirling about their heads.
  “What happened last night?” Moore asked again.
  Kip said, “Come over to my office when you’re finished here. We’ve got things to talk about.” He glanced again at the men on the porch and then turned away, crossing the Square toward his office. Kip went inside, drew the blinds, and brought the dead man’s belongings out of his back pocket, laying them together on the blotter on his desk. He sat down, rolling himself a cigarette, and then snapped on his desk lamp. Picking up each item in turn, he examined them under the light; when he came to the rotten cloth he felt a dull throbbing start somewhere inside him, at the pit of his stomach. He traced a finger along the ridges of yellow fungus. This is important, he told himself, but I don’t know why. This is important and I can’t yet understand it. And deep within him, in the hidden recesses, he felt the brick wall tremble, as if something were pushing against it from the dark side.
  There was a knock on the door. “It’s open, David,” Kip said.
  Moore came in looking puzzled by the secrecy and intrigued by what the old men had been saying. He stepped toward Kip’s desk, seeing the items there on the blotter. “What’s going on?” he asked quietly, noting the strained, tired look in his friend’s eyes.
  “The submarine was torched open early this morning,” Kip said. “A welder for Langstree did it, a crazy fool by the name of Turk.”
  “Did he say why?”
  Kip gazed at Moore through a blue haze of cigarette smoke and shook his head. “No. Someone beat him to death over at the boatyard. I know what he was looking for, though, because just yesterday afternoon he was rambling on about gold bars and a wrecked German ship. I tell you, David, someone did a hell of a job on him, and when they were finished the rats took the rest. It’s possible he got into the hulk, found something, and whoever killed him took it away from him.” He waved at the items on the blotter. “This was all we found in his pockets, and this scrap of filthy cloth was gripped in his hand. Could be he ripped at something before he went down.”
  Moore was speechless. A murder on Coquina was unbelievable; there had never been a murder while he’d been operating the Indigo Inn. Hell, he’d come to this island because he’d believed it was set apart from all the bitter cruelties of men. Now he realized his fantasy was just that-a ridiculous dream. “How’d he get into the boat?” he asked after another moment.
  “Torched through a hatch on the forward deck, just in front of the main gun.” Kip put the items into a plastic bag; he sealed it and put the bag away in a lower drawer. “He was a drifter; maybe he had enemies, and one of them caught up with him. I don’t know.” He pulled on the cigarette, then crushed it out in his ashtray. “Anyway, dead men tell no tales, as they say.” He pushed his chair back and went over to the storage cabinet, unlocking and opening it. From its recesses Kip withdrew a flashlight and a bull’s-eye lantern; he tossed the flashlight to Moore. “I’m going to have a look inside the U-boat. Want to come along?”
  “Yes,” Moore said, taking a deep breath. “I’d like to see what’s in there.”
  “All right, then. We’ll be taking a chance if there’re live explosives in it, but if a cutting torch didn’t blow anything to hell I figure it’s pretty safe.” He glanced over toward the gun cabinet, but he quickly dismissed the idea. What was there to arm himself against? The rats? He was certain the shelter was filled with them, but they certainly weren’t man-killers. For God’s sake, he told himself, settle down. He clicked the lantern on and off a couple of times to check the battery and then motioned toward Moore. “Let’s see what the old relic’s carrying,” he said, and stepped toward the doorway.
  “God only knows,” Moore said.
  Yes, Kip told himself, as they stepped out into the harsh white glare of the sun’s eye and Kip climbed into the driver’s seat of the jeep.
  God and perhaps one other.


Nine

  MOORE COULD FEEL the tension radiating from Kip as they passed through the boatyard gates’ broken slats and drove across the yard. Kip was chewing nervously on a match he’d taken from his breast pocket. When they came around a lumber pile Moore saw the other man’s eyes narrow a fraction. There was the shelter and the delapidated wharfs just ahead. As Kip pulled the jeep to a halt alongside the shelter Moore himself began to feel uneasy; he stared at the weathered wall, knowing that behind it was the thing that had lured him down to the depths. It had broken free by his hand. Violence had followed it, marring forever the naive, pure pattern of life on Coquina. Moore thought that the thing’s purpose-giving death-had somehow, horribly, been revitalized. And he had brought it here.
  Kip climbed out, waving a hand to a few of the men working some distance away on a storm-beaten trawler at the wharf’s end.
  Turk’s frozen, horrified face burned at the back of his brain. He could see every detail, and for the first time in a very long while he realized that a strange and vague fear crawled inside him. What was it? he asked himself. There’s nothing to fear. It’s irrational, stupid, childish. But something bothered him, something terrible, something he did not want to think about. When he realized Moore was standing beside him, he clicked on his lantern and pushed against the door.
  It swung open hesitantly, on rusted, whining hinges. A foul darkness lay beyond the doorway, as if they stood on the rim of day and were about to cast themselves on the mercy of the night beyond. The Night Boat, Boniface had called it, Kip thought suddenly. A creature of the night, a thing that used the darkness as a defense. They stepped through into the shelter, Moore following the constable, their lights leading the way. A wall of overpowering stench hit them.
  “Jesus,” Kip said. “This bastard’s rotting from the inside out.” He motioned with the light into the sheen of water beneath the gangplank. “That’s where I found the man. You’ll see the dried blood up around the hatch opening.”
  Moore scanned the length of the U-boat. It lay entirely in the darkness except for the stream of murky light that flowed down from the roof holes. The water around the hull was oily and thick, a deep emerald green in which a few bloated fish had met their death. Their carcasses, white bellies up, bumped against the iron, and each slow movement scattered flies that were exploring the decaying flesh. A chill ran up Moore’s back; he could imagine the terrible rumble of the boat’s diesels. God, he thought, what a machine that must have been, gliding through the deep canyons like some kind of sea predator.
  “Just a minute,” Kip said quietly, moving his light past Moore. He focused the beam on a pile of timbers that lay on the forward deck near the hatch. A coil of cable sat against the conning tower, on the port-side deck. He didn’t recall seeing either the cable or the timbers earlier that morning, but then, he couldn’t remember anything very clearly except the dead man’s face breaking water. He moved his light over the cable, then back to the wood. The timbers looked as though they’d been stacked there, haphazardly. Kip probed with the light back in the far shadows, where the carpentry section had been. The timber had been over there the last time he’d seen it. Or had it been? He couldn’t remember. As his light brushed the mound of crates and rags red eyes glittered and they heard the sound of high, panicked squealing.
  “What’s wrong?” Moore asked him.
  Kip shook his head. “Nothing.” He stepped into the darkness, away from the warm sunlight, and Moore followed him across the gangplank onto the U-boat’s deck. Moore stepped into something, and drawing back with his flashlight he saw a little heap under the looming bulk of the tower. There were small shattered bones, grisly whiskered heads, curled black tails. A mound of offal, of mangled things that had been fat wharf rats. Glassy gelatinous eyes caught the light and Moore quickly looked away, stepping over them. A cat must somehow have gotten in and out of the shelter.
  Clots of blood marked the area where the young man had been killed at the yawning circular hole. Kip played his light across them; the splatters looked like brown paint flung wildly from a brush. Beneath them the plankings creaked softly, and the rustling of the rats filled the shelter with echoes.
  And then the two men aimed their lights down into the hole.
  A ladder descended into the boat, but there seemed no room to move around in there. Moore bent lower and shined his light in at varying angles. Pipes, bare bulkheads, thick bundles of cables, all illuminated briefly and then reclaimed by the dark. Beneath the opening he could see rusted floor platings and a sheen of water perhaps three inches deep. He saw his reflection there, a shadow without form or face.
  Kip, his teeth clenched around the match, his breath coming in short gasps, lowered himself carefully through the opening, his feet groping below for the rungs. He stepped onto the floor plates, splashing water, and waited for Moore to join him.
  They stood in a narrow, cramped chamber filled with pipes, flywheels, and complex machinery. Kip swung his light around and motioned. There were four sealed torpedo tubes at the bow, with hatches the size of upended kettle drums. Two torpedoes seemed to rise up from the floor plates on iron tracks; thick clumps of dried black grease, veined with a greenish fungus, clotted the tracks, but the torpedoes themselves seemed almost clean. Moore ran a hand along one of them.
  “Careful,” Kip cautioned, the sound of his voice an eerie noise that rang from one bulkhead to the next. He moved his light again, illuminating the thin, fungus-coated mattresses which had been hung on chains so they could be folded back when not in use. A narrow path led between the bunks into the black guts of the U-boat. Beneath the bottom bunks were more torpedoes, secured in place with metal clamps. Kip shined his light on the bulkheads; there were photographs, badly faded and hardly recognizable, still in place among the mattresses. A young dark-haired woman stood in the midst of an amusement park, smiling; a middle-aged man and woman embraced on a bench with a fountain in the background; there was a postcardlike photo of a huge house surrounded by woods; a pretty blond woman stood on skis, against a backdrop of snow-covered mountains, and waved to a lost love.
  The lights revealed crates stowed in every possible nook and cranny. A bucket had overturned, spilling out something that resembled thick, whitish globs. Everything was covered with the sickly hues of decay; a shoe, caught in the miniature swells made by the men’s movements, bumped against one of the stored torpedoes. Moore lowered his flashlight and saw what was left of a shirt, coiled like an octopus in a shadowy corner. Moore thought: And what happened to whoever wore that?
  Kip sloshed through the water, bent down and picked at the shirt. It fell into pieces in his hand, covering his fingers with a yellowish residue. He held a scrap of it before the light as if mesmerized by it, and then abruptly let it drop back into the water. The shirt fragments floated out of sight beneath a bunk. Kip wiped his hand on a trouser leg.
  A passageway stretched ahead of them. The air seemed putrid and thick here; Kip found it difficult to draw a full breath. There had probably been no air at all in here until that hatch was torched through, and not enough had circulated yet. Over the graveyard stench there was another odor: cloying, sickly sweet, harsh on the lungs. Some kind of noxious gas? Something that had been collecting inside here for forty-odd years? Kip waited until Moore’s light caught up with his and then he crouched forward, ducking under pipes, and started into the corridor. The darkness seemed to gnaw away at the lights, and up ahead small shadows scurried for safety. The men couldn’t walk side-by-side because the corridor wasn’t wide enough. It was like crawling down the throat of a huge beast into the sodden entanglement of tissues and organs and bone. “Jesus,” Moore said softly, hearing his voice jump back at him, “it’s hard to breathe in here. It’s a claustrophobic’s nightmare.”
  There was a large central pipe above them that wound its way through the boat like a rusted spine. Kip shined his light through one of the openings off to the side, toward a cramped storage space filled with crates, two more bare mattresses, and a table bolted to the floor plates. A row of white shirts hung from the ceiling, and more lay in water. He moved on, his shoes stirring swirls of rust and filth from the plates.
  The crewmen had gone about their duties here, all part of the efficient mechanism, like cogs in a terrible weapon. But how they managed to keep their sanity in this place day after day, week after week was beyond comprehension. The smell of humanity, of sweat, of cigarette smoke and urine mingled with the stenches of diesel oil and fuel must have been all but overpowering. Even now Moore felt trapped, as if the bulkheads and ceiling were gradually closing in on him, and he was walking downhill instead of straight ahead. What had started as an irritation had become a raw burning at the back of his throat, and when he drew in a guarded half-breath his lungs were seared. He heard Kip cough violently once, then again.
  Moore leaned inside the next opening, probing with the flashlight as Kip moved on ahead. On a metal table there was a radio console; a set of headphones dangled from wires, and a chair had been overturned. The shadows were deep and thick, clinging to the corners like solid cobwebs; they resisted the thin spear of light. Rising off the rotted debris in the water was that terrible crypt smell, dry and sweet. Moore drew back, inhaling sharply. He was about to rejoin Kip when he thought he heard something move.
  He froze, listening.
  There was only the sound of Kip moving ahead, sloshing water. The echoes were merging, doubling and tripling, vibrating full force off the bulkheads. Moore flashed his light into that radio room again. A pulpy mass bumped against the back of the chair, and it took him another moment to realize it was more torn rat carcasses, entrails floating behind. Rats down here? What had they done, gotten down into the boat after the hatch had been opened, lured by the smells of fetid food? But they were all mangled, ripped to pieces like the ones piled on the deck. He shuddered. How had that occurred? What in God’s name had done that?
  Moore backed away from the cabin, feeling the ooze of the water at his feet; he shined the light back in the direction they’d come. The sound he’d heard had been the noise of something moving back down the passageway; he knew he hadn’t imagined it. He kept his light steady for a few more seconds, and then he began to move toward his friend.
  Kip was examining the filth that floated around him: articles of tattered clothing-shirts, underwear, shoes-empty crates. There was part of a magazine, showing a picture of a girl coyly hiking a skirt up over a thigh. There was a date on it: November 1941. Racy stuff for that time, Kip thought. He was about to move on when a feeling of dizziness swept over him; he thrust a hand out against iron to keep himself from failing face-forward. Black spots swirled before his eyes and his lungs seemed filled with fire.
  Moore caught his shoulder. “Are you all right?”
  “Just a minute,” Kip said thickly, trying to catch his breath. “There’s bad air in here, David.” He shook his head, waiting for the spots to clear. “Okay. I’m better now.”
  “Can you go on?”
  Kip nodded, looking ahead. Beyond the narrow beams of light the darkness was clinging and ominous, like something hideous and alive. On either side, fungus and rust had scrawled strange multicolored patterns. The boat was a fester of decay. Moore felt filthy and contaminated; his throat was burning but he made an effort to suppress the urge to cough. Oddly, he feared making more noise than was necessary. The lack of oxygen and the fumes were beginning to take their toll.
  Kip was sweating profusely, the droplets running down his arms and beading up on his face. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, wondering what it was that frightened him so much about being inside here. It was only a machine… a machine of war, yes… but now only a dilapidated relic of days past. It was not the closeness of the place, or the darkness, or the sense of being buried alive. No. It was something else, a sixth sense he had and had possessed all his life, that was now trying to whisper to him, to reach into his soul and shake it.
  Kip’s light moved past more openings on each side and came to rest on the outline of a sealed iron hatch farther down the passage.
  His legs began moving, sluggishly, and carried him to that hatch as if he were drawn to it. It was not closed after all, but cracked open an inch or so. An empty crate lay in his path and he pushed it aside. Before him was the grisly, crushed body of a large rat. Flesh still clung to the head and front half of the thing, but its hind quarters and stomach had been ripped away, leaving bare bone, as if something had been gnawing greedily at the carcass.
  Get out, he heard a whispering voice say; his skin crawled, writhing on his spine and arms. Get out while you can.
  Moore stepped to one side of the passage and drew back the remnants of a green curtain; it fell away, across his arm. There was a bunk, a small writing table with a mold-smeared blotter, a few metal lockers. There was a paperweight, amid a clutter of old books and papers on the table, and Moore held it up to the light.
  It was a heavy glass cube, and a scorpion was frozen at its center. The gold letters etched across it, some of them chipped away by time, spelled out: WIL E M KO RIN, SEPTEMB R 1941. And directly beneath, a portion of a swastika. “Kip,” he said quietly. “Look at this.”
  Kip turned from the hatch and came over, shining the light around the small cubicle. He examined the paperweight for a moment and then handed it back to the other man. “I’d say this must have been the commander’s quarters,” he said, his voice sounding hollow. “You’d best keep that. It’s probably all you’ll get to salvage off this goddamned crate.” Moore slid it beneath his shirt. It was like the touch of ice against his flesh.
  Kip focused his attention on the hatch again. He slid his fingers into the crack and pulled at it; steel grated across steel, but the hatch came open more easily than he expected. Wiping the sweat from his eyebrows, he aimed the light inside.
  “David…” Kip said, hoarsely, not moving from where he was. He didn’t think Moore had heard, so he called again, more loudly this time.
  “What is it?” Moore stood next to him and peered through, following his beam as it crept across the flooring.
  They were staring into the control room, the U-boat’s heart. At the ceiling hung a mass of pipes, flywheels, and tubing. There were banks of controls, rows of gauges and dials. The glass caught Kip’s light and glinted back. In the center of the room stood a chart table, surrounded by machinery and more gauges, their needles frozen in place. Equipment took up almost every inch. It was suspended from the ceiling in clusters, jammed into the corners: multiple rows of toggle switches, levers, flywheels, blank-faced dials.
  And something else.
  The corpses.
  Some of them were still at their stations, obedient to a long-dead commander, but now they wore the rags of uniforms; they were the ghost crew of a dead boat.
  And they had been mummified.
  One whose face was half-covered by a white veil of fungus had crossed his brown, shriveled arms on a table before him; a grinning, eyeless mask stared into their lights from the aft shadows; bone showed in a misshapen skull. Here were empty brown eye sockets, here one with the nose rotted away and the facial features collapsed around a cavernous hole. On the flooring, washed by less than an inch of water, a corpse stared directly at them, its mouth a straining O, broken teeth showing. More littered the rear of the control room, lying singly or in groups, some with facial features still distinct, others coated with yellow and gray fungus, which had covered them like a thick and creeping leprosy. The lack of oxygen had helped to preserve the bodies, had mummified them and left their flesh brown and crusty-looking. Skin was stretched tight over bones and tendons, and the dark eye sockets were deep, fathomless pits in front of solidified brain matter. In one corner a corpse held up both stiffened arms before its face, as if trying to hide from the lights.
  Kip released his breath from between clenched teeth. Moore could feel the tension holding his own body upright. Kip’s stomach was churning from the reek of decay. He coughed, the pain throbbing in his tissues. What was it? Gas, vapors oozing from the guts of the U-boat, from the aft section where the diesel engines lay? It was an airless crypt, an iron coffin that had taken these men to their deaths. There was an opening at the far end of the death-chamber; the men aimed their lights into it but they could see nothing except a murky curtain of black.
  “Must be other bodies back through here,” Kip heard himself say, realizing they were the first words to be spoken in this terrible place for nearly half a century. “Could be they were trapped in the aft section when this bastard headed down, and none of them could get out.”
  Moore shivered involuntarily, moving his light from corner to corner. The drawn, hideous faces stared back, as if watching them. The darkness seemed to be closing around him. The cone of light was a weapon of protection he held before him. The beam glinted across a bronze plaque mounted on a bulkhead: KIEL-1941. As he stared at it the lettering faded out of focus, and every breath he took seemed to draw the stench of decay deeper within him. He wiped his face, his skin cold and clammy. He could barely move his hand from his face, as if suddenly paralyzed.
  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Kip said, but the words were distant, muffled sounds. Kip coughed violently into his hand, and had to support himself again in the frame of the hatch.
  And then something in the aft section, beyond the range of their lights, clattered. The sharp sound of iron against iron riveted the men, raising the hair on their necks, causing their hearts to pound with the fear of the unknown.
  “Jesus,” Moore whispered. “Jesus, what was…”
  “Back away,” Kip said, slurring his words. “Back away from…”
  And then the hammering, the frenzied clattering of hellish noise, exploded through the aft opening and pounded at the two men before they could get away, the echoes building, sweeping wildly past them, filling the boat with more echoes, and more, a thousand others a hundred thousand others and no escape from it no way to get out get out get out get out…
  “GET OUT!” Kip shouted, his voice lost. He couldn’t see; the black motes had obscured his vision, and he could no longer make out his light. Moore reached for him, slowly, too slowly, grasping the man’s elbow and trying to pull him away from the hatch opening. The entire boat seemed to vibrate, and Moore heard something like the shrieks of the damned roaring in the passageway just above his head. He twisted around, staring into the control room, gritting his teeth in terror.
  Things stirred within, uncoiling themselves like reptiles rising from the water. A wave of cold, pure hatred hit the men like an icy blast. Moore could see the inhuman forms reaching out with black-taloned fingers, ruined faces gaping, black eyeholes now red and hungry. Moore pulled Kip back, shouting out but not knowing if he actually had because he couldn’t hear himself. He threw his full weight against the hatch, forcing it closed, and as he did he saw the greedy mouths open and the teeth glitter. Kip had turned and was staggering back down the passage, flailing at the unseen with his light. Moore started after him, tripping over a crate and falling to his knees in the water, losing his flashlight. He struggled up, dripping, trying to hold back the panic about to burst out of him. He fought on, locked in the nightmare, his feet thickened in the cement hold of the water. God what was it God what was it MY GOD WHAT WAS IT! He opened his mouth to cry out but all that emerged was a dry, dusty rattle, like the voice of something long buried. GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT GET OUT…
  Kip, almost blind with terror, tripped, slamming his head against a pipe. He struck out with his arm, cracking the bull’s-eye lantern against metal. It flickered to a dim yellow.
  And in the shadows that lay beyond him, between the two men and the way out, something was rising up, a skeletal thing with a half-consumed rat clutched in one clawlike hand. Kip tried to warn Moore, but he was struck dumb and frozen with fear. The thing’s other hand came up quickly, and an object flew at Kip’s face from the blackness, turning end over end, whistling as it passed his head. The hammer slammed into a bulkhead and bounced off even as Kip steeled himself and threw his lantern at the walking corpse. There was a sharp crash of shattering glass and then the darkness claimed all.
  Moore reached Kip and they stayed together, moving as rapidly as they could toward the bow section, still dazed and staggering. The light was growing stronger, the noises of hatred and madness falling behind. The open deck hatch was ahead, and the ladder. Moore grasped it and hurtled up into the rush of clean, pure air. He fell across the deck, the strength drained from him, and crawled toward the railing like a madman. Behind him Kip, his face a tight, drawn mask, rocketed up and slid the heavy hatch lid back over the hole to seal it. He threw himself across it, breathing raggedly, shivering and unable to stop. He thought he must be losing his mind. “No,” he protested in a raw, pained voice. “NO!”
  Moore reached the port railing and leaned over, vomiting into the water. “What was that?” he said, wiping his face. Then he demanded in a choked whisper, “WHAT WAS THAT?”
  Kip listened. No sounds, no movement. He couldn’t stop shaking; his body was out of control.
  “They’re dead…” he spat out finally. “They’re DEAD!”
  And then the echo, coming up around them, engulfing them with a word that seemed strange and terrible.
  And untrue.


Ten

  THE SQUARE-SHOULDERED black fisherman dealt cards to the four other poker players arranged around a central table in the Landfall Tavern. Evening was rapidly falling and the trawler crews had long since finished their labors. The place was now a maelstrom of noise and movement; on the other side of the plank-floored room a jukebox blared a raw, insistent reggae, and several of the men were trying unsuccessfully to get the bar girls to dance with them. It was Friday night, a time for drinking and wildness, tall tales, and an occasional fight to blow off steam, and with Saturday a market day the crews wouldn’t be working until Monday. Cigarette smoke swirled above the men’s heads, drawn by the lazily turning ceiling fans; glasses clinked against bottles, and there was a din of loud laughter and talking. On the rough plank walls tin signs advertising Red Stripe and Jaguar beers and Bacardi rums almost vibrated from the noise level. The card dealer settled back in his chair and calmly surveyed his hand. Then he looked from face to face, trying to read the other men’s hands from their expressions. They had been playing for over an hour and he had won most of their money; he was feeling loose now, all good and warm inside. He had been drinking hard on purpose, hitting the rum bottle time after time, because he wanted to forget the stories he’d heard about that young buck Turk. He had played cards with the man here in this bar, on another Friday night, and thinking about the way Turk had died unsettled him. There was no sense to it, no reason for it at all. Now Turk was cold and dead, lying on a slab over at the clinic. The dealer reached over for his bottle and swigged again. Damn. Could have been anybody lyin’ over there, he thought. Damn, it was a bad thing! He raised the rum bottle and took another slug; suddenly he didn’t feel quite so warm after all.
  “Hell of a thing,” James Davis said from across the table, throwing down a card. “I hear they find the boy with his head almos’ cut off. God A’mighty, I’da hated to been the one who find him. God A’mighty.”
  Smithson shook his head. “No, mon. It was his back broke clean in two. Somebody got him in one hell of a hug.”
  “His head was split open,” Youngblood told them over his cards. “I hear that from one of the doctor’s nurses. He go messin’ round that fuckin’ boat and he find bad trouble. Me, I wouldn’t go near that t’ing.”
  “What you know?” the dealer, a bulky man named Curtis, asked sharply. “Put down your money.”
  “It’s trouble, thass what I know,” Youngblood continued, throwing a few coins into the pot. “Been trouble since the white man brung it up. Me, I say take the thing out and get rid of the sonofabitch!”
  Percy leaned over the table, looking from one face to the next. “They say his eyes was starin’, like he seen Death comin’ for him,” he whispered. “The talk’s all over the yard. He seen Death reach out for him, and take him by the throat and…”
  “Stop that talk!” Curtis said.
  “Oh yah,” said the other man. “If you doan believe a man can see his Death comin’ then you crazy. That boy did and he die right there on the spot. I hope to God I never see it comin’. I hope it sneak up on me and take me from behind so I go quick.”
  “You crazy, mon!” Davis told him.
  “How many cards?” Curtis asked the men, trying to get off the subject.
  Youngblood said, “Few years ago I crewed on a freighter out of Jamaica, big industry boat. We runs through a squall an hour out, slowin’ us down, and we cuts to the west a few points to keep away from Jacob’s Teeth. We travelin’ at night, and ever’thin’ dark as hell and that wind blow bitter through our riggin’. Oh, that wind be bitter, mon, cut you to the bone. And the helmsman lose the way, him lost after thirty damn years at sea and a storm buildin’ at our asses! Wireless go out, nothin’ but crackle, then even the goddamn crackle gone. We goes on and on, zigzaggin’ for marks, seein’ nothing, no lights nor land, and all of a sudden we comes out in a place where the wind and the sea go flat. And by God there come up a moanin’, hard to hear at first but then louder and nearer, things bein’ said in different tongues, and wild screamin’ and laughin’ and carryin’ on…”
  “Shit!” Curtis said fiercely.
  “…and then we sees we not alone. On all sides goddamn boats. Steamers, freighters, sloops with full riggin’ catchin’ a breeze that wasn’t there. All of ’em green and glowin’, like St. Elmo’s fire cracklin’ up their lines and along them timbers. Oh, mon, I tells you I ain’t never seen a thing like that before, and I ain’t seen it since. Them boats criss-crossin’ in front of us, then passin’ alongside. And we sees men in the lines and workin’ the goddamn decks! They was just outlines of men, y’know, with hardly any faces, but you knew they was men… or they was men mebbe a long time ago. You see, we had come out in that place where the dead world and the livin’ one meet. Me, I hid my face and started to shake like mad. And them ghost crews all callin’ for help, y’know, because they stuck on that place forever, right there on the rim between the two worlds. Mebbe they not ready to pass on, or they tryin’ to find the way back to harbor, but all the time their boats layin’ down deep and just the specters ridin’ the caps. God knows, that place be Hell itself, all the shriekin’ and moanin’ so pitiful. The helmsman spin us about and we tracks into the storm. In a while he sight the buoys at the tip of the shoals, and we goes back the way we come, and by God no man ever kissed ground so happy like we did in Kingston.”
  The men were silent for a few moments, pretending to be absorbed by their cards. Curtis reached over for his bottle, swigged, and then peered into Youngblood’s haunted eyes. “I doan believe a word o’ that shit! I never seen nothin’ like that!”
  “Best pray you don’t, mon,” Davis said quietly. “Three cards.”
  A hefty black woman in a red dress passed by their table, glancing down to see if anything was needed. She cast her eyes around the bar, from the tables illuminated by harsh ceiling lights to those in the shadows at the rear. Damn Frankie King was getting drunker, louder and louder, and soon she was going to have to have Moe throw the bastard out. Two men had cornered a bar girl named Rennie, trying to work up something for later, but the girl looked bored and disinterested. Serves ’em right, the horny fuckers, she thought, with a grim smile. And then that other table back there, the two men sitting together, talking quietly.
  She had seen many things in this world, but nothing like the expressions on the faces of Steven Kip and the white man when they’d come in and taken that back table. She had served them drinks-beer for the constable, dark rum for the white man-and wanted to talk but they seemed to have no use for her. There was something in Kip’s eyes that made her go about her business, cleaning glasses behind the bar, watching for inevitable trouble. Now she approached them, moving her bulk through a group of drinkers, and looked down at their table. “Get you men something else?” she asked.
  “No,” Kip said, without once glancing up, and the white man shook his head.
  She paused a few more seconds, then shrugged her shoulders and turned. Frankie King was roaring drunk; he had a fighting look in his eyes.
  Kip watched her walk away and then coughed into his cupped hands; the cough tore at the linings of his lungs. He gazed into the sputum in his hands and wiped it off on a napkin. “Hallucinations,” he said quietly. “There were all manner of damned gases inside the thing.”
  “No. I’m not going to pass it off so easily.” Moore looked intently into the constable’s eyes. “How could we see the same thing? Even if we were affected by some kind of fumes, how the hell would we see the same thing?”
  Kip paused, taking a sip from his Red Stripe. When he put the bottle down he asked, “And just what was it we saw, David? Shadows, a boatful of debris…”
  “Come on, damn it!” Moore said, his eyes blazing. “By God, I know what I saw! I’m not going crazy!”
  “I didn’t say you were.”
  “I didn’t mean it like that.” Moore shook his head, ran a hand over his face. “I was never superstitious; I never believed in any of the stories about jumbies and all that, but this shakes me, Kip. Something was moving inside the U-boat, and I felt… I felt…”
  “What?”
  “I felt hatred,” Moore said, “I felt the presence of hatred and evil inside there. Maybe my lungs were clogged with gases; maybe my eyes were failing me and I was half-mad with fear, but those things hated us, Kip. And they wanted to rip us to pieces.”
  “I didn’t see anything but old corpses inside the boat,” Kip said brusquely. “If you think there was anything else, you’re mistaken. Nothing but shadows, tricking the eyes. An echo that sounded like something banging iron. No telling what the gases did to our senses-amplified noises and made shadows into, well, into whatever you think you saw.”
  “Then where the hell is your lantern?” Moore asked him pointedly.
  “I couldn’t see where I was going; the damned walls were closing in on me, and I suppose I dropped it.”
  “You suppose?” Moore asked incredulously, a wave of anger and emotions rising within him. “YOU SUPPOSE?”
  “Keep your voice down!” Kip cautioned.
  “Goddamn it, don’t play me for a fool! I was standing beside you! I couldn’t say for certain what it was, but…”
  Kip suddenly reached over and grasped his friend’s sleeve, his gaze hardening. “Okay,” he said in a low, controlled voice. “Now you listen to me. These people are a superstitious, fearful breed, David. Tell them a story like this, let it leak out so the island gossips get it, and they’ll be carrying damned guns in the streets and locking themselves behind their doors.”
  “Maybe they should,” Moore insisted, unwilling to give any ground. “There’s something terrible about what’s inside it, Kip. You know that as well as I do.”
  Kip looked at him uneasily for a moment. He lay some money beside his empty bottle and stood up. “I’m going home and get some sleep. I hope you’ll do the same.” He paused, then clapped the white man’s shoulder gently. “There’s been too much trouble over the boat. On Monday morning I’m going to have it towed out to deep water and have the hull cut open. You’ve got your Nazi trinket, and I’ve got a murder to solve. I think that’s enough.”
  “I hope to God you can get rid of it that easily,” Moore said in a hollow tone.
  Kip turned away and vanished in the crowd as he moved toward the doorway, leaving Moore sitting alone.
  As the constable wound his way through the clustered tables he passed the group of poker players, and one of them was leaning over, talking eagerly, eyes widened and voice lowered. Kip strained to hear, seeing the taut expressions on the faces of the others. “…it that goddamn boat bringin’ badness here,” the man was saying. “Me, I afraid to even go down there and see it. I doan want nothin’ to…” He looked up suddenly into Kip’s face, as did the other men. Kip paused, gazing around the table.
  The man who’d been speaking glanced across to the dealer. “Two fuckin’ cards,” he said.
  Kip made his way out of the whirling circles of smoke and noise into the coolness of night. And as he walked along the street to his jeep he caught the fetid odor of rot, a stench hanging in the air, blown across the island in the grip of the evening’s breeze. He knew what it was: the decay from the thing in the shelter oozing through the cracks and holes like a disease to infect all of Coquina.
  He reached the jeep, slid behind the wheel, and paused before starting the engine. He could lie to David Moore; he could lie to all of them, perhaps, as part of his responsibility as peacekeeper of Coquina. But he could never lie to himself. There was something terrible, something unspeakable in its evil, down in the guts of that U-boat.
  The wafting coils of rot came down around him, tightening at his throat. He started the engine, put it in gear, and drove through the darkness toward home.


Eleven

  WHEN HE WAS a young boy running free and wild on the waterfront streets of St. Thomas, Cockrell Goodloe had seen a woman stabbed to death.
  It had been very fast, a blur of motion and color as a man in a red shirt darted from an alley, catching a lithe young black woman in a brown-striped dress around the throat. She had dropped a sack of groceries at her feet, and Goodloe had seen the sharp glitter of a blade as the knife drove down into her midsection once, then again. “You bad!” the man had shouted mindlessly. “You dirty bad!” The young woman had opened her mouth to scream. At first nothing came out but a terrible choking sound, and then the shriek came, a sound that raised the flesh all over him, that caught at his throat and made him clap his hands over his ears. The man had cast her aside, dropping the knife, and had turned to run. A few older men shouted and chased after him; on the blood-pooled earth the woman shrieked, on and on, a cry of desperation and horror. And then she was silent, and that was when someone bent down beside her.
  And now, forty years later, in the middle of a dreamless sleep, he heard that shriek again.
  At once he had pulled himself out of bed, his nerves tingling and heart pounding as they had done that day a long time ago. He was still groggy from sleep, and he stood in the center of his room, bare feet on harsh timbers, groping for the lantern at the bedside.
  “What that?” his wife asked, rising up in bed, a shadow in the darkness. “What that sound?”
  “Jus’ wait now,” he said. Matches. Where them goddamn matches? He found them, lit the lantern wick. The flame grew, warming the sparsely furnished room. He put on a threadbare shirt over his shorts and, taking the lantern, he crossed the floor to the single open window. He drew aside a tattered curtain and peered out into the night. His wife came up beside him and clutched at his shoulder.
  There was another loud, pained shriek. Sounded like a woman, stabbed and screaming. But no, that couldn’t be it. Goodloe’s farm was two miles to the north of Coquina village, and the next nearest place was another mile on. The shriek continued for a few more seconds, ending in a high, wild grunt. Then came the rooting of the hogs in their pen behind the storage shed.
  “Somethin’ at the hogs!” Goodloe said. He turned from the window, moving quickly past his wife, through a tiny kitchen to the back door. “Don’t you go out there!” the woman cried out in a frantic burst of words. “Don’t you go…!” But he was already through the door, grasping a hoe he had propped against a wall. He followed the lantern’s track toward the hog pen. Now more of the hogs were squealing, that terrible, almost-human sound of fear and pain, and Goodloe’s skin crawled.
  “Don’t go!” his wife called out, running after him, her gown flying.
  He hefted the hoe like a weapon as he neared the storage shed; it had been torn open, and one door sagged off its hinges. What the hell? he wondered, his mind racing. And then he had rounded the shed and stood near the fenced-in pen where he kept his livestock.
  The reddish-brown beasts, fattened for Saturday market, churned madly within the pen, jostling each other in a frenzy, rooting frantically and emitting squeals of terror. Goodloe couldn’t see for the dust they were kicking up, and he lifted his lantern over his head.
  In the dim shafts of light that pierced the haze of dust he saw that two of the largest hogs were down. Black blood glistened around their bulks, and he could see the gleam of bone through their wounds. The other hogs were startled at the light; their eyes were wild and red, and they jammed into each other to get away from the reek of death. But there was another noise, a sound above the squeals.
  It was the sound of flesh being ripped by the handfuls.
  And another noise, an unrestrained sucking, made Goodloe back away a few paces from the pen. He bumped into his wife, who grasped at him and trembled, her eyes widening because she had seen.
  There were other figures in the pen, forms that huddled around the hogs’ carcasses and feverishly tore the flesh, then bent over to suck from the flowing rivers of liquid. The beams reflected off the backs of the hogs, piercing the shadows and briefly illuminating things that appeared human and inhuman at the same time. When the light grazed them they looked up into the beams, and Goodloe caught his breath in terror. There were three of them, huddled over the flesh and pools of blood, and the light catching in their eyes burned like the raging centers of hell.
  “Oh God Jesus,” Goodloe whispered hoarsely.
  And then the things drew themselves away from the light, throwing up skeletal arms before their faces. Beside him the woman screamed, and then the forms got to their feet, half-hidden by the dust. Goodloe dropped his lantern down and when he did the things melted into the darkness, moving like aged men plagued by some terrible bone-rotting disease.
  Goodloe and his wife stood where they were for a few moments more, the woman crying and the man murmuring “Be quiet. Be quiet,” over and over again. In the distance they heard the brittle noise of the things crashing through jungle growth, and it wasn’t until long after that noise had faded that the man moved unsteadily toward the animals.
  “Get back to the house,” he told his wife. She shook her head, and he yelled, “GO ON!”
  She stepped away, looking fearfully beyond him toward the veil of the jungle, and then ran back to the farmhouse.
  Goodloe moved around to the opposite side of the pen to the place where the fence had been torn open. Stepping over shattered timbers, he knelt over the carcasses and examined the wounds. The throats had been ripped wide open, veins torn and bone gnawed. Large pieces of flesh and hair lay scattered at his feet. The other hogs, still unsettled and fearful, stayed crowded together in a far corner, seemingly mesmerized by the lantern. Goodloe stood up, stepped through cooling puddles and gazed off into the underbrush. The things had attacked and killed like animals, but in the dim light they had appeared to be men. They’d looked old and… yes… diseased. Sort of like lepers: pieces of their faces missing, a two-fingered hand thrust out, a head covered with what looked like yellowish sores. He trembled, staring off into the darkness.
  And when he left the pen he began walking quickly for his house, knowing that whatever they had been… men, animals, or some nightmarish breed of both… they might be back, and there was a rifle under the bed he had to load.


Twelve

  THE SHIP’S BELL mounted in front of Everybody’s Grocers tolled six times. As the morning light strengthened across the island, the Square was filled with people in all manner of clothing and a wild rainbow of bright hues. There was much talking and laughing, and a couple of the island’s musicians had set up their steel drums on the grocery’s porch, intertwining their delicately sweet rhythms and motioning occasionally to an upturned hat used to catch coins.
  There were tables of goods for Saturday market-bananas, coconuts, papaya, corn, tobacco, a myriad of vegetables-and beneath the shade of a thatched-roof shed there were large ice-filled buckets containing snapper, amberjack, squid, and grouper. Bundles of sugarcane were arranged in stacks, and children paid for them by the stick. There were cardboard boxes filled with chickens, and hogs grunting and pulling at the rope collars attaching them to poles in the ground. An aged man in a straw hat sat in a patch of shade, moving back and forth in a rocking chair, telling ghost stories to wide-eyed children who crowded around to hear. There was much probing and handling of goods, and voices were raised in the babble of haggling for the best price and determining whether corn grown to the east or to the north was the sweetest.
  David Moore, carrying snapper fillets wrapped in newspaper under one arm and a sack of vegetables under the other, moved gingerly through the crowd, in the midst of its furious blare of voices, music, and colors. There was a man selling drinks from a cooler, and Moore paused to buy a lime soda before being swept up again in the crush of people. He saw people he recognized on every side, but no one spoke to him, and those who caught his gaze quickly looked away, whispering and motioning. He knew he was an outcast because he had been the one who had found and freed the U-boat; he could feel the tension in those who looked at him, and somehow he felt ashamed under those hard gazes. Moore was beginning to understand the fear in their faces after what he imagined he’d seen down in the U-boat. Imagined? Was it imagination after all, or the effect of the gases in that airless tomb? The entire thing had been like the nightmares he experienced over the deaths of his wife and son; didn’t he awaken shuddering and sweating from those, ready to curse God yet again for allowing it to happen? But it had been so very real in the U-boat: the sounds, the smells, the apparitions rising toward him with gaping, awful faces. Stop it! he told himself, pretending to inspect a bunch of green bananas.
  He had sat up half the night in the hotel’s front room, drinking one dark rum after the next, holding the scorpion paperweight in his left hand and turning it before the bulb of a desk lamp. The colors of the spectrum had gleamed through the newly polished glass, and the imprisoned scorpion was outlined in a dark, bloodlike red glow. Sitting there, staring at the glass, feeling the warmth of the rum deep in his belly, he wondered what kind of a man had held it before him, in the cavernous darkness of the U-boat. Inescapable fate, Moore thought; it had been inescapable fate that those men had gone down together into the Abyss, inescapable fate that he had discovered the U-boat some forty years later. And now he realized his destiny had become strangely interlocked with theirs, through time and circumstance. He had raised the submarine from the dead, drawn to that ledge beneath the glimmering blue surface as surely as if there had been a path cut for him dropping down into the curling waves. It was after three when he had finished the rum and put the paperweight aside, hoping he would sleep. The terrible images still danced inside his head.
  And this morning, as he made his way through the crowd of islanders, he understood their fear of the dark things they associated with the boat’s decaying mass. They held him responsible for its being on the island, as if he had brought up some kind of Pandora’s box filled with… what? The things he’d seen in his hallucinations? Jumbies, duppies, monstrous forms that crawled through brackish water like huge dark spiders? He shook the visions off. Voodoo superstitions, Moore thought, and not worth a damn.
  There was some kind of commotion on one edge of the Square; Moore could see several of the islanders stepping aside as if to make way for someone. Heads turned; conversations stopped. The wild clatter of laughter and talking began to die, slowly at first, from that edge of the Square outward, and was replaced by a low whispering and murmuring. Moore couldn’t see what was happening because there were too many people around him, so he walked toward a clear spot over by the hut where the fish were being stored. A group of islanders parted and Moore saw Boniface approaching, walking slowly, guided by his cane and dressed in a black suit. The glass eye around his throat caught the sunlight. The man looked straight ahead, not even acknowledging the others but seemingly walking directly toward Moore. Finally the outer fringes of the crowd grew silent in anticipation, and the drummers stopped their rhythms.
  Boniface narrowed his eyes slightly, staring into Moore’s face, and did not slow his pace until he was standing a few feet away from the white man. Moore saw that the whites of Boniface’s eyes were bloodshot, as if he’d been either drinking or smoking ganja. Beneath the eyeglasses they appeared as inflamed, deep circles in the ebony face. Boniface leaned forward on his cane, both hands clasped at its hilt, and studied Moore in silence. Other eyes were on him, from all across the Square, and in the distance he could hear a woman hushing a group of children.
  “You’ve been inside it,” Boniface said quietly.
  “That’s right,” Moore replied, meeting the man’s gaze.
  “Are you a fool? A madman, to disdain what I say? God help you! Ah, oui. You see it as historical, a curiosity perhaps. Would you so peer at the fangs of a snake? And now it sits opened behind those frail wooden walls. And tell me, what did you find inside?”
  “Nothing. We found nothing at all.”
  “Liar!” Boniface hissed, his expression fierce. He looked around at the knot of people behind him, and when he returned his gaze to the white man he had regained his control. He said in a voice just above a whisper, “I know what you found there, Moore. Do you hear me? I know! And you thought yourself dreaming, or mad, or cursed with the sight of something you could never begin to understand. Do not return to that place. Leave the boat alone, I warn you!”
  “What did I see, Boniface? You tell me.”
  The man paused for a few seconds, and when he spoke the voice came from the corridors of his soul. “You glimpsed Hades, Moore. You saw the place of eternal torture and damnation. And yet you are a fool to think it was a nightmare, to think you are safe because the things you fail to understand cannot reach you. But I tell you they can!” Boniface abruptly turned from Moore, sweeping his gaze across the faces around him. He stepped into the crowd and it parted for him, backing away.
  “Listen!” he said, his voice ringing through the silence that had fallen in the Square. “Hear me well, all of you! Some of you heed my word, some of you despise my teachings, but now I beg all of you to listen!” He looked from face to face, his own hard gaze unyielding. “There is a great and terrible danger on Coquina, and I urge all who can to pack belongings and get away from this place now, quickly!” There was a startled murmur across the Square.
  Boniface held up a hand. “Wait! Hear me out! If you cannot do as I ask, then do these things! Board your windows, keep your shutters and doors locked! If you have guns, keep them close at hand!” The crowd’s uneasiness increased and several people moved about nervously, but none dared turn his back or drop his eyes. “Stay off the streets at night,” Boniface continued. “Watch your wives and children, and do not allow them to stray off the paths into the jungle…”
  There was a chorus of angered, fearful responses from some of the men. Several of them stepped forward, as if to challenge Boniface. A woman fell to her knees and began to mutter wildly, her hands clasped before her.
  “LISTEN TO ME, YOU FOOLS!” Boniface shouted, the veins standing out in his neck. Immediately all noise ceased; the men stood where they were, glowering. The reverend continued softly, “If you value your lives, you will not go down into the boatyard…”
  This last warning held them breathless. The breeze swept over them and on inland; at the rear of the crowd a metal pot was knocked over. An elderly man came past Moore and picked up a bucket; he glanced at the white man, his eyes pools of fear, and then vanished. In another moment the rest of the islanders had begun to gather up their goods in silence. The musicians carried their steel drums off; women grasped for their children’s hands and pulled them along, ignoring their crying. The Square began to empty rapidly.
  “Are you crazy?” Moore asked Boniface, stepping beside him. “This is exactly what the constable didn’t want! You’ve started a goddamned panic!”
  “I’ve told them the truth,” Boniface said. “Kip lies to himself. I’ll have no blood on my hands!”
  Moore held back the urge to grab the frail old man and shake him until he cracked open, spilling out his bilious secrets into the sand. “Tell me what it means,” he said after a while.
  “It may save their lives. It may save yours as well.”
  “But why won’t you just explain?” Moore was infuriated. The islanders had been overpowered by Boniface’s voodoo. There was nothing Kip could do.
  Moore, knowing that now the islanders had been overpowered by Boniface’s voodoo, watched the few people still left carrying away their goods. One of the farmers began to drag his unwilling hogs along, his wife and children switching at their flanks with sticks. Another bent to gather up armloads of sugarcane and throw them into a wheelbarrow.
  “Remember,” Boniface said, holding Moore’s eyes. “Stay away from that boat.”
  “What in God’s name is this all about?” Moore asked again, but the reverend had turned away without a word, retracing the path by which he’d come, moving through the rapidly emptying Square toward Front Street’s sand ribbon. “WHAT IS IT?” Moore shouted, but the man didn’t stop. He watched Boniface disappear among the clapboard houses.
  Moore saw now who held the power; he had seen Mayor Reynard’s face among the crowd, and a dozen others he knew. None of them had moved, none had spoken; they’d been frozen under Boniface’s gaze. And the man’s words had swept the Square, begging, commanding, pleading. None of his believers could dare to disobey.
  In another few moments Moore was alone in the Square except for a couple of thin dogs searching for scraps. And above their low, growling challenges Moore thought he heard something, very distant and difficult to define. It was a distant buzzing sound, like a fly circling his head; slowly the noise became the whirring of a cricket, then the close droning of a bee. Moore lifted his face into the sun, shielding his eyes with a hand, and searched the sky. He found it, and the large winged shadow passed close over the village roofs, sending whorls of sand dancing past him.
  Steven Kip drove a narrow, rutted goat-track of a road through the greenish-black jungles; the studded tires bounced and crashed over stones and the remnants of uprooted trees. Kip braked the jeep when he came to a crossroads to get his bearings as to which way to drive. He had been at this point on Coquina only twice before, and one of those times he had become hopelessly lost for hours on a road that wound around and around before dropping off into the sea. He lifted his arm and wiped sweat from his forehead. The air was thick and wet here, and the dampness had worked its way beneath his clothes, clinging to his skin in beads. Light streamed through the thick overhang of trees and vines like golden, liquid columns, but in places the darkness was like the bottom of the ocean. Birds screeched and fluttered in the maze of limbs, their forms giving a brief glimpse of red or blue or yellow as they sought safety at higher altitudes.
  Kip chose the right-hand pathway and turned onto it, driving through a large circular puddle of standing rainwater that sucked at the tires. Strands of mist clung close to the earth, wrapping themselves around the dark trunks of trees and slithering into the high grasses. Kip had driven for perhaps ten more minutes, wondering if he’d made a mistake again, when he saw a tree lying directly across the road. He stopped the jeep just in front of it; the tree had been living when felled. He could see the marks on the shattered trunk where the axes had been used. This was the right road after all.
  Kip climbed out of the jeep, stepped over the tree, and began to walk. In the absence of engine noise the cries of the birds seemed louder, some piercing and arrogant, others sadly sweet. A little farther on Kip saw a face drawn in ashes on a tree trunk; the eyes were wide and staring, the mouth open, showing rows of teeth. A warning, Kip thought. It was a sign to keep the curious out, and perhaps more than an obvious reference to the Carib’s heritage of cannibalism. As he passed the symbol he heard someone running in the jungle, bare feet crushing leaves. The sound quickly faded away, and Kip knew he’d been seen.
  The jungle had been cleared less than a hundred yards ahead; he could see the Carib village, which consisted of a score of shantylike, unpainted clapboard dwellings, battered from years of hard weather and sun. A rundown store with tin placards advertising COCA-COLA and PRINCE ALBERT TOBACCO stood at the center of the village, its shingled roof half-collapsed and in some spots bared down to the wood. Just beyond the village, on Carib Point overlooking the blue sheen of the Caribbean, was a useless squat tower, now decayed; green vines covered its base and all the glass on its lamp deck had been long broken. Strung between the houses were lines of drying, tattered clothes, and here and there were small square plots of scraggly corn and beans.
  A naked child sat on the ground sailing a piece of wood whittled into a boat in a brackish-looking puddle, and he looked up with surprised eyes as Kip entered Caribville. A group of other children had already seen him and had run away, followed by their short-haired yellow dog, who stopped to snarl and bark at the constable. Some men had gathered in front of the store, their eyes sharp and bright, their features appearing more chiseled and harder than those of the Coquina villagers, their complexions a tawny gold. An attractive woman with long black hair who had been carrying a basket balanced on her head stopped in her tracks when she saw Kip; when she had regained her composure she continued on, moving away toward one of the houses. People peered at him from screened doors and windows as he walked deeper into Caribville. He sensed their hostility. They had never accepted him as the authority, as law on the island, and they disliked anyone whose ancestry was tied with the British.
  The men at the front of the store began to separate as Kip reached them, and they were gone before he could speak to them. Kip stood at the doorway, his gaze sweeping across the village. A single road headed downhill to a semicircle of beach below. At the Carib harbor, there was a wharf where a few rusty old trawlers lay moored. Kip could see some of the men working on their boats. Farther along the beach stood a huge concrete hulk, just the steel framework and walls of a building. At one time, a British firm had tried to build a hotel and marina there but the project had fallen through. Now it stood as a silent sentinel of progress thwarted: the jungle had grown back around it, and spiders and lizards had claimed the building as a shelter from the heat.
  “What do you want?” someone asked, in a heavily accented voice that mixed English and Spanish.
  Kip looked around. A heavyset man in a T-shirt stood behind the screen door, his hands on his hips. His hair was cropped very short, but his glossy, black sideburns had been allowed to grow wild and full. His eyes were small burning embers under thick black brows, and they regarded the constable with a mixture of curiosity and disdain.
  “I want to see the Chief Father,” Kip told him.
  The Carib was silent for a few seconds, sizing the other man up. “And why?” he asked.
  “Official police business.”
  “Is that so? Well, then, you can talk to me; I’m Cheyne’s brother-in-law.”
  Kip shook his head. “That won’t do. Is Cheyne here or not?”
  “He ain’t,” the man said. “He’s took his boat out this morning.”
  Kip didn’t believe the man. When he looked to one side he saw two other Carib men, both burly and tough-looking, leaning against the remnants of a brick wall, watching him. One pretended to pare his nails with a knife blade. “It’s Cheyne I want to see,” Kip said, gazing at the men. “There’s been trouble over in Coquina village. A man’s dead, and I want to know…”
  “We heard about that,” the man said. “All about it. So you come up here to ask questions about us, thinking mebbe we had something to do with it? Go away, constable. You ain’t welcome here.”
  “Thanks for your help,” Kip told him acidly, watching the other two out of the corner of his eye. “I know where Cheyne lives; I’ll find him myself.” As he walked away, he heard the man call out, “Better watch your step around here, constable! This ain’t no fuckin’ pastel pink Coquina village you in now!” There was laughter, and someone cursed and spat, but Kip paid them no attention. He reached a house farther down the row of decrepit shacks, and knocked on the door frame. Waited, knocked again. The door opened a few inches and a smooth-skinned, pretty woman peered out at him cautiously.
  “I’m looking for him,” Kip said.
  She shook her head, spoke a few words in the brisk native dialect. “Gone,” she said. “He gone.” She pointed toward the ocean.
  “When is he coming back?”
  The woman shrugged, not understanding. In the dim confines of the house a baby began crying, and Kip heard an aged voice call out. The woman looked over her shoulder, nodding, and then closed the door in the constable’s face.
  Damn! he thought angrily. Cheyne was the only one who’d talk to him, and he was a hard man to track down; the other Caribs would just as soon spit as look at him. Kip left the house, walking back past the store to his jeep, ignoring the stares of the men and their curses flung at his back. Deep within him he knew the Caribs had had nothing to do with Turk’s murder. He was desperately trying to convince himself that the answer was logical, something he could put his finger on, but the more he brooded over it the more the answer seemed to elude him. It led him into a place of darkness, a cramped passage moving him inexorably toward a closed iron hatch.
  THAT WAS NOT REAL! he told himself for the thousandth time, trying to make the thought convincing. That was not, could never be, real! Of course, it was his job to be concerned. He was responsible for the Coquina villagers and the Caribs as well, even though those people looked to their Chief Father as the ultimate authority.
  As he reached the jeep Kip realized the birds were silent; the myriad noises now were strangely and disturbingly absent. The breeze swept in, rattling foliage and sending the mist through the trees with questioning fingers. Silence swelled in the sun-ribbed shadows, louder than the screeching of the birds. It was an oppressive quiet, and Kip wondered what had caused it.
  He started the engine and began to thread his way along the road, away from the red points of eyes that had been watching.
  And hungering.


Thirteen

  THE SINGLE-ENGINE PLANE circled a few times above the island’s interior and then dropped smoothly down into the trees. Moore had seen it and, out of curiosity, he drove his pickup truck along a road into jungle, across open flats and through areas black with thicket, trees, and vines shutting off the sunlight. The road came into a wide clearing; there was a narrow, packed-dirt airstrip and a tin-roofed shed. Beyond the strip, at the fringe of the deeper jungle, was a farmhouse. A black man in dungarees stood there watching the thing that had come from the sky. That didn’t happen often on Coquina.
  Moore turned onto the airstrip and pulled up alongside the plane. Some sort of symbol was painted on the craft’s side, a white circle with the letters JHF in white at its center. He could see movement in the cockpit; a figure in a tan jumpsuit pulled at a duffel bag wedged between two seats. Moore climbed out of the truck and approached the open cockpit door. “Can I give you a hand?”
  “Yes,” the pilot said, working the bag free and hefting it over the side to Moore. “Take this bloody thing. But be careful; there’s expensive camera gear inside.”
  Moore caught the heavy bag, but stood braced at the cockpit doorway staring.
  The pilot was a young woman, her hair pinned up in a cap but a single curl of gold showing at the neck. He had just caught a glimpse of her profile as she turned to give him the bag. She lifted a suitcase and very carefully laid it outside the cockpit as Moore stepped back to give her room. She glanced up, appraising him with her clear gray eyes, and offered her hand. “Jana Thornton,” she said; Moore shook her hand and started to speak, but she turned away again for a smaller suitcase on the co-pilot’s seat. She put it down on the ground and went on, “I wasn’t expecting a welcoming party. I couldn’t raise a wireless signal, but if I’ve plotted correctly this has to be Coquina.”
  “It is.”
  “Then I’m where I want to be.” She turned to look down the rutted, pot-holed airstrip. “I don’t expect you have many commercial flights here, do you?”
  “No,” Moore agreed. “We’re not exactly a tourist mecca.”
  She nodded thoughtfully, returning to the cockpit and emerging again with a few bricks, which she placed as stops against the plane’s tires. Moore carried the bags to his truck and then turned back to her. “What’s the JHF stand for?”
  “Jamaica Historic Foundation,” she said, straightening up. She closed the cockpit door and locked it. “Will my plane be safe out here?”
  “We haven’t lost any so far.”
  “I really didn’t expect anyone to be meeting me,” she laughed as they climbed into the truck’s cab. “But I appreciate the ride, Mr.-?”
  “David Moore.” He started the engine and they began to move along the strip. “You would have had a long hike into the village.”
  He glanced across at her as they reached the jungle road. It had been a long time since he’d seen a white woman as attractive as she was. She wore very little makeup and didn’t really need any; she was a natural beauty with high cheekbones and forehead and a striking facial structure; she was perhaps in her late twenties. Her hair was tucked underneath the cap, of course, but he envisioned it as falling to just about shoulder length. Her skin was deeply tanned, as if she spent a lot of time outdoors; the sun had deepened laugh-lines around her eyes and mouth. She had the hands of a man, toughened and callused. There was a simple gold chain around her neck, and she wore no rings. Moore had seen a look of energy and intelligence, perhaps also of caution in her eyes. They were calm now, and steady, but Moore thought they could probably cut like a heated scalpel when she was angry.
  “Where have you come from?” he asked her. “Kingston?”
  “That’s right.”
  “Isn’t it dangerous flying alone like that?”
  She smiled slightly, as if the question was one she heard often. “Not if you know what you’re doing. And I do. There’s an interesting reef out beyond your harbor. Do you know anything about those two steamer wrecks to the south?”
  “I’ve dived them,” he said. “They’re in about sixty feet, but only the stern’s left of one and the keel of the other.” Moore paused for a few seconds. “You’re pretty good to recognize them as steamers from the air.”
  “I know that type of wreck,” she said. “And there are objects lying near them that could only be broken steamship funnels.”
  “What are you doing on Coquina?” Moore asked, fascinated with his passenger. “And what’s your Foundation do, anyway?”
  “I’m here to find the island’s constable. As to the Foundation, we’re a research group in alliance with the British Museum.”
  “I see. Then you’re here because of the U-boat.”
  She glanced over at him and nodded. “Let’s say I’m here to investigate something the Foundation doesn’t understand. There was a story in the Jamaica Daily Gleaner about a submarine hulk surfacing. We contacted the man who reported it-a mail-boat captain-who turned out to be sixty-eight years old and somewhat less than an expert. I’m reserving judgment as to whether what’s surfaced off your island actually is an authentic World War II relic.”
  Moore looked at her and noticed her eyes were suspicious and questing, like a cat’s. “You can see for yourself.”
  “I plan to.”
  They came off the jungle road, turned on Back Street, and drove toward the center of the village. The Square was now completely deserted, and Moore saw that Kip’s jeep was still gone from its usual place in front of his office.
  “I don’t think the constable’s in right now,” he said. He motioned toward the grocery store. “There’s a cafe over there if you’d like something to eat while you wait.”
  “I can do with some lunch,” she acknowledged, and Moore pulled the truck to the curb.
  Everybody’s Grocers and Cafe was a small stucco building painted a bright mustard yellow; the store was at the front; the cafe was a scattering of tables near a kitchen at the rear. When they sat down, the rotund cook protested that she was leaving soon to go home, but Moore talked her into making lunch for them. He asked for two orders of seafood bouillabaisse and coffee.
  “Is it Miss or Mrs. Thornton?” he asked her casually after they’d seated themselves.
  She extracted a cigarette from a pack of Players and lit it without waiting for him to find a match. “It’s Dr. Thornton,” she said coolly.
  “Oh? A doctor of what?”
  “A professor,” she corrected. “I’m a marine archaeologist, specializing in the study of sunken wrecks.”
  “Sounds interesting.”
  “It is.” She tapped ash off her cigarette. She looked up, examining his eyes for a few seconds. She could see intensity in this man’s tanned, weather-lined face. The eyes were strange, very blue, warm and yet distant at the same time. There was curiosity and strength; but something dark and disturbing as well, lying deep inside. Then she saw it vanish like the briefest of passing shadows.
  “What about you?” she asked, at last. “What are you doing here?”
  “I own the Indigo Inn. The hotel at the top of the hill.”
  “Ah, yes. I saw it from the air.” She tilted her chin and exhaled smoke. “I wouldn’t think you would attract many guests.”
  “Not during hurricane season, no. But when the good breezes are blowing we get a few yachtsmen passing through. And I enjoy the life. It’s not a bad way to pass the time.”
  “I want to know about this submarine,” she said quietly, after their coffee had been served. “Where is it now?”
  “Locked away in an old naval shelter down in the island boatyards. All two hundred feet of the damned thing.”
  “Two hundred twenty feet,” Jana corrected him. “Width twenty feet, displacing approximately 749 tons of water. And, if it is. a German boat, most probably a vessel from the VII-C series, if that means anything to you.”
  “No, it doesn’t,” Moore admitted.
  “The workhorse of the Nazi submarine fleet. They operated by the dozens both in the North Atlantic and in the Caribbean during the war. I’ve dived on the wrecks of several just off Jamaica, but of course there’s not much left to comb through. That’s what the Foundation fails to understand, Mr. Moore: The word we received is that this U-boat surfaced unaided… and in almost perfect condition. Now, since you’re a diver yourself, you tell me how that’s possible.”
  “Okay,” he said. “First of all, I guess I should let you know that I’m the one who found the thing. It was buried in sand at a hundred and fifty feet, and an unexploded depth charge blew it free. Both the constable and myself have been inside it. Yes, that’s right. It’s authentic. The hull’s holding tight, all the equipment’s still in place, and…” He paused. Bodies? Tell her about his vision in that dank tomb? No. “It’s still seaworthy,” he said. “And I have a theory.”
  “Fine. I’m listening.”
  “The U-boat was buried in one hell of a lot of sand. I believe a ledge just above it had given way and covered it over, and it remained there until the last big blow whipped the sea around and slid some of the sand back. If the submarine were completely buried there’d be no way the usual marine organisms could attach themselves to the iron. The sand was a natural buffer against corrosion.”
  “That would be a great deal of weight crushing the superstructure, wouldn’t it?” she reminded him.
  “I didn’t say the superstructure was unscratched. How much pressure could those boats withstand?”
  “Their shipyard guarantee was a little over three hundred feet,” Jana said, sipping at her coffee. “Some of them made it to six hundred and back with only minor structural damages. Others may have gone even deeper before they imploded.”
  “So it depended on the boat?”
  “There may have been a difference of degree in the elasticity of the iron from shipyard to shipyard, or even from year to year. But tell me this: Even if your theory is correct, it doesn’t explain why the boat surfaced.”
  “No,” Moore agreed, “you’re right. But couldn’t the explosion have jarred a mechanism or something?”
  She gave him a patient smile. “That’s rather remote. There is, however, the possibility of a gas buildup within the boat. You see, a submarine rises and falls by means of compressed air; filling the buoyancy cells with air to force the water out lifts it up, and letting the sea flood the cells again will make it descend. It’s rather like the action of the human lungs, if you can envision a U-boat breathing. The captain can control the speed of an ascent or descent by regulating the amount of air or water in the cells. Leonardo da Vinci came up with the idea of an underwater boat used for warfare centuries ago, but the concept so frightened him that he never executed a model. Anyway, I can’t see that the machinery to pump compressed air into the tanks would still be operable. Of course…” She paused for a moment, tapping her finger on the table. “There might already have been compressed air in the tanks, though not enough to displace the weight that lay over it. When the weight shifted the hulk began to rise. One of the crewmen may have bled air into the tanks at the same time your suspected ledge collapsed. But then it was too late.”
  The cook, still muttering about the lateness of the hour, brought a pot of bouillabaisse filled with chunks of snapper, crabmeat, and scallops simmered with tomatoes and peppers. Moore began eating at once, but Jana tested it cautiously with a spoon before trusting her stomach to the exotic fare.
  “Of course,” Jana said after she’d taken a bite, “all of the systems were duplicated in each boat. One mechanized, one manual. But I doubt very seriously if there would have been any hands left aboard to operate the levers. I presume the crew got out by means of an escape hatch, or perhaps through the torpedo tubes.”
  Moore sat motionless. He held a spoonful of food near his mouth, then slowly put it back down onto his plate. The tension in his stomach was palpable. “No,” he said huskily.
  “What?” Jana asked, looking up, seeing his face cloud over, the look of it put her on edge.
  “No,” Moore repeated. “That’s not what happened at all.”
  Jana didn’t know what he was talking about at first, and then it dawned on her. Of course. Skeletons. “How many are left?” she asked.
  “I… I’m not sure. I don’t think… I saw all of them.”
  “You went from bow to stern?”
  He shook his head. “Just from the bow to the control room.”
  “I’ll want to go all the way aft,” Jana said. “I’ve seen skeletons in a sunken ship before.”
  “Not skeletons,” Moore said quietly. “Not skeletons.” He blinked and gazed deep into her face. “What do you want to see the thing for?”
  “If it’s towable and in reasonably good condition the British Museum might be interested in the hulk as a war relic,” she said, puzzled by his behavior. “Which would mean a large grant to the Foundation, incidentally.”
  “I see.” Moore pushed his food away. “Then you’ll want to go down inside the U-boat?”
  “That’s right. I’ll be checking for damage, taking photographs and tape-recording notes. I’ve been sent here to determine whether or not a salvage team is merited.”
  Moore saw the woman’s eyes narrow a fraction, and he knew she was seeing beyond the mask of his face, getting a glimpse of the fear he felt. He could virtually sense the iron crypt lying a little more than a mile from where they sat. She looked away from him abruptly, preoccupied with her food. Tell her, he told himself. Tell her what you’ve seen. YES! SEEN! It wasn’t a hallucination, wasn’t the product of an oxygen-starved brain! You saw them there! YOU SAW THEM THERE!
  At that instant he realized he was clinging frantically to the edge of reason. What would he say? That he had seen long-dead things moving, reaching, swinging wrenches and hammers? That somehow Death itself had stood still, or had claimed those crewmen but had released an evil rage that made their bodies move in strange mockery of life? No. God in Heaven, no.
  “How many…” Moore began. “How many men did a boat of that size crew?”
  “Between forty-four and fifty,” Jana said, and thought he seemed to pale slightly. The man knew something important, something she should know as well. She must find out what it was.
  My God, Moore almost said aloud. He picked up his coffee, realized he’d finished it, and placed the cup back in its saucer. Fifty. Fifty. Fifty. The number thudded in his brain. Stay away from the boat, Boniface had said. The Night Boat. A thing of darkness, hiding darkness. A periscope shaft, beckoning him into the depths where he was to carry out the task they had wanted done. Lock your shutters, your windows, your doors. Fifty of them, hidden in shadows away from the alien sun. Waiting. Waiting.
  Waiting.
  Jana said, “I’d like to see the boat now.”


Fourteen

  ONCE FEAR TAKES HOLD there is no escape. It surfaces to haunt the brain, to lead the eyes down corridors of terror, to taunt the senses with the presence of something unknown, just beyond reach. As Moore drove the girl toward the boatyard he saw that the fear had spread rapidly in the village, a fire fueled by Boniface’s eyes and cryptic words. There were bolted doors and shuttered windows everywhere; on some of the walls were hastily drawn voodoo symbols, painted there as talismans of protection. A few people were still moving about the streets, as dusk still was several hours off, and in the harbor men worked on their nets for Monday’s fishing, but the air was different. The bar district was almost deserted, and there were no children running along the beaches or playing ball among the fishermen’s shanties.
  The boatyard gates were unrepaired and Moore drove through. In another few moments he steered the truck around the piles of debris and oil barrels and passed the supply shed. He put on the brakes and slowed. The shed doors were open; one of the large wooden doors had been ripped off its hinges and lay in the sand, and there was a jumble of barrels, splintered crates, and cans around the entrance. Moore knew it should have been securely locked. He continued on across the yard for the naval shelter.
  When they reached it he immediately saw that the doorway was wide open, a dark entry leading toward the twisted iron hulk. He stopped the truck and pointed at the shelter. “It’s in there,” he told her.
  Jana went around to the truck bed and began unzipping the duffel bag. “Any electricity in there? Arc lights?”
  “No,” he said, his gaze fixed on that square of blackness, knowing what lay beyond. “All the juice is cut off.”
  She opened the bag and took out a camera case and a flash attachment. Zipping the bag up again, she took the Nikon from its case and fit the flash to it, then let it fall around her neck. “Now,” she said, “we’ll see your precious relic.”
  They stood together for a long time in the foul-smelling darkness as their eyes slowly made out the sharp lines of the huge craft. A prehistoric monster, Moore thought. Jana coughed into her hand. “Chlorine gas,” she said quietly, her voice echoing against metal. “Battery seepage.” When she was finally able to see it, from bow to stern, she caught her breath and took a step forward.
  Jana blinked, put out a hand as if to touch it. “My God,” she said, awed. “My God.” She moved forward again and Moore moved with her, stepping over an empty crate marked LUBRICANT, TWENTY CANS.
  Jana had dived in murky green water twelve miles to the north of Jamaica about six months ago, finding at a depth of ninety-four feet a submarine that had been in its days of glory similar to this one; she had first seen it as a long dark cigar shape, then as she hovered above it, as a mass of coral with twisted iron ribs protruding. The hatches had been open, circular holes all clogged with growth, nothing left of the conning tower but a dark flower of iron where a bomb or shell had struck. And in the center of the veins of tubing were crisscrossed pipes that now served as home to starfish and spotted eels. That boat had been dead, devoid of power and menace. But this one, here only a few feet away… was very different. It’s a hoax, she thought suddenly. A joke. No boat could be underwater that length of time and not be a rusted, broken hulk. But no; it was real, the iron hull secure. She had seen boats down only a few months in worse shape than this one, and she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She picked up her camera and switched on the flash to let it charge up, then began to take her pictures carefully and unhurriedly, moving along the port side and then back again. When she called out to Moore he could hear the excitement in her voice. “It’s a VII-C, all right. Minor damage to the superstructure, snapped sky periscope… Jesus! The eighty-eight millimeter cannon’s still intact, so is the twenty-millimeter gun! Deck looks to be broken through in places, but my God, the corrosion hasn’t even begun on most of the hull!” As she talked she took picture after picture, the flash outlining a jagged shadow on the opposite wall. “There’s water inside?” she asked.
  “Not very much.”
  “Condensation or overflow through a hatch, probably. If that’s so, the boat must have gone down in a hurry. Possibly under attack, if you say there was a depth charge near it.” She came along the port side and then toward the bow. “Torpedo tubes are clear,” she told him. “Bow torpedo-loading hatch is open. Is that how you went in?”
  “Yes.” Moore nodded.
  She took another photograph, the flash a silent white explosion. In its light Moore saw something; he took a step forward, but already she was on her way across the gangplank. She stepped onto the deck, avoiding debris and rats.
  “Just a minute…” Moore said, trying to figure out what it was he’d seen.
  Jana was peering through broken deck timbers. “Pressure hull looks unscathed.” She pushed a box away and empty oil cans rolled out. “I can see the explosion you mentioned loosening it from the sand, but what made this boat surface? Compressed-air expansion? Possibly there was already air in the buoyancy tanks?” She was talking to herself, not noticing as Moore moved to the edge of the concrete walkway and stared over at the bow. “For the time being we’ll have to accept your theory,” she was saying, “until the Foundation comes up with something better. My God, what a weapon!”
  “The hatch,” Moore said quietly, and the sound of his voice made her look up.
  “Through there, that’s where the bow torpedoes were loaded,” she explained. “There’s another at the stern for the aft tube. What are all these crates and cans doing here? This gun mount looks as if someone’s greased it…”
  “Kip closed this hatch,” Moore said in a hollow tone, staring into the hole. “And now it’s opened again.”
  Jana moved over by the hatch and snapped another picture of the conning tower. “I’ll have to look at the mechanisms inside,” she told him. “But I’ll need the high-intensity lamp from my bag.”
  “Don’t… stand near that hole,” Moore rasped, his mouth dry. She stood over the hatch now, peering down into it. She hadn’t heard, and he raised his voice. “Don’t stand near the hatch!” He started across the gangplank toward her.
  “What?” she asked, glancing over at him, one foot resting on the hatch rim. “What did you…” And then she abruptly sucked in her breath, a half-cry escaping her lips; she stepped away from the hole and Moore saw that her eyes were fixed on something behind him.
  He whirled around; a shadow blocked the doorway, moving toward him. He took a step backward, lifting an arm to ward it off, his teeth bared and eyes widened.
  The shadow stood motionless, looking at the two of them. “What the hell are you doing here, David?” Kip asked. “And who’s she?” He didn’t wait for a reply, but raised his voice. “Come off that thing, miss, before you break your neck!”
  “Who are you giving orders to?” she asked indignantly.
  “I’m the constable of Coquina, and I’m ordering you off that boat!” He glanced at Moore. “Who is she?”
  “Dr. Thornton. She came from Kingston to examine the submarine.”
  “Is that so?” Kip watched as she made her way across the gangplank and approached him. “What were you trying to do,” he asked her, “go down in that bastard by yourself?”
  “That’s exactly right,” Jana said, her guard up.
  “Wrong. This shelter and that boat are off-limits to everyone without my express permission, and so far I haven’t given it to you.” He pressed the back of his hand against his face. “It smells of rot in here; let’s get out into the sun.”
  When they had left the shelter Kip closed the door and looked for some way to lock it; he found a thin metal rod in the debris of the yard and jammed it through the door’s hasp as a temporary solution.
  “I have a letter from the Jamaica Historic Foundation in my bag,” Jana said curtly. “If you like I’ll get it for you and then we can…”
  “No,” Kip said. “Never mind any letters.” He was aware of the woman’s growing anger. “How did you get to Coquina?”
  “My airplane.”
  “I see.” He glanced over at Moore, then back to the woman. “Well… Dr. Thornton, is it? I’m afraid you made a long trip for nothing. First thing Monday morning two trawlers are going to tow the submarine out to deep water. A couple of welders are going to cut holes into it, and it’s going back down where it came from.”
  “Wait a minute,” Jana said, her face flushing. “I don’t know why you think you can make this decision, but I’m not going to let you do it!”
  “I’m sorry. The plans have been made.”
  “Then unmake them, damn it!” she said, stepping defiantly toward him. Kip stood where he was, but he could feel the heat of her anger. “You don’t seem to realize what that boat is! It’s a Nazi U-boat in almost perfect condition after forty years or so at the bottom of the Caribbean. We have to know how it stayed that way, what made it cork, and what boat it was. I can have a salvage team down here within three days! You can’t sink it!”
  “It’s a rotting old hulk,” Kip said.
  “No! It’s in remarkable condition, not much deteriorated from the day it went down! And I’ll wager the interior is in excellent condition as well, including the engine room! My God, the boat’s a naval historian’s dream. It’s almost certain I can guarantee interest from the British Museum if I can just examine the inside!”
  “You ever heard the story of Pandora’s Box?” Kip asked her; the question startled her. “Let’s just say there’s plenty you don’t know about the submarine. All manner of hell’s been raised here because of it. No, I’m not going to wait any three days. I wouldn’t wait three damned hours if I didn’t have to!” He reached over and pulled at the metal rod to make certain the door was shut securely. Moore realized he had locked the door as if to keep something in instead of out. Kip turned to him and said, “I was driving past on my way back from Caribville and I saw your truck parked here. I didn’t think you would’ve come back here alone…”
  “You’re a madman!” Jana said suddenly. “That’s a scientific find you want to destroy!”
  “I’ve had enough arguing, miss,” Kip told her, looking her straight in the eye. “I’ve had my say, and that’s how things stand. If you want to file a protest with your Foundation when you get back to Kingston, that’s fine with me too. Let them get in touch with me, and I’ll tell them the same thing. The U-boat’s going back into the ocean. David, I’ll see you later. Dr. Thornton, have a good trip.” He nodded toward her and walked back to his jeep. He started the engine and roared off, leaving them standing together at the side of the shelter.
  “What’s wrong with that man?” Jana asked. “Is he out of his mind?”
  “No,” Moore said. “No, he’s not.” It was getting late; the shadows were thicker, a blue-black mist stretching across the yard. Soon night would cover the island, and Moore realized there was no place on earth he would rather avoid than this boatyard, with the U-boat lying only behind the thickness of a wooden wall after darkness fell. “It’s too late for you to make Kingston before dark,” he told Jana. “If you’d like I’ll give you a room up at the hotel.”
  “I appreciate that,” she said, “but I’ve no intention of leaving until I’ve talked some sense into that idiot.”
  “Suit yourself,” Moore said, motioning toward the truck.
  Driving into the village, Kip knew there was something terribly wrong; he saw the empty streets, the shuttered windows, the voodoo talismans scrawled on stucco and clapboard. Anger surged within him, and he felt a confusion he couldn’t begin to define. One of the symbols, chalked against a sea-green door, held his attention, started the slow stirring of memories-sluggish, nebulous-at the back of his brain. It was the crude drawing of a huge hand, from top to bottom of the door, the fingers spread as if to ward off the invisible. Kip pulled the jeep to the side of the road and stared at it, unable to tear his gaze away.
  He was a child again, a boy of thirteen, sitting at a low table eating from a bowl of corn mush and ham bits. He ate slowly, though it was his first meal in over a day. Across the plank-walled room, a few half-charred logs burned erratically in a stone fireplace. On the floor was woven sea-grass, well-worn; the window shutters were closed tight and the only light came from several oil lamps placed around the room. The dim half-glow illuminated the straw tribal masks on the walls, their features cunning and wolfish: heavy-browed seashell eyes gleaming. He thought they were staring directly at him, and that sometimes their features changed to look almost human, but grotesque and freakish.
  A man sat in a rocking chair before the fire. He stared into the flames, rattling a jar of dog’s teeth distractedly. After a while he took one of the teeth out and tossed it in, then bent forward as if he saw something there. He leaned back, the runners making a soft, catlike murmur on the grass mat. From one corner there was a low rustle; the man turned his head and the boy caught a firelight profile of slitted eyes in an aged, weather-lined face. On a bed of sea-grass across the room there was a large green iguana almost two feet long; a metal collar clamped about its neck secured the reptile to a line tied around an overhead beam with enough slack so that the lizard could move about in the room. Its pale red eyes stared at Kip, the white flesh under the jaw and belly undulating as it breathed. It came forward a few feet, crunching on the grass, stopped, flesh quivering along its spine, slender tail sweeping across the floor. Its head moved jerkily, eyes fixed on Kip.
  “Feed it,” the man said.
  There was a piece of doughy brown bread beside him. He tore off a small chunk and tossed it over. The lizard jerked, scurried back, waited. Then it advanced on the bread and licked at it.
  Kip was still dazed from hunger and weak from sleeping. In the past three days he had slept a great deal, intoxicated by the strange fumes eminating from pots the man kept in a circle around the boy’s bare mattress. Sometimes his sleep was dreamless and black, the sleep of the dead, but more often it was peopled by phantoms, grinning things like the masks that watched him, always in an anticipatory silence. The faces spun about him in his dreams, calling his name over and over.
  Out of necessity, Kip had begun to build a brick wall in his mind to keep the horrors back, the mortar going down smooth and thick, each row of bricks solid and even. But sometimes the things seemed to have more strength, and they reached out with their gray tendrils to pull down the bricks he had erected the night before. No matter how hard he shrieked at the nightmare forms there was no escape; there were too many, and he had to work harder and harder to put the bricks back into place. He worked at the wall like a madman, as if sleep were just another of the many labors set for him by his uncle, who had made him heat and knead balls of wax, to be fashioned into images by the man and sold to furtive customers. Kip had also been made to drain seven white chickens of their blood, and, one night, to accompany his uncle to the pauper’s graveyard to sever a recently dead man’s head for that fearful death spell, the Garabanda. The wall never seemed to be complete, for the things still found holes and weak spots through which to grasp at him. But someday it would be strong enough to hold them back and away forever, and never again would they make him scream that terrible scream from the deep pit of sleep. He vowed it to himself, made the vow as much a part of him as was his fear and dislike of the man who called himself “uncle.”
  In one of his cold-sweat nightmares he was wandering the wide corridors and empty rooms of a huge, abandoned mansion. Moss draped the windows and doors; no light could penetrate, and he moved through spidery shadows. When he ran into boarded-over doors, sealed windows, bricked passageways, he would turn and retrace his steps. In one room there were older people dressed in bright colors, each of them standing alone and not speaking to the others; in another was a child playing on the floor with a bright green ball that suddenly uncurled and became a lizard that slithered away. Upstairs was a passage with gaping holes in the floor, the black timbers threatening to give way beneath his feet. He guided himself onward, searching, feeling his way along.
  As he came through a doorway, the tides suddenly surged around his feet. He resisted the pull of the current and saw the blue water slowly turn a dark-red color. In another room, farther along, were a woman and a little girl who waved to him and smiled. He heard the tolling of a ship’s bell from far away, a world away, then silence. He moved on, finding rooms crowded with iron, ship’s parts, and rusted equipment; a white man moved across the corridor ahead of him and Kip followed. A skeleton stood before him, arms out, face imploring him for something he couldn’t understand; the skeleton crumpled, fell to dust.
  And in the next room, almost at the crown of the house, a congregation of shadows. A chair. Open windows, black sky, sheer tattered curtains trailing in an unfelt wind. And in the chair a dark form, unrecognizable, a roiling thing without true substance, but emanating a vast and terrible hate. The door slammed behind him. Alerted by the noise, the hideous form turned what would be its head, slowly, seeking out the intruder. Two blinding crimson orbs fixed Kip to the floor; they burned through to his brain. And then the thing rose from the chair and started for him, dark arms coming up to embrace him. He felt his back against the door, felt the hardness of the wood pressing into his spine. The thing’s hot breath touched his cheek and he began to shout for help, over and over; it neared him, smelling of age and rot, uncoiling like a black mamba.
  And then the door behind him came open. He fell backward, still screaming.
  Opened his eyes.
  A hand coming for him, brown and withered. A craggy, staring face behind it. He recoiled; the hand grasped his shoulder and shook him fully awake.
  In the corner the lizard had shifted, tiny pinpoints of gleaming red still unblinking.
  His uncle stood over him, wiping sweat from his cheeks. “Your future is not with me,” he said.
  And suddenly the figure of the hand on the green door trembled. The door came open and a man in dungarees peered out at the constable.
  Kip stared at him for a few seconds, then composed himself and drove on to the Square, the memories whirling inside his head: bits of remembered faces and colors, sights and smells. He had labored long and hard to wall off that part of his life. He’d thought the bricks were firmly mortared into place. Until the U-boat had come.
  I know what you could have been, Boniface had told him.
  Bullshit, Kip muttered between clenched teeth. Bullshit.
  The evening shadows fell across Coquina. The moon rose, glittering silver on the waves that surged over Kiss Bottom. The breeze began to pick up, gently at first, then strengthening and finally sweeping up sand in the streets, swirling it in gritty puffs that stung the shuttered windows. A dog bayed at the moon until someone cursed and threw a shoe to quiet him.
  And no one heard the sound of hammers ringing against iron down in the boatyard.


Fifteen

  JOHNNY MAJORS STRETCHED, feeling the ripple of muscles up and down his back. He got out of bed and moved in the dark toward a chair in one corner of the bedroom where his clothes had been thrown down in hasty disarray. As he buttoned his shirt he looked across at the woman’s nude form sprawled on the bed, her black body still glistening from their heated lovemaking. She said softly, “It early yet. You don’t have to go.”
  “Ten to eight,” he said, struggling into his jeans. “Old lady’ll be wonderin’ where I am. Someday she gonna go over to the Landfall and see I ain’t there and then what gonna happen?”
  “You scared?” she asked; a mocking question she knew would get to him.
  “No. Hell, no. But I smart too. I ain’t gonna play her to the limit.” He zipped his fly and buckled his belt.
  “Cale and Langstree won’t be back ’til tomorrow sometime. You could spend the night.”
  He grinned, his teeth gleaming in the darkness. “The hell you say. If your man found us here in the mornin’… uh uh, no. And my old lady wouldn’t be so damn happy about it neither. No, baby, we got to play it smart. There enough of you for both me and Cale.”
  “Mebbe not,” she said petulantly, drawing herself up on the pillows, her heavy breasts hanging over the sheet.
  He came and sat on the bed beside her. “Hey. Your old man and Langstree’ll have more trips to make. Hell, he’s gone most all the time as it is now. So…” He stroked the smooth flesh between her breasts. “Damn me, you’re a fine woman, Nora,” he said in a husky voice.
  “I need you to stay with me, Johnny. I don’t like to be alone at night.”
  Leaning over, licking beneath a nipple, he realized he was hard again, but he couldn’t spend the time. He had been with Cale’s wife for over an hour tonight, and two hours the night before; there was no use in pressing his luck. But damn, what a woman she was. She twisted those soft, beautiful hips a thousand different ways when he was inside her, wringing him out and exhausting him and driving him wild with excitement. But Christ Almighty, if that sonofabitch Cale ever found out his woman was making time there’d be hell to pay…
  She reached out to cling to him, her hands grasping his belt buckle, but he stood up and moved away. “No, baby, no. I got to go now.” He slipped his shoes on. “There’ll be more times.”
  She smiled at him seductively and he looked at her appreciatively-she was still warm and glowing from the merging of their heated flesh. He stood over by the room’s single window, the moonlight streaming in through a broken red shutter. When he bent down to lace his shoes she saw something, a brief glimpse of a dark form moving past the window. She sat up in bed, catching her breath in a sudden gulp of air.
  “What’s wrong?” he asked, thinking she was playing with him again. “Hey, what’s the matter with you?”
  Nora sat motionless, not knowing if she had really seen something there or not. Had someone been spying on them through the shutter? Someone her husband sent to keep a watch on her? She reached down for the sodden sheet and drew it around her like a shroud. Maybe it was even Cale himself, the bastard come back early?



  Johnny hurriedly finished lacing his shoes, eager to be going. The house was a mile or so from the village, and he had a long ride in the dark on his bicycle. The look in the woman’s eyes was giving him the creeps and, only half-joking, he demanded, “Hey. What you lookin’ at, damn jumbies?”
  The shadow fell across the shutter slats. She raised a hand, palm out as if to ward it off. Her mouth opened, and her voice came out as an eerie whine.
  Even as Johnny Majors whirled around, sensing the presence of something beyond the window, there was a sharp crack of splintering wood as a blow struck the front door. He cried out in fear, his mind racing. It was Cale come back, either that or some of Cale’s friends come to make him pay for screwing the woman.
  Glass and wood shattered, exploding into the bedroom. The shadow was battering its way through the window, and Johnny caught the brief flash of a wrench in the moonlight. There were more shadows out there, two, three, four, five, all merging into one pulsating darkness that ripped at the shutter and tore the glass away. Nora screamed, and backed into a far corner, Johnny looked around desperately for a weapon, hearing the front door being broken open. He picked up the chair beside the window and struck at the shadows, again and again, and for a moment they backed away.
  “Jesus,” he cried out, his chest heaving, holding the chair before him like a shield. “Jesus God who is that out there WHO IS THAT OUT THERE?”
  And in the sudden silence he heard them.
  Their breathing was ragged, painful, as if they were unused to the air, as if each lungful was raging fire. He could hear no voices, no movement, only the breathing of men suffering from a hideous, torturous disease, and that alone was enough to make him think he was going mad.
  One of the shadows moved forward, reaching slowly through the remnants of the window. The hand grasped a broken slat and began to pull it away.
  Johnny stood transfixed; the woman whined like a child from her corner. The hand, illuminated by the moonlight, looked gnarled and brown, the skeletal fingers like the claws of an animal. The nails were long and filthy; they scratched at the glass, a tiny noise which seemed tremendous to the trapped couple. And swirling about the room, borne in by the moist Caribbean winds, was the stench of rot; it caught them in smoky folds like some ancient fungus, or slime vomited up from the guts of the sea.
  In the next instant the shadow hurtled itself through the rest of the glass, its arms outstretched, black talons groping for the man. The woman screamed, a pitched, terrified noise-oh God, why wasn’t this Cale not Cale NOT CALE…
  The man raised the chair and brought it down upon the reeking thing that had crawled over the windowsill; he struck something as solid as bone but could not stop the phantom. He realized too late that the others had broken through the door and were now behind him. Something caught him around the throat: a hand, cold and bony, and another hand gripped his hair. Nora’s scream broke through the ceiling of her throat, then fell away to become a childish, insane babble. Johnny tried to fight free of the things, flailing with his arms and legs, but now they were all around him, the shadows pressing close, those terrible hands sharp icicles on his face, his throat, his arms.
  He threw out an elbow, striking one of them, and he heard the hissing of foul breath close to his ear; a tremendous strength picked him up and flung him into a wall, where he crashed headlong. He felt the searing pain of a broken shoulder as he slid helplessly to the floor. He twisted around, his heart hammering and the panic chewing at his insides, to face the shadows as they approached. The woman, crazed with fear, was crawling on the floor on her stomach toward a closet. He lay with his back against the wall, blood dripping from a broken nose, and saw the things as they reached out for him.
  The darkness covered them, but he could see their eyes. Red pinpoints of hate, they burned deep within withered skulls, unblinking and penetrating. The shadows breathed like the rising and falling of the elbows that fanned Hell’s blaze. Johnny Majors held up his hands in horror and supplication, for he knew the hour of his death had arrived.
  “Please,” he pleaded. He could not hear his voice over the din of his bursting heart. “Please don’t kill meeeeeeeee…”
  One of the things grinned; moonlight glittered off rotted, broken teeth, and a black tongue licked along what remained of lips.
  “Please don’t kill…” Johnny Majors whispered.
  Two claws descended; they grasped the man’s face, nails biting deep and drawing blood. And slowly, very slowly, they began to pull the man’s face apart, even as he screamed in pure cold pain. Fingers ripped away the nose in tatters of dripping flesh; a hand clamped around the throat, the strong hard nails plunging deep, choking off the screams, puncturing the jugular vein and releasing a dark red river. Johnny Majors lay paralyzed against the splattered wall, his eyes glazed in shock, unseeing, his nerves feeling the agony but his brain gone and unable to respond. The hand at his throat began to peel the flesh away, exposing veins and cords. The shadows moved closer as the odor and warmth of the blood wafted up to them. Another moved in, bent forward, the eyes whirlpools of red; its claw flashed out, ripping away a cheek that dangled on slivers of skin. A three-fingered hand, bare bone showing on the knuckles, probed at an eye, in the next instant digging in and tearing it away like a quivering grape from a vine.
  The man opened his mouth and moaned, then shuddered involuntarily. His head fell back, exposing the torn throat to the silver light. The punctured artery in his neck continued to pump blood in widening puddles.
  And then the crimson-eyed shadows fell upon him, lips and tongues voraciously consuming the face and throat. Teeth bit at flesh, tearing through and gnawing hungrily on bone; the weight of the things covered him over. He lifted one hand, but it hung useless, in the air, the fingers slowly curling, and then fell back. The room was filled with the noises of their feeding; the grinding of teeth on bone, the sucking at gaping wounds and the tearing away of chunks of flesh. Blood covered the floor, and some of the things bent down to lap at the puddles, maddened and starved for its sweet, strong taste. They began to tear the body to pieces, biting through bone for the marrow and the fluids. They worked faster and faster, more frantically, the sounds of their breathing echoing in the room. The woman whimpered where she lay. They pushed at each other to reach the wounds and when one wound was dry they groped for others, hissing in fury as another pushed them aside. They broke open new rivulets of fluids, like dark wine from fleshy casks. They were impatient and greedy as they feasted, ripping strips of flesh and hoarding them, squeezing out the final drops. And when they were finished with the man, when they had scattered him in grisly pieces and sucked him dry and found they had still not had enough to fill their collapsed veins and arteries, not enough to stop the terrible pain, not to quench the raging fire, they turned with a vengeance upon the woman.
  She watched them come, some of them walking, some of them dragging themselves across the floor toward her, and she was powerless to move. They were enraged because they were still not filled, not relieved of their inhuman pain, and their teeth were merciless.
  As they fed on her motionless body, one of the things disentangled itself and rose to its feet. Blood smeared its lips and hands, and as it backed away from the mass of bodies it lifted a palm and licked at the human liquids. It stood in a corner, watching as the others tried to satisfy their hungers. The agony still remained, deep within dried and twisted tissues, within muscles drawn hard as stone, within flesh shrunken and wrinkled around the bones. With each breath the agony welled up, fanning the blaze ever higher. The thing in the corner put a hand to its throat in a vain attempt to still the searing pain. No pulse beat there; the heart had become a lump of decayed matter, and the veins had collapsed like the walls of empty houses. The thing shivered suddenly, in agony and rage and madness and hate.
  On the wall beside it there was an oval mirror. It turned its head very slowly and peered into the moonlit reflection.
  The only thing living in that face were the eyes, and those were sunken and terrible, slits of evil in the shriveled head. At one time, an age ago, those eyes might have been cunning and wolflike, full of glory and the blaze of battle. The once aquiline nose was flattened and almost rotted away, now just a pit into which the face was slowly collapsing. Patches of yellow hair clung to the misshapen scalp, and when the thing opened its mouth to scream against its own image, the broken, ragged-edged teeth glittered in the light.
  The thing lifted up its arms and struck the glass. A crack zigzagged across the mirror, slicing the vision of the corpse’s face into two disjointed parts. It struck again and again, the breath coming harshly through twisted lips; and the mirror began to fall to pieces. When all the glass had broken and the frame was empty, the thing let out a hoarse roar of torment and rage, the scream rising up and up and ending in an empty, choked sob.
  The others, feeding on the woman’s naked body, heard but did not pause in their feast. Currents of blood shifted around them like ebbing tides, staining the tattered remnants of their brown uniforms.
  On the front porch of the Indigo Inn, David Moore sat sipping a drink and watched a light far out at sea. A cigarette burned in an ashtray beside his chair; there was a half-empty bottle of rum at his feet. The light came off a freighter, traveling toward the port of a larger island. The sight of it stirred his wanderlust, made him think of distant shores, of people he had known and left behind.
  His time in Baltimore seemed like someone else’s life now. He had been a different David Moore then, a man naive and unaware in so many, many ways. If there was such a thing as fate, it had moved swiftly in his case, sweeping him along on a path from which he could never hope to find his way back. Nothing could ever alter his own personal tragedy; the scar would always remain, deep and ragged, on his soul. Since the deaths of his wife and son he had determined not to fall in love again, and though he had fallen in love with places and experiences he could never really get close to people again. It was too dangerous. He had been attracted to other women, yes; he had sought sexual encounters just as the women he spent nights with did, but he found it difficult to express his emotions anymore. He knew he drank too much because he was afraid of both life and death; rather, he was suspended between them, his senses still indulging in the multitudinous experiences his travels had offered him, while his deep-seated emotions were numbed and frozen. He was now just the shell of a man who had once run his hands through Beth’s hair and felt the power spark between them like currents of electricity. And yet, in all this time he had only felt himself grow closer to her. Sometimes, locked in a dream, he knew he only had to reach out a few inches and touch her supple naked body, draw her closer to him and hold her so tightly she would never be taken from him again.
  And thinking of Brian, his son, was just as difficult: What sort of man would he have become? What would it have been like to watch the boy grow up, go to college? God forbid that he would have taken a position at his grandfather’s bank and been stifled just as David had been. No, that was too easy. Perhaps the boy would have been intrigued by the ocean, and would have chosen a life that would have fulfilled him-in ocean engineering, or oceanography, say. Those were fields David might have picked, had not the family decided on his direction in life. He would have made certain that Brian knew there was an entire world of choices; he would have made certain the boy knew his life was his own.
  Now, when the rum had him and the sea was crashing across the reef, when he sat alone with the night, he couldn’t keep the images at bay very long: he and the boy playing touch-football in a wide, grassy park under fleecy clouds, Beth’s hand reaching for his under a long waxed table during a Thanksgiving dinner at the elder Moore’s estate, the flashing blare of a carnival merry-go-round, and their lips meeting as Brian, on a red-mouthed palamino, clapped his hands and grinned.
  And after it had happened, after the day of storm and terror, after the doctors had diagnosed his listlessness, insomnia, and, later, fits of rage as “survivor’s syndrome,” his father had confronted him in the sitting room of the family home; the old man’s icy eyes had stared at him through a flat haze of blue Cuban cigar smoke. He had not looked at his father, instead remaining intent on the flames that burned within a huge marble hearth.
  “If you’re in trouble with the police again, David,” the old man said finally, his voice a harsh rasp, “I’m not going to help you. I want you to understand that here and now. Your barroom brawls and destruction of public property have gone far enough.”
  The younger man sat in silence; a log shifted, then burst into flame.
  “Well? Have you nothing to say to me?”
  Moore slowly turned his head; their eyes met, ice against ice, and locked. “I didn’t ask you to help me last time,” he said quietly.
  “By God, someone had to!” The old man waved his cigar, knocking off ashes onto the Oriental carpet. “What was I to do, leave you in jail for the rest of the night, let some goddamned reporter find you in there drunk and do a story about how Horton Moore’s son went wild and shot out every damned traffic light for eight city blocks? Jesus! That would be exactly what my investors would like to see!”
  “Fuck your investors,” Moore said, in a whisper, too low for his father to hear.
  “And you’d be in jail right this minute if I didn’t have a lot of friends at City Hall!” the old man continued, his eyes blazing. “My God, boy, what’s to become of you? There are no black sheep in the Moore family; I want you to know that! And I won’t sit here and watch you become one, not while I have breath left in me, I won’t!”
  Moore nodded but said nothing; he heard the fire burning and to him it sounded like the noise of the sea over rocks.
  “I don’t know, I don’t know,” his father muttered, spewing out a stream of smoke that curled toward the painting above the mantel. The man in the portrait had another pair of accusing, solemn eyes: those of Moore’s grandfather. “Maybe because you were my only child, maybe that’s why I’ve been so lenient with you. Maybe I’ve loved you too much, I don’t know… I thank God your mother isn’t alive to see what you’ve become!”
  Moore faced his father at last, and the look he gave him was so fierce the old man was silent. “And what have I become? You’ve tried to make something of me that I never wanted to be; nothing bores me more than the thought of that office, those confining walls, the dead rustle of papers. I was a born executive, isn’t that what you told your associates? An executive in the Moore mold? No. I’m not going back there again.”
  “Then what will you do, you idiot? Goddamn it, that’s what you’ve been educated to do! There’s nothing else for you! My God, I know you’ve been through a bad time, but you’re behaving like a lunatic! They’ve been gone six months, David! They’re not coming back, and there’s nothing else now except putting your nose back to the grindstone and doing what you’re supposed to do!”
  “No,” he said. “I can’t.”
  “I see,” the old man said, nodding; he took the cigar from his mouth and his smile was cool, sarcastic. “You can’t or you won’t?”
  “Both.”
  “Then if you won’t pull yourself together like a man,” he said, leaning forward slightly, “you’re no son of mine. I’ve been wrong about you. I can see that now.”
  “Maybe.” David Moore stood up; their conversation was coming to an end, as it usually did, like the weakened last blows of weary gladiators. “I’ll tell you what I am going to do, and it’s something I’ve been thinking over for a long time. I’m going to travel; I don’t care where to. I’m going to keep on moving until I’ve seen what I want to see, and maybe until I find a place I can belong to again. There’s nothing for me here anymore.”
  “Of course. You’re going to run. From me, from yourself. Well, go on and run! I don’t care! Where do you think you’ll run to? What are you looking for, another girl like her…?” He stopped suddenly; the last word had come out as a half-snarl. His son turned on him, and the heat of his rage made the old man lean back. He closed his mouth, not too obviously because he didn’t want David to think he was frightened.
  Moore controlled himself and then said, “When I was a child and knew no better,” he said, “you told me how much alike we were. I’m a man now, and I see all the differences.”
  “Then go on,” the old man told him. “Run.”
  Moore looked once into his father’s face to find the man that was truly there; his father quickly averted his eyes. “I’d better go now,” he said finally.
  “I’m not holding you here.”
  “No. Not any longer. I’m sorry; I didn’t want to tell you my decision in anger.”
  “What does it matter? You’ve told me.”
  There was an awkward silence; Moore stepped forward, lifted his hand toward his father and extended it. “Good-bye,” he said.
  “You’ll be back,” the old man said, ignoring his hand.
  And it was then that David Moore had walked away from that life. He worked his way from country to country, living close to the earth or on a boat at sea, not knowing what drew him on but knowing he had to take that next step, and the next, and the next. He began to have the old nightmares again, the whirling scene of wind and wild ocean and Destiny’s Child breaking into bits beneath him. He began to hear Beth’s voice calling to him over a great distance, fading in and out; sometimes even close to his ear, the whisper of his name and then silence. It disturbed him, but he began to listen for it. At times he doubted his sanity, but sometimes he was certain she stood beside him, trying to reach him, separated only by the barrier between life and death.
  In a dark clapboard house in Singapore a woman with blackened teeth and the smile of a cat stared at him over a plate of yellowed bones. She reached down and picked them up in her hands, rolled them around and then dropped them back. They were ordinary chicken’s bones, but the woman seemed to see something strange and important in them.
  A group of sailors from Moore’s freighter had gone with him to see the fortune-teller, and they stood in the shadows that fringed the room. “He’s going to inherit a fortune, is that it?” one of them asked jokingly, and the others laughed. “Fortune, hell,” said another. “He’s just going to be lucky enough to get out of this port without a colossal case of the drips.”
  “Someone waits for you,” the woman said in a high-pitched whine. The men laughed again; crude remarks were flung back and forth. Moore watched the woman’s eyes and believed her. “No. Two people,” she said; she lifted the bones again, rolled them, let them fall.
  “What the hell are we doing here?” one of the sailors asked.
  The woman looked into Moore’s face. “There is a great distance to be traveled yet,” she said, wet lips glistening. “I can’t see where they are. But they will not leave until you find them.”
  “Who are they?” Moore asked, and as soon as he spoke the men were quiet.
  “A woman. Tall. Very beautiful. A man. No. A boy child. They are very confused, and they don’t understand why you can’t hear.”
  “I…” Moore began, but then stopped himself. “Is there anything else?”
  She rolled the bones, dropped them, and probed as if looking for a particular one. Then she shook her head. “No. Fate reserves the rest.” She held out her hand for her money. “Anyone else?” she asked.
  The freighter’s lights had vanished; the horizon was black again and above it hung the separate, fiery dots of stars. Moore crushed out his cigarette. It was hard not to believe, but it was equally hard to believe. He wanted to believe, though; he desperately needed to, perhaps because of his persistent, unnerving feeling about Coquina. That it was the end of his journey. And the questions still to be answered, the ones that had plagued him day and night and sometimes made him cry out because he couldn’t understand. Why had he not died with Beth and Brian? Why had he been saved? Why had he been sent on a path that led… here? To Coquina? To find what? Fate reserves the rest, the old woman had told him.
  “Do you mind if I join you?”
  Moore turned his head, his reflexes slowed by the effects of the rum. Jana was standing behind him on the porch, wearing a tight white blouse and jeans. He had no idea how long she’d been there. “Sure,” he said, and motioned toward another chair beside him.
  She sat down and put her legs up on the porch railing. Her hair was exactly as he’d imagined it: she wore it loose and it touched her shoulders, softly blond and very attractive. “It’s quiet,” she said after a moment of silence.
  “Yes, the bars closed early tonight. Usually there’s a lot of noise on a Saturday.” He glanced over at her, his eyes tracing the fine line of her profile. “Is your room all right?”
  “It’s fine, thanks.” She sensed that he wanted to be alone, but she wasn’t about to leave him. “It’s a shame you don’t have more visitors. I think your island has a lot of potential.”
  He grunted. “For what? Another tourist haven, where they destroy the jungle for a Hilton and a shopping center? It would mean more money coming into Coquina, but there are only a few natural places like this left in the Caribbean. That’s why I bought the hotel and decided to stay on for a while. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
  “Are you against progress?”
  “Progress, no. Spoilage, yes. A few years ago some businessmen had a plan to build a hotel and marina over on the island’s north point. They dredged out a harbor and started blasting the jungle away with dynamite. They never finished it, and they ruined a perfectly good natural cove.”
  “What made them stop?”
  Moore shrugged. “Money, I suppose. And problems with the Carib Indians, who kicked their night watchmen around and stole their supplies; those people claim that part of Coquina, and they guard it jealously. But I’m glad they didn’t finish. You can keep your Jamaicas and Haitis; Coquina’s better off being left alone.”
  There was a pause, and then Jana said, “I didn’t know I’d touched a nerve.”
  Moore glanced over at her, he hadn’t meant to come across that strongly, and he knew it was partly the rum talking. “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I suppose it’s only a matter of time before the tourists move in, but I’m attached to this place. I don’t want it to change.”
  “I can understand your feelings.”
  “Well,” he said, dismissing the subject with a wave of his hand, “enough about Coquina. I’m forgetting my manners. Would you like a drink?”
  Jana shook her head. “I don’t drink, but thank you all the same.”
  Moore sipped from his glass, listening for a moment to the sound of the ocean rolling across Kiss Bottom. The waves were harsher than usual, and that could mean a storm was building somewhere, chopping up the sea. “How long have you been with the Foundation?” he asked her finally.
  “A little over a year,” she said. “I worked in research for the British Museum after I finished school, and I had the opportunity to dive with Cousteau on the Britannic. That was mostly luck, but it helped me win a position in Kingston.”
  “What exactly does the Foundation do?”
  She smiled faintly and nodded toward the open sea. “That’s my laboratory. Out there are perhaps thousands of sunken wrecks. Some are charted, some aren’t; more are being discovered all the time. We document and study the ones that haven’t been identified. There are perhaps more wrecks in the Caribbean than any one place on earth, so that’s why I tried my damnedest to get the position. Pirate’s galleons, men-o’-war, sailing merchants, steamers, warships; the bottom’s a marine archaeologist’s paradise. What we’re doing is just as much for shipping safety as for the sake of history.”
  “You’re very young to have come so far in your field.”
  Jana smiled openly; it was a warm smile, filled with a charm Moore had not seen until now. “I’ve heard that one before. Believe me, I worked my ass off to get where I am. It’s never been easy-it still isn’t-but I think the work is worth it.”
  “So what are you planning about the submarine?”
  Jana’s smile faded at once. She stood up and leaned against the railing, staring out into the night; when she turned back to him he could see the fierce determination in her eyes. “I’m not going to let that man sink it, if that’s what you mean. He doesn’t seem to realize how valuable it could be. To be perfectly honest, grants to the Foundation from Great Britain haven’t been pouring in for some time; the British Museum seems to be losing interest in our work. Something like this could spark a fire throughout the entire scientific community! No. I’m not going to return to Kingston and tell them I had a risen U-boat in my grasp, in remarkable condition, and let it be sunk right under my nose!”
  “Wait here a second,” Moore said suddenly, standing up. “I want to show you something.” He went to his study, found the scorpion paperweight, and brought it out to her. “Look at this,” he said.
  She stared at the glass object, holding it up to the dim porch light. Her expression was troubled and she seemed agitated. “Where did you find this?” she asked quietly, glancing at him and then back to the paperweight.
  “Inside the boat; there was a cabin just forward of the control room.”
  Jana nodded. “The commander’s quarters.” She turned it, examining the letters. Moore saw the color suddenly drain from her face. “Korrin,” she said.
  “What?”
  “It’s the name here. Korrin. Wilhelm Korrin. Do you see?” Her eyes were bright with excitement.
  “I suppose it could say that, yes.”
  “I know that name,” she said with finality.
  Moore took it from her, held it into the light.
  “And now I know what boat that is,” Jana said.


Sixteen

  WERE OVER two hundred miles off the mark!” Jana was saying. “It’s incredible! If it weren’t for this…” She held the paperweight up as she sat on the sofa in the hotel’s front room. She was constantly turning it, studying the letters as if fearful they would somehow evaporate before her eyes.
  “You’ve been talking for fifteen minutes,” Moore called from the kitchen where he was making a pot of coffee, “and I haven’t understood a thing you’ve said. Wait until I get in there.”
  “When’s the earliest I can get a message off to Kingston?”
  “Hard to say,” Moore called back. “The relay operator sometimes works for an hour or so on Sundays, sometimes not at all.”
  “I’ve got to get a message off!”
  “Settle down,” he said, bringing in a tray with a coffeepot and two cups. He set it down on the table and poured some for her and then for himself. “If it’s all that important we’ll wake her at daylight.” He sat beside her. “All right, I’m listening. Who’s Wilhelm Korrin?”
  “He was one of the few U-boat aces of World War II,” Jana said. “There weren’t many others: Prien, Schepke, Kretschmer-and Korrin’s tonnage record equaled anything they sunk. Well, at the end of the war the others were all accounted for, either dead or in prison camps, but Korrin had vanished without a trace, and since the war he’s been a puzzle to military historians.
  “A few months ago a group of sport divers found a U-boat wreckage near Jamaica; there wasn’t much left of the boat, but on checking our records we found it was unidentifieci. Korrin’s last known command was in the Caribbean, so of course we assumed we’d found his U-boat. Now finding this paperweight makes all the difference. And it’s even more vital to preserve the U-boat now; there’ll be war diaries aboard, Korrin’s personal log-who knows what else. It’s a treasure trove for both the Foundation and military historians.”
  Moore grunted. “He was that important, was he?”
  “Very,” Jana said. “Korrin almost single-handedly blocked off the northeastern coast of the United States; on one particular tour of duty his U-boat crept inside a convoy to strike at three tankers. All of them went down, Korrin escaped, and that attack earned a Knight’s Cross for him in Berlin, but he never returned to accept it. In the early part of 1942 his area of operations was the Caribbean; he was one of the first U-boat commanders patrolling the area, and he was given a free choice of targets. The unverified reports say his boat shelled the Trinidad oil refineries, slipped into Castries harbor to torpedo an anchored freighter, and sank the British cruiser Hawklin with a single concussion torpedo that snapped it amidships. The Hawklin survivors testified that the U-boat returned several hours later to fire on their lifeboats; if that incident had ever been proved, Korrin would have gone on trial for his life-if he’d ever returned to take his punishment, that is. Communications between the U-boats were kept at a minimum for the sake of security, and there was no way Korrin’s movements could be tracked.
  “Then he vanished. His boat’s number-U-198-never reappeared on any of the German position logs. He was really quite something-a ruthless, highly intelligent man, a patriotic Nazi who asked for the most demanding missions. But for the last forty years he’s been a mystery.”
  Moore was impressed. “You’ve been doing your homework.”
  “I did as much research as I could when I was diving that U-boat off Jamaica. That’s primarily the reason I drew this assignment.” She put the paperweight down and looked at him. “Now I’d like to know something. This afternoon you didn’t even want me near the boat. Why was that?”
  He put his cup on the table and paused for a moment, then said very quietly, “Something happened when Kip and I went in; something I can’t understand or explain. It’s dangerous… very dangerous.”
  “Tell me.”
  He took a deep breath, realizing Jana was going to probe until she found it. “The bodies inside aren’t skeletons; they’ve been mummified. It’s not a pretty sight…”
  “I can handle it.”
  “No. It’s more than that.” He paused, feeling her gaze on him; he sipped at his coffee, wondering how to say it. “Something moved inside there,” he said finally.
  Jana started to laugh, but then she saw he was deadly serious and she stopped herself. “You mean it, don’t you?”
  “Yes.” He let out a deep sigh and clenched his hands together. “I’ve gone over it in my head a hundred times. Kip says it was a hallucination, the effect of the fumes we breathed; but damn it, I know I saw something real there, in the boat’s central passageway. And it looked like a man.”
  “A man? Perhaps someone else was hiding on board.”
  Moore shook his head quickly. “I mean it looked like one of the… things we found lying together in the control room. I know I sound like I’m losing my mind and maybe I am, but there’s something terrible inside, and I’m not going into the boat again.”
  “Sometimes the imagination…” Jana began.
  “NO!” Moore looked up at her, and his expression frightened her because she could see his own fear, working deep within him. “It was not something I imagined; it was real.”
  They sat in uneasy silence for a few moments. Jana put the paperweight aside, finished her coffee, and then stood up. “It’s time for me to be turning in,” she said. “I’m an early riser. I’m afraid I’ll have to be depending on you for transportation around Coquina; if it’s too much trouble I suppose I could rent a bicycle down in the village.”
  “It’s no trouble,” he said quietly.
  “Well, if you’re sure. I’d like to make a quick check of my plane in the morning, and of course I’m going to have to talk to the constable.”
  “I don’t think Kip’s going to change his mind.”
  “We’ll see. If I have to, I’ll fly back to Kingston to get legal intervention.” She stood over him for a moment and then she said, “Good night,” and moved toward the stairway. When she had gone up a few steps she turned back to reassure him but then thought better of it and continued on to her room.
  Moore sat on the sofa for a long time. And then he felt it-the sensation that very near to him was evil, an intense, burning hatred that at any moment could rise up and destroy the village. It was the same sensation he’d had while in the boat, and he was unable to shake it. Then he thought of the forty-five-caliber automatic he kept in a drawer in his room. He stood up and locked both the screen door and the wooden door, walked through the corridor into the kitchen, and bolted the rear door as well. Only when he was satisfied the hotel was secure did he snap off the lights and mount the stairway in the dark.
  Thick, bilious clouds swept through the night, covering over the moon and the stars. A brief shower sent droplets spattering against windows and roofs, and rivulets of water crept along gutters. The sea flattened, pocked by the rain, and when the dawn came both sea and sky were plains of slate that merged at the horizon. Only a lighter patch of gray above the turbulent ocean indicated where the sun was hanging.
  The wind that had forced the clouds in from the northeast had died away just before morning, and now a grim stillness and silence lay across Coquina.
  Kip hadn’t slept well. He had been awakened continually by imagined noises: something moving in the brush outside his window, a far-off crying of birds, the scratching of rats at the walls. He had gotten out of bed and read until dawn, trying to keep his attention on the printed pages, but his mind was too full to allow him to concentrate. He turned the pages automatically without really seeing what was there. And now, as gray light filled the small house and Myra cooked breakfast in the kitchen, Kip sat with his hands folded before him, motionless and lost in thought.
  “We’ll be ready to eat in a few minutes,” Myra said, looking in on him. “Shall I wake Mindy?”
  “No,” Kip said. “Let her sleep a while longer.”
  The woman understood that her husband wanted to be alone, so she went back into the kitchen and began to get out the silverware.
  For the past few days, he knew, he hadn’t been as warm to her as he usually was. The enemy has reached us, he thought suddenly; they have found us through the barriers of both time and death, and they will not sleep until they destroy us. The U-boat was eating into him, obsessing his sleep, contaminating the very air he breathed. What kind of men, Kip wondered, had made such a death machine as that? Who drove the rivets, who hammered the iron plates, who strung the miles of wiring beneath the decks? Who packed explosives into the torpedoes, set the equipment into place in that hellish control room, torched the water-tight bulkheads into their frames? Every inch of the thing had been conceived and built for one purpose: destruction. In life it had prowled the currents seeking to carry out its purpose, and in death the thing’s image seemed burned into his brain. The enemy has reached us, Kip thought, and there is no escape.
  He ate his breakfast quickly, barely hearing what Myra was saying to him; she knew his way of working out problems was often to draw inside himself until he had found a solution. He helped her with the dishes, kissed her and the still-sleeping child, and then left the house for his morning rounds.
  He wondered how he was going to handle the Thornton woman. She would never understand his reasoning; she couldn’t see what he had seen or feel what he felt, and there was no use trying to talk to her. He would have to do what he felt was right, because he was the law and he was responsible for all of them.
  And he was still pondering the problem when he saw a man running wildly toward him, almost tripping over himself. He waved his arms, calling out frantically; it was Andrew Cale, co-manager of the boatyard. The man was almost hysterical; his eyes were sunken, glassy hollows, and tears streamed down his face. There were marks on his bare arms where thorns had scratched him.
  “KIP!” he cried out, his chest heaving. “Oh, mon, thank God I find you!” He grasped the constable’s arm and pulled at him.
  “What’s wrong with you?” Kip asked. “What’s happened?”
  “My house…” he said, unable to catch his breath. “Oh God… my house…”
  Kip’s spine went rigid. “Get in,” he said, and reached over to help the man.
  “Me… and Mr. Langstree just got back… from Steele Cay… and my house… I can’t go in there… I doan know… I doan know…” Cale whimpered.
  Kip turned on the road that would take them to the man’s home. He stopped the jeep next to the cinderblock steps leading to the door and Cale struggled out. “Come on, Kip!” he said breathlessly. “Please, mon!”
  Kip stared at the house. The front door had been torn off its hinges and lay against the porch railing. Windows had been shattered, the pieces of glass speckling the yard. Floral-printed curtains still hung in the remnants of the frames. They had been shredded into strips. Cale grasped at him. “Please…”
  As soon as Kip stepped across the threshold into the house he smelled it: the reek of blood and above that another smell. Rotting flesh.
  Cale pushed ahead of him and started down the hallway. The man stopped and stood framed in a doorway staring at something. “NORA!” he called out suddenly, his voice trembling. But he did not move, even as Kip reached him and put a hand on his shoulder.
  “There,” Cale said, pointing a finger.
  Kip’s eyes followed his finger, and he froze in horror at what he saw.
  On the floor, amid shattered wood and glass, was something that at one time had been a man.
  Now bare, savaged bone glistened. The eyes were gone, as was the nose, and the teeth seemed oddly white and perfect in the remains of the head. On the torso, arms, and legs there were innumerable sickle-shaped wounds, where hunks of flesh had been ripped away right down to the bone. Bites, Kip thought suddenly. Rat bites. There was nothing left of the throat; it had been peeled and stripped away down to the spinal cord, all the veins brutally torn. The body lay in a clotted, wine-red ooze. Cale choked and turned away, staggering for the door but unable to keep from vomiting. Kip used all his strength to control the wave of nausea that surged inside him, but he felt dizzy and off-balance.
  When the sickness had passed he forced himself to go into the bedroom. The window had been broken open; in one corner of the room there was a blood-matted sheet, and droplets spattered the mattress. Kip steeled himself, bent down, groped in the corpse’s rear pocket and found a wallet. He opened it and looked for identification.
  Johnny Majors. Jesus Christ in Heaven!
  “WHERE’S MY WIFE?” Cale asked, wiping his mouth, his eyes swollen and heavy-lidded. “Where is she?”
  “I… don’t know,” Kip said, surprised at the hollowness of his own voice. One of the man’s hands lay beside the head; it had been gnawed or broken from the wrist, exposed bones licked clean.
  “WHAT DID THIS?” Cale screamed suddenly. He backed away from Kip, his hands clawing at the corridor wall.
  Kip bent to the floor, swatting at flies that whirled around the body. There were boot marks in the liquid pools. He caught the tremble of panic that welled within him. Covering the corpse with the sheet and struggling to control himself, he quickly made his way out of the house and supported himself against the hood of the jeep. Cale came out on the porch, his eyes glazed and lost. “Where’s Nora?” Cale said hoarsely, in a voice barely audible. “What happened to her?”
  But Kip hadn’t heard. He was staring off into the jungle, not really knowing what he was seeing; at last his mind cleared and he was aware that vegetation had been crushed in a path that led away from the house. Approaching the jungle fringe, he saw the impression of a boot in the still-damp earth. Then three others. Cale called out again, “Where’s my wife?” but then the constable was out of earshot, following the path of crushed thorns and snapped vines.
  Every few feet there were drops of blood, and ahead the pathway turned through a grove of dead, rotting trees. He followed it for perhaps twenty minutes, knowing he was insane for going alone and without a weapon, but still, he was compelled to follow. And then, breaking through a high growth of thorns, he saw he had come to one of the old, decaying plantation great houses, a square slab of a structure over which dead trees hung in a tangle of shriveled branches. The roof had collapsed into the second floor, and black timbers protruded from the open sockets of windows. A second-floor balcony sagged, its supports fallen away, and vines crept along the gray, weather-battered wood.
  And here the boot marks ended.
  In the distance a bird shrieked sharply, then was silent. Kip looked around, found a branch he could use as a club if necessary, and walked toward the concrete stairs leading up to the massive doorway. There were more droplets of dried blood; Kip stopped just in front of the door, listening, but he heard nothing. He tightened his grip around the club and kicked the door open; it swung out, ripping off its hinges and falling to the bare floor with a loud, echoing crash. Kip stepped into the cold dampness of the room, his skin crawling as he saw the puddles of blood and a bloody smear where something-the woman’s body?-had been dragged. He stood in a huge, high-ceilinged room with corridors branching off on all sides; a wide stairway with a broken banister reached the second floor before plummeting into darkness. Kip could see the tree limbs through the holes above.
  He moved slowly along one of the halls, the club held up before him, his free hand feeling the way. A few feet farther and something streaked across his hand: a lizard scrambling for the safety of a hole. He pulled his arm back, stifling a cry, and waited until his pulse had calmed down before going on. He heard the lizard racing along the corridor. At his feet there were more droplets and smears of blood, leading him into another room. Get out of this place, he told himself. Get a gun, bring back more men to help, but get out of here before it’s too late! But then the next step brought him into the room, and the terrible stench of rot choked him. Timbers had fallen in from the ceiling, littering the floor, there were square windows, devoid of glass, from ceiling to floor, and through them streamed thick columns of gray light.
  A body lay on its back in a corner.
  Kip moved forward, slowly, his eyes widening and his teeth gritted against the stench.
  It was not the corpse of Nora Cale. It was a skeleton from which almost all trace of flesh had fallen away; it wore the tatters of a uniform-brown, matted with grime and fungus like the cloth Turk had clutched in his death-grip-and its arms were outstretched as if seeking either death or mercy… or perhaps both. Kip stared down into the empty eye sockets, feeling his practical, trained resolve seep away.
  It was madness, he thought; the real world was a place of boundaries, of blue sea and sky, green jungle, clapboard and stucco buildings, flesh-and-blood people. There was no Damballah, nor Baron Samedi, nor jumbies that haunted the village. But what was this, then, this skeleton in the remnants of a Nazi uniform? His soul cringed away from the things that lurked beyond the edge of the fire; all his life he had tried to reach a balance, to make reality his base and core. But that central part of him, hidden from all others and often even from himself, did believe. It had faith in the same superstitions, the power of voodoo, the evil things that sucked life from night sleepers, that moved through graveyards carrying cold steel scythes, that stood in shadows and regarded the world of light through hooded eyes.
  And now here this dead thing lay, miles from the risen U-boat; time had finally caught up with it, collapsing its bones and flesh with a touch of sea air. Kip backed away from it; he had seen more blood on a windowsill and he knew the things had taken whatever was left of the woman with them. NO! NO IT CANNOT BE! Yes, the voice whispered, the voice of his “uncle,” his teacher, yes, it is true remember the forces of a man live on after death after death after death after death…
  These things that he had feared all his life, that he had buried at the back of his mind, were real.
  And suddenly the brick wall he had built inside him so long ago broke open, a cracking of mortar grown weak and useless, and the howling dark forms swept over him.


Seventeen

  THEY DID NOT LIKE the foreigner. If he had approached any of them, if he had sat in on any of their card games, or taken a shot of rum or even talked to them, perhaps their feelings might have been different. But he had locked himself away in his below-decks cabin, not speaking to anyone, even paying extra to have a steward bring his meals to him. The black, hard-eyed seamen didn’t like that; he would only be on board for a three-day trip, but they didn’t trust whites anyway, and this foreigner was very strange.
  The man seemed to dislike the sun; his flesh was a pasty white, his hair dull, tinged with yellow and combed straight back in an old style. He had never come up on the freighter’s deck during the day, but there were stories circulating that he’d been seen walking the forward deck in the dead of night, standing at the bow as if trying to sight something off in the distance. And he had spoken to the galley steward in a strange accent: not British or American, but something else. When the freighter tied up at the commercial wharf in Coquina harbor, the seamen were glad to be rid of him. The captain had told the first mate and talk had trickled down through the men that he would not be returning to Kingston with them.
  As the seamen worked their lines, the foreigner emerged through a hatchway onto the deck; he squinted, though the sun was dim in the gray sky, and walked past the men toward the port side where the gangplank would be lowered. He carried a battered brown suitcase and wore a suit, once-white, that had yellowed with age. The men moved out of his way so he could pass. He walked slowly, stepping over lines and cables, and he winced occasionally because today his leg was bothering him; he thought it must be the humidity and the heat, perhaps even rain coming. One could often judge the weather from the pain of shattered bone.
  He waited until the gangplank was secured and squinted again, the light almost painful to him. When he crossed over onto the wharf, one of the seamen behind him muttered, “Damn good riddance…”
  The man walked along the wharf for a moment, limping slightly, then stopped to gaze across the village ahead. A small boy lugging a basket of bananas was passing, and the man asked him, “Please. Is there a hotel here?”
  The boy looked up at the stranger, turned, and pointed at the blue house on the hill. “Indigo Inn,” he said, then quickly moved on.
  “Danke,” the foreigner replied. He gripped his suitcase and began to walk toward the street beyond.
  The jukebox began to throb in the Landfall Tavern as coins tinkled down through metal cylinders. Its treble range had deteriorated, so all that came through the speakers was the bass guitar and the low thud-thudding of drums. The bartender, annoyed because he’d expected this to be an easy day, drew mugs of beer and poured rum for the group of seamen who’d come in off the freighter to quench their thirsts.
  At a back table, sitting alone, the foreigner sipped from a mug of beer; the corner was dark, and he was glad because he was not eager to have the men notice him there. Before him on the table was a tattered piece of the Daily Gleaner dated four days earlier, which he had bought in Jamaica. When he saw the item on the third page he’d had to sit down in his room at the boarding house and read it again very carefully. Then again. He’d made a telephone call to the paper and was referred to an officer at the police station by the name of Cyril McKay. “Yes,” the officer had told him, “it’s under investigation now, yes, a small island called Coquina to the southwest of Jamaica. Do you have any particular interest?”
  “No,” he’d said. “Only curiosity. I was a naval man, you see.”
  And now he’d reached the island. He’d wanted to get out of the sun before starting that long walk up the hill. He looked down again at the two-paragraph item, staring at the headline: WRECKAGE DISCOVERED.
  So strange, so strange, he mused, how one’s past never really releases its hold; it always remains-in a phrase, a remembered sight, sound, or smell-a sharp, aching feeling one might have watching the freighters cast off their lines and head for the open sea. He felt swallowed up by those two words. Wreckage Discovered. After all those years? Thirty-five, thirty-six? He had just turned sixty. More like forty years. Enough time for him to grow older and grayer, for the muscles that had been firm and tight to turn to flab, for his long-unused sea instincts to become dull.
  And though he was barely sixty he looked older. That was because of his time spent in the prison, suffering humiliations and beatings from a patriot of a jailer who had spent his fury through his fists, then had calmly sat down outside his cell to discuss the hopelessness of the Nazi cause. The man knew how to beat his prisoners where the bruises didn’t show, and they were told that if they cried out they might be smothered in their sleep. The medical records would record them as having died of heart attacks.
  He had never said a word. When they took him to the black room and opened up a hole in the roof for the hot tropical sun to burn down on him he had kept his lips a tight, grim line. Who was your commander? the one who spoke German had asked, while the other, a younger man, had watched. You’re the only one who survived; there’s no use in being loyal to them anymore. They’re dead, food for the fishes. They wouldn’t have been so cruel to you! There are women and children back in the Fatherland who want to know what’s become of their loved ones! Whose names are they going to have chiseled on the gravestones? Your boat destroyed the Hawklin, isn’t that right? And then it got into Castries harbor and torpedoed a freighter moored there, isn’t that right?
  Sweat had streamed down his face; the sun had cooked him, searing his flesh through that ceiling hole, but he had not spoken because he was still one of them, still under orders, and he would never betray them as long as he lived.
  “Refill?” someone asked.
  He looked up; the bartender stood over him. “Excuse me?”
  “Another beer?”
  “No.” The bartender nodded, moved away. The German glanced around the room at the freighter’s crew. They hadn’t liked him, he knew; they had scorned him, as if his pale flesh carried a disease they were afraid of catching. But the freighter was the quickest way to get here and though the cabin he’d shared with a dozen cockroaches had been cramped he hadn’t paid very much for it. He had been on a lower deck, and at night he could hear the racket of the huge diesels coming through the bulkheads. It was a good sound, a sound that reminded him of good men and other times and places.
  Someone nudged him roughly on the shoulder and he turned his head. Who was it, grinning from the dark with teeth as large as tombstones? Yes, yes. VonStagel, with his bushy red beard that made him look like a wild Viking. And beside him in the smoky bar the morose, brooding Kreps. Everyone at their cluster of tables was drinking, laughing and shouting; the sounds came from everywhere at once, glasses clinking, someone cursing drunkenly, others singing a bawdy mariner’s song about the ladies left behind.
  “Hear, hear!” shouted Bruno, the big-shouldered diesel mechanic. “Bring on the dancing girls!”
  A roar of laughter, plates clattering, chairs scraping the floor. The waiter placed a pink mound of pork on a bed of potatoes and sauerkraut before him. He dug into it hungrily, for tomorrow it would be rations-moist eggs, lukewarm coffee, stale bread, and sausages that would rapidly collect fungus from the dank air.
  “…and so what was I to think?” Hanlin, the senior radioman, was asking VonStagel. “There was the petty officer-you remember Stindler, the pompous asshole-standing in the whorehouse balcony holding his prick out and parading so the good people of Berlin could see! My God! Well, anyway, the patrol wasn’t long in coming, I can tell you, and they hauled him off in a wagon with his dick still hanging out of his pants! And to think we all thought of him as a saint! St. Stindler we called him on U-172. My God, how wrong could we have been?”
  “And what happened to him?” VonStagel asked. “Did he get his piece or not?”
  “Who knows about that? I only know he’s not signed on the new boat…”
  Farther down the table, Lujax, the E-motor mate, and Bittner, the diesel stoker, were talking quietly, absorbed in their conversation. “…dangerous waters,” Lujax was saying. “…Atlantic boiling…”
  “…it’s all dangerous now,” Bittner replied. “It’s a question of strategies. Who’s the smartest, not who’s the strongest…”
  A large Nazi flag had been tacked tightly across one wall so there wasn’t a single wrinkle. The chair just beneath it was vacant; the Commander was noticeably, perhaps pointedly, absent. The executive officers were talking, eating, drinking, but watching the door that led out into the street.
  “Sonofabitching Tommies almost got Ernst’s boat last week,” Hanlin was saying between mouthfuls.
  “I heard something about that,” added Drexil, a fresh-faced, raw recruit sitting beside Hanlin. “It happened just off Iceland…”
  “Sonsofbitches came out of the sun,” Hanlin continued. “Slammed bombs all around the boat, doused their tower pretty well, but they managed an emergency dive…”
  “Damned lucky,” Kreps muttered.
  Bruno was admiring the tavern girls; there were three of them carrying big trays laden with mugs of beer back and forth from bar to men, from bar to men. Two of them looked fine-blond girls, firm-fleshed and youthful-and he’d heard stories about the taller one from Rudy. The third was a snaggle-toothed monstrosity and not worth crossing the street for. Yet she was the most gregarious of the three, throwing herself down in the laps of the men and joining in their bawdy choruses. “The Paradise,” Bruno said. “They’ve got women over there who dance on your tables!”
  “Ahhhhhhh!’ You’re horny as hell!” VonStagel chided.
  “I admit it, then! The Paradise! We’ve got to go! You friggers think it’s a joy breaking your back in an engine room for a tour of duty, you’re mad! I want to fill my lungs with perfume before I have to smell the stench of oil and piss! The Paradise and then the Seamen’s Club! We’ll make the rounds tonight.”
  “I’m for it!” Drexil shouted.
  “What the hell?” VonStagel looked around. “Schiller, what about you?”
  And then there was a silence in the room as the door came open. A chill seemed to spread from the door into the Celestial Bar. The noises of eating and drinking died away; in the quiet the sailors could hear a tug chugging off in the harbor, and the distant wail of a foghorn. Boots clattered sharply on the hardwood floor.
  Korrin had come in from the street; two other men had accompanied him, but now they stood back as he swung his gaze around the bar, meeting the eyes of the crew one after one. “Heil Hitler!” he said sharply, clicking his heels together and raising his arm in the Nazi salute.
  The men stood to attention. “Heil Hitler,” they replied as one.
  Beneath Korrin’s U-boat officer’s cap the reddish-blond hair was just taking on flecks of gray, and his face was hard, the eyes fierce and compelling, intensely dark and powerful. He was a tall man, well over six feet, and he was lean and athletic-looking. A slight scar slashed across his upper lip gave it the trace of a scornful curl, and his cheeks bore the jagged scars of fencing wounds. He wore black gloves; a dark brown, rain-dappled coat was draped over his shoulders. Schiller squirmed under his gaze; he felt like an insect being probed by a microscope lens.
  “My name is Wilhelm Korrin,” the commander said quietly, his voice softer than Schiller would have expected. “So!” He looked around the room again, the dark eyes narrowing, as cold as the touch of ice on each man’s spine. “This is to be my crew.” He turned his head toward one of the men who had come in with him. “Gert, they become younger with every new command… but they age quickly.” The aide gave a brief, thin-lipped smile and the commander returned his attention to the seamen.
  “You’ll age,” he said. “Some of you may be old men when we return. Some of you may die. Some of you may be heroes. But rest assured there will be no cowards.” He held his gaze steady for a few seconds, and the man under his scrutiny nervously shifted his position.
  “Some of you I know from other boats; some of you will be under my command for the first time. What I require is very simple: You will carry out your duties as seamen under the German flag, and you will obey my orders without question.”
  VonStagel lifted his beer, and the commander immediately sensed the movement; Korrin stared at him in silence, and VonStagel lowered the mug from his lips. “We are sailing in the finest weapon the German navy has ever built,” Korrin continued. “And as long as you sail under my command each one of you will be a vital part of that weapon. You will breathe with the boat; you’ll roll with her, you’ll feel her vibrations down in the pit of your guts, and you’ll know her like a lover.”
  Korrin rested his hands on the back of a chair, the fingers in those black gloves as long and delicate as a surgeon’s. “I regret I won’t be joining you for the evening, but I’m needed at Command. Enjoy yourselves tonight; do what you like with whom you like, but be warned. We leave harbor at first light, and any man unable to report must answer to me. Is that understood?” He reached down for a bottle of red wine, poured half a glass, and then held the goblet up. For an instant Schiller saw the commander’s face through the glass: distorted, something barely human floating in a sea of blood. “A toast, gentlemen,” Korrin said.
  Glasses were hurriedly filled, lifted in silence. “To our good hunting,” the commander proposed. He drank a bit of the wine and returned the goblet to the table; without looking at his crew again he rejoined the other two officers and they left the bar together, their boots clattering in the street.
  There was a long silence in the room; someone muttered, and very slowly the activity resumed.
  Bruno shook his head. “It’s the Paradise for me,” he said. “Now or never.”
  Wreckage Discovered. Those two words had been seared across Schiller’s brain. Was it the wreckage of U-198? And if so, why wasn’t it where it was supposed to be, down in the murky vault of the sea? He had been the only one to escape, that terrible night so long ago, and now the past had resurfaced, summoning him here to this forgotten place.
  They were all dead, of course. All his friends and crewmates. He had been there at the end, watching the slow fall of the depth charges, seeing the ocean erupt again and again in geysers of white, roiling foam. But something still bound him to them, even after all these years; he was still part of them, still part of that weapon, U-198. Though he was older now, weaker, with failing eyesight and migraine headaches, living a life very different from the one he had once envisioned for himself, he was still a sailor in the German navy, and still a crewman of U-198.
  And perhaps, he thought, if it was his boat he should be there to say a final good-bye to his companions.
  He held up a hand for the bartender to see, and when the man approached he said, “Please. I’d like another beer…”


Eighteen

  KIP RAISED THE HAMMER, brought it sharply down on a nail; another blow and the nailhead was flush with the plank. He reached for a third piece of wood from a pile lying next to the shelter wall and carefully hammered it into place across the closed door. Kip pulled at the timber reinforcement, decided another was needed, and hammered until the door was sealed tight. He stepped back a few paces, wiping the moisture from his forehead.
  He was soaked with sweat from his efforts and exhausted from carrying the planks across the boatyard. He stood where he was for a moment, staring at the blocked doorway. He needed a chain, a thick chain to pull across the door. And a padlock, something heavy and tough. There must be a length of chain here somewhere, he thought, or else I could get one off a boat moored in the harbor. But the shelter must be sealed. It must be sealed so nothing… so none of them… can get out. Another timber, he thought. Nail another timber in place there at the bottom of the door.
  “Hey! What in God’s name are you doin’ there!”
  Kip tensed, turned toward the voice. A heavyset black in denims and a bright-blue shirt was walking quickly and purposefully across the yard. The man was almost bald except for tufts of white hair on both sides of his head, and his eyes were wary, untrusting. He clenched a pipe between his teeth, and trailed gray whorls of smoke behind him. Kip stood where he was, the hammer still in his hand, and watched Kevin Langstree approach.
  The boatyard owner stopped abruptly, his eyes moving from the hammer to the timbers and back again. “What do you think you’re doin’?” he asked, not taking the pipe from his mouth.
  Kip moved past him, laying the hammer down on the jeep’s rear floorboard, beside the loaded rifle he’d brought along as a measure of safety. Langstree snorted in anger, stepped forward, and wrenched at the timbers.
  “STOP THAT!” Kip yelled angrily.
  Langstree whirled on him, teeth bared. “You lost your mind? Goddamn it, what goin’ on here, mon?”
  “I’ve sealed the shelter,” Kip said evenly, “so no one can get in.”
  “And I know what you got in there, too! Oh, yeah, Cochran told me all about it this mornin’! I know you got that bastard boat in there! Now you listen to me! I own this yard… ain’t nobody else own it but Kevin Langstree! What damn right you got to use my yard while I’m away?”
  “I had to get the boat out of the harbor…”
  “I DON’T WANT TO HEAR THAT FUCKIN’ STUFF!” Langstree yanked the pipe out of his mouth; he was trembling with rage, and Kip fully expected the man to strike him. “You got no right, no right at all! Any other boat maybe okay… but NOT THAT ONE!” He motioned with a hand toward the shelter. “YOU KNOW WHAT THAT THING DONE TO ME? Do you? Blew my yard to bits forty years back, set it afire, and killed a score of my best men! Those men died bad-crushed by metal, burned to crisps, torn apart-and me standin’ there in the middle of it, watchin’ the hell come down on us! No, mon, I can’t forget that! AND NOW THE GODDAMN THING BACK AGAIN! I don’t know where from, or how, but by God I want it out of my yard!” He turned again toward the doorway and began to pull at the timbers. There was a crack as one of the nails came loose.
  Kip grasped Langstree’s shoulder; he said in a grim, forceful voice, “I told you not to do that.”
  There was heat burning behind Kip’s eyes. The boatyard owner started to tell Kip to get away from him, but he thought better of it and took his hands from the timbers. “This is still my yard, by God…” he began.
  “Your yard, yes,” Kip said. “My island.”
  “I won’t have you tellin’ me what I can and can’t do, mon, no matter if you the law here or not! I’m away a week and the whole place gone to hell… this goddamn boat in here, my supply shed broke open and God knows what all stolen, everybody scared and not wantin’ to even come to their doors…”
  “What was stolen from your supply shed?” Kip asked him, a note of urgency in his voice.
  Langstree paused, searching the other man’s eyes. “Take a walk over there and you see, by God! The whole thing broke into, crates of oil, rope, timbers, barrels of fuckin’ diesel fuel gone. I don’t know what else-marine batteries, heavy-duty cable…”
  “Maybe it was requisitioned while you were gone?”
  “Hell, no! Ain’t no way that much stuff be used in a week’s time. We just got paintin’ and patchin’ jobs in the yard now… That’s heavy stuff been stolen, right out from under your damn eyes!”
  Kip caught the man’s collar. “Now you listen to me, Langstree,” he said very quietly. “You do as I say and leave the shelter alone. We’re towing the U-boat out in the morning and sinking it, but for now just leave it alone! DO YOU HEAR WHAT I’M SAYING?”
  The other man nodded, frightened by Kip’s intensity. He pulled free of the constable’s grasp and stepped back a few paces. “You crazy, mon, you crazy as all hell!”
  But Kip had already turned away. He climbed into his jeep and started the engine. Leaving Langstree standing there alone, he wheeled past the shelter and raced back for the village, anxious to get home and make sure his wife and daughter were safe. Kip felt infected by a strange madness, a fear that threatened to rise up and crush him. He had caught a glimpse of the truth today, and he realized how powerless he was to prevent what would happen. Oil, Langstree had said. Barrels of diesel fuel, ropes, cable. And batteries. God, no. He had seen the truth in Cale’s mad stare, in the half-consumed corpse of Johnny Majors, in the remains of the Nazi U-boat sailor lying on a bare plank floor. And now, worst of all, in the theft of marine supplies from the unguarded shed.
  In all the world there was one man who might be able to help.
  Boniface.

* * *

  Driving along the jungle road to the airstrip with the woman on the seat beside him, Moore could smell a storm in the air-a damp smell, full of heat, and the breezes had died completely. The entire sky was a gray, featureless canopy, the sun hidden, the clouds hanging motionless over Coquina. Jana had awakened more angry at Kip than she had been the day before, and he could still see her anger working in her face. She had hardly spoken to him this morning, just insisting she had to check her plane before sending her message to Kingston. Now, as Moore drove into the clearing, he saw the airplane ahead; it was still as they’d left it. But as he pulled up beside it he realized he was wrong.
  “JESUS!” she cried out, leaping from the cab even before Moore had braked. She ran alongside the plane, and Moore followed.
  “Goddamn it!” Jana raged, tears of anger springing up quickly and streaking her cheeks. She ran a hand along the jagged dents in the plane’s fuselage. The canopy glass had been broken out; in the front were the smashed remains of the instrument panel; wires hung loose, and the seats were ripped. She shook her head in disbelief and rushed past Moore to the open engine cowling. Moore saw the confusion of torn wires, cables and plugs missing. Someone had completely wrecked the plane. Jana slammed the cowling shut and stepped back, trembling. “Vandalism!” she said. “Pure goddamned vandalism and in the meantime Mr. Kip is sitting his ass in the village! He thinks he’s such a hotshot, telling people what they can and can’t do, and meanwhile he can’t even maintain law and order!”
  “I don’t understand it,” Moore said. “There’s no reason anyone would…”
  “It’ll take days to fix this engine,” the young woman raged, “if I can even get parts out here! Somebody’s going to pay for this mess!”
  Moore motioned toward the farmhouse beyond the strip. “Maybe they heard or saw something during the night. Come on.” He reached out to take her arm and she jerked away, then stalked along after him to the truck.
  Silence hung like a storm cloud over the clapboard house. There was an empty pen, a shed, a square of tobacco plants. On the porch was a bicycle frame without tires, and to one side of the house the hulk of an old car. The trees clustered above like a painted green ceiling, and only a few yards away the jungle grew wild.
  Moore and Jana climbed a couple of cinder-block steps to the porch. There was a screen door and beyond that the front door, which was wide open.
  “Hello!” he called into the house. “Anyone home?” He waited, expecting a reply. He thought he heard an odd drone, like the buzzing of insects, but he wasn’t sure.
  Jana reached past him and knocked on the door. “Is anyone there, for God’s sake?”
  But Moore had located the insect noise; he moved to the far side of the porch and looked down. Then he stiffened and stepped back a pace.
  Jana reached him. “What is it?”
  A dog lay on the ground, where it had probably been trying to squeeze its way under the porch. The head was almost severed from the body, and circles of flies groped around the gaping wound. In the animal’s midsection there was a second wound, exposing intestine. The hind legs had been torn away and the bones gnawed clean. “God…” Jana said quietly.
  Moore shuddered and returned to the door. He opened it and stepped into the front room.
  Chairs were overturned, tables shattered; glass had been broken from windows and lay glittering on the floor. “Watch your feet,” Moore told Jana as she came in behind him. And then his heartbeat quickened. He felt a crawling sensation at the base of his spine, and he knew they were not alone.
  Jana fought the urge to cry out, because suddenly the odor of blood had come to her, as strong as the taste of rusted metal in her mouth. She wanted to avert her eyes but couldn’t, and she stared at the body huddled in the corner.
  It was the corpse of a middle-aged black man; the face registered a look of shock and horror unlike any Moore had ever before imagined. The top of the head had been peeled back, a hideous mass of ravaged tissue remaining, and the throat was ripped open just as the dog’s had been. His right arm had been snapped off at the elbow and the ulna and radius both shattered as if something had tried to get at the marrow. A trail of smeared blood led from the room, along a hallway and through another open door.
  Moore moved forward cautiously, his heart hammering in his chest; Jana stood where she was for a few seconds, staring at the strange pattern the blood had made on a plastered wall, waiting for the surge of nausea to either flood over or pass. At last she took a breath of air with her teeth clenched, trying futilely to strain out the death smell.
  The second room, the kitchen, had been wrecked as well; it had no door, and only a few shattered windows. Utensils lay scattered about on the floor and there was a lot of blood but no more bodies. Looking at the scene of violence and murder, Moore felt a nameless, vaporish dread settle on him, as if something were whispering a message to him that he couldn’t quite understand. He shuddered. What had happened here? His mind dismissed the question abruptly, for the sake of his own sanity.
  Jana’s eyes searched his face. “What in the name of God…?” she whispered.
  “I don’t know,” Moore said quickly. He grasped her arm, tightly. “Let’s get out of here.” He stepped away from the window.
  And it was then that the shadow fell across them, a thing framed in the doorway, reeking of rot and blood, claws lunging for Moore’s throat.
  Moore flung Jana backward and she screamed in utter terror; the thing grasped him, nails sinking into his neck, its weight bearing down on him. It hissed and drew back decayed lips from its yellow fangs. Moore struck at the thing wildly, trying to force it back, but it had him in its grip now, and in the nightmarish eye sockets he saw the red, volcanic fury of hatred.
  He crashed to the floor with an impact that almost knocked the breath from him; the thing, its once-human face a rotted horror streaked with fungus, struck Moore’s head against the floor and then, mouth gaping, straddled his torso to rip his throat away. Moore pushed against the sunken chest, feeling bones and hardened intestine, but he was weakened by the blow to his head. The darkness spun past his face like black trails of mist. He saw the mouth opening, opening, the points of teeth descending for the jugular vein.
  Jana was on her knees immediately, crawling forward. She threw aside the kitchen utensils, desperate for the object she knew must be there, and then her hand closed around it: a large, sharp-bladed butcher knife. She saw the thing’s teeth about to close on Moore’s throat, and she had no time to think; she tensed herself and leaped forward, grasping at the horror’s face with one hand and with the other driving the knife into its back, using all the power she could summon.
  The body shuddered beneath her; pieces of flesh came away in her hand, and the stench of rot choked her. She screamed in fear and anger, pulling the knife out and driving it in again, out, in, out, in, feeling the body begin to tense. Somewhere, she knew, this walking corpse must feel pain. Her forearm ached with the force of her blows, and as she wrenched at the face she felt something-the remnants of a nose, a cheek, or a lip-tear away.
  And with the next solid plunge of the knife the thing shrieked-a high, hoarse sound driving through its throat-and reared up, knocking the woman backward. She lost her grip on the knife and it remained planted in the thing’s back, just below the left shoulder blade. Moore shook his head dazedly, crawled away, and watched as the nightmare collapsed to its knees, vainly trying to reach the knife; it shook its head from side to side, like a dying animal, its mouth opening but uttering no sound. It flopped on its belly and began to squirm and shudder as it crawled for the doorway, its breath quickening, the fetid smell filling the room. The thing lay full-length, one hand inching very slowly toward the door frame, trying to pull itself into the corridor. Then it expelled a long, terrible hiss and lay motionless, its arm still thrust out, fingers grasping at the frame, its body sprawled in a broken S-shape.
  Jana heard herself screaming; she couldn’t stop, even though the noise was frightening her, as if someone else were screaming at a distance, louder, louder, louder, more uncontrollably. Is that me? she heard herself say. Is that me is that me is that me screaminggggggggggg…
  “JANA!” Moore said harshly, shaking her. “JANA!” He wrenched her around and she abruptly stopped screaming; she looked at Moore as if she didn’t know who he was or where they were or what had just happened. He put a hand to his throat, feeling the marks of the nails welling up on his flesh, and looked again at the corpse. Standing up, bracing himself against a wall, he moved toward it and then pulled the knife from its grip. There was no blood on the blade, no blood around the dead thing on the floor. It was totally dry, a thing without life fluids. He put the toe of a shoe under it, grasped the remnants of a shirt, and turned it over onto the back. That red fire he’d seen burning in the sockets was gone; all that remained was empty darkness. The skull grinned at him, its lips still pulled away from the teeth, a mockery of both life and death.
  Staring into those hollow sockets, Moore realized the U-boat’s legacy. They were condemned to a life-in-death, a torment of souls suspended in decaying flesh. Some unholy power had kept them alive, as living corpses in an iron coffin… and he had helped free them from the crypt.
  Jana had to search to find her voice. “What… is it…?” she whispered, unable to stop trembling. “My God… my God…”
  Moore turned toward her and pulled her up from the floor. He led her out of the farmhouse, keeping his grip tight on the butcher knife because he knew there could be more of them lurking very near. They quickly crossed the porch to his truck, and he told her to get in and lock the door behind her.
  As he climbed behind the wheel, Moore heard a crashing noise coming through the foliage perhaps twenty yards behind him; he twisted around, hearing Jana cry out, and saw the shadows approaching from the deeper jungle, the dark things plowing through the tangle of brush and vines. Moore turned the key in the ignition; the engine started, and he pressed his foot to the floor. The truck roared in response, its tires throwing up clumps of wet earth as Moore raced away up the road. In the side mirror, he saw them break through the jungle fringe, and then he was across the airstrip and heading back for Coquina village, his hands holding the wheel so tightly his knuckles were white as bone.
  “WHAT WERE THEY?” Jana clutched at his sleeve, her eyes wild and confused; the fear had her now, and she was unable to think.
  “They’re alive,” he said, his eyes darting left and right to pierce the green shadows on each side of the twisted road; the reality of what he was saying numbed him, and his temples were bathed in a cold sweat. “I saw them in the U-boat, and Kip saw them. I didn’t believe… I didn’t want to believe…” He touched the red marks at his throat. “I don’t know why or how, but I know they’re alive…”
  He reached the village, speeding along the deserted streets; he saw the jeep was gone from its space in front of Kip’s office, but he hammered on the door repeatedly in the vain hope that Kip might be there. As he turned away from the door he looked up and saw the thick roil of clouds in the sky, dull gray, blinding white, traces of black far in the distance. He crossed the Square, finding the grocery locked and the blinds down over the windows; he reached the hardware store and knocked on the front door there, but the place was deserted. He looked down High Street from store to store; everything was locked up and quiet, the streets empty, a ghost town. A white circle of gulls swirled above Kiss Bottom, their screams coming to him on currents of wind; they swept down across the surface and then back again toward the sky. Moore watched them flying in formation out to sea, as if abandoning Coquina.
  When he returned to the truck he couldn’t look in Jana’s eyes because of what he would see in them, and because he was afraid of what she might see in his. He started the engine, put the truck into gear, and drove on through the Square, climbing High Street.
  And at the hotel he saw the front door was open.
  He tensed involuntarily. Though he’d left the door unlocked, he remembered closing it that morning. Moore slid the butcher knife into his waistband, his nerves raw.
  “Wait here,” he said to Jana. “I’m going in first.” He left her sitting in the truck and walked cautiously up onto the porch; with one hand he drew out the knife, and with the other pulled open the screen door. He stepped across the threshold, his senses as aware as those of an animal; abruptly, he froze in place, trying to see into the dim room.
  There was a man sitting in a chair; a suitcase sat on the floor beside him. He held the glass paperweight in his hands, his eyes focused on it as if he had found something that had been lost for a very long time. Moore let the screen door bang shut behind him, and the man hastily-and awkwardly-rose to his feet.


Nineteen

  “FORGIVE ME,” the stranger said in a thickly accented voice. “The door was open, and I came in to wait.” He held up the paperweight. “Please… where did you get this?” The man dropped his gaze, saw the knife in Moore’s hand. “I… meant no harm,” he said very quietly.
  “Who are you?” Moore asked.
  “My name is Frederick Schiller. I was told I could find a room here, and when I walked up from the village I couldn’t find anyone…”
  Moore stood where he was for a moment trying to place the accent. Of course; it was German. He put the knife down on a table, still cautious.
  “Where did you get this?” Schiller asked again, holding the paperweight as if it were a precious jewel.
  Moore ignored his interest. “How did you get here?”
  “By freighter from Jamaica.” He paused for a few seconds, then reached inside his coat and brought out a cheap brown wallet. “I can pay,” he said.
  Moore waved the wallet aside. “I don’t know what your business is on Coquina, Mr. Schiller, but it’s a bad time for you to be here.”
  “Oh? Why is that?”
  “There’s a storm building. I can see it gathering in the sky, and the last hurricane we had almost tore this place apart.”
  “My business won’t take very long,” Schiller replied. “Now… please. This object… where did you find it?”
  “Aboard a boat…”
  Schiller closed his eyes.
  “…or to be more exact, what’s left of one.” The screen door opened behind Moore and Jana came through. She looked from Moore to Schiller and then back again. “Are you all right?” he asked her anxiously.
  She nodded, running a hand across her forehead. “Yes… I’m just very tired. I can’t… I can’t think very coherently yet.”
  “Is the young lady ill?” Schiller asked.
  “I think I’d better lie down for a while,” she said to Moore.
  He glanced over at the German. “The kitchen’s at the back if you want a cup of coffee. I am going to take her upstairs.” He was intrigued by the man now and wondered what his story was. He helped Jana up the stairway to her room at the end of the hall and threw back the covers of the bed for her. When he started to move away she reached up and grasped his forearm, her hair fanning out across the pillows. “I don’t understand,” she said, searching his face. “I don’t understand what’s happening here, and I’m afraid, and I don’t know what to do…”
  He stood looking down at her for a moment and then smoothed the hair away from her forehead, gently, as he had done for another woman a long time ago. “Rest,” he said. “Do you want a light on in here?”
  “No,” she said. She lay very still for a few seconds and then she put her hands to her face. “I saw it… I touched it… Dear God, I can still smell the rot of it on me…”
  Moore crossed the room, shutting the terrace doors. When he looked at her again her head was turned away from him, the blond hair almost silver in the pale light. He wondered if she would drift off to sleep; if she did, what would she dream of? The corpse with the mangled brains? The grinning face of a thing that should have been dead forty years ago? She shifted her position, her hands still at her face, and Moore heard her take a long, painful breath. He stood beside her a while longer, then left the door open as he went out.
  He walked to his own room and checked the forty-five in the drawer. It was loaded with one clip, and there were two spare clips. He returned the gun to the drawer and went back downstairs.
  The German sat holding the scorpion paperweight, a whorl of blue cigarette smoke around his head. When Moore came back into the room he put the object on a table beside his chair. Moore paid no attention to him, but poured himself a shot of rum and took a long swallow. With the afternoon sun hidden behind clouds, the light was a pale gray; though the room was dim and cobwebbed with shadows, he made no move to turn on a lamp.
  “So,” Moore began, finally turning to him. “What’s your business?”
  Schiller exhaled a stream of smoke. “The U-boat.”
  “I thought as much.”
  The German reached inside a shirt pocket and offered the newspaper clipping. Moore looked at it briefly. “That woman… Dr. Thornton… is a marine archaeologist here to take a look at the boat too. I don’t know what interest you might have in the thing, but aside from the historic value it’s a worthless hulk. I wish to God I’d never found the damned thing…” His voice trailed off, and he took another drink from his glass.
  “And you’ve been inside?”
  “Yes.”
  Schiller sat back, sighed, pulled from his cigarette. “How much remains?” he asked in a strange, distant voice.
  Moore examined him: white hair, sharp nose and chin, high cheekbones, weary, tormented eyes, deep lines across the forehead. Representative of a salvage firm, perhaps, sent from Jamaica to appraise the hulk as scrap iron? No. He was German, and that was too much of a coincidence. “Not enough for salvage,” Moore said, testing him.
  A thin smile crept across the man’s face, then quickly faded. “Salvage? No. I don’t care about salvage; I would think she’s beyond that by now. It’s incredible, you know. I thought by now the sea would have broken her into pieces, that there would be nothing left at all.” He raised his eyes to meet Moore’s. “It’s true, then, just as the paper said.” It was a statement, not a question.
  Moore sat where he could see the man’s face. “It’s true.”
  The German raised the paperweight again; Moore saw that his hand was trembling slightly. Schiller turned it in his grasp, running a finger along its smooth surface. “In 1942,” he said, “I was a seaman in the German navy. I was aboard U-198 when she was attacked and sunk by British subchasers out beyond your island.”
  Moore leaned forward, his expression frozen.
  “Yes,” Schiller said. His gaze was hard; the eyes, like bits of glass, focused on a spot at Moore’s forehead. “I was the only survivor. All the others… except one… went down with the boat, and that man who didn’t was burned to death in a spillage of flaming oil. I called for him… I tried to find him but the sea was littered with bodies. The air stunk of smoke and crisped flesh. My boat was gone; it had dropped out from underneath me. Oh yes, I would have done the same had I been the commander. There wasn’t time you see. And then I was left alone with the noise of shelling and alarms and screaming…” He caught himself; his eyes softened a fraction and he stabbed the cigarette out in an ashtray. “Forgive me,” he said. “I didn’t mean to go into that.”
  “No,” Moore said, still stunned. “I understand. But how is it you came to be on Jamaica?”
  Schiller absentmindedly wiped his lips with the back of his hand; it was a habit he had kept over the years. All the men who held bridge watch on U-boats had done it to varying degrees, wiping away salt crust as the sea spray thundered against the iron bulwark, again and again, a hundred thousand times a day. Another link with the dead, he realized, touching his mouth. “I live on Jamaica now,” Schiller said. “I came back in the late fifties to teach history and the German language at the University of the West Indies at Mona. At least that’s what I first told myself. I think perhaps I really returned to the Caribbean because of the boat.”
  Moore waited for him to continue, but when Schiller was silent he asked, “The boat? Why?”
  “Because,” Schiller said, with an effort, “as long as I shall live I will be a crewman… the last crewman of that boat.” He felt along the sides of the paperweight again and then put it down. “I was never a loyal patriot to the Nazi cause, and perhaps I realized all along that Hitler was driving our country to utter ruin. But for a brief instant of history… a very brief instant… we were glorious, like a flame burning itself into oblivion. That I will never forget.”
  The room was still; there was a steady drone of insects outside, and the breeze sang through the screen door mesh in a soft whisper. “I don’t believe you’ve told me your name,” Schiller said.
  “David Moore,” the other man told him, putting the glass of rum down and getting to his feet. He switched on a lamp; in the sudden light the German looked more aged than he was. His eyes were filled with memories.
  “I would very much like a drink,” Schiller said. “Sometimes I need it, you know.”
  “Yes. Me too.” Moore poured rum into another glass and gave it to the man.
  Schiller took it gratefully, sipped at it, and then listened to the song of the insects. He stood up, went to the door, and stared out across the darkening harbor. “A beautiful island,” he said after another moment. He did not turn back toward Moore. “You do know that my U-boat almost destroyed it?”
  “Yes, I do.”
  “Do you… feel any bitterness?”
  “Some would.”
  Schiller nodded. “An honest answer. This island lay within our patrol grid, you see, and we were ordered to shell the naval yards. We knew the British were repairing some of their ships there… and, well, it was war…”
  Moore sat down again, watching the man.
  “I remember…” Schiller said quietly, “I stood on the bridge during the first shelling, and I counted the explosions on shore. I felt so distant and detached from what was happening. I knew we were destroying human beings, yes, but still… they were the enemy. On that particular night the subchasers didn’t come, and the shelling seemed to go on for hours. Oh, there were shore batteries firing back, but we lay beyond their range, and we watched the flames grow against the night like wild red flowers on a field of black velvet. The commander observed through his binoculars, and after he ordered cease fire, when the echoes of the deck gun had finally all died away, we could hear the screaming…” Schiller was quiet for a long time; Moore stared at him. “When the commander was satisfied, we continued our patrol.”
  “And you never felt remorse over something like that?” Moore asked.
  Schiller turned toward him, his brow furrowed, as if pondering a question he couldn’t fully understand. “It was my duty,” he said. “But be assured I paid for it, yes, and many times again. We returned to the area some days later; the commander suspected work had been done to repair the yards, and he wished to shell them again, before the work could be completed. Some distance from your island the watch sighted a ship, moving slowly just ahead; we submerged and tracked it for some time. It was a freighter. We attacked with torpedoes, but the warships lying in your harbor were alerted by the flares and caught us from behind. I was on deck at the time, along with the man I’ve already mentioned. We were swept off in the crash dive…” He paused, staring out toward the sea.
  “What happened to the boat?”
  “I don’t know,” the German whispered. “Or rather I should say, I’m not certain.” He drank from his glass. “The subchasers circled the area in which the boat had gone down, and they began to release their charges. Their Asdic and sensor devices had targeted my boat and they hammered at it, hour after hour. All this I was forced to observe from the deck of one of the British ships after I’d been hauled into a dinghy. The sea boiled like a volcanic crater, vomiting up sand and coral and fish blown to pieces. I thought about the men inside the U-boat, hoping to find safety beneath tons of water.
  “A depth-charge attack is a savage thing, Mr. Moore. You hear the iron bend under the detonations, and you pray to God it will not bend too much and that the rivets will stay sealed. A thread of water bursting through a pin-hole break can cut a man’s head off at the greater depths, and a rivet can ricochet like a bullet, pass through flesh and bone and metal bulkheads. And the noise… the thundering shriek of underwater explosions, the squeal of an iron plate, the sound of the Asdic beams like handfuls of gravel tossed against the sides of the boat.” He shuddered and looked away. “But you must not make a sound. You must hold back your fear and the screams that threaten to burst from your throat. Because if you scream the men with earphones at their stations perhaps three hundred feet above will hear you, and they will send more charges tumbling down to seek you out. It is a vicious game, a war of taut nerves, when water becomes the enemy instead of the protector and a single cry can seal your death warrant.
  “For two days the British subchasers kept up their attack; they knew they had the boat trapped, and though there were long periods of silence the explosions always resumed. They dropped what seemed like a thousand depth charges, then waited for the sound of a cough, or a rattling bucket, or the hissing of breath through clenched teeth, or the shrill scream of imploding iron.” His eyes were wild, and they unnerved Moore. “But the U-boat never surfaced. There was some oil, but nothing to indicate a direct hit. From what I could understand the British Asdic had lost the boat, as if it had suddenly vanished, but they were still certain it remained down there. Somewhere.”
  Moore remembered his dive vividly in that moment-the mountain of sand and coral, and the jagged remnants of what had once been an underwater ledge overhead. Perhaps the U-boat commander had tried to escape the enemy by rising along the Abyss wall, instead of sinking lower, and then had lodged the submarine beneath that ledge to hide from the sensors. And perhaps at the same instant a crewman had operated a lever that had delivered compressed air to the buoyancy tanks. The concussions had caused the ledge to collapse, burying the submarine under tons of sand. That would account for its disappearance. Then the men would have been imprisoned, waiting hour after hour for the air to give out, as the gases and the stench collected and suffocated them. When enough sand had shifted away from the hulk, aided by the hurricane and that final charge blast, the remaining compressed air had lifted the U-boat.
  “In time,” Schiller was saying quietly, “the subchasers gave up their hunt. I was questioned and put into prison where I remained until the war’s end. I returned to Germany, to Berlin. I remember walking the streets to my parents’ house. There was hardly anything left. A lone chimney, the front wall and door still standing like a facade. And across the door, in bright-red paint, someone had scrawled ‘The Schiller Family Is Dead.’” He blinked, looking away from the other man. “They’d been killed in an air raid.”
  “I’m sorry.”
  “No, no. It was war, you see.” He finished the rum and put the glass down. “Where is the boat now?”
  “In the yard.”
  Schiller smiled grimly and nodded. “Strange, isn’t it, how the fates work? Perhaps, after all this time, my boat has a destiny still.”
  “Destiny?” Moore was taken aback by his use of the word. “What do you mean?”
  Schiller shrugged. “Where will the hulk go? Some maritime museum? Or even the British Museum itself? It’s a possibility, I would think. So my boat is not yet dead after all, is it? Perhaps it will sit in a huge hall of warfare on a linoleum floor surrounded by great artillery pieces and even an old, battle-torn Panzer tank. Further down the exhibit there will be a shining Spitfire, or perhaps a reconditioned Junkers. It will be a place for old men to come and relive their days of glory as they slip toward senility; young people will come too, but they’ll fail to understand any of it, and they’ll laugh and point and wonder how any of this ancient junk could ever have been useful at all.”
  “Useful!” Moore snorted.
  Schiller stared at him for a long time, then finally dropped his gaze. Yes, the man was probably right. Now it could only be a battered, rusted shade of what it once had been, filled with seawater and ghosts.
  “In March of 1942,” he said, in a voice so low Moore could barely hear him, “it was the most awesome weapon I had ever beheld. I saw it at night, after I’d been transferred from another boat, and the lights in Kiel harbor where it was moored burned a dim yellow to save power. The mist had come in from the sea, and it hung over the boat in thick gray strands; the diesels were in operation, their noise echoing across the water, making the pilings tremble under my feet. I watched the mist being drawn in through the diesel intakes along the superstructure. From where I stood the periscope towers seemed to vanish into the sky; there were men already at work on the decks, and through the open forward hatch a column of smoky white light filtered out. It was a magnificent sight, preparing for sea duty. I can never forget it, nor do I wish to. Yet… I suppose now the boat is nothing.”
  Moore sat there a moment longer, then walked across the room to refill his glass. Outside, the clouds were heavy in the early evening sky and lights were coming on in some of the village houses. The breeze had quieted, and through the screened door Moore saw a sudden flash on the distant horizon, perhaps heat lightning or a storm crawling across the earth’s curve. He didn’t want darkness to fall tonight. If only he could keep the light from fading, so he would be reassured of a measure of safety. His eyes scanned the jungle’s dark folds. They were out there; he didn’t know how many, but they were out there. Waiting.
  “I didn’t mean to go on about the boat,” Schiller said. “It’s ancient history. But, you see, that’s all I have left.”
  “The crew,” Moore said suddenly, turning to face the German. “Something’s happened…” He stopped, and Schiller leaned forward slightly.
  “What about them?”
  Moore paused, wondering what to say. It was madness to think the man would believe him.
  “You found their remains?” Schiller asked. “I’m prepared to help with the identification, as much as I can.”
  The silence stretched between them, Moore lost in thought and wishing the man sitting opposite had never seen that newspaper item, never come to Coquina. Finally, he motioned toward the kitchen. “If you’re hungry I can throw some snapper in a skillet.”
  “Yes… Danke. That would be very good.”
  “Why don’t you go on back there,” Moore said, “and I’ll check on Dr. Thornton.” When the German had walked through the hallway Moore went upstairs and found that Jana was still sleeping. Before going to the kitchen he went outside, closing and latching all the shutters. He locked the screen door as the darkness rolled slowly across Coquina. Then he latched the front door, as if he could hold the night back with a single slab of wood.


Twenty

  A THIN BEAM of light moved along a pile of empty battery crates; there was a sudden, frantic rustling and squeaking, and Lenny Cochran kicked at one of the crates. Instantly a small dark shape, then another, burst from the debris and scrambled toward the wharf pilings. He followed them with the light until they disappeared behind a skiff that had been overturned for keel patching. Big damn rats everywhere, he thought. He could hear others moving around the center of the crates. Probably a nest of the buggers in there, he told himself. One good fire would sear their asses and clean ’em out.
  He turned away from the crates and continued on, moving his flashlight from side to side. The barnacle-scarred hull of a trawler tied up at the wharfs caught the reflections of the light in the water; he shone the flashlight the length of the boat, then turned away and walked up through the hard-packed sand, stopping every so often to examine other heaps of junk, clusters of barrels, pieces of engines laid out on the ground. The tin-roofed supply shed was directly ahead; its doors had been hastily repaired and boarded over. He paused only a moment around the shed before moving toward the far side of the yard, where the sea lapped quietly against the sliding bulkhead of the abandoned naval shelter.
  He’d tried to get some of the other men to act as night watchman for Mr. Langstree, but none of them would have any part of it. Mason and Percy had whined when he’d asked them; J.R. had flatly refused to do it, and so had the others. He couldn’t force any of the men to do it, so the job had fallen to him. He felt guilty about having that boat put into Mr. Langstree’s yard without proper permission anyway, and this was a way to ease his own conscience and get back into Mr. Langstree’s good graces.
  He knew exactly what bothered the others; it was the stories they heard, and Boniface’s warning about staying away from the yard. He’d heard the whispers around the bars: Something bad was going on, something nobody wanted to talk about, and it had to do with the damned boat. The Night Boat, that’s what they called it. It gave him the willies to think about what the two trawler captains had said. Jumbies, dead souls flying on the wind and coming down at you to go for your eyeballs and tear out your heart…
  He shivered. Stop that kind of thinkin’, mon! he told himself severely. That only gets a body in trouble! He felt again for the old skeleton-gripped revolver he’d brought as protection. He’d only been able to find three shells at home but he figured one would be enough anyway, to scare off anybody who might come to steal more supplies. Damn, but it’s dark out here! he thought. No moon, no stars, the smell of a storm building up, mebbe one, two days away at most.
  And in another few moments he was at the door of the dark naval shelter.
  He moved the light along it; whoever had nailed it up had done a hell of a job. Nobody was going to be breaking in there tonight. He looked along the wall, probed with the point of the light down toward the rotten pilings at the seaside and then, satisfied no one was lurking there, started to move quickly toward the other side of the yard.
  And then stopped.
  Flesh writhed along his spine and at the back of his neck. His heart was hammering in his chest and he swallowed, trying to shake off the fear. What the hell was…? He turned, thrusting the flashlight forward as if it were a weapon.
  He waited, not daring to breathe, listening for the noise that had sounded like… something… scratching…
  Something scratching behind that door.
  Rats. Rats caught in there, seeking a way out.
  And as he watched he saw the door slowly bulge outward, pushed by a tremendous force. Wood creaked and whined, then settled back on its frame. He couldn’t move, his mouth opened in a silent scream, the door bulging outward, outward, the noise of nails giving way around timbers, the splitting of wood… Jesus! The light was shaking in his hand; he couldn’t hold it still, and when he drew the gun he couldn’t keep that steady either.
  The door cried out eerily with the force of whatever was on the other side; with a noise like a pistol shot a split appeared in its center. A jagged gap grew down the weathered wood.
  From the inside a gnarled, misshapen hand emerged, reaching down and snapping away one of the reinforcing timbers.
  Cochran stepped back, unable to summon the strength to flee. He raised the gun and squeezed the trigger, hearing the sound of his own labored breathing loudly in his ears.
  But the hammer fell dully upon one of the empty cylinders.
  The door shattered in a ripping of wood and nails; a half-dozen claws probed through, tearing a way out. Cochran tried to lift the gun again, but it seemed too heavy and he knew he couldn’t aim it and he had to get away from this place, get to the village, tell them yes the jumbies were real, the evil things had descended upon Coquina.
  And it was then that one of the things that had come up through the darkness behind him leaped upon him, its teeth sinking through the back of his neck and crunching on the spinal cord. Another grasped his left arm and savagely twisted it, ripping it from its socket. A third clawed at the man’s chest in frenzy, broke open the ribs, and tore the heart out like a dripping treasure.
  The commander stood apart from the others. Wilhelm Korrin let them feast, then motioned with a shriveled arm for them to help free their comrades.
  There was a faint glow in the sky, and Steven Kip was driving toward it.
  He had left home in the early evening, leaving Myra with a loaded rifle and telling her to keep the doors and shutters locked. He’d gone down to his office to get the second rifle and a can of gasoline before patrolling the village. Now, driving along the harbor, he saw the light over the treetops in the distance, and he knew it was coming from near Boniface’s church. More voodoo? he asked himself, as he raced through the empty streets. Damn it to hell! A large fire blazed in a circle that had been dug out and ringed with red and black painted stones in front of the church. Kip could see shards of timber, clothing, and what looked like shattered sections of the church pews piled in it. At the fire’s base a heap of ashes glowed a bright red-orange, and the heat of it seared his face as he left his vehicle. He walked around the circle and hammered on the door. No answer. Kip knocked again with the strength of anger, the heat touching him like a hand with bright-red nails. The church windows, like watchful eyes, reflected the flames, and no lights showed through the shutter slats.
  “BONIFACE!” Kip called out.
  And then, very slowly, the door opened.
  Boniface stood before him in a stained white shirt, bright beads of sweat, each one reflecting fire, glistening on his face. In his eyes the blaze seemed white-hot. “Get away from here!” he said sharply. He started to shut the door again, but Kip slammed his arm against it and forced his way in.
  The church was filled with the red glow, alive with the frenzied slithering of shadows. Many of the seats had indeed been torn out as fuel for the flames, and there was an axe propped in a corner. On the altar were the pots and strange bottles Kip had seen at the jungle ceremony; three or four cheap metal crucifixes hung on the walls, and the floor around the altar was sprinkled with sawdust and ashes. Kip shook his head and stared at the old man; around Boniface’s neck was the glass eye, its pupil a gleaming red circle.
  Boniface reached forward and bolted the door, then turned to the constable. A drop of sweat ran down across his cheek and spattered onto the floor.
  “What are you doing, old man?” Kip asked. “What’s this fire for?”
  “Get away!” Boniface repeated. “As quickly as you can!”
  Kip ignored him and walked to the altar, examining the materials spread out there, liquids in bottles and dark things in black pots. All voodoo things, he remembered, used to communicate with the spirit world. One of the pots had been overturned, an oily-looking liquid spilled from it; a bottle had been thrown against a wall, leaving its remains in red smears on the paint.
  “Get back to your home!” Boniface said. “Get back to your woman and child!”
  “What’s all this for?” he asked, motioning toward the objects. He was beginning to feel a coldness working its way into him, slowly and insidiously.
  Boniface opened his mouth, paused, his eyes fearful and half-crazed. “To… keep them away…” he said, very quietly.
  “Talk sense!” Kip said, fighting to hold back his anger.
  “They… fear the fire. I’ve been trying to break it… it’s too difficult now, and I’m old, and I’m weak… and I’m very tired…”
  “Break it? Break what, damn it?”
  Boniface started to say something but the words never came. He seemed to shrivel up, even as Kip watched him, all the life leaving him at once until only a shell of flesh with weary, frightened eyes remained. He held out a hand to steady himself, leaning on a shattered pew; he sat down, put his face in his hands, and stayed that way for almost a minute. When he looked up his face was drawn and anxious, as if he’d heard something approaching. His eyes glittered wildly in the red light and came to rest on Kip’s face. “Help me,” he said in a whisper. “Can’t you… help me?”
  “Help you do what?”
  “It’s too late…” Boniface said, as if he were speaking to himself. “I never thought they would…”
  “Listen to me.” Kip walked over and stood next to the houngan. “Two more people are dead… probably others as well. I want to know what those things are, and I think you can tell me.”
  “The boat,” Boniface whispered. “That beast from Hell. The Night Boat. No one can help now. They’re free; I can feel it. They’re free, all of them, and no man can turn them back until they’ve done what they must do.”
  Kip leaned over the pew, his gaze boring deep. “Tell me.” The chill inside him made his bones ache.
  Drawing a long breath, Boniface put a hand to his face. The gesture cast a huge shadow on the opposite wall. He nodded, as if giving himself up to something. “The Sect Rouge. Do you know it?”
  “Only from hearsay,” Kip said.
  “The most powerful and secret society in all the islands. They use the dark things as their weapons; for power or a price they cause famine and pestilence, they commit murders cold-bloodedly and efficiently. I know. Because I was a member of the Haitian Sect Rouge for five years, and in that time I created much that was evil. I learned the art of fashioning the waxen images of my enemies or those I was paid to assassinate, to slowly force nails one by one through the opening of the mouth, or draw a garotte tight around the throat. I learned the art of the wanga-poisons-and how to leave a trace of it on a marked man’s pillow, or smeared along the rim of a glass, so that death came painfully and stretched into weeks. I conjured the evil loa, and conspired with them for the souls of my enemies. I have made a corpse scream for revenge; I have worked the sorcery that transfigures time and breaks the barriers between the living and the dead, and I have unleashed evil things onto this world.
  “I left Haiti in 1937, after the murder of a rival houngan who was threatening to expose my Sect Rouge activities to the local police. To escape those who would avenge that man’s death, I came here. Those were my days of youth… and strength. Now I cannot control it… I cannot, and I am very tired…”
  “What are those things from the U-boat?” Kip demanded.
  The fear had pooled up in Boniface’s eyes; now it brimmed over. “Think of it. What would be the most horrible means of execution? A death by inches, the body and brain starving for air, flesh writhing in total agony. The minutes stretching into hours, days, years; an eternity of torture. Flesh drying over bones, intestines hardening, brains and skulls shriveling, nerves screaming in unendurable pain. No air, no sun, no chance for escape; only the agony and the darkness, each a hideous partner to the other. But still Death delays its merciful touch; he will not free them until they have paid with their flesh. Their souls will be trapped within a rotting house, and even after their bodies have begun to fall to pieces there will be no peace. Not until the decay is complete, or until their black, evil hearts are pierced, or until they are burned into ashes.” He lifted his gaze. “Half-human, living corpses, driven mad with pain and rage, hungering for the fluids of life in the vain hope their burning will be cooled. I know. Because I made them as they are…”
  Kip stood motionless, feeling that chill creeping around him. Shadows flickered huge and monstrous across the walls, diminished, and leaped again.
  “When I came to Coquina in 1937,” Boniface said, “there was no constable, no officials of the law. This church was a dilapidated ruin; the Catholic priest had caught the fever and died some months before. So I set myself up as a minister; it was a logical way to gain some measure of power over the people, and to hide from my Haitian enemies. The priest hadn’t understood their voodoo beliefs, and I found it easy to gain a following. The people looked to me for guidance, to act as both their houngan and their legal guardian; the law I enforced was stern, harsh perhaps, and I punished evil by the only means I knew: an eye for an eye.
  “And then came that war. The British brought their men and their ships; they assigned a constable to look after the island. And though he was a good and fair man, like you, I was still Coquina’s real law. I had the power, and with it the responsibility. When that damned iron monster came up from the depths, when it rained fire on the island and killed those I loved, I knew I must take a hand against it.
  “I saw the bodies after they had been blown to bloody bits; the sight haunted my nightmares. The dead reached from their graves, calling me, whispering in the still darkness, until I could take no more; I had the power, the spells taught me by the zobop, the master magicians, and that power was greater than any weapon on earth.”
  Boniface was silent for a moment, staring at his wrinkled hands. “I knew the monster would return; in a drug-induced vision, through the sweat and pain, I saw the Night Boat nearing Coquina, saw a burning freighter and death floating on the sea. That terrible thing was returning, and I knew I must await it.
  “And on that night when the sky was filled with red streaks and flame, when the battle raged over the Abyss and we could see the ships circling their prey, I built a fire on the beach and began my work. I asked help from Damballah, to entrap the thing in the sea, and from Baron Samedi, to withhold his mercy. It was difficult… it took many hours, and I prayed that the thing would not escape before I was finished.
  “In a trance I could see the boat hidden there in the Abyss, in the midst of black, churning currents; I saw the sand fall over it, crushing it under. They were trapped, they would never return to hurt my people again. They would starve for air, they would decay… but their deaths would be withheld. I could see through the sand and the iron, as if my eyes were everywhere, and I saw them there… huddled together, their air slowly giving out, their lungs heaving. In my mind I saw a black, gnarled hand reach out to touch them; they trembled, as if they had been touched by the Devil. A voice reached me-soft, of velvet and steel, whether male or female I did not know-whispering: It has begun. I don’t know when I awoke from the trance, but I was sitting before a cold fire and all the British ships had gone. It had taken two days.
  “Now those things exist on the border between life and death. But I can’t hurry the process, Kip, and now they possess a power that I hadn’t foreseen. Hate-because of their agony, because we are human and they… no longer are. To them we are still the enemy, and the year is still 1942. And so you understand now why I wanted you to sink it…”
  “No…” Kip whispered. He shook his head. “No!”
  “I created them, and there is nothing any man can do.”
  “THERE HAS TO BE!” Kip said, his voice echoing throughout the church. “YOU MUST KNOW WHAT TO DO!”
  “I’ve been trying, again and again, to quicken the process toward their death, but the spell is too strong, and I don’t know what…”
  Kip grasped the man’s shirt and pulled him around. “YOU’VE GOT TO DO SOMETHING!” he said hoarsely. “For God’s sake, you’re the only one who can help us now!”
  “I… can’t,” Boniface said wearily. “But you… you might do something. Oui, oui, you. Your uncle was one of the greatest houngans in all the islands!” Boniface gripped the constable’s sleeve. “He taught you the art… you were his young apprentice… now you can help me…!”
  “NO!” Kip shook his head. “I shut it out of my mind; I’ve forgotten everything that man tried to teach me!”
  “But you must possess a power of your own,” Boniface insisted, “or he would not have chosen you as his successor! It’s inside you, if you allow it to come out, if you allow yourself to take control of it!”
  Kip pulled away and stepped back. His mind was filled with conflicting emotions. He turned toward the altar, staring at the voodoo implements there, and in a sudden burst of rage he lunged at them, kicking away the bottles and pots.
  “It’s junk, all of it!” he said tersely. “It’s goddamned junk!” He reached down for a bottle and smashed it against the far wall, splattering clear liquid; he kicked a pot that clattered away across the floor. Then he stood panting, furious, and listened to the sound of his own ragged breath. “It’s madness,” he said finally. “What do they… want with us?”
  “We have their boat,” the other man said. “And they want it back.”
  Kip looked over at him; the supplies missing from the yard-the oil, diesel fuel, cables, and rope. My God, is it possible? The timbers piled on the U-boat’s deck, as if they were being used to shore up bulkheads below. He shuddered; he could imagine the things working within the U-boat, hour after hour, never resting nor stopping. No, no; their batteries would be long dead and corroded with salt. But then he remembered the marine batteries Langstree said had been stolen. If enough power could be coaxed from them, if the diesels could be brought up even to a fraction of power… The images ate at him. If the U-boat ever reached the sea lanes between Coquina and Jamaica…
  “First they’ve tried to quench their thirsts for the fluids of life,” Boniface said. “But they have failed, and now their fury will be uncontrollable. They will try to kill as many as they can.”
  “I saw one today-dead-in a house a mile or so from the village.”
  Boniface nodded. “The air is taking its toll on them, but very slowly. Too slowly to save us.” He stared at the constable, his expression clouded and distant.
  “I will not last this night,” he whispered. “I close my eyes-like this-and I see the moment of my death fast approaching. It is taking shape now, grasping for me…” He turned his head and peered through the shutter slats. Then he garnered his strength again. “The fire is dying. They fear the flames; I’ve got to build it back.” He took a few pieces of shattered wood, opened the door, and went outside. The fire had burned down dangerously low.
  Kip was transfixed, unable to think clearly. There were Myra and Mindy… He had to get them off the island somehow, get them to safety. But what about all the others, the people who looked to him for protection? How to save their lives? How to shield them from the onrushing evil?
  Outside, Boniface bent down and threw the wood into the smoldering red and orange ashes. Build it back, he told himself. Build it huge and roaring, hot and vivid in the night! The flames began to grow back, licking at the new timbers.
  Boniface stepped away from the circle; the eye hanging on his neck flared blood scarlet, cooled to a violet, darker, darker, to a deep gray, and finally to ebony.
  And he felt the coarse, ancient hand of Death on him; it touched his neck very lightly, but it was enough to send an electric chill of warning through him. He twisted around, looking toward the jungle, and as the shadows fell upon him he knew the moment had finally come. And though he saw his fate clearly he would not give himself up to them.
  “KIP!” he shouted, his voice breaking. He turned toward the open church door.
  Before he had taken more than a step he tripped over an exposed root and fell to the ground, the glass eye shattering to bits beneath him. “KIP!” he screamed, feeling the shadows reach him.
  Boniface’s glasses had fallen off; almost blind, he crawled away from the things, his mouth trying, but unable now, to make a sound, his fingers gripping into sand and earth. And then one of them placed a booted foot on the old man’s throat and crunched down. Boniface tried to fight back, but his strength was rapidly fading; he was choking on his own blood. The living corpses hissed all around him, illuminated by the building fire, and their claws flashed down to rend him apart.
  When Kip reached the door, he stood paralyzed with shock at what he saw. The things turned their heads toward him, the fiery caverns of their eyes seeking fresh blood.
  Kip saw the faces of Hell’s warriors, things that had crewed a boat through the dark currents of the underworld. There were five, and more coming through the jungle. The one that had crushed the reverend’s throat had a face half covered with a yellowish fungus; white tufts of hair clung to the head, and the sunken remains of its eyes burned into Kip with a searing hatred. When the thing’s tight gray lips parted in a death’s-head grin, Kip heard it hiss. A ring emblazoned with a swastika on its right hand caught the firelight.
  And then they came for Kip, their talons groping for his throat, teeth bared.
  Kip steeled himself. When they were almost upon him he raised the ax he’d taken from the corner of the church and brought it smashing down onto a grisly skull of a head.
  The thing shrieked, a high rattle of reed-dry cords, and fell backward. The others were coming for him, moving so fast he had no time to think, no time to step back, slam and bolt the door to gain a few extra minutes. He clenched his teeth, smelling their dead reek, and swung back and forth with the ax, wading into their midst as they grasped at his chest and arms and legs, tearing at his clothing and then his skin. The ones he struck down dragged themselves back to grasp at his legs; he kicked at them, staggering and almost falling. A hideous face streaked with fungus hissed at him; he chopped at it with the ax and it smashed into fragments. Something caught at his knees and he almost fell forward into their midst. He knew that if he fell he was dead.
  He fought for balance, swinging wildly, listening to their evil rattles and high, eerie moans. A claw emerged from the mass of bodies, probing for his eyes; he ducked his head, began to fight with fists, feet, elbows, and knees, kicking them back, hammering at them, crushing their skulls with the gleaming blade. One of them leaped forward, seizing him around the throat; another grasped his back and began to chew at his exposed shoulder, making hungry grunting noises. Powerful fingers caught at the ax, trying to wrench it away from him. They closed in on all sides, flinging themselves at him, trying to tear through his throat with teeth and nails. A wrench glittered in the light, coming straight at him, but he caught the shock of the blow with the ax handle and then slammed the blade into an arm socket.
  Panic choked him; there were too many. TOO MANY! he shrieked. The ones with crushed faces and broken bones would not give up, they still struggled to devour him. He fought away from the thing on his back, and another took its place, sucking at the blood that trickled from his shoulder gash. THE JEEP! he heard himself cry out. The jeep! Get to the jeep! He caught on to the side of his vehicle for support, holding his arms over his face to ward off the claws, then battering with the blade left and right. He fought away, dragging himself into the back of the jeep, feeling the things grasping at his legs to pull him into their ravenous midst. Kicking at them, wrenching his legs free, Kip watched them ring the jeep to prevent his escape, saw the terrible fury in their mad eyes.
  A thing with a remnant of a red beard started to climb up after him, but Kip brought the ax down with all his strength. The head was almost torn from the body; the mummy fell backward, yellow bone glinting in the gaping wound. More claws reached for him; the dead eyes were cunning and desperate.
  Kip backed away, his muscles throbbing, sweat streaming from his body and the blood dripping from his fingertips.
  And then his foot bumped the gas can he’d brought along.
  He slammed the ax into it, ripping it open; he lifted it, splattering gasoline over the things and throwing the rest of it into the fire just behind them.
  The explosion threw him over the front seat against the windshield. The flames roared into the sky, embers swirling in a whirlwind. Several of the things burst into flame; the fire caused a panic among the others. They fought away from each other and began to run toward the green wall of the jungle, flaking into ashes with each step. They crawled across the ground like maddened animals, screaming and moaning under the fire’s blazing touch. A few of them reached the jungle and crashed through into the foliage; the others lay where they had fallen, melting like waxwork figures.
  Kip threw himself behind the wheel and roared away from the church, feeling that in another moment he might go totally mad; his entire body shook, his heart pounded, and cold sweat dripped from every pore.



  The village lay ahead, dark and quiet, peaceful and unaware in the night.
  And a long time yet before morning.


Twenty-one

  DAVID MOORE THREW the sodden sheet off and leaped from his bed; he was awake as soon as his feet hit the floor. He stood in the hot darkness, his mind a nightmare landscape, trying to pinpoint what it was that had filled him with terrible alarm.
  Moore opened the terrace doors and stepped out, gripping the railing. On the horizon there was a brief flash of lightning, followed by the hollow, still-distant rumbling of thunder. The ocean was churned high and white, and somewhere the storm was building. Moore stood where he was a moment longer, listening, wondering if it was the thunder that had awakened him; he went back into the room, switched on a lamp, and hurriedly dressed in a cotton shirt and jeans.
  There was an insistent knock at his door. “Who is it?” he said.
  “Jana. Let me in, please.”
  He opened the door. She came in, wearing the same clothes she’d fallen asleep in; her eyes were red-rimmed, and beneath them there were dark hollows.
  “I heard something,” she said. “I know I heard something.” She had rested for only moments at a time, and in her nightmares were things that watched her from thick shadows, licking their lips with bloated tongues.
  “Thunder,” he said quickly. “It woke me too…”
  “No!” She shook her head and moved past him to the terrace, where she peered down into the darkness. “I thought I heard a woman’s scream.”
  Lightning flashed, making Jana wince. Moore came up beside her. “Are you all right?” he asked.
  “I think so. I don’t know. I tell you, I heard a woman’s scream!” She rubbed her arms, as if to get the circulation going.
  “The man who was here… when we came in,” Jana went on. “Who is he?”
  “His name is Schiller; he was on the U-boat when it went down.”
  “Then… he knows? About what’s happened?”
  Moore shook his head. “No, I didn’t tell him.”
  In the darkness there was a sharp, distant sound of breaking glass. Moore grasped the railing, straining to see. The next streak of lightning cast strange, long shadows across the streets of the village; there were no lights on, and nothing moved.
  “What is it?” Jana was tense beside him, her voice a taut whisper.
  “I don’t know…” Thunder boomed across the sea, but behind it Moore thought he heard the sudden splitting of timber. A light switched on, almost at the farthest fringe of the village, and he could hear someone-a man’s voice-shouting in a high, frantic pitch. A noise like a pistol shot echoed across the roofs, and there was the sound of more glass cracking; another square of yellow light appeared, nearer to them, and Moore saw a shadow dart by the window. In a blue lightning flash he thought he could make out figures in the streets, but then the darkness claimed the earth again. A coil was winding within him, tightening his muscles. He turned from the railing, went inside to the dresser drawer, and withdrew the automatic.
  “What are you going to do?” Jana asked him, framed on the terrace, the fear creeping across her face.
  “I’m going downstairs to check the doors and windows.” He put the automatic on safety and stuck it into his waistband. “I want you to stay in your room and be sure the terrace doors are bolted.”
  “They’re coming, aren’t they?” It was more of a statement than a question, the voice cold behind it.
  “Go on.”
  “No. I’m staying with you.”
  “You’ll be safer up here.”
  “No,” she repeated, holding his eyes with her own.
  He shrugged; there was no time for argument. Moore and Jana went into the hallway and were about to descend the stairs when Moore saw a sliver of light beneath the German’s door.
  He knocked, waited, heard movement inside, knocked again. Schiller opened the door and stood bleary-eyed, his tie loosened and the top buttons of his shirt undone. A chair had been positioned before the open terrace doors, and the bed was still made. Schiller rubbed his eyes and yawned. “I fell asleep,” he said. “I was listening to the thunder.” Then he noticed the pistol at Moore’s waistband, and he was instantly alert. “What… is going on?” he asked, looking quizzically into their faces.
  Moore stalked past the man, grasping the terrace doors; he was shutting them when another streak of lightning cut the sky in half, and the thunder echoed. He saw that a few more lights had come on, a scattering of fireflies across Coquina village.
  “The gun,” the German was saying behind him. “What is it for?” He took a step toward the other man. “I don’t understand.”
  And before Moore could reply there was a crack! near Front Street, from the fishermen’s shanties. Whether it was a gunshot or the noise of glass being broken he couldn’t tell, but then there came an eerie, ragged wail, one of terrified desperation. Moore’s mouth was dry, his mind racing. The lightning flashed again and in that brief light he saw figures… the things… moving through the streets below. The scream ceased abruptly, then came a man’s voice, shouting, and a woman’s shrill and hysterical. Moore threw the bolt on the doors and, turning away, saw Schiller’s face a drawn, pale mask.
  “What was that scream?” the German asked; his face was ashen, a blue vein throbbing rapidly at his temple.
  Moore pushed past Schiller and Jana into the hallway, descended the stairs three at a time in the dark. In the distance he heard another voice, shouting incoherently, then drowned in a wave of thunder. A nameless dread had gripped him, and he couldn’t move fast enough. Check the windows, the doors. The shutters-some of the shutters are weak, the storm damage not yet replaced-get them bolted. He felt the way he had inside the submarine, his legs out of control, functioning crazily in slow motion, as if he were inside a stranger’s body.
  He reached the front door and shook the knob to test the lock. It was secure. One of the windows facing the porch hadn’t been pushed down flush to the frame; Moore cursed himself, reached it in two strides, and grasped the window’s top to push it into place and lock it.
  Lightning streaked, a thin white thread. And in its light Moore saw the forms that stood on the porch, groping from the darkness at the doorway.
  Moore caught his breath, slammed the window down, locked it.
  From the rear of the Indigo Inn there was the sudden, electrifying sound of shattering glass.
  He heard the screen door open, heard the wood splinter as it was ripped from its hinges by a dozen hands. Someone in the village screamed again, and someone else called out for God. The rear windows were being broken out; he could hear something hammering at the back door, trying to get through. Moore whirled around, slammed and locked the door that connected the kitchen with the rest of the hotel. He dragged a table across it, at the same time bringing out the automatic and switching off the safety.
  And then silence, broken only by his own rapid breathing and the noise of chaos in the village: screams and shouts, a gun firing, a cry of pain.
  Someone was coming down the stairs: Schiller and Jana, feeling their way in the dark.
  “SCHILLER!” Moore shouted. “WATCH THAT REAR DOOR…!”
  Something suddenly pounded against the front door… wham! wham! wham!… with a tremendous force. A hammer, Moore thought, ice flowing in his veins. The things have a hammer.
  He heard the door at the back of the hotel come off its frame; there was a wild crash of glass and crockery from the kitchen.
  A front window shattered, the glass exploding into the room along with pieces of the aged shutter. Jana cried out, and Moore saw the black outline of a figure throw back a powerful arm to break out the rest of the wood. The door was struck, again and again; there was a sharp splintering sound.
  Moore raised the gun, aimed directly at the thing that tore at the shutter, and fired.
  A gout of flame spewed from the automatic’s muzzle; the gun’s roar momentarily deafened him. The dark figure was thrown backward, and glass tinkled from the broken frame.
  “You killed it…” Schiller said, sweat glistening on his face.
  “Wait,” Moore told him, not moving. “Keep your eye on that back door, for God’s sake!”
  A heavy blow struck the door that sealed off the kitchen; glass broke on the other side of it. Moore jerked around and fired through the wood, filling the air with splinters and the acrid odor of gunpowder. At the same time, that hammer blow struck the front door again, and Jana could see it slowly bending inward; she grabbed a chair and wedged it under the knob. The shutter at another window was being attacked, the claws scratching their way in. Moore brought his arm up and fired; the things ducked away on either side of the frame.
  Schiller saw a split growing in the center of the rear door; he backed away from it, watching the wood being broken with a horrified fascination.
  A window on the room’s far side buckled inward in a shower of slats and glass. One of them had thrown itself partway through and now grasped the window’s ledges to pull itself the rest of the way in. Jana reached to her side for the decanter of rum and threw it, but the bottle broke just above the thing’s head; Moore stepped forward, firing point-blank.
  The muzzle flame exposed a face cancerous with rot and fungus; a lipless mouth gaped, the eyes holes of hate. Moore fired again, and again, seeing the face explode into bits of bone and dried flesh; it hissed and fell back through the window.
  Now the rear door was buckling. Schiller forced his legs to move, putting his hands against the wood to hold the things back. He could feel the incredible force of whatever was behind the door.
  A window breaking, another, two more. A skeleton’s shoulders pushed forward, the grisly brown scalp glistening with glass. Jana hefted a wicker chair and struck at it, but then the arms were in and it was too late.
  Three more bullets remained in the automatic. They were fighting their way in now through all the windows, and it was only moments before the doors would give way. Moore felt the wild touch of panic grip him, shook it off, felt it return with a vengeance. There was no time to get those shells from upstairs, but was there a chance they could make it to a terrace and leap from the porch before the zombies reached them?
  He turned and fired at the one Jana was trying to fight back. It shrieked and collapsed, sliding through the window.
  The rear door split; Schiller stepped away from a gnarled claw that had burst through. But others reached through as well, and they would be inside within seconds.
  With a tremendous noise of cracking wood the front door caved in, and hideous shapes came through the jagged aperture, the one in the lead wielding a hammer, others carrying crowbars and wrenches. Moore fired into their midst and knew he’d hit one of them, but even as he prepared to fire his final bullet, he heard Schiller shout that the rear door was down as well. A stench of rot wafted over him, and a shadow loomed up, striking a blunt object down on Moore’s right shoulder. He cried out in pain; the gun slipped from his numbed fingers.
  Then they engulfed him, clawing and biting, the teeth grinning and terrible; a hand flashed out, clubbing him across the forehead, and he fought back, his teeth clenched, not willing to let them take him without a battle. He was thrown backward over a chair and lay sprawled on his back. They huddled over Jana in a corner, their claws and fangs flashing; Moore crawled toward her as one of them grasped his throat and began to twist his head to one side, about to rip it from the neck.
  “GOD HAVE MERCY!” Schiller shrieked in German, backing against a wall at their approach. “GOD HAVE MERCY!”
  And a voice hissed, “Stopppppppp…” The sound was as cold as the touch of the grave.
  The thing strangling Moore released its grip and stood up. Moore coughed violently, shaking his head from side to side, a black curtain still obscuring the field of his vision. They released Jana; she crumpled to the floor in a heap.
  Schiller stood where he was, pinned to the wall, his mouth making whimpering sounds.
  The things stood motionless, waiting, eager for blood.
  A shadow moved, the clatter of boots across the floor; lightning flashed, illuminating a face destroyed by the ruin of rot, a face that had seen its own horror in a mirror. One arm, wrapped in a tattered brown sleeve, slowly rose, the finger pointing. The hand came out, almost touching Schiller’s chin, but when Schiller recoiled in stark terror the thing paused. Its head cocked to one side, it examined Schiller with burning eyes.
  Moore crawled toward Jana; she was semiconscious, her face gashed and her clothing in shreds. He huddled beside her and watched.
  “Nein…” Schiller whispered. “Nein…”
  The figure before him breathed heavily, the stare penetrating. Then, with a tremendous effort, the gray lips moved. “Schillerrrr…?”
  The German shrank back, his shoulders pressed into the wall.
  “Mein Gott…” the thing whispered, its voice a dry rasp that made Moore’s skin crawl.
  Schiller blinked, screams of madness echoing within his head. He couldn’t believe it, wouldn’t believe it, but he seemed to recognize the man-or what had once been a man-from a long time ago. Another life. “Nein…” he rasped, shaking his head. “Not you! You should be… dead… all of you should BE DEAD!”
  Korrin held Schiller’s eyes for a moment more, then slowly moved his gaze to Moore and Jana. He raised the arm again, flesh hanging in strings from the exposed bone, and pointed toward them. “Feindlich Teufel…” he whispered.
  “Nein,” Schiller breathed. “Nein, nein…”
  Korrin turned from Schiller; as he approached, Moore pulled Jana back against him, trying to shield her body with his own. The living corpse towered over them, and Moore could feel the touch of its fetid breath.
  “ALL OF YOU ARE DEAD!” Schiller shrieked, his voice breaking, slithering into a moan.
  Korrin’s eyes were flaming slithering whorls of destruction. They seared through Moore’s flesh and muscles, into the bone and the brain. The arm extended, and the hand, with its long, filthy nails, came down for Moore’s throat. He held his own arms up weakly to ward it off, but he was powerless to move.
  And then suddenly, in a blur of motion, Schiller had picked up the gun lying on the floor. He fired without aiming; a tongue of orange pierced the shadows.
  Moore saw Korrin’s head jerk to one side, saw the lower jaw hang on threads for an instant before being ripped away, leaving a ragged edge of flesh. Korrin staggered backward, almost falling, but then regaining his balance. He put his hands to his face, and the scream roaring through that broken mouth cast Schiller over the brink of insanity. Still screaming, Korrin moved forward, his claws rising; Schiller squeezed the trigger again, aiming between the eyes, but the hammer fell on an empty clip.
  At once the other crewmen had turned on Schiller; one of them struck out with a crowbar that smashed across the German’s chest, and then they were on him, going for his eyes. Korrin reached him, bending down toward the offered throat.
  “RUN!” Schiller screamed, his eyes glinting as the things covered him over. “RUN!”
  Moore hesitated; Schiller had saved them, but now the man was beyond hope, and the instant they finished with him they’d crave more blood and fluids. He pulled Jana up, shaking her to make her move, and dragged her through the shattered rear door toward the kitchen. Beyond the broken opening where the back door had been was the jungle’s blackness.
  Moore turned back. They were shredding the flesh from Schiller’s body.
  Then he pulled Jana after him into the thick, clinging underbrush. She was still dazed and tripped across vines. He picked her up, ignoring the sharp protest of his injured shoulder, and struggled into the walls of foliage, feeling thorns grasp at his trousers and scrape across his arm.
  There was no time to think, no time to let his nerves feel the pain; he had to get them as far away from the hotel as he could. The terror still throbbed within him like the beating of a second heart. He moved deeper into darkness, heedless of their direction, only knowing they had to find a place of safety. His feet sank into the soft earth, slipping in standing puddles of water. On the next step he lost his footing and crashed to the ground with Jana still in his arms; the shock on his injured shoulder made him cry out in pain. Jana shook her head dazedly, the scratches livid on her face. She tried to crawl away but Moore reached out and caught her.
  And he heard the terrifying noises he had expected all along. They were following; he could hear brush being crushed down beneath boots. Closer. Closer.
  He pulled her up and went on, as though he were running headlong into a deep pit from which there was no escape. He tore frantically at the vines which blocked their way. A wild bird cried out and burst from the brush just in front of them. The things were still coming, assisted by the path that Moore was breaking. When he looked back over his shoulder he thought he could see a dozen or more of them approaching, shadows moving among other shadows. The entire jungle was a morass of shadows, which burst through the foliage, reaching out for him with shapeless, spidery fingers. Panic exploded within him and he fought on, dragging the girl with him, the muscles of his injured arm numb and useless. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide, nowhere to find safety.
  The things were almost on them, only a few yards behind and closing quickly. Don’t stop! Don’t weaken! DON’T STOP! He lost his footing, staggered to his knees, pulled himself up, grasping Jana’s wrist in a fierce grip. Thorns whipped into his face, his chest heaving with the exertion; around him birds screeched in a wild, loud cacophony, and through their piercing clamor Moore could hear a horribly familiar harsh, rasping breath. His skin crawled, already sensing the claws that would reach for the back of his neck.
  And then the shadows rose up in front of him.
  He opened his mouth to scream, but the scream was drowned out by the ear-splitting roar of a shotgun blast.
  The muzzle flare exploded past Moore and Jana into the shapes that reached toward them. Shrieking in pain, they split their closed ranks and fought back the way they’d come. The man with the shotgun raised his weapon again, bracing it against his bare shoulder; the gun bucked again, but the forms had already vanished into the all-consuming night.
  Moore collapsed to his knees, his body racked with pain, and retched into the brush. When he looked up he saw perhaps six or seven men, a few of them holding torches. A firm hand reached down and caught Moore’s wrist, drawing him to his feet.
  The man who stood over him cradled the smoking shotgun in the crook of his muscular arm. He was completely bald but had a full white beard and mustache. A small gold ring in the lobe of an ear glittered in the light of a torch, and a golden amulet hung about his thick neck. But it was the face that both commanded Moore’s attention and repelled him; it was actually repellent to him-black, deep-set eyes glowered from beneath a high forehead, and the nose was as hooked as an eagle’s beak. One side of the face was terribly scarred and thickened, the scars streaking pink across the tawny skin, crisscrossing that side of the neck, as well as a large gouge across a shoulder. He wore a T-shirt and dark trousers which had been ripped in numerous places by thorns. The man motioned silently to several of the others, who began to move off in pursuit of the fleeing shapes. They all carried guns or wicked-looking knives.
  The man turned his attention to Moore and Jana. “Follow,” he ordered, and without waiting for them he began tracking back into the jungle from the direction he’d come.


Twenty-two

  SMOKE WHIRLED ACROSS the Coquina roofs in the grip of a rising storm wind. A lamp had been thrown over in a tinderbox shack near the wharfs, and red tendrils of flame greedily consumed the roof. The dancing sparks spread, rapidly devouring other dwellings, leaping from roof to roof, caving in fiery timbers on the bodies that lay beneath.
  The fires took hold, strengthened by the wind, and began to gnaw away at the semicircle of shanties clustered around the harbor. The reddish light in the sky grew in intensity, the sea mirroring the flames. A silence had fallen across the village, broken only by the noise of wood giving way beneath the fires and the thrashing of the ocean against Kiss Bottom. Still, there remained the echoes of chaos, the screams that had filled the streets, the moaning and crying that had spilled through windows and doorways.
  Kip roared through the smoke in his jeep, his eyes red and wild, his shirt hanging in tatters around his chest, ashes all over him, ragged scratches on his throat and cheeks. His eyebrows had been singed, the flesh around them puffed from the heat. He gripped the wheel, swerving to avoid the bodies littering High Street as he headed down for the harbor. A corpse lay in a doorway frame-a woman, her face mangled beyond recognition-and another-a man in a pool of blood-alongside. A body sprawled directly in his path, a mass of torn flesh he had known as James Davis; he wrenched the wheel to one side and whipped past. More bodies, more pools of blood. A child, arms and legs spread-eagled, eyes lifted to the sky; the man called Youngblood, the head almost torn from the body. Windows above the Landfall Tavern had been shattered, and he saw the heavyset woman who had worked there sprawled out with sightless eyes. There was a rotting corpse crumpled in a heap-one of the things from the U-boat-grinning even in death; a young girl-yes, the high yellow on her way to Trinidad-now beaten and torn, her beauty ravaged. He shuddered, looked away, was forced to look back to keep from running over a corpse.
  He had reached the village just before they attacked in full force; he had fired his rifle at them, struck some of them down with his jeep, shouted until he was hoarse to alert the sleeping islanders. But he had known he was too late. He heard the screaming begin, saw them crashing through glass and doors. There were too many… too many… too many… the streets crawling with death. He’d fought them away even as they rushed him, trying to pull him from his jeep, and then he had raced to protect his own family.
  And there he had found his house a shambles, windows broken, the doors caved in. Tears stinging his eyes, he had rushed inside. His wife and daughter were gone. There was a smear of blood across a wall, a bullet hole in a door, another in a window frame; the sight made him freeze in shock. He had fought his way out of there, sobbing, not knowing if they were alive or slaughtered.
  Kip saw figures struggling through the pall of smoke as he neared the harbor. He tensed, slammed on his brakes, and reached for the rifle on the seat beside him. The forms emerging from the darkness were islanders, terrified people running wildly past him toward the jungle beyond. He saw their glazed, mad eyes and knew there was nothing he could do.
  Except one thing.
  He jammed his foot to the floor, blared the horn to avoid a man who staggered through a doorway into the street. The jeep roared along the harbor through the blazing heat. A bucket brigade had been started, the men moving in slow motion, their clothes smoking. Wet wood whined and shrilled; to Kip it sounded like what he imagined a shell from a U-boat’s deck gun, screaming from the sea, might sound like.
  “WHERE ARE YOU!” he shouted, his throat raw. “WHERE ARE YOU!” Smoke whirled before him, stinging his eyes, filling his mouth. But he knew where they were.
  It was war. War, just as it had been in 1942. Time had stood still for the U-boat’s crew, and now it was frozen for the villagers as well. But this was not war. It was a massacre, a hideous and inhuman massacre of the innocents. But, that was the way it was done, wasn’t it? War always took the innocents first, and then the things that had done the killing slipped back into the shadows to wait and plan for another day. By all that was holy, he swore he would kill as many as he could with his bare hands if need be. He left the burning village behind, sweat and tears mingling on his face, his pulse pounding with the knowledge of what was to come.
  And then he was at the boatyard, crashing through the remnants of the gates, swerving past the junk piles, one hand guiding the wheel and the other gripping his rifle. The naval shelter lay before him, a streak of lightning illuminating it for an instant. The doorway was open. He stopped the jeep, leaped over its side, and ran toward the shelter with the rifle clasped in his arms.
  But before he reached it there came a hollow rumbling noise that seemed to make the earth tremble beneath his feet.
  He stood where he was, listening, new sweat beading up on his face. The noise came again, harsher, shaking the shelter’s walls. The distant sound of thunder, yes, thunder.
  “Noooooooo,” Kip hissed through clenched teeth, his mind reeling. “NO!” He took a step forward.
  The noise died away, came back, growing, growing, growing, making the ground tremble. With a shriek of metal the huge sliding bulkhead crumpled.
  Kip forced himself to move, one sluggish step at a time. “I won’t let you get away…!” he shouted against the brittle wind, the words flying out to all directions. “GODDAMN YOU, I WON’T LET YOU GET…”
  The bulkhead bent outward, a blister of metal. It collapsed into the water with a metallic ripping noise.
  And from the shelter, inch by inch, the U-boat’s stern emerged.
  The battered propellors churned oily water; the boat’s aft deck slid out, then the conning tower. Kip could see formless shapes on the dark bridge. He raised the rifle and fired, hearing the bullet ricochet off iron. The U-boat emerged like a reptile slithering from its den, and the entire length of it shuddered from the straining power of the engines. It moved free of the shelter and began to turn, gradually, the iron protesting, toward the reef passage with foam streaking along its bow.
  The U-boat ground itself over a skiff, rammed broadside into a small trawler at anchor and cast it away. The sea was already filling the trawler’s shattered port deck. Lightning jabbed the sky, and Kip saw the iron monster cross the harbor, veering away from the sandbars; the boat gained the passage and began to move, sluggishly against the surge of white-capped breakers. Kip ran past the water’s edge and on into the sea, bringing the rifle up, firing without aiming, again and again. The gun jammed; the U-boat was out of the harbor now, the ocean thundering against its hull, and when the next sheet of lightning came it was gone, swept away into the night, on a final and terrifying voyage.
  The waves thrashed around his knees, almost throwing him off balance. Wind sucked at him, howling within the empty shelter. The Night Boat, Boniface had said. The Night Boat, the most terrible of all creatures of the deep. “Nooooo,” he whispered. “I won’t let you get away…”
  Lightning flashed overhead, and the thunder’s boom sounded like the laugh of a war god, savage and victorious.
  Rain began to fall, first in single heavy drops, then in sheets that rippled across the sea. Kip stood in the downpour, his eyes fixed on the limitless blackness. Very slowly he made his way out of the water and when he reached shore he crumpled to his knees in the sand, driven down by the weight of the storm.
  Moore and Jana clung to each other, following the men through the curtains of rain. They were Caribs, Moore realized, although he didn’t recognize any of them. They were moving across a high-grassed clearing into a part of Coquina he didn’t know. He could see the glimmer of lights in the distance. The crowded shacks took shape out of the rain, and he saw the outline of the muddy street stretching down to the north harbor. Caribville. One of the Indians stepped from the path into thicket and sat on his haunches, facing back the way they’d come, with a rifle across his knees. Another took his position a few yards away.
  The streets were empty. The heavy raindrops on tin roofs sounded like gunshots. The man with the shotgun spoke quietly to the others and the group split in different directions; he motioned with his head for Moore and Jana to follow, and he led them to a shack where an oil lamp burned behind a window screen. He opened the door and waved them in with an impatient gesture.
  Inside there was a dim glow of low-burning lamps, the faint smell of tar and tobacco and food. An emaciated old woman in a patchwork gown sat rocking in a chair in front of a cast-iron stove. Her hair was knotted behind her head; her leathery flesh was stretched tight over her prominent facial bones. Another woman, perhaps in her late thirties, stepped away from the door as they came through.
  They stood in a large room; Moore could see another in the back. There were a few chairs, a sun-faded wooden table with a lamp set at its center, cane blinds across the windows, a mat of intricately woven sea-grass on the floor. Framed pictures that had obviously been scissored from travel magazines hung from nails around the room. On one wall was a gun rack, now empty; near it hung a beautifully carved and smoothed wooden tribal mask, light gleaming on its oiled surface. Its triangular teeth were bared, the eyes set in a fierce, warriorlike glare.
  Moore put his arm protectively around Jana, supporting her as the man closed and bolted the door behind them. As she swept her wet hair from her face, Moore saw an angry red welt on one cheek.
  The man shook his head like a dog, spraying droplets of water from his beard and shoulders, and placed his shotgun in the rack. At once the younger woman was at his side, speaking to him in the Carib language. He didn’t reply, but waved her back to her place. Across the room the old woman rocked back and forth, her hands clenched in her lap, her gaze boring through Moore’s skull. She muttered something and laughed abruptly.
  The man took up one of the lamps in his large hand and stepped toward Moore. With the light falling directly upon them, Moore could see his horribly ravaged face. The eyes were as hard and cold as chunks of new granite.
  “Who are you?” Moore asked him.
  The man ignored him and spoke to the young woman, who hurried from the room. She returned a moment later with a brown blanket and offered it to Moore, but he could see no charity in her face; he took it and wrapped it gently around Jana’s shoulders.
  The Carib held the lamp steady, its light painting his flesh the color of waxed mahogany. He held Moore’s gaze and motioned with the lamp toward a window. “Rain before wind,” he said in English, his voice like the rumble of a diesel engine. “The storm will follow.”
  “You saved our lives,” Moore said. “If you hadn’t…”
  “There are many who are beyond saving now,” the Carib said. His speech pattern had a mixture of British and West Indian rhythms, and he sounded as if he might be fairly well educated. “Your name is David Moore; you’re the one who bought the hotel, aren’t you?” He stood like a massive tree rooted to the floor.
  “That’s right.”
  “What happened to your shoulder?”
  “I can’t remember. I think one of them hit me with something.”
  “Broken bone?”
  Moore shook his head.
  The man grunted, played the light across Jana’s face. Behind him the old woman muttered on, her voice rising and falling.
  “What place is this?” Jana asked.
  “My village. My house.” He looked from one to the other. “I am Cheyne, Chief Father of the Caribs.”
  And now Moore made the connection: The man reminded him of that statue in the Square. Cheyne, a distant ancestor of the chieftain who’d battled pirates?
  “Those things…” Jana said softly. She picked at the dried blood on her lower lip and then raised her face to Moore’s. “What about Schiller?”
  “Dead,” he replied, his mind sheering away from the image of Schiller pinned to the floor. He weaved back and forth, the pain now flaming under his flesh. Cheyne spoke to the woman, who left the room again. He clamped a firm hand around Moore’s arm and eased him into a chair. Cheyne motioned for Jana to sit on the mat beside Moore and she did, drawing her knees up to her chin and pulling the blanket around her. Then Cheyne withdrew a gleaming, jagged-edged blade from his waistband. He picked up a flat black whetting stone from the table and began to draw the blade slowly across it; then he walked over to the window and stood peering out. Moore sat silent with his head in his hands.
  “The constable made a mistake bringing that boat into the harbor.” Cheyne said suddenly. “A long time past, it brought death and evil here. Now again. It’s not a machine; it’s a living thing, and it has the soul of Hehue, the serpent…”
  Moore looked up. “You’ve got to take your men back there and help them!”
  The Carib continued sharpening his blade, turning it under his hand. “Some men have gone back to help those who may reach the jungle,” he said after a pause. “We went over there when we heard the shooting, and many of the young bucks wanted to go down and fight. But I wouldn’t let them. None of my people are going into Coquina village.”
  “Christ!” Moore blurted out, shaking his head. “Do you hate those villagers so much you could stand by and let them be slaughtered?”
  “They’re not my people,” Cheyne said. “But this is not the point-a good fighter wouldn’t last a minute against those creatures. No. If and when they reach Caribville the men will have to protect their own women and children.”
  “This isn’t the time for counting heads, damn it! For God’s sake, help them!”
  “Oua!” Cheyne said, turning from the window, his stare bitter and forceful. “What had God to do with this? Everyone dies, Moore, whether in pain or at peace.”
  The young woman came back in, carrying a pot of a strong-smelling, vinegary liquid. She knelt before Jana, dipped a cloth into the pot, and began to dab rather roughly at the cuts. Jana winced and jerked her head back; the woman grasped the nape of her neck and finished the job.
  The noise of the rainfall had quieted somewhat; now Moore could hear the water rushing through gutters. He got to his feet, feeling the heaviness of his shoulder. “Then I’m going back. Give me a gun.”
  Cheyne sharpened his knife in silence. In the distance thunder crashed.
  “I said I’m going back, damn you!”
  Cheyne put the stone and the knife back on the table, reached over for the shotgun, broke it open, and withdrew two shells from a back pocket. He slipped the shells into the breech, closed it, and slung it over to Moore.
  “Go on,” he said quietly. He put his hands on the table and leaned forward. “But you won’t be coming back. And you won’t be able to help any of them, because before you reach the village those things will have smelled you out, and they’ll find you. They’ll bleed you dry; then they’ll feast on your corpse and leave your bones for the lizards. Go on.”
  “Lalouene,” the old woman said, the rocker creaking. “He’s a dead man.” She stared at Moore, her eyes fathomless depths.
  Jana shook off the Carib woman, ignoring her angered chattering. “Don’t,” she said to Moore. “Please don’t go back there!”
  Moore said, “I’ve got to find Kip. I’ll come for you when I can.” He paused a moment, looking back at the Carib in hope the man might go with him, but Cheyne glowered at him and did not move. Moore knew there was no use asking again; he’d have to take his chances alone in the jungle.
  There was a loud knock on the door. Moore tensed, whirled around. Cheyne moved forward like a panther, his hand gripped around the knife. He looked out the window and then threw back the bolt.
  Two rain-soaked Carib men, both armed with rifles, stood in the doorway. Cheyne motioned them in and the man in the lead-tall and bony with black, ferretlike eyes-began to talk in an excited voice, gesturing with his large hands toward the sea. He talked on for a full minute before Cheyne spoke, and then the man answered a question Cheyne had posed.
  Moore was watching Cheyne’s face; he could see a coldness creeping across it from the chin upward, first tensing the jaws, then drawing the lips tight, flaring the thick nostrils, settling in the eyes like circles of frozen steel. But in the eyes also, very deep, there was a flash of something he recognized because he had seen it before, in his own mirrored gaze: a powerful, soul-aching fear. Then it passed, and Cheyne found his stern mask again. He seemed to be giving the men some kind of instructions. They listened intently.
  When he’d finished the two men returned into the night. Cheyne stood watching them go, and then he rebolted the door. “OUA!” the old woman shouted wildly. “NO!” She shook her head from side to side and the younger woman left Jana to try to calm her. At the back of the house, a baby began to cry.
  “What is it?” Moore asked him.
  Cheyne reached out and took the shotgun from Moore’s grasp. “You will not need this. They’re gone.”
  “How?”
  “They’ve taken their boat,” Cheyne said, “and left Coquina.”
  At once Jana was on her feet. “That can’t be!”
  “Those men saw the boat move around the point and disappear into the northwest.”
  Moore shook his head, his shoulder burning, his mind whirling with the horrifying events of the night.
  “It can’t be!” Jana said forcefully. She looked over at Moore, her gaze helpless, almost childlike.
  Moore slowly let himself sink back into the chair. He felt the Carib watching him. “We helped them,” he said wearily. “God save us, we helped them repair their boat. We put them in the boatyard, gave them access to fuel and oil and tools. And all along, while we were sleeping, they were piecing that terrible machine back together-and we never knew. God… we never knew…”
  “Now listen to me!” Jana said, rallying suddenly. “Even if they have worked on the diesels and replaced enough of the battery cells, they can’t be getting but a fraction of their former power out of those old engines! I don’t care what sort of equipment they had, they couldn’t have repaired all of the systems! Their steering will be sluggish, they’ll be slowed to a crawl and forced to keep to the surface!”
  “You said the systems were duplicated,” Moore reminded her. “One operated by machinery. One by hand.”
  “No!” She looked from Moore to Cheyne, back to Moore. “They may have gotten the skeleton moving and maybe a portion of the brain working, but the veins and nerves are still dead!”
  “Can you be certain of that? What about their torpedoes, their deck gun? And that damned boat itself, with its blade of a bow, could batter a hole through a timber-hulled freighter…!”
  Jana was silent, trying to piece together what he was saying. “No. What you’re thinking is… madness. This isn’t 1942… this isn’t World War II…”
  “To them it is,” Moore said. “If they’re moving northwest they may be going back toward Jamaica. And there are shipping lanes between here and there. Lanes that they may have prowled forty years ago. They’re bound to have known the charts and how to reach the lanes from here…”
  “God!” Jana whispered. “What’s kept them… alive after more than forty years underwater? What sort of things have they become?”
  The baby’s crying was louder; the Carib woman left the room, went back through a doorway, and returned holding a black-haired infant cradled in her arms. The baby groped for a breast, and she unbuttoned her blouse to let it suck from a nipple. She kept her eyes fixed on Cheyne’s back, as he stood at the window.
  “You can go back to your village now,” Cheyne said after a long silence. “It’s safe.”
  “They may still need your help,” Moore told him.
  “No. I have no time to waste on them.” He turned and spoke to the young woman, whose face was taut with apprehension. The woman struggled to rise, her arms trembling with the effort, and Cheyne crossed the room to her. He whispered gently and stroked her hair while she muttered pleadingly, clutching at his arm, holding the child close to her body. He looked into Moore’s face. “I say go back to your own kind.”
  Moore rose and took a single step toward him. There was a fierceness in Cheyne’s face that made him the living duplicate of that hand-hewn tribal mask. In the light of a nearby lamp the scars seemed only the exterior wounds of something that had mauled his soul. “What are you going to do?”
  “It’s no concern of yours. Now leave, both of you!”
  Tears had begun to stream along the old woman’s face.
  Moore’s voice was unyielding. “What are you going to do?”
  Cheyne continued to stroke the woman’s hair. When he looked again at the white man his jaw was set and firm, the eyes shotgun barrels.
  “I’m going after the Hehue,” Cheyne said. “And I’m going to destroy it.”


Twenty-three

  MOORE WAS SILENT under the Carib’s powerful stare. Overhead a crack of thunder shrilled through the sky like a shell, burning it blood-red.
  “How?” Jana asked. “With a shotgun, or a knife? You don’t know what you’re dealing with! If you’re planning to sink it you’d better find yourself an armor-piercing projectile and some heavy artillery, or a bomb, or a limpet mine…!”
  Cheyne turned his attention to her; moving past the old woman, he came to her side and scowled down at her. “If need be, yes, I’ll fight it with a blade. I’ll rip those plates open with my bare hands. It has a debt to pay me…”-his hand came up, the callused fingers touching the terrible plain of scars-“…here and within.” He held his hand over his heart and glanced at Moore. “What’s to prevent it from returning here, where they realize they can find fuel… and food? What will prevent it from entering those sea lanes and churning blood all the way from here to Kingston?”
  “I’ve got to think,” Jana said, pacing the room. “Now they can’t have stored enough diesel fuel for a long voyage, and they can’t be moving very quickly, not with the sea running high.”
  “If the boat is headed for the lanes, the nearest route from here is between Big Danny Cay and Jacob’s Teeth. And if I reach them in time I can force the boat across the reefs and rip its hull open,” Cheyne told her.
  “No. We can use the wireless here to reach the Coast Guard,” Jana said. “They can stop it before…”
  “Now you’re talking nonsense. Do you think they’d listen for one minute to what you’d have to say? And by then the bastard would have made it through the passage, and it would be lost to me. No! It’s mine, damn it! I’ve waited a long time to meet it, on the open seas where I’d have a fighting chance, and by all that’s holy in this world I mean to follow it!”
  “I saw those trawlers down in the harbor,” she said. “If you’re going after it in one of those you’re mad! That U-boat will make matchsticks out of…”
  “That’s enough.” Cheyne’s voice was hard. “Go away from here. Both of you go tend to your dead in Coquina village. I don’t want you around Caribville; there’s an hour until dawn light and I have much work to do.”
  He held Jana’s gaze for a few seconds, then abruptly turned back to the old woman; he knelt before her, looking into her eyes, and kissed her cheek. She ran a withered hand along the unscarred side of his face. When he stood up again she clutched at his legs, but then he went to stand beside his wife and the baby. He took the child in his arms and held it close.
  “My son,” he said softly, speaking to Moore. “He’ll be the next Chief Father, after I’m gone. He’ll rule justly and fairly, and he’ll be strong, and he’ll never know fear because fear eats the insides out of a man and leaves him weak and crying out in the middle of the night. No. Keth will be free and unafraid, and he’ll grow straight and unscarred.” He returned the baby to his mother, whispered to her, and kissed her on the cheek. When he drew back, Jana saw a solitary tear streaking his wife’s face, but her eyes remained strong and cool, full of courage. Without looking at her again, Cheyne took up the shotgun, picked up one of the oil lamps, and strode through the door.
  His wife ran out after him. The old woman struggled from her chair and stood balanced precariously, like a frail thing of straw, in the doorway. She turned her head toward Moore, her eyes swimming. “Help him,” she whispered.
  Moore stood up and made his way out the door. The rain was still falling, but not as heavily as before. The Carib woman stood watching her man disappear toward the harbor. Moore could see dozens of lanterns and flashlights moving down there, each one a spot of yellow in the rain’s veil. He wiped the drops from his eyes.
  After another moment Jana joined him; the old woman, her clothes soaked, came and put her arm around the wife’s waist, pulling at her. Widows of the sea, he thought, watching them. Widows? No, no. Not yet. They began to walk back through the mud to the chief’s house. “Why?” Moore asked the old woman as they passed him.
  There was a hard certainty, perhaps even a wisdom on her face, that rooted him to the spot. “His destiny,” she answered, and then she and Cheyne’s wife were gone.
  Destiny. Destiny. Destiny. The word drove into his brain, exploded into a thousand steel fragments there. He remembered the transom of a broken boat thrashed by the sea: Destiny’s Child. There was nothing he could have done then except be pulled along by the swift and hidden currents of his own destiny, no matter how hard he fought against it, not understanding why. He was unable to win the fight because life is like the sea, and its powers pull a man into the deep and mysterious Abyss of his own future.
  Perhaps the Night Boat’s returning to the surface had only been a matter of time; perhaps he had only speeded the inevitable. Now as he looked back on the chain of deaths and destruction, he saw them as part of the chain of events that had brought him around the world and left him here, in this place of all places, standing in a harsh tropical rain. Cheyne was right, he realized: There was nothing to prevent the things from returning for more supplies and more lives. Years ago, on another day of storm, when the earth had closed over him, something inside had given way. Part of him had died then, making him like those tortured things that crewed the boat, out of place and time, caught in the clutch of a destiny that had hidden itself until now. Only in the past few days had it given him a sharp, terrifying look at what lay ahead.
  He loved this island, these people, for good or for bad. He loved them like the family he had lost. And with God’s help or without it, he must not, could not, would not lose another to the dark, sudden upheaval of his fate.
  “I’m going to help him,” he heard himself say.
  Jana clutched at his arm as he started to push past her. She wiped the rain out of her eyes and shook her head. “He’s out of his mind, David! If he finds the U-boat they’ll cut his trawler in two! He won’t come back, and he knows he won’t!”
  A white-hot flame had begun to burn in his muscles. We are born alone and we must face death alone. Who said that? A philosophy instructor, ages ago, in a college classroom of another world. Everyone must die, Cheyne had said, whether in pain or at peace. He knew there was a high chance of losing his life, but he accepted it. He would take that chance, clench it in his fist, dare the dark gods, because he had seen the end of his voyage, a brief vision that had filled his head and then vanished. He had seen the knife-blade bow of the Night Boat waiting.
  He pulled free of Jana and began to walk through the mud down the winding road to the harbor, where he could still see the flashlights moving.
  Cheyne’s weather-beaten fishing trawler rubbed up against a tire-browed wharf. It was the largest of the Carib fleet, perhaps a shade more than fifty feet from stem to stern, with a wide, low-slung hull. Most of the hull paint had been flayed off and there were some patches, but they were all well above the marked discoloration of the waterline. A broad cabin, painted maroon, with several metal-rimmed portholes stood just aft of amidships. Naked masts, their sails tightly furled, pointed at the sky as the rain dripped off the rigging. At the stern there were booms and hoists, a pile of nets, and a few metal drums strewn about. It seemed a stocky, seaworthy boat, with her spoon bow and pulpit giving her a clean, sharp line.
  As Moore approached he could see the faded image of a name that had once been painted in red on the transom board: Pride. The sea swelled underneath it, lifting the boat up and nuzzling the tires; timbers creaked and groaned and there was a dull thud as water broke under the bow.
  Several bare-chested Caribs moved on the after deck, some of them clearing nets and cables away. Water spilled from a duct at the stern; the pumps had been started up. One of the men carried a bundle of something wrapped in clear plastic but Moore couldn’t see what it was. He waited as another man opened the cabin doorway and vanished within.
  “Where’s Cheyne?” Moore shouted to the man nearest him.
  The Carib looked up with a sullen expression, then turned his back on Moore and continued moving a heavy metal drum.
  “Hey!” Moore grasped a wharf piling and leaned over, speaking to another man further down the deck. “Hey! Get Cheyne out here!”
  But then the cabin doorway opened again; the man who had carried in the bundle came out, followed by Cheyne, who was giving him orders in a clipped, brusque tone. Cheyne saw Moore and came over to the starboard gunwale. “What are you doing here?” he asked, his gaze dangerous. “I told you to get away!”
  “I want to go with you,” Moore told him.
  Cheyne was silent for a few seconds. Then he said, “Go back home, white man. This isn’t for you.” He turned away.
  Moore gestured wildly. “Wait! Please. You won’t understand, but it’s important to me. I won’t be in the way, and I can hold my own with any of your crew; I used to be a sailor. I can handle myself.”
  “Why?” the Carib asked him.
  “I… want to be there,” Moore said. “I want to make sure the boat doesn’t come back. Let me go.”
  “You’re crazy,” Cheyne said.
  “No. I found the bastard and caused it to come up. If it wasn’t for me there’d be no death on Coquina tonight. Don’t you see? I’ve got to be there, and I have a right to help stop that thing… maybe even more than you.”
  Cheyne grunted. “No, not more than me.”
  “How about it?” Moore persisted, disregarding the Carib’s remark.
  Cheyne examined him cautiously. He reached out and grasped Moore’s wrist, pulling him over the side before the trawler could heave again. “All right,” he said. “But stay out of my way.”
  The Pride lurched again, a wash of wild foam breaking underneath, and settled back. When it did, a figure leaped from the wharf, landing solidly on the deck. Cheyne twisted around and a few of the other men gaped.
  Jana pushed her hair back from her face; it lay sodden and stringy across her shoulders. “I’m going with you,” she said forcefully to the two men.
  Before Cheyne could speak she had stepped forward, and he was forced back. “Hear me out. What you want to do is insane, I want you to know that first of all. I’m a crazy fool for being here, but you’ll need me if you’re going to try to get the U-boat, even to slow it enough to make a difference. I know the U-boat inside and out; I know where the armor is weakest, I know where you might be able to ram it to knock out its maneuverability. I know also that a trawler matched against a U-boat, even one that old and slow, is suicide. And don’t start that bullshit about a woman being bad luck aboard a boat, because I won’t stand for it and you’d only be wasting time.”
  Cheyne stared at her, his mouth half-open. Rain streamed down the scarred side of his face. “If either one of you gets in my way you’re going over the side, do you understand? If you’re so anxious, help those men with the drums of diesel fuel. Go on!” He threw Jana a withering glance and then made his way back into the wheelhouse.
  A hatch into the hold had been thrown open; Moore helped a Carib haul one of the drums across the deck and down into the hold while Jana cast heavy cables out of the way. It was a nightmare, he thought as he worked, rolling three more drums across the deck; what if they were wrong, and the U-boat wasn’t headed for Jamaica after all, but instead toward Trinidad and South America? No, no; he felt certain that the monstrosity who had once been a military man would, in his rage and blood-lust, take the U-boat prowling for the freighters in the shipping lanes. But what if they were too late, what if the boat had slipped through the teeth, what if there was no stopping that grisly crew of horrors?
  In about forty minutes the boat was buttoned down tight. A throaty rumble grew from belowdecks; white smoke churned briefly at the exhausts; the hatch was secured. Some of the Caribs leaped over to the wharf and began to throw off lines. There was an empty wooden crate at Moore’s feet, with the word CAUTION stenciled across it in faded lettering; he kicked it aside. The other Caribs left the wheelhouse, those at the bow came aft. As he watched, they left the trawler and stood in the rain watching the Pride leave the wharf when the stern lines were cast off. One of them raised a hand in a farewell gesture.
  “Cheyne’s leaving them!” Moore said to Jana. He made his way to the wheelhouse.
  Inside was a roomy cabin with dark-varnished plank bulkheads and a chart table; there was a lighted oil lamp set in a gimbaled fixture at the rear of the wheelhouse. Overhead were thick, exposed wooden beams; Cheyne’s head almost touched them. The Carib stood over a polished eight-spoked wheel, before a dimly lit instrumentation panel. A radio receiver sat on a shelf at shoulder level. Moore said, loudly over the noise of the twin diesels, “What about the others?”
  Cheyne did not take his eyes off the sea, which he watched through a wooden-framed windshield. He moved the wheel a few points to port and foam specked the glass. “They are staying behind with their families. You and the woman asked to come, Moore. If you’ve changed your minds you can swim back, both of you.”
  “You’ll need those men!”
  “I don’t ask of any man more than he is willing to give,” Cheyne said. “Their places are in Caribville with their families. They helped me prepare and that’s all I required of them.”
  “You can’t do this alone,” Moore said.
  “I’m not alone.”
  Jana came into the wheelhouse and glanced quizzically at Moore.
  A flurry of rain and seawater smashed against glass; the bow rose high, dropped sharply. Jana grasped an exposed roof beam for support.
  “If you’re having second thoughts…” Cheyne said.
  “I’m not,” Moore replied. He turned to Jana. “You shouldn’t be here.”
  “I can take care of myself.”
  Cheyne snorted. “Either get off my boat now or get to the bow and watch for bommies.”
  Moore saw the sea swirling beyond the glass; the sky was turning from black to gray now, as morning fast approached. The cloud ceiling was low and moved before a rapid wind, opening up holes though which a dank yellowish light appeared. Moore went out onto the deck, into the wind’s bite, and saw a black column of smoke scrawled in the sky. It hung directly over the Coquina village, and instantly his heart rose to his throat.
  “Cheyne,” he called, motioning toward it. The Carib peered out, his powerful hands clamped about the wheel. “The village is burning,” he said, a lump of rage rising to his throat. Cheyne turned the trawler very slowly to keep the rising sea from smashing over the port side; he pulled back on his twin throttles and the diesel’s noise quieted. His gaze was cold and grim, the eyes unmoving.
  In a few minutes Moore could see well enough to make out the ruins of the fishermen’s shanties. Cheyne’s trawler moved through green-slimed bommies into the smoother harbor water. The smell of smoke was thick and acrid, and Moore was consumed with rage. As the trawler neared the commercial wharf Moore saw a group of ragged-looking islanders and shouted to them, throwing a line. Without waiting for Cheyne to cut his engines he had jumped across to the wharf, moving through the knot of men toward the shanties.
  Cheyne came out on deck, “Moore!” he roared. “There’s no time…!”
  But he had already gone, the rage burning within him, his feet sinking in wet sand. The scorched smell hung across the harbor and it sickened him. Bodies were being pulled from the ruins, and lay on the street, charred black; it was hard to tell that many of them had ever been walking, living, breathing human beings. Moore clenched his teeth, looking to see if he knew any of them but not being able to recognize the faces. Someone working with another crew of men farther along Front Street cried out, “Here’s one!” and a woman wailed.
  Moore walked forward, dazed; the faces around him were weary, filthy. Some he recognized, some he did not, but in all he saw a pain, a numbness, a horror. A woman rocked the corpse of a child while a man stood over her, eyes darting madly in all directions. The man knew he must do something but was unable to think. “Go sleep,” the woman whispered through her tears. “Sweet baby go sleep…” A wailing pierced the dim light; he saw the burned hulks of the bars, the smoke still rising. Other buildings had caught fire again now that the rain had almost stopped, and he could see bucket brigades working feverishly. The Indigo Inn stood unscathed, at the top of the hill, too far away to be touched by the fire but empty and dead nevertheless.
  He was stunned by the carnage. “Moore!” he heard Cheyne shout from the harbor. “Goddamn you…!”
  There were corpses lying in rows on Front Street covered with sheets; he caught a glimpse of Dr. Maxwell and one of the nurses from the clinic bandaging the injured. With his next step he almost tripped over a body curled before him; he made himself look down, and saw it was the old man who’d spoken reverentially of jumbies. Now his skull was crushed and his eyes were glazed, sunken.
  He shook his head, forcing his breath out between his teeth. God, no… no… no… History repeating itself, he thought; the Nazis have come, the sea-wolves, the conquerors, and they have been cunning and merciless. Horror upon horror, death upon death. And on the seas now the Night Boat, moving toward the shipping lanes to carry out a timeless mission of destruction.
  And then Moore saw Reynard. The man’s forehead was gashed, his clothes smeared with ashes. One of his hands was badly burned, the flesh puffing up in yellow blisters. He stepped forward, making a choking noise, and grasped at Moore’s collar. “You did this…” he rasped hoarsely. “Look what you’ve brought upon us. LOOK AT IT, DAMN YOU!”
  Moore blinked, unable to move or push the man away.
  Heads turned toward them. “You brought that Hell’s boat up,” Reynard hissed. “You brought that thing from the Abyss!”
  “No,” Moore said. “I didn’t know…”
  “Open your eyes and look at the dead!” Reynard shrieked, tears streaming down his cheeks. “YOU BROUGHT IT TO THE ISLAND!”
  “It was the white man did this!” someone else, a thin, wild-eyed black shouted. “He killed my wife and babies, burned my house! He brung that boat up from the sea! He brung it up!”
  Moore felt the electricity closing in; he shook away from Reynard and the man sprawled face forward into the sand. Another came forward, the hatred palpable: “FILTHY BROTHER TO THEM THINGS!” it shrieked. “YOU KILLED HER!”
  A hand appeared, holding an extra finger of slim silver. Someone else shouted, a knot of people surrounding Moore, nowhere to go. Their breath hot on him, dried blood on the faces, the eyes gone mad with fury.
  “Spill his blood!” a woman cried out. The group of men moved closer, someone bent down, broke a beer bottle against a stone, and held out the glittering weapon. Moore backed away from it, tripped over charred timbers, and fell onto his injured shoulder. He cried out in pain, and then they were upon him, hauling him up, other hands groping for him, Reynard shouting in a broken voice. He was pulled forward, through a cloud of ashes, and he tried to fight them but there were too many.
  The black with the knife was moving in; Moore caught a glimpse of enraged eyes, a flash of metal. The knife arm went back in a short, brutal arc, poised for an instant, and started to drive home through Moore’s rib cage.
  There was a blur of motion and bodies, an abrupt cry of pain; a piece of timber came crashing down across the head of the man with the knife, and he groaned in agony as he toppled forward, the knife spinning from his grip.
  The timber swung out, caught another man in the chest, and drove him to his knees. They all stood back from Moore, breathing heavily.
  Cheyne held the jagged piece of wood ready to strike again. His gaze flickered across the maddened faces; then he said quietly to Moore, “Step away from them.”
  Moore, nursing his throbbing shoulder, moved nearer the Carib. Knives glittered around them.
  “Come on,” Cheyne muttered defiantly. “Let’s make short work of it.”
  One of the men, larger than the others, stepped from the group, a broken bottle gripped in a hamlike hand; another followed close behind. But a sharp click! froze them in their tracks.
  “I swear before God I’ll shoot the first one of you who lays a hand on those two men,” Kip said, holding a rifle into their midst. There were sunken hollows beneath his eyes and he blinked sluggishly, fighting exhaustion. Behind him stood Myra, her clothes dirty and a bandage wrapped around one arm; she held their little girl, Mindy, whose eyes were glazed in shock. “Do any of you think this is going to bring back a wife, a child, or a husband? If we start killing each other we’ll be finishing the job those things began…!”
  The men watched Kip, their faces still eager for revenge.
  “There’s nothing you can do now,” he told them. “They’re gone…”
  “AND WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO?” It was Reynard, struggling through the knot of men, sweat shining on his face. “You’re the law here, there must be something you can do, some way you can…”
  “When the weather clears we can use the radio to get help,” Kip said calmly. “Until then, no.”
  Reynard shook his head. “That’s not enough! Look at these people, mon! Look at those bodies on the ground! What we going to do if they come back? How we going to fight?”
  “Here are your friends,” Cheyne said to Moore. “See them as they are.” He raised his voice. “I’ll tell you how we’ll fight, old man! I’m going to sea after the boat; I’m going to try to run it across Jacob’s Teeth.” He glanced at Moore and said with grudging respect, “And this man’s going with me.”
  Kip looked over his shoulder at the Carib, then at Moore. “Jacob’s Teeth? Then you think it’s moving toward Jamaica?”
  “Maybe,” Cheyne answered. “It’s the fastest route into the heart of the sea lanes. If we’ve guessed wrong, or if we’re too late, we won’t have another chance to find it.”
  “You won’t make it, Cheyne,” Kip said. “There’s no way you can…”
  “And what else are we to do?” The Carib glowered at him. “Let that goddamned thing slip away, maybe to return here and do this again? They know our weaknesses now, and they know where to find diesel fuel for their boat. They’ll get into the sea lanes and if they do… no. I won’t have that on my conscience. This time they didn’t attack Caribville, but once a long time ago I remember the scream of the shells and burning Caribs crawling through ashes. No! I won’t let them get away! Not this time! Not ever again!” He glanced at Moore. “I’ve waited long enough. If you don’t come with me now I’m leaving you behind!” He turned and began walking back to the harbor.
  Moore paused for a moment, looking into Kip’s face. “I’ve got to help him,” he said. “There’s no other way.”
  “Just you two alone?”
  “And Jana Thornton.”
  Kip stared at him, shook his head, looked back at the islanders. The fear and sickness had overtaken them again, driving out the lust for violence. Reynard staggered back through the group of men, muttering wildly. “I… can’t think anymore,” he said in a strained voice. “I don’t know what I should do.” He stood there for a moment, his shoulders sagged; he drew a hand across his face and stared down as if he might find an answer in the ashes.
  Kip’s eyes flickered. He looked around until he saw a face he knew. “J.R., you’ll be in charge until we return. Here. The keys to my office. There are guns up there if you need them. Clear away as many of these people as you can from the harbor, get them up to the clinic. David, can we use your hotel as shelter?”
  Moore nodded.
  “Then that’s settled.” He turned back to J.R. “Get as many as you can up there. The storm’s not far away, from the looks of that sky. Just get them in out of the wind.” Kip turned to his wife and clutched her hand. “Go on. You’ll be all right. Hurry.”
  She hesitated, clinging to him; he called another woman’s name and she came over to lead Myra away from her husband. “Remember,” he said to J.R. before handing him the rifle. “Make sure these people get in some shelter.”
  Kip and Moore made their way silently along Front Street; they could hear the racket of the trawler’s engines, and Cheyne shouting at some boys to help him throw off his bow lines. “I’ve been trying to raise someone on the radio for the past two hours,” Kip explained. “I’ve just been getting fragments from ships at sea. There’s a godawful blow working out there somewhere.”
  “You don’t have to come with us. Coquina’s your responsibility and that’s all.”
  Kip shook his head. “I know that boat is still out there, David. And I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t try-at least try-to stop it before it takes its evil elsewhere. There’ll be more killing, and more innocent people will die. If I turn my back on that I turn my back on everything I’ve ever believed in.”
  They reached the boat where Cheyne was already hauling in the lines, Jana working right beside him. The Carib stared at Kip for a few seconds but said nothing.
  Moore climbed aboard and helped the Carib and Jana with the bow lines; Cheyne then disappeared into the wheelhouse and the trawler began to move toward Kiss Bottom’s passage, its diesels rumbling.
  The ocean became a shifting plain of blacks and whites around the trawler. The waves lifted them and then dropped them into liquid, glassine pits that shimmered like a thousand eyes. Foam broke over the trawler’s prow, streaming along the deck and through the scuppers. Moore, at the bow watching for bommies, looked to the sky. It was a forbidding, featureless mass of grays and yellows. As they swung in a northeasterly course, black, thick clouds loomed in the distance, closing off the horizon, making it a vast, empty doorway.
  He turned to look back at Coquina, a mass of green against the gray. Then a cresting wave, streaked with weed, rose up and blocked his view. They were through the passage, moving across the deep Abyss, the sea striking up underneath the hull.
  And with a cold shudder he realized what that horizon was.
  A doorway, yawning wide.
  A doorway into the realm of the dead.
  He made his way aft, clinging to the gunwale, past Kip and into the wheelhouse.


Twenty-four

  “BAD WEATHER AHEAD,” Cheyne said grimly, the muscles standing out on his forearms with the effort of handling the wheel. Timbers creaked the length of the boat; water struck the windshield with a noise like a handclap. Though the wind had quieted, the sea was rising. A bad sign.
  The sea was being churned into a frenzy further ahead, nearer Jamaica. They weren’t moving fast enough, although Cheyne knew that the waves would be holding the U-boat back as well.
  Cheyne let the Pride run for openings through the waves, seeking smoother water before the foam crashed back and closed the holes; there was a strong current thrashing that wanted to take the rudder and spin the boat broadside. Cheyne cherished the Pride like a strong, responsive woman. He had built this boat with his own hands, with lumber stolen from Langstree’s yard and salvaged engine parts. He’d captained the craft for seven years, using it to fish with a Carib crew. She was a fine, fast boat, with a good balance. He kept his attention focused directly ahead, at times checking a compass and a brass barometer mounted on the panel before him. The glass was low and still falling.
  “The sea can pound hell out of the U-boat,” Jana said, “and it’ll keep right on going because of the way it’s built, low to the water. There’s no capsizing it.”
  “All those years,” Kip said to Moore, “those things were working to put the boat back to sea… maybe they’d been maintaining the engines as best they could even when they were on the bottom. All that time with a single purpose. A desire to strike back, a burning hate and need.” He’d related everything Boniface had said.
  “U-boat crewmen were trained to improve,” Jana told him. “They used whatever was at hand-wires, cables, pieces of timber, even the bulkhead iron. There are documented cases of submarines being raised from the bottom after several days-just before their air gave out for good-due to the sheer guts and ingenuity of the crewmen. In some ways I think they must have been the bravest of all warriors.”
  “The Night Boat,” Kip whispered to himself from where he stood at the rear of the wheelhouse, an arm hooked around a beam. He felt weary and battered, and he wondered what he would have done if his fears had been realized, if Myra and Mindy had been killed. When he’d seen that blood on the wall of his house, his world had begun to collapse. Two of the horrors had broken in and one had slashed his daughter with a claw, but Myra had fought them off with the rifle and had run to the village with Mindy in her arms. There she’d found more of the things, and they would have killed her in the street had a group of men not appeared through the smoke and held them back. She’d remembered Langstree, she’d told Kip, beating at the things with an iron pipe before he was dragged into their midst. Myra had found refuge in the grocery’s cellar, along with a few other men and women. The things had almost ripped away the overhead trapdoor, but then the grocery had caught fire and they had scurried away, fearful of the flames. Myra and the others had barely gotten out before the burning roof had collapsed.
  “God,” Kip said aloud, shaking off the terrible memory of her story. “What if it’s taken another passage, moved toward Trinidad, or Haiti, or even the States? You said you’d force the boat onto Jacob’s Teeth if you could catch it, Cheyne. I want to know how.”
  Cheyne didn’t turn his head. He watched the storm curtain thickening. “When the time comes,” he said. “I’ll find it, all right. It’s not through with me, just as I’m not through with it.”
  “Why?” Moore asked, moving alongside Cheyne and supporting himself against the instrumentation panel. “I’ve seen the hate and the fear in you. How did it get there?”
  “I think,” Cheyne responded, light glinting off his golden amulet, “you see too much, Moore.” He paused a moment, as if weighing a decision. Then he nodded and spoke: “I have a nightmare, Moore. It won’t let me be. I can’t free myself of it. I am in a room, lying on the bare frame of a bed. I’m a child, and I know nothing of terror or the evil in man because my world is enclosed by the huge cathedral of the sea and sky. I lie in a darkened room and I listen to the nightbirds. But then they’re silent, and there’s another noise. A thin wailing noise that comes closer and closer, but I cannot escape. And then the noise is all around me, hot and screaming. There is no way to get out of that room.
  “I see a crack zigzag across the ceiling; I see the ceiling fall to pieces just as the rain of hot metal and fire pours through. Something jagged strikes my head and I try to scream but I have no voice. I cup my own blood in my hands, and the blood is bubbling. And then the pain. White hot. Unendurable. God, the pain…” Tiny beads of sweat had risen on his forehead.
  “I can smell myself burning, in this nightmare, and no one can help me because they can’t reach me beneath the flaming timbers. And then darkness, a long terrible darkness. Finally there are people in white who tell me to rest. I lie in a green-walled room without mirrors. But one day I struggle up from my bed and I catch a glimpse of something reflected in the window glass. A monstrous face wrapped in yellowed bandages, shriveled and distorted, peering back, the swollen eyes widening. I smash my hand through the glass because I am afraid of what I see. I want to destroy that creature because I know someday its vision will destroy me. This is no longer the face of a man, but the face of anacri, a demon; and what is inside is no longer bravery but doglike cowardice.”
  Cheyne glanced at Moore; his face was drawn tight, the sweat standing out in relief. “When the Nazis shelled Caribville from their boat, my house was the first hit. My mother was driven to the edge of madness. You saw her. My father and a few of the others armed themselves with rifles and harpoons and went out in a small fishing boat to seek the monster. And that was the last I saw of him. The creatures in that Hell-spawned boat took away my life, Moore. They took away something good and replaced it with part of themselves; they’re still reaching for me, in each hour of my waking, in every moment of my sleep. They keep returning to rip pieces of my soul away, and they won’t stop until they have the all of me. I fear them as no man ever feared anything on this earth, Moore. Even now I tremble and sweat, and I despise myself for it. To a Carib, courage is life, and if I die as a coward my soul will never find peace.”
  He paused a moment, licked his lips, his eyes judging the width of the sea’s corridors. “I left Caribville for ten years; I went to South America and worked as a hand on one of the coffee plantations in Brazil, later in the Colombia stone quarries, where I learned how to blast rock with dynamite. I was shunned and cursed by all as a symbol of bad luck, as a man with two faces, one good, the other twisted. A British woman was my only friend-the widow of a freighter captain killed in a wreck, who lived near the quarries and worked as a cook for the men. She was maybe twenty years older than me; she showed an interest, taught me how to read and write.
  “When I returned to Coquina to take on my responsibilities as Chief Father I knew I wasn’t fit for the position. But someone had to do it, and I have the royal blood. For years, I managed to lead my people as best I could. I tried to exert some influence, tried to change enough of the old ways to allow us to live in peace with the white man. But then one day, as I stood on the point, I saw that huge boat rise from the Abyss. I trembled as I watched. The rage, the fear, the weakness: All of it flooded over me again. I forced myself to go down to the boatyard. I stood outside the shelter for a long time, but I couldn’t make myself cross the threshold. In my arms I held a crate of dynamite: I was going to blow it to pieces. Instead I ran from that place, shaking like a cur. If I had destroyed it that night, if I had set the caps and fuses and lit them, none of what’s happened on Coquina would have come about. There is much on my soul now. But I have a last chance. One last chance to find them, to destroy them before they slip away. I don’t know if I can. But by God… by God, I must try.”
  The men were silent for a long time. Then Kip said, “Where’d you get that crate of dynamite?”
  “When they were building their hotel and marina,” Cheyne said. “We stole it from them by the crateload and hid it in a shack out in the jungle. Most of it’s rotted now, but there’s still some fit for use.”
  Ahead the sky was a mass of rolling clouds, yellow with black, swollen underbellies. The sea thundered against the hull, bursting around the bow and making the entire boat shudder. Cheyne pointed at the radio receiver. “Moore, see what you can pick up on that.”
  Moore switched it on and turned the dial; there was nothing but the loud crackle and blare of static. A voice faded in, then evaporated. The trawler was being rocked from side to side, the noise of a giant’s fist pounding the keel. Moore turned away from the radio and looked toward Jana. “You should be back on Coquina,” he told her.
  “I can make it,” she said. “I’ve spent most of my life researching sunken wrecks, U-boats, and otherwise. Now, to see a boat like this one come back to life, riding the high seas… it may be evil, yes, it may destroy us… but I have to see it.”
  Moore shook his head. “You’re either a fool or the gutsiest damn woman I ever met.” Something in her eyes kept him from saying anything else, although he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what it was. There seemed to be a thin wall of mist between them, as lazy and serpentine as the deep Caribbean tides. He wanted to reach through, to pierce it with his fingers, to lay a hand against her cheek and feel the warmth of her flesh coursing through him. He was glad they were together but was deeply afraid for her as well. She was a beautiful woman, filled with life and hope, and he did not even attempt to raise his hand to reach for her. He knew it couldn’t be. What was that about being of two different worlds? One of them was dark, the other light, and she was not part of what lay before him.
  “Bommies ahead,” Cheyne said quietly.
  Moore turned to look; Kip joined them.
  The sea just beyond was a boiling maelstrom of black. When the waters parted for an instant Moore caught the glimpse of the green and brown hooks of a surface-grazing reef. Cheyne twisted the wheel to starboard, and as he did a wave struck the side, shaking them roughly. He brought the wheel back quickly, and began to zigzag through the waves that now lifted in all directions, swamping the foredeck and streaming through the scuppers. Something scraped noisily along the port side, just below the waterline. Cheyne hissed the breath out between his teeth. “We’re in the midst of it,” he said. “I need a watch at the bow.” He eased back on the throttles, cutting his speed.
  Moore glanced over. “I’ll go,” he said.
  “There’s a coil of rope on the flooring back there. Tie it around your waist good and tight. Kip, you take the other end of it and do the same. When Moore goes out that doorway you hold yourself firm to one of those beams and let him have slack real slow. Keep the rope taut between you.”
  Kip helped Moore secure the rope, then slipped the other end beneath his arms and knotted it around his chest. “Be damned careful out there, David,” he said, raising his voice over the noise of the sea.
  Moore nodded and then went out the doorway into the weather. A surge of spray slapped against him, almost knocking him back, but he clenched his teeth and began to move, hanging on to the starboard gunwale, creeping inch by inch toward the prow. Kip grasped the overhead beam behind him with one hand, bracing his feet against the door frame and letting out the line. A wave pounded diagonally across the Pride, hammering at Moore; he clung against a capstan for balance, the trawler pitching beneath him.
  He watched for the telltale coral swirls. A plateau of growth lay to port; Moore motioned in a starboard direction and the Pride responded. Other reefheads were exposed beyond, as the sea rose away from them; Moore waved his arm frantically. One of the bommies ground up under the hull with a long grating noise, but then they were through and Moore, straining his eyes, couldn’t see any others. He stayed where he was, his arms aching and his lungs heaving to draw in air through the bitter salt spray. The trawler suddenly bucked upward as a green-veined wave crashed beneath, and Moore was driven to his knees, feeling the rope gnaw at his waist. With a shriek that was unlike anything he had ever heard before, the sea parted, sending the Pride racing down into a black gully before tossing it high again.
  Moore hung on; suddenly he was wearing his yellow slicker. Around him the crashing and grinding of water, the wind screaming in a high wail. He lay at the stern, fighting to control the rudder, hoping beyond all hope he could make harbor before this freak storm consumed his boat. Panic welled up within him: Don’t lose control, he shouted to himself. For God’s sake, don’t lose control!
  “DAVID!” his wife screamed from the cabin companionway. And there they stood, both of them watching, their eyes frozen in white faces.
  “GET BACK INSIDE!” he shouted, the words twisted and hurled over his head.
  “PLEASE…!” she cried hopelessly.
  Ice filled his veins; he had seen it over her head: a wave that blocked out the sky, staining it deepest black, a churning wall of water that was going to sweep over them. He opened his mouth to shout because he knew she hadn’t seen, but nothing came from his throat. Don’t lose control! he shouted mentally. Let the wave break over the bow, let it break and keep control of this boat! It will lift the boat high and send it tumbling across its huge precipice, but KEEP YOUR HAND ON THIS TILLER!
  He watched it coming, could not speak, could not breathe, could not think. He saw their eyes fixed on him.
  An instant before the wave hit he took his hand away from the tiller, a self-protective instinct, throwing an arm over his face and screaming even as he knew it was a fatal, senseless mistake.
  A single cry tore at his heart before the water twisted the boat, before the black wave crashed broadside and covered Destiny’s Child: “DAVID…!”
  When he reached back for the tiller it was gone; he was sealed in a coffin of water, twisted and mauled by the sheer force of the wave. He went down choking, hands gripping emptiness, around him the tangled timbers that had been Destiny’s Child. He’d lost control for one instant; it had been enough to sweep them away from him forever. He’d failed them, failed them even as they trusted him with their lives.
  And now, on the Pride’s pitching forward deck, Moore forced himself back from a voyage through rage and bitterness through the dark caverns of his own soul. He clutched at the capstan, his muscles aching; he ignored the sharp pulling at the line around him. He was afraid to move. The storm-swept sky and sea, the wind now building and hitting his face, the waves dancing madly before the bow all combined to haunt him with fragmented, horrible images of the past. Water crashed over him, streaming around his feet and threatening to suck him away from his hold.
  Yes, yes. Why not let go? Why not let the sea take you? This is the time you’ve waited for; this is the moment, the second, the place. When the next white sheet of water covers you over, let go… let go. Only an instant of pain, perhaps, as the sea fills your lungs and chokes the brain. An instant. That’s all. He shook his head. No. Yes. No. NO! It was not suicide he’d followed across the world; no, the thought of that was repugnant to him. He had followed his beckoning destiny and now was not yet the time.
  Then from the blackness of the sea, crashing through the next wave that loomed overhead, a huge and terrible shape materialized. Foam swept the decks, shimmered like glass along its hull. A haunted boat, its railings strung with weed, chasms of water opening beneath it. The iron bow raced toward Moore.
  “Cheyne!” he shouted, twisting his head around.
  He saw the Carib’s face through the glass: drawn, mouth open, eyes staring in cold terror. The man’s hands clamped around the wheel, frozen in a collision course. Kip peered out behind Cheyne, reaching forward.
  “Cheyne!” Moore shouted again, unable to move.
  Water splattered the windshield and rolled off. When it had cleared Moore saw that the Carib’s eyes were fierce holes, and his teeth were bared. Cheyne threw his shoulder into the wheel, spinning it to starboard; the Pride responded, sending another wall of water over Moore.
  The Night Boat passed to the port side only feet away; Moore could hear the hoarse rumblings of its engines, the taunting roar of a creature from the depths. The trawler listed to starboard and Moore lost his grip. He fell away from the capstan, slamming hard into the starboard gunwale. He heard the Night Boat’s iron flesh rasp against wood. “God…” Moore hissed, salt stinging his eyes; he wiped the water away, saw the thing vanish through another high wave, trailing streaks of green luminescence. The rope tightened, almost cutting him in two; he pushed himself away from the gunwale and was dragged back into the wheelhouse.
  Cheyne fought to regain control of the rudder. The Pride wanted to break free and run, but he wouldn’t let her go. “I won’t lose it!” he breathed. “By God, I won’t lose it!” The trawler shuddered, pitched high, but began to answer the helm. Cheyne worked against the wheel, the muscles of his back aching; Kip leaped to his side and together they righted the boat.
  Moore lay back against the wheelhouse bulkhead trying to catch his breath, coughing and trembling. Jana was suddenly at his side, bending over him. “It came out of the dark,” he told her between coughs. “I didn’t have time to…”
  “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s gone.”
  “No, not gone,” Cheyne said. “They turned back to ram us under; they know we’re here, and they know we’re following. Now maybe they’re after us, playing with us a little bit, biding their time.” He shook his fist at the dark sea. “Damn you, where are you? I’ll follow you into Hell, you sonofabitch!”
  Moore waited a few minutes longer, until his strength had returned, then he rose shakily to his feet and came alongside Cheyne; he reached up and searched the radio band. There was only more static. Ahead the sky was solid black; a dozen or more jagged white bolts of lightning cut the wide range of the horizon. Now they couldn’t be certain where the U-boat was. It could be moving alongside them, turning to ram them from behind, or waiting ahead for a confrontation of flesh and iron.
  The black door was wide open; the Pride hurtled through.


Twenty-five

  MOORE STOOD PEERING out through the windshield, his eyes probing the dark for the thing he knew must be here, somewhere, perhaps dangerously close, perhaps a dozen miles away. Bolts of lightning crackled, striking deep into the sea. Wind whistled around the edges of the wheelhouse, died away, built back up.
  Moore had no idea how long they’d been tracking the U-boat-or was the U-boat tracking them now?-because his wristwatch had shattered when he’d fallen to the deck. It was a matter of hours, he was certain, but time here was elusive, something alien. His body was fatigued, his eyes ached from straining out to the horizon. They had not sighted any land nor any other ships, and once when Kip had gone out onto the deck, he let a blast of air into the wheelhouse that felt thick and hot, as if the sun were beating down directly overhead.
  “Turn us back to Coquina, Cheyne,” Jana called from where she sat at the rear of the wheelhouse.
  “Your trawler can’t take the force of these waves much longer. The U-boat’s gone. It’s gotten away and you won’t be able to find it again.”
  Cheyne said nothing; he paid no attention to her.
  She rose and made her way forward. “Damn it!” she said, her gray eyes blazing. “Listen to me! You can’t cover the whole of the Caribbean! And if you do find the boat again, how can you ever hope to force it to the reef? It will crush this trawler to pieces!”
  Cheyne glanced over at her and then at the other two men. “I’ve returned to original course, directly into the passage between Big Danny Cay and Jacob’s Teeth toward the sea lanes. I know where they’re headed. Turning back to grind us under cost them time; if they hadn’t we would’ve lost them for sure.”
  He stared into Jana’s face. “I didn’t ask you to come. I didn’t ask any of you. You all came of your own free will; I didn’t have to tell you what you’d be facing out here.” He looked away, his gaze sweeping the wild horizon. “The currents come together between the cay and the Teeth; they drive a boat through there like a bullet. And that’s where they’ll try to go through into the lanes a few miles beyond. No. I’m not turning back now.”
  “You can’t stop them,” Jana said. “You’re mad if you think you can!”
  “Maybe I am,” he acknowledged. “But if I can’t drive the boat over the Teeth, then… As for the artillery, or a bomb… Moore, take that lantern from back there and step down into the cabin. I want this woman to see something.”
  Moore turned up the wick and went down, carefully, through the narrow opening. “Go take a look,” Cheyne told Jana.
  The light illuminated a small galley, a couple of bare-mattressed bunks, and more coils of rope and crates. Moore edged forward, watching his footing, and Jana followed close behind. Where the frames and plankings came together near the bow the crates were piled on top of each other and secured with heavy ropes. On some of them he could make out faded letters: CAUTION. HIGH EXPLOSIVES. He remembered the crate he’d kicked away on the deck. Dynamite. The fuses led out from cracks in the boxes, winding around each other to make a single, thick fuse, which was attached to a small reel. Bundles wrapped in clear plastic were tied to plankings, the cord fuses bound to the others. He raised the light and saw the long, brown sticks. There were four crates and two bundles of the plastic-wrapped dynamite. Enough for a tremendous explosion.
  They made their way silently back into the wheel-house. “Put that lamp back on the shelf,” Cheyne said. He saw an opening beyond, spun the wheel for it; the Pride vibrated. Jana stared at him, her face pale. “That’s the dynamite we stole from those company men,” Cheyne said. “So you see, I did come prepared.”
  “The entire boat…?” Jana asked softly.
  “Dynamite packed in the bow, drums of diesel fuel in the hold. When the primary fuse is wound out there’ll be three minutes before the flame sets off the first case. When the explosion comes it’ll take off the bow section and turn those hardwood plankings into spears. Then the hold will go, and those fuel drums will blow like…”
  “…depth charges,” Moore said.
  Cheyne glanced quickly at him, sweat shining on his face, his massive shoulders glistening with the effort of controlling the rudder. Then he returned his gaze to the sea. “Three minutes to get off before the bow blows.”
  “Off? Where?” Jana thrust out her arm. “Into that sea?”
  “If it happens… if I have to light that primary fuse,” Cheyne told her, “you’ll gladly take your chances in the water, storm or no. Now stop your chatter and get out of my way.” He saw holes opening ahead, veered for the nearest; the sea streamed over the port beam and then rolled off, as if the Pride had shrugged her shoulders of the ocean.
  Cheyne kept the wheel under firm control. He saw the barometer was still descending; a pulse throbbed at the base of his throat. He looked across as the floating compass rose, and slowly corrected two points. Sweat dripped from his chin and spattered onto the instrumentation panel. He was listening for a noise over the gobbling racket of the diesels: the faint rattling of the warning buoys on the southeastern point of Jacob’s Teeth. The sea would be twisting them around, making their bells hammer. Cheyne was staring off to port at about ninety degrees when the next few flashes of lightning cut the darkness. He had sailed these waters a thousand times with the Carib fishing fleet, and sheer instinct told him the cay should be within sight, though some miles distant; beyond them would be the treacherous, hundred-yard-long stretch of the reefs.
  But the lightning revealed only the wind-whipped sea. Something was wrong. Was it possible the compass was off, he wondered, or had his instincts been fooled by the storm? He leaned forward slightly, over the wheel, staring into the sea. It’s not right, damn it! he told himself, his eyes flint-hard. Nothing is right! He should be hearing those warning buoys by now, and even seeing the wash around the first of the blunt, green-slimed bommies that would sharpen into knife blades ahead. “Try the radio,” he said to Moore.
  Moore twisted the dial; this time there was no sound from the radio. He turned up the volume. No squeak of static or electrical interference.
  Only silence.
  “That’s funny,” Moore said. “Something’s wrong with it…”
  “No,” Cheyne said. “The radio’s not out. I don’t know what it is. I’m not sure where we are.”
  The wind hissed around the wheelhouse, whispering through cracks in the ceiling.
  “What’s the matter?” Kip asked, his voice tight.
  Cheyne looked from side to side, searching for the bommies. There was nothing. He turned to port a few degrees. The wind filtering through the ceiling stank of rot, of something decayed, yet refusing to die.
  The sea stretched out before them, huge and empty, a universe of water. No Big Danny Cay, no landmark bommies. Cheyne eased back on both throttles, his skin beginning to crawl. The boat… where was the boat…?
  “I haven’t lost it!” he said through clenched teeth. “I haven’t lost it! No! It’s out there. And it’s waiting for me.”
  “Where are we?” Jana asked, looking first at Moore and than at the Carib.
  A wave slammed hard into the hull, rocking the Pride to both sides. The wind pulled at the windshield frame.
  Then there was an abrupt, deafening silence.
  Sea crashed across the bow; Cheyne drove straight through the rising wave, and on the other side of it he clenched his hand tight around the wheel and stared.
  The ocean had flattened into a black, limitless plain. No wind, no slap of sea across the trawler. There was a strange, unnerving stillness.
  “Where are you, bastard?” Cheyne whispered. “Come on, let’s be done with it!”
  Cheyne cut back the engines until the Pride was almost sitting still. Lightning flashed across his field of vision. Moore, standing beside him, gripped the instrumentation panel for support.
  “Listen…!” Kip said.
  The wind. Rising in the distance. Shrieking, turning, thrashing against itself like a maddened beast.
  Veins of yellow broke open in the sky, cutting the sea into a jigsaw pattern of black and ocher. Lightning made the water shimmer. In the half-light Moore caught his breath; he’d seen the entire horizon roiling. The hurricane was advancing rapidly, a storm of gargantuan magnitude.
  At the same instant the entire plain of the ocean seemed to rise up, throwing the Pride forward so fast Jana and Kip were slammed against the bulkheads. Cheyne fought with all his strength to hold the rudder, shouting for Moore to help. The wind howled the length of the boat, and as the next roaring water flooded across the Pride there was a snapping noise-wood giving way. One of the masts toppling.
  Moore’s head was thrown back, his teeth almost biting through his tongue. Cheyne gasped, pushing against the vibrating wheel, fearful that the rudder would break. The Pride was thrown high, almost free of the water; in the next moment it was toppling down a black wall, the sea smashing against them so hard Moore thought the windshield would shatter. Something hit the boat; there was a grinding noise beneath. Cheyne cursed, fought the rudder.
  The sea was littered with broken planks, pieces of boats, here a huge tree with naked branches-they could see it all by the intermittent lightning’s illumination. The battered tin roof of a house whirled past the starboard beam. Floating crates, the bow of a skiff, jagged bits of a storm-broken wharf swept by on each side of the trawler. Sheets of spray drove over the boat, the scream of the wind like a man’s outcry. As Moore watched, his shoulder pressing against the wheel, a dark object hurtled across the prow directly toward the wheelhouse: the trunk of a tree, trailing clumps of seaweed. It struck the windshield; glass cracked, stinging Moore’s face. Water exploded into the wheelhouse, breaking out more of the glass. The tree trunk twisted, broke off, plunged away into the sea again. Cheyne wrenched at the wheel, his back about to give way, the sweat of pain running down his face. The rudder wouldn’t respond!
  And then suddenly, from the darkness straight ahead, as if borne toward them by the hurricane, came the looming, monstrous war machine.
  The Night Boat.
  Cheyne glared at the iron behemoth. “PUSH!” he shouted, his voice ragged. Kip moved forward to help, his feet slipping in water.
  The rudder was still sluggish; the sea had it locked in a powerful grip. The Pride began to turn broadside, helpless before the rush of the oncoming monster. It would strike them on the port side, crushing across the wheelhouse; Moore opened his mouth but could not manage to cry out.
  The iron prow lifted up, up, towering over them. Foam roared beneath it, the noise of certain destruction.
  But then something else rose out of the storm: an apparition, flaming green and ghostly, a vision from a nightmare.
  A freighter. It appeared to be aflame-its length twisted, glowing metal. Burning figures on the decks. A hideous noise of screaming and moaning that made Moore cry out and clap his hands to his ears.
  The freighter, moving with incredible speed, roared between the trawler and the Night Boat; Moore could still see the submarine through a mist of fiery timbers. The U-boat veered away, water thundering against its superstructure; it swept past the trawler, and the grim freighter disappeared within the folds of the sea.
  Cheyne strained at the wheel, his teeth clenched. There was a loud crack that both Moore and Kip first mistook for breaking wood. Cheyne cried out in pain; bone protruded from his left elbow. The rudder came free, the wheel spinning. The Carib fell to his knees. “TAKE THE WHEEL!” he shouted.
  And Moore, his senses reeling, found himself reaching for it, gripping it, his wrists almost breaking. He let the wheel play out and then fought back, feeling the ocean’s tremendous strength wrenching at the rudder.
  “KEEP YOUR HANDS ON IT!” Cheyne roared, pulling himself up, his arm dragging uselessly. “DON’T LET IT SLIP!”
  Moore held on, his arms about to rip from their sockets. Spray whipped into his eyes through the broken glass.
  “HOLD HER STEADY!” the Carib shouted.
  The wheelhouse door was suddenly torn from its hinges; in the next white-hot sear of lightning Jana saw the huge form take shape, saw it hurtling toward the Pride’s starboard, saw the waves churning at its prow. “It’s coming back!” she cried out, holding herself in the doorway. “There! It’s coming back!”
  Kip twisted his head around, struggling toward her. He saw it approaching, could imagine the things aboard grinning as they sighted their easy prey.
  It raced onward, parting the sea, the rumble of its diesels and oil-stink filling the wheelhouse. Jana saw the dripping holes of the torpedo tubes as the submarine was lifted high; in that instant she fought for her sanity.
  In the far distance came a sound of metal against metal, a clattering racket borne in by the wind, swiftly carried away. The buoys marking Jacob’s Teeth!
  When the submarine was almost upon them Moore felt the rudder respond; he spun the wheel to port. The Night Boat roared alongside, only feet away.
  Kip and Jana were shoved aside by the boat’s turning. Cheyne, his broken arm hanging, stood between them, his eyes blazing. Then he staggered along the bucking deck, moving for the bow. He stumbled, fell, regained his footing. The noise of the buoys was more strident now, closer. The Night Boat shuddered, struck the Pride, and then was thrown back by a wave. It came in again, iron grinding along the trawler’s hull. Timbers shattered.
  And finally Cheyne had reached the bow; he grasped a thick line and pulled at it. There was a crude twin-grappled anchor attached to the other end used for mooring on reefs. The thick, coarse line was coiled on the deck and made fast to a winch. He heard the buoys rattling dead ahead. If he could lift the anchor, throw it, get it hooked into the submarine’s deck railing there was a chance of dragging it across the reefs and splitting that hull open. With one arm he hefted the anchor, the muscles cramping; he couldn’t find strength enough to throw it. The Night Boat again crashed against the starboard gunwale. There was no time. In another moment it would be veering off from the Teeth.
  Cheyne pulled the anchor with him and leaped over the gunwale.
  He slammed against the superstructure, pain taking his breath away. He began to slide down the iron, his feet scrabbling at vents. With his good hand he sought to spike the anchor in, like a harpoon, but there was no place to hook it. The sea pounded him. He drove out with the anchor, feeling it catch into something: A collapsed, hanging section of railing.
  The rope snapped tight before his face and he clung to it, dragging in the water. Beside him, the monster vibrated. Hold! he commanded the bolts around the winch on deck. Hold! “I’VE GOT YOU!” he shouted, his mouth filling with water.
  And then the Night Boat swerved toward the Pride. Cheyne was caught between, but still he held the anchor firm into the railing, gasping for breath.
  The two vessels crashed together; the entire starboard gunwale split open. When the submarine pulled away, tightening the rope again, Moore looked for Cheyne but saw he was gone.
  The rattling of the warning buoys rang through the wheelhouse and Moore saw one of the red cans pass to port. They were in the danger zone. He threw the throttles forward, the Pride’s diesels screaming. Ahead were the twisted outgrowths of coral; he turned directly for them. The only hope was the trawler’s powerful engines against the submarine’s ancient ones. The Pride, shuddering with the weight, pulled the Night Boat onward.
  There was a splitting noise, a snapping of coral; Moore heard iron being scraped and gouged as the Night Boat was dragged alongside. Kip saw figures on the conning tower, the terrible things watching with greedy, flaming eyes. A flash of lightning revealed a grim, jawless face.
  Moore continued on into the field of reefs, feeling the Pride being bitten and knifed by the coral. Water streamed into the wheelhouse, almost pulling him away from the wheel, but he fought it off, steering straight for the treacherous growths. Kip and Jana, holding on at the doorway, saw the submarine slam onto a sharp coral slab; iron shrieked, began to fold back.
  And then, the diesels still racketing, the Pride was held firm by the Teeth’s bite; mere feet away the Night Boat came to a stop, its guts pierced by a reef spear, oil leaking from its tank. The two boats hung side by side, each doomed. Waves swirled around them, seeking to break them free.
  Moore turned from the wheel, his eyes searching the shadows. The oil lamp had gone over; it lay on its side and where the glass had cracked a single, weak finger of flame burned. “Take Jana and get off,” he told Kip. “Use that broken door as a raft. Hurry!”
  Kip stared, shook his head. “No, David. NO!”
  Moore ducked down through the hatch into the cabin. He reappeared a moment later with the reel of fuse, unwinding it as he backed up the steps. “Get off, I said!” he shouted.
  “There’s time for all of us,” Kip told him. “Please…!” He turned his head; a movement had attracted his attention. The zombies were climbing down from the conning tower, moving across the deck toward the Pride.
  “Take Jana!” Moore shouted. “Go on!”
  Kip grasped his arm. “You’re going with us!”
  “If you don’t try to fight the sea you can make it. I did… a long time ago. Two can make it on that door. Three can’t.” He came to the end of the fuse, threw the reel aside; the things were scurrying down the conning tower ladder. One of them tried to pull the anchor free.
  Moore bent down and touched the fuse to the dying flame. It hissed, sparked; a red cinder burned past him, along the plank flooring and toward the bow-section cabin.
  “DAVID!” Jana pulled at his arm. “Please!”
  “I can’t leave you,” Kip said.
  “They need you on Coquina,” Moore told him, his voice hurried. “The things are coming to board the trawler. If they find the fuse and put it out, they may be able to work their boat free of the shoals. They’ll find someplace-maybe another Coquina-to repair it. Go on! Get out of here!”
  Kip paused. There was something cold and resolute in Moore’s eyes; he had seen a vision beyond Kip’s sight. There was nothing else to be said. Kip grasped his good shoulder tightly, then took Jana’s hand and dragged her out over her shouted protests. He hauled the battered slab of the door over to the port side. The water was black and wild underneath, dotted with coral. “Listen to me!” Kip shook her hard. “I SAID LISTEN TO ME! Hang on to my back. There’ll be a shock when we hit, but don’t let go!”
  And then, gripping the door before him like a shield, he leaped over with Jana clinging to him. It was like hitting a solid wall when they struck; water crashed over them, tossed them high and then back down. Kip pushed off from coral, shredding one hand. He kicked with all his strength, trying to catch his breath, hearing Jana cry out in pain as her leg brushed one of the Teeth’s needles. The bulk of the door kept them afloat and away from most of the coral. Kip clung to it with all the power he could manage.
  Moore whirled around in the Pride’s wheelhouse as two of the zombies appeared in the doorway. They crept forward, claws outstretched. He backed away from them, counting off the seconds. One of them rushed him and he swung at it; the other grasped his arm, throwing him off balance. He staggered and fell through the companionway into the lower cabin. Fingers jabbed at his eyes; he kicked them back, struggling to his feet. Behind him glowed the eye of the fuse. Others came down after him, yellow fangs slavering, talons seeking his throat. He kept backing away, making them follow him toward the bow compartment. How long? his brain shrieked. His flesh was crawling. HOW LONG?
  With another few steps he twisted around to look. The primary fuse sparked higher, separated into four fuses that snaked toward the crates. There was a hiss of fetid breath in his ear; a spidery thing with gaping eye sockets leaped for him, forcing him to the plankings, a claw reaching to rip at his throat. He threw it off, kicked at it, crawled away. He found an odd piece of wood and stood up, brandishing it like a club. The cabin was filled with the stench of smoke and rot; whorls of smoke from the burning fuses undulated around them. One of the things reached out-a face eaten by gray fungus, red eyes staring-and Moore slammed the wood into its chin. It fell back, colliding into the others.
  “COME ON!” he dared them, beckoning with his club. “COME ON AFTER ME!”
  They stopped suddenly, watching him, the eyes moving past to probe the bow shadows. They saw; in the next instant they surged forward, flailing at him, trying to reach the dynamite and tear out the racing fuses. Moore swung wildly, felt the wood break beneath his grip, felt himself flung back by a tremendous, inhuman strength. Only seconds now, the seconds breaking into fragments. Seconds. Hurry. Hurry. Hurry.
  Moore stood his ground, blood streaming from a hairline slash; he fought madly with his bare hands against the hideous things that advanced upon him, throwing them to each side, slamming fists against brittle bone.
  And through the knot of living corpses came the one that Moore recognized: the tall, livid-eyed form of Wilhelm Korrin. Moore saw the jawkss face illuminated in the faint red glow of the fuses. Korrin stepped forward slowly, a man in the grip of horrible pain; his arm came up, the finger pointing toward Moore. The hand became a claw, grasping, reaching. The others were motionless, watching their commander.
  And then the hand stopped, inches from Moore’s throat. Korrin stood looking at the burning fuse. His head fell back slightly, the eyes closing, the lids blocking off that hellish gaze, as if in expectation of death’s final and merciful deliverance.
  An instant before the heat seared him Moore had a split-second sensation: the touch of someone’s hand, cool, kind, reaching for his through a wall of mist. He held it tightly. And his last thought was that he was staring toward the sea, that he had seen a beautiful boat in the distance and he must swim to it, must swim to it because he had recognized the name on the transom and they were waiting for him.
  The blast parted the sea. Kip and Jana, struggling through the churning waves, twisted around to look. There was a yellow glare so fierce it hurt their eyes; jagged shards of wood flew through the sky, leaving fiery trails. The bow section of the Pride had disappeared; beside the trawler the fist of a giant pounded the Night Boat, slamming a tremendous rent in the iron just at the waterline. The forward deck collapsed-crumpling, metal shrieking-the conning tower was almost ripped from the superstructure. Iron plates spun into the air, up into blackness. Bits of railing were thrown to all sides. In another roar of flame the Pride’s wheelhouse vanished; the second blast deafened them. Drums of fuel were tossed high, and as they dropped back into the sea they exploded just over the surface, covering the submarine with sheets of flame. As Kip watched, he saw the Night Boat thrown free of the reef. Its twisted, smoking bulk veered toward him and Jana, faster and faster, driven by the rolling currents.
  And then came the collapse of the entire deck, the conning tower falling away, the periscopes snapping off. Kip felt the pull of the water at him; he fought it, his legs kicking wildly. A whirlpool had opened and the Night Boat began to whirl around the rim of a huge, black pit; as the submarine was sucked down, the bow peeled back, the noise of a dying beast screaming in agony. The ocean’s thunder drowned out the death cries.
  The boat was folding in on itself, its iron caving in, being hammered into a misshapen mass. It was happening, Kip realized, just as Boniface had tried to make it happen when he twisted that bit of wax cast in the submarine’s image and tossed it to the flames.
  The Night Boat’s stern pitched high, dripping red flame; the bow vanished into the whirlpool. There was a loud hissing as the sea swept over hot iron. On the rising stern the screws glistened in the firelight.
  Water crashed over them, forcing them down; Kip clenched the door and pulled them back to the surface.
  And when his head broke free he saw the thing was gone.
  Though the plain of the sea was studded with fire, the whirlpool’s action was lessening. A rush of bubbles exploded on the surface; then the whirlpool stopped, covering over the boat, its own deep grave.
  Kip and Jana clung to the platform of wood, exhausted, breathing raggedly. Kip shook his head to clear it, shrugging off water. Jana was limp, one hand still clamped to his shoulder. He could feel the strong beating of her heart.
  On the horizon, silhouetted in a gash of orange sky, was a flat mass of land. Kip blinked, unsure of what he was seeing. It lay about two miles distant, but he could already feel the currents dragging them in. “Big Danny Cay,” he said hoarsely. Beside him Jana stirred, lifted her head.
  They began to kick for it, slowly because the water was still rough. Kip looked over his shoulder, trying to pinpoint the spot where the submarine had gone down, but now the fires were dying and there was no way to tell. The creature was gone, and there was no cause to look back again. Now he could only think of all he would have to do, because he was the law on Coquina and there were people he was responsible for, people who looked to him for the kind of strength he knew he would find deep within himself.
  And swinging his vision back across the sea he thought he saw something, there against the warmth of the horizon, something like a small boat heading into the sun with her sails filled and all the great expanse of the sky beyond it.
  His eyes filled with tears and, looking away, he knew it would soon be out of sight.
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SUMMARY:
In the remote Texas town of Inferno, a creature of evil beyond anything the world has ever encountered descends. He traps the town and ravages the land with grisly executions and horrible mutations . . . until the people rise up in a final, desperate battle. From the author of Swan Song. Original.
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Stinger


The motorcycle roared out of Bordertown, carrying the blond boy and dark-haired girl away from the horror behind them.
     Smoke and dust whirled into the boy�s face; he smelled blood and his own scared sweat, and the girl trembled as she clung to him. The bridge was ahead of them, but the motorcycle�s headlight was smashed out and the boy was steering by the dim violet glow that filtered through the smoke clouds. The air was hot, heavy, and smelled burnt: the odor of a battleground.
     The tires gave a slight bump. They were on the bridge, the boy knew. He cut his speed slightly as the bridge�s concrete sides narrowed, and swerved to avoid a hubcap that must have fallen off one of the cars that had just raced to the Inferno side. The thing that both he and the girl had just seen still clawed at their minds, and the girl looked back with tears in her eyes and her brother�s name on her lips.
     Almost across, the boy thought. We�re gonna make it! We�re gonna!
     Something rose up from the smoke directly in front of them.
     The boy instinctively hit the brakes, started to swerve the machine, but knew there wasn�t enough time. The motorcycle smacked into the figure, then skidded out of control. The boy lost his grip, felt the girl go off the motorcycle too, and then he seemed to turn head over heels in midair and slid in a fury of friction burns.
     He lay curled up, gasping for breath. Must�ve been the Mumbler, he thought as he struggled to stay conscious. The Mumbler� crawled up on the bridge� and gave us a whack.
     He tried to sit up. Not enough strength yet. His left arm was hurting, but he could move the fingers and that was a good sign. His ribs felt like splintered razors, and he wanted to sleep, just close his eyes and let go� but if he did that, he was sure he would never awaken again.
     He smelled gasoline. Motor�s tank ruptured, he realized. About two seconds later there was a whump! of fire and orange light flickered. Pieces of metal clattered down around him. He got up on his knees, his lungs hitching, and in the firelight could see the girl lying on her back about six feet away, her arms and legs splayed like those of a broken doll. He crawled to her. There was blood on her mouth from a split lower lip and a blue bruise on the side of her face. But she was breathing, and when he spoke her name her eyelids fluttered. He tried to cradle her head, but his fingers found a lump on her skull and he thought he�d better not move her.
     And then he heard footsteps: two boots: one clacking, one sliding.
     He looked up, his heart hammering. Someone was lurching toward them from the Bordertown side. Rivulets of gasoline burned on the bridge, and the thing strode on through the streams of flame, the cuffs of its jeans catching fire. It was hunchbacked, a grotesque mockery of a human being, and as it got nearer the boy could see a grin of needles.
     He crouched protectively over the girl. The clacking boot and dragging boot closed in. The boy started to rise to fight it off, but pain shot through his ribs, stole his breath, and hobbled him. He fell back to his side, wheezing for air.
     The hunchbacked, grinning thing reached them, and stood staring down. Then it bent lower, and a hand with metal, saw-edged fingernails slid over the girl�s face.
     The boy�s strength was gone. The metal nails were about to crush the girl�s head, about to rip the flesh off her skull. It would happen in a heartbeat, and the boy knew that on this long night of horror there was only one chance to save her life.

1
Dawn

The sun was rising, and as the heat shimmered in phantom waves the night things crept back to their holes.
     The purple light took on a tint of orange. Muted gray and dull brown gave way to deep crimson and burnt amber. Stovepipe cactus and knee-high sagebrush grew violet shadows, and slabs of rough-edged boulders glowed as scarlet as Apache warpaint. The colors of morning mingled and ran along gullies and cracks in the rugged land, sparkling bronze and ruddy in the winding trickle of the Snake River.
     As the light strengthened and the alkali odor of heat drifted up from the desert floor, the boy who�d slept under the stars opened his eyes. His muscles were stiff, and he lay for a minute or two looking up at the cloudless sky as it flooded with gold. He thought he remembered dreaming�something about his father, the drunken voice bellowing his name over and over again, distorting it with each repetition until it sounded more like a curse�but he wasn�t sure. He didn�t usually have good dreams, especially not those in which the old man capered and grinned.
     He sat up and drew his knees to his chest, resting his sharp chin between them, and watched the sun explode over the series of jagged ridges that lay far to the east beyond Inferno and Bordertown. The sunrise always reminded him of music, and today he heard the crash and bluster of an Iron Maiden guitar solo, full-throttle and wailing. He liked sleeping out here, even though it took awhile for his muscles to unkink, because he liked to be alone, and he liked the desert�s early colors. In another couple of hours, when the sun really started getting hot, the desert would turn the hue of ashes, and you could almost hear the air sizzle. If you didn�t find shade at midday, the Great Fried Empty would cook a person�s brains to twitching cinders.
     But for right now it was fine, while the air was still soft and everything�if just for a short while�held the illusion of beauty. At a time like this he could pretend he�d awakened a long, long way from Inferno.
     He was sitting on the flat surface of a boulder as big as a pickup truck, one of a jumble of huge rocks wedged together and known locally as the Rocking Chair because of its curved shape. The Rocking Chair was marred by a barrage of spray-painted graffiti, rude oaths and declarations like RATTLERS BITE JURADO�S COCK obscuring the remnants of pictographs etched there by Indians three hundred years ago. It sat atop a ridge stubbled with cactus, mesquite, and sagebrush, and rose about a hundred feet from the desert�s surface. It was the boy�s usual roost when he slept out here, and from this vantage point he could see the edges of his world.
     To the north lay the black, razor-straight line of Highway 67, which came out of the Texas flatlands, became Republica Road for two miles as it sliced along Inferno�s side, crossed the Snake River Bridge, and passed mangy Bordertown; then it became Highway 67 again as it disappeared south toward the Chinati Mountains and the Great Fried Empty. For as far as the boy could see, both north and south, no cars moved on Highway 67, but a few vultures were circling something dead�an armadillo, jackrabbit, or snake�that lay on the roadside. He wished them a good breakfast as they swooped down to feast.
     To the east of the Rocking Chair lay the flat, intersecting streets of Inferno. The blocky, adobe-style buildings of the central �business district� stood around the small rectangle of Preston Park, which held a white-painted bandstand, a collection of cacti planted by the Board of Beautification, and a life-size white marble statue of a donkey. The boy shook his head, took a pack of Winstons from the inside pocket of his faded denim jacket, and lit the first cigarette of the day with a Zippo lighter; it was his dumb luck, he mused, to have spent his life in a town named after a jackass. Then again, the statue was probably a pretty fair likeness of Sheriff Vance�s mother too.
     The wooden and stone houses along Inferno�s streets threw purple shadows over the gritty yards and heat-cracked concrete. Multicolored plastic flags drooped over Mack Cade�s used-car lot on Celeste Street. The lot was surrounded by an eight-foot-tall chainlink fence topped with barbed wire, and a big red sign trumpeted TRADE WITH CADE THE WORKINGMAN�S FRIEND. The boy figured that every one of those cars were chopshop specials; the best junker on the lot couldn�t make five hundred miles, but Cade was making a killing off the Mexicans. Anyway, selling used cars was just pocket change to Cade, whose real business lay elsewhere.
     Further east, where Celeste Street crossed Brazos Street at the edge of Preston Park, the windows of the Inferno First Texas Bank glowed orange with the sun�s fireball. Its three floors made it the tallest structure in Inferno, not counting the looming gray screen of the StarLite Drive-in off to the northeast. Used to be, you could sit up here on the Rocking Chair and see the movies for free, make up your own dialogue, do a little zooming and freaking around, and have a real scream. But times do change, the boy thought. He drew on his cigarette and puffed a couple of smoke rings. The drive-in shut down last summer, the concession building a nest for snakes and scorpions. About a mile north of the StarLite was a small cinder-block building with a roof like a brown scab. The boy could see that the gravel parking lot was empty, but round about noontime it would start filling up. The Bob Wire Club was the only place in town making money anymore. Beer and whiskey were mighty potent painkillers.
     The electric sign in front of the bank spelled out 5:57 in lightbulbs, then abruptly changed to display the present temperature: 78°F. Inferno�s four stoplights all blinked caution yellow, and not one of them was in sync with another.
     He didn�t know if he felt like going to school today or not. Maybe he�d just go for a ride in the desert and keep going until the road trailed out, or maybe he�d wander over to the Warp Room and try to beat his best scores on Gunfighter and Galaxian. He looked way east, across Republica Road toward the W. T. Preston High School and the Inferno Community Elementary School, two long, low-slung brick buildings that made him think of prison movies. They faced each other over a common parking lot, and behind the high school was a football field, the meager grass of autumn long burned away. No new grass would be planted, and there would be no more games on that field. Anyway, the boy thought, the Preston High Patriots had only won twice during the season and had come in dead last in Presidio County, so who gave a flying fuck?
     He�d skipped school yesterday, and tomorrow�Friday, May 25�was the last day for the seniors. The ordeal of finals was over, and he would graduate with the rest of his class if he finished his manual-arts project. So maybe he ought to be a choirboy today, go to school like he was supposed to, or at least check in to see what the action was. Maybe Tank, Bobby Clay Clemmons, or somebody would want to go somewhere and zoom, or maybe one of the Mexican bastards needed a nitro lesson. If that was so, he�d be real happy to oblige.
     His pale gray eyes narrowed behind a screen of smoke. Looking down on Inferno like this disturbed him, made him feel antsy and mean, like he had an itch he couldn�t scratch. He�d decided it must be because there were so many dead-end streets in Inferno. Cobre Road, which intersected Republica and ran west along the Snake River�s gulley, continued for about eight more miles�but only past more failure: the copper mine and the Preston Ranch, as well as a few other struggling old spreads. The strengthening sunlight did not make Inferno any prettier; it only exposed all the scars. The town was scorched and dusty and dying, and Cody Lockett knew that by this time next year there�d be nobody left. Inferno would dry up and blow away; already a lot of the houses were empty, the people who�d lived in them packed up and gone for greener pastures.
     Travis Street ran north and south, and divided Inferno into its east and west sections. The east section was mostly wooden houses that would not hold paint and that, in the middle of summer, would become ovens of misery. The west section, where the shopowners and �upper class� lived, was predominantly white stone and adobe houses, and in the yards were an occasional sprout of wildflowers. But it was clearing out fast: every week saw more businesses shutting down; amid the wildflowers bloomed FOR SALE signs. And at the northern end of Travis Street, across a parking lot strewn with tumbleweeds, stood a two-story red-brick apartment building, its first-floor windows covered with sheet metal. The building had been constructed back in the late fifties�in the boomtown years�but now it was a warren of empty rooms and corridors that the Renegades, the gang of which Cody Lockett was president, had taken over and made into their fortress. Any member of el Culebra de Cascabel�the Rattlesnakes, a gang of Mexican kids over in Bordertown�was meat to be fried if he or she was caught on �Gade territory after dark. And �Gade territory was everything north of the Snake River Bridge.
     That was how it had to be. Cody knew the Mexicans would stomp you if you let them. They�d take your money and your job and they�d spit in your face while they were doing it. So they had to be kept in their place, and knocked back if they got out of line. That was what Cody�s old man had drilled into his head, day after day, year after year. Wetbacks, Cody�s father said, were like dogs that had to be kicked every so often just so they�d know who the masters were around here.
     But sometimes, when Cody slowed down and thought about it, he didn�t see what harm the Mexicans did. They were out of work, same as everybody else. Still, Cody�s father said the Mexicans had ruined the copper mine. Said they fouled everything they touched. Said they�d ruined the state of Texas, and they were going to ruin this country before they were through. Gonna be screwin� white women in the streets before long, the elder Lockett had warned. Gotta kick �em down and make �em taste dust.
     Sometimes Cody believed it; sometimes he didn�t. It depended on his mood. Things were bad in Inferno, and he knew things were bad inside himself too. Maybe it was easier to kick Mexican ass than to let yourself think too much, he reasoned. Anyway, it all boiled down to keeping the Rattlers out of Inferno after sunset, a responsibility that had been passed down to Cody through the six other �Gade presidents before him.
     Cody stood up and stretched. The sunlight shone in his curly, sandy-blond hair, which was cropped close on the sides and left shaggy on top. A small silver skull hung from the hole in his left earlobe. He cast a long, lean shadow; he stood six feet, was rangy and fast, and looked as mean as rusty barbed wire. His face was made up of hard angles and ridges, nothing soft about it at all, his chin and nose sharp, and even his thick blond eyebrows bristling and angry. He could outstare a sidewinder and give a jackrabbit a good foot race, and when he walked he took long strides as if he were trying to stretch his legs free of Inferno�s boundaries.
     He�d turned eighteen on the fifth of March and he had no idea what he was going to do with the rest of his life. The future was a place he avoided thinking about, and beyond a week from Sunday, when he would graduate with the sixty-three other seniors, the world was a patchwork of shadows. His grades weren�t good enough for college, and there wasn�t enough money for technical school. The old man drank everything he earned at the bakery and most of what Cody brought home from the Texaco station too. But Cody knew he could keep the job pumping gas and working on cars for as long as he wanted. Mr. Mendoza, who owned the place, was the only good Mexican he knew�or cared to know.
     Cody�s gaze shifted to the south, across the river toward the small houses and buildings of Bordertown, the Mexican section. Over there, the four narrow, dusty streets had no names, just numbers, and all of them but Fourth Street were dead ends. The steeple of the Sacrifice of Christ Catholic Church, its cross glinting with orange sunlight, was Bordertown�s highest point.
     Fourth Street led west into Mack Cade�s auto junkyard�a two-acre maze of car hulks, heaps of parts and discarded tires, enclosed workshops and concrete pits, all surrounded by a nine-foot-tall sheet-metal fence and another foot of vicious concertina wire atop that. Cody could see the flare of welding torches through the windows of a workshop, and a lug-nut gun squealed. Three tractor-trailer trucks were parked in there, awaiting cargo. Cade kept shifts working around the clock, and his business had bought him a huge modernistic adobe mansion with a swimming pool and a tennis court about two miles south of Bordertown and that much closer to the border of Mexico. Cade had offered Cody a job working in the autoyard, but Cody knew what the man was dealing in, and he wasn�t yet ready for that kind of dead end.
     He turned toward the west, and his shadow lay before him. His gaze followed the dark line of Cobre Road. Three miles away was the huge red crater of the Preston Copper Mining Company, rimmed with gray like an ulcerous wound. Around the crater stood empty office buildings, storage sheds, the aluminum-roofed refinery building, and abandoned machinery. Cody thought they looked like what was left of dinosaurs after the desert sun had melted their skins away. Cobre Road kept going past the crater in the direction of the Preston Ranch, following the power poles to the west.
     He looked down again at the quiet town�population about nineteen hundred and slipping fast�and could imagine he heard the clocks ticking in the houses. Sunlight was creeping around curtains and through blinds to streak the walls with fire. Soon those alarm clocks would go off, shocking the sleepers into another day; those with jobs would get dressed and leave their houses, running before the electric prod of time, to their work either in the remaining stores of Inferno or up north in Fort Stockton and Pecos. And at the end of the day, Cody thought, they would all return to those little houses, and they would watch the flickering tube and fill up the empty spaces as best they could until those bastard clocks whispered sleep. That was the way it would be, day after day, from now until the last door shut and the last car pulled out�and then nothing would live here but the desert, growing larger and shifting over the streets.
     �So what do I care?� Cody said, and exhaled cigarette smoke through his nostrils. He knew there was nothing for him here; there never had been. The whole freaking town, he told himself, might�ve been a thousand miles from civilization except for the telephone poles, the stupid American and even stupider Mexican TV shows, and the chattering bilingual voices that floated through the radios. He looked north along Brazos, past more houses and the white stone Inferno Baptist Church. Just before Brazos ended stood an ornate wrought-iron gate and fence enclosing Joshua Tree Hill, Inferno�s cemetery. It was shaded by thin, wind-sculpted Joshua trees, but it was more of a bump than a hill. He stared for a moment toward the tombstones and old monuments, then returned his attention to the houses; he couldn�t see much difference.
     �Hey, you freakin� zombies!� he shouted on impulse. �Wake up!� His voice rolled over Inferno, leaving the sound of barking dogs behind it.
     �I�m not gonna be like you,� he said, the cigarette clamped in a corner of his mouth, �I swear to God I�m not.�
     He knew to whom he was speaking, because as he said the words he was staring down at a gray wooden house near where a street called Sombra crossed Brazos. He figured the old man didn�t even know he hadn�t come home last night, wouldn�t have cared anyway. All his father needed was a bottle and a place to sleep it off.
     Cody glanced at Preston High. If that project wasn�t finished today, Odeale might give him some grief, might even screw up his graduation. He couldn�t stand for some bow-tied sonofabitch to watch over his shoulder and tell him what to do, so he�d purposefully slowed his work to a snail�s pace. Today, though, he had to finish it; he knew he could�ve built a roomful of furniture in the six weeks it had taken him to do one lousy tie rack.
     The sun had a fierce glare now. Already the bright hues of the desert were fading. A truck was coming down Highway 67, its headlights still on, bringing the morning newspapers from Odessa. A dark blue Chevy backed out of a driveway on Bowden Street, and a woman in a robe waved to her husband from the front porch. Somebody opened their back door and let out a yellow cat, which promptly chased a rabbit into a thicket of cactus. On the side of Republica Road, the buzzards were plucking at their breakfast and other birds of prey were slowly circling in the sullen air above.
     Cody took one last pull at his cigarette and then flicked it off the Rocking Chair. He decided he could do with something to eat before school. There were usually stale doughnuts in the house, and those would do.
     He turned his back on Inferno and climbed carefully down the rocks to the ridge below. Nearby stood the red Honda 250cc motorcycle he�d salvaged from parts bought at Cade�s junkyard two years ago. Cade had given him a good deal, and Cody was smart enough not to ask questions. The ID numbers on the Honda�s engine had been filed off, just as they were removed from most of the engines and body parts Mack Cade sold.
     As he approached the motorcycle, a slight movement beside his right cowboy boot snagged his attention. He stopped.
     His shadow had fallen across a small brown scorpion that crouched on a flat rock. As Cody watched, the scorpion�s segmented stinger arced up and struck at the air. The scorpion stood its ground, and Cody lifted his boot to smash the little bastard to eternity.
     But he paused an instant before his boot came down. The insect was only about three inches long from head to barb, and Cody knew he could crush it in a heartbeat but he admired its courage. There it was, fighting a giant shadow for a piece of rock in a burning desert. It didn�t have too much sense, Cody mused, but it had more than its share of guts. Anyway, there was too much death in the air today, and Cody decided not to add to it.
     �It�s all yours, amigo,� he said, and as he walked past, the scorpion jabbed its stinger at his departing shadow.
     Cody swung one leg over the motorcycle and settled himself in the patched leather seat. The dual chrome exhausts were full of dings, the red paint had mottled and faded, the engine sometimes burned oil and had a mind of its own, but the machine got Cody where he wanted to go. Out on Highway 67, once he was far beyond Inferno, he could coax the engine up to seventy, and there were few things he enjoyed better than its husky growl and the wind hissing past his ears. It was at times like that, when he was alone and depending on no one but himself, that Cody felt the most free. Because he knew depending on people freaked your head. In this life, you were alone and you�d better learn to like it.
     He took a pair of leather aviator�s goggles off the handlebars and slipped them on, put the key in the ignition and brought his weight down on the kick starter. The engine backfired a gout of oily smoke and vibrated as if unwilling to wake up�then the machine came to life under him like a loyal, if sometimes headstrong, mustang, and Cody drove down the ridge�s steep slope toward Aurora Street, a trail of yellow dust rising behind him. He didn�t know what shape his father would be in today, and he was already toughening himself for it. Maybe he could get in and out without the old man even knowing.
     Cody glanced at the straight line of Highway 67, and he vowed that very soon, maybe right after Graduation Day, he was going to hit that damned road and keep on riding, following the telephone poles north, and he would never look back at what he was leaving.
     I�m not gonna be like you, he swore.
     But inside he feared that every day he saw a little more of his old man�s face looking back at him from the mirror.
     He throttled up, and the rear tire left a black scrawl as he shot along Aurora Street.
     The sun lay hot and red in the east, and another day had begun in Inferno.


2
The Great Fried Empty

Jessie Hammond awakened, as was her habit, about three seconds before the alarm clock buzzed on the bedside table. As it went off she reached out, her eyes still closed, and popped the alarm button down with the flat of her hand. She sniffed the air, could smell the inviting aromas of bacon and freshly brewed coffee. �Breakfast�s on, Jess!� Tom called from the kitchen.
     �Two more minutes.� She burrowed her head into the pillow.
     �Big minutes or little ones?�
     �Tiny ones. Minuscule.� She rolled over to find a better position and caught his clean, pleasantly musky scent on the other pillow. �You smell like a puppy,� she said sleepily.
     �Pardon?�
     �What?� She opened her eyes to the bright streamers of sunlight that hit the opposite wall through the window blinds and immediately shut them again.
     �How about some lizard eyeballs in your eggs today?� Tom asked. He and Jessie had stayed up until well after one in the morning, talking and sharing a bottle of Blue Nun. But he�d always been a quick starter and enjoyed cooking breakfast, while Jessie took a little longer to get her spark plugs going even on the best of days.
     �Make mine rare,� she answered, and tried seeing again. The early light was already glary, promising another scorcher. The past week had been one ninety-degree day after the next, and the Odessa weatherman on Channel 19 had said today might break the hundred mark. Jessie knew that meant trouble. Animals weren�t acclimated to such heat so soon. Horses would get sluggish and go off their feed, dogs would be surly and snap without cause, and cats would have major spells of claw-happy craziness. Stock animals got unruly too, and bulls were downright dangerous. But it was also rabies season, and her worst fear was that somebody�s pet would go chasing after an infected jackrabbit or prairie dog, be bitten, and bring rabies back into the community. All the domesticated animals she could think of had already been given their boosters, but there were always a few folks who didn�t bring their pets in for the treatment. It might be a good idea, she decided, to get in the pickup truck today and drive around to some of the small communities near Inferno�like Klyman, No Trees, and Notch Fork�to spread the antirabies gospel.
     ��Morning.� Tom was standing over her, offering her coffee in a blue clay mug. �This�ll get you started.�
     She sat up and took the mug. The coffee, as usual whenever Tom made it, was ebony and ominous. The first sip puckered her mouth; the second brooded on her tongue for a while, and the third sent the caffeine charging through her system. She needed it too. She�d never been a morning person, but as the only veterinarian within a forty-mile radius she�d learned a long time ago that the ranchers and farmers were up long before the sun first blushed the sky. �Smooth,� she managed to say.
     �Always is.� Tom smiled slightly, walked over to the window, and pushed aside the blinds. Red fire hit his face and glowed in the lenses of his eyeglasses. He looked east, along Celeste Street toward Republica Road and Preston High School��the Hotbox,� he called it, because the air conditioning broke down so often. His smile began to fade.
     She knew what he was thinking. They�d talked about it last night, and many nights before that one. The Blue Nun eased, but it did not heal.
     �Come here,� she said, and motioned him to the bed.
     �Bacon�ll get cold,� he answered. His accent was the unhurried drawl of east Texas, whereas Jessie�s was west Texas�s gritty twang.
     �Let it freeze.�
     Tom turned away from the window, could feel the hot stripes of sun across his bare back and shoulders. He wore his faded and comfortable khaki trousers, but he hadn�t yet pulled on his socks and shoes. He passed under the bedroom�s lazily revolving ceiling fan, and Jessie leaned over in her pale blue, oversized shirt and patted the edge of the bed. When he sat down, she began massaging his shoulders with her strong brown hands. Already his muscles were as tight as piano wire.
     �It�s going to work out,� she told him, her voice calm and deliberate. �This isn�t the end of the world.�
     He nodded, said nothing. The nod wasn�t very convincing. Tom Hammond was thirty-seven years old, stood a bit over six feet, was slim and in pretty good shape except for a little potbelly that resisted sit-ups and jogging. His light brown hair was receding to show what Jessie called a �noble forehead,� and his tortoiseshell-framed glasses gave him the look of an intelligent if slightly dismayed schoolteacher. Which was exactly what he was: Tom had been a social studies teacher at Preston High for eleven years. And now, with the impending death of Inferno, that was coming to an end. Eleven years of the Hotbox. Eleven years of watching the faces change. Eleven years, and still he hadn�t defeated his worst enemy. It was still there, and it would always be there, and every day for eleven years he�d seen it working against him.
     �You�ve done everything you could,� Jessie said. �You know you have.�
     �Maybe. Maybe not.� One corner of his mouth angled downward in a bitter smile, and his eyes were pinched with frustration. A week from tomorrow, when school closed, he and the other teachers would have no job. His résumés had brought in only one offer from the state of Texas�a field job, running literacy exams on immigrants who followed the melon crops. Still, he knew that most of the other teachers hadn�t landed jobs yet either, but that didn�t make the pill any sweeter going down. He�d gotten a nice letter stamped with the state seal of Texas that told him the education budget had been cut for the second year in a row and at present there was a freeze on the hiring of teachers. Of course, since he�d been in the system so long, his name would be put on the waiting list of applicants, thank you and keep this letter for your files. It was the same letter many of his colleagues had received, and the only file it went into was circular.
     But he knew that, eventually, another position would come his way. Running the exams on the migrant workers wouldn�t be so bad, really, but it would require a lot of time on the road. What had chewed at him day and night for the past year was the memory of all the students who�d passed through his social studies class�hundreds of them, from red-haired American sons to copper-skinned Mexicans to Apache kids with eyes like bullet holes. Hundreds of them: doomed freight, passing through the badlands on tracks already warped. He�d checked; over an eleven-year period with a senior class averaging about seventy to eighty kids, only three hundred and six of them had enrolled as freshmen in either a state or technical college. The rest had just drifted away or set roots in Inferno to work at the mine, drink their wages, and raise a houseful of babies who would probably repeat the pattern. Only now there was no mine, and the pull of drugs and crime in the big cities was stronger. It was stronger, as well, right here in Inferno. And for eleven years he�d seen the faces come and go: boys with knife scars and tattoos and forced laughter, girls with scared eyes and gnawed fingernails and the secret twitches of babies already growing in their bellies.
     Eleven years, and tomorrow was his final day. After the senior class walked out at last period, it would be over. And what haunted him, day after day, was the realization that he could recall maybe fifteen kids who�d escaped the Great Fried Empty. That was what they called the desert between Inferno and the Mexican border, but Tom knew it was a state of mind too. The Great Fried Empty could suck the brains out of a kid�s skull and replace it with dope smoke, could burn out the ambition and dry up the hope, and what almost killed Tom was the fact that he�d fought it for eleven years but the Great Fried Empty had always been winning.
     Jessie kept massaging, but Tom�s muscles had tensed. She knew what must be going through his mind. It was the same thing that had slowly burned his spirit to a cinder.
     Tom stared at the bars of fire on the wall. �I wish I had three more months. Just three.� He had a sudden, startling image of the day he and Jessie had graduated together from the University of Texas, walking out into a flood of sunlight and ready to take on the world. It seemed like a hundred years ago. He�d been thinking a lot about Roberto Perez lately, could not get the boy�s face out of his mind, and he knew why. �Roberto Perez,� he said. �Do you remember me talking about him?�
     �I think so.�
     �He was in my senior class six years ago. He lived in Bordertown, and his grades weren�t very high, but he asked questions. He wanted to know. But he held himself back from doing too well on tests, because that wouldn�t be cool.� His bitter smile surfaced again. �The day he graduated, Mack Cade was waiting for him. I saw him get into Cade�s Mercedes. They drove off. Roberto�s brother told me later that Cade got the boy a job up in Houston. Good money, but it wasn�t exactly clear what the job was. Then one day Roberto�s brother came to me and said I ought to know: Roberto had been killed in a Houston motel. Cocaine deal went bad. He got both barrels of a shotgun in his stomach. But the Perez family didn�t blame Cade. Oh, no. Roberto sent home a lot of money. Cade gave Mr. Perez a new Buick. Sometimes I drive by the Perez house after school; the Buick�s up on concrete blocks in the front yard.�
     He stood up abruptly, went to the window, and pulled the blinds aside again. He could feel the heat out there, gathering power and shimmering off the sand and concrete. �There are two boys in my last-period class who remind me of Perez. Neither one of them ever made higher than a C-minus on a test, but I see it in their faces. They listen; something sinks in. But they both do just enough to get by, and no more. You probably know their names: Lockett and Jurado.� He glanced at her.
     Jessie had heard Tom mention the names before, and she nodded.
     �Neither of them took the college entrance exams,� Tom continued. �Jurado laughed in my face when I suggested it. Lockett looked at me like I fell out of a dog�s ass. But their last day is tomorrow, and they�ll graduate a week from Sunday, and that�ll be it. Cade�ll be waiting. I know it.�
     �You�ve done what you could,� Jessie said. �Now it�s up to them.�
     �Right.� He stood for a moment framed in crimson light, as if on the rim of a blast furnace. �This town,� he said softly. �This damned, godforsaken town. Nothing can grow here. I swear to God, I�m beginning to believe there�s more use for a vet than there is for a teacher.�
     She tried for a smile, but wasn�t very successful. �You take care of your beasts, I�ll take care of mine.�
     �Yeah.� He summoned up a wan smile. He walked to the bed, cupped his hand to the back of Jessie�s head, his fingers disappearing into her dark brown, short-cut hair, and kissed her forehead. �I love you, doc.� He let his head rest against hers. �Thanks for listening to me.�
     �I love you,� she answered, and put her arms around him. They stayed that way for a minute, until Jessie said, �Lizard eyeballs?�
     �Yep!� He straightened up. His face was more relaxed now, but his eyes were still troubled and Jessie knew that, however good a teacher he was, Tom thought of himself as a failure. �I guess they�re good and cold by now. Come and get �em!�
     Jessie got out of bed and followed her husband through the short hallway into the kitchen. In this room also, a ceiling fan was turning, and Tom had pulled up the blinds on the west-facing windows. The light in that direction was still tinged with violet, but the sky was turning bright blue over Rocking Chair Ridge. Tom had already fixed all four of the breakfast plates�each with bacon, scrambled eggs (no lizard eyeballs today), and toast�and they were waiting on the little circular table in the corner. �Let�s go, sleepyheads!� Tom called toward the kids� rooms, and Ray answered with an unenthusiastic grunt.
     Jessie went to the refrigerator and liberally doused milk into her muscular coffee while Tom switched on the radio to catch the six-thirty news from KOAX in Fort Stockton. Stevie bounded into the kitchen. �It�s horsie day, Mama!� she said. �We get to go see Sweetpea!�
     �We sure do.� It amazed her that anybody could be so full of energy in the morning, even a six-year-old child. Jessie poured a glass of orange juice for Stevie while the little girl, clad in her University of Texas nightshirt, climbed into her chair. She sat perched on the edge, swinging her legs and chewing at a piece of toast. �How�d you sleep?�
     �Good. Can I ride Sweetpea today?�
     �Maybe. We�ll see what Mr. Lucas has to say.� Jessie was scheduled to drive out to the Lucas place, about six miles west of Inferno, and give their golden palomino Sweetpea a thorough checkup this morning. Sweetpea was a gentle horse that Tyler Lucas and his wife Bess had raised from a colt, and Jessie knew how much Stevie looked forward to their trip.
     �Eat your breakfast, cowgirl,� Tom said. �Gotta be strong to stay on a bronco.�
     They heard the television snap on in the front room and the channels being clicked around. Rock music pounded through the speaker on MTV. In back of the house was a satellite dish that picked up about three hundred channels, bringing all parts of the world through the air to Inferno. �No TV!� Tom called, jarred by the noise. �Come on to breakfast!�
     �Just one minute!� Ray pleaded, as he always did. He was a TV addict, particularly drawn to the scantily clad models in the videos on MTV.
     �Now!�
     The television set was clicked off, and Ray Hammond walked into the kitchen. He was fourteen years old, beanpole thin and gawky�looks just like me when I was that age, Tom thought�and wore eyeglasses that slightly magnified his eyes: not much, but enough to earn him the nickname of X Ray from the kids at school. He yearned for contacts and a build like Arnold Schwarzenegger; the first had been promised to him when he turned sixteen, and the second was a fever dream that no number of push-ups could accomplish. His hair was light brown, cropped close except for a few orange-dyed spikes on top that neither his father nor mother could talk him out of, and he was the proud possessor of a wardrobe of paisley-patterned shirts and tie-dyed jeans that made Tom and Jessie think the sixties had come back full vengeful circle. Right now, though, he wore only bright red pajama bottoms, his chest sunken and sallow.
     ��Morning, alien,� Jessie said.
     ��Morning, �lien,� Stevie parroted.
     �Hi.� Ray plopped down in a chair and yawned hugely. �Juice.� He held out a hand.
     �Please and thank you.� Jessie poured him a glass, gave it to him, and watched as he put it down the awesome hatch. For a boy who only weighed around a hundred and fifteen pounds in a soaking wet suit, he could eat and drink faster than a horde of hungry Cowboy linebackers. He began digging into his eggs and bacon.
     There was purpose in Ray�s all-out attack on his plate. He�d had a dream about Belinda Sonyers, the blond fox who sat on the next row in his freshman English class, and the details were still percolating. If he got a hard-on here at the table with his folks, he would be in danger of serious embarrassment; so he concentrated on the food, which seemed the second-best thing to sex. Not that he knew, of course. The way his zits were popping up, he could forget about girls for the next thousand years. He stuffed his mouth full of toast.
     �Where�s the fire?� Tom asked.
     Ray almost gagged, but he got the toast down and attacked the eggs because the gauzy porno dream was making his pencil twitch again. After a week from tomorrow, though, he could forget about Belinda Sonyers and all the other foxes who paraded down the halls of Preston High; the school would be shut down, the doors locked, and the dreams would be just so much red-hot dust. But at least it would be summer, and that was okay too. Still, with the whole town closing down, summer was going to be about as much fun as cleaning out the attic.
     Jessie and Tom sat down to breakfast, and Ray got his thoughts under rein again. Stevie, the red highlights in her auburn hair shining in the sunlight, ate her food knowing that cowgirls did have to be strong to ride broncos�but Sweetpea was a nice horse, who wouldn�t dream of bucking and throwing her. Jessie glanced at the clock on the wall�one of those goofy plastic things shaped like a cat�s head, with eyeballs that ticked back and forth to mark the passing seconds; it was quarter to seven, and she knew Tyler Lucas was an early riser and would already be waiting for her to show up. Of course she didn�t expect to find anything wrong with Sweetpea, but the horse was getting on in years and the Lucases treated it like a household pet.
     After breakfast, as Tom and Ray cleared away the plates, Jessie helped Stevie get dressed in a pair of jeans and a white cotton shirt with the Jetsons pictured on its front. Then she returned to her own bedroom and pulled off her nightshirt, exposing the tight, lithe body of a woman who enjoyed working outdoors; she had a �Texas tan��arms brown to the shoulders, a deeply bronzed face, and the rest of her body almost ivory in contrast. She heard the TV click on; Ray was grabbing some more of the tube before he and his father left for school�but that was all right, because Ray was an avid reader as well and his brain pulled in information like a sponge. And the way he wore his hair and his taste in clothes were no causes for alarm, either, he was a good boy, a lot shier than he let on, and he was simply doing what he could to get along with his peers. She knew about his nickname, and she remembered that it was sometimes tough to be young.
     The harsh desert sun had added lines to Jessie�s face, but she possessed a strong, natural beauty that required no aid from jars and tubes. Anyway, she knew, vets weren�t expected to win beauty pageants. They were expected to be available at all hours and to work damned hard, and Jessie did not disappoint. Her hands were brown and sturdy, and the things she�d had to grab with them during her thirteen years as a veterinarian would�ve made most women swoon. Gelding a vicious stallion, delivering a stillborn calf jammed in a cow�s birth canal, removing a nail from the trachea of a five-hundred-pound prize boar�all those were operations she�d performed successfully, as well as hundreds of other tasks ranging from treating a canary�s injured beak to operating on a Doberman�s infected jaw. But she was up to the task; working with animals was all she�d ever wanted to do, even as a child when she used to bring home every stray dog and cat off the streets of her neighborhood in Fort Worth. She�d always been a tomboy, and growing up with three brothers had taught her to roll with the punches�but she gave as good as she got too, and she could vividly recall knocking her oldest brother�s front tooth out with a football when she was nine years old. He laughed about it now, whenever they spoke on the phone, and he kidded her that the ball might�ve sailed to the Gulf if his mouth hadn�t been in the way.
     She walked into the bathroom to sprinkle on some baby powder and brush the taste of coffee and Blue Nun from her mouth. She quickly ran her hands through her short, dark brown hair. Flecks of gray were creeping back from the temples. The march of time, she thought. Not as startling as watching your kids grow up, of course; it seemed like only yesterday that Stevie was a baby and Ray was in third grade. The years were flying, that was for sure. She went to the closet, pulled out a pair of her well-worn and comfortable jeans and a red T-shirt, put them on and then a pair of white socks and her sneakers. She got her sunglasses and a baseball cap, stopped in the kitchen to fill up two canteens because you never knew what might happen in the desert, and took her veterinary satchel from its place on the upper shelf of the hall closet. Stevie was hopping around like a jumping bean on a hot griddle, eager to get going.
     �We�re heading off,� Jessie told Tom. �See you about four.� She leaned over and kissed him, and he planted a kiss on Stevie�s cheek. �Be careful, cowgirls!� he said. �Take care of your mama.�
     �I will!� Stevie clutched her mother�s hand, and Jessie paused to take a smaller-sized baseball cap off the hat tree near the front door and put it on Stevie�s head. �See you later, Ray!� she called, and he answered, �Check six!� from his own room. Check six? she thought as she and Stevie went out into the already-searing sunlight. Whatever happened to a simple �Bye, Mom? Nothing made her feel more like a fossil, at thirty-four, than not understanding her own son�s language.
     They walked along the stone path that led from the house past the small building next door; it was fashioned of rough white stone, and set out near the street was a little sign that read INFERNO ANIMAL HOSPITAL and, beneath that, Jessica Hammond, DVM. Parked at the curb, behind Tom�s white Civic, was her dusty, sea-green Ford pickup truck; in a rack across the rear window, where most everybody else carried their rifles, was an extendable-wire restraining noose that Jessie had fortunately only had to use a few times.
     In another moment Jessie was driving west on Celeste Street, and Stevie was tucked behind her seat belt but hardly able to stand the confinement. She was fragile in appearance, her features as delicate as a porcelain doll�s, but Jessie knew full well that Stevie had an intense curiosity and wasn�t shy about going after what she wanted; the child already had an appreciation of animals and enjoyed traveling to the various farms and ranches with her mother, no matter how bone-jarring the trip. Stevie�Stephanie Marie, after Tom�s grandmother just as Ray had been named after Jessie�s grandfather�was usually a quiet child, and seemed to be absorbing the world through her large green eyes, which were just a few shades lighter than Jessie�s. Jessie had enjoyed having her around and helping at the animal hospital, but Stevie would start first grade next September�wherever they happened to end up. Because after the schools in Inferno closed and the exodus continued, the rest of Inferno�s stores and shops would shut down, and the few remaining spreads would dry up; there would be no work for Jessie, just as there would be none for Tom, and their only choice would be to pull up roots and hit the road.
     She drove past Preston Park on her left, the Ringwald Drug Store, Quik-Check Grocery, and the Ice House on her right. She crossed Travis Street, almost crunching one of Mrs. Stellenberg�s big tomcats as it darted in front of the truck, and followed narrow Circle Back Road as it ran along the foot of Rocking Chair Ridge and then, true to its name, circled back to connect with Cobre Road. She paused at the blinking yellow light before she turned west and put the pedal to the metal.
     The desert�s bittersweet tang blew through the open windows in the blessed breeze. Stevie�s hair danced around her shoulders. Jessie figured this was the coolest it was likely to be all day, and they might as well enjoy it. Cobre Road took them past the chainlink fence and the iron gates of the Preston Copper Mine. The gates were padlocked, but the fence was in such bad shape an arthritic old man could�ve climbed over. Crudely lettered signs said DANGER! NO TRESPASSING! Beyond the gates was the huge crater where a red mountain rich with copper ore had once cast its shadow. In the last months of the mine�s existence, the dynamite blasts had gone off like clockwork out here, and Jessie understood from Sheriff Vance that there were still some charges in the crater that had been unexploded and left behind, but no one was crazy enough to go down in there and pull them out. Jessie knew that sooner or later the mine would be exhausted, but nobody had expected the veins of ore to fail with such startling finality. From the moment the jackhammers and bulldozers had scraped against worthless rock, Inferno had been doomed.
     With a bump and shudder, the pickup�s tires passed over the railroad tracks that ran north and south from the mining complex. Stevie leaned toward the window, her back already getting damp. She caught sight of a group of prairie dogs atop the mound of their nest, standing motionless on their hind legs. A jackrabbit burst from its cover of cactus and shot across the road, and way up in the sky a vulture was slowly circling. �How�re you doing?� Jessie asked her.
     �Fine.� Stevie strained against the seat belt, the wind blowing into her face. The sky was as blue as a Smurf, and it looked like it went on forever�maybe even a hundred miles. Something struck her that she�d been meaning to ask: �How come Daddy�s so sad?�
     Of course Stevie had felt it, Jessie thought. There was no way for her not to. �He�s not sad, exactly. It�s because of school closing. You remember, we talked about that?�
     �Yes. But it closes every year.�
     �Well, it�s not going to open up again. Because of that, more people are going to move away.�
     �Like Jenny did?�
     �Right.� Jenny Galvin was a little girl who�d lived a few houses up the street from them, and she and her parents had moved just after Christmas. �Mr. Bonner�s going to close the Quik-Check store in August. By that time, I expect most everybody�ll be gone.�
     �Oh.� Stevie mulled that over for a moment. The Quik-Check store was where everybody bought food. �And we�ll be gone too,� she said finally.
     �Yes. Us too.�
     Then that meant Mr. and Mrs. Lucas would be leaving, Stevie realized. And Sweetpea: what would happen to Sweetpea? Would they just set him free to run wild, or would they pack him up in a horse box, or would they get on him and ride away? That was a puzzle worth thinking about, but she�d seen the end of something and it gave her a sad feeling down near her heart�the same kind of feeling that she figured her daddy must know.
     The land was cut by gullies and covered with wild thatches of sagebrush and towers of stovepipe cactus. A blacktopped highway left Cobre Road about two miles past the copper mine and shot northwestward under a white granite arch with PRESTON embedded in tarnished copper letters. Jessie looked to her right, could see the big hacienda way up at the blacktop�s end, shimmering in the rising heatwaves as they sped past. Good luck to you too, Jessie thought, envisioning the woman who was probably sleeping in that house on cool silk sheets. The sheets and the house might be all Celeste Preston had left, and those wouldn�t last very much longer, either.
     They went on, following the road that carved across the desert. Stevie stared out the window, her face composed and thoughtful under the cap�s brim. Jessie shifted in her seat to get her T-shirt unstuck. The turnoff to the Lucas place was about a half mile ahead.
     Stevie heard a high humming noise and thought a mosquito was at her ear. She flipped her hand against her ear, but the humming remained and it was getting louder and higher. In another few seconds it had turned painful, like the jabbing of a needle in both ears. �Mama?� she said, wincing. �My ears hurt!�
     A sharp, prickling pain had hit Jessie�s eardrums as well. Not only that: the fillings in her back teeth were aching. She opened her mouth, working her lower jaw. �Ow!� she heard Stevie say. �What is it, Mama?�
     �I don�t know, hon�� Suddenly the truck�s engine died. Just died, without a stutter or gasp. They were coasting, and Jessie gave it more gas but she�d filled the truck up yesterday and the fuel tank couldn�t be empty. Her eardrums were really hurting now�pulsing to a high, painful tone like a far-off, distant wail. Stevie pressed her hands to her ears, and bright tears had come to her eyes. �What is it, Mama?� she asked again, panic quavering in her voice. �What is it?�
     Jessie shook her head. The noise was getting louder. She turned the ignition key and pumped the accelerator; still the engine wouldn�t fire. She heard the crackle of static electricity in her hair, and she caught sight of her wristwatch: the digital display had gone mad, the hours flickering past at runaway speed. This�ll be some story to tell Tom, she thought as she flinched in a cocoon of ear-piercing noise, and she reached out to grasp Stevie�s hand.
     The child�s head jerked to the right; her eyes widened, and she screamed, �Mama!�
     She�d seen what was coming, and now Jessie did too. She slammed on the brake, her hands fighting the wheel.
     What looked like a flaming locomotive was hurtling through the air, burning parts flying off behind it and spinning away. It passed over Cobre Road, about fifty feet over the desert and maybe forty yards in front of Jessie�s truck; she could make out a cylindrical form, glowing red-hot and surrounded by flames, and as the truck went off the road the object passed with a shriek that deafened Jessie and prevented her from hearing her own scream. She saw the rear of the object explode in yellow and violet flames, flinging pieces off in all directions; something came at the truck in a blur, and there was a wham! of metal being struck and the pickup shuddered right down to its frame.
     A front tire blew. The truck kept going over rocks and through stands of cactus before Jessie got it stopped, her palms sweat-slick on the wheel. The ringing in her ears still kept her from hearing, but she saw Stevie�s frantic, tear-streaked face and she said, as calmly as she could, �Hush, now. It�s over. It�s all over. Hush, now.�
     Steam was shooting from around the truck�s crumpled hood. Jessie looked to her left, saw the flaming object pass over a low ridge and disappear from sight. My God! she thought, stunned. What was it?
     In the next instant there was a roaring that penetrated even through Jessie�s aural murk. The pickup�s cab filled with whirling dust. Jessie grasped Stevie�s hand, and the little girl�s fingers clamped shut.
     There was dust in Jessie�s mouth and in her eyes, and her cap had blown out the window. When she got her vision cleared again, she saw three gray-green helicopters, flying in a tight V formation about thirty or forty feet above the desert, following the flaming object toward the southwest. They too went over the ridge and out of sight. Up in the blue, the contrails of several jets also tracked to the southwest.
     The dust settled. Jessie began to get her hearing back; Stevie was sobbing, holding on to her mother�s hand for dear life. �It�s over,� Jessie said, and heard her own raspy voice. �All over.� She felt like crying herself, but mothers didn�t do such things. The engine ticked like a rusty heart, and Jessie found herself staring at a geyser of steam that rose from a small round hole right in the center of the pickup�s hood.


3
Queen of Inferno

�Christ�s drawers, what a racket!� the white-haired woman wearing a pink silk sleep mask cried out, sitting up in her canopied bed. The entire house seemed to be vibrating with noise, and she angrily pulled the mask off to reveal eyes the color of arctic ice. �Tania! Miguel!� she shouted in a voice made husky by too many unfiltered cigarettes. �Get in here!� She reached for the bell cord beside her bed and started yanking it. Down in the depths of the Preston mansion, the bell clamored for the servants� attention.
     But the horrendous, roaring noise was gone now; it had only lasted a few seconds, but long enough to shock her awake. She threw the covers back, got out of bed, and strode to the balcony doors like a tornado on legs. When she flung them open, the heat almost sucked the breath right out of her lungs. She went out, squinting toward Cobre Road with one hand warding off the glare. She was fifty-three years old, but even without glasses her vision was sharp enough to see what had passed dangerously near the house: three helicopters, racing away toward the southwest and raising a storm of dust beneath them. They vanished behind that dust after a few more seconds, and Celeste Preston was so mad she could�ve spat nails.
     Stout, moon-faced Tania came to the balcony doors. She was braced for the onslaught. �Sí, Seńora Preston?�
     �Where were you? I thought we were bein� bombed! What the hell�s goin� on?�
     �I don�t know, seńora. I think��
     �Oh, just get me a drink!� she snapped. �My nerves are shot!�
     Tania retreated into the house for her mistress�s first drink of the day. Celeste stood on the high balcony, its floor a mosaic of red Mexican clay tiles, and grasped the ornate wrought-iron railing. From this vantage point she could see the estate�s stables, the corral, and the riding track�useless, of course, since all the horses had been auctioned off. The blacktopped driveway circled a large bed of what had once been peonies and daisies, now burned brown since the sprinkler system was inoperative. Her lemon-yellow gown was sticking to her back; the sweat and heat rekindled her fury. She returned to the cooler temperature of the bedroom, picked up the pink telephone, and punched the numbers with a manicured fingernail.
     �Sheriff�s office,� a drawling voice answered. A boy�s voice. �Deputy Chaffin speak��
     �Put Vance on the phone,� she interrupted.
     �Uh� Sheriff Vance is on patrol right now. Is this��
     �Celeste Preston. I want to know who�s flyin� helicopters over my property at��her eye located the clock on the white bedstand��at seven-twelve in the mornin�! The bastards almost took my roof off!�
     �Helicopters?�
     �Clean the wax out of your ear, boy! You heard me! Three helicopters! If they�d been any closer, they could�ve folded my damn sheets! What�s goin� on?�
     �Uh� I don�t know, Mrs. Preston.� The deputy�s voice sounded more alert now, and Celeste imagined him sitting at attention behind his desk. �I can get Sheriff Vance over the radio for you, if you want.�
     �I want. Tell him to get out here pronto.� She hung up before he could reply. Tania had come in and offered the woman a Bloody Mary on one of the last sterling silver trays. Celeste took it, stirred up the hot peppers with a celery stick, and took most of it down in a couple of swallows. Tania had added more Tabasco than usual today, but Celeste didn�t wince. �Who do I have to jaw with today?� She ran the glass�s frosty rim over her high, lined forehead.
     �No one. Your schedule�s clear.�
     �Thank God and jingle my spurs! Bunch of damned bloodsuckers gonna let me rest a spell, huh?�
     �You have appointments with Mr. Weitz and Mr. O�Connor on Monday morning,� Tania reminded her.
     �That�s Monday. I might be dead by then.� She finished off her drink and plunked the glass back on the silver tray. The thought of returning to bed entered her mind, but she was too keyed up now. The last six months had been one legal headache after another, not to mention the damage done to her soul. Sometimes she felt like God�s punching bag, and she knew she�d done a lot of down-and-dirty things in her life, but she was paying for her sins in spades.
     �Is there anything else?� Tania asked, her dark eyes steady and impassive.
     �No, that�s it.� But Celeste changed her mind before Tania could reach the massive, polished redwood door. �Wait a minute. Hold on.�
     �Yes, seńora?�
     �I didn�t mean to jump down your throat awhile ago. It�s just� you know, times bein� what they are.�
     �I understand, seńora.�
     �Good. Listen, anytime you and Miguel want to unlock the bar for yourselves, might as well go ahead.� She shrugged. �Ain�t no sense lettin� the liquor go to waste.�
     �I�ll remember that, Mrs. Preston.�
     Celeste knew she wouldn�t. Neither Tania nor her husband drank, and anyway somebody had to stay clearheaded around here, if just to keep the human vultures away. Her flinty gaze locked with Tania�s. �You know, in thirty-four years you�ve always called me either �Mrs. Preston� or �seńora.� Haven�t you once wanted to call me �Celeste�?�
     Tania hesitated. Shook her head. �Not once, seńora.�
     Celeste laughed; it was the hearty laughter of a woman who was no stranger to the hard life, who once had been proud of the rodeo dirt under her fingernails and knew that winning and losing were two sides of the same coin. �You�re a card, Tania! I know you�ve never liked me worth a buzzard�s fart, but you�re all right.� Her smile faded. �I appreciate your stayin� on these last few months. You didn�t have to.�
     �Mr. Preston was always very kind to us. We wanted to repay the debt.�
     �You have.� Her eyes narrowed slightly. �But tell me one thing, and tell me true: would the first Mrs. Preston have handled this shit mess any better?�
     The other woman�s expression was flat and without emotion. �No,� she said finally. �The first Mrs. Preston was a beautiful, gracious woman�but she didn�t have your courage.�
     Celeste grunted. �Yeah, and she wasn�t crazy, either. That�s why she hightailed it out of this hellhole forty years ago!�
     Tania abruptly veered back to familiar ground: �Will there be anything else, seńora?�
     �Nope. But I�m expectin� the sheriff pretty soon, so listen up.�
     Her back straight and stiff, Tania left the bedroom. Her footsteps clicked away on the oak floor in the long corridor outside.
     Celeste listened, realizing how empty a house without furniture sounded. There were a few pieces left, of course, like the bed and her dressing table and the dining-room table downstairs, but not much. She walked across the room, took a thin black cheroot from a silver filigreed case. The French crystal lighter had already gone to the auction house, so Celeste lit her cigar with a pack of matches that advertised the Bob Wire Club on Highway 67. Then she went out again to the balcony, where she exhaled the pungent smoke and lifted her face toward the brutal sun.
     Going to be another god-awful hot one, she thought. But she�d lived through worse. And would again. All this tangled-up mess with the lawyers, the state of Texas, and the Internal Revenue Service was going to pass like a cloud in a high wind, and then she�d get on with her life.
     �My life,� she said, and the lines around her mouth etched deep. She�d come a long way from a bayside shack in Galveston, she mused. Now she was standing on the balcony of a thirty-six-room Spanish-style hacienda on a hundred acres of land�even if the house was without furniture and the land was rocky desert. In the garage was a canary-yellow Cadillac, the last of the six cars. On the mansion�s walls were empty spaces where Miro, Rockwell, and Dali paintings used to hang; those were among the first to be auctioned, along with the French antique furniture and Wint�s collection of almost a thousand stuffed rattlesnakes.
     Her bank account was frozen tighter than an Eskimo�s balls, but a regiment of Dallas lawyers was working on the problem and she knew that any day now she�d get a call from that office with the seven names; they�d say, �Mrs. Preston? Good news, hon! We�ve tracked down the missing funds, and the IRS has agreed to take their back taxes in monthly payments. You�re out of the woods! Yes, ma�am, old Wint took care of you after all!�
     Old Wint, Celeste knew, had been slicker than owl shit. He�d danced around government safety regulations and tax codes, corporate laws and bank presidents like a Texas whirlwind, and the stroke that had kicked him out of this world on the second day of December, at the age of eighty-seven, had left her to pay the band.
     She looked east, toward Inferno and the mine. Over sixty years ago, Winter Thedford Preston had come south from Odessa with a mule called Inferno, searching for gold in the scrub lands. The gold had eluded him, but he�d found a crimson mountain that the Mexicali Indians had told him was made of sacred, healing dust. Wint had a knack for metallurgy�though his formal education had ended at the seventh grade�and his nose had not picked up the scent of sacred dust but of rich copper ore. Wint had started his mining company with a single clapboard shack, fifty or so Mexicans and Indians, a couple of trucks, and a whole lot of shovels. The first day of digging had turned up a dozen skeletons, and it was then that Wint realized the Mexicalis had been burying their dead in the mountain for over a hundred years.
     And then one day a Mexican with a pickax had uncovered a sparkling vein of high-grade ore a hundred feet wide. That was the first of many. The new Texas companies that were stringing telephone wires, electric lines, and water pipes across the state came knocking at Wint�s door. And just beyond the mountain of ore a few tents sprang up, then clapboard and adobe houses, followed by stone structures, churches, and schools. Dirt roads were covered with gravel, then pavement. Celeste recalled that Wint had told her he�d looked over his shoulder one day and seen a town where there used to be tumbleweeds. The townspeople, most of them mine workers, had elected him mayor, and under the influence of tequila Wint had christened the town Inferno and vowed to build a statue of his faithful old mule at its center.
     But, though there�d been plenty of fits and starts, Inferno had never grown much beyond a one-mule town. It was too hot and dusty, too far from the big cities, and when the water pipeline ruptured, people got thirsty in a mighty big hurry. The copper mine had remained the only real industry. But folks kept coming in, the Ice House plugged into the pipeline and froze water into blocks, the church bells rang on Sunday mornings, the shopkeepers made money, the telephone company strung lines and trained operators, the high school lettered the football and basketball teams, and a concrete bridge replaced the shaky wooden one that spanned the Snake River. The first nails were driven into the boards of Bordertown. Walt Travis was elected sheriff, and in his third month was shot dead on the street that was thereafter named for him. The next man stuck with the job until he was beaten within a finger of St. Peter�s handshake and woke up on a northbound train. Gradually, year after year, Inferno sank its roots. But just as gradually, the Preston Copper Mining Company was chewing away the red mountain where the dead Indians of a hundred years slept.
     Celeste Street used to be called Pearl Street, after Wint�s first wife. Between wives, it was known as Nameless Street. Such was the power of Wint Preston�s influence.
     She took one last pull on the cheroot, crushed it out on the railing, and flicked it into space. �We had some high old times, didn�t we?� she said softly. But they�d fought like cats and dogs too, ever since Celeste had met him when she was singing with a cowboy band at a little dive in Galveston. Celeste hadn�t minded; she had a holler like a cement mixer and could cuss Satan into church. The truth was that she�d fallen in love with Wint over the years, in spite of his womanizing and drinking and gambling. In spite of the fact that he kept her in the dark about his business affairs for more than thirty years. And when the machines had begun scraping bottom less than three years ago and frantic dynamiting uncovered no new veins, Wint Preston had seen his dream dying. What Celeste realized now was that Wint had gone nutty; he�d started pulling money out of his accounts, selling his stocks and bonds and gathering cash in a maniacal frenzy. But what he�d done with almost eight million dollars remained a mystery. Maybe he�d opened up new accounts under false names; maybe he�d put all that cash into tin boxes and buried them in the desert. In any case, the money of a lifetime was gone, and when the IRS had swooped down demanding a huge chunk of back taxes and penalties, there was nothing to pay with.
     The lawyers had the mess now. Celeste knew full well that she was simply a caretaker, en route back to the dives of Galveston.
     She saw the sheriff�s blue-and-gray patrol car turning off Cobre Road and coming slowly along the blacktop. She gripped the railing with both hands and waited, a tough one-hundred-and-ten-pound figure backed by a hollow three-thousand-ton house. She stood without moving as the car made the driveway�s circle and stopped.
     The car�s door opened, and a man who more than doubled her weight got out in sweat-saving slow motion. The back of his pale blue shirt was drenched, as was the sweatband of his beige cowboy hat. His belly flopped over his jeans, and he wore a gunbelt and lizard-skin boots.
     �You took your damned time, didn�t you?� Celeste called sharply. �If the house had been on fire, I�d be standin� in ashes right now!�
     Sheriff Ed Vance stopped, looked up, and found her on the balcony. He was wearing sunglasses with mirrored lenses, just like his favorite bad-ass in the movie Cool Hand Luke. Last night�s dinner of enchiladas and refried beans gurgled in his bulging belly. He showed his teeth in a tight grin. �If the house had been on fire,� he said, his drawl as sugary as hot molasses, �I hope you would�ve had the good sense to call the fire department, Miz Preston.� She said nothing, just stared holes through him. �Deputy Chaffin gave me a call,� he continued. �Said you was gettin� buzzed by helicopters.� He made a big show of inspecting the cloudless sky. �Nary a one around here.�
     �There were three. They flew over my property, and I�ve never heard such a noise in all my life. I want to know where they came from and what�s goin� on.�
     He shrugged his thick shoulders. �Don�t seem like much is goin� on anywhere, if you ask me. Seems like a pretty peaceful day.� His grin widened; now it was more of a grimace. �Up till now, that is.�
     �They went that way.� Celeste pointed toward the southwest.
     �Well, maybe if I hurry I can head �em off at the pass. Just what is it you expect me to do, Miz Preston?�
     �I expect you to earn your pay, Sheriff Vance!� she replied coldly. �That means bein� on top of what goes on around here! I�m tellin� you that three helicopters almost knocked me out of my bed, and I want to know who they belonged to! Does that spell it out any clearer for you?�
     �A mite.� The grimace remained locked on his square, heavily jowled face. ��Course, they�re probably in Mexico by now.�
     �I don�t care if they�re in Timbuktu! Those damned things could�ve crashed into my house!� Vance�s obstinacy and slowness infuriated her; if it had been her decision, Vance would never have been reelected sheriff, but he�d ingratiated himself to Wint over the years and had easily beaten the Hispanic candidate. She saw clear through him, though, and knew that Mack Cade pulled his strings; and, like it or not, she realized Mack Cade was now Inferno�s ruling power.
     �Better calm down. Take a nerve pill. That�s what my ex-wife used to do when��
     �She saw you?� Celeste interrupted.
     He laughed, hollowly and without mirth. �No call to get nasty, Miz Preston. Don�t suit a lady like you.� Showed your true stripe, didn�t you, bitch? he thought. �So what is it you�re sayin�?� he prodded. �You want to file a disturbin� the peace charge against some unknown persons in three helicopters, point of origin unknown and destination unknown?�
     �That�s right. Is it too much of a job for you?�
     Vance grunted. He couldn�t wait for the woman to be tossed out on her ass; then he was going to start digging up those cashboxes old Wint must�ve hidden. �I think I can handle it.�
     �I hope you can. That�s what you�re paid for.�
     Lady, he thought, it sure ain�t you who writes my ticket! �Miz Preston,� he said quietly, as if speaking to a retarded child, �you�d best get on inside now, out of this hot sun. You don�t want your brain gettin� baked. Wouldn�t want you to have a stroke now, would we?� He gave her his best, most innocent smile.
     �Just do it!� she snapped, and then she turned away from the railing and stalked back into the house.
     �Yes, ma�am!� Vance gave a mock salute and got behind the wheel again, his wet shirt immediately leeching to the seat. He started the engine and drove away from the hacienda, back to Cobre Road. The knuckles of his large, hairy hands were white on the steering wheel. He turned left, toward Inferno, and as he picked up speed he shouted out the open window, �I ain�t your goddamned monkey!�


4
The Visitor

�I guess this means we walk,� Jessie had said while Celeste Preston was waiting on her balcony for Sheriff Vance. Her nerves had calmed down somewhat, and Stevie was no longer crying, but Jessie had gotten the truck�s hood opened and seen at once that a flat tire was the least of their problems.
     The engine had been pierced by the same object that had put a hole in the hood; metal had been flayed open like a flower, and whatever had passed through had driven itself right into the depths of the engine block. There was no sign of what it had been, but there was a smell of scorched iron and charred rubber and the engine was hissing steam from its wound. The truck would do no more traveling for quite some time�possibly the thing was ready for Cade�s junkyard. �Damn!� Jessie said, staring at the engine, and instantly regretted it because Stevie would remember the word and spring it on her when she least expected it.
     Stevie was looking at the direction the fiery thing and the helicopters had disappeared in, her face covered with dust except for the drying tracks of tears. �What was it, Mama?� she asked, her green eyes wide and watchful.
     �I don�t know. Something big, for sure.� Like a tractor-trailer truck flying through the air and on fire, Jessie thought. Damnedest thing she�d ever seen in her life. It might�ve been an airplane about to crash, but it hadn�t had any wings. Maybe a meteor, but it had looked metallic. Whatever it had been, the helicopters had been chasing it down like hounds after a fox.
     �There�s part of it,� Stevie said, and pointed.
     Jessie looked. On the ground about forty feet away, in the midst of chopped-down cactus, was a piece of something sticking up from the sand. Jessie walked toward it, with Stevie right behind. The fragment was the size of a manhole cover, a strange hue of dark, wet-looking blue green. Its edges were smoking, and Jessie felt the heat coming off it before she got within fifteen feet. In the air there was a sweet odor that reminded her of the smell of burning plastic, but the stuff had a metallic sheen. Just to the right was another chunk of the material, this one shaped like a tube, and more smaller pieces lay nearby, smoke rising from all of them. She said, �Stay here� to Stevie and approached the first fragment a little closer, but its heat was intense and she had to stop again. Its surface was covered with small markings arrayed in a circular pattern, a series of Japanese-like symbols and short wavy lines.
     �It�s hot,� Stevie said, standing right beside her mother.
     So much for obedience, Jessie thought, but this was not the time for discipline. She took her child�s hand. Whatever had passed this way and thrown pieces off in its passage was unlike anything Jessie had ever seen before, and she could still feel the static electricity that had crackled through her hair. She glanced at her wristwatch: the digits had all returned to zeros, flashing erratically. In the blue sky, the jet contrails all aimed toward the southwest. The sun was beginning to beat down on her unprotected skull, and she searched for her cap. It was a red speck about seventy yards on the other side of Cobre Road, blown there by the helicopters� rotors. Too far to walk when they should be going in the opposite direction, toward the Lucas place. They had their canteens, thank God, and at least the sun was still low. There was no need to stand around gawking; they had to get moving.
     �Let�s go,� Jessie said. Stevie resisted her for just a couple of seconds, still looking at the manhole-sized piece of whatever it was, and then allowed herself to be tugged along. Jessie went back to the truck to get her satchel, which contained her wallet and driver�s license as well as a few veterinary instruments. Stevie stood gazing up at the contrails. �The planes sure are high,� she said, more to herself than to her mother. �I�ll bet they�re a hundred miles��
     She heard something that stopped her voice.
     Music, she thought. But not music. Now it was gone. She listened carefully, heard only the noise of steam from the broken engine.
     Then there it was again, and Stevie thought she knew what the sound was but she couldn�t exactly remember. Music, but not music. Not like the kind Ray listened to.
     Gone again.
     Now slowly, softly returning.
     �We�ve got a ways to go,� Jessie told her. The child nodded absently. �You ready?�
     Stevie knew what it was: it hit her quick and clear. On the front porch of the Galvin house, before Jenny had moved away, hung a pretty thing that sounded like a lot of little bells ringing when the wind stirred it. Wind chimes, she remembered Jenny�s mother saying when Stevie had asked what it was. That was the music she was hearing, but no wind was blowing and there weren�t any wind chimes around, anyway.
     �Stevie?� Jessie asked. The little girl was just staring at nothing. �What is it?�
     �Can you hear that, Mama?�
     �Hear what?� Nothing but the damned engine spouting.
     �That,� Stevie insisted. The sound was fading in and out again, but it seemed to be coming from a certain direction. �Hear it?�
     �No,� Jessie�s voice was careful. Did she hit her head? Jessie wondered. Oh Lord, if she�s got a concussion�!
     Stevie took a few steps toward the blue-green smoking thing out in the cactus. The wind-chimes noise immediately weakened to a whisper. Not that way, she thought, and stopped.
     �Stevie? You okay, honey?�
     �Yes ma�am.� She looked around, walked in another direction. Still the sound was very faint. Not that way, either.
     Jessie was getting spooked. �It�s too hot to play games. We�ve got to go. Come on, now.�
     Stevie walked toward her mother. Stopped abruptly. Took another step, then two more.
     Jessie approached her, took off the child�s cap, and ran her fingers through the hair. There was no knot, no sign of a bruise on the forehead either. Stevie�s eyes were a little shiny and her cheeks were flushed, but Jessie figured that was just from the heat and excitement. She hoped. There was no sign of injury that she could see. Stevie was staring past her. �What is it?� Jessie asked. �What do you hear?�
     �The music,� she explained patiently. She had figured out where it was coming from, though she knew also that such a thing couldn�t be. �It�s singing,� she said, as the clear strong notes swept over her again. She pointed. �From there.�
     Jessie saw where she was pointing to. The pickup truck. Its torn-up engine, the hood still raised. She guessed the noise of steam and bubbling fluids from gashed cables might be construed as a weird kind of music, yes, but�
     �It�s singing,� Stevie repeated.
     Jessie knelt down, checking her daughter�s eyes. They were not bloodshot, the pupils looked to be fine. Checked her pulse. A little fast, but otherwise okay. �Do you feel all right?�
     That was her mama�s doctor voice, Stevie thought. She nodded. The wind-chimes sound was coming from the truck; she was certain of it. But why couldn�t her mother hear? The fragile music pulled at her, and she wanted to walk the rest of the way to the truck and keep searching until she found where the wind chimes were hidden, but her mother had hold of her hand and was pulling her away. With each step, the music faded just a little more.
     �No! I want to stay!� Stevie protested.
     �Stop this foolishness, now. We�ve got to get to the Lucas place before it gets really hot out here. Stop dragging your feet!� Jessie was trembling. The events of the past few minutes were catching up to her. Whatever that thing had been, it could�ve easily smashed them to atoms. Stevie�d had flights of fantasy before, but this was certainly neither the time nor the place. �Stop dragging!� she ordered, and finally the little girl was walking under her own power.
     Ten more steps, and the wind-chimes music was a whisper. Five more, a sigh. Another five, a memory.
     But it had penetrated deep in Stevie�s mind, and she could not let it go.
     They walked away, following the dirt road to the Lucas place. Stevie kept looking back at the pickup truck until it was a dusty dot, and only when it was out of sight did she remember that they were on their way to see Sweetpea.


5
Bordertown

�Day of reckonin�!� Vance said as the patrol car sped east on Cobre Road. A belch rose from his gut like thunder. �Yes sir, day of reckonin�s comin� right soon!� Celeste Preston was going to be out on her rear end before long. Miss High-and-Mighty was going to wish she could get a job swabbing spittoons at the Bob Wire Club, if he had anything to say about it.
     The car was moving past the remnants of the mine. Back in March, a couple of kids had climbed over the fence, gone down into the crater, and gotten themselves blown to flyspecks when they found some undetonated dynamite left in drill holes in the rock. In the mine�s final weeks, the blasting had been as constant as doom�s clockwork, and Vance figured more live sticks were probably down there, but nobody was dumb enough to go dig them out. What was the use, anyway?
     He reached to the dash and lifted the radio�s microphone. �Hey there, Danny boy! Come on back to me, hear?�
     The speaker crackled as Danny Chaffin responded. �Yes, sir?�
     �Get on the horn and call around to� uh, let�s see here a minute.� Vance flipped down the visor, took the county map that was clipped to it, and unfolded it on the seat beside him. He let the car have its own mind for a few seconds and it weaved toward the right shoulder, scaring the sense out of an armadillo. �Call around to Rimrock and Presidio airstrips. Ask �em if they�re flyin� any choppers this mornin�. Prissy Preston�s in an uproar �cause her hair got mussed.�
     �Ten-four.�
     �Hold on,� Vance added. �Might as well go out of the county too. Call up to Midland and Big Spring airports. Hell, call Webb Air Force Base too. That oughta do it.�
     �Yes sir.�
     �I�m gonna take a swing through Bordertown and then I�ll be on in. Any more calls?�
     �No sir. Quiet as a whore in church.�
     �You got Whale Tail on your mind there, boy? Better quit drillin� that thang �fore you fall in!� Vance laughed. The idea of Danny getting it on with Sue �Whale Tail� Mullinax tickled him giddy. Whale Tail was about twice the kid�s size; she was a waitress at the Brandin� Iron Cafe on Celeste Street, and he knew about ten guys who�d dipped their wicks into her flame. So why not the boy too?
     Danny didn�t answer. Vance knew talking about Whale Tail like that got his goat, because Danny Chaffin was a moon-eyed kid, wet as oceans behind the ears, and didn�t realize Whale Tail was stringing him along. He�d learn. �Check ya later, Danny boy,� Vance said, and returned the mike to its cradle. Rocking Chair Ridge was coming up on the left, and along Cobre Road the houses and buildings of Inferno shimmered in the harsh light.
     It was too early for trouble in Bordertown, Vance knew. But then again, you never could tell what might set off those Mexicans. �Hispanics,� Vance muttered, and shook his head. They had brown skin, black eyes and hair, they lived on tortillas and enchiladas, and they jabbered south-of-the-border lingo; to Vance, that made them Mexicans, no matter where they�d been born or what fancy name you called them. Mexicans, pure and simple.
     Nestled in its slot underneath the dashboard was a Remington pump shotgun, and beneath the passenger seat was a Louisville Slugger. That ole baseball bat was just made to bash wetback skulls, Vance mused. Especially the skull of one smart-ass punk who thought he called the shots over there. Sooner or later, he knew, Mr. Louisville was going to meet Rick Jurado, and then�boom!�Jurado was going to be the first wetback in outer space.
     He drove past Preston Park to Republica Road, turned right at Xavier Mendoza�s Texaco station, and headed across the Snake River bridge onto the dusty streets of Bordertown. He decided to drive over to the Jurado house, on Second Street, maybe sit in front and see if anything needed correcting.
     Because after all, Vance told himself, correcting was the sheriff�s job. By this time next year he�d no longer be a sheriff, so he might as well do as much correcting as he could. He winced at the thought of Celeste Preston ordering him around like a shoeshine boy, and he put his foot down on the accelerator.
     He stopped the car in front of a brown clapboard house on Second Street. Parked at the curb was the boy�s banged-up black �78 Camaro, and along the street were other junkers that even Mack Cade wouldn�t take. Laundry drooped on backyard lines and chickens pecked around some of the grassless yards. The land and houses belonged to a citizens� committee of Mexican-Americans, and the nominal rent went back into the town�s fund, but Vance was the law here as well as across the bridge. The houses, most of which dated from the early fifties, were clapboard and stucco structures that all looked to be in need of painting or repair, but the Bordertown fund couldn�t keep up with the work. It was a shantytown, the narrow streets sifted with yellow dust and the hulks of old cars, washing machines and other junk standing around like the perpetual monuments of poverty. The majority of Bordertown�s thousand or so inhabitants had labored at the copper mine, and when that shut down the skilled ones had gone elsewhere. The others held on desperately to what little they had.
     Two weeks ago, a couple of empty houses at the end of Third Street had caught fire, but the Inferno Volunteer Fire Department had kept the blaze from spreading. Scraps of gasoline-soaked rags had been found in the ashes. Just last weekend, Vance had broken up a fight between a dozen Renegades and Rattlesnakes in Preston Park. Things were heating up again, the same as last summer, but this time Vance meant to bottle up the trouble before any citizens of Inferno got hurt.
     He watched a red bantam rooster strutting across the street in front of his car. He hit the horn, and the rooster jumped up in the air and lost three feathers. �Little bastard!� Vance said, reaching into his breast pocket for his pack of Luckies.
     But before he got a cigarette out, he caught a movement from the corner of his eye. He looked to his right, at the Jurado house, and he saw the boy standing in the doorway.
     They stared at each other. Time ticked past. Then Vance�s hand moved as if it had a wit of its own, and he pressed the horn again. The wail echoed along Second Street, stirring up the neighborhood dogs to a frenzy of barks and wails.
     The boy didn�t move. He was wearing black jeans and a blue-striped short-sleeved shirt, and he was holding the screen door open with one arm. The other hung at his side, the fist clenched.
     Vance hit the horn once more, let it moan for about six long seconds. Now the dogs were really raising hell. A man peered from a doorway three houses up. Two children emerged onto the porch of another house and stood watching until a woman urged them back inside. As the noise died away, Vance heard the sound of shouted, Spanish cursing�all that lingo sounded like cursing to him�from a house across the street. And then the boy let the screen door shut as he came down the sagging porch steps to the curb. Come on, li�l rooster! Vance thought. Come on, just start some trouble!
     The boy stopped right in front of the patrol car.
     He stood about five-nine, his brown arms muscular, his jet-black hair combed back from his forehead. Against the dark bronze of his face his eyes were ebony�except they were the eyes of an old man who has seen too much, not the eyes of an eighteen-year-old. They held a cold rage�like that of a wild animal catching a hunter�s scent. Around both wrists he wore black leather bracelets studded with small squares of metal; his belt was also made of studded leather. He stared through the windshield at Sheriff Vance, and neither of them moved.
     Finally, the boy walked slowly around the car and stood several feet from Vance�s open window. �You got a problem, man?� he asked, his voice a mixture of Mexico�s stately cadence and west Texas�s earthy snarl.
     �I�m on patrol,� Vance answered.
     �You patrollin� in front of my house? On my street?�
     Smiling thinly, Vance took off his sunglasses. His eyes were deep-set, light brown, and seemed too small for his face. �I wanted to drive over and see you, Ricky. Wanted to say good mornin�.�
     �Buenos días. Anythin� else? I�m gettin� ready for school.�
     Vance nodded. �Graduatin� senior, huh? Prob�ly got your future all lined up, right?�
     �I�ll make out okay.�
     �I�ll bet you will. Prob�ly wind up sellin� drugs on the street, is more like it. Good thing you�re a real tough hombre, Ricky. You might even learn to enjoy prison life.�
     �If I get there first,� Rick said, �I�ll make sure the fags know you�re on your way.�
     Vance�s smile fractured. �What�s that supposed to mean, smart-ass?�
     The boy shrugged, looking along Second Street at nothing in particular. �You�re gonna take a fall, man. Sooner or later, the state cops are gonna latch Cade, and you�ll be next. �Cept you�ll be the one holdin� his shitbag, and he�ll be long gone �cross the border.� He stared at Vance. �Cade doesn�t need a number two. Aren�t you smart enough to figure that out yet?�
     Vance sat very still. His heart was beating hard, and rough memories were being stirred at the back of his brain. He couldn�t stomach Rick Jurado�not only because Jurado was the leader of the Rattlesnakes, but on a deeper, more instinctive level. When Vance was a kid living in El Paso with his mother, he�d had to walk home from grammar school across a dusty hellhole called Cortez Park. His mother worked at a laundry in the afternoons, and their house was only four blocks from school, but for him it was a nerve-twisting journey across a brutal no-man�s-land. The Mexican kids hung out in Cortez Park, and there was a big eighth-grader named Luis who had the same black, fathomless eyes as Rick Jurado. Eddie Vance had been fat and slow, and the Mexican kids could run like panthers; the awful day came when they�d surrounded him, chattering and hollering, and when he�d started crying that only made it worse. They�d thrown him down and scattered his books while other gringo kids watched but were too scared to interfere; and the one named Luis had pulled his pants down, right off his struggling butt and legs, and then they�d held him while Luis stripped off Eddie�s Fruit-of-the-Looms. The underpants had been wrapped around Vance�s face like a feedbag, and as the half-naked fat boy ran home the Mexican kids had screamed with laughter and jeered, �Burro! Burro! Burro!�
     From then on, Eddie Vance had walked more than a mile out of his way to avoid crossing Cortez Park, and in his mind he�d murdered that Mexican boy named Luis a thousand times. And now here was Luis again, only this time his name was Rick Jurado. This time he was older, he spoke English better, and he was no doubt a lot smarter�but, though Vance was approaching his fifty-fourth birthday, the fat little boy inside him would�ve recognized those cunning eyes anywhere. It was Luis all right, just wearing a different face.
     And the truth was that Vance had never met a Mexican who didn�t remind him, in some way, of those jeering kids in Cortez Park almost forty years ago.
     �What�re you starin� at, man?� Rick challenged. �Have I got two heads?�
     The sheriff�s trance snapped. Rage flooded through him. �I�d just as soon get out of this car and break your neck, you little shit-ass wetback.�
     �You won�t.� But the boy�s body had tensed for either flight or fight.
     Take it easy! Vance warned himself. He wasn�t ready for this kind of trouble, not right here in the middle of Bordertown. He abruptly put his sunglasses back on and worked his knuckles. �Some of your boys have been driftin� into Inferno after dark. That won�t do, Ricky.�
     �Last I heard, it was a free country.�
     �It�s free for Americans.� Though he knew Jurado had been bora at the Inferno Clinic on Celeste Street, Vance knew also that the boy�s father and mother had been illegals. �You let your gang punks go over��
     �The Rattlers isn�t a gang, man. It�s a club.�
     �Yeah, right. You let your club punks go over the bridge after dark and there�ll be trouble. I won�t stand for it. I don�t want any Rattler across the bridge at night. Do I make myself��
     �Bullshit,� Rick interrupted. He gestured angrily toward Inferno. �What about the �Gades, man? Do they own the fuckin� town?�
     �No. But your boys are askin� for a fight, lettin� themselves be seen where they shouldn�t be. I want it to stop.�
     �It�ll stop,� Rick said. �When the �Gades stop makin� raids over here, breakin� out people�s windows and spray-paintin� their cars. They raise hell on my streets, and we�re not even supposed to cross the bridge without gettin� spanked! What about that fire? How come Lockett�s not in jail?�
     �Because there�s no proof he or any of the Renegades set it. All we�ve got are a few bits of burned-up rags.�
     �Man, you know they set it!� Rick shouted. �They could�ve burned down the whole town!� He shook his head disgustedly. �You�re a chickenshit, Vance! Big sheriff, huh? Well, you listen up! My men are watchin� the streets at night, and I swear to God we�ll cut the balls off any �Gade we catch! Comprende?�
     Anger reddened Vance�s cheeks. He was looking into the face of Luis again, and standing on the battlefield of Cortez Park. Deep down, his stomach was squeezed with a fat kid�s fear. �I don�t think I like your tone of voice, boy! I�ll take care of the Renegades! You just keep your punks on this side of the bridge after dark, you got it?�
     Rick Jurado suddenly walked a few feet away, bent down, and picked something up. Vance saw it was the red rooster. The Mexican boy approached the car, held the rooster over the windshield, and gave a quick, strong squeeze with his hands. The rooster squawked and flapped, and a grayish-white blob fell from its rear end onto the windshield and oozed down the glass.
     �There�s my answer,� the boy said defiantly. �Chickenshit for a chickenshit.�
     Vance was out of the car before the white line reached the hood. Rick took two strides back, dropped the rooster, and tensed himself to meet the onrushing storm. The rooster let out a strangled crowing as it darted for the cover of a yucca bush.
     Even as he knew he was touching a match to dynamite, Vance reached out to grab the boy�s collar; but Rick was way too fast for him, and easily dodged aside. Vance clutched at empty air, and again the vision of Luis and Cortez Park whirled around him. He bellowed with fury, drawing his fist back to strike at his tormentor.
     But before the blow could fall, a screen door slammed and a boy�s voice called out in Spanish, �Hey, Ricardo! You need some help?� The voice was followed immediately by a sharp crack! that froze the sheriff�s fist in midair.
     He looked across the street, where a rail-thin Mexican kid wearing chinos, combat boots, and a black T-shirt stood on the front steps of a rundown house. �You need some help, man?� he asked again, this time in English, and then he reared his right hand back and quickly snapped it forward in a smooth, blurred motion.
     The bullwhip he was holding popped like a firecracker going off, its tip flicking up a cigarette butt from the gutter. Shreds of tobacco whirled.
     The moment stretched. Rick Jurado watched Vance�s face, could see the rage and cowardice fighting on it; then he saw Vance blink, and he knew which had won. The sheriff�s fist opened. His arm came down to his side, and he clasped it like a broken wing.
     �No, Zarra,� Rick said, his voice calm now. �Everythin�s steady, man.�
     �Jus� checkin�.� Carlos �Zarra� Alhambra wrapped the bullwhip around his right arm and sat on the porch steps, his gangly legs stretched out before him.
     Vance saw two more Mexican boys walking in his direction along Second Street. Down where the street dead-ended in a tangle of boulders and sagebrush, another boy stood at the curb, watching the sheriff. In his hand was a tire iron.
     �You got anythin� else to say?� Rick prodded.
     Vance sensed the many eyes on him from the windows of the crummy houses. He knew there was no way to win here; all Bordertown was a big Cortez Park. Vance glanced uneasily at the punk with the bullwhip, knowing that Zarra Alhambra could snap out a lizard�s eyeballs with that damned thing. He pointed a thick finger into Rick�s face. �I�m warnin� you! No Rattlers in Inferno after dark, you hear?�
     �Eh?� Rick cupped a hand behind his ear.
     Across the street, Zarra laughed. �You remember!� Vance said, and then he got into the patrol car. �You remember, smart-ass!� he shouted once the door was shut. The streak down his windshield infuriated him, and he switched on the wipers. The streak became a smear. His face burned as their laughter reached him. He put the car in reverse and backed rapidly along Second Street to Republica Road, swerved the car around, and roared over the bridge into Inferno.
     �Big lawman!� Zarra hooted. He stood up. �I shoulda popped his fat butt, huh?�
     �Not this time.� Rick�s heartbeat was slowing down now; it had been racing during his confrontation with Vance, but he hadn�t dared show even a shadow of fear. �Next time you can pop him real good. You can bust his balls.�
     �Alllllright! Wreckage, man!� Zarra thrust his left fist up in a power salute, the symbol of the Rattlesnakes.
     �Wreckage.� Rick returned the salute halfheartedly. He saw Chico Magellas and Petey Gomez approaching, jaunty and strutting as if they walked on a street of gold instead of cracked concrete, on their way to the corner to catch the school bus. �Later,� he told Zarra, and he went back up the steps into the brown house.
     Inside, drawn shades cut the sunlight. The gray wallpaper was faded beige where the sun had burned it, and on the walls hung framed paintings of Jesus against black velvet backgrounds. The house smelled of onions, tortillas, and beans. Floorboards creaked as if in pain under Rick�s footsteps. He walked through a short hallway to a door near the kitchen and tapped lightly on it. There was no answer. He waited a few seconds and tapped again, much louder.
     �I�m awake, Ricardo,� the feeble voice of an old woman replied in Spanish.
     Rick had been holding his breath. Now he let it go. One morning, he knew, he was going to come to this door and knock, and there would be no answer. But not this morning. He opened the door and looked into the small bedroom, where the shades were drawn and an electric fan stirred the heavy air. In this room there was an odor like violets on the edge of decay.
     Under the sheet on the bed lay the thin figure of an elderly woman, her white hair spread like a lace fan on the pillow, her brown face a mass of deep cracks and wrinkles.
     �I�m leaving for school, Paloma.� Rick�s voice was gentle and articulate now, very much different from the street inflections of a moment before. �Can I get you anything?�
     �No, gracias. � The old woman slowly sat up and tried to adjust her pillow with a skinny hand, but Rick was quickly there to help. �Are you working today?� she asked.
     �Sí. I�ll be home about six.� He worked three afternoons a week at the Inferno Hardware Store, and would have worked longer hours if Mr. Luttrell let him. But jobs were hard to come by, and his grandmother needed to be watched over. Someone from the volunteer committee at the church brought her a boxed lunch every day, Mrs. Ramirez from next door came over to check on her from time to time and Father LaPrado often stopped by, but Rick didn�t like leaving her alone so much. At school, he was tormented by the fear that she might fall and break her hip or back, and lie suffering in this awful house until he came home. But they had to have the money from his stockboy job, and that was all there was to it.
     �What was that noise I heard?� she asked. �A horn blowing. It woke me up.�
     �Nothing. Just somebody passing by.�
     �I heard shouting. There�s too much noise on this street. Too much trouble. Someday we�ll live on a quiet street, won�t we?�
     �We will,� he replied, and he stroked his grandmother�s thin white hair with the same hand that had delivered a power salute.
     She reached up, grasping his hand. �You be a good boy today, Ricardo. You do good at school, sí?�
     �I�ll try.� He looked into her face. The cataracts on her eyes were pale gray, and she could hardly see at all. She was seventy-one years old, had fought off the effects of two minor strokes, and still had most of her own teeth. Her hair had turned white at an early age, and that was where her name�Paloma, the dove�came from. Her real name was peasant Mexican, almost unpronounceable even to his tongue. �I want you to be careful today,� he said. �Do you want the shades up?�
     She shook her head. �Too bright. But I�ll be fine when I have my operation. Then I�ll see everything�better than you, even!�
     �You already see everything better than me.� He bent over and kissed her forehead. Again he caught that odor of decaying violets.
     Her fingers found one of the leather bracelets. �These things again? Why do you wear these things?�
     �No reason. It�s just the style.� He pulled his hand away.
     �The style. Sí.� Paloma smiled faintly. �And who sets that style, Ricardo? Probably somebody you don�t know and wouldn�t like anyway.� She tapped her skull. �You use this. You live your own style, not somebody else�s.�
     �It�s hard to do.�
     �I know. But that�s how you become your own man, instead of an echo.� Paloma turned her head toward the window. The harsh edges of light that crept around the shade made her head ache. �Your mother� now she�s the stylish one,� Paloma said softly.
     Rick was caught off guard. It had been a long time since Paloma had mentioned his mother. He waited, but she said nothing else. �It�s almost eight. I�d better go.�
     �Yes. You�d better go on. You don�t want to be late, Mr. Senior.�
     �I�ll be home at six,� he told her, and then he went to the door; but before he left the room he glanced quickly back at the frail form on the bed and he said, as he did every morning before he went to school, �I love you.�
     And she answered, as she always did, �Double love back to you.�
     Rick closed the bedroom door behind him. As he walked through the hallway again, he realized that his grandmother�s wish of double love had been enough for him when he was a child; but beyond this house, out in the world where the sun beat down like a sledgehammer and mercy was a coward�s word, a wish of double love from a dying old woman would not protect him.
     Every step he took brought a subtle change to his face. His eyes lost their softness, took on a hard, cold glare. His mouth tightened, became a grim and bitter line. He stopped before he reached the door and plucked a white fedora with a snakeskin band from its wall hook. He put the hat on before a discolored mirror, tilting it to the proper angle of cool. Then he slid his hand into his jeans pocket and felt the silver switchblade there. Its handle was of green jade and had an embedded cameo of Jesus Christ, and Rick recalled the day he�d snatched that blade�the Fang of Jesus�out of a box where a rattler lay coiled.
     He had the mean, ass-kicking look in his eyes now, and he was ready to go.
     Once he stepped through that door, the Rick Jurado who cared for his Paloma would be left behind, and the Rick Jurado who was president of the Rattlesnakes would emerge. She had never seen that face, and sometimes he was thankful for the cataracts�but that was how it had to be, if he wanted to survive against Lockett and the Renegades. He dared not let the mask fall, but sometimes he forgot which was the mask and which was the man.
     He drew in a deep breath and left the house. Zarra was waiting by the car and flipped him a freshly rolled joint. Rick caught it, tucking it away for later. Being wrecked�or at least pretending to be�was the only way to get through the day.
     Rick slid behind the wheel. Zarra got into the passenger side, and the Camaro�s engine thundered as Rick turned the key. He put on a pair of black-framed sunglasses and, his transformation complete, he drove away.


6
Black Sphere

It was after nine when a brown pickup truck pulled up alongside Jessie Hammond�s wrecked vehicle. Jessie got out, and so did the driver. Bess Lucas was a wiry, gray-haired woman of fifty-eight, with bright blue eyes in a heart-shaped, attractive face. She was wearing jeans, a pale green blouse, and a straw cowboy hat, and she winced as she looked into the mangled engine.
     �Lord!� she said. �Nothin� left but scrap in there, for sure!� The engine had cooled down and was silent now. A pool of oil shimmered beneath the truck. �What the hell tore it up this way?�
     �I don�t know. Like I said, a piece of whatever passed by hit the hood. Like these over here.� Jessie walked toward the blue-green fragments, which had ceased smoking. Still, a melting-plastic reek hung in the air.
     Bess and Tyler had heard the noise too, and the furniture in their house had danced for a few seconds. When they�d gone outside, they�d seen a lot of dust in the air but no sign of helicopters or anything like what Jessie had described. Bess shook her head and clucked at the engine. The hole in it was the size of a child�s fist. She followed Jessie away from the pickup. �Say this thing just shot by, with no warnin�? Where�d it go?�
     �That way.� Jessie pointed to the southwest. Their view was obstructed by the ridge, but Jessie noted the new contrails of jets in the sky. She reached the fragment that was embedded in the sand and covered with the strange markings. Heat was still radiating off it, enough for Jessie to feel it in her cheeks.
     �What�s that writin� on there?� Bess asked. �Greek?�
     �I don�t think so.� She knelt down, getting as close as she dared. Where the object had dug into the earth, the sand had been burned into clumps of glass, and blackened cactus lay scattered about.
     �Ain�t that a sight?� Bess had seen the glass clumps too. �Must�ve been mighty hot, huh?�
     Jessie nodded and stood up.
     �Hell of a thing when you�re mindin� your own business and you get wrecked right in broad daylight.� Bess gazed around at the desolate land. �Maybe it�s gettin� too crowded out here, huh?�
     Jessie hardly heard her. She was staring at the blue-green fragment. It certainly was not part of a meteor or from any aircraft she�d ever seen, either. Possibly it was part of a satellite? But the markings surely weren�t English, nor Russian. What other countries had satellites in orbit? She recalled that space junk had fallen over northern Canada some years ago, and more recently in Australia�s outback; she remembered how people had joked about being hit by falling fragments after NASA had announced that a malfunctioned satellite was on the way down, and taken to wearing hardhats to deflect several tons of metal.
     But if this material before her was metal, it was the weirdest kind of metal she�d ever seen.
     �Here they come,� Bess said. Jessie looked up, saw the two figures on horseback approaching. Tyler was letting Sweetpea go at an easy canter, and Stevie was hanging on behind.
     Jessie walked back to the truck, leaned over, and peered into the hole that had plowed down through the engine block. Whatever had pierced the engine couldn�t be seen in that oily mess of ripped metal and cables. Had it gone all the way through, or was it still lodged in there somewhere? She could see Tom�s face when she told him that a falling spacecraft had crossed their path and smashed hell out of�
     She stopped. Spacecraft. A word she�d been dancing around in her mind. Spacecraft. Well, a satellite was a spacecraft, wasn�t it? But she couldn�t fool herself; she knew what she�d meant. A spacecraft, like from outer space. Far, far outer space.
     Christ! she thought, and almost laughed. I�ve got to get my hat before my brain boils! But her gaze skittered back to the blue-green thing stuck in the sand, and at the other pieces lying nearby. Stop it! she told herself. Just because you don�t recognize any of it doesn�t mean it�s from outer space, for God�s sake! You�ve been watching too many sci-fi flicks off that satellite dish late at night!
     Tyler and Stevie, astride the big golden palomino, had almost reached them. A large-boned man in his early sixties, with a leathery, seamed face and a mane of white hair tucked up under a battered Confederate army cap, Tyler got off Sweetpea and then effortlessly lifted Stevie down. He came over to the truck to have a look, and his first reaction was a short, sharp whistle. �You can scratch off an engine,� he said. ��Fraid even Mendoza can�t patch up that hole.� They�d telephoned Xavier Mendoza at his Texaco station before they�d left the house, and he�d promised to be out within a half hour to tow the pickup truck in.
     �Pieces of somethin� lyin� all over the place,� Bess told him. She motioned around. �Ever see the like?�
     �Nope, never have.� Tyler was retired from a job with Texas Power, and wrote fairly successful western novels about a bounty hunter named Bart Justice. Bess was content to spend her time compiling sketches of desert flowers and plants, and both of them treated Sweetpea like an overgrown puppy.
     �Neither have I,� Jessie admitted. She saw Stevie coming closer. The little girl�s eyes were wide and entranced again, but Jessie had checked her over thoroughly at the house and found no injuries. �Stevie?� she said softly.
     The little girl was pulled by the wind-chimes noise. It was a lovely, soothing music, and she had to find out where it was coming from. She started to walk past her mother, but Jessie grasped her shoulder before she reached the truck. �Don�t get in that oil,� Jessie said tensely. �It�ll ruin your clothes.�
     Tyler had on dungarees and didn�t mind getting dirty. He was curious about what had put a hole that size through the pickup�s hood and engine, and he reached into the mess and started feeling around. �Watch out you don�t cut your hand, Ty!� Bess warned, but he grunted and kept on with what he was doing. �You got a flashlight, doc?� he asked.
     �Yes. Just a minute.� There was a pencil flashlight in her vet bag. �Stay out of Mr. Lucas�s way,� she told Stevie, who nodded vacantly. Jessie retrieved the bag from the truck�s interior, found the little flashlight, and gave it to Tyler. He flicked it on, aiming the light into the hole. �Lordy, what a mess!� he said. �Whatever it was, it went right through the engine block. Knocked the valves all to pieces.�
     �Can you see what it might�ve been?�
     He moved the light around. �Nope. Must�ve been hard as a cannonball and movin� like a bat out of hell, though.� He glanced up at Stevie. �Oops. Forgive my French, honey.� He returned his attention to the beam of light. �Well, I�d say it got pulverized in there somewhere. Doc, you sure are lucky it didn�t go through the firewall or hit the gas tank.�
     �I know.�
     He straightened up and flicked the light off. �Guess you�ve got insurance, huh? With the Dodger?�
     �Right.� Dodge Creech had an Texas Pride Auto and Life Insurance office on the second floor of the bank building in Inferno. �I don�t know exactly how to describe the accident to him, though. I�m not sure anything like this is covered in my collision insurance.�
     �Ol� Dodger�ll find a way. He can talk the tears out of a stone.�
     �It�s still in there, Mama,� Stevie said softly. �I can hear it singing.�
     Tyler and Bess looked at her, then at each other. �I think Stevie�s a little shaken up,� Jessie explained. �It�s all right, hon. We�re going to be on our way home as soon as Mr. Mendoza��
     �It�s still in there,� the child repeated. This time her voice was firm. �Can�t you hear it?�
     �No,� Jessie replied. �And neither do you. I want you to stop playacting, now.�
     Stevie didn�t answer; she just kept staring at the truck, trying to figure out exactly where the music was coming from. �Stevie?� Bess said. �Come on over here and let�s give Sweetpea his sugar, okay?� She dug into her pocket and brought out a few sugar cubes, and the palomino strode toward her in anticipation of a treat. �Sweets for the sweet,� Bess said, giving the horse a couple of cubes. �Come on, Stevie! You give him one, okay?�
     Normally, Stevie would have jumped at the chance to feed Sweetpea his sugar�but she shook her head, unwilling to be pulled away from the wind-chimes music. She took a step nearer the truck before Jessie could stop her.
     �Looky here,� Tyler said. He bent down beside the flat right front tire. There was a blister in the metal of the wheel well�s fender. He clicked the light on again and shone it up into the wheel well. �Somethin�s lodged in here. Looks like it�s burned to the metal.�
     �What is it?� Jessie asked. Then: �Stevie! Don�t get too close!�
     �Not very big. Haven�t got a hammer on you, do you?� When Jessie shook her head, Tyler gave the blister a knock with his fist, but the object wouldn�t come loose. He reached up into the wheel well, and Bess said, �Be careful, Ty!�
     �Thing�s slick with oil. Stuck tight, I�m tellin� you.� He grasped it and gave a yank, but his hand slipped off. He wiped his palm on his dungarees and tried again.
     �That oil�ll never come out!� Bess fretted, but she came closer to watch.
     Tyler�s shoulder muscles strained with the effort. He kept working. �It moved. I think,� he said. �Hold on, I�m gonna give it my best.� His fingers tightened around it, and he yanked again with as much strength as he could muster.
     The object resisted him for a few seconds longer�and then it popped out from its indentation in the fender and he had it firmly in his hand. It was perfectly round, and he drew it out like a pearl that had been nestled inside an oyster�s shell.
     �Here it is.� He stood up, his hand and arm black with grime. �Doc, I believe this is what did the damage.�
     It was, indeed, a cannonball. Except it was the size of Stevie�s fist, black as ebony and looked to be smooth and unmarked.
     �Must�ve hit the tire, too,� Tyler said. He frowned. �I swear, that�s the damnedest thing!� This time he didn�t bother to apologize for his French. �It�s the right size to have made that hole, but��
     �But what?� Jessie asked.
     He bounced it up and down in his palm. �There�s hardly any weight to it. Thing feels about as tough as a soap bubble.� He began wiping away the oil and dirt from its surface on his dungarees, but underneath the black was just more black. �Want to see it?� He offered it to Jessie.
     She hesitated. It was only a small black ball, but Jessie suddenly wanted no part of it. She wanted to tell Tyler to put it back where it had been, or just to throw it as far as he could and let it be forgotten.
     �Take it, Mama,� Stevie said. She was smiling. �That�s what�s singing.�
     Jessie had a sensation of slow dizziness, as if she were about to pass out. The sun was getting to her, pounding through her skull. But she extended her hand, and Tyler put the ebony ball into it.
     The sphere was as cool as if it had just come from a refrigerator. Her fingers were shocked by its chill. But the truly amazing thing was its weight�about three ounces, she figured. She ran a finger across the smooth surface. Was it glass or plastic? �No way!� she said. �This can�t be what hit the truck! It�s too fragile!�
     �You got me,� Tyler agreed. �But it was sure tough enough to knock a blister in the metal and not crack to pieces.�
     Jessie tried to squeeze the thing, but it wouldn�t give. Harder than it appears, she thought. A whole hell of a lot harder. Looks like a perfect sphere, tooled by a machine that left no marks. And why is it so cool? It went through a hot engine and now it�s exposed to the direct sun, but it�s still cool.
     �Thing looks like a big ol� buzzard�s egg,� Bess remarked. �I wouldn�t give you two cents for it.�
     Jessie glanced at Stevie; the child was staring fixedly at the sphere, and Jessie had to ask the question: �Do you still hear it singing?�
     She nodded, took a step forward and lifted both hands. �Can I hold it, Mama?�
     Tyler and Bess were watching. Jessie paused, turning the ball over and over. There was no mark on it anywhere, no crack, not even a scuff. She held it up to the sun to try to see into it, but the thing was utterly opaque. It must�ve had a hell of a velocity when it hit us, Jessie thought�but what was it made of? And what was it?
     �Please, Mama!� Stevie hopped up and down impatiently.
     It didn�t seem particularly threatening. It was still strangely cool, yes, but her hand felt all right. �Don�t drop it,� Jessie cautioned. �Be very, very careful. Okay?�
     �Yes ma�am.�
     Reluctantly, Jessie gave it to her. Stevie cradled it in both hands. She now felt the wind-chimes music as well as heard it; the notes seemed to sigh through her bones�a beautiful sound, but kind of sad too. Like a song of lost things. It made her feel like she knew what her daddy was feeling, like her heart was a tear, and all things she knew and loved were soon to be gone, left a long, long way behind; so far behind you couldn�t even see them if you stood on top of the highest mountain in the world. The sadness sank deep, but the beauty of the notes entranced her. Her expression was caught between crying and wonder.
     Jessie saw. �What is it?�
     Stevie shook her head. She didn�t want to talk, wanted only to listen. The notes soared through her bones and made colors spark in her brain. They were colors unlike any she�d ever seen before.
     And suddenly the music stopped. Just like that.
     �Here comes Mendoza.� Tyler motioned toward the bright blue wrecker approaching along Cobre Road.
     Stevie shook the sphere. The music did not return.
     �Give it to me, hon. I�ll take care of it.� Jessie reached out, but Stevie retreated. �Stevie! Come on, now!� The little girl turned and ran about thirty feet away, still with the ebony sphere in her hands. Jessie pressed down her anger and decided to deal with the child when they got home. Right now, they had enough to worry about.
     Xavier Mendoza, a husky white-haired man with a large white mustache, pulled the wrecker off Cobre Road and got it situated to hook Jessie�s pickup. He stepped out to have a look at the damage, and his first reaction was �Ai! Caramba!�
     Stevie walked a little further away, still shaking the black ball, trying to wake up the music. It occurred to her that it must be broken, and maybe if she shook it hard enough, the wind chimes inside might work again. The next time she shook it, she thought she heard it slosh faintly, as if it might be filled with water. And it didn�t seem as cool as it had been a minute before. Maybe it was getting warmer, or maybe that was just the sun.
     She rotated it between her palms. �Wake up, wake up!� she wished.
     With a jolt, she realized the black ball had changed. She could see her fingerprints on it, and the prints of her palms, outlined in electric blue. She pressed her index finger on a black place; the fingerprint held, then slowly began to vanish as if drawn down into the depths. She drew a little smiling face on it with her fingernail; it too stayed there in a startling blue a hundred times more blue than the sky. She drew a heart, then a little house with four stick figures; all the pictures held for about five or six seconds before they melted away. She looked up and started to call for her mother to come see.
     But before the words could come out there was a roaring behind her that almost scared her out of her skin, and she was engulfed in whirling dust.
     A gray-green helicopter circled over the wrecker and Jessie�s truck. Jessie knew it must have come speeding out of nowhere�maybe from beyond that ridge to the southwest�and now it made slow, steady turns above them. Sweetpea neighed and reared, and Bess grabbed his reins to settle him down. The dust spun around them, making Mendoza curse a blue streak in Spanish.
     The helicopter made a few more rotations and then turned again toward the southwest; it picked up speed and zoomed away.
     �Damned fool!� Tyler Lucas shouted. �I�ll kick your butt!�
     Jessie saw her daughter standing in the road. Stevie walked toward her and showed her the sphere. �It went all black again,� Stevie said, her face coated with dust. �Know what?� The little girl�s voice was low, as if confiding a secret. �I think it was about to wake up�but I think it got scared.�
     What would the world be without a child�s imagination? Jessie thought. She was about to demand the sphere back, but she didn�t see any harm in letting Stevie hold it; they�d hand it over to Sheriff Vance as soon as they got to town, anyway. �Don�t drop it!� she repeated, and then turned away to watch Mendoza at work.
     �Yes ma�am.� Stevie walked off a few paces and kept shaking the black ball, but neither the wind-chimes music nor its brilliant blue returned. �Don�t be dead!� she told it; there was no response. It was just black through and through; she could see her own face reflected on its glossy surface.
     Deep down, in the center of the blackness, something might have shifted�a cautious, slow stirring; an ancient thing, contemplating the shine of light that touched it through the murk. Then it was still again, pondering and gathering strength.
     Mendoza got the truck hooked to the wrecker. Jessie thanked Tyler and Bess for their help, and she and Stevie climbed into the wrecker with Mendoza. They drove away toward Inferno, the black sphere still clutched firmly between Stevie�s hands.
     To the southwest and almost out of sight, a single helicopter followed.


7
Nasty in Action

The bell shrilled for change of classes, and in another moment the quiet halls of Preston High were tumultuous. The central air conditioning was still broken, the bathrooms reeked of cigarette and marijuana smoke, but the rowdy shouts and laughter underscored a joyful abandon.
     Much of the laughter, though, had a false ring. All the students knew this was Preston High�s final year; even if Inferno was a hot and hellish place, it was still home, and home was a hard place to leave.
     They were walking histories of the struggles that had preceded them, their features a mirror of the tribes and races that had come up from Mexico and down from the heartland to carve a home in the Texas desert: here the sleek black hair and sharp cheekbones of the Navajo; the high forehead and ebony glare of the Apache; the aquiline nose and sculpted profile of the conquistador; there the blond, brown, or red hair of frontiersmen and pioneers, the wiry builds of bronco busters, and the long, confident strides of easterners who�d come to Texas seeking their fortunes long before the first shot had fired at a mission called the Alamo.
     It was all there in the faces and bones, in the walks and expressions and speech of the students changing classes. A hundred years of showdowns, cattle drives, and saloon brawls moved through the hallways. But their ancestors, even the buckskinned Indian fighters and the warpainted braves who�d sliced off their scalps, might have moaned in their graves if they�d been able to see current fashions from the Happy Hunting Ground. Some of the boys had their heads shaved to a military stubble, some had hair twisted into spikes and tinted with outrageous colors, some wore crewcuts with long tails of hair hanging down their backs. Many of the girls had hair cropped just as severely as the boys� and dyed even more garishly, some wore sleek Princess Di cuts, and some sported manes swept back and frozen with gel, then decorated with feathers in an unconscious tribute to their Indian heritage.
     They wore a mixed assemblage of jumpsuits, overalls in military camouflage patterns, madras-plaid shirts with buckskin fringe, T-shirts that exalted bands like the Hooters, the Beastie Boys, and the Dead Kennedys, paisley surfer tees in electric hues that slam-danced the eyeballs, tie-dyed khaki trousers, faded and patched jeans, pegged pants with Day-Glo stripes, combat boots, hand-painted sneakers, penny loafers, gladiator sandals, and plain old flipflops carved out of used tires. There�d been a dress code at the beginning of the year, but the principal of Preston High�a short Hispanic man named Julius Rivera and known as Little Caesar by the student body�had gradually let the code go when it was apparent there would be no reprieve for the school. Students in Presidio County would be bussed thirty miles to the high school in Marfa, and in September Little Caesar would be teaching a sophomore geometry class at Northbrook High in Houston.
     The seconds ticked past on the clocks, and the young descendants of gunfighters, ranch hands, and Indian chiefs continued to their next classes.
     Ray Hammond was digging his English text from his locker in B Section. His mind was on getting to his next class, way at the end of C Section, and he didn�t see what was coming up behind him.
     As he brought the book out, a size-ten foot in a scuffed combat boot suddenly kicked it from his hand. The book opened�notes, page markers, and obscene doodlings sailing into the air�and slammed against the wall, barely missing two girls at the water fountain.
     Ray looked up, his eyes wide and startled behind his glasses. He saw then that doom had finally come for him. A hand clenched the front of his shirt and lifted him up on the toes of his sneakers.
     �Hey, fuckmeat,� a slurred, thickly accented voice growled, �you�re in my way, man.� The boy who�d spoken was about sixty pounds heavier than his captive and stood more than four inches taller; he was a junior named Paco LeGrande, and he had bad teeth and acne pocks on a grinning, vulpine face. A tattooed rattlesnake crawled across one thick forearm. Paco�s eyes were red and unfocused, and Ray knew the boy had been puffing a little too much weed in the bathroom this morning. He usually timed his visits to the locker so as to miss Paco, who had the one right next door, but the inevitable had caught up with him. Paco was fueled and high and ready to give somebody a nitro lesson.
     �Hey, X Ray!� Another Hispanic boy was standing behind Paco. His name was Ruben Hermosa, and he was shorter and not nearly as heavy as Paco but his eyes were also aflame. �Hey, don�t shit in your pants, amigo!�
     Ray heard his paisley shirt ripping. He was barely balanced on his toes, and his heart was pounding in his skinny chest but he kept his expression spaceman cool. Other kids were moving back, getting out of danger�s way, and there wasn�t a Renegade in sight. Paco balled up a tremendous, scarred fist.
     �You don�t want to break the rules, Paco,� Ray said, as calmly as he could manage. �No trouble in school, man.�
     �Fuck the rules! And fuck school! And fuck you, you little four-eyed piece of��
     A home economics book with a smiling cartoon family on its blue cover whacked into the side of Paco�s head with a noise like a gunshot. The blow rocked him, and Ray wrenched free as Paco�s grip weakened. He scrabbled across the green linoleum to the base of the water fountain.
     �A wetback prick with no balls shouldn�t talk about fuckin�,� a girl�s smoky voice said. �It�ll give you ideas you can�t do anything about.�
     Ray knew that voice. Nasty stepped between him and the two Rattlers. She was a senior, and she stood almost six feet tall; her platinum-blond hair was swept back in a Mohawk, the sides shaven to the scalp. Nancy Slattery wore skintight khakis that clung to her rear and her long, strong legs; a hot-pink cotton shirt accentuated the flare of her athletic shoulders. She was lithe and quick, had run track last year for Preston High, and on both wrists she wore a handcuff for a bracelet. Three or four cheap gold chains sparkled around each ankle, above the size-seven bowling shoes she�d swiped from the Bowl-a-Rama in Fort Stockton. Nasty had gotten her name from her initiation into the Renegades, Ray had heard; she�d drunk down what was in a cup the guys had spat their tobacco chews into. And smiled through brown teeth.
     �Get up, X Ray,� Nasty told him. �These fags won�t bother you.�
     �You watch your mouth, bitch!� Paco roared. �I�ll knock the piss outta you!�
     Ray stood up, started gathering his notes together. He saw with a jolt of horror that his idle drawing of a huge penis attacking an equally huge vagina had slid under the right sandal of a blond junior fox named Melanie Paulin.
     �I�ll piss in a glass for you, Paco Fago,� Nasty replied, and a few of the onlookers laughed. She just missed being pretty: her chin was a shade too sharp, her two front teeth were chipped, and her nose had been broken when she fell during a track meet. Her dark green eyes glowered under peroxided brows. But Ray thought Nasty, who sat a few seats away from him in study hall, was a smash fox.
     �Come on, man!� Ruben urged. �We gotta get to class! Forget it!�
     �Yeah, Paco Fago. Better run �fore you get spanked.� She saw the flare of red in Paco�s eyes and knew she�d pushed too far, but she didn�t give a shit; she thrived on the smell of danger like other girls desired Giorgio. �Come on,� she said, beckoning with one finger. Her nails were polished black. �Come and get it, Paco Fago.�
     Paco�s face darkened like a storm cloud. He started toward her, both fists clenched. Ruben yelled, �Don�t, man!� but it was much too late.
     �Fight! Fight!� somebody shouted, and Ray scooped up the incriminating drawing as Melanie Paulin backed away. He gave Nasty room; he�d seen what she had done to a Mexican girl in a wild fight after school, and he had no doubt about what she was going to do now.
     Nasty waited. Paco was almost upon her. Nasty smiled slightly.
     Paco took one more step.
     One of Nasty�s bowling shoes came up in a vicious kick with all of her hundred and sixteen pounds behind it. The shoe connected squarely with Paco�s crotch, and afterward no one remembered which was louder: the sound of the shoe smacking home or Paco�s garbled scream. Paco bent double, clutching at himself; in no hurry, Nasty grabbed his hair, crunched her knee up into his nose, and then slammed his face into the nearest locker door. Blood splattered, and Paco�s knees buckled like wet cardboard.
     She helped him to the floor by kicking his feet out from under him. He lay stretched out, his nose a purple lump. It was all done in about five seconds. Ruben was already backing away from Nasty, his hands upraised in supplication.
     �What�s going on here?�
     The onlookers scattered like chickens before a Mack truck. Mrs. Geppardo, a white-haired history teacher with cocked eyeballs, advanced on Nasty. �My God!� She drew up short when she saw the carnage. Paco was stirring now, trying dazedly to sit up. �Who did this? I want an answer right this minute!�
     Nasty looked around; her sharp gaze struck everyone with deaf-dumb-and-blind disease, a common ailment at Preston High.
     �Did you see this, young man?� Mrs. Geppardo demanded of Ray, who instantly took off his glasses and began cleaning them on his shirt. �Mr. Hermosa!� she called shrilly, but he took off at a run. Nasty knew that by the end of fourth period every Rattler in school would have heard about this, and they wouldn�t like it. Tough shit, she thought, and waited for Mrs. Geppardo�s cock eyes to find her.
     �Miss Slattery.� She spoke the name as if it were something catching. �I think you�re at the bottom of this, young lady! I can read you like a book!�
     �Really?� Nasty asked, all innocence. �Then read this.� She turned and bent over to show Mrs. Geppardo that her tight trousers had split along the rear seam�and Nasty, as Ray and everyone else saw, wore no underwear.
     He almost fainted. A roar of hellacious laughter and whooping filled the hallway. Ray fumbled with his glasses and almost dropped them. When he got them on, he could see the small butterfly tattoo on her right cheek.
     �Oh� Lord!� Mrs. Geppardo�s face reddened like a chili pepper about to pop its pods. �You straighten up this instant!�
     Nasty obeyed, swiveling gracefully around like a fashion model. The entire hallway was now in chaos, as more students flooded out of the classrooms and teachers valiantly tried to stem the tide. Standing with his English book under his arm and his glasses on crooked, Ray wondered if Nasty would marry him for one night.
     �You�re going to the office right this minute!� Mrs. Geppardo grabbed for Nasty�s arm but the girl dodged her.
     �No, I�m not,� Nasty said firmly. �I�m goin� home and change pants, that�s what I�m gonna do.� She stepped over Paco LeGrande with one long stride and walked purposefully to the doors of B Section, her cheeks hanging out and a chorus of howls and laughter following her.
     �I�ll suspend you! I�ll put you on report!� Mrs. Geppardo shook a vengeful finger.
     But Nasty stopped at the door and fixed the woman with a stare that would�ve knocked a buzzard dead. �No, you won�t. It�s too much trouble. Anyhow, all I�ve done is split my britches.� She gave Ray a quick wink that made him feel like he�d just been knighted by Guinevere, though her language was anything but courtly. �Don�t get shit on your shoes, boy,� she told him, and went out the doors and into the light that glowed like molten gold in her Mohawk.
     �You�ll wind up in women�s prison!� Mrs. Geppardo sputtered�but the door was swinging shut, and Nasty was gone. She whirled on the gawkers: �Get back to your rooms!� The windows almost rattled in their frames. A half second later, the tardy bell rang and there was a new stampede.
     Ray felt drunk with lust. The image of Nasty�s exposed rear might remain in his mind until he was ninety years old and rears didn�t matter anymore. His rod was straining; it was something he had no control over, as if that part of himself held all the brains and the rest was just useless appendage. Sometimes he thought he�d been zapped by an alien Sex Beam or something, because he just couldn�t get it off his mind�though he was likely to be a virgin forever, judging how most girls reacted to him. Lord, it was a rough life!
     �What are you standing there for?� Mrs. Geppardo�s face thrust into his. �Are you asleep?�
     He didn�t know which eye to look into. �No, ma�am.�
     �Then get to wherever you�re going! Now!�
     He closed his locker, snapped the lock, and hurried off along the hall. But before he turned the corner he heard Mrs. Geppardo say, �What�s wrong with you, you hoodlum? Can�t you walk?�
     Ray looked back. Paco was on his feet, his face gray; he was still clutching his groin, and he staggered toward the history teacher.
     �We�re going to see the nurse, young man.� She took his arm. �I�ve never seen such a sight in all my��
     Paco suddenly lurched forward, and belched forth his breakfast onto the front of Mrs. Geppardo�s flower-print dress.
     Ray ran, instinctively ducking his head as another scream shook the windows.


8
Danny�s Question

Danny Chaffin, a somber-faced young man of twenty-two whose father, Vic, owned the Ice House, had just finished telling Sheriff Vance that his calls had turned up nothing about helicopters when they both heard the metallic chattering of rotors.
     They ran out of the office and were caught in the teeth of a dust storm. �Christ A�mighty!� Vance shouted�because he�d seen the dark shape of the helicopter descending right in Preston Park. Red Hinton, passing by in his pickup truck on Celeste Street, almost swerved into the front window of Ida Younger�s House of Beauty. Mavis Lockridge emerged from the Boots �n Plenty shoestore, shielding her face with a scarf. People peered out the windows of the bank building, and Vance knew the elderly loungers who sat around in front of the Ice House catching breezes were probably running for their lives.
     He strode toward the park, Danny right behind him. The fierce wind and the whirling dust died down after a few more seconds, but the helicopter�s rotors continued to slowly turn. Now more people were coming out of the stores, and Vance figured the unholy racket was going to draw everybody in town. Dogs were barking fit to bust. As the dust settled, Vance could see the gray-green paint job on the helicopter and also pick out some lettering: WEBB AFB.
     �I thought you called Webb!� Vance snapped at Danny.
     �I did! They said they weren�t flyin� any �copters over this way!�
     �Well, they lied through their teeth! Hold on, here comes somebody!� He saw two figures approaching, both of them tall and lean. Vance and Danny met them just shy of the mule�s statue.
     One of them, a young man who looked like he spent all his time indoors, wore a dark blue air-force uniform and a cap with an officer�s insignia. The second man, older, with a black crewcut going gray at the temples, was tanned and fit looking, and he was dressed in well-worn jeans and a beige knit shirt. A pilot remained at the helicopter�s controls. Vance said to the officer, �What can I do for��
     �We need to talk,� the man in blue jeans spoke up. He spoke crisply, accustomed to taking control. He wore aviator-style sunglasses, and behind them his eyes had already noted Vance�s badge. �You�re the sheriff here, right?�
     �That�s right. Sheriff Ed Vance.� He held out his hand. �Pleased to meet��
     �Sheriff, where can we speak in private?� the young officer asked. The other man did not meet Vance�s grip, and Vance blinked with confusion and then let his hand drop.
     �Uh� my office. This way.� He led them across the park, sweat already surfacing on the back of his shirt and ringing his armpits.
     When they were inside the office, the younger air-force man took a notebook from his trouser pocket and flipped it open. �The mayor here is Johnny Brett?�
     �Yeah.� Vance saw other names written in the notebook too�among them his own. He realized somebody had done a lot of homework on Inferno. �He�s the fire chief too.�
     �He needs to be present. Will you call him, please?�
     �Do it,� Vance said to Danny, and settled himself in his chair behind his desk. These men were giving him the creeps; their backs were as straight as iron rods, and they looked to be holding themselves at attention just standing there. �Brett�s office is in the bank buildin�,� Vance offered. �He�s probably already seen all the commotion.� There was no reaction from either of them. �Mind lettin� me know what this is all about, gents?�
     The older man walked to the door that led to the cell block and peered through its glass inset; there were only three cells, all empty. �We need your help with something, Sheriff.� His accent was less Texan than midwestern. He removed his sunglasses, showing deep-set eyes that were a cool, clear pale gray. �Sorry to make such a dramatic entrance.� He smiled, and his face and body relaxed. �Sometimes we air-force folks kind of play it to the hilt and beyond.�
     �Sure, I understand.� He didn�t, really. �No harm done.�
     �Mayor Brett�s on his way over,� Danny reported, hanging up the phone.
     �Sheriff, about how many people live here?� the younger officer asked; he had taken off his cap, revealing close-cropped light brown hair. His eyes were about the same color, and he had a spill of freckles across his nose and cheeks. Vance figured he was no older than twenty-five, while the other man was maybe in his early forties.
     �Close to two thousand, I reckon,� he answered. �About another five or six hundred in Bordertown. That�s across the river.�
     �Yes sir. No newspaper here?�
     �Used to have one. It shut up shop a couple of years ago.� He angled around in his chair to watch the older man approach the glass-fronted gun cabinet, which held two shotguns, a pair of Winchester repeating rifles, a hogleg Colt .45 in a calfskin gunbelt, and a Snubnose .38 in a shoulder holster along with boxes of the appropriate ammunition.
     �You�ve got quite an arsenal here,� the man said. �Do you ever have to use all this firepower?�
     �Never can tell when you�ll have need of it. One of the shotguns�ll pump out tear-gas shells.� His voice swelled with fatherly pride, since he�d fought the town council tooth and nail for the funds to buy it. �Livin� with Mexicans so close, you got to be ready for anythin�.�
     �I see,� the man said.
     Johnny Brett came in, puffing from his sprint. He was a barrel-chested man of forty-nine who had once been a shift foreman on the rock crushers at the copper mine, and he carried with him a sense of harried weariness. He had eyes like those of an often-kicked hound dog, and he was fully aware of Mack Cade�s power in the community; he was on Cade�s payroll, just as Vance was. He nodded nervously at the two air-force men and, clearly out of his depth, waited for them to speak.
     �I�m Colonel Matt Rhodes,� the older man told him, �and this is my aide, Captain David Gunniston. I apologize for dropping in as we did, but this can�t wait.� He looked at his watch. �About three hours ago, a seven-ton meteor entered earth�s atmosphere and struck approximately fifteen miles south-southwest of your town. We tracked it down on radar and we thought most of it would burn up. It didn�t.� He glanced at both the sheriff and mayor in turn. �So we�ve got a visitor from deep space lying not too far from here, and that means we have a security problem.�
     �A meteor!� Vance grinned excitedly. �You�re joshin�!�
     Colonel Rhodes fixed him with a steady, level gaze. �I never josh,� he said coolly. �Here�s the kicker: our friend�s putting out some heat. It�s radioactive, and��
     �Lord!� Brett gasped.
     ��and the radiation will probably move across this area,� Rhodes continued. �Which is not to say that it poses an immediate threat to anybody, but it�d be best for people to stay indoors as much as possible.�
     �Day as hot as this is, most folks�ll stay indoors for sure,� Vance said, and frowned. �Uh� will this stuff cause cancer?�
     �I don�t think the radiation levels will be critically high in this area. Our weather forecaster says the winds will take most of it to the south, over the Chinati Mountains. But we�ve got to ask your help in something else, gentlemen. The air force has to get our visitor out of this area and to a secured location. I�ll be in charge of the transfer.� His gaze ticked to a clock on the wall. �At fourteen hundred hours�that�s two o�clock�I�m expecting two tractor-trailer trucks. One of them will be hauling a crane, and the other will be marked �Allied Van Lines.� They�ll have to pass through your town in order to reach the impact position. Once there, my crew will start the process of breaking up the meteor to get it loaded and moved out. If all goes as planned, we�ll be gone by twenty-four hundred hours.�
     �Twelve midnight,� Danny said; he�d wanted to join the army before his father had talked him out of it, and he knew military time.



     �Right. So what I have to ask of you gentlemen is to help with the security arrangements,� Rhodes went on. �Webb�s gotten all sorts of calls from people who saw the meteor pass over Lubbock, Odessa, and Fort Stockton�but of course it was too high for them to tell what it was, and they�re reporting seeing a UFO.� He smiled again, and pulled nervous smiles from the deputy, sheriff, and mayor. �Par for the course, isn�t it?�
     �Sure is!� Vance agreed. �Betcha them flying-saucer nuts are comin� out of the woodwork!�
     �Yes.� The colonel�s smile slipped just a fraction, but none of them noticed. �They are. Anyway, we don�t want civilians interfering with the work, and we sure as hell don�t need the press prowling around. The air force doesn�t want to be responsible for any news hound getting a dose of radiation. Sheriff, can you and the mayor keep a tight lid on this situation for us?�
     �Yes sir!� Vance said heartily. �Just tell us what we need to do!�
     �Firstly, I want you to discourage any sightseers. Of course, we�ll have our own security perimeter set up on-site, but I don�t want anyone coming out there to gawk. Secondly, I want you to emphasize the radiation danger; not that it�s necessarily true, but it wouldn�t hurt to scare people a little bit. Keeps them from getting underfoot, right?�
     �Right,� Vance agreed.
     �Thirdly, I don�t want any media people anywhere near that site.� The colonel�s eyes were chilly again. �We�ll be patrolling with our �copters, but if you get any calls from the media I want you to handle them. Webb�s not giving out any information. I want you to play dumb too. As I say, we don�t need civilians in the area. Clear?�
     �Clear as glass.�
     �Good. Then I think that does it. Gunny, do you have any questions?�
     �Just one, sir.� Gunniston turned another page in his notebook. �Sheriff Vance, who owns a light green pickup truck marked �Inferno Animal Hospital�? The license is Texas six-two��
     �Dr. Jessie,� Vance told him. �Jessica Hammond, I mean. She�s the vet.� Gunniston produced a pen and wrote the name down. �Why?�
     �We saw the truck being towed in the area of the meteor�s impact,� Colonel Rhodes said. �It was taken to the Texaco station a couple of streets over. Dr. Hammond probably saw the object go past, and we wanted to check on her.�
     �She�s real nice. Smart lady too. I�m tellin� you, she�s not afraid to do anything a man vet wouldn�t��
     �Thanks.� Gunniston returned the pen and notebook to his pocket. �We�ll take it from here.�
     �Sure thing. You fellas need some more help, you just ask.�
     Rhodes and Gunniston were moving toward the door, their business done. �We will,� Rhodes said. �Again, sorry about all the commotion.�
     �Don�t worry about it. Hell, you gave everybody somethin� to jaw about at the dinner table!�
     �Not much jawing, I hope.�
     �Oh. Right. Don�t you worry about a thing. You can count on Ed Vance, yes sir!�
     �I know we can. Thank you, Sheriff.� Rhodes shook Vance�s hand, and for an instant the sheriff thought his knuckles were going to explode. Then Rhodes released him and Vance was left with a sickly smile on his face as the two air-force officers left the building and strode out into the hot white light.
     �Wow.� Vance massaged his aching fingers. �Fella don�t look as strong as he is.�
     �Man, wait�ll I tell Doris about this!� Mayor Brett�s voice was shaking and thrilled. �I met a real colonel! Lordy, she won�t believe a word of it!�
     Danny walked to a window and peered out through the blind; he watched the two men moving away, heading toward Republica Road. He frowned thoughtfully and picked at a hangnail. �Object,� he said.
     �Huh? You say somethin�, Danny boy?�
     �Object.� Danny turned toward Vance and Brett. He had sorted out what bothered him. �That colonel said Dr. Hammond probably saw the �object� go past. How come he didn�t say �meteor�?�
     Vance paused. His face was blank, his thought processes unhurried. �Same thing, ain�t it?� he finally asked.
     �Yes sir. I guess. I just wonder why he put it that way.�
     �Well, you ain�t paid to wonder, Danny boy. We�ve got our orders from the United States Air Force, and we�ll do just what Colonel Rhodes says do.�
     Danny nodded and returned to his desk.
     �Met a real air-force colonel!� Mayor Brett said. �Lordy, I�d better get back to my office in case people call and want to know what all the ruckus is. Think that�d be a good idea?� Vance agreed that it would be, and Johnny Brett hurried out the door and just about ran to the bank building, where the electric sign spelled out 87°F. at ten-nineteen.
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Tic-Tac-Toe

Jessie had seen the helicopter come down in Preston Park as Xavier Mendoza pulled the wrecker into his Texaco station and cut the engine. While Mendoza and his daytime helper, a lean and sullen young Apache named Sonny Crowfield, labored to unhook the pickup and get it into a garage stall, Stevie walked away a few paces with the ebony sphere between her hands; she had no interest in the helicopter, or what its presence might mean.
     A Buick that had once been bright red, now faded to a pinkish cast by the sun, slid off Republica Road and pulled up to the garage stalls. �Howdy, doc!� the man at the wheel called; he got out, and Jessie�s eyes were bombarded by Dodge Creech�s green-and-orange plaid sport jacket. He strode jauntily toward her, his fat round face split by a grin that was all blinding-white caps. One glance at the pickup stopped him in his tracks. �Gag a maggot! That ain�t a wreck, it�s a carcass!�
     �It�s pretty bad, all right.�
     Creech looked into the mangled engine and gave a low, trilling whistle. �Rest in peace,� he said. �Or pieces, I might say.� His laugh was a strangled cackle, like a chicken struggling to squeeze out a square egg. He recovered quickly when he saw that Jessie did not share his humor. �Sorry. I know this truck put in a lot of miles for you. Lucky nobody got hurt�uh�you and Stevie are okay, right?�
     �I�m fine.� Jessie glanced over at her daughter; Stevie had found a slice of shadow at the building�s far corner, and looked to be intently examining the black ball. �Stevie�s� been shaken up, but she�s okay. No injuries, I mean.�
     �Glad to hear that, surely am.� Creech dug a lemon-yellow paisley handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and mopped the moisture off his face. His slacks were almost the same shade of yellow, and he wore two-tone yellow-on-white shoes. He owned a closetful of polyester suits in a garish rainbow of colors, and though he read Esquire and GQ avidly, his fashion sense remained as raucous as a Saturday night rodeo. His wife, Ginger, had sworn she would divorce him if he wore his iridescent red suit to church again. He believed in the power of a man�s image, he often told her�and anyone who would listen; if you were scared to make people notice you, he said, you might as well sink on down and let the ground swallow you whole. He was a big, fleshy man in his early forties who always offered a quick smile and a handshake, and he�d sold some form of insurance to almost all the residents of Inferno. In his broad, ruddy-cheeked face his eyes were as blue as a baby�s blanket, and he was bald except for a fringe of red hair and a little red tuft atop his forehead that he kept meticulously combed.
     He touched the gaping hole in the pickup�s engine. �Looks like a cannon hit you, doc. Want to tell me what happened?�
     Jessie began; she registered Stevie standing nearby, then focused all her attention on telling Dodge Creech the story.
     Stevie, comfortable in the cool shadow, was watching the black ball do magic. Her fingerprints had begun to appear in vivid blue again; it was a color that reminded her of pictures of the ocean, or of that swimming pool at the motel in Dallas where they�d spent last summer vacation. She drew a cactus with her fingernail, watched as the blue picture slowly melted away. She drew scrawls and swirls and circles, and all the patterns drifted down into the ball�s dark center. This is even better than fingerpaints! she thought. You didn�t have to clean anything up, and there wasn�t any way to spill the paints�except there was only one color, but that was okay, because it sure was pretty.
     Stevie had an idea; she drew a little grid across the black ball and began to fill it with Xs and Os. Tic-tac-toe, she knew the game was called. Her daddy was very good at it, and had been teaching her. She filled in all the Xs and Os herself, finding that the Os linked up across the bottom row; the grid melted away, and Stevie drew another one. Xs won this time, in a diagonal line. Time for a third grid, as this one melted away as well. Again, Xs won. She remembered that her daddy said the middle space was the most important, so she started an O there and, indeed, the Os won.
     �What�cha got there, kid?�
     Stevie looked up, startled. Sonny Crowfield was staring at her; his black hair hung to his shoulders, and his eyes were black under thick black brows. �What is it?� he asked, wiping his greasy hands on a rag. �A toy?�
     She nodded and said nothing.
     He grunted. �Looks like a piece of shit to me.� He sneered, and then Mendoza called him and he returned to the garage.
     �You�re a piece of shit,� she said to Crowfield�s back�but not too loudly, because she knew shit was not a nice word. And then she looked back at the black ball, and she caught her breath with a gasp.
     Another blue-lined grid had been drawn in it. The grid was full of Xs and Os, and X had won the game across the top row.
     It slowly faded away, back into the depths.
     She had not drawn that grid. And she did not draw the one that began to appear, the lines precise and as thin as if sketched with a razor, on the surface of the black ball.
     Stevie felt her fingers loosen. She almost dropped the ball, but she remembered her mother saying not to. The tic-tac-toe grid was complete in another couple of seconds, and the Xs and Os began to appear. She started to call for her mama, but Jessie was still talking to Dodge Creech; Stevie watched the grid�s spaces being filled�and then, on an impulse, she put an X in one of them as soon as the ball�s inner finger had finished an O.
     There was no further response. The grid slowly vanished.
     A few seconds ticked past; the ball remained solidly black.
     I broke it, Stevie thought sadly. It�s not going to play anymore!
     But something moved down in the depths of the sphere�a brief burst of blue that quickly faded. The razor-sharp lines of another grid began to come up, and Stevie watched as an O appeared in the center space. Then there was a pause; Stevie�s heart jumped, because she realized whatever was inside the black ball was inviting her to play. She chose a space on the bottom row and drew an X. An O appeared in the upper left, and there was another pause for Stevie to decide on her move.
     The game ended quickly, with a diagonal of Os from upper left to lower right.
     Another grid appeared as soon as the last vanished, and again an O was drawn in the center space. Stevie frowned; whatever it was, it already knew the game too well. But she bravely made her move and lost even faster than before.
     �Stevie? Show Mr. Creech what hit us.�
     She jumped. Her mother and Dodge Creech were standing nearby, but neither of them had seen what she was doing. She thought Mr. Creech�s coat looked like somebody had sewn it while they had their finger stuck in an electric socket. �Can I take a gander, hon?� he asked, smiling, and held out his hand.
     Stevie hesitated. The ball was cool and utterly black again, all the traces of the grids gone. She didn�t want to give it up to that big, stranger�s hand. But her mother was watching, expecting her to obey, and she knew she�d already disobeyed far too much today. She gave him the black ball�and as soon as her fingers left it and Mr. Creech had it in his hand, she heard the sigh of the wind chimes singing to her again.
     �This did the damage?� Creech blinked slowly, weighing the object in his palm. �Doc, you sure about that?�
     �As sure as I can be. I know it�s light, but it�s the right size; like I said, it was lodged up in the wheel well after it went through the engine.�
     �I just can�t see how somethin� like this could�ve busted through metal. Feels like glass, kinda. Or wet plastic.� He ran his fingers over the smooth surface; Stevie noted that they left no blue fingerprints. The wind-chimes music was insistent, yearning, and Stevie thought, It needs me. �So this is what blew out of the thing that went by, huh?� Dodge Creech held it up to the sun, could see nothing inside it. �Never seen the like of this before. Any idea what it is?�
     �None,� Jessie said. �I expect whoever came down in that helicopter might know. Three of them were following it.�
     �I don�t rightly know what to put in my report,� Creech admitted. �I mean, you�re covered for collision and injuries and all, but I don�t think Texas Pride�ll understand that a plastic baby bowlin� ball tore a hole smack dab through a pickup�s engine. What�re you plannin� on doin� with it?�
     �Turning it over to Vance, just as soon as we can get over there.�
     �Well, I�ll be glad to take you. I don�t think your pickup�s goin� anywhere.�
     �Mama?� Stevie asked. �What�ll the sheriff do with it?�
     �I don�t know. Maybe send it somewhere to try to figure out what it is. Maybe try to break it open.�
     The wind-chimes music pulled at her. She thought that the black ball was begging her to take it again; of course she couldn�t understand why Mr. Creech or her mother didn�t hear the wind chimes too, or what exactly was making the music, but she heard it as the call of a playmate. Try to break it open, she thought, and flinched inside. Oh, no. Oh, no, that wouldn�t be right. Because whatever was in the black ball would be hurt if it was cracked open, like a turtle would be hurt if its shell was broken. Oh, no! She looked up imploringly at her mother. �Do we have to give it away? Can�t we just take it home and keep it?�
     �Hon, I�m afraid we can�t.� Jessie touched the child�s cheek. �I�m sorry, but we�ve got to give it to the sheriff. Okay?�
     Stevie didn�t answer. Mr. Creech was holding the black ball down at his side in a loose grip. �Well,� Mr. Creech said, �why don�t we head on over and see Vance right now?� He started to turn away to walk to his car.
     The music pained her and gave her courage. She�d never done anything like what streaked through her mind to do; such a thing was a sure invitation to a spanking, but she knew she would have only one chance. Later she could explain why she�d done it, and later always seemed a long way off.
     Mr. Creech took one step toward his car. And then Stevie darted forward, past her mother, and plucked the black ball from Dodge Creech�s hand; the wind-chimes music stopped as her fingers curled around the ball, and Stevie knew she�d done the right thing.
     �Stevie!� Jessie cried out, shocked. �Give that back to��
     But the little girl was running, clutching the black ball close. She ran around the corner of Mendoza�s gas station, from shadow into sunlight, narrowly missed ramming into the trash dumpster, and kept going between two cacti as tall as Mr. Creech.
     �Stevie!� Jessie came around the corner, saw the little girl running across somebody�s backyard, heading toward Brazos Street. �Come back here this minute!� Jessie called, but Stevie didn�t stop and she knew the child wasn�t going to. Stevie ran along a wire-mesh fence, turned a corner, and had reached Brazos; she disappeared from sight. �Stevie!� Jessie tried again, but it was no use.
     �I do believe she wants to keep that thing, don�t you?� Creech asked, standing behind Jessie.
     �I don�t know what�s gotten into her! I swear, she�s been acting crazy ever since we got hit! Dodge, I�m sorry about this. I don�t��
     �Forget about it.� He grunted and shook his head. �Little lady can fly when she wants to, can�t she?�
     �She�s probably heading home. Dammit!� She was almost too stunned to speak. �Will you give me a ride to the house?�
     �Sure thing. Come on.�
     They hurried back around the corner to Creech�s Buick�and two men, one in the uniform of an air-force officer, were standing beside it. �Dr. Hammond?� the man with a black crewcut said, stepping forward. �We need to talk.�
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Blue Void

Still cradling the black ball, Stevie reached the house and paused to search beneath the bay window for the white rock that opened to reveal an extra house key tucked away inside. She was out of breath, still shaking from being chased by a dog as she ran along Brazos Street; the dog, a big Doberman, had snarled and leaped at her, but it had been chained to a pole in the yard and the chain had snapped it back. She hadn�t even stopped to thumb her nose at it, because she knew her mother and Mr. Creech would be coming after her.
     She found the white stone and the key and got into the house. The air conditioning chilled the perspiration on her skin, and she walked into the kitchen, pulled a chair over to stand on, got a Flintstones glass from the cupboard, and poured herself a glass of cold water from a pitcher in the refrigerator. The black ball was still cool, and she rubbed it over her cheeks and forehead.
     She listened for the sound of Mr. Creech�s car pulling up out front. It wasn�t there yet, but it would be soon.
     �They want to break you open,� she said to her playmate inside the ball. �I don�t think that would be very nice, do you?�
     Of course it didn�t answer. It might know how to play tic-tac-toe, but it had no voice except for the singing.
     Stevie took the ball into her room. Should she try to hide it somewhere? she wondered. Surely her mother wouldn�t make her give it up after she�d explained about the music, and how the black ball had a playmate deep inside it. She thought of places to hide it: under her bed, in the closet, in her chest of drawers, in her toychest. No, none of those seemed safe enough. Mr. Creech�s car wasn�t there yet; she still had time to find a good hiding place.
     She was mulling it over when the telephone rang. It kept on ringing, and Stevie decided to answer it since, at the moment, she was the lady of the house. She picked it up. ��Lo?�
     �Young lady, you�re in for a spanking!� Jessie�s voice was mock furious, but genuinely relieved. �You could�ve been killed, hit by a car or something!�
     �I�m all right.� Better not to say anything about the dog, she decided.
     �I�d like to know just what you think you�re doing! I�m getting pretty tired of the way you�ve been acting today!�
     �I�m sorry,� Stevie said in a small voice. �But I heard the singing again, and I had to get it away from Mr. Creech �cause I don�t want it to get broken.�
     �That�s not for us to decide. Stevie, I�m surprised at you! You�ve never done anything like this before!�
     Stevie�s eyes burned with tears. Hearing her mama speak this way was worse than a spanking; her mama could not hear the singing and would not understand about the playmate. �I won�t do it again, Mama,� she promised.
     �I�m very disappointed in you. I thought I�d taught you better manners. Now I want you to listen to me: I�m still at Mr. Mendoza�s, but I�m going to be home soon. I want you to stay there. Do you hear me?�
     �Yes ma�am.�
     �All right.� Jessie paused; she was mad, but not mad enough to hang up and leave it like this. �You frightened me by running off like that. You could�ve gotten hurt. Do you understand why I�m upset?�
     �Yes. �Cause I was bad.�
     �Because you were wrong,� Jessie corrected. �But we�ll talk about it when I get home. I love you very much, Stevie, and that�s why I got so angry. Do you see?�
     She said, �Yes. And I love you too, Mama. I�m sorry.�
     �Okay. You just stay there, and I�ll see you later. �Bye.�
     ��Bye.� They hung up at about the same time, and at the Texaco station Jessie turned to Colonel Rhodes and said, �Meteor my ass.�
     Stevie�s tears dried. She returned to her room with the black ball, which was showing blotches of blue on its surface. Now the idea of hiding it bothered her, but she didn�t want it broken to pieces, either. She�d been bad�no, wrong�enough for one day; but what was she to do? She crossed her room and looked out her window at the sun-washed street, trying to figure out what was the right thing: to hide the black ball, in disobedience of her mother, or give it up and let it be broken open. Her mind reached a dead end beyond which she could not think, and in the next moment she decided to entertain her playmate as well as possible before Mr. Creech�s car arrived.
     She wandered over to her collection of glass figurines on a table. Within the black ball there was a line of blue, like an eyelid beginning to open. She said, �Ballerina,� and pointed to the dancing glass figure, her favorite. Then: �Horse. This one is like Sweetpea, only Sweetpea�s a real horse and this is made of glass. Sweetpea is a pal� a pal�� She still had trouble with some words. �A �mino,� she said, giving up the struggle. She pointed to the next: �Mouse. Do you know what a mouse is? It eats cheese and doesn�t like cats.�
     At the center of the black sphere, there were little cracklings of blue like fireworks going off.
     Stevie picked her Raggedy Ann doll off the bed. �This is Annie Laredo. Say hello, Annie. Say we�re glad you came to visit today. Annie�s a rodeo girl,� she told the black ball, and then, continuing around the room, came to her bulletin board. On it were construction-paper cutouts that her father had helped her put up. She pointed to the first. �A� B�C�D�E�F�G� that�s the alphabet. Know what the alphabet is?� Something struck her as very important. �You don�t even know my name!� she said, and held the ball up before her face. She watched the stirrings of color at its center, like beautiful fish swimming inside an aquarium. �It�s Stevie. I know how to spell it. S-T-E-V-I-E: Stevie. That�s me.�
     Also on the bulletin board were pictures of animals and insects clipped from magazines. Stevie lifted the ball so her playmate could see, and touched each picture as she said the names: �Lion� that�s from the jungle. Ost� ostr� that�s a big bird. Dolphin��she pronounced it daufin��and those swim in the ocean. Eagle� that flies really high. Grasshopper� those jump a lot.� She came to the final picture. �Scor� scorp� a stinger,� she said, and touched it too, though it was her least favorite and her father had put it up as a reminder not to walk barefoot outside.
     What resembled tiny bolts of lightning curled up from the sphere�s center and danced across its inner surface; they connected briefly with Stevie�s fingers, and a cold tingling shot through her hand all the way to her elbow before it subsided. The sensation startled her, but it wasn�t painful; she watched the lightning bolts arc and pulse inside the ball, as its center of brilliant blue continued to grow.
     More entranced than scared, Stevie held the ball between both hands. The lightning bolts curled out and touched her hands, and for a few seconds she thought she heard her hair crackle like Rice Krispies.
     She thought that just maybe she should put it down now. There was a storm inside the black ball, and the storm was getting worse. It occurred to her that her playmate might not have liked something she showed it on her bulletin board.
     She took two steps toward the bed, intending to gently put the ball down and wait for her mother to get home.
     But she didn�t make it another step.
     The black ball suddenly burst into an incandescent, frightening blue. She started to open her fingers and drop it, but the movement was too late.
     The tiny lightning bolts shot from its surface, intertwined through her fingers, continued up her arms and shoulders, wrapped like smoke around her throat, and leapt up her nostrils, into her widened eyeballs, cocooning her head and piercing through her skull. There was no pain, but in her ears was a low murmur like distant thunder, or a steady and powerful voice unlike anything she�d ever heard. Her hair jumped with sparks, her head rocking back and her mouth opening in a soft, stunned exhalation: �Oh.�
     She smelled an odor of burning. My hair�s on fire! she thought wildly, and tried to put it out with her hands but they would no longer obey. She wanted to scream and tears were in her eyes, but the thunder voice in her head swelled up and crashed over her senses; she felt herself lifted up as if by waves, pulled down again into a blue swirling place where there was no bottom nor top. It was cool here, and quiet, far from the storm that raged somewhere else. The blue void closed around her, held her firmly, continued to draw her deeper. Only she was no longer in her skin; she seemed to be made of light, and weighed as much as a feather in the wind. It was not a fearsome thing, and she was amazed that she was not afraid�or, at least, not crying. She did not fight it, because fighting seemed a bad thing. It was a good thing to drift down in this blue place, and to rest. To rest, and to dream; because she was certain this was a place where dreams lived, and they would find her if she did not try to fight.
     She slept, as the blue currents folded around her, and the first dreams came in the shape of Sweetpea, her mother and father already astride the golden horse and urging her to join them for a long day where there was no sadness, only pure blue sky and sunshine.
     Stevie�s body fell backward, hitting the floor on its right shoulder. The ball, blue and pulsing, jarred loose from the frozen hands and rolled under the bed, where it slowly turned to ebony again.


11
Transformation

�I don�t know what kind of bullshit you�re trying to throw,� Jessie said, �but it was no meteor. You know that as well as I do.�
     Matt Rhodes smiled faintly and lit a cigarette. He was sitting across from Jessie in a back booth at the Brandin� Iron Cafe on Celeste Street, a small but tidy place with, appropriately, branding irons adorning the walls, red-checked tablecloths, and red vinyl seats. The specialty was the Big Beef Burger, the meat patty seared with the Brandin� Iron�s private Double X brand; the remnants of a burger lay on the plate in front of Rhodes. �Okay, Dr. Hammond,� he said when he�d gotten the cigarette going. �Tell me what it was, then.�
     She shrugged. �How am I supposed to know? I�m not in the air force.�
     �No, but you seemed to have seen the object clearly enough. Come on, give me your opinion.�
     Sue Mullinax, a big-hipped, big-boned blond woman who wore way too much makeup and had gentle, childlike brown eyes, came over with a coffeepot and poured another cup for both of them. Ten years ago, Sue had been head cheerleader at Preston High. As she walked away, she left the scent of Giorgio in her wake. �It was a machine,� Jessie ventured when Sue was out of earshot. �A secret kind of airplane, maybe. Like one of those Stealth bombers��
     Rhodes laughed, cigarette smoke bursting from his nostrils. �Lady, you read too many spy novels! Anyway, everybody and his Aunt Nellie knows about the Stealth by now; it�s sure as hell not a secret anymore.�
     �If not a Stealth, then something just as important,� she went on, undaunted. �I saw a piece of it, covered with symbols. They could�ve been Japanese, I guess. Or maybe a combination of Japanese and Russian. I�m sure they weren�t English. Want to tell me about that?�
     The man�s smile faded. He looked out the window, showing her a hawklike profile. Not far away, the helicopter still stood in the middle of Preston Park, drawing a crowd. Captain Gunniston sat at the counter, drinking a cup of coffee and warding off questions from Cecil Thorsby, the balloon-bellied cook and owner. �I think we�re back to my original inquiry,� the colonel said after another moment. �I�d like to know what damaged your pickup truck.�
     �And I want to know what fell.� She�d decided not to tell him about the black ball until she got some answers; Stevie seemed to be safe with it, and there was no hurry to give it up.
     He sighed, stared at her through slightly slitted, hard eyes. �Lady, I don�t know who you think you are, but��
     �Doctor,� Jessie said. �I�m a doctor. I wish you�d stop patronizing me.�
     Rhodes nodded. �Doctor it is.� Change tactics, he thought. She wasn�t as dumb as lumber, like the sheriff and mayor. �Okay. If I told you what it was, you�d have to sign a lot of top-security forms, probably even have to make the trip to Webb. The red tape�s enough to make a strong man cry, but after it�s wrapped around your neck, you�re sworn not to reveal anything on penalty of a very long free room and board courtesy of Uncle Sam.� He hesitated to let that image sink in. �Is that what you want, Dr. Hammond?�
     �I want to hear the truth. Not bullshit. I want to hear it now, and then I�ll tell you what I know.�
     He worked the knuckles of one hand and tried his best to look unutterably grim. �We snared a Soviet helicopter a few months ago. The pilot flew it to Japan and defected. The chopper�s bristling with weaponry, infrareds and sensors, and it�s got a laser targeting system we�ve been wanting to get our hands on for a long time.� He smoked his cigarette down a little further. No one else was in the cafe but Gunniston, Cecil, and Sue Mullinax, but the colonel kept his voice just above a whisper. �The technicians were running tests on the equipment at Holloman AFB in New Mexico�but there was trouble. Evidently one of the technicians who�d gotten through security was a deep-cover agent, and he grabbed the chopper and took off. Holloman asked us to help catch him, because he looked to be heading to the Gulf. Probably was going to be met by Soviet fighters from Cuba. Anyway, we shot him down. No other choice. The chopper was going to pieces just as he crossed your path; now we�ve got to pick them up and get out before the press comes hunting us.� He stabbed his cigarette into an ashtray. �That�s it. You might read the whole story in Time next week if we don�t keep the lid on.�
     Jessie watched him carefully. He was intent on crushing all signs of life from his cigarette. She said, �I didn�t see any rotors.�
     �Jesus!� Rhodes�s voice was a little too loud, and both Cecil and Gunniston looked over at their booth. �I�ve told you what I know, la�Dr. Hammond. Take it or leave it, but remember this: you�re withholding information from the United States government, and that can get you and your entire family in some real hot water.�
     �I don�t care to be threatened.�
     �I don�t care to play games! Now: did a piece of the machine hit your truck? What exactly happened?�
     Jessie finished her coffee, taking her time about it. She�d seen no rotors; how could it have been a helicopter? Still, it had all been so fast. Maybe she didn�t remember what she�d seen, or maybe the rotors had already been blown off. Rhodes was waiting for her to speak, and she knew she had to tell him: �Yes,� she said. �The truck got hit. A piece of the thing went right through our engine; you saw the hole. It was a black sphere, about so big.� She showed him with her hands. �It shot out of the thing and came straight at us. But the really weird part is that the sphere only seems to weigh a few ounces, and it�s made out of either glass or plastic but there isn�t a scratch on it. I don�t know anything about Russian technology, but if they could create a floor wax that tough, we need to get our hands on��
     �Just a minute, please.� Rhodes had leaned forward. �A black sphere. You actually picked it up? Wasn�t it hot?�
     �No. It was cool�which was strange, because the other pieces were still smoking.�
     �Did this sphere have symbols on it too?�
     She shook her head. �No, it was unmarked.�
     �Okay.� There was a quaver of excitement in his voice. �So you left the sphere near where your truck was?�
     �No. We brought it with us.�
     Colonel Rhodes�s eyes widened.
     �My daughter�s got it right now. Over at my house.� She didn�t like the amazed expression on his face, or the pulse that beat at his temple. �Why? What is it? Some kind of compu��
     �Gunny!� Rhodes got to his feet, and at once Gunniston was off the counter stool and standing as well. �Pay the man!� He took Jessie�s elbow, but she pulled away. He took it again, his grip firm. �Dr. Hammond, will you escort us to your house, please? As quickly as possible?�
     They left the Brandin� Iron, and outside Jessie wrenched angrily away. Rhodes did not try to grasp her arm again but he stayed right at her side, with Gunniston a few paces behind. They went around Preston Park, avoiding the gawkers who were pestering Jim Taggart, the �copter pilot. Jessie�s heart was pounding, and she quickened her pace to what was almost a run; the two men stayed with her. �What�s inside the sphere?� she asked Rhodes, but he did not�or could not�answer. �It�s not going to explode, is it?� Again, no reply.
     At the house Jessie was glad to see that Stevie had remembered to relock the door�she was learning responsibility�but at the same time had to spend a few precious seconds fumbling with her keys. She got the right one into the lock and opened the door. Rhodes and Gunniston followed her inside, and the captain closed the door firmly behind them.
     �Stevie!� Jessie called. �Where are you?�
     Stevie didn�t answer.
     White light streamed between the window blinds and gridded the walls. �Stevie!� Jessie strode into the kitchen. The cat-faced clock ticked, and the air conditioning hissed and labored. A chair had been left near the counter; a cupboard was open, an empty glass in the sink. Thirsty from all that running, she thought. But Stevie wouldn�t have left the house again, would she? If she had� oh, was she going to be in for trouble! Jessie went through the den�nothing disturbed in there�and into the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Rhodes and Gunniston were right behind her. �Stevie!� Jessie called again, really getting jittery now. Where could she have gone?
     She was almost to the door of Stevie�s bedroom when two hands thrust out along the floor, the fingers grasping at the beige carpet.
     Jessie abruptly stopped, and Rhodes bumped into her.
     They were Stevie�s hands, of course. Jessie watched the sinews move in them as the fingers dug at the carpet for traction, and then Stevie�s head came into view� her auburn hair damp with sweat, her face puffy and moist, droplets of sweat sparkling on her cheeks. The hands pulled Stevie�s body further into the hallway, muscles twitching in her bare arms. She continued, inch by inch, into the hall, and Jessie�s hand flew to her mouth. Stevie�s legs trailed behind her, the sneaker gone from the left foot, as if the child might be paralyzed from the waist down.
     �Ste�� Jessie�s voice cracked.
     The child stopped crawling. Her head slowly, slowly lifted, and Jessie saw her eyes: lifeless, like the painted eyes of a doll.
     Stevie trembled, drew one leg beneath her with what appeared to be painful effort, and began to try to stand.
     �Back up,� Jessie heard Rhodes say; he grasped her arm and pulled her back when she didn�t move.
     Stevie had the other leg under her. She wavered, a drop of sweat falling from her chin. Her face was emotionless, composed, remote. And her eyes: a doll�s eyes, yes�but now Jessie could see a flicker in them like lightning: a fierceness, a mighty determination that she�d never seen before. She thought, crazily, That�s not Stevie.
     But the little girl�s body was rising to its feet. The face remained remote, but when the body had finally reached its full height, what might have been a quick smile of accomplishment darted across the mouth.
     One foot moved forward, as if balancing on a tightwire. The second, sneakerless foot followed�and suddenly Stevie trembled again and the body fell forward. Jessie didn�t have time to catch her daughter; Stevie toppled to the carpet on her face, her hands writhing in midair as if they no longer knew quite what to do.
     She lay face down, the breath hitching in her body.
     �Is she� is she retarded?� Gunniston asked.
     Jessie pulled free from Colonel Rhodes and bent down beside her daughter. The body was shaking, muscles twitching in the shoulders and back. Jessie touched her arm�and felt a shock travel through her hand that left the nerves jangling and raw; she instantly pulled her hand back, before the shock wave reached her shoulder. Stevie�s skin was damp and unnaturally cool, much as the black sphere had been. The child�s head lifted, the eyes staring into hers without recognition, and Jessie saw blood creeping from Stevie�s nostrils where she�d banged against the floor.
     It was too much for her, and she came close to fainting. The hallway elongated and twisted like a funhouse�s corridor; but then somebody was helping Jessie to her feet. It was Rhodes, his breath smelling of a cigarette, and this time she didn�t fight him. �Where�s the sphere?� she heard him ask. She shook her head. �She�s out of it, Colonel,� Gunniston said. �Jesus, what�s wrong with the kid?�
     �Check her room out. Maybe the sphere�s in there�but for God�s sake, be careful!�
     �Right.� Gunniston stepped around Stevie�s body and entered the bedroom.
     Jessie�s legs sagged. �Call an ambulance� call Dr. McNeil.�
     �We will. Take it easy, now. Come on.� He helped her out of the hallway and into the den, where he guided her to a chair. She settled into it, sick and dizzy. �Listen to me, Dr. Hammond.� Rhodes�s voice was low and calm. �Did you bring anything else back from the site except the sphere?�
     �No.�
     �Anything else about it that you haven�t told me? Could you see anything inside it?�
     �No. Nothing. Oh God� I�ve got to call my husband.�
     �Just sit still for a few minutes.� He restrained her from getting up, which wasn�t too hard since her muscles felt like wet spaghetti. �Who found the sphere, and how?�
     �Tyler Lucas found it. He lives out there. Wait. Wait.� There was something she hadn�t told him, after all. �Stevie said� she said she heard it singing.�
     �Singing?�
     �Yes. Only I couldn�t hear anything. I thought� you know, the wreck had shaken her up.� Jessie ran a hand over her forehead; she felt feverish, everything spinning out of control. She looked up into Rhodes�s face and saw that his tan had paled. �What�s going on? There wasn�t a Russian helicopter, was there?� He hesitated a second too long, and Jessie said, �Tell me, dammit!�
     �No,� he answered promptly. �There wasn�t.�
     She thought she was about to throw up, and she kept one hand pressed against her forehead as if in anticipation of another shock. �The sphere. What is it?�
     �I don�t know.� He lifted a hand before she could protest. �I swear to God I don�t. But�� His face tightened; he fought against telling her, but to hell with regulations; she had to know. �I think you brought back a fragment from a spacecraft. An extraterrestrial spacecraft. That�s what came down this morning. That�s what we were chasing.�
     She stared at him.
     �It caught fire in the atmosphere,� he went on. �Our radars picked it up, and we figured its point of impact. Only it veered toward Inferno, as if� the pilot was trying to make it closer to town before he crashed. The craft started going to pieces. There�s not much left, just a mangle of stuff that�s too hot for anybody to get close to. Anyway, the sphere is part of it�and I want to find out exactly what it is, and why that didn�t burn up too.�
     She couldn�t speak. But this was the truth; she saw it in his face. �You didn�t answer Gunny�s question,� Rhodes said. �Is your little girl mentally retarded? Does she have epilepsy? Any other condition?�
     Condition, Jessie thought. What a diplomatic way of asking if Stevie was out of her mind. �No. She�s never had any�� Jessie stopped, because Stevie was lurching out of the hallway on rubbery legs, her arms dangling at her sides. Her head swiveled slowly from right to left and back again, and she came into the room without speaking. Jessie stood up, ready to catch her if the child stumbled again, but Stevie�s legs were working better now. Still, she walked strangely�putting one foot precisely in front of the other as if treading on a skyscraper�s ledge. Jessie stood up, and Stevie stopped with one foot poised in the air.
     �Where�s the black ball, honey? What�d you do with it?�
     Stevie stared at her, her head cocked slightly to one side. Then, with slow grace, the other foot touched the floor and she continued on, gliding more than walking; she approached a wall and stood before it, seemingly absorbed by the pattern of sunlight on the paint.
     �Not in there, Colonel.� Gunniston walked into the den. �I checked the closet, the chest of drawers, under the bed, the toybox�everything.� He glanced uneasily at the little girl. �Uh� what do we do now, sir?�
     Stevie turned, a motion as precise and sharp as a dancer�s. Her gaze fixed on Gunniston and stayed there, then moved to Rhodes, finally latching on to Jessie. Jessie�s heart fluttered; her daughter�s expression revealed only a clinical curiosity, but neither emotion nor recognition. It was how a vet might look at an unfamiliar animal. Stevie began that strange gliding walk again, her knees still wobbly, and she went to a series of framed photographs on a shelf at the bookcase. She looked at each in turn: one of Jessie and Tom alone, one of the family taken on vacation in Galveston a couple of years ago, one of Ray and herself on horseback at the state fair, two more of Tom�s and Jessie�s parents. Her fingers twitched, but she didn�t attempt to use her hands. She moved past the bookcase and the television set, halted again to gaze at a wall-mounted painting of the desert that Bess Lucas had done�a painting she�d seen a hundred times, Jessie thought�and then she continued a few steps more to the doorway between the den and kitchen. She stopped; her right arm lifted, as if battling gravity, and she used her elbow to feel the doorframe.
     �I don�t really know,� Rhodes replied finally. He sounded as if all the breath had been punched out of him. �Honest to God, I don�t.�
     �I do!� Jessie shouted. �My daughter needs a doctor!� She started toward the telephone. The Inferno Health Clinic was a small white stone building a couple of blocks away, and Dr. Earl Lee�Early�McNeil had been Inferno�s resident physician for almost forty years. He was a crusty hell-raiser who smoked black cigars, drove a red dune buggy, and drank straight tequila at the Bob Wire Club, but he knew his business and he�d know how to help Stevie too. She picked up the receiver and started to dial.
     A finger came down on the disconnect button.
     �Let�s wait just a minute, Dr. Hammond,� Rhodes told her. �Okay? Let�s talk about��
     �Get your hand off the phone. Now, damn you!�
     �Colonel?� Gunniston said.
     �Please.� Rhodes grasped the receiver. �Let�s don�t bring anyone else into this yet, not until we know what we�re dealing��
     �I said I�m calling Dr. McNeil!� Jessie was furious, close either to tears or to slapping him across the face.
     �She�s moving again, Colonel,� Gunniston told him, and this time both Rhodes and Jessie broke off their argument.
     Stevie was gliding to another wall, crisscrossed with sunlight. She stopped before it, stood, and stared. She lifted her right hand, turning it back and forth as if she�d never seen a hand before; the fingers wiggled. Then she touched her bloody nose with her thumb and regarded the blood for a few seconds. Looked at the wall again. Her hand moved forward, and her thumb drew a vertical line of blood on the beige wall. Her thumb went back for more blood, drew a second vertical line a few inches to the right of the first.
     More blood. A horizontal line cut the two verticals.
     �What the hell� ?� Rhodes breathed, stepping forward.
     A second horizontal line formed a neat grid on the wall. Stevie�s blood-smeared thumb went to the center space, and made a small, precise O.
     Her head turned. She looked at Rhodes and glided back from the wall, one foot placed behind the other.
     �Your pen,� Rhodes said to Gunniston. �Give me your pen. Hurry!�
     The captain gave it over. Rhodes clicked the point out and walked to the wall. He drew an X in the lower right space.
     Stevie stuck her thumb up a nostril and drew a red O in the center left space.
     Jessie watched the game of tic-tac-toe in tortured silence. Her gut was churning and a scream pounded against her gritted teeth. This creature with a bleeding nose wore Stevie�s skin, but it was not Stevie. And if that were so, what had happened to her daughter? Where was Stevie�s mind, her voice, her soul? Jessie�s hands clenched into fists, and she thought for a terrible second that the scream was going to escape and when that happened it would be all over. She trembled, praying that the nightmare would snap like a bad heat spell and she would be in bed with Tom calling that breakfast was ready. Dear God, dear God, dear God�
     Stevie�or the thing that masqueraded as Stevie�blocked the colonel�s win. In the next move, Rhodes blocked Stevie�s win.
     Stevie stared at Rhodes for a moment, looked again at the grid, then back to Rhodes. The face rippled, unfamiliar muscles working. A smile moved across the mouth, but the lips were stiff and unresponsive. She laughed�a whuff! of air forced through the vocal cords. The smile broadened, pushing the lips aside to show Stevie�s teeth. The face, beaming, became almost the face of a child again.
     Rhodes cautiously returned the smile and nodded his head. Stevie�s head nodded, with more deliberate effort. Still smiling, she turned away and glided into the hall with her slow wirewalker�s gait.
     Rhodes�s palms were sweating. �Well,� he said, his voice tense and raspy, �I believe we�ve got a situation here, don�t you, Gunny?�
     �I�d say so, sir.� Gunniston�s spit-and-polish veneer was cracking. His heart boomed and his knees shook, because he�d realized the same thing as Colonel Rhodes: the little girl was either totally freaked out, or she was no longer truly a little girl. And why or how something like that could be was far beyond his logical, four-square mind.
     They heard a voice�an exhalation of breath that made a voice, a weirdly chirring sound like wind through reeds: �Ahhhhhh. Ahhhhhh. Ahhhhhh.�
     Jessie was the first one to Stevie�s room. Stevie�not-Stevie�was standing before the bulletin board; her�its�right hand was extended, the finger pointing to the construction-paper alphabet letters. �Ahhhhhh. Ahhhhhh,� the voice continued, trying to grasp a remembered sound. The face contorted with the effort of enunciation. Then: �AhhhhA A. A.� Pointed to the next letter. �Beeeee. Ceeeee. Deeeee. Eeeeee. Effff. Geeeee.� There was consternation over the next.
     �H,� Jessie said softly.
     �Chah. Achah. H.� The head turned, eyes questioning.
     My God, Jessie thought. She grasped the doorframe to keep from falling. An alien with a Texas accent, wearing my little girl�s skin and hair and clothes. She was about to choke on a scream. �Where�s my daughter?� she said. Her eyes brimmed. �Give her back to me.�
     What appeared to be a little girl was waiting, pointing to the next letter.
     �Give her back to me,� Jessie repeated. She lunged forward before Rhodes could stop her. �Give her back!� she shouted, and then Jessie had the figure�s cool arm and was spinning it around, looking into the face that used to be her daughter�s. �Give her back!� Jessie lifted her hand and slapped the face hard across the cheek.
     The Stevie-creature staggered back, its knees almost collapsing. It kept its backbone straight and rigid, but its head bobbed from side to side for a few seconds like one of those absurd kewpie dolls that nod in the rear windshields of cars. It blinked, perhaps registering pain, and Jessie watched, newly horrified, as the red blotch of her palm came up on Stevie�s skin.
     Because it was still her daughter�s flesh, even though something else had crawled inside it. Still her daughter�s face, hair, and body. The not-Stevie touched the red palmprint on her cheek and swiveled toward the alphabet letters again; she pointed insistently at the next.
     �I,� Colonel Rhodes offered.
     �Iyah,� the creature said. The finger moved.
     �J.� Rhodes glanced quickly at Gunniston as the letter was laboriously repeated. �I think it�s figured out the sounds are the base of our language. Jesus, Gunny! What have we got here?�
     The captain shook his head. �I wouldn�t care to guess, sir.�
     Jessie stared at the back of Stevie�s head. The hair was the same as it had always been, only wet with sweat. And in it were flecks of� what were they? Her fingers touched the hair, and picked out a small piece of something pink, like cotton candy. Insulation, she realized. What were pink bits of insulation doing in Stevie�s hair? She let the piece drift to the floor, her mind clogged and beginning to skip tracks. Her face had gone gray with shock.
     �Take her out, Gunny,� Rhodes commanded, and Gunniston led Jessie from the bedroom before she passed out.
     �K,� Rhodes continued, responding to the moving finger.
     �Kah. K,� the creature managed to say.
     Outside, the two trucks�one hauling a crane and the other marked ALLIED VAN LINES�turned off Republica Road and passed by Preston Park on Cobre Road, heading for the desert site where something that had once been a machine had burned to a blue-green ooze.
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What Makes the Wheels Turn

The three o�clock bell rang. �Lockett and Jurado!� Tom Hammond called out. �You two stay in your seats. The rest of you can take off.�
     �Hey, man!� Rick Jurado already had his white fedora on and had started out of his desk at the back left corner of the sweltering classroom. �I didn�t do anythin�!�
     �I didn�t say you did. Just stay seated.�
     Other kids were gathering their books and leaving. Cody Lockett suddenly stood up from his desk at the room�s right rear corner. �Hell with this! I�m goin�!�
     �Sit down, Lockett!� Tom rose from his own desk. �I just want to talk to the both of you, that�s all.�
     �You can talk to my south end while I�m headed north,� Cody answered, and the group of Renegades who sat protectively around him broke into laughter. �Class is over, and I�m gettin� out.� He strode toward the door, with the others following.
     Tom stepped into his path. The boy kept coming, as if he were going to try to slam right through. Tom stayed where he was, braced for the impact, and Cody stopped about three feet short of a collision. Right behind him was a hulking two-hundred-pound senior who always wore a beat-up football helmet painted in mottled camouflage colors; his name was Joe Taylor, but Tom had never heard any of the others call him any name but �Tank.� And right now Tank was staring holes through him with deep-socketed black eyes in a craggy face only a mother could love�a demented mother, at that. Cody said, �You movin�, or not?�
     Tom hesitated. Rick Jurado had settled back into his seat, smiling thinly. Around him sat several Hispanic and Indian kids who belonged to the Rattlesnakes. The other seniors who weren�t members of either �club� had already hurried out, and Tom was alone with the beasts. I�ve started this, he thought; I�ve got to finish it. He looked directly into Cody Lockett�s haughty gray eyes and said, �Not.�
     Cody chewed on his lower lip. He couldn�t read the teacher�s face, but he knew he hadn�t done anything wrong. Lately. �You can�t flunk me. I�ve already passed the final.�
     �Just sit down and hear me out. Okay?�
     �Hey, I�ll hear you out, man!� Rick called. He hooked an empty desk toward him and propped both feet atop it, leaning back with his arms crossed. �Lockett don�t understan� no English no how, Mr. Hammon�,� he said, deliberately thickening his accent.
     �Shut your face, spitball,� Tank rumbled.
     At once several Rattlesnakes were on their feet; a skinny, curly-haired boy sitting next to Rick leapt up. He wore a red bandanna around his forehead and five or six small crucifixes on chains around his neck. �Fuck you, fat boy!� he shouted in a thin, reedy voice.
     �Your mother and sister.� Tank showed him a middle finger.
     The Hispanic boy almost flung himself over the rows of desks to get at Tank, who outweighed him by at least seventy pounds�but Rick�s hand shot out and grasped his wrist. �Easy, easy,� he said quietly, his smile still in place and his gaze aimed at Cody. �Hang back, muchachos. Pequin, you settle down, man.�
     Pequin, whose real name was Pedro Esquimelas, was trembling with fury, but he allowed himself to be restrained. He sat down, muttering obscenities in gutter Spanish; the other Rattlers�among them Chris Torrez, Diego Montana, and Len Redfeather�remained standing and ready for trouble. Tom could hear disaster knocking at the door; if he didn�t keep control of this, the classroom could erupt into a battlefield. But at least Pequin had quieted. Tom knew the boy had a fiery temper that got him into a fight almost every day; his nickname was appropriate, because a pequin was a small chile pepper that would make the devil reach for Pepto-Bismol.
     �How about it?� Tom asked Cody.
     The boy shrugged. In his locker was the tie rack he�d finally finished; he wanted to get that home and work a couple of hours for Mr. Mendoza, but otherwise he wasn�t in a hurry. �If I stay, they stay.� He nodded at his entourage�six tough �Gades: Will Latham, Mike Frackner, Bobby Clay Clemmons, Davy Summers, and Tank.
     �Okay. Just sit down.�
     Cody sauntered back to his desk. The others followed his lead. Tank leaned one massive shoulder against the cinder-block wall and cleaned his fingernails with an unbent gem clip.
     �I�m gettin� old waitin�, amigo,� Rick announced.
     Tom walked to his desk and sat on its edge. On the blackboard behind him was the outline of a Robert E. Howard Conan story he�d asked them to read for a discussion of laws in a barbarian culture. Very few had done it. �Tomorrow�s your last day of school,� he began. �I wanted to��
     �Oh, madre!� Rick moaned and pulled the fedora down over his eyes. Pequin put his head on his desk and snored noisily. The �Gades watched in stony silence.
     Tom�s shirt was wet, sticking to his back and shoulders. The fan was only blowing hot air around. Tank suddenly burped; it was like a howitzer going off, and brought laughter from the �Gades and silence from the Rattlers. Tom tried again: �I wanted to tell you that�� but his voice snagged. None of them were even looking at him. They didn�t give a shit, had already retreated behind masks of boredom. Dammit to hell! he thought. I might as well try to lasso the damned moon as get them to listen! But he was mad now�mad at their bored poses, mad at whoever was supposed to fix the screwed-up air conditioners, mad at himself for being so stupid. He felt the walls closing in on him, a rivulet of sweat running down his neck; a surge of anger grew and swelled, thrashed mightily�then broke its bounds and rushed through him.
     His hand reacted to it first. He picked up the Governments in Transition textbook from his desk and threw it with all his strength across the room.
     It whacked against the back wall like a gunshot. Pequin jumped and lifted his head. Rick Jurado slowly pushed the fedora up off his eyes. Tank stopped cleaning his nails, and Cody Lockett�s gaze sharpened.
     Tom�s face had reddened. �So that gets your attention, huh? A loud noise and a little destruction? Does that make the wheels turn?�
     �Yeah,� Cody answered. �You should�ve thrown that fuckin� book against the wall the first day of class.�
     �Tough guys�and girl,� Tom said, glancing at Maria Navarre, who sat with the Rattlers. �Real tough. Lockett, you and Jurado have got a lot in common��
     Rick snorted with derision.
     �A lot in common,� Tom continued. �Both of you have outdone each other acting tough and stupid so you can impress the losers sitting around you right now. I�ve seen your tests. I know the difference between bullshitting and holding back. Both of you could�ve done a whole hell of a lot better if you�d��
     �Man, you�ve got runnin� off at the mouth!� Cody interrupted.
     �Maybe so.� Rivers of sweat were flowing from Tom�s armpits. He had to keep going. �I know both of you could�ve done a lot better. But you pretend you�re dumb, or bored�or just fucked up.� The use of that word cemented their attention. �I say you�re both cowards.�
     There was a long silence. Lockett and Jurado�s expressions were blank. �Well?� Tom prodded. �Come on! I can�t believe two tough guys like you can�t come up with some sharp��
     �Yeah, I�ve got somethin� to say.� Cody stood up. �Class dismissed.�
     �Okay, go ahead! Get out! At least Jurado has the guts to stay and listen!�
     Cody smiled coldly. �You�re walkin� a mighty fine wire, mister,� he said. �I�ll sit and listen to your shit durin� school hours, but when that bell rings it�s my time.� He shook his head, and his skull earring threw a red glint of sunlight. �Man, who do you think you are? You think you know all the answers, and you can just spout �em out? Mister, you don�t know a jackdamn thing about me!�
     �I know you listen in class, whether you want anybody to know it or not. I know you�re a lot smarter than you let on��
     �Forget that! Just forget it! When you walk in my shoes, you can preach to me! Until then you can go straight to hell!� There was a murmur of assent from the other Renegades.
     Someone applauded. Tom looked over at Rick Jurado, who was slowly clapping his hands. �Hey, Lockett!� he taunted. �You gonna be an actor, man? You oughta win an award or somethin�!�
     �You don�t like it?� Cody�s tone was chilling, but his eyes burned. �You know what you can do about it, mother-fuck.�
     Rick�s clapping stopped. His body had tensed, his legs about to spring him from his desk. �Maybe I do, Lockett. Maybe I�ll come burn your fuckin� house down like your people�ve been burnin� ours.�
     �Cut the threats,� Tom said.
     �Yeah, make me laugh!� Cody jeered, ignoring the teacher. �We didn�t burn any houses. Hell, you burned �em yourself so you could holler that we did it!�
     �You come across that bridge at night, hombre,� Rick said quietly, �and we�ll give you a real hot fiesta.� A savage grin hung on his lip. �Understand, shitkicker?�
     �I�m shakin�!� In truth, no �Gade�as far as Cody knew�had set fire to those houses in Bordertown.
     �Okay, hold it!� Tom demanded. �Why don�t you two forget that gang crap?�
     They glared at him as if he were the most useless insect to ever crawl from a hole. �Man,� Rick said, �you�re way off base. About that and all this school shit too.� He looked at Tom with bored eyes. �At least I hung in and finished. I know a lot who didn�t.�
     �And what happened to them?�
     �Some of �em got rich, dealin� coke. Some of �em got dead too.� He shrugged. �Some of �em went into other things.�
     �Like working for Mack Cade? That�s not much of a future, and neither is prison.�
     �Neither is crawlin� every day to a job you hate and kissin� ass to keep it.� Now Rick had had enough, and he stood up. �People in this town kissed old man Preston�s ass for about fifty years. Where�d it get them?�
     Tom started to reply, but the wheels of logic in his brain froze up. He had nothing to counter the question with.
     �Don�t have all the answers, do you?� Rick continued. �See, you live in a nice house, on a nice street. You don�t have to listen to somebody tellin� you where you can and can�t walk, like you were a dog on a short leash. You don�t know what it�s like to have to fight for everything you�ve got, or ever will have.�
     �That�s not the point. I�m talking about your educa��
     �That is the fuckin� point!� Rick yelled, startling Tom into silence. He trembled, clenched his fists, and waited out the anger. �That is the point,� he repeated tautly. �Not school. Not books written by dead men. Not kissin� ass every day until you learn to like the taste. The point is to fight until you get what you want.�
     �So tell me what you want.�
     �What I want.� Rick smiled bitterly. �I want respect. I want to walk any street I please�even your street, Mr. Hammond. In the middle of the night, if I want to, without the sheriff slammin� me up against his car. I want a future without somebody ridin� my ass from dawn to sundown. I want to know that tomorrow�s gonna be better than today. Can you give me those things?�
     �I can�t,� Tom said. �You can give them to yourself. The first thing is not to give up your mind. You do that and you lose everything, no matter how tough you think you are.�
     �More words.� Rick sneered. �They don�t mean shit. Well, you read your dead men�s books. Teach �em if you want to. But don�t pretend they really matter, man, because only this matters.� He lifted his clenched fist, the knuckles scarred from other battles. He turned toward Cody Lockett. �You! Listen up! Your whore hurt one of my men today. Hurt him real bad. And I got a visit this mornin� from that other whore, the one with the badge. You got a deal with Vance? You payin� him to let you burn down our houses?�
     �You�re crazy as hell.� Cody had about as much use for Sheriff Vance as a coyote had for a sidewinder.
     �I owe you some pain, Lockett. For Paco LeGrande,� Rick went on. �And I�m tellin� you that any of my people who cross that damned bridge better be left alone.�
     �They come over at night, they�re askin� to be stomped. We�ll be real glad to oblige.�
     �Man, you�re not the fuckin� king around here!� Rick shouted, and before he could think about it he picked up the desk in front of him and flung it aside. At once all the Rattlers and Renegades were on their feet, separated only by the imaginary line that divided the classroom. �We�ll go where we please!�
     �Not across the bridge at night,� Cody warned. �Not into �Gade territory.�
     �Okay, settle down.� Tom stepped between them. He felt like an utter fool for having thought this would do any good. �Fighting isn�t going to��
     �Shut up!� Rick snapped. �You�re out of this, man!� He kept staring at Cody. �You want a war? You keep pushin� it.�
     �Hey!� Oh, Christ! Tom thought. �I don�t want to hear any of that��
     Tank started to lunge at Rick Jurado, but Cody grasped his arm. He figured the Rattlers were carrying blades, like all wetbacks did. Anyway, he didn�t like the odds and this wasn�t the time or place. �Big man,� Cody said. �Big talk.�
     �I�ll let my boot talk to your ass!� Rick threatened; he kept his tough mask on, but inside he didn�t want a showdown just yet. He didn�t like the odds and, anyway, he figured all the �Gades were packing knives. His own blade was in his locker, and he didn�t allow any of the other Rattlers to bring knives to school.
     �Let�s get it on right now!� Pequin whooped. Rick restrained the urge to bash him in the mouth. Pequin liked to start fights, but he rarely finished them.
     �You call it, Jurado,� Cody challenged, and almost winced when Tank started making a clucking chicken noise to goad the Rattlers.
     �There�s not going to be any fighting!� Tom shouted, but he knew they weren�t listening. �You hear me? If I see any trouble in the parking lot, I�m going up to the office and call the sheriff! Got it?�
     �Fuck the sheriff!� Bobby Clay Clemmons bellowed. �We�ll whip his ass too!�
     The moment stretched. Cody was ready for the Rattlers to make the first move, and he was measuring a blow to Jurado�s solar plexus; but Rick stood rock-steady, awaiting the attack that he knew was coming.
     A figure limped into the doorway. Abruptly halted. �Oh! Red says stop!�
     Cody glanced over his shoulder, but he already knew who it was from the high, childlike voice. The man in the doorway wore a faded gray uniform, carried a mop, and pushed a combination bucket and wringer. He was in his early sixties, his moon-shaped face ravaged by deep lines and brown age spots, his white hair cropped so close to the scalp it looked like a fine layer of sand. At his left temple there was an unmistakable indentation in his head. The little name tag on his custodian�s uniform said �Sarge.� �Sorry, Mr. Hammond. Didn�t know anybody was still here. Green says go!� He started to leave, favoring a right leg that folded up at the knee joint like an accordian.
     �No! Wait!� Tom called. �We�re just clearing out. Aren�t we?� he asked Rick and Cody.
     The only sound was Pequin cracking his knuckles.
     Cody took the initiative. �You want a nitro lesson, you know where to find me. Anytime, anyplace. But you�re gonna stay off �Gade territory after dark.� Before the other boy could reply, Cody turned his back and stalked to the door. Tank stood watchful guard while the Renegades followed, then he left as well.
     Rick started to shout a profanity, but checked it. This wasn�t the time; it would come, but not now.
     Pequin hollered it for him: �Fuck you, assholes!�
     �Hey!� Sarge Dennison scowled. �Mama�ll wash out that dirty mouth!� He glared reproachfully at Pequin, then dipped the mop in his bucket and went to work,
     �It�s been a real rush, Mr. Hammond,� Rick told him. �Maybe next time we can all come over to your house for milk and cookies.�
     Tom�s heart was still racing, but he made the effort to at least appear composed. �Just remember what I said. You�re too smart to throw your life a��
     Rick gathered saliva and spat on the linoleum. Sarge stopped mopping, his expression a deuce of righteous anger and bewilderment. �You just wait!� Sarge said. �Scooter�ll chew your legs off!�
     �I�m real scared.� Everybody knew Sarge was crazy, but Rick liked him. And he kind of admired Mr. Hammond for what he�d just tried to do, but he sure as hell wasn�t going to cut the teacher any slack. That just wasn�t how things were done. �Let�s haul,� he told the other Rattlers, and they left the classroom chattering in Spanish, laughing and beating on lockers with an overspill of nervous energy. In the corridor, Rick whacked Pequin on the back of his head a little too roughly to be just jiving, but Pequin grinned anyway, showing a silver tooth at the front of his mouth.
     Tom stood listening to their noise recede along the hall like a wave washing toward a distant shore. He did not belong to their world, and he felt incredibly stupid. Worse than that: he felt old. Damn, what a fiasco! I almost stirred up a gang war! he thought.
     �Settle down, boy. They�re gone now,� Sarge said as he mopped the floor.
     �Pardon?�
     �Just talkin� to Scooter.� Sarge nodded toward an empty corner. �He gets jumpy around them guys.�
     Tom nodded. Sarge returned to work, his wrinkled face a study of concentration. As Tom understood, �Sarge� Dennison had been hurt as a young soldier in the last months of World War II, and the shock had left him with the mind of a child. He�d been on the custodial staff for over fifteen years, and he lived in a small adobe house at the end of Brazos Street, across from the Inferno Baptist Church. The ladies of the Sisterhood Club brought him home-cooked dinners and kept watch over him so he wouldn�t wander the streets in his pajamas, but otherwise he was pretty self-sufficient. The matter of Scooter, though, was something quite different: Sarge would look at you as if you were deranged if you didn�t agree that a dog�of uncertain breed�was curled up in an empty corner, perched in a chair, or sitting at his feet. Sure there�s a Scooter! Sarge would say, pointing to the fact that Scooter was fast and shy and often didn�t want to be seen but that food left in Scooter�s dish on the front porch in the evening would be gone by first light. The ladies of the Sisterhood Club had long ago stopped trying to tell Sarge there was no Scooter, because he cried too easily.
     �They�re not so tough,� Sarge said, swabbing up Jurado�s spit. �Those guys, I mean. They�re just actin� is all.�
     �Maybe so.� That was no consolation, though. Tom was jangled to the core. It was three-fifteen, and Ray would be waiting at the car. He opened the top drawer of his desk and got his keys. For some reason he thought of the car keys that must be somewhere in the Perez house, and he wondered if Mr. Perez ever held them and weighed them against the life of his son. He felt the swift current of time passing, and he knew that at this moment vultures were circling over the Great Fried Empty. He closed his drawer. �See you tomorrow, Sarge.�
     �Green says go,� Sarge said, and Tom walked out of the sun-streaked classroom.
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Cody�s House

As he swerved the motorcycle onto Brazos, Cody felt his gut clench: an instinctive reaction, like the tightening of muscles before a punch landed. His house wasn�t very far, standing near the corner of Brazos and Sombra. His rear tire tossed dust from the gutter, and on her front porch the Cat Lady, a broom in her gnarled hands, shouted, �Slow down, you germ!�
     He had to smile. The Cat Lady�the widow Mrs. Stellenberg, her real name was�always stood out there sweeping about this time of day, and she always shouted the same thing as Cody sped past. It was a game they played. The Cat Lady had no family but for her dozen or so felines; they multiplied so fast Cody couldn�t keep count, but the things sneaked all over the neighborhood and wailed like babies at night.
     His heart was beating harder. His house�weathered gray clapboard, the shutters closed at every window�was coming up on the right. Parked at the curb was his father�s junker, an old dark brown Chevy with rusted bumpers and a bashed-in passenger door. A layer of dust lay on the car, and Cody immediately saw that it was in exactly the same position it had been in this morning, both the right side tires pinched on the curb. Which meant that his father had either walked to work at the Inferno Bake Shoppe or that he just hadn�t gone at all. And if the old man had been alone in that stifling house all day, there could be a fierce storm brewing between the walls.
     Cody drove the motorcycle up over the curb, past the Fraziers� house, and onto his small front yard. The only thing growing there was a clump of needle-tipped yucca, and even that was going brown. He stopped the motorcycle at the foot of the porch�s concrete steps and cut the engine; it died with a clatter that he knew was bound to alert the old man.
     He got off and unzipped his denim jacket. Held inside it was his manual-arts project. It was no ordinary tie rack: it was about sixteen inches long, cut from a piece of rosewood, sanded and smoothed until its surface felt like cool velvet. Squares of white plastic had been painstakingly streaked with silver paint to resemble mother-of-pearl and inserted into the wood to form a beautiful checkerboard pattern. The edges had been shaped and scalloped; two more pieces of inlaid rosewood were jointed in place to hold the wooden dowel from which the ties would hang, and the entire piece was carefully polished again. Mr. Odeale, the shop teacher, had said it was a good-looking work but couldn�t understand why Cody had been so slow with it. Cody detested anyone watching over his shoulder; a C was all he could hope for, but as long as he passed he didn�t care.
     He enjoyed working with his hands, though he�d pretended that manual arts was sheer drudgery. As president of the �Gades, he was expected by his people to show a healthy disdain for most everything, especially if it had to do with school. But his hands seemed to figure out things before his head did; woodworking was a snap for him, and so was fixing the cars at Mr. Mendoza�s Texaco station. He�d been meaning to put aside time to tune up his Honda, but he figured it was kind of like the story of the shoemaker�s kids who went barefoot. Anyway, he�d get around to it one of these afternoons.
     He removed his goggles and slipped them into a pocket. His hair was wild and tangled and full of dust. He didn�t want to climb those cracked concrete steps and go through that front door; but it was the house he lived in, and he knew he had to.
     In and out, he thought as he took the first step. In and out.
     The screen door�s hinges shrieked like a scalded cat. Cody pushed on through the flimsy wooden door into the gloom. Captured heat almost sucked the breath from his lungs, and he left the inner door open so some of it could drift out. Already he smelled the sour reek of the old man�s Kentucky Gent bourbon.
     An electric fan whirred in the front room, moving heavy air around. On the table before the stained sofa was a scatter of playing cards, an ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts, and a dirty glass. The door to his father�s bedroom was shut. He stopped to open two of the windows, then started for the door to his own room with the tie rack clutched under his arm.
     But before he reached that door he heard the other one squeak open. His legs turned heavy. And then there came the voice, raspy as a warped saw blade and ominously slurred: �What�re you doin� sneakin� around in here?�
     Cody didn�t reply. He kept going, and the voice shouted, �Stop and answer me, boy!�
     His knees locked. He stopped, his head lowered and his gaze fixed on one of the blue roses in the threadbare rug.
     The old man�s footsteps creaked on the tired floor. Coming nearer. The smell of Kentucky Gent was stronger. That and body odor. And, of course, Aqua Velva; the old man slapped that stuff all over his face, neck, and underarms and called it washing. The footsteps halted.
     �So what it is?� the old man asked. �You didn�t want me to hear you?�
     �I� thought you were sleepin�,� Cody said. �I didn�t want to wake you u��
     �Bullshit and double bullshit. Who told you to open those windows? I don�t like that goddamned sun in here.�
     �It�s hot. I thought��
     �You�re too dumb to think.� The footsteps moved again. The shutters were slammed, cutting the light to a dusty gray haze. �I don�t like the sun,� the old man said. �It gives you skin cancer.�
     It had to be ninety degrees in the house. Sweat crawled under Cody�s clothes. The footsteps came toward him once more, and Cody felt his skull earring being tugged. He looked up into his father�s face.
     �Why don�t you get one of these in your other ear?� Curt Lockett asked. His eyes were muddy gray, sunken into nests of wrinkles in a square-jawed, bony face. �Then everybody would know you were a whole queer instead of just half a queer.�
     Cody pulled his head away, and his father let him go. �You been to school today?� Curt asked.
     �Yes sir.�
     �You kick a wetback�s ass today?�
     �Almost did,� Cody replied.
     �Almost ain�t doin�.� Curt ran the back of his hand across his dry lips and walked to the sofa. The springs squalled when he flopped down. He had the same wiry build as his son, the same wide shoulders and lean hips. His hair was dark brown, shot through with gray and thinning on top, and he wore it combed back in a stiff Vitalis-frozen pompadour. Cody�s curly blond hair came from his mother, who had died giving him birth in an Odessa hospital. Curt Lockett was only forty-two, but his need for Kentucky Gent and long nights at the Bob Wire Club had aged him by at least ten years. He had heavy bags of flesh beneath his eyes, and deep lines carved his face on either side of a narrow, chiseled nose. He was dressed in his favorite outfit: no shoes or socks, jeans with patched knees, and a flaming-red shirt with pictures of cowboys lassoing steers embroidered on the shoulders. The shirt was open, showing his thin, sallow chest. He took a pack of Winstons from his pocket and lit a cigarette with a match. Cody watched the flame waver as his father�s fingers shook. �Wetbacks gonna take over this earth,� Curt announced as he exhaled a lungful of smoke. �Take everythin� and want more. Ain�t no way to stop �em but kick �em in the ass. Ain�t that right?�
     Cody was a second late in answering. �Ain�t that right?� Curt repeated.
     �Yes sir.� Cody started for his room but his father�s voice stopped him again.
     �Whoa! I didn�t say you could go nowhere. I�m talkin� to you, boy.� He took another long pull from the cigarette. �You goin� to work today?�
     Cody nodded.
     �Good. I need me some smokes. Think that old wetback�ll give you a carton?�
     �Mr. Mendoza�s okay,� Cody told him. �He�s not like the other ones.�
     Curt was silent. He drew the cigarette from his mouth and stared at the burning end. �They�re all the same,� he said quietly. �All of �em. If you think different, Mendoza�s got you foxed, boy.�
     �Mr. Mendoza�s always been��
     �What�s this Mister Mendoza bullshit?� Curt glared across the room at his son. Damn the boy! he thought. He�s got rocks for brains! �I say they�re all alike, and that finishes it. Are you gonna get me the smokes or not?�
     Cody shrugged, his head lowered. But he could feel his father watching him, and he had to say, �I will.�
     �All right, then. We�re settled.� He returned the cigarette to the corner of his mouth, and the ash glowed red as he inhaled. �What�s that thing?�
     �What thing?�
     �That thing. Right there.� Curt jabbed a finger at him. �Under your arm. What�s that?�
     �Nothin�.�
     �I ain�t gone blind yet, boy! I asked you what it was!�
     Cody slowly took the tie rack from under his arm. His palms were wet. Sweat trickled down his neck, and he longed for a breath of fresh air. He had trouble looking at his father, as if his eyes couldn�t bear the sight; and whenever he was close to the old man, something inside him felt dead, heavy, ready to be buried. But whatever that dead thing was, it sometimes gave a surprising kick, and the gravediggers would not come to dispose of it. �Just a tie rack,� he explained. �I made it at school.�
     �Lordy Mercy.� Curt whistled, stood up, and came toward Cody, who retreated a pace before he caught himself. �Hold that up so I can see it.� Curt reached out, and Cody let him touch it. His father�s nicotine-stained fingers caressed the smooth rosewood and the simulated mother-of-pearl squares. �You made this? Who helped you?�
     �Nobody.�
     �I swear, that�s a fine piece of work! Them edges are smoother �n free pussy! How long it take you to do this?�
     Cody wasn�t used to being praised by the old man, and it made him even more jittery. �I don�t know. Awhile, I guess.�
     �A tie rack.� Curt grunted and shook his head. �That beats all. I never knew you had it in you to do somethin� like this, boy. Who taught you?�
     �I just learned. Kind of hit-and-miss.�
     �Pretty thing. I swear it is. I like those little silver squares. Makes it fancy, don�t it?�
     Cody nodded. And bolstered by his father�s interest, he dared to step over the line that they had drawn between them a long time ago, over nights of shouting, cold silence, drunken brawls, and curses. Cody�s heart was pounding. �Do you really like it?�
     �Sure do.�
     Cody held it toward his father. His hands were trembling. �I made it for you,� he said.
     Curt Lockett stared at him, his face slack. His haggard eyes moved to the tie rack, to his son�s face, and back again. Slowly, he reached out with both hands and took the tie rack, and Cody let him have it. �Lordy Mercy.� Curt�s voice was soft and respectful as he drew the tie rack to his chest. �Lordy Mercy. This is better than you could buy at a store, ain�t it?�
     �Yes sir.� The dead thing deep inside Cody suddenly twitched.
     Curt�s fingers played over the wood. He had the scarred, rough hands of a man who had dug ditches, laid pipes, and mortared bricks since he was thirteen years old. He cradled the tie rack like a child, and he went back to the sofa and sat down. �This is mighty fine,� Curt whispered. �Mighty fine.� Cobwebs of smoke from the burning cigarette drifted past his face.
     �I used to do carpentry,� he said, his eyes focused on nothing. �Long time back. Took the jobs that came along. Your mama used to pack a lunch for me, and she�d say, �Curt, you do me proud today,� and I�d answer, �I will, Treasure.� That�s what I called your mama: Treasure. Oh, she was a pretty thing. You could look at her and believe in miracles. She was so pretty� so pretty. Treasure. That�s what I called your mama.� His eyes glistened, and he bowed his head with both hands curled around the tie rack.
     Cody heard his father make a choking sound, and the thing inside him kicked at his heart. He�d seen his old man cry drunk tears before, but this was different. These tears smelled of hurt instead of whiskey. He didn�t know if he could handle the sight or not. He wavered, and then he took a step toward the old man. The second step came easier, and the third was easier still. He lifted his hand to touch the old man�s shoulder.
     Curt�s body shook. He wheezed like he was having a choking fit; and then he suddenly lifted his head, and Cody saw that even though his father�s eyes were wet, the old man was laughing. His laughter got harder and harsher, until it boomed from his throat like the snarl of a wild beast.
     �You�re the damnedest fool!� Curt managed to say, snorting with laughter. �The damnedest fool! You know I ain�t got no ties!�
     Cody�s outstretched hand clenched into a fist. He drew it back against his side.
     �Not a one!� Curt hollered, and his head rocked back as the choked laughter spilled out. Tears ran through the cracks around his eyes. �Lordy Mercy, what a fool I�ve raised!�
     Cody stood very still. A pulse beat at his temple. His lips were tight, and they hid his gritted teeth.
     �Why the hell didn�t you make me a footstool, boy? I coulda used a footstool! How the hell am I gonna use a tie rack when I don�t own no ties!�
     The boy let his father�s laughter go on for another thirty seconds or so. And finally Cody said, clearly and firmly, �You didn�t go to the bakery today, did you?�
     The laughter gurgled to a halt like a clogged drain backing up. Curt coughed a few times, his eyes still watery, and crushed his cigarette out on the burn-scarred tabletop. �Naw. What the fuck is it to you?�
     �I�ll tell you what it is to me,� Cody answered. His spine was rigid, and his eyes looked like scorched holes. �I�m tired of takin� up your slack. I�m tired of workin� at the gas station and watchin� you piss the money down the toi��
     �You watch your mouth!� Curt stood up, one hand gripping the tie rack and the other cocked into a fist.
     Cody flinched but did not retreat. His guts were full of fire and fury, and he had to get it all out. �You heard me! I�m not coverin� for you anymore! I�m not callin� that freakin� bakery and tell �em you�re too sick to work! Hell, they know you�re a drunk! Everybody knows you�re not worth a piss-ant�s damn!�
     Curt bellowed and swung at his son, but Cody was faster by far. The man�s fist plowed through empty air.
     �Yeah, try to hit me!� Cody backpedaled out of range. �Come on, you old bastard! Just try to hit me!�
     Curt lurched forward, tripped, and stumbled over the table. Hollering with rage, he went down onto the floor in a flurry of playing cards and ashes.
     �Come on! Come on!� Cody urged wildly, and he started running to the windows and flinging the shutters open. Searing white sunlight flooded the room, exposing the dirty rug, the cracked walls, the beat-up secondhand furniture. The sunlight fell upon the man who was trying to stagger to his feet at the center of the room, and he threw his hand over his eyes and screamed, �Get out! Get out of my house, you little fuck!� He flung the tie rack in Cody�s direction. It whacked against the wall and fell to the floor.
     Cody didn�t look at it. �I�ll go,� he said, his chest heaving but his voice cold now, his eyes as muddy as his father�s as he watched the old man shield his face from the sun. �Sure, I�ll go. But I�m not coverin� for you anymore. If you lose the job, it�s your ass.�
     �I�m a man!� Curt shouted. �You can�t talk to me like that! I�m a man!�
     Now it was Cody�s turn to laugh�a bitter, wounded sound. Inside him the weight of the dead thing had gotten heavier. �You just remember.� He turned toward the door to get out.
     �Boy!� Curt�s voice boomed. Cody paused. �You�d better be glad your mama�s dead, boy,� Curt seethed. ��Cause if she was still alive, she�d hate you as much as I do.�
     Cody was instantly out the door; it slammed shut like a trap at his back. He sprinted down the steps to his motorcycle and drew the desert air into his lungs to clear his head, because for a second there he�d felt like his brain was being squeezed inside a small box and one more ounce of pressure would�ve made it blow. �You people crazy over there?� Stan Frazier called from his own porch, his gut hanging over the belt of his trousers. �What�s all the hollerin� about?�
     �Kiss my ass!� Cody flipped the man a bird as he got onto the Honda and kickstarted it. Frazier�s face turned crimson; he wobbled down the steps after Cody, but the boy accelerated so rapidly that the motorcycle�s front wheel reared up and the rear tire shot sand into the air. Cody tore across the yard and swerved onto Brazos Street, spinning the red Honda around in a skidding turn that left its signature on the pavement.
     Inside the house, Curt stood up and squinted. He stumbled forward, hurriedly closed the shutters again. He felt better when the light was sealed away; he remembered that his father had died with the brown blotches of skin cancer all over his face and arms while the deeper, darker cancer ate his insides away, and that memory was never far from his nightmares. �Damn kid,� he muttered. Shouted it: �Damn kid!� If he�d talked to his old man the way that kid spoke to him, he�d be six feet under; as it was, his back and legs still carried a few scarred welts, some of his old man�s best swings with a shaving strop.
     He walked to the screen door, could smell the exhaust of Cody�s motorcycle lingering in the air. �Lockett!� It was Frazier�s voice. �Hey, Lockett! I wanna talk to you!� Curt closed the inner door and turned the latch. Now the only light came through cracks in the shutters, and the heat settled. He liked to sweat; it cleared the poisons out of a man�s system.
     There was enough light for Curt to see the tie rack on the floor. He picked it up. One end of the little wooden dowel had split and come loose and one of the perfectly carved edges was a splintered ruin, but other than that it was okay. Curt had never known the boy could do such work. It reminded him of what his own hands used to do, back when he was young and tough and he had Treasure at his side.
     That was long before Curt had been sitting in a hospital waiting room, and a doctor with a Mexican name had come to tell him that he had a son. But�and Curt could still feel the pressure of the Mexican doctor�s hand on his shoulder�would he please come back to the office? There was something else, something very important, that needed to be talked about.
     It was because Treasure had been so frail. Because her body was giving everything to the baby. Odds were ten thousand to one, the Mexican doctor had said. Sometimes a woman�s body was so tired and worn out that the shock of childbirth was too much. Complications set in�but, seńor, your wife has blessed you with a healthy little boy. Under the circumstances, they both might have died, and for this baby�s life you can give thanks to God.
     There had been forms to sign. Curt couldn�t read very well; Treasure had done all the reading. So he just pretended, and scrawled where his name was supposed to be.
     Curt�s hand clenched the tie rack, and he almost smashed it against the wall again. It was just like Cody, he realized. What damned good was a kid without a mother? And what damned good was a tie rack without a tie? But he didn�t smash it, because it was a pretty thing. He took it with him into his bedroom, where the bed was rumpled and the clothes were dirty and four empty bottles of Kentucky Gent were lined up atop the chest of drawers.
     Curt switched on the overhead light and sat down on his bed. He retrieved the half bottle of Kentucky Gent with its trademark happy colonel on the label from the floor and unscrewed the cap. His elbow bent, his mouth accepted, and the taste of life shocked his throat.
     But he felt so much better with whiskey inside him. Already stronger. His mind already clearer. He could reason things out again, and after a few more swallows he decided he wasn�t going to let Cody get away with talking uppity. Hell, no! He was a man, by God! And it was high time he cut that damn kid down a few pegs.
     His gaze wandered to the framed photograph on the little table next to the bed. The picture was sun-faded, many-times-creased, stained with either whiskey or coffee, he couldn�t remember. It showed a seventeen-year-old girl in a blue-striped dress, her blond hair boiling in thick curls around her shoulders and aglow with sunlight. She was smiling and making an okay sign for Curt, who�d snapped the photo with an Instamatic four days before they were married. Even then the kid had been growing inside her, Curt thought. Less than nine months later, she would be dead. Why he�d kept the kid he didn�t know, but his sister had helped him out before she got married for the third time and moved to Arizona. The kid was part of Treasure, and maybe that was why he�d decided to raise Cody himself. That was the name they�d already decided on if the kid was a boy.
     He ran a finger over the sunlit hair. �It�s not right,� he said softly. �It�s not right that I got old.�
     Swig by swig, the half bottle died. The burn pulsed in his gut, like the center of a volcano that demanded more sacrifices. When he realized the bottle was gone, he remembered that there was another up on the closet�s shelf. He got up, stumbled to the closet�howdy there, legs!�and reached up for it, groping amid old shirts, socks, and a couple of cowboy hats to where he�d stashed the juice. He didn�t trust the damn kid not to pour the stuff down the drain when his back was turned.
     He had to stretch way up to the dusty rear of the shelf before his fingers found the familiar shape. �There y�are! Gotcha, didn�t I?� He pulled it free, dislodging a leather belt, a ragged blue shirt, and something else that fell to the floor at his feet.
     Curt�s cocked grin fractured.
     It was a necktie, white with red-and-blue circles all over it.
     �Lordy Mercy,� Curt whispered.
     At first he couldn�t place the thing. But then he thought he recalled buying it to wear when the federal safety boys had toured the copper mine and he was an assistant foreman on the railroad loading dock. Long time back, before a Mexican took his job away from him. Curt leaned over to get it, staggered, lost his balance, and fell to the floor on his side. He realized he still had the tie rack gripped in his other hand, and he carefully set the Kentucky Gent aside, righted himself, and picked up the necktie. From it wafted a stale hint of Vitalis.
     He had to concentrate to steady his hand; he looped the tie around the tie rack�s dowel. It looked real pretty against the smooth wood and the silver squares. A thrill coursed through him, and he wanted Cody to see this. The boy was in the other room; Curt had heard him come in just a minute ago, when the screen door�s hinges squealed. �Cody!� he shouted, trying to get up. He finally got his legs under himself and was able to stand. He stumbled to the bedroom door. �Cody, looky here! Looky what I��
     He almost fell through the door into the front room. But Cody was not there, and the only noise was the fan�s sluggish stuttering. �Cody?� he asked, the tie trailing from the tie rack in his hand. There was no answer, and Curt rubbed the side of his head with numb fingers. He remembered having a fight with Cody. That was yesterday, wasn�t it? Oh, Lord! he thought, speared by panic. I�d better get to the bakery or Mr. Nolan�ll skin me! But he was very tired, and his legs were unsteady; he thought he might be coming down with the flu. Missing one day at the bakery wouldn�t hurt anything; those cakes, pies, and rolls would get baked whether he was there or not and, anyway, there wasn�t much business.
     Cody�ll cover for me, Curt decided. Always has before. He�s a good ol� kid.
     Mighty thirsty, he thought. Mighty, mighty thirsty! And cradling the tie rack with its single ugly tie against his chest, he staggered back into the bedroom, where time folded and refolded and the happy colonel held dominion.


14
Daufin�s Desire

�What do you mean, she�s changed?� Tom blinked, his senses whirling. He looked at Jessie, who was leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed and hands cupping her elbows. She stared at a place on the floor, her eyes dark and distant, her attention turned inward. �Jessie, what�s he talking about?�
     �I don�t mean your daughter�s changed physically.� Matt Rhodes was trying to speak in a calm and comforting voice, but he didn�t know how successful he was being since his own insides seemed to be tangled into twitching knots. He�d pulled a chair up so that he was only a few feet from where Tom Hammond sat on the sofa, directly facing the man. Ray, just as shocked as his father at coming home and finding two air-force officers, was sitting in a chair to the left. White stripes of sunlight painted the living-room walls. �Physically, she�s the same,� Rhodes emphasized. �It�s just� well, there�s been a mental change.�
     �A mental change,� Tom repeated, the words as heavy as stones.
     �The object that crossed your wife�s path this morning,� Rhodes said, �might have come from anywhere in space. All we know about it is that it entered the atmosphere, caught fire, and crashed. Now: this other thing that came out of it�the black sphere�has to be found. Captain Gunniston and I have gone through the house pretty thoroughly; we�ve searched everywhere we figure she could�ve reached, but she could barely crawl when we got here, so we can�t figure how she disposed of it. Your daughter did have it when Mrs. Hammond called here around ten-thirty.�
     Tom closed his eyes, because the room had started to revolve. When he opened them, the colonel was still there. �This black sphere. What is it?�
     �We don�t know that, either. As I said, your daughter seemed to hear something from it that no one else could�a singing, she called it. Could�ve been an aural beacon, maybe tuned in some way to your child�s brain waves or something; like I said, we don�t know. But, Captain Gunniston and I both agree that�� He paused, trying to think of a way to say this. There was no way but to plow straight ahead. �We both agree that there�s been a transference.�
     Tom just stared at him.
     �A mental transference,� Rhodes said. �Your daughter� isn�t who she appears to be. She still looks like a little girl, but she�s not. Whatever�s in your den, Mr. Hammond, is not human.�
     �Oh,� Tom said softly, as if the wind had been punched out of him.
     �We think the transference was caused by the black sphere. Why that happened, or how, we don�t know. We�re dealing with things here that are pretty damned strange�which I guess is the understatement of the year, huh?� He smiled tensely. Tom�s expression remained blank. �There�s a reason I�m here,� the colonel continued. �When the object started coming down, and the tracking computer verified that it wasn�t a meteor or a malfunctioning satellite, I was called onto special duty. I�ve worked for over six years with the Bluebook Project�investigating UFO sightings, talking to witnesses, going to close-encounter sites all over the country. So I�ve had experience with UFO phenomena.�
     Tom took his glasses off and cleaned the lenses on his shirt. It seemed very important to him that the lenses be spotless. Jessie was still lost in her thoughts, but Ray suddenly broke out of his own trance and said, �You mean� you�ve seen a real flying saucer? Like from another planet?�
     �Yes, I have,� Rhodes answered without hesitation; this whole incident was going to be a new chapter in the security procedures book anyway, so he figured he might as well tell the truth. �Ninety percent of what�s reported are meteor fragments, ball lightning, pranks, that kind of thing. But the ten percent is something else entirely. An ETV�extraterrestrial vehicle�crashed in Vermont three years ago. We got samples of the metal and parts of alien bodies. Another one came down in Georgia last summer�but it was a totally different design, and the pilot was a different life form from the Vermont incident.� I�m revealing national secrets to a kid with orange spikes in his hair! he realized. But Ray was paying rapt attention, while Tom had mentally checked out and was still scrubbing his glasses. �So, considering all the sightings of differently shaped ETVs, we�ve concluded that Earth is near� well, a superhighway in space. A corridor from one part of the galaxy to another, maybe. Some of the ETVs, like our cars, they break down; they get sucked into Earth�s atmosphere, and they crash.�
     �Wow,� Ray whispered, his eyes huge behind his glasses.
     For revealing that information without authority, Rhodes knew he could get life in prison, but the circumstances warranted explanation and�besides�nobody ever believed such stories anyway unless they�d had a personal close encounter. He returned his gaze to Tom. �My crew is cleaning up the crash site. We�ll be ready to leave around midnight. And� I�m going to have to take the creature with me.�
     �She�s my daughter.� Jessie�s voice was weak, but gaining strength again. �She�s not a creature!�
     Rhodes sighed; they�d already been over this several agonizing times. �We have no choice but to take the creature to Webb, and from there to a research lab in Virginia. There�s no way we can let such a thing run loose; we don�t know what its intentions are, or anything about its biology, chemistry, or��
     �Psychology,� Tom finished for him; he put his glasses back on with trembling fingers. His wits had clicked back into gear, though everything still seemed hazy and dreamlike.
     �Right. That too. So far, she�I mean, it�has been nonthreatening, but you never know what might set it off.�
     �Gnarly, man!� Ray said. �My sister the alien!�
     �Ray!� Jessie snapped, and the boy�s grin faded. �Colonel Rhodes, we�re not going to let you take Stevie.� Her voice cracked. �She�s still our daughter.�
     �Still looks like your daughter.�
     �Okay! So whatever�s in her might leave! If her body�s fine, then her mind might come back��
     �Colonel!� Gunniston appeared in the doorway between the living room and den. His freckled face had paled even more, and he looked like what he was: a scared twenty-three-year-old kid in an air-force uniform. �She�s on the last volume.�
     �We�ll talk about this later,� Rhodes told Jessie, and stood up. He hurried into the den, with Ray at his heels. Tom put his arm around Jessie and they followed.
     But Tom stopped as if he�d been struck when he came through the door. Ray stood and stared, openmouthed.
     The volumes of their encyclopedia lay all over the room. The Webster�s Dictionary, World Atlas, Roget�s Thesaurus, and other reference books lay on the floor as well, and right in the center of the disarray sat Stevie, holding the WXYZ volume of the Britannica between her hands. She sat on her haunches, perched forward like a bird. As Tom watched, his daughter opened the book and began to turn the pages at a rate of about one every two seconds.
     �She�s already gone through the dictionary and the thesaurus,� Rhodes said. Call it an alien, or a creature, he reminded himself�but she looked like a little girl in blue jeans and a T-shirt, and those cold terms didn�t seem right. Her eyes were no longer lifeless; they were sparkling and intense, directed at the pages with all-consuming concentration. �It took her about thirty minutes to figure out our alphabet. After that, it was open season on your bookcase.�
     �My God� this morning she could barely read,� Tom said. �I mean� she�s not even in the first grade yet!�
     �That was this morning. I think she�s about ready for college by now.�
     The pages continued to turn. There was a dripping noise, and Tom saw liquid soak into the carpet beneath his daughter.
     �Evidently the body�s still carrying out its normal functions,� Rhodes told him. �So we know that at least one portion of a human brain�s at work, if just unconsciously.�
     Jessie grasped her husband�s arm and held on tightly; she�d seen him waver, and was afraid he was about to pitch onto his face. Stevie was still totally absorbed by the book, and the turning of the pages was getting faster, becoming almost a blur.
     �She�s goin� into overdrive!� Ray said. �Man, look at that!� He stepped forward, but the colonel caught his shirt and prevented him from going any closer. �Hey, Stevie! It�s me, Ray!�
     The child�s head lifted. Swiveled toward him. The eyes stared, curious and penetrating.
     �Ray!� he repeated, and thumped himself on the chest.
     Her head cocked. She blinked slowly. Then: �Ray,� the voice said, and she thumped her own chest. Returned to her reading.
     �Well,� Rhodes observed, �maybe she�s not ready for college just yet, but she�s learning.�
     Tom looked at all the books scattered about. �If� she�s really not Stevie anymore� if she�s something different, then how does she know about books?�
     Jessie said, �She found them and must have figured out what they were. After she went through the alphabet, she walked around the house, examining things. A lamp seemed to fascinate her. And a mirror too�she kept trying to reach into it.� She heard herself talking and realized she was sounding detached, like Rhodes. �That is our daughter. It is.� But as she watched the encyclopedia�s pages turning, she knew that wherever Stevie was�and what made Stevie? Her mind? Her soul?�it was no longer inside the body that crouched before them, absorbing information over a puddle of urine.
     The last page was reached. The volume was closed and set gently, almost reverently aside. Tom now truly knew it wasn�t Stevie; their daughter flung things instead of carefully putting them down.
     The creature stood up, with a smooth and controlled motion, no longer unsteady on her feet. It was as if she�d gotten accustomed to the weight of gravity. She looked at the five people who stared back at her, her gaze carefully examining their faces. She lifted her hands and studied them, comparing their size to those on the arms of the others. Particularly intrigued by the glasses both Tom and Ray wore, she touched her own face as if she expected to find a pair there.
     �She�s got the alphabet, a dictionary and thesaurus, a world atlas, and a set of encyclopedias in her head,� Rhodes said quietly. �I think she�s trying to learn as much about us as she can.� The creature watched his mouth moving and touched her own lips. �I guess this is as good a time as any, huh?� He took a step toward her, then stopped, so as not to get too close and scare her. �Your name,� he said, trying to enunciate as clearly as possible. His heart was fluttering like a caged bird. �What is your name?�
     �Your name,� she answered. �What is your name?�
     �Your name.� He pointed at her. �Tell us yours.�
     She seemed to be thinking, her eyes fixed on him. She glanced at Ray and pointed. �Ray.�
     �Jeez!� the boy shouted. �An alien knows my name!�
     �Hush!� Jessie almost pinched a plug out of his arm.
     Rhodes nodded. �Right. That�s Ray. What�s your name?�
     The creature swiveled around and walked with a graceful gliding gait to the hallway. She halted, turned toward them again. �Name,� she said, and walked on into the hall.
     Jessie�s heart jumped. �I think she wants us to follow.�
     They did. The creature was waiting in Stevie�s room. Her arm was lifted, her index finger pointing to something.
     �Your name,� Rhodes repeated, not understanding. �Tell us what we can call you.�
     She answered: �Dau-fin.�
     And all of them saw that her finger was aimed at the picture of a dolphin on Stevie�s bulletin board.
     �Double gnarly!� Ray exclaimed. �She�s Flipper!�
     �Dau-fin.� It was said with the inflections of a child. Her arm stretched up; the fingers touched the picture, moved over the aquamarine water. �Dau-fin.�
     Rhodes was unsure if she actually meant the dolphin or the ocean. In any case he was certain the creature before them was much more than a dolphin in human skin: much, much more. Her eyes asked if he understood, and he nodded; her fingers lingered for a few seconds on the picture, making a gentle wavelike motion. Then her interest drifted to another picture, and Rhodes saw her flinch.
     �Sting-er,� she said, like she had tasted something nasty. She touched the scorpion, drew her fingers quickly back as if afraid she might be stung.
     �It�s just a picture.� Rhodes tapped it. �It�s not real.�
     She studied it for a moment longer�then she removed the little colored pins that fastened the picture to the cork and looked at it closely, her finger traveling the length of the segmented tail. Finally, her hands began to work at the paper. Folding it, Rhodes realized. Making it into a different shape.
     Jessie�s hand gripped Tom�s. She watched as Stevie�or Daufin, or whatever�folded the paper and folded it again, the fingers now fast and supple. It took the creature only a few seconds to produce a paper pyramid; she twirled the pyramid away, and it flew across the room and bounced against the wall.
     Gunniston picked it up. It was the damnedest paper airplane he�d ever seen.
     The creature faced them; there was expectation in her eyes, and a questioning, but no one knew what the question might be.
     She took a step toward Jessie, who in turn retreated a pace. Ray backed against the wall.
     Daufin lifted her hand, placed it to Stevie�s chest. �Yours,� she said.
     Jessie knew what the creature was asking. �Yes. My daughter. Our daughter.� Her grip was about to break Tom�s fingers.
     �Daugh-ter,� Daufin repeated carefully. �A fe-male offspring of hu-man be-ings.�
     �Straight from Webster�s,� Gunniston muttered. �Think she knows what it means?�
     �Quiet!� Rhodes told him. Daufin glided to the window, her chin uptilted. She stayed that way without budging for over a minute, and Jessie realized she was entranced by a sliver of blue sky through the drawn blinds. Jessie got her legs unfrozen and went to the window, pulling the blinds up by their cord. The afternoon sunlight streaming over the sill held a hint of gold, and the cloudless sky was brilliantly azure.
     Daufin stood staring. She reached up with both hands and stood on tiptoes, the entire body straining for the sky. Jessie saw a change come over the face: it was no longer a blank, emotionless mask. In it was a yearning, a mingled joy and sadness that was beyond Jessie�s emotions to comprehend. The face was at once Stevie�s, with its innocence and fresh curiosity, and at the same time it was an ancient face�the face, perhaps, of an old woman, careworn and dreaming of what might have been.
     The little hands stretched for the glass, but Stevie�s body was way too short to get there. Daufin gave a snort of impatience, glided past Jessie, and dragged the chair over from Stevie�s desk; she climbed up on it, leaned toward the window, and immediately smacked her forehead against the glass. Her fingers probed at the invisible barrier, pattering like moths trying to get through a screen. Finally, Daufin�s arms lowered, the hands hanging limply at her sides.
     �I�� Daufin said. �I� de-sire��
     �What�d she say?� Gunniston asked, but Rhodes put a finger to his lips.
     �I de-sire. To.� Daufin�s head turned, and the eyes�something ancient behind them, something in dire need�found Jessie�s. �I de-sire to o-rate your aur-i-cles.�
     No one spoke. Daufin blinked, awaiting a reply.
     �I think she wants to be taken to our leader,� Ray said, and Tom elbowed him none too gently in the shoulder.
     Daufin tried again: �Os-cill-ate your tym-pan-um.�
     Jessie thought she understood. �You mean� talk to us?�
     Daufin frowned, mulling over what she�d heard. She made a little chirping, weirdly musical noise, climbed down off the chair, glided past Jessie and out of the room. Rhodes and Gunniston hurried after her.
     And by the time Jessie, Tom, and Ray got to the den, Daufin was crouched on the floor intent on rereading the dictionary from cover to cover.


15
Dark Karma

At the moment Daufin was trying to learn the nuances of English, Cody Lockett was operating the hydraulic lift in a garage stall of Xavier Mendoza�s gas station, cranking up a Ford that needed new brake drums. He was wearing old, faded jeans and an olive-green workshirt that had his name beneath the Texaco star; his hands were greasy, his face streaked with grime, and he knew he was a long way from resembling the well-scrubbed gas jockeys in TV commercials, but staying clean didn�t get the job done. In the last hour, he�d changed the oil in two cars and the spark plugs and points in a third. The garage was his territory, its tools hanging in orderly rows on the walls and gleaming like surgical instruments, a rack of tires giving off the smell of fresh rubber and an assortment of cables, radiator belts, and hoses hanging from the metal beams overhead. The garage door had been hoisted up and a big box fan kept the air circulating, but it was still plenty hot anywhere chrome reflected the sunlight and engines were continually turned over.
     Cody got the lift as high as he wanted and locked it in place. He plugged in the electric gun that unscrewed lug nuts and began to take the tires off. Working here helped him forget about the old man. There was more than enough to keep him busy today�including hoisting out the destroyed engine of that sea-green pickup in the next stall�and sometime this afternoon he wanted to find time to tinker with his motorcycle�s carb and smooth out the kinks.
     The signal bell rang as a car pulled up to the pumps outside, but he knew Mr. Mendoza would take care of the gas customers. Sonny Crowfield had knocked off just before Cody came in for work�which was just as well, since Cody couldn�t stand him; Crowfield, in Cody�s opinion, was a crazy half-breed and a Rattler to boot, always talking shit about how he was going to someday stomp Jurado and become president. From what Cody heard, even the Rattlers didn�t have much to do with Crowfield, who lived on the edge of the autoyard, all alone except for a collection of animal skeletons�and where and how he got those bones, no one knew.
     A car horn honked. Cody looked up from his work.
     At the pumps sat a silver-blue Mercedes convertible, its paint glossed to a high shine. Behind the wheel was a man wearing sunglasses and a straw Panama hat. He lifted a hand in a brown leather driving glove, motioning for Cody to come out. In the seat beside him was a husky Doberman, and another one crouched in the backseat. Mendoza emerged from his office and went around to speak to the driver. Cody returned to his job�but the Mercedes�s horn rapped out an impatient tattoo.
     Mack Cade was as persistent as a tick. Cody knew what he wanted. The horn honked again, though Mendoza was standing right there trying to tell Cade that Cody had work to do. Mack Cade was paying him zero attention. Cody said, �Shit!� under his breath, put aside the lug-nut gun, and wiped his hands off on a rag, taking his time about it; then he walked out into the glary sunlight.
     �Fill �er up, Cody!� Mack Cade said. �You know what she drinks.�
     �You�ve got garage work to do, Cody!� Mr. Mendoza told him, trying his best to cover for the boy�because he, too, knew Cade�s game. �You don�t have to come out and pump the gas!� His eyes were black and fearsome, and with his silver hair and bushy silver mustache he resembled an aged grizzly ready for a final tooth-and-claw battle; if those damned dogs weren�t there he might have snatched Cade out of that fancy car and beaten him bloody.
     �Hey, I�m particular about who touches my car.� Cade�s voice was a silky-smooth drawl; he was used to being obeyed. He smiled at Mendoza, showing a line of small white teeth in his deeply burnished face. �Bad vibes round here, man. You�ve got a real dark karma.�
     �I don�t need your business, or your bullshit either!� Mendoza�s shout made Typhoid, the dog in the passenger seat, stiffen and snarl. The dog in the rear, whose name was Lockjaw, was frozen and staring, his single ear laid back along his skull; that and the fact that Typhoid was a little larger through the shoulders was the only difference between the two animals.
     �You sure about that? I can bring in my own gas trucks, if you want.�
     �Yeah, maybe that�d be just fi��
     �Hold it,� Cody interrupted. �You don�t need to be my watchdog,� he said to Mendoza. �I can look out for myself.� He walked to the diesel pump, withdrew the hose, and primed the numbers back to zero.
     �Let�s give peace a chance, Mendoza,� Cade said as Cody started feeding the fuel in. �Okay?�
     Mendoza snorted angrily and glanced at Cody; the boy nodded that everything was under control. Mendoza said, �I�ll be in my office. You don�t take no shit from him, understand?� He turned on his heel and strode away, and Cade revved up the volume on his tape deck. Tina Turner�s raspy voice thundered, �Better be good to me!�
     �You can clean the windshield, too,� Cade told Cody as soon as Mendoza was in the office.
     Cody went to work with the squeegee; he could see a distorted image of himself in the reflective lenses of the man�s sunglasses. Cade�s hat was held on by a leather chinstrap, he wore a silk short-sleeved shirt the color of sangria, and tie-dyed jeans. Around his neck dangled a few golden chains, among them one with an old peace sign on it, and one of those small gold ingots with foreign words. On his left wrist was a Rolex watch with diamonds set in its dial, and on the right was a gold bracelet with �Mack� engraved in it. Both of the Dobermans were watching with keen interest as Cody�s squeegee went back and forth over the glass.
     Cade lowered the music. �Guess you heard about the meteor. Far out, huh?�
     Cody didn�t reply. Of course he�d seen the helicopter sitting in Preston Park, but he hadn�t known what was going on until Mr. Mendoza had told him. If Mr. Hammond had heard his wife�s truck had been hit by a meteor, Cody mused, he sure as hell wouldn�t have dicked around school so long after the bell rang.



     �Yeah, I hear the meteor�s hot too. Radioactive. That�s supposed to be a secret, but I heard it from Whale Tail at the Brandin� Iron, and she heard it from the deputy. Seems to me a little radiation might spark this damned town up some, huh?�
     Cody concentrated on getting the guts of a smashed moth off the windshield.
     �I�m picking up some more bad vibes, Cody. There�s a real purple haze around this place today, man.�
     �You�re buyin� gas, not talk.�
     �Whoa! The stone face speaks!� Cade rubbed Typhoid�s skull and watched the boy work. He was thirty-three years old, with a soft, cherubic face�but beneath the sunglasses his eyes were cold blue and cunning. Cody had seen them before, and they made him think of the hard steel of rabbit traps. Under his Panama hat, Cade�s hair was pale blond and thinning, combed back from a high, unlined forehead. Two diamond studs glittered in his left earlobe. �Tomorrow�s your last schoolday,� he said; the shuck-and-jive had dropped from his voice. �Big day for you, man. Important day.� He scratched beneath Typhoid�s muzzle. �I guess you�ve been thinking about your future. About money too.�
     Don�t answer him! Cody thought. Don�t fall for it!
     �How�s your father doing? I missed him last time I stopped in for a doughnut.�
     Cody finished the windshield and glanced at the diesel pump. The numbers were still clicking.
     �Hope he�s okay. You know, with the town shutting down and all, it probably won�t be too long before the bakery goes under. What�s he going to do when that happens, Cody?�
     Cody walked over to stand by the pump. Mack Cade�s head turned to follow him, the smile as white as a scar. �I�ve got an opening for a mechanic,� he said. �A good, fast mechanic. The opening won�t last but for a week or so. Pay starts at six hundred a month. Do you know anybody who could use the money?�
     Cody was silent, watching the numbers change. But inside his head six hundred a month kept repeating itself, gaining power with every repetition. God A�mighty! he thought. What I couldn�t do with that kind of money!
     �But it�s not just the money,� Cade pressed on, smelling blood in the boy�s silence. �It�s the benefits too, man. I can get you a car just like this one. Or a Porsche, if you want. Any color. How about a red Porsche, five on the floor, top speed a hundred and twenty? You name the options, you got them.�
     The numbers stopped. Cade�s tank was full. Cody unhooked the nozzle, closed the gas port, and returned the hose to the diesel pump. Six hundred a month, he was thinking. A red Porsche� top speed a hundred and twenty�
     �It�s night work,� Cade said. �The hours depend on what�s in the yard, and I�ll expect you to work sixteen hours straight if there�s a rush on. My connections pay high green for quality work, Cody�and I think you can deliver it.�
     Cody squinted toward Inferno. The long fall of the sun had started, and though it wouldn�t be dark until after eight, he could already feel the shadows creeping up behind him. �Maybe I can, maybe I can�t.�
     �I�ve seen the work you do here. It�s tight. You�re a natural, and you shouldn�t throw away a God-given talent on junkers, should you?�
     �I don�t know.�
     �What�s to know?� Cade took a solid gold toothpick from his shirt pocket and dug at a lower molar. �If it�s the law you�re skittish of� well, that�s under control. This is a business, Cody. Everybody understands the language.�
     The boy didn�t reply. He was thinking of what six hundred dollars a month could buy him, and how far away from Inferno he could get in a red Porsche. To hell with the old man; he could rot and turn into a maggot farm as far as Cody cared. Of course he knew what Mack Cade�s business was. He�d seen the tractor-trailer trucks turn off Highway 67 and pull into Cade�s autoyard in the middle of the night, and he knew they were hauling stolen cars. He knew, as well, that when the big trucks headed north again they were carrying vehicles without histories. After Cade�s workmen had finished, the engines, radiators, exhaust systems, most of the body parts, even the hubcaps and paint jobs would have been changed, swapped around, made to look like cars sweet from the showroom floor. Where those finished chopshop specials went, Cody didn�t know, but he figured they were resold by crooked dealers or used as company cars by organized gangs. Whoever used them paid heavy money to Cade, who�d found Inferno the perfect place to stash such an operation.
     �You don�t want to wind up like your old man, Cody.� The boy saw his face reflected in Cade�s sunglasses. �You want to do something with your life, don�t you?�
     Cody hesitated. He didn�t know what he wanted. Though he didn�t give a shit about the law, he�d never really done anything criminal, either. Maybe he did smash a few windows and raise some hell, but what Cade offered was different. A whole lot different. It was like taking a step beyond a line that Cody had balanced on for a long time�yet to cross that line meant he couldn�t come back. Not ever.
     �Offer�s open for one week. You know where to find me.� Cade�s smile had clicked back on, full wattage. �How much do I owe you?�
     Cody checked the numbers. �Twelve seventy-three.�
     The man popped open his glove compartment, and Typhoid licked his hand. In the glove box there was a .45 automatic and an extra clip. His hand came out holding a rolled-up twenty; he snapped the glove compartment shut. �Here you go, man. Keep the change. And there�s a little something extra in there for you too.� He started the engine, the Mercedes giving a clean, throaty growl. Agitated, Lockjaw stood stiff-legged on the backseat and barked in Cody�s face. He smelled raw meat.
     �Think on these things,� Cade said, and accelerated out of the station with a shriek of flayed rubber.
     Cody watched him speed away, heading south. He unrolled the twenty. Inside it was a small, capped glass vial holding three yellowish crystals. Though he�d never cooked the stuff before, Cody knew what crack looked like.
     �You okay?�
     Startled, Cody slipped the vial into his breast pocket, nestling the cocaine crystals under the Texaco star. Mendoza was standing about six feet behind him. �Yeah.� Cody gave him the twenty. �He said to keep the change.�
     �And what else did he say?�
     �Just chewin� air.� Cody walked past Mendoza toward the garage stalls, trying to sort things out in his mind. He felt the pull of six hundred dollars a month on his soul, like a cold hand from the midst of a blast furnace. What�s the problem? he asked himself. A few hours of work a night, the cops already paid off, a chance to move up in Cade�s operation if I wanted. Why didn�t I say yes right then and there?
     �You know where his cars go, don�t you?� Mendoza had followed Cody, and now leaned against the stall�s cinder-block wall.
     �Nope.�
     �Sure you do. About two or three years ago, a DA up in Fort Worth was found in the trunk of a car with his throat cut and a bullet between his eyes. The car was parked in front of City Hall. Of course it had no ID numbers. Where do you think it came from?�
     Cody shrugged, but he knew.
     �Before that,� Mendoza continued, his burly brown arms folded over his chest, �a bomb went off in a pickup truck in Houston. The cops figured it was supposed to kill a lawyer who was workin� on a drug bust�but it blew a woman and her kid to pieces instead. Where do you think that truck came from?�
     Cody picked up the lug-nut gun. �You don�t have to lecture me.�
     �I don�t mean to sound like I am. But don�t you believe for one minute that Cade doesn�t know how his cars are used. And that�s just in Texas�he sends them all over the country!�
     �I was just talkin� to him. No law against that.�
     �I know what he wants from you,� Mendoza said firmly. �You�re a man now, and you can do as you please. But I have to tell you something my father told me a long, long time ago: a man is responsible for his actions.�
     �You�re not my father.�
     �No, I�m not. But I�ve watched you grow up, Cody. Oh, I know all about that Renegade shit, but that�s small compared to what Cade could drag you in��
     Cody pressed the gun�s trigger, and its high squeal echoed between the walls. He turned his back on Mendoza and went to work.
     Mendoza grunted, his gaze black and brooding. He liked Cody, knew he was a smart young man and could be somebody if he put his mind to it. But Cody had been crippled by that bastard father of his, and he�d let his old man�s poison seep into his veins. Mendoza didn�t know what was ahead for Cody, but he feared for the young man. He�d seen too many lives tossed away for the glint of Cade�s fool�s gold.
     He returned to the office and switched on the radio to the Spanish music station in El Paso. Around nine o�clock the Trailways bus from Odessa would come through on its way south to Chihauhau. The driver always stopped at Mendoza�s station to let the passengers buy soft drinks and candy from the machines. Then, except for an occasional truck, Highway 67 would lie empty, its concrete cooling under the expanse of stars, and Mendoza would shut down for the night. He would go home in time for a late dinner and a couple of games of checkers with his uncle Lazaro, who lived with him and his wife on Bordertown�s First Street, until the ticking of the clock eventually urged the time for bed. Tonight he might dream of being a racecar driver, roaring around the dirt tracks of his youth. But, most likely, he would not dream.
     And that would be another night gone, and another day approaching, and Mendoza knew that was the way a man�s life ran out.
     He turned the radio up louder, listening to the strident trumpets of a mariachi band, and he tried very hard not to let himself think about the boy in the garage, who stood at a crossroads that no one on earth could help him travel.


16
Inferno�s Pulse

The shadows grew.
     In front of the Ice House, the old-timers sat on benches smoking their cigars and corncob pipes and talking about the meteor. Heard it from Jimmy Rice, one of them said. Jimmy got it straight from the sheriff�s mouth. Hell, I didn�t get to be seventy-four years old to be kilt by no damned rock from out yonder in space, I�m tellin� you! Damn thing just about fell right on our heads!
     They all agreed it had been a near miss. They talked about the helicopter, still sitting in the middle of Preston Park, wondering how such a thing could fly, and would you get up in one? Hell no, I ain�t crazy! was the unanimous answer. Then their talk drifted to the new baseball season, and when was a southern team going to win a series? When time runs back-assward and horses stand on two legs! one of them growled, and kept chewing on his cigar butt.
     In the House of Beauty on Celeste Street, Ida Younger frosted Tammy Bryant�s mouse-brown hair and talked not about the meteor or the helicopter but about the two handsome men who had gotten out of it. The pilot�s a hunk too, Tammy said. She�d seen him when he went into the Brandin� Iron for a hamburger and coffee�and, of course, she and May Davis just had to go in there for a bite of lunch too. And you should�ve seen the way that damn Sue Mullinax flounced herself all over the cafe! Tammy confided. I mean, it was a disgrace!
     Ida agreed that Sue was the nerviest bitch who ever tied a mattress to her back, and Sue�s butt just kept getting bigger and bigger and that�s what so much sex�ll do to you too.
     She�s a nymphomaniac, Tammy said. A nympho, plain and simple.
     Yeah, Ida said. Plain-lookin� and simpleminded.
     And they both laughed.
     On Cobre Road, past the Smart Dollar clothing store, the post office, the bake shop, and the Paperback Kastle, a middle-aged man squinted through his wire-rimmed spectacles and concentrated on inserting a pin through the abdomen of a small brown scorpion, found dead of Raid inhalation in the kitchen this morning. His name was Noah Twilley, and he was slender and pale, his straight black hair lank and going gray. His skinny fingers got the pin through, and he added the scorpion to his collection of other �ladies and gentlemen��beetles, wasps, flies, and more scorpions, all pinned to black velvet and kept under glass. He was in the study of his white stone house, thirty yards behind the brick building with a stained-glass front window, a stucco statue of Jesus standing between two stucco cacti, and a sign that read INFERNO FUNERAL HOME.
     His father had died six years ago and left the business to him�a dubious honor, since Noah had always wanted to be an entomologist. He had made sure his father was buried in the hottest plot on Joshua Tree Hill.
     �Nooooaaaahhh! Noah!� The screech made his backbone stiffen. �Go get me a Co-Cola!�
     �Just a minute, Mother,� he answered.
     �Noah! My show�s on!�
     He stood up wearily and walked down the corridor to her room. She was wearing a white silk gown, sitting up against white silk pillows in a bed with a white canopy. Her face was a mask of white powder, her hair dyed flame red. On the color TV, the Wheel of Fortune was spinning. �Get me a Co-Cola!� Ruth Twilley ordered. �My throat�s as dry as dust!�
     �Yes, Mother,� he answered, and trudged toward the staircase. Better to do what she wanted and get it over with, he knew.
     �That meteor�s doin� somethin� to the air!� she hollered after him, her voice as high as a wasp�s whine. �Makin� my throat clog up!� He was on his way down the steps, but that voice followed him: �I�ll bet old Celeste heard it hit! Bet it made her shit pickles!�
     Here we go, he thought.
     �That prissy-pants bitch livin� out there high and mighty, not carin� a damn about anybody else, just suckin� the guts out of this town. She did it, y�know! Prob�ly killed poor Wint, but he was too smart for her! Yessir! He hid all his money so she couldn�t get none of it! Foxed her, he did! Well, when she comes to Ruth Twilley askin� for money and down on her hands and knees, I�m gonna snub her like she�s a snail! You listenin� to me, Noah? Noah!�
     �Yes,� he answered, down in the depths of the house. �I�m listening.�
     She kept babbling on, and Noah let himself ponder what life might be like if that meteor had struck smack dab over the ceiling of her bedroom. There was not a plot on Joshua Tree Hill that was hot enough.
     Across Inferno and Bordertown, other lives drifted on: Father Manuel LaPrado listened to confessions at the Sacrifice of Christ Catholic Church, while Reverend Hale Jennings put a pencil to paper at the Inferno Baptist Church and worked on his Sunday sermon. On his porch, Sarge Dennison napped in a lawn chair, his face occasionally flinching at unwelcome memories, his right arm hanging down and his hand patting the head of the invisible Scooter. Rick Jurado stacked boxes in the stockroom of the hardware store on Cobre Road, the Fang of Jesus heavy in his jeans pocket and his mind circling what Mr. Hammond had said today. Heavy-metal music blared from a ghetto blaster through the corridors of the �Gades� fortress at the end of Travis Street, and while Bobby Clay Clemmons and a few other �Gades smoked reefers and shot the shit, Nasty and Tank lay on a bare mattress in another room, their bodies damp and intertwined in the aftermath of sex�the one activity for which Tank removed his football helmet.
     The day was winding down. A postal truck left town, heading north to Odessa with its cargo of letters�among which were a high percentage of job applications, inquiries for employment, and supplications to relatives for extended visiting privileges. Of all people, the postman knew the pulse of Inferno, and he could see death scrawled on the envelopes.
     The sun was sinking, and on the First Texas Bank the electric-bulb sign read 93°F. at 5:49.


17
The Baseball Fan

�I know this is an open line,� Rhodes said to the duty officer at Webb Air Force Base. �I don�t have closed comm equipment, and I don�t have time, either. My ID is Bluebooker. Look it up.� He held on to the phone as the duty officer verified his code. From the den he heard the television channel being changed again: the canned laughter of a sit-com. About six seconds passed, and the channel was changed once more: a baseball-game commentator, and this time the TV was left alone for a little longer.
     �Yes sir. I copy you, Bluebooker.� The duty officer sounded young and nervous. �What can I do for you, sir?�
     �I need a transport aircraft waiting with a number one priority. I need it fueled for cross-country, and I�ll be giving the destination in the air. Alert Colonel Buckner that I�m coming in with a package from our incident site. I need videotape equipment on board too. My ETA into Webb will be between two and three hundred hours. Got that?�
     �Yes sir.�
     �Read it back to me.� He heard the channel change: a news broadcast, something about hostages in the Middle East. The duty officer read everything back correctly, and Rhodes said, �Fine. I�m signing off.� He hung up the phone and strode into the den.
     Daufin sat on the floor�cross-legged this time, as if it had figured out that its crouching posture put strain on a human�s knee joints. The creature�s face was about twelve inches from the TV screen, watching a news story about floods in Arkansas.
     �I wish we�d get some of that rain,� Gunniston said, drinking from a can of Pepsi.
     Daufin reached out and touched the TV screen. The entire picture warped out of shape; there was a crack! and the channels changed: Woody Woodpecker cartoons.
     �Neat-o!� Ray was sitting on the floor, not too close to Daufin but not so far away, either. �She�s got a remote control in her fingers!�
     �Probably some kind of electromagnetic pulse,� Rhodes told him. �It may be using the electricity in Stevie�s body, or maybe it�s generating its own.�
     Crack! Now there was a western movie on TV: Steve McQueen in The Magnificent Seven.
     �Man, that�s about the coolest thing I�ve ever��
     �Shut up!� Jessie�s control had finally snapped, and she could stand it no longer. �You shut up!� Her eyes were bright with tears and anger, and Ray looked stunned. �There�s nothing �cool� about this! Your sister�s gone! Don�t you understand that?�
     �I� didn�t mean to��
     �She�s gone!� Jessie advanced on Ray, but Tom quickly stood up from his chair and grasped her arm. She pulled free, her face strained and agonized. �She�s gone, and there�s just that left!� She pointed at Daufin; the creature still stared at the TV screen, oblivious to what Jessie was saying. �Jesus Christ�� Jessie�s voice faltered. She put her hands to her face. �Oh my God� oh God�� She began to sob, and Tom could do nothing but hold her while she wept bitter tears.
     Crack! A surfing competition appeared, and Daufin�s eyes widened slightly, following the rolling blue waves.
     Rhodes turned toward his aide. �Gunny, I want you to get out to the crash site and hurry them up. We need to get out of here as soon as we can.�
     �Right.� He finished his drink, dropped the can into the trash, and put on his cap as he went out the door, heading for the helicopter.
     Rhodes wished he were anywhere else but here, and his mind drifted to the farm where he lived with his wife and two daughters, near Chamberlain, South Dakota. On clear nights he studied the stars in his small observatory, or made notes for the book he was planning on life beyond earth; he wished he was doing either, right now, because he had no recourse but to take the creature to a research lab, no matter that it wore a little girl�s face. �Mrs. Hammond, I know this is tough on you,� he said. �I want you to know th��
     �Know what?� She was still enraged, her face streaked with tears. �That our daughter�s still alive? That she�s dead? Know what?�
     Crack: a �Mork and Mindy� rerun. Crack: a financial news show. Crack: another baseball game.
     �That I�m sorry,� he went on resolutely. �For what it�s worth, I�ve got two daughters myself. I can imagine what you must be feeling. If anything happened to either of them� well, I don�t know what Kelly and I would do. Kelly�s my wife. But at least you understand now that she�it�isn�t your daughter. When the crew finishes up at the crash site, we�ll be leaving. I�ll take her�it�Daufin�to Webb, and from there to Virginia. I�m going to ask Gunny to stay with you.�
     �Stay with us? Why?� Tom asked.
     �Just for a short while. A debriefing, I guess you�d call it. We�ll want to get statements from all of you, go through the house with a Geiger counter, try to find that black sphere again. And we don�t want this information leaking out. We want to control��
     �You don�t want it leaking out,� Tom repeated incredulously. �That�s just great!� He gave a short, harsh laugh. �Our daughter�s been taken away by some kind of damned alien thing, and you don�t want the information leaking out.� He felt the blood charge into his face. �What are we supposed to do? Just go on like it never happened?�
     Crack: not a channel changing this time, but a bat connecting with a baseball. The crowd roared.
     �I know you can�t do that, but we�re going to try to ease you away from this situation as best we can, with counseling, hypnosis��
     �We don�t need that!� Jessie snapped. �We need to know where Stevie is! Is she dead, or is she��
     �Safe,� Daufin interrupted.
     Jessie�s throat seized up. She looked at the creature. Daufin was staring at the baseball game, where a runner had slid into home plate. The ball was thrown back to the pitcher, and Daufin�s eyes followed its trajectory with intense interest.
     And then Daufin�s head racheted toward Jessie: a slow, halting motion, as if she was still unsure of how the bones fit together. �Safe,� she repeated. Her gaze locked on to the woman. �Ste-vie is safe, Jes-sie.�
     She managed a soft exhalation of breath: �What?�
     �Safe. Freed from in-ju-ry or risk, al-so se-cure from dan-ger or loss. Is that not a cor-rect in-ter�� Daufin paused, scanning dictionary pages in the massive, perfectly organized library of her memory banks. �In-ter-pre-ta-tion?�
     �Yes,� Rhodes replied quickly. His heart had jumped; this was the first time the creature had spoken for over an hour, since that stuff about �oscillating tympanum.� The TV channels had occupied her, and she�d been going through them again and again like a child with a new toy. �That�s correct. How is she safe? Where is she?�
     Daufin stood up awkwardly. She touched her chest. �Here.� Touched her head. �Somewhere else.� Her fingers fluttered in a gesture of distance.
     No one spoke. Jessie took a step forward; her little girl�s face watched her, eyes shining. �Where?� Jessie asked. �Please� I�ve got to know.�
     �Not far. A safe place. Trust me?�
     �How� can I?�
     �I am not here to hurt.� It was Stevie�s voice, yes, but it was whispery and ethereal as well, the sound of cool wind across reeds. �I chose this one� but not to hurt.�
     �Chose her?� Rhodes asked. �How?�
     �I call-ed this one. This one answer-ed.�
     �How do you mean, �called�?�
     A hint of frustration passed over the face. �I�� She spent a few seconds finding the proper term. �I sang-ed.�
     Rhodes felt close to pissing in his pants. An alien in the skin of a little girl stood before him, and they were talking. My God! he thought. What secrets she must know! �I�m Colonel Matt Rhodes, United States Air Force.� He heard his voice shake. �I want to welcome you to planet Earth.� Inwardly he cringed; it was corny as hell, but it seemed like the right thing to say.
     �Pla-net Earth,� she repeated carefully. Blinked. �In-sane forms here, par-don my terms.� She motioned toward the TV screen, where a baseball manager had his face right up in an umpire�s and was giving him a royal chewing out. �Ques-tion: why are these beings so small?�
     Tom realized what she meant. �No, those are just pictures. On TV. The pictures come through the air from a long way.�
     �From oth-er worlds?�
     �No. This one. Just other places.�
     Her eyes seemed to pierce him. �Are not the pic-tures true?�
     �Some of them are,� Rhodes said. �Like that baseball game. Some of them are just� playacting. Do you know what that means?�
     She thought. �Pre-tend. A false show.�
     �Right.� It had dawned on Rhodes, and the others too, how strange everything must appear to Daufin. Television, taken for granted by humans, would merit explanation, but along the way you�d have to explain about electricity, satellite transmissions, TV studios, news broadcasts, sports, and actors; the subject could be talked about for days, and still Daufin would have more questions.
     �Don�t you have TV?� Ray asked. �Or somethin� like it?�
     �No.� Daufin studied him for a few seconds, then looked at Tom. She touched the air around her eyes. �What are these? In-stru-ments?�
     �Glasses.� Tom removed his and tapped the lenses. �They help you see.�
     �See. Glasses. Yes.� She nodded, putting the concepts together. �Not all pre-sent can see?� She motioned to Rhodes and Jessie.
     �We don�t need glasses.� Again, Rhodes realized that the idea of eyeglasses was a tricky subject involving magnification, the grinding of lenses, optometry, a discussion of visual sense�another day-long conversation. �Some people can see without them.�
     She frowned, her face briefly taking on the appearance of a nettled little old lady�s. She understood absolutes, yet there seemed to be no absolutes here. Something was, and yet it was not. �This is a world of play-act-ing,� she observed, and her attention drifted back to the TV set. �Base-ball game,� she said, locating the term in her memory. �Play-ed with a bat and ball by two teams on a field with four bases ar-rang-ed in a di-a-mond.�
     �Hey!� Ray said excitedly. �They must have baseball in outer space!�
     �She�s reciting the definition from the dictionary,� Rhodes told him. �She must have a memory like a sponge.�
     Daufin watched another pitch. She couldn�t comprehend the purpose of this game, but it seemed to be a contest of angles and velocities based on the planet�s physics. She lifted her right arm in imitation of the pitcher�s, feeling the strange tug and weight of alien anatomy. What appeared to be a simple motion was more complex than it appeared, she decided. But the game�s apparently mathematical basis interested her, and it would merit further thought.
     Then she began to walk around the room, her hands occasionally touching the walls or other objects as if making sure they were real and not figments of playacting.
     Jessie was still balanced on a thin wire, and to fall would be frighteningly easy. Watching a creature wearing Stevie�s skin, hair, and face, strolling around the den as if on a Sunday visit to a museum, battered feverishly at her mind. �How do I know my daughter�s safe? Tell me!�
     Daufin touched a framed photograph of the family that sat on a shelf. �Be-cause,� she said, �I pro-tect.�
     �You protect her? How?�
     �I pro-tect,� Daufin repeated. �That is all to know.� Her interest went to another picture, then she drifted out of the den and into the kitchen.
     Rhodes followed her, but Jessie had had enough; she slumped into a chair, mentally exhausted and fighting off fresh tears. Tom stood by her, his hands rubbing her shoulders and trying to get his own mind straight, but Ray hurried after the colonel and Daufin.
     The creature stood watching the cat-clock�s eyes tick back and forth. Rhodes saw her smile, and she made a sound like a high, clear chime: laughter.
     �I think we�ve got a lot to talk about,� Rhodes said, his voice still shaky. �I guess there are quite a few things you�d like to know about us�our civilization, I mean. And of course we�ll want to know all about yours. In a few hours we�ll be taking a trip. You�ll be going to��
     Daufin turned. Her smile was gone, the face serious again. �I de-sire your aid. I de-sire to ex-it this plan-et, poss-i-ble if soon. I shall need a�� She pondered her choice of words. �A ve-hi-cle ca-pa-ble of ex-it-ing this plan-et. Be arrang-ed, can it?�
     �A vehicle? You mean� a spaceship?�
     �Wow,� Ray breathed, standing in the doorway.
     �Space-ship?� The term was unfamiliar, did not register in her memory. �A ve-hi-cle ca-pa-ble of ex-it��
     �Yes, I know what you mean,� Rhodes said. �An interstellar flight vehicle, like the one you came in on.� Something occurred to him to ask her. �How did you get out of that vehicle before it crashed?�
     �I�� Again, a pause to consider. �I e-ject-ed.�
     �In the black sphere?�
     �My pod,� she explained, with a note of resigned patience. �May I ex-pect to ex-it, when?�
     Oh, great! Rhodes thought; he saw where this conversation was leading. �I�m sorry, but it won�t be possible for you to exit� I mean, leave.�
     She didn�t reply. Just stared holes through him.
     �We don�t have interstellar flight vehicles here. Not anywhere on our planet. The closest we�ve got is called a space shuttle, and that only orbits the planet before it has to come back.�
     �De-sire to ex-it,� she repeated.
     �There�s no way. We don�t have the technology for that kind of vehicle.�
     She blinked. �No� way?�
     �None. I�m sorry.�
     Her expression changed in an instant; the face contorted with pain and dismay. �Cannot stay! Cannot stay!� she said emphatically. �Cannot stay!� She began to circle the room restlessly, her eyes wide and shocked, her steps halting. �Cannot! Cannot! Cannot!�
     �We�ll take care of you. We�ll make you comfortable. Please, there�s no reason to��
     �Cannot! Cannot! Cannot!� she repeated, shaking her head back and forth. Her hands twitched at her sides.
     �Please, listen� we�ll find a place for you to live. We�ll�� Rhodes touched her shoulder, and saw her head swivel toward him and her eyes fierce as lasers. He had time to think: Oh, shit�
     And then he was knocked back, skidding on his heels across the linoleum, a charge of energy pulsing up his arm, searing through his nerves, and making his muscles dance. His brain buzzed as the cells heated up, and he witnessed a nova explode behind his eyeballs. He went off his feet, crashed into the kitchen table, and scattered the contents of a bowl of fruit everywhere as the table broke beneath his weight. His eyelids fluttered, and his next conscious image was Tom Hammond bending over him.
     �She knocked the shit out of him!� Ray was saying excitedly. �He just touched her, and he sailed across the room! Is he dead?�
     �No, he�s coming around.� Tom glanced up at Jessie, who stood watching the creature. Daufin had frozen in the center of the room, mouth half open, eyes glazed, as if the entity had gone into suspended animation.
     �Knocked him on his ass!� Ray babbled on. �Wiped him out!�
     A stream of urine came from Stevie�s body and ran down the legs to the linoleum.
     �What are you?� Jessie shouted at the thing; it remained rock-steady, impassive.
     �Gunny, I want you to get out to the crash site,� Rhodes said, trying to sit up. His face was bleached of color, a thread of saliva dangling from his lower lip. Tom saw that his eyes were bloodshot. �I�ve got two daughters myself. A debriefing, I guess you�d call it. Chose her? How?� His brain was skipping tracks with violent speed. �I want to welcome you to planet Earth. We don�t need glas�huh?� He shook himself like a wet dog, his muscles still bunching and writhing like worms under his flesh. The urge to vomit almost overcame him. �What is it? What happened?� He had a headache fit to break his skull, and his legs were twitching with a will of their own.
     Jessie saw Daufin come back from wherever she�d been; the face grew expression again, one of urgent concern. �I hurt-ed. I hurt-ed.� It was said fretfully, and in a human might have been accompanied by the wringing of hands. �Still friends? Yes?�
     �Yeah,� Rhodes said; a cocked grin hung to his face, which looked moist and a little swollen. �Still friends.� He got to his knees and that was all he could do without Tom helping him up.
     �Cannot stay,� Daufin said. �Must ex-it this plan-et. Must have ve-hi-cle. I de-sire no hurt to come.�
     �No hurt to come?� Jessie had hold of her senses now. For better or worse, she had to trust this creature. �Come from where? You?�
     �No. From�� She shook her head, not finding the proper terms. �If I can not ex-it, there will be great hurt-ing.�
     �How? Who�ll be hurt?�
     �Tom. Ray. Rhodes. Jes-sie. Ste-vie. All here.� She opened her arms in a motion that seemed to include the entire town. �Dau-fin too.� She went to the kitchen window, reached up for the blind�s cord as she�d seen Jessie do, and gave a tentative pull, then reeled the blinds up. She squinted, seemed to be scanning the reddening sky. �Soon the hurt-ing will start,� she said. �If I cannot ex-it, you must. Go far a-way. Very far. Now.� She released the cord, and the blinds clattered back with the sound of dry bones clacking.
     �We� we can�t,� Jessie said, unnerved by Daufin�s matter-of-fact warning. �We live here. We can�t go.�
     �Then take me a-way. Now.� She looked hopefully at Rhodes.
     �We�re going to. Like I said, after the crew finishes up at the crash site.�
     �Now,� Daufin repeated forcefully. �If not now�� She trailed off, unable to put into words what she was trying to convey.
     �I can�t. Not until the helicopter gets back. My flying vehicle. Then we�ll get you to the air-force base.� He still felt like electricity was jumping through his nerves. Whatever had hit him, it was one hell of a concentrated energy bolt, probably a more powerful version of what she�d used to flip through the TV channels.
     �It must be now!� Daufin had come close to shouting, her face streaked with red light from the blinds. �Do you not un-der-stand��she struggled for a term, found what she needed��Eng-lish?�
     �I�m sorry. We can�t leave here until my aide gets back.�
     Daufin trembled, with either anger or frustration. Jessie thought the creature was going to pitch a fit, just as any child�or elderly woman�might. But in the next second Daufin�s face froze again, and then she stood motionlessly, one hand gripped into a fist at her side, the other outstretched toward the window. Five seconds passed. Ten. She did not move. Thirty seconds later, she was still in her statue trance.
     And she stayed that way.
     Maybe that was how she pitched a fit after all, Jessie thought. Or maybe she�d just checked out to do some heavy thinking. In any case, it didn�t appear she was coming back for a while.
     �Can I touch her and see if she falls over?� Ray asked.
     �Go to your room,� Jessie said. �Right now. Stay there until you�re called for.�
     �Come on, Mom! I was just foolin�! I wouldn�t really��
     �Go to your room,� Tom commanded, and Ray�s protests ceased. The boy knew that when his father said for him to do something, he�d better do it in a hurry.
     �Okay, okay. I don�t guess we�re going to be eatin� any dinner tonight, huh?� He picked up an apple and an orange from the floor and started for his room.
     �Wash those before you eat them!� Jessie told him, and he dutifully went into the bathroom to run water over the fruit before he disappeared, an outcast sentenced to solitary.
     Daufin, too, remained in solitary confinement.
     �I think I need to sit down.� Rhodes picked up a chair and eased into it. Even his spine felt bruised.
     Tom approached the creature and slowly waved his hand in front of her face. The eyes did not blink. He detected the rise and fall of her chest, though, and he started to reach for her pulse, but he thought about Rhodes flying through the air and he checked his motion. She was still alive, of course, and Stevie�s bodily functions seemed to be operating just fine. A light sheen of sweat glistened on the cheeks and forehead.
     �What did she mean? That about the hurting?� Jessie asked.
     �I don�t know.� Rhodes shook his head. �My ears are still ringing. She just about sent me through the damned wall.�
     Jessie had to cross in front of Daufin to reach the window; Daufin didn�t budge. Jessie pulled the blinds up to peer at the sky. The sun was setting, and to the west the sky had become a blast-furnace scarlet. There were no clouds.
     But a movement caught Jessie�s eye. She saw them then, and counted their number: at least a dozen vultures, circling Inferno like dark banners. Probably searching for carrion in the desert, she figured. The things could smell impending death several miles off. She did not like the sight, and she let the blinds fall back into place. There was nothing to do now but wait�either for Daufin to return from her isolation, or for Gunniston to come back in the helicopter.
     She gently touched her daughter�s auburn hair. �Careful!� Tom warned. But there was no shock, no brain-jarring bolt of energy. Just the feel of hair she�d brushed a thousand times under her fingers. Daufin�s�Stevie�s�eyes stared sightlessly.
     Jessie touched the cheek. Cool flesh. Put her index finger against the pulse in the throat. Slow�abnormally slow�but steady. She had no choice; she had to trust that somewhere, somehow, the real Stevie was alive and safe. To consider any other possibility would drive her crazy.
     She decided then that she was going to be okay. Whatever happened, she and Tom would see it through. �Well,� she said, and pulled her hand away from the pulse. �I�m going to make a pot of coffee.� She was amazed she could sound so steady when her guts felt like Jell-O. �That suit everybody?�
     �Make it strong, please,� Rhodes requested. �The stronger the better.�
     �Right.� And Jessie began to move about her kitchen with a purpose again as the frozen alien gestured toward the window and the cat-clock ticked off the seconds and the vultures silently gathered over Inferno.


18
New Girl in Town

Darkness began to claim the sky, and the sign on the First Texas Bank read 88°F. at 8:22.
     Under the incandescents of the garage stall, Cody had finished his work for the day and was assembling tools to tune up his motorcycle. Mr. Mendoza would close the station around nine o�clock, and then Cody would be faced with his usual decision: to sleep at home and have to face the old man sometime during the night; to crash at the fortress, which was as rowdy as a fraternity house in hell and reeked of marijuana fumes; or sleep atop the Rocking Chair, not the most comfortable roost but surely the most peaceful of his choices.
     He leaned over to pull some clean rags from a cardboard box and the little glass vial fell from his pocket, making a merry tinkling note as it hit the concrete. The vial didn�t break, and Cody quickly picked it up, though Mr. Mendoza was in his office reading the newspaper and waiting for the Trailways bus to pull in.
     Cody held the vial up and looked at the crystals. He�d tried cocaine once, on a dare from Bobby Clay Clemmons, and once was enough; he didn�t like the shit, because he understood how people could get hooked on it and feel like they couldn�t live without it. He�d seen several �Gades go off the deep end because of it, like Tank�s older brother Mitch, who four years ago had driven his Mustang onto the railroad tracks and crashed into an oncoming train at seventy miles an hour, killing not only himself but two girls and Mayor Brett�s son. Cody didn�t drink, either; the most he�d do is some low-powered zooming on a weed or two, but never when anybody�s life depended on his decisions. It was chickenshit to let drugs do your thinking for you.
     But he knew people who�d give their right arms for an inhale of what those crack crystals would put out. It would be an easy thing to go up to the fortress, cook them over a flame, and toke until his brains turned blue. But he knew they wouldn�t help him see the world any clearer; they�d just make him think that Mack Cade was the only way out of Inferno and he ought to jump at the sound of the master�s voice.
     He set the vial down atop the worktable, pondering the crystals for a moment and what Mr. Mendoza had said about a man being responsible for his actions. Maybe that was tired old bullshit, and maybe there was truth to it too.
     But he already knew what he�d decided.
     He lifted his right hand. In it was a ballpeen hammer. He brought it down on the vial, shattering it to pieces and crushing the yellow crystals. Then he used his left hand to brush the mess off the table and into a garbage pail, where it sank amid greasy rags and empty oil cans.
     Six hundred dollars a month was not the price of his soul.
     Cody put aside the hammer and continued gathering the wrenches and sockets he needed for his Honda.
     A horn rapped twice: deep bass hoots. The Trailways bus from Odessa. Cody didn�t look up, just kept at his task, and Mr. Mendoza went out to speak to the driver, who was from a town near his own in central Mexico.
     The passengers, most of them elderly people, filed off the bus to use the bathroom or the candy and soft-drink machines. But one of them was a young girl with a battered brown suitcase, and when she left the bus it was with finality; this was the end of her journey. She glanced over at the driver, saw him talking to a husky man with silver hair and a mustache. Then her gaze fell on the blond boy who was working in the garage stall, and she lugged the suitcase with her as she walked in his direction.
     Cody had all the tools he needed, and the new spark plugs were laid out. He knelt down to start in when a girl�s voice said, from behind him, �Excuse me.�
     �Bathroom�s through the door in the office.� He motioned with a nod of his head, used to being interrupted by the bus passengers.
     �Gracias, but I need some directions.�
     He looked around at her, and instantly stood up and wiped the grease from his hands onto the front of his already-grimy shirt.
     The girl was sixteen or maybe seventeen, with jet-black hair cut to her shoulders. Her tawny eyes, set in a high-cheekboned, oval face, made a thrill run along Cody�s backbone. She stood about five-six, was slender, and, in Cody�s lingo, a smash fox. Even if she was Mexican. Her skin was the color of coffee and cream, and she wore hardly any makeup except for some pale lip gloss. Her eyes surely didn�t need any artificial help, Cody thought; they were soulful and steady, if a little red-rimmed from a long bus trip. She was wearing a red-checked blouse and khaki trousers, black sneakers, and a small silver chain and heart that lay in the hollow of her throat.
     �Directions,� Cody repeated. There seemed to be too much saliva in his mouth; he was afraid he might drool, and then what would this smash fox think of him? �Uh� sure.� He imagined he must smell like a combination grease factory and barnyard. �Directions to where?�
     �I�m looking for a house. Do you know where Rick Jurado lives?�
     He felt as if a bucket of freezing water had been thrown into his face. �Uh� yeah, I do. Why?�
     �He�s my brother,� the smash fox said.
     And he answered, in a small voice, �Oh.�
     The blond boy didn�t say anything else. She�d seen his eyes narrow slightly when she�d mentioned Rick�s name. Why was that? A spark of light jumped from his skull earring. He was handsome in a rough kind of way, she decided. But he looked like trouble, and something deep in his eyes was dangerous too, something that might snap fast at you if you weren�t careful. She had the sensation that he was taking her apart and then fitting her back together again, joint by joint. �Well?� she prodded. �How do I get there?�
     �That way.� He motioned south. �Across the bridge, in Bordertown. He lives on Second Street.�
     �Gracias.� She knew the address from the letters he�d been sending. She began to walk away, carrying the suitcase that held all her belongings in the world.
     Cody let her go a few paces, couldn�t help but watch her tight rear end as she walked. Smash fox, he thought, even if she was Jurado�s sister. Damn, what a panic! He hadn�t even known Jurado had any brothers or sisters. Must take after their mother, he reasoned, because she sure doesn�t look anything like that wetback bastard! He knew other good-looking girls, but he�d never seen such a fine Mexican fox before; it was just kind of an added kick that she was a Jurado. �Hey!� he called after her, and she stopped. �Kinda long walk from here.�
     �I don�t mind.�
     �Maybe not, but it�s rough over there too.� He emerged from the stall, wiping the rest of the grease from his hands. �I mean, you never know what might happen.�
     �I can take care of myself.� She started off again.
     Right, he thought. Get yourself raped by some of those crazy fuckers too. He looked up, saw stars coming out. A dark red slash cut the western horizon, and a yellow full moon was on the rise. From the Inferno Baptist Church he heard wobbly piano chords and a few voices struggling for harmony at choir practice. Inferno�s lights had come on: the red flicker of neon at the Brandin� Iron, the white lights around the roof of the bank building, the garish multicolored bulbs over Cade�s used-car lot. Houses showed squares of yellow and the faint blue glows of TVs. The town had turned the power off at the apartment building, but the �Gades had used money from their treasury to buy portable incandescents at the hardware store, and those illuminated the corridors. Cody saw a blue pulse of light and a spiral of sparks from the junkyard, and he knew the night work had begun, somebody cutting metal with a blowtorch.
     He watched Jurado�s sister striding away, just about to reach the limits of the gas station�s lights. Looked as if the suitcase was going to win the battle of wills at any second. He smiled thinly as an idea crept into his thoughts. Jurado would scream so hard the grease would fly off his hair if he did what he was thinking. Why not do it? What did he have to lose? Besides, it would be fun�
     He decided. Got on the motorcycle and kickstarted the engine.
     �Cody!� Mr. Mendoza called, from where he stood jawing with the bus driver. �Where�re you goin�?�
     �To do a good deed,� he replied, and before the man could speak again Cody accelerated away. He swung the Honda in front of Jurado�s sister just at the edge of the lights, and she looked at him with puzzlement that became a flash of anger. �Hop on,� he offered.
     �No, I�ll walk.� She sidestepped the Honda and kept on going, the suitcase tugging mightily at her arm.
     He followed at her side, the engine putt-putting and Cody in the saddle but more or less walking the machine along. �I won�t bite.�
     No answer. Her steps had gotten faster, but the suitcase was holding her back.
     �I don�t even know your name. Mine�s Cody Lockett.�
     �You�re bothering me.�
     �I�m tryin� to help you.� At least she�d answered that time, which meant progress of a kind. �If you hold that suitcase between us and hang on, I�ll get you across the bridge and to your brother�s house in about two minutes.�
     She�d come this far alone, in a groaning bus with a man snoring noisily in a seat two rows behind her, and she knew she could make it the rest of the way. Besides, she didn�t know this boy and she didn�t accept rides with strangers. She glanced back, noting uneasily that there was no more light until she reached the protection of the glass orbs that illuminated the bridge. But the houses were close, and she didn�t really feel in any danger. If he tried anything, she could either swing the suitcase at him or drop it and claw at his eyes.
     �So what�s your name?� he tried again.
     �Jurado,� she answered.
     �Yeah, I know that. What�s your first name?�
     She hesitated. Then: �Miranda.�
     He repeated it. �That�s a nice name. Come on, Miranda; hop on and I�ll take you across the bridge.�
     �I said no.�
     He shrugged. �Okay, then. Don�t say I didn�t warn you about the Mumbler.� It came to him, just like that. �Good luck gettin� across the bridge.� He revved the engine, as if about to speed away.
     She took two more determined steps�and then her determination faltered. The suitcase had never felt so heavy. She stopped, put the suitcase down, and rubbed her shoulder.
     �What�s wrong?�
     �Nothing.�
     �Oh. I thought somethin� was wrong from the way you stopped.� He read it in her eyes. �Don�t worry about the Mumbler. He�s not usually creepin� around before eight-thirty.�
     She stuck her wrist in front of the Honda�s headlight. �It�s after eight-thirty,� she said, looking at her watch.
     �Oh. Yeah, so it is. Well, he�s not real active before nine.�
     �Who exactly are you talking about?�
     �The Mumbler.� Think fast, he told himself. �You�re not from around here, so you wouldn�t know. The Mumbler�s dug himself a cave somewhere along the Snake River; at least that�s what the sheriff thinks. Anyway, the Mumbler comes out of his cave at night and hides under the bridge. Sheriff thinks he might be a big Indian guy, about six feet eight or so, who went crazy a few years back. He killed a bunch of people and��think fast!��and got acid thrown in his face. Sheriff�s been tryin� to catch him, but the Mumbler�s quick as a sidewinder. So that�s why nobody crosses the bridge on foot after dark; the Mumbler might be underneath it. If you don�t cross over real quick, the Mumbler�s up on that bridge like greased smoke, and he takes you down with him. Just like that.� He paused; she was still listening. �You�d do better if you ran across the bridge. �Course, that suitcase looks mighty heavy. You set it down on the bridge, and he�s likely to hear the thump. The trick is to get across before he knows you�re there.� He gazed for a moment at the bridge. �Looks longer than it is, really,� he said.
     She laughed. The boy�s expression during the telling had gone from cool to mock sinister. �I�m not a dumb kid!� she said.
     �It�s the truth!� He held up his right hand. �Honest Injun!�
     Which made her laugh again. He realized he liked the sound of her laughter: it was clean, like what Cody envisioned the sound of a mountain stream over smooth stones must be like, someplace where snow made everything white and new.
     Miranda hefted her suitcase again. Her shoulder protested. �I�ve heard some tall tales before, but that one wears elevator boots!�
     �Well, go on, then.� He feigned exasperation. �But don�t stop once you start across. Just keep goin�, no matter what you hear or see.�
     She regarded the bridge. Not much to look at, just gray concrete and pools of light and shadow. One of the glass globes had burned out, so there was a larger shadow pool about ten feet from the far side. She found herself thinking that if there really was a Mumbler, that would be the place he might strike. She hadn�t come all the way from Fort Worth, changing buses in Abilene and again in Odessa, to get killed by a big scar-faced Indian. No, it was a made-up story, just to get her scared! Wasn�t it?
     �Full moon,� Cody said. �He likes full moons.�
     �If you touch one place you�re not supposed to,� she told him, �I�ll knock you cross-eyed.� She held the suitcase upright, close to her chest, and sat behind Cody.
     Bingo! he thought. �Grab my sides.� She took his dirty shirt between tentative fingers. �We�re gonna give it some gas to clear the bridge before the Mumbler knows we�re there. Hold tight!� he warned�and then he let the engine rev until it howled. He kicked it into first gear.
     The �motorcycle shuddered and reared back, and for an instant Cody felt his heart leap into his throat and he thought the extra weight was going to tip them over. He leaned forward, fighting gravity. Miranda clenched her teeth on a scream. But then the Honda was shooting along Republica Road, the front end bounced down and burned rubber, and they were heading toward the bridge with the wind in their faces.
     Miranda�s hands gripped into his sides, about to claw the meat from his ribs.
     They shot onto the bridge, cocooned in a roar. The bridge�s ornate lampposts with their smoked-glass globes flashed past. Here came the biggest pool of shadow; it seemed as large as a tarpit to Miranda.
     And then Cody had a wild hair. He just had to do it.
     He yelled, �There�s the Mumbler!� and jerked the Honda into the left lane as if to escape something slithering over the bridge�s right side.
     She shrieked. Her arms clutched at his chest, the suitcase pinned between them and about to blow the breath out of both of them. Her hair was flying around her shoulders, and for a gut-wrenching second she imagined something had plucked at it with an oozy hand, trying to tear her right off the cycle. Her shriek kept spilling out, her eyes about to jump from their sockets�but suddenly the shriek reached its limit and gurgled into laughter, because she knew there was no Mumbler and there never had been, but they were through the shadow and off the bridge and now Cody was cutting his speed on the streets of Bordertown.
     She couldn�t stop laughing, though she didn�t know this boy�this gringo�and didn�t trust his hands not to wander down to her legs. But they did not. She loosened her grip on his sides, holding on to his shirt again, and Cody relaxed because she�d just about pinched hunks of skin off him. He laughed with her, but his eyes were wary and flicking from side to side. He had entered the kingdom of the Rattlesnakes, and he had to watch his ass. But at least for the moment, he figured he sure had a pretty insurance policy perched behind him.
     Cody swerved onto Second Street, avoided a couple of roaming dogs, and powered toward Jurado�s house.
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One Night

While Cody had been spinning his yarn about the Mumbler, Ray Hammond stared from the window of his room and let himself think what might happen if he was to go AWOL.
     I�d get my butt beat, that�s what, he decided. And I�d deserve it too.
     But still�
     He�d been in his room for about two hours, had plugged the headphones into his boom box and listened to Billy Idol, Clash, Joan Jett, and Human League tapes while he worked on a plastic model of a SuperBlitzer Go-Bot. His mother had come in about twenty minutes ago, bringing him a ham sandwich, some potato chips, and a Pepsi, and had told him that Daufin was still motionless in the kitchen. It was best that he stay here, out of the way, until the air-force men took the creature away, she�d said�and Ray had seen how that idea tore his mother up inside, but what was her choice? The thing in the kitchen was no longer Stevie; that was a bone-dry fact.
     Thinking about his sister being gone, while her body stood in the kitchen, was a weird trip. Ray had always thought of Stevie as a little monkey, getting into his tape collection, his models, even once almost finding the cache of Penthouse magazines at the back of his closet, but of course he loved the brat; she�d been around for six years, and now�
     And now, he thought, she was gone but her body remained. But what had Daufin meant about Stevie being protected? Was Stevie gone forever, or not? Weird, weird trip.
     From his window he could see a blue neon sign farther down Celeste Street, between the Boots �n Plenty shoestore and the Ringwald Drugstore; the sign read WARP ROOM. That was where everybody would be hanging out tonight, playing the arcade games and buzzing about the helicopter landing in Preston Park. They�d be cooking up rumors right and left, really throwing the tales around, and the place would be full of smash foxes. And of everybody there�all the �Gades and jocks and party animals�only he would know the truth.
     Right, he told himself. My sister got dusted today, and I�m thinking about girls. X Ray, you�re the king turd, man.
     But his mother had said something to him about twenty minutes ago that he heard a lot: Stay out of the way.
     That seemed to be his middle name. Ray Stay out of the way Hammond. If it wasn�t the older guys saying it to him at school, it was his own folks. Even Paco LeGrande, today, had been telling him to stay out of the way. Ray knew he was a zero with girls and not too sharp on looks, his talent in sports was nonexistent, and all anybody like him could do was stay out of the way.
     �Dammit,� he said, very softly. The Warp Room beckoned him. But he was supposed to stay here, and he knew for sure that Colonel Rhodes didn�t want him going outside and telling everybody that an alien had come to visit Inferno. Forget it, he thought. Just stay here, out of the way.
     But for one night�one night�he could stroll into the Warp Room and be somebody, even if he didn�t tell a soul.
     Before he knew what his fingers were doing, he unhooked the window�s latch.
     Going AWOL was a serious offense, he thought. Like Dad-would-blow-his-top kind of offense. Indefinite-grounding offense.
     One night.
     He pushed the window up about three inches; it made a faint skreeking noise.
     Still can change your mind, he told himself. But he figured his folks wouldn�t check in with him for a while; he could go to the Warp Room and come back before they ever knew he was gone.
     He pushed the window up another few inches.
     �Ray?� A knock at his door, and his father�s voice.
     He froze. He knew his dad wouldn�t come in without being invited. �Yes sir?�
     �You all right?�
     �Yes sir.�
     �Listen� sorry I jumped you. It�s just, you know, that this is kind of a trying time for everybody. We don�t know what Daufin�s doing, and� we want Stevie back, if that�s possible. Maybe it�s not. But we can hope, huh?� Tom paused, and in that pause Ray almost slid the window back down, but the Warp Room�s blue neon burned in his eyeglasses. �You want to come out? I think it�d be okay.�
     �I�m�� Oh, Lord, he thought. �I�m� just gonna listen to some music, Dad. On my headphones. I�ll just stay in here, out of the way.�
     There was a silence. Then: �Sure you�re all right?�
     �Yes sir. I�m sure.�
     �Okay. Well, come on out when you want.� Ray heard his father�s footsteps, moving along the corridor to the den. Murmured voices, Dad and Mom talking.
     It was time to go, if he was going. He slid the window all the way up, climbed out with his heart pounding a fugitive rhythm; he slid the window down when he was out, and he ran along Celeste Street toward the Warp Room. If there was one thing he could do well, it was run.
     But he found the Warp Room not nearly as crowded as he�d expected; in fact, only six or seven kids were inside, milling around the pinball machines. The Warp Room�s walls were painted deep violet, with sparkly stars dashed here and there. Day-Glo painted planets dangled on wires from the ceiling, being stirred into small orbits by the fans. Arcade machines�Galaxian, Neutron, Space Hunter, Gunfighter, and about ten more�stood bleeping and burping for attention. Every so often the speaker atop the Space Hunter machine boomed out a metallic challenge: �Attention, Earthlings! Do you dare do battle with Space Hunter? Prepare for action! Prepare to be destroyed!�
     At the back of the place, its manager�an elderly man named Kennishaw�sat on a folding metal chair reading a copy of Texas Outdoorsman magazine. A change-making machine stood next to him, and on the wall was a sign demanding NO CURSING, NO BETTING, NO FIGHTING.
     �X Ray! How�s it hangin�, man?�
     Ray saw Robby Falkner standing with Mike Ledbetter over by the Galaxian machine. Both of them were freshmen, and both of them were Nerd Club members in good standing. �Yo, Ray!� Mike called, in a voice that hadn�t yet lost its childhood squeak. Ray walked to them, glad to see anybody he knew. He noted a �Gade standing near the back, playing pinball; the boy�s name was Stoplight, because his hair was dyed red on top and green on the sides.
     �How�s it goin�?� Robby gave Ray a high five while Mike concentrated on beating a few more points out of Galaxian.
     �Okay. How about you?�
     �I�ll do. Man, that was neat about the chopper, huh? I saw it take off. Man, that was neat!�
     �I saw it too,� Mike commented. �Know what I heard? It wasn�t any meteor that fell, no way! It was a satellite the Russians put up. One of those death satellites, and that�s why it�s radioactive.�
     �Yeah, well you know what Billy Thellman heard?� Robby leaned in closer, gathering the other boys together to share a secret. �It wasn�t any meteor or a satellite.�
     �So what was it?� Ray kept his voice cool.
     �It was a jet. A super-secret jet that crashed. Billy Thellman said he knew somebody who drove out there to see it, only the air-force men have got Cobre Road blocked off. So this guy started out on foot, and he walked and walked until he came across this crane scoopin� pieces of somethin� off the ground, and all these men in radiation suits. Anyway, they stopped this guy out there and they took his name and address and they got his fingerprints on a little white card too. They said they could take him to jail for sneakin� around out there.�
     �Gnarly,� Mike said.
     �Right. So they asked him what he�d seen, and he told �em, and that�s when they let him in on the secret. Billy says he heard it was an F-911, and that was the only one the air force had.�
     �Wow,� Ray said.
     �Man, look at her!� Mike whispered, furtively motioning to a lean blond girl who hung on the shoulder of a boy playing Gunfighter. �That�s Laurie Rainey. Man, I hear she can just about suck the chrome off a fender!�
     �Smash fox,� Robby observed. �She�s got skinny legs, though.�
     �Man, you wouldn�t think they were skinny if they were wrapped around your ass! Shit!� Mike thumped the Galaxian machine with his fist, because the game had ended and he hadn�t beat his best score. Old Eagle Eyes Kennishaw saw it, and hollered, �Hey, boy! Don�t you hit on the machines!� His ire vented, he returned to his magazine.
     The three boys drifted past Laurie Rainey for a closer look, and were rewarded with a whiff of her perfume. She was holding on to her date�s belt, which Mike pointed out in a whisper was a sure sign that a girl was hotter than a short-fused firecracker.
     �How come you�re so quiet?� Robby asked Ray when they�d wandered over to the row of pinball machines.
     �Me? I�m not quiet.�
     �Are so. Man, you�re usually jawin� up a storm. Folks on your case?�
     �No.�
     �So what it is, then?� Robby leaned against a machine and cleaned his fingernails with a match.
     �Nothin�. I�m just quiet, that�s all.� It burned in him, but he knew he must not spill it.
     Mike jabbed him in the ribs. �I think you�re hidin� somethin�, cockhead.�
     �No, I�m not. Really.� Ray dug his hands into his pockets and stared at a spot on the discolored linoleum. That crap about an F-911 had almost brought a laugh out, and he struggled not to smile. �Forget it.�
     �Forget what?� Robby asked, fired up by the idea that a secret was being kept. �Come on, X Ray! Let�s hear it!�
     It was so close to being told. In one more minute, he might be the most sought-after kid in Inferno. All kinds of smash foxes would be crowding around to hear. But no, he couldn�t do it! It wasn�t right! Still, his mouth was starting to open, and what would come out of it he didn�t know. He was forming the words in his mind: Let�s just say I know it wasn�t any damned F-9�
     �Looky here, looky here! Where�s your girlfriend, fuckmeat?�
     Ray knew that slurred, dark-toned voice. He whirled toward the doorway.
     Three of them were standing there: Paco LeGrande, a plastic splint along the bridge of his nose and bandages stuck to his cheeks and forehead to secure it; Ruben Hermosa, grinning and damp-faced, his eyes bloodshot on weed; and Juan Diegas, another husky Rattlesnake.
     Paco limped just a little as he took two steps forward, his combat boots clunking on the floor. All conversations within the Warp Room had ceased, all attention riveted to the invaders. �I asked you where your girlfriend was,� Paco repeated, smiling thinly, his face swollen and purple circles ringing his eyes. He cracked his knuckles. �She�s not around to save your skinny ass, is she?�
     �Attention, Earthlings!� the Star Hunter�s speaker boomed. �Do you dare do battle with Star Hunter? Prepare for action! Prepare to be destroyed!�
     �Oh, shit,� Mike Ledbetter whispered, and quickly backpedaled from Ray�s side. Robby stood his ground a few seconds longer before he, too, abandoned Ray to his fate.
     �You�d better get out, man!� It was Stoplight. �You�re on �Gade territory!�
     �Was I talkin� to you? Shut your hole, you fuckin� freak!�
     Stoplight wasn�t nearly as big as the boys who blocked the door, and he knew he had no chance against them. �We don�t want any trou��
     �Shut up!� Juan Diegas roared. �Your ass is mine, fucker!�
     Kennishaw was on his feet. �Listen here! I won�t have that kind of language in��
     With one quick, enraged motion, Paco turned and grasped a pinball machine. Muscles twitched in his forearms, and he threw the entire thing over on its side. Tilt bells rang madly, glass shattered, and sparks shot from the machine�s innards.
     The other kids trembled like live wires in a high wind. Kennishaw�s face reddened, and he reached for the pay phone on the wall, his hand digging for a quarter.
     �You want to keep that hand, you sonofabitch?� Paco asked him�not loudly, just matter-of-factly. Kennishaw saw the fury in the boy�s eyes, and fear lanced him; he blinked, his mouth working but making no noise. The red cast of his face was fading to gray. He pulled his hand out of his pocket, quarterless.
     �Muchas gracias.� Paco sneered. His gaze jerked back to Ray Hammond. �You had a real good laugh at me today, didn�t you?�
     Ray shook his head. Paco�s eyes were inflamed, and Ray knew all three Rattlers had to be in the stratosphere on maryjane or they wouldn�t have dared come to the Warp Room.
     �You callin� me a liar, you li�l fruit?� Two more strides, and Paco was within strike range.
     �No.�
     Juan and Ruben laughed. Ruben leapt up, grabbed a papier-mâché model of Saturn and yanked it off its wire. Juan slammed into the Aqua Marines machine like a mad bull and crashed it to the floor.
     �Please� don�t�� Kennishaw begged, plastered against the wall like a butterfly.
     �I say you are,� Paco prodded. �I say I heard you laughin� at me, and now you�re callin� me a liar.�
     If his heart beat any harder, Ray figured he was going to sound like a human drum. He almost retreated from Paco, but what was the point? There was nowhere to run. He had to stand and deal with it, and hope that some �Gades would walk through the door real soon.
     �Nobody wants to fight, man!� Stoplight said. �Why don�t you take off?�
     Paco grinned. �I want to fight.� And there was a crash and sizzle of sparks as Juan threw over another machine. Paco stared fixedly at Ray. �I told you, didn�t I? I told you to stay out of my way.�
     Ray swallowed. Laurie Rainey was watching, and Robby, and Mike, and all the others. He knew he was about to be beaten; that was a fact. But there were worse things, and one of them was cringing. He felt a tight grin ripple across his mouth, saw that it puzzled even Paco for a second. Ray stepped forward to meet him, and said, �Fuck you.�
     The blow was so fast he didn�t even see it coming. It hit him in the jaw, lifted him off his feet, and knocked him into the Neutron machine. He went down on his knees, his glasses hanging from one ear and the taste of blood in his mouth. Paco�s fist closed on his shirt, began to reel him to his feet.
     Stoplight ran for the door, but Juan Diegas was quick; he aimed a kick that hit Stoplight in the shoulder and brought a yell of pain from him. Stoplight fell, and at once Juan was on him, flailing with his fists.
     Ray saw Paco�s leering face above him. He raised his fist to strike that face, but his arm was caught and pinned. Behind Paco, Ruben was leaping up, whooping with glee every time he plucked a planet off its wire.
     Paco�s fist lifted. It looked giant-sized, the knuckles scarred and rough.
     Ray thrashed to escape, balanced on the toes of his sneakers. He could find no traction.
     The fist reared back, hesitated�then whammed forward.
     His mouth bleeding, Ray skidded backward under a pinball machine.
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Wreckage

�Safe and sound,� Cody said as he pulled the cycle to the curb in front of Rick Jurado�s house. Miranda got off, clutching her suitcase, her hair wild and windblown.
     �Anybody ever tell you you drive too fast?�
     �Nope.� He glanced around; no Rattlers on the street, not yet at least. The sound of hammers rang from Cade�s junkyard.
     �Well, I�m telling you. You could�ve gotten us killed.�
     �You can get killed by breathin� around here,� he answered. �Better get on inside.� He nodded toward the house; the yellow porch light was on. In the air he could smell onions and beans. �I�ll wait till you make it in.�
     �You don�t have to.�
     �No sweat,� he said, but he was sweating under his arms.
     �Thanks for the ride. And for saving me from the Mumbler too.� She smiled faintly, then started for the house.
     �Anytime.� Cody revved the engine, watching as she climbed the steps and knocked at the door. She was okay, he decided. Too bad that� well, just too bad.
     The door opened. Cody saw Rick Jurado�s face in the yellow light. �Brought you a present, Ricky!� he shouted, and as Rick stared, bewildered and shocked, Cody spun the Honda around in a tight circle and rocketed away along Second Street.
     �Damned crazy fool!� Rick raged, in Spanish�and then he looked at the girl who stood at his front door with a suitcase in her hand.
     �Hi,� she said.
     He answered, �Hi,� not recognizing her; but in the next second the bottom dropped out of his composure. The last picture she�d sent him had been over two years ago, and in those two years she had changed from a little girl to a woman. �Miranda?�
     Her suitcase thumped to the porch�s boards, and she reached for her brother. He put his arms around her, lifted her off her feet, and squeezed; he heard her make a small sob, and his eyes were burning too. �Miranda� Miranda, I can�t believe this! How�d you get here? I just can�t�� And then it hit him: Cody Lockett, with his sister. He almost dropped her, and as he set her down his eyes had gone maniacal. �What were you doin� with Lockett?�
     �Nothing. He just gave me a ride.�
     �Did he touch you? I swear to God, if he touched you��
     �No, no!� His expression was scaring her. It was not the face of the gentle brother who wrote her letters with a graceful, precise hand. �He didn�t do anything except bring me from the bus stop!�
     �You stay away from him! He�s trash! You understand?�
     �No, I don�t!� But she did, in that moment; she saw Rick�s metal-studded bracelets�the macho fashion of many of the boys who ran with the gangs in Fort Worth�and she remembered how Cody had reacted when she�d mentioned Rick�s name. Bad blood, she thought. �It�s all right. I�m fine.�
     He was trembling with anger. How dare that bastard touch Miranda! It was yet another score that must be settled. But he forced the rage off his face and coiled it up inside, to wait. �I�m sorry. I didn�t mean to get hot. Come inside!� He picked up her suitcase and took her hand. Once inside the house, he closed and bolted the door. �Sit down, please!� He started bustling around, trying to straighten up the dusty room.
     �Where�s Paloma?�
     �Sleeping.� His street inflections were gone. He brushed off the sofa�s pillows and plumped them up. �I�ll go wake her��
     �No, not yet. First I have to talk to you alone.�
     He frowned. That sounded serious. �What is it?�
     Miranda walked across the room to Paloma�s shelf of ceramic birds. She picked up a cardinal and ran her fingers over its wings. �I�m not going back to Fort Worth,� she said finally. �Not ever.�

     �Bash him!� Ruben shouted merrily. �Bash the li�l fucker!�
     Paco had hold of Ray�s ankles and was trying to pull him out from underneath the pinball machine, but Ray grasped one of its legs and wasn�t about to let go. His glasses had spun away, and blood drooled from his mouth. Still, his mind was clear; he thought he knew what it must be like to be a wounded animal set upon by vultures.
     Robby Falkner screwed up his guts and charged, but Paco whirled upon him and smashed him in the face�one, two, three quick blows. Robby�s nose burst open, and the boy gave a small weak cry as he fell.
     On the floor Stoplight scrabbled away from Juan Diegas, who began to attack the arcade machines again. �Stop it! Please stop it!� Kennishaw hollered, crouching in a corner. Stoplight saw the open door in front of him and, one eye swollen shut and a gash across his cheek from a signet ring, he got up and ran onto the street. Behind him, Juan roared, �Wreckage!� and threw over the Gunfighter machine, which shot blue sparks and began to vomit forth its quarters.
     Stoplight kept going past the sheriff�s office. This was Renegade business, and he knew exactly what to do.

     �It�s her, isn�t it?� Rick�s eyes were black and fierce. �What�s she done to you?�
     �It�s not that. I just had to get��
     He took her right hand. The palm was dry and cracked, the fingernails broken�she had the hands of a laborer instead of a Fort Worth high school junior. �I see,� he said tautly. �She�s had you scrubbing floors.�
     Miranda shrugged. �I did some work for a few people, after school. It wasn�t much. Just sweeping, washing dishes, and��
     �Carting some fat gringo�s garbage to the street?�
     �It was a job.� She pulled her hand away from his. �It wasn�t her idea. It was mine.�
     �Yeah.� Rick smiled bitterly. �And there you were being a maid while she sat around waiting for her pimp to call, huh?�
     �Stop.� Her gaze met his. �Just stop. You don�t know, so you can�t say.�
     �I do know! Hell, I read your letters! I kept them all! Maybe you never spelled it out, but I can read between the lines pretty good! She�s a worthless puta, and I don�t know why you stayed with her this long!�
     Miranda was silent. She returned the cardinal to its place on the shelf. �No one�s worthless. That�s why I stayed.�
     �Yeah, well thank Mother Mary you got away before she could turn you into a whore too!�
     She pressed a finger to his lips. �Please,� she implored. �Let�s talk nice, all right?�
     He kissed her finger, but his eyes remained brooding.
     �Look what I still have!� Miranda went to her suitcase, unlatched it, and dug through clothes until she found a many-times-folded piece of paper. She began carefully unfolding it, and Rick saw where it had been taped at the seams to keep it from falling apart. He knew what it was, but he let her open it and display it to him. �See? It looks almost new.�
     On the paper was a self-portrait, done in pastel crayons about three years ago. His face�a lot younger then, he thought�was drawn with thick and aggressive lines, lots of black shadow, and red highlights. It looked damned amateurish to him now. He�d done it in about an hour or so, while staring into a mirror in his room.
     �Do you still draw?� Miranda asked him.
     �A little.� In his room, in a box under the bed, were dozens of pastel studies, most of them on lined notebook paper, of Bordertown, the desert, Rocking Chair Ridge, and the face of his grandmother. But it was a private thing he did, and no one but Miranda and Paloma knew about it. He refused to put any of his drawings up in the house for fear that the other Rattlers might see.
     �You should do something with your talent,� Miranda persisted. �You should go to art school or��
     �No more school. Tomorrow�s my last day, and then I�m through.�
     �What are you going to do, then?�
     �I�ve already got a good job, at the hardware store.� He hadn�t mentioned in any of his letters that he was a lowly stockboy. �I�m� uh� in inventory control. I figure maybe I can start painting houses on weekends. A fast house painter can make a lot of money.�
     �You can do better than that, and you know it. This says you can.� She held up the self-portrait.
     �No more school,� he said firmly.
     �Mama always said you were�� She stopped, knowing she was treading near a minefield, and then continued: �As hard to move as a mule train.�
     �She was right. For once.� He watched as Miranda gently refolded the drawing and put it away. �So what happened?� he asked her, and waited to hear the whole story, even though he knew it was going to tear him apart.

     �Cody! Cody!�
     He looked up from putting the tools away in the garage stall. Stoplight was staggering toward him, nearly falling, his face a mask of blood. �They�re killin� him, Cody!� Stoplight said, struggling for breath. He bent over, about to puke, and drops of blood spattered on the concrete. �Mr. Hammond�s kid. X Ray. The Rattlers. They�re at the Warp Room, and they�re killin� him, man!�
     �How many?� Ice water had flooded his veins, but a hard hot pulse beat in his skull.
     �I don�t know.� He thought his brains must be knocked loose. �Five or six. Seven, maybe.� Mendoza had been counting money from the register, and now he came out and saw the boy�s bloody face; he stopped short, his mouth gaping.
     Cody had no hesitation. He reached for the wall and lifted off a leather tool belt that held an array of wrenches, drawing it tight around his waist and buckling it. �Go find Tank, Bobby Clay, Davy, anybody and everybody you can. Move it!� Stoplight nodded, mustered his strength, and ran away, an obedient soldier. At once Cody was astride his motorcycle, and Mendoza�s cry of �Cody! Wait!� was drowned out by the engine firing. Cody sped off into the darkness.
     �Dammit!� Mendoza ran for the telephone in his office and hurriedly dialed the sheriff. One of the night deputies, Leland Teal, answered and Mendoza started telling him there was going to be a gang fight but Teal spent precious seconds fumbling for a pencil and paper to take down the information.
     Cody skidded to a stop in front of the Warp Room. His insides cold and his eyes aflame, he strode through the doorway and saw the carnage.
     Arcade machines had been overturned, spitting sparks across the floor. Ruben Hermosa was kicking the glass out of one of them, and from the back old Kennishaw was in a corner moaning �No� please� no�� Juan Diegas had hold of some kid�Robby Falkner, Cody thought it was�and was methodically rubbing the boy�s face on the floor, leaving bloody streaks. Other kids cringed at the rear of the Warp Room.
     And there was Paco LeGrande, splinted nose and all, kicking at Ray Hammond, who had curled up under a pinball machine and was desperately trying to protect his testicles. Cody heard the breath hiss between X Ray�s teeth as one of those big combat boots struck his shoulder, and Cody said, �That�s enough.�
     Paco stopped kicking, turned and grinned. Ruben Hermosa ceased his destruction, and Juan Diegas released Robby Falkner, who lay sobbing.
     �Hey, man!� Paco said, and showed his palms. �We�re jus� havin� us a li�l party.�
     �Party�s over,� Cody told him. He glanced quickly around. Only three Rattlers; what was that shit about five of them being here? Well, maybe LeGrande and Diegas made two apiece.
     �I think the party�s jus� startin�,� Paco replied; his grin froze into a rictus, and he began striding forward, his boots clumping, his body getting ready to launch itself at Lockett.
     Cody let him come on, and didn�t move.
     But when Paco was almost upon him, Cody�s hand blurred to his tool belt. It came away with a wrench, and he flung it before Paco could register what was going to happen.
     The wrench hit Paco�s collarbone with a solid crunch. Paco yelled in pain and staggered back into Ruben, his face contorted even further. The wrench clattered to the floor.
     Juan Diegas charged, was too fast for Cody to dodge. The Rattler hit him, head to belly, knocked the air from his lungs, and lifted him off his feet. He crashed into the Commando machine, and Juan pummeled wildly at his ribs. Cody jabbed an uppercut at Juan�s chin, only grazed it, hooked his fingers into the Rattler�s eyes, and twisted. This time Juan screamed and backpedaled, madly rubbing his scratched eyeballs. Cody wasted no time; he took a step forward, planted himself, and kicked Juan in the stomach. The other boy wheezed and went down.
     Ruben Hermosa swung at Cody, caught him in the jaw, and rocked him back. Another blow grazed Cody�s forehead. He lifted his arms, warded off a third punch, gripped Ruben�s T-shirt, and slammed his fist into the boy�s face; it was an instinct shot, and hit Ruben smack in the nose. Blowing blood, Ruben tried to retreat but Cody was all over him, hitting him in the face with pistonlike blows. Ruben staggered, his knees buckled�and then Paco leapt over the Solar Fortress machine and hit Cody with a bodyblock that knocked him sprawling.
     Ruben scurried for the door on his hands and knees. Once outside, he got up and ran for Bordertown.
     Cody had blood in his mouth, and his vision was hazed. He could hear the big boots coming, and he thought, Get up or you�re buzzard bait! He tried to stand, but he knew he was too late. One of Paco�s boots hit him under the right arm, sending jolts of pain shooting through his ribs. �Stomp him!� he heard Juan shout. Cody twisted, and the next kick caught his shoulder. His vision was clearing but his legs wouldn�t move fast enough. He looked up, saw Paco towering over him and another kick about to be delivered. He had the mental image of it hitting his chin, knocking his head back, and snapping his neck like a chicken�s. He had to move, and quick.
     But before he could, a figure leapt upon Paco LeGrande�s back and knocked the Rattler off balance. The kick never came. Cody saw X Ray�s bleeding face�and the little sonofabitch was snarling.
     Paco shouted with rage and reached back to tear X Ray off�but the smaller boy grabbed Paco�s nose splint and gave it a mighty yank.

     �I love her.� Miranda�s voice was quiet, her hands folded before her as she sat on the sofa. �But I couldn�t stay with her anymore. I couldn�t stand it.�
     Rick waited without pressing her, because he knew there was more and it had to come out.
     �It got worse with the men,� Miranda went on. �She started bringing them to the apartment. Those apartments� they have such thin walls.� She picked at a broken fingernail, unable to look at her brother. �She met this guy. He wanted her to go to California with him. She said he��a tortured smile flickered across her mouth��made her feel pretty. And do you know what else she said?� She forced herself to meet his solemn gaze. He was waiting to hear it. �She said� we could make a lot of money in California. The both of us. She said that now I was old enough to start making some real money.�
     Rick sat without moving, his eyes deep ebony and his face like chiseled stone, but inside he was writhing. Their mother had left him here with Paloma when he was five years old and taken three-year-old Miranda with her; their father had abandoned them just after Miranda was born. Where Esteban Jurado was, Rick didn�t know, nor did he particularly care, but over the years his mother had written him and Paloma chatty letters about her �modeling� career. There always seemed to be a big break on the horizon that never materialized, and gradually the letters were written more and more by Miranda. Rick had gotten very good at reading between the lines.
     �I know what you�re thinking, but you�re wrong,� Miranda said. �She was giving me a choice. I could either leave, or go to California with her. But I don�t believe she really wanted me to. I believe she wanted me to pack my bag and go to the bus station and buy a ticket to Inferno, just like I did. That�s what I believe.� Her expression was as firm as his, but the glitter of tears had begun to show. �Please, Rick� please don�t try to make me think that isn�t true.�
     �Ricardo?� Paloma�s voice drifted from the hallway. Before he could get up to help her, Paloma walked into the room, dressed in her cotton nightgown and her white hair disarrayed from sleep. �I heard you talking to someone.�
     �Grandmother,� Miranda said�and Paloma abruptly halted, angling her head toward the dimly seen figure who stood up from the sofa.
     �Who��
     �It�s me, Grandmother.� The girl approached her, gently took one of her thin, age-spotted hands. �It�s��
     �Miranda,� the old woman whispered. �Oh� Miranda� my little Miranda!� She touched the girl�s hand, ran trembling fingers over Miranda�s features. �All grown up!� The last time she�d seen the child was as a three-year-old, being carried north in a Trailways bus. �Oh! So lovely! So lovely!� Miranda began to cry, tears of joy this time, and hugged her grandmother. And what Paloma would never tell either Miranda or Rick was that she�d been standing in the hallway for a long while, and had heard everything.
     �Guerra! Guerra!� someone was shouting out in the street. Dogs started barking like crazy.
     �What�s that?� Paloma asked sharply. The shout kept coming: �Guerra! Guerra!� They all knew what it meant: gang war.
     Rick had a knot in his throat; he turned away from his grandmother and sister and ran out to the porch. Ruben Hermosa was standing in the middle of Second Street, his T-shirt splattered with blood and his jeans wet and muddy from crossing the Snake River�s putrid ditch. He was hollering at the top of his voice, and Rick saw Zarra come out of his house, and then Joey Garracone from his house up the street, followed by Ramon Torrez from next door. Other Rattlers were responding, and dogs barked frantically and raced across the yards, raising whirlwinds of dust.
     Rick sprinted down the steps. �Shut up!� he yelled, and Ruben did. �What are you babblin� about, man?�
     �The �Gades!� Ruben said, his nose oozing blood. �At the Warp Room, man!� He clutched at Rick�s shirt. �An ambush� Lockett hit Paco with a hammer� Juan got his eyes clawed, man. Oh Jesus� my nose got busted.�
     �Talk sense!� Rick gripped his arm, because the boy looked as if he were about to keel over. �What�s goin� on? What were you doin� across the bridge?�
     Pequin came running up, gleefully shouting �Guerra!� in imitation of the voice that had roused him onto the street.
     �Shut up!� Rick commanded, right in his face, and Pequin�s eyes flared with indignant anger but he obeyed.
     �Jus� fuckin� around� not tryin� to hurt nobody,� Ruben explained. �Jus� went over there for a kick, that�s all. They jumped us.� He looked around at the other Rattlesnakes. �They�re killin� Paco and Juan! Right now!� He felt his wits get away from him like wild horses. �Maybe six or seven �Gades, maybe more� it happened so fast.�
     �War!� Pequin shouted. �We�re gonna stomp some �Gade asses!�
     �I said shut up!� Rick grasped Pequin�s collar, but the smaller boy jerked away and ran toward Third Street, hollering his war chant to alert the Rattlers who lived over there. �Somebody stop him!� Rick demanded, but Pequin was drunk with the smell of violence and running like the wind.
     �We�ve gotta get Paco and Juan out of there, Rick,� Zarra said; his bullwhip was coiled and ready around his arm. �We�ve gotta save our brothers, man.�
     �Wait a minute. Let me think.� But he couldn�t think. His blood was on fire, and Pequin�s shrill cry penetrated the walls of every house in Bordertown. There was no time to reason this thing out, because here came J. J. Melendez and Freddie Concepcion, followed by Diego Montana, Tina Mulapes, and a big red-haired girl everybody knew as �Animal.�
     �Those fuckers are gonna kill our bloods!� Sonny Crowfield had appeared, his face sweating and stained by the yellow porch light. �You gonna go over there or not, Jurado?� he challenged, and Rick saw that he gripped a length of lead pipe in his hand and his eyes were hungry for a fight.
     Rick had to decide, and the decision was clear. The words came out: �We go.�
     As the others whooped and shouted, Rick looked at Paloma and Miranda, standing together on the porch. He saw his grandmother say No but he couldn�t hear her voice for all the noise, and maybe that was best. Miranda wasn�t sure what was happening, but she saw chains and baseball bats appearing as other kids came running up and she knew it had to be a gang fight. Rick touched his pocket, felt the Fang of Jesus there. Already some of the others were running for their cars and motorcycles, or sprinting toward the river�s embankment as if rushing to a fiesta. It was all out of control now, Rick realized, and before this night was done a lot of blood was going to be spilled. Pequin�s cry for war echoed across Bordertown.
     Mrs. Alhambra was across the street, shouting for Zarra to come home, but he said urgently to Rick, �Let�s move it!�
     Rick nodded, started to go up the porch steps to his grandmother and sister, but there was no time. His hard mask settled into place. Wreckage, he thought, and he turned his back on them and strode like vengeance to his car.
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Fireball

Paco�s scream still lingered. He was down on the floor, writhing and holding on to his jerked and freshly bleeding nose.
     Gotcha, Ray thought�and then Juan Diegas hit him in the side of the head with a swinging fist and he slid across the floor like a crumpled sack of laundry.
     Cody struggled to stand. He got to his knees, and Juan grasped his collar and hauled him up the rest of the way. Juan slammed a fist into Cody�s mouth, splitting his lower lip. Cody�s legs sagged. Juan hit him again, opening a cut under his right eye with that signet ring.
     �Stop it! Stop it!� Kennishaw yelled, still too scared to move.
     Juan lifted his fist for another smash.
     �Hold it right there!� Deputy Leland Teal�middle-aged and potbellied, with a face like a weary weasel�s�stepped into the doorway. The other nightshift deputy, Keith Axelrod, was right behind him.
     Juan just laughed. He started to deliver the punch that would break Cody�s nose to pieces.
     Headlights stabbed through the Warp Room�s plate-glass window. There was a squeal of tires and the wailing of a supercharged engine, and Juan shouted, �Oh madre!�
     A pickup truck painted in mottled camouflage grays and greens roared up onto the curb, narrowly missing Cody�s Honda, clipped away a parking meter, and crashed through the window in a glittering spray of glass and an ear-popping explosion. The deputies dove for their lives, and the truck smashed a couple of arcade machines to kindling before it stopped. At once, Bobby Clay Clemmons leapt from the truck�s bed onto Juan Diegas, swinging at him with a chain. Tank jumped from behind the wheel, roared like an enraged beast, and kicked at Paco�s ribs. �Party time!� Jack Doss shouted as he tumbled out of the truck; he was armed with a baseball bat; he attacked the machines in a marijuana-fueled frenzy. Nasty was there too, urging on the violence. Davy Summers stood atop the truck, looking for somebody to stomp, and Mike Frackner drank down a beer, crumpled the can, and hurled it at Juan�s head.

     In the Hammonds� kitchen, Tom was pouring himself another cup of coffee when he thought Daufin might have moved. Just a fraction, a twitching of a muscle perhaps. Jessie and Rhodes were in the den, talking about what was to be done. Tom put a spoonful of sugar in his coffee. Again, he thought he caught a movement from the corner of his eye. He approached Daufin; her face�Stevie�s face�was still frozen, the eyes staring straight ahead. But�yes! There it was!
     Her right hand, motioning toward the window, had begun to tremble.
     �Jessie?� he called. �Colonel Rhodes?� They came at once. �Look at that.� He nodded toward the right hand. The shaking seemed to have gotten more severe just in the last few seconds.
     Daufin�s chest hitched, a sudden motion that made Jessie jump.
     �What is it?� Tom asked, alarmed. �Can�t she breathe?�
     Jessie touched the chest. The breathing was shallow and fast. She felt for a pulse at the throat. It was racing. �Heartbeat�s way up,� she said tensely. Peered into the eyes; the pupils had dilated to the size of dimes. �There�s some kind of reaction going on, for sure.� Her voice was steady, but her stomach flipflopped. The outstretched hand kept trembling, and now the tremors were coming up the arm as well.
     Daufin�s breath rattled in the lungs. It exhaled from her mouth, and made what Jessie had thought might have been a word.
     �What was that?� Rhodes kept his distance from the creature. �What�d she say?�
     �I�m not sure.� Jessie looked into her face, was shocked to see the pupils rapidly contract to pinpoints and then begin to open up again. �Oh, Christ! I think she�s having a seizure!�
     Daufin�s lips moved, just barely. This time Jessie was close enough to hear the raspy word that emerged in a bated breath. Or thought she heard it, because it made no sense.
     �I� think she said Stinger,� Jessie told them.
     Stevie�s�Daufin�s�face had begun to bleach of color, taking on a waxy, grayish cast. Her little girl legs had started trembling, and she whispered it again: �Sting-er.�
     And in that whisper was the sound of utter terror.

     As Juan Diegas begged for mercy from Bobby Clay Clemmons and Tank joined Jack Doss in tearing up the machines, Cody crawled over to Ray Hammond. The kid was on his hands and knees, shaking his head back and forth to clear it, blood dripping from his nose and burst lips to the floor.
     �You okay?� Cody asked him. �Hey, X Ray? You hear me, man?�
     Ray looked at him, could tell who it was even without his glasses. �Yeah,� he croaked. �Think I� shoulda� stayed out of the way.�
     �No,� Cody said, and grasped his shoulder. �I think you were right where you were supposed to be, bro.�
     Ray�s bloody mouth grinned.
     Horns blared from the street, and headlights flashed. �We�ve got company!� Nasty shouted, reaching down into the truckbed for a length of wood with nails driven through it. �More Rattlers! A ton of �em!�
     Cody got to his feet. The wrecked Warp Room spun around him, and Tank kept him from falling again.
     �Come on out, you shitkickers!� came the first taunt. The horns kept blasting. �Let�s get it on, assholes!�
     The two deputies backed away, knowing this was more than they�d bargained for. Their meager salaries weren�t enough to make them face a riot. Four cars, two pickup trucks, and a couple of motorcycles carrying Rattlesnakes had converged upon the Warp Room. Deputy Teal had called Sheriff Vance at home before they�d left the office, but if Vance wasn�t here yet, Teal decided not to risk his own blood and bones. The Rattlers, some of them armed with broken bottles and chains, began to get out of their vehicles. Deputy Axelrod shouted, �You kids break this up and go on�� but a bottle shattered against the wall near his head and his attempts at law enforcement were done as he ducked and ran.
     �Help me!� Juan shrieked. �Get me outta here!� Bobby Clay silenced him with a boot to the gut.
     �Come on!� Ramon Torrez, wielding a chain, shouted at the other Rattlers. �Let�s rush the fuckers!�
     �Rush �em! Stomp their asses!� Sonny Crowfield motioned everybody on, but he was standing behind the safety of a car. At that moment Rick�s Camaro pulled up and he and Zarra got out.
     �I want you, bitch!� Animal pointed at Nasty, and in her other hand held a sawed-off bat. More taunts were flung back and forth, and inside the Warp Room Cody knew they were going to have to battle their way out.
     Tank was breathing like a bellows, his face gorged with blood in the shelter of his helmet. �Fuckin� wetbacks! You want some?� he shouted. �Let�s party!� And, bellowing, he propelled himself out of the Warp Room and into the enemy�s midst.

*   *   *

     Daufin�s trance broke. The color rushed back into her face. She was trembling wildly, and she sank to her knees saying, �Sting-er. Sting-er. Sting-er��
     Over the noise of car horns, Jessie heard the glasses rattle in the cupboard.

     A beer bottle exploded off Tank�s helmet. He drove a fist into Joey Garracone�s face, was hit across the back by a chain, and staggered. Somebody leapt off a car at him; two more bodies landed on him and drove him down, still swinging.
     �Get �em!� Bobby Clay�s eyes shone with homicidal fury. He jumped through the Warp Room�s shattered window, followed by Jack Doss, Nasty, and the other �Gades who�d ridden the truck in. Fists and chains flailed; bottles sailed through the air. Rick ran into the melee, with Zarra at his side. Cody pulled another wrench from his tool belt and staggered outside, his muscles aching but his blood singing for violence.
     And in his patrol car about twenty yards away, Ed Vance sat gripping the steering wheel with wet palms, hearing a singsong Burro! Burro! Burro! at the place in his mind where a frightened fat boy lived.
     He felt the car shudder. No, he realized in another second. It was not the car�it was the ground.

     �Sting-er. Sting-er. Sting-er,� Daufin repeated, her eyes wide with terror. She drew herself across the floor toward a corner, under the ticking cat-clock, and began to try to fold her body up like a contortionist.
     The glasses were jumping in the cupboards. Now Jessie, Tom, and Rhodes could all feel the floor starting to vibrate. A cupboard popped open, and coffee mugs spilled out. The house�s walls were creaking and popping, little quick fire-cracker sounds.
     �Oh� my� God,� Rhodes whispered.
     Jessie bent down in front of Daufin, who had squeezed herself into a position that must be about to snap Stevie�s joints. �What is it?� The floor vibrations were getting worse. �Daufin, what is it?�
     �Sting-er,� the creature repeated, staring past Jessie, eyes fixed and glazed. �Sting-er. Sting-er��
     The light fixtures swung.

     The patrol car�s horn began blaring, without Vance touching it. God A�mighty! he thought, and scrambled out. He could feel the ground shaking through the soles of his boots, and now there was a low rumble that sounded like heavy plates of stone grinding together.
     Tank was fighting for his life. Animal swung a bat at Nasty, who dodged and backpedaled, spitting curses. Rick saw figures fighting all around him, and his hand went to the Fang of Jesus but his fingers would not close on it. He heard tires squeal, looked over his shoulder, and saw two more cars full of �Gades barreling along the street; before the cars had stopped, their passengers jumped out and joined the clash. A misthrown bottle crashed against his shoulder, and he tripped over two fighters and fell. He was about to struggle up when he felt the concrete shaking, and he thought, What the hell� ? His eardrums had started aching, his bones throbbing to a deep bass tone. He looked up, and his breath caught.
     There was a fireball in the sky, and it was coming down on Inferno.
     Rick got to his feet. The fireball was getting larger. Somebody�a �Gade�grabbed his shirt and started to deliver a punch, but Rick flung the boy away with furious disdain. The street trembled, and Rick shouted, �Stop it! Stop it!� but the fighting was too fierce around him, nobody was listening. He looked up again, being jostled as a Rattler with a bleeding face staggered past him. The fireball�s orange light licked the street.
     Behind him, Vance had seen the fireball too. He squinted in its glare, felt his heart rise to his throat and lodge there like a lemon. It�s the end of the world, he thought, unable to run or cry out. The fireball looked to be coming down right on top of him.
     �Listen!� Rick yelled. He plunged into the thickest of the fighting, trying to separate the battlers for a second.
     And there he came face-to-face with Cody Lockett.
     Cody�s bones throbbed, his eardrums pounding with pressure, but he�d thought it was his injuries catching up with him. Now, though, he saw an orange glow, but before he could look up he ran right into Rick Jurado. His first thought was that Jurado would be carrying a knife, and he had to strike before Jurado did; he lifted the wrench to bash the other boy across the skull.



     Rick seized his wrist. �No!� he shouted, his eyes wild. �No, listen to��
     Cody kneed him in the stomach, driving the wind out of him, then he pulled his wrist loose to smash the weapon down on the back of Jurado�s head.

     Daufin screamed.

     The fireball�almost two hundred feet across�roared down and crashed into Mack Cade�s autoyard, throwing sheets of dust and pieces of cars into the air. Its shock wave heaved the earth, sent cracks scurrying along the streets of Inferno and Bordertown, blew out windows, and flung Cody Lockett off his feet before the wrench could fall. The metal fence around Cade�s autoyard was flattened, and parts of it sailed off like deadly kites. The west-facing windows of the First Texas Bank exploded, followed a split second later by the east-facing windows as the shock wave roared through. The electric-bulb sign blew out as it registered 85°F. at 9:49.
     The Hammonds� house shuddered, the floor jumping with a squall of stressed joints. Jessie went down, and so did Tom, and Rhodes was flung against the wall as the southern windows imploded and the shock hit him like a giant-sized hot skillet.
     Paloma and Miranda were inside the house when the blast and the wind came, and they gripped each other as the floorboards danced and the walls puffed dust. Glass flew around them, Paloma�s shelf of ceramic birds crashed down, and both of them were knocked flat as the bass boom passed through.
     Some of the sun-bleached roofs of Bordertown houses ripped off and took flight. Atop the Catholic church�s spire, the cross was knocked crooked.
     Ruth Twilley was thrown out of her bed, and screamed �Noooaaaahhhh!� as her son shielded his face from flying glass in his study. In the chapel, coffins rocked like cradles.
     On his porch, Sarge Dennison cried out, �Incomin� mail!� and jerked awake to find himself sitting in a dust storm, his eardrums ringing and the steel plate in his skull pounding like Satan�s anvil. Scooter had jumped into his lap and sat there shaking; Sarge rubbed the dog�s invisible black-and-white-spotted hide with nervous fingers.
     Burglar alarms were shrilling all along Cobre Road and Celeste Street. Dogs howled, and Inferno�s three remaining caution lights creaked on their cables; the fourth, at the intersection of Oakley and Celeste, had crashed to the pavement.
     The shutters had banged open in Curt Lockett�s house, and he lay in the dark in a sweat-damp bed, his eyes wide as the walls moaned.
     The shock passed on in phantom waves, and the night things darted into their holes.
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The Skygrid

Vance stood up. Dust swirled around him, and through it he saw the sputtering of broken neon signs along Celeste Street. Most of the bulbs over Cade�s used-car lot had exploded, some still spitting sparks. His cowboy hat was gone, and he felt wetness on his skull; he touched his hair, and his fingers came away smeared with scarlet. Glass got me, he thought, too stunned to feel any pain. But it wasn�t a serious cut, just enough to leak some blood. He heard a boy wailing and somebody else sobbing, but the other combatants had been knocked dumb.
     Flames leapt high over the autoyard. Cade�s paint supply was going up. Black smoke whirled from a fiery pile of tires, where drums of gasoline had landed and exploded. Where was the fire truck? he wondered. Not enough time yet for the volunteer firemen to get their drawers on. And in the flash and coil of red fire Vance saw that something else now occupied Cade�s property.
     Vance fell back against the patrol car, his face turning pasty white. The car�s horn was still blaring, but he hardly heard it. A thin trickle of red crept down his forehead.
     Rick Jurado was standing, his shirt hanging in tatters. Dust clung to the sweat on his face and chest, and splinters of glass glittered in his hair. He saw Zarra lurching around a few feet away, the boy�s hands still clamped to his ears. Around him, the Rattlers and Renegades were fighting different battles�not against each other, but against their rioting senses.
     Rick saw it then too, amid the flames in the autoyard. He gasped, whispered, �My God,� though he could barely hear his own voice.
     Cody lay on his knees about ten feet away, fading in and out of consciousness. Bombed us, he thought. Fuckin� Rattlers set off dynamite�
     The patrol car�s horn finally got through to Vance; he thought the noise was going to push him over the edge, and he shouted, �Shut up!� and hammered the hood with his fist. The horn stuttered and ceased.
     A minute later a siren shrieked. The fire truck, racing along Republica Road past Mendoza�s Texaco station. It crossed the Snake River Bridge, lights flashing. Gonna need more than one damned hose, Vance thought�but one was all the fire department had. He knew he should do something, but he didn�t know what. Everything seemed dreamy, edged with gauze. So after another moment he simply sat on the patrol car�s dented hood, in a Thinker pose, and watched the fires burn around the thing that stood in Cade�s chopshop.

     �I don�t know what it was, but it hit across the river.� Tom was standing at a broken window, looking south. �Something�s on fire over there. Wait a minute.� He took his glasses off and cleaned the lenses on his shirt; one lens had cracked in a clean diagonal. He put them back on, and then he saw it. �What is that?�
     Jessie peered over his shoulder, her hair gray with dust. She saw it too, and felt the back of her neck prickle. �Rhodes! Look at this!�
     He stared for a minute, his mouth half open. His brain was pounding, and even his teeth ached. �Jesus,� he managed to say. �Whatever it is, it�s big.�
     Jessie glanced down at Daufin�still contorted in the corner, trembling, her eyes darting from side to side like a trapped rabbit. �What came down?� Jessie asked. Daufin didn�t answer. �Do you know what it is?�
     Slowly, Daufin nodded. �Sting-er,� she said, her voice strained from the scream.
     �Stinger? What�s that mean?�
     Her face mirrored inner turmoil. She was trying to formulate the terms and express them from her memory of the dictionary and thesaurus, but they were difficult. These life forms towering before her had such limited vocabularies and technologies that communication was all but impossible. And their architecture was insane too; what they called walls, with their straight lines and flat, horrible surfaces, were enough to drive any civilized being to suicide.
     All this went through Daufin�s mind in a language as melodic as wind chimes and intangible as smoke. Some things would not translate into the snarling roars that came out of this daughter form�s throat, and such an untranslatable thing was the event that had just taken place. �Please,� she said, �take me a-way. Please. Very far a-way.�
     �Why are you so afraid?� Jessie pressed on. �Because of that?� She motioned to the object in the junkyard.
     �Yes,� Daufin replied. �Afraid, very much. Sting-er life is hurt.�
     The syntax wasn�t proper, but the message was clear. Whatever had just landed across the river made Daufin quake with terror.
     �I�ve got to get a closer look!� Rhodes said. �My God� I think it�s another ETV!� He searched the sky; Gunniston would�ve seen that thing fall, and should be coming soon in the helicopter. �It should�ve shown up on the radar scopes at Webb�unless it slipped through the cracks somehow.� He was thinking aloud. �Man, I can see those flyboys scrambling right now! Two UFOs in the same day! Washington�s going to bust their nuts!�
     �Ray,� Tom said suddenly, �Where�s Ray?�
     Jessie followed him to Ray�s room. He knocked. There was no answer, and both of them knew there was no way Ray�s headphones could be turned up loud enough to have masked that object�s crash. Tom opened the door, saw the empty bed, and walked straight to the window. His shoes crunched on broken glass. Tom touched the frame�s unhooked latch; he was bristling with anger, but scared also that Ray had been in harm�s way when�
     Hell, he thought, getting a good view of the smoke and fire. Everywhere�s in harm�s way.
     �Let�s go find him,� he said.

     A bright red dune buggy shrieked to a halt on Celeste Street. �Get off your ass, Vance!� shouted the man who jumped out of the vehicle. �What in the name of cock-eyed Judas is goin� on here?�
     �I don�t know,� Vance said listlessly. �Somethin� came down.�
     �I can see that! What is it?� Dr. Early McNeil�s face was almost as red as his dune buggy; he had shoulder-length white hair, his scalp bald and age-spotted on top, a white beard, and blazing blue eyes that pierced the sheriff like surgical lasers. A big-boned and big-bellied man, he wore an oversized green scrub shirt and jeans with patches on the knees.
     �That I don�t rightly know, either.� Vance watched an ineffectual stream of water arc toward the center of the flames. Pissin� would do just as well, he mused.
     People were coming out of their houses, the younger ones running across the park, the older ones hobbling the best they could. Most of the Renegades and Rattlers had recovered, and all the fighting was done; they simply stood and stared, their bruised and sweating faces washed with firelight.
     Cody was on his feet, his brain still murky and one eye swollen almost shut; through his good eye he saw the object as well as anyone else.
     A black pyramid stood in the center of Mack Cade�s junkyard. Cody figured it as maybe a hundred and thirty feet tall, maybe more. The fires reflected off its surface, yet the pyramid didn�t exactly look like it was made of metal; it appeared to have a rough, scaly surface�like snakeskin, or armor plate segmented in a tight, overlapping pattern. Cody saw the firehose water hit it and turn to steam.
     Someone touched his shoulder. A bruised place. Cody winced and saw Tank beside him. Tank�s helmet had protected him from most of the beating, but creepers of blood gleamed at his nostrils where a lucky punch had landed. �You okay, man?�
     �Yeah,� Cody said. �I think.�
     �You look like mighty hell.�
     �Reckon I do.� He glanced around, saw Nasty, Bobby Clay, Davy Summers� all the Renegades were on their feet, at least, though some of them looked as bad as he knew he did. His eye also found Rick Jurado, standing not ten feet away and watching the flames. The wetback bastard didn�t seem to have a scratch on him. And there he was, and most of the Rattlers too, standing on Inferno�s concrete after dark. Any other time, and Cody would have attacked him in a frenzy; but suddenly all of that seemed so much wasted energy, like shadowboxing. Jurado�s head turned, and they faced each other.
     Cody still gripped the wrench. He stared back at Rick Jurado.
     �What�re we gonna do, Cody?� Tank asked. �What�s the score, man?�
     �Even,� Cody said. �Let�s leave it like that.� And he threw the wrench; it took out more glass from the Warp Room�s shattered window.
     Rick nodded and looked away. The battle was over.
     �X Ray,� Cody remembered. He began walking toward the Warp Room, saw that his Honda had blown over but was still okay, and then he entered the ruins. Ray Hammond was sitting with his back against the wall, his lips pulped and purple, streaks of blood all over his shirt. �You gonna live?� Cody asked him.
     �Maybe.� Ray could hardly talk. He�d bitten his tongue during the fight, and it felt the size of a watermelon. �What�s burning?�
     �Damned if I know. Somethin� fell and hit over in Cade�s place. Come on, try to stand up.� He offered Ray his hand, and the smaller boy took it. Cody heaved him up, and instantly Ray�s legs folded. �Just don�t puke,� Cody warned him. �I have to wash my own clothes.�
     They had just made it out when Jessie saw her son and almost screamed. Behind her, Tom swallowed a choke. Colonel Rhodes walked through the onlookers, his gaze riveted to the black pyramid, and the creature with Stevie�s face stayed close to the Civic they�d driven up in.
     �Ray! Oh my God!� Jessie cried out as she reached him; she didn�t know whether to hug him or slug him, but he looked as if he�d had enough of the second so she did the first.
     �Aw, Mom,� he protested, pushing free. �Don�t make a scene.�
     Tom saw Cody�s bruised face, looked around at the other �Gades and Rattlers, and had a pretty good idea of what must have happened. His anger had dissipated, and now he stared in awe at the towering pyramid as the fires leapt around it.
     �Ain�t gonna put that out with a hose, no sir!� It was Dodge Creech, wearing a yellow coat with blue plaid, slacks just a shade off the plaid�s hue, and an open-collared pearl-gray shirt. He hadn�t had time to choose a tie from his vast collection of eye-knockers; the shock wave had thumped his house and knocked both him and his wife, Ginger, out of their beds. His head shook, his jowls quivering. �Man, I�m gonna be on the telephone for a solid month tryin� to get this mess cleaned up with the central office! Tom, what the ever-lovin� hell is that thing?�
     �I think� it�s a spacecraft,� Tom said, and Creech�s eyes widened for a second.
     �Excuse my ear wax,� Creech tried again, �but I thought you said��
     �I did. It�s a spacecraft.�
     �A what?� Vance had been standing close enough to hear. �Tom, you gone crazy?�
     �Ask Colonel Rhodes what it is.� Tom nodded toward the air-force officer. �He�ll tell you.�
     Rhodes scanned the sky�and suddenly saw what he�d been looking for. An F-4E Phantom jet from Webb Air Force Base streaked over Inferno from east to west, its wingtip lights blinking; Rhodes followed it, saw it begin to turn for another pass over the black pyramid. Its pilot was probably even now radioing back what he was looking at, and in a short while the air would be full of jets circling Inferno. He glanced back at Daufin, saw her still standing near the car, her eyes tracking the jet. Wondering if that was enough to get her off the planet, he thought. She just appeared to be a scared little girl, auburn-haired and jittery as a colt.
     It occurred to him that she�d just learned to walk. She probably didn�t know how to run yet, or she would�ve already taken off.
     �You know somethin� about this, Colonel?�
     Rhodes pulled his attention away from Daufin. The sheriff and another man, dressed in a god-awful yellow-and-blue-plaid sportscoat, had approached him. �What the shit is that thing?� Vance asked, his face marked with a solitary creeper of blood. �Where�d it come from?�
     �I don�t know any more about it than you do.�
     �That�s not what Tom Hammond just said, mister!� Dodge Creech challenged. �Look at this damned mess! Half the town�s tore up! And you know who�s gotta pay for it? My insurance company! Now what the hell am I supposed to tell �em?�
     �It ain�t a meteor this time, for sure.� Vance smelled a whiff of deceit. �Hey, listen here! Is this the same kinda thing that fell out in the desert?�
     �No, it�s not.� Of that, Rhodes was certain; the color was different, and the ETV that had crashed out there was about a fifth the size of this one. He watched the Phantom return for another low pass. Where the hell was Gunny and the chopper? Rhodes had been trained in �fact guarding,� as the Bluebook Project manual put it, but how could you hide something as big as that�
     There was a low, reverberating sound over the noise of the flames; it sounded to Rhodes like a wet, husky gasp.
     And in the next second a thin column of glowing violet light shot from the pyramid�s apex, ascending another two hundred feet or so into the sky.
     �What�s it doin�?� Vance hollered, taking a backward step.
     Daufin knew, and her hands curled into tight fists that left the marks of fingernails in her palms.
     The column of light began to rotate like a stationary cyclone. The stream of water from the firehose ceased as the firemen fled. Strands of light coiled from the column, as it rotated faster and faster, and the strands began to interweave. Lines of violet darted off, crossing the horizon to the east, west, north, and south, gridding the sky over Inferno and pulsing with silent, steady power.
     �Looks like a damn bug zapper!� Cody heard Tank say�and then he saw the jet go into a sharp upward angle, intending to pierce the violet mesh.
     The Phantom�s nose hit the grid and crumpled inward. The jet exploded in an orange ball, and Rhodes shouted, �No!� Pieces of the aircraft struck the grid and all of them burst into flame, the burning fragments spinning down to land in the desert three or four hundred yards south of Bordertown.
     The grid continued to grow, covering the sky with sickly purple light.
     Roughly seven miles in a circle around Inferno and Bordertown, the grid bent and plunged toward earth. It sliced through the telephone and power lines that marched along Highway 67, and a truck driver who was too slow on the brakes hit the grid at sixty miles an hour; the truck mashed inward like an accordion, tires blowing and engine hurtling backward through the cab. The truck bounced off the grid and blew up, as surely as if it had plowed into a wall of stone. A jackrabbit on the grid�s other side panicked and tried to run through it to his hole, but he was fried and sizzling before his brain registered pain.
     The grid�s lines sank through the earth, anchoring deep, and on the way down they cut the water pipeline that snaked south and ended it in an underground roar of steam.
     Along Celeste Street the lights went out without a flicker. Houses darkened. Television sets died, and electric clocks ceased ticking. Refrigeration pumps in the Ice House moaned and stopped. The caution lights went out, and so did the three unbroken glass globes on the Snake River Bridge.
     Jessie heard it, and so did Tom, and Rhodes and Vance, Cody and Rick: the whine of power failing, the huge everyday network of machinery that ran Inferno and Bordertown now lurching in a lockstep, everything from the air conditioning in the funeral chapel�s embalming room to the bank�s electronic vault locks running down their final seconds.
     And then, just like that, it was over.
     Inferno and Bordertown lay under the violet glow of the skygrid, and there was silence but for the snarl of flames.
     Rhodes�s mouth had gone dry. To the east, another spark of flame erupted against the inside of the grid�probably a second jet trying to escape and exploding. It faded quickly, and what appeared to be cinders fell to earth. Rhodes realized he was looking at a force field, generated by a power source inside the pyramid.
     �Oh� Lordy,� Dodge Creech moaned.
     The chutchutchut of rotors made Rhodes turn toward the southwest. From that direction came an air-force helicopter, flying about seventy feet from the ground. It gave the black pyramid a wide berth, slowly circled Inferno, and set down again in Preston Park. The colonel ran to it and saw Gunniston getting out in a crouch. Jim Taggart, the lanky, red-haired pilot, cut the chopper�s engine and the rotors whined to a halt.
     �We saw the fire!� Gunniston said when Rhodes reached him. �We were flying when the sky lit up with that� whatever it is. What happened to the lights?�
     �Power�s out. That�s a force field, Gunny. I just watched two Phantoms get dusted when they haloed into it. Damn thing must go on for miles!�
     Gunniston stared at the pyramid, his cheeks flushed with excitement and the red glare of the autoyard�s fire shining in his eyes. �Another ETV,� he said.
     �Right. The other choppers on the way?�
     �No sir. We were the only ones who lifted off. Sanders and O�Bannon are still out at the site.�
     �I�d say this site has just become our number-one priority, wouldn�t you? Follow me.� He strode toward Sheriff Vance, with Gunniston right behind him. �We have to talk,� Rhodes told Vance, whose bewildered eyes still begged for an explanation he could understand. �Send somebody to find the mayor. Better get your church pastors too, and anybody else who can help with crowd control. We�ll meet in your office in fifteen minutes, and we�ll need flashlights, candles, whatever you can round up.�
     �Fifteen minutes,� Vance repeated. He nodded numbly. �Yeah. Right.� He gazed up at the grid and his Adam�s apple bobbled as he swallowed. �We�re� we�re caught in a cage, ain�t we? I saw that plane blow to pieces. That damned cage goes right over the hori��
     �Listen to me very carefully,� Rhodes said in a low, controlled voice, pushing his face toward the sheriff�s. He could smell the man�s sour sweat. �I expect you to be clearheaded and thinking straight. Next to myself and Captain Gunniston, you�re in charge here. Do you understand?�
     Vance�s eyes bulged; never in his wildest nightmares had he ever really believed he�d be in charge of a crisis situation in Inferno. The most worrisome problem he�d ever faced was keeping the Rattlers and Renegades from killing each other. But now, in the space of seconds, his whole life was changed. �Y-yes sir,� he answered.
     �Go!� Rhodes ordered, and Vance hurried away. Now to round up Tom and Jessie and get them to the meeting too. Have to check the phones�though he already figured they were going to be dead, disrupted by the same force that had severed the power lines�and try the sheriff�s battery-powered CB radio. There was the chance a radio transmission might get through to Webb AFB, but Rhodes had no idea what the limitations of the force field might be or, indeed, if there were any. Caught in a cage, Vance had said. �You�ve got that right,� he said under his breath.
     He glanced toward Tom�s Civic and suffered another shock.
     Daufin was not there.
     Nor was she anywhere in sight.
     Jessie had seen at about the same time, and her first cry was �Ste�� She checked it. �Tom, Daufin�s gone!� she said, and Tom saw the empty space where Daufin had been just a moment or two before. They began to search through the onlookers as Ray sat down on the curb and counted his teeth. All of them remained, but he felt right on the edge of passing out.
     In a few minutes Tom and Jessie found that Daufin was no longer on Celeste Street.
     The flames were roaring through the supplies of paint and lubricant in Cade�s autoyard, and black billows of smoke rose from burning tires and oil. The smoke rose to the top of the grid and collected there like thunderclouds, and overhead the moon turned ebony.
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After the Fall

�Say what?� Early McNeil asked, his husky voice slow and deliberate.
     �Inside the child�s body is an alien life form,� Rhodes repeated. �From where, I don�t know. Just out there somewhere.� He wiped sweat from his forehead with a damp paper towel. His shirt was plastered to his back. The electric fan was, of course, dead, and heat hung heavy in the sheriff�s office. Several battery-powered lamps had been �requisitioned� from the hardware store and provided glary illumination. Gathered in the office, along with Dr. McNeil, Rhodes, and the sheriff, were Jessie and Tom, the Reverend Hale Jennings from the Baptist church, Father Manuel LaPrado, and his younger assistant, Father Domingo Ortega. Xavier Mendoza had been asked to come by LaPrado as a representative of Bordertown, and Mayor Brett stood gnawing on his fingernails next to Mendoza.
     �So this creature came out of a ball and got into Stevie Hammond? Is that what you�re askin� us to swaller?� Early continued, sitting on a hard bench brought from one of the cells.
     �It�s a little more complicated than that, but you�ve got the gist. I think the creature occupied her sphere�and I�m referring to �it� as female because that simplifies things too�until she was able to make the transference. How that happened, or the physics of it, I can�t say. Obviously, we�re dealing with some pretty strange technology.�
     �Mister, that�s the damnedest tale I�ve ever heard. Pardon me, padres.� McNeil flicked a glance at Jennings and LaPrado and lit a cigar with a kitchen match scraped across his boot sole, and if anybody didn�t like the smoke, they could lump it. �Tom, what do you and Dr. Jessie have to say about this?�
     �Just one thing: it�s true,� Tom said. �Stevie�s� not Stevie anymore. The creature calls herself Daufin.�
     �Not exactly,� Rhodes corrected. �We call her Daufin. I think she saw something in one of Stevie�s pictures that she identified with. Whether it was a dolphin, or the ocean, I don�t know. But I don�t really believe that�s the creature�s name, or she�d have a better command of our language.�
     �You mean she can�t talk?� Father LaPrado�s voice was soft and frail. He was a reed-thin man of seventy-one, with large, sparkling hazel eyes and a headful of snowy hair. His shoulders were stooped, but he carried himself with great dignity. He occupied the chair at Danny Chaffin�s desk.
     �She can communicate, but only as much as a crash course in English allows her to. She�s got to be highly intelligent and retentive, because it took her only a few hours to learn the alphabet, the dictionary, and to read through an encyclopedia. But I�m sure there are still a lot of concepts she can�t understand, or translate to us.�
     �And she�s missin�?� Vance asked. �A monster from another world�s loose on our streets?�
     �I don�t think she�s dangerous,� Jessie asserted, before Vance�s speculations got out of hand. �I think she�s scared and alone, and I don�t think she�s a monster.�
     �That�s mighty white of you, considerin� how she got inside your little girl.� Vance realized what he�d just said, and he darted a glance at the Bordertown representatives, then back to Jessie. �Listen, she�it, or whatever�might look like a little girl and all, but how do we know she ain�t got� like, y�know, powers. Like readin� minds��
     Then you don�t have anything to worry about, Jessie thought. Your pages are blank.
     ��or controllin� em, even. Hell, she might have a death ray or��
     �Cut the hysterics,� Rhodes said firmly, and Vance immediately silenced. �First of all, Captain Gunniston and my chopper pilot are out searching for Daufin right now; secondly, I agree with Mrs. Hammond. The creature doesn�t seem threatening.� He didn�t use the word dangerous�he recalled shaking hands with a lightning bolt. �As long as we�re not threatening to her,� he added.
     �What are you plannin� on doin� when you find her? How you gonna get her back in her ball?� A shroud of cigar smoke floated around Early�s head.
     �We don�t know yet. The sphere�s missing, and we think she hid it somewhere. If it�s any consolation, I don�t think she meant to land here. I think her vehicle malfunctioned, and she was on her way to somewhere else.�
     �By vehicle I reckon you mean spaceship.� Reverend Hale Jennings was standing at the window, his acorn-shaped bald head tinged violet by the skygrid. He was a stocky, broad-chested man in his late forties, built like a fireplug, and had been a boxing champ during his days in the navy. �How�d she pilot a spaceship if she was inside a sphere?�
     �I don�t know. We can only find out from her.�
     �Okay, but what about that?� Jennings�s head tilted toward the black, scale-covered pyramid. �I don�t know about you gents, but that particular visitor makes me a mite nervous.�
     �Yeah,� Vance agreed. �How do we know Daufin didn�t call it down to help her invade us?�
     Colonel Rhodes measured his words carefully. To tell them that Daufin was terrified of that pyramid would not help their peace of mind, but there was no longer any use in hiding the truth. �There�s no proof she brought it down, but she must know what it is. Just before it landed, she kept repeating something: Stinger.�
     There was a silence, as the possible meanings of that word sank in. �Might be the name of the planet she comes from,� Vance suggested. �Maybe she looks like a big ol� wasp under that skin.�
     �As I said,� Rhodes continued doggedly, �she just learned English. Evidently the word stinger was suggested to her by something she saw.� He remembered the picture of the scorpion on Stevie�s bulletin board. �What she intended it to mean, I don�t know.�
     �There�s much you don�t know, young man,� Father LaPrado said, with a wan smile.
     �Yes sir, but I�m working on it. As soon as we find Daufin, maybe we can clear some of these questions up.� He glanced quickly at his wristwatch; it was 10:23, a little more than thirty minutes since the pyramid had come down. �Now: about the power failure. All of you have seen the smoke clouds hanging at the top of the grid. We�re in some sort of force field, generated from inside the pyramid. Just as it keeps the smoke from getting out, it�s cut the power and telephone lines. The thing is solid, though it appears transparent. It�s just as if a big glass bowl was plopped on top of us. Nothing can get in and nothing can get out either.� He�d tried the sheriff�s CB radio and gotten a squeal of static as the radio waves were deflected.
     �A force field,� Jennings repeated. �How far out does it go?�
     �We�re going to take the chopper up and find out. My guess is that it�s limited to the immediate area around Inferno and Bordertown�maybe ten miles at the most. We don�t have to worry about the air giving out��I hope, he thought��but the smoke from those fires isn�t going to go away.� The blazes were still burning, and black smoke from burning heaps of tires was not only thickening at the top of the grid but beginning to haze the streets too, and the air was permeated with a scorched smell.
     Early grunted, took one more long draw on his cigar, puffed the smoke away, and crushed the stogie out on the floor. �Reckon I�ll do my part against air pollution,� he grumbled.
     �Right. Thanks.�
     �One moment.� Father Ortega, a slim, somber-faced man with swirls of gray at his temples, stood next to LaPrado. �You say this field of force prevents entering and escape, sí? Is it not clear that it has a particular purpose?�
     �Yeah,� Vance said. �To keep us caged up while we get invaded.�
     �No,� the priest went on, �not to keep us caged. To imprison Daufin.�
     Rhodes looked at Tom and Jessie; all of them had already warily circled that conclusion. If the black pyramid�or something inside it�had come for Daufin, she obviously did not want to be taken. He returned his attention to Ortega, his expression studiously composed. �Again, we can only find that out from her. What we need to talk about now is crowd control. I doubt if anybody�s going to be getting much sleep tonight. I think it would be best if people knew they had places to congregate, where there were lights and food. Any suggestions?�
     �The high school gym might do,� Brett offered. �That�s big enough.�
     �Folks want to be closer to their homes,� Jennings said. �How about the churches? We�ve got a ton of candles already, and I reckon we can get some kerosene lamps from the hardware store.�
     �Sí.� LaPrado nodded assent. �We can share food from the bakery and the grocery store.�
     �Probably a pot of coffee or two still at the Brandin� Iron,� Vance said. �That might help.�
     �Good. The next question is, how do we get people off the streets?� Rhodes looked to suggestions from LaPrado and Jennings.
     LaPrado said, �We have bells, up in the steeple. If they haven�t been knocked loose, we can start them ringing.�
     �That�s a problem for us,� Jennings answered. �We�ve got electronic bells. Took the real ones out four years ago. I reckon I can find some volunteers to go house to house, though, and let folks know we�re open.�
     �I�ll leave that and the food for both of you and the mayor to organize,� Rhodes said. �I doubt if we can get everybody off the streets, but the more people indoors the better I�ll feel about things.�
     �Domingo, will you see me back, please?� LaPrado stood up with Ortega�s help. �I�ll get the bells started, and ask some of the ladies to round up food.� He shuffled to the door, and paused there. �Colonel Rhodes, if someone asks me what�s happening, do you mind if I use your explanation?�
     �What�s that?�
     ��I don�t know,�� the old priest replied, with a grim little chuckle. He allowed Mendoza to open the door for him.
     �Don�t go too far, Father,� Early said. �I may be needin� you pretty soon. You too, Hale. I�ve got four of Cade�s workmen who aren�t gonna last the night, and I imagine the fireboys�ll be pullin� more bodies out when it gets cool enough to go in.�
     LaPrado nodded. �You know where to find me,� he said, and left the office with Ortega and Mendoza.
     �Fella don�t have half his marbles,� Vance muttered.
     Early stood up. His time for lollygagging was spent. �Folks, this has been real educational, but I�ve got to get back to the clinic.� Eight of the kids from the gang fight, including Cody Lockett and Ray Hammond, had been taken to the Inferno Clinic for stitches and bandages, but the seriously injured workers from Cade�s junkyard�and only seven of a crew of forty-six had come staggering, burned, and bleeding over the mashed-down fence�were being attended to first. Early�s staff of three nurses and six volunteers were treating shock and glass-cut patients by the glare of the emergency lights. �Dr. Jessie, I sure could use you,� he said. �I�ve got a fella with a piece of metal scrapin� his backbone and another who�s gonna have to part with a crushed arm pretty soon. Tom, if you can hold a flashlight steady and you don�t mind a little blood, I can use you too.� It occurred to him that Noah Twilley was going to be just as busy before long, when the firemen brought the rest of the corpses out.
     �I can handle it,� Tom said. �Colonel, will you let us know when you find her?�
     �As soon as. I�m on my way to meet Gunny right now.�
     They followed Early out into the violet-hued street. A few knots of people remained on the street, gawking, but most of the onlookers had melted back to their homes. Rhodes walked toward Preston Park, Tom and Jessie went to their Civic, and Early climbed nimbly into his dune buggy.
     As the buggy roared away, it was narrowly missed by a battleship-sized yellow Cadillac that stopped in front of the sheriff�s office. Celeste Preston, wearing a scarlet jumpsuit, got out and stood with her hands on her hips, looking at the massive pyramid across the river. Her sharp-featured face angled up, her pale blue eyes examining the skygrid. She�d already seen the helicopter sitting in Preston Park; one of the three that had buzzed her house this morning, she thought with a resurgence of righteous anger. But the anger collapsed soon enough. Whatever that big bastard was over in Cade�s autoyard, and that purple mesh covering the sky, they took precedence over her concern for her lost beauty sleep.
     Mayor Brett and Hale Jennings emerged from Vance�s office on their way to Aurora Street, where the Quik-Check Grocery�s owner lived. Brett almost ran into Celeste, and his heart gave a violent kick because he was scared to death of her. �Uh� Miz Preston! What can I do for��
     �Howdy, Pastor,� she interrupted, then turned her cold glare on the mayor. �Brett, I hope to God you can tell me what that thing is over there, and why the sky�s all lit up and why my power and phones are out!�
     �Yes ma�am.� Brett swallowed thickly, his face beaded with sweat. �Well� see� the colonel says it�s a spaceship, and it�s got a force field comin� out of it that�s stopped the electricity, and�� There was no way to explain all of it, and Celeste watched him like a hawk poised over a mouse.
     �Mrs. Preston, I think it�d be best if you asked Sheriff Vance,� Jennings advised. �He�ll tell you the whole story.�
     �Oh, I can�t wait for this!� she said, and as the two men walked to the pastor�s blue Ford she squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and almost took the door off its hinges when she stormed inside.
     She caught Vance with his hand up the office Coke machine�s innards, working a can free. �I�ve got some questions that need answerin�,� she said as the door shut behind her.
     Vance had hardly jumped when she came in; his nervous system had reached its quota of shocks. He kept at the can, which was still deliciously cool under his fingers. One more good twist and he�d have it out. �Sit down,� he offered.
     �I�ll stand.�
     �Suit yourself.� Damn, why wouldn�t it come out? He did this all the time, and usually the cans popped out with no trouble. He jiggled it, but it seemed to be hung on something.
     �Oh, for Christ�s sake!� Celeste stalked toward him, shoved him none too gently aside, reached her arm up the vent, and grasped the can. She twisted her wrist sharply to the left and pulled the can out. �Here! Take the damned thing!�
     Suddenly he didn�t want it so much. Her arm was skinny as a rail, and he figured that�s how she�d done it. �Naw,� he said, �you can have it.�
     Normally she only drank diet colas, but the air was so hot and stifling she didn�t care to be choosy. She popped the tab and drank several cool swallows. �Thanks,� she said. �My throat was kinda dry.�
     �Yeah, I know what you mean. The water fountain�s not workin�, either.� He nodded toward it, and when he did he caught a strange scent: like cinnamon, or some kind of fragrant spice. He realized a second later that it must be coming from Celeste Preston, maybe the scent of her shampoo or soap. Then the aroma drifted away, and he could smell his own sweaty self again. He wished he�d put on some more of his Brut deodorant, because it was wearing off fast.
     �You�ve got blood on your face,� she said.
     �Huh? Yeah, reckon I do. Glass cut me.� He shrugged. �Don�t matter none.� His nose searched for another sniff of cinnamon.
     Just like a man! Celeste thought as she finished off the drink. Damn fools get cut and bleed like stuck pigs, and they pretend they don�t even notice it! Wint was the same way, slashed his hand open on barbed wire once and acted like he�d gotten a splinter in his finger, tryin� to be tough. Probably wasn�t a dime�s worth of difference between Wint and Vance, if you could shave about fifty pounds of fat off him.
     She jerked herself back to reality. Either the heat was getting to her, or it was the smoke in the air; she�d never felt an iota of compassion for Ed Vance, and she sure didn�t intend to start. She flung the can into a wastebasket and said stridently, �I want to know what the hell�s goin� on around here, and I want to know now!�
     Vance stopped sniffing. It wasn�t cinnamon, he decided; it was probably witch hazel. He went to his desk and got the patrol car�s keys.
     �I�m talkin� to you!� Celeste snapped.
     �I�ve gotta go over to Danny Chaffin�s house and pick him up. My night deputies have vamoosed. You want to hear about it, you�ll have to go with me.� He was already on his way to the door.
     �Don�t you walk out on me!�
     He paused. �I�ve gotta lock up. You comin�, or not?�
     Her idea of hell was to be in that patrol car with Vance�s blubber shaking behind the wheel, but she saw she�d have to endure it. �I�m comin�,� she said through gritted teeth, and followed him out.
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Act of God

�Lord have mercy!� Dodge Creech peered out a cracked window at the pyramid. He was still wearing his yellow-and-blue-plaid sport coat, his red lick of hair damp with sweat and glued to his sparkling scalp. �Ginger, I�m tellin� you: if that thing had come down two hundred yards more north, we�d be laying in our graves right now. How in hell am I gonna explain this to Mr. Brasswell?�
     Ginger Creech thought about it. She was sitting in a rocking chair across the pine-paneled living room, wearing her plain blue robe, her feet in Dearfoam slippers and pink curlers in her graying hair. Her brow furrowed. �Act of God,� she decided. �That�s what you�ll tell him.�
     �Act of God,� he repeated, trying it out. �No, he won�t buy that! Anyway, if it was a meteor or somethin� that fell without a mind to it, then it would be an act of God. If it�s somethin� that�s got a mind, you can�t call it an act of God.� Harv Brasswell was Creech�s supervisor, based in Dallas, and he had a powerfully tight fist when it came to damage claims.
     �You sayin� God doesn�t have a mind?� she inquired, her rocking coming to a halt.
     �No, �course not! It�s just that an act of God has to be like a storm, or a drought, or somethin� only God could cause.�
     That still sounded lame, and he didn�t want to stir Ginger up; she was a PTL, Ernest Angsley, Kenneth Copeland, and Jimmy Swaggart fanatic. �I don�t think God had anythin� to do with this.�
     The squeaking of her chair continued. The room was illuminated by three oil-burning lanterns that had been hung from the wagon-wheel light fixture at the ceiling. A couple of candles burned atop the television set. Bookshelves were packed with Reader�s Digest Condensed Books, stacks of National Geographics, insurance law and motivational salesmanship books, as well as Ginger�s collection of religious tomes.
     �I�ll bet that thing threw every house in town off its foundations,� Dodge fretted. �I swear, ninety percent of the windows must be broken. Streets all cracked too. I never believed in spaceships before, but by God if that�s not one, I don�t know what is!�
     �I don�t want to think about it,� Ginger said, rocking harder. �No such thing as spaceships.�
     �Well, it sure ain�t the Big Rock Candy Mountain out there! Lord, what a mess!� He rubbed the cool glass of iced tea he was holding across his forehead. The refrigerator had quit along with the power, of course, but the freezer unit still held a few trays of cubes. In this heat, though, they weren�t going to last very long. �That Colonel Rhodes is havin� a meetin� with the sheriff and Mayor Brett. Didn�t ask me, though. Guess I�m not important enough, huh? I can sell everybody in town their insurance and wait on �em hand and foot, but I�m not important enough. There�s thanks for you!�
     �The meek shall inherit the earth,� Ginger said, and he frowned because he didn�t know what she was talking about and he didn�t think she knew, either.
     �I�m not meek!� he told her. She just kept rocking. He heard the deep, rhythmic tolling of the bell at the Sacrifice of Christ Catholic Church across the river, calling the parishioners. �Sounds like LaPrado�s openin� up for business. Guess Reverend Jennings will too. It�s gonna take more than church bells to keep folks��
     There was another sound, one that stopped him midsentence.
     It was a sharp, cracking noise: bricks being wrenched apart.
     Under my feet, Dodge Creech thought. Sounds like the basement floor�s rippin� to�
     �What�s that noise?� Ginger cried out, standing up. The rocking chair creaked on without her.
     The wooden floor trembled.
     Dodge looked at his wife. Her eyes were glassy and wide, her mouth open in a straining O. Above their heads the wagon-wheel fixture shook, the oil lamps beginning to swing.
     Dodge said, �I� think we�re havin� an earthqu��
     The floor heaved upward, as if something huge had battered it from below. Nails leapt loose, glittering in the lamplight. Ginger staggered backward and fell, shrieking as Dodge toppled to his knees.
     She saw the floor split open underneath him with a scream of tortured wood, and her husband�s body dropped into the seam up to his neck. Dust billowed around him and filled the room, but she could still see his face: chalky pale, eyes holes of shock. He was looking at her as she crawled away from the collapsing floor on her back.
     �Somethin�s got me,� he said, and his voice was a thin, awful whine. �Help me, Ginger. Please�� He lifted his hand out of the hole for her, and what looked like gray snot was drooling from his fingers.
     Ginger wailed, curlers dangling from her hair.
     And then Dodge was gone, down the hole in the living-room floor. The house shook again, the walls moaning as if in pain at giving up their master. Plaster dust welled through cracks in the pinewood like ghost breath�and then there was silence but for the creakings of the rocking chair and the wagon-wheel fixture. One of the lamps had fallen and lay unbroken on the round red throw rug.
     Ginger Creech whispered, �Dodge?� She was shaking, tears running down her face and her bladder about to pop. Shouted it: �Dodge!�
     There was no answer, just the chuckling of water down below, running from a broken pipe. The water soon ran out, and the chuckling ceased.
     Ginger pushed herself toward the hole, her muscles sluggish as cold rubber bands. She had to look down it�did not want to, must not, should not�but she had to, because it had taken her husband. She reached the jagged edge and her stomach threatened eruption, so she had to squeeze her eyes shut and ride it out. The sickness passed, and she looked over into the hole.
     Just dark.
     She reached out for the oil lamp and turned up the wick. The flame guttered and rose to a knifelike orange point. She thrust the lamp down into the hole, her other hand gripping the splintered edge with white-knuckled fingers.
     Yellow dust sifted and stirred in small, cyclonic whorls. She was peering down into the basement eight feet below; and in the basement floor was another hole that looked�yes, she thought, oh Jesus son of God Holy Christ yes�gnawed through the concrete bricks. Beneath the basement floor lay more darkness.
     �Dodge?� she whispered, and it echoed Dodge? Dodge? Dodge? Her fingers spasmed; she lost the oil lamp, and it fell through the hole in the basement floor, kept falling, maybe ten or twenty more feet, finally shattered against red Texas dirt and the flames gouted as the rest of the oil caught. Down in that hole, Ginger could see the glimmering of ooze where something had dragged her husband to hell.
     Her senses left her altogether, and she lay trembling on the warped floor, her body drawn up in a tight fetal position. She decided to recite the Twenty-third Psalm seven times, because seven seemed like a holy number and if she recited loud enough and wished hard enough she would lift her head and see Dodge sitting in his easychair across the room, reading one of his motivational salesmanship books, and the TV set would be tuned to PTL and the thing that could not possibly be a spaceship would be gone. She began to recite, but she almost gagged with terror; she�d forgotten the words.
     A church bell was ringing.
     It must be Sunday, she thought. Sunday morning, bright and new. She sat up, listening to the bell. What was that violet glow coming through the window? Where was Dodge, and why was that hole�
     She had always loved the sound of a church bell, summoning her to worship. It was time to go now, and Dodge could come along later. And if he wore that red suit today, she�d skin him, just skin him alive. She stood up, her eyes empty and tear tracks glistening through the dust on her face. She left the house, walked out of her Dearfoams, and kept going barefoot along Brazos Street.



25
Sarge�s Best Friend

�Don�t you be scared now, Scooter. I�m not gonna let anythin� bad happen to you, no siree!� Sarge Dennison patted Scooter�s head, and the invisible animal curled up against his leg. �Don�t you worry. Ol� Sarge�ll protect you.� He was sitting on the edge of the bandstand in the middle of Preston Park, and had just witnessed the helicopter take off with the pilot and two men aboard. The aircraft reached a height of sixty feet and zoomed to the east, the chatter of its rotors rapidly fading.
     Sarge watched it go, until its blinking lights were lost to sight. The bell of the Catholic church across the river was tolling, and a few people stood out on Celeste Street and Cobre Road, looking at the black pyramid and talking, but most had retreated to their homes. He observed the column of violet light, rotating slowly around and around; it reminded him, more than anything, of a barbershop pole. The top of the purple grid was lost in motionless clouds of ebony smoke, and the air smelled burnt. It was a smell he didn�t like, because it made dark things in his mind start to move again.
     Scooter whimpered. �Uh-uh, don�t you cry.� Sarge�s voice was soothing, his fingers gentle as they stroked the air. �I�m not leavin� you.�
     There was a movement beneath him, and suddenly he was looking down at a little girl�s face, washed with violet light, her auburn hair full of dust. She had poked her head out from the small crawlspace underneath the bandstand, and now watched him with eyes full of puzzlement.
     �Howdy,� Sarge said. He recognized the child. �You�re Mr. Hammond�s daughter. Stevie.�
     She said nothing.
     �You know me, don�t you? Sarge Dennison? Your mama brought you to school one afternoon. Remember?�
     �No,� Daufin said tentatively, ready to draw herself back into the protection of the shell she�d found.
     �Well, I surely do. Guess it was last year, though. How old are you now?�
     Daufin pondered. �Old,� she said.
     She�s got a funny voice, he thought. Kinda raspy, or whispery, or somethin�. Sounds like she could use a cough drop. �What�re you doin� under there?� Again, no answer. �Why don�t you come on up and say hello to Scooter? I �member he liked you.�
     She hesitated. This creature didn�t seem threatening, and there was a pleasant� what was it termed? A pleasant smile on his cliff of features. Wasn�t that a symbol of nonaggression? And she was curious as well; she�d seen him approach, heard him sit on the surface above her head. He�d been solitary; why was it, then, that he was communicating with an entity he kept referring to as Scooter?
     Daufin crawled out. Sarge saw that her clothes were covered with dust, her hands and arms dirty, her sneaker laces untied and dragging. �Your mama�s gonna tan your hide!� he told her. �You�re a walkin� dustball!�
     �I thought I was a daugh-ter,� Daufin said, newly puzzled.
     �Well� yeah, you are. I just meant� aw, forget it.� He touched the whitewashed plank at his side. �Take a seat.�
     Daufin didn�t fully understand what he meant, since she saw no chair, bench, or stool for the purpose of resting the rump of the human body, so she simply decided he was inviting her to imitate his position. She started to sit down.
     �Hold it! Don�t sit on Scooter!�
     �Scoot-er?� she inquired.
     �Sure! He�s right here! Scooter, move your butt and give the little girl room. You �member her, don�t you? Stevie Hammond?�
     Daufin tracked Sarge�s line of sight, saw he was talking to what she perceived as empty space.
     �There y�go,� Sarge said. �He�s moved now.�
     �I pre-fer to�� What was the term? �To take the up-right po-si-tion.�
     �Huh?� Sarge frowned. �What kinda talk is that?�
     �Web-ster,� came the reply.
     Sarge laughed, scratched his head. His fingers made a grainy noise in the stubble of his hair. �You�re a card, Stevie!� She watched the fingers move across his skull, then she plucked up a bit of her own hair and examined the difference. Whatever these life forms called human beings were composed of, they certainly had very few common characteristics. �So why are you hidin� under the bandstand?� Sarge asked, his right hand rubbing Scooter�s muzzle; Daufin�s eyes followed the wavelike movements. He took her silence as sullen. �Oh. Did�ja run away from home?�
     No reply.
     He went on. �Ain�t much to run to when you run away from home around here, is there? Bet your folks are kinda worried about you, huh? �Specially with that big booger sittin� over there?�
     Daufin gave the towering object a quick, cold glance, and a shudder passed through her host body. �Is that what you call it?� she asked. �A big�� This term was not in Webster language. �Boo-ger?�
     �Sure is, ain�t it?� He grunted, shook his head. �Never seen the like. Scooter ain�t either. You could just about put the whole town inside that thing and still have room left over, I�ll bet.�
     �Why would you?� she asked him.
     �Why would I what?�
     She was patient, sensing that she was dealing with a life form with minimal capabilities. �Why would you want to put the whole town in-side that big boo-ger?�
     �I didn�t mean really. I just meant� y�know, for instance.� He regarded the skygrid. �I saw a plane hit up there and blow�boom!�just like that and gone. Sittin� on my porch, I saw it happen. Talkin� to the reverend a little while ago. The reverend says it�s like a glass bowl turned upside down over Inferno. Says nothin� can get in, and nothin� can get out. Says it�s somethin� from�� He motioned with a wave of his hand toward the night. �Out there, a long ways off.� His hand reached back to touch Scooter. �But me and Scooter�ll make out all right. Yessir. We�ve been together a long time. We�ll make out all right.�
     De-lu-sion, she thought. A persistent belief in something false (opposite of true) typical of some mental (of or relating to the mind) disorders. �What is Scoot-er?� she asked.
     He looked up at her, as if startled by the question. His mouth opened; for a few seconds his face seemed to sag on the bones, and his eyes glazed over. He stayed that way as she waited for an answer. Finally: �My friend,� he said. �My best friend.�
     There was a growl, a noise of a kind Daufin had never experienced before. It seemed to gain volume, a harsh rolling and tumbling of tones that she could feel at her very center.
     �You must be hungry.� Sarge�s eyes had cleared. He was smiling again. �Your stomach�s talkin�.�
     �My� sto-mach?� This was a new and astounding revelation. �What mes-sage does it send?�
     �You need food, that�s what! You sure talk funny! Don�t she, Scooter?� He stood up. �Better get on home now. Your folks�ll be huntin� you.�
     �Home,� Daufin repeated. That concept was clear. �My home is�� She searched the sky. The grid and the smoke clouds blocked off her reference points, and she could not see the star corridor. �Out there, a long way off.� She mimicked his gesture, because it seemed an appropriate way to demonstrate great distance.
     �Aw, you�re joshin� me now!� he chided her. �Your house is just up the street. Come on, I�ll walk you home.�
     His intention was to escort her back to the box where Stevie, Jessie, Tom, and Ray dwelled, she realized. There was no reason to hide anymore; there was no exiting this planet. The next move was not hers. She stood up on stalks that still felt gangly and precarious, and began to follow this creature across a fantasy landscape. Nothing in her deepest dreams had prepared her for the sights on this planet: rows of insanely built boxes brooding on either side of a flat, brutally hard surface; towering, ugly-hued growths studded with fearsome-looking daggers; the people�s means of conveyance smaller boxes that jarred along the hard surfaces with sickening gravitational pressures and made noises like the destruction of worlds. She knew the terms�houses, cactus, automobiles�from that nightmarish collection called Britannica, but absorbing the written descriptions and flat images was far less disturbing than the realities. As they walked along and Daufin struggled with gravity, she heard the Sarge Dennison creature talking: �Come on, Scooter! Don�t run off and get all dirty, now! No, I ain�t gonna throw you a stick!� She wondered if there was a dimension here of which she was unaware�another world, hidden beyond the one she saw. Oh, there was much here to study and contemplate, but there was no time.
     Her head swiveled back over her shoulder. The pain of unyielding structures stopped her head from a full rotation. Bones, she knew they were termed. The bones of her host body�s arms and legs still throbbed from her contortions. She understood that bones were the framework of these creatures, and she recognized them as marvels of engineering to withstand this gravity and absorb the stunning punishment that came with �walking.� These creatures, she mused, must have a deep kinship with pain, because it was ever-present. Surely they were a hardy species, to endure such tortures as �automobiles� and �streets� and �sneakers.�
     She stared for a moment at the big booger and the violet grid, and if Sarge Dennison had seen the angle of her neck, he would�ve thought, correctly, that it was on the verge of snapping. The trap is set, she thought in her language of chimes. Already there had been hurting. Soon the trap would spring, and here in this lifepod called In-fer-no there would be extinction. Much extinction.
     In her chest there was a crushed sensation, more painful than even the gravity. These human beings were primitive and innocent, and they did not know what was ahead.
     Daufin�s steps faltered. It will happen because of me, she thought. Because I came here, to this small planet on the edge of the star corridor�a young civilization, still a distance away from the technology to take them into deep space where a million worlds and cultures yearned for freedom.
     She�d hoped to learn their language, stay long enough to tell them about herself and why she was racing along the star corridor, and leave long before this; it had never occurred to her that they wouldn�t have interstellar vehicles, since most of the civilizations she was familiar with did. The trap is about to spring, she thought�but I must not throw myself into it. Not yet, not until there is no more chance. She had promised this daughter would be safe, and she kept her promises.
     Her head swiveled away from the skygrid and the black pyramid, but they remained as ugly as open wounds behind her eyes.
     They reached the Hammond house. Sarge knocked at the door, waited, knocked again when there was no response. �Nobody to home,� he said. �Think they�re out lookin� for you?�
     �I am here,� she answered, not fully understanding. This Sarge creature was a disrupter of language.
     �I know you�re here, and Scooter knows you�re here, but� little lady, you sure know how to throw a curveball, don�t you?�
     �Curve-ball?�
     �Yeah. Y�know. Fastball, curveball, spitball�baseball.�
     �Ah.� A smile of recognition skittered across her mouth. She remembered the spectacle on the teeah-veeah. �Safe!�
     �Right.� Sarge tried the doorknob, and the door opened. �Looky here! They must�ve left in a mighty big hurry!� He poked his head in. �Hey, it�s Sarge Dennison! Anybody to home?� He didn�t figure there was going to be a reply, and there was none. He closed the door and looked up and down the street. Candles flickered in a few windows. There was no telling where the Hammonds might be, with all the confusion of the last hour. �You want to go lookin� for your folks?� he asked her. �Maybe we can track �em do��
     His voice was drowned out by the rotors of the helicopter as it flashed past overhead, going west, sixty or seventy feet off the ground. The noise shot Daufin off her feet and propelled her forward. She clamped both hands to one of Sarge�s and stood close, her body shivering.
     Child�s scared to death, Sarge thought. Skin�s cold too, and� Lord, she�s got a strong grip for a kid! He could feel his fingers prickling with a needles-and-pins sensation, as if his hand was snared by a low-voltage electric cable. The feeling wasn�t unpleasant, just strange. He saw Scooter running around in circles, also spooked by the �copter�s passage. �Ain�t nothin� to be scared of. Just a machine,� he said. �Your folks oughta be home pretty soon.�
     Daufin hung on to his hand. The electric tingling was moving up Sarge�s forearm. He heard her stomach growl again, and he asked, �You had any dinner?� She was still too skittish to speak. �I don�t live too far from here. Just up Brazos Street a ways. Got some pork �n beans and some �tater chips.� The tingling had advanced to his elbow. She wouldn�t let go. �You want to have a bowl of pork �n beans? Then I�ll bring you back here and we�ll wait for your folks?� He couldn�t tell if that was okay by her or not, but he took the first step and she did too. �Anybody ever tell you you walk funny?� he asked.
     They continued toward Brazos, Daufin�s hands latched to Sarge�s. The steady pulse of energy she emitted continued through Sarge Dennison�s nerves, into his shoulder and neck, along his spine, and up into his cerebral cortex. He had a mild headache; the steel plate�s playin� its tune again, he thought.
     Scooter trotted alongside. Sarge said to the animal, �You�re a mighty prancy thing, ain�t��
     There was a pain in his head. Just a little one, as if a spark plug had fired.
     Scooter vanished.
     �Uh-uh-uh�� Sarge muttered; the spark plug short-circuited.
     And there was Scooter again. A mighty prancy thing.
     Sarge�s face was sweating. Something had happened; he didn�t know what, but something. The child�s hand clung tight, and his head was hurting. Scooter ran ahead, to wait on the front porch, pink tongue hanging out.
     The door was unlocked; it always was. Sarge let Scooter in first, and then Daufin finally released his hand as he searched for an oil lamp and matches. But the spark plug kept sputtering in his brain, and one side of his body�the side she�d been standing on�was full of prickly fire. Sarge got the lamp lit, and the glow chased some of the shadows away�but they were tricky shadows, and sometimes Scooter was there and the next second he wasn�t.
     �Little lady,� he said as he sank into a chair in the immaculate room with its swept and mopped floor, �I�m� not feelin� so good.� Scooter jumped into his lap and licked his face. He put his arms around Scooter. The little girl was watching him, standing just at the edge of the lamplight. �Lord� my head. Really beatin� the band in�� He blinked.
     His arms were enfolded around nothing.
     His brain sizzled. Cold sweat trickled down his face. �Scooter?� he whispered. His voice cracked, went haywire; his face contorted. �Scooter? Oh Jesus� oh Jesus� don�t bring the stick.� His eyelids fluttered. �Don�t bring the stick. Don�t bring the stick!�
     Daufin stood at his side. She realized he was seeing into that dimension that she could not, and she said, very softly, �Tell me. What is Scoot-er?�
     He moaned. The spark plug fired, sputtered, fired; ghostly images of Scooter faded in and out on his lap, like scenes caught in a strobe light. His hands clutched at empty air. �Oh dear God� don�t� don�t bring the stick,� he pleaded.
     �Tell me,� she said.
     His head turned. Saw her there. Scooter. Where was Scooter? The dark things in his mind were lurching toward the light.
     Tears burned his eyes. �Scooter� brought the stick,� he said�and then he began to tell her the rest of it.


26
The Creech House

�Found her walkin� right in the middle of the street, a block south of the church,� Curt Lockett explained. �Just about knocked her flyin�, but I put on the brakes in time.�
     Sheriff Vance regarded Ginger Creech again; she was standing barefoot in his office, and from the door she�d left bloody prints. Must�ve slashed her feet on broken glass, he figured. Lord, she�s ready for the funny farm!
     Ginger�s eyes stared straight ahead, a few remaining curlers drooping in her hair, her face a pale mask of dust.
     �Swear to God, she scared shit out of me,� Curt said, glancing at Danny Chaffin. The deputy made another circle of Ginger. �I was on my way to the liquor store. Know where a man can get a drink?�
     �Liquor store�s locked up,� Vance told him, rising from his chair. �That was one of the first things we did.�
     �Reckon so.� Curt rubbed his mouth and gave a nervous smile; he felt as if he were shaking to pieces, and finding Ginger Creech walking like a brain-blasted zombie hadn�t helped his jitters any, either. �It�s just� y�know, I kinda need somethin� to take me through the night.� From the open collar of his wrinkled white shirt hung his newly discovered necktie.
     �Ginger?� Vance waved his hand in front of her face. She blinked but did not speak. �Can you hear me?�
     �I�m lookin� for my boy,� Curt said. �Either of you seen Cody?�
     Vance had to laugh. He felt like he�d gone ten rounds with Celeste Preston thirty minutes ago, when he�d driven over to the Chaffin house on Oakley Street to pick up his deputy. He�d wound up explaining about the spaceship to Vic and Arleen Chaffin too, and Arleen had begun crying and moaning about it being the end of the world. Vance had returned Celeste to her car, and the last he�d seen of her she was driving westward in that big yellow Cadillac. Probably headin� for her hacienda and gonna hide under her bed, he thought. Well, nobody wanted her hangin� around here anyway!
     �Curt,� he said, �if you didn�t sleep twenty hours out of the day, you�d be dangerous. Your boy raised hell at the Warp Room around nine-thirty, started a gang fight that put a bunch of kids in the clinic�which, with all these hurt people we�ve got, Doc McNeil sure as shit don�t need.�
     �Cody� in a fight?� Time was all screwed up for Curt. He glanced at the clock, saw it had stopped at two minutes after ten. �Is he all right? I mean��
     �Yeah, he�s okay. Busted up some, though. He headed over to the clinic.�
     Which meant a doctor�s bill, Curt thought. Damned fool kid! He didn�t have the sense God gave a bug!
     �Ginger? It�s Ed Vance. Danny, hand me that flashlight on the desk.� He gripped it, flicked it on, and aimed it at the woman�s sightless eyes. She flinched just a fraction, her arms stiffening at her sides. �Ginger? What happened? How come you�re��
     She gave a terrible shudder, and her face strained as if its muscles were about to burst through the flesh.
     �She�s having a fit!� Curt squalled, and backed across the woman�s bloody tracks toward the door.
     Her gray lips trembled and opened. ��The� Lord� is my shepherd, I shall not want,�� she whispered. ��He maketh me lie down in green pastures. He� He leadeth me beside still waters��� Tears broke and ran, and she stumbled on through the Twenty-third Psalm.
     Vance�s heart was pounding. �Danny, we�d better get over to Dodge�s house. I sure as hell don�t like the looks of this.�
     �Yes sir.� Danny glanced at the glass-fronted cabinet that held the assortment of firearms, and Vance read his mind because he was thinking the same thing.
     �Break out a shotgun for me,� Vance said. �A rifle for you. Get �em loaded.� Danny took the key ring from him and unlocked the cabinet.
     ��I will� fear no��� The words gripped in her throat. ��Fear no� fear no��� She couldn�t make herself say it, and fresh tears streamed down her face.
     �Curt, I want you to get Ginger to the clinic. Find Early and tell him��
     �Hold on!� Curt protested. He wanted nothing to do with this. �I ain�t a deputy!�
     �You are now. I�ll swear you in later. Right now I want you to do what I say: take Ginger over there and tell Early how you found her.� He took the shotgun Danny gave him and put a few extra shells in his pockets.
     �Uh� what do you think happened?� Curt�s voice trembled. �To Dodge, I mean?�
     �I don�t know, but we�re gonna find out. Ginger, I want you to go with Curt. Okay? Can you hear me?�
     � �Fear no��� She squeezed her eyes shut, opened them again. � �Fear no���
     �Ed, I don�t know about this,� Curt said. �I�m not deputy material. Can�t you get somebody else to take her over?�
     �Oh, Christ!� Vance shouted as his own raw nerves stretched toward the breaking point. Ginger jumped and whimpered and retreated from him. �Here! I�ll pay you to do it!� He dug into his back pocket, brought out his wallet, and flipped it open. The only thing in there was a five-dollar bill. �Go on, take it! Go buy yourself a damned bottle at the Bob Wire Club, just move your ass!�
     Curt�s licked his lower lip. His hand burrowed into the wallet and came out five dollars richer.
     Vance gently took Ginger�s arm and led her out. She came along docilely, her feet leaving bloody prints and her strained whisper of ��Fear no� fear no��� sending shivers down the sheriff�s backbone. Danny locked the door behind them and Curt guided the madwoman to his Buick, got her inside, and drove away toward the clinic, the tailpipe dragging and scratching sparks off the pavement.
     Vance drove the patrol car while Danny sat in silence on the passenger side with his hands clamped like vises around the rifle. Dodge Creech�s house, made of sand-colored stucco with a red slate roof, stood near the corner of Celeste and Brazos streets. The front door was wide open. The sheriff and deputy could see the faint glow of candles or lamps within the house, but there was no sign of Dodge. Vance pulled the car to the curb, and they got out and started up the pebbled walk.
     About eight feet from the door, Vance�s legs seized up. He�d seen one of Ginger�s slippers lying on the dry lawn. A coldness was writhing in his belly, and the doorway looked like a mouth, ready to crunch down on him as he entered. From a great distance he thought he heard brutal young voices taunting Burro! Burro! Burro!
     �Sheriff?� Danny had stopped at the door. �You okay?� In the dim violet light Vance�s face glittered with sweat.
     �Yeah. Fine.� He bent over and rubbed his knees. �Just old football knees. Sometimes they flare up on me.�
     �I didn�t know you ever played football.�
     �It was a long time ago.� He was perspiring everywhere: face, chest, back, ass. A cold, oily sweat. His career as a sheriff had been limited to breaking up fights, investigating traffic accidents, and hunting down lost dogs. He�d never had to fire a gun in the line of duty, and the idea of going into that house and seeing what had made Ginger Creech go crazy made his balls crawl as if they were packed full of spiders.
     �Want me to go on in?� Danny asked.
     Yes, he almost said. But as he stared at the doorway, he knew he had to go in first. He had to, because he was the sheriff. Besides, he had a shotgun and Danny had a rifle. Whatever it was in there, it could be shot full of holes just like anything else. �No,� he said huskily. �I�ll go first.�
     It took all his flabby willpower to start walking again. He entered the Creech house, flinching as he cleared the hungry doorway. A loose floorboard mewled under his right boot.
     �Dodge!� he called. His voice cracked. �Dodge, where are you?�
     They walked toward the light, through a foyer and into the living room, where a couple of oil lamps threw shadows and dust floated in layers from floor to ceiling.
     �Sheriff, look at that!� Danny had seen it first, and he pointed to the jagged-edged hole in the floor. Vance approached it, and he and Danny stood over the hole peering down into darkness.
     Squeak squeak. Squeak squeak.
     Both of them looked up at the same time, and both of them saw it.
     A figure sat in the rocking chair in the far corner of the room, slowly rocking back and forth, back and forth. A scatter of National Geographics lay on the floor beside the chair.
     Squeak squeak. Squeak squeak.
     �D-Dodge?� Vance whispered.
     �Howdy,� Dodge Creech said. Most of his face was in shadow, but he was still wearing his yellow-and-blue-plaid coat, dark blue slacks, pearl-gray shirt, two-toned loafers. His red lick of hair was greased back on his pate, and his hands were folded in his lap as he rocked.
     �What�s� what�s goin� on?� Vance asked. �Ginger�s about out of her��
     �Howdy,� the other man said again, still rocking. There was no color in his face, and his eyes glittered in the light of the two remaining lamps that hung from the ceiling�s wagon-wheel fixture. The wagon wheel was crooked. Squeak, squeak went the chair�s runners.
     His voice, Vance thought: his voice is funny. Raspy, like air through the bass pipes of a church organ. It sounded like Dodge�s voice, yes, but� different too.
     The glittering eyes were watching him carefully. �You�re a person of authority, ain�t you?� the voice asked, with a humming of sinus cavities.
     �I�m Ed Vance. You know me. Come on, Dodge, what�s this all about?� His knees were freezing solid again. Something was wrong with Dodge�s mouth.
     �Ed Vance.� Dodge�s head tilted slightly to one side. �Ed Vance,� he repeated, as if he�d never heard the name before and he was making sure not to forget it. �Yessir, I knew they�d send a person of authority. That�d be you, wouldn�t it?�
     Vance looked at Danny; the boy was about a hair away from jumping out of his shoes, his hands clutching the rifle to his chest. The cadence of Dodge Creech�s voice, the flat phrasing, the drawl: all of it was the same, yet there was that low church-organ undertone, and a rattling like loose phlegm in Dodge�s throat.
     �So let me pose a question to you, pardner,� the figure in the rocking chair said. �Who�s the guardian?�
     �The� guardian?�
     �I didn�t stutter. Who�s the guardian?�
     �Dodge� what�re you talkin� about? I don�t know anythin� about a guardian.�
     The rocking ceased. Danny gasped and took a backward step, and he might have plunged into the hole if he hadn�t checked himself.
     �Maybe you don�t at that,� the man in the chair replied. �Maybe you do, and maybe you�re handin� me bullshit on a platter, Ed Vance.�
     �No, I swear it! I don�t know what you�re talkin� about!� The thought hit him like a bullet between the eyes: This isn�t Dodge anymore.
     The figure stood up. Its clothes made a stiff crackling noise. Dodge Creech seemed two or three inches taller than Vance remembered, and much larger around the shoulders too. There was something funny about the way he moved his head�something like the jerky motion of a puppet on strings, guided by an unseen hand. The figure walked toward Vance, with that strange puppet�s gait, and Vance backed away; it stopped, looked from Vance to Danny and back again, and then the white face with its wormy gray lips smiled�a teeth-clenched salesman�s smile.
     �The guardian,� he repeated, and the light gleamed off teeth that were no longer teeth, but thousands of close-packed, blue metallic needles. �Who is it?�
     Vance couldn�t seem to get his breath. �I swear� don�t know��
     �Well sir, maybe I believe you.� The figure in the garish sport coat slowly rubbed its thick, colorless hands together, and Vance saw that the fingernails were about an inch long, made of that same blue-tinged metal and edged with tiny saw-blade-like teeth. �You bein� a person of authority and all, I ought to believe you, right?� the thing in Dodge�s skin asked.
     Vance had lost his voice.
     Danny�s back hit the wall, and a framed picture of Dodge receiving an award at an insurance salesmen�s convention clattered to the floor.
     �So I�ll give you the benefit of the doubt. See, I�ve come a long way, and I�ve already spent a lot of time and effort.� The metal-nailed hands kept rubbing together, and Vance realized that a swipe from one of them could rip his face off right down to the skull. �I can find the guardian myself if I have to.� The head suddenly whipped to the left with violent motion, and the thing�s gaze followed the helicopter through a broken window as it circled the pyramid. �I don�t like that thing. Not the least bit. I don�t want it flyin� around my property.� Its attention returned to Vance, and the sheriff saw that there was no life in Dodge�s eyes; they looked wet and dead, like false eyes stuck into a grinning mask. �But I�ll tell you true, Ed Vance: if I don�t find out who the guardian is real soon, I�m gonna have to lay down the law. My kind of law.�
     �Who� what are you?� Vance rasped.
     �I�m an�� The figure paused for a few seconds. �An exterminator. And you�re a big fat bug. I�ll be around, Ed Vance, and I want you to remember me. Okay?�
     Vance nodded, a drop of sweat hanging from the tip of his nose. �Oka��
     One of Dodge�s hands rose. The fingers probed the left eye and wrenched it from its socket. There was no blood, just strands of oozing fluid. The eyeball went into the needle-filled mouth and burst apart like a hardboiled egg as the jaws clamped down.
     Danny moaned, fighting against a faint, and madness clawed at Vance�s brain.
     �When I want you, I�ll find you,� the creature said. �Don�t try to hide. You can�t. We square on that, pardner?�
     �Sq-sq-square.� The word came out in a choke.
     �Good bug.� And then the figure turned away from Vance, took two long strides, and dropped into the hole in the living-room floor.
     They heard it thump to the bottom after a long fall. There was a quick scuttling sound. Then silence.
     Danny screamed. He sprang to the edge of the hole, lifted his rifle and began firing into it, his face contorted with horror. Gunsmoke whirled through the dusty air, and spent cartridges flew. He came to the end of his bullets, but he kept frantically trying to feed shells into the chamber.
     �Stop it,� Vance said, or thought he had. �Stop it, Danny. Stop it!�
     The deputy shuddered and looked at him, his finger still jerking on the trigger, his nose running, and the wind whooshing in his lungs.
     �It�s gone,� Vance told him. �Whatever it was� it�s gone.�
     �I saw it�I saw it looked like Dodge but it wasn�t no way no way in hell was it Dod��
     Vance gripped his collar and shook his hard. �Listen to me, boy!� he roared, right in Danny�s face. �I don�t want you goin� as crazy as Ginger Creech, you hear me?� He felt a wetness at his crotch and knew he�d peed his pants, but right now he had to keep Danny from losing his mind. If the boy went over the edge, Vance would be right behind. �You hear me?� He gave another hard shake, which served to loosen the cobwebs of shock in his own brain as well.
     �Wasn�t Dodge. Wasn�t,� Danny mumbled. Then, with a gasp of breath: �Yes sir. I hear you.�
     �Go to the car.� The boy blinked dazedly, still staring into the hole. �Go on, I said!�
     Danny staggered out.
     Vance swung his shotgun up and aimed it at the hole. His hands shook so hard he figured he couldn�t hit a barn door in broad daylight, much less an alien who ate eyeballs and had a thousand needles for teeth. Because that�s exactly what it had been, he realized: an alien, dug itself a tunnel from the pyramid across the river and crawled inside Dodge Creech. My property, it had said. And what was that shit about a guardian, and how come it could speak English with a Texas accent?
     He backed away from the hole, his nerves sputtering. Tendrils of dust and gunsmoke broke, drifted, connected anew around him. He felt like a scream trapped in concrete, and right then he swore that if he got out of this, God willing, he was going to lose fifty pounds by Christmas.
     One step out of the house and he turned and ran to the patrol car, where Danny Chaffin sat gray-faced and staring at nothing.


27
Scooter Brought the Stick

In a house at the far end of Brazos Street, Daufin listened while Sarge remembered.
     �Scooter brought the stick,� he whispered as the dark things moved in his mind. Over the steady tolling of the Catholic church�s bell, he thought he heard gunshots: the rapid cracks of a carbine, like brittle sticks being trod upon. The memories were coming to life, and one half of his brain itched like a wound that must be torn open and scratched.
     �Belgium,� he said. His hands kneaded the air where Scooter had been, just a minute before. �Three-ninety-third infantry regiment, Ninety-ninth Infantry Division, Sergeant Tully Dennison, all present and accounted for, sir!� His eyes were wet, his face strained with internal pressures. �Diggin� in, sir! Hard ground, ain�t it? Mighty hard. Froze almost solid. They heard some noise out over the ridge last night. Down there in the deep woods. Recon heard trucks movin� around. Maybe tanks too. Get that telephone cable laid down, yes sir!� He blinked, lifting his chin as if startled by the presence of Daufin. �Who� who are you?�
     �Your new friend,� she said quietly, standing between the light and the dark.
     �Little girl shouldn�t be out here. Too cold. Snow in them clouds. You speak English?�
     �Yes,� she said, aware that he was staring right through her, into that hidden dimension. �Who is Scoot-er?�
     �Old dog just took up with me. Crazy ol� thing, but Lord can he run. I throw a stick, and he scoots after it. Throw it again, off he goes. Scooter, that�s what he is. Can�t be still. Skinny thing, about half dead when I found him. Gonna take good care of you, Scooter. You and me, we�ll gonna be all right.� He crossed his arms over his chest and began to rock. �Put my head on Scooter�s side at night. Good ol� pillow. Keeps the foxhole warm. Man, he loves to chase those sticks. Run fetch it, Scooter! Lord, can he run!�
     Sarge�s breath had quickened. �Lieutenant says if there�s any action we won�t see it. No way. Says it�ll be to the north or the south. Not our position. I just got here, I ain�t killed nobody yet. I don�t want to. Scooter, we�re gonna keep our heads low. We�re gonna bury our heads in the ground, ain�t we? Just let all that metal fly right over us, huh?�
     He shuddered, curled his knees up, stared past Daufin. His mouth worked for a few seconds, his eyes full of violet light, but no sound came out. Then a whisper: �Incomin� mail. Artillery openin� up. Long way off. Gonna go over our heads. Over our heads. Should�ve dug my foxhole deeper. Too late now. Incomin� mail.� He moaned as if struck, squeezing his eyes shut. Tears crept from them. �Make it stop. Make it stop. Please oh Jesus make it stop.�
     Sarge�s eyes flew open. �Here they come! Ready on the right, sir!� It had been a hoarse cry. �Scooter! Where�s Scooter? God A�mighty, where�s my dog? Here come the Krauts!� He was shaking now, his body curled up in the chair, the pulse throbbing at his temple like the rhythm of a runaway machine. �They�re throwin� potato mashers! Get your heads down! Oh Jesus� oh Christ� help the wounded� his arm�s blown off. Medic� Medic!� He clasped his hands to his skull, fingers gripping into the flesh. �Got blood on me. Somebody�s blood. Medic, move your ass! They�re comin� again! Throwin� grenades! Get your heads down!�
     Sarge stopped his frantic rocking. His breath caught.
     Daufin waited.
     �One fell short,� he whispered. �Fell short, and still smokin�. Potato-masher grenade. Got a wooden handle. And there he is. Right there.� He stared at a point on the wall: the point where the past�s shadows were emerging, ghostly scenes coagulating and rippling through the grenade smoke of more than forty years before. �There�s Scooter,� Sarge said. �Gone crazy. I can see it in his eyes. Gone crazy. Just like me.�
     He slowly thrust his hand forward, fingers outspread. �No,� the whisper came. �No. Don�t bring the stick. Don�t��
     A hiss of breath between his teeth: �I haven�t killed yet� don�t make me kill��
     His hand contorted; now it was clenched around an invisible pistol, the finger gripping the trigger. �Don�t bring the stick.� The finger twitched. �Don�t bring the stick.� Twitched again. �Don�t bring the stick.� A third and fourth times.
     He was crying, silently, as the finger continued to twitch. �Had to stop him. Had to. Would�ve fetched me the stick. Dropped it right into my foxhole. But� I killed him� before the grenade went off. I know I did. I saw his eyes go dead. And then the grenade blew. Didn�t make a loud noise. Not loud. And then there was nothin� left of him� except what was all over me.� His hand lowered, dangled at his side. �My head. Hurts.� Slowly, his hand relaxed, and the invisible gun went away.
     His eyes had closed again. He sat without moving for a time, just the rise and fall of his chest and the tears that crawled through the lines on his face.
     There was nothing more.
     Daufin walked to the front door and looked through the screen at the skygrid. She was trying to put her thoughts together, analyze and categorize what had just been said; she could make no sense of it, but pain and loss lay at its core, and those things she understood very, very well. She sensed a weariness coming over her, enfolding her; it was a weakness of muscles, sinews, and bones�the fabric that held this daughter�s body together. She clicked through her memory and came up with the symbol N and, behind it, among the neatly assembled subjects: Nutrition. This daughter�s body needed nutrition; it was running down and soon would approach collapse. The Sarge creature had mentioned food. She focused on F and found flat images of Food in her memory: Meat Groups, Vegetable Groups, Cereal Groups. All of them appeared sickening, but they would have to do. The next problem was locating these food groups. Surely they must be close at hand, stored somewhere in the Sarge creature�s box.
     She walked to his side and plucked at his sleeve. He didn�t respond. She tried again, a little harder.
     His eyes opened. The last firing of the spark plug in his brain was going out; he felt whole again, the cold tingling sensation gone. He thought he remembered having a terrible nightmare, but that was all gone too.
     �Food,� she said. �Do you have food here?�
     �Yeah. Pork �n beans. In the kitchen.� He placed his hand against his forehead. He was trembling all over, and in his mouth there was a taste like bitter smoke. �Get you somethin� to eat, and then I�ll take you home.� He tried to stand up, had difficulty at first, then got to his feet. �Lord, I feel funny. Shakin� like a wild weed.�
     Terror gripped him. Where was Scooter?
     There was a movement in the corner, behind Mr. Hammond�s little girl. Over where the shadows lay.
     Scooter padded out of the corner and looked expectantly at him, like old friends do.
     �Mighty prancy, aren�t you?� Sarge asked, and smiled. �Let�s crack open a can of pork �n beans for our new friend, okay?� He picked up the oil lamp and headed to the kitchen.
     Daufin followed behind, thinking that sometimes the hidden dimension was best left unfathomed.


28
The Drifting Shadow

Working in the glare of a wall-mounted emergency light, Jessie made the last of six stitches and pulled the sutures tight under Cody Lockett�s right eye. He winced just a fraction.
     �If I was a horse,� he drawled, �I�d already have kicked you across the barn.�
     �If you were a horse, I�d have already shot you.� She gave a little extra tug on the filament, tied the sutures off, and snipped the excess. She swabbed another dash of disinfectant on the wound. �Okay, that does it.�
     Cody stood up from the treatment table and walked to a small oval mirror on the wall. It showed him a face with a left eye purple and swollen almost shut, a gashed lower lip, and the stitch ridges less than an inch below his right eye. His Texaco shirt was ripped and splattered with bloodstains�his own and Rattlesnake blood too. His head had stopped its drumrolls, though, and all his teeth were still in their sockets. He figured he�d been lucky.
     �You can admire yourself somewhere else,� Jessie said tersely. �Call the next one in as you leave.� She had four more teenagers to see, waiting in the hall, and she went to the sink to wash her hands. When she turned the tap, a thin trickle of sandy water spooled out.
     �Pretty good job, doc,� he told her. �How�s X Ray? He gonna be all right?�
     �Yes.� Thank God, she thought. Three of Ray�s ribs were badly bruised, his left arm had been almost dislocated, and he�d come very near biting a piece out of his tongue, not to mention the other cuts and bruises. Right now he was resting in a room down the hall. A few of the other kids had lost teeth and been cut up, but there were no broken bones�except for Paco LeGrande, whose nose had been shattered. �Somebody could�ve been killed.� She dried her hands on a paper towel, feeling grains of sand between her fingers. �Is that what you were trying to do?�
     �No. I was tryin� to keep X Ray from gettin� his clock cleaned.� He regarded his own skinned knuckles. �The Rattlers started it. The �Gades were protectin� our own.�
     �My son�s not a member of your gang.�
     �It�s a club,� Cody corrected. �Anyway, X Ray lives on this side of the bridge. That makes him one of us.�
     �Club, gang, whatever the hell you call it�it�s a pile of shit.� She crumpled the paper and tossed it into the wastebasket. �And my son�s name is Ray, not X Ray. When are you and the Rattlesnakes going to stop tearing this town to pieces?�
     �It�s not the �Gades who�re tearin� things up! We didn�t ask �em to jump X Ray and bust up the Warp Room! Besides��he motioned toward the window, at the black pyramid��that sonofabitch did more damage in about two seconds than we could�ve done in two years.�
     Jessie couldn�t dispute that fact. She grunted, realizing she�d come down pretty hard on the boy. She didn�t know much about Cody Lockett: just what Tom had told her, and that his father worked at the bakery. She recalled that she had smelled alcohol on the man�s breath one day when she�d gone in for some sweet rolls.
     �Damn, it�s big.� Cody went to the window. Some of the roughness had left his voice, and it held a note of awe. A few fires were still burning in Cade�s junkyard, spiraling sparks into the sky. Up at the top of the glowing violet grid was a massive dark cloud of smoke and dust, hanging motionlessly over Inferno and blanking out the moon. Cody had never put much stock in the idea of UFOs and aliens before this, though Tank swore that when he was nine years old he�d seen a hovering light in the sky that had scared his underpants brown. He�d never thought much about life on other worlds, because life on this one was tough enough. All that stuff about UFOs and extraterrestrials seemed too distant to be concerned about, but now� well, this was a horse of a different shade. �Where do you think it came from?� he asked, in a quiet voice.
     �I don�t know. A very long way from here, I�m sure.�
     �Yeah, I reckon so. But why�d it come down in Inferno? I mean� whatever�s inside it could�ve landed anywhere in the world. Why�d it pick Inferno?�
     Jessie didn�t answer. She was thinking about Daufin, and where the little girl�no, she corrected herself�where the creature might be. She looked out the window at the pyramid, and a single word came to her mind: Stinger. Whatever that was, Daufin was terrified of it, and Jessie was feeling none too easy herself. She said, �Better tell the next one to come in.�
     �Okay.� Cody tore himself away from the window. He paused at the door. �Listen� for whatever it�s worth, I�m sorry X Ray got hurt.�
     She nodded. �So am I, but he�ll be all right. I guess he�s tougher than I thought.� She stopped short of thanking him for helping her son, because the details were still unclear and she saw him and Rick Jurado as the instigators of a gang fight that could�ve ended in kids getting killed. �You�ll probably need something for a headache,� she said. �If you ask Mrs. Santos at the front desk, she�ll get you some aspirin.�
     �Yeah, thanks. Hey, maybe I�ll have a neat little railroad track to remember tonight by, huh?�
     �Maybe,� she agreed, though she knew the scar would be hardly noticeable. �Anybody here to take you home?�
     �I can walk. Gotta pick up my motor, anyway. Thanks for the patch-up job.�
     �Try to stay out of trouble, okay?�
     He started to flip a witticism at her, but her eyes were honest and he let his swaggering pose drop. �I�ll try,� he said, and left the room. In the hallway, also lit by the harsh emergency lights, he told the next boy waiting on the bench to go in; the guy was a Rattler, with sullen eyes and a lower lip that looked as if it had lost a tangle with a meat grinder. Then he walked along the hall, passing rooms on either side. From one of them wailed a man�s voice, a sound of pure agony. The smell of burned meat hung in the air, and Cody kept going. People were bustling around, throwing long shadows in the half-light. A Hispanic woman with blood all over the front of her dress hurried past him. A man on crutches and with a large bandage stuck to the side of his face stood in a doorway, staring blankly and muttering. Cody saw Doc McNeil coming, supporting a woman with dusty gray hair from which pink curlers dangled. She was wearing a blue robe, her face dead white and her eyes as wide as if she�d just stuck a finger into an electric socket. McNeil helped her into a room on the left, and Cody couldn�t help but notice the bloody footprints on the carpet.
     Then he was through the gauntlet of suffering and had reached the front desk, where he asked the round-faced nurse, Mrs. Santos, for his aspirin. She gave him a few tablets in a little plastic bottle, made sure she had his name and address down on the records sheet, and said he could go home. The waiting room was full of people too, most of them Bordertown residents who�d been shaken up by the concussion or who were waiting for word on injured relatives.
     As Cody crossed the waiting room and headed for the door, his father stood up from a chair in the corner and said, �Boy? Hold on a minute.�
     Cody glimpsed the garish necktie and almost burst out laughing. No wonder the old man didn�t wear ties; the thing emphasized his sinewy neck and made him look like a geek. Cody had had enough of the medicinal odors and anguished noises of the clinic, and he kept striding out the door without waiting for his father. His motorcycle was still parked in front of the Warp Room, and he meant to claim it. Behind him, his father called, �Cody! Where�re you goin�?�
     Cody might have slowed a step or two; he didn�t realize it if he had. But then his old man was catching up with him, really stretching out those long legs. Curt walked to the side with the length of a man separating them. �I�m talkin� to you. Don�t you understand English no more?�
     �Just go away,� Cody said, his voice clipped and tight. �Leave me alone.� Over the smells of scorched metal and burning rubber, the aromas of Vitalis and body odor reached him.
     �I came to see about you. Heard you got yourself in a fight. Lord, you look like you got your ass busted for sure!�
     �I didn�t.�
     �Looks must be deceivin�, then.� Curt watched the helicopter slowly circling over Cade�s autoyard, making tentative approaches to the black pyramid and then veering away through the smoke. �I�m tellin� you,� he said, �hell has sure come to Inferno. Ain�t that about the weirdest sumbitch you ever saw?�
     �I guess so.�
     �It�s spooky. Somethin� like that shouldn�t be. You know, I almost ran over Ginger Creech awhile ago. She was just strollin� down the street in her nightgown. God knows what�s happened to Dodge. Whatever�s goin� on, it�s knocked Ginger right off her tracks.�
     The woman in the blue robe, Cody thought. Mrs. Creech. Sure, he should�ve recognized her. But then again, he�d never seen her looking like a crazy woman before.
     �Guess what?� Curt asked when they�d gone a few more strides. �I�m a deputy. Don�t that beat all? Yessir! Sheriff Vance said that if I was to take Ginger to the clinic, he�d make me a deputy. Bet I�ll get me a badge. A silver badge, all shiny and nice.� The helicopter zoomed overhead, stirring a storm of dust off the street, and turned toward the pyramid again. Curt gazed up at the skygrid. He didn�t know what the thing was, but it was something else that should not be. It reminded him of jail bars, and started a crawling sensation of claustrophobia at the back of his neck. Without lights, Inferno resembled a ghost town, all the swirling dust and running tumbleweeds adding to the sense of desolation. Curt�s thirst was getting stronger, and he thought it was somehow right that just as he was given some responsibility, Inferno was falling to pieces. He looked at Cody, walking beside him, and he saw how close that cut was to the boy�s eye. Tomorrow morning he was going to feel as if he�d stuck his head into a blender. �You all right?� Curt asked.
     �What the fuck do you care?� It came out before Cody could stop it.
     Curt grunted. �Hell, I didn�t say I cared. Just asked, that�s all.� He let silence reign for a few seconds, then tried again: �I got busted up like that once. A Mexican did it, in a bar. Fast little bastard, he was. Man, I couldn�t see straight for a week!�
     �I�m okay,� Cody told him grudgingly.
     �Yeah, you�re a tough pair of nuts, ain�t you? That shirt�s a goner, though. Guess old Mendoza�ll pitch a fit, huh?�
     �No. Mr. Mendoza won�t.�
     Curt decided to let that �mister� lie. What was the point? It amazed him, though, that Cody could still speak of that old wetback with respect after a Mexican had just about bashed his fool head in. Well, Cody had a lot to learn about Mexicans yet. �I found a tie,� he said. �See?�
     �Yeah. It looks awful.�
     Curt�s first impulse was to snarl and clip him on the back of his skull, but he figured the boy had had enough punishment; anyway, Cody�s comment made a faint smile steal across his mouth. �I reckon it does, at that,� he admitted. �Never said I had good taste in ties, did I?� Cody glanced at him, and Curt looked away to hide the smile; it wouldn�t do for Cody to see it, he decided. It was time to go collect on that bottle of Kentucky Gent. The five dollars was burning a hole in his pocket, and he hoped the Bob Wire Club was still open. If not, he�d kick the damn door down himse�
     His thoughts were interrupted by a low rumbling noise that made his bones throb like a mouthful of bad teeth. Curt stopped in his tracks, and Cody halted because he�d both heard and felt the vibration. The noise continued, like the sound of heavy concrete plates grinding. �You hear that?� Curt asked. �What is it?� The sound drifted across Inferno and set the dogs howling again.
     Cody looked at the pyramid and pointed. �There!�
     A thin vertical crack of muddy violet light had appeared about thirty feet below the pyramid�s apex. The grinding noise went on, and the crack of light was widening.
     In the clinic, Jessie heard it and went to the window. Rick Jurado came out of his house, and stood on the front porch with Miranda beside him. Mack Cade was standing on Third Street next to his Mercedes, watching the volunteer firemen futilely trying to coax water pressure back into the limp hose, and his first thought was that the rumbling sounded like a massive crypt opening. Typhoid and Lockjaw ran around in a circle, yapping.
     Others peered out their windows, and some of the seventy-eight people who had gathered in the Catholic church came out to the front steps to see. Sheriff Vance, who had returned only a few minutes before from Dodge Creech�s house, emerged from his office into Celeste Street while Danny sat shaking inside.
     The vertical line was about fifteen feet long and stretching open like a cyclopean eye. In the helicopter, Captain Taggart swooped past the fissure. Rhodes, who occupied the copilot�s seat, and Gunniston in the observer�s seat just behind him were shoved against their backrests by the g-forces. They saw the reptilian plates sliding away from the aperture, and the glow that drifted through was more like luminous mist than earthly light. The aperture�s edges appeared moist, rimmed with gray like diseased gums. �Stay away from that grid,� Rhodes warned as Taggart took the �copter up again, but he knew Taggart understood the consequences of hitting that thing as well as he did. The rumbling noise continued as the plates unhooked and slid away from each other. The opening was now about forty feet wide, and Taggart lined the �copter up with it and used his two control sticks to angle the blades so the machine hovered. Streams of liquid were oozing down from the sides and edges of the opening, running over the plates beneath it. Rhodes leaned forward, the seat belt tightening across his chest. He could see nothing but murk inside the fissure; it was like trying to peer through slimy water.
     �Want me to get closer?� Taggart asked.
     �Hell, no!� Gunniston yelped, his hands clenched to the armrests.
     �Just hold this position,� Rhodes told him. Several more plates moved apart, and then the noise abruptly ceased.
     Mist curled from the opening and was tattered by the rotors. Taggart checked his gauges: fuel was getting low. They�d followed the grid from east to west and north to south and found that it extended just over seven miles in all directions. Its highest point was about six hundred feet directly above the pyramid, sloping away to spear through the earth at the grid�s limits. Below the helicopter were dull red centers of flame amid the wreckage of Cade�s autoyard, and the rising of heated air made the machine shudder.
     �Thing looks like it�s got skin,� Gunniston said, staring with revulsion at the slick ebony plates.
     Rhodes watched the opening. Banners of black smoke moved past the canopy, and for a few seconds his vision was obscured. When it cleared, he thought he saw something move inside the aperture: a drifting shadow, approaching through the mist. He didn�t know what it was, but he realized they were far too close to the pyramid for comfort. �Move us away,� he said tautly.
     Taggart changed the rotors� pitch, started to slip the helicopter to the left.
     As he did, the thing that Rhodes had seen emerged from the mist. Gunniston gasped, �Oh, Christ!� and Taggart throttled the engine up, veering away with such speed that the men were lifted off their seats. Never in his wildest nightmares had he witnessed such a thing as now cleared the pyramid�s opening and hovered in the turbulent air.


29
The Duel

A helicopter had emerged from the black pyramid�but it was unlike any machine ever created on earth. Instead of rotors, triangular metallic wings like those of a giant dragonfly beat rapidly along the sleek black body. Its cockpit�the shape an exact duplicate of the compartment in which Taggart, Rhodes, and Gunniston sat�was made of what appeared to be blue-green, opaque glass, multifaceted like the eye of an insect. Most startling of all, and what had caused Taggart to grip the throttle and veer away so fast, was the craft�s tail section: it was made of intertwined, ropy black muscles, and at its end was a bony ball of spikes like a knight�s mace. The tail was whipping violently back and forth, the muscles alternately clenching and relaxing.
     �A doppelganger,� Rhodes said.
     Taggart was concentrating on working the cyclic control stick with his right hand and the twistgrip throttle with his left, backing the �copter away without crashing into the bank building or drifting into the grid. Smoke swirled in front of the cockpit. The dragonfly machine held its position, but slowly angled as if its insect eye was following the earth craft. Gunniston said, �What?�
     �A doppelganger,� Rhodes repeated, thinking aloud. �A mirror image. At least� maybe that�s how an alien sees us.� Another thought struck him. �My God� there must be a factory in there!� But was it a machine, or was it alive? It was a double of their own helicopter, yes, but the way those wings and muscles worked, the thing might be a living creature�or more bizarre still, a combination of machine and alien life. Whatever it was, the sight held Rhodes in a thrall of horrified wonder.
     The trance snapped, very suddenly, when the dragonfly darted forward, soundlessly and with a deadly grace.
     �Go!� Rhodes shouted, but the breath was wasted. Taggart�s hand on the throttle made the engine scream. The helicopter shot backward and up, missing the overhanging ledge of the bank building�s roof by about eight feet. Gunniston�s face was a bleached-out shock mask, and he gripped the armrests of his seat like a cat on a roller coaster. The dragonfly made a quick, twitching correction of flight, angled up, and came after them.
     The �copter rose into clouds of smoke and dust. Taggart was flying blind; he eased off on the throttle and spun the machine in a tight circle, the engine spitting through dirty air. As Taggart made the second rotation Gunniston yelled, �At starboard!�
     The dragonfly plunged through the murk on their right, twisted violently around in imitation of their own maneuver, and the tail with its ball of spikes came at them. Taggart jerked the �copter to the left; as the machine heeled over, the dragonfly�s tail flashed past so close both Rhodes and Gunniston could see the razor-sharp edges of the spikes. Then clouds enveloped it, and as the �copter kept falling Rhodes realized that a few blows from that damned tail could tear the aircraft to pieces. He didn�t care to think about what it would do to flesh. Taggart let the helicopter plummet until his stomach lurched, and as they dropped through the clouds and leveled off he saw the houses of Bordertown about sixty feet below, people standing in the streets and the glow of candles through windows. He made another tight turn, zooming over the autoyard�and there was the dragonfly, emerging from the clouds and gaining speed at it hurtled at them.
     �Head for the desert!� Rhodes said. Taggart nodded, his face sparkling with sweat, and gunned the throttle. As soon as the helicopter leapt forward, the dragonfly changed direction and maneuvered in front of them, cutting them off. �Dammit!� Taggart said, and altered course. The dragonfly did too. �Bastard�s playing games with us!�
     �Get us on the ground!� Gunniston pleaded. �Jesus Christ, set us down!�
     The dragonfly pitched downward, came up again with terrifying speed at the helicopter�s underbelly. Taggart had time only to rear the helicopter back on its tail rotor and pray.
     In the next second came an impact that knocked the men breathless and rattled their brains. There was a shriek of tortured metal, even louder than Gunniston�s scream. Everything not bolted down in the cabin�flight log, pencils, extra helmets, and flight jackets�flew around their heads like bats. The cockpit�s glass shattered into a crazy quilt, but the glass was reinforced with metal filaments and did not explode into their faces. Acting on instinct, Taggart jerked the machine to the left again, the engine stuttering against a stall. The dragonfly swept upward and away, whirling around and around in a deadly pirouette, bits of the helicopter�s metal flying off its tail like miniature comets.
     The red landing-gear malfunction light blinked on the instrument panel, and Rhodes knew the skids were either mangled or torn away. �Clipped our skids!� Taggart shouted, panic starting to close around his throat. �Bastard clipped us!�
     �Here it comes!� Gunniston had seen the thing through the unbroken window at his side. �At three o�clock!� he yelled.
     Taggart felt the helicopter�s blades respond to the stick, and the machine swung up as his feet worked the tail rotor pedals. They were on an even keel again, and he laid on the throttle and arrowed straight for the desert to the east of Inferno.
     �It�s closing!� Gunniston warned, daring to look back through the rear observation port. �The thing�s hauling ass!�
     Rhodes saw the low-fuel warning light come on. The airspeed indicator was nosing toward a hundred and twenty, violet-washed desert flashing past about ninety feet below and the grid�s eastern boundary in sight. Gunniston made a choked sound of terror as the dragonfly pulled up even with them at a distance of twenty or thirty yards to the right, its triangular wings a whirring blur. It hung there for about five seconds before it darted ahead, rapidly gained altitude, and vanished into the haze at the top of the grid.
     Taggart could no longer see it through the cracked glass. He whipped the �copter around in a spiraling turn that shoved Rhodes and Gunniston into their seats and dropped twenty feet lower to the desert, speeding back in the direction of Inferno. �Where is it? Where�d the bastard go?� he babbled. �You see it, Colonel.�
     �No. Gunny?�
     Gunniston could hardly speak. He got out a weak �No, sir.�
     Taggart had to cut his speed before the reserve fuel drained. The speed-indicator needle trembled at sixty. �She�s handling like a tractor!� Taggart said. �Must have a mess hanging down underneath! Damn sonofabitch just pulled away like we were sitting still!� Air was shrilling in through the cockpit�s cracks, the control stick was sluggish, and they were flying on fumes. �I�ve got to set her down!� Taggart decided. �Gotta belly her in, Colonel!�
     They were almost over Inferno again. �Clear the town first!� Rhodes said. �Slide her in on the other si��
     �Jesus!� Taggart screamed, because the dragonfly was dropping down from above, almost on top of them, and for an instant he thought he could see a distorted image of himself�an alien image�reflected in the multifaceted glass. He turned the �copter over on its right side, trying to whip past�but the thing was too close, and its tail was swiping toward him. He drew a breath.
     The tail smashed through the cockpit�s glass, filling the compartment with a thousand stinging hornets. Fragments slashed into Rhodes�s cheeks and forehead, but he�d flung his arms up and saved his eyes. He saw what happened to Taggart.
     The spikes on the end of the tail buried themselves in Taggart�s chest. His head, left arm, and most of the upper half of his torso disappeared in a blizzard of blood, metallic sparks, and flying glass. The dragonfly�s tail continued through the pilot�s backrest like a can opener, and Gunniston saw the clenching ebony muscles and the ball of spikes pass him with the velocity of a freight train before it tore through the �copter�s side and out again. He laughed hysterically, his face covered with Taggart�s blood.
     Irrevocably damaged, the helicopter reeled across the sky. It spun in a wide, fast circle, and through the broken glass Rhodes dazedly watched as the north face of the bank building grew larger.
     He couldn�t move. Couldn�t think. Somebody�s blood was everywhere. There was a lump in the pilot�s seat that had no business being there, yet clenched to the control stick was a gray hand that should belong to someone. Red lights flashed all over the instrument panel and alarms buzzed. The roofs of Inferno were coming up fast, and Rhodes had the eerie sense of sitting still while the world and the wind were in terrifying motion. The bank building loomed ahead. We�re going to crash, he thought calmly. He heard laughter, and its incongruous sound amid all the carnage made the slipping gears of his brain latch into place again. Within seconds they would smash into the bank building.
     Rhodes reached for the pilot�s control stick, but the gray hand was locked on it and the dead arm�s muscles had seized up; the stick was immobile. He blinked, saw the copilot�s stick in front of his own seat, a twistgrip throttle to the right. He grasped the stick. No reaction from the rotors. Dead controls, he thought. No, no� the transfer switch�
     Rhodes reached over Taggert�s corpse and hit the controls-transfer toggle on the instrument panel. The warning lights lit up on his side. He hadn�t flown a helicopter for more than two years, but there was no time for a checkout course; he slipped his feet onto the pedals that operated the rear rotor and angled the control stick with his left hand, at the same time cutting the speed with his right. The building stood before him like a mountain, and even as the �copter responded to a tight turn Rhodes knew there wasn�t going to be enough room. �Hold on!� he shouted to Gunny.
     As the �copter swerved, its tail rotor smashed one of the few remaining windows on the building�s second floor and chopped a desk to kindling. The main rotors scraped bricks and threw off a shower of sparks, and as the tail rotor slammed against the wall there was a rupture of lubrication lines and fluids exploded into flame. The helicopter kept turning, all control gone and bucking like an enraged bronco.
     Rhodes saw the dragonfly hurtling at them, its wings swept tightly back along its body and the spiked tail flailing. He twisted the throttle to full power; the �copter shuddered violently, hung waiting to be crushed against the building.
     There was a gasp like air being sucked into laboring lungs, and the �copter dropped another twenty feet and lurched forward.
     The dragonfly zoomed over Rhodes�s head, hit the bank building, and smashed itself like an insect against a flyswatter. It crumpled with a wet splatting sound, and pieces of dark matter burst over the bricks. Rhodes was engulfed in a squall of amber fluid, and then the helicopter was stuttering through the rain of alien liquid and he saw Cobre Road rising up to take them.
     The craft bellied onto the pavement, bounced and slammed down again, skidding along Cobre Road, past Preston Park and caroming off a parked brown pickup truck. It kept going about sixty more feet, its engine dead but its bent rotors still whirling, and stopped just short of the Smart Dollar�s plate-glass window, where a red-lettered sign proclaimed GOING OUT OF BUSINESS SALE.
     �Well,� Rhodes heard himself say, just to verify that he was still alive. He couldn�t think of anything else, so he said it again: �Well.� But now he smelled burning oil and heard the crackling of flames at the tail rotor, and he knew the fuel tank was probably torn open and they�d better get their asses clear. He twisted around to make sure Gunniston was all right; the younger man was splattered with blood and amber juice, but his eyes were wide open and he wasn�t laughing anymore. Rhodes said, �Let�s go!� and unbuckled his seat belt. Gunny didn�t react, so Rhodes popped the seat belt off him, took his arm, and jerked the hell out of him. �Let�s go!�
     They clambered out. Rhodes saw four figures running toward them, and he shouted, �Stay back!� They obeyed, and Rhodes and Gunniston staggered away from the wreckage. About eight seconds later the �copter�s tail section exploded. A piece of metal the size of a pie pan shot through the Smart Dollar�s window.
     Three seconds after the first explosion, the helicopter went up in an orange blast, and more black smoke rose to join the clouds at the top of the grid.
     Gunniston fell to the curb in front of the Paperback Kastle, and curled up into a shivering ball. Rhodes remained on his feet, watching the helicopter burn. The death of Taggart seemed unreal, something that had happened too quickly to apprehend. He looked at the bank building, could see the dragonfly�s glittering slime oozing down the bricks; when he turned his attention to the black pyramid, he saw that the aperture had sealed itself.
     �You sonofabitch,� he whispered�and he thought that somewhere inside the pyramid a creature�or creatures�might be saying the same thing about him in the language of another world.
     �I seen it!� said a leathery old man with white hair and a gold tooth, jabbering right in the colonel�s face. �I seen it fly outta there, yessir!�
     A rotund woman in overalls prodded Gunniston�s ribs with the toe of a tennis shoe. �Is he dead?� she asked. Gunniston suddenly sat up, and the woman leapt backward with the speed of a gymnast.
     Other people were coming, drawn by the burning helicopter. Rhodes ran a hand through his hair�and then he was sitting down, his back against the rough stone of the Paperback Kastle�s wall though he didn�t remember his knees bending. He smelled Taggart�s blood all over himself, and there was another, acidic odor too: it took him back to his youth in the green hills of South Dakota, and the image of catching grasshoppers on a sunny summer afternoon. He remembered the sharp tang of the nicotine-brown juice the grasshoppers sprayed on his fingers: hopper pee, he called it. Well, he was covered with it now, and the thought stirred a grim smile�but the smile faded very quickly as the memory of Taggart�s body being ripped apart came back to him.
     �Your bird�s had it,� the old coot observed sagely, and another gout of flame leapt from the charred machine.
     �Give �em room, dammit! Step back, now!� Ed Vance pushed his way through the knot of gawkers. He�d trotted over from Celeste Street, and just that short distance had left him puffing and red-faced. He stopped when he saw the gore-covered Rhodes and Gunniston. �Holy Keerist!� He looked around for a couple of able-bodied men. �Hank! You and Billy come on and help me get �em to the clinic!�
     �We�re all right,� Rhodes said. �Just cut up a little, that�s all.� He saw tiny bits of glass glittering in his forearms, and he figured he was going to have a long bout with a pair of tweezers. There was a gash on his chin and another across his forehead that felt wicked, but they would have to wait. �Our pilot didn�t make it.� He turned to Gunniston. �You okay?�
     �Yeah. Think so.� Gunny had been protected from most of the glass by being behind the front seats, but there were several cuts in his hands and a sliver about two inches long was stuck in his left shoulder. He grasped it, yanked it out, and tossed it away.
     Rhodes tried to stand, but his legs betrayed him. A younger man in a red-checked shirt helped him up, and Rhodes said, �I�m getting too old for this shit.�
     �Yeah, and I�m agin� more every piss-cuttin� minute!� Vance had watched the aerial duel and had thought for sure that the helicopter was either going to slam into the houses of Inferno or hit the First Texas Bank. He glanced at the building, saw the ooze where the flying monstrosity had impacted, and he recalled the creature in Dodge Creech�s skin peering out the window and saying I don�t like that thing. �Listen, Colonel, we�ve got to talk. Like right now.�
     Rhodes gingerly worked the kinked muscles in his arms. �I hope you�ll understand when I say it�ll have to wait.�
     �No sir,� Vance said. �Now.�



     There was an urgency in the sheriff�s voice that commanded his attention. �What is it?�
     �I think we�d best take a little walk down the street.� Vance motioned for him to follow, and Rhodes limped on stiff legs along Cobre Road. The helicopter was still belching black smoke and red licks of flame, and Rhodes thought he could smell Jim Taggart�s body burning. When they were beyond earshot of the crowd, Vance said, �I think I had myself one of them close encounters. About twenty minutes ago I met somebody who looked like Dodge Creech� only he didn�t, and he sure as hell wasn�t.�
     Rhodes listened to the story without interrupting and shook off the shock that kept taking his mind back to the memory of a gray hand and arm and a mangled body. It was the living who were important now, and if the thing in the black pyramid could dig under the river and the houses of Inferno, it could come up wherever it pleased. Whatever it was, it had just turned this piece of Texas badland into a battleground.
     �What the hell are we gonna do?� Vance asked at the end of his story.
     �We sure can�t run,� Rhodes said quietly. �There�s nowhere to run to.� I de-sire to ex-it, he remembered Daufin saying, and how frantic she�d gotten when she�d understood there were no interstellar vehicles here. She�d begged to be taken away, and he hadn�t done it; she must have known the other spaceship was after her. But for what reason? And who�or what�was the thing that Daufin called Stinger?
     He touched his chin and looked at the blood on his fingers. His beige knit shirt was a patchwork of bloodstains�mostly Taggart�s. He felt all right, maybe a little weak-headed. No matter, he had to keep going and think about rest and stitches later. He said, �Take me to Creech�s house.�


30
Coffin Nails

A silence settled over Inferno in the wake of the helicopter�s crash. People who had been roaming the streets, talking about the pyramid and wondering if it was the Last Days, went home, locked their doors and windows, and stayed there in the violet-tinged gloom. Others went to the safety of the Baptist church, where Hale Jennings and a few volunteers passed out sandwiches and cold coffee in the light of the altar candles. Renegades were drawn to the lights of their fortress at the end of Travis Street; Bobby Clay Clemmons passed around some marijuana but mostly everybody just wanted to sit and talk, drink a few beers, and swap ideas about where the pyramid had come from and what it was doing here. At the Brandin� Iron, Sue Mullinax and Cecil Thorsby stayed on duty, making sandwiches out of cold luncheon meat for some of the regulars who wandered in, afraid to be alone in the dark.
     In the clinic, Tom Hammond was holding a flashlight steady over an operating table as Early McNeil and Jessie worked on the mangled arm of a Hispanic man named Ruiz, who had stumbled across the river a few minutes after the pyramid had crashed down. The arm was hanging by red threads of muscle, and Early knew it had to come off. He said behind his surgical mask, �Let�s see if I�ve still got it in me, kiddies,� and reached for the bone saw.
     Across the river, the fire fighters had given up. The wreckage of workshops and storehouses still smoldered in Cade�s autoyard, tangled heaps of debris opening scarlet eyes of flame. Mack Cade cursed and promised to have their asses on keychains, but without water pressure the hoses were just so much flabby canvas and none of the firemen wanted to go any closer to the pyramid than they had to. They packed their gear into the fire truck and left Cade ranting with impotent rage beside his Mercedes, the two Dobermans barking in furious counterpoint.
     Smoke suffused the air, lay low in the gash of the Snake River, and hung like gray fog in the streets. Overhead, the moon and stars were blanked out. But time continued to move, and the hands of wristwatches and battery-run clocks crept toward midnight.
     Mrs. Santos left the clinic on Dr. McNeil�s orders to find volunteers to give blood, and her attention was caught by the large yellow Cadillac that was parked just down Celeste Street, with a view across the river. A white-haired woman sat behind the wheel, staring at the pyramid as if mesmerized. Mrs. Santos approached the car, knowing who it belonged to; she tapped on the window, and when Celeste Preston lowered it, the chill of air conditioning drifted out. �We need blood at the clinic,� Mrs. Santos said matter-of-factly. �Dr. McNeil says I�m not supposed to come back until I find six volunteers. Will you help us?�
     Celeste hesitated, her mind still dazed by the thing out in Cade�s autoyard, the skygrid, and the creature she�d watched crash into the bank building. She�d been on her way home after leaving Vance, but she�d had the urge to slow down, turn right on Circle Back Street, and drive through what remained of Wint�s dream. Ol� Wint�s rolling in his grave up on Joshua Tree Hill by now, she thought. Wasn�t enough for Inferno to die with a whimper, like a hundred other played-out Texas towns. No, God had to give the coffin nails another twist. Or maybe it was Satan�s work. The air sure smelled like hell. �What?� she asked Early�s nurse, not understanding.
     �We need blood real bad. What type do you have?�
     �Red,� Celeste answered. �How the hell do I know?�
     �That�ll do. Will you let us have a pint?�
     Celeste grunted. Some of the steel had returned to her eyes. �Pint, quart, gallon: what the hell? My blood feels mighty thin right now.�
     �It�s thick enough,� Mrs. Santos said, and waited.
     �Well,� Celeste said finally, �I don�t reckon I�ve got anything better to do.� She opened the door and got out. The seat was lumpy, and her ass had been falling asleep anyway, just sitting out here for the last fifteen or twenty minutes. �Will it hurt?�
     �Just a sting. Then you�ll have a rest and get a dish of ice cream.� If it wasn�t melting in the freezer, she thought. �Go tell Mrs. Murdock you want to give blood. She�ll be at the front desk.� Mrs. Santos was amazed at herself, a Bordertown resident giving orders to Celeste Preston. �I mean� if that�s all right?�
     �Yeah. Whatever.� Celeste stared at the pyramid for a moment longer, and then she started walking to the clinic; Mrs. Santos continued along the street in the opposite direction.
     In Sarge Dennison�s house, across from where Reverend Jennings was leading a group of townspeople in prayer at the Baptist church, Daufin stood next to the chair in which Sarge was sprawled.
     Now this was a curious thing, Daufin mused: the creature had been consuming the tasteless material called pork �n beans from a round metallic receptacle, using a four-pronged tool, when he�d suddenly made an explosive noise from the depths of his chair, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes. �Gonna rest for a few minutes,� he�d told her. �Ain�t what I used to be. You keep Scooter company, hear?� And it wasn�t very much longer before the creature�s mouth had begun making a low buzzing sound, as if there were an efficient machine tucked away somewhere within. Daufin had approached him and peered into the half-open mouth, but could see nothing except the strange bony appliances called teeth. It was another mystery.
     Her stomach felt weighed. The receptacle of pork �n beans that Sarge had opened and given to her was empty, and lay on a table along with the tool she�d used to eat it. The act of feeding on this world was a repetitive labor of balance, visual acuity, and sheer willpower. She was astounded that the beings could force such sludgy fodder into their systems. Lying beside Sarge�s chair was a long yellow envelope made of a tough, slick material, and on the envelope was written the cryptic word �Fritos.� Sarge had shared the crunchy food curls with her, and Daufin had found them at least palatable, but now the inside of her mouth was dry. It seemed there was always some discomfort on this world; perhaps, in some strange way, discomfort was this species� prime motivation.
     �I am go-ing to try to find an ex-it now,� she told him. �Thank you for the ed-i-bles.�
     Sarge stirred, drowsily opened his eyes. He saw Stevie Hammond and smiled. �Bathroom�s in the back,� he said, and settled himself in for a long nap.
     This alien language was a puzzlement. The Sarge creature�s buzzing began again, and Daufin walked out of the house into the warm dark.
     Haze hung in the air, thicker than it had been when she�d come out here not long ago and seen the two flying machines whirling across the sky. She�d watched their duel, didn�t really know what was happening, but reasoned it wasn�t a common sight; there�d been humans watching from the street, and some of them had made high shrieking noises that she construed as sounds of alarm. Then, when the battle was over and the surviving machine fell with fire chewing its tail, Daufin was left with a single thought: Stinger.
     Sarge had been kind to her, and she liked him; but now the need to find an exit called her. Her gaze swept the sky, scanning the violet mesh that trapped her and the humans in the same huge cage. She knew where it came from, and what powered it. Inside her there was a pressure as if some part of her was on the verge of breaking, and the pumping muscle at her center picked up speed. Hopeless! she thought as she scanned the skygrid from horizon to horizon. There is no exit! Hopeless!
     A low gleam of light caught her eye, through the haze that clung close to the street. It was made of many colors, and it was an inviting light. If light could carry hope, Daufin thought, this light did. She began to walk toward the Inferno Baptist Church, where candlelight filtered through a stained-glass window.
     The door was open. Daufin slid her head around its corner to peer inside.
     Small white sticks with tips of light illuminated the interior, and at the opposite end from Daufin stood two metallic structures that each held six of the light-tipped sticks. Daufin counted, in the crude Earth mathematics, forty-six humans sitting on long high-backed benches, facing an upraised dais. Some of the humans had their heads bent over and their hands clasped. A man with a shiny head stood at the dais, and appeared to be dispensing liquid from a large receptacle into tiny ones held in a metallic tray.
     And above the dais was a curious sight: a suspended vertical line crossed by a shorter horizontal line, and at its center the figure of a human being hung with arms outstretched. The figure�s head was capped with a circle of twisted vegetation, and its face angled up toward the ceiling; the painted eyes were imploring, and seemed to be fixed on a distance far beyond the confines of this structure. Daufin heard a painful sound from one of the people on the benches: a �sob,� she thought it was called. The hanging figure indicated this might be a place of torture, but there were mixed feelings here: sadness and pain, yes, but something else too, and she wasn�t quite certain what it was. Perhaps it was the hope that she�d thought was lost, she decided. She could feel a strength here, like a collection of minds turned in the same direction. It felt like a sturdy place, and a safe shelter. This is an abode of ritual, she realized as she watched the man at the dais preparing the receptacles of dark red liquid. But who was the figure suspended at the center of two crossed lines, and what was its purpose? Daufin entered the building, going to the nearest bench and sitting down. Neither Hale Jennings nor Mayor Brett, who sat with his wife Doris on the first pew, saw her come in.
     �This is the blood of Christ,� the reverend intoned as he finished pouring the sacramental grape juice. �With this blood we are whole, and made new again.� He opened a box of Saltines, began to crush them, and the pieces fell into an offering plate. �And this is the body of Christ, which has passed from this earth into grace so that there should be life everlasting.� He turned to the congregation. �I invite you to partake of holy Communion. Shall we pray?�
     Daufin watched as the others bowed their heads, and the man at the dais closed his eyes and began to speak in a soft rising and falling cadence. �Father, we ask your blessing on this Communion, and that you strengthen our souls in this time of trial. We don�t know what tomorrow�s going to bring, we�re afraid, and we don�t know what to do. What�s happening to us, and to our town, is beyond our minds to comprehend.��
     As the prayer continued, Daufin listened closely to the man�s voice, comparing it to the voices of Tom, Jessie, Ray, Rhodes, and Sarge. Each voice was unique in a wonderful way, she realized. And the correct enunciation was far different from her halting tongue. This man at the dais almost turned speaking into song. What she�d first considered a rough, guttural language�full of barbarity and made of unyielding surfaces�now amazed her with its variety. Of course a language was only as good as the meaning behind it and she still was having trouble understanding, but the sound fascinated her. And saddened her a little, as well; there was something indescribably lonely about the human voice, like a call from darkness into darkness. What an infinity of voices the human beings possessed! she thought. If each voice on this planet was unique, just that alone was a marvel of creation that staggered her senses.
     �� but guard us, dear Father, and walk with us, and let us know that thy will be done. Amen,� Jennings finished. He took the plate holding the little plastic cups of juice in one hand and the cracker crumbs in the other, and began to go from person to person offering Communion. Mayor Brett accepted it, and so did his wife. Don Ringwald, owner of the Ringwald Drugstore, took it, as did his wife and their two children. Ida Slattery did, and so did Gil and Mavis Lockridge. Reverend Jennings continued along the aisle, giving the Communion and saying quietly, �With this you accept the blood and body of Christ.�
     A woman sitting in front of Daufin began to cry, and her husband put his arm around her shoulder and drew her closer. Two little boys sat beside them, one wide-eyed and scared and the other staring over the back of the pew at Daufin. Across the aisle, an elderly woman closed her eyes and lifted a trembling hand toward the figure above the dais.
     �With this you accept the blood and�� Jennings stopped. He was staring at the dusty face of Tom and Jessie�s little girl. A thrill of shock went through him; this was the alien creature Colonel Rhodes was searching for. ��the body of Christ,� he continued, offering the grape juice and cracker crumbs to the people on the pew in front of her. Then he stood beside her, and he said gently, �Hello.�
     �Hello,� she answered, copying his dulcet voice.
     Jennings bent down, and his knees creaked. �Colonel Rhodes is looking for you.� The little girl�s eyes were almost luminous in the golden candlelight, and directed at him with intense concentration. �Did you know that?�
     �I sus-pect�� She stopped herself, wanting to try again with more of a human�s smooth cadence instead of the halting Webster�s pronunciation. �I suspected so,� she said.
     Jennings nodded. His pulse rate had kicked up a few notches. The figure sitting before him resembled Stevie Hammond in every way but for her posture: she sat rigidly, as if uncomfortable with the way her bones fit together, and her right leg was drawn up underneath her. Her arms hung limply by her sides. The voice was almost Stevie�s, but with a reedy sound beneath it, as if she had a flute caught in her throat. �Can I take you to him?� he asked.
     There was a quick expression of fear on her face, like a glimpse of dark water through white ice; then gone, frozen over again. �I must find an exit,� she said.
     �You mean a door?�
     �A door. An escape. A way out. Yes.�
     A way out, he thought. She must be talking about the force field. �Maybe Colonel Rhodes can help you.�
     �He cannot.� She hesitated, tried again: �He can�t help me find an exit. If I am unable to exit, there will be much hurting.�
     �Hurting? Who�ll get hurt?�
     �Jessie. Tom. Ray. You. Everyone.�
     �I see,� he said, though he did not. �And who�ll do this hurting?�
     �The one who�s come here, searching for me.� Her eyes were steady. Jennings thought something about them looked very old, as if a small ancient woman was sitting there wearing a little girl�s skin. �Stinger,� she told him, the word falling from her mouth like something hideously nasty.
     �You mean that thing out there? Is that its name?�
     �An approx-i-ma-tion,� she said, struggling with the stubborn fleshy slab inside her mouth. �Stinger has many names on many worlds.�
     The reverend thought about that for a moment, and if anybody had ever told him he�d be talking to an alien and being told firsthand that there was life on �many worlds� he would have either decked the fool with a good right cross or called for the butterfly wagon. �I�d like to take you to Colonel Rhodes. Would that be all right?�
     �He can�t help me.�
     �Maybe he can. He wants to, like we all do.� She seemed to be thinking it over. �Come on, let me take you to��
     �That�s her!� someone shouted, startling the trays of grape juice and cracker crumbs out of the reverend�s hands. Mayor Brett was on his feet, standing halfway up the aisle, his wife right behind him and shoving him into action. Brett�s finger pointed at Daufin. �That�s her, everybody!� he yelled. �That�s the thing from outer space!�
     The couple in front of Daufin recoiled. One of the little boys jumped over the pew to get away, but the one who�d been watching her just grinned. Other people were standing up for a good look, and nobody was praying anymore.
     Jennings rose to his feet. �Hold on now, John. Don�t make a fuss.�
     �Fuss, my ass! That�s her! That�s the monster!� He took a backward step, collided with Doris; his mouth was a shocked O. �My God! In church!�
     �We don�t want to get all riled up,� Jennings said, making an effort to keep his voice soothing. �Everybody just take it easy.�
     �It�s because of her we�re in this fix!� Brett howled. His wife�s pinched face nodded agreement. �Colonel Rhodes said that thing got inside Stevie Hammond, and there she sits! God only knows what kinda powers she�s got!�
     Daufin looked from face to face and saw terror in them. She stood up, and the woman in front of her snatched her grinning little boy and backed away. �Get her out of here!� the mayor went on. �She don�t have no right to be in the Lord�s house!�
     �Shut up, John!� Jennings demanded. People were already heading to the door, getting out as fast as they could. �I�m about to take her over to Colonel Rhodes. Now why don�t you just sit down and put a lid on��
     The floor shook. Daufin saw the light sticks waver. One of the metallic holders toppled, and burning light sticks rolled across the crimson carpet.
     �What was that?� Don Ringwald yelled, his owlish eyes huge behind his wire-rimmed spectacles.
     There was a crackling noise. Concrete breaking, Jennings thought. He felt the floor shudder beneath the soles of his shoes. Annie Gibson screamed, and she and her husband Perry ran for the door with their two boys in tow. Across the aisle, old Mrs. Everett was jabbering and lifting both hands toward the cross. Jennings looked at Daufin, saw the fear slide into her eyes again, and then fall away, replaced by a blast-furnace glare of anger beyond any rage he�d ever witnessed. Daufin�s fingers gripped the pew in front of her, and he heard her say, �It�s Stinger.�
     The floor bulged along the aisle like a blister about to pop open. Brett staggered back, and his elbow clipped Doris solidly in the jaw and knocked her sprawling to the floor. She didn�t get up. Someone screamed on the other side of the sanctuary. Stones were grinding together, timbers squealed, and the pews rolled as if on stormy waves. Jennings had the sense of something massive under the sanctuary�s floor, something surfacing and about to burst through. Cracks shot up the walls, and the figure of Jesus on the cross broke loose and crashed down upon the altar in a flurry of rock dust.
     A section of the church on the left collapsed, the pews splitting apart. Dust whirled through the last of the candlelight, and Daufin shouted, �Get out! Get out!� as people surged toward the doorway, trailing screams. Jennings saw the carpet rip apart, and a jagged fissure opened along the aisle. The floor heaved, shuddered, began to collapse inward as dust billowed up from the earth. Ida Slattery almost knocked Jennings off his feet as she barreled past him, shrieking. He saw Doris Brett fall through the floor, and the mayor was climbing over the twisting pews like a monkey to get to the doorway.
     Gil Lockridge fell through, and his wife Mavis a second afterward as the floor opened under her feet. The Ringwalds� oldest boy pitched through, and hung screaming to its side as Don reached down for him. �Praise be to Jeeeesus!� Mrs. Everett was shouting insanely.
     Pews were splitting with gunshot cracks as the floor pitched wildly, fissures snaking up the walls. Overhead, the wooden rafters began breaking and plummeting down, and the stained-glass windows shattered as the walls shook on their foundations.
     Some of the candles had set fire to the carpet up near the altar, and the nibbling flames threw grotesque shadows as people fought to get out the door or climb through the windows. Jennings scooped Daufin up and held her, as he would any child, and he could feel her heart pounding at furious speed. Mrs. Everett fell as the floor collapsed beneath her; she hung to the splintered edge of a pew, her feet dangling over darkness, and Jennings grasped her arm to haul her up.
     But before he could, Mrs. Everett went down with such force that his own arm was almost wrenched from its socket. He heard her scream turn into strangling, and he thought, Something pulled her down.
     �No! No!� Daufin was shouting, twisting to get out of the human�s grip. Her insides were aflame with rage and terror, and she knew that what was happening in this place was because of her. The screams pierced her with agony. �Stop it!� she cried out, but she knew the thing beneath the floor would not hear her, and it knew no mercy.
     Jennings turned, started for the door.
     He took two strides�and then the floor broke open in front of him.
     He fell, both arms scrabbling for a grip as Daufin held around his neck. He caught the broken edge of a pew, splinters driving into his palms. His legs searched for a foothold, but there was nothing there. A rafter slammed down so close he felt its breeze on his face. He sensed more than felt something moving sinuously underneath him�something huge. And then he did feel it�a cold, gluey wetness around his feet, closing over his ankles. In another second he was going to be jerked down as Mrs. Everett had been; his shoulder muscles popped as he heaved himself and Daufin up, and the suction on his ankles threatened to tear him apart at the waist. He kicked frantically, got one leg loose and then the other, and he latched his knees on the pitching floor. Then he was up again and running, and as the roof began to sag he cleared the doorway, tripped over a crawling body, and pitched onto the sandy lawn. His right side took most of the impact; he let go of Daufin and rolled away to keep from crushing her. He lay on his back, stunned and gasping, as the church�s walls were riddled with cracks and sections of the roof crashed inward. Dust plumed up through the holes like dying breath. The church�s steeple fell in, leaving a broken rim of stones. The walls trembled once more, wooden beams shrieked like wounded angels, and finally the noise of destruction echoed away and faded.
     Slowly the reverend sat up. His eyes were itchy with grit and his lungs strained air from the whirling dust. He looked to his side, saw Daufin sitting up with her legs splayed beneath her like those of a boneless doll, her body jerking as if her nerves had gone haywire.
     She knew how close the hunter had been. Maybe it had sensed the gathering of creatures in that abode and had struck as a demonstration of its strength. She didn�t think it had known she was there, but it had been so very close. And too close for some of the humans; she looked around, quickly counting figures through the dust. She made out thirty-nine of them. Stinger had taken seven. The knot of muscle at her center would not cease its hammering, and her face felt gorged with pressure. Seven life forms gone, because she had crashed on a small world where there was no exit. The trap had closed, and all running was useless.�
     �You did this!� Someone�s hand closed around her shoulder and yanked her to her feet. There was rage in the voice, and rage in the touch. Her legs were still wobbly, and the human hand shook her with maddened fury. �You did this, . you little� alien bitch!�
     �John!� Jennings said. �Let her go!�
     Brett shook her again, harder. The little girl felt as if she were made of rubber, and her lack of substance further infuriated him. �You damned thing!� he shrieked. �Why don�t you go back where you came from!�
     �Stop it!� The reverend started to rise, but a pain shot from his shoulder down his back. He stared numbly at his feet; his shoes were gone, and gray slime clung to his argyle socks.
     �You don�t belong here!� Brett shouted, and shoved her roughly away. She stumbled backward, all balance lost, and gravity took her to the ground. �Oh God� oh Jesus,� the mayor moaned, his face yellow with dust. He looked around, saw that Don and Jill Ringwald and their two sons had made it out, as well as Ida Slattery, Stan and Carmen Frazier, Joe Pierce, the Fancher family, and Lee and Wanda Clemmons among the others. �Doris� where�s my wife?� Fresh panic hit him. �Doris! Hon, where are you?�
     There was no reply.
     Daufin stood up. Her center felt bruised, and the foul taste of pork �n beans soured her mouth. The anguished human being turned, started staggering back toward the ruined abode of ritual. Daufin said, �Stop him!� in a voice that reverberated with power and made Al Fancher clasp his hand on Brett�s arm.
     �She�s gone, John.� Jennings tried to stand again, still could not; his feet were freezing cold, and seemed to have been shot full of novocaine up to his ankles. �I saw her go down.�
     �No, you didn�t!� Brett pulled free. �She�s all right! I�ll find her!�
     �Stinger took her,� Daufin said, and Brett flinched as if he�d been struck. She realized the human had lost a loved one, and again pain speared her. �I�m sorry.� She lifted a hand toward him.
     Brett reached down and picked up a stone. �You did it! You killed my Doris!� He took a step forward, and Daufin saw his intention. �Somebody oughta kill you!� he seethed. �I don�t care if you�re hidin� in a little girl�s skin! By Jesus, I�ll kill you myself!� He flung the stone, but Daufin was faster by far. She dodged aside, and the stone sailed past her and hit the pavement.
     �Please,� she said, offering her palms as she retreated to the street. �Please don�t��
     His hand closed on another rock. �No!� Jennings shouted, but Brett threw it. This time the rock clipped Daufin�s shoulder, and the pain made her eyes flood with tears. She couldn�t see, couldn�t understand what was happening, and Brett hollered, �Damn you to hell!� and advanced on her.
     She almost stumbled over her legs, righted herself before she fell; then she propelled herself away from the human being in the complex motion of muscles and bones called running. Pain jarred through her with every stride, but she kept going, cocooned in agony.
     �Wait!� Jennings called, but Daufin was gone into the haze of smoke and dust.
     Brett took a few paces after her, but he was all used up and his legs gave out on him. �Damn you!� he shouted after her. He stood with his fists clenched at his sides, and then he turned back toward what was left of the church and called for Doris in a voice racked with sobbing.
     Don Ringwald and Joe Pierce helped Jennings up. His feet felt like useless knobs of flesh and bone, as if whatever had grasped him had leeched all the blood out and destroyed the nerves. He had to lean heavily on the two men to keep from going down again.
     �That does it for the church,� Don said. �Where do we go now?�
     Jennings shook his head. Whatever had broken through the church floor would have no trouble coming up through any house in Inferno�even through the streets themselves. He felt a tingling in his feet; the nerves were coming back to life. He caught lights through the haze and realized where they were coming from. �Up there,� he said, and motioned toward the apartment building at the end of Travis Street. That place, with its armored first-floor windows and its foundation of bedrock, would be a tougher nut for Stinger to crack. He hoped.
     Other people were coming from the houses nearby, alerted by the noise and screams. They followed as the two men helped Jennings along the street, and the rest of the congregation moved toward the only building that still showed electric lights.
     After a few minutes, Mayor Brett wiped his nose on his sleeve, turned away from the ruins, and walked after them.
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Below

�Flashlight,� the colonel said, and Vance gave it to him.
     Rhodes bent down, his knees on the basement�s cracked concrete floor, and aimed the light into the hole. There was a drop of about ten feet, and the red dirt glistened as if a huge snail had tracked over it.
     �He was sittin� in a rockin� chair up there,� Vance repeated for the third time, motioning toward the hole in the den floor above their heads. �It, I mean. Whatever it was��cause it sure as hell wasn�t Dodge.� He was whispering; his gut churned, and the skin had drawn tight at the back of his neck. But the flashlight beam had shown them that nothing was hiding in the Creech basement except a little green lizard over by the washing machine. �It knew English,� Vance said. �Spoke it like a Texan. How the hell could it know the way we talk?�
     Rhodes shone the light around and saw a broken pipe, slick with some kind of gelatinous excretion. A bittersweet chemical smell�not unlike the odor of peaches rotting under a high summer sun�drifted up from the hole to sting his nostrils. �I�ve got two theories, if you want to hear them,� he said.
     �Shoot.�
     �One, that the creature monitored earth�s satellites and figured out our language. But that wouldn�t account for it speaking with a Texas accent. Two, that it somehow got into the man�s language center.�
     �Huh?�
     �It might�ve tapped the brain�s language center,� Rhodes explained. �Where an individual�s dictionary is stored. That way it would pick up the accent too.�
     �Jesus! You mean� it like got into Dodge�s brain? Like a worm or somethin�?� Vance�s hand tightened around the loaded shotgun at his side. He and Rhodes had gone by the office to pick up the flashlight, and the sheriff also wore a shoulder holster with a fully loaded Snubnose .38 in it. Lying on the concrete within easy reach of Rhodes�s right hand was one of the repeating rifles from the sheriff�s gun cabinet.
     �Maybe. I don�t know what the process might be, but it could�ve read the language center like a computer reading a program.� He angled the light in another direction, saw more gleaming red dirt and darkness beyond. �Whatever this thing is, it�s highly intelligent and it works fast. And one other thing I�m fairly sure of: it�s not the same kind of creature as Daufin.�
     �How do you figure that?� He jumped; that damned green lizard was scurrying around again.
     �Daufin had to learn our language from scratch, starting with the alphabet,� Rhodes said. �The other creature�the one Daufin calls Stinger�uses a much more aggressive process.� Understatement of the year, he thought. �I believe it killed Dodge Creech�or stored him somewhere�and what you saw was its simulation of him, just like that flying bastard simulated our helicopter.�
     �Simulated? Is that like a mutant or somethin�?�
     �Like a� a replicant,� Rhodes explained. �An android, for want of a better word, because I think part of that weird chopper was alive. Probably the thing you saw was alive too�but just as much of a machine as a living creature. Like I say, I don�t know how it works, but I think one thing�s particularly interesting: if Stinger did create a replicant of Dodge Creech, it screwed up on the teeth and fingernails.�
     �Oh. Yeah. Right,� Vance agreed, recalling that he�d told Rhodes about those metallic needles and the blue saw-edged nails.
     �There are probably other differences too, internally. Remember, to it we�re the aliens. If somebody showed you a blueprint of a creature you�d never seen before, and gave you the raw materials to make it with, I doubt if the final result would look much like the real thing.�
     �Maybe so,� Vance said, �but it seems to me the sonofabitch has just figured out a better way to kill.�
     �Yeah, that too.� One more revolution of the light�s beam in the hole, and he knew what had to be done. �I�ve got to go down in there.�
     �Like hell! Mister, your head must be screwed on with rusty bolts!�
     �I won�t argue that point.� He shone the light around the basement and stopped it at a coil of garden hose hanging from a wall hook. �That�ll have to do for rope.� His light found a water pipe on the wall nearby. �Help me secure it around there.�
     They got the hose tied and knotted and Rhodes threw its free end into the hole. He pulled at it a few times to make sure it would bear his weight, and then he balanced on the hole�s edge for a minute until his heartbeat calmed down. He tossed Vance the flashlight. �Drop that and the rifle to me when I get to the bottom.� He felt a flagging of his courage. He still had Taggart�s blood up his nose and brown streaks of gore and grasshopper pee all over him.
     �I wouldn�t do it,� Vance advised soberly. �Ain�t worth gettin� yourself killed.�
     Rhodes grunted. He�d just as soon mark this off as a sorry misadventure, but Vance sure as hell wasn�t going to do it; there was no one else but him, and that was how things were. His testicles crawled, and he had to go before all his courage ebbed away. �Here goes,� he said, and swung his weight out over the hole. The pipe creaked ominously but remained bolted to the wall. Rhodes climbed down into the darkness, and a few seconds later his shoes squished as they touched bottom. �Okay.� His voice echoed back to him, doubled in volume. �Drop the light.�
     Vance did�reluctantly�and Rhodes caught it though his palms were already slick with sweat. He shone the light around in a quick circle. A film of pale gray ooze maybe an inch deep covered the red dirt; it was still fairly fresh and crept down the walls in rivulets. To Rhodes�s right, a tunnel had been bored through the dirt and extended beyond the light�s range. His mouth dried up as he realized the size of the thing that had dug it; the tunnel was almost six feet high and about four or five feet in width.
     �The rifle,� he said, and caught that too as it fell.
     �You see anythin�?�
     �Yeah. A tunnel�s ahead of me. I�m going in.�
     �Lord God!� Vance said under his breath. He felt as defenseless as a skinned armadillo without the flashlight, but he figured the colonel was going to need it more. �Anythin� moves in there, you blow the bejeezus outta it and I�ll haul you up!�
     �Check.� Rhodes hesitated, looked at his wristwatch in the glare of the light. It was almost eighteen minutes until midnight. The witching hour, Rhodes thought. He took the first step into the tunnel, having to bend over only a few inches; the second step was no easier, but he kept going with the flashlight in his left hand and the rifle stock braced against his right shoulder. His finger stayed close to the trigger.
     As soon as the light was gone, Vance heard the lizard rustle over in its corner and came within a bladder�s squeeze of wetting his trousers.
     Step by slow step, the colonel moved away from beneath the Creech house. About ten feet in, he paused to examine the substance on the walls, floor, and ceiling. He tentatively touched a drool of it and jerked his hand back; the stuff was slick and as warm as fresh snot. Some kind of natural lubricant, he decided. Maybe an alien equivalent of saliva or mucus. He would�ve liked to have gotten a sample of it, but he couldn�t bear to carry any of it back with him. Anyway, the gunk was all over his shoes. He went on, following the tunnel as it made a long curve to the right. The walls were slowly dripping and the dirt was blood red. He had the weird sensation of walking deeper into a nostril, and at any second he expected to see damp hairs and blood vessels.
     The tunnel went straight for about thirty feet before it snaked slowly to the left. Was Stinger a part-machine, part-living hybrid like the dragonfly had been? Rhodes wondered. Or was Stinger Daufin�s term for not a single creature, but a collection of them?
     He stopped. Listened. A strand of ooze dripped from the ceiling and clung to his shoulder.
     There was a distant rumbling noise, and a slight vibration in the tunnel floor. It ceased after a few seconds�and then there it was again, a rumbling like a subway train somewhere beyond the walls. Or a subterranean bulldozer, he thought grimly. Little scurryings of fear ran in his belly. The noise seemed to be coming from somewhere to his left. Maybe it was the sound of something digging, or the sound of a massive thing moving through an already-dug tunnel. Heading where, and for what reason? If Stinger was digging tunnels like this one under the entire town, then it was either wasting a lot of energy or preparing for a major assault. There was no way to know what its intent and capabilities were until Daufin explained why it was after her. And first of all, she had to be found�he hoped by himself and not by Stinger.
     The noise of either digging or tunnel travel again faded away. There was no telling how far this tunnel went�probably all the way under the river to the black pyramid�but Rhodes had seen and heard enough. He could feel the slimy excretion in his hair, and a strand of it was sliding slowly down his neck. It was time to get the hell out.
     He retreated, the light�s beam spearing along the tunnel in front of him.
     And the light caught something: a figure, jerking in and then out of the beam, way down at the far end of the tunnel.
     Rhodes�s legs locked up. The breath froze in his lungs.
     There was silence, except for a slow dripping noise.
     Something�s down there, he thought. Watching me. I can feel the sonofabitch. Just beyond the light. Waiting.
     He couldn�t move, and he feared that if he did break his legs loose from their terror lock and start running, whatever was down there would be on him before he could make it the sixty feet back to where Vance waited.
     Still silence.
     And then a voice. An old woman�s voice, singing: �Jeeesus loves the little chillllldren, allllll the chillllldren in the worrrlllld.��
     �Who�s there?� Rhodes called. His voice shook. Smart move! he thought. Like it�s really going to answer!
     The singing had a metallic undertone, and it drifted past him like a half-remembered Sunday school song from a tinny record player. After a few more seconds, it stopped in midphrase, and the silence descended again.
     The flashlight�s beam trembled. He aimed the rifle�s barrel down the tunnel.
     �Praise the Lord!� the old woman�s voice called. �Glory be!�
     �Step into the light,� Rhodes said. �Let me see you.�
     �Hot hot hot! You�re a very naughty boy and you�ll get a switchin�!�
     It occurred to him that it might really be an old woman, fallen down here and gone crazy in the darkness.
     �I�m Colonel Matt Rhodes, United States Air Force!� he said. �Who are you?�
     The silence stretched. He sensed a figure, standing just beyond the light. �God don�t like naughty boys,� the old woman�s voice answered. �Don�t like liars, neither. Who�s the guardian?�
     It was the question that Vance had told Rhodes the Dodge Creech creature had asked, and now the colonel knew for sure it was no crazy old lady down there in the dark.
     �What guardian?� Rhodes asked.
     �God chews up liars and spits �em out!� the voice shouted. �You know what guardian! Who is it?�
     �I don�t know,� he said, and he began to back away again. The ooze squished underfoot.
     �Colonel?� It was Vance�s voice, echoing through the tunnel from behind him. �You okay?�
     �You okay?� the awful voice in front of him mimicked. �Where you goin�, Colonel Matt Rhodes United States Air Force? Love thy neighbor as thyself. Put out that hot wand of hell and let�s have us a tea party.�
     The flashlight, Rhodes realized. It�s afraid of the flashlight.
     �Naughty, naughty boy! Gonna switch you good and proper!� The thing sounded like a demented grandmother on speed.
     He kept backing away, moving faster now. The thing didn�t speak again, and all Rhodes wanted to do was to get out of this tunnel, but he dared not turn his back and run. The light was holding it at bay; maybe something in the wavelength of electric light, he reasoned. If alien eyes had never been exposed to electric light before, then�
     He stopped. Why wasn�t the thing still taunting him? Where the hell was it? He glanced over his shoulder, quickly shone the light behind him. Nothing there. A bead of sweat crawled into his eye and burned it like a torch.
     And in the next instant there was the crack of earth splitting open and he whirled to see a flurry of dirt erupt in front of him and two gaunt arms with metallic saw-edged fingernails coming up from the floor. The thing scuttled up like a roach, white hair red with Texas dirt and flower-print press hanging in slimy tatters, the old woman�s face slick and shining. Needle teeth glinted like blue fire in its mouth as Rhodes thrust the flashlight right into the dead and staring eyeballs.
     �Naughty boy!� the thing shrieked, throwing up one arm over its face and the other swinging viciously at Rhodes.
     He backpedaled and fired the rifle. It bucked against his shoulder and almost knocked him flat; the bullet tore a gash across a gray cheek. He fired again, missed, and then the creature that looked like an old woman was charging him, an arm still covering its eyes and its head thrashing with what was either rage or pain.
     The thing�s other hand closed on his left wrist. Two metal nails winnowed into his skin, and he knew that if he lost the light he was finished. He heard himself scream; the hand had a terrible, crushing power in it, and his wrist felt as if it was about to break.
     He jammed the rifle barrel right up against the crook of the thing�s elbow and pulled the trigger. Pulled it again. And again, and this time wrenched his arm away from her. There was a roar coming from the creature�s mouth like air through a cracked steampipe.
     The thing abruptly turned and, its eyes shielded and back bowed with a dowager�s hump, scurried away from Rhodes down the tunnel. It flung itself to the floor, began to frantically dig itself down with feet and fingers, throwing damp dirt backward upon Rhodes. In about five seconds it had burrowed halfway into the earth.
     Rhodes could stand no more. His nerve snapped, and he fled.
     Vance had heard an old woman�s shout, the sound of rifle fire, and a scream that had made the hairs on the back of his neck do the jitterbug. Now he heard someone running down there�shoes squishing on that shit in the tunnel�and then the choked thunder of Rhodes�s voice: �Get me out!� The rifle was flung up, but Rhodes held on to the flashlight.
     Vance started hauling up the hose, and Rhodes climbed up it as if the devils of hell were snapping at his ass. The colonel fought upward the last three feet, grabbed the broken concrete, and pulled himself out of the hole, scrabbling away from it on his hands and knees; he lost the flashlight, which had been clamped under his arm, and it rolled away across the floor.
     �What happened? God A�mighty, what happened?� Vance reached down for the light and turned it on the colonel�s face; it was a mask of chalk with two gray-ringed cigarette burns where the eyes had been.
     �I�m all right. All right. I�m all right,� Rhodes said, but he was cold and clammy and the sweat was running off him and he knew he was one giggle away from the funny farm. �The light. Doesn�t like it. Nope! Shot it. Shot it, sure did!�
     �I heard the shots. What were you shootin� a�� His voice clogged and stopped. He had seen something, there in the light, and he felt his stomach heave.
     Rhodes lifted his left arm. A gray hand and forearm was hanging on to his wrist, two metal nails dug into his skin and the other fingers clamped tight. At the end of the forearm, where the elbow�s crook had been, was a mass of torn tissue that oozed pale gray fluid.
     �Shot it!� Rhodes said, and a terrible grin flickered across his mouth. �Shot it, sure did!�


32
Landscape of
Destruction

Rick Jurado stood in the front room of his house, staring through a cracked window toward the smoldering junkyard. Candles burned around the room, and his Paloma was softly crying.
     Mrs. Garracone, from a few doors down, was crying too, and her son Joey stood with his arm around her shoulders to steady her. Zarra was in the room, his bullwhip coiled around his arm, and Miranda sat on the sofa beside her grandmother, Paloma�s hands in her own.
     Father Ortega waited for an answer to the question he�d just posed. Mrs. Garracone had come to him about twenty minutes before. She�d been to the clinic, had waited anxiously for word about her husband, Leon. But Leon Garracone, who labored in one of the machine shops in Cade�s autoyard, had not been found.
     �I know he�s alive,� she repeated, speaking to Rick. �I know it. John Gomez came out alive, and he worked right beside my Leon. He said he crawled out and he could hear other people in there callin� for help. I know my Leon�s still in there. Maybe he�s pinned under somethin�. Maybe his legs are broken. But he�s alive. I know it!�
     Rick glanced at Father Ortega, saw that the priest believed as he did: that the odds of finding Leon Garracone alive in the debris of the autoyard were very, very slim.
     But Domingo Ortega lived on Fourth Street, two doors down from the Garracones, and he had always counted Leon as a good friend. When Mrs. Garracone and Joey had come to him, begging him to help, he�d had to say yes; he�d been trying to find other volunteers, but no one wanted to go into the autoyard with that outer-space machine sitting in there and he didn�t blame them. �You don�t have to go,� he told Rick. �But Leon was� Leon�s my friend. We�re going to go in and try to find him.�
     �Don�t do it, Rick,� Paloma begged. �Please don�t.�
     �Help us, man,� Joey Garracone said. �We�re brothers, right?�
     �There�s been enough death!� Paloma tried shakily to stand, but Miranda restrained her. �It�s a miracle anybody got out of that place alive! Please don�t ask my son to go in there!�
     Rick looked at Miranda. She shook her head, adding her opinion to Paloma�s. He was ripped between what he knew was the sensible thing and what he considered to be his duty as leader of the Rattlers. Gang law said that if one of the brothers needed help, you gave it without question. He took a deep breath of smoke-tainted air and released it. The whole town smelled like scorched metal and burning tires. �Mrs. Garracone,� he said, �will you take my grandmother and sister to the church with you? I don�t want them being alone.�
     �No!� This time Paloma did stand up. �No, for the love of God, no!�
     �I want you to go with Mrs. Garracone,� he said calmly. �I�ll be all right.�
     �No! I�m begging you!� Her voice broke, and new tears ran down her wrinkled cheeks.
     He walked across the crooked floor to her and put his arm around her. �Listen to me. If you believed I was still out there, and alive, you�d want someone to go in after me, wouldn�t you?�
     �There are others who can do it! Not you!�
     �I have to go. You know that, because you taught me not to turn my back on my friends.�
     �I taught you not to be a fool, either!� she answered, but Rick could hear in her voice that she had grudgingly accepted his decision.
     He held her for a moment longer, and then he said to Miranda, �Take care of her,� and he let his grandmother go. Paloma seized his hand, squeezed it tightly, and the cataract-covered eyes found his face. �You be careful. Promise it.�
     �I promise,� he said, and she released him. He turned toward Father Ortega. �All right. Let�s get it done.�
     Mrs. Garracone left with Paloma and Miranda, heading to the Catholic church on First Street. Armed with a flashlight, Father Ortega led Rick, Zarra, and Joey Garracone in the opposite direction, along smoky Second Street toward the blown-down fence of the autoyard and the fires beyond.
     At the yard�s edge, they stopped to survey a landscape of destruction: car parts had been thrown into tangled heaps of metal, piles of tires billowed dense black smoke, and what had been either wooden or brick buildings were either smashed flat or turned to rubble.
     And overshadowing all was the black pyramid, its base sunken into the earth.
     �I wouldn�t do what you�re thinking,� someone warned. Sitting on the hood of his Mercedes was Mack Cade, smoking a thin cheroot and regarding the ruins like a fallen emperor. Typhoid crouched at his feet, and Lockjaw sat in the backseat. Cade still wore his Panama hat; his tanned face, wine-red shirt, and khaki trousers were streaked with soot. �Nothing in there worth going after.�
     �My dad�s in there!� Joey answered adamantly. �We�re gonna bring him out!�
     �Sure you are.� Cade spewed a thread of smoke. �Kid, there�s nothing left but bones and ashes.�
     �You shut your filthy mouth!�
     Typhoid stood up and growled darkly, but Cade rested one booted foot on the dog�s back. �Just telling it like it is, kid. There are some drums of paint and lubricant that haven�t blown up yet. That�s what I�m waiting on. You want to get yourselves killed, you go right ahead.�
     �You know where Leon Garracone was working,� Ortega said. �Why don�t you do something worthwhile for once in your life and help us find him?�
     �Garracone, Garracone�� He thought for a moment, trying to place a face with the name. They all looked alike to him. �Oh, yeah! Garracone was always bitching for a raise. He worked in the engine shop. That�s what�s left of it.� He pointed, and through the haze they could make out a heap of broken bricks about fifty yards in.
     �John Gomez got out,� Ortega said, undaunted. �He�s cut up and burned, but he�s alive. Leon could still be��
     �Sure. Dream on, padre. Anyway, what the hell is Garracone to you?� He removed the cheroot from his mouth and flicked it away. The gold chains around his neck made a tinkling noise as he moved.
     �Leon is my friend. Which is something I don�t suppose you understand.�
     �I�ve got all the friends I need, thanks.� Cade had a staff of five Mexican servants at his house, a live-in teenage mistress�a little coked-up go-go dancer from San Antonio�and a fat-bellied cook named Lucinda, but his real friends were always with him. The two dogs never judged him, or pressured him, or gave him bad vibrations. They were always ready to rip the throats out of his enemies, and they obeyed without question: to him, that was true friendship. �Jurado, you�ve got more sense than this. Tell �em how crazy they are, man.�
     �We�ve got to see for ourselves.�
     �You�ll see, all right! Man, didn�t you get a look at that flying bastard? There�s something alive in that fucker!� He motioned toward the pyramid. �You go out there and it�ll chew your asses up too!�
     �Let�s go,� Ortega urged. �This leech is useless.�
     �My mama didn�t raise any fools!� Cade retorted as the others started into the autoyard, watching their steps over the twisted sheet-metal fence and the wicked coils of concertina wire. �I�ll tell Noah Twilley where to find your bodies!� But they paid him no more attention and moved into the yard past heaps of razor-sharp metal and smoking debris. Soon afterward, they heard the blare and crash of Cade�s tape deck, cranked up loud enough to blast God�s eardrums: Alice Cooper, wailing about dead babies in a cupboard.
     The sandy ground was littered with parts of engines and cars, charred wooden planks, bricks, and other junk. Zarra lagged behind to poke around the warped chassis of what appeared to have been a Porsche, thrown upside down by the concussion. Father Ortega saw a man�s bloodstained shirt lying nearby, but he didn�t call attention to it. The dark smoke of smoldering tires hung close to the earth, unstirred by a breeze, and piles of wreckage glowed fierce red at their centers. The black pyramid loomed frighteningly close. Rick hesitated, looking up toward the column of light that whirled around and around with hypnotic effect at its apex, then got his legs moving again.
     But he couldn�t shake the feeling of being watched. It was a sense he�d developed by necessity, to guard against a �Gade coming up behind him at school and taking him down with a kidney punch. The back of his neck prickled and he kept glancing around, but nothing moved through the smoke. It was more than being watched, he decided; it was a sensation of being taken apart, measured, dissected like a frog in biology class. �Creepy in here,� Zarra muttered, walking just to Rick�s right, and Rick knew Zarra must be feeling it too.
     They crossed the yard to the jumble of bricks and metal beams that Cade had pointed out. Not far away was a mound of cars and pickup trucks that had been crunched together like a bizarre sculpture. Joey Garracone got down on his knees in the sand and started tossing broken bricks aside and calling for his father.
     �You and Zarra start on the other side,� Ortega suggested, and they went around the collapsed building�where they came face-to-face with a burned-up corpse lying next to a crumpled sky-blue Corvette. The corpse�s head was smashed in, and broken teeth gleamed in the gaping mouth. Whoever he was, he had reddish-blond hair; a white man, not Joey�s father. The heavy, sickly-sweet odor of burned meat reached them, and Zarra gasped. �I�m gonna volcano, man!� He turned and ran away a few yards, bending his head toward the ground. Rick clamped his teeth together, walked past the dead man, and stood waiting for the dizzy sickness to pass. It did, mercifully, and then he was ready to work. Zarra came back, his face yellow.
     They began to search through the ruins of the engine shop, clearing away some of the mountain of bricks. After about ten minutes of work, Ortega uncovered another dead man: it was Carlos Hermosa�Ruben�s father�and the way the man�s body was contorted Ortega knew the spine and neck must be broken. Joey stared for a moment at the corpse, his face covered with dust and sweat, and then he silently continued his labor. Ortega made the sign of the cross and kept tossing bricks aside.
     The work was hard. It looked to Rick as if the whole building�which had been a flat-roofed structure about forty feet long�had caved in on itself. He moved a length of pipe, and broken bricks tumbled down along with a charred sneaker that he at first thought might have a foot in it but was empty, its owner either buried or blown out of his shoe by the concussion.
     He came to a metal beam that Zarra helped him shift with back-wrenching effort, and after the beam was laid aside Zarra looked at him and said quietly, �Do you hear that?�
     �Hear what?�
     �Listen!�
     Rick did, but all he could hear was Cade�s tape deck playing.
     �Hold it. I don�t hear it anymore.� Zarra walked into the wreckage, searching for the sound he�d heard. He bent down, tossed more bricks and rubble away. Then: �There! You hear that, man? Over this way!�
     �I didn�t hear anything.� Rick went to where Zarra was and waited. A few seconds passed�and then, muffled and indistinct, came the clink of metal against metal. It was a steady rhythm, coming from somewhere deep within the ruins, and Rick realized somebody was signaling. �Hey! Father!� he shouted. �Over here!�
     Ortega and Joey came running, their clothes and skin filmed with dust. Zarra picked up a piece of pipe and hit it against a brick a few times, and they all heard the answering knocks from below. Ortega got down on his knees, shining the flashlight in amid the bricks in search of an airspace. Zarra kept signaling, and the clinking noise came back to him.
     �It�s Domingo Ortega!� the priest shouted. �Can you hear me?�
     They waited, but heard no response. �Help me,� Ortega said, and he and the boys began to work at a fever pitch, digging their way down through three or four feet of rubble. Within minutes their hands were scraped raw, and blood seeped from cuts in Rick�s palms. Ortega said, �Hold it,� and leaned forward, listening. There was the sound of metal on metal again, someone hammering at a pipe. �Can you hear me down there?� Ortega hollered.
     A weak, raspy shout drifted up: �Yeah! Oh Christ, yeah! Get us outta here!�
     �Who are you? How many are with you?�
     �Three of us! I�m Greg Frackner! Will Barnett and Leon Garracone are down here too!�
     �Papa!� Joey yelled, tears streaming down his cheeks. �Papa, it�s Joey!�
     �We�re down in the work pit, and there�s all kinds of shit wedged in on top of us,� Frackner continued. �I can see your light, though!�
     �Are you hurt?�
     �Broken arm, I reckon. Ribs don�t feel too swift either. Will�s coughin� up blood, and Leon�s passed out again. I think his legs are busted. What the hell hit us, man? A bomb?�
     Ortega avoided the question. �Can you move at all?�
     �A little bit, but it�s mighty tight in here. We�re breathin� okay, though.�
     �Good.� It was clear to Ortega that they were going to need more muscle power to get the three men out. �Just take it easy, now. We�re going to have to go back for some picks and shovels.�
     �Whatever it takes, man! Listen� can you leave the light where I can see it? I keep thinkin� I hear somethin� diggin� down here. Like underneath us. I�m scared of rats. Okay?�
     �Okay,� Ortega said, and wedged the flashlight in between two bricks so its beam would shine down into the airspace. �We�ll be back!� he promised, and he grasped Joey�s shoulders and pulled the boy up too.
     They started back across the autoyard, under the violet glow and the motionless black clouds, and Rick had that crawly sensation of being watched again. He turned toward the pyramid.
     A man was standing about twenty feet away. He was lean, tall, and broad around the shoulders; he stood slightly hunchbacked, and his arms dangled limply at his sides. Rick was unable to tell much about the man�s face, other than that it looked to be wet. The man wore dark pants and a striped short-sleeve shirt, the clothes covered with dirt. He was just standing there, his head cocked slightly to one side, watching them. �Father?� Rick said, and Ortega heard the raw nerves in Rick�s voice and stopped; he looked back, and then all of them saw the hunchbacked man who stood like a statue.
     Ortega�s first thought was that it was one of Cade�s workmen who�d just dug himself out of the ruins. He stepped forward. �You all right?�
     �Who�s the guardian?� the man asked, in a thick, slow drawl that had an undercurrent like the whistle of steam from a teakettle.
     The priest�s steps faltered. He couldn�t see much of the man�s face�just some slicked-down gray hair and a damp and gleaming slab of forehead�but he thought he recognized the voice. Only the voice usually said What can I fit you for, padre? It was Gil Lockridge, Ortega realized. Gil and his wife Mavis had owned the Boots �n Plenty shoestore for over ten years. But Gil wasn�t so tall, Ortega thought. And he wasn�t so large around the shoulders, nor was he hunchbacked like this man was. But� it was Gil�s voice. Wasn�t it?
     �I asked you a question,� the man said. �Who�s the guardian?�
     �Guardian?� Ortega shook his head. �Guardian of what?�
     The man drew in a long lungful of air and released it�a long release�with a noise that reminded Rick of the way that sidewinder had rattled when he�d reached into the box for the Fang of Jesus. �I don�t like bein��� There was a hesitation, as if he were searching for the correct phrase. �Bein� trifled with. I don�t like it a�tall.� He took two strides forward, and Ortega backed away. The man stopped, and now Ortega could see some kind of ooze sliding off the man�s lantern-jawed face. Gil�s eyes were black, sunken, terrible. �I know the one I�m lookin� for is here. I know there�s a guardian. Maybe it�s you.� The eyes fixed on Zarra for a second. �Or maybe it�s you.� A glance at Rick. �Or is it you?� The gaze returned to Father Ortega.
     �Listen� Gil� how�d you get out here? I mean� I don�t understand what you�re��
     �The one I�m seekin� is a subversive criminal,� the man went on. �An enemy of the collective mind. I don�t know how you deal with criminals on this��he looked around with a sinuous movement of the neck and said contemptuously��world, but I�m sure you understand the concepts of law and order. I intend to bring the creature to justice.�
     �What creature?� It hit him then: what Colonel Rhodes had said about Stevie Hammond. �The little girl?� he asked before he could think about what he was saying.
     �The little girl,� the voice repeated. The eyes had taken on a keen glint. �Explain.�
     Ortega stood very still, but his insides had twisted into knots. He damned his tongue; there was an awful hunger on the wet and waxy face of the man-thing that stood before him. It was not Gil Lockridge; it was a mocking imitation of humanity.
     �Explain,� the thing commanded, and took a gliding step forward.
     �Run!� Ortega shouted to the boys; they were frozen with shock, couldn�t move. �Get away!� he yelled, and as he backed up he saw a length of pipe lying on the ground beside his left foot. He picked it up and held it threateningly over his head. The thing was almost upon him, and he had no choice; he hurled the broken pipe at the Gil Lockridge face with the strength of panic.
     The pipe smashed into the moist features with a noise like a hammer whacking a watermelon. The right cheek split open from eye to corner of mouth, and gray fluid dripped out. The face showed no reaction, no pain. But there was a slight smile on the crooked mouth now, and needlelike teeth glinted inside the cavity. The rattling voice said with a hint of pleasure, �I see you speak my language.�
     There was a ripping sound: the tearing of brittle cloth. Little crackling noises like a hundred bones breaking and rearranging themselves within seconds. Joey Garracone screamed and ran, but Rick and Zarra stood their ground, transfixed with terror. The man�s hunched back was swelling, bowing his spine downward; his eyes were riveted to Ortega, who moaned and retreated on trembling legs.
     The thing�s shirt split open, and a bulbous lump rose at the end of the spine. It tore through the pale counterfeit skin and revealed black, interlocking scales similar to those on the pyramid. From its lower end uncoiled a dripping, segmented tail about five feet long and triple the thickness of Zarra�s bullwhip; the tail rose into the air with a clicking, bony sound, and at its tip was a football-sized nodule of metallic spikes.
     �No,� Rick heard himself croak�and the grinning, split-open face ticked toward him.
     Father Ortega turned to run; he got two strides away before the monster leapt after him. The spiked tail whipped forward in a deadly blur, caught the side of the priest�s head, and demolished it in an explosion of bone and brains. Ortega fell to his knees, his face a crimson hole, and slowly, with exquisite grace, toppled into the sand.
     The monster whirled around, crouched and ready, the tail flicking back and forth with fragments of Ortega�s head clinging to the spikes.
     Zarra let out a choked shriek, backed away, and stumbled over a pile of rubble. He went down hard on his tailbone, sat there gaping as the creature took a step toward him.
     Rick saw automotive parts scattered all around him; there was no time to judge if he should run or not, because in another few seconds that spiked tail would be within range of Zarra. Rick picked up a twisted hubcap and flung it, and as it sailed at the monster�s head the tail flicked out almost lazily and knocked the piece of metal aside.
     Now Rick had the creature�s undivided attention, and as it stalked toward him Rick hefted a car�s door from the sand and held it before himself like a shield. �Run!� he shouted to Zarra, who started crawling frantically on his hands and knees. �Go!�
     The tail swept at Rick. He tried to dance out of its way, but the thing hit his makeshift shield and threw off a shower of sparks; the impact lifted him off his feet and hurled him onto his back on the ground. His hands still gripped the dented-in car door, which lay on top of him, and as he struggled up, his head ringing, the monster advanced in a crouch and the tail swung again.
     This time the car�s door was ripped away from him and flung through the air. Rick twisted, scurrying toward the unpainted frame of a Jaguar sedan that sat near a pile of rusted metal six feet away. As he flung himself into the doorless and windowless car, he heard the bony rattling of the monster�s tail right behind him; he pulled his legs in just as the ball of spikes whammed against the Jaguar�s side, making the frame shudder and moan like a funeral bell. He scrambled through the opposite door hole, got his feet under him, and ran.
     He didn�t know where Zarra was, or if he was heading out of the autoyard or deeper into it. The hanging layers of dark smoke accepted him, and fitful fires glowed red through the gloom. On all sides stood heaps of car parts, chassis, rows of BMWs, Mercedes, Corvettes, and other high-ticket vehicles awaiting transformation. The place was a maze of metal walls, and Rick didn�t know which way to run; he looked over his shoulder; he couldn�t see the thing behind him, but that didn�t mean it wasn�t there. He ran on, his lungs straining for air through the smoke, and in another moment found his way blocked by a steep ridge of scrap metal. He turned back, ran past a collapsed building where a dead man in a blue shirt lay sprawled amid the bricks.
     Rick stopped below a pile of flattened car bodies, his lungs heaving, to try to get his bearings. He�d never been in here before, the smoke seared his eyes, and he couldn�t even think straight. What had happened to Father Ortega seemed unreal, a pull from a bad dose of weed. He was shaking now, his body out of control. He was going to have to start running again, but he feared what might be waiting for him out there in the smoke. He slid his hand into his pocket to grasp the Fang of Jesus.
     But before he could get his fingers on the switchblade, something dark dropped down like a noose and tightened around his throat.
     He knew what it was, because he heard the bony clicking of the tail�s segmented joints. The monster was above him, sitting on one of the flattened cars. Rick�s heart stuttered, and he felt his face freeze as the blood left it. Then he was being lifted off his feet, the pressure just short of strangling him, and he thrashed until a hand gripped his hair.
     �The little girl,� the awful, hissing voice said. The thing�s mouth was right beside Rick�s ear. �Explain.�
     �I don�t� I don�t� know. I swear�� His feet were about six inches off the ground. He didn�t know anything about a guardian, or a little girl, and he felt the gears of his brain start to smoke and slip.
     The tail tightened. Rick squeezed his eyes shut.
     Maybe five seconds passed; to Rick it was an eternity he would never forget. And then the voice said, �I have a message for the one called Ed Vance. I want to meet with him. He knows where. Tell him.�
     The tail went slack�click click click�and Rick fell to his knees as it released him.
     At first he could only lie huddled up, waiting for the spikes to smash his head in, unable to move or think or cry for help. But gradually he realized that the thing was going to let him live. He crawled away from it, still expecting a blow at any second, and finally he forced himself to stand. He could sense the thing watching him from its perch, and he dared not turn around to look at it; the slick, bony feel of the tail remained impressed in the flesh of his throat, and he wanted to scrub that skin until it bled.
     Rick almost broke into a run, but he feared that his legs were too weak and he�d fall on his face. He started walking, retracing the way he thought he�d come; the smoke parted before him and closed at his back. He was dimly aware that his legs were moving on automatic, and in his mind the images of the monster killing Father Ortega and pursuing him through the autoyard darted like a cageful of shadows.
     He came out of the autoyard about forty yards north of where they�d gone in, and how long that journey had taken he had no idea. He kept walking south along the collapsed fence, and finally he saw Cade�s Mercedes sitting in front of him.
     Instantly Lockjaw began barking furiously, rearing up in the backseat. Zarra was sitting on the pavement, shivering, his knees drawn up to his chin and both arms clutching the bullwhip to his chest. He looked up, saw Rick, and scrambled to his feet with a grunt of surprise.
     Mack Cade stood at the edge of the autoyard, the .38 in a white-knuckled grip in his right hand. He whirled around, aiming the pistol at the figure that had just lurched out of the smoke. About fifteen minutes ago, Joey Garracone had raced past him, trailing a scream that had even overpowered Cade�s tape deck. Soon afterward, Zarra had come out babbling about something with a tail that had killed Domingo Ortega. �Hold it!� Cade shrieked, his blue eyes wide. �Stop right there!�
     Rick did. He wavered, almost fell. �It�s me,� he said.
     �Where�s Ortega?� Cade�s false cool had cracked like cheap plastic, and underneath it was a little boy�s terror. �What happened to the priest, man?� He kept his finger on the trigger.
     �Dead. Out there somewhere.� Rick motioned with a leaden arm.
     �I told you not to go in there!� Cade shouted. �Didn�t I? I told you not to, you stupid shits!� He peered into the haze, searching for Typhoid; the dog had raced out there a few minutes ago, barking and growling at something, and hadn�t returned. �Typhoid!� he hollered. �Come on back, boy!�
     �We�ve got to tell Vance,� Rick said. �It wants to see him.�
     �Typhoid!� Cade took three steps into the autoyard, but could make himself go no farther. The concertina wire snagged his trousers, and oily beads of sweat rolled down his face. �Typhoid, come on!�
     Lockjaw kept barking. Cade prowled along the wire, calling for Typhoid in a voice that began to strain and quaver.
     �I said we�ve got to tell Vance!� Rick repeated. �Right now!�
     �I�ve gotta find my dog!� Cade shouted, his face stricken. �Something�s happened to Typhoid!�
     �Forget the dog! Father Ortega�s dead! We�ve got to tell the sheriff!�
     �I told you not to go in there! I said you were all crazy as hell!� Cade felt a weakness falling over him, like a sun in eclipse. The yard and its fortune of cars were reduced to true junk, and in that smoke Cade could smell the burning of syndicate money and his own skin. �Typhoid!� he yelled, his voice rasping. �Come back!� His voice echoed over the ruins. There was no sign of the Doberman.
     �You going to take us to Vance or not?� Rick asked him.
     �I can�t� leave my friend,� Cade said, as something that had been nailed in place for a long time broke inside him. �Typhoid�s out there. I can�t leave him.� He stared at the boy for a few seconds, to make sure he understood, and then Cade said thickly, �You can take the car. I don�t give a shit.� He started walking into the yard, and Lockjaw saw his master going and leapt out of the Mercedes to follow.
     �No!� Rick shouted. �Don�t!�
     Cade went on. He looked back, a terrible smile on his sweat-damp face. �You gotta know who your friends are, kid. Gotta stick up for them. Think on these things.� He gave a short, sharp whistle to Lockjaw, and the Doberman walked at his side. Cade began to call for Typhoid again, his voice getting weaker, and the two figures vanished into the haze.
     �Get in the car,� Rick told Zarra, and the other boy stumbled dazedly toward it. Rick slid behind the wheel, turned the keys in the ignition, and laid rubber in reverse.


33
The Flesh

�Howdy, Noah,� Early McNeil said as Tom escorted Noah Twilley into the clinic lab. �Shut the door behind you, if you please.�
     Twilley blinked in the glare of the emergency lights and looked around. His eyes were used to the funeral chapel�s candlelight. In the lab were Sheriff Vance, Jessie Hammond, and a dark-haired man with a crewcut and blood all over his shirt. The dark-haired man was sitting on a stainless-steel table, holding his left wrist. No, Twilley realized in another second; no, that was not the man�s hand on his wrist. It was a hand and arm that ended at a mutilated elbow.
     �Lord,� Twilley whispered.
     �Kinda thought you might say that.� Early sneaked a grim smile. �I asked Tom to fetch you over �cause I figured you�d want to see this thing, you bein� on a speakin� acquaintance with bodies and all. Come take a closer look.�
     Twilley approached the table. The dark-haired man kept his head down, and Twilley saw a syringe lying nearby and realized the man had been sedated. Also on the table, lying in a little plastic tray, was an arrangement of scalpels, probes, and a bone saw. Twilley took one look at the nub of the elbow and said, �That�s not bone.�
     �Nope. Sure as hell isn�t.� Early picked up a probe and tapped what appeared to be a tight coil of flexible, blue-tinged metal that had erupted from the wound. �That�s not muscle, either.� He indicated the ripped red tissue, which had oozed a spool of gray fluid onto the floor. �But it�s pretty close. It is organic, though it�s not like anythin� I�ve ever seen before.� He nodded toward a microscope set up on the counter, with a slide that held a smear of the tissue. �Take a gander at it, if you like.�
     Twilley did, his pale, slender fingers adjusting the lens into focus. �Lord A�mighty!� he said, which was about the strongest language he used. He had seen what all of them already knew: that the muscle tissue was part organic and part tiny metallic fibers.
     �Too bad you didn�t shoot the head off this shitter, Colonel,� Early told him. �I sure would like to get a look at the brain.�
     �You go down in that hole!� Rhodes�s voice was a harsh rasp. �Maybe you�ll have better luck.�
     �No thankee.� Early picked up a pair of forceps and said, �Doc Jessie, will you shine that light a bit this way, please?�
     Jessie clicked on a small penlight and aimed it where the metallic fingernails had pierced the colonel�s flesh. One of the fingers had crunched into the face of Rhodes�s wristwatch and stopped it at four minutes after twelve, about a half hour ago. The colonel�s hand had taken on a blue tinge from the pressure. �Well, let�s start with this one,� Early decided, and started trying to withdraw the little saw blade from the man�s flesh.
     By the penlight, Jessie could see age spots scattered over the top of the false hand. There was a small white scar on one knuckle�maybe a burn scar, she thought. A knuckle�s brush against a hot pan. Whatever had created this mechanism had gotten the texture and color of an elderly woman�s flesh down to perfection. On the ring finger was a thin gold band, but strands of the pseudo-skin had grown over and around it, entrapping it as if the thing that had made this replica had assumed the ring was somehow an organic part of the hand.
     �Thing don�t want to come out.� The finger was resisting Early�s forceps. �It�s gonna take some skin out of you, Colonel. Hope you don�t mind.�
     �Just do it.�
     �I told him not to go down there.� Vance felt woozy, and he sat on a stool before his legs gave way. Thin creepers of blood had intertwined around Rhodes�s wrist. �What the hell are we gonna do?�
     �Find Daufin,� Rhodes said. �She�s the only one who knows what we�re up against.� He flinched and drew a breath as Early pulled the first fingernail loose. �That tunnel� probably goes all the way under the river.� He stared at the penlight in Jessie�s hand. His brain gears were thawing out, and he remembered the creature protecting its eyes from the flashlight�s beam. �The light,� he said. �It doesn�t like light.�
     �What?� Tom asked, coming closer to the table.
     �It� tried to shield its eyes. I think the light was hurting it.�
     �That damned thing with Dodge�s face didn�t mind the light,� Vance said. �There were oil lamps hangin� from the ceilin�.�
     �Right. Oil lamps.� Rhodes was getting some of his strength back, but he still couldn�t bear to look at the gray hand clamped to his wrist. Early was struggling to extract the second fingernail. �You didn�t have a flashlight, did you?�
     �No.�
     �Maybe it�s just electric light that hurts it. Firelight and electric light have different spectrums, don�t they?�
     �Spectrums?� Vance stood up. �What the hell�s that?�
     �A fancy word for the strength of wavelengths in light,� Early told him. �Hold still, now.� He gripped the forceps hard and jerked the finger�s metal saw blade out of Rhodes�s skin. �That one just about grazed an artery.� The other fingers still held on to Rhodes�s wrist like the legs of a spider.
     �So maybe the wavelengths in electric light do something to its eyes,� Rhodes went on. �It said �hot,� and it had to tunnel underneath me because it didn�t like the light. If it screwed up on the bones and the teeth, maybe it screwed up on the eyes too.�
     �Hell, light�s just light!� Vance said. �Ain�t nothin� in it to hurt anythin�!�
     �A bat would disagree with you, Sheriff.� Noah Twilley turned toward them from the microscope. �So would a whole encyclopedia of cave-dwelling rodents, fish, and insects. Our eyes are used to electric light, but it blinds a lot of other species.�
     �So what are you sayin�? This thing lives in a cave?�
     �Maybe not a cave,� Rhodes said, �just an environment where there�s no electric light. That could be a world full of tunnels, for all we know. From the speed it digs, I�d say Stinger�s used to traveling underground.�
     �But electric lights don�t bother Daufin,� Jessie reminded him. �All the lights were on in our house before the pyramid came down.�
     He nodded. �Which goes along with what I think is true: Daufin and Stinger are two different forms of life, from different environments. One transfers itself in and out of a black sphere, and the other travels underground and makes replicants like this one��he glanced distastefully at the false hand��so it can move above ground. Maybe it makes copies of life forms on whatever world it lands on. I can�t imagine what the process is, but it must be damned fast.�
     �Damned strong too.� Early was doing his best to pry the fingers loose with the forceps and a probe. �Noah, reach in that bottom drawer down there.� He motioned to it with a lift of his chin.
     Noah opened it. �Nothing in here but a bottle of vodka.�
     �Right. Open it and hand it here. If I can�t smoke, I can sure as shit drink.� He took the bottle, swigged from it, and offered it to Rhodes, who also took a swallow. �Not much, now. We don�t want you keelin� over. Doc Jessie, get me some cotton swabs and let�s mop up some of this bleedin�.�
     Early had to ask Tom to take another pair of forceps and help him twist each finger out of Rhodes�s flesh. It took the strength of both men, working hard, to do the job. The fingers broke with little metallic cracking sounds, and the hand finally plopped to the table. On Rhodes�s wrist was a violet bruise in the shape of a hand and fingers, and he immediately doused his flesh with vodka and scrubbed it with a paper towel, opening up the cuts again. He poured more vodka on it, wincing with the pain, and kept rubbing until the paper towel came apart and Early clutched his shoulder with a pressure that would have made a Brahma bull pay attention.
     �Settle down, son,� Early said calmly. He took the fragments of paper from Rhodes and tossed them into the wastebasket. �Tom, will you help the colonel to a room down the hall, please? I believe he could do with some rest.�
     �No.� Rhodes waved Tom away. �I�m all right.�
     �I don�t think you are.� Early took the penlight from Jessie and used it to examine the man�s pupils. Their reaction was sluggish, and Early knew Rhodes was tottering right on the edge of serious shock. �I�d say you�ve had kind of a rough night, wouldn�t you?�
     �I�m all right,� Rhodes repeated, pushing the light aside. He could still feel those damned cold fingers on his wrist, and he didn�t know if he would ever stop shaking inside. But he had to put up a brave front, no matter what. He stood up, averted his gaze from the false hand. �We�ve got to find Daufin, and I don�t have time to rest.� He smelled the blood and acrid juice that had spurted out of the dragonfly. �I�d like to change shirts. This one�s had it.�
     Early grunted, watching the younger man below beetling brows. Rhodes didn�t fool him for a second; the colonel was holding himself together with spit and gristle. �I can get you a scrub shirt. How about that?� He walked over to a closet, opened it, and pulled out one of the lightweight sea-green shirts. He tossed it to Rhodes. �They come in two sizes: too small and too large. Try it on.�
     The shirt was a little too large, but not by much. Rhodes�s blood-smeared knit shirt followed the paper towel into the wastebasket.
     �I left my mother alone,� Noah Twilley explained. �I�d better get back.�
     �Ought to get yourself and ol� Ruth to a place with electric lights�like here,� Early said, motioning toward the emergency floods. �If the colonel�s right, that damned Stinger�ll stay away from �em.�
     �Right. I�ll go get her and bring her back.� He paused for a moment to jab a probe at the hand that lay palm up, fingers curled like the legs of a dead crab, on the table. The probe touched the center of the palm, and the fingers gripped into a fist, the sudden movement almost shooting all of them�especially Rhodes�out of their shoes. �Reflex action,� Noah said, with a sickly half smile, and he tried to pull the probe free but the fingers had locked around it. �I�ll go get my mother,� he told them as he hurried out of the lab.
     �Just what we need: that crazy loudmouth woman runnin� around here,� Early groused when Noah was gone. He picked up a towel and wrapped the hand in it, probe and all, and when he was done he took another swig from the vodka bottle.
     Someone knocked on the door. Mrs. Santos looked in without waiting for an invitation. �Sheriff, there�re two boys here to see you.�
     �What do they want?�
     �I don�t know, but I think you�d better come quick. They�re pretty torn up about something.�
     �Take �em to my office,� Early said. �Ed, you can talk to �em in there.�
     Mrs. Santos left to get them, but Vance hesitated because he smelled more trouble and he knew Doc Early did too. �How are we gonna find Daufin?� he asked Rhodes. �There are plenty of places she could be hidin�.�
     �She can�t have gotten out of the force field, but that�s still a seven-mile radius,� the colonel answered. �I don�t think she�s left town, though. At least she knows she can hide here, and she doesn�t know anything about what�s beyond Inferno and Bordertown.�
     �There are a lot of empty houses around,� Tom said. �She could be in any one of them.�
     �She�s not going to get very far from the sphere.� Jessie couldn�t remember if she�d locked the front door or not; that detail had been lost in the hurry to find out what had come down in Cade�s autoyard. �Either Torn or I ought to go back to our house and wait there. She might show up.�
     �Right. I can get Gunny to round up some volunteers and start combing the streets.� The search was not going to be an easy task, he knew, with all that haze out there and the visibility eroding more every hour. �If we go door to door, maybe we can find someone who�s seen her.� He tried to rub warmth into his left wrist, but the feel of the cold fingers would not go away. �I need some black coffee,� he decided. �I�ve got to keep going.�

     �Probably some left over at the Brandin� Iron,� Vance said. �They keep a pot full until the stuff gets out and walks off.�
     Jessie stared at Colonel Rhodes for a moment. He was still pale, but some of the color had resurfaced in his face and his inner fires were lit again. A question had been hanging in her mind: a question that she knew she shared with Tom. It had to be asked, and now was the time. �If� when� we find Daufin, what are we going to do with her?�
     Rhodes already knew where the question was aiming. �It looks to me as if Stinger�s a lot stronger than she is�and a hell of a lot stronger than any of us too. Stinger must know Daufin�s out of her sphere and in a host body, and that�s what it means by �guardian.� It�s not going to drop the force field until it has her, so I�ll jump ahead and tell you that I don�t know what�s going to happen to Stevie.�
     �If there is a Stevie anymore,� Tom said quietly. Jessie had been thinking that too, and she felt a clench of anguish inside her. But Daufin had said Stevie was safe, and Jessie realized she was clinging to the word of a creature she hadn�t even dreamed existed twenty-four hours ago. �I�m going to check on Ray,� she told them, and she tore her mind away from the alien that lived in her little girl�s skin, walked out of the lab and down the hall to Ray�s room.
     �I�d best see what those boys want.� Vance moved toward the door, dreading the news that waited for him in Doc Early�s office. When it rains it pours! he thought, merrily going crazy. He stopped just shy of the door. �Tom, will you come with me?�
     Tom said he would, and they left the lab.
     McNeil�s cluttered office was decorated with bullfight posters and thickets of potted cacti sat on the windowsills. Vance took one look at the strained faces of Rick Jurado and Zarra Alhambra, their eyes sunken and ringed with gray, and he knew the shit had just deepened to about neck level.
     �What happened?� Vance asked Rick, who kept shivering and rubbing his throat.
     Rick told him, speaking in a halting, brain-blasted voice. He and Zarra had gone to the sheriff�s office, where Danny Chaffin had told them where Vance was. The deputy had been sitting at the CB radio, calling for help into a sea of static and surrounded by loaded weapons from the gun cabinet.
     When Rick reached the part about the thing�s body bursting a spiked tail, Vance made a soft, choking moan and had to sit down.
     �It killed Father Ortega,� Rick continued. �Hit him in the head. Just like that.� He stopped, drew in a breath and let it out. �It went after me. Caught me, with that� that tail. It wanted to know about the little girl.�
     Tom said, �Oh, Jesus.�
     �I thought it was going to kill me. But it said�� Rick�s eyes found the sheriffs. �It said for me to take a message to you. It wants to see you. It said you�d know where.�
     Vance didn�t reply, because the room was spinning too fast and the emergency lights threw gargoyle shadows on the walls.
     �Where?� Tom asked him.
     �The Creech house,� he answered finally. �I can�t go back in there.� His voice broke. �Oh God, I can�t.� A brutal echo drifted to him: Burro! Burro! Burro! Cortez Park and pantherish faces swirled around him, and he clenched his hands into fists.
     He was the sheriff of Inferno: a joke job. A chaser of lost dogs and traffic offenders. One hand out to Mack Cade and the other over his eyes. The little fat boy inside him quivered with terror, and he saw the door of the Creech house stretching to engulf him.
     A hand touched his shoulder. He looked up, wet-lashed, into Tom Hammond�s face.
     �We need you,� Tom said.
     No one had ever said that to him before. We need you. The sound of it was shockingly simple, and yet it was strong enough to tatter the long-ago, distant taunts like cobwebs in the desert wind. He lowered his head, the fear still jabbing at his guts. Only it didn�t seem as bad as it had been a few seconds before. He had been alone for a long time�way too long, and it was time for that weakling fat boy who carried a Louisville Slugger onto the streets of Bordertown to grow up. Maybe he couldn�t make himself walk into the Creech house again; maybe he�d get to that door and scream and keep running until he dropped or a monster with a tail full of spikes reared up before him.
     Maybe. Maybe not. He was the sheriff of Inferno, and they needed him.
     And knowing it was true made the taunts drift away, like bullies who had realized the fat little boy walking across Cortez Park cast a man-sized shadow.
     Vance lifted his head and wiped his eyes with the back of a pudgy hand. �All right,� he said. No promises. The doorway still had to be dealt with.� He stood up, and said it again: �All right.�
     Tom left to get Colonel Rhodes.


34
Worm Meat

�Typhoid! Here, boy!� Mack Cade�s voice was giving out from shouting, and at his side Lockjaw was whining and jumping in a jangle of nerves, stopping to fire rapid barks in the direction of the pyramid. Cade let the dog bark, hoping the sound would attract Typhoid.
     There was no sign of the Doberman. Smoke from burning tires drifted slowly around him, and he walked through a dark wonderland of destruction. The .38, gripped in his right hand, was cocked and ready for whatever might be waiting.
     Each step took him deeper into the yard. He knew every inch of the place, and now he feared all of them. But Typhoid had to be found, or no amount of coke in the world would ease his brain tonight. The dogs were his friends, his good-luck charms, his bodyguards, his power translated into animal form. Screw humans, he thought. None of them were worth a shit. Only the dogs mattered.
     He saw the black pyramid, its damp-looking plates washed with violet light, looming terrifyingly close, and he veered away from it. His polished Italian boots stirred up ashes and dust, and when he looked back he could no longer see any of the houses of Bordertown, just dark upon dark.
     The yard�s familiar buildings�its workshops and storage structures�had been flattened and blasted by the concussion and the explosion of drums of gasoline and lubricants. The sleek rebuilt Porsches, BMWs, Corvettes, Jaguars, and Mercedes that had been lined up ready for pickup and delivery to Cade�s masters had been scorched, warped, and tossed like Tonka Toys.
     My ass is grass, he thought. No: lower than grass. My ass is worm meat.
     The troopers would come, eventually. Then the reporters. It was all over, and the sudden change of his fortunes unhinged him a little further. He�d always expected that if the end came it would be an undercover bust by the federals, or some wild-hair lawyer who decided the money wasn�t enough, or one of the fringe players who sang to save his own skin. No scenario of disaster had ever had a sonofabitching black pyramid from outer space in it, and Cade figured that would be really funny if he were on the shore of a Caribbean island where there were no extradition treaties.
     �Typhoid! Come on, boy! Please� come back!� he shouted. Lockjaw whined, nudged his leg, raced off a few yards, and then darted back to him.
     Cade stopped. �It�s you and me, buddy,� he said to Lockjaw. �Us two against the world.�
     Lockjaw yipped. A small sound.
     �What is it?� Cade knew that sound: alarm. �What do you h��
     Lockjaw growled, deep in his throat, and his ears lay back.
     There was a splitting noise in the earth, like a seam of stone breaking. The sand swirled around Cade�s boots like a whirlpool, and he was twisted around in a violent corkscrew motion. The ground beneath him collapsed, and his legs disappeared up to the knees.
     He drew a sharp breath, tasted bitter smoke at the back of his throat. Something moist and lurching had his legs, was drawing him under. He was almost down to his waist within seconds, and he thrashed and screamed but his legs were held fast. Lockjaw was barking fiercely, running in circles around him. Cade fired into the ground, the bullet kicking up a spray of sand. Whatever had him continued to pull him down, and he kept firing until the bullets were gone.
     The earth was up to his chest. Lockjaw darted in, and Cade�s flailing arms grabbed the dog, pulled the Doberman against him, and tried to use its weight to pull himself free. Lockjaw scrabbled wildly, but the sand began to take the dog�s body along with Cade�s. He held on, and when he opened his mouth to scream again, sand and ashes filled it, slithering down his throat.
     The man and his dog disappeared together. Mack Cade�s Panama hat whirled in the eddies of the sand, then lay half buried as the earth�s circular motion slowed and stopped.


35
The Open Door

While Rick and Zarra had been waiting in McNeil�s office, Cody Lockett opened his eyes to candlelight and sat up with a jolt that made the hammering in his skull start up again.
     He held his Timex up to the candle stuck on the plywood table beside his bed: 12:58. It had been about an hour since he�d come to the house, swallowed two aspirin with a swig of Seven-Up from a half-drained can in the refrigerator, and laid down to rest his brain. He wasn�t sure he�d actually been sleeping, maybe just drifting in and out of an uneasy twilight, but his head did feel a little better and his muscles had unknotted some too.
     Cody didn�t know where his father was. The last he�d seen of Curt, the old man was hightailing it down the street as the helicopter and that other flying thing had battled above Inferno. Cody had watched it all, and after the �copter had crashed on Cobre Road, he figured he�d zombied out, somehow walking to his motorcycle in front of the Warp Room and winding up here.
     He was still wearing the bloody rags of his Texaco shirt. He stood up from the bed, steadied himself against its iron frame as the walls swelled and slowly rotated. When they stopped turning, he unlatched his fingers and walked across the room to his chest of drawers, opened the top drawer, and got out a fresh white T-shirt. He threw aside the Texaco tatters and worked the T-shirt on over his head, wincing at a stitch of pain along his rib cage. His belly growled, and he uprooted the candle from its little puddle of dried wax and followed its light into the kitchen.
     The refrigerator held a few mold-ravaged TV dinners, some brown meat wrapped up in foil, a chunk of Limburger cheese that Cody wouldn�t have offered to a dog, and assorted bowls and cups full of leftovers. He didn�t trust any of them, but the candlelight found a grease-stained paper sack in there and he pulled it out and opened it; inside were four stale glazed doughnuts, booty from the bakery. They were as tough as lawnmower tires, but Cody ate three of them before his stomach begged for mercy.
     In the back of the refrigerator was a bottle of Welch�s grape juice. He reached in for it, and that was when he felt the floor tremble.
     He stopped, his hand gripping the bottle�s neck.
     The house creaked. There was a polite clink of dishes and glasses in the cupboards. Then the rude bang of a pipe breaking deep in the earth.
     Something�s under the house, he realized. His heart picked up hot speed, but his mind was cold and clear. He could feel the tremor of the boards under his sneakers, like the way the floor used to shake when slow-moving freight trains passed, heavy-laden, on the copper company�s tracks.
     The floor�s vibration ebbed and stopped. A whiff of dust floated through the candlelight. Cody was holding his breath, and only when his lungs jerked for air did he gasp. The kitchen smelled of burning rubber; the stink of Cade�s autoyard was sliding through the cracks. Cody brought the grape juice out, unscrewed the cap, and washed down the last of a glazed doughnut that had lodged in his craw.
     The world had gone freak-o since that damned bastard had crashed down across the river. Cody didn�t care to speculate about what might have passed underneath his feet; whatever it was, it had been maybe ten or twelve feet below the ground. He wasn�t planning on waiting around to see if it came back, either. Wherever the old man was, Cody thought, he�d have to cover his own ass this time. Anyway, God always looked out for fools and drunks.
     He blew the candle out, laid it on the kitchen counter, and left the house, getting astride his motor at the bottom of the steps and putting on his goggles. The street was tinged with violet, layers of smoke lying close to the concrete and making Inferno look and smell like a battle zone. Through the pall, Cody could see the shine of the lights up at the fortress. That was the place to go, he decided; there was too much dark everywhere else. First he wanted to run past Tank�s house, over on Circle Back Street, to see if the dude was there with his folks before he went up to the apartment building. He stomped a couple of times on the starter before the engine cranked, and drove toward Celeste Street.
     His headlamp�s glass had been broken during the fight�beer bottle probably clipped it, he reckoned�but the bulb was still working. The light stabbed through the dirty haze, but Cody kept his speed down because Brazos Street was riddled with cracks and in some places buckled upward as much as six inches. His tires told his backbone that whatever had gone under his house had passed this way too.
     And then he was almost upon her.
     Somebody standing in the middle of the street.
     A little girl with auburn hair, her eyes glowing red in the headlamp�s beam.
     �Look out!� Cody shouted, but the little girl didn�t budge. He jerked the wheel to the left and hit the brakes; if he�d passed any closer to the child he could�ve flicked her earlobe. The Honda flashed past her and the front tire hit a bulge in the pavement that made the frame shudder; Cody wrestled the handlebars and brakes to keep from crashing into a stand of cactus. He pulled up about two feet short of porcupine city and skidded the Honda around in a flurry of sand. Its engine coughed and quit.
     �Are you crazy?� Cody hollered at the child. She was just standing there, holding something in cupped hands. �What�s wrong with you?� He whipped off his goggles, beads of sweat burning his eyes.
     She didn�t answer. She seemed not to even know how close she�d been to kissing a tire. �You almost got yourself killed!� He chopped down the kickstand, got off, and strode toward her to pull her out of the street.
     But as he reached her, she lowered her arms and he could see what was cradled in her hands. �What is this?� she asked.
     It was an orange-striped kitten, probably only a month or so old. Cody glanced around to get his bearings and saw they were standing in front of the Cat Lady�s house. A few feet away, the orange mama tabby sat on her haunches, patiently awaiting the return of her own.
     �You know what it is,� he snapped, his nerves still raw. �It�s a kitten. Everybody in the world knows what a kitten is.�
     �A kit-ten,� the child repeated, as if she�d never heard the word before. �Kitten.� It was easier that time. Her fingers stroked the fur. �Soft.�
     Something weird about this kid, Cody thought. Mighty weird. She didn�t talk right, and she didn�t stand right either. Her back was too rigid, as if she were straining against the weight of her bones. Her face and hair were dusty, and her blue jeans and T-shirt looked as if she�d been rolling on the ground. Her face was familiar, though; he�d seen her somewhere before. He remembered where: at school one afternoon in April. Mr. Hammond�s wife and the kid had come to pick him up. The little girl�s name was Sandy, or Steffi, or something like that.
     �You�re Mr. Hammond�s kid,� he said. �What�re you doin� wanderin� out here alone?�
     Her attention was still focused on the kitten. �Pretty,� she said. She�d reasoned it was the younger form of the creature that waited not far away, just as the form she occupied was the young female form of the human beings. She stroked its body with a gentle touch. �This kitten is a fragile construction.�
     �Huh?�
     �Fragile,� she repeated, looking up at him. �Is that not the correct term?�
     Cody didn�t reply for a few seconds. He couldn�t; his voice was lost. Mighty, mighty weird, he thought. Warily, he replied, �Kittens are tougher than they look.�
     �So are daughters,� Daufin said, mostly to herself. She carefully leaned over and placed the kitten on the ground in the exact spot she�d found it. Immediately the older quadruped picked it up by the scruff of the neck and bounded away with it around the corner of the house.
     �Uh� what�s your name?� Cody�s heart had begun slamming again, and a trickle of sweat crept down the middle of his back. Already wet rings were coming up under his arms, and the night�s heat was stifling. �It�s Sandy, isn�t it?�
     �Daufin.� She stared steadily at him.
     �I think I�m about ready for a rubber room.� He pushed a hand through his tangled hair. Maybe he�d suffered a worse punch than he�d thought, and his brains had been knocked loose. �You are Mr. Hammond�s little girl, aren�t you?�
     She pondered a correct response to his question. This one had strange discolorations on his cliff of features, and she could see that bewilderment had taken the place of anger. She knew he would think she was as alien as she thought him to be. What was that strange extension dangling from the hearing cup called an �ear�? Why was one visual orb smaller than the other? And what was the now-silent monster that had roared down on her through the murk? Puzzles, puzzles. Still, she felt no terror in him, as there had been in those others when she�d fled the destroyed abode of ritual. �I have chosen to�� What would the proper translation be? �To clothe myself in this daughter.� She lifted her hands, as if she were showing off a new and wonderful dress.
     �Clothe yourself. Uh-huh.� Cody nodded, one eye large and the swollen eye twitching. �Man, you�ve looped the loop for damn sure!� he told himself. This looked like Mr. Hammond�s kid standing before him, but she sure didn�t use a kid�s words. Except maybe if she was out of her mind, which he wasn�t doubting. One of them had to be. �You ought to be at home,� he said. �You shouldn�t be walkin� around by yourself, not with that thing sittin� over there.�
     �Yes. The big booger,� she said.
     �Right.� Another slow nod. �You want me to take you home?�
     �Oh!� It had been a quick intake of breath. �Oh, if you could,� she whispered, and she looked up at the gridded sky. The darkness claimed all reference points.
     �You live on Celeste Street,� Cody reminded her. He pointed toward the vet�s office, just a couple of blocks away. �Over there.�
     �My home. My home.� Daufin reached toward the sky, her hands open. �My home is very far from here, and I can�t see the way.� Her host body trembled, and she felt a heat behind her own cliff of features. It was more than the increase in the rush of that vital fluid through the miraculous network of arteries, more than the muscle pump�s brain-timed beating. It was deeper, a yearning that burned at the center of her being. Within it, her memories of home began to unfold. They came to her in her own language of chimes, but they were synthesized through the human brain and left her tongue in human speech. �I see the tides. I feel them: rising, falling. I feel life in the tides. I feel whole.� Cody saw her body begin to undulate slightly, as if in rhythm with the currents of a spectral ocean. �There are great cities, and groves of peace. The tides move over mountains, through valleys and gardens where every labor is love. I feel them; they touch me, even here. They call me home.� The movement of her body abruptly stopped. She stared at her hands, at the frightening appendages of alien flesh, and the memories fled before the horror of reality.
     �No,� she said. �No. That�s how my world was. No more. Now the tides carry pain, and the gardens lie in ruins. There is no more singing. There is no more peace, and my world suffers in the shadow of hate. That shadow.� She reached toward the pyramid, and Cody saw her fingers clench into a claw, her hand trembling. She closed her eyes, unable to endure the visions behind them. When they opened again, they were blurred and burning. There was a wetness around them, and Daufin put a hand to her cheek to investigate this new malfunction. She brought her hand away, the fingers glistening and a single unbroken drop of liquid suspended on the tip of the longest digit.
     Another drop ran down her cliff of features and into the corner of her mouth. In it she could taste the tides of her world.
     �You won�t win,� she whispered, staring fixedly at the pyramid. Cody felt something inside him shrink back; her eyes were blazing with a power that made him fear he might explode into flame if they were aimed at him. �I won�t let you win.�
     Cody hadn�t moved. At first he�d been sure either he or the little girl had leapt headlong into the Great Fried Empty, but now� now he wasn�t sure. The black pyramid must have a pilot or crew of some kind. Maybe this kid was one of them, and she�d made herself�itself�resemble Mr. Hammond�s daughter. On this sweltering, crazy night it seemed that all things were possible. And so he blurted out a question that on any other night of his life would have sealed his permanent residence in the Great Fried Empty: �You�re not� from around here, are you? I mean� not� like� from this planet?�
     She blinked away the last of the searing wet, and her head swiveled toward him with smooth grace. �No,� she said, �I�m not.�
     �Wow.� There was a knot in his throat the size of a basketball. He didn�t know what else to say. It made more sense now that she was wandering around in the dark and hadn�t known what a kitten was; but why would the same creature who was so gentle with a kitten destroy the helicopter? And if this was an alien from the pyramid, what was the thing burrowing under the streets? �Is that yours?� He pointed at the pyramid.
     �No. It belongs to� Stinger.�
     He repeated the name. �Is that� like� the captain or somebody?�
     She didn�t understand what he meant. She said, �Stinger is�� There was a hesitation as her memory scanned the volumes of the Britannica and the dictionary. After a few seconds, she found a phrase that was accurate in Earth language: �A bounty hunter,� she said.
     �What�s he hunting?�
     �Me.�
     This was too much for Cody to comprehend all at one time. Meeting a little girl from outer space in the middle of Brazos Street was weird enough, but a galactic bounty hunter in a black pyramid was one brainblaster too many. He caught movement from the corner of his eye, looked over, and saw two cats nosing around the wilted shrubs in Mrs. Stellenberg�s yard. Another cat was standing on the porch steps, wailing forlornly. Kittens scampered from the brush and chased each other�s tails. It was after one o�clock in the morning; why were Mrs. Stellenberg�s cats out?
     He walked to the Honda, angling the headlight so it shone at the Cat Lady�s house. The front door was wide open. The cat on the steps arched its back, spitting in the headlight�s glare.
     �Mrs. Stellenberg!� Cody called. �You all right?�
     Coils of smoke meandered past the light. �Mrs. Stellenberg!� he tried again, and again there was no reply.
     Cody waited. The open door both beckoned and repelled him. What if she�d fallen in the dark and knocked herself out? What if she�d broken a hip, or even her neck? He was no saint, but he couldn�t pretend he didn�t care. He walked to the foot of the steps. �Mrs. Stellenberg! It�s Cody Lockett!�
     No answer. The cat on the steps gave a nervous yowl and shot past Cody�s feet, heading for the brush.
     He started up. He had taken two of the steps when he felt a quick tug at his elbow.
     �Careful, Cody Lockett,� Daufin warned, standing right beside him. Stinger had passed this way and its reek lingered in the air.
     �Yeah.� She didn�t have to tell him twice. He continued up the steps and paused at the doorway�s dark rectangle. �Mrs. Stellenberg?� he called into the house. �Are you okay?�
     Nothing but silence. If the Cat Lady was in there, she couldn�t answer. Cody took a deep breath and stepped over the threshold.
     His foot never found the floor. He was tumbling forward, falling through darkness, and Daufin�s restraining hand was a half second too late. Cody�s mouth opened in a cry of terror. It came to him that the front room of the Cat Lady�s house had no floor, and he was going to keep falling until he crashed through the roof of hell.
     Something whammed underneath his right arm, knocking the wind out of him, and he had the sense to grab hold of it before he slid off. He gripped both hands to a swaying thing that felt like a horizontal length of pipe. Dirt and stones cascaded into the darkness beneath him. He didn�t hear them hit bottom. Then the pipe�s swaying stopped, and he was left dangling in midair.
     His lungs heaved for breath, and his brain felt like a hot pulse of overloaded circuits. He locked his fingers around the pipe, kicked out, could find nothing there. The pipe began swaying again so he ceased his struggling.
     �Cody Lockett! Are you alive?� Daufin�s voice came from above.
     �Yeah,� he rasped. He knew she hadn�t heard him, so he tried again, louder: �Yeah! I guess� I wasn�t careful enough, huh?�
     �Can you��her memory banks raced for the terminology, and she leaned over the gaping hole but couldn�t see him��climb out?�
     �Don�t think so. Got hold of a pipe.� He kicked out again, still could find no walls. The pipe made an ominous, stressed creaking, and more gobbets of dirt hissed down. �I don�t know what�s under me!� The first bite of panic sank deep. His hands were slick with sweat. He tried to pull himself up, to swing a leg onto the pipe for support, but his bruised ribs daggered him with pain. He couldn�t get his leg up, and after three futile attempts he stopped trying and concentrated on conserving his strength. �I can�t get out!� he shouted.
     Daufin measured the sound of his voice at being, in Earth distance, approximately thirteen-point-six feet down, though the echoes gave a distortion of up to three inches more or less. She hung in the doorframe and looked around the floorless room, searching for anything she might use to reach him. The only things left were a few pictures hanging on the cracked walls.
     �Listen to me!� Cody called. �You�ve got to find somebody to help! Understand?�
     �Yes!� The knot of muscle in her chest labored furiously. She saw the pattern now: Stinger was searching for her by invading these human abodes and seizing whoever it found within. �I�ll find help!� She turned from the doorway and ran down the steps. Then she was on the street, running toward the center of town, fighting the planet�s leaden gravity and her own clumsy appendages.
     Cody squeezed his eyes shut to keep out the beads of sweat. If he let his fingers relax just a fraction, he would slide off the pipe and plummet down God only knew how far. He didn�t know how long he could hold on. �Hurry!� he called up, but Daufin had gone. He hung in darkness, waiting.


36
Mouth of the South

�Mother!� Noah Twilley shouted as he came in the front door. �We�re going to the clinic!� He had left an oil lamp burning on a table in the foyer, and now he picked it up and headed toward the staircase, �Mother?� he called again. Ruth Twilley had remained in her white bedroom, the bedcovers pulled up to her chin while he�d gone with Tom Hammond to the clinic. He reached the stairs and started up.
     They ended after six risers. Noah stood gripping the broken banister and peering into a dark chasm that had taken down the rest of the staircase. Below, in the depths of the hole, was a little flicker of fire. A broken lamp, Noah realized. Puddle of oil still burning.
     �Mother?� he called; his voice cracked. His light ran along fissures in the walls. Ruth Twilley, the Mouth of the South, was silent. The ruined staircase swayed and moaned under Noah�s weight, and he slowly retreated to the bottom of the steps.
     Stood there, numbed and shaking. �Mother, where are you?� It came out like the wail of an abandoned child.
     The lamplight gleamed off something on the floor. Footprints. Slimy footprints, coming down the stairs from that awful hole. Smears and splatters of a gray, snotlike substance trailed along the steps and through the hallway toward the rear of the house. Somebody needs a Kleenex, Noah thought. Oh, Mother�s going to blow a gasket about this mess! She was upstairs in bed, with the sheet pulled to her chin. Wasn�t she?
     He followed the trail of slime drips into the kitchen. The floor was warped and crooked, as if something huge had destroyed the very foundations of the house. He shone the lamp around, and there she was. Standing in the corner by the refrigerator, her white silk gown wet and gleaming, strands of slime caught in her red hair and her face a pale gray mask.
     �Who�s the guardian?� she asked, and her eyes had no bottom.
     He couldn�t answer. He took a step back and hit the counter.
     �The little girl. Explain.� Ruth Twilley drifted forward, the glint of silver needles between her fleshy scarlet lips.
     �Mother. I� don�t�� His hand spasmed and opened, and the oil lamp fell to the floor at his feet. The glass broke, and streamers of fire snaked across the linoleum.
     She had almost reached him. �Who�s the guardian?� she repeated, walking through the fire.
     It was not his mother. He knew there was a monster behind Ruth Twilley�s slick face and it was almost upon him. One arm came up, and a hand with metallic, saw-blade fingernails reached toward him. He watched it coming like the head of a sidewinder, and he pressed back against the counter but there was nowhere to go.
     His arm brushed something that clattered on the Formica. He knew what it was, because he�d left it out to spray in the corners. You never knew what might creep in from the desert, after the lights were out.
     She was a step away, and her face pressed toward his. A little thick rivulet of slime oozed from her chin.
     Noah�s hand closed around the can of Raid on the countertop, and as he picked it up he flicked the cap off and thrust the nozzle at her eyes. His index finger jabbed down on the spigot.
     White bug-killing foam jetted out and covered the Ruth Twilley face like a grotesque beauty mask. It filled her eyes, shot up her nostrils, ran through the rows of needle teeth. She staggered back, whether hurt or just blinded he didn�t know, and one of her hands swung at Noah�s head; he lifted his arm to ward it off, was struck on the shoulder as if by a brick wrapped up in barbed wire. The shock of pain knocked the Raid can from his fingers, and as he was thrown against the kitchen wall he felt warm blood running down his hand.
     She whirled like a windup toy gone berserk, crashing over the kitchen table and chairs, caroming off the refrigerator, her serrated nails digging at her own face and eyes. Noah saw gobbets of gray flesh fly, and he realized she was trying to strip the skin to the bone. She made a roaring sound that became the scream he had heard every day of his life, four or five times a day, like a regal command issued from the white bedroom: �Noooaaahhhhh!�
     Whether the thing in his mother�s skin knew that was his name or not didn�t matter. In that sound Noah Twilley heard the slam of a jail cell�s door, forever locking him to a town he hated, in a job he hated, living in a hated house with a crazy woman who screamed for attention between soap operas and �Wheel of Fortune.� He smelled his own blood, felt it crawling over his hand and heard it pattering to the floor, and as he watched the red-haired monster crashing around the kitchen he lost his mind as fast as a fingersnap.
     �I�m here, Mother,� he said, very calmly. His eyeglasses hung by one ear, and blood flecked the lenses. �Right here.� He walked four steps to a drawer as the creature continued to flail its face away; he opened the drawer and pulled out a long butcher knife from amid the other sharp utensils. �Noah�s right here,� he said, and he lifted the knife and went to her.
     He brought the knife down in the side of her throat. It slid into the false flesh about four inches before it met resistance. He pulled it out, struck again, and one of her hands caught him across the chest and hurled him off his feet against the counter. He sat up, his glasses gone but the bent-bladed knife still clenched in his hand, blood rising through the rips in his chest. His lungs gurgled, and he coughed up crimson. The monster�s hands were swiping through the air, seeking him, and Noah could see that she had clawed her eyes and most of the facial flesh away. Metallic veins and raw red tissue jittered and twitched in the craters. Chemicals burned her, he thought. Good old Raid, works on all kinds of insects. He stood up, in no hurry, and walked toward her with the knife upraised and the merry shine of madness in his eyes.
     And that was when the thing�s spine bowed out and there was a crackling sound of bones popping. The back of her gown split open and from the dark, rising blister at the base of her backbone uncoiled a scaly, muscular tail that ended in a ball of spikes.
     Noah stopped, staring in stupefied wonder as the burning oil flamed around his feet.
     The tail whipped to the left, smashing through a cupboard and sending pieces of crockery flying like shrapnel. The monster was crouched over almost double, the network of muscles and connective tissues damp with oozing lubricants at the base of the tail. The ball of spikes made a tight circle, bashed a rain of plaster from the ceiling, and whirled past Noah�s face with a deadly hiss.
     �My God,� he whispered, and dropped the knife.
     Her eyeless face angled toward the noise. The half-human, half-insect body scuttled at him. The hands caught his sides, saw-blade nails winnowing into the flesh. The tail reared back, curving into a stately arc. Noah stared at it, realized that he was seeing the shape of his death. He thought of the scorpions in his collection, pierced with pins. Revenge is mine, sayeth the Lord, he thought. He gave a strangled laugh.
     The tail jerked forward with the velocity of an industrial piston, and the ball of spikes smashed Noah Twilley�s skull into a thousand fragments. Then the tail began whipping back and forth in quick, savage arcs, and in another moment the quivering mass gripped between alien hands no longer resembled anything human. The tail kept slashing away pieces until all movement had ceased, and then the hands hurled what was left against the wall like a sack of garbage.
     The blind thing flailed its way out of the kitchen, following the odor of its spoor, returned to the broken staircase, and dropped into darkness.


37
Bob Wire Club

�Set �em up again, Jacky!� Curt Lockett banged his fist on the rough-topped bar. The bartender, a stocky gray-bearded man named Jack Blair, looked at him from down the bar where he was talking to Harlan Nugent and Pete Griffin. The light of kerosene lanterns hung in Jack�s round eyeglasses, and above the lenses his brows were as shaggy as caterpillars.
     �Almost a half bottle gone, Curt,� Jack said in a voice like a bulldozer�s growl. �Maybe you ought to pack up your tent.�
     �Hell, I wish I could!� Curt replied. �Wish I could pack up and light out of this shithole and by God I wouldn�t never look back!� He pounded the bar again. �Come on, Jacky! Don�t cut your ole buddy off yet!�
     Jack glared at him for a few seconds. He knew how Curt acted with more than a half bottle lighting his wick. Over at a table, Hal McCutchins and Burl Keene were smoking cigarettes and talking, and others had come and gone. The one thing everybody in the Bob Wire Club had in common was that they had nowhere else in particular to go, no wives waiting for them, nothing to do but kill some time drinking at one-fifteen in the morning. Jack didn�t care much for Curt Lockett, but the man was a steady customer. He came down the bar, opened the half-drained bottle of Kentucky Gent�the cheapest brand in the house�and poured him another shotglass full. When Jack started to draw it away, Curt gripped the bottle�s neck in a lockhold.
     �Mighty thirsty,� Curt said. �Mighty, mighty thirsty.�
     �Keep the fucker, then,� Jack said, giving in to the inevitable.
     �Yessir, I seen it!� Pete Griffin went on with what he�d been saying. He was a leathery cowboy with blue eyes sunken in a wrinkled, sunbaked face. �Damn thing�s blockin� the highway �bout five miles north.� He swigged from his lukewarm bottle of Lone Star beer. �I was about to hit the pedal and try to tear ol� Betsy right through it, and then I seen somethin� else.� He paused for another drink. Ol� Betsy was his rust-eaten red pickup truck, parked in the sandy lot out front.
     �What�d you see?� Jack prodded.
     �Dead things,� Pete said. �I got out and took me a closer look. There was burned-up rabbits and a couple of dead dogs lyin� right where the thing went into the ground. You can see through it, and it don�t look as sturdy as a spiderweb, but� well, I seen somethin� on the other side too. Looked to have been a truck, maybe. It was still smokin�. So I got in ol� Betsy and decided to mosey back thisaway.�
     �And I�m sayin� ain�t such a thing possible,� Harlan contended, his voice slurred from four boilermakers. �Cain�t such a thing be solid!�
     �It is, by God! Hell, my eyes ain�t gone yet! That thing�s solid as a stone wall and it burned them animals up too!�
     Curt laughed harshly. �Griffin, you�re crazy as a three-legged toadfrog. You cain�t see through anythin� solid. I�m dumb as a board, and even I know that!�
     �You drive on up there and try to get through it, then!� Pete�s face bristled with indignant anger. �I�ll come along behind and sweep up your ashes�not that that boy of yours would want �em!�
     �Yeah!� Harlan gave a dry chuckle. �We�ll put them ashes in a whiskey bottle for you, Curt. That way you can rest in peace.�
     �Rest pickled is more like it,� Jack said. �Curt, why don�t you go on home? Don�t you care about your boy?�
     �Cody can take care of himself. Always has before.� Curt swigged down the whiskey. He was feeling okay now. His nerves had steadied, but he was sweating too much to get drunk. The Bob Wire Club was stiflingly hot without power to run the fans, and Curt�s shirt was plastered to his skin. �He don�t need me, and I sure as hell don�t need him.�
     �If I had a family, I�d sure be with �em at a time like this.� Out of habit, Jack took a rag and cleaned the bartop. He lived alone in a trailer behind the Bob Wire Club, and he�d kept the place open after the electricity had gone out because he couldn�t have slept anyway. �Seems only right a father ought to be with his boy.�
     �Yeah, and a wife ought to be with her husband too!� Curt snapped. It had come out of him before he�d had time to check it. The others stared at him, and he shrugged and sipped from the bottle. �Just forget it,� he said. �Cody ain�t a kid no more.�
     �Well, still don�t seem right,� Jack continued, following the swirls of his rag. �Not with that damn bastard sittin� across the river and all hell breakin� loose.�
     �I hear there�s an air-force colonel in town,� Hal McCutchins said. �He was in the chopper that went down, but he got out okay. Sumbitch flew out of that pyramid and knocked it down like it was made out of paper!�
     �Thing�s a spaceship.� Burl Keene, his bulging belly quivering against the table�s edge, reached for a handful of peanuts from a bowl. �That�s the talk. Thing�s come from Mars.�
     �Ain�t nobody on Mars.� Jack stopped cleaning. �The scientists proved that. No, that thing�s come from somewhere a long ways off.�
     �Scientists don�t know nothin�,� Burl countered, chomping on peanuts. �Hell, they don�t even believe there was a Garden of Eden!�
     �Mars is nothin� but rocks! They took pictures on Mars and that�s all you can see!�
     Curt scowled and tipped the bottle to his mouth again. Whether the black pyramid had brought invaders from Mars or cat people from Pluto didn�t matter much to him; as long as they left him alone, he didn�t care. He listened as Jack and Burl went on about Mars, but his mind was on Cody. Maybe he ought to find out if the boy was all right. Maybe he was a fool for sitting here thinking that Cody could handle himself in every kind of jam. No, he decided in the next second, Cody was better off on his own. The boy was a damn idjit sometimes, but he was tough as nails and he could make do. Besides, he was probably up at the apartments with that gang of his. They all hung thick as thieves and took care of each other, so what was there to worry about?
     Besides, rough treatment was good for Cody. That made a boy into a man. It was the way Curt�s father had raised him, bullying and beating. Cody would be stronger for it.
     Yeah, Curt thought. His knuckles bleached around the bottle�s neck. Strong, just like his old man.
     He couldn�t remember the last time he�d talked to Cody without blowing his top. Maybe it was because he didn�t know how to, he thought. But the kid was so headstrong and wild, nobody could get through to him. Cody walked his own path, right or wrong. But sometimes Curt thought he saw Treasure in Cody�s face, clear as day, and his heart ached as if it had been kicked.
     There was no use in thinking these thoughts. Nothing good came out of them, and they made Curt�s head hurt. He looked into the amber bottle, at the liquid that lay within, and he smiled as if seeing an old friend. But there was a sadness in his smile, because full bottles always ran empty.



     �Maybe they�ve got caves,� Burl Keene was saying. �Under Mars. Maybe they just went into their caves when the pictures got took.�
     Curt was about to tell him to stop shoveling the horseshit when he heard the bottles clink together on the shelves behind the bar.
     It was not a loud sound, and neither Jack nor Burl stopped their jabbering. But Curt had heard it clearly enough, and in another few seconds he heard them clink again. He set his own bottle on the bar and saw a tremor on the whiskey�s surface. �Jack?� he said. Blair paid no attention. �Hey, Jack!� Curt said, louder.
     Jack looked at him, fed up with Curt Lockett. �What is it?�
     �I think we�re havin� a��
     The Bob Wire Club�s floor suddenly buckled upward, timbers squealing as they snapped. The two pool tables jumped a foot in the air, and billiard balls were flung out of their racks. Bottles and glasses crashed down behind the bar. Jack was knocked off his feet, and Curt�s barstool went over. He landed on his back on the floor, and under him he could feel the boards pitching and heaving like a bronco�s shoulder blades.
     The floor�s motion eased, then stopped. Curt sat up, stunned, and in the lamplight saw a horrible thing: the last of the Kentucky Gent spilling from the overturned bottle.
     Harlan and Pete were on the floor too, and Burl was coughing up peanuts. Harlan got to his knees and shouted, �What hit us?�
     There was a bang like a sledgehammer on wood. Curt heard the squall of nails popping loose. �Over there!� He pointed, and all of them saw it: about ten feet away, a board was being knocked upward from the floor. The second blow sent it flying up to hit the ceiling, and Curt caught sight of a slim human hand and arm reaching through the cavity. Another timber was knocked loose, then the fingers of that hand gripped the edge of a third board and wrenched it down. Now there was a gap large enough for a person to crawl through, and about three seconds later a figure began to emerge from the floor.
     �Holy Jesus and Mary,� Jack whispered, standing up behind the bar with sawdust in his beard.
     The figure got its head and shoulders through, then worked its hips free. A long pair of bare legs pulled out, and the figure rose to its feet.
     It was a slender and pretty blond girl, maybe sixteen years old, wearing nothing but a lacy bra and a pair of pink panties with �Friday� stitched across the front. She stretched to her full height, her ribs showing under her pale skin and her hair shining wetly in the lamplight. Her face was as calm as if she came up through barroom floors every night of her life, and her gaze went from one man to the next with cold attention.
     �I�m dead,� Burl gasped. �I�ve gotta be dead.�
     Curt tried to stand up, but his legs weren�t ready. He knew who she was: her name was Laurie Rainey, and she worked afternoons at the Paperback Kastle near the bakery and came in sometimes for grape jelly doughnuts. She was a pretty thing, and he liked to watch her chew. He tried to stand again, and this time he made it all the way up.
     She spoke. �Ya�ll are gonna tell me about the little girl,� she said, in a thick whangy Texas accent with a rattling metallic undertone. Her skin gleamed, as if she were coated with grease. �Ya�ll are gonna tell me right now.�
     None of the men spoke, and no one moved. Laurie Rainey looked around, her head slowly racheting as if her neck and spine were connected by gear wheels.
     �The little girl,� Jack repeated dumbly. �What little girl?�
     �The one who�s the guardian.� Her eyes found him, and Jack had the sensation of peering into a snakepit. There were things slithering around in there that he would not care to know. �Ya�ll are gonna tell me, or I�m done bein� nice.�
     �Laurie�� Curt�s mind stuttered like a blown-out engine. �What were you doin� under the floor?�
     �Laurie.� The girl�s head notched toward him. �Is that the guardian�s name?�
     �No. It�s your name. Christ, don�t you know your own name?�
     The girl didn�t reply. She blinked slowly, processing the information, and her mouth tightened into an angry line. �What we have here,� she said, �is a failure to communicate.� She turned to her left, walked about three strides to the nearest pool table, and placed her hands under its edge. With a quick, blurred motion, she flipped her hands forward and the pool table upended as if it had the weight of a corn husk. It came off the floor and crashed through the Bob Wire Club�s front window into the parking lot, throwing glass all over Curt�s Buick and Pete Griffin�s pickup truck.
     She strode purposefully to the second pool table, balled up her right fist, and smashed it through the green felt covering. Then she picked up one end of the table and flipped it across the barroom into a couple of pinball machines. All the men could do was gawk, openmouthed, and Jack Blair almost fainted because he knew it took three men to lift those pool tables.
     The girl�s head racheted, surveying the destruction. There was no damage to her hand, and she wasn�t even breathing hard. She turned toward the men. �Now we�ll have us a nice little talk,� she said.
     Burl Keene yelped like a whipped dog and scrambled for the door, but he was way too slow. The girl leapt forward and was on him even as he reached for the knob. She caught his wrist and twisted it sharply. Bones popped, and their jagged edges ripped through the meat at Burl�s elbow. He screamed, still thrashing to get out the door, and she wrenched at his broken arm and chopped a blow at his face with the edge of her free hand. Burl�s nose exploded, and his teeth went down his throat. He fell to his knees, blood streaming down his mangled face.
     Jack reached beside the cash register and pulled his shotgun from its socket. The girl was turning toward him as he cocked the gun and lifted it. He didn�t know what kind of monster she was, but he didn�t plan on sharing Burl�s fate. He squeezed the trigger.
     The shotgun boomed and bucked. A fist-sized hole appeared in the girl�s belly, just above the panty line, and bits of flesh and gray tissue exploded from her back. She was knocked off her feet, her body slamming against the wall. She went down, trailing gray slime.
     �God A�mighty!� Curt shouted in the silence after the blast. �You done killed her!�
     Hal McCutchins picked up a cue stick and prodded the twitching body. Something writhed in the belly wound like a mass of knotted-up worms. �Lord,� he said in a choked voice. �You blew the hell out of��
     She sat up.
     Before Hal could jump back, the girl grabbed the cue stick and pulled it from his hands so fast his palms were scorched. She hit him across the knees with the heavy end of it, and as his kneecaps shattered Hal fell on his face.
     She stood up, her belly oozing and a malignant grin stretching her mouth. Red lamplight glinted off a mouthful of needles. �Ya�ll want to play rough?� the rattling voice asked. �Okey-dokey.�
     She slammed the stick�s blunt end down on Hal McCutchins�s head. The stick snapped in two, and Hal�s skull broke open like a blister. His legs kicked in a dance of death, his brains exposed to the light.
     �Shoot it!� Curt screamed, but Jack�s finger was already pulling the trigger again. The creature was hit in the side, spun around, and flung backward. A gray mist hung in the air, and Curt screeched because there was sticky wet matter on his shirt and arms. The creature fell over a table but righted herself and did not go to the floor. In the wound her ribs looked to be fashioned from blue-tinged metal, but a thorny coil of red intestines protruded from the hole. She advanced toward the bar with the splintered piece of cue stick in her hand.
     Jack fumbled to shove another shell into the breech. Curt scrabbled on his hands and knees for cover under a table, and Harlan and Pete had mashed themselves against a wall like bugs trapped to a screen.
     Jack cocked the shotgun and lifted it to fire. As he did, the creature hurled the cue stick like a javelin. Its sharp end penetrated Jack�s throat and emerged from the back of his neck in a bloody spray, and Jack�s finger twitched on the trigger. The buckshot tore the right side of the monster�s face off, peeled away gray tissue and red muscle right down to the blue metallic cheek and jawbone. Her eye on that side rolled back to show the white. Jack clawed at his throat, strangling, and fell behind the bar.
     �Get away! Get away!� Pete was shouting hysterically, but Harlan picked up a chair and flung it at the creature. The thing shrugged off the object and charged at him, gripping both hands around his neck and picking him up off the floor. She twisted his head as easily as a chicken�s, and Harlan�s face turned blue just before his neck snapped.
     Pete fell to his knees, his hands upraised for mercy. �Please� oh God, don�t kill me!� he begged. �Please don�t kill me!�
     She tossed Harlan Nugent aside like an old sack and gazed down into Pete�s eyes. She smiled, fluid running from the wound in her face, and then she gripped Pete�s wrists, put her foot against his chest, and yanked.
     Both arms ripped out of their sockets. The jittering torso collapsed, Pete�s mouth still working but only a whisper of shock coming out.
     Under the table, Curt tasted blood. He�d bitten his tongue to keep from screaming, and now he felt a darkness pulling at his mind like a deep, beckoning current. He watched as the creature held Pete Griffin�s disembodied arms before her, as if studying the anatomy. Pete�s fingers still clenched and relaxed, and blood pattered to the boards like a rainstorm.
     I�m next, Curt thought. God help me, I�m next.
     He had two choices: stay here or make a run for it. It wasn�t much of a choice. He thrust his hand into his pocket and pulled out his car keys. They jingled, and he saw the monster�s head rotate around on its neck at an impossible angle so that the face was where the back of the head ought to be. The single, inflamed eye found him.
     Curt shot out from under the table and raced for the broken window. He heard two thumps as she dropped Pete�s arms, then the crash of a table going over. The thing was leaping after him. He jumped through the window like diving into a hoop, hit the ground on his hands and knees, and crawled madly toward the Buick. A hand caught the back of his shirt, and he knew she was right there with him.
     He didn�t think. He just did. His left hand gripped sand, and he twisted around and flung it into Laurie Rainey�s savage, ruined face.
     Her eye blinded, she tore the shirt off his back and swiped at him with her other hand. He ducked, saw the glint of little saw blades as her fingers flashed past his face. Curt kicked out at her, hit her in the breastbone, and pulled his leg back before she could grab it. Then he was up and running, and he reached his car and slid behind the wheel, his fingers jamming the key home.
     The engine made that knocking noise like it did every time it didn�t want to start, only this time it sounded like a fist on a coffin�s lid. Curt roared, �Start, damn you!� and sank his foot to the floorboard. The tailpipe belched dark smoke, the engine�s muttering turned into a growl, and the Buick jerked in reverse. But not fast enough: Curt saw the creature racing after him, coming like an Olympic sprinter across the Bob Wire Club�s lot. He battled the wheel as the tires hit Highway 67�s pavement, trying to get the car turned in the direction of Inferno. But the monster was almost to the car, and he forced the gearshift into first and shot forward to run her over. She jumped just before the Buick hit her, grabbing hold of the roof�s edge and scuttling up onto it on her belly.
     He swerved the car, trying to throw her off. She held on, and Curt laid on the accelerator. He turned on the headlights; in the green glow of the dashboard the speedometer needle edged past forty. He realized he was going north instead of south but he was too scared to do anything but keep his foot on the pedal. At fifty the vibration of the bald tires all but jerked the wheel out of his hands, and at sixty the old engine was wheezing at the gaskets.
     Something slammed down over his head and a blister of metal bloomed in the roof. Her fist, he thought. She was trying to beat through the roof. Another slam, and a second blister grew beside the first. Her hand crept into the car, fingers wrenching at the roof�s joints. Screws popped loose. There was a shriek of rusted metal; she was bending the roof back like the lid of a sardine can. A crack zigzagged across the windshield.
     Screaming at its limits, the engine hit seventy miles an hour and rocketed Curt along Highway 67.


38
The Streets of Inferno

In the seven minutes since Daufin had left Cody Lockett, she�d seen no other humans on the streets of Inferno. She had gone back to the house of Tom, Jessie, and Ray, and though the doorway was unlocked, the abode was empty of life. She tried the doors of two other abodes, found the door to the first sealed and the second house also empty. The murk was getting thicker, and Daufin found that human eyes had a radically limited field of vision. The brown haze made her host eyes sting and water, and she could see less than forty feet in all directions as she continued along Celeste Street in search of help.
     Two lights were coming through the smoke. Daufin stopped, waiting for them to get closer. She could hear an engine: the crude, combustion-powered conveyance called a car. But the car slowed and turned to the right before it reached her, and she saw the red smears of its taillights drawing rapidly away. She ran after it, crossing the sandy plot of earth where she�d hidden under the protective shell and met the Sarge Dennison creature. Another set of headlights passed on Celeste Street, going east, but the vehicle was moving too fast for Daufin to catch and by that time she�d reached Cobre Road. She kept running in the direction of the first car she�d seen and in another moment she saw the red points of the taillights again, just up the street. The car wasn�t moving, but the engine still rumbled. She approached it, saw that the vehicle�s doors were open but no one was in sight. A little rectangle fixed to the back of the car had letters on it: CADE-I. It was parked in front of a structure with shattered light apertures��windows,� she knew they were termed�and the doorway hung open as well. A square with writing above the doorway identified the structure as INFERNO HARDWARE.
     �Place has been ripped off,� Rick said to Zarra as they stood at the rear of the store. He�d found a flashlight and batteries, and he shone its beam into the broken glass counter where the pistols had been locked up. Out of an assortment of eight guns on display, not one remained. �Somebody cleaned Mr. Luttrell out.� He pointed the light at the racks where six rifles had been; they were gone, hacked right out of their locks by an ax or machete. Boxes of ammunition had been stolen from the storage shelves, and only a few cartridges gleamed in the light.
     �So much for findin� a piece, man,� Zarra said. �Let�s get our butts across the bridge.�
     �Hold on. Mr. Luttrell keeps a pistol in his office.� Rick started back, through a swinging door into the storeroom, and Zarra followed the light. The office was locked, but Rick bashed open the door with two kicks and went to the manager�s paper-cluttered desk. The drawers were locked too. He went out to the storeroom, found a box of screwdrivers, and returned to the job at hand. He and Zarra levered the drawers open with screwdrivers, and in the bottom drawer, under a pile of dog-eared Playboy magazines, was a loaded .38 pistol and an extra box of bullets. At the clinic Rick and Zarra had listened to Colonel Rhodes�s story about the two spaceships and the creatures called Daufin and Stinger. Rick could still feel the slick scales of that thing�s tail around his throat, and damned if he was going to go back to Bordertown without a gun. The Fang of Jesus paled before Smith & Wesson firepower.
     �Let�s go, man!� Zarra urged nervously. �You got what you came for!�
     �Right.� Rick left the office with Zarra right behind him. They went through the storeroom door again, and suddenly from the front of the store there was a crash and clatter that almost made their hearts seize up. Zarra gave a little moan of terror, and Rick snapped the .38�s safety off and cocked it. He probed around with the light, following the beam with the gun barrel.
     He couldn�t see anyone. Somebody in here after guns, just like us, he thought. He hoped. �Who�s there?� he said.
     Something moved to his left. He swung the light in that direction, toward shelves where coils of rope and wire were kept. �I�ve got a gun!� he warned. �I�ll shoot your damned�� He stopped speaking when the light found her.
     She was standing there holding a coil of rope between both hands. A bundle of copper wire had fallen off the shelf, upsetting a display of jars of nails. She was wearing just what Colonel Rhodes had said: a dusty Jetsons T-shirt and blue jeans, and her face was that of Mr. Hammond�s child. Except behind that face, according to Rhodes, was an alien called Daufin and this was the little girl the thing in Cade�s autoyard was looking for. �Don�t move.� His throat clogged up. His heart was beating so hard he could hear the blood roaring in his ears. �I�ve got a gun,� he repeated, and his gunhand trembled.
     �Cody Lockett needs help,� Daufin said calmly, squinting into the harsh light. Her memory banks found the term gun and identified it as a primitive percussion-cap weapon. She could tell from the human�s voice that he was terrified, so she stood very still.
     �It�s her,� Zarra whispered. His legs were about to fold up. �Oh Christ, it�s her!�
     �What are you doing in here?� Rick asked, and kept his finger on the trigger.
     �I saw your vehicle. I followed you,� Daufin explained. �Cody Lockett is in need of help. Will you come with me?�
     It took a few seconds for him to register what she�d said. �What�s happened to him?�
     �He fell. To below.�
     �Below where?�
     She remembered the name Cody Lockett had called into the house, and pronounced it with difficulty: �Mrs. Stell-en-berg�s abode. I�ll guide you there.�
     �No way!� Zarra said. �We�re goin� back to Bordertown! Right, Rick?�
     The other boy didn�t answer. He wasn�t exactly sure where Lockett was, but the creature seemed to be saying that he�d fallen under a house. �Do you know how far down he is?�
     �Thirteen-point-six Earth feet. An approximate calculation, plus or minus three inches.�
     �Oh.�
     �By visuals I calculate this tether to be fifteen Earth feet in length.� She struggled to lift up the heavy coil of rope she�d dragged off a shelf. The muscles of the daughter�s arms strained with the weight. �Will you help me?�
     �Forget Lockett, man!� Zarra objected. �Let�s get back to our own people!�
     Daufin didn�t understand the tone of refusal. �Is Cody Lockett not one of your own?�
     �No,� Rick said. �He�s a �Gade, and we�re Rattler�� He stopped, realizing how dumb that must sound to somebody from another planet. �He�s different,�
     �Cody Lockett is a human being. You are human beings. What is the difference?�
     �Our kind lives across the river,� Zarra said. �That�s where we�re goin�.� He walked on along the aisle toward the door, paused in the doorway when he saw Rick wasn�t following. �Come on, man!�
     Rick kept the flashlight on the little girl�s face. She stared fixedly at him, waiting for his response. Cody Lockett was nothing to him, but still� it seemed like they were all in this together, and the violet skygrid had caged both Renegades and Rattlers alike.
     �Please,� Daufin implored.
     He sighed and lowered the .38. �You go on back to the church,� he told Zarra. �Tell Paloma I�m okay.�
     �You�re off your bird! Lockett wouldn�t do shit for you!�
     �Maybe he wouldn�t, but I�m not Lockett. Go ahead, take the car. I�ll come when I can.�
     Zarra started to protest again, but he knew that once Rick�s mind was made up, he couldn�t be swayed. �Damn stupid!� he muttered, then, in a louder voice: �You watch your ass. Got it?�
     �Got it,� Rick answered, and Zarra went out to Cade�s Mercedes, got in, and wheeled it toward the bridge.
     �Okay,� Rick said to Daufin when the Mercedes was gone and it was too late for second thoughts. �Take me to him.�


39
Highway 67

The creature�s fist banged down like an anvil on the top of Curt Lockett�s Buick. The metal dented in over his skull, and now the underside of the roof was as crumpled as a crushed beer can. The car was shuddering, just on the edge of going out of control, and the speedometer needle trembled on the wild side of seventy.
     Curt screamed, �Get off!� and jerked the car to right and left. The Buick roared around a curve, slipped off the road, and threw up a boil of dust and stones. When he got the tires back on the pavement, he saw a shape before him in the headlights: a pickup truck going about twenty miles an hour, its bed loaded down with a mattress and junk furniture and a little dark-haired Mexican child sitting atop a stack of crates. The child�s eyes had widened with terror, and as Curt fought the wheel the Buick grazed past the pickup and left it in a swirl of dust.
     The road wound between red boulders the size of houses. Over the engine�s shriek Curt heard the squeal of the roof peeling back; the metal-nailed fingers were at work, gripped along the top of the passenger door. More screws popped out, and she kept battering the roof in with her other fist. He jerked the car violently left and right again, but the monster held on as tight as a tick.
     The roof broke loose from the rim of the windshield. Cracks jigsawed across the glass. Her hand folded around the rusted metal at the top of the driver�s door, and Curt beat at the fingers with his fist. She reached in, groping for him, and almost snagged his hair before he could slide across the seat. The car slewed to the right, left the road, and bounced over ruts that whammed Curt�s skull against the roof dents. And suddenly the creature lost her grip, slid backward over the roof with a skreek of metal nails and down the rear windshield. She tried to catch hold, found nothing to grip. In the rearview mirror, Curt saw her slide over the fishtailing trunk, saw her half-mangled, half-beautiful face glisten in the red glare of the taillights. Her face disappeared over the trunk�s bulbous slope, and Curt whooped with joy.
     �To hell with you!� he shouted hoarsely as he veered the car back up on the road. �Teach you to mess with a cowboy!�
     Highway 67 straightened out to meet more desert. In the distance, maybe two miles ahead, the purple grid plunged into the earth all along the horizon. It blocked the road, but beyond it was a sea of flashing blue-and-red lights: state trooper cars.
     Cain�t such a thing be solid, he remembered Harlan saying. Ain�t such a thing possible.
     Curt glanced at the speedometer. Seventy-five. I can bust through it, he told himself. Bust right through like it�s made out of glass. And if I can�t� well, I won�t never know it, will I?
     His hands clenched the wheel to hold the jittering tires steady. Curt kept the pedal flat, and he could feel the engine�s heat bleeding through the firewall on his legs.
     And then there was a hollow boom like a bomb going off and steam shot from under the hood. Black smoke burst from the tailpipe. The Buick hitched, and metal clanged like Chinese gongs in the engine. That did her, Curt thought. Somethin� busted bad. Instantly the speedometer began falling: through seventy� sixty-five� sixty�
     But the grid was looming up fast. I can make it, he reasoned. Sure thing. I can bust right through that sonofabitch, because can�t such a thing be solid�
     I�m leavin� my boy behind.
     The realization of it knocked him breathless. I�m hightailin� like a yellow-assed coward, and I�m leavin� my son back there.
     My son.
     The speedometer had fallen to fifty. The grid was less than a half mile away. I can still make it, he thought.
     But his left foot poised over the brake. Hesitated, as the yards swept past.
     Damn kid can�t take care of himself, Curt thought. Everybody knows that.
     He jammed his foot down. The brake pedal popped, went loose, and sparks jumped from the brake shoes. The inside of the car was full of scorch smell, and the brakes were gone.
     The grid grew in the windshield, and beyond them the flashing sea of lights.
     He wrenched up the parking brake and fought the gearshift from fourth into second; there was a deep grinding and machine-gun chatter as the gears were stripped. The car jolted, kept going at forty miles an hour the last two hundred yards. He twisted the wheel, but the slick tires had their own mind and even as they started to turn he knew the grid was going to take him.
     A hand and arm suddenly reached through the open window of the passenger door. The creature�s head and shoulders pulled through, and Curt realized the thing had been hanging on to the Buick�s side like a leech. The good eye fixed on him with cold rage, the hand straining toward his face.
     He screamed, lost the wheel. The Buick angled off the road, heading for the grid fifty yards away. He had time to see that the speedometer needle hung at just over thirty miles an hour, and then the creature with blond hair had pulled half her body into the car.
     There was only one way out. Curt wrenched upward on the door�s handle and jumped. He landed in yielding sand, but the impact was rough enough to send constellations reeling through his brain. The wind bellowed out of his lungs, but he had enough sense left to roll away from the car and keep on rolling.
     The Buick traveled another fifteen feet and hit the grid. Where the car impacted, the violet weave pulsed a fierce incandescent red, like the eye of a stove. The hood caved inward, the engine block bursting through the rusty firewall like a red-hot fist. Daggers of metal flew into the creature with Laurie Rainey�s face, and she was caught under the dashboard as it folded upon her.
     The car bounced back, the crumpled hood glowing scarlet as if it had absorbed heat from the grid. The tires were melting, black smoke belched as oil caught fire, and with an orange flash and an ear-cracking explosion, the Buick tore apart at its seams and debris spun into the air. All of it had taken about three seconds from contact to blast.
     Pieces of the car banged down around Curt, who lay on his belly puking up Kentucky Gent. The smell sickened him further, and he kept heaving until there was nothing left but air.
     He sat up on his knees. The way his nose was bleeding, it was broken for sure. Not a lot of pain, though. He figured that would come later. He looked at his left arm�the side he�d landed on�and saw tatters of skin hanging down. From the shoulder to the elbow was a red mass of friction burns, and the flesh over his ribs on that side was scorched raw too. Blood tainted his mouth, and he spat out a tooth and stared at what used to be his car.
     The remains of the Buick were on fire, but what was left looked like black twists of melting licorice. Fearsome heat lapped at Curt�s face. The grid�s red glow was fading, returning to cool violet. Another blast leapt up from the Buick�s chassis, throwing molten metal like a spray of silver dollars.
     Curt stood up. His legs were a little wobbly, but otherwise all right. His tongue found another tooth hanging by a strand of flesh on the left side of his jaw, and he reached in and jerked the bit of broken enamel out.
     Something emerged, running, from the Buick�s wreckage.
     It was coming right at Curt, but he was too shocked to move.
     The thing was charred ebony, humpbacked and twisted. It looked to be a headless, burned-up body with one remaining arm writhing at its side like an injured snake�and at the base of its spine was another burned thing, about five feet long, that whipped wildly back and forth.
     Still Curt didn�t move. He knew he ought to, but his brain couldn�t get the order through to his legs.
     The horror lurched past about ten feet in front of Curt. He could smell a sickly-sweet reek that might have been burning plastic, and he heard a high, terrible hissing noise. The thing stumbled, went on six more strides, then fell to its knees in the loose sand and began to frantically dig with its remaining hand. Sand flew; it shoved its headless neck and shoulders into the burrow, its feet kicking up spirals of sand. In another few seconds the creature had gotten in up to its waist and then it began to shudder uncontrollably. Its legs twitched, burned pads of its feet pushing with feeble effort.
     And finally it lay still, all of it hidden beneath the sand except for the blackened legs.
     Whatever it was, Curt wouldn�t have gone a step closer to it for a million dollars and a truckload of Kentucky Gent; in fact, whiskey was the last thing he wanted right now. A sip of water to cleanse the foulness from his mouth was what he craved. He backed away from the charred creature; it did not move again, did not rise from the sand, and he prayed to God that it was dead.
     Curt turned, everything hazy and dreamlike, toward the grid.
     Beyond it were not only state trooper cars, but several dark blue cars, unmarked vans, and a couple of white panel trucks. And a lot of people over there too: men in trooper uniforms and men in dark blue uniforms and caps. Government men, Curt reckoned. Looked like air-force blue.
     He walked nearer the grid to get a better look. The grid made a faint humming noise that pricked pain in his eardrums, and the air smelled of lightning storms. A helicopter was landing beyond the cars; Curt could see the rotors whirling around but could hear no engine sound. Over on the right were two large trailers and more trucks. Off in the distance along Highway 67 were a lot of headlights. Roadblock up ahead, he figured. He blew blood and snot from his nose, wiped his nostrils with his skinned forearm, and saw the excitement on the grid�s other side.
     A group of eight or nine men had gathered, and several of them were motioning for Curt to come closer. They seemed to be shouting, from the strained expressions on their faces, but Curt couldn�t hear a word.
     He approached to within six feet of the grid and stopped. On the ground just to his left was what looked like half of a burned-up coyote.
     A man in khaki trousers and a sweat-stained gray knit shirt waved for his attention. The man cupped his hands around his mouth and began obviously shouting. Curt shook his head and pointed at his ears. There was a hurried conference among some of the men, then one of them sprinted off toward a panel truck.
     Another man, wearing an air-force uniform and visored cap, came through the group and stood staring at Curt with dark, deep-set eyes in a hawk-nosed face. Curt could see the name tag on his jacket: �Col. Buckner.� Curt didn�t know what to do, so he gave the officer a jaunty little salute, and Buckner nodded grimly.
     The one who�d gone to the panel truck returned with a clipboard and black marker. Buckner took it from him and scribbled something, then held it up for Curt to see: IS COLONEL RHODES ALIVE?
     Curt remembered what he�d heard about an air-force officer at the Bob Wire Club, and he shouted, �I think so!� but realized they couldn�t hear him either. He nodded in reply. Buckner ripped off the clipboard�s first sheet of paper and wrote another question: CAN YOU FIND RHODES AND BRING HIM HERE?
     Curt mouthed How? and motioned toward the Buick�s wreckage. The man in the khaki trousers pointed to something beyond Curt, and he turned to look.
     The pickup truck full of furniture was just groaning to a stop. Its driver, a heavyset Hispanic man, got out and gaped at the grid. On the passenger side was a woman holding a baby, and the little boy in the truck�s bed climbed up on top to get a better view. The man came forward, babbling rapidly in Spanish.
     �Forget it, amigo,� Curt said, getting the gist of what the man meant. �There�s no way out.� He turned back to the officers. Buckner had written a statement on the clipboard: VITAL TO FIND RHODES. WE MUST KNOW SITUATION.
     �The situation is real shitty,� Curt answered, and gave a hollow laugh.
     �We tryin� to get out!� the pickup�s driver said, his voice on the edge of panic. �My wife and childrens! We gotta get out!�
     �Not by this road.� Curt scanned east and west. The grid was unbroken in both directions. �Might as well head back to town.�
     �No! We gotta get out!�
     �That used to be my car.� Curt jerked a thumb toward the flaming ruin. �It hit this damned cage.� He bent down, picked up a fist-sized rock, and tossed it into the grid. There was a quick popping noise and the stone exploded into fiery particles. �I don�t think you want your family endin� up in a grease spot, do you?�
     The man hesitated, his seamed face stricken. Looked at his wife and son, then back at the grid. �No,� he said at last. �I don� want that.�
     Curt glanced at the air-force officers. Buckner was still holding up the clipboard, and Curt made an okay sign with his hand. �I�d appreciate a ride to town,� he told the Mexican. �Ain�t nobody gettin� out by this road tonight.�
     �Sí.� The man stood for a moment, not knowing what to do, then went to tell his wife they would not be going to Odessa after all.
     Curt walked to where the burned creature lay in the sand. It still wasn�t moving. He gathered bloody saliva in his mouth and spat it out. The spit sizzled when it hit the thing�s leg. Curt retreated to the pickup and climbed into the truck�s bed, wedging himself between the crates and a cane table. The little boy, dark eyes as big as walnuts, sat cross-legged on the other side and regarded him studiously. Four chickens in a cage cackled and fretted, and the truck vibrated on the verge of breakdown as the Mexican reversed it away from the grid. He cranked the wheel around, turned the truck, and headed for Inferno. Curt watched the rotating trooper lights until the road curved and they were lost to sight, and then he rested his chin on his skinned knees and tried to keep his mind from going back to the Bob Wire Club, where five men lay mutilated. It was an impossible task. A fit of shivering hit him, and tears came to his eyes. He felt himself cracking to pieces. Got to find Cody, he thought. Got to find my boy.
     Something tugged at the cuff of his trousers. The little boy had slid forward, and he said, �Be okay, mister. Be okay.� The child reached into a pocket of his dirty blue jeans and brought out a half-gone pack of peppermint Life-Savers. He offered the next ring of candy to Curt, and Curt saw a tie rack in his son�s hand and his heart almost broke.
     He lowered his head, and the child removed a Life-Saver and laid it beside the man.


40
The Hole

Cody�s arms had gone dead. All the blood had run out of them, and his legs felt like they each were hundred-pound sacks of concrete. Maybe it had been ten minutes since Daufin had gone, at the most fifteen, but his strength was giving out fast. All he could do was hang, as sweat slipped down his face and his hands cramped into claws around the pipe.
     �Help me, somebody!� he shouted, and instantly regretted it. The pipe swayed again, and a rush of dirt cascaded into the hole. She left me, he thought. She�s not comin� back. Hell, she probably didn�t even understand I was in trouble! No, no, he corrected himself as the panic gnawed his guts again. She went to get help. Sure. She�ll be back. He had no choice but to hold on, as the chill of shocked nerves and blood-drained muscles began to spread through his shoulders.
     And then he heard something that made the hairs stir at the nape of his neck.
     It was a quiet sound, and at first he thought it must be dirt falling to the bottom�but the longer he listened the more he was sure it was not. This was a furtive, scuttling sound, a moist sound.
     Cody held his breath. It was the noise of something moving in the darkness below.
     �Lockett! You down there?�
     The shout had almost jolted Cody�s fingers loose. He peered up, could make out someone leaning over the hole. �Yeah! I�m here!� A flashlight came on, the beam probing down.
     �Man, you got yourself in a deep hole this time, didn�t you?�
     The voice had a Mexican accent. He knew that voice, heard its taunts in his sleep. But he said, �Who is that?�
     �Rick Jurado, su buen amigo,� came the sarcastic reply. Your good friend. �We�ve got a rope. Hang on.�
     �Who�s up there with you?�
     �Your other good friend,� Rick told him, and Cody knew who he meant.
     Rick laid the .38 down on the porch. Daufin reached for it, out of curiosity, but Rick said, �Better leave that alone. Thing�ll blow a hole right through you,� and she nodded and pulled her arm back. He looked for a place to anchor the rope, had to settle for the white wrought-iron railing that went around the porch.
     �The tether is not going to be long enough,� Daufin said as she visually measured the distance from where Rick was knotting the rope to the doorway and the hole. �There will be a shortage of three feet.�
     �Can�t help that. We�ll have to do with what we�ve got.� He uncoiled the rope and went back to the doorway, standing on the threshold. �Rope�s coming down!� he called, and dropped it in. He aimed the flashlight down, and saw that Daufin was right: the rope�s end dangled three feet above the pipe where Lockett�s fingers gripped.
     Cody looked up at the rope, and three feet had never seemed so far. He tried to hoist himself up on the pipe, but again pain shot through his bruised ribs and the pipe swayed and creaked. �I can�t make it!� he shouted. He let himself hang once more, and his arms felt as if they were about to tear loose from the sockets. By the flashlight�s beam, he saw rivulets of gray ooze sliding down the hole�s walls and dripping into the darkness below.
     Rick knew what had to be done. He said quietly, �Damn it to hell,� and then he gave the light to Daufin. �Hold this. Keep it aimed at him. Understand?� She nodded, and Rick gripped the rope, eased himself over the side, and started down.
     He hung a few inches over the pipe, unwilling to put his weight on it. The way that thing shimmied, he figured a few more pounds of pressure might snap it loose from the walls. �Lockett!� he said. �This is as close as I can get! You�ll have to reach up and grab my legs!�
     �No way, man. I�m tired. Can�t do it.� It was all he could do to hang on without moving. Any more swaying and his slippery palms might betray him, or the pipe might break. �Oh Jesus, my arms��
     �Don�t give me that jive! Just reach up and grab my legs!�
     The soles of Rick�s shoes were about five inches above Cody�s grip on the pipe. Cody knew the only way out of here was to do as the Rattler said, but his strength was draining fast and the effort seemed enormous. The muscles of his shoulders were cold chunks of agony, a stabbing pain spreading across his rib cage. Reach up, he told himself. Just reach up. One hand at a time. He started to, but his willpower collapsed like wet cardboard. His fingers clenched harder, and just that little movement made the pipe moan and tremble. His guts clutched and writhed. I�m scared shitless, he thought, and he said, �I can�t do it.�
     Rick�s biceps bulged, his arms ready for the shock of Lockett�s weight. �Come on, tough gringo!� he mocked. �You gonna start cryin� for your mama?� Lockett didn�t reply. Rick sensed he had given up. �Hey, I�m talkin� to you, fuckhead! Answer me!�
     A few seconds� pause. Then: �Get bent.�
     �I�ll bend your redneck ass, you shitkicker! Maybe I ought to leave you down here and forget it, huh?�
     �Maybe you ought to.� Cody heard it again: a scuttling from below. His heart was racing as he tried to get his muscles revved up for another effort, but his mind told him the pipe would collapse if he moved.
     �Man, my sister�s got more guts than you! So does my grandmother!� Taunting might get him mad enough to reach up, Rick figured. �If I�d known you were such a pussy, I would�ve whipped your tail a long time ago!�
     �Shut up,� Cody croaked.
     He�s almost through, Rick thought. He said the first thing that came to him: �I told my sister you weren�t worth lizard crap.�
     �Huh? What about your sister?�
     That had perked him up. �Yeah, Miranda was askin� me all about you. Who you were and everythin�. She thought you were okay. Just okay.�
     �She said that?�
     �Yeah.� He figured it was a necessary lie. �Don�t let it go to your head, man. She needs glasses.�
     �She�s pretty,� Cody said. �A smash fox.�
     Any other time, that remark would have called for a punch to the teeth. Now, though, Rick saw it as a way to get Cody off that pipe. �You like my sister, huh?�
     �Yeah. I guess I do.�
     �You want to see her again, you�ve gotta get out of here. Only way to do that is reach up.�
     �I can�t, man. I�m done.�
     �What I�m gonna do,� Rick said, �is let myself down a little more. I�m gonna put my feet on that pipe, and I figure it�ll probably break in two. Either you go down or you grab hold. Understand?�
     �No. Wait, man. I�m not ready.�
     �Yeah you are,� Rick told him, and he lowered himself another hand grip down the rope and placed his right foot on the pipe first.
     There was a squall of stressed metal. The pipe shook violently and began to bend inward, and Rick shouted, �Grab hold!�
     Cody�s face sparkled with sweat in the flashlight�s beam. He gritted his teeth, felt the swaying pipe about to collapse. It was now or never. His fingers wouldn�t open. A bead of sweat dropped into his eye and seared it shut.
     Rick placed his left foot on the pipe and let his weight settle. �Do it!� he urged as the pipe began to rip loose from the wall and dirt and rocks streamed down.
     �You sonofabitch!� Cody shouted, and the fingers of his right hand let go. His shoulder muscles screamed as he dangled by one arm, his right hand reaching up for Rick Jurado�s ankle. He gripped it, clenched his fingers tight�and suddenly the pipe buckled, ripped loose in a shower of dirt, and fell.
     Rick�s hands scorched along the rope to the bitter end before they locked shut. Now all the pressure was on Rick�s arms and shoulders as Cody held on by one ankle and tried to snag the other. They swung between the slimy walls, and there was a muffled crash as the pipe hit bottom another fifteen feet below.
     Cody caught Rick�s left leg. Pulled himself up to the other boy�s waist. Rick heard the rope groan with their weight, and if that railing up there gave way, they were both in for a long fall. He hauled them up a couple of feet, the muscles and veins standing out in his arms and the blood roaring in his head, and then Cody grabbed hold of the rope�s end and took some of his weight off Rick.
     �Come up!� Daufin called. �Come up!�
     Rick started climbing, hand over hand, his shoes slipping off the oozing wall. Cody tried to follow, got about four feet nearer the top before his arms gave out. He hung while Rick clambered up and hauled himself through the doorway.
     �Pull him up!� Daufin said, and she made an effort at reeling the rope up with her free hand while the other fixed Cody in the flashlight�s beam. �Hurry!� The urgency in her voice roused Rick off his belly and made him look over the hole�s edge.
     Something was coming up the wall about six feet below Cody. It was a human figure with white hair, but its face was averted from the light. Its hands were plunged into the slime and dirt, and the thing was pulling itself smoothly up like a mountaineer.
     Cody hadn�t seen it. He squinted in the dusty beam. �Come on, man! Help me up!�
     Rick placed his feet against the doorframe, grasped the rope with both hands, and started pulling. His own strength was almost gone, and Lockett felt like dead weight.
     Cody came up another fourteen inches and tried to find traction against the wall, but the slime was too thick.
     A hand closed around his left ankle, and he looked down into the Cat Lady�s grinning face.
     Except now she had a mouthful of silver needles, and her skin was a mottled grayish yellow like a dead snake that had begun to rot in the sun. She was trying to keep Cody between herself and the light, her belly pressed against the wall. Her eyes were full of cold fire.
     She spoke, in a voice like a rush of steam through a ruptured pipe: �Sloowww dowwwnnn, youuu gerrrmmmm��
     He was frozen for about three seconds, and in that space of time he knew the meaning of terror. She was pulling him toward her, the cold fingers drawing tighter, her free hand clawed into the ooze and dirt. Rick�s frantic tug on the rope thawed his senses, and he acted on instinct: he kicked her in the face with his right foot. It was like kicking a brick but a spray of broken needles flew from the mouth and her nose burst like a snail.
     He jerked his ankle free, felt a blaze of pain as her nails scraped through the boot to flesh, and then he was climbing that rope hand over hand like a born monkey. Rick reeled him up, and Cody came out of the hole so fast he barreled into Daufin and knocked her flat. The flashlight rolled across the porch.
     Cody scurried away from the hole on his hands and knees, and Rick let go of the rope and pushed himself back from the doorway. He could hear the wet squishing of the white-haired thing coming up. �The light!� he shouted. �Get the light!�
     Daufin, her head ringing, saw the flashlight lying on the edge of the porch. She crawled after it.
     A hand and arm emerged from the hole. Metallic nails dug into the wooden doorframe, and the monster began to pull itself out. The other hand flailed up, reaching for Rick�s legs, and he kicked frantically at it.
     Daufin picked up the flashlight and aimed it at the doorway. The beam hit the creature�s wrinkled, glistening face, and it gave a gurgling cry of what might have been mingled rage and pain and threw a hand up over its eyes. But it was almost free of the hole now, and with a muscular lurch the body flopped out onto the porch and squirmed toward Rick.
     It was almost upon him when Cody stepped forward and thrust his hand into the Cat Lady�s face. The hand had an extra finger of metal: the barrel of the .38 he�d picked up from the porch. He fired, point-blank, and part of Mrs. Stellenberg�s jaw caved in. The second bullet plowed into an eye, the third shell took away a hunk of white hair and flesh and exposed not bone but a knotty, grayish-blue metallic surface that writhed like a bagful of snakes.
     The mouth stretched open; the sinewy neck elongated and the head came up to snap at Cody�s gunhand. He fired into the mouth, showering silver needles and punching a hole that splattered gray liquid from the back of the head. A hand flashed at him, narrowly missed his knees as he retreated. Rick got his legs out of the monster�s reach, rolling away to the porch�s edge. Daufin stood where she was beside Cody, holding the light steady with both hands.
     The Cat Lady�s body shivered. The arms and legs began to lengthen with brittle cracking sounds. Dark, scaly pigment rose through the yellowish skin. The spine bowed, humped up, and the flesh split along the backbone. Daufin grasped Cody�s arm and pulled him back as the thing�s tail uncoiled and hammered upward into the porch�s ceiling. Now the Cat Lady�s limbs were muscular, insectile stalks streaked with bands of leathery scales, and the grotesque body lifted off its belly and shambled forward, leaving a trail of slime.
     Cody extended the pistol and fired twice. One bullet hit the center of the thing�s face and caved it in, rocking the head back. The second knocked out more needles and broke the lower jaw loose from its hinges. And then Cody squeezed the trigger and the hammer fell on an empty chamber.
     The thing flailed at the flashlight�s beam, fingers trying to grip hold of it as if it were solid. The tail thrashed out, the bony spikes whipping back and forth through the light in a vicious frenzy. The single eye in the ruined, dripping face twitched in its socket. Rick had already jumped over the porch railing, and Daufin and Cody backed down the steps away from the tail.
     The creature made a high, hissing sound that was a weird combination of human shriek and insectile droning, and then the body retreated to the doorway and scuttled into the hole. The darkness took it. A long way down there was the solid thump of the body hitting, then a skittering noise like a crab burrowing back to its nest.
     �Gone,� Daufin said. Her throat had constricted. �Stinger is gone.�
     �Jesus,� Cody rasped. Oily sweat was leaking down his face, and he felt close to a faint. �That was Stinger?�
     �Stinger�s creation. All the creations are Stinger.�
     Rick walked away and bent over the gutter. His stomach seethed, but nothing would come up. Cody said, �You all right?�
     Rick spat out saliva that tasted like battery acid. �Oh yeah,� he managed. �I see freaks like that every day, man. Don�t you?� He straightened up, drew in air that reeked of burning rubber, and held out his hand toward Cody. �The gun. Give it here.�
     Cody gave it to him, and Rick broke open the extra box of bullets in his pocket and reloaded the chambers. Daufin aimed the flashlight at her face and looked into the light until her eyes were dazzled, then she waved her hand through the beam. �It�s a flashlight,� Cody told her. �Works on a battery, like my motor�s headlamp.�
     �I understand the principle. A portable power source, yes?�
     �That�s right.�
     She nodded and returned her attention to the light. She was used to the harsh illumination by now, but when she�d first seen it�in the house of Jessie, Tom, and Ray�the light had had a startlingly ugly underglow that lit the human faces in nightmare colors. This hard incandescence was very much different from the soft light in the abode of ritual. She placed her fingers close to the bulb and could feel a prickly heat sliding into her skin�a sensation the human beings probably paid little attention to. �This drove Stinger away,� she said. �Not the percussion-cap weapon.�
     �What?� Cody asked.
     �This power source drove Stinger away,� she repeated. �The flashlight.�
     �It�s just a light, that�s all.� Rick pushed the last bullet in and snapped the cylinder shut. �It can�t hurt anybody.�
     �Can�t hurt a human, maybe not. I know this power source is designed to aid human visual perception, but it blinded Stinger. Maybe gave physical pain too. I saw the reaction.�
     �Only thing it was reactin� to was bullets,� Cody told her. �Pump enough shells into its damned head, and it�ll sure as hell react!� He kept watch on the doorway, where a pool of slime shimmered on the porch�s boards.
     Daufin didn�t answer. There was something in the light that hurt Stinger, something that didn�t affect humans. Maybe it was the heat, or the composition of the light itself, something in the physical and microscopic disturbance of matter along the illuminating beam. The humans might not realize it, but this light was a weapon much more powerful than the flimsy percussion-cap noisemaker.
     �What did you mean, �Stinger�s creation�?� Rick asked the little girl. The street inflections had dropped from his accent. �Was it Stinger or wasn�t it?�
     �It was� and was not,� she answered. �It was created and is controlled by Stinger, but Stinger remains underground.�
     �You mean Stinger built that thing and made it look like Mrs. Stellenberg?� Cody asked.
     �Yes. What you saw was a living mechanism. Stinger will construct what is needed.�
     �Needed for what?� Rick clicked on the .38�s safety and eased the pistol into his waistband.
     �Needed to find me,� Daufin said. �Stinger will use whatever raw materials are available for the constructions. Stinger�s digging underneath the streets, coming up into the abodes, and gathering raw materials.�
     �Human bodies,� Rick said.
     �Correct. When Stinger seizes the necessary raw material, sensory signals are returned through organic filaments that connect Stinger with machines on the interstellar vehicle.� She motioned through the haze toward the pyramid. �The machines were built by Stinger�s masters, and they translate the signals into physical reality.� She realized from their blank stares that they weren�t comprehending, so she made a fast mental scan through the Britannica�s pages again. �Like a baseball game on teeah-veeah,� she said. �The pictures are taken apart at their source, and put back together again at their destination. Only, in this case, Stinger has a choice of how to recombine the signals, to make creations that are stronger and faster than the originals.�
     �Yeah,� Cody said, beginning to understand. �Uglier too.�
     �The creations are powered by Stinger�s lifeforce,� she went on. �In essence, they are Stinger, because they think with the same brain. Like a hundred teeah-veeah sets in a hundred different rooms, all tuned to the same baseball game. Stinger remains physically underground, but the creations allow Stinger�s sight and brain to be in many places at the same time.�
     �You never told me why it�s after you,� Cody prodded.
     �I escaped from a prison world,� she said. �I entered the body of a guard and stole a garbage scow. That�s what they construct there. Stinger�s masters want me returned to��here she encountered another difficulty of translation��Rock Seven,� was the best she could do.
     �Sounds like a radio station,� Rick said.
     �Rock Seven is an approximate name. It does not translate. Nothing can live there outside the prison.� A grim smile crept across her mouth, and the eyes in the child�s face looked very old. �It�s a caldron of murderers, the diseased, plunderers, and pirates�and even criminals like me.�
     Cody wasn�t sure he wanted to know, but he had to ask: �What crime did you do?�
     �I sang. Stinger�s masters decreed that to be against the law on my world.�
     �You sang? Is that all? What�s so bad about that?�
     �It was the song.� Now Daufin�s eyes had a glint of steel in them. �The song stirred destruction. It was an old song, one almost forgotten. But I knew it, and I had to sing it. If I didn�t, all my tribe would die.� Her eyes narrowed, and the flesh seemed to tighten across the facial bones. For an instant Cody and Rick thought they could see another face behind Stevie Hammond�s; this one was leather tough, frightening in its intensity. It was the face of a warrior, not a child. �I�ll get home,� she vowed quietly. �I�m not a savior, and I never asked to be. But I�ll get home or I�ll die trying, and Rock Seven will never hold me. Never.� She sensed a cold pulse of power sweep slowly past her, and she turned toward the pyramid. Cody and Rick had felt it too, but to them it was just a little cool breath of air. Her heartbeat thudded faster, because she knew what it was, and what it searched for.
     �It ends here,� Daufin said. �Right here. I�ve escaped from Rock Seven twice before. Twice before they sent Stingers after me and took me back. They kept me alive because they wanted to �study� me.� She smiled bitterly, and there was rage in it too. �An indignity�a needle to watch your bowels move, a chemical to malform your dreams. Nothing is sacred, nothing is private. Your life is measured in reactions to pain, freezing, and burning.� Her hands curled into fists at her sides. �You are twisted until the screams run out. And all that time of �studying� you know your world is being eaten away to the heart.� Her voice cracked, and for a few seconds she trembled but could not speak. Then: �When they�re done, they�ll search for new worlds to ravage. One of them might be Earth.� She glanced at Cody and Rick, then back through the murk at Stinger�s ship. �It ends here, with my death or Stinger�s.�
     �What do you mean, �one of them might be Earth�?� Cody asked.
     She drew in a long breath, and had to tell the humans what she knew to be true. �Stinger is not only a bounty hunter of escaped criminals. Stinger hunts planets for bounty as well. When Stinger returns to Rock Seven, a report will be given on this planet�s inhabitants, technological levels, and defense systems. According to that report, Earth may be added to the list of planets scheduled for invasion by��a translation problem��the House of Fists. Stinger�s masters. I don�t think it will be very long before they send the first fleet.�
     �Christ!� Cody said. �What do we have that they want?�
     �Life,� Daufin answered bluntly. �All life but their own is repugnant to the House of Fists. They can�t stand knowing that somewhere a life form flourishes without their permission. They will come here, take prisoners for study, gather whatever minerals might strike their interest, and either introduce a disease into the ecosystem or conduct mass executions. That is their pleasure and purpose of existence.�
     �Sounds like real party-down dudes.� Rick looked around, his hand on the .38�s grip. The smoke had closed in, and he could see no cars nor people anywhere. �Lockett, you�d better get her off the street. You don�t want any more surprises popping up.�
     �Right. But if that damned thing can bust up through the ground, where can I take her that�s safe?�
     �What is that?� Daufin pointed, and Cody and Rick saw the faint glow of the apartment building�s lights through the haze.
     �The �Gade fortress. It�s built pretty tough,� Cody said. �About the only place around here that�s worth a damn.�
     �Stinger won�t like those lights,� Daufin told them. �I think that�s a safe structure.� If any Earth structure was really safe, she thought.
     Rick said, �I�m heading back across the river. A lot of people over there are holed up in the church.� He looked at Daufin again; the defiant face-behind-the-face had gone away, and she looked like an ordinary little girl again. �Colonel Rhodes and the sheriff are looking for you. They were over at the clinic about twenty minutes ago, but I heard them say they were going to the Creech house. Know where that is?� he asked Cody.
     �Yeah. Dodge Creech�s house. It�s not too far from here.� Without any weapons, though, he didn�t care to go cruising the streets with her. There was no telling what might slither out of one of the dark houses. �I�m gonna get her up to the fort first. Then I�ll hunt Vance down.�
     �Okay. You two watch your backs.�
     Rick started to stride away, but Cody called, �Hey! Hold on!� and Rick paused. �You didn�t have to come down in that hole,� Cody said. This was one of the strangest moments of his life, standing on Renegade territory after dark with the leader of the Rattlers about eight feet away and a creature from another world beside him. He felt a drifty, dreaming sensation, and if there wasn�t a puddle of slime on the Cat Lady�s porch and blood squishing in his boot from his clawed ankle, he might not believe it had ever happened. �I appreciate it.�
     Thanks from a �Gade�especially from Cody Lockett�was in its own way even more bizarre than the circumstances. Rick shrugged. �Wasn�t a big thing.� His rope-scorched hands would tell him later that it had been.
     �I think it was. Hey, did you mean what you said about your sister?�
     �No,� Rick said firmly. A spark of the old anger resurfaced. �You get Miranda out of your head. Understand?�
     �Maybe I will, maybe I won�t.� Back to business, Cody thought.
     �You will. Shitkicker.� They locked stares for a few seconds, like two bulldogs that refused to give an inch of ground, and then Rick backed away into the cracked street. He turned abruptly, disdainfully, and walked into the haze.
     �I won�t. Spitball,� Cody said quietly. Then he glanced at Daufin. �Bet they don�t have motorcycles where you come from, huh?�
     �Undoubtedly,� she answered.
     �Then you can tell your people all about �em, �cause that�s what you�re about to ride on.� He went to the Honda, got on, and kickstarted the engine. �Climb on behind me and hold tight.� She did, nervous about the machine�s vibration and the noise, and Cody wheeled the cycle away from the Cat Lady�s house and sped toward Travis Street.
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Blue-eyed and Smiling

�Maybe it didn�t mean this place,� Vance whispered shakily. �Maybe it meant somewhere else.�
     �No, I don�t think so.� Rhodes spoke in a normal voice. There was no need for whispering, because Stinger had to know they were waiting in Creech�s den. He aimed his flashlight at the hole in the floor. There was no movement, no sign of life�in whatever form�down in the darkness. �What time is it?� he asked Tom.
     �Almost twenty till two,� Tom answered, checking his watch in the beam of his own flashlight. Jessie stood beside him, her hair in sweat-damp curls and a fine layer of dust on her face. Rhodes had asked them to come, to see what they were dealing with, but he�d warned them not to say anything about Daufin. David Gunniston stood on the other side of the colonel, the younger man�s face still ashen with shock but his eyes alert and his hand on the butt of the .45 he�d taken from Vance�s gun cabinet. Vance had a Winchester repeating rifle, and Rhodes held the shotgun loaded with tear-gas shells at his side.
     �Bastard�s making us wait,� Rhodes said. They�d been here for almost thirty minutes, long enough to drink the thermos of cold coffee they�d gotten from Sue Mullinax at the Brandin� Iron. �Trying to make us sweat a little.�
     �It�s doing a damned good job,� Jessie said as she wiped her face with her forearm. �One thing I want to know: if Stinger�s somehow making� what did you call them?�
     �Replicants.�
     �If Stinger�s making replicants, what�s happening to the real people?�
     �Killed, most likely. Maybe stored like lab specimens. I don�t know.� He glanced at her and managed a faint smile. �We�ll have to ask when it shows up.�
     �If it shows up.� Vance had backed away from the hole, and stood pressed against the wall. His shirt stuck to him like glue-dipped wallpaper, and sweat dripped from his chin. �Listen� if it looks like Dodge, I�m gonna have to be excused. I don�t think I can take that again.�
     �Just don�t start blasting with that rifle. I�m not sure it�d do much good anyway.� Rhodes kept rubbing the hand-shaped bruise on his arm.
     Vance snorted. �Mister, it�d do me a hell of a lot of good!�
     �Colonel?� Gunniston bent down at the rim of the hole. �Listen!�
     They all heard it: a thick, wet sound, like boots slogging in a swamp. Something moving through the slime-walled tunnel, Rhodes knew. Coming closer. �Get back,� he told Gunny, and the younger man scrabbled away from the edge. Vance cocked the Winchester, and Rhodes darted a warning glance at him.
     The sounds stopped. Silence fell.
     Rhodes and Tom kept their lights aimed at the hole. From below, a man�s voice drifted up: �Put your lights out, folks. I�m picking up some real bad vibes.�
     It was a mellow, laid-back voice. No one recognized it but Vance, who had heard it often enough. His face bleached fishbelly gray, and his body mashed harder against the wall.
     �Do it,� Rhodes said. He turned off his flashlight, and so did Tom. Now the only illumination in the room was the dusty yellow glow of the remaining oil-burning lanterns. �All right. You can come up now.�
     �Oh no. Not yet, pardner. Throw them down to me.�
     It can�t stand electric light, Rhodes thought. No, more than that: it�s afraid of electric light. He tossed his flashlight into the hole and nodded for Gunniston and Tom to do the same. A moment later there came the snapping sounds of the flashlights being broken apart.
     �That�s it. You can come up,� Rhodes said.
     �I can come up anywhere and anytime I fucking please,� the voice replied. �Haven�t you figured that out by now?� There was a pause. �If you have any more of these up there, you�ll be very sorry.�
     �Those are all we brought.�
     �They�re little pieces of nothing anyway, aren�t they? I can break them with my breath.� The voice was jaunty, confident now that the flashlights were destroyed. A quiet thud and a scuttling noise followed. Rhodes figured the thing had just leapt up and pulled itself into the basement. Then another thud, and one hand caught the edge of the hole. Saw-blade fingernails gouged into the broken wood, and the creature�s head rose into view.
     Jessie gripped Tom�s hand with a strength that popped his knuckles. Vance gave a feeble moan.
     It was Mack Cade�s face, blue-eyed and smiling like a choirboy. He was hatless, his thin blond hair plastered to his skull. His tan had faded to a sickly yellow hue. He pulled himself up with one-armed ease, got his knees on the hole�s edge, and stood up.
     Vance almost passed out, and the only reason he did not was the knowledge that he would be unconscious on the floor with that god-awful thing standing ten feet away.
     �Oh� Jesus,� Gunniston whispered.
     �Everybody stay where you are,� Rhodes said, as calmly as he could. He swallowed; his insides had given a savage twist. �Just take it easy.�
     �Yeah,� the creature with Mack Cade�s smile said. �Hang loose.�
     In the lamplight, they all could see it much too clearly. Mack Cade had a left arm, but his right one was squashed and melted into something that had grown from his chest. It was a black-streaked lump of meat with a flat, almost reptilian head on a squat and muscular neck. In that head were slanted amber eyes, and two stubby, deformed legs dangled from the bony wedges of its shoulders.
     Jessie knew what it was: a dog. One of Cade�s Dobermans, implanted in the thing�s chest like a bizarre Siamese twin.
     The gold chains around Cade�s neck were now part of his flesh too, braided in and out of his skin. The cold blue eyes moved slowly from one figure to the next. The dog�s head, splotched with patterns of human flesh and Doberman hide, writhed as if in profound agony, and around the lump of its body the folds of Cade�s wine-red shirt crackled like waxy paper. �Wow,� the Cade mouth said, and lamplight sparked off the close-packed rows of needle teeth. �You came to party, didn�t you, Ed Vance?� The thing�s gaze speared him. �I thought you were the head honcho.�
     Vance couldn�t speak. Rhodes took a deep breath and said, �He�s not. I am.�
     �Yeah?� The eyes fixed on him. The dog�s mouth stretched open and showed more silver needles. On each paw were two serrated metal hooks. The creature took two strides toward Rhodes, and the colonel felt panic rise up like a scream but he locked his knees and did not retreat.
     Stinger stopped about three feet away. The eyes narrowed. �You. I know you, don�t I?� The squashed Doberman�s head made a low groan, and the jaws snapped wantonly. �You�re Colonel Matt Rhodes United States Air Force. Right?�
     �Yes.�
     �I remember you. We met before, down there.� A jerk of the head toward the hole. Still smiling, Stinger lifted its left arm and extended the index finger. The arm glided forward, and the metal nail pressed against Rhodes�s cheek. �You hurt me,� Stinger said.
     There was a quiet click as Gunniston eased back the .45�s hammer.
     �Hold your fire.� The saw-blade edge had cut his cheek, and a drop of blood coursed slowly down to his jawline. He met Stinger�s intense stare without flinching. The thing was talking about the old woman down in the tunnel. Wherever the true Stinger was�most likely in the pyramid�it must have a direct sensory bond with the replicants, including reaction to pain. �We came here in good faith,� Rhodes said. �What do you want?�
     �I want to deal.�
     Rhodes knew what Stinger meant, but he wanted it spelled out. �Deal for what?�
     �The superfine, high-quality, grade-double-A package you�ve got stashed somewhere in this joint.� The fingernail withdrew, taking a smear of human blood with it. �You know: the guardian. The little girl.�
     Jessie�s heart kicked. Vance shivered; the thing had Cade�s slick salesman�s drawl down to perfection.
     �What little girl?� The drop of blood fell from Rhodes�s chin and hit the green scrub shirt with a soft plop.
     �Don�t shit me, amigo.� The dog�s head growled hoarsely, its neck straining. �I�ve been� like� asking around, if you get my drift. Kicking back, seeing the sights. You�ve got a real trippy world here, dude. But I know the guardian�s a little girl, and I know she�s somewhere close. I want her, and I mean to take her. So do we deal or not?�
     Rhodes knew dangerous ground lay ahead. He said, carefully, �Maybe we know who you�re talking about and maybe we don�t. If we do, what do we get from the deal?�
     �You get to keep your asses,� Stinger said, the eyes bright�almost merry�with the prospect of violence. �That clear enough?�
     �You�ve already killed quite a few people. That�s not good business.�
     �Sure it is. My business is squashing bugs.�
     �A professional killer?� Rhodes�s throat felt dry enough to crack. �Is that what you are?�
     �Man, you people are dense! Ugly too.� Stinger looked down at the twitching mass hanging from its chest. �What is this shit?�
     �I�d like to know where you came from,� Rhodes pressed on. �What planet?�
     Stinger hesitated, the head cocked over to one side. �The planet Moondoggie, in the constellation Beach Blanket Bingo,� the thing said, and cackled. �What the fuck does it matter? You wouldn�t know where it is, anyway. Face it, man: I�m not leaving without the guardian, so you might as well hand her over and let�s be done with it.�
     Jessie could stand being silent no longer. It was the wrong, stupid thing to do, and she knew that, but it burst out of her anyway: �No! We�re not giving her up to you!�
     Rhodes twisted around and his stare burned holes through her. She got control of herself again, but the damage was done. The counterfeit Mack Cade face watched her impassively, while the dog�s jaws snapped at the air as if ripping off hunks of fresh meat. Stinger said quietly, �Now we�ve got it clear who we�re talking about, so we can quit dicking around. First off, I know my bounty�s here. I tracked her ship to this world, and my sensors are picking up the pod�s energy. Exactly where it is, I�m not sure�but I�m narrowing it down, and I know she won�t be too far from it.� A metallic smile flashed. �Technology�s a great thing, huh?�
     �What do you mean, your �bounty�?� Rhodes asked. �Are you being paid for this?�
     � �Paid� is a relative term, man. I�m being rewarded for carrying out a mission.�
     �To find her and kill her?�
     �To find her and take her where she belongs. She�� Stinger stopped, a grimace of annoyance rumpling the face. �You don�t know a damned thing, do you? This is like trying to talk to my asshole and expecting it to��there was a pause and a slow blink, and Rhodes could almost see the thing searching at mind-boggling speed through the man�s language center for the correct analogy��sing like Aretha Franklin. Man, this is primitive shit!�
     �Sorry we�re so uncivilized,� Rhodes said, �but we�re not invading other worlds trying to kidnap children, either.�
     ��Invading,�� Stinger repeated after a few seconds of reflection. The eyelids had slid down to half mast. �There�s another relative term. Listen, I couldn�t care less about this dump. I�m just passing through. As soon as I get my prisoner, I�m history.�
     �What makes her so important?� Tom spoke up, and the creature�s head twisted toward him.
     �I see the problem around here,� Stinger announced. �Too many chiefs and not enough ensigns� engines� Indians,� the thing corrected itself. �You ought to know �she� isn�t what you�d call female. And she�s not male, either. Where she comes from, that doesn�t matter. All the screwing on her world�s done by the tides or something. �She� could just as easily take a man to be a guardian; the guardian�s a shell for her to walk around in. But since I don�t find any description of the creature in your lingo, I guess it�s okay to call it a �she.�� Stinger sneered the word. �And for her to take a little girl as a guardian is a real laugh, because she�s as old as dirt. But she�s smart, I�ll give her that much, and she�s sure run me a chase.� The thing�s gaze slid back to Rhodes. �It�s over now: where is she?�
     �I never said we knew who you�re talking about.�
     Silence stretched, and the replicant�s gray lips twitched like cankerworms. �What you can�t seem to figure out is that I�m on the side of law and order. My assignment is to find the criminal and return her to a maximum-security penal world�from which she escaped. She got into a guard and stole a garbage scow. I figure the ship went haywire, sailed off course, and got sucked into the gravity field here. She must�ve jettisoned her guardian and gotten back into her pod before the crash; she ejected, and that�s the story.�
     �Not all of it,� Rhodes said. He kept a poker face. �Why is she a criminal?�
     �After her planet was liberated, she decided to disobey the new prime directives. She started urging her kind to resistance, violence, and sabotage. She�s nothing but a wild animal.�
     � �Liberated�?� Jessie didn�t like the sound of that. �Liberated from what?�
     �From waste and stupidity. See, there�s a natural chemical on her world that�s poisonous as all hell anywhere else. What you folks don�t know is that all kinds of little wars are going on out there�alliances breaking up, new ones forming, one group deciding it wants a planetary system and another kicking sand about it. Goes on all the time.� The thing�s shoulders shrugged. �Well, suppose some up-and-comer decides to get hold of the poison and start spreading it around. I�m telling you, the shit is deadly. That stuff gets out in space, and it might even drift this way. It cuts right through body armor and dissolves the bones and guts into mush. That�s why we liberated the planet�so we can keep that shit from getting into the arsenals of fruitcakes. Everything was going fine until �she� started raising hell. Made herself out to be a �revolutionary� and all that crap.� The head shook back and forth, the face puckered with a scowl. �She�s trying to get back so she can stir up more trouble�maybe sell that poison to the highest bidder.�
     Rhodes didn�t know whether to buy the story or not. �Why didn�t you tell us this before now?�
     �Because I didn�t know anything about you. As far as I knew, you were helping her. Everybody seemed like they�d rather fight than talk like sensible folks.� Stinger�s eyes bored into Rhodes�s. �I�m a forgiving kind of dude. Let�s be friends. Okay?�
     Just like Mack Cade would�ve done it, Vance thought. Sucker �em in with a glad hand and squash �em with a fist. He found his voice, and he said, �Colonel? I inkthay it ielays.�
     Rhodes saw Stinger blink with incomprehension, saw the gears of language start turning behind the manufactured face; they slipped on the grease of pig Latin. I think it lies, Vance had said.
     �Explain,� Stinger demanded, the metallic voice all business again.
     �We�ve got to talk about this. The others and myself.�
     �Nothing to talk about, man. Either we deal or not.�
     �We need some time.�
     Stinger didn�t move, but the dog�s head thrashed angrily. Seven or eight seconds crept past. Rhodes felt sweat trickling from his armpits. �You dudes are playing games with my brain,� the creature said. �Trying to fuck me up.� It advanced on Rhodes, and was right there in his face before he could back away. Gunniston lifted the .45 and aimed it at the monster�s head, and Vance hefted the rifle up and put his finger on the trigger.
     �You listen,� Stinger hissed. The thing was breathing�its imitation lungs doing the job of the originals. The breath was a faint rumbling, like the noise of a blast furnace going at full burn miles distant, and the air from Stinger�s mouth washed into Rhodes�s face and reeked of hot plastic and metal. The dog�s teeth snagged Rhodes�s shirt. �Playtime�s over. I want the guardian and the pod.�
     �We need� more time,� Rhodes said. If he retreated one step or otherwise flinched, he knew those saw-blade nails would be on his throat. �We�ll have to find her.�
     �I tried to be friendly, didn�t I?� The index finger rose up and glided across his chin. �You know, I create things. Out in my ship. I�ve got a workshop in there. Just give me the flesh, and I can create� wonders.� The smile came up again, and the needle teeth glittered inches away from the colonel�s face.
     �I�ve seen one of your creations. The flying thing.�
     �Pretty, huh? If you�d like to see my workshop, I could snatch you under my arm and take you there right now. I could make you over, better than you are. A lot stronger� and a lot meaner too.�
     �I�m already mean enough.�
     Stinger cackled; there was a sound like grind wheels turning in its throat. �Maybe you are, at that,� the creature agreed, and lifted its left wrist. Embedded in the flesh was the diamond-studded face of a Rolex watch with a tiny inset second hand. �I figure this is a tool to mark the passage of time. I�ve been watching it work. What�s the time right now?�
     Rhodes was silent. Stinger waited. �Three minutes before two,� the colonel said.
     �Good boy. When that long spear rotates again, I�ll be back here. If you don�t have the guardian and the pod, I�m going to create a real special bug squasher.�
     �That�s only one hour! We can�t find her in that short a time!�
     �It�s all you�ve got. You understand, Colonel Matt Rhodes United States Air Force?�
     �Yes,� he answered, and felt doom settle on his shoulders like a cold shroud.
     �One hour,� Stinger said. The thing�s head turned, and Stinger stared at Gunniston and the .45 the man aimed. �Would you like to eat that?�
     Gunniston�s hand shook. Slowly he lowered the pistol.
     �I think we understand each other now.� Stinger walked to the edge of the hole and hesitated with one foot over empty space. The dog�s eyes shone red in the lamplight. �One hour,� the voice emphasized. �Think on these things.�
     The replicant dropped into darkness. They heard it hit bottom, followed by the smack of its boots as it raced away through the tunnel�s ooze. The noise faded, and Stinger was gone.
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No one spoke for a long moment. Smoke drifted through the light. Then Vance jabbered, �I was ready to shoot the bastard! I was just waitin� for the word, and I could�ve blown its head off!�
     �Right,� Rhodes said. He wiped the creeping line of blood from his cheek, his eyes hollowed out and scared. �And gotten yourself and the rest of us torn to pieces too. Tom, what time is it?�
     �One minute till two.�
     �Which means we�ve got fifty-eight minutes to find Daufin and her pod. We�re going to have to split up and start searching.�
     �Hold on!� Jessie said. �What are you saying? That we�re going to give Daufin up?�
     �That�s right. Have you got a better idea?�
     �We�re talking about my little girl.�
     �We�re talking about an alien,� Rhodes reminded her. His insides were still quaking. The smell of hot metal remained in his nostrils. �No matter what it looks like. We�ve gotten into something here that I think we�d better get our asses out of real fast.�
     �I�m not handing my little girl over to that sonofabitch!� Jessie vowed. Tom started to touch her shoulder to calm her, but she pulled away. �Do you hear me? I�m not doing it!�
     �Jessie, it�s either Daufin or a lot of people�your friends�who die. I�m not doubting for one second that Stinger could lay waste to this whole town. Right now I don�t care why Stinger wants Daufin, or what she�s done; I just want to find her and save some people�s lives, if I can.�
     �What about Stevie�s life?� Tears scorched Jessie�s eyes. Her heart was pounding wildly, and she couldn�t seem to draw a full breath. �My God, we�ll be throwing my daughter�s life away!�
     �Not if we can find Daufin and get her to go back into her pod. Maybe that�ll release Stevie.� He couldn�t stand this house any longer; the walls were closing in on him. �I�m sorry, but we don�t have any choice. Sheriff, I say we go get your deputy and break into teams for a house-to-house search. Go up and down the streets and pick up some volunteers, if we can find any.� He knew that a street search in all this smoke and dust was going to be almost impossible, but there was no other way. �Maybe somebody at the clinic�s seen her, or she might�ve gone across the bridge into Bordertown. Tom, will you and Jessie go check your house and start searching east along Celeste Street from there?�
     Tom stared at the floor. He felt Jessie watching him. �Yes,� he said. �We will.�
     �Thank you. We need to meet somewhere in thirty minutes and map out where we�ve been. How about the Brandin� Iron?�
     �Fine,� Tom said.
     �All right. Let�s get started.� Without waiting for the others, he left the house and went out to the patrol car, parked in front of the Hammonds� Civic at the curb. Vance and Gunniston followed, then Jessie and Tom. Vance said, �Better take this,� and gave Tom the Winchester. �I�ll pick up the other rifle at the office. You two be careful, hear?�
     �We will be,� Tom told him, and Vance got behind the wheel, pulled the car away from the curb, and drove back toward the center of town.
     Jessie watched the car�s lights move away and be swallowed by the murk. She felt faint and she stumbled, but Tom caught her and she held on to him. Tears tracked through the dust on her cheeks. �I can�t do it,� she said weakly. �Oh Jesus, I can�t give her up.�
     �We have to. Listen to me.� He put a finger under her chin and lifted her head. �I want more than anything in the world to have Stevie back, just like you do. But if Stevie�s gone��
     �She�s not! Daufin said she was safe!�
     �If she�s gone,� Tom continued, �our world�s not going to end. We have Ray, and we have each other. But if we don�t find Daufin and turn her over to that thing, a lot of people are going to die.� Jessie was almost blinded by tears now, and she put her hands to her face. �We have to,� he repeated, and he opened the door for her and then went around to the driver�s side. Jessie was about to slide in when she heard the muttering of an engine, coming closer. A single headlight showed brownish yellow through the smoke. Somebody on a motorcycle, she realized.
     Tom hesitated, gripping the door handle, as Cody Lockett stopped beside the car. Cody pushed his goggles back up on his forehead. Attached to the handlebars with a strip of electrical tape was a sawed-off baseball bat with nails protruding from it: a weapon from the �Gade arsenal. �I�m lookin� for Vance and Colonel Rhodes,� Cody said. �They�re supposed to be here.�
     �You just missed them. They�re on their way to the sheriff�s office.� Tom opened the door and put the Winchester into the backseat. �Who told you they were here?�
     �I� uh� ran into Rick Jurado. Listen�� He glanced at Jessie, could see from her red and puffy eyes that she�d been crying. He didn�t know exactly how to say this, so he just plowed on ahead. �I found your little girl.�
     Tom was speechless. Jessie choked back a sob and said, �Where is she?�
     �Up at the fort. The apartments, I mean. There�s a whole lot of people up there, so she�s okay.� Cody would never forget the faces of Tank, Nasty, and Bobby Clay Clemmons when he�d told them that the little girl wasn�t what she appeared to be. They hadn�t believed him until she�d started to talk, and then their jaws had fallen to the floor. Along with most of the Renegades, there were about two hundred or more people in the building who�d been drawn by the electric lights. Cody had gotten the creature settled in, poured warm beer over the two gashes on his ankle, and taped a cloth around it, then come hunting for Vance and the colonel. �Uh� there�s somethin� else you ought to know,� he said. �I mean� she looks like your little girl and all, but� she�s not.�
     �We know that,� Tom replied.
     �You do? Man, I thought I was goin� off the deep end when she told me who she was!�
     �Same here.� He glanced at Jessie, and saw she knew what he was about to say. �We have to tell Rhodes. We can catch him before he leaves the sheriff�s office.�
     �Tom� please. Wait,� Jessie said. �Why don�t we talk to her first? Try to make her understand that we�ve got to get Stevie back?�
     Tom looked at his wristwatch. It was four minutes after two, and he�d never thought a second hand could move so fast. �We�ve got less than thirty minutes before we�re supposed to meet at the Brandin� Iron.�
     �That�s time enough for us to talk to her! Please� I think we might be able to make her understand better than Rhodes could.�
     His gaze lingered on the racing second hand, but his mind was already made up. �All right,� he said. �Take us to her,� he told Cody, and got behind the wheel as Cody lowered his goggles and swung the motorcycle around.
     At the end of Travis Street, a dozen cars and pickup trucks were parked haphazardly in the apartment building�s lot; a couple of them had run right up to the front door. Cody waited for Tom and Jessie to get out of their Civic, and then he threaded his motorcycle through the vehicles and to the door, which was covered with gray sheet metal and had a narrow view slit like all the first-floor windows. �Open up, Bobby!� he called, and heard the sound of the many latches being thrown back. Bobby Clay Clemmons pulled the heavy door open, its hinges groaning like the entrance to a medieval castle, and Cody powered the motorcycle on through and into the stark white glare of the wall-mounted incandescents.
     He popped the kickstand down and left the Honda near the stairway that ascended to the second floor, and a moment later Tom�carrying the Winchester�and Jessie came in. �Lock it,� Cody said, and Bobby Clay pushed the door shut and shot all four of the bolts home.
     Neither Jessie nor Tom had ever been in the Winter T. Preston apartment building before. A long corridor lined with doors�some of them torn off their hinges�went the length of the first floor, and the cracked plaster walls screamed with graffiti in a blaze of Day-Glo orange and purple. The place smelled of marijuana, stale beer, and the ghost aromas of the mine workers and their families who�d lived here: a commingling of sweat, dry heat, and scorched food. For the first time in almost two years, voices other than those of Renegades echoed through the building.
     �This way.� Cody led them up the stairs. The second floor was a mirror image of the first, except a ladder ascended through a trapdoor to the roof. People were sitting in the hallway, and bare mattresses had been dragged out of some of the apartments for them to rest on. They were mostly Inferno people, with only seven or eight Hispanic faces among them. As they followed Cody, Tom and Jessie had to step over and around the refugees; the lights revealed familiar faces: Vic Chaffin and his wife Arleen, Don Ringwald and his family, Ida Slattery, the Fraziers, Jim and Paula Cleveland and many others. The apartments were full too, and a few infants keened a discordant chorus. There was some talking, but not a lot; most people were numbed, and some of them were sleeping sitting up. The heat from all these close-packed bodies was tremendous, and the air was tainted with smoke.
     Cody took them to a closed door that had HQ and KNOCK FIRST scrawled on it in red spray paint above a Billy Idol poster. Cody did knock, and a little sliding aperture opened. Nasty�s green eyes, outlined with glittery gold mascara, peered out. Then the aperture shut, the door was unlocked, and they went in.
     This was Cody�s home whenever he came here. The front room held a cot, a stained plaid sofa with the stuffing leaking out through knife rips, a scarred pinewood table and chairs, and a small, battered refrigerator saved from the dump and forced to gasp out a few more months. The floor was covered with faded brown linoleum that was curling up in the corners, and on the cheaply paneled walls hung motorcycle and rock-star posters. A window, cracked open to admit smoky air, faced south. A short hallway went past a busted-up bathroom and into what used to be a bedroom, now the �Gades� armory where a variety of weapons like brass knuckles and pellet rifles hung on wall hooks.
     Tank had been sitting on the sofa, and now he quickly stood up as he saw Mr. Hammond and his wife come in. His camouflage-daubed football helmet was snug around his skull. Cody relocked the door, and Nasty stepped back to let the Hammonds see who stood at the window, facing them.
     �Hello, Tom and Jessie,� Daufin said, and smiled wanly.
     The moment enfolded Jessie. That was Stevie�s body, Stevie�s face, Stevie�s dimpled smile. Even the voice was Stevie�s, if you chose not to hear the fragile undertone like wind chimes in the cradle of a breeze. Inside that body was Stevie�s heart, lungs, veins, and organs; all of it belonged to Stevie except the unknown center where Daufin lived. Jessie took a step forward, and fresh tears broke. Another step, and Tom saw where she was going and he reached for her but let his hand fall short.
     Jessie walked across the room to the body of her daughter, and she started to place her hands on the little shoulders with the intention of picking the child up and holding her close�just for a moment, to feel the beating of Stevie�s heart and know that somewhere, in whatever way she couldn�t even begin to fathom, Stevie was alive.
     But in the child�s face the eyes sparkled with intelligence and fire�intense and even frightening�that was far beyond Stevie�s years. The face was Stevie�s, yes, but the spirit was not.
     That was clear to Jessie in an instant, and her hands poised over Daufin�s shoulders.
     �You�re� you�re filthy!� Jessie said, and blinked away the tears. �You must�ve been rolling in the dust!�
     Daufin looked down at her own dirty clothes. Jessie�s hands lowered, and brushed loose dust off the T-shirt. �Don�t they teach you to be clean where you come from? My God, what a mess!� The auburn hair was full of tangles, bits of weed and spiderweb strands, Jessie saw Nasty�s buckskin shoulderbag on the table; the bag was open, and the pink handle of a hairbrush protruded. She took the brush out and started going through the child�s hair with the dirt-hating vengeance of a mother.
     Puzzled, Daufin started to back away. Jessie snapped, �Hold still!� and Daufin stood at attention while the brush strokes puffed dust into the air.
     �We�re glad to see you,� Tom said. He knelt down so his eyes would be on a level with Daufin�s. �Why�d you run away?�
     �I went whack-o,� she said.
     �Uh� we�ve been� like� teachin� her Earth lingo,� Tank explained. �She�s been tellin� us about her planet too. It sounds mighty gnarly, man!� For once, his grim, hatchet-nosed face had taken on a childlike shine of excitement.
     �I guess so.� Tom watched his wife brushing their child�s hair with determined strokes, and he thought his heart might break. �Daufin, we just had a talk with� something. I can�t say it was a man, and I can�t say it was a machine.�
     Daufin knew. �Stinger.�
     �Yes.� He looked up at Cody Lockett. �It took Mack Cade�s body and made him into a�� Again, words failed him. �Part man, part dog.�
     �One of Cade�s Dobermans is growing out of his chest.� Jessie�s hand continued to guide the brush.
     �Freakacreepy!� Nasty said. Her love of danger was stoked and burning. �Man, I�d like to see that!�
     �You�re crazy as hell too!� Cody snapped. �It got the Cat Lady,� he said to Tom. �Mrs. Stellenberg. It made her into something with a tail full of spikes, and I shot the bitch full of holes but she just kept comin�.�
     �All are Stinger,� Daufin said quietly, standing rigid while she endured whatever it was Jessie was doing. It seemed to be giving Jessie pleasure. �Stinger creates them, and they become Stinger.�
     Tom didn�t quite follow that. �Like robots, is that right?�
     �Living mechanisms. They think with Stinger�s brain, and they see with Stinger�s eyes. Stinger hears and speaks through them. And kills through them too.�
     �Somethin� mighty big�s been roaming around under the streets,� Cody said. �Is that one of Stinger�s machines too?�
     �No,� Daufin said. �That is Stinger itself. Stinger captures and stores bodies for duplication. Signals�you would call them blueprints�pass from Stinger to machines on the ship and there the replicants are made.�
     �So we know it got Dodge Creech, Cade, Mrs. Stellenberg, and whoever that was in the autoyard. Plus the thing that left its arm with Rhodes.� Tom stood up and laid the Winchester on the table. �Stinger�s probably taken a lot of others we don�t know about too.�
     �There!� Jessie finished her battle with the last snarl and stepped back. She felt light-headed and drifty, and she�d caught a hint of the apple-scented shampoo she�d washed Stevie�s hair with last night. �Now you look pretty again!�
     �Thank you,� Daufin said; it was obviously a compliment, and deserved a reaction, though why these people lavished such attention on strands of limp cellular matter was another mystery of the human tribe. Her gaze went to Tom. �You said you talked to Stinger. About me, of course.�
     �Yes.�
     �Stinger wants me and my lifepod, and an ultimatum was given.�
     Tom nodded. �It said it wants you in one hour��a glance at the racing hands of his watch��and we�ve got about forty minutes left.�
     �Or Stinger will continue the destruction,� Daufin said. �Yes. That�s Stinger�s way.�
     �The sonofabitch wants to take her back to prison!� Cody spoke up. �And all she did was sing!�
     �Sing? That�s not what Stinger said. He�it�told us about the chemical on your world,� Tom recounted. �The poison, I mean. Stinger said you�� It was crazy, looking at his little girl�s face and saying these things. �Said you were a wild animal.�
     �I am,� she answered without hesitation. �To Stinger and the House of Fists, I deserve a cage and a frozen sleep.�
     �The House of Fists? What�s that?�
     �Stinger�s masters. A race that worships violence; their religion is the conquest of worlds, and their entrance into the afterlife is determined by the deaths of what they consider lower beings.� A faint, gritty smile surfaced. �Wild animals like me.�
     �But if they�re trying to control this chemical, isn�t that for the good of��
     Daufin laughed: a mixture of a child�s laugh and the sound of coins thrown to the floor. �Oh yes!� she said. �Yes, they are trying to control the chemical!� The fires ignited in her eyes again. �But not for the good of their brother creatures, no matter what Stinger told you. They want the chemical for their weapons! They want to build deadlier fleets and more ways to kill!� The little body shook with fury. �The more of the chemical they steal from my planet, the closer my tribe comes to destruction! And the closer all worlds come to being destroyed, as well�including this one! Do you think Stinger will leave here and not tell the House of Fists about your planet?� She searched for words, stumbled over the tangle of human speech, grasped hold of a phrase the humans named Tank and Nasty had taught her: �Get real!�
     The flesh of Daufin�s face had drawn tight, showing the sharp angles of the bones. Her eyes blazed with anger, and she began to pace back and forth in front of the window. �I never meant to come here. My ship lost power, and I had to put it down where I could. I know I�ve brought hurting to you, and to others here. For that I will carry a burden for the rest of my life.� She stopped suddenly, looking back and forth between Tom and Jessie. �Stinger will tell the House of Fists about you, and about this world. Stinger will say you are soft, defenseless life forms who were born to be caged, and they�ll come here. Oh yes, they�ll come here�and they might bring their weapons full of the �poison� they�ve stolen from my planet! Do you know what that �poison� is?�
     Tom thought she was about to start spouting steam from her nostrils. �No,� he said warily.
     �Of course you don�t! How could you?� She shook her head, exasperated. A fine sheen of sweat glistened on her cheeks. �I�ll do more than tell you; I�ll show you.�
     �Show us?� Jessie said. �How?�
     �Through the inner eye.� Daufin saw no comprehension on their faces; they were blank slates, waiting to be written on. She lifted both hands toward them. �If you want to know, I�ll take you there. I�ll show you my world, through the eye of my memory.�
     The humans hesitated. Daufin didn�t blame them. She was offering a glimpse of the unknown, and what was home to her would be to them an alien realm. �Take my hands,� she urged, and her fingers strained for contact. �If you want to know, you have to see.�
     Tom took the first step forward, and when it was done, the hardest part was over. He walked to Daufin and slid his hand into hers. The flesh was oven hot, and as her fingers gripped tight he could already feel the prickling of an electrical charge passing from her into him.
     �Jessie?� Daufin asked.
     She came to her daughter�s outstretched hand, and took it.


43
Waiting for the
Spacemen

At twelve minutes after two, Tyler Lucas sat on the front porch of his house with a rifle beside him and waited for the spacemen to come.
     The sky was covered with a hazy violet grid. After the power had gone out, he and Bess had driven into Inferno, had seen the black pyramid and gotten the lowdown from Sue Mullinax and Cecil at the Brandin� Iron. �The spacemen have landed, sure�s shootin�!� Sue had said. �Cain�t nobody get in or out, and the phones are dead too! I swear to God, when that thing hit, it lifted this whole block and me off my feet too, so you know it must�ve packed a punch!�
     Then she�d given that giggly laugh of hers�the laugh that had made her so popular when she was a slim-waisted Preston High School cheerleader�and bustled off to fix Tyler and Bess cold hamburgers.
     �Ty? Here y�go.� Bess had come out and offered her husband a glass of iced tea. The tea had been made that morning, which was a good thing because the faucets wouldn�t pull up a drop of water. �That�s the last of the ice cubes.� They were small half-moons, and everything in the refrigerator was thawing out quick in this sullen heat.
     �Thanks, hon.� He rubbed the cold glass over his sweating face, sipped at the tea, and gave it back to her when she�d sat down on the edge of the porch next to him. She drank with a deep thirst. Off in the desert a chorus of coyotes howled, their voices jagged and nervous. Tyler watched the road.
     They�d decided that when the spacemen came, they would die right here, defending their home. The air-force people had been wandering all over the place before the sun went down, scooping up little fragments of blue-green metal and putting them in weird bags that folded up like accordians. Where were the air-force men now?
     Tyler and Bess had driven their pickup west along Cobre Road. A little less than half a mile had cranked off the odometer before they�d come to where the violet grid had entered the earth and blocked their way. Around the grid�s glowing prongs Cobre Road�s asphalt was still bubbling. Tyler had thrown a handful of sand into the grid, and little grains of molten glass had come back at them.
     �Well,� Tyler drawled, laying the rifle across his knees, �I never thought there�d come a time when you couldn�t see the stars out here. I reckon progress has caught up with us, huh?�
     She started to answer, but could not. She was a tough old bird, and she hadn�t cried for a long time. There were tears in her eyes now, and her throat had constricted. Tyler eased an arm around her. �Kind of a pretty light, though,� he said. �If you like purple.�
     �I hate it,� she managed.
     �Can�t say I cotton to it much, either.� His voice was soft, but he was mulling over some hard questions. He didn�t know how they would come, or when, but he didn�t mean to give up without one hell of a fight. He was going to drill as many as he could, and go down fighting like Davy Crockett at the Alamo. But the worst question gnawed at him: should he save a bullet for Bess, or not?
     He was thinking about it, his gaze on the road, when he heard a woman scream. He looked at Bess. They stared at each other for a second. The woman�s scream came again.
     They both realized what it was at the same time. Not the scream of a woman, but the shrieking of Sweetpea, back in the barn.
     �Get a flashlight! Hurry!� he told her, and as she ran inside he sprinted on his wiry legs off the porch and around the house. The barn was about thirty yards back, next to Bess�s cactus garden. He heard the frantic thump of Sweetpea�s hooves hitting the sides of his stall, and Tyler�s palms were wet around the rifle. Something was at the horse.
     He threw back the crossbeam and hauled the doors open. Everything was as dark as sin in there. The big palomino was still screaming, about to bash the boards loose. Tyler shouted, �Whoa there, Sweetpea! Settle down, boy!� but the horse was going wild.
     Tyler�s first thought was that a sidewinder or scorpion must�ve gotten into the stall�but suddenly there was a cracking noise and the barn�s floor shook under his boots.
     Sweetpea grunted as if he had been kicked in the belly. There followed a thrashing, panicked sound coupled with Sweetpea�s high screams. Tyler looked over his shoulder, saw Bess running with a flashlight�s beam spearing ahead. She gave it to him, and he aimed it at the horse�s stall.
     The palomino was sunk up to his flanks in the sandy earth, broken floorboards jutting up around him. Sweetpea�s eyes were red with terror, and foam snorted from his nostrils as he fought. His hind legs had disappeared into the hole, the front legs pawing at the air. Muscles rippled along his body as he tried to tear loose from whatever was pulling him through the barn floor.
     Tyler gasped, the sense knocked out of him. The horse sank another two feet, and the barn echoed with Sweetpea�s cries.
     �The rope!� Bess shouted, and reached for the lariat coiled near the door. There was a slipknot already on it, and she widened the noose, swung the rope twice around to play it out, and let fly for Sweetpea�s head. Her aim was off by six inches, and she quickly reeled it back to try again as the horse was jerked down to his shoulders in a spray of sand.
     On the next attempt, the rope slipped over Sweetpea�s skull and tightened around the base of the neck. The rope pulled taut between them, started smoking a raw groove through Bess�s hands. Tyler dropped the rifle, wedged the flashlight into the joint of two beams, and grabbed the rope, but both he and Bess were wrenched off their feet and dragged across the splintery floor. Sweetpea disappeared into the earth up to his throat.
     Tyler struggled up, the rope entwined around his hands and his shoulder muscles popping. He planted his boots and fought it, his fingers turning blue, but he was being pulled steadily toward the stall. Now only Sweetpea�s muzzle was still visible, and the sand was starting to slide over it.
     �No!� Tyler yelled, and heaved backward on the rope so hard the raw flesh of his fingers split open like blood-gorged sausages. The sand eddied around like a whirlpool, there was a last feeble thrashing, and Sweetpea was gone.
     But the rope continued to be drawn downward by a tremendous strength. Bess grabbed her husband�s waist, and they went to the floor again. �Let go!� Bess screamed, and Tyler opened his bloody fingers but the rope was tangled around his hands.
     Bess held on, splinters piercing her arms and legs. Tyler was trying to shake the rope loose, and they were almost pulled under the railing into Sweetpea�s stall before he felt the tension go slack.
     Tyler lay on his belly, tears of pain crawling down his cheeks. Bess rolled over on her side, softly moaning.
     He sat up, forced his hands to close around the rope and started pulling it from the depths. �Bess, bring the light,� he told her, and she silently went to get it.
     The rope came up, foot after foot. Bess retrieved the flashlight. Its bulb had dimmed, in need of a fresh battery. She pointed it toward the empty stall.
     Tyler walked into the stall, continuing to draw the rope up. It was wet, and glistened in the murky light. Everything was dreamlike to him, this couldn�t possibly be real, and in a minute or so he would awaken to Bess�s call that breakfast was on the table. He sank to his knees beside the broken floorboards and watched the rope slither from the sand.
     Its other end emerged. Tyler picked it up. Held it toward the light. Strands of thick gray ooze dripped from the ragged edge.
     �Looks like� it�s been sawed clean through,� he said.
     And a shape came corkscrewing up in a whirl of sand, so fast Tyler had no time to react.
     A pair of jaws opened. Silver-blue needles snapped shut on Tyler�s throat.
     The flat, reptilian head flailed viciously from side to side, the needle teeth ripping through tissue and arteries. Tyler�s mouth filled with blood. He realized that the rope had not been sawed; it had been chewed.
     That was his last thought, because with the next savage twist the creature broke his neck. It kept twisting, and Tyler�s head with its bulging, sightless eyes began to crack from the spinal column.
     Bess screamed, dropped the flashlight as her hands pressed to her mouth. She saw what the creature was: a large dog�a Doberman concocted from a madman�s nightmare. Instead of hair, its hide was covered with leathery, interlocking scales, and beneath it the knots of muscle bunched and rippled.
     Its amber eyes found her. The thing gave Tyler�s neck one last ferocious shake and began to stretch its jaws impossibly wide, like the unhinging jaws of a snake. It flung the dead man aside.
     Bess backpedaled, tripped, and fell on her tailbone. The monster scrabbled up over the top board of Sweetpea�s stall, dropped to the floor, and advanced on her, its mouth trailing Tyler�s blood.
     The Winchester had tripped her up. Her legs were lying across it. She swung the rifle up and started shooting at the approaching shape. One bullet furrowed across its skull, a second entered its shoulder, a third slammed into its ribs. But then it was upon her, and its mouthful of needles clamped shut on her face.
     She kept fighting. Her finger continued to spasm on the Winchester�s trigger, sending bullets through the walls while the other fist beat at the thing�s scaly hide. She was a Texas woman, and she didn�t give up easily.
     The issue was settled in another five seconds. Bess�s skull broke with a noise like that of a clay jar cracking, and rows of needle teeth sawed into her brain.
     Blood ran through the hay. The monster released the crushed mass and turned upon the flashlight, tearing it to pieces with teeth and metal-nailed claws. Then it crouched in the darkness, belly to the floor, and listened eagerly for the sounds of any other humans nearby; there were none, and the thing gave a low grunt of what might have been disappointment. It climbed back into Sweetpea�s stall and began to dig down through the sand where the horse had gone. The monster�s front and hind legs moved in a blur of synchronized power, and in another moment it had burrowed into the earth and the sand shifted over it like a whisper.


44
Through the Inner Eye

�Don�t be afraid,� Daufin said. �Seal your external visualizers.�
     �Huh?� Tom asked.
     �Close your eyes.�
     He did. And promptly opened them again. �Is this� going to hurt?�
     �Only me, because I�ll see my home again.�
     �What are you going to do?� Jessie�s arm was tight, ready to pull away.
     �I�m going to take you on a journey, backward through the inner eye. I want to answer your questions about why I�m called a criminal. These things can�t be told; they must be experienced.�
     �Wow!� Nasty stepped forward, the light sparkling off the bits of golden glitter in her Mohawk. �Can I� like� go with you?�
     �I�m sorry, no,� Daufin said. �There�s only room for two.� She caught Nasty�s wistful expression. �Maybe some other time. Close your eyes,� she repeated to Tom and Jessie, and they did. Cody came closer to watch, and his heart was beating hard but he didn�t have a clue as to what was about to happen.
     Daufin�s eyes shut. She waited, as the energy cells of her memory began to charge like complex batteries.
     Jessie feared that Stevie�s body temperature was getting too high, and that the heat would damage her brain and organs. But Daufin had said that Stevie was safe, and she had to trust this creature or she would lose her mind. Still, the hand she held continued to heat up; Stevie�s body could tolerate such a fever for more than a few minutes without breaking down.
     Tom said, �I feel like we�re getting ready to go play hide-and-see� damn!� He jumped, because what had seemed like a thunderbolt had snapped along his spine. He opened his eyes but the light was a brutal shock, with a hard yellow-green underglow, and he shut them again.
     �Tom? What is it?� Jessie asked. To him her voice was a slow, underwater slur, and he thought, My brain�s getting scrambled.
     �Silence,� Daufin whispered, and in her voice chimes echoed.
     Jessie kept her eyes closed, waiting for she didn�t know what. Though the hand she held seethed with heat, cold currents were beginning to run through her arm and up her shoulder; an electrical power being generated within Stevie�s body, steadily gaining strength and entering Jessie through the connection of flesh.
     The cold pulse had entered Tom�s bones too, and he shivered. He thought he could no longer feel the floor beneath his feet; he seemed to be drifting, his body slowly skewing to right and left, held only by Daufin�s grip. �What�s happen�� He stopped speaking, because the harshness of his own voice, the alien quality of it, terrified him.
     Jessie had heard a hoarse grunt that may have been the semblance of a human voice. The cold had enfolded her, from scalp to toes, like a breeze from the Ice House on a blistering July day. Another sensation was coming upon her: movement at a tremendous speed. She thought that if she could force her eyelids up, she might see the atoms in the wall in motion like patterns of static on a television screen and her own body moving so fast it found an opening between them and slipped through. There was no panic, only exhilaration. It was what she thought a night sky-dive might be like, freefalling through darkness except there was no up or down�just out, beyond what she knew of life.
     Something glinted on her left, on her right, above and below. Blurred points and clusters of light passing at incredible velocity. But her eyes were still closed�or at least she sensed they were. Stars, she realized. My God� I�m in the middle of a universe!
     Tom had seen them too. Constellations wheeled across the heavens, ringed worlds luminous with distant sunlight, gas clouds rippling like the wings of manta rays.
     And then they were almost upon it: a world as white as a pearl, surrounded by six white moons that crossed each other�s orbit with unerring precision. The planet loomed before them, citadels of clouds covering its surface and in their midst storms spinning with silent ferocity.
     Too fast! Jessie thought as the clouds came up at her. Too fast! We�re going to�
     They pierced the clouds, descending through whirlwinds. A smell of ammonia filled Jessie�s nostrils. There was another breath-stealing shock of cold, followed by utter darkness. They were still traveling at high speed, slanting downward. Warmth touched Tom and Jessie, chasing away the cold. The darkness lightened to royal blue, then a rich, aquatic blue-green. Silken liquid pressed at Tom�s face, and claustrophobia gripped him. We�re going to drown! he thought, and tried to pull free from Daufin�s hand but her grip strengthened, would not release him. He wanted to thrash loose and get to the surface, but he realized he was still breathing just fine. We�re not really in an alien ocean, he told himself as they continued down. This is a dream� we�re still standing in the apartment building, back in Inferno�
     With an effort, he twisted his head to look at Daufin for reassurance.
     He was no longer holding the hand of a little girl.
     The hand was ghostly gray, as transparent as mist, with two slender fingers and a short, flattened thumb. It was a small thing that looked as fragile as blown glass, and attached to that hand was a stalk that trailed four or five feet to Daufin�s real form.
     Beside Tom in the gliding aquamarine was a body shaped like a torpedo, perhaps eight feet in length and full of iridescence like trapped stars. More stalks�tough, tentaclelike arms�drifted with the motion of the liquid around them, each with a similar two-fingered, single-thumbed hand. The body ended in a thick flat paddle of muscle that effortlessly propelled them onward, and attached to a protrusion just short of the tail was a silver filament that linked the body with its small black sphere.
     Electrical energy sparked through Daufin�s translucent flesh. Organs were visible in there, anchored by a simple framework of gray cartilage. Tom looked at where he thought Daufin�s head should be, and saw a curved knob with a sickle-shaped mouth and a trunklike appendage about two feet long. He could see one of the eyes: a yellow orb the size of a baseball, with a vertical green pupil. The eye cocked in his direction. There was peace in its gaze, a languid power. The head nodded, and Tom inhaled sharply at the sign of recognition; air filled his lungs instead of liquid. The ghostly, electric-charged fingers squeezed his hand, and another arm drifted up and touched Tom�s shoulder in a gesture of comfort.
     Daufin took them deeper. Warm currents slid around their bodies and the light was growing stronger, as if this planet�s sun lay at its center.
     Rising up from the depths like flickers of moving neon were more of Daufin�s tribe. Jessie recoiled, felt Daufin�s strong grip, and then she looked and saw Daufin as Tom had. Her first impulse was to pull away from the spindly hand, but she checked it. Of course Daufin was a different form; what else could she have expected? Daufin was a creature designed for an oceanic world, even though the �ocean� might be composed of ammonia and nitrogen.
     The other creatures propelled themselves in joyous spirals, leaving phosphorescent wakes and their pods weaving at the ends of the tethers. They were oblivious to the human presence, but both Tom and Jessie knew that this was Daufin�s memory�her inner eye�and they were only visitors here, the alien ghosts of the future. Hundreds of the creatures made a formation around Daufin, sailing with the precise movements of birds through untroubled air, and Jessie realized Daufin must be a leader of some kind to merit such an escort.



     Now the impressions of Daufin�s world, filtered through her inner eye, came in rapid succession to Jessie and Tom: shimmering outlines of Everest-sized mountains and deep valleys between them, huge orchards where rows of kelplike vegetation were tended, crevasses showing cracks of fierce white glare�a glimpse into the immense power source that lay at the heart of this world. The vermiform towers of a city�sloping, curved, and ridged shapes that resembled the intricacies of seashells�stood beyond the mountains, and thousands of Daufin�s tribe moved in currents above their walls.
     Time shifted, or Daufin�s memory skipped tracks. In a valley below was a miles-long chasm of white fire that shot up whiplashes of electricity. The tides had changed too; they were no longer gentle, but swirled with restless energy. Daufin began to roll over and over, still gripping Tom and Jessie, and underneath what might have been the throat a series of small gill-like flaps vibrated; from them issued a compelling chiming sound.
     In response came Daufin�s tribe, struggling against the currents. They rolled like Daufin, and from the underside of their bodies emerged round pink nipples. Other shapes, also summoned by Daufin�s song, rose from the valley�s chasm; they were disk-shaped creatures, blue electrical impulses sparkling around their rims and at their centers a knot of pulsing fire. As Daufin�s song continued, the new creatures began to attach themselves to the pink underbelly nipples. Dark fluids jetted, shimmering with iridescence. Wheels of creatures danced, rose, and fell in the turbulence. Three of them fixed to nipples on Daufin�s belly, spasmed, and spun away like dead leaves. It was a mass mating ritual, Jessie realized; a ballet of life and death.
     Another blink of time. Something was approaching from beyond. Something alien, and horribly cold.
     It arrowed through the sea with a chatter of circuits, expelled a black harpoon, and sped downward into the valley of fire. More came, following the first. The new arrivals were connected to long clear hoses that snaked up to the surface. Machinery began to grind and pumps hissed, and through the hoses were drawn hundreds of the disk-shaped creatures that lived at the center of Daufin�s world.
     Down came more dark spears, more greedy hoses. The brutal harvest continued, suctioning up seed-giving creatures older than time itself, that were a vital part of the planet�s power source. When the wild currents called Daufin and she sang again, there weren�t enough seed-givers to impregnate even half the tribe; they were being harvested faster than the unknown creation processes of the planet could produce them.
     Daufin�s inner eye revealed the first stirrings of fear, and with them the knowledge of balances in decay. And now a clear sign of crisis: the planet�s central fires dimming, the great engine of light and warmth wearing itself out as it tried to manufacture more seed-givers to replace those being lost. Tom and Jessie saw the image of a peace mission�four of Daufin�s tribe swimming the long distance to the surface, to communicate to the aliens above why the harvesting must stop. Time passed, and they did not return.
     Death had come. Daufin swam with her new calf amid the forest of hoses; her study of mathematics, used in the building of the tribe�s cities, would allow her to calculate the time remaining from the number of seed-givers being suctioned up a single hose, but that was a statistic she didn�t wish to know. The orchards, the city, the entire tribe�all had been sentenced to death by a cold executioner. The calf played innocently between the hoses, unaware of the terrible reality�and the sight of that blind innocence amid the carnage cracked something within Daufin, made her thrash and wail with anguish. Aggression was evil, buried in the long-ago legends of a war that had evolved the tether and sphere as part of the tribe�s natural defenses, but a chasm of fire had opened within Daufin and wild tides summoned her. Her wail became a song of rage, like the urgent tolling of alarm bells�and then her body hurtled forward, and her fingers gripped the nearest hose. Too strong to tear, which further enraged her. The sickle-slash mouth opened, and the flat teeth of a vegetarian clamped on the hose and ground into it. A shock of agony and shame coursed through her, but the song of rage powered her on; the hose ripped, and seed-givers spilled out, whirled around her, began to drift downward again into the valley. The next hose was easier, and the one after that easier still. A storm of seed-givers flowed from the tears.
     And through that storm Daufin saw two of the tribe, hovering, watching with a mixture of horror and reawakened purpose. They hesitated, on the verge of sacrilege, and as Daufin�s song rose in intensity they propelled themselves forward and joined her task.
     A dark cloud approached from the city. Adrift in the inner eye, Tom and Jessie saw it just as Daufin had: thousands of the tribe, responding to this almost-forgotten song. Many saw the violence and stayed back, unable to give themselves to aggression, but many more attacked the hoses in a frenzy. A timeshift: more machines and hoses streaked down from the surface, harpooning into the planet�s heart, but swarms of Daufin�s tribe followed as she sang�a turbulence of rage as raw as a scream.
     Finally, the battleground lay silent, and broken hoses drifted in the current.
     But the peace was short, the nightmare just beginning. A blink of the inner eye, and Tom and Jessie felt a vibration in their bones. From the surface�s darkness descended four rotating metallic spheres; they roamed over the city, issuing sonic blasts like Earth thunder magnified a millionfold. The walls and towers shivered and cracked, shock waves destroyed the towers, the city crumpled, and the bodies of dead and wounded spun in the debris. Daufin�s calf was torn away from her; she reached for it, missed, saw the calf instinctively withdraw into its lifepod in a shimmer of contracting organs and flesh. The pod sailed away, mingling with hundreds of others buffeted in the savage tides. A piece of jagged wall flew out of the murk at Daufin. There was a crackling of energy, a shrinking of flesh and internals, the skin turned to smoke, the organs merged into a small ball of electrical impulses, and in the next instant there was nothing but the black sphere, hitting the fragment of wall and ricocheting away.
     A current took them�Daufin, Tom, and Jessie, bodiless and floating in an armored shell�and the darkness closed in. There was a rapid ascent, as if they were being hurled upward in an Earth tornado. Something glimmered ahead: a blue webbing�a net, full of entrapped creatures from the upper regions, things that resembled fluorescent starfish, flat gasping membranes, and aquatics with eyes like golden lamps. The sphere hit it, was enfolded in the webbing. And hung there, along with the other helpless life. A thudding of machinery came from above. The net was being hauled up. The sphere broke the surface like a sheet of black glass, and in that realm between the ocean and the low white clouds spidery structures squatted like malignant growths. Nightmarish figures stood on them, watching the net come up. One of them reached out a talon, and gripped the pod.
     Daufin�s inner eye cringed. The power of memory was not strong enough to hold her, and she fled.
     Stars swept past Jessie and Tom�an outward journey, away from Daufin�s world. Each had glimpses of hallucinatory scenes: massive, scuttling creatures with voices like doomsday trumpets; space machines bristling with weapons; a gargantuan pyramid with mottled yellow skin and two scarlet suns beating down on a tortured landscape; a floating cage and amber needles that punctured the pupils of Daufin�s eyes.
     She moaned, and her hands opened.
     Tom and Jessie were grasped by an abrupt deceleration, as if they were aboard a high-speed elevator shrieking to the bottom of a mile-long shaft. Their insides seemed to squeeze with compression, their bones bending under gravity�s iron weight. And then the stop came: a whisper instead of a crash.
     Tom lifted his eyelids. Three monsters with bony limbs and grotesque fleshy heads were standing before him. One of them opened a cavity full of blunt little nubs and grunted, �Yu-hoke, Mstyr Hamynd?�
     Jessie heard the guttural growl, and her eyes opened too. She was supported on unsteady stalks, the light was glary and hostile; she was about to topple, and as she cried out the sound daggered her brain. One of the aliens, a thing with a horrid angular face topped with coiled pale sprigs and a totem of some kind dangling from a flap on the side of its head, moved forward and caught her with snaky arms.
     She blinked, momentarily stunned. But the creature�s face was changing, becoming less monstrous. Features�hair, ears, and arms�became familiar again, and then she could recognize Cody Lockett. Relief rushed through her, and her knees sagged.
     �I�ve got you,� Cody said. This time she could understand the words.
     Tom wavered on his feet, his palms pressed to his eye sockets. �You okay, Mr. Hammond?� Tank asked again. Tom�s brain ached as if deeply bruised. He managed to nod. �If you�re gonna puke, you�d better do it out the window,� the boy advised.
     Tom lowered his hands. He squinted in the light and looked at the three Renegades; their faces were human again�or, in Tank�s case, nearly so.
     �I can stand by myself,� Jessie said, and when Cody let her go, she sank wearily to her knees. She didn�t know if all of herself had returned from the void yet, and maybe it never would. Cody offered to help her up, but she waved him off. �I�m all right. Just leave me alone for a minute.� She looked to her side, into the face of her little girl.
     Tears had streamed down the cheeks. The eyes were tormented. �Now you know me,� Daufin said.
     Tom lifted his left wrist, had a few seconds of difficulty in deciphering the numerals, as if he�d never seen such symbols before. It was two-nineteen. Their �journey� had taken less than three minutes.
     �You two look sick!� Nasty observed. �What happened?�
     �We got an education.� Jessie tried to rise, but still wasn�t ready. �The chemical,� she said to Daufin. �It�s reproductive fluid, isn�t it?�
     �Yes.� Daufin�s gaze was impassive, and a final tear trickled slowly down her left cheek. �What the House of Fists calls �poison� is the same chemical that gives my tribe life.�
     Jessie remembered the jetting of dark fluid during the mating ritual. The same chemical vital to the reproduction process on Daufin�s world was a weapon of destruction for the House of Fists.
     �I have to get home,� Daufin said firmly. �I don�t know how many are still alive. I don�t know if my own child still is. But I led them. Without me, they won�t fight. They�ll slip back into the dream of peace.� She drew a long breath, and for a few seconds she allowed herself to feel the caress of the tides again, rising and falling. �It was a dream that lasted too long,� she said, �but it was a wonderful dream.�
     �Even if you could get home, how would you fight them? They�d just keep coming, wouldn�t they?�
     �Yes, they would, but our world is a long way from theirs. We have to stop them from building a permanent base, and destroy everything of theirs we can. Their treasury isn�t bottomless; they spend all they have on weapons. So there has to be a breaking point beyond which they can�t go.�
     �That sounds like wishful thinking,� Tom said.
     �It is, unless I can get home to act on it. We know the planet. They don�t. We can strike and hide in places they can�t reach.� Her eyes shone with a glint of steel again. �The House of Fists has been studying me to find out why my body resists the �poison.� I�ve escaped Rock Seven before. This time they�ll kill me. I can�t give myself to Stinger�not yet. Do you understand that?�
     �We do. Colonel Rhodes might not.� Another glance at the wristwatch. �Jessie, he�s going to be waiting for us by now at the Brandin� Iron.�
     �Listen, I don�t get all this,� Cody said, �but I believe one thing for sure: if we let Stinger take Daufin and leave here, that won�t be the end of it. Like she said, he�ll send those House of Fist sumbitches after us�and that won�t be just Inferno in deep shit, man! That�ll be the whole world!�
     �Maybe so, but we�ve still got to let Rhodes know we�ve found her.�
     �Tom�s right,� Jessie agreed. She stood up, still felt light-headed and stretched, and she had to lean against the table for support. �We�ll go get the colonel and bring him back here,� she said to Daufin. �He can help us figure out what to do.�
     �You two better stay here with her.� Cody fished the Honda�s keys out of his pocket. �I�ll go down to the Brandin� Iron and get him.�
     �Yeah, and I�ve gotta go find my folks,� Tank said. His camouflage-painted pickup truck, one headlight and the radiator grille smashed from its rude entry into the Warp Room, was in the parking lot. �I ain�t seen �em since I left the clinic.�
     �Just stay in here and hang tight,� Cody told Tom and Jessie. He left the apartment, and Nasty followed Tank to the door. She paused, looked at Daufin with something like admiration, and said, �Bizarre!� Then she strode after Tank, and the door closed behind her.


45
Spit �n Gristle

Vance parked the patrol car in front of the Brandin� Iron, peeled his sweat-sopped shirt off the seat back, and walked in. The plate-glass window had been shattered, but a sheet had been nailed up over it to keep most of the smoke out. A few kerosene lamps cast a fitful glow, and the place was empty except for a back booth where three old-timers sat talking quietly. Vance avoided their stares and bellied up to the counter. Sue Mullinax, still wearing her gold-colored waitress uniform and her heavy makeup still more or less where it ought to be, came down the counter with a cup about a quarter full of cold coffee. �This is the last of the Java,� she said as she gave it to him, and he nodded and swigged it down.
     He angled his wrist toward a nearby lamp and checked the time. Twenty-three minutes after two. The Hammonds were late, and so were Rhodes and Gunniston. Didn�t matter much, he thought. Nobody was going to find that little critter, at least not in the time they had left. You couldn�t see a thing for all that smoke out there. He and Danny had checked houses all along Aurora, Bowden, and about a third of Oakley Street. Nobody had seen the little girl, and several of the houses had no floors, just holes into darkness. Danny had started going to pieces again, and Vance had to take him back to the office. Inferno had always seemed like such a small place, but now the streets had elongated and the houses had become shadow mansions, and with all this smoke and dust there was just no damned way to find somebody who didn�t want to be found.
     �Rough night,� Sue said.
     �Better believe it. Cecil gone home?�
     �Yeah, he lit out awhile back.�
     �Why don�t you shut down and head out too? Not much use stayin� open, is there?�
     �I like to have somethin� to do,� she said. �Better stay here than go to a dark house.�
     �Reckon so.� The low light was flattering to her. He thought that if she didn�t wear enough makeup to pave a road, she�d be real pretty. �Course, Whale Tail was as chunky as a fire plug, but who was he to consider size with all the spare tires he was trucking around? Maybe she did wear a mattress on her back, but maybe there was a reason for that too. �How come you never left Inferno?� he decided to ask, to keep his mind off the inexorable tick of time. �Seems like you were real smart in high school and all.�
     �I don�t know.� She shrugged her fleshy shoulders. �Nothin� ever came along, I reckon.�
     �Hell, you can�t wait for things to come along! You gotta go after �em! Seems like you could�ve found yourself a good job somewhere, got yourself hitched up, maybe have a houseful of kids by now.� He upturned the cup and caught the last bitter drop of coffee.
     �Just never happened. Anyways��she smiled faintly, a sad smile��the men I�ve been seein� don�t exactly want to get married and have kids. Well, I probably wouldn�t have been too good at that, either.�
     �You�re still just a kid yourself! What are you, twenty-eight, twenty-nine?� He saw her grimace. �That�s not old! Hell, you�ve still got��his voice faltered, but he kept going��plenty of time yet.�
     She didn�t answer. Vance looked at his watch again. Another minute had gone. �Danny�s sweet on you,� he told her. �You know that, don�t you?�
     �I like Danny. Oh, I don�t mean for marryin�. Not even for� y�know.� A blush rose in her round cheeks.
     �I thought you and Danny were� uh� real close.�
     �We are. Friends, I mean. Danny�s a gentleman,� she said with dignity. �He comes over to my place, and we talk. That�s all. It�s rare to find a man to talk to. Seems like men and women have a hard time just talkin�, don�t it?�
     �Yeah, I guess so.� He felt a pang of shame for making fun of her, and it occurred to him that maybe Danny was more of a man than he�d thought.
     She nodded. Her head turned toward the doorway. Vance saw her eyes; they seemed to be fixed on a great distance. �Maybe I could�ve gone,� she said. �I was the best in my typin� class. Reckon I could�ve been a secretary. But I didn�t want to leave. I mean� Inferno ain�t the best place in the world, but it�s my home. That makes it special, no matter how much it�s broke down. I�ve got real good memories of Inferno� like when I was head cheerleader at the high school, and one night we were playin� the Cedartown Cavaliers.� Her eyes shone with the blaze of ten years past. �It was rainin� that night, just pourin� down, but me and my girls were out there. And right when Gary Pardee threw that forty-yard touchdown the girls lifted me up and I did a monkey flip and everybody on that field let out a holler like I hadn�t never heard before. Ain�t heard one like it since, either. Folks came up to me later and said it was amazin�, how I could do a monkey flip in all that rain without breakin� my neck, and they said I came down light as an angel�s feather.� She blinked; just like that, the spell broke. �Well,� she said, �I�m somebody here, and out there�� She motioned toward the rest of the world. �I wouldn�t be nobody.� Her eyes found his, and looked deep. �This is my home. Yours too. We�ve gotta fight to keep it.�
     The taste of ashes was in Vance�s mouth. �We will,� he said, but the words had a hollow ring.
     Headlights shone through the sheeted window. A car pulled up beside Vance�s. The headlights were cut, and then a solitary figure approached the door. Not Rhodes or Gunniston, Vance knew. They�d gone off on foot. Celeste Preston sauntered in as if she owned every crack in the tiles, sat down at the far end of the counter, and said, �Gimme a beer and an egg.�
     �Yes ma�am.� Sue got a lukewarm Lone Star out of the cooler and went to the refrigerator for the egg.
     Celeste�s gaze wandered down the counter. She nodded at Vance. �Kinda past your bedtime, ain�t it?�
     �Kinda.� He was too tired to trade punches with her. �I wouldn�t sleep very good, anyways.�
     �Me neither.� She took the egg Sue gave her, broke its shell against the counter�s edge, and swallowed the yolk whole, then chased it down with a chug-a-lug of beer. �I gave blood a couple of hours ago,� she explained, and wiped a yellow strand off her mouth with the back of her hand. �Wint used to say a raw egg and beer was the quickest way to get your vitamins.�
     �Quickest way to puke too,� Vance said.
     She swigged down more beer, and Sue went to check on the old-timers at the back. �How come you�re not out protectin� the town, Vance? Maybe drag that sonofabitch outta his spaceship and sit on him till he calls uncle?�
     Vance took his pack of Camels from his breast pocket and lit a cigarette, mulling her questions over. He snorted smoke, looked at her, and said, �And why don�t you crawl up your ass and pull the hole in after you?� She just stared at him, her eyes like bits of cold flint and the beer bottle short of her lips. �You�re an almighty high bitch to be sittin� in here tellin� me what I oughta do. You don�t think I give a shit about this town, do you? Well, maybe I screwed up some�screwed up a lot�but I�ve always done what I thought was best. Even when I was takin� money from Cade. Shit, what else was gonna keep Inferno alive but that little bastard�s business?� He felt blood ballooning his. face, and his heart was pounding. �My wife hated every inch of this town and ran off with a truck driver, but I stayed. I�ve got two sons that went with her, and they only know enough about me to cuss me over the telephone, but I stayed. Every day I eat dust and get cursed in two languages, but I stayed. I�ve paid my dues, lady!� He jabbed the cigarette at her. �So don�t you sit there in your joggin� suit and your diamond rings on your fingers and say I don�t care about this town!� And then he said something he�d always known, but never dared to admit: �It�s all I�ve got!�
     Celeste stayed motionless for a moment. She sipped from the Lone Star and set the bottle softly down on the counter. Lifted her fingers to display the rings. �They�re fake,� she said. �Sold the real ones.� A brittle smile played across her mouth. �I reckon I deserved that, Ed. Spit �n gristle�s what we�ve been needin� around this cemetery. How about sharin� your smokes?� She picked up her beer and slid over the seats, sitting down with two between them.
     Ed, he thought. That was the first time she�d ever used his first name. He skidded his pack of Camels and his lighter toward her, and she scooped them up. She lit a cigarette and inhaled with pure pleasure. �Figure if I�m gonna die, I might as well go happy,� she said.
     �We�re not gonna die. We�ll get out of this.�
     �Ed, I like you better when you tell the truth.� She spun the pack and lighter back to him. �Our hides are worth about as much as Kotex in a men�s prison, and you know it.�
     They heard the growl of an engine outside. Cody Lockett came in through the smoke and lifted his goggles. �I�m lookin� for Colonel Rhodes,� he said to the sheriff. �He�s supposed to be here.�
     �Yeah, I�m waitin� for him too. He�s about ten minutes late.� He didn�t care for another glance at his watch. �What do you want him for?�
     �The little girl�s up at the �Gade fort. You know who I mean: Daufin.�
     Vance almost came up off his seat. �Right now? She�s there right now?�
     �Yeah, Mr. Hammond and his wife are with her. So where�s the colonel?�
     �He and Captain Gunniston were goin� across the bridge into Bordertown. I guess they�re still over there.�
     �Okay. I�ll go hunt �em. If they show up here, you tell �em the news.� He put the goggles back over his eyes and sprinted out to the Honda, got on, pumped the kickstarter, and headed east on Celeste Street. Two things hit him: he�d just given an order to the sheriff�and been obeyed�and that was Celeste Preston herself sitting in there. He turned onto the bridge and throttled up, the engine making a choked roar in the dirty air.
     He was halfway across when two headlights stabbed through the haze. A car was racing over from Bordertown, straddling the center line. Cody and the car�s driver hit their brakes at the same time, and both vehicles swerved with a scream of tires and stopped almost abreast of each other. The car�s engine rattled and died.
     Cody saw it was Mack Cade�s silver Mercedes. There were two men in it, the driver a rugged-looking dude with close-cropped dark hair and a streak of dried blood on his face. �You Colonel Rhodes?� Cody asked, and the man nodded. �Mr. Hammond and his wife sent me. Their little girl�s up at the apartment building.� He motioned to it, but its lights couldn�t be seen from this distance. �At the end of Travis Street.�
     �We already know.� Rhodes started the engine again. �A boy at the church told us.� He and Gunniston had gone into the Catholic church on First Street and asked Father LaPrado if they could address from the podium the people who�d come in for shelter. Along with the information, Rick Jurado had given them the keys to the Mercedes. �We haven�t got much time,� Rhodes said, and he backed the car up, straightened it out, and sped away.
     Cody knew who he�d found out from. Jurado was the only one who could�ve told him. He started to turn his bike around, but he realized he was only about thirty yards from Bordertown. The church was maybe another fifty or sixty yards along First Street. If Jurado was there, his sister would be too. He decided he might maybe even go in if he felt like it. What were the Rattlers going to do, jump him right in church? It would be worth seeing the shock on Jurado�s face�and, besides, he wouldn�t mind another look at Miranda.
     Everything was going to hell anyway, and this seemed like the right time to dare fate. He gunned the engine and headed south, and in another few seconds the tires bit Bordertown pavement.


46
Time Ticking

A figure walked through the haze, favoring a right leg that folded up at the knee joint. �Come on, Scooter!� he said, and paused for the dog to catch up. Then he walked on, up to the front door of the Hammond house on Celeste Street. He knocked on the door, waited, and knocked again. �Nobody here!� he told Scooter. �Do we go home or set up camp?�
     Scooter was undecided too. �She might show up,� Sarge said. �This is where she lives.� He tried the doorknob; it turned, and the door opened. �Anybody home?� he called, but there was no answer from within. Scooter sniffed around the doorframe and took the first step inside the house. �Don�t you go in there! We ain�t been invited!� Sarge protested. Scooter had his own mind, though, and the dog trotted on in as fancy as you please.
     But the decision was made. They would wait here for either the little girl or the Hammonds. Sarge walked in, shut the door, and found his way into a room where a lot of books lay on the floor. He wasn�t much for reading, but he remembered a book his mother used to read to him: something about a little girl who went down a hole after a rabbit. His bad knee bumped a chair, and he let himself spill into it.
     Scooter crawled up into his lap, and the both of them sat together in the dark.

     About a quarter mile from the Hammond house, Curt Lockett entered his own front door. The raw left side of his face was covered with gauze, and adhesive strips held a pad of iodine-smeared cotton to the flayed skin over his ribs. He�d passed out in the back of the pickup truck and awakened as he was being carried over the Mexican�s shoulder like a grain sack into the clinic. A nurse had given him a couple of painkilling shots and tended to his wounds, all the time while he was babbling like a crazy fool about the massacre at the Bob Wire Club. The nurse had called Early McNeil in to listen, and Curt had told him about the trooper cars and the air-force men out on Highway 67. McNeil had promised to let the colonel know and wanted to put Curt in a room, but Curt couldn�t stand that. The reek of disinfectant and alcohol was too much like Kentucky Gent; it reminded him of Hal McCutchins�s brains gleaming in the lamplight and made him sick to his stomach.
     He�d already seen that Cody�s motorcycle wasn�t here. The boy was probably up at the apartment building, like he figured. Darkness used to be no problem for him, but he had trouble going through the front room while visions of a charred black thing with a whipping tail dug into his brain. But he made the kitchen, fumbled in a drawer for candles and matches. He found a single stubby candle and a matchbook and lit the wick. The flame grew, and he saw that the matchbook advertised the Bob Wire Club.
     There was evidence that Cody had been here: a candle was stuck to a saucer on the countertop. Curt opened the refrigerator, got out a bottle of grape juice�just a few swigs left in it�and finished it. The coppery taste of blood was still in his mouth, and two empty sockets where teeth had been pounded with his heartbeat.
     He relit the candle in the saucer and took it with him to the bedroom. His best shirt, the red cowboy number, was lying on the floor and he gingerly shrugged into it. He sat on the bed, sweat crawling down his face in the rank heat.
     He noticed that the little picture of Treasure on the bedside table had fallen over. He picked it up, stared at her face in the low yellow light. Long time gone, he thought. Long time.
     The bed pulled at him. It wanted him to crawl into the damp sheets, hold Treasure�s picture to his chest, curl up, and sleep. Because sleep was next to death, and he realized that was what he�d been waiting for. Treasure was in a place beyond his reach, and she still had golden hair and a smile like sunshine and she would be forever young while he just wore out a little more every day.
     But by the candlelight he saw something in the picture that hadn�t been evident to him before: Treasure�s face had Cody in it. The thick, curly hair was the same as Cody�s, yes, but there were other things too�the sharp jawline, the full eyebrows, the angular shape of the face. And the eyes too: even smiling, there was steel in Treasure�s eyes, just like there was in Cody�s. Treasure had to be mighty strong to put up with me, Curt thought. Mighty strong.
     Cody was in Treasure. Right there he was, right in the picture. He�d been there all along, but Curt had never seen it until this moment.
     And Treasure was in Cody too. It was as clear as a shaft of sunlight breaking through storm clouds, and darkness began to unlock in Curt�s mind.
     His hand pressed to his mouth. He felt as stunned as if he�d just taken a punch in the teeth. Treasure was in Cody. She had left him part of herself, and he�d tossed the gift aside like a snotty rag. �Oh Lord,� he whispered. �Oh my Lord.� He looked at the splintered tie rack that hung on the wall, and a moan ached for release.
     He had to find Cody. Had to make the boy understand that his eyes had been blind and his heart sick. That wouldn�t make up for things, and there was a lot of dirty water under the bridge�but it had to start somewhere, didn�t it? He carefully removed the picture of Treasure, because he wanted Cody to see himself in her, and he gently folded it and put it in his back pocket.
     His boots clumped across the crooked boards with the noise of someone who has found a destination. The screen door slammed at his back, and he walked to Sombra Street and turned north where it met Travis.

     At the Inferno Clinic, Ray Hammond finished putting on his clothes, blood-splattered shirt and all, and left his room. His glasses were gone and everything was blurry around the edges, but he could see well enough to walk without bumping into walls. He had almost made it to the nurses� station when a nurse�Mrs. Bonner, he thought it was�suddenly came out of a door on his right and said, �Where do you think you�re going, young man?�
     �Home.� His tongue was still swollen and the hinges of his jaw ached when he talked.
     �Not until Dr. McNeil gives you the okay.�
     She had that rough authority in her voice, like Cross Eyes Geppardo. �I�m giving myself the okay. I can�t sleep, and I�m not going to lie in there and stare at the ceiling.�
     �Come on.� She took his arm. �You�re going back to bed.�
     Somebody else trying to get me out of the way, he thought, and a flash of anger lit him up inside. �I said I�m going home.� Ray jerked his arm free. �And I didn�t say you could touch me, either.� Even without his glasses he could see her mouth purse with indignation. �Maybe I�m a kid, but I�ve got rights. Like going to my own house if I want to. Thanks for patching me up, and adios.� He walked past her, limping a little bit. He expected her hand to grasp his shoulder, but he was three strides away before he heard her start calling for Dr. McNeil. He went past the front desk, said good night to Mrs. Santos, and kept on going out the door. Dr. McNeil didn�t come after him. He figured the doc had more important things to do than chase him down. He could barely see ten feet ahead for all the haze and his own bad eyes, and the air smelled like a chem lab stinkbomb, but he kept on trudging along Celeste Street, his sneakers crunching on bits of glass from the shattered windows.

     As Ray was starting home, Cody Lockett pulled his motorcycle to the steps of Bordertown�s Catholic church. He lifted his goggles and sat for a moment with the engine popping under him. Candlelight shone through the church�s stained-glass windows, and he could see people moving around in there. On any other night, his ass would be grass for being over here, but tonight the rules had changed. He cut the engine and headlight and got off, and that was when he saw the figure standing in a yard just across First Street, less than fifteen feet away. His hand settled on the nail-studded bat taped to the handlebar.
     Cody couldn�t make out the face, but he could see that the black hair hung over the figure�s shoulders in oily ringlets. �Crowfield?� he said. Louder: �That you, Crowfield?�
     Sonny Crowfield didn�t move. Maybe there was a smile on his face, or maybe it was more of a leer. His eyes gleamed wetly in the church�s candlelight.
     �Better get off the street, man!� Cody told him. Still Crowfield didn�t respond. �You gone deaf or somethi��
     A hand closed on his arm. He hollered, �Shit!� and whirled around.
     Zarra Alhambra stood on the steps. �What�re you doin� over here, Lockett? You gone crazy?� Rick had put him on guard at the door, and he�d heard Lockett�s motorcycle and then the boy talking to somebody.
     Cody pulled his arm free. �I came over to see Jurado.� He didn�t say which one. �I was tryin� to tell Crowfield he�d better find some cover.� He motioned across the street.
     Zarra looked in that direction. �Crowfield? Where?�
     �Right there, man!� He pointed�and realized his finger was aimed at empty space. The figure was gone. �He was standin� over there, in that yard,� Cody said. He looked up and down the street, but the smoke had taken Sonny Crowfield. �I swear it was him! I mean� it looked like him.�
     The same thought hit both of them. Zarra retreated a couple of steps, his eyes wide and darting. �Come on,� he said, and Cody quickly followed him into the church.
     The sanctuary was packed full of people, sitting on the pews and in the aisles. Father LaPrado and six or seven volunteers were trying to keep everyone calm, but the babble of frightened voices and the wail of babies was like the din of a madhouse. Cody figured there were at least two hundred Bordertown residents inside the sanctuary, probably more in other parts of the church. At the altar a table had been set up with paper cups and bottled water, sandwiches, doughnuts, and other food from the church�s kitchen. Dozens of candles cast a tawny glow, and a few people had brought kerosene lamps and flashlights.
     Cody was about four strides through the doorway when someone planted a palm against his bruised breastbone and shoved him backward. Len Redfeather, an Apache kid almost as big as Tank, snarled, �Get your ass out, man! Now!�
     Somebody else was beside Cody, shoving him too, and at the sign of a ruckus three more Rattlesnakes pushed their way to the back of the church like a human wedge. Redfeather�s next thrust slammed Cody up against the wall. �Fight! Fight!� Pequin started yelling, jumping up and down with excitement. �Hey, I don�t want any trouble!� Cody protested, but Redfeather kept shoving him, banging his back up against the cracked plaster.
     �Stop that! There�ll be no fighting in here!� Father LaPrado was coming up the aisle as fast as he could, and Xavier Mendoza stood up from his seat beside his wife and uncle and tried to get to Cody�s defense.
     Now there were Rattlesnake faces all around Cody, taunting and shouting. Redfeather�s hand gripped the front of Cody�s T-shirt, started to rip it off him, and Cody whacked his arm into the Apache�s elbow and knocked the hand away. �No fighting in my church!� the priest was hollering, but the knot of Rattlesnakes had closed around Cody, and neither LaPrado nor Mendoza could break through. Redfeather grabbed Cody�s shirt again, and Cody saw the boy�s battle-scarred fist rise up and he knew the punch was going to pop his lights out. He tensed, just about to block the blow and drive a knee into Redfeather�s groin.
     �Stop.�
     It was not a shout, but the command was spoken with absolute authority. Redfeather�s fist paused at its apex, and his rage-dark eyes flickered to his left. Rick Jurado pushed past Pequin and Diego Montana, stared intensely at Cody for a few seconds. �Let him go,� Rick said.
     Redfeather gave Cody one more hard shove for good measure, then released his handful of T-shirt and uncocked his fist.
     Rick stood right in front of Cody, not allowing him any room to move. �Man, you�ve gone around the bend for sure. What�re you doin� over here?�
     Cody tried to look around the sanctuary, but he couldn�t see Miranda amid all the people and Rick shifted to block his view. �I thought I�d come say thanks for savin� my skin. No law against that, is there?�
     �Okay. Thanks accepted. Now get out.�
     �Rick, he says he saw Sonny Crowfield outside, standin� across the street.� Zarra pushed his way next to Rick. �I didn�t see him, but I thought� you know� that it might not be Sonny anymore.�
     �Right,� Cody said. �It might be one of those things, like the Cat Lady. He was across from the church; maybe he was watchin� the place.�
     Rick didn�t like that possibility. �Anybody seen Sonny Crowfield?� he asked the others.
     �Yeah!� Pequin spoke up. �I saw him about an hour ago, man. He said he was headin� home.�
     Rick thought for a moment. Crowfield lived in a shack down at the end of Third Street; he wasn�t among Rick�s favorite people, but he was a Rattler and that made him a brother too. All the other Rattlers were accounted for, except the five who were laid up at the clinic. Rick�s Camaro was still parked in front of his house on Second Street. �Your motor outside?� he asked Cody.
     �Yeah. Why?�
     �You and me are gonna take a ride over to Crowfield�s house and check it out.�
     �No way! I was just leavin�.� Party time was over, and Cody edged toward the door, but a crush of Rattler bodies hemmed him in.
     �You came in here to show how brave you are, didn�t you?� Rick asked. �Maybe another reason, too.� He�d seen Cody rubbernecking around, and he knew who the boy was searching for. Miranda sat with Paloma in a pew about halfway along the center aisle. �You owe me. I�m collecting, right now.� He pulled the reloaded .38 out of his waistband and spun the cylinder a few inches in front of Cody�s face. �You up to it, macho man?�
     Cody saw the haughty defiance in Rick�s eyes, and he smiled grimly. �Have I got a choice?�
     �Stand back,� Rick told the others. �Let him go if he wants to.� They moved away, and a path was open to the door.
     Cody didn�t give a kick about Sonny Crowfield. He didn�t care for another meeting with Stinger, either. He started to head for the door�but suddenly there she was, standing just behind her brother. Sweat sparkled on her face, her hair lay in damp curls, and dark hollows had gathered under her eyes, but she was still a smash fox. He nodded at her, but she didn�t respond. Rick saw the nod and turned. Miranda said, �Paloma�s afraid. She wants to know what�s going on.�
     �We�re about to throw some garbage out on the street,� he answered. �It�s okay.�
     Her gaze returned to Cody. He was about the most bedraggled and beat-up thing she�d ever seen. �Hi,� he said. �Remember me?� And then Rick pressed the pistol�s barrel up against Cody�s cheek and leaned forward. �You don�t talk to my sister,� Rick warned, his eyes boring into Cody�s. �Not one word. You hear me?�
     Cody ignored him. �Your brother and I are gonna go for a little spin on my motor.� The gun barrel pressed harder, but Cody just grinned. What was Jurado going to do, shoot him right here in front of the priest, his sister, God, and everybody? �We won�t be too long.�
     �Leave him alone, Rick,� Miranda said. �Put the gun down.�
     Never in Rick�s wildest nightmares had he ever envisioned anything like this: Cody Lockett not only on Rattler turf, but in the church! And talking to Miranda like he actually knew her! His guts writhed with fire and fury, and it was all he could do not to smash his fist into Lockett�s grinning face.
     �Rick!� Now it was the snap of Mendoza�s voice as he pushed people out of his way and came forward. �Cody�s all right! Leave him alone!�
     �It�s okay,� Cody said. �We�re on our way out.� He reached up, grasped Jurado�s gunhand, and eased it aside. Then, with a last lingering glance and a smile at Miranda, he walked through the Rattlesnakes and paused at the door. �You comin�, or not?� he asked.
     �I am,� Rick said. Cody slid the goggles over his eyes and went down the steps to the motorcycle.
     In another few seconds Rick followed, the .38 in his waistband again. Cody got on the Honda and started the engine, and Rick straddled the passenger seat behind him. Over the motor�s snarl, Rick said, �When we get out of this, I�m gonna beat you so bad you�ll wish I�d left you down in that ho��
     Cody throttled up, the engine screamed, and the front tire reared up off the pavement, and Rick held on for dear life as the machine shot forward.


47
Firepower

�We�ve got seven minutes,� Tom said in answer to the colonel�s question about how much time remained before Stinger�s deadline.
     Rhodes returned his attention to Daufin. �You know Stinger can destroy this town. You know he�ll do it if we don�t give you over.�
     �If we do give her up,� Jessie said, �it�s not just our child�s body we�re talking about. If Stinger gets back to his masters and tells them about us, they�ll come here with an invasion fleet.�
     �I can�t think about that right now!� Rhodes ran his forearm across his face. The apartment was thick with heat, and smoke was creeping in through the cracked-open window. �All I know is, Stinger wants Daufin. If we don�t hand her over in less than seven minutes, a lot of people are going to die!�
     �And more people are going to die if we do!� She caught the faintest breeze, and offered her throat to it.
     Daufin was staring out the window into the haze. There: she felt it again. A cold current of power. She knew what it was: a seeker beam from Stinger�s ship, probing for the lifepod. It had passed on now, continuing its slow rotation across Inferno. Daufin�s host skin prickled in its wake. The pod had its own natural defense system that would deflect the beam for a short time, but Daufin had learned enough about Stinger�s technology to know that sooner or later the seeker would pinpoint its target.
     �What�s Stinger going to make? Do you know?� Rhodes asked her.
     She shook her head. Death and destruction crowded into her brain; she saw this lifepod called Inferno ablaze and crushed�if not by Stinger, then by the House of Fists. She glimpsed a fragment of the force field, glowing through the clouds of smoke, then her view was obscured again. She knew that many innocents were about to die, and too many had already perished because of her. The old rage seethed inside her. She saw the towers of her city crack and fall, saw mangled bodies spinning in the debris. The same brutality was about to happen here. �I must exit this world,� Daufin said. �I�ve got to get home.�
     �There�s no way!� Rhodes countered. �We told you: Earth doesn�t have interstellar vehicles!�
     �You�re incorrect.� Daufin�s voice was quiet, and she continued to stare to the southwest, in the direction of Mack Cade�s autoyard.
     �Do you know something I don�t?�
     �There is an interstellar vehicle on Earth.� Her eyes shone as if brilliant with fever. �Stinger�s ship.�
     �What good will that do you?�
     �I�m going to take Stinger�s ship,� she answered. �That�s how I�m going to get home.�

     As the voice of a warrior came from a little girl�s throat, Cody guided the motorcycle to the curb where Rick directed him. Sonny Crowfield lived alone in a gray clapboard shack on the edge of Cade�s autoyard, and Cody drove up onto a trash-strewn yard and stopped with the headlight aimed at the closed front door. The house�s porch sagged, the windows were broken out, and the place appeared deserted�but then again, so did the other houses on Third Street. Cody cut the engine but left the headlight burning. Rick got off, withdrew the .38, and walked to the bottom of the porch�s three cinder-block steps before he realized Cody wasn�t with him.
     �I said I�d come with you,� Cody told him. �I didn�t say I�d go in.�
     �Muchas gracias.� Rick snapped the pistol�s safety off and started up the steps. He rapped on the door with the barrel. �Hey, Crowfield! It�s Rick Jurado!�
     No one came to the door. Cody shifted uneasily in his seat and glanced around. The pyramid stood to his right; he could see its vague, violet-washed outline through the murk.
     �Answer up, Sonny!� Rick called. He knocked with his fist�and suddenly the door fell in with a scream of splintered wood and hung by one hinge. Rick jumped back, and Cody�s hand leapt to the baseball bat.
     �I don�t think he�s home,� Cody said.
     Rick peered inside, could see nothing. �You got a light?�
     �Forget it, man! Crowfield�s gone!�
     �You got a light or not?� Rick asked, and waited. Cody snorted and dug his Zippo lighter out of his pocket. He flipped it to Rick, and the other boy caught it. Rick popped the flame up and started to cross the threshold.
     �Watch your step!� Cody warned. �I don�t want to be pullin� you up on a rope!�
     �Front room�s got a floor,� Rick said, and he went in.
     The house had a cemetery smell. The lighter�s flame told Rick why: skeletons hung on the cracked walls. The bones had belonged to vultures, armadillos, coyotes, and snakes, and they were all over the place. He followed the flame through the front room into a hallway where bat and owl skeletons dangled on wires. He�d heard about Crowfield�s �collection� from Pequin, but he�d never been here before and he was glad he hadn�t. He came to another room off the corridor and thrust the lighter into the doorway.
     �Shit,� he whispered. Most of the room�s floor had collapsed into darkness.
     He walked carefully to the edge of the broken floorboards and looked down. He couldn�t see a bottom, but the light glinted off something lying a few feet to his left, up against the wall�s baseboard. He reached for it, and found a copper-jacketed bullet in his hand. And there were more of them: nine or ten bullets, lying on the other side of the hole. If Crowfield had bullets, there must be a gun around here, Rick thought. There was a closet within reach, and he opened it.
     The lighter was beginning to scorch his hand, but the flame revealed another of Crowfield�s collections: inside the closet, amid half-assembled skeletons and plastic bags full of assorted bones, were two rifles, four boxes of ammunition, a rusty .45 pistol, a case of empty Coke bottles, and two red tin cans. Rick caught the reek of gasoline. Sonofabitch had an arsenal, he realized. There were other items too: a bayonet, a couple of hunting knives, some of those morningstar blades that karate fighters threw, and a camouflage tarpaulin. Rick moved the tarp aside, and underneath was a small wooden box. He bent down. In faded red letters on the box was written DANGER! HIGH EXPLOSIVES! PROPERTY OF PRESTON COPPER MINING COMPANY.
     He lifted the lid�and instantly pulled the lighter�s flame back.
     Nestled in waxed paper inside were five mustard-yellow sticks, each about nine inches long. The dynamite sticks had fuses of varying lengths, the longest maybe twelve inches and the shortest four inches. A couple of the sticks were scorched like hot dogs that had cooked too long on a grill, and Rick figured they were duds that had failed to ignite the first time around. How they�d ended up here he didn�t know, but it was obvious that Sonny Crowfield had been getting ready to wage war�maybe on the Renegades, or maybe to take over the Rattlesnakes. He looked again at the Coke bottles and the gasoline tins. Easy to make a firebomb that way, he thought. Easy to set fire to a house or two and let the �Gades take the blame, try to stir up a war so all this firepower could be useful.
     �Sonofabitch,� Rick said. He let the lid drop back and stood up. A little plastic bag fell open, and rat bones spilled out.
     Outside, Cody felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle�and just that quick he knew someone was behind him. He looked over his shoulder.
     Sonny Crowfield was standing at the curb, eyes like dead black stones, mouth a thin gray gash, and the face damp and pallid. �I know you.� The voice sounded like a warped, slowed-down recording of the real Crowfield. �You gave me some pain, man.� The figure took a step forward. Its grin widened, and now Cody could see the rows of needle teeth. �I want to show you somethin� real pretty. You�ll like it.� The metal-nailed hand reached out.
     Cody stomped down on the kickstarter. The engine rattled, backfired, but wouldn�t catch.
     The hand glided toward him. �Come on, man. Let me show you what I�ve made.�
     Another stomp, with all of Cody�s strength behind it. The engine coughed and fired, and as the fingers started to clench into his shoulder Cody twisted the throttle and shot the motorcycle up the cinder-block steps and through the doorway into Crowfield�s house.
     The headlamp splayed onto Rick, who was just coming out of the corridor. He threw himself against a wall and a coyote skeleton fell off its hooks and crumpled to the floor. He shouted, �What the hell are you doing?� as Cody stopped the cycle just short of a collision.
     �Get on!� Cody shouted right back. �Hurry!�
     �Get on! Why?� He thought Cody had tumbled into the Great Fried Empty�and then a figure with long black hair filled up the doorway.
     �Time�s up,� Stinger said, in its manufactured Sonny Crowfield voice.
     Rick lifted the .38 and fired twice, the gunshots deafening. Both bullets hit the creature�s chest, and it grunted and stumbled back a step, then righted itself and stormed across the threshold again.
     �Get on!� Cody demanded, and Rick planted himself on the passenger seat. Cody guided the cycle into the corridor and powered up. Skeletons of flying things swung on wires over their heads. The Honda emerged from the corridor into a boxy kitchen, and Cody skidded it to a stop over the dirty yellow linoleum. He twisted the handlebars, seeking a way out with the headlight. �Where�s the back door?� he yelled, but both of them saw that there was none, and the kitchen�s single window was boarded up.
     �Time�s up! They didn�t do what I told �em!� Stinger raged, in the darkness between the kitchen and the house�s only door. �Gonna smash some bugs!� There was the noise of combat boots clumping through the corridor. �I�ll show you what I�ve made! It�s gonna be here real soon!�
     Cody switched off the headlight, and now the darkness was complete.
     �Are you crazy? Keep the light on!� Rick protested, but Cody was already turning the motorcycle in a tight circle so that they were aimed into the corridor.
     �Hang on,� Cody told him. He revved the engine, and it responded with a throaty roar. �I want to be on him before the bastard knows what�s hit him. If you fall off, you�re dead meat. Got it?�
     �Got it.� Rick clamped one arm around Cody�s waist and kept his finger on the .38�s trigger.
     The clump of boots was about halfway along the corridor. There were little rattling sounds: the thing�s head and shoulders brushing skeletons.
     Three more steps, Cody thought. Got to hit that thing and keep on going. His palms were wet, and his heart was slamming like a Beastie Boys drumbeat. One more step.
     It came. The monster was almost in the kitchen. Cody revved the engine until it shrieked and released the brakes.
     The rear tire spun on the linoleum, and there was the smell of scorched plastic. But in the next instant the motorcycle reared up and shot forward on its back tire. Rick hung on, and Cody hit the headlight switch.
     Stinger was right there, framed in the corridor. The wet gray face convulsed as the light fell upon it, and both Rick and Cody saw the eyeballs smoke and retreat into their sockets. There was a roar of pain that shook the walls, and Stinger�s hands rose up to shield the eyes; its body was already starting to curl up, the spinal cord bulging with the pressure of the spiked tail beneath it.
     The front tire hit the thing�s face and the machine kept going over Stinger�s body as if trying to claw its way out. Stinger went down to the floor. The motorcycle shuddered, careened to the side, and ricocheted off the wall, and the headlight�s bulb blew out. Rick was lifted off his seat and almost lost hold of Cody, and something that no longer had a human shape was flailing wildly underneath the motorcycle.
     But then they had broken clear of it and Cody powered the Honda through the doorway and down the porch steps. They went across the yard in a spray of sand as Cody fought to turn the machine�and in front of them they saw the pavement of Third Street at the edge of Cade�s autoyard start to crack apart and buckle upward. A shape was struggling up from the street. Cody got the cycle under control and skidded to a stop about ten feet from the emerging creation.
     �Here it comes!� a hunchbacked thing with a weaving tail rasped as it slithered down the steps of Crowfield�s house. �Gonna smash alllll the little bugs!�
     �Go!� Rick shouted. Cody didn�t have to be told twice. He couldn�t tell what was digging itself out of the ground, but he didn�t care for a closer look. He laid on the throttle and the motorcycle arrowed east. Behind them, Third Street broke open and Stinger�s new creation began to crawl free.


48
Nasty�s Hero

Walking east on Celeste Street, Ray saw his shadow thrown before him by a single headlight, and he turned to wave down a ride. It was Tank�s one-eyed truck, and it slowed to a stop in front of him.
     Tank was at the wheel, his face daubed green by the instrument panel, and Ray could make out Nasty sitting on the passenger side. Tank leaned his helmeted head through the window. �You goin� up to the fort?�
     �No. Home.�
     �Your folks are at the fort. So�s most everybody else. Your sister too.�
     �Stevie? They found her?�
     �Not exactly Stevie,� Nasty told him. �Come on, we�re headed up there.� She opened the door for him, and he slid in beside her. Tank put the gearshift into first and started forward, turning left onto Travis Street. The tires bounced roughly over fissures in the pavement. Tank stared grimly ahead, trying to see through the smoke by the remaining light. He and Nasty had gone to his parents� house on Circle Back Street and found the place leaning on its foundations, a hole in the den floor big enough to drive a tractor through. Of his mother and father there was no sign, but some kind of slimy stuff was streaked on the walls and carpet.
     �They�re probably all right,� Nasty repeated for the third or fourth time. �They probably went to a neighbor�s house.�
     Tank grunted. They�d checked the other four houses on Circle Back Street; there�d been no answer at three of them, and at the fourth old man Shipley had come to the door with a shotgun. �Maybe they did,� he said, but he didn�t believe they�d gotten out of the house alive.
     Ray shifted his position. The warmth of Nasty�s thigh was burning into his leg. This would be one hell of a time to get a hard-on, and of course as soon as he thought about it the miraculous, unstoppable process began. Nasty looked at him, her face just a few inches away, and he thought, She can read my mind. Maybe it was because they were touching, and if he pulled away, she wouldn�t know what he was thinking, but there was no room to maneuver in the cramped, greasy-smelling truck cab.
     �You look different without your glasses,� she decided.
     He shrugged. Couldn�t help but notice how her breasts thrust against the thin cotton of her sweat-damp T-shirt. He could see the nipples, which didn�t help his condition any. �Not so different,� he said.
     �Yeah you do. Older.�
     �Maybe I just feel older.�
     �Hell, we all do,� Tank said. �I feel like I�m ninety fuckin� years ol�� He felt the truck shudder. The wheel trembled in his hands. He leaned forward, had seen something out in the haze, wasn�t sure what it had been but his heart was jammed in his throat.
     �What is it?� Nasty asked him, her voice rising with alarm.
     He shook his head and started to plant his foot on the brake pedal.
     And that was when he saw the concrete of Travis Street buckle upward about fifteen feet in front of the pickup truck and rise like a gray wave. Something huge was moving just under the surface, as if swimming through Texas earth, and its motion lifted Tank�s truck on the crest of the land wave, raised it amid chunks of broken and grinding pavement.
     Nasty screamed and gripped the dashboard, and Ray had his fingers on the door handle. As the truck angled sharply downward and slid off the concrete swell toward a sea of cracks, something rose up from a fissure and into the headlight�s beam: a snaky coil as wide as the truck, covered with mottled greenish-gray scales.
     Then the coil went down as the creature dove deeper, spewing up a spray of red dirt and sand like the spume of a whale. The pickup truck turned sideways, and the wheel spun out of Tank�s grip. The concrete was still in motion under the tires, splitting and separating, and as Tank threw his door open and started to jump the truck hit a jagged edge of pavement, heeled to the left, and crashed down on top of him. He made no sound of pain, but Ray heard the crack of his helmet breaking. The truck�s weight continued to slide forward as the pavement settled, smearing Tank�s body beneath it. And then the hood slid into a fissure that slammed down on it like a shark�s jaws. Metal groaned and crumpled, sparks shot off the edges, and flames began to lick around the hood.
     It had only taken five or six seconds. Ray blinked, smelled burning oil and paint, and heard Nasty�s wounded moaning. She was lying underneath him, half on and half off the seat. The earth was still trembling in the wake of the monster�s passage, and metal shrieked as the truck sank deeper into the chasm. Something popped in the engine�a surprisingly gentle sound�and red tendrils of flame gnawed toward the shattered windshield. He felt the fearsome heat on his face, and he knew then that if they sat there much longer they were going to be fried. The truck sank down another three or four inches. He pulled himself up toward the passenger door and forced it open with the strength of the doomed, then he hung to the doorframe and reached down to Nasty. �Take my hand! Come on!�
     She looked up at him, and he could see the blood crawling out of her nostrils. He figured she must have banged her head against the dashboard when the truck had turned over. She was embracing the steering wheel with both arms. The truck lurched and slid down another couple of inches, and now the heat was getting savage. Ray shouted, �Grab my hand!�
     Nasty unhooked the fingers of her right hand from the wheel, wiped her nose, and stared at the blood. She made a half giggle, half moan, and Ray strained down and grasped her wrist. He tugged mightily at her. �We�ve got to get out!�
     It took her a few precious seconds to register that fire was coming through the windshield and that Ray was trying to help her. She released her hold on the wheel and pushed herself up, pain thrumming through her skull from the knock she�d taken to her forehead. Ray pulled her out of the pickup�s battered cab, and they fell together to the broken concrete. Her body went limp, but Ray got to his feet and started hauling her up. �Come on!� he said. �We can�t stay here!�
     �Tank,� she said, her voice slow and slurred. �Where�s Tank? He was right here just a minute ago.�
     �Tank�s gone. Come on! Up!� He got her to her feet, and though she was several inches taller, she leaned against his shoulder. He looked around, his eyes stinging from the smoke, and saw that Travis Street�at least the small section he could see of it�had become a ridged and gullied battlefield. Whatever that thing was, it had folded the concrete back and split it to pieces like a bone-dry riverbed.
     Flames bellowed around the truck. Ray didn�t like the idea of staying so close to it; the thing might blow up or whatever had passed under the street might be drawn to the light. In any case, he craved some shelter. He pulled Nasty with him across the street, mindful of the cracks around them, the largest about three or four feet wide. �Where�d Tank go?� she asked. �He was drivin�, wasn�t he?�
     �Yeah. He went on ahead,� was all he could think to say. The outline of a house came out of the murk, and Ray guided Nasty toward it. How far they were from the fort he didn�t know, but he wasn�t sure they�d passed the intersection of Sombra and Travis, and that was a good hundred yards from the apartment building�s parking lot. Just short of the house�s porch steps, Ray felt the earth tremble: the creature passing somewhere close by. From the next street over came the splintering crash of a house being lifted off its foundations.
     They went up the steps. The front door was locked, but the nearest window was glassless and Ray reached into it, snapped the jamb�s lock off, and pushed the window up. He slid in first, then helped Nasty through. She stumbled, her strength used up, pitched forward, and they both fell to the hardwood floor.
     Her mouth was right up against his ear, and she was breathing hard. Any other time this would have been a fantasy come true, he thought�but his mind couldn�t focus on sex at the moment, though her body was molded into his and her breasts pressed against his chest. God had a mighty wicked sense of humor, he decided.
     The house creaked at the joints. Under them the floor rolled like a slow wave, and cracks shot up the walls. Along Travis Street the houses moaned as the creature tunneled beneath them, and Ray heard the scream of timbers caving in as a structure collapsed two or three houses away.
     Nasty, tough as nails and swigger of tobacco spit, was shivering. Ray put his arms around her. �You�re going to be all right,� he said. His voice didn�t quaver too much, which surprised him. �I�ll protect you.�
     She lifted her head, looked at him face-to-face, and her eyes were scared and dazed but there was a grim hint of a smile on her mouth. �My hero,� she said, and then she let her head rest on his shoulder and they lay there in the dark as Inferno ripped apart at the seams.

     Across the bridge, Cody skidded the cycle to a stop in front of the Catholic church, and Rick jumped off. He looked back along First Street, couldn�t see anything through the haze. But that thing would be out of the ground by now, and probably heading this way. Zarra, Pequin, and Diego Montana had been waiting at the door for Rick�s return, and now they came down the steps. Cody got off the Honda, looked at the church, and knew those people jammed in there wouldn�t have a rat�s ass of a chance. If electric light hurt Stinger�and the way the monster in Crowfield�s house had reacted showed that Daufin was right�then there was only one safe place he could think of.
     �We�ve gotta move these people out before that thing gets here!� Cody said to Rick. �We�re not gonna have much time!�
     �Move them! Where?�
     �Across the bridge. To the fort.� All of them gaped at him as if he�d gone totally off his bird. �Forget that gang shit!� he said, and felt as if the words split an old skin that had been shriveling tighter and tighter around him. He saw there were a lot of cars and pickups parked around the church, on both sides of the street, and most of them were broken-down heaps, but they could each carry five or six people. The pickup trucks could carry more. �We get �em loaded and out as fast as we can!� he said. �The fort�s the only place Stinger won�t try to dig into, because of the lights!�
     Rick wasn�t sure he believed that, but the apartment building was a lot sturdier than the church. He made his decision fast. �Diego, where�s your car?� The boy pointed to a rusted brown Impala across the way. �I want you to drive it up the street about fifty yards.� He motioned west. �Pequin, you go with him. Keep your lights on, and if you see anything or anybody coming, you haul ass back.�
     Diego sprinted to the car, and Pequin started to protest, but he obeyed the order like a good soldier.
     �Zarra, you get the Rattlers together. Tell them where we�re going, and that we�ll need all the cars we can find. I want every Rattler car loaded. Go!�
     Zarra ran up the steps into the church. Rick turned to Cody. �I want you to�� He hesitated, realizing he was talking to the enemy just like he would a Rattler. �I�ll find Father LaPrado and start getting everybody out,� he amended. �I could use another scout.�
     Cody nodded. �I reckon so. I could use that gun on your hip too.�
     Rick gave it to him, handle first, and Cody slid it into his waistband. �Four bullets left,� Rick said. �Don�t pull a John Wayne if you see it coming. Just get back here in one piece.�
     �Man, you like givin� orders, don�t you?� Cody stomped down on the kickstarter and the hot engine fired. He offered a sly smile. �You just take care of your little sister. I�ll be back.� He turned the Honda around in a tight circle and sped west on First Street, and Rick ran up the steps into the sanctuary.
     Diego Montana�s car was just creeping along, and Cody flashed by it about forty yards away from the church; he veered into the center of the headlights� beam but had to cut his speed to a glide as the Impala stopped and he outran the lights. The violet-tinged gloom closed around him, and he pulled to the curb to wait for his night vision to sharpen.
     At the church, Rick had convinced Father LaPrado that they had just a short time to evacuate almost three hundred people. The problem was how to do it without creating a panic, but there was no time to deliberate; Father LaPrado stood up before the congregation and explained in a voice as tough as brine-dipped leather that they had to leave quickly and everything they�d brought�pillows, clothes, food, possessions�would have to remain behind. They would clear the aisles first, then leave row by row starting from the rear. Everyone who had a car or truck should go to it and wait for it to be filled before driving off. They were heading across the bridge, he told them, to take shelter in the apartment building at the end of Travis Street.
     The evacuation started, and cars carrying Bordertown residents began crossing the Snake River Bridge.
     A hundred yards west, Cody wheeled the motorcycle into a dirt alley and drove through it onto Second Street. He cut the engine and coasted, listening. Could hear the noise of cars hightailing toward Inferno. Dark houses stood in the smoke, not a candle showing anywhere. Over toward Third Street a couple of dogs were howling. He guided the Honda over the curb and in between two houses, and there he stopped to listen again. His heartbeat drummed in his ears.
     He walked the motorcycle ahead, came out from between the houses�and froze when he saw a formless thing standing about ten feet in front of him. It didn�t move, either. Cody was afraid to draw a breath. Slowly he pulled the .38 out and his thumb found the safety catch. Clicked it off. He lifted the gun, steadied his hand. The thing still didn�t budge. He took a step closer, his finger lodged on the trigger, and that was when he realized he was aiming at a discarded washing machine standing in somebody�s backyard.
     He almost laughed. Some John Wayne! He was glad none of the �Gades were around to see this, or his reputation would be lower than ant pee.
     He was about to put the .38 away when he heard a slow, scraping noise.
     He tensed, stood rigid and stock-still. The sound repeated�metal across concrete, he thought it was�but where it was coming from he wasn�t sure. Was it ahead, on Third Street, or behind him on Second? He bellied down in the dust and crawled back into the space between the houses, and he lay there trying to pinpoint the sound�s direction. The haze was playing tricks with him. The scraping noise was first ahead, then behind him. Was it moving toward him, or away: he couldn�t be sure, and not knowing made his guts twist. Whatever it was, it sounded like something that was just learning how to walk and dragging its feet�or claws. The good part was that it was moving slowly and clumsily; the bad part was that it sounded heavy.
     He caught movement through the murk: a shape on Second Street, lumbering past Cody�s hiding place. No damned washing machine this time. The sonofabitch was big and alive and it passed with a noise like razor blades scraping a chalkboard. The haze swirled around it and spun in its wake, and then whatever it was had gone on, striding inexorably toward the church.
     Cody gave it about ten more seconds, and then he scrambled up, got on the motorcycle, and started the engine; it roared like hellfire in the narrow space, and Cody gunned it toward Third Street, saw clothes flagging from a line, and ducked just in time to keep his head. He turned left on Third with a shriek of tires and rocketed east all the way to Republica Road. Then straight to the intersection of First Street again, where cars were turning toward the bridge. He took another left, deftly dodged a pickup truck full of people, and wound his way through the refugees to the steps of the church.
     Inside, Mendoza was helping Paloma Jurado along the aisle. Over a hundred people had already gone, and the cars had been leaving as fast as they could get packed. But only two cars and Mendoza�s pickup truck were left, and it was clear a lot of people were going to have to make it on foot.
     �Take my grandmother with you,� Rick told him. He looked around, saw twenty more elderly people who couldn�t make it over without a ride. His Camaro was still parked in front of his house on Second Street, and there wasn�t time to go after it. �You go with them,� he said to Miranda, and motioned toward Mendoza.
     She�d already grasped the situation. �There�s not enough room left for me.�
     �You can make room! Go!�
     �What about you?�
     �I�ll find a way. Go on, take care of Paloma!�
     She was about to follow Mendoza and her grandmother to the door when Cody Lockett came along the aisle. He glanced quickly at her, his face gray with dust except for the area around his eyes where the goggles had rested, then directed his attention to Rick. She saw that his swagger and cockiness had dissolved. �It�s headed this way,� he said. �I saw it on Second Street. I couldn�t tell much about it, but the thing�s huge.�
     Rick saw Mendoza guiding Paloma out the door, with a few other old people in tow. It wouldn�t take but a couple of minutes for Mendoza�s truck to fill up. �I said go!� he snapped at Miranda.
     �I�m staying with you,� she said.
     �The hell you are! Come on!� He grasped her arm, and she just as stubbornly pulled away.
     �There you go, spoutin� out orders again,� Cody said.
     �You shut up!� Rick looked around, trying to find a Rattler to help him, but the rest of them had already gone; Father LaPrado was herding the remaining thirty or so people out. A car horn began blaring in the distance, getting louder, and Rick knew what that meant: Diego and Pequin had seen something and were racing back. He pushed his way through the door and out to the steps, with Cody and Miranda following.
     The Impala had pulled up to the curb, and already people were jamming into it. Others had decided to run, and they were heading north toward the riverbank. Pequin got out of the car just as Rick reached the street. �We saw somethin�, man!� Pequin pointed west, and his hand trembled. �Out there, maybe thirty or forty yards!�
     �What�d it look like?� Cody asked him.
     Pequin shook his head. �I don�t know, man. We just saw somethin� movin� out there, and we hauled ass back! It�s comin� this way!�
     �Rick, I�m ready to go!� Mendoza was behind the wheel of his pickup, with Paloma and his wife in the cab beside him. Eight others were loaded into the truck bed. �Bring your sister!�
     �When you go, I go,� she told Rick before he could speak. He glanced into the haze to the west, then back to Mendoza. Time was ticking past, and the creature was getting closer. �Take off!� he said. �I�ll bring Miranda over myself!� Mendoza nodded, waved a hand, and drove toward the bridge. Diego�s car was jammed so full it was dragging the pavement, and the last car was loaded down too. More than eighty people were going north on foot. Diego put the Impala into reverse and it shot backward, throwing sparks off its hanging tailpipe. �Wait for me, you bastard!� Pequin shouted, running after him.
     �Hey, Jurado,� Cody said quietly, �I think we�ve got company.�
     The haze swirled before the thing�s approach. They could hear the scrape of metal on concrete. The last car, carrying seven or eight people and a couple hanging to the doors, backfired and sped away.
     The shape came out of the smoke and lurched into the candlelight that streamed from the church�s windows.


49
Stinger�s New Toy

Rick laughed. He couldn�t help it. All that hurrying to get people evacuated, and what had emerged from the murk was a horse. A palomino, broad-shouldered and muscular, but just a damned horse. It took another clumsy step forward and stopped, tottering as if it had been sipping from a trough laced with whiskey.
     �It�s a drunk horse!� Rick said. �We were scared shitless of a drunk horse!� The thing must�ve gotten away from somebody�s farm or ranch, he figured. Surely this wasn�t what had come out of that hole in the street. At least now he and Miranda had a ride across the bridge. The horse was just standing there, staring at them, and Rick thought it might be in shock or something. He started toward it, his hand offered. �Easy, boy, Take it ea��
     �Don�t!� Cody gripped his arm. Rick stopped, less than ten feet from the horse.
     The animal�s nostrils flared. Its head strained backward, showing the cords of muscle in its throat, and from the mouth came a noise that mingled a horse�s shrill whinny and the hiss of a steam engine.
     Rick saw what Cody had seen: the horse had silver talons�the claws of a lizard�instead of hooves.
     His legs were locked. The creature�s deep-socketed eyes ticked from Cody to Rick and back again�and then its mouth stretched open, the rows of needles sparkling in the low light, and its spine began to lengthen with the cracking sounds of bones breaking and re-forming.
     Cody stepped back and bumped into Miranda. She clutched at his shoulder, and behind her the last dozen people to emerge from the church saw the thing in the street and scattered. But the final person to come out stood in the doorway, his backbone straight as an iron bar; he drew a deep breath and started purposefully down the steps.
     The creature�s body continued to lengthen, muscles thickening into brutal knots under the rippling flesh. Dark pigment threaded through the golden skin, and the bones of its skull popped like gunshots and began to change shape.
     Rick retreated to the curb. His heart was beating wildly, but he couldn�t run. Not yet. What was being born in front of him held him like a hallucination, a fascinating fever dream. The head was flattening, the lower jaw unhinging and sliding forward as gray drool dripped from the corners of the mouth. The spine bowed upward, the entire body hunched, and with a sound of splitting flesh, a thick, segmented black tail uncoiled from the base of the vertebrae. A wicked cluster of metallic spikes, each one almost six inches long, pushed out of the black wrecking ball at the end of the tail.
     The monster had doubled its length, the legs splaying out like those of a crab. And now spinier legs, each with three silver talons, were bursting through the skin of its sides. The body settled, its belly grazing the pavement. The flesh was splitting open, revealing a hide of interlocked black scales like the surface of the pyramid, and the thing thrashed as if trying to escape a cocoon. Flakes of golden skin flew like dead leaves.
     Cody had the .38 in his hand. His motorcycle was just beside him, and he knew he should get on and go like a bat out of hell, but the spectacle of transformation held him fast. The creature�s elongated, knotty skull was now somewhere between that of a horse�s and an insect�s, the neck squat and powerful, muscles bunching and writhing as the body threw off pieces of dead flesh. It hit him that this was unlike anything he�d ever seen in any sci-fi or Mexican horror flick for one simple and terrible reason: this thing seethed with life. As the old skin ripped away, the creature�s movements were no longer clumsy but quick and precise, like those of a scorpion scuttling from the wet dark under a rock. The flesh of its head burst open like a strange fruit and dangled in tatters. Beneath it was a nightmare visage of bone ridges and black scales. The convex eyes of a horse had been sucked inward, and now amber eyes with vertical black pupils gleamed in the armored overhang of the brow. Two more alien eyes emerged from the holes where the horse�s nostrils had been, and diamond-shaped vents along the sides of its body gasped and exhaled with a bellows� whoosh.
     The monster shrugged off the last scraps of horseflesh. Its narrow body was now almost fifteen feet long, each of its eight legs six feet in length and the ball of spikes quivering another twenty feet in the air. The two sets of eyes moved independently of each other, and as the thing�s head turned to follow the flight of a Bordertown resident across First Street toward the river, Rick saw a third set of eye sockets just above the base of the skull.
     �Get back,� Cody said to Miranda. Said it calmly, as if he saw creatures like this every day of his life. He felt icy inside, and he knew that either he was about to die or he was not. A simple dare of fate. He lifted the .38 and started to squeeze off the four bullets.
     But someone walked into the pistol�s path. Someone wearing black, and holding up with both hands a staff with a gilt crucifix atop it. Father LaPrado walked past Rick. Rick was too stunned to stop the priest but he�d gotten a look at LaPrado�s ashen face and he knew the Great Fried Empty had just swallowed him.
     Father LaPrado began shouting in Spanish: �Almighty God casts you out! Almighty God and the Holy Spirit sends you back to the pit of hell!� He kept going, and Rick took two steps after him, but the quadruple eyes on the creature�s skull locked on LaPrado and it rustled forward like a black, breathing locomotive. LaPrado lifted the staff in demented defiance. �I command you in the name of God to return to the pit!� he shouted. Rick reached for him, about to snag his coat. �I command you! I command��
     There was a banshee shriek. Something whipped past only inches in front of Rick, and the wind of its passage whistled around his ears. His hand had blood all over it, and suddenly Father LaPrado was gone. Just gone.
     Blood on my shirt, Rick realized. The unreality of a dream cloaked him. He smelled musty copper.
     Drops of crimson began to shower down on him. And other things and parts of things. A shoe hit the pavement to his left. An arm plopped down on the right, six or seven feet away. The remains of Father LaPrado�s body, hurled high and torn to shreds by the ball of spikes, fell to the earth around him. The last thing down was the staff, snapped in two.
     The monster�s tail, dripping with blood and bits of flesh, lifted up into the air again. Cody saw the thing quiver, about to strike. Rick just stood there, paralyzed. There was no time to weigh the past against the present: Cody started running toward him, got off two shots, and saw a pair of the amber eyes fix on him. The tail hesitated for a vital three seconds, the creature choosing between double targets, then whipped in a vicious sideswipe, the air shrieking around the bony spikes.
     Cody hit Rick with a bodyblock and knocked him sprawling over the curb, heard the ball of spikes coming, and flattened himself against the bloody pavement.
     It passed less than a foot over him, came back again in a savage blur, but Cody was already twisting away like a worm on a hot plate and the tail struck sparks off the street. The tail was retracted for another slash, and Cody saw Rick sit up, the boy�s face splattered with LaPrado�s blood. �Run!� Cody shouted. �I�ll get Miranda across!� Still Rick didn�t respond, but Cody couldn�t help him anymore. Miranda was crouched down on the church steps, calling for her brother. Cody got up, took aim at one of the thing�s eyes, and fired the last two bullets. The second shot gouted gray fluid from the top of the skull, and the creature made a sharp hissing noise and scuttled backward.
     Cody sprinted back across the street, zigzagging to throw off the thing�s aim. He dropped the pistol, leapt onto the motorcycle�s seat. The key was already in the ignition, and Cody yelled �Get on!� to Miranda as he stomped on the starter. The engine racketed, popped, would not catch. The creature started striding forward again, getting within striking range. Cody came down on the starter a second time; the engine backfired, caught and faded, fired up again with a throaty growl. The back of his neck prickled. He sensed the tail curling up into the air. Cody looked over his shoulder, saw the monster�s black head with its underslung jaws full of needles thrusting toward him. And then a figure ran from the right, shouting and waving its arms, and one set of eyes darted at Rick. A foreleg lifted, the silver claws slashing so fast Rick hardly saw it coming. He flung himself backward, the talons streaking past his face.
     But Miranda was on the motorcycle, clinging tight to Cody�s waist. She screamed �Run!� to Rick, and Cody throttled up. The machine shot away from the curb and sped toward Republica Road.
     Rick scrambled on his hands and knees up over the curb. He heard the slithering of the thing coming after him, the scrape of the talons on the concrete. He got to his feet and ran north, across a yard and in between two houses. And in that narrow space he stepped on a loose stone and his left foot slid, the ankle twisting with a pain that jabbed all the way to his hipbone. He cried out and fell on his face in the sand and weeds, clutching at his ankle.
     The houses on either side of him shuddered and moaned. Boards cracked, plaster dust puffing from the walls. Rick looked back, and saw the dark shape trying to squeeze its body into the space after him, its strength breaking the houses off their foundations.
     Eighty yards away, Cody and Miranda were almost across the bridge when something�a human figure�rose up from the smoke directly in front of them. Cody instinctively hit the brakes, started to swerve the machine aside, but there wasn�t enough time. The motorcycle smacked into whoever it was, skidded out of control, and flung both of them off. It crashed into the side of the bridge, the frame bending with a low moan like guitar strings breaking and the front tire flying up into the air. Cody landed on his right side and slid in a fury of friction burns.
     He lay curled up and gasping for breath. Fate bit my ass this time, he thought. No, no; must�ve been the Mumbler, he decided. Old fuckin� Mumbler just crawled up on the bridge and gave us a whack.
     Miranda. What had happened to Miranda?
     He tried to sit up. Not enough strength yet. There was an awful pain in his left arm, and he thought it might be broken. But he could move the fingers, so that was a good sign. His ribs felt like splintered razors; one or two of them were snapped, for damn sure. He wanted to sleep, just close his eyes and let it all go, but Miranda was somewhere nearby�and so was whatever they�d crashed into. Some protector I turned out to be, he thought. Not worth a damn. Maybe the old man was right after all.
     He smelled gasoline. Motor�s tank ruptured. And about two seconds later there was a whump! of fire and orange light flickered. Pieces of the Honda clattered down around him and into the Snake River�s gulley. He got up on his knees, his lungs hitching. Miranda lay on her back about six feet away, her arms and legs splayed like those of a broken doll. He crawled to her. Saw blood on her mouth from a split lower lip and a blue bruise on the side of her face. But she was breathing, and when he spoke her name her eyelids fluttered. He tried to cradle her head, but his fingers found a lump on her skull and he thought he�d better not move her.
     Cody heard footsteps�two boots: one clacking, one sliding.
     He saw someone lurching toward them from the Bordertown side. Rivulets of gasoline had run from the smashed motorcycle, and the figure kept coming through the fire. It was hunchbacked, with a spiked tail, and as it got nearer Cody could see a grin of needles.
     Half of Sonny Crowfield�s head had caved in. Something that shone like gray pus had leaked through the empty left eye socket, and the imprint of a motorcycle tire lay across the cheek like a crimson tattoo. The body jittered, one leg dragging.
     It came on across the streams of flame, the cuffs of its jeans smoking and catching fire. The grin never faltered.
     Cody crouched over Miranda. He looked for the nail-studded baseball bat but it was gone. The clacking boot and dragging boot closed in, the hunchbacked body and tail of spikes silhouetted by fire. Cody started to rise; he was dead meat now, and he knew it, but maybe he could get his fingers in that remaining eye and jerk it off its strings. Pain shot through his ribs, stole his breath, and hobbled him. He fell back to his side, wheezing for air.
     Stinger reached Miranda. Stood over her, staring down. Then a metal-nailed hand slid over her face.
     Cody was all used up. There was nothing more. Tears were in his eyes, and he knew Miranda�s head was about to be crushed and there was only one chance to save her life. The words were out of him before he could think twice: �I know who you�re lookin� for.�
     The dripping head lifted. The hand remained clasped to Miranda�s face. She moaned, still mercifully unconscious, and Stinger gripped her hair with the other hand. �The guardian.� The voice was a gurgle of fluids. �Where is she?�
     �I� can�t�� Cody felt close to a faint. He didn�t want to tell, and tears burned his eyes but he saw the fingers tighten on Miranda�s face.
     �You�ll tell me,� Stinger said, �or I�ll tear this bug�s head off.�

     Lying between the two houses on First Street, Rick hugged the ground and started crawling. The monster couldn�t get its body into the space, and neither would the arm reach Rick. He heard a crash that seemed to shake the earth. Timbers flew around him, and he realized the thing was beating the two houses to pieces with its tail. He struggled up, hobbling on his good leg, as roof shingles and shards of wood exploded like bomb blasts. Ahead was a chest-high chainlink fence and on the other side the river�s gulley. He saw fire on the bridge but he had no time to concern himself with what was burning; he clambered over the fence, slid down a slope of red dirt, and lay in the muddy trickle of water. From Bordertown he could hear the crash and shatter of the houses coming apart. In another couple of minutes the creature was going to break through and come across the river. He roused himself, shunting aside the pain in his swollen ankle, and started climbing up the opposite slope toward the rear of the buildings on Cobre Road.

     On the bridge barely fifty yards from Rick, Cody Lockett knew his luck�and possibly Daufin�s too�had finally run out. Stinger would destroy the town and everyone in it, starting with Miranda. But the fort was protected from Stinger not only by its foundation of bedrock and its armored windows, but by its electric light. Even if he knew where Daufin was, there was still no way he could get to her. Cody sat up, his brain doing a slow roll, and smiled grimly. �She�s up there,� he said, and pointed to the faint smudge of light. He saw an expression of dismay flicker across the ruined face. �Pretty, huh? Better wear your sunglasses, fuckhead.�
     Stinger released Miranda. Both hands gripped Cody�s throat, and the tail thrashed above the boy�s head. �I won�t need sunglasses,� the gurgling voice replied. The face pressed toward Cody�s. �I�m gonna earn my bounty by scoopin� up some live bugs to take on a little trip. I�m real close to findin� her pod too. If she doesn�t want to go, that�s fine: she can rot in this shithole. Comprende?�
     Cody didn�t answer. The thing�s breath smelled like burned plastic. And then it let go of his throat, put an arm around his waist, and lifted him off the concrete as easily as if he were a child. The pain in his rib cage savaged him, brought cold sweat to his pores. Stinger lifted Miranda with the other arm. Cody tried to thrash loose, but the pain and effort were too much. He passed out, his hands and legs dangling.
     Stinger tucked the bodies to his sides and continued walking across the bridge toward Inferno, dragging the malfunctioning leg. He entered a sky-blue house near the intersection of Republica and Cobre roads. The living room had no floor, and Stinger dropped into darkness with his cargo of bugs.


50
High Ground

Ed Vance and Celeste Preston were sharing a third bottle of Lone Star at the Brandin� Iron and waiting for the end of the world when they heard the shriek of tires turning onto Travis Street. Several times in the past fifteen minutes the Brandin� Iron�s floor had shuddered, and a stack of plates had crashed down in the kitchen with a noise that had almost shot Sue Mullinax out of her sneakers. The old-timers who�d been sitting at the back had fled, but Vance didn�t budge off his seat because he knew there was nowhere to run to.
     Now, though, it sounded like a lot of cars were heading north up Travis. Sounded like some of them were banging into each other, they were in such a hurry. Vance got off the counter stool and went out to the street. He could see the headlights and taillights of vehicles roaring along Celeste Street, turning onto Travis, some running up over yards and adding more dust to the thick air. Looked like a mass exodus, but where the hell were they going? He could barely make out the glow of the �Gade fort, and he figured that was drawing all the cars. They were racing like the devil himself was snapping at their fenders.
     He realized Celeste had followed him out. �I�d better get up there and find out what�s goin� on,� he told her. �Seems that�d be a safe place for you too.�
     �I�m gettin� my ass out of here.� She still had hold of the Lone Star bottle, about three swigs left in it, and she dug into her jumpsuit pocket for her Cadillac keys. �Best thing about that big ole house is, it�s got one hell of a strong basement.� She started around to the driver�s side, but paused before she slid under the wheel. �Hey, Vance!� she called. �Basement�s got a lot of room. Even enough for a fat sumbitch like you.�
     It was a tempting offer. Maybe it was the beer sloshing in his belly, or maybe the fact that the light wasn�t worth a damn, but Vance thought at that instant that Celeste Preston was� well� almost pretty.
     He wanted to go. Wanted to real bad. But this time the monsters of Cortez Park would not win. He said, �I reckon I�ll stick here.�
     �Suit yourself, but I think you�ve seen High Noon too many times.�
     �Maybe so.� He opened the patrol-car door. �You take care.�
     �Believe it, pardner.� Celeste got into the Cadillac and plugged the key into the ignition.
     Vance heard a sound like clay plates cracking. Celeste Street seemed to roll like a slow wave, fissures snaking across the concrete. Sections of the street collapsed, and human figures began to crawl out of the holes. Vance made a choking sound.
     Something burst up out of the street next to Celeste�s Cadillac. She looked into the seamed face of a heavy-set Mexican woman, and the woman�s hand darted in through the open window and closed on Celeste�s wrist. Celeste stared dumbly at the brown hand, at the saw-blade-edged fingernails digging into her flesh. She had a split second choice of whether to scream or act.
     She picked up the beer bottle beside her on the seat and smashed it into the creature�s face. Gray fluid splattered from the slashed cheek. Then she let the scream go, and as she jerked loose, ribbons of flesh flayed off her arm. The thing reached for her again, but Celeste was already squirming out the passenger door. The claws ripped across the back of the driver�s seat.
     Celeste tumbled to the curb. The creature hopped nimbly up onto the hood, was about to leap at her�and then Vance shot it point-blank in the head with the Winchester rifle he�d pulled out of the patrol car.
     The bullet went through its skull and shattered the windshield; now Vance had the creature�s full attention. He put the next bullet between its eyes, the third one knocking its lower jaw out of joint and fountaining broken needles into the air. It made a shrieking noise and jumped off the hood, its spine bowing and the scorpion tail bursting loose. Its arms and legs elongated, mottled with black scales, and before Vance could fire again the thing scrabbled off and dropped into a hole in the street.
     Another hunched and misshapen replicant, its spiked tail weaving like a cobra�s head, rushed out of the smoke at Vance. He had time to see it wore the ooze-wet face of Gil Lockridge and then he started shooting. A bullet ricocheted off the pavement, but the next thunked into the body, staggering the creature, and Vance shot it in the forehead. The tail crashed against the front of Celeste�s Cadillac, caving in the radiator grille, but it backed off and retreated.
     An acidic, sickly-sweet smell was in the air. Vance saw other figures scuttling in the haze, and he ran the four strides to the patrol car, popped out the spent clip of bullets, and shoved a fresh one in. He had two more, each holding six cartridges, and those he jammed into his pocket. A third figure lurched toward him. Vance fired twice at it, didn�t know if he did any damage or not but the thing�a scorpion�s body with the dark-haired head of a man�hissed and darted away. �Come on!� Vance shouted, his gaze sliding from side to side and his heart slamming. �This is Texas, you sonsofbitches! We�ll kick your asses!�
     But no more of the things rushed him. There were others out there, maybe five or six of them, emerging from the holes like scorpions stirred up from a nest. They were racing toward Travis Street.
     Oh Jesus, Vance thought. Stinger�s found out where Daufin is.
     There was a crashing sound and the thud of falling bricks. Vance looked to his right, saw the smoke and dust swirling around a shape as long as a train�s engine moving along Celeste Street. He caught a glimpse of a massive spiked tail, and then it slashed from one side to another and the storefronts exploded as if hit by a demolition ball. The thing�s tail swept aside the chainlink fence that surrounded Mack Cade�s used-car lot, hit a car, and knocked it onto its side. Then the thing was clambering through the cars like a roach over food crumbs, and as the tail kept smashing cars Vance saw sparks fly. A pickup truck upended and slid into the street. The creature got amid the cars and madly flailed left and right, and there was a hollow boom of gasoline going up, followed by a leap of red flame that let Vance and Celeste see the black, eight-legged body and the narrow head that was a bizarre combination of horse and scorpion. The thing flung cars in all directions, more fires started up and fed on the ruptured gas tanks, and then it continued its progress through the heart of Inferno.
     Vance grasped Celeste�s bleeding arm and pulled her up. Sue Mullinax was standing in the cafe�s doorway, her freckled face milky white as she watched the monster coming. Vance saw that it would be on them in seconds, and its tail was battering everything on both sides of the street. �Get inside!� he yelled at her. She backed into the cafe, and Vance pulled Celeste with him through the door. Sue scrambled over the counter, huddling down beside the refrigerator. Vance heard stones crash into the street: a wall toppling. He dropped the rifle, hefted Celeste Preston and shoved her over the counter, and he was climbing over too when the entire front wall of the Brandin� Iron imploded in a storm of white stones and mortar. The patrol car slewed in, smashing chairs and tables out of its path. Three fist-sized pieces of rock slammed into Vance�s shoulder and side and knocked him over the counter like a bowling pin.
     The roof sagged, the air white with rock dust. Pools of fire burned around the broken oil lamps. The Brandin� Iron�s front wall was a gaping cavity. Outside, the creature veered to the right, its tail whipping through the front of the House of Beauty, and then it crawled north along the buckled wreckage of Travis Street. In its wake, five more of the smaller things came up out of holes and followed like scavengers after a shark.
     In the Hammonds� house, Scooter was barking fit to bust. Sarge lay on the den floor, his hands covering his head and his body trembling violently. About a minute before, something had hit the wall that faced Celeste Street and the entire house had jumped off its foundations in a shatter of glass and breaking stone. Sarge sat up, his nostrils stung by dust and his eyes wide and glassy with the memories of incoming artillery rounds. Scooter was right beside him, still barking furiously. �Hush,� Sarge said; his voice was a husky rasp. �Hush, Scooter,� he said, and his best friend obeyed.
     Sarge stood up. The floor had been knocked crooked. He�d gone into the kitchen ten minutes before to raid the refrigerator and had found a pack of wooden Fire Chief matches, and now he struck one of them and followed its light to the front door.
     There was no front door. Most of the wall was gone too. Antitank gun, Sarge thought. Blew a hole clean into the house. He could see the red leap of fires in the direction of Cade�s used-car lot. And something else out there, gliding through the smoke and flames. Tiger tank, he thought. No, no. Two or three Tigers. Maybe more. But he couldn�t hear the clank of treads, and the thing didn�t lumber like a machine. It had the fluid, terrifying power of life.
     Celeste Street had broken open. Sarge could see other shapes�human-sized, but hunchbacked things that moved with the quick purpose of ants swarming toward a meal.
     The match burned his fingers. He shook it out and let it drop, and he retreated from the collapsed wall. Struck another match, because the darkness had claws. Scooter circled his legs, whining nervously. The house was no longer safe; it was laid open like a wound, and at any moment those things in the street might scurry in. Sarge dared not leave the house, but he knew he and Scooter couldn�t stand out in the open like shell-shocked fools, either. He backed out of the den and into a hallway. There was a door on his left; he opened it, faced a closet full of boxes, a vacuum cleaner, other odds and ends. It was too narrow for both himself and Scooter. The match went out, and he struck a third one. Panic was eating into him. He remembered a captain�s face, the man saying, Always take the high ground. He looked up, lifted the match, and found what he was seeking.
     At the hallway�s ceiling there was a little recessed square and a cord hanging down about six inches. Sarge reached up, grasped the cord, and pulled it. The square opened, and a folding metal stairway came down. Just as in his own house, there was a small attic. The high ground, Sarge thought. �Go on, Scooter!� he said, and the dog scampered up the steps. Sarge followed. The space was a little larger than the attic in his house, but still there was just enough room to lie flat on his belly. He got himself turned around, pulled the steps back up, and the attic door clicked shut.
     The match died. He lay for a moment in the dark. The attic smelled of dust and smoke, but he could breathe all right. Scooter nudged up against him. �Ain�t nobody can find us here,� Sarge whispered. �Nobody.� He scraped another match along the Fire Chief box and held it up to see what was around them.
     He was lying on a mat of pink insulation, and the storage space was jammed with cardboard boxes. A broken lamp leaned against the eaves, and what appeared to be sleeping bags were rolled up within Sarge�s reach. The insulation was already itching his skin. He grasped one of the sleeping bags and pulled it toward him to lie on. He got it spread out, but there was something lumpy in it. Something round, like a baseball.
     He reached into it, and his hand found a cool sphere.
     The match went out.


51
Scuttle and Scrape

Daufin had seen the red burst of explosions from the center of Inferno, and she knew the time had come.
     Cars and pickup trucks had careened into the parking lot, people rushing to the safety of the apartment building, and Gunniston had gone to find out what was happening. Jessie, Tom, and Rhodes remained with Daufin, watching as the alien paced back and forth at the window like a desperate animal in a narrowing cage.
     �I want my daughter back,� Jessie said. �Where is she?�
     �Safe. In my pod.�
     Jessie stepped forward and dared to grasp Daufin�s shoulder. The alien stopped her pacing and looked up at the woman�s face. �I asked you where she is. You�re going to tell me.�
     Daufin glanced at the others. They were waiting for her to speak, and Daufin knew it was time for that too. �My pod is in your house. I put it through the upper hatch.�
     �Upper hatch?� Tom asked. �We don�t even have an upstairs!�
     �Incorrect. I put my pod through the upper hatch of your house.�
     �We looked through every inch of that place!� Rhodes told her. �The sphere�s not there!�
     But Jessie searched the child�s face, and she remembered the flecks of pink insulation in the auburn hair. �We looked everywhere we thought you could reach. But we didn�t check the attic, did we?�
     �The attic? That�s crazy!� Rhodes said. �She couldn�t even walk when we found her! How could she have gotten into the attic?�
     Jessie knew. �You�d already learned how to walk by the time we�d gotten there, hadn�t you?�
     �Yes. I did the teeah-veeah thing.� She saw they didn�t comprehend. �I playacted,� she explained, �because I didn�t want you to look through the upper hatch.�
     �You couldn�t have reached the trapdoor by yourself,� Jessie said. �What did you stand on?�
     �A bodily-support instrument.� She realized that hadn�t translated as she�d intended. �A chair. I made sure it was back in place, exactly where it had been.�
     Jessie recalled the little girl pulling the chair to the window and standing up on it to press her hands against the glass. It had never occurred to her that Daufin could have used a chair once before, to reach the trapdoor�s cord. She looked out at the fires and saw they were on Celeste Street, very close to their own house. �How do you know Stevie�s safe?�
     �My pod is� how do you say� in-de-struc-ti-ble. Nothing can break it open, not even Stinger�s technology.� Daufin had felt the chill sweep of the seeker beam two minutes before, and she calculated that it made a complete rotation once every four hundred and eighty Earth seconds. �What is the time, please?� she asked Tom.
     �Eighteen minutes after three.�
     She nodded. The seeker beam should return in approximately three hundred and sixty seconds. She began a mental countdown, using the rigid Earth mathematics. �Stinger�s searching for my pod with a beam of energy from his ship,� she said. �The beam�s been activated since Stinger landed. It�s powered by a machine that�s calculated the measurements and density of my pod, but the pod has a protective mechanism that deflects the beam.�
     �So Stinger won�t be able to find it?� Jessie asked.
     �Stinger hasn�t found it yet. The beam�s still activated.� She watched the dance of the fires, and she knew she had to tell them the rest of it. �The beam�s very strong. The longer I�m out of the pod, the weaker the defense mechanism becomes.� She met Jessie�s gaze. �I never thought I�d be out of it this long.�
     �You mean Stinger�s got a good chance of finding out it�s in our attic,� Tom said.
     �I can calculate the odds, if you like.�
     �No.� Jessie didn�t care to hear them because they�d be in Stinger�s favor, like everything else seemed to be.
     Rhodes walked to the window to get a breath of air. The last few cars were barreling into the parking lot. He wasn�t sure he wanted to know what those people were running from. He turned toward Daufin. �You said you could get away in Stinger�s ship. How is that possible?�
     �I�ve escaped from Rock Seven twice before. I was hunted and taken back by Stinger both times. I know the ship�s systems, and the machines that operate the controls. And I know how to use the star corridor to get home.�
     �If you got inside, you could find a way to shut off the force field?�
     �Yes. The force field comes from the auxiliary power supply. That power is rerouted to start the�� There were no Earth words to describe the pyramid�s flight system. �The main engines,� was the best she could do.
     �So the force field has to be shut down before the engines can start? How long does that take?�
     �A variable amount of time, depending on how much power�s been drained. I�d calculate roughly fifteen to twenty of your minutes.�
     He grunted, trying to clear his mind enough to think. �Sun�ll be coming up in about an hour and a half. There�re probably several hundred state troopers, air-force people, and reporters around the force field�s perimeter by now.� A faint smile touched his mouth. �I�ll bet old Buckner�s in charge. Bet that bastard�s going crazy trying to keep the news hounds from taking pictures. What the hell: this�ll be all over the newspapers and TV within twelve hours and there�s not a damned thing anybody can do about it.� The smile faded. �If the force field was down, we�d have a chance to get out of here with our skins still on.� He lifted his arm and looked at the bruise in the shape of a hand imprinted around it. �Most of us, I mean. I want you to think hard: is there any way to get into that ship?�
     �Yes,� she answered promptly. �Through Stinger�s tunnels.�
     �I mean another way.� The mention of those tunnels had sent a dagger of fear into Rhodes�s heart. �How about the portal the flying thing came out of? Are there other passages into the ship?�
     �No. Only the tunnels.�
     The breath hissed from between his teeth like air from a pierced tire, and his hope deflated with it. There was no way on God�s green earth he could go back into those tunnels.
     Gunniston returned from the corridor, and with him was Zarra Alhambra. �Tell them what you told me,� he urged.
     �Somethin� came up out of the street over in Bordertown,� Zarra said to the colonel. �All of us were in the church. Cody Lockett and Rick saw it, and we cleared everybody out of the church and herded �em over here. That�s all I know, man.�
     �Where�re Cody and Rick now?� Tom asked.
     �I don�t know. Everythin� was happenin� so fast. I guess they�re on the way here.�
     Daufin felt the seeker beam rotate past, its chill prickling her skin. Her calculation had been off by four seconds.
     The door opened again. It was Bobby Clay Clemmons, who�d been up on the roof keeping watch with Mike Frackner and a couple of other �Gades. He glanced quickly at the Rattlers; any other time he would have attacked them in a blind rage for intruding on �Gade territory, but all that was forgotten. �Hey, Colonel!� he said. �Somethin�s movin� around down there!� He strode to the window, and Rhodes went with him.
     Two of the cars down in the maze of vehicles still had their headlights on. At first Rhodes couldn�t see much through the smoke and dust�and then he caught sight of a shape moving quickly over on the right, and another one on the left. A third shape, running low to the ground, skittered under a car and stayed there. And now more of them were coming along Travis Street. He heard the scuttle and scrape of claws as the things climbed up over the cars. He shuddered; he was reminded of walking into the kitchen of the farmhouse he�d grown up in, switching on the lights, and seeing a dozen roaches scurry off a platter of birthday cake.
     Dark, scaly backs darted through the headlight beams. A spiked tail swung, and one of the lights smashed out. Another tail rose up, quivered with tension, and broke out first one headlight and then a second. The fourth and last headlight was smashed. Down in the murk, the things began to swarm toward the apartment building, their tails beating haphazardly at the sides of the cars, but they stopped at the edge of the parking lot.
     �Stinger�s afraid of the electric light.� Daufin was standing beside Rhodes, peering over the windowsill. �It hurts him.�
     �Maybe it hurts Stinger, but maybe it doesn�t hurt all those things.�
     �All are Stinger,� she said. Her eyes followed the twitching of the spiked tails. Their hammering was becoming a regular rhythm now, like a brutal taunt. �He won�t get in here while these lights are on.�
     Tom had already picked up his rifle from the table. Beside it was the tear-gas shotgun that Rhodes had brought in, and Gunniston still had his .45 automatic. Rhodes looked at Bobby Clay Clemmons. �Have you got any weapons here?�
     �Arsenal�s this way.� Bobby Clay led him into the next room and switched on the battery lamp mounted to the wall. Its light revealed racks where a variety of objects hung: sawed-off baseball bats, a couple of pellet rifles, and two pairs of brass knuckles. �This all you�ve got?�
     �That�s about it.� The boy shrugged. �We never� like� wanted to kill anybody, man. Few other things in here.� He walked to a green footlocker and opened it. Inside were tools�a hammer, two or three screwdrivers, assorted jars of nails, and other junk. There were only two items that Rhodes thought might be of use: a battery-powered bull�s-eye lantern and a flashlight. He pulled them out and turned them on to check the batteries. The lantern was strong enough, but the flashlight was almost dead. He took the lantern back to the other room, just in case�God forbid�something should happen to the wall lights.
     The crashing of spikes against metal was steady and insistent. The noise got to Tom; he crossed the room, slid the rifle�s barrel through the window, and fired at one of the dark shapes. The slug, if it hit, did not stop the rhythmic pounding.
     �Save your bullets!� Rhodes told him. �Stinger�s trying to psych us out.� He heard more gunshots, from other windows. Bullets scratched sparks off the concrete, but the noises went on. It sounded like the tramping of an army over broken glass.
     Tom was about to pull the rifle barrel back in when he saw something else out there. It was a large shape, coming steadily across the parking lot toward them, but he couldn�t make out anything else. �Rhodes!� he said. �Look at��
     There was the sound of metal crumpling. And in the next second what might have been a car door crashed against the side of the building. Glass shattered in a window three or four away from the one where Tom stood. A fusillade of gunfire erupted. Rhodes came to the window, could only see the vague outline of something huge out there�and then the mashed bulk of a red Mustang hit the wall about ten feet away and slid down with a shriek of metal. Whatever it was, the bastard was strong enough to hurl a car twenty or thirty feet. �Get down, everybody!� he said, ducking below the window. The others got down too, and before she could think about what she was doing, Jessie grasped her little girl�s body and pulled her close.
     �Gunny!� Rhodes said. �Go down the hall and keep everybody away from the windows!� The other man hurried out. Rhodes peered up over the sill. The shape was moving closer, but not yet in the wash of the building�s lights. Another piece of metal�a hood, he thought it might be�sailed out and bounced off one of the first-floor windows, but the crash and echo sounded like the place was coming to pieces. A tire followed within seconds, shattering the window two apartments to the left. Someone cried out in pain as flying glass hit them, and Daufin broke free from Jessie�s grip.
     She rushed to the window before anyone could stop her, and she grabbed the rifle out of Tom�s hands and struggled to balance it on the sill. Even as Rhodes was reaching for her, she lodged two fingers on the trigger and squeezed. The recoil threw her backward, skidding her across the floor, but instantly she was up again and trying to drag the rifle with her. Her eyes were wild, wet with rage and frustration. Tom clutched the rifle before Daufin could get it up on the sill, and as he pulled her away from the window the wall exploded inward over their heads.
     Rhodes saw the thing�s tail burst through in a shower of rubble and dust. Stones clattered down around Jessie, Zarra, and Bobby Clay, and Tom protected Daufin with his body. The tail darted out again, leaving a hole as big around as a washtub. Rhodes looked out the window, got a nerve-shredding glimpse of the creature�s head as it scuttled back from the light�s edge. As it retreated, it slashed out with its tail again and the spikes shrieked past the wall.
     Daufin squirmed away from Tom, her skin radiating little shocks like an electric eel, and leapt up onto the windowsill. Rhodes thought she was going to jump through, and he dared to grab her arms. A shock coursed through him, rattling his teeth, but he hung on. �No!� he shouted, trying to hold her back as she thrashed like an animal.
     Her attention was only on one thing: getting out of this box and leading Stinger away from the humans trapped here. But suddenly she saw the huge shape coming through the smoke; the white light washed onto its head, glinting off the needle teeth in its thick, elongated jaws. Two of the eyes ticked toward her, while two aimed at another window, and for a second she thought she could see her face reflected on the thin black pupils. Whether those eyes knew her or not, she didn�t know: they were as cold and impassive as the icy vaults of deep space. Stinger kept scurrying forward, the tail rising up behind it like a deadly question mark. The full glare of the electric light fell onto its head. There was a sizzling sound that made Rhodes think of bacon on a grill; he saw the creature�s eyes blistering and oozing where the light touched them. The tail whipped forward, and Rhodes yanked Daufin out of the window and to the floor. The spikes crashed into the wall of the apartment next door. There was a cacophony of screams, and the entire second level shook.
     Brick dust filled the room. Rhodes sat up, peered out, but the thing had retreated from the light. In the parking lot the tails of the other Stingers kept up their steady, martial drumbeat. Daufin was lying on her side, breathing heavily, knowing that Stinger was trying to smash out the lights. Then something hit her like a physical blow: the seeker beam had been due to pass twelve seconds ago. Her mental countdown was still progressing. Where was the seeker beam? If it had been turned off�
     She didn�t want to think about what that might mean.
     �Hang on,� Rhodes said tersely. �It�s coming back.� He reached for Tom�s rifle.

     In the close darkness of the Hammonds� attic, Scooter began growling. Sarge lit another match and held it to the ebony sphere in his hand. Couldn�t see anything in it, but when he shook it he thought he could hear the quiet slosh of liquid. Thing was as cool as if it had just come out of a refrigerator. He pressed it against his cheeks and forehead like a piece of ice. Scooter got up off the sleeping bag and gave a nervous yip, and Sarge said, �Don�t you fret, now. Ol� Sarge�ll take care of��
     The house trembled, and from downstairs came the scream of splitting wood.
     ��you,� he finished thickly.
     There was a crash of furniture either falling or being thrown over, then silence. Scooter whined and pressed against Sarge�s side, and Sarge put his arm around his best friend. The match went out, but he didn�t try to light another because the scrape on the box would be too loud.
     The silence stretched. Then came the sound of footsteps, entering the hallway. They stopped just below the attic�s hatch.
     The hatch was jerked open, and the steps unfolded.
     Sarge crawled away from it, his hand clenching the black sphere.
     �Come down,� a man�s voice said. �Bring the pod with you.�
     Sarge didn�t move. Scooter growled softly.
     �If you have a light, I want you to throw it down to me.� An impatient pause. �You don�t want to get me super pissed, do you?�
     The voice had a Texan accent, but there was something wrong with it. Around the words was a rattling, as if whoever was speaking had a nest of snakes in his throat. And now there was another noise too: a low moan that sounded like a dog in agony.
     Sarge tossed the box of matches down the hatch. A hand caught and crumpled it. �Now you and the pod.�
     He didn�t know what the man meant about a �pod,� but he whispered shakily to Scooter, �We�re gonna have to go down there. Ain�t no way around it.� He slid toward the hatch, and Scooter followed.
     A man-sized shape stood in the hallway. As Sarge reached the bottom of the steps, a hand grabbed the sphere away from him so fast it was only seconds later that Sarge felt pain and the welling of blood from his fingers. Fella�s got sharp nails, he thought. Scratched the fool out of me. He could see the man lift the sphere up before his face. There was something writhing at the man�s chest, where nothing ought to be but skin and shirt.
     The man whispered, �I�ve got you.� And the way he said that made the flesh crawl at the back of Sarge�s neck.
     The hand placed the sphere down in that writhing mass on his chest. Sarge heard the click of fangs as the sphere was accepted.
     And then the man�s arm�as damp and slimy as a centipede�s belly�hooked around Sarge and lifted him off the floor, squeezing the breath out of him. Sarge was too stunned to fight back, and before he knew what was happening the man was striding toward a gaping hole in the den�s floor. Sarge tried to call for Scooter, couldn�t summon up his voice, and then the man had walked into the hole and they were falling. Sarge wet his pants.
     The man�s legs hit bottom like shock absorbers, but the impact traveled through Sarge�s body and made his head feel like a sack of shattered glass. Sarge gave a muffled groan. The man began running through the winding dark, boots making a shuckshuckshuck noise in the ooze, and carried Sarge away.


52
The Trade

The creature�s tail slammed through the wall into the room where Curt Lockett and four other people hugged the floor. Bricks flew, and one of them hit the battery lamp that hung on the wall near the door and broke it to pieces. The light went out. Curt heard the boom of a shotgun from the next room. The tail thrashed over his head and exited in a boil of dust, and Curt crabbed out of the room into the corridor as fast as he could move.
     The hall was packed full. Dozens of Inferno and Bordertown people crouched close to each other in the sharp glare of the lights, so tight they looked like they were melded together. Dust was billowing through the corridor, babies were crying and so were a few full-grown men. Curt felt pretty near tears himself. He�d come here hunting Cody, but one of the Renegades had told him that Cody was gone. So Curt had stayed to wait for him, and then all hell had broken loose. He crawled away from the door, getting another wall in between himself and that big sonofabitch with the spiked tail. Somebody was babbling in Mexican right next to his ear, but the bodies shifted to give him shelter.
     The floor heaved. More bricks caved in, and screams swelled. An old woman was sobbing next to him, and suddenly her hands were on his arm, moving along the forearm until they locked with his fingers. He looked into her wrinkled face and saw that her eyes were clouded with cataracts. She kept rocking back and forth, and the man beside her put his arm around her shoulders.
     Curt and Xavier Mendoza stared at each other. �Where�s Cody?� Mendoza asked.
     �Still out there somewhere.�
     The old woman began speaking frantically in Spanish, and Mendoza tried to comfort her as best he could. Paloma Jurado was desperate to find out what had happened to Rick and Miranda, but as far as Mendoza knew they hadn�t gotten to the building yet.
     Curt saw the fat bulk of Stan Frazier squeezed up against the wall not far away. The man was sweating buckets, and he had a shiny hogleg Colt pistol clamped in his hands. When the building shook again, Curt pulled his hand free and crawled to his neighbor. �Hey, Frazier! You usin� that?�
     Frazier made a little gasping noise, his tongue lolling around in a shocked white face. Curt said, �Don�t mind if I do,� and worked the gun out of the sausagey fingers. Then he crawled back on his belly into the room he�d just vacated, where there were two holes in the walls the size of truck wheels. He crouched at the shattered window, pulled the Colt�s hammer back, and waited for that battering ram on legs to come out of the smoke again. He would�ve given his left nut for one sip of Kentucky Gent, but there was no time to let the craving take him because the smoke parted and there was the creature�s shape again, skittering forward. The tail whipped out, hit the wall somewhere to Curt�s right, and hurled a storm of bricks. Curt started firing, heard two of the bullets ricochet off body armor but two more made a satisfying splat as if they�d hit softer tissue. The tail swung in his direction, passed the window, and crashed into the wall of the room next to him. The floor shuddered as if a bomb had gone off. Curt fired the last two shots and saw gray fluid spray from a foreleg�then the thing had withdrawn into the murk again and there was a crunching noise as it backed over cars.
     �Here.�
     Curt looked around. Mendoza had left Paloma Jurado with his wife and uncle and crawled into the room. He offered his palm, and in it were four more bullets. �He had these in his pocket,� Mendoza said. �I thought you might need them.�
     �I reckon so.� Curt hastily dumped the empty cartridges and reloaded. His hands were shaking. �Bitch of a night, huh?�
     Mendoza grunted, allowed himself a grim smile. �Sí. You look like somebody stepped on you.�
     �Feel like it too.� A bead of sweat swung from the tip of Curt�s nose. �Got in a little scrape up on Highway Sixty-seven awhile back. You don�t have a cigarette on you, do you?�
     �No, sorry.�
     �Gotta be some smokes around here somewhere.� He clicked the cylinder back in true and lined up a bullet under the hammer. �You seen my boy tonight?�
     �He was over in Bordertown about twenty minutes ago. That was the last I saw of him.�
     �He�ll be all right. Cody�s tough. Like his old man.� Curt laughed harshly. Mendoza began to crawl back to his family, but Curt said, �Hold on. I want to say somethin� to you, and I reckon this is the time to do it. Cody seems to think you�re okay. He�s a damn fool about a lot of things, but judgin� people ain�t one of �em. You must�ve given him a pretty fair deal. Guess I appreciate that.�
     �He�s a good boy,� Mendoza said. He found it hard to look into Curt�s watery, sick-dog eyes. �He�s going to be a better man.�
     �Better than me, you mean.�
     This time Mendoza met Curt�s gaze. �Sí,� he answered. �That�s exactly what I mean.�
     �Ain�t no skin off my ass what you think of me. You�ve been decent to my boy, and I said thanks. That�s it.� He turned his back on Mendoza.
     The other man had a hard knot of anger in his stomach. He didn�t know what gave Curt the right to call Cody his �boy.� From what he�d seen, Curt only had use for Cody to clean up the house or bring money and cigarettes home to him. Well, a dog couldn�t change his smell. Mendoza said, �You�re welcome,� through gritted teeth and returned to his wife and uncle.
     One thing that old wetback forgot to say, Curt thought. Cody�ll be a better man if he�s still alive. No telling what was roaming around out there in the dust and smoke, and where Cody might be. Why that damn kid went over to Bordertown I�ll never figure out, he told himself. But one thing I know for sure: I�ll kick his butt till it sings Dix�
     No. No you won�t.
     Curt leaned his chin against his gunhand. Those long-tailed bastards out there were still playing a tune on metal, like they knew they were taunting everybody in the building. He started to squeeze off a bullet and then figured he�d better save them. It was a damned funny thing: his head was clear, and he felt all right. His raw flesh was still leaking and hurting like hell, but he could stand the pain. He wasn�t scared�at least, not petrified. Maybe it was because Treasure was with him. If the boy showed up�when he showed up�Curt was going to� well, he didn�t exactly know what he would do, but it wouldn�t be violent. Maybe he�d tell the boy how nice that tie rack looked on the wall, and how he hoped the boy would do more work like that. Say it and mean it. Maybe try to lay off the juice too; that wouldn�t be too hard, considering that for the rest of his life he would hear bones crack when he had a whiff of whiskey. But there was a long way to go, a lot of bad things in between him and Cody. They would have to be shoveled aside, one by one. And that, he figured, was how everything on God�s earth got done.
     Someone touched his shoulder, and he spun around and put the pistol�s barrel into a young man�s face. �What the hell you doin�, sneakin� up like that?�
     �Colonel Rhodes says he wants everybody away from the windows,� Gunniston told him, and eased the pistol aside.
     �Too late in here, fella. Window�s done busted.�
     �Better clear out and stay in the hallway, though.� Gunniston started to crawl out and head for the next room down.
     �Hey!� The name had just clicked through to Curt. �Who�d you say? Colonel Rhodes?� When Gunniston nodded, Curt said, �I�ve got a message for him. Where is he?�
     �Six doors up the hall,� Gunniston said, and moved on.
     Curt crawled out, past Stan Frazier, stood up, and made his way through the corridor without stepping on more than seven or eight people. He counted off five apartments and at the sixth, the door that had HQ and KNOCK FIRST spray-painted on it in red, he went in without knocking. Inside, crouched on the floor, were two boys Curt recognized as friends of Cody�s, the lady vet and her husband and little girl, and a man with a black crewcut who was on his knees at the window. The man had a rifle, and he�d swung it up at Curt just as the door had opened.
     Curt lifted his hands. �You Colonel Rhodes?�
     �That�s right. Put your gun on the table.�
     Curt did. Rhodes looked like a man you didn�t argue with. His eyes were sunken in dark hollows, and his face was puffy and speckled with glass cuts. �I�m Curt Lockett. Can I put my hands down?� Rhodes nodded and lowered the rifle, and Curt eased his arms to his sides. �I was up on Highway Sixty-seven, right at the edge of where that purple cage comes down. There�s a whole bunch of trooper cars and people on the other side of it. Lot of government brass too. You know a Colonel Buckner?�
     �Yes.�
     �He�s up there with �em. He was writin� on a pad and showin� it to me, �cause I could see �em but I couldn�t hear �em. Anyway, he wanted to make sure you were okay and find out what was goin� on. I was supposed to take you the message.�
     �Thanks. I guess it�s a little late.�
     �Yeah.� Curt looked at the battered wall. �I guess it is.� His gaze went to the little girl. She was trembling, and he knelt down beside her. �Don�t fret none, little darlin�. We�re gonna get out of this, sure as��
     �Thank you for your concern,� she said, and her ancient, white-hot eyes went through him like lasers through tissue paper, �but I am not a little darling.�
     Curt�s smile hung by a lip. �Oh,� he said�or thought he did�and stood up.
     �Colonel, listen!� Tom said. The rhythmic beating of the creatures� tails on metal was slowing. The noise stopped. He peered out the window, could see the smaller shapes moving away amid the cars. The larger one had drawn back into the murk and disappeared. �They�re leaving!�
     Rhodes looked out, verified that the creatures were indeed retreating. �What�s going on?� he asked Daufin. �Is this some kind of trick?�
     �I don�t know.� She came forward to see. The seeker beam still hadn�t returned, and that could mean only one thing: her pod had been found. But maybe not; maybe the beam had malfunctioned, or maybe its power drain was too severe. She knew she was, as these humans might say, grasping at cylindrical drinking tubes.
     Tom and Rhodes watched the creatures moving away until the haze swallowed them. Fires still burned on Celeste Street, and from off in the distance there was a crash of timbers exploding into the air: maybe the monster�s wrecking-ball tail knocking a house to fragments. A silence fell, except for the noise of crying babies and adult sobbing.
     �Those sonsofbitches gonna come back?� Curt asked.
     �I�m not sure,� Rhodes answered. �Looks like they might be calling it quits.�
     Daufin strung the meaning of that term together in about three seconds. �Incorrect,� she said. �Stinger does not call it quits.�
     �You sure talk funny for a little girl,� Curt told her. �No disrespect meant,� he said to Jessie. And then he remembered something he wished he could forget: Laurey Rainey rising out of the Bob Wire Club�s floor, and her rattling voice saying Ya�ll are gonna tell me about the little girl. The one who�s the guardian. Whatever was going on here, he wasn�t sure he wanted to know about it. �Anybody got a cigarette and a match?� Bobby Clay Clemmons gave him the last six Luckies in the pack and a little plastic Bic lighter. Curt lit up and inhaled down to the depths of his lungs.
     �Daufin? I know you�re in there!�
     The voice came from the parking lot. The heart hammered in Daufin�s chest, and she wavered on her feet: but she knew it had only been a matter of time, and now the time had come.
     �Daufin? That�s what they call you, isn�t it? Come on, answer me!�
     Tom and Jessie recognized Mack Cade�s voice. Rhodes thought he could make out a figure standing atop a car just beyond the edge of the light, but he wasn�t sure. The voice might be coming from anywhere.
     �Don�t make this any harder than it has to be! My time is money!�
     Curt sat on the floor, the cigarette clenched in a corner of his mouth and his eyes narrowed behind a screen of smoke. He watched the little girl that he knew was no longer truly human. Tom started to pull her away from the window, but she said, �No,� and he let her alone.
     �You want me to stomp a few more bugs in the dirt, I will!� Stinger promised. �It�s up to you!�
     The chase was over. Daufin knew it, and all her hiding was done. �I�m here!� she called back, and her voice drifted through the smoke to the figure she could just barely see.
     �Now that wasn�t so hard, was it? You gave me a good run, I�ll say that for you. Gave me the slip in that asteroid field, but you knew I�d find you. A garbage scow�s not built for speed.�
     �They�re not built for reliability, either,� she said.
     �No, I guess not. You want to come on now? It�ll take awhile for my engines to warm up.�
     Daufin hesitated. She could feel the walls of Rock Seven closing around her, and a torture of needles and probes awaited.
     �I don�t really need you anymore,� Stinger said. �I�ve got your pod. That�s enough to secure my bounty. When I take off, there�s no way for you to get back to your planet. But I thought maybe�just maybe�you might like to trade.�
     �Trade for what?�
     �I�ve got three live bugs in my ship. Their names are Sarge Dennison, Miranda Jurado, and Cody Lockett.�
     Curt sat very still. He stared straight ahead, and wisps of smoke curled from his nostrils. Belly-down on the floor, Zarra whispered, �Madre de Dios.�
     Daufin looked at Tom and Jessie, and they saw Stevie�s features pinched with agony. Jessie felt faint; if Stinger had the pod, he had Stevie too. She lowered her head, tears beginning to creep down her cheeks.
     �I�m waiting,� Stinger prompted.
     Daufin drew a deep breath. Another Earth phrase, one taught her by Tank and Nasty, came to mind: up shit creek. The humans had done all they could for her; now she would have to do all she could for them. �Let them go and I�ll come to you,� she said.
     �Right!� Stinger laughed dryly. �I didn�t get to be this old by being stupid. You come to me first, then I let them go.�
     She knew Stinger would never set them free. They would bring him a bonus from the House of Fists. �I need time to think.�
     �You have no more time!� It was an angry shout. �Either you come out right now or I take your pod and the three bugs! Understand?�
     Curt smiled grimly, but his eyes were glazed. �Goddamned Mexican standoff,� he muttered, with no apologies to Zarra.
     �Yes,� Daufin answered. Her voice cracked. �I understand.�
     �Good. Now we�re getting somewhere, right? Lot of bad vibes in this dump, Daufin. At least you could�ve crashed on a planet that smells better.�
     Rhodes eased the rifle�s barrel out the window, but Daufin said quietly, �Don�t,� and he took his finger off the trigger. Daufin raised her voice: �Take them. I�m not coming.�
     There was a shocked silence. Jessie pulled her knees up to her chin and began to rock like a child. Curt watched the cigarette smoke drift toward the ceiling.
     �I don�t think I heard you,� Stinger replied.
     �Yes you did. Take them. My pod and the three humans. I�d rather die here than live in a prison.� She felt the blood rushing into her face. With it came a torrent of rage, and she leaned precariously out the window and shouted, �Go on and take them!�
     �Well, well,� Stinger said. �I misjudged you, didn�t I? You sure that�s how you want to play it out?�
     �I�m sure.�
     �So be it. I hope you like this place, Daufin; you�re going to be here for a mighty long time. I�ll think about you when I jingle my change.� The figure, which had been shielding its eyes with its single arm, got down off the car and strode away.
     As Stinger left the parking lot, another figure rose up from between two cars over on the far left, almost to the red boulders that ended Oakley Street, and hobbled toward the fortress.
     �Stevie� oh my God� Stevie,� Jessie moaned, her hands cupped to her mouth.



     There was stark terror in the woman�s voice: an emotion that translated in any language. Daufin pivoted from the window, walked to Jessie, and knelt down in front of her. �Listen to me!� Daufin said urgently. Looked at the others, her eyes blazing. �All of you listen! Stinger would never let them go! They�re worth more of a bounty to him!�
     �So that�s it.� Rhodes let the rifle rest at his side. He felt a hundred years old. �Stinger�s won.�
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One Way

�No!� Daufin said fiercely. �Stinger has not won!� She peered into Jessie�s eyes. �I won�t let Stinger win. Not now. Not ever.� Jessie didn�t speak, but she wanted desperately to believe.
     Daufin stood up. �The process of systems checks will have already begun, all regulated by machines. There�ll be other duties, like the freezing of sleep tubes for his prisoners. Stinger will be busy monitoring the machines; the procedure should take between twenty to thirty Earth minutes. When the force field is turned off, the engines will start to energize. I calculate another fifteen to twenty minutes for the power system to reach lift-off capacity. So: I have roughly thirty-five to fifty minutes to breach Stinger�s ship, find the prisoners, and get them out.�
     Rhodes stared at her with utter disbelief. �No way.�
     �One way: through the tunnels. I�ve got to find the entrance nearest Stinger�s ship. I presume that would be somewhere across the bridge.�
     With an effort, Jessie spoke. �Even� if you could get them out� what about Stevie? How are we going to get Stevie back?�
     �Find the pod. Take it from Stinger. As I�ve said, I�ve been aboard a Stinger�s ship twice before, and I know how the systems work. I can enter the navigational quadrants for my world into the guidance mechanism, put everything on automatic, place my pod in a sleep tube, and meld into it before the freezing process is finished. When I enter the pod, Stevie will be freed.�
     �But still in the pyramid,� Tom said. �And how are you going to find the pod and those three people inside that thing? It must be huge!�
     �I know from experience where the prisoners are being held: level three, where the cages are. The pod will be close to Stinger.�
     �So you find Stinger and you find the pod, is that what you mean?� Rhodes asked. He raised his eyebrows. �Have you considered that Stinger wants you to come after them?�
     �Yes. I won�t disappoint.�
     �That�s crazy!� Rhodes insisted. �Maybe you�re some kind of firebrand on your world, but on this one you�re just a little girl! First thing, you�d have to get through the tunnels�and my guess is that Stinger�s got replicants in there waiting for you; and secondly, you�d have to kill Stinger to take the ship. How are you going to do that?�
     �I don�t know,� she answered. �I�ve never seen a Stinger killed before.�
     �Great!� Rhodes frowned and shook his head. �We don�t have a chance, folks.�
     �I didn�t say that Stinger couldn�t be killed,� Daufin continued, and the strength of her voice revitalized Jessie�s waning hope. �Stinger must have a vulnerable spot, just like every other creature. If Stinger were invulnerable, there�d be no need for the replicants.�
     �A vulnerable spot,� Rhodes repeated quietly. �Right. Well, I wouldn�t go down into those tunnels without a grenade launcher and a few dozen napalm bombs. It�d be suicide.�
     �I�m willing to risk it.� Tom grasped the rifle and retrieved it from the other man. His face was pale and sweating, his lips a tight gray line. �I�m going with Daufin.�
     �And get yourself killed? Forget it!�
     Jessie reached up and took Daufin�s hand. Little waves of static electricity flowed between them. �Tell me the truth: can we get Stevie out of there?�
     �We can try. I want to go home as badly as you want Stevie. If my tribe doesn�t fight, they�ll die. If the House of Fists returns here, your Earth will die. Neither of us has a choice.�
     Jessie nodded, and looked at Tom. �I�m going too.� She stood up.
     Before Tom or Rhodes could respond, the door opened and Gunniston came in. With him this time were Rick Jurado and Pequin. Rick�s face was streaked with dust and grime and his swollen ankle was bound up as tight as he could stand with a strip of sheet from the Smart Dollar. He had come out amid the houses at the end of Oakley Street in time to hear Stinger�s message, had checked with Mendoza and his grandmother, and then snagged Gunniston and Pequin. He nodded a greeting at Zarra, relieved to see his friend was still alive, then directed his attention to the colonel. Underneath the dust, Rick�s skin had bleached a couple of shades but his eyes were hard and determined. �That thing�s got my sister! What are we going to do about it, man?�
     �Nothing,� Rhodes said. �I�m sorry, but there�s no��
     �Yes there is!� Rick had shouted it. �I�m not letting that bastard take Miranda!�
     �We�re going into the ship and get them back,� Jessie told him. �Tom, Daufin, and me.�
     �Dream on.� Rhodes wiped sweat out of his eyes. �You go into those tunnels, there�s no way anybody�s coming back again. Hell, even if you did get to the ship, what would you use for weapons? Maybe you could round up a few more guns, okay, but I don�t think bullets are going to do Stinger much harm.�
     �We need electric lights.� Daufin was aware of time ticking away. �Strong ones.�
     Tom said, �We could take some of the lamps off the walls and figure a way to carry them. Maybe wire three or four of them together. Plus we�ve got that.� He motioned at the bull�s-eye lantern.
     �We�ve got a whole lot more.� Rick turned to Pequin. �You hung around with Sonny Crowfield, didn�t you? Did you know about the arsenal?�
     �What arsenal?�
     �Don�t play dumb, man! I found all those guns and shit in Crowfield�s closet! What was he about to try?�
     Pequin started to deny it again, but he knew Rick would see the lie. �Sonny� was gonna start a war with the �Gades. Gonna make it look like the �Gades were burnin� down houses in Bordertown.�
     �But they weren�t?�
     �No. I was with him when he set the fires.� Pequin shrugged. �We wanted some action, that�s all.�
     �I want to know about the dynamite.�
     Pequin stared at the floor. He could smell the blood that was spattered over the front of Rick�s shirt. �Sonny, me and Paco LeGrande went over the fence into the mine, couple of months ago. Just screwin� around. We found the shed where they used to keep the dynamite. We thought the place was just full of empty boxes at first, but Paco stepped on a loose board and his foot went through. We found the sticks in the dirt underneath, so we put �em in a box and brought �em out.�
     �To do what? Blow up somebody�s house over here?�
     �No.� Pequin smiled sheepishly, showing his silver tooth. �To blow this place up, when the war started.�
     �There are five sticks of dynamite�with caps and fuses�in Sonny Crowfield�s house over in Bordertown,� Rick said to Colonel Rhodes. �And more guns and ammo too. Sonny�s one of those things now: there�s a hole in the floor, and how far down it goes I don�t know.�
     �Where is this house?� Daufin asked.
     �On Third Street.� Like she would really know where that was, he thought. �Right next to where the spaceship�s sitting.�
     �That would be the nearest way into the ship, with the least distance of tunnel to go through,� she said. �Dy-na-mite.� Her memory found the definition: an explosive compound usually formed into a cylinder and detonated by lighting a fuse. �What does it look like?�
     �Like a ticket to hell, if you ain�t careful,� Curt replied. He drew on his cigarette and held it up. �Kinda like that, only bigger. Meaner too.� He crushed the butt out on the floor. �You got capped and fused dynamite lyin� around untended for God knows how long, you�re askin� to get blown to smithereens.�
     �Some of the sticks looked burned,� Rick said. �Like they�d been lit before but hadn�t gone off.�
     �Duds. A dud sometimes don�t stay a dud, though. You can�t tell about dynamite�especially not that cheap shit ol� man Preston shipped in. That stuff might go if you looked at it cross-eyed, or then again you might burn it with a flamethrower and it�d just sit there and sputter.�
     Daufin didn�t follow most of what the man had said, but she knew even a crude explosive might be useful. �We�ll need rope,� she said to Rick.
     �We can get plenty of that at the hardware store. And there�s wire to tie the lamps together too.�
     �Then that�s where we should go first.� Tom moved to the wall and lifted one of the battery lamps off its hook. �Get ourselves organized and go from there.�
     �You mean get yourselves screwed up and slaughtered!� The power of Rhodes�s shout silenced everyone. �My God, you�re going at this thing like scouts on a field trip!� He advanced on Tom Hammond and gripped the rifle. �What are you going to do when something with metal claws comes out of the ground and grabs your gun? Or your throat? You�ll wind up either getting slashed to pieces or blowing everybody else up! Will that get Stevie back for you?� He glared at Daufin. �Will that get you home?�
     �Man, if you haven�t got any balls just stay here!� Rick told him.
     �You�ll be the first to get your balls torn off,� Rhodes said. He held Rick�s stare for a couple of seconds, and then he pulled at the rifle. Tom resisted him. The colonel�s face was gray, his eyes deep-sunken, but there was still a lot of strength in his grip and some of his fire had returned. �First,� he said, �you need a leader.�
     �I can lead them,� Daufin asserted.
     �Not in the body of a little girl, you can�t. Not in a body you don�t own. Maybe you know a hell of a lot I don�t, but flesh is flesh and if it gets flayed off there�ll be nothing for Stevie to come back to.� He pulled harder at the rifle. �Give it to me. With the lights and the dynamite, we might have a chance. Might, I said.� Fear of those tunnels and the things that would be waiting in them clawed at his stomach, but Daufin was right: they had to try. �I�ll lead you.�
     Gunniston said instantly, �I�m going too, sir.�
     �Negative. If I don�t come out, you�ll be needed to brief Colonel Buckner. You�re staying here.� The other man started to protest. �That�s an order,� Rhodes emphasized, and Gunniston remained silent.
     Tom gave up the rifle. �All right.� Rhodes looked around at the others. �If Daufin�s right about the time factor, we�ve got to get moving. Who else is going besides Jessie and Rick?�
     Bobby Clay Clemmons backed against the wall. Zarra started to speak, but Rick cut him short: �You�re staying. You take care of Paloma, understand?� He waited until Zarra nodded.
     �Mr. Lockett?� Rhodes asked. On the floor, Curt had taken a picture out of his pants pocket, unfolded it, and now stared fixedly at the girl�s face. He didn�t answer Rhodes, and a shadow lay across his eyes.
     �That�s it, then. We need to round up some more lamps and flashlights. Let�s get to it,� he said, before good sense could overrule his decision.
     Curt stayed where he was as the others left. Rick paused to untie the strip of sheet, draw it as tightly as he could bear, and then knot it again. The pain was a deep, pulsing ache but no bones had been broken. He said, �You�re Cody Lockett�s father?�
     �Yeah.� Curt refolded the photograph and put it away. �Cody�s my son.�
     �We�ll get him out of there. Him and my sister both.� Rick saw the hogleg Colt on the table and picked it up. �This yours?�
     �Yes.�
     �Mind if I take it?�
     Curt said, �Lordy, Lordy, Lordy,� and fresh sweat sparkled on his face. He closed his eyes for a few seconds; when he opened them, the same old world was still there, and he thought he could feel it spinning on its axis like a runaway carnival ride. He had a thirst like a chunk of sun lodged down his throat. He stood up, a sneer warping his mouth. �The day I let a wetback kid do my job is the day I�m not fit to be pissed on,� he said, and his hand closed around the Colt.
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The Cage

Cody heard Miranda moan. She was coming to, and Cody crawled across the leathery floor to her.
     �My head� my head,� she whispered, pressing her hand against the blue bruise and knot on her forehead above her left eye. Her eyelids fluttered, and she tried to open them but they were just too heavy.
     �She gonna be all right?�
     Cody glanced over at Sarge, who sat about five feet away with his arms locked around his knees. Sarge�s face had taken on a chalky cast in the violet glow of the cage�s bars. �I don�t know,� Cody said. �She took a pretty hard knock.� She was still moaning, her voice softer as she drifted off again. Cody had spat up a little blood, and he was breathing in gasps around the pain of a broken rib, but otherwise he was okay. He was more mad than scared, and his muscles were pumped full of adrenaline. Miranda lay still again. Cody checked her pulse for the sixth or seventh time; it felt a little slow to him, but at least it was strong. She was a lot tougher than she looked.
     Cody stood up, holding his side, and made another circle of their cage. It was a cone about fifteen feet around, with bars of purple light. He�d already tested the bars by kicking at them, and the sole of his boot had been burned almost clean through, fiery speckles of melting rubber shearing off and those bits exploding again as they went into the bars. What those beams would do to flesh he didn�t want to know. The entire cage was suspended about three feet off the floor, which was made of interlocked black scales.
     He didn�t know what he�d expected the inside of the spaceship to look like�maybe full of high-tech, polished chrome gizmos that whirred with mysterious purpose; but this place smelled like an overflowed cesspool and puddles of ooze shimmered on the floor. Pipes that looked as if they were made of diseased dinosaur bones hung from the ceiling and snaked along the walls, and from them came a rushing, thrumming sound of something liquid passing through. The musty air was so cold and damp that Cody could see his breath, but the chill had sharpened his senses. The impression he got of the spaceship was that it was not a marvel of alien technology, but rather the inside of a medieval castle that lacked heat, electricity, and sanitation. Slime festooned the bony pipes, and when it dripped, it made slithering sounds on the floor. One thing he thought he�d seen but couldn�t be sure of: not only were the floor�s scales absorbing the ooze, but every so often they seemed to swell an inch or two upward and deflate again, as if they were alive and breathing.
     Cody stopped his circling. He stood close to the bars but could feel no sensation of heat; the beams burned with a cold fire. On the chamber�s floor was a small black pyramid about the size of a shoebox. He�d seen Stinger�s boot touch that pyramid when his head was dangling down and the thing�s arm was about to crush him. The pyramid had glowed from within with dim violet light. There�d been a droning noise, and the next thing he knew he and Miranda were being dumped onto a black dish that turned out to be the cage�s floor. As the cage�s bars had illuminated, the cage itself had ascended.
     Later�and how much later Cody didn�t know because his brain was still jammed up�a creature with Mack Cade�s face and the head and shoulders of a dog growing from its chest had entered the chamber carrying another body. Cody had watched as the creature�s boot had touched the pyramid. The violet light had come on, the cage had begun to settle, and when it reached the floor the beams had extinguished. Then Sarge Dennison had been added to the cage, the creature had touched the pyramid once more, and the bars had flickered to life. Again the cage rose off the floor, and Stinger had looked at Sarge and asked his name, just as he�d asked Cody what the girl�s name was. It had taken Sarge a few seconds to even understand what the question was, but finally he�d stuttered his name out and Stinger had left�but not before Cody had seen the black sphere gripped between the dog�s jaws.
     He stared at the small pyramid, now dark. An on-off switch, Cody assumed. Touching it would lower the cage and turn off the bars. But it was three feet below them and at least another three feet beyond the cage�s edge. Way too far to reach, even if he could get his arm between the bars without burning it off up to the elbow. Still� that was the only way out he could see, and he didn�t know what Stinger had planned for them but he figured it wouldn�t be pleasant.
     He dug into his pocket and came up with a dime, four pennies, and his lighter. How much pressure was needed to trip the switch? The weight of the lighter hitting it might be enough�but he quickly dismissed that idea, because if the lighter was punctured, the fluid would explode all over the cage. He put the lighter back in his pocket, lay down on his stomach, and stretched his flattened hand toward the bars edge-on while his thumb trapped the coins. The space between the bars was wide enough to accept his hand, and he kept gliding his wrist through, grateful for his slim build. The pain in his ribs flared up again; when he gasped for breath, the movement made his arm drift a fraction to the right.
     The hair on his forearm crisped, burning away with faint crackling noises. Cody held himself as still as he could, but the effort was making his arm shake. Now his palm was sweating. He tried to get the coins in position to flick them at the small pyramid, and he promptly lost the dime and one of the pennies, which fell straight down to the floor. His hand was cramping, and he had no time to aim: he flung both coins out with a snap of his wrist, saw one hit beyond the pyramid and the other to the left.
     �Shit!� he said, and pulled his arm and hand back through the bars. All the hair up to the middle of his forearm had been burned away, but his skin was untouched. Another fraction of an inch, though, and the cage would smell of burned meat. His arm was trembling right down into the shoulder socket, and he saw that tripping that switch was pretty much hopeless. He crawled away from the edge and sat back on his haunches, rubbing his shoulder. He looked up; overhead eight feet or so the violet beams merged together at the top of the cage, and the mechanism that hoisted the cage was somewhere above that. His gaze returned to the small pyramid on the floor. �Got to be some way to reach it,� he said.
     �Reach what?� Sarge asked.
     �That thing there.� Cody pointed down to it, and Sarge saw what he meant and nodded. �I think it controls the cage. If I could trigger it with somethin� I might be able to��
     �Cody?� Miranda�s voice was a pained whisper. She was trying to sit up, her eyes wide and bloodshot. �Cody?�
     He got to her side. �Take it easy. Come on, just lie still.�
     �What happened? Where are we?� She looked around, saw the violet bars that circled them. �Rick� where�s Rick?�
     �Rick�s okay,� he lied. She blinked up at him. �He made it over the bridge.�
     �We� hit something, didn�t we? Oh� my head�� Her hand found the bruise and knot. She winced, fresh tears trickling from the corners of her eyes. Her memory was hazy; she remembered a figure in front of them on the bridge, a jarring collision, and a sensation of falling. Mercifully there was nothing after that. �Are you all right?�
     �I�ve been better.� Cody smoothed the damp curls away from her forehead. Concussion, he figured. �Can you feel this?� He rubbed her hands, and she said, �Yes.� Then her ankles. �Yes,� Miranda responded, and Cody relaxed some. She had friction burns on her arms and a split and swollen lower lip, but he figured it could�ve been a lot worse: a broken back, broken arms or legs�and surely a broken neck if Stinger hadn�t been stopped.
     �We hit� the Mumbler, didn�t we?� she asked.
     Cody smiled faintly. �We sure did. Knocked him on his ass too.�
     �I� thought you said you could drive that motor.�
     �I think I did a pretty good job. We�re not dead, are we?�
     �I�m not sure yet.� Now it was her turn to offer him the hint of a tough smile, though her eyes were still vague. �I think I should�ve stayed in Fort Worth.�
     �Yeah, but then you would never have met me.�
     �Bit shit,� she said, and he knew she was going to be okay. The strength was coming back into her voice.
     He decided Miranda wasn�t going to pass out again, and he had to tell her what had happened and where they were. �We�re inside the spaceship,� he said. �In what looks like a dungeon, I think. Anyway, we�re hangin� in Stinger�s idea of a jail cell.� He waited for her response, but there was none. �Stinger could�ve killed us. He didn�t. He wants us alive, which is just fine with me.�
     �Me too,� Sarge said, and Miranda lifted her head to see who�d spoken. �I�m Sarge,� he told her. �This is Scooter right over here.� He gestured into the empty space.
     �Scooter�s his dog,� Cody quickly explained. �Um� Sarge doesn�t go anywhere without Scooter, if you get my drift.�
     Miranda eased herself into a sitting position. Her head still pounded, but at least she could see straight now. She wasn�t sure who was crazy and who wasn�t, but then Sarge started rubbing an invisible dog and said, �Don�t you worry none, Scooter. I�ll take care of you,� and she realized Sarge lived in a permanent twilight zone.
     �Sorry I got you into this,� Cody said to her. �You ought to be more particular who you ride with.�
     �Next time I will be.� She tried to stand, but she felt so weak she had to rest her head against her knees. �What�s that thing keeping us for?�
     �I don�t know. I wouldn�t want to guess, either.� Cody thought that the noise of fluid rushing through the pipes had gotten louder. There was another sound too: a distant reverberation, like a muffled bass drum or a heartbeat. Whole damn ship�s alive, he thought. �We�ve got to get out of here.� He crawled over to the cage�s edge, just short of the light bars, and stared down at the small pyramid again. Got to trip that switch, he knew. But how? �Don�t happen to have a slingshot on you, do you?� he asked half jokingly, and of course she shook her head no. He lay on his belly, his chin resting on his hands, and just looked at the pyramid. His belt buckle was jabbing his stomach, and he shifted his position.
     Belt buckle, he thought.
     He abruptly sat up, unbuckled the belt, and reeled it out of the loops.
     Sarge said, �Hey, don�t do that in front of a lady!�
     �How far would you say that thing is?� he asked Miranda, and pointed at the pyramid.
     �I don�t know. Seven feet, maybe.�
     �I peg it closer to six and a half. I wear a twenty-eight-inch belt, and�� He looked at Sarge, saw the scuffed black belt in the man�s dungarees. �Sarge, hand me your belt.�
     �My belt? Boy, what�s wrong with you?�
     �Take it off, Sarge! Come on, hurry!�
     Sarge did, reluctantly, and handed it to Cody. �What size is this?� Cody asked. Sarge shrugged. �The church ladies buy all that stuff for me. I don�t keep up with it.�
     �Looks a good forty inches.� Cody was already knotting the two belts together so the buckles were on opposite ends. �Maybe we�ve got us a long enough reach here. We�ll find out.� He gave the knot a tug to make sure it wouldn�t come apart.
     �What�re you going to do?� Miranda asked.
     �I�m pretty sure that thing down there is the control box for this cage. I think that if I trip it, it�ll lower the cage. So I might be able to get us out of here.�
     �Don�t mind him,� Sarge whispered to Scooter. �He�s crazy, that�s all.�
     �Listen to me, both of you.� The urgency in Cody�s voice stopped Sarge�s whispering. �I�m gonna slide my arm out through the bars as far as I can. If I can�t keep steady, they�ll burn my arm up real quick. Sarge, I want you to hold my legs. If my arm catches fire, I want you to pull me back as fast as you can. Got it?�
     �Me? Why me?�
     �Because you�re a lot stronger than Miranda, and because she�s gonna be keepin� an eye out if Stinger comes back. Okay?�
     �Okay,� Sarge answered, in a small voice.
     Cody pushed the belt ahead of him between the bars, and the buckle on the other end went over the edge. Then Sarge grasped Cody�s ankles as Cody slid forward with his face only inches from the beams. Slowly he eased his hand through, then his wrist, then up to the forearm where the hairs had been burned away. The buckle was lying on the floor just underneath the cage; now the trick was flicking his wrist to snap the buckle against the control box.
     His face was right up on the beams, and he could hear their deadly hum. Now was the time to try it if he ever was. He snapped his wrist upward. The belt buckle scraped along the floor, stopped two or three inches short of the pyramid. He drew it back and flicked it forward again; once more, the buckle fell short.
     Cody strained his arm another quarter inch between the bars. There was about enough room for a toothpick to fit in between them and his skin. A few hairs sparked and crisped away, in pinpoint flames. His heartbeat was making his body tremble. Steady� steady, he told himself. He flicked the belt forward. Still too short. A drop of sweat rolled into his right eye and blinded him, and his first impulse was to wipe it out, but if he moved without thinking, either his face or his arm would go into the bars. He said, �Sarge, pull me back. Slow.�
     Sarge hauled him away from the edge, and Cody kept his arm rigid until the fingers had cleared. Then he rubbed his eye with his other hand, got on his knees, and pulled the belt up. �It�s not long enough,� he said. �We need another couple of inches.� But he knew there was nothing else to be used, and he was about to toss the knotted belts aside in frustration when Miranda said, �Your earring.�
     Cody�s hand went to his earlobe. The skull earring hung down a little more than two inches. He took it off, knotted the small chain to one of the buckles so the silver skull had as much play as possible, then gripped the other buckle and said, �Sarge, let�s try it again.�
     Working slowly and carefully, Cody dropped the buckle with the tiny skull dangling from it over the cage�s edge and let its weight pull the rest of the belt down. Then he slid forward, Sarge grasping his ankles again, and negotiated his hand, wrist, and forearm between the violet bars. When he was set and ready, he snapped his wrist upward. This time he thought the extension would reach; again it just barely fell short of contact. He had to push another quarter inch of skin through.
     He started sliding his arm forward, millimeter by millimeter. Beads of sweat were heavy in his eyebrows, and one of them popped and sizzled as it touched a beam. A little more, he thought. Just a little more. The hairs on his arm were afire. A little more. Now he could see no room between his skin and the bars. A fraction more, that�s all�
     There was a soft whuff as a lock of his hair grazed the bar before his face and caught fire. The flames crawled toward his scalp. Miranda cried out, �Pull him back!� He felt Sarge�s hands tighten on his ankles, and at the same time Cody flicked the belt with a quick jerk of his wrist.
     He heard it: the metallic, almost musical tring of the silver skull hitting the control box. But whether that was contact enough to trip the switch he didn�t know, and in the next second Sarge was hauling him away from the bars and Miranda was plucking away burning hair. The muscles in his forearm cramped rigid, and as the belt came up over the edge it wandered into one of the bars and was sliced in two as cleanly as by a white-hot blade. He lay on his back, rubbing the cramp out of his arm, the buckle still clenched in his hand.
     And then he realized, with a start, that the cage was descending.
     He sat up, a stubble of burned hair still smoking above his left eye. The pyramid glowed violet. The cage settled gently to the floor, and the circle of bars went dark.


55
Stinger�s Realm

Matt Rhodes was the first down the rope into the hole beneath Sonny Crowfield�s house. The bull�s-eye lantern was tied to his waist and a fully loaded automatic rifle from Crowfield�s arsenal was strapped around his shoulder. As soon as his shoes squished into the ooze at the bottom, he took the lantern off and aimed it into the tunnel ahead. Nothing moved in there but the slow dripping of gray slime. He looked up, saw Rick Jurado�s light about twenty feet above. He pulled on the rope, and Rick started down.
     Rick had the second of Crowfield�s rifles, as well as one of the flashlights they�d gotten from people at the fortress. When Rick made it down, the rope was hauled up and a few seconds later came down again tied around the device Daufin had suggested they make: four of the bright battery lamps wired together and with a wire handle like a basket of light. It illuminated the tunnel with a powerful white glare, and Rhodes breathed a lot easier when it reached the bottom.
     Jessie climbed down next, carrying a flashlight and the Winchester strapped to her shoulder. Tom followed, with Daufin clinging around his neck. The last down was Curt Lockett. Hanging at his chest was a hiker�s backpack, brought from the hardware store, that held the five sticks of dynamite and the hogleg Colt.
     Tom set Daufin down. The tunnel that stretched before them was about seven feet in height and another six or seven feet wide. In the muck around them were pieces of the house�s floor, a mattress, and a broken-up bed. Crowfield was probably lying in it when the floor split open, Rick figured. He unstrapped the rifle, propped its stock against his hip, and kept the flashlight�s beam pointed ahead. Rhodes gave his lantern to Tom and took the bundle of battery lamps. �Okay,� Rhodes said quietly, his voice echoing. �I�ll go first. Daufin behind me. Then Jessie, Tom, Lockett, and Rick brings up the rear. Lockett, I don�t want you throwing those sticks without my order. Got it?�
     A flame flared. Curt lit a Lucky with the Bic lighter. �Got it, boss man.�
     �Rick, make sure you watch our backs. And everybody keep as quiet as you can: we want to be able to hear anything digging.� He swallowed thickly. The air was wet and heavy down here, and the rotten-peaches odor of the gray ooze stung his nostrils. The slime hung from the ceiling and sides of the tunnel like grotesque stalactites, pools of it shimmering an iridescent silver on the floor. �What�s this wet shit all over the place?� Curt asked. It was about two inches deep underfoot, as slick as engine grease.
     �Stinger digs these tunnels,� Daufin answered. �It sprays them with lubricant so it can move faster.�
     �Lubricant!� Curt grunted. Little ants of fear were running figure eights in his belly. �Stuff looks like snot!�
     �One thing I want to know,� Rhodes said. �Does the power source that runs the replicants come from Stinger or the ship?�
     �From Stinger.� Daufin peered down the tunnel ahead, alert for any sign of movement. �The replicants are expendable, meant to be discarded after their use is finished.�
     The replication process must be incredibly fast, Jessie thought. The creation of living tissue bonded with metallic fibers, the inner organs, synthetic bones�all of it was too much for an earthbound mind to comprehend. Her own questions about what Stinger looked like, and how it created the replicants from human bodies, would have to wait. It was time to go.
     �Everybody ready?� Rhodes waited for them all to reply, and then he started into the tunnel, careful of his footing in the slime and trying very hard not to think about the size of the monster that had drilled through the Texas dirt.
     Rick shone the light behind them. All clear. Before leaving the �Gade fort, he�d knelt down beside Paloma and held her hands between his. Had told her what he had to do, and why. She�d listened silently, her head bowed. Then she�d asked him to pray with her, and he�d rested his cheek against her forehead as she begged God�s mercy on her grandson and granddaughter. She�d kissed his hand and looked at him with those sightless eyes that had always seen to his soul. �Dios anda con los bravos,� she�d whispered, and let him go.
     He hoped she was right, and that God did indeed walk with the brave. Or at least watch over the desperate.
     Since leaving the apartment building, they�d seen neither the creature that had grown out of the horse nor any of the human-sized Stingers. They�d found two fifteen-foot lengths of rope at the hardware store and had come across the bridge, where Rick�s heart had sunk when he�d seen the battered remains of Cody Lockett�s motorcycle still burning. He didn�t know if Cody�s old man recognized the machine too, but Curt Lockett hadn�t made a sound.
     The tunnel veered to the right. The lamps revealed an intersection of three passages, all going in different directions. Rhodes chose the center of the tunnels, which continued in what he thought was the way to the black pyramid, and Daufin nodded when he looked at her for reassurance. They went into it, their lights glinting off the wet walls. In another moment they could hear a steady pounding ahead, like the beating of a huge heart.
     �Stinger�s ship,� Daufin whispered. �The systems are charging.�
     Rick kept his flashlight aimed behind them. And it happened so fast he had no time to cry out: a hunchbacked figure scurried into the beam about twenty feet away, lifted its hands before its face, and quickly retreated to the darkness.
     Rick stopped. His knees were rubbery. He�d seen the weaving tail, and the thing had resembled a mottled eight-legged scorpion with a human head. �Colonel?� He said it louder: �Colonel?�
     The others had gone on a few paces, but now Rhodes halted and looked back. �What�s wrong?�
     �It knows we�re here,� Rick answered.
     From in front of them came a woman�s Texan drawl: �I wouldn�t come any closer if I were ya�ll.�
     Rhodes swung around and held the lamps up. Twelve or fifteen feet ahead, the tunnel wound to the left and he knew the creature must be standing around that turn.
     �You bugs sure like to live dangerous,� Stinger said. �Is the guardian with you?�
     Daufin took a step forward. �I�m here,� she said defiantly. �I want the three humans set free.�
     There was a cold little laugh. �Lordy Mercy, was that an order? Honeychild, you�re in my world now. You want to come on and give yourself up, I might think about lettin� the bugs go.�
     �Either you set them free,� Daufin said, �or we will.�
     That brought another giggle. �Look behind you, honeychild. You can�t see me, but I�m there. I�m in the walls. I�m up over you and down underneath. I�m everywhere.� Anger was creeping in. �I�ve got your pod now, honeychild. That�ll be good enough for my bounty. Plus I�ve found a whole world full of bugs that can�t fight worth a damn, and I ought to thank you for leadin� me here.�
     �It doesn�t matter. You�re not going anywhere.�
     �No? Who�s gonna stop me?�
     �I am.�
     There was silence. Daufin knew Stinger would not rush forward into the glare. And then Stinger hissed: �Come on, then. I�m waitin� for you. Come on, let�s see what color your guts are!�
     �Get down,� Curt said quietly, and he touched the fuse of the dynamite stick he was holding to the red tip of his cigarette. The fuse smoked and sparked, began to burn, and Rhodes shouted, �I told you not to��
     �Fuck it,� Curt said, and hurled the stick toward the bend in the tunnel.
     Rhodes grabbed Daufin and threw both himself and her into the muck. The others hit the ground and two seconds later there was a blast like a dozen shotguns going off. The tunnel�s floor shook, chunks of dirt flying through the air and showering down. Rhodes sat up, his ears ringing. Daufin struggled out from underneath him and got to her knees. She looked back in amazement at Curt, who was already on his feet and taking another puff from his bent cigarette. �That�s what dynamite is,� he said.
     Stinger�s voice did not return. But from around the bend there was a terrible gasping sound, like air being drawn into diseased lungs. Rhodes stood up, cocked his rifle, and held it as steady as he could, then began walking forward. He crouched and rounded the bend, ready to open fire.
     Something was on the tunnel floor, trying to crawl away through the ooze. It had one arm, the other a blackened mass lying several feet away, and its head was a misshapen lump. In the torn face, the mouth full of broken needles gasped like the gill of a bizarre fish, and the single remaining eye flinched in the light. The spiked tail had risen from its backbone and thrashed weakly from side to side. The thing�s hand started clawing frantically at the dirt, trying to dig itself in.
     Rhodes held the bundle of lamps closer to its face, avoiding the twitching tail. The awful ruined mouth stretched open, spilling gray fluid, and the eye began to smoke and burn in its socket. A charred, acrid chemical odor hung in the air. The eye popped open, melted in a rivulet of ooze, and the body shuddered and lay still. The tail thrashed once more before it fell like a dead flower.
     Electric light burns out the thing�s eyes, Rhodes thought. And once they were blinded, Stinger had no more use for the replicants�which were, in essence, walking and talking cameras�so the power source that animated them was simply turned off. But if all the replicants were in some strange way part of Stinger�powered perhaps by Stinger�s brainwaves�then it was likely Stinger could feel pain: the impact of a bullet, or the blast of dynamite. You hurt me, he remembered the creature saying to him in Dodge Creech�s house. All the replicants were Stinger, and Stinger was vulnerable to pain through them.
     Rhodes led the others past the burned shape on the ground, his pace faster. Daufin glanced only incuriously at the thing, but Jessie didn�t let herself look at it. Curt tapped his ashes onto the mangled head, though he moved past as rapidly as everyone else.
     And they were about ten feet past the dead replicant when dirt exploded from the tunnel wall to Rhodes�s right. A hunchbacked shape lunged for the lamps, its tail breaking loose from the dirt and slamming into the ceiling. Rhodes twisted toward it, but the thing was on top of him before he could fire. He heard gunshots: Rick and Tom�s rifles firing almost point-blank, and then his shoulder was hit by what felt like a runaway power saw and he was lifted off his feet. He was knocked against the other wall with a force that almost broke his back. Jessie screamed, and then there was more gunfire and Rhodes�s knees were sagging, warm wetness spilling along his arm. He went down.
     Rick saw the thing�s face: dark eyes and gray hair�the face of Mr. Diaz, who owned the shoe repair shop on Second Street, on a scorpion�s body. He thrust his rifle�s barrel into that face and blew its lower jaw away. The creature reeled backward, one arm rising to shield its eyes from the light. Curt fired one of his four bullets, shot a chunk out of its head, and dark wormy things boiled from the wound. Its tail swung, narrowly missing Tom�s head. Then the replicant turned and dove into the hole it had emerged from, scurrying back into the dirt and disappearing within seconds.
     Gunsmoke drifted through the tunnel. Jessie was already on her knees beside the colonel, and she could see the glint of bone down in the wound on his shoulder. There was a lot of blood. Rhodes�s face was ashen. He was still gripping his rifle and the lamps� handle in white-knuckled hands.
     �Bastard clawed me,� Rhodes said. �Trying to break out the lights.�
     �Don�t talk.� Jessie tore the shirt away from the ripped flesh. The wound was deep and nasty; slashed muscle tissue clenched and relaxed.
     Cold sweat had welled up on Rhodes�s face. He smiled faintly at Jessie�s frown of concern. �Lady, talking�s about all I can do right now. I�m a mess, huh?�
     She looked up at Tom. �We�ve got to get him out.�
     �No! By the time you do� Stinger will have taken off.� Rhodes�s arm was, thankfully, still numb. He clasped his hand over the wound and gripped tightly, as if to hold back the pain before it hit. �Listen to me. If you want to get Stevie back� and the others too� you�ve got to do it for yourselves. I�ve gone as far as I can go.� He found Daufin, who was standing next to Rick and watching him intently. �Daufin� you said you could lead them. Here�s your chance.�
     �How bad�s he hurt?� Daufin asked Jessie.
     �No major artery�s cut. Mostly muscle damage. It�s the shock I�m worried about; he�s already suffered too many traumas tonight.�
     �So who hasn�t?� Rhodes was getting cold, and he felt unconsciousness pulling at him. �Leave me here and go! We�ve come this far, dammit! Go!�
     �He�s right,� Rick said. �We�ve got to go on.�
     �I�m gettin� my boy out of there, by God,� Curt vowed, though his stomach fluttered with fear. �No matter what.�
     �We have to go,� Daufin agreed. The rhythmic pounding of the ship�s systems drawing power from the reserves was getting louder. She knelt down beside Colonel Rhodes. �Stinger may come for you. You know that, don�t you?�
     �Yep. Here.� He pushed the lamps toward her. �Somebody give me a flashlight.� Tom did, and Rhodes propped the rifle up beside him with a bloody finger on the trigger.
     �And dynamite too,� Daufin suggested. Curt gave him a stick, lit a cigarette for him, and put it between the colonel�s gray lips.
     �Thanks. Now I�m loaded for bear.� Rhodes looked into Daufin�s face. He no longer saw a little girl. A being impassioned and proud was kneeling next to him, and she had ancient eyes that had endured a world of pain but still had the shine of courage. �You�re okay,� he told her, in a weakening voice. �I hope you get back to your�� How had she put it? �Your tribe,� he remembered. �I hope you teach them that life is worth fighting for.�
     �I will.� She gently laid her hand against his grizzled cheek, and he could feel the tingle of electricity in her fingers. �You�re not going to die.� It was a command.
     �I always planned on dying in South Dakota, anyway. In bed, when I�m a hundred and one.� The pain was beginning to take him, but he didn�t let his face show it. �You�d better go.�
     �We�ll be back for you,� Rick said.
     �You sure as hell better be.� He put the stick of dynamite across his chest, just in case.
     Daufin gave Jessie the lamps and then started along the tunnel at a brisk pace. Jessie and the others followed. The metallic boom of the ship�s pulse told Daufin that the systems were rapidly energizing. The tunnel wound to the left just ahead. They had to be almost under the ship by now, and soon they�d see the opening into it. The question was: would Stinger try to stop them from getting inside, or let them enter the ship?
     As her eyes darted from side to side and she listened for the scurrying of claws digging in the dirt, Daufin knew Stinger was right: this warren of tunnels was his world, and he was everywhere.
     Her legs moving like little pistons, the alien warrior in the body of a child advanced deeper into Stinger�s realm.


56
The Chopshop

�Hold it,� Cody whispered. Behind him, Miranda and Sarge stopped. �I see a light ahead.�
     To call it a light was for want of a better term: it was more of a luminous violet mist, hanging at the far end of the passage they�d been following for the last ten minutes. Cody figured it as being about forty feet away, though distance had become unreal. They�d been in the dark since leaving the chamber where they�d been caged, and they�d been feeling their way along a passage with walls and floor that felt like soggy leather. Cody thought they were gradually descending, going around in slow spirals. They�d seen no other openings, no other lights.
     Cody held Miranda�s hand, and cautiously led her forward. She had hold of Sarge�s hand, pulling him along. They walked through two or three inches of a thick sludge that lay at the bottom of the corridor and dripped from above, and then they reached the luminous mist. By it they could see that the corridor wound to the right. Ahead was a circular portal into what looked like a large chamber, lit in a sickly violet glow.
     �Come on, Scooter!� Sarge whispered over his shoulder. �You gotta keep up!�
     They emerged from the corridor. Cody stopped, stunned by the sight.
     Above them, perhaps a hundred feet in the air, was a huge ball of purple mist, radiating light like an otherwordly sun. Other portals and platforms advanced up the inner walls of the ship right up to its distant apex. It made Cody think of what the inside of an antbed must look like, but he could see no other sign of life. About sixty feet above hung another black pyramid, the size of a tractor-trailer truck, connected to the walls by two massive metal arms. A network of thousands of silver cables ran from the pyramid into the walls, but Cody was most astounded by what stood before them.
     Across an area fifty yards wide and the same distance in length were hundreds of structures�spheres, octagons, bulky slabs, and some as graceful and puzzling as abstract sculptures. All of them were as black as ebony, and appeared to be covered with scales. They were arranged in long rows, connected by silver-blue rods; some of the structures were twenty or thirty feet tall.
     �What are they?� Miranda asked fearfully.
     �Machines, I think.� Cody had thought at first that this must be the ship�s engine room, but the rhythmic pulse was not coming from here but from a level below. One black wall was covered with thousands of dimly glowing, violet geometric shapes. Probably Stinger�s language, Cody guessed. On another wall were rows of triangular screens, displaying what looked like X-ray images of human skeletons, skulls and organs from varying angles. A different set of images appeared every two or three seconds, like a visual encyclopedia of human anatomy.
     �Good God A�mighty!� Sarge stared upward. �Got a fake sun in here!� But the ball of mist gave off a cold light, and the sight of it made his head throb.
     �There�s got to be a way out.� Cody held Miranda�s hand and started across the chamber�s black, leathery floor. Pools of slime lay everywhere, as if a huge snail had recently crawled through. Cody reasoned that there had to be another portal, maybe on the opposite side of the ship.
     They went between the rows of machines. Cody heard a slow whooshing, and he realized with a prickle of flesh at the back of his neck that some of the machines were breathing. But they couldn�t be alive; they couldn�t be! Still, their scaled surfaces expanded and contracted, each with a slightly different rhythm. Cody thought Miranda�s grip was going to break his hand.
     Hanging from one of the structures, a large slab studded with needles like an alien sewing machine, were scraps of what might have been human flesh�or a good imitation of it. Another structure held a huge spindle with a coil of finely meshed wires that fed into the next machine, and there was a chute with scraps of cloth, hair, and what might have been bones lying on it like discarded bits of trash. These were the machines that made Stinger�s replicants, Cody realized. The chamber was a chopshop, eerily similar to Mack Cade�s.
     Beyond the machines was another portal. Cody walked toward it, but suddenly stopped.
     �What is it?� Miranda asked, almost bumping into him.
     �Look at those.� He pointed. On the chamber floor, trailing into the passage before them, were thirty or more cords of what looked like stretched red muscle. Cody looked back to see what they were connected to; the fleshy fibers ran along the floor and into the largest of the breathing black machines. His next question was: what were those attached to on the other end?
     They had no choice but to enter the passageway. �Let�s go,� Cody said, more to get himself moving than for any other reason. He took three steps onto the sludgy surface�and then he heard a high whining noise like the line on a fishing rod being rapidly reeled up.
     The cords on the floor were vibrating. They were being pulled into the breathing machine, and Cody knew that something was coming through the passage ahead. He heard the noise of movement, the scuttling of claws against the passage surface. What sounded like an army of Stingers on the march.
     �Back!� he told Miranda and Sarge. �Get back! Hurry!� The noise of something massive was almost upon them. Cody guided them behind cover of a structure that resembled a gigantic blacksmith�s anvil, and then he crouched down and watched the portal, his spine crawling as the cords continued to reel into the depths of the breathing machine.
     And there it was, sliding through the opening into the chamber, its mottled flesh wet and gleaming under the violet sun. What had sounded like an army was only one creature, but the sight of such an ungodly thing speared terror through Cody. He felt as if his insides were shriveling, and he knew what he was looking at�not one of the replicants this time, but the thing that had crossed the void of space hunting Daufin, that had landed the spaceship here, dug tunnels under Inferno, and burst through the floors of houses in search of human bodies. There it was, twenty feet away from him.

     In the tunnel outside the ship, Daufin was still advancing like a small juggernaut. Behind her, Jessie and the others were having trouble keeping pace. Curt slipped in the slime, got up cursing and slinging the stuff off himself. Daufin listened to the pulse of the ship�s systems. She didn�t know if the force field had been turned off yet, but when it was a huge amount of energy would be shifted to the engines.
     At the rear of the group, Rick took four more strides and two hands burst from the dirt at his feet.
     One of them locked around his swollen ankle, the claws piercing his skin. He cried out �Jesus!,� pointed his rifle at the thing�s head, and started shooting. Pieces of flesh flew off the face. �Back here!� Curt hollered. He put the Colt�s barrel against the thing�s dark-haired skull and pulled the trigger. The head broke open, spewing its insides. But the thing was still fighting its way out of the ground, one hand gripping Rick�s ankle and the other flailing at Curt�s legs. Curt jumped like he was barefoot on a hot griddle. Rick fell, aimed his light into the thing�s face, and saw the eyes sucked back into hoods of flesh. They smoked and burst, the face contorting with either pain or rage. The claws released him, and the creature thrashed itself down into the ground again and disappeared.
     �Everyone all right?� Daufin had stopped fifteen feet ahead. Jessie shone the lamps back to illuminate the others.
     Curt was helping Rick up, both of them trembling. �Can you walk?� Curt asked. Rick tried weight on his ankle. Actually, the claw slashes had relieved some of the pressure, but his ankle was bleeding. He nodded. �Yeah, I can make it.�
     �Hold it.� Tom had seen something, and he pointed his light along the tunnel in the direction they�d come. His eyes widened behind his glasses. �Oh my God,� he said.
     Four human scorpions were scuttling toward them, their spiked tails thrashing. The light hit them and they flinched, shielded their eyes, but kept coming.
     Tom lifted his rifle and started to fire. Curt said, �Don�t waste the bullets, man.� He flicked his lighter, touched the flame to one of the dynamite fuses. It sparked and flared. �Everybody kiss the ground!� As the fuse was gnawed away, he flung the stick at the things and dove onto his face.
     The seconds ticked past. No explosion.
     �Christ!� Curt looked up. The creatures were right on the dynamite. Still no blast. �Must�ve been a damned du��
     It exploded. The four bodies were thrown against the tunnel�s sides in the thunderclap glare of the concussion, and the shock wave passed Curt and the others like a searing desert wind. Daufin was on her belly too, the blast�s breeze ruffling her hair.
     Jessie held up the lamps and saw two of the figures digging themselves into the walls. A third was lying there twitching, and a fourth did not move at all.
     �Bingo,� Curt said.
     Daufin stood up.
     And that was when the figure that had rushed along the tunnel behind her seized her by the back of the neck and lifted her off her feet. Two of its claws sliced into the skin, bringing a cry of pain from her. She was held at arm�s length, her legs dangling.
     �It�s over,� Stinger whispered, in the voice of Mack Cade.
     Jessie had heard Daufin�s cry, and she started to turn around and shine the light ahead. But Mack Cade�s voice was a harsh command: �Throw your weapons away! All of them! If you don�t, I�ll break her neck!�
     Jessie hesitated. Glanced at Tom. He stared at her, gripping the rifle to his chest.
     �Throw your weapons away,� Stinger repeated. The replicant held the child between itself and the lights. The dog�s head writhed in its chest. �Throw them down the passage as far as you can. Do it!�
     �Oh, Jesus!� Curt fell to his knees in the muck, rocking back and forth. �Don�t kill me! Please� I�m beggin� you!� His eyes were wild with terror. �Please don�t kill me!�
     �There�s bug bravery!� Stinger shook Daufin, and droplets of blood fell from the cuts on the back of her neck. �Look at them! There�re your protectors!�
     Curt was still rocking back and forth, making sobbing sounds. �Get up,� Rick said. �Come on, man. Don�t let this piece of shit see you beg.�
     �I don�t wanna die� I don�t wanna die��
     �We�re all going on a nice long trip,� Stinger said. �I won�t kill you if you do what I say. Throw your weapons down the passage. Now.�
     Tom drew a deep breath, his head bowed, and tossed the rifle away. He winced when it splatted into the ooze. Curt threw the hogleg Colt down the tunnel. Rick�s rifle went next. �The lights too!� Stinger shouted. �I�m not a fool!�
     Curt�s light went first. Then Rick�s, and Tom�s lantern. Jessie threw the wired-together lamps away, and it landed near the blown-up scorpion creature.
     �You have something else,� Stinger said quietly. �The weapon that shouts and burns. What�s it called?�
     �Dynamite,� Jessie told him, one hand pressed to her face.
     �Dy-na-mite. Dynamite. Where is it?�
     No one spoke. Curt was still huddled over, but making no sound.
     �Where?� Stinger demanded, and shook Daufin so hard it brought a grunt of pain from her.
     �Give it to him, Curt,� Tom said.
     Curt straightened up, slowly took the knapsack off. �The dynamite�s in here,� he said, and tossed it toward Stinger. It landed at Jessie�s feet.
     �Take the dynamite out and let me see,� Stinger said.
     Jessie picked up the knapsack and reached in. Her hand found not the last two sticks of dynamite, but a pack of Lucky cigarettes.
     �Let me see!� Stinger demanded.
     �Go on.� Curt�s voice had a nervous edge. �Let him see what he wants to.�
     �But� this isn�t��
     �Show him,� Curt interrupted.
     And then she understood, or at least thought she did. She brought out the pack of cigarettes and held them in her palm. Stinger�s eyes watched her over Daufin�s shoulder. �Here it is,� Jessie said. Her throat was dust dry. �Dynamite. See?�
     Stinger made no sound. The blue Mack Cade eyes stared at the pack of Luckies in Jessie�s palm. Blinked. Then once more. Processing information, Jessie thought. Maybe searching through the language centers of all the brains it had already stolen. Would it know what dynamite was, and what the explosive looked like? A hissing sound came from Stinger�s throat. �That�s a package,� Stinger suddenly said. �Open it and show me the dynamite.�
     Jessie�s hands were trembling. She tore the pack open, and held up the remaining three cigarettes so he could see them.
     There was a long moment in which she thought she would scream. If Stinger had any information on dynamite, it might be the same definition Daufin knew: an explosive compound usually formed into a cylinder and detonated by lighting a fuse. The cigarettes were cylinders, and how would Stinger know any differently? She could almost see the gears turning rapidly behind the creature�s counterfeit face.
     Stinger said, �Put the dynamite down. Step on it until it�s dead.�
     Jessie dropped the cigarettes and pressed them deep into the slime.
     A quick smile flickered across the thing�s mouth, and Stinger lowered Daufin but kept his hand clenched on her neck. �Now I feel better! Good vibes again, ya�ll! Everyone walk in front of me. Go!�
     Jessie let out the breath she�d been holding. Curt Lockett had gambled on the fact that Stinger had never seen dynamite before. But where were the last two sticks?
     Curt stood up. His red cowboy shirt had been buttoned almost to the throat. He followed Rick along the tunnel, his arms close to his sides and his back slightly stooped like a dog afraid of being beaten.
     Stinger shoved Daufin into the muck. Hauled her up again, shoved her roughly forward. She�d already seen what was clamped between the dog�s jaws: her lifepod. Stinger grabbed a handful of her hair. �I knew the bugs would draw you out. Oh, we�re going to have a nice long trip together. You, me, and the bugs. Think on these things.� He shoved her again, and followed the others into the dark with his spiked tail thrashing.


57
Stinger Revealed

Cody looked upon Stinger in the dank light of a violet sun, and the world seemed to freeze on its axis.
     Stinger�the bounty hunter from a distant planet�was a snaky length of mottled dark and light flesh. Its body shone with slime, and it moved on hundreds of small silver-clawed legs, propelling the bulk forward with wavelike undulations. Like a fat, oily centipede, Cody thought; but it had two large hinged and clawed forelegs that looked like the shovels of a living bulldozer. It was those forelegs that had dug the tunnels and smashed through the floors of houses.
     Its head was a duplicate of the thing that had burst out of the horse�thick, elongated jaws and four amber eyes with thin black pupils in a flattened, almost reptilian skull. Except the jaws did not hold needle teeth. The mouth was a large, wet gray suction cup, like the underside of a leech.
     Stinger�s body continued to glide into the chamber. Cords of elastic red muscle emerged from its sides and connected it to the breathing machine, which Cody figured must reel the cords in and out automatically; but it was clear that Stinger was tethered to the machine, and might even be part machine itself.
     But the worst was that in some places Stinger�s flesh was almost transparent, and Cody could see what was in there: corpses, drifting as if in a macabre ballet. What looked like hundreds of ropy filaments had wrapped around the corpses and seemed to be feeding them into the organs. A horse floated in there, drifting as if on an obscene tide. Flashes of what might have been electricity jumped along the filaments, illuminating the dead in that corpse-swollen body as if by strobe lights. A woman�s pickled face pressed up against the scaly flesh, red hair floating, and then she tumbled backward in terrible slow motion. More bodies moved in Stinger�s internal currents, and there were other faces Cody recognized and wished he did not. He pressed a hand against his mouth, fighting on the edge of the Great Fried Empty.
     It knows my name, he thought, and that almost sent him over.
     Finally, Stinger�s tail slid through the portal. It had a wrecking ball of spikes, just as the horse creature�s tail had. The tail twitched with horrible life, and the hundreds of legs carried Stinger�s bloated, twenty-foot-long body across the floor with a noise like sliding razor blades.
     Cody couldn�t move. The portal was clear now, though slimed with Stinger�s ooze, and they might be able to make it. But what if they couldn�t? The breathing machine was reeling fleshy cords out again as Stinger slithered toward the far side of the chamber. Cody looked over his shoulder at Miranda and Sarge; both of them were pressed against their shelter, and Sarge�s eyes had bulged with terror. He motioned for them to stay where they were, then crawled out of cover on his stomach to see where Stinger had gone.
     The thing had reached the wall of geometric symbols. It reared up, eight feet of its body leaving the floor, and the legs on its lower length pushed it onward. The flesh of its belly was smooth and white, like the flesh of a maggot. It looked vulnerable in comparison to the scaly upper body, Cody thought. Like you could punch a hole in it with a good shotgun blast.
     But he had no shotgun, and all he could do was watch while the thing�s small claws began to touch the symbols with blurred speed, each one moving independently. As the symbols were activated, their violet glow went out. Stinger�s head lifted, the eyes peering up, and Cody looked up too. Far above, the spinning cyclone of the force field at the ship�s apex had begun to slow its revolutions. As Stinger manipulated another series of symbols, the cyclone of light slowed� slowed� and extinguished.
     The force field had been turned off. Instantly, the suspended violet sun brightened.
     There was a bass grinding of machinery. The two metal arms were lowering the small pyramid to the floor. As it came down it opened, and within was a compartment that looked like a control center, full of rows of metallic levers. The pyramid settled to the floor with a slight jarring thump.
     Stinger continued to touch the symbols, all its attention focused on the work. Mechanisms whined and whirred in the walls, and the entire ship vibrated with a pulse of power.
     Cody crawled back to Miranda and Sarge. �We�ve got to get out now!� he whispered urgently. �I�m going first. I want you right behind me. Understand?�
     �Yes.� Miranda�s face was still chalky, but her eyes were clear.
     Sarge nodded. �We can�t forget Scooter! Got to bring Scooter with us!�
     �Right.� Cody peered out again, marking Stinger�s position, then at the portal. The time to go was now. He tensed, about to leap up and run like hell.
     Before he could, Jessie Hammond staggered through the portal. This new shock froze Cody where he was. She was followed by Tom Hammond, Rick Jurado, and�
     �Oh, Christ,� Cody breathed.
     His old man came in, stoop-shouldered. Right behind him was Daufin, her spine rigid and head uplifted defiantly� and then the spike-tailed nightmare that looked like Mack Cade with one arm and a dog�s head growing from its chest. Miranda leaned forward, saw Rick and started to shout, but Cody pressed his hand over her mouth and pulled her back behind the machinery.
     Rick�s stomach lurched. He�d seen the thing standing at the wall, and he felt the blood drain out of his face. Jessie glanced quickly back at Curt; beads of sweat glittered on his cheeks and forehead. Tom took Jessie�s hand, and Daufin turned to the one-armed replicant.
     �You have me now,� she said. �And my pod. Let the humans go.�
     �Prisoners have no right to demand.� The replicant�s eyes were supremely confident and contemptuous. �The bugs wanted to help you so much, they can go to prison with you.� Daufin knew it spoke with Stinger�s thoughts, but Stinger was busy with the lift-off preparations and didn�t turn away from the programming console. Evidently Stinger thought so little of her and the humans that it saw no need for more replicants to guard them.
     �Where�s my sister?� Rick forced himself to look into the creature�s face. �What�ve you done to her?�
     �Liberated her. And the two others, just as I�ve liberated all of you. From now on, there will be no more waste in your lives. Where you�re going, every moment will be productive.� The gaze slid to Daufin. �Isn�t that right?�
     She didn�t answer. She knew what lay ahead of them: a torture of �tests� and, finally, dissection.
     �You�re going through there.� The single claw motioned toward the portal on the chamber�s other side. �Move.� He reached out to shove Jessie.
     Rick knew they were dead. All of them. Miranda too. There was nothing left for him to lose, and he�d rather die on Earth than in outer space or some prison world beyond the stars. His decision was made in an instant, and it freed him from the terror that had locked around him. He drove his hand into his pocket. His fingers closed on the object there, and he wrenched it out.
     His other hand seized the creature�s wrist.
     The Mack Cade face twisted toward him, mouth opening in a gasp of indignation.
     At Rick�s side, the honed blade of the Fang of Jesus clicked out. �Eat this,� Rick said.
     He�d always been fast. Fast enough to grab the knife from under a sidewinder�s snout. And now he brought the Fang of Jesus up in a blur of motion and drove the blade into the replicant�s left eye with all his strength behind it.
     It went in up to the hilt. Gray fluid spurted from the wound over Rick�s hand. The creature gave a grunt of surprise and the body staggered back, tail writhing, but Rick dared not let either the wrist or his knife go.
     Across the chamber, Stinger�s head turned, its claws still darting over the geometric symbols. It made a wet, enraged hissing sound, and its brainwaves directed the Mack Cade replicant like a master puppeteer.
     Rick pulled the knife out, struck for the other eye. The thing�s head jerked to one side and the blade ripped across the cheek. The dog�s jaws opened wide, dropping the pod to the floor, and its needle teeth snapped at Rick�s ribs. They caught a mouthful of shirt and tore the cloth away. Rick held on to the replicant�s flailing arm with grim determination and kept knifing at the thing�s face, cutting away chunks of false flesh.
     The dog�s neck strained, its teeth about to pierce the skin on Rick�s side.
     Tom lunged forward, latching his hands around the dog�s throat. The neck had tremendous strength in it and the head thrashed, its jaws snapping at Tom�s face. Tom hung on, even when its stubby forelegs came up and the two hooked claws raked bloody ribbons out of his arms.
     The three figures staggered across the chamber. Daufin saw the pod bounce twice and roll in Stinger�s direction. She ran after it, scurrying over the tendrils that delivered Stinger�s encoding signals to the replicating machines, leapt onto the pod, and snatched it up.
     Stinger was lowering itself from the programming console. One pair of its eyes still monitored the combatants, but the other pair was aimed at Daufin. Explosions of electricity flared inside the monster, and with a noise like a steam engine building power, the corpse-swollen body began to undulate toward her.
     The replicant�s spiked tail rose up over Rick�s head, about to smash his skull.
     But Cody had already shot from his hiding place and was sprinting forward. He reached up, grabbing the tail just below the ball of spikes. Its power lifted him off the floor, but Cody�s weight stopped the blow before it fell. The replicant roared with anger, trying to shake Cody off.
     The others saw Cody grappling with the tail, but there was no time to find out where he�d come from. Everything was happening too fast: the replicant�s claw was flailing Rick from side to side as he kept stabbing right down to the metallic skull. Tom�s arms were streaked with blood, savage pain thrumming through him, and he could only hold the dog�s head a few seconds longer.
     Jessie had run to Daufin�s side. She picked her up, holding her protectively, as a mother would any child. Stinger was coming at them, gathering speed, the silver claws skittering across the floor.
     Someone shoved her aside. Curt Lockett touched the lighter�s flame to the first of the two dynamite sticks he�d taken from the knapsack and clasped under his arms. His face was bleached, a pulse beating rapidly at his temple. He saw his own death coming at him, and his legs shook but he stood facing the onrushing beast as the dynamite�s fuse sparked and caught.
     He hurled the stick. It fell short, but Stinger went over it like an oozing train.
     There was no blast. Fuse got crushed, Curt thought. �Get back!� he shouted to Jessie. �Move your ass, la��
     His voice was drowned out by a hollow whuuummmp! like a huge shotgun going off in a mass of wet pillows. Stinger shuddered, its tail slamming against the wall. At the same instant, the mouth in Mack Cade�s knife-slashed face bellowed with pain, and the dog�s head howled. The Fang of Jesus slammed into the mouth and sent needles flying.
     Some of Stinger�s claws had crisped, and yellow flames gnawed at the underbelly flesh. A pool of liquid was spreading across the floor, and as Stinger writhed and rose up like a quaking mountain Curt saw a three-foot-long gash with charred edges on the soft white flesh. Inside, electricity sputtered along the veins and organs.
     But Stinger kept coming, trailing slime and some of its guts behind it. Curt retreated, pulling out the last stick of dynamite. Jessie still clutched Daufin, and was backing away too. Curt flicked the lighter, touched the fuse to the flame with shaking hands.
     �Hold it! Hold it!� Rick shouted to Tom, but the man�s arms were scored with gashes and the dog�s head got away from him. As Rick dodged the snapping jaws, the replicant flung him aside. It strode toward Curt, Cody straining against its tail. The dynamite�s fuse was smoking, and Curt cocked his arm back to throw it.
     �Dad!� Cody screamed. �Watch out!�
     Curt whirled around. The replicant was upon him, its face hanging in tatters and the single eye glinting with fury.
     The thing�s claw flashed out in a vicious arc. Shreds of Curt�s red cowboy shirt and pieces of flesh flew into the air, followed by streamers of blood. The dynamite�s fuse popped a flame, but Curt�s hand lost it and the stick fell to the floor. The replicant kept slashing at the ruins of his chest, and Curt tried to fight it off as blood clogged his lungs and welled up into his mouth.
     Cody frantically jerked back on the tail, his own injured ribs driving agony through him. He hauled the monster back a few feet from his father. Curt went down, and the replicant�s tail threw Cody from side to side but he gripped tight and held on.
     Stinger loomed over them, the undulations of its body opening wider the charred and torn bellyflesh.
     Cody saw the dynamite, its fuse sizzling down toward the cap. It lay less than ten feet from him, but he dared not let go of the spiked tail.
     Daufin struggled loose from Jessie�s grip; she hit the floor running and picked up the dynamite stick. A pair of Stinger�s eyes twitched toward her, and almost simultaneously the replicant turned away from Curt Lockett and rushed at her. No! Cody thought. Can�t let it get her! He dragged against the tail, his teeth clenched and tears of pain in his eyes; the replicant�s aim was jarred, and the metal-nailed hand whipped past Daufin�s head.
     Daufin stood her ground as Stinger began to rear up before her.
     She had a quick mental image: the pitcher in that mathematical game of safes and outs called baseball. Saw the pitcher�s arm cocking back, then flashing forward again in a miracle of moving muscles, bones, and sinews. She cocked her own arm back in imitation of that pitcher, and with a split-second calculation of angles and velocities she threw the sizzling stick of dynamite.
     It flew across the twelve feet between her and Stinger, and landed in the wound on Stinger�s soft belly, exactly where she�d aimed. She dropped to her knees as the replicant�s claw flailed where her head had been a second before and Cody strained to hold the thing back.
     A heartbeat passed, as long to Daufin as an agonizing eternity.
     Stinger�s flesh quivered, its body contorting like a question mark; there was a hollow boom that made Jessie think of thunder caught in a bucket. Two things happened at once: a shower of sparks seemed to jump from Stinger�s organs, and the monster�s flesh swelled and stretched like a grotesque sausage about to burst apart. The tear at its belly split wider, rimmed with yellow flames, and as Stinger thrashed wildly, burning coils of intestines spilled out. Flares of electricity exploded within the body, as if the double blasts had set off an internal chain reaction.
     The replicant with the ruined face of Mack Cade made a strangling, moaning sound and lurched to right and left, the claw swiping at empty air as Daufin scrambled beyond its reach. The dog�s howling was hoarse and full of pain, its teeth gnashing so hard the needles were shearing off. Jessie bent down and pulled Daufin close to her, their hearts pounding in unison.
     Stinger�s head reeled; it began backing away, its sucker mouth oozing drool, and beneath its body was a spreading circle of ripped organs, things that looked like dark red matter with needle-teethed mouths. The organs themselves gasped and twitched like misshapen fish as they came out, and when Earth air hit them, they ignited with yellow flames and shriveled into leathery ashes. Stinger stretched upward, as if reaching for the violet sun. Something exploded with white fire inside it. The split widened further, more tides of thick inner matter streaming out. The upper portion of Stinger�s body crashed to the floor.
     The replicant toppled to its knees.
     Cody let go of the tail, his arms bruised at their sockets, and got away from it; he slipped in his father�s blood, and crawled to where Curt lay.
     Stinger�s body began to collapse like a torn-open gasbag. The tail kept hammering at the wall and floor, but it was getting weaker.
     The replicant fell forward, and Mack Cade�s face banged down.
     �You�rrrre out,� Jessie heard Daufin whisper.
     Rick was trying to stand up, fighting the weight of shock. And then Miranda was beside him and he didn�t know if he was dead or crazy or dreaming, but she put her arms around him and those were real enough. He laid his head against her shoulder.
     Sarge Dennison had come out from hiding. He stood watching the creature slowly implode. Brackish tides rolled across the floor, and in it were what had once been human bodies. He reached down; Scooter licked his hand. �Good boy,� he said.
     Bursts of fire rippled through Stinger�s gutted hulk. The tail was still feebly twitching, and some of the claws were still trying to crawl. One pair of eyes had rolled back into the head. The body kept shuddering, the sucker mouth rasping like an engine dying down.
     �Lordy, Lordy,� Curt managed to say. �What the hell did I do?�
     �Don�t talk. We�re gonna get you out.� Cody had pulled his father�s shoulders off the floor, and Curt�s head rested on Cody�s leg. Where Curt�s chest had been was a heaving mass of tissue. Cody thought he could see the heart laboring in there. He wiped a trickle of blood from his father�s lips.
     Curt swallowed. Too much blood, he thought. Could hardly draw a breath for it. He looked up into his son�s face, and he thought he saw� no, couldn�t be. He�d taught his son that a real man never cries. �I hurt a little bit,� he said. �Ain�t no big thing.�
     �Hush.� Cody�s voice broke. �Save it for later.�
     �I got� a picture in my back pocket.� He tried to shift, but his body was too heavy. �Can you get it for me?�
     �Yes sir.� Cody reached into the pocket and found it, all folded up. He saw who the picture was of, and his heart almost cracked. He gave it to Curt, who held it before his face with bloody fingers.
     �Treasure,� Curt said softly. �You sure did marry one hell of a fool.� He blinked, found Cody again. �Your mama used to pack a lunch for me. She�d say, �Curt, you do me proud today,� and I�d answer, �I will, Treasure.�� His eyes closed. �Long time back. I used to be a carpenter� and� I took the jobs that came along.�
     �Please� don�t talk,� Cody said.
     Curt�s eyes opened. They were glassy, and his breathing was forced. He gripped his hand around the photograph. �I� did wrong with you,� he whispered. �Mighty wrong. Forgive me?�
     �Yes sir. I forgive you.�
     His other hand slid into Cody�s. �You be� a better man than me,� he said. Gave a grim little smile. �Won�t be too hard, will it?�
     �I love you, Dad,� Cody said.
     �I�� Something broke inside him. Something heavy fell away, and at the same time he realized life was short he felt light and free. �I� love you,� he answered, and he wished to God he�d had the courage to say those simple words a long time ago. �Damn kid,� he added. His hand tightened around his son�s.
     Cody was blinded by tears. He wiped his eyes, but the tears returned. He looked at the still-shuddering mass of Stinger, then back to Curt.
     The man�s eyes had closed. He might have been sleeping, any other time. But down in that morass of ripped flesh and lungs Cody could no longer see the heart beating. The grip on Cody�s hand was loosening. Cody held on, but he knew the man had gone�escaped, really, to a place that had no dead ends but only new beginnings.
     Daufin was standing next to him. She was clutching the sphere, her face dark-hollowed and weary. The strength in her host body was almost used up. �I owe him�and you�a debt I can never repay,� she said. �He was a very brave human.�
     �He was my father,� Cody answered.
     Rick was on his feet. He limped with Miranda�s help over to the fallen replicant, placed one foot on the thing�s shoulder, and shoved the body over onto its back. The dog�s head lolled, its eyes amber blanks.
     But suddenly the body hitched. The single blue Mack Cade eye was still open, and it fixed on Rick with utter loathing.
     The mouth stretched, and from between the needle teeth came a harsh, dying hiss: �You� bugsssss�� The eye rolled back into the head, and the mouth gave a final rattling gasp.
     A death rattle came from Stinger�s husk. The tail rose up, the ball of spikes quivering, and crashed down one last time as if in defiance.
     And then the carcass lay still.
     But the ship�s pulse was thunderous now, and the violet sun crackled with energy. Daufin turned toward Jessie, who knelt at Tom�s side. The man�s arms had been flayed raw, and Jessie was tearing up strips of his shirt to bind the slashes. �The time is short,� Daufin said. She scanned the programming console, seeking to decipher a code in the geometric shapes. �The engines are about to reach their lift-off threshold. If they go beyond that point, they might suffer damage.� She peered at the banks of levers inside the smaller pyramid. �That�s the control center. I can delay lift-off long enough for you to leave the tunnels�but there won�t be time to change the navigational coordinants and get to the sleep tubes.�
     �Try that in English,� Tom said.
     �I can�t keep the ship on the ground much longer,� Daufin translated. �And I don�t have time to meld into my pod. I need another guardian.�
     Jessie felt as if the breath had been punched out of her. �What?�
     �I�m sorry. I need physical form to keep the ship from lifting off while you�re in the tunnels. The shock wave would kill you.�
     �Please� give Stevie back to us.� Jessie stood up. �Please!�
     �I want to.� The face was tormented, and the small hands clutched the black sphere to her chest. �I must have another guardian. Please understand: I�m trying to save all of you as well as myself.�
     �No! You can�t have Stevie! I want my daughter back!�
     �Uh� is �guardian� kinda the same as �custodian�?�
     Daufin looked to her right, and up at Sarge Dennison. �What�s a guardian do?� he asked cautiously.
     �A guardian,� she answered, �protects my body and holds my mind. I wear a guardian like armor, and I respect and protect the guardian�s body and mind as well.�
     �Sounds like a full-time job.�
     �It is. A guardian knows peace, in a place beyond dreams. But there�ll never be any returning to Earth. Once this ship takes off��
     �The sky�s the limit,� Sarge said.
     She nodded, watching him hopefully.
     �And if you get another guardian, you� like� shed your skin? And the Hammonds get their real daughter back? Right?�
     �Right.�
     He paused, his face lined with thought. He looked at his hands for a few seconds. �Can we take Scooter?� he asked.
     �I wouldn�t dream of not taking Scooter,� she said.
     Sarge pursed his lips and hissed out air. �What�ll we do for food and water?�
     �We won�t need them. I�ll be in a sleep tube, and you�ll be here.� She lifted the pod. �With Scooter, if that�s as you wish.�
     He smiled wanly. �I�m� kinda scared.�
     �So am I,� Daufin said. �Let�s be brave together.�
     Sarge looked up at Tom and Jessie, then over at the others. Returned his gaze to the little girl�s intense and shining eyes. �All right,� he decided. �I�ll be your guardian.�
     �Place your fingers against this,� Daufin told him, and he gingerly touched the sphere. �Don�t be afraid. Wait. Just wait.�
     Blue threads began to creep across the black surface. �Hey!� Sarge�s voice was high and nervous. �Look at that!� The blue threads connected with each other, and floated like mist beneath their hands. Daufin closed her eyes, blocking out all externals and the insistent bellows� boom of the ship. She concentrated solely on opening the vast reservoir of power that lay within the sphere, and she felt it react to her like the ocean tides of her world, flowing over and around her, drawing her deeper into their realm and away from the body of Stevie Hammond.
     Blue sparks jumped around Daufin�s fingers. �Lord!� Sarge said. �What was�� They danced around his fingers too; he felt a faint tingling sensation that seemed to flow up and down his spine. �Lord!� was all he could say, and that in a stunned whisper.
     And in the next instant currents of power snapped out of the sphere, coiled around Daufin�s hands and Sarge�s too. His eyes widened. The bright blue bands intertwined, braided around each other, and shot with an audible humming sound into the eyes of both Daufin and Sarge, into their nostrils and around their skulls. Daufin�s hair danced with sparks. Sarge�s mouth opened, and sparks were leaping off his fillings.
     Tom and Jessie held on to each other, not daring to speak or move, and the others were silent.
     The power surge snapped Sarge�s head back. His legs buckled, and he fell to the floor. Daufin went down two seconds later. The energy flow ceased, and the pod fell out of the child�s hands and rolled to Jessie�s feet.
     Daufin sat up. Blinked at Tom and Jessie. Started to speak but nothing came out.
     Sarge�s body trembled. He rolled over on his side, slowly got up on his knees.
     Daufin rubbed her eyes. Sarge breathed deeply a few times, and then he spoke: �Take your daughter home, Tom and Jessie.�
     �Mama?� Stevie said. �I�m� so sleepy.�
     Jessie rushed to her daughter, picked her up, and hugged her, and Tom put his arms around both of them. �Why are you crying?� Stevie asked.
     Sarge retrieved the sphere and stood up. His movements were quicker than before, and his eyes glinted with a fierce intelligence. �Your language� isn�t big enough to tell you how grateful I am,� he said. �I�m sorry I brought such pain to this world.� He looked down at Curt�s body, and placed his hand on Cody�s shoulder. �It wasn�t what I wanted.�
     Cody nodded, but was unable to reply.
     �We know,� Tom said. �I wish you could�ve seen a better part of our world.�
     �I think I saw a fine part of it. What�s any world but its tribe? And the generations yet to be?� He reached out, gently touching Stevie�s auburn hair with Sarge�s work-gnarled fingers.
     Stevie�s eyes and brain were fogged with the need for sleep. �Do I know who you are?�
     �Nope. But someday�maybe�your parents might tell you.�
     Stevie nestled her head against Jessie�s shoulder. She didn�t care where she was, or what was happening; her body was worn out. But she�d been having such a wonderful dream, of playing in the summer sun in a huge pasture with Sweetpea. Such a wonderful dream�
     �The greatest gift is a second chance,� the alien said. �That�s what you�ve given my tribe. I wish there was something I could give in return�but all I can do is promise that on my world there�ll always be a song for Earth.� A smile touched the corners of Sarge�s mouth. �Who knows? Someday we might even learn to play baseball.�
     Jessie grasped his hand. Words failed her, but she found some. �Thank you for giving Stevie back to us. Good luck to you�and you be careful, you hear?�
     �I hear.� He looked at the others, nodded farewell at Cody and Rick, then back to Jessie and Tom. �Go home,� he told them. �You know the way. And so do I.�
     He turned and strode across the floor. One leg folded up at the knee joint like an accordian. He entered the small pyramid, paused only briefly as he studied the instruments, then began to rapidly manipulate the levers.
     Tom, Jessie, Cody, Rick, and Miranda left the chamber, with Stevie clinging to Jessie�s neck. They went the way they�d come in, through the passage that spiraled down to a wide black ramp in the tunnel below. The lights they�d thrown away were still burning in the distance.
     And in the black sphere in the creature�s hand, Sarge Dennison stood at a crossroads. He was a young man, handsome and agile, with his whole life before him. For some reason, and this was unclear, he was wearing an olive-green uniform. He had a suitcase in his hand, and the day was sunny and there was a nice breeze and the dirt road went in two directions. The signpost had foreign words on it: the names of Belgian villages. From one direction he thought he heard the dark mutter of thunder, and clouds of dark smoke were rising from the ground. Something bad was happening over that way, he thought. Something real bad, that should not ever have to happen again.
     A dog barked. He looked the other way, and there was Scooter. A mighty prancy thing, waiting for him. The dog�s tail wagged furiously. Sarge looked toward the clear horizon. He didn�t know what was over that way, beyond the green trees and the soft hills, but maybe it was worth a walk.
     He had all the time in the world to get there.
     �Hold on!� he called to Scooter. �I�m comin�!� He started walking, and it was funny but the suitcase hardly weighed a feather. He leaned down and picked up a stick, and he flung it high and far and watched Scooter kick up dust as the dog ran to fetch it. Scooter got the stick and brought it back. It seemed to Sarge that they could play this game all day.
     He smiled, and passed on along a dirt road into the land of imagination.


58
Dawn

Rick started up the rope, and twenty feet had never looked so deep. He made it up about eight feet before his arms gave out. He fell back, exhausted.
     A voice came from above: �Tie a loop in the rope and put your foot in it! We�ll haul you up!�
     �Okay!� Tom shouted. �Hold on!� He got the loop tied, and Rick stepped into it. He was drawn steadily upward and a few seconds later was pulled onto the floor of Crowfield�s house. He saw a smear of red early-morning sun in the sky. The force field was gone and the desert breeze was drifting the smoke and dust away.
     Xavier Mendoza, Bobby Clay Clemmons, Zarra, and Pequin had come from the fortress. They dropped the rope back down and this time reeled Miranda up.
     When Rhodes came up, he almost kissed the floor but he was afraid that if he got down on it he�d never get back up. He lurched to the front door, holding his mangled shoulder, breathed deeply of fresh air, and looked out at the world.
     Helicopters roared back and forth over Inferno and Bordertown, cautiously circling the black pyramid. Higher up were the contrails of jet fighters, their pilots awaiting orders. On Highway 67 were hundreds of headlights: a convoy of trucks, jeeps, vans, and trailers. Rhodes nodded. Now the shit was about to hit the fan. He could hear the noise of the pyramid: from here, it was a low-pitched rumble. Daufin�Sarge, now�was still holding the ship back, giving them time to get clear of the tunnels.

     Ray Hammond heard the chatter of a �copter overhead, and he opened his eyes. He was lying in a bathtub, Nasty�s Mohawked head against his shoulder. Red stripes of sunlight slanted through a broken window. They had hidden here since Tank�s truck had overturned, had heard the smashing of houses around them, but had stayed put. Climbing into the bathtub had been Ray�s idea.
     He started to climb out, but Nasty murmured and clutched at his chest. She was still pretty much out of it, he knew, and she needed to be taken to Doc Early. He looked at her face and smoothed some of her wild hair down�and then the ruddy light showed him what the dark had kept secret: Nasty�s blouse had pulled open, and�
     Oh my God! Ray thought. Oh my God there they are!
     Both her breasts were exposed. There they were, nipples and everything, just inches away from his fingers.
     He stared at them, mesmerized.
     So close. So close. Crazy, he thought, how his mind could switch from almost getting killed to the idea of losing his virginity in a bathtub, but that was the Alien Sex Beam for you. Unpredictable.
     Maybe just one touch, he decided. One quick touch, and she�d never know.
     He moved his fingers toward them, and Nasty�s eyes opened. They were red and swollen. Her whole face was puffy and bruised looking, but he still thought she was pretty. And maybe never prettier, her face against his shoulder and so close to him. Her eyes struggled to focus. She said, �Ray?�
     �The one and only.� He gave a nervous little laugh.
     �Thought so.� She smiled sleepily. �You�re okay, kid. You�re gonna make some girl feel real special someday. Like she�s a lady.� Her eyes closed again, heavy-lidded, and her soft breath brushed his throat.
     He looked at her breasts for a while longer, but his fingers crept no closer. There would be a time, he thought. But not now. Not today. That time was in the future. Maybe not with Nasty, but with some girl he didn�t even know yet. Maybe love would have something to do with it too. And maybe thinking about things like this was what they called �growing up.�
     �Thanks,� he said to her, but she didn�t answer. He gathered her blouse together and slipped a couple of buttons through their loops so when somebody found them she�d look like what she did to him: a sleeping Guinevere. And that was his chivalrous deed for the year, he decided. From here on out it was Wild Animal City. His body felt like a bag of knots, and he laid his head back and watched the red sun coming up.

     Helicopters were flying over Celeste Street, their rotors stirring the haze away, as Ed Vance, Celeste Preston, and Sue Mullinax emerged from the Brandin� Iron. They�d stayed behind the counter after the wall had crashed in, flat on their faces in the debris. There had been more sounds of destruction, and Vance had figured it was the end of the world until Celeste had given an ungodly shriek and they�d all heard the helicopters. Now they saw that the force field was gone, and as the wind of �copter rotors swirled along the street Vance couldn�t help himself. He gave a whoop and hugged Celeste Preston, picking her up off her feet.
     Something flapped past Vance�s face like a green bat. Then more of them, running before the wind. Sue shouted, �What is it?�
     Celeste reached out and snagged a handful as they rushed past. She opened her hand, and was looking at eight one-hundred-dollar bills.
     Money was flying all over Celeste Street. �My God!� Sue snatched up two handfuls and shoved them down her blouse, and now other people were out in the street, amid all the wreckage, picking up money too. �Where�s it comin� from?�
     Celeste struggled out of the sheriff�s bear hug and walked over sliding masses of money. Her yellow Cadillac had gone over on its side, two tires flat, and in the red light she could see the bills whirling up out of the car when the helicopters passed overhead. She reached the car on wobbly legs, and she said, �Shit.�
     The hundred-dollar bills were coming from the ripped-open front seat, where the thing�s claws had slashed. Vance came toward her, his wet shirt stuffed with money. �Have you ever seen the like of this?� he hollered.
     �We�ve found where Wint hid his money,� Celeste said. �Old crazy sonofabitch stuffed my seats full. He told me never to sell that car. Reckon I know why now.�
     �Well, start pickin� it up, then! Hell, it�s flyin� all over town!�
     Celeste grunted and looked around. The streets were riddled with chasms and cracks, stores appeared to have been hit by bombs, cars were smashed and many still on fire over in Cade�s used-car lot, houses were fit for kindling. �Ain�t much left of Inferno,� she said. �Old town�s �bout done.�
     �Get the money!� Vance urged her. �Come on, it�s yours! Help me get it!�
     She stared at her handful of cash for a moment. And then she opened her fingers and the money took flight.
     �Are you crazy? It�s goin� everywhere!�
     �Wind wants it,� Celeste said. �Wind oughta have it.� She regarded him with her icy blue eyes. �Ed, I�m damned grateful to be alive after what we just went through. I�ve lived in a shack and I�ve lived in a fancy house, and I�m not sure which suits me best. You want it, you go ahead and take it. All goin� to the tax man, anyhow. But I�m alive this mornin�, Ed, and I feel mighty rich.� She breathed deep of clean air. �Mighty rich.�
     �I do too, but that don�t mean I�ve lost my mind!� He was busy stuffing his pockets, back and front.
     �Ain�t no matter.� She waved his objections away. �Sue, you got any more beer in there?�
     �I don�t know, Mrs. Preston.� Sue had stopped picking up money. Her blouse was full of bills, but her eyes were dazed and seeing Inferno all torn up made everything doubly unreal. �I think I�m� gonna go see if anything�s left of my house. You help yourself to whatever you want.� And then she walked away, through the bluster and scurry of cash, toward Bowden Street.
     Celeste saw headlights up at the far end of the street. �Looks like we�ve gonna have company real soon. You want to share another beer with me �fore they get here?�
     Vance reached for another bill. As he grasped it three sneaked away from him. And he realized that he could never scoop up all of it, and trying to would make him crazy. He stood up. Money was already swirling out of his overstuffed pockets. It was a nightmare in the center of a dream nestled in a nightmare, and the only thing solid seemed to be the woman standing in front of him. The crackle of bills taunted him as they flew, and he knew he could work all his life and never have a bucket�s worth of what was spinning in the breeze.
     But he had never thought he�d live to see the sun rising, and there it was. Its heat touched his face. He blinked back tears.
     �Come on, Ed,� Celeste said, in a gentle voice. Just for a second, there in the rotors and the wind and the noise of flying money, she thought she�d heard Wint laugh. Or at least chuckle. She took the sheriff�s arm. �Let�s us rich folks get off the street,� she said, and she guided him like a docile bear through the broken facade of the Brandin� Iron.
     Other people came out of the houses where they�d been hiding and blinked in the early light. Inferno looked as if a tornado had zigzagged across it, craters here and there where the weakened earth had collapsed. And some people found more than destruction: on Oakley Street lay the horse creature, which had torn a swath of houses apart across Travis, Sombra, and Oakley but had fallen when Stinger did. Wedged in cracks were other things: scorpionlike bodies with human heads, their eyes Wank, their lifeforce extinguished at the same instant as Stinger�s. It would take weeks for all the bodies to be found.
     Sue Mullinax was nearing her house at the corner of Bowden and Oakley when somebody shouted, �Hey, lady! Stop!�
     She looked up, at Rocking Chair Ridge. The light was strengthening, and the shadows were melting away. On top of the ridge was a small dune buggy, and there were two men standing beside it. One of the men had a videotape camera, aimed at the black pyramid. He swung it in her direction. The other man came down the ridge in a boil of sliding dust and rocks. He had a dark beard and wore a cap that said NBC. �What�s your name, lady?� he asked, fumbling for a notepad and pen.
     She told him. He shouted to the other man, �Get down here! We�ve got an interview!� The one with the videotape camera scrambled down the ridge, almost falling on his tail before he made it. �Oh Lord,� Sue said, frantically trying to fix her hair. �Oh Lord, am I gonna be on TV?�
     �National news, lady! Just look at me, now.� A red light lit up on the camera, and Sue couldn�t help but stare at the lens. �When did the UFO come down?�
     �Almost quarter till ten. I remember, �cause I saw the clock just before it hit.� She pulled her dusty hair back from her face, aware that the money stuffed in her blouse was going to make her appear even heftier than she was. �I work at the Brandin� Iron. That�s a cafe. Lord, I must look a mess!�
     �You look fine. Get me a pan shot and come back to her face.� The cameraman slowly swiveled, filming the houses of Inferno. �Lady, this is about to be the most famous town in the country. Hell, in the whole world!�
     �Am� I gonna be famous?� she asked.
     �You and everybody else. We�ve gotten a report that there might�ve been extraterrestrial contact. Can you verify that?�
     She was aware of the importance of her answer. And just like that she saw her face and the faces of other people from Inferno and Bordertown on the newscasts, the covers of magazines, newspapers, and books, and she had a dizzy spell that was almost as heart-stopping as a monkey flip. She said, very clearly, �Yes.� Said it again. �Yes. There were two creatures. Both different kinds. The sheriff�Sheriff Ed Vance is his name�told me one was after the other. When that ship came down, the whole town almost shook itself to��
     �Cut!� the man in the cap said. He was looking over his shoulder, and he�d seen what was coming. �Thanks, Mrs. Mullinax. Gotta go!� He and the cameraman began running up the ridge to the dune buggy.
     She saw what had scared them: a jeep full of soldiers with MP on their helmets was turning onto Bowden, its driver swinging around the cracks and craters. Some of the soldiers leapt out and sprinted up the ridge after the two newsmen. �It�s Miss Mullinax!� she shouted. The dune buggy�s engine fired before the soldiers could get there, and the vehicle sped away down the other side of the ridge.
     An unmarked dark blue car stopped at the north end of the Snake River Bridge. Two men in the uniforms of air-force colonels and another man in civilian clothes got out. They strode briskly toward the group of people who were coming from the south end of the fire-scarred bridge.
     �My God!� The hawk-nosed officer with �Buckner� on a security-clearance tag at his breast pocket halted. He�d recognized one of the men approaching them, but if that was indeed Colonel Rhodes, Matt had aged ten years in one night. �I think we�ve found him.� And another few steps closer brought an �Affirmative. It�s Colonel Rhodes. Tell Central.�
     The other officer, a captain named Garcia, had a field telephone, and through it he said, �Able One to Central, we�ve found Colonel Rhodes. Repeat: we�ve found the colonel. We need a medic evac truck, on the double.�
     �Medic evac on the way, Able One,� the dispatcher answered, routing traffic from the Central Command trailer parked in the Bob Wire Club�s lot.
     Rhodes was being helped along by Zarra Alhambra, and he saw Colonel Buckner of Special Intelligence coming toward him. �Morning, Alan,� he said when the other man reached them. �You missed some excitement last night.�
     Buckner nodded, his dark eyes humorless. �I suppose I did.� He looked at the ragtag bunch of civilians. They appeared to have stumbled out of a battle zone: their clothes were covered with dust and grime, their eyes weary hollows in bruised and blood-streaked faces. One of them, a wiry young man with curly blond hair, was being supported between a Hispanic boy and girl, and all three of them had the thousand-yard stare of shell-shock victims. Another older man had bloody strips of shirt around his arms, and next to him was an ashen-faced woman holding a little girl who�amazingly�appeared to be asleep. The other people were more or less just as dazed and battered. But Matt Rhodes had left Webb AFB yesterday morning looking fairly young, and now dust lay in deep lines on his glass-cut face and much of his hair had seemingly turned gray overnight. Coagulated blood had oozed through the fingers of the hand clamped to his shoulder. He was smiling bravely, but his eyes were deep-socketed and there were things behind them that would haunt him for the rest of his life.
     �This is Mr. Winslow. He�s a coordination specialist.� Buckner motioned to the civilian, a crewcut blond man in a dark blue suit. Mr. Winslow wore sunglasses and had a face like a slab of stone, and Rhodes caught a whiff of Washington. �Captain Gunniston�s already been taken to Debriefing,� Buckner said. It was actually a large trailer parked near the Texaco station. �We�ll have a truck here for you in a few minutes to take you to Medical.� He gazed around at the destruction. �Looks like this town took a hell of a beating. Can you estimate the casualties?�
     �High,� Rhodes said. His arm was no longer hurting now; it was just heavy, like a sack of freshly poured concrete. �But I think we came out on top.� How to explain to this man standing before them that in the space of twenty-four hours�an iota of a second on the scale of the universe�the fate of two civilizations had been fought for in the Texas dust?
     �Colonel Buckner?� Garcia said, the field phone�s receiver to his ear. �I�ve got Perimeter Control. They�re reporting intruders getting through security�probably newsmen. Captain Ingalls says there�s no way to stop them with all the open spaces out��
     �Tell him to keep them out of here!� Buckner snapped. In his voice there was a hint of panic. �Jesus Christ! Tell him to lock the bastards up if he has to!�
     �Might as well forget it,� Rhodes said calmly. �There�s no way to keep this secret.�
     Buckner gaped at him as if Rhodes had just asserted that the American flag�s colors were green, pink, and purple, and Winslow�s reflective sunglasses held images of Rhodes�s face.
     The distant rumbling of the black pyramid suddenly stopped.
     Cody, Rick, Rhodes, and the others looked back at it. The object�s base had begun to glow a blue-orange color. Waves of heat shimmered in the morning light.
     The bridge trembled. A vibration passed through the earth, and the upper three quarters of the pyramid began to rise, leaving the heated base below. Thin jets of white flame shot around the pyramid�s rim, and those flames roared through the tunnels on the Bordertown side and melted red dirt and sand into clumps of ebony glass. Hot winds shrilled across the bridge.
     The pyramid slowly rose four hundred feet in the air and paused there, golden sunlight hitting its black-scaled surface. The pyramid began a graceful rotation.
     �Captain Redding reports Alpha Strike�s Sidewinders are armed and ready,� Garcia relayed to Buckner through the field phone.
     Sidewinder missiles, Rhodes knew. He looked up, saw the contrails of jets gathering into strike formation. �Let it alone,� he said.
     Buckner grabbed the phone�s receiver. �This is Team Leader, Alpha Strike. Hold your positions. Fire Sidewinders on my command, acknowledge?�
     �No!� Tom protested, pushing forward. �Let the ship go!�
     Whips of energy were flailing out from the pyramid�s sides. �Ready on my command,� Buckner repeated.
     �Tell the fighters to disarm, Alan.� Rhodes clutched the man�s wrist. �I don�t care what your orders are. Please let it go.� The other man pulled free, splotches of red surfacing on his cheeks.
     And now the pyramid�s sides were compressing, as loops of power crackled from it like lightning and shot a hundred feet in all directions. The air fluttered with heat, making the pyramid shimmer like a mirage. In another few seconds the spacecraft had tightened itself into a shape akin to that of a sharpened spear.
     It began to ascend again, faster now, rapidly gaining speed. In the space of two heartbeats it was an ebony streak moving upward into the blue.
     �Go,� Rick said. �Go!�
     The fighters were waiting, circling above.
     Buckner�s mouth started to open.
     Rhodes reached out, with deliberate strength, and jerked the phone�s cable out of its field pack.
     There was a sonic boom that knocked the first roving vultures out of the turbulent air and kicked up dust over thirty miles of Texas desert. The spacecraft seemed to elongate, a dark blurred streak arcing into the cloudless heavens like an arrow. It shot past the circling jets as if they were painted on the sky and vanished in a violet shimmer.
     The wind blew across the bridge, ruffled clothes and hair and whistled over the remaining roofs of the town.
     The ship and its pilot were gone. Far above, the jets were still going around and around like frustrated mosquitoes deprived of a good arm to bite.
     �Sir?� Winslow�s voice was slow and thick. Rhodes thought they must breed these high-level government security boys on farms somewhere. �I believe that was probably your last action as a member of the United States Air Force.�
     �You can kiss my ass,� Rhodes said. To Buckner, �You too.� He gazed up. The fighters were coming down. It was all over but the cleaning up.
     A truck with a Red Cross on it pulled to the north end of the bridge. Its rear panel opened up and a ramp slid down. Inside were cots, oxygen masks and tanks, medical supplies and a couple of attendants.
     �Time to go.� Buckner motioned Rhodes on.
     The colonel took a few steps, Zarra helping him, but he stopped abruptly. The sun was a quarter up, the sky was turning blue, and it was going to be another scorcher. He turned to the others, looked at the faces of Cody, Rick, Miranda, Jessie, Tom, and the little girl. Even the sonic boom hadn�t awakened her, and he figured they all would be sleeping like that pretty soon. Later there would be nightmares. But everyone would deal with those as best they could, because human beings knew nothing if not how to endure. We saved two worlds, Rhodes thought. Not a bad night�s work for bugs.
     He offered his face to the sun, and went on.
     Jessie felt Stevie�s heart beating, slowly and steadily, against her chest. She touched the child�s face, ran her hand over the dusty auburn hair�and her fingers found two blood-clotted slashes under Stevie�s hair, at the back of the neck. Stevie shifted her weight and made a pained face in her sleep. Jessie removed her fingers.
     Someday the story would have to be told to her. Someday, but not this one.
     Jessie clasped Stevie with one arm and her other hand found Tom�s. They needed to get Ray at the clinic, but Ray would be all right. He was a born survivor, Jessie knew. That trait must run in the family. Tom and Jessie crossed the bridge, and Stevie dreamed of stars.
     Trucks and jeeps were all over Inferno now. Several helicopters warily circled the starship�s remaining base section, which engineer crews in the days ahead would find impossible to cut apart or otherwise move.
     A figure lingered on the bridge as the others went across. Cody stared at the wreckage of his motorcycle, his hands hanging limply at his sides. The Honda�his old friend�was dead too, and it seemed like the bridge was a hundred miles long.
     Rick glanced over his shoulder and stopped. �Take my sister with you,� he told Mendoza, and the man helped Miranda to the truck. Then Rick limped back and stood waiting.
     Cody reached down, picked up a piece of scorched exhaust pipe. Let it clatter back to the pavement like so much useless junk.
     �Heard you were good with tools,� Rick said.
     Cody didn�t answer. He sat down, his knees pulled up close to his chest.
     �You coming, or not?�
     Cody was silent. Then, after a long shudder of breath: �Not.�
     Rick limped a few paces closer. Cody averted his face. Rick started to speak, but it was just filling space. He didn�t know what to say. Then something hit him, right out of the blue: �It�s the last day of school. How about that? Think we graduated?�
     �Leave me alone. Go on.� He motioned toward the Inferno side.
     �No use sitting out here, Cody. Either you walk the distance or somebody�ll come get you.�
     �Let �em come!� Cody shouted, and when he turned his face, Rick saw the tears running down his cheeks. �My dad�s dead, don�t you get it?� The shout left his throat raw. His eyes was so full he couldn�t see. �My dad�s dead,� he repeated in a quieter voice, as if grasping it fully for the first time. Everything that had happened in Stinger�s spaceship was a jumbled blur, and it would take him a long time to sort it out. But he remembered clearly enough his father lying in front of him, holding on to life long enough to look at a faded picture. A hole yearned inside him, and never in his wildest dreams would he have thought he might ever miss his father.
     �Yeah, he is dead,� Rick agreed. He came two more paces nearer. �He saved our tails, I�ll tell you that. I mean� I didn�t know him too well, but� he sure came through for us. And for Daufin too.�
     �A hero,� Cody said. He laughed in spite of the tears, and he had to wipe his nose. �My dad�s a hero! Think they�ll put that on his tombstone?� His crazy smile fractured, because he realized there wasn�t a body to bury.
     �I think they might,� Rick told him.
     �Yeah. Maybe so.� Cody watched the sun coming up. It had been almost twenty-four hours since he�d been sitting on the Rocking Chair, counting the dead ends; he felt older now, but not weaker. His dad was dead, yes, and he would have to deal with that, but the world seemed different today; it seemed larger, and offered second chances and new beginnings.
     �We did something real important last night,� Rick said. �Something that people might not ever understand. But we�ll know it, and that may have to do.�
     �Yeah.� Cody nodded. �I reckon so. What do you think�s gonna happen to Inferno?�
     �I think it�ll be around for a while longer. Bordertown too. As soon as people find out what landed here�well, you never know about tomorrow.� Rick stepped forward and offered his hand. �You want to go across now?�
     Cody looked at the brown hand for a moment. The palm was rope-burned. He wiped his eyes and snuffled his nose. If any of the �Gades saw him like this, he�d�
     No, he thought. No �Gades and no Rattlers. Not anymore. That was yesterday, and today began for both of them from right here, at the middle of this bridge.
     Cody reached up and grasped the hand, and Rick helped him to his feet.
     The sunlight strengthened, chasing away the last shadows, and two men crossed the bridge together.
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For Sally, whose inside face is as beautiful as the one outside. We survived the comet!
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ONE

The Point of No Return


	Once upon a time

	Sister Creep

	Black Frankenstein

	The spooky kid

	King’s Knight





1

July 16

10:27 P.M. Eastern Daylight Time

WASHINGTON, D.C.

ONCE UPON A TIME we had a love affair with fire, the president of the United States thought as the match that he’d just struck to light his pipe flared beneath his fingers.

He stared into it, mesmerized by its color—and as the fire grew he had the vision of a tower of flame a thousand feet tall, whirling across the country he loved, torching cities and towns, turning rivers to steam, ripping across the ruins of heartland farms and casting the ashes of seventy million human beings into a black sky. He watched with dreadful fascination as the flame crawled up the match, and he realized that there, on a tiny scale, was the power of both creation and destruction; it could cook food, illuminate the darkness, melt iron and sear human flesh. Something that resembled a small, unblinking scarlet eye opened in the center of the flame, and he wanted to scream. He had awakened at two in the morning from a nightmare of holocaust; he’d begun crying and couldn’t stop, and the first lady had tried to calm him, but he just kept shaking and sobbing like a child. He’d sat in the Oval Office until dawn, going over the maps and top-security reports again and again, but they all said the same thing: First Strike.

The fire burned his fingers. He shook the match out and dropped it into the ashtray embossed with the presidential seal in front of him. The thin thread of smoke began to curl up toward the vent of the air-filtration system.

“Sir?” someone said. He looked up, saw a group of strangers sitting in the Situations Room with him, saw the high-resolution computer map of the world on the screen before him, the array of telephones and video screens set in a semicircle around him like the cockpit of a jet fighter, and he wished to God that someone else could sit in his seat, that he was still just a senator and he didn’t know the truth about the world. “Sir?”

He ran his hand across his forehead. His skin felt clammy. Fine time to be coming down with the flu, he thought, and he almost laughed at the absurdity of it. The president gets no sick days, he thought, because a president’s not supposed to be sick. He tried to focus on who at the oval table was speaking to him; they were all watching him—the vice-president, nervous and sly; Admiral Narramore, ramrod-straight in his uniform with a chestful of service decorations; General Sinclair, crusty and alert, his eyes like two bits of blue glass in his hard-seamed face; Secretary of Defense Hannan, who looked as kindly as anyone’s old grandfather but who was known as “Iron Hans” by both the press corps and his associates; General Chivington, the ranking authority on Soviet military strength; Chief of Staff Bergholz, crewcut and crisp in his ubiquitous dark blue pinstriped suit; and various other military officials and advisors.

“Yes?” the president asked Bergholz.

Hannan reached for a glass of water, sipped from it and said, “Sir? I was asking if you wanted me to go on.” He tapped the page of the open report from which he’d been reading.

“Oh.” My pipe’s gone out, he thought. Didn’t I just light it? He looked at the burned match in the ashtray, couldn’t remember how it had gotten there. For an instant he saw John Wayne’s face in his mind, a scene from some old black-and-white movie he’d seen as a kid; the Duke was saying something about the point of no return. “Yes,” the president said. “Go on.”

Hannan glanced quickly around the table at the others. They all had copies of the report before them, as well as stacks of other Eyes Only coded reports fresh off the NORAD and SAC communications wires. “Less than three hours ago,” Hannan continued, “our last operating SKY EYE recon satellite was dazzled as it moved into position over Chatyrka, U.S.S.R. We lost all our optical sensors and cameras, and again—as in the case of the other six SKY EYEs—we feel this one was destroyed by a land-based laser, probably operating from a point near Magadan. Twenty minutes after SKY EYE 7 was blinded, we used our Malmstrom AFB laser to dazzle a Soviet recon satellite as it came over Canada. By our calculations, that still leaves them two recon eyes available, one currently over the northern Pacific and a second over the Iran–Iraq border. NASA’s trying to repair SKY EYEs 2 and 3, but the others are space junk. What all this means, sir, is that as of approximately three hours ago, Eastern Daylight Time”—Hannan looked up at the digital clock on the Situation Room’s gray concrete wall—“we went blind. The last recon photos were taken at 1830 hours over Jelgava.” He switched on a microphone attached to the console before him and said, “SKY EYE recon 7-16, please.”

There was a pause of three seconds as the information computer found the required data. On the large wall screen, the map of the world went dark and was replaced by a high-altitude satellite photograph showing the sweep of a dense Soviet forest. At the center of the picture was a cluster of pinheads linked together by the tiny lines of roadways. “Enlarge twelve,” Hannan said, the picture reflected in his horn-rimmed eyeglasses.

The photograph was enlarged twelve times, until finally the hundreds of intercontinental ballistic missile silos were as clear as if the Situations Room wall screen was a plate glass window. On the roads were trucks, their tires throwing up dust, and even soldiers were visible near the missile installation’s concrete bunkers and radar dishes. “As you can see,” Hannan went on in the calm, slightly detached voice of his previous profession—teaching military history and economics at Yale—“they’re getting ready for something. Probably bringing in more radar gear and arming those warheads, is my guess. We count two hundred and sixty-three silos in that installation alone, probably housing over six hundred warheads. Two minutes later, the SKY EYE was blinded. But this picture only reinforces what we already know: the Soviets have gone to a high level of readiness, and they don’t want us seeing the new equipment they’re bringing in. Which brings us to General Chivington’s report. General?”

Chivington broke the seal on a green folder in front of him, and the others did the same. Inside were pages of documents, graphs and charts. “Gentlemen,” he said in a gravelly voice, “the Soviet war machine has mobilized to within fifteen percent of capacity in the last nine months. I don’t have to tell you about Afghanistan, South America or the Persian Gulf, but I’d like to direct your attention to the document marked Double 6 Double 3. That’s a graph showing the amount of supplies being funneled into the Russian Civil Defense System, and you can see for yourselves how it’s jumped in the last two months. Our Soviet sources tell us that more than forty percent of their urban population has now either moved outside the cities or taken up residence inside the fallout shelters....”

While Chivington talked on about Soviet Civil Defense the president’s mind went back eight months to the final terrible days of Afghanistan, with its nerve gas warfare and tactical nuclear strikes. And one week after the fall of Afghanistan, a twelve-and-a-half-kiloton nuclear device had exploded in a Beirut apartment building, turning that tortured city into a moonscape of radioactive rubble. Almost half the population was killed outright. A variety of terrorist groups had gleefully claimed responsibility, promising more lightning bolts from Allah.

With the detonation of that bomb, a Pandora’s box of terrors had been opened.

On the fourteenth of March, India had attacked Pakistan with chemical weapons. Pakistan retaliated by a missile strike on the city of Jaipur. Three Indian nuclear missiles had leveled Karachi, and the war was deadlocked in the wastes of the Thar Desert.

On the second of April, Iran had unleashed a rain of Soviet-supplied nuclear missiles on Iraq, and American forces had been sucked into the maelstrom as they fought to hold back the Iranians. Soviet and American jets had battled over the Persian Gulf, and the entire region was primed to blow.

Border wars had rippled across North and South Africa. The smallest of countries were depleting their treasuries to buy chemical and nuclear weapons from arms brokers. Alliances changed overnight, some due to military pressure and others to snipers’ bullets.

Less than twelve miles off Key West, a trigger-happy American F-18 fighter pilot had sent an air-to-surface missile into the side of a disabled Russian submarine on the fourth day of May. Cuban-based Russian Floggers had come screaming over the horizon, shooting down the first pilot and two others of a squadron that arrived as backup.

Nine days later, a Soviet and an American submarine had collided during a game of cat-and-mouse in the Arctic. Two days after that, the radars of the Canadian Distant Early Warning line had picked up the blips of twenty incoming aircraft; all western United States air force bases had gone to red alert, but the intruders turned and escaped before contact.

On the sixteenth of May, all American air bases had gone to Defcon One, with a corresponding move by the Soviets within two hours. Adding to the tension that day was the detonation of a nuclear device in the Fiat complex in Milan, Italy, the action claimed by a Communist terrorist group called The Red Star of Freedom.

Incidents between surface ships, submarines and aircraft had continued through May and June in the North Atlantic and North Pacific. American air bases had gone to Defcon Two when a cruiser had exploded and sank, cause unknown, thirty nautical miles off the coast of Oregon. Sightings of Soviet submarines in territorial waters increased dramatically, and American submarines were sent to test the Russian defenses. The activity at Soviet ICBM installations was recorded by SKY EYE satellites before they were blinded by lasers, and the president knew the Soviets saw the activity at U.S. bases before their own spy satellites were dazzled blind.

On the thirtieth of June of the “Grim Summer,” as the newsmagazines were calling it, a cruise ship called the Tropic Panorama, carrying seven hundred passengers between Hawaii and San Francisco, had radioed that they were being stalked by an unidentified submarine.

That had been the final message of the Tropic Panorama.

From that day on, American naval vessels had patrolled the Pacific with nuclear missiles armed and ready for launch.

The president remembered the movie: The High and the Mighty, about an airplane in distress and about to crash. The pilot was John Wayne, and the Duke had told the crew about the point of no return—a line beyond which the plane could not turn back, but had to keep going forward, whatever the result. The president’s mind had been on the point of no return a lot lately; he’d dreamed he was at the controls of a disabled plane, flying over a dark and forbidding ocean, searching for the lights of land. But the controls were shattered, and the plane kept dropping lower and lower while the screams of the passengers rang in his mind.

I want to be a child again, he thought as the other men at the table looked at him. Dear God, I don’t want to be at the controls anymore!

General Chivington had finished his report. The president said, “Thank you,” though he wasn’t sure exactly what Chivington had said. He felt the eyes of those men on him, waiting for him to speak, to move, to do anything. He was in his late forties, dark-haired and ruggedly handsome; he had been a pilot himself, had flown the NASA shuttle Olympian and been one of the first to walk in space wearing a jet pack. Contemplating the great cloud-streaked orb of the Earth, he’d been moved to tears, and his emotional radio transmission of “I think I know how God must feel, Houston” had done more than anything to win him the presidency.

But he’d inherited the mistakes of the generations of presidents before him, and he’d been ridiculously naive about the world on the eve of the twenty-first century.

The economy, after a resurgence in the mid-eighties, had tumbled out of control. The crime rate was staggering, the prisons packed slaughterhouses. Hundreds of thousands of homeless people—“The Ragtag Nation,” as the New York Times called them—roamed the streets of America, unable to afford shelter or cope mentally with the pressures of a runaway world. The “Star Wars” military program that had cost billions of dollars had proven to be a disaster, because it was realized too late that machines could only work as well as humans, and the complexity of the orbital platforms boggled the mind and broke the budget. The arms brokers had fed a crude, unstable nuclear technology to Third World nations and mad-dog leaders thirsting for power in the seductive and precarious global arena. Twelve-kiloton bombs, roughly the strength of the device that had decimated Hiroshima, were now as common as hand grenades and could be carried in a briefcase. The renewed riots in Poland and the Warsaw street fighting the previous winter had chilled United States–Soviet relations to below zero, quickly followed by the collapse and national disgrace of the CIA plot to assassinate Polish Liberation leaders.

We are on the edge of the point of no return, the president thought, and he felt an awful urge to laugh, but he concentrated on keeping his lips tightly sealed. His mind was grappling with an intricate web of reports and opinions that led to a terrible conclusion: the Soviet Union was preparing a first strike that would utterly destroy the United States of America.

“Sir?” Hannan broke the uneasy silence. “Admiral Narramore has the next report. Admiral?”

Another folder was unsealed. Admiral Narramore, a gaunt, wiry-looking man in his mid-sixties, began to go over the classified data: “At 1912 hours, British recon helicopters off the guided missile destroyer Fife dropped sonobuoys that verified the presence of six unidentified submarines seventy-three miles north of Bermuda, bearing three hundred degrees. If those subs are closing on the northeastern coast, they’re already within strike range of New York City, Newport News, air bases on the eastern seaboard, the White House and the Pentagon.” He gazed across the table at the president, his eyes smoky gray under thick white brows. The White House was fifty feet above their heads. “If six were picked up,” he said, “you can rely on the fact that Ivan’s got at least three times that many out there. They can deliver several hundred warheads within five to nine minutes of launch.” He turned the page. “As of an hour ago, the twelve Delta II–class Soviet subs two hundred and sixty miles northwest of San Francisco were still holding their position.”

The president felt dazed, as if this all were a waking dream. Think! he told himself. Damn you, think! “Where are our submarines, Admiral?” he heard himself ask, in what might have been a stranger’s voice.

Narramore called up another computer map on the wall screen. It displayed a line of blinking dots about two hundred miles northeast of Murmansk, U.S.S.R. Calling up a second map brought the Baltic Sea onto the screen, and another deployment of nuclear subs northwest of Riga. A third map showed the Russian east coast, a line of submarines in position in the Bering Sea between Alaska and the Soviet mainland. “We’ve got Ivan in an iron ring,” Narramore said. “Give us the word and we’ll sink anything that tries to break through.”

“I think the picture’s very clear.” Hannan’s voice was quiet and firm. “We’ve got to back the Soviets off.”

The president was silent, trying to put together logical thoughts. The palms of his hands were sweating. “What ... if they’re not planning a first strike? What if they believe we are? If we show force, might it not push them over the edge?”

Hannan took a cigarette from a silver case and lit it. Again the president’s eyes were drawn to the flame. “Sir,” Hannan replied softly, as if speaking to a retarded child, “if the Soviets respect anything, it’s force. You know that as well as every man in this room, especially since the Persian Gulf incident. They want territory, and they’re prepared to destroy us and to take their share of casualties to get it. Hell, their economy is worse than ours! They’re going to keep pushing us until we either break or strike—and if we delay until we break, God help us.”

“No.” The president shook his head. They’d been over this many times, and the idea sickened him. “No. We will not deliver a first strike.”

“The Soviets,” Hannan continued patiently, “understand the diplomacy of the fist. I’m not saying I think we should destroy the Soviet Union. But I do believe—fervently—that now is the time to tell them, and decisively, that we’ll not be pushed, and we won’t let their nuclear submarines sit off our shores waiting for launch codes!”

The president stared at his hands. The knot of his tie felt like a hangman’s noose, and there was sweat under his arms and at the small of his back. “Meaning what?” he asked.

“Meaning we intercept those goddamned submarines immediately. We destroy them if they won’t turn back. We go to Defcon Three at all air bases and ICBM installations.” Hannan looked quickly around the table to judge who stood with him. Only the vice-president glanced away, but Hannan knew he was a weak man and his opinion carried no weight. “We intercept any Soviet nuclear vessel leaving Riga, Murmansk or Vladivostok. We take control of the sea again—and if that means limited nuclear contact, then so be it.”

“Blockade,” the president said. “Wouldn’t that make them more eager to fight?”

“Sir?” General Sinclair spoke in a folksy, down-home Virginia drawl. “I think the reasonin’ goes like this: Ivan’s got to believe we’ll risk our asses to blow him to hell and back. And to be honest, sir, I don’t think there’s a man jack here who’ll sit still and let Ivan throw a shitload of SLBMs at us without gettin’ our own knock in. No matter what the casualty toll.” He leaned forward, his piercing stare directed at the president. “I can put SAC and NORAD on Defcon Three within two minutes of your okay. I can send a squadron of B-1s right up to Ivan’s back door within one hour. Just kinda give him a gentle prod, y’see.”

“But ... they’ll think we’re attacking!”

“The point is that they’ll know we’re not afraid.” Hannan tapped a stalk of ash into his ashtray. “If that’s crazy, okay. But by God, the Russians respect insanity more than they respect fear! If we let them bring nuclear missiles to bear on our coastlines without lifting a finger, we’re signing a death warrant for the United States of America!”

The president closed his eyes. Jerked them open again. He had seen burning cities and charred black things that had once been human beings. With an effort he said, “I don’t ... I don’t want to be the man who starts World War Three. Can you understand that?”

“It’s already started,” Sinclair spoke up. “Hell, the whole damned world’s at war, and everybody’s waitin’ for either Ivan or us to give the knockout punch. Maybe the whole future of the world depends on who’s willin’ to be the craziest! I agree with Hans; if we don’t make a move right soon, a mighty hard rain’s gonna fall on our tin roof.”

“They’ll back off,” Narramore said flatly. “They’ve backed off before. If we send hunter-killer groups after those subs and blow them out of the water, they’ll know where the line’s drawn. So: Do we sit and wait, or do we show them our muscle?”

“Sir?” Hannan prodded. He glanced again at the clock, which showed fifty-eight minutes after ten. “I think the decision belongs to you now.”

I don’t want it! he almost shouted. He needed time, needed to go to Camp David or off on one of those long fishing trips he had enjoyed as a senator. But now there was no more time. His hands were gripped before him. His face felt so tight he feared it would crack and fall to pieces like a mask, and he wouldn’t want to see what lay underneath. When he looked up, the watching and powerful men were still there, and his senses seemed to whirl away from him.

The decision. The decision had to be made. Right now.

“Yes.” The word had never sounded so terrible before. “All right. We go to”—he paused, drew a deep breath—“we go to Defcon Three. Admiral, alert your task forces. General Sinclair, I don’t want those B-1s over one inch of Russian territory. Is that clear?”

“My crews could walk that line in their sleep.”

“Punch your codes.”

Sinclair went to work on the keyboard console before him, then lifted his telephone to make the voice authorization to Strategic Air Command in Omaha and the North American Air Defense fortress in Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado. Admiral Narramore picked up the phone that instantly put him in touch with Naval Operations at the Pentagon. Within minutes there would be heightened activity at the country’s air and naval bases. The Defcon Three codes would hum through the wires, and yet another check would be carried out on radar equipment, sensors, monitors, computers and hundreds of other pieces of high-tech military hardware, as well as the dozens of Cruise missiles and thousands of nuclear warheads hidden in silos across the Midwest from Montana to Kansas.

The president was numb. The decision was made. Chief of Staff Bergholz adjourned the meeting and came over to grasp the president’s shoulder and say what a good, solid decision it was. As the military advisors and officials left the Situations Room and moved to the elevator in the outside hallway the president sat alone. His pipe was cold, and he did not care to relight it.

“Sir?”

He jumped, turning his head toward the voice. Hannan stood beside the door. “Are you all right?”

“A-OK.” The president smiled wanly. A memory of his glory days as an astronaut had just flashed by. “No. Jesus Christ, I don’t know. I think I am.”

“You made the correct decision. We both know that. The Soviets have to realize we’re not afraid.”

“I am afraid, Hans! I’m damned afraid!”

“So am I. So is everyone, but we must not be ruled by fear.” He approached the table and paged through some of the folders. In a few minutes, a young CIA man would be in to shred all the documents. “I think you’d better send Julianne and Cory to the Basement tonight, as soon as they can pack. We’ll work out something with the press.”

The president nodded. The Basement was an underground shelter in Delaware where the first lady, the president’s seventeen-year-old son, ranking cabinet members and staff people would—they hoped—be protected from all but a direct hit by a one-megaton nuclear warhead. Since news of the carefully constructed Basement had leaked to the public several years before, such underground shelters had started appearing all over the country, some dug into old mines and others into mountains. The “survivalist” business was booming as never before.

“There’s a subject we need to talk about,” Hannan said. The president could see his own face, weary and hollow-eyed, reflected in the man’s glasses. “Talons.”

“It’s not time for that yet.” His stomach had knotted. “Not nearly time.”

“Yes. It is time. I think you’d be safer in the Airborne Command Center. One of the first targets would be the roof of the White House. I’m going to send Paula to the Basement, and, as you know, you have the authority to send whomever else you want there. But I’d like to join you in the Airborne Center, if I may.”

“Yes. Of course. I want you with me.”

“And,” Hannan continued, “there’ll be an Air Force officer aboard with a briefcase handcuffed to his wrist. Do you know your codes?”

“I know them.” Those particular codes were among the first things he’d learned after taking office. An iron band of tension gripped the back of his neck. “But ... I won’t have to use them, will I, Hans?” he asked, almost pleadingly.

“Most likely not. But if you do—if you do—I want you to remember that by then the America we love will be dead, and no invader has ever, or will ever, set foot on American earth.” He reached out and squeezed the president’s shoulder in a grandfatherly gesture. “Right?”

“The point of no return,” the president said, his eyes glazed and distant.

“What?”

“We’re about to cross the point of no return. Maybe we already have. Maybe it’s way too late to turn back. God help us, Hans; we’re flying in the dark, and we don’t know where the hell we’re going.”

“We’ll figure it out when we get there. We always have before.”

“Hans?” The president’s voice was as soft as a child’s. “If ... if you were God ... would you destroy this world?”

Hannan didn’t respond for a moment. Then, “I suppose ... I’d wait and watch. If I were God, I mean.”

“Wait and watch for what?”

“To find out who wins. The good guys or the bad guys.”

“Is there a difference anymore?”

Hannan paused. He started to answer, and then he realized he could not. “I’ll get the elevator,” he said, and he walked out of the Situations Room.

The president unclasped his hands. The overhead lights sparkled on the cufflinks he always wore, embossed with the seal of the president of the United States.

“I’m A-OK,” he said to himself. “All systems go.”

Something broke inside him, and he almost cried. He wanted to go home, but home was a long, long way from this chair.

“Sir?” Hannan called him.

Moving as slowly and stiffly as an elderly man, the president stood up and went out to face the future.
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WHACK!

She felt somebody kick the side of her cardboard box, and she stirred and hugged her canvas bag closer. She was tired and wanted to rest. A girl needs her beauty sleep, she thought, and she closed her eyes again.

“I said get outta there!”

Hands grabbed her ankles and hauled her roughly out of the box onto the pavement. As she came out she shouted in indignation and started kicking wildly. “You bastard sonofabitching bastard lemme alone you bastard!”

“Shit, lookit that!” said one of the two figures standing above her, outlined in red neon from the sign of a Vietnamese takeout restaurant across West Thirty-sixth Street. “He’s a woman!”

The other man, who’d grabbed her ankles above her dirty sneakers and hauled her out, growled in a darker, meaner voice, “Woman or not, I’m gonna stomp her ass.”

She sat up, the canvas bag holding her worldly belongings clutched close to her chest. In the red wash of neon, her square-jawed, sturdy face was deeply lined and streaked with street grime. Her eyes, sunken in violet-tinged hollows, were a pale, watery blue and glinted with both fear and anger. On her head she wore a blue cap that she’d found the day before in a split-open garbage bag. Her outfit consisted of a dirty gray printed short-sleeved blouse and a baggy pair of brown men’s trousers with patched knees. She was a big-boned, fleshy woman, and her stomach and hips strained against the coarse material of her trousers; her clothes, as well as the canvas duffel bag she carried, had come from a kindly minister at the Salvation Army. Under the cap, her gray-streaked brown hair hung untidily around her shoulders, parts of it chopped off here and there where she’d taken scissors to it. Stuffed into her canvas bag was a melange of objects: a roll of fishing line, a tattered bright orange sweater, a pair of cowboy boots with both heels broken off, a dented mess tray, paper cups and plastic eating utensils, a year-old copy of Cosmopolitan, a length of chain, several packages of Juicy Fruit chewing gum and other items buried in the bag that even she’d forgotten were there. As the two men stared at her—one with menacing intent—she clutched the bag tighter. Her left eye and cheekbone were bruised and swollen, and her ribs hurt where she’d been pushed down a flight of stairs by another indigent woman at the Christian Shelter three days before. She’d picked herself off the floor, stalked up the stairs and knocked two teeth out of the woman’s head with a roundhouse right.

“You’re in my box,” the dark-voiced man said. He was tall and skinny, wearing only a pair of blue jeans, his chest shining with sweat. His face was bearded, his eyes filled with shadow. The second man, shorter and heavier, wore a sweaty T-shirt and green Army surplus pants pocked with cigarette burns. He had oily dark hair, and he kept scratching his crotch. The first man prodded her in the side with the toe of his boot, and she winced at the pain to her ribs. “You deaf, bitch? I said you’re in my fuckin’ box!”

The cardboard box in which she’d been sleeping lay on its side amid a sea of oozing garbage bags, a symptom of the garbage strike that had clogged Manhattan’s streets and gutters for over two weeks. In the suffocating heat of one-hundred-degree days and ninety-degree nights, the bags had swollen and exploded. Rats were having festival days, and mountains of garbage lay uncollected, blocking off traffic on some streets.

She looked dazedly up at the two men, the contents of a half bottle of Red Dagger percolating in her stomach. Her last meal had been the remnants of chicken bones and the scrapings from a discarded TV dinner. “Huh?”

“My box!” the bearded man shouted in her face. “This is my place! You crazy or somethin’?”

“She don’t have no sense,” the other one said. “She’s crazy as hell.”

“Ugly as hell, too. Hey, whatcha got in that bag? Lemme see!” He grabbed at it and yanked, but the woman emitted a loud howl and refused to give it up, her eyes wide and terrified. “You got some money in there? Somethin’ to drink? Give it here, bitch!” The man almost tore it from her arms, but she whimpered and hung on. Red light sparked off an ornament around her neck—a small, cheap crucifix attached to a necklace made of linked gemclips.

“Hey!” the second man said. “Looky there! I know who she is! I seen her panhandlin’ on Forty-second Street. She thinks she’s a damned saint, always preachin’ to people. They call her Sister Creep.”

“Yeah? Well, maybe we can pawn us that trinket, then.” He reached to tear the crucifix off her neck, but she turned her head away. The man grabbed the back of her neck, snarled and balled up his other hand to strike her.

“Please!” she begged, about to sob. “Please don’t hurt me! I got somethin’ for you!” She started rummaging through the bag.

“Get it out, and hurry! I oughta bust your head for sleepin’ in my box.” He let her head go, but he kept his fist poised and ready.

She made little weak whimpering noises as she searched. “Somewhere in here,” she muttered. “Got it somewhere.”

“Put it right here!” He thrust his palm at her. “And maybe I won’t kick your ass.”

Her hand closed around what she was looking for. “Found it,” she said. “Sure did.”

“Well, put it here!”

“Okay,” the woman replied; the whimpering was gone, and her voice was as tough as sunbaked leather. With one blurred, smooth motion she withdrew a straight razor, flicked it open with a snap of her wrist and slashed it hard across the bearded man’s open hand.

Blood jetted from the gash. The man’s face went white. He gripped his wrist; his mouth contorted into an O, and then the scream came out like the sound of a strangling cat. At once the woman was on her stocky legs, holding the canvas bag in front of her like a shield and swiping again at the two men, who tumbled back into each other, slipped on the garbage-slimed pavement and went down. The bearded man, blood streaming down his hand, came up holding a piece of wood studded with rusty nails; his eyes gleamed with rage. “I’ll show you!” he screamed. “I’ll show you right now!”

He swung at her, but she ducked under the blow and slashed at him with the razor. He staggered back again and stood looking dumbly at the line of blood that leaked from his chest.

Sister Creep didn’t pause; she turned and ran—almost slipping in a pool of ooze, but regaining her balance—with the shouts of the two men ringing out behind her. “Gonna get you!” the bearded one warned. “I’ll find you, bitch! You just wait!”

She didn’t. She kept going, her sneakers slapping the pavement, until she came to a barrier of a thousand split-open garbage bags. She crawled over it, taking the time to pick up a few interesting items, like a broken salt shaker and a soggy copy of National Geographic, and stuff them into her bag. Then she was over the barrier, and she kept walking, the breath still rasping in her lungs and her body trembling. That had been close, she thought. The demons almost got me! But glory be to Jesus, and when he arrives in his flying saucer from the planet Jupiter I’ll be there on the golden shore to kiss his hand!

She stood on the corner of Thirty-eighth and Seventh Avenue, catching her breath and watching the traffic pass like a stampeding herd of cattle. The yellow haze of garbage fumes and automobile exhaust stirred like the stagnant matter atop a pond, and the wet heat pressed in on Sister Creep; beads of sweat broke and ran down her face. Her clothes were damp; she wished she had some deodorant, but the last of the Secret was gone. She looked around at the faces of strangers, daubed the color of wounds in the glare of pulsing neon. She didn’t know where she was going, and she hardly remembered where she’d been. But she knew she couldn’t stand on this corner all night; standing out in the open, she’d realized a long time ago, brought the demon X rays jabbing at your head, trying to scramble your brains. She began walking north, her head ducked and her shoulders hunched, in the direction of Central Park.

Her nerves were jangling from her experience with the two heathen who’d tried to rob her. Sin was everywhere! she thought. In the ground, in the air, in the water—nothing but rank, black and evil sin! And it was in people’s faces, too, oh, yes! You could see the sin creeping over people’s faces, hooding their eyes and making their mouths go crooked. It was the world and the demons that were making innocent people crazy, she knew. Never before had the demons been so busy, or so greedy for innocent souls.

She thought of the magic place, way over on Fifth Avenue, and her hard, worried frown softened. She often went there to look at the beautiful things in the windows; the delicate objects displayed there had the power to soothe her soul, and even though the guard at the door wouldn’t let her pass she was content to just stand outside and stare. She recalled a glass angel in the window once—a powerful figure: the angel’s long hair was swept back like holy, glittering fire, and her wings were about to unfold from a strong, sleek body. And in that angel’s beautiful face the eyes shone with multicolored, wonderful lights. Sister Creep had journeyed to look at that angel every day for a month, until they replaced it with a glass whale leaping from a stormy blue-green glass sea. Of course, there were other places with treasures along Fifth Avenue, and Sister knew their names—Saks, Fortunoff’s, Cartier, Gucci, Tiffany—but she was drawn to the sculptures on display at the Steuben Glass shop, the magic place of soul-soothing dreams, where the silken sheen of polished glass under soft lights made her think how lovely Heaven was going to be.

Somebody jostled her back to reality. She blinked in the hot shout of neon. Nearby a sign announced Girls! Live Girls!—would men want dead ones? she wondered—and a movie marquee advertised Born Erect. The signs pulsed from every niche and doorway: Sex Books! Sex Aids! Boom Boxes! Martial Arts Weapons! A thunder of bass-heavy music came from a bar’s doorway, and other pounding, discordant rhythms strutted from speakers set up over a strip of bookstores, bars, strip shows and porno theaters. At almost eleven-thirty, Forty-second Street near the rim of Times Square was a parade of humanity. A young Hispanic boy near Sister Creep held up his hands and shouted, “Coke! Poppers! Crack! Right here!” Not far away, a rival drug seller opened his coat to show the plastic bags he was carrying; he yelled, “Getcha high, you’re gonna fly! Do it deep, cheap cheap cheap!”

Other sellers shouted at the cars that slowly drove along Forty-second. Girls in halter tops, jeans, hot pants or leather slacks hung around the doors of the bookstores and theaters or motioned for the drivers to pull over; some did, and Sister Creep watched the young girls being swept away into the night by strangers. The noise was almost deafening, and across the street in front of a peep show two young black men were grappling on the sidewalk, surrounded by a ring of others who laughed and urged them on to a higher level of violence. The burning hemp aroma of pot floated through the air, the incense of escape. “Switchblades!” another vendor yelled. “Blades right here!”

Sister Creep moved on, her gaze warily ticking back and forth. She knew this street, this den of demons; she had come to preach here many times. But the preaching never did any good, and her voice was drowned out in the thunder of music and the shouting of people with something to sell. She stumbled across the body of a black man sprawled across the pavement; his eyes were open, and blood had pooled from his nostrils. She kept going, bumping into people, being shoved and cursed at, and the neon glare all but blinded her. Her mouth opened, and she shouted, “Save your souls! The end is near! God have mercy on your souls!”

But no one even looked at her. Sister Creep plunged into the swirl of bodies, and suddenly an old, gnarled man with vomit on the front of his shirt was in her face; he cursed at her and grabbed for her bag, yanking several items out of it and running before she could get a good swing at him. “You’re goin’ to Hell, you sonofabitch!” she shrieked—and then a wave of freezing cold gnawed at her bones and she flinched. The image of an onrushing freight train bearing down on her streaked through her mind.

She did not see who hit her, she simply sensed that she was about to be hit. A hard, bony shoulder thrust her aside as easily as if her body had turned to straw, and in the second of contact an indelible picture was seared into her brain: a mountain of broken, charred dolls—no, not dolls, she realized as she was flung toward the street; dolls had no insides to burst through their rib cages, no brains to ooze from their ears, no teeth to grimace in the frozen rictus of the dead. She hit the curb and a cab swerved to avoid her, the driver shouting and leaning on his horn. She was all right, just the wind knocked out of her and her hurt side throbbing, and she struggled to her feet to see who’d hit her such a blow, but no one was paying her any attention. Still, Sister Creep’s teeth chattered from the cold that clung to her, there on the hottest night of midsummer, and she felt her arm for what she knew would be a black bruise where that bastard had collided with her. “You heathen shitass!” she yelled at nobody in particular, but the vision of a mountain of smoldering corpses lingered behind her eyes and a claw of fear clutched at her stomach. Who had that been, passing on the sidewalk, she wondered. What kind of monster dressed in human skin? She saw the marquee of a theater before her, advertising a double feature of The Face of Death, Part Four and Mondo Bizarro. Walking closer, she saw that the poster for Face of Death, Part Four promised Scenes From The Autopsy Table! Car Wreck Victims! Death By Fire! Uncut And Uncensored!

A chill lingered in the air around the closed door of the theater. Come In! a sign said on the door. We’re Air Conditioned! But it was more than the air conditioner, she decided. This was a dank, sinister chill: the chill of shadows where poison toadstools grow, their ruddy colors beckoning a child to come, come take a taste of candy.

It was fading now, dissipating in the sultry heat. Sister Creep stood in front of that door, and though she knew that sweet Jesus was her mission and sweet Jesus would protect her, she knew also that she wouldn’t set foot inside that theater for a full bottle of Red Dagger—nor even two full bottles!

She backed away from the door, bumped into somebody who cursed and shoved her aside, and then she started walking again—where, she didn’t know, nor did she care. Her cheeks burned with shame. She had been afraid, she told herself, even though sweet holy Jesus stood at her side. She had been afraid to look evil in the face, and she had sinned yet again.

Two blocks past the forbidding theater, she saw a black kid toss a beer bottle into the midst of some overflowing garbage cans set back in the doorway of a crumbling building. She pretended to be searching for something in her bag until he’d passed, and then she stepped into that doorway and started looking for the bottle, her throat parched for a sip, a drop, of liquid.

Rats squealed and scurried away over her hands, but she didn’t mind them; she saw rats every day, and much bigger ones than these. One of them perched on the edge of a can and squealed at her with furious indignation. She tossed a cast-off tennis shoe at it, and the thing fled.

The smell of the garbage was putrid, the smell of meat that had long since gone bad. She found the beer bottle, and in the murky light she rejoiced to see that a few drops remained. She quickly tilted it to her lips, her tongue struggling into the bottle for the tang of beer. Heedless of the chattering rats, she sat down with her back to the rough brick wall. As she put her hand to the ground to steady herself she touched something damp and soft. She looked to her side; but when she realized what it was, she put her hand to her mouth to stifle a scream.

It had been wrapped up in a few pages of newspaper, but the rats had chewed that away. Then they had gone to work on the flesh. Sister Creep couldn’t tell how old it was, or whether it was a boy or a girl, but its eyes were half open in the tiny face, as if the infant lay on the edge of sweet slumber. It was nude; someone had tossed it into the heap of garbage cans and bags and sweltering filth as if it were a broken toy.

“Oh,” she whispered, and she thought of a rainswept highway and a spinning blue light. She heard a man’s voice saying, “Let me have her now, lady. You’ve got to let me have her.”

Sister Creep picked up the dead infant and began to rock it in her arms. From the distance came the pounding of mindless music and the calls of the vendors on Forty-second Street, and Sister Creep crooned in a strangled voice, “Hushabye, hushabye, little baby don’t you cry....” She couldn’t remember the rest of it.

The blue light spinning, and the man’s voice floating through time and distance: “Give her to me, lady. The ambulance is coming.”

“No,” Sister Creep whispered. Her eyes were wide and staring, and a tear trickled down her cheek. “No, I won’t ... let ... her go”

She pressed the infant against her shoulder, and the tiny head lolled. The body was cold. Around Sister Creep, the rats chattered and squealed with frustration.

“Oh God,” she heard herself say. And then she lifted her head toward a slice of sky and felt her face contort, and the anger flooded out of her as she screamed, “Where are you?” Her voice echoed off along the street and was drowned by the merry commerce a couple of blocks away. Sweet Jesus is late, she thought. He’s late, late, late for a very important date, date, date! She began to giggle hysterically and cry at the same time, until what came from her throat sounded like the moaning of a wounded animal.

It was a long time before she realized that she had to move on, and she could not take the infant with her. She wrapped it carefully in the bright orange sweater from her bag, and then she lowered it into one of the garbage cans and piled as much as she could on top of it. A large gray rat came close to her, baring its teeth, and she hit it square with the empty beer bottle.

She couldn’t find the strength to stand, and she crawled out of the doorway with her head bowed and the hot tears of shame, disgust and rage coursing down her face. I can’t go on, she told herself. I can’t live in this dark world anymore! Dear sweet Jesus, come down in your flying saucer and take me with you! She leaned her forehead against the sidewalk, and she wanted to be dead and in Heaven where all the sin was blotted clean.

Something clinked to the sidewalk, ringing like notes of music. She looked up; her eyes were blurred and swollen from crying, but she saw someone walking away from her. The figure turned the corner and was gone.

Sister Creep saw that several coins lay on the pavement a few feet away—three quarters, two dimes and a nickel. Somebody had thought she was panhandling, she realized. Her arm darted out, and she scooped up the coins before anybody else could get them.

She sat up, trying to think what she should do. She felt sick and weak and tired, and she feared lying out on the street in the open. Have to find a place to hide, she decided. Find a place to dig myself a hole and hide.

Her gaze came to rest on the stairs across Forty-second Street that descended into the subway.

She’d slept in the subway before; she knew the cops would run her out of the station or, worse, haul her off yet again to the shelter. But she knew also that the subway held a warren of maintenance tunnels and unfinished passageways that snaked off from the main routes and went deep beneath Manhattan. So deep that none of the demons in human skin could find her, and she could curl up in the darkness and forget. Her hand clenched the money; it was enough to get her through the turnstile, and then she could lose herself from the sinful world that sweet Jesus had shunned.

Sister Creep stood up, crossed Forty-second Street and descended into the underground world.
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10:22 P.M. Central Daylight Time

CONCORDIA, KANSAS

“KILL HIM, JOHNNY!”

“Tear him to pieces!”

“Pull off his arm and beat him to death with it!” The rafters of the hot, smoky Concordia High School gymnasium rang with the combined yelling of over four hundred people, and at the gym’s center two men—one black, one white—battled in a wrestling ring. At the moment, the white wrestler—a local boy named Johnny Lee Richwine—had the monster known as Black Frankenstein against the ropes and was battering him with judo chops as the crowd shouted for blood. But Black Frankenstein, who stood six feet four, weighed over three hundred pounds and wore an ebony mask covered with red leather “scars” and rubber “bolts,” stuck out his mountainous chest; he gave a thunderous roar and grabbed Johnny Lee Richwine’s hand in midair, then twisted the trapped hand until the young man was forced to his knees. Black Frankenstein growled and kicked him with a size thirteen boot in the side of the head, knocking him sprawling across the canvas.

The referee was scrambling around ineffectually, and as he stuck a warning finger in Black Frankenstein’s face the monster shoved him aside as easily as flicking a grasshopper; Black Frankenstein stood over the fallen boy and thumped his chest, his head going around and around like a maniac’s as the crowd screamed with rage. Crumpled Coke cups and popcorn bags began to rain into the ring. “You dumb geeks!” Black Frankenstein shouted, in a bass boom that carried over the noise of the crowd. “Watch what I do to your hometown boy!”

The monster gleefully stomped on Johnny Lee Richwine’s ribs. The young man contorted, his face showing deepest agony, while the referee tried to pull Black Frankenstein away. With one shove, the monster threw the referee into the turnbuckle, where he sagged to his knees. Now the crowd was on its feet, paper cups and ice flying, and the local policemen who’d signed on for wrestling arena duty stood nervously around the ring. “Wanna see some Kansas farmboy blood?” Black Frankenstein bellowed as he lifted his boot to crush his opponent’s skull.

But Johnny snapped to life; he grabbed the monster’s ankle and threw him off balance, then kicked his other leg out from under him. His thick arms windmilling, Black Frankenstein hit the mat with a force that made the floor shake, and the crowd’s noise almost ripped the roof off.

Black Frankenstein cowered on his knees, his hands up and pleading for mercy as the young man advanced on him. Then Johnny turned to help the injured referee, and as the crowd shrieked Black Frankenstein bounded up and rushed Johnny from behind, his huge hands clasped together to deliver a hammerblow.

The frenzied screaming of the fans made Johnny Lee Richwine whirl around at the last instant, and he kicked the monster in the roll of fat around his midsection. The noise of air expelled from Black Frankenstein’s lungs sounded like a steamboat whistle; he staggered around the ring with drunken, mincing steps, trying to escape his fate.

Johnny Lee Richwine caught him, bent and lifted Black Frankenstein’s body on his shoulders for an airplane spin. The fans hushed for a second as all that weight left the mat, then began to shout again when Johnny started twirling the monster in the air. Black Frankenstein bawled like a baby being spanked.

There was a noise like a pistol shot. Johnny Lee Richwine cried out and began to topple to the mat. Legs busted, the man who was called Black Frankenstein had time to register before he flung himself off the young man’s shoulders. He knew very well the sound of popping bones; he’d been against the boy’s trying an airplane spin, but Johnny had wanted to impress the home folks. Black Frankenstein slammed into the mat on his side, and when he sat up he saw the young hometown wrestler lying a few feet away, grasping at his knee and moaning, this time in genuine pain.

The referee was on his feet, not knowing what to do. Black Frankenstein was supposed to be stretched out, and Johnny Lee Richwine was supposed to win this main event; that’s how the script went, and everything had gone just fine in the run-through.

Black Frankenstein got up. He knew the boy was hurting bad, but he had to stay in character. Lifting his arms over his head, he strutted across the ring in a torrent of cups and popcorn bags, and as he neared the stunned referee he said in a quiet voice very much different from his villainous ranting, “Disqualify me and get that kid to a doctor!”

“Huh?”

“Do it now!”

The referee, a local man who ran a hardware store in nearby Belleville, finally made a crisscrossed waving motion that meant disqualification for Black Frankenstein. The huge wrestler made a show of jumping up and down with rage for a minute as the audience hooted and cursed at him, and then he stepped quickly out of the ring to be escorted to his dressing room by a phalanx of policemen. On that long walk, he suffered popcorn in his face, a pelting of ice and spitballs, and obscene gestures from children and senior citizens alike. He had a special fear of grandmotherly old ladies, because one had attacked him with a hat pin a year before in Waycross, Georgia, and tried to boot him in the genitals for good measure.

In his “dressing room,” which was a bench and locker in the football squad room, he stretched as many of the kinks out of his muscles as he could. Some of the aches and pains were permanent, and his shoulders felt as tight as chunks of petrified wood. He unlaced his leather mask and looked at himself in the little cracked mirror that hung inside his locker.

He could hardly be called handsome. His hair was shaven right to the skull to allow the mask a good fit, his face marked by the scars of many ring accidents. He remembered exactly where each of those scars had come from—a miscalculated turnbuckle blow in Birmingham, a chair swung too convincingly in Winston-Salem, an impact with the edge of the ring in Sioux Falls, a meeting with a concrete floor in San Antonio. Mistakes in timing caused real injuries in professional wrestling. Johnny Lee Richwine hadn’t been balanced well enough to support the weight, and his leg had paid for it. He felt bad about it, but there was nothing he could do. The show must go on.

He was thirty-five years old, and the last ten years of his life had been spent on the wrestling circuit, following the highways and county roads between city auditoriums, high school gyms and country fairs. He was known in Kentucky as Lightningbolt Jones, in Illinois as Brickhouse Perkins, and in a dozen states by similar fearsome aliases. His real name was Joshua Hutchins, and tonight he was a long way from his home in Mobile, Alabama.

His broad, flat nose had been broken three times and looked it; the last time, he hadn’t even bothered to get it set. Under thick black brows, his eyes were deeply set and the pale gray of woodsmoke. Another small scar looped around the point of his chin like an upside-down question mark, and the hard lines and angles of his face made him resemble a war-weary African king. He was large to the point of being freakish, a curiosity that people stared at when he walked the streets. Ridges of muscle bulged in his arms, shoulders and legs, but his stomach was dissolving to flab—the result of too many boxes of glazed doughnuts consumed in lonely motel rooms—but even carrying a spare truck tire of fat around his midsection, Josh Hutchins moved with grace and power, giving the impression of a tightly coiled spring about to burst free. It was what remained of the explosive force he’d commanded when he was a linebacker for the New Orleans Saints, many years and a world ago.

Josh showered and soaped the sweat off. Tomorrow night he was due to wrestle in Garden City, Kansas, which would be a long, dusty trek across the state. And a hot trip, too, because the air conditioner in his car had broken down a few days earlier, and he couldn’t afford to get it fixed. His next paycheck would come at the end of the week, in Kansas City, where he was to participate in a seven-man free-for-all. He got out of the shower, dried off and dressed. As he was putting his gear away the match’s promoter came in to tell him that Johnny Lee Richwine had been taken to the hospital and that he’d be okay, but that Josh should be careful leaving the gym because the hometown folks could get a little rough. Josh thanked the man in his quiet voice, zipped up his traveling bag and said goodnight.

His beat-up, six-year-old gray Pontiac was parked in the lot of a twenty-four-hour Food Giant supermarket. He knew from the experience of many slashed tires not to park any nearer the wrestling arena. While he was so close to the market, Josh went inside and emerged a few minutes later with a package of glazed doughnuts, some Oreo cookies and a jug of milk. He drove away, heading south on Highway 81 to the Rest Well Motel.

His room faced the highway, and the rumble of passing trucks sounded like beasts prowling the darkness. He turned on the “Tonight” show, then took off his shirt and smeared Ben Gay on his aching shoulders. It had been a long time since he’d worked out in a gym, though he kept telling himself he was going to start jogging again. His gut was as soft as marshmallow; he knew he could really get hurt there if his opponents didn’t pull the kicks and punches. But he decided to worry about that tomorrow—there was always tomorrow—and he put on his bright red pajamas and lay back in bed to consume his snack and watch the tube.

He was halfway through the doughnuts when an NBC News bulletin interrupted the celebrity chatter. A grim-looking newsman came on, with the White House in the background, and he began talking about a “high-priority meeting” the president had just had with the secretary of defense, the Armed Forces chief of staff, the vice-president and other advisors, and that sources confirmed the meeting involved both SAC and NORAD. American air bases, the reporter said with urgency in his voice, might be going to a higher level of readiness. More bulletins would break in as the news was available.

“Don’t blow up the world till Sunday,” Josh said through a mouthful of doughnut. “I’ve got to collect my paycheck first.”

Every night the newscasts were filled with the facts or rumor of war. Josh watched the broadcasts and read the newspapers whenever he could, and he understood that nations were jealous and paranoid and downright crazy, but he couldn’t fathom why sane leaders didn’t just pick up their telephones and talk to each other. What was so tough about talking?

Josh was beginning to believe the whole thing was like professional wrestling: the superpowers put on their masks and stomped around, roaring threats and swinging wildly at each other, but it was a game of macho, strutting bluff. He couldn’t imagine what the world would be like after the nuclear bombs fell, but he knew it’d be pretty damned hard to find a box of glazed doughnuts in the ashes, and he surely would miss them.

He had started on the Oreos when he looked at the telephone next to the bed and thought of Rose and the boys. His wife had divorced him after he’d left pro football and become a wrestler, and she had custody of their two sons. She still lived in Mobile; Josh visited them whenever the circuit took him down that way. Rose had a good job as a legal secretary, and the last time Josh had seen her, she’d told him she was engaged to be married to a black attorney at the end of August. Josh missed his sons very much, and sometimes in the arena crowds he glimpsed the faces of boys who reminded him of them, but the faces were always yelling and jeering at him. It didn’t pay, he knew, to think too much about people you loved; there was no point in driving the hurt too deep. He wished Rose well; sometimes he longed to call her, but he feared a man would answer.

Well, he thought as he opened another cookie to get at the creamy stuff, I wasn’t cut out to be a family man, anyhow. No, sir! I like my freedom too much, and by God, that’s just what I’ve got!

He was tired. His body ached, and tomorrow would be a long day. Maybe he’d call the hospital before he left, find out about Johnny Lee Richwine. The boy would be smarter for what he’d learned tonight.

Josh left the set on because he liked the sound of human voices, and he slowly fell asleep with the package of Oreos balanced on the mound of his stomach. Big day tomorrow, he thought as he drifted off. Gotta be mean and strong again. Then he slept, snoring softly, his dreams filled with the noise of a crowd shouting for his head.

The devotional came on. A minister talked about beating swords into plowshares. Then the “Star Spangled Banner” played over scenes of majestic snow-capped mountains, wide, waving fields of wheat and corn, running streams, verdant forests and mighty cities; it ended with an image of the American flag, stretched out and immobile on a pole sunk into the surface of the moon.

The picture froze, lingered for a few seconds, and then static filled the screen as the local station signed off.
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11:48 P.M. Central Daylight Time

NEAR WICHITA, KANSAS

THEY WERE FIGHTING AGAIN.

The little girl squeezed her eyes shut and put the pillow over her head, but the voices came through anyway, muffled and distorted, almost inhuman.

“I’m sick and tired of shit, woman! Get off my back!”

“What am I supposed to do? Just smile when you go out drinkin’ and gamblin’ away money I earn? That money was supposed to go for the rent on this damned trailer and buy us some groceries, and by God you went out and threw it away, just threw it—”

“Get off my fuckin’ back, I said! Look at you! You look like a worn-out old whore! I’m sick to death of you hangin’ around here givin’ me shit all the time!”

“Maybe I oughta do somethin’ about that, huh? Maybe I oughta just pack and get my ass out of here!”

“Go on, then! Get out and take that spooky kid with you!”

“I will! Don’t you think I won’t!”

The argument went back and forth, their voices getting louder and meaner. The little girl had to come up for air, but she kept her eyes tightly closed and filled her mind with her garden, just outside the window of her cramped bedroom. People came from all over the trailer court to see her garden and to comment on how well the flowers were growing. Mrs. Yeager, from next door, said the violets were beautiful, but she’d never known them to bloom so late and in such hot weather. The daffodils, snapdragons and bluebells were growing strong, too, but for a while the little girl had heard them dying. She’d watered them and kneaded the soil with her fingers, and she’d sat amid her garden in the morning sunlight and watched over her flowers with eyes as blue as robin’s eggs, and finally the death sounds went away. Now the garden was a healthy blaze of color, and even most of the grass around the trailer was a rich, dark green. Mrs. Yeager’s grass was brown, though she hosed it down almost every day; but the little girl had heard it die a long time ago, though she didn’t want to make Mrs. Yeager sad by saying so. Maybe it would come back when the rain fell.

A profusion of potted plants filled the bedroom, sitting on cinder block shelves and crowded around the bed. The room held the heady aroma of life, and even a small cactus in a red ceramic pot had sprouted a white flower. The little girl liked to think of her garden and her plants when Tommy and her mother were fighting; she could see the garden in her mind, could visualize all the colors and the petals and feel the earth between her fingers, and those things helped take her away from the voices.

“Don’t you touch me!” her mother shouted. “You bastard, don’t you dare hit me again!”

“I’ll knock you on your ass if I want to!” There was the sound of a struggle, more cursing, followed by the noise of a slap. The little girl flinched, tears wetting her closed blond eyelashes.

Stop fighting! she thought frantically. Please please please stop fighting!

“Get away from me!” Something hit the wall and shattered. The child put her hands over her ears and lay rigidly in bed, about to scream.

There was a light.

A soft light, blinking against her eyelids.

She opened her eyes and sat up.

And there on the window screen across the room was a pulsing mass of light, a pale yellow glow like a thousand tiny birthday candles. The light shifted, like the swirls of an incandescent painting, and as the child stared at it, entranced, the noise of the fighting got quieter and far away. The light reflected in her wide eyes, moved over her heart-shaped face and danced in her shoulder-length blond hair. The entire room was illuminated by the glow of the light-creature that clung to the window screen.

Fireflies, she realized. Hundreds of fireflies clinging to the screen. She had seen them on the window before, but never so many and never all blinking at the same time. They pulsed like stars trying to burn their way through the screen, and as she stared at them she no longer heard the awful voices of her mother and “Uncle” Tommy. The blinking fireflies commanded all her attention, their patterns of light mesmerizing her.

The language of light changed, took on a different, faster rhythm. The little girl remembered a hall of mirrors at the state fair, and how the lights had reflected dazzlingly off the polished glass; now she felt as if she were standing at the center of a thousand lamps, and as the rhythm became faster and faster they seemed to whirl around her with dizzying speed.

They’re talking, she thought. Talking in their own language. Talking about something very, very important ...

“Swan! Honey, wake up!”

... talking about something about to happen ...

“Can’t you hear me?”

... something bad about to happen ... real soon ...

“SWAN!”

Someone was shaking her. For a few seconds she was lost in the hall of mirrors and blinded by the flashing lights. Then she remembered where she was, and she saw the fireflies leaving the window screen, rising up into the night.

“Goddamn bugs all over the winda,” she heard Tommy say.

Swan pulled her gaze away from them with an effort that strained her neck. Her mother stood over her, and in the light from the open door Swan could see the purple swelling around her mother’s right eye. The woman was thin and haggard, with tangled blond hair showing dark brown roots; she glanced back and forth between her daughter’s face and the last of the insects flying off the screen. “What’s wrong with you?”

“She’s spooky,” Tommy said, his thick-shouldered body blocking the doorway. He was stocky and unkempt, with a scraggly brown beard covering his angular jaw, his face thick-jowled and fleshy. He wore a red cap, a T-shirt and overalls. “She’s fucked up in the head,” he said, and he swigged from a bottle of Miller High Life.

“Mama?” The child was still dazed, the lights blinking behind her eyes.

“Honey, I want you to get up and put your clothes on. We’re leavin’ this damned dump right now, you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Tommy sneered. “Where you gonna go?”

“As far away as we can get! I was stupid to move in here with you in the first place! Get up now, honey. Put your clothes on. We want to be out of here as soon as we can.”

“You gonna go back to Rick Dawson? Yeah, you go on! He kicked you out once before, and I picked you up! Go on and let him kick you again!”

She turned toward him and said coldly, “Get out of my way or, so help me God, I’ll kill you.”

Tommy’s eyes were hooded and dangerous. He drank from the bottle again, licked his lips and then laughed. “Sure!” He stepped back and made an exaggerated sweeping gesture with his arm. “Come on through! You think you’re a goddamned queen, come on through!” She looked at her child with a glance that urged her to hurry and walked past him out of the bedroom.

Swan got out of bed and, clad in her nine-year-old-girl-sized Wichita State University nightshirt, hurried to the window and peered outside. The lights of Mrs. Yeager’s trailer next door were on, and Swan figured the noise had probably awakened her. Swan looked upward and stared open-mouthed with awe.

The sky was filled with waves of moving, blinking stars. Wheels of light rolled across the darkness over the trailer court, and streaks of yellow fire zigzagged upward into the haze that obscured the moon. Thousands upon thousands of fireflies were passing overhead like galaxies in motion, their signals forming chains of light that stretched from west to east as far as Swan could see. From somewhere in the trailer park a dog began to howl; the noise was picked up by a second dog, then a third, then from other dogs in the subdivision across Highway 15. More lights were going on in the trailers, and people were stepping outside to see what was happening.

“God A’mighty, what a racket!” Tommy was still standing in the doorway. He bellowed, “Shut the fuck up!” and then finished the rest of his beer with one angry gulp. He fixed Swan with a baleful, bleary-eyed gaze. “I’ll be glad to get rid of you, kid. Look at this damned room, all these plants and shit! Christ! This is a trailer, not a greenhouse!” He kicked over a pot of geraniums, and Swan flinched. But she stood her ground, her chin uplifted, and waited for him to leave. “Wanna know about your mama, kid?” he asked her slyly. “Wanna know about that bar where she dances on tables and lets men touch her titties?”

“Shut up, you bastard!” the woman shouted, and Tommy spun around in time to stop her swing against his forearm. He shoved her away. “Yeah, come on, Darleen! Show that kid what you’re made of! Tell her about the men you’ve been through, and—oh, yeah, tell her all about her daddy! Tell her you were so high on LSD and PCP and God knows what else that you don’t even remember the fucker’s name!”

Darleen Prescott’s face was contorted with anger; years ago she’d been a pretty woman, with strong cheekbones and dark blue eyes that communicated a sexual challenge to any number of men, but now her face was tired and sagging, and deep lines cut across her forehead and around her mouth. She was only thirty-two, but looked at least five years older; she was squeezed into tight blue jeans and wore a yellow cowgirl blouse with spangles on the shoulders. She turned away from Tommy and went into the trailer’s “master bedroom,” her lizard-skin cowgirl boots clumping on the floor.

“Hey,” Tommy said, giggling. “Don’t run off mad!”

Swan began to take her clothes out of the dresser drawers, but her mother returned with a suitcase, already full of gaudy outfits and boots, and shoveled as much of Swan’s clothes into it as would fit. “We’re goin’ right now!” she told her daughter. “Come on.”

Swan paused, looking around at the roomful of flowers and plants. No! she thought. I can’t leave all my flowers! And my garden! Who’ll water my garden?

Darleen leaned down on the suitcase, pressed it shut and snapped it. Then she grasped Swan’s hand and turned to go. Swan had time only to grab her Cookie Monster doll before she was pulled out of the room in her mother’s wake.

Tommy followed behind them, a fresh beer in hand. “Yeah, you go on! You’ll be back by tomorrow night, Darleen! You just wait and see!”

“I’ll wait,” she replied, and she pushed through the screen door. Outside, in the steamy night, the howling of dogs floated from all directions. Banners of light streamed across the sky. Darleen glanced up at them but didn’t hesitate in her long stride toward the bright red Camaro parked at the curb behind Tommy’s souped-up Chevy pickup truck. Darleen threw the suitcase in the back seat and slid under the wheel as Swan, still in her nightshirt, got in the passenger side. “Bastard,” Darleen breathed as she fumbled with her keys. “I’ll show his ass.”

“Hey, lookit me!” Tommy yelled, and Swan looked. She was horrified to see that he was dancing in her garden, the sharp toes of his boots kicking up clumps of dirt, the heels mashing her flowers dead. She clasped her hands to her ears, because she heard their hurting sounds rising up like the strings of a steel guitar being plucked. Tommy grinned and capered, took off his cap and threw it into the air. A white-hot anger flared within Swan, and she wished Uncle Tommy dead for hurting her garden—but then the flash of anger passed, leaving her feeling sick to her stomach. She saw him clearly for what he was: a fat, balding fool, his only possessions in the world a broken-down trailer and a pickup truck. This was where he would grow old and die without letting anyone love him—because he was afraid, just like her mother was, of getting too close. She saw all that and understood it in a second, and she knew that his pleasure at destroying her garden would end with him, as usual, on his knees in the bathroom over the toilet, and when he was through being sick he would sleep alone and wake up alone. But she could always grow another garden—and she would, in the next place they went to, wherever that was going to be.

She said, “Uncle Tommy?”

He stopped dancing, his mouth leering at her and a curse on his lip.

“I forgive you,” Swan said softly, and the man stared at her as if she’d struck him across the face.

But Darleen Prescott shouted, “Fuck you!” at him, and the Camaro’s engine fired like the roar of a cannon. Darleen jammed her foot down on the accelerator, laying rubber for thirty feet before the tires caught and rocketed them out of the Highway 15 Trailer Park forever.

“Where are we going?” Swan asked, cuddling Cookie Monster after the noise of the shrieking tires had faded.

“Well, I figure we’ll find us a motel to spend the night in. Then I’ll go by the bar in the mornin’ and try to get some money from Frankie.” She shrugged. “Maybe he’ll give me fifty bucks. Maybe.”

“Are you going back to Uncle Tommy?”

“No,” Darleen said firmly. “I’m through with him. He’s the meanest man I’ve ever known, and by Christ I can’t understand what I ever saw in him!”

Swan recalled that she’d said the same thing about both “Uncle” Rick and “Uncle” Alex. She paused thoughtfully, trying to decide whether to ask the question or not, and then she drew a deep breath and said, “Is it true, Mama? What Tommy said about you not knowing who my daddy really was?”

“Don’t you say that!” she snapped. She riveted her attention on the long ribbon of road. “Don’t you even think such a thing, young lady! I’ve told you before: Your daddy’s a famous rock ’n’ roll star. He’s got blond, curly hair and blue eyes like yours. The blue eyes of an angel dropped to earth. And can he play a guitar and sing! Can birds fly? Lord, yes! And I’ve told you time and again that as soon as he divorces his wife we’re going to go out and live in Hollywood, California. Won’t that be somethin? You and me on that Sunset Strip?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Swan said listlessly. She’d heard that story before. All Swan wanted was to live in one place for more than four or five months, so she could make friends she wouldn’t be afraid of losing, and go to the same school for a whole year. Because she had no friends, she turned all her energy and attention to her flowers and plants, spending hours creating gardens in the rough earth of trailer parks, boarding houses and cheap motels.

“Let’s get us some music on the radio,” Darleen said. She switched it on, and rock ’n’ roll blared from the speakers. The volume was turned so loud that Darleen didn’t have to think about the lie that she’d told her daughter time and again; in truth, she only knew that he was a tall, blond hunk whose rubber had broken in mid-thrust. It hadn’t mattered at the time; a party was going on, and in the next room everybody was raising hell, and both Darleen and the hunk were flying high on a mixture of LSD, angel dust and poppers. That had been when she was living in Las Vegas nine years ago, working as a blackjack dealer, and since then she and Swan had lived all over the west, following men who promised to be fun for a while or taking jobs as a topless dancer wherever she could find them.

Now, though, Darleen didn’t know where they were going. She was sick of Tommy, but she was afraid of him, too; he was too crazy, too mean. It was likely he’d come after them in a day or so if she didn’t get far enough away. Frankie, at the High Noon Saloon where she danced, might advance her some money on her next paycheck, but then where?

Home, she thought. Home was a little speck called Blakeman, up in Rawlins County in the northwest corner of Kansas. She’d run away when she was sixteen, after her mother had died of cancer and her father had started going crazy on religion. She knew the old man hated her, and that’s why she’d left. What would home be like now, she wondered. She imagined her father would drop his teeth when he found out he had a granddaughter. Hell, no! I can’t go back there!

But she was already calculating the route she would take if she did decide to go to Blakeman: north on 135 to Salina, west through the sweeping corn and wheat fields on Interstate 70, north again on arrow-straight country roads. She could get enough money from Frankie to pay for the gas. “How’d you like to take a trip in the mornin’?”

“Where to?” She clutched the Cookie Monster tighter.

“Oh, just somewhere. A little town called Blakeman. Not much going on, the last time I was there. Maybe we could go there and rest for a few days. Get our heads together and think. Right?”

Swan shrugged. “I guess,” she said, but she didn’t care one way or the other.

Darleen turned the radio down and put her arm around her daughter. Looking up, she thought she saw a glimmer of light in the sky, but then it was gone. She squeezed Swan’s shoulder. “Just you and me against the world, kid,” she said. “And know what? We’re gonna win out yet, if we just keep on sluggin’.”

Swan looked at her mother and wanted—wanted very badly—to believe.

The Camaro continued into the night along the unfolding highway, and in the clouds hundreds of feet above, living chains of light linked across the heavens.
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11:50 P.M. Mountain Daylight Time

BLUE DOME MOUNTAIN, IDAHO

A GUNMETAL GRAY FORD ROAMER recreational vehicle climbed the narrow, winding road that led to the top of Blue Dome Mountain, eleven thousand feet above sea level and sixty miles northwest of Idaho Falls. On both sides of the road, dense pine forests clung to harsh ribs of stone. The RV’s headlights bored holes in a low-lying mist, and the lights of the instrument panel glowed green on the drawn, tired face of the middle-aged man behind the wheel. In the reclined seat beside him, his wife was sleeping with a map of Idaho unfolded on her lap.

On the next long curve, the headlights hit a sign on the roadside that said, in bright orange luminescent letters: PRIVATE PROPERTY. TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT.

Phil Croninger slowed the RV but he had the plastic ID card they’d mailed him in his wallet, so he kept going past the forbidding sign and onward up the mountain road.

“Would they really do that, Dad?” his son asked, in a reedy voice, from the seat behind him.

“Do what?”

“Shoot trespassers. Would they really?”

“You know it. They don’t want anybody up here who doesn’t belong.” He glanced at the rearview mirror and caught his son’s green-daubed face floating like a Halloween mask over his shoulder. Father and son closely resembled each other; they both wore thick-lensed eyeglasses, had thin, lank hair and were slight and bony. Phil’s hair was threaded with gray and was receding rapidly, and the thirteen-year-old boy’s was dark brown, cut in straight bangs to hide the height of his forehead. The boy’s face was a study in sharp angles, like his mother’s; his nose, chin and cheekbones all seemed to be about to slice through his pallid skin, as if a second face were underneath the first and on the edge of being revealed. His eyes, magnified slightly by the lenses, were the color of ashes. He wore a T-shirt done in military camouflage colors, a pair of khaki shorts and hiking boots.

Elise Croninger stirred. “Are we there yet?” she asked sleepily.

“Almost. We should see something pretty soon.” It had been a long, tiring trip from Flagstaff, and Phil had insisted on traveling at night because, by his calculations, the cooler temperatures were kinder on the tires and boosted gas mileage. He was a careful man who took no chances.

“I’ll bet they’re looking at us right now with radar.” The boy stared toward the woods. “I’ll bet they’re really taking us apart.”

“Could be,” Phil agreed. “They’ve got about everything you can think of up here. It’s a terrific place, wait’ll you see it!”

“I hope it’s cool in there,” Elise said irritably. “God knows I didn’t come all this way to cook in a mine shaft.”

“It’s not a mine shaft,” Phil reminded her. “Anyway, it’s naturally cool, and they’ve got all sorts of air-filtration systems and safety stuff. You’ll see.”

The boy said, “They’re watching us. I can feel them watching us.” He felt under his seat for what he knew was hidden there, and his hand came out with a .357 Magnum. “Bang!” he said, and he clicked the trigger toward the dark woods on his right. And another “Bang!” to the left.

“Put that thing down, Roland!” his mother told him.

“Put it away, son. We don’t want it out in the open.”

Roland Croninger hesitated and grinned slyly. He pointed the gun at the center of his mother’s head, pulled the trigger and said quietly, “Bang.” And then a “Bang” and a click of the trigger at his father’s skull.

“Roland,” his father said in what passed for a stern voice, “stop kidding around, now. Put the gun away.”

“Roland!” his mother warned.

“Aw, heck!” He shoved the weapon back under the seat. “I was just having some fun! You two take everything too seriously!”

There was a sudden jolt as Phil Croninger planted his foot on the brake pedal. Two men in green helmets and camouflage uniforms were standing in the middle of the road; both of them were holding Ingram submachine guns and had .45s in holsters at their waists. The Ingram guns were pointed right at the RV’s windshield.

“Jesus,” Phil whispered. One of the soldiers motioned for him to roll down the window; when Phil had done so, the soldier stepped around to his side of the RV, snapped on a flashlight and shone it in his face. “ID, please,” the soldier said; he was a young man with a hard face and electric blue eyes. Phil brought out his wallet and the ID card and handed it to the young man, who examined Phil’s photograph on the card. “How many coming in, sir?” the soldier asked.

“Uh ... three. Me, my wife and son. We’re expected.”

The young man gave Phil’s card to the other soldier, who unclipped a walkie-talkie from his utility belt. Phil heard him say, “Central, this is Checkpoint. We’ve got three coming up in a gray recreational vehicle. Name on the card’s Philip Austin Croninger, computer number 0-671-4724. I’ll hold for confirmation.”

“Wow!” Roland whispered excitedly. “This is just like the war movies!”

“Shhhh,” his father warned.

Roland admired the soldiers’ uniforms; he noted that the boots were spit-shined and the camouflage trousers still held creases. Above each soldier’s heart was a patch that depicted an armored fist gripping a lightning bolt, and below the symbol was “Earth House,” stitched in gold.

“Okay, thank you, Central,” the soldier with the walkie-talkie said. He returned the card to the other one, who handed it to Phil. “There you go, sir. Your ETA was 10:45.”

“Sorry.” Phil took the card and put it away in his wallet. “We stopped for a late dinner.”

“Just follow the road,” the young man explained. “About a quarter mile ahead you’ll see a stop sign. Make sure your tires are lined up with the marks. Okay? Drive on.” He gave a quick motion with his arm, and as the second soldier stepped aside Phil accelerated away from the checkpoint. When he glanced in the sideview mirror again, he saw the soldiers reentering the forest.

“Does everybody get a uniform, Dad?” Roland asked.

“No, I’m afraid not. Just the men who work here wear uniforms.”

“I didn’t even see them,” Elise said, still nervous. “I just looked up and there they were. They were pointing those guns right at us! What if one had gone off?”

“These people are professionals, hon. They wouldn’t be here if they didn’t know what they were doing, and I’m sure all of them know how to handle guns. That just shows you how secure we’re going to be for the next two weeks. Nobody can get up here who doesn’t belong. Right?”

“Right!” Roland said. He had experienced a thrill of excitement when he’d looked down the barrels of those two Ingram guns; if they’d wanted to, he thought, they could’ve blown us all away with a single burst. One squeeze of the trigger and zap! The feeling left him amazingly invigorated, as if cold water had been splashed in his face. That was good, he thought. Very good. One of the qualities of a King’s Knight was to take danger in stride.

“There’s the stop sign,” Phil told them as the headlights hit it, dead ahead. The large sign was affixed to a wall of rough, jagged rock that ended the mountain road. Around them were only dark woods and the rise of more rocky walls; there was no sign of the place they had come from Flagstaff to find.

“How do you get inside?” Elise asked.

“You’ll see. This was one of the neatest things they showed me.” Phil had been here in April, after he’d read an advertisement for Earth House in Soldier of Fortune magazine. He slowly guided the Roamer forward until its front tires sank into two grooves in the earth and triggered a pair of latches. Almost immediately, there was a deep rumbling sound—the noise of heavy machinery, gears and chains at work. A crack of fluorescent light appeared at the base of the rock wall; a section of it was smoothly ascending, like the door of the Croninger garage at home.

But to Roland Croninger it looked like the opening of a massive portal into a medieval fortress. His heart had begun to pound, and the crack of fluorescent light reflected in the lenses of his glasses grew wider and brighter.

“My God,” Elise said softly. The rock wall was opening to reveal a concrete-floored parking deck, its spaces filled with cars and other recreational vehicles. A row of lights hung from a gridwork of iron beams at the ceiling. In the doorway stood a uniformed soldier, waving Phil to come ahead; he eased forward, the grooves guiding the Roamer down a concrete ramp and onto the parking deck. As soon as the tires had disengaged the latches again, the doorway began to rumble shut.

The soldier motioned Phil along to a parking place between two other campers and made a gesture with a finger across his throat.

“What’s that mean?” Elise asked uneasily.

Phil smiled. “He’s telling us to cut the engine.” He did. “We’re here, gang.”

The rock doorway closed with a solid, echoing thunk, and the outside world was sealed off.

“We’re in the army now!” Phil told his son, and the boy’s expression was one of dreamy amazement. As they got out of the Roamer two electric carts pulled up; in the first one was a smiling young man, his hair sandy brown and clipped in a crewcut, wearing a dark blue uniform with the Earth House insignia on his breast pocket. The second cart carried two husky men in dark blue jumpsuits and pulled a flat luggage trailer like those used at airports.

The smiling young man, whose white teeth seemed to reflect the fluorescent lighting, checked the information on his clipboard to make sure he had the name right. “Hi, folks!” he said cheerfully. “Mr. and Mrs. Philip Croninger?”

“Right,” Phil said. “And our son, Roland.”

“Hi, Roland. You folks have a good trip from Flagstaff?”

“A long trip,” Elise told him; she gawked around at the parking deck, figuring that there were well over two hundred cars. “My God, how many people are here?”

“We’re about ninety-five percent of capacity, Mrs. Croninger. We figure to be a hundred percent by the weekend. Mr. Croninger, if you’ll give these two gentlemen your keys, they’ll bring your luggage along for you.” Phil did, and the two men began to unload suitcases and boxes from the Roamer.

“I’ve got computer equipment,” Roland told the young man. “It’ll be okay, won’t it?”

“Sure will. You folks just hop aboard here and I’ll take you to your quarters. Corporal Mathis?” he said, addressing one of the baggage-handlers. “Those go to Section C, Number Sixteen. You folks ready?” Phil had gotten into the front passenger’s seat, and his wife and son in the back. Phil nodded, and the young man drove them across the parking deck and into a corridor—concrete-floored and lined with lights—that angled gently downward. A cool breeze circulated from an occasional strategically placed ceiling fan. Other corridors branched off from the first, and there were arrows that pointed to Sections A, B and C.

“I’m Hospitality Sergeant Schorr.” The young man offered his hand, and Phil shook it. “Glad to have you with us. Are there any questions I can answer for you?”

“Well, I’ve taken the tour—back in April—and I know about Earth House,” Phil explained, “but I don’t think my wife and son got the full impact from the pamphlets. Elise was worried about the air circulation down here.”

Schorr laughed. “Not to worry, Mrs. Croninger. We’ve got two state-of-the-art air-filtration systems, one on-line and one backup. The system would power up within one minute of a Code Red—that’s when we’re ... uh ... expecting impact and we seal the vents. Right now, though, the fans are drawing in plenty of air from outside, and I can guarantee you that the air on Blue Dome Mountain is probably the cleanest you’ll ever breathe. We’ve got three living areas—Sections A, B and C—on this level, and underneath us is the Command Center and Maintenance Level. Down there, fifty feet below us, is the generator room, the weapons supply, the emergency food and water supply, the radar room and the officers’ quarters. By the way, we have a policy of storing all incoming firearms in our weapons supply. Did you happen to have any with you?”

“Uh ... a .357 Magnum,” Phil said. “Under the back seat. I didn’t know about that policy.”

“Well, I’m sure you overlooked it in the contract you signed, but I think you’ll agree all firearms should be localized for the safety of Earth House residents. Right?” He smiled at Phil, and Phil nodded. “We’ll code it and give you a receipt, and when you leave us in two weeks you’ll get it back cleaned and shining.”

“What kinds of weapons do you have down there?” Roland asked eagerly.

“Oh, pistols, automatic rifles, submachine guns, mortars, flamethrowers, grenades, antipersonnel and antivehicle mines, flares—about everything you can think of. And of course we keep our gas masks and antiradiation suits down there, too. When this place was put together, Colonel Macklin wanted it to be an impregnable fortress, and that’s exactly what it is.”

Colonel Macklin, Roland thought. Colonel James “Jimbo” Macklin. Roland was familiar with the name through articles in the survivalist and weaponry magazines that his father subscribed to. Colonel Macklin had a long record of success as a 105-D Thunderchief pilot over North Vietnam, had been shot down in 1971 and had been a POW until the end of the war; then he’d gone back into Vietnam and Indochina looking for MIAs, and had fought with soldiers of fortune in South Africa, Chad and Lebanon. “Will we get to meet Colonel Macklin?”

“Orientation is at 0800 hours sharp, in the Town Hall. He’ll be there.”

They saw a sign reading SECTION C with an arrow pointing to the right. Sergeant Schorr turned off the main corridor, and the tires jubbled over bits of concrete and rock that littered the floor. Water was dripping from above into a widening puddle, and it wet all of them before Schorr could brake the cart. Schorr looked back, his smile slipping; he stopped the cart, and the Croningers saw that part of the ceiling the size of a manhole cover had collapsed. Exposed in the hole were iron bars and chickenwire. Schorr took a walkie-talkie from the cart’s dash, clicked it on and said, “This is Schorr, near the junction of Central and C corridors. I’ve got a drainage problem here, need a cleanup crew on the double. You read me?”

“Read you,” a voice replied, weakened by static. “Trouble again?”

“Uh ... I’ve got new arrivals with me, Corporal.”

“Sorry, sir. Cleanup crew’s on the way.”

Schorr switched off the walkie-talkie. His smile returned, but his light brown eyes were uneasy. “Minor problem, folks. Earth House has a top-line drainage system, but sometimes we get these minor leaks. Cleanup crew’ll take care of it.”

Elise pointed upward; she’d noticed the jigsaw of cracks and patches in the ceiling. “That doesn’t look too safe. What if that thing falls in?” She looked wide-eyed at her husband. “My God, Phil! Are we supposed to stay here for two weeks under a leaking mountain?”

“Mrs. Croninger,” Schorr said in his most soothing voice, “Earth House wouldn’t be at ninety-five percent capacity if it wasn’t safe. Now I agree, the drainage system needs work, and we are getting it in shape, but there is absolutely no danger. We’ve had structural engineers and stress specialists inspect Earth House, and all of them gave it the okay. This is a survivalist condominium, Mrs. Croninger; we wouldn’t be here if we didn’t want to survive the coming holocaust, right?”

Elise glanced back and forth between her husband and the young man. Her husband had paid fifty thousand dollars for membership in the Earth House timesharing plan: two weeks every year, for life, in what the pamphlets called a “luxurious survivalist fortress in the mountains of southern Idaho.” Of course, she believed the nuclear holocaust was coming soon, too; Phil had shelves of books on nuclear war and was convinced that it would happen within a year, and that the United States would be driven to its knees by the Russian invaders. He had wanted to find a place, as he told her, to “make a last stand.” But she’d tried to talk him out of it, telling him that he was betting fifty thousand dollars that nuclear disaster would happen during one of their two-week timesharing periods, and that was a pretty crazy gamble. He’d explained to her the “Earth House Protection Option” which meant that, for an extra five thousand dollars a year, the Croninger family could find refuge in Earth House at any time, within twenty-four hours of the detonation of an enemy-fired nuclear missile within the continental United States. It was holocaust insurance, he’d told her; everybody knew the bombs were going to fall, it was just a question of when. And Phil Croninger was very aware of the importance of insurance, because he owned one of the largest independent insurance agencies in Arizona.

“I suppose,” she finally said. But she was troubled by those cracks and patches, and by the sight of that flimsy chickenwire sticking out of the new hole.

Sergeant Schorr accelerated the electric cart. They passed metal doorways on both sides of the corridor. “Must’ve cost a lot of money to build this place,” Roland said, and Schorr nodded.

“A few million,” Schorr said. “Not counting loose change. A couple of brothers from Texas put the money into it; they’re survivalists too, and they got rich off oil wells. This place used to be a silver mine back in the forties and fifties, but the lode ran out, and it just sat here for years until the Ausleys bought it. Here we are, just ahead.” He slowed the cart and stopped in front of a metal door marked Sixteen. “Your home sweet home for the next two weeks, folks.” He opened the door with a key affixed to an Earth House insignia key chain, reached inside and switched on the lights.

Before she followed her husband and son over the threshold, Elise Croninger heard the sound of water dripping, and she saw another puddle spreading in the corridor. The ceiling was leaking in three places, and there was a long, jagged crack two inches wide. Jesus! she thought, unnerved, but she stepped into the room anyway.

Her first impression was of the starkness of a military barracks. The walls were beige-painted cinder block, decorated with a few oil paintings. The carpet was thick enough, and not a bad color of rust red, but the ceiling seemed awfully low to her. Though it cleared Phil’s head by about six inches, and he was five feet eleven, the apparent lack of height in the suite’s “living area,” as the pamphlets had called it, made her feel almost ... yes, she thought, almost entombed. One nice touch, though, was that the entire far wall was a photographic mural of snow-capped mountains, opening up the room a little, if just by optical illusion.

There were two bedrooms and a single bathroom connecting them. Sergeant Schorr took a few minutes to show them around, demonstrating the whooshing toilet that flushed upward to a tank, he said, that “delivered the waste materials to the forest floor and so aided the vegetation growth.” The bedrooms were also of beige-painted cinder block, and the ceilings were made of cork tile that presumably, Elise thought, hid the latticework of iron beams and reinforcing rods.

“It’s great, isn’t it?” Phil asked her. “Isn’t this something?”

“I’m not sure yet,” she replied. “I still feel like I’m in a mine shaft.”

“Oh, that’ll pass,” Schorr told her amiably. “Some of the first-timers get claustrophobia, but it wears off. Let me give you this,” he said, and he handed Phil an Earth House map that unfolded to show the cafeteria, the gymnasium, the infirmary, and the arcade game room. “The Town Hall’s right here,” he said, and he pointed on the map. “It’s really just an auditorium, but we figure we’re a community down here, right? Let me show you the quickest way to get there from here....”

In his bedroom, the smaller of the two, Roland had switched on the bedside lamp and was scouting a suitable electrical outlet for his computer. The room was small, but he thought it was okay; it was the atmosphere that was important, and he looked forward to the seminars on “Improvised Weapons,” “Living off the Land,” “Governments in Chaos,” and “Guerrilla Tactics” that the pamphlets had promised.

He found a good outlet, near enough to the bed so he could prop himself up on pillows while he programmed the King’s Knight game on his computer. In the next two weeks, he thought, he was going to dream up dungeons and monsters to roam them that would make even an expert, jaded King’s Knight like himself tremble in his jambeaus.

Roland went to the closet and opened it to see how much room he had to store his stuff. The inside was cheaply paneled, a few wire hangers dangling from the rod. But something small and yellow suddenly flitted like an autumn leaf from the back of the closet. Roland instinctively reached out and caught it, closing his fingers around it. Then he walked over to the light and carefully opened his palm.

Lying stunned in his hand was a fragile yellow butterfly with streaks of green and gold along its wings. Its eyes were dark green pinheads, like gleaming emeralds. The butterfly fluttered, weak and dazed.

How long have you been in there, Roland wondered. No telling. Probably came in on somebody’s car or camper, or in their clothes. He lifted his hand closer to his face and stared for a few seconds into the creature’s tiny eyes.

And then he crushed the butterfly in his fist, feeling the body smear under the power of his grip. Zap! he thought. Super Zap! He sure hadn’t come all the way from Flagstaff, he told himself, to share a room with a fucking yellow bug!

He dropped the mangled remnant into a wastebasket, then wiped the iridescent yellow sparkle from his palm onto his khakis and went back to the living room. Schorr was saying goodnight, and the other two men had just arrived with the luggage and Roland’s computer gear.

“Orientation at 0800, folks!” Schorr said. “See you there!”

“Great,” Phil Croninger said excitedly.

“Great.” Elise’s voice delivered the jab of sarcasm. Sergeant Schorr, smile still locked in place, left Number Sixteen. But the smile disappeared as he stepped into the electric cart, and his mouth became a grim, rigid line. He turned the cart around and raced back to the area where the rubble lay on the floor, and he told the cleanup crew that they’d better move their asses to patch those cracks—and this time keep them patched—before the whole goddamned section fell apart.
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July 17

4:40 A.M. Eastern Daylight Time

NEW YORK CITY

HE’S STILL IN THERE, ain’t he?” the black woman with orange hair asked in a whisper, and the Hispanic boy behind the candy counter nodded.

“Listen!” the boy, whose name was Emiliano Sanchez, said, and his dark eyes widened.

From beyond the faded red curtains that led into the auditorium of the Empire State Theater on Forty-second Street there came a laugh. It was a sound someone with a slashed throat might have made. The sound of it grew louder and higher, and Emiliano put his hands to his ears; the laughter had reminded him of a locomotive whistle and a child’s shriek, and for a few seconds he was back in time, eight years old and living in Mexico City, witnessing his kid brother being struck and killed by a freight train.

Cecily stared at him, and as the laughter rose in volume she heard a girl’s scream in it, and she was fourteen years old and lying on the abortionist’s table as the job was done. The vision was gone in an instant, and the laughter began to fade. “Jesus Christ!” Cecily managed to say, whispering again. “What’s that bastard smokin’?”

“I been listenin’ to that since midnight,” he told her. His shift had started at twelve and would continue until eight. “You ever hear anythin’ like it?”

“He alone in there?”

“Yeah. Few people come in, but they couldn’t take it neither. Man, you shoulda seen their faces when they come out! Give you the creeps!”

“Shit, man!” Cecily said. She was the ticket-seller and worked in the booth out front. “I couldn’t stand to sit through two minutes of that movie, all them dead folks and such! Lordy, I sold that guy his ticket three shows ago!”

“He come out, bought a large Coke and buttered popcorn. Tipped me a buck. But I tell you, I almost didn’t wanna touch the money. It looked ... greasy or somethin’.”

“Bastard’s prob’ly playin’ with hisself in there. Prob’ly lookin’ at all them dead, messed-up faces and playin’ with hisself! Somebody ought to go in there and tell him to—”

The laughter swelled again. Emiliano flinched; the noise now reminded him of the cry of a boy he’d once gut-stabbed in a knife fight. The laughter broke and burbled, became a soft cooing that made Cecily think of the sounds the addicts made in the shooting gallery she frequented. Her face was frozen until the laughter went away, and then she said, “I believe I’ve got things to do.” She turned away and hurried to the ticket booth, where she locked the door. She’d figured that the guy inside the theater was going to be weird when she saw him: He was a big, husky Swedish-looking man with curly blond hair, milk-white skin and eyes like cigarette burns. As he bought his ticket he’d stared holes through her and never said a word. Weird, she thought, and she picked up her People magazine with trembling fingers.

Come on, eight o’clock! Emiliano pleaded. He checked his wrist-watch. In a few minutes, The Face of Death, Part Four would be ending, and Willy, the old drunk of a projectionist, would be changing the reels upstairs for Mondo Bizarro, which showed bondage scenes and such. Maybe the guy would leave when the picture changed. Emiliano sat on his stool and continued reading his Conan comic book, trying to shut off the bad memories that had been stirred up by the laughter from within.

The red curtains moved. Emiliano hunched his shoulders as if about to be beaten. Then the curtains parted, and the man who liked movies emerged into the dingy lobby. He’s leaving! Emiliano almost grinned, his gaze glued to the comic book. He’s goin’ out the door!

But the man who liked movies said in a soft, almost childlike voice, “I’d like a large Coke and a tub of buttered popcorn, please.”

Emiliano’s stomach clenched. Without letting himself look into the man’s face, he got off his stool, drew the Coke into a cup from the dispenser, got the popcorn and splashed butter into it.

“More butter, please,” the man who liked movies requested.

Emiliano gave the popcorn another drool of butter and slid it and the Coke across the counter. “Three bucks,” he said. A five dollar bill was pushed toward him. “Keep the change,” the man said, and this time his voice had a Southern accent. Startled, Emiliano looked up.

The man who liked movies stood about six four and was wearing a yellow T-shirt and green khaki trousers. Under thick black eyebrows, his eyes were hypnotically green against the amber hue of his flesh. Emiliano had already figured him to be South American as soon as he’d walked in, maybe with some Indian blood in him, too. The man’s hair was black and wavy, cut close to the skull. He stared fixedly at Emiliano. “I want to see the movie again,” he said quietly, and his voice carried what might’ve been a Brazilian accent again.

“Uh ... Mondo Bizarro’s about to come on in a coupla minutes. Projection guy’s prob’ly got the first reel on—”

“No,” the man who liked movies said, and he smiled slightly. “I want to see that movie again. Right now.”

“Yeah. Well, listen. I mean ... I don’t make the decisions here, right? Y’know? I just work behind the counter. I don’t have any say-so about—” And then the man reached out and touched Emiliano’s face with cold, butter-smeared fingers, and Emiliano’s jaw seized up as if it had frozen solid.

The world seemed to spin around him for a second, and his bones were a cage of ice. Then he blinked and his whole body trembled, and he was standing behind the counter and the man who liked movies was gone. Damn! he thought. Bastard touched me! He grabbed a paper napkin and wiped his face where the fingers had been, but he could still feel the chill they’d left. The five dollar bill remained on the countertop. He put it in his pocket and came out from behind the counter, and he peeked through the curtains into the theater.

On the screen, in glorious and gory color, were blackened corpses being pulled from the wreckage of cars by firemen. The narrator was saying, “Face of Death will pull no punches. Everything you see will be real. If you are in any way squeamish, you should now be on your way out....”

The man who liked movies was sitting in the front row. Emiliano could see the outline of his head against the screen. The laughter began, and as Emiliano backpedaled away from the curtains he looked dumbly at his wristwatch and realized that almost twenty minutes of his life was a black hole. He went through a door and up a flight of stairs to the projection booth, where Willy sat sprawled on a couch reading Hustler.

“Hey!” Emiliano said. “What’s goin’ on, man? How come you showin’ that shit again?”

Willy stared at him for a moment over the edge of the magazine. “You lost your marbles, kid?” he inquired. “You and your friend just come up here and asked me to. Wasn’t fifteen minutes ago. So I put it back on. Don’t mean shit to me, one way or the other. Anyway, I don’t argue with no old perverts.”

“Old perverts? What’re you talkin’ about, man?”

“Your friend,” Willy said. “Guy must be seventy years old. Beard makes him look like Rip Van Winkle. Where do these perverts come from?”

“You’re ... crazy,” Emiliano whispered. Willy shrugged and returned to his reading.

Outside, Cecily looked up as Emiliano ran into the street. He glanced back at her, shouted, “I ain’t stayin’ in there! No way! I quit!” and ran away along Forty-second Street and into the gloom. Cecily crossed herself, rechecked the lock on the ticket booth’s door and prayed for dawn.

In his seat in the front row, the man who liked movies dug a hand into his buttered popcorn and stuffed his mouth full. Before him were scenes of broken bodies being extracted from the rubble of a London building bombed by Irish terrorists. He cocked his head to one side, appreciating the sight of crushed bones and blood. The camera, blurred and unsteady, focused on the frantic face of a young woman as she cradled a dead child.

The man who liked movies laughed as if he were watching a comedy. In the sound of that laughter was the shriek of napalm bombs, incendiary rockets and Tomahawk missiles; it echoed through the theater, and if other people had been sitting there each one would have squirmed with the memory of a private terror.

And in the reflected light from the screen, the man’s face was undergoing a transformation. No longer did he look Swedish, or Brazilian, or have a gray Rip Van Winkle beard; his facial features were running together like the slow melting of a wax mask, the bones shifting beneath the skin. The features of a hundred faces rose and fell like suppurating sores. As the screen showed an autopsy in close-up progress, the man clapped his hands together with merry glee.

Almost time! he thought. Almost time for the show to start!

He’d been waiting a long time for the curtain to rise, had worn many skins and many faces, and the moment was soon, very soon. He’d watched the lurch toward destruction through many eyes, had smelled fire and smoke and blood in the air like intoxicating perfumes. The moment was soon, and the moment would belong to him.

Oh, yes! Almost time for the show to start!

He was a creature of patience, but now he could hardly keep himself from dancing. Maybe a little Watusi up the aisle would be in order, and then he’d slamdance that cockroach behind the candy counter. It was like waiting for a birthday party, and when the candles were lit he would rear his head back and roar loud enough to stagger God.

Almost time! Almost time!

But where would it start? he wondered. Who would push the first button? No matter; he could almost hear the fuse crackling and the flame drawing near. It was the music of the Golan Heights, of Beirut and Teheran, of Dublin and Warsaw, Johannesburg and Vietnam—only this time the music would end in a final, deafening crescendo.

He stuffed popcorn into a mouth that opened greedily on his right cheek. Party down! he thought, and he giggled with a noise like grinding glass.

Last night he’d stepped off a Trailways bus from Philadelphia and, strolling down Forty-second Street, had seen that this film was playing. He took the opportunity to admire his performances in The Face of Death, Part Four whenever he could. Just in the background, of course, always part of the crowd, but he could always recognize himself. There was a good shot of him standing over a mass of corpses after the bombing of an Italian soccer stadium, looking suitably shocked; another brief glimpse showed him, wearing a different face, at an airport massacre in Paris.

Lately he’d been on tour, riding the bus from city to city, seeing America. There were so many terrorist groups and armed firebrands in Europe that his influence was hardly needed, though he’d enjoyed helping plant that nice potent bomb in Beirut. He’d stayed a while in Washington, but none of the theaters were showing The Face of Death, Part Four there. Still, Washington held so many possibilities, and when you mixed and mingled with Pentagon boys and cabinet members at some of those parties you never knew what you might stir up.

It was all coming around to him now. He sensed the nervous fingers hovering near red buttons all over the world. Jet pilots would be scrambling, submarine commanders would be listening to their sonars, and old lions would be eager to bite. And the amazing thing was that they were doing it all themselves. It almost made him feel useless—but his starring role was coming around very soon.

His only concern was that it wouldn’t be finished yet, not even with all the lightning soon to strike. There might still be pockets of humanity left, and small towns struggling to survive in the dark like rats in a collapsed basement. He understood very well that the firestorms, the whirlwinds of radiation and black rain would destroy most of them, and the ones that remained would wish they were dead a thousand times over.

And in the end, he would Watusi on their graves, too.

It was almost time. Tick tock tick tock, he thought. Nothing ever stops the clock!

He was a patient creature, but it had been a long wait. A few more hours would only whet his appetite, and he was very, very hungry. For the time being, he could enjoy watching himself in this fine film.

Curtain’s going up! he thought, and the mouth in the center of his forehead grinned before it disappeared into the flesh like a gray worm in damp ground.

It’s showtime!
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10:16 A.M. Eastern Daylight Time

NEW YORK CITY

A BLUE LIGHT WAS SPINNING. Cold rain came down, and a young man in a yellow rain slicker reached out his arms. “Give her to me, lady,” he said, his voice as hollow as if he were speaking from the bottom of a well. “Come on. Let me have her.”

“NO!” Sister Creep shouted, and the man’s face fragmented into pieces like the shattering of a mirror. She thrust out her hands to push it away, but then she was sitting up and the nightmare was whirling away in pieces like silver bats. The sound of her cry echoed back and forth between the walls of rough gray brick, and she sat staring at nothing for a moment as the sputtering of nerves shook her body.

Oh, she thought when her head cleared, that was a bad one! She touched her clammy forehead and her fingers came away damp. That was close, she thought. The young demon in the yellow raincoat was there again, very near, and he almost got my ...

She frowned. Got my what? The thought was gone now; whatever it had been, it had flipped over to the dark side of her memory. She often dreamed of the demon in the yellow raincoat, and he was always wanting her to give him something. In the dream, a blue light was always flashing, hurting her eyes, and rain was hitting her in the face. Sometimes the surroundings seemed terribly familiar, and sometimes she almost—almost—knew what it was he wanted, but she knew he was a demon—or probably the Devil himself, trying to pull her away from Jesus—because her head pounded so badly after the dream was over.

She didn’t know what time it was, or whether it was day or night, but her stomach was rumbling with hunger. She had tried to sleep on a subway bench, but the noise of some shouting kids scared her, so she’d trundled off with her bag in search of a more secure place. She’d found it at the bottom of a ladder that descended in a darkened section of subway tunnel. About thirty feet beneath the main tunnel was a drainage pipe, large enough for her to move through if she stooped over. Dirty water streamed past her sneakers, and the tunnel was illuminated by an occasional blue utility lamp that showed the network of cables and pipes just overhead. The tunnel shook with the thunder of a subway train passing, and Sister Creep realized she was under the rails; but as she continued along the tunnel the noise of the trains faded to a polite, distant growl. She soon found evidence that this was a popular place for members of the Ragtag Nation—a beat-up old mattress pushed back into a cubbyhole, a couple of empty wine bottles and some dried human excrement. She didn’t mind; she’d seen worse. And so she’d slept on the mattress until the nightmare of the demon in the yellow raincoat had awakened her; she was hungry, and she decided she’d climb back up to the subway station to search for scraps in the garbage cans, maybe try to find a newspaper, too, to see if Jesus had come while she was sleeping.

Sister Creep stood up, put the strap of her bag around her shoulder and left the cubbyhole. She started back along the tunnel, tinged by the dim blue glow of the utility bulbs, and hoped she’d find a hot dog today. She’d always been fond of hot dogs, with plenty of good spicy mus—

The tunnel suddenly trembled.

She heard the sound of concrete cracking. The blue lamps flickered, went dark and then brightened again. There was a noise like the howl of wind, or a runaway subway train speeding overhead. The blue lamps continued to brighten until the light was almost blinding, and Sister Creep squinted in the glare. She took three more uncertain steps forward; the utility bulbs began to explode. She put her hands up to shield her face, felt pieces of glass strike her arms, and she thought with sudden clarity: I’ll sue somebody for this!

In the next instant the entire tunnel whipped violently to one side, and Sister Creep fell into the stream of dirty water. Chunks of concrete and rock dust cascaded from the ceiling. The tunnel whipped back in the other direction with a force that made Sister Creep think her insides were tearing loose, and the concrete chunks hit her head and shoulders as her nostrils filled with grit. “Lord Jesus!” she shouted, about to choke. “Oh, Lord Jesus!”

Sparks shot overhead as the cables began to rip free. She smelled the wet heat of steam and heard a pounding noise like the footsteps of a behemoth treading above her head. As the tunnel pitched and swayed Sister Creep clung to her bag, riding out the gut-twisting undulations, a scream straining behind her clenched teeth. A wave of heat passed over her, stealing her breath. God help me! she shrieked in her mind as she struggled for air. She heard something pop and tasted blood streaming from her nose. I can’t breathe, oh sweet Jesus, I can’t breathe! She gripped at her throat, opened her mouth and heard her own strangled scream wail away from her through the shivering tunnel. Finally her tortured lungs dragged in a breath of scorched air, and she lay curled up on her side in the darkness, her body racked with spasms and her brain shocked numb.

The violent twisting motion of the tunnel had stopped. Sister Creep drifted in and out of consciousness, and through the haze came the distant roar of that runaway subway train again.

Only now it was getting louder.

Get up! she told herself. Get up! It’s Judgment Day, and the Lord has come in His chariot to take the righteous up into the Rapture!

But a calmer, clearer voice spoke, perhaps from the dark side of her memory, and it said: Bullshit! Something bad’s happened up there!

Rapture! Rapture! Rapture! she thought, forcing the wicked voice away. She sat up, wiped blood from her nose and drew in steamy, stifling air. The noise of the runaway train was closer. Sister Creep realized that the water she was sitting in had gotten hot. She grasped her bag and slowly rose to her feet. Everything was dark, and when Sister Creep felt the tunnel’s walls her fingers found a crazy quilt of cracks and fissures.

The roaring was much louder, and the air was heating up. The concrete against her fingers felt like city pavement at noon in August, ready to fry eggs sunny side up.

Far away along the tunnel there was a flicker of orange light, like the headlamp on a speeding subway train. The tunnel had begun to tremble again. Sister Creep stared, her face tightening, as the orange light grew brighter, showing streaks of incandescent red and purple.

She realized then what it was, and she moaned like a trapped animal.

A blast of fire was roaring toward her along the tunnel, and she could already feel the rush of air being sucked into it as if into a vacuum. In less than a minute it would be upon her.

Sister Creep’s trance snapped. She turned and fled, holding her bag close, her sneakers splashing through steaming water. She leaped broken pipes and pushed aside fallen cables with the frenzy of the doomed. She looked back and saw the flames shooting out red tendrils that snapped in the air like whips. The vacuum suction pulled at her, trying to draw her backward into the fire, and when she screamed the air sizzled in her nostrils and at the back of her throat.

She could smell burning hair, felt her back and arms rippling with blisters. In maybe thirty seconds she’d be joining her Lord and Master, and it astounded her that she wasn’t ready and willing to go.

With a startled cry of terror, she suddenly tripped and fell headlong to the floor.

As she started to scramble up she saw she’d tripped over a grate into which the stream was draining. Beneath the grate was only darkness. She looked at the onrushing fire, and her eyebrows singed, her face broke into oozing blisters. The air was unbreathable. There was no time to get up and run; the fire was almost upon her.

She gripped the bars of the grate and wrenched upward. One of the grate’s rusted screws snapped, but the second held tight.

The flames were less than forty feet away, and Sister Creep’s hair caught fire.

God help me! she screamed inwardly, and she pulled upward on the grate so hard she felt her shoulders almost rip loose from their sockets.

The second screw snapped.

Sister Creep flung the grate aside, had a second to grab her bag, then lunged headfirst into the hole.

She fell about four feet into a coffin-sized space that held eight inches of water.

The flames passed overhead, sucking the air from her lungs and scorching every inch of her exposed skin. Her clothes burst into flame, and she rolled frantically in the water. For a few seconds there was nothing but the roaring and the agony, and she smelled the odor of hot dogs being boiled in a vendor’s cart.

The wall of fire moved on like a comet, and in its wake returned a whooosh of outside air that carried the thick smell of charred flesh and molten metal.

Down in the hole that fed drainage water to a sewer pipe, Sister Creep’s body hitched and contorted. Three inches of water had risen as mist and evaporated, blunting the full force of the fire. Her burned, tattered body struggled for a breath, and finally gasped and sputtered, the blistered hands tightly gripping her smoldering canvas bag.

And then she lay still.
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8:31 A.M. Mountain Daylight Time

BLUE DOME MOUNTAIN, IDAHO

THE STEADY BUZZING OF the telephone on the table beside his bed brought the man up from a dreamless sleep. Go away, he thought. Leave me alone. But the buzzing continued, and finally he slowly turned over, switched on the lamp and, squinting in the light, picked up the receiver. “Macklin,” he said, his voice slurred and sleepy.

“Uh ... Colonel, sir?” It was Sergeant Schorr. “I’ve got some people in orientation waiting to meet you, sir.”

Colonel James “Jimbo” Macklin looked at the little green alarm clock next to the phone and saw he was more than thirty minutes late for the orientation and hand-shaking session. Damn it to Hell! he thought. I set that alarm for 0630 sharp! “All right, Sergeant. Keep them there another fifteen minutes.” He hung up and then checked the back of the alarm clock; he saw that the little lever was still pressed down. Either he’d never set the alarm or he’d turned it off in his sleep. He sat on the edge of the bed, trying to summon the energy to get up, but his body felt sluggish and bloated; years ago, he mused grimly, he’d never needed an alarm clock to wake him: He could’ve been snapped out of sleep by the sound of a footstep in wet grass and he would’ve been as alert as a wolf within seconds.

Passing time, he thought. Long gone.

He willed himself to stand up. Willed himself to walk across the bedroom, its walls decorated with photographs of Phantom and Thunderchief jets in flight, and walked into the small bathroom. He switched on the light and ran water into the sink; it came out rusty. He splashed the water on his face, dried himself with a towel and stood staring bleary-eyed at the stranger in the mirror.

Macklin stood six foot two, and until five or six years ago his body had been lean and hard, his ribs covered with muscle, his shoulders strong and straight, his chest thrust out like Chobham armor on the snout of an M-1 tank. Now the definitions of his body were blurred by loose flesh, and his potbelly resisted the fifty situps he did every morning—that is, when he had time to do them. He detected a stoop in his shoulders, as if he were being bowed by an invisible weight, and the hair on his chest was sprinkled with gray. His biceps, once rock-hard, had deteriorated into flab. He’d once broken the neck of a Libyan soldier in the crook of his arm; now he didn’t feel as if he had the strength to crack a walnut with a sledgehammer.

He plugged in his electric razor and guided it over the stubble on his jaw. His dark brown hair was clipped in a severe crewcut, showing flecks of gray at the temples; beneath a square slab of a forehead, his eyes were frosty blue and sunken in deep hollows of fatigue, like bits of ice floating on muddy water. As he shaved Macklin thought that his face had come to resemble any one of the hundreds of battlefield maps he’d pored over long ago: the jutting cliff of his chin leading to the rugged ravine of his mouth, up to the highlands of his chiseled cheekbones and the craggy ridge of his nose, down again into the swamps of his eyes, then an upward sweep into the brown forests of his thick eyebrows. And all the terrain marks were there, as well: the pockmark craters of the severe acne he’d had as an adolescent, the small trench of a scar zigzagging through his left eyebrow, compliments of a ricocheting bullet in Angola. Across his left shoulder blade was a deeper and longer scar carved by a knife in Iraq, and a reminder of a Viet Cong bullet puckered the skin over the right side of his rib cage. Macklin was forty-four years old, but sometimes he awakened feeling seventy, with shooting pains in his arms and legs from bones that had been broken in battles on distant shores.

He finished shaving and drew aside the shower curtain to run the water, then he stopped, because littering the bottom of the small shower stall were ceiling tiles and bits of rubble. Water was dripping from a series of holes where the shower stall ceiling had given way. As he stared at the leaking water, realizing he was running late and could not take a shower, anger suddenly rose within him like molten iron in a blast furnace; he slammed his fist against the wall once, and then again; the second time, the force of his blow left a network of minute cracks.

He leaned over the sink, waiting for the rage to pass, as it usually did. “Steady,” he told himself. “Discipline and control. Discipline and control.” He repeated it a few more times, like a mantra, drew a long, deep breath and straightened up. Time to go, he thought. They’re waiting for me. He used his stick deodorant under his arms, then went out to the bedroom closet to choose his uniform.

He picked a pair of crisply pressed dark blue trousers, a light blue shirt and his beige poplin flight jacket with leather patches on the elbows and MACKLIN printed across the breast pocket. He reached up to the overhead shelf, where he kept a case containing his Ingram gun and ammo clips, and lovingly took his Air Force colonel’s cap down; he brushed an imaginary bit of lint off the polished brim and put the cap on his head. He checked himself in the full-length mirror on the back of the closet door: buttons polished, check; trousers creased, check; shoes shining, check. He straightened his collar, and then he was ready to go.

His private electric cart was parked outside his quarters on the Command Center Level; he locked his door with one of the many keys he carried on a key chain, then got into the cart and drove along the corridor. Behind him, past his own quarters, was the sealed metal door of the weapons storage room and the emergency food and water supply. Down at the other end of the corridor, past the quarters of other Earth House technicians and employees, was the generator room and the air-filtration system controls. He passed the door of Perimeter Control, which contained the screens of the small portable battlefield surveillance radars set out to guard the entry to Earth House, and the main screen of the skyward-trained radar dish that sat atop Blue Dome Mountain. Within Perimeter Control was also the hydraulic system that sealed the air vents and the lead-lined doorway in the event of a nuclear attack, and the various radar screens were manned around the clock.

Macklin guided the cart up a ramp to the next level and headed for the Town Hall. He passed the open doors of the gymnasium, where an aerobics class was in session. A few morning joggers were running in the corridor, and Macklin nodded at them as he sped past. Then he was in the wider corridor of Earth House’s Town Square, a junction of hallways with a rock garden at its center. All around were various “shops” with storefronts made to resemble those in a country town. Earth House’s Town Square contained a tanning salon, a theater where videotaped movies were shown, a library, an infirmary staffed by a doctor and two nurses, a game arcade and a cafeteria. Macklin caught the aroma of bacon and eggs as he drove past the cafeteria’s doors and wished he’d had time for breakfast. It was not his way to be late. Discipline and control, he thought. Those were the two things that made a man.

But he was still angry about the collapsed ceiling in his shower stall. Lately, it seemed that the walls and ceiling in several areas of Earth House were cracking and giving way. He’d called the Ausley brothers many times, but they’d told him the structural reports showed settling was to be expected. Settling, my ass! Macklin had said. We’ve got a water drainage problem here! Water’s collecting over the ceilings and leaking through!

“Don’t get yourself in a dither, Colonel,” Donny Ausley had told him from San Antonio. “If you get nervous, them folks are gonna get nervous, right? And there ain’t no sense in gettin’ nervous, ’cause that mountain’s been standing for a few thousand years, and it ain’t goin’ nowhere.”

“It’s not the mountain!” Macklin had said, his fist tightening around the receiver. “It’s the tunnels! My cleanup crews are finding new cracks every day!”

“Settlin’, that’s all. Now listen, Terry and me have pumped ’bout ten million big ones into that place, and we built it to last. If we didn’t have bidness to run, we’d be right there with you. Now, that far underground, you’re gonna have some settlin’ and water leaks. Ain’t no way ’round it. And we’re payin’ you one hundred thousand dollars a year to endorse Earth House and live down there, you bein’ a big war hero and all. So you fix them cracks and keep everybody happy.”

“You listen, Mr. Ausley: If I don’t get a structural engineer to look this place over within a week, I’m leaving. I don’t give a damn about my contract. I’m not going to encourage people to stay down here if it’s not safe!”

“I believe,” Donny Ausley had said, his Texas accent getting a few degrees cooler, “you’d better calm yourself down, Colonel. Now, you don’t want to walk out on a bidness deal. That ain’t good manners. You just ’member how Terry and me found you and brought you along ’fore you start flyin’ off the handle, okay?”

Discipline and control! Macklin had thought, his heart hammering. Discipline and control! And then he’d listened as Donny Ausley had told him he’d send an engineer up from San Antone within two weeks to go over Earth House with a fine-tooth comb. “But meantime, you’re head honcho. You got a problem, you fix it. Right?”

And that had been almost a month ago. The structural engineer had never come.

Colonel Macklin stopped his cart near a pair of double doors. Above the doors was the sign TOWN HALL in ornate, old-timey lettering. Before he went in, he tightened his belt another notch, though the trousers were already squeezed around his midsection; then he drew himself up tall and straight and entered the auditorium.

About a dozen people sat in the red vinyl seats that faced the podium, where Captain Warner was answering questions and pointing out features of Earth House on the wall map displayed behind him. Sergeant Schorr, who stood ready to field the more difficult questions, saw the colonel enter and quickly stepped to the podium’s microphone. “Excuse me, Captain,” he said, interrupting an explanation about the plumbing and water-filtration system. “Folks, I want to introduce you to someone who certainly needs no introduction: Colonel James Barnett Macklin.”

The colonel continued at a crisp pace along the center aisle as the audience applauded. He took his place behind the podium, framed by an American flag and the flag of Earth House, and looked out at the gallery. The applause went on, and a middle-aged man in a camouflage combat jacket rose to his feet, followed by his similarly dressed wife; then all of them were standing and applauding, and Macklin let it continue for another fifteen seconds before he thanked them and asked them to be seated.

Captain “Teddybear” Warner, a husky ex-Green Beret who’d lost his left eye to a grenade in the Sudan and now wore a black patch, took a seat behind the colonel, and Schorr sat beside him. Macklin paused, gathering in his mind what he was going to say; he usually gave the same welcoming speech to all the new arrivals at Earth House, told them how secure the place was and how it would be the last American fortress when the Russians invaded. Afterward, he took their questions, shook their hands and signed a few autographs. That was what the Ausley boys paid him for.

He looked into their eyes. They were used to nice, clean beds, sweet-smelling bathrooms and roast beef on Sunday afternoons. Drones, he thought. They lived to breed and eat and shit, and they thought they knew all about freedom and loyalty and courage—but they didn’t know the first thing about those attributes. He cast his gaze over the faces, saw nothing but softness and weakness; these were people who thought they’d sacrifice their wives and husbands, infant children, homes and all their possessions as the price of keeping the Russian filth off our shores, but they would not, because their spirits were weak and their brains were corrupted by mental junk food. And here they were, like all the others, waiting for him to tell them they were true patriots.

He wanted to open his mouth and tell them to get the hell out of Earth House, that the place was structurally unsound and that they—the weak-willed losers!—ought to go home and cower in their basements. Jesus Christ! he thought. What the hell am I doing here?

Then a mental voice, like the sound of a cracking bullwhip, said, Discipline and control! Shape up, mister!

It was the voice of the Shadow Soldier. Macklin closed his eyes for a second. When he opened them, he was staring into the face of a bony, fragile-looking boy sitting in the second row between his father and mother. A good strong wind would knock that kid to the ground, he decided, but he paused, examining the boy’s pale gray eyes. He thought he recognized something in those eyes—determination, cunning, willpower—that he remembered from pictures of himself at that age, when he was a fat, clumsy slob that his Air Force captain father had kicked in the ass at every opportunity.

Of all of them sitting before me, he thought, that skinny kid might have a chance. The others were dogmeat.

He braced himself and started giving the orientation speech with as much enthusiasm as if he were digging a latrine ditch.

As Colonel Macklin spoke Roland Croninger examined him with intent interest. The colonel was a lot heavier than the photographs in Soldier of Fortune, and he looked sleepy and bored. Roland was disappointed; he’d expected a trim and hungry war hero, not a used car salesman dressed up in military duds. It was hard to believe that this was the same man who had shot down three MiGs over the Thanh Hoa Bridge to save a buddy’s crippled plane and then had ejected from a disintegrating aircraft.

Rip-off, Roland decided. Colonel Macklin was a rip-off, and he was beginning to think Earth House might be a rip-off, as well. That morning he’d awakened to find a dark water stain on his pillow; the ceiling was leaking from a crack two inches wide. There had been no hot water from the shower head, and the cold water was full of grit and rust. His mother had thrown a fit about not being able to get her hair clean, and his father had said he’d mention the problem to Sergeant Schorr.

Roland was fearful of setting up his computer because the air in his bedroom was so damp, and his first impression of Earth House as a neat-o medieval-type fortress was wearing thin. Of course, he’d brought books to read—tomes on Machiavelli and Napoleon and a study of medieval siege warfare—but he’d counted on programming some new dungeons for his King’s Knight game while he was here. King’s Knight was his own creation—128K of an imaginary world shattered into feudal kingdoms at war with one another. Now it looked as if he was going to have to read all the time!

He watched Colonel Macklin. Macklin’s eyes were lazy, and his face was fat. He looked like an old bull that had been put out to pasture because he couldn’t get it up anymore. But as Macklin’s eyes met his and held for a couple of seconds before they slid away again, Roland was reminded of a picture he’d seen of Joe Louis when the boxing champion had been a Las Vegas hotel greeter. In that picture, Joe Louis looked flabby and tired, but he had one massive hand clasped around the frail white hand of a tourist, and Joe Louis’s eyes were hard and dark and somewhere far away—maybe back in the ring, remembering the feel of a blow slammed against another man’s midsection almost to the backbone. Roland thought that the same distant stare was in Colonel Macklin’s eyes, and, just as you knew Joe Louis could’ve smashed the bones in that tourist’s hand with one quick squeeze, Roland sensed that the warrior within Colonel Macklin was not yet dead.

As Macklin’s address continued the wall telephone beside the display map buzzed. Sergeant Schorr got up and answered it; he listened for a few seconds, hung the receiver up and started back across the platform toward the colonel. Roland thought that something in Schorr’s face had been altered in the time he was on the telephone; Schorr appeared older now, and his face was slightly flushed. He said, “Excuse me, Colonel,” and he placed his hand over the microphone.

Macklin’s head snapped around, his eyes angry at the interruption.

“Sir,” Schorr said quietly, “Sergeant Lombard says you’re needed in Perimeter Control.”

“What is it?”

“He wouldn’t say, sir. I think ... he sounded pretty damned shaken.”

Crap! Macklin thought. Lombard got “shaken” every time the radar picked up a flock of geese or an airliner passing overhead. Once they’d sealed Earth House because Lombard thought a group of hang gliders were enemy paratroopers. Still, Macklin would have to check it out. He motioned for Captain Warner to follow him, and then he told Schorr to dismiss the orientation after they’d gone. “Ladies and gentlemen,” Macklin said into the microphone, “I’m going to have to leave you now to take care of a small problem, but I hope to see each of you later this afternoon at the newcomers’ reception. Thank you for your attention.” And then he stalked up the aisle with Captain Warner right behind him.

They drove back in the electric cart the way Macklin had come, Macklin muttering all the way about Lombard’s stupidity. When they went into the Perimeter Control Room, they found Lombard peering into the screen that showed the returns from the sky radar atop Blue Dome. Near him stood Sergeant Becker and Corporal Prados, both staring at the screen as well. The room was full of electronic equipment, other radar screens and the small computer that stored the arrival and departure dates of Earth House’s residents. On a shelf above a row of radar screens, a voice was blaring from a shortwave radio, almost obscured by the crackling of static. The voice was panicked, babbling so fast Macklin couldn’t understand what was being said. But Macklin didn’t like the sound of it, and instantly his muscles tensed and his heart began to pound.

“Move aside,” he told the other men. He stood where he could get a good look at the screen.

His mouth went dry, and he heard the sizzling of circuits in his own brain at work. “God in Heaven,” he whispered.

The garbled voice from the shortwave radio was saying, “New York got it ... wiped out ... the missiles are comin’ in over the east coast ... hit Washington ... Boston ... I can see flames from here....” Other voices surged out of the storm of static, bits and pieces of information hurtling along the network of ham radio operators across the United States and picked up by Blue Dome Mountain’s antennas. Another voice with a Southern accent broke in, shouting, “Atlanta just went dead! I think Atlanta got hit!” The voices overlapped, swelled and faded, commingled into a language of sobs and shouts, weak, faint whispers and the names of American cities repeated like a litany of the dead: Philadelphia ... Miami ... Newport News ... Chicago ... Richmond ... Pittsburgh ...

But Macklin’s attention was fixed on what the radar screen showed. There could be no doubt about what they were. He looked up at Captain Warner and started to speak, but he couldn’t find his voice for a second. Then he said, “Bring the perimeter guards in. Seal the doorway. We’re under attack. Move it!”

Warner picked up a walkie-talkie and hustled off. “Get Schorr down here,” Macklin said, and Sergeant Becker—a loyal and reliable man who had served with Macklin in Chad—instantly picked up the telephone and started pressing buttons. From the shortwave radio a frantic voice said, “This is KKTZ in St. Louis! Calling anybody! I’m lookin’ at a fire in the sky! It’s everywhere! God A’mighty, I’ve never seen such a—” A piercing squeal of static and other distant voices flooded into the empty hole left by St. Louis.

“This is it,” Macklin whispered. His eyes were shining, and there was a light sheen of sweat on his face. “Ready or not, this is it.”

And deep inside him, in the pit where no light had shone for a very long time, the Shadow Soldier cried out with joy.
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10:46 A.M. Central Daylight Time

ON INTERSTATE 70,

ELLSWORTH COUNTY, KANSAS

TWENTY-FOUR MILES WEST OF Salina, Josh Hutchins’s battered old Pontiac gave a wheeze like an old man with phlegm in his lungs. Josh saw the temperature gauge’s needle zoom toward the red line. Though all the windows were lowered, the inside of the car felt like a steam bath, and Josh’s white cotton shirt and dark blue trousers were plastered to his body with sweat. Oh, Lord! he thought, watching the red needle climb. She’s about to blow!

An exit was coming up on the right, and there was a weathered sign that said PawPaw’s! Gas! Cold Drinks! One Mile! and had an exaggerated drawing of an old geezer sitting on a mule smoking a corncob pipe.

I hope I can make another mile, Josh thought as he guided the Pontiac onto the exit ramp. The car kept shuddering, and the needle was into the red but the radiator hadn’t blown yet. Josh drove northward, following PawPaw’s sign, and before him, stretching to the horizon, were immense fields of corn grown to the height of a man and withering under the terrible July heat. The two-lane county road cut straight across them, and not a puff of breeze stirred the stalks; they stood on both sides of the road like impenetrable walls and might have gone on, as far as Josh knew, for a hundred miles both east and west.

The Pontiac wheezed and gave a jolt. “Come on,” Josh urged, the sweat streaming down his face. “Come on, don’t give out on me now.” He didn’t relish the idea of walking a mile in hundred-degree sun; they’d find him melted into the concrete like an ink blot. The needle continued its climb, and red warning lights were flashing on the dashboard.

Suddenly there was a crackling noise that made Josh think of the Rice Krispies he used to like as a kid. And then, in the next instant, the windshield was covered with a crawling brown mass of things.

Before Josh could finish drawing a surprised breath, a brown cloud had swept through the open windows on the Pontiac’s right side and he was covered with crawling, fluttering, chattering things that got down the collar of his shirt, into his mouth, up his nostrils and in his eyes. He spat them from his mouth and clawed them away from his eyes with one hand while the other clenched the steering wheel. It was the most ungodly noise of chattering he’d ever heard, a deafening roar of whirring wings. And then his eyes cleared and he could see that the windshield and the car’s interior were covered with thousands of locusts, swarming all over him, flying through his car and out the windows on the left side. He switched on the windshield wipers, but the weight of the mass of locusts pinned the wipers to the glass.

In the next few seconds they began flying off the windshield, first five or six at a time and then suddenly the whole mass in a whirling brown tornado. The wipers slapped back and forth, smearing some unlucky ones who were too slow. And then steam billowed up from under the hood and the Pontiac Bonneville lurched forward. Josh looked at the temperature gauge; a locust clung to the glass, but the needle was way over the red line.

This sure isn’t turning out to be my day, he thought grimly as he brushed the remaining locusts from his arms and legs. They, too, whirred out of the car and followed the huge cloud that was moving over the sunburned corn, heading in a northwesterly direction. One of the things flew right up in his face, and its wings made a noise like a Bronx cheer before it darted out the window after the others. Only about twenty or so remained in the car, crawling lazily over the dashboard and the passenger seat.

Josh concentrated on where he was going, praying that the engine would give him just a few more yards. Through the cloud of steam he saw a small, flat-roofed cinder block structure coming up on his right. Gas pumps stood out front, under a green canvas awning. On the building’s roof was a full-sized old Conestoga wagon, and printed in big red letters on the wagon’s side was PAWPAW’S.

He breathed a sigh of relief and turned into the gravel driveway, but before he could reach the gas pumps and a water hose the Pontiac coughed, faltered and backfired at the same time. The engine made a noise like a hollow bucket being kicked, and then the only sound was the rude hiss of steam.

Well, Josh thought, that’s that.

Bathed in sweat, he got out of the car and contemplated the rising plume of steam. When he reached out to pop the hood open, the metal burned his hand like a bite. He stepped back and, as the sun beat down from a sky almost white with heat haze, Josh thought his life had reached its lowest ebb.

A screen door slammed. “Got y’self some trouble?” a wizened voice inquired.

Josh looked up. Approaching him from the cinder block building was a little humpbacked old man wearing a sweat-stained ten-gallon hat, overalls and cowboy boots. “I sure do,” Josh replied.

The little man, who stood maybe five foot one, stopped. His ten-gallon hat—complete with a snakeskin hatband and an eagle’s feather sticking up—almost swallowed his head. His face was as brown as sunbaked clay, his eyes dark, sparkling dots. “Oooooeeeee!” he rasped. “You’re a big ’un, ain’t you! Lordy, I ain’t seen one as big as you since the circus passed through!” He grinned, revealing tiny, nicotine-stained teeth. “How’s the weather up there?”

Josh’s sweaty frustration tumbled out in a laugh. He grinned widely as well. “The same as down there,” he answered. “Mighty hot.”

The little man shook his head in awe and walked in a circle around the Bonneville. He, too, attempted to get the hood up, but the heat stung his fingers. “Hose is busted,” he decided. “Yep. Hose. Seen a lot of ’em lately.”

“Do you have spares?”

The man tilted his neck to look up, still obviously impressed with Josh’s size. “Nope,” he said. “Not a one. I can get you one, though. Order it from Salina, should be here in ... oh, two or three hours.”

“Two or three hours? Salina’s only about thirty miles away!”

The little man shrugged. “Hot day. City boys don’t like hot days. Too used to air conditionin’. Yep, two or three hours’ll do it.”

“Damn! I’m on my way to Garden City!”

“Long drive,” the man offered. “Well, we’d best let ’er cool off some. I got cold drinks, if you want one.” He motioned for Josh to follow and started toward the building.

Josh was expecting a tumbledown mess of oil cans, old batteries and a wall full of hubcaps, but when he stepped inside he was surprised to find a neat, orderly country grocery store. A throw rug had been put down right at the doorway, and behind the counter and cash register was a little alcove where the man had been sitting in his rocking chair, watching television on a portable Sony. Now, though, the TV’s screen showed only static.

“Thing went out on me just before you drove up,” he said. “I was watchin’ that show about the hospital and them folks always gettin’ in trouble. Lord God, they’d put you under the jail around here for some of them shenanigans!” He cackled and took off his hat. His scalp was pale, and he had white hair that stood up in sweat-damp spikes. “All the other channels are off too, so I guess we got to talk, huh?”

“I guess so.” Josh stood in front of a fan atop the counter, letting the deliciously cool air separate his wet shirt from his skin.

The little man opened a refrigerator unit and brought out two canned Cokes. He handed one to Josh, who snapped the tab and drank thirstily. “No charge,” the man said. “You look like you’ve had a rough mornin’. My name’s PawPaw Briggs—well, PawPaw ain’t my real name. It’s what my boys call me. So that’s what the sign says.”

“Josh Hutchins.” They shook hands, and the little man grinned again and pretended to wince under the pressure of Josh’s grip. “Do your boys work here with you?”

“Oh, no.” PawPaw chuckled. “They got their own place, up the road four or five miles.”

Josh was grateful to be out of the hot sun. He walked around the store, rolling the cold can across his face and feeling the flesh tighten. For a country store out in the middle of a cornfield, he realized after another moment, the shelves of PawPaw’s place held an amazing variety of items: loaves of wheat bread, rye bread, raisin bread and cinnamon rolls; cans of green beans, beets, squash, peaches, pineapple chunks and all kinds of fruit; about thirty different canned soups; cans of beef stew, corned beef hash, Spam, and sliced roast beef; an array of utensils, including paring knives, cheese graters, can openers, flashlights and batteries; and a shelf full of canned fruit juices, Hawaiian Punch, Welch’s Grape Juice and mineral water in plastic jugs. A rack on the wall held shovels, picks and hoes, a pair of garden shears and a water hose. Near the cash register was a magazine stand displaying periodicals like Flying, American Pilot, Time and Newsweek, Playboy and Penthouse. This place, Josh thought, was the supermarket of country stores! “Lot of people live around here?” Josh asked.

“Few.” PawPaw whacked the TV with his fist, but the static remained. “Not too many.”

Josh felt something crawling under his collar; he reached back and dug out a locust.

“Things are hell, ain’t they?” PawPaw asked. “Get into everything they do. Been flyin’ out of the fields by the thousands for the last two, three days. Kinda peculiar.”

“Yeah.” Josh held the insect between his fingers and went to the screen door. He opened it and flicked the locust out; it whirled around his head for a couple of seconds, made a soft chirring noise and then flew toward the northwest.

A red Camaro suddenly pulled off the road, swerved around Josh’s sick Bonneville and halted at the pumps. “More customers,” Josh announced.

“Well, well. We got us a regular convention today, don’t we?” He came around the counter to stand beside Josh, barely the height of Josh’s breastbone. The doors of the Camaro opened, and a woman and a little blond-haired girl got out. “Hey!” the woman, who was squeezed into a red halter top and tight, uncomfortable-looking jeans, called toward the screen door. “Can I get some unleaded gas here?”

“Sure can!” PawPaw went outside to pump the gas for her. Josh finished his Coke, crumpled the can and dropped it into a wastebasket; when he looked through the screen door again, he saw that the child, who wore a little powder-blue jumpsuit, was standing right in the blazing sun, staring at the moving cloud of locusts. The woman, her poorly dyed blond hair tangled and wet with sweat, took the child’s hand and led her toward PawPaw’s place. Josh stepped aside as they entered, and the woman—who had a blackened right eye—shot Josh a distrustful glance and then stood before the fan to cool off.

The child stared up at Josh as if peering toward the highest branches of a redwood tree. She was a pretty little thing, Josh thought; her eyes were a soft, luminous shade of blue. The color reminded Josh of what the summer sky had looked like when he himself was a child, with all the tomorrows before him and no place to go in any particular hurry. The little girl’s face was heart-shaped and fragile-looking, her complexion almost translucent. She said, “Are you a giant?”

“Hush, Swan!” Darleen Prescott said. “We don’t talk to strangers!”

But the little girl continued to stare up at him, expecting an answer. Josh smiled. “I guess I am.”

“Sue Wanda!” Darleen grabbed Swan’s shoulder and turned her away from Josh.

“Hot day,” Josh said. “Where are you two heading?”

Darleen was silent for a moment, letting the cool air play over her face. “Anywhere but here,” she replied, her eyes closed and her head tilted upward to catch the air on her throat.

PawPaw returned, wiping the sweat from his forehead with a much-used handkerchief. “Gotcha filled up there, lady. Be fifteen dollars and seventy-five cents, please.”

Darleen dug in her pocket for the money, and Swan nudged her. “I need to go right now!” Swan whispered. Darleen laid a twenty dollar bill on the counter. “You got a ladies’ room, mister?”

“Nope,” he replied, and then he looked down at Swan—who was obviously in some discomfort—and shrugged. “Well, I reckon you can use my bathroom. Hold on a minute.” He reached down and pulled back the throw rug in front of the counter. Beneath it was a trapdoor. PawPaw threw back a bolt and lifted it. The aroma of rich, dark earth wafted from the open square, and a set of wooden steps descended into the basement. PawPaw went down a few steps, flicked on an overhanging light bulb and then came back up. “Bathroom’s through the little door on the right,” he told Swan. “Go ahead.”

She glanced at her mother, who shrugged and motioned her down, and Swan went through the trapdoor. The basement had walls of hard-packed dirt; the ceiling was crisscrossed with thick wooden beams. The floor was made of poured concrete, and the room—which was about twenty feet long, ten feet wide and seven or eight feet high—held a cot, a record player and radio, a shelf of dog-eared Louis L’Amour and Brett Halliday paperbacks, and had a poster of Dolly Parton on one wall. Swan found the door and entered a tiny cubicle that had a sink, a mirror and a toilet.

“Do you live down there?” Josh asked the old man as he peered through the trapdoor.

“Sure do. Used to live in a farmhouse a couple of miles east, but I sold that after the wife passed on. My boys helped me dig the basement out. It ain’t much, but it’s home.”

“Ugh!” Darleen wrinkled her nose. “It smells like a graveyard.”

“Why don’t you live with your sons?” Josh inquired.

PawPaw looked at him curiously, his brow knitting. “Sons? I ain’t got no sons.”

“I thought you said your boys helped you dig the basement out.”

“My boys did, yeah. The underground boys. They said they’d made me a real good place to live in. See, they come here all the time and stock up, ’cause I’m the closest store.”

Josh couldn’t make sense of what the old man was talking about. He tried once more: “Come here from where?”

“Underground,” PawPaw replied.

Josh shook his head. The old man was nuts. “Listen, could you take a look at my radiator now?”

“I reckon so. One minute, and we’ll go see what she wrote.” PawPaw went behind the counter, rang up Darleen’s gas purchase and gave her change from the twenty. Swan started coming up the basement steps. Josh braced himself for the stunning heat and went outside, walking toward his still-steaming Bonneville.

He had almost reached it when he felt the earth shake beneath his feet.

He stopped in his tracks. What was that? he wondered. An earthquake? Yeah, that would just about put the capper on the day!

The sun was brutal. The cloud of locusts was gone. Across the road, the huge cornfield was as still as a painting. The only sounds were the hissing of steam and the steady tick ... tick ... tick of the Pontiac’s fried engine.

Squinting in the harsh glare, Josh looked up at the sky. It was white and featureless, like a clouded mirror. His heart was beating harder. The screen door slammed behind him, and he jumped. Darleen and Swan had come out and were walking toward the Camaro. Suddenly Swan stopped, too, but Darleen walked on a few more paces before she realized the child was not beside her. “Come on! Let’s get on the road, hon!”

Swan’s gaze was directed at the sky. It’s so quiet, she thought. So quiet. The heavy air almost pressed her to her knees, and she was having trouble drawing a breath. All day long she’d noted huge flocks of birds in flight, horses running skittishly around their pastures and dogs baying at the sky. She sensed something about to happen—something very bad, just as she had last night when she’d seen the fireflies. But the feeling had gotten stronger all morning, ever since they’d left the motel outside Wichita, and now it made goose bumps break out on her arms and legs. She sensed danger in the air, danger in the earth, danger everywhere.

“Swan!” Darleen’s voice was both irritated and nervous. “Come on, now!”

The little girl stared into the brown cornfields that stretched to the horizon. Yes, she thought. And danger there, too. Especially there.

The blood pounded in her veins, and an urge to cry almost overcame her. “Danger,” she whispered. “Danger ... in the corn ...”

The ground shook again beneath Josh’s feet, and he thought he heard a deep grinding growl like heavy machinery coming to life. Darleen shouted, “Swan! Come on!”

What the hell ... ? Josh thought.

And then there came a piercing, whining noise that grew louder and louder, and Josh put his hands to his ears and wondered if he was going to live to see his paycheck.

“God A’mighty!” PawPaw shouted, standing in the doorway.

A column of dirt shot up about four hundred yards into the cornfield to the northwest, and hundreds of cornstalks burst into flame. A spear of fire emerged, made a noise like bacon sizzling in a skillet as it sped upward several hundred feet, then arced dramatically to a northwesterly course and vanished in the haze. Another burning spear burst from the ground a half mile or so away, and this one followed the first. Further away, two more shot upward and climbed out of sight within two seconds; then the burning spears were coming up all over the cornfield, the nearest about three hundred yards away and the most distant fiery dots five or six miles across the fields. Geysers of dirt exploded as the things rose with incredible speed, their flaming trails leaving blue afterimages on Josh’s retinas. The corn was on fire, and the hot wind of the burning spears fanned the flames toward PawPaw’s place.

Waves of sickening heat washed over Josh, Darleen and Swan. Darleen was still screaming for Swan to get to the car. The child watched in horrified awe as dozens of burning spears continued to explode from the cornfield. The earth shuddered with shock waves under Josh’s feet. His senses reeling, he realized that the burning spears were missiles, roaring from their hidden silos in a Kansas cornfield in the middle of nowhere.

The underground boys, Josh thought—and he suddenly knew what PawPaw Briggs had meant.

PawPaw’s place stood on the edge of a camouflaged missile base, and the “underground boys” were the Air Force technicians who were now sitting in their bunkers and pressing the buttons.

“God A’mighty!” PawPaw shouted, his voice lost in the roar. “Look at ’em fly!”

Still the missiles were bursting from the cornfield, each one following the other into the northwest and vanishing in the rippling air. Russia, Josh thought. Oh, my God Jesus—they’re heading for Russia!

All the newscasts he’d heard and stories he’d read in the past few months came back to him, and in that awful instant he knew World War III had begun.

The swirling, scorched air was full of fiery corn, raining down on the road and on the roof of PawPaw’s place. The green canvas awning was smoking, and the canvas of the Conestoga wagon was already aflame. A storm of burning corn was advancing across the ravaged field, and as the shock waves collided in fifty-mile-an-hour winds the flames merged into a solid, rolling wall of fire twenty feet high.

“Come on!” Darleen shrieked, grabbing Swan up in her arms. The child’s blue eyes were wide and staring, hypnotized by the spectacle of fire. Darleen started running for her car with Swan in her arms, and as a shock wave knocked her flat the first red tendrils of flame began to reach toward the gas pumps.

Josh knew the fire was about to jump the road. The pumps were going to blow. And then he was back on the football field before a roaring Sunday afternoon crowd, and he was running for the downed woman and child like a human tank as the stadium clock ticked the seconds off. A shock wave hit him, threw him off balance, and burning corn swept over him; but then he was scooping the woman up with one thick arm around her waist. She clung to the child, whose face had frozen with terror. “Lemme go!” Darleen shrieked, but Josh whirled around and sprinted for the screen door, where PawPaw stood watching the flight of the burning spears in open-mouthed wonder.

Josh had almost reached it when there was an incandescent flash like a hundred million high-wattage bulbs going off at the same instant. Josh was looking away from the field, but he saw his shadow projected onto PawPaw Briggs—and in the space of a millisecond he saw PawPaw’s eyeballs burst into blue flame. The old man screamed, clawed at his face and fell backward into the screen door, tearing it off its hinges. “Oh God, oh Jesus, oh God!” Darleen was babbling. The child was silent.

The light got brighter still, and Josh felt a wash of heat on his back—gentle at first, like the sun on a nice summer day. But then the heat increased to the level of an oven, and before Josh could reach the door he heard the skin on his back and shoulders sizzling. The light was so intense he couldn’t see where he was going, and now his face was swelling so fast he feared it would explode like a beach ball. He stumbled forward, tripped over something—Paw-Paw’s body, writhing in agony in the doorway. Josh smelled burning hair and scorched flesh, and he thought crazily, I’m one barbecued sonofabitch!

He could still see through the slits of his swollen eyes; the world was an eerie blue-white, the color of ghosts. Ahead of him, the trapdoor yawned open. Josh reached down with his free hand, grabbed the old man’s arm and dragged him, along with the woman and child, toward the open square. An explosion sent shrapnel banging against the outside wall—the pumps, Josh knew—and a shard of hot metal flew past the right side of his head. Blood streamed down, but he had no time to think of anything but getting into that basement, for behind him he heard a wailing cacophony of wind like a symphony of fallen angels, and he dared not look back to see what was coming out of that cornfield. The whole building was shaking, cans and bottles jumping off the shelves. Josh flung PawPaw Briggs down the steps like a sack of grain and then leaped down himself, skinning his ass on the wood but still clinging to the woman and child. They rolled to the floor, the woman screaming in a broken, strangled voice. Josh scrambled back up to close the trapdoor.

And then he looked through the doorway and saw what was coming.

A tornado of fire.

It filled the sky, hurling off jagged spears of red and blue lightning and carrying with it tons of blackened earth gouged from the fields. He knew in that instant that the tornado of fire was advancing on PawPaw’s grocery store, bringing half the dirt from the field with it, and it would hit them within seconds.

And, simply, either they would live or they would die.

Josh reached up, slammed the trapdoor in place and jumped off the steps. He landed on his side on the concrete floor.

Come on! he thought, his teeth gritted and his hands over his head. Come on, damn it!

An unearthly commingling of the mighty roar of whirling wind, the crackle of fire and the bellowing crash of thunder filled the basement, forcing everything from Josh Hutchins’s mind but cold, stark terror.

The basement’s concrete floor suddenly shook—and then it lifted three feet and cracked apart like a dinner plate. It slammed down with brutal force. Pain pounded at Josh’s eardrums. He opened his mouth and knew he was screaming, but he couldn’t hear it.

And then the basement’s ceiling caved in, the beams cracking like bones in hungry hands. Josh was struck across the back of the head; he had the sensation of being lifted up and whirled in an airplane spin while his nostrils were smothered with thick, wet cotton, and all he wanted to do was get out of this damned wrestling ring and go home.

Then he knew no more.
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10:17 A.M. Mountain Daylight Time

EARTH HOUSE

MORE BOGIES AT TEN o’clock!” Lombard said as the radar swept around again and the green dots nickered across the display screen. “Twelve heading southeast at fourteen thousand feet. Jesus Christ, look at those mothers move!” Within thirty seconds, the blips had passed out of radar range. “Five more coming over, Colonel.” Lombard’s voice shook with a mixture of horror and excitement, his heavy-jowled face flushed and his eyes large behind aviator-style glasses. “Heading northwest at seventeen-oh-three. They’re ours. Go for it, baby!”

Sergeant Becker whooped and smacked a fist into the palm of his open hand. “Wipe Ivan off the map!” he shouted. Behind him, Captain Warner smoked a cork-tipped cheroot and impassively watched the radar screen through his good eye. A couple of other uniformed technicians monitored the perimeter radar. Across the room, Sergeant Schorr was slumped in a chair, his eyes glassy and unbelieving, and every once in a while his tortured gaze crept toward the main radar screen and then quickly moved back to a spot on the opposite wall.

Colonel Macklin stood over Lombard’s right shoulder, his arms crossed over his chest and his attention fixed on the green blips that had been moving across the screen for the last forty minutes. It was easy to tell which were Russian missiles, because they were heading southeast, on trajectories that would take them hurtling into the midwestern air force bases and ICBM fields. The American missiles were speeding northwest, toward deadly rendezvous with Moscow, Magadan, Tomsk, Karaganda, Vladivostok, Gorky and a hundred other target cities and missile bases. Corporal Prados had his earphones on, monitoring the weak signals that were still coming in from shortwave operators across the country. “Signal from San Francisco just went off the air,” he said. “Last word was from KXCA in Sausalito. Something about a fireball and blue lightning—the rest was garbled.”

“Seven bogies at eleven o’clock,” Lombard said. “Twelve thousand feet. Heading southeast.”

Seven more, Macklin thought. My God! That brought to sixty-eight the number of “incoming mail” picked up by Blue Dome’s radar—and God only knew how many hundreds, possibly thousands, had streaked over out of radar range. From the panicked reports of shortwave radio operators, American cities were being incinerated in a full-scale nuclear assault. But Macklin had counted forty-four pieces of “outgoing mail” headed for Russia, and he knew that thousands of ICBMs, Cruise missiles, B-1 bombers and submarine-based nuclear weapons were being used against the Soviet Union. It didn’t matter who’d started it; all the talking was over. It only mattered now who was strong enough to withstand the atomic punches the longest.

Earth House had been ordered sealed when Macklin saw the first blips of Soviet missiles on the radar screen. The perimeter guards had been brought in, the rock doorway lowered and locked in place, the system of louver-like baffles activated in the ventilation ducts to prevent entry of radioactive dust. There was one thing that remained to be done: Tell the civilians inside Earth House that World War III had started, that their homes and relatives had possibly been vaporized already, that everything they’d known and loved might well be gone in the flash of a fireball. Macklin had rehearsed it in his mind many times before; he would call the civilians together in the Town Hall, and he would calmly explain to them what was happening. They would understand that they would have to stay here, inside Blue Dome Mountain, and they could never go home again. Then he would teach them discipline and control, mold hard shells of armor over those soft, sluggish civilian bodies, teach them to think like warriors. And from this impregnable fortress they would hold off the Soviet invaders to the last breath and drop of blood, because he loved the United States of America and no man would ever make him kneel and beg.

“Colonel?” One of the young technicians looked up from his perimeter radar screen. “I’ve got a vehicle approaching. Looks like an RV, coming up the mountain pretty damned fast.”

Macklin stepped over to watch the blip approaching up the mountain road. The RV was going so fast its driver was in danger of slinging it right off Blue Dome.

It was still within Macklin’s power to open the front doorway and bring the RV inside by using a code that would override the computerized locking system. He imagined a frantic family inside that vehicle, perhaps a family from Idaho Falls, or from one of the smaller communities at the base of the mountain. Human lives, Macklin thought, struggling to avoid decimation. He looked at the telephone. Punching in his ID number and speaking the code into the receiver would make the security computer abort the lock and raise the doorway. By doing so, he would save those people’s lives.

He reached toward the telephone.

But something stirred within him—a heavy, dark, unseen thing shifting as if from the bottom of a primeval swamp.

Sssstop! The Shadow Soldier’s whisper was like the hiss of a fuse on dynamite. Think of the food! More mouths, less food!

Macklin hesitated, his fingers inches from the phone.

More mouths, less food! Discipline and control! Shape up, mister!

“I’ve got to let them in,” Macklin heard himself say, and the other men in the control room stared at him.

Don’t backtalk me, mister! More mouths, less food! And you know all about what happens when a man’s hungry, don’t you?

“Yes,” Macklin whispered.

“Sir?” the radar technician asked.

“Discipline and control,” Macklin replied, in a slurred voice.

“Colonel?” Warner gripped Macklin’s shoulder.

Macklin jerked, as if startled from a nightmare. He looked around at the others, then at the telephone again, and slowly lowered his hand. For a second he’d been down in the pit again, down in the mud and shit and darkness, but now he was okay. He knew where he was now. Sure. Discipline and control did the trick. Macklin shrugged free of Captain Warner and regarded the blip on the perimeter radar screen through narrowed eyes. “No,” he said. “No. They’re too late. Way too late. Earth House stays sealed.” And he felt damned proud of himself for making the manly decision. There were over three hundred people in Earth House, not including the officers and technicians. More mouths, less food. He was sure he’d done the right thing.

“Colonel Macklin!” Lombard called; his voice cracked. “Look at this!”

At once, Macklin stood beside him, peering into the screen. He saw a group of four bogies streaking within radar range—but one seemed slower than the others, and as it faltered the faster three vanished over Blue Dome Mountain. “What’s going on?”

“That bogie’s at twenty-two thousand four,” Lombard said. “A few seconds ago, it was at twenty-five. I think it’s falling.”

“It can’t be falling! There aren’t any military targets within a hundred miles!” Sergeant Becker snapped, pushing forward to see.

“Check again,” Macklin told Lombard, in the calmest voice he could summon.

The radar arm swept around with agonizing slowness. “Twenty thousand two, sir. Could be malfunctioned. The bastard’s coming down!”

“Shit! Get me an impact point!”

A plastic-coated map of the area around Blue Dome Mountain was unfolded, and Lombard went to work with his compass and protractor, figuring and refiguring angles and speeds. His hands were trembling, and he had to start over more than once. Finally, he said, “It’s going to pass over Blue Dome, sir, but I don’t know what the turbulence is doing up there. I’ve got it impacting right here,” and he tapped his finger at a point roughly ten miles west of Little Lost River. He checked the screen again. “It’s just coming through eighteen thousand, sir. It’s falling like a broken arrow.”

Captain “Teddybear” Warner grunted. “There’s Ivan’s technology for you,” he said. “All fucked up.”

“No, sir.” Lombard swiveled around in his chair. “It’s not Russian. It’s one of ours.”

There was an electric silence in the room. Colonel Macklin broke it by expelling the air in his lungs. “Lombard, what the hell are you saying?”

“It’s a friendly,” he repeated. “It was moving northwest before it went out of control. From the size and speed, I’d guess it’s a Minuteman III, maybe a Mark 12 or 12A.”

“Oh ... Jesus,” Ray Becker whispered, his ruddy face gone ashen.

Macklin stared at the radar screen. The runaway blip seemed to be getting larger. His insides felt bound by iron bands, and he knew what would happen if a Minuteman III Mark 12A hit anywhere within fifty miles of Blue Dome Mountain; the Mark 12As carried three 335-kiloton nuclear warheads—enough power to flatten seventy-five Hiroshimas. The Mark 12s, carrying payloads of three 170-kiloton warheads, would be almost as devastating, but suddenly Macklin was praying that it was only a Mark 12, because maybe, maybe, the mountain could withstand that kind of impact without shuddering itself to rubble.

“Falling through sixteen thousand, Colonel.”

Five thousand feet above Blue Dome Mountain. He could feel the other men watching him, waiting to see if he was made of iron or clay. There was nothing he could do now, except pray that the missile fell far beyond Little Lost River. A bitter smile crept across his mouth. His heart was racing, but his mind was steady. Discipline and control, he thought. Those were the things that made a man.

Earth House had been constructed here because there were no nearby Soviet targets, and all the government charts showed the movement of radioactive winds would be to the south. He’d never dreamed in his wildest scenarios that Earth House would be hit by an American weapon. Not fair! he thought, and he almost giggled. Oh no, not fair at all!

“Thirteen thousand three,” Lombard said, his voice strained. He hurriedly did another calculation on the map, but he didn’t say what he found and Macklin didn’t ask him. Macklin knew they were going to take one hell of a jolt, and he was thinking of the cracks in the ceilings and walls of Earth House, those cracks and weak, rotted areas that the sonofabitching Ausley brothers should have taken care of before they opened this dungeon. But now it was too late, much too late. Macklin stared at the screen through slitted eyes and hoped that the Ausley brothers had heard their skin frying before they died.

“Twelve thousand two, Colonel.”

Schorr let out a panicked whimper and drew his knees up to his chest; he peered into empty air like a man seeing the time, place and circumstances of his own death in a crystal ball.

“Shit,” Warner said softly. He drew once more on his cigar and crushed it out in an ashtray. “I guess we’d better get comfortable, huh? Poor bastards upstairs are gonna be thrown around like rag dolls.” He squeezed himself into a corner, bracing against the floor with his hands and feet.

Corporal Prados took off his earphones and braced himself against the wall, beads of sweat glistening on his cheeks. Becker stood beside Macklin, who watched the approaching blip on Lombard’s radar screen and counted the seconds to impact.

“Eleven thousand two.” Lombard’s shoulders hunched up. “It’s cleared Blue Dome! Passing to the northwest! I think it’s going to make the river! Go, you bastard, go!”

“Go,” Becker breathed.

“Go,” Prados said, and he squeezed his eyes shut. “Go. Go.”

The blip had vanished from the screen. “We’ve lost it, Colonel! It’s gone below radar range!”

Macklin nodded. But the missile was still falling toward the forest along Little Lost River, and Macklin was still counting.

All of them heard a humming like a distant, huge swarm of hornets.

Then silence.

Macklin said, “It’s dow—”

And in the next second the radar screen exploded with light, the men around it crying out and shielding their eyes. Macklin was momentarily blinded by the dazzle, and he knew the sky radar atop Blue Dome had just been incinerated. The other radar screens brightened like green suns and shorted out as they picked up the flash. The noise of hornets was in the room, and blue sparks spat from the control boards as the wiring blew. “Hang on!” Macklin shouted. The floor and walls shook, a jigsaw of cracks running across the ceiling. Rock dust and pebbles fell into the room, the larger stones rattling down on the control boards like hailstones. The floor heaved violently enough to drop both Macklin and Becker to their knees. Lights flickered and went out, but within seconds the emergency lighting system had switched on and the illumination—harsher, brighter, throwing deeper shadows than before—came back.

There was one last weak tremor and another rain of dust and stones, and then the floor was still.

Macklin’s hair was white with dust, his face gritty and scratched. But the air-filtration system was throbbing, already drawing the dust into the wall vents. “Everybody okay?” he shouted, trying to focus past the green dazzle that remained on his eyeballs. He heard the sound of coughing and someone—Schorr, he thought it must be—sobbing. “Is everybody okay?”

He got a reply back from all but Schorr and one of the technicians. “It’s over!” he said. “We made it! We’re okay!” He knew that there would be broken bones, concussions and cases of shock among the civilians on the upper level, and they were probably panicked right now, but the lights were on and the filtration system was pumping and Earth House hadn’t blown apart like a house of cards in a high wind. It’s over! We made it! Still blinking to see past the green haze, he struggled to his feet. A short, hollow bark of a laugh escaped between his clenched teeth—and then the laughter bubbled up from his throat, and he was laughing louder and louder because he was alive and his fortress was still standing. His blood was hot and singing again like it had been in the steamy jungles and parched plains of foreign battlefields; on those fields of fire, the enemy wore a devil’s face and did not hide behind the mask of Air Force psychiatrists, bill collectors, scheming ex-wives and cheating business partners. He was Colonel Jimbo Macklin, and he walked like a tiger, lean and mean, with the Shadow Soldier at his side.

He had once again beaten death and dishonor. He grinned, his lips white with grit.

But then there was a sound like cloth being ripped between cruel hands. Colonel Macklin’s laughter stopped.

He rubbed his eyes, straining through the green glare, and was able at last to see where that noise was coming from.

The wall before him had fractured into thousands of tiny interconnected cracks. But at the top of it, where the wall met the ceiling, a massive crack was moving in fits and leaps, zigzagging as it went, and rivulets of dark, evil-smelling water streamed down the wall like blood from a monstrous wound. The ripping sound doubled and tripled; he looked at his feet, made out a second huge crack crawling across the floor. A third crack snaked across the opposite wall.

He heard Becker shout something, but the voice was garbled and in slow motion, as if heard in a nightmare. Chunks of stone fell from above, ripping the ceiling tile loose, and more streams of water splattered down. Macklin smelled the sickening odor of sewage, and as the water dripped all over him he realized the truth: that somewhere in the network of pipes the sewage system had exploded—perhaps weeks ago, or months—and the backed-up sludge had collected not only above the first level, but between Levels One and Two as well, further eroding the unsteady, overstressed rock that held the warren of Earth House together.

The floor pitched at an angle that threw Macklin off balance. Plates of rock rubbed together with the noise of grinding jaws, and as the zigzagging cracks connected a torrent of foul water and rock cascaded from the ceiling. Macklin fell over Becker and hit the floor; he heard Becker scream, and as he twisted around he saw Ray Becker fall through a jagged crevice that had opened in the floor. Becker’s fingers grasped the edge, and then the two sides of the crevice slammed shut again and Macklin watched in horror as the man’s fingers exploded like overstuffed sausages.

The entire room was in violent motion, like a chamber in a bizarre carnival funhouse. Pieces of the floor collapsed, leaving gaping craters that fell into darkness. Schorr screamed and leaped toward the door, jumping a hole that opened in his path, and as the man burst out into the corridor Macklin saw that the corridor walls were veined with deep fissures as well. Huge slabs of rock were crashing down. Schorr disappeared into whirling dust, his scream trailing behind him. The corridor shook and pitched, the floor heaving up and down as if the iron reinforcing rods had turned to rubber. And all around, through the walls and the floor and ceiling, there was a pounding like a mad blacksmith beating on an anvil, coupled with the grinding of rock and the sound of reinforcing rods snapping like off-key guitar notes. Over the cacophony, a chorus of screams swelled and ebbed in the corridor. Macklin knew the civilians on the upper level were being battered to death. He sat huddled in a corner in the midst of the noise and chaos, realizing that the shock waves from that runaway missile were hammering Earth House to pieces.

Filthy water showered down on him. A storm of dust and rubble crashed into the corridor, and with it was something that might have been a mangled human body; the debris blocked the control room’s doorway. Someone—Warner, he thought—had his arm and was trying to pull him to his feet. He heard Lombard howling like a hurt dog. Discipline and control! he thought. Discipline and control!

The lights went out. The air vents exhaled a gasp of death. And an instant afterward, the floor beneath Macklin collapsed. He fell, and he heard himself screaming. His shoulder hit an outcrop of rock, and then he struck bottom with a force that knocked the breath out of him and stopped his scream.

In utter darkness, the corridors and rooms of Earth House were caving in, one after the other. Bodies were trapped and mangled between pincers of grinding rock. Slabs of stone fell from above, crashing through the weakened floors. Sludge streamed knee-deep in the sections of Earth House that still held together, and in the darkness people crushed each other to death fighting for a way out. The screams, shrieks and cries for God merged into a hellish voice of pandemonium, and still the shock waves continued to batter Blue Dome Mountain as it caved in on itself, destroying the impregnable fortress carved in its guts.
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1:18 P.M. Eastern Daylight Time

ABOARD AIRBORNE COMMAND

THE PRESIDENT OF THE United States, his eyes sunken into purple craters in his ashen face, looked to his right out the oval Plexiglas window and saw a turbulent sea of black clouds beneath the Boeing E-4B. Yellow and orange flashes of light shimmered thirty-five thousand feet below, and the clouds boiled up in monstrous thunderheads. The aircraft shook, was sucked downward a thousand feet and then, its four turbofan engines screaming, battled for altitude again. The sky had turned the color of mud, the sun blocked by the massive, swirling clouds. And in those clouds, tossed upward thirty thousand feet from the surface of the earth, was the debris of civilization: burning trees, entire houses, sections of buildings, pieces of bridges and highways and railroad tracks glowing incandescent red. The objects boiled up like rotting vegetation stirred from the bottom of a black pond and then were sucked downward again, to be replaced by a new wave of humanity’s junk.

He couldn’t stand to watch it, but he couldn’t make himself stop looking. With dreadful, hypnotic fascination, he watched blue streaks of lightning lance through the clouds. The Boeing shuddered, leaned over on its port wing and strained upward again, plummeted and rose like a roller-coaster ride. Something huge and flaming streaked past the president’s window, and he thought that it might’ve been part of a train thrown into the air by the tremendous shock waves and super-tornado-force winds shrieking across the scorched earth below.

Someone reached forward and pulled down the smoked-glass visor that shielded the president’s window. “I don’t think you need to look anymore, sir.”

For a few seconds, the president struggled to recognize the man who sat in the black leather seat facing his own. Hans, he thought. Secretary of Defense Hannan. He looked around himself, his mind groping for equilibrium. He was in the Boeing Airborne Command Center, in his quarters at the tail of the aircraft. Hannan was seated in front of him, and across the aisle sat a man in the uniform of an Air Force Special Intelligence captain; the man was ramrod-straight and square-shouldered, and he wore a pair of sunglasses that obscured his eyes. Around his right wrist was a handcuff, and the other end of the chain was attached to a small black briefcase that sat on the Formica-topped table before him.

Beyond the door of the president’s cubicle, the aircraft was a bristling nerve center of radar screens, data processing computers, and communications gear linked to Strategic Air Command, North American Air Defense, SHAPE command in Europe, and all the air force, naval and ICBM bases in the United States. The technicians who operated the equipment had been chosen by the Defense Intelligence Agency, which had also chosen and trained the man with the black briefcase. Also aboard the aircraft were DIA officers and several air force and army generals, assigned special duty on Airborne Command, whose responsibility was constructing a picture of reports coming in from the various theaters of conflict.

The jet had been circling over Virginia since 0600 hours, and at 0946 the first electrifying reports had come in from Naval Central: contact between hunter-killer task forces and a large wolf pack of Soviet nuclear submarines north of Bermuda.

According to the early reports, the Soviet submarines had fired ballistic missiles at 0958, but the later reports indicated that an American submarine commander might have launched Cruise missiles without proper authorization in the stress of the moment. It was hard now to tell who had fired first. Now it no longer mattered. The first Soviet strike had hit Washington, D.C., three warheads plowing into the Pentagon, a fourth hitting the Capitol and a fifth striking Andrews Air Force Base. Within two minutes the missiles launched at New York had struck Wall Street and Times Square. In rapid succession the Soviet SLBMs had marched along the eastern seaboard, but by that time B-1 bombers were flying toward the heart of Russia, American submarines ringing the Soviet Union were firing their weapons, and NATO and Warsaw Pact missiles were screaming over Europe. Russian submarines lurking off the West Coast launched nuclear warheads, striking Los Angeles, San Francisco, San Diego, Seattle, Portland, Phoenix and Denver, and then the longer-range Russian multiple-warhead ICBMs—the really nasty bastards—had streaked in over Alaska and the pole, hitting air force bases and midwestern missile installations, incinerating heartland cities in a matter of minutes. Omaha had been one of the first targets, and with it Strategic Air Command headquarters. At 1209 hours the last garbled signal from NORAD had come through the technicians’ earphones: “Final birds away.”

And with that message, which meant that a last few Minuteman III or Cruise missiles had been fired from hidden silos somewhere in western America, NORAD went off the air.

Hannan wore a pair of earphones, through which he’d been monitoring the reports as they filtered in. The president had taken his earphones off when NORAD had gone dead. He tasted ashes in his mouth, and he couldn’t bear to think about what was in that black briefcase across the aisle.

Hannan listened to the distant voices of submarine commanders and bomber pilots, still hunting targets or trying to avoid destruction in fast, furious conflicts halfway around the planet. Naval task forces on both sides had been wiped out, and now western Europe was being hammered between the ground troops. He kept his mind fixed on the faraway, ghostly voices floating through the storm of static, because to think about anything else but the job at hand might have driven him crazy. He wasn’t called Iron Hans for nothing, and he knew he must not let memories and regrets weaken him.

The Airborne Command Center was hit by turbulence that lifted the aircraft violently and then dropped it again with sickening speed. The president clung to the armrests of his seat. He knew he would never see his wife and son again. Washington was a lunar landscape of burning rubble, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution ashes in the shattered Archives building, the dreams of a million minds destroyed in the inferno of the Library of Congress. And it had happened so fast—so fast!

He wanted to cry and wanted to scream, but he was the president of the United States. His cuff links bore the presidential seal. He recalled, as if from a vast and terrible distance, asking Julianne how the blue checked shirt would look with his tan suit. He hadn’t been able to choose a tie, because it was too much of a decision. He couldn’t think anymore, couldn’t figure anything out; his brain felt like a lump of saltwater taffy. Julianne had chosen the proper tie for him, had put the cufflinks in his shirt. And then he’d kissed her and embraced his son, and the Secret Service men had taken them away with other staff members to the Basement.

It’s all gone, he thought. Oh, Jesus ... it’s all gone. He opened his eyes and pushed up the visor again. Black clouds, glowing with red and orange centers, loomed around the aircraft. From the midst of them shot gouts of fire and lightning streaking upward a thousand feet above the plane.

Once upon a time, he thought, we had a love affair with fire.

“Sir?” Hannan said quietly. He took his earphones off. The president’s face was gray, and his mouth was twitching badly. Hannan thought the man was going to be airsick. “Are you all right?”

The deadened eyes moved in the pallid face. “A-OK,” he whispered, and he smiled tightly.

Hannan listened to more voices coming in. “The last of the B-1s just went down over the Baltic. The Soviets hit Frankfurt eight minutes ago, and six minutes ago London was struck by a multiple-warhead ICBM,” he relayed to the president.

The other man sat like stone. “What about casualty estimations?” he asked wearily.

“Not coming through yet. The voices are so garbled even the computers can’t squelch all the static out.”

“I always liked Paris,” the president whispered. “Julianne and I had our honeymoon in Paris, you know. What about Paris?”

“I don’t know. Nothing’s coming out of France.”

“And China?”

“Still silent. I think the Chinese are biding their time.”

The aircraft lurched and dropped again. Engines screamed through the dirty air, fighting for altitude. A reflection of blue lightning streaked across the president’s face. “All right,” he said. “Here we are. Where do we go from here?”

Hannan started to reply, but he didn’t know what to say. His throat had closed up. He reached out to shut the visor again, but the president said firmly, “No. Leave it up. I want to see.” His head slowly turned toward Hannan. “It’s over, isn’t it?”

Hannan nodded.

“How many millions are already dead, Hans?”

“I don’t know, sir. I wouldn’t care to—”

“Don’t patronize me!” the president shouted suddenly, so loud even the rigid air force captain jumped. “I asked you a question and I want an answer—a best estimate, a guess, anything! You’ve been listening to those reports! Tell me!”

“In ... the northern hemisphere,” the secretary of defense replied shakily, his iron façade beginning to crack like cheap plastic, “I’d estimate ... between three hundred and five hundred fifty. Million.”

The president’s eyes closed. “And how many are going to be dead a week from now? A month? Six months?”

“Possibly ... another two hundred million in the next month, from injuries and radiation. Beyond that ... no one knows but God.”

“God,” the president repeated. A tear broke and trickled down his cheek. “God’s looking at me right now, Hans. I feel Him watching me. He knows I’ve murdered the world. Me. I’ve murdered the world.” He put his hands to his face and moaned. America is gone, he thought. Gone. “Oh ...” he sobbed. “Oh ... no ...”

“I think it’s time, sir.” Hannan’s voice was almost gentle.

The president looked up. His wet, glassy eyes moved toward the black briefcase across the aisle. He snapped his gaze away again and stared out the window. How many could possibly be still alive in that holocaust, he wondered. No. A better question was: How many would want to be alive? Because in his briefings and research on nuclear warfare, one thing was very clear to him: The hundreds of millions who perished in the first few hours would be the lucky ones. It was the survivors who would endure a thousand forms of damnation.

I am still the president of the United States of America, he told himself. Yes. And I still have one more decision to make.

The airplane vibrated as if over a cobblestone road. Black clouds enveloped the craft for a few seconds, and in the dark domain fire and lightning leaped at the windows. Then the plane veered to starboard and continued circling, weaving between the black plumes.

He thought of his wife and son. Gone. Thought of Washington and the White House. Gone. Thought of New York City and Boston. Gone. Thought of the forests and highways of the land beneath him, thought of the meadows and prairies and beaches. Gone, all gone.

“Take us there,” he said.

Hannan flipped open one of his armrests and exposed the small control console there. He pressed a button that opened the intercom line between the cubicle and the pilot’s deck, then he gave his code name and repeated coordinates for a new course. The aircraft circled and began flying inland, away from the ruins of Washington. “We’ll be in range within fifteen minutes,” he said.

“Will you ... pray with me?” the president whispered, and together they bowed their heads.

When they had finished their prayer, Hannan said, “Captain? We’re ready now,” and he gave up his seat to the officer with the briefcase.

The man sat across from the president and held the briefcase on his knees. He unlocked the handcuff with a little laser that resembled a pocket flashlight. Then he took a sealed envelope from the inside pocket of his coat and tore it open, producing a small golden key. He inserted the key into one of two locks on the briefcase and turned it to the right. The lock disengaged with a high electronic tone. The officer turned the briefcase to face the president, who also brought out a sealed envelope from his coat pocket, tore it open and took out a silver key. He slipped it into the briefcase’s second lock, clicked it to the left, and again there was a high tone, slightly different from the first.

The air force captain lifted the briefcase’s lid.

Inside was a small computer keyboard, with a flat screen that popped up as the lid was raised. At the bottom of the keyboard were three small circles: green, yellow and red. The green one had begun flashing.

Beside the president’s seat, fixed to the aircraft’s starboard bulkhead beneath the window, was a small black box with two cords—one red and one green—coiled under it. The president uncoiled the cords, slowly and deliberately; at the ends of the cords were plugs, which he inserted into appropriate sockets on the side of the computer keyboard. The black power pack now connected the keyboard to one of the five-mile-long retractable antennae that trailed behind the Airborne Command craft.

The president hesitated only a few seconds. The decision was made.

He typed in his three-letter identification code.

HELLO, MR. PRESIDENT, the computer screen read out.

He settled back to wait, a nerve twitching at the corner of his mouth.

Hannan looked at his watch. “We’re within range, sir.”

Slowly, precisely, the president typed, Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks, the lady of situations.

The computer replied, HERE IS THE MAN WITH THREE STAVES, AND HERE THE WHEEL.

The aircraft was buffeted and tossed. Something scraped along the port side of the jet like fingernails along a blackboard.

The president typed, And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card—

WHICH IS BLANK, IS SOMETHING HE CARRIES ON HIS BACK, replied the computer.

Which I am forbidden to see, the president typed.

The yellow circle illuminated.

The president took a deep breath, as if about to leap into dark, bottomless water. He typed, I do not find The Hanged Man.

FEAR DEATH BY WATER, came the reply.

The red circle illuminated. Immediately, the screen cleared.

Then the computer reported, TALONS ARMED, SIR. TEN SECONDS TO ABORT.

“God forgive me,” the president whispered, and his finger moved toward the N key.

“Jesus!” the air force captain suddenly said. He was staring through the window, his mouth agape.

The president looked.

Through a tornado of burning houses and chunks of scorched rubble, a fiery shape streaked upward toward the Airborne Command Center like a meteor. It took the president a precious two seconds to comprehend what it was: a crushed, mangled Greyhound bus with burning wheels, and hanging from the broken windows and front windshield were charred corpses.

The destination plate above the windshield said CHARTER.

The pilot must’ve seen it at the same time, because the engines shrieked as they were throttled to their limit and the nose jerked up with such violence that g-forces crushed the president into his seat as if he weighed five hundred pounds. The briefcase and the computer keyboard spun off the captain’s knees, the two plugs wrenching loose; the briefcase fell into the aisle and slid along it, jamming beneath another seat. The president saw the wrecked bus roll on its side, spilling bodies from the windows. They fell like burning leaves. And then the bus hit the starboard wing with a shuddering crash, and the outboard engine exploded.

Half of the wing was sheared raggedly away, the second starboard engine shooting plumes of flame like Roman candles going off. Ripped apart by the impact, pieces of the Greyhound bus fell back into the maelstrom and were sucked downward out of sight.

Crippled, the Airborne Command Center heeled over on its port wing, the two remaining functional engines vibrating, about to burst loose from their bolts under the strain. The president heard himself scream. The aircraft fell out of control for five thousand feet as the pilot battled with straining flaps and rudders. An updraft caught it and flung the jet a thousand feet higher, and then it screamed downward another ten thousand feet. The aircraft spun wing over wrecked wing and finally angled down toward the ruined earth.

The black clouds closed in its wake, and the president of the United States was gone.



THREE

Lights Out


	Round the mulberry bush

	Not yet three

	The holy axe

	The world’s champion upchucker

	Come a cropper

	Start with one step
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I’M IN HELL! sister Creep thought hysterically. I’m dead and in Hell and burning with the sinners!

Another wave of raw pain crashed over her. “Help me, Jesus!” she tried to scream, but she could only manage a hoarse, animalish moan. She sobbed, clenching her teeth until the pain had ebbed again. She lay in total darkness, and she thought she could hear the screams of the burning sinners from the distant depths of Hell—faint, horrible wailings and shrieks that came floating to her like the odors of brimstone, steam and scorched flesh that had brought her back to consciousness.

Dear Jesus, save me from Hell! she begged. Don’t let me burn forever!

The fierce pain returned, gnawing at her. She contorted into a fetal position, and water sloshed into her face and up her nose. She half sputtered, half screamed and drew a breath of acrid, steamy air. Water, she thought. Water. I’m lying in water. And the memories began to glow in her feverish mind like hot coals at the bottom of a grill.

She sat up, her body heavy and swollen, and when she lifted a hand to her face the blisters on her cheeks and forehead broke, streaming fluids. “I’m not in Hell,” she rasped. “I’m not dead ... yet.” She remembered now where she was, but she couldn’t understand what had happened, or where the fire had come from. “I’m not dead,” she repeated, in a louder voice. She heard it echo in the tunnel, and she shouted “I’m not dead!” through her cracked and blistered lips.

Still, agonizing pain continued to course through her. One second she was burning up, and the next she was freezing; she was tired, very tired, and she wanted to lie down in the water again and sleep, but she was afraid that if she did she might not wake up. She reached out in the darkness, seeking her canvas bag, and had a few seconds of panic when she couldn’t find it. Then her hands touched charred and soggy canvas and she drew the bag to her, clutching it as closely as a child.

Sister Creep tried to stand. Her legs gave way almost at once, so she sat in the water enduring the pain and trying to summon up her strength. The blisters on her face were puckering again, tightening her face like a mask. Lifting her hand, she felt along her forehead and then up into her hair; her cap was gone, and her hair felt like the stubbly grass of a lawn that had gone a whole sweltering summer without a drop of rain. I’m burned baldheaded! she thought, and a half giggle, half sob came up from her throat. More blisters burst on her scalp, and she quickly took her hand away because she didn’t want to know any more. She tried to stand again, and this time she made it all the way up.

She touched the edge of the tunnel floor, at a level just above her stomach’s bulge. She was going to have to pull herself out by sheer strength. Her shoulders were still throbbing from the effort of tearing the grate loose, but that pain was nothing compared to the suffering of her blistered skin. Sister Creep tossed the canvas bag up; sooner or later she’d have to force herself to climb out and get it. She placed her palms on the concrete and tensed herself to push upward, but her willpower evaporated, and she stood there thinking that some maintenance man was going to come down here in a year or two and find a skeleton where a living woman had once been.

She pushed upward. The strained muscles of her shoulders shrieked with pain, and one elbow threatened to give way. But as she started to topple backward into the hole she brought a knee up and got it on the edge, then got the other knee up. Blisters burst on her arms and legs with little wet popping sounds. She scrabbled over the edge like a crab and lay on her stomach on the tunnel floor, dizzy and breathing heavily, her hands again clutching the bag.

Get up, she thought. Get moving, you slob bucket, or you’re going to die here.

She stood up, holding her bag protectively in front of her, and began to stumble through the darkness; her legs were stiff as chunks of wood, and several times she fell over rubble or broken cables. But she paused only long enough to catch her breath and fight back the pain, and then she struggled to her feet and went on.

She bumped into a ladder and climbed it, but the shaft was blocked by cables, chunks of concrete and pipe; she returned to the tunnel and kept going in search of a way out. In some places the air was hot and thin, and she took little gulps of breath to keep from passing out. She felt her way along the tunnel, came to dead ends of jumbled debris and had to retrace her path, found other ladders that ascended to blocked shafts or manhole covers that refused to be budged. Her mind battered back and forth like a caged animal. One step at a time, she told herself. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.

Blisters rose and fell on her face, arms and legs. She stopped and sat down for a while to rest, her lungs wheezing in the heavy air. There were no sounds of subway trains or cars or burning sinners. Something terrible’s happened up there, she thought. Not the Rapture, not the Second Coming—something terrible.

Sister Creep forced herself onward. One step at a time. One step and then the next.

She found another ladder and looked up. About twenty feet above, at the top of the shaft, was a half moon of murky light. She climbed up until she was near enough to touch a manhole cover, shaken two inches out of its socket by the same shock wave that had made the tunnel vibrate. She got the fingers of one hand in between the iron and the concrete and shoved the manhole cover out of the way.

The light was the color of dried blood, and as hazy as if filtered through layers of thick gauze. Still, she had to squint until her eyes were used to light again.

She was looking up at the sky, but a kind of sky she’d never seen before: dirty brown clouds were spinning over Manhattan, and flickers of blue lightning crackled out of them. A hot, bitter wind swirled into her face, the force of it almost knocking her loose from the ladder. In the distance there was the rumble of thunder, but a different kind of thunder than she’d ever heard—this sounded like a sledgehammer banging iron. The wind made a howling noise as it swept into the manhole, pushing her backward, but she pulled herself and her bag up the last two rungs of the ladder and crawled into the outside world again.

The wind blew a storm of grit into her face, and she was blinded for a few seconds. When her vision cleared again, she saw that she had come out of the tunnel into what looked like a junkyard.

Around her were the crushed hulks of cars, taxis and trucks, some of them melted together to form strange sculptures of metal. The tires on some of the vehicles were still smoking, while others had dissolved into black puddles. Gaping fissures had burst open in the pavement, some of them five and six feet wide; through many of the cracks came gouts of steam or water like gushing geysers. She looked around, dazed and uncomprehending, her eyes slitted against the gritty wind. In some places the earth had collapsed, and in others there were mountains of rubble, miniature Everests of metal, stone and glass. Between them the wind shrieked and turned, spun and rose around the fragments of buildings, many of which had been shaken apart right to their steel skeletons, which in turn were warped and bent like licorice sticks. Curtains of dense smoke from burning buildings and heaps of debris napped before the rushing wind, and lightning streaked to earth from the black heart of roiling, immense clouds. She couldn’t see the sun, couldn’t even tell where it lay in the turbulent sky. She looked for the Empire State Building, but there were no more skyscrapers; all the buildings she could see had been sheared off, though she couldn’t tell if the Empire State was still standing or not because of the smoke and dust. It was not Manhattan anymore, but a ravaged junkyard of rubble mountains and smoke-filled ravines.

Judgment of God, she thought. God has struck down an evil city, has swept all the sinners down to burn in Hell forever! Crazy laughter rang out inside her, and as she lifted her face toward the dirty clouds the fluids of burst blisters streamed down her cheeks.

A spear of lightning hit the exposed framework of a nearby building, and sparks danced madly in the air. Beyond the rise of a huge mountain of debris, Sister Creep could see the funnel of a tornado in the distance, and another one writhing to the right. Up in the clouds, fiery things were being tossed like red balls in the hands of a juggler. All gone, all destroyed, she thought. The end of the world. Praise God! Praise blessed Jesus! The end of the world, and all the sinners burning in—

She clasped her hands over her ears and screamed. Something inside her brain cracked like a funhouse mirror that existed only to reflect a distorted world, and as the fragments of the funhouse mirror fell apart other images were revealed behind it: herself as a younger, more attractive woman, pushing a stroller in a shopping mall; a suburban brick house with a small green yard and a station wagon in the driveway; a town with a main street and a statue in the square; faces, some of them dark and indistinct, others just on the edge of memory; and then the blue flashing lights and the rain and the demon in a yellow raincoat, reaching out and saying, “Give her to me, lady. It’s okay, just give her to me now....”

All gone, all destroyed! Judgment of God! Praise Jesus!

“Just give her to me now....”

No, she thought. No!

All gone, all destroyed! All the sinners, burning in Hell!

No! No! No!

And then she opened her mouth and shrieked because everything was gone and destroyed in fire and ruin, and in that instant she realized no God of Creation would destroy His masterpiece in one fit of flame like a petulant child. This was not Judgment Day, or Rapture, or the Second Coming—this had nothing to do with God; this was utter, evil destruction without sense or purpose or sanity.

For the first time since crawling out of the manhole Sister Creep looked at her blistered hands and arms, at the tattered rags of her clothing. Her skin was splotched with angry red burns, the blisters stretched tight with yellow fluid. Her bag was just barely held together by scraps of canvas, her belongings spilling out through burned holes. And then around her, in the pall of dust and smoke, she saw other things that at first her mind had not let her see: flattened, charred things that could only remotely be recognized as human remains. A pile of them lay almost at her feet, as if heaped there by someone sweeping out a coal scuttle. They littered the street, lay half in and half out of the crushed cars and taxis; here was one wrapped around the remnants of a bicycle, there was another with its teeth showing startlingly white against the crisped, featureless face. Hundreds of them lay around her, their bones melded into shapes of surrealistic horror.

Lightning flashed, and the wind wailed with a banshee voice of the dead around Sister Creep’s ears.

She ran.

The wind whipped into her face, blinding her with smoke, dust and ashes. She ducked her head, hobbling up the side of a rubble mountain, and she realized she’d left her bag behind but she couldn’t bear returning to that valley of the dead. She tripped over debris, dislodging an avalanche of junk that cascaded around her legs—shattered television sets and stereo equipment, the melted mess of home computers, ghetto blasters, radios, the burned rags of men’s silk suits and women’s designer dresses, broken fragments of fine furniture, charred books, antique silverware reduced to chunks of metal. And everywhere there were more smashed vehicles and bodies buried in the wreckage—hundreds of bodies and pieces of bodies, arms and legs protruding from the debris as stiffly as those of department store mannequins. She reached the top of the mountain, where the hot wind was so fierce she had to fall to her knees to keep from being thrown off. Looking in all directions, she saw the full extent of the disaster: To the north, the few remaining trees in Central Park were burning, and fires extended all along what had been Eighth Avenue, glowing like blood-red rubies behind the curtain of smoke; to the east, there was no sign of Rockefeller Center or Grand Central Station, just shattered structures rising up like rotten teeth from a diseased jaw; to the south, the Empire State Building seemed to be gone, too, and the funnel of a tornado danced near Wall Street; to the west, ridges of debris marched all the way to the Hudson River. The panorama of destruction was both a pinnacle of horror and a numbing of it, because her mind reached the limit of its ability to accept and process shock and began flipping out memories of cartoons and comedies she’d seen as a child: Jetsons, Huckleberry Hound, Mighty Mouse and Three Stooges. She crouched at the top of the mountain in the grip of a shrieking wind and stared dumbly out at the ruins while a hideous fixed smile stretched her mouth, and only one sane thought got through: Oh my Jesus, what’s happened to the magic place?

And the answer was: All gone, all destroyed.

“Get up,” she said to herself, though the wind swept her voice away. “Get up. You think you’re gonna stay here? You can’t stay here! Get up, and take one step at a time. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.”

But it was a long time before she could move again, and she stumbled down the far side of the rubble mountain like an old woman, muttering to herself.

She didn’t know where she was going, nor did she particularly care. The intensity of the lightning increased, and thunder shook the ground; a black, nasty-looking drizzle began to fall from the clouds, blowing like needles before the howling wind. Sister Creep stumbled from one mountain of wreckage to the next. Off in the distance she thought she heard a woman screaming, and she called out but wasn’t answered. The rain fell harder, and the wind blew into her face like a slap.

And then—she didn’t know how much longer it was—she came down a ridge of debris and stopped in her tracks beside the crushed remnant of a yellow cab. A street sign stood nearby, bent almost into a knot, and it said Forty-second. Of all the buildings along the street, only one was standing.

The marquee above the Empire State Theater was still blinking, advertising Face of Death, Part Four and Mondo Bizarro. On both sides of the theater building, the structures had been reduced to burned-out shells, but the theater itself wasn’t even scorched. She remembered passing that theater the night before, and the brutal shove that had knocked her into the street. Smoke passed between her and the theater, and she expected the building to be gone like a mirage in the next second, but when the smoke whipped on the theater was still there, and the marquee was still blinking merrily.

Turn away, she told herself. Get the hell out of here!

But she took one step toward it, and then the next got her where she was going. She stood in front of the theater doors and smelled buttered popcorn from within. No! she thought. It’s not possible!

But it was not possible, either, that the city of New York should be turned into a tornado-swept wasteland in a handful of hours. Staring at those theater doors, Sister Creep knew that the rules of this world had been suddenly and drastically changed by a force she couldn’t even begin to understand. “I’m crazy,” she told herself. But the theater was real, and so was the aroma of buttered popcorn. She peered into the ticket booth, but it was empty; then she braced herself, touched the crucifix and gemclip chain that hung around her neck, and went through the doors.

There was no one behind the concession counter, but Sister Creep could hear the movie going on in the auditorium behind a faded red curtain; there was the grating sound of a car crash, and then a narrator’s voice intoning, “And here before your eyes is the result of a head-on collision at sixty miles an hour.”

Sister Creep reached over the counter, grabbed two Hershey bars from the display, and was about to eat one when she heard the snarl of an animal.

The sound rose, reaching the register of a human laugh. But in it Sister Creep heard the squeal of tires on a rain-slick highway and a child’s piercing, heartbreaking scream: “Mommy!”

She clapped her hands over her ears until the child’s cry was gone, and she stood shivering until all memory of it had faded. The laughter was gone, too, but whoever had made it was still sitting in there, watching a movie in the middle of a destroyed city.

She crammed half a Hershey bar into her mouth, chewed and swallowed it. Behind the red curtain, the narrator was talking about rapes and murders with cool, clinical detachment. The curtain beckoned her. She ate the other half of the Hershey bar and licked her fingers. If that awful laughter swelled again, she thought, she might lose her mind, but she had to see who had made it. She walked to the curtain and slowly, slowly, drew it aside.

On the screen was the bruised, dead face of a young woman, but such a sight held no power to shock Sister Creep anymore. She could see the outline of a head—someone sitting up in the front row, face tilted upward at the screen. The rest of the seats were empty. Sister Creep stared at that head, could not see the face and didn’t want to, because whoever—whatever—it was couldn’t possibly be human.

The head suddenly swiveled toward her.

Sister Creep drew back. Her legs wanted to run, but she didn’t let them go. The figure in the front row was just staring at her as the film continued to show close-ups of people lying on coroners’ slabs. And then the figure stood up from the seat, and Sister Creep heard popcorn crunch on the floor beneath its shoes. Run! she screamed inwardly. Get out! But she stood her ground, and the figure stopped before its face was revealed by the light from the concession counter.

“You’re all burned up.” It was the soft and pleasant voice of a young man. He was thin and tall, about six feet four or five, dressed in a pair of dark green khaki trousers and a yellow T-shirt. On his feet were polished combat boots. “I guess it’s over out there by now, isn’t it?”

“All gone,” she murmured. “All destroyed.” She caught a dank chill, the same thing she’d experienced the previous night in front of the theater, and then it was gone. She could see the faintest impression of features on the man’s face, and she thought she saw him smile, but it was a terrible smile; his mouth didn’t seem to be exactly where it should. “I think ... everyone’s dead,” she told him.

“Not everyone,” he corrected. “You’re not dead, are you? And I think there are others still alive out there, too. Hiding somewhere, probably. Waiting to die. It won’t be long, though. Not long for you, either.”

“I’m not dead yet,” she said.

“You might as well be.” His chest expanded as he drew in a deep breath. “Smell that air! Isn’t it sweet?”

Sister Creep started to take a backward step. The man said, almost gently, “No,” and she stopped as if the most important—the only important—thing in the world was to obey.

“My best scene’s coming up.” He motioned toward the screen, where flames shot out of a building and broken bodies were lying on stretchers. “That’s me! Standing by the car! Well, I didn’t say it was a long scene.” His attention drifted back to her. “Oh,” he said softly. “I like your necklace.” His pale hand with its long, slender fingers slid toward her throat.

She wanted to cringe away because she couldn’t bear to be touched by that hand, but she was transfixed by his voice, echoing back and forth in her mind. She flinched as the cold fingers touched the crucifix. He pulled at it, but both the crucifix and the gemclip chain were sealed to her skin.

“It’s burned on,” the man said. “We’ll fix that.”

With a quick snap of his wrist he ripped the crucifix and chain off, taking Sister Creep’s skin with it. Pain shot through her like an electric shock, at the same time breaking up the echo of the man’s command and clearing her head. Tears burned fiery trails down her cheeks.

The man held his hand palm up, the crucifix and chain dangling before Sister Creep’s face. He began to sing in the voice of a little boy: “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush ...”

His palm caught fire, the flames crawling up along his fingers. As the man’s hand became a glove of flame the crucifix and chain began to melt and dribble to the floor.

“Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, so early in the morrrrn-ing!”

Sister Creep looked into his face. By the light of the flaming hand she could see the shifting bones, the melting cheeks and lips, eyes of different colors surfacing where there were no sockets.

The last droplet of molten metal spattered to the floor. A mouth opened across the man’s chin like a red-rimmed wound. The mouth grinned. “Lights out!” it whispered.

The film stopped, the frame burning away on the screen. The red curtain that Sister Creep was still holding onto burst into flames, and she screamed and jerked her hands away. A wave of sickening heat swept through the theater, the walls drooling fire.

“Tick tock tick tock!” the man’s voice continued, in a merry singsong rhythm. “Nothing ever stops the clock!”

The ceiling blazed and buckled. Sister Creep shielded her head with her arms and staggered backward through the fiery curtains as he advanced on her. Streams of chocolate ran from the concession counter. She ran toward the door, and the thing behind her brayed, “Run! Run, you pig!”

She was three strides out the door before it became a sheet of fire, and then she was running madly through the ruins of Forty-second Street. When she dared to look back, she saw the entire theater bellowing flame, the building’s roof imploding as if driven down by a brutal fist.

She flung herself behind a block of stone as a storm of glass and bricks hurtled around her. It was all over in a few seconds, but Sister Creep stayed huddled up, shivering with terror, until all the bricks had stopped falling. She peered out from behind her shelter.

Now the ruins of the theater were indistinguishable from any of the other piles of ash. The theater was gone, and so—thankfully—was the thing with the flaming hand.

She touched the raw circle of flesh that ringed her throat, and her fingers came away bloody. It took another moment for her to grasp that the crucifix and chain were really gone. She couldn’t remember where she’d gotten it from, but it was something she’d been proud of. She’d thought that it protected her, too, and now she felt naked and defenseless.

She knew she’d looked into the face of evil there in that cheap theater.

The black rain was falling harder. Sister Creep curled up, her hand pressed to her bleeding throat, and she closed her eyes and prayed for death.

Jesus Christ was not coming in His flying saucer after all, she realized. Judgment Day had destroyed the innocent in the same flames that killed the guilty, and the Rapture was a lunatic’s dream.

A sob of anguish broke from her throat. She prayed, Please, Jesus, take me home, please, right now, this minute, please, please ...

But when she opened her eyes the black rain was still falling.

The wind was getting stronger, and now it carried a winter’s chill. She was drenched, sick to her stomach, and her teeth were chattering.

Wearily, she sat up. Jesus was not coming today. She would have to die later, she decided. There was no use lying out here like a fool in the rain.

One step, she thought. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.

Where that was, she didn’t know, but from now on she’d have to be very careful, because that evil thing with no face and all faces could be lurking anywhere. Anywhere. The rules had changed. The Promised Land was a boneyard, and Hell itself had broken through the earth’s surface.

She had no idea what had caused such destruction, but a terrible thing occurred to her: What if everywhere was like this? She let the thought go before it burned into her brain, and she struggled to her feet.

The wind staggered her. The rain was falling so heavily that she couldn’t see beyond four feet in any direction. She decided to go toward what she thought was north, because there might be a tree left to rest under in Central Park.

Her back bowed against the elements, she started with one step.
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“HOUSE FELL IN MAMA!” Josh Hutchins yelled as he struggled free of the dirt, rubble and pieces of snapped timbers that covered his back. “Twister’s done gone!” His mother didn’t answer, but he could hear her crying. “It’s all right, Mama! We’re gonna be ...”

The memory of an Alabama tornado that had driven Josh, his sister and his mother into the basement of their home when he was seven years old suddenly broke and whirled apart. The cornfield, the burning spears and the tornado of fire came back to him with horrifying clarity, and he realized the crying woman was the little girl’s mother.

It was dark. A weight still bore down on Josh, and as he fought against it a mound of rubble, mostly the dirt and broken wood, slid off him. He sat upright, his body throbbing with dull pain.

His face felt funny—so tight it was about to rip. He lifted his fingers to touch his forehead, and a dozen blisters broke, the fluids oozing down his face. More blisters burst on his cheeks and jaw; he touched the flesh around his eyes and found they were swollen into slits. The pain was getting sharper, and his back felt as if it had been splashed with boiling water. Burned, he thought. Burned to hell and back. He smelled the odor of fried bacon, and he almost puked but he was too intent on finding out the extent of his injuries. At his right ear there was a different kind of pain. He gently touched it. His fingers grazed a stub of flesh and crusted blood where his ear had been. He remembered the explosion of the pumps, and he figured that a hot sliver of metal had sliced most of his ear clean off.

I’m in fine shape, he thought, and he almost laughed out loud. Ready to take on the world! He knew that if he ever stepped into a wrestling ring again, he wouldn’t need a Frankenstein mask to resemble a monster.

And then he did throw up, his body heaving and shuddering, the fried bacon smell thick in his nostrils. When his sickness had passed, he crawled away from the mess. Under his hands were loose dirt, timbers, broken glass, dented cans and cornstalks.

He heard a man moaning, remembered PawPaw’s burning eyeballs, and figured that the man was lying somewhere to his right, though his ear on that side was clogged up. The woman’s sobbing would put her a few feet in front of him; the little girl, if she was still alive, was silent. The air was still warm, but at least it was breathable. Josh’s fingers closed on a wooden shaft, and he followed it to the end of a garden hoe. Digging into the dirt around him, he found a variety of objects: can after can, some of them broken open and leaking; a couple of melted things that might have once been plastic milk jugs; a hammer; some charred magazines and packs of cigarettes. The entire grocery store had caved in on top of them, spilling everything into PawPaw’s fallout shelter. And that’s surely what it was, Josh reasoned. The underground boys must have known he might need it someday.

Josh tried to stand, but he bumped his head before he could straighten up from a crouch. He felt a ceiling of hard-packed dirt, planks and possibly hundreds of rough cornstalks jammed together about four and a half feet off the basement floor. Oh, Jesus! Josh thought. There must be tons of earth right over our heads! He figured they had nothing more than a pocket of air down here, and when that was gone ...

“Stop crying, lady,” he said. “The old man’s hurt worse than you are.”

She gasped, as if she hadn’t realized anyone else was alive.

“Where’s the little girl? She okay?” Blisters popped on Josh’s lips.

“Swan!” Darleen shouted. She searched for Sue Wanda through the dirt. “I can’t find her! Where’s my baby? Where’s Swan?” Then her left hand touched a small arm. It was still warm. “Here she is! Oh, God, she’s buried!” Darleen started digging frantically.

Josh crawled to her side and made out the child’s body with his hands. But only her legs and left arm were buried; her face was free, and she was breathing. Josh got the child’s legs uncovered, and Darleen embraced her daughter. “Swan, you okay? Say somethin’, Swan! Come on now! Talk to Mama!” She shook the child until one of Swan’s hands came up and pushed weakly at her.

“Quit.” Swan’s voice was a hoarse, slurred whisper. “Wanna sleep ... till we get there.”

Josh crawled toward the man’s moaning. He found PawPaw curled up and half buried. Carefully, Josh dug him out. PawPaw’s hand caught in the shreds of Josh’s shirt, and the old man muttered something that Josh couldn’t understand. He said, “What?” and bent his head closer.

“The sun,” PawPaw repeated. “Oh, Lord ... I saw the sun blow up.” He started muttering again, something about his bedroom slippers. Josh knew he couldn’t last much longer and went back to Darleen and Swan.

The little girl was crying—a quiet, deeply wounded sound. “Shhhh,” Darleen said. “Shhhh, honey. They’re gonna find us. Don’t you worry. They’ll get us out of here.” She still didn’t fully grasp what had happened; everything was hazy and jumbled past the moment when Swan had pointed to the PawPaw’s sign on the interstate and said she was going to bust if she couldn’t go to the bathroom.

“I can’t see, Mama,” Swan said listlessly.

“We’re gonna be all right, honey. They’re gonna find us real ...” She’d reached up to smooth back her daughter’s hair and jerked her hand away. Her fingers had found stubble. “Oh, my God. Oh, Swan, oh, baby ...” She was afraid to touch her own hair and face, but she felt nothing more uncomfortable than the pain of a moderate sunburn. I’m okay, she told herself. And Swan’s okay, too. Just lost some hair, that’s all. We’re gonna be just fine!

“Where’s PawPaw?” Swan asked. “Where’s the giant?” She had a toothache all over her body, and she smelled breakfast cooking.

“I’m right here,” Josh answered. “The old man’s not too far away. We’re in the basement, and the whole place caved in on—”

“We’re gonna get out!” Darleen interrupted. “It won’t be too long before somebody finds us!”

“Lady, that might not be for a while. We’re going to have to settle down and save our air.”

“Save our air?” Panic flared anew. “We’re breathin’ okay!”

“Right now, yeah. I don’t know how much room we’ve got in here, but I figure the air’s going to get pretty tight. We might have to stay in here for ... for a long time,” he decided to say.

“You’re crazy! Don’t you listen to him, honey. I’ll bet they’re comin’ to dig us out right this minute.” She began to rock Swan like an infant.

“No, lady.” It was pointless to pretend. “I don’t think anybody’s going to dig us out anytime soon. Those were missiles that came out of that cornfield. Nuclear missiles. I don’t know if one of them blew up or what, but there’s only one reason those damned things would’ve gone off. The whole world may be shooting missiles at itself right now.”

The woman laughed, the sound edging toward hysteria. “You ain’t got the sense God gave a pissant! Somebody had to see all that fire! They’ll send help! We gotta get to Blakeman!”

“Right,” Josh said. He was tired of talking, and he was using up precious air. He crawled away a few feet and burrowed a place to fit his body into. Intense thirst taunted him, but he had to relieve himself, too. Later, he thought, too tired to move. The pain was getting bad again. His mind began to drift beyond PawPaw’s basement, beyond the burned cornfield toward what might remain out there, if, indeed, World War III had started. It might be over by now. The Russians might be invading, or the Americans pushing into Russia. He thought of Rose and the boys; were they dead or alive? He might never know. “Oh, God,” he whispered in the dark, and he curled his body up to stare at nothing.

“Uh ... uh ... uh.” PawPaw was making a stuttering, choking noise. Then he said loudly, “Gopher’s in the hole! Amy! Where’re my bedroom slippers?”

The little girl made another hurt, sobbing sound, and Josh clenched his teeth to hold back a scream of outrage. Such a pretty child, he thought. And now dying—like all of us are dying. We’re already in our graves. Already laid out and waiting.

He had the sensation of being pinned to the mat by an opponent he’d not planned to meet. He could almost hear the referee’s hand slap the canvas: One ... two ...

Josh’s shoulders shifted. Not yet three. Soon, but not yet.

And he drifted into a tortured sleep with the sound of the child’s pain haunting his soul.
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“DISCIPLINE AND CONTROL.” The Shadow Soldier said, in a voice like the crack of a belt across a little boy’s legs. “That’s what makes a man. Remember ... remember ...”

Colonel James Macklin cowered in the muddy pit. There was only a slit of light, twenty feet above him, between the ground and the edge of the corrugated metal lid that covered the pit. It was enough to let the flies in, and they buzzed in circles around his face, darting to the piles of filth that surrounded him. He didn’t remember how long he’d been down here; he figured the Charlies came once a day, and if that was true then he’d been in the pit for thirty-nine days. But maybe they came twice a day, so his calculations might be wrong. Maybe they skipped a day or two. Maybe they came three times in one day and skipped the next two days. Maybe ...

“Discipline and control, Jimbo.” The Shadow Soldier was sitting cross-legged against one wall of the pit, about five feet away. The Shadow Soldier was wearing a camouflage uniform, and he had dark green and black camouflage warpaint across his sallow, floating face. “Shape up, soldier.”

“Yes,” Macklin said. “Shape up.” He lifted a skinny hand and waved the flies away.

And then the banging started, and Macklin whimpered and drew himself up tightly against the wall. The Charlies were overhead, hitting the metal with bamboo sticks and billy clubs. The sound echoed, doubled and tripled in the pit, until Macklin put his hands to his ears; the hammering kept on, louder and louder, and Macklin felt a scream about to rip itself from his throat.

“No,” the Shadow Soldier warned, his eyes like craters on the face of the moon. “Don’t let them hear you scream.”

Macklin scooped up a handful of muck and jammed it into his mouth. The Shadow Soldier was right. The Shadow Soldier was always right.

The banging stopped, and the metal lid was pulled to one side. Hazy sunlight stabbed Macklin’s eyes; he could see them up there, leaning over the pit, grinning at him. “’Nel Macreen!” one of them called to him. “You hungry, ’Nel Macreen?”

His mouth full of mud and filth, Macklin nodded and sat up like a dog begging for a scrap. “Careful,” the Shadow Soldier whispered. “Careful.”

“You hungry, ’Nel Macreen?”

“Please,” Macklin said, muck running from his mouth. He lifted his emaciated arms toward the light.

“Catch, ’Nel Macreen!” An object fell into the mud a few feet away, near the decaying corpse of an infantryman named Ragsdale. Macklin crawled over the body and picked the object up; it was a cake of oily, fried rice. He began to gnaw at it greedily, tears of joy springing to his eyes. The Charlies above him were laughing. Macklin crawled over the remains of an air force captain the other men had known as “Mississippi” because of his thick drawl; now Mississippi was a silent bundle of cloth and bones. In the far corner was a third corpse—another infantryman, an Oklahoma kid named McGee—slowly moldering in the mud. Macklin crouched by McGee and chewed on the rice, almost sobbing with pleasure.

“Hey, ’Nel Macreen! You a dirty thing! Bath time!”

Macklin whimpered and flinched, hunching his head down between his arms because he knew what was coming.

One of the Charlies overturned a bucket of human waste into the pit, and the sludge streamed down on top of Macklin, running over his back, shoulders and head. The Charlies howled with laughter, but Macklin concentrated on the rice cake. Some of the mess had splattered onto it, and he paused to wipe it off on the tatters of his air force flight jacket.

“There go!” the Charlie who’d dumped the bucket called down. “You creen boy now!”

The flies were rioting around Macklin’s head. This was a good meal today, Macklin thought. This one would keep him alive a while longer, and as he chewed it the Shadow Soldier said, “That’s right, Jimbo. Eat every bit of it. Every last bit.”

“You stay creen, now!” the Charlie said, and the metal lid was pulled back into place, sealing off the sunlight.

“Discipline and control.” The Shadow Soldier had crept closer. “That’s what makes a man.”

“Yes, sir,” Macklin answered, and the Shadow Soldier watched him with eyes that burned like napalm in the dark.

“Colonel!”

A faraway voice was calling him. It was hard to concentrate on that voice, because pain was spreading through his bones. Something heavy lay on top of him, almost snapping his spine. A sack of potatoes, he thought. No, no. Heavier than that.

“Colonel Macklin!” the voice persisted.

Go away, Macklin wished. Please go away. He tried to lift his right hand to wave the flies from his face, but when he did a bolt of white-hot agony was driven through his arm and shoulder, and he groaned as it continued into his backbone.

“Colonel! It’s Ted Warner! Can you hear me?”

Warner. Teddybear Warner. “Yes,” Macklin said. Pain lanced his rib cage. He knew he hadn’t spoken loudly enough, so he tried again. “Yes. I can hear you.”

“Thank God! I’ve got a flashlight, Colonel!” A wash of light crept under Macklin’s eyelids, and he allowed it to pry them open.

The flashlight’s beam probed down from about ten feet above Macklin’s head. The rock dust and smoke were still thick, but Macklin could tell he was lying at the bottom of a pit. By slowly turning his head, the pain about to make him pass out again, he saw that the opening was hardly large enough to let a man crawl through; how he’d been compressed into a space like this he didn’t know. Macklin’s legs were drawn up tightly beneath him, his back bent by the weight, not of a potato sack, but of a human body. A dead man, but who it was Macklin couldn’t tell.

Jammed into the pit on top of him was a tangle of cables and broken pipes. He tried to push against the awful weight to at least get his legs some room, but the searing pain leaped at his right hand again. He swiveled his head back around the other way, and with the aid of the light from above he saw what he considered a major problem.

His right hand had disappeared into a crack in the wall. The crack was maybe one inch in width, and rivulets of blood gleamed on the rock.

My hand, he thought numbly. The images of Becker’s exploding fingers came to him. He realized his hand must’ve slipped into a fissure when he fell down there, and then when the rock had shifted again ...

He felt nothing beyond the excruciating manacle at his wrist. His hand and fingers were dead meat. Have to learn to be a southpaw, he thought. And then a realization hit him with stunning force: My trigger finger’s gone.

“Corporal Prados is up here with me, Colonel!” Warner called down. “He’s got a broken leg, but he’s conscious. The others are in worse shape—or dead.”

“How about you?” Macklin asked.

“My back’s wrenched all to hell.” Warner sounded as if he were having trouble getting a breath. “Feel like I’d split apart if my balls weren’t holding me together. Spitting up some blood, too.”

“Anybody left to get a damage report?”

“Intercom’s out. Smoke’s coming from the vents. I can hear people screaming somewhere, so some of them made it. Jesus, Colonel! The whole mountain must’ve moved!”

“I’ve got to get out of here,” Macklin said. “My arm’s pinned, Teddy.” Thinking about the mangled mess of his hand brought the pain up again, and he had to grit his teeth and wait it through. “Can you help me get out?”

“How? I can’t reach you, and if your arm’s pinned ...”

“My hand’s crushed,” Macklin told him; his voice was calm, and he felt he was in a dream state, everything floating and unreal. “Get me a knife. The sharpest knife you can find.”

“What? A knife? What for?”

Macklin grinned savagely. “Just do it. Then get a fire going up there and char me a piece of wood.” He was oddly dissociated from what he was saying, as if what had to be done concerned the flesh of another man. “The wood has to be red hot, Teddy. Hot enough to cauterize a stump.”

“A ... stump?” He paused. Now he was getting the picture. “Maybe we can get you out some other—”

“There’s no other way.” To get out of this pit, he would have to leave his hand. Call it a pound of flesh, he thought. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir,” Warner replied, ever obedient.

Macklin turned his face away from the light.

Warner crawled from the edge of the hole that had opened in the control room’s floor. The entire room was tilted at a thirty-degree angle, so he was crawling slightly downhill over broken equipment, fallen rocks and bodies. The flashlight beam caught Corporal Prados, sitting against one cracked and slanting wall; the man’s face was disfigured, and bone gleamed wetly from his thigh. Warner continued into what was left of the corridor. Huge holes had ripped open in the ceiling and walls, water pouring from above onto the mess of rocks and pipes. He could still hear screaming in the distance. He was going to have to find someone to help him free Colonel Macklin, because without Macklin’s leadership they were all finished. And there was no way his injured back would let him crawl down into the hole where the colonel was trapped. No, he was going to have to find someone else—someone small enough to fit, but tough enough to get the job done. God only knew what he would find when he crawled up to Level One.

The colonel was counting on him, and he would not let the colonel down.

Slowly and painfully, he picked his way over the rubble, crawling in the direction of the screams.
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ROLAND CRONINGER WAS HUDDLED on the crooked floor in the wreckage of what had been Earth House’s cafeteria, and over the wailing and screaming he was listening to one grim inner voice that said, A King’s Knight ... A King’s Knight ... A King’s Knight never cries....

Everything was dark except for occasional tongues of flame that leaped up where the kitchen had been, and the fitful light illuminated fallen rock, broken tables and chairs, and crushed human bodies. Here and there someone staggered in the gloom like a sufferer in the caverns of Hell, and broken bodies jerked under the massive boulders that had crashed through the ceiling.

At first there’d been a tremor that had knocked people out of their chairs; the main lights had gone out, but then the emergency floods had switched on, and Roland was on the floor with his breakfast cereal all over the front of his shirt. His mother and father had sprawled near him, and there were maybe forty other people who’d been eating breakfast at the same time; a few of them were already hollering for help, but most were shocked silent. His mother had looked at him, orange juice dripping from her hair and face, and said, “Next year we go to the beach.”

Roland had laughed, and his father was laughing, too; and then his mother began to laugh, and for a moment they were all connected by that laughter. Phil had managed to say, “Thank God I don’t handle the insurance on this place! I’d have to sue my own—”

And then he was drowned out by a monstrous roar and the sound of splitting rock, and the floor had heaved and tilted crazily, with such force that Roland was thrown away from his parents and collided with other bodies. A barrage of rocks and ceiling tiles caved in, and something had struck him hard in the head. Now, as he sat with his knees drawn up to his chin, he lifted his hand to his hairline and felt sticky blood. His lower lip was gashed and bleeding, too, and his insides felt deeply bruised, as if his entire body had been stretched like a rubber band and then brutally snapped. He didn’t know how long the earthquake had gone on, or how he’d come to be huddled up like a baby, or where his parents were. He wanted to cry, and there were tears in his eyes, but a King’s Knight never cries, he told himself; that was in the King’s Knight handbook, one of the rules he’d written for the proper conduct of a warrior: A King’s Knight never cries—he just gets even.

There was something clenched in his right fist, and he opened it: his glasses, the left lens cracked and the right one completely gone. He thought he remembered taking them off, when he was lying under the table, to clean the milk off the lenses. He put them on and tried to stand, but it took a moment to coordinate his legs. When he did stand up, he bumped his head against a buckled ceiling that had been at least seven feet high before the tremors had started. Now he had to crouch to avoid dangling cables and pipes and snapped iron reinforcement rods. “Mom! Dad!” he shouted, but he heard no answer over the cries of the injured. Roland stumbled through the debris calling for his parents, and he stepped on something that gave like a wet sponge. He looked down at what might’ve been a huge starfish caught between two slabs of rock; the body bore no resemblance to anything remotely human, except it did wear the tatters of a bloody shirt.

Roland stepped over other bodies; he’d seen corpses only in the pictures of his father’s mercenary soldier magazines, but these were different. These were battered featureless and sexless but for the rags of clothes. But none of them were his mother and father, Roland decided; no, his mom and dad were alive, somewhere. He knew they were, and he kept searching. In another moment he stopped just short of plunging into a jagged chasm that had split the cafeteria in two, and he peered into it but saw no bottom. “Mom! Dad!” he shouted to the other side of the room, but again there was no reply.

Roland stood on the edge of the chasm, his body trembling. One part of him was dumbstruck with terror, but another, deeper part seemed to be strengthening, surging toward the surface, shivering not with fear but with a pure, cold excitement that was beyond anything he’d ever felt before. Surrounded by death, he experienced the pounding of life in his veins with a force that made him feel lightheaded and drunk.

I’m alive, he thought. Alive.

And suddenly the wreckage of the Earth House cafeteria seemed to ripple and change; he was standing in the midst of a battlefield strewn with the dead, and fire licked up in the distance from the burning enemy fortress. He was carrying a dented shield and a bloody sword, and he was about to go over the edge into shock, but he was still standing and still alive after the holocaust of battle. He had led a legion of knights into war on this rubbled field, and now he stood alone because he was the last King’s Knight left.

One of the battered warriors at his feet reached out and grasped his ankle. “Please,” the bloody mouth rasped. “Please help me ...”

Roland blinked, stunned. He was looking down at a middle-aged woman, the lower half of her body caught under a slab of rock. “Please help me,” she begged. “My legs ... oh ... my legs ...”

A woman wasn’t supposed to be on the battlefield, Roland thought. Oh, no! But then he looked around himself and remembered where he was, and he pulled his ankle free and moved away from the chasm’s edge.

He kept searching, but he couldn’t find his father or mother. Maybe they were buried, he realized—or maybe they’d gone down into that chasm, down into the darkness below. Maybe he’d seen their bodies but couldn’t recognize them. “Mom! Dad!” he yelled. “Where are you?” No reply, only the sound of someone sobbing and voices in keening agony.

A light glinted through the smoke and found his face.

“You,” someone said, in a pained whisper. “What’s your name?”

“Roland,” he replied. What was his last name? He couldn’t remember it for a few seconds. Then, “Roland Croninger.”

“I need your help, Roland,” the man with the flashlight said. “Are you able to walk okay?”

Roland nodded.

“Colonel Macklin’s trapped down below, in the control room. What’s left of the control room,” Teddybear Warner amended. He was drawn up like a hunchback. He leaned on a piece of reinforcement rod that he was using as a walking stick. Some of the passageways had been completely blocked by rockslides, while others slanted at crazy angles or were split by gaping fissures. Screams and cries for God echoed through Earth House, and some of the walls were bloody where bodies had been battered to death by the shock waves. He had found only a half-dozen able-bodied civilians in the wreckage, and of those only two—an old man and a little girl—weren’t raving mad; but the old man had a snapped wrist through which the bones protruded, and the little girl wouldn’t leave the area where her father had disappeared. So Warner had continued to the cafeteria, looking for someone to help him, and also figuring that the kitchen would hold a useful assortment of knives.

Now Warner played the beam over Roland’s face. The boy’s forehead was gashed and his eyes were swimming with shock, but he seemed to have escaped major injury. Except for the blood, the boy’s face was pallid and dusty, and his dark blue cotton shirt was ripped and showing more gashes across his sallow, skinny chest. He’s not much, Warner thought, but he’ll have to do.

“Where’re your folks?” Warner asked, and Roland shook his head. “Okay, listen to me: We’ve been nuked. The whole fucking country’s been nuked. I don’t know how many are dead in here, but we’re alive, and so is Colonel Macklin. But to stay alive, we’ve got to get things in order as much as we can, and we’ve got to help the colonel. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“I think so,” Roland replied. Nuked, he thought. Nuked ... nuked ... nuked. His senses reeled; in a few minutes, he thought, he’d wake up in bed in Arizona.

“Okay. Now I want you to stick with me, Roland. We’re going back into the kitchen, and we’re going to find something sharp: a butcher knife, a meat cleaver—whatever. Then we’re going back to the control room.” If I can find my way back, Warner thought—but he didn’t dare say it.

“My mom and dad,” Roland said weakly. “They’re here ... somewhere.”

“They’re not going anywhere. Right now Colonel Macklin needs you more than they do. Understand?”

Roland nodded. King’s Knight! he thought. The King was trapped in a dungeon and needed his help! His parents were gone, swept away in the cataclysm, and the King’s fortress had been nuked. But I’m alive, Roland thought. I’m alive, and I’m a King’s Knight. He squinted into the flashlight beam. “Do I get to be a soldier?” he asked the man.

“Sure. Now stay close to me. We’re going to find a way into the kitchen.”

Warner had to move slowly, leaning all his weight on the iron rod. They picked their way into the kitchen, where pockets of fire still burned voraciously. Warner realized that what was afire was the remains of the food pantry; dozens of cans had exploded, and the burned mess clung to the walls. Everything was gone—powdered milk, eggs, bacon and ham, everything. But there was still the emergency food storeroom, Warner knew—and his guts tightened at the thought that they could’ve been trapped down here in the dark without food or water.

Utensils were scattered everywhere, blown out of the kitchen equipment pantry by the shock. Warner uncovered a meat cleaver with the tip of his makeshift cane. The blade was serrated. “Get that,” he told the boy, and Roland picked it up.

They left the kitchen and cafeteria, and Warner led Roland to the ruins of the Town Square. Slabs of stone had crashed from above, and the entire area was off-balance and riddled with deep cracks. The video arcade was still burning, the air dense with smoke. “Here,” Warner said, motioning with his light toward the infirmary. They went inside, finding most of the equipment smashed and useless, but Warner kept searching until he discovered a box of tourniquets and a plastic bottle of rubbing alcohol. He told Roland to take one of the tourniquets and the bottle, and then he picked through the shattered drug cabinet. Pills and capsules crunched underfoot like popcorn. Warner’s light fell upon the dead face of one of the nurses, crushed by a piece of rock the size of an anvil. There was no sign of Dr. Lang, Earth House’s resident physician. Warner’s cane uncovered unbroken vials of Demerol and Percodan, and these he asked Roland to pick up for him; Warner stuffed them in his pockets to take back to the colonel.

“You still with me?” Warner asked.

“Yes, sir.” I’ll wake up in a few minutes, Roland thought. It’ll be a Saturday morning, and I’ll get out of bed and turn on the computer.

“We’ve got a long way to go,” Warner told him. “We’ll have to crawl part of the way. But stay with me, understand?”

Roland followed him out of the infirmary; he wanted to go back to search for his parents but he knew that the King needed him more. He was a King’s Knight, and to be needed like this by the King was a high honor. Again, one part of him recoiled at the horror and destruction that lay around him, and shouted Wake up! Wake up! in the whining voice of an anxious schoolboy; but the other part that was getting stronger looked around at the bodies exposed in the flashlight beam and knew that the weak had to die so the strong might live.

They moved into the corridors, stepping over bodies and ignoring the cries of the wounded.

Roland didn’t know how long it took them to reach the wrecked control room. He looked at his wristwatch by the light of a burning heap of rubble, but the crystal had cracked and time had stopped at ten thirty-six. Warner crawled uphill to the edge of the pit and shone his light down. “Colonel!” he called. “I’ve brought help! We’re going to get you out!”

Ten feet below, Macklin stirred and turned his sweating face toward the light. “Hurry,” he rasped, and then he closed his eyes again.

Roland crawled to the pit’s rim. He saw two bodies down there, one lying on top of the other, jammed in a space the size of a coffin. The body on the bottom was breathing, and his hand disappeared into a fissure in the wall. Suddenly Roland knew what the meat cleaver was for; he looked at the weapon, could see his face reflected in the blade by the spill of light—except it was a distorted face, and not the one he remembered. His eyes were wild and shiny, and blood had crusted into a star-shaped pattern on his forehead. His entire face was mottled with bruises and swollen like a toadfrog’s, and he looked even worse than the day Mike Armbruster had beaten his ass for not letting him cheat off Roland’s paper during a chemistry test. “Little queer! Little four-eyed queer!” Armbruster had raged, and everyone who ringed them laughed and jeered as Roland tried to escape but was knocked to the dirt again and again. Roland had started to sob, huddled on the ground, and Armbruster had bent down and spat in his face.

“Do you know how to tie a tourniquet?” the hunchback with the eye patch asked him. Roland shook his head. “I’ll guide you through it when you get down there.” He shone his light around and saw several things that would make a good, hot fire—the pieces of a desk, the chairs, the clothes off the corpses. They could get the fire started with the burning rubble they’d passed in the corridor, and Warner still had his lighter in his pocket. “Do you know what’s got to be done?”

“I ... think so,” Roland replied.

“Okay, now pay attention to me. I can’t squeeze down into that hole after him. You can. You’re going to draw that tourniquet tight around his arm, and then I’m going to pass down the alcohol. Splash it all over his wrist. He’ll be ready when you are. His wrist is probably smashed, so it won’t be too hard to get the cleaver through the bones. Now listen to me, Roland! I don’t want you hacking down there for a fucking five minutes! Do it hard and quick and get it over with, and once you start don’t you even think about stopping before it’s done. Do you hear me?”

“Yes sir,” Roland answered, and he thought, Wake up! I’ve got to wake up!

“If you’ve tied the tourniquet right, you’ll have time to seal the wound before it starts bleeding. You’ll have something to burn the stump with—and you make sure you set fire to it, hear me? If you don’t, he’ll bleed to death. The way he’s jammed in down there, he won’t fight you much, and anyway, he knows what has to be done. Look at me, Roland.”

Roland looked into the light.

“If you do what you’re supposed to, Colonel Macklin will live. If you fuck up, he’ll die. Pure and simple. Got it?”

Roland nodded; his head was dizzy, but his heart was pounding. The King’s trapped, he thought. And of all the King’s Knights, I’m the only one who can set him free! But no, no—this wasn’t a game! This was real life, and his mother and father were lying up there somewhere, and Earth House had been nuked, the whole country had been nuked, everything was destroyed—

He put a hand to his bloody forehead and squeezed until the bad thoughts were gone. King’s Knight! Sir Roland is my name! And now he was about to go down into the deepest, darkest dungeon to save the King, armed with fire and steel.

Teddybear Warner crawled away to get a fire built, and Roland followed him like an automaton. They piled the pieces of the desk, the chairs and the clothes from the corpses into a corner and used some burning pieces of cable from the hallway to start the fire. Teddybear, moving slowly and in agony, piled on ceiling tiles and added some of the alcohol to the flames. At first there was just a lot of smoke, but then the red glow began to strengthen.

Corporal Prados still sat against the opposite wall, watching them work. His face was damp with sweat, and he kept babbling feverishly, but Warner paid him no attention. Now the pieces of the desk and the chairs were charring, the bitter smoke rising up into the holes and cracks in the ceiling.

Warner hobbled to the edge of the fire and picked up a leg of one of the broken chairs; the other end of it was burning brightly, and the wood had turned from black to ash-gray. He poked it back into the bonfire and turned toward Roland. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s get it done.”

Though he ground his teeth with the pressure that wrenched his back, Warner grasped Roland’s hand and helped lower him into the pit. Roland stepped on the dead body. Warner kept the light directed at Macklin’s trapped arm and talked Roland through the application of the tourniquet to the colonel’s wrist. Roland had to lie in a contorted position on the corpse to reach the injured arm, and he saw that Macklin’s wrist had turned black. Macklin suddenly shifted and tried to look up, but he couldn’t lift his head. “Tighter,” Macklin managed to say. “Tie knots in the bastard!”

It took Roland four tries to get it tight enough. Warner dropped the bottle of alcohol down, and Roland splashed the blackened wrist. Macklin took the bottle with his free hand and finally twisted his head up to look at Roland. “What’s your name?”

“Roland Croninger, sir.”

Macklin could tell it was a boy from the weight and the voice, but he couldn’t make out the face. Something glinted, and he angled his head to look at the meat cleaver the boy held. “Roland,” he said, “you and I are going to get to know each other real well in the next couple of minutes. Teddy! Where’s the fire?”

Warner’s light vanished for a minute, and Roland was alone in the dark with the colonel. “Bad day,” Macklin said. “Haven’t seen any worse, have you?”

“No, sir.” Roland’s voice shook.

The light returned. Warner was holding the burning chair leg like a torch. “I’ve got it, Colonel! Roland, I’m going to drop this down to you. Ready?”

Roland caught the torch and leaned over Colonel Macklin again. The colonel, his eyes hazy with pain, saw the boy’s face in the flickering light and thought he recognized him from somewhere. “Where are your parents, son?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve lost them.”

Macklin watched the burning end of the chair leg and prayed that it would be hot enough to do the job. “You’ll be okay,” he said. “I’ll make sure of that.” His gaze moved from the torch and fixed on the meat cleaver’s blade. The boy crouched awkwardly over him, straddling the corpse, and stared at Macklin’s wrist where it joined the rock wall. “Well,” Macklin said, “it’s time. Okay, Roland: let’s get it done before one of us turns chickenshit. I’m going to try to hang on as much as I can. You ready?”

“He’s ready,” Teddybear Warner said from the lip of the pit.

Macklin smiled grimly, and a bead of sweat ran down the bridge of his nose. “Make the first lick a hummer, Roland,” he urged.

Roland gripped the torch in his left hand and raised his right, with the meat cleaver in it, back over his head. He knew exactly where he was going to strike—right where the blackened skin was swallowed up in the fissure. Do it! he told himself. Do it now! He heard Macklin draw a sharp breath. Roland’s hand clenched the cleaver, and it hung at the zenith over his head. Do it now! He felt his arm go as rigid as an iron rod. Do it now!

And he sucked in his breath and brought the cleaver down with all of his strength on Colonel Macklin’s wrist.

Bone crunched. Macklin jerked but made no sound. Roland thought the blade had gone all the way through, but he saw with renewed shock that it had only penetrated the man’s thick wrist to the depth of an inch.

“Finish it!” Warner shouted.

Roland pulled the cleaver out.

Macklin’s eyes, ringed with purple, fluttered closed and then jerked open again. “Finish it,” he whispered.

Roland lifted his arm and struck down again. Still the wrist wouldn’t part. Roland struck down a third time, and a fourth, harder and harder. He heard the one-eyed hunchback shouting at him to hurry, but Macklin remained silent. Roland pulled the cleaver free and struck a fifth time. There was a lot of blood now, but still the tendons hung together. Roland began to grind the cleaver back and forth; Macklin’s face had turned a pasty yellow-white, his lips as gray as graveyard dirt.

It had to be finished before the blood started bursting out like a firehose. When that happened, Roland knew, the King would die. He lifted the cleaver over his head, his shoulder throbbing with the effort—and suddenly it was not a meat cleaver anymore; it was a holy axe, and he was Sir Roland of the Realm, summoned to free the trapped King from this suffocating dungeon. He was the only one in all the kingdom who could do it, and this moment was his. Righteous power pulsed within him, and as he brought the holy axe flashing down he heard himself shout in a hoarse, almost inhuman voice.

The last of the bone cracked. Sinews parted under the power of the holy axe. And then the King was writhing, and a grotesque bleeding thing with a surface like a sponge was thrust up into Roland’s face. Blood sprayed over his cheeks and forehead, all but blinding him.

“Burn it!” Warner yelled.

Roland put the torch to the bleeding spongy thing; it jerked away from him, but Roland grabbed and held it while Macklin thrashed wildly. He pressed the torch to the wound where the colonel’s hand had been. Roland watched the stump burn with dreadful fascination, saw the wound blacken and pucker, heard the hiss of Macklin’s burning blood. Macklin’s body was fighting involuntarily, the colonel’s eyes rolled back in his head, but Roland hung on to the wounded arm. He smelled blood and burnt flesh, drew it deeply into his lungs like a soul-cleansing incense, and kept searing the wound, pressing fire to flesh. Finally Macklin stopped fighting, and from his mouth came a low, eerie moan, as if from the throat of a wounded beast.

“Okay!” Warner called down. “That’s it!”

Roland was hypnotized by the sight of the melting flesh. The torn sleeve of Macklin’s jacket was on fire, and smoke whirled around the walls of the pit.

“That’s enough!” Warner shouted. The boy wouldn’t stop! “Roland! That’s enough, damn it!”

This time the man’s voice jolted him back to reality. Roland released the colonel’s arm and saw that the stump had been burned black and shiny, as if coated with tar. The flames on Macklin’s jacket sleeve were gnawing themselves out. It’s over, Roland realized. All over. He beat the piece of wood against the pit’s wall until the fire was out, and then he dropped it.

“I’m going to try to find some rope to get you out with!” Warner called. “You okay?”

Roland didn’t feel like answering. Warner’s light moved away, and Roland was left in darkness. He could hear the colonel’s harsh breathing, and he crawled backward over the corpse that lay jammed between them until his back was against rock; then he drew his legs up and clutched the holy axe close to his body. A grin was fixed on his blood-flecked face, but his eyes were circles of shock.

The colonel moaned and muttered something that Roland couldn’t understand. Then he said it again, his voice tight with pain: “Shape up.” A pause, then again, “Shape up ... shape up, soldier....” The voice was delirious, getting louder and then fading to a whisper. “Shape up ... yes, sir ... every bit of it ... yes, sir ... yes, sir ...” Colonel Macklin’s voice began to sound like a child, cringing from a whipping. “Yes, sir ... please ... yes, sir ... yes, sir ...” He ended with a sound that was half moan, half shuddering sob.

Roland had been listening carefully. That had not been the voice of a triumphant war hero; it had sounded more like a cringing supplicant, and Roland wondered what lived inside the King’s mind. A king shouldn’t beg, he thought. Not even in his worst nightmares. It was dangerous for a king to show weakness.

Later—how much later Roland didn’t know—something prodded his knee. He groped in the dark and touched an arm. Macklin had gained consciousness.

“I owe you,” Colonel Macklin said, and now he sounded like the tough war hero again.

Roland didn’t reply—but it had dawned on him that he was going to need protection to survive whatever was ahead. His father and mother might be dead—probably were—and their bodies lost forever. He was going to need a shield from the dangers of the future, not only within Earth House but beyond it—that is, he told himself, if they ever saw the outside world again. But he planned on staying close to the King from now on; it might be the only way that he could get out of these dungeons alive.

And, if anything, he wanted to live to see what remained of the world beyond Earth House. One day at a time, he thought—and if he’d lived through the first day, he could make it through the second and the third. He’d always been a survivor—that was part of being a King’s Knight—and now he’d do whatever it took to keep himself alive.

The old game’s over, he thought. The new game’s about to begin! And it might be the greatest game of King’s Knight he’d ever experienced, because it was going to be real.

Roland cradled the holy axe and waited for the one-eyed hunchback to return, and he imagined he heard the sound of dice rattling in a cup of bleached bone.
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“LADY, I SURE AS hell wouldn’t drink that if I was you.” Startled by the voice, Sister Creep looked up from the puddle of black water she’d been crouching over.

Standing a few yards away was a short, rotund man wearing the tattered, burned rags of a mink coat. Beneath the rags were red silk pajamas; his birdlike legs were bare, but he had a pair of black wingtips on his feet. His round, pale moon of a face was cratered with burns, and all his hair had been scorched away except for his gray sideburns and eyebrows. His face was badly swollen, his large nose and jowls ballooned up as if he were holding his breath and the blue threads of broken blood vessels were showing. In the slits of his eye sockets, his dark brown eyes moved from Sister Creep’s face to the puddle of water and back again. “That shit’s poison,” he said, pronouncing it pizzen. “Kill you right off.”

Sister Creep stayed crouched over the puddle like a beast protecting a water hole. She’d found shelter from the pouring rain in the hulk of a taxi and had tried to sleep there through the long and miserable night, but her few minutes of rest had been disturbed by hallucinations of the thing with the melting face in the theater. As soon as the black sky had lightened to the color of river mud, she’d left her shelter—trying very hard not to look at the corpse in the front seat—and gone in search of food and water. The rain had slowed to an occasional drizzle of needles, but the air was getting colder; the chill felt like early November, and she was shivering in her drenched rags. The puddle of rainwater beneath her face smelled like ashes and brimstone, but she was so dried out and thirsty that she’d been about to plunge her face in and open her mouth.

“Busted water main’s shootin’ up a geyser back that way,” the man said, and he motioned toward what Sister Creep thought was north. “Looks like Old Faithful.”

She leaned back from the contaminated puddle. Thunder growled in the distance like a passing freight train, and there was no way to see the sun through the low, muddy clouds. “You find anything to eat?” she asked him through swollen lips.

“A couple of onion rolls, in what was a bakery, I guess. Couldn’t keep ’em down, though. My wife says I’m the world’s champion upchucker.” He put a blistered hand on his belly. “Got ulcers and a nervous stomach.”

Sister Creep stood up. She was about three inches taller than he. “I’m thirsty,” she said. “Will you take me to the water?”

He looked up at the sky, cocking his head toward the sound of thunder, then stood dumbly regarding the ruins around them. “I’m tryin’ to find a phone or a policeman,” he said. “I been lookin’ all night. Can’t find either one when you need ’em, right?”

“Something terrible’s happened,” Sister Creep told him. “I don’t think there are any phones or cops anymore.”

“I gotta find a phone!” the man said urgently. “See, my wife’s gonna wonder what happened to me! I gotta call her and let her know ... I’m ... okay ...” His voice trailed off, and he stared at a pair of legs that protruded stiffly from a pile of twisted iron and concrete slabs. “Oh,” he whispered, and Sister Creep saw his eyes glaze over like fog on window glass. He’s crazy as hell, she thought, and she started walking north, climbing up a high ridge of rubble.

In a few minutes she heard the fat little man breathing heavily as he caught up with her. “See,” he said, “I’m not from around here. I’m from Detroit. Got a shoe store at Eastland Shopping Center. I’m here for a convention, see? If my wife hears about this on the radio, she’s gonna worry herself sick!”

Sister Creep grunted in reply. Her mind was on finding water.

“The name’s Wisco,” he told her. “Arthur Wisco. Artie for short. I gotta find a phone! See, I lost my wallet and my clothes and every damned thing! Me and some of the boys stayed out late the night before it happened. I was upchuckin’ all over the place that mornin’. Missed my first two sales meetings and stayed in bed. I had the covers over my head, and all of a sudden there was a godawful light and a roarin’, and my bed fell right through the floor! Hell, the whole hotel started shakin’ to pieces, and I crashed through a hole in the lobby and ended up in the basement, still in my bed! When I dug myself out of there, the hotel was gone.” He gave a crazy little giggle. “Jesus, the whole block was gone!”

“A lot of blocks are gone.”

“Yeah. Well, my feet were cut up pretty bad. How ’bout that? Me, Artie Wisco, with no shoes on my feet! So I had to take a pair of shoes off a ...” He trailed off again. They climbed nearer to the top of the ridge. “Bastards are way too small,” he said. “But my feet are swollen up, too. I tell you, shoes are important! Where would people be without shoes? Now, take those sneakers you got on. They’re cheap, and they ain’t gonna last you very—”

Sister Creep turned toward him. “Will you shut up?” she demanded, and then she kept climbing.

He lasted about forty seconds. “My wife said I shouldn’t come on this trip. Said I’d regret spendin’ the money. I’m not a rich man. But I said, hell, it’s once a year! Once a year in the Big Apple ain’t too—”

“Everything’s gone!” Sister Creep screamed at him. “You crazy fool! Look around!”

Artie stood motionless, staring at her, and when he opened his mouth again his tight, strained face looked about to rip. “Please,” he whispered. “Please don’t ...”

The guy’s hanging on by his fingernails, she realized. There was no need to chop his fingers off. She shook her head. The important thing was to keep from falling to pieces. Everything was gone, but she still had a choice: she could either sit down here in the rubble and wait to die, or she could find that water. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t sleep too well last night.”

His expression slowly began to register life again. “It’s gettin’ cold,” he observed. “Look! I can see my breath.” He exhaled ghostly air. “Here, you need this more than I do.” He started to take his mink coat off. “Listen, if my wife ever finds out I was wearin’ a mink, I’ll never get off the hook!” She waved the coat away when he offered it, but Artie persisted. “Hey, don’t worry! There’re plenty where this one came from.” Finally, just to get them moving once more, Sister Creep let him put the tattered coat on her, and she ran her hand across the scorched mink.

“My wife says I can be a real gentleman when I wanna be,” Artie told her. “Hey, what happened to your neck?”

Sister Creep touched her throat. “Somebody took something that belonged to me,” she replied, and then she clasped the mink coat around her shoulders to ward off the chill and continued climbing. It was the first time she’d ever worn mink. When she reached the top of the ridge she had the wild urge to shout, “Hey, all you poor, dead sinners! Roll over and take a look at a lady!”

The decimated city stretched out in all directions. Sister Creep started down the other side of the ridge, with Artie Wisco following close behind. He was still jabbering about Detroit and shoes and finding a phone, but Sister Creep tuned him out. “Show me the water,” she told him when they reached the bottom. He stood looking around for a minute, as if trying to decide where to grab a bus. “This way,” he finally said, and they had to climb again over the rough terrain of broken masonry, smashed cars and twisted metal. So many corpses, in varying degrees of disfigurement, lay underfoot that Sister Creep stopped flinching when she stepped on one.

At the top, Artie pointed. “There it is.” Down in the valley of wreckage below was a fountain of water spewing up from a fissure in the concrete. In the sky to the east, a network of red lightning streaks shot through the clouds, followed by a dull, reverberating explosion.

They descended into the valley and walked over piles of what had been civilization’s treasures two days before: burned paintings still in their gilded frames; half-melted television sets and stereos; the mangled remains of sterling silver and gold punchbowls, cups, knives and forks, candelabras, music boxes, and champagne buckets; shards of what had been priceless pottery, antique vases, Art Deco statues, African sculpture and Waterford crystal.

The lightning flashed again, nearer this time; and the red glow sparked off thousands of bits of jewelry scattered in the wreckage—necklaces and bracelets, rings and pins. She found a sign sticking up from the debris—and she almost laughed, but she feared that if she started she might laugh on until her brains burst. The sign said Fifth Avenue.

“See?” Artie held up mink coats in both hands. “I told you there were more!” He was standing knee-deep in blackened finery: leopardskin cloaks, ermine robes, sealskin jackets. He chose the best coat he could find and shrugged painfully into it.

Sister Creep paused to poke through a pile of leather bags and briefcases. She found a large bag with a good, solid strap and slipped it over her shoulder. Now she no longer felt quite as naked. She looked up at the black façade of the building that the leather items had blown out of, and she could just make out the remnants of a sign: GUCCI. It was probably the best bag she’d ever had.

They were almost to the geyser of water when a flash of lightning made things on the ground glint like embers. Sister Creep stopped, leaned down and picked one of them up. It was a piece of glass the size of her fist; it had been melted into a lump, and embedded in it was a scatter of small jewels—rubies, burning dark red in the gloom. She looked around herself and saw that the lumps of glass lay everywhere in the debris, all of them formed into strange shapes by the heat, as if fashioned by a maniacal glassblower. There was nothing left of the building that stood before her but a fragment of green marble wall. But she looked to the ruins of the structures that stood off to the left, and she squinted to see through the twilight. On an arch of battered marble were letters: TIF ANY

Tiffany’s, Sister Creep realized. And ... if that was where Tiffany’s had been ... then she was standing right in front of...

“Oh, no,” she whispered as tears sprang to her eyes. “Oh, no ... oh, no ...”

She was standing in front of what had been her magic place—the Steuben Glass shop—and all that remained of the beautiful, sculptured treasures were the misshapen lumps at her feet. The place where she’d come to dream at the displays of cool glass was gone, ripped from its foundations and scattered. The sight of this waste against the memory of what had been was as nerve-shattering as if the door of Heaven had been slammed shut in her face.

She stood motionless, except for the tears crawling over her blistered cheeks.

“Look at this!” Artie called. He picked up a deformed octagon of glass full of diamonds, rubies and sapphires. “Have you ever seen anythin’ like this before? Look! They’re all over the damned place!” He reached into the debris and brought up handfuls of melted glass studded with precious jewels. “Hey!” He laughed like the bray of a mule. “We’re rich, lady! What’re we gonna buy first?” Still laughing, he threw the pieces of glass into the air. “Anything you want, lady!” he shouted. “I’ll buy you anything you want!”

The lightning flashed, streaked across the sky, and Sister Creep saw the entire remaining wall of the Steuben Glass shop explode in dazzling bursts of color: ruby red, deep emerald, midnight sapphire blue, smoky topaz and diamond white. She approached the wall, her shoes crunching on grit, reached out and touched it; the wall was full of jewels, and Sister Creep realized that the treasures of Tiffany’s, Fortunoff’s and Cartier’s must’ve blown out of the buildings, whirled in a fantastic hurricane of gemstones along Fifth Avenue—and mingled with the melting glass sculptures of the magic place. The hundreds of jewels in the scorched green marble wall held the light for a few seconds, and then the glow faded like multicolored lamps going out.

Oh, the waste, she thought. Oh, the awful, awful waste ...

She stepped back, her eyes stinging with tears, and one foot slipped on loose glass. She went down on her rear end and sat there with no more will to get up again.

“You okay?” Artie walked carefully toward her. “Did you hurt yourself, lady?”

She didn’t answer. She was tired and used up, and she decided she was going to stay right there in the ruins of the magic place and maybe rest for a while.

“Aren’t you gonna get up? The water’s just over there.”

“Leave me alone,” she told him listlessly. “Go away.”

“Go away? Lady ... where the hell am I gonna go?”

“I don’t care. I don’t give a shit. Not a single ... rotten ... shit.” She picked up a handful of melted glass and ashes and let the mess fall through her fingers. What was the use of taking one more step? The little man was right. There was nowhere to go. Everything was gone, burned and ruined. “No hope,” she whispered, and she dug her hand deeply into the ashes beside her. “No hope.”

Her fingers closed around more junk glass, and she brought it up to see what kind of garbage her dreams had been twisted into.

“What the hell is that?” Artie asked.

In Sister Creep’s hand was a doughnut-shaped ring of glass with a hole at its center about six or seven inches around. The ring itself was about two inches thick, and maybe seven inches in diameter. Jutting up around the top of the ring at irregular intervals were five glass spikes, one ice-pick thin, a second about as wide as a knife blade, a third hooked, and the other two just plain ugly. Trapped within the glass were hundreds of various-sized dark ovals and squares. Strange, spider web lines interconnected deep within the glass.

“It’s shit,” she muttered, and she started to toss it back on the trash heap when the lightning flashed again.

The ring of glass suddenly exploded into fiery light, and for an instant Sister Creep thought it had burst into flame in her hand. She howled and dropped it, and Artie yelled, “Jesus!”

The light went out.

Sister Creep’s hand was trembling. She looked at her palm and fingers to make sure she hadn’t been burned; there’d been no heat, just that blinding flare of light. She could still see it, pulsing behind her eyeballs.

She reached toward it, then pulled her hand back again. Artie came closer and bent down a few feet away.

Sister Creep let her fingers graze the glass before she jerked her hand away once more. The glass was smooth, like cool velvet. She let her fingers linger on it, and then she gripped it in her hand and picked it up from the ashes.

The circle of glass remained dark.

Sister Creep stared at it and felt her heart pounding.

Deep within the glass circle, there was a flicker of crimson.

It began to grow like a flame, to spread to other points within the ring, pulsing, pulsing, getting stronger and brighter by the second.

A ruby the size of Sister Creep’s thumbnail flared bright red; another smaller one winked with light, like a match glowing in the dark. A third ruby burned like a comet, and then a fourth and a fifth, embedded deep inside the cool glass, began to come to life. The red glow pulsed, pulsed—and Sister realized its rhythm was in time with her own heartbeat.

More rubies glinted, flared, burned like coals. A diamond suddenly glowed a clear blue-white, and a four-carat sapphire exploded into dazzling cobalt fire. As Sister Creep’s heartbeat quickened, so did the bursting into light of the hundreds of jewels trapped within the circle of glass. An emerald glowed cool green, a pear-shaped diamond burned white hot and incandescent, a topaz pulsed a dark reddish brown, and now the rubies, sapphires, diamonds and emeralds by the dozen were awakening with light; the light rippled, traveling along the spider web lines that wove all through the glass. The lines were threads of precious metals—gold, silver and platinum—that had melted and been trapped as well, and as they ignited like sizzling fuses they set off still more explosions of emerald, topaz and amethyst’s deep purple.

The entire ring of glass glowed like a multicolored circle of fire, yet there was no heat under Sister Creep’s fingers. It was pulsating rapidly now, as was her heartbeat, and the vibrant, stunning colors grew still brighter.

She had never seen anything like this—never, not even in the display windows of any store along Fifth Avenue. Jewels of incredible color and clarity were caught within the glass, some of them upwards of five and six carats, some only tiny specks that nevertheless burned with ferocious energy. The glass circle pulsed ... pulsed ... pulsed....

“Lady?” Artie whispered, his swollen eyes shining with light. “Can I ... hold it?”

She was reluctant to give it up, but he stared at it with such wonder and longing that she could not refuse him.

His burned fingers closed around it, and as it left Sister Creep’s grasp the glass circle’s pulse changed, picking up Artie Wisco’s heartbeat. The colors subtly changed as well, as more deep blues and greens swelled and the white-hot glare of diamonds and rubies faded a fraction. Artie caressed it, and its velvety surface reminded him of the way his wife’s skin had felt when she was young and they were newlyweds just starting out. He thought of how much he loved his wife, and how he longed for her. He had been wrong, he realized in that instant. There was somewhere to go. Home, he thought. I’ve got to get back home.

After a few minutes he carefully gave the object back to Sister Creep. It changed again, and she sat holding it between her hands and peering into its beautiful depths.

“Home,” Artie whispered, and the woman looked up. Artie’s mind would not let go of the memory of his wife’s soft skin. “I’ve got to get back home,” he said, his voice getting stronger. He suddenly blinked as if he’d been slapped across the face, and Sister Creep saw tears glint in his eyes. “There ... ain’t no more phones, are there?” he asked. “And no policemen, either.”

“No,” she said. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh.” He nodded, looked at her and then back at the pulsating colors. “You ... ought to go home, too,” he said.

She smiled grimly. “I don’t have anywhere to go.”

“Why don’t you go with me, then?”

She laughed. “Go with you? Mister, haven’t you noticed the buses and cabs are a little off schedule today?”

“I’ve got shoes on my feet. So do you. My legs still work, and yours do, too.” He pulled his gaze away from the ring of fiery light and peered around at the destruction as if seeing it clearly for the first time. “Dear God,” he said. “Oh, dear God, why?”

“I don’t think ... God had much to do with this,” Sister Creep said. “I remember ... I prayed for the Rapture, and I prayed for Judgment Day—but I never prayed for anything like this. Never.”

Artie nodded toward the glass ring. “You oughta hold onto that thing, lady. You found it, so I guess it’s yours. It might be worth something someday.” He shook his head in awe. “That’s not junk, lady,” he said. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s sure not junk.” He suddenly stood up and lifted the collar of his mink coat around his neck. “Well ... I hope you make out okay, lady.” With one last longing gaze at the glass ring, he turned and started walking.

“Hey!” Sister stood up, too. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I told you,” he replied without looking back, “I gotta get home.”

“Are you crazy? Detroit’s not just around the block!”

He didn’t stop. He’s nuts! she thought. Crazier’n I am! She put the circle of glass into her new Gucci bag, and as she took her hand away from it the pulsing ceased and the colors instantly faded, as if the thing were going to sleep again. She walked after Artie. “Hey! Wait! What are you going to do about food and water?”

“I guess I’ll find it when I need it! If I can’t find it, I’ll do without! What choice do I have, lady?”

“Not much,” she agreed.

He stopped and faced her. “Right. Hell, I don’t know if I’ll get there. I don’t even know if I’ll get out of this damned junkyard! But this ain’t my home. If a person’s gotta die, he oughta die tryin’ to go home to somebody he loves, don’t you think?” He shrugged. “Maybe I’ll find some more people. Maybe I’ll find a car. If you want to stay here, that’s your business, but Artie Wisco’s got shoes on his feet, and Artie Wisco’s walkin’.” He waved and started off again.

He’s not crazy anymore, she thought.

A cold rain began falling, the drops black and oily. Sister Creep opened her bag again and touched the misshapen glass circle with one finger to see what would happen.

A single sapphire blazed to life, and she was reminded of the spinning blue light flashing in her face. A memory was close—very close—but before she could grasp it, it had streaked away again. It was something, she knew, that she was not yet ready to remember.

She lifted her finger, and the sapphire went dark.

One step, she told herself. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.

But what if you don’t know where to go?

“Hey!” she shouted at Artie. “At least look for an umbrella! And try to find a bag like the one I’ve got, so you can put food and stuff in it!” Christ! she thought. This guy wouldn’t make it a mile! She ought to go with him, she decided, if only to keep him from breaking his neck. “Wait for me!” she shouted. And then she walked a few yards to the geyser of the broken water main and stood under it, letting the water wash the dust, ashes and blood off her. She opened her mouth and drank until her stomach sloshed. Now hunger took thirst’s place. Maybe she could find something to eat and maybe not, she considered. But at least she was no longer thirsty. One step, she thought. One step at a time.

Artie was waiting for her. Sister Creep’s instincts caused her to gather up a few smaller chunks of glass with jewels embedded in them, and she wrapped them in a ragged blue scarf and put them into her Gucci bag. She nosed around the wreckage, a bag lady’s paradise, and found a pretty jade box, but it played a tune when she lifted the lid and the sweet music in the midst of so much death saddened her. She returned the box to the broken concrete.

Then she started walking toward Artie Wisco through the chilly rain, and she left the ruins of the magic place behind.
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“GOPHER’S IN THE HOLE!” PawPaw Briggs raved. “Lord God, we come a cropper!”

Josh Hutchins had no idea what time it was, or how long they’d been there; he’d been sleeping a lot and having awful dreams about Rose and the boys running before a tornado of fire. He was amazed that he could still breathe; the air was stale, but it seemed okay. Josh expected to close his eyes very soon and not awaken again. The pain of his burns was bearable as long as he stayed still. He lay listening to the old man babble on, and Josh thought that suffocating probably wouldn’t be such a bad way to die; maybe it was only like getting the hiccups just before you went to sleep, and you weren’t really aware that your lungs were hitching for oxygen. He felt sorriest for the little girl. So young, he thought. So young. Didn’t even have a chance to grow up. Well, he decided, I’m going back to sleep now. Maybe this would be the last time. He thought of those people in the wrestling arena at Concordia and wondered how many of them were dead or dying right now, this minute. Poor Johnny Lee Richwine! Busted leg one day, and this the next! Shit. It’s not fair ... not fair at all....

Something tugged at his shirt. The movement sent little panics of pain shooting through his nerves.

“Mister?” Swan asked. She’d heard his breathing and had crawled to him through the darkness. “Can you hear me, mister?” She tugged at his shirt again for good measure.

“Yes,” he answered. “I can hear you. What is it?”

“My mama’s sick. Can you help her?”

Josh sat upright. “What’s wrong with her?”

“She’s breathing funny. Please come help her.”

The child’s voice was strained, but she wasn’t giving in to tears. Tough little kid, Josh thought. “Okay. Take my hand and lead me to her.” He held his hand out, and after a few seconds she found it in the darkness and clenched three of his fingers in her hand.

Swan led him, both of them crawling, across the basement to where her mother lay in the dirt. Swan had been asleep, curled close to her mother, when she was awakened by a noise like the rasp of a rusted hinge. Her mother’s body was hot and damp, but Darleen was shivering. “Mama?” Swan whispered. “Mama, I brought the giant to help you.”

“I just need to rest, honey.” The voice was drowsy. “I’m okay. Don’t you worry about me.”

“Are you hurting anywhere?” Josh asked her.

“Shitfire, what a question. I’m hurtin’ all over. Christ, I don’t know what hit me. I was feeling’ fine just a while ago—like I had a sunburn, is all. But, shit! I’ve had worse sunburns than this!” She swallowed thickly. “I sure could use a beer right now.”

“There might be something down here to drink.” Josh started searching, uncovering more dented cans. Without a light, though, he couldn’t tell what they contained. He was thirsty and hungry, too, and he knew the child must be. PawPaw could surely use some water. He found a can of something that had burst open and was leaking out, and he tasted the liquid. Sugary peach juice. A can of peaches. “Here.” He held the can to the woman’s mouth so she could drink.

Darleen slurped at it, then pushed it weakly away. “What’re you tryin’ to do, poison me? I said I need a beer!”

Sorry. This is the best I can do for now. He gave the can to Swan and told her to drink.

“When’re they comin’ to dig us out of this shithole?” Darleen asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe ...” He paused. “Maybe soon.”

“Jesus! I feel like ... one side of me is bein’ cooked and the other’s in a deep freeze. It hit me all of a sudden.”

“You’ll be all right,” Josh said; it was ridiculous, but he didn’t know what else to say. He sensed the child close to him, silent and listening. She knows, he thought. “Just rest, and you’ll get your strength back.”

“See, Swan? I told you I was gonna be fine.”

Josh could do nothing else. He took the can of peaches from Swan and crawled over to where PawPaw lay raving. “Come a cropper!” PawPaw babbled. “Oh, Lord ... did you find the key? Now how’m I gonna start a truck without a key?”

Josh put an arm under the old man’s head, tilting it up and then putting the broken can to his lips. PawPaw was both shivering and burning up with fever. “Drink it,” Josh said, and the old man was as obedient as an infant with a bottle.

“Mister? Are we going to get out of here?”

Josh hadn’t realized the little girl was nearby. Her voice was still calm, and she was whispering so her mother couldn’t hear. “Sure,” he replied. The child was silent, and again Josh had the feeling that even in the dark she’d seen through his lie. “I don’t know,” he amended. “Maybe. Maybe not. It depends.”

“Depends on what?”

Not going to let me off the hook, are you? he thought. “I guess it depends on what’s left outside. Do you understand what’s happened?”

“Something blew up,” she answered.

“Right. But a lot of other places might have blown up, too. Whole cities. There might be ...” He hesitated. Go ahead and say it. You might as well get it out. “There might be millions of people dead, or trapped just like we are. So there might not be anybody left to get us out.”

She paused for a moment. Then she replied, “That’s not what I asked. I asked: Are we going to get out of here?”

Josh realized she was asking if they were going to try to get themselves out, instead of waiting for someone else to come help them. “Well,” he said, “if we had a bulldozer handy, I’d say yes. Otherwise, I don’t think we’re going anywhere anytime soon.”

“My mama’s real sick,” Swan said, and this time her voice cracked. “I’m afraid.”

“So am I,” Josh admitted. The little girl sobbed just once, and then she stopped as if she’d pulled herself together with tremendous willpower. Josh reached out and found her arm. Blisters broke on her skin. Josh flinched and withdrew his hand. “How about you?” he asked her. “Are you hurting?”

“My skin hurts. It feels like needles and pins. And my stomach’s sick. I had to throw up a while ago, but I did it in the corner.”

“Yeah, I feel kind of sick myself.” He felt a pressing need to urinate as well, and he was going to have to figure out a makeshift sanitation system. They had plenty of canned food and fruit juices, and no telling what else was buried around them in the dirt. Stop it! he thought, because he’d allowed himself a flicker of hope. The air’s going to be gone soon! There’s no way we can survive down here!

But he knew also that they were in the only place that could have sheltered them from the blast. With all that dirt above them, the radiation might not get through. Josh was tired and his bones ached, but he no longer felt the urge to lie down and die; if he did, he thought, the little girl’s fate would be sealed, too. But if he fought off the weariness and got to work organizing the cans of food, he might be able to keep them all alive for ... how long? he wondered. One more day? Three more? A week?

“How old are you?” he asked.

“I’m nine,” she answered.

“Nine,” he repeated softly, and he shook his head. Rage and pity warred in his soul. A nine-year-old child ought to be playing in the summer sun. A nine-year-old child shouldn’t be down in a dark basement with one foot in the grave. It wasn’t fair! Damn it to Hell, it wasn’t right!

“What’s your name?”

It was a minute before he could find his voice. “Josh. And yours is Swan?”

“Sue Wanda. But my mama calls me Swan. How’d you get to be a giant?”

There were tears in his eyes, but he smiled anyway. “I guess I ate my mama’s cornbread when I was about your age.”

“Cornbread made you a giant?”

“Well, I was always big. I used to play some football—first at Auburn University, then for the New Orleans Saints.”

“Do you still?”

“Nope. I’m a ... I was a wrestler,” he said. “Professional wrestling. I was the bad guy.”

“Oh.” Swan thought about that. She recalled that one of her many uncles, Uncle Chuck, used to like to go to the wrestling matches in Wichita and watched them on TV too. “Did you like that? Being the bad guy, I mean?”

“It’s kind of a game, really. I just acted bad. And I don’t know if I liked it or not. It was just something I started do—”

“Gopher’s in the hole!” PawPaw said. “Lordy, lookit him go!”

“Why does he keep talking about a gopher?” Swan asked.

“He’s hurt. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.” PawPaw rambled on about finding his bedroom slippers and something about the crops needing rain, then he lapsed again into silence. Heat radiated off the old man’s body as if from an open oven, and Josh knew he couldn’t last much longer. God only knew what looking into that blast had done inside his skull.

“Mama said we were going to Blakeman,” Swan said, pulling her attention away from the old man. She knew he was dying. “She said we were going home. Where were you going?”

“Garden City. I was supposed to wrestle there.”

“Is that your home?”

“No. My home’s down in Alabama—a long, long way from here.”

“Mama said we were going to go see my granddaddy. He lives in Blakeman. Does your family live in Alabama?”

He thought of Rose and his two sons. But they were part of someone else’s life now—if indeed they were still alive. “I don’t have any family,” Josh replied.

“Don’t you have anybody who loves you?” Swan asked.

“No,” he said. “I don’t think so.” He heard Darleen moan, and he said, “You’d better see to your mother, huh?”

“Yes, sir.” Swan started to crawl away, but then she looked back into the darkness where the black giant was. “I knew something terrible was going to happen,” she said. “I knew it the night we left Uncle Tommy’s trailer. I tried to tell my mama, but she didn’t understand.”

“How did you know?”

“The fireflies told me,” she said. “I saw it in their lights.”

“Sue Wanda?” Darleen called weakly. “Swan? Where are you?”

Swan said, “Here, Mama,” and she crawled back to her mother’s side.

The fireflies told her, Josh thought. Right. At least the little girl had a strong imagination. That was good; sometimes the imagination could be a useful place to hide in when the going got rough.

But he suddenly remembered the cloud of locusts that had flown through his car. “Been flyin’ out of the fields by the thousands for the last two, three days,” PawPaw had told him. “Kinda peculiar.”

Had the locusts known something was about to happen in those cornfields? Josh wondered. Had they been able to sense disaster—maybe smell it on the wind, or in the earth itself?

He turned his mind to more important matters. First he had to find a corner to pee into before his bladder burst. He’d never had to crouch and pee at the same time before. But if the air was all right and they lasted for a while, something was going to have to be done with their waste. He didn’t like the idea of crawling through his own, much less anyone else’s. The floor was of concrete, but it had cracked wide open during the tremors; he recalled he’d felt a garden hoe in the debris that might be useful in digging a latrine.

And he was going to search the basement from one end to the other on his hands and knees, gathering up all the cans and everything else he could find. They obviously had plenty of food, and the cans would contain enough water and juices to keep them for a while. It was light he wanted more than anything else, and he’d never known how much he could miss electricity.

He crawled into a far corner to relieve himself. Going to be a long time before your next bath, he thought. Won’t be needing sunglasses anytime soon, either.

He winced. The urine burned like battery acid spewing out of him.

But I’m alive! he reassured himself. There might not be a whole hell of a lot to live for, but I’m alive. Tomorrow I may be dead, but today I’m alive and pissing on my knees.

And for the first time since the blast he allowed himself to dream that somehow—some way—he might live to see the outside world again.
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THE DARK CAME WITH no warning. December’s chill was in the July air, and a black, icy rain continued to fall on the ruins of Manhattan.

Sister Creep and Artie Wisco stood together atop a ridge of wreckage and looked west. Fires were still burning across the Hudson River, in the oil refineries of Hoboken and Jersey City—but other than the orange flames, the west was without light. Raindrops pattered on the warped, gaily colored umbrella that Artie had found in what remained of a sporting goods store. The store had also yielded up other treasures—a Day-Glo orange nylon knapsack strapped to Artie’s back, and a new pair of sneakers on Sister Creep’s feet. In the Gucci bag around her shoulder was a charred loaf of rye bread, two cans of anchovies with the handy keys that rolled the lids back, a package of ham slices that had cooked in the plastic, and a miraculously unbroken bottle of Canada Dry ginger ale that had survived the destruction of a deli. It had taken them several hours to cover the terrain between upper Fifth Avenue and their first destination, the Lincoln Tunnel. But the tunnel itself had collapsed, and the river had flooded right up to the toll gates along with a wave of crushed cars, concrete slabs and corpses.

They had turned away in silence. Sister Creep had led Artie southward, toward the Holland Tunnel and another route under the river. Darkness had fallen before they’d made it, and now they’d have to wait until morning to find out if the Holland had collapsed as well. The last street sign that Sister Creep had found said West 22nd, but it was lying on its side in the ashes and could’ve blown far from where that street had actually been.

“Well,” Artie said quietly, staring across the river, “don’t look like anybody’s home, does it?”

“No.” Sister Creep shivered and drew the mink coat tighter around her. “It’s gotten colder. We’re going to have to find some shelter.” She looked through the darkness at the vague shapes of the few structures that hadn’t been toppled. Any one of them might fall on their heads, but Sister Creep didn’t like the way the temperature was dropping. “Come on,” she said, and she started walking toward one of the buildings. Artie followed her without question.

During their journey they had found only four other people who hadn’t been killed in the detonation, and three of those had been so mangled they were very near death. The fourth was a terribly burned man in a pin-striped business suit who had howled like a dog when they’d approached and had scuttled back into a crevice to hide. So Sister Creep and Artie had gone on, walking over so many bodies that the horror of death lost its impact; now they were shocked whenever they heard a groan in the rubble or, as had happened once, someone laughing and shrieking off in the distance. They had gone in the direction of the voice, but they’d seen no one living. The mad laughter haunted Sister Creep; it reminded her of the laughter she’d heard inside that theater, from the man with the burning hand.

“There are others still alive out there,” he’d said. “Waiting to die. It won’t be long. Not long for you, either.”

“We’ll see about that, fucker,” Sister Creep said.

“What?” Artie asked.

“Oh. Nothing. I was just ... thinking.” Thinking, she realized. Thinking was not something she did much of. The last several years were blurred, and beyond those was a darkness broken only by the flashing blue light and the demon in the yellow raincoat. My real name’s not Sister Creep! she thought suddenly. My real name is ... but she didn’t know what it was, and she didn’t know who she was or where she’d come from. How did I get here? she asked herself, but she could provide no answer.

They entered the remains of a gray stone building by climbing up a rubble heap and crawling through a hole in the wall. The interior was pitch dark and the air was dank and smoky, but at least they were within a windbreak. They groped their way along a tilting floor until they found a corner. When they’d gotten settled, Sister Creep reached into her bag to bring out the loaf of bread and the bottle of ginger ale. Her fingers grazed the circle of glass, which she’d wrapped up in a scorched striped shirt she’d taken off a mannequin. The other pieces of glass, wrapped in the blue scarf, were down at the bottom of the bag.

“Here.” She tore off a piece of the bread and gave it to Artie, then tore a piece for herself. There was only a burned taste, but it was better than nothing. She unscrewed the cap off the bottle of ginger ale, and the soda instantly foamed up and spewed everywhere. She quickly put it to her mouth, drank several swallows and passed the bottle to Artie.

“I hate ginger ale,” Artie said after he’d finished drinking, “but this is the best damned stuff I ever drank in my life.”

“Don’t drink it all.” She decided against opening the anchovies, because their saltiness would only make them more thirsty. The slices of ham were too precious to eat yet. She gave him another small bit of bread, took another for herself and put the loaf away.

“Know what I had for dinner the night before it happened?” Artie asked her. “A steak. A big T-bone steak at a place on East Fiftieth. Then some of the guys and me started hittin’ the bars. That was a night, I’ll tell you! We had a helluva time!”

“Good for you.”

“Yeah. What were you doin’ that night?”

“Nothing special,” she said. “I was just around.”

Artie was quiet for a while, chewing on his bread. Then he said, “I called my wife before I left the hotel. I guess I told her a whopper, ’cause I said I was just gonna go out and have a nice dinner and come back to bed. She said for me to be careful, and she said she loved me. I told her I loved her, and that I’d see her in a couple of days.” He was silent, and when he sighed Sister Creep heard his breath hitch. “Jesus,” he whispered. “I’m glad I called her. I’m glad I got to hear her voice before it happened. Hey, lady—what if Detroit got hit, too?”

“Got hit? What do you mean, got hit?”

“A nuclear bomb,” he said. “What else do you think could’ve done this? A nuclear bomb! Maybe more than one. The things probably fell all over the country! Probably hit all the cities, and Detroit, too!” His voice was getting hysterical, and he forced himself to wait until he was under control again. “Damned Russians bombed us, lady. Don’t you read the papers?”

“No. I don’t.”

“What’ve you been doin’? Livin’ on Mars? Anybody who reads the papers and watches the tube could’ve seen this shit comin’! The Russians bombed the hell out of us ... and I guess we bombed the hell out of them, too.”

A nuclear bomb? she thought. She hardly remembered what that was; nuclear war was something she’d worried about in another life.

“I hope—if they got Detroit—that she went fast. I mean, that’s okay to hope for, isn’t it? That she went fast, without pain?”

“Yes. I think that’s all right.”

“Is it ... is it okay that I told her a lie? It was a white lie. I didn’t want her to be worried about me. She worries that I’m gonna drink too much and make a fool of myself. I can’t hold my liquor too good. Is it okay that I told her a white lie that night?”

She knew he was begging her to say it was all right. “Sure,” she told him. “A lot of people did worse things that night. She went to sleep without worrying, didn’t—”

Something sharp pricked Sister Creep’s left cheek. “Don’t move,” a woman’s voice warned. “Don’t even breathe.” The voice shook; whoever was speaking was scared to death.

“Who’s there?” Artie asked, startled almost out of his skin. “Hey, lady! You okay?”

“I’m okay,” Sister Creep answered. She reached up to her cheek and felt a jagged, knifelike piece of glass.

“I said don’t move!” The glass jabbed her. “How many are with you?”

“Just one more.”

“Artie Wisco. My name’s Artie Wisco. Where are you?”

There was a long pause. Then the woman said, “You’ve got food?”

“Yes.”

“Water.” It was a man’s voice this time, further to the left. “Have you got water?”

“Not water. Ginger ale.”

“Let’s see what they look like, Beth,” the man said.

A lighter’s flame popped up, so bright in the darkness that Sister Creep had to close her eyes against the glare for a few seconds. The woman held the flame closer to Sister Creep’s face, then toward Artie. “I think they’re all right,” she told the man, who moved into the range of the light.

Sister Creep could make out the woman crouched next to her. Her face was swollen and there was a gash across the bridge of her nose, but she appeared to be young, maybe in her mid-twenties, with a few remaining ringlets of curly light brown hair dangling from her blistered scalp. Her eyebrows had been burned off, and her dark blue eyes were puffy and bloodshot; she was a slim woman, and she wore a blue striped dress that was splotched with blood. Her long, frail arms seethed with blisters. Draped around her shoulders was what looked like part of a gold-colored curtain.

The man wore the rags of a cop’s uniform. He was older, possibly in his late thirties, and most of his dark, crewcut hair remained on the right side of his head; on the left, it had been burned away to raw scalp. He was a big, heavyset man, and his left arm was wrapped up and supported in a sling made of that same coarse gold material.

“My God,” Artie said. “Lady, we found a cop!”

“Where’d you two come from?” Beth asked her.

“Out there. Where else?”

“What’s in the bag?” The woman nodded toward it.

“Are you asking me or mugging me?”

She hesitated, glanced at the policeman and then back at Sister Creep, and lowered the piece of glass. She stuck it through a sash tied around her waist. “I’m asking you.”

“Burned bread, a couple of cans of anchovies, and some ham slices.” Sister Creep could almost see the young woman start salivating. She reached in and brought out the bread. “Here. Eat it in good health.”

Beth tore off a chunk and handed the dwindling loaf to the policeman, who also gouged off some and stuffed it into his mouth as if it were God’s manna. “Please,” Beth said, and she reached for the ginger ale. Sister Creep obliged her, and by the time she and the policeman had both had a taste there were maybe three good swallows left. “All the water’s contaminated,” Beth told her. “One of us drank some from a puddle yesterday. He started throwing up blood last night. It took him almost six hours to die. I’ve got a watch that still works. See?” She proudly showed Sister Creep her Timex; the crystal was gone, but that old watch was still ticking. The time was twenty-two minutes past eight.

“One of us,” she’d said. “How many more people are here?” Sister Creep asked.

“Two more. Well, really one. The Spanish woman. We lost Mr. Kaplan last night—he drank the water. The boy died yesterday, too. And Mrs. Ivers died in her sleep. There are four of us left.”

“Three,” the policeman said.

“Yeah. Right. Three of us left. The Spanish woman’s down in the basement. We can’t get her to move, and neither of us understand Spanish. Do you?”

“No. Sorry.”

“I’m Beth Phelps, and he’s Jack ...” She couldn’t remember his last name and shook her head.

“Jack Tomachek,” he supplied.

Artie reintroduced himself, but Sister Creep said, “Why aren’t you people up here instead of in the basement?”

“It’s warmer down there,” Jack told her. “And safer, too.”

“Safer? How’s that? If this old building shifts again, it’ll come down on your heads.”

“We were up here yesterday,” Beth explained. “The boy—he was about fifteen, I guess—was the strongest of us. He was Ethiopian or something, and he could only speak a little English. He went out to find food, and he brought back some cans of corned beef hash, cat food, and a bottle of wine. But ... they followed him back here. They found us.”

“They?” Artie asked. “They who?”

“Three of them. Burned so bad you couldn’t tell if they were men or women. They followed him back here, and they were carrying hammers and broken bottles. One of them had an axe. They wanted our food. The boy fought them, and the one with the axe ...” She trailed off, her eyes glassy and staring at the orange flame of the lighter in her hand. “They were crazy,” she said. “They ... they weren’t human. One of them cut me across the face. I guess I was lucky. We ran from them and they took our food. I don’t know where they went. But I remember ... they smelled like ... like burned cheeseburgers. Isn’t that funny? That’s what I thought of—burned cheeseburgers. So we went down into the basement to hide. There’s no telling what other kinds of ... of things are out there.”

You don’t know the half of it, Sister Creep thought.

“I tried to fight them off,” Jack said. “But I guess I’m not in fighting shape anymore.” He turned around, and both Sister Creep and Artie flinched. Jack Tomachek’s back from shoulders to waist was a scarlet, suppurating mass of burned tissue. He turned to face them again. “Worst fucking sunburn this old Polack ever got.” He smiled bitterly.

“We heard you up here,” Beth told them. “At first we thought those things had come back. We came up to listen, and we heard you eating. Listen ... the Spanish woman hasn’t eaten, either. Can I take her some bread?”

“Take us to the basement.” Sister Creep got to her feet. “I’ll open up the ham.”

Beth and Jack led them into a hallway. Water was streaming down from above, forming a large black pool on the floor. Through the hallway, a flight of wooden stairs without a bannister descended into the darkness. The staircase shook precariously under their feet.

It did seem warmer, if only by five or six degrees, in the basement, though exhaled breath was still visible. The stone walls were still holding together, and the ceiling was mostly intact but for a few holes that let rainwater seep through. This was an old building, Sister Creep thought, and they didn’t put them up like this anymore. Stone pillars set at intervals supported the ceiling; some of those were riddled with cracks, but none of them had collapsed. Yet, Sister Creep told herself.

“There she is.” Beth walked toward a figure huddled at the base of one of the pillars. Black water was streaming down right over the figure’s head; she was sitting in a spreading pool of contaminated rain, and she was holding something in her arms. Beth’s lighter went out. “Sorry,” she said. “It gets too hot to hold, and I don’t want to use up all the fluid. It was Mr. Kaplan’s.”

“What did you do with the bodies?”

“We took them away. This place is full of corridors. We took them way down to the end of one and left them. I ... I wanted to say a prayer over them, but...”

“But what?”

“I forgot how to pray,” she replied. “Praying ... just didn’t seem to make much sense anymore.”

Sister Creep grunted and reached into her bag for the package of ham slices. Beth bent down and offered the bottle of ginger ale to the Spanish woman. Rainwater splattered her hand. “Here,” she said. “It’s something to drink. El drink-o.”

The Spanish woman made a whimpering, crooning sound but didn’t respond.

“She won’t move away from there,” Beth said. “The water’s getting all over her, and she won’t move six feet to a dry place. Do you want food?” she asked the Spanish woman. “Eat eat? Christ, how can you live in New York City without knowing English?”

Sister Creep got most of the plastic peeled away from the ham. She tore off a piece and bent on her knees beside Beth Phelps. “Use your lighter again. Maybe if she sees what we’ve got, we can pull her away from there.”

The lighter flared. Sister Creep looked into the blistered but still pretty face of a Hispanic girl who was maybe all of twenty. Her long black hair was crisped on the ends, and there were raw holes here and there on her scalp where circles of hair had been burned away. The woman paid no attention to the light. Her large, liquid brown eyes were fixed on what she cuddled in her arms.

“Oh,” Sister Creep said softly. “Oh ... no.”

The child was maybe three years old—a girl, with glossy black hair like her mother’s. Sister Creep couldn’t see the child’s face. She didn’t want to. But one small hand was rigidly curled as if reaching up for her mother, and the stiffness of the corpse in the woman’s arms told Sister Creep that the child had been dead for some time.

The water was leaking down through a hole in the ceiling, running through the Spanish woman’s hair and over her face like black tears. She began to croon gently, lovingly rocking the corpse.

“She’s out of her mind,” Beth said. “She’s been like that since the child died last night. If she doesn’t get out of that water, she’s going to die, too.”

Sister Creep heard Beth only vaguely, as if from a vast distance. She held out her arms toward the Spanish woman. “Here,” she said, in what sounded like a stranger’s voice. “I’ll take her. Give her to me.” Rainwater ran down her hands and arms in streaks of ebony.

The Spanish woman’s crooning got louder.

“Give her to me. I’ll take her.”

The Spanish woman began to rock the corpse more furiously.

“Give her to me.” Sister Creep heard her own voice echo crazily, and suddenly there was a flashing blue light in her eyes. “I’ll ... take ... her....”

The rain was falling, and thunder rumbled like the voice of God, You! You sinner! You drunken sinner, you’ve killed her, and now you have to pay.…

She looked down. In her arms was the corpse of a little girl. There was blood in the child’s blond hair, and the little girl’s eyes were open and full of rain. The blue light of the state trooper car was spinning, and the trooper in the yellow raincoat who was crouched on the road in front of her said gently, “Come on. You have to give her to me now.” He looked back over his shoulder, at the other trooper who was setting out flares near the wreckage of an overturned car. “She’s out of her mind. I can smell alcohol, too. You’re going to have to help me.”

And then they were both reaching toward her, both of the demons in yellow raincoats, trying to take her baby. She recoiled and fought them, screaming, “No! You can’t have her! I won’t let you have her!” But the thunder commanded, Give her up, you sinner, give her up, and when she cried out and put her hands over her ears to block off the voice of judgment they took her baby away from her.

And from the little girl’s hand fell a globe of glass, the kind of trinket that holds a little snow scene within it, a make-believe village in a fairy-tale land.

“Mommy,” she remembered the child saying excitedly, “look what I won at the party! I pinned the tail on the donkey the best!”

The child had shaken the globe, and for a moment—just a moment—her mother had looked away from the road to focus her blurred vision on the scene of snow falling amid the roofs of a distant and perfect land.

She watched the glass globe fall, in terrible slow motion, and she screamed because she knew it was about to break on the concrete, and when it broke everything would be gone and destroyed.

It hit in front of her, and as it shattered into a thousand pieces of glittering junk her scream stopped with a strangled moan.

“Oh,” she whispered. “Oh ... no.”

Sister Creep stared at the dead child in the Spanish woman’s arms. My little girl is dead, she remembered. I was drunk, and I picked her up at a birthday party, and I drove right off the road into a ditch. Oh, God ... oh, dear Jesus. A sinner. A drunken, wicked sinner. I killed her. I killed my little girl. Oh, God ... oh, God, forgive me....

Tears scorched her eyes and ran down her cheeks. In her mind whirled fragments of memory like dead leaves in a high wind: her husband wild with rage, cursing her and saying he never wanted to see her again; her own mother, looking at her with disgust and pity and telling her she was never meant to bear a child; the doctor at the sanitarium, nodding his head and checking his watch; the halls of the hospital, where grotesque, shambling, insane women chattered and shrieked and fought one another over combs; and the high fence that she had climbed over, in the dead of night and in swirling snow, to reach the woods beyond.

My little girl is dead, she thought. Dead and gone, a long time ago.

The tears almost blinded her, but she saw well enough to know that her little girl had not suffered as this one in the Spanish woman’s arms had. Her little girl had been laid to rest under a shade tree atop a hill; this one would lie forever in a cold, damp basement in a city of the dead.

The Spanish woman lifted her head and looked at Sister Creep through haunted eyes. She blinked and slowly reached through the rain to touch Sister Creep’s cheek; a tear balanced on the tip of her finger for a second before it dropped.

“Give her to me,” Sister Creep whispered. “I’ll take her.”

The Spanish woman looked again, longingly, at the corpse, and then the tears ran from her eyes and mingled with the black rain on her face; she kissed the dead child’s forehead, cradled it against her for a moment—and then she held the corpse toward Sister Creep.

She took the body as if she was accepting a gift and started to stand up.

But the Spanish woman reached out again and touched the crucifix-shaped wound at Sister Creep’s neck. She said wonderingly, “Bendito. Muy bendito.”

Sister Creep stood up, and the Spanish woman slowly crawled out of the water and lay on the floor, huddled and shivering.

Jack Tomachek took the corpse from Sister Creep and went off into the darkness.

Beth said, “I don’t know how, but you did it.” She bent down to offer the Spanish woman the bottle of ginger ale; the woman took it from Beth and finished it.

“My God,” Artie Wisco said, standing behind her. “I just realized ... I don’t even know your name.”

“It’s ...” What? she wondered. What’s my name? Where do I come from? Where is that shade tree that shelters my little girl? None of the answers would come to her. “You can call me ...” She hesitated. I’m a bag lady, she thought. I’m nothing but a bag lady with no name, and I don’t know where I’m going—but at least I know how I got here.

“Sister,” she replied. “You can call me ... Sister.”

And it came to her like a shout: I’m not crazy anymore.

“Sister,” Artie repeated. He pronounced it “Sista.” “That ain’t much of a name, but I guess it’ll do. Glad to know you, Sister.”

She nodded, the shadowy memories still whirling. The pain of what she’d remembered was still with her and would remain, but that had happened a long time ago, to a weaker and more helpless woman.

“What are we going to do?” Beth asked her. “We can’t just stay here, can we?”

“No. We can’t. Tomorrow Artie and I are going through the Holland Tunnel, if it hasn’t caved in. We’re walking west. If you three want to go with us, you’re welcome.”

“Leave New York? What if ... what if there’s nothing out there? What if everything’s gone?”

“It won’t be easy,” Sister said firmly. “It’ll be damned hard and damned dangerous. I don’t know what the weather’s going to do, but we start with one step, and that’s the only way I know to get anywhere. Right?”

“Right,” Artie echoed. “You’ve got good shoes, Beth. Those shoes’ll take you a long way.”

We’ve got a long way to go, Sister considered. A very long way—and God only knows what we’ll find out there. Or what will find us.

“Okay,” Beth decided. “Okay. I’m with you.” She put the flame of her lighter out again to save fuel.

But this time it didn’t seem nearly as dark.
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THE MAN WITH BLOODY strips of shirt bandaged around the stump of his right wrist moved cautiously along the wrecked corridor. He didn’t want to fall down and start that stump bleeding again; it had been dribbling for hours before it had finally crusted over. He was weak and lightheaded, but he pushed himself onward because he had to see for himself. His heart was pounding, and the blood sang in his ears. But what his senses fixed on was an acute itching between the first and second fingers of the right hand that wasn’t there anymore. The itching of that phantom hand was about to drive him crazy.

Beside him was the one-eyed hunchback, and in front of him, carrying the flashlight and negotiating a path, was the boy with the cracked eyeglasses. In his left hand the boy gripped a meat cleaver, its blade rimmed with Colonel Jimbo Macklin’s dried blood.

Roland Croninger stopped, the beam of his light spearing through the haze before him.

“There it is,” Teddybear said. “There it is. See? I told you, didn’t I? I told you.”

Macklin moved forward a few paces and took the flashlight from Roland. He played it over the wall of boulders and slabs that completely blocked the corridor in front of them, looking for a chink, a weak place, an area to apply leverage, anything. There wasn’t a space large enough for a rat to squeeze through. “God help us,” Macklin said quietly.

“I told you! See? Didn’t I tell you?” Teddybear Warner babbled. Finding this blockage had snapped the last of the willpower that was holding him together.

Beyond that wall of rock lay Earth House’s emergency food supply and equipment room. They were cut off from everything—the spare flashlights and batteries, toilet paper, flares, everything.

“We’re fucked,” Teddybear giggled. “Oh, are we fucked!”

Dust filtered down through the flashlight beam. Macklin raised it and saw the jagged fissures that cleaved the corridor’s ceiling. More of the corridor might cave in at any time. Cables and wires dangled, and the iron reinforcement beams that were supposed to have supported Earth House through a nuclear attack were entirely cut through. Teddybear’s giggling was mixed with sobs, and as Macklin realized the full extent of the disaster he could no longer stand the sound of human weakness; he ground his teeth, his face contorting in rage, and he turned to strike Teddybear across the face with his itching right hand.

But he had no right hand, and as he reared his arm back there was a searing, ripping pain, and fresh blood dripped through the bandages.

Macklin cradled his injured arm against his body and squeezed his eyes tightly shut. He felt sick, about to throw up or pass out. Discipline and control, he thought. Shape up, soldier! Shape up, damn you!

When I open my eyes again, he told himself, that wall of rock won’t be there. We’ll be able to walk right on through the corridor to where the food is. We’ll be okay. Please, God ... please make everything okay.

He opened his eyes.

The wall of rock remained. “Anybody got any plastic explosive?” Macklin asked; his voice echoed in the corridor. It was a lunatic voice, the voice of a man down in the bottom of a muddy pit with bodies sprawled all around him.

“We’re going to die,” Teddybear said, giggling and sobbing, his one good eye wild. “We’ve got the biggest tomb in the world!”

“Colonel?”

It was the boy speaking. Macklin shone the light in Roland’s face. It was a dusty, blood-splattered, emotionless mask.

“We’ve got hands,” Roland said.

“Hands. Sure. I’ve got one hand. You’ve got two. Teddybear’s two aren’t worth shit. Sure, we’ve got hands.”

“Not our hands,” Roland replied calmly. An idea had come to him, clear and precise. “Their hands. The ones who are still alive up there.”

“The civilians?” Macklin shook his head. “We probably couldn’t find ten men able to work! And look at that ceiling. See those cracks? The rest of it’s about to fall. Who’s going to work with that hanging over their heads?”

“How far is it from that wall to the food?”

“I don’t know. Maybe twenty feet. Maybe thirty.”

Roland nodded. “What if we tell them it’s ten feet? And what if they don’t know about the ceiling? Do you think they’d work, or not?”

Macklin hesitated. This is a kid, he thought. What does this kid know about anything?

“We three are going to die,” Roland said, “if we can’t get to that food. And we won’t get there if we can’t make someone else do the work. Maybe the ceiling will fall, maybe it won’t. But if it does fall, we won’t be the ones underneath it, will we?”

“They’ll know the ceiling’s weak. All they have to do is look up and see those goddamned cracks!”

“They can’t see them,” Roland said quietly, “in the dark. And you’re holding the only light, aren’t you?” A smile touched the corners of his mouth.

Macklin blinked slowly. There seemed to be a movement in the gloom, over Roland Croninger’s shoulder. Macklin adjusted the flashlight beam a few degrees. Crouched down on his haunches was the Shadow Soldier, wearing his camouflage uniform and a helmet with green netting; beneath the black and green warpaint, his face was the color of smoke. “The boy’s right, Jimbo,” the Shadow Soldier whispered. He rose to his full height. “Make the civilians do the work. Make them work in the dark, and tell them it’s only ten feet to the food. Shit, tell them it’s six feet. They’ll work harder. And if they break through, fine. If not ... they’re only civilians. Drones. Breeders. Right?”

“Yes, sir,” Macklin answered.

“Huh?” Roland saw that the colonel seemed to be looking at something just over his right shoulder, and he was using that same fawning voice that he’d used when he was in delirium down in the pit. Roland looked around, but of course there was nothing there.

“Drones,” Macklin said. “Breeders. Right.” He nodded and pulled his attention away from the Shadow Soldier back to the boy. “Okay. We’ll go up and see if we can find enough to make a work detail. Maybe some of my men are still alive, too.” He remembered Sergeant Schorr running wildly from the command center. “Schorr. What the hell happened to him?” Teddybear shook his head. “What about Dr. Lang? Is he still alive?”

“He wasn’t in the infirmary.” Teddybear made an effort not to look at that wall of rock. “I didn’t check his quarters.”

“We’ll check them, then. We may need him and whatever painkillers he can scrounge up. I’m going to need more bandages, too. And we need bottles—plastic bottles, if we can find them. We can get water out of the toilets.”

“Colonel, sir?” Roland immediately got Macklin’s full attention. “One more thing: the air.”

“What about the air?”

“The generator’s out. The electrical system’s gone. How are the fans going to pull air into the vents?”

Macklin had been building a hope, however faint, that they might survive. Instantly it crumbled. Without the fans, no air would be circulated through Earth House. The dank air that Earth House now held would be all they could expect, and when the carbon dioxide levels grew high enough they would die.

But how long that would take, he didn’t know. Hours? Days? Weeks? He couldn’t let himself think beyond the moment, and the most important thing right now was finding a drink of water, a bite of food, and a work detail. “We’ve got plenty of air,” he said. “Enough for everybody, and by the time it starts getting thin we’ll have found a way out of here. Right?”

Roland wanted to believe, and he nodded. Behind him, the Shadow Soldier nodded, too, and said to Macklin, “Good boy.”

The colonel checked his own quarters, just up the corridor. The door had been torn off its hinges and part of the ceiling had collapsed; a hole had opened in the floor, swallowing his bed and the bedside table in its depths. The bathroom was a wreck as well, but Macklin’s flashlight found a few handfuls of water remaining in the toilet bowl. He drank from it, and then Roland and Teddybear took their turns. Water had never tasted so sweet.

Macklin went to the closet. Everything had collapsed inside and lay on the floor in a heap. He got down on his knees and, holding the flashlight in the crook of his arm, began to go through the mess, looking for something he knew must be there.

It took him a while to find it. “Roland,” he said. “Come here.”

The boy stood behind him. “Yes, sir?”

Macklin gave him the small Ingram machine gun that had been on the closet shelf. “You’re in charge of that.” He stuffed bullet clips into the pockets of his flight jacket.

Roland slid the handle of the holy axe down inside his belt and held the Ingram gun in both hands. It wasn’t heavy, but it felt ... righteous. Yes. Righteous and important, like some vital signet of empire that a King’s Knight ought to be in charge of.

“Do you know anything about guns?” Macklin asked him.

“My dad takes me ...” Roland stopped. No, that wasn’t right. Not right at all. “I used to go shooting at a target range,” he replied. “But I’ve never used anything like this.”

“I’ll teach you what you need to know. You’re going to be my trigger finger when I need one.” He shone the light at Teddybear, who was standing a few feet away and listening. “This boy stays near me from now on,” he told Teddybear, and the other man nodded but said nothing. Macklin didn’t trust Teddybear anymore; Teddybear was too close to going over the edge. But not the boy. Oh, no—the boy was strong-minded and smart, and it had taken sheer guts for him to crawl down into that pit and do what had to be done. The kid looked like a ninety-pound weakling, but if he was going to crack he would’ve cracked by now.

Roland put the gun’s sling around his shoulder and adjusted it so it was tight and he could get to the weapon in a hurry. Now he was ready to follow the King anywhere. Faces surfaced from the muddy waters of his memory—a man and a woman—but he pushed them down again. He didn’t want to remember those faces anymore. There was no use for it, and it only weakened him.

Macklin was ready. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s see what we can find.” And the one-eyed hunchback and the boy with cracked eyeglasses followed him into the darkness.
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“LADY,” JACK TOMACHECK SAID, “if you think we can get through that, you belong in Bellevue.”

Sister didn’t reply. A bitter wind was blowing in her face off the Hudson River, and she narrowed her eyes against stinging needles of ice that were whirling down from the black clouds above them, stretching from horizon to horizon like a funeral shroud. Sickly yellow rays of sunlight found holes in the clouds and moved like search lamps from a grade-B prison escape movie, then were extinguished when the holes closed. The river itself was turbid with corpses, floating trash and the hulks of burned boats and barges, all moving sluggishly southward to the Atlantic. Across the frightful river, the oil refinery fires were still blazing, and thick black smoke swirled in a maelstrom over the Jersey shore.

Behind her stood Artie, Beth Phelps and the Spanish woman, all of them wrapped up in layers of curtains and coats to ward off the wind. The Spanish woman had cried most of the night, but her eyes were dry now; all her crying was done.

Below the ridge they stood on was the entrance to the Holland Tunnel. It was jammed with vehicles whose gas tanks had exploded, but that wasn’t the worst of it; the worst, Sister saw, was that the remains of those cars were about wheel-rim-deep in dirty Hudson River water. Somewhere inside that long and dark tunnel the ceiling had ruptured, and the river was streaming in—not enough, yet, to collapse it like the Lincoln Tunnel, but enough to make the passage a dangerous slog through a swamp of burned cars, bodies and God only knew what else.

“I’m not up to swimming,” Jack said. “Or drowning. If that bastard fell in on our heads, we could kiss our asses goodbye.”

“Okay, what’s a better suggestion?”

“We go east, to the Brooklyn Bridge. Or we go across the Manhattan Bridge. Anything but in there.”

Sister pondered that for a moment. She held her leather bag close to her side; and within it she could feel the outline of the glass circle. Sometime during the long night she’d had a dream of the thing with the burning hand, stalking through the smoke and ruins, its eyes searching for her. She feared that thing more than the half-flooded tunnel. “What if the bridges are gone?”

“Huh?”

“What if both those bridges are gone?” she repeated calmly. “Look around and tell me if you think those spindly bridges could survive what blew down the World Trade Center and the Empire State Building.”

“They might have. We won’t know unless we see.”

“And that’ll be another day gone. By that time, the tunnel might be completely flooded. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I don’t mind getting my feet wet.”

“Uh-uh.” Jack shook his head. “No way I’m going in there, lady! And you’re nuts if you do. Listen, why do you want to leave Manhattan, anyway? We can find food here, and we can go back to the basement! We don’t have to leave!”

“You might not,” Sister agreed. “I do. There’s nothing here.”

“I’m going with you,” Artie said. “I’m not afraid.”

“Who said I was afraid?” Jack countered. “I’m not afraid! I’m just not fucking crazy, is all!”

“Beth?” Sister turned her attention to the young woman. “What about you? Are you going with us or not?”

She stared fearfully at the clogged tunnel entrance, and finally she replied, “Yes. I’m going with you.”

Sister touched the Spanish woman’s arm, pointed down at the Holland Tunnel and made a walking gesture with two fingers. The other woman was still too shocked to respond. “We’ll have to stay close together,” Sister told Beth and Artie. “I don’t know how deep the water’ll be in there. I think we should link hands and go through so nobody gets lost. Okay?”

Both of them nodded. Jack snorted. “You’re crazy! All of you are out of your minds!”

Sister, Beth and Artie started down the ridge toward the tunnel entrance. The Spanish woman followed. Jack shouted, “You’ll never make it through there, lady!” But the others didn’t pause or look back, and after another moment Jack came down the ridge behind them.

Sister stopped in chilly water up to her ankles. “Let me have your lighter, Beth,” she said. Beth gave it to her, but she didn’t spark it yet. She took Beth’s hand, and Beth grasped Artie’s, and Artie held onto the Spanish woman’s hand. Jack Tomachek completed the chain.

“Okay.” She heard fear in her voice, and she knew she had to take the next step before her nerve broke. “Let’s go.” She started walking around the hulks of vehicles into the Holland Tunnel, and the water crept up to her knees. Dead rats bobbed in it like corks.

Less than ten feet into the tunnel, the water had risen to her thighs. She flicked the lighter, and its meager flame popped up. The light revealed a nightmarish phantasmagoria of tangled metal before them—cars, trucks and taxis torn into half-submerged, otherworldly shapes. The tunnel walls were scorched black and seemed to swallow up the light instead of reflecting it. Sister knew there must have been an ungodly inferno in here when all the gas tanks blew. In the distance, far ahead, she heard the echoing noise of a waterfall.

She pulled the human chain onward. Things floated around her that she avoided looking at. Beth gave a little gasp of terror. “Keep going,” Sister told her. “Don’t look around, keep going.”

The water crawled up her thighs.

“I stepped on something!” Beth cried out. “Oh, Jesus ... there’s something under my foot!”

Sister squeezed her hand tightly and guided her on. The water had reached Sister’s waist by the time she’d taken another half dozen steps. She looked over her shoulder at the entrance, now about sixty feet behind them, its murky light pulling at her. But she returned her attention to what lay ahead, and immediately her heart stuttered. The lighter’s flame glinted off a huge, mangled knot of metal that almost completely blocked the tunnel—a pile of what used to be cars, melded together by the heat. Sister found a narrow space to slip around, her feet sliding on something slick at the bottom. Now rivulets of water were falling from above, and Sister concentrated on keeping the lighter dry. The waterfall’s noise still lay ahead.

“It’s about to cave in!” Jack shouted. “God ... it’s gonna fall in on us!”

“Keep going!” Sister yelled at him. “Don’t stop!”

Ahead of them, except for the small glow of the flame, was total, unfathomable darkness. What if it’s blocked up? she thought, and she felt the scurryings of panic. What if we can’t make it? Settle down, settle down. One step at a time. One step.

The water reached her waist and continued to climb.

“Listen!” Beth said suddenly, and she stopped. Artie bumped into her and almost slipped into the foul water.

Sister could hear nothing but the increased rumble of the waterfall. She started to pull Beth on—and then there was a deep groaning noise from above them. We’re in the belly of the beast, Sister thought. Like Jonah, being swallowed alive.

Something splashed into the water in front of her. Other falling objects banged loudly off the wreckage, like the noise of sledgehammers at work.

Chunks of stone, Sister realized. Dear God—the ceiling’s about to collapse!

“It’s falling!” Jack shouted, about to choke on terror. Sister heard him thrashing through the water, and she knew his nerve had given out. She looked back and could see him struggling wildly the way they’d come. He slipped into the water, came up sobbing. “I don’t wanna die!” he screamed. “I don’t wanna die!” And the sound of his screaming trailed away after him.

“Don’t anybody move!” Sister commanded before the others fled, too. Stones were still falling all around, and she clasped Beth’s hand so hard her knuckles popped. The chain trembled, but it held. Finally, the stones ceased to fall, and the groaning noise stopped, too. “Everybody okay? Beth? Artie, is the woman all right?”

“Yeah,” he answered shakily. “I think I’ve shit in my pants, though.”

“Shit I can deal with. Panic I can’t. Do we go on or not?”

Beth’s eyes were glassy. She’s checked out, Sister thought. Maybe that was for the best. “Artie? You ready?” she asked, and all Artie could do was grunt.

They slogged onward, through water that rose toward their shoulders. Still there was no light ahead, no sign of a way out. Sister winced as a piece of stone the size of a manhole cover slammed into a wrecked truck about ten feet away. The noise of the waterfall was nearer, and over their heads the tunnel groaned with the strain of holding back the Hudson River. She heard a faint voice from behind them: “Come back! Please come back!” She wished Jack Tomachek well, and then the waterfall’s roar drowned him out.

Her bag was full of water, her clothes pulling heavily at her, but she kept the lighter extended over her head. It was uncomfortably hot in her hand, though she dared not flick the flame off. Sister could see her breath pluming out into the light, the water numbing her legs and stiffening her knees. One more step, she resolved. Then the next. Keep going!

They passed another surrealistic heap of melded vehicles, and the Spanish woman cried out in pain as an edge of underwater metal gashed her leg, but she gritted her teeth and didn’t falter. A little further on, Artie’s feet got tangled up in something and he went down, coming up sputtering and coughing, but he was okay.

And then the tunnel curved, and Sister said, “Stop.”

Before them, glittering in the feeble light, was a torrent of water pouring from above, stretching the width of the tunnel. They would have to pass through the downpour, and Sister knew what that meant. “I’m going to have to put the lighter out now, until we get past,” she said. “Everybody hold on tight. Ready?”

She felt Beth squeeze her hand, and Artie croaked, “Ready.”

Sister closed the lighter’s lid. The darkness consumed all. Sister’s heart was pounding, and she gripped the lighter protectively in her fist and started forward.

The water hit her so hard it knocked her under. She lost Beth’s hand and heard the young woman scream. Frantically, Sister tried to get her footing, but there was something slick and oozy all over the bottom. Water was in her mouth and eyes, she couldn’t draw a breath and the darkness distorted her sense of direction. Her left foot was trapped and held by an underwater object, and a shriek was very close, but she knew that if she let it go they were all lost. She flailed around with her free hand, trying to hold the lighter up with the other—and fingers gripped her shoulder. “I’ve got you!” Beth shouted, her own body being battered by the waterfall. She steadied Sister, who wrenched her leg free with an effort that almost tore the sneaker off her foot. Then she was loose and moving again, guiding the others away from the snag.

She didn’t know how long it took them to clear the waterfall—maybe two minutes, maybe three—but suddenly they were past it, and she wasn’t gasping for air anymore. Her skull and shoulders felt as bruised as if she’d been used as a punching bag. She shouted, “We made it!” and led them a distance away before her side bumped metal. Then she took the lighter in her fingers again and tried to strike it.

A spark leaped, but there was no flame.

Oh, Jesus! Sister thought. She tried it again. Another star of sparks—but no flame, and no light.

“Come on, come on!” she breathed. The third time was no charm. “Light, damn you!” But it wouldn’t, not on the fourth or fifth attempts, and she prayed that the lighter hadn’t gotten too wet to catch.

On the eighth try a small, weak flame appeared, wavered and almost died again. Fluid’s almost gone, Sister realized. They had to get out of here before it was used up, she thought, and before that instant she’d never known how sanity could depend on a tiny, flickering flame.

Beside her, the crumpled radiator grille and hood of a Cadillac protruded from the water like an alligator’s snout. In front of her, another car lay on its roof, all but submerged, the tires shredded from its wheels. They were amid a maze of wreckage, their circle of light cut to a fraction of what it had been before. Sister’s teeth had begun to chatter, her legs like cold chunks of lead.

They went on, step by careful step. The tunnel groaned above them again, and more rubble tumbled down—but suddenly Sister realized that the water was back down to her waist.

“We’re coming out!” she shouted. “Thank God, we’re coming out!” She strained to see light ahead, but the exit wasn’t yet in sight. Don’t stop! You’re almost there!

She stumbled over something on the bottom.

A gurgle of bubbles exploded in her face, and from the water in front of her rose a corpse, blackened and gnarled like a piece of wood, its arms frozen stiffly over its face, its mouth straining in a soundless scream.

The lighter went out.

The corpse leaned against Sister’s shoulder in the dark. She stood motionlessly, her heart about to burst through her chest, and she knew she could either lose her mind in that moment or ...

She took a shuddering breath and pushed the thing aside with her forearm. The corpse slid under again with a noise like a giggle.

“I’m going to get us out of here,” she heard herself vow, and in her voice there was a dogged strength she hadn’t known she possessed. “Fuck the dark! We’re getting out!”

She took the next step, and the next one after that.

Slowly, the water descended to their knees. And—how much later and how many steps further Sister didn’t know—she saw the Holland Tunnel’s exit before them.

They had reached the Jersey shore.
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“WATER ... PLEASE ... LET ME HAVE SOME water....”

Josh opened his eyes. Darleen’s voice was getting weaker. He sat up and crawled over to where he’d piled up all the cans he’d uncovered. There were dozens of them, many of them burst open and leaking, but their contents seemed okay. Their last meal had been baked beans washed down with V-8 juice, the task of can-opening made simpler by a screwdriver he’d discovered. The dirt had also yielded up a shovel with a broken blade and a pickaxe, along with other bits and pieces from the grocery’s shelves. Josh had put everything in the corner, organizing the tools, large and small cans with the single-minded concentration of a packrat.

He found the V-8 and crawled to Darleen. The exertion left him sweating and tired again, and the smell of the latrine trench he’d dug over on the far side of the basement didn’t help the air any, either.

He reached out in the darkness and touched Swan’s arm. She was cradling her mother’s head. “Here.” He tipped the can to Darleen’s mouth; she drank noisily for a moment and then pushed the can away.

“Water,” she begged. “Please ... some water.”

“I’m sorry. There’s not any.”

“Shit,” she muttered. “I’m burnin’ up.”

Josh gently laid a hand on her forehead; it was like touching a griddle, much worse than his own fever. Further away, PawPaw was still hanging on, intermittently babbling about gophers, his missing truck keys and some woman named Goldie.

“Blakeman,” Darleen croaked. “We gotta ... gotta get to Blakeman. Swan, honey? Don’t you worry, we’ll get there.”

“Yes ma’am,” Swan replied quietly, and Josh heard it in her voice: She knew her mother was near death.

“Soon as they come get us out of here. We’ll be on our way. Lord, I can see my daddy’s face right now!” She laughed, and her lungs gurgled. “Oh, his eyes are gonna jump right out of his head!”

“He’ll be real glad to see us, won’t he?” Swan asked.

“Sure will! Damn it, I wish ... they’d come on and get us out of here! When are they comin’?”

“Soon, Mama.”

That kid’s aged ten years since the blast, Josh thought.

“I ... had a dream about Blakeman,” Darleen said. “You and me were ... were walkin’, and I could see the old house ... right in front of us, across the field. And the sun ... the sun was shinin’ so bright. Oh, it was such a pretty day. And I looked over the field and saw my daddy standin’ on the porch ... and he was wavin’ for me to come on across. He didn’t ... he didn’t hate me anymore. And all of a sudden ... my mama came out of the house, and she was standin’ on the porch beside him ... and they were holdin’ hands. And she called ‘Darleen! Darleen! We’re waitin’ for you, child! Come on home, now!’” She was silent, just the wet sound of her breathing. “We ... we started ’cross the field, but Mama said, ‘No, honey! Just you. Just you. Not the little girl. Just you.’ But I didn’t want to go across without my angel, and I was afraid. And Mama said, ‘The little girl’s got to go on. Got to go on a long, long way.’ Oh ... I wanted to cross that field ... I wanted to ... but ... I couldn’t.” She found Swan’s hand. “I want to go home, honey.”

“It’s all right,” Swan whispered, and she smoothed back the sweat-damp remnants of her mother’s hair. “I love you, Mama. I love you so much.”

“Oh ... I’ve messed things up.” A sob caught in Darleen’s throat. “I messed up ... everything I ever touched. Oh, God ... who’s gonna watch out for my angel? I’m afraid ... I’m so afraid....” She began to sob brokenly, and Swan cradled her head and whispered, “Shhhh, Mama. I’m here. I’m right here.”

Josh crawled away from them. He found his corner and curled up in it, trying to escape.

He didn’t know how much time had passed—maybe hours—when he heard a noise near him. He sat up.

“Mister?” Swan’s voice was weak and wounded. “I think ... my mama’s gone home.”

She broke then and began to cry and moan at the same time.

Josh folded his arms around her, and she clung to his neck and cried. He could feel the child’s heart beating, and he wanted to scream and rage, and if any of the prideful fools who had pushed those buttons were anywhere within reach, he could’ve snapped their necks like matchsticks. Thinking about how many millions might be lying dead out there warped Josh’s mind, like trying to figure out how big the universe was, or how many billions of stars winked in the skies. But right now there was just this little girl, sobbing in his arms, and she could never see the world in the same way as before. No matter what happened to them she would forever be marked by this moment—and Josh knew he would as well. Because it was one thing to know that there might be millions of faceless dead out there; it was something else again to know that a woman who used to breathe and talk and whose name was Darleen was lying dead in the dirt less than ten feet away.

And he would have to bury her in that same dirt. Have to use the pickaxe and the broken shovel and dig the grave on his knees. Have to bury her deep, so they wouldn’t crawl over her in the dark.

He felt the child’s tears on his shoulder, and when he reached up to touch her hair his fingers found blisters and burned stubble.

And he prayed to God in that moment that, if they were going to die, the child would pass away before him so she wouldn’t be alone with the dead.

Swan cried herself out; she gave a last whimper and leaned limply against Josh’s shoulder. “Swan?” he said. “I want you to sit here and not move for a while. Will you do like I say?”

She made no response—then, finally, she nodded.

Josh set her aside, got the pickaxe and shovel. He decided to dig the hole as far away as possible from the corner where Swan lay, and he started scooping away a mess of cornstalks, broken glass and splintered wood.

His right hand brushed something metal buried in the loose dirt, and at first he thought it was another can he could add to the others. But this one was different; it was a slim cylinder. He picked it up in both hands and ran his fingers over it.

Not a can, he realized. Not a can. My God—oh, Jesus!

It was a flashlight, and it held enough weight to suggest that there were batteries inside.

He found the off—on switch with his thumb. But he dared not press it yet, not until he’d closed his eyes and whispered, “Please, please. Let it still work. Please.”

He took a deep breath and pressed the little switch.

There was no change, no sensation of light against his closed eyelids.

Josh opened his eyes and looked at darkness. The flashlight was useless.

He thought he would burst out laughing for a second, but then his face contorted with anger and he shouted, “Damn it to Hell!” He reared his arm back to fling the flashlight to pieces against the wall.

And as the flashlight jiggled an instant before he let it fly, a weak yellow ray speared from its bulb—but to Josh it looked like the mightiest, most wonderful light in all of creation. It all but dazzled him blind, and then it flickered and went out again. He jiggled it furiously; the light played an impish game, coming on and going off again and again. And then Josh reached two fingers through the cracked plastic lens to the tiny bulb itself. Carefully, his fingers trembling, he gave the bulb a gentle clockwise turn.

And this time the light stayed: a dim, murky light, yes—but light.

Josh lowered his head and wept.
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NIGHT CAUGHT THEM ON Communipaw Avenue in the ruins of Jersey City, just east of Newark Bay. They found a bonfire of debris burning within the roofless hulk of a building, and it was there that Sister decided they should rest. The building’s walls deflected the freezing wind, and there was enough flammable material around to keep the fire burning until morning; they huddled close around the bonfire, because standing only six feet away was like being in a meat locker.

Beth Phelps held her palms toward the fire. “God, it’s so cold! Why’s it so cold? It’s still July!”

“I’m no scientist,” Artie ventured, sitting between her and the Spanish woman, “but I guess the blasts threw so much dust and junk into the air that it’s done somethin’ to the atmosphere—screwed up the sun’s rays or somethin’.”

“I’ve never ... never been so cold before!” Her teeth chattered. “I just can’t get warm!”

“Summer’s over,” Sister said as she rummaged through the contents of her bag. “I don’t think it’s going to be summer again for a long time.” She brought out the ham slices, the last of the soggy bread, and the two cans of anchovies. Also in the water-shrunken bag were several items that Sister had found today: a small aluminum pot with a black rubbercoated handle, a little knife with a serrated blade, a jar of Folger’s freeze-dried coffee, and a single thick garden glove with two fingers burned away. Stuffed into the bottom of the bag was the glass ring, which Sister had neither looked at nor disturbed since they’d come out of the tunnel. She wanted to save looking at and holding the treasure for later, like a gift she would give herself at the end of the day.

None of them had spoken again about the Holland Tunnel. It seemed more like a hideous dream, something they wanted to forget. But Sister felt stronger now. They had made it through the tunnel. They could make it through another night, and another day. “Take some bread,” she told them. “Here. Go easy on the ham.” She chewed on a soggy hunk of bread and watched the Spanish woman eat. “Do you have a name?” Sister asked. The Spanish woman looked at her incuriously. “A name.” Sister made the motion of writing in the air. “What’s your name?”

The Spanish woman busied herself with tearing a slice of ham into small, bite-size pieces.

“Maybe she’s crazy,” Artie said. “You know, maybe losin’ her kid like that made her crazy. Think that could be?”

“Maybe,” Sister agreed, and she got the ashy-tasting bread down her throat.

“I guess she’s Puerto Rican,” Beth offered. “I almost took Spanish in college, but I wound up taking a music appreciation course instead.”

“What do you ...” Artie stopped himself. He smiled wanly, and slowly the smile faded. “What did you do for a living, Beth?”

“I’m a secretary for the Holmhauser Plumbing Supply Company, on West Eleventh. Third floor, corner office, the Broward Building. I’m Mr. Alden’s secretary—he’s the vice-president. I mean ... he was the vice-president.” She hesitated, trying to remember. “Mr. Alden had a headache. He asked me to go across the street to the drugstore to get him a bottle of Excedrin. I remember ... I was standing on the corner of Eleventh and Fifth, waiting for the light to change. This nice-looking guy asked me if I knew where some sushi restaurant was, but I said I didn’t know. The light changed, and everybody started across the street. But I wanted to keep talking to that guy, because he was really cute and ... well, I don’t really get to meet a lot of guys I’d like to go out with. We were about halfway across, and he looks at me and smiles and says, ‘My name’s Keith. What’s yours?’” Beth smiled sadly and shook her head. “I never got to answer him. I remember a loud roaring sound. I had a feeling that a wave of heat just knocked me off my feet. Then ... I think somebody grabbed my hand and told me to run. I did. I ran like hell, and I could hear people screaming, and I think I was screaming, too. All I remember after that is hearing somebody say, ‘She’s still alive.’ I got mad. I thought, of course I’m still alive! Why wouldn’t I still be alive? I opened my eyes, and Mr. Kaplan and Jack were bending over me.” Beth’s gaze focused on Sister. “We’re ... we’re not the only ones who made it, are we? I mean ... it’s not just us alone, is it?”

“I doubt it. The ones who could make it out have probably already moved west—or north or south,” Sister said. “There’s sure as hell no reason to go east.”

“My God.” Beth drew in a sharp breath. “My mom and dad. My little sister. They live in Pittsburgh. You don’t think ... Pittsburgh is like this, do you? I mean, Pittsburgh could be okay, right?” She grinned crookedly, but her eyes were wild. “What’s to bomb in Pittsburgh, right?”

“Right,” she agreed, and she concentrated on opening one of the anchovy cans with its little key. She knew the salty taste of the things might make them more thirsty, but food was food. “Anybody want one of these?” She scooped a fillet up on her finger and put it in her mouth; the fishy taste almost made her tongue curl, but she got the thing down, figuring fish had iodine or something that would be good for her. Both Artie and Beth took an anchovy, but the Spanish woman turned her head away.

They finished the bread. Sister put the remaining slices of ham back in her bag, then poured the oil from the anchovy can onto the ground and returned the can to the bag as well. The ham and fish might carry them a couple of days more if rationed properly. What they had to do tomorrow was find something to drink.

They sat huddled around the bonfire as the wind shrieked beyond the building’s walls. Every so often an errant blast got inside the building and swept up cinders like comets before it spun itself out. There was only the noise of the wind and the fanning flames, and Sister stared into the seething orange heart of the bonfire.

“Sister?”

She looked toward Artie.

“Would you ... would you mind if I held it?” he asked hopefully.

She knew what he meant. Neither of them had held it since that day in the ruins of the Steuben Glass shop. Sister reached down into her bag, pushed aside the other junk and put her hand around the object wrapped in a scorched striped shirt. She brought it up and peeled the still-wet shirt away.

Instantly the glass circle with its five spires and its embedded jewels burst into brilliance, absorbing the bonfire’s light. The thing shone like a fireball, perhaps even brighter than before. It pulsed with her heartbeat, as if her own life force powered it, and the threads of gold, platinum and silver sizzled with light.

“Oh,” Beth breathed. The gemstone lights were reflected in her eyes. “Oh ... what is that? I’ve never ... I’ve never seen anything like that ... in my life.”

“Sister found it,” Artie replied; his voice was reverent, his attention riveted to the glass ring. He tentatively held out both hands. “May I ... please?”

Sister gave it to him. When Artie had it, the pulsations of the gemstones shifted speed and rhythm, picking up Artie’s heartbeat. He shook his head with wonder, his eyes full of rainbow colors. “Holding this makes me feel good,” he said. “It makes me feel ... like all the beauty in the world isn’t dead yet.” He ran his fingers over the glass spires and circled his forefinger over an emerald the size of a large almond. “So green,” he whispered. “So green ...”

He smelled the clean, fresh aroma of a pine woods. He was holding a sandwich in his hands—pastrami on rye with hot spicy mustard. Just the way he liked it. Startled, he looked up and saw around himself a vision of green forest and emerald meadowland. Beside him was a cooler with a bottle of wine in it, and a paper cup full of wine sat close at hand. He was sitting on a green-striped tablecloth. A wicker picnic basket was open in front of him, displaying a bounty of food. I’m dreaming, he thought. My God—I’m dreaming with my eyes open!

But then he saw his hands—blistered and burned. He was still wearing the fur coat and his red pajamas. The sturdy black wing-tips were still on his feet. But he felt no pain, and the sunshine was bright and warm, and a silken breeze stirred through the pine forest. He heard a car door slam. Parked about thirty feet away was a red T-Bird. A tall, smiling young woman with curly brown hair was walking toward him, carrying a transistor radio that was playing “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.”

“We couldn’t have asked for a better day, could we?” the young woman asked, swinging the radio at her side.

“Uh ... no,” Artie replied, stunned. “I guess not.” He had never smelled air so fresh and clean before. And that T-Bird! My God, he thought. The T-Bird had a foxtail hanging on the antenna! He remembered that set of wheels now! It was the finest, fastest car he’d ever owned, and— Wait a minute, he thought as the young woman approached. Hold the phone! What the hell is—

“Drink your wine,” the woman offered. “Aren’t you thirsty?”

“Uh ... yeah. Yeah, I am thirsty.” He picked up the cup and drank the wine in three swallows. His throat had been burning with thirst. He held the cup out for more and downed that one just as fast. And then Artie looked into the woman’s soft blue eyes, saw the oval shape of her face and realized who she was; but she couldn’t be! She was nineteen years old, and here they were back on their picnic on the afternoon he had asked her to marry him.

“You’re staring, Artie,” she said teasingly.

“I’m sorry. It’s just ... I mean, you’re young again, and I’m sittin’ here like a French fry in red pajamas. I mean ... it’s not right.”

She frowned, as if she couldn’t fathom what he was talking about. “You’re silly,” she decided. “Don’t you like your sandwich?”

“Sure. Sure, I do.” He bit into it, expecting it to dissolve like a mirage between his teeth, but he had a mouthful of pastrami, and if this was a dream it was the best damned dream sandwich he’d ever eaten! He poured himself a third cup of wine and guzzled it merrily. The sweet, clean scent of the pine woods filled the air, and Artie breathed deeply. He stared out at the green woods and the meadow, and he thought, My God, my God, it’s good to be alive!

“You all right?”

“Huh?” The voice had startled him. He blinked and was looking at Sister’s blistered face. The glass ring was still between his hands.

“I asked you if you’re all right,” she said. “You’ve been looking into that thing for about half a minute, just sitting there staring.”

“Oh.” Artie saw the bonfire, the faces of Beth and the Spanish woman, the ruined walls of the building. I don’t know where I went, he thought, but I’m back now. He imagined that he could taste pastrami, spicy mustard and wine lingering in his mouth. He even felt just a bit lightheaded, as if he’d drunk too much too fast. But his stomach felt full now, and he wasn’t thirsty anymore. “Yeah, I’m all right.” He let his fingers play along the glass ring for a moment longer, and then he handed it back to Sister. “Thank you,” he said.

She took it. For an instant she thought she smelled—what was it? Liquor? But then the faint odor was gone. Artie Wisco leaned back and belched.

“Can I hold that?” Beth asked her. “I’ll be careful with it.” She took it from Sister as the Spanish woman admired it over her shoulder. “It reminds me of something. Something I’ve seen,” she said. “I can’t think of what, though.” She peered through the glass at the sparkle of topaz and diamonds. “Oh, Lord, do you know what this must be worth?”

Sister shrugged. “I guess it would’ve been worth some money a few days ago. Now I’m not so sure. Maybe it’s worth some cans of food and a can opener. Maybe a pack of matches. At the most, a jug of clean water.”

Water, Beth thought. It had been over twenty-four hours since she’d had a drink of the ginger ale. Her mouth felt like a dry field. A drink of water—just a sip—would be so wonderful.

Her fingers suddenly submerged into the glass.

Except it was not glass anymore; it was a stream of water, running over multicolored stones. She pulled her hand away, and drops of water fell like diamonds from the tips of her fingers back into the flowing stream.

She sensed Sister watching her, but she also felt distanced from the other woman, distanced from the wreckage of the city around them; she felt Sister’s presence, but it was as if the woman was in another room of a magic mansion to which Beth had just found the front door key. The cool stream of water made an inviting chuckling sound as it passed over the colored stones. There can’t be water running right across my lap, Beth thought, and for an instant the stream wavered and started to fade, a thing of mist burned off by the stark sun of reason. No! she wished. Not yet!

The water continued flowing, right under her hands, moving from beyond to beyond.

Beth put her hand into it again. So cool, so cool. She caught some of the water in her palm and brought it to her mouth. It tasted better than any glass of Perrier she’d ever had. Again she drank from it, and then she lowered her head to the stream and drank as the water rushed around her cheek like a lingering kiss.

Sister thought Beth Phelps had gone into some kind of trance. She’d watched Beth’s eyes suddenly glaze over. Like Artie, Beth hadn’t moved for over thirty seconds. “Hey!” Sister said. She reached out and poked Beth. “Hey, what’s wrong with you?”

Beth looked up. Her eyes cleared. “What?”

“Nothing. I think it’s time we got some rest.” Sister started to take the glass circle back, but the Spanish woman abruptly grabbed it and scrambled away, sinking down amid the broken stones and clasping it to her body. Both Sister and Beth stood up—and Beth thought she felt her stomach slosh.

Sister walked to the Spanish woman, who was sobbing with her head bent over. Sister knelt beside her and said gently, “Come on, let me have that back, okay?”

“Mi niña me perdona,” the woman sobbed. “Madre de Dios, mi niña me perdona.”

“What’s she saying?” Beth asked, standing behind Sister.

“I don’t know.” Sister put her hand around the glass ring and slowly pulled it toward her. The Spanish woman held onto it, shaking her head back and forth. “Come on,” Sister urged. “Let me have it—”

“My child forgives me!” the Spanish woman suddenly said. Her eyes were wide and full of tears. “Mother of God, I saw my child’s face in this! And she said she forgives me! I’m free! Mother of God, I’m free!”

Sister was stunned. “I ... didn’t think you knew English.”

Now it was the Spanish woman’s turn to blink dazedly. “What?”

“What’s your name? How come you haven’t spoken English before this?”

“My name is Julia. Julia Castillo. English? I don’t ... know what you mean.”

“Either I’m crazy or she is,” Sister said. “Come on, let me have this.” She pulled the ring away, and Julia Castillo let it go. “Okay. Now how come you haven’t spoken English before now, Julia?”

“No comprendo,” she replied. “Good morning. Good day. I am happy to see you, sir. Thank you.” She shrugged and motioned vaguely southward. “Mantanzas,” she said. “Cuba.”

Sister turned her head toward Beth, who had stepped back a couple of paces and had a weird expression on her face. “Who’s crazy, Beth? Julia or me? Does this lady know English or not?”

Beth said, “She ... was speaking in Spanish. She never said one word of English. Did you ... understand what she said?”

“Hell yes, I understood her! Every damned word! Didn’t ...” She stopped speaking. Her hand holding the glass ring was tingling. Beyond the bonfire, Artie suddenly sat up and hiccuped. “Hey!” he said in a slightly slurred voice. “Where’s the party?”

Sister held the glass circle out toward Julia Castillo again. The Spanish woman touched it hesitantly. “What did you say about Cuba?” Sister asked.

“I’m ... from Mantanzas, in Cuba,” Julia replied, in perfect English. Her eyes were large and puzzled. “My family came over in a fishing boat. My father could speak a little English, and we came north to work in a shirt factory. How do you ... know my language?”

Sister looked at Beth. “What do you hear? Spanish or English?”

“Spanish. Isn’t that what you heard?”

“No.” She pulled the ring out of Julia’s grasp. “Now say something. Say anything.”

Julia shook her head. “Lo siento, no comprendo.”

Sister stared at Julia for a moment, and then she slowly lifted the ring closer to her face to peer into its depths. Her hand was trembling, and what felt like little jolts of energy coursed through her forearm to her elbow. “It’s this,” Sister said. “This glass thing. I don’t know why or how, but ... this thing lets me understand her, and she can understand me, too. I heard her speak English, Beth ... and I think she heard me speak Spanish.”

“That’s crazy!” Beth said, but she thought of the cool stream that had flowed across her lap, and her throat that was no longer parched. “I mean ... it’s just glass and jewels, isn’t it?”

“Here.” Sister offered it to her. “Find out for yourself.”

Beth traced one of the spires with a finger. “The Statue of Liberty,” she said.

“What?”

“The Statue of Liberty. That’s what this reminds me of. Not the statue itself, but ... the lady’s crown.” She lifted the circle to her head, the spires jutting up. “See? It could be a crown, couldn’t it?”

“I’ve never seen a lovelier princess,” said a man’s voice, from the darkness beyond the bonfire.

Instantly Beth had the glass circle protected in her arms and was backing away from the direction of the voice. Sister tensed. “Who’s there?” She sensed movement: Someone was walking slowly across the ruins, approaching the firelight’s edge.

He stepped into the light. His gaze lingered on each of them in turn. “Good evening,” he said politely, addressing Sister.

He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a regal bearing, dressed in a dusty black suit. A brown blanket was wrapped around his shoulders and throat like a peasant’s serape, and across his pallid, sharp-chinned face were the scarlet streaks of deep burns, like welts inflicted by a whip. A blood-crusted gash zigzagged across his high forehead, cut through his left eyebrow and ended at his cheekbone. Most of his reddish-gray hair remained, though there were bare spots the size of silver dollars on his scalp. The breath curled from his nose and mouth. “Is it all right if I come nearer?” he asked, his voice pained and halting.

Sister didn’t answer. The man waited. “I won’t bite,” he said.

He was shivering, and she could not deny him the fire. “Come ahead,” she said cautiously, and she stepped back as he did.

He winced as he hobbled forward, and Sister saw what was hurting him: a jagged splinter of metal had pierced his right leg just above the knee and stuck out about three inches on the other side. He passed between Sister and Beth and went straight to the fire, where he warmed his outstretched hands. “Ah, that feels good! It must be thirty degrees out there!”

Sister had felt the cold as well, and she returned to the fire. Behind her, Julia and Beth, who was still protectively clinging to the glass ring, followed.

“Who the hell are you?” Artie stared bleary-eyed across the bonfire.

“My name is Doyle Halland,” the man answered. “Why didn’t you people leave with the rest of them?”

“The rest of who?” Sister asked, still watching him warily.

“The ones who got out. Yesterday, I guess it was. Hundreds of them, leaving”—he smiled wanly and waved his hand around—“leaving the Garden State. Maybe there are shelters further west. I don’t know. Anyway, I didn’t expect anyone was left.”

“We came from Manhattan,” Beth told him. “We made it through the Holland Tunnel.”

“I didn’t think anybody could’ve lived through what hit Manhattan. They say it was at least two bombs. Jersey City burned fast. And the winds ... my God, the winds.” He closed his fists before the flames. “It was a tornado. More than one, I think. The winds just ... tore buildings off their foundations. I was lucky, I suppose. I got into a basement, but the building blew apart over my head. The wind did this.” He gingerly touched the metal splinter. “I’ve heard of tornadoes putting straws unbroken through telephone poles. I guess this is about the same principle, huh?” He looked at Sister. “I realize I’m not at my best, but why are you staring at me like that?”

“Where’d you come from, Mr. Halland?”

“Not far. I saw your fire. If you don’t want me to stay, just say so.”

Sister was ashamed of what she’d been thinking. He winced again, and she saw that fresh blood had begun to ooze around the splinter. “I don’t own this place. You can stay wherever you please.”

“Thank you. It’s not a pleasant night to be walking.” His gaze moved to the sparkle of the glass circle Beth was holding. “That thing shines, doesn’t it? What is it?”

“It’s ...” She couldn’t find the right word. “It’s magic,” she blurted out. “You won’t believe what just happened! You see that woman over there? She can’t speak English, and this thing—”

“It’s junk,” Sister interrupted, taking it from Beth. She didn’t trust this stranger yet, and she didn’t want him knowing any more about their treasure. “It’s just shiny junk, that’s all.” She put it into the bottom of her bag, and the glow of the gems faded and went out.

“You want shiny junk?” the man inquired. “I’ll show you some.” He looked around, then hobbled away a few yards and painfully bent down. He picked up something and brought it back to the fire. “See? It shines just like yours,” he said, showing them what he held.

It was a piece of stained-glass window, a swirl of deep blue and purple.

“You’re standing in what used to be my church,” he said, and he pulled the blanket away from his throat to reveal the soiled white collar of a priest. Smiling bitterly, he tossed the colored glass into the fire.
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THE DARKNESS, SIXTEEN civilians—men, women and children—and three badly injured members of Colonel Macklin’s army struggled to work the tightly jammed puzzle of rocks loose from the lower-level corridor. It’s only six feet to the food, Macklin had told them, six feet. It won’t take you long to break through, once you get a hole opened. The first one to reach that food gets a triple ration.

They had been laboring in total darkness for almost seven hours when the rest of the ceiling caved in on their heads with no warning.

Roland Croninger, on his knees in the cafeteria’s kitchen, felt the floor shake. Screams drifted up through an air vent—and then silence.

“Damn!” he said, because he knew what had happened. Who was going to clear that corridor now? But then, on the other side of the coin, the dead didn’t use up air. He went back to his task of scooping up bits of food from the floor and putting them into a plastic garbage bag.

He’d suggested that Colonel Macklin set up headquarters in the gymnasium. They’d found a treasure: a mop bucket, in which they could store the toilet bowl water. When Roland, his stomach gnawing with hunger, had left them to forage in the kitchen, both Macklin and Captain Warner had been asleep; Roland had the Ingram gun on a strap around his shoulder, and the handle of the holy axe was secured by his waistband. Near him, the flashlight lay on the floor, illuminating clumps of food that had exploded from cans in the pantry. The kitchen garbage pails had yielded some finds, too: banana peels, bits of tomato, cans with not all their contents quite scraped out, and a few breakfast biscuits. Anything and everything edible went into Roland’s bag, except for the biscuits, which were his first meal since the disaster.

He picked up a black piece of something and started to shove it into the bag but hesitated. The black thing reminded him of what he’d done to Mike Armbruster’s pet hamsters the day Armbruster had brought them to biology class. The hamsters had been left at the back of the room after school, while Armbruster went to football practice. Roland had gotten the cage of hamsters, without being seen by the cleaning women, and had sneaked stealthily to the school’s automotive workshop. In one corner stood a metal vat that held a greenish-brown liquid, and over the vat was a red sign that said Wear Your Gloves!

Roland had put on a pair of heavy asbestos gloves and made cooing noises to the two little hamsters, and he’d thought about Mike Armbruster laughing and spitting on him while he was down in the dust.

Then he’d picked up the cage by its handle and lowered it into the vat of acid, which was used to make rusted radiators shine like new.

He’d let the hamsters stay under until the bubbles stopped. When he brought the cage up, he noted that the acid had attacked the metal and chewed it down to a polished gleam. Then he took his gloves off and carried the cage back to the biology room on the end of a broom.

He’d often wondered what Mike Armbruster’s face had looked like when he saw the two black things where the hamsters used to be. Armbruster hadn’t realized, Roland often mused later, the many ways a King’s Knight can get even.

Roland tossed whatever it was into the bag. He turned up a box of oatmeal and—wonder of wonders!—a single green apple. Both of those went into the bag. He continued crawling, lifting the smaller rocks and avoiding the fissures in the floor.

He was getting too far from the flashlight, and he stood up. The garbage bag had some weight to it now. The King was going to be well pleased. He started toward the light, stepping nimbly over the dead.

There was a noise behind him. Not a loud noise, just a whirrrr of disturbed air, and he knew he was no longer alone.

Before he could turn, a hand clamped across his mouth. “Get the bag!” a man said. “Hurry!”

It was torn from his grip. “Little fucker’s got an Ingram gun!” That, too, was ripped off his shoulder. The hand moved from his mouth, replaced by an arm at his throat. “Where’s Macklin? Where’s the sonofabitch hiding?”

“I can’t ... I can’t breathe,” Roland croaked.

The man cursed and flung him to the floor. Roland’s glasses flew off, and a boot pressed down on his spine. “Who you gonna kill with that gun, kid? You gonna make sure you get all the food for yourself and the colonel?”

One of the others retrieved the flashlight and aimed it in Roland’s face. He thought there were three of them from the voices and movements, but he couldn’t be positive. He flinched as he heard the Ingram gun’s safety click off. “Kill him, Schorr!” one of the men urged. “Blow his fucking brains out!”

Schorr. Roland knew that name. Hospitality Sergeant Schorr.

“I know he’s alive, kid.” Schorr was standing over him, his foot planted on Roland’s back. “I went down to the command center, and I found those people working in the dark. I found Corporal Prados, too. He told me a kid got Macklin out of a hole, and that the colonel was hurt. He just left Prados down there to die, didn’t he?”

“The corporal ... couldn’t move. He couldn’t stand up, because of his leg. We had to leave him.”

“Who else is with Macklin?”

“Captain Warner,” Roland gasped. “That’s all.”

“And he sent you here to find food? Did he give you the Ingram gun and tell you to kill everybody else?”

“No, sir.” The wheels of Roland’s brain were spinning, trying to find a way to squirm out of this.

“Where’s he hiding? How many weapons does he have?”

Roland was silent. Schorr bent down beside him and put the gun’s barrel to Roland’s temple. “There are nine other people not too far from here who need food and water, too,” Schorr said tersely. “My people. I thought I was going to die, and I’ve seen things ...” He stopped, shaken, couldn’t go on for a moment. “Things nobody ought to see and live to remember. Macklin’s to blame for all this. He knew this place was falling apart—he must’ve known it!” The barrel bruised Roland’s skull. “High and mighty Macklin with his tin soldiers and his worn-out medals! Just marching the suckers in and out of here! He knew what was going to happen! Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, sir.” Roland felt the holy axe pressed against his stomach. Slowly, he began to work his hand under his body.

“He knows there’s no way in Hell to get to the emergency food, doesn’t he? So he sent you here to get the scraps before anybody else could! You little bastard!” Schorr grabbed his collar and shook him, which helped Roland slide his hand closer to the holy axe.

“The colonel wants to stockpile everything,” Roland said. Buy time! he thought. “He wants to get everybody together and ration out the food and wa—”

“You’re a liar! He wants it all for himself!”

“No! We can still get through to the emergency food.”

“Bullshit!” the man roared, and insanity leaped in his voice. “I heard the rest of Level One fall in! I know they’re all dead! He wants to kill all of us so he can have the food!”

“Finish him, Schorr,” the other man said. “Shoot his balls off.”

“Not yet, not yet. I want to know where Macklin is! Where’s he hiding, and how many weapons does he have?”

Roland’s fingers were almost touching the blade. Closer ... closer. “He’s got ... he’s got a lot of guns. Got a pistol. And another machine gun.” Closer, and closer still. “He’s got a whole arsenal in there.”

“In there? In where?”

“In ... one of the rooms. It’s way down the corridor.” Almost got it!

“What room, you little shit?” Schorr grabbed him again, shook him angrily, and Roland took advantage of the movement; he slid the holy axe out of his waistband and lay on top of it, getting a good, strong grip around the handle. When he decided to strike, it would have to be fast, and if the other two men had guns, he was finished.

Cry! he told himself. He forced a sob. “Please ... please don’t hurt me! I can’t see without my glasses!” He blubbered and shook. “Don’t hurt me!” He made a retching noise—and he felt the Ingram gun’s barrel move away from his skull.

“Little shitter. Little candy-ass shitter! Come on! Stand up like a man!” He grasped Roland’s arm and started to haul him to his feet.

Now, Roland thought—very calmly, very deliberately. A King’s Knight was not afraid of death.

He let the man’s strength pull him up, and then he uncoiled like a spring, twisting around and slashing out with the holy axe that still bore some of the King’s dried blood on its blade.

The flashlight’s beam glinted off the cleaver; the blade sliced into Schorr’s left cheek like it was carving off a piece of Thanksgiving turkey. He was too shocked to react for a second, but then the blood burst out of the wound and his finger jerked involuntarily on the trigger, sending a rattle of bullets whining past Roland’s head. Schorr staggered backward, half his face peeled open to the bone. Roland rushed him, hacking wildly before the man could aim that gun again.

One of the others grabbed Roland’s shoulder, but Roland broke away, tearing the rest of his shirt almost off. He swung again at Schorr and caught the meaty part of his gun arm. Schorr stumbled over a dead body, the Ingram gun clattering to the stones at Roland’s feet.

Roland scooped it up. His face contorted into a savage rictus and he whirled upon the man holding the flashlight. He braced his legs in the firing position the colonel had taught him, aimed and squeezed the trigger.

The gun hummed like a sewing machine, but its recoil knocked him back over the rubble and set him on his ass. As he fell he saw the flashlight explode in the man’s hand, and there was a grunt followed by a shrill cry of pain. Someone whimpered and scrabbled away across the floor. Roland fired into the dark, the red trajectories of tracer bullets ricocheting off the walls. There was another scream that broke into gurgling fragments and grew distant, and Roland thought that one of the men must’ve stepped into a hole in the floor and fallen through. He sprayed the cafeteria with bullets, and then he stopped firing because he knew he was alone again.

He listened; his heart was racing. The sweet aroma of a fired weapon hung in the air. “Come on!” he shouted. “You want some more? Come on!”

But there was only silence. Whether he’d killed them all or not, he didn’t know. He was sure he’d hit at least one. “Bastards,” Roland breathed. “You bastards, next time I’ll kill you.”

He laughed. It startled him, because it didn’t sound like the laughter of anyone he knew. He wished the men would come back. He wanted another chance at killing them.

Roland searched for his glasses. He found the garbage bag, but his glasses were lost. Everything would be blurred from now on, but that was okay; there was no more light, anyway. His hands found warm blood and a body to go with it. He spent a minute or two kicking the dead man’s skull in.

Roland picked up the garbage bag and, keeping the Ingram gun ready, carefully moved across the cafeteria toward where he knew the exit to be; his toes probed for holes in the floor, but he made it safely into the corridor.

He still trembled with excitement. Everything was black and silent but for the slow dripping of water somewhere. He felt his way toward the gymnasium with his bag of booty, eager to tell the King that he’d fought off three tunnel trolls, and that one of them was named Schorr. But there would be more trolls! They wouldn’t give up so easily, and besides, he wasn’t sure if he’d killed the hospitality sergeant or not.

Roland grinned into the darkness, his face and hair damp with cold sweat. He was very, very proud of himself for protecting the King, though he regretted losing the flashlight. In the corridor he stepped on bodies that were swelling like gasbags.

This was turning out to be the greatest game he’d ever played. This beat the computer version by a light-year!

He’d never shot anybody before. And he’d never felt so powerful before, either.

Surrounded by darkness and death and carrying a bagful of scraps and a warm Ingram gun, Roland Croninger knew true ecstasy.
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A SQUEAKING SOUND COMING FROM a corner of the basement made Josh reach to his side for the flashlight and switch it on. The weak bulb threw a dim yellow spear of light, but Josh guided it toward that corner to find out what was over there.

“What is it?” Swan asked, sitting up a few feet beside him.

“I think we’ve got a rat.” He played the light around, saw only a tangle of timbers, cornstalks and the mound of dirt where Darleen Prescott lay buried. Josh quickly moved the light away from the grave. The child was just now getting her senses back. “Yeah, I think it’s a rat,” Josh decided. “Probably had a nest hidden down here somewhere. Hey, Mr. Rat!” he called. “Mind if we share your basement for a while?”

“He sounds like he’s hurt.”

“He probably thinks we sound pretty bad, too.” He kept the flashlight’s beam away from the little girl; he’d already seen her once in the meager light, and that was enough. Almost all of her beautiful blond hair was burned away, her face a mass of red, watery blisters. Her eyes, which he remembered as being so stunningly blue, were deep-sunken and a cloudy gray. He was aware that the blast hadn’t spared his looks, either; the backwash of the light revealed splotched gray burns that covered his hands and arms. More than that, he didn’t care to know. He was going to wind up looking like a zebra. But at least they were both still alive, and though he had no way of calculating how much time had passed since the explosion, he thought they’d been down here for maybe four or five days. Food was no longer a problem, and they had plenty of canned juices. Air must be entering from somewhere, though the basement remained stuffy. The worst concern Josh had was the latrine’s smell, but that couldn’t be helped right now. Maybe later he’d figure out a neater sanitation system, perhaps using the empty cans and burying those in the dirt.

Something moved in the light’s beam.

“Look!” Swan said. “Over there!”

A small, burned little animal perched on a tiny hillock of dirt. Its head tilted toward Swan and Josh, and then the animal squeaked again and disappeared into the debris.

Josh said, “That’s not a rat! It’s a—”

“It’s a gopher!” Swan finished for him. “I’ve seen lots of them before, digging out near the trailer park.”

“A gopher,” Josh repeated. He remembered PawPaw’s voice, saying Gopher’s in the hole!

Swan was pleased to see something else alive down here with them. She could hear it sniffing in the dirt, over beyond the light and the mound where ... She let the thought go, because she couldn’t stand it. But her mama wasn’t hurting anymore, and that was a good thing. Swan listened to the gopher snuffling around; she was very familiar with the things, because of all the holes they dug in her garden....

All the holes they dug, she thought.

“Josh?” Swan said.

“Yeah?”

“Gophers dig holes,” she said.

Josh smiled faintly at what he took to be just a childlike statement—but then his smile froze as what she was getting at struck him. If a gopher had a nest down here, then there might indeed be a hole, leading out! Maybe that was where the air was coming from! Josh’s heart leaped. Maybe PawPaw knew there was a gopher hole somewhere in the basement, and that was the message he’d been trying to relay. A gopher hole could be enlarged to make a tunnel. We’ve got a pickaxe and shovel, he thought. Maybe we can dig ourselves out!

Josh crawled to where the old man lay. “Hey,” Josh said. “Can you hear me?” He touched PawPaw’s arm.

“Oh Lord,” Josh whispered.

The old man’s body was cool. It lay stiffly, the arms rigid by the sides. Josh shone the light into the corpse’s face, saw the mottled scarlet burns like a strange birthmark across the cheeks and nose. The eye sockets were dark brown, gaping holes. PawPaw had been dead for several hours, at least. Josh started to close PawPaw’s eyelids, but there were none; those, too, had been incinerated and vaporized.

The gopher squeaked. Josh turned away from the corpse and crawled toward the noise. Probing into the debris with his light, he found the gopher licking at its burned hind legs. It abruptly darted under a piece of wood wedged into the corner. Josh reached after it, but the wood was stuck tight. As patiently as he could, he began to work it free.

The gopher chattered angrily at the invasion. Slowly, Josh got the splintered piece of timber loose and pulled it away. The light revealed a small round hole in the dirt wall, about three inches off the floor.

“Found it!” Josh exclaimed. He got down on his belly and shone the light up into the hole. About two or three feet out of the basement, it crooked to the left and continued on beyond the range of the light. “This thing’s got to lead to the surface!” He was as excited as a kid on Christmas morning, and he was able to get his fist up into the hole. The ground was hard-packed and unyielding, burned even at this depth to the solidity of asphalt. Digging through it was going to be an absolute bitch, but following the hole would make the work easier.

One question nagged at him: did they want to get out of the basement anytime soon? The radiation might kill them outright. God only knew what the surface world would be like. Did they dare find out?

Josh heard a noise behind him. It was a hoarse rattling sound, like congested lungs struggling for air.

“Josh?” Swan had heard the noise too, and it made the remaining hairs on the back of her neck stand up; she had sensed something moving in the darkness just a few seconds before.

He turned and shone the light at her. Swan’s blistered face was turned to the right. Again, there came that hideous rattling noise. Josh shifted the light—and what he saw made him feel as if a freezing hand had clenched his throat.

PawPaw’s corpse was shivering, and that awful noise was emanating from it. He’s still alive, Josh thought incredulously; but then: No, no! He was dead when I touched him! He was dead!

The corpse lurched. Slowly, arms still stiff at its sides, the dead man began to sit up. Its head started turning inch by inch, like a clockwork automaton, toward Josh Hutchins, its raw eye sockets seeking the light. The burned face rippled, the mouth straining to open—and Josh thought that if those dead lips parted he would lose whatever marbles he had left right then and there.

With a hiss and rattle of air, the mouth opened.

And from it came a voice like the rush of wind through dried-up reeds. It was at first an unintelligible sound, thin and distant, but it was getting stronger, and it said: “Pro ... tect ...”

The eye sockets faced the beam of light as if there were still eyeballs in them. “Protect,” the awful voice repeated. The mouth with its gray lips seemed to be straining to form words. Josh shrank backward, and the corpse racheted out, “Protect ... the ... child.”

There was a quiet whoosh of air. The corpse’s eye sockets caught fire. Josh was mesmerized, and he heard Swan give a soft, stunned “Oh.” The corpse’s head burst into a fireball, and the fire spread and enveloped the entire body in a writhing, reddish-blue cocoon. An intense wave of heat licked at Josh’s face, and he put up his hand to shield his eyes; when he lowered it again, he saw the corpse dissolving at the center of its fiery shroud. The body remained sitting upright, motionless now, every inch of it ablaze.

The burning went on for maybe thirty seconds longer; then the fire began to flicker out, and the last to burn were the soles of PawPaw’s shoes.

But what lingered was white ash, in the shape of a man sitting upright.

The fire went out. The ashen shape crumbled; it was ash through and through, even the bones. It collapsed in a heap on the floor, and what remained of PawPaw Briggs was ready for a shovel.

Josh stared. Ash drifted lazily through the light. I’m going off my bird! he thought. All those body slams’ve caught up with me!

Behind him, Swan bit her lower lip and fought off frightened tears. I won’t cry, she told herself. Not anymore. The urge to sob passed, and she let her shocked eyes drift toward the black giant.

Protect the child. Josh had heard it. But PawPaw Briggs had been dead, he reasoned. Protect the child. Sue Wanda. Swan. Whatever had spoken through the dead man’s lips was gone now; it was just Josh and Swan, alone.

He believed in miracles, but of the biblical version—the parting of the Red Sea, the turning of water to wine, the feeding of the multitude from a basket of bread and fish; up until this moment, he’d thought the age of miracles was long past. But maybe it was a small miracle that they’d both found this grocery store, he realized. It was certainly a miracle that they were still alive, and a corpse that could sit up and speak was not something you saw every day.

Behind him, the gopher scrabbled in the dirt. He smells the food leaking from the cans, Josh figured. Maybe that gopher hole was a small miracle, too. He could not stop staring at the pile of white ashes, and he would hear that reedy voice for the rest of his life—however long that might be.

“You all right?” he asked Swan.

“Yes,” she replied, barely audible.

Josh nodded. If something beyond his ken wanted him to protect the child, he thought, then he was damned well going to protect the child. After a while, when he got his bones thawed out again, he crawled to get the shovel, and then he switched off the light to let it rest. In the darkness, he covered the ashes of PawPaw Briggs with cornfield dirt.
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“CIGARETTE?”

A pack of Winstons was offered. Sister took one of the cigarettes. Doyle Halland nicked a gold butane lighter with the initials RBR on its side. When the cigarette was lit, Sister drew the smoke deeply into her lungs—no use to fret about cancer now!—and let it trickle through her nostrils.

A fire crackled in the hearth of the small, wood-framed suburban house in which they’d decided to shelter for the night. All the windows were broken out, but they’d been able to trap some heat in the front room due to a fortunate discovery of blankets and a hammer and nails. They’d nailed the blankets up over the largest windows and huddled around the fireplace. The refrigerator yielded up a can of chocolate sauce, some lemonade in a plastic pitcher, and a head of brown lettuce. The pantry held only a half-full box of raisin bran and a few other cans and jars of left-behinds. Still, all of it was edible, and Sister put the cans and jars in her bag, which was beginning to bulge with things she’d scavenged. It was soon going to be time to find a second bag.

During the day they had walked a little more than five miles through the silent sprawl of the east Jersey suburbs, heading west along Interstate 280 and crossing the Garden State Parkway. The bitter cold gnawed at their bones, and the sun was no more than an area of gray in a low, muddy brown sky streaked with red. But Sister noted that the further away they got from Manhattan, the more buildings were still intact, though almost every one of them had blasted-out windows, and they leaned as if they’d been knocked off their foundations. Then they reached an area of two-story, close-cramped houses—thousands of them, brooding and broken like little gothic manors—on postage-stamp-sized lawns burned the color of dead leaves. Sister noted that none of the trees or bushes she saw had a scrap of vegetation. Nothing was green anymore; everything was colored in the dun, gray and black of death.

They did see their first cars that weren’t twisted into junk. Abandoned vehicles, their paint blistered off and windshields smashed, stood here and there on the streets, but only one of them had a key, and that one was broken off and wedged in the ignition. They went on, shivering in the cold, as the gray circle of the sun moved across the sky.

A laughing woman wearing a flimsy blue robe, her face swollen and lacerated, sat on a front porch and jeered at them as they passed. “You’re too late!” she shouted. “Everybody’s gone! You’re too late!” She was holding a pistol in her lap, and so they kept going. On another corner, a dead man with a purple face, his head hideously misshapen, leaned against a bus stop sign and grinned up at the sky, his hands locked around a business briefcase. It was in the coat pocket of this corpse that Doyle Halland had found the pack of Winstons and the butane lighter.

Everyone was, indeed, gone. A few corpses lay in front lawns or on curbs or draped over steps, but those who were still living and still halfway sane had fled from the radius of the holocaust. Sitting in front of the fire and smoking a dead man’s cigarette, Sister envisioned an exodus of suburbanites, frantically packing pillowcases and paper bags with food and everything they could carry as Manhattan melted beyond the Palisades. They had taken their children and abandoned their pets, fleeing westward before the black rain like an army of tramps and bag ladies. But they had left their blankets behind, because it was the middle of July. Nobody expected it to get cold. They just wanted to get away from the fire. Where were they going to run to, and where were they going to hide? The cold was going to catch them, and many of them would already be deep asleep in its embrace.

Behind her, the others were curled up on the floor, sleeping on sofa cushions and covered by rugs. Sister drew on the cigarette again and then looked at Doyle Halland’s craggy profile. He stared into the fire, a Winston between his lips, one long-fingered hand tentatively massaging his leg where the splinter was driven through. The man was damned tough, Sister thought; he’d never once asked to stop and rest his leg today, though the pain of walking had bled his face chalky.

“So what were you planning on doing?” Sister asked him. “Staying around that church forever?”

He hesitated a moment before he answered. “No,” he said. “Not forever. Just until ... I don’t know, just until someone came along who was going somewhere.”

“Why didn’t you leave with the other people?”

“I stayed to give the last rites to as many as I could. Within six hours of the blast, I’d done so many that I lost my voice. I couldn’t speak, and there were so many more dying people. They were begging me to save their souls. Begging me to get them into Heaven.” He glanced quickly at her and then away. He had gray eyes flecked with green. “Begging me,” he repeated softly. “And I couldn’t even speak, so I gave them the Sign of the Cross, and I ... I kissed them. I kissed them to sleep, and they all trusted me.” He drew on the cigarette, exhaled the smoke and watched it drift toward the fireplace. “St. Matthew’s has been my church for over twelve years. I kept coming back to it and walking through the ruins, trying to figure out what had happened. We had some lovely statues and stained-glass windows. Twelve years.” He slowly shook his head.

“I’m sorry,” Sister offered.

“Why should you be? You didn’t have anything to do with this. It’s just ... something that got out of control. Maybe nobody could’ve stopped it.” He glanced at her again, and this time his gaze lingered at the crusted wound in the hollow of her throat. “What’s that?” he asked her. “It looks almost like a crucifix.”

She touched it. “I used to wear a chain with a cross on it.”

“What happened?”

“Someone—” She stopped. How could she describe it? Even now her mind skittered away from the memory; it was not a safe thing to think about. “Someone took it from me,” she continued.

He nodded thoughtfully and leaked smoke from the corner of his mouth. Through the blue haze, his eyes searched hers. “Do you believe in God?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Why?” he asked quietly.

“I believe in God because someday Jesus is going to come and take everyone worthy up in the Rap—” No, she told herself. No. That was Sister Creep babbling about things she’d heard other bag ladies say. She paused, getting her thoughts in order, and then she said, “I believe in God because I’m alive, and I don’t think I could’ve made it this far by myself. I believe in God because I believe I will live to see another day.”

“You believe because you believe,” he said. “That doesn’t say much for logic, does it?”

“Are you saying you don’t believe?”

Doyle Halland smiled vacantly. The smile slowly slipped off his face. “Do you really think that God has His eye on you, lady? Do you think He really cares whether you live one more day or not? What singles you out from all those corpses we passed today? Didn’t God care about them?” He held the lighter with its initials in the palm of his hand. “What about Mr. RBR? Didn’t he go to church enough? Wasn’t he a good boy?”

“I don’t know if God has an eye on me or not,” Sister replied. “But I hope He does. I hope I’m important enough—that we’re all important enough. As for the dead ... maybe they were the lucky ones. I don’t know.”

“Maybe they were,” he agreed. He returned the lighter to his pocket. “I just don’t know what there is to live for anymore. Where are we going? Why are we going anywhere? I mean ... one place is as good as another to die in, isn’t it?”

“I’m not planning on dying anytime soon. I think Artie wants to get back to Detroit. I’ll go there with him.”

“And after that? If you make it as far as Detroit?”

She shrugged. “Like I say, I’m not planning on dying. I’ll keep going as long as I can walk.”

“No one plans on dying,” he said. “I used to be an optimist, a long time ago. I used to believe in miracles. But do you know what happened? I got older. And the world got meaner. I used to serve and believe in God with all my heart, with every ounce of faith in my body.” His eyes narrowed slightly, as if he were looking at something far beyond the fire. “As I say, that was a long time ago. I used to be an optimist ... now I suppose I’m an opportunist. I’m very good at judging which way the wind blows—and I’d have to say that now I judge God, or the power that we know as God, to be very, very weak. A dying candle, if you like, surrounded by darkness. And the darkness is closing in.” He sat without moving, just watching the fire burn.

“You don’t sound much like a priest.”

“I don’t feel much like one, either. I just feel ... like a worn-out man in a black suit with a stupid, dirty white collar. Does that shock you?”

“No. I don’t think I can be shocked anymore.”

“Good. Then that means you’re becoming less of an optimist too, doesn’t it?” He grunted. “I’m sorry. I guess I don’t sound like Spencer Tracy in Boys Town, do I? But those last rites I gave ... they fell out of my mouth like ashes, and I can’t get that damned taste out of my mouth.” His gaze slipped down to the bag at Sister’s side. “What’s that thing I saw you with last night? That glass thing?”

“It’s something I found on Fifth Avenue.”

“Oh. May I see it?”

Sister brought it out of her bag. The jewels trapped within the glass circle burst into blazing rainbow colors. The reflections danced on the walls of the room and striped both Sister’s and Doyle Halland’s faces. He drew in his breath, because it was the first time he’d really gotten a good look at it. His eyes widened, the colors sparkling in his pupils. He reached out to touch it but drew his hand back at the last second. “What is it?”

“Just glass and jewels, melted together. But ... last night, just before you came, this thing ... did something wonderful, something I still can’t explain.” She told him about Julia Castillo and being able to understand each other’s language when they were linked by the glass circle. He sat listening intently. “Beth said this thing’s magic. I don’t know about that, but I do know it’s pretty strange. Look at it pick up my heartbeat. And the way the thing glows—I don’t know what this is, but I’m sure as hell not going to throw it away.”

“A crown,” he said softly. “I heard Beth say it could be a crown. It looks like a tiara, doesn’t it?”

“I guess it does. Not quite like the tiaras in the Tiffany windows, though. I mean ... it’s all crooked and weird-looking. I remember I wanted to give up. I wanted to die. And then I found this, and it made me think that ... I don’t know, it’s stupid, I guess.”

“Go on,” he urged.

“It made me think about sand,” Sister told him. “That sand is about the most worthless stuff in the world, yet look what sand can become in the right hands.” She ran her fingers over the velvet surface of the glass. “Even the most worthless thing in the world can be beautiful,” she said. “It just takes the right touch. But seeing this beautiful thing, and holding it in my hands, made me think I wasn’t so worthless, either. It made me want to get up off my ass and live. I used to be crazy, but after I found this thing ... I wasn’t so crazy anymore. Maybe part of me’s still crazy, I don’t know; but I want to believe that all the beauty in the world isn’t dead yet. I want to believe that beauty can be saved.”

“I haven’t seen very much beauty in the last few days,” he replied. “Except for that. You’re right. It is a very, very beautiful piece of junk.” He smiled faintly. “Or crown. Or whatever it is you choose to believe.”

Sister nodded and peered into the depths of the glass circle. Beneath the glass, the threads of precious metals flared like sparklers. The pulsing of a large, deep brown topaz caught her attention; she could sense Doyle Halland watching her, could hear the crackle of the fire and the sweep of the wind outside, but the brown topaz and its hypnotic rhythm—so soft, so steady—filled up her vision. Oh, she thought, what are you? What are you? What—

She blinked.

She was no longer holding the circle of glass.

And she was no longer sitting before the fire in the New Jersey house.

Wind swept around her, and she smelled dry, scorched earth and ... something else. What was it?

Yes. Now she knew. It was the odor of burned corn.

She was standing on a vast, flat plain, and the sky above her was a whirling mass of dirty gray clouds through which electric-blue streaks of lightning plunged. Charred cornstalks lay about her by the thousands—and the only feature on that awful wasteland was a large dome that looked like a grave about a hundred yards away.

I’m dreaming, she thought. I’m really sitting in New Jersey. This is a dreamscape—a picture in my mind, that’s all. I can wake up anytime I want to, and I’ll be back in New Jersey again.

She looked at the strange dome and wondered how far she could push the limits of this dream. If I take a step, she thought, will the whole thing fall to pieces like a movie set? She decided to find out, and she took a single step. The dreamscape remained intact. If this is a dream, she told herself, then, by God, I’m dreamwalking somewhere a long way from New Jersey, because I can feel that wind in my face!

She walked over the dry earth and cornstalks toward the dome; no dust plumed beneath her feet, and she had the sensation of drifting over the landscape like a ghost instead of actually walking, though she knew her legs were moving. As she neared the dome she saw it was a mass of dirt, thousands of burned cornstalks, pieces of wood and cinder blocks all jammed together. Nearby was a twisted thing of metal that might once have been a car, and another one lay ten or fifteen yards beyond the first. Other pieces of metal, wood and debris lay scattered around her: here was what appeared to be the nozzle from a gas pump, there was the burned lid of a suitcase. The rags of clothes—small clothes—were lying about. Sister walked—dreamwalked, she thought—past part of a wagon wheel half buried in the dirt, and there was the remnant of a sign that still held barely decipherable letters: P ... A ... W

She stopped about twenty yards from the gravelike dome. This is a funny thing to be dreaming about, she thought. I could be dreaming about a thick steak and an ice cream sundae.

Sister looked in all directions, saw nothing but desolation.

But no. Something on the ground caught her eye—a little figure of some kind—and she dreamwalked toward it.

A doll, she realized as she got nearer. A doll with a bit of blue fur still clinging to its body, and two plastic eyes with little black pupils that Sister knew would jiggle around if it was picked up. She stood over the doll. The thing was somehow familiar, and she thought of her own dead daughter perched in front of the TV set. Reruns of an old show for kids called “Sesame Street” had been one of her favorite programs.

And Sister remembered the child pointing gleefully at the screen and shouting: “Cooookies!”

The Cookie Monster. Yes. That’s who that was, lying there at her feet.

Something about that doll there on the desolate plain struck a note of terrible sadness in Sister’s heart. Where was the child to whom this doll belonged? Blown away with the wind? Or buried and lying dead under the earth?

She bent down to pick up the Cookie Monster doll.

And her hands went right through it—as if either the scene or she were made of smoke.

This is a dream, Sister thought. This is not real! This is a mirage inside my head, and I’m dreamwalking through it!

She stepped back from the doll. It was for the best that it remain there, in case the child who had lost it someday came back this way.

Sister squeezed her eyes shut. I want to go back now, she thought. I want to go back where I was, back far away from here. Far away. Far a—

“... for your thoughts.”

Sister was startled by the voice, which seemed to be whispered right into her ear. She looked to her side. Doyle Halland’s face hovered above her, caught between the firelight and the reflection of the jewels. “What?”

“I said, a penny for your thoughts. Where’d you go?”

Where indeed, Sister wondered. “Far away from here,” she said. Everything was as it had been before. The vision was gone, but Sister imagined she could still smell burned corn and feel that wind on her face.

The cigarette was burning down between her fingers. She took one last draw from it and then thumped it into the fireplace. She put the glass ring down into her bag again and held the bag close to her body. Behind her eyes, she could still clearly see the dome of dirt, the wagon wheel, the mangled remains of cars and the blue-furred Cookie Monster.

Where was I? she asked herself—and she had no answer.

“Where do we go in the morning?” Halland inquired.

“West,” she answered. “We keep going west. Maybe we’ll find a car with a key in the ignition tomorrow. Maybe we’ll find some other people. I don’t think we’ll have to worry much about food for a while. We can scavenge enough to eat as we go. I was never very fussy about my meals, anyway.” Water was still going to be a problem, though. The kitchen and bathroom faucets in this house were dry, and Sister figured that the shock waves had shattered water mains all over the metro area.

“Do you really think it’s going to be better anywhere else?” He lifted his burned eyebrows. “The wind’s going to throw radiation all over this country. If the blast and the fires and the radiation don’t finish people off, it’s going to be hunger, thirst and the cold. I’d say there’s nowhere to go after all, is there?”

Sister stared into the fire. “Like I say,” she said finally, “nobody has to go with me who doesn’t want to. I’m getting some sleep now. Good night.” She crawled over to where the others were huddled under the rugs, and she lay down between Artie and Beth and tried to find sleep while the wind shrieked beyond the walls.

Doyle Halland carefully touched the metal splinter in his leg. He sat slightly slumped forward, and his gaze ticked toward Sister and the bag she held so protectively. He grunted thoughtfully, smoked his cigarette down to the filter and tossed it into the fireplace. Then he positioned himself in a corner, facing Sister and the others, and he stared at them for perhaps a full five minutes, his eyes glittering in the gloom, before he leaned his head back and went to sleep sitting up.
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IT BEGAN WITH A MANGLED voice calling from beyond the gymnasium’s barricaded door: “Colonel? Colonel Macklin?”

Macklin, on his knees in the dark, did not answer. Not far away, Roland Croninger clicked the safety off the Ingram gun, and he could hear Warner’s harsh breathing over to his right.

“We know you’re in the gym,” the voice continued. “We searched everywhere else. Got yourself a nice little fortress, don’t you?”

As soon as Roland had reported the incident at the cafeteria, they’d gone to work blocking the gym’s doorway with stones, cables and parts of broken-up Nautilus machines. The boy had had the good idea to scatter shards of glass out in the corridor, to cut the marauders up when they came creeping through the dark on their hands and knees. A moment before the voice, Macklin had heard curses and pained mutterings, and he knew the glass had done its job. In his left hand he held a makeshift weapon that had been part of a Nautilus Super Pullover machine—a curved metal bar about two feet long, with twelve inches of chain and a dangling, macelike sprocket at its business end.

“Is the boy in there?” the voice inquired. “I’m looking for you, boy. You really did a job on me, you little fucker.” And now Roland knew Schorr had escaped, but from the way he sounded the hospitality sergeant had lost half his mouth.

Teddybear Warner’s nerve shattered. “Go away! Leave us alone!”

Oh, shit, Macklin thought. Now they know they’ve got us!

There was a long silence. Then, “I’ve got some hungry people to feed, Colonel, sir. We know you’ve got a bagful of food in there. It’s not right for you to have it all, is it?” When Macklin didn’t reply, Schorr’s distorted voice roared, “Give us the food, you sonofabitch!”

Something gripped Macklin’s shoulder; it felt like a cold, hard claw digging into his skin. “More mouths, less food,” the Shadow Soldier whispered. “You know what it’s like to be hungry, don’t you? Remember the pit, back in Nam? Remember what you did to get that rice, mister?”

Macklin nodded. He did remember. Oh, yes, he did. He remembered knowing that he was going to die if he didn’t get more than one fourth of a small rice cake every time the Cong guards dropped one down, and he’d known the others—McGee, Ragsdale and Mississippi—could read their own tombstones, too. A man had a certain look in his eyes when he was pushed against the wall and stripped of his humanity; his entire face changed, as if it was a mask cracking open to show the face of the real beast within.

And when Macklin had decided what it was he had to do, the Shadow Soldier had told him how to do it.

Ragsdale had been the weakest. It had been a simple thing to press his face into the mud while the others were sleeping.

But one third of the rice wasn’t enough, the Shadow Soldier said. Macklin had strangled McGee, and then there were two.

Mississippi had been the toughest to kill. He was still strong, and he’d fought Macklin off again and again. But Macklin had kept at him, attacking him when he tried to sleep, and finally Mississippi had lost his mind and crouched in the corner, calling for Jesus like a hysterical child. It had been an easy thing, then, to grasp Mississippi’s chin and wrench his head violently backward.

Then all the rice was his, and the Shadow Soldier said he’d done very, very well.

“Can you hear me, Colonel, sir?” Schorr sneered beyond the barricade. “Just give us the food and we’ll go!”

“Bullshit,” Macklin answered. There was no more use in hiding. “We’ve got weapons in here, Schorr.” He desperately wanted the man to believe they had more than just one Ingram gun, a couple of metal clubs, a metal cleaver and some sharp rocks. “Back off!”

“We’ve brought along some toys of our own. I don’t think you want to find out what they are.”

“You’re bluffing.”

“Am I? Well, sir, let me tell you this: I found a way to get to the garage. There’s not much left. Most everything’s smashed to hell, and you can’t get to the drawbridge crank. But I found what I needed, Colonel, sir, and I don’t give a damn how many guns you’ve got in there. Now: Does the food come out, or do we take it?”

“Roland,” Macklin said urgently, “get ready to fire.”

The boy aimed the Ingram gun in the direction of Schorr’s voice.

“What we’ve got stays here,” Macklin told him. “You find your own food, just like we found ours.”

“There is no more!” Schorr raged. “You sonofabitch, you’re not going to kill us like you killed everybody else in this damn—”

“Fire,” Macklin ordered.

Roland squeezed the trigger with no hesitation.

The gun jumped in his hands as the tracers streaked across the gym like scarlet comets. They hit the barricade and the wall around the door, popping and whining madly as they ricocheted. In the brief, jerky light, a man—not Schorr—could be seen trying to climb through the space between the pile of rubble and the top of the door. He started to pull back when the firing began, but he suddenly screamed, caught in the glass and metal cables that Roland had arranged. Bullets hit him and he writhed, getting more tangled up. His screaming stopped. Arms came up, grabbed the body and heaved it backward into the corridor.

Roland released the trigger. His pockets were full of ammo clips, and the colonel had drilled him in changing the clips quickly. The noise of the machine gun faded. The marauders were silent.

“They’re gone!” Warner shouted. “We ran ’em off!”

“Shut up!” Macklin warned him. He saw a flicker of light from the corridor—what might’ve been a match being struck. In the next instant, something afire came flying over the barricade. It hit with the sound of shattering glass, and Macklin had a second to smell gasoline before the Molotov cocktail blew, a sheet of fire leaping across the gym. He jerked his head down behind his rock pile hiding place as glass whined like yellowjackets around his ears. The flames shot past him, and when the explosion was over he looked up and saw a puddle of gas burning about fifteen feet away.

Roland had ducked as well, but small fragments of glass had nicked his cheek and shoulder. He lifted his head and fired again at the doorway; the bullets hit the top of the barricade and ricocheted harmlessly.

“You like that, Macklin?” Schorr taunted. “We found us a little gasoline in some of the car tanks. Found us some rags and a few beer bottles, too. We’ve got more where that one came from. You like it?”

Firelight flickered off the walls of the wrecked gym. Macklin hadn’t counted on this; Schorr and the others could stand behind the barricade and toss those bastards over the top. He heard a metal tool of some kind scrape against the debris that blocked the door, and some of the rocks slid away.

A second gasoline-filled bottle, a flaming rag jammed down into it, sailed into the gym and exploded near Captain Warner, who cowered behind a mound of stones, bent metal and Nautilus weights. The gas spattered like grease from a skillet, and the captain cried out as he was hit by flying glass. Roland fired the Ingram gun at the doorway as a third bomb landed between him and Colonel Macklin, and he had to leap aside as burning gas splashed at his legs. Shards of glass tugged at Macklin’s jacket, and one caught him over the right eyebrow and snapped his head back like a punch.

The gym’s rubble—mats, towels, ceiling tiles, ripped-up carpeting and wood paneling—was catching fire. Smoke and gasoline fumes swirled through the air.

When Roland looked up again, he could see blurred figures furiously digging their way over the barricade. He gave them another burst of bullets, and they scattered back into the corridor like roaches down a hole. A gas-filled Dr Pepper bottle exploded in reply, the whoosh of flames searing Roland’s face and sucking the breath from his lungs. He felt a stinging pain and looked at his left hand; it was covered in flame, and silver-dollar-sized circles of fire burned all over his arm. He shouted with terror and scrambled toward the mop bucket full of toilet water.

The flames were growing, merging and advancing across the gym. More of the barricade crumbled, and Macklin saw the marauders coming in; Schorr was leading them, armed with a broom handle sharpened into a spear, a bloodstained rag wrapped around his swollen, wild-eyed face. Behind him were three men and a woman, all carrying primitive weapons: jagged-edged stones and clubs made from broken furniture. As Roland frantically washed off the burning gasoline Teddybear Warner hobbled out from his shelter and fell down on his knees in front of Schorr, his hands upraised for mercy. “Don’t kill me!” he begged. “I’m with you! I swear to God, I’m with—”

Schorr drove the sharpened broomstick into Warner’s throat. The others swarmed over him as well, beating and kicking the captain as he flopped on the end of the spear. The flames threw their shadows on the walls like dancers in Hell. Then Schorr jerked the spear from Warner’s throat and whirled toward Colonel Macklin.

Roland picked up the Ingram gun at his side. A hand suddenly clamped around the back of his neck, jerking him to his feet. He saw the blurred image of a man in tattered clothes standing over him, about to smash a rock into his skull.

Schorr charged Macklin. The colonel staggered to his feet to defend himself with the high-tech mace.

The man gripping Roland’s neck made a choking sound. He was wearing eyeglasses with cracked lenses held together at the bridge of his nose with a Band-Aid.

Schorr feinted with the spear. Macklin lost his balance and fell, twisting away as the spear grazed his side. “Roland, help me!” he screamed.

“Oh ... my God,” the man with the cracked eyeglasses breathed. “Roland ... you’re alive....”

Roland thought the man’s voice was familiar, but he wasn’t sure. Nothing was certain anymore but the fact that he was a King’s Knight. All that had gone before this moment were shadows, flimsy and insubstantial, and this was real life.

“Roland!” the man said. “Don’t you know your own—”

Roland brought the Ingram gun up and blew most of the man’s head away. The stranger staggered back, broken teeth chattering in a mask of blood, and fell into the fire.

The other people threw themselves upon the garbage bag and tore wildly at it, splitting it open and fighting one another for the scraps. Roland turned toward Schorr and Colonel Macklin; Schorr was jabbing at the colonel with his spear while Macklin used his metal club to parry the thrusts. Macklin was being steadily forced into a corner, where the leaping firelight revealed a large airshaft set in the cracked wall, its wire mesh grille hanging by one screw.

Roland started to shoot, but smoke swirled around the figures and he feared hitting the King. His finger twitched on the trigger—and then something struck him in the small of the back and knocked him onto his face on the floor, where he lay struggling for breath. The machine gun fell from his hand, and the woman with insane, red-rimmed eyes who’d thrown the rock scrabbled on her hands and knees to get it.

Macklin swung the mace at Schorr’s head. Schorr ducked, stumbling over the rocks and burning debris. “Come on!” Macklin yelled. “Come and get me!”

The crazy woman crawled over Roland and picked up the Ingram gun. Roland was stunned, but he knew both he and the King were dead if she was able to use the weapon; he grabbed her wrist, and she shrieked and fought, her teeth gnashing at his face. She got her other hand up and went for his eyes with her fingers, but he twisted his head away to keep from being blinded. The woman wrenched her wrist loose and, still shrieking, aimed the machine gun.

She fired it, the tracers streaking across the gym.

But she was not aiming at Colonel Macklin. The two men who were fighting over the garbage can were caught by the bullets and made to dance as if their shoes were aflame. They went down, and the crazy woman scrambled toward the scraps with the gun clutched against her breasts.

The chatter of the Ingram gun had made Schorr’s head swivel around—and Macklin lunged forward, striking at the other man’s side with the mace. He heard Schorr’s ribs break like sticks trodden underfoot. Schorr cried out, tried to backpedal, tripped and fell to his knees. Macklin lifted the mace high and smashed it down on the center of Schorr’s forehead, and the man’s skull dented in the shape of a Nautilus cam. Then Macklin was standing over the body, striking the skull again and again. Schorr’s head started to change shape.

Roland was on his feet. A short distance away, the crazy woman was stuffing her mouth with the burned food. The flames were growing higher and hotter, and dense smoke whirled past Macklin as, finally, the strength of his left arm gave out. He dropped the mace and gave Schorr’s corpse one last kick to the ribs.

The smoke got his attention. He watched it sliding into the shaft, which was about three feet high and three feet wide—large enough to crawl through, he realized. It took him a minute to clear the fatigue out of his mind. The smoke was being drawn into the airshaft. Drawn in. Where was it going? To the surface of Blue Dome Mountain? To the outside world?

He didn’t care about the garbage bag anymore, didn’t care about Schorr or the crazy woman or the Ingram gun. There had to be a way out up there somewhere! He wrenched the grille off and crawled into the shaft. It led upward at a forty degree angle, and Macklin’s feet found the heads of bolts in the aluminum surface to push himself against. There was no light ahead, and the smoke was almost choking, but Macklin knew that this might be their only chance to get out. Roland followed him, inching upward after the King in this new turn of the game.

Behind them, in the burning gym, they heard the crazy woman’s voice float up into the tunnel: “Where’d everybody go? It’s hot in here ... so hot. God knows I didn’t come all this way to cook in a mine shaft!”

Something about that voice clutched at Roland’s heart. He remembered a voice like that, a long time ago. He kept moving, but when the crazy woman screamed and the smell of burning meat came up into the tunnel he had to stop and clasp his hands over his ears, because the sound made the world spin too fast and he feared being flung off. The screaming stopped after a while, and all Roland could hear was the steady sliding of the King’s body further along the shaft. Coughing, his eyes watering, Roland pushed himself onward.

They came to a place where the shaft had been crushed closed. Macklin’s hand found another shaft branching off from the one they’d been following: this one was a tighter fit, and it clamped around the colonel’s shoulders as he squeezed into it. The smoke was still bad, and his lungs were burning. It was like creeping up a chimney with a fire blazing below, and Roland wondered if this was what Santa Claus felt like.

Further along, Macklin’s questing fingers touched Fiberglas. It was part of the system of air filters and baffles that purified what Earth House residents breathed in case of nuclear attack. Sure helped a whole hell of a lot, didn’t it? he thought grimly. He ripped away the filter and kept crawling. The shaft curved gradually to the left, and Macklin had to tear through more filters and louverlike baffles made of rubber and nylon. He was straining hard to breathe, and he heard Roland gasping behind him. The kid was damned tough, he thought. Anybody who had a will to live like that kid did was a person to reckon with, even if he looked like a ninety-pound weakling.

Macklin stopped. He’d touched metal ahead of him, blades radiating from a central hub. One of the fans that drew air in from the outside. “We must be close to the surface!” he said. Smoke was still moving past him in the dark. “We’ve got to be close!”

He put his hand against the fan’s hub and pushed until the muscles in his shoulder cracked. The fan was bolted securely in place and wasn’t going to move. Damn you! he seethed. Damn you to Hell! He pushed again, as hard as he could, but all he did was exhaust himself. The fan wasn’t going to let them out.

Macklin laid his cheek against cool aluminum and tried to think, tried to picture the blueprints of Earth House in his mind. How were the intake fans serviced? Think! But he was unable to see the blueprints correctly; they kept shivering and falling to pieces.

“Listen!” Roland cried out.

Macklin did. He couldn’t hear anything but his own heartbeat and his raw lungs heaving.

“I hear wind!” Roland said. “I hear wind moving up there!” He reached up, felt the movement of air. The faint sound of shrilling wind came from directly above. He ran his hands over the crumpled wall to his right, then to his left—and he discovered iron rungs. “There’s a way up! There’s another shaft right over our heads!” Grasping the bottom rung, Roland drew himself up, rung by rung, to a standing position. “I’m climbing up,” he told Macklin, and he began to ascend.

The windscream was louder, but there was still no light. He had climbed maybe twenty feet when his hand touched a metal flywheel over his head. Exploring, his fingers glided over a cracked concrete surface. Roland thought it must be the lid of a hatch, like a submarine’s conning tower hatch that could be opened and closed by the flywheel. But he could feel the strong suction of air there, and he figured the blast must have sprung the hatch, because it was no longer securely sealed.

He grasped the flywheel, tried to turn it. The thing wouldn’t budge. Roland waited a minute, building up his strength and determination; if ever he needed the power of a King’s Knight, it was at this moment. He attacked the flywheel again; this time he thought it might have moved a half inch, but he wasn’t sure.

“Roland!” Colonel Macklin called from below. He’d finally put the blueprints together in his mind. The vertical shaft was used by workmen to change the air filters and baffles in this particular sector. “There should be a concrete lid up there! It opens to the surface!”

“I’ve found it! I’m trying to get it open!” He braced himself with one arm through the nearest rung, grasped the flywheel and tried to turn it with every ounce of muscle left in his body. He shook with the effort, his eyes closed and beads of sweat popped up on his face. Come on! he urged Fate, or God, or the Devil, or whoever worked these things. Come on!

He kept straining against it, unwilling to give up.

The flywheel moved. An inch. Then two inches. Then four. Roland shouted, “I’ve got it!” and he started cranking the flywheel with a sore and throbbing arm. A chain clattered through the teeth of gears, and now the wind was shrieking. He knew the hatch was lifting, but he saw no light.

Roland had given the wheel four more revolutions when there was a piercing wail of wind, and the air, full of stinging grit, thrashed madly around the shaft. It almost sucked him right out, and he hung onto a rung with both hands as the wind tore at him. He was weak from his battle with the flywheel, but he knew that if he let go the storm might lift him up into the dark like a kite and never set him down again. He shouted for help, couldn’t even hear his own voice.

An arm without a hand locked around his waist. Macklin had him, and they slowly descended the rungs together. They retreated into the shaft.

“We made it!” Macklin shouted over the howling. “That’s the way out!”

“But we can’t survive in that! It’s a tornado!”

“It won’t last much longer! It’ll blow itself out! We made it!” He started to cry, but he remembered that discipline and control made the man. He had no conception of time, no idea how long it had been since he’d first seen those bogies on the radar scope. It must be night, but the night of which day he didn’t know.

His mind drifted toward the people who were still down in Earth House, either dead or insane or lost in the dark. He thought of all the men who’d followed him into this job, who’d had faith in him and respected him. His mouth twitched into a crooked grin. It’s crazy! he thought. All those experienced soldiers and loyal officers lost, and just this skinny kid with bad eyes left to go on at his side. What a joke! All that remained of Macklin’s army was one puny-looking high school geek!

But he recalled how Roland had rationalized putting the civilians to work, how he’d calmly done the job down in that awful pit where Macklin’s hand remained. The kid had guts. More than guts; something about Roland Croninger made Macklin a little uneasy, like knowing a deadly little thing was hiding beneath a flat rock you had to step over. It had been in the kid’s eyes when Roland had told him about Schorr waylaying him in the cafeteria, and in his voice when Roland had said, “We’ve got hands.” Macklin knew one thing for sure: He’d rather have the kid at his side than at his back.

“We’ll get out when the storm’s over!” Macklin shouted. “We’re going to live!” And then tears did come to his eyes, but he laughed so the kid wouldn’t know it.

A cold hand touched his shoulder. Macklin’s laughter stopped.

The Shadow Soldier’s voice was very close to his ear. “Right, Jimbo. We’re going to live.”

Roland shivered. The wind was cold, and he pushed his body against the King’s for warmth. The King hesitated—and then laid his handless arm across Roland’s shoulder.

Sooner or later the storm would stop, Roland knew. The world would wait. But it would be a different world. A different game. He knew it would be nothing like the one that had just ended. In the new game, the possibilities for a King’s Knight might be endless.

He didn’t know where they would go, or what they would do; he didn’t know how much remained of the old world—but even if all the cities had been nuked, there must be packs of survivors, roaming the wastelands or huddled in basements, waiting. Waiting for a new leader. Waiting for someone strong enough to bend them to his will and make them dance in the new game that had already begun.

Yes. It would be the greatest game of King’s Knight ever. The game board would stretch across ruined cities, ghost towns, blackened forests and deserts where meadows used to be. Roland would learn the rules as he went along, just like everybody else. But he was already one step ahead, because he recognized that there was great power to be grabbed up by the smartest and strongest. Grabbed up and used like a holy axe, poised over the heads of the weak.

And maybe—just maybe—his would be the hand that held it. Alongside the King, of course.

He listened to the roar of the wind and imagined that it spoke his name in a mighty voice and carried that name over the devastated land like a promise of power yet to be.

He smiled in the dark, his face splattered with the blood of the man he’d shot, and waited for the future.
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SHEETS OF FREEZING RAIN the color of nicotine swirled over the ruins of East Hanover, New Jersey, driven before sixty-mile-an-hour winds. The storm hung filthy icicles from sagging roofs and crumbling walls, broke leafless trees and glazed all surfaces with contaminated ice.

The house that sheltered Sister, Artie Wisco, Beth Phelps, Julia Castillo and Doyle Halland trembled on its foundations. For the third day since the storm had hit they huddled before the fire, which boomed and leaped as wind shot down the chimney. Almost all the furniture was gone, broken up and fed to the flames in return for life-sustaining heat. Every so often they heard the walls pop and crack over the incessant shriek of the wind, and Sister flinched, thinking that at any minute the entire flimsy house would go up like cardboard—but the little bastard was tough and hung together. They heard noises like trees toppling, and Sister realized it must be the sound of other houses blowing apart around them and scattering before the storm. Sister asked Doyle Halland to lead them in prayer, but he looked at her through bitter eyes and crawled into a corner to smoke the last cigarette and stare grimly at the fire.

They were out of food and had nothing more to drink. Beth Phelps had begun to cough up blood, fever glistening in her eyes. As the fire ebbed Beth’s body grew hotter—and, admit it or not, the others sat closer around her to absorb the warmth.

Beth leaned her head against Sister’s shoulder. “Sister?” she asked, in a soft, exhausted voice. “Can I ... can I hold it? Please?”

Sister knew what she meant. The glass thing. She took it from her bag, and the jewels glowed in the low orange firelight. Sister looked into its depths for a few seconds, remembering her experience of dreamwalking across a barren field strewn with burned cornstalks. It had seemed so real! What is this thing? she wondered. And why do I have it? She put the glass ring into Beth’s hands. The others were watching, the reflection of the jewels scattered across their faces like the rainbow lamps of a faraway paradise.

Beth clutched it to her. She stared into the ring and whispered, “I’m thirsty. I’m so very, very thirsty.” Then she was silent, just holding the glass and staring, with the colors slowly pulsating.

“There’s nothing left to drink,” Sister replied. “I’m sorry.”

Beth didn’t answer. The storm made the house shake for a few seconds. Sister felt someone staring a hole through her, and she looked up at Doyle Halland. He was sitting a few feet away, his legs outstretched toward the fire and the sliver through his thigh catching a glint of light.

“That’s going to have to come out sooner or later,” Sister told him. “Ever heard of gangrene?”

“It’ll keep,” he said, and his attention drifted to the circle of glass.

“Oh,” Beth whispered dreamily. Her body shivered, and then she said, “Did you see it? It was there. Did you see it?”

“See what?” Artie asked.

“The stream. Flowing between my fingers. I was thirsty, and I drank. Didn’t anybody else see it?”

The fever’s got her, Sister thought. Or maybe ... maybe she had gone dreamwalking, too.

“I put my hands in,” Beth continued, “and it was so cool. So cool. Oh, there’s a wonderful place inside that glass....”

“My God!” Artie said suddenly. “Listen, I ... I didn’t say anything before, because I thought I was going nuts. But ...” He looked around at all of them, finally stopped at Sister. “I want to tell you about something I saw, when I looked into that thing.” He told them about the picnic with his wife. “It was weird! I mean, it was so real I could taste what I’d eaten after I came back. My stomach was full, and I wasn’t hungry anymore!”

Sister nodded, listening intently. “Well,” she said, “let me tell you where I went when I looked into it.” When she was finished, the others remained silent. Julia Castillo was watching Sister, her head cocked to one side; she couldn’t understand a word that was being said, but she saw them all looking at the glass thing, and she knew what they were discussing.

“My experience was pretty real, too,” Sister went on. “I don’t know what it means. Most likely it doesn’t mean anything. Maybe it’s a picture that just floated out of my head, I don’t know.”

“The stream is real,” Beth said. “I know it is. I can feel it, and I can taste it.”

“That food filled my belly,” Artie told them. “It kept me from being hungry for a while. And what about being able to talk to her”—he motioned toward Julia—“with that thing? I mean, that’s damned strange, isn’t it?”

“This is something very special. I know it is. It gives you what you want when you need it. Maybe it’s ...” Beth straightened up and peered into Sister’s eyes. Sister felt the fever rolling off her in waves. “Maybe it is magic. A kind of magic that’s never been before. Maybe ... maybe the blast made it magic. Something with the radiation, or s—”

Doyle Halland laughed. They all jumped, startled by the harshness of that laugh, and looked at him. He grinned in the firelight. “This is about the craziest thing I’ve ever heard in my life, folks! Magic! Maybe the blast made it magic!” He shook his head. “Come on! It’s just a piece of glass with some jewels stuck in it. Yes, it’s pretty. Okay. Maybe it’s sensitive, like a tuning fork or something. But I say it hypnotizes you. I say the colors do something to your mind; maybe they trigger the pictures in your mind, and you think you’re eating a picnic lunch, or drinking from a stream, or walking on a burned-up field.”

“What about my being able to understand Spanish, and her understanding English?” Sister asked him. “That’s a hell of a hypnosis, isn’t it?”

“Ever heard of mass hypnosis?” he asked pointedly. “This thing comes under the same heading as bleeding statues, visions and faith-healing. Everybody wants to believe, so it comes true. Listen, I know. I’ve seen a wooden door that a hundred people swear holds a picture of Jesus in the grain. I’ve seen a window glass that a whole block sees as an image of the Virgin Mary—and do you know what it was? A mistake. An imperfection in the glass, that’s all. There’s nothing magic about a mistake. People see what they want to see, and they hear what they want to hear.”

“You don’t want to believe,” Artie countered defiantly. “Why? Are you afraid?”

“No, I’m just a realist. I think, instead of jabbering about a piece of junk, we ought to be finding some more wood for that fire before it goes out.”

Sister glanced at it. The flames were gnawing away the last of a broken chair. She gently took the glass ring back from Beth; it was hot from the other woman’s palms. Maybe the colors and pulsations did trigger pictures in the mind, she thought. She was suddenly reminded of an object from a distant childhood: a glass ball filled with black ink, made to look like a pool-table eight-ball. You were supposed to make a wish, think about it real hard, and then turn it upside down. At the bottom of the eight-ball a little white polyhedron surfaced with different things written on each side, such as Your Wish Will Be Granted, It’s a Certainty, It Appears Doubtful, and the aggravating Ask Again Later. They were all-purpose answers to the questions of a child who desperately wanted to believe in magic; you could make whatever you wanted to out of those answers. And maybe this was what the glass thing was, too: a cryptic eight-ball that made you see what you wanted to see. Still, she thought, she’d had no desire to go dreamwalking across a burned prairie. The image had just appeared and carried her along. So what was this thing—cryptic eight-ball or doorway to dreams?

Dream food and dream water might be good enough to soothe desire for such things, Sister knew, but they needed the real stuff. Plus wood for that fire. And the only place to get any of that was outside, in one of the other houses. She put the glass thing back into her bag. “I’ve got to go out,” she said. “Maybe I can find us some food and something to drink in the next house. Artie, will you go with me? You can help me break up a chair or whatever for some more wood. Okay?”

He nodded. “Okay. I’m not afraid of a little wind and rain.”

Sister looked at Doyle Halland. His gaze skittered up from the Gucci bag. “How about you? Will you go with us?”

Halland shrugged. “Why not? But if you and he go in one direction, I ought to go in another. I can look through the house to the right, if you go to the one on the left.”

“Right. Good idea.” She stood up. “We need to find some sheets that we can wrap wood and stuff up in to carry it. I think we’d be safer crawling than walking. If we stay close to the ground, maybe the wind won’t be so bad.”

Artie and Halland found sheets and clutched them under their arms to keep them from opening like parachutes in the wind. Sister made Beth comfortable and motioned for Julia to stay with her.

“Be careful,” Beth said. “It doesn’t sound too nice out there.”

“We’ll be back,” Sister promised, and she went across the room to the front door—which was about the only wooden thing that hadn’t gone into the fire. She pushed against the door, and immediately the room was full of cold, spinning wind and icy rain. Sister dropped to her knees and crawled out onto the slick porch, holding her leather bag. The light was the color of graveyard dirt, and the wind-blasted houses around them were as crooked as neglected tombstones. Followed closely by Artie, Sister began to crawl slowly down the front steps to the frosted-over lawn. She looked back, squinting against the stinging whipstrike of ice, and saw Doyle Halland inching toward the house on the right, drawing his injured leg carefully after him.

It took them almost ten freezing minutes to reach the next house. The roof had been torn almost off, and ice coated everything. Artie went to work, finding a crevice in which to tie the sheet into a bag and then gathering up the shards of timbers that lay everywhere. In the remains of the kitchen, Sister slipped on ice and fell hard on her rear end. But she found some cans of vegetables in the pantry, some frozen apples, onions and potatoes, and in the refrigerator some rock-hard TV dinners. All that could be stuffed into her bag went in, and by that time her hands were stiff claws. Lugging her bundle of booty, she found Artie with a bulging sheet-bagful of bits and pieces of wood. “You ready?” she shouted against the wind, and he nodded that he was.

The trip back was more treacherous, because they were holding their treasures so tightly. The wind thrust against them, even though they crawled on their bellies, and Sister thought that if she didn’t get to a fire soon her hands and face would fall off.

Slowly they covered the territory between houses. There was no sign of Doyle Halland, and Sister knew that if he’d fallen and hurt himself he could freeze to death; if he didn’t return in five minutes, she’d have to go looking for him. They crawled up the ice-coated steps to the front porch and through the door into the blessed warmth.

When Artie was in, Sister pushed the door shut and latched it. The wind beat and howled outside like something monstrous deprived of playthings. A skin of ice had begun to melt from Sister’s face, and little icicles dangled from Artie’s earlobes.

“We made it!” Artie’s jaws were stiff with cold. “We got some—”

He stopped speaking. He was staring past Sister, and his eyes with their icy lashes were widening in horror.

Sister whirled around.

She went cold. Colder than she’d been in the storm.

Beth Phelps was lying on her back before the guttering fire. Her eyes were open, and a pool of blood was spreading around her head. There was a hideous wound in her temple, as if a knife had been driven right through her brain. One hand was upraised, frozen in the air.

“Oh ... Jesus.” Artie’s hand pressed to his mouth.

In a corner of the room Julia Castillo lay curled up and contorted. Between her sightless eyes there was a similar wound, and blood had sprayed like a Chinese fan over the wall behind her.

Sister clenched her teeth to trap a scream.

And then a figure stirred, in a corner beyond the fire’s faint glow.

“Come in,” Doyle Halland said. “Excuse the mess.”

He stood to his full height, his eyes catching a glint of orange light like the reflecting pupils of a cat. “Got your goodies, didn’t you?” His voice was lazy, the voice of a man who’d stuffed himself at dinner but couldn’t refuse dessert. “I got mine, too.”

“My God ... my God, what’s happened here?” Artie held onto Sister’s arm for support.

Doyle Halland lifted a finger into the air and slowly aimed it at Sister. “I remembered you,” he said softly. “You were the woman who came into the theater. The woman with the necklace. See, I met a friend of yours back in the city. He was a policeman. I ran into him while I was wandering.” Sister saw his teeth gleam as he grinned, and her knees almost buckled. “We had a nice chat.”

Jack Tomachek. Jack Tomachek couldn’t go through the Holland Tunnel. He’d turned back, and somewhere in the ruins he’d come face to face with—

“He told me some others had gotten out,” Doyle Halland continued. “He said one of them was a woman, and do you know what he remembered most about her? That she had a wound on her neck, in the shape of ... well, you know. He told me she was leading a group of people west.” His hand with the extended finger jiggled back and forth. “Naughty, naughty. No fair sneaking when my back’s turned.”

“You killed them.” Her voice quavered.

“I freed them. One of them was dying, and the other was half dead. What did they have to hope for? I mean, really?”

“You ... followed me? Why?”

“You got out. You were leading others out. That’s not very fair, either. You ought to let the dead lie where they fall. But I’m glad I followed you ... because you have something that interests me very much.” His finger pointed to the floor. “You can put it at my feet now.”

“What?”

“You know what. It. The glass thing. Come on, don’t make a scene.”

He waited. Sister realized she hadn’t sensed his cold spoor, as she had on Forty-second Street and in the theater, because everything was cold. And now here he was, and he wanted the only thing of beauty that remained. “How did you find me?” she asked him, trying desperately to think of a way out. Beyond the latched door at her back, the wind keened and shrieked.

“I knew if you got through the Holland Tunnel, you’d have to cross Jersey City. I followed the path of least resistance, and I saw your fire. I stood listening to you, and watching. And then I found a piece of stained glass, and I realized what the place had been. I found a body, too, and I took the clothes off it. I can make any size fit. See?” His shoulders suddenly rippled with muscle, his spine lengthening. The priest’s jacket split along the seams. Now he stood about two inches taller than he had a second before.

Artie moaned, shaking his head from side to side. “I don’t ... I don’t understand.”

“You don’t have to, cupcakes. This is between the lady and me.”

“What ... are you?” She resisted the urge to retreat before him, because she feared that one backward step would bring him on her like a dark whirlwind.

“I’m the winner,” he said. “And you know what? I didn’t even have to work up a sweat. I just laid back and it all came to me.” His grin turned savage. “It’s party time, lady! And my party’s going to go on for a long, long time.”

Sister did step back. The Doyle Halland–thing glided forward. “That glass circle is pretty. Do you know what it is?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t either—but I know I don’t like it.”

“Why? What’s it to you?”

He stopped, his eyes narrowing. “It’s dangerous. For you, I mean. It gives you false hope. I listened to all that bullshit about beauty and hope and sand a few nights ago. I had to bite my tongue or I would’ve laughed in your face. Now ... tell me you don’t really believe in that crap and make my day, won’t you?”

“Yes,” Sister said firmly. Her voice only trembled a little bit. “I do believe.”

“I was afraid of that.” Still grinning, he reached down to the metal splinter in his leg. Its point was smeared with gore. He began to draw it out, and Sister knew what had made those wounds. He pulled the dagger free and straightened up. His leg did not bleed.

“Bring it to me,” he said, in a voice as smooth as black velvet.

Sister’s body jerked. The willpower seemed to drain out of her as if her soul had become a sieve. Dazed and floating, she wanted to go to him, wanted to reach into the bag and draw out the circle of glass, wanted to place it in his hand and offer her throat to the dagger. That would be the easy thing to do, and all resistance seemed incredibly, insufferably difficult.

Shivering, her eyes round and wet, she winnowed her hand into the bag, past the cans and the hard-frozen TV dinners, and touched the circle.

Diamond-white light flared under her fingers. Its brilliance startled her to her senses, the willpower flooding back into her mind. She stiffened her legs as if rooting them to the floor.

“Come to papa,” he said—but there was a tense, rough edge in his voice. He wasn’t used to being disobeyed, and he could feel her resisting him. She was tougher by far than the kid in the theater, who had resisted about as much as a marshmallow pie against a buzz saw. He could peer behind her eyes, and he saw leaping, shadowy images: a spinning blue light, a rainy highway, the figures of women drifting through dim corridors, the feel of harsh concrete and brutal blows. This woman, he reasoned, had learned to make suffering her companion.

“I said... bring it to me. Now.”

And he won, after a few more seconds of struggle. He won, as he knew he must.

Sister tried to prevent her legs from moving forward, but they continued on as if they might snap off at the knees and keep going without her torso. His voice licked at her senses, drew her steadily onward: “That’s right. Come on, bring it here.”

“Good girl,” he said when she got within a few feet. Behind her, Artie Wisco still cringed near the door.

The Doyle Halland–thing reached slowly out to take the glowing glass circle. His hand paused, inches from touching it. The jewels pulsed rapidly. He cocked his head to one side. Such a thing should not be. He would feel much better about it when it was ground to bits under his shoe.

He snatched it from her fingers.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

The ring of glass changed.

It happened in an instant: The rainbow lights faded, became murky and ugly, turning swamp-mud brown, pus-gray, coal-mine black. The glass circle did not pulse; it lay dead in his grip.

“Shit,” he said, amazed and confounded, and one of his gray eyes bleached pale blue.

Sister blinked, felt cold chills running down her spine. The blood tingled in her legs again. Her heart labored like an engine straining to kick over after a night in the cold.

His attention was directed to the black circle, and she knew she only had a second or two to save her life.

She braced her legs and swung the leather bag right at the side of his skull. His head jerked up, his lips twisting into a grimace; he started to juke aside, but the Gucci bag full of cans and frozen dinners hit him with every ounce of strength Sister could summon. She expected him to take it like a stone wall and scream like hellfire, so she was astounded when he grunted and staggered back against the wall as if his bones were made of papier-mâché.

Sister’s free hand shot out and grabbed the ring, and they held it between them. Something akin to an electric shock rippled through her arm, and she had the mental vision of a face studded with a hundred noses and mouths and blinking eyes of all shapes and colors; she thought it must be his true face, a face of masks and changes, tricks and chameleonic evil.

Her half of the circle erupted into light, even brighter than before. The other half, in his grasp, remained black and cold.

Sister ripped it away from him, and the rest of the ring blossomed into incandescent fire. She saw the Doyle Halland–thing squint in its glare and throw a hand over his face to avoid the light. Her heartbeat was making the ring pulse wildly, and the creature before her recoiled from that fiery light as if he was stunned by both its strength and her own. She saw what might have been fear in his eyes.

But it was only there for an instant—because suddenly his eyes were sucked down into hoods of flesh, his entire face shifting. The nose collapsed, the mouth slithered away; a black eye opened at the center of his forehead, and a green eye blinked on his cheek. A sharklike mouth yawned over the point of the chin, and exposed within the cavity were small yellow fangs.

“Let’sparrrrrty, bitch!” the mouth howled, and the metal splinter flashed with light as he lifted it over his head to strike.

The dagger came down like vengeance.

But Sister’s bag was there like a shield, and the dagger punched through but couldn’t penetrate a frozen turkey dinner. He reached for her throat with his other hand, and what she did next she did from street fighting, down-and-dirty ball-kicking experience: She swung the glass circle at his face and buried one of the spikes in the black eye at the center of his forehead.

A scream like a cat being skinned came from that gaping mouth, and the Doyle Halland–thing’s head thrashed so quickly that the glass spike broke off, still full of light and embedded in the eye like Ulysses’s spear in the orb of the Cyclops. He flailed wildly with his dagger, the other eye rolling in its socket and percolating through the flesh. Sister shouted, “Run!” to Artie Wisco and then turned and fled herself.

He fumbled with the latch and almost took the door with him as he ran from the house; the wind caught him, knocked his legs out from under him. He slid on his belly, still gripping the bagful of wood shards, down the steps to the icy curb.

Sister followed him, also lost her balance on the steps and went down. She shoved the glass ring deep into her bag and crawled along the ice, skimming away from the house on her belly like a human sled. Artie scrabbled after her.

And from behind them, tattered by the wind’s scream, came his maddened roar: “I’ll find you! I’ll find you, bitch! You can’t get away!” She looked back, saw him through the storm; he was trying to pull the black spike out of his eye, and suddenly his feet went out from under him and he fell on the front porch. “I’ll find you!” he promised, struggling to get up. “You can’t get a—” The noise of the storm took his voice, and Sister realized she was sliding faster, going downhill over the tea-colored ice.

An ice-covered car loomed in front of her. There was no way to avoid it. She scrunched herself down and went under it, something snagging and ripping her fur coat as she shot beneath the car and continued down the incline, out of control. She looked back and saw Artie spinning like a saucer, but his course took him around the car and out of danger.

They sped down the hill, two human toboggans passing along a street lined with dead and crumpled houses, the wind thrusting them onward and sleet stinging their faces.

They would find shelter somewhere, Sister thought. Maybe another house. And they had plenty of food. Wood to start a fire. No matches or lighter, but surely the looters and fleeing survivors hadn’t carried off everything that would throw a spark.

She still had the glass ring. The Doyle Halland–thing had been right. It was hope, and she would never let it go. Never.

But it was something else, too. Something special. Something, as Beth Phelps had said, magic. But what the purpose of that magic was, she couldn’t yet fathom.

They were going to live, and they were skidding further and further away from the monster who wore a priest’s suit. I’ll find you! she heard it bellowing in her mind. I’ll find you!

And she feared that someday—somehow—it just might.

They skidded down to the end of the hill, past more abandoned cars, and continued along the thoroughfare about forty more yards before they bumped the curb.

Their ride was over, but their journey had just begun.
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TIME PASSED.

Josh judged its passage by the number of empty cans that were piling up in what he thought of as the city dump—that foul area over in the far corner where they both used the bathroom and tossed the empties. They went through one can of vegetables every other day, and one can of a meat product like Spam or corned beef on alternating days. The way Josh calculated the passage of a day was by his bowel movements. He’d always been as regular as clockwork. So the trips to the city dump and the pile of empties gave him a reasonable estimation of time, and he figured now that they’d been in the basement between nineteen and twenty-three days. Which would make it anywhere between the fifth and thirteenth of August. Of course, there was no telling how long they’d been there before they’d gotten semi-organized, either, so Josh thought it was probably closer to the seventeenth—and that would mean one month had passed.

He’d found a packet of flashlight batteries in the dirt, so they were okay on that account. The light showed him that they’d passed the halfway point of their food supply. It was time to start digging. As he gathered up the shovel and pickaxe, he heard their gopher scrambling happily amid the city dump’s cans. The little beast thrived on their leftovers—which didn’t amount to much—and licked the cans so clean you could see your face reflected on the bottom. Which was something Josh definitely avoided doing.

Swan was asleep, breathing quietly in the darkness. She slept a lot, and Josh figured that was good. She was saving her energy, hibernating like a little animal. Yet when Josh woke her she came up instantly, focused and alert. He slept a few feet away from her, and it amazed him how attuned he’d become to the sound of her breathing; usually it was deep and slow, the sound of oblivion, but sometimes it was fast and ragged, the gasp of memories, bad dreams, the sinking in of realities. It was that sound that awakened Josh from his own uneasy sleep, and often he heard Swan call for her mother or make a garbled utterance of terror, as if something was stalking her across the wasteland of nightmares.

They’d had plenty of time to talk. She’d told him about her mother and “uncles,” and how much she enjoyed planting her gardens. Josh had asked her about her father; she’d said he was a rock musician but hadn’t offered anything else.

She’d asked him what it felt like to be a giant, and he’d told her he’d be a rich man if he had a quarter for every time he’d bumped his head at the top of a doorway. Also, it was tough finding clothes big enough—though he didn’t tell her that he’d already noticed his waistband was loosening—and that his shoes were specially made. So I guess it’s expensive to be a giant, he’d said. Otherwise, I guess I’m about the same as everybody else.

In telling her about Rose and the boys, he’d tried very hard not to let his voice break. He could have been talking about strangers, people he knew only as pictures in somebody else’s wallet. He told Swan about his football days, how he’d been Most Valuable Player in three games. Wrestling wasn’t so bad, he’d told her; it was honest money, and a man as big as he couldn’t do much else that was legal. The world was too small for giants; it built doorways too low, furniture too flimsy, and there wasn’t a mattress made that didn’t pop and squall when he lay down to rest.

During the times they talked, Josh kept the flashlight off. He didn’t want to see the child’s blistered face and stubble of hair and remember how pretty she’d been—and also, he wanted to spare her the sight of his own repellent mug.

PawPaw Briggs’s ashes were buried. They did not talk about that at all, but the command Protect the child remained in Josh’s mind like the tolling of an iron bell.

He switched on the flashlight. Swan was curled up in her usual place, sleeping soundly. The dried fluids of burst blisters glistened on her face. Flaps of skin were dangling from her forehead and cheeks like thin layers of flaking paint, and underneath them the raw, scarlet flesh was growing fresh blisters. He gently prodded her shoulder, and her eyes immediately opened. They were bloodshot, the lashes gummy and yellow, her pupils shrinking to pinpoints. He moved the light away from her. “Time to wake up. We’re going to start digging.”

She nodded and sat up.

“If we both work, it’ll be faster,” he said. “I’m going to start with the pickaxe, then I’d like for you to shovel away the loose dirt. Okay?”

“Okay,” she replied, and she got on her hands and knees to follow him.

Josh was about to crawl over to the gopher hole when he noticed something in the spill of light that he’d not seen before. He shifted the beam back to where she’d been sleeping. “Swan? What is that?”

“Where?” Her gaze moved along the light.

Josh put aside the shovel and pickaxe and reached down.

Where Swan customarily slept were hundreds of tiny, emerald-green blades of grass. They formed a perfect image of a child’s curled-up body.

He touched the grass. Not exactly grass, he realized. Shoots of some kind. Tiny shoots of ... were they new cornstalks?

He shone the light around. The soft, downlike vegetation was growing in no other place but where Swan slept. He plucked up a bit of it, to examine the roots, and he noted that Swan flinched. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t like that sound.”

“Sound? What sound?”

“A hurting sound,” she answered.

Josh didn’t know what she was talking about, and he shook his head. The roots trailed down about two inches, delicate filaments of life. They’d obviously been growing there for some time, but Josh couldn’t understand how the shoots had rooted in tainted dirt without a drop of water. It was the only bit of green life he’d seen since they’d been trapped here. But there had to be a simple explanation; he figured that the whirlwind had carried seeds in, and somehow they’d rooted and popped up. That’s all.

Right, he thought. Rooted without water and popped up without an iota of sunlight. That made about as much sense as PawPaw deciding to emulate a Roman candle.

He let the green shoots drift down again. At once, Swan picked up a handful of loose dirt, worked it between her fingers for a few seconds with single-minded interest, and covered the shoots over.

Josh leaned back, his knees up against his chest. “It’s only growing where you lie down to sleep. It’s kind of peculiar, don’t you think?”

She shrugged. She could feel him watching her carefully.

“You said you heard a sound,” he continued. “What kind of sound was it?”

Again, a shrug. She didn’t know how to talk about it. Nobody had ever asked her such things before.

“I didn’t hear anything,” Josh said, and he reached toward the shoots again.

She grasped his hand before he got there. “Like I said ... a hurting sound. I don’t know exactly.”

“When I plucked them up?”

“Yes.”

Lord, Josh thought, I’m just about ready for a rubber room! He’d been thinking, as he looked at the pattern of green in the dirt, that they were growing there because her body made them grow. Her chemistry or something, reacting with the earth. It was a crazy idea, but there they were. “What’s it like? A voice?”

“No. Not like that.”

“I’d like to hear about it.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” Josh said. “Really.”

“My mama said it was ’magination.”

“Is it?”

She hesitated, and then she said firmly, “No.” Her fingers touched the new shoots tenderly, barely grazing them. “One time my mama took me to a club to hear the band. Uncle Warren was playing the drums. I heard a noise like the hurting sound, and I asked her what made it. She said it was a steel guitar, the kind you put on your lap and play. But there are other things in the hurting sound, too.” Her eyes found his. “Like the wind. Or a train’s whistle, way far off. Or thunder, long before you see the lightning. A lot of things.”

“How long have you been able to hear it?”

“Since I was a little girl.”

Josh couldn’t help but smile. Swan misread it. “Are you making fun of me?”

“No. Maybe ... I wish I could hear a sound like that. Do you know what it is?”

“Yes,” Swan answered. “It’s death.”

His smile faltered and went away.

Swan picked up some dirt and slowly worked it, feeling its dry, brittle texture. “In the summer it’s the worst. That’s when people bring their lawn mowers out.”

“But ... it’s just grass,” Josh said.

“In the fall the hurting sound’s different,” she continued, as if she hadn’t heard him. “It’s like a great big sigh, and then the leaves come down. Then in winter, the hurting sound stops, and everything sleeps.” She shook nuggets of dirt from her palm, mixed them with the rest. “When it starts getting warm again, the sun makes things think about waking up.”

“Think about waking up?”

“Everything can think and feel, in its own way,” she replied, and she looked up at him. The eyes in her young face were very old, Josh thought. “Bugs, birds, even grass—everything has its own way of speaking and knowing. Just depends on whether you can understand it or not.”

Josh grunted. Bugs, she’d said. He was remembering the swarm of locusts that had whirled through his Pontiac the day of the blast. He’d never thought before about the things she was saying, but he realized there was truth to it. Birds knew to migrate when the clock of seasons changed, ants built anthills in a frenzy of communication, flowers bloomed and withered but their pollen lived on, all according to a great, mysterious schedule that he’d always taken for granted. It was as simple as grass growing and as complex as a firefly’s light.

“How do you know these things?” he asked. “Who taught you?”

“Nobody. I just figured it out.” She recalled her first garden, growing from a sandbox at a nursery school playground. It had been years before she found out that holding earth didn’t make everybody’s hands tingle with a pins-and-needles sensation, or that everybody couldn’t tell from its buzz whether a wasp wanted to sting or just investigate your ear. She’d always known, and that was that.

“Oh,” he said. He watched her rubbing the dirt in her hands. Swan’s palms were tingling, her hands warm and moist. He looked at the green shoots again. “I’m just a wrestler,” he said, very quietly. “That’s all. I mean ... damn, I’m just a nobody!” Protect the child, he thought. Protect her from what? From whom? And why? “What the hell,” he whispered, “have I got myself into?”

“Huh?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said. Her eyes were those of a little girl again, and she mixed the rest of the warm dirt into the ground around the shoots. “We’d better start digging now. Are you up to it?”

“Yes.” She grasped the shovel he’d laid aside. The tingling, glowing sensation was slowly ebbing away.

But he wasn’t ready, not just yet. “Swan, listen to me for a minute. I want to be truthful with you, because I think you can handle it. We’re going to try to get out of here, but that’s not saying we can. We’ll have to dig a pretty wide tunnel to squeeze my blubber through. It’s going to take us some time, and it sure as hell won’t be easy work. If it caves in, we’ll have to start all over again. What I’m saying, I guess, is that I’m not sure we can get out. I’m not sure at all. Do you understand?”

She nodded, said nothing.

“And one more thing,” he added. “If—when—we get out ... we might not like what we find. Everything might be changed. It might be like ... waking up after the worst nightmare you can think of, and finding that the nightmare followed you into daylight. Understand?”

Again, Swan nodded. She’d already thought about what he was saying, because no one had ever come to get them out like her mama had said. She put on her most grown-up face and waited for him to make the next move.

“Okay,” Josh said. “Let’s start digging.”
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JOSH HUTCHINS STARED, SQUINTED and blinked. “Light,” he said, the walls of the tunnel pressing against his shoulders and back. “I see light!”

Behind him, about thirty feet away in the basement, Swan called, “How far is it?” She was utterly filthy, and there seemed to be so much dirt up her nostrils that they might sprout gardens, too. The thought had made her giggle a few times, a sound she’d never believed she’d make again.

“Maybe ten or twelve feet,” he answered, and he continued digging with his hands and pushing the dirt behind him, then pushing it further back with his feet. The pickaxe and shovel approach had been a valiant effort, but after three days of working they’d realized the best tools were their hands. Now, as he squeezed his shoulders forward to grab more dirt, Josh looked at the weak red glimmer way up at the gopher hole’s entrance and thought it was the most beautiful light he’d ever seen. Swan entered the tunnel behind him and scooped the loose dirt up in a large can, carrying it back to the basement to empty over the slit trench. Her hands, arms, face, nostrils and knees—everything that was covered with dirt—tingled all the way down to her bones. She felt like she had a flame burning in her backbone. Across the basement, the young green shoots were four inches tall.

Josh’s face was plastered with dirt; even his teeth were gritty with it. The soil was heavy, with a thick, gummy consistency, and he had to stop to rest.

“Josh? You all right?” Swan asked.

“Yeah. Just need a minute to get my wind.” His shoulders and forearms ached mercilessly, and the last time he’d been so weary was after a ten-man battle royal in Chattanooga. The light seemed further away than he’d first reckoned, as if the tunnel—which they’d both come to love and hate—was elongating, playing a cruel trick of perception. He felt as if he’d crawled into one of those Chinese tubes that lock your fingers, one stuck into each end, except his whole body was jammed tight as a monk’s jockstrap.

He started again, bringing a double handful of the heavy earth back and underneath him as if he were swimming through dirt. My mama raised herself a gopher, he thought, and he had to grin despite his weariness. His mouth tasted like he’d been dining on mud pies.

Six more inches dug away. One more foot. Was the light closer, or further away? He pushed himself onward, thinking about how his mama used to scold him for not scrubbing behind his ears. Another foot, and another. Behind him, Swan crawled in and carried the loose dirt out again and again, like clockwork. The light was getting closer now; he was sure of it. But now it wasn’t so beautiful. Now it was sickly, not like sunlight at all. Diseased, Josh thought. And maybe deadly, too. But he kept going, one double handful after the next, inching slowly toward the outside world.

Dirt suddenly plopped down on the back of his neck. He lay still, expecting a cave-in, but the tunnel held. For God’s sake, don’t stop now! he told himself, and he reached out for the next handful.

“I’m almost there!” he shouted, but the earth muffled his voice. He didn’t know if Swan had heard or not. “Just a few more feet!”

But just short of the opening, which was not quite as large as Josh’s fist, he had to stop and rest again. Josh lay staring longingly at the light, the hole about three feet away. He could smell the outside now, the bitter aromas of burned earth, scorched cornstalks and alkali. Rousing himself, he pushed onward. The earth was tougher near the surface, full of glazed stones and metallic lumps. The fire had burned the dirt into something resembling pavement. Still he strained upward, his shoulders throbbing, his gaze fixed on the hole of ugly light. And then he was close enough to thrust his hand through it, but before he tried he said, “I’m there, Swan! I’m at the top!” He clawed away dirt, and his hand reached the hole. But the underside of the surface around it felt like pebbled asphalt, and he couldn’t get his fingers through. He balled up his fist, the flesh mottled gray and white, and pushed. Harder. Harder still. Come on, come on, he thought. Push, damn it!

There was a dry, stubborn cracking sound. At first Josh thought it was his arm breaking, but he felt no pain, and he kept pushing as if trying to punch the sky.

The earth cracked again. The hole began to crumble and widen. His fist started going through, and he envisioned what it might look like to someone standing on the surface: the blossoming of a zebra-blotched fist like a strange new flower through the dead earth, the fist opening and fingers stretching petallike under the weak red light.

Josh shoved his arm through almost to the elbow. Cold wind snapped at his fingertips. That movement of air exhilarated him, jarred him as if from a long somnolence. “We’re out!” he shouted, about to sob with joy. “Swan! We’re out!”

She was behind him, crouched in the tunnel. “Can you see anything?”

“I’m going to put my head through,” he told her. “Here goes.”

He pushed upward, his shoulder following his arm, breaking the hole wider. Then his entire arm was out, and the top of his head was ready to press through. As he pushed he thought of watching his sons being born, their heads straining to enter the world. He felt as giddy and afraid as any infant could possibly be. Behind him, Swan was pushing at him, too, giving him support as he stretched to break free.

The earth parted with a sound like baked clay snapping apart. With a surge of effort, Josh thrust his head through the opening and into a biting, turbulent wind.

“Are you there yet?” Swan asked. “What can you see?”

Josh narrowed his eyes, his hand up to ward off flying grit.

He saw a desolate, grayish-brown landscape, featureless except for what appeared to be the mangled remnants of the Bonneville and Darleen’s Camaro. Overhead was a low sky plated with thick gray clouds. From dead horizon to dead horizon, the clouds were slowly, ponderously rotating, and here and there were quicksilver glints of harsher scarlet. Josh looked over his shoulder. About fifteen feet behind him and to his left was a large dome of dirt, mashed-down cornstalks, pieces of wood and metal from the gas pumps and cars. He realized it was the grave they’d been buried in, and at the same time he knew that if the tons of cornfield dirt hadn’t sealed them in they would have been burned to death. Other than that, and a few drifts of cornstalks and debris, the land was scraped clean.

The wind was blowing into his face. He crawled up out of the hole and sat on his haunches, looking around at the destruction, while Swan emerged from the tunnel. The cold sliced to her bones, and her bloodshot eyes moved incredulously over what had become a desert. “Oh,” she whispered, but the wind stole her voice. “Everything’s ... gone....”

Josh hadn’t heard her. He couldn’t get any sense of direction. He knew the nearest town—or what was left of it—was Salina. But which direction was east, and which west? Where was the sun? Flying grit and dust obscured everything beyond twenty yards or so. Where was the highway? “There’s nothing left,” Josh said, mostly to himself. “There’s not a damned thing left!”

Swan saw a familiar object lying nearby. She stood up and walked with an effort against the wind to the small figure. Most of the blue fur had been burned off of it, but its plastic eyes with the little black rolling pupils were intact. Swan reached down and picked it up. The cord with its pull ring dangled from the doll’s back; she yanked it and heard the Cookie Monster ask for more cookies in a slow, distorted voice.

Josh rose to his feet. Well, he thought, now we’re out. Now what the hell do we do? Where do we go? He shook his head in disgust. Maybe there was nowhere to go. Maybe everything, everywhere, was just like this. What was the point of leaving their basement? He looked grimly at the hole they’d just crawled from, and he thought for a moment of shimmying back down there like a big gopher and spending the rest of his days licking out cans and shitting in a slit trench.

Careful, he warned himself. Because that hole back to the basement—back to the grave—was suddenly too appealing. Much, much too appealing. He stepped away from the hole a few paces and tried to think coherently.

His gaze slid toward the child. She was covered with tunnel dirt, her ragged clothes napping around her. She stared into the distance, her eyes narrowed against the wind, with that dumb doll cradled in her arms. Josh looked at her for a long time.

I could do it, he told himself. Sure. I could make myself do it, because it would be the right thing. Might be the right thing. Wouldn’t it? If everything is like this, what’s the damned point of living, right? Josh opened his hands, closed them again. I could make it quick, he thought. She’d never feel a thing. And then I could just mosey over to that junk pile and find a nice piece of metal with a sharp edge and finish the job on myself, too.

That would be the right thing to do. Wouldn’t it?

Protect the child, he thought—and a deep, terrible shame stabbed him. Some protection! he thought. But Jesus Christ, everything’s gone! Everything’s been blown to Hell!

Swan turned her head, and her eyes sought his. She said something, but he couldn’t understand her. She walked closer to him, shivering and bowed against the wind, and she shouted, “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know!” he shouted back.

“It’s not like this everywhere, is it?” she asked him. “There must be other people somewhere! There must be towns and people!”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Damn, it’s cold!” He trembled; he’d been dressed for a hot July day, and now he hardly had a shirt on.

“We can’t just stand here!” Swan said. “We’ve got to go somewhere!”

“Right. Well, take your choice of directions, little lady. They all look the same to me.”

Swan stared at him for a few seconds more, and again Josh felt shamed. Then she turned in all directions as if trying to choose one. Suddenly her eyes filled with tears, and they stung so much she almost screamed; but she bit her lower lip, bit it until it almost bled. She had wished for a moment that her mama was at her side, to help her and tell her what to do. She needed her mama to guide her, now more than ever. It wasn’t fair that her mama was gone! It wasn’t kind, and it wasn’t right!

But that was thinking like a little girl, she decided. Her mama had gone home, to a peaceful place far from this—and Swan had to make some decisions for herself. Starting right now.

Swan lifted her hand and pointed away from the source of the wind. “That way,” she decided.

“Any particular reason?”

“Yes.” She turned and gave him a look that made him feel like the stupidest clown on earth. “Because the wind’ll be at our backs. It’ll push us, and walking won’t be as hard.”

“Oh,” Josh said meekly. In the distance she’d pointed out was nothing—just swirling dust and utter desolation. He couldn’t see the reason in making his legs move.

Swan sensed he was ready to sit down, and when he did that there was no way she could pry his giant butt up again. “We worked hard to get out of there, didn’t we?” she shouted to him over the wind. He nodded. “We proved we could do something if we really wanted to, didn’t we? You and me? Kind of like a team? We worked hard, and we shouldn’t ought to stop working hard now.”

He nodded dully.

“We’ve got to try!” Swan shouted.

Josh looked down at the hole again. At least it was warm down there. At least they’d had food. What was so wrong with stay—

He sensed movement from the corner of his eye.

The little girl, Cookie Monster doll in arms, had begun to walk off in the direction she’d chosen, the wind pushing her along.

“Hey!” Josh yelled. Swan didn’t stop or slow down. “Hey!” She kept going.

Josh took the first step after her. The wind hit him behind his knees—a clip! Fifteen yards penalty! he thought—and then caught him in the small of the back, staggering him forward. He took a second step, then a third and a fourth. And then he was following her, but the wind was so strong at his back that it seemed more like flying than walking. He caught up with her, walking a few yards off to the side, and again Josh felt a pang of shame at his weakness, because she didn’t even grace him with a glance. She was walking with her chin uplifted, as if in defiance of the bleakness that faced them; Josh thought that she looked like the little queen of a realm that had been stolen from her, a tragic and determined figure.

There’s nothing out there, Swan thought. A deep, terrible sadness wrenched at her, and if the wind hadn’t been pushing so hard she might’ve crumpled to her knees. It’s all gone. All gone.

Two tears ran through the crusted dirt and blisters on her face. Everything can’t be gone, she told herself. There have to be towns and people left somewhere! Maybe a mile ahead. Maybe two. Just through the dust and over the horizon.

She kept going, step after step, and Josh Hutchins walked at her side.

Behind them, the gopher popped his head out of the crater and looked in all directions. Then he made a little chattering sound and disappeared again into the safety of the earth.
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TWO FIGURES TRUDGED SLOWLY along Interstate 80, with the snow-covered Pocono Mountains of eastern Pennsylvania at their backs. The fallen snow was dirty gray, and from it protruded rough rocks like warts growing in leprous flesh. New gray snow was tumbling from the sullen, sickly green and sunless sky, and it hissed softly amid the thousands of leafless black hickories, elms and oaks. The evergreens had turned brown and were losing their needles. From horizon to horizon, as far as Sister and Artie could see, there was no green vegetation, not a green vine or leaf.

The wind whipped past them, blowing the ashy snow into their faces. Both of them were bundled up with layers of clothes they’d been able to scavenge in the twenty-one days since they’d escaped from the monster that called itself Doyle Halland. They’d found a looted Sears department store on the outskirts of Paterson, New Jersey, but almost everything had been carried out of it except for some merchandise at the back, under a big sign with painted icicles that read WINTER IN JULY SALE! SAVE THE SEARS WAY!

The racks and tables had been untouched, and they yielded up heavy herringbone overcoats, plaid mufflers, wool caps and gloves lined with rabbit fur. There was even thermal underwear and a supply of boots, which Artie praised as being high-quality merchandise. Now, after more than one hundred miles, the boots were supple but their feet were bloody, wrapped in rags and newspapers after their socks had fallen apart.

Both of them carried knapsacks on their backs, laden with other scavenged objects: cans of food, a can opener, a couple of sharp all-purpose knives, some kitchen matches, a flashlight and extra batteries, and the lucky find of a six-pack of Olympia beer. Around her shoulder, as well, Sister supported a dark green duffel bag from the Paterson Army-Navy surplus store, which had taken the place of the smaller Gucci bag and held a thermal blanket, some bottles of Perrier and a few items of packaged cold cuts found in an almost-empty grocery store. At the bottom of the duffel bag was the glass circle, placed so Sister could feel it through the canvas whenever she wanted to.

A red plaid muffler and an electric green woolen cap protected Sister’s face and head from the wind, and she was wrapped in a woolen coat over two sweaters. Baggy brown corduroy pants and leather gloves completed her wardrobe, and she moved slowly through the snow with the weight that pressed on her, but at least she was warm. Artie, too, was burdened with a heavy coat, a blue muffler and two caps, one over the other. Only the area around their eyes was exposed to the blowing snow, the flesh raw and windburned. The gray, ugly snow swirled about them; the interstate pavement was covered to a depth of about four inches, and higher drifts grew amid the denuded forest and deep ravines on either side.

Walking a few yards in front of Artie, Sister lifted her hand and pointed to the right. She trudged over to four dark clumps lying in the snow, and she peered down at the frozen corpses of a man, a woman and two children. All were wearing summer clothes: short-sleeved shirts and light pants. The man and woman had died holding hands. Except the third finger of the woman’s left hand had been chopped off. Her wedding ring, Sister thought. Somebody had cut the whole finger off to get it. The man’s shoes were gone, and his feet were black. His sunken eyes glistened with gray ice. Sister turned away.

Since crossing over into Pennsylvania, passing a big green sign that said WELCOME TO PENNSYLVANIA, THE KEYSTONE STATE about thirty miles and seven days ago, they had found almost three hundred frozen bodies on Interstate 80. They’d sheltered for a while in a town called Stroudsburg, which had been decimated by a tornado. The houses and buildings lay scattered under the filthy snow like the broken toys of a mad giant, and there’d been plenty of corpses, too. Sister and Artie had found a pickup truck—the tank drained of gas—on the town’s main thoroughfare and had slept in the cab. Then it was back onto the interstate again, heading west in their supple, blood-filled boots, passing more carnage, wrecked cars and overturned trailers that must have been caught in a crush of traffic fleeing westward.

The going was rough. They could make, at the most, five miles a day before they had to find shelter—the remnants of a house, a barn, a wrecked car—anything to hold back the wind. In twenty-one days of traveling they’d seen only three other living people; two of those were raving mad, and the third had fled wildly into the woods when he’d seen them coming. Both Sister and Artie had been sick for a while, had coughed and thrown up blood and suffered splitting headaches. Sister had thought she was going to die, and they’d slept huddled together, each of them breathing like a bellows; but the worst of the sickness and weak, feverish dizziness had gone, and though they both sometimes still coughed uncontrollably and vomited up a little blood, their strength had returned, and they had no more headaches.

They left the four corpses behind and soon came to the wreckage of an exploded Airstream trailer. A scorched Cadillac had smashed into it, and a Subaru had rear-ended the Caddy. Nearby, two other vehicles had locked and burned. Further on, another group of people lay where they’d frozen to death, their bodies curled around one another in a vain search for warmth. Sister passed them without pausing; the face of death was no stranger to her now, but she couldn’t stand to look too closely.

About fifty yards further, Sister stopped abruptly. Just ahead of her, through the tumbling snow, an animal was gnawing at one of two corpses that lay against the right-hand guardrail. The thing looked up and tensed. It was a large dog, Sister saw—maybe a wolf, come down from the mountains to feed. The beast was about the size of a German shepherd, with a long snout and a reddish-gray hide. It had chewed a leg down to the bone, and now it crouched over its prize and stared menacingly at Sister.

If that bastard wants fresh meat, we’re dead, she thought. She stared back at the thing, and they challenged each other for about thirty seconds. Then the animal gave a short, muttering growl and returned to its gnawing. Sister and Artie gave it a wide berth, and they kept looking back until they’d rounded a curve and the thing was out of sight.

Sister shuddered under her weight of clothes. The beast’s eyes had reminded her of Doyle Halland’s.

Her fear of Doyle Halland was worst when darkness fell—and there seemed to be no regularity to the coming of darkness, no twilight or sense of the sun going away. The darkness might fall after two or three hours of gloom, or it might hold off for what seemed like twenty-four hours—but when it did fall, it was absolute. In the dark, every noise was enough to make Sister sit up and listen, her heart pounding and cold sweat popping up on her face. She had something the Doyle Halland–thing wanted, something he didn’t understand—as she certainly did not—but that he’d vowed to follow her to get. And what would he do with the glass ring if he got it? Smash it to pieces? Probably so. She kept looking over her shoulder as she walked, fearful of seeing a dark figure coming up behind her, its face malformed, with jagged teeth showing in a sharklike grin.

“I’ll find you,” he’d promised. “I’ll find you, bitch.”

The day before, they’d sheltered in a broken-down barn and had made a small fire in the hay. Sister had taken the glass ring from her duffel bag. She’d thought of her future-predicting glass eight-ball, and she’d mentally asked: What’s ahead for us?

Of course, there was no little white polyhedron surfacing with all-purpose answers. But the colors of the jewels and their pulsing, steady rhythm had soothed her; she’d felt herself drifting, entranced by the glow of the ring, and then it seemed as if all her attention, all her being, was drawn deeper and deeper into the glass, deeper and deeper, as if into the very heart of fire....

And then she’d gone dreamwalking again, across that barren landscape where the dome of dirt was, and the Cookie Monster doll lay waiting for a lost child. But this time it was different; this time, she’d been dreamwalking toward the dome—with the sensation of her feet not quite touching the earth—when she suddenly stopped and listened.

She thought she’d heard something over the noise of the wind—a muffled sound that might have been a human voice. She listened, strained to hear it again, but could not.

And then she saw a small hole in the baked ground, almost at her feet. As she watched, she imagined that she saw the hole begin to widen, and the earth crack and strain around it. In the next moment ... yes, yes, the earth was cracking, and the hole was getting larger, as if something was burrowing underneath it. She stared, both fearful and fascinated, as the sides of the hole crumbled, and she thought, I am not alone.

From the hole came a human hand.

It was splotched with gray and white—a large hand, the hand of a giant—and the thick fingers had clawed upward like those of a dead man digging himself out of a grave.

The sight had startled her so much that she’d jerked backward from the widening hole. She was afraid to see what kind of monster was emerging, and as she ran across the empty plain she’d wished frantically, Take me back, please, I want to go back where I was....

And she was sitting before the small fire in the broken-down barn. Artie was looking at her quizzically, the raw flesh around his eyes like the Lone Ranger’s mask.

She’d told him what she’d seen, and he asked her what she thought it meant. Of course, she couldn’t say; of course, it was probably just something plucked from her mind, perhaps a response to seeing all the corpses on the highway. Sister had put the glass ring back in her duffel bag, but the image of that hand stretching upward from the earth was burned into her brain. She could not shake it.

Now, as she trudged through the snow, she touched the ring’s outline in the canvas bag. Just knowing it was there reassured her, and right now that was all the magic she needed.

Her knees locked.

Another wolf or wild dog or whatever it was stood in the road before her, about fifteen feet away. This one was skinny, with raw red sores on its hide. Its eyes bored into hers, and the lips slowly pulled away from the fangs in a snarl.

Oh, shit! was her first reaction. This one looked hungrier and more desperate than the other. And behind it in the gray snow were two or three more, loping to the right and left.

She looked over her shoulder, past Artie. Two more wolf shapes were behind them, half hidden by the snow but near enough that Sister could see their outlines.

Her second reaction was, Our butts are hambur—

Something leaped from the left—a blur of motion—and slammed into Artie’s side. He yelled in pain as he fell, and the beast—which Sister thought might have been the reddish-gray animal they’d seen feasting on a corpse—grabbed part of Artie’s knapsack between its teeth and violently shook its head back and forth, trying to rip the pack off. Sister reached down to grasp Artie’s outstretched hand, but the beast dragged Artie about ten feet through the snow before it let go and darted off just to the edge of visibility. It continued to circle and lick its chops.

She heard a guttural growl and turned just as the skinny animal with the red sores leaped for her. It struck her shoulder and knocked her sprawling, the jaws snapping shut inches from her face with a noise like a bear trap cracking together. She smelled rotted meat on its breath, and then the animal had the right sleeve of her coat and was tearing at it. Another beast feinted in from the left, and a third darted boldly forward and grabbed her right foot, trying to drag her. She thrashed and yelled; the skinny one spooked and ran, but the other one pulled her on her side through the snow. She grasped the duffel bag in both arms and kicked with her left boot, hitting the beast three times in the skull before it yelped and released her.

Behind her, Artie was attacked by two at once, from opposite sides. One caught his wrist, the teeth almost meeting flesh through his heavy coat and sweater, the second snapping at his left shoulder and worrying him with a frenzied surge of strength. “Get off! Get off!” he was screaming as they strained at each other to pull him in different directions.

Sister tried to stand. She slipped in the snow, fell heavily again. Panic hit her like a punch to the gut. She saw Artie being dragged by an animal that held his wrist, and she realized the beasts were trying to separate them, much like they might separate a herd of deer or cattle. As she was struggling up one of the things lunged in and grabbed her ankle, dragging her another few yards from Artie. Now he was just a struggling form, surrounded by the shapes of the circling animals in the swirling gray murk.

“Get away, you bastard!” she shouted. The animal jerked her so hard she thought her leg had popped from its socket. With a scream of rage, Sister swung the duffel bag at it, clipping its snout, and the thing turned tail. But a second later another one was straddling her, its fangs snapping for her throat; she threw her arm up, and the jaws clamped onto it with brutal force. The wolf-dog started shredding the cloth of her coat. She swung her left fist at it, caught it in the ribs and heard it grunt, but it kept tearing through the coat, now reaching the first layer of sweater. Sister knew this sonofabitch wasn’t stopping until he tasted meat. She hit it again and tried to wrench free, but now something had her ankle again and was pulling her in another direction. She had the crazy mental image of saltwater taffy being stretched until it snapped.

She heard a sharp crack! and thought that this time her leg had broken. But the beast that was worrying her shoulder yelped and jumped, running madly off through the snow. There was a second crack! followed closely by a third. The wolf-dog that had her ankle shuddered and shrieked, and Sister saw blood spewing from a hole in its side. The animal let her go and began to spin in a circle, snapping at its tail. A fourth shot rang out—Sister realized the beast had been pierced by a bullet—and she heard an agonized howling over where Artie Wisco lay. Then the others were fleeing, slipping and sliding and crashing into one another in their haste to escape. They were gone from sight within five seconds.

The wounded animal fell on its side a few feet away from Sister, its legs kicking frantically. She sat up, stunned and dumbfounded, and saw Artie struggling to rise, too. His feet went out from under him, and he flopped down again.

A figure wearing a dark green ski mask, a beat-up brown leather jacket and blue jeans glided past Sister. He had on snowshoes laced around battered boots, and slung around his neck was a cord that pierced the necks of three empty plastic jugs, knotted at the ends to keep them from sliding off. On his back was a dark green hiker’s pack, a bit smaller than the ones Sister and Artie carried.

He stood over Sister. “You okay?” His voice sounded like steel wool scrubbing a cast-iron skillet.

“Yeah, I think so.” She had bruises on bruises, but nothing was broken.

He planted the rifle he was carrying butt first in the snow, then unwrapped the cord that held the plastic jugs from around his shoulder. He set these down, too, near the still-kicking animal. His pack was shrugged off, and then he unzipped it with gloved fingers and took out an assortment of various-sized Tupperware bowls with sealed plastic lids. He set them in an orderly row in the snow before him.

Artie came trudging toward them, holding his wrist. The man with the ski mask looked up quickly and then continued his work, taking off his gloves and untying one of the knots in the cord so he could slide the jugs off. “Sonofabitch get you?” he asked Artie.

“Yeah. Gashed my hand. I’m okay, though. Where’d you come from?”

“That way.” He jerked his head toward the woods, then began to uncap the plastic jugs with rapidly reddening fingers. The animal was still kicking violently. The man stood up, pulled his rifle out of the snow and began to smash the animal’s skull in with the weapon’s butt. It took a minute to finish, but then the beast made a muffled, moaning sound, trembled and lay still. “I didn’t think anybody else would be coming this way,” the man said. “Thought everybody was long gone by now.” He knelt again next to the body, took a knife with a long, curved blade from a pouch at his belt and cut a slit in the gray underbelly. The blood gouted. He reached for one of the plastic jugs and held it beneath the stream; the blood pattered merrily in, rapidly filling up the jug. He capped it, put it aside and reached for another as Sister and Artie watched with sickened fascination. “Thought everybody else must be dead by now,” he continued, paying close attention to his work. “Where are you two from?”

“Uh ... Detroit,” Artie managed to say.

“We came from Manhattan,” Sister told him. “We’re on our way to Detroit.”

“You run out of gas? Have a blowout?”

“No. We’re walking.”

He grunted, glanced at her and then went back to his task. The stream of blood was weakening. “Long way to walk,” he said. “Hell of a long way, especially for nothing.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that there’s no Detroit anymore. It was blown away. Just like there’s no Pittsburgh or Indianapolis or Chicago or Philadelphia anymore. I’d be surprised if any city’s left. By now, I guess the radiation’s done a number on the little towns, too.” The flow of blood had almost stopped. He capped the second jug, which was about half full, and then he carved a longer slit in the dead animal’s belly. He thrust his naked hands into the steaming wound up to his wrists.

“You don’t know that!” Artie said. “You can’t know that!”

“I know,” the man replied, but he offered nothing more. “Lady,” he said, “start opening those Tupperware bowls for me, will you?”

She did as he asked, and he started pulling out handfuls of bloody, steaming intestines. He chopped them up and began filling the bowls. “Did I get that other bastard?” he asked Artie.

“What?”

“The other one I shot at. I think you’ll remember that it was chewing on your arm.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah.” Artie watched the guts being stuffed into brightly colored Tupperware bowls. “No. I mean ... I think you hit him, but he let me go and ran off.”

“They can be tough motherfuckers,” he said, and then he began to carve the animal’s head from its neck. “Open that big bowl, lady,” he told her.

He reached up into the severed head, and the brains plopped into the big bowl.

“You can put the lids on now,” he said.

Sister did, about to choke on the coppery smell of blood. He wiped his hands on the beast’s hide and then slid the two jugs back on the cord and retied the knot; he put his gloves back on, returned the knife to its pouch and the filled Tupperware containers to his pack, and then rose to a standing position. “You two got any guns?”

“No,” Sister said.

“How about food?”

“We’ve ... we’ve got some canned vegetables and fruit juice. And some cold cuts, too.”

“Cold cuts,” he repeated disdainfully. “Lady, you can’t go very far in this weather on cold cuts. You say you’ve got some vegetables? I hope it’s not broccoli. I hate broccoli.”

“No ... we’ve got some corn, and green beans, and boiled potatoes.”

“Sounds like the makings of a stew to me. My cabin’s about two miles north of here, as the crow flies. If you want to go back with me, you’ll be welcome. If not, I’ll say have a good trip to Detroit.”

“What’s the nearest town?” Sister asked.

“St. Johns, I guess. Hazleton’s the nearest town of any size, and that’s about ten miles south of St. Johns. There may be a few people left, but after that flood of refugees washed in from the east I’d be surprised if you’d find much in any town along I-80. St. Johns is about four or five miles west.” The man looked at Artie, who was dripping blood onto the snow. “Friend, that’s going to attract every scavenger within smelling distance—and believe me, some of those bastards can sniff blood a long, long way.”

“We ought to go with him,” Artie said to Sister. “I might bleed to death!”

“I doubt it,” the man countered. “Not from a scratch like that. It’ll freeze up pretty soon, but you’ll have a blood smell on your clothes. Like I say, they’ll come out of the mountains with knives and forks between their teeth. But you do what you want to do; I’m hitting the trail.” He shrugged into his pack, wrapped the cord around his shoulder and picked up his rifle. “Take care,” he said, and he started gliding across the snowy highway toward the woods.

It took Sister about two more seconds to make up her mind. “Wait a minute!” He stopped. “Okay. We’ll come with you, Mr.—”

But he was already moving again, heading into the edge of the dense forest.

They had no choice but to hurry after him. Artie looked over his shoulder, terrified of more lurking predators coming up behind him. His ribs ached where the beast had hit him, and his legs felt like short pieces of soft rubber. He and Sister entered the woods after the shuffling figure of the man in the ski mask and left the highway of death behind.
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THE OUTLINES OF SMALL, blocky one-story buildings and red brick houses began to appear from the deepening scarlet gloom. A town, Josh realized. Thank God!

The wind was still shoving mightily at his back, but after what seemed like eight hours of walking yesterday and at least five today, he was about to topple to the ground. He carried the exhausted child in his arms, as he had for the past two hours, and walked stiff-legged, the soles of his feet oozing with blisters and blood in shoes that were coming apart at the seams. He thought he must look like a zombie, or like the Frankenstein monster carrying the fainted heroine in his arms.

They had spent last night in the windbreak of an overturned pickup truck; bound-up bales of hay had been scattered around, and Josh had lugged them over to build a makeshift shelter that would contain their body heat. Still, they’d been out in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by wasteland and dead fields, and both of them had dreaded first light because they knew they had to start walking again.

The dark town—just a scatter of wind-ravaged buildings and a few widely spaced houses on dusty lots—beckoned him onward. He saw no cars, no hint of light or life. There was a Texaco station with one pump and a garage whose roof had collapsed. A sign flapping back and forth on its hinges advertised TUCKER’S HARDWARE AND FEEDS, but the store’s front window was shattered and the place looked bare as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard. A small cafe had also collapsed, except for the sign that read GOOD EATS! Every step an exercise in agony, Josh walked past the crumbled buildings. He saw that dozens of paperback books lay in the dust around him, their pages flipping wildly in the restless hand of the wind, and to the left were the remains of a little clapboard structure with a hand-painted

SULLIVAN PUBLIC LIBRARY sign.

Sullivan, Josh thought. Whatever Sullivan had once been, it was dead now.

Something moved at the corner of his vision. He looked to the side, and something small—a jackrabbit? he wondered—darted out of sight behind the ruins of the cafe.

Josh was stiff with cold, and he knew Swan must be freezing, too. She held onto that Cookie Monster doll like life itself and occasionally flinched in her tormented sleep. He approached one of the houses but stopped when he saw a body curled up like a question mark on the front porch steps. He headed for the next house, further along and across the road.

The mailbox, supported on a crooked pedestal, was painted white and had what appeared to be an eye, with upper and lower lids, painted on it in black. The hand-lettered name was Davy and Leona Skelton. Josh walked across the dirt lot and up the porch steps to the screen door. “Swan?” he said. “Wake up, now.” She mumbled, and he set her down; then he tried the door but found it latched from the inside. He lifted his foot and kicked at its center, knocking it off its hinges, and they crossed the porch to the front door.

Josh had just put his hand on the knob when the door flew open and the barrel of a pistol looked him in the eyes.

“You broke my screen door,” a woman’s voice said in the gloom. The pistol did not waver.

“Uh ... I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t think anybody was here.”

“Why’d you think the door was locked, then? This is private property!”

“I’m sorry,” Josh repeated. He saw the woman’s gnarled finger on the trigger. “I don’t have any money,” he said. “I’d pay you for the door if I did.”

“Money?” She hawked and spat past him. “Money ain’t worth nothin’ no more! Hell, a screen door is worth a bagful of gold, fella! I’d blow your damn head off if I wouldn’t have to clean up the mess!”

“If you don’t mind, we’ll just go on our way.”

The woman was silent. Josh could see the outline of her head, but not her face; her head angled toward Swan. “A little girl,” she said softly. “Oh, my Lord ... a little girl ...”

“Leona!” a weak voice called from inside the house. “Leo—” And then it was interrupted by a strangling, terrible spasm of coughing.

“It’s all right, Davy!” she called back. “I’ll be there directly!” She turned her attention to Josh again, the pistol still stuck in his face. “Where’d you two come from? Where’re you goin’?”

“We came from ... out there.” He motioned toward one end of the town. “And I guess we’re going that way.” He motioned to the other end.

“Not much of a travel plan.”

“I don’t guess it is,” he agreed, uneasily watching the black eye of that pistol.

She paused, looked down at the little girl again and then sighed deeply. “Well,” she finally said, “since you’re halfway broke in already, you might as well come on in the rest of the way.” She motioned with the gun and retreated through the doorway.

Josh took Swan’s hand, and they entered the house.

“Shut the door,” the woman said. “Thanks to you, we’ll be up to our ears in dust pretty soon.”

Josh did as she asked. A small fire was burning in the fireplace, and the woman’s squat figure was outlined in red as she moved about the room. She lit a hurricane lantern on the mantel, then a second and third lantern placed strategically around the room to give the most light. The pistol was uncocked, but she kept it at her side.

She finished with the lanterns and turned around to get a good look at Josh and Swan.

Leona Skelton was short and wide, wearing a thick pink sweater atop ragged overalls and furry pink slippers on her feet. Her square face appeared to have been carved from an apple, then dried under the sun; there wasn’t a smooth place on it for all the winding cracks and ravines. Her large, expressive blue eyes were surrounded by webs of wrinkles, and the deep lines in her broad forehead looked like a clay etching of ocean waves. Josh figured she was in her mid-to-late sixties, though her curly, swept-back hair was dyed garish red. Now, as her gaze wandered between Josh and Swan, her lips slowly parted, and Josh saw that several of her front teeth were silver.

“God A’mighty,” she said quietly. “You two got burnt, didn’t you? Oh, Jesus ... I’m sorry, I don’t mean to stare, but ...” She looked at Swan, and her face seemed to compress with pain. There was a glimmer of tears in her eyes. “Oh, Lord,” Leona whispered. “Oh, my Lord, you two have been ... hurt so bad.”

“We’re alive,” Josh said. “That’s what counts.”

“Yes,” she agreed, nodding. Her eyes found the hardwood floor. “Forgive my rudeness. I was brought up better’n that.”

“Leona!” the man rasped, and again he was savaged by a fit of coughing.

“I’d best see to my husband,” she said, leaving the room through a hallway. While she was gone, Josh looked around the room; it was sparsely furnished, with unpainted pine furniture and a threadbare green throw rug in front of the fireplace. He avoided peering into a mirror on one wall and walked toward a glass-fronted cabinet nearby. On the cabinet’s shelves were dozens of crystal spheres of varying sizes, the smallest about pebble-sized and the largest as big as both of Josh’s fists clenched together—about half as big as a bowling ball. Most of them were the size of baseballs and perfectly clear, though others held tints of blue, green and yellow. Added to the collection were different kinds of feathers, some dried-out corncobs with multicolored kernels, and a couple of fragile-looking, almost transparent snakeskins.

“Where are we?” Swan asked him, still hugging her Cookie Monster. Beneath her eyes were dark purple hollows of fatigue, and thirst burned the back of her throat.

“A little town called Sullivan. There’s not much here. It looks like everybody’s already gone, except these people.” He approached the mantel to examine some framed Polaroids displayed there; in one of the pictures, Leona Skelton was sitting in a porch swing with a smiling, stout, middle-aged man who had more belly than hair, but his eyes were young and a bit mischievous behind wire-rimmed spectacles. He had his arm around Leona, and one hand appeared to be creeping toward her lap. She was laughing, her mouth full of silver flash, and her hair wasn’t quite as red; in any event, she appeared to be at least fifteen years younger.

In another picture, Leona was rocking a white cat in her arms like a baby, the cat’s feet stuck up contentedly in the air. A third picture showed the pot-bellied man with a younger fellow, both of them carrying fishing rods and displaying bite-sized fish.

“That’s my family,” Leona said, coming into the room. She had left the gun behind. “My husband’s name is Davy, our son’s named Joe and the cat’s called Cleopatra. Was called Cleopatra, I mean. I buried her about two weeks ago, out back. Put her deep, so nothin’ could get at her. Have you two got names, or were you hatched?”

“I’m Josh Hutchins. This is Sue Wanda, but she’s called Swan.”

“Swan,” Leona repeated. “That’s a pretty name. I’m pleased to meet the both of you.”

“Thank you,” Swan said, not forgetting her manners.

“Oh, Lordy!” Leona bent and picked up some farming and House Beautiful magazines that had tumbled off the coffee table, and then she took a broom from the corner and started sweeping dust toward the fireplace. “House is a godawful wreck!” she apologized as she worked. “Used to be able to keep it as neat as a needle, but lately time slips away. I ain’t had no visitors for quite a number of days!” She swept up the last of the dust and stood staring out a window at the red gloom and the wind-lashed remains of Sullivan. “Used to be a fine town,” she said listlessly. “Had more’n three hundred people livin’ right around here. Fine people, too. Ben McCormick used to say he was fat enough to make three more folks. Drew and Sissy Stimmons lived in that house, over there.” She pointed. “Oh, Sissy loved her hats! Had about thirty of ’em, wore a different hat every Sunday for thirty Sundays and then started over again. Kyle Doss owned the cafe. Geneva Dewberry ran the public library, and oh, Lordy, could she talk about books!” Her voice was getting quieter and quieter, drifting away. “Geneva said she was gonna sit down and write herself a romance someday. I always believed she would.” She motioned in another direction. “Norm Barkley lived down there at the end of the road. You can’t see the house from here, though. I almost married Norman, when I was a young thing. But Davy stole me away with a rose and a kiss on a Saturday night. Yes, sir.” She nodded, and then she seemed to remember where she was. Her spine stiffened, and she returned the broom to its corner as if she were giving up a dance partner. “Well,” she said, “that was our town.”

“Where’d they all go?” Josh asked.

“Heaven,” she replied. “Or Hell. Whichever claimed them first, I reckon. Oh, some of ’em packed up and lit out.” She shrugged. “Where to, I can’t say. But most of us stayed here, in our homes and on our land. Then the sickness started hitting folks ... and Death moved in. It’s like a big fist a-knockin’ at your door—boom boom, boom boom, like that. And you know you can’t keep it from comin’ in, but you got to try.” She moistened her lips with her tongue, her eyes glazed and distant. “Sure is some kinda crazy weather for August, ain’t it? Cold enough to freeze a witch’s tit.”

“You ... do know what’s happened, don’t you?”

She nodded. “Oh, yes,” she said. “Lee Procter had the radio goin’ full blast at the hardware store when I was there buyin’ nails and wire to hang a picture. I don’t know what station he was tuned to, but all of a sudden there was a godawful squallin’, and this man’s voice came on talkin’ real fast about a state of emergency and bombs and all. Then there was a sizzlin’ noise like grease in a hot skillet and the radio went dead. Couldn’t raise a whisper on it. Wilma James come runnin’ in, yellin’ for everybody to look up at the sky. We went out and looked, and we seen the airplanes or bombs or whatever they were passin’ overhead, some of ’em near about to collide with each other. And Grange Tucker said, ‘It’s happenin’! Armageddon is happenin’!’ And he just plopped down on the curb in front of his store and watched those things fly past.

“Then the wind came, and the dust, and the cold,” she said, still staring out the window. “The sun went blood-red. Twisters passed through, and one of ’em hit the McCormick farm and just took it away, didn’t leave nothin’ but foundation stones. Not a trace of Ben, Ginny or the kids. ’Course, everybody in town started comin’ to me, wantin’ to know what lay in the future and all.” She shrugged. “I couldn’t tell ’em I saw skulls where their faces used to be. How can you tell your friends somethin’ like that? Well, Mr. Laney—the postman from Russell County—didn’t show up, and the phone lines were down and there was no ’lectricity. We knew whatever had happened had been a whomper. Kyle Doss and Eddie Meachum volunteered to drive the twenty miles to Matheson and find out what was goin’ on. They never come back. I saw skulls where their faces were, too, but what could I say? You know, sometimes there just ain’t no sense in tellin’ somebody their time’s about up.”

Josh wasn’t following the old woman’s ramblings. “What do you mean, you saw skulls where their faces were?”

“Oh. Sorry. I forget that everybody beyond Sullivan don’t know about me.” Leona Skelton turned from the window, a faint smile on her dried-apple face. She picked up one of the lamps, walked across the room to a bookcase and withdrew a leather-bound scrapbook; she took it to Josh and opened it. “There you go,” she said. “That’s me.” She pointed to a yellowed picture and article, carefully scissored from a pulp magazine.

The headline read, KANSAS SEER FORETOLD KENNEDY DEATH 6 MONTHS BEFORE DIXON! And below that, a smaller line proclaimed, Leona Skelton sees riches, new prosperity for America! The photograph showed a much younger Leona Skelton surrounded by cats and crystal balls.

“That’s from Fate magazine, back in 1964. See, I wrote a letter to President Kennedy warning him to stay out of Dallas, because he was giving a speech on television and I saw a skull where his face was, and then I used the tarot cards and the Ouija board and found out that Kennedy had a powerful enemy in Dallas, Texas. I even got part of the name, but it came out as Osbald. Anyway, I wrote this letter, and I even made a copy of it.” She flipped the page, showing him a battered, almost illegible handwritten letter dated April 19, 1963. “Two FBI men came to the house and wanted to have a long talk with me. I was pretty calm, but they like to have scared poor Davy out of his clodhoppers! Oh, they were silky-talkin’ fellas, but they could look a hole right through you! I saw they thought I was a crazy lunatic, and they told me not to write any more letters and then they left.”

She turned another page. The headline on this article read TOUCHED BY AN ANGEL AT BIRTH, KANSAS ‘JEANNE DIXON’ VOWS. “That’s from the National Tattler, about 1965. I just happened to mention to that writer lady that my mama always told me she had a vision of an angel in white robes kissin’ my forehead when I was a baby. Anyway, this one came out right after I found a little boy who’d been missin’ from his folks in Kansas City. He just got mad and ran away from home, and he was hidin’ in an old house about two blocks away.” She flipped more pages, proudly pointing to different articles from the Star, the Enquirer, and Fate magazine. The last article, in a small Kansas newspaper, was printed in 1987. “I haven’t been doin’ so well lately,” she said. “Sinus trouble and arthritis. Kinda clouded me up, I guess. Anyway, that’s who I am.”

Josh grunted. He’d never believed in extrasensory perception, but from what he’d witnessed lately, anything was possible. “I noticed your crystal balls over there.”

“That’s my most favorite collection! Those are from all over the world, you know!”

“They’re real pretty,” Swan added.

“Thank you kindly, little lady.” She smiled down at Swan, then returned her gaze to Josh. “You know, I didn’t see this thing happenin’. Maybe I’m gettin’ too old to see much anymore. But I had a bad, deep-down gut feelin’ about that astro-nut president. I thought he was the kind to let too many cooks stir the pot. Davy and me, neither one of us voted for him, no sir!”

The coughing rattled from the back room again. Leona cocked her head, listening intently, but the coughing faded, and Leona visibly relaxed once more. “I don’t have much to offer in the way of food,” she explained. “Got some old corn muffins as hard as cinder blocks and a pot of vegetable soup. I can still do my cookin’ over the fireplace, but I’ve gotten used to eatin’ food that’s as cold as a virgin’s bed. Got a well in the back yard that still pumps up clean water. So you’re welcome to whatever you’ll have.”

“Thank you,” Josh said. “I think some soup and corn muffins would be pretty fine, cold or not. Is there any way I can get some of this dirt off me?”

“You mean you want to take a bath?” She thought for a minute. “Well, I reckon we can do it the old-fashioned way: heat buckets of water in the fire and fill the tub up like that. Little lady, I expect you ought to scrub up, too. ’Course, my drains might clog with all the dirt, and I don’t believe the plumber makes housecalls anymore. What’ve you two been doin? Rollin’ in the ground?”

“Sort of,” Swan said. She thought a bath—warm water or cold—was a fine idea. She knew she smelled like a pigsty; still, she was afraid of what her skin might look like under all the dirt. She knew it wasn’t going to be very pretty.

“I’ll fetch you a couple of buckets, then, and you can pump your own water. Which one wants to go first?”

Josh shrugged and motioned to Swan.

“All righty. I’d help you pump, but I’ve got to be close to Davy in case he has a spell. You bring the buckets in, and we’ll warm ’em up in the fireplace. I’ve got a nice claw-footed bathtub that hasn’t nestled a body since this damned mess started.”

Swan nodded and said thank you, and Leona Skelton waddled off to get the buckets from the kitchen. In the back bedroom, Davy Skelton coughed violently a few times, then the noise subsided.

Josh was tempted to step back there and take a look at the man, but didn’t. That coughing sounded bad; it reminded him of Darleen’s coughing just before she’d died. He figured it must be radiation poisoning. “The sickness started hitting folks,” Leona had said. Radiation poisoning must have wiped out almost the whole town. But it had occurred to Josh that some people might be able to resist the radiation better than others; maybe it poleaxed some right off and slowly crept up on the rest. He was tired and weak from walking, but otherwise he felt okay; Swan, too, was in pretty good shape except for her burns, and Leona Skelton seemed healthy enough. Back in the basement, Darleen had been fit and boisterous one day, laid low and scalding with fever the next. Maybe some people could go for weeks or months without feeling the full effects of it. He hoped.

But right now the idea of a warm bath and a meal eaten from a bowl with a real spoon made him delirious. “You okay?” he asked Swan, who stared into space.

“I’m better,” she replied, but her mind had drifted back to her mama, lying dead under the dirt, and to what PawPaw—or whatever had taken hold of PawPaw—had said. What did it mean? What was the giant supposed to protect her from? And why her?

She thought of the green seedlings growing from the dirt in the shape of her body. Nothing like that had ever happened to her before. She really hadn’t even had to do anything, not even knead the dirt between her hands. Of course, she was used to the tingling sensation, to feeling sometimes like a fountain of energy was coming up from the earth and through her backbone ... but this was different.

Something had changed, she thought. I could always make flowers grow. Bringing them up from wet earth when the sun shone down was easy. But she’d made grass grow in the dark, without water, and she hadn’t even tried. Something had changed.

And it came to her, just like that: I’m stronger than I was before.

Josh crossed to the window and peered out at the dead town, leaving Swan alone with her thoughts. A figure caught his attention out there—a small animal of some kind, standing in the wind. Its head lifted, watching Josh. A dog, he realized. A little terrier. They stared at each other for a few seconds—and then the dog darted away.

Good luck to you, he thought, and then he turned away, because he knew the animal was bound to die, and he had a sickened gutful of death. Davy coughed twice and called weakly for Leona. She brought the buckets in from the kitchen for Swan’s bathwater, and then she hurried back to see about her husband.
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SISTER AND ARTIE HAD found a little piece of Heaven.

They walked into a small log cabin, hidden in a grove of naked evergreens on the shore of an ice-skimmed lake, and into the wonderful warmth of a kerosene space heater. Tears almost burst from Sister’s eyes as she stumbled across the threshold, and Artie gasped with pleasure.

“This is the place,” the man in the ski mask said.

Four other people were already in the cabin: a man and woman, both dressed in ragged summer clothing, who appeared to be young, maybe in their early twenties—but it was hard to tell, because both of them had severe, brown-crusted burns in weird geometric shapes on their faces and arms and under the torn places of their clothing. The young man’s dark hair hung almost to his shoulders, but the crown of his scalp was burned bald and splotched with the brown marks. The woman might have been pretty, with large blue eyes and the fine bones of a fashion model, but her curly auburn hair was almost all scorched away, and the brown crusted marks lay diagonally, like precise penstrokes, across her face. She was wearing cutoff blue jeans and sandals, and her bare legs were also splotched with burns. Her feet were swathed in rags, and she was curled up next to the heater.

The other two were a thin older man, maybe in his mid-fifties, with bright blue burns disfiguring his face, and a teenage boy, sixteen or so, wearing jeans and a T-shirt with BLACK FLAG LIVES! in untidy, scrawled letters on the front. Two small studs were pinned in the boy’s left earlobe, and he had all of his rooster-cut orange hair, but gray burn marks streamed down his strong-jawed face as if someone had lit a candle over his forehead and let the wax drip. His deep-socketed green eyes watched Sister and Artie with a hint of amusement.

“Meet my other guests,” the man in the ski mask said, laying his pack on a bloodstained porcelain counter next to the sink after he’d shut the door and latched it. “Kevin and Mona Ramsey”—he motioned toward the young couple—“Steve Buchanan”—toward the teenage boy—“and the most I can get out of the old man is that he’s from Union City. I didn’t get your names.”

“Artie Wisco.”

“You can call me Sister,” she said. “What’s yours?”

He peeled off the ski mask and hung it on the hook of a coat-rack. “Paul Thorson,” he told her. “Citizen of the world.” He took off the jugs of blood and lifted the Tupperware bowls with their grisly contents from his pack.

Sister was shocked. Paul Thorson’s face was unmarked by burns, and it had been a long time since Sister had seen a normal human face. He had long black hair flecked with gray, and gray swirled back from the corners of his mouth in his full black beard. His flesh was white from lack of sunshine, but it was weathered and wrinkled, and he had a high, deeply creased forehead and the rough-hewn look of an outdoorsman. Sister thought he resembled a mountain man, somebody who might have lived alone in a shack and come down to the valley only to trap beavers or something. Beneath black eyebrows, his eyes were a frosty gray-blue surrounded by dark circles of weariness. He shrugged off his parka—which had made him appear a lot heftier than he actually was—and hung that up as well, then started dumping the contents of the bowls into the sink. “Sister,” he said, “let’s have some of those vegetables you’re carrying around. We’re going to have asshole stew tonight, folks.”

“Asshole stew?” Sister asked, and frowned. “Uh ... what the hell is that?”

“It means you’re a stupid asshole if you don’t eat it, because that’s all we’ve got. Come on, let’s have the cans.”

“We’re going, to eat ... that?” Artie recoiled from the bloody mess. His ribs were hurting, and he had his hand pressed on the pain under his coat.

“It’s not too bad, man,” the teenager with orange hair said, in a flat Brooklyn accent. “You get used to it. Hell, one of those fuckers tried to eat me. Serves ’em right to be eaten by us, huh?”

“Absolutely,” Paul agreed, going to work with his knife.

Sister took off her pack, opened the duffel bag and gave him some of the canned vegetables. Paul opened them with a can opener and dumped them into a big iron pot.

Sister shuddered, but the man obviously knew what he was doing. The cabin seemed to be only two large rooms. In this front room, along with the space heater, was a small fireplace of rough stones, a fire burning cheerfully within it and throwing off more warmth and light. A few candles melded to saucers and a kerosene lamp were set around the room, which contained two unrolled sleeping bags, a cot, and a nest of newspapers tucked away in a corner. A cast-iron stove and a good-sized pile of split logs stood on the other side of the room, and when Paul said, “Steve, you can get the stove going now,” the boy got up off the floor, took a shovel from beside the fireplace and put burning pieces of wood into the stove. Sister felt a new rush of joy. They were going to have a hot meal!

“It’s time now,” the old man spoke up, looking at Paul. “It’s time, isn’t it?”

Paul glanced at his wristwatch. “Nope. Not quite yet.” He continued chopping up the intestines and brains, and Sister noted that his fingers were long and slender. He had artistic hands, she thought—particularly unsuited to the task they were now performing.

“This your place?” she asked.

He nodded. “Been living here ... oh, about four years now. During the summer, I’m the caretaker for the Big Pines Ski Area, about six or seven miles that way.” He motioned in the direction of the lake behind the cabin. “In the winter, I cozy on in and live off the land.” He glanced up and smiled grimly. “Winter came early this year.”

“What were you doing on the highway?”

“The wolves go up there to chow down. I go up there to hunt wolves. That’s how I found all these other poor souls, wandering around on I-80. I’ve found quite a few more, too. Their graves are out back. I’ll show you, if you like.”

She shook her head.

“See, the wolves have always lived in the mountains. They’ve never had reason to come down before. They eat rabbits, deer, and whatever other animals they can find. But now the small animals are dying in their holes, and the wolves can smell new food. So they’re coming down in droves to Supermarket I-80 for the freshest meat. These people made it here before the snow started falling—if you can call that radioactive shit snow.” He grunted with disgust. “Anyway, the food chain’s been knocked off kilter. No small animals for the big ones to eat. Just people. And the wolves are getting real desperate—and real brave.” He plopped the hunks of innards into the pot, then uncapped one of the blood jugs and poured the stuff in. The smell of blood permeated the room. “More wood in there, Steve. We want this shit to boil.”

“Right.”

“I know it’s time!” the old man whined. “It’s got to be!”

“No, it’s not,” Kevin Ramsey told him. “Not until after we’ve had our food.”

Paul added the other jug of blood to the pot and began to stir it with a wooden spoon. “You people might as well take off your coats and stay for dinner, unless you want to head for the next restaurant down the road.”

Sister and Artie looked at each other, both of them queasy from the smell of the stew. Sister was the first to take off her gloves, coat and woolen cap, and then Artie reluctantly did the same.

“Okay.” Paul lifted the pot and put it on one of the stove’s burners. “Stoke that baby’s engine and let’s get the fire up.” As Steve Buchanan worked on the fire, Paul turned to a cupboard and produced a bottle that still had a little red wine left in it. “This is the last soldier,” he told them. “Everybody gets one good jolt.”

“Wait.” Sister unzipped her knapsack again and brought out the six-pack of Olympia beer. “This might go better with the stew.”

Their eyes lit up like penny candles.

“My God!” Paul said. “Lady, you just bought my soul.” He gingerly touched the six-pack as if afraid it might evaporate, and when it didn’t, he worked one can from its plastic ring. He shook it carefully, was pleased to find it hadn’t frozen. Then he popped the tab and tilted it to his mouth, drinking long and deep with his eyes closed in rapture.

Sister handed beers to everyone but Artie and shared the bottle of Perrier with him. It wasn’t as satisfying as the beer, but it tasted fine anyway.

The asshole stew made the cabin reek like a slaughterhouse. From outside came a low, distant howling.

“They smell it,” Paul said, glancing out a window. “Oh, those bastards are going to be all around this place in a few minutes!”

The howling continued and grew as more wolf voices added dissonant notes and vibrato.

“It’s got to be time!” the old man insisted after he’d finished his beer. “Isn’t it?”

“It’s almost time.” Mona Ramsey had a gentle, lovely voice. “But not yet. Not yet.”

Steve was stirring the pot. “It’s boiling. I think the shit’s as ready as it’s gonna be.”

“Great.” Artie’s stomach was about to curdle.

Paul ladled the stew out in brown clay bowls. It was thicker than Sister had thought it would be, and the smell was heavy, but not quite as bad as some of the things she’d scavenged from garbage bags back in Manhattan. The stuff was dark red, and if you didn’t look too closely you might have thought it was just a bowl of hearty beef stew.

Outside, the wolves howled in unison, much closer to the cabin than before, as if they knew that one of their kin was about to go down human gullets.

“Down the hatch,” Paul Thorson said, and he took the first sip.

Sister tilted the bowl to her mouth. The soup was bitter and gritty, but the meat wasn’t too bad. The saliva suddenly flooded into her mouth, and she gulped the hot food down like an animal herself. After two swallows, Artie had begun to go pale.

“Hey,” Paul said to him, “if you’re gonna puke, do it outside. One speck on my clean floor and you sleep with the wolves.”

Artie shut his eyes and kept eating. The others attacked their bowls, scraping them clean with their fingers and holding them out for more like orphans from Oliver Twist.

The wolves howled and clamored just outside the cabin. Something slammed against the wall, and Sister jumped so hard she spilled asshole stew on her sweater.

“They’re just curious,” Steve told her. “Don’t sweat it, lady. It’s cool.”

Sister had a second bowl. Artie looked at her in horror and crawled away, his hand pressed against a throbbing pain at his ribs. Paul noticed, but he said nothing.

No sooner had the pot been cleaned out than the old man said irritably, “It’s time! Right now!”

Paul put aside his empty bowl and checked his wristwatch again. “It hasn’t been a whole day yet.”

“Please.” The old man’s eyes were like those of a lost puppy’s. “Please ... all right?”

“You know the rules. Once a day. No more, no less.”

“Please. Just this once ... can’t we do it early?”

“Aw, shit!” Steve said. “Let’s go ahead and get it over with!”

Mona Ramsey shook her head violently. “No, it isn’t time! It hasn’t been a whole day yet! You know the rules!”

The wolves were still growling outside, as if they had their muzzles right up to the cracks in the door. Two or more of them started a gnashing, howling fight. Sister had no idea what everyone in the room was talking about, but whatever it was must be vital, she thought. The old man was near tears.

“Just this once ... just this once,” he moaned.

“Don’t do it!” Mona told Paul, her eyes defiant. “We’ve got to have rules!”

“Oh, fuck the rules!” Steve Buchanan banged his bowl down on the counter. “I say we do it and get it over with!”

“What’s going on here?” Sister asked, puzzled.

The others stopped arguing and looked at her. Paul Thorson glanced at his wristwatch, then sighed heavily. “Okay,” he said. “Just this once, we do it early.” He held up a hand to ward off the young woman’s objections. “We’re only going to be about an hour and twenty minutes early. That’s not enough to hurt.”

“Yes it is!” Mona was almost shouting. Her husband put his hands on her shoulders, as if to restrain her. “It could ruin everything!”

“Let’s vote on it, then,” Paul offered. “We’re still a democracy, right? Everybody say ‘aye’ who wants to do it early.” Immediately the old man shouted, “Aye!” Steve Buchanan stuck his thumb up in the air. The Ramseys were silent. Paul paused, listening to the call of the wolves, and Sister could see him thinking. Then he quietly said, “Aye. The ayes have it.”

“What about them?” Mona pointed at Sister and Artie. “Don’t they get votes?”

“Hell, no!” Steve said. “They’re new! They don’t get votes yet!”

“The ayes have it,” Paul repeated firmly, staring at Mona. “One hour and twenty minutes early won’t make a big difference.”

“It will!” she replied, and then her voice cracked. She started sobbing, while her husband held her shoulders and tried to soothe her. “It’ll ruin everything! I know it will!”

“You two come with me,” Paul told Sister and Artie, and he motioned them into the cabin’s other room.

In the room there was a regular bed with a quilted cover, a few shelves of paperback and hardbound books, and a desk and chair. On the desk was a battered old Royal typewriter and a thin sheaf of typing paper. Balls of paper were scattered around an overflowing wicker trash can. An ashtray was full of matches, and tobacco ash had spilled from the bowl of a black briar pipe. A couple of candles were set in saucers on a little table beside the bed, and a window looked out toward the tainted lake.

But that was not all the window revealed.

Parked behind the cabin was an old Ford pickup truck, the battleship-gray paint flaking off its sides and hood and red creepers of rust starting to eat through the metal.

“You’ve got a truck!” Sister said excitedly. “My God! We can get out of here!”

Paul glanced at the truck, scowled and shrugged. “Forget it, lady.”

“What? What do you mean, forget it? You’ve got a truck! We can get to civilization!”

He picked up his pipe and jammed a finger into the bowl, digging at a carbon deposit. “Yeah? And where might that be?”

“Out there! Along I-80!”

“How far, do you think? Two miles? Five? Ten? What about fifty?” He put the pipe aside and glared at her, then he drew a green curtain shut between this room and the other. “Forget it,” he repeated. “That truck’s got about a teacupful of gas in it, the brakes are shot, and I doubt if it’ll even crank. The battery was fucked up even on the best of days.”

“But ...” She looked out at the vehicle again, then at Artie and finally back to Paul Thorson. “You’ve got a truck,” she said, and she heard herself whine.

“The wolves have got teeth,” he replied. “Sharp ones. Do you want those poor souls out there to find out how sharp? You want to pile them in a pickup truck and go for a nice excursion through the Pennsylvania countryside with a teacupful of gas in the tank? Sure. No problem to call a tow truck when we break down. Take us right to the gas pumps, and we’ll pull out our trusty credit cards and be on our way.” He was silent for a moment, and then he shook his head. “Please don’t torture yourself. Forget it. We’re here to stay.”

Sister heard the wolves howling, the sound floating through the woods and over the frozen lake, and she feared that he might be right.

“Talking about that bum truck’s not why I asked you in here.” He bent down and pulled an old wooden footlocker out from beneath the bed. “You two still seem to have most of your marbles,” he said. “I don’t know what you’ve been through, but those people out there are hanging on by their fingernails.”

The footlocker was sealed by a fist-sized padlock. He fished a key from his jeans pocket and opened the lock. “We play a little game around here. It might not be a very nice game, but I figure it keeps them from letting go. It’s kind of like walking to the mailbox every day because you’re expecting a love letter or a check.” He lifted the footlocker’s lid.

Inside, cushioned with newspapers and rags, were three bottles of Johnnie Walker Red Label Scotch, a .357 Magnum revolver and a box or two of ammunition, some moldy-looking manuscripts bound with rubber bands, and another object wrapped in heavy plastic. He began to unfold the plastic. “It’s funny as shit, it really is,” he said. “I came out here to nowhere to get away from people. Can’t stand the breed. Never could. I’m sure as hell no Good Samaritan. And then all of a sudden the highway’s covered with cars and corpses, and people are running like hell and I’m up to my ears in the human race. I say screw it! We deserved everything we got!” He unfolded the last layer of plastic to reveal a radio with an intricate set of dials and knobs. He lifted it from the footlocker, opened the desk drawer and got out eight batteries. “Shortwave,” he told them as he began to put the batteries in the back of the radio. “I used to like to listen to concerts from Switzerland in the middle of the night.” He closed the footlocker and snapped the padlock on again.

“I don’t understand,” Sister said.

“You will. Just don’t get too bent out of shape, no matter what happens out there in the next few minutes. Like I say, it’s all a game, but they’re pretty jumpy today. I just wanted to prepare you.” He motioned for them to follow, and they returned to the front room.

“It’s my turn today!” the old man cried out, sitting up on his knees, his eyes shining.

“You did it yesterday,” Paul told him calmly. “It’s Kevin’s turn today.” He offered the radio to the young man. Kevin hesitated, then took it as if accepting a child in swaddling clothes.

The others gathered around him, except for Mona Ramsey, who crawled petulantly away. But even she watched her husband excitedly. Kevin grasped the tip of the radio’s recessed antenna and drew it all the way out; it jutted up about two feet, the metal shining like a promise.

“Okay,” Paul said. “Switch it on.”

“Not yet,” the young man balked. “Please. Not just yet.”

“Go ahead, man!” Steve Buchanan’s voice shook. “Do it!”

Kevin slowly turned one of the knobs, and the red needle moved all the way to one end of the frequency dial. Then he laid his finger against a red button and let it rest there as if he couldn’t bear to press it. He drew a sudden, sharp breath—and his finger punched the ON button.

Sister winced, and everyone else breathed or flinched or shifted, too.

No sound came from the radio.

“Crank the volume up, man!”

“It’s already set high,” Kevin told him, and slowly—delicately—he began to move the needle along the frequency dial.

A quarter inch more, and still dead air. The red needle continued to move, almost imperceptibly. Sister’s palms were sweating. Slowly, slowly: another fraction of an inch further.

A high burst of static suddenly wailed from the speaker, and Sister and everyone else in the room jumped. Kevin looked up at Paul, who said, “Atmosphere’s supercharged.” The red needle moved on, through the thickets of little numbers and decimal points, searching for a human voice.

Different tones of static faded in and out, weird cacophonies of atmospheric violence. Sister heard the howl of the wolves outside mingling with the static noise—a lonely sound, almost heartbreaking in its loneliness. Spaces of dead air alternated with the grating, terrible static—and Sister knew she was hearing ghosts from the black craters where cities had been.

“You’re going too fast!” Mona objected and he slowed the needle’s progress to a speed that might tempt a spider to spin a web between his fingers. Sister’s heart pounded at every infinitesimal change in the pitch or volume of static pouring from the speaker.

Finally, Kevin came to the end of the dial. His eyes were luminous with tears.

“Try AM,” Paul told him.

“Yeah! Try AM!” Steve said, pressing over Kevin’s shoulder. “There’s gotta be somethin’ on AM!”

Kevin turned another small dial to change from shortwave to AM, and he began to lead the red searching needle back over the numbers again. This time, except for abrupt pops and clicks and a faint, distant humming noise like honeybees at work, the band was almost completely dead. Sister didn’t know how long it took Kevin to reach the other end of the dial; it could have been ten minutes, or fifteen, or twenty. But he stretched it out to the very last faint sizzle—and then he sat holding the radio between his hands, staring at it as a pulse beat steadily at his temple.

“Nothing,” he whispered, and he pressed the red button.

Silence.

The old man put his hands to his face.

Sister heard Artie, who was standing beside her, give a helpless, despairing sigh. “Not even Detroit,” he said listlessly. “Dear God ... not even Detroit.”

“You turned it way too fast, man!” Steve told Kevin Ramsey. “Shit, you spun through it! I thought I heard something—it sounded like a voice!—and you went right through it!”

“No!” Mona shouted. “There was no voice! We did it too early, and that’s why there was no voice! If we’d done it on time, by the rules, we would’ve heard somebody this time! I know it!”

“It was my turn.” The old man’s pleading eyes turned toward Sister. “Everybody always steals my turn.”

Mona began to sob. “We didn’t go by the rules! We missed the voice because we didn’t go by the rules!”

“Fuck it!” Steve snapped. “I heard a voice! I swear to God I did! It was right ...” He started to take the radio, but Paul Thorson snatched it out of Kevin’s hands before he could. Paul lowered the antenna and turned away, going back through the curtain into the other room. Sister couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed; anger stirred within her, and pity for the poor, hopeless souls. She strode purposefully into the room where Paul Thorson was wrapping the radio back up in its protective plastic.

He looked up at her, and she lifted her right hand and gave him a slap across the face with all the fury of judgment behind it. The blow knocked him sprawling and left a red handprint on his cheek. Still, as he fell, he grasped the radio protectively to his chest and took the fall on his shoulder. He lay blinking up at her.

“I’ve never seen anything so cruel in all my life!” Sister raged. “Do you think that’s funny? Do you get pleasure out of that? Get up, you sonofabitch! I’ll knock your ass right through that wall!” She advanced on him, but he held up a hand to ward her off, and she hesitated.

“Wait,” he croaked. “Hold on. You don’t get it yet, do you?”

“You’re gonna get it, shitass!”

“Back off. Just wait, and watch. Then you can kick butt if you still want to.” He pulled himself up, continued wrapping the radio and replaced it in the footlocker; then he snapped the padlock shut and pushed the footlocker underneath the bed again. “After you,” he said, motioning her into the front room.

Mona Ramsey was bent over in the corner, sobbing as her husband tried to comfort her. The old man had curled up against one wall, staring into space, and Steve was kicking and hammering at the wall with his fist, shouting obscenities. In the center of the room, Artie stood very still as the red-haired teenager rampaged around him.

“Mona?” Paul said, with Sister standing just behind him and to the side.

The young woman raised her eyes to his. The old man looked at him, and so did Kevin, and Steve stopped hammering at the walls.

“You’re right, Mona,” Paul went on. “We didn’t go by the rules. That’s why we didn’t hear a voice. Now, I’m not saying we will hear one if we go by the rules tomorrow. But tomorrow is another day, right? That’s what Scarlett O’Hara said. Tomorrow we’ll turn the radio on and try again. And if we don’t hear anything tomorrow, we’ll try the day after that. You know, it would take some time to repair a radio station and kick the juice back on. It would take quite a while. But tomorrow we’ll try again. Right?”

“Sure!” Steve said. “Hell, it would take a while to get the juice back on!” He grinned, looking at all of them in turn. “I bet they’re trying to get the stations back on the air right now! God, that’d be a job, wouldn’t it?”

“I used to listen to the radio all the time!” the old man spoke up. He was smiling, too, as if he’d stepped into a dream. “I used to listen to the Mets on the radio in the summertime! Tomorrow we’ll hear somebody, I’ll bet you!”

Mona clutched at her husband’s shoulder. “We didn’t go by the rules, did we? See? I told you—it’s important to have rules!” But her crying was over, and just as suddenly she started to laugh. “God’ll let us hear somebody if we follow the rules! Tomorrow! Yes, I think it might be tomorrow!”

“Right!” Kevin agreed, hugging her close. “Tomorrow!”

“Yeah.” Paul looked around the room; he was keeping a smile on his face, but his eyes were pain-ridden and haunted. “I kind of think it might be tomorrow, too.” His gaze met Sister’s. “Don’t you?”

She hesitated, and then she understood. These people had nothing to live for but that radio in the footlocker. Without it, without being able to look forward to a very special time once a day, they might very well kill themselves. Keeping it on all the time would waste batteries and blunt the hope, and she saw that Paul Thorson knew they might never hear a human voice on that radio again. But, in his own way, he was being a Good Samaritan. He was keeping these people alive in more ways than by just feeding them.

“Yes,” she finally said. “I think it might be.”

“Good.” His smile deepened, and so did the networks of lines around his eyes. “I hope you two are poker players. I’ve got a hot deck of cards and plenty of matches. You weren’t going anywhere in a hurry, were you?”

Sister glanced at Artie. He was standing stoop-shouldered, his eyes vacant, and she knew he was thinking of the hole where Detroit had been. She watched him for a moment, and finally he straightened up and answered in a weak but courageous voice, “No. I’m not hurrying anywhere. Not anymore.”

“We play five-card draw around here. If I win, I get to read my poetry to you, and you have to smile and enjoy it. Either that or you can dump the crap buckets—your choice.”

“I’ll make up my mind when I come to it,” Sister replied, and she decided that she liked Paul Thorson very much.

“You sound like a real gambler, lady!” He clapped his hands together with mock glee. “Welcome to the club!”
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SWAN HAD AVOIDED IT as long as she possibly could. But now, as she stepped out of the bathtub’s wonderfully warm water—leaving it murky brown with shed skin and grime—and reached for the large towel that Leona Skelton had set out for her, she had to do it. She had to.

She looked in the mirror.

The light came from a single lamp, its wick turned low, but it was enough. Swan stared into the oval glass over the basin, and she thought she might be seeing someone in a grotesque, hairless Halloween mask. One hand fluttered up to her lips; the awful image did the same.

Shreds of skin were hanging from her face, peeling off like tree bark. Brown, crusty streaks lay across her forehead and the bridge of her nose, and her eyebrows—once so blond and thick—had been burned clean away. Her lips were cracked like dry earth, and her eyes seemed to be sunken down into dark holes in her skull. On her right cheek were two small black warts, and on her lips were three more of them. She’d seen those same wartlike things on Josh’s forehead, had seen the brown burns on his face and the mottled gray-white of his skin, but she’d gotten used to what Josh looked like. Seeing herself with a stubble where her hair had been and the dead white skin dangling from her face jarred loose tears of shock and horror.

She was startled by a polite knock at the bathroom door. “Swan? You all right, child?” Leona Skelton asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” she answered, but her voice was unsteady, and she knew the woman had heard.

After a pause, Leona said, “Well, I’ve got some grub for you when you’re ready.”

Swan thanked her and said she’d be out in a few minutes, and Leona went away. The Halloween-mask monster peered at her from the mirror.

She had left her grimy clothes with Leona, who’d said she’d try to wash them in a pot and dry them before the fire, and so she wrapped herself up in the floppy plaid boy’s-size robe and thick white socks that Leona had left for her. The robe was part of a trunkful of clothes that had belonged to Leona’s son, Joe—who now, the woman had said proudly, lived in Kansas City with a family of his own and was the manager of a supermarket. Been meanin’ to throw that trunk out, Leona had told Swan and Josh, but somehow I just never got around to the job.

Swan’s body was clean. The soap she’d used had smelled like lilacs, and she thought wistfully of her gardens bright with color beneath the sun. She hobbled out of the bathroom, leaving the lantern burning for Josh to see by when he took his bath. The house was chilly, and she went directly to the fireplace to warm herself again. Josh was asleep on the floor under a red blanket with his head on a pillow. Near his head was a TV tray with an empty bowl and cup on it and a couple of corn muffin crumbs. The blanket had pulled off his shoulder, and Swan bent down and tucked it up underneath his chin.

“He told me how you two got together,” Leona said, quietly so as not to disturb Josh; he was sleeping so soundly, though, that she doubted he’d wake if a truck came through the wall. She continued into the room from the kitchen, bringing Swan a TV tray with a bowl of lukewarm vegetable soup, a cup of well water and three corn muffins. Swan took the tray and sat down in front of the fireplace. The house was quiet. Davy Skelton was asleep, and except for the occasional rush of wind around the roof there was no sound but the crackling of embers and the ticking of a windup clock on the mantel that said it was forty minutes after eight.

Leona eased herself into a chair covered with a garish flower-patterned fabric. Her knees popped. She winced and rubbed them with a gnarled, age-spotted hand. “Old bones like to talk,” she said. She nodded toward the sleeping giant. “He says you’re a mighty brave little girl. Says once you set your mind, you don’t give up. That true?”

Swan didn’t know what to say. She shrugged, chewing on a rock-hard corn muffin.

“Well, that’s what he told me. And it’s good to have a tough mind. Especially in times like these.” Her gaze moved past Swan and to the window. “Everything’s changed now. All that was is gone. I know it.” Her eyes narrowed. “I can hear a dark voice in that wind,” she said. “It’s sayin’, ‘All mine ... all mine.’ I don’t figure a whole lot of people are gonna be left out there, I’m sorry to say. Maybe the whole world’s just like Sullivan: blowin’ away, changin’, turnin’ into somethin’ different than what it was before.”

“Like what?” Swan asked.

“Who knows?” Leona shrugged. “Oh, the world’s not gonna end. That’s what I thought first off. But the world has got a tough mind, too.” She lifted a crooked finger for emphasis. “Even if all the people in all the big cities and little towns die, and all the trees and the crops turn black, and the clouds never let the sun through again, the world’ll keep turnin’. Oh, God gave this world a mighty spin, He did! And He put mighty tough minds and souls in a lot of people, too—people like you, maybe. And like your friend over there.”

Swan thought she heard a dog barking. It was an uncertain sound, there for a few seconds and then masked by the wind. She stood up, looked out one window and then another, but couldn’t see much of anything. “Did you hear a dog bark?”

“Huh? No, but you probably did, all right. Strays pass through town all the time, lookin’ for food. Sometimes I leave a few crumbs and a bowl of water on the porch steps.” She busied herself getting the new wood situated in the fireplace so it would catch amid the embers.

Swan took another swallow from her cup of water and decided her teeth couldn’t take the battle with the corn muffins. She picked up a muffin and said, “Would it be okay if I took this water and the muffin out there?”

“Sure, go ahead. Guess strays need to eat, too. Watch out the wind don’t grab you ’way, though.”

Swan took the muffin and cup of water out to the porch steps. The wind was stronger than it had been during daylight, carrying waves of dust before it. Her robe flapping around her, Swan put the food and water on one of the lower steps and looked in all directions, shielding her eyes from the dust. There was no sign of a dog. She went back up to where the screen door had been and stood there for a moment, and she was about to go back inside when she thought she detected a furtive movement off to the right. She waited, beginning to shiver.

At last a small gray shape came nearer. The little terrier stopped about ten feet from the porch and sniffed the ground with his furry snout. He smelled the air next, trying to find Swan’s scent. The wind ruffled through his short, dusty coat, and then the terrier looked up at Swan and trembled.

She felt a deep pang of pity for the creature. There was no telling where the dog had come from; it was frightened and wouldn’t approach the food, though Swan was standing up at the top of the steps. The terrier abruptly turned and bolted into the darkness. Swan understood; it didn’t trust human beings anymore. She left the food and water and went back into the house.

The fire was burning cheerfully. Leona stood before it, warming her hands. Under his blanket, Josh kicked and snored more loudly, then quieted down again. “Did you see the dog?” Leona asked.

“Yes, ma’am. It wouldn’t take the food while I was standing there, though.”

“’Spect not. Probably got his pride, don’t you think?” She turned toward Swan, a round figure outlined in orange light, and Swan had to ask a question that had occurred to her while she was basking in the tub: “I don’t mean this to sound bad, but ... are you a witch?”

Leona laughed huskily. “Ha! You say what you think, don’t you, child? Well, that’s fine! That’s too rare of a thing in this day and age!”

Swan paused, waiting for more. When it didn’t come, Swan said, “I’d still like to know. Are you? My mama used to say that anybody who had second sight or could tell the future had to be evil, because those things come from Satan.”

“Did she say that? Well, I don’t know if I’d call myself a witch or not. Maybe I am, at that. And I’ll be the first to tell you that not everything I see comes true. In fact, I’ve got a pretty low score for a seer. I figure life is like one of those big jigsaw puzzles you have to put together, and you can’t figure it out—you just have to go at it piece by piece, and you try to jam wrong pieces in where they don’t fit, and you get so weary you just want to hang your head and cry.” She shrugged. “I’m not sayin’ the puzzle is already put together, but maybe I have the gift of seein’ which piece fits next. Not all the time, mind you. Just sometimes, when that next piece is real important. I figure Satan would want to scatter those pieces, burn ’em up and destroy ’em. I don’t figure Old Scratch would like to see the puzzle neat and clean and pretty, do you?”

“No,” Swan agreed. “I don’t guess so.”

“Child, I’d like to show you something—if that’s all right with you.”

Swan nodded.

Leona took one of the lamps and motioned for Swan to follow. They went along the hallway, past the closed door where Davy slept, and to another door at the end of the hall. Leona opened it and led Swan into a small pine-paneled room full of bookshelves and books, with a square card table and four chairs at the room’s center. A Ouija board sat atop the table, and underneath the table was a multicolored five-pointed star, painted on the wooden floor.

“What’s that?” Swan asked, pointing to the design as the lamplight revealed it.

“It’s called a pentacle. It’s a magic sign, and that one’s supposed to draw in good, helpful spirits.”

“Spirits? You mean ghosts?”

“No, just good feelings and emotions and stuff. I’m not exactly sure; I ordered the pattern from an ad in Fate magazine, and it didn’t come with much background information.” She put the lamp on the table. “Anyway, this is my seein’ room. I bring ... used to bring my customers in here, to read the crystal ball and the Ouija board for ’em. So I guess this is kinda my office, too.”

“You mean you make money off this?”

“Sure! Why not? It’s a decent way to make a livin’. Besides, everybody wants to know about their favorite subject—themselves!” She laughed, and her teeth sparkled silver in the lamplight. “Looky here!” She reached down beside one of the bookshelves and brought up a crooked length of wood that looked like a skinny tree branch, about three feet long, with two smaller branches jutting off at opposite angles on one end. “This is Crybaby,” Leona said. “My real moneymaker.”

To Swan it just looked like a weird old stick. “That thing? How?”

“Ever heard of a dowsing rod? This is the best dowsing rod you could wish for, child! Old Crybaby here’ll bend down and weep over a puddle of water a hundred feet under solid rock. I found it in a garage sale in 1968, and Crybaby’s sprung fifty wells all over this county. Sprung my own well, out back. Brought up the cleanest water you could ever hope to curl your tongue around. Oh, I love this here booger!” She gave it a smacking kiss and returned it to its resting place. Then her sparkling, impish gaze slid back to Swan. “How’d you like to have your future told?”

“I don’t know,” she said uneasily.

“But wouldn’t you like to? Maybe just a little bit? Oh, I mean for fun ... nothin’ more.”

Swan shrugged, still unconvinced.

“You interest me, child,” Leona told her. “After what Josh said about you, and what the both of you went through ... I’d like to take a peek at that big ol’ jigsaw puzzle. Wouldn’t you?”

Swan wondered if Josh had told her about PawPaw’s commandment, and about the grass growing where she’d been sleeping. Surely not, she thought. They didn’t know Leona Skelton well enough to be revealing secret things! Or, Swan wondered, if the woman was a witch—good or bad—maybe she somehow already knew, or at least guessed that something was strange from Josh’s story. “How would you do it?” Swan asked. “With one of those crystal balls? Or that board over there on the table?”

“No, I don’t think so. Those things have their uses, but ... I’d do it with these.” And she took a carved wooden box from a place on one of the shelves and stepped over toward the table where the light was stronger. She put the Ouija board aside, set the box down and opened it; the inside was lined with purple velvet, and from it Leona Skelton withdrew a deck of cards. She turned the deck face up and with one hand skimmed the cards out so Swan could see—and Swan caught her breath.

On the cards were strange and wonderful pictures—swords, sticks, goblets and pentacles like the one painted on the floor, the objects in assorted numbers on each card and presented against enigmatic drawings that Swan couldn’t fathom—three swords piercing a heart, or eight sticks flying through a blue sky. But on some of the other cards were drawings of people: an old man in gray robes, his head bowed and a staff in one hand, in the other a six-pointed glowing star in a lantern; two naked figures, a man and woman, curled around each other to form a single person; a knight with red, flaming armor on a horse that breathed fire, the hooves striking sparks as it surged forward. And more and more magical figures—but what set them to life were the colors impressed into the cards: emerald green, the red of a thousand fires, glittering gold and gleaming silver, royal blue and midnight black, pearly white and the yellow of a midsummer sun. Bathed in those colors, the figures seemed to move and breathe, to perform whatever range of action they were involved in. Swan had never seen such cards before, and her eyes couldn’t get enough of them.

“They’re called tarot cards,” Leona said. “This deck dates from the 1920s, and each color was daubed in by somebody’s hand. Ain’t they somethin’?”

“Yes,” Swan breathed. “Oh ... yes.”

“Sit down right there, child”—Leona touched one of the chairs—“and let’s see what we can see. All right?”

Swan wavered, still uncertain, but she was entranced by the beautiful, mysterious figures on those magic cards. She looked up into Leona Skelton’s face, and then she slid into the chair as if it had been made for her.

Leona took the chair across from her and moved the lamp toward her right. “We’re going to do something called the Grand Cross. That’s a fancy way to arrange the cards so they’ll tell a story. It might not be a clear story; it might not be an easy story, but the cards’ll lock together, one upon the next, kinda like that jigsaw puzzle we were talkin’ about. You ready?”

Swan nodded, her heart beginning to thump. The wind hooted and wailed outside, and for an instant Swan thought she did hear a dark voice in it.

Leona smiled and rummaged through the cards, looking for a particular one. She found it and held it up for Swan to see. “This one’ll stand for you, and the other cards’ll build a story around it.” She placed the card down on the table in front of Swan; it was trimmed in gold and red and bore the picture of a youth in a long gold cape and a cap with a red feather, holding a stick before him with green vines curled around it. “That’s the Page of Rods—a child, with a long way yet to go.” She pushed the rest of the deck toward Swan. “Can you shuffle those?”

Swan didn’t know how to shuffle cards, and she shook her head.

“Well, just scramble ’em, then. Scramble ’em real good, around and around, and while you’re doin’ that you think real hard about where you’ve been, and who you are, and where you’re wantin’ to go.”

Swan did as she asked, and the cards slipped around in all directions, their faces pressed to the table and just their golden backs showing. She concentrated on the things that Leona had mentioned, thought as hard as she could, though the noise of the wind kept trying to distract her, and finally Leona said, “That’s good, child. Now put ’em together into a deck again, face down, in any order you please. Then cut the deck into three piles and put ’em on your left.”

When that was done, Leona reached out, her hand graceful in the muted orange light, and picked up each pile to form a deck once more. “Now we start the story,” she said.

She placed the first card face up, directly over the Page of Rods. “This covers you,” she said. It was a large golden wheel, with figures of men and women as the spokes in it, some with joyous expressions at the top of the wheel and others, on the wheel’s bottom, holding their hands to their faces in despair. “The Wheel of Fortune—ever turnin’, bringin’ change and unfoldin’ Fate. That’s the atmosphere you’re in, maybe things movin’ and turnin’ around you that you don’t even know about yet.”

The next card was laid across the Wheel of Fortune. “This crosses you,” Leona said, “and stands for the forces that oppose you.” Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, Lordy.” The card, trimmed in ebony and silver, showed a figure shrouded almost entirely in a black cloak and cowl except for a white, masklike and grinning face; its eyes were silver—but there was a third eye of scarlet in its forehead. At the top of the card was scrolled, intricate lettering that read—

“The Devil,” Leona said. “Destruction unleashed. Inhumanity. You have to be on guard and watch yourself, child.”

Before Swan could ask about that card, which gave her a shiver, Leona dealt the next one out, above the other two. “This crowns you, and says what you yearn for. The Ace of Cups—peace, beauty, a yearning for understanding.”

“Aw, that’s not me!” Swan said, embarrassed.

“Maybe not yet. But maybe someday.” The next card was laid below the hateful-looking Devil. “This is beneath you, and tells a story about what you’ve been through to get where you are.” The card showed the brilliant yellow sun, but it was turned upside down. “The Sun like that stands for loneliness, uncertainty ... the loss of someone. Maybe the loss of part of yourself, too. The death of innocence.” Leona glanced up quickly and then back to the cards. The next card, the fifth that Leona had dealt from the scrambled pack, was placed to the left of the Devil card. “This is behind you, an influence passin’ away.” It was the old man carrying a star in a lantern, but this one was upside down, too. “The Hermit. Turned upside down, it means withdrawal, hidin’, forgettin’ your responsibilities. All those things are passin’ away. You’re goin’ out into the world—for better or worse.”

The sixth card went to the right of the Devil. “This is before you, and says what will come.”

Leona examined the card with interest. This one showed a youth in crimson armor, holding an upraised sword while a castle blazed in the background. “The Page of Swords,” Leona explained. “A young girl or boy who craves power. Who lives for it, needs it like food and water. The Devil’s lookin’ in that direction, too. Could be there’s some kinda link between ’em. Anyway, that’s somebody you might run up against—somebody real crafty—and maybe dangerous, too.”

Before she could turn the next card over, a voice drifted through the hallways: “Leona! Leona!” Davy began coughing violently, almost choking, and instantly she put the cards aside and rushed out of the room.

Swan stood up. The Devil card—a man with a scarlet eye, she thought—seemed to be staring right at her, and she felt goose bumps come up on her arms. The deck that Leona had put aside was only a few inches away, its top card beckoning her to take a peek.

Her hand drifted toward it. Stopped.

Just a peek. A small, itty-bitty peek.

She picked up the top card and looked.

It showed a beautiful woman in violet robes, the sun shining above her, and around her a sheaf of wheat, a waterfall and flowers. At her feet lay a lion and a lamb. But her hair was afire, and her eyes were fiery too, determined and set on some distant obstacle. She carried a silver shield with a design of fire at its center, and on her head was a crown that burned with colors like trapped stars. Ornate lettering at the top of the card said THE EMPRESS.

Swan allowed herself to linger over it until all the details were impressed in her mind. She put it down, and the deck’s next card pulled at her. No! she warned herself. You’ve gone far enough! She could almost feel the Devil’s baleful scarlet eye, mocking her to lift one more card.

She picked up the following card. Turned it over.

She went cold.

A skeleton in armor sat astride a rearing horse of bones, and in the skeleton’s arms was a blood-smeared scythe. The thing was reaping a wheat field, but the sheaves of wheat were made up of human bodies lashed together, nude and writhing in agony as they were slashed by the flailing scythe. The sky was the color of blood, and in it black crows circled over the human field of misery. It was the most terrible picture Swan had ever seen, and she did not have to read the lettering at the top of this card to recognize what it was.

“What are you up to in here?”

The voice almost made her jump three feet in the air. She whirled around, and there was Josh standing in the doorway. His face, splotched with gray and white pigment and brown crusted burns, was grotesque, but Swan realized in that instant that she loved it—and him. He looked around the room, frowning. “What’s all this?”

“It’s ... Leona’s seeing room. She was reading my future in the cards.”

Josh walked in and took a look at the cards laid out on the table. “Those are real pretty,” he said. “All except that one.” He tapped the Devil card. “That reminds me of a nightmare I had after I ate a salami sandwich and a whole box of chocolate doughnuts.”

Still unnerved, Swan showed him the last card she’d picked up.

He took it between his fingers and held it nearer the light. He’d seen tarot cards before, in the French Quarter in New Orleans. The lettering spelled out DEATH.

Death reaping the human race, he thought. It was one of the grimmest things he’d ever seen, and in the tricky light the silver scythe seemed to slash back and forth through the human sheaves, the skeletal horse rearing while its rider labored under the blood-red sky. He flipped it back onto the table, and it slid halfway across the card with the demonic, scarlet-eyed figure on it. “Just cards,” he said. “Paper and paints. They don’t mean anything.”

“Leona said they tell a story.”

Josh gathered the cards into a deck again, getting the Devil and Death out of Swan’s sight. “Paper and paints,” he repeated. “That’s all.”

They couldn’t help but hear Davy Skelton’s gasping, tormented coughing. Seeing those cards, especially the one with the grim reaper, had given Josh a creepy feeling. Davy sounded as if he were strangling, and they heard Leona crooning to him, trying to calm him down. Death’s near, Josh knew suddenly. It’s very, very near. He walked out of the seeing room and down the hall. The door to Davy’s room was ajar. Josh figured he might be able to help, and he started into the sickroom.

He saw first that the sheets were splotched with blood. A man’s agonized face was illuminated by yellow lamplight, eyes dazed with sickness and horror, and from his mouth as he coughed came gouts of thick, dark gore.

Josh stopped in the doorway.

Leona was leaning over her husband, a porcelain bowl in her lap and a blood-damp rag in her hand. She sensed Josh’s presence, turned her head and said with as much dignity as she could muster, “Please. Go out and close the door.”

Josh hesitated, stunned and sick.

“Please,” Leona implored, as her husband coughed his life out in her lap.

He backed out of the room and pulled the door shut.

Somehow he found himself sitting before the fireplace again. He smelled himself. He stank, and he needed to get some buckets of water from the well, heat them in the fire and immerse himself in that bath he’d been looking forward to. But the yellow, strained face of the dying man in the other room was in his mind and would not let him move; he remembered Darleen, dying in the dirt. Remembered the corpse that lay out there on somebody’s porch steps in the moaning dark. The image of that skeletal rider running riot through the wheat field of humanity was leeched in his brain.

Oh God, he thought as the tears started to come. Oh, God, help us all.

And then he bowed his head and sobbed—not just for his memories of Rose and the boys, but for Davy Skelton and Darleen Prescott and the dead person out in the dark and all the dead and dying human beings who’d once felt the sun on their faces and thought they’d live forever. He sobbed, the tears rolling down his face and dropping from his chin, and he could not stop.

Someone put an arm around his neck.

The child.

Swan.

Josh pulled her to him, and this time she clung to him while he cried.

She held tight. She loved Josh, and she couldn’t bear to hear his hurting sound.

The wind shrieked, changed direction, attacked the ruins of Sullivan from another angle.

And in that wind she thought she heard a dark voice whispering, “All mine ... all mine.”
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TORCHES WHIPPED IN THE cold wind on the desert flatland thirty miles northwest of Salt Lake City’s crater. Some three hundred ragged, half-starved people huddled on the shore of the Great Salt Lake, in a makeshift city of cardboard boxes, broken-down automobiles, tents and trailers. The torchlight carried for miles over the flat terrain and drew scattered bands of survivors who were struggling eastward from the ruined cities and towns of California and Nevada. Every day and night groups of people, their belongings strapped to their backs, carried in their arms, lugged in suitcases or pushed in wheelbarrows and grocery carts, came into the encampment and found a space of hard, bare earth to crouch on. The more fortunate ones came with tents and knapsacks of canned food and bottled water and had guns to protect their supplies; the weakest ones curled up and expired when their food and water was either used up or stolen—and the bodies of suicides floated in the Great Salt Lake like grim, bobbing logs. But the smell of the salt water in the wind drew bands of wanderers as well; those without fresh water tried to drink it, and those suffering from festered wounds and burns sought its cleansing, agonizing embrace with the single-minded desire of religious flagellants.

At the western edge of the encampment, on rough and rock-stubbled ground, over a hundred corpses lay where they’d collapsed. The bodies had been stripped naked by scavengers, who lived in pits in the dirt and were contemptuously called “dirtwarts” by the people who lived closest to the lake shore. Strewn out almost to the western horizon was a junkyard of cars, RVs, campers, Jeeps and motorcycles that had run out of gas or whose engines had locked for want of oil. The scavengers scrambled out, tore the seats out of cars, took the tires off, ripped the doors and hoods and trunks away to make their own bizarre dwellings. Gas tanks were drained by parties of armed men from the main encampment, the gas set aside to fuel the torches—because light had become strength, an almost mystic protection against the horrors of the dark.

Two figures, both laden with backpacks, trudged across the desert toward the light of the torches, about a half mile ahead. It was the night of August twenty-third, one month and six days after the bombs. The two figures walked through the junkyard of vehicles, not hesitating as they stepped on the occasional nude corpse. Over the odors of corruption they could smell the salt lake. Their own car, a BMW stolen from a lot in the ghost town of Carson City, Nevada, had run out of gas about twelve miles back, and they’d been walking all night, following the glow of the lights reflected off low-lying clouds.

Something rattled off to the side, behind the scavenged wreck of a Dodge Charger. The figure in the lead stopped and drew a .45 automatic from a shoulder holster under a blue goosedown parka. The sound did not repeat itself, and after a silent moment the two figures began to walk toward the encampment again, their pace faster.

The lead figure had taken about five more steps when a hand burst from the loose dirt and sand at his feet and grabbed his left ankle, jerking him off balance. His shout of alarm and the .45 went off together, but the gun fired toward the sky. He hit hard on his left side, the air whooshing from his lungs with the shock, and a human shape scrabbled like a crab from a pit that had opened in the earth. The crab-thing fell upon the man with the knapsack, planted a knee in his throat and began to batter his face with a left-hand fist.

The second figure screamed—a woman’s scream—then turned and started running through the junkyard. She heard footsteps behind her, sensing something gaining on her, and as she turned her head to look back she tripped over one of the naked corpses and went down on her face. She tried to scramble up, but suddenly a sneakered foot pressed on the back of her head, forcing her nostrils and mouth into the dirt. Her body thrashing, she began to suffocate.

A few yards away, the crab-thing shifted, using the left knee to pin the young man’s gun hand to the ground, the right knee pressed into his chest. The young man was gasping for air, his eyes wide and stunned over a dirty blond beard. And then the crab-thing drew with its left hand a hunting knife from a leather sheath under a long, dusty black overcoat; the hunting knife slashed fast and deep across the young man’s throat—once, again, a third time. The young man stopped struggling and his lips pulled back from his teeth in a grimace.

The woman fought for life; she got her head turned, her cheek mashed into the ground, and she begged, “Please ... don’t kill me! I’ll give you ... give you what you want! Please don’t ...”

The sneakered foot suddenly drew back. The point of what felt like an ice pick pricked her cheek just below her right eye.

“No tricks.” It was a boy’s voice, high and reedy. “Understand?” The ice pick jabbed for emphasis.

“Yes,” she answered. The boy grabbed a handful of her long, raven-black hair and pulled her up to a sitting position. She was able to make out his face in the dim wash of the distant lights. He was just a kid, maybe thirteen or fourteen years old, wearing an oversized, filthy brown sweater and gray trousers with holes where the knees had been; he was skinny to the point of emaciation, his high-cheekboned face pale and cadaverous. His dark hair was plastered to his skull with grime and sweat, and he wore a pair of goggles—the kind of goggles, trimmed in battered leather, that she figured World War II fighter pilots might have worn. The lens magnified his eyes as if through fishbowls. “Don’t hurt me, okay? I swear I won’t scream.”

Roland Croninger laughed. That was about the stupidest fucking thing he’d ever heard. “You can scream if you want to. Nobody gives a shit whether you scream or not. Take the pack off.”

“You got him?” Colonel Macklin called, from where he crouched atop the other body.

“Yes, sir,” Roland answered. “It’s a woman.”

“Bring her over here!”

Roland picked up the pack and stepped backward. “Start moving.” She started to rise, but he shoved her down again. “No. Not on your feet. Crawl.”

She started crawling through the dirt, over the festering bodies. A scream was locked behind her teeth, but she didn’t let it get loose. “Rudy?” she called weakly. “Rudy? You okay?”

And then she saw the figure in the black coat ripping open Rudy’s backpack, and she saw all the blood, and she knew they’d stepped into deep shit.

Roland tossed the other pack over to Colonel Macklin, then put his ice pick away in the elastic waistband of the trousers he’d stripped from the corpse of a boy about his age and size. He pried the automatic out of Rudy’s dead fingers as the woman sat nearby, numbly watching.

“Good gun,” he told the King. “We can use it.”

“Got to have more clips,” Macklin answered, digging through the pack with one hand. He pulled out socks, underwear, toothpaste, an army surplus mess kit—and a canteen that sloshed when he shook it. “Water!” he said. “Oh, Jesus—it’s fresh water!” He got the canteen between his thighs and unscrewed the cap, then took several swigs of sweet, delicious water; it ran down through the gray-swirled stubble of his new beard and dripped to the ground.

“You got a canteen, too?” Roland asked her.

She nodded, pulling the canteen strap from her shoulder under the ermine coat she’d taken from a Carson City boutique. She was wearing leopard-spotted designer jeans and expensive boots, and around her neck were ropes of pearls and diamond chains.

“Give it here.”

She looked into his face and drew her back up straight. He was just a punk, and she knew how to handle punks. “Fuck you,” she told him, and she uncapped it and started drinking, her hard blue eyes challenging him over the canteen’s rim.

“Hey!” someone called from the darkness; the voice was hoarse, scabrous-sounding. “You catch a woman over there?”

Roland didn’t answer. He watched the woman’s silken throat working as she drank.

“I’ve got a bottle of whiskey!” the voice continued. “I’ll trade you!”

She stopped drinking. The Perrier suddenly tasted foul.

“A bottle of whiskey for thirty minutes!” the voice said. “I’ll give her back to you when I’m through! Deal?”

“I’ve got a carton of cigarettes!” another man called, from off to the left beyond an overturned Jeep. “Fifteen minutes for a carton of cigarettes!”

She hurriedly capped the canteen and threw it at the kid’s sneakered feet. “Here,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on his. “You can have it all.”

“Ammo clips!” Macklin exclaimed, pulling three of them out of Rudy’s pack. “We’ve got ourselves some firepower!”

Roland opened the canteen, took a few swallows of water, recapped it and slid the strap over his shoulder. From all around them drifted the voices of other dirtwarts, offering caches of liquor, cigarettes, matches, candy bars and other valuables for time with the newly snared woman. Roland remained quiet, listening to the rising bids with the pleasure of an auctioneer who knows he has a prize of real worth. He studied the woman through the eyeglass-goggles he’d made for himself, gluing the appropriate-strength lenses—found in the wreckage of a Pocatello optometry shop—into army surplus tank commander goggles. She was unmarked except for several small, healing gashes on her cheeks and forehead—and that alone made her a very special prize. Most of the women in the encampment had lost their hair and eyebrows and were marked with keloid scars of various colors, from dark brown to scarlet. This woman’s black hair cascaded around her shoulders; it was dirty, but there were no bald patches in it—the first signs of radiation poisoning. She had a strong, square-chinned face; a haughty face, Roland thought. The face of roughneck royalty. Her electric-blue eyes moved slowly from the gun to Rudy’s corpse and back to Roland’s face, as if she were figuring the precise points of a triangle. Roland thought she might be in her late twenties or early thirties, and his eyes slid down to the mounds of her breasts, swelling a red T-shirt with RICH BITCH stenciled across it in rhinestones underneath the ermine coat. He thought he detected her nipples sticking out, as if the danger and death had revved her sexual engine.

He felt a pressure in his stomach, and he quickly lifted his gaze from her nipples. He had suddenly wondered what one of them might feel like between his teeth.

Her full-lipped mouth parted. “Do you like what you see?”

“A flashlight!” one of the dirtwarts offered. “I’ll give you a flashlight for her!”

Roland didn’t respond. This woman made him think of the pictures in the magazines he’d found in the bottom drawer of his father’s dresser, back in his other, long-ago life. His belly was tightening, and there was a pounding in his nuts as if they were being squeezed by a brutal fist. “What’s your name?”

“Sheila,” she answered. “Sheila Fontana. What’s yours?” She had determined, with the cold logic of a born survivor, that her chances were better here, with this punk kid and the man with one hand, than out in the dark with those other things. The one-handed man cursed and dumped the rest of Rudy’s pack on the ground.

“Roland Croninger.”

“Roland,” she repeated, making it sound like she was licking a lollipop. “You’re not going to give me to them, are you, Roland?”

“Was he your husband?” Roland prodded Rudy’s body with his foot.

“No. We traveled together, that’s all.” Actually, they had lived together for almost a year, and he’d done some pimping for her back in Oakland, but there was no need to confuse the kid. She looked at Rudy’s bloody throat and then quickly away; she felt a pang of regret, because he had been a good business manager, a fantastic lover, and he’d kept them supplied with plenty of blow. But he was just dead meat now, and that was how the world turned. As Rudy himself would’ve said, you cover your own ass, at all and any cost.

Something moved on the ground behind Sheila, and she turned to look. A vaguely human shape was crawling toward her. It stopped about seven or eight feet away, and a hand covered with open, running sores lifted a paper bag. “Candy barsssss?” a mangled voice offered.

Roland fired the automatic, and the noise of the shot made Sheila jump. The thing on the ground grunted and then made a sound like a yelping dog; it scrambled to its knees and scurried away amid the junked vehicles.

Sheila knew the kid wasn’t going to turn her over to them, after all. Hoarse, garbled laughter came from other, hidden pits in the dirt. Sheila had seen plenty of Hell since she and Rudy had left a coke dealer’s cabin in the Sierras, where they’d been hiding from the San Francisco cops when the bombs had hit, but this was by far the worst. She looked down into the kid’s goggled eyes, because her height approached six feet; she was as big-boned as an Amazon warrior, but all curves and compliance when it met her needs, and she knew he was hooked through the cock.

“What the hell is this shit?” Macklin said, leaning over the items he’d pulled out of Sheila’s backpack.

Sheila knew what the one-handed man had found. She approached him, disregarding the kid’s .45, and saw what he was holding: a plastic bag full of snow-white, extra-fine Colombian sugar. Scattered around him were three more plastic bags of high-grade cocaine, and about a dozen plastic bottles of poppers, Black Beauties, Yellowjackets, Bombers, Red Ladies, PCP and LSD tabs. “That’s my medicine bag, friend,” she told him. “If you’re looking for food, I’ve got a couple of old Whoppers and some fries in there, too. You’re welcome to it, but I want my stash back.”

“Drugs,” Macklin realized. “What is this? Cocaine?” He dropped the bag and picked up one of the bottles, lifting his filthy, blood-splattered face toward her. His crewcut was growing out, the dark brown hair peppered with gray. His eyes were deep holes carved in a rocklike face. “Pills, too? What are you, an addict?”

“I’m a gourmet,” she replied calmly. She figured the kid wasn’t going to let this crazy one-handed fucker hurt her, but her muscles were tensed for fight or flight. “What are you?”

“His name is Colonel James Macklin,” Roland told her. “He’s a war hero.”

“Looks to me like the war’s over. And we lost ... hero,” she said, staring directly into Macklin’s eyes. “Take what you want, but I need my stash back.”

Macklin sized the young woman up, and he decided he might not be able to throw her to the ground and rape her, as he had intended until this instant. She might be too much to take with one hand, unless he wrestled her down and got the knife to her throat. He didn’t want to try and fail in front of Roland, though his penis had begun to pound. He grunted and dug for the hamburgers. When he found them, he flung the pack to Sheila, and she started gathering up the packets of coke and the pill bottles.

Macklin crawled over and pulled the shoes off Rudy’s feet; he worked a gold Rolex wristwatch from the corpse’s left wrist and put it on his own.

“How come you’re out here?” Sheila asked Roland, who was watching her pack the cocaine and pills away. “How come you’re not over there, closer to the light?”

“They don’t want dirtwarts,” Macklin replied. “That’s what they call us. Dirtwarts.” He nodded toward the rectangular hole a few feet away; it had been covered with a tarpaulin, impossible to detect in the darkness, and looked to Sheila to be about five feet deep. The corners of the tarp were held down with stones. “They don’t think we smell good enough to be any closer.” Macklin’s grin held madness. “How do you think I smell, lady?”

She thought he smelled like a hog in heat, but she shrugged and motioned toward a can of Right Guard deodorant that had fallen out of Rudy’s pack.

Macklin laughed. He was unbuckling Rudy’s belt in preparation to pull the trousers off. “See, we live out here on what we can get and what we can take. We wait for new ones to pass through on their way to the light.” He motioned with a nod of his head toward the lake shore. “Those people have the power: guns, plenty of canned food and bottled water, gas for their torches. Some of them even have tents. They roll around in that salt water, and we listen to them scream. They won’t let us near it. Oh, no! They think we’d pollute it or something.” He got Rudy’s trousers off and flung them into the pit. “See, the hell of all this is that the boy and I should be living in the light right now. We should be wearing clean clothes, and taking warm showers, and having all the food and water we want. Because we were prepared ... we were ready! We knew the bombs were going to fall. Everybody in Earth House knew it!”

“Earth House? What’s that?”

“It’s where we came from,” Macklin said, crouching on the ground. “Up in the Idaho mountains. We walked a long way, and we saw a lot of death, and Roland figured that if we could get to the Great Salt Lake we could wash ourselves in it, clean all the radiation off, and the salt would heal us. That’s right, you know. Salt heals. Especially this.” He held up his bandaged stump; the blood-caked bandages were hanging down, and some of them had turned green. Sheila caught the reek of infected flesh. “I need to bathe it in that salt water, but they won’t let us any closer. They say that we live off the dead. So they shoot at us when we try to cross open ground. But now—now—we’ve got our own firepower!” He nodded toward the automatic Roland held.

“It’s a big lake,” Sheila said. “You don’t have to go through that encampment to get there. You could go around it.”

“No. Two reasons: somebody would move into our pit while we were gone and take everything we have; and second, nobody keeps Jimbo Macklin from what he wants.” He grinned at her, and she thought his face resembled a skull. “They don’t know who I am, or what I am. But I’m going to show them—oh, yes! I’m going to show all of them!” He turned his head toward the encampment, sat staring at the distant torches for a moment, then looked back at her. “You wouldn’t want to fuck, would you?”

She laughed. He was about the dirtiest, most repulsive thing she’d ever seen. But even as she laughed, she knew it was a mistake; she stopped her laugh in mid-note.

“Roland,” Macklin said quietly, “bring me the gun.”

Roland hesitated; he knew what was about to happen. Still, the King had delivered a command, and he was a King’s Knight and could not disobey. He took a step forward, hesitated again.

“Roland,” the King said.

This time Roland walked to him and delivered the pistol to his outstretched left hand. Macklin awkwardly gripped it and pointed it at Sheila’s head. Sheila lifted her chin defiantly, hooked the pack’s strap over her shoulder and stood up. “I’m going to start walking toward the camp,” she said. “Maybe you can shoot a woman in the back, war hero. I don’t think you can. So long, guys; it’s been fun.” She made herself step over Rudy’s corpse, then started walking purposefully through the junkyard, her heart pounding and her teeth gritted as she waited for the bullet.

Something moved off to her left. A figure in rags ducked down behind the wreckage of a Chevy station wagon. Something else scrambled across the dirt about twenty feet in front of her, and she realized she’d never make the camp alive.

“They’re waiting for you,” Roland called. “They’ll never let you get there.”

Sheila stopped. The torches seemed so far away, so terribly far. And even if she reached them without being raped—or worse—there was no certainty she wouldn’t be raped in the camp. She knew that without Rudy she was walking meat, drawing flies.

“Better come back,” Roland urged. “You’ll be safer with us.”

Safer, Sheila thought sarcastically. Sure. The last time she’d been safe was when she was in kindergarten. She’d run away from home at seventeen with the drummer in a rock band, had landed in Holly-weird and gone through phases of being a waitress, a topless dancer, a masseuse in a Sunset Strip parlor, had done a couple of porno flicks and then had latched up with Rudy. The world had become a crazy pinwheel of coke, poppers and faceless Johns, but the deep truth was that she enjoyed it. For her there was no whining of might-have-beens, no crawling on her knees for forgiveness; she liked danger, liked the dark side of the rock where the night things hid. Safety was boredom, and she’d always figured she could only live once, so why not blow it out?

Still, she didn’t think running the gauntlet of those crawling shapes would be too much fun.

Someone giggled, off in the darkness. It was a giggle of insane anticipation, and the sound of it put the lid on Sheila’s decision.

She turned around and walked back to where the kid and the one-handed war hero waited, and she was already figuring out how to get that pistol and blow both their heads off. The pistol would help her get to the torches at the edge of the lake.

“Get on your hands and knees,” Macklin commanded, his eyes glittering above his dirty beard.

Sheila smiled faintly and shrugged her pack off to the ground. What the hell? It would be no worse than some of the other Johns off the Strip. But she didn’t want to let him win so easily. “Be a sport, war hero,” she said, her hands on her hips. “Why don’t you let the kid go first?”

Macklin glanced at the boy, whose eyes behind the goggles looked like they were about to burst from his head. Sheila unbuckled her belt and started to peel the leopard-spotted pants off her hips, then her thighs, then over the cowboy boots. She wore no underwear. She got down on her hands and knees, opened the pack and took out a bottle of Black Beauties; she popped a pill down her throat and said, “Come on, honey! It’s cold out there!”

Macklin suddenly laughed. He thought the woman had courage, and though he didn’t know what was to be done with her after they’d finished, he knew she was of his own kind. “Go ahead!” he told Roland. “Be a man!”

Roland was scared shitless. The woman was waiting, and the King wanted him to do it. He figured this was an important rite of manhood for a King’s Knight to pass through. His testicles were about to explode, and the dark mystery between the woman’s thighs drew him toward her like a hypnotic amulet.

Dirtwarts crawled closer to get a view of the festivities. Macklin sat watching, his eyes hooded and intense, and he stroked the automatic’s barrel back and forth beneath his chin.

He heard hollow laughter just over his left shoulder, and he knew the Shadow Soldier was enjoying this, too. The Shadow Soldier had come down from Blue Dome Mountain with them, had walked behind them and off to the side, but always there. The Shadow Soldier liked the boy; the Shadow Soldier thought the boy had a killer instinct that bore developing. Because the Shadow Soldier had told Macklin, in the silence of the dark, that his days of making war were not over yet. This new land was going to need warriors and warlords. Men like Macklin were going to be in demand again—as if they had ever gone out of demand. All this the Shadow Soldier told him, and Macklin believed.

He started laughing then, too, at the sight in front of him, and his laughter and that of the Shadow Soldier intertwined, merged, and became as one.
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OVER TWO THOUSAND MILES away, Sister sat next to the hearth. Everyone else was asleep on the floor around the room, and it was Sister’s night to watch over the fire, to keep it banked and the embers glowing so they wouldn’t have to waste matches. The space heater had been turned low to save their dwindling supply of kerosene, and cold had begun to sneak through chinks in the walls.

Mona Ramsey muttered in her sleep, and her husband shifted his position and put his arm around her. The old man was dead to the world, Artie lay on a bed of newspapers, and every so often Steve Buchanan snored like a chainsaw. But Sister was disturbed by the wheeze of Artie’s breathing. She’d noticed him holding his ribs, but he’d said he was okay, that he was sometimes short of breath but otherwise feeling, as he put it, “as smooth as pickles and cream.”

She hoped so, because if Artie was hurt somewhere inside—maybe when that damned wolf had slammed into him on the highway about ten days ago—there was no medicine to stave off infection.

The duffel bag was beside her. She loosened the drawstring and reached inside, found the glass ring and drew it out into the ember-glow.

Its brilliance filled the room. The last time she’d peered into the glass circle, during her firewatch duty four nights before, she’d gone dreamwalking again. One second she was sitting right there, holding the circle just as she was doing now, and the next she’d found herself standing over a table—a square table, with what appeared to be cards arranged on its surface.

The cards were decorated with pictures, and they were unlike any cards Sister had ever seen before. One of them in particular caught her attention: the figure of a skeleton on a rearing skeletal horse, swinging a scythe through what seemed to be a grotesque field of human bodies. She thought there were shadows in the room, other presences, the muffled voices of people speaking. And she thought, as well, that she heard someone coughing, but the sound was distorted, as if heard through a long, echoing tunnel—and when she came back to the cabin she realized it was Artie coughing and holding his ribs.

She’d thought often of that card with the scythe-swinging skeleton. She could still see it, lodged behind her eyes. She thought also of the shadows that had seemed to be in the room with her—insubstantial things, but maybe that was because all her attention had been focused on the cards. Maybe, if she’d concentrated on giving form to the shadows, she might have seen who was standing there.

Right, she thought. You’re acting like you really go somewhere when you see pictures in the glass circle! And that’s only what they were, of course. Pictures. Fantasy. Imagination. Whatever. There was nothing real about them at all!

But she did know that dreamwalking, and coming back from dreamwalking, was getting easier. Not every time she peered into the glass was a dreamwalk, though; most often it was just an object of fiery light, no dream pictures at all. Still, the glass ring held an unknown power; of that she was certain. If it wasn’t something with a powerful purpose, why had the Doyle Halland–thing wanted it?

Whatever it was, she had to protect it. She was responsible for its safety, and she could not—she dared not—lose it.

“Jesus in suspenders! What’s that?”

Startled, Sister looked up. Paul Thorson, his eyes swollen from sleep, had come through the green curtain. He pushed back his unruly hair and stood, open-mouthed, as the ring pulsed in rhythm with Sister’s heartbeat.

She almost shoved it back into the duffel bag, but it was too late.

“That thing’s ... on fire!” he managed to say. “What is it?”

“I’m not sure yet. I found it in Manhattan.”

“My God! The colors ...” He knelt down beside her, obviously overwhelmed. A flaming circle of light was about the last thing he’d expected to find when he’d stumbled in to warm himself by the embers. “What makes it pulse like that?”

“It’s picking up my heartbeat. It does that when you hold it.”

“What is it, some kind of Japanese thing? Does it run on batteries?”

Sister smiled wryly. “I don’t think so.”

Paul reached out and poked it with a finger. He blinked. “It’s glass!”

“That’s right.”

“Wow,” he whispered. Then: “Would it be okay if I held it? Just for a second?”

She was about to answer yes, but Doyle Halland’s promise stopped her. That monster could make itself look like anyone; any of the people in this room could be the Doyle Halland–thing, even Paul himself. But no; they’d left the monster behind them, hadn’t they? How did such a creature travel? “I followed the line of least resistance,” she recalled him saying. If he wore human skin, then he traveled as a human, too. She shuddered, imagining him walking after them in a pair of dead man’s shoes, walking day and night without a rest until the shoes flayed right off his feet, and then he stopped to yank another pair off a corpse because he could make any size fit....

“Can I?” Paul urged.

Where was Doyle Halland? Sister wondered. Out there in the dark right now, passing by on I-80? Up ahead a mile or two, running down another pair of shoes? Could he fly in the wind, with black cats on his shoulders and his eyes filled with flame, or was he a tattered highway hiker who looked for campfires burning in the night?

He was behind them. Wasn’t he?

Sister took a deep breath and offered the glass ring to Paul. He slid his hand around it.

The light remained constant. The half that Paul held took on a new, quickened rhythm. He drew it to himself with both hands, and Sister let her breath out.

“Tell me about this,” he said. “I want to know.”

Sister saw the gems reflected in his eyes. On his face was a childlike amazement, as if the years were peeling rapidly away. In another few seconds he appeared a decade younger than his forty-three years. She decided then to tell him all of it.

He was quiet for a long time when she’d finished. The ring’s pulsing had speeded up and slowed down all through the telling. “Tarot cards,” Paul said, still admiring the ring. “The skeleton with the scythe stands for Death.” With an effort, he looked up at her. “You know all that sounds crazy as hell, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do. Here’s the scar where the crucifix was torn off. Artie saw the thing’s face change, too, though I doubt he’ll admit it to you. He hasn’t mentioned it since it happened, and I guess that’s for the best. And here’s the glass circle, missing one spike.”

“Uh-huh. You haven’t been slipping into my Johnnie Walker, have you?”

“You know better. I know I see things when I look into the glass. Not every time, but enough to tell me I’ve either got a hummer of an imagination or—”

“Or what?”

“Or,” Sister continued, “there’s a reason for me to have it. Why should I see a Cookie Monster doll lying in the middle of a desert? Or a hand coming out of a hole? Why should I see a table with tarot cards on it? Hell, I don’t even know what the damned things are!”

“They’re used to tell the future by gypsies. Or witches.” He summoned a half smile that made him almost handsome. It faded when she didn’t return it. “Listen, I don’t know anything about demons with roaming eyeballs or dreamwalking, but I do know this is one hell of a piece of glass. A couple of months ago, this thing would’ve been worth—” He shook his head. “Wow,” he said again. “The only reason you’ve got it is that you were in the right place at the right time. That’s magic enough, isn’t it?”

“But you don’t believe what I’ve told you, right?”

“I want to say the radiation’s unscrewed your bolts. Or maybe the nukes blew the lid right off Hell itself, and who can say what slithered out?” He returned the ring to her, and she put it back in the bag. “You take care of that. It may be the only beautiful thing left.”

Across the room, Artie winced and sucked in his breath when he changed position, then lay still again.

“He’s hurt inside,” Paul told her. “I’ve seen blood in his crap bucket. I figure he’s got a splintered rib or two, probably cutting something.” He worked his fingers, feeling the warmth of the glass circle in them. “I don’t think he looks too good.”

“I know. I’m afraid whatever’s wrong may be infected.”

“It’s possible. Shit, with these living conditions you could die from biting your fingernails.”

“And there’s no medicine?”

“Sorry. I popped the last Tylenol about three days before the bombs hit. A poem I was writing fell to pieces.”

“So what are we going to do when the kerosene runs out?”

Paul grunted. He’d been expecting that question, and he’d known no one would ask it but her. “We’ve got another week’s supply. Maybe. I’m more worried about the batteries for the radio. When they’re dead, these folks are going to freak. I guess then we’ll get out the scotch and have a party.” His eyes were old again. “Just play spin the bottle, and whoever gets lucky can check out first.”

“Check out? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ve got a .357 Magnum in that footlocker, lady,” he reminded her. “And a box of bullets. I’ve come close to using it on myself twice: once when my second wife left me for a kid half my age, took all my money and said my cock wasn’t worth two cents in a depression, and the other time when the poems I’d been working on for six years burned up along with the rest of my apartment. That was just after I got kicked off the staff at Millersville State College for sleeping with a student who wanted an A on her English Lit final.” He continued working his knuckles, avoiding Sister’s stare. “I’m not what you’d call a real good-luck type of guy. As a matter of fact, just about everything I’ve ever tried to do turned into a shitcake. So that Magnum’s been waiting for me for a long time. I’m overdue.”

Sister was shocked by Paul’s matter-of-factness; he talked about suicide like the next step in a natural progression. “My friend,” she said firmly, “if you think I’ve come all this way to blow my brains out in a shack, you’re as crazy as I used to—” She bit her tongue. Now he was watching her with heightened interest.

“So what are you going to do, then? Where are you going to go? Down to the supermarket for a few steaks and a six-pack? How about a hospital to keep Artie from bleeding to death inside? In case you haven’t noticed, there’s not much left out there.”

“Well, I never would’ve taken you for a coward. I thought you had guts, but it must’ve been just sawdust stuffing.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

“What if they want to live?” Sister motioned toward the sleeping figures. “They look up to you. They’ll do what you tell them. So you’re going to tell them to check out?”

“They can decide for themselves. But like I say, where are they going to go?”

“Out there,” she said, and she nodded at the door. “Into the world—what’s left of it, at least. You don’t know what’s five or ten miles down the highway. There might be a Civil Defense shelter, or a whole community of people. The only way to find out is to get in your pickup truck and drive west on I-80.”

“I didn’t like the world as it used to be. I sure as hell don’t like it now.”

“Who asked you to like it? Listen, don’t jive me. You need people more than you want to believe.”

“Sure,” he said sarcastically. “Love ’em, every one.”

“If you don’t need people,” Sister challenged, “why’d you go up to the highway? Not to kill wolves. You can do that from the front door. You went up to the highway looking for people, didn’t you?”

“Maybe I wanted a captive audience for my poetry readings.”

“Uh-huh. Well, when the kerosene’s gone, I’m heading west. Artie’s going with me.”

“The wolves’ll like that, lady. They’ll be happy to escort you.”

“I’m also taking your rifle,” she said. “And the rifle bullets.”

“Thanks for asking my permission.”

She shrugged. “All you need is the Magnum. I doubt if you’ll have to worry much about the wolves after you’re dead. I’d like to take the pickup truck, too.”

Paul laughed without mirth. “In case you’ve forgotten, I told you it doesn’t have much gas, and the brakes are screwed up. The radiator’s probably frozen solid by now, and I doubt if there’s a gasp in the battery.”

Sister had never met anybody so full of reasons to sit on his ass and rot. “Have you tried the truck lately? Even if the radiator’s frozen, we can light a fire under the damned thing!”

“You’ve got it all figured out, huh? Going to make it to the highway in a broken-down old truck and right around the bend will be a shining city full of Civil Defense people, doctors and policemen doing their best to put this fine country back together again. Bet you’ll find all the king’s horses and all the king’s men there, too! Lady, I know what’s around the bend! More fucking highway, that’s what!” He was working his knuckles harder, a bitter smile flickering at the edges of his mouth. “I wish you luck, lady. I really do.”

“I don’t want to wish you luck,” she told him. “I want you to come with me.”

He was silent. His knuckles cracked. “If there’s anything left out there,” he said, “it’s going to be worse than Dodge City, Dante’s Inferno, the Dark Ages and No Man’s Land all rolled up in one. You’re going to see things that’ll make your demon with the roaming eyeballs look like one of the Seven Dwarves.”

“You like to play poker, but you’re not much of a gambler, are you?”

“Not when the odds have teeth.”

“I’m going west,” Sister said, giving it one last shot. “I’m taking your truck, and I’m going to find some help for Artie. Anybody who wants to can go with me. How about it?”

Paul stood up. He looked at the sleeping figures on the floor. They trust me, he thought. They’ll do what I say. But we’re warm here, and we’re safe, and—

And the kerosene would last only a week longer.

“I’ll sleep on it,” he said huskily, and he went through the curtain to his own quarters.

Sister sat listening to the shriek of the wind. Artie made another gasp of pain in his sleep, his fingers pressed to his side. From off in the distance came the thin, high howling of a wolf, the sound quavering like a violin note. Sister touched the glass circle through the duffel bag’s canvas and turned her thoughts toward tomorrow.

Behind the green curtain, Paul Thorson opened the footlocker and picked up the .357 Magnum. It was a heavy gun, blue-black, with a rough dark brown grip. The gun felt as if it had been made for his hand. He turned the barrel toward his face and peered into its black, dispassionate eye. One squeeze, he thought, and it would all be over. So simple, really. The end of a fucked-up journey, and the beginning of ... what?

He drew a deep breath, released it and put the gun down. His hand came up with a bottle of scotch, and he took it to bed with him.
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JOSH DUG THE GRAVE with a shovel from Leona Skelton’s basement, and they buried Davy in the back yard.

While Leona bowed her head and said a prayer that the wind took and tore apart, Swan looked up and saw the little terrier sitting about twenty yards away, its head cocked to one side and its ears standing straight up. For the last week, she’d been leaving scraps of food for it on the porch steps; the dog had taken the food, but he never got close enough for Swan to touch. She thought that the terrier was resigned to living off scraps, but it wasn’t enough of a beggar yet to fawn and wag its tail for handouts.

Josh had finally taken his bath. He could’ve sewn a suit from the dead skin that peeled away, and the water looked like he’d dumped a shovelful of dirt into it. He had washed the crusted blood and dirt away from the nub where his right ear had been; the blood had gotten down deep into the canal, and it took him a while to swab it all out. Afterward he realized he’d only been hearing through one ear; sounds were startlingly sharp and clear again. His eyebrows were still gone, and his face, chest, arms, hands and back were striped and splotched with the loss of black pigment, as if he’d been caught by a bucketful of beige paint. He consoled himself with the idea that he resembled a Zulu warrior chieftain in battle regalia or something. His beard was growing out, and it, too, was streaked with white.

Blisters and sores were healing on his face, but on his forehead were seven small black nodules that looked like warts. Two of them had connected with each other. Josh tried to scrape them off with his finger, but they were too tough, and the pain made his entire skull ache. Skin cancer, he thought. But the warts were just on his forehead, nowhere else. I’m a zebra toadfrog, he thought—but those nodules for some reason disturbed him more than any of his other injuries and scars.

He had to put his own clothes back on because nothing in the house would fit him. Leona washed them and went over the holes with a needle and thread, but they were in pretty sorry shape. She did supply him with a new pair of socks, but even those were much too tight. Still, his own socks were bags of holes held together with dried blood, totally useless.

After the body was buried, Josh and Swan left Leona alone beside her husband’s grave. She gathered a threadbare brown corduroy coat around her shoulders and turned her face from the wind.

Josh went to the basement and began to prepare for the journey they’d agreed on. He brought a wheelbarrow upstairs and filled it with supplies—canned food, some dried fruit, petrified corn muffins, six tightly sealed Mason jars full of well water, blankets and various kitchen utensils—and covered the whole thing with a sheet, which he lashed down with heavy twine. Leona, her eyes puffy from crying but her spine rigid and strong, finally came in and started packing a suitcase; the first items to go in were the framed photographs of her family that had adorned the mantel, and those were followed by sweaters, socks and the like. She packed a smaller bag full of Joe’s old clothes for Swan, and as the wind whipped around the house Leona walked from room to room and sat for a while in each one, as if drawing from them the aromas and memories of the life that had inhabited them.

They were going to head for Matheson at first light. Leona had said she’d take them there, and on their way they’d pass across a farm that belonged to a man named Homer Jaspin and his wife Maggie. The Jaspin farm, Leona told Josh, lay about midway between Sullivan and Matheson, and there they would be able to spend the night.

Leona packed away several of her best crystal balls, and from a box on a closet shelf she took out a few yellowed envelopes and birthday cards—“courting letters” from Davy, she told Swan, and cards Joe had sent her. Two jars of salve for her rheumatic knees went into her suitcase, and though Leona had never said so, Josh knew that walking that distance—at least ten miles to the Jaspin farm—was going to be sheer torture for her. But there were no available vehicles, and they had no choice.

The deck of tarot cards went into Leona’s suitcase as well, and then she picked up another object and took it out to the front room.

“Here,” she told Swan. “I want you to carry this.”

Swan accepted the dowsing rod that Leona offered her.

“We can’t leave Crybaby here all alone, can we?” Leona asked. “Oh, my, no. Crybaby’s work isn’t done yet—not by a far sight!”

The night passed, and Josh and Swan slept soundly in beds they were going to regret leaving.

He awakened with gloomy gray light staining the window. The wind’s force had died down, but the window glass was bitterly cold to the touch. He went into Joe’s room and woke Swan up, and then he walked out into the front room and found Leona sitting before the cold hearth, dressed in overalls, clodhoppers, a couple of sweaters, the corduroy coat and gloves. Bags sat on either side of her chair.

Josh had slept in his clothes, and now he shrugged into a long overcoat that had belonged to Davy. During the night, Leona had ripped and resewn the shoulders and arms so he could get it on, but he still felt like an overstuffed sausage.

“I guess we’re ready to go,” Josh said when Swan emerged, carrying the dowsing rod and clad in a pair of Joe’s blue jeans, a thick, dark blue sweater, a fleece-lined jacket and red mittens.

“Just a minute more.” Leona’s hands were clamped together in her lap. The windup clock on the mantel was no longer ticking. “Oh, Lordy,” she said. “This is the best house I’ve ever lived in.”

“We’ll find you another house,” Josh promised.

A wisp of a smile surfaced. “Not like this one. This one’s got my life in its bricks. Oh, Lordy ... oh, Lordy ...” Her head sank down into her hands. Her shoulders shook, but she made no sound. Josh went to a window, and Swan started to put her hand on Leona’s arm, but at the last second she did not. The woman was hurting, Swan knew, but Leona was preparing herself, too, getting ready for what was to come.

After a few minutes, Leona rose from her chair and went to the rear of the house. She returned with her pistol and a box of bullets, and she tucked both of those under the sheet that covered the wheelbarrow. “We might need those,” she said. “Never can tell.” She looked at Swan, then lifted her eyes to Josh. “I think I’m ready now.” She picked up the suitcase, and Swan took the smaller bag.

Josh lifted the wheelbarrow’s handles. They weren’t so heavy now, but the day was fresh. Suddenly Leona’s suitcase thumped to the floor again. “Wait!” she said, and she hurried into the kitchen; she came back with a broom, which she used to sweep ashes and dead embers from the floor into the hearth.

“All right.” She put the broom aside. “I’m ready now.”

They left the house and started in a northwesterly direction, through the remains of Sullivan.

The little gray-haired terrier followed them at a distance of about thirty yards, his stubby tail straight up to balance against the wind.
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DARKNESS FOUND THEM SHORT of the Jaspin farm. Josh tied the bull’s-eye lantern to the front of the wheelbarrow with twine. Leona had to stop every half hour or so, and while she laid her head in Swan’s lap, Josh gently massaged her legs; the tears Leona was weeping from the pain in her rheumatic knees crisscrossed the dust that covered her cheeks. Still, she made no sound, no complaint. After she’d rested for a few minutes she would struggle up again, and they’d continue on across rolling grassland burned black and oily by radiation.

The lantern’s beam fell upon a rail fence about four feet tall and half blown down by the wind. “I think we’re near the house!” Leona offered.

Josh manhandled the wheelbarrow over the fence, then lifted Swan over and helped Leona across. Facing them was a black cornfield, the diseased stalks standing as high as Josh and whipping back and forth like strange seaweed at the bottom of a slimy pool. It took them about ten minutes to reach the far edge of the field, and the lantern’s beam hit the side of a farmhouse that had once been painted white, now splotched brown and yellow like lizard’s skin.

“That’s Homer and Maggie’s place!” Leona shouted against the wind.

The house was dark, not a candle or lantern showing. There was no sign of a car or truck anywhere around, either. But something was making a loud, irregular banging noise off to the right, beyond the light’s range. Josh untied the lantern and walked toward the sound. About fifty feet behind the house was a sturdy-looking red barn, one of its doors open and the wind banging it against the wall. Josh returned to the house and aimed the light at the front door; it was wide open, the screen door unlatched and thumping back and forth in the wind as well. He told Swan and Leona to wait where they were, and he entered the dark Jaspin farmhouse.

Once inside, he started to ask if anyone was home, but there was no need. He smelled the rank odor of decomposing flesh and almost gagged on it. He had to wait for a moment, bent over a decorative brass spittoon with a dead bunch of daisies in it, before he was sure he wouldn’t throw up. Then he began to move through the house, sweeping the light slowly back and forth, looking for the bodies.

Outside, Swan heard a dog barking furiously in the black cornfield they’d just come through. She knew that the terrier had shadowed them all day, never coming closer than twenty feet, darting away when Swan bent down to summon it nearer. The dog’s found something out there, Swan thought. Or ... something’s found it.

The barking was urgent—a “come see what I’ve got!” kind of bark.

Swan set her bag down and leaned Crybaby against the wheelbarrow. She took a couple of steps toward the black, swaying cornfield. Leona said, “Child! Josh said to stay right here!”

“It’s all right,” she answered. And she took three more steps.

“Swan!” Leona warned when she realized where the little girl was heading; she started to go after her, but immobilizing pain shot through her knees. “You’d best not go in there!”

The terrier’s barking summoned Swan, and she stepped into the cornfield. The black stalks closed at her back. Leona shouted, “Swan!”

In the farmhouse, Josh followed the beam of light into a small dining area. A cupboard had been flung open, and the floor was littered with chips and pieces of shattered crockery. Chairs had been smashed against the wall, a dining table hacked apart. The smell of decay was stronger. The light picked out something scrawled on the wall: ALL SHALL PRAISE LORD ALVIN.

Written in brown paint, Josh thought. But no, no. The blood had run down the wall and gathered in a crusty little patch on the floor.

A doorway beckoned him. He took a deep breath, straining the horrid smell through his clenched teeth, and walked through the doorway.

He was in a kitchen with yellow-painted cupboards and a dark rug.

And there he found them.

What was left of them.

They had been tied to chairs with barbed wire. The woman’s face, framed with blood-streaked gray hair, resembled a bloated pincushion punctured by an assortment of knives, forks, and the little two-pronged handles that stick into the ends of corn on the cob. On the man’s bared chest someone had drawn a target in blood and gone to work with a small-caliber pistol or rifle. The head was missing.

“Oh ... my God,” Josh croaked, and this time he couldn’t hold back the sickness. He stumbled across the kitchen to the sink and leaned over it.

But the lantern’s light, swinging in his hand, showed him that the sink’s basin was already occupied. As Josh shouted in terror and revulsion the hundreds of roaches that covered Homer Jaspin’s severed head broke apart and scurried madly over the sink and countertop.

Josh staggered backward, the bile burning in his throat, and his feet slipped out from under him. He fell to the floor, where the dark rug lay, and felt crawling things on his arms and legs.

The floor, he realized. The ... floor ...

The floor around the bodies was an inch deep in surging, scrambling roaches.

As the roaches swarmed over his body Josh had a sudden ridiculous thought: You can’t kill those things! Not even a nuclear disaster can kill ’em!

He leaped up from the floor, sliding on roaches, and started running from that awful kitchen, swatting at the things as he ran, swiping them off his clothes and skin. He fell to the carpet in the front room and rolled wildly on it, then he got up again and barreled for the screen door.

Leona heard the noise of splintering wood and ripping screen, and she turned toward the house in time to see Josh bring the whole door with him like a charging bull. There goes another screen door, she thought, and then she saw Josh fling himself to the ground and start rolling, swatting and squirming as if he’d run into a nest of hornets.

“What is it?” she called, hobbling toward him. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

Josh got up on his knees. He was still holding the lantern, while the other hand flopped and flipped here and there all over his body. Leona stopped in her tracks, because she’d never seen such terror in human eyes in her life. “What ... is it?”

“Don’t go in there! Don’t you go in there!” he babbled, squirming and shaking. A roach ran over his cheek, and he grabbed it and flung it away with a shiver. “You stay out of that damned house!”

“I will,” she promised, and she peered at the dark square where the door had been. A bad odor reached her; she’d smelled that reek before, back in Sullivan, and she knew what it was.

Josh heard a dog barking. “Where’s Swan?” He stood up, still dancing and jerking. “Where’d she go?”

“In there!” Leona pointed toward the black cornfield. “I told her not to!”

“Damn!” Josh said, because he’d realized that whoever had done such a job on Homer and Maggie Jaspin might still be in the area—maybe was even in that barn, watching and waiting. Maybe was out in that field with the child.

He dug the pistol and the box of bullets out of the wheelbarrow and hurriedly slid three shells into their cylinders. “You stay right here!” he told Leona. “And don’t you go in that house!” Then, lantern in one hand and pistol in the other, he sprinted into the cornfield.

Swan was following the terrier’s barking. The sound ebbed and swelled with the wind, and around her the long-dead cornstalks rustled and swayed, grabbing at her clothes with leathery tendrils. She felt as if she were walking through a cemetery where all the corpses were standing upright, but the dog’s frantic summons pulled her onward. There was something important in the field, something the dog wanted known, and she was determined to find out what it was. She thought the barking was off to the left, and she began to move in that direction. Behind her, she heard Josh shout, “Swan!” and she replied, “Over here!” but the wind turned. She kept going, her hands up to shield her face from the whipping stalks.

The barking was closer. No, Swan thought, now it was moving to the right again. She continued on, thought she heard Josh calling her again. “I’m here!” she shouted, but she heard no reply. The barking moved again, and Swan knew the terrier was following something—or someone. The barking said, “Hurry! Hurry, come see what I’ve found!”

Swan had taken six more steps when she heard something crashing toward her through the field. The terrier’s voice got louder, more urgent. Swan stood still, watching and listening. Her heart had begun to pound, and she knew that whatever was out there was coming in her direction and getting closer. “Who’s there?” she shouted. The crashing noise was coming right at her. “Who’s there?” The wind flung her voice away.

She saw something coming toward her through the corn—something not human, something huge. She couldn’t make out its shape, or what it was, but she heard a rumbling noise and backed away, her heart about to hammer through her chest. The huge, misshapen thing was coming right at her, faster and faster now, cleaving right through the dead, swaying stalks, and in another few seconds it would be upon her. She wanted to run, but her feet had rooted to the ground, and there was no time, because the thing was crashing at her and the terrier was barking an urgent warning.

The monster tore through the cornstalks and towered over her, and Swan cried out, got her feet uprooted and stumbled back, back, was falling, hit the ground on her rear and sat there while the monster’s legs pounded toward her.

“Swan!” Josh shouted, bursting through the stalks behind her and aiming his light at what was about to trample her.

Dazzled by the light’s beam, the monster stopped in its tracks and reared up on its hind legs, blowing steam through its widened nostrils.

And both Swan and Josh saw what it was.

A horse.

A piebald, black-and-white blotched horse with frightened eyes and oversized, shaggy hooves. The terrier was yapping tenaciously at its heels, and the piebald horse whinnied with fear, dancing on its hind legs for a few seconds before it came down again inches from where Swan sat in the dirt. Josh hooked Swan’s arm and yanked her out of harm’s way as the horse pranced and spun, the terrier darting around its legs with undaunted courage.

Swan was still shaking, but she knew in an instant that the horse was more terrified. It turned this way and that, confused and dazed, looking for a way of escape. The dog’s barking was scaring it further, and suddenly Swan pulled free from Josh and took two steps forward, almost under the horse’s nose; she lifted her hands and clapped her palms together right in front of the horse’s muzzle.

The horse flinched but ceased jittering around; its fear-filled eyes were fixed on the little girl, steam curling from its nostrils, its lungs rumbling. Its legs trembled as if they might give way or take flight.

The terrier kept yapping, and Swan pointed a finger at it. “Hush!” she said. The dog scrambled away a few feet but caught back the next bark; then, as if deciding it had come too close to the humans and compromised its independence, darted away into the cornfield. It stood its distance and continued to bark intermittently.

Swan’s attention was aimed at the horse, and she kept its eyes locked with her own. Its large, less-than-lovely head trembled, wanting to pull away from her, but it either would not or could not. “Is it a boy or a girl?” Swan asked Josh.

“Huh?” He still thought he felt roaches running up and down his backbone, but he shifted the lantern’s beam. “A boy,” he said. And a whopper of a boy, he thought.

“He hasn’t seen people for a long time, I bet. Look at him; he doesn’t know whether to be glad to see us or to run away.”

“He must’ve belonged to the Jaspins,” Josh said.

“Did you find them in the house?” She kept watching the horse’s eyes.

“Yes. I mean ... no, I didn’t. I found signs of them. They must’ve packed up and gone.” There was no way he was letting Swan into that house.

The horse rumbled nervously, its legs moving from side to side for a few steps.

Swan slowly lifted her hand toward the horse’s muzzle.

“Be careful,” Josh warned. “He’ll snap your fingers right off!”

Swan continued to reach upward, slowly and surely. The horse backed away, its nostrils wide and its ears flicking back and forth. It lowered its head, sniffing the ground, then pretended to be looking off in another direction, but Swan saw the animal appraising her, trying to make up his mind about them. “We’re not going to hurt you,” Swan said quietly, her voice soothing. She stepped toward the horse, and he snorted a nervous warning.

“Watch out! He might charge you or something!” Josh knew absolutely nothing about horses, and they’d always scared him. This one was big and ugly and ungainly, with shaggy hooves and a floppy tail and a swayed back that looked like he’d been saddled with an anvil.

“He’s not too sure about us,” Swan told Josh. “He’s still making up his mind whether to run or not, but I think he’s kind of glad to see people again.”

“What are you, an expert on horses?”

“No. I can just tell, from the set of his ears and the way his tail is swishing back and forth. Look at how he’s smelling us—he doesn’t want to seem too friendly. Horses have got a lot of pride. I think this one likes people, and he’s been lonely.”

Josh shrugged. “I sure can’t tell any of that.”

“My mama and I lived in a motel one time, next to a pasture where somebody’s horses grazed. I used to climb over the fence and walk around with them, and I guess I learned how to talk to them, too.”

“Talk to them? Come on!”

“Well, not human talk,” she amended. “A horse talks with his ears and tail, and how he holds his head and his body. He’s talking right now,” she said as the horse snorted and gave a nervous whinny.

“What’s he saying?”

“He’s saying ... that he wants to know what we’re talking about.” Swan continued to lift her hand toward the animal’s muzzle.

“Watch your fingers!”

The horse retreated a pace. Swan’s hand continued to rise—slowly, slowly. “No one’s going to hurt you,” Swan said, in a voice that sounded to Josh like the music of a lute, or a lyre, or some instrument that people had forgotten how to play. Its soothing quality almost made him forget the horrors tied to chairs back in the Jaspin farmhouse.

“Come on,” Swan urged. “We won’t hurt you.” Her fingers were inches away from the muzzle, and Josh started to reach out and pull her back before she lost them to crunching teeth.

The horse’s ears twitched and slanted forward. He snorted again, pawed at the ground and lowered his head to accept Swan’s touch.

“That’s right,” Swan said. “That’s right, boy.” She scratched his muzzle, and he pushed inquisitively at her arm with his nose.

Josh wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it. Still, Swan was probably right; the horse simply missed people. “I think you’ve made a friend. Doesn’t look like much of a horse, though. Looks like a swayback mule in a clown suit.”

“I think he’s kind of pretty.” Swan rubbed between the horse’s eyes, and the animal obediently lowered his head so she wouldn’t have to stretch up so far. The horse’s eyes were still frightened, and Swan knew if she made a sudden move he’d bolt into the cornfield and probably not return, so she kept all her movements slow and precise. She thought that the horse was likely old, because there was a weary patience in the droop of his head and flanks, as if he was resigned to a life of pulling a plow across the very field in which they stood. His dappled skin jittered and jumped, but he allowed Swan to rub his head and made a low noise in his throat that sounded like a sigh of relief.

“I left Leona over by the house,” Josh said. “We’d better get back.”

Swan nodded and turned away from the horse, following Josh through the field. She’d taken about a half-dozen steps when she sensed rather than heard the heavy footfalls in the dirt behind her; she looked over her shoulder. The horse stopped, freezing like a statue. Swan continued after Josh, and the horse followed at a respectful distance, at its own ambling pace. The terrier darted out and yapped a couple of times just for the sake of being nettlesome, and the piebald horse kicked its hind hooves backward in disdain and showered the dog with dirt.

Leona was sitting on the ground, massaging her knees. Josh’s light was coming, and when they reappeared from the field she saw Swan and the horse in the beam’s backwash. “Lord A’mighty! What’d you find?”

“This thing was running wild out there,” Josh told her, helping her to her feet. “Swan charmed the horseshoes right off him, got him settled down.”

“Oh?” Leona’s eyes found the little girl’s, and she smiled knowingly. “Did she?” Leona hobbled forward to look at the horse. “Must’ve belonged to Homer. He had three or four horses out here. Well, he’s not the handsomest animal I’ve ever seen, but he’s got four strong legs, don’t he?”

“Looks like a mule to me,” Josh said. “Those hooves are as big as skillets.” He caught a whiff of decay from the Jaspin farmhouse. The horse’s head jerked, and he whinnied as if he’d smelled death as well. “We’d better get out of this wind.” Josh motioned toward the barn with his lantern. He put the pistol and the lantern back in the wheelbarrow and went on ahead to make sure whoever had killed Homer and Maggie Jaspin wasn’t hiding in there, waiting for them. He wondered who Lord Alvin was—but he was surely in no hurry to find out. Behind him, Swan picked up her bag and Crybaby, and Leona followed with her suitcase. Trailing them at a distance was the horse, and the terrier yapped at their backs and began to roam around the farmyard like a soldier on patrol.

Josh checked the barn out thoroughly and found no one else there. Plenty of hay was strewn about, and the horse came inside with them and made himself at home. Josh unpacked the blankets from the wheelbarrow, hung the lantern from a wall and opened a can of beef stew for their dinner. The horse sniffed around them for a while, more interested in hay than in canned stew; he returned when Josh opened a Mason jar of well water, and Josh poured a bit out for him in an empty bucket. The horse licked it up and came back for more. Josh obliged him, and the animal pawed the ground like a newborn colt. “Get out of here, mule!” Josh said when the horse’s tongue tried to slip into the Mason jar.

After most of the stew was gone and just the juice remained, Swan took the can outside and left it for the terrier, as well as the rest of the water from the Mason jar. The dog came to within ten feet, then waited for Swan to go back into the barn before coming any closer.

Swan slept under one of the blankets. The horse, which Josh had christened Mule, ambled back and forth, chomping on hay and peering out through the cracked door at the dark farmhouse. The terrier continued to patrol the area for a while longer; then it found a place to shelter against one of the outside walls and lay down to rest.

“Both of them were dead,” Leona said as Josh sat against a post with a blanket draped over his shoulders.

“Yeah.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“No. And neither do you. We’ve got another long, hard day tomorrow.”

She waited for a few minutes to see if he would tell her or not, but she really didn’t want to know. She pulled her blanket over her and went to sleep.

Josh was afraid to close his eyes, because he knew what was waiting for him behind the lids. Across the barn, Mule rumbled quietly; it was an oddly reassuring sound, like the noise of heat coming through a vent into a cold room, or a town crier signaling that all was well. Josh knew he had to get some sleep, and he was about to close his eyes when he detected a small movement just to his right. He stared and saw a little roach crawling slowly over the scattered bits of hay. Josh balled up his fist and started to slam it down on the insect, but his hand paused in midair.

Everything alive’s got its own way of speaking and knowing, Swan had said. Everything alive.

He stayed the killing blow, watching the insect struggle tenaciously onward, getting caught in pieces of hay and working itself loose, plowing forward with stubborn, admirable determination.

Josh opened his fist and drew his arm back. The insect kept going, out of the light’s range and into the darkness on its purposeful journey. Who am I to kill such a thing? he asked himself. Who am I to deliver death to even the lowest form of life?

He listened to the keening of the wind whistling through holes in the walls, and he pondered the thought that there might be something out there in the dark—God or Devil or something more elemental than either—that looked at humankind as Josh had viewed the roach—less than intelligent, certainly nasty, but struggling onward on its journey, never giving up, fighting through obstacles or going around them, doing whatever it had to do to survive.

And he hoped that if the time ever came for that elemental fist to come crashing down, its wielder might take a moment of pause as well.

Josh drew the blanket around himself and lay down in the straw to sleep.
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“THIS IS OUR POWER!” Colonel Macklin said, holding up the .45 automatic he’d taken off the dead young man from California.

“No,” Roland Croninger replied. “This is our power.” And he held up one of the bottles of pills from Sheila Fontana’s drug cache.

“Hey!” Sheila grabbed at it, but Roland held it out of her reach. “That’s my stash! You can’t—”

“Sit down,” Macklin told her. She hesitated, and he rested the pistol on his knee. “Sit down,” he repeated.

She cursed quietly and sat down in the filthy pit while the kid continued to tell the one-handed war hero how the pills and cocaine were stronger than any gun could ever be.

Dawn came with a cancerous, yellow sky and needles of rain. A black-haired woman, a man with one hand in a dirty overcoat, and a boy wearing goggles trudged across the landscape of rotting corpses and wrecked vehicles. Sheila Fontana was holding up a pair of white panties as a flag of truce, and close behind her Macklin kept the .45 aimed at the small of her back. Roland Croninger, bringing up the rear, carried Sheila’s knapsack. He remembered how the woman’s hair had felt in his hands, how her body had moved like a roller-coaster ride; he wanted to have sex again, and he would hate it if she made a wrong move now and had to be executed. Because after all, they’d shown her the highest chivalry last night; they’d saved her from the rabble, and they’d given her some food—dog biscuits they’d been living on from the wreck of a camper, the dog’s carcass having been consumed long ago—and a place to rest after they were done with her.

They reached the edge of the dirtwart land and started across open territory. Ahead of them lay the tents, cars and cardboard shelters of the privileged people who lived on the lake shore. They were about halfway across, heading for a battered, dented Airstream trailer at the center of the encampment, when they heard the warning shout: “Dirtwarts coming in! Wake up! Dirtwarts coming in!”

“Keep going,” Macklin told Sheila when she faltered. “Keep waving those panties, too.”

People started coming out of their shelters. In truth, they were every bit as ragged and dirty as the dirtwarts, but they had guns and supplies of canned food and bottled water, and most of them had escaped serious burns. The majority of dirtwarts, on the other hand, were severely burned, had contagious illnesses or were insane. Macklin understood the balance of power. It was centered within the Airstream trailer, a shining mansion amid the other hovels.

“Turn back, fuckers!” a man hollered from a tent’s entrance; he aimed a high-velocity rifle at them. “Go back!” a woman shouted, and someone threw an empty can that hit the ground a few feet in front of Sheila. She stopped, and Macklin pushed her on with a shove of the automatic.

“Keep moving. And smile.”

“Go back, you filth!” a second man, wearing the remnants of an Air Force uniform and a coat stained with dried blood, shouted; he had a revolver, and he came within twenty feet of them. “You graverobbers!” he shouted. “You dirty, lice-ridden ... heathen!”

Macklin didn’t worry about him; he was a young man, maybe in his mid-twenties, and his eyes kept sneaking toward Sheila Fontana. He wasn’t going to do anything. Other people approached them, shouting and jeering, brandishing guns and rifles, knives and even a bayonet. Rocks, bottles and cans were thrown, and though they came dangerously close, none of them connected. “Don’t you bring your diseases in here!” a middle-aged man in a brown raincoat and woolen cap hollered. He was holding an axe. “I’ll kill you if you take another goddamned step!”

Macklin wasn’t worried about him, either. The men were puzzled by Sheila Fontana’s presence, but he recognized the lust on their faces as they surged around, hollering threats. He saw a thin young woman with stringy brown hair, her body engulfed in a yellow raincoat and her sunken eyes fixed on Sheila with deadly intent. She was carrying a butcher knife, fingering the blade. Macklin did feel a pang of worry about her, and he guided Sheila away from the young woman. An empty can hit him in the side of the head and glanced off. Someone came close enough to spit on Roland. “Keep going, keep going,” Macklin said quietly, his eyes narrowed and ticking back and forth.

Roland heard shouts and taunting laughter behind them, and he glanced over his shoulder. Back in the dirtwart land, about thirty or forty dirtwarts had crawled from their holes and were jumping up and down, screaming like animals in expectation of a slaughter.

Macklin smelled salt water. Before him, through the misting rain and beyond the encampment, the Great Salt Lake stretched to the far horizon; it smelled antiseptic, like the halls of a hospital. The stump of Macklin’s wrist burned and seethed with infection, and he longed to plunge it into the healing water, to baptize himself in cleansing agony.

A burly, bearded red-haired man in a leather jacket and dungarees, a bandage plastered to his forehead, stepped in front of Sheila. He aimed a double-barreled shotgun at Macklin’s head. “That’s as far as you go.”

Sheila stopped, her eyes wide. She waved the pair of panties in front of his face. “Hey, don’t shoot! We don’t want any trouble!”

“He won’t shoot,” Macklin said easily, smiling at the bearded man. “See, my friend, I’ve got a gun pointed at the young lady’s back. If you blow my head off—and if any of you dumb fucks shoot either me or the boy—my finger’s going to twitch on this trigger and sever her spine. Look at her, fellas! Just look! Not a burn on her! Not a burn anywhere! Oh, yeah, fill your eyes full, but don’t touch! Isn’t she something?”

Sheila had the impulse to pull her T-shirt up and give the gawkers a tit show; if the war hero had ever decided to give pimping a try, he’d have racked up. But this whole experience was so unreal, it was almost like flying on a tab of LSD, and she found herself grinning, about to laugh. The filthy men who stood around her with their guns and knives just stared, and further behind them was a collection of skinny, dirty women who watched her with absolute hatred.

Macklin saw they were about fifty feet from the Airstream trailer. “We want to see the Fat Man,” he told the guy with the beard.

“Sure!” The other man hadn’t lowered his shotgun yet. His mouth curled sarcastically. “He sees dirtwarts all the time! Serves ’em champagne and caviar!” He snorted. “Who the fuck do you think you are, mister?”

“My name is Colonel James B. Macklin. I served in Vietnam as a pilot, and I was shot down and spent one year in a hole that makes this place look like the Ritz-Carlton. I’m a military man, you dumb bastard!” Macklin’s face was reddening. Discipline and control, he told himself. Discipline and control makes the man. He took a couple of deep breaths; around him several people jeered at him, and someone’s spit landed on his right cheek. “We want to see the Fat Man. He’s the leader here, isn’t he? He’s the one with the most food and guns?”

“Run ’em out!” a stocky, curly-haired woman shouted, brandishing a long barbecue fork. “We don’t want their damned diseases!”

Roland heard a pistol being cocked, and he knew someone was holding a gun just behind his head. He flinched, but then he turned slowly around, grinning rigidly. A blond-haired boy about his age, wearing a bulky plaid jacket, was aiming a .38 right between his eyes. “You stink,” the blond-haired kid said, his dead brown eyes challenging Roland to make a move. Roland stood very still, his heart going like a jackhammer.

“I said we want to see the Fat Man,” Macklin repeated. “Do you take us, or what?”

The bearded man laughed harshly. “You’ve got a lot of guts for a dirtwart!” His eyes flickered toward Sheila Fontana, lingered on her body and breasts, then went back to the pistol Macklin held.

Roland slowly lifted his hand in front of the blond kid’s face, then just as slowly brought his hand down and reached into the pocket of his trousers. The blond boy’s finger was on the trigger. Roland’s hand found what he was after, and he began to draw it out.

“You can leave the woman and we won’t kill you,” the bearded man told Macklin. “Just walk out and go back to your hole. We’ll forget that you even—”

A little plastic bottle hit the ground in front of his left boot.

“Go ahead,” Roland told him. “Pick it up. Take a sniff.”

The man hesitated, glanced around at the others who were still shouting and jeering and eating Sheila Fontana alive with their eyes. Then he knelt down, picked up the bottle Roland had tossed over, uncapped it and sniffed. “What the hell—!”

“Want me to kill him, Mr. Lawry?” the blond kid asked hopefully.

“No! Put that damned gun down!” Lawry sniffed the contents of the bottle again, and his wide blue eyes began to water. “Put the gun down!” he snapped, and the boy obeyed reluctantly.

“You going to take us to the Fat Man?” Macklin asked. “I think he’d like to get a sniff, don’t you?”

“Where’d you get this shit?”

“The Fat Man. Now.”

Lawry capped the vial. He looked around at the others, looked back at the Airstream trailer and paused, trying to make up his mind. He blinked, and Roland could tell the man didn’t exactly have a mainframe computer between his ears. “Okay.” He motioned with the shotgun. “Move ass.”

“Kill ’em!” the stocky woman shrieked. “Don’t let ’em contaminate us!”

“Now listen, all of you!” Lawry held the shotgun at his side and kept the plastic vial gripped tightly in his other hand. “They’re not burned or anything! I mean ... they’re just dirty! They’re not like the other dirtwarts! I’ll take responsibility for them!”

“Don’t let them in!” another woman shouted. “They don’t belong!”

“Move,” Lawry told Macklin. “You try anything funny, and I swear to God you’ll be one headless motherfucker. Got it?”

Macklin didn’t answer. He pushed Sheila forward, and Roland followed him toward the large silver trailer. A pack of people stalked at their heels, including the trigger-happy kid with the .38 revolver.

Lawry ordered them to stop when they’d gotten ten feet from the trailer. He walked up a few bricks that had been set up as steps to the trailer’s door and knocked on it with the butt of his shotgun. A high, thin voice from inside asked, “Who is it?”

“Lawry, Mr. Kempka. I’ve got something you need to see.”

There was no reply for a moment or so. Then the whole trailer seemed to tremble, to creak over a few degrees as Kempka—the Fat Man who, Macklin had learned from another dirtwart, was the leader of the lake shore encampment—approached the door. A couple of bolts snapped back. The door opened, but Macklin was unable to see who had opened it. Lawry told Macklin to wait where he was, then he entered the trailer. The door shut. As soon as he was gone, the curses and jeers got louder, and again bottles and cans were flung.

“You’re crazy, war hero,” Sheila said. “You’ll never get out of here alive.”

“If we go, so do you.”

She turned on him, disregarding the pistol, and her eyes flashed with anger. “So kill me, war hero. As soon as you pull that trigger, these horny bastards’ll take you apart piece by piece. And who said you could use my stash, huh? That’s high-grade Colombian sugar you’re throwing around, man!”

Macklin smiled thinly. “You like to take chances, don’t you?” He didn’t wait for the answer, because he already knew it. “You want food and water? You want to sleep with a roof over your head and not expect somebody to kill you in the night? You want to be able to wash and not squat in your own shit? I want those things, too, and so does Roland. We don’t belong out there with the dirtwarts; we belong here, and this is a chance we’ve got to take.”

She shook her head, and though she was infuriated at losing her stash, she knew he was right. The kid had shown real smarts in suggesting it. “You’re crazy.”

“We’ll see.”

The trailer’s door opened. Lawry stuck his head out. “Okay. Come on up. But you give me the gun first.”

“No deal. The gun stays with me.”

“You heard what I said, mister!”

“I heard. The gun stays with me.”

Lawry looked over his shoulder at the man inside the trailer. Then: “Okay. Come on—and be quick about it!”

They went up the steps into the trailer, and Lawry closed the door behind Roland, sealing off the shouts of the mob. Lawry swung his shotgun up at Macklin’s head.

A blob wearing a food-stained T-shirt and overalls was sitting at a table on the other side of the trailer. His hair was dyed orange and stood up in inch-high spikes on his scalp, and he had a beard streaked with red and green food coloring. His head looked too small for his chest and massive belly, and he had four chins. His eyes were beady black holes in a pallid, flabby face. Scattered around the trailer were cases of canned food, bottled Cokes and Pepsis, bottled water and about a hundred six-packs of Budweiser stacked up against one wall. Behind him was a storehouse of weapons: a rack of seven rifles, one with a sniperscope, an old Thompson submachine gun, a bazooka, and a variety of pistols hanging on hooks. Before him on the table, he had sifted a small mound of cocaine from the plastic vial and was rubbing some of it between his fleshy fingers. Within reach of his right hand was a Luger, its muzzle pointed in the direction of his visitors. He lifted some of the cocaine to his nostrils and sniffed delicately, as if testing French perfume. “Do you have names?” he asked, in a voice that was almost girlish.

“My name is Macklin. Colonel James B. Macklin, ex–United States Air Force. This is Roland Croninger and Sheila Fontana.”

Kempka picked up another bit of cocaine and let it drift back down. “Where did this come from, Colonel Macklin?”

“My stash,” Sheila said. She thought she’d seen all the repulsive things in the world, but even in the low yellow light of the two lamps that illuminated the trailer, she could hardly bear the Fat Man. He looked like a circus freak, and from each of his long, fat earlobes hung diamond-studded earrings.

“And this is the extent of that ‘stash’?”

“No,” Macklin replied. “Not nearly all. There’s plenty more cocaine, and all kinds of pills, too.”

“Pills,” Kempka repeated. His black eyes aimed at Macklin. “What kind of pills?”

“All kinds. LSD. PCP. Painkillers. Tranquilizers. Uppers and downers.”

Sheila snorted. “War hero, you don’t know shit about goodies, do you?” She took a step toward Kempka, and the Fat Man’s hand rested on the Luger’s butt. “Black Beauties, Yellowjackets, Blue Angels, bennies, poppers, and Red Stingers. All high-quality floats.”

“Is that so? Were you in the business, young lady?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” She looked around at the messy, cluttered trailer. “What kind of business were you in? Pig farming?”

Kempka stared at her. Then, slowly, his belly began to wobble, followed by his chins. His entire face shook like a plateful of Jell-O, and a high, feminine laugh squeaked between his lips. “Hee hee!” he said, his cheeks reddening. “Hee hee! Pig farming. Hee hee!” He waved a fat hand at Lawry, who forced a nervous laugh as well. When he’d stopped laughing, Kempka said, “No, dear one, it was not pig farming. I owned a gun shop in Rancho Cordova, just east of Sacramento. Fortunately, I had time to pack up some of my stock and get out when the bombs hit the Bay Area. I also had the presence of mind to visit a little grocery store on the way east. Mr. Lawry was a clerk at my store, and we found a place to hide for a while in the Eldorado National Forest. The road brought us here, and other people started arriving. Soon we had a little community. Most of the people came to soak themselves in the lake. There’s a belief that bathing in the salt water washes off the radiation and makes you immune.” He shrugged his fleshy shoulders. “Maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t. In any case, I kind of enjoy playing King of the Hill and the Godfather. If someone doesn’t do as I say, I simply banish them to the dirtwart land ... or I kill them.” He giggled again, his black eyes sparkling merrily. “You see, I make the laws here. Me, Freddie Kempka, lately of Kempka’s Shootist Supermarket, Incorporated. Oh, I’m having a real ball!”

“Good for you,” Sheila muttered.

“Yes. Good for me.” He rubbed cocaine between his fingers and sniffed a bit up each nostril. “My, my! That is a potent dust, isn’t it?” He licked his fingers clean, and then he looked at Roland Croninger. “What are you supposed to be, a space cadet?”

Roland didn’t answer. I’ll zap your big fat ass, he thought.

Kempka giggled. “How come you to be out in the dirtwart land, Colonel?”

Macklin told him the whole story, how Earth House had collapsed and how he and the boy had gotten out. Macklin made no mention of the Shadow Soldier, because he knew the Shadow Soldier didn’t like to be talked about to strangers.

“I see,” Kempka said when he’d finished. “Well, like they say: The best-laid plans often go shitty, don’t they? Now, I suppose you came here and brought this potent dust for a purpose. What is it?”

“We want to move into the encampment. We want a tent, and we want a supply of food.”

“The only tents that are here were brought on people’s backs. They’re all filled up. No room in the inn, Colonel.”

“Make room. We get a tent and some food and you get a weekly ration of cocaine and pills. Call it rent.”

“What would I do with drugs, sir?”

Roland laughed, and Kempka regarded him through hooded eyes. “Come on, mister!” Roland stepped forward. “You know you can sell those drugs for whatever you want! You can buy people’s minds with that stuff, because everybody’ll pay to forget. They’ll pay anything you ask: food, guns, gasoline—anything.”

“I already have those things.”

“Maybe you do,” Roland agreed. “But are you sure you’ve got enough of them? What if somebody in a bigger trailer comes into the encampment tomorrow? What if they’ve got more guns than you do? What if they’re stronger and meaner? Those people out there”—he nodded toward the door—“are just waiting for somebody strong to tell them what to do. They want to be commanded. They don’t want to have to think for themselves. Here’s a way to put their minds in your pocket.” He motioned to the snowy mound.

Kempka and Roland stared at each other for a silent moment, and Roland had the sensation of looking at a giant slug. Kempka’s black eyes bored into Roland’s, and finally a little smile flickered across his wet mouth. “Would these drugs,” he said, “buy me a sweet young space cadet?”

Roland didn’t know what to say. He was stunned, and it must’ve shown on his face because Kempka snorted and laughed. When his laughter was spent, the Fat Man said to Macklin, “What’s to keep me from killing you right now and taking your precious drugs, Colonel?”

“One simple thing: the drugs are buried out in the dirtwart land. Roland’s the only one who knows where they are. He’ll go out and bring you a ration once a week, but if anybody follows him or tries to interfere, they get their brains blown out.”

Kempka tapped his fingers on the tabletop, looking from the mound of cocaine to Macklin and Roland—contemptuously dismissing the girl—and then back to the Colombian sugar.

“We could use that stuff, Mr. Kempka,” Lawry offered. “Fella came in yesterday with a gas heater that sure would warm this trailer up. Another guy’s got some whiskey he lugged along in a tow sack. We’re gonna need tires for the truck, too. I would’ve already taken that heater and the bottles of Jack Daniel’s, but both of those new arrivals are armed to the teeth. Might be a good idea to trade the drugs for their guns, too.”

“I’ll decide what’s a good idea and what’s not.” Kempka’s face folded up as he frowned thoughtfully. He drew a long breath and exhaled it like a bellows. “Find them a tent. Close to the trailer. And spread the word that if anybody touches them, they answer to Freddie Kempka.” He smiled broadly at Macklin. “Colonel, I believe you and your friends are going to be very interesting additions to our little family. I guess we could call you pharmacists, couldn’t we?”

“I guess so.” Macklin waited until Lawry had lowered his shotgun, and then he in turn lowered the automatic.

“There. Now we’re all happy, aren’t we?” And his black, ravenous eyes found Roland Croninger.

Lawry took them to a small tent staked down about thirty yards from the Airstream trailer. It was occupied by a young man and a woman who held an infant with bandaged legs. Lawry stuck the shotgun in the young man’s face and said, “Get out.”

The man, drawn and gaunt, hollow-eyed with fatigue, scrabbled under his sleeping bag. His hand came up with a hunting knife, but Lawry stepped forward and caught the man’s thin wrist beneath his boot. Lawry put all his weight down, and Roland watched his eyes as he broke the man’s bones: they were empty, registering no emotion even when the snapping noise began. Lawry was simply doing what he’d been told. The infant started crying, and the woman was screaming, but the man just hugged his broken wrist and stared numbly up at Lawry.

“Out.” Lawry put the shotgun’s barrel to the young man’s skull. “Are you deaf, you dumb bastard?”

The man and woman wearily got to their feet. He paused to gather up their sleeping bags and a knapsack with his uninjured hand, but Lawry grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and hauled him out, throwing him to the ground. The woman sobbed and cringed at her husband’s side. A crowd was gathering to watch, and the woman shrieked, “You animals! You dirty animals! That’s our tent! It belongs to us!”

“Not anymore.” Lawry motioned with the shotgun toward the dirtwart land. “Start walking.”

“It’s not fair! Not fair!” the woman sobbed. She looked around imploringly at the people who were gathering. Roland, Macklin and Sheila did, too, and they all saw the same thing in those faces: an impassive, uninvolved curiosity, as if they were watching television violence. Though there were faint expressions of disgust and pity here and there, the majority of the onlookers had already been shocked devoid of all emotion.

“Help us!” the woman begged. “Please ... somebody help us!”

Several of the people had guns, but none of them intervened. Macklin understood why: It was the survival of the fittest. Freddie Kempka was the emperor here, and Lawry was his lieutenant—probably one of many lieutenants Kempka used as his eyes and ears.

“Get out,” Lawry told the couple. The woman kept shrieking and crying, but finally the man stood up and, his eyes dead and defeated, began to trudge slowly toward the grim land of car hulks and decaying corpses. Her expression turned to hatred; she stood up with the wailing infant in her arms and shouted to the crowd, “It’ll happen to you! You’ll see! They’ll take everything you have! They’ll come and drag you out of—”

Lawry struck out with the stock of the shotgun. It crunched into the infant’s skull, the force of the blow knocking the young woman to the ground.

The infant’s crying abruptly stopped.

She looked down into her child’s face and made a weak choking sound.

Sheila Fontana couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed; she wanted to turn away, but the scene had a dark hold on her. Her stomach churned with revulsion, and she could still hear the infant’s cry, echoing over and over in her mind. She put her hand over her mouth and pressed.

The young man, a corpse in clothes, was walking on across the plain, not even bothering to look back.

Finally, with a shuddering gasp, the woman rose to her feet, the silent infant clasped to her chest. Her hideous, hollowed-out eyes met Sheila’s and lingered. Sheila felt as if her soul had been burned to a cinder. If ... only the baby had stopped crying, Sheila thought. If only ...

The young mother turned and began to follow her husband into the mist.

The onlookers drifted away. Lawry wiped the stock of his shotgun on the ground and motioned toward the tent. “Looks like we just got a vacancy, Colonel.”

“Did you ... have to do that?” Sheila asked. Inside she was trembling and sick, but her face showed no sign of it, her eyes cold and flinty.

“Every once in a while they forget who makes the rules. Well? Do you want the tent or not?”

“We do,” Macklin said.

“There you go, then. Even got a couple of sleeping bags and some food in there. Cozy as home, huh?”

Macklin and Roland entered the tent. “Where am I supposed to live?” Sheila asked Lawry.

He smiled, examined her up and down. “Well, I’ve got an extra sleeping bag over in the trailer. See, I bunk with Mr. Kempka, but I’m not funny. He likes young boys, couldn’t give a shit about women. What do you say?”

She smelled his body odor and couldn’t decide whose was worse, his or the war hero’s. “Forget it,” she said. “I’ll stay here.”

“Suit yourself. I’ll get you, sooner or later.”

“When Hell freezes.”

He licked a finger and held it up to catch the wind. “It’s getting pretty frosty, darlin’.” Then he laughed and sauntered off toward the trailer.

Sheila watched him go. She looked in the direction of the dirt-wart land, and she saw the vague outlines of the young couple heading into the mist, into the unknown that lay beyond it. Those two wouldn’t have spit’s chance out there, she thought. But maybe they already knew that. The baby would’ve died anyway, she told herself. Sure. The kid was half dead already.

But that incident had knocked her off her tracks more than anything ever had before, and she couldn’t help thinking that a few minutes before there was a living person where a ghost was now. And it had happened because of her drugs, because she’d come in there with the war hero and the punk playing big shots.

The young couple disappeared into the gray rain.

As Rudy said, you cover your own ass. And in this day and time, those were words to live by.

Sheila turned her back on the dirtwart land and slipped into the tent.
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“LIGHT!” JOSH SHOUTED, POINTING into the distance. “Look at that! There’s light ahead!”

They’d been following a highway over gently rolling country, and now they saw the light that Josh pointed toward: a bluish-white illumination reflecting off low-lying, turbulent clouds.

“That’s Matheson,” Leona said, from her bareback perch atop Mule. “Lord A’mighty! They’ve got the ’lectricity on in Matheson!”

“How many people live there?” Josh asked her, speaking loudly over the rush and pull of the wind.

“Thirteen, fourteen thousand. It’s a regular city!”

“Thank God! They must’ve fixed their power lines! We’re going to have hot meals tonight! Thank God!” He started shoving the wheelbarrow with new-found energy, as if his heels had sprouted wings. Swan followed him, carrying the dowsing rod and her small bag, and Leona kicked her heels into Mule’s sides to urge the horse onward. Mule obeyed without hesitation, glad to be of use again. Behind them, the little terrier sniffed the air and growled quietly but followed nevertheless.

Flickers of lightning shot through the cloud cover over Matheson, and the wind brought the rumble of thunder. They’d left the Jaspin farm early that morning, had walked all day along the narrow highway. Josh had tried to put a saddle and bridle on Mule, but though the horse stood docilely, Josh couldn’t get the damned things on right. The saddle kept slipping, and he couldn’t figure out how to get the bridle on at all. Every time Mule had even grumbled, Josh had jumped back out of the way, expecting the animal to buck and rear, and finally he gave the job up as a lost cause. Still, the horse accepted Leona’s weight without complaint; he had also borne Swan for a few miles. The horse seemed content to follow Swan, almost like a puppy. And off in the darkness, the terrier yapped every once in a while to let them know he was still around.

Josh’s heart was hammering. That was one of the most beautiful lights he’d ever seen, next to the glorious flashlight beam that had speared through the basement. Oh, Lord! he thought. A hot meal, a warm place to sleep, and—glory of glories!—maybe even a real toilet again! He smelled ozone in the air. A thunderstorm was approaching, but he didn’t care. They were going to rest in the lap of luxury tonight!

Josh turned his face toward Swan and Leona. “Lord God, we made it back to civilization!” He let out a loud whoop that put the wind to shame and even made Mule jump.

But the smile froze on Leona’s face. Slowly, it began to slide off. Her fingers curled through Mule’s coarse black mane.

She wasn’t sure what she’d seen, wasn’t sure at all. It had been a trick of the light, she told herself. A trick of the light. Yes. That’s all.

Leona thought she’d seen a skull where Josh Hutchins’s face had been.

But it had been so fast—there and then gone in an eye-blink.

She stared at the back of Swan’s head. Oh, God, Leona thought, what’ll I do if the child’s face is like that, too?

It took her a while to gather her courage, and then she said, “Swan?” in a thin, scared voice.

Swan glanced back. “Ma’am?”

Leona was holding her breath.

“Ma’am?” Swan repeated.

Leona found a smile. “Oh ... nothin’,” she said, and she shrugged. The vision of a skull beneath the skin was not there. “I ... just wanted to see your face,” Leona told her.

“My face? Why?”

“Oh, I was just thinkin’ ... how pretty you must’ve been.” She stammered at her own error. “I mean, how pretty you’re gonna be again, once your skin heals up. And it will, too. Skin’s a real tough thing, y’know. Sure is! It’ll heal up pretty as a picture!”

Swan didn’t answer; she remembered the horror that had stared back at her from the bathroom mirror. “I don’t think my face’ll ever heal up,” she said matter-of-factly. A sudden awful thought struck her. “You don’t think ...” She paused, unable to spit it out. Then: “You don’t think ... I’ll scare people in Matheson, do you?”

“Of course not! And don’t you even think such a thing!” In truth, Leona hadn’t considered that before, but now she could envision residents of Matheson cringing away from Josh and Swan. “Your skin’ll heal up soon enough,” Leona assured her. “Besides, that’s just your outside face.”

“My outside face?”

“Yep. Everybody’s got two faces, child—the outside face and the inside face. The outside face is how the world sees you, but the inside face is what you really look like. It’s your true face, and if it was flipped to the outside you’d show the world what kind of person you are.”

“Flipped to the outside? How?”

Leona smiled. “Well, God hasn’t figured a way to do that yet. But He will. Sometimes you can see a person’s inside face—but only for a second or two—if you look close and hard enough. The eyes give away the inside face, and likely as not it’s a whole lot different than the mask that’s stuck on the outside.” She nodded, looking toward the lights of Matheson. “Oh, I’ve met some mighty handsome people who had monstrous ugly faces on the inside. And I’ve met some homely folks with buck teeth and big noses and the light of Heaven in their eyes, and you know that if you saw their inside faces the beauty would knock you right to your knees. I kind of figure it might be like that for your inside face, child. And Josh’s as well. So what does it matter about your outside face?”

Swan pondered for a moment. “I’d like to believe that.”

“Then take it as true,” Leona said, and Swan was quiet.

The light beckoned them onward. The highway climbed over one more hill, then began to curve gently down toward the town. Lightning jumped across the horizon. Beneath Leona, Mule snorted and whinnied.

Swan heard a nervous note in the horse’s whinny. Mule’s excited because we’re going to find more people, she thought. But no, no—that hadn’t been a sound of excitement; Swan had heard it as distrust, edginess. She began to pick up the horse’s nervousness, to feel a little wary herself, like the time she’d been strolling across a wide golden field and a farmer in a red cap had yelled, “Hey, little girl! Watch out for rattlers in them weeds!”

Not that she was afraid of snakes—far from it. Once, when she was five years old, she’d picked up a colorful snake right out of the grass, run her fingers across the beautiful diamonds on its back and the bony-looking ridges on its tail. Then she’d set the snake down and watched as it crawled unhurriedly away. It was only later, when she’d told her mama and gotten a rear-blistering whipping in return, that Swan had realized she was supposed to be afraid.

Mule made a whickering sound and tossed his head. The road flattened out as it approached the outskirts of town, where a green sign proclaimed, Welcome to Matheson, Kansas! We’re Strong, Proud and Growing!

Josh stopped, and Swan almost bumped into him.

“What is it?” Leona asked him.

“Look.” Josh motioned toward the town.

The houses and buildings were dark; no light came from their windows or front porches. There were no streetlights, no headlights of cars, no traffic lights. The glow that reflected up off the low clouds was coming from deeper within the town, beyond the dead, dark structures that were scattered on both sides of the main highway. There was no sound but the shrill whine of the wind. “I think that light’s coming from the center of town,” he told Swan and Leona. “But if the electricity’s back on, why aren’t there lights in the house windows, too?”

“Maybe everybody’s in one place,” Leona offered. “Like at the auditorium, or City Hall or somewhere.”

Josh nodded. “There ought to be cars,” he decided. “Ought to be traffic lights working. I don’t see any.”

“Maybe they’re savin’ the ’lectricity. Maybe the wires aren’t too strong yet.”

“Maybe,” Josh replied, but there was something spooky about Matheson; why were there no lights in the windows, yet something at the center of Matheson ablaze with light? And everything was so still, so very still. He had the feeling that they should turn back, but the wind was cold and they had come so far; there had to be people here! Sure! They’re all in one place, like Leona had suggested. Maybe they’re having a town meeting or something! In any case, there was no turning back. He started pushing the wheelbarrow again. Swan followed him, and the horse that bore Leona followed Swan, and off to the left the terrier kept to the tall weeds and ran ahead.

Another roadside sign advertised the Matheson Motel—Swimming Pool! Cable TV!—and a third sign said the best coffee and steaks in town could be found at the Hightower Restaurant on Caviner Street. They followed the road between plowed fields and passed a dark softball diamond and a public pool where the lounge chairs and umbrellas were blown into a chain-link fence. A final roadside sign announced the July Firecracker Sale at the K-Mart on Billups Street, and then they entered Matheson.

It had been a pretty town, Josh thought as they walked along the center line. The buildings were either made of stones or logs, meant to resemble a frontier town. The houses were made of brick, most of them one story, nothing fancy, but nice enough. A statue of somebody on his knees, one hand covering what might’ve been a Bible and the other extended toward the sky, stood atop a pedestal in a district of small shops and stores that reminded Josh of that Mayberry show with Andy Griffith. A canopy flapped over a store with a barber pole in front of it, and the windows of the Matheson First Citizen’s Bank were broken out. Furniture had been dragged out of a furniture store, piled in a heap in the street and set afire. Nearby was an overturned police car, also burned to a hulk. Josh did not look inside. Thunder growled overhead, and lightning danced across the sky.

Further on, they found a used car lot. Trade at Uncle Roy’s! the sign urged. Under rows of flapping multicolored banners were six dusty cars. Josh began to check them all, one by one, as Swan and Leona waited behind and Mule grumbled uneasily. Two of them were sitting on flat tires, and a third’s windshield and windows were shattered. The other three—an Impala, a Ford Fairlane and a red pickup truck—seemed in pretty good shape. Josh walked to the small office building, found the door wide open, and with the light of the bull’s-eye lantern located the keys to all three vehicles on a pegboard. He took the keys out to the lot and methodically tried them. The Impala wouldn’t make a sound, the pickup truck was dead, and the Fairlane’s engine popped and stuttered, made a noise like a chain being dragged along gravel and then went silent. Josh opened the Fairlane’s hood and found that the engine had been attacked with what might’ve been an axe, the wiring, belts and cables hacked apart. “Damn it!” Josh swore, and then his lantern revealed something written in dried grease on the inside of the hood: ALL SHALL PRAISE LORD ALVIN.

He stared at the scrawled writing, remembering that he’d seen the same thing—though written in a different hand and in a different substance—at the Jaspin farmhouse the night before. He walked back to Swan and Leona, and he said, “Those cars are shot. I think somebody wrecked them on purpose.” He looked toward the light, which was much closer now. “Well,” he said finally, “I guess we go find out what that is, right?”

Leona glanced at him, then quickly away; she wasn’t sure that she hadn’t seen the skull again, but in this strange light she couldn’t tell. Her heart had begun to pump harder, and she didn’t know what to do or say.

Josh pushed the wheelbarrow forward. Off in the distance, they heard the terrier bark a few times, then silence. They continued along the main street, passing more stores with broken windows, more overturned and burned vehicles. The light pulled them onward, and though they all had their private concerns they were drawn to that light like moths to a candle.

On a corner was a small sign that pointed to the right and said Pathway Institute, 2 mi. Josh looked in that direction and saw nothing but darkness.

“That’s the asylum,” Leona said.

“The asylum?” The word lanced him. “What asylum?”

“The crazy house. You know, where they put folks who go off their rockers. That one’s famous all over the state. Full of people too crazy to go to prison.”

“You mean ... the criminally insane?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“Great,” Josh said. The sooner they were out of this town, the better! He didn’t like being even two miles from an asylum full of lunatic murderers. He peered off into the darkness where the Pathway Institute was, and he felt the flesh ripple all up and down his backbone.

And then they went through another area of silent houses, passing the dark Matheson Motel and the Hightower Restaurant, and they entered a huge paved parking lot.

Before them, every light illuminated and blazing, was a K-Mart and, next to it, a similarly lit Food Giant supermarket.

“God Almighty!” Josh breathed. “A shopping center!”

Swan and Leona just stared, as if they’d never seen such light or huge stores before. Dark-sensitive photon lamps cast a yellow glow over the parking lot, which held perhaps fifty or sixty cars, campers, and pickup trucks, all covered with Kansas dust. Josh was completely stunned and had to catch his balance before the wind knocked him over. It was running through his head that if the electricity was on, then the freezers in the supermarket would be operating, too, and inside would be steaks, ice cream, cold beer, eggs, bacon, ham, and God only knew what else. He looked at the brilliantly lit K-Mart, his brain reeling. What sort of treasures would be in there? Radios and batteries, flashlights and lanterns, guns, gloves, kerosene heaters, raincoats! He didn’t know whether to laugh or sob with joy, but he pushed the wheelbarrow aside and started walking toward the K-Mart as if in a delirious daze.

“Wait!” Leona called. She got down off Mule and hobbled after Josh. “Hold up a minute!”

Swan set her bag down but kept hold of Crybaby and followed Leona. Behind her, Mule plodded along. The terrier barked a couple of times, then slipped under an abandoned Volkswagen and stayed there, watching the humans moving across the parking lot.

“Wait!” Leona called again, but she couldn’t keep pace with him, and he was heading for the K-Mart like a steam engine. Swan said, “Josh! Wait for us!” and she hurried to catch him.

Some of the windows were broken out of the K-Mart, but Josh figured the wind had done that. He had no idea why the lights were on there and nowhere else. The K-Mart and the supermarket next to it were akin to waterholes in a burning desert. His heart was about to blast through his chest. Candy bars! he thought wildly. Cookies! Glazed doughnuts! He feared his legs would collapse before he reached the K-Mart, or that the entire vision would tremble and dissolve as he went through one of the front doors. But it didn’t, and he did, and there he stood inside the huge store with the treasures of the world on racks and displays before him, the magic phrases Snacks and Candy and Sporting Goods and Automotives and Housewares on wooden arrows pointing to various sections of the store.

“My God,” Josh said, half drunk with ecstasy. “Oh, my God!”

Swan came in, then Leona. As the door was swinging shut a blurred form darted in, and the terrier shot past Josh and vanished along the center aisle. Then the door shut, and they stood together in the glare while Mule whinnied and pawed the concrete outside.

Josh strode past a display of outdoor grills and bags of charcoal to a counter full of candy bars, his desire for chocolate fanned to a fever. He sucked three Milky Ways right out of their wrappers and started on a half-pound bag of M&Ms. Leona went to a table piled with thick athletic socks. Swan wandered amid the counters, dazzled by the amount of merchandise and the brightness of the lights. His mouth crammed with gooey chocolate, Josh turned to a display of cigarettes, cigars and pipe tobacco; he chose a pack of Hav-A-Tampa Jewels, found some matches nearby, stuck one of the cigars between his teeth and lit it, inhaling deeply. He felt as if he’d stepped into paradise, and the pleasures of the supermarket were yet to be experienced. From far back in the store, the terrier yapped several times in rapid succession. Swan looked back along the aisle but couldn’t see the dog. She didn’t like the sound of that barking, though; it carried a warning, and as the terrier began to bark again she heard it yip as if it had been kicked. A barrage of barking followed.

“Josh?” Swan called. A cocoon of cigar smoke obscured his head.

He puffed on the stogie and chewed more candy bars. His mouth was so full he couldn’t even answer Swan; he just waved to her.

Swan walked slowly toward the back of the store as the terrier continued to bark. She came to three mannequins, all wearing suits. The one in the middle had on a blue baseball cap, and Swan thought it didn’t go at all with the suit, but it might be made to fit her own head. She reached up and plucked it off.

The entire waxen-fleshed head toppled from the mannequin’s shoulders, right out of the stiff white shirt collar, and fell to the floor at Swan’s feet with a sound like a hammer whacking a watermelon.

Swan stared, wide-eyed, the baseball cap in one hand and Crybaby in the other. The head had thinning gray hair and dark-socketed eyes that had rolled upward, and on its cheeks and chin was a stubble of gray whiskers. Now she could see the dried red matter and the yellow nub of bone where it had been hacked off the human neck.

She blinked and looked up at the other two mannequins. One of them had the head of a teenage boy, his mouth slack and tongue lolling, both eyeballs turned to the ceiling and a crust of blood at the nostrils. The third one’s head was that of an elderly man, his face heavily lined and the color of chalk.

Swan stepped back across the aisle—and hit a fourth and fifth mannequin, dressed in women’s clothes. The severed heads of a middle-aged woman and a little girl with red hair fell out of the collars and thumped to the floor on either side of her; the little girl’s face was directed up at Swan, the awful blood-drained mouth open in a soundless cry of terror.

Swan screamed. Screamed long and loud and couldn’t stop screaming. She backpedaled away from the human heads, still screaming, and as she spun around she saw another mannequin nearby, and another and another, some of the heads beaten and battered and the others painted and prettied with makeup to give them false and obscene smiles. She thought that if she couldn’t stop screaming her lungs would burst, and as she ran for Josh and Leona the scream died because all her air was gone. She pulled in breath and raced away from the grisly heads, and over Josh’s shouts she heard the terrier give a yipe-yipe-yipe of pain from the rear of the K-Mart.

“Swan!” Josh yelled, spitting out half-chewed candy. He saw her coming toward him, her face as yellow as the Kansas dust and tears streaming down her cheeks. “What is—”

“Blue Light Special!” a merry voice sang over the K-Mart’s intercom system. “Attention, shoppers! Blue Light Special! Three new arrivals at the front! Hurry for the best bargains!”

They heard the rough roar of a motorcycle’s engine firing. Josh scooped Swan up as a motorcycle hurtled at them along the center aisle, its driver dressed like a traffic cop except for his Indian headdress.

“Look out!” Leona shouted, and Josh leaped across a counter full of ice cube trays with Swan in his arms, the motorcycle skidding past them into a display of transistor radios. More figures were running toward them along the other aisles, and there was an ungodly whooping and hollering that drowned out the “Blue Light Special!” being repeated over the intercom.

Here came a mountainous, black-bearded man pushing a gnarled dwarf in a shopping cart, followed by other men of all ages and descriptions, wearing all kinds of clothing from suits to bathrobes, some of them with streaks of warpaint on their faces, others daubed white with powder. Josh realized—sickeningly—that most of them were carrying weapons: axes, picks, hoes, garden shears, pistols and rifles, knives and chains. The aisles were acrawl with them, and they jumped over the counters grinning and yelling. Josh, Swan and Leona were driven together and ringed by a shouting mob of forty or more men.

Protect the child! Josh thought, and as one of the men darted in to grab Swan’s arm Josh delivered a kick to his ribs that snapped bones and sent him flying back into the rabble. The move brought more gleeful cheers. The gnarled dwarf in the shopping cart, whose wrinkled face was decorated with orange lightning bolts, crowed, “Fresh meat! Fresh meat!”

The others took up the shout. An emaciated man plucked at Leona’s hair, and someone else grabbed her arm to pull her into the crowd. She became a wildcat, kicking and biting, driving her tormentors back. A heavy body landed on Josh’s shoulders, raking at his eyes, but he twisted and flung the man off into the sea of leering faces. Swan struck out with Crybaby, hit one of those ugly faces in the nose and saw it pop open.

“Fresh meat!” the dwarf yelled. “Come get your fresh meat!” The black-bearded man began to clap his hands and dance.

Josh hit someone square in the mouth, and two teeth flew like dice in a crap game. “Get away!” he roared. “Get away from us!” But they were closing in now, and there were just too many. Three men were pulling Leona into the throng, and Josh caught a glimpse of her terrified face; a fist rose and fell, and Leona’s legs buckled. Damn it! Josh raged, kicking the nearest maniac in the kneecap. Protect the child! I’ve got to protect the—

A fist struck him in the kidneys. His legs were kicked out from under him, and he lost his grip on Swan as he fell. Fingers gouged at his eyes, a fist crashed into his jaw, shoes and boots pummeled his sides and back and the whole world seemed to be in violent motion. “Swan!” he shouted, trying to get up. Men clung to him like rats.

He looked up through a red haze of pain and saw a man with bulging, fishlike eyes standing over him, lifting an axe. He flung his arm up in an ineffectual gesture to ward it off, but he knew the axe was about to fall, and that would be the end of it. Oh, damn! he thought as blood trickled from his mouth. What a way to go! He braced for the blow, hoping that he could stand up with his last strength and knock the bastard’s brains out.

The axe reached its zenith, poised to fall.

And a booming voice shouted over the tumult: “Cease!”

The effect was like a bullwhip being cracked over the heads of wild animals. Almost to a man, they flinched and drew back. The fish-eyed man lowered the axe, and the others released Josh. He sat up, saw Swan a few feet away and drew her to him; she was still holding onto Crybaby, her eyes swimming with shock. Leona was on her knees nearby, blood oozing from a cut above her left eye and a purple swelling coming up on her cheekbone.

The mob backed away, opened to make passage for someone. A heavyset, fleshy, bald-headed man in overalls and cowboy boots, his chest bare and his muscular arms decorated with weird multicolored designs, walked into the circle. He was carrying an electric bullhorn, and he looked down at Josh with dark eyes beneath a protruding Neanderthal brow.

Oh, shit! Josh thought. The guy was at least as big as some of the heavyweight wrestlers he’d grappled. But then behind the bald-headed Neanderthal came two other men with painted faces, supporting a toilet between them, hoisted up on their shoulders. And on that toilet sat a man draped in a deep purple robe, his hair a blond, shoulder-length mane of loose curls. He had a downy beard of fine blond hair covering a gaunt, narrow face, and under thick blond brows his eyes were murky olive-green. The color reminded Josh of the water of a swimming hole near his childhood home where two young boys had drowned on a summer morning. It was said, he recalled, that monsters lay coiled in wait at the bottom of that cloudy green water.

The young man, who might have been anywhere from twenty to twenty-five, wore white gloves, blue jeans, Adidas sneakers and a red plaid shirt. On his forehead was a green dollar sign; on his left cheekbone was a red crucifix, and on his right was a black devil’s pitchfork.

The Neanderthal lifted the bullhorn to his mouth and roared, “All shall praise Lord Alvin!”
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MACKLIN HAD HEARD THE siren song of screaming in the night, and now he knew it was time.

He eased out of his sleeping bag, careful not to jostle Roland or Sheila; he didn’t want either of them to go with him. He was afraid of the pain, and he didn’t want them to see him weak.

Macklin walked out of the tent into the cold, sweeping wind. He began to head in the direction of the lake. Torches and campfires flickered all around him, and the wind tugged at the greenish-black bandages that trailed off the stump of Macklin’s right wrist. He could smell the sickly odor of his own infection, and for days the wound had been oozing gray fluid. He put his left palm over the handle of the knife in the waistband of his trousers. He was going to have to open the wound again and expose the flesh to the healing agony of the Great Salt Lake.

Behind him, Roland Croninger had sat up as soon as Macklin left the tent. The .45 was gripped in his hand. He always slept with it, even kept hold of it when Sheila Fontana let him do the dirty thing to her. He liked to watch, also, when Sheila took the King on. In turn, they fed Sheila and protected her from the other men. They were becoming a very close trio. But now he knew where the King was going, and why. The King’s wound had been smelling very bad lately. Soon there would be another scream in the night, like the others they heard when the encampment got quiet. He was a King’s Knight, and he thought he should be at the King’s side to help him, but this was something the King wanted to do alone. Roland lay back down, the pistol resting on his chest. Sheila muttered something and flinched in her sleep. Roland listened for the cry of the King’s rebirth.

Macklin passed other tents, cardboard box shelters and cars that housed whole families. The smell of the salt lake stung his nostrils, promised a pain and a cleansing beyond anything Macklin had ever experienced. The land began to slope slightly downward toward the water’s edge, and lying on the ground around him were blood-caked clothes, rags, crutches and bandages torn off and discarded by other supplicants before him.

He remembered the screams he’d heard in the night, and his nerve faltered. He stopped less than twenty feet from where the lake rippled up over the rocky shore. His phantom hand was itching, and the stump throbbed painfully with his heartbeat. I can’t take it, he thought. Oh, dear God, I can’t!

“Discipline and control, mister,” a voice said, off to his right. The Shadow Soldier was standing there, white, bony hands on hips, the moonlike face streaked with commando greasepaint under the helmet’s rim. “You lose those, and what have you got?”

Macklin didn’t answer. The lapping of the water on the shore was both seductive and terrifying.

“Your nerve going bye-bye, Jimmy boy?” the Shadow Soldier asked, and Macklin thought that the voice was similar to his father’s. It carried the same note of taunting disgust. “Well, I’m not surprised,” the Shadow Soldier continued. “You sure pulled a royal fuckup at Earth House, didn’t you? Oh, you really did a fine job!”

“No!” Macklin shook his head. “It wasn’t my fault!”

The Shadow Soldier laughed quietly. “You knew, Jimmy boy. You knew something was wrong in Earth House, and you kept packing the suckers in because you smelled the green of the Ausley cash, didn’t you? Man, you killed all those poor chumps! You buried ’em under a few hundred tons of rock and saved your own ass, didn’t you?”

Now Macklin thought it really was his father’s voice, and he thought that the Shadow Soldier’s face was beginning to resemble the fleshy, hawk-nosed face of his long-dead father as well. “I had to save myself,” Macklin replied, his voice weak. “What was I supposed to do, lie down and die?”

“Shit, that kid’s got more sense and guts than you do, Jimmy boy! He’s the one who got you out! He kept you moving, and he found food to keep your ass alive! If it wasn’t for that kid, you wouldn’t be standing here right now shaking in your shoes because you’re afraid of a little pain! That kid knows the meaning of discipline and control, Jimmy boy! You’re just a tired old cripple who ought to go out in that lake, duck your head under and take a quick snort like they did.” The Shadow Soldier nodded toward the lake, where the bloated bodies of suicides floated in the brine. “You used to think being head honcho at Earth House was the bottom of the barrel. But this is the bottom, Jimmy boy. Right here. You’re not worth a shit, and you’ve lost your nerve.”

“No I haven’t!” Macklin said. “I ... haven’t.”

A hand gestured toward the Great Salt Lake. “Prove it.”

Roland sensed someone outside the tent. He sat up, clicking the safety off the automatic. Sometimes the men came around at night, sniffing for Sheila, and they had to be scared off.

A flashlight shone in his face, and he aimed the pistol at the figure who held it.

“Hold it,” the man said. “I don’t want any trouble.”

Sheila cried out and sat bolt upright, her eyes wild. She drew herself away from the man with the light. She’d been having that nightmare again, of Rudy shambling to the tent, his face bleached of blood and the wound at his throat gaping like a hideous mouth, and from between his purple lips came a rattling voice that asked, “Killed any babies lately, Sheila darlin?”

“You’ll get trouble if you don’t back off.” Roland’s eyes were fierce behind the goggles. He held the pistol steady, his finger poised on the trigger.

“It’s me. Judd Lawry.” He shone the flashlight on his own face. “See?”

“What do you want?”

Lawry pointed the light at Macklin’s empty sleeping bag. “Where’d the Colonel go?”

“Out. What do you want?”

“Mr. Kempka wants to talk to you.”

“What about? I delivered the ration last night.”

“He wants to talk,” Lawry said. “He says he’s got a deal for you.”

“A deal? What kind of deal?”

“A business proposal. I don’t know the details. You’ll have to see him.”

“I don’t have to do anything,” Roland told him. “And whatever it is can wait until daylight.”

“Mr. Kempka,” Lawry said firmly, “wants to do business right now. It’s not important that Macklin be there. Mr. Kempka wants to deal with you. He thinks you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. So are you coming or not?”

“Not.”

Lawry shrugged. “Okay, then, I guess I’ll tell him you’re not interested.” He started to back out of the tent, then stopped. “Oh, yeah: He wanted me to give you this.” And he dropped a boxful of Hershey bars on the ground in front of Roland. “He’s got plenty of stuff like that over in the trailer.”

“Jesus!” Sheila’s hand darted into the box and plucked out some of the chocolate bars. “Man, it’s been a long time since I’ve had one of these!”

“I’ll tell him what you said,” Lawry told Roland, and again he started to leave the tent.

“Wait a minute!” Roland blurted out. “What kind of deal does he want to talk about?”

“Like I say, you’ll have to see him to find out.”

Roland hesitated, but he figured whatever it was couldn’t hurt. “I don’t go anywhere without the gun,” he said.

“Sure, why not?”

Roland got out of his sleeping bag and stood up. Sheila, already finishing one of the chocolate bars, said, “Hey, hold on! What about me?”

“Mr. Kempka just wants the boy.”

“Kiss my ass! I’m not staying out here alone!”

Lawry shrugged the strap of his shotgun off his shoulder and handed it to her. “Here. And don’t blow your head off by accident.”

She took it, realizing too late that it was the same weapon he’d used to kill the infant. Still, she wouldn’t dare be left out there alone without a gun. Then she turned her attention to the box of Hershey bars, and Roland followed Judd Lawry to the Airstream trailer, where yellow lantern light crept through the slats of the drawn window blinds.

On the edge of the lake, Macklin took off his black overcoat and the filthy, bloodstained T-shirt he wore. Then he began to unwrap the bandages from the stump of his wrist as the Shadow Soldier watched in silence. When he was done, he let the bandages fall. The wound was not pretty to look at, and the Shadow Soldier whistled at the sight.

“Discipline and control, mister,” the Shadow Soldier said. “That’s what makes a man.”

Those were the exact words of Macklin’s father. He had grown up hearing them pounded into his head, had fashioned them into a motto to live by. Now, though, to make himself walk into that salty water and do what had to be done was going to take every ounce of discipline and control he could summon.

The Shadow Soldier said in a singsong voice, “Hup two three four, hup two three four! Get it in gear, mister!”

Oh, Jesus, Macklin breathed. He stood with his eyes tightly shut for a few seconds. His entire body shook with the cold wind and his own dread. Then he took the knife from his waistband and walked down toward the chuckling water.

“Sit down, Roland,” the Fat Man said as Lawry escorted Roland into the trailer. A chair had been pulled up in front of the table that Kempka sat behind. “Shut the door.”

Lawry obeyed him, and Roland sat down. He kept his hand on the pistol, and the pistol in his lap.

Kempka’s face folded into a smile. “Would you like something to drink? Pepsi? Coke? Seven-Up? How about something stronger?” He laughed in his high, shrill voice, and his many chins wobbled. “You are of legal age, aren’t you?”

“I’ll take a Pepsi.”

“Ah. Good. Judd, would you get us two Pepsis, please?”

Lawry got up and went to another room, which Roland figured must be a kitchen.

“What’d you want to see me about?” Roland asked.

“A business deal. A proposition.” Kempka leaned back, and his chair popped and creaked like fireworks going off. He wore an open-collared sport shirt that showed wiry brown hair on his flabby chest, and his belly flopped over the belt line of his lime-green polyester trousers. Kempka’s hair had been freshly pomaded and combed, and the interior of the trailer smelled like cheap, sweet cologne. “You strike me as a very intelligent young boy, Roland. Young man, I should say.” He grinned. “I could tell right off that you had intelligence. And fire, too. Oh, yes! I like young men with fire.” He glanced at the pistol Roland held. “You can put that aside, you know. I want to be your friend.”

“That’s nice.” Roland kept the pistol aimed in Freddie Kempka’s direction. On the wall behind the Fat Man, the many rifles and handguns on their hooks caught the baleful yellow lamplight.

“Well,” Kempka shrugged, “we can talk anyway. Tell me about yourself. Where are you from? What happened to your parents?”

My parents, Roland thought. What had happened to them? He remembered them all going into Earth House together, remembered the earthquake in the cafeteria, but everything else was still crazy and disjointed. He couldn’t even recall exactly what his mother and father had looked like. They had died in the cafeteria, he thought. Yes. Both of them had been buried under rock. He was a King’s Knight now, and there was no turning back. “That’s not important,” he decided to say. “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

“No, it’s not. I wanted to—ah, here are our refreshments!”

Lawry came in with Pepsis in two plastic glasses; he set one glass in front of Kempka and handed Roland the other. Lawry started to walk behind Roland, but the boy said sharply, “Stay in front of me while I’m in here,” and Lawry stopped. The man smiled, lifted his hands in a gesture of peace and sat on a pile of boxes against the wall.

“As I say, I like young men with fire.” Kempka sipped at his drink. It had been a long time since Roland had tasted a soft drink, and he chugged almost half the glassful down without stopping. The drink had lost most of its fizz, but it was still about the best stuff he’d ever tasted.

“So what is it?” Roland asked. “Something about the drugs?”

“No, nothing about that.” He smiled again, a fleeting smile. “I want to know about Colonel Macklin.” He leaned forward, and the chair squalled; he rested his forearms on the table and laced his thick fingers together. “I want to know ... what Macklin offers you that I can’t.”

“What?”

“Look around,” Kempka said. “Look what I’ve got here: food, drink, candy, guns, bullets—and power, Roland. What does Macklin have? A wretched little tent. And do you know what? That’s all he’ll ever have. I run this community, Roland. I guess you could say I’m the law, the mayor, the judge and the jury all rolled up into one! Right?” He glanced quickly at Lawry, and the other man said, “Right,” with the conviction of a ventriloquist’s dummy.

“So what does Macklin do for you, Roland?” Kempka lifted his eyebrows. “Or should I ask what you do for him?”

Roland almost told the Fat Man that Macklin was the King—shorn of his crown and kingdom now, but destined to return to power someday—and that he had pledged himself as a King’s Knight, but he figured Kempka was about as smart as a bug and wouldn’t understand the grand purpose of the game. So Roland said, “We travel together.”

“And where are you going? To the same garbage dump Macklin is headed toward? No, I think you’re smarter than that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean ... that I have a large and comfortable trailer, Roland. I have a real bed.” He nodded toward a closed door. “It’s right through there. Would you like to see it?”

It suddenly dawned on Roland what Freddie Kempka had been getting at. “No,” he said, his gut tightening. “I wouldn’t.”

“Your friend can’t offer you what I can, Roland,” Kempka said in a silken voice. “He has no power. I have it all. Do you think I let you in here just because of the drugs? No. I want you, Roland. I want you here, with me.”

Roland shook his head. Dark motes seemed to spin before his eyes, and his head felt heavy, as if he couldn’t balance it any longer on his neck.

“You’re going to find that power rules this world.” Kempka’s voice sounded to Roland like a record played too fast. “It’s the only thing that’s worth a damn anymore. Not beauty, not love—nothing but power. And the man who has it can take anything he wants.”

“Not me,” Roland said. The words felt like marbles rolling off his tongue. He thought he was about to puke, and there was a needles-and-pins sensation in his legs. The lamplight was hurting his eyes, and when he blinked it took an effort to lift his lids again. He looked down into the plastic glass he held, and he could see grainy things floating at the bottom. He tried to stand up, but his legs gave way and he fell to his knees on the floor. Someone was bending over him, and he felt the .45 being taken from his nerveless fingers. Too late, he tried to grasp it back, but Lawry was grinning and stepping out of reach.

“I found a use for some of those drugs you brought me.” Now Kempka’s voice was slow and murky, an underwater slur. “I mashed up a few of those pills and made a nice little mixture. I hope you enjoy your trip.” And the Fat Man began to rise ponderously from his chair and stalk across the room toward Roland Croninger while Lawry went outside to smoke a cigarette.

Roland shivered, though sweat was bursting out on his face, and scurried away from the man on his hands and knees. His brain was doing flip-flops, everything was lurching, speeding up and then slowing to a crawl. The whole trailer wobbled as Kempka went to the door and threw the latches. Roland squeezed himself into a corner like a trapped animal, and when he tried to shout for the King to help him his voice almost blew his eardrums out.

“Now,” Kempka said, “we’ll get to know each other better, won’t we?”

Macklin stood in cold water up to the middle of his thighs, the wind whipping into his face and wailing off beyond the encampment. His groin crawled, and his hand gripped the knife so hard his knuckles had gone bone-white. He looked at the infected wound, saw the dark swelling that he needed to probe with the knife’s gleaming tip. Oh, God, he thought; dear God, help me....

“Discipline and control.” The Shadow Soldier was standing behind him. “That’s what makes a man, Jimmy boy.”

My father’s voice, Macklin thought. God bless dear old Dad, and I hope the worms have riddled his bones.

“Do it!” the Shadow Soldier commanded.

Macklin lifted the knife, took aim, drew in a breath of frigid air and brought the point of the blade down, down, down into the festered swelling.

The pain was so fierce, so white-hot, so all-consuming that it was almost pleasure.

Macklin threw back his head and screamed, and as he screamed he dug the blade deeper into the infection, deeper still, and the tears were running down his face and he was on fire between pain and pleasure. He felt his right arm becoming lighter as the infection drained out of it. And as his scream went up into the night where the other screams had gone before his, Macklin threw himself forward into the salt water and immersed the wound.

“Ah!” The Fat Man stopped a few feet from Roland and cocked his head toward the door. Kempka’s face was flushed, his eyes shining. The scream was just drifting away. “Listen to that music!” he said. “That’s the sound of somebody being reborn.” He began to unbuckle his belt and draw it through the many loops of his huge waistband.

The images tumbling through Roland’s brain were a mixture of funhouse and haunted house. In his mind he was hacking at the wrist of the King’s right arm, and as the blade severed the hand a spray of blood-red flowers shot from the wound; a chorus line of mangled corpses in top hats and tuxedos kicked their way down the wrecked corridor of Earth House; he and the King were walking on a superhighway under a sullen scarlet sky, and the trees were made of bones and the lakes were steaming blood, and half-rotted remnants of human beings sped past in battered cars and tractor-trailer trucks; he was standing on a mountaintop as the gray clouds boiled above him. Below, armies fought with knives, rocks and broken bottles. A cold hand touched his shoulder and a voice whispered, “It can all be yours, Sir Roland.”

He was afraid to turn his head and look at the thing that stood behind him, but he knew he must. The power of hideous hallucination forced his head around, and he stared into a pair of eyes that wore Army surplus goggles. The flesh of that face was mottled with brown, leprous growths, the lips all but eaten away to reveal misshapen, fanged teeth. The nose was flat, the nostrils wide and ravaged. The face was his own, but distorted, ugly, reeking evil and bloodlust. And from that face his own voice whispered, “It can all be yours, Sir Roland—and mine, too.”

Towering over the boy, Freddie Kempka tossed his belt to the floor and began to shimmy out of his polyester trousers. His breathing sounded like the rumbling of a furnace.

Roland blinked, squinted up at the Fat Man. The hallucinatory visions were tumbling madly away, but he could still hear the thing’s whisper. He was shaking, couldn’t stop. Another vision whirled up from his mind, and he was on the ground, trembling as Mike Armbruster towered over him, about to beat him to a bloody pulp as the other high school kids and football jocks shouted and jeered. He saw Mike Armbruster’s crooked grin, and Roland felt a surge of maniacal hatred more powerful than anything he’d ever known. Mike Armbruster had already beaten him once, had already kicked him and spat on him as he was sobbing in the dust—and now he wanted to do it all over again.

But Roland knew he was far different—far stronger, far more cunning—than the little pansy-assed wimp who’d let himself be beaten until he’d peed in his pants. He was a King’s Knight now, and he’d seen the underside of Hell. He was about to show Mike Armbruster how a King’s Knight gets even.

Kempka had one leg out of his pants. He was wearing red silk boxer shorts. The boy was staring up at him, eyes slitted behind those damned goggles, and now the boy began to make a deep, animalish sound down in his throat, a cross between a growl and an unearthly moan.

“Stop that,” Kempka told him. That noise gave him the creeps. The boy didn’t stop, and the awful sound was getting louder. “Stop it, you little bastard!” He saw the boy’s face changing, tightening into a mask of utter, brutal hatred, and the sight of it scared the shit out of Freddie Kempka. He realized that the mind-altering drugs were doing something to Roland Croninger that he hadn’t counted on. “Stop it!” he shouted, and he lifted his hand to slap Roland across the face.

Roland leaped forward, and like a battering ram his head plowed into Kempka’s bulging stomach. The Fat Man cried out and fell backward, his arms windmilling. The trailer rocked back and forth, and before Kempka could recover, Roland plowed into him again with a force that sent Kempka crashing to the floor. Then the boy was all over him, punching and kicking and biting. Kempka shouted, “Lawry! Help me!” but even as he said it he remembered that he had double-bolted the door to keep the boy from escaping. Two fingers jabbed into his left eye and almost ripped it from the socket; a fist crunched into his nose, and Roland’s head came forward in a vicious butting blow that hit Kempka full in the mouth, split his lips and knocked two of his front teeth into his throat. “Help me!” he shrieked, his mouth full of blood. He hit Roland with a flailing forearm and swiped him off, then flopped over on his stomach and began to crawl toward that locked door. “Help me, Lawry!” he yelled through his cracked lips.

Something went around Kempka’s throat and tightened, catching the blood in the Fat Man’s head and reddening his face like an overripe tomato. He realized, panic-stricken, that the lunatic boy was strangling him with his own belt.

Roland rode on Kempka’s back like Ahab on the white whale. Kempka gagged, fighting to pry the belt loose. The blood pulsed in his head with a force that he feared would blow his eyeballs out. There was a hammering at the door, and Lawry’s voice shouted, “Mr. Kempka! What is it?”

The Fat Man reared up, twisted his shuddering body and slammed Roland against the wall, but still the boy held on. Kempka’s lungs strained for air, and again he threw his body to the side. This time he heard the boy’s cry of pain, and the belt loosened. Kempka squalled like a hurt pig, scrabbling wildly toward the door. He reached up to release one of the latches—and a chair smashed him across the back, splintering and shooting agony up his spine. Then the boy was beating at him with a chair leg, hitting him in the head and face, and Kempka screamed, “He’s gone crazy! He’s gone crazy!”

Lawry pounded at the door. “Let me in!”

Kempka took a dazing blow to the forehead, felt blood running down his face, and he struck out blindly at Roland. His left fist connected, and he heard the breath whoosh out of the boy. Roland collapsed to his knees.

Kempka wiped blood out of his eyes, reached up and tried to slide the first bolt back. There was blood on his fingers, and he couldn’t get a good grip. Lawry was pounding on the door, trying to force it open. “He’s crazy!” Kempka wailed. “He’s trying to kill me!”

“Hey, you dumb fuck!” the boy snarled behind him.

Kempka looked back and whined with terror.

Roland had picked up one of the kerosene lamps that illuminated the trailer. He was grinning madly, his goggles streaked with blood. “Here you go, Mike!” he yelled, and he flung the lamp.

It hit the Fat Man’s skull and shattered, dousing his face and chest with kerosene that rippled into flame, setting his beard, hair and the front of his sport shirt on fire. “Burnin’ me! Burnin’ me!” Kempka squalled, rolling and thrashing.

The door shuddered as Lawry kicked it, but the Airstream trailer people had built it to be strong.

As Kempka jitterbugged horizontally and Lawry kicked at the door, Roland turned his attention to the rack of rifles and the handguns on their hooks. He had not finished showing Mike Armbruster how a King’s Knight gets even. Oh, no ... not yet.

He walked around the table and chose a beautiful .38 Special with a mother-of-pearl handle. He opened the cylinder and found three bullets inside. He smiled.

On the floor, the Fat Man had beaten the fire out. His face was a mass of scorched flesh, burned hair and blisters, his eyes so swollen he could hardly see. But he could see the boy well enough, approaching him with the gun in his hand. The boy was smiling, and Kempka opened his mouth to scream, but a croak came out.

Roland knelt in front of him. The boy’s face was covered with sweat, and a pulse beat at his temple. He cocked the .38 and held the barrel about three inches from Kempka’s skull.

“Please,” Kempka begged. “Please ... Roland ... don’t ...”

Roland’s smile was rigid, his eyes huge behind the goggles. He said, “Sir Roland. And don’t you forget it.”

Lawry heard a shot. Then, about ten seconds later, there was a second shot. He gripped the boy’s automatic in his right hand and threw his shoulder against the door. It still wouldn’t give. He kicked at it again, but the damned thing was stubborn. He was about to start shooting through the door when he heard the bolts being thrown back.

The door opened.

The boy was standing there, a .38 dangling in his hand, gore splattered across his face and in his hair. He was grinning, and he said in a fast, excited, drugged voice, “It’s over I did it I did it I showed him how a King’s Knight gets even I did it!”

Lawry lifted the automatic to blow the boy away.

But the twin barrels of a shotgun probed the back of his neck.

“Uh-uh,” Sheila Fontana said. She’d heard the commotion and had come over to see what was happening, and other people were coming through the dark as well, carrying lanterns and flashlights. “Drop it or you get dropped.”

The automatic hit the ground.

“Don’t kill me,” Lawry whimpered. “Okay? I just worked for Mr. Kempka. That’s all. I just did what he said. Okay?”

“Want me to kill him?” Sheila asked Roland. The boy just stared and grinned. He’s shitfaced, she thought. He’s either drunk or stoned!

“Listen, I don’t care what the kid did to Kempka.” Lawry’s voice cracked. “He wasn’t anything to me. I just drove for him. Just followed his orders. Listen, I can do the same for you, if you want. You, the kid and Colonel Macklin. I can take care of things for you—keep everybody around here in line. I’ll do whatever you say to do. You say jump, I’ll ask how high.”

“I showed him I sure did,” Roland rattled on, beginning to weave on his feet. “I showed him!”

“Listen, you and the kid and Colonel Macklin are the head honchos around here, as far as I can see,” Lawry told Sheila. “I mean ... if Kempka’s dead.”

“Let’s go take a look, then.” Sheila poked his neck with the shotgun, and Lawry eased past Roland into the trailer.

They found the Fat Man crumpled in a bloody heap against one wall. There was the smell of burnt skin in the air. Kempka had been shot through the skull and through the heart at close range.

“All the guns, the food and everything are yours now,” Lawry said. “I just do what I’m told. You just tell me what to do, I’ll do it. I swear to God.”

“Drag that fat carcass out of our trailer, then.”

Startled, Sheila looked toward the door.

Macklin stood there, leaning against the doorframe, shirtless and dripping. The black overcoat was draped over his shoulders, the stump of his right arm hidden in its folds. His face was pale, his eyes sunken in violet hollows. Roland stood beside him, weaving and swaying, about to collapse. “I don’t know ... what the hell happened here,” Macklin said, speaking with an effort, “but if everything belongs to us now ... we’re moving into the trailer. Get that thing out of here.”

Lawry looked stricken. “By myself? I mean ... he’s gonna be damned heavy!”

“Either drag him or join him.”

Lawry went to work.

“And clean up this mess when you get through,” Macklin told him, going over to the rack of rifles and handguns. God, what an arsenal! he thought. He had no idea what had transpired here, but Kempka was dead and somehow they were in control. The trailer was theirs, the food, the water, the arsenal, the whole encampment was theirs! He was stunned, still exhausted by the pain he’d endured—but he felt somehow stronger, too, somehow ... cleaner. He felt like a man again instead of a sniveling, scared dog. Colonel James B. Macklin had been reborn.

Lawry had almost manhandled the corpse to the door. “I can’t make it!” he protested, trying to catch his breath. “He’s too heavy!”

Macklin whirled around and walked toward Lawry, stopping only when their faces were about four inches apart. Macklin’s eyes were bloodshot, and they bored into the other man’s with furious intensity. “You listen to me, slime,” Macklin said menacingly. Lawry listened. “I’m in charge here now. Me. What I say goes, without question. I’m going to teach you about discipline and control, mister. I’m going to teach everybody about discipline and control. There will be no questions, no hesitations when I give an order, or there will be ... executions. Public executions. You care to be the first?”

“No,” Lawry said in a small, scared voice.

“No ... what?”

“No ... sir,” was the reply.

“Good. But you spread the word around, Lawry. I’m going to get these people organized and off their asses. If they don’t like my way of doing things, they can get out.”

“Organized? Organized for what?”

“You think there won’t come a time when we’ll have to fight to keep what we’ve got? Mister, there are going to be plenty of times we’ll have to fight—if not to keep what we have, then ... to take what we want.”

“We’re not any fucking army!” Lawry said.

“You will be,” Macklin promised, and he motioned toward the arsenal. “You’re going to learn to be, mister. And so is everybody else. Now get that piece of shit out of here ... Corporal.”

“Huh?”

“Corporal Lawry. That’s your new rank. And you’ll be living in the tent out there. This trailer is for headquarters staff.”

Oh, Christ! Lawry thought. This guy’s gone wacko! But he kind of liked the idea of being a corporal. That sounded important. He turned away from the colonel and started hauling Kempka’s body again. A funny thought hit him, and he almost giggled, but he held it back. The king is dead! he thought. Long live the king! He hauled the corpse down the steps, and the trailer door shut. He saw several men standing around, attracted by all the ruckus, and he began barking orders at them to pick up Freddie Kempka’s corpse and carry it out to the edge of the dirtwart land. They obeyed him like automatons, and Judd Lawry figured he might grow to enjoy playing soldiers.
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“MY NAME IS ALVIN Mangrim. I’m Lord Alvin now. Welcome to my kingdom.” The young blond madman, sitting on his toilet-throne, motioned with a slender hand. “Do you like it?”

Josh was sickened by the smell of death and decay. He, Swan and Leona were sitting together on the floor of the K-Mart’s pet department at the rear of the store. In the small cages around them were dozens of dead canaries and parakeets, and dead fish lay moldering in their tanks. Beyond a glassed-in display area, a few kittens and puppies were drawing flies.

He longed to bash that grinning, blond-bearded face, but his wrists and ankles were chained and padlocked. Both Swan and Leona were bound by ropes. Around them stood the bald-headed Neanderthal, the man with bulging fish-eyes, and about six or seven others. The black-bearded man and the dwarf in the shopping cart lurked nearby, the dwarf clutching Swan’s dowsing rod in his stubby fingers.

“I fixed the juice,” Lord Alvin offered, reclining on his throne and eating grapes. “That’s why the lights are on.” His murky green eyes shifted from Josh to Swan and back again. Leona was still bleeding from the gash in her head, and her eyes fluttered as she fought off shock. “I hooked a couple of portable generators up to the electrical system. I’ve always been good with electricity. And I’m a very good carpenter, too. Jesus was a carpenter, you know.” He spat out seeds. “Do you believe in Jesus?”

“Yes,” Josh managed to croak.

“I do, too. I had a dog named Jesus once. I crucified him, but he didn’t come back to life. Before he died, he told me what to do to the people in the brick house. Off went their heads.”

Josh sat very still, looking up into those green, bottomless eyes.

Lord Alvin smiled, and for a moment he resembled a choirboy, all draped in purple and ready to sing. “I fixed the lights here so we’d attract plenty of fresh meat—like you folks. Plenty of play toys. See, everybody left us at Pathway. All the lights went out, and the doctors went home. But we found some of them, like Dr. Baylor. And then I baptized my disciples in the blood of Dr. Baylor and sent them out into the world, and the rest of us stayed here.” He cocked his head to one side, and his smile faded. “It’s dark outside,” he said. “It’s always dark, even in the daytime. What’s your name, friend?”

Josh told him. He could smell his own scared sweat over the odor of dead animals.

“Josh,” Lord Alvin repeated. He ate a grape. “Mighty Joshua. Blew those old walls of Jericho right fucking down, didn’t you?” He smiled again and motioned at a young man with slicked-back black hair and red paint circling his eyes and mouth. The young man came forward, holding a jar of something.

Swan heard some of the men giggle with excitement. Her heart was still pounding, but the tears were gone now, and so was the molasses that had been jamming up her brain gears. She knew these crazy men had escaped from the Pathway place, and she knew that death was before her, sitting on a toilet. She wondered what had happened to Mule, and since she’d bumped into the mannequins—she shoved that memory quickly aside—there’d been no sight or sound of the terrier.

The young man with red paint on his face knelt in front of Josh, unscrewed the lid of the jar and revealed white greasepaint. He got a dab of the stuff on his forefinger and reached toward Josh’s face; Josh jerked his head back, but the Neanderthal gripped Josh’s skull and held it steady as the greasepaint was applied.

“You’re going to look pretty, Josh,” Lord Alvin told him. “You’re going to enjoy this.”

Through the waves of pain in her legs and the numbing frost of shock, Leona watched the greasepaint going on. She realized the young man was painting Josh’s face to resemble a skull.

“I know a game,” Lord Alvin said. “A game called Straitjacket. I made it up. Know why? Dr. Baylor said, ‘Come on, Alvin! Come get your pill like a good boy,’ and I had to walk down that long, stinking corridor every day.” He held up two fingers. “Twice a day. I’m a very good carpenter, though.” He paused, blinking slowly as if trying to get his thoughts back in whack. “I used to build dog houses. Not just ordinary dog houses. I built mansions and castles for dogs. I built a replica of the Tower of London for Jesus. That’s where they chopped the heads of witches off.” The corner of his left eye began ticking. He was silent, staring into space as the finishing touches were put to the greasepaint skull that covered Josh’s face.

When the job was done, the Neanderthal released Josh’s head. Lord Alvin finished his grapes and licked his fingers. “In the Straitjacket game,” he said between licks, “you get taken to the front of the store. The lady and the kid stay here. Now, you get a choice—what do you want freed, your arms or your legs?”

“What’s the point of this shit?”

Lord Alvin waggled an admonishing finger. “Arms or legs, Josh?”

I need my legs free, Josh reasoned. Then: no, I can always hop or hobble. I’ve got to have my arms free. No, my legs! It was impossible to decide without knowing what was going to happen. He hesitated, trying to think clearly. He felt Swan watching him; he looked at her, but she shook her head, could offer no help. “My legs,” Josh finally said.

“Good. That didn’t hurt, did it?” Again, there was a giggle and rustle of excitement from the onlookers. “Okay, you get taken up to the front and your legs are freed. Then you get five minutes to make it all the way through the store back here.” He pulled up the right sleeve of his purple robe. On his arm were six wristwatches. “See, I can keep the time to the exact second. Five minutes from when I say go—and not one second more, Josh.”

Josh released a sigh of relief. Thank God he’d chosen his legs to be freed! He could see himself crawling and hobbling through the K-Mart in this ridiculous farce!

“Oh, yes,” Lord Alvin continued. “My subjects are going to try their best to kill you between the front of the store and here.” He smiled cheerfully. “They’ll be using knives, hammers, axes—everything except guns. See, guns wouldn’t be fair. Now, don’t worry too much: You can use the same things, if you find them—and if you can get your hands on them. Or you can use anything else to protect yourself with, but you won’t find any guns out there. Not even a pellet rifle. Isn’t that a fun game?”

Josh’s mouth tasted like sawdust. He was afraid to ask, but he had to: “What ... if I don’t get back here ... in five minutes?”

The dwarf jumped up and down in the shopping cart and pointed the dowsing rod at him like a jester’s scepter. “Death! Death! Death!” he yelled.

“Thank you, Imp,” Lord Alvin said. “Josh, you’ve seen my mannequins, haven’t you? Aren’t they pretty? So lifelike, too! Want to know how we make them?” He glanced up at someone behind Josh and nodded.

Immediately there was a guttural growl that ascended into a high-pitched whining. Josh smelled gasoline. He already knew what the sound was, and his gut clenched. He looked over his shoulder and saw the Neanderthal standing there holding a whirring chain-saw that was streaked and clumped with dried gore.

“If you don’t beat the clock, friend Josh,” Lord Alvin said, leaning forward, “the lady and the child will join my mannequin collection. Their heads will, I mean.” He lifted a finger, and the chainsaw rattled to a halt.

“Heads will roll!” Imp jumped and grinned. “Heads will roll!”

“Of course,” the madman in the purple robe added, “if they kill you out there, it won’t matter very much, will it? We’d have to find a big body to go along with your head, wouldn’t we? Well? Are we ready?”

“Ready!” Imp shouted.

“Ready!” the black-bearded brute said.

“Ready!” the others hollered, dancing and capering. “Reaaaady!”

Lord Alvin reached over and took the dowsing rod from Imp. He tossed it to the floor about three feet away. “Cross that line, friend Josh, and you shall know wonders.”

He’ll kill us anyway, Josh knew. But he had no choice; his eyes met Swan’s. She stared at him calmly and resolutely, and she tried to send the thought “I believe in you” to him. He gritted his teeth. Protect the child. Yeah! I’ve done a damned fine job, haven’t I?

The black-bearded man and another of the lunatics hauled Josh to his feet.

“Kick ass,” Leona whispered, the pain in her skull all but blinding her.

Josh was half carried, half dragged out of the pet department, through the housewares, the sporting goods, and then out along the center aisle to the row of cash registers at the front. A third man was waiting, armed with a double-barreled shotgun and a ring of keys dangling from his belt. Josh was thrown to the floor, the breath whistling between his teeth. “Legs,” he heard the bearded man say, and the one with the keys bent down to unsnap the padlocks.

Josh was aware of a steady roaring noise, and he looked at the windows. A torrential rain was falling, some of it sweeping in through the broken glass. There was no sign of the horse, and Josh hoped it would find a dry place to die in. God help us all! he thought. Though he hadn’t seen any of the other maniacs when he was being brought to the front, he knew they were out there in the store—hiding, waiting, getting ready for the game to begin.

Protect the child. The rasping voice that had come from PawPaw’s throat was fresh in his mind. Protect the child. He had to get across that line in five minutes, no matter what the crazy shitters threw at him. He would have to use all the moves he remembered from his football days, have to make those rusty knees young again. Oh, Lord, he prayed, if You ever smiled on a dumb fool, show those pearly whites right now!

The last padlock was unsnapped, and the chains were removed from Josh’s legs. He was pulled to his feet, his wrists still shackled tightly together, the chain curled around his forearms and hands as well. He could open and close his left hand, but the right was balled shut and immobile. He looked toward the rear of the K-Mart, and his heart lurched; the damned place seemed as long as ten football fields.

In the pet department, Swan had laid her head on Leona’s shoulder. The woman was breathing erratically, fighting to keep her eyes open. Swan knew Josh was going to do all he could to reach them, but she knew also that he might fail. Lord Alvin was smiling at her beatifically, like a saint’s smile on a stained-glass window. He regarded the watches on his wrist, then pointed the electric bullhorn toward the front and blared, “Let the Straitjacket game start ... now! Five minutes, friend Josh!”

Swan flinched and waited for what would be.
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JOSH JUMPED AT THE sound of the bullhorn. Before he could take one stride forward, an arm clamped around his neck from behind and started squeezing. It was old Blackbeard, he realized. Bastard’s trying to nail me right off!

Instinctively, Josh threw his head backward in what was known as a “Reverse Coconut Butt” in the ring—but this time he let it go full-throttle. His skull smacked into Blackbeard’s forehead, and suddenly the restraining arm was gone. Josh spun around to finish the job and found Blackbeard sitting on his ass, his eyes glazed and his forehead already purpling. The other lunatic swung the shotgun up. “Go,” he ordered, and he grinned with green teeth.

Josh had no time to waste; he turned and started running full-bore along the center aisle.

He’d taken six long strides when a baseball bat swung out along the floor and clipped his right ankle. He fell, hit the floor on his belly and slid another eight feet across the linoleum. Instantly he twisted to face his attacker, who’d been hiding behind a counter of socks and underwear. The man, who wore a red football helmet, rose up and rushed Josh, swinging the bat for a game-ending home run.

Josh drew his knees to his chest, kicked out and up and caught the maniac right in the stomach with both feet, lifting him about four feet in the air. The man came down on his tailbone, and Josh scrambled up to kick him in the groin as if he were making a fifty-yard field goal. As the man contorted into a shivering ball, Josh got his left hand around the bat and snatched it up; he worked his grip down to the handle, and though he had no real leverage, at least he had a weapon. He turned to continue along the aisle—and faced a skinny dude with an axe and another bastard with a blue-painted face who was carrying a sledgehammer.

No way! Josh thought, and he darted along one of the other aisles, intending to swing toward the pet department from a different angle. He skidded into a female mannequin, and the brown-haired head tumbled off the shoulders to the floor.

“Four minutes, friend Josh!” Lord Alvin’s voice announced.

A figure with an upraised butcher knife burst from amid a rack of dresses in Josh’s path. Can’t stop! Josh knew, unable to lock his knees in time. Instead, he plowed forward, threw himself off his feet in a body block that slammed into the knife wielder and drove him into the dress rack, which collapsed around them. The man struck with the knife, missed, struck again and snagged the blade in fabric. Josh got astride his chest and brought the bat’s shaft down on the man’s skull—once, twice and a third time. The body quivered as if plugged into an electric socket.

A stabbing pain hit Josh in the neck. He looked around and saw a dungareed, leering maniac holding a fishing rod. The line was taut between them, and Josh knew there was a hook in his skin. The lunatic fisherman wrenched on the rod as if he were landing a prize marlin, and the hook ripped out of Josh’s neck. The rod was snapped again, the hook flashing toward Josh’s face, but he ducked it and scrabbled out of the dresses, regaining his feet and running for the pet department again.

“Three minutes left, friend Josh!”

No! Josh thought. No! The bastard was cheating! Another minute couldn’t have passed yet!

He sprinted past a well-dressed mannequin in the men’s department—but suddenly the mannequin came to life and leaped on his back, fingers clawing at his eyes. He kept running as the man held on, the jagged fingernails carving Josh’s cheeks, and ahead of him stood a lean, bare-chested black man with a screwdriver in one hand and a garbage can lid in the other.

Josh ran full steam at the waiting assassin, then abruptly stopped, sliding across the floor. He hunched over and spun his shoulders. The man on his back lost his grip and hurtled through the air, but Josh’s aim was off. Instead of crashing into the black man, as Josh had hoped, the well-dressed lunatic sailed over a counter full of summer shirts and hit the floor.

The black man attacked, moving like a panther. Josh swung the bat, but the garbage can lid was there to deflect it. The screwdriver drove in at Josh’s stomach; he twisted away, and the weapon grazed his ribs. They fought at close quarters, Josh desperately avoiding the thrusts of the screwdriver and trying vainly to get a good strike with his bat. As they grappled, Josh caught movement on both sides—more of them, coming in for the kill. He knew he was finished if he couldn’t get away from this crazy bro, because a husky man with garden shears was almost upon him. The black man’s teeth snapped at Josh’s cheek; Josh saw his opening and dropped to his knees, scooting between the man’s legs like a greased pig. When the bro whirled around, he was met by a blow that crumpled his face and knocked teeth through the air. He took two wobbly steps and fell like a tree.

Josh kept going, the breath wheezing in his lungs.

“Two minutes!” Lord Alvin crowed.

Faster! Josh urged himself. Faster, damn it! The pet department was still so far away, and the sonofabitch was rushing time! Protect the child! Got to protec—

A maniac with a white-powdered face rose up from behind a counter and slammed a tire iron across Josh’s left shoulder. Josh cried out in pain and tumbled into a display of Quaker State oil cans, agony shooting from his shoulder to his fingertips. He’d lost the baseball bat; it was rolling across the aisle, way out of reach. The white-faced madman attacked him, flailing wildly with the tire iron while Josh fought in a frenzy. The tire iron smashed down beside Josh’s head and burst one of the cans open, and then they were fighting like two animals, kill or be killed.

Josh caught the man in the ribs with a knee and drove him back, but he leaped in again. They rolled in motor oil across the floor, Josh’s opponent squirming like an eel. And then the man was up on his feet; he charged Josh, the tire iron upraised for a blow to the skull.

But his shoes slipped out from under him in the oil, and he crashed to the floor on his back. At once Josh got astride him, one knee trapping the tire iron and the other knee pressed to the man’s throat. He lifted both hands and heard himself bellow with fury as he brought the chain down, at the same time putting all his weight on the throat. He felt his knee break through something soft, and the scarlet imprint of the chain was left on the distorted face like a tattoo.

Josh struggled to his feet, his lungs heaving. His shoulder pounded with excruciating pain, but he couldn’t give in to it. Keep going! he told himself. Move, you fool! A hammer sailed past him, clattering into a display of hubcabs. He slipped, fell to his knees. Blood was in his mouth and crawling down his face, and the seconds were ticking. He thought of the roach on the barn floor, the survivor of insecticides and stomping boots and a nuclear holocaust. If such a thing as that had the will to live, then he damned well did, too.

Josh stood up. He ran along the aisle, saw three more figures coming toward him; he jumped over a counter into another aisle. A left turn, and a clear aisle lined with housewares, pots and pans stretched before him.

And way down at the end of it sat Lord Alvin, watching from his throne. On the wall behind him was the sign Pets. Josh could see the dwarf jumping up and down in the shopping cart, and Swan’s face was turned toward him. Crybaby lay so close, but so far away.

“One minute!” Lord Alvin announced through the bullhorn.

I’ve made it! Josh realized. Dear God, I’m almost there! It can’t be more than forty feet to the dowsing rod!

He started forward.

But he heard the low growl and the rising whine, and the Neanderthal with the chainsaw stepped into the aisle to block his way.

Josh stopped with a jolt. The Neanderthal, his bald head shining under the lights, smiled faintly and waited for him, the chainsaw’s teeth a blur of deadly metal.

Josh looked around for some other way to go. The housewares aisle was an unbroken sweep of kitchen items, glasses and crockery except for an aisle that turned to the right about ten feet away—and three maniacs guarded that portal, all armed with knives and garden tools. He turned to retrace his path, and about five yards away stood the madman with the fishing rod and the green-toothed lunatic with the shotgun. He saw more of them coming, taking positions to watch the finale of the Straitjacket game.

The ass is grass, Josh knew. But not just his—Swan and Leona were dead if he didn’t reach the finish line. There was no way except through the Neanderthal.

“Forty seconds, friend Josh!”

The Neanderthal swiped at the air with the chainsaw, daring Josh to come on.

Josh was almost used up. The Neanderthal handled that chainsaw with childish ease. Had they come all this way to die in a damned K-Mart full of escaped fruitcakes? Josh didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so he just said, “Shit!” Well, he decided, if they were going to die, he was going to do his best to take the Neanderthal with him—and Josh stood to his full height, swelled out his chest and let loose a roaring laugh.

The Neanderthal grinned too.

“Thirty seconds,” Lord Alvin said.

Josh threw his head back, released a war whoop at the top of his lungs, and then he charged like a runaway Mack truck.

The Neanderthal stood his ground, braced his legs and swung the chainsaw.

But Josh suddenly juked back out of range, the chainsaw’s breeze brushing his face as it swept past. The other man’s rib cage was an open target, and before the Neanderthal could bring the chainsaw back around, Josh kicked those ribs like he was aiming at next week.

The man’s face scrunched up with pain, and he went back a few feet but did not go down. Then he was balanced again, and now he was rushing forward and the chainsaw was coming at Josh’s head.

Josh had no time to think, just to act. He flung his arms up in front of his face. The saw’s teeth hit the chains around his wrists, shooting sparks. The vibration sent Josh and the Neanderthal reeling in opposite directions, but still neither one fell.

“Twenty seconds!” the bullhorn blared.

Josh’s heart was hammering, but he was strangely calm. It was reach the finish line or not, and that was it. He crouched and warily advanced, hoping to trip the other man up somehow. And then the Neanderthal sprang forward, faster than Josh had expected the big man to move, and the chainsaw slashed at Josh’s skull; Josh started to leap back, but the chainsaw strike was a feint. The Neanderthal’s booted right foot came up and caught Josh in the stomach, knocking him along the aisle. He crashed into the counter of pots, pans and kitchen tools, clattering around him in a shower of metal. Roll! Josh screamed mentally, and as he whipped aside the Neanderthal brought the chainsaw down where he’d been lying, carving a foot-long trench across the floor.

Quickly, Josh twisted back to the other side and kicked upward, hitting his opponent just under the jawbone. The Neanderthal was lifted off his feet, and then he, too, crashed into the housewares display—but he kept tight hold of the saw and started getting to his feet as blood dribbled from both corners of his mouth.

The audience hooted and clapped.

“Ten seconds!”

Josh was on his knees before he realized what was scattered around him: not only pots and pans, but an array of carving knives. One with a blade about eight inches long lay right in front of him. He put his left hand around its grip and forced the fingers shut with sheer willpower, and the knife was his.

The Neanderthal, his eyes clouded with pain, spat out teeth and what might have been part of his tongue.

Josh was on his feet. “Come on!” he shouted, feinting with the knife. “Come on, you crazy asshole!”

The other man obliged him; he began stalking down the aisle toward Josh, sweeping the chainsaw back and forth in a deadly arc.

Josh kept moving backward. He glanced quickly over his shoulder, saw the mad fisherman and the shotgun wielder about five feet behind him. In a fraction of a second, he realized that Green Teeth was holding his shotgun in a loose, casual grip. The ring of keys dangled at the man’s belt.

The Neanderthal was advancing steadily, and when he grinned blood drooled out.

“You’re going the wrong way, friend Josh!” Lord Alvin said. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. Time’s up! Come on and take your pill!”

“Kiss my ass!” Josh shouted—and then he whirled around in a blur of motion and drove the blade up to the hilt in Green Teeth’s chest, just above the heart. As the madman’s mouth opened in a shriek, Josh clamped his left hand around the shotgun’s trigger guard, wrenching the weapon loose. The man fell to the floor in a spray of arterial blood.

The Neanderthal charged.

Josh turned in what seemed like nightmarish slow motion. He fought to hold the shotgun steady, trying to get his finger on the trigger. The Neanderthal was almost on him, and the saw was coming up for a vicious, sideswiping slash. Josh braced the butt of the shotgun against his chest, felt the awful breeze of the chainsaw. His finger found the trigger, and he squeezed.

The Neanderthal was within three feet, the chainsaw about to bite flesh.

But in the next instant a fist-sized hole opened in his stomach and half his back blew out. The force of the blast shook Josh and almost knocked the Neanderthal out of his boots. The chainsaw flashed past Josh’s face, its weight spinning the dead man like a top along the bloody-floored aisle.

“No fair!” Lord Alvin shouted, jumping up from his throne. “You didn’t play right!”

The corpse hit the floor, still gripping the chainsaw, and the metal teeth chewed a circle in the linoleum.

Josh saw Lord Alvin throw aside the bullhorn and reach into his robes; the madman’s hand emerged with an extra gleaming finger—a crescent-bladed hunting knife, like a miniature scythe. Lord Alvin turned upon Swan and Leona.

With the shotgun’s blast, the other psychos had fled for cover. Josh had one shell left, and he couldn’t afford to waste it. He sprinted forward, leaped over the jittering body, and barreled for the pet department, where Lord Alvin—his face contorted with a mixture of rage and what might have been pity—knelt before Swan and grasped the back of her neck with his free hand.

“Death! Death!” Imp shrieked.

Swan looked up into Lord Alvin’s face and knew she was about to die. Tears burned her eyes, but she lifted her chin defiantly.

“Time to go to sleep,” Lord Alvin whispered. He lifted the crescent blade.

Josh slipped on the bloody floor and went down, skidding into a counter six feet short of the dowsing rod. He scrambled to get up, but he knew that he’d never make it.

Lord Alvin smiled, two tears rolling from his murky green eyes. The crescent blade was poised, about to fall. “Sleep,” he said.

But a small gray form had already streaked out from behind sacks of dog food and kitty litter and, growling like a hound from Hell, it leaped toward Lord Alvin’s face.

The terrier snapped his teeth around Alvin Mangrim’s thin and delicate nose, crunched through flesh and cartilage and snapped the man’s head back. Lord Alvin fell on his side, writhing and screaming, frantically trying to push the animal away, but the terrier kept hold.

Josh jumped over Crybaby, saw Swan and Leona still alive, saw the terrier gnawing on Lord Alvin’s nose and the madman flailing with his hunting knife. Josh aimed the shotgun at Lord Alvin’s skull, but he didn’t want to hit the dog and he knew he’d need that shell. The terrier suddenly freed Lord Alvin and scrambled back with bloody flesh between his teeth, then planted his paws and let out a fusillade of barks.

Lord Alvin sat up, what remained of his nose hanging from his face and his eyes wide with shock. Shrieking “Blasphemy! Blasphemy!” he bolted to his feet and ran, still screaming, out of the pet department. Nearby, Imp was the last of Lord Alvin’s subjects left in the vicinity; the dwarf was hissing curses at Josh, who lunged over to the shopping cart, spun it around and sent it flying down the aisle. Imp bailed out a few seconds before it crashed into fish tanks and upended.

Alvin Mangrim had left his knife behind, and Josh spent a couple of anxious minutes cutting the ropes loose from Swan and Leona. When Swan’s hands were freed, she put her arms around Josh’s neck and held tight, her body shaking like a tough sapling in a tornado. The terrier came close enough for Josh to touch and sat back on its haunches, its muzzle scarlet with Lord Alvin’s blood. For the first time, Josh saw that the dog was wearing a flea collar, and on it was a little metal name tag that said “Killer.”

Josh knelt over Leona and shook her. The woman’s eyelids fluttered, her face slack, a terrible purple swelling around the gash over her left eye. Concussion, Josh realized. Or worse. She lifted a hand to touch the smeared greasepaint on Josh’s face, and then her eyes opened. She smiled weakly. “You done good,” she said.

He helped her up. They had to get out fast. Josh braced the shotgun against his belly and started along the aisle where the Neanderthal lay. Swan retrieved the dowsing rod, grasped Leona’s hand and pulled her forward like a sleepwalker. Still barking, Killer darted ahead.

Josh came to Green Teeth’s body and took the ring of keys. He’d worry later about which key unlocked his wrist chains. Right now they had to get out of this asylum before Lord Alvin rallied the maniacs.

They sensed furtive movements on both sides of the aisle as they continued through the K-Mart, but Lord Alvin’s subjects had no initiative of their own. Someone threw a shoe, and a red rubber ball came bouncing at them, but otherwise they made the front doors without incident.

Cold rain was still pouring down, and within seconds they were drenched. The parking lot lamps cast harsh yellow halos over the abandoned cars. Josh felt the weight of exhaustion creeping up on him. They found their wheelbarrow overturned, their supplies either stolen or scattered. Their bags and belongings were gone, including Swan’s Cookie Monster doll. Swan looked down and saw a few of Leona’s tarot cards lying on the wet pavement, along with broken shards of her crystal ball collection. Lord Alvin’s subjects had left them nothing but the soaked clothes sticking to their bodies.

Swan glanced back toward the K-Mart and felt horror like a cold hand placed to a burn.

They were coming out the doors. Ten or eleven figures, led by one in a purple robe that blew around his shoulders. Some of them were carrying rifles.

“Josh!” she shouted.

He kept walking, about ten feet ahead. He hadn’t heard her for the storm.

“Josh!” she shouted again, and then she sprinted the distance between them and whacked him across the back with Crybaby.

He spun around, eyes stricken—and then he saw them coming, too. They were thirty yards away, zigzagging between the cars. There was a flash of gunfire, and the rear windshield of a Toyota van behind Josh exploded. “Get down!” he yelled, shoving Swan to the pavement. He grabbed Leona as more pinpoints of fire sparked. Another car’s windshield blew out, but by then Josh, Swan and Leona were huddled in the shelter of a blue Buick with two flat tires.

Bullets ricocheted, and glass showered around them. Josh crouched, waiting for the bastards to come closer before he reared up and fired the last shell.

A hand grasped the shotgun’s barrel.

Leona’s face was drawn and weary, but the heat of life shone in her eyes. She gripped the shotgun firmly, trying to pull it away from him. He resisted, shaking his head. Then he saw the blood that trickled from a corner of Leona’s mouth.

He looked down. The bullet wound was just below her heart.

Leona smiled wanly, and Josh could just make out what she said from the movement of her lips: “Go.” She nodded toward the far expanse of the rainswept parking lot. “Now,” she told him.

He’d already seen how much blood she was losing. She knew, too; it was in her face. She wouldn’t let go of the shotgun, and she spoke again. Josh couldn’t hear her, but he thought it might have been: “Protect the child.”

The rain was streaming down Josh’s face. There was so much to say, so much, but neither of them could hear the other over the voice of the storm, and words were flimsy. Josh glanced at Swan, saw that she’d seen the wound, too. Swan lifted her gaze to Leona’s, then to Josh’s, and she knew what had been decided.

“No!” she shouted. “I won’t let you!” She grabbed Leona’s arm.

A gunshot blasted the side window of a pickup truck nearby. More bullets hit the truck’s door, blew out the front tire and whined off the wheel.

Josh looked into the woman’s eyes. He released the shotgun. She pulled it to her and put her finger on the trigger, then motioned for them to go. Swan clung to her. Leona grasped Crybaby and pushed the dowsing rod firmly against Swan’s chest, then deliberately pulled her arm free from Swan’s fingers. The decision was made. Now Leona’s eyes were clouding, the flow of blood fast and fatal.

Josh kissed her cheek, hugged her tight to him for a few seconds. And then he mouthed the words “Follow me” to Swan and started off in a half crawl, half crouch between the cars. He couldn’t bear to look at Leona again, but he would remember every line in her face until the day he died.

Leona ran the fingers of one hand over Swan’s cheek and smiled, as if she’d seen the child’s inside face and held it like a cameo in her heart. Then Swan saw the woman’s eyes go hard, preparing for what was ahead. There was nothing more. Swan lingered as long as she dared before she followed Josh into the maze of vehicles.

Leona rose to a crouch. The pain below her heart was an irritating sting compared to her rheumatic knees. She waited, the rain pounding down on her, and she was not afraid. It was time to fly from this body now, time to see clearly what she’d only beheld through a dark glass.

She waited a moment longer, and then she stood up and stepped out from behind the Buick, facing the K-Mart like a gunfighter at the O.K. Corral.

Four of them were standing about six feet away, and behind them were two others. She didn’t have time to make sure the one in the purple robe was there; she aimed the shotgun in their midst and pulled the trigger even as two of the madmen fired their guns at her.

Josh and Swan broke from the cover of the cars and ran across the open lot. Swan almost looked back, almost, but did not. Josh staggered, the exhaustion about to drive him down. Off to the side, the terrier kept pace with them, looking like a drowned rat.

Swan wiped rain from her eyes. There was motion ahead. Something was coming through the storm. Josh had seen it, too, couldn’t tell what it was—but if the lunatics had circled around them, they were finished.

The piebald horse broke from a sweeping curtain of rain, charging toward them—but it didn’t appear to be the same animal. This horse looked stronger, somehow more valiant, with a straighter back and courage in its forward-thrust neck. Josh and Swan both could have sworn they saw Mule’s hooves striking showers of sparks off the pavement.

The horse careened to a stop in front of them, reared and pawed at the air. When the animal came down again, Josh grabbed Swan’s arm by his free hand and flung her up onto Mule. He wasn’t sure which he was more scared of, riding the horse or facing the madmen; but when he dared to look around, he saw figures running through the rain, and he made up his mind right quick.

He swung up behind Swan and kicked Mule’s ribs with both heels. The horse reared again, and Josh saw the pursuing figures abruptly stop. The one in the lead wore purple, had long, wet blond hair and a mangled nose. Josh had a second to lock stares with Lord Alvin, the hatred flaming through his bones, and he thought, Someday, you sonofabitch. Someday you’ll pay.

Gunfire leaped. Mule whirled around and raced out of the parking lot as if he were going for the roses in the Kentucky Derby. Killer followed behind, plowing through the storm.

Swan gripped hold of Mule’s mane to guide him, but the horse was deciding their direction. They sped away from the K-Mart, away from the dead town of Matheson, through the rain along a highway that stretched into darkness.

But in the last of the light from the lunatic K-Mart, they saw a roadside sign that read Welcome to Nebraska, the Cornhusker State. They passed it in a blur, and Swan wasn’t sure what it had said. The wind blew into her face, and she held Crybaby in one hand and Mule’s mane with the other, and they seemed to be cleaving a fiery path through the dark and leaving a sea of sparks in their wake.

“I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore!” Swan shouted.

“Damn straight!” Josh answered.

They raced into the storm, heading toward a new horizon. And a couple of minutes after they’d passed, the terrier came bounding after them.
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A WOLF WITH YELLOW EYES darted in front of the pickup truck.

Paul Thorson instinctively hit the brake, and the truck slewed violently to the right, narrowly missing the burned wreckage of a tractor-trailer rig and a Mercedes-Benz in the middle of I-80’s westbound lanes before the worn tires gripped pavement again. The truck’s engine racketed and snorted like an old man having a bad dream.

In the passenger seat, Steve Buchanan stuck the Magnum’s barrel through the slit of his rolled-down window and took aim, but before he could fire the animal had vanished into the woods again. “Jesus H. Christ,” Steve said. “Those fuckers are comin’ out of the woodwork now. This is a suicide mission, man!”

Another wolf ran in front of the truck, taunting them. Paul could’ve sworn the bastard smiled. His own face was set like stone as he concentrated on weaving a path through the wreckage, but inside he was lanced by icy fear of a kind he’d never known. There would not be enough bullets to hold off the wolves when the time came. The people in the truck would look to him for help, but he would fail them. I’m afraid. Oh, dear God, I’m afraid. He picked up the bottle of Johnnie Walker Red that sat between himself and the teenager, uncapped it with his teeth and took a swig that made his eyes water. He handed it to Steve, who drank some courage of his own.

For perhaps the hundredth time in the last five minutes, Paul glanced at the gas gauge. The needle was about three hairs shy of the big red E. They’d passed two gas stations in the last fifteen miles, and Paul’s worst nightmares were coming true; one of the stations had been razed to the ground, and the other had a sign that said NO GAS NO GUNS NO MONEY NO NOTHING.

The pickup labored west under a leaden sky. The highway was a junkyard of wrecked hulks and frozen, wolf-gnawed corpses. Paul had seen a dozen or so wolves trailing them. Waiting for us to start walking, he knew. They can smell that tank drying up. Damn it to Hell, why did we leave the cabin? We were safe! We could’ve stayed there—

Forever? He wondered.

A gust of wind hit the pickup broadside, and the vehicle shuddered right down to its slick treads. Paul’s knuckles turned white as he fought the wheel. The kerosene had run out a day earlier, and the day before that Artie Wisco had begun coughing up blood. The cabin was twenty miles behind them now. They’d passed a point of no return, everything around them desolate and as gray as undertakers’ fingers. I should never have listened to that crazy woman! He thought, taking the bottle from Steve. She’ll get us all killed yet!

“Suicide mission, man,” Steve repeated, a crooked grin carved across his burn-scarred face.

Sister sat beside Artie in the rear of the truck, both of them protected from the wind by a blanket. She was holding onto Paul’s rifle; he’d taught her how to load and fire it, and had told her to blow hell out of any wolves that got too close. The fifteen or so that were following slipped back and forth between the wreckage, and Sister decided not to waste bullets.

Nearby, also covered by a blanket, were the Ramseys and the old man who’d forgotten his name. The old man clutched the shortwave radio, though the batteries had died days ago. Over the engine’s racket, Sister could hear Artie’s agonized breathing. He held his side, blood flecking his lips, his face contorted with pain. The only chance for him was to find medical help of some kind, and Sister had come too far with him to let him die without a struggle.

Sister had one arm around the duffel bag. The previous night she’d looked into the shining jewels of the glass circle and seen another strange image: what appeared to be a roadside sign at night, dimly illuminated by a distant glow, that read Welcome to Matheson, Kansas! We’re Strong, Proud and Growing!

She’d had the impression of dreamwalking along a highway that led toward a light, reflected off the bellies of low clouds; there were figures around her, but she couldn’t quite make out who they were. Then, abruptly, she’d lost her grip on the vision, and she was back in the cabin, sitting in front of a dying fire.

She’d never heard of Matheson, Kansas, before—if there was really such a place. Looking into the depths of the glass ring caused the imagination to boil like soup in a stockpot, and why should what bubbled out of it have any connection with reality?

But what if there was a Matheson, Kansas? She’d asked herself. Would that mean her visions of a desert where a Cookie Monster doll lay and of a table where fortune-telling cards were arranged were also real places? No! Of course not! I used to be crazy, but I’m not crazy anymore, she’d thought. It was all imagination, all wisps of fantasy that the colors of the glass circle created in the mind.

“I want it,” the thing in its Doyle Halland disguise had said, back in that bloody room in New Jersey. “I want it.”

And I have it, Sister thought. Me, of all possible people. Why me?

She answered her own question: Because when I want to hold onto something, even the Devil himself can’t pry it loose, that’s why.

“Goin’ to Detroit!” Artie said. He was smiling, his eyes bright with fever. “’Bout time I got home, don’t you think?”

“You’re going to be all right.” She took his hand. The flesh was wet and hot. “We’re going to find some medicine for you.”

“Oh, she’s gonna be sooooo mad at me!” he continued. “I was supposed to call her that night. I went out with the boys. Supposed to call her. Let her down.”

“No, you didn’t. It’s all right. You just be quiet and—”

Mona Ramsey screamed.

Sister looked up. A yellow-eyed wolf the size of a Doberman had scrambled up on the rear bumper and was trying to hitch itself over the tailgate. The animal’s jaws snapped wantonly at the air. Sister had no time to aim or fire; she just clubbed the beast’s skull with the rifle barrel, and the wolf yelped and dropped back to the highway. It was gone into the woods before Sister could get her finger on the trigger. Four others who’d been shadowing the truck scattered for cover.

Mona Ramsey was babbling hysterically. “Hush!” Sister demanded. The young woman stopped her jabbering and gaped at her. “You’re making me nervous, dear,” Sister said. “I get very cranky when I’m nervous.”

The pickup swerved over ice, its right side scraping along the wreckage of a six-car pileup before Paul could regain control. He threaded a passageway between wrecks, but the highway ahead was an auto graveyard. More animals skulked at the edges of the road, watching the pickup rumble past.

The gas gauge’s needle touched E. “We’re running on fumes,” Paul said, and he wondered how far they could get on the Johnnie Walker Red.

“Hey! Look there!” Steve Buchanan pointed. To the right, over the leafless trees, was a tall Shell gas station sign. They rounded a curve, and they both saw the Shell station—abandoned, with REPENT! HELL IS ON EARTH! Painted in white across the windows. Which was just as well, Paul reasoned, because the off-ramp was blocked by the mangled hulk of a bus and two other crashed vehicles.

“Good shoes!” Artie said in the rear of the truck. Sister dragged her gaze away from the message—or warning—on the Shell station’s windows. “Nothin’ beats a pair of good, comfortable walkin’ shoes!” He lost his breath and began coughing, and Sister cleaned his mouth with an edge of the blanket.

The pickup truck stuttered.

Paul felt the blood drain from his face. “Come on, come on!” They’d just started up a hill; its top was about a quarter mile away, and if they could make it they could coast down the other side. Paul leaned forward against the steering wheel, as if to shove the truck the rest of the way. The engine rattled and wheezed, and Paul knew it was about to give up the ghost. The tires kept turning, though, and the truck was still climbing the hill.

“Come on!” he shouted as the engine caught, sputtered—and then died.

The tires rolled on about twenty yards, getting slower and slower, before the truck stopped. Then the tires began to roll backward.

Paul plunged his foot on the brake, pulled up the parking brake and put the gears into first. The truck halted about a hundred yards from the hilltop.

Silence fell.

“That’s that,” Paul said. Steve Buchanan was sitting with one hand on the Magnum and the other strangling the scotch bottle’s neck.

“What now, man?”

“Three choices: We sit here for the rest of our lives, we go back to the cabin or we start walking ahead.” He took the bottle, got out into the cold wind, and walked around to the tailgate. “Tour’s over, friends. We’re out of gas.” He snapped a sharp glance at Sister. “You satisfied, lady?”

“We’ve still got legs.”

“Yeah. So do they.” He nodded toward the two wolves that were standing at the edge of the forest, watching intently. “I think they’d beat us in a footrace, don’t you?”

“How far is it back to the cabin?” Kevin Ramsey asked, his arms around his shivering wife. “Can we make it before dark?”

“No.” He regarded Sister again. “Lady, I’m one damned fool for letting you talk me into this. I knew the gas stations were going to be shut down!”

“Then why’d you come?”

“Because ... because I wanted to believe. Even though I knew you were wrong.” He sensed motion to his left, saw three more wolves coming through the wrecks on the eastbound lanes. “We were safe in the cabin. I knew there wasn’t anything left!”

“All the people who passed this way had to be going somewhere,” she insisted. “You would’ve sat in that cabin until your ass grew roots.”

“We should’ve stayed!” Mona Ramsey wailed. “Oh, Jesus, we’re going to die out here!”

“Can you stand up?” Sister asked Artie. He nodded. “Do you think you can walk?”

“Got good shoes,” he rasped. He sat up, pain stitched across his face. “Yeah, I think I can.”

She helped him to his feet, then lowered the tailgate and just about lifted Artie to the pavement. He clutched at his side and leaned against the truck. Sister slung the rifle’s strap around her shoulder, hefted the duffel bag carefully to the ground and stepped down from the truck bed. She looked Paul Thorson in the face. “We’re going that way.” She motioned toward the hilltop. “Are you coming with us or staying here?”

Her eyes were the color of steel against her sallow, burn-blotched face. Paul realized that she was either the craziest or toughest mutha he’d ever met. “There’s nothing over there but more nothing.”

“There’s nothing where we came from.” Sister picked up the duffel bag and, with Artie leaning on her shoulder, started walking up the hill.

“Give me the rifle,” Paul told her. She stopped. “The rifle,” he repeated. “That won’t do you a damned bit of good. By the time you get it unslung you’ll be hash. Here.” He offered her the bottle. “Take a long swig. Everybody gets a drink before we start. And for God’s sake, keep those blankets around you. Protect your faces as much as you can. Steve, bring the blanket from the front seat. Come on, hurry it up!”

Sister drank from the bottle, gave Artie a swallow and then returned it and the rifle to Paul. “We keep together,” he told all of them. “We stay in a tight group—just like the wagons when the Indians attacked. Right?” He watched the converging wolves for a moment, lifted the rifle, aimed and shot one through the side. It fell, snapping, and the others leaped upon it, tearing it to pieces. “Okay,” Paul said. “Let’s get on down this damned road.”

They began walking, the wind whipping around them in vicious crosscurrents. Paul took the lead and Steve Buchanan brought up the rear. They’d gone no more than twenty feet when a wolf lunged out from behind an overturned car and shot across their path. Paul raised his rifle, but the animal had already found cover beyond another hulk. “Watch our backs!” he shouted to Steve.

The animals were coming in from all sides. Steve counted eight scurrying up from the rear. He eased back the Magnum’s hammer, his heart whacking like a Black Flag drumbeat.

Another wolf ran in from the left, a streak of motion headed for Kevin Ramsey. Paul whirled and fired; the bullet sang off the pavement, but the animal turned away. Instantly, two more darted in from the right. “Look out!” Sister shouted, and Paul turned in time to shatter a wolf’s leg with one slug. The animal danced crazily across the highway before four others dragged it down. He pumped shots at them and hit two, but the rest fled. “Bullets!” he called, and Sister dug a handful out of the box he’d given her to carry in her duffel bag. He hastily reloaded, but he’d given his gloves to Mona Ramsey, and his sweaty skin was sticking to the rifle’s cold metal. The rest of the bullets went into his coat pocket.

They were seventy yards from the top of the hill.

Artie leaned heavily on Sister. He coughed blood and staggered, his legs about to fold. “You can make it,” she said. “Come on, keep moving.”

“Tired,” he said. He was as hot as a furnace, and he spread warmth to the others gathered around him. “Oh ... I’m ... so ...”

A wolf’s head lunged from the open window of a burned Oldsmobile at their side, the jaws snapping at Artie’s face. Sister jerked him aside and the teeth came together with a crack! That was almost as loud as Paul’s rifle shot a second later. The wolf’s head spewed blood and brains and the beast slithered down into the car.

“... tired,” Artie finished.

Steve watched two wolves racing in from behind. He lifted the Magnum with both hands, his palms slick on the butt though he was freezing. One of the animals shot off to the side, but the other kept coming. He was just about to fire when it closed within ten feet, snarled and ran behind a wrecked Chevy. He could’ve sworn the snarl had spoken his name.

There was motion on his left. He started to turn, but he knew he was too late.

He screamed as a wolf shape hit him, knocking his legs out from under him. The Magnum went off, jumping out of his hands and sliding away across the ice. A large silver-gray wolf had Steve’s right ankle and started dragging him toward the woods. “Help me!” he shouted. “Help me!”

The old man acted faster than Paul; he took three running steps, lifted the shortwave radio between his hands and smashed it down on the wolf’s skull. The radio burst apart in a confetti spray of wires and transistors, and the wolf released Steve’s ankle. Paul shot it through the ribs, and it, too, was jumped by three more. Steve limped over to get the Magnum, the old man staring horrified at the metallic mess in his hands; then Steve guided him back to the group, and the old man let the last of the radio fall.

Upwards of fifteen wolves were swirling around them, stopping to ravage the dying or wounded. More were coming from the forest. Holy Jesus! Paul thought as the army of wolves circled them. He took aim at the nearest.

A form squirmed out from beneath a car hulk on the side away from his rifle. “Paul!” Sister shrieked—and she saw the wolf leap for him before she could do or say anything else.

He twisted violently around, but he was hit and knocked down under a clawing, snarling weight. The beast’s jaws strained for his throat—and clamped shut on the rifle that Paul had thrown up to guard his face. Sister had to let go of Artie to rush the wolf, and she kicked the thing in the side with all her strength. The wolf released Paul’s rifle, snapped at her foot and tensed to spring at her. She saw its eyes—maddened, defiant, like the eyes of Doyle Halland.

The wolf leaped.

There were two cannonlike explosions, and the bullets from Steve’s Magnum almost tore the wolf in half. Sister dodged aside as the wolf sailed past her, its teeth still snapping and its guts trailing behind it.

She drew a breath, turned toward Artie and saw two wolves hit him at once.

“No!” she shouted as Artie fell. She bashed one of the animals with her duffel bag and knocked it about eight feet across the pavement. The second chewed on his leg and started dragging him.

Mona Ramsey screamed and bolted from the group, running past Steve in the direction they’d come. Steve tried to grab her but missed, and Kevin went after her, caught her around the waist and lifted her off her feet just as a wolf sprang from beneath a wreck and trapped her left foot between its teeth. Kevin and the beast pulled Mona in a deadly tug-of-war as the woman screamed and thrashed and more wolves ran out of the woods. Steve tried to fire, but he feared hitting the man or woman. He hesitated, cold sweat freezing to his face, and he was still in a trance when a seventy-pound wolf hit him in the shoulder like a diesel train. He heard the sound of his shoulder breaking, and he lay writhing in pain as the wolf doubled back and began gnawing at his gun hand.

The things were everywhere now, darting in and leaping. Paul fired, missed, had to duck a shape that came flying at his head. Sister swung her duffel bag at the wolf that had Artie’s leg, struck its skull and drove it back. Kevin Ramsey had lost the tug-of-war; the wolf wrenched Mona out of his grasp and was attacked by another that wanted the same prize. They fought as Mona frantically tried to crawl away.

Paul fired and hit a wolf that was about to jump Sister from behind, and then claws were on his shoulders and he was slammed face first into the pavement. The rifle spun away.

Three wolves converged on Sister and Artie. The old man was kicking wildly at the animal that was attacking Steve’s hand and arm. Sister saw Paul down, his face bleeding and the beast on top of him trying to claw through his leather jacket. She realized they were less than ten yards from the top of the hill, and this was where they were going to die.

She hauled Artie up like a sack of laundry. The three wolves came in slowly, biding their time. Sister braced herself, ready to swing the duffel bag and kick for all she was worth.

Over the snarls and shouts, she heard a deep bass growling noise. She glanced toward the hilltop. The sound was coming from the other side. It must be a horde of wolves racing for their share, she realized—or the monster of all wolves awakened from its lair. “Well, come on!” she shouted at the three who were creeping up on her. They hesitated, perhaps puzzled by her defiance, and she felt craziness pulling at her mind again. “Come on, you motherfu—”

Its engine growling, a yellow snowplow came over the hilltop, its treads crunching over debris. Clinging to the outside of the glass-enclosed cab was a man in a hooded green parka, and he was carrying a rifle with a sniperscope. Following behind the plow was a white Jeep like the kind used by postmen. Its driver zipped the vehicle around the wrecks, and another man with a rifle leaned out the Jeep’s passenger side, shouting and firing into the air. The man riding shotgun on the snowplow carefully aimed and squeezed off a shot. The middle of the three wolves dropped, and the other two turned tail.

The animal on Paul’s back looked up, saw the oncoming vehicles and fled. Another rifle shot sang off the pavement near the two fighting over Mona Ramsey, and they ran for the forest as well. Mona reached her husband and flung her arms around him. The wolf that had made a bloody mess of Steve’s arm gave it one last shake and ran as a bullet zipped past its skull. Steve sat up, shouting, “Fuckers! You fuckers!” in a high, hysterical voice.

The white Jeep skidded to a halt in front of Paul, who was still struggling to get the air back in his lungs. He got to his knees, his jaw and forehead scraped raw and his nose broken, gushing blood. The driver and the man with the rifle stepped out of the postman’s Jeep. On the snowplow, the sharpshooter was still popping off bullets at the wolves heading into the woods, and he hit three of them before the highway was cleared of living animals.

The Jeep’s driver was a tall, ruddy-cheeked man who wore dungarees under a fleece-lined coat. On his head was a cap that advertised Stroh’s beer. His dark brown eyes shifted back and forth over the tattered group of survivors. He looked at all the dead and dying wolves, and he grunted. Then he reached work-weathered fingers into a pocket of his dungarees, withdrew something and offered it to Paul Thorson. “Gum?” he asked. Paul looked at the pack of Wrigley’s Spearmint and had to laugh.

Sister was stunned. She walked past the white Jeep, still bearing Artie’s weight on her shoulder. Artie’s shoes scraped on the pavement. She walked past the snowplow and reached the top of the hill.

Off to the right, through dead trees, smoke was rising from the chimneys of wood-framed houses on the streets of a small village. She saw the steeple of a church, saw United States Army trucks parked on a Softball field, saw a Red Cross banner hanging from the side of a building, saw tents and cars and campers by the thousands, scattered in the village streets and through the hills around it. A roadside sign just over the hilltop announced Homewood Next Exit.

Artie’s body began to slide to the ground. “No,” she said, very firmly, and she held him standing with all her strength.

She was still holding him up when they came to help her to the white Jeep.
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BY THE LIGHT OF AN oil lamp, Colonel Macklin admired himself in the mirror of the Airstream trailer’s bathroom.

The gray-green Nazi uniform was a bit tight around the chest and midsection, but the sleeves and trouser legs were long enough. At his waist was a black leather holster and a loaded Luger. On his feet were Nazi hobnailed boots—again, just a bit too small, but Macklin was determined to make them do. Medals and ribbons adorned the uniform’s jacket, and though Macklin didn’t know what any of them were for, he thought they looked very impressive.

The closet in the pigsty of the late Freddie Kempka’s bedroom had been full of Nazi uniforms, flak jackets, boots, holsters and the like. A Nazi flag was fixed to the wall over the bed, and a bookcase held volumes such as The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, Military Strategy and Maneuver, Medieval Warfare, and A History of Torture. Roland had gotten hold of the books and had been devouring them with pure passion. Sheila Fontana slept in the other bedroom, staying mostly to herself except when Macklin needed her; she seemed content to do her duty, though she lay cold and unmoving, and several times Macklin had heard her cry out in the night, as if waking up from a dark dream.

During the few days they’d occupied the trailer, Macklin had made a thorough inventory of what Freddie Kempka had collected: There was enough junk food and soft drinks to feed an army, plenty of bottled water and canned food as well—but Macklin and Roland were most interested in the weapons. Kempka’s bedroom was an arsenal of machine guns, rifles, pistols, a crate of flares, smoke grenades and fragmentation grenades, and boxes and bags and clips of ammunition scattered around like gold in a royal treasure house. The Shadow Soldier didn’t have to tell Macklin that he had found paradise.

Macklin regarded his face in the mirror. His beard was growing out, but it was so gray it made him look old. Kempka had left a straight razor behind, and Macklin decided he would give himself a shave. Also, his hair was too long and scraggly; he preferred the close-cropped military look. Kempka had also left a pair of scissors that would do the job very well.

He leaned forward, staring into his own eyes. They were still deep-sunken and bore the memory of the pain that had ripped through his wound in the Great Salt Lake—a pain so soul-shattering that it had sloughed away the old dead skin that had confined him for so long. He felt new, reborn and alive again—and in his icy blue eyes he saw the Jimbo Macklin that used to be, back in the days when he was young and fast. He knew the Shadow Soldier was proud of him, because he was a whole man again.

He did miss his right hand, but he was going to learn how to use a machine gun or rifle just as effectively with the left. After all, he had all the time in the world. The wound was bound up with strips of bedsheet, and it was still draining, but the heaviness was gone. Macklin knew the salt water had burned the infection out.

He thought he looked very handsome, very—yes—kingly in the Nazi uniform. Maybe it had been a German colonel’s uniform, he mused. It was in fine shape, just a few moth holes in the silk lining; Kempka obviously had taken great care of his collection. There seemed to be more lines in his face, but something about that face was wolfish and dangerous. He figured he’d lost twenty-five pounds or more since the disaster at Earth House. Still, there was just one small thing about his face that bothered him....

He lifted his hand and touched what seemed to be a brown scab about the size of a quarter, just under his left eye. He tried to peel it off, but it was melded tightly to the skin. On his forehead were four dime-sized scabs that he had at first taken for warts, but those couldn’t be peeled off either. Maybe it’s skin cancer, he thought. Maybe the radiation caused it. But he’d noticed a similar scablike growth, also the size of a dime, on Roland’s chin. Skin cancer, he thought. Well, he would take the straight razor and slice them off when he shaved, and that would be the end of it. His hide was too tough for skin cancer.

But it was strange, he thought, that the little round scabs were only on his face. Not his hand or his arms, or anywhere else. Just his face.

He heard a knock on the trailer door, and he left the bathroom to answer it.

Roland and Lawry, both carrying rifles, had returned from the recon mission they’d been on with three other able-bodied soldiers. Last night, one of the perimeter sentries had seen the flicker of lights to the south, three or four miles across the desert.

“Two trailers,” Lawry reported, trying not to stare too hard at the Nazi uniform the colonel wore. Kempka had always been too fat to squirm into it. “Pulled by a Chevy van and a Pontiac. All the vehicles look in pretty good shape.”

“How many people?” Macklin asked, opening one of the jugs of bottled water and offering it to Lawry.

“We saw sixteen people,” Roland told him. “Six women, eight men and two children. They seemed to have plenty of gas, food and water, but all of them are burn-scarred. Two of the men can hardly walk.”

“They have guns?”

“Yes, sir.” Roland took the jug of water from Lawry and drank. He thought the uniform looked wonderful on the King, and he wished there’d been one his size to wear. He couldn’t remember much of what had happened that night with Freddie Kempka, but he recalled having a vivid dream in which he killed Mike Armbruster. “One of the men had a rifle.”

“Just one rifle? Why do you think they haven’t come here? You know they’ve seen our lights.”

“They might be afraid,” Roland said. “They might think we’ll take what they have.”

Macklin took the jug back, recapped it and set it aside. A door opened and closed, and Sheila Fontana walked through the corridor into the room. She stopped short when she saw the uniform. “We could use the trailers and the vehicles,” Macklin decided. “But we don’t need anybody with burn marks. I don’t want anybody with burn marks in our camp.”

“Colonel ... there are already about thirty or more people here who were burned in ... you know,” Lawry said. “I mean ... what does it matter?”

“I’ve thought a lot about this, Corporal Lawry,” he replied—and though he had not, it sounded impressive. “I think people with burn marks—keloids,” he said, remembering the technical name of atomic-induced burns, “are detrimental to the morale of our camp. We don’t need to be reminded of ugliness, do we? And people with burn marks are not going to keep themselves as clean as the rest of us, because they’re ashamed of the way they appear and they’re already demoralized.” He found himself staring at the scab on Roland’s chin. It was the size of a quarter. Hadn’t it been smaller just a few days ago? His gaze shifted. There were three other small scabs at Roland’s hairline. “People with burns are going to be disease spreaders,” he told Corporal Lawry. He looked over Lawry’s face but saw none of the scabs. “We’re going to have enough trouble as it is keeping disease out of our camp. So ... in the morning I want you to round up the ones with the burn scars and take them out of the camp. I don’t want them returning. Understand?”

Lawry started to smile, because he thought the Colonel was kidding, but Macklin’s blue eyes bored into him. “Sir ... you don’t mean ... kill all of them, do you?”

“Yes, that’s what I mean.”

“But ... why not just banish them? I mean ... tell them to go somewhere else?”

“Because,” Roland Croninger, who saw to the heart of the matter, said, “they won’t go anywhere else. At night they’ll slip back into camp and try to steal food and water. They might help the dirtwarts attack us.”

“Right,” Macklin agreed. “So that’s the new law of this camp: No one is admitted who has burn marks. And you will take those others out in the morning, and they will not come back. Roland’ll go with you.”

“I can do it myself!”

“Roland will go with you,” Macklin said, quietly but firmly, and Judd Lawry looked at the floor. “Now, another thing: I want you to organize a work detail in the morning and distribute some of this to my people.” He nodded toward the cartons of soft drinks, potato chip bags, cookies and cakes. My people, he realized he’d said. “I want them to be happy. Do that after you’ve finished the first duty.”

“What about those people with the trailers out there?”

Macklin deliberated. Oh, he thought, the Shadow Soldier was going to be so proud of him! “How many soldiers do you need to go out and take those vehicles?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe four or five, I guess.”

“Good. Then go out and bring them back—but not the people. We don’t need people who aren’t healthy.”

“What do we need the trailers for?” Sheila asked. “We’re okay as we are!” She couldn’t bear to look at Judd Lawry’s face, because he haunted her nightmares along with an infant that kept crying. A decayed corpse named Rudy crawled through the dust in her dreams, right up into her bed, and she thought she was going crazy.

“Because,” Macklin said, turning toward her, “we’re not going to stay here forever. As soon as we get organized and healthy, as soon as we get our morale high, we’re moving out.”

“Moving out?” She laughed. “Moving to where, war hero? The fucking moon?”

“No. Across the country. Maybe east. We can forage as we go.”

“You mean ... everybody moving east? What the hell for? Where is there to go?”

“The cities,” Macklin answered. “Or what’s left of them. The towns. The villages. We can build our own cities, if we please. We can start to put things back together again, like they should’ve been in the first place, before this shit happened.”

“You’ve cracked, friend,” Sheila said. “It’s over. Can’t you dig it?”

“It’s not over. It’s just beginning. We can build things back, but better than they were. We can have law and order, and we can enforce the laws—”

“What laws? Yours? The kid’s? Who’s going to make the laws?”

“The man with the most guns,” Roland said.

Colonel Macklin turned his attention back to Judd Lawry. “You’re dismissed,” he said. “Have the trailers here within two hours.”

Lawry left the trailer. Outside, he grinned at the night sky and shook his head. The soldier shit had gone to the Colonel’s brain—but maybe he was right about getting rid of everybody who had burn scars. Lawry didn’t like looking at those burns and being reminded of the holocaust, anyway. The burn marks were ugly. Keep America Beautiful, he thought, Kill a Scarface Today.

He walked on into the camp to select four men for the mission, but he knew it would be a piece of cake. He’d never felt so important in his life; before the disaster, he’d just been a clerk in a gun store, and now he was a corporal in Colonel Macklin’s army! This was like waking up in a new skin. “It’s not over,” Colonel Macklin had said. “It’s just beginning.” Lawry liked the ring of that.

In the Airstream trailer, Sheila Fontana approached Macklin and looked him up and down. She saw the Nazi swastika on several of the badges he was wearing. “What are we going to start calling you? Adolf?”

Macklin’s hand came out and caught her chin. His eyes flared angrily, and she realized she’d gone too far. The strength in that hand felt like it was about to crack her jaw. “If you don’t like something here,” he told her quietly, “you know where the door is. And if you don’t watch your mouth, I’ll throw you to the dirtwarts. Oh, I’m sure they’d love to have company. Aren’t you, Roland?”

Roland shrugged. He could see that the King was hurting Sheila, and that bothered him.

Macklin released her. “You’re a fool,” he said. “You don’t see what could be, do you?”

Sheila rubbed her jaw. “Man, the game is done! You’re talking rebuilding and all that crap—we’re lucky to have a pot to piss in!”

“You’ll see.” His gaze searched her face for the small scabs. “I’ve got plans. Important plans. You’ll see.” He found no evidence of the cancers on Sheila’s face.

She’d noted his roving eyes. “What’s wrong? I washed my hair yesterday.”

“Wash it again,” he said. “It stinks.” He looked at Roland. A sudden inspiration struck him. “The Army of Excellence,” he said. “How does that sound?”

“Fine.” Roland liked it. There was a sweeping, grand, Napoleonic sound to it. “It’s good.”

“The Army of Excellence,” Macklin repeated. “We’ve got a long way to go. We’re going to have to find more able-bodied men—and women. We’ll need more vehicles, and we’ll have to carry our food and water with us. We can do it if we put our minds and our muscle to the job!” His voice rose with excitement. “We can build things back, but better than they ever were!”

Sheila thought he was off his bird. The Army of Excellence, my ass! But she held her tongue, figuring it was best to just let Macklin blow off steam.

“People will follow me,” he continued. “As long as I give them food and protection, they’ll follow me, and they’ll do whatever I say. They don’t have to love me—they don’t even have to like me. But they’ll follow me all the same, because they’ll respect me. Isn’t that right?” he asked Roland.

“Yes, sir,” the boy answered. “People want to be told what to do. They don’t want to make the decisions.” Behind his goggles, Roland’s eyes had begun to glint with excitement as well. He could see the vast picture the King was painting—a massive Army of Excellence moving across the land on foot, in cars and in trailers, overrunning and absorbing other encampments and communities, swelling stronger—but only with healthy, unmarked men and women who were willing to rebuild America. He grinned; oh, what a game of King’s Knight this had turned out to be!

“People will follow me,” Colonel Macklin said, nodding. “I’ll make them follow me. I’ll teach them all about discipline and control, and they’ll do anything I say. Right?” His eyes blazed at Sheila.

She hesitated. Both the war hero and the kid were watching her. She thought of her warm bed, all the food and the guns that were here, and then she thought of the cold dirtwart land and the things that slithered in the dark. “Right,” she said. “Anything you say.”

Within two hours, Lawry and his raiding party returned with the Chevy van, the Pontiac and the two trailers. The small camp was taken by surprise, and there had been no wounds or casualties to Macklin’s Army of Excellence. Lawry delivered several knapsacks full of canned goods and more bottled water, plus three cans of gasoline and a carton of engine oil. He emptied his pockets of wristwatches, diamond rings and a money clip full of twenties and fifties. Macklin let him keep one of the watches and told him to distribute extra rations to the rest of the raiding party. The largest of the diamond rings he offered to Sheila Fontana, who stared at it for a moment as it glittered on Macklin’s palm and then took it from him. It was inscribed From Daniel to Lisa—Love Forever. Only after she’d put it on and was admiring it by lamplight did she realize that grains of dried blood were stuck down in the setting, giving the diamonds a dirty cast.

Roland found a road map of Utah on the rear floorboard of the Buick, and from the glove compartment he retrieved several Flair pens and a compass. He gave all the booty to the King, and Macklin rewarded him with one of the medals adorned with a swastika.

Roland immediately pinned it on his shirt.

In the lamplight, Colonel Macklin spread the road map out on the table in his command headquarters and sat down to study it. After a few moments of silent deliberation, he picked up a red Flair pen and began to draw a jagged arrow pointing east.

“My main man,” the Shadow Soldier said, leaning over Macklin’s shoulder.

And in the morning, under thick gray clouds scudding slowly eastward, Roland and Lawry and ten handpicked soldiers escorted thirty-six burn-scarred men, women and children out to the edge of the dirtwart land. After the shooting was over, the dirtwarts emerged from their holes and scuttled forward to claim the corpses.
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SWAN AND JOSH HAD BEEN following the railroad tracks through a Nebraska dust storm for three days when they found the wrecked train.

They didn’t see the train until they were almost upon it. And then there it was, railroad cars scattered everywhere, some of them riding piggyback. Most of the cars were broken to pieces except for a caboose and a couple of freight cars. Swan slid down off Mule, following Josh as he walked carefully over the debris. “Watch out for nails!” he warned her, and she nodded. Killer had been turned the color of chalk by all the dust, and he advanced before Josh, sniffing warily at the splintered planks under his paws.

Josh stopped, shielding his eyes from the dust with one hand, and he looked up at the side of a freight car. The storm had almost scoured all the paint off, but he could still make out a faded panorama of clowns, lions and three rings under a big top. Scrolled red letters spelled out RYDELL CIRCUS, INC.

“It’s a circus train!” he told Swan. “Probably going somewhere to set up when it got knocked off the tracks.” He motioned toward the caboose. “Let’s see what we can find.”

For the past three nights they’d slept in barns and deserted farmhouses, and once the railroad tracks had taken them to the outskirts of a moderate-sized town—but the wind brought such a smell of decay from the town that they dared not enter it. They’d circled the town, picking up the tracks on the other side and continuing across the open plains.

The caboose’s door was unlocked. It was gloomy within, but at least it was shelter. Josh figured both the horse and terrier could fend for themselves, and he stepped in. Swan followed, closing the door behind her.

Josh bumped into a small desk, making little bottles and jars clink. The air was warmer the further he went, and he made out the shape of a cot to his right. His groping fingers touched warm metal—a cast-iron, freestanding stove. “Somebody’s been here,” he said. “Hasn’t been gone very long, either.” He found the grate and opened it; inside a few coals had burned down to ashes, and an ember glowed like a tiger’s eye.

He continued to feel his way around the caboose, almost tripping over a bundle of blankets lying in a corner, and made his way back to the desk. His eyes were getting used to the dim yellow murk that came through the caboose’s filmy windows, and he discovered a half-burned candle stuck with wax to a saucer. Near it was a box of kitchen matches. He struck one and lit the candle’s wick, and the light spread.

Swan saw what appeared to be crayons and lipsticks atop the desk. A curly red wig sat on a wigstand. In front of the desk’s folding metal chair was a wooden box, about the size of a shoebox, decorated with little intricately carved lizards. Their tiny eyes were formed of multifaceted glass, and they sparkled in the candlelight.

Next to the cot Josh found an open bag of Gravy Train dog food and a plastic jug that sloshed when he nudged it with his foot.

Swan stepped closer to the stove. On a wall rack were gaudy suits with spangles, oversized buttons and floppy lapels. There was a pile of newspapers, shards of timber and coals ready for the fire. She looked toward the far corner, where the bundle of blankets lay. Except there was something else over there, too ... something only half covered by the blankets. “Josh?” She pointed. “What’s that?”

He brought the candle over. The light fell on the rigid smile of a clown’s face.

At first Josh was startled, but then he realized what it was. “A dummy! It’s a life-sized dummy!” The thing was sitting up, with white greasepaint on its face and bright red lips; a green wig was perched on its scalp, and its eyelids were closed. Josh leaned forward and poked the dummy’s shoulder.

His heart kicked.

He gingerly touched the thing’s cheek and smeared on some of the greasepaint. Under it was sallow flesh.

The corpse was cold and stiff and had been dead at least two or three days.

Behind them, the caboose door suddenly swung open, letting in a whirlwind of dust.

Josh spun around, stepping in front of Swan to shield her from whoever—or whatever—was coming in. He saw a figure standing there, but dust in his eyes blinded him.

The figure hesitated. In one hand was a shovel. There was a long, tense silence, and then the man in the doorway said, “Howdy,” in a thick western drawl. “You folks been here long?” He closed the door, shutting off the storm. Josh watched him warily as the man walked across the caboose, his cowboy boots clomping on the planked floor, and leaned the shovel against a wall. Then the man untied a bandanna from around his nose and mouth. “Well? Can you two speak English, or am I gonna have to do all the talkin’?” He paused a few seconds, then answered himself in a high, mocking voice, “Yessir, we surely do speak English, but our eyeballs are ’bout to bug out of our heads, and if we flap our tongues they’ll go flyin’ out like fried eggs.” He pronounced it aigs.

“We can speak,” Josh replied. “It’s just ... you surprised us.”

“Reckon I did. But the last time I walked out that door, Leroy was alone, so I’m a mite surprised myself.” He took off his cowboy hat and swatted it against one denim-covered thigh. Dust welled into the air. “That’s Leroy.” He motioned toward the clown in the corner. “Leroy Satterwaite. He died coupla nights ago, and he was the last of ’em. I been out diggin’ a hole for him.”

“The last of them?” Josh prompted.

“Yep. Last of the circus people. One of the best clowns you ever laid your eyes on. Man, he could’ve made a stone crack a grin.” He sighed and shrugged. “Well, it’s over now. He was the last of ’em—except me, I mean.”

Josh stepped toward the man and held the candle and saucer out to illuminate his face.

The man was thin and lanky, his scraggly, grizzled face as long and narrow as if it had been pressed in a vise. He had curly light brown hair spilling over his high forehead almost to his bushy brown eyebrows; beneath them, his eyes were large and liquid, a shade between hazel and topaz. His nose was long and thin, in keeping with the rest of him, but it was the mouth that was the centerpiece of his face: the lips were thick, rubbery folds of flesh designed to pull miraculous mugs and grins. Josh hadn’t seen such a pair of lips since he’d been served a bigmouth bass in a restaurant in Georgia. The man wore a dusty denim jacket, obviously much used and abused, a dark blue flannel shirt and jeans. His lively, expressive eyes moved from Josh to Swan, lingered a few seconds, then returned to Josh. “Name’s Rusty Weathers,” he said. “Now who in blazes are you, and how’d you get out here?”

“My name is Josh Hutchins, and this is Swan Prescott. We haven’t had any food or water in three days. Can you help us?”

Rusty Weathers nodded toward the plastic jug. “Help yourselves. That’s water from a creek a coupla hundred yards from the tracks. Can’t say how clean it is, but I’ve been drinkin’ it for about—” He frowned, walked over to the wall and felt for the notches he’d carved there with his penknife. He ran a finger along them. “Forty-one days, give or take.”

Josh opened the jug, sniffed at it and took a tentative swallow. The water tasted oily, but otherwise okay. He drank again and gave the jug to Swan.

“Only food I’ve got left is Gravy Train,” Rusty said. “Fella and his wife had a dog act. Jumped French poodles through hoops and all.” He plopped the cowboy hat on top of the red wig, pulled the folding chair to him, turned it around and sat down with his arms crossed on the backrest. “Been a time, I’ll tell ya. Train was movin’ pretty as you please one minute; the next minute the sky looked like the inside of a mine shaft, and the wind started whippin’ cars right off the tracks. We get twisters back in Oklahoma, but damned if this wasn’t the granddaddy of ’em all!” He shook his head, rattling loose the memories. “You got any cigarettes?”

“No. Sorry.”

“Damn! Man, I could just about eat a carton of smokes right now!” He narrowed his eyes, examining both Josh and Swan in silence. “You two look like you been stomped by a few dozen Brahma bulls. You hurtin?”

“Not anymore,” Josh said.

“What’s goin’ on out there? There ain’t been another train along this track in forty-one days. The dust just keeps on blowin’. What’s happenin?”

“Nuclear war. I think the bombs fell just about everywhere. Probably hit the cities first. From what we’ve seen so far, I don’t think there’s much left.”

“Yeah.” Rusty nodded, his eyes vacant. “I kinda figured it must be that. A few days after the wreck, me and some of the others started walkin’, tryin’ to find help. Well, the dust was a lot thicker and the wind stronger back then, and we made it about fifty feet before we had to come back. So we sat down to wait. But the storm didn’t stop, and nobody came.” He stared at a window. “Nicky Rinaldi—the lion tamer—and Stan Tembrello decided to follow the tracks. That was a month ago. Leroy was busted up inside, so I stayed here with him and Roger—all of us were clowns, see. The Three Musketeers. Oh, we put on a good show! We really made ’em laugh!” His eyes teared up suddenly, and it was a moment before he could speak again.

“Well,” he said finally, “me and the others who were left started diggin’ graves. The wreck killed a lot of folks outright, and there were dead animals all over the place. Dead elephant’s lyin’ up the tracks a ways, but he’s all dried up now. Man, you couldn’t believe what that smelled like! But who in hell has got the strength to dig a grave for an elephant? We got a regular circus cemetery not too far from here.” He nodded vaguely off to the right. “Dirt’s softer, once you get away from the tracks. I’d managed to find some of my gear, and I moved in here with Leroy, Roger and a few of the others. Found my make-up case.” He touched the wooden box with its carved, creeping lizards. “Found my magic jacket, too.” A finger hooked toward the rack where the clothes hung. “I wasn’t hurt too bad. Just bruises on bruises and this.” He lifted that big upper lip to display the space where a front tooth had been knocked out. “But I was okay. Then ... everybody started dyin’.”

He sat looking at the candle. “It was the damnedest thing,” he said. “People who were fine one day were dead the next. One night ...” His eyes glazed over like pond ice, and the memories had him again. “One night we were all sleepin’, and I woke up cold. The stove was goin’, and the caboose was warm—but I was shiverin’. And I swear to God ... I knew the shadow of Death was here, movin’ from person to person, figurin’ out who to take next. I think whatever it was passed near enough to me to freeze my bones—and then it moved on. And when daylight came, Roger was dead with his eyes open, and he’d been tellin’ jokes the day before. You know what that crazy Leroy says? He says, ‘Rusty, let’s you and me put a happy face on that sumbitch before we send him off!’ So we painted him up—but it wasn’t a disrespectful thing, oh, no!” Rusty shook his head. “We loved that old scudder. We just gave him the face he was most comfortable wearin’. Then me and Eddie Roscoe carried him out and buried him. Seems like I helped dig a hundred graves in a week’s time, until it was just me and Leroy.” He smiled faintly, looking past Swan and Josh into the corner. “Lookin’ good, old buddy! Hell, I thought I’da been the one long gone before now!”

“There’s no one else here but you?” Swan asked.

“Just me. I’m the last of the Rydell Circus.” He looked at Josh. “Who won?”

“Who won what?”

“The war. Who won the war? Us or the Russians?”

“I don’t know. If Russia looks anything like what Swan and I’ve seen ... God help those people, too.”

“Well, you gotta fight fire with fire,” Rusty said. “That’s somethin’ my mama used to tell me. Fight fire with fire. So maybe there’s one good thing about this: Maybe everybody shot all their bombs and missiles off, and there ain’t any more. The fires just fought it out—and the old world’s still here, ain’t it?”

“Yes,” Josh agreed. “The world’s still here. And so are we.”

“I reckon the world’s gonna be a mite changed, though. I mean, if everywhere is like here, I believe the luxuries of life are gonna be sufferin’ some.”

“Forget luxuries,” Josh told him. “This caboose and that stove are luxuries, friend.”

Rusty grinned, showing the hole where his tooth had been. “Yep, I got a real palace here, don’t I?” He gazed at Swan for a few seconds, then got up, went to the rack and took from its hanger a black velvet suit jacket. He winked at her, shrugged out of his denim jacket and put on the one made of black velvet. In the breast pocket was a white handkerchief. “I’ll tell you what’s still here, too—somethin’ that’ll never change, little lady. Magic. You believe in magic, hon?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Good!” He whipped the white handkerchief out and suddenly there was a bouquet of brightly colored paper flowers in his hand. He offered them to Swan. “You look like a lady who might appreciate some pretty flowers. ’Course, we’d better water ’em, too! If flowers don’t get their water, they might just swoon away!” He thrust his other hand forward, snapped his wrist in the air, and he was holding a small red plastic pitcher. He tipped it over the flowers, but instead of water, a trickle of yellow dust came out and floated to the floor. “Aw,” Rusty said, feigning disappointment. Then his eyes brightened. “Well, maybe that’s magic dust, little lady! Sure! Magic dust’ll keep flowers alive just as good as water will! What do you think?”

Even though the corpse in the corner gave her the creeps, Swan had to smile. “Sure,” she said. “I bet it will, too.”

Rusty waved his slim hand in the air before Swan’s face. She suddenly saw a red ball appear between the first and second fingers, and then another ball seemingly grew between his thumb and forefinger. He took one ball in each hand and began tossing them up in the air from hand to hand.

“Think we’re missin’ somethin’, don’t you?” he asked her, and when the balls were in mid-air he reached with his right hand toward Swan’s ear. She heard a soft pop and his hand withdrew with a third red ball. He juggled the three of them back and forth. “There you go. Knew I’d find that thing somewhere!”

She felt her ear. “How’d you do that?”

“Magic,” he explained. He plopped one ball in his mouth, then the second and third. His empty hand caressed the air, and Swan saw Rusty’s throat gulp as he swallowed the balls. “Mighty tasty,” he said. “Want to try ’em?” He offered his palm to her; in it were the three red balls.

“I saw you eat them!” Swan exclaimed.

“Yep, I did. These are three more. That’s what I’ve been livin’ on, see. Gravy Train and magic balls.” His smile faltered, began to fade. His eyes flickered over toward the corpse, and he put the three balls in his pocket. “Well,” he said, “I reckon that’s enough magic for one day.”

“You’re pretty good,” Josh said. “So you’re a clown, a magician and a juggler. What else do you do?”

“Oh, I used to ride broncos in the rodeos.” He took off the velvet jacket and hung it up like putting an old friend to bed. “Used to be a rodeo clown. Used to short-order cook in a carnival. Worked on a cattle ranch once. Jack of all trades and master of none, I reckon. But I’ve always loved magic. Hungarian magician name of Fabrioso took me under his wing when I was sixteen and taught me the craft, back when I was shillin’ with the carny. Said I had hands that could either pick pockets or pull dreams out of the air.” Rusty’s eyes danced with light. “That Fabrioso was somethin’ else, I’ll tell ya! He talked to the spirits—and they sure ’nuff answered him and did what he said, too!”

“Is this magic, too?” Swan touched the wooden box covered with lizards.

“That was Fabrioso’s box of tricks. I keep my makeup and stuff in it now. Fabrioso got it from a magician in Istanbul. Know where that is? Turkey. And that magician got it from one in China, so I reckon it kinda has a history.”

“Like Crybaby does,” Swan said, and she held up the dowsing rod.

“Crybaby? That’s what you call that dowser?”

“A woman—” Josh hesitated. The loss of Leona Skelton was still too raw. “A very special woman gave that to Swan.”

“Did Fabrioso give you the magic jacket?” Swan asked.

“Naw. I bought that in a magic store in Oklahoma City. But he gave me the box, and one other thing.” He unlatched and opened the carved box. Inside were jars, crayons and rags smeared with a thousand colors. He dug down toward the bottom. “Fabrioso said this came with the box in a set, so it was right that it went where the box did. Here it is.” He withdrew his hand.

In it was a simple oval mirror, framed in black with a scuffed black handle. There was only one ornamentation: Where the handle was attached to the mirror were two small black masklike faces peering in opposite directions. The glass was a smoky color, streaked and stained.

“Fabrioso used this to put on his stage makeup.” There was a note of awe in Rusty’s voice. “He said it showed a truer picture than any mirror he’d ever looked into. I don’t use it, though—the glass has gone too dull.” He held it out to Swan, and she took it by the handle. The thing was as light as a buttermilk biscuit.

“Fabrioso was ninety when he died, and he told me he got the mirror when he was seventeen. I’ll bet it’s two hundred years old if it’s a day.”

“Wow!” Something that old was beyond Swan’s comprehension. She peered into the glass but could see her face there only dimly, as if through a curtain of mist. Even so, the burn marks still jarred her, and there was so much dust on her face she thought she resembled a clown herself. She was never going to get used to not having hair, either. She looked closer. On her forehead were two more of those strange dark wartlike things she’d noticed at Leona’s; had those always been there, or had they just come up?

“I guess Fabrioso was kinda vain,” Rusty admitted. “I used to catch him lookin’ in that mirror all the time—except he was usually holdin’ it at arm’s length, like this.” He stuck his own hand in front of his face as if his palm were a looking glass.

Swan thrust her arm out. The mirror was aimed at the left side of her face and her left shoulder. Now her head was only an outline in the glass. “I can’t see myself like—”

There was a movement in the glass. A quick movement. And not her own.

A face with an eye in the center of its head, a gaping mouth where the nose should’ve been, and skin as yellow as dried-up parchment paper rose behind her left shoulder like a leprous moon.

Swan dropped the mirror. It clinked to the floor, and she spun around to her left.

There was no one there. Of course.

“Swan?” Rusty had gotten to his feet. “What is it?”

Josh put the candle and saucer aside and laid his hand on Swan’s shoulder. She pressed into his side, and he could feel her racing heartbeat. Something had scared the stew out of her. He leaned over and picked up the mirror, expecting it to be shattered to pieces, but it was still whole. Looking into the glass, he was repelled by his own face, but he lingered long enough to see that there were four new warts on his chin. He handed the mirror back to Rusty. “Good thing it didn’t break. I guess that would’ve been seven years bad luck.”

“I saw Fabrioso drop it a hundred times. Once he flung it down as hard as he could on a concrete floor. It didn’t even crack. See, he used to tell me this mirror was magic, too—only he didn’t really understand it, so he never told me why he thought it was magic.” Rusty shrugged. “I just think it looks like a smoky old glass, but since it went with the box I decided to hold onto it.” He turned his attention to Swan, who still stared uneasily at the mirror. “Don’t fret. Like I say, the thing won’t break. Hell, it’s stronger’n plastic!” He laid the mirror down on the tabletop.

“You okay?” Josh asked.

She nodded; whatever monster she’d seen behind her in that mirror, she did not care to lay eyes on it again. Whose face had that been, down in the depths of the glass? “Yes,” she replied, and she made her voice sound like she meant it.

Rusty built a fire in the stove, and then Josh helped him carry the corpse out to the circus cemetery. Killer yapped along at their heels.

And while they were gone, Swan approached the mirror again. It called her, just like the tarot cards had at Leona’s.

She slowly picked it up and, holding it at arm’s length, angled it toward her left shoulder as she had before.

But there was no monster face. There was nothing.

Swan turned the mirror toward her right. Again, nothing.

She missed Leona deeply, and she thought of the Devil card in the tarot deck. That face, with the awful eye in the center of its head and a mouth that looked like a hallway to Hell, had reminded her of the figure on that card.

“Oh, Leona,” Swan whispered, “why’d you have to leave us?”

There was a quick red glint in the mirror, just a flash and then gone.

Swan looked over her shoulder. The stove was behind her, and red flames were crackling in the grate.

She peered into the mirror again. It was dark, and she realized it was not angled toward the stove after all.

A pinpoint of ruby-red light flickered and began to grow.

Other colors flashed like distant lightning: emerald green, pure white, deep midnight blue. The colors strengthened, merging into a small, pulsating ring of light that Swan at first thought was floating in the air. But in the next moment she thought she could make out a hazy, indistinct figure holding that ring of light, but she couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. She almost turned around, but did not, because she knew there was nothing behind her but a wall. No, this sight was only in the magic mirror—but what did it mean?

The figure seemed to be walking, wearily but with determination, if as whoever it was knew he or she had a long journey to finish. Swan sensed that the figure was a long way off—maybe not even in the same state. But for a second she might have been able to make out the facial features, and it might have been the hard-edged face of a woman; then it went all hazy again, and Swan couldn’t tell. The figure seemed to be searching, bearing a ring brighter than firefly lights, and behind her there might have been other searching figures, too, but again Swan couldn’t quite separate them from the mist.

The first figure and the glowing circle of many colors began to fade away, and Swan watched until it had dwindled to a point of light like the burning spear of a candle; then it winked out like a falling star and was gone.

“Come back,” she whispered. “Please come back.”

But the vision did not. Swan aimed the mirror to her left.

And behind that shoulder reared a skeletal horse, and on that horse was a rider made of bones and dripping gore, and in his skeleton arms was a scythe that he lifted for a slashing, killing blow....

Swan turned.

She was alone. All alone.

She was trembling, and she set the mirror glass side down on the desk. She’d had enough magic to last her a while.

“Everything’s changed now,” she remembered Leona saying. “All that was is gone. Maybe the whole world’s just like Sullivan: blowin’ away, changin’, turnin’ into somethin’ different than it was before.”

She needed Leona to help her figure out these new pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, but Leona was gone. Now it was her and Josh—and Rusty Weathers, too, if he decided to go with them to wherever they were headed.

But what did the visions in the magic mirror mean? she wondered. Were they things that were going to happen, or things that might?

She decided to keep the visions to herself until she’d thought about them some more. She didn’t know Rusty Weathers well enough yet, though he seemed okay.

When Josh and Rusty returned, Josh asked the other man if they could stay for a few days, share the water and Gravy Train—and Swan wrinkled her nose, but her belly growled.

“Where do you two figure to be goin’?” Rusty inquired.

“I don’t know yet. We’ve got a strong-backed horse and the gutsiest damned mutt you ever saw, and I guess we’ll keep going until we find a place to stop.”

“That could be a long time. You don’t know what’s out there.”

“I know what’s behind us. What’s ahead can’t be much worse.”

“You hope,” Rusty said.

“Yeah.” He glanced at Swan. Protect the child, he thought. He was going to do his damnedest, not only because he was obeying that commandment, but because he loved the child and would do all in his power to make sure she survived whatever was ahead. And that, he realized, might be like a walk through Hell itself.

“I reckon I’ll tag along, if you don’t mind,” Rusty decided. “All I’ve got are the clothes on my back, my magic jacket, the box and the mirror. I don’t think there’s much of a future here, do you?”

“Not much,” Josh said.

Rusty looked through a filmy window. “Lord, I hope I just live long enough to see the sun come out again, and then I’m gonna kill myself with cigarettes.”

Josh had to laugh, and Rusty cackled, too.

Swan smiled, but her smile faded fast.

She felt a long way from the little girl who’d walked with her mother into PawPaw Briggs’s grocery store. She would be ten on the third of November, but right now she felt real old—like at least thirty. And she didn’t know anything about anything! she thought. Before the bad day, her world had been confined to motels and trailers and little cinder block houses. What had the rest of the world been like? she wondered. And now that the bad day had come and gone, what was left?

“The world’ll keep turnin’,” Leona had said. “Oh, God gave this world a mighty spin, He did! And He put mighty tough minds and souls in a lot of people, too—people like you, maybe.”

She thought of PawPaw Briggs sitting up and speaking. That was something she hadn’t wanted to think about too much, but now she wanted to know what that had meant. She didn’t feel special in any way; she just felt tired and beat-up and dusty, and when she let her thoughts drift toward her mama all she wanted to do was break down and cry. But she did not.

Swan wanted to know more about everything—to learn to read better, if books could be found; to ask questions and learn to listen; to learn to think and reason things out. But she never wanted to grow up all the way, because she feared the grown-up world; it was a bully with a fat stomach and a mean mouth who stomped on gardens before they had a chance to grow.

No, Swan decided. I want to be who I am, and nobody’s going to stomp me down—and if they try, they might just get themselves a footful of stickers.

Rusty had been watching the child as he mixed their dinner of dog food; he saw she was deep in concentration. “Penny for your thoughts,” he said, and he snapped the fingers of his right hand, bringing up between his thumb and forefinger the coin he’d already palmed. He tossed it to her, and Swan caught it.

She saw it wasn’t a penny. It was a brass token, about the size of a quarter, and it had Rydell Circus written on it above the smiling face of a clown.

Swan hesitated, looked at Josh and then back to Rusty. She decided to say, “I’m thinking about ... tomorrow.”

And Josh sat with his back against the wall, listening to the shrill whine of the wind and hoping that somehow they would survive the forbidding corridor of tomorrows that stretched ahead of them.
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THE HOMEWOOD HIGH SCHOOL gymnasium had become a hospital, and Red Cross and army personnel had rigged up generators that kept the electricity going. A haggard Red Cross doctor named Eichelbaum led Sister and Paul Thorson through the maze of people lying on cots and mattresses on the floor. Sister kept the duffel bag at her side; she had not gone more than five feet from it in the three days since their gunshots had been heard by a group of sentries. A hot meal of corn, rice and steaming coffee had tasted to Sister like gourmet delicacies.

She’d gone into a cubicle in a building marked INCOMING and had submitted to being stripped by a nurse in a white suit and mask who had run a Geiger counter over her body. The nurse had jumped back three feet when the counter’s needle almost went off the scale. Sister had been scrubbed with some kind of white, grainy powder, but still the counter cackled like a hen in heat. A half-dozen more scrubbings brought the reading down to an acceptable level, but when the nurse had said, “We’ll have to dispose of this,” and reached for the duffel bag, Sister had grabbed her by the back of the neck and asked her if she still liked living.

Two Red Cross doctors and a couple of army officers who looked like boy scouts except for the livid burns across their faces couldn’t pry the bag away from Sister, and finally Dr. Eichelbaum had thrown up his arms and shouted, “Just scrub the shit out of the damned thing, then!”

The duffel bag had been scrubbed several times, and the powder had been sprayed liberally over its contents. “You just keep that damned bag closed, lady!” Eichelbaum fumed. One side of his face was covered with blue burns, and he had lost the sight in one eye. “If I see you open it once, it goes in the incinerator!”

Both Sister and Paul Thorson had been given baggy white coveralls. Most of the others wore them, and rubber boots as well, but Eichelbaum informed them that all the “antiradiation footgear” had been given out several days before.

Dr. Eichelbaum had put a Vaseline-like substance over the burn marks on her face, and he had examined closely a thickened patch of skin just underneath her chin that looked like a scab surrounded by four small, wartlike bumps. He’d found another two warts at the jawline under her left ear, and a seventh right at the fold of her left eye. He’d told her that about sixty-five percent of the survivors bore similar marks—most probably skin cancer, but there was nothing he could do about them. Slicing them off with a scalpel, he’d told her, only made them grow back larger—and he showed her the angry black scablike mark that was creeping up from the point of his own chin. The most peculiar thing about the marks, he’d said, was that they appeared only on or near the facial area; he hadn’t seen any that were below the neck, or on a survivor’s arms, legs or any other area of skin exposed to the blasts.

The makeshift hospital was full of burn victims, people who had radiation sickness and people in shock and depression. The worst cases were kept in the school auditorium, Eichelbaum had told her, and their mortality rate was about ninety-nine percent. Suicide was also a major problem, and as the days passed and people seemed to understand more about the disaster’s scope, Dr. Eichelbaum said, the number of people found hanging from trees increased.

The day before, Sister had gone to the Homewood Public Library and found the building deserted, most of the books gone, used as fuel in the fires that kept people alive. The shelves had been ripped out, the tables and chairs carried off to be burned. Sister turned down one of the few aisles where shelves of books remained and found herself staring at the antiradiation footgear of a woman who had climbed up a stepladder and hanged herself from a light fixture.

But she’d found what she was looking for, amid a pile of encyclopedias, American history books, Farmer’s Almanacs and other items that had been spared burning. And in it she’d seen for herself.

“Here he is,” Dr. Eichelbaum said, weaving through a few last cots to the one where Artie Wisco lay. Artie was sitting up against a pillow, a tray-table between his cot and the one to his left, and he was engrossed in playing poker with a young black man whose face was covered with white, triangular burns so precise they looked like they’d been stamped on the skin.

“Hiya!” Artie said, grinning at Sister and Paul as they approached. “Full house!” He turned his cards over, and the black man said, “Sheeeyat! You cheatin’, man!” But he forked over some toothpicks from a pile on his side of the tray.

“Look at this!” Artie pushed the sheet back and showed them the heavy tape that crisscrossed his ribs. “Robot here wants to play tic-tac-toe on my belly!”

“Robot?” Sister asked, and the black youth raised a finger to tip an imaginary hat.

“How’re you doing today?” the doctor asked Artie. “Did the nurse take your urine sample?”

“Sure did!” Robot said, and he hooted. “Little fool’s got a cock that’d hang from here to Philly!”

“There’s not much privacy here,” Artie explained to Sister, trying to keep his dignity. “They have to take the samples in front of God and everybody.”

“Some o’ these women ’round here see what you got, fool, they gon’ be prayin’ on their knees, I be tellin’ you!”

“Oh, Jeez!” Artie squirmed with embarrassment. “Will you shut up?”

“You look a lot better,” Sister offered. His flesh was no longer gray and sickly, and though his face was a mass of bandages and livid scarlet burn marks—keloids, Dr. Eichelbaum called them—she even thought he had healthy color in his cheeks.

“Oh, yeah, I’m gettin’ handsomer all the time! Gonna look in the mirror one of these days and see Cary Grant starin’ back!”

“Ain’t no mirrors around here, fool,” Robot reminded him. “All the mirrors done broke.”

“Artie’s been responding pretty well to the penicillin we’ve been pumping into him. Thank God we’ve got the stuff, or most of these people here would be dead from infections,” Dr. Eichelbaum said. “He’s still got a way to go yet before he’s out of the woods, but I think he’ll be okay.”

“How about the Buchanan kid? And Mona Ramsey?” Paul asked.

“I’ll have to check the list, but I don’t think either one of them is critical.” He looked around the gymnasium and shook his head. “There are so many, I can’t keep up with them.” His gaze returned to Paul. “If we had the vaccine, I’d put every one of you into rabies shots—but we don’t, so I can’t. You’d just better hope none of the wolves out there were rabid, folks.”

“Hey, Doc?” Artie asked. “When do you think I can get out of here?”

“Four or five days at the minimum. Why? You planning on going somewhere?”

“Yeah,” Artie replied without hesitation. “Detroit.”

The doctor cocked his head so the one good eye was fixed firmly on Artie Wisco. “Detroit,” he repeated. “I’ve heard Detroit was one of the first cities hit. I’m sorry, but I don’t think there is a Detroit anymore.”

“Maybe not. But that’s where I’m going. That’s where my home is, and my wife. Jeez, I grew up in Detroit! Whether it was hit or not, I’ve gotta go back there and find out what’s left.”

“Prob’ly the same as Philly,” Robot said quietly. “Man, there ain’t a cinder left in Philly.”

“I have to go home,” Artie said, his voice resolute. “That’s where my wife is.” He looked up at Sister. “I saw her, you know. I saw her in the glass ring, and she looked just like she did when she was a teenager. Maybe that meant something—like I had to have the faith to keep going to Detroit, to keep looking for her. Maybe I’ll find her ... and maybe I won’t, but I have to go. You’re gonna go with me, aren’t you?”

Sister paused. Then she smiled faintly and said, “No, Artie. I can’t. I’ve got to go somewhere else.”

He frowned. “Where?”

“I’ve seen something in the glass ring, too, and I’ve got to go find out what it means. I have to, just like you have to go to Detroit.”

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Dr. Eichelbaum said, “but where do you think you’re going?”

“Kansas.” Sister saw the doctor’s single eye blink. “A town called Matheson. It’s on the Rand McNally road atlas.” She had disobeyed the doctor’s orders and opened her bag long enough to stuff the road atlas down into it, next to the powder-covered circle of glass.

“Do you know how far it is to Kansas? How are you going to get there? Walk?”

“That’s right.”

“You don’t seem to understand this situation,” the doctor said calmly; Sister recognized the tone of voice as the way the attendants had addressed the crazy women in the asylum. “The first wave of nuclear missiles hit every major city in this country,” he explained. “The second wave hit air force and naval bases. The third wave hit the smaller cities and rural industries. Then the fourth wave hit every other damned thing that wasn’t already burning. From what I’ve heard, there’s a wasteland east and west of about a fifty-mile radius of this point. There’s nothing but ruins, dead people and people who’re wishing they were dead. And you want to walk to Kansas? Sure. The radiation would kill you before you made a hundred miles.”

“I lived through the blast in Manhattan. So did Artie. How come the radiation hasn’t already killed us?”

“Some people seem to be more resistant than others. It’s a fluke. But that doesn’t mean you can keep absorbing radiation and shrug it off.”

“Doctor, if I was going to die from radiation, I’d be bones by now. And the air’s full of the shit anyway—you know it as well as I do! The stuff’s everywhere!”

“The wind’s carried it, yes,” he admitted. “But you’re wanting to walk right back into a supercontaminated area! Now, I don’t know your reasons for wanting to go to—”

“No, you don’t,” she said. “And you can’t. So save your breath; I’m going to rest here for a while, and then I’m leaving.”

Dr. Eichelbaum started to protest again; then he saw the determination in the woman’s stare, and he knew there was nothing more to be said. Still, it was in his nature to have the last word: “You’re crazy.” Then he turned and stalked away, figuring he had better things to do than trying to keep another fruitcake from committing suicide.

“Kansas,” Artie Wisco said softly. “That’s a long way from here.”

“Yeah. I’m going to need a good pair of shoes.”

Suddenly Artie’s eyes glistened with tears. He reached out and grasped Sister’s hand, pressing it against his cheek. “God bless you,” he said. “Oh ... God bless you.”

Sister leaned down and hugged him, and he kissed her cheek. She felt the wetness of a tear, and her own heart ached for him.

“You’re the finest lady I’ve ever known,” he told her. “Next to my wife, I mean.”

She kissed him, and then she straightened up again. Her eyes were wet, and she knew that in the years ahead she would think of him many times, and in her heart she would say a prayer for him. “You go to Detroit,” she said. “You find her. You hear?”

“Yeah. I hear.” He nodded, his eyes as bright as new pennies.

Sister turned away, and Paul Thorson followed her. Behind her, she heard Robot say, “Man, I had an uncle in Detroit. I was kinda thinkin’ about ...”

Sister wound her way through the hospital and out the doors. She stood staring at the football field, which was covered with tents, cars and trucks. The sky was dull gray, heavy with clouds. Off to the right, in front of the high school and under a long red canopy, was a large bulletin board where people stuck messages and questions. The board was always jammed, and Sister had walked along it the day before, looking at the pleas scribbled on scratch paper: “Searching for daughter, Becky Rollins, age fourteen. Lost in Shenandoah area July 17 ...”; “Anybody with information about the DiBattista family from Scranton please leave ...”; “Looking for Reverend Bowden, First Presbyterian Church of Hazleton, services urgently needed ...”

Sister walked to the fence that surrounded the football field, set the duffel bag on the ground beside her and wound her fingers tightly through the mesh. Behind her came the sound of a woman wailing at the bulletin board, and Sister flinched. Oh, God, Sister thought, what have we done?

“Kansas, huh? What the hell do you want to go way out there for?”

Paul Thorson was beside her, leaning against the fence. There was a splint along the bridge of his broken nose. “Kansas,” he prompted. “What’s out there?”

“A town called Matheson. I saw it in the glass ring, and I found it in the road atlas. That’s where I’m going.”

“Yeah, but why?” He pulled up the collar of his battered leather jacket against the cold; he’d fought to keep the jacket as hard as Sister had fought for her duffel bag, and he wore it over the clean white coveralls.

“Because ...” She paused, and then she decided to tell him what she’d been thinking since she’d found the road atlas. “Because I feel like I’m being led toward something—or someone. I think the things I’ve been seeing in that glass are real. My dreamwalking has been to real places. I don’t know why or how. Maybe the glass ring is like ... I don’t know, like an antenna or something. Or like radar, or a key to a door I never even knew existed. I think I’m being led for some reason, and I’ve got to go.”

“Now you’re talking like the lady who saw a monster with roaming eyeballs.”

“I don’t expect you to understand. I don’t expect you to give a shit, and I didn’t ask you. What are you doing hanging around me, anyway? Didn’t they assign you a tent?”

“Yeah, they did. I’m in with three other men. One of them cries all the time, and another one can’t stop talking about baseball. I hate baseball.”

“What don’t you hate, Mr. Thorson?”

He shrugged and looked around, watching an elderly man and woman, both of their faces streaked with keloids, supporting each other as they staggered away from the bulletin board. “I don’t hate being alone,” he said finally, “I don’t hate depending on myself. And I don’t hate myself—though sometimes I don’t like myself too much. I don’t hate drinking. That’s about it.”

“Good for you. Well, I want to thank you for saving my life, and Artie’s, too. You took good care of us, and I appreciate that. So—” She stuck out her hand.

But he didn’t shake it. “What have you got that’s worth a damn?” he asked her.

“Huh?”

“Something valuable. Do you have anything worth trading?”

“Trading for what?”

He nodded toward the vehicles parked on the field. She saw he was looking at a dented old Army Jeep with a patched convertible top painted with camouflage colors. “You got anything in that bag you could trade for a Jeep?”

“No. I don’t—” And then she remembered that deep down in her duffel bag were the chunks of jewel-encrusted glass she’d picked up, along with the ring, in the ruins of Steuben Glass and Tiffany’s. She’d transferred them from the Gucci bag and forgotten them.

“You’re going to need transportation,” he said. “You can’t walk from here to Kansas. And what are you going to do about gasoline, food and water? You’ll need a gun, matches, a good flashlight and warm clothes. Like I say, lady, what’s out there is going to be like Dodge City and Dante’s Inferno rolled into one.”

“Maybe it will be. But why should you care?”

“I don’t. I’m just trying to warn you, that’s all.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet you can. I’ll bet you were the bitch of the ball.”

“Hey!” somebody called. “Hey, I’ve been lookin’ for you, lady!”

Approaching them was the tall man in the fleece-lined coat and Stroh’s beer cap who had been on sentry duty and heard the gunshots. “Been lookin’ for you,” he said as he chewed a couple of sticks of gum. “Eichelbaum said you were around.”

“You found me. What is it?”

“Well,” he said, “I kinda thought you was familiar the first time I seen you. He said you’d be carryin’ a big leather bag, though, so I guess that’s what threw me.”

“What are you talking about?”

“It was two, three days before you folks got here. Fella just come ridin’ along I-80 like he was out on a Sunday afternoon; he was on one of them French racin’ bicycles with the handlebars slung low. Oh, I remember him, ‘cause ol’ Bobby Coates and me was up in the church tower on lookout, and Bobby punches me in the arm and says, ‘Cleve, look at that shit!’ Well, I looked and I seen it, but I still didn’t believe it!”

“Speak English, friend!” Paul snapped. “What was it?”

“Oh, it was a man. Pedalin’ that bike along I-80. But what was real weird was that he about had thirty or forty wolves followin’ him, almost at his heels. Just paradin’ along. And just before he gets to the top of the hill, this fella gets off his bike and turns around—and them wolves cower and slink like they was face-to-face with God. Then they broke and ran, and this fella walks his bike to the top of the hill.” Cleve shrugged, puzzlement scrawled across his bovine face. “Well, we went out to get him. Big fella. Husky. Hard to tell how old he was, though. He had white hair, but his face was young. Anyway, he was wearin’ a suit and tie and a gray raincoat. Didn’t seem to be hurt or anything. He had on two-tone shoes. I remember that real well. Two-tone shoes.” Cleve grunted, shook his head and directed his gaze at Sister. “He asked about you, lady. Asked if we’d seen a lady with a big leather bag. Said you was a relative, and that he had to find you. He seemed real eager and interested to find you, too. But me and Bobby didn’t know nothin’ about you, o’ course, and this fella asked the other sentries, but they didn’t know you, either. Said we’d take him into Homewood, give him a meal and shelter and let the Red Cross folks look him over.”

Sister’s heart had begun pounding, and she felt very cold. “What ... happened to him?”

“Oh, he went on. Thanked us kindly and said he had miles to go yet. Then he wished us well and pedaled on out of sight, headin’ west.”

“How’d you know this guy was looking for her?” Paul asked. “He could’ve been searching for some other woman carrying a leather bag!”

“Oh no,” Cleve answered, and smiled. “He described this lady here so well I could see her face right in my head. Just like a picture. That’s why I thought you looked familiar at first, but I just this mornin’ put it together. See, you didn’t have a leather bag, and that’s what threw me.” He looked at Sister. “Did you know him, ma’am?”

“Yes,” she replied. “Oh, yes, I know him. Did he ... give you his name?”

“Hallmark. Darryl, Dal, Dave ... somethin’ like that. Well, he’s gone west. Don’t know what he’ll find out there. Too bad you two missed each other so near.”

“Yes.” Sister felt as if her ribs had been laced with steel bands. “Too bad.”

Cleve tipped his cap and went on about his business. Sister felt as if she were about to faint, and she had to lean against the fence for support.

“Who was he?” Paul asked—but the tone of his voice said that he was afraid to know.

“I’ve got to go to Kansas,” Sister said firmly. “I’ve got to follow what I’ve seen in the glass ring. He’s not going to give up looking for me, because he wants the glass ring, too. He wants to destroy it, and I can’t let him get his hands on it—or I’ll never know what I’m supposed to find. Or who I’m looking for.”

“You’re going to need a gun.” Paul was spooked by both Cleve’s story and the terror in Sister’s eyes. Nobody human could’ve gotten through those wolves without a scratch, he thought. And on a French racing bicycle? Was it possible that everything she’d told him was true? “A real big gun,” he added.

“There’s not one big enough.” She picked up her duffel bag and started walking away from the high school, up the hill toward the tent she’d been assigned to.

Paul stood watching her go. Shit! he thought. What’s going on here? That lady’s got a ton of guts, but she’s going to get herself slaughtered out there on old I-80! He thought she had about as much chance to get to Kansas alone as a Christian in a Cadillac had of getting to Heaven. He looked around at the hundreds of tents in the wooded hills, at the little campfires and burning lanterns that surrounded Homewood, and he shuddered.

This damned town’s got too many people in it, he thought. He couldn’t stand having to live in a tent with three other men. Everywhere he turned, there were people. They were all over the place, and he knew that pretty soon he’d have to hit the road or go crazy. So why not go to Kansas? Why not?

Because, he answered himself, we’ll never get there.

So? Were you planning on living forever?

I can’t let her go alone, he decided. Jesus Christ, I just can’t!

“Hey!” he called after her, but she kept going, didn’t even look back. “Hey, maybe I’ll help you get a Jeep! But that’s all! Don’t expect me to do anything else!”

Sister kept walking, burdened with thought.

“Okay, I’ll help you get some food and water, too!” Paul told her. “But you’re on your own with the gun and gasoline!”

One step at a time, she was thinking. One step at a time gets you where you’re going. And oh, Lord, I’ve got such a long way to go

“Okay, damn it! I’ll help you!”

Sister finally heard him. She turned toward Paul. “What’d you say?”

“I said I’d help you!” He shrugged and started walking toward her. “I might as well add another layer to the shitcake, huh?”

“Yes,” she said, and a smile played at the corners of her mouth. “You might as well.”

Darkness came, and an icy rain fell on Homewood. In the woods the wolves howled, and the wind blew radiation across the land, and the world turned toward a new day.
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THE BICYCLE’S TIRES MADE a singing sound in the dark. Every so often they thumped over a corpse or veered around a wrecked car, but the legs that powered them had places to go.

Two-toned shoes on the pedals, the man leaned forward and pumped along Interstate 80, about twelve miles east of the Ohio line. The ashes of Pittsburgh flecked his suit. He’d spent two days amid the ruins, had found a group of survivors there and looked into their minds for the face of the woman with the circle of glass. But it wasn’t in any of their heads, and before he’d left he’d convinced them all that eating the burned meat of dead bodies was a cure for radiation poisoning. He’d even helped them start on the first one.

Bon appetit, he thought. Below him, his legs pumped like pistons.

Where are you? he wondered. You can’t have come this far! Not yet! Unless you’re running day and night because you know I’m on your ass.

When the wolves had come out to first snap and then fawn at his heels, he’d thought they had gotten her, way back in eastern Pennsylvania. But if that were so, where was the leather bag? Her face hadn’t been in the minds of the sentries back at Homewood, either, and if she’d been there, they would be the ones to know. So where was she? And—most importantly—where was the glass thing?

He didn’t like the idea of its being out there somewhere. Didn’t know what it was, or why it had come to be, but whatever it was, he wanted to smash it beneath his shoes. Wanted to break it into tiny fragments and grind those pieces into the woman’s face.

Sister, he thought, and he sneered.

His fingers clenched the handlebars. The glass circle had to be found. Had to be. This was his party now, and such things were not allowed. He didn’t like the way the woman had looked at it—and he didn’t like the way she’d fought for it, either. It gave her false hope. So it was a humane thing, really, to find the glass circle and smash it and make her eat the shards. There was no telling how many others she could infect if she wasn’t stopped.

Maybe she was already dead. Maybe one of her own kind had killed her and stolen her bag. Maybe, maybe, maybe ...

There were too many maybes. But no matter who had it, or where it was, he had to find the glass circle, because such a thing as that should not be, and when it had gone dark and cold in his grip he’d known it was reading his soul.

“This is my party!” he shouted, and he drove over a dead man lying in his path.

But there were so many places to search, so many highways to follow. She must have turned off I-80 before she’d reached Homewood. But why would she? He remembered her saying, “We keep going west.” And she would follow the line of least resistance, wouldn’t she? Could she have taken shelter in one of the small hamlets between Jersey City and Homewood? If so, that would mean she was behind him, not ahead.

But everything and everyone was dead east of Homewood and that damned Red Cross station, right?

He slowed down, passing a crumpled sign that said NEW CASTLE NEXT LEFT He was going to have to pull off and find a map somewhere, maybe retrace his route along another highway. Maybe she’d gone south and missed Homewood entirely. Maybe she was on a rural road somewhere right now, crouched by a fire and playing with that damned glass thing. Maybe, maybe, maybe ...

It was a big country. But he had time, he reasoned as he swung off I-80 at the New Castle exit. He had tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that. It was his party now, and he made the rules.

He’d find her. Oh, yes! Find her and shove that glass ring right up her ...

He realized the wind had died down. It wasn’t blowing as hard as it had been even a few hours before. That was why he hadn’t been able to search properly yet. He had trouble searching when the wind was so rough—but the wind was his friend, too, because it spread the party dust.

He licked a finger with a cat-rough tongue and held it up. Yes, the wind had definitely weakened, though errant gusts still blew in his face and brought the smell of burned meat. It was time—past time—to get started.

His mouth opened. Stretched, and began to stretch wider still, while his black eyes stared from a handsome face.

A fly crawled out onto his lower lip. It was a shiny, ugly green, the kind of fly that might explode from the nostrils of a bloated corpse. It waited there, its iridescent wings twitching.

Another fly crawled from his mouth. Then a third, a fourth and a fifth. Six more scrabbled out and clung to his lower lip. A dozen others seeped out like a green tide. In another few seconds there were fifty or more flies around his mouth, a green froth that hummed and twitched with eager anticipation.

“Away,” he whispered, and the movement of his lips sent the first group of them into the air, their wings vibrating against the wind until they found their balance. Others took off, nine or ten at a time, and their formations flew to all points of the compass. They were part of him, and they lived down in the damp cellar of his soul where such things grew, and after they made their slow radius of two or three miles they’d return to him as if he were the center of the universe. And when they came back, he’d see what they’d seen—a fire burning, sparking off a ring of glass; or her face, asleep in a room where she thought she was safe. If they didn’t find her tonight, there was always tomorrow. And the next day. Sooner or later, they would find a chink in a wall that brought him down on her, and this time he’d Watusi on her bones.

His face was rigid, his eyes black holes in a face that would scare the moon. The last two things that resembled flies but were extensions of his ears and eyes pushed from between his lips and lifted off, turning toward the southeast.

And still his two-toned shoes pumped the pedals, and the bike’s tires sang, and the dead were ground under where they lay.
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SNOW TUMBLED FROM THE sullen sky, sweeping across a narrow country road in what had been, seven years before, the state of Missouri.

A piebald horse—old and swaybacked, but still strong-hearted and willing to work—pulled a small, crudely-built wagon, covered with a patched dark green canvas dome, that was a strange amalgam of Conestoga and U-Haul trailer. The wagon’s frame was made of wood, but it had iron axles and rubber tires. The canvas dome was a two-man all-weather tent that had been stretched over curved wooden ribs. On each side of the canvas, painted in white, was the legend Travelin’ Show; and, beneath that, smaller letters proclaimed Magic! Music! and Beat the Masked Mephisto!

A couple of thick boards served as a seat and footrest for the wagon’s driver, who sat draped in a heavy woolen coat that was beginning to come apart at the seams. He wore a cowboy hat, its brim heavy with ice and snow, and on his feet were battered old cowboy boots. The gloves on his hands were essential to ward off the stinging wind, and a woolen plaid scarf was wrapped around the lower part of his face; just his eyes—a shade between hazel and topaz—and a slice of rough, wrinkled skin were exposed to the elements.

The wagon moved slowly across a snow-covered landscape, past black, dense forests stripped bare of leaves. On each side of the road, an occasional barn or farmhouse had collapsed under the weight of seven years of winter, and the only signs of life were black crows that pecked fitfully at the frozen earth.

A few yards behind the wagon, a large figure in a long, billowing gray overcoat trudged along, booted feet crunching on snow. He kept his hands thrust into the pockets of his brown corduroy trousers, and his entire head was covered with a black ski mask, the eyes and mouth ringed with red. His shoulders were bent under the whiplash of wind, and his legs ached with the cold. About ten feet behind him, a terrier followed, its coat white with snow.

I smell smoke, Rusty Weathers thought, and he narrowed his eyes to peer through the white curtain before him. Then the wind shifted direction, gnawing at him from another angle, and the smell of woodsmoke—if it had really been there at all—was gone. But in another few minutes he thought they must be getting near civilization; on the right, scrawled in red paint on the broad trunk of a leafless oak tree, was BURN YOUR DEAD.

Signs like that were commonplace, usually announcing that they were coming into a settled area. There could be either a village ahead or a ghost town full of skeletons, depending on what the radiation had done.

The wind shifted again, and Rusty caught that aroma of smoke. They were going up a gentle grade, Mule laboring as best he could but in no hurry. Rusty didn’t push him. What was the use? If they could find shelter for the night, fine; if not, they’d make do somehow. Over the course of seven long years, they had learned how to improvise and use what they could find to the best advantage. The choice was simple; it was either survive or die, and many times Rusty Weathers had felt like giving up and lying down, but either Josh or Swan had kept him going with jokes or taunts—just as he had kept both of them alive over the years. They were a team that included Mule and Killer as well, and on the coldest nights when they’d had to sleep with minimal shelter, the warmth of the two animals had kept Rusty, Josh and Swan from freezing to death.

After all, Rusty thought with a faint, grim smile beneath the plaid scarf, the show must go on!

As they reached the top of the grade and started down on the winding road Rusty caught a yellow glint through the falling snow off to the right. The light was obscured by dead trees for a minute—but then there it was again, and Rusty felt sure it was the glint of a lantern or a fire. He knew calling to Josh was useless, both because of the wind and because Josh’s hearing wasn’t too good. He reined Mule in and pressed down with his boot a wooden lever that locked the front axle. Then he climbed down off the seat and went back to show Josh the light and tell him he was going to follow it.

Josh nodded. Only one eye showed through the black ski mask. The other was obscured by a gray, scablike growth of flesh.

Rusty climbed back onto the wagon’s seat, released the brake and gave a gentle flick to the reins. Mule started off without hesitation, and Rusty figured he’d smelled the smoke and knew shelter might be near. Another road, narrower yet and unpaved, curved to the right over snow-covered fields. The glint of light got stronger, and soon Rusty could make out a farmhouse ahead, light glowing through a window. Other outbuildings were set off beside the house, including a small barn. Rusty noted that the woods had been cut away from around the house in all directions, and hundreds of stumps stuck up through the snow. There was just one dead tree remaining, small and skinny, standing about thirty yards in front of the house. He smelled the aroma of burning wood and figured that the forest was being consumed in somebody’s fireplace. But burning wood didn’t smell the same as it had before the seventeenth of July, and radiation had seeped into the forests; the smoke had a chemical odor, like burning plastic. Rusty remembered the sweet aroma of clean logs in a fireplace, and he figured that particular scent was lost forever, just like the taste of clean water. Now all the water tasted skunky and left a film on the inside of the mouth; drinking water from melted snow—which was about all the remaining supply—brought on headaches, stomach pains and blurred vision if consumed in too large a dose. Fresh water, like from a well or a bottled supply, was as valuable now as any fine French wine in the world that used to be.

Rusty pulled Mule up in front of the house and braked the wagon. His heart was beating harder. Here comes the tricky part, he thought. Plenty of times they’d been fired on when they stopped to ask for shelter, and Rusty carried the scar of a bullet crease across his left cheek.

There was no movement from the house. Rusty reached back and partially unzipped the tent’s nap. Within, distributed around the wagon so as to keep its weight balanced, was their meager total of supplies: a few plastic jugs of water, some cans of beans, a bag of charcoal briquettes, extra clothes and blankets, their sleeping bags and the old Martin acoustic guitar Rusty was teaching himself to play. Music always drew people, gave them something to break the monotony; in one town, a grateful woman had given them a chicken when Rusty had painstakingly picked out the chords of “Moon River” for her. He’d found the guitar and a pile of songbooks in the dead town of Sterling, Colorado.

“Where are we?” the girl asked from the tent’s interior. She’d been curled up in her sleeping bag, listening to the restless whine of the wind. Her speech was garbled, but when she spoke slowly and carefully Rusty could understand it.

“We’re at a house. Maybe we can use their barn for the night.” He glanced over to the red blanket that was wrapped around three rifles. A .38 pistol and boxes of bullets lay in a shoe box within easy reach of his right hand. Like my old mama always told me, he thought, you’ve gotta fight fire with fire. He wanted to be ready for trouble, and he started to pick up the .38 to hide under his coat when he approached the door.

Swan interrupted his thoughts by saying, “You’re more likely to get shot if you take the gun.”

He hesitated, recalling that he’d been carrying a rifle when that bullet had streaked across his cheek. “Yeah, I reckon so,” he agreed. “Wish me luck.” He zipped the flap again and got down off the wagon, took a deep breath of wintry air and approached the house. Josh stood by the wagon, watching, and Killer relieved himself next to a stump.

Rusty started to knock on the door, but as he raised his fist a slit opened in the door’s center and the barrel of a rifle slid smoothly out to stare him in the face. Oh, shit, he thought, but his legs had locked and he stood helplessly.

“Who are you and what do you want?” a man’s voice asked.

Rusty lifted his hands. “Name’s Rusty Weathers. Me and my two friends out there need a place to shelter before it gets too dark. I saw your light from the road, and I see you’ve got a barn, so I was wonderin’ if—”

“Where’d you come from?”

“West of here. We passed through Howes Mill and Bixby.”

“Ain’t nothin’ left of them towns.”

“I know. Please, mister, all we want is a place to sleep. We’ve got a horse that sure could use a roof over his head.”

“Take off that kerchief and lemme see your face. Who you tryin’ to look like? Jesse James?”

Rusty did as the man told him. There was silence for a moment. “It’s awful cold out here, mister,” Rusty said. The silence stretched longer. Rusty could hear the man talking to someone else, but he couldn’t make out what was being said. Then the rifle barrel was suddenly withdrawn into the house, and Rusty let his breath out in a white plume. The door was unbolted—several bolts were thrown back—and then it opened.

A gaunt, hard-looking man—about sixty or so, with curly white hair and the untrimmed white beard of a hermit—stood before him, the rifle held at his side but still ready. The man’s face was so tough and wrinkled it resembled carved stone, and his dark brown eyes moved from Rusty to the wagon. “What’s that say on the side there? Travelin’ Show? What in the name of Judas is that?”

“Just what it says. We’re ... we’re entertainers.”

An elderly, white-haired woman in blue slacks and a heavy white sweater peered warily over the man’s shoulder. “Entertainers,” the man repeated, and he frowned as if he’d smelled something bad. His gaze came back to Rusty. “You entertainers got any food?”

“We’ve got some canned food. Beans and stuff.”

“We’ve got a pot of coffee and a little bit of salt pork. Put your wagon in the barn and bring your beans.” Then he closed the door in Rusty’s face.

When Rusty had driven the wagon into the barn, he and Josh untied Mule’s traces so the horse could get to a small pile of straw and some dried corncobs. Josh poured water into a pail for Mule and found a discarded Mason jar for Killer to drink water from. The barn was well constructed and kept the wind out, so neither animal would be in danger or freezing when the light went out and the real cold descended.

“What do you think?” Josh asked Rusty quietly. “Can she go in?”

“I don’t know. They seem okay, but a mite jittery.”

“She can use the heat, if they’ve got a fire going.” Josh blew into his hands and bent over to massage his aching knees. “We can make them understand it’s not contagious.”

“We don’t know it’s not.”

“You haven’t caught it, have you? If it was contagious, you’d have caught it long before now, don’t you think?”

Rusty nodded. “Yeah. But how are we gonna make them believe that?”

The rear flap of the wagon’s canvas dome was suddenly unzipped from the inside. Swan’s mangled voice said from within, “I’ll stay here. There’s no need for me to scare anybody.”

“They’ve got a fire in there,” Josh told her, walking toward the rear of the wagon. Swan was standing up, crouched over and silhouetted by the dim lamplight. “I think it’s all right if you go in.”

“No, it’s not. You can bring my food to me out here. It’s better that way.”

Josh looked up at her. She had a blanket around her shoulders and shrouding her head. In seven years, she had shot up to about five feet nine, gangly and long-limbed. It broke his heart that he knew she was right. If the people in that house were jittery, it was for the best that she stay here. “Okay,” he said in a strangled voice. “I’ll bring you out some food.” Then he turned away from the wagon before he had to scream.

“Pass me down a few cans of those beans, will you?” Rusty asked her. She picked up Crybaby and tapped the cans with it, then moved over to pick up a couple. She put them into Rusty’s hands.

“Rusty, if they can spare some books, I sure would be grateful,” she said. “Anything’ll do.”

He nodded, amazed that she could still read.

“We won’t be long,” Josh promised, and he followed Rusty out of the barn.

When they had gone, Swan lowered the wooden tailgate and put a little stepladder down to the ground. Probing with the dowsing rod, she descended the ladder and walked to the barn door, her head and face still shrouded by the blanket. Killer walked along at her booted feet, tail wagging furiously, and barked for attention. His bark was not as sprightly as it had been seven years earlier, and age had taken the bounce out of the terrier’s step.

Swan paused, laid Crybaby aside and picked Killer up. Then she cracked the barn door open and cocked her head way over to the left, peering out through the falling snow. The farmhouse looked so warm, so inviting—but she knew it was best that she stay where she was. In the silence, her breathing sounded like an asthmatic rasp.

Through the snow, she could make out that single remaining tree by the spill of light from the front window. Why just one tree? she wondered. Why did he cut the rest of them down and leave that one standing alone?

Killer strained up and licked into the darkness where her face was. She stood looking at that single tree for a minute longer, and then she closed the barn door, picked up Crybaby and probed her way over to Mule to rub his shoulders.

In the farmhouse, a fire blazed in a stone hearth. Over the flames, a cast-iron pot of salt pork was bubbling in a vegetable broth. Both the stern-faced elderly man and his more timid wife flinched noticeably when Josh Hutchins followed Rusty through the front door. It was his size more than the mask that startled them, for, though he’d lost a lot of flabby weight in the last few years, he’d gained muscle and was still a formidable sight. Josh’s hands were streaked with white pigment, and the elderly man stared uncomfortably at them until Josh stuck them in his pockets.

“Here’re the beans,” Rusty said nervously, offering them to the man. He’d noted that the rifle leaned against the hearth, well within reach if the old man decided to go for it.

The cans of beans were accepted, and the old gent gave them to the woman. She glanced nervously at Josh and then went back to the rear of the house.

Rusty peeled off his gloves and coat, laid them over a chair and took his hat off. His hair had turned almost completely gray, and there were streaks of white at his temples, though he was only forty years old. His beard was ribboned with gray, the bullet scar a pale slash across his cheek. Around his eyes were webs of deep cracks and wrinkles. He stood in front of the hearth, basking in its wonderful warmth. “Good fire you got here,” he said. “Sure takes the chill off.”

The old man was still staring at Josh. “You can take that coat and mask off, if you like.”

Josh shrugged out of his coat. Underneath he wore two thick sweaters, one on top of the other. He made no move to take off the black ski mask.

The old man walked closer to Josh, then abruptly stopped when he saw the gray growth obscuring the giant’s right eye.

“Josh is a wrestler,” Rusty said quickly. “The Masked Mephisto—that’s him! I’m a magician. See, we’re a travelin’ show. We go from town to town, and we perform for whatever people can spare to give us. Josh wrestles anybody who wants to take him on, and if the other fella gets Josh off his feet, the whole town gets a free show.”

The old man nodded absently, his gaze riveted on Josh. The woman came in with the cans she’d opened and dumped their contents into the pot, then stirred the concoction with a wooden spoon. Finally, the old gent said, “Looks like somebody beat the ever-lovin’ shit outta you, mister. Guess that town got a free show, huh?” He grunted and gave a high, cackling laugh. Rusty’s nerves untensed somewhat; he didn’t think there would be any gunplay today. “I’ll fetch us a pot of coffee,” the old man said, and he left the room.

Josh went over to warm himself at the fire, and the woman scurried away from him as if he carried the plague. Not wanting to frighten her, he crossed the room and stood at the window, looking out at the sea of stumps and the single standing tree.

“Name’s Sylvester Moody,” the old man said when he returned with a tray bearing some brown clay mugs. “Folks used to call me Sly, after that fella who made all them fightin’ movies.” He set the tray down on a little pine wood table, then went to the mantel and picked up a thick asbestos glove; he put it on and reached into the fireplace, unhooking a scorched metal coffee pot from a nail driven into the rear wall. “Good and hot,” he said, and he started to pour the black liquid into the cups. “Don’t have no milk or sugar, so don’t ask.” He nodded toward the woman. “This is my wife, Carla. She’s kinda nervous around strangers.”

Rusty took one of the hot cups and downed the coffee with pure pleasure, though the liquid was so strong it could’ve whipped Josh in a wrestling match.

“Why one tree, Mr. Moody?” Josh asked.

“Huh?”

Josh was still standing at the window. “Why’d you leave that one? Why not cut it down with the others?”

Sly Moody picked up a cup of coffee and took it over to the masked giant. He tried very hard not to stare at the white-splotched hand that accepted the cup. “I’ve lived in this house for near ’bout thirty-five years,” he answered. “That’s a long time to live in one house, on one piece of land, ain’t it? Oh, I used to have a fine cornfield back that way.” He motioned toward the rear of the house. “Used to grow a little tobacco and some pole beans, and every year me and Jeanette would go out in the garden and ...” He trailed off, blinked and glanced over at Carla, who was looking at him with wide, shocked eyes. “I’m sorry, darlin’,” he said. “I mean, me and Carla would go out in the garden and bring back baskets of good vegetables.”

The woman, seemingly satisfied, stopped stirring the pot and left the room.

“Jeanette was my first wife,” Sly explained in a hushed voice. “She passed on about two months after it happened. Then one day I was walkin’ up the road to Ray Featherstone’s place—about a mile from here, I guess—and I came across a car that had gone off the road and was half buried in a snowdrift. Well, there was a dead man with a blue face at the wheel, and next to him was a woman who was near ’bout dead. There was a gutted carcass of a French poodle in her lap, and she had a nail file gripped in her hand—and I don’t want to tell you what she did to keep herself from freezin’. Anyway, she was so crazy she didn’t know anything, not even her own name or where she was from. I called her Carla, after the first girl I ever kissed. She just stayed, and now she thinks she’s been livin’ on this farm with me for thirty-five years.” He shook his head, his eyes dark and haunted. “Funny thing, too—that car was a Lincoln Continental, and when I found her she was decked out in diamonds and pearls. I put all that junk away in a shoe box and traded it for sacks of flour and bacon. I figure she didn’t need to ever see ’em again. People came along and salvaged parts off the car, and by and by there was nothin’ left. Better that way.”

Carla returned with some bowls and began to spoon the stew into them.

“Bad days,” Sly Moody said softly, staring at the tree. Then his eyes began to clear, and he smiled faintly. “That there’s my apple tree! Yessir! See, I used to have an apple orchard clear across that field. Used to bring in apples by the bushel—but after it happened and the trees died, I started cuttin’ ’em down for firewood. You don’t want to go too far into the forest for firewood, uh-uh! Ray Featherstone froze to death about a hundred yards from his own front door.” He paused for a moment and then sighed heavily. “I planted them apple trees with my own hands. Watched ’em grow, watched ’em burst with fruit. You know what today is?”

“No,” Josh said.

“I keep a calendar. One mark for every day. Worn out a lot of pencils, too. Today is the twenty-sixth day of April. Springtime.” He smiled bitterly. “I’ve cut ’em all down but the one and thrown ’em in the fire piece by piece. But damned if I can put an axe to that last one. Damned if I can.”

“Food’s almost ready,” Carla announced. She had a northern accent, decidedly different from Sly’s languid Missouri drawl. “Come and get it.”

“Hold on.” Sly looked at Rusty. “I thought you said you were with two friends.”

“I did. There’s a girl travelin’ with us. She’s ...” He glanced quickly at Josh, then back to Sly. “She’s out in the barn.”

“A girl? Well, Christ A’mighty, fella! Bring her in here and let her get some hot food!”

“Uh ... I don’t think—”

“Go on and get her!” he insisted. “Barn ain’t no place for a girl!”

“Rusty?” Josh was peering out the window. Night was fast descending, but he could still see the last apple tree and the figure that stood beneath it. “Come here for a minute.”

Outside, Swan held the blanket around her head and shoulders like a cape and looked up at the branches of the spindly apple tree; Killer ran a couple of rings around the tree and then barked halfheartedly, wanting to get back to the barn. Above Swan’s head, the branches moved like skinny, searching arms.

She walked forward, her boots sinking through five inches of snow, and placed her bare hand against the tree’s trunk.

It was cold beneath her fingers. Cold and long dead.

Just like everything else, she thought. All the trees, the grass, the flowers—everything scorched lifeless by radiation many years ago.

But it was a pretty tree, she decided. It was dignified, like a monument, and it did not deserve to be surrounded by the ugly stumps of what had been. She knew that the hurting sound in this place must have been a long wail of agony.

Her hand moved lightly across the wood. Even in death, there was something proud about the tree, something defiant and elemental—a wild spirit, like the heart of a flame that could never be totally extinguished.

Killer yapped at her feet, urging her to hurry whatever she was doing. Swan said, “All right, I’m rea—”

She stopped speaking. The wind whirled around her, tugging at her clothes.

Could it be? she wondered. I’m not dreaming this ... am I?

Her fingers were tingling. Just barely enough to register through the cold.

She placed her palm against the wood. A prickling, pins-and-needles sensation coursed through her hand—still faint, but growing, getting stronger.

Her heart leaped. Life, she realized. There was life there yet, deep in the tree. It had been so long—so very long—since she’d felt the stirring of life beneath her fingers. The feeling was almost new to her again, and she realized how much she’d missed it. Now what felt like a mild electric current seemed to be rising up from the earth through the soles of her boots, moving up her backbone, along her arm and out her hand into the wood. When she drew her hand away, the tingling ceased. She pressed her fingers to the tree again, her heart pounding, and there was a shock so powerful it felt as if fire had shot up her spine.

Her body trembled. The sensation was steadily getting stronger, almost painful now, her bones aching with the pulse of energy passing through her and into the tree. When she could stand it no longer, she pulled her hand back. Her fingers continued to prickle.

But she wasn’t finished yet. On an impulse, she extended her index finger and traced letters across the tree trunk: S ... W ... A ... N.

“Swan!” The voice came from the house, startling her. She turned toward the sound, and as she did the wind ripped at her makeshift cape and flung it back from her shoulders and head.

Sly Moody was standing between Josh and Rusty, holding a lantern. By its yellow light, he saw that the figure under the apple tree had no face.

Her head was covered by gray growths that had begun as small black warts, had thickened and spread over the passage of years, had connected with gray tendrils like groping, intertwining vines. The growths had covered her skull like a knotty helmet, had enclosed her facial features and sealed them up except for a small slit at her left eye and a ragged hole over her mouth through which she breathed and ate.

Behind Sly, Carla screamed. Sly whispered, “Oh ... my Jesus ...”

The faceless figure grabbed the blanket and shrouded her head, and Josh heard her heartbreaking cry as she raced to the barn.
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DARKNESS FELL OVER THE snow-covered buildings and houses of what had been Broken Bow, Nebraska. Barbed wire surrounded the town, and here and there bits of timber and rags burned in empty oil cans, the wind sending orange sparks spiraling into the sky. On the curving northwest arc of Highway 2, dozens of corpses lay frozen where they’d fallen, and the hulks of charred vehicles still spat flame.

In the fortress that Broken Bow had been for the last two days, three hundred and seventeen sick and injured men, women and children were trying desperately to keep warm around a huge central bonfire. The houses of Broken Bow were being torn apart and fed to the flames. Another two hundred and sixty-four men and women armed with rifles, pistols, axes, hammers and knives crouched in trenches hastily hacked in the earth along the barbed wire at the western rim of town. Their faces were turned westward, into the shrilling subzero wind that had killed so many. They shivered in their ragged coats, and tonight they dreaded a different kind of death.

“There!” a man with an ice-crusted bandage around his head shouted. He pointed into the distance. “There! They’re coming!”

A chorus of shouts and warnings moved along the trench. Rifles and pistols were quickly checked. The trench vibrated with nervous motion, and the breath of human beings whirled through the air like diamond dust.

They saw the headlights weaving slowly through the carnage on the highway. Then the music drifted to them on the stinging wind. It was carnival music, and as the headlights grew nearer a skinny, hollow-eyed man in a heavy sheepskin coat stood up at the center of the trench and trained a pair of binoculars at the oncoming vehicle. His face was streaked with dark brown keloids.

He put the binoculars down before the cold could seal the eye-cups to his face. “Hold your fire!” he shouted to the left. “Pass it down!” The message began to go down the line. He looked to the right and shouted the same order, and then he waited, one gloved hand on the Ingram machine gun under his coat.

The vehicle passed a burning car, and the red glare revealed it to be a truck with the remnants of paint on its sides advertising different flavors of ice cream. Two loudspeakers were mounted atop the truck’s cab, and the windshield had been replaced with a metal plate that had two narrow slits cut for the driver and passengers to see through. The front fender and radiator grille were shielded with metal, and from the armor protruded jagged metal spikes about two feet long. The glass of both headlights was reinforced with heavy tape and covered with wire mesh. On both sides of the truck were gunslits, and atop the truck was a crude sheet-metal turret and the snout of a heavy machine gun.

The armored Good Humor truck, its modified engine snorting, rolled with chain-covered tires over the carcass of a horse and stopped about fifty yards from the barbed wire. The merry, tape-recorded calliope music continued for perhaps another two minutes—and then there was silence.

The silence stretched. A man’s voice came through the loudspeakers: “Franklin Hayes! Are you listening, Franklin Hayes?”

The skinny, weary man in the sheepskin coat narrowed his eyes but said nothing.

“Franklin Hayes!” the voice continued, with a mocking, lilting note. “You’ve given us a good fight, Franklin Hayes! The Army of Excellence salutes you!”

“Fuck you,” a middle-aged, shivering woman said softly in the trench beside Hayes. She had a knife at her belt and a pistol in her hand, and a green keloid covered most of her face in the shape of a lily pad.

“You’re a fine commander, Franklin Hayes! We didn’t think you had the strength to get away from us at Dunning. We thought you’d die on the highway. How many of you are left, Franklin Hayes? Four hundred? Five hundred? And how many are able to keep fighting? Maybe half that number? The Army of Excellence has over four thousand healthy soldiers, Franklin Hayes! Some of those used to suffer for you, but they decided to save their lives and cross over to our side!”

Someone in the trench to the left fired a rifle, and several other shots followed. Hayes shouted, “Don’t waste your bullets, damn it!” The firing dwindled, then ceased.

“Your soldiers are nervous, Franklin Hayes!” the voice taunted. “They know they’re about to die.”

“We’re not soldiers,” Hayes whispered to himself. “You crazy fucker, we’re not soldiers!” How his community of survivors—once numbering over a thousand people trying to rebuild the town of Scottsbluff—had gotten embroiled in this insane “war” he didn’t know. A van driven by a husky red-bearded man had come into Scottsbluff, and out had stepped another, frail-figured man with bandages wrapping his face—all except his eyes, which were covered with goggles. The bandaged man had spoken in a high, young voice, had said that he’d been badly burned a long time ago; he’d asked for water and a place to spend the night, but he wouldn’t let Dr. Gardner even touch his bandages. Hayes himself, as mayor of Scottsbluff, had taken the young man on a walking tour of the structures they were rebuilding. Sometime during the night the two men had driven away, and three days later Scottsbluff was attacked and burned to the ground. The screams of his wife and son still reverberated in Hayes’s mind. Then Hayes had started leading the survivors east to escape the maniacs that pursued them—but the “Army of Excellence” had more trucks, cars, horses, trailers and gasoline, more weapons and bullets and “soldiers,” and the group that followed Hayes had left hundreds of corpses in its wake.

This was an insane nightmare with no end, Hayes realized. Once he’d been an eminent professor of economics at the University of Wyoming, and now he felt like a trapped rat.

The headlights of the armored Good Humor truck burned like two malevolent eyes. “The Army of Excellence invites all able-bodied men, women and children who don’t want to suffer anymore to join us,” the amplified voice said. “Just cross the wire and keep walking west, and you’ll be well taken care of—hot food, a warm bed, shelter and protection. Bring your weapons and ammunition with you, but keep the barrels of your guns pointed to the ground. If you are healthy and sound of mind, and if you are unblemished by the mark of Cain, we invite you with love and open arms. You have five minutes to decide.”

The mark of Cain, Hayes thought grimly. He’d heard that phrase through those damned speakers before, and he knew they meant either the keloids or the growths that covered the faces of many people. They only wanted those “unblemished” and “sound of mind.” But he wondered about the young man with the eye goggles and the bandaged face. Why had he been wearing those bandages, if he himself had not been “blemished” by the “mark of Cain”?

Whoever was guiding that mob of ravagers and rapists was beyond all humanity. Somehow he—or she—had drilled bloodlust into the brains of over four thousand followers, and now they were killing, looting and burning struggling communities for the sheer thrill of it.

There was a shout to the right. Two men were struggling over the barbed wire; they got across, snagging their coats and trousers but pulling free, and started running west with their rifles pointed to the ground. “Cowards!” someone shouted. “You dirty cowards!” But the two men did not look back.

A woman went across, followed by another man. Then a man, a woman and a young boy escaped the trench and fled to the west, all carrying guns and ammunition. Angry shouts and curses were flung at their backs, but Hayes didn’t blame them. None of them bore keloids; why should they stay and be slaughtered?

“Come home,” the voice intoned over the loudspeakers, like the silken drone of a revival preacher. “Come home to love and open arms. Flee the mark of Cain, and come home ... come home ... come home.”

More people were going over the wire. They vanished westward into the darkness.

“Don’t suffer with the unclean! Come home, flee the mark of Cain!”

A gunshot rang out, and one of the truck’s headlights shattered, but the mesh deflected the slug and the light continued to burn. Still, people climbed over the fence and scurried west.

“I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” the woman with the lily pad keloid told Hayes. “I’m set and stayin’.”

The last to go was a teenage boy with a shotgun, his overcoat pockets stuffed with shells.

“It’s time, Franklin Hayes!” the voice called.

He took out the Ingram gun and pushed the safety off.

“It’s time!” the voice roared—and the roar was joined by other roars, rising together, mixing and mingling like a single, inhuman battle cry. But they were the roars of engines firing, popping and sputtering, blasting to full-throated life. And then the headlights came on—dozens of headlights, hundreds of headlights that curved in an arc on both sides of Highway 2, facing the trench. Hayes realized with numb terror that the other armored trucks, tractor-trailer rigs, and monster machines had been silently pushed almost to the barbed-wire barrier while the Good Humor truck had kept their attention. The headlights speared into the faces of those in the trenches as engines were gunned and chained tires crunched forward across snow and frozen bodies.

Hayes stood up to yell “Fire!” but the shooting had already started. Sparks of gunfire rippled up and down the trench; bullets whined off metal tire guards, radiator shields and iron turrets. Still the battle wagons came on, almost leisurely, and the Army of Excellence held their fire. Then Hayes screamed, “Use the bombs!” but he was not heard over the tumult. The trench fighters didn’t have to be told to crouch down, pick up one of the three gasoline-filled bottles they’d all been supplied with, touch the rag wicks to the flames from oil barrels and throw the homemade bombs.

The bottles exploded, sending flaming gasoline shooting across the snow, but in the leaping red light the monsters came on, unscathed, and now some of them were rolling over the barbed wire less than twenty feet from the trench. One bottle scored a direct hit on the viewslit of a Pinto’s armored windshield; it shattered and sprayed fiery gas. The driver tumbled out screaming, his face aflame. He staggered toward the wire, and Franklin Hayes shot him dead with the Ingram gun. The Pinto kept going, tore through the barricade and crushed four people before they could scramble from the trench.

The vehicles tore the barbed-wire barricade to shreds, and suddenly their crude turrets and gunports erupted with rifle, pistol and machine-gun fire that swept across the trench as Hayes’s followers tried to run. Dozens slithered back in or lay motionless in the dirty, blood-streaked snow. One of the burning oil cans went over, touching off unused bombs that began exploding in the trench. Everywhere was fire and streaking bullets, writhing bodies, screams and a blur of confusion. “Move back!” Franklin Hayes yelled. The defenders fled toward the second barrier about fifty yards behind—a five-foot-high wall of bricks, timbers and frozen bodies of their friends and families stacked up like cordwood.

Franklin Hayes saw soldiers on foot, fast approaching behind the first wave of vehicles. The trench was wide enough to catch any car or truck that tried to pass, but the Army of Excellence’s infantry would soon swarm across—and through the smoke and blowing snow there seemed to be thousands. He heard their war cry—a low, animalish moan that almost shook the earth.

Then the armored radiator of a truck was staring him in the face, and he scrambled out of the trench as the vehicle stopped two feet short. A bullet whined past his head, and he stumbled over the body of the woman with the lily pad keloid. Then he was up and running, and bullets thunked into the snow all around him, and he clambered up over the wall of bricks and bodies and turned again to face the attackers.

Explosions started blasting the wall apart, metal shrapnel flying. Hayes realized they were using hand grenades—something they’d saved until now—and he kept firing at running figures until the Ingram gun blistered his hands.

“They’ve broken through on the right!” somebody shouted. “They’re comin’ in!”

Swarms of men were running in all directions. Hayes fumbled in his pocket, found another clip and reloaded. One of the enemy soldiers leaped over the wall, and Hayes had time to see that his face was daubed with what looked like Indian warpaint before the man spun and drove a knife into the side of a woman fighting a few feet away. Hayes shot him through the head, kept shooting as the soldier jerked and fell.

“Run! Get back!” somebody yelled. Other voices, other screams pierced the wail of noise: “We can’t hold ’em! They’re breakin’ through!”

A man with blood streaming down his face grasped Hayes’s arm. “Mr. Hayes!” he shouted. “They’re breaking through! We can’t hold them back any—”

He was interrupted by the blade of an axe sinking into his skull.

Hayes staggered back. The Ingram gun dropped from his hands, and he sank down to his knees.

The axe was pulled loose, and the corpse fell to the snow.

“Franklin Hayes?” a soft, almost gentle voice asked.

He saw a long-haired figure standing over him, couldn’t make out the face. He was tired, all used up. “Yes,” he replied.

“Time to go to sleep,” the man said, and he lifted his axe.

When it fell, a dwarf who had crouched atop the broken wall jumped up and clapped his hands.
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A BATTERED JEEP WITH ONE good headlight emerged from the snow on Missouri Highway 63 and entered what had once been a town. Lanterns glowed within a few of the clapboard houses, but otherwise darkness ruled the streets.

“Stop there.” Sister motioned toward a brick structure on the right. The building’s windows were boarded up, but crowded around it in the gravel parking lot were several old cars and pickup trucks. As Paul Thorson guided the Jeep into the lot the single headlight washed over a sign painted in red on one of the boarded windows: Bucket of Blood Tavern.

“Uh ... you sure you want to stop at this particular place?” Paul inquired.

She nodded, her head cowled by the hood of a dark blue parka. “Where there’re cars, somebody ought to know where to find gas.” She glanced at the fuel gauge. The needle hovered near Empty. “Maybe we can find out where the hell we are, too.”

Paul turned off the heater, then the single headlight and the engine. He was wearing his old reliable leather jacket over a red woolen sweater, with a scarf around his neck and a brown woolen cap pulled over his skull. His beard was ashen-gray, as was much of his hair, but his eyes were still a powerful, undimmed electric blue against the heavily lined, windburned skin of his face. He glanced uneasily at the sign on the boards and climbed out of the Jeep. Sister reached into the rear compartment, where an assortment of canvas bags, cardboard boxes and crates were secured with a chain and padlock. Right behind her seat was a beat-up brown leather satchel, which she picked up with one gloved hand and took with her.

From beyond the door came the noise of off-key piano music and a burst of raucous male laughter. Paul braced himself and pushed it open, walking in with Sister at his heels. The door, fixed to the wall with tight springs, snapped shut behind them.

Instantly, the music and laughter ceased. Suspicious eyes glared at the new arrivals.

At the room’s center, next to a free-standing cast-iron stove, six men had been playing cards around a table. A haze of yellow smoke from hand-rolled cigarettes hung in the air, diffusing the light of several lanterns that dangled from wall hooks. Other tables were occupied by two or three men and some rough-looking women. A bartender in a fringed leather jacket stood behind a long bar that Paul noted was pocked with bullet holes. Blazing logs popped red sparks from a fireplace in the rear wall, and at the piano sat a chunky young woman with long black hair and a violet keloid that covered the lower half of her face and exposed throat.

Both Sister and Paul had seen that most of the men wore guns in holsters at their waists and had rifles propped against their chairs.

The floor was an inch deep in sawdust, and the tavern smelled of unwashed bodies. There was a sharp ping! As one of the men at the center table spat tobacco juice into a pail.

“We’re lost,” Paul said. “What town is this?”

A man laughed. He had greasy black hair and was wearing what looked like a dogskin coat. He blew smoke into the air from a brown cigarette. “What town you tryin’ to get to, fella?”

“We’re just traveling. Is this place on the map?”

The men exchanged amused glances, and now the laughter spread. “What map do you mean?” the one with greasy hair asked. “Drawn up before the seventeenth of July, or after?”

“Before.”

“The before maps ain’t no fuckin’ good,” another man said. He had a bony face and was shaved almost bald. Four fishhooks dangled from his left earlobe, and he wore a leather vest over a red-checked shirt. At his skinny waist were a holster and pistol. “Everything’s changed. Towns are graveyards. Rivers flooded over, changed course and froze. Lakes dried up. What was woods is desert. So the before maps ain’t no fuckin’ good.”

Paul was aware of all that. After seven years of traveling a zigzag path across a dozen states, there was very little that shocked him or Sister anymore. “Did this town ever have a name?”

“Moberly,” the bartender offered. “Moberly, Missouri. Used to be about fifteen thousand people here. Now I guess we’re down to three or four hundred.”

“Yeah, but it ain’t the nukes that killed ’em!” a wizened woman with red hair and red lips spoke up from another table. “It’s the rotgut shit you serve in here, Derwin!” She cackled and raised a mug of oily-looking liquid to her lips while the others laughed and hooted.

“Aw, fuck you, Lizzie!” Derwin shot back. “Your gut’s been pickled since you was ten years old!”

Sister walked to an empty table and set her satchel atop it. Beneath the hood of her parka, most of her face was covered by a dark gray scarf. Unsnapping the satchel, she removed the tattered, folded and refolded Rand McNally road atlas, which she smoothed out and opened to the map of Missouri. In the dim light, she found the thin red line of Highway 63 and followed it to a dot named Moberly, about seventy-five miles north of what had been Jefferson City. “Here we are,” she told Paul, who came over to look.

“Great,” he said grimly. “So what does that tell us? What direction do we go from—”

The satchel was suddenly snatched off the table, and Sister looked up, stunned.

The bony-faced man in the leather vest had it and was backing away with a grin on his thin-lipped mouth. “Looky what I got me, boys!” he shouted. “Got me a nice new bag, didn’t I?”

Sister stood very still. “Give that back to me,” she said, quietly but firmly.

“Got me somethin’ to shit in when it’s too cold in the woods!” the man responded, and the others around the table laughed. His small black eyes darted toward Paul, daring him to move.

“Quit fuckin’ around, Earl!” Derwin said. “What do you need a bag for?”

“’Cause I do, that’s why! Let’s see what we got in here!” Earl dug a hand into it and started pulling out pairs of socks, scarves and gloves. And then he reached way down and his hand came up with a ring of glass.

It flared with bloody color in his grip, and he stared at it in open-mouthed wonder.

The tavern was silent but for the popping of fireplace logs.

The red-haired hag slowly rose from her chair. “Sweet Mother of Jaysus,” she whispered.

The men around the card table gawked, and the black-haired girl left her piano stool to limp closer.

Earl held the glass ring before his face, watching the colors ebb and swell like blood rushing through arteries. But his grip on the ring produced brutal hues: muddy brown, oily yellow and ebony.

“That belongs to me.” Sister’s voice was muffled behind the scarf. “Please give it back.”

Paul took a forward step. Earl’s hand went to the butt of his pistol with a gunfighter’s reflexes, and Paul stopped. “Found me a play-pretty, didn’t I?” Earl asked. The ring was pulsing faster, turning darker and uglier by the second. All but two of the spikes had been broken off over the years. “Jewels!” Earl had just realized where the colors were coming from. “This thing must be worth a goddamned fortune!”

“I’ve asked you to give it back,” Sister said.

“Got me a fuckin’ fortune!” Earl shouted, his eyes glazed and greedy. “Break this damned glass open and dig them jewels out, I got me a fortune!” He grinned crazily, lifted the ring over his head and began to prance for his friends at the table. “Looky here! I got me a halo, boys!”

Paul took another step, and instantly Earl spun to face him. The pistol was already leaving his holster.

But Sister was ready. The short-barreled shotgun she’d drawn from beneath her parka boomed like a shout from God.

Earl was lifted off the floor and propelled through the air, his body crashing over tables and his own gunshot blasting a chunk from a wooden beam above Sister’s head. He landed in a crumpled heap, one hand still gripping the ring. The murky colors pulsed wildly.

The man in the dogskin coat started to rise. Sister pumped another round into the smoking chamber, whirled and pressed the barrel to his throat. “You want some of it?” He shook his head and sank down into his chair again. “Guns on the table,” she ordered—and eight pistols were pushed over the grimy cards and coins to the table’s center.

Paul had his .357 Magnum cocked and waiting. He caught a movement from the bartender and aimed it at the man’s head. Derwin raised his hands. “No trouble, friend,” Derwin said nervously. “I want to live, okay?”

The pulsing of the glass ring was beginning to stutter and slow. Paul edged toward the dying man as Sister held her sawed-off riot gun on the others. She’d found the weapon three years earlier in a deserted highway patrol station outside the ruins of Wichita, and it packed enough punch to knock an elephant down. She’d only had to use it a few times, with the same result as now.

Paul tried to avoid all the blood. A fly buzzed past his face and hovered over the ring. It was large and green, an ugly thing, and Paul was taken aback for a few seconds because it had been years since he’d seen a fly; he’d thought they were all dead. A second fly joined the first, and they swirled in the air around the twitching body and the glass circle.

Paul bent down. The ring flared bright red for an instant—and then went black. He worked it from the corpse’s grip, and in his hand the rainbow colors returned. Then he shoved it down into the satchel again and covered it over with the socks, scarves and gloves. A fly landed on his cheek, and he jerked his head because the little bastard felt like a freezing nail pressed to his skin.

He returned the road atlas to the satchel. All eyes were on the woman with the shotgun. She took the satchel and retreated slowly toward the door, keeping the weapon aimed at the center of the card table. She told herself she’d had no choice but to kill the man, and that was the end of it; she’d come too far with the glass circle to let some fool break it to pieces.

“Hey,” the man in the dogskin coat said. “You ain’t gonna go without us buyin’ you a drink, are you?”

“What?”

“Earl wasn’t worth a damn,” another man volunteered, and he leaned over to spit tobacco into his pail. “Trigger-happy idjit was always killin’ people.”

“He shot Jimmy Ridgeway dead right here, coupla months ago,” Derwin said. “Bastard was too good with that pistol.”

“Till now,” the other man said. The card players were already dividing the dead man’s coins.

“Here y’go.” Derwin picked up two glasses and drew oily amber liquid from a keg. “Homemade brew. Tastes kinda funky, but it’ll sure get your mind off your troubles.” He offered the glasses to Paul and Sister. “On the house.”

It had been months since Paul’s last sip of alcohol. The strong, woody smell of the stuff drifted to him like a siren’s perfume. His insides were quaking; he’d never used the Magnum on a human being before, and he prayed that he’d never have to. Paul accepted the glass and thought the fumes might sear off his eyebrows, but he took a drink anyway.

It was like gargling molten metal. Tears popped from his eyes. He coughed, sputtered and gasped as the moonshine—fermented out of God only knew what—slashed down his throat. The red-haired hag cackled like a crow, and some of the men in the back guffawed as well.

As Paul tried to regain his breath Sister set the satchel aside—not too far—and raised the second glass. The bartender said, “Yeah, you did ol’ Earl Hocutt a good deed. He’s been wantin’ somebody to kill him ever since his wife and little girl died of the fever last year.”

“Is that so?” she asked as she pulled the scarf away from her face. She lifted the glass to her deformed lips and drank without a flinch. Derwin’s eyes widened, and he backed away so fast he knocked a shelf of glasses and mugs to the floor.
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SISTER WAS PREPARED FOR the reaction. She’d seen it many times before. She sipped the moonshine again, found it no better or worse than many bottles she’d drunk from on the streets of Manhattan, and sensed everyone in the bar watching her. Want a good look? she thought. Want a real good look? She put the glass down and turned to let them all see.

The red-haired hag stopped cackling as abruptly as if she’d been kicked in the throat.

“Good God A’mighty,” the tobacco chewer managed to say, after he’d swallowed his chaw.

The lower half of Sister’s face was a mass of gray growths, knotty tendrils twisted and intertwined over her chin, jaw and cheeks. The hard growths had pulled Sister’s mouth slightly to the left, giving her a sardonic smile. Under the hood of her parka, her skull was a scabby crust; the growths had completely enclosed her scalp and were now beginning to send out tough gray tendrils across her forehead and over both ears.

“A leper!” One of the card players scrambled to his feet. “She’s got leprosy!”

The mention of that dreaded disease made the others leap up, forgetting guns, cards and coins, and back across the tavern. “Get outta here!” another one yelled. “Don’t give that shit to us!”

“Leper! Leper!” the red-haired hag shrieked, picking up a mug to throw at Sister. There were other shouts and threats, but Sister was unperturbed. This was a common scene wherever she was forced to expose her face.

Over the cacophony of voices there came a sharp, insistent crack! ... crack!... crack!

Silhouetted by light from the fireplace, a thin figure stood against the far wall, methodically beating a wooden staff over one of the tabletops. The noise gradually won out, until an uneasy silence remained.

“Gentlemen ... and ladies,” the man with the wooden staff said in a ravaged voice, “I can assure you that our friend’s affliction is not leprosy. As a matter of fact, I don’t think it’s the least bit contagious—so you don’t have to ruin your underdrawers.”

“What the hell do you know, scumbag?” the man in the dogskin coat challenged.

The other figure paused, then positioned the staff under his left armpit. He began to shuffle forward, his left trouser leg pinned up just above the knee. He wore a ragged dark brown coat over a dirty beige cardigan sweater, and on his hands were gloves so well worn the fingers were poking through.

Lamplight touched his face. Silver hair cascaded around his shoulders, though the crown of his scalp was bald and mottled with brown keloids. He had a short, grizzled gray beard and finely chiseled facial features, his nose thin and elegant. Sister thought he might have been handsome but for the bright crimson keloid that covered one side of his face like a port-wine stain. He stopped, standing between Sister, Paul and the others. “My name is not scumbag,” he said, with an air of ruined royalty. His deep-set, tormented gray eyes shifted toward the man in the dogskin coat. “I used to be Hugh Ryan. Doctor Hugh Ryan, surgeon in residence at Amarillo Medical Center in Amarillo, Texas.”

“You a doctor?” the other man countered. “Bullshit!”

“My current living standards make these gentlemen think I was born terminally thirsty,” he told Sister, and he lifted one palsied hand. “Of course, I’m not suited for a scalpel anymore. But then again, who is?” He approached Sister and touched her face. The odor of his unwashed body almost knocked her down, but she’d smelled worse. “This is not leprosy,” he repeated. “This is a mass of fibrous tissue originating from a subcutaneous source. How deep the fibroid layer penetrates, I don’t know—but I’ve seen this condition many times before, and in my opinion it’s not contagious.”

“We’ve seen other people with it, too,” Paul said. He was used to the way Sister looked because it had happened so gradually, beginning with the black warts on her face. He’d examined his own head and face for them, but so far he was unaffected. “What causes it?”

Hugh Ryan shrugged, still pressing at the growths. “Possibly the skin’s reaction to radiation, pollutants, lack of sunshine for so long—who knows? Oh, I’ve seen maybe a hundred or more people with it, in many different stages. Fortunately, there seems to remain a small breathing and eating space no matter how severe the condition becomes.”

“It’s leprosy, I say!” the red-haired hag contended, but the men were settling down again, returning to their table. A few of them left the tavern, and the others continued to stare at Sister with a sickened fascination.

“It itches like hell, and sometimes my head aches like it’s about to split open,” Sister admitted. “How do I get rid of it?”

“That, unfortunately, I can’t say. I’ve never seen Job’s Mask regress—but then, I only saw most of the cases in passing.”

“Job’s Mask? Is that what it’s called?”

“Well, that’s what I call it. Seems appropriate, doesn’t it?”

Sister grunted. She and Paul had seen dozens of people with “Job’s Mask” scattered across the nine states they’d traveled through. In Kansas, they’d come upon a colony of forty afflicted people who’d been forced out of a nearby settlement by their own families; in Iowa, Sister had seen a man whose head was so encrusted he was unable to hold it upright. Job’s Mask afflicted men and women with equal savagery, and Sister had even seen a few teenagers with it, but children younger than seven or eight seemed to be immune—or at least, Sister had never seen any babies or young children with it, though both parents might be horribly deformed. “Will I have this for the rest of my life?”

Hugh shrugged again, unable to help any further. His eyes locked with hungry need on Sister’s glass of moonshine, still atop the bar. She said, “Be my guest,” and he drank it down as if it were iced tea on a hot August afternoon.

“Thank you very much.” He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and glanced at the dead man lying in the bloody sawdust. The chunky black-haired girl was eagerly going through the pockets. “There is no right and wrong in this world anymore,” he said. “There’s only a faster gun and a higher level of violence.” He nodded toward the table he’d been occupying, over by the fireplace. “If you please?” he asked Sister, with a note of pleading. “It’s been so long since I’ve been able to talk to someone of obvious breeding and intellect.”

Sister and Paul were in no hurry. She picked up her satchel, sliding her shotgun into the leather sheath that hung along her hip beneath the parka. Paul returned his Magnum to its holster, and they followed Hugh Ryan.

Derwin finally steeled himself to emerge from behind the bar, and the man in the dogskin coat helped him carry Earl’s body out the back door.

As Hugh got his remaining leg propped up on a chair Sister couldn’t help but notice the stuffed trophies that adorned the wall around the Bucket of Blood’s fireplace: an albino squirrel, a deer’s head with three eyes, a boar with a single eye at the center of its forehead, and a two-headed woodchuck. “Derwin’s a hunter,” Hugh explained. “You can find all sorts of things in the woods around here. Amazing what the radiation’s done, isn’t it?” He admired the trophies for a moment. “You don’t want to sleep too far from the light,” he said, turning his attention back to Paul and Sister. “You really don’t.” He reached for the half glass of moonshine he’d been drinking before they’d come in. Two green flies buzzed around his head, and Paul watched them circling.

Hugh motioned toward the satchel. “I couldn’t help but notice that glass trinket. May I ask what it is?”

“Just something I picked up.”

“Where? A museum?”

“No, I found it in a pile of rubble.”

“It’s a beautiful thing,” he said. “I’d be careful with it, if I were you. I’ve met people who’d behead you for a piece of bread.”

Sister nodded. “That’s why I carry the shotgun—and that’s why I learned to use it, too.”

“Indeed.” He swilled down the rest of the moonshine and smacked his lips. “Ah! Nectar of the gods!”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Paul’s throat still felt as if it had been scraped with razors.

“Well, taste is relative, isn’t it?” Hugh spent a moment licking the inside of the glass to get the last drops before he put it aside. “I used to be a connoisseur of French brandies. I used to have a wife, three children, and a Spanish villa with a hot tub and a swimming pool.” He touched his stump. “I used to have another leg, too. But that’s the past, isn’t it? And beware of dwelling on the past if you want to keep your sanity.” He stared into the fire, then looked across the table at Sister. “So. Where have you been, and where are you going?”

“Everywhere,” she replied. “And nowhere in particular.”

For the past seven years, Sister and Paul Thorson had been following a dreamwalk path—a blindman’s buff of pictures Sister had seen in the depths of the glass circle. They’d traveled from Pennsylvania to Kansas, had found the town of Matheson—but Matheson had been burned to the ground, the ruins covered with snow. They’d searched Matheson, found only skeletons and destruction, and then they’d reached the parking lot of a burned-out building that might have been a department store or supermarket.

And on that snow-swept parking lot, in the midst of desolation, Sister had heard the whisper of God.

It was a small thing, at first: The toe of Paul’s boot had uncovered a card.

“Hey!” Paul had called out. “Look at this!” He’d wiped the dirt and snow from it and handed it to her. The colors were bleached out, but it showed a beautiful woman in violet robes, the sun shining overhead and a lion and lamb at her feet; she held a silver shield with what might have been a flaming phoenix at its center, and she wore a blazing crown. The woman’s hair was afire, and she stared courageously into the distance. At the top of the card were the faded letters THE EMPRESS.

“It’s a tarot card,” Paul had said, and Sister’s knees had almost buckled.

More cards, bits of glass, clothes and other debris had been buried under the snow. Sister saw a spot of color, picked it up—and found she was holding an image she recognized: a card with a figure shrouded in black, its face white and masklike. Its eyes were silver and hateful, and in the center of its forehead was a third, scarlet eye. She’d torn that card to pieces rather than add it to her bag along with The Empress.

And then Sister had stepped on something soft, and as she bent down to brush the snow away and saw what it was, tears had filled her eyes.

It was a scorched, blue-furred doll. As she lifted it in her arms she saw the little plastic ring hanging down, and she pulled it. In the cold and snowy silence, a labored voice moaned “Coookieees,” and the sound drifted over the lot where skeletons lay dreaming.

The Cookie Monster doll had gone into Sister’s bag—and then it had been time to leave Matheson, because there was no child’s skeleton in that parking lot, and Sister knew now more than ever that she was searching for a child.

They’d roamed Kansas for more than two years, living in various struggling settlements; they had turned north into Nebraska, east into Iowa, and now south to Missouri. A land of suffering and brutality had unfolded itself to them like a continuing, unescapable hallucination. On many occasions, Sister had peered into the glass circle and caught sight of a hazy human face looking back, as if through a badly discolored mirror. That particular image had remained constant over seven years, and though Sister couldn’t tell very much about the face, she thought that it had begun as a young face—that of a child, though whether male or female she couldn’t tell—and over the years the face had changed. The last time she’d seen it was four months ago, and Sister had had the impression that the facial features were all but wiped clean. Since then the hazy image had not reappeared.

Sometimes Sister felt sure the next day would bring an answer—but the days had passed, becoming weeks, months and years, and still she continued searching. The roads kept carrying her and Paul across devastated countryside, through deserted towns and around the perimeter of jagged ruins where cities had stood. Many times she’d been discouraged, had thought of giving it up and staying in one of the settlements they’d passed through, but that was before her Job’s Mask had gotten so bad. Now she was beginning to think the only place she might be welcome was in a colony of Job’s Mask sufferers.

But the truth was that she feared staying in one place too long. She kept looking over her shoulder, afraid that a dark figure with a shifting face had finally found her and was coming up from behind. In her nightmares of Doyle Halland, or Dal Hallmark, or whatever he called himself now, he had a single scarlet eye in his forehead like the grim figure on the tarot card, and it was relentlessly probing for her.

Often, in the years past, Sister had felt her skin prickle as if he was somewhere very near, about to close in on her. At those times, she and Paul had hit the road again, and Sister dreaded crossroads because she knew the wrong turn could lead them to his waiting hands.

She pushed the memories out of her mind. “How about you? Have you been here long?”

“Eight months. After the seventeenth of July, I went north from Amarillo with my family. We lived in a settlement on the Purgatoire River, south of Las Animas, Colorado, for three years. A lot of Indians live around there; some of them were Vietnam vets, and they taught us stupid city folks how to build mud huts and stay alive.” He smiled painfully. “It’s a shock to be living in a million-dollar mansion one month and the next find yourself under a roof of mud and cow dung. Anyway, two of our children died the first year—radiation poisoning—but we were warm when the snow started falling, and we felt damned lucky.”

“Why didn’t you stay there?” Paul asked.

Hugh stared into the fire. It was a long time before he answered. “We ... had a community of about two hundred people. We had a supply of corn, some flour and salted beef, and a lot of canned food. The river water wasn’t exactly clean, but it was keeping us alive.” He rubbed the stump of his leg. “Then they came.”

“They? Who?”

“First it was three men and two women. They came in a Jeep and a Buick with an armored windshield. They stopped in Purgatoire Flats—that’s what we called our town—and they wanted to buy half our food. Of course, we couldn’t sell it, not for any price. We’d starve if we did. Then they threatened us. They said we’d regret not giving them what they wanted. I remember that Curtis Redfeather—he was our mayor, a big Pawnee who’d served in Vietnam—went to his hut and came back with an automatic rifle. He told them to go, and they left.” Hugh paused; he slowly clenched his fists atop the table.

“They came back,” he said softly. “That night. Oh, yes, they came back—with three hundred armed soldiers and trucks that they’d made into tanks. They started smashing Purgatoire Flats to the ground ... and killing everybody. Everybody.” His voice cracked, and he couldn’t go on for a minute. “People were running, trying to get away,” he said. “But the soldiers had machine guns. I ran, with my wife and daughter. I saw Curtis Redfeather shot down and run over by a Jeep. He didn’t ... he didn’t even look like a human being anymore.”

Hugh closed his eyes, but there was such torment etched into his face that Sister could not look at him. She watched the fire. “My wife was shot in the back,” he continued. “I stopped to help her, and I told my daughter to run for the river. I never saw her again. But ... I was picking up my wife when the bullets hit me. Two or three, I think. In the leg. Somebody hit me in the head, and I fell. I remember ... I woke up, and the barrel of a rifle was pointed in my face. And someone—a man’s voice—said, ‘Tell them the Army of Excellence passed this way.’ The Army of Excellence,” he repeated bitterly, and he opened his eyes. They were shocked and bloodshot. “Four or five people were left, and they made a stretcher for me. They carried me more than thirty miles to the north, to another settlement—but that one was ashes, too, by the time we got there. My leg was shattered. It had to come off. I told them how to do it. And I hung on, and we kept going, and that was four years ago.” He looked at Sister and leaned slightly forward in his chair. “For God’s sake,” he said urgently, “don’t go west. That’s where the Battlelands are.”

“The Battlelands?” Paul asked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean they’re having war out there—in Kansas, Oklahoma, Nebraska—the Dakotas, too. Oh, I’ve met plenty of refugees from the west. They call it the Battlelands because so many armies are fighting out there: the American Allegiance, Nolan’s Raiders, the Army of Excellence, Troop Hydra and maybe five or six others.”

“The war’s done.” Sister frowned. “What the hell are they fighting over?”

“Land. Settlements. Food, guns, gasoline—whatever’s left. They’re out of their minds; they want to kill somebody, and if it can’t be the Russians, they’ve got to invent enemies. I’ve heard the Army of Excellence is on a rampage against survivors with keloids.” He touched the scarlet, upraised scar that covered half his face. “Supposed to be the mark of Satan.”

Paul shifted uneasily in his chair. In their travels, he and Sister had heard about settlements being attacked and burned by bands of marauders, but this was the first they’d heard of organized forces. “How big are these armies? Who’s leading them?”

“Maniacs, so-called patriots, military men, you name it,” Hugh said. “Last week a man and woman who’d seen the American Allegiance passed through here. They said it numbered about four or five thousand, and a crazy preacher from California is leading it. He calls himself the Savior and wants to kill everybody who won’t follow him. I’ve heard Troop Hydra’s executing blacks, Hispanics, Orientals, Jews and everybody else they consider foreign. The Army of Excellence is supposedly led by an ex–military man—a Vietnam war hero. They’re the bastards with the tanks. God help us if those maniacs start moving east.”

“All we want is enough gasoline to get to the next town,” Paul said. “We’re heading south to the Gulf of Mexico.” He swatted at a fly that landed on his hand; again, there was a feeling of being pricked by a freezing nail.

Hugh smiled wistfully. “The Gulf of Mexico. My God, I haven’t seen the Gulf for a long, long time.”

“What’s the nearest town from here?” Sister asked.

“I suppose that would be Mary’s Rest, south of what used to be Jefferson City. The road’s not too good, though. They used to have a big pond at Mary’s Rest. Anyway, it’s not far—about fifty miles.”

“How do we get there on an empty tank?”

Hugh glanced over at the bloody sawdust. “Well, Earl Hocutt’s truck is parked out front. I doubt he’ll need the gasoline anymore, don’t you?”

Paul nodded. They had a length of garden hose in the Jeep, and Paul had become very proficient at stealing gas.

A fly landed on the table in front of Hugh. He suddenly upended his moonshine glass over it and trapped the insect. It buzzed angrily around and around, and Hugh watched it circling. “You don’t see flies too often,” he said. “A few of them stay in here because of the warmth, I guess. And the blood. That one’s mad as the Devil, isn’t he?”

Sister heard the low hum of another fly as it passed her head. It made a slow circle above the table and shot toward a chink in the wall. “Is there a place we could spend the night here?” she asked Hugh.

“I can find one for you. It won’t be much more than a hole in the ground with a lid over it, but you won’t freeze to death and you won’t get your throats slit.” He tapped the glass, and the large green fly tried to attack his finger. “But if I find you a safe place to sleep,” he said, “I’d like something in return.”

“What’s that?”

Hugh smiled. “I’d like to see the Gulf of Mexico.”

“Forget it!” Paul told him. “We don’t have the room.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised what a one-legged old man can squeeze himself into.”

“More weight means using more gasoline, not to mention food and water. No. Sorry.”

“I weigh about as much as a wet feather,” Hugh persisted. “And I can carry along my own food and water. If you want payment for taking me with you, perhaps I can interest you in two jugs of moonshine I’ve kept hidden for an emergency.”

Paul was about to say no again, but his lips locked. The moonshine was about the nastiest stuff he’d ever tasted, but it sure had quickened his pulse and kicked on his furnace.

“How about it?” Hugh asked Sister. “Some of the bridges are broken down between here and Mary’s Rest. I can do a lot better for you than that antique map you’re carrying.”

Her first impulse was to agree with Paul, but she saw the suffering in Hugh Ryan’s gray eyes; he wore the expression of a once-loyal dog that had been beaten and abandoned by a trusted master.

“Please?” he said. “There’s nothing for me here. I’d like to see if the waves still roll in like they used to.”

Sister thought about it. No doubt the man could scrunch himself up in the back of the Jeep, and they might well need a guide to get to the next town. He was waiting for an answer. “You find us a safe place to spend the night,” she said, “and we’ll talk about it in the morning. That’s the best I can do for now. Deal?”

Hugh hesitated, searching Sister’s face. Hers was a strong face, he decided, and her eyes weren’t dead like those of so many others he’d seen. It was unfortunate that most likely the Job’s Mask would eventually seal them shut. “Deal,” he said, and they shook on it.

They left the Bucket of Blood to get the gas from the dead man’s truck. Behind them, the red-haired hag scuttled over to the table they’d left and watched the fly buzzing around in the upturned glass. She suddenly picked it up and snatched the fly as it tried to escape, and before it could get loose from her hand she shoved the fly into her mouth and crunched her teeth down on it.

Her face contorted. She opened her mouth and spat a small glob of grayish-green into the fire, where it sizzled like acid.

“Nasty!” she said, and she wiped her tongue with sawdust.
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HE WAS WAITING IN THE dark for them to come home. The wind was strong. It sang sweetly to his soul of millions dead and the dying not yet done, but when the wind was so strong he couldn’t search very far. He sat in the dark, in his new face and his new skin, with the wind shrilling around the shed like a party noisemaker, and thought that maybe—just maybe—it would be tonight.

But he understood the twists and turns of time, and so if it was not tonight, there was always tomorrow. He could be very patient, if he had to be.

Seven years had passed quickly for him; he had traveled the roads, a solitary journeyer, through Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky, Tennessee and Arkansas. He had sometimes lodged in struggling settlements, sometimes lived by himself in caves and abandoned cars as the mood struck him. Wherever he passed was darkened by his presence, the settlements sucked dry of hope and compassion and left to blow away as the inhabitants killed one another or themselves. He had the knack of showing them how futile life was, and what the tragedy of false hope could bring about. If your child is hungry, kill it, he urged starving mothers; think of suicide as the noble thing, he told men who asked his advice. He was a fountain of information and wisdom that he was eager to share: All dogs spread cancer and must be killed; people with brown keloids have developed a taste for the flesh of children; there’s a new city being built in the wilds of Canada, and that’s where you should go; you could get a lot of protein by eating your own fingers—after all, how many do you need?

He was continually astonished by how easy it was to make them believe.

It was a great party. But for one thing, and that one thing gnawed at him day and night.

Where was the ring of glass?

The woman—Sister—was surely dead by now. He didn’t care about her, anyway. Where was the glass thing, and who had it? Many times he’d sensed he was close to it, that the next crossroads would take him right to it, but the instincts had always faded, and he was left deciding to try a new direction. He’d searched the mind of everyone he met, but the woman was not in there, and neither was the ring of glass. So he went on. But with the passage of years his traveling had slowed somewhat, because there were so many opportunities in the settlements, and because even if the glass ring was still out there somewhere, it didn’t seem to be of any consequence. It wasn’t doing anything, was it? It was still his party, and nothing had changed. The threat he’d felt from it, back in the house in New Jersey, still remained with him, but whatever else the glass ring was, it was surely not making a difference in his existence or in the things he saw around him.

No problemo, he thought—but where was it? Who had it? And why had it come to be?

Often he recalled the day he’d turned off Interstate 80 on his French racing bicycle and headed south. He’d sometimes wondered what would have happened if he’d gone back east along I-80. Would he have found the woman and the glass ring? Why hadn’t the sentries at that Red Cross station seen her by then, if indeed she was still alive?

But he couldn’t see everything, or know everything; he could only see and know what his counterfeit eyes told him, or what he picked from the human mind, or what the searchers brought him back from the dark.

They were coming to him right now. He sensed the mass of them gathering together from all points of the compass and approaching against the wind. He pushed himself toward the door, and the wheels beneath him squeaked.

The first one touched his cheek and was sucked through the flesh as if into an opening vortex.

His eyes rolled back in his head, and he looked inward. Saw dark forest, heard wind shrieking, and nothing more.

Another thing that resembled a fly squeezed through a hole in the wall and landed on his forehead, instantly being drawn into the rippling flesh. Two more joined it and were pulled down.

He saw more dark woods, an icy puddle, a small animal of some kind lying dead in the brush. A crow swept in, snapped and spun away.

More flies penetrated his face. More images whirled through him: a woman scrubbing clothes in a lamplit room, two men fighting with knives in an alley, a two-headed boar snuffling in garbage, its four eyes glinting wetly.

The flies crawled over his face, being sucked through the flesh one after the other.

He saw dark houses, heard someone playing a harmonica—badly—and someone else clapping in time; faces around a bonfire, a conversation of what baseball games used to be like on summer nights; a skinny man and woman, entwined on a mattress; hands at work, cleaning a rifle; an explosion of light and a voice saying, “Found me a play-pretty, didn’t—”

Stop.

The image of light and the voice froze behind his eyes like a frame of a movie.

He trembled.

Flies were still on his face, but he concentrated on the image of the light. It was just a red flare, and he couldn’t tell much about it yet. His hands clenched into fists, his long and dirty nails carving half moons into the skin but drawing no blood.

Forward, he thought, and the film of memory began to unreel.

“... I?” the voice—a man’s voice—said. And then an awestruck whisper: “Jewels!”

Stop.

He was looking down from above, and there in the man’s hand was ...

Forward.

... the circle of glass, glowing with dark red and brown. A room with sawdust on the floor. Glasses. Cards on a table.

He knew that place. He’d been there before, and he’d sent his searchers there because it was a place where travelers stopped. The Bucket of Blood was about a mile away, just over the next hill.

His inner eye watched it unfold, from the perspective of a fly. The blast of a gun, a hot shock wave, a body spewing blood and tumbling over tables.

A woman’s voice said, “You want some of it?” Then an order: “Guns on the table.”

I’ve found you, he thought.

He caught a glimpse of her face. Turned out to be a beauty, didn’t you? he mused. Was that her? Yes, yes! It had to be her! The glass ring went into a satchel. It had to be her!

The scene continued. Another face: a man with sharp blue eyes and a gray beard. “Leper! Leper!” someone shouted. And then a silver-haired man was there, and he knew that face as belonging to the one everybody called Scumbag. More voices: “Be my guest ... Derwin’s a hunter ... used to have another leg, too ... For God’s sake, don’t go west ... supposed to be the mark of Satan ...”

He smiled.

“... We’re heading south ... that would be Mary’s Rest ... doubt he’ll need the gasoline anymore, don’t you?”

The voices grew hazy, the light changed, and there were dark woods and houses below.

He played the memory-movie over again. It was her, all right. “... We’re heading south ... that would be Mary’s Rest ...”

Mary’s Rest, he thought. Fifty miles to the south. I’ve found you! Going south to Mary’s Rest!

But what was the point of waiting? Sister and the circle of glass might still be over at the Bucket of Blood, only a mile away. There was still time to get over there and—

“Lester? I’ve brought you a bowl of—”

There was a crash of breaking pottery and a gasp of horror.

He let his eyes resurface again. At the shed’s door stood the woman who’d taken him in three weeks ago as a handyman; she was still very pretty, and it was too bad that a wild animal had chewed up her little girl in the woods one evening two weeks ago, because the child had looked just like her. The woman had dropped his bowl of soup. She was a clumsy bitch, he thought. Anybody with two fingers on each hand was bound to be clumsy.

The claw of her left hand held a lantern, and by its light she’d seen the rippling, fly-swarmed face of Lester the handyman.

“Howdy, Miz Sperry,” he whispered, and the fly-things whirled around his head.

The woman took a backward step toward the open door. Her face was frozen into a horrified rictus, and he wondered why he’d ever thought she was pretty.

“You’re not afraid, are you, Miz Sperry?” he asked her; he reached out his arms, dug his fingers into the dirt floor and drew himself forward. The wheels squeaked, badly in need of oil.

“I ... I ...” She tried to speak, but she couldn’t. Her legs had seized up, too, and he knew that she knew there was nowhere to run except the woods.

“Surely you’re not afraid of me,” he said softly. “I’m not much of a man, am I? I do ’preciate you havin’ pity on a poor man like me, I surely do.” The wheels squeaked, squeaked.

“Stay ... away from me ...”

“This is ol’ Lester you’re talkin’ to, Miz Sperry. Just ol’ Lester, that’s all. You can tell me anything.”

She almost broke away then, almost ran, but he said, “Ol’ Lester makes the pain go away, don’t he?” and she settled back into his grip like warm putty. “Why don’t you put that lamp down, Miz Sperry? Let’s have us a nice talk. I can fix thangs.”

The lantern was slowly put on the floor.

So easy, he thought. This one particularly, because she was already walking dead.

He was bored with her. “I believe I need to fix that there gun,” he said, and he nodded silkily toward the rifle in the corner. “Will you fetch it for me?”

She picked it up.

“Miz Sperry?” he said. “I want you to put the barrel in your mouth and your finger on the trigger. Yes’m, go ahead. Just like that. Oh, doin’ just fine!”

Her eyes were bright and shining, and there were tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Now ... I need you to test that there gun for me. I want you to pull the trigger and tell me if it works. Okay?”

She resisted him, just a second of the will to live that she probably didn’t even know she had anymore.

“Lester’s gon’ fix thangs,” he said. “Little tiny pull, now.”

The rifle went off.

He pulled himself forward, and the wheels squeaked over her body. The Bucket of Blood! he thought. Got to get over there!

But then—no, no. Wait. Just wait.

He knew Sister was on her way to Mary’s Rest. It wouldn’t take him as long to walk cross-country as it would take her to drive over what was left of the road. He could beat her there and be waiting. There were a lot of people in Mary’s Rest, a lot of opportunities; he’d been thinking of traveling down that way in the next few days, anyway. She might already have left the tavern and be on the road right now. This time I won’t lose you, he vowed. I’ll get to Mary’s Rest before you. Ol’ Lester’s gon’ fix thangs for you, too, bitch!

This was a good disguise, he decided. Some modifications were needed if he was going to walk the distance, but it would do. And by the time the bitch got to Mary’s Rest, he’d be set up and ready to Watusi on her bones until she was dust for the pot.

The rest of the flies were sucked into his face, but they brought information that was of no use to him. He stretched his torso, and after a minute or two he was able to stand.

Then he rolled down the legs of his trousers, picked up his little red wagon and began walking, his feet bare, through the snow toward the forest. He began to sing, very quietly: “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush ...”

The darkness took him.
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A TALL FIGURE IN A LONG black overcoat with polished silver buttons stalked through the burning ruins of Broken Bow, Nebraska. Corpses lay scattered across what had been Broken Bow’s main street, and the tanklike trucks of the Army of Excellence ran over those that were in the way. Other soldiers were loading trucks with salvaged sacks of corn, flour, beans and drums of oil and gasoline. A pile of rifles and pistols awaited pickup by the Weapons Brigade. Bodies were being stripped by the Clothing Brigade, and members of the Shelter Brigade were gathering together tents that the dead would no longer need. The Mechanics Brigade was going over a wealth of cars, trailers and trucks that had fallen to the victors; those that could be made to run would become recon and transport vehicles, and the others would be stripped of tires, engines and everything else that could possibly be used.

But the man in the black overcoat, his polished ebony boots crunching over scorched earth, was only intent on one thing. He stopped before a pile of corpses that were being stripped, their coats and clothes thrown into cardboard boxes, and examined their faces by the light of a nearby bonfire. The soldiers around him stopped their work to salute; he quickly returned the salute and continued his examination, then went on to the next scatter of bodies.

“Colonel Macklin!” a voice called over the rumble of passing trucks, and the man in the black overcoat turned around. Firelight fell on the black leather mask that covered James B. Macklin’s face; the right eyehole had been crudely stitched up, but through the other Macklin’s cold blue eye peered at the approaching figure. Under his coat, Macklin wore a gray-green uniform and a pearl-handled .45 in a holster at his waist. Over his breast pocket was a black circular patch with the letters AOE sewn into it in silver thread. A dark green woolen cap was pulled over the colonel’s head.

Judd Lawry, wearing a similar uniform under a fleece-lined coat, emerged from the smoke. An M-16 was slung over his shoulder, and bandoliers of ammunition crisscrossed his chest. Judd Lawry’s gray-streaked red beard was closely cropped, and his hair had been clipped almost to the scalp. Across his forehead was a deep scar that ran diagonally from his left temple up through his hair. In seven years of following Macklin, Lawry had lost twenty-five pounds of fat and flab, and now his body was hard and muscular; his face had taken on cruel angles, and his eyes had retreated into their sockets.

“Any word, Lieutenant Lawry?” Macklin’s voice was distorted, the words slurred, as if something was not right with his mouth.

“No, sir. Nobody’s found him. I checked with Sergeant McCowan over on the northern perimeter, but he can’t produce a body either. Sergeant Ulrich took a detail through the southern segment of their defensive trench, but no luck.”

“What about the reports from the pursuit parties?”

“Corporal Winslow’s group found six of them about a mile to the east. They tried to fight it out. Sergeant Oldfield’s group found four to the north, but they’d already killed themselves. I haven’t gotten word yet from the southern patrol.”

“He can’t have gotten away, Lawry,” Macklin said forcefully. “We’ve got to find the sonofabitch—or his corpse. I want him—dead or alive—in my tent within two hours. Do you understand that?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”

“Do more than your best. Find Captain Pogue and tell him he’s in charge of bringing me the corpse of Franklin Hayes; he’s a good tracker, he’ll get the job done. And I want to see the casualty counts and captured weapons list by dawn. I don’t want the same kind of fuckup that happened last time. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. I’ll be in my tent.” Macklin started to move off, then turned back. “Where’s Roland?”

“I don’t know. I saw him about an hour ago, over on the south edge of town.”

“If you see him, have him report to me. Carry on.” Macklin stalked away toward his headquarters tent.

Judd Lawry watched him go, and he couldn’t suppress a shudder. It had been more than two years since he’d last seen Colonel Macklin’s face; the colonel had started wearing that leather mask to protect his skin against “radiation and pollution”—but it seemed to Lawry that Macklin’s face was actually changing shape, from the way the mask buckled and strained against the bones. Lawry knew what it was: that damned disease that a lot of others in the Army of Excellence had gotten as well—the growths that got on your face and grew together, covering everything but a hole at your mouth. Everyone knew Macklin had it, and Captain Croninger was afflicted with it, too, and that was why the boy wore bandages on his face. The worst cases were rounded up and executed, and to Lawry it was a whole hell of a lot worse than the most sickening keloid he’d ever seen. Thank God, he thought, that he’d never gotten it, because he liked his face just the way it was. But if Colonel Macklin’s condition was getting worse, then he wasn’t going to be able to lead the AOE very much longer. Which led to a lot of interesting possibilities ...

Lawry grunted, got his mind back on his duties and went off through the ruins.

On the other side of Broken Bow, Colonel Macklin saluted the two armed sentries who stood in front of his large headquarters tent and went in through the flap. It was dark inside, and Macklin thought he remembered leaving a lantern lit on his desk. But there was so much in his mind, so much to remember, that he couldn’t be sure. He walked to the desk, reached out with his single hand and found the lantern. The glass was still warm. It blew out somehow, he thought, and he took the glass chimney off, took a lighter from his overcoat pocket and flicked the flame on. Then he lit the lamp, let the flame grow and returned the glass chimney. Dim light began to spread through the tent—and it was only then that Colonel Macklin realized he was not alone.

Behind Macklin’s desk sat a slim man with curly, unkempt, shoulder-length blond hair and a blond beard. His muddy boots were propped up on the various maps, charts and reports that covered the desktop. He’d been cleaning his long fingernails with a knife in the dark, and at the sight of the weapon Macklin instantly drew the .45 from his holster and aimed the gun at the intruder’s head.

“Hi,” the blond-haired man said, and he smiled. He had a pale, cadaverous face—and at the center of it, where his nose had been, was a hole rimmed with scar tissue. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Put the knife down. Now.”

The knife’s blade thunked through a map of Nebraska and stood upright, quivering. “No sweat,” the man said. He lifted his hands to show they were empty.

Macklin saw that the intruder wore a blood-spattered AOE uniform, but he didn’t appear to have any fresh injuries. That grisly wound at the center of his face—through which Macklin could see the sinus passages and gray cartilage—had healed as much as it ever would. “Who are you and how did you get past the sentries?”

“I came in through the servants’ entrance.” He motioned toward the rear of the tent, and Macklin saw where the fabric had been slashed enough for the man to crawl through. “My name’s Alvin.” His muddy green eyes fixed on Colonel Macklin, and his teeth showed when he grinned. “Alvin Mangrim. You ought to have better security, Colonel. Somebody crazy could get in here and kill you if they wanted to.”

“Like you, maybe?”

“Naw, not me.” He laughed, and air made a shrill whistling sound through the hole where his nose had been. “I’ve brought you a couple of presents.”

“I could have you executed for breaking into my headquarters.”

Alvin Mangrim’s grin didn’t waver. “I didn’t break in, man. I cut in. See, I’m real good with knives. Oh, yes—knives know my name. They speak to me, and I do what they say to do.”

Macklin was about a half ounce of trigger pressure away from blowing the man’s head off, but he didn’t want to get blood and brains all over his papers.

“Well? Don’t you want to see your presents?”

“No. I want you to stand up, very carefully, and start walking—” But suddenly Alvin Mangrim leaned over beside the chair to pick up something from the floor. “Easy!” Macklin warned him, and he was about to call for the sentries when Alvin Mangrim straightened up and set the severed head of Franklin Hayes on the desktop.

The face had turned blue, and the eyes had rolled back to show the whites. “There you go,” Mangrim said. “Ain’t he pretty?” He leaned forward and rapped his knuckles on the skull. “Knock, knock!” He laughed, the air whistling through the crater at the center of his face. “Uh-oh, nobody’s home!”

“Where’d you get that?” Macklin asked him.

“Off the fucker’s neck, Colonel! Where’d you think I got it from? I came across that wall and there was old Franklin himself, standing right in front of me—and me with my axe, too. That’s what I call Fate. So I just chopped his head off and brought it here to you. I would’ve been here sooner, but I wanted him to finish bleeding so he wouldn’t mess up your tent. You’ve got a real nice, neat place here.”

Colonel Macklin approached the head, reached out and touched it with the .45’s barrel. “You killed him?”

“Naw. I tickled him to death. Colonel Macklin, for such a smart man you sure are slow to figure things out.”

Macklin lifted the upper lip with the gun barrel. The teeth were white and even.

“You want to knock those out?” Mangrim asked. “They’d make a nice necklace for that black-haired woman I’ve seen you with.”

He let the lip fall back into place. “Who the hell are you? How come I haven’t seen you before?”

“I’ve been around. Been following the AOE for about two months, I guess. Me and some friends of mine have our own camp. I got this uniform off a dead soldier. Fits me pretty good, don’t you think?”

Macklin sensed motion to his left and turned to see Roland Croninger coming into the tent. The young man was wearing a long gray coat with a hood pulled up over his head; at barely twenty years of age, Captain Roland Croninger, at six foot one, stood an inch shorter than Macklin, and he was scarecrow-thin, his AOE uniform and coat hanging off his bony frame. His wrists jutted from the sleeves, his hands like white spiders. He’d been in charge of the attack that had crushed Broken Bow’s defenses, and it had been his suggestion to pursue Franklin Hayes to the death. Now he stopped abruptly, and beneath the hood he squinted through his thick-lensed goggles at the head that adorned Colonel Macklin’s desk.

“You’re Captain Croninger, aren’t you?” Mangrim asked. “I’ve seen you around, too.”

“What’s going on here?” Roland’s voice was still high-pitched. He looked at Macklin, the lamplight glinting off his goggles.

“This man brought me a present. He killed Franklin Hayes, or so he says.”

“Sure I did. Whack! Whack!” Mangrim pounded the table with the edge of his hand. “Off went his head!”

“This tent is off limits,” Roland said coldly. “You could be shot for coming in here.”

“I wanted to surprise the colonel.”

Macklin lowered his pistol. Alvin Mangrim hadn’t come to do him harm, he decided. The man had violated one of the strictest rules of the AOE, but the severed head was indeed a good present. Now that the mission was accomplished—Hayes was dead, the AOE had captured a bounty of vehicles, weapons and gasoline and had taken about a hundred more soldiers into the ranks—Macklin felt a letdown, just as he did after every battle. It was like wanting a woman so bad your balls ached for release, and once you’d taken her and could do with her what you pleased, she was tiresome. It was not having the woman that counted; it was the taking—of women, land or life—that stirred Macklin’s blood to a boil.

“I can’t breathe,” he said suddenly. “I can’t get my breath.” He drew in air, couldn’t seem to get enough of it. He thought he saw the Shadow Soldier standing just behind Alvin Mangrim, but then he blinked and the ghostly image was gone. “I can’t breathe,” he repeated, and he took off his cap.

He had no hair; his scalp was a ravaged dome of growths, like barnacles clinging to rotten pilings. He reached behind his head and found the mask’s zipper. The mask fell away, and Macklin inhaled through what was left of his nose.

His face was a misshapen mass of thick, scablike growths that completely enclosed his features except for the single staring blue eye, a nostril hole and a slit over his mouth. Beneath the growths, Macklin’s face burned and itched fiercely, and the bones ached as if they were being bent into new shapes. He couldn’t bear to look at himself in the mirror anymore, and when he rutted with Sheila Fontana, she—like any number of other women who followed the AOE—squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away. But Sheila Fontana was out of her mind anyway, Macklin knew; all she was good for was screwing, and she was always screaming in the night about somebody named Rudy crawling into her bed with a dead baby in his arms.

Alvin Mangrim was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Well, whatever it is, you’ve got a bad dose of it.”

“You’ve brought your present,” Macklin told him. “Now get the hell out of my tent.”

“I said I brought you two presents. Don’t you want the other one?”

“Colonel Macklin said he wants you to leave.” Roland didn’t like this blond-haired sonofabitch, and he wouldn’t mind killing him. He was still high on killing, the smell of blood in his nostrils like a delicious perfume. Over the past seven years, Roland Croninger had become a scholar of killing, mutilation and torture; when the King wanted information from a prisoner, he knew to summon Sir Roland, who had a black-painted trailer where many songs had been sung to the accompaniment of chains, grindstones, hammers and saws.

Alvin Mangrim leaned down to the floor again. Macklin aimed his .45—but the blond-haired man brought up a small box, tied with a bright blue ribbon. “Here,” Mangrim said, offering the box. “Take it. It’s just for you.”

The colonel paused, glanced quickly at Roland and then laid the pistol down within reach and took the box. With his nimble left hand, he tore the ribbon off and lifted the lid.

“I made it for you. How do you like it?”

Macklin reached into the box—and brought out a right hand, covered with a black leather glove. Piercing the hand and glove were fifteen or twenty nails, driven through the back of the hand so their sharp points emerged from the palm.

“I carved it,” Mangrim said. “I’m a good carpenter. Did you know that Jesus was a carpenter?”

Colonel Macklin stared in disbelief at the lifelike wooden hand. “Is this supposed to be a joke?”

Mangrim looked wounded. “Man, it took me three days to get that just right! See, it weighs about as much as a real hand does, and it’s balanced so well you’d never know it’s made out of wood. I don’t know what happened to your real hand, but I kinda figured you’d appreciate this one.”

The colonel hesitated; he’d never seen anything quite like this before. The wooden hand, securely tucked into a tight glove, bristled with nails like the hide of a porcupine. “What’s it supposed to be? A paperweight?”

“Naw. You’re supposed to wear it,” Mangrim explained. “On your wrist. Just like a real hand. See, somebody takes a look at that hand with those nails sticking right through it, and they say, ‘Whoa, that motherfucker just don’t even know what pain is!’ You wear that and somebody gives you backtalk, you give them a whack across the face and they won’t have lips anymore.” Mangrim grinned merrily. “I made it just for you.”

“You’re crazy,” Macklin said. “You’re out of your goddamned mind! Why the hell would I want to wear—”

“Colonel?” Roland interrupted. “He may be crazy, but I think he’s got a good idea.”

“What?”

Roland pushed his hood back. His face and head were covered with dirty gauze bandages secured with adhesive strips. Where the windings didn’t exactly meet, there were gray growths as hard as armor plate. The bandages were thickly plastered over his forehead, chin and cheeks and came right up to the edges of his goggles. He pulled loose one of the adhesive strips, unwound about twelve inches of gauze and tore it off. He offered it to Macklin. “Here,” he said. “Put it on your wrist with this.”

Macklin stared at him as if he thought Roland had lost his mind as well, then he took the gauze and the strip of adhesive and worked at taping the counterfeit hand to the stump of his right wrist. He finally got it in place, so the nail-studded palm was turned inward. “It feels funny,” he said. “Feels like it weighs ten pounds.” But other than the weird sensation of suddenly having a new right hand, he realized that it looked very real; to someone who didn’t know the truth, his gloved hand with its palmful of nails might well be attached by flesh to the wrist. He held his arm out and slowly swung it through the air. Of course, the hand’s attachment to the wrist was still fragile; if he was going to wear it, he’d have to bind it tightly to the stump with a thick wrapping of strong adhesive. He liked the look of it, and he suddenly knew why: It was a perfect symbol of discipline and control. If a man could endure such pain—even symbolically—then he had supreme discipline over his own body; he was a man to be feared, a man to be followed.

“You should wear that all the time,” Roland suggested. “Especially when we have to negotiate for supplies. I don’t think the leader of any settlement would hold out very long after he saw that.”

Macklin was spellbound by the sight of his new hand. It would be a devastating psychological weapon, and a damned dangerous close-quarters weapon as well. He’d just have to be real careful when he scratched what was left of his nose.

“I knew you’d like it,” Mangrim said, satisfied by the colonel’s response. “Looks like you were born with it.”

“That still doesn’t excuse you from being in this tent, mister,” Roland told him. “You’re asking to be shot.”

“No, I’m not, Captain. I’m asking to be made a sergeant on the Mechanical Brigade.” His green eyes slid from Roland back to Colonel Macklin. “I’m real good with machines, too. I can fix just about anything. You give me the parts, I can put it together. And I can build things, too. Yes, sir, you make me a Mechanical Brigade sergeant and I’ll show you what I can do for the Army of Excellence.”

Macklin paused, his eye examining Alvin Mangrim’s nose-less face. This was the kind of man the AOE needed, Macklin thought; this man had courage, and he wasn’t afraid to take risks to get what he wanted. “I’ll make you a corporal,” he replied. “If you do your work well and show leadership, I’ll make you a sergeant in the Mechanical Brigade one month from today. Do you agree to that?”

The other man shrugged and stood up. “I guess so. Corporal’s better than private, isn’t it? I can tell the privates what to do now, can’t I?”

“And a captain can put your ass before a firing squad.” Roland stepped in front of him. They stared at each other face to face like two hostile animals. A thin smile crept across Alvin Mangrim’s mouth. Roland’s bandaged, grotesque face remained impassive. Finally, he said, “You step in this tent without permission again, and I’ll personally shoot you—or maybe you’d like a guided tour of the interrogation trailer?”

“Some other time. Sir.”

“Report to Sergeant Draeger at the MB tent. Move it!”

Mangrim plucked his knife from the desktop. He walked to the slit he’d cut in the tent, then bent down; but before he crawled through, he looked back at Roland. “Captain?” he said in a soft voice. “I’d be careful walking around in the dark, if I were you. Lots of broken glass out there. You could fall down and maybe cut your head right off. Know what I mean?” Before Roland could respond, he’d crawled through the slit and was gone.

“Bastard!” Roland seethed. “He’ll end up in front of the firing squad!”

Macklin laughed. He enjoyed seeing Roland, who was usually as controlled and emotionless as a machine, caught off balance for once. It made Macklin feel more in control. “He’ll make lieutenant in six months,” Macklin said. “He’s got the kind of imagination the AOE thrives on.” He walked to the desk and stood looking down at the head of Franklin Hayes; with a finger of his left hand, he traced one of the brown keloids that marred the cold blue flesh. “Damned by the mark of Cain,” he said. “The sooner we get rid of that filth, the sooner we can build things back like they were. No. Better than they were.” He reached out with his new hand and brought it down on the map of Nebraska, impaling it with the nails; he dragged it across the desk to him.

“Send recon patrols out to the east and southeast at first light,” he told Roland. “Tell them to search until dark before they start back.”

“How long are we staying here?”

“Until the AOE’s rested and up to full strength. I want all the vehicles serviced and ready to move.” The main body of trucks, cars and trailers—including Macklin’s own Airstream command trailer—was eight miles west of Broken Bow, and it would be moved to connect with the advance war battalion at daylight. Starting with Freddie Kempka’s encampment, Macklin had built a traveling army where everyone had a duty to perform, including footsoldiers, officers, mechanics, cooks, blacksmiths, tailors, two doctors and even camp prostitutes like Sheila Fontana. All of them were linked by Macklin’s leadership, the need for food, water and shelter—and a belief that those survivors who bore the mark of Cain had to be exterminated. It was common knowledge that those with the mark of Cain were infecting the human race with radiation-poisoned genes, and if America was ever going to be strong enough to strike back at the Russians, the mark of Cain had to be erased.

Macklin studied the Nebraska map. His eye moved eastward, along the red line of Highway 2, through Grand Island and Aurora and Lincoln, to the blue line of the Missouri River. From Nebraska City, the AOE could march into either Iowa or Missouri—virgin land, with new settlements and supply centers to take. And then there would be the broad expanse of the Mississippi River, and the entire eastern part of the country would lie ahead of the AOE, to be taken and cleansed just as they had cleansed large sections of Utah, Colorado, Wyoming and Nebraska. But there was always the next settlement, and the next, and Macklin was restless. He’d heard reports of Troop Hydra, Nolan’s Raiders and the so-called American Allegiance. He looked forward to meeting those “armies.” The AOE would crush them, just as they’d destroyed the People’s Freedom Party during months of warfare in the Rocky Mountains.

“We’re heading east,” he told Roland. “Across the Missouri River.” His eye in the growth-stricken face gleamed with the excitement of the hunt. He lifted his right arm and swung the gloved hand through the air. Then faster. And faster still.

The nails made a high, eerie whistling sound, like the noise of human screams.
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“HEY! HEY, COME LOOK at this!” The barn door flew open, and Sly Moody tumbled in with the morning wind at his heels. Instantly, Killer jumped up from underneath the wagon and began rapid-fire barking.

“Come look at this!” Moody shouted, his face ruddy with excitement, flakes of snow melting in his hair and beard. He had dressed hurriedly, throwing on a brown coat over his long Johns, and he still wore slippers on his feet. “You gotta come look!”

“What the hell are you jabberin’ about, mister?” Rusty had sat up from the pile of hay in which he’d slept, and now he rubbed his bloodshot eyes. He could only make out the faintest light coming through the barn doorway. “Christ A’mighty! It’s not even dawn yet!”

Josh was on his feet, arranging the mask he’d just pulled over his head so he could see through the eyehole. He’d slept next to the wagon, and over the years he’d learned that waking up alert was a good way to stay alive. “What is it?” he asked Moody.

“Out there!” The old man pointed through the doorway with a shaking finger. “You gotta come see! Where’s the girl? Is she awake?” He looked toward the closed folds of the wagon’s tent.

“What’s this all about?” Josh asked. Last night, Sly Moody had told Josh and Rusty to keep Swan in the barn; they’d taken their bowls of stew and beans and eaten in the barn with her, and she’d been nervous and silent as a sphinx. Now it made no sense to Josh that Sly Moody was wanting to see Swan.

“Just get her!” Moody said. “Bring her and come see!” And then he sprinted through the doorway, out into the cold wind with Killer yapping right behind him.

“Who pulled that fella’s string?” Rusty muttered to himself as he shrugged into his coat and pulled his boots on.

“Swan?” Josh called. “Swan, are you a—”

And then the tent opened and Swan stood there, tall and slim and disfigured, her face and head like a gnarled helmet. She wore blue jeans, a heavy yellow sweater and a corduroy coat, and on her feet were hiker’s boots. She held Crybaby in one hand, but today she’d made no effort to hide her face. Feeling her way with the dowsing rod, Swan came down the stepladder and angled her head so she could see Josh through the narrow slit of her vision. Her head was getting heavier, harder to control. Sometimes she was afraid her neck was about to snap, and whatever was beneath the growths burned so savagely that she often couldn’t hold back a scream. Once she’d taken a knife to the ugly, deformed thing that her head had become, and she’d started slashing away in a frenzy. But the growths were too tough to cut, as unyielding as armor plate.

She’d stopped looking into the magic mirror several months before. She just couldn’t stand it anymore, though the figure carrying the glowing circle had seemed to be getting nearer—but then again, the hideous moonlike face with its drifting, monstrous features had looked to be drawing closer as well.

“Come on!” Sly Moody was urging from the front of the house. “Hurry!”

“What does he want us to see?” Swan asked Josh in her mangled voice.

“I don’t know. Why don’t we go find out?”

Rusty put on his cowboy hat and followed Josh and Swan out of the barn. Swan walked slowly, her shoulders stooped by the weight of her head.

And then, abruptly, Josh stopped. “My God,” he said softly, wonderingly.

“You see it?” Sly Moody crowed. “Look at it! Just look!”

Swan angled her head in a different direction so she could see in front of her. She wasn’t sure what she was seeing at first, because of the blowing snow, but her heart had begun pounding as she walked toward Sly Moody. Behind her, Rusty had stopped as well; he couldn’t believe what he was looking at, thought he must surely still be asleep and dreaming. His mouth opened to release a small, awed whisper.

“I told you, didn’t I?” Moody shouted, and he began laughing. Carla stood near him, bundled up in a coat and white woolen cap, her expression stunned. “I told you!” And then Moody started dancing a jig, kicking up whorls of snow as he cavorted amid the stumps where apple trees had been.

The single remaining apple tree was no longer bare. Hundreds of white blossoms had burst open on the scraggly limbs, and as the wind carried them spinning away like tiny ivory umbrellas small, bright green leaves were exposed underneath.

“It’s alive!” Sly Moody shouted joyously, kicking his heels, stumbling and falling and getting up again with snow all over his face. “My tree’s come back to life!”

“Oh,” Swan whispered. Apple blossoms blew past her. She could smell their fragrance in the wind—the sweet perfume of life. She tilted her head forward, looking at the trunk of the apple tree. And there, as if burned into the wood, were the marks of her palm, and the finger-drawn letters S ... W ... A ... N.

A hand touched her shoulder. It was Carla, and the woman stepped back when Swan finally got her deformed face and head turned. Through the narrow field of her vision, Swan saw the horror in Carla’s eyes—but there were tears in them, too, and Carla was trying to speak but was unable to summon the words. Carla’s fingers clutched at Swan’s shoulders, and at last the woman said, “You did this. You put life back into that tree, didn’t you?”

“I don’t know,” Swan said. “I think I just ... woke it up.”

“It’s blossomed overnight!” Sly Moody danced around the tree as if it were a maypole festooned with bright streamers. He stopped, reached up and grabbed a lower limb, pulling it down for all to see. “It’s got buds on it already! Lord God, we’re gonna have a bucket full of apples by the first of May! I never seen a tree go so wild before!” He shook the limb and laughed like a child as the white blossoms whirled off. And then his gaze fell upon Swan, and his grin faded. He released the limb and stared at her for a silent moment as the snowflakes and apple blossoms blew between them and the air was filled with the fragrant promise of fruit and cider.

“If I hadn’t seen this with my own eyes,” Sly Moody said, his voice choked with emotion, “I never would’ve believed it. There ain’t no natural way a tree can be bare one day and covered with blossoms the next. Hell, that tree’s got new leaves on it! It’s growing like it used to, back when April was a warm month and you could hear summer knockin’ at the door!” His voice cracked, and he had to wait before he spoke again. “I know that’s your name on that tree. I don’t know how it got there, or why this tree’s blossomed all of a sudden—but if this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up. Smell the air! Just smell it!” And suddenly he walked forward and took Swan’s hand, pressing it against his cheek. He gave a muffled sob and sank down to his knees in the snow. “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you, thank you so much.”

Josh recalled the green shoots that had been growing through the dirt in the shape of Swan’s body, back in the basement of PawPaw’s grocery. He remembered what she’d told him about the hurting sound, about the earth being alive and everything alive having its own language and way of understanding. Swan had spoken often of the flowers and plants she’d once grown in trailer lots and behind motel rooms, and both Josh and Rusty knew that she couldn’t stand looking at dead trees where a forest used to stand. But nothing had prepared them for this. Josh walked to the tree and ran his fingers over the letters of Swan’s name; they were burned into the wood as if by a blowtorch. Whatever power or energy or force Swan had summoned last night, here was the physical evidence of it. “How did you do this?” he asked her, not knowing any other way to put it.

“I just touched it,” she answered. “I felt like it wasn’t dead, and I touched it because I wanted it to keep living.” She was embarrassed that the old man was down on his knees beside her, and she wished he’d get up and stop crying. His wife was looking at Swan with a mixture of revulsion and wonder, as one might regard a toadfrog with golden wings. All this attention was making Swan more nervous than when she’d frightened the old man and woman last night. “Please,” she said, tugging at his coat. “Please get up, mister.”

“It’s a miracle,” Carla murmured, watching the blossoms blow. Nearby, Killer ran through the snow trying to catch them between his teeth. “She’s made a miracle happen!” Two tears crept down her cheeks, freezing like diamonds before they reached her jawline.

Swan was jittery and cold, afraid that her misshapen head might tilt over too far to one side and break her neck. She could endure the stinging wind no longer, and she pulled away from Sly Moody’s grip; she turned and walked toward the barn, probing in the snow before her with Crybaby as the old man and the others watched her go. Killer ran circles around her with an apple blossom in his mouth.

It was Rusty who got his tongue unstuck first. “What’s the nearest town from here?” he asked Sly Moody, who was still on his knees. “We’re heading north.”

The old man blinked heavily and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Richland,” he said. Then he shook his head. “No, no; Richland’s dead. Everybody either left Richland or died from the typhoid fever last year.” He struggled to his feet. “Mary’s Rest,” he said finally. “That would be the next settlement of any size. It’s about sixty miles north of here, across I-44. I’ve never been there, but I hear Mary’s Rest is a real city.”

“I guess it’s Mary’s Rest, then,” Josh said to Rusty. “Sounds like as good a place as any.”

Moody suddenly snapped out of his daze. “You don’t have to leave here! You can stay with us! We’ve got plenty of food, and we’ll find room in the house for you! Lord, I wouldn’t have that girl sleepin’ in the barn another night for anything!”

“Thank you,” Josh said, “but we’ve got to go on. You need your food for yourself. And like Rusty said, we’re entertainers. That’s how we get by.”

Sly Moody gripped Josh’s arm. “Listen, you don’t know what you’ve got, mister! That girl’s a miracle worker! Look at that tree! It was dead yesterday, and now you can smell the blossoms! Mister, that girl’s special. You don’t know what she could do, if she was to set her mind to it!”

“What could she do?” Rusty was puzzled by the whole thing and feeling definitely out of his depth, the same as he had whenever he’d picked up Fabrioso’s mirror and seen nothing but murk in the glass.

“Look at that tree and think of an orchard!” Sly Moody said excitedly. “Think of a cornfield, or a field of beans or squash or anything else! I don’t know what’s inside that girl, but she’s got the power of life! Don’t you see that? She touched that tree and brought it back! Mister, that Swan could wake the whole land up again!”

“It’s just one tree,” Josh reminded him. “How do you know she could do the same thing to a whole orchard?”

“You dumb fool, what’s an orchard but one tree after another?” he growled. “I don’t know how she did it or anything about her, but if she can start apples growin’ again, she can start orchards and crop fields, too! You’re crazy to take somebody with a God’s gift like that out on the road! The country out there’s full of killers, highwaymen, lunatics and only the Devil knows what all! If you stay here, she can start workin’ on the fields, doin’ whatever she has to do to wake ‘em up again!”

Josh glanced at Rusty, who shook his head, then gently pulled free of Sly Moody. “We’ve got to go on.”

“Why? Where to? What are you lookin’ for that’s worth findin’?”

“I don’t know,” Josh admitted. In seven years of wandering from settlement to settlement, the point of life had become wandering instead of settling. Still, Josh hoped that someday they’d find a place that would be suitable to live in for more than a few months at a time—and possibly he might someday make his way south to Mobile in search of Rose and his sons. “We’ll know it when we find it, I guess.”

Moody started to protest again, but his wife said, “Sylvester? It’s getting very cold out here. I think they’ve made up their minds, and I think they should do what they feel is best.”

The old man hesitated, then looked at his tree again and finally nodded. “All right,” he muttered. “You have to go your own way, I reckon.” He fixed a hard gaze on Josh, who stood at least four inches taller than himself. “Now you listen to me, mister,” he warned. “You protect that girl, you hear me? Maybe someday she’ll see her way clear to do what I’ve said she can do. You protect her, hear?”

“Yes,” Josh said. “I hear.”

“Then go on,” Sly Moody said. Josh and Rusty started walking toward the barn, and Moody said, “God go with you!” He picked up a handful of blossoms from the snow, held them to his nose and inhaled.

An hour or so after the Travelin’ Show wagon had rumbled off northward along the road, Sly Moody put his heaviest coat and boots on and told Carla that he couldn’t stand to sit still a minute longer. He was going to walk through the woods to Bill McHenry’s place and tell him the story of the girl who could put life back into a tree with her touch, he said. Bill McHenry had a pickup truck and some gasoline, and Sly Moody said that he was going to tell everybody within shouting distance about that girl, because he had witnessed a miracle and all hope was not yet dead in the world. He was going to find a hilltop to stand on and shout that girl’s name, and when those apples came he was going to cook an apple stew and invite everybody who lived on the desolate farms for miles around to come partake of a miracle.

And then he put his arms around the woman he had taken as his wife and kissed her, and her eyes sparkled like stars.
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THE JEEP RUMBLED OVER a rutted, snow-covered road, passing wrecks and derelict vehicles that had been pulled to both sides. Here and there a frozen corpse lay in a gray snowdrift, and Sister saw one whose arms were lifted as if in a final appeal for mercy.

They came to an unmarked crossroads, and Paul slowed down. He looked over his shoulder at Hugh Ryan, who had jammed himself into the rear compartment with the luggage. Hugh was gripping his crutch with both hands and snoring. “Hey!” Paul said, and he nudged the sleeping man. “Wake up!”

Hugh snorted, finally opened his heavy-lidded eyes. “What is it? Are we there yet?”

“Hell, no! I think we must’ve taken the wrong road about five miles back! There’s not a sign of life out here!” He glanced up through the windshield and saw the threat of new snow in the clouds. The light was just beginning to fade, and Paul didn’t want to look at the gas gauge because he knew they were traveling on fumes. “I thought you knew the way!”

“I do,” Hugh assured him. “But it’s been a while since I’ve ventured very far from Moberly.” He gazed around at the bleak landscape. “We’re at a crossroads,” he announced.

“We know that. Now which road do we take?”

“There should be a sign. Maybe the wind’s blown it down.” He shifted position, trying to find a familiar landmark. The truth—which he had not told Paul and Sister—was that he’d never been this way before, but he’d wanted to get out of Moberly because he feared he’d be murdered in the night for his cache of blankets. “Let’s see, now: I think I remember a big grove of old oak trees that we turned right at.”

Paul rolled his eyes. On both sides of the narrow road stood thick forests. “Look,” he said. “Read my lips: We’re out in the middle of nowhere, and we’re running out of gasoline—and this time there are no fuel tanks around for me to siphon. It’s going to be dark soon, and I think we’re on the wrong road. Now tell me why I shouldn’t wring your damned skinny neck!”

Hugh looked wounded. “Because,” he said with great dignity, “you’re a decent human being.” He glanced quickly at Sister, who had turned to deliver a scathing gaze. “I do know the way. I really do. I got us around that broken bridge, didn’t I?”

“Which way?” Sister asked pointedly. “Left or right?”

“Left,” Hugh said—and immediately wished that he’d said “right,” but now it was too late and he didn’t want to appear a fool.

“Mary’s Rest better be around the next bend,” Paul told them grimly, “or we’re going to be walking real soon.” He put the Jeep into gear and turned left. The road wound through a corridor of dead trees with branches that interlocked and closed off the sky.

Hugh settled back to await judgment, and Sister reached down to the floorboard for her satchel. She unzipped it, felt inside for the glass ring and drew it out. Then she held it in her lap as the trapped jewels sparkled, and she stared into its shimmering depths.

“What do you see?” Paul asked. “Anything?”

Sister shook her head. The colors pulsed, but they had not yet formed pictures. How the glass ring worked, and exactly what it was, had remained a puzzle. Paul had said that he thought the radiation had melded the glass, jewels and precious metals into some kind of supersensitive antenna, but what it was tuned to neither of them could say. But they had come to the agreement that the glass circle was leading them to someone, and that to follow it meant giving up that part of yourself that refused to believe in miracles. Using the glass ring was like a leap in the dark, a surrendering of doubt, fear and all other impurities that clouded the mind; using it was the ultimate act of faith.

Are we closer to the answer, or further away? Sister asked mentally as she peered into the ring. Who are we searching for, and why? Her questions, she knew, would be answered with symbols and pictures, sights and shadows and sounds that might have been distant human voices, the creaking of wheels, or the barking of a dog.

A diamond flared like a meteor, and light sizzled along threads of silver and platinum. More diamonds burst with light, like a chain reaction. Sister felt the power of the glass circle reaching for her, drawing her inward, deeper, deeper still, and all her being was fixed on the bursts of light as they flared in a hypnotic rhythm.

She was no longer in the Jeep with Paul Thorson and the one-legged doctor from Amarillo. She was standing in what looked to be a snow-covered field stubbled with the stumps of trees. But there was one tree remaining, and that one was covered with diamond-white blossoms blowing before the wind. On the tree’s trunk were palm prints, as if seared into the wood—slim long fingers, the hands of a young person.

And across the trunk were letters, as if fingerpainted in fire: S ... W ... A ... N.

Sister tried to turn her head, to see more of where she was standing, but the dreamwalk scene began to fade; she was aware of shadowy figures, distant voices, a moment perhaps trapped in time and somehow transmitted to Sister like a photograph through spectral wires. And then, abruptly, the dreamwalk was over, and she was back in the Jeep again with the glass ring between her hands.

She released the breath she’d been holding. “It was there again,” she told Paul. “I saw it again—the single tree in a field of stumps, the palm prints and the word ‘swan’ burned on the trunk. But it was clearer than last night, and this time ... I think I could smell apples.” They’d traveled all day yesterday, heading for Mary’s Rest, and had spent last night in the ruins of a farmhouse; it was there that Sister had looked into the glass ring and first seen that tree with the blowing blossoms. The vision was clearer than it had been; she’d been able to see every detail of the tree, every scraggly branch and even the tiny green buds that peeked out from under the blossoms. “I think we’re getting closer,” she said, and her heart was racing. “The image was stronger. We must be getting closer!”

“But all the trees are dead,” Paul reminded her. “Just look around. Nothing’s in bloom—and nothing’s going to be. Why should that thing show you the image of a tree in bloom?”

“I don’t know. If I did, I’d tell you.” She concentrated on the glass ring again; it pulsated with her quickened heartbeat but did not invite her to go dreamwalking. The message had been delivered and, at least for now, would not be repeated.

“Swan.” Paul shook his head. “That doesn’t make a damned bit of sense.”

“Yes, it does. Somehow it does. We’ve just got to put the pieces together.”

Paul’s hands gripped the steering wheel. “Sister,” he said, with a trace of pity, “you’ve been saying the same thing for a long time. You’ve been looking into that glass ring like you were a gypsy trying to read tea leaves. And here we are, going back and forth, following signs and symbols that might not mean a damned thing.” He glanced sharply at her. “Have you ever thought about that possibility?”

“We found Matheson, didn’t we? We found the tarot cards and the doll.” She kept her voice firm, but there had been many days and nights when she’d let herself fear the same thing—but only for a moment or two, and then her resolve returned. “I believe this is leading us to someone—someone very important.”

“You mean you want to believe it.”

“I mean I do believe it!” she snapped. “How could I go on if I didn’t?”

Paul sighed deeply; he was tired, his beard itched and he knew he smelled like a cage of monkeys in a zoo. How long had it been, he wondered, since he’d had a bath? The best he’d been able to do in the last few weeks was scrub himself halfheartedly with ashes and snow. For the past two years, they had danced around the subject of the glass ring’s fallibility like a couple of wary boxers. Paul himself could see nothing in the ring but colors, and he’d asked himself many times if the woman he was traveling with—indeed, had come to love and respect—wasn’t making the signs up, interpreting them as she saw fit in order to keep them on this lunatic quest.

“I believe,” she told him, “that this is a gift. I believe I found it for a reason. I believe it’s leading us for a reason. And everything it shows us is a clue to where we need to go. Don’t you under—”

“Bullshit!” Paul said, and he almost stomped on the brake, but he was afraid the Jeep would skid right off the road. Sister looked at him, her face with its hideous growths mirroring shock, anger and disillusion. “You saw a fucking clown’s face in that damned thing, remember that? You saw a beat-up old Conestoga wagon or something; and you saw a thousand other things that just don’t make any sense! You said go east because you thought the visions or dream-walk pictures or whatever the shit they are were getting stronger; and then you said go back west again, because the visions started fading and you were trying to focus in on the direction. After that you said go north, and then south—and then north and south again. Sister, you’re seeing what you want to see in that damned thing! So we found Matheson, Kansas! So what? Maybe you heard something about that town when you were a kid! Have you ever considered that?”

She was silent, clasping the glass circle closer to her, and finally she said what she’d wanted to say for a long, long time. “I believe,” she told him, “that this is a gift from God.”

“Right.” He smiled bitterly. “Well, look around. Just look. Have you ever considered the possibility that God might be insane?”

Tears burned her eyes, and she looked away from him because she’d be damned if she’d let him see her cry.

“This whole thing is you, don’t you see that?” he continued. “It’s what you see. It’s what you feel, and what you decide. If the damned thing is leading you somewhere—or to somebody—why doesn’t it show you right out where you’re supposed to go? Why’s it playing tricks with your mind? Why does it give you these ‘clues’ in bits and pieces?”

“Because,” Sister answered, with just a slight waver in her voice, “just getting a gift doesn’t mean you know how to use it. The fault’s not with the glass ring—it’s with me, because there’s a limit to what I can understand. I’m doing the best I can, and maybe ... maybe the person I’m looking for isn’t ready to be found yet, either.”

“What? Come on!”

“Maybe the circumstances aren’t right yet. Maybe the picture’s not complete, and that’s why—”

“Oh, Jesus!” Paul said wearily. “You’re raving, do you know that? You’re making up things that aren’t true, because you want them so much to be true. You don’t want to admit that we’ve wasted seven years of our lives searching for ghosts.”

Sister watched the road unfolding before them, leading the Jeep into a dark, dead forest. “If you feel that way,” she finally asked, “then why have you been traveling with me all this time?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because I wanted to believe as much as you do. I wanted to think there was some method to this madness—but there’s not, and there never was.”

“I remember a shortwave radio,” Sister said.

“What?”

“A shortwave radio,” she repeated. “The one you used to keep those people in your cabin from killing themselves. You kept them going and gave them hope. Remember?”

“Okay. So what?”

“Didn’t you yourself at least hope there’d be a human voice on that radio? Didn’t you tell yourself that maybe the next day, or the next, there’d be a signal from some other survivors? You didn’t go through all that just to keep a handful of strangers alive. You did it to keep yourself alive, too. And you hoped that maybe one day there’d be something more than static on that radio. Well, this is my shortwave radio.” She ran her hands over the smooth glass. “And I believe it’s tuned to a force that I can’t even begin to understand—but I’m not going to doubt it. No. I’m going to keep on going, one step at a time. With you or without—”

“What the hell ... ?” Paul interrupted as they came around a curve. Standing in the middle of the road, beneath the overhanging trees, were three large snowmen, all wearing caps and mufflers, with stones for their eyes and noses. One of them appeared to be smoking a corncob pipe. Instantly Paul realized that he could not stop in time, and though he put his foot on the brake the wheels skidded through the snow and the Jeep’s front fender banged into one of the snowmen.

The jolt almost threw Paul and Sister through the windshield, and Hugh made a croaking sound in the back as the collision rattled his teeth. The Jeep’s engine stuttered and died. Sister and Paul saw that where the snowman had been was now a pile of snow around a disguised roadblock of scrap metal, pieces of wood and stones.

“Shit!” Paul said when he could find his voice. “Some fool’s put a damned—”

A pair of legs and scuffed brown boots slammed down on the Jeep’s hood from above.

Sister looked up and saw a hooded figure in a long, tattered brown coat with one hand wrapped around a rope that was tied in tree branches over the road. In the figure’s other hand was a .38 pistol, aimed through the windshield at Paul Thorson.

More figures, scurrying from the woods on all sides, were converging on the Jeep. “Bandits!” Hugh bleated, his eyes wide with terror. “They’ll rob us and cut our throats!”

“Like hell they will,” Sister said calmly, and she put her hand on the butt of the shotgun that was wedged beside her seat. She pulled it up, aiming it at the figure on the hood, and was about to fire when both of the Jeep’s doors were wrenched open.

A dozen pistols, three rifles and seven sharpened wooden spears thrust into the Jeep at Sister, and an equal number of weapons threatened Paul. “Don’t kill us!” Hugh shouted. “Please don’t kill us! We’ll give you anything you want!”

Fine for you to say, since you don’t own a damned thing! Sister thought as she stared into the bristling wall of firearms and spears. She calculated how long it would take her to turn the shotgun and fire at the bandits—and she knew she’d be history as soon as she made a sudden movement. She froze, one hand on the shotgun and the other trying to protect the glass ring.

“Out of the Jeep,” the figure on the hood commanded. It was a young voice—the voice of a boy. The pistol shifted toward Sister. “Get your finger off that trigger if you want to keep it.”

She hesitated, peering up at the boy’s face, though she couldn’t make out any features because of the coat’s cowl. The pistol was aimed as steadily as if the boy’s arm was stone, and the tone of his voice was all deadly business.

She blinked and removed her finger from the trigger.

Paul knew they had no choice. He muttered a curse, longing to get his hands around Hugh Ryan’s neck, and got out.

“Some guide you are,” Sister told Hugh. She took a deep breath, exhaled and stepped out.

She towered over her captors.

They were children.

All of them were thin and dirty, the youngest about nine or ten and the oldest maybe sixteen—and all of them stared as one at the pulsing glass ring.
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HERDED BEFORE A YELLING, rowdy gang of twenty-seven boy bandits, Paul, Sister and Hugh were prodded with the barrels of rifles and sharp spear tips through the snowy woods. About a hundred yards from the road, they were commanded to stop, and they waited while a few of the boys cleared brush and branches from the mouth of a small cave. A rifle barrel pushed Sister inside, and the others followed.

Beyond the opening, the cave widened into a large, high-ceilinged chamber. It was damp within, but dozens of candles were set about and burning, and at the center of the cavern a small fire glowed, the smoke curling up through a hole in the ceiling. Eight other boys, all of them skinny and sickly-looking, were waiting for their compatriots to return, and when the bags were flung open the boys shouted and laughed as Sister’s and Paul’s extra clothes were scattered. The bandits grabbed up ill-fitting coats and sweaters, draped themselves with woolen scarves and caps and danced around the fire like Apaches. One of them uncorked a jug of the moonshine that Hugh had brought along, and the shouts grew louder, the dancing wilder. Adding to the raucous clamor was the noise of wood blocks clapped together, rattling gourds and sticks beating a rhythm on a cardboard box.

Hugh balanced himself precariously on his crutch and single leg as the boys whirled around him, stabbing at him with their spears. He’d heard stories of the forest bandits before, and he didn’t like the idea or being scalped and skinned. “Don’t kill us!” he shouted over the tumult. “Please don’t—” And then he went down on his rump as a tough-looking ten-year-old with shaggy black hair kicked his crutch out from under him. A gale of laughter followed him down, and more spears and guns poked at Paul and Sister. She looked across the cave and saw through the haze of smoke a small, thin boy with red hair and a chalky complexion. He was holding the glass ring between his hands, staring at it intently—and then a second boy grabbed it away from him and ran with it. A third boy attacked that one, trying to get his hands on the treasure. Sister saw a throng of raggedly dressed boys jostling and fighting in the exhilaration of the hunt, and she lost sight of the glass ring. Another boy shoved her own shotgun in her face and grinned at her as if daring her to make a move. Then he whirled away, grabbed the jug of moonshine and joined the victory dance.

Paul helped Hugh up. A spear jabbed Paul in the ribs, and he turned angrily toward his tormentor, but Sister grasped his arm to hold him back. A boy with the bones of small animals tied in his tangled blond hair thrust a spear at Sister’s face and drew it back just short of impaling an eyeball. She stared at him impassively, and he giggled like a hyena and capered away.

The boy who’d taken Paul’s Magnum danced past, hardly able to hold the heavy weapon in a two-handed grip. The jug of moonshine was being passed around, inflaming them to further frenzy. Sister was afraid they were going to start firing their guns at random, and in a confined place like this the ricochets would be deadly. She saw the glimmer of the glass ring as one boy grabbed it from another; then two boys were fighting for it, and Sister was sick at the thought of the glass ring lying shattered. She took a step forward, but the darting of a half-dozen spears kept her back.

And then the horrible thing happened: one of the boys, already dizzy with moonshine, lifted the glass ring over his head—and he was tackled from behind by another boy trying to grab it. The ring flew from his hands and spun through the air, and Sister felt a scream welling up. She saw it falling, as if in terrible slow motion, toward the stone floor, and she heard herself shout “No!” but there was nothing she could do. The circle of glass was falling ... falling ... falling.

A hand grasped it before it hit the floor, and the ring glittered with fiery colors as if meteors were exploding within it.

It had been caught by the figure in the cowled coat who’d landed on the Jeep’s hood. He was taller than the others by at least a foot, and as he approached Sister the boys around him parted to give him room. His face was still obscured by the cowl. The shouting and noise of clapping wood blocks and drumbeats faltered and began to fade as the tallest boy walked unhurriedly through the others. The glass circle flared with a strong, slow pulse. And then the boy stood in front of Sister.

“What is this?” he asked, holding the ring before him. The others had stopped dancing and shouting, and they began to crowd around to watch.

“It belongs to me,” Sister answered.

“No. It used to belong to you. I asked you what it is.”

“It’s—” She paused, trying to decide what to say. “It’s magic,” she told him. “It’s a miracle, if you know how to use it. Please—” She heard the unaccustomed sound of pleading in her voice. “Please don’t break it.”

“What if I did? What if I was to let it fall and break? Would the magic spill out?”

She was silent, knowing the boy was taunting her.

He pulled the cowl back to reveal his face. “I don’t believe in magic,” he said. “That’s just for fools and kids.”

He was older than the others—maybe seventeen or eighteen. He was almost as tall as she was, and the size of his shoulders said that he was going to be a large man when he grew up and filled out. His face was lean and pallid, with sharp cheekbones and eyes the color of ashes; in his shoulder-length dark brown hair were braided small bones and feathers, and he looked as dour and serious as an Indian chief. The fine, light brown hairs of a beard covered the lower part of his face, but Sister could see that he had a strong, square jaw-line. Thick, dark eyebrows added to his stern countenance, and the bridge of his nose was flattened and crooked like a boxer’s. He was a handsome young man, but certainly dangerous. And, Sister realized, he was neither a kid nor a fool.

He regarded the glass ring in silence. Then: “Where were you going?”

“Mary’s Rest,” Hugh spoke up nervously. “We’re just poor travelers. We don’t mean any—”

“Shut up,” the boy ordered, and Hugh’s mouth snapped closed. He locked stares with Paul for a few seconds, then grunted and dismissed him. “Mary’s Rest,” the boy repeated. “You’re about fifteen miles east of Mary’s Rest. Why were you going there?”

“We were going to pass through it on our way south,” Sister said. “We figured we’d get some food and water.”

“Is that so? Well, you’re out of luck, then. The food’s almost gone in Mary’s Rest. They’re starving over there, and their pond went dry about five months ago. They’re melting snow to drink, just like everybody else.”

“There’s radiation in the snow,” Hugh said. “Drinking melted snow will kill you.”

“What are you? An expert?”

“No, but I’m—I was—a doctor, and I know what I’m talking about.”

“A doctor? What kind of doctor?”

“I was a surgeon,” Hugh said, pride creeping back into his voice. “I used to be the best surgeon in Amarillo.”

“A surgeon? You mean you operated on sick people?”

“That’s right. And I never lost a patient, either.”

Sister decided to take a step forward. Instantly the boy’s hand went to a pistol at his belt under the coat. “Listen,” Sister said, “let’s cut this screwing around. You’ve already got everything we own. We’ll walk the rest of the way—but I want that glass ring back. I want it now. If you’re going to kill me, you’d better do it, because either you give me the ring or I’m taking it from you.”

The boy remained motionless, his hawklike stare challenging her.

Here goes! she thought, her heart hammering. She started to reach toward him, but suddenly he laughed and stepped back. He held the ring up, as if he might drop it to the cavern’s floor.

Sister stopped. “Don’t,” she said. “Please don’t.”

His hand lingered in the air. Sister tensed, ready to go for it if the fingers opened.

“Robin?” a weak voice called from the back of the cave. “Robin?”

The boy looked into Sister’s face for a few seconds longer, his eyes hard and shrewd; then he blinked, lowered his arm and offered the ring to her. “Here. It’s not worth a shit, anyway.”

She took it, relief coursing through her bones.

“None of you are going anywhere,” the boy said. “Especially not you, Doc.”

“Huh?” Terror lanced him.

“Walk to the back of the cave,” the boy commanded. “All of you.” They hesitated. “Now,” he said, in a voice that was used to being obeyed.

They did as he said, and in another moment Sister saw several more figures at the rear of the chamber. Three of them were boys with Job’s Mask in varying stages of severity, one of them hardly able to keep his misshapen head upright. On the floor in a corner, lying on a bed of straw and leaves, was a thin brown-haired boy of about ten or eleven, his face shining with the sweat of fever. A dressing of greasy-looking leaves had been plastered on his white chest, just under the heart, and blood had leaked out around it. The wounded boy tried to lift his head when he saw them, but he didn’t have enough strength. “Robin?” he whispered. “You there?”

“I’m here, Bucky.” Robin bent beside him and brushed the wet hair from the other boy’s forehead.

“I’m hurting ... so bad.” Bucky coughed, and foamy blood appeared at his lips. Robin quickly wiped it away with a leaf. “You won’t let me go out where it’s dark, will you?”

“No,” Robin said quietly. “I won’t let you go out where it’s dark.” He looked up at Sister with eyes that were a hundred years old. “Bucky got shot three days ago.” With gentle fingers, he carefully peeled the plaster of leaves away. The wound was an ugly scarlet hole with puffy gray edges of infection. Robin’s gaze moved to Hugh, then to the glass ring. “I don’t believe in magic or miracles,” he said. “But maybe it’s kind of a miracle that we found you today, Doc. You’re going to take the bullet out.”

“Me?” Hugh almost choked. “Oh, no. I can’t. Not me.”

“You said you used to operate on sick people. You said you never lost a patient.”

“That was a lifetime ago!” Hugh wailed. “Look at that wound! It’s too close to the heart!” He held up a palsied hand. “I couldn’t cut lettuce with a hand like this!”

Robin stood up and approached Hugh until they were almost nose to nose. “You’re a doctor,” he said. “You’re going to take the bullet out and make him well, or you can start digging graves for you and your friends.”

“I can’t! There are no instruments here, no light, no disinfectants, no sedatives! I haven’t operated in seven years, and I wasn’t a heart surgeon, anyway! No. I’m sorry. That boy doesn’t have a—”

Robin’s pistol was cocked and pressed against Hugh’s throat. “A doctor who can’t help anybody shouldn’t be living. You’re just using up air, aren’t you?”

“Please ... please ...” Hugh gasped, his eyes bulging.

“Wait a minute,” Sister said. “Hugh, the hole’s already there. All you have to do is bring the bullet out.”

“Oh, sure! Sure! Just bring the bullet out!” Hugh giggled, on the edge of hysteria. “Sister, the bullet could be anywhere! What am I supposed to stop the blood with? How am I supposed to dig the damned thing out—with my fingers?”

“We’ve got knives,” Robin told him. “We can heat them in the fire. That makes them clean, doesn’t it?”

“There’s no such thing as ‘clean’ in conditions like these! My God, you don’t know what you’re asking me to do!”

“Not asking. Telling. Do it, Doc.”

Hugh looked to Paul and Sister for help, but there was nothing they could do. “I can’t,” he whispered hoarsely. “Please ... I’ll kill him if I try to take the bullet out.”

“He’ll die for sure if you don’t. I’m the leader here. When I give my word, I keep it. Bucky got shot because I sent him out with some others to stop a truck passing through. But he wasn’t ready to kill anybody yet, and he wasn’t fast enough to dodge a bullet, either.” He jabbed the pistol into Hugh’s throat. “I am ready to kill. I’ve done it before. Now, I promised Bucky I’d do whatever I could for him. So—do you take the bullet out, or do I kill all of you?”

Hugh swallowed, his eyes watering with fear. “There’s ... there’s so much I’ve forgotten.”

“Remember it. Real quick.”

Hugh was shaking. He closed his eyes, opened them again. The boy was still there. His whole body was a heartbeat. What do I remember? he asked himself. Think, damn it! Nothing would come together; it was all a hazy jumble. The boy was waiting, his finger on the trigger. Hugh realized he would have to go on instinct, and God help them all if he screwed up. “Somebody’s ... going to have to support me,” he managed to say. “My balance isn’t so good. And light. I’ve got to have light, as much as I can get. I need—” Think! “—three or four sharp knives with narrow blades. Rub them with ashes and put them in the fire. I need rags, and ... oh, Jesus, I need clamps and forceps and probes and I cannot kill this boy, damn you!” His eyes blazed at Robin.

“I’ll get you what you need. None of that medical shit, though. But I’ll get you the other stuff.”

“And moonshine,” Hugh said. “The jug. For both the boy and myself. I want some ashes to clean my hands with, and I may need a bucket to puke into.” He reached up with a trembling hand and pushed the pistol away from his throat. “What’s your name, young man?”

“Robin Oakes.”

“All right, then, Mr. Oakes. When I start, you’re not to lay a finger on me. No matter what I do, no matter what you think I ought to be doing. I’ll be scared enough for both of us.” Hugh looked down at the wound and winced; it was very, very nasty. “What kind of gun was he shot with?”

“I don’t know. A pistol, I guess.”

“That doesn’t tell me anything about the size of the bullet. Oh, Jesus, this is crazy! I can’t remove a bullet from a wound that close to—” The pistol swung back up again. Hugh saw the boy’s finger ready on the trigger, and something about being so close to death clicked on the façade of arrogance he had worn back in Amarillo. “Get that gun out of my face, you little swine,” he said, and he saw Robin blink. “I’ll do what I can—but I’m not promising a miracle, do you understand? Well? What are you standing there for? Get me what I need!”

Robin lowered the pistol. He went off to get the moonshine, the knives and the ashes.

It took about twenty minutes to get Bucky as drunk as Hugh wanted him. Under Robin’s direction, the other boys brought candles and set them in a circle around Bucky. Hugh scrubbed his hands in ashes and waited for the blades to cook.

“He called you Sister,” Robin said. “Are you a nun?”

“No. That’s just my name.”

“Oh.”

He sounded disappointed, and Sister decided to ask, “Why?”

Robin shrugged. “We used to have nuns where we were, in the big building. I used to call them blackbirds, because they always flew at you when they thought you’d done something wrong. But some of them were okay. Sister Margaret said she was sure things would work out for me. Like getting a family and a home and everything.” He glanced around the cavern. “Some home, huh?”

It dawned on Sister what Robin was talking about. “You lived in an orphanage?”

“Yeah. Everybody did. A lot of us got sick and died after it turned cold. Especially the really young ones.” His eyes darkened. “Father Thomas died, and we buried him behind the big building. Sister Lynn died, and then so did Sister May and Sister Margaret. Father Cummings left in the night. I don’t blame him—who wants to take care of a bunch of ratty punks? Some of the others left, too. The last to die was Father Clinton, and then it was just us.”

“Weren’t there any older boys with you?”

“Oh, yeah. A few of them stayed, but most took off on their own. Somehow, I guess I got to be the oldest. I figured that if I left, who was going to take care of the punks?”

“So you found this cave and started robbing people?”

“Sure. Why not? I mean, the world’s gone crazy, hasn’t it? Why shouldn’t we rob people if it’s the only way to stay alive?”

“Because it’s wrong,” Sister answered. The boy laughed. She let his laugh die, and then she said, “How many people have you killed?”

All traces of a smile left his face. He stared at his hands; they were a man’s hands, rough and callused. “Four. But all of them would’ve killed me, too.” He shrugged uneasily. “No big deal.”

“The knives are ready,” Paul said, returning from the fire. Standing on his crutch over the wounded boy, Hugh took a deep breath and lowered his head.

He stayed that way for a minute. “All right.” His voice was low and resigned. “Bring the knives over. Sister, will you kneel down beside me and keep me steady, please? I’ll need several boys to hold Bucky securely, too. We don’t want him thrashing around.”

“Can we just knock him out or something?” Robin asked.

“No. There’s a risk of brain damage in that, and the first impulse a person has after being knocked unconscious is to throw up. We don’t want that, do we? Paul, would you hold Bucky’s legs? I hope seeing a little blood doesn’t make you sick.”

“It doesn’t,” Paul said, and Sister recalled the day on I-80 when he’d sliced open a wolf’s belly.

The hot knives were brought in a metal pot. Sister knelt beside Hugh and let him lean his feeble weight against her. She laid the glass ring beside her on the ground. Bucky was drunk and delirious, and he was talking about hearing birds singing. Sister listened; she could only hear the keening of wind past the mouth of the cave.

“Dear God, please guide my hand,” Hugh whispered. He picked up a knife. The blade was too wide, and he chose another. Even the narrowest of the available knives would be as clumsy as a broken thumb. He knew that one slip could cut into the boy’s left ventricle, and then nothing could stop the geyser of blood.

“Go on,” Robin urged.

“I’ll start when I’m ready! Not one damned second before! Now move away from me, boy!”

Robin retreated but stayed close enough to watch.

Some of the others were holding Bucky’s arms, head and body to the ground, and most of them—even the Job’s Mask victims—had crowded around. Hugh looked at the knife in his hand; it was shaking, and there was no stopping it. Before his nerve broke entirely, he leaned forward and pressed the hot blade against an edge of the wound.

Infectious fluids spattered. Bucky’s body jackknifed, and the boy howled with agony. “Hold him down!” Hugh shouted. “Hold him, damn it!” The boys struggled to control him, and even Paul had trouble with the kicking legs. Hugh’s knife dug deeper, Bucky’s cry reverberating off the walls.

Robin shouted, “You’re killing him!” but Hugh paid no heed. He picked up the moonshine jug and splashed alcohol in and around the oozing wound. Now the boys could barely hold Bucky down. Hugh began to probe again, his own heart pounding as if about to burst through his breast.

“I can’t see the bullet!” Hugh said. “It’s gone too deep!” Blood was welling up, thick and dark red. He plucked away bone chips from a nicked rib. The red, spongy mass of the lung hitched and bubbled beneath the blade. “Hold him down, for God’s sake!” he shouted. The blade was too wide; it was not a surgical instrument, it was a butchering tool. “I can’t do it! I can’t!” he wailed, and he flung the knife away.

Robin pressed the pistol’s barrel to his skull. “Get it out of him!”

“I don’t have the proper instruments! I can’t work without—”

“Fuck the instruments!” Robin shouted. “Use your fingers, if you have to! Just get the bullet out!”

Bucky was moaning, his eyelids fluttering wildly, and his body kept wanting to curl into a fetal position. It took all the strength of the others to restrain him. Hugh was distraught; the metal pot held no blades narrow enough for the work. Robin’s pistol pushed at his head. He looked to one side and saw the circle of glass on the ground.

He saw the two thin spikes, and noted where three more had been broken away.

“Sister, I need one of those spikes as a probe,” he said. “Could you break one off for me?”

She hesitated only a second or two, and then the spike was in his palm and aflame with color.

Spreading the wound’s edges with his other hand, he slid the spike into the scarlet hole.

Hugh had to go deep, his spine crawling at the thought of what the probe might be grazing. “Hold him!” he warned, angling the piece of glass a centimeter to the left. The heart was laboring, the body passing another threshold of shock. Hurry! Hurry! Hugh thought. Find the bastard and get out! Deeper slid the probe, and still no bullet.

He imagined suddenly that the glass was getting warm in his hand—very warm. Almost hot.

Another two seconds, and he was certain: The probe was heating up. Bucky shuddered, his eyes rolled back in his head and he mercifully passed out.

A wisp of steam came from the wound like an exhaled breath. Hugh thought he smelled scorching tissue. “Sister? I don’t ... know what’s happening, but I think—”

The probe touched a solid object deep in the spongy folds of tissue, less than a half inch below the left coronary artery. “Found it!” Hugh croaked as he concentrated on determining its size with the end of the probe. Blood was everywhere, but it wasn’t the bright red of an artery, and its movement was sluggish. The glass was hot in his grip, the smell of scorching flesh stronger. Hugh realized that his remaining leg and the lower half of his body were freezing cold, but steam was rising from the wound; it occurred to him that the piece of glass was somehow channeling his body heat, drawing it up and intensifying it down in the depths of the hole. Hugh felt power in his hand—a calm, magnificent power. It seemed to crackle up his arm like a bolt of lightning, clearing his brain of fear and burning away the moonshine cobwebs. Suddenly his thirty years of medical knowledge flooded back into him, and he felt young and strong and unafraid.

He didn’t know what that power was—the surge of life itself, or something that people used to call salvation in the churches—but he could see again. He could bring that bullet out. Yes. He could.

His hands were no longer shaking.

He realized he would have to dig down beneath the bullet and lever it up with the probe until he could get two fingers around it. The left coronary artery and the left ventricle were close, very close. He began to work with movements as precise as geometry.

“Careful,” Sister cautioned, but she knew she didn’t have to warn him. His face was bent over the wound, and suddenly he shouted, “More light!” and Robin brought a candle closer.

The bullet came loose from the surrounding tissue. Hugh heard a sizzling noise, smelled burning flesh and blood. What the hell ... ? he thought, but he had no time to let his concentration wander. The glass spike was almost too hot to hold now, though he dared not release it. He felt as if he were sitting in a deep freeze up to his chest.

“I see it!” Hugh said. “Small bullet, thank God!” He pushed two fingers into the wound and caught the bit of lead between them. He brought them out again, clenching what resembled a broken filling for a tooth, and tossed it to Robin.

Then he started withdrawing the probe, and all of them could hear the sizzling of flesh and blood. Hugh couldn’t believe what he was witnessing; down in the wound, torn tissue was being cauterized and sealed up as the spike emerged.

It came out like a wand of white-hot fire. As it left the wound there was a quick hissing and the blood congealed, the infected edges rippling with blue fire that burned for four of Sister’s rapid heartbeats and went out. Where a hole had been a few seconds before was now a brown, charred circle.

Hugh held the piece of glass before his face, his features washed with pure white light. He could feel the heat, yet the hottest of the healing fire was concentrated right at the tip. He realized it had cauterized the tiny vessels and ripped flesh like a surgical laser.

The probe’s inner flame began to weaken and go out. As the light steadily waned Sister saw that the jewels within it had turned to small ebony pebbles, and the interconnecting threads of precious metals had become lines of ash. The light continued to weaken until finally there was just a spark of white fire at the tip; it pulsed with the beat of Hugh’s heart—once, twice and a third time—and winked out like a dead star.

Bucky was still breathing.

Hugh, his face streaked with sweat and a bloody mist, looked up at Robin. He started to speak, couldn’t find his voice. His lower body was warming up again. “I guess this means,” he finally said, “that you won’t be killing us today?”
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JOSH NUDGED SWAN. “You doing okay?”

“Yes.” She lifted her misshapen head from the folds of her coat. “I’m not dead yet.”

“Just checking. You’ve been pretty quiet all day.”

“I’ve been thinking.”

“Oh.” He watched as Killer ran ahead along the road, then stopped and barked for them to catch up. Mule was walking as fast as he was going to go, and Josh held the reins loosely. Rusty trudged alongside the wagon, all but buried in his cowboy hat and heavy coat.

The Travelin’ Show wagon creaked on, the road bordered by dense forest. The clouds seemed to be hanging right in the treetops, and the wind had all but stopped—a merciful and rare occurrence. Josh knew the weather was unpredictable—there could be a blizzard and a thunderstorm the same day, and the next day calm winds could whirl into tornadoes.

For the past two days, they’d seen nothing living. They’d come upon a broken-down bridge and had to detour several miles to get back to the main road; a little further on, that road was blocked by a fallen tree, so another detour had to be found. But today they’d passed a tree about three miles back with TO MARY’S REST painted on its trunk, and Josh had breathed easier. At least they were headed in the right direction, and Mary’s Rest couldn’t be much further.

“Mind if I ask what you’re thinking about?” Josh prodded.

She shrugged her thin shoulders beneath the coat and didn’t reply. “The tree,” he said. “It’s that, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” The apple blossoms blowing in the snow and stumps continued to haunt her—life amid death. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”

“I don’t know how you did it, but ...” He shook his head. The rules of the world have changed, he thought. Now the mysteries hold sway. He listened to the creaking axles and the crunch of snow under Mule’s hooves for a moment, and then he had to ask it: “What did ... what did it feel like?”

“I don’t know.” Another shrug.

“Yes, you do. You don’t have to be shy about it. You did a wonderful thing, and I’d like to know what it felt like.”

She was silent. Up ahead about fifteen yards, Killer barked a few times. Swan heard the barking as a call that the way was clear. “It felt ... like I was a fountain,” she replied. “And the tree was drinking. It felt like I was fire, too, and for a minute”—she lifted her deformed face toward the heavy sky—“I thought I could look up and remember what it was like to see the stars, way up in the dark ... like promises. That’s what it felt like.”

Josh knew that what Swan had experienced was far beyond his senses; but he could fathom what she meant about the stars. He hadn’t seen them for seven years. At night there was just a vast darkness, as if even the lamps of Heaven had burned out.

“Was Mr. Moody right?” Swan asked.

“Right about what?”

“He said that if I could wake up one tree, I could start orchards and crop fields growing again. He said ... I’ve got the power of life inside me. Was he right?”

Josh didn’t answer. He recalled something else Sly Moody had said: “Mister, that Swan could wake the whole land up again!”

“I was always good at growing plants and flowers,” Swan continued. “When I wanted a sick plant to get better, I worked the dirt with my hands, and more often than not the brown leaves fell off and grew back green. But I’ve never tried to heal a tree before. I mean ... it was one thing to grow a garden, but trees take care of themselves.” She angled her head so she could see Josh. “What if I could grow the orchards and crops back again? What if Mr. Moody was right, and there’s something in me that could wake things up and start them growing?”

“I don’t know,” Josh said. “I guess that would make you a pretty popular lady. But like I say, one tree isn’t an orchard.” He shifted uncomfortably on the hard board beneath him. Talking about this made him jittery. Protect the child, he thought. If Swan could indeed spark life from the dead earth, then could that awesome power be the reason for PawPaw’s commandment?

In the distance, Killer barked again. Swan tensed; the sound was different, faster and higher pitched. There was a warning in that bark. “Stop the wagon,” she said.

“Huh?”

“Stop the wagon.”

The strength of her voice made Josh pull Mule’s reins.

Rusty stopped, too, the lower half of his face shielded with a woolen muffler under the cowboy hat. “Hey! What’re we stoppin’ for?”

Swan listened to Killer’s barking, the noise floating around a bend in the road ahead. Mule shifted in his traces, lifted his head to sniff the air and made a deep grumbling sound. Another warning, Swan thought; Mule was smelling the same danger Killer had already sensed. She tilted her head to see the road. Everything looked okay, but the vision blurred in and out in her remaining eye and she knew its sight was rapidly failing.

“What is it?” Josh asked.

“I don’t know. Whatever it is, Killer doesn’t like it.”

“Could be the town’s just around the bend!” Rusty said. “I’ll mosey ahead and find out!” His hands thrust into his coat pockets, he started walking toward the bend in the road. Killer was still barking frantically.

“Rusty! Wait!” Swan called, but her voice was so garbled he didn’t understand her and kept going at a brisk pace.

Josh realized that Rusty wasn’t carrying a gun, and no telling what was around that bend. “Rusty!” he shouted, but the other man was already taking the curve. “Oh, shit!” Josh unzipped the wagon’s flap, then opened the shoe box with the .38 in it and hastily loaded it. He could hear Killer’s yap-yap-yapping echoing through the woods, and he knew that Rusty would find out what Killer had seen in just a matter of seconds.

Around the bend, Rusty was faced with nothing but more road and woods. Killer was standing in the center of the road about thirty feet away, barking wildly at something off to the right. The terrier’s coat was bristling.

“What the hell’s bit your butt?” Rusty asked, and Killer ran between his legs, almost tripping him. “Crazy fool dog!” He reached down to pick the terrier up—and that was when he smelled it.

A sharp, rank odor.

He recognized it. The heady spoor of a wild animal.

There was a nerve-shattering shriek, almost in his ear, and a gray form shot from the forest’s edge. He didn’t see what it was, but he flung an arm up over his face to protect his eyes. The animal slammed into his shoulder, and for an instant Rusty felt entangled by live wires and thorns. He staggered back, trying to cry out, but the breath had been knocked from his lungs. His hat spun away, spattered with blood, and he sank to his knees.

Dazed, he saw what had hit him.

Crouched about six feet away, its spine arched, was a bobcat almost the size of a calf. The thing’s extended claws looked like hooked daggers, but what shocked Rusty almost senseless was the sight of the monster’s two heads.

While one green-eyed face shrieked with a noise like razor blades on glass, the second bared its fangs and hissed like a radiator about to blow.

Rusty tried to crawl away. His body refused. Something was wrong with his right arm, and blood was streaming down the right side of his face. Bleedin’! he thought. I’m bleedin’ bad! Oh, Jesus, I’m—

The bobcat came at him like a spring unwinding, its claws and double set of fangs ready to rip him to pieces.

But it was hit in mid-air by another form, and Killer almost took one of the monster’s ears off. They landed in a clawing, shrieking fury, hair and blood flying. But the battle was over in another instant as the massive bobcat twisted Killer on his back and one of the fanged mouths tore the terrier’s throat open.

Rusty tried to get to his feet, staggered and fell again. The bobcat turned toward him. One set of fangs snapped at him while the other head sniffed the air. Rusty got a booted foot up in the air to kick at the monster when it attacked. The bobcat crouched back on its hind legs. Come on! Rusty thought. Get it over with, you two-headed bas—

He heard the crack! of a pistol, and snow jumped about six feet behind the bobcat. The monster whirled around, and Rusty saw Josh running toward him. Josh stopped, took aim again and fired. The bullet went wild again, and now the bobcat began to turn one way and then the other, as if its two brains couldn’t agree on which way to run. The heads snapped at each other, straining at the neck.

Josh planted his feet, aimed with his single eye and squeezed the trigger.

A hole plowed through the bobcat’s side, and one head made a shrill wailing while the second growled at Josh in defiance. He fired again and missed, but he hit with his next two shots. The monster trembled, loped toward the woods, turned and streaked again toward Rusty. The eyes of one head had rolled back to show the whites, but the other was still alive, and its fangs were bared to plunge into Rusty’s throat.

He heard himself screaming as the monster advanced, but less than three feet from him the bobcat shuddered and its legs gave way. It fell to the road, its living head snapping at the air.

Rusty scrambled away from the thing, and then a terrible wave of weakness crashed over him. He lay where he was as Josh ran toward him.

Kneeling beside Rusty, Josh saw that the right side of his face had been clawed open from hairline to jaw, and in the torn sleeve of his right shoulder was mangled tissue.

“Bought the farm, Josh.” Rusty summoned a weak smile. “Sure did, didn’t I?”

“Hang on.” Josh tucked the pistol under one arm and lifted Rusty off the ground, slinging him over his back in a fireman’s carry. Swan was approaching, trying to run but being thrown off balance by the weight of her head. A few feet away, the mutant bobcat’s fangs came together like the crack of a steel trap; the body shook, and then its eyes rolled back like ghastly green marbles. Josh walked past the bobcat to Killer and the terrier’s pink tongue emerged from its bloody mouth to lick Josh’s boot.

“What happened?” Swan called frantically. “What is it?”

Killer made an effort to rise to all fours when he heard Swan’s voice, but his body was beyond control. His head was hanging limply, and as Killer toppled back on his side Josh could see that the dog’s eyes were already glazing over.

“Josh?” Swan called. Her hands were up in front of her, because she could hardly see where she was going. “Talk to me, damn it!”

Killer gave one quick gasp, and then he was gone.

Josh stepped between Swan and the dog. “Rusty’s been hurt,” he said. “It was a bobcat. We’ve got to get him to town in a hurry!” He grasped her arm and pulled her with him before she could see the dead terrier.

Josh gently laid Rusty in the back of the wagon and covered him with the red blanket. Rusty was shivering and only half conscious. Josh told Swan to stay with him, and then he went forward and took Mule’s reins. “Giddap!” he shouted. The old horse, whether surprised by the command or by the unaccustomed urgency of the reins, snorted steam through his nostrils and bounded forward, pulling with new-found strength.

Swan drew the tent’s flap open. “What about Killer? We can’t just leave him!”

He couldn’t yet bring himself to tell her that the terrier was dead. “Don’t you worry,” he said. “He’ll find his way.” He snapped the reins against Mule’s haunches. “Giddap now, Mule! Go, boy!”

The wagon rounded the bend, its wheels passing on either side of Killer, and Mule’s hooves threw up a spray of snow as the horse raced toward Mary’s Rest.



58

THE ROAD SPOOLED OUT another mile before the woods gave way to bleak, rolling land that might have once been plowed hillsides. Now it was a snow-covered waste, interrupted by black trees twisted into shapes both agonized and surrealistic. But there was a town, of sorts: Clustered along both sides of the road were maybe three hundred weather-beaten clapboard shacks. Josh thought that seven years ago a sight like this would’ve meant he was entering a ghetto, but now he was overjoyed to the point of tears. Muddy alleys cut between the shacks, and smoke curled into the bitter air from stovepipe chimneys. Lanterns glowed behind windows insulated with yellowed newspapers and magazine pages. Skinny dogs howled and barked around Mule’s legs as Josh drew the wagon up amid the shacks. Across the road and up a ways was a charred pile of timbers where one of the buildings of Mary’s Rest had burned to the ground; the fire had been some time ago, because new snow had collected in the ruins.

“Hey!” Josh shouted. “Somebody help us!”

A few thin children in ragged coats came out from the alleys to see what was going on. “Is there a doctor around here?” Josh asked them, but they scattered back into the alleys. The door of a nearby shack opened, and a black-bearded face peered cautiously out. “We need a doctor!” Josh demanded. The bearded man shook his head and shut the door.

Josh urged Mule deeper into the shantytown. He kept shouting for a doctor, and a few people opened their doors and watched him pass, but none offered assistance. Further on, a pack of dogs that had been tearing at the remains of an animal in the mud snarled and snapped at Mule, but the old horse kept his nerve and held steady. From a doorway lurched an emaciated old man in rags, his face blotched with red keloids. “No room here! No food! We don’t want no strangers here!” he raved, striking the wagon’s side with a gnarled stick. He was still babbling as they drew away.

Josh had seen a lot of wretched places before, but this was the worst. It occurred to him that this was a town of strangers where nobody gave a shit about who lived or died in the next hovel. There was a brooding sense of defeat and fatal depression here, and even the air smelled of rank decay. If Rusty hadn’t been so badly hurt, Josh would have kept the wagon going right through the ulcer of Mary’s Rest and out where the air smelled halfway decent again.

A figure with a malformed head stumbled along the roadside, and Josh recognized the same disease that both he and Swan had. He called to the person, but whoever it was—male or female—turned and ran down an alley out of sight. Lying on the ground a few yards away was a dead man, stripped naked, his ribs showing and his teeth bared in what might have been a grin of escape. A few dogs were sniffing around him, but they had not yet begun feasting.

And then Mule stopped as if he’d run into a brick wall, neighed shrilly and almost reared. “Whoa! Settle down, now!” Josh shouted, having to fight the horse for control.

He saw that someone was in the road in front of them. The figure was wearing a faded denim jacket and a green cap and was sitting in a child’s red wagon. The figure had no legs, the trousers rolled up and empty below the thighs. “Hey!” Josh called. “Is there a doctor in this town?”

The face turned slowly toward him. It was a man with a scraggly light brown beard and vague, tormented eyes. “We need a doctor!” Josh said. “Can you help us?”

Josh thought the man might’ve smiled, but he wasn’t sure. The man said, “Welcome!”

“A doctor! Can’t you understand me?”

“Welcome!” the man repeated, and he laughed, and Josh realized he was out of his mind.

The man reached out, plunged his hands into the mud and began to pull himself and the wagon across the road. “Welcome!” he shouted as he rolled away into an alley.

Josh shivered, and not just from the cold. That man’s eyes ... they were the most awful eyes Josh had ever looked into. He got Mule settled down and moving forward again.

He continued to shout for help. An occasional face looked out from a doorway and then drew quickly back. Rusty’s going to die, Josh feared. He’s going to bleed to death, and not a single bastard in this hellhole will raise a finger to save him!

Yellow smoke drifted across the road, the wagon’s tires moving through puddles of human waste. “Somebody help us!” Josh’s voice was giving out. “Please ... for God’s sake ... somebody help us!”

“Lawd! What’s all the yellin’ about?”

Startled, Josh looked toward the voice. Standing in the doorway of a decrepit shack was a black woman with long, iron-gray hair. She wore a coat that had been stitched from a hundred different scraps of cloth.

“I need to find a doctor! Can you help me?”

“What’s wrong with you?” Her eyes, the color of copper pennies, narrowed. “Typhoid? The dysentery?”

“No. My friend’s been hurt. He’s in the back.”

“Ain’t no doctor in Mary’s Rest. Doctor died of typhoid. Ain’t nobody can help you.”

“He’s bleeding bad! Isn’t there someplace I can take him?”

“You can take him to the Pit,” she suggested. She had a sharp-featured, regal face. “’Bout a mile or so down the road. It’s where all the bodies go.” The dark face of a boy about seven or eight years old peeked through the doorway at her side, and she rested a hand on his shoulder. “Ain’t noplace to take him but there.”

“Rusty’s not dead, lady!” Josh snapped. “But he’s sure going to be if I don’t find some help for him!” He flicked Mule’s reins.

The black woman let him get a few yards further down the road, and then she said, “Hold on!”

Josh reined Mule in.

The woman walked down the cinder block steps in front of her shack and approached the rear of the wagon while the little boy nervously watched. “Open this thing up!” she said—and suddenly the rear flap was unzipped, and she was face to face with Swan. The woman stepped back a pace, then took a deep breath, summoned her courage again and looked into the wagon at the bloody white man lying under a red blanket. The white man wasn’t moving. “He still alive?” she asked the faceless figure.

“Yes, ma’am,” Swan replied. “But he’s not breathing very good.”

She could make out the “yes,” but nothing more. “What happened?”

“Bobcat got him,” Josh said, coming around to the back of the wagon. He was shaking so much he could hardly stand. The woman took a long, hard look at him with her piercing copper-colored eyes. “Damned thing had two heads.”

“Yeah. Lots of ’em out in the woods like that. Kill you for sure.” She glanced toward the house, then back at Rusty. He made a soft moaning noise, and she could see the terrible wound on the side of his face. She let the breath leak out between her clenched teeth. “Well, bring him on inside, then.”

“Can you help him?”

“We’ll find out.” She started walking toward the shack and turned back to say, “I’m a seamstress. Pretty good with a needle and catgut. Bring him on.”

The shack was as grim inside as it was out, but the woman had two lanterns lit, and on the walls were hung bright pieces of cloth. At the center of the front room stood a makeshift stove constructed from parts of a washing machine, a refrigerator and various pieces of what might have been a truck or car. A few scraps of wood burned behind a grate that was once a car’s radiator grille, and the stove only provided heat within a two-or three-foot radius. Smoke leaked through the funnel that went up into the roof, giving the shack’s interior a yellow haze. The woman’s furniture—a table and two chairs—were crudely sawn from worm-eaten pinewood. Old newspapers covered the windows, and the wind piped through cracks in the walls. On the pinewood table were snippets of cloth, scissors, needles and the like, and a basket held more pieces of cloth in a variety of colors and patterns.

“It ain’t much,” she said with a shrug, “but it’s better than some has. Bring him in here.” She motioned Josh into a second, smaller room, where there was an iron-framed cot and a mattress stuffed with newspapers and rags. On the floor next to the cot was a little arrangement of rags, a small patchwork pillow and a thin blanket in which, Josh presumed, the little boy slept. In the room there were no windows, but a lantern burned with a shiny piece of tin behind it to reflect the light. An oil painting of a black Jesus on a hillside surrounded by sheep hung on a wall.

“Lay him down,” the woman said. “Not on my bed, fool. On the floor.”

Josh put Rusty down with his head cradled by the patchwork pillow.

“Get that jacket and sweater off him so I can see if he’s still got any meat left on that arm.”

Josh did as she said while Swan stood in the doorway with her head tilted way to one side so she could see. The little boy stood on the other side of the room, staring at Swan.

The woman picked up the lantern and put it on the floor next to Rusty. She whistled softly. “’Bout scraped him to the bone. Aaron, you go bring the other lamps in here. Then you fetch me the long bone needle, the ball of catgut and a sharp pair of scissors. Hurry on, now!”

“Yes, Mama,” Aaron said, and he darted past Swan.

“What’s your friend’s name?”

“Rusty.”

“He’s in a bad way. Don’t know if I can stitch him up, but I’ll do my best. Ain’t got nothin’ but snow water to clean those wounds with, and you sure as hell don’t want that filthy shit in an open—” She stopped, looking at Josh’s mottled hands as he took off his gloves. “You black or white?” she asked.

“Does it matter anymore?”

“Naw. Don’t reckon it does.” Aaron brought the two lanterns, and she arranged them near Rusty’s head while he went out again to get the other things she needed. “You got a name?”

“Josh Hutchins. The girl’s name is Swan.”

She nodded. Her long, delicate fingers probed the ragged edges of the wound at Rusty’s shoulder. “I’m Glory Bowen. Make my livin’ by stitchin’ clothes for people, but I ain’t no doctor. The closest I ever come to doctorin’ was helpin’ a few women have their babies—but I know about sewin’ cloth, dogskin and cowhide, and maybe a person’s skin ain’t too much different.”

Rusty’s body suddenly went rigid; he opened his eyes and tried to sit up, but Josh and Glory Bowen held him down. He struggled for a minute, then seemed to realize where he was and relaxed again. “Josh?” he asked.

“Yeah. I’m here.”

“Bastard got me, didn’t he? Old two-headed bastard of a bobcat. Knocked me right on my ass.” He blinked, looked up at Glory. “Who’re you?”

“I’m the woman you’re gonna despise in about three minutes,” she answered calmly. Aaron came in with a thin, sharpened splinter of bone that must have been three inches long, and he laid it in his mother’s palm along with a small, waxy-looking ball of catgut thread and a pair of scissors. Then he retreated to the other side of the room, his eyes moving back and forth between Swan and the others.

“What’re you gonna do to me?” Rusty made out the bone needle as Glory put the end of the thread through the needle’s eye and tied a tiny knot. “What’s that for?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.” She picked up a rag and wiped the sweat and blood from Rusty’s face. “Gonna have to do a little sewin’ on you. Gonna put you together just like a fine new shirt. That suit you?”

“Oh ... Lord” was all Rusty could manage to say.

“We gonna have to tie you down, or are you gonna be a man about this? Don’t have nothin’ to kill the pain.”

“Just ... talk to me,” Rusty told her. “Okay?”

“Sure. Whatcha wanna talk about?” She positioned the needle near the ripped flesh at Rusty’s shoulder. “How ’bout food? Fried chicken. A big bucketful of Colonel Sanders with them hot spices. That sound good to you?” She angled the needle in the precise direction she wanted, and then she went to work. “Can’t you just smell that Kentucky Fried heaven?”

Rusty closed his eyes. “Yeah,” he whispered thickly. “Oh, yeah ... I sure can.”

Swan couldn’t bear to watch Rusty in pain. She went to the front room, where she warmed herself by the makeshift stove. Aaron peeked around the corner at her, then jerked his head out of sight. She heard Rusty catch his breath, and she went to the door, opened it and stepped outside.

She climbed into the back of the wagon to get Crybaby, and then she stood rubbing Mule’s neck. She was worried about Killer. How was he going to find them? And if a bobcat had hurt Rusty that badly, what might one do to Killer? “Don’t you worry,” Josh had said. “He’ll find his way.”

“You got a haid inside there?” a small, curious voice asked beside her.

Swan made out Aaron standing a few feet away.

“You can talk, cain’t you? I heard you say somethin’ to my mama.”

“I can speak,” she answered. “I have to talk slowly, though, or you won’t be able to understand me.”

“Oh. Your haid looks kinda like a big ol’ gourd.”

Swan smiled, her facial flesh pulling so tight it felt about to tear. She knew the youngster was being honest, not cruel. “I guess it does. And yes, I have a head inside here. It’s just covered up.”

“I seen some people looked like you. Mama says it’s a real bad sickness. Says you get that thing and you got it your whole life. Is that so?”

“I don’t know.”

“She says it ain’t catchin’, though. Says if it was, everybody in town would have it by now. What kinda stick is that?”

“It’s a dowsing rod.”

“What’s that?”

She explained how a dowsing rod was supposed to find water if you held the forked ends of it just right, but she’d never found any water with it. She recalled Leona Skelton’s gentle voice, as if drifting through time to whisper: “Crybaby’s work isn’t done yet—not by a far sight!”

“Maybe you ain’t holding it right, then,” Aaron said.

“I just use it like a walking stick. I don’t see too well.”

“I reckon not. You ain’t got no eyeballs!”

Swan laughed and felt muscles in her face unfreeze. The wind brought a new whiff of a sickening odor of decay that Swan had noticed as soon as they’d entered Mary’s Rest. “Aaron?” she asked. “What’s that smell?”

“What smell?”

He was used to it, she realized. Human waste and garbage lay everywhere, but this was a fouler odor. “It comes and goes,” she said. “The wind’s carrying it.”

“Oh, I reckon that’s the pond. What’s left of it, I mean. It ain’t too far. Want to see?”

No, Swan thought. She didn’t want to get near anything so awful. But Aaron sounded eager to please, and she was curious. “All right, but we’ll have to walk real slow. And don’t run off and leave me, okay?”

“Okay,” he answered, and he promptly ran about thirty feet up a muddy alley before he turned and waited for her to catch up.

Swan followed him through the narrow, filthy alleys. Many of the shacks had been burned down, people still digging shelters in the ruins. She probed ahead with Crybaby and was frightened by a skinny yellow dog that lunged out of an intersecting alley; Aaron kicked at it and ran it off. Behind a closed door, an infant wailed with hunger. Further on, Swan almost stumbled over a man lying curled up in the mud. She started to reach down and touch his shoulder, but Aaron said, “He’s a dead’un! Come on, it ain’t too far!”

They passed between the miserable clapboard shacks and came upon a wide field covered with gray snow. Here and there the frozen body of a human being or an animal lay contorted on the ground. “Come on!” Aaron called, jumping up and down impatiently. He’d been born amid death, had seen so much of it that it was a commonplace sight. He stepped over a woman’s corpse and continued down a gently sloping hill to the large pond that over the years had drawn hundreds of wanderers to the settlement of Mary’s Rest.

“There ’tis,” Aaron said when Swan reached him. He pointed.

About a hundred feet away was what had indeed been a very large pond, nestled in the midst of dead trees. Swan saw that maybe an inch of yellow-green water remained right at its center, and all around was cracked, nasty-looking yellow mud.

And in that mud were dozens of half-buried human and animal skeletons, as if they’d been sucked down as they tried to get the last of that contaminated water. Crows perched on the bones, waiting. Heaps of frozen human excrement and garbage lay in the mud as well, and the smell that wafted from that mess where a pond used to be turned Swan’s stomach. It was as rank as an open sore or an unwashed bathroom bucket.

“This is ’bout as close as you can stand without gettin’ sick,” Aaron said, “but I wanted you to see it. Ain’t it a peculiar color?”

“My God!” Swan was fighting the urge to throw up. “Why doesn’t somebody clean that up?”

“Clean what up?” Aaron asked.

“The pond! It wasn’t always like that, was it?”

“Oh, no! I ’member when the pond had water in it. Real drinkin’ water. But Mama says it just gave out. Says it couldn’t last forever, anyway.”

Swan had to turn away from the sight. She looked back the way they’d come and could make out a solitary figure on the hill, scooping dirty snow into a bucket. Melting the gray snow for water was a slow death, but it was far better than the poisonous pond. “I’m ready to go back now,” she told him, and she started walking slowly up the hill, probing before her with Crybaby.

Once over the hill, Swan almost tripped over a body in her path. She stopped, looking down at the small form of a child. Whether it had been a boy or girl she couldn’t tell, but the child had died lying on its stomach, one hand clawing at the earth and the other frozen into a fist. She stared at those little hands, pallid and waxy against the snow. “Why are these bodies out here?” she asked.

“’Cause this is where they died,” he told her, as if she was the dumbest old gourdhead in the whole world.

“This one was trying to dig something up.”

“Roots, prob’ly. Sometimes you can dig roots up out of the ground, sometimes you cain’t. When we can find ’em, Mama makes a soup out of ’em.”

“Roots? What kind of roots?”

“You sure ask a lot of questions,” he said, exasperated, and he started to walk on ahead.

“What kind of roots?” Swan repeated, slowly but firmly.

“Corn roots, I reckon!” Aaron shrugged. “Mama says there used to be a big ol’ cornfield out here, but everythin’ died. Ain’t nothin’ left but a few roots—if a body’s lucky enough to find ’em. Come on, now! I’m cold!”

Swan looked out across the barren field that lay between the shacks and the pond. Bodies lay like strange punctuation marks scrawled on a gray tablet. The vision in her eye faded in and out, and whatever was under the thick crust of growths burned and seethed. The child’s white, frozen hands took her attention again. Something about those hands, she thought. Something ... but she didn’t know what.

The smell of the pond sickened her, and she followed Aaron toward the shacks again.

“Used to be a big ol’ cornfield out here,” Aaron had said. “But everythin’ died.”

She pushed snow away from the ground with Crybaby. The earth was dark and hard. If any roots remained out here, they were far beneath the crust.

They were still winding their way through the alleys when Swan heard Mule neigh; it was a cry of alarm. She quickened her pace, stabbing ahead of her with the dowsing rod.

When they came out of the alley next to Glory Bowen’s shack, Swan heard Mule make a shrill whickering sound that conveyed anger and fear. She tilted her head to see what was happening and finally made it out: people in rags were swarming all over the wagon, tearing it apart. They were shredding the canvas tent to pieces and fighting over the remnants, grabbing up blankets, canned food, clothes and rifles from the rear of the wagon and running with them. “Stop!” she told them, but of course they paid no attention. One of them tried to untie Mule from his harness, but the horse bucked and kicked so powerfully the scavenger was driven off. They were even trying to take the wheels off the wagon. “Stop it!” Swan shouted, stumbling forward. Someone collided against her, knocked her into the cold mud and almost stepped on her. Nearby, two men were fighting in the mud over one of the blankets, and the fight ended when a third man grabbed it and scuttled away.

The cabin’s door opened. Josh had heard Swan’s shout, and now he saw the Travelin’ Show wagon being ripped apart. Panic shook him. That was all they had in the world! A man was running with a bundle of sweaters and socks in his arms, and Josh went after him but slipped in the mud. The scavengers scattered in all directions, taking away the last of the canvas, all the food, the weapons, blankets, everything. A woman with an orange keloid covering most of her face and neck tried to strip the coat off Swan, but Swan doubled up and the woman struck at her, screaming in frustration. When Josh got to his feet, the woman ran down one of the alleys.

Then they were all gone, and so were the contents of the Travelin’ Show wagon—including most of the wagon itself.

“Damn it!” Josh raged. There was nothing left but the frame of the wagon and Mule, who was still snorting and bucking. We’re up shit creek now, he thought. Nothing to eat, not even a damned sock left! “You okay?” he asked Swan, going over to help her up. Aaron was standing beside her, and he reached out to touch her gourd of a head but drew his hand back at the last second.

“Yes.” Her shoulder was just a little sore where she’d been struck. “I think I’m all right.”

Josh gently helped Swan up and steadied her. “They took just about everything we had!” he fretted. In the mud lay a few items that had been left behind: a dented tin cup, a tattered shawl, a worn-out boot that Rusty had planned to mend and never got around to.

“You leave things sittin’ out ’round here, they gonna get stole for sure!” Aaron said sagely. “Any fool knows that!”

“Well,” Swan said, “maybe they need those things more than we do.”

Josh’s first impulse was an incredulous laugh, but he held it in check. She was right. At least they had good heavy coats and gloves, and they were wearing thick socks and sturdy boots. Some of those scavengers had been a few threads away from their Genesis suits—except this was surely as far from the Garden of Eden as a human could fall.

Swan walked around the wagon to Mule and settled the old horse down by calmly rubbing his nose. Still, he continued to make an ominous, worried rumbling.

“Better get inside,” Josh told her. “Wind’s picking up again.”

She came toward him, then stopped when Crybaby touched something hard in the mud. She bent down carefully, groped in the mud and came up with the dark oval mirror that somebody had dropped. The magic mirror, she thought as she straightened up again. It had been a long time since she’d peered into it. But now she wiped the mud off on the leg of her jeans and held it up before her, grasping it by the handle with the two carved masks that stared in different directions.

“What’s that thing?” Aaron asked. “Can you see y’self in there?”

She could only see the faintest outline of her head, and thought that indeed it did look like a swollen old gourd. She dropped her arm to her side—and as she did something flashed in the glass. She held it up again and turned so the mirror was facing in another direction; she hunted for the flash of light but couldn’t find it. Then she shifted, turning a foot or so to the right, and caught her breath.

Seemingly less than ten feet behind her was the figure holding the glowing circle of light—close now, very close. Swan was still not quite able to make out the features. She sensed, however, that something was wrong with the face; it was distorted and deformed, but not nearly like her own. She thought that the figure might be a woman, just from the way whoever it was carried herself. So close, so close—yet Swan knew that if she turned around there would be nothing behind her but the shanties and alleys.

“What direction is the mirror facing?” she asked Josh.

“North,” he answered. “We came in from the south. That way.” He motioned in the opposite direction. “Why?” He could never understand what she saw when she looked into that thing. Whenever he asked, she would shrug her shoulders and put the mirror away. But the mirror had always reminded him of a verse his mother liked to read from the Bible: “For now we see in a glass darkly, but then face to face.”

The figure with the glowing ring of light had never been so close before. Sometimes it had been so far away that the light was barely a spark in the glass. She didn’t know who the figure was, or what the ring of light was supposed to be, but she knew it was someone and something very important. And now the woman was close, and Swan thought that she must be somewhere to the north of Mary’s Rest.

She was about to tell Josh when the face with the leprous, parchment-like flesh rose up over her left shoulder. The monstrous face filled up the whole glass, its gray-lipped mouth cracking open in a grin, one scarlet eye with an ebony pupil emerging from its forehead. A second mouth full of sharp-edged teeth opened like a slash across its cheek, and the teeth strained forward as if to bite Swan on the back of the neck.

She turned so fast that the weight of her head almost spun her like a top.

Behind her, the road was deserted.

She lowered the mirror; she had seen enough for one day. If what the magic mirror showed her was true, the figure bearing the ring of light was very near.

But nearer still was the thing that reminded her of the Devil on Leona Skelton’s tarot card.

Josh watched Swan as she went up the cinder block steps into Glory Bowen’s shack, then looked north along the road. There was no movement but chimney smoke scattering before the wind. He regarded the wagon again and shook his head. He figured that Mule would kick the sauce out of anybody who tried to steal him, and there was nothing left to take. “That’s all our food,” he said, mostly to himself. “Every damned bit of it!”

“Oh, I know a place you can catch some big ’uns,” Aaron offered. “You just gotta know where they are, and be quick to catch ’em.”

“Quick to catch what?”

“Rats,” the boy said, as if any fool knew that was what most of the people in Mary’s Rest had been surviving on for the last few years. “That’s what we’ll be eatin’ tonight, if you’re stayin’.”

Josh swallowed thickly, but he was no stranger to the gamy taste of rat meat. “I hope you’ve got salt,” he said as he followed Aaron up the steps. “I like mine real salty.”

Just before he reached the door, he felt the flesh at the back of his neck tighten. He heard Mule snort and whinny, and he looked toward the road again. He had the unnerving sensation of being watched—no, more than that. Of being dissected.

But there was no one. No one at all.

The wind whirled around him, and in it he thought he heard a squeaking sound—like the noise of wheels in need of grease. The sound was gone in an instant.

The light was quickly fading, and Josh knew this was one place he wouldn’t walk the alleys at night even for a T-bone steak. He went into the shack and shut the door.
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SWAN AWAKENED FROM A dream. She’d been running through a field of human bodies that moved like stalks of wheat before the wind, and behind her advanced the thing with the single scarlet eye, its scythe lopping off heads, arms and legs as it sought her out. Only her head was too heavy, her feet weighted down by yellow mud, and she couldn’t run fast enough. The monster was getting nearer, its scythe whistling through the air like a shriek, and suddenly she’d fallen over a child’s corpse and she was looking at its white hands, one clawing the earth and the other clenched into a fist.

She lay on the floor of Glory Bowen’s shack. Embers behind the stove’s grate still cast a little light and a breath of heat. She slowly sat up and leaned against the wall, the image of the child’s hands fixed in her mind. Nearby, Josh lay curled up on the floor, breathing heavily and deeply asleep. Closer to the stove, Rusty lay sleeping under a thin blanket, his head on the patchwork pillow. Glory had done a fine job of cleaning and stitching the wounds, but she’d said the next couple of days would be rough for him. It had been very kind of her to let them spend the night and share her water and a little stew. Aaron had asked Swan dozens of questions about her condition, what the land was like beyond Mary’s Rest, and what all she’d seen. Glory had told Aaron to stop pestering her, but Swan wasn’t bothered; the boy had a curious mind, and that was a rare thing worth encouraging.

Glory told them her husband had been a Baptist minister back in Wynne, Arkansas, when the bombs hit. The radiation of Little Rock had killed a lot of people in the town, and Glory, her husband and their infant son had joined a caravan of wanderers looking for a safe place to settle. But there were no safe places. Four years later, they’d settled in Mary’s Rest, which at that time was a thriving settlement built around the pond. There’d been no minister or church in Mary’s Rest, and Glory’s husband had started building a house of worship with his own hands.

But then the typhoid epidemic came, Glory told them. People died by the score, and wild animals skulked in from the woods to gut the corpses. When the last of the community’s stockpile of canned food gave out, people started eating rats, boiling bark, roots, leather—even the dirt itself—into “soup.” One night the church had caught fire, and Glory’s husband had died trying to save it. The blackened ruins were still standing, because nobody had the energy or will to build it back. She and her son had stayed alive because she was a good seamstress, and people paid her with extra food, coffee and such to patch their clothes. That was the story of her life, Glory had said; that was how she’d gotten to be an old woman when she was barely thirty-five.

Swan listened to the sound of the roving wind. Was it bringing the answer to the magic mirror’s riddle closer? she wondered. Or was it blowing it further away?

And quite suddenly, as the wind faltered to draw another breath, Swan heard the urgent noise of a dog barking.

Her heart thudded in her chest. The barking ebbed away, was gone—then began to swell again, from somewhere very near.

Swan would know that bark anywhere.

She started to reach over and rouse Josh to tell him that Killer had found his way, but he snorted and muttered in his sleep. She let him alone, stood up with the aid of the dowsing rod and walked to the door.

The barking faded as the wind took a different turn. But she understood what it said: “Hurry! Come see what I’ve got to show you!”

She put on her coat, buttoned it up to her neck and slipped out of the shack into the tumultuous dark.

She couldn’t see the terrier. Josh had unbridled Mule to let the horse fend for himself, and he’d wandered off to find shelter.

The wind came back, and with it the barking. Where was it coming from? The left, she thought. No, the right! She walked down the steps. There was no sign of Killer, and now the barking was gone, too. But she was sure it had come from the right, maybe from that alley over there, the same alley Aaron had taken her along to show her the pond.

She hesitated. It was cold out here, and dark except for the glow of a bonfire a few alleys away. Had she heard Killer’s barking or not? she asked herself. It wasn’t there now, just the wind shrilling through the alleys and around the shacks.

The image of the child’s frozen hands came to her. What was it about those hands that haunted her? she wondered. It was more than the fact that they belonged to a dead child—much, much more.

She didn’t know exactly when she made the decision, or when she took the first step. But suddenly she was entering the alley, questing with Crybaby before her, and she was walking toward the field.

Her vision blurred, her eye stinging with pain. She went blind, but she didn’t panic; she just waited it out, hoping that this wasn’t the time when her sight would go and not return. It came back, and Swan kept going.

She fell once over another corpse in the alley and heard an animal growling somewhere nearby, but she made it through. And then there was the field stretched before her, only faintly illuminated in the reflection of the distant bonfire. She began to walk across it, the odor of the poisonous pond thick in her nostrils, and hoped she remembered the way.

The barking returned, from off to her left. She changed her direction to follow it, and she called, “Killer! Where are you?” but the wind snatched her voice away.

Step by step, Swan crossed the field. In some places the snow was four or five inches thick, but in others the wind had blown it away to expose the bare ground. The barking ebbed and faded, returned from a slightly different direction. Swan altered her course by a few degrees, but she couldn’t see the terrier anywhere on the field.

The barking stopped.

So did Swan.

“Where are you?” she called. The wind shoved at her, almost knocked her down. She looked back at Mary’s Rest, could see the bonfire and a few lanterns burning in windows, it seemed a long way off. But she took one more step in the direction of the pond.

Crybaby touched something on the ground right in front of her, and Swan made out the shape of the child’s body.

The wind shifted. The barking came again—just a whisper now, from an unknown distance. It continued to fade, and just before it was gone Swan had a strange impression: that the sound no longer belonged to an old, weary dog. It had a note of youth in it, and strength, and roads yet to be traveled.

The sound was gone, and Swan was alone with the corpse of the child.

She bent down and looked at the hands. One clawing the earth, the other clenched into a fist. What was so familiar about that?

And then she knew: It was the way she herself had planted seeds when she was a little girl. One hand digging the hole, the other—

She grasped the bony fist and tried to pry it open. It resisted her, but she worked at it patiently and thought of opening a flower’s petals. The hand slowly revealed what was locked in its palm.

There were six wrinkled kernels of corn.

One hand digging the hole, she thought, and the other nestling the seeds.

Seeds.

The child had not died digging for roots. The child had died trying to plant shriveled seeds.

She held the kernels in her own palm. Was there untapped life in them, or were they only cold bits of nothing?

“Used to be a big ol’ cornfield out here,” Aaron had told her. “But everythin’ died.”

She thought of the apple tree bursting into new life. Thought of the green seedlings in the shape of her body. Thought of the flowers she had grown in dry, dusty earth a long time ago.

“Used to be a big ol’ cornfield out here.”

Swan looked at the body again. The child had died in a strange posture. Why was the child lying on its stomach on the cold ground instead of curling up to save the last bit of warmth? She gently grasped the shoulder and tried to turn it over; there was a faint crackling noise as the ragged clothes unstuck from the ground, but the body itself was as light as a husk.

And underneath the body was a small leather pouch.

She picked it up with a trembling hand, opened it and reached in with two fingers—but she already knew what she’d find.

In the pouch were more dried kernels of corn. The child had been protecting them with body heat. She realized she would have done the same thing, and that she and the child might have had a lot in common.

Here were the seeds. It was up to her to finish the job the dead child had begun.

She scraped away snow and thrust her fingers into the dirt. It was hard and clayey, full of ice and sharp pebbles. She brought up a handful and worked warmth into it; then she put one kernel into it and did what she had done when she planted seeds in the dust of Kansas—she gathered saliva in her mouth and spat into her handful of dirt. She rolled it into a ball, kept rolling it until she felt the tingling running up through her backbone, through her arm and fingers. Then she returned the dirt to the ground, pressing it into the hole she’d scooped it from.

And that was the first seed planted, but whether it would grow in this tormented earth or not, Swan didn’t know.

She picked up Crybaby, crawled a few feet away from the body and clawed up another handful of dirt. Either sharp ice or a stone cut her fingers, but she hardly noticed the pain; her mind was concentrated on the task. The pins-and-needles sensation was strengthening, starting to flow through her body in waves like power through humming wires.

Swan crawled ahead and planted a third seed. The cold was chewing down through her clothes, stiffening her bones, but she kept on going, scraping up a handful of dirt every two or three feet and planting a single seed. In some places the earth was frozen solid and as unyielding as granite, so she crawled on to another place, finding that the dirt cushioned beneath the snow was softer than the dirt where the covering snow had blown away. Still, her hands quickly became raw, and blood began to seep from cuts. Drops of blood mingled with the seeds and dirt as Swan continued to work, slowly and methodically, without pause.

She didn’t plant any seeds near the pond, but instead turned back toward Mary’s Rest to lay down another row. An animal wailed off in the distant woods—a high, shrill, lonely cry. She kept her mind on her work, her bloody hands searching through the snow to find pliable dirt. The cold finally pierced her, and she had to stop and huddle up. Ice was clogging her nostrils, her eye with its fragile vision almost frozen shut. She lay shivering, and it occurred to her that she’d feel stronger if she could sleep for a while. Just a short rest. Just a few minutes, and then she’d get back to work again.

Something nudged her side. She was dazed and weak, and she didn’t care to lift her head to see what it was. She was nudged again, much harder this time.

Swan rolled over, angled her head and looked up.

A warm breath hit her face. Mule was standing over her, as motionless as if carved from gray-dappled stone. She started to lie back down again, but Mule nudged her in the shoulder with his nose. He made a deep rumbling sound, and the breath floated from his nostrils like steam from a boiler.

He was not going to let her sleep. And the warm air that came from his lungs reminded her of how very cold it was, and how close she’d been to giving up. If she lay there much longer, she would freeze. She had to get moving again, get her circulation going.

Mule nudged her more firmly, and Swan sat up and said, “Okay, okay.” She lifted a blood-and-dirt-caked hand toward his muzzle, and Mule’s tongue came out to lick the tortured flesh.

She started planting seeds from the leather pouch again as Mule followed along a few paces behind her, his ears pricking up and quivering at the approaching cries of animals in the woods.

As the cold closed in and Swan forced herself to keep working everything became dreamlike and hazy, as if she were laboring underwater. Every once in a while Mule’s steamy breath would warm her, and then she began to sense furtive movement in the dark all around them, drawing closer. She heard the shriek of an animal nearby, and Mule answered with a husky grumble of warning. Swan kept pushing herself on, kept scraping through the snow to grip handfuls of dirt and replace them in the earth with seeds at their centers. Every movement of her fingers was an exercise in agony, and she knew the animals were being lured from the woods by the scent of her blood.

But she had to finish the job. There were still perhaps thirty or forty kernels left in the leather pouch, and Swan was determined to get them planted. The tingling currents coursed through her bones, continuing to grow stronger, almost painful now, and as she worked in the dark she imagined that she saw an occasional, tiny burst of sparks fly from the bloody mass of her fingers. She smelled a faint burned odor, like an electric plug beginning to overheat and short-circuit. Her face beneath the masklike crust of growths seethed with pain; when her vision would fade out, she would work for a few minutes in absolute blindness until her sight returned. She pushed herself onward—three or four feet, and one seed at a time.

An animal—a bobcat, she thought it was—growled somewhere off to the left, dangerously near. She tensed for its attack, heard Mule whinny and felt the pounding of his hooves against the earth as he galloped past her. Then the bobcat shrieked; there was the noise of turbulence in the snow—and, a minute or so later, Mule’s breath warmed her face again. Another animal growled a challenge, off to the right this time, and Mule whirled toward it as the bobcat leaped. Swan heard a high squeal of pain, heard Mule grunt as he was struck; then there was the jarring of Mule’s hooves against the ground—once, twice and again. He returned to her side, and she planted another seed.

She didn’t know how long the attacks went on. She concentrated only on her work, and soon she came to the last five seeds.

At the first smear of light in the east, Josh sat up in the front room of Glory Bowen’s shack and realized that Swan was gone. He called the woman and her son, and together they searched the alleys of Mary’s Rest. It was Aaron who ran out to the field to look, and he came back yelling for Josh and his mama to come quick.

They saw a figure lying on the ground, huddled up on its side. Pressed close to it was Mule, who lifted his head and whinnied weakly as Josh ran toward them. He almost stepped on the crushed carcass of a bobcat with an extra clawed foot growing from its side, saw another thing that might have once been a bobcat lying nearby, but it was too mangled to tell for sure.

Mule’s flanks and legs were crisscrossed with gashes. And in a circle around Swan were three more animal carcasses, all crushed.

“Swan!” Josh shouted as he reached her and dropped to his knees at her side. She didn’t stir, and he took her frail body into his arms. “Wake up, honey!” he said, shaking her. “Come on now, wake up!” The air was bitterly cold, but Josh could feel the warmth that radiated from Mule. He shook her harder. “Swan! Wake up!”

“Oh, my Lawd Jesus,” Glory whispered, standing just behind Josh. “Her ... hands.”

Josh saw them too, and he winced. They were swollen, covered with dried black blood and dirt, the raw fingers contorted into claws. In the palm of her right hand was a leather pouch, and in her left palm was a single, withered kernel of corn mired in the dirt and blood. “Oh, God ... Swan ...”

“Is she dead, Mama?” Aaron asked, but Glory didn’t answer. Aaron took a step forward. “She ain’t dead, mister! Pinch her and wake her up!”

Josh touched her wrist. There was a weak pulse, but it wasn’t much. A tear fell from the corner of his eye onto her face.

Swan drew a sharp breath and slowly released it in a moan. Her body trembled as she began to come up from a place that was very dark and cold.

“Swan? Can you hear me?”

A voice—muffled and far away—was speaking to her. She thought she recognized it. Her hands were hurting ... oh, they were hurting so much. “Josh?”

The voice had been barely a whisper, but Josh’s heart leaped. “Yes, honey. It’s Josh. You just be still now, we’re going to get you to where it’s warm.” He stood up with the girl in his arms and turned to the clawed-up, exhausted horse. “I’m going to find you a warm place, too. Come on, Mule.” The horse struggled to his feet and began to follow.

Aaron saw Swan’s dowsing rod lying in the snow and retrieved it. He prodded curiously at a dead bobcat with a second neck and head growing out of its belly, then he ran on after Josh and his mama.

Up ahead, Swan tried to open her eye. The lid was sealed shut. A viscous fluid leaked from the corner, and her eye burned so fiercely she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. The other eye, long sealed, throbbed in its socket. She lifted a hand to touch her face, but her fingers wouldn’t work.

Josh heard her whisper something. “We’re almost there, honey. Just a few minutes more. You hang on, now.” He knew she’d been very close to death out there in the open—and might still be. She spoke again, and this time he understood her, but he said, “What?”

“My eye,” Swan said. She was trying to speak calmly, but her voice shook. “Josh ... I’ve gone blind.”
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LYING ON HER BED OF leaves, Sister sensed movement beside her. She came up from sleep and clamped her hand like a manacle on somebody’s wrist.

Robin Oakes was kneeling, his long brown hair full of feathers and bones and his eyes full of light. The colors of the glass circle pulsated on his sharp-boned face. He’d opened the satchel and was trying to slip the ring out of it. They stared at each other for a few seconds, and Sister said, “No.” She put her other hand on the ring, and he let her have it.

“Don’t get bent out of shape,” he said tersely. “I didn’t hurt it.”

“Thank God. Who said you could go rummaging around in my bag?”

“I wasn’t rummaging. I was looking. No big deal.” Sister’s bones creaked as she sat up. Murky daylight was showing through the cave’s entrance. Most of the young highwaymen were still asleep, but two of the boys were skinning a couple of small carcasses—rabbits? squirrels?—and another was arranging sticks to build the breakfast fire. At the rear of the cave, Hugh was sleeping near his patient, and Paul was asleep on a pallet of leaves. “This is important to me,” she told Robin. “You don’t know how important. Just leave it alone, okay?”

“Screw it,” he said, and he stood up. “I was putting that weird thing back, and I was going to tell you about Swan and the big dude. But forget it, deadhead.” He started to walk over and check on Bucky.

It took a few seconds for what the boy had said to register: “Swan. Swan and the big dude.”

She hadn’t told any of them about her dreamwalking. Hadn’t said anything about the word “swan” and the hand prints burned into the trunk of a blossoming tree. How, then, could Robin Oakes know—unless he had gone dreamwalking, too?

“Wait!” she cried out. Her voice echoed like a bell within the cavern. Both Paul and Hugh were jolted from their sleep. Most of the boys awakened at once, already reaching for their guns and spears. Robin stopped in mid-stride.

She started to speak, couldn’t find the words. She stood up and approached him, holding the glass circle up. “What did you see in this?”

Robin glanced over at the other boys, then back to Sister, and shrugged.

“You did see something, didn’t you?” Her heart was pounding. The colors of the ring pulsated faster as well. “You did! You went dreamwalking, didn’t you?”

“Dreamwhat?”

“Swan,” Sister said. “You saw that word written on the tree, didn’t you? The tree that was covered with blossoms. And you saw the hand prints burned into the wood.” She held the glass in front of his face. “You did, didn’t you?”

“Uh-uh.” He shook his head. “Not any of that stuff.”

She froze, because she could see that he was telling the truth. “Please,” she said. “Tell me what you saw.”

“I ... slipped it out of your bag about an hour ago, when I woke up,” he said in a quiet, respectful voice. “I just wanted to hold it. Just wanted to look at it. I’ve never seen anything like it before, and after what happened with Bucky ... I knew it was special.” He trailed off, was silent for a few seconds as if mesmerized again. “I don’t know what that thing is, but ... it makes you want to hold it and look down inside it where all those lights and colors shine. I took it out of your bag, and I went over and sat down.” He motioned toward his own bed of leaves on the far side of the cave. “I wasn’t going to keep it very long, but ... the colors started changing. They started making a picture—I don’t know, I guess it sounds kind of crazy, right?”

“Go on.” Both Paul and Hugh were listening, and the others were paying close attention as well.

“I just held it and kept watching the picture form, kind of like one of those mosaics they used to have on the walls of the orphanage chapel: If you looked at them long enough, you could almost swear they came alive and started moving. That’s what this was like—only it suddenly wasn’t just a picture anymore. It was real, and I was standing on a field covered with snow. The wind was blowing, and everything was kind of hazy—but damn, it was cold out there! I saw something lying on the ground; at first I thought it was a bundle of rags, but then I realized it was a person. And right next to it was a horse, lying down in the snow, too.” He looked sheepishly over at the listening boys, then returned his gaze to Sister. “Weird, huh?”

“What else did you see?”

“The big dude came running across the field. He was wearing a black mask, and he passed about six or seven feet right in front of me. Scared the hell out of me, and I wanted to jump back, but then he’d gone on. I swear I could even see his footprints in the snow. And I heard him yell ‘Swan.’ I heard that as sure as I hear my own voice right now. He sounded scared. Then he knelt down beside that person, and it looked like he was trying to wake her up.”

“Her? What do you mean, her?”

“A girl. I think he was calling her name: Swan.”

A girl, Sister thought. A girl named Swan—that’s who the glass ring was leading them to! Sister’s mind was reeling. She felt faint, had to close her eyes for a moment to keep her balance; when she opened them again, the colors of the glass circle were pulsating wildly.

Paul had stood up. Though he’d ceased to believe in the power of the ring before Hugh had saved the young boy, he was now almost trembling with excitement. It didn’t matter anymore that he couldn’t see anything in the glass; maybe that was because he was blind and would not look deeply enough. Maybe it was because he had refused to believe in anything much beyond himself, or his mind was locked to a bitter wavelength. But if this boy had seen a vision in the glass, if he’d experienced the sensation of “dreamwalking” that Sister talked about, then might they be searching for someone who really was out there somewhere? “What else?” he asked Robin. “Could you see anything else?”

“When I was going to jump back from that big dude in the black mask, I saw something on the ground almost in front of me. Some kind of animal, all crushed and bloody. I don’t know what it was, but somebody had done a number on it.”

“The man in the mask,” Sister said anxiously. “Did you see where he came from?”

“No. Like I say, it was kind of hazy. Smoky, I guess. I could smell a lot of smoke in the air; and there was another smell—a sick kind of smell. I think there might have been a couple of other people there, too, but I’m not sure. The picture started fading and drifting apart. I didn’t like that sick smell, and I wanted to be back here again. Then I was sitting over there with that thing in my hands, and that was all.”

“Swan,” Sister whispered. She looked at Paul. His eyes were wide and amazed. “We’re looking for a girl named Swan.”

“But where do we look? My God, a field could be anywhere—one mile away or a hundred miles!”

“Did you see anything else?” Sister asked the boy. “Any landmarks—a barn? A house? Anything?”

“Just a field. Covered with snow in some places, and in others the snow had blown away. Like I said, it was so real I could feel the cold. It was so real it was spooky ... and I guess that’s why I let you catch me putting that thing back in your bag. I guess I wanted to tell somebody about it.”

“How are we supposed to find a field without landmarks?” Paul asked. “There’s no way!”

“Uh ... excuse me.”

They looked over at Hugh, who was getting up with the aid of his crutch. “I’m really in the dark about all this,” he said, once he’d gotten himself steadied. “But I know that what you believe you see in that glass you take to be a place that truly exists. I imagine I’m the last person in the world to understand such things—but it seems to me that if you’re looking for that particular place, you might start with Mary’s Rest.”

“Why there?” Paul asked him.

“Because back in Moberly I had the opportunity to meet travelers,” he replied. “Just as I met you and Sister. I assumed travelers might show some pity for a one-legged beggar—unfortunately, I was usually incorrect. But I remember one man who’d come through Mary’s Rest; he was the one who told me the pond there had gone dry. And I remember ... he said the air in Mary’s Rest smelled unclean.” He turned his attention to Robin. “You said you smelled a ‘sick’ odor—and you also smelled smoke. Is that right?”

“Yeah. There was smoke in the air.”

Hugh nodded. “Smoke. Chimneys. Fires for people trying to keep warm. I think the field you’re searching for—if there is such a place—may be near Mary’s Rest.”

“How far is Mary’s Rest from here?” Sister asked Robin.

“Seven or eight miles, I guess. Maybe more. I’ve never been there, but we’ve sure robbed a lot of people who were going in and out. That was a while back, though. Not so many travel this way anymore.”

“There’s not enough gas in the Jeep to make that distance,” Paul reminded Sister. “I doubt if we’d make a mile.”

“I don’t mean seven or eight miles by road,” Robin corrected. “I mean that far overland. It’s southwest of here, through the woods, and the going’s rough. Six of my men scouted a trail over there about a year ago. Two of them made it back, and they said there wasn’t anything worth stealing in Mary’s Rest. They’d probably rob us if they could.”

“If we can’t drive, we’ll have to walk.” Sister picked up her satchel and slipped the glass ring into it. Her hands were shaking.

Robin grunted. “Sister,” he said, “I don’t mean any disrespect, but you’re crazy. Seven miles on foot wouldn’t be what I’d call a real fun thing to do. You know, we probably saved your lives stopping your Jeep like we did. You’d be frozen to death by now if we hadn’t.”

“We have to get to Mary’s Rest—or at least I do. Paul and Hugh can decide for themselves. I’ve come a hell of a lot further than seven miles to get here, and a little cold’s not going to stop me now.”

“It’s not just the distance, or the cold. It’s what’s out there in the deep woods.”

“What?” Hugh asked uneasily, hobbling forward on his crutch.

“Oh, some real interesting wildlife. Things that look like they were hatched in some mad doctor’s zoo. Hungry things. You don’t want one of those things to catch you out in the woods at night.”

“I should say not,” Hugh agreed.

“I have to get to Mary’s Rest,” Sister said firmly, and her set expression told Robin her mind was made up. “All I need is some food, warm clothes and my shotgun. I’ll make out okay.”

“Sister, you won’t make a mile before you get lost—or eaten.”

She looked at Paul Thorson. “Paul?” she asked. “Are you still with me?”

He hesitated, glanced toward the gloomy light at the cave’s entrance and then at the fire the boys were starting by rubbing two sticks together. Damn! he thought. I never could do that when I was a Cub Scout! It might not be too late to learn, though. Still, they’d come so far, and they might be so close to finding the answer they sought. He watched the fire spark and catch, but he’d already decided. “I’m with you.”

“Hugh?” she prompted.

“I want to go with you,” he said, “I really do. But I have a patient.” He glanced at the sleeping boy. “I want to know what—and who—you find when you get to Mary’s Rest, but ... I think I’m needed here, Sister. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt useful. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” She’d already decided to talk Hugh out of going, anyway; there was no way he could make the distance on one leg, and he’d only slow them down. “I do understand.” She looked at Robin. “We’ll want to be leaving as soon as we can get our gear together. I’ll be needing my shotgun and the shells—if that’s all right with you.”

“You’ll need more than that to make it.”

“Then I’m sure you’ll want to return Paul’s gun and bullets to him, too. And we can use whatever food and clothes you can spare.”

Robin laughed, but his eyes remained hard. “We’re supposed to be the robbers, Sister!”

“Just give us back what you stole from us, then. We’ll call it even.”

“Anybody ever tell you you were crazy?” he asked.

“Yes. Tougher punks than you.”

A faint smile spread slowly across his face, and his eyes softened. “Okay,” he said, “you’ll get your stuff back. I guess you’ll need it more than us.” He paused thoughtfully, then said, “Hold on,” and he went over to his bed of leaves. He bent down and started going through a cardboard box full of tin cans, knives, watches, shoelaces, and other items. He found what he was looking for and returned to Sister. “Here,” he said, placing something in her hand. “You’ll need this, too.”

It was a small metal compass that looked like it might have come from a Crackerjack box.

“It works, too,” he told her. “At least, it worked when I took it off a dead man a couple of weeks ago.”

“Thanks. I hope it’s luckier for me than it was for him.”

“Yeah. Well ... you can have this, too, if you want it.” Robin unbuttoned the brown coat from around his throat. Against his pallid skin he was wearing a tarnished little crucifix on a silver chain. He started to take it off, but Sister touched his hand to restrain him.

“That’s all right.” And she pulled her woolen muffler away from her neck to show him the crucifix-shaped scar that had been burned there in the Forty-second Street theater long before. “I’ve got my own.”

“Yeah.” Robin nodded. “I guess you do.”

Their coats, sweaters and gloves were returned to Paul and Sister, along with their guns, bullets for Paul’s Magnum and shells for Sister’s shotgun. A can of baked beans and some dried squirrel meat wrapped up in leaves found their way into a duffel bag that was returned to Sister, along with an all-purpose knife and a bright orange woolen cap. Robin gave both of them wristwatches, and a search of another cardboard box of booty yielded three kitchen matches.

Paul siphoned the last of the gasoline from the Jeep’s tank into a small plastic milk jug, and it barely wet the bottom. But the jug was securely sealed with tape and put down into the duffel bag, to be used to strengthen a fire.

It was as light as it was going to get outside. The sky was dingy, and there was no way to tell where the sun was. Sister’s watch said ten twenty-two; Paul’s said three thirteen.

It was time to go.

“Ready?” Sister asked Paul.

He looked longingly at the fire for a moment and then said, “Yeah.”

“Good luck!” Hugh called, hobbling to the mouth of the cave as they started out. Sister lifted a gloved hand, then pulled her collar up around the muffler at her throat. She checked the compass, and Paul followed her toward the woods.
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“THERE IT IS.” Glory pointed to the hulk of a gray-boarded barn half hidden within a grove of trees. Two other structures had collapsed, and from one of them protruded a crumbling red brick chimney. “Aaron found this place a while back,” she said as Josh walked with her toward the barn and Mule tagged along. “Nobody lives out here, though.” She motioned toward a well-worn trail that went past the decayed structures and deeper into the forest. “The Pit’s not too far.”

The Pit, as Josh understood it, was the community’s burial ground—a trench into which hundreds of bodies had been lowered over the years. “Jackson used to say a few words over the dead,” Glory said. “Now that he’s gone, they just toss ’em in and forget ’em.” She glanced at him. “Swan came mighty close to joinin’ ’em last night. What’d she think she was doin’ out there?”

“I don’t know.” Swan had lapsed into unconsciousness when they’d gotten her to the shack. Josh and Glory had cleaned her hands and bandaged them with strips of cloth, and they could feel the fever radiating from her. They’d left Aaron and Rusty to watch over her while Josh fulfilled his promise to find shelter for Mule, but he was half crazy with worry; without medicine, proper food or even decent drinking water, what hope did she have? Her body was so broken down with exhaustion that the fever might kill her. He remembered her last words to him before she’d faded away: “Josh, I’ve gone blind.”

His hands gripped into fists at his sides. Protect the child, he thought. Sure. You’ve done a real fine job of that, haven’t you?

He didn’t know why she’d slipped out of the shack last night, but it was obvious she’d been digging in the hard earth. Thank God Mule had had the sense to know she was in trouble, or today they’d be taking Swan’s body to the—

No. He refused to think about that. She’d get better. He knew she would.

They passed the rusted remains of a car—minus doors, wheels, engine and hood—and Glory pulled the barn’s door open. It was dark and chilly inside, but at least the wind was blunted. Soon Josh’s vision grew accustomed to the gloom. There were two stalls with a little straw on the floor and a trough in which Josh could melt some snow for Mule to drink. On the walls hung ropes and harness gear, but there were no windows an animal might crawl through. It seemed a safe enough place to leave him, and at least he’d be sheltered.

Josh saw what looked like a pile of junk on the other side of the barn and walked over to examine it. He found some broken-up chairs, a lamp without bulb or wiring, a small lawn mower and a coil of barbed wire. A mouse-eaten blue blanket covered more junk, and Josh lifted it away to see what was underneath.

“Glory,” he said softly. “Come take a look.”

She walked over beside him, and he ran his fingers across the cracked glass screen of a television set. “I haven’t seen one of these in a while,” he said wistfully. “I guess the ratings are pretty low these days, huh?” He punched the on-off button and started to turn through the channels, but the knob came off in his hand.

“Not worth a damn,” Glory said. “Just like everything else.”

The TV was supported on some sort of desk with rollers on it, and Josh picked up the set, turned it around and pulled the pressboard off to reveal the tube and the jungle of wires within. He felt about as dumb as a caveman, peering into a magic box that had once been a commonplace luxury—no, necessity—for millions of American homes. Without power, it was as useless as a stone—probably less so, really, because a stone could be used to kill rodents for the stewpot.

He set the TV aside, along with the other junk. It was going to take a smarter man than he to make juice run through wires and boxes show pictures that moved and spoke again, he mused. He bent down to the floor and found a box full of what looked like old wooden candlesticks. Another box held dusty bottles. He saw some pieces of paper scattered on the floor and picked up one. It was an announcement, and the faded red letters said Antique Auction! Jefferson City Flea Market! Saturday, June 5! Come Early, Stay Late! He opened his hand and let the announcement drift back to the floor and settle with a noise like a sigh amid the other pieces of yesterday’s news.

“Josh? What’s this thing?”

Glory was touching the desk with the rollers on it. Her hand found a small crank, and as she turned it there was the rattling noise of a chain moving over rusted gears. The rollers turned as achingly as old men revolving in their sleep. A number of rubber-cushioned pads were activated by the hand crank, coming down to press briefly against the rollers and then return to their original positions. Josh saw a small metal tray affixed to the other end of the desk; he picked up a few of the flea market announcements and put them in the tray. “Keep turning the crank,” he said, and they watched as the rollers and pads grasped one piece of paper at a time, fed them through a slot into the depths of the machine and delivered them to another tray at the opposite end. Josh found a sliding panel, pushed it back and looked into an arrangement of more rollers, trays of metal type and a dried-up series of spongy surfaces that Josh realized must have once been ink pads.

“We’ve got us a printing press,” he said. “How about that? Must be an old knocker, but it’s in pretty good shape.” He touched the close-grained oak of the press’s cabinet. “This was somebody’s labor of love. Sure is a shame to let it sit out here and rot.”

“Might as well rot here as anywhere else.” She grunted. “That’s the damnedest thing!”

“What is?”

“Before Jackson died ... he wanted to start up a newspaper—just a little handout sheet. He said havin’ some kind of town newspaper would make everybody feel like more of a community. You know, people would take more of an interest in everybody else instead of shuttin’ themselves away. He didn’t even know this thing was out here. ’Course, that was just a dream.” She ran her hand across the oak next to Josh’s. “He had a lot of dreams that died.” Her hand touched his and quickly pulled away.

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. Josh could still feel the heat of her hand against his own. “He must’ve been a fine man,” he offered.

“He was. He had a good heart and a strong back, and he didn’t mind gettin’ his hands dirty. Before I met Jackson, I had a pretty rough life. I was full up with bad men and hard drinkin’. Been on my own since I was thirteen.” She smiled slightly. “A girl grows up fast. Well, I guess Jackson wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty on me, ’cause I’d sure be dead if he hadn’t turned me around. What about you? You have a wife?”

“Yes. An ex-wife, I mean. And two sons.”

Glory turned the hand crank and watched the rollers work. “What happened to ’em?”

“They were in south Alabama. When the bombs hit, I mean.” He drew a deep breath, slowly released it. “Down in Mobile. There’s a naval station in Mobile. Nuclear submarines, all kinds of ships. Was a naval station there, at least.” He watched Mule chomping at the straw on the floor. “Maybe they’re still alive. Maybe not. I ... I guess it’s bad for me to think this, but ... I kind of hope they died on the seventeenth of July. I hope they died watching television, or eating ice cream, or lying in the sun at the beach.” His gaze found Glory’s. “I just hope they died fast. Is that a bad thing to wish for?”

“No. It’s a decent wish,” Glory told him. And this time her hand touched his and did not retreat. Her other hand wandered up and gently brushed the black ski mask. “What do you look like under that thing?”

“I used to be ugly. Now I’m downright loathsome.”

She touched the hard gray skin that sealed the right eyehole. “Does that stuff hurt?”

“Sometimes it burns. Sometimes it itches so much I can hardly stand it. And sometimes ...” He trailed off.

“Sometimes what?”

He hesitated, about to tell her what he had never told either Swan or Rusty. “Sometimes,” he said quietly, “it feels like ... my face is changing. It feels like the bones are moving. And it hurts like hell.”

“Maybe it’s healin’.”

He managed a weak smile. “Just what I need: a ray of optimism. Thank you, but I think I’m way beyond healing. These growths are about as hard as concrete.”

“Swan’s got the worst I’ve ever seen. She sounds like she can hardly draw a breath. Now, with that high fever she’s runnin’—” She stopped, because Josh was walking toward the door. “You and she’ve been through a lot together, haven’t you?” she asked.

Josh stopped. “Yes. If she dies, I don’t know what I’ll—” He caught himself, lowered his head and then lifted it again. “Swan won’t die,” he resolved. “She won’t. Come on, we’d better get back.”

“Josh? Wait—okay?”

“What is it?”

She worked the printing press’s hand crank, rubbing her fingers against the smooth oak. “You’re right about this thing. It’s a shame for it to sit out here and rot.”

“Like you said, here’s as good a place as any.”

“My shack would be a better place.”

“Your shack? What do you want that thing for? It’s useless!”

“Now, yes. But maybe not always. Jackson was right: It’d do wonders for Mary’s Rest to have some kind of newspaper—oh, not the kind people used to get thrown in their yards every afternoon, but maybe just a sheet of paper to tell folks who’s bein’ born, who’s dyin’, who’s got clothes to spare and who needs clothes. Right now people who live across the alley from each other are strangers, but a sheet of paper like that might bring the whole town together.”

“I think most people in Mary’s Rest are more interested in finding another day’s worth of food, don’t you?”

“Yes. For now. But Jackson was a smart man, Josh. If he’d known this thing was sittin’ here in a junkpile, he’d have toted it home on his back. I’m not sayin’ I know how to write or anything—hell, I have a hard enough time speakin’ right—but this thing might be a first step toward makin’ Mary’s Rest a real town again.”

“What are you going to use for paper?” Josh asked. “And how about ink?”

“Here’s paper.” Glory picked up a handful of auction announcements. “And I’ve made dye from dirt and shoe polish before. I can figure out how to make ink.”

Josh was about to protest again, but he realized a change had come over Glory; her eyes were excited, and their sparkle made her look five years younger. She has a challenge, he thought. She’s going to try to make Jackson’s dream come true.

“Help me,” Glory urged. “Please.”

Her mind was set. “All right,” Josh answered. “You take the other end. This thing’s going to be heavy.”

Two flies lifted off from the top of the printing press and darted around Josh’s head. A third sat motionlessly on the television set, and a fourth buzzed slowly just below the barn’s roof.

The press was lighter than it looked, and getting it out of the barn was relatively easy. They set it down outside, and Josh went back in to tend to Mule.

The horse nickered nervously, walking around and around the stall. Josh rubbed his muzzle to calm him the way he’d seen Swan do so many times. He filled the trough with snow and put the blue blanket over Mule to keep him warm. A fly landed on Josh’s hand, its touch stinging him as if the thing had been a wasp. “Damn!” Josh said, and he slapped his other hand down on it. A twitching, green-gray mess remained, but it still stung, and he wiped it off on his trousers.

“You’ll be okay out here,” Josh told the jittery horse as he rubbed its neck. “I’ll check on you later, how about that?” As he closed the barn door and latched it he hoped he was doing the right thing leaving Mule out there alone. But at least this place—such as it was—would protect Mule from the cold and the bobcats. Mule would have to hold his own against the flies.

Together, Glory and Josh lugged the press down the road.
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UNDER A DARKENING SKY two figures struggled through a forest of dead pines where the wind had sculpted snowdrifts into barriers five feet high.

Sister kept close watch on the Crackerjack compass and pointed her nose toward the southwest. Paul followed at a few paces, carrying the duffel bag slung over his shoulder and watching their rear and flanks for the furtive movements of animals; he knew they were being tracked and had been tracked since they’d left the cave. He’d seen only quick glimpses of them, hadn’t had time to tell what they were or how many, but he could smell the spoor of beasts. He kept the .357 gripped in his gloved right hand with his thumb on the safety.

Sister figured they had less than an hour of light left. They’d been traveling for almost five hours, according to the wristwatch Robin had given her; she didn’t know how many miles they’d covered, but the going was excruciating, and her legs felt like stiff lengths of timber. The effort of struggling across rocks and over snowdrifts had made her sweat, and now the sound of the ice in her clothes brought up the memory of Rice Krispies cereal—snap, crackle and pop! She remembered that her daughter used to like Rice Krispies: “Make it talk, Mama!”

She forced the ghosts of the past away. They had seen no sign of life but the things that prowled around them, watching them hungrily in the deepening twilight. When darkness fell, the beasts would get bolder....

One step, she told herself. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going. She said it mentally over and over again, while her legs continued to carry her like the laboring movement of a machine. She held her satchel close, and her left arm had cramped and locked in that position, but she could feel the outline of the glass ring through the leather, and she drew strength from it as surely as if it was her second heart.

Swan, she thought. Who are you? Where do you come from? And why have I been led to you? If indeed it was a girl named Swan that the dreamwalk path had brought her to, Sister had no idea what she’d say to the girl. Hello, she practiced, you don’t know me, but I’ve come halfway across this country to find you. And I sure hope you’re worth it, because Lord, I want to lie down and rest!

But what if there was no girl named Swan in Mary’s Rest? What if Robin had been wrong? What if the girl was only passing through Mary’s Rest and might be gone by the time they arrived?

She wanted to pick up the pace, but her legs wouldn’t allow it. One step. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.

A scream from the woods to her left almost shocked her out of her boots. She whirled to face the noise, heard the scream become the shrill wail of a beast and then a muttering, chuckling noise like a hyena might make. She thought she saw a pair of greedy eyes in the gloom; they gleamed balefully before receding into the forest.

“We haven’t got much more light,” Paul told her. “We should find a place to camp.”

She gazed toward the southwest. Nothing but a tortured landscape of dead pines, rocks and snowdrifts. It looked like a cold day in Hell. Wherever Mary’s Rest was, they were not going to reach it today. She nodded, and they started searching for shelter.

The best they could find was a narrow niche in a hollow surrounded by rough-edged boulders. They pushed the snow away to expose the earth and form a three-foot-high snow wall circling them, then Paul and Sister went to work gathering dead branches to start a fire. Around them, shrill cries echoed from the woods as beasts began to gather like lords at a feast table.

They made a small pile of branches and ringed them with stones, and Paul dribbled a little gasoline on the wood. The first match he scraped across a stone flared, fizzled and went out. That left them with two. Darkness was falling fast.

“Here goes,” Paul said tersely. He scraped the second match across the rock he was kneeling over, his other hand ready to cup the flame.

It flared, hissed and immediately began to die. He quickly held the weakening flame against a stick in the pile of branches, kneeling over it like a savage praying at the altar of a fire spirit.

“Catch, you little bastard,” he whispered between clenched teeth. “Come on! Catch!”

The flame was all but gone, just a tiny glint dancing in the dark.

And then there was a pop! as a few drops of the gasoline caught, and flame curled up around the stick like a cat’s tongue. The fire sputtered, crackled and began to grow. Paul added more gas.

A gout of flame leaped up, fire jumping from stick to stick. Within another minute they had heat and light, and they held their stiff hands toward the warmth.

“We’ll get there in the morning,” Paul said as they shared the dried squirrel meat. The stuff tasted like boiled leather. “I’ll bet we’ve only got about another mile.”

“Maybe.” She pried the lid off the can of baked beans with the all-purpose knife and scooped some out with her fingers. They were oily and had a metallic taste but seemed okay. She gave the can to Paul. “I just hope this kiddie compass works. If it doesn’t, we could be walking in circles.”

He’d already considered that possibility, but now he shrugged his shoulders and scooped the beans into his mouth. If that compass was one hair off, he realized, they could have already missed Mary’s Rest. “We haven’t gone seven miles yet,” he told her, though he wasn’t even sure of that. “We’ll know tomorrow.”

“Right. Tomorrow.”

She took first watch while Paul slept next to the fire, and she kept her back against a boulder with the Magnum on one side of her and the shotgun on the other.

Under its hard carapace of Job’s Mask, Sister’s face rippled with pain. Her cheekbones and jaw were throbbing. The searing pain usually passed within a few minutes, but this time it intensified to a point where Sister had to lower her head and stifle a moan. Again, for the seventh or eighth time in the last few weeks, she felt sharp, cracking jolts that seemed to run deep beneath the Job’s Mask, down through the bones of her face. All she could do was clench her teeth and endure the pain until it passed, and when it was finally gone it left her shivering in spite of the fire.

That was a bad one, she thought. The pains were getting worse. She lifted her head and ran her fingers across the Job’s Mask. The knotty surface was as cool as ice on the slopes of a dormant volcano, but beneath it the flesh felt hot and raw. Her scalp was itching maddeningly, and she put her hand under the hood of her parka to touch the mass of growths that encased her skull and trailed down the back of her neck. She longed to dig her fingers through the crust and scratch her flesh until it bled.

Slap a wig on my bald head, she thought, and I’d still look like a graduate of gargoyle school! She balanced precariously between tears and laughter for a few seconds, but the laughter won out.

Paul sat up. “Is it my watch yet?”

“No. Couple of hours to go.”

He nodded, lay back down and was asleep again almost at once.

She continued to probe the Job’s Mask. Feels like my skin’s on fire underneath there—whatever skin I’ve got left, she thought. Sometimes, when the pain was acute and her flesh beneath the Job’s Mask felt like it was boiling, she could almost swear that the bones shifted like the foundations of an unsteady house. She could almost swear that she felt her face changing.

A glimpse of movement on the right brought her attention back to the business of survival. Something made a deep, guttural barking noise off in the distance, and another beast replied with a sound like that of a baby crying. She laid the shotgun across her lap and looked up at the sky. Nothing but darkness up there, and a sensation of low, hanging clouds like the black ceiling of a claustrophobic’s nightmare. She couldn’t remember when she’d last seen the stars; maybe it had been on a warm summer’s night, when she was living in a cardboard box in Central Park. Or maybe she’d stopped noticing the stars a long time before the clouds had blanked them out.

She missed the stars. Without them, the sky was dead. Without them, what was there to make a wish on?

Sister held her hands toward the fire and shifted against the boulder to get more comfortable. A hotel suite this was not, but her legs weren’t aching so much now. She realized how tired she was, and she doubted she could have continued another fifty yards. But the fire felt good, and she had a shotgun across her lap, and she would blast hell out of anything that came within range. She put her hand on the satchel and traced the glass ring’s outline. Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow we’ll know.

She leaned her head against the rock and watched Paul sleeping. Good for you, she thought. You deserve it.

The fire’s soft heat soothed her. The forest was silent. And Sister’s eyes closed. Just for a minute, she told herself. It won’t do any harm if I just rest for a—

She sat bolt upright. Before her, the fire was down to a few red embers, and the cold was slipping through her clothes. Paul was huddled up, still sleeping. Oh, Jesus! she thought as panic snapped at her. How long was I out? She was shivering, her joints throbbing with the cold, and she got up to add more branches to the fire. There were only a few small ones left, and as she knelt down and arranged them in the embers she sensed a quick, catlike movement behind her. The flesh tightened across the back of her neck.

And she knew with sickening certainty that she and Paul were no longer alone. Something was behind her, crouched on a boulder, and she’d left both weapons where she was sitting. She took a deep breath, made up her mind to move, turned and lunged for the shotgun. She picked it up and spun around to fire.

The figure sitting cross-legged atop the boulder lifted his gloved hands in mock surrender. A rifle lay across his knees, and he was wearing a familiar, patched brown coat with a cowl protecting his head.

“Hope you enjoyed your nap,” Robin Oakes said.

“Whazzit?” Paul sat up, blinking. “Huh?”

“Young man,” Sister said hoarsely, “I was about one second from sending you to a much warmer place than this. How long have you been sitting there?”

“Long enough so that you ought to be glad I don’t have four legs. If one person goes to sleep, the other has to keep watch or you’re both dead.” He looked at Paul. “And by the time you woke up, you’d be bobcat meat. I thought you two knew what you were doing.”

“We’re okay.” Sister took her finger off the trigger and put the weapon aside. Her insides felt like quivering jelly.

“Sure.” He glanced over his shoulder and called toward the forest, “Come on in!”

Three bundled-up figures emerged from the woods and scrambled up onto the boulder with Robin. All of the boys carried rifles, and one of them lugged another of the canvas bags that Robin’s highwaymen had stolen from Sister.

“You two didn’t make such a good distance, did you?” Robin asked her.

“I thought we did damned fine!” Paul was shaking the last of the sleep out of his head. “I figure we’ve got about another mile in the morning.”

Robin grunted disdainfully. “More like three, most likely. Anyway, I sat down and started thinking, back at the cave. I knew you’d make camp somewhere, probably screw that up, too.” He appraised the boulders and the wall of snow. “You’ve got yourselves trapped in here. When that fire went down, the things in the woods would’ve jumped you from all sides. We saw a lot of them, but we stayed downwind and low to the ground, and they didn’t see us.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Sister said.

“Oh, we didn’t come out here to warn you. We followed you to keep you from getting killed.” Robin climbed down the boulder, and the other boys did the same. They stood around the fire, warming their hands and faces. “It wasn’t hard. You left a trail that looked like a plow had gone through. Anyway, you forgot something.” He opened the other duffel bag, reached into it and brought out the second jug of moonshine that Hugh had given Paul. “Here.” He tossed it to Sister. “I think there’s enough left for everybody to have a swig.”

There was, and the moonshine’s fire heated Sister’s belly. Robin sent the three boys out to stand guard around the camp. “The trick is to make a lot of noise,” Robin said after they’d gone. “They don’t want to shoot anything, because the blood would drive the other animals crazy out there.” He sat down beside the fire, pulled his hood back and took his gloves off. “If you want to sleep, Sister, you’d better do it now. We’ll have to relieve them on watch before light.”

“Who put you in charge?”

“I did.” The firelight threw shadows in the hollows of his face, glinted off the fine hairs of his beard. His long hair, still full of feathers and bones, made him look like a savage prince. “I’ve decided to help you get to Mary’s Rest.”

“Why?” Paul asked. He was wary of the boy, didn’t trust him worth a damn. “What’s in it for you?”

“Maybe I want some fresh air. Maybe I want to travel.” His gaze flicked toward Sister’s satchel. “Maybe I want to see if you find who you’re looking for. Anyway, I pay my debts. You people helped me with one of mine, and I owe you. So I’ll get you to Mary’s Rest in the morning, and we’ll call it even, right?”

“Okay,” Sister agreed. “And thank you.”

“Besides, if you two get killed tomorrow, I want the glass ring. You won’t be needing it.” He leaned against the boulder and closed his eyes. “You’d better sleep while you can.”

A rifle shot echoed from the woods, followed by two more. Sister and Paul looked at each other uneasily, but the young highwayman lay motionless and undisturbed. The noise of rifle fire continued intermittently for another minute or so, followed by the angry shrieks of what sounded like several animals—but their cries were fading as they retreated. Paul reached for the moonshine jug to coax out the last drops, and Sister leaned back to contemplate tomorrow.
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“FIRE! ... FIRE!”

The bombs were falling again, the earth erupting into flames, humans burning like torches under a blood-red sky.

“Fire! ... Somethin’s on fire!”

Josh shook loose from his nightmare. He could hear a man’s voice shouting “Fire!” out in the street. At once he was on his feet and striding to the door; he threw it open, looked out and saw an orange glow reflected off the clouds. The street was empty, but Josh could hear the man’s voice off in the distance, raising the alarm: “Fire! Somethin’s on fire!”

“What is it? What’s on fire?” Glory’s face was stricken as she peered out the door beside him. Aaron, who could not be separated from Crybaby, pushed between them to see.

“I don’t know. What’s over in that direction?”

“Nothin’,” she said. “Just the Pit, and—” She stopped suddenly, because both of them knew.

The barn where Josh had left Mule was on fire.

He pulled his boots on, put on his gloves and his heavy coat. Glory and Aaron raced to bundle up as well. Red embers burned in the stove’s grate, and Rusty was sitting up from his bed of rags; his eyes were still dazed, and cloth bandages were plastered to the side of his face and the wound at his shoulder. “Josh?” he said. “What’s goin’ on?”

“The barn’s on fire! I locked the door, Rusty! Mule can’t get out!”

Rusty stood up, but his legs were weak and he staggered against the wall. He felt like a deballed bull, and he was furious at himself. He tried again but still didn’t have the strength to even get his damned boots on.

“No, Rusty!” Josh said. He motioned toward Swan, who lay on the floor under the thin blanket that Aaron had given up. “You stay with her!”

Rusty knew he’d collapse before he got ten paces from the shack. He almost wept with frustration, but he knew also that Swan needed to be watched over. He nodded and sank down wearily to his knees.

Aaron darted on ahead, and Josh and Glory followed as fast as they could. Josh found some of the speed he had once shown on the football field at Auburn University in making the two hundred yards between the shack and the barn. Other people were out in the street, running toward the fire as well—not because they wanted to extinguish it, but because they could get warm. Josh’s heart almost cracked; over the roar of flames that covered all but the structure’s roof, he could hear Mule’s frantic cries.

Glory screamed, “Josh! No!” as he barreled at the barn door.

Swan said something in a soft, delirious voice, but Rusty couldn’t make it out. She tried to sit up, and he put his hand on her shoulder to restrain her. Touching her was like putting his hand to the stove’s grate. “Hold on,” he said. “Easy now, just take it easy.”

She spoke again, but her speech was unintelligible. He thought she said something about corn, though that was all he could even halfway understand. Now the remaining eyehole in the mask of growths was almost sealed over. She’d been fading in and out of consciousness since Josh had brought her in at daylight from the field, and she’d alternately shivered and thrashed free of the blanket. Glory had wound cloth bandages around Swan’s raw hands and tried to feed her some watery soup, but there wasn’t a thing any of them could do for her now except try to make her more comfortable. Swan was so far gone she didn’t even know where she was.

She’s dying, Rusty thought. Dying right in front of me. He eased her back down again, and he heard her say something that might have included “Mule.”

“It’s all right,” Rusty told her, his own swollen jaw making speech difficult. You just rest now, everythin’s gonna be all right in the mornin’.” He sure wished he could believe that. He’d come too far with Swan to watch her fade away like this, and he cursed his own weakness. He felt about as sturdy as a wet sponge, and his mama sure hadn’t raised him to live on rat meat soup. The only way he could get that stuff down was to pretend it came off the bones of little bitty steers.

A loose board popped out on the shack’s porch, beyond the closed door.

Rusty looked up. He expected either Glory, Aaron or Josh to enter—but how could that be? They’d just been gone a few minutes.

The door did not open.

Another board popped and whined.

“Josh?” Rusty called.

There was no reply.

But he knew someone was standing out there. He was too familiar with the noise the loose boards made when stepped on, and he’d already sworn he was going to find a hammer and nails somewhere when he got his strength back and tighten those bastards down before they drove him batty.

“Anybody there?” he called. He realized somebody might be coming to steal the few items Glory possessed: her needles, her cloth or even the furniture. Maybe the hand crank printing press that occupied a corner of the room. “I’ve got a gun in here!” he lied, and he rose to his feet.

There was no more sound of movement beyond the door.

He walked to it on unsteady legs. The door was unlatched.

He reached for the latch and he sensed a terrible, gnawing cold on the other side of the door. A dirty cold. He started to slip the latch home.

“Rusty,” he heard Swan rasp.

The entire door suddenly crashed inward, tearing off its wooden hinges and catching him squarely on his bad shoulder. He cried out in pain as he was flung backward and to the floor halfway across the room. A figure stood in the doorway, and Rusty’s first impulse was to leap to his feet to protect Swan; he got as far as his knees before the agony of his reopened shoulder wound made him pitch forward on his face.

The man walked in, a pair of muddy hiking boots clumping on the floor. His gaze swept the room, saw the wounded man lying in spreading blood, the thinner figure curled up and shivering, obviously near death. And there it was, over in the corner.

The printing press.

That wasn’t a good thing, he’d decided when the flies had brought him back images and voices from all over Mary’s Rest. No, not good at all! First you had a printing press, and then you had a newspaper, and after that you had opinions and people thinking and wanting to do things, and then ...

And then, he thought, you were right back to the situation that had gotten the world where it was right now. Oh, no, not good at all! They had to be saved from making the same mistake twice. Had to be saved from themselves. And that was why he’d decided to destroy the printing press before anything was printed on it. That thing was as dangerous as a bomb, and they didn’t even realize it! And that horse was dangerous, too, he’d reasoned; a horse made people think about traveling, and wheels, and cars—and that led right up to air pollution and wrecks, didn’t it? They’d thank him for setting the barn on fire, because they could eat cooked horsemeat in just a little while.

He was glad he’d come to Mary’s Rest. And just in time, too.

He’d seen them come to town in their Travelin’ Show wagon, had heard that big one hollering for a doctor. Some people just had no respect for a quiet, peaceful town. Well ... respect was going to be taught. Right now.

His boots clumped toward Swan.

Josh hit the flaming barn door with the full force of two hundred and fifty pounds, Glory’s scream still ringing in his head.

For a bone-jarring second he thought he was back on the football field and had run smack dab into one of those huge linebackers. He thought the door wasn’t going to give, but then wood split and the barn door caved in, carrying him into the midst of an inferno.

He rolled away from burning timbers and got to his feet. Smoke churned before his face, and the awful heat almost crushed him. “Mule!” he shouted. He could hear the horse bucking and shrieking but couldn’t see him. Flames leaped at him like spears, and fire was starting to fall like orange confetti from the roof. He charged toward Mule’s stall, his coat beginning to smolder, and the smoke took him.

“My, my,” the man said softly. He’d stopped just past the thin figure on the floor, his attention drawn to an object on the pine wood table. He reached out with a slender hand and picked up a mirror with two carved faces on its handle, each looking in a different direction. He intended to admire the new face he’d created, but the glass was dark. A finger traced the carved faces. What kind of mirror had a black glass? he wondered—and his new mouth twitched just a fraction.

This mirror gave him the same sensation as the ring of glass. It was a thing that should not be. What was its purpose, and what was it doing here?

He didn’t like it. Not at all. He lifted his arm and smashed the mirror to pieces against the table, and then he twisted the double-faced handle and flung it aside. Now he felt so much better.

But there was another object on the table, too. A small leather pouch. He picked it up and shook its contents into his palm. A little kernel of corn, stained red with dried blood, fell out.

“What is this?” he whispered. A few feet away, the figure on the floor quietly moaned. He gripped the kernel in his hand and slowly turned toward the sound, his eyes red and gleaming in the low firelight.

His gaze lingered on the figure’s bandaged, clawed hands. A swirl of heat shimmered around the man’s right fist, and from within it there was a muffled pop. He opened his hand and pushed the bit of popcorn into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully on it.

He’d seen this figure yesterday, after he’d watched their wagon being torn apart. Yesterday the hands had not been bandaged. Why were they bandaged now? Why?

Across the room, Rusty lifted his head and tried to focus. He saw a tall, slender man in a brown parka approaching Swan. Saw him standing over her. Pain wracked him, and he was lying in a puddle of blood. Gonna pass out again, he knew. Gotta move ... gotta move ...

He began crawling through his blood.

His good eye almost blinded by the smoke, Josh saw a swirl of motion ahead. It was Mule—panicked, rearing and bucking, unable to find a way out. The blanket on his back was smoking, about to burst into flames.

He ran to the horse and was almost trampled under Mule’s hooves as the horse frantically reared and came down again, twisting in one direction and then the other. Josh could only think of one thing to do: He lifted both hands in front of the horse’s muzzle and clapped them together as hard as he could, like he’d seen Swan do at the Jaspin farm.

Whether the noise brought Swan to mind or just snapped his panic for a second, Mule stopped thrashing and stood steady, his eyes watering and wide with terror. Josh wasted no time; he grabbed Mule’s mane and pulled him out of the stall, trying to lead him to the door. Mule’s legs stiffened.

“Come on, you dumb fool!” Josh yelled, the heat scorching his lungs. He planted his boots in burning straw, his joints cracking as he hauled Mule forward. Pieces of flaming wood fell from above, striking him on the shoulders and hitting Mule’s flanks. Cinders spun before his face like hornets.

And then Mule must have gotten a whiff of outside air, because he lunged so fast Josh only had time to throw his arms around the horse’s neck. His boots were dragged across the floor as Mule powered through the flames.

They burst through the opening where the barn door had been, out into the cold night air with sparks trailing from Josh’s burning coat and the flames in Mule’s mane and tail.

The man in the brown parka stood looking at those bandaged hands. “What have y’all been up to while my back’s been turned?” he asked in a deep-South drawl. The printing press was forgotten for the moment. A mirror that showed no reflection, a single kernel of corn, bandaged hands ... those things bothered him, just like the glass ring did, because he didn’t understand them. And there was something else, too; something about the figure on the floor. What was it? This is a nothing, he thought. A less-than-zero. A piece of shit passing through the sewage pipe of Mary’s Rest.

But why did he sense something different about this figure? Something ... threatening.

He lifted his right hand. Heat shimmered around the fingers; one of them burst into flame, and the flame spread. In another few seconds his hand was a glove of fire.

The solution to things he did not understand was very simple: Destroy it.

He began to reach down toward the growth-encrusted head.

“No.”

It was a weak whisper. But the hand that clamped around the man’s ankle still had strength in it.

The man in the brown parka looked at him incredulously, and by the light of the flaming hand Rusty saw his face: heavily seamed and weather-beaten, a thick gray beard, eyes that were so blue they were almost white. Touching the man sent freezing waves through Rusty’s bones, and he wanted more than anything on earth to draw his hand back, but the cold shocked his nerves and kept him from passing out. Rusty said, “No ... don’t you touch Swan, you bastard.”

He saw the man smile faintly; it was a pitying smile, but then it passed the point of pity.

The man reached down and clamped his burning hand to Rusty’s throat.

And Rusty’s neck was encircled with a noose of fire. The man lifted him off the floor as Rusty screamed and kicked, and the fire pumped out of that hand and arm like napalm, sizzling Rusty’s hair and eyebrows. His clothes caught, and he realized at a cold center within his pain and panic that he was becoming a human torch—and that he had only seconds to live.

And then after him, it would be Swan’s turn.

Rusty’s body jerked and fought, but he knew he was finished. The smell of himself afire made him think of the greasy French fries at the Oklahoma state fair when he was a kid. The flame was going bone-deep now, and as his nerves began to sputter the pain locked up, as if a point of no return had been passed.

Mama said somethin’, Rusty thought. Said ... said ...

Mama said fight fire with fire.

Rusty embraced the man with the burning sticks of his arms, entwining his fingers at the man’s back. The fingers melded like chains, and Rusty thrust his flaming face into the man’s beard.

The beard caught fire. The face bubbled, melting and running like a plastic mask, exposing a deeper layer the color of modeling clay.

Rusty and the man whirled around the room like participants in a bizarre ballet.

“Lord God!” shouted one of two men who were looking in, drawn by the open doorway on their jaunt to the burning barn. “Lord God A’mighty!” The second man screamed, backed up and fell on his rump in the mud. Other people were running over to see what was happening, and the man in the burning rags of a brown parka could not thrust the flaming dead man away from him, and his new disguise was ruined, and they were about to see his true face.

He gave a garbled roar that almost shook the cabin and ran through the doorway out into the midst of them. He was still roaring as he ran up the street on melting legs in the embrace of a charred cowboy.

Glory helped Josh pull out of his burning coat. His ski mask was smoking, too, and before she could think twice about it, she reached up and yanked it off.

Dark gray growths, some the size of Aaron’s fists, almost completely covered Josh’s face and head. Tendrils had interlocked around his mouth, and the only clear area except for his lips was a circle in the crust through which his left eye, now bloodshot from the smoke, stared at Glory. His condition wasn’t as bad as Swan’s, but it still made Glory gasp and retreat a step.

He had no time to apologize for not being a beauty. He ran for Mule, who was bucking wildly as other onlookers scattered, and grabbed up a handful of snow; he clutched Mule’s neck and crushed out the flames in his mane. Then Glory had a handful of snow and was pressing it to the horse’s tail, and Aaron had some, too, and many of the other men and women were scooping up snow and rubbing it against Mule’s sides. A thin, dark-haired man with a blue keloid grabbed Mule’s neck opposite Josh, and after a minute of struggle they got the horse calmed down enough to stop bucking.

“Thanks,” Josh told the man. And then there was a roaring and a rush of heat, and the barn’s roof fell in.

“Hey!” a woman standing closer to the road called out. “There’s some kinda commotion back there!” She pointed toward the shacks, and both Glory and Josh could see people out in the street. Shouts and cries for help drifted to them.

Swan! Josh thought. Oh, God—I left Swan and Rusty alone!

He started to run, but his legs betrayed him and he went down. His lungs were grabbing for air, black motes spinning before his eyes.

Someone took his arm, started helping him up. A second person supported his other shoulder, and together they got Josh to his feet. Josh realized Glory stood on one side of him, and on the other was an old man with a face like cracked leather. “I’m all right,” he told them, but he had to lean heavily on Glory. She stood firm and started guiding him along the road.

A blanket had been thrown on the ground about thirty feet from Glory’s shack. Smoke curled from under it. A few people stood around it, motioning and talking. Others were crowded around Glory’s front door. Josh smelled burned meat, and his stomach clenched. “Stay here,” he told Aaron. The boy stopped, Crybaby gripped in his hand.

Glory went with Josh into the shack. She put her hand over her mouth and nose. Hot currents still prowled back and forth between the walls, and the ceiling was scorched black.

He stood over Swan, trembling like a child. She had pulled her knees up to her chest, and now she was motionless. He bent down beside her, took one wrist and felt for her pulse. Her flesh was cold.

But her pulse was there—faint but steady, like the rhythm of a metronome that would not be stilled.

Swan tried to lift her head but had no strength. “Josh?” It was barely audible.

“Yes,” he answered, and he pulled her to him, cradling her head against his shoulder. A tear scorched his eye and ran down along the growths on his cheek. “It’s old Josh.”

“I ... had a nightmare. I couldn’t wake up. He was here, Josh. He ... he found me.”

“Who found you?”

“Him,” she said. “The man ... with the scarlet eye ... from Leona’s pack of cards.”

On the floor a few feet away were fragments of dark glass. The magic mirror, Josh knew. He saw Rusty’s cowboy boots, and he wished to God that he didn’t have to go outside and see what was smoking under that blanket in the mud.

“Swan? I’ve got to go out for a minute,” he said. “You just rest, all right?” He eased her down and glanced quickly at Glory, who had seen the puddle of blood on the floor. Then Josh stood up and made himself go.

“We threw snow on him!” one of the onlookers said as Josh approached. “We couldn’t get the fire out, though. He was too far gone.”

Josh knelt down and lifted the blanket. Looked long and hard. The corpse was hissing, as if whispering a secret. Both arms had snapped off at the shoulders.

“I seen it!” another man offered excitedly. “I looked in through that door and seen a two-headed demon a-runnin’ around and around in there! God A’mighty, I ain’t never seen such a sight! Then Perry and me started hollerin’, and that thing come a-runnin’ right at us! Looked like it was fightin’ itself! Then it split in two and the other one run that way!” He pointed up the street in the opposite direction.

“It was another man on fire,” a third witness explained, in a calmer voice. He had a hooked nose and a dark beard, and he spoke with a Northern accent. “I tried to help him, but he turned up an alley. He was too fast for me. I don’t know where the hell he went, but he couldn’t have gotten too far.”

“Yeah!” The second man nodded vigorously. “The skin was meltin’ right offa him!”

Josh lowered the blanket and stood up. “Show me where he went,” he told the man with the Northern accent.

A trail of burned cloth turned into an alley, continued for about forty feet, turned left at another alley and ended at a pile of ashy rags behind a shack. There was no corpse, and the footprints were lost in the ravaged ground.

“Maybe he crawled under one of these shacks to die,” the other man said. “There’s no way a human being could live through that! He looked like a torch!”

They searched the area for another ten minutes, even squeezing under some of the shacks, but there was no sign of a body. “I guess wherever he is, he died naked,” the man said as they gave up the search and went back to the street.

Josh looked at Rusty again. “You dumb cowboy,” Josh whispered. “You sure pulled a magic trick this time, didn’t you?”

“He was here,” Swan had said. “He found me.”

Josh wrapped Rusty up in the blanket, lifted the remains in his arms and got to his feet.

“Take him to the Pit!” one of the men said. “That’s where all the bodies go.”

Josh walked to what was left of the Travelin’ Show wagon and laid Rusty in it.

“Uh-uh, mister!” a husky woman with a red keloid covering her face and scalp scolded him. “That’ll draw every wild animal for miles!”

“Let them come, then,” Josh replied. He turned toward the people, swept his gaze across them and stopped at Glory. “I’m going to bury my friend at first light.”

“Bury him?” A frail teenage girl with close-cropped brown hair shook her head. “Nobody buries anybody anymore!”

“I’m going to bury Rusty,” Josh told Glory. “At first light, in that field where we found Swan. It’ll be hard work. You and Aaron can help me, if you like. If you don’t want to, that’s all right, too. But I’ll be damned if I’ll—” His voice cracked. “I’ll be damned if I’ll throw him into a pit!” He sat up on the wagon’s frame beside the body to wait for daylight.

There was a long silence. Then the man with the Northern accent said to Glory, “Lady? Do you have any way to fix your door?”

“No.”

“Well ... I’ve got a few tools in my shack. They’re not much. I haven’t used them in a while, but ... if you like, I’ll take a shot at fixing your door.”

“Thank you.” Glory was stunned by the offer. It had been a very long time since anyone had offered to do anything in Mary’s Rest. “I’d appreciate whatever you could do.”

“If you’re gonna stay out here in the cold,” the woman with the red keloid told Josh, “you’d better get yourself a fire lit. Better build one right here on the road.” She snorted. “Bury a body! That’s the damnedest thing I ever heard of!”

“I got a wheelbarrow,” another man offered. “I reckon I could run it up there and pluck some hot coals out of that fire. I mean ... I got better things to do, but ... sure would be a shame to let all those good hot coals go to waste.”

“I sure would like a fire!” a short man with one eye missing piped up. “It’s cold as hell in my shack! Listen ... I’ve got some coffee grounds I’ve been saving. If somebody’s got a tin can and a hot stove, I guess we could brew it up.”

“Might as well. All this excitement’s got me as jumpy as a flea on a griddle.” The woman with the red keloid brought a small gold watch from the pocket of her coat, held it with loving reverence and squinted closely at the dial. “Four twelve. First light won’t show for five hours yet. Yep, if you’re gonna watch over that poor soul, you’re gonna need a fire and some hot coffee. I got a coffee pot at my mansion. Ain’t been used in a while.” She looked at Glory. “We can use it now, if you like.”

Glory nodded. “Yes. We can brew the coffee on my stove.”

“I have a pickaxe and shovel,” a gray-bearded man in a plaid coat and a tan woolen cap said to Josh. “Part of the shovel blade’s broken off, but it’ll do to bury your friend.”

“I used to be a wood carver,” someone else spoke up. “If you’re going to bury him, you’ll need a marker. What was his name?”

“Rusty.” Josh’s throat choked up. “Rusty Weathers.”

“Well?” The feisty woman put her hands on her hips. “We got things to do, seems like. Let’s quit shirkin’ and get to workin’!”

Almost three miles away, Robin Oakes stood in the twilight at the campfire’s edge where the three boys slept. He was armed with a rifle and had been carefully watching for the movement of animals too close to the fire. But now he stared toward the horizon, and he called out, “Sister! Sister, come over here!”

It was a minute or so before she made her way to him from her sentry post on the other side of the fire. “What is it?”

“There.” He pointed, and she followed the line of his finger to see a faint orange glow in the sky above the seemingly endless expanse of forest. “I think that’s Mary’s Rest. Nice of them to start a fire and show us the way, huh?”

“It sure is.”

“That’s the direction we’ll be headed when it gets light enough to see. If we keep a good pace, we ought to make it in a couple of hours.”

“Good. I want to get there as fast as we can.”

“I’ll see to it.” His sly smile promised a rough march.

Sister started to return to her area of patrol, but she had a sudden thought and stopped at the edge of the firelight. She took the Crackerjack compass from her pocket, lined herself up with the glow on the horizon, and checked the needle.

It was far enough off southwest that they might have bypassed Mary’s Rest by six or seven miles. Sister realized that they’d been very close to being lost if Robin hadn’t seen that glow in the sky. Whatever it was, she was thankful for it.

She continued her patrol, her eyes searching the darkness for any lurking beasts, but her mind was on a girl named Swan.
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FIRST LIGHT CAME SHROUDED in a dense fog that lay close to the alleys and shacks of Mary’s Rest, and a funeral procession moved quietly through the mist.

Josh led the way, carrying Swan in his arms. She was protected from the chill by a thick sweater and coat, her head resting against Josh’s shoulder. He was determined not to let her out of his sight again, for fear of whatever had come after her the night before and set Rusty ablaze. Man with a scarlet eye, Devil or demon—whatever it was, Josh was going to protect Swan with his final breath.

But she was both shivering and hot with fever, and Josh didn’t know if he could save her from what was killing her from the inside out. He prayed to God that he wouldn’t soon have to dig a second grave.

Glory and Aaron followed behind Josh, and right behind them the handyman with the Northern accent—whose name was Zachial Epstein—and the gray-bearded man in the plaid coat—Gene Scully—carried between them a crudely constructed pine wood box that resembled a child’s coffin. All that remained of Rusty Weathers had fit inside it, and before the lid had been nailed shut Josh had put his cowboy boots in with him.

Others who’d watched over Rusty’s body during the night followed as well, including the woman with the keloid-scarred face—an ex–carnival roustabout from Arkansas named Anna McClay—and the man who’d provided the coffee grounds, whose name was John Gallagher and who’d been a policeman in Louisiana. The teenage girl with close-cropped brown hair had forgotten her last name and just went by Katie. The young man who’d been a wood carver in Jefferson City was named Roy Creel, and he limped along on a crooked left leg that had been badly broken and never properly set; in his arms he carried a pine wood plank that had RUSTY WEATHERS carved into it in scrolled letters. Bringing up the rear was Mule, who stopped every few yards to sniff the air and paw at the hard ground.

Fog shrouded the field and clung close to the earth, and the wind was still. The reek of the pond didn’t seem so bad today, Josh thought—or maybe that just meant he was getting used to it. Walking through the mist was like entering a ghostly world where time had halted, and the place might have been the edge of a medieval settlement six centuries before. The only sounds were the crunching of boots in the snow, the rush of breath pluming from their mouths and nostrils and the distant cawing of crows.

Josh could barely see ten feet ahead. He continued up through the low-lying mist into the field for what he took to be about forty or fifty yards before he stopped. This was as good a spot as any, he decided, and a whole hell of a lot better than the Pit. “Right here will do,” he told the others. He carefully laid Swan down a few feet away. Anna McClay was carrying the shovel and pickaxe; he took the shovel from her and scooped the snow away from a rectangular area a little larger than the coffin. Then he took the pickaxe and began to dig Rusty’s grave.

Anna joined in the work, shoveling the earth to one side as Josh broke it loose. The first six or eight inches was cold and clayey, full of a network of thick roots that resisted Josh’s pickaxe. Anna pulled the roots up and tossed them aside, to be boiled in soup. Beneath the top layer of earth the dirt became darker, crumbly and easier to move. Its rich odor reminded Josh, oddly, of a fudge cake his mother had baked and left to cool on the kitchen windowsill.

When Josh’s shoulders got tired, John Gallagher hefted the pickaxe and took over, while Glory shoveled the dirt aside. And so they alternated the work like that for the next hour, digging the grave deep enough so that the wild animals wouldn’t disturb it. When it was ready, Josh, John and Zachial lowered the coffin into the earth.

Josh looked down at the pine wood box. “Well,” he said, quietly and resignedly, “I guess that’s that. I wish there was a tree out here to bury you under, but there’s not enough sunlight to throw shade, anyway. I remember you told me you dug graves for all your friends back at that train wreck. Well, I figured it was the least your friend could do for you. I think you saved Swan last night; I don’t know from who—or what—but I’m going to find out. That I promise you.” He lifted his gaze to the others. “I guess that’s all I’ve got to say.”

“Josh?” Glory had gone into the shack to get something from under her mattress before they’d come out here, and now she drew it from the folds of her coat. “This was Jackson’s Bible,” she told him, and she opened the dog-eared, battered old book. “Can I read something from it?”

“Yes. Please.”

She found the part she was looking for, on a page that was crinkled and hardly legible anymore. “Lord,” she began reading, “let me know my end, and what is the measure of my days; let me know how fleetin’ my life is! Behold, Thou hast made my days a few handbreadths, and my lifetime is nothin’ in Thy sight. Surely every man stands as a mere breath! Surely every man goes about as a shadow! Surely for nought are they in turmoil; man heaps up, and knows not who will gather.”

She rested her hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “And now, Lord, for what do I wait?” she read. “My hope is in Thee. Deliver me from all my transgressions. Make me not the scorn of the fool. I am dumb, I do not open my mouth; for it is Thou who hast done it. Remove Thy stroke from me; I am spent by the blows of Thy hand. When Thou dost chasten man with rebukes for sin, Thou dost consume like a moth what is dear to him; surely every man is a mere breath!”

Josh heard the crows cawing, way off in the distance. The mist was undisturbed by wind, and Josh could only see the immediate area around Rusty’s grave.

“Hear my prayer, oh Lord, and give ear to my cry; hold not Thy peace at my tears! For I am thy passin’ guest, a sojourner, like all my fathers. Look away from me, that I may know gladness, before I depart and be no more.” Glory hesitated for a few seconds, her head bowed, and then she closed the Bible. “That was the 39th Psalm,” she told Josh. “Jackson used to like for me to read it to him.”

Josh nodded, stared down at the coffin a moment longer—then scooped up the first shovelful of earth and dropped it into the grave.

When the grave was filled and the dirt was packed tight, Josh tapped the pine wood marker into the ground. The young wood carver had done a good job on it, and it would last a while.

“Mite cold out here,” Anna McClay said. “We ought to be getting back.”

Josh gave the pickaxe and shovel to John Gallagher and walked over to where Swan lay sleeping in the folds of her coat. He bent down to pick her up, and he felt a chill breeze sweep past him. The walls of mist shifted and swirled.

He heard something rustle in the breeze.

A noise like leaves being disturbed, somewhere off through the mist to his right.

The breeze faltered and died, and the sound was gone. Josh stood up, staring in the direction from which it had come. There’s nothing out here, he thought. This is an empty field.

“What is it?” Glory asked, standing beside him.

“Listen,” he said softly.

“I don’t hear anything.”

“Come on!” Anna called. “You’re gonna freeze your butts solid out here!”

The air moved again, a breath of cold wind slanting from a different angle across the field.

And then both Josh and Glory heard the rustling noise, and Josh looked at her and said, “What’s that?”

She couldn’t answer.

Josh realized he hadn’t seen Mule for a while; the horse could be anywhere out on the field, hidden by the mist. He took a step toward the rustling noise, and as the wind ebbed the sound ebbed as well. But he kept walking, and heard Zachial shout, “Come on, Josh!” He continued on, and Glory followed with Aaron right at her side.

The wind turned. The rustling sound was getting nearer. Josh was reminded of a hot summer day when he was a boy, lying on his back in a field of high grass, chewing on a weed and listening to the wind sing like a harp.

The mist was tattering apart like old cloth. Josh vaguely made out Mule’s shape through it, about fifteen or twenty feet ahead. He heard the horse whinny—and then Josh abruptly stopped in his tracks, because right in front of him was something wonderful.

It was a row of plants, all about two feet tall, and as the breeze stirred the mist away the long, slender fronds swayed and rustled together.

Josh reached down, gently running his fingers over one of the delicate stalks. The plant was a pale green, but scattered on the fronds were dark red splotches that almost resembled blood stains.

“My Lord,” Glory breathed. “Josh ... that’s new corn growin’!”

And Josh remembered the dried kernel that had been stuck to the blood-caked palm of Swan’s hand. He knew what she’d been doing out there in the cold and dark.

The wind picked up strength, shrilled around Josh’s head and made the young cornstalks dance. It punched holes through the gray walls of mist, and then the mist began to lift, and in the next moment Josh and Glory could see most of the field around them.

They stood amid several irregular, weaving rows of pale green stalks, all about two feet high and all spotted with what Josh realized could very well have been drops of Swan’s blood, absorbed right into the dirt and the dormant roots like fuel into a thirsty engine. The sight of green life in that devastated, snow-swept field almost knocked Josh to his knees; it was like seeing color again after a long blindness. Mule was nibbling tentatively at one of the plants, and a few crows swirled over his head, cawing indignantly. He snapped at them, then chased them between the rows with the exuberance of a colt.

“I don’t know what’s inside that girl,” Josh recalled Sly Moody saying, “but she’s got the power of life!”

He shook his head, unable to find words. He reached out to the stalk in front of him and touched a small green nub that he knew was an ear of corn, forming in its protective sheath. There were four or five others just on the one stalk alone.

“Mister,” Sly Moody had said, “that Swan could wake the whole land up again!”

Yes, Josh thought, his heart pounding. Yes, she can.

And now he understood at last the commandment that had come from PawPaw’s lips back in the dark basement in Kansas.

He heard a holler and whoop, and he looked back to see John Gallagher running toward them. Behind him, Zachial and Gene Scully followed. Anna stood, staring with her mouth open, next to the teenage girl. John fell down on his knees before one of the stalks and touched it with trembling hands. “It’s alive!” he said. “The earth’s still alive! Oh, God ... oh, Jesus, we’re going to have food!”

“Josh ... how can ... this be?” Glory asked him, while Aaron grinned and poked at a stalk with Crybaby.

He inhaled the air. It seemed fresher, cleaner, infused with electricity. He looked at Glory, and his deformed mouth smiled. “I want to tell you about Swan,” he said, his voice shaking. “I want to tell everybody in Mary’s Rest about her. She’s got the power of life in her, Glory. She can wake the whole land up again!” And then he was running across the field toward the figure that lay on the ground, and he bent down and lifted her in his arms and squeezed her against him.

“She can!” he shouted. His voice rolled like thunder toward the shacks of Mary’s Rest. “She can!”

Swan shifted drowsily. The slit of her mouth opened, and she asked in a soft, irritated voice, “Can what?”
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THE WIND HAD STRENGTHENED and was blowing through the forest from the southwest. It carried the aroma of wood-smoke, mingled with a bitter, sulphurous smell that made Sister think of rotten eggs. And then she, Paul, Robin Oakes and the three other highwaymen emerged from the forest onto a wide field covered with ashy snow. Ahead of them, lying under a haze of smoke from hundreds of stove pipe chimneys, were the close-clustered shacks and alleys of a settlement.

“That’s Mary’s Rest,” Robin said. He stopped, gazing around at the field. “And I think this is where I saw Swan and the big dude. Yeah. I think it is.”

Sister knew it was. They were close now, very close. Her nerves were jangling, and she wanted to run toward those shacks, but her aching, weary legs would not permit it. One step at a time, she thought. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.

They neared a mudhole full of skeletons. The sulphurous odor was coming off it, and they gave it a wide berth as they passed. But Sister didn’t even mind that smell; she felt as if she were dream-walking in real life, exhilarated and strong, her gaze set toward the smoke-shrouded shacks. And then she knew she must be dreaming, because she imagined she heard the skittering music of a fiddle.

“Look there,” Paul said, and he pointed.

Off to their left was a gathering of what looked to be thirty or forty people, possibly more. They were dancing in the snow, doing old-fashioned clogging steps and square-dance spins around a bonfire. Sister saw musicians: an old man in a faded red cap and a fleece-lined coat, sawing away at a fiddle; a white-bearded black man seated on a chair, scraping a stone across the ribs of a washboard he held between his knees; a young boy plucking chords on a guitar; and a thick-set woman beating a cardboard box like a bass drum. Their music was rough, but it swelled like a raw-boned symphony across the field, inviting the dancers to clog and spin with greater abandon. Snow kicked from their heels, and Sister heard merry shouts and whoops over the music. It had been a long time since she’d heard music, and she’d never seen a sight like this before: They were having a hoedown in the midst of a wasteland.

But then Sister realized that it was not quite a wasteland, for beyond the bonfire and the dancers were several rows of small, pale green plants. Sister heard Paul say, awestruck, “My God! Something’s growing again!”

They walked across the field toward the celebrants and passed what appeared to be a newly-dug grave. There was a pinewood marker with RUSTY WEATHERS carved into it. Sleep well, she thought—and then they were getting close to the bonfire, and some of the people stopped dancing to watch their approach.

The music faltered and ceased with a last fiddle whine. “How do,” a man in a dark green coat said, stepping away from the woman he’d been dancing with. He was wearing a Braves baseball cap, and underneath its brim almost all of his face was scarred by an ugly brown keloid; but he was smiling, and his eyes were bright.

“Hello,” Sister replied. The faces here were different from others she’d seen. They were hopeful, joyful faces, in spite of the scars and keloids that marred many, in spite of the protruding cheekbones and sunken eyes that spoke of long hunger, in spite of the pallid skin that had not felt the sun in seven years. She stared at the pale green plants, mesmerized by their motion as they swayed in the wind. Paul walked past her and bent over to reach toward one of them with a trembling hand, as if he feared the delicate wonder might evaporate like smoke.

“She says not to touch ’em,” the black man who’d been scraping the washboard said. “She says to let ’em be, and they’ll take care of themselves.”

Paul drew his hand back. “It’s been ... a long time since I’ve seen anything growing,” he said. “I thought the earth was dead. What is it?”

“Corn,” another man told him. “Stalks just came up almost overnight. I used to be a farmer, and I thought the dirt wasn’t fit to plant in, too. Thought the radiation and the cold had about finished it.” He shrugged, admiring the green stalks. “I’m glad to be wrong. ’Course, they’re not too strong yet, but anything that grows in that dirt—well, it’s a miracle.”

“She says to let ’em be,” the black musician continued. “Says she can seed a whole crop field if we lets these first ones ripen, and we stands guard and keeps them crows away.”

“She’s sick, though.” The husky woman, who had a vivid red keloid on her face, laid aside the cardboard box she’d been beating time to. “She’s burnin’ up with fever, and there ain’t no medicine.”

“She,” Sister repeated. She heard herself speaking as if in a dream. “Who are you talking about?”

“The girl,” Anna McClay said. “Swan’s her name. She’s in pretty bad shape. Got that stuff on her face even worse than you do, and she’s blind to boot.”

“Swan.” Sister’s knees were weak.

“She done this.” The black musician motioned toward the young cornstalks. “Planted ’em with her own hands. Everybody knows it. That Josh fella’s tellin’ the whole town.” He looked at Sister, grinned and showed a single gold tooth in the front of his head. “Ain’t it something?” he said proudly.

“Where have you folks come from?” Anna asked.

“A long way off,” Sister replied, close to tears. “A long, long way.”

“Where’s the girl now?” Paul took a few steps toward Anna McClay. His own heart was pounding and the faint, rich odor of the stalks had been sweeter than the smell of any whiskey he’d ever poured into a glass.

Anna pointed at Mary’s Rest. “That way. In Glory Bowen’s shack. It ain’t too far.”

“Take us there,” Paul urged. “Please.”

Anna hesitated, trying to read their eyes like she used to do with the marks strolling on the carny midway. Both of them were strong and steady, she decided, and furthermore they would take no shit. The gaunt boy with the long hair full of feathers and bones looked to be a real hell-raiser, and the other kids appeared pretty tough, too; all of them probably knew very well how to use the rifles they were carrying. She’d already seen that the man had a gun tucked down in the waistband of his trousers, and the woman most likely was packing iron as well. But both of them had a need in their eyes, too, like the glimmer of a fire that burned deep inside. Josh had told her to be wary of strangers who wanted to see Swan, but she knew it was not for her to deny that need. “Come on, then,” she said, and she walked toward the shacks. Behind them, the fiddler warmed his hands at the fire and then began playing again, and the black man scraped merrily at his washboard as the celebrants danced.

They followed Anna McClay through the alleys of Mary’s Rest. And, as Sister turned a corner about five or six paces behind the other woman, something shot out into her path from the mouth of another alley. She had to draw up sharply to keep from stumbling and falling, and suddenly she had a sensation of numbing cold that seemed to draw the breath from her lungs. She instinctively whipped the shot-gun from its holster beneath her coat—and stuck it into the leering face of a man who sat in a child’s red wagon.

He stared up at her through deep-set eyes, and he lifted one hand toward the satchel that Sister held under her arm. “Welcome,” he said.

Sister was aware of a series of clicks, and the man’s fathomless eyes moved to look past her. She glanced back and saw that Paul had his Magnum in his hand. Robin was aiming his rifle, and so were the other three boys. They all had a deadly bead on the man in the red wagon.

Sister stared into his eyes; he cocked his head to one side, the grin widening to show a mouthful of broken teeth. Slowly he withdrew his hand and laid it across the stumps of his legs.

“That’s Mr. Welcome,” Anna said. “He’s crazy. Just push him to one side.”

The man’s gaze ticked between Sister’s face and the satchel. He nodded. “Welcome,” he whispered.

Her finger tightened on the shotgun’s trigger. Tendrils of cold seemed to be sliding around her, gripping her, slithering down through her clothes. The shotgun’s barrel was about eight inches from the man’s head, and Sister was seized with an impulse to blow that hideous, grinning face away. But what would be under it? she wondered. Tissue and bone—or another face?

Because she thought she recognized the cunning glint in those eyes, like a beast patiently waiting for the moment to destroy. She thought she saw something of a monster who’d called himself Doyle Halland in them.

Her finger twitched, ready to fire. Ready to unmask the face.

“Come on,” Anna said. “He won’t bite you. Fella’s been hangin’ around here a couple of days, and he’s crazy, but he ain’t dangerous.”

The man in the red wagon suddenly drew a lungful of air and released it in a quiet hiss between clenched teeth. He lifted his fist and held it up before Sister’s face for a few seconds; then one finger protruded to form the barrel of an imaginary weapon aimed at her head. “Gun goes bang,” he said.

Anna laughed. “See? He’s a looney!”

Sister hesitated. Shoot him, she thought. Squeeze the trigger—just a little harder. You know who it is. Shoot him!

But ... what if I’m wrong? The shotgun’s barrel wavered.

And then her chance was gone. The man cackled, muttered something in a singsong rhythm and pushed himself past her with his arms. He entered an alley to the left, and Sister stood watching the demented cripple go. He did not look back.

“Gettin’ colder.” Anna shivered, pulling her collar up. She motioned ahead. “Glory Bowen’s shack is this way.”

The man in the red wagon turned down another alley and pushed himself out of Sister’s sight. She let out the breath she’d been holding, and the white steam floated past her face. Then she returned her shotgun to its sheath and followed the other woman again, but she felt like an exposed nerve.

Another bonfire was burning on the main street of Mary’s Rest, casting warmth and light over twelve or fifteen people who stood around it. The ugliest, most swaybacked old horse Sister had ever seen was tied to a post on the front porch of one of the shacks; the horse was covered with a number of blankets to keep him warm, and his head was nodding as if he were about to fall asleep. Nearby, a small black boy was trying to balance a crooked stick on the ends of his fingers.

Two men, both armed with rifles, sat on the shack’s cinder block front steps, talking and drinking hot coffee from clay mugs. Their attention turned from their quiet talk to Anna.

“Folks here say they want to see the girl,” Anna told one of them, a man in a plaid coat and tan cap. “I think they’re all right.”

He’d seen their weapons, and now he rested his own rifle across his knees. “Josh said no strangers were allowed in.”

Sister stepped forward. “My name’s Sister. This is Paul Thorson, Robin Oakes, and I can vouch for the other boys. Now, if you’ll tell me your name, we won’t be strangers anymore, will we?”

“Gene Scully,” he answered. “Are you folks from around here?”

“No,” Paul said. “Listen, we’re not going to hurt Swan. We just want to see her. We want to talk to her.”

“She can’t talk,” Scully said. “She’s sick. And I’ve been told not to let any strangers through that door.”

You need your ears cleaned out, mister? Robin, smiling with cold menace, stood between Sister and Paul. “We’ve come a long way. We said we want to see the girl.”

Scully rose to his feet, ready to swing the rifle’s barrel up at them. Beside him, Zachial Epstein also nervously stood up. The silence stretched. And then Sister gritted her teeth and started to climb the steps, and if the men tried to stop her, she thought, she was going to blast both of them to hell.

“Hey, Anna!” Aaron called suddenly. “Come look at the magic!”

She glanced over at him. He was still playing with that dumb stick. “Later,” she told him. Aaron shrugged and started swinging it like an imaginary sword. Anna returned to the problem at hand. “Listen, we don’t need any more shit around here. And nobody needs to get riled or hurt, either. Gene, why don’t you just go on in and ask Josh to come speak to these folks?”

“We want to see Swan.” Anger reddened Paul’s face. “We’re not going to be turned back, lady!”

“Who’s Josh?” Sister asked.

“Fella who’s been travelin’ with the girl. Takin’ care of her. Her guardian, I guess you’d say. Well? Do you want to state your business to him, or not?”

“Bring him out.”

“Go get him, Gene.” Anna took the rifle from him and immediately turned it on the strangers. “And now you folks can dump all that hardware in a neat pile next to the steps, if you please. You too, kiddies—I ain’t your mama! Drop ’em!”

Scully started into the shack, but Sister said, “Wait!” She opened her satchel, attracting the direct interest of the rifle the other woman had, but she took care to move slowly, without threat. She reached past the glass ring into the bottom of the satchel, fished out what she was after and handed it up to Anna. “Here. Give this to Josh. It might mean something to him.”

Anna looked at it, frowned and passed it back to Scully, who took it and went in.

They waited. “Some town you’ve got here,” Robin said. “How much rent do the rats charge?”

Anna smiled. “You’ll be glad we’ve got plenty of rats after you taste some cooked up in a stew, smartass.”

“We were better off back in the cave,” he told Sister. “At least we had fresh air. This place smells like somebody’s shit bucket over—”

The door opened, and a monster walked out. Gene Scully followed behind. Robin just stood and stared, his mouth agape, because he’d never seen anybody so ugly before. The big dude was easily the size of three regular men.

“Jesus,” Paul whispered, and he couldn’t help but be repelled. The man’s single eye fixed on him for a few seconds, then moved to Sister.

She didn’t budge. Monster or not, she’d decided, nobody was going to stop her from seeing Swan.

“Where did you find this?” Josh asked, holding up the object Gene Scully had given him.

“In the parking lot of what used to be a K-Mart. It was in a town in Kansas called—”

“Matheson,” Josh interrupted. “I know the place, from a long time ago. This belonged to a friend. But ... do I know you?”

“No. Paul and I have been traveling for years, searching for someone. And I think the person we’ve been led toward is in that house. Will you let us see her?”

Josh looked again at what he held in his hand. It was one of Leona Skelton’s tarot cards, the colors faded, the edges curled and yellowed. The legend on the card said THE EMPRESS.

“Yes,” Josh said. “But just you and the man.” And he opened the door to let them enter.
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“YOU SURE?” GLORY ASKED as Josh shut the door. She was stirring a pot of root soup on the stove, and she eyed the two strangers cautiously. “I don’t like the looks of ’em.”

“Sorry,” Paul told her. “I left my tuxedo at the cleaners this morning.” The room smelled like sassafras, and the stove was putting out a lot of heat. A couple of lanterns were set in the room, and by their smoky light both Paul and Sister could see what appeared to be blood stains on the floor.

“We had some trouble here last night,” Josh explained. “That’s why we have to be so careful about strangers wanting to see Swan.”

Sister went cold, in spite of the room’s comfortable warmth. She was thinking of that grinning cripple in the child’s red wagon. If it was him, he could be wearing any face. Any face at all. She wished she had that moment back, wished she’d blown the mask right off his skull to see what was hiding behind it.

Josh turned up a lantern’s wick and examined the tarot card again. “So you found this in Matheson. Okay. But how did this card lead you here?”

“It wasn’t the card that brought us. Tell me: Is there a tree somewhere that’s in blossom, with Swan’s name burned into the trunk? I remember smelling apples. Is it an apple tree in bloom?”

“Yes. But that’s back about fifty or sixty miles from here! Did Sly Moody send you after us?”

She shook her head, reaching into the satchel. “This sent us here,” she said, and she withdrew the glass circle.

The colors leaped and pulsed. Glory gasped, dropping her spoon as her hand fluttered to her mouth. The walls glittered with lights. Josh stared at it, transfixed by its beauty, and then he laid the Empress card down on the table.

“Who are you?” he asked softly. “Why are you looking for Swan—and where did you find that?”

Sister said, “I think we have a lot to talk about. I want to know everything about you, and everything about Swan. I want to hear everything that’s happened to you, and I want to tell you our stories, too. But right now I have to see her. Please.”

With an effort, Josh pulled his gaze away from the glass ring and looked into Sister’s face. Looked long and deep, saw the tribulations and hardships there; but he also recognized tenacity and a will of iron. He nodded and led Paul and Sister into the next room.

A single lantern backed with a shiny piece of tin hung on the wall, casting a muted golden glow. Swan lay on Glory’s iron-framed cot, on the mattress that was stuffed with rags and papers. She was covered with a number of blankets that various people had donated, and her face was turned away from the light.

Josh walked to the bedside, lifted the blankets and gently touched Swan’s shoulder. She was still burning up with fever, yet she shivered and held the blankets. “Swan? Can you hear me?”

Her breathing was harsh. Sister’s hand found Paul’s and clenched it. In her other hand, the shades of the glass ring had turned to silver and gold.

“Swan?” Josh whispered. “Someone’s come to see you.”

She heard his voice, summoning her back from a nightmare landscape where a skeleton on a skeletal horse reaped a human field. Pain shot through the nerves and bones of her face. “Josh?” she replied. “Rusty ... where’s Rusty?”

“I told you. We buried him this morning, out in the field.”

“Oh. I remember now.” Her voice was weak, drifting toward delirium again. “Tell them ... to watch the corn. Keep the crows away. But ... tell them not to touch it yet, Josh. Tell them.”

“I have. They’re doing what you say.” He motioned Paul and Sister closer. “Someone’s here to see you. They say they’ve come a long way.”

“Who ... are they?”

“A man and a woman. They’re here right now. Can you speak to them?”

Swan tried to focus her mind on what he was saying. She could sense someone else in the room, waiting. And there was something more, too; Swan didn’t know what it was, but she felt her skin tingling as if in anticipation of a touch. In her mind she was a child again, staring with fascination at the fireflies’ lights as they glowed against the window screen.

“Yes,” she decided. “Will you help me sit up?”

He did, propping a couple of pillows up to support her. As Josh stepped away from the cot Paul and Sister had their first view of Swan’s growth-covered head. Both eyeholes were now sealed up, and there were only small slits over her nostrils and mouth. It was the most horrifying Job’s Mask that Sister had ever seen, much worse even than Josh’s, and she had to fight off a shudder. Paul flinched, wondering how she could breathe or eat through that hideous crust.

“Who’s there?” Swan whispered.

“My name is ...” She lost her voice. She was scared to death. Then she drew her shoulders back, pulled in a deep breath and stepped to the side of the cot. “You can call me Sister,” she began. “There’s a man named Paul Thorson with me. We’ve—” Sister glanced quickly at Josh, then back to the girl. Swan’s head was cocked to one side, listening through a tiny hole at her ear. “We’ve been looking for you for a long time. Seven years. We missed you in Matheson, Kansas; I believe we probably missed you in a lot of places and never knew it. I found a doll that belonged to you. Do you remember it?”

Swan did remember. “My Cookie Monster. I lost it in Matheson. I used to love that thing when I was a little girl.”

Sister had to listen hard to understand everything she was saying. “I wish I could’ve brought it to you, but it didn’t survive the trip.”

“That’s all right,” Swan said. “I’m not a little girl anymore.” She suddenly lifted her bandaged right hand and felt in the air for the woman’s face. Sister drew away, but then she realized that Swan wanted to know what she looked like. Sister gently grasped her slender wrist and guided the hand over her facial features. Swan’s touch was as soft as smoke.

Her fingers stopped when they found the growths. “You’ve got it, too.” Swan’s fingers continued across Sister’s left cheek, then down to her chin. “Feels like a cobblestone road.”

“I guess so. A doctor friend of ours calls it ‘Job’s Mask.’ He thinks what’s in the air causes some people’s skin to crust over. Damned if I can figure out why it just screws up the face and head, though.” She reached out and touched the girl’s forehead, then quickly jerked her hand back. Under the Job’s Mask, Swan was running a fever that had almost scorched Sister’s fingers. “Does it hurt?” Sister asked.

“Yes. It didn’t used to hurt so much, but now ... it’s all the time.”

“Yeah, mine, too. How old are you?”

“Sixteen. Josh keeps track of my birthday for me. How old are you?”

“I’m—” She couldn’t recall. She hadn’t kept up with her birthdays. “Let’s see, I think I was in my forties on the seventeenth of July. I guess I might be in my fifties now. Early fifties, that is. I feel like I’m gaining on eighty.”

“Josh said ... you came a long way to see me.” Swan’s head was heavy, and she was getting very tired again. “Why?”

“I’m not sure,” Sister admitted. “But we’ve been looking for you for seven years, because of this.” And she held the glowing ring with its single remaining spire up before Swan’s face.

Swan’s skin prickled. She sensed a bright light beating at her sealed-up eyeholes. “What is it?”

“I think ... it’s a lot of things, all rolled up into a circle of beautiful glass and filled with jewels. I found it on the seventeenth of July, in New York City. I think it’s a ring of miracles, Swan. I think it’s a gift ... like a magic survival kit. Or a life ring. Maybe anybody could’ve found it, maybe I’m the only one who could have. I don’t know. But I do know that it led Paul and me to you. I wish I knew why. All I can say is that ... I think you’re someone very special, Swan. I saw the corn growing out in that field, where nothing ought to be alive. I looked into this glass ring and I saw a tree in bloom, with your name burned into the wood.” She leaned forward, her heart pounding. “I think there’s work ahead of you. Very important work, enough to fill up a lifetime. After seeing that corn growing out there ... I think I know what it is.”

Swan was listening carefully. She didn’t feel very special; she just felt weary, and the fever was pulling at her again, trying to drag her back to that awful place where the bloody scythe reaped a human field. And then what Sister had said dawned on her: “A ring of miracles ... all rolled up into a circle of beautiful glass and filled with jewels.”

She thought of the magic mirror and the figure she’d seen bearing a ring of light. That figure, she knew, had been the woman who now stood at her bedside, and what she’d been carrying had finally arrived.

Swan held out both hands toward the light. “May I ... hold it?’

Sister glanced at Josh. He was standing behind Paul, and Glory had come from the other room. Josh didn’t know what was going on, and all this ring of miracles talk was beyond him—but he trusted the woman, and he let himself nod.

“Here.” Sister put it into Swan’s hands.

Her fingers curled around the glass. There was heat in it, a heat that began to spread into her hands, through her wrists and forearms. Under the bandages, the raw skin of her hands had begun itching and stinging. “Oh,” she said, more in surprise than in pain.

“Swan?” Josh stepped forward, alarmed at the sound. The glass circle was getting brighter and pulsating faster. “Are you o—”

The ring flared like a golden nova. All of them were blinded for a few seconds as the room was lit up as if by the flaring of a million candles. The memory of the white-hot blast in front of PawPaw’s grocery streaked through Josh’s mind.

Now a searing pain coursed in Swan’s hands, and her fingers seemed locked to the glass. The pain rippled through her bones and she started to cry out, but in the next instant the anguish had passed, and left in her mind were scenes beautiful beyond dreams: fields of golden corn and wheat, orchards where trees bent under the weight of fruit, meadows of flowers and verdant green forests stirred by a breeze. The images poured forth as if from a cornucopia, so vivid that Swan smelled the aromas of barley, apples, plums and cherry trees in full bloom. She beheld dandelions blowing in the wind, forests of oaks dripping acorns into the moss, maples running sap and sunflowers thrusting up from the earth.

Yes, Swan thought as the images continued to flood through her mind in brilliant patterns of color and light. My work.

I know what my work is now.

Josh was first to recover from the glare. He saw that Swan’s hands were engulfed by golden fire, the flames licking up along her arms. She’s burning up! he realized and, horrified, he shoved Sister aside and grabbed the fiery ring to pull it away from Swan.

But as soon as his fingertips touched the glass, he was flung backward with such force that he left his feet before crashing into the wall, narrowly missing breaking most of the bones in Paul’s body. The air was forced from his lungs with a noise like a ruptured steam pipe, and he crumpled to the floor, dazed from the worst knock he’d taken since Haystacks Muldoon had thrown him from the wrestling ring in Winston-Salem eleven years before. Damn thing repelled me, he thought, when thinking was possible again. He tried to struggle up and realized that the flaming ring had been cool under his fingers.

Still half blinded, Sister saw the strange fire, too, saw it crawling up Swan’s arms; it snapped like the uncoiling of a whip and began to wrap itself around the girl’s head.

The fire—noiseless and without heat—had shrouded Swan’s face and head before Josh could get up from the floor. Swan made no sound and lay motionless, but she could hear a sizzling over the wonderful scenes that kept swirling through her mind.

Sister was about to grasp the ring herself, but as she reached for it Josh charged toward the cot again, almost flung her through the wall, braced his legs and got ready to withstand the jolt as he clenched his fingers around the ring.

This time it came smoothly free from Swan’s hands. As he turned to smash it against the wall he heard Sister scream “No!” and she was on him like a wildcat.

“Wait!” Paul shouted. “Look at her!”

Josh held Sister at arm’s length and swiveled his head toward Swan.

The golden flames that covered her hands were going out. The bandages had turned black.

As they watched they saw the fire—or what had appeared to be fire—being drawn into the Job’s Mask like liquid into a dry sponge. The flames rippled, flared, and then disappeared.

Sister wrenched the ring from him and backed out of his reach. He went to Swan’s side, put his arms beneath her shoulders and lifted her up, supporting her head with one hand. “Swan!” His voice was frantic. “Swan, answer me!”

She was silent.

“You’ve killed her!” Glory shouted at Sister. “God A’mighty, you’ve killed her with that damned thing!” She rushed to the bedside, while sister retreated against the far wall. Her mind was reeling, and the explosion of light still burned behind her eyes.

But Josh could feel Swan’s heart beating like the wings of a captured bird against a cage. He rocked the girl in his arms, praying that this shock wouldn’t be the final burden. He looked up fiercely at Sister and Paul. “Get them out of here!” he told Glory. “Call Anna! Tell her to lock them away somewhere! Get them out before I kill them my—”

Swan’s hand drifted up, touched Josh’s lips to silence him.

Sister stared at the glass ring; its colors had paled, and some of the trapped jewels had turned ebony, like little burned-up pieces of charcoal. But the colors were getting stronger again, as if drawing power from her own body. Glory grasped her arm to pull her from the room, but Sister jerked free. Then Glory ran out to summon Anna McClay, who came with the rifle, ready for business.

“Get them out!” Josh shouted. “And get that thing away from her!”

Anna started to reach for the ring. Sister’s fist was faster; she struck the other woman with a noise like a hammer whacking a board, and Anna McClay went down with a bloody nose. Anna struggled to her feet and aimed the rifle point-blank at Sister’s head.

“Stop it!” Swan said suddenly, her voice frail. She’d heard the shouts, the scuffling and the sound of the blow. The majestic scenes that had so ignited her imagination began to fade. “Stop it,” she repeated. Strength was returning to her voice. “No more fighting.”

“They tried to kill you with that thing!” Josh said.

“No, we didn’t!” Paul protested. “We came here to see her, that’s all! We weren’t trying to hurt her!”

Josh ignored him. “Are you all right?” he asked Swan.

“Yes. Just tired. But Josh ... when I held it ... I saw wonderful things. Wonderful things.”

“What things?”

“Things ... that could be,” she replied. “If I want them to be, if I work hard enough.”

“Josh?” Anna was itching to put a bullet through the scraggly old woman who’d decked her. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “You want me to lock ’em up somewhere?”

“No!” Swan said. “Leave them alone. They weren’t trying to hurt me.”

“Well, this bitch sure hurt me! I think my damned schnozz is busted!”

Josh eased Swan’s head down onto the pillow. His face felt strange—itching and burning—where Swan’s fingers had touched. “You sure you’re okay?” he asked. “I don’t want you to be—” And then he glanced at one of her hands, and his voice trailed off. “Don’t try to hide it if ... you’re ...”

The bandages, black and oily-looking, had come loose. Josh could see a glimpse of pink flesh.

He took her hand gently in his own and began to unwind the bandages. The cloth was stiff and started coming apart with little crackling sounds. Sister pushed the rifle barrel out of her face and walked past Anna to the side of the cot. Anna made no move to stop her, because she came forward to see as well.

With nervous fingers, Josh carefully peeled part of the black bandage away. It came off with some of Swan’s injured skin adhered to it, and revealed underneath was bright pink, healing flesh.

“What is it?” Swan asked, breaking the silence. “What’s wrong?”

He cracked part of the other bandage off. It crumbled like ashes between his fingers, and he saw pink, clean, unscarred skin across a section of Swan’s palm. He knew that it should have taken at least a week for Swan’s hands to scab over, and maybe a month for them to heal. He’d been most worried about her wounds getting infected, that maybe her hands would be scarred and ruined for the rest of her life. But now ...

Josh pressed his finger against her pink palm. “Ow!” she said, pulling her hand away from him. “That’s sore!” Her hands were stinging and tingling and as warm as if they’d been deeply sunburned. Josh was afraid to peel any more of the bandages off, not wanting to expose the tender skin. He looked up at Glory, who stood beside him, then over at Sister. His gaze fell to the gleaming glass ring in her protective grip.

A ring of miracles, she’d said.

And Josh believed it.

He stood up. “I think we’ve got a lot to talk about,” he said.

“Yes,” Sister agreed. “I believe we do.”
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THE SHOUT OF THE Lord shook the trailer’s walls, and the woman who lay on a bare mattress with a coarse blanket wrapped around her moaned in her tortured sleep. Rudy was crawling into her bed again, and he held an infant with a crushed head; she kicked at him, but his rotting mouth grinned. “Come on, Ssssheila,” he chided her, his voice hissing through the blue-edged slash across his throat. “Is that how you treat an old friend?”

“Get away!” she screamed. “Get away ... get away!”

But he was sliding up against her with slimy skin. His eyes had rolled back into his head, and decayed holes cratered his face. “Awwww,” he said, “don’t be like that, Sheila. We got high and happy too many times for you to kick me out of your bed. You let everybody else in these days, don’t you?” He offered her the blue-skinned infant. “See?” he said. “I brought you a present.”

And then the tiny mouth opened in that battered head and a wail came from it that made Sheila Fontana go rigid, her hands clamped to her ears and tears streaming from her wide-open, staring eyes.

The ghosts fragmented and whirled away, and Sheila was left with her own scream echoing within the filthy trailer.

But the shout of the Lord continued, this time pounding on the trailer’s door. A voice from outside yelled, “Shut up, you crazy fool! You tryin’ to wake up the fucking dead?”

Tears ran down her face, and she felt sick to her stomach; the trailer already smelled of vomit and stale cigarette smoke, and there was a bucket next to her mattress where she relieved herself during the night. She couldn’t stop shaking, couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. She fumbled for the bottle of vodka that she knew was there on the floor beside her bed, but she couldn’t find it, and she wailed again with frustration.

“Come on, open the damned door!” It was Judd Lawry’s voice, and he hammered at the door with the butt of his rifle. “He wants you!”

She froze, her fingers finally locked on the neck of the half-full bottle. He wants me, she thought. Her heart kicked. He wants me!

“You hear what I said? He sent me to get you. Come on, get your ass moving!”

She crawled out of bed and stood with the bottle in one hand and the blanket in the other. The trailer was cold, and red light came from a bonfire blazing outside.

“Speak, if you can understand English!” Lawry said.

“Yes,” she told him. “I hear you. He wants me.” She was shaking, and she dropped the blanket to take the top off the vodka bottle.

“Well, come on then! And he says for you to put on some perfume this time!”

“Yes. He wants me. He wants me.” She drank from the bottle again, capped it and searched for her lantern and matches. She found them, got the lantern lit and placed it on her dressing table, next to the cracked mirror that hung on the wall. Atop the dresser was a forest of dried-up make-up bottles, lipsticks, bottles of scent that had long ago gone skunky, jars of cream and mascara applicators. Taped to the mirror were yellowed pictures of fresh-faced models clipped from ancient copies of Glamour and Mademoiselle.

She placed the vodka bottle next to the lantern and sat down in her chair. The mirror caught her face.

Her eyes resembled dull bits of glass sunken into a sickly, heavily lined ruin. Much of her hair had turned from black to a yellowish gray, and at her crown the scalp was beginning to show. Her mouth was tight and etched with deep lines, as if she’d been holding back a scream that she dared not release.

She peered into the eyes that looked back. Make-up, she decided. Sure. I need to use a little make-up. And she opened one of the bottles to smear the stuff on her face like a healing balm, her hands unsteady because she wanted to look pretty for the colonel. He’d been nice to her lately, had called for her several times, had even given her a few bottles of precious alcohol from a deserted liquor store. He wants me, she told herself as she scrawled lipstick across her mouth. The colonel used to prefer the other two women who’d lived in the trailer with Sheila, but Kathy had moved in with a captain and Gina had taken a .45 to bed one night. Which meant that Sheila was on her own in driving the pickup truck that hauled the trailer and earning enough gasoline, food and water to keep both the truck and herself going. She knew most of the other RLs—Recreation Ladies—who followed the Army of Excellence in their own convoy of trucks, cars and trailers; a lot of the women had diseases, some were young girls with ancient eyes, a few enjoyed their work, and most were searching for the “golden dream”—being taken in by an AOE officer who had plenty of supplies and a decent bed.

It’s a man’s world, Sheila thought. That had never been as true as it was now.

But she was happy, because being summoned to the colonel’s trailer meant she wouldn’t have to sleep alone and, for a few hours at least, Rudy couldn’t come crawling into her bed with his grisly gift.

Rudy had been a kick in life. But in death he was a real drag.

“Hurry it up!” Lawry shouted. “It’s cold out here!”

She finished her make-up and ran a brush through her hair. She didn’t like to do that, though, because so much of her hair was falling out. Then she searched the many bottles of perfume for the right scent. Most of their labels had come off, but she found the distinctive bottle she wanted and sprayed perfume on her throat. She remembered an ad she’d seen in a Cosmo magazine a long time ago: “Every man alive loves Chanel Number 5.”

She hurriedly pulled a dark red sweater over her sagging breasts, squeezed herself into a pair of jeans and put on her boots. It was too late to do anything about her fingernails; anyhow, they were all but bitten away. She shrugged into a fur coat that had belonged to Gina. One more peek in the mirror to check her make-up. He wants me! she thought, and then she blew the lantern out, went to the door, unbolted and opened it.

Judd Lawry, his beard cropped close to his jawline and a bandanna wrapped around his forehead, glared at her and laughed. “Jeez!” he said. “You ever heard of a movie called The Bride of Frankenstein?”

She knew not to answer him as she dug a key out of the fur coat and locked her door. He was always picking at her, and she hated his guts. Whenever she looked at him she heard the wail of a baby and the sound of a rifle butt striking innocent flesh. She walked right past him, in the direction of Colonel Macklin’s silver Airstream command center on the western edge of what had been Sutton, Nebraska.

“You sure do smell nice,” Lawry said as he followed her between the parked trailers, trucks, cars and pitched tents of the Army of Excellence. Firelight glinted off the barrel of the M-16 slung over his shoulder. “You smell like an open sore. When’s the last time you took a bath?”

She couldn’t remember. Bathing used up water, and she didn’t have a lot of that to spare.

“I don’t know why he wants you,” Lawry continued, walking right at her heels. “He could have a young RL, a pretty one. One who takes baths. You’re a two-legged lice farm.”

She ignored him. She knew he hated her because she’d never let him touch her, not even once. She’d taken on everybody who could pay her with gasoline, food, water, pretty trinkets, cigarettes, clothes or alcohol—but she wouldn’t take on Judd Lawry if his prick gushed refined oil. Even in a man’s world, a woman had her pride.

He was still ranting at her when she walked between two tents and almost into a squat, square trailer painted pitch black. She stopped abruptly, and Lawry almost barreled into her. His nagging ceased. Both of them knew what went on inside Roland Croninger’s black trailer—the AOE’s “interrogation center”—and being so close to it stirred in their minds the stories they’d heard of Captain Croninger’s inquisition methods. Lawry remembered what Croninger had done to Freddie Kempka years ago, and he knew that the captain was best avoided.

Sheila regained her composure first. She walked past the trailer, its windows sealed with sheet metal, and on toward the colonel’s command center. Lawry silently followed.

The Airstream trailer was hooked to the cab of a diesel truck surrounded by six armed guards. Spaced at intervals were fires that burned in oil drums. As Sheila approached, one of the guards rested his hand on the pistol beneath his coat.

“It’s okay,” Lawry said. “He’s expecting her.” The guard relaxed and let them pass, and they walked up a set of intricately carved wooden risers that led to the Airstream’s closed door. The three-step staircase even had a bannister, into which was cut the grotesque faces of demons with lolling tongues, contorted nude human figures and deformed gargoyles. The subject matter was nightmarish, but the workmanship was beautiful, the faces and figures carved by a hand that knew blades, then sanded and polished to a high luster. Red velvet pads had been tacked down on the surface of each riser, as if on the steps to an emperor’s throne. Sheila had never seen the staircase before, but Lawry knew it was a recent gift from the man who’d joined the AOE back in Broken Bow. It galled Lawry that Alvin Mangrim had already been made a corporal, and he wondered how Mangrim had gotten his nose chewed off. He’d seen the man working with the Mechanical Brigade and hanging around with a gnarled little dwarf he called “Imp,” and Mangrim was another sonofabitch he wouldn’t dare turn his back on.

Lawry knocked on the door.

“Enter,” came Colonel Macklin’s raspy voice.

They went in. The front room was dark but for the single oil lamp burning atop Macklin’s desk. He was sitting behind the desk, studying maps. His right arm lay across the desktop, almost like a forgotten appendage, but the black-gloved palm of his new right hand was turned up, and the lamplight glinted on the sharp points of the many nails that pierced it.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Macklin said, without lifting his leather-masked face. “You’re dismissed.”

“Yes, sir.” Lawry shot a smirking glance at Sheila, then left the trailer and closed the door.

Macklin was calculating the rate of march between Sutton and Nebraska City, where he planned to lead the Army of Excellence across the Missouri River. But the supplies were dwindling by the day, and the AOE hadn’t made a successful raid since the destruction of Franklin Hayes’s army back in Broken Bow. Still, the ranks of the AOE continued to swell as stragglers from other dead settlements drifted in, seeking shelter and protection. The AOE had abundant manpower, weapons and ammunition, but the grease that slicked the wheels of forward movement was running out.

The ruins of Sutton had still been smoking when the AOE’s advance armored cars pulled in just before full dark. All that was worth taking was already gone, even the clothes and shoes from the piles of dead bodies. There were signs that grenades and Molotov cocktails had been used, and at the eastern edge of the burning debris were the treadmarks of heavy vehicles and the footprints of soldiers marching off through the snow.

And Macklin had realized that there was another army—perhaps as large as or larger than the AOE—heading east right in front of them, looting settlements and taking the supplies that the Army of Excellence needed to survive. Roland had seen blood in the snow and reasoned that there would be wounded soldiers struggling to keep up with the main body. A small recon force might be able to capture some of those stragglers, Roland had suggested. They might be brought back and interrogated. Colonel Macklin had agreed, and Roland had taken Captain Braden, Sergeant Ulrich and a few soldiers out in an armored truck.

“Sit down,” the colonel told Sheila.

She walked into the circle of light. A chair had been prepared for her, facing the colonel’s desk. She sat down, edgy and not knowing what to expect. In the past, he’d always waited for her in his bed.

He continued to work on his maps and charts. He was dressed in his uniform with the Army of Excellence patch sewn over the breast pocket and four bars of gold-colored thread attached to each shoulder to signify his rank. Covering his scalp was a gray woolen cap, and the black leather mask obscured his face except for his left eye. She hadn’t seen him without that mask for several years, and she didn’t particularly care to. Behind Macklin was a rack of pistols and rifles, and a black, green and silver AOE flag was tacked neatly to the pine paneling.

He let her wait a few more minutes, and then he lifted his head. His frosty blue eye chilled her. “Hello, Sheila.”

“Hello.”

“Were you alone? Or did you have company?”

“I was alone.” She had to listen hard to understand all his words. His speech had gotten worse since the last time she’d visited there, less than a week ago.

“Well,” Macklin said, “sometimes it’s good to sleep alone. You get more rest that way, don’t you?” He opened a filigreed silver box that sat atop his desk. In it were about twenty precious cigarettes—not soggy butts or rerolled chewing tobacco, but the real thing. He offered the box to her, and she immediately took a cigarette. “Take another,” he urged. She took two more. Macklin pushed a pack of matches across the desktop to her, and she lit up the first cigarette and inhaled it like true oxygen.

“Remember when we bluffed our way into here?” he asked her. “You, me and Roland? Remember when we bargained with Freddie Kempka?”

“Yeah.” She’d wished a thousand times that she still had a supply of cocaine and uppers, but that stuff was hard to come by these days. “I do.”

“I trust you, Sheila. You and Roland are about the only ones I can trust.” He pulled his right arm toward him and cradled it against his chest. “That’s because we know each other so well. People who’ve been through so much together should trust each other.” His gaze lifted from Sheila’s face. He looked at the Shadow Soldier, who was standing behind her chair, just at the edge of the darkness. His eye shifted back to her again. “Have you been entertaining many officers lately?”

“A few.”

“How about Captain Hewlitt? Sergeant Oldfield? Lieutenant Vann? Any of those?”

“I guess.” She shrugged, and her mouth curled into a faint smile through the haze of smoke. “They come and go.”

“I’ve heard things,” Macklin said. “It seems that some of my officers—I don’t know who—aren’t very pleased with the way I’m running the Army of Excellence. They think we should plant roots, start a settlement of our own. They don’t understand why we’re moving east, or why we have to stamp out the mark of Cain. They can’t see the grand scheme, Sheila. Especially the young ones—like Hewlitt and Vann. I made them officers against my better judgment. I should have waited to see what they were made of. Well, I know now. I believe they want to take my command away from me.”

She was silent. Tonight there would be no screwing, just one of the colonel’s sessions of raving. But that was fine with Sheila; at least Rudy couldn’t find her here.

“Look at this,” he said, and he turned one of the maps that he’d been working on toward her. It was an old, creased and stained map of the United States, torn from an atlas. The names of the states had been marked through, and large areas were outlined heavily in pencil. Substitute names had been scrawled in: “Summerland” for the area of Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana; “Industrial Park” for Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky and Tennessee; “Port Complex” for the Carolinas and Virginia; “Military Training” for the southwest, and also for Maine, New Hampshire and Vermont. The Dakotas, Montana and Wyoming were marked “Prison Area.”

And across the entire map Macklin had written “AOE—America of Enlightenment.”

“This is the grand scheme,” he told her. “But to make it come true, we have to destroy the people who don’t think like us. We have to wipe out the mark of Cain.” He turned the map around and grazed the nails across it. “We have to stamp it out so we can forget what happened and put it behind us. But we’ve got to get ready for the Russians, too! They’re going to be dropping paratroopers and landing invasion barges. They think we’re dead and finished, but they’re wrong.” He leaned forward, the nails digging into the scarred desktop. “We’ll pay them back. We’ll pay the bastards back a thousand times!”

He blinked. The Shadow Soldier was smiling thinly, his face streaked with camouflage paint under the brow of his helmet. Macklin’s heart was hammering, and he had to wait for it to settle down before he could speak again. “They don’t see the grand scheme,” he said quietly. “The AOE has almost five thousand soldiers now. We have to move to survive, and we have to take what we need. We’re not farmers—we’re warriors! That’s why I need you, Sheila.”

“Need me? For what?”

“You get around. You hear things. You know most of the other RLs. I want you to find out whom I can trust among my officers—and who needs to be disposed of. Like I say, I don’t trust Hewlitt, Oldfield or Vann, but it’s nothing I can prove before a court-martial. And the cancer might run deep, very deep. They think that just because of this”—and he touched the black leather mask—“I’m not fit for command anymore. But this isn’t the mark of Cain. This is different. This’ll go away when the air gets clean again and the sun comes out. The mark of Cain won’t go away until we destroy it.” He angled his head to one side, watching her carefully. “For every name you can put on an execution list—and verify—I’ll give you a carton of cigarettes and two bottles of liquor. How about it?”

It was a generous offer. She already had a name in mind; it started with an L and ended with a Y But she didn’t know if Lawry was loyal or not. Anyway, she sure would like to see him in front of a firing squad—but only if she could smash his brains out first. She was about to answer when someone knocked at the door.

“Colonel?” It was Roland Croninger’s voice. “I’ve got a couple of presents for you.”

Macklin strode to the door and opened it. Outside, illuminated by the firelight, was the armored truck that Captain Croninger and the others had gone out in. And chained to the rear fender were two men, both bloody and battered, one on his knees and the other standing straight and staring defiantly.

“We found them about twelve miles east, along Highway 6,” Roland said. He was wearing his long coat, with the hood pulled up over his head. An automatic rifle was slung over his shoulder, and at his waist was a holstered .45. The dirty bandages still covered most of his face, but growths protruded like gnarled knuckles through spaces between them. The firelight burned red in the lenses of his goggles. “There were four of them at first. They wanted to fight. Captain Braden bought it; we brought back his clothes and guns. Anyway, that’s what’s left of them.” Roland’s growth-knotted lips parted in a slick smile. “We decided to see if they could keep up with the truck.”

“Have you questioned them?”

“No, sir. We were saving that.”

Macklin walked past him, down the carved staircase. Roland followed, and Sheila Fontana watched from the doorway.

The soldiers who stood around the two men parted to make way for Colonel Macklin. He stood face to face with the prisoner who refused to fall in defeat, even though the man’s knees were shredded and he had a bullet wound in his left shoulder. “What’s your name?” Macklin asked him.

The man closed his eyes. “The Savior is my shepherd, I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. He leadeth me beside still waters, He restoreth my—”

Macklin interrupted him with a swipe of the nail-studded palm across the side of his face.

The man dropped to his knees, his slashed face lowered to the ground.

Macklin prodded the second man in the side with his boot. “You. Up.”

“My legs. Please. Oh, God ... my legs.”

“Get up!”

The prisoner struggled to his feet. Blood streamed down both his legs. He looked at Macklin through horrified, dazed eyes. “Please,” he begged. “Give me something for the pain ... please ...”

“You give me information first. What’s your name?”

The man blinked. “Brother Gary,” he said. “Gary Cates.”

“That’s good, Gary.” Macklin patted his shoulder with his left hand. “Now: Where were you going?”

“Don’t tell him anything!” the man on the ground shouted. “Don’t tell the heathen!”

“You want to be a good boy, don’t you, Gary?” Macklin asked, his masked face about four inches away from Cates’s. “You want something to take your mind off the pain, don’t you? Tell me what I want to know.”

“Don’t ... don’t ...” the other man sobbed.

“It’s over for you,” Macklin stated. “It’s finished. There’s no need to make things more difficult than they have to be. Isn’t that right, Gary? I’ll ask you once more: Where were you going?”

Cates hunched his shoulders, as if afraid he might be struck down from above. He shivered, and then he said, “We were ... trying to catch up with them. Brother Ray got shot. He couldn’t make it on his own. I didn’t want to leave him. Brother Nick’s eyes were burned, and he was blind. The Savior says to leave the wounded ... but they were my friends.”

“The Savior? Who’s that?”

“Him. The Savior. The true Lord and Master. He leads the American Allegiance. That’s who we were trying to catch up with.”

“No ...” the other man said. “Please ... don’t tell ...”

“The American Allegiance,” Macklin repeated. He’d heard of them before, from wanderers who’d joined the AOE’s fold. They were led, as he understood it, by an ex-minister from California who had had a cable television program. Macklin had been looking forward to meeting him. “So he calls himself the Savior? How many are traveling with him, and where are they headed?”

The fallen man sat up on his knees and began shrieking crazily, “The Savior is my shepherd, I shall not want! He maketh me to lie down in green pas—” He heard the click of Roland’s .45 as its barrel pressed against his skull.

Roland did not hesitate. He squeezed the trigger.

The noise of the gun made Sheila jump. The man toppled over.

“Gary?” Macklin asked. Cates was staring down at the corpse, his eyes wide and one corner of his mouth twitching in a hysterical grin. “How many are traveling with the Savior, and where are they headed?”

“Uh ... uh ... uh,” Cates stammered. “Uh ... uh ... three thousand,” he managed to say. “Maybe four. I don’t know for sure.”

“They have armored vehicles?” Roland inquired. “Automatic weapons? Grenades?”

“All those. We found an Army supply center up in South Dakota. There were trucks, armored cars, machine guns, flamethrowers, grenades ... everything, for the taking. Even ... six tanks and crates of heavy ammunition.”

Colonel Macklin and Roland looked at each other. The same thought flashed through their minds: Six tanks and crates of heavy ammunition.

“What kind of tanks?” The blood was pounding through Macklin’s veins.

“I don’t know. Big tanks, with big guns. But one of them wouldn’t run right from the first. We left three others, because they broke down and the mechanics couldn’t get them started again.”

“So they’ve still got two?”

Cates nodded. He lowered his head in shame, could feel the Savior’s eyes burning on the back of his neck. The Savior had three commandments: Disobey and Die; To Kill Is Merciful; and Love Me.

“All right, Gary.” Macklin traced the other man’s jawline with his finger. “Where are they going?” Cates mumbled something, and Macklin wrenched his head up. “I didn’t hear you.”

Cates’s gaze skittered to the .45 Roland was holding, then back to the black-masked face with its single, cold blue eye. “To West Virginia,” he said. “They’re going to West Virginia. A place called Warwick Mountain. I don’t know exactly where it is.”

“West Virginia? Why there?”

“Because—” He trembled; he could feel the man with the bandaged face and the .45 just aching to kill him. “If I tell you, will you let me live?” he asked Macklin.

“We won’t kill you,” the colonel promised. “Tell me, Gary. Tell me.”

“They’re going to West Virginia ... because God lives there,” the other man said, and his face folded with agony at betraying the Savior. “God lives on top of Warwick Mountain. Brother Timothy saw God up there, a long time ago. God showed him the black box and the silver key and told him how the world will end. And now Brother Timothy’s leading the Savior to find God.”

Macklin paused for a few seconds. Then he laughed out loud, its sound like the grunting of an animal. When he’d stopped laughing, he grasped the collar of Cates’s shirt with his left hand and pressed the nails of his right against the man’s cheek. “You’re not among crazy religious fanatics now, my friend. You’re among warriors. So stop the bullshitting and tell me the truth. Now.”

“I swear it! I swear it!” Tears rolled from Cates’s eyes and through the grime on his face. “God lives on Warwick Mountain! Brother Timothy’s leading the Savior to find him! I swear it!”

“Let me have him,” Roland said.

There was a moment of silence. Macklin stared into Gary Cates’s eyes and then drew his right hand away. Little dots of blood were rising from the man’s cheek.

“I’ll take good care of him.” Roland holstered his .45. “I’ll make him forget that pain in his legs. Then we’ll have a nice talk.”

“Yes.” Macklin nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.”

“Unshackle him,” Roland told the soldiers. They obeyed at once. His eyes gleamed with excitement behind the goggles. He was a happy young man. It was a hard life, yes, and sometimes he wished for a Pepsi and a Baby Ruth candy bar, or he craved a hot shower and then a good late-night war movie on TV—but those were all things that belonged to a past life. He was Sir Roland now, and he lived to serve the King in this never-ending game of King’s Knight. He missed his computer, though; that was the only really bad thing about not having electricity. And sometimes he had a strange dream in which he seemed to be in an underground maze, at the King’s side, and in that maze there were two tunnel trolls—a man and a woman—who had familiar faces. Their faces disturbed him and always brought him awake in a cold sweat. But those faces were not real; they were just dreams, and Roland was always able to go back to sleep again. He could sleep like the dead when his mind was clear.

“Help him walk,” Roland ordered two of the soldiers. “This way,” he said, and he led them in the direction of the black trailer.

Macklin prodded the corpse at his feet. “Clean it up,” he told one of the guards, and then he stood facing the eastern horizon. The American Allegiance couldn’t be very far ahead of them—maybe only twenty or thirty miles. They’d be loaded down with supplies from what had been a thriving community at Sutton. And they had plenty of guns, ammunition—and two tanks.

We can catch them, Macklin thought. We can catch them and take what they have. And I’ll grind the Savior’s face under my boot. Because nothing can stand before the Army of Excellence, and nothing can stop the grand scheme.

“God lives on Warwick Mountain,” the man had said. “God showed him the black box and the silver key and told him how the world will end.”

The crazy religious fanatics had to be destroyed. There was no room for their kind in the grand scheme.

He turned back toward the trailer. Sheila Fontana was standing in the doorway, and suddenly Macklin realized that all this excitement had given him an erection. It was a good erection, too. It promised to stay around awhile. He walked up the carved staircase with its bannister of demon faces, entered the trailer and shut the door.
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“SISTER! SISTER, WAKE UP!”

She opened her eyes and saw a figure standing over her. For a few seconds she didn’t know where she was, and she instinctively tightened her grip around the leather satchel. Then she remembered: She was in Glory Bowen’s shack, and she’d dozed off in the warmth of the stove. The last thing she recalled was listening to someone playing a flute at the bonfire outside.

Glory had awakened her. “Josh wants you!” she told Sister in a frightened voice. “Hurry! Somethin’s happenin’ to Swan!”

Sister stood up. Nearby, Paul had heard and was getting to his feet where he’d been sleeping on the floor. They followed Glory into the next room, where they saw Josh leaning over Swan. Aaron stood watching, wide-eyed, and holding onto the dowsing rod.

“What is it?” Sister asked.

“Her fever! She’s burning up!” Josh rook a cloth from a pail of melted snow and wrung it out. He began to rub the cold cloth over Swan’s neck and arms, and he could swear he saw steam swirling up through the golden lamplight. He was afraid her entire body might suddenly hit the point of ignition and explode. “We’ve got to get her fever down!”

Paul touched Swan’s arm and quickly drew his hand back as if he’d placed it against the stove’s grate. “My God! How long’s she been like this?”

“I don’t know. She had a fever when I checked her about an hour ago, but it wasn’t nearly this high!” He put the cloth into the cold water again, and this time he applied it to Swan’s flesh without wringing it out. Swan trembled violently; her head thrashed back and forth, and she made a low, terrible moaning.

“She’s dyin’, Josh!” Aaron yelled. There were tears in his eyes. “Don’t let her die!”

Josh put his hands into the cold water and rubbed it over Swan’s burning skin. She was so hot inside, so terribly hot. He didn’t know what to do, and he looked up at Sister. “Please,” he said. “Help me save her!”

“Get her outside!” Sister was already reaching for Swan to help carry her. “We can cover her with snow!”

Josh put his arms underneath Swan and started to lift her. Swan thrashed, and her rebandaged hands clawed at the air. He got her up in his arms and supported her head against his shoulder. The heat radiating through her Job’s Mask almost seared his skin.

He’d taken two strides when Swan cried out, shuddered and went limp.

Josh felt the fever break. Felt the terrible heat leave her body as if someone had opened the door of an oven right in his face. Felt it rise like a shroud of steam and cling to the ceiling a foot above his head.

She lay motionless in his arms, and Sister thought, She’s dead. Oh, my God ... Swan is dead.

Josh’s knees almost buckled. “Swan!” he said, and his voice cracked. Her long, frail body was cooling. A tear almost burned him blind, and he released a sob that shook his bones.

Carefully, tenderly, he laid her down on the bed again. She lay like a crushed flower, her arms and legs asprawl.

Josh was afraid to pick up her wrist and feel for a pulse. Afraid that this time the spark of life would be gone.

But he did. Couldn’t feel anything. He lowered his head for a few seconds. “Oh, no,” he whispered. “Oh, no. I think she’s—”

There was a faint tremor beneath his fingers.

And another. Then a third and a fourth—getting stronger.

He looked up at Swan’s face. Her body shivered—and then there was an eerie noise that sounded like hard, dried clay cracking apart.

“Her ... face,” Paul whispered, standing at the foot of the bed.

A hairline crack crept along the Job’s Mask.

It ran across where her forehead would be, zigzagging back over the nose, then down along the left cheek to the jawline. The single crack began to widen, became a fissure that gave birth to more cracks. Parts of the Job’s Mask began to peel and flake off, like pieces of a huge scab that had finally healed over a deep and hideous wound.

Swan’s pulse was wild. Josh let go of her wrist and stepped back, his eye so wide it looked about to burst from the surface of his own mask.

Sister said, “Oh—”

“—Lord,” Glory finished. She grabbed Aaron, hugging him against her hip and putting a hand over his face to shield his eyes. He brushed it away.

The Job’s Mask continued to break apart with quick little popping and crackling noises. Swan lay still except for the rapid rise and fall of her breathing. Josh started to touch her again but did not—because the Job’s Mask suddenly cracked into two halves and fell away from Swan’s face.

No one moved. Paul released his breath. Sister was too stunned to do anything but stare.

Swan was still breathing. Josh reached up, took the lantern from its wall hook and held it over Swan’s head.

She had no face. Down amid the cracked, clayey fragments of Job’s Mask, Swan’s features had been wiped white and smooth as candle wax, except for two small nostril holes and a slit over her mouth. With a trembling hand, Josh ran his fingers across where her right cheek should be. They came away coated with a slick, whitish substance that had the consistency of petroleum jelly. And underneath the jellylike stuff was a glimpse of pale, faintly pink flesh.

“Sister,” he said quickly, “will you hold this?” He gave her the lantern, and she saw what was in the cavity and almost swooned. “Hold it steady, now,” he said as he took the cloth from the bucket of snow water. Then, slowly and carefully, he began to clean the jelly away.

“My God!” Josh’s voice shook. “Look at this! Look!”

Glory and Paul came forward to see, and Aaron stood on his tiptoes.

Sister saw. She picked aside a fragment of the Job’s Mask and touched a lock of Swan’s hair. It was darkened by the slick jelly that covered it, but it shone with deep gold and red highlights. It was the most beautiful hair she’d ever seen, and it was growing strong and thick from Swan’s scalp.

“Aaron!” Josh said. “Go get Anna and Gene! Hurry!” The boy darted out. As Josh continued to clean the film away Swan’s features began to emerge.

And then he looked down at her face and touched her forehead. Her fever was gone, and her temperature felt near normal. Her eyes were still closed, but she was breathing just fine, and Josh decided to let her sleep.

“What the hell’s the ruckus?” Anna McClay asked as she came in.

“This,” Josh said softly, and he stepped back so Anna could see.

She stopped as if she’d hit a wall, and the eyes in her tough old face filled with tears.
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“HERE Y’GO FELLAS! Breakfast time!”

Robin Oakes snorted with disinterest as Anna McClay brought a pot of soup and some bowls out on the front porch. He and the three other young highwaymen had spent the night sleeping by the bonfire, along with six or seven other people who were keeping watch on Glory’s shack. It was another dark, cold morning, and small flakes of snow were whirling before the wind.

“Well, come on!” Anna urged. “You want breakfast or not?”

Robin stood up, his muscles stiff, and walked past the horse that was tied to the porch’s support post. Two blankets were laid across Mule’s back and shoulders, and he was close enough to the warmth of the bonfire that he was in no danger of frostbite. The other boys followed Robin, and a few other people stirred and came over to be fed as well.

Anna ladled the soup out into a bowl for him. He wrinkled his nose. “This junk again? Didn’t we have this for dinner?”

“Sure did. You’ll have it for lunch, too, so you’d better like it.”

Robin restrained the urge to throw the stuff out on the ground. He knew it was made of boiled roots, with a few shreds of good old wholesome rat meat. Now even the food in the orphanage cafeteria seemed like it had been manna from Heaven, and he would have walked to China if he knew he could get a Burger King Whopper there. He moved out of the chow line so the next person could get his dose, tilted the bowl to his mouth and drank. He’d had a miserable night, jumpy and restless, and had finally grabbed a few hours of sleep in spite of an old man who’d sat by the fire playing a flute. Robin would have thrown a boot at him, but some of the others seemed to actually enjoy that dumb music, and Robin had seen the old man’s face glow in the firelight as he trilled notes into the air. Robin remembered what heavy metal had used to sound like: crashing, strutting guitar chords and a thunder of drums as if the world was about to blow up. That used to be his kind of music—but it dawned on him that the world really had blown up. Maybe it was time for peace now, he thought. Peace in action, words and music, too.

Damn! he told himself. I must be getting old!

He had awakened once, sometime in the night. He’d sat up, stiff and cranky, to find a warmer place, when he’d seen the man standing over on the other side of the fire. Just standing there, his dirty coat sweeping around him in the wind, and staring at Glory’s shack. Robin didn’t remember what the man’s face had looked like, but the man had prowled slowly through the sleeping figures, approaching to within twenty feet of the shack’s porch. Anna and Gene sat on the steps, armed with rifles and guarding the door, but they were talking to each other and didn’t pay any attention. Robin recalled that Gene had shivered and drawn his collar up around his neck, and Anna had blown into her hands as if caught by a sudden, sneaking chill.

The man had turned and walked purposefully away. It was the stride of a man who had things to do and places to go. And maybe that was why Robin remembered him. But then Robin had shifted his position, laid his head back down and slept until awakened by cold bits of snow on his eyelids.

“When do we get our guns back?” he asked her.

“Not until Josh says so.”

“Listen, lady! Nobody takes my gun away from me! I want it back!”

She smiled at him indulgently. “You’ll get it. When Josh says so.”

“Hey, Anna!” Aaron called from a little further down the road. He was playing with Crybaby. “Can you come see the magic now?”

“Later!” she replied, and she went back to ladling out the root and rat meat concoction. She even began to whistle as she worked—one of her favorite tunes, “Bali Ha’i” from South Pacific.

Robin knew there was no way to get his rifle back except to storm the shack. Neither he nor the other boys had been allowed inside since they’d gotten there, and Robin was getting pissed. “What the hell are you so happy about?” he snapped.

“Because,” she answered, “this is a great and glorious morning. So glorious that not even a punk like you can get under my skin. See?” And she flashed him a quick grin that showed all of her front teeth.

“What’s so great and glorious about it?” He flung out the rest of his soup. “Looks about the same to me—dark and cold.” But he’d noted that her eyes were different; they were clear and excited. “What’s going on?”

Sister came outside, with the leather satchel that never left her. She drew in a breath of cold air to clear her head, because she’d been up and watching over Swan, along with the others, since well before dawn. “Can I help you?” she asked Anna.

“Naw, I got it. That’s the last one.” She ladled soup into the final bowl. All but Robin had returned to the bonfire to eat their meals. “How is she?”

“Still the same.” Sister stretched and heard her old joints pop and click. “She’s breathing fine, and her fever’s gone—but she’s still the same.”

“What’s going on?” Robin demanded.

Anna took his empty bowl from him and dropped it into the pot. “When Josh wants you to know, he’ll tell you. And everybody else, too.”

Robin looked at Sister. “What’s wrong with Swan?” he asked in a quieter voice.

Sister glanced quickly at Anna, then back to the young man. He was awaiting an answer, and she thought he deserved one. “She’s ... changed.”

“Changed? Into what? A frog?” He smiled, but Sister didn’t return it, and he let the smile slip away. “Why don’t I get to see her? I’m not going to attack her or anything. Besides, I’m the one who saw her and the big dude in that glass thing. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t be here. Doesn’t that make me rate anything?”

Anna said, “When Josh says you—”

“I’m not talking to you, Big Mama!” Robin interrupted, and his cool, level gaze bored right into her skull. She flinched just a fraction, then returned his stare full-force. “I don’t give a damn what Josh says or wants,” he continued, unshaken. “I should be able to see Swan.” He motioned to the leather satchel. “I know you believe that glass ring guided you here,” he told Sister. “Well, did you ever stop to think that maybe it guided me here, too?”

That idea gave her food for thought. He might be right. Besides herself, he was the only person who’d seen a vision of Swan in the depths of the glass circle.

“How about it?” he asked.

“All right,” she decided. “Come on.”

“Hey! Don’t you think we ought to ask Josh first?”

“No. It’s okay.” She went to the door and opened it.

“Why don’t you comb that hair?” Anna told him as he came up the steps. “It looks like a freakin’ bird’s nest!”

He smiled sourly at her. “Why don’t you grow some hair? Like on your face.” And then he walked past Sister and into the shack.

Before she went in, Sister asked Anna if Gene and Zachial had found the cripple in the child’s red wagon. Anna said they hadn’t reported back yet, that they’d been gone for about two hours and that she was getting worried about them. “What do you want with him?” she asked. “He’s crazy in the head, is all.”

“Maybe so. And maybe he’s crazy like a fox, too.” And then Sister entered the shack while the other woman went to collect the empty soup bowls.

“Hey, Anna!” Aaron called. “Will you come see the magic now?”

Inside the shack, Paul had shown an interest in the printing press and had taken some of it apart, and he and Glory were cleaning the gears and rollers with ashes. She looked warily at Robin as he walked to the stove and warmed his hands, but Paul said, “He’s all right,” and she returned to work.

Sister motioned for Robin to follow. They started into the next room, but Josh’s bulk suddenly blocked the doorway. “What’s he doing in here?”

“I invited him. I told him he could see Swan.”

“She’s still asleep. Either she was awfully exhausted, or ... there’s something still wrong with her.” He angled his head so his eye was aimed at Robin. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for him to go in.”

“Come on, man! What’s the big mystery? I just want to see what she looks like, that’s all!”

Josh ignored him but did not move from the doorway. He turned his attention to Sister. “Aren’t Gene and Zachial back yet?”

“No. Anna says she’s getting worried. I am, too.”

Josh grunted. He, too, was deeply concerned. Sister had told him about the man with the flaming hand in the Forty-second Street theater, and about her meeting with Doyle Halland in New Jersey. She’d told him about the man who was bicycling on the Pennsylvania highway with a pack of wolves jogging at his heels, and who’d just missed her at the rescue station of Homewood. He could change his face and his body, too, she’d said. He could appear to be anyone, even a cripple. That would be a good disguise, she’d told Josh, because who would expect that a crippled man was as dangerous as a mad dog among sheep? What she couldn’t figure out, though, was how he’d tracked her down. Had he decided to settle here and been waiting for her or for somebody who might have seen the glass ring? Anna had said that Mr. Welcome had only been there a couple of days, but then again he could have been living in Mary’s Rest in any number of disguises. However and whenever he’d arrived, Mr. Welcome had to be found, and Gene and Zachial had gone looking for him armed to the teeth.

“He was here,” Josh remembered Swan saying. “The man with the scarlet eye.”

“Should we send somebody to find them?” Sister asked.

“What?” He came back from his thoughts.

“Gene and Zachial. Should we start looking for them?”

“No, not yet.” He’d wanted to go with them, but Glory had grasped his sleeve and said he needed to stay near Swan. She knows what he is, Josh had thought. And maybe she was trying to save his life, too. “The man with the scarlet eye,” he said softly.

“Huh?” Robin frowned, not knowing if he’d heard correctly.

“That’s what Swan calls him.” He did not tell the boy that the lettering on that particular tarot card had read THE DEVIL.

“Riiiight,” Robin scoffed. “You two must have some strong medicine stashed around here, big dude.”

“I wish.” Josh decided that Robin was okay—a little rough around the edges, of course, but wasn’t everybody these days? “I’m going to get a cup of coffee. You can go in, but you can only stay for two minutes. Understand?” He waited until the boy nodded, and then he went to the front room. The entrance to where Swan lay sleeping was unblocked.

But Robin hesitated. His palms were clammy. By the lamplight, he could make out a figure lying on the cot. A blanket was pulled up to her chin, but her face was averted, and he couldn’t see it.

“Go on,” Sister told him.

I’m scared shitless! he realized. “What did you mean, ‘she’s changed’? Is she ... y’know ... messed up?”

“Go in and see for yourself.”

His feet refused to budge. “She’s pretty important, isn’t she? I mean, if she made the corn start growing again, she must really be somebody special. Right?”

“You’d better go in. You’re wasting your two minutes.” She gave him a shove, and he entered the bedroom. Sister followed him.

Robin walked to the side of the bed. He was as nervous as if he was about to get his hands whacked by one of the nuns for throwing spitballs.

He saw a spill of golden hair on the patchwork pillow. It shone in the lamplight like newly mown hay, but it was flecked here and there with hints of red.

His knees bumped the edge of the bed. He was entranced by that hair. He’d forgotten what clean hair looked like.

And then she shifted position under the blanket and turned onto her back, and Robin saw her face.

She was still sleeping, her features peaceful. Her hair flowed back like a mane from her high, unlined forehead, and streaks of red coursed through the hair at her temples like flames in a yellow field. She had an oval-shaped face, and she was ... yes, Robin thought. Yes. She was beautiful. The most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.

Reddish-blond brows made crescents over her closed eyes. She had a straight, elegant nose and sharp cheekbones, and in her chin was a small star-shaped cleft. Her skin was very pale, almost translucent; its hue reminded Robin of what the moon had looked like on a clear summer night in the world that used to be.

Robin’s gaze wandered over her face—but timidly, like someone exploring a lovely garden where there is no path. He wondered what she’d look like awake, what color her eyes would be, what her voice would sound like, how her lips would move. His eyes couldn’t get enough of her. She looked like the daughter of a marriage between ice and fire.

Wake up, he thought. Please wake up.

She lay sleeping and still.

But something awakened within himself.

Wake up. Wake up, Swan, he wished. Her eyes remained closed.

A voice jarred his rapture. “Josh! Glory! Come out here and look at this!” It was that old bat Anna, he realized. Calling from the front door.

He returned his attention to Swan.

“Let me see what’s going on,” Sister said. “I’ll be right back.” She left the room, but Robin had hardly heard her.

He reached out to touch Swan’s cheek but stopped himself. He didn’t feel clean enough to touch her. His clothes were tattered and stiff with sweat and grime, and his hands were dirty. Anna was right about his hair looking like a bird’s nest. Why the hell had he ever wanted to braid feathers and bones in his hair? he wondered. It had been something to do, he guessed, and at the time he’d thought it was pretty cool. Now he just felt dumb.

“Wake up, Swan,” he whispered. There was still no response. A fly suddenly dropped down, hovering above her face, and Robin snatched it in his fist and crushed it against his leg because a filthy thing like that had no business in here with her. The insect stung his skin just a little bit, but he barely noticed.

He stood staring down at her face and thinking of all the things he’d ever heard about love. Man! he thought. The guys sure would howl if they could see me right now!

But she was so beautiful that he thought his heart might crack.

Sister would be back at any second. If he was going to do what he yearned to, he would have to do it fast.

“Wake up,” he whispered again, and when she still didn’t move he lowered his head and lightly kissed the corner of her mouth.

The warmth of her lips under his own shocked him, and he caught the aroma of her skin like a faint breeze through a peach orchard. His heart was hammering like a heavy metal drumbeat, but he let the kiss linger. And linger. And linger.

Then he ended it, scared to death that Sister or one of the others would barge in. That big dude would boot him so high and far he could hitch a ride on a satellite, if any of those were still up th—

Swan moved. Robin was sure of it. Something had moved—an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth, maybe a twitch of the cheek or jaw. He leaned over her, his face only a few inches from hers.

Her eyes opened without warning.

He was so startled he jerked his head back, as if she were a statue coming to life. Her eyes were dark blue, necked with red and gold, and their colors made him think of the glass ring. She sat up, one hand fluttering to her lips where the kiss had lingered, and then Robin saw her pale cheeks bloom vivid pink.

She lifted her right hand, and before Robin could think to duck, a stinging slap was delivered to the side of his face.

He staggered back a few feet before he caught himself. His own cheek was reddening now, but he managed a goofy grin. He could think of nothing better to say than “Hi.”

Swan stared at her hands. Touched her face. Ran her fingers along her nose, across her mouth, felt the ridges of her cheekbones and the line of her jaw. She was shaking and about to cry, and she didn’t know who the boy with feathers and bones in his hair was, but she’d hit him because she’d thought he was about to attack her. Everything was confused and crazy, but she had a face again, and she could see clearly through both eyes. She caught a glint of reddish gold from the corner of her eye, and she took a long strand of her own hair between her fingers. She stared at it as if she wasn’t sure what the stuff was. The last time she’d had hair, she remembered, was on the day she and her mama had walked into that dusty grocery store in Kansas.

My hair used to be pale blond, she recalled. Now it was the color of fire.

“I can see!” she told the boy as tears slid down her smooth cheeks. “I can see again!” Her voice, without the Job’s Mask pressing at her mouth and nostrils, was different, too; it was the soft, smoky voice of a girl on the edge of being a woman—and now her voice strained with excitement as she called, “Josh! Josh!”

Robin ran out to get Sister, with the image of the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen stamped like a cameo into his brain.

But Sister wasn’t in the front room. She was standing at the foot of the porch steps, along with Glory and Paul.

Josh and Anna stood on either side of Aaron, about thirty-five feet from the porch and almost dead center in the road.

Aaron was the focus of rapt attention. “See?” he crowed. “I told you it was magic! You just gotta know how to hold it!”

The two small branches that jutted off at opposite angles from Crybaby were balanced on the tips of Aaron’s forefingers. The dowsing rod’s other end was going up and down, up and down like the action of a pump. Aaron grinned proudly at his magic trick, all eyes and shining teeth, as more people gathered around.

“I do believe you might’ve found us a well,” Josh said wonderingly.

“Huh?” Aaron asked as Crybaby continued to point the way to fresh water.

At the steps, Sister felt a hand grip her shoulder. She turned and saw Robin standing there. He was trying to speak, but he was so flustered he couldn’t get the words out. She saw the splayed red handprint on his cheek, and she was about to push him aside and run into the shack when Swan came through the doorway, the blanket wrapped around her tall, thin body and her legs as uncertain as a fawn’s. She squinted and blinked in the dim gray light.

Sister could have been knocked over by a snowflake, and then she heard Robin whisper, “Oh,” as if he’d been physically struck—and she knew.

Anna looked up from the bobbing dowsing rod. Josh turned around and saw what the others had already seen.

He took one step, a second and a third, and then he broke into a run that would have bowled even Haystacks Muldoon flat on his back. The people who’d gathered around scrambled out of his way.

He bounded up the steps, and Swan was already reaching out for him and just about to fall. He swept her off her feet before she tumbled, and he squeezed her to his chest and thought, Thank God, thank God my daughter’s come back!

He sank his deformed head against her shoulder and began to cry—and Swan heard it not as a hurting sound this time, but as a song of new-found joy.
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SWAN WALKED AMID rows of green and growing cornstalks as flurries of snow hissed upon the bonfires. Josh and Sister walked on either side of her, and they were flanked by two men with rifles who kept a sharp lookout for bobcats—or any other kind of predator.

It had been three days since Swan’s awakening. Her slender body was warmed by a patchwork coat of many colors that Glory had sewn for her, and her head was protected by a white knit cap, one of dozens of gifts that the grateful people of Mary’s Rest left for her on Glory’s front porch. She couldn’t use all the coats, gloves, pairs of socks and caps that were offered, so the excess clothing went into cardboard boxes to be distributed among those whose clothes were almost worn out.

Her intense, dark blue eyes with their flecks of red and gold took in the new cornstalks, which were now about four feet tall and beginning to turn a darker green. Around the edges of her cap, Swan’s hair flowed back like flames. Her skin was still very pale, but her cheeks were reddened by the chill wind; her face was bony, in need of food and filling out, but that would come later. Right now all that occupied her attention was the corn.

Bonfires burned across the field, and volunteers from Mary’s Rest watched around the clock to keep away the bobcats, crows and whatever else might try to destroy the cornstalks. Every so often another group of volunteers would come with buckets and dippers to offer fresh water from the new well that the pickaxes and shovels had hit two days before. The water’s taste blossomed the memories of all who sipped it, reminding them of things half forgotten: the smell of clean, cold mountain air; the sweetness of Christmas candy; fine wine that had sat in a bottle for fifty years awaiting appreciation; and dozens of others, each unique and part of a happier life. Water was no longer melted from the radioactive snow, and people were already beginning to feel stronger, their sore throats, headaches and other ailments starting to fade.

Gene Scully and Zachial Epstein had never returned. Their bodies were still missing, and Sister was certain they were dead. And certain also that “the man with the scarlet eye” was still somewhere in Mary’s Rest. Sister kept her leather satchel in a tighter grip than ever, but now she wondered if he’d lost interest in the ring and had shifted his attention to Swan.

Sister and Josh had talked about what kind of creature the man with the scarlet eye might be. She didn’t know if she believed in a horned and fork-tailed Devil, but she knew well enough what Evil was. If he’d searched for them for seven years, that meant he didn’t know everything. He might be cunning, and maybe his intuition was razor-sharp, and maybe he could change his face as he pleased and burst people into flame with a touch, but he was flawed and dumb. And maybe his greatest weakness was that he thought himself so damned much smarter than human beings.

Swan paused in her inspection, then approached one of the smaller cornstalks. Its fronds were still speckled with the dark red spots of blood her hands had shed. She took off one of her gloves and touched the thin stalk, felt the prickling sensation that began at her feet, moved up her legs to her spine, then through her arm and fingers into the plant like a low current of electricity. She’d thought of that sensation as normal ever since she was a child; but now she wondered if her entire body wasn’t, in a way, like Crybaby—she was receptive to and drew up power from the battery of the earth and could direct it through her fingers into seeds, trees and plants. Maybe it was a whole lot more, and maybe she could never really understand what it was, but she could close her eyes and see again the wonderful scenes that the glass ring had shown her, and she knew what she must devote the rest of her life to doing.

At Swan’s suggestion, rags and old papers had been bundled around the bases of the stalks, to keep the new roots as warm as possible. The hard dirt had been broken up with shovels and holes dug every four or five feet between the rows; into these holes clean water was poured, and if you listened hard and the wind was still, you could hear the earth gasping as it drank.

Swan went on, stopping every so often to touch one of the stalks or bend down and knead the dirt between her fingers. It felt like sparks were jumping off her hands. But she was uncomfortable having so many people around her all the time—especially the men with the rifles. It was weird having people watch you and want to touch you and give you the clothes right off their backs. She’d never felt special, and she didn’t feel special now, either. Being able to make the corn grow was just something she could do, like Glory could sew the patchwork coat and Paul could make the little printing press work again. Everybody had a talent, and Swan knew that this was hers.

She walked on a few more feet, and then she knew someone was staring at her.

She turned her head to look back toward Mary’s Rest, and she saw him standing across the field, his shoulder-length brown hair blowing in the wind.

Sister followed Swan’s line of sight and saw him, too. She knew Robin Oakes had been following them all morning, but he wouldn’t come any closer. In the past three days he’d declined any offer to enter Glory’s shack; he was content to sleep by the bonfire, and Sister noted with interest that he’d cleaned all the feathers and animal bones out of his hair. Sister glanced at Swan and saw her blush before she turned quickly away. Josh was occupied with watching the woods for bobcats, and he didn’t notice the little drama. Just like a man, Sister mused. He can’t see the forest for the trees.

“They’re doing fine,” Swan told Sister, to take her mind off Robin Oakes. Her voice was nervous and a little higher-pitched, and underneath the crust of her Job’s Mask, Sister smiled. “The fires are keeping the air warmer out here. I think the corn’s doing just fine.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Sister answered.

Swan was satisfied. She went around to every bonfire, speaking to the volunteers, finding out if anyone needed to be replaced, if they wanted water or any of the root soup that Glory, Anna or one of the other women was always cooking up. She made sure to thank them for helping watch the field and chase the circling crows away. Of course, the crows needed to eat, too, but they’d have to find their own food somewhere else. Swan noticed a teenage girl who had no gloves, and she gave her her own pair. Dead skin was still flaking off Swan’s palms, but otherwise her hands had healed.

She stopped at the plank of wood that marked Rusty’s grave. She still didn’t remember anything of that night but her dream of the man with the scarlet eye. There had been no time to tell Rusty what he’d meant to her and how much she’d loved him. She remembered Rusty making red balls appear and disappear as part of the Travelin’ Show’s magic act and earning an old can of beans or fruit cocktail for his work. The earth had him now, had folded strong arms around him so that he would sleep long and undisturbed. And his magic was still alive—in her, in Josh, and in the green stalks that swayed in the wind with the promise of life yet to be.

Swan, Josh and Sister walked back across the field, accompanied by the two armed guards. Both Swan and Sister noted that Robin Oakes had already slipped away. And Swan felt a twinge of disappointment.

Children hopped and jumped around Swan as they continued through the alleys toward Glory’s shack. Sister’s heart pounded as she watched every alley they passed for a sudden, snakelike movement—and she thought she heard the squeak of red wagon wheels somewhere nearby, but the sound faded, and she wasn’t sure if it had been there at all.

A tall, gaunt man with pale blue keloids burned diagonally across his face was waiting for them, standing at the foot of the steps talking to Paul Thorson. Paul’s hands were stained dark brown from the mud and dyes he and Glory were mixing, to be used as ink for the bulletin sheet. There were dozens of people in the street and around the shack who’d come to catch a glimpse of Swan, and they made a path for her as she approached the waiting man.

Sister stepped between them, tense and ready for anything. But she caught no repulsive, dank wave of cold coming off him—just body odor. His eyes were almost the same color as the keloids. He wore a thin cloth coat, and his head was bare; tufts of black hair stuck up on a burn-scarred scalp.

“Mr. Caidin’s been waiting to see Swan,” Paul said. “He’s all right.” Sister immediately relaxed, trusting Paul’s judgment. “I think you should listen to what he says.”

Caidin turned his attention to Swan. “My family and I live over there.” He motioned in the direction of the burned-out church. He had a flat Midwestern accent, and his voice was shaky but articulate. “My wife and I have three boys. The oldest is sixteen, and up until this morning he had the same thing on his face that I understand you did.” He nodded toward Josh. “Like that. Those growths.”

“The Job’s Mask,” Sister said. “What do you mean, ‘up until this morning’?”

“Ben was running a high fever. He was so weak he could hardly move. And then ... early this morning ... it just cracked open.”

Sister and Swan looked at each other.

“I heard that yours did the same thing,” Caidin continued. “That’s why I’m here. I know a lot of people must be wanting to see you, but ... could you come to my place and look at Ben?”

“I don’t think there’s anything Swan can do for your son,” Josh said. “She’s not a doctor.”

“It’s not that. Ben’s fine. I thank God that stuff cracked open, because he could barely draw a breath. It’s just that—” He looked at Swan again. “He’s different,” Caidin said softly. “Please, come see him. It won’t take very long.”

The need in the man’s face moved her. She nodded, and they followed him along the street, into an alley past the charred ruins of Jackson Bowen’s church and back through a maze of shacks, smaller shanties, piles of human waste and debris and even cardboard boxes that some people had fastened together to huddle in.

They waded through a muddy, ankle-deep pool and then went up a pair of wooden steps into a shack that was even smaller and draftier than Glory’s. It only had one room, and as insulation old newspaper and magazine pages had been nailed up all over the walls until there was no space not covered by yellowed headlines, type and pictures from a dead world.

Caidin’s wife, her face sallow in the light of the room’s single lantern, held a sleeping infant in her thin arms. A boy about nine or ten years old, frail and frightened-looking, clutched at his mother’s legs and tried to hide when the strangers entered. The room held a couch with broken springs, an old crank-operated washing machine, and an electric stove—an antique, Josh thought—in which chips of wood, embers and trash yielded a cheerless fire and little warmth. A wooden chair sat next to a pile of mattresses on the floor, where the eldest Caidin boy lay under a coarse brown blanket.

Swan approached the mattresses and looked down into the boy’s face. Pieces of the Job’s Mask lay like broken gray pottery around his head, and she could see the slick, jellylike stuff clinging to the inside of the fragments.

The boy, his face white and his blue eyes still bright from fever, tried to sit up, but he was too weak. He pushed thick, dark hair back from his forehead. “You’re her, aren’t you?” he asked. “The girl who started the corn growing?”

“Yes.”

“That’s really great. You can use corn a lot of different ways.”

“I guess so.” Swan examined the boy’s features; his skin was smooth and flawless, almost luminescent in the lantern’s light. He had a strong, square jawline and a thin-bridged nose that was slightly sharp at the end. Overall, he was a handsome boy, and Swan knew he would grow up to be a handsome man, if he survived. She couldn’t understand what Caidin had wanted her to see.

“Sure!” This time the boy did sit up, his eyes glittering and excited. “You can fry it and boil it, make muffins and cakes, even squeeze oil out of it. You can make whiskey from it, too. I know all about it, because I did a science project on corn back at my elementary school in Iowa. I won first prize at the state fair.” He paused, and then he touched the left side of his face with a trembling hand. “What’s happened to me?”

She looked over at Caidin, who motioned for her, Josh and Sister to follow him outside.

As Swan started to turn away from the mattresses a headline on a newspaper plastered to the wall caught her eye: ARMS TALKS CRASH AS ‘STAR WARS’ GETS A-OK. There was a photograph of important-looking men in suits and ties, smiling and lifting their hands in some kind of victory celebration. She didn’t know what it was all about, because none of those men were familiar to her. They looked like very satisfied men, and their clothes looked clean and new, and their hair was perfectly in place. All of them were clean-shaven, and Swan wondered if any of them had ever squatted down over a bucket to use the bathroom.

Then she went out to join the others.

“Your son’s a fine-looking boy,” Sister was telling Caidin. “You ought to be glad.”

“I am glad. I’m thankful to God that stuffs off his face. But that’s not the point.”

“Okay. What is?”

“That’s not my son’s face. At least ... that’s not what he used to look like before he got that damned stuff on him.”

“Swan’s face was burned when the bombs hit,” Josh said. “She doesn’t look like she did then, either.”

“My son wasn’t disfigured on the seventeenth of July,” Caidin replied calmly. “He was hardly hurt at all. He’s always been a good, fine boy, and his mother and I love him very much, but ... Ben was born with birth defects. He had a red birthmark that covered the entire left side of his face. The doctors called it a port-wine stain. And his jaw was malformed. We had a specialist operate on him in Cedar Rapids, but the problem was so severe that ... there wasn’t much to hope for. Still, Ben’s always had guts. He wanted to go to a regular school and be treated like anybody else, no better and no worse.” He looked at Swan. “The color of his hair and eyes are the same as they always were. The shape of his face is the same. But the birthmark’s gone, and his jaw isn’t deformed anymore, and ...” He trailed off, shaking his head.

“And what?” Sister prompted.

He hesitated, trying to find the words, and then he lifted his gaze to hers. “I used to tell him that real beauty is deeper than skin. I used to tell him that real beauty is what’s inside, in the heart and soul.” A tear trickled down Caidin’s right cheek. “Now Ben ... looks like I always knew he did, deep down inside. I think that now ... the face of his soul is showing through.” His own visage was stretched between laughing and crying. “Is that a crazy thing to think?”

“No,” Sister answered. “I think it’s a wonderful thing. He’s a handsome boy.”

“Always was,” Caidin said, and this time he let himself smile.

The man returned to his family, and the others walked back through the muddy maze to the road. They were quiet, each occupied by private thoughts: Josh and Sister reflecting on Caidin’s story, wondering if and when their own Job’s Masks might reach the point where they began to crack—and what might be revealed underneath; and Swan remembering something that Leona Skelton had told her a long time ago: “Everybody’s got two faces, child—the outside face and the inside face. A face under the face, y’see. It’s your true face, and if it was flipped to the outside, you’d show the world what kind of person you are.”

“Flipped to the outside?” Swan recalled asking. “How?”

And Leona had smiled. “Well, God hasn’t figured a way to do that yet. But He will....”

“The face of his soul is showing through,” Mr. Caidin had said.

“But He will....”

“... face of his soul ...”

“But He will....”

“Truck’s comin’ in!”

“Truck’s comin’!”

Approaching along the road was a pickup truck, its sides and hood pitted with rust. It was coming at a crawl, and around it surged a tide of people, hollering and laughing. Josh imagined it had been a long time since most of them had seen a car or truck that still actually ran. He put his hand on Swan’s shoulder, and Sister stood behind them on the roadside as the truck rumbled toward them.

“Here she is, mister!” a boy shouted, scrambling up onto the front fender and hood. “She’s right here!”

The truck came to a stop, trailing a wake of people. Its engine sputtered, popped and backfired, but the vehicle might have been a shiny new Cadillac from the way folks were rubbing the rust-eaten metal. The driver, a florid-faced man wearing a red baseball cap and clenching the stub of a real cigar between his teeth, looked warily out his window at the excited crowd, as if he wasn’t quite sure what kind of madhouse he’d driven into.

“Swan’s right here, mister!” the boy on the hood said, pointing at her. He was talking to the man on the passenger side.

The passenger’s door opened, and a man with curly white hair and a long, untrimmed beard leaned out, craning his neck to see who the boy was pointing to. His dark brown eyes, set in a tough, wrinkled old face, searched the crowd. “Where?” he asked. “I don’t see her!”

But Josh knew who the man had come to find. He raised his arm and said, “Swan’s over here, Sly.”

Sylvester Moody recognized the huge wrestler from the Travelin’ Show—and realized with a start exactly why he’d worn that black ski mask. His gaze moved to the girl who stood beside Josh, and for a moment he could not speak. “Sweet dancin’ Jesus!” he finally exclaimed, as he stepped out of the truck.

He hesitated, still not sure it was her, glanced at Josh and saw him nod. “Your face,” Sly said. “It’s all ... healed up!”

“It happened a few nights ago,” Swan told him. “And I think other people are starting to heal up, too.”

If the wind had been blowing any harder, he might have keeled flat over. “You’re beautiful,” he said. “Oh, Lord ... you’re beautiful!” He turned toward the truck, and his voice quavered: “Bill! This here’s the girl! This is Swan!” Bill McHenry, Sly’s nearest neighbor and owner of the truck, cautiously opened his door and got out.

“We had a hell of a time on that road!” Sly complained. “One more bump and my ass would’ve busted! Lucky we brought along extra go-juice, or we’da been walkin’ the last twenty miles!” He glanced around for someone else. “Where’s the cowboy?”

“We buried Rusty a few days ago,” Josh said. “He’s in a field not too far from here.”

“Oh.” Sly frowned. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that. I’m awful sorry. He seemed like a decent fella.”

“He was.” Josh tilted his head, peering at the truck. “What are you doing here?”

“I knew you folks were goin’ to Mary’s Rest. That’s where you said you were headed when you left my place. I decided to come visit.”

“Why? It’s at least fifty miles of bad road between here and your house!”

“Don’t my achin’ ass know it! God A’mighty, I’d like to sit on a nice soft pillow.” He rubbed his sore rump.

“It’s no pleasure trip, that’s for sure,” Josh agreed. “But you knew that before you started. You didn’t say why you came all that way.”

“No.” His eyes sparkled. “I don’t reckon I did.” He gazed at the shacks of Mary’s Rest. “Lord, is this a town or a toilet? What’s that awful smell?”

“You stay around long enough, you’ll get used to it.”

“Well, I’m just here for one day. One day’s all I need to pay my debt.”

“Debt? What debt?”

“What I owe Swan, and you for bringin’ Swan to my door. Throw it back, Bill!”

And Bill McHenry, who’d gone around to the rear of the truck, pulled back a canvas tarpaulin that covered the truck’s bed.

It was piled full of small red apples, perhaps two hundred or more of them.

At the sight of the apples, there was a collective gasp that went back like a wave over the gathered onlookers. The smell of fresh apples sweetened the air. Sly started laughing, laughing fit to bust, and then he climbed up into the truck’s bed and picked up a shovel that was lying there.

“I brought you some apples from my tree, Swan!” Sly yelled, his face split by a smile. “Where do you want ’em?”

She didn’t know what to say. She’d never seen so many apples outside of a supermarket before. They were bright red, and each one about the size of a boy’s fist. She just stood staring at them, and she figured she must look like a dumb fool—but then she knew where she wanted the apples to go. “Out there,” she said, and she pointed to the people crowding around the tailgate.

Sly nodded. “Yes ma’am,” he said, and then he dug the shovel into the pile of apples and let them fly over the heads of the crowd.

Apples rained from the sky, and the starving people of Mary’s Rest snatched them as they fell. Apples bounced off their heads, shoulders and backs, but no one cared; there was a roar of voices as other people ran from the alleys and shacks to grab an apple, and they were dancing in the showers of apples, capering and hollering and clapping their hands. Sly Moody’s shovel kept working as more and more people came flooding out of the alleys, but there was no fighting for the precious delicacies. Everyone was too intent on getting an apple, and as Sly Moody kept throwing them into the air the pile hardly seemed to have been dented. Sly grinned deliriously, and he wanted to tell Swan that two days before he’d awakened to find his tree burdened down with hundreds of apples, the branches dragging on the ground. And as soon as those were picked there were already new buds bursting open, and the whole incredibly short cycle was going to be repeated. It was the most amazing, miraculous thing he’d ever seen in his life, and that single tree looked healthy enough to produce hundreds more apples—maybe thousands. He and Carla had already filled their buckets to overflowing.

Every time Sly’s shovel tossed the apples there was a roar of whooping and laughing. The crowd surged in all directions as apples bounced off them and rolled on the ground. Swan, Sister and Josh were jostled and pushed apart, and suddenly Swan felt herself being carried along with the crowd’s momentum like a reed in a river. “Swan!” she heard Sister shout, but she was already at least thirty feet from Sister, and Josh was doing his best to plow through the people without hurting anyone.

An apple hit Swan’s shoulder, fell to the ground in front of her and rolled a few feet. She bent to pick it up before she was swept away again, and as her fingers closed on it someone in a pair of scuffed brown boots stepped to within three feet of her.

She felt cold. A gnawing, bone-aching cold.

And she knew who it was.

Her heart hammered. Panic skittered up her spine. The man in the brown boots did not move, and people were not jostling him; they avoided him, as if repelled by the cold. Apples continued to fall to the ground, and the crowd surged, but nobody picked up the apples that lay between Swan and the man who watched her.

Her first, almost overwhelming impulse was to cry for help from Josh or Sister—but she knew he expected that. As soon as she stood up and opened her mouth, the burning hand would be on her throat.

She didn’t know exactly what she was going to do, but she was so scared she was about to wet herself. And then she clenched her teeth and slowly, gracefully, stood up with the apple gripped in her hand. She looked at him, because she wanted to see the face of the man with the scarlet eye.

He was wearing the mask of a skinny black man, wearing jeans and a Boston Celtics T-shirt under an olive-green coat. A red scarf was wrapped around his neck, and his piercing, terrible eyes were pale amber.

Their stares locked, and Swan saw a silver tooth flash in the front of his mouth when he grinned.

Sister was too far away. Josh was still fighting the crowd. The man with the scarlet eye stood three feet away, and to Swan it seemed that everyone was swirling around them in nightmarish slow motion, that she and the man stood alone in a trance of time. She knew she must decide her own fate, because there was no one else to help her.

And she was aware of something else in the eyes of the mask he was wearing, something beyond the cold, lizardlike sheen of evil, something deeper ... and almost human. She remembered seeing the same thing in the eyes of Uncle Tommy the night he’d crushed her flowers, back in the Kansas trailer park seven years ago; it was something wandering and longing, forever locked away from the light and maddened like a tiger in a dark cage. It was dumb arrogance and bastard pride, stupidity and rage stoked to atomic power. But it was something of a little boy, too, wailing and lost.

Swan knew him. Knew what he’d done and what he would do. And in that moment of knowledge she lifted her arm, reached out her hand toward him—and offered him the apple.

“I forgive you,” she said.

His grin went crooked, like the reflection in a mirror abruptly shattered.

He blinked uncertainly, and in his eyes Swan saw fire and savagery, a core of pain past human suffering and so furious that it almost ripped her own heart to shreds. He was a scream wrapped up in straw, a little, weak, vicious thing gnashing inside a monstrous facade. She saw what he was made of, and she knew him very well.

“Take it,” she told him, and her heart was beating wildly, but she knew he’d be on her at the first smell of fear. “It’s time.”

The grin faded. His eyes ticked from her face to the apple and back again like a deadly metronome.

“Take it,” she urged, the blood pounding so hard in her head she couldn’t hear herself.

He stared into her eyes—and Swan felt him probe her mind like a freezing ice pick. Little cuts here and there, and then a dark examination of her memories. It was as if every moment of her life was being invaded, picked up and soiled with dirty hands, tossed aside. But she kept her gaze steady and strong, and she would not retreat before him.

The apple snagged his attention again, and the cold ice pick jabbing within Swan’s mind ceased. She saw his eyes glaze over and his mouth open, and from that mouth crawled a green fly that weakly spun around her head and fell into the mud.

His hand began to rise. Slowly, very slowly.

Swan didn’t look at it, but she sensed it rising like the head of a cobra. She was waiting for it to burst into flame. But it did not.

His fingers strained for the apple.

And Swan saw that his hand was trembling.

He almost took it.

Almost.

His other hand shot out and grabbed his own wrist, wrenched his arm back and pinned the offending hand underneath his chin. He made a gasping, moaning noise that sounded like wind through the battlements of Hell’s castles, and his eyes almost bulged from his skull. He shrank backward from Swan, his teeth gritted in a snarl, and for an instant he lost control: one eye bleached to blue, and white pigment streaked across the ebony flesh. A second mouth, full of shiny white nubs, gaped like a scar across his right cheekbone.

In his eyes was hatred and fury and longing for what could never be.

He turned and fled, and with his first running stride the trance of time broke and the crowd was whirling around Swan again, grabbing up the last of the apples. Josh was just a few feet away, trying to get through to protect her. But it was all right now, she knew. She needed no more protection.

Someone else plucked the apple from her hand.

She looked into Robin’s face.

“I hope this one’s for me,” he said, and he smiled before he bit into it.

He ran through the muddy alleys of Mary’s Rest with his hand trapped beneath his chin, and where he was going he didn’t know. The hand tensed and shivered, as if trying to fight free with a will of its own. Dogs scattered out of his path, and then he tripped over debris and went down in the mud, got up and staggered on again.

And if anyone had seen his face, they would have witnessed a thousand transformations.

Too late! he screamed inwardly. Too late! Too late!

He’d planned to set her afire, right there in the midst of them, and laugh as he watched her dance. But he’d looked into her eyes and seen forgiveness, and he could not stand up to such a thing. Forgiveness, even for him.

He’d started to take the apple; for a brief instant, he’d wanted it, like taking the first step along a dark corridor that led back to light. But then the rage and pain had flared within him, and he’d felt the very walls of the universe warp and the wheels of time start to clog and lock. Too late! Too late!

But he needed no one and nothing to survive, he told himself. He had endured and would endure, and this was his party now. He had always walked alone. Always walked alone. Always walked—

A scream echoed from the edge of Mary’s Rest, and those who heard it thought it sounded like someone being flayed alive.

But most of the people were busy collecting apples, shouting and laughing as they ate, and they did not hear.
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A RING OF TORCHES lit the night, burning around the perimeter of a huge parking lot fifteen miles south of the ruins of Lincoln, Nebraska. At the center of the parking lot was a complex of brick buildings connected by sheltered walkways, and with skylights and ventilators set in their flat roofs. In the side of one of the buildings that faced Highway 77 South were rusted metal letters that read GREENBRI R SHOP IN   MALL.

On the western edge of the parking lot, a Jeep’s lights flashed twice. About twenty seconds later, there was an answering double flash of headlights from a pickup truck with an armored windshield, parked near one of the entrances to the mall.

“There’s the signal,” Roland Croninger said. “Let’s go.”

Judd Lawry drove the Jeep slowly across the parking lot, aiming at the headlights that grew closer as the pickup truck approached. The tires jarred roughly over bricks, pieces of metal, old bones and other debris that littered the snow-slick concrete. In the seat behind Roland was a soldier with an automatic rifle, and Lawry wore a .38 in a shoulder holster, but Roland was unarmed. He watched the range between the two vehicles steadily decrease. Both the Jeep and the truck were flying white pieces of cloth from their radio antennas.

“They’ll never let you out of there alive,” Lawry said, almost casually. He glanced quickly over at Captain Croninger’s bandage-wrapped face, cowled by the hood of his coat. “Why’d you volunteer for this?”

The cowled face slowly swiveled toward Lawry. “I like excitement.”

“Yeah. Well, you’re about to get it ... sir.” Lawry negotiated the Jeep past the hulk of a burned-out car and tapped the brakes. The pickup truck was about fifty feet away and beginning to slow down. The vehicles stopped thirty feet apart.

There was no movement from the truck. “We’re waiting!” Roland shouted out his window, the breath steaming through his gnarled lips.

The seconds ticked past with no response. And then the passenger door opened and a blond man wearing a dark blue parka, brown trousers and boots got out. He stepped a few paces away from the door and leveled a shotgun at the Jeep’s windshield.

“Steady,” Roland cautioned as Lawry started to reach for his .38.

Another man got out of the truck and stood beside the first. He was slight and had close-cropped dark hair, and he lifted his hands to show he was unarmed. “Okay!” the one with the shotgun shouted, getting edgy. “Let’s make the trade!”

Roland was afraid. But he’d learned long before how to push the child Roland away and summon forth the Sir Roland in himself: the adventurer in service to the King, the King’s will be done, amen. His palms were wet inside his black gloves, but he opened the door and got out.

The soldier with the automatic rifle followed him and stood off to the side a few feet, aiming at the other armed man.

Roland glanced back at Lawry, making sure the fool wasn’t going to fuck this up, and then he began walking to the truck. The dark-haired man started walking to the Jeep, his eyes darting and nervous. The two figures passed, neither one looking at the other, and the man with the shotgun grabbed Roland’s arm about the same time as the AOE soldier pushed his captive against the Jeep’s side.

Roland was made to lean against the truck, spread his arms and legs and submit to a search. When it was over, the man spun him around and pressed the snout of the shotgun underneath his chin. “What’s wrong with your face?” the man demanded. “What’s under those bandages?”

“I was burned pretty bad,” Roland answered. “That’s all.”

“I don’t like it!” The man had lank, thinning blond hair and fierce blue eyes, like a maniac surfer-boy. “Imperfection is Satan’s work, praise the Savior!”

“The trade’s been done,” Roland said. The American Allegiance hostage was already being shoved into the Jeep. “The Savior’s waiting for me.”

The man paused, jittery and uncertain. And then Lawry began to back the Jeep up, clinching the deal. Roland didn’t know if that was smart or stupid.

“Get in!” The American Allegiance soldier hustled him into the truck’s cab, where Roland sat squeezed between him and the heavy-set, black-bearded driver. The truck veered across the parking lot and turned back toward the mall.

Through the narrow view slit in the armored windshield, Roland saw the headlights pick out more vehicles protecting the American Allegiance’s fortress: an armored truck with BRINK’S still barely legible on its side, a Jeep with a mounted machine gun in the rear seat, a tractor-trailer rig with dozens of gunports—each showing a rifle or machine gun barrel—cut into the long metal trailer; a postman’s truck with a metal mesh turret on top; more cars and trucks, and then the vehicle that put a lump like a hen’s egg in Roland’s throat—a low-slung, wicked-looking tank covered with multicolored graffiti that said things like THE LOVE BUG and THE SAVIOR LIVES! The tank’s main cannon, Roland noted, was aimed in the general direction of Colonel Macklin’s Airstream trailer, where the King was now incapacitated, suffering from a fever that had struck him down the previous night.

The truck passed between the tank and another armored car, went over the curb and continued up a ramp for the handicapped, entering the mall through the dark, open space where glass doors had once been. The headlights illuminated a wide central mall area, with stores on either side that had been looted and wrecked a long time before. Soldiers with rifles, pistols and shotguns waved the truck on, and hundreds of lanterns were burning in the central corridor and in the stores, casting a flickering orange glow—like the light at a Halloween party—throughout the building. And Roland saw hundreds of tents set up as well, cramped into every possible space except for a path along which the truck traveled. Roland realized that the whole American Allegiance had set up camp inside the shopping mall, and as the truck turned into a larger, skylighted atrium he heard singing and saw the glare of a fire.

Perhaps one thousand people were jammed into the atrium, clapping their hands rhythmically, singing and swaying around a large campfire, the smoke whirling up through the skylight’s broken glass. Almost all of them had rifles slung over their shoulders, and Roland knew that one reason the Savior had invited an AOE officer here was to display his weapons and troops. But the reason Roland had accepted the courier’s invitation was to find a weak spot in the Savior’s fortress.

The truck did not enter the atrium, but continued along another corridor that branched off from it, again lined with looted stores now filled with tents, drums of gasoline and oil, what looked like cases of canned food and bottled water, clothes, weapons and other supplies. The truck stopped in front of a store, and the blond man with the shotgun got out and motioned for Roland to follow. Roland saw the broken fragments of a sign that had once said B. DALTON BOOKSELLERS over the entrance before he walked into the store.

Three lanterns burned on the cashier’s desk, where both registers had been battered into junk. The walls of the store were scorched, and Roland’s boots crunched over the skeletons of charred books. Not a volume remained on the shelves or display tables; everything had been piled up and set afire. More lanterns glowed back at the store’s information desk, and the man with the shotgun pushed Roland toward the closed door of the stockroom, where another American Allegiance soldier with an automatic rifle stood at attention. As Roland approached, the soldier lowered his rifle and clicked the safety off. “Halt,” he said. Roland stopped.

The soldier rapped on the door.

A short, bald man with narrow, foxlike features peered out. He smiled warmly. “Hello, there! He’s almost ready to see you. He wants to know your name.”

“Roland Croninger.”

The man pulled his head back into the room and closed the door again. Then, abruptly, it opened, and the bald man asked, “Are you Jewish?”

“No.” And then the hood of Roland’s coat was yanked back.

“Look!” the man with the shotgun said. “Tell him they sent us somebody with a disease!”

“Oh. Oh, dear.” The other one looked fretfully at Roland’s bandaged face. “What’s wrong with you, Roland?”

“I was burned, back on the seven—”

“He’s a fork-tongued liar, Brother Norman!” The shotgun’s barrel pressed against the hard growths on Roland’s skull. “He’s got the Satan Leprosy!”

Brother Norman frowned and made a clicking sound of sympathy with his lips. “Wait one minute,” he said, and again he disappeared into the stockroom. He returned, approached Roland and said, “Open your mouth, please.”

“What?”

The shotgun nudged his skull. “Do it.”

Roland did. Brother Norman smiled. “That’s good. Now stick out your tongue. My, my, I believe you need a new toothbrush!” He placed a small silver crucifix on Roland’s tongue. “Now keep that inside your mouth for a few seconds, all right? Don’t swallow it!”

Roland drew the crucifix in on his tongue and closed his mouth. Brother Norman smiled cheerfully. “That crucifix was blessed by the Savior,” he explained. “It’s very special. If you have corruption in you, the crucifix will be black when you open your mouth again. And if it is black, Brother Edward will blow your brains out.”

Roland’s eyes widened momentarily behind the goggles.

Perhaps forty seconds crept by. “Open up!” Brother Norman announced in a merry voice.

Roland opened his mouth, slowly stuck his tongue out and watched the other man’s face for a reaction.

“Guess what,” Brother Norman said. He took the crucifix from Roland’s tongue and held it up. It was still bright silver. “You passed! The Savior will see you now.”

Brother Edward gave Roland’s skull a final shove for good measure, and Roland followed Brother Norman into the stockroom. Sweat was trickling down Roland’s sides, but his mind was calm and detached.

Illuminated by lamplight, a man with brushed-back, wavy gray hair sat in a chair before a table, being attended to by another man and a young woman. There were two or three other people in the room, all standing back beyond the light’s edge.

“Hello, Roland,” the gray-haired man in the chair said gently, a smile twisting the left side of his mouth; he was holding his head very still, and Roland could only see his left profile—a high, aristocratic forehead, a strong and hawklike nose, a straight gray brow over a clear azure eye, clean-shaven cheek and jaw and a chin as powerful as a mallet. Roland thought he was probably in his late fifties, but the Savior seemed in robust health, and his face was unmarred. He was wearing a pin-striped suit with a vest and a blue tie, and he looked ready to preach before the cameras on one of his cable TV telecasts—but on closer observation Roland saw well-worn patches here and there at stress points on the coat, and leather pads had been sewn onto the knees. The Savior was wearing hiking boots. Around his neck, dangling down in front of his vest, were maybe twelve or fifteen silver and gold crucifixes on chains, some of them studded with precious stones. The Savior’s sturdy hands were decorated with half a dozen glittering diamond rings.

The man and young woman attending him were working on his face with pencils and powder applicators. Roland saw an open make-up case on the table.

The Savior lifted his head slightly so the woman could powder his neck. “I’m going before my people in about five minutes, Roland. They’re singing for me right now. They have voices like angels, don’t they?” Roland didn’t answer, and the Savior smiled faintly. “How long has it been since you’ve heard music?”

“I make my own,” Roland replied.

The Savior tilted his head to the right as the man penciled his eyebrow. “I like to look my best,” he said. “There’s no excuse for a shabby appearance, not even in this day and age. I like for my people to look at me and see confidence. And confidence is a good thing, isn’t it? It means you’re strong, and you can deal with the traps Satan lays for you. Oh, Satan’s very busy these days, Roland—yes, he is!” He folded his hands in his lap. “Of course, Satan has many faces, many names—and one of those names might be Roland. Is it?”

“No.”

“Well, Satan’s a liar, so what did I expect?” He laughed, and the others laughed, too. When he was through laughing, he let the woman rub rouge onto his left cheek. “All right, Satan—I mean, Roland—tell me what you want. And tell me why you and your army of demons have been following us for the last two days, and why you’ve now encircled us. If I knew anything about military tactics, I might think you were about to lay siege. I wouldn’t like to think that. It might disturb me, thinking of all the poor demons who were about to die for their Master. Speak, Satan!” His voice snapped like a whip, and everybody in the room jumped but Roland.

“I’m Captain Roland Croninger of the Army of Excellence. Colonel James Macklin is my superior officer. We want your gasoline, oil, food and weapons. If you give those to us within six hours, we’ll withdraw and leave you in peace.”

“You mean leave us in pieces, don’t you?” The Savior grinned and almost turned his face toward Roland, but the woman was powdering his forehead. “The Army of Excellence. I think I’ve heard of you. I thought you were in Colorado.”

“We moved.”

“Well, I guess that’s what armies do, isn’t it? Oh, we’ve met ‘armies’ before,” he said, slurring the word with disgust. “Some of them wore little uniforms and had little pop-guns, and all of them crumpled like paper dolls. No army can stand before the Savior, Roland. You go back and tell your ‘superior officer’ that. Tell him I’ll say a prayer for both your souls.”

Roland was about to be dismissed. He decided to try another tactic. “Who are you going to pray to? The god on top of Warwick Mountain?”

There was silence. The two make-up artists froze, and both of them looked at Roland. He could hear the Savior’s breathing in the quiet.

“Brother Gary’s joined us,” Roland continued calmly. “He’s told us everything—where you’re going and why.” Under Roland’s persuasion in the black trailer, Gary Cates had repeated his tale of God living atop Warwick Mountain, West Virginia, and something about a black box and a silver key that could decide whether the earth lived or died. Even the grinding wheel hadn’t changed the man’s story. True to his word, Macklin had spared Brother Gary’s life, and Brother Gary had been skinned and hung by his ankles from a flagpole in front of Sutton’s post office.

The silence stretched. Finally, the Savior said softly, “I don’t know any Brother Gary.”

“He knows you. He told us how many soldiers you have. He told us about the two tanks. I’ve seen one of them, and I guess the other is around back somewhere. Brother Gary’s a real fountain of information! He told us about Brother Timothy leading you to Warwick Mountain to find God.” Roland smiled, showing bad teeth between the folds of his bandages. “But God’s closer than West Virginia. Much closer. He’s right out there, and he’s going to blast you to Hell in six hours if we don’t get what we want.”

The Savior was sitting very still. Roland saw him tremble. Saw the left side of his mouth twitch and his left eye begin to bulge, as if shoved forward by a volcanic pressure.

The Savior shoved the two make-up artists aside. His head swiveled toward Roland—and Roland saw both sides of his face.

The left side was perfect, brightened by rouge and smoothed with powder. The right side was a nightmare of scar tissue, the flesh gouged out by a terrible wound and the eye white and dead as a river pebble.

The Savior’s living eye fixed on Roland like Judgment Hour, and as he stood up he grabbed the chair and flung it across the room. He advanced on Roland, the little crucifixes jingling around his neck, and lifted his fist.

Roland stood his ground.

They stared at each other, and there was a great, empty silence like that before the clash of an irresistible force and an immovable object.

“Savior?” a voice spoke. “He’s a fool, and he’s trying to bait you.”

The Savior wavered. His eye blinked, and Roland could see the wheels turning in his head, trying to connect and make sense of things again.

A figure stepped out of the gloom to Roland’s right. It was a tall, frail-looking man in his late twenties with slicked-back black hair and wire-rimmed glasses over deep-socketed brown eyes. A burn scar zigzagged like a lightning bolt from his forehead to the back of his skull, and along its route the hair had turned white. “Don’t touch him, Savior,” the man urged quietly. “They have Brother Kenneth.”

“Brother Kenneth?” The Savior shook his head, uncomprehending.

“You sent Brother Kenneth as a trade for this man. Brother Kenneth is a good mechanic. We don’t want him harmed, do we?”

“Brother Kenneth,” the Savior repeated. “A good mechanic. Yes. He’s a good mechanic.”

“It’s almost time for you to go on,” the man said. “They’re singing for you.”

“Yes. Singing. For me.” The Savior looked up at his fist, hanging in the air; he opened it and let his arm fall back to his side. Then he stood staring at the floor, the left corner of his mouth twitching in an on-again, off-again grin.

“Dear me, dear me!” Brother Norman fretted. “Let’s finish the job now, kiddies! He’s on presently, and we want him to look confident!”

A couple of other people emerged from the shadows, took the Savior’s arms and turned him around like a marionette so the make-up artists could finish.

“You’re a foolish, stupid heathen,” the man with the eyeglasses said to Roland. “You must want to die very much.”

“We’ll see who lives and dies when six hours are up.”

“God is on Warwick Mountain. He lives up near the top, where the coal mines are. I’ve seen him. I’ve touched him. My name is Brother Timothy.”

“Good for you.”

“You can go with us, if you like. You can join us and go to find God and learn how the wicked will die at the final hour. He’ll still be there, waiting for us. I know he will.”

“When’s the final hour going to be?”

Brother Timothy smiled. “That only God knows. But he showed me how the fire will rain from Heaven, and in that rain even Noah’s Ark would drown. In the final hour all the imperfection and wickedness will be washed clean, and the world will be fresh and new again.”

“Right,” Roland said.

“Yes. It is right. I stayed with God for seven days and seven nights, up on Warwick Mountain, and he taught me the prayer that he will speak at the final hour.” Brother Timothy closed his eyes, smiling beatifically, and began to recite: “Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks, the lady of situations. Here is the man with three staves, and here the Wheel, and here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card, which is blank, is something he carries on his back which I am forbidden to see. I do not find The Hanged Man. Fear death by water.” And when he opened his eyes they glistened with tears.

“Get that Satan out of here!” the Savior croaked. “Get him out!”

“Six hours,” Roland said, but in his mind the prayer for the final hour echoed like the memory of a funeral bell.

“Get thee behind me, Satan; get thee behind me, Satan; get thee behind me, Sa—” the Savior intoned, and then Roland was taken out of the stockroom and delivered to Brother Edward again for the return trip.

Roland impressed everything he saw on his mind to report back to Colonel Macklin. He’d discovered no obviously weak areas, but once he sat down to draw a map of what he’d seen, maybe one would become apparent.

The ritual of the headlights was repeated. Roland was returned to the Jeep, and again he and Brother Kenneth passed without looking at each other. Then he was in the Jeep and breathing easily once more as Judd Lawry drove toward the fires of the AOE’s camp.

“Have fun?” Lawry asked him.

“Yeah. Get me to the Command Center fast.” I do not find The Hanged Man, Roland thought. God’s prayer for the final hour was somehow familiar to him—but it wasn’t a prayer. No. It was ... it was ...

There was some kind of activity around the colonel’s trailer. The guards were out of formation, and one of them was hammering at the door with the butt of his rifle. Roland leaped out of the Jeep as it slowed down, and he ran toward the trailer. “What’s going on?”

One of the guards hastily saluted. “The colonel’s locked himself in, sir! We can’t get the door open, and ... well, you’d better hear it for yourself!”

Roland went up the steps, pushed the other guard aside and listened.

The sound of breaking furniture and shattering glass came through the Airstream’s metal door. Then there was a barely human wailing that sent a shiver creeping up even Roland Croninger’s spine.

“Jesus!” Lawry said, blanching. “There’s some kind of animal in there with him!”

The last time Roland had seen him, the colonel was immobile on his cot and burning up with fever. “Somebody was supposed to be with him at all times!” Roland snapped. “What happened?”

“I just stepped out for about five minutes to have a smoke!” the other guard said, and in his eyes was the fearful knowledge that he would have to pay dearly for that cigarette. “It was just five minutes, sir!”

Roland hammered on the door with his fist. “Colonel! Open up! It’s Roland!”

The noise became a guttural grunting that sounded like a bestial equivalent of sobs. Something else shattered—and then there was silence.

Roland beat on the door again, stepped back and told the guard to get it open if he had to blast it off its hinges.

But someone else walked calmly up the steps, and a hand gripping a thin-bladed knife slid toward the door’s lock.

“Mind if I give it a try, Captain?” Air whistled through the hole where Alvin Mangrim’s nose had been.

Roland detested the sight of him, and also of that damned ugly dwarf who stood jumping up and down a few feet away. But it was worth a shot, and Roland said, “Go ahead.”

Mangrim inserted the blade into the door’s keyhole. He began to twist the knife back and forth, a hair at a time. “If he’s got the bolts thrown, this won’t do much good,” he said. “We’ll see.”

“Just do what you can.”

“Knives know my name, Captain. They speak to me and tell me what to do. This one’s talking to me right now. It says, ‘Easy, Alvin, real easy does the trick.’” He gently swiveled the blade, and there was a click! as the lock popped open. “See?”

The bolts had not been thrown, and the door opened.

Roland entered the darkened trailer, with Lawry and Mangrim right behind him. “We need some light!” Roland shouted, and the guard who’d sneaked a cigarette popped the flame up on his lighter and gave it to him.

The front room was a shambles, the map table overthrown and the chair broken to pieces, the rifles pulled off the wall rack and used to shatter lanterns and more furniture. Roland went into the bedroom, which was equally wrecked. Colonel Macklin was not there, but the lighter’s flame showed what looked at first like fragments of gray pottery lying all over the sweat-damp pillow. He picked one up and examined it, couldn’t quite figure out what it was; but some kind of white jellylike stuff got on his fingers, and Roland flung the thing aside.

“He’s not back here!” Lawry yelled from the other end of the trailer.

“He’s got to be somewhere!” Roland shouted back, and when his voice faded away he heard something.

The sound of whimpering.

Coming from the bedroom closet.

“Colonel?” The whimpering stopped, but Roland could still hear rapid, frightened breathing.

Roland walked to the closet, put his hand on the knob and started to turn it.

“Go away, damn you!” a voice thundered from behind the door.

Roland froze. That voice was a nightmarish mockery of Colonel Macklin’s. It sounded as if he’d been gargling with razor blades. “I ... have to open the door, Colonel.”

“No ... no ... please go away!” Then there was that guttural grunting again, and Roland realized he was crying.

Roland’s spine stiffened. He hated it when the King sounded weak. It wasn’t the proper way for a king to behave. A king should never show weakness, never! He twisted the doorknob and pulled the closet door open, holding the lighter up to see what was inside.

Roland saw and screamed.

He backpedaled, still screaming, as the beast within the closet—the beast wearing Colonel Macklin’s uniform and even the nail-studded hand—crawled out and, grinning crazily, began to stand up.

The crust of growths was gone from the colonel’s face and head, and as Roland retreated across the room he realized the cracked pieces of it were lying over on the pillow.

Macklin’s face had turned inside out. The flesh was bone-white, the nose had collapsed inward; the veins, muscles and knots of cartilage ran on the surface of his face, twitching and quivering as he opened those awful jaws to laugh with a shriek like fingernails on a chalkboard. His teeth had curved into jagged fangs, and his gums were mottled and yellow. The veins on his face were as thick as worms, lacing and intertwining across his bony cheeks, beneath the sockets of his stunned and staring ice-blue eyes, across his forehead and back into his thick, newly grown mat of graying hair. It looked as if the entire outer layer of facial flesh had either been peeled back or rotted away, and exposed was something as close to a living skull as Roland had ever seen.

He was laughing, and the hideously exposed jaw muscles jerked and quivered. The veins writhed as the pressure of blood filled them up. But as he laughed his eyes swam with tears, and he began to slam his nail-studded hand against the wall again and again, dragging the nails down through the cheap paneling.

Lawry and Mangrim had entered the room. Lawry stopped short when he saw the monster in Colonel Macklin’s clothes, and he reached for his .38, but Roland grabbed his wrist.

Mangrim just smiled. “Far out, man!”
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SISTER WAS DREAMING OF the sun. It burned hot in a dazzling blue sky, and she could actually see her shadow again. The sun’s royal heat played on her face, settled into the lines and cracks and seeped down through her skin into her bones. Oh, Lord! she thought. It feels so good not to be cold anymore, and to see the blue sky, and your own shadow looking up at you! The summer day promised to be a scorcher, and Sister’s face was already sweating, but that was all right, too. To see the sky no longer somber and overcast was one of the happiest moments of her life, and if she had to die she asked God to let it be in sunshine.

She stretched her arms up toward the sun and cried aloud with joy because the long, terrible winter was finally over.

Sitting in a chair next to the bed, Paul Thorson thought he heard Sister say something—just a drowsy whisper. He leaned forward, listening, but Sister was silent. The air around her seemed to ripple with heat, though the wind was shrilling outside the shack’s walls and the temperature had fallen to well below zero just after dark. That morning, Sister had told Paul that she’d felt weak, but she’d kept going all day until the fever finally struck her down; she’d collapsed on the porch and had been sleeping, fading in and out of delirium, for about six hours.

In her sleep, though, Sister kept the leather satchel with the glass ring inside locked between her hands, and even Josh couldn’t loosen her grip. Paul knew she’d come too far with the glass ring, had watched over it and protected it from harm for too long; she wasn’t yet ready to give it up.

Paul had presumed that finding Swan meant the end of the dreamwalk path. But in the morning he’d watched Sister peer into the depths of the glass, just as she had done before they’d reached Mary’s Rest. He’d seen the lights glitter in her eyes, and he knew her stare: The ring had taken her away again, and she was dreamwalking somewhere beyond Paul’s realm of senses and imagination. Afterward, when Sister had come back—and it was over in about fifteen or twenty seconds—she shook her head and wouldn’t talk about it. She had returned the glass circle to the satchel and hadn’t looked into it again. But Paul had seen that Sister was troubled, and he knew that this time the dreamwalk path had taken a dark turn.

“How is she?”

Swan was standing a few feet behind him, and how long she’d been there he didn’t know. “About the same,” he said. “As hot as a four-alarm fire.”

Swan approached the bed. She was familiar by now with the symptoms. In the two days since Sylvester Moody had brought his gift of apples, she and Josh had seen eight other people with Job’s Mask who’d drifted into feverish, comalike sleep. When the growths had cracked open from the faces of seven of them, their skin was unmarked, their faces back to—or better than—what they’d been before. But the eighth one had been different.

It was a man named DeLauren, who lived alone in a small shed on the eastern edge of Mary’s Rest. Josh and Swan had been summoned by a neighbor, who’d found DeLauren lying on the shed’s dirty floor, unconscious and feverish. Josh had picked the man up and carried him across the shed to his mattress—and Josh’s weight had popped open a floorboard. As Josh knelt to press the board back, he’d smelled the odor of decaying flesh and seen something wet and gleaming down in the gloom. He’d reached into the hole and brought up a severed human hand with most of the fingers gnawed away.

And at that moment DeLauren’s face had cracked open, revealing something black and reptilian underneath. The man had sat up, screaming, and as he’d realized his hoard of food had been discovered he’d crawled across the floor, snapping at Josh with sharp little fangs. Swan had looked away before the rest of the man’s Job’s Mask had cracked apart, but Josh had grabbed him by the back of his neck and flung him head first through the door. Their last sight of DeLauren was as he fled toward the woods, clutching his hands to his face.

There was no way to tell how many bodies had been torn apart and hidden under the shed’s floorboards, or who the people had been. DeLauren’s shocked neighbor said he’d always been a quiet, soft-spoken man who wouldn’t have hurt a fly. At Swan’s suggestion, Josh had set fire to the shed and burned it to the ground. On returning to Glory’s shack, Josh had spent the better part of an hour scrubbing his hands until he got the slime of DeLauren off his skin.

Swan touched the Job’s Mask that covered the lower half of Sister’s face and clung to her skull. It, too, was hot with fever. “What do you think she looks like, deep inside?” Swan asked Paul.

“Huh?”

“Her real face is about to show through,” Swan said, and her dark blue eyes with their glints of many colors met his own. “That’s what’s underneath the Job’s Mask. The face of a person’s soul.”

Paul scratched his beard. He didn’t know what she was talking about, but when she spoke he listened to her, just like everybody else did. Her voice was gentle, but it conveyed a power of thought and command that was far older than her years. Yesterday he’d worked out in the field with some of the others, helping to dig holes and watching Swan plant the apple cores she’d gathered after the big apple-eating festival. She’d explained carefully exactly how deep the holes should be, and how far apart; then, as Josh had followed along behind her with a wheelbarrow full of apple cores, Swan had picked up handfuls of dirt, spat into them, and rubbed the dirt all over each core before placing them in the ground and covering them. And the crazy thing about it was that Swan’s presence had made Paul want to work, though digging holes in the cold ground was not his idea of how to spend the day. She’d made him want to dig each hole as precisely as possible, and a single word of praise from her put energy in him like a charge into a weakening battery. He’d watched the others, too, and seen that she had the same effect on them. He believed that she could grow apple trees from each seed-filled core that went into the ground, and he was proud to dig holes for her until Gideon’s trumpet blared New Orleans jazz. He believed in her, and if she said that Sister’s real face was about to show through, he believed that, too.

“What do you think she looks like, deep inside?” Swan asked him again.

“I don’t know,” he finally replied. “I never met anyone with as much courage. She’s one hell of a woman. A lady,” he said.

“Yes, she is.” Swan looked at the knotty surface of the Job’s Mask. Soon, she thought. Very soon. “She’ll be all right,” she said. “Do you need to get some rest?”

“No, I’m going to stay here with her. If I get sleepy, I can stretch out on the floor. Everybody else asleep?”

“Yes. It’s late.”

“I guess so. You’d better get some sleep yourself.”

“I will. But when it happens, I’d like to see her.”

“I’ll call you,” Paul promised, and then he thought he heard Sister say something again, and he leaned forward to hear. Her head slowly moved back and forth, but she made no other sounds, and she lay still again. When Paul looked up, Swan had gone.

Swan was too keyed-up to sleep. She felt like a child again on the night before Christmas. She went through the front room, where the others slept on the floor around the stove, and then opened the door. Cold wind swept in, fanning the stove’s coals. Swan quickly stepped out, hugging her coat around her shoulders, and closed the door behind her.

“Mighty late for you to be up,” Anna McClay said. She was sitting on the porch steps next to an ex-Pittsburgh steelworker named Polowsky, and both of them were wearing heavy coats, caps and gloves and armed with rifles. At dawn, another pair of guards would take over for a few hours, and the rotating shifts continued all day and night. “How’s Sister doin’?”

“No change yet.” Swan looked at the bonfire that burned in the middle of the road. The wind whipped through it, and a shower of red sparks wheeled into the sky. About twenty people were sleeping around the bonfire, and several more were sitting up, staring into the flames or talking to one another to pass the night. Until she knew where the man with the scarlet eye was, Sister had demanded that the shack be guarded at all times, a demand to which Josh and the others had readily agreed. The volunteers also stayed around the bonfires in the field all night, watching the cornstalks and the new area where the apple cores had been planted.

Swan had told Josh and Sister about facing the man with the scarlet eye in the crowd that day, and she thought that maybe—just a little bit—she understood why he struck out to cause such suffering in human beings. She knew also that he’d almost taken the apple, but at the last second his unthinking rage and pride had won. And she’d seen that he hated her and hated himself for wanting to take a step beyond what he was; but he’d been afraid of her, too, and as she’d watched him stagger away Swan had realized that forgiveness crippled evil, drew the poison from it like lancing a boil. What might have happened if he’d taken the apple she didn’t know, but the moment was gone. Still, she didn’t fear the man with the scarlet eye as she had before, and since that day she hadn’t been looking over her shoulder to see who was coming up from behind.

She walked to the corner of the porch, where Mule was hitched to the support post. The horse was kept warm by several blankets, and there was a pail of spring water for him to drink from. Finding food for him was a problem, but Swan had saved him a dozen apple cores and was feeding him those, as well as roots and some straw that had been stuffed inside Mr. Polowsky’s mattress. He liked horses and had offered to help feed and water Mule. The horse didn’t generally take to strangers, but he seemed to accept Mr. Polowsky’s attention with a minimum of crankiness.

Mule’s head had been drooping, but his nose twitched as he caught Swan’s aroma, and instantly his head came up, his eyes open and alert. She scratched between his eyes and then down at the soft, velvety skin of his muzzle, and Mule nibbled at her fingers with unabashed delight.

Swan suddenly looked over toward the fire and saw him standing there, silhouetted by flames and sparks. She couldn’t see his face, but she could feel him staring at her. Her skin broke out in goose bumps under her patchwork coat, and she quickly looked away, concentrating only on rubbing Mule’s muzzle. But her eyes slid back toward Robin, who had come a few feet closer to the porch’s edge. Her heart boomed like a kettle drum, and again she looked away. From the corner of her eye, she watched him approach, then stop and pretend to be examining something on the ground with the toe of his boot.

It’s time to go back in now, she told herself. Time to check on Sister again.

But her legs didn’t want to move. Robin was coming nearer, and then he stopped again and peered out beyond the fire as if something else had taken his attention. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat, seemed to be trying to decide whether to return to the bonfire’s warmth or not. Swan didn’t know if she wanted him to come closer or go away, and she felt as jumpy as a grasshopper on a hot rock.

Then he took another step forward. His mind was made up.

But Swan’s nerve broke, and she started to turn away and go back inside.

Mule decided the issue by choosing that instant to playfully clamp his teeth on Swan’s fingers, holding her prisoner for the few seconds it took Robin to reach her.

“I think your horse must be hungry,” he said.

Swan pulled her fingers free. She started to turn away again, her heart pounding so strongly that she was certain he must hear it, like distant thunder over the horizon.

“Don’t go.” Robin’s voice softened. “Please.”

Swan stopped. She thought he didn’t resemble at all the movie stars in the magazines her mother used to read, because there was nothing clean-cut and Hollywood-handsome about him; he looked nothing like the well-scrubbed teenage boys in the soap operas Darleen Prescott had watched. His face, for all its hard lines and angles, was young, but his eyes were old. They were the color of ashes but looked capable of fire. She met his gaze, saw that he’d loosened his mask of toughness. His eyes were soft—maybe even tender—as he stared up at her.

“Hey!” Anna McClay said. “You go on about your business. Swan doesn’t have time for you.”

His tough mask tightened again. “Who made you her keeper?”

“Not keeper, smartass. Protector. Now, why don’t you just be a good little boy and go on—”

“No,” Swan interrupted. “I don’t need a keeper, or a protector. Thank you for being concerned about me, Anna, but I can take care of myself.”

“Oh. Sorry. I just thought he was botherin’ you again.”

“He’s not bothering me. It’s all right. Really.”

“You sure? I used to see his type strollin’ the midway, lookin’ for pockets to pick.”

“I’m sure,” Swan replied. Anna gave Robin another warning glare, then returned to her conversation with Mr. Polowsky.

“That’s telling her,” Robin said, smiling gratefully. “It’s about time she got her butt kicked.”

“No, it’s not. You might not like Anna, and she sure doesn’t like you, but she’s doing what she thinks is best for me, and I appreciate that. If you were bothering me, I would let her run you off.”

Robin’s smile faded. “So you think you’re better than everybody else?”

“No, I didn’t mean it like that.” Swan felt flustered and nervous, and her tongue was getting tangled between her thoughts and her words. “I just meant ... Anna is right to be careful.”

“Uh-huh. So am I bothering you by being friendly?”

“You were a little too friendly when you came into the shack and ... and woke me up that way,” she replied crisply. She could feel her face reddening, and she wanted to go back to the beginning and start the conversation all over again, but it was out of control now, and she was half scared and half angry. “And I wasn’t offering you that apple the other day, either!”

“Oh, I get it. Well, my feet are on solid ground. They’re not up on a pedestal like some people’s are. And maybe I couldn’t help it that I kissed you, and maybe when I saw you standing there with an apple in your hand and your eyes big and wide I couldn’t help but take it, either. When I first saw you, I thought you were okay; I didn’t know you were a stuck-up little princess!”

“I’m not!”

“No? Well, you act like one. Listen, I’ve been around! I’ve met a lot of girls! I know stuck-up when I see it!”

“And—” Stop! she thought. Stop right now! But she couldn’t, because she was scared inside, and she didn’t dare let him know how much. “And I know a crude, loudmouthed ... fool when I see one!”

“Yeah, I’m a fool, all right!” He shook his head and laughed without humor. “I’m sure a fool for thinking I might like to get to know the ice princess better, huh?” He stalked away before she could reply.

All she could think to say was, “Don’t bother me again!” Instantly she felt a pang of pain that sliced her open from head to toe. She clenched her teeth to keep from calling him. If he was going to act like a fool, then he was one! He was a baby with a bad temper, and she wanted nothing more to do with him.

But she knew also that a kind word might call him back. One kind word, that was all. And was that so hard? He’d misunderstood her, and maybe she’d misunderstood him as well. She felt Anna and Mr. Polowsky watching her, and she sensed that Anna might be wearing a faint, knowing smile. Mule rumbled and exhaled steam into Swan’s face. Swan pushed aside her swollen pride and started to call Robin, and as she opened her mouth the shack’s door opened and Paul Thorson said excitedly, “Swan! It’s happening!”

She watched Robin walking toward the bonfire. And then she followed Paul into the shack.

Robin stood at the edge of the fire. Slowly, he balled up a fist and placed it against his forehead. “Dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb!” he said as he hit himself in the head. He still didn’t know what had happened; he just knew he’d been scared to death even speaking to someone as beautiful as Swan. He’d wanted to impress her, but now he felt like he’d just walked barefoot through a cow pasture. “Dumb, dumb, dumb!” he kept repeating. Of course, he hadn’t met a lot of girls; in fact, he hardly had met any girls. He didn’t know how to act around them. They were like creatures from another planet. How did you talk to them without ... yeah, without coming off like a loudmouthed fool—which was exactly what he knew he was.

Well, he told himself, everything’s sure messed up now! He was still shaking inside, and he felt sick down in the pit of his stomach. And when he shut his eyes he could still see Swan standing before him, as radiant as the most wonderful dream he’d ever known. Since the first day he’d seen her, lying asleep on the bed, he hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind.

I love her, he thought. He’d heard about love, but he’d had no idea love made you feel giddy and sick and shaky all at the same time. I love her. And he didn’t know whether to shout or cry, so he just stood staring into the flames and seeing nothing but Swan’s face.

“I believe I just heard two arrows hit a couple of rear ends,” Anna told Mr. Polowsky, and they looked at each other and laughed.



73

THE MAN WITH A face like a skull stood up in his Jeep and lifted an electric bullhorn. His jagged teeth parted, and he bellowed, “Kill them! Kill! Kill! Kill!”

Macklin’s roar mingled with the shout of engines firing and was finally drowned out by the thunder of machinery as more than six hundred armored cars, trucks, Jeeps and vans began to move across the parking lot toward the Savior’s fortress. Dawn’s gray light was further dirtied by banners of drifting smoke, and fires burned on the parking lot, consuming the two hundred vehicles that had been wrecked or destroyed during the first two assault waves. The broken bodies of AOE soldiers lay dead or dying on the cracked concrete, and there were new screams of agony as the wheels of the third wave rolled over the wounded.

“Kill them! Kill them all!” Macklin continued to shout through the bullhorn, waving the monster machines on with his black-gloved right hand. The nails protruding from its palm glinted with the fires of destruction.

Hundreds of soldiers, armed with rifles, pistols and Molotov cocktails, moved on foot behind the advancing vehicles. And in a semicircle around the shopping mall, three densely packed rows of American Allegiance trucks, cars and vans awaited the onslaught, just as they’d waited for and repulsed the previous two. But piles of Allegiance dead littered the parking lot as well, and many of their vehicles blazed, still exploding as the gas tanks ruptured.

Flames leaped, and bitter smoke filled the air. But Macklin looked toward the Savior’s fortress and grinned, because he knew the Allegiance could not stand before the might of the Army of Excellence. They would fall—if not in the third attack, then in the fourth, or fifth, or sixth, or seventh. The battle was winnable, Macklin knew. Today he would be the victor, and he would make the Savior kneel and kiss his boot before he smashed the Savior’s face.

“Closer!” Macklin shouted to his driver, and Judd Lawry flinched. Lawry couldn’t stand to look at Macklin’s face, and as he drove the Jeep nearer to the advancing line of vehicles he didn’t know whom he feared most: the leering, ranting thing that Colonel Macklin had become, or the American Allegiance sharpshooters.

“Onward! Onward! Keep moving!” Macklin commanded the soldiers, his eyes sweeping the ranks, watching for any signs of hesitation. “They’re about to break!” he shouted. “Onward! Keep going!”

Macklin heard a horn blare and looked back to see a bright red, rebuilt Cadillac with an armored windshield roaring across the lot, weaving through and around other vehicles to get to the front. The driver had long, curly blond hair, and a dwarf was crouched up in the Cadillac’s roof turret where the snout of a machine gun protruded. “Closer, Lieutenant!” Macklin ordered. “I want a front row seat!”

Oh, Jesus! Lawry thought. His armpits were sweating. It was one thing to attack a bunch of farmers armed with shovels and hoes, and something else entirely to storm a brick fortress where the fuckers had heavy artillery!

But the American Allegiance held their fire as the AOE’s trucks and vans rolled steadily forward.

Macklin knew all his officers were in place, leading their battalions. Roland Croninger was on the right, in his own command Jeep, urging two hundred men and more than fifty armored vehicles into battle. Captains Carr, Wilson and Satterlee, Lieutenants Thatcher and Meyers, Sergeants McCowan, Arnholdt, Benning and Buford—all of his trusted officers were in their places, and all of them had their minds fixed on victory.

Breaking through the Savior’s defenses was a simple matter of discipline and control, Macklin had concluded. It didn’t matter how many AOE soldiers died, or how many AOE vehicles exploded and burned—this was a test of his personal discipline and control. And he swore that he’d fight to the last man before he let the Savior beat him.

He knew that he’d gone a little crazy when that stuff had cracked open, when he’d picked up a lantern and looked into a mirror at himself, but he was all right now.

Because, after his madness had passed, Colonel Macklin had realized he now wore the face of the Shadow Soldier. They were one and the same now. It was a miracle that told Macklin God was on the side of the Army of Excellence.

He grinned and roared, “Keep moving! Discipline and control!” through the bullhorn in the voice of a beast.

Another voice spoke. It was a hollow-sounding boom!, and Macklin saw the flash of orange light by the mall’s barricaded entrance. There was a high shrieking noise that seemed to pass right over Macklin’s head. About seventy yards behind him, an explosion threw up pieces of concrete and the twisted metal of an already-wrecked van. “Onward!” Macklin commanded. The American Allegiance might have tanks, he thought, but they didn’t know shit about shell trajectories. Another round whistled through the air, exploding back in the encampment. And then there was a ripple of fire along the massed defenses of the American Allegiance, and bullets struck sparks from the concrete and ricocheted off the armored vehicles. Some of the soldiers fell, and Macklin shouted, “Attack! Attack! Open fire!”

The order was picked up by other officers, and almost at once the machine guns, pistols and automatic rifles of the Army of Excellence began to stutter and crack, aiming a barrage at the enemy’s defensive line. The AOE’s lead vehicles lunged forward, gathering speed to smash through to the mall. A third tank shell exploded in the parking lot, throwing a plume of smoke and rubble and making the ground tremble. And then some of the Allegiance’s heavy vehicles were gunning forward, their engines screaming, and as the trucks and armored cars of both armies slammed together there was a hideous cacophony of shrieking tires, bending metal and ear-cracking explosions.

“Attack! Kill them all!” Macklin kept shouting at the advancing soldiers as Judd Lawry jinked the wheel back and forth to avoid corpses and wrecked hulks. Lawry’s eyes were about to pop from his head, beads of cold sweat covering his face. A bullet glanced off the edge of the windshield, and Lawry could feel its vibration like the snap of a tuning fork.

Machine gun fire zigzagged across the parking lot, and half a dozen AOE soldiers spun like demented ballet dancers. Macklin threw aside the bullhorn, wrenched his Colt .45 from his waist holster and shot at Allegiance soldiers as they stormed over the defensive line into the maelstrom of bodies, skidding vehicles, explosions and burning wrecks. So many cars and trucks were slamming together, backing up and charging one another again that the parking lot resembled a gargantuan demolition derby.

Two trucks crashed right in front of the Jeep, and Lawry hit the brakes and twisted the wheel at the same time, throwing the Jeep into a sideswiping skid. Two men were struck down beneath its wheels, and whether they were AOE or Allegiance soldiers Lawry didn’t know. Everything was confused and crazy, the air full of blinding smoke and sparks, and over the screaming and shouting Judd Lawry could hear Macklin laughing as the colonel fired at random targets.

A man with a pistol was suddenly framed in the Jeep’s headlights, and Lawry ran him down. Bullets thunked against the Jeep’s side, and to the left an AOE car exploded, sending its driver tumbling through the air, still gripping a fiery steering wheel.

Between the crashing and skidding vehicles, the infantrymen were locked in savage hand-to-hand combat. Lawry swerved to avoid a burning truck. He heard the shrill whistle of an approaching shell, and his groin shriveled. As he screamed, “We gotta get out of here!” he twisted the wheel violently to the right and sank his foot to the floorboard. The Jeep surged forward, running over two soldiers grappling on the concrete. A tracer bullet whacked into the Jeep’s side, and Lawry heard himself whimper.

“Lieutenant!” Macklin shouted. “Turn the Jeep back—”

And that was all he had time to say, because the earth suddenly shook, and there was a blinding, white-hot blast about ten feet in front of the Jeep. The vehicle shuddered and reared up on its back tires like a frightened horse. Macklin heard Lawry’s strangled scream—and then Macklin jumped for his life as the scorching shock wave of the explosion hit him and almost ripped the uniform off his body. He struck the concrete on his shoulder and heard the shriek of tires and the crash of the Jeep as it was flung into another car.

The next thing he knew, Macklin was on his feet, his uniform and coat hanging in tatters around him, and he was looking down at Judd Lawry. The man was sprawled on his back amid the wreckage of the Jeep, and his body was twitching as if he were trying to crawl to safety. Judd Lawry’s head had been smashed into a misshapen mass of gore, and his broken teeth were clicking together like castanets.

Macklin had his gun in his left hand. The false right hand with its palmful of nails was still attached to the wrist by strong adhesive bandages. Blood was streaming down his right arm and dripping down the black-gloved fingers to the concrete. He realized he’d scraped his arm open from shoulder to elbow, but other than that he seemed to be okay. The soldiers swirled around him, fighting and firing, and a bullet dug up a chunk of parking lot about four inches from his right boot. He looked around, trying to figure out how to get back to the AOE’s camp; without transportation, he was as helpless as the lowest infantryman. There was so much screaming, shouting and gunfire that Macklin couldn’t think. He saw a man pinning an AOE soldier to the ground, repeatedly stabbing him with a butcher knife, and Macklin pressed the .45’s barrel against the man’s skull and blew his brains out.

The shock of the recoil thrumming up his arm and the sight of the body keeling over cleared the haze out of Macklin’s head; he knew he had to get moving or he would be just as dead as the Allegiance soldier in front of him. He heard another shell coming down, and terror clutched the back of his neck. Ducking his head, he started running, avoiding the knots of fighting men and leaping over sprawled and bleeding bodies.

The explosion rained pieces of concrete down on him. He tripped, fell, crawled frantically behind the shelter of an overturned AOE armored car. Waiting for him was a body with most of the face shot away. Macklin thought it might have been Sergeant Arnholdt. Shaken, the colonel took the clip from his .45 and replaced it with a fresh one. Bullets whined off the armored car, and he crouched against the concrete, trying to find enough courage to continue his race back to the encampment.

Over the tumult, the cries of “Retreat! Retreat!” reached him. The third assault had failed.

He didn’t know what had gone wrong. The Allegiance should have broken by now. But they had too many men, too many vehicles, too much firepower. All they had to do was sit tight in that damned mall. There had to be a way to get them out. There had to be!

Trucks and cars started racing across the parking lot, heading away from the mall. Soldiers followed them, many hobbling and wounded, stopping to fire a few shots at their pursuers and then stagger on. Macklin forced himself to get up and run, and as he broke from cover he felt a tug at his coat and knew a bullet had passed through. He squeezed off four wild shots without aiming, and then he fled with the rest of his Army of Excellence as machine gun bullets marched across the concrete and more men died around him.

When Macklin made it back to camp, he found Captain Satterlee already getting reports from the other surviving officers, and Lieutenant Thatcher was assigning scouts to guard the perimeter against an Allegiance counterattack. Macklin climbed on top of an armored car and stared at the parking lot. It looked like a slaughterhouse floor, hundreds of bodies lying in heaps around the burning wreckage. Already the Allegiance scavengers were running amid the corpses, gathering weapons and ammunition. From the direction of the mall he heard cheers of victory.

“It’s not over!” Colonel Macklin roared. “It’s not over yet!” He fired the rest of his bullets at the scavengers, but he was shaking so much he couldn’t aim worth a damn.

“Colonel!” It was Captain Satterlee. “Do we prepare another attack?”

“Yes! Immediately! It’s not over yet! It’s not over until I say it’s over!”

“We can’t take another frontal assault!” another voice contended. “It’s suicide!”

“What?” Macklin snapped, and he looked down at whoever dared to question his orders. It was Roland Croninger, his coat spattered with blood. It was someone else’s blood, though, because Roland was unhurt, the dirty bandages still wrapped around his face. Blood streaked the lenses of his goggles. “What did you say?”

“I said we can’t stand another frontal assault! We’ve probably got less than three thousand men able to fight! If we run head on into those guns again, we’ll lose another five hundred, and we still won’t get anywhere!”

“Are you saying we don’t have the willpower to break through—or are you speaking for yourself?”

Roland drew a deep breath, tried to calm down. He’d never seen such slaughter before, and he’d be dead right now if he hadn’t shot an Allegiance soldier at point-blank range. “I’m saying we’ve got to think of another way into that mall.”

“And I say we attack again. Right now, before they can organize their defenses again!”

“They never were disorganized, damn it!” Roland shouted.

There was silence except for the moaning of the wounded and the crackle of flames. Macklin stared fiercely at Roland. It was the first time Roland had ever dared to shout at him, and there he was, disputing Macklin’s orders in front of the other officers.

“Listen to me,” Roland continued, before the colonel or anyone else could speak. “I think I know a weak spot in that fortress—more than one. The skylights.”

Macklin didn’t answer for a moment. His gaze burned balefully at Roland. “The skylights,” he repeated. “The skylights. They’re on the roof. How do we get to the fucking roof? Fly?”

Laughter interrupted their argument. Alvin Mangrim was leaning against the crumpled hood of the red Cadillac. Steam hissed from the cracked radiator. Bullet holes pocked the metal, and rivulets of blood had leaked from the turret’s view slit. Mangrim grinned, his forehead gashed by metal splinters. “You want to get to that roof, Colonel? I can put you there.”

“How?”

He held up his hands and wiggled his fingers. “I used to be a carpenter,” he said. “Jesus was a carpenter. Jesus knew a lot about knives, too. That’s why they crucified him. When I was a carpenter, I used to build dog houses. Only they weren’t just ordinary old dog houses—oh, no! They were castles, like the knights used to live in. See, I used to read books about castles and shit like that, ‘cause I wanted those dog houses to be real special. Some of those books said interesting things.”

“Like what?” Roland asked impatiently.

“Oh ... like how to get to roofs.” He turned his attention to Colonel Macklin. “You get me some telephone poles, barbed wire and good sturdy lumber, and let me take a few of these wrecked cars apart. I’ll put you on that roof.”

“What are you planning on building?”

“Creating,” Mangrim corrected. “Only it’ll take me a while. I’ll need help—as many men as you can spare. If I can get the right parts, I can finish it in three or four days.”

“I asked you what you were planning on building.”

Mangrim shrugged and dug his hands into his pockets. “Why don’t we go to your trailer, and I’ll draw you a picture. Might be some spies hanging around here.”

Macklin’s gaze ran the length of the Savior’s fortress. He watched the scavengers shooting some of the wounded AOE soldiers, then stripping the bodies. He almost screamed with frustration.

“It’s not over,” he vowed. “It’s not over until I say it is.” And then he climbed down from the armored car and said to Alvin Mangrim, “Show me what you want to build.”
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“YES.” JOSH SAID. “I think we can build it back.” He felt Glory’s arm clinging to him, and she leaned her head against his shoulder.

He put his arm around her, and they stood together next to the burned-out ruins of the church. “We can do it,” he said. “Sure we can. I mean ... it won’t be tomorrow, or next week ... but we can do it. It probably won’t look like it used to, and it might be worse than it was—but it might be better, too.” He squeezed her gently. “Okay?”

She nodded. “Okay,” she said, without looking at him, and her voice was choked with emotion. Then she lifted her tear-streaked face. Her hand came up, and her fingers slowly moved across the surface of his Job’s Mask. “You’re ... a beautiful man, Josh,” she said softly. “Even now. Even like this. Even if it never cracked open, you’d still be the most beautiful man I’ve ever known.”

“Oh, I’m not so hot. I never was. You should’ve seen me when I used to wrestle. Know what my name was? Black Frankenstein. I’d sure fit the bill now, wouldn’t I?”

“No. And I don’t think you ever did.” Her fingers traced the hard ridges and ravines, and then she let her hand drift down again. “I love you, Josh,” she said, and her voice trembled, but her copper-colored eyes were steady and true.

He started to reply, but he thought of Rose and the boys. It had been so long. So long. Were they wandering somewhere, searching for food and shelter, or were they ghosts that only lived in his memories? It was torture not knowing whether they were dead or alive, and as he looked into Glory’s face he realized he would probably never know. Would it be heartless and disloyal to cut out the hope that Rose and his sons might be alive—or was it just being realistic? But he was sure of one thing: He wanted to stay in the land of the living, instead of roaming the vaults of the dead.

He put his arms around Glory and held her tight. He could feel the sharpness of her bones through her coat, and he longed for the day when the harvest would be gathered.

He longed also to be able to see through both eyes, and to be able to breathe deeply again. He hoped his Job’s Mask would crack soon, like Sister’s had last night, but he was afraid as well. What would he look like? he wondered. What if it was the face of someone he didn’t even know? But for now he felt fine, not even a trace of fever. It was the only time in his life he’d ever wanted to be laid low.

Josh saw something lying on the ground in a frozen puddle about four feet away. His stomach clenched, and he said quietly, “Glory? Why don’t you go on back home now? I’ll be along in a few minutes.”

She pulled back, puzzled. “What is it?”

“Nothing. You just go on. I’m going to walk around for a little while and try to figure out how we can put this place back together.”

“I’ll stay with you.”

“No,” he said firmly. “Go home. I want to be by myself for a while. All right?”

“All right,” she agreed. She started back to the road, then turned to him again. “You don’t have to say you love me,” she told him. “It’s okay if you don’t. I just wanted you to know what I was feelin’.”

“I do,” he said, his voice strained and tight. Glory’s gaze lingered on him for a few more seconds, and then she started home.

When she was gone, Josh bent down and grasped what was lying in the puddle. The ice cracked as he pulled it free.

It was a piece of plaid wool, blotched with dark brown stains.

Josh knew what it was from.

Gene Scully’s coat.

He gripped the bloody cloth in his hand and straightened up. Tilting his head to one side, he searched the ground around him. Another fragment of plaid cloth lay a few feet away, deeper into the alley that ran alongside the ruins. He picked that one up, too, and then he saw a third and a fourth fragment, both bloodstained, ahead of him. Little pieces of Gene Scully’s coat lay scattered like plaid snow all over the ground.

An animal got him, Josh thought. Whatever it was must have torn him to shreds.

But he knew no animal had gotten Gene Scully. It had been a different kind of beast, maybe masquerading as a cripple in a child’s red wagon, or as a black man with a silver tooth in the front of his mouth. Scully had either found the man with the scarlet eye—or had been found.

Go get help, Josh told himself. Go get Paul and Sister, and for God’s sake find a rifle! But he kept following the little bits of plaid coat as his heart pumped violently and his throat went dry. There was other trash on the ground, and as Josh went deeper into the alley a rat the size of a Persian cat waddled in front of him, gave him a beady-eyed glare and then squeezed into a hole. Josh heard little squeakings and rustlings all around him, and he knew this part of Mary’s Rest was infested with vermin.

He saw frozen splatters of blood on the ground. He followed them for about fifteen more feet and stopped at a circular piece of tin that lay up against the rough brick foundations of the ruined church. More frozen blood streaked the tin, and Josh could see other bits of shredded plaid around his boots. He put his foot against the piece of tin, which was about the size and shape of a manhole cover, drew a breath and slowly let it out. Then, abruptly, he shoved the tin aside and leaped back.

Exposed underneath it was a hole burrowed down below the church’s foundations. A cold, sour reek rose from it that made his flesh crawl.

Found you, was Josh’s first thought.

His second was: Get the hell out of here! Run, you flat-footed fool!

But he hesitated, staring at the hole.

There was no sound from within, no movement. It’s empty! Josh realized. He’s gone!

He took a tentative step toward the hole. Then a second, and a third. He stood over it, listening. Still no sound, no movement.

The lair was empty. The man with the scarlet eye had gone. After Swan had faced him down, he must have left Mary’s Rest. “Thank God!” Josh whispered.

There was a rustling behind him.

Josh whirled around, his arms up to ward off a blow.

A rat sat atop a cardboard box, baring its teeth. It began to squeal and chatter like an irate landlord.

Josh said, “Be quiet, you little bas—”

Two hands—one black, one white—shot out of the hole and grasped Josh’s ankles, jerking him off his feet. Josh had no time to cry out before he slammed to the ground, the air whooshing from his lungs. Dazed, he tried to scrabble free, tried to dig his fingers into the frozen earth around the hole, but the hands gripped his ankles like iron bands and began to draw him into the depths.

Josh was halfway into the hole before he fully registered what had happened. He started fighting, thrashing and kicking, but the fingers only tightened. He smelled burning cloth, twisted his body and saw blue flames dancing over the man’s hands. Josh’s skin was beginning to scorch, and he felt the man’s hands wet and oozing like wax gloves melting.

But in the next second the flames weakened and went out. The man’s hands were freezing cold again, and they yanked Josh down into darkness.

The hands left his ankles. Josh kicked, felt his left boot connect. A cold, heavy form fell on him—more like a sack of ice than a body. But the knee that pressed against his throat was solid enough, trying to crush his windpipe. Blows that almost broke his bones smashed into his shoulders, chest and rib cage. He got his hands up around a clammy throat and dug his fingers into what felt like cold putty. The thing’s fists pounded his head and face but couldn’t inflict damage through the Job’s Mask. Josh’s brain was rattled in his skull, and he was close to passing out. He knew he had two choices: fight like hell or die.

He struck out with his right fist, his knuckles flattening against the angular line of a jawbone, and instantly he brought his left fist around to crash it into the man’s temple. There was a grunt—more of surprise than of pain—and the weight was off Josh. He struggled to his knees, his lungs dragging in air.

A freezing arm snaked around his throat from behind. Josh reached back, grabbed the fingers and twisted them at a vicious angle; but what had been bones a second before was now like coathanger wire—it would bend but would not break. With sheer strength, Josh lifted himself up from the floor and hurled himself backward, catching the man with the scarlet eye between himself and the church’s foundation wall of rough bricks. The freezing arm slithered away, and Josh tried to scurry out of the hole.

He was caught and hauled down again, and as they fought in the dark like animals Josh saw the man’s hands flicker, about to burst into flames—but they wouldn’t catch, as if something had gone haywire with his ignition switch. Josh smelled an odor halfway between a struck match and a melting candle. But he kicked into the man’s stomach and knocked him back. As Josh got to his feet again a blow hammered across his shoulder, almost dislocating his arm, and flung him onto his face in the dirt.

Josh twisted around to face him, his mouth bleeding and his strength running out fast. He saw the flicker of fire, and then both the man’s hands grew flame again. By their blue light, he could see the man’s face—a nightmare mask, and in it a gibbering, elastic mouth that spat dead flies like broken teeth.

The flaming hands came toward Josh’s face, and suddenly one of them sputtered and went out like a live coal doused with water. The other hand began to burn out as well, little tongues of fire rippling along the fingers.

Something lay beside Josh in the dirt. He saw a bloody pile of flesh and twisted bones, and around it a number of coats, pairs of pants, sweaters, shoes and hats. Nearby was a child’s red wagon.

Josh looked back at the man with the scarlet eye, who had also been Mr. Welcome. The burning hand was almost extinguished, and the man stared at the dying flame with eyes that in a human face might have been called insane.

He’s not as strong as before, Josh realized.

And Josh lunged for the wagon, picked it up and smashed it into the thing’s face.

There was an unholy bellow. The last of the flame went out as the man staggered back. Josh saw gray light and crawled for the hole.

He was about three feet from it when the crumpled red wagon was slammed down across the back of his head. Josh had a second to remember being thrown from a ring in Gainesville, and how it felt to hit a concrete floor, and then he lay still.

He awakened—how much later it was he didn’t know—to the sound of high-pitched giggling. He couldn’t move, and he thought every bone in his body must have snapped.

The giggling was coming from ten or fifteen feet away. It faded out, replaced by a snorting noise that became a language of some kind—German, Josh thought it might be. He made out fragments of other tongues—Chinese, French, Danish, Spanish and more dialects that tumbled out one after the other. Then the harsh, awful voice began to speak in English, with a deep Southern drawl: “Always walked alone ... always walked alone ... always ... always ...”

Josh mentally explored his body, probing to find out what worked and what didn’t. His right hand felt dead, maybe broken. Bands of pain throbbed at his ribs and across his shoulders. But he knew he’d been lucky; the blow he’d just survived might have crushed his skull if the Job’s Mask hadn’t been so thick.

The voice changed, skittering into a singsong dialect Josh couldn’t understand, then returned to English with a flat Midwestern accent: “The bitch ... the bitch ... she’ll die ... but not by my hand ... oh, no ... not by my hand ...”

Josh slowly tried to turn his head. Pain shot through his spine, but his neck still worked. He gradually got his head turned toward the raving thing crouched in the dirt on the other side of the lair.

The man with the scarlet eye was staring at his right hand, where weak blue flames popped along the fingers. The man’s face was hung between masks. Fine blond hair mingled with coarse black, one eye was blue and the other brown, one cheekbone sharp and the other sunken. “Not by my hand,” he said. “I’ll make them do it.” His chin lengthened, sprouted a black stubble that turned into a red beard within seconds and just as quickly disappeared again into the writhing matter of his face. “I’ll find a way to make them do it.”

The man’s hand trembled, began to curl into a tight fist, and the little blue flames went out.

Josh gritted his teeth and started crawling for the gray light at the top of the hole—slowly and painfully, an inch at a time. He stiffened when he heard the man’s voice again, singing in a whisper, “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, mulberry bush, mulberry bush; here we go ’round the mulberry bush, so early in the ...” It trailed off into muttered gibberish.

Josh pushed himself forward. Closer to the hole. Closer.

“Run,” the man with the scarlet eye said, in a thin and weary voice. Josh’s heart pounded, because he knew the monster was speaking to him in the darkness. “Go on. Run. Tell her I’ll make a human hand do the work. Tell her ... tell her ...”

Josh crawled upward toward the light.

“Tell her ... I’ve always walked alone.”

And then Josh pulled himself out of the hole, quickly drawing his legs up after him. His ribs were killing him, and he was fighting to stay conscious, but he knew he had to get away or he was dead meat.

He kept crawling as rats scurried around him. A bitter cold had leeched to his bones, and he expected and dreaded the grip of the man with the scarlet eye, but it didn’t come. Josh realized his life had been spared—either because the man with the scarlet eye was weakened, or because he was worn out, or because he wanted a message sent to Swan.

Tell her I’ll make a human hand do the work.

Josh tried to stand but fell on his face again. It was another minute or two before he could find the strength to heave himself to his knees, and then he was finally able to stand up like a tottering, decrepit old man.

He staggered along the alley to the road and started walking toward the bonfire that burned in front of Glory’s shack. But before he made it, his strength gave out; he toppled like a redwood to the ground, and he did not see Robin and Mr. Polowsky running toward him.
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ROLAND CRONINGER LIFTED A pair of binoculars to his goggled eyes. Snow was whirling through the freezing air and had already covered most of the corpses and wrecked vehicles. Fires were burning around the mall’s entrance, and he knew the Allegiance soldiers were keeping watch as well.

He heard the slow rumble of thunder up in the clouds, and a spear of blue lightning streaked through the snow. He swept his gaze across the parking lot, and his binoculars revealed a frozen hand reaching from a mound of snow, a pile of bodies locked together in icy death, the gray face of a young boy staring at the dark.

The wasteland, Roland thought. Yes. The wasteland.

He lowered the binoculars and leaned against the armored car that shielded him from sniper fire. The sound of hammers at work was carried past him by the wind. The wasteland. That’s what God’s prayer for the final hour was about. He’d been trying to remember where he’d heard it before, only it hadn’t been a prayer then, and it wasn’t Sir Roland who’d heard it. It was a memory from the child Roland’s mind, but it wasn’t a prayer. No, not a prayer. It had been a poem.

He’d awakened that morning on the bare mattress in his black trailer and thought of Miss Edna Merritt. She was one of those spinster English teachers who must have been born looking sixty years old. She’d taught Advanced Freshman English back in Flagstaff. As Roland had sat up on his mattress he’d seen her standing beside the hand-crusher, and she was holding an open copy of The New Oxford Book of English Verse.

“I am going to recite,” Miss Edna Merritt announced, in a voice so dry it made dust seem damp. And, cutting her eyes left and right to make sure the Advanced Freshman English class was attentive, she’d begun to read: “Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks,/ The lady of situations./ Here is the man with three staves, and here the Wheel,/ And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card,/ Which is blank, is something he carries on his back,/ Which I am forbidden to see. I do not find/ The Hanged Man. Fear death by water.” And when she’d finished, she’d announced that the entire class was going to do a research paper on some facet of T S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land,” a small portion of which she had just recited.

He’d made an A on the term paper, and Miss Edna Merritt had written in red on the title page, “Excellent—Shows interest and intelligence.” He’d thought that it showed he was a superfine bullshitter. Bet old Miss Edna’s down to the bones by now, Roland mused as he stared across the parking lot. Bet the worms ate her from the inside out.

Two possibilities intrigued him. One, that Brother Timothy was crazy and had been leading the American Allegiance to West Virginia in search of a fever dream; and two, that there was somebody on Warwick Mountain who called himself God and spouted poetry. Maybe he had some books up there or something. But Roland recalled a puzzling thing that Brother Gary had said, back in Sutton: “God showed him the black box and the silver key and told him how the world will end.”

The black box and the silver key, Roland thought. What did that mean?

He let the binoculars dangle on their strap around his neck, and he listened to the music of hammering. Then he turned around to look beyond the encampment, where Alvin Mangrim’s creation was being constructed by the light of bonfires about a mile away, and out of the line of sight of Allegiance sentries. The work had been going on for three days and three nights, and Colonel Macklin had supplied everything that Mangrim needed. Roland couldn’t see it through the heavy snowfall, but he knew what it was. It was a damned simple thing, but he wouldn’t have thought of it, and even if he had, he wouldn’t have known how to put one together. He didn’t like or trust Alvin Mangrim, but he had to admit that Mangrim had brains. If such a thing was good enough for a medieval army, it was certainly good enough for the Army of Excellence.

Roland knew the Savior must be getting jittery by now, wondering when the next attack would come. They must be in there singing their chants good and loud by—

Searing pain tore through Roland’s face, and he pressed his palms against the bandages. A shuddering moan escaped his lips. He thought his head was going to explode. And then, beneath his fingers, he felt the growths under the bandages move and swell outward, like pressure seething below the crust of a volcano. Roland staggered with pain and terror as the entire left side of his face bulged outward, almost ripping the bandages loose. Frantically, he pressed his hands against his face to keep it from coming apart. He thought of the cracked fragments on the King’s pillow, and what had been revealed beneath, and he whimpered like a child.

The pain ebbed. The movement of the bandages stopped. And then it was over, and Roland was all right. His face hadn’t cracked apart. He was all right. This time the pain hadn’t lasted as long as usual, either. What had happened to Colonel Macklin was a freak thing, Roland told himself. It wouldn’t happen to him. He was content to wear these bandages for the rest of his life.

He waited until he’d stopped shaking. It wouldn’t do for anyone to see him that way. He was an officer. Then he began walking briskly across the camp toward Colonel Macklin’s trailer.

Macklin was seated behind his desk, going over reports from Captain Satterlee about how much fuel and ammunition remained. The supplies were rapidly dwindling. “Come in,” he said when Roland knocked at the door. Roland entered, and Macklin said, “Close the door.”

Roland stood before his desk, waiting for him to look up—but dreading it, too. The skeletal face, with its jutting cheekbones, exposed veins and muscles, made Macklin look like walking death.

“What do you want?” Macklin asked, busy with his merciless figures.

“It’s almost ready,” Roland said.

“The machine? Yes. What about it?”

“We’ll attack when it’s finished, won’t we?”

The colonel put aside his pencil. “That’s right. If I can have your permission to attack, Captain.”

Roland knew he was still stung from their disagreement. It was time now to mend the rift, because Roland loved the King—and also because he didn’t want Alvin Mangrim to be in the King’s favor and himself cast out in the cold. “I ... want to apologize,” Roland said. “I spoke out of turn.”

“We could’ve broken them!” Macklin snapped vengefully. “One more attack was all we needed! We could’ve broken them right then and there!”

Roland kept his eyes lowered in submission, but he knew damned well that another frontal attack would only have slaughtered more AOE soldiers. “Yes, sir.”

“If anybody else had spoken to me like that, I would’ve shot them down on the spot! You were wrong, Captain! Look at these goddamned figures!” He shoved the papers at Roland, and they flew from the desk. “Look how much gasoline we’ve got left! Look at the ammunition inventory! You want to see how much food we have? We’re sitting here starving, and we could’ve had the Allegiance’s supplies three days ago! If we’d attacked then!” He slammed his black-gloved hand down on the desk, and the oil lantern jumped. “And it’s your fault, Captain! Not mine! I wanted to attack! I have faith in the Army of Excellence! Go on! Get out!”

Roland didn’t move.

“I gave you an order, Captain!”

“I have a request to make,” Roland said quietly.

“You’re in no position to make requests!”

“I’d like to request,” Roland continued doggedly, “that I lead the first assault wave when we break through.”

“Captain Carr’s leading it.”

“I know you gave him permission. But I’d like to ask you to change your mind. I want to lead the first wave.”

“It’s an honor to lead an assault wave. I don’t think you’re deserving of an honor, do you?” He paused and then leaned back in his chair. “You’ve never asked to lead an assault wave before. Why now?”

“Because I want to find someone, and I want to capture him alive.”

“And who might that be?”

“The man who calls himself Brother Timothy,” Roland replied. “I want him alive.”

“We’re not taking prisoners. They’re all going to die. Every one.”

“The black box and the silver key,” Roland said.

“What?”

“God showed Brother Timothy the black box and the silver key and told him how the world will end. I’d like to know more about what Brother Timothy says he saw on that mountaintop.”

“Have you lost your mind? Or did they brainwash you when you went in there?”

“I agree that Brother Timothy is probably insane,” Roland said, keeping his composure. “But if he’s not—then who’s calling himself God? And what’s the black box and the silver key?”

“They don’t exist.”

“Probably not. There might not even be a Warwick Mountain. But if there is ... Brother Timothy could be the only one who knows how to find it. I think capturing him alive might be worth the effort.”

“Why? Do you want the Army of Excellence to go looking for God, too?”

“No. But I want to lead the first assault wave, and I want Brother Timothy taken alive.” Roland knew it sounded like an order, but he didn’t care. He stared fixedly at the King.

There was silence. Macklin’s left hand squeezed into a fist, then slowly unclenched. “I’ll think about it.”

“I’d like to know right now.”

Macklin leaned forward, his mouth curved into a thin and terrible smile. “Don’t push me, Roland. I won’t stand to be pushed. Not even by you.”

“Brother Timothy,” Roland said, “is to be taken alive. We can kill everyone else. But not him. I want him able to answer questions, and I want to know about the black box and the silver key.”

Macklin rose like a dark cyclone slowly unfurling. But before he could answer, there was another knock at the trailer’s door. “What is it?” Macklin shouted.

The door opened, and Sergeant Benning came in. He immediately felt the tension. “Uh ... I’ve brought a message from Corporal Mangrim, sir.”

“I’m listening.”

“He says it’s ready. He wants you to come see it.”

“Tell him I’ll be there in five minutes.”

“Yes, sir.” Benning started to turn away.

“Sergeant?” Roland said. “Tell him we’ll be there in five minutes.”

“Uh ... yes, sir.” Benning glanced quickly at the colonel and then got out as fast as he could.

Macklin was filled with cold rage. “You’re walking close to the edge, Roland. Very close.”

“Yes, I am. But you won’t do anything. You can’t. I helped you build all this. I helped you put it together. If I hadn’t amputated your hand in Earth House, you’d be dust by now. If I hadn’t told you to use the drugs to trade with, we’d still be dirtwarts. And if I hadn’t executed Freddie Kempka for you, there’d be no Army of Excellence. You ask my advice, and you do what I say. That’s how it’s always been. The soldiers bow to you—but you bow to me.” The bandages tightened as Roland smiled. He’d seen the flicker of uncertainty—no, of weakness—in the King’s eyes. And he realized the truth. “I’ve always kept the brigades operating for you, and I’ve even found the settlements for us to attack. You can’t even allocate the supplies without going to pieces.”

“You ... little bastard,” Macklin managed to say. “I should ... have you ... shot....”

“You won’t. You used to say I was your right hand. And I believed it. But that was never true, was it? You’re my right hand. I’m the real King, and I’ve just let you wear the crown.”

“Get out ... get out ... get out ...” Macklin felt dizzy, and he grabbed the edge of the desk to steady himself. “I don’t need you! I never did!”

“You always did. You do now.”

“No ... no ... I don’t ... I don’t.” He shook his head and looked away from Roland, but he could still feel Roland’s eyes on him, probing to his soul with surgical precision. He remembered the eyes of the skinny kid who’d been sitting in Earth House’s Town Hall during the newcomers’ orientation, and he remembered seeing something of himself in them—determined, willful and, above all, cunning.

“I’ll still be the King’s Knight,” Roland said. “I like the game. But from now on, we won’t pretend it’s you who makes the rules.”

Macklin suddenly lifted his right arm and started to swipe the nail-studded palm across Roland’s face. But Roland didn’t move, didn’t flinch. Macklin’s skeletal face was twisted with rage, and he trembled but did not deliver the blow. He made a gasping sound, like a punctured balloon, and the room seemed to spin crazily around him. In his mind he heard the hollow, knowing laughter of the Shadow Soldier.

The laughter went on for a long time. And when it was over, Macklin’s arm dropped to his side.

He stood staring at the floor, his mind on a filthy pit where only the strong survived.

“We should go see Mangrim’s machine now,” Roland suggested, and this time his voice was softer, almost gentle. The voice of a boy again. “I’ll give you a ride in my Jeep. All right?”

Macklin didn’t answer. But when Roland turned and walked to the door, Macklin followed like a dog humbled by a new master.
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HEADLIGHTS DARKENED, THREE ROWS of Army of Excellence vehicles moved slowly across the parking lot as howling winds blew snow in blinding crosscurrents. Visibility was cut to nine or ten feet in all directions, but the blizzard had given the AOE a chance to clear some of the debris off the parking lot with two of its three bulldozers. They’d shoved the frozen corpses and twisted metal into huge heaps on either side of what the AOE infantrymen now called “Death Valley.”

Roland rode in his Jeep at the center of the first row, with Sergeant McCowan behind the wheel. Under his coat he wore a shoulder holster with a .38 in it, and at his side was an M-16. On the floorboard, behind his right boot, were a flare gun and two red flares.

He knew it was going to be a very good day.

Soldiers rode on the hoods, trunks and fenders of the vehicles, adding weight to help traction. Behind the advancing waves followed twelve hundred more AOE soldiers. Captain Carr controlled the left flank, and on the far side of Roland’s Jeep Captain Wilson was in command of the right. Both of them, along with the other officers involved in Operation Crucify, had gone over the plans with Roland several times, and Roland had told them exactly what he expected. There was to be no hesitation when the signals were given, and the maneuvers had to be done precisely as Roland had outlined. There was to be no retreat, Roland had told them; the first man who shouted a retreat was to be shot on the field. And as the orders were given and the plan gone over again and again Colonel Macklin had sat silent behind his desk.

Oh, yes! Roland thought, delirious with a keen mingling of excitement and fear. It’s going to be a good day!

The vehicles continued to advance, foot by foot, the noise of their engines covered by the shriek of the wind.

Roland wiped snow from his goggles. Down the first line of trucks and cars, soldiers began to slide off the hoods and fenders and scrabble forward on their hands and knees across the snow. They were members of the Recon Brigade that Roland had organized—small, fast men who could get up close to the Allegiance defensive line without being seen. Roland strained forward in his seat, watching for the Allegiance’s bonfires. Even now, he knew, the Recon Brigade soldiers were taking up positions on the far left and right flanks, and they would be the first to open fire when the signals were given. If the Recon Brigade successfully drew enemy attention to the far left and far right of the defensive line, there might be a hole of confusion right in the center—and it was there that Roland planned to pierce.

Orange light flickered ahead—firelight, glowing from one of the bonfires on the defensive line. Roland cleared his goggles again, saw the glint of another bonfire to the left and maybe thirty yards away. He picked up the flare gun and loaded one flare into the breech. Then, with the second flare in his gloved left hand, he stood up in the Jeep and waited for the assault wave to close another five yards.

Now! Roland decided, and he aimed the flare gun just over the windshields of the vehicles on the left flank. He squeezed the trigger, and the gun coughed; the brilliant crimson flare streaked away, and the first signal had been delivered. The vehicles on the left side began to pivot, the entire line veering further left. Roland quickly reloaded and delivered the second signal on the right flank. The vehicles on that side slowed and began to veer to the right.

Sergeant McCowan, too, cut the wheel to the right side. The tires skidded over the snow for a few seconds before they responded. Roland was counting the time down: eight ... seven ... six ...

He saw quick white flashes of gunfire from the far left flank, right up on the Allegiance’s defensive line, and he knew the Recon Brigade on that side had gone to work.

... five ... four ...

Gunfire erupted on the far right flank. Roland saw sparks fly as bullets ricocheted off metal.

... three ... two ...

On the left side, the AOE vehicles suddenly turned on their headlights, the blinding shafts of light spearing through the snow and into the eyes of the Allegiance sentries not more than ten yards away. A fraction of a second later, the headlights on the right side came on. Machine-gun bullets, fired in blind panic by a sentry, threw up plumes of snow six feet in front of Roland’s Jeep.

... one, Roland counted.

And the massive thing—half machine and half a construction from a medieval nightmare—that had been following thirty feet behind the command Jeep suddenly roared forward, its treads flattening corpses and debris, its steel scoop raised to shield against gunfire. Roland watched the huge war machine as it swept past, gaining speed, heading for the center of the enemy’s defenses. “Go!” Roland shouted. “Go! Go!”

Mangrim’s brainchild was powered by the third bulldozer, its driver inside an armor-plated cab; but towed by steel cables behind the bulldozer was a wide wooden platform with truck axles and wheels attached. Rising from the platform was an intricate wooden framework, made from sturdy telephone poles bolted and lashed together to support a central staircase that ascended more than seventy feet into the air. The stairs had been taken from houses in the dead residential district around the shopping center. The long staircase curved slightly forward at the pinnacle and ended in a ramp that could be unhinged and dropped outward like the drawbridge of a castle. Barbed wire and scavenged pieces of metal from wrecked cars covered the outside surfaces, with gunports cut here and there on several of the staircase landings. To help support the weight, some of the telephone poles had been driven onto iron spikes bolted to the bulldozer, and they thrust upward to hold the war machine steady.

Roland knew what it was. He’d seen pictures of them in books.

Alvin Mangrim had built a siege tower, like medieval armies had used to storm fortified castles.

And then the bulldozer’s upraised scoop crashed into a mailman’s armored truck that was covered with graffiti like LOVE THE SAVIOR and KILL IN THE NAME OF LOVE and began to shove it backward, out of the defensive line. The mailman’s truck slammed into a car, and the car was crushed between it and an armored Toyota van as the bulldozer pressed forward, its engine screaming and the treads throwing back wakes of snow. The siege tower shivered and creaked like arthritic bones, but it was built strong, and it held.

Gunfire flared from the left and right flanks of the Allegiance’s defenses, but the soldiers who manned the center were forced back in confusion, some of them being crushed to death at once as the bulldozer came powering through. Through the hole the bulldozer had opened rushed a swarm of shouting AOE infantrymen, dealing out more death from their guns. Bullets whined and sparked off metal, and further down the line a gas tank was hit and exploded, lighting up the battleground with a hellish glare.

The bulldozer pushed the wreckage aside and kept going. When its steel shovel slammed against the fortress’s wall, the driver cut his engine and locked the brakes. A truck loaded with soldiers and ten drums of gasoline roared through the hole the bulldozer and siege tower had broken open and skidded to a stop alongside. As other infantrymen supplied a covering fire, some of the soldiers began to unload the gasoline drums while the rest, who carried coils of rope, ran to the siege tower and started up the steps. At the top, they unlocked the ramp and shoved it forward; on the underside of the ramp were hundreds of long nails, which dug into the snow on the mall’s roof as the ramp fell into place. Now there was a seven-foot-long wooden bridge connecting the tower and the roof. One by one the soldiers ran across it, and once on the roof they began to drop the ends of their ropes to the men who were rolling the gasoline drums against the wall. The ropes were already looped and knotted, and as one was slipped around the end of a drum another was tied to the other end. The drums of gasoline were hauled up to the roof, one after the other, in quick succession.

More soldiers streamed up the siege tower, took their places at the gunports and fired down at the mass of Allegiance infantry, who were retreating toward the mall’s entrance. And then the soldiers on the rooftop began to roll the gasoline drums through the central skylight and down into the densely-packed midst of the American Allegiance, many of whom had been sleeping and still didn’t know what was going on. As the drums hit bottom the soldiers took aim and fired with their rifles, puncturing the drums and spewing gasoline into the air. The bullets threw sparks, and with a tremendous whump! the gasoline ignited.

Standing up in his Jeep, Roland saw flame leap into the night through the shattered skylight. “We’ve got them!” he shouted. “Now we’ve got them!”

Beneath the skylight, in the shopping mall’s crowded atrium, men, women and children were dancing to Roland Croninger’s tune. More gasoline drums plummeted through the skylight, exploding like napalm bombs in the conflagration. Within two minutes the entire floor of the atrium was awash with blazing gasoline. Hundreds of bodies were charring as hundreds more tried to fight free, trampling their brothers and sisters, clawing for a breath of air in the firestorm.

Now the rest of the Army of Excellence vehicles were crashing into the Allegiance’s defensive line, and the air burned with bullets. A flaming figure ran past Roland’s Jeep and was broken like a straw doll beneath the wheels of an oncoming truck. The Allegiance soldiers were panicking, not knowing which way to run, and the ones who tried to fight were slaughtered. Smoke was streaming from the mall’s entrance, and still the men on the rooftop continued to drop the gasoline drums. Roland heard the explosions even over the screams and gunfire.

Army of Excellence soldiers were breaking into the mall. Roland picked up his M-16 and jumped from the Jeep, running through the confusion of bodies toward the entrance. A tracer bullet streaked past his face, and he tripped and fell over mangled bodies, but he got up again and kept going. His gloves had turned crimson, and somebody’s blood covered the front of his coat. He liked the color; it was the color of a soldier.

Inside the mall he was surrounded by dozens of AOE infantry who were shooting at enemy soldiers in the stores. Gray smoke churned through the air, and people on fire came running down the corridor, but most of them crumpled before they got very far. The floor shook with the blasts as the final gasoline drum blew, and Roland felt a sickening wave of heat from the atrium ahead. He smelled the intoxicating reek of burning flesh, hair and clothes. More explosions jarred the floor, and Roland thought it must be the Allegiance’s ammunition going off. Allegiance soldiers started throwing aside their guns and coming out of the stores, begging for mercy. They received none.

“You! You! And you!” Roland shouted, pointing out three soldiers. “Follow me!” He raced in the direction of the bookstore.

The atrium was a solid mass of flame. The heat was so terrible that the hundreds of corpses were beginning to liquefy, oozing and melting together. Searing winds screamed around the walls. Roland’s coat was smoking as he ran past the atrium into the corridor that led to the bookstore. The three soldiers followed right behind.

But Roland suddenly stopped, his eyes widening with terror.

One of the Allegiance’s tanks—the Love Bug—was parked in front of the B. Dalton store.

The soldier behind him said, “Oh Je—”

The tank’s main cannon fired; there was an ear-cracking boom that blew the rest of the glass from the store’s windows. But the cannon’s elevation was too high, and the shell’s hot wake threw Roland and the other men to the ground as it passed four feet overhead. It pierced the roof at the end of the corridor without exploding and blasted like a thunderclap about fifty feet in the air, killing most of the soldiers who had dropped the gasoline drums.

Roland and the soldiers opened fire, but their bullets pinged harmlessly off armor. The tank jerked forward, began to grind toward them and then stopped, backed up and started turning to the right. Its turret began to rotate, and then the cannon went off again, this time knocking a truck-sized hole through the brick wall. There was a noise of gears grinding and stripping, and with a backfire that gouted gray smoke the multimillion-dollar machine shuddered and stopped.

Either the driver doesn’t know what he’s doing, Roland thought, or the tank’s a lemon!

The hatch opened. A man popped up with his arms raised. “Don’t shoot!” he shouted. “Please don’t—”

He was interrupted by the force of bullets passing through his face and neck, and he slithered back into the tank.

Two Allegiance soldiers with rifles appeared at the B. Dalton entrance and started shooting. The AOE infantryman to Roland’s right was killed, but in another few seconds the firefight was over and the two Allegiance men lay riddled. The way into the bookstore was clear.

Roland dove to the floor as a shot rang out, closely followed by a second. The other two men fired repeatedly into the gloom at the back of the store, but there was no more enemy resistance.

Roland kicked the storeroom door open and leaped to one side, ready to fill the room with bullets if any more soldiers were in there guarding the Savior.

But there was no movement, no sound.

A single oil lantern glowed within the storeroom. His rifle ready, Roland darted in and crouched on the floor.

The Savior, wearing a lime-green coat and beige slacks with patched knees, was sitting in his chair. His hands gripped the armrests. His head was tilted back, and Roland could see the fillings in his molars.

Blood was trickling from a bullet hole between his eyes. A second bullet hole was black and scorched against the lime-green coat over his heart. As Roland watched, the Savior’s hands suddenly opened and closed in a convulsion. But he was dead. Roland knew very well what a dead man looked like.

Something moved just beyond the light.

Roland aimed his rifle. “Come out. Now. Your hands above your head.”

There was a long pause, and Roland almost squeezed off a few rounds—but then the figure stepped into the light, hands upraised. In one hand was a .45 automatic.

It was Brother Timothy, his face ashen. And Roland knew he’d been right; he was sure the Savior wouldn’t let Brother Timothy very far from his side.

“Drop the gun,” Roland ordered.

Brother Timothy smiled faintly. He brought his hands down, turned the .45’s barrel toward his own temple and squeezed the trigger.

“No!” Roland shouted, already moving forward to stop him.

But the .45 clicked ... and clicked ... and clicked.

“I was supposed to kill him,” Brother Timothy said as the .45 continued clicking on an empty clip. “He told me to. He said the heathen had won, and that my last act was to deliver him from the hands of the heathen ... and then to deliver myself. That’s what he told me. He showed me where to shoot him ... in two places.”

“Put it down,” Roland said.

Brother Timothy grinned, and a tear streaked from each eye. “But there were only two bullets in the gun. How was I supposed to deliver myself ... if there were only two bullets in the gun?”

He continued clicking the trigger until Roland took the gun, and then he sobbed and crumpled to his knees.

The floor shook as the atrium’s roof, weakened by the flames, seven years of neglect and the tons of water from melted snow, collapsed onto the burning corpses. Most of the gunfire had stopped. The battle was almost over, and Roland had won his prize.
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ONE AFTERNOON, AS snow drifted across Mary’s Rest, a panel truck with a sagging suspension entered town from the north. Its backfiring engine immediately made it the center of attention—but new people were coming in almost every day now, some in beat-up old cars and trucks, some in horse-drawn wagons, and most on foot, with their belongings in cardboard boxes or suitcases, so newcomers didn’t draw the curiosity they once had.

Painted in big red letters on both sides of the truck was THE JUNKMAN. The driver’s name was Vulcevic, and he and his wife, two sons and daughter had been following the pattern of a new society of wanderers—staying in a settlement long enough to find food and water and rest and then realizing there must be a better place somewhere else. Vulcevic was a former bus driver from Milwaukee who’d been laid low with a flu bug the day his city was destroyed, and whether that was good fortune or bad he still hadn’t decided.

For the past two weeks he’d been hearing rumors from people they’d met on the road: Ahead was a town called Mary’s Rest, and in that town there’s a spring with water as sweet as the Fountain of Youth’s. They’ve got a cornfield there, and apples fall from the sky, and they’ve got a newspaper and they’re building a church.

And in that town—so the rumors had gone—there’s a girl named Swan who has the power of life.

Vulcevic and his family had the dark hair, eyes and olive complexions of generations of gypsy blood. His wife was particularly attractive, with a sharply chiseled, proud face, long black hair streaked with gray, and dark brown eyes that seemed to sparkle with light. Less than a week before, the helmet of growths that had covered her face and head had cracked open, and Vulcevic had left a lantern burning for the Virgin Mary in the midst of a snow-shrouded forest.

As Vulcevic drove deeper into town he did indeed see a waterhole, right out in the middle of the road. A bonfire burned just past it, and further along the road people were reconstructing a clapboard building that might have been a church. Vulcevic knew this was the place, and he did what he and his family had done in every settlement they’d come across: He stopped the truck in the road, and then his two boys opened the truck’s sliding rear panel and started hauling out the boxes full of items for sale or trade, among which were many of their father’s own inventions. Vulcevic’s wife and daughter set up tables to display the goods on, and by that time Vulcevic had an old megaphone to his lips and had started his salesman’s spiel: “Come on, folks, don’t be shy! Step right up and see what the Junkman’s brought you! Got handy appliances, tools and gadgets from all across the country! Got toys for the kiddies, antiques from a vanished age, and my own inventions specially designed to aid and delight in this modern age—and God knows we all need a little aid and delight, don’t we? So step right up, come one, come all!”

People began to crowd around the tables, gawking at what the Junkman had brought: gaudy women’s clothing, including spangled party dresses and color-splashed bathing suits; high-heeled shoes, penny loafers, saddle oxfords and jogging sneakers; men’s short-sleeved summer shirts by the boxful, most of them still with their department store tags; can openers, frying pans, toasters, blenders, clocks, transistor radios and television sets; lamps, garden hoses, lawn chairs, umbrellas and bird feeders; yo-yos, hula hoops, boxed games like Monopoly and Risk, stuffed teddy bears, little toy cars and trucks, dolls and model airplane kits. Vulcevic’s own inventions included a shaving razor that ran on the power of wound-up rubber bands, eyeglasses with little rubber-band-powered windshield wipers on the lenses, and a small vacuum cleaner run by a rubber-band-operated motor.

“What’ll you take for this?” a woman asked, holding up a glitter-covered scarf.

“Got any rubber bands?” he inquired, but when she shook her head he told her to go home and bring back what she had to trade, and maybe they could do business.

“I’ll trade for whatever you’ve got!” he told the crowd. “Chickens, canned food, combs, boots, wristwatches—you bring ’em and let’s deal!” He caught a fragrant aroma in the air and turned to his wife. “Am I going crazy,” he asked her, “or do I smell apples?”

A woman’s hand took an object off the table in front of Vulcevic. “That’s a one-of-a-kind item right there, lady!” Vulcevic said. “Yes, ma’am! You don’t see craftsmanship like that anymore! Go ahead! Shake it!”

She did. Tiny snowflakes flew over the roofs of a town within the glass ball she held.

“Pretty, huh?” Vulcevic asked.

“Yes,” the woman answered. Her pale blue eyes watched the glittery flakes fall. “How much is it?”

“Oh, I’d say two cans of food at least. But ... since you like it so much ...” He paused, examining his potential customer. She was square-shouldered and sturdy, and she looked like she could spot a lie a mile off. She had thick gray hair trimmed just above her shoulders and brushed back from a widow’s peak at her forehead. Her skin was smooth and unlined, like a newborn baby’s, and it was hard to judge how old she was. Maybe her hair was prematurely gray, Vulcevic thought—but then again, something about her eyes was old, as if they’d seen and remembered a lifetime of struggle. She was a handsome woman, with even, lovely features—a regal look, Vulcevic decided, and he imagined that before the seventeenth of July she might have worn furs and diamonds and had a mansionful of servants. But there was kindness in her face, too, and he thought in the next second that maybe she’d been a teacher, or a social worker, or maybe a missionary. She held a leather satchel securely under her other arm. A businesswoman, Vulcevic thought. Yeah. That’s what she used to be. Probably owned her own business. “Well,” he said, “what have you got to trade, lady?” He nodded toward the satchel.

She smiled slightly, her eyes meeting his. “You can call me Sister,” she said. “And I’m sorry, but I can’t give up what I’ve got in here.”

“Can’t hold onto things forever,” Vulcevic said, with a shrug. “Got to pass them along. That’s the American way.”

“I guess so,” Sister agreed, but she didn’t loosen her grip on the satchel. She shook the glass ball again and watched the snowflakes whirl. Then she returned it to the table. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m just looking.”

“Well, now!” Someone beside her reached into a box and lifted out a tarnished stethoscope. “Talk about relics!” Hugh Ryan hooked it around his neck. “How do I look?”

“Very professional.”

“I thought so.” Hugh couldn’t help but stare at her new face, though he’d seen it often enough in the last two days. Robin had taken a few men back to the cave after Hugh and the rest of the boys and had brought all of them to live in Mary’s Rest. “What’ll you take for this?” Hugh asked Vulcevic.

“A valuable thing like that ... it depends. You know, I might run into a doctor someday who really would need it. I can’t be selling that to just anybody. Uh ... what’ll you trade for it?”

“I think I can get you a few rubber bands.”

“Sold.”

A giant figure stepped beside Sister, and Vulcevic looked up at a gnarled, growth-covered face as Hugh moved away. He flinched only a little bit, because he was used to such sights. The giant’s arm was in a sling, and his broken fingers were bandaged and splinted with Popsicle sticks, courtesy of the town’s new physician.

“How about this?” Josh asked Sister, holding up a long black dress covered with shining spangles. “Do you think she’d like it?”

“Oh, yes. She’d look great at the next opera opening.”

“I think Glory would like it,” he decided. “I mean ... even if she didn’t, she could use the material, couldn’t she? I’ll take this,” he told Vulcevic, laying the dress across the table. “And this, too.” He picked up a green plastic toy tractor.

“Good choice. Uh ... what’ve you got to trade?”

Josh hesitated. Then he said, “Wait a minute. I’ll be right back,” and he walked toward Glory’s shack, limping on his left leg.

Sister watched him go. He was as strong as a bull, but the man with the scarlet eye had almost killed him. He had a badly sprained shoulder, a bruised left kneecap, three broken fingers and a fractured rib, and he was covered with abrasions and cuts that were still healing. Josh was very lucky to be alive. But the man with the scarlet eye had vacated his lair under the burned-out church; by the time Sister had gotten there, along with Paul, Anna and a half-dozen men with rifles and shotguns, the man had gone, and though the hole had been watched around the clock for four days, he had not returned. The hole had been filled up, and work was proceeding on rebuilding the church.

But whether he’d left Mary’s Rest or not Sister didn’t know. She remembered the message Josh had brought back: “I’ll make a human hand do the work.”

People pushed in around her, examining the items as if they were fragments of an alien culture. Sister browsed through the stuff—junk now, but years ago things no household would have been without. She picked up an egg timer and let it fall back into the box along with rolling pins, cookie molds and kitchen tools. A multicolored cube lay on the table, and she recalled that such things had been known as Rubik’s Cubes. She picked up an old calendar illustrated with a pipe-smoking fisherman flycasting into a blue stream.

“That’s only eight years old,” Vulcevic told her. “You can figure out the dates from it if you count backwards. I like to keep up with the days, myself. Like today—it’s the eleventh of June. Or the twelfth. Anyway, one or the other.”

“Where’d you get all this?”

“Here and there. We’ve been traveling for a long time. Too long, I guess. Hey! Interested in a nice silver locket? See?” He flipped it open, but Sister glanced quickly away from the small yellowed photo of a smiling little girl inside it. “Oh,” Vulcevic said, and he knew his salesmanship had gotten away from him. “Sorry.” He closed the locket. “Maybe I shouldn’t sell this, huh?”

“No. You should bury it.”

“Yeah.” He put it away and regarded the low, dark snow clouds. “Some morning in June, huh?” He gazed around at the shacks while his two sons dealt with the customers. “How many people live here?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe five or six hundred. New people are coming in all the time.”

“I guess so. Looks like you’ve got a good water supply here. The houses aren’t so bad. We’ve seen plenty worse. Know what we heard on the road coming here?” He grinned. “You’ve got a big cornfield, and apples fall out of the sky. Isn’t that the funniest thing you’ve ever heard?”

Sister smiled.

“And there’s supposed to be a girl here, named Swan or something like that, who can make crops grow. Just touch the dirt and they spring up! How about that? I tell you, the whole country would be dead if it wasn’t for imagination.”

“Are you planning on staying here?”

“Yeah, for a few days, at least. It looks okay. I’ll tell you, we wouldn’t go north again—no, ma’am!”

“Why? What’s north?”

“Death,” Vulcevic said; he scowled, shook his head. “Some people have gone off their rockers. We heard that there’s fighting going on up north. There’s some kind of damned army up there, just this side of the Iowa line. Or what used to be Iowa. Anyway, it’s damned dangerous to go north, so we’re heading south.”

“An army?” Sister remembered Hugh Ryan telling her and Paul about the Battlelands. “What kind of army?”

“The kind that kills you, lady! You know, men and guns. Supposed to be two or three thousand soldiers on the march up there, looking for people to kill. I don’t know what the hell they’re doing. Little tin bastards! Crap like that got us in the mess we’re in!”

“Have you seen them?”

Vulcevic’s wife had been listening, and now she stepped to her husband’s side. “No,” she told Sister, “but we saw the lights of their fires one night. They were in the distance, like a burning city. Right after that we found a man on the road—all cut up and half dead. He called himself Brother David, and he told us about the fighting. He said the worst of it was near Lincoln, Nebraska, but that they were still hunting down the Savior’s people—that’s what he said, and he died before we could make sense of it. But we turned south and got out of there.”

“You’d better pray they don’t come through here,” Vulcevic said to Sister. “Little tin bastards!”

Sister nodded, and Vulcevic went over to dicker with somebody about a wristwatch. If an army was indeed on the march this side of the Iowa line, it meant they might be within a hundred miles of Mary’s Rest. My God! she thought. If two or three thousand “soldiers” swept into Mary’s Rest, they’d smash it to the ground! And she thought also of what she’d been seeing lately in the glass ring, and she went cold inside.

Almost at the same instant, she felt a frigid wave of—yes, she thought—of hatred wash over her, and she knew he was behind her, or beside her, or somewhere very near. She felt his stare on her, like a claw poised at the back of her neck. She whirled quickly around, her nerves screaming an alarm.

But all the people around her seemed interested only in what lay on the tables or in the boxes. There was no one staring at her, and now the frigid wave seemed to be ebbing, as if the man with the scarlet eye—wherever and whoever he was—had begun to move away.

Still, his cold presence lingered in the air. He was close ... somewhere very close, hidden in the crowd.

She caught a sudden movement to her right, sensed a figure reaching for her. A hand was outstretched, about to touch her face. She turned and saw a man in a dark coat, standing too close for her to escape. She cringed backward—and then the man’s slender arm glided past her face like a snake.

“How much for this?” he asked Vulcevic. In his hand was a little windup toy monkey, chattering and banging two small cymbals together.

“What do you have?”

The man dug out a pocketknife and handed it over. Vulcevic examined it closely, then nodded. “It’s yours, friend.” The other man smiled and gave the toy to a child who stood beside him, waiting patiently.

“Here,” Josh Hutchins said as he came through the crowd back to the table. In his good hand he was carrying something wrapped up in brown cloth. “How about this?” He put the cloth down on the table, next to the spangled black dress.

Vulcevic opened the cloth and stared numbly at what was inside. “Oh ... my God,” he whispered.

Lying in front of him were five ears of golden corn.

“I figured you might want one for each of you,” Josh said. “Is that all right?”

Vulcevic picked one of them up as his wife stared spellbound over his shoulder. He smelled it and said, “It’s real! My God, this is real! It’s so fresh I can still smell the earth on it!”

“Sure. We’ve got a whole field of corn growing not too far from here.”

Vulcevic looked as if he might keel over.

“Well?” Josh asked. “Do we have a deal or not?”

“Yes. Yes. Sure! Take the dress! Take whatever you want. My God! This is fresh corn!” He looked over at the man who wanted the wristwatch. “Take it!” he said. “Hell, take a handful! Hey, lady! You want that scarf? It’s yours! I can’t ... I can’t believe this!” He touched Josh’s good arm as Josh carefully picked up Glory’s new dress. “Show me,” he begged. “Please show me. It’s been so long since I’ve seen anything growing! Please!”

“All right. I’ll take you out to the field.” Josh motioned for him to follow.

“Boys! Watch the merchandise!” Vulcevic told his sons. And then he looked around at the faces of the crowd, and he said, “Hell! Give them whatever they want! They can have any of it!” He and his wife and daughter started following Josh out to the field, where the golden corn was ripening by the basketful.

Shaken and nervous, Sister was still aware of the cold presence. She began walking back to Glory’s house, holding the satchel tightly under her arm. She still felt as if she were being watched, and if he was indeed out there somewhere, she wanted to get into the house and away from him.

She was almost at the porch when she heard a shouted “NO!” and, an instant later, the noise of the truck’s engine roaring to life.

She whirled around.

The Junkman’s truck was backing up, running over the tables and smashing the boxes of merchandise. People screamed and fled out of its path. Vulcevic’s two sons were trying to climb up to get at the driver, but one of them stumbled and fell and the other wasn’t quick enough. The truck’s tires ran over a woman who had fallen to the ground, and Sister heard her back break. A child was in the way but was pulled to safety as the truck roared backward along the road. Then the truck swerved and veered, crashing into the front of another shack, and it started to turn around. The tires threw snow and dirt as the vehicle lurched forward, backfired and sped along the road out of Mary’s Rest, heading north.

Sister got her feet moving, running to help some of the people who had fallen and narrowly missed being crushed. The Junkman’s delights, antiques and inventions lay all over the street, and Sister saw things flying out of the rear of the truck as it rocketed away, skidded around a curve and went out of sight.

“He stole my dad’s truck!” one of Vulcevic’s sons was shouting, almost hysterical. “He stole my dad’s truck!” The other boy ran off to get his father.

Sister had a feeling of dread that hit her in the stomach like a punch. She ran to the boy’s side and grabbed his arm. He was still stunned, tears of anger streaming from his dark eyes. “Who was it?” she asked him. “What’d he look like?”

“I don’t know! His face ... I don’t know!”

“Did he say anything to you? Think!”

“No.” The boy shook his head. “No. He just ... was there. Right in front of me. And ... and I saw him smile. Then he picked them up and ran to the truck.”

“Picked them up? Picked what up?”

“The corn,” the boy said. “He stole the corn, too.”

Sister released his arm and stood staring along the road. Staring toward the north.

Where the army was.

“Oh, my God,” Sister said hoarsely.

She held the leather satchel in both hands and felt the circle of glass within it. For the last two weeks she’d gone dreamwalking in a nightmare land, where the rivers ran with blood and the sky was the color of open wounds and a skeleton on a skeletal horse reaped a field of humanity.

“I’ll make a human hand do the work,” he’d promised. “A human hand.”

Sister looked back at Glory’s house. Swan was standing on the porch, wearing her patchwork coat of many colors, her gaze also directed to the north. Then Sister started walking toward her to tell her what had happened and what she feared was about to happen when the man with the scarlet eye reached that army and showed them the fresh corn. When he told them about Swan and made them understand that a march of a hundred miles was nothing to find a girl who could grow crops out of dead earth.

Enough crops to feed an army.
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“BRING HIM IN,” ROLAND Croninger ordered. The two sentries escorted the stranger up the steps to Colonel Macklin’s trailer. Roland saw the stranger’s left hand caress one of the demonic faces carved into the wood; in his right hand, the stranger carried something wrapped in brown cloth. Both sentries had their pistols pointed at the stranger’s head, because he refused to give up the package, and he’d already snapped the arm of one soldier who’d tried to take it from him. He’d been stopped two hours before by a sentry on the southern edge of the AOE’s camp and immediately taken to Roland Croninger for questioning. Roland had taken one look at the stranger and realized that he was an extraordinary man; but the stranger had refused to answer any questions, saying that he’d speak only to the army’s leader. Roland couldn’t get the package away from him, and no badgering or threats of torture made any impression on the stranger. Roland doubted that any man who wore nothing but faded jeans, sneakers and a brightly colored, summery short-sleeved shirt in freezing weather would be bothered very much by torture.

Roland stepped aside as they brought the man in. Other armed guards stood around the room, and Macklin had summoned Captains Carr and Wilson, Lieutenant Thatcher, Sergeant Benning and Corporal Mangrim. The colonel sat behind his desk, and there was a chair at the center of the room reserved for the stranger. Next to it was a small table on which rested a burning oil lamp.

“Sit down,” Roland said, and the man obeyed. “I think all of you can see for yourselves why I wanted you to meet this man,” Roland said quietly, the lamplight sparking red in his goggles. “This is exactly what he was wearing when he was found. He says he won’t talk to anybody but Colonel Macklin. Okay, mister,” he told the stranger. “Here’s your chance.”

The stranger glanced around the room, examining each man in turn. His gaze lingered a bit longer on Alvin Mangrim.

“Hey!” Mangrim said. “I know you from somewhere, don’t I?”

“It’s possible.” The stranger had a hoarse, raspy voice. It was the voice of someone just overcoming an illness.

Macklin studied him. The stranger looked to be a young man, maybe twenty-five or thirty. He had curly brown hair and a pleasant blue-eyed face, and he was beardless. On his shirt were green parrots and red palm trees. Macklin hadn’t seen a shirt like that since the day the bombs fell. It was a shirt made for a tropical beach, not for a thirty-degree afternoon. “Where the hell did you come from?” Macklin asked him.

The young man’s eyes found his. “Oh, yes,” he said. “You’d be in charge, wouldn’t you?”

“I asked you a question.”

“I’ve brought you something.” The young man suddenly tossed his present toward Macklin’s desk, and at once two guards were sticking rifle barrels in his face. Macklin cringed, had a mental image of a bomb ripping him apart and started to dive to the floor—but the package hit the desktop and came open.

What was inside rolled over his maps of Missouri.

Macklin was silent, staring at the five ears of corn. Roland crossed the room and picked one of them up, and a couple of the other officers crowded around as well.

“Get those out of my face,” the young man told the guards, but they hesitated until Roland ordered them to lower their rifles.

“Where’d you get these?” Roland demanded. He could still smell the dirt on the ear of corn in his hand.

“You’ve asked me enough questions. Now it’s my turn. How many men are out there?” He nodded toward the trailer’s wall, beyond which sprawled the camp and its dozens of bonfires. Neither Roland nor the colonel answered him. “If you’re going to play games with me,” the stranger said, smiling thinly, “I’ll take my toys and go home. You don’t really want me to do that, do you?”

It was Colonel Macklin who finally broke the silence. “We’ve ... got about three thousand. We lost a lot of soldiers back in Nebraska.”

“All those three thousand are able-bodied men?”

“Who are you?” Macklin asked. He was very cold, and he noted Captain Carr blowing into his hands to warm them.

“Are those three thousand able to fight?”

“No. We’ve got about four hundred sick or wounded. And we’re carrying maybe a thousand women and children.”

“So you’ve only got sixteen hundred soldiers?” The young man clenched the chair’s armrests. Macklin saw something change about him, something almost imperceptible—and then he realized the young man’s left eye was turning brown. “I thought this was an army, not a boy scout troop!”

“You’re talking to officers of the Army of Excellence,” Roland said, quietly but menacingly. “I don’t give a shit who you—” And then he saw the brown eye, too, and his throat seized up.

“Some great army!” the other man sneered. “Fucking great!” His complexion was reddening, and his jowls seemed to be swelling up. “You’ve got a few guns and trucks, and you think you’re soldiers? You’re shit!” He almost screamed it, and the single blue eye bled pallid gray. “What’s your rank?” he asked Macklin.

Everyone was silent, because they’d seen, too. And then Alvin Mangrim, smiling and cheerful and already in love with the stranger, said, “He’s a colonel!”

“A colonel,” the stranger echoed. “Well, Colonel, I think the time has come for the Army of Excellence to be led by a five-star general.” A streak of black rippled through his hair.

Alvin Mangrim laughed and clapped his hands.

“What are you feeding your sixteen hundred soldiers?” The stranger stood up, and the men around Macklin’s desk retreated, bumping into one another. He snapped his fingers when Macklin didn’t reply fast enough. “Speak!”

Macklin was dumbfounded. No one but the Cong guards at the prison camp a lifetime ago had ever dared to speak to him like this. Ordinarily he would have slashed the offender to shreds for this kind of disrespect, but he could not argue with a man who had a face like a molting chameleon and wore a short-sleeved shirt when others were shivering in fleece-lined overcoats. He felt suddenly weakened, as if this young stranger was sucking the energy and willpower right out of him. The stranger commanded his attention like a magnet, and his presence filled the room with waves of cold that had begun to crisscross like frigid tides. He looked around for some kind of help from the others but saw that they were mesmerized and impotent, too—and even Roland had backed away, his fists clenched at his sides.

The young stranger lowered his head. He remained that way for about thirty seconds. When he lifted his face again, it was pleasant, and both eyes were blue once more. But the black streak remained in his curly brown hair. “I’m sorry,” he said, with a disarming smile. “I’m not myself today. Really, though, I’d like to know: What are you feeding your troops?”

“We ... we captured some canned food ... from the American Allegiance,” Macklin said at last. “Some cases of canned soup and stew ... some canned vegetables and fruit.”

“How long will that supply last? A week? Two weeks?”

“We’re marching east,” Roland told him, getting himself under control. “To West Virginia. We’ll raid other settlements on the way.”

“To West Virginia? What’s in West Virginia?”

“A mountain ... where God lives,” Roland said. “The black box and the silver key. Brother Timothy’s going to lead us.” Brother Timothy had been tough, but he’d cracked under Roland’s attentions in the black trailer. According to Brother Timothy, God had a silver key that he had inserted into a black box, and a doorway had opened in solid stone. Within Warwick Mountain—so Brother Timothy had said—were corridors and electric lights and humming machines that made spools of tape spin around, and the machines had spoken to God, reading off numbers and facts that had been way over Brother Timothy’s head. And the more Roland had thought about that story, the more he’d come to believe a very interesting thing: that the man who called himself God had shown Brother Timothy a roomful of mainframe computers still hooked up to a power source.

And if there were mainframe computers still in operation under Warwick Mountain, West Virginia, Roland wanted to find out why they were there, what information they held—and why somebody had made sure they’d keep functioning even after a total nuclear holocaust.

“A mountain where God lives,” the stranger repeated. “Well. I’d like to see that mountain myself.” He blinked, and his right eye was green.

No one moved, not even the guards with the rifles.

“Look at the corn,” the stranger urged. “Smell it. It’s fresh, picked right off the stalk a couple of days ago. I know where there’s a whole field of corn growing—and pretty soon there’ll be apple trees growing there, too. Hundreds of them. How long has it been since any of you tasted an apple? Or cornbread? Or smelled corn frying in a pan?” His gaze crept around the circle of men. “I’ll bet way too long.”

“Where?” Macklin’s mouth was watering. “Where’s the field?”

“Oh ... about a hundred and twenty miles south of here. In a little town called Mary’s Rest. They’ve got a spring there, too. You can fill up your bottles and kegs with water that tastes like sunshine.” His eyes of different colors glinted, and he walked to the edge of Macklin’s desk. “There’s a girl who lives in that town,” the young man said; he planted his palms on the desk and leaned forward. “Her name is Swan. I’d like you to meet her. Because she’s the one who made that corn grow out of dead earth, and she planted apple seeds, and they’re going to grow, too.” He grinned, but there was rage in it, and dark pigment rose like a birthmark across his cheek. “She can make crops grow I’ve seen what she can do. And if you had her—then you could feed your army while everybody else starved. Do you see what I mean?”

Macklin shivered from the cold that came off the man’s body, but he couldn’t look away from those gleaming eyes. “Why ... are you telling me this? What’s in it for you?”

“Oh ... let’s just say I want to be on the winning team.” The dark pigment disappeared.

“We’re marching to Warwick Mountain,” Roland contended. “We can’t go a hundred and twenty miles out of our way—”

“The mountain will wait,” the stranger said softly, still staring at Macklin. “First I’ll take you to get the girl. Then you can go find God, or Samson and Delilah, if you want to. But first the girl—and the food.”

“Yes.” Macklin nodded, his eyes glazed and his jaw sagging. “Yes. First the girl and the food.”

The young man smiled, and slowly his eyes became the same shade of blue. He was feeling so much better now, so much stronger. Fit as a fiddle! he thought. Maybe it was being here, among people he sensed had the right ideas. Yes, war was a good thing! It trimmed the population and made sure only the strong survived, so the next generation would be better. He’d always been an advocate of the humane nature of war. Maybe he was also feeling stronger because he was away from that girl. That damned little bitch was tormenting those poor souls in Mary’s Rest, making them believe their lives were worth living again. And that sort of deception would not be tolerated.

He picked up the map of Missouri with his left hand and held it up before him while his right hand snaked down behind it. Roland saw a blue wisp of smoke rise and smelled a burning candle. And then a scorched circle began to appear on the map, about a hundred and twenty miles south of their present position. When the circle was complete, the stranger let the map slide back onto the desk in front of Macklin; his right hand was clenched into a fist, and a haze of smoke hung around it.

“That’s where we’re going,” he said.

Alvin Mangrim beamed like a happy child. “Right on, bro!”

For the first time in his life, Macklin felt faint. Something had spun out of control; the gears of the great war machine that was the Army of Excellence had begun to turn of their own accord. He realized in that moment that he didn’t really care about the Mark of Cain, or about purifying the human race, or about rebuilding to fight the Russians. All that had been what he’d told the others, to make them believe the AOE had a higher cause. And make himself believe it, too.

Now he knew all he’d ever wanted was to be feared and respected again, like he’d been when he was a younger man fighting in foreign fields, before his reflexes had slowed down. He’d wanted people to call him “sir” and not have a smirk in their eyes when they did it. He wanted to be somebody again, instead of a drone locked in a flabby bag of bones and dreaming of the past.

He realized he’d crossed a point of no return somewhere along the current of time that had swept him and Roland Croninger out of Earth House. There was no going back now—no going back ever.

But part of him, deep inside, suddenly screamed and cowered in a dark hole, waiting for something fearsome to come lift the lid and offer him food.

“Who are you?” he whispered.

The stranger leaned forward until his face was only inches from Macklin’s. Deep in the man’s eyes, Macklin thought he saw slits of scarlet.

The stranger said, “You can call me ... Friend.”
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“THEY’RE GOING TO COME,” Sister said. “I know they are. My question is: What are we going to do when they get here?”

“We shoots their damned heads off!” a skinny black man said, standing up from the rough-hewn bench. “Yessir! We gots us enough guns to make ’em turn tail!”

“Right!” another man agreed, on the other side of the church. “We’re not gonna let the bastards come in here and take whatever they want!”

There was a murmur of angry agreement in the crowd of more than a hundred people who’d jammed into the half-built church, but many others shouted a dissent. “Listen!” a woman said, rising from her seat. “If what she says is true, and there are a couple of thousand soldiers on the way here, we’re crazy to think we can stand up to them! We’ve got to pack up whatever we can carry and get—”

“No!” a gray-bearded man thundered from the next row. He stood up, his face streaked with burn scars and livid with rage. “No, by God! We stay here, where our homes are! Mary’s Rest didn’t used to be worth spit on a griddle, but look at it now! Hell, we’ve got a town here! We’re buildin’ things back!” He looked around at the crowd, his eyes dark and furious. About eight feet over his head oil lamps hung from the exposed rafters and cast a muted golden light over the assembly; smoke from the lanterns rose up into the night, because there was no roof yet. “I got a shotgun that says me and my wife are gonna stay right here,” he continued. “And we’re gonna die here, if we have to. We ain’t runnin’ from nobody no more!”

“Wait a minute! Just everybody hold on, now!” A big-boned man in a denim jacket and khaki trousers stood up. “What’s everybody goin’ crazy for? This woman tacks up these things”—he held up one of the crudely printed bulletin sheets that said Emergency Meeting Tonight! Everybody Come!—“and we all start jabberin’ like a bunch of idiots! So she stands up there at the front and says some kind of damned army is gonna be marchin’ through here in ...” He glanced at Sister. “How long did you say it’d be?”

“I don’t know. Three or four days, maybe. They’ve got trucks and cars, and they’re going to be moving fast once they get started.”

“Uh-huh. Well, you get up there and start on about an army comin’ this way, and we all shit our britches. How do you know that? And what are they after? I mean, if they want to fight a war, they sure could find a better place! We’re all Americans here, not Russkys!”

“What’s your name?” Sister asked him.

“Bud Royce. That is, Captain Bud Royce, ex–Arkansas National Guard. See, I know a little about armies myself.”

“Good. Captain Royce, I’ll tell you exactly what they’re after—our crops. And our water, too, most likely. I can’t tell you how I know so you’d understand it, but I do know they’re coming, and they’re going to tear Mary’s Rest to the ground.” She held the leather satchel, and within it was the glass circle that had taken her dreamwalking on a savage landscape where the skeleton on his mount of bones held sway. She looked at Swan, who sat beside Josh in the front row and was listening carefully, and then back to Bud Royce. “Just believe it. They’re going to be here soon, and we’d better decide right now what to do.”

“We fight!” a man at the back shouted.

“How can we fight?” an old man who supported himself on a cane asked in a quavering voice. “We can’t stand up against an army. We’d be fools to even try such a thing!”

“We’d be damned cowards if we didn’t!” a woman said, over on the left.

“Yeah, but better live cowards than dead heroes,” a young, bearded man sitting behind Josh contended. “I’m getting out!”

“That’s a crock of buttered bullshit!” Anna McClay roared, standing up from her bench. She put her hands on her wide hips and regarded the crowd, her upper lip curled in a sneer. “God A’mighty, what’s the point of livin’ if you don’t fight for what you hold dear? We work our butts to the bone cleanin’ this town up and buildin’ this church back, and we’re gonna run at the first sniff of real trouble?” She grunted and shook her head in disgust. “I remember what Mary’s Rest used to be—and most of you folks do, too. But I see what it is now, and what it can be! If we were to run, where would we go? Some other hole in the ground? And what happens when that damned army decides to come marchin’ in our direction again? I say if we run once, we’re as good as dead anyway—so we might as well go down fightin’!”

“Yeah! That’s what I say, too!” Mr. Polowsky added.

“I’ve got a wife and kids!” Vulcevic said, his face stricken with fear. “I don’t want to die, and I don’t want them to die either! I don’t know anything about fighting!”

“It’s time you learned, then!” Paul Thorson stood up and walked along the aisle to the front. “Listen,” he said, standing beside Sister, “we all know the score, don’t we? We know where we used to be, and we know where we are now! If we give up Mary’s Rest without a fight, we’ll all be wanderers again, and we’ll know we didn’t have the guts to even try to keep it! I, for one, am pretty damned lazy. I don’t want to go on the road again—and so I’m sticking right here.”

As the people shouted out their opinions Sister looked at Paul and smiled faintly. “What’s this? Another layer on the shitcake?”

“No,” he said, his eyes electric blue and steely. “I believe my cake’s about baked, don’t you?”

“Yes, I guess it is.” She loved Paul like a brother, and she’d never been prouder of him. And she’d already made her own decision—to stay and fight while Josh got Swan to safety, a plan that Swan didn’t yet know about.

Swan was listening to the tumult of voices, and in her mind was something she knew she should stand up and say. But there were so many people crowded in there, and she was still shy about speaking before strangers. Still, the thought was important—and she knew she had to speak her mind before the chance passed. She drew a deep breath and stood up. “Excuse me,” she said, but her voice was drowned out by the cacophony. She walked to the front, stood beside Paul and faced the crowd. Her heart was fluttering like a little bird, and her voice trembled as she said, just a little louder, “Excuse me. I want to—”

The tumult started to die down almost at once. In another few seconds there was silence but for the wail of the wind around the walls and the crying of an infant at the back of the church.

Swan looked out at all of them. They were waiting for her to speak. She was the center of attention, and it made her feel as if ants were running up and down her backbone. At the back of the church, more people pressed around the door, and maybe two hundred others were assembled out in the road, hearing what was said as it was passed back through the crowd. All eyes were on Swan, and she thought for a second that her throat had closed up. “Excuse me,” she managed, “but I’d like to say something.” She hesitated, trying to arrange her thoughts. “It ... it seems to me,” she began tentatively, “that we’re all worried about whether we’re going to be able to fight the soldiers off or not ... and that’s the wrong thing to be thinking of. If we have to fight them here, in Mary’s Rest, we’re going to lose. And if we run, and leave everything to them, they’ll destroy it all—because that’s what armies do.” She saw Robin standing over on the right side of the church, surrounded by several of his highwaymen. Their eyes met and held for a few seconds. “We can’t win if we fight,” Swan continued, “and we can’t win if we run, either. So it seems to me that what we should be doing is thinking about stopping them from getting here.”

Bud Royce laughed harshly. “How the hell do we stop an army if we don’t fight ’em?”

“We make it cost too much for them to get here. They might decide to turn back.”

“Right.” Royce smiled sarcastically. “What do you suggest, missy?”

“That we turn Mary’s Rest into a fort. Like the cowboys used to do in the old movies, when they knew the Indians were coming. We build walls around Mary’s Rest; we can use dirt, fallen trees, sticks—even the wood from this place. We can dig ditches out in the forest and cover them over with brush for their trucks to fall into, and we can block the roads with logs so they’ll have to use the woods.”

“Ever heard of infantry?” Royce asked. “Even if we did build traps for their vehicles, the soldiers would still crawl right over the walls, wouldn’t they?”

“Maybe not,” Swan said. “Especially if the walls were covered with ice.”

“Ice?” A sallow-faced woman with stringy brown hair stood up. “How are we supposed to conjure up ice?”

“We’ve got a spring,” Swan reminded her. “We’ve got buckets, pails and washtubs. We’ve got horses to pull wagons, and we’ve got three or four days.” Swan walked up the aisle, her gaze moving from face to face. She was still nervous, but not so much now, because she sensed that they wanted to listen. “If we start working right now, we could build a wall around Mary’s Rest, and we could figure out a system to get the water to it. We could start pouring water onto the wall even before it’s finished, and as cold as it is, it wouldn’t take long for the water to freeze. The more water we use, the thicker the ice. The soldiers won’t be able to climb over.”

“No way!” Royce scoffed. “There’s no damned time to do a job like that!”

“Hell, we gots to try!” the skinny black man said. “Ain’t no choice!”

Other voices rose and fell, and arguments sparked. Sister started to shout them down, but she knew it was Swan’s moment, and it was Swan they wanted to hear.

When Swan spoke again, the arguments ceased. “You could help more than anybody,” she said to Bud Royce. “Since you were a captain in the National Guard, you could figure out where to put the ditches and traps. Couldn’t you?”

“That’d be the easy part, missy. But I don’t want to help. I’m getting the hell out of here at first light.”

She nodded, staring at him serenely. If that was his choice, so be it. “All right,” she said, and she looked again at the crowd. “I think whoever wants to go should leave tomorrow morning. Good luck to all of you, and I hope you find what you’re searching for.” She glanced again at Robin; he felt a thrill of excitement course through him, because her eyes seemed to be aflame. “I’m staying,” she said. “I’m going to do what I can to stop the soldiers from destroying what we’ve done—all of us, each and every one. Because it wasn’t just me who grew the corn; it was everybody. I put the seeds in the ground and covered them with dirt, but somebody else built the bonfires that kept the dirt and the air warm. Other people kept the bobcats and crows away, and more people picked the corn. How many of you helped dig the spring out? Who helped gather the apple cores and worked to put this building back together?”

She saw they were all listening, even Bud Royce, and she had the sensation of drawing strength from them. She kept going, powered by their belief. “It wasn’t just me. It was everybody who wanted to build things back again. Mary’s Rest isn’t just a bunch of old shacks full of strangers anymore; people know each other, and work together, and take an interest in the hardships everybody else has, because we know we’re not so different from one another. We all know what we’ve lost—and if we give it up and run, we’ll lose it all over again. So I’m staying right here,” she said. “If I live or die, that’s all right, because I’ve decided to stop running.” There was a silence. “That’s all I’ve got to say.” She went back to sit beside Josh. He put a hand on her shoulder and felt her trembling.

The silence stretched. Bud Royce was still on his feet, but his eyes weren’t as hard as they had been, and his forehead was creased with thought.

Sister didn’t speak either. Her heart swelled with pride for Swan, but Sister knew full well that the army wasn’t coming just for the crops and the fresh water. They were coming for Swan, too. The man with the scarlet eye was leading them there, and he was going to use the human hand to crush her.

“Walls covered with ice,” Royce mused aloud. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard of. Hell ... it’s so crazy, it might just work. Might, I said. It won’t stop the soldiers very long, if they want to come over bad enough. Depends on what kind of weapons they’ve got. We break enough suspensions and axles in vehicle traps, and they might think twice.”

“Then it can be done?” Sister asked.

“I didn’t say that, lady. It’d be a mighty big job, and I don’t know if we’ve got the manpower to do it.”

“Manpower, my ass!” Anna McClay told him. “What about womanpower? And we’ve got plenty of kids who can work, too!” Her rowdy voice drew shouts of assent.

“Well, we wouldn’t need too many people and guns to hold the walls,” Royce said, “especially if we leveled the woods and didn’t leave those bastards any cover. We don’t want ’em sneakin’ up on us.”

“We can fix it so they won’t,” a small voice said. A brown-haired boy of about ten or eleven stood up on the bench. He’d filled out since Sister had seen him last, and his cheeks were windburned. She knew that under his coat there would be a small round scar just below his heart. Bucky said, “If they’re north of here, we can take a car and go find ’em.” He drew a long-bladed knife from the folds of his coat. “It wouldn’t be nothin’ to hide in the woods and pop a few of their tires when they wasn’t lookin’.”

“It sure would help,” Royce agreed. “Anything we can do to slow ’em down would give us more time to dig and build. Wouldn’t be a bad idea to post lookouts about fifty miles up the road, either.”

“I doubt you’ve had much time behind a wheel,” Paul told Bucky. “If I can get a car that doesn’t sound like an elephant in heat, I’ll do the driving. I’ve had a little experience in hunting wolves.”

“I’ve got an axe!” another man said. “It ain’t too sharp, but it’ll get the job done!”

Other people stood up, volunteering. “We can tear down some of the empty shacks and use that wood, too!” a Hispanic man with a pale violet keloid on his face suggested.

“Okay, we’ll have to round up all the saws and axes we can find,” Bud Royce told Sister. “Jesus, I guess I always was half nuts! I might as well go the whole shell! We’ll have to assign the work details and thrash out the schedules, and we’d better get started right now.”

“Right,” Sister said. “And everybody who doesn’t want to help should leave and stay out of the way, starting this minute.”

About fifteen people left—but their places were instantly filled by others from outside.

As the crowd settled down again Sister glanced at Swan and saw the determination in her face. She knew that Swan had, indeed, made her decision—and she knew also that Swan was not going to be persuaded to flee Mary’s Rest and leave everyone else there to face the soldiers.

So, Sister thought, we take it one step at a time. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.

“We know what we have to do,” she told the crowd. “Let’s get to work and save our town.”
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THE HURTING SOUND ECHOED through the freezing air, and Swan flinched. She pulled back on the rope bridle, checking Mule to a walk, and steam burst from Mule’s nostrils as if he, too, had heard and been disturbed by the noise. More hurting sounds came to her, like the quick, high whine of notes played on a steel guitar, but Swan knew she had to endure them.

They were the sounds of living trees being chopped down, to be added to the four-foot-high wall of logs, brush and dirt that encircled Mary’s Rest and the crop field.

Over the hurting sounds, Swan heard the steady chipping of axes at work. She said, “Go on, Mule,” and she guided the horse along the wall, where dozens of people were piling up more brush and timbers. All of them looked up and paused for a second as she passed, then returned to work with renewed urgency.

Bud Royce had told her, Sister and Josh that the wall needed to be at least six feet tall before the water was poured onto it—but time was getting short. It had taken over twenty hours of nonstop, backbreaking labor to get the wall to its present height and circumference. Out on the rapidly receding edge of the forest, work crews headed by Anna McClay, Royce and other volunteers were busy digging a network of trenches, then hiding them under a latticework of sticks, straw and snow.

Ahead of her was a group of people packing stones and dirt into chinks in the wall, their breath wisping up into the air. Among them was Sister, her hands and clothes grimy, her face reddened by the cold. A length of sturdy twine was draped around her neck and looped to the handle of the leather satchel. Nearby, Robin was unloading another wheelbarrow full of dirt. Swan knew he’d wanted to go with Paul, Bucky and three other young highwaymen when they’d headed north the day before in a gray Subaru, but Sister had told him they needed his muscle on the wall.

Swan reined Mule in and got off. Sister saw her and scowled. “What’re you doing out here? I thought I told you to stay in the shack.”

“You did.” Swan scooped up a double handful of dirt and jammed it into a chink. “I’m not going to stay there while everybody else works.”

Sister lifted her hands to show Swan. They were crisscrossed by bleeding gashes, made by small, sharp-edged stones. “You’ve got to save your hands for better things. Go on, now!”

“Your hands will heal. So will mine.” Swan packed more dirt and rocks into a hole between two logs. About twenty yards away, a number of men were wrestling more logs and brush into position as the wall grew higher.

Robin looked up at the low, ugly sky. “It’ll be dark in another hour. If they’re anywhere near, we might be able to see their fires.”

“Paul’ll let us know if they’re getting close.” She hoped. She knew that Paul had volunteered for a very dangerous job; if the soldiers caught him and the boys, they were as good as dead. She glanced at Swan, her fear for Paul nagging at her. “Go on, Swan! There’s no need for you to be out here tearing your hands up!”

“I’m not different, damn it!” Swan suddenly shouted, straightening up from her work. Her eyes flashed with anger, and crimson burst in her cheeks. “I’m a person, not ... not some piece of glass on a damned shelf! I can work as hard as anybody, and you don’t need to make it easy on me!”

Sister was amazed at Swan’s outburst and aware that the others were watching as well.

“I’m sorry,” Swan said, calming down, “but you don’t have to shut me away and protect me. I can take care of myself.” She looked around at the others, at Robin, and then her gaze returned to Sister. “I know why that army’s coming here, and I know who’s bringing them. It’s me they want. It’s because of me the whole town’s in danger.” Her voice cracked, and her eyes teared up. “I want to run. I want to get away, but I know that if I do, the soldiers will still come. They’ll still take all the crops, and they won’t leave anybody alive. So there’s no need to run—but if everybody here dies, it’s because of me. Me. So please let me do what I can.”

Sister knew Swan was right. She, Josh and the others had been treating Swan like a fragile piece of porcelain, or like ... yes, she thought, like one of those sculptures back in the Steuben Glass shop on Fifth Avenue. All of them had focused on Swan’s gift of stirring life from dead earth, and they’d forgotten that she was just a girl. Still, Sister feared for Swan’s hands, because those were the instruments that might yet make life bloom from the wasteland—but Swan was strong-minded and tough far beyond her years, and she was ready to work.

“I wish you’d find a pair of gloves, but I guess those are hard to come by.” Sister’s own pair had already worn out. “Well,” she said, “let’s get to work, then. Time’s wasting.” She returned to her task.

A pair of tattered woolen gloves was held up before Swan’s face.

“Take them,” Robin urged. His own hands were now bare. “I can always steal some more.”

Swan looked into his eyes. Behind his tough mask there was a spark of gentle kindness, as if the sun had suddenly glinted through the snow clouds. She motioned toward Sister. “Give them to her.”

He nodded. His heart was racing, and he thought that if he did something stupid this time he would crawl in a hole and just cover himself over. Oh, she was so beautiful! Don’t do something stupid! he warned himself. Be cool, man! Just be cool!

His mouth opened.

“I love you,” he said.

Sister’s eyes widened. She straightened up from her work and turned toward Robin and Swan.

Swan was speechless. Robin wore a horrified grin, as if he realized his vocal cords had worked with a will of their own. But now those words were out in the air, and everybody had heard.

“What ... did you say?” Swan asked.

His face looked like he’d been weaned on ketchup. “Uh ... I’ve got to get some more dirt,” he mumbled. “Out in the field. That’s where I get the dirt. You know?” He backed toward the wheelbarrow and almost fell into it. Then he wheeled it rapidly away.

Both Sister and Swan watched him go. Sister grunted. “That boy’s crazy!”

“Oh,” Swan said softly, “I hope not.”

And Sister looked at her and knew. “I imagine he might need some help with the dirt,” Sister suggested. “I mean, somebody really ought to help him. It’d be faster if two people worked together, don’t you think?”

“Yes.” Swan caught herself and shrugged. “I guess so. Maybe.”

“Right. Well, you’d better go on, then. We can take care of the work here.”

Swan hesitated. She watched him walking toward the field and realized she knew very little about him. She probably wouldn’t care for him at all if she got to know him. No, not at all!

And she was still thinking that when she took Mule’s reins and started walking after Robin.

“One step at a time,” Sister said quietly, but Swan was already on her way.

Josh had been hauling logs for eight hours straight, and his legs were about to give out as he staggered to the spring for a dipper of water. Many of the children, including Aaron, had the responsibility of carrying buckets of water and dippers around to the work crews.

Josh drank his fill and returned the dipper to its hook on the large barrel of water that stood next to the spring. He was weary, his sprained shoulder was killing him, and he could hardly see anything through the slit of his Job’s Mask; his head felt so heavy it took tremendous effort just to keep it from lolling. He’d forced himself to haul wood over the objections of Sister, Swan and Glory. Now, though, all he wanted to do was lie down and rest. Maybe an hour or so, and then he’d feel good enough to get back to work—because there was still so much to be done, and time was running out.

He’d tried to talk Glory into taking Aaron and leaving, maybe hiding in the woods until it was over, but she was determined to stay with him. And Swan, too, had made up her mind. There was no use trying to change it. But the soldiers were going to come, and they wanted Swan, and Josh knew that this time he was powerless to protect her.

Underneath the Job’s Mask, pain tore through his face like an electric shock. He felt weak, close to passing out. Just an hour’s rest, he told himself. That’s all. One hour, and then I can get back to work, broken fingers and busted ribs or not. Good thing that face-changing bastard gave up! I would’ve killed him!

He started walking toward Glory’s shack, his legs like dragging lengths of lead. Man! he mused. If those fans could see old Black Frankenstein now, they’d really hoot and holler!

He unbuttoned his coat and loosened his sweat-damp shirt collar. The air must be getting warmer, he thought. Sweat was running down his sides, and the shirt was stuck to his chest and back. Lord! I’m burning up!

He stumbled and almost fell going up the steps, but then he was inside the shack and peeled his coat off, letting it slip to the floor. “Glory!” he called out weakly, before he remembered that Glory was out digging trenches with one of the work crews. “Glory,” he whispered, thinking about how her amber eyes had lit up and her face had shone like a lamp in the dark when he’d given her the spangle-covered dress. She’d hugged it to herself, had run her fingers all over it, and when she’d looked at him again he’d seen a tear stealing down her cheek.

In that instant he’d wanted to kiss her. Had wanted to press his lips against hers and nuzzle her cheek with his own—but he couldn’t, not with this damned shit all over his face. But he’d peered at her through the narrowing slit of his one good eye, and it had come to him that he had forgotten what Rose looked like. The faces of the boys, of course, remained in his mind as clearly as snapshots—but Rose’s face was fading away.

He’d given Glory the dress because he’d wanted to see her smile—and when she had smiled, it was like a glimpse of another, better world.

Josh lost his balance and stumbled against the table. Something fluttered to the floor, and he bent over to pick it up.

But suddenly his entire body seemed to give way like a house of cards, and he fell forward onto the floor. The entire shack trembled with the crash.

Burning up, he thought. Oh, God ... I’m burning up....

He had something between his fingers. The thing that had fluttered down off the table. He held it closer to his eye and made out what it was.

The tarot card, with the young woman seated against a landscape of flowers, wheat and a waterfall. The lion and the lamb lay at her feet, and in one hand she grasped a shield with a phoenix on it, rising in flame from the ashes. On her head was what looked like a glass crown, shining with light.

“The ... Em ... press,” Josh read.

He stared at the flower, looked at the glass crown and then at the young woman’s face. Looked closely and carefully as fever seemed to surge through his head and body like the opening of volcanic floodgates.

Have to tell Sister, he thought. Have to tell Sister ... that the glass ring in her bag ... is a crown. Have to show her this card ... because Swan and the Empress ... have the same face....

And then the fever seared all thoughts from his mind, and he lay motionless, with the tarot card clenched in his hand.
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ON THE FOURTH NIGHT, fire burned in the sky. Robin saw it as he filled buckets and barrels full of water to be loaded onto wagons and carried out to the wall. Every possible container, from plastic pails to washtubs, was being utilized, and the workers around the spring had no sooner filled one wagon or truck than another pulled up to accept a load.

Robin knew that the light glowing off the bellies of low clouds to the north was coming from the torches and bonfires of the army’s camp, maybe fifteen miles away. They would reach Mary’s Rest the next day, and the glaze of ice that now covered the completed seven-foot-high wall had to be thickened in these last hours with an all-out effort. His shoulders ached, and every pail, bucket and pot that he dipped in the spring felt as if it weighed fifty pounds, but he thought of Swan and he kept working. She’d caught up with him that day and walked at his side, and she helped him with the dirt just like any ordinary person. Their hands had been cut and callused just the same, and as they’d worked Robin had told her all about himself, about the orphanage and his years with the highwaymen. Swan had listened to him without judgment, and when he was finished with his story she’d told him her own.

He didn’t mind the pain in his body, had pushed aside the weariness like an old blanket. All he had to do was think of Swan’s face, and he was recharged with new strength. She had to be protected, like a beautiful flower, and he knew he would die for her, if that was how it had to be.

He saw the same strength in the other faces, too, and realized that everyone was pushing far beyond their limits. Because they all knew, as he did, that tomorrow was the hinge of the future.

Glory stood on her porch, staring toward the north, and put her hand on Aaron’s shoulder.

“I’m gonna give ’em a knock!” Aaron vowed, swinging Crybaby like a bludgeon.

“You’re gonna stay in the house tomorrow,” she told him. “Do you understand me?”

“I wanna be a soldier!” he protested.

She gripped his shoulder hard and spun him around. “No!” she said, her amber eyes furious. “You want to learn how to kill, and take what belongs to other folks? You want to make your heart like a stone, so you can stomp people down and think it’s right? Boy, if I thought you were gonna grow up that way, I’d bust your head open right this minute! So don’t you ever, ever say you want to be a soldier! You hear me?”

Aaron’s lower lip trembled. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “But ... if there ain’t any good soldiers, how do you keep the bad soldiers from winnin’?”

She couldn’t answer him. His eyes searched hers. Was it always going to be true, she wondered, that soldiers marched the land under different flags and leaders? Was there never really any end to war, no matter who won? And there her own son stood before her, asking the question.

“I’ll think about it,” she said, and that was the best she could do.

She looked out along the road to where the church had been. It was gone now, the wood used to fortify the wall. All the guns, axes, shovels, picks, hoes, knives—anything and everything that could be used as weapons—had been counted and distributed. There wasn’t much ammunition to go around. The Junkman had even offered to make “supersonic slingshots” if enough rubber bands could be found.

Paul Thorson and the boys had not returned, and Glory doubted they ever would.

She went inside, back to the room where Josh lay on the bed in a feverish coma. She looked down at the gnarled Job’s Mask and knew that beneath it was Josh’s true face.

In his hand was a tarot card. His fingers gripped The Empress so tightly that none of them, not even Anna, had been able to pry his hand open. She sat down beside him and waited.

At the northern rim of the wall, one of the lookouts who perched atop a jerry-built ladder suddenly shouted, “Somebody’s comin’!”

Sister and Swan, working together to pour water over their section of the wall, heard the cry. They hurried over to the lookout’s station.

“How many?” Sister asked. They weren’t ready yet! It was too soon!

“Two. No. Wait. Three, I think.” The lookout cocked his rifle, trying to see through the dark. “Two on foot. I think one of them’s carrying the third. It’s a man and two kids!”

“Oh, God!” Sister’s heart leaped. “Bring a ladder!” she called to the next lookout along the wall. “Hurry!”

The second ladder was lowered over the other side. First up was Bucky, his face streaked with dried blood. Sister helped him down, and he put his arms around her neck and clung tightly.

Paul Thorson came over, a three-inch-long gash in the side of his head, his eyes circled with gray shock. He was carrying over his shoulder one of the boys who’d helped Sister and himself make the trip to Mary’s Rest. The boy’s right arm was covered with dried blood, and bullet holes had marched across his back.

“Get him to the doctor’s house!” Sister told another woman, giving Bucky over to her. The small boy made a soft whimpering sound, nothing more.

Paul set his feet on the ground. His knees gave out, but Sister and Swan caught him before he fell. Mr. Polowsky and Anna were running toward them, followed by several others.

“Take him,” Paul rasped. His beard and hair were full of snow, his face lined and weary. Polowsky and the lookout eased the boy off Paul’s shoulder, and Sister could tell the boy was frozen almost stiff. “He’ll be okay!” Paul said. “I told him I’d get him back!” He touched the cold blue face. “Told you, didn’t I?”

They took him away, and Paul shouted after them, “You be careful with him! Let him sleep if he wants to!”

One of the other men uncapped a flask of hot coffee and gave it to Paul. He started drinking it so frantically that Sister had to restrain him, and he winced with pain as the hot liquid spread warmth through his bones.

“What happened?” Sister asked. “Where’re the others?”

“Dead.” Paul shivered, drank more coffee. “All dead. Oh, Jesus, I’m freezing!”

Someone brought a blanket, and Swan helped wrap him up. They led him to a nearby bonfire, and he stood for a long while getting the blood circulating in his hands again.

Then he told them the story: They’d found the army’s camp on the second day out, about sixty miles north of Mary’s Rest. The boys were born stalkers, he said; they’d been able to creep into camp and take a look around, and while they were there they’d punctured a few of the trucks’ tires. But there were a lot of cars and trucks, Paul said, and most of them were covered with metal plate and had gun turrets. There were soldiers all over the place, carrying machine guns, pistols and rifles. The boys had gotten out all right, and they and Paul had kept in front of the army as it advanced the next day.

But tonight something had gone wrong. There were flares and gunshots, and only Bucky and the other boy had gotten back.

“We were trying to get away in the car,” Paul said, his teeth still chattering. “We’d made it to about seven or eight miles from here. All of a sudden the woods were full of them. Maybe they’d been tracking us all day, I don’t know. A machine gun went off. Bullets hit the engine. I tried to get off the road, but the car was finished. We ran. I don’t know how long they kept after us.” He stared into the fire, his mouth working for a moment but making no sounds. “They kept after us,” he said finally. “I don’t know who they are, but they know their business.” He blinked heavily and looked at Sister. “They’ve got a lot of guns. Flares, maybe grenades, too. A lot of guns. You tell ’em to be easy with that kid. He’s tired. I told him I’d get him back.”

“You did get him back,” Sister said gently. “Now I want you to go to Hugh’s house and rest.” She motioned Anna over to help him. “We’re going to need you tomorrow.”

“They didn’t take it,” Paul said. “I wouldn’t let them kill me and get it.”

“Get what?”

He smiled wanly and touched the Magnum lodged in his belt. “My old buddy.”

“Go on, now. Better get some rest, okay?”

He nodded and allowed Anna to help him stagger away.

Sister suddenly lunged up the ladder, and her face filled with blood as she shouted toward the north, “Come on, you fucking killers! Come on! We see what you do to children! Come on, you sonofa-bitching cowards!” Her voice cracked and gave out, and then she just stood at the top of the ladder with steam bellowing from her mouth and nostrils and her body shaking like a lightning rod in a tempest.

The freezing wind blew into her face, and she thought she smelled bitter ashes.

There was no use standing up here and raving like a ... like a New York City bag lady, she told herself. No; there was still a lot of work to be done, because the soldiers were going to be there very soon.

She descended the ladder, and Swan touched her arm. “I’m all right,” Sister said hoarsely, and both of them knew Death was on its way, grinning like a skull and slashing down everything in its path.

They returned to their places in the wall and went back to work.
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THE DAY CAME.

Somber light revealed the finished wall, glazed with three inches of ice and studded here and there with sharp wooden stakes, that encircled Mary’s Rest and the crop field. Except for the occasional howling of dogs, the town was silent, and there was no movement on the stump-stubbled land that lay between the wall and the forest’s edge forty yards away.

About two hours after dawn, a single shot rang out, and a sentry on the eastern section of the wall toppled off his ladder, a bullet hole in his forehead.

The defenders of Mary’s Rest waited for the first attack—but it did not come.

A lookout at the western section of the wall reported seeing movement in the woods, but she couldn’t tell how many soldiers there were. The soldiers slipped back into the forest, and there was no gunfire.

An hour after that, another lookout on the eastern side passed the word that he heard what sounded like heavy machines in the distance, moving through the forest and getting closer.

“Truck’s coming!” one of the sentries on the northern section cried out.

Paul Thorson climbed up a ladder and looked for himself. He heard the scratchy, weirdly merry sound of recorded calliope music. What appeared to be an armored Good Humor truck with two loudspeakers mounted on its cab, an armored windshield and a sheet metal gun turret rumbled slowly along the road from the north.

The music stopped, and as the truck continued to move forward a man’s voice boomed from the two speakers: “People of Mary’s Rest! Listen to the law of the Army of Excellence!” The voice echoed over the town, over the field where the corn was growing and the new apple trees were taking root, over the foundations where the church had stood, over the bonfires and over the shack where Josh lay sleeping. “We don’t want to kill you! Every one of you who wants to join us is welcome! Just come over that wall and join the Army of Excellence! Bring your families, your guns and your food! We don’t want to kill any of you!”

“Riiiight,” Paul muttered under his breath. He had his Magnum cocked and ready.

“We want your crops,” the voice commanded from the speakers as the Good Humor truck rumbled nearer to the north wall. “We want your food and a supply of water. And we want the girl. Bring us the girl called Swan, and we’ll leave the rest of you in peace. Just bring her to us, and we’ll welcome you with loving, open—oh, shit!”

And at that instant the vehicle’s front tires plunged into one of the hidden trenches, and as the rear tires spun in empty air the truck turned on its side and crashed into the ditch.

There was a shout of victory from the other sentries. A minute later, two men scrambled up from the trench and began running in the direction from which they’d come. One of them was limping, unable to keep up, and Paul aimed the Magnum at the center of his spine.

He wanted to pull the trigger. Knew he should kill the bastard while he had the chance. But he didn’t, and he watched as both of the soldiers disappeared into the woods.

A machine gun chattered off to the right. Bullets zigzagged across the wall, cracking through the ice and thunking into the logs and dirt. Paul ducked his head, heard shouting from the eastern section, then the noise of more gunfire, and he knew the first attack had begun. He dared to lift his head, saw about forty more soldiers taking cover at the edge of the woods. They opened fire, but their bullets couldn’t penetrate the wall. Paul kept his head down and held his fire, waiting for a chance to tag one of them when they started across the open ground.

On the eastern side of Mary’s Rest, the sentries saw a wave of perhaps two hundred soldiers coming out of the forest. The AOE infantry shouted and surged forward—and then they began tumbling into the network of hidden trenches, many of them breaking their ankles and legs as they hit bottom. The sentries, all armed with rifles, picked off their targets at random. Two of the sentries were shot and fell, but as soon as they hit the ground others were climbing up the ladders to take their places.

The AOE soldiers, their formation in disarray and men falling everywhere, began to turn back for the cover of the woods and toppled into more ditches and pits. The wounded were crushed under the boots of their companions.

At the same time, more than five hundred soldiers burst from the forest on the western edge of Mary’s Rest, along with dozens of armored cars, trucks and two bulldozers. As they rushed forward in a shouting mass the trenches opened under their feet. One of the bulldozers plunged down and overturned, and an armored car following right behind hit the bulldozer and exploded in a red fireball. Several of the other vehicles were snagged on tree stumps and unable to go either forward or backward. Scores of men tumbled into the ditches, breaking their bones. The lookouts fired as fast as they could select targets, and AOE soldiers fell dead in the snow.

But most of the soldiers and vehicles kept coming, storming the western section of the wall, and behind them was a second wave of another two hundred troops. Machine gun, rifle and pistol fire began to chip at the wall, but still the bullets were turned aside.

“Step up and open fire!” Bud Royce shouted.

And a line of men and women stepped up on the two-foot-high bank of dirt that had been built along the wall’s base, aimed their guns and started shooting.

Anna McClay ran along the wall, shouting, “Step up and give ’em hell!”

A blaze of gunfire erupted along the western wall, and the first wave of AOE soldiers faltered. The second wave crashed into them, and then the vehicles were running men down as they scattered. Officers in armored cars and Jeeps shouted commands, but the troops were panicked. They fled toward the forest, and as Captain Carr stood up in his Jeep to order them back, a bullet pierced his throat and slammed him to the ground.

The attack was over in another few minutes as the soldiers drew back deeper in the woods. Around the walls, the wounded crawled on the ground and the dead lay where they’d fallen. A victorious shout rang up from the defenders along the western wall, but a figure on horseback called out, “No! Stop it! Stop it!”

Tears were streaming down Swan’s cheeks, and the gunfire still echoed in her head. “Stop it!” she shouted as Mule reared with her and pawed the air. She wheeled the horse toward Sister, who stood nearby with her sawed-off shotgun. “Make them stop!” Swan said. “They just killed other people! They shouldn’t be glad about that!”

“They’re not glad about killing other people,” Sister told her. “They’re just glad they weren’t killed.” She motioned toward a man’s corpse that lay ten feet away, shot through the face. Someone else was already taking the dead man’s pistol and bullets. “There’re going to be more of those. If you can’t take what you see, you’d better get inside.”

Swan looked around. A woman was sprawled on the ground, moaning as another woman and man bound up her bullet-shattered wrist with strips torn from a shirt. A few feet away, a dark-haired man lay contorted and dying, coughing up blood as other people tried to comfort him. Swan flinched with horror, her eyes returning to Sister.

Sister was calmly reloading her shotgun. “You’d better go,” she suggested.

Swan was torn; she knew she should be out there with the people who were fighting to protect her, but she couldn’t stand watching the death. The noise of gunfire was a thousand times worse than all the hurting sounds she’d ever experienced.

But before she could decide to go or stay, there was the throaty growl of an engine beyond the wall. Someone shouted, “Jesus Christ! Look at that!”

Sister hurried to the wall, and stepped up on the mound of dirt.

Just emerging from the forest, about twenty yards to Sister’s left, was a tank. Its wide treads crunched over the wounded and dead alike. The snout of its gun was aimed directly at the wall. And dangling all over the tank, like grotesque hood ornaments, were human bones tied to wires—legs, arms, rib cages, hip bones, vertebrae and skulls, some still bearing scalps. The tank stopped right at the edge of the woods, its engine idling like a beast’s snarl.

The tank’s hatch popped open. A hand emerged waving a white handkerchief.

“Hold your fire!” Sister told the others. “Let’s see what they want first!”

A helmeted head came up; the face was bandaged, the eyes covered with goggles. “Who’s in charge over there?” Roland Croninger called toward the row of faces he could see, like disembodied heads perched atop that damned wall.

Some of the others looked at Sister; she didn’t want the responsibility, but she guessed she was it. “I am! What do you want?”

“Peace,” Roland replied. He glanced at the bodies on the ground. “You people did a pretty good job!” He grinned, though inwardly he was shrieking with rage. Friend had said nothing about trenches and a defensive wall! How the hell had these goddamned farmers put together such a barricade? “Nice wall you’ve got there!” he said. “Looks pretty sturdy! Is it?”

“It’ll do!”

“Will it? I wonder how many rounds it would take to knock a hole through it and blow you to Hell, lady.”

“I don’t know!” Sister had a rigid smile on her face, but sweat was running down her sides, and she knew they had no chance at all against that monstrous machine. “How much time do you have?”

“A lot! All the time in the world!” He patted the cannon’s snout. It was too bad, he thought, that there were no shells for the cannon—and even if there were, none of them would know how to load and fire it. The second tank had broken down only a few hours out of Lincoln, and this one had to be driven by a corporal who’d once made his living hauling freight through the Rocky Mountains in a tractor-trailer rig; but even he couldn’t keep control of the big bastard all the time. Still, Roland liked riding in it, because the inside smelled like hot metal and sweat, and he could think of no better warhorse for a King’s Knight. “Hey, lady!” he called. “Why don’t you people give us what we want, and nobody else will get hurt! Okay?”

“It looks to me like you’re the ones getting hurt!”

“Oh, this little scrape? Lady, we haven’t started yet! This was just an exercise! See, now we know where your trenches are! Behind me are a thousand soldiers who’d really like to meet all you fine people! Or I might be wrong: They could be over on the other side, or circling down to the south! They could be anywhere!”

Sister felt sick. There was no way to fight against a tank! She was aware of Swan standing beside her, peering over the wall. “Why don’t you just go on about your business and leave us alone?” Sister asked.

“Our business won’t be done until we’ve gotten what we came for!” Roland said. “We want food, water and the girl! We want your guns and ammunition, and we want them now! Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly,” she answered—and then she lifted her shotgun and squeezed the trigger.

The distance was too great for an accurate shot, but pellets rang off Roland’s helmet as he ducked his head through the hatch. The white handkerchief was riddled with buckshot, and a half-dozen pellets had punctured his hand. Cursing and shaking with rage, Roland fell down into the bowels of the tank.

The back of Sister’s neck crawled. She tensed, waiting for the first blast of the cannon—but it didn’t come. The tank’s engine revved, and the vehicle backed over the bodies and tree stumps toward the woods again. Sister’s nerves didn’t stop jangling until the tank had moved out of sight in the underbrush, and only then did she realize that something must be wrong with the tank; otherwise, why hadn’t they just blown a hole right through the wall?

A red flare shot up into the sky from the western woods and exploded over the cornfield.

“Here they come again!” Sister shouted grimly. She glanced at Swan. “You’d better get out of here before it starts.”

Swan looked along the wall at the others who stood ready to fight, and she knew where she should be. “I’ll stay.”

Another flare rose from the eastern woods and burst like a smear of blood against the sky.

Gunfire swept the western wall, and Sister grabbed Swan to pull her behind cover. Bullets slammed against the logs, chips of ice and splinters spinning through the air. About twenty seconds after the first barrage had begun, the AOE soldiers massed in the forest on the eastern side of Mary’s Rest started firing, their bullets doing no major damage but keeping the defenders’ heads down. The shooting continued, and soon bullets were blasting chinks in the walls, some of them ricocheting off the ground, but others hitting flesh.

And on the southern perimeter, the defenders saw more armored cars and trucks emerge from the forest, along with fifty or sixty soldiers. The Army of Excellence rushed the wall. Hidden trenches stopped several vehicles and toppled twenty or more men, but the rest of them kept coming. Two trucks got through the maze of ditches and tree stumps and crashed into the logs. The entire southern section of the wall trembled, but it held. Then the soldiers had covered the open ground and reached the wall, trying to climb over it; their fingers couldn’t grip the ice, and as they slipped back the defenders fired on them point-blank. Those without guns swung axes, picks and sharpened shovels.

Mr. Polowsky climbed up on a dead sentry’s ladder, firing his pistol as fast as he could aim. “Drive them back!” he shouted. He took aim at an enemy soldier, but before he could pull the trigger a rifle bullet plowed into his chest and a second caught him in the side of the head. He fell off the ladder, and at once a woman plucked the pistol from his hand.

“Fall back! Fall back!” Lieutenant Thatcher commanded as bullets whined around his head and soldiers were wounded and killed on every side. Thatcher didn’t wait for the others to obey; he turned and ran, and with his third stride a .38 slug hit him in the small of his back and propelled him into a ditch on top of four other men.

The charge had been broken, and the soldiers retreated. They left their dead behind.

“Hold your fire!” Sister shouted. The shooting died away, and in another minute it ceased over on the eastern wall as well.

“I’m out of bullets!” a woman with a rifle said to Sister, and further down the line there were more calls for ammunition—but Sister knew that once the bullets everyone had for his own weapons were gone, there would be no more. They’re baiting us, she thought. Getting us to waste ammunition, and when the guns were useless they would storm the walls in a tide of death and destruction. Sister had six more shells for her own shotgun, and that was all.

They’re going to break through, she realized. Sooner or later, they’re going to break through.

She looked at Swan and saw in the girl’s dark eyes that Swan had reached the same conclusion.

“They want me,” Swan said. The wind blew her hair around her pale, lovely face like the fanning of brilliant flames. “No one else. Just me.” Her gaze found one of the ladders that leaned against the wall.

Sister’s arm shot out; her hand caught Swan’s chin and pulled her head back around. “You get that out of your mind!” Sister snapped. “Yes, they want you! He wants you! But don’t you think for one minute that it would be over if you went out to them!”

“But ... if I went out there, maybe I could—”

“You could not!” Sister interrupted. “If you went over that wall, all you’d be doing is telling the rest of us that there’s nothing worth fighting for!”

“I don’t ...” She shook her head, sickened by the sights, sounds and smells of war. “I don’t want anyone else to die.”

“It’s not up to you anymore. People are going to die. I may be dead before the day’s over. But some things are worth fighting and dying for. You’d better learn that right here and now, if you’re ever going to lead people.”

“Lead people? What do you mean?”

“You really don’t know, do you?” Sister released Swan’s chin. “You’re a natural-born leader! It’s in your eyes, your voice, the way you carry yourself—everything about you. People listen to you, and they believe what you say, and they want to follow you. If you said everyone should put down their guns right this minute, they’d do it. Because they know you’re somebody very special, Swan—whether you want to believe that or not. You’re a leader, and you’d better learn how to act like one.”

“Me? A leader? No, I’m just ... I’m just a girl.”

“You were born to lead people, and to teach them, too!” Sister affirmed. “This says you were.” She touched the outline of the glass ring in the leather satchel. “Josh knows it. So does Robin. And he knows you were, just like I do.” She motioned out beyond the wall, where she was certain the man with the scarlet eye must be. “Now it’s time you accepted it, too.”

Swan was puzzled and disoriented. Her childhood in Kansas, before the seventeenth of July, seemed like the life of another person a hundred years ago. “Teach them what?” she asked.

“What the future can be,” Sister answered.

Swan thought of what she’d seen in the circle of glass: the green forests and meadows, the golden fields, the fragrant orchards of a new world.

“Now get on that horse,” Sister said, “and ride around the walls. Sit up tall and proud, and let everybody see you. Sit like a princess,” she said, drawing her own self up straight, “and let everybody know there’s still something worth dying for in this damned world.”

Swan looked at the ladder again. Sister was right. They wanted her, yes, but they wouldn’t stop if they had her; they’d just keep killing, like rabid dogs in a frenzy, because that was all they understood.

She walked to Mule’s side, grasped the rope reins and swung up onto his back. He pranced around a little bit, still unnerved by the uproar, and then he settled down and responded to Swan’s touch. She urged him forward with a whisper, and Mule began to canter along the wall.

Sister watched Swan ride away, her hair streaming behind her like a fiery banner, and she saw the others turn to look at her as well, saw them all stand a little straighter, saw them check their guns and ammunition after she’d passed by. Saw new resolve in their faces, and knew that they would all die for Swan—and their town—if it came to that. She hoped it would not, but she was certain the soldiers would return stronger than ever—and right now, at least, there was no way out.

Sister reloaded her shotgun and stepped back up on the dirt bank to await the next attack.
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WITH DARKNESS CAME THE bone-numbing cold. The bonfires chewed up wood that had been the walls and roofs of shacks, and the defenders of Mary’s Rest warmed themselves, ate and rested in hour-long shifts before they returned to the wall.

Sister had four shells left. The soldier she’d killed lay about ten feet from the wall, the blood icy and black around what had been his chest. On the northern perimeter, Paul was down to twelve bullets, and during one brief skirmish just before dark the two men who’d been fighting on either side of him had been killed. A ricocheting slug had driven wood splinters into Paul’s forehead and right cheek, but otherwise he was okay.

On the eastern side of Mary’s Rest, Robin counted six shells left for his rifle. Guarding that section of the wall, along with Robin and about forty other people, was Anna McClay, who’d long ago run out of bullets for her own rifle and now carried a little .22 pistol she’d taken from a dead man.

The attacks had continued all day, with lulls of an hour or two in between. First one side of the barricade would be hammered at, then another sprayed with gunfire. The wall was still holding strong, and it deflected most of the fire, but bullets were knocking chinks between the logs and occasionally hitting someone. Bud Royce’s knee had been shattered by a rifle bullet that way, but he was still hobbling around on the southern edge, his face bleached with pain.

The word had gone out to save ammunition, but the supply was dwindling, and the enemy seemed to have enough to waste. Everyone knew that it was just a matter of time before the walls were stormed by massive force—but the question was: On what side would it come?

All this Swan knew as she rode Mule across the cornfield. The heavy-laden stalks swayed as the wind hissed through them. In a clearing ahead was the largest of the bonfires, around which fifty or sixty people rested and ate hot soup ladled from steaming wooden buckets. She was on her way to check on the many wounded who’d been taken to shelter inside the shacks for Dr. Ryan to help, and as she passed the bonfire a silence fell over the people who’d gathered around it.

She didn’t look at any of them. She couldn’t, because—even though she knew Sister was right—she felt as if she’d signed their death warrants. It was because of her that people were being killed, wounded and maimed, and if being a leader meant having to take that kind of burden, it was too heavy. She didn’t look at them, because she knew that many of them would be dead before daylight.

A man shouted, “Don’t you worry! We won’t let the bastards in!”

“When I run out of bullets,” another man vowed, “I’ll use my knife! And when that breaks, I’ve still got teeth!”

“We’ll stop ’em!” a woman called. “We’ll turn ’em back!”

There were more shouts and calls of encouragement, and when Swan finally did look toward the bonfire, she saw the people watching her intently, some silhouetted by the flame and others illuminated by it, their eyes full of light and their faces strong and hopeful.

“We ain’t afeared to die!” another woman said, and other voices agreed with her. “It’s quittin’ that scares the tar outta me, and by God, I ain’t a quitter!”

Swan reined Mule in and sat staring at them. Her eyes filled with tears.

The skinny black man who’d been so vehement at the town meeting approached her. His left arm was bound up with bloody cloth, but his eyes were fierce and courageous. “Don’t you cry, now!” he scolded her softly, when he got close enough. “It ain’t for you to be cryin’. Lord, no! If you ain’t strong, who’s gonna be?”

Swan nodded and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Thank you,” she said.

“Uh-uh! Thank you.”

“For what?”

He smiled wistfully. “For lettin’ me hear that sweet music again,” he said, and he nodded toward the cornfield.

Swan knew what music he meant, because she could hear it, too: the wind moving between the rows and stalks like fingers brushing harp strings.

“I was born right close to a cornfield,” he said. “Heard that music at night, just before I slept, and first thing in the mornin’ when I woke up. Didn’t think I’d ever hear it again, after them fellas messed everythin’ up.” He looked up at Swan. “I ain’t afraid to die now. Uh-uh! See, I always figured it’s better to die on your feet than live on your knees. I’m ready—and that’s my choice. So don’t you worry ’bout nothin’! Uh-uh!” He closed his eyes for a few seconds, and his frail body seemed to sway to the rhythm of the corn. Then he opened them again, and he said, “You take care now, hear?” He returned to the bonfire, offering his hands to the heat.

Swan urged Mule forward, and the horse trotted across the field. As well as looking in on the wounded, Swan wanted to check on Josh; the last time she’d seen him, early that morning, he’d still been deep in a coma.

She was almost across the field when bright flashes of light leaped over the eastern wall. Flames gouted, and mingled with the blasts was the high sewing-machine chatter of guns. Robin was on that side of the wall, she realized. She cried out, “Go!” and flicked the reins. Mule took off at a gallop.

Behind her, at the western wall, Army of Excellence infantry and vehicles were surging from the woods. “Hold your fire!” Sister warned, but the people around her were already shooting, wasting ammunition. And then something hit the wall about fifteen yards away, and flames leaped, fire rippling over the icy glaze. Another object struck the wall a few yards closer; Sister heard glass shatter, and she smelled gasoline an instant before a burst of orange flame dazzled her. Bombs! she thought. They’re throwing bombs at the wall!

People were shouting and firing in a bedlam of noise. Bottles full of gasoline, with wicks of flaming cloth jammed down into them, sailed over the wall and exploded amid the defenders. Glass broke almost at Sister’s feet, and she instinctively flung herself to the ground as a sheet of fiery gasoline spewed in all directions.

On the eastern side, dozens of Molotov cocktails were being thrown over the wall. A man near Robin screamed as he was hit by flying glass and covered with flames. Someone else threw him to the ground, tried to put out the fire with snow and dirt. And then, through the maelstrom of leaping flames and explosions, machine gun, pistol and rifle bullets hit the wall so hard the logs jumped, and slugs ricocheted through gaps between them.

“Let ’em have it!” Anna McClay thundered. The orange firelight showed her hundreds of soldiers between the wall and the forest, crawling forward, ducking into trenches, hiding behind wrecked vehicles and then firing or flinging their homemade bombs. As others around her fell back to get away from the flames, she shouted, “Stay where you are! Don’t run!” A woman to her left staggered and went down, and as Anna turned to retrieve the wounded woman’s gun a rifle bullet zipped through a hole in the wall and hit her in the side, knocking her to her knees. She tasted blood in her mouth and knew she’d bought the farm this time, but she stood up with a gun in each hand and lurched to the wall again.

The storm of bombs and gunfire rose in intensity. A section of the wall was aflame, the wet wood popping and smoking. As bombs burst on all sides and glass fragments whirled through the turbulent air Robin kept his position at the wall, firing over it at the advancing soldiers. He hit two of them, and then a bomb exploded on the other side of the wall right in front of him. The heat and flying glass drove him back, and he tripped over the body of a dead man behind him.

Blood streamed down his face from a gash at his hairline, and his skin felt seared. He wiped blood out of his eyes, and then he saw something that drove a freezing bolt of fear into his stomach.

A metal claw attached to a heavy rope suddenly flew over the wall. The rope was drawn taut, and the tongs of the crude grappling hook dug between the logs. Another hook came over, lodging nearby; a third grappling hook was thrown, but it didn’t find a purchase and was rapidly reeled back to be tossed again. A fourth and a fifth grappling hook dug into the wall, and the soldiers started hauling at the ropes.

Robin realized at once that the entire section of the wall, already weakened by bullets and flames, was about to be pulled down. More grappling hooks were coming over, their tongs jamming tightly between the logs, and as the ropes went taut the wall cracked like a rib cage being torn apart.

He scrambled to his feet, ran toward the wall and grabbed one of the hooks, trying to wrench it loose. A few yards away, a husky, gray-bearded man was hacking at one of the ropes with an axe, and beside him a slim black woman was sawing at another rope with a butcher knife. Still the bottle bombs exploded along the wall, and more grappling hooks strained.

To the right of Robin’s position, Anna McClay had emptied both of her guns, and now she saw the grappling hooks and ropes coming over the wall. She turned, looking for another weapon, heedless of the bullet in her side and a second in her right shoulder. Rolling a dead man over, she found a pistol, but there was no ammunition for it; then she discovered a meat cleaver that someone had dropped, and she used it to slash at the ropes. She cut through one and had almost severed a second when the top three feet of the wall was pulled down in a crash of logs and flames. A half-dozen soldiers rushed at her. “No!” she screamed, and she flung the cleaver at them. A fusillade of machine gun bullets spun her around in a macabre pirouette. As she fell to the ground her last thought was of a carnival ride called the Mad Mouse, its little rattling car rocketing around a bend in the tracks and taking off into the night sky, up and up with the fiery lights of the carnival burning in the earth below her and the wind whistling past her ears.

She was dead before she came down.

“They’re breaking through!” Robin heard someone shout—and then the wall in front of him collapsed with a noise like a human groan, and he was standing exposed in a space that a tractor-trailer truck could have driven through. A wave of soldiers was coming right at him, and he leaped aside an instant before bullets tore through the air.

He aimed his rifle and shot the first soldier who rushed through. The others scurried back or hit the ground as Robin blasted away at them—and then his rifle was empty, and he couldn’t see the soldiers anymore for the smoke that whirled off the burning logs. He heard more cracks and groans as other sections of the wall were pulled down, and flames leaped high as the bombs exploded. He was aware of figures running all around him, some of them firing and falling. “Kill the sonsofbitches!” he heard a man shout off to the left, and then a figure in a grayish-green uniform ran out of the haze. Robin planted his feet, turned the rifle around to use it like a club and struck the soldier in the skull as the man passed him. The soldier fell, and Robin discarded his rifle in favor of the other man’s .45 automatic.

A bullet sang past his head. Twenty feet away a bottle bomb exploded, and a woman with burning hair, her face a mask of blood, staggered out of the smoke; she fell before she got to Robin. He aimed at the figures flooding over the broken wall, firing the rest of the .45’s clip. Machine gun bullets plowed across the ground a few feet from him, and he knew there was nothing more he could do there. He had to get away, to find another place to defend from; the wall on the eastern side of Mary’s Rest was being destroyed, and soldiers were pouring through the holes.

He ran toward town. Dozens of others were running as well, and the battlefield was littered with the bodies of the dead and wounded. Small bands of people had stopped to make their own desperate stands, but they were quickly shot down or scattered. Robin looked back and saw two armored cars coming through the smoke, their turret guns flashing fire.

“Robin! Robin!” someone was calling over the chaos. He recognized the voice as Swan’s, and he knew she must be somewhere close.

“Swan!” he shouted. “Over here!”

She heard Robin’s answer and wheeled Mule to the left, in the direction she thought his voice had come from. The smoke stung her eyes, made it almost impossible to see the faces of people until they were a few feet away. Explosions were still blasting just ahead, and Swan knew the enemy soldiers had broken through the eastern wall. She saw that people were wounded and bleeding, but they were stopping to turn and fire the last of their bullets; still others, armed only with axes, knives and shovels, ran forward to fight at close quarters.

A bomb exploded nearby, and a man screamed. Mule reared up on his hind legs and pawed the air. When he came down again, he kept sideslipping as if one half of him wanted to run in one direction and the other half the opposite way. “Robin!” she shouted. “Where are you?”

“Over here!” He still couldn’t see her. He tripped over the corpse of a man whose chest was riddled with bullet holes; the dead man was grasping an axe, and Robin spent a few precious seconds working it loose from the hand.

When he stood up, he was face to face with a horse—and it was a toss-up as to who was most startled. Mule whinnied and reared again, wanting to break loose and run, but Swan quickly got him under control. She saw Robin’s blood-smeared face and held out her hand to him. “Get on! Hurry!”

He grasped her hand and pulled himself up behind her. Swan kicked her heels into Mule’s flanks, wheeled him toward town and let him run.

They came out of the thick smoke, and Swan suddenly reined Mule in. He obeyed, his hooves plowing into the ground. From this position, Swan and Robin could see fighting going on all around Mary’s Rest; fires blazed on the southern side, and over on the west they saw soldiers streaming through huge holes in the wall, followed by more armored cars and trucks. The noise of gunfire, shouting and screaming was whipped back and forth in the wind—and at that instant Swan knew Mary’s Rest had fallen.

She had to find Sister, and fast. Her face tight and strained and her teeth clenched with anger, Swan urged Mule forward.

Mule started running like a thoroughbred, his head held low and his ears laid back.

There was a high chattering noise, and hot currents of air seemed to sweep around her. Swan felt Mule shudder and heard him grunt as if he’d been kicked, and then Mule’s legs went out from under him. The horse fell, throwing Robin free but trapping Swan’s left leg under him. The breath was knocked out of Swan, and she lay stunned as Mule desperately tried to stand up. But Robin had already seen the bullet holes in Mule’s belly, and he knew the horse was finished.

An engine growled. He looked up and saw a Chevy Nova with an armored windshield and a rooftop gun turret coming. He bent to Swan’s side and tried to pull her free, but her leg was firmly pinned. Mule was still struggling to get up, steam and blood spraying from his nostrils, his sides heaving. His eyes were wide with terror.

The Chevy’s gun turret fired, and bullets ripped across the ground dangerously near Swan. Robin realized with sickening certainty that he didn’t have the strength to free her. The armored car’s radiator grinned like a mouthful of metal teeth. Robin’s grip tightened around the axe handle.

Swan grasped his hand. “Don’t leave me,” she said, dazed and unaware that Mule was dying on top of her.

Robin had already decided. He pulled free and sprinted toward the armored car.

“Robin!” she cried out, and then she lifted her head and saw where he was going.

He zigzagged as the turret’s gun chattered again. Bullets kicked up snow and dirt at his heels. The Chevy veered toward him and away from Swan, just as he’d hoped it would. Move your lazy ass! he told himself as he dove to the ground, rolled and scrambled up again to throw off the gunner’s aim. The Chevy picked up speed, steadily closing the range. He jinked to both sides, heard the machine gun speak and saw the hot streaks of slugs zip through the air. Oh, shit! he thought as a searing pain ripped across his left thigh; he knew he’d been tagged, but it wasn’t too bad, and he kept going. The armored car followed him into the smoke.

On the northern perimeter, Paul Thorson and forty other men and women were surrounded by soldiers. Paul had only two bullets left, and most of the others had run out of ammunition a long time before; they wielded clubs, pickaxes and shovels and dared the soldiers to charge.

A Jeep pulled up behind the protective barrier of AOE infantry, and Colonel Macklin rose to his feet. His coat was draped over his shoulders, and the deep-set eyes in his skeletal face fixed on the group of defenders who’d been pushed back against the wall. “Is she with them?” he asked the man occupying the rear seat.

Friend stood up. He wore an Army of Excellence uniform and a gray cap pulled over his thin, dark brown hair; today his face was plain and nondescript, soulless and without character. His watery hazel eyes ticked back and forth for a few seconds. “No,” he said finally, in a toneless voice, “she’s not with them.” He sat back down again.

“Kill them all,” Macklin told the soldiers. Then he ordered his driver on as the Army of Excellence troops sprayed the trapped men and women with machine gun bullets. Among them, Paul squeezed off a shot and saw one of the soldiers stagger—and then he himself was hit in the stomach, and a second bullet broke his collarbone. He fell on his face, tried to get up and shivered as a third and fourth bullet hit his side and pierced his forearm. He pitched forward and lay still.

Three hundred yards away, the armored Chevy Nova was searching through the smoke, its turret gun firing at every hint of motion. The tires crunched over corpses, but one of the bodies that lay sprawled on the ground suddenly pulled in his arms and legs as the vehicle passed right over him.

When the armored car had cleared his body, Robin sat up and grasped the axe that had been hidden underneath him. He stood up, took three running strides and jumped onto the Nova’s rear fender. He kept going until he stood on the roof—and then he lifted the axe and smashed it down with all his strength on the sheet metal turret.

It crumpled inward, and the gunner tried to swivel his weapon, but Robin jammed it by placing his boot against the barrel. He battered down on the turret, his axe ripping through the sheet metal and slamming into the gunner’s skull. There was a strangled cry of agony, and the driver put his foot down on the accelerator. As the Nova shot forward Robin was thrown off the roof to the ground; he’d lost his grip on the axe, and when he scrambled to his feet he could see the axe’s handle still sticking rigidly up in the air, its business end about two inches deep in the gunner’s head. Robin expected the car to come at him again, but the driver had panicked, veering erratically. The Nova kept going and disappeared in the smoke.

Mule was dying, steam rising from his nostrils and the bullet holes in his belly. Swan’s head had cleared enough for her to realize what had happened, but she knew there was nothing she could do. Mule still twitched, as if trying to stand with willpower alone. Swan saw more soldiers coming, and she pulled at her leg, but it was jammed tight.

Suddenly someone bent down beside her and worked his arms under Mule’s side. Swan heard the muscles and sinews crack in his shoulders as he heaved upward, supporting some of the horse’s weight and easing the terrible pressure on Swan’s leg.

“Pull yourself out!” he said, his voice strained with the effort. “Hurry!”

She wrenched at her leg and worked it a few more inches toward freedom. Then Mule shifted again, as if using his last strength to help, and with an effort that almost dislocated her thigh from its socket she pulled her leg out. The stinging blood immediately rushed back into it, and she gritted her teeth as the pain hit her.

The man withdrew his arms. His hands were blotched with white and brown pigment.

She looked up into Josh’s face.

His skin had returned to its rich, dark umber color. He had a short gray beard, and almost all of his tight cap of hair had turned white. But his nose, which had been broken so many times and been so misshapen, was straight-bridged and strong again, and the old scars of football and wrestling had been wiped clean. His cheekbones were high and sharp, as if chiseled from dark stone, and his eyes were a soft shade of gray that shone with the translucent wonder of a child.

She thought that, next to Robin, he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

Josh saw the soldiers coming, and adrenaline pumped through his body; he’d left Glory and Aaron in the house to search for Swan, and now he had to get all of them to safety. Where Sister was he didn’t know, but he understood all too well that the soldiers were breaking through the walls on all sides of Mary’s Rest, and soon they’d be in the alleys, setting the shacks on fire. He picked Swan up in his arms, his sprained shoulder and his ribs aflame with pain.

At that instant, Mule’s body trembled and a burst of steam came from the horse’s nostrils, pluming up into the sky like a tired soul finding release—and Josh knew that no beast of burden deserved rest as much as Mule. There would never be another horse as fine, or as beautiful.

Mule’s eyes were already beginning to glaze over, but Swan understood that what Mule had been was already gone. “Oh ...” she whispered, and then she was unable to speak.

Josh saw Robin running out of the smoke. “This way!” Josh shouted. Robin ran toward them, limping a little and holding his left thigh. But the soldiers had seen, too, and one of them started firing a pistol. A bullet plowed up dirt about four feet from Robin, and another whined past Josh’s head.

“Come on!” Josh urged, and he started running toward town with Swan in his arms, his lungs working like a bellows in a metal forge. He saw another group of soldiers on the left. One of them shouted “Halt!” but Josh kept going. He looked quickly back to make sure Robin was following. Robin was right on his heels, wounded leg and all.

They were almost to the warren of alleys when four soldiers stepped into their path. Josh decided to barrel through them, but two of the men lifted their guns. He stopped, skidding in the mud and looking for a way out like a fox trapped by hounds. Robin whirled to the right—and about ten feet away were three more soldiers, one of them already leveling his M-16. More soldiers were approaching from the left, and Josh knew that within seconds they were going to be cut to pieces in a crossfire.

Swan was about to be killed in his arms. There was no way out now, and only one chance to save her—if indeed she could be saved. He had no choice, and no time to ponder the decision.

“Don’t shoot!” he shouted. And then he had to say it, to keep the soldiers from firing: “This is Swan! This is the girl you’re looking for!”

“Stand where you are!” one of the soldiers commanded, aiming a rifle at Josh’s head. The other men formed a circle around Josh, Swan and Robin. There was a brief discussion among several of the soldiers, one of whom seemed to be in charge, and then two of the men headed off in opposite directions, obviously going to find someone else.

Swan wanted to cry, but she dared not let a tear show, not in front of these men. She kept her features as calm and composed as if sculpted from ice. “It’s going to be okay,” Josh said quietly, though the words sounded hollow and stupid. At least, for the moment, she was alive. “You’ll see. We’ll get out of this some—”

“No talking, nigger!” a soldier shouted, pointing a .38 in Josh’s face.

He gave the man the best smile he could muster.

The noise of gunfire, explosions and screams still drifted over Mary’s Rest like the residue of nightmares. Our asses are grass, Robin thought, and there wasn’t a damned thing they could do about it. Two rifles and four pistols were aimed at him alone. He looked out toward the blazing eastern wall, then toward the west, way over beyond the cornfield, where trucks and armored cars seemed to be grouping to make camp.

In five or six minutes, one of the soldiers who’d left returned leading an old brown United Parcel Service truck in their direction. Josh was ordered to put Swan down, but she still had difficulty standing and had to lean against him. Then the soldiers conducted a thorough and rough body search. They let their hands linger on Swan’s budding breasts; Josh saw Robin’s face redden with anger, and he cautioned, “Be cool.”

“What’s this shit?” The tarot card that had been in the pocket of Josh’s jeans was held up.

“Just a card,” Josh replied. “Nothing special.”

“Damn straight.” The man tore it into fragments and let The Empress fall in pieces to the ground.

The rear door of the UPS truck was opened. Josh, Robin and Swan were shoved inside with thirty other people. When the door was slammed shut and bolted again, the prisoners were left in total darkness.

“Take ’em to the chicken coop!” the sergeant in charge ordered the driver, and the UPS truck carried away its new load of parcels.
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SWAN CLASPED HER HANDS over her ears. But she could still hear the terrible hurting sounds, and she thought her mind would crack before they stopped.

Out beyond the “chicken coop”—which was a wide circle of barbed wire surrounding the two hundred and sixty-two survivors, now prisoners—the soldiers were going through the cornfield, shearing the stalks off with machetes and axes or wrenching them up roots and all. The stalks were being piled up like corpses in the backs of trucks.

No bonfires were allowed within the coop, and the armed guards who stood around the wire were quick to fire warning shots that dissuaded people from huddling together. Many of the wounded were freezing to death.

Josh flinched at the laughter and singing of the troops in town. He looked toward the shacks with weary eyes and saw a large fire burning in the middle of the road, near the spring. Parked around Mary’s Rest were dozens of trucks, armored cars, vans and trailers, and other bonfires blazed to keep the victors warm. Bodies were being stripped of clothes and left in macabre, frozen heaps. Trucks moved around collecting the clothes and guns.

Whoever the bastards were, Josh thought, they were masters of efficiency. They wasted nothing but human life.

There was the air of a wicked carnival over Mary’s Rest, but Josh consoled himself with the fact that Swan was still alive. Also nearby, sitting as close as the guards would allow, were Glory and Aaron. She was shocked beyond tears. Aaron lay curled up, his eyes open and staring and the thumb of one hand jammed into his mouth. The soldiers had taken Crybaby and thrown it onto a bonfire.

Robin walked along the barbed wire like a caged tiger. There was only one way in or out, through a barbed wire gate the soldiers had hastily built. Off in the distance were more rapid gunshots, and Robin figured the bastards had found somebody still alive. He’d counted only six of his highwaymen inside the coop, and two of them were badly wounded. Dr. Ryan, who’d survived an attack on his makeshift hospital, had already told Robin those two were going to die. Bucky had made it, though he was sullen and would not speak. But Sister was missing, and that really twisted Robin’s guts.

He stopped and stared across the wire at a guard. The man cocked his pistol, aimed it at Robin and said, “Move on, you piece of shit.”

Robin grinned, spat on the ground and turned away. His groin crawled as he waited for the bullet to slam into his back. He’d seen prisoners shot down for no apparent reason other than to amuse the guards, and so he didn’t breathe easily again until he’d gotten far away from the man. But he walked slowly; he wasn’t going to run. He was through running.

Swan took her hands from her ears. The last of the hurting sounds were drifting away. The cornfield was a stubbled ruin, and the trucks rumbled away fat and happy as cockroaches.

She felt sick with fear, and she longed for the basement where she and Josh had been trapped such a long time ago. But she forced herself to look around at the other prisoners and to absorb the scene: the moaning and coughing of the wounded, the babbling of those who’d lost their minds, the sobbing and wailing of the death dirges. She saw their faces, their eyes dark and turned inward, all hope murdered.

They’d fought and suffered for her, and here she was sitting on the ground like an insect, waiting for a boot to smash down. Her fists clenched. Get up! she told herself. Damn it, get up! She was ashamed of her own frailty and weakness, and a spark of rage leaped within her as if thrown off by an iron wheel grinding flint. She heard two of the guards laughing. Get up! she screamed inwardly, and the rage grew, spread through her and burned the sick fear away.

“You’re a leader,” Sister had said, “and you’d better learn how to act like one.”

Swan didn’t want to be. Had never asked to be. But she heard an infant crying not too far away, and she knew that if there was to be a future for any of these people, it had to start right here ... with her.

She stood up, took a deep breath to clear away the last cobwebs and walked among the other prisoners, her gaze moving left and right, meeting theirs and leaving the impression of a glimpse into a blast furnace.

“Swan!” Josh called, but she paid no attention and kept going, and he started to get up and go after her, but he saw how stiff her back was; it was a regal posture, full of confidence and courage, and now the other prisoners were sitting up as she passed them, and even the wounded were struggling to rise from the dirt. Josh let her go.

Her left leg was still stiff and aching, but at least it was unbroken. She, too, was aware of the energizing effect she was having on the others—but she did not know that around her they could have sworn they felt a radiance that briefly warmed the air.

She reached the crying infant. The child was held in the arms of a shivering man with a swollen, purple gash on the side of his head. Swan looked down at the child—and then she began to unbutton her coat of many colors and shrug out of it. She knelt down to wrap it around the man’s shoulders and enfold the infant in it.

“You!” one of the guards shouted. “Get away from there!”

Swan flinched, but she kept at what she was doing.

“Get away!” a woman prisoner urged. “They’ll kill you!”

A warning shot was fired. Swan arranged the folds of the patchwork coat to keep the child warm, and only then did she stand up.

“Go back to where you were and sit down!” the guard ordered. He was holding a rifle braced against his hip.

Swan felt everyone watching her. The moment hung.

“I won’t tell you again! Move your ass!”

God help me, she thought—and then she swallowed hard and started walking toward the barbed wire and the guard with the rifle. Immediately he lifted his weapon to a firing position.

“Halt!” another guard warned, off to the right.

Swan kept going, step after step, her eyes riveted to the man with the rifle.

He pulled the trigger.

The bullet whined past her head, and she knew it must have missed her by three inches or less. She stopped, wavered—and then took the next step.

“Swan!” Josh shouted, standing up. “Swan, don’t!”

The guard with the rifle took a backward step as Swan approached. “The next one is right between your eyes,” he promised, but the girl’s merciless stare pierced him.

Swan stopped. “These people need blankets and food,” she said, and she was surprised at the strength in her voice. “They need them now. Go tell whoever’s in charge that I want to see him.”

“Fuck you,” the guard said. He fired.

But the bullet went over Swan’s head, because one of the other guards had grabbed the rifle barrel and uptilted it. “Didn’t you hear her name, dumb ass?” the second man asked. “That’s the girl the colonel’s looking for! Go find an officer and report!”

The first guard had gone pale, realizing how close he’d come to being skinned alive. He took off at a run toward Colonel Macklin’s Command Center.

“I said,” Swan repeated firmly, “that I want to see whoever’s in charge.”

“Don’t worry,” the man told her. “You’ll get to see Colonel Macklin soon enough.”

Another truck stopped over by the chicken coop’s gate. The rear door was unbolted and opened, and fourteen more prisoners were herded into the containment area. Swan watched them come in, some of them badly wounded and hardly able to walk. She went over to help—and an electric thrill shot through her, because she’d recognized one of the new arrivals.

“Sister!” she cried out, and she ran toward the dirty woman who’d stumbled through the gate.

“Oh, dear God, dear God!” Sister sobbed as she put her arms around Swan and held her. They clung together for a moment, silent, each just needing to feel the other’s heart beating. “I thought you were dead!” Sister finally said, her vision blurred by tears. “Oh, dear God, I thought they’d killed you!”

“No, I’m all right. Josh is here, and so are Robin, Glory and Aaron. We all thought you were dead!” Swan pulled back to look at Sister. Her stomach clenched.

Burning gasoline had splattered onto the right side of Sister’s face. Her eyebrow on that side had been burned off, and her right eye was almost swollen shut. Her chin and the bridge of her nose had both been gashed by flying glass. Dirt was all over the front of her coat, and the fabric was charred and torn. Sister understood Swan’s expression, and she shrugged. “Well,” she said, “I guess I was never meant to be pretty.”

Swan hugged her again. “You’re going to be okay. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you!”

“You’d get along fine, just like you did before Paul and I showed up.” She glanced around the area. “Where is he?”

Swan knew who she meant, but she said, “Who?”

“You know who. Paul.” Sister’s voice tightened. “He is here, isn’t he?”

Swan hesitated.

“Where is he? Where’s Paul?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “He’s not here.”

“Oh ... my God.” Sister clasped a dirt-caked hand to her mouth. She was dizzy, and this new blow almost finished her; she was weary and sick of fighting, and her bones ached as if her body had been snapped apart and rearranged. She’d retreated from the western wall as the soldiers overran it, had found a discarded butcher knife and killed one of them in hand-to-hand fighting, then had been forced across the field by a wave of attacking troops. She’d hidden under a shack, but when it was set afire over her head she’d had no choice but to surrender. “Paul,” she whispered. “He’s dead. I know he is.”

“You don’t know that! Maybe he got away! Maybe he’s still hiding!”

“Hey, you!” the guard shouted. “Break it up and move on!”

Swan said, “Lean on me,” and she started helping Sister back to where the others were. Josh was coming toward them, followed by Robin. And suddenly Swan realized that Sister no longer had the leather satchel. “The glass ring! What happened to it?”

Sister put a finger to her lips.

A Jeep roared up. Its two passengers were Roland Croninger, still wearing a helmet and with mud splattered across his bandaged face, and the man who called himself Friend. Both of them got out while the driver kept the engine idling.

Friend stalked along the wire, his brown eyes narrowed as he searched among the prisoners. And then he saw her, supporting an injured woman. “There!” he said excitedly, and he pointed. “That’s her!”

“Bring the girl out,” Roland told the nearest guard.

Friend paused, staring at the woman who leaned on Swan’s shoulder. The woman’s face was unfamiliar, and the last time he’d seen Sister she’d been disfigured. He thought he recalled seeing that woman the day he’d overheard the Junkman talking about the Army of Excellence, but he hadn’t paid any attention to her. That was back when he was sick, and details had escaped him. But now he realized that, if indeed the woman was Sister, she no longer had that damned bag with the circle of glass in it.

“Wait!” he told the guard. “Bring that woman out, too! Hurry!”

The guard motioned for another to help him, and they entered the containment area with their rifles ready.

Josh was just about to reach out for Sister when the guards ordered Swan to halt. She looked over her shoulder at the two rifle barrels. “Come on,” one of the men said. “You wanted to see Colonel Macklin? Here’s your chance. You too, lady.”

“She’s hurt!” Josh objected. “Can’t you see—”

The guard who’d spoken fired his rifle into the ground at Josh’s feet, and Josh was forced back.

“Let’s go.” The guard prodded Swan with his rifle. “The colonel’s waiting.”

Swan supported Sister, and they were bracketed by the two guards as they were escorted to the gate.

Robin started after them, but Josh grabbed his arm. “Don’t be stupid,” Josh warned.

The boy angrily wrenched free. “You’re just going to let them take her? I thought you were supposed to be her guardian!”

“I used to be. Now she’ll have to take care of herself.”

“Right!” Robin said bitterly. “What are we going to do, just wait?”

“If you have a better suggestion—and one that won’t get a lot of people killed, including yourself and Swan—I’d just love to hear it.”

Robin had none. He watched helplessly as Swan and Sister were herded toward the Jeep where the two men waited.

As they neared the Jeep, both Swan and Sister felt their skin crawl. Sister recognized the one with the bandaged face from her confrontation with the tank—and she knew the other as well. It was in his eyes, or his smile, or the way he cocked his head or held his hands in fists at his sides. Or maybe it was the way he trembled with excitement. But she knew him, and so did Swan.

He did not look at Swan. Instead, he strode forward and ripped the collar of Sister’s coat away from her neck.

Exposed underneath was a brown scar in the shape of a crucifix.

“Your face is different,” he said.

“So is yours.”

He nodded, and she saw a quick glint of red deep in his eyes, there and then gone like a glimpse of something monstrous and unknown. “Where is it?”

“Where is what?”

“The ring. The crown. Or whatever the fuck it is. Where?”

“Don’t you know everything? You tell me.”

He paused, and his tongue flicked across his lower lip. “You didn’t destroy it. I know that fer sure, fer sure. You hid it somewhere. Oh, you think you’re just a cutie-pie, don’t you? You think you shit roses, just like—” He almost turned his head, almost let himself look at her, but he did not. The muscles of his neck were as taut as piano wires. “Just like she does,” he finished.

“What crown?” Roland asked.

Friend ignored him. “I’ll find it,” he promised Sister. “And if I can’t persuade you to help me, my associate Captain Croninger has a wonderful way with tools. Do you forgive me now?”

Swan realized he was speaking to her, though he still stared at Sister.

“I said, do you forgive me now?” When Swan didn’t reply, his smile broadened. “I didn’t think so. Now you have a taste of what hate is. How do you like it?”

“I don’t.”

“Oh,” he said, not yet trusting himself to even glance at her, “I think you’ll learn to enjoy the flavor. Shall we go, ladies?”

They got into the Jeep, and the driver headed toward Colonel Macklin’s trailer.

Out by the broken northern wall, where flames still gnawed and trucks rumbled back and forth with their cargos of guns, clothing and shoes, a solitary figure found a group of corpses that the scavenger brigades hadn’t yet gotten to.

Alvin Mangrim rolled the body of a dead man over and examined the ears and nose. The nose was too small, he decided, but the ears would do just fine. He withdrew a bloody butcher knife from a leather holder at his waist and went to work severing both the ears; then he dropped them into a cloth bag that hung around his shoulder. The bottom of it was soggy with blood, and inside it were more ears, noses and a few fingers he’d already “liberated” from other bodies. He was planning on drying the objects out and stringing them into necklaces. He knew Colonel Macklin would like one, and he thought it might be a good way to barter some extra rations. In this day and age a man had to use his mind!

He recalled a tune from a long time ago, part of a shadowy world. He remembered holding a woman’s hand—a rough, hard and hateful hand, covered with calluses—and going to a theater to see a cartoon movie about a lovely princess who shacked up with seven dwarves. He’d always liked the tune that the dwarves whistled as they worked in the mine, and he began to whistle that song as he carved off a woman’s nose and dropped it into the bag. Most of the music he was whistling went out through the hole where his own nose had been, and it occurred to him that if he found a nose the right size he could dry it and use it to plug the hole.

He went to the next corpse, which was lying on its face. The nose would probably be smashed, Alvin thought. But he grasped the corpse’s shoulder and rolled it over anyway.

It was a man with a gray-streaked beard.

And suddenly the corpse’s eyes opened, bright blue and bloodshot against the grayish-white flesh.

“Oh ... wow,” Alvin Mangrim said.

Paul lifted his Magnum, pressed the barrel against the other man’s skull and blew his brains out with the last bullet.

The dead man fell over Paul’s body and warmed him. But Paul knew he was dying, and he was glad now that he’d been too gutless to put that gun against his own head and take the easy way out. He didn’t know who the dead man was, but the bastard was history.

He waited. He’d lived most of his life alone, and he wasn’t afraid to die alone. No, not afraid at all—because the fearsome thing had been getting to this point. It was a piece of cake from here on. The only thing he regretted was not knowing what had happened to the girl—but he knew that Sister was a tough old bird, and if she’d survived all this, she wasn’t going to let any harm come to Swan.

Swan, he thought. Swan. Don’t let them break you. Spit in their eyes and kick their asses—and think sometimes of a Good Samaritan, okay?

He decided he was tired. He was going to rest, and maybe when he woke up it would be morning. It would be so wonderful to see the sun.

Paul went to sleep.



FOURTEEN

Prayer for the Final Hour


	The master thief

	Buried treasure

	A feat of magic

	The way out

	The greatest power

	Roland’s good, long look

	Realm of God

	The machine

	Swan’s death knell

	A place to rest

	The vow
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YELLOW LAMPLIGHT FELL UPON the visage of Death, and in its presence Swan drew herself up tall and straight. Fear fluttered inside her ribs like a caged butterfly, but Swan met Colonel Macklin’s gaze without cringing. He was the skeletal rider, Swan realized. Yes. She knew him, knew what he was, understood the ravenous power that drove him. And now he’d scythed down Mary’s Rest, but his eyes were still hungry.

On the desk before Colonel Macklin was a piece of paper. Macklin lifted his right arm and slammed his hand down, impaling the casualty report on the nails. He pulled them loose from the scarred desktop and offered his palm to Swan.

“The Army of Excellence has lost four hundred and sixty-eight soldiers today. Probably more, when the reports are updated.” He glanced quickly at the woman who stood beside Swan, then back to the girl. Roland and two guards stood behind them, and standing at Macklin’s right was the man who called himself Friend. “Take it,” Macklin said. “Look for yourself. Tell me if you’re worth four hundred and sixty-eight soldiers.”

“The people who killed those soldiers thought so,” Sister spoke up. “And if we’d had more bullets, you’d still be outside the walls getting your butts kicked.”

Macklin’s attention drifted to her. “What’s your name?”

“She’s called Sister,” Friend said. “And she’s got something I want.”

“I thought you wanted the girl.”

“No. She’s nothing to me. But you need her. You saw the cornfield for yourself; that’s her work.” He smiled vacantly at Sister. “This woman’s hidden a pretty piece of glass that I’m going to have. Oh, yes! I’m going to find it, believe me.” His eyes probed deeply into Sister’s, down through flesh and bone to the storehouse of memory. The shadows of her experiences flew like startled birds within her mind. He saw the jagged ruins of Manhattan, and Sister’s hands uncovering the circle of glass for the first time; he saw the watery hell of the Holland Tunnel, the snow-covered highway that wound through Pennsylvania, the prowling packs of wolves and a thousand other flickering images in the space of seconds. “Where is it?” he asked her, and at once he saw the image of an uplifted pickaxe in her mind, as if silhouetted by lightning.

She felt him picking at her brain like a master thief at a safe’s lock, and she had to scramble the tumblers before he got in. She closed her eyes, squeezed them tightly shut and began to lift the lid of the most terrible thing, the thing that had sent her screaming over the edge and turned her into Sister Creep. The lid’s hinges were rusted, because she hadn’t looked inside it for a long time, but now she got the lid up and forced herself to see it, just as it had been that rainy day on the turnpike.

The man with the scarlet eye was blinded by a blue light spinning around, and he heard a male voice saying, “Give her to me, lady. Come on now, let me have her.” The image cleared and strengthened, and suddenly he was holding a little girl’s body in his arms; she was dead, her face smashed and distorted, and nearby was an overturned car with steam hissing from its radiator. On the bloody concrete a few feet away were fragments of glass and little bits of sparkle. “Give her to me, lady. We’ll take care of her now,” a young man in a yellow rain slicker was saying as he reached for the child.

“No,” Sister said softly, painfully, deep within the awful moment, “I won’t ... let you ... have her.” Sister’s voice sounded slurred and drunken.

He drew back, out of the woman’s mind and memory. He resisted the urge to reach out and snap her neck. Either she was much stronger than he’d thought, or he was weaker than he knew—and he could feel that damned little bitch watching him, too! Something about her—her very presence—drained the power out of him! Yes, that was it! Her rampant evil was making him weak! One blow was all it would take; one quick blow to her skull, and it would all be over! He balled up his fist, and then he dared to look her in the face. “What are you staring at?”

She didn’t answer. His face was fearsome, but it had a wet, plastic sheen. Then she said, as calmly as she could, “Why are you so afraid of me?”

“I’m not afraid!” he bellowed, and dead flies fell from his lips. His cheeks reddened. One of his brown eyes turned jet-black, and the bones shifted under his face like the rotten foundations of a papier-mâché house. Wrinkles and cracks shot from the corners of his mouth, and he aged twenty years in an instant. His red, wrinkled neck quivered as he pulled his gaze away from her and back to Sister. “Croninger!” he said. “Go get Brother Timothy and bring him here.”

Roland left the trailer without hesitation.

“I could have someone shot every sixty seconds until you tell me.” Friend leaned closer to Sister. “Who should we start with? That big nigger? How about the boy? Shall we just pick and choose? Draw straws, or names out of a hat? I don’t give a shit. Where’d you hide it?”

Again, all he could see was a spinning blue light and the scene of an accident. A pickaxe, he thought. A pickaxe. He looked at the woman’s dirty clothes and hands. And he knew. “You buried it, didn’t you?”

There was no emotion on Sister’s face. Her eyes remained tightly closed.

“You ... buried ... it,” he whispered, grinning.

“What do you want with me?” Swan asked, trying to divert his attention. She looked at Colonel Macklin. “I’m listening,” she prompted.

“You made the corn grow. Is that right?”

“The ground made the corn grow.”

“She did it!” Friend said, turning away from Sister for the moment. “She put the seeds in the dirt and made them grow! Nobody else could’ve done that! The ground is dead, and she’s the only one who can bring it back! If you take her with you, the Army of Excellence’ll have all the food it needs! She could make a whole field grow from one ear of corn!”

Macklin stared at her. He didn’t think he’d ever seen a girl as lovely as her—and her face was strong, very strong. “Is that right?” he repeated.

“Yes,” she replied. “But I won’t grow food for you. I won’t grow crops for an army. There’s no way you can force me.”

“Yes, there is!” Friend hissed over Macklin’s shoulder. “She’s got friends out there! A big nigger and a boy! I saw them myself, just a little while ago! You bring them with us when we march, and she’ll grow the crops to save their throats!”

“Josh and Robin would rather die.”

“Would you rather they died?” He shook his head, and his other eye turned sea-green. “No, I don’t think so.”

Swan knew he was right. She couldn’t refuse to help them if Josh’s and Robin’s lives were at stake. “Where are you marching to?” she asked tonelessly.

“Here!” Friend said. “Here’s our Brother Timothy! He’ll tell you!” Roland and Brother Timothy were just entering the trailer; Roland had a firm grip on the skinny man’s arm, and Brother Timothy walked as if in a state of trance, his shoes shuffling along the floor.

Swan turned toward the two men and flinched. The new arrival’s eyes were staring circles of shock, surrounded by deep purple. His mouth was half open, the lips gray and slack.

Friend clapped his hands together. “Simon says! Tell the little bitch where we’re marching to, Brother Timothy!”

The man made a groaning, garbled sound. He shuddered, and then he said, “To ... Warwick Mountain. To find God.”

“Very good! Simon says! Tell us where Warwick Mountain is!”

“West Virginia. I was there. I lived with God ... for seven days ... and seven nights.”

“Simon says! What does God have up on Warwick Mountain?”

Brother Timothy blinked, and a tear ran down his right cheek.

“Simon’s about to get angry, Brother Timothy,” Friend said sweetly.

The man whined; his mouth opened wider, and his head thrashed back and forth. “The black box ... and the silver key!” he said, his words rushing and tangling together. “The prayer for the final hour! Fear death by water! Fear death by water!”

“Very good. Now count to ten.”

Brother Timothy held up both hands in the lamplight. He began to count on his fingers. “One ... two ... three ... four ... five ... six—” He stopped, puzzled.

And Swan had already seen that the other four fingers of his right hand had been chopped off.

“I didn’t say ‘Simon says,’” Friend told him.

The veins stuck out from Brother Timothy’s neck, and a pulse beat rapidly at his temple. Tears of terror filled his eyes. He tried to back away, but Roland’s grip tightened on his arm. “Please,” Brother Timothy whispered hoarsely, “don’t ... hurt me anymore. I’ll take you to him, I swear I will! Just ... don’t hurt me anymore ...” His voice was broken by sobbing, and he cringed as Friend approached.

“We won’t hurt you.” Friend stroked the other man’s sweat-damp hair. “We wouldn’t dream of it. We just wanted you to show these ladies what the power of persuasion can do. They’d be very stupid if they didn’t do what we said, wouldn’t they?”

“Stupid,” Brother Timothy agreed, with a zombie grin. “Very stupid.”

“Good dog.” Friend patted the top of his head. Then he returned to Sister’s side, grabbed the back of her neck and twisted her head toward Brother Timothy; with his other hand he roughly forced one of her eyes open. “Look at him!” he shouted, and he shook her.

His touch spread unbearable cold through her body; her bones ached, and she had no choice but to look at the maimed man who stood before her.

“Captain Croninger has a very nice playroom.” His mouth was right up against her ear. “I’m going to give you until dawn to remember where that trinket is. If your memory’s still deficient, the good captain’s going to start picking people out of the chicken coop to play games with him. And you’re going to watch, because the first game will be to cut your eyelids off.” His hand squeezed like a noose.

Sister was silent. The blue light continued to spin in her mind, and the young man in the yellow rain slicker kept reaching for the dead child in her arms.

“Whoever she was,” he whispered, “I hope she died hating you.”

Friend felt Swan watching him, felt her eyes probing to his soul, and he removed his hand before blind rage made him break the woman’s neck. Then he could stand it no longer, and he whirled toward her. Their faces were about six inches apart. “I’ll kill you, bitch!” he roared.

Swan used every shred of willpower to keep herself from shrinking back. She held his gaze like an iron hand trapping a snake. “No, you won’t,” she told him. “You said I didn’t mean anything to you. But you were lying.”

Brown pigment streaked across his pale flesh. His jaw lengthened, and a false mouth opened like a jagged wound in his forehead. One eye remained brown, while the other turned crimson, as if it had ruptured and gorged with blood. Smash her! he thought. Smash the bitch dead!

But he did not. Could not. Because he knew, even through the vile entanglement of his own hatred, that there was a power in her beyond anything he could understand, and something deep within him yearned like a diseased heart. He despised her and wanted to grind her bones—but at the same time he dared not touch her, because her fire might sear him to a cinder.

He backed away from her; his face became Hispanic, then Oriental, and finally it caught somewhere in mid-change. “You’re going with us when we march,” he promised. His voice was high and raspy, rising and tumbling through octaves. “We’re going to West Virginia first ... to find God.” He sneered the word. “Then we’re going to find you a nice farm with plenty of land. And we’re going to get the seeds and grain for you, too. We’ll find what you need in silos and barns along the way. We’re going to build a big wall around your farm, and we’ll even leave some soldiers to keep you company.” The mouth in his forehead smiled, then sealed up. “And for the rest of your life you’re going to be growing food for the Army of Excellence. You’ll have tractors, reapers, all kinds of machines! And your own slaves, too! I’ll bet that big nigger could really pull a plow.” He glanced quickly at the two guards. “Go get that black bastard out of the chicken coop. And a boy named Robin, too. They can share Brother Timothy’s quarters. You don’t mind, do you?”

Brother Timothy grinned slyly. “Simon didn’t say speak.”

“Where can we put these two ladies?” Friend asked Colonel Macklin.

“I don’t know. A tent, I guess.”

“Oh, no! Let’s at least give the ladies mattresses! We want them comfortable while they think! How about a trailer?”

“They can go into Sheila’s trailer,” Roland suggested. “She’ll watch them for us, too.”

“Take them there,” Friend ordered. “But I want two armed guards on duty at that trailer’s door. There will be no mistakes. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.” He withdrew his pistol from its waist holster. “After you,” he told Swan and Sister, and as they went out the door and down the carved steps Swan clenched Sister’s hand.

Friend stood at the doorway and watched them go. “How long before dawn?” he asked.

“Three or four hours, I think,” Macklin said. Swan’s face remained impressed in Macklin’s mind as clearly as a photograph. He ripped the casualty report off the nails in his palm; the numbers were organized by brigade, and Macklin tried to concentrate on them, but he couldn’t get past the girl’s face. He’d not seen such beauty in a long, long time; it was beyond sexual—it was clean, powerful and new. He found himself staring at the nails in his palm, and at the filthy bandages taped around his wrist. For an instant he could smell himself, and the odor almost made him puke.

He looked up at Friend in the doorway, and Macklin’s mind suddenly cleared like clouds blown away by a scorching wind.

My God, he thought. I’m ... in league with ...

Friend turned his head slightly. “Is anything on your mind?” he inquired.

“No. Nothing. I’m just thinking, that’s all.”

“Thinking gets people in trouble. Simon says! Isn’t that right, Brother Timothy?”

“Right!” the man chirped, and he clapped his mangled hands together.
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“I’M AN ENTERTAINER.” The woman who sat on a pile of dirty pillows in the corner suddenly said.

It was the first time she’d spoken since they’d been shoved into the filthy trailer more than an hour before. She’d just sat there and watched them as Swan lay on one of the bare mattresses and Sister paced the room.

“Do you two like to party?”

Sister stopped pacing, stared at her incredulously for a few seconds and then continued. There were nine steps from wall to wall.

“Well”—she shrugged—“if we’re going to bunk together, we should at least know one another’s names. I’m Sheila Fontana.”

“Good for you,” Sister muttered.

Swan sat up and regarded the dark-haired woman with closer scrutiny. By the light of the trailer’s single kerosene lamp, Swan saw that Sheila Fontana was thin to the point of emaciation, her yellowish flesh drawn and sunken over her facial bones. The scalp showed at the crown of her head, and her black hair was dirty and lifeless. Around her on the floor was a scatter of empty food cans, bottles and other trash. The woman wore stained and dirty clothes under a heavy corduroy coat, but Swan had also seen that Sheila’s fingernails, though broken and gnawed down to the quick, had been meticulously polished bright red. On first entering the trailer, Swan had noticed the dresser covered with make-up jars, tubes of lipstick and the like, and now she glanced over at the mirror where the clipped photographs of young, fresh-faced models were taped up. “I used to be an entertainer, too,” Swan offered. “In the Travelin’ Show, with Josh and Rusty. Mostly I just stayed in the wagon, though. Rusty was a magician—he could make things disappear and appear again, just like that.” She snapped her fingers, lost in a memory of the past. She focused her attention on Sheila again. “What do you do?”

“A little of everything, honey.” Sheila smiled, showing gray and shrunken gums. “I’m an RL.”

“An RL? What’s that?”

“Recreation Lady. I ought to be out on the stroll right now, too. A good RL can score till she’s sore after a battle. It makes the men want to fuck.”

“Huh?”

“She means she’s a whore,” Sister explained. “Jesus, it smells in here!”

“Sorry, I’m fresh out of Air-Wick. You can spray some of that perfume around, if you want.” She motioned toward the gummy, dried-up bottles on the dresser.

“No, thank you.” Sister broke her rhythm and strode to the door; she twisted the handle, opened the door and faced the two guards who were just outside.

Both of them held rifles. One of the guards said, “Get back in there.”

“I’m just getting some fresh air. Do you mind?”

A rifle barrel was pushed against her chest. “Back inside,” the man ordered. He shoved her, and Sister slammed the door shut.

“Men are beasts,” Sheila said. “They don’t understand that a woman needs her privacy.”

“We’ve got to get out of here!” Sister’s voice quavered on the edge of panic. “If he finds it, he’s going to destroy it—and if I don’t let him find it, he’s going to start executing people!”

“Find what?” Sheila drew her knees up against her chest.

“It’s going to be dawn soon,” Sister continued. “Oh, God!” She leaned against the wall, hardly able to stand. “He’s going to find it! I can’t stop him from finding it!”

“Hey, lady!” Sheila said. “Anybody ever tell you you were crazy?”

Sister was close to falling apart, Swan knew; she was, too, but she would not let herself think about what was ahead. “How long have you been with them?” Swan asked the dark-haired woman.

Sheila smiled thinly—a horrible smile on that emaciated, life-drained face. “Forever,” she replied. “Oh, Christ, I wish I had some blow! Or pills. If I had just one Black Beauty, I’d slice that bastard into little-bitty pieces and fly high for a fucking week! You don’t have any dope on you, do you?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so. Nobody’s got any. I guess it’s all been smoked, snorted and popped by now. Oh, shit.” She shook her head sadly, as if bemoaning the death of a lost culture. “What’s your name, honey?”

“Swan.”

Sheila repeated it. “That’s a nice name. An unusual name. I used to know a girl named Dove. She was hitching a ride up near El Cerrito, and Rudy and I pulled—” She stopped. “Listen!” she whispered urgently. “Do you hear that?”

Swan heard some men laughing nearby, and in the distance were the sounds of gunshots.

“The baby!” Sheila’s right hand went to her mouth. Her eyes were pools of darkness. “Listen! Can’t you hear the baby crying?”

Swan shook her head.

“Oh ... Jesus!” Sheila was almost choked with terror. “The baby’s crying! Make it stop crying! Please!” She put her hands over her ears, and her body began to curl into a fetal shape. “Oh, God, please make it stop!”

“She’s out of her mind,” Sister said, but Swan got up from the mattress and approached the woman. “Better leave her alone,” Sister warned. “She looks pretty far gone.”

“Make it stop ... make it stop ... oh, Jesus, make it stop,” Sheila was raving, curled up in the corner. Her face gleamed with sweat in the lamplight, and the woman’s body odor almost repulsed Swan—but Swan stood over her and finally bent down at her side. She hesitated, then reached out to touch the other woman. Sheila’s hand found Swan’s and gripped it with painful pressure. Swan did not pull away.

“Please ... make the baby stop crying,” Sheila begged.

“There’s ... there’s no baby here. There’s no one here but us.”

“I hear the crying! I hear it!”

Swan didn’t know what kind of torment this woman had lived through, but she couldn’t bear to watch her suffer. She squeezed Sheila’s hand and leaned closer to her. “Yes,” she said softly, “I hear the crying, too. A baby crying. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes! Yes! Make it stop before it’s too late!”

“Too late? Too late for what?”

“Too late for it to live!” Sheila’s fingers dug into Swan’s hand. “He’ll kill it if it doesn’t stop crying!”

“I hear it,” Swan told her. “Wait, wait. The baby’s stopping now. The sound’s going away.”

“No, it’s not! I can still hear—”

“The sound’s going away,” Swan repeated, her face only a few inches from Sheila’s. “It’s getting quieter now. Quieter. I can hardly hear it at all. Someone’s taking care of the baby. It’s very quiet now. Very quiet. The crying’s gone.”

Sheila drew a sharp, sudden breath. Held it for a few seconds, and let it out in a soft, agonized moan. “Gone?” she asked.

“Yes,” Swan answered. “The baby’s stopped crying. It’s all over.”

“Is ... is the baby still alive?”

That seemed very important to her. Swan nodded. “Still alive.”

Sheila’s mouth was slack, and a thin thread of saliva broke over the lower lip and trailed down into her lap. Swan started to work her hand free, but Sheila wouldn’t let her go.

“You need some help?” Sister offered, but Swan shook her head.

Sheila’s hand came up, very slowly, and the tips of her fingers touched Swan’s cheek. Swan couldn’t see the woman’s eyes—just two dark craters in the chalky flesh. “Who are you?” Sheila whispered.

“Swan. My name is Swan. Remember?”

“Swan,” Sheila repeated, her voice gentle and awed. “The baby ... never stopped crying before. Never stopped crying ... until it was dead. I never even knew if the baby was a boy or girl. It never stopped crying before. Oh ... you’re so pretty.” Her dirty fingers moved across Swan’s face. “So pretty. Men are beasts, you know. They take pretty things ... and they make them ugly.” Her voice cracked. She began to cry softly, her cheek resting against the girl’s hand. “I’m so tired of being ugly,” she whispered. “Oh ... I’m so tired....”

Swan let her cry, and she stroked the woman’s head. Her fingers touched scabs and sores.

After a while, Sheila lifted her head. “Can ... can I ask you something?”

“Yes.”

Sheila wiped her eyes and snuffled her nose. “Will you ... let me brush your hair?”

Swan stood up and helped Sheila to her feet; then she went to the dressing table and sat down before the mirror. Sheila took a tentative step after her, followed by another. She reached the dresser and picked up a brush that was clotted with hair. Then Sheila’s fingers smoothed out Swan’s mane and she began to brush it, long and slow, stroke after stroke.

“Why are you here?” Sheila asked. “What do they want with you?”

Her tone was hushed and reverent. Sister had heard it before, when other people in Mary’s Rest had talked to Swan. Before the girl could answer, Sister said, “They’re going to keep us here. They’re going to make Swan work for them.”

Sheila stopped brushing. “Work for them? Like ... as an RL?”

“In a way, yes.”

She paused for a few seconds, then continued slowly brushing Swan’s hair. “Such a pretty thing,” she whispered, and Sister saw her blink heavily, as if trying to grapple with thoughts that she’d rather shut out.

Sister knew nothing about the woman, but she watched the way Sheila gently used the brush, her fingers moving dreamlike through Swan’s hair to loosen tangles. She saw how Sheila kept admiring Swan’s face in the mirror, then hesitantly lifting her gaze to her own shriveled, worn-out features—and Sister decided to take a chance. “It’s a shame,” she said quietly, “that they’re going to make her ugly.”

The brush stopped.

Sister glanced quickly at Swan, who’d begun to realize what the older woman was trying; then Sister came up to stand behind Sheila. “Not all men are beasts,” she said, “but those men are. They’re going to use Swan and make her ugly. They’re going to crush her and destroy her.”

Sheila looked at Swan in the mirror and then at herself. She stood very still.

“You can help us,” Sister said. “You can stop them from making her ugly.”

“No.” Her voice was weak and listless, like that of a weary child. “No, I ... can’t. I’m nobody.”

“You can help us get out of here. Just talk to the guards. Get their attention and move them away from that door for one minute. That’s all.”

“No ... no ...”

Sister put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Look at her. Go ahead. Now look at yourself.” Sheila’s eyes shifted. “Look what they’ve made you into.”

“Ugly,” Sheila whispered. “Ugly. Ugly. Ugly ...”

“Please help us get away.”

Sheila didn’t reply for perhaps a minute, and Sister was afraid that she’d lost her. Suddenly the other woman began brushing Swan’s hair again. “I can’t,” Sheila said. “They’d kill all of us. It wouldn’t matter to them, because they like to use their guns.”

“They won’t kill us. The colonel doesn’t want us hurt.”

“They’d hurt me. Besides, where would you go? Everything’s fucked up. There’s no place to hide.”

Sister cursed inwardly, but Sheila was right. Even if they did manage to escape the trailer, it would only be a matter of time before the soldiers caught them again. She looked at Swan in the mirror, and Swan shook her head a fraction to communicate the message that it was no use pursuing that tactic. Sister’s attention fell on the glass bottles of perfume atop the dresser. Now she had very little to lose. “Sheila,” she said, “you like pretty things, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

So far, so good. Here comes the kicker. “Would you like to see something that’s really pretty?”

Sheila looked up. “What?”

“It’s ... a secret. A buried treasure. Would you like to see it?”

“I know all about buried treasure. Roland buried the stash. He killed the Fat Man, too.”

Sister disregarded her raving and stuck doggedly to the point. “Sheila,” she said in a confiding tone, “I know where the treasure’s buried. And it’s something that could help us. If you’re a wh—an RL,” she quickly amended, “the guards wouldn’t stop you from leaving. Like you said, you ought to be on the stroll right now. But you’ve never seen anything as beautiful as this treasure is, and if you went where I said and brought it back here, you’d be helping Swan. Isn’t that right, Swan?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“It would have to be our secret, though,” Sister continued, carefully watching Sheila’s slack, emotionless face. “You couldn’t let anybody know where you were going—and you couldn’t let anybody see you digging it up or bringing it back here. You’d have to hide it under your coat. Could you do that?”

“I ... don’t know. I just did my nails.”

“The buried treasure can stop them from making her ugly,” Sister said, and she saw the thought register with slow power on the woman’s face. “But it’ll be our secret. Just between us roommates. Okay?” Still Sheila didn’t answer, and Sister said, “Please help us.”

Sheila stared at her reflection in the mirror. She hardly recognized the monster who peered back. The colonel didn’t need her, she realized. Had never needed her, except to use and abuse. Men are beasts, she thought, and she remembered the colonel’s map of a new America, with its sprawling gray Prison Area.

That was not a country she wanted to live in.

She put the brush down. She felt Swan watching her in the mirror, and Sheila knew she could not—must not—let them make such a beautiful thing as ugly as herself.

“Yes,” she answered finally. “I’ll help you.”



87

“STOP!” HE ROARED AND as the Jeep skidded in the plowed-up, icy mud of the ruined cornfield the man with the scarlet eye leaped over the vehicle’s side and ran through the stubble.

I’ve got it now! he thought. It’s mine! And whatever it is—ring of light, mystic gift or crown—I’m going to break it into bits right in front of her eyes!

The mud clung at his boots as he ran, and he tripped over the corn stubble and almost fell in his fury to get there.

Gray, murky light painted the clouds. In the wind he could smell fire and blood, and he stepped on the naked corpses in his way.

Oh, she thought she was so clever! he raged. So clever! Well, now she would understand that he was not to be denied, not to be fucked with; she would understand that it was still his party, after all the smoke had cleared and the bodies were counted.

At the first tinge of light, the guards had brought Sister to the colonel’s trailer, and she’d been placed in a chair at the center of the room. He’d sat down in a chair before her, while Roland and Macklin had watched. And then he’d leaned his Oriental face close to hers, and he’d said in a Southern drawl, “Where’d ya’ll bury it?”

She’d gathered up her saliva and spat in his face—but that was all right! Oh, yes! That was just fine! He’d wanted her to fight him, to block her memory with that damned blue light spinning around, so he could press both hands against her cheeks until blood spurted from her nostrils. And then, through the haze of her pain, he’d seen the pickaxe in her mind again, had seen it uplifted and slammed down into the dirt. She’d tried to barricade herself behind the blue light again and blind him with it. But he was too fast for her, and he’d slipped into her mind with ease, since the little bitch wasn’t there to distract him.

And there it was. There it was. The plank of wood that had RUSTY WEATHERS carved into it.

She’d buried the glass ring in the cowboy’s grave.

He’d almost killed her when he saw it, but he wanted her alive to watch him break the glass to pieces. The grave was just ahead, in the clearing between the stubble and the rows of apple tree seedlings that had been scooped from the earth and loaded on another truck. He ran toward the area where he knew the cowboy had been buried. The ground under his boots had been chewed up by truck tires and the feet of soldiers, and the mud tried to grip and hold him.

He was in the clearing, and he looked around for the makeshift grave marker.

But it was not there.

Tire tracks interwove across the clearing like the plaid on the coat of the man he’d ripped apart. He looked in all directions and decided he was not yet in the correct place. He ran on about thirty more yards to the west, stopped and hunted again.

Nude corpses littered the clearing. He picked them up and flung them aside like broken dolls as he searched for any sign of the grave.

After about ten minutes of frenzied search, he found the grave marker—but it was lying flat and covered with mud. He got down on his knees and started clawing at the ground around the marker, digging the dirt up and throwing it behind him like a dog after a mislaid bone. His hands only found more dirt.

He heard voices and looked up. Four soldiers were prowling the field for anything the scavenger brigades might have missed. “You! Start digging!” he shouted at them—and they stared stupidly at him until he realized he’d spoken in Russian. “Dig!” he commanded, finding his English again. “Get down on your hands and knees and dig this whole fucking field up!”

One of the men ran. The other three hesitated, and a soldier called, “What are we digging for?”

“A bag! A leather bag! It’s here somewhere! It’s—” And then he abruptly stopped and gazed around at the muddy, ravaged clearing. Armored cars and trucks had been moving across it all night. Hundreds of soldiers had marched through the clearing and the cornfield. The marker might have been knocked down an hour, three hours or six hours earlier. It might have been dragged under the wheels of a truck, or kicked aside by the boots of fifty men. There was no way to tell where the grave had actually been, and frantic rage sizzled through him. He lifted his head and screamed with anger.

The three soldiers fled, tumbling over one another in their panic to get away.

The man with the scarlet eye picked up the nude corpse of a man by the neck and one stiff, outstretched arm. He swung it away, and then he kicked the head of another body like a football. He fell upon a third corpse and twisted its head until the spine snapped with a noise like off-key guitar strings. Then, still seething with rage, he got on all fours like an animal and searched for someone living to kill.

But he was alone with the dead.

Wait! he thought. Wait!

He sat up again, his clothes filthy and his shifting face splattered with black mud, and he grinned. He began to giggle, then to chuckle, and finally he laughed so loud that the few remaining dogs that slinked through the alleys heard and howled in response.

If it’s lost, he realized, no one else can have it either! The earth’s swallowed it up! It’s gone, and nobody will ever find it again!

He kept laughing, thinking about how stupid he’d been. The glass ring was gone forever! And Sister herself was the one who’d thrown it away in the mud!

He felt a lot better now, a lot stronger and more clearheaded. Things had worked out just as they should. It was still his party, because the little bitch belonged to Macklin, the human hand had destroyed Mary’s Rest and Sister had consigned her treasure to the black, unforgiving dirt—where it would lie forever next to a cowboy’s charred bones.

He stood up, satisfied that the grave was lost, and began striding across the field to where his driver waited with the Jeep. He turned back for one last look, and his teeth glinted white against his mud-smeared face. It would take a feat of magic, he mused, to make that damned glass ring reappear—and he was the only magician he knew.

Now we march, he thought. We take the little bitch with us, and we take Sister, that big nigger and the boy, too, to keep her in line. The rest of the dogs can live in these miserable shacks until they rot—which won’t be very long.

Now we go to West Virginia and Warwick Mountain. To find God. He smiled, and the driver who was waiting just ahead saw that awful, inhuman grimace and shuddered. The man with the scarlet eye was very eager to meet “God,” very eager indeed. After that, the little bitch would go to her prison farm, and then ... who knows?

He liked being a five-star general. It was a task he seemed particularly well suited for, and as he swept his gaze across the plain of heaped-up corpses he felt like the king of all he surveyed, and very much at home.
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AT THE CRASH OF the dinner gong, Josh started salivating like an animal.

The guard was beating on the truck’s rear door with his rifle butt, signaling the three prisoners to move to the far end of their cell-on-wheels. Josh, Robin and Brother Timothy knew that noise very well. Robin had held out the longest, refusing to eat any of the watery gruel for four days—until Josh had held him down and force-fed him, and afterward, when Robin wanted to fight, Josh had knocked him flat and told him he was going to live whether he liked it or not.

“What for?” Robin had asked, aching to fight but too smart to charge the black giant again. “They’re just going to kill us anyway!”

“I don’t really give a crap whether you live or not, you pissant punk!” Josh had told him, trying to make the boy mad enough to stay alive. “If you’d been a man, you would’ve protected Swan! But they’re not going to kill us today. Otherwise they wouldn’t have wasted the food. And what about Swan? You’re just going to give up and leave her to the wolves?”

“Man, you’re a jive fool! She’s probably already dead, and Sister, too!”

“No way. They’re keeping Swan and Sister alive—and us, too. So from now on you’ll eat, or by God, I’ll shove your face in that bowl and make you suck it up your nostrils! Understand?”

“Big man,” Robin had sneered, crawling away into his customary corner and wrapping his dirty, threadbare brown blanket around himself. But from that day on he’d eaten his food without hesitation.

The truck’s metal rear door was perforated with thirty-seven small round holes—both Josh and Robin had counted them many times, and they had devised a mental connect-the-dots-type game with them—which let in dim gray light and air. They were useful peepholes, too, through which to see what was going on in the camp and the landscape they were passing over. But now the door was unbolted, and it slid upward on its rollers. The guard with the rifle—who Robin less-than-affectionately called Sergeant Shitpants—barked, “Buckets out!”

Two more guards stood by with guns aimed and ready as first Josh, then Robin and Brother Timothy brought their waste buckets out.

“Step down!” Sergeant Shitpants ordered. “Single file! Move it!”

Josh squinted in the hazy light of morning. The camp was gearing up to move again; tents were being packed up, vehicles being checked over and gassed up from drums on the back of supply trucks. Josh had noted that the number of gas drums was dwindling fast, and the Army of Excellence had left many broken-down vehicles behind. He looked around at the land as he walked about ten yards away from the truck and dumped his bucket into a ravine. Dense thicket and leafless woods lay on the far side of the ravine, and in the misty distance were snow-covered, hard-edged mountains. The highway they’d been traveling on led up into those mountains, but Josh didn’t know exactly where they were. Time was jumbled and confused; he thought it had been two weeks since they’d left Mary’s Rest, but he wasn’t even sure of that. Maybe it was more like three weeks. Anyway, by this time they’d left Missouri far behind, he figured.

And Glory and Aaron as well. When the soldiers had come to take him and Robin out of the chicken coop, Josh had had time only to pull Glory against him and say, “I’ll be back.” Her eyes had looked right through him. “Listen to me!” he’d said, shaking her—and finally she’d let her mind return and had focused on the handsome black man who stood before her. “I’ll be back. You just be strong, you hear? And take care of the boy as best you can.”

“You won’t be back. No. You won’t.”

“I will! I haven’t seen you in that spangled dress yet. That’s worth coming back for, isn’t it?”

Glory had gently touched his face, and Josh had seen that she wanted desperately to believe. And then one of the soldiers had thrust a rifle barrel at his injured ribs, and Josh had almost doubled up with agony—but he’d forced himself to remain standing and to walk out of the chicken coop with dignity.

When the trucks, armored cars and trailers of the Army of Excellence had finally rolled out of Mary’s Rest, about forty people followed on foot for a while, calling Swan’s name, sobbing and wailing. The soldiers had used them for target practice until the last fifteen or so turned back.

“Returrrrn buckets!” Sergeant Shitpants thundered after Robin and Brother Timothy had emptied theirs. The three prisoners took their buckets back into the truck, and the sarge commanded, “Bowls ready!”

They brought out the small wooden bowls they’d all been given, and about that time a cast-iron pot arrived from the field kitchen. A bland soup made of canned tomato paste and fortified with crumbled saltines was ladled into the bowls; the menu was usually the same, delivered twice a day, except sometimes the soup had slivers of salt pork or Spam floating in it.

“Cups out!”

The prisoners offered their tin cups as another soldier poured water from a canteen. The liquid was brackish and oily—certainly not water from the spring. This was water from melted snow, because it left a film in the mouth, made the back of the throat sore and caused ulcers on Josh’s gums. He knew there were big wooden kegs of springwater on the supply trucks, and he knew also that none of them would get a drop of it.

“Back up!” Sergeant Shitpants ordered, and as the prisoners obeyed the metal door was pulled down and bolted shut, and feeding time was over.

Inside the truck, each found his own space to eat in—Robin in his corner, Brother Timothy in another, and Josh toward the center. When he was finished, Josh pulled his tattered blanket around his shoulders, because the unlined metal interior of the truck’s storage space always stayed frigid; then he stretched out to sleep again. Robin got up, pacing back and forth to burn off nervous energy.

“Better save it,” Josh said, hoarse from the contaminated water.

“For what? Oh, yeah, I guess we’re going to make our break today, huh? Sure! I’d really better save it!” He felt sluggish and weak, and his head ached so much he could hardly think. He knew it was a reaction to the water after his system had been cleaned out by the spring in Mary’s Rest. But all he could do to keep from going crazy was move around.

“Forget trying to escape,” Josh told him, for about the fiftieth time. “We’ve got to stay near Swan.”

“We haven’t seen her since they threw us in here! Man, there’s no telling what the bastards have done to her! I say we’ve got to get out—and then we can help Swan get away!”

“It’s a big camp. Even if we could get out—which we couldn’t—how would we find her? No, it’s best to stay right here, lay low and see what they’ve got planned for us.”

“Lay low?” Robin laughed incredulously. “If we lay any lower we’ll have dirt on our eyelids! I know what they’ve got planned! They’re going to keep us in here till we rot, or shoot us on the side of the road somewhere!” His head pounded fiercely, and he had to kneel down and press his palms against his temples until the pain had passed. “We’re dead,” he rasped finally. “We just don’t know it yet.”

Brother Timothy slurped at his bowl. He licked the last of it from the sides; he had a patchy dark beard now, and his skin was as white as the lightning streak that marked his oily black hair. “I’ve seen her,” he said matter-of-factly—the first utterance he’d made in three days. Both Josh and Robin were shocked silent. Brother Timothy lifted his head; one lens of his spectacles was cracked, and electrical tape held the glasses together on the bridge of his nose. “Swan,” he said. “I’ve seen her.”

Josh sat up. “Where? Where’d you see her?”

“Out there. Walking around one of the trailers. That other woman—Sister—was there, too. The guards were right behind them. I guess that was their exercise break.” He picked up the tin cup and sipped the water as if it were liquid gold. “I saw them ... day before yesterday, I think. Yes. Day before yesterday. When I went out to read the maps.”

Josh and Robin moved around him, watching him with new interest. Lately the soldiers had been coming for Brother Timothy and taking him to Colonel Macklin’s Command Center, where old maps of Kentucky and West Virginia were tacked to the wall. Brother Timothy answered questions from Captain Croninger, Macklin and the man who called himself Friend; he’d shown them the Warwick Mountain Ski Resort on the map, over in Pocahontas County, just west of the Virginia line and the dark crags of the Alleghenies. But that wasn’t the place he’d found God, he’d told them; the ski resort lay in the foothills on the eastern side of Warwick Mountain, and God lived in the heights on the opposite side, way up where the coal mines were.

The best that Josh could determine from Brother Timothy’s rambling, often incoherent tale was that he’d been in a van with either his family or another group of survivors, heading west from somewhere in Virginia. Someone was after them; Brother Timothy said their pursuers rode motorcycles and had chased them for fifty miles. The van either ran off the road or had a blowout, but they’d made it on foot to the shuttered Warwick Mountain Hotel—and there the motorcycle riders had trapped them, attacking with machetes, butcher knives and meat cleavers.

Brother Timothy thought he recalled lying in a snowdrift on his belly. Blood was all over his face, and he could hear thin, agonized screaming. Soon the screaming stopped, and smoke began to curl from the hotel’s stone chimney. He ran and kept going crosscountry through the woods; then he had found a cave large enough to squeeze his body into during the long, freezing night. And the next day he’d come upon God, who had sheltered him until the motorcycle riders stopped searching for him and went away.

“Well, what about her?” Robin prompted irritably. “Was she all right?”

“Who?”

“Swan! Was she okay?”

“Oh, yes. She seemed to be fine. A little thin, maybe. Otherwise A-OK.” He sipped water and ran it over his tongue. “That’s a word God taught me.”

“Look, you crazy fool!” Robin grasped the collar of his grimy coat. “What part of the camp did you see her in?”

“I know where they’re keeping her. In Sheila Fontana’s trailer, over in the RL district.”

“RL? What’s that?” Josh asked.

“Red Light, I think. Where the whores are.”

Josh pushed aside the first thought that came at him: that they were using Swan as a prostitute. But no, no; they wouldn’t do that. Macklin wanted to use Swan’s power to grow crops for his army, and he wasn’t going to risk her getting hurt or infected with disease. And Josh pitied the fool who tried to force himself on Sister.

“You don’t ... think ...” Robin’s voice trailed off. He felt breathless and sick, as if he’d been kicked in the stomach, and if he saw any indication that Josh thought it might be true, he knew he was going to lose his mind in that instant.

“No,” Josh told him. “That’s not why she’s here.”

Robin believed it. Or wanted to, very badly. He let go of Brother Timothy’s coat and crawled away, sitting with his back against the metal wall and his knees drawn up to his chest.

“Who’s Sheila Fontana?” Josh asked. “A prostitute?”

Brother Timothy nodded and returned to slowly sipping his water. “She’s watching them for Colonel Macklin.”

Josh looked around their makeshift prison and felt the walls pressing in on him. He was sick of the cold metal, sick of the smell, sick of those thirty-seven holes in the door. “Damn! Isn’t there any way out of here?”

“Yes,” Brother Timothy replied.

That got Robin’s attention again and brought him back from his memory of awakening Swan with a kiss.

Brother Timothy held up his tin cup. He ran a finger along a small, sharp edge that had broken loose from the handle. “This is the way out,” he said softly. “You can use it on your throat, if you like.” He drank the rest of the water and offered the cup to Josh.

“No, thanks. But don’t let me stop you.”

Brother Timothy smiled slightly. He put the cup aside. “I would, if I were without hope. But I’m not.”

“How about spreading the cheer around, then?” Robin said.

“I’m leading them to God.”

Robin scowled. “Excuse me if I don’t jump right up and dance.”

“You would, if you knew what I do.”

“We’re listening,” Josh prompted.

Brother Timothy was silent. Josh thought he was going to refuse to answer, and then the man leaned his back against the wall and said quietly, “God told me that the prayer for the final hour will bring down the talons of Heaven upon the heads of the wicked. In the final hour, all evil will be swept away, and the world will be washed clean again. God told me ... he was going to wait on Warwick Mountain.”

“Wait for what?” Robin asked.

“To see who won,” Brother Timothy explained. “Good or Evil. And when I lead Colonel Macklin’s Army of Excellence up Warwick Mountain, God will see for himself who the victors are. But he won’t permit Evil to conquer. Oh, no.” He shook his head, his eyes dreamy and blissful. “He’ll see that it’s the final hour, and he’ll pray to the machine that calls down the talons of Heaven.” He looked at Josh. “You understand?”

“No. What machine?”

“The one that speaks and thinks for hour after hour, day after day. You’ve never seen such a machine as that. God’s army built it, a long time ago. And God knows how to use it. You wait, and you’ll see.”

“God doesn’t really live on top of a mountain!” Robin said. “If there’s anybody up there, it’s just a crazy man who thinks he’s God!”

Brother Timothy’s head slowly swiveled toward Robin. His face was tight, his eyes steady. “You’ll see. At the final hour, you’ll see. Because the world will be washed clean again, and all that is will be no more. The last of the Good must die with the Evil. Must die, so the world can be reborn. You must die. And you.” He looked at Josh. “And me. And even Swan.”

“Sure!” Robin scoffed, but the man’s sincerity gave him the creeps. “I’d hate to be in your skin when old Colonel Mack finds out you’ve been jiving him along.”

“Soon, young man,” Brother Timothy told him. “Very soon. We’re on Highway 60 right now, and yesterday we passed through Charleston.” There hadn’t been much left, only burned-out and empty buildings, a brackish contaminated river, and maybe two hundred people living in wood-and-clay hovels. The Army of Excellence had promptly taken all their guns, ammunition and clothing and their meager supply of food. The AOE had raided and destroyed five settlements since leaving Mary’s Rest; none of them had given even the slightest resistance. “We’ll keep following this highway to the junction of 219,” Brother Timothy continued, “and then we’ll turn north. There’ll be a ghost town called Slatyfork within forty or fifty miles. I hid there for a while after I left God. I hoped he’d call me back, but he didn’t. A road goes east from that town, up the side of Warwick Mountain. And that’s where we’ll find God waiting.” His eyes shone. “Oh, yes! I know the way very well, because I always hoped to come back to him. My advice to both of you is to prepare yourselves for the final hour—and to pray for your souls.”

He crawled away into his corner, and for a long time afterward Josh and Robin could hear him muttering and praying in a high, singsong voice.

Robin shook his head and lay down on his side to think.

Brother Timothy had left his tin cup behind. Josh picked it up and sat thoughtfully for a moment. Then he ran his finger along the handle’s sharp edge.

It drew a fine line of blood.
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“PLEASE,” SHEILA FONTANA SAID, touching Sister’s shoulder. “Can I ... hold it again?”

Sister was sitting on a mattress on the floor, drinking the vile soup that the guards had brought in a few minutes before. She looked over at Swan, who sat nearby with her own bowl of watery breakfast, and then she lifted the thin blanket that was draped across the lower end of the mattress; underneath, the mattress had been slashed open and some of the stuffing pulled out. Sister reached up into the hole, her fingers searching.

She withdrew the battered leather satchel and offered it to Sheila.

The other woman’s eyes lit up, and she sat down on the floor the way children had once done on Christmas morning.

Sister watched as Sheila hurriedly unzipped the satchel.

Sheila reached into it, and her hand came out gripping the circle of glass.

Dark blue fire rippled through it, brightened for a few seconds and then faded away. The somber blue picked up Sheila’s rapid heartbeat. “It’s brighter today!” Sheila said, her fingers gently caressing the glass. Only one of the glass spikes remained. “Don’t you think it’s brighter today?”

“Yes,” Swan agreed. “I think it is.”

“Oh ... it’s pretty. So pretty.” She held it out to Sister. “Make it be bright!”

Sister took it, and as her hand closed on its cool surface the jewels flared and fire burned along the embedded filaments.

Sheila stared at it, transfixed, and in its wonderful glow her face lost its hardness, the lines and cracks softening, the toil of the years falling away. She’d done just as Sister had said that first night. She’d gone out into the field and searched for the grave marker that said RUSTY WEATHERS. Trucks and armored cars were rolling over the field, and soldiers called mockingly to her, but none of them bothered her. At first she couldn’t find the marker, and she’d wandered back and forth across the field in search of it. But she’d kept looking until she’d found it, still planted in the earth but leaning crazily to one side and all but ripped loose. Tire tracks had zigzagged all around it, and there was a dead man lying near it with most of his face shot away. She’d gotten down on her knees and begun to dig through the churned-up dirt. And then, finally, she’d seen the edge of the leather satchel sticking up, and she’d worked it loose. She had not opened the satchel but had hidden it up under her coat so no one would take it from her. Then she’d done the last thing that Sister had said: She’d pulled the marker out of the ground and had taken it far away from where it originally was, and there she’d left it lying in the mud.

And keeping the satchel in the folds of her heavy coat and hiding her muddy hands, she’d returned to her trailer. One of the guards had called out, “Hey, Sheila! Didja get paid, or was it another freebie?” The other one had tried to grab at her breasts, but Sheila had gotten inside and shut the door in his leering face.

“So pretty,” Sheila whispered as she watched the jewels shine. “So pretty.”

Sister knew that Sheila was entranced by the circle of glass, and she’d kept their secret very well. During the time they’d been together, Sheila had told Sister and Swan about her life before the seventeenth of July, and how she and Rudy had been attacked by Colonel Macklin and Roland Croninger in the dirtwart land, on the edge of the Great Salt Lake. She didn’t hear the infant crying much anymore, and Rudy no longer crawled after her in her nightmares; whenever the baby did start to cry, Swan was always there, and she made the baby stop.

“So pretty,” she whispered.

Sister stared at her for a moment—and then she snapped off the last glass spike. “Here,” she said, and it rippled with bright emerald green and sapphire blue as she held it toward Sheila. The other woman just looked at it. “Take it,” Sister offered. “It’s yours.”

“Mine?”

“That’s right. I don’t know what’s ahead for us. I don’t know where we’ll be tomorrow—or a week from tomorrow. But I want you to have this. Take it.”

Slowly, Sheila lifted her hand. She hesitated, and Sister said, “Go ahead.” Then Sheila took it, and at once the colors darkened again to the somber blue. But down deep inside the glass there was a small ruby-red glint, like the flame of a candle. “Thank you ... thank you,” Sheila said, almost overcome. It didn’t occur to her that it would have been worth many hundreds of thousands of dollars in the world that had used to be. She lovingly moved her fingers over the tiny red glint. “It’ll get brighter, won’t it?” she asked hopefully.

“Yes,” Sister replied. “I think it will.”

And then Sister turned her attention to Swan, and she knew it was time.

She remembered something the Junkman had told her, when he’d wanted to see what was inside the satchel: “Can’t hold onto things forever. Got to pass them along.”

She knew what the circle of glass was. Had known it for a long time. Now, with the last spire broken off, it was even more clear. Beth Phelps had known, long ago in the ruined church, when it had reminded her of the Statue of Liberty: “It could be a crown, couldn’t it?” Beth had asked.

The man with the scarlet eye had realized, as well, when he’d asked her where it was: “The ring. The crown,” he’d said.

The crown.

And Sister knew to whom that crown belonged. She’d known it ever since she’d found Swan in Mary’s Rest and seen the new corn growing.

Can’t hold onto things forever, she thought. But oh, she wanted to so very, very badly. The glass crown had become her life; it had lifted her off her feet and made her go on, one step at a time, through the nightmare land. She’d clung to the crown with the jealous fervor of a New York City bag lady, and she’d both shed and taken blood to protect it.

And now it was time. Yes. Now it was time.

Because for her the dreamwalk path had ended. When she looked into the glass, she saw beautiful jewels and threads of gold and silver, but nothing more. Her dreamwalking was done.

It was for Swan to take the next step.

Sister got up off the mattress and approached Swan, holding the shining circle of glass before her. Swan realized it was the image she’d seen in Rusty’s magic mirror. “Stand up,” Sister said, and her voice quavered.

Swan did.

“This belongs to you,” Sister said. “It always belonged to you. I’ve just been its keeper.” Her fingers traced a filament of platinum, and it sizzled within the glass. “But I want you to remember one thing, and hold it fast: If a miracle can make sand into something like this ... then just think—just dream—of what people can be.” And she placed the crown on Swan’s head.

It was a perfect fit.

Golden light suddenly flared around the crown, receded and flared again. The brilliant glow made both Sister and Sheila squint, and down deep within the gold more colors bloomed like a garden in sunlight.

Sheila put a hand to her mouth; her eyes overflowed, and she began laughing and crying at the same time as the colors washed over her face.

Sister felt heat radiating from the glass, as startling and strong as if she’d caught a faceful of sun. It was getting so bright that she had to retreat a step, her hand rising to shield her eyes.

“What’s happening?” Swan asked, aware of the brightness and a tingling sensation of warmth in her scalp. She was getting scared, and she started to take the crown off, but Sister said, “No! Don’t touch it!”

The golden, fiery light had begun to ripple through Swan’s hair. Swan stood as rigidly as if balancing a book on her head, scared to death but excited, too.

The golden light flared again, and in the next instant Swan’s hair seemed to be on fire. The light was spreading over her forehead and cheeks in tendrils, and then Swan’s face became a mask of light—a wonderful and terrifying sight that almost knocked Sister to her knees. The fierce glow spread over Swan’s throat and neck and began to wind like golden smoke around her shoulders and arms, rippling down over her hands and around each finger.

Sister reached toward Swan; her hand entered the radiance and touched Swan’s cheek—but it felt like armor plate, though she could still see the faint impression of Swan’s features and the girl’s eyes. Sister’s fingers could not reach Swan’s skin—not her cheeks, her chin, her forehead—not anywhere.

Oh, God, Sister thought—because she’d realized the crown was weaving an armor of light around Swan’s body.

It had covered her almost to the waist. Swan felt as if she were standing at the center of a torch, but the warmth was not unpleasant, and she saw the fiery reflection on the walls and the faces of Sister and Sheila with vision only slightly tinged golden. She looked down at her arms, saw them ablaze; she curled her fingers, and they felt fine—no pain, no stiffness, no sense of anything around them at all. The light moved with her, cleaving to her flesh like a second skin. The fire had begun to crawl down her legs.

She moved, cocooned by light, to the mirror. The sight of what she was becoming was too much for her. She reached up, grasped the crown and lifted it off her head.

The golden glow faded almost at once. It pulsed ... pulsed ... and the armor of light evaporated like drifting mist.

Then Swan was as she’d been before, just a girl holding a ring of sparkling glass.

She couldn’t find her voice for a minute. Then she held the crown to Sister, and said, “I ... I think ... you’d better keep it for me.”

Slowly, Sister lifted her hand and accepted it. She returned the crown to the satchel and zipped it up. Then, moving like a sleepwalker, she pulled up the blanket and put the satchel back in the mattress. But her eyes still buzzed with golden fire, and as long as she lived she’d never forget what she’d just witnessed.

She wondered what might have happened if, as an experiment, she’d balled up her fist and tried to strike Swan in the face. She didn’t want to suffer broken knuckles to find out. Would the armor have turned away the blade of a knife? A bullet? A bomb’s shrapnel?

Of all the powers the circle of glass held, she knew that this was one of the greatest—and it had been saved for Swan alone.

Sheila held her own piece of the crown up before her face. The red glint was stronger; she was sure of it. She got up and hid that in the mattress, too.

And perhaps thirty seconds later, there was a loud banging at the door. “Sheila!” a guard called. “We’re getting ready to move out!”

“Yeah,” she answered. “Yeah. We’re ready.”

“Everything okay in there?”

“Yeah. Fine.”

“I’ll be driving the rig today. We’ll be hitting the road in about fifteen minutes.” A chain rattled as it was being fastened around the doorknob and across the door; then there was the solid click of a padlock. “Now you’re nice and tight.”

“Thanks, Danny!” Sheila said, and when the guard had gone Sheila knelt on the floor beside Swan and pressed the girl’s hand against her cheek.

But Swan was lost in thought. Her mind had turned to the visions of green fields and orchards. Were those images of things that would be, or things that could be? Were they visions of the prison farm, the fields tended by slaves and stuttering machines, or were they places free of barbed wire and brutality?

She didn’t know, but she understood that each mile they traveled brought her closer to the answer, whatever it was to be.

In Macklin’s Command Center, preparations were being made to get underway. The fuel allocation reports from the Mechanical Brigade lay on his desk, and Roland stood next to Friend in front of the West Virginia map tacked to the wall. A red line marked their progress along Highway 60. Roland got as close to Friend as he could; he was tortured with fever, and the cold that came off the other man comforted him. Last night the pain in his face had almost driven him crazy, and he swore he’d felt the bones shift under the bandages.

“We’re down to nine drums,” Macklin said. “If we don’t find any more gasoline, we’re going to have to start leaving vehicles behind.” He looked up from his reports. “That goddamned mountain road’ll make the engines strain. They’ll use more gas. I still say we give it up and go find fuel.”

They didn’t answer.

“Did you hear me? We’ve got to have more gas before we start up that—”

“What’s wrong with ’Nel Macreen today?” Friend turned toward him, and Macklin saw with a start of horror that the man’s face had changed again; the eyes were slits, the hair black and plastered down. His flesh was pale yellow—and Macklin was looking at a mask that took him back to Vietnam and the pit where the Cong guards had dropped their refuse on him. ’Nel Macreen gots a plobrem?”

Macklin’s tongue had turned to lead.

Friend came toward him, his Vietnamese face grinning. “Onry plobrem ’Nel Macreen gots is gettin’ us where we wants go.” His accent changed from pidgin English back to a husky American voice. “So you get rid of the trucks and shit. So what?”

“So ... we can’t carry as many soldiers or supplies if we leave trucks behind. I mean ... we’re losing strength every day.”

“Well, what do you say we do, then?” Friend pulled another chair toward him, turned it around and sat down with his arms crossed on the chair’s back. “Where do we go to find gasoline?”

“I ... don’t know. We’ll have to search for—”

“You don’t know. And so far the towns you’ve raided were zero for gas, right? So you want to backtrack and fuck around until every truck and car is running on empty?” He cocked his head to one side. “What do you say, Roland?”

Roland’s heart jumped every time Friend addressed him. The fever had slowed his mind, and his body felt sluggish and heavy. He was still the King’s Knight, but he’d been wrong about something: Colonel Macklin was not the King, and neither was he his own King. Oh, no—the man who sat in the chair before Macklin’s desk was the King. The undisputed, the one and only King, who did not eat or drink and whom he’d never seen either crap or piss either, as if he didn’t have time for such mundane things.

“I say we keep going on.” Roland knew many armored cars and trucks had already been left behind; the tank had broken down two days out of Mary’s Rest, and several million dollars worth of Uncle Sam’s machinery had been abandoned on the Missouri roadside. “We go on. We’ve got to find out what’s on that mountain.”

“Why?” Macklin asked. “What’s it to us? I say we—”

“Silence,” Friend commanded. The slitted Vietnamese eyes bored into him. “Must we go around about this again, Colonel? Roland feels that Brother Timothy saw an underground complex on Warwick Mountain, complete with an operating electrical supply and a mainframe computer. Now, why’s the power still on up there, and what purpose does the complex serve? I agree with Roland that we should find out.”

“There might be some gasoline up there, too,” Roland added.

“Right. So going to Warwick Mountain might solve your problem. Yes?”

Macklin kept his gaze averted. In his mind he saw the girl’s face again, achingly beautiful. He saw her face at night, when he closed his eyes, like a vision from another world. He could not stand his own smell when he awakened. “Yes,” he answered, in a small, quiet voice.

“I kneeewww you’d see the light, brotha!” Friend said, in the high, careening voice of a Southern revival preacher.

A ripping noise made Friend’s head swivel.

Roland was falling; he’d reached out for support and was taking half the map with him. He hit the floor.

Friend giggled. “Fall down go boom.”

In that instant Macklin almost lunged forward and slammed the palm of his right hand into the monster’s skull, almost drove the nails deep into the head of the beast that had taken his army from him and made him into a snuffling coward—but as the thought thrilled through him and he tensed for action, a small slit opened in the back of Friend’s head, about four inches above the nape of the neck.

In the slit was a staring scarlet eye with a silver pupil.

Macklin sat very still, his lips drawn back from his teeth in a grimace.

The scarlet eye suddenly shriveled and disappeared, and Friend’s head turned toward him again. He was smiling cordially. “Please don’t take me for a fool,” he said.

Something hit the roof of the Airstream trailer: bump! Then another: bump bump! Followed in the next few seconds by a bumping noise that seemed to sweep the length of the trailer and gently rock it from side to side,

Macklin got up on rubbery legs and went around the desk to the door. He opened it and stood looking out at golf ball-sized hail whirling down from the leaden sky, bumping and clattering on the windshields, hoods and roofs of the other vehicles parked around. Thunder echoed in the clouds like a bass drum in a barrel, and an electric-blue spear of lightning struck somewhere in the distant mountains. In the next minute the hail stopped, and sheets of black, cold rain began falling over the encampment.

A boot thrust out and hit him in the small of the back. He lost his balance and tumbled down to the bottom of the steps, where the armed guards stared at him in stunned surprise.

Macklin sat up on his knees as the rain struck him in the face and crawled through his hair.

Friend stood in the doorway. “You’re riding in the truck with the driver,” he announced. “This is my trailer now.”

“Shoot him!” Macklin bawled. “Shoot the bastard!”

The guards hesitated; one of them lifted his M-16 and took aim.

“You’ll die in three seconds,” the monster promised.

The guard wavered, looked down at Macklin and then looked at Friend again. He abruptly lowered the rifle and stepped back, rubbing rain from his eyes.

“Help the colonel out of the rain,” Friend commanded. “Then spread the word: We’re moving out in ten minutes. Anyone who’s not ready will be left behind.” He closed the door.

Macklin shrugged off help as he got to his feet. “It’s mine!” he shouted. “You won’t take it from me!”

The door remained shut.

“You won’t ... take it ... from me,” Macklin said, but no one was listening anymore.

Engines began to mutter and growl like awakening beasts. The smell of gasoline and exhaust was in the air, and the rain reeked of brimstone.

“You won’t,” Macklin whispered, and then he started walking toward the truck that hauled the Command Center as the rain beat down like hammer blows on his shoulders.



90

THE ARMY OF EXCELLENCE left a trail of broken-down armored cars, trucks and trailers in its wake as it turned north onto Highway 219 and began to climb along the steep western ridge of the Allegheny Mountains.

The land was covered with dead forests, and an occasional ghost town crumbled alongside the ribbon of road. There were no people, but a scouting party in a Jeep pursued and shot two deer near the ruins of Friars Hill—and they came across something else that was worth reporting: an ebony, frozen lake. At its center was the tail section of a large aircraft jutting up from the depths. Two of the scouts started across the lake to investigate it, but the ice cracked under them, and they drowned crying for help.

Rain alternated with snow flurries as the Army of Excellence climbed past dead Hillsboro, Mill Point, Seebert, Buckeye and Marlington. A supply truck ran out of gas twelve feet from a rusted green sign that said Entering Pocahontas County, and the vehicle was pushed into a ravine to let the others pass.

The column was stopped three miles over the county line by a storm of black rain and hail that made driving impossible. Another truck went into the ravine, and a tractor-trailer rig choked on its last swallow of gasoline.

As the rain and hail battered down on the Airstream trailer’s roof Roland Croninger awakened. He’d been flung into a corner of the room like a sack of laundry, and his first realization was that he’d messed his britches.

The second was that what looked like lumps of clay and torn, grimy bandages lay on the floor around his head.

He was still wearing the goggles. They felt very tight. His face and head throbbed, gorged with blood, and his mouth felt funny—kind of twisted.

My ... face, he thought. My face ... has changed.

He sat up. A lantern glowed on the desk nearby. The trailer shuddered under the storm.

And suddenly Friend knelt down in front of him, and a pale, handsome mask with close-cropped blond hair and ebony eyes peered curiously at him.

“Hi there,” Friend said, with a gentle smile. “Have a nice sleep?”

“I ... hurt,” Roland answered. The sound of his voice made his skin creep; it had been a diseased rattle.

“Oh, I’m sorry. You’ve been sleeping for quite some time. We’re just a few miles away from that town Brother Timothy told us about. Yes, you really got your beauty sleep, didn’t you?”

Roland started to lift his hands to touch his new face, and his heartbeat deafened him.

“Let me,” Friend said—and he held up one hand. In it was a broken piece of mirror.

Roland saw and his head jerked away. Friend’s other hand shot out, cupping the back of Roland’s neck. “Oh, don’t be bashful,” the monster whispered. “Take a good, long look.”

Roland screamed.

Internal pressure had buckled the bones into hideous, protruding ridges and collapsed gullies. The flesh was sickly yellow, cracked and pitted like an atomic battleground. Red-edged craters had opened in his forehead and his right cheek, exposing the chalky bone. His hair had receded far back on his head and was coarse and white, and his lower jaw jutted forward as if it had been brutally yanked from its sockets. But the most terrible thing, the thing that made Roland begin to wail and gibber, was that his face had been twisted so that it was almost on the side of his head, as if his features had melted and dried hideously askew. In his mouth, the teeth had been ground down to stubs.

He flailed at Friend’s hand, knocked the glass aside and scurried into the corner. Friend sat back on his haunches and laughed, while Roland gripped the goggles with both hands and tried to pull them off. The flesh tore around them, and blood ran down to his chin. The pain was too much; the goggles had grown into his skin.

Roland shrieked, and Friend shrieked with him in unholy harmony.

Finally, Friend snorted and stood up—but Roland grasped his legs and clung to him, sobbing.

“I’m a King’s Knight,” he gibbered. “King’s Knight. Sir Roland. King’s Knight ... King’s Knight ...”

Friend bent down again. The young man was wasted, but he still had talent. He was actually a wonderful organizer of the last gasoline supplies and the food, and he’d made Brother Timothy sing like a castrato. Friend ran a hand through Roland’s old-man hair.

“King’s Knight,” Roland whispered, burrowing his head into Friend’s shoulder. Tumbling through his mind were scenes of Earth House, the amputation of Macklin’s hand, the crawl through the tunnel to freedom, the dirtwart land, the murder of Freddie Kempka and on and on in a vicious panorama. “I’ll serve you,” he whimpered. “I’ll serve the King. Call me Sir Roland. Yes, sir! I showed him, I showed him how a King’s Knight gets even, yes, sir, yes, sir!”

“Shhhhh,” Friend said, almost crooning. “Hush, now. Hush.”

Finally, Roland’s sobbing ceased. He spoke drowsily: “Do you ... do you love me?”

“Like a mirror,” Friend answered. And the young man said no more.

The storm slacked off within an hour. The Army of Excellence struggled onward again, through the deepening twilight.

Soon the scout Jeep came back along the mountain road, and the soldiers reported to General Friend that there were clapboard buildings about a mile ahead. On one of those buildings was a faded sign that read Slatyfork General Store.
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THEY CAME AT FIRST light. Josh was awakened by the banging of a rifle butt on the truck’s rear door, and he got up off the metal floor, his bones aching, to move back with Robin and Brother Timothy.

The door was unbolted and rolled up on its casters.

A blond man with ebony eyes stood looking in, flanked by two soldiers with rifles. He wore an Army of Excellence uniform with epaulets and what appeared to be Nazi medals and insignia on his chest. “Good morning, all!” he said cheerfully, and as soon as he spoke both Josh and Robin knew who he was. “How did we sleep last night?”

“Cold,” Josh answered tersely.

“We’ll have a heater for you on the plantation, Sambo.” His gaze shifted. “Brother Timothy? Come out, please.” He crooked an inviting finger.

Brother Timothy cringed, and the two soldiers came in to haul him out. Josh started to jump one of them, but a rifle barrel was thrust at him and the moment passed. He saw two Jeeps parked nearby, their engines rumbling. In one of them were three people: a driver, Colonel Macklin and a soldier with a machine gun; in the other was also a driver, another armed soldier, a slumped-over figure wearing a heavy coat and hood—and Swan and Sister, both thin and wan-looking.

“Swan!” Robin shouted, stepping toward the opening.

She saw him, too, and cried out, “Robin!” as she rose from her seat. The soldier grabbed her arm and pulled her down again.

One of the guards shoved Robin back. He rushed at the man, his face contorted with rage, and the soldier lifted his rifle butt to smash Robin’s skull. Josh suddenly lunged out and caught the boy, holding him as he thrashed. The soldier spat on the floor, and when he stepped down from the truck the rear door was slid into place and bolted once more.

“Hey, you bastard!” Josh shouted, peering through one of the thirty-seven punctures. “Hey! I’m talking to you, creep-show!” He realized he was bellowing in his old wrestler’s voice.

Friend shoved Brother Timothy toward the first Jeep and then turned regally.

“What do you need Swan and Sister for? Where are you taking them?”

“We’re all going up Warwick Mountain to meet God,” he answered. “The road’s not good enough for anything heavier than the Jeeps. That satisfy the old negroid curiosity?”

“You don’t need them! Why don’t you leave them here?”

Friend smiled vacantly and strolled closer. “Oh, they’re too valuable for that. Suppose some crafty old fox decided he wanted a little more power and snatched them away while we were gone? That wouldn’t do.” He started to return to the Jeep.

“Hey! Wait!” Josh called, but the man with the scarlet eye was already getting into the Jeep beside Brother Timothy. The two vehicles moved away and out of sight.

“Now what?” Robin asked him, still seething. “Do we just sit here?”

Josh didn’t answer. He was thinking of something Brother Timothy had said: “The last of the Good must die with the Evil. Must die, so the world can be reborn. You must die. And you. And me. And even Swan.”

“Swan won’t come back,” Robin said tonelessly. “Neither will Sister. You know that, don’t you?”

“No, I don’t.” “He’ll pray to the machine that calls down the talons of Heaven,” he remembered Brother Timothy saying. “Prepare yourselves for the final hour.”

“I love her, Josh,” Robin said. He grasped Josh’s arm tightly. “We’ve got to get out of here! We’ve got to stop ... whatever it is that’s going to happen!”

Josh pulled free. He walked to the far corner of the cell and looked down.

On the floor beside Brother Timothy’s bucket was the tin cup, with its sharp metal handle.

He picked it up and touched the ragged edge.

It was too small and awkward to use as a weapon, and Josh had already dismissed that possibility. But he was thinking of an old wrestling trick, something that was done with a hidden razor when the promoter wanted more “juice.” It was a common practice, and it always made the violence look more real.

Now it might give the illusion of something else, as well.

He started to work.

Robin’s eyes widened. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Be quiet,” Josh cautioned. “Just get ready to start yelling when I say so.”

The two Jeeps were about a quarter mile away, slowly climbing a winding, snow-and rain-slick mountain road. At one time the road had been paved, but the concrete had cracked and slid apart, and underneath was a layer of mud. The Jeeps’ tires slipped, and the vehicles fishtailed as the engines roared for traction. In the second Jeep, Sister gripped Swan’s hand. The hooded figure sitting in the front suddenly turned his head toward them—and they had a heart-stopping glimpse of his deathly yellow, cratered face. The goggled eyes lingered on Swan.

The drivers fought for every foot. To the right stood a low steel guard rail, and just beyond it was a rocky drop-off that fell seventy feet into a wooded ravine. Still the road ascended as the broken plates of concrete shifted beneath the Jeeps’ wheels.

The road curved to the left and was blocked by an eight-foot-high chain link fence and gate. On the gate was a metal sign, surprisingly free of corrosion: WARWICK COAL MINING COMPANY, TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. Ten feet beyond the fence was a brick enclosure where a guard might once have stood duty. A sturdy-looking chain and padlock secured the gate, and Friend said, “Get that thing open” to the soldier with the machine gun. The man got out, walked to the gate and reached out to test the padlock before he blasted it off.

There was a sizzling like fat being fried in a pan. The soldier’s legs began to boogie, with his hand sealed to the chain and his face bleached and grimacing. The machine gun chattered on its own, spraying bullets into the ground. His clothes and hair smoked, his face taking on a blue cast; then the muscle tension snapped the soldier backward, and he fell, still jerking and writhing, to the ground.

The smell of scorched flesh and electricity wafted through the air. Friend whirled around and clamped his hand to Brother Timothy’s throat. “Why didn’t you say it was an electric fence?” he bellowed.

“I ... I didn’t know! It was broken open the last time! God must’ve fixed it!”

Friend almost set him afire, but he could see that Brother Timothy was telling the truth. The electrified fence also told him that the power source, wherever it was, was still active. He released the man, got out of the Jeep and strode to the gate.

He reached through the chain link mesh and grasped the padlock. His fingers worked at it, trying to break it open. Both Swan and Sister saw his sleeve beginning to smoke, the flesh of his hand getting as soft as used chewing gum. The padlock resisted him, and he could feel the little bitch watching and sucking all the strength out of him. In a rage, he gripped the mesh with the fingers of both hands and wrenched at the gate like a child trying to break into a locked playground. Sparks popped and flew. For an instant he was outlined in an electric-blue glow, his Army of Excellence uniform smoking and charring, the shoulder epaulets bursting into flame. Then the gate’s hinges gave way, and Friend hurled the gate aside.

“Didn’t think I could, did you?” he shouted at Swan. His face had gone waxy, most of his hair and his eyebrows singed away. Her expression remained placid, and he knew it was a good thing she was going to a prison camp, because the bitch would have to be broken under a whip before she learned respect.

He had to concentrate harder than usual to get his oozing hands solid again. His epaulets were still burning, and he tore them away before he retrieved the dead soldier’s machine gun and returned to the first Jeep. “Let’s go,” he ordered. Two fingers on his right hand remained scorched and twisted, and they would not re-form.

The two Jeeps moved through the opening and continued up the mountain road, winding between dense stands of lifeless pines and hardwood trees.

They came to a second brick guard’s station, where a rusted sign commanded Present Identification. Atop the structure was what appeared to be a small videotape camera.

“They had pretty tight security up here for a coal mine,” Sister observed, and Roland Croninger growled, “No talking!”

The road emerged from the forest into a clearing; there was a paved parking lot, empty of cars, and beyond it stood a complex of one-story brick buildings and a larger, aluminum-roofed structure built right into the mountainside. Warwick Mountain continued upward about another two hundred feet, covered with dead trees and boulders, and at its peak Sister saw three rusted towers—antennas, she realized—that disappeared in the swirling gray clouds.

“Stop,” Friend said. The driver obeyed, and a second later the other Jeep halted. He sat looking around the complex for a moment, his eyes narrowed and his senses questing. There was no movement, no life as far as he could see. The chilly wind blew across the parking lot, and thunder rumbled in the clouds. A black drizzle began to fall again. Friend said, “Get out” to Brother Timothy.

“What?”

“Get out,” Friend repeated. “Walk ahead of us, and start calling him. Go on!”

Brother Timothy climbed out of the Jeep and started walking across the parking lot through the black rain. “God!” he shouted, and his voice echoed off the walls of the large metal-roofed building. “It’s Timothy! I’ve come back to you!”

Friend got out and followed behind him a few yards, the machine gun resting on his hip.

“God! Where are you? I’ve come back!”

“Keep going,” Friend told him, and the other man walked forward with the rain beating in his face.

Sister had been waiting for the right moment. Everyone’s attention was fixed on the two men. The woods lay about thirty yards away, and if she could keep the rest of them busy, Swan might have a chance to make it; they wouldn’t kill her, and if she could reach the woods, Swan might be able to escape. She squeezed Swan’s hand, whispered, “Get ready” and tensed to slam her fist into the face of the guard at her side.

Brother Timothy shouted joyously, “There he is!”

She looked up. High above, a figure stood on the sloping aluminum roof.

Brother Timothy fell to his knees, his hands upraised and his face torn between terror and rapture. “God!” he called. “It’s the final hour! Evil’s won! Cleanse the world, God! Call down the talons of Hea—”

Machine gun bullets ripped across his back. He fell forward, his body still kneeling in an attitude of prayer.

Friend swung the smoking barrel up toward the roof. “Come down!” he ordered.

The figure stood motionlessly but for the billowing of a long, ragged coat around his thin body.

“I’ll tell you once more,” Friend warned, “and then we’ll see what color God’s blood is.”

Still the figure hesitated. Swan thought the man with the scarlet eye was going to shoot—but then the figure on the roof walked over near the edge, lifted a hatch and began to descend a metal-runged ladder bolted to the building’s wall.

He reached the ground and walked to Brother Timothy, where he bent to examine the dead man’s features. Friend heard him mutter something, and ‘God’ shook his gray-maned head in disgust. Then he stood up again, approached Friend and stopped about two feet away. Above the dirty, tangled mat of his gray beard, the man’s eyes were sunken deep in purple craters, his flesh ivory and covered with intersecting cracks and wrinkles. A brown-ridged scar sliced across his right cheek, narrowly missing the eye, cutting through the thick eyebrow and up into the hairline, where it divided into a network of scars. His left hand, dangling from the folds of his overcoat, was brown and withered to the size of a child’s.

“You bastard,” he said, and with his right hand he slapped Friend across the face.

“Help!” Robin Oakes was shouting. “Somebody help! He’s killing himself!”

Sergeant Shitpants emerged from a nearby trailer, cocked his .45 automatic and ran through the rain to the truck. Another guard with a rifle came from a different direction, and a third soldier followed.

“Hurry!” Robin yelled frantically, looking through one of the punctures. “Somebody help him!”

Sergeant Shitpants thrust the pistol’s barrel up at Robin’s face. “What’s going on?”

“It’s Josh! He’s trying to kill himself! Open the door!”

“Right! Fuck that!”

“He’s cut his wrists, you dumb-ass!” Robin told him. “He’s bleeding all over the floor in here!”

“That trick was old in silent movies, you little prick!”

Robin pushed three fingers through one of the holes, and Sergeant Shitpants saw the crimson smear of blood all over them.

“He’s slashed his wrists with a cup’s handle!” Robin said. “If you don’t help him, he’s going to bleed to death!”

“Let the nigger die, then!” the guard with the rifle said.

“Shut up!” Sergeant Shitpants was trying to figure out what he should do. He knew the consequences if anything happened to the prisoners. Colonel Macklin and Captain Croninger were bad enough, but the new commander would cut off his balls and use them as hood ornaments.

“Help him!” Robin shouted. “Don’t just stand there!”

“Step back from the door!” the other man ordered. “Go on! Get back, and if you make one move I don’t like, I swear to God you’re dead meat!”

Robin retreated. The door was unbolted and shoved upward about eight inches.

“Throw it out! The cup! Throw the damned thing out!”

A bloody tin cup was slid through the opening. The sergeant picked it up, felt the ragged metal edge and tasted the blood to make sure it was real. It was. “Damn it!” he raged, and he pushed the door up the rest of the way.

Robin stood at the back of the truck, away from the door. Curled on the floor near him was the body of Josh Hutchins, lying on his right side with his face averted. Sergeant Shitpants climbed into the truck, his gun aimed at Robin’s head. The guard with the rifle climbed up as well, and the third man stayed on the ground with his pistol un-holstered and ready. “Stay back and keep both hands up!” Sergeant Shitpants warned Robin as he approached the black man’s body.

Blood gleamed on the floor. The sergeant saw blood all over the black man’s clothes, and he reached down to touch one outthrust wrist; his own fingers came away bloody. “Jesus!” he said, realizing he was tailbone deep in trouble. He holstered his .45 and tried to turn the man over, but Josh was way too heavy for him. “Help me move him!” he told Robin, and the boy bent down to grasp Josh’s other arm.

Josh gave a low, guttural groan.

And two things happened at once: Robin picked up the bucket of waste lying beside Josh’s arm and hurled its contents into the face of the guard with the rifle, and Josh’s body came to life, his right fist smashing into Sergeant Shitpants’ jaw and snapping it crooked. The man gave a scream as his teeth tore into his tongue, and then Josh was wrenching the .45 out of its holster.

The blinded guard fired his rifle, and the bullet sang past Robin’s head as the boy lunged at him, grabbing the rifle and kicking him in the groin. The third soldier fired at Josh, but the bullet hit Sergeant Shitpants in the back and drove him into Josh like a shield. Josh wiped the blood out of his eyes and shot at the soldier, but the man was already running through the rain shouting for help.

Robin kicked the guard again, tumbling him out of the truck to the ground. Josh knew they would only have a minute or so before the place was swarming with soldiers, and he started digging through Sergeant Shitpants’ pockets, looking for the truck’s key. Blood was streaming down his face from three slashes across his forehead, inflicted with the ragged edge of metal; he’d smeared his wrists with blood and gotten it all over his clothes to make it appear as if he’d cut his veins. In the wrestling ring, a small sliver of razor blade hidden in a bandage had often been drawn across the forehead to create a superficial but nasty-looking wound, and in this case the gore was needed for a similarly theatrical purpose.

Two soldiers were running toward the truck. Robin took aim and shot one of them down, but the other fell onto his stomach and crawled under a trailer. Josh couldn’t find a key. “Look in the ignition!” he shouted, and he fired shots at random as Robin jumped to the ground and ran around to the truck’s cab.

He opened the door and reached up to the dashboard, his fingers searching. There was no key in the ignition.

The soldier under the trailer squeezed off two shots that ricocheted dangerously around Josh, who flung himself flat. Another soldier opened up with an automatic rifle, over to the left. The air turned hot above Josh’s head, and he heard bullets whack off the inside of the truck like hammers beating garbage can lids.

Robin searched under the seat and found nothing but empty cartridges. He opened the glove compartment. There! Inside was a tarnished key and a snub-nose .38. He fit the key into the ignition, turned it and jammed his foot down on the accelerator. The engine coughed and racketed, then roared to life, the entire truck quaking. He gaped at the gearshift. Shit! he thought; one thing he’d forgotten to tell Josh while they were planning their escape was that his experience in driving had been very limited. Still, he knew you had to press the clutch down to engage the gears. He did, and he forced the gearshift into first over the transmission’s objections. Then he put his foot to the floor on the accelerator and let up suddenly on the clutch.

The truck shot forward as if it were rocket-powered. Josh was propelled to the edge of the truck’s bed, and he kept himself from flying out by grabbing the upraised track of metal on which the door slid up and down.

Robin jammed the gearshift into second. The truck bucked like a wild stallion as it tore through the encampment, grazing a parked car and scattering a half-dozen soldiers who had been alerted by the noise. A bullet shattered the windshield and sent wasps of glass flying around Robin’s head and face, but he shielded his eyes and kept going.

Robin shifted upward as the truck gained speed. Glass glittered in his tangled hair like wet diamonds. He reached over for the .38, popped its cylinder open and found it held four bullets. He veered past another parked vehicle, almost crashed into a trailer, and then the truck was out on the open road, speeding away from the camp. Just ahead was the turnoff to the right that Robin knew must lead up the side of Warwick Mountain; he could see the tracks of the Jeeps’ tires in the mud as he slowed the truck enough to take the sharp turn. In the rear of the truck, Josh lost his grip and was battered against the opposite wall with bone-jarring force, and it occurred to him that this was surely going to be a day to remember.

But they had to reach Sister and Swan before the final hour—whatever and whenever that was. Robin was driving like hell up the mountain road, the tires skidding back and forth, the truck careening from one side of the road to the other. Josh hung on as best he could, and he saw sparks fly as the truck grazed the right-hand guard rail. A plate of concrete suddenly slipped out from under the rear tires, and the wheel tore itself from Robin’s hands. The truck hurtled toward the cliff’s edge.

He threw all his weight against the wheel to twist it around, his foot fighting the brake. The tires threw up plumes of mud, and the front fender dented the guard rail about six inches before the truck came to a stop.

Then he felt the tires starting to slide back over the broken concrete, mud and snow. He pulled up the emergency brake, but there was no traction to lock the tires. The truck slid in reverse, quickly gathering speed as Robin tried to jam the gearshift into first again. But he knew it was the end of the line; he opened the door, shouted “Jump!” and did so.

Josh didn’t wait to be told twice. He jumped from the rear of the truck, hit the mud and rolled aside as the vehicle fishtailed past him.

It kept going, the front of the truck sliding around as if the vehicle was trying to spin in a circle—and then a Jeep carrying five Army of Excellence soldiers suddenly veered around the curve, heading uphill and going too fast to stop.

Josh saw the expression of stark terror on the driver’s face; the soldier instinctively threw up his arms as if to hold back metal with muscle and bone. The runaway truck and the Jeep crashed together, and the truck’s weight shoved the smaller vehicle through the guard rail and followed it over the cliffs edge like an anvil. Josh looked over the rail in time to see human bodies tumbling through space; there was a chorus of high screams, and then the bodies disappeared in the ravine, and either the Jeep or truck exploded in a burst of flame and black smoke.

Josh and Robin had no time to ponder how close they’d come to taking a one-way flight. Josh still gripped the automatic in his hand, and Robin had the .38 with four bullets in it. They would have to go the rest of the way on foot, and they had to hurry. Josh took the lead, his boots skidding over the tortured surface, and Robin followed him upward toward the realm of God.
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IN THE AFTERMATH OF THE slap, Friend curled his hand into the man’s collar, drawing him close. ‘God’ wore the dirty rags of a blue-checked shirt and khaki trousers under his coat. On his feet were leather moccasins, and he wore emerald-green socks. Sister realized that the unkempt, wild-eyed man would have fit right in among the street people of Manhattan before the seventeenth of July.

“I could hurt you,” Friend whispered. “Oh, you don’t know how I could hurt—”

The man gathered a mouthful of saliva and spat in Friend’s waxy face.

Friend threw him to the ground and kicked him in the ribs. The man curled up, trying to protect himself, but Friend kept kicking him in a frenzy. He grasped ‘God’ by the hair and slammed his fist into the man’s face, breaking his nose and splitting his lower lip open; then he hauled ‘God’ up again and held him for the others to see.

“Look at him!” Friend crowed. “Here’s your God! He’s a crazy old man who’s got shit for brains! Go on, look at him!” He grasped the man’s beard and angled his bloody face toward Swan and Sister. “He’s nothing!” And as emphasis, Friend drove his fist deep into the man’s belly but held him upright even as his knees buckled. Friend started to strike him again—and a calm, clear voice said, “Leave him alone.”

Friend hesitated. Swan was standing up in the second Jeep, the rain running through her hair and across her face. She couldn’t bear to watch the old man being beaten, and she couldn’t sit in silence. “Let him go,” she said, and the man with the scarlet eye grinned incredulously. “You heard me. Take your hand off him.”

“I’ll do as I please!” he roared, and he laid his fingers alongside the man’s cheek. His nails began to tear through the skin. “I’ll kill him if I want!”

“No!” Roland protested. “Don’t kill him! I mean ... we’ve got to find the black box and the silver key! That’s what we came here for! Then you can kill him!”

“You don’t tell me what to do!” Friend shouted. “It’s my party!” He shot a challenging glare at Colonel Macklin, who did nothing but sit and stare blankly ahead. Then Friend’s gaze met Swan’s, and their eyes locked.

For a second he thought he could see himself through her unflinching eyes: an ugly, hateful thing, a small face hidden behind an oversized Halloween mask like a cancer under gauze. She knows me, he thought; that fact made him afraid, just as he’d feared the glass ring when it went black in his grip.

And something else speared him, too. His memory of the offered apple, and his desire to accept it. Too late! Too late! He saw, just for an instant, who and what he was—and in that brief space of time he knew himself, too, in a way that he’d shoved aside a long, long time before. Self-loathing uncoiled within him, and suddenly he feared that he was going to see too much, and he would start to split at the seams, unravel like an old suit and blow away in the wind.

“Don’t look at me!” he screamed, his voice shrill, and he lifted one hand to shield his face from hers. Behind his hand, his features churned like muddy water disturbed by a stone.

He could still feel her there, drawing the strength out of him like the sunlight drawing the wet from rotten timber. He flung ‘God’ to the ground, backed away and kept his face averted. Now the truth was coming back to him: It was not himself he should loathe, it was her! She was the ruin and enemy of all creation, because she—

Too late! Too late! he thought, still backing away.

—because she wanted to prolong the suffering and misery of humankind. She wanted to give them false hope and watch them writhe when it was wrenched away. She was—

Too late! Too late!

—the worst kind of Evil, because she masked cruelty with kindness and love with hate, and too late! too late! too—

“Late,” he whispered, and he lowered his hand. He’d stopped retreating, and he realized then that Swan had gotten out of the Jeep and was standing over the gray-bearded old man. He saw the others watching, and he caught a thin, mocking smile on Macklin’s skull of a face.

“Stand up,” Swan told the old man. Her spine was rigid, her bearing proud, but inside her nerves were knotted with tension.

‘God’ blinked at her, wiped the blood from his nostrils and looked fearfully at the man who’d struck him.

“It’s all right,” Swan said, and she offered him her hand.

She’s just a girl! Friend realized. She’s not even worth a rape! And she’d like me to rape her, too, she’d like me to stick it in hard and grind up to my ankles!

‘God’ hesitated uncertainly—and then he put his hand into Swan’s.

I’ll rape her, Friend decided. I’ll show her it’s still my party! I’ll show her right fucking now!

He advanced on her like a juggernaut, and every step he took made his crotch bulge larger. He was leering, and she saw that leer and knew what was behind it, and she waited for him without moving.

The hollow, booming echo of an explosion drifted from the distance. Friend stopped in his tracks. “What was that?” he shouted, to everyone and no one. “What was that?”

“Came from the road,” one of the soldiers said.

“Well, don’t sit there! Get off your ass and find out what it was! All of you! Go!”

The three soldiers left the Jeeps and ran across the parking lot. They disappeared around the heavily wooded bend, their weapons ready.

But Friend’s weapon was shriveling. He could not look at the bitch without thinking of the apple, and he knew she’d planted some kind of evil, soul-destroying seed right in him, too. But it was still his party, and it was too late for turning back, and he would rape her and crush her skull when she was eighty years old and her fingers were worked to the bones.

But not today. Not today.

He aimed his machine gun at Sister. “Get out. You stand over there with the little bitch.”

Swan let her breath out. His attention was on other things now, but he was still as dangerous as a mad dog in a butcher’s shop. She helped the old man to his feet. He staggered, still hurting from the blow that had shattered his nose, and looked around at the malformed faces of Macklin and Roland. “It is the final hour, isn’t it?” he asked Swan. “Evil’s won. It’s time for the final prayer, isn’t it?”

She couldn’t answer. He touched her cheek with spavined fingers. “Child? What’s your name?”

“Swan.”

He repeated it. “So young,” he said sadly. “So young to have to die.”

Roland got out of his Jeep, but Macklin stayed where he was, his shoulders stooped now that Friend was in control again. “Who are you?” Roland asked the old man. “What are you doing up here?”

“I’m God. I fell to earth from Heaven. We landed in water. The other one lived for a while, but I couldn’t heal him. Then I found my way here, because I know this place.”

“What’s your power source?”

‘God’ extended a finger and pointed to the earth at his feet.

“Underground?” Roland asked. “Where? In the coal mine?”

‘God’ didn’t reply but instead lifted his face toward the sky and let the rain beat down.

Roland drew his pistol from the holster at his waist, cocked it and placed it to the man’s head. “You answer when I ask you a question, you old fuck! Where’s that power coming from?”

The man’s insane eyes met Roland’s. “All right,” he said, and he nodded. “A-OK. I’ll show you, if you want to see.”

“We do.”

“I’m sorry, child,” he told Swan. “Evil’s won, and it’s time for the final prayer. You do understand, don’t you?”

“Evil hasn’t won! Not everybody is like they are!”

“It’s the final hour, child. I fell from Heaven in a whirlwind of fire. I knew what had to be done, but I waited. I couldn’t make myself pray the last prayer. But now I can, because I see that the world has to be cleansed.” He said to the others, “Follow me,” and he started walking toward the large building with the metal roof.

“Colonel?” Friend prompted. “We’re waiting for you.”

“I’ll stay here.”

“You’ll come with us.” Friend swung the machine gun’s barrel up at him. “Roland, take the colonel’s pistol away from him, please.”

“Yes, sir,” Roland answered at once, and he approached Macklin. He held out his hand for the other man’s weapon.

Colonel Macklin didn’t move. The rain was falling harder, hammering on the Jeeps and streaming down Macklin’s face.

“Roland,” Macklin said in a strengthless voice, “we created the Army of Excellence together. Both of us. We’re the ones who made plans for the new America, not ... not that thing over there.” He motioned toward Friend with his nail-studded right hand. “He just wants to destroy it all. He doesn’t care about the Army of Excellence, or the new America, or feeding the troops. He doesn’t care about the girl; all he wants to do is put her on that prison farm, out of his way. And he doesn’t care about you, either. Roland ... please ... don’t follow him. Don’t do what he says.” He reached out to touch Roland, but the young man stepped back. “Roland ... I’m afraid,” Macklin whispered.

“Give me your gun.” In that moment Roland despised the cringing dog who sat before him; he’d seen that weakness before, back when Macklin was delirious after his hand had been amputated, but now Roland knew the weakness went soul-deep. Macklin had never been a King, only a coward hiding behind a warrior’s mask. Roland pressed the barrel of his own weapon against the colonel’s head. “Give me your gun,” he repeated.

“Please ... think about what we’ve been through ... you and me, together ...”

“I have a new King now,” Roland said flatly. He looked at Friend. “Should I kill him?”

“If you like.”

Roland’s finger tightened on the trigger.

Macklin knew death was very near, and its oily perfume energized him to action. His spine stiffened, and he sat up ramrod-straight. “Who do you think you are?” he said vehemently. “You’re nothing! I was fighting for my life in a Viet Cong POW camp when you were shitting your diapers! I’m Colonel James B. Macklin, United States Air Force! I fought for my life and for my country, boy! Now you get that fucking gun away from my head!”

Roland faltered.

“Did you hear what I said, mister? If you want my weapon, you ask for it with the respect I deserve!” Every muscle in his body tightened as he waited for the gun to go off.

Still Roland didn’t move. Friend laughed quietly, and ‘God’ was waiting for them about ten yards beyond Swan and Sister.

Slowly, Roland took the pistol away from Macklin’s head. “Give ... me your gun ... sir,” he said.

Macklin removed it from his holster and flung it to the ground, and then he stood up and got out of the Jeep—but unhurriedly, at his own pace.

“Let’s go, kiddies,” Friend said. He motioned toward Swan and Sister with the machine gun, and they followed ‘God’ to the metal-roofed building.

Inside, it was apparent that the building was nothing more than a huge shed protecting the entrance to the Warwick Mountain coal mine. The floor was of hard-packed dirt, and a few naked light bulbs that hung from the ceiling gave off a dirty yellow illumination. Bundles of cables and wires lay around, as well as old pieces of steel track, piles of rotting timber and other bits of refuse that suggested Warwick Mountain had once boasted a thriving coal business. A steel stairway ascended to a series of catwalks, and at the far end of the building, where the structure abutted Warwick Mountain, was the dark square of the mine’s entrance.

‘God’ led them up the stairway and along one of the catwalks to the mine shaft. A few light bulbs gave off a meager yellow glow within the mine, which slanted downward at a steep angle. Resting on tracks inside the shaft was a large wire mesh cage about six feet high and four feet wide, its wheels like those of a railroad car. Inside it were padded benches and straps to hold the riders in place. ‘God’ opened the rear of the cage and waited for them to enter it.

“I’m not getting in that damned thing!” Sister balked. “Where are you taking us?”

“Down there.” ‘God’ pointed along the mine shaft, and the yellow light winked off something metallic in the sleeve of his blue-checked shirt. Sister realized the old man was wearing cufflinks. He looked at Friend. “Isn’t that where you want to go?”

“What’s in there?” Roland asked, all his bluff and bluster gone.

“The power source you’re looking for. And other things you might be interested in seeing. Do you want to go or not?”

“You get in first,” Friend told him.

“A-OK.” ‘God’ turned toward the rock wall, where there was a panel with two buttons on it, one red and the other green. He punched the green button, and the sound of humming machinery echoed up the shaft. Then he climbed into the cage, sat down on one of the benches and buckled himself in. “All aboard!” he said cheerfully. “We’ll start moving in ten seconds.”

Friend was the last one in. He crouched at the rear of the cage, his face averted from Swan’s. The machinery got steadily louder, and then there were four clicks as the brakes on each wheel disengaged. The cage began to descend along the tracks, its speed restrained by a steel cable that had snapped taut and was reeling out behind it.

“We’re going down more than three hundred feet,” ‘God’ explained. “This used to be a working mine about thirty years ago. Then the United States government bought it. Of course, all this rock is reinforced with concrete and steel.” He waved his arm at the walls and roof, and Sister saw the cuff link glitter again. Only this time she was close enough to see that it looked very familiar, and it had writing on it. “You’d be amazed to know what the engineers can do,” he continued. “They put in ventilation ducts and air pumps, and even the light bulbs are supposed to last for seven or eight years. But they’re starting to burn out now. Some of the same people who put this place together worked on Disney World.”

Sister caught his sleeve and looked closer at the cuff link.

On it was a very recognizable blue, white and gold emblem, and the much-polished lettering said: Seal of the President of the United States of America.

Her fingers had gone numb, and she let his arm go. He stared impassively at her. “What’s ... down in here?” she asked him.

“Talons,” he said. “The talons of Heaven.” They went through a long area where there were burned-out light bulbs, and when they approached the illumination again, the President’s eyes burned with inner fever as he stared across the cage at Friend. “You want to see a power source?” he asked, his breath wisping out in the chilly air. “You will. Oh, yes; I promise you will.”

In another minute the brakes engaged again and shrieked along the tracks as the conveyance shuddered and slowed. It bumped against a thick foam rubber barrier and stopped.

The President unbuckled his seat belt, opened the front section of the cage and stepped out. “This way,” he said, motioning them on like a demented tour guide.

Roland shoved Swan ahead of him, and they entered a passageway that led off to the right of the tracks. Bulbs burned fitfully overhead, and suddenly the passageway ended at a wall of rough-edged rocks.

“It’s blocked!” Roland said. “It’s a dead end!”

But Friend shook his head; he’d already seen the small black box embedded in the rock wall at about chest height. The upper half of the black box seemed to be some sort of display screen, while the bottom was a keyboard.

The President reached up to his throat with his good hand and lifted off a braided length of leather that had been hanging around his neck. On it were several keys—and the President chose one that was small and silver. He kissed it, and then he started to insert it into a lock in the black box.

“Hold it!” Friend said. “What does that thing do?”

“It opens the door,” the man replied; he fit the key into the lock and twisted it to the left. Instantly, pale green letters appeared on the screen: HELLO! ENTER CODE WITHIN FIVE SECONDS. Swan and Sister watched as the President punched three letters on the keyboard: AOK. CODE ACCEPTED, the screen replied, HAVE A NICE DAY!

Electric tumblers whirred, and there was the muffled sound of locks opening in rapid-fire succession. The false wall of rock cracked open like the door of a massive vault, hissing on hydraulic hinges. The President pulled it wide enough to admit them, and clean white light glowed from the room beyond. Roland started to reach up for the silver key, but the old man said, “No! Leave that alone! If it’s disturbed while the door’s open, the floor’s electrified.”

Roland’s fingers stopped an inch away from the key.

“You go first.” Friend shoved the man through the opening. Sister and Swan were pushed in. Macklin followed, then Roland and finally the man with the scarlet eye.

They all squinted in the bright light of a white-walled, antiseptic-looking chamber where six mainframe computers quietly conversed, their data tapes slowly turning behind windows of tinted glass. The floor was coated with black rubber, and there was the polite rumble of the air-purifying system drawing cleansed air through small metal grilles in the walls. At the center of the room, sitting atop a rubber-coated table and connected by thick bundles of cables to the mainframe computers, was another small black box with a keyboard, about the size of a telephone.

Roland was delirious at the sight of the machines. It had been so long since he’d seen a computer, he’d forgotten how beautiful they were; to him, the mainframes were the Ferraris of computers, pulsing brain matter squished into sleek plastic and metal skins. He could almost hear them breathing.

“Welcome to my home,” the President said—and then he walked to a metal panel on the wall. There was a small lever that you could fit your finger into and pull upward on, and above it a little red plastic DANGER sign. He hooked his finger into the lever’s notch and wrenched it up.

The door slammed shut, and instantly the electronic locks bolted themselves. On this side of the false wall was a sheet of stainless steel.

Swan and Sister had turned to face him. Friend had his finger on the machine gun’s trigger, and Macklin stood staring numbly at the old man.

“There,” the President said. “There.” He stepped back from the metal panel, nodding with satisfaction.

“Open that door!” Macklin demanded, his flesh crawling. The walls were closing in on him, and this place was too much like Earth House. “I don’t like to be shut up! Get that damned door open!”

“It’s locked,” the other man replied.

“Open it!” Macklin shouted.

“Please open it,” Swan said.

The President shook his gray-maned head. “I’m sorry, child. Once you lock the door from in here, it’s locked for good. I lied about the key. I just didn’t want him to pull it out. See, you can open it from the inside if you have the silver key. But now the computer’s locked it—and there’s no way out.”

“Why?” Sister asked, her eyes wide. “Why’d you lock us in here?”

“Because we’re going to stay here until we die. The talons of Heaven are going to destroy all the evil ... every bit of it. The world will be cleansed, and the world can begin again—fresh and new. You see?”

Colonel Macklin attacked the stainless steel door, hammering at it with his good hand. The insulation in the room soaked up the noise like a sponge, and Macklin couldn’t even put a dent in the steel. The door had no handles, nothing to grab hold of. He turned on the old man and charged at him with his deadly right hand upraised for a killing blow.

But before Macklin reached him, Friend stopped the colonel with a short, sharp blow to the throat. Macklin gagged and fell to his knees, his eyes bright with terror.

“No,” Friend said, like an adult chastising a naughty child. Then he lifted his gaze to the old man. “What is this place? What are these machines for, and where’s the power coming from?”

“Those gather information from satellites.” The President motioned toward the mainframes. “I know what space looks like. I’ve looked down on the earth. I used to believe ... it was such a good place.” He blinked slowly as the memory of falling through the flaming whirlwind again stirred like a recurrent nightmare. “I fell to earth from Heaven. Yes. I fell. And I came here, because I knew I was close to this place. There were two men here, but they’re not here now. They had food and water, enough to last them for years. I think ... one of them died. I don’t know what happened to the other one. He just ... went away.” He paused for a moment, and then his mind cleared again. He stared at the black box on the rubber-coated table and approached it reverently. “This,” he said, “will bring down the talons of Heaven.”

“The talons of Heaven? What’s that mean?”

“Talons,” the President said, as if the other man should know. “Tactical Long Range Nuclear Sanitizer. Watch—and listen.” He punched his code into the keyboard: AOK.

The mainframes began to spin their data tapes faster. Roland watched, fascinated.

A woman’s voice—soft and seductive, as cool as balm on an open wound—filtered through speakers in the walls: “Hello, Mr. President. I’m waiting for your instructions.”

The voice reminded Sister of a New York social worker who’d politely explained that there was no more room in the Women’s Shelter on a freezing January night.

The President typed, Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks, the lady of situations.

“Here is the man with three staves, and here the wheel,” the disembodied computer voice answered.

“Wow!” Roland breathed.

And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card

“Which is blank, is something he carries on his back”

The President typed, Which I am forbidden to see.

“What are you doing?” Sister shouted, close to panic. Swan squeezed her hand.

I do not find The Hanged Man, the President typed into the black box.

“Fear death by water,” the feminine voice replied. There was a pause, then: “Talons armed, sir. Ten seconds to abort.”

He pressed two letters on the keyboard: No.

“Initial abort sequence denied. Talons firing procedure activated, sir.” The voice was as cool as the memory of lemonade on a scorching August afternoon. “Talons will be in target range in thirteen minutes and forty-eight seconds.” Then the computer voice was silent.

“What’s happened?” Friend was keenly interested. “What’d you do?”

“In thirteen minutes and forty-eight seconds,” the President said, “two satellites will enter the atmosphere over the North Pole and Antarctica. Those satellites are nuclear missile platforms that will each fire thirty twenty-five-megaton warheads into the ice caps.” He glanced over at Swan and looked quickly away, because her beauty made him yearn. “The blasts will throw the earth off its axis and melt the ice. The world will be cleansed, don’t you see? All the evil will be washed away by the talons of Heaven—and someday things will start over again, and they’ll be good, like they used to be.” His face wrinkled with pain. “We lost the war,” he said. “We lost—and now we have to start all over again.”

“A ... Doomsday machine,” Friend whispered, and a grin skittered across his mouth. The grin stretched into a laugh, and the eyes danced with malignant glee. “A Doomsday machine!” he shouted. “Oh, yes! The world must be cleansed! All the Evil must be washed away! Like her!” He pointed a finger at Swan.

“The last of the Good must die with the Evil,” the President replied. “Must die, so the world can be reborn.”

“No ... no ...” Macklin croaked, clutching at his bruised throat.

Friend laughed, and he directed his attention to Sister, though he really spoke to Swan. “I told you!” he crowed. “I told you I’d make a human hand do the work!”

The cool feminine voice said, “Thirteen minutes to detonation.”
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JOSH AND ROBIN CAME upon the dead soldier at the broken-open gate, and Josh bent down beside the corpse. Robin heard a hissing, sputtering noise but couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. He reached out to touch the chain link fence.

“No!” Josh said sharply—and Robin’s fingers stopped just short of the metal mesh. “Look at this.” Josh opened the dead man’s right hand, and Robin could see the chain link design burned into the corpse’s flesh.

They went through the opening where the gate had been, while the fence’s broken connections hissed like a nest of vipers. It was raining harder, and gray sheets of water whipped through the dead trees on either side of the road. Both of them were drenched and shivering, and the torn-up surface beneath them alternately gripped their boots in mud and then skidded them over icy patches. They moved as fast as they could, because both of them knew that Swan and Sister were somewhere ahead, at the mercy of the man with the scarlet eye, and they sensed time ticking rapidly toward the final hour.

Coming around a curve, Josh stopped, and Robin heard him say, “Damn it!”

Three soldiers, all but obscured by the rain, were descending the road and heading right at them. Two of them saw Josh and Robin and stopped less than ten yards away; the third kept going a few more steps until he stopped as well and gaped stupidly at the two figures in front of him.

Perhaps four seconds passed, and Josh thought he and the others had frozen into lead-boned statues. He couldn’t figure out what to do—and suddenly the choice was made for him.

Like two bands of rival gunfighters meeting on a street at high noon, they started shooting without taking aim, and the next few seconds were a blur of motion, nerve-frazzling panic and flashes of gunfire as bullets screamed toward their targets.

“Ten minutes to detonation,” the voice announced, and it struck Sister that the woman who’d made that tape was probably long dead.

“Stop it,” Swan said to the scarred man who’d once been the President of the United States. “Please.” Her face was calm but for the rapid beating of a pulse at her temple. “You’re wrong. Evil hasn’t won.”

The President was sitting on the floor, his legs crossed beneath him and his eyes closed. Colonel Macklin had gotten to his feet and was beating weakly at the steel door, while Roland Croninger walked amid the computers, babbling to himself about being a King’s Knight and lovingly running his fingers over the mainframes.

“Evil doesn’t win unless you let it,” Swan said quietly. “People still have a chance. They could bring things back. They could learn to live with what they have. If you let this thing happen—then evil will win.”

He was silent, like a brooding idol. Then he said, with his eyes still closed, “It used to be ... such a beautiful world. I know. I saw it from the great dark void, and it was good. I know what it used to be. I know what it is now. Evil will perish in the final hour, child. All the world will be made clean again by the talons of Heaven.”

“Killing everyone won’t make the world clean. It’ll just make you part of the Evil.”

The President didn’t move or speak. Finally, his mouth opened to say something, but then it closed again, as if the thought had submerged itself.

“Nine minutes to detonation,” the voice of a dead woman said.

“Please stop it.” Swan knelt beside the man. Her heart was pounding, and the cold claws of panic gripped the back of her neck. But she could also feel the man with the scarlet eye watching her, and she knew she must not give him the satisfaction of seeing her break. “There are people outside who want to live. Please”—she touched the thin shoulder of his withered arm—“please give them the chance.”

His eyes opened.

“People can tell the difference between Good and Evil,” Swan said. “Machines can’t. Don’t let these machines make the decision, because it’s going to be the wrong one. If you can ... please stop the machines.”

He was silent, staring at her with dead, hopeless eyes.

“Can you?” she asked him.

He closed his eyes. Opened them again, and stared into hers. He nodded.

“How?”

“Codeword,” he answered. “Codeword ... ends the prayer. But ... Evil must be destroyed. The world must be cleansed. Codeword can stop the detonation ... but I won’t speak it, because the talons of Heaven must be released. I won’t speak it. I can’t.”

“You can. If you don’t want to be part of the Evil, you have to.”

His face seemed to be contorted from within by currents of pressure. For an instant Swan saw a flicker of light in the dark craters of his eyes and thought he was going to stand up, go to that keyboard and type in the codeword—but then the light died, and he was insane again. “I can’t,” he said. “Not even ... for someone as beautiful as you.”

The computer voice said: “Eight minutes to detonation.”

Across the room, Friend waited for Swan to crack.

“The power source,” Roland said, part of his mind comprehending what was about to happen and shunting it aside, another part repeating over and over that he was a King’s Knight and that he had finally, at long last, come to the end of an arduous journey. But he was with the true King, and he was happy. “Where’s the power source for all this?”

The President stood up. “I’ll show you.” He motioned toward another door on the far side of the chamber. It was unlocked, and he led Roland through. As the door opened Swan heard the roaring sound of water, and she went through to see what lay beyond it.

A passageway led to a concrete platform with a waist-high metal railing, which stood about twenty feet over an underground river. The water rushed from a tunnel along a concrete-lined spillway, dropped off a sloping embankment and turned a large electric turbine before it streamed away through another tunnel cut into solid rock. The turbine was connected by a network of cables to two electric generators that hummed with power, and the air smelled of ozone.

“Seven minutes to detonation,” the voice echoed from the other chamber.

Roland leaned over the railing and watched the turbine going around. He could hear the crackling of power through the cables, and he knew that the underground river supplied an inexhaustible source of electricity—plenty to drive the computers, the lights and the electric fence.

“The miners found this river a long time ago,” the President said. “That’s why the complex was built here.” He cocked his head, listening to the river’s noise. “It sounds so clean, doesn’t it? I knew it was here. I remembered, after I fell from Heaven. Fear death by water.” He nodded, lost in his memories. “Yes. Fear death by water.”

Swan was about to ask him to type in the codeword again—but she saw his blank expression, and she knew it was useless. There was a movement from the corner of her eye, and the grinning monster in a human mask came through the doorway onto the platform.

“God?” Friend called, and the President turned from the railing. “There’s no other way to stop the satellites, is there? You’re the only one who could—if you wanted to. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Friend lifted the machine gun and fired a burst of bullets, the sound deafening in the cavernlike room. The slugs marched up the President’s stomach and chest and knocked him back against the railing, where he clawed at the air and danced to the gun’s deadly rhythm. As Swan put her hands to her ears she saw the bullets slam into the man’s head and knock him off his feet. He toppled over the railing as Roland Croninger gave a scream of hysterical laughter. The machine gun choked on an empty clip, and the President hit the water and was swept into the tunnel and out of sight.

“Bang bang!” Roland shouted merrily, leaning over the blood-spattered railing. “Bang bang!”

Tears burned Swan’s eyes. He was gone, and so was the last hope of halting the prayer for the final hour.

The man with the scarlet eye tossed the useless weapon over the railing into the water and left the platform.

“Six minutes to detonation,” the voice echoed.

“Keep your head down!” Josh shouted. A bullet had just ricocheted off the tree Robin crouched behind. Josh fired across the road at the other two soldiers, but his shot went wild. The third soldier lay on the road, writhing in pain, his hands clenched around a stomach wound.

Josh could hardly see anything through the rain. A bullet had plucked at his sleeve as he dove for cover, and he thought he’d wet his pants, but he wasn’t sure because he was already so wet; he didn’t know, either, if he or Robin had shot the third soldier down. For a few seconds bullets had been whizzing past as thick as flies at a garbage men’s convention. But then he’d leaped into the woods, and Robin had followed an instant later as a ricocheting slug grazed his left hand.

The two soldiers fired repeatedly, and both Josh and Robin stayed under cover. Robin finally dared to lift his head. One of the men was running to the left to reach higher ground. He wiped rain from his eyes, took careful aim and squeezed off his last two shots. The soldier grabbed at his ribs, spun like a top and fell.

Josh shot at the remaining man, who returned the fire and then leaped to his feet, sprinting wildly along the edge of the road toward the electrified fence. “Don’t shoot!” he screamed. “Don’t shoot!” Josh aimed at his back, had a clear and killing shot—but he held his fire. He’d never shot a man in the back—not even an Army of Excellence trooper—and he was damned if he’d start now. He let the man go, and in another moment he stood up and motioned Robin on. They started up the road again.

Sister closed her eyes as the voice announced five minutes to detonation. She was dizzy, and she reached out to the wall for support, but Swan grasped her arm and held her steady.

“It’s finished,” Sister rasped. “Oh, my God ... everyone’s going to die. It’s finished.” Her knees started to buckle, and she wanted to slide down to the floor, but Swan wouldn’t let her.

“Stand up.” Still the other woman’s body sagged. “Stand up, damn it!” Swan said angrily, and she pulled her up. Sister looked blankly at her and felt the twilight haze that she’d lived in as Sister Creep beginning to close around her.

“Oh, let her fall,” the man with the scarlet eye said, standing across the chamber. “You’ll die all the same, whether you’re on your knees or your feet. Do you wonder how it’ll happen?”

Swan didn’t give him the satisfaction of answering.

“I do,” he went on. “Maybe the whole world’ll split apart and go spinning off in pieces, or maybe it’ll be as quiet as a gasp. Maybe the atmosphere’ll rip like an old sheet, and everything—mountains, forests, rivers, what’s left of cities—will be flung off like dust. Or maybe gravity’ll smash everything flat.” He crossed his arms and leaned casually against the wall. “Maybe it’ll shrivel and burn, and only a cinder will be left. Well, nobody can live forever!”

“How about you?” she had to ask. “Can you live forever?”

He laughed, softly this time. “I am forever.”

“Four minutes to detonation,” the cool voice promised.

Macklin was crouched on the floor, breathing like an animal. As the four minute mark was passed a terrible, mournful moan came from his injured throat.

“There’s your death knell, Swan,” the man with the scarlet eye said. “Do you still forgive me?”

“Why are you so afraid of me? I can’t do anything to hurt you.” He didn’t reply for a few seconds, and when he spoke his eyes were fathomless. “Hope hurts me,” he said. “It’s a disease, and you’re the germ that spreads it. We can’t have disease at my party. Oh, no. It won’t be allowed.” He was silent, staring at the floor—and then a smile skittered across his mouth as the computer voice said, “Three minutes to detonation.”

Rain smashed against the aluminum roof as Josh and Robin reached the long shedlike structure. They’d passed the Jeeps and the corpse of Brother Timothy, and now they saw the entrance to the mine shaft in the dim yellow light. Robin ran ahead up the steps and along the catwalk while Josh followed. Just before Josh got to the shaft, he heard a thunder of what sounded like baseball-sized hailstones slamming on the roof, and he thought the whole damned place was about to cave in.

But the din abruptly ceased, as if a mechanism had been switched off. It was so silent Josh could hear the shriek of the wind outside the walls.

Robin looked down the slanting mine shaft and saw the tracks. Some kind of conveyance was at the bottom. He looked around and found the metal plate with the red and green buttons; he pressed the red one, but nothing happened. A touch of the green button, and at once machinery rumbled in the walls.

The long metal cable that stretched down the tracks began to reel itself up.

“Two minutes to detonation.”

Colonel James B. Macklin heard himself whimper. The walls of the pit were closing around him, and from far away he thought he heard the Shadow Soldier laughing; but no, no—he had the face of the Shadow Soldier now, and he and the Shadow Soldier were one and the same, and if anyone was laughing, it was either Roland Croninger or the monster who called himself Friend.

He clenched his left fist and beat against the sealed door—and there, in the stainless steel, he saw the skull staring back.

In that instant he clearly saw the face of his soul, and he teetered on the edge of madness. He hammered at that face, trying to smash it and make it go away, but it did not. The frozen fields where dead soldiers lay heaped and broken moved through his mind in a grisly panorama. The smoldering ruins of towns, burning vehicles and charred bodies lay before him like an offering on the altar of Hades, and he knew in that moment what the legacy of his life would be, and where it had led him. He’d escaped from the pit in Vietnam, had left his hand in the pit in Earth House, had lost his soul in the pit carved into the dirtwart land, and now would lose his life in this four-walled pit. And instead of crawling from the mud and standing on his feet after the seventeenth of July, he’d chosen to wallow in filth, to live from pit to pit, while the greatest and most hideous pit of all opened within himself and consumed him.

He knew with whom he was in league. He knew. And he knew also that he was damned, and the final pit was about to close over his head.

“Oh ... the waste ... the waste,” he whispered, and tears ran down from the staring eyes. “God forgive me ... oh, God forgive me,” he began to sob as the man who called himself Friend laughed and clapped his hands.

Someone touched Colonel Macklin’s shoulder. He lifted his head. Swan did her best not to flinch from him, because there was a tiny flicker of light deep in his eyes, just as there’d been a small flame in Sheila Fontana’s bit of glass.

For a soul-awakening instant, Macklin thought he saw the sun in her face, thought he saw all that the world could have been. Now all was lost ... all was lost....

“No,” he whispered. The pit hadn’t closed over him yet ... not yet. And he rose to his feet like a king and turned toward the mainframe computers that were about to destroy the wounded world.

He attacked the nearest machine, battering frenziedly at it with his nail-studded palm, trying to shatter the smoked glass and get at the spinning data tapes. The glass cracked, but it was reinforced with tiny threads of metal and would not let his hand through. Macklin fell to his knees and started ripping at one of the cables on the floor.

“Roland!” Friend snapped. “Stop him—now!”

Roland Croninger stepped behind Macklin and spoke one word—“Don’t!”—that went unheeded.

“Kill him!” Friend shouted, coming forward like a whirlwind before the nails in Macklin’s palm tore through the rubber cable into the wiring.

The true King had spoken. Roland was a King’s Knight, and he must follow the word of the King. He lifted his .45. His hand was shaking.

And then he fired two bullets into Colonel Macklin’s back at point-blank range.

The colonel fell onto his face. His body twitched, and then he lay still.

“Bang bang!” Roland wailed. He tried to laugh, but the sound came out strangled.

“One minute to detonation.”
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FRIEND SMILED.

All was in hand. It had turned out to be a fine party, and now it was to be finished with a fireworks display. But the place to watch such a show was not here, in the basement seats. He saw that Sister and the little bitch were down on their knees, clinging together, because they knew it was almost finished. It was a pleasant sight, and he had nothing else to prove here.

“Fifty seconds,” the countdown continued.

He let his gaze move over Swan’s face. Too late, he thought, and he swept the weakness aside. Outside this place there would still be bands of people, more settlements to visit; the fireworks display might crack the world in an eye blink, or it might be a slow decay and consumption. He didn’t fully understand all that nuclear shit, but he was always ready to party.

In any case, she would be here, out of his way. The glass ring, or crown, or whatever it was, was lost. Sister had given him a good run, but she was on her knees now, broken. “Swan?” he said. “Do you forgive me?”

She didn’t know what she was going to say until she said it, but as she opened her mouth he put his finger to his lips and whispered, “Too late.”

His already-charred uniform had begun to smoke. His face had started melting.

“Forty seconds,” the computer’s voice said.

The flame that was consuming the man with the scarlet eye was a cold burning. Both Sister and Swan shrank away, but Roland stood awed, his teeth chattering and his eyes gleaming behind the goggles.

False flesh sizzled away and laid open what was beneath the mask—but Swan averted her eyes at the last second, and Sister cried out and shielded her face.

Roland watched and saw a face that no human being had ever witnessed and lived to tell about.

It was a suppurating sore with reptilian eyes, a seething and diseased mass that pulsed and rippled with volcanic fury. It was a maddening glimpse into the end of time, at worlds afire and the universe in chaos, black holes yawning in the fabric of time and civilizations scorched to ashes.

Roland fell to his knees at the feet of the true King. He lifted his hands toward the cold flame and begged, “Take me with you!”

What might have been a mouth opened in that nightmarish, apocalyptic face, and the ancient voice answered, “I’ve always walked alone.”

Freezing fire leaped out of the uniform and sizzled over Roland’s head like a bolt of electricity. It slammed upward through a small air vent in the wall, leaving a hole in the metal grille that was at the same time burned and rimmed with dirty ice.

The empty Army of Excellence uniform, still molded in the shape of a man, collapsed to the floor, ice crackling in its folds.

“Thirty seconds,” the seductive voice intoned.

Sister saw her chance and knew what she must do. She shrugged off the shock and lunged toward Roland Croninger.

Her fingers gripped the wrist of his gun hand. He looked up at her, now totally insane. She shouted, “Swan! Stop the machine!” and tried to wrench the gun loose, but his other fist struck her in the face. She hung onto his wrist with all her strength, and the young knight of an infernal king fought her in a maniacal frenzy, getting his arm around her throat and squeezing.

Swan started to help Sister, but Sister was buying them precious seconds, and she must do what she could to stop the countdown. She bent to the floor and tried to rip up one of the cables.

Roland released Sister’s throat and slammed his fist into her mouth. His teeth snapped at her cheek, but she warded him off with an elbow and hung on. The gun fired, its bullet whining off the opposite wall. They fought for the weapon, and then Sister rammed her elbow into his chest and leaned forward, sinking her teeth into his thin wrist. He howled in pain; his fingers opened, and the gun fell to the floor. Sister reached for it, but Roland’s hand gripped her face, and his fingernails dug toward her eyes.

Swan couldn’t get the cable loose; it was sealed to the floor, and the rubber was too thick to tear through. She looked up at the black keyboard on the table at the room’s center and remembered what the old man had said about a codeword. But whatever it was had died with him. Still, she had to try. She jumped over the fighting figures and reached the keyboard.

“Twenty seconds.”

Roland clawed at Sister’s face, but she twisted her head away, and her fingers closed on the butt of the gun. As she picked it up a fist hammered across the back of her neck, and she lost her grip.

Trying to clear her mind, Swan stood over the keyboard. She typed, Stop.

Roland broke free from Sister and scrambled after the gun. He got it and twisted to fire at Sister, but she was on him like a wildcat, grabbing his wrist again and pounding at his misshapen, bleeding face.

“Fifteen seconds,” the countdown continued.

End, Swan typed, all her concentration on the letters.

Sister reared her arm back and smashed her fist into Roland’s face. One of the goggles’ lenses shattered, and he yelped with pain. But then he struck her a glancing blow on the temple, stunning her, and he flung her aside like a sack of straw.

“Ten seconds.”

Oh, God, help me! Swan thought as panic shot through her, and she clenched her teeth to hold back a scream.

She typed, Finish.

“Nine ...”

She would have only one more chance now. She couldn’t waste it.

The prayer for the final hour, she thought. The prayer.

“Eight ...”

The prayer.

Sister grabbed at Roland’s arm again, still fighting for the gun. He jerked free, and she saw his hideous face grin as he squeezed the trigger. Once ... twice ...

The bullets pierced Sister’s ribs and shattered her collarbone, and she was flung back to the floor as if she’d been kicked. Blood was in her mouth.

“Seven ...”

Swan had heard the shots, but the answer was close, and she dared not turn her attention from the keyboard. What ended a prayer? What ended—

“Get away!” Roland Croninger roared, rising from the floor with blood running from his mouth and nostrils.

“Six ...”

He aimed at Swan, started to pull the trigger.

Something pounded like judgment on the other side of the steel door, and Roland was distracted for a vital split second.

And suddenly Colonel Macklin rose, and with his last surge of life and strength he slammed the nail-studded right hand into Roland Croninger’s heart. As Roland was struck the gun went off, and the bullet whistled inches over Swan’s head.

“Five ...”

The nails had plunged deep. Roland fell to his knees, the scarlet blood pumping around Colonel Macklin’s rigid, black-gloved fingers. Roland tried to lift the gun again, shaking his head from side to side, but Macklin’s weight drove him down, and he lay jittering on the floor. Macklin held him in what was almost a loving embrace.

“Four ...”

Swan stared at the keyboard. What ended a prayer?

She knew.

Her fingers moved across the keys.

She typed, Amen.

“Three ...”

Swan shut her eyes and waited for the next second to fall.

Waited.

And waited.

When the silken voice came through the speakers again, Swan almost jumped out of her skin: “Talons detonation holding at two seconds. What is your next command, please?”

Swan’s legs were weak. She backed away from the keyboard and almost fell over the bodies of Colonel Macklin and Roland Croninger.

Roland sat up.

Blood bubbled in his lungs and drooled from his mouth, and his arm shot out and grasped Swan’s ankle.

She wrenched it free, and his body sprawled again. The bubbling noise ceased.

She looked at Sister.

The woman was propped up against the wall; her eyes were watery, and a thin line of blood had spilled over her lower lip and clung to her chin. She pressed her hand against the wound in her abdomen and managed a tired, vague smile. “We kicked some ass, didn’t we?” she asked.

Fighting back bitter tears, Swan knelt at her side. Again, there was a pounding on the other side of the door. “Better find out who it is,” Sister said. “They’re not going to go away.”

Swan went to the door and pressed her ear against the line where the metal sealed to the stone. She could hear nothing for a moment—and then there was a muffled, distant voice: “Swan! Sister! Are you in there?”

It was Josh’s voice, and he was probably yelling at the top of his lungs, but she could barely hear him. “Yes!” she shouted. “We’re here!”

“Shhhh!” Josh told Robin. “I think I hear something!” He bellowed: “Can you let us in?” Both of them had seen the black box with the silver key in the lock, but upon turning it to the left, Robin had been faced with a demand for a codeword that flickered off after five seconds.

It took a minute of shouting back and forth for Josh to understand what Swan was trying to tell him. He turned the key to the left and pressed AOK on the keyboard when the codeword demand came on.

The door unlocked and popped open, and Robin was the first one through.

He saw Swan standing before him like a dream, and he put his arms around her and held her tight, and he told himself that as long as he was alive he would never let her go. Swan clung to him, too, and for a moment their hearts beat as one.

Josh pushed past them. He’d seen Macklin and the other man on the floor—and then he saw Sister. Oh, no, he thought. There was too much blood.

He reached her with two long strides and bent beside her.

“Don’t ask me where it hurts,” she said. “I’m numb.”

“What happened?”

“The world ... got a second chance,” she answered.

The computer’s voice said, “What is your next command, please?”

“Can you stand up?” Josh asked Sister.

“I don’t know. I haven’t tried. Oh ... I’ve made a mess here, haven’t I?”

“Come on, let me help you up.” Josh got her to her feet. She felt light, and she left blood all over Josh’s hands.

“Are you going to be okay?” Robin asked her, supporting her other arm with his shoulder.

“That’s about the stupidest question ... I’ve ever heard.” She was getting short of breath, and now the pain was lancing through her ribs. But it wasn’t bad. Not bad at all for a dying old lady, she thought. “I’m going to be fine. Just get me out of this damned hole.”

Swan paused over Macklin’s body. The dirty tape had unraveled from around his right wrist, and the hand with its nail-studded palm was almost severed from the arm. She ripped the rest of the tape away, then forced herself to work the long, bloody nails out of Roland Croninger’s body. She stood up with the brutal hand clenched in her own blood-smeared fingers.

They left the chamber of death and machines. The seductive voice asked, “What is your next command, please?”

Swan turned the silver key to the right. The door sealed itself, and the locks clicked shut. She put the key in the pocket of her jeans.

And then they helped Sister into the mine shaft’s car, and Robin pressed the green button on a metal wall plate next to the tracks before he climbed in. The noise of machinery grew, and the car rose toward the top of the shaft.

Sister lost all feeling in her legs as they were moving along the catwalk to the stairs. She clung tighter to Josh, who took more of her weight on him. Behind her she left a trail of blood, and now her breathing was forced and irregular.

Swan knew Sister was dying. She felt about to choke, but she said, “We’ll get you well!”

“I’m not sick. I’m shot,” Sister replied. “One step at a time,” she said as Josh and Robin eased her down the stairs. “Oh, Lord ... I feel like I’m about to pass out.”

“Hold on,” Josh told her sternly. “You can make it.”

But her legs folded at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyelids fluttered, and she fought to stay conscious.

They left the aluminum-roofed building and started across the parking lot toward the Jeeps as the cold wind shrilled around them and the clouds hung low over the mountains.

Sister couldn’t hold her head up anymore. Her neck was weak, and her skull felt as if it weighed a hundred pounds. One step, she urged herself. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going. But the taste of blood was thick and coppery in her mouth, and she knew where her dragging steps were taking her.

Her legs locked.

She’d seen something there on the broken pavement before her. It was gone now. But what had it been?

“Come on,” Josh said, but Sister refused to budge.

She saw it again. Just a brief glimpse and gone. “Oh, God!” she said.

“What is it? You hurting?”

“No! No! Wait! Just wait!”

They waited, while Sister’s blood trickled to the pavement.

And there it was, a third time. Something Sister had not seen in a very long while.

Her shadow.

It was gone in an instant. “Did you see it? Did you?”

“See what?” Robin looked at the ground, saw nothing.

But in the next moment, it happened.

They all felt it.

Heat, like the rays of a searchlight behind the clouds, slowly sweeping across the parking lot.

Sister watched the ground—and as she felt the heat spread across her back and shoulders like a healing balm she saw her shadow take form on the pavement, saw the shadows of Josh and Swan and Robin all gathered around her own.

With a mighty effort, she lifted her head toward the sky, and the tears ran down her cheeks.

“The sun,” she whispered. “Oh, dear God ... the sun’s coming out.”

They looked up. The leaden sky was moving, plates of clouds colliding and ripping apart. “There!” Robin shouted, pointing. He was the first to see a patch of azure before the clouds closed up again.

“Josh! I want to go ... up there!” She motioned to the peak of Warwick Mountain. “Please! I want to see the sun come out!”

“We’ve got to get some help for you before—”

She clenched his hand. “I want to go up there,” she repeated. “I want to watch the sun come out. Do you understand me?”

Josh did. He hesitated, but only for a few seconds, because he knew time was short. He lifted her in his arms and started up the side of Warwick Mountain.

Swan and Robin followed as he climbed through the rough terrain of boulders and dead, twisted trees, carrying Sister up toward the turbulent sky.

Swan felt the sun’s touch on her back, saw the shadows of rocks and trees appear around her; she looked up and caught a hint of bright blue off to the left, and then the clouds sealed up. Robin grasped her hand, and they helped each other climb.

“Hurry!” Sister told Josh. “Please ... hurry!”

Shadows scurried across the mountain. The wind was still cold and whipped violently, but the clouds were beginning to break up, and Josh wondered if that last storm hadn’t been the final gasp of a seven-year winter.

“Hurry!” Sister pleaded.

They came out of the woods and into a small clearing near the peak. Rough-edged boulders were strewn about, and from this height there was a view to all points of the compass, the landscape around them fading into the mist.

“Here.” Sister’s voice was weakening. “Lay me down here ... so I can see.”

Josh gently put Sister on a bed of dead leaves, with her back molded into the smooth hollow of a boulder and her face turned toward the west.

The wind swirled around them, still carrying a bite. Dead branches snapped from the trees, and black leaves flew overhead like ravens.

Swan caught her breath as rays of golden light streamed through the western clouds, and for an instant the harsh landscape softened, its forlorn colors of black and gray turning to pale brown and reddish-gold. But just as quickly, the light was gone.

“Wait,” Sister said, watching the advance of the clouds. Whirlwinds and eddies moved in them like tides and currents after a storm. She could feel her life quickly ebbing away, her spirit wanting to bolt out of her tired body, but she clung to life with the same dogged tenacity that had helped her carry the glass crown mile after rugged mile.

They waited. Above Warwick Mountain the clouds were drifting apart, slowly unlocking, and behind them were fragments of blue, connecting like the pieces of a huge jigsaw puzzle finally revealed.

“There.” Sister nodded, squinting up as the light spread over the land and up the mountainside, over dead leaves and trees and boulders and onto her face. “There!”

Josh shouted with joy. Huge holes were breaking open in the clouds, and through them streamed a golden light as beautiful as a promise.

From down in the distant valleys and hollows below Warwick Mountain other cries of joy echoed from the hillsides, where little communities of shacks had finally been touched by the sun. A car horn blew, followed by another and another, and the shouts grew and merged into a mighty voice.

Swan lifted her face up and let the wonderful, stunning warmth soak into her skin. She drew a long breath and smelled sweet, uncontaminated air.

The long twilight was ending.

“Swan,” Sister rasped.

She looked down at Sister, saw her radiant with sunlight and smiling. Sister lifted her hand to Swan; she took it, grasped it tightly and knelt down beside her.

They looked at each other for a long time, and Swan put Sister’s hand against her wet cheek.

“I’m proud of you,” Sister said. “Oh, I’m so proud of you.”

“You’re going to be all right,” Swan told her, but her throat was closing up, and a sob welled out. “You’ll be fine as soon as we get you to—”

“Shhhhh.” Sister ran her fingers over Swan’s long, flame-colored hair. In the sunshine, it gleamed with the intensity of a bonfire. “I want you to listen to me, now. Listen close. Look at me, too.”

Swan did, but Sister’s face was blurred through the tears. Swan wiped her eyes.

“The summer’s ... finally come,” Sister said. “There’s no telling when winter will be back. You’re going to have to work while you can. Work as hard and fast ... as you can, while the sun’s still shining. Do you hear me?”

Swan nodded.

Sister’s fingers tightened around the girl’s. “I wish I could go with you. I do. But ... that’s not how it’s going to be. You and I ... are going in different directions now. But that’s all right.” Sister’s eyes sparkled, and she looked over at Robin. “Hey,” she said. “Do you love her?”

“Yes.”

“How about you?” she asked Swan. “Do you love him?”

“Yes,” Swan said.

“Then ... that’s half the battle won right there. You two hold onto each other, and you help each other ... and don’t let anybody or anything pull you apart. You keep going, step after step ... and you do the work that has to be done while it’s still summertime.” She turned her head, and squinted up at the black giant. “Josh?” she said. “You know ... where you have to go, don’t you? You know who’s waiting for you.”

Josh nodded. “Yes,” he finally managed to say. “I know.”

“The sun ... feels so good,” Sister said, looking up at it. Her sight was dimming, and she didn’t have to squint anymore. “So good. I’ve come ... a long way ... and I’m tired now. Will you ... find a place for me to rest up here ... so I can lie close to the sun?”

Swan squeezed her hand, and Josh said, “We will.”

“You’re a good man. I don’t think ... even you knew how good you were. Swan?” Sister reached up with both hands and cupped them around Swan’s beautiful face. “You listen to me. Do the work. Do it well. You can bring things back ... even better than they were. You’re a ... natural-born leader, Swan ... and when you walk, you hold yourself strong and proud ... and ... remember ... how much I love you....”

Sister’s hands slipped away from Swan’s face, but Swan caught and held onto them. The spark of life was almost gone.

Sister smiled. In Swan’s eyes she could see the colors of the glass crown. Her mouth trembled and opened again.

“One step,” she whispered.

And then she took the next.

They stayed around her as the sun warmed their backs and thawed out their muscles. Josh started to close Sister’s eyes—but he didn’t, because he knew how much she loved the light.

Swan stood up. She walked away from them and dug her hand into her pocket.

She brought out the silver key, and she climbed up on a boulder and walked to the edge of Warwick Mountain.

She stood with her head held high, staring into the distance. But she was seeing more armies of fighting and frightened men, more guns and armored cars, more death and misery that would still be lurking in the minds of men like a cancer waiting to be reborn.

She gripped the silver key.

Never again, she thought—and she flung the key as hard and as far as she could.

Sunlight winked off it as it fell through space. It bounced off the limb of an oak tree, hit the edge of a boulder, fell fifty more feet into a small green pond half hidden by underbrush. As it drifted through the water and into the leaves at the pond’s bottom it stirred up several tiny eggs that had been hidden there for a long, long time. Shafts of sunlight stroked the pond and warmed the eggs, and the hearts of tadpoles began to beat.

Josh, Swan and Robin found a place to let Sister’s body rest; it was not sheltered by trees or hidden in shade, but lay where the sun could reach it. They dug the grave with their hands and lowered Sister into the earth. When the grave was filled again, each of them said whatever was on his or her mind, and they ended with “Amen.”

Three figures came down off the mountain.
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SUNLIGHT HAD TOUCHED THE camp of the Army of Excellence as well, and each man, woman and child there saw what was exposed.

Faces that had been hidden in twilight now emerged monstrous. The light hit the grotesque demons on the carved steps of the Central Command trailer, fell upon the trucks with their cargoes of bloodstained clothing, illuminated the black trailer where Roland Croninger had tortured in his quest for truth, and men who’d learned to live for the sight of blood and the sound of screams shrank back from that light as if pinpointed beneath the eye of God.

Panic ruled the mob. There were no leaders now, only followers, and some men fell to their knees and jabbered for forgiveness, while others crawled into the familiar darkness beneath the trailers and curled up there with their guns.

Three figures walked through the howling, sobbing mass of humanity, and many could not bear to look at the face of the girl with hair like fire. Others screamed for Colonel Macklin and the man they’d come to know as Friend, but they were not answered.

“Halt!” A young, hard-featured soldier leveled his rifle. Two other men stood behind him, and a fourth came out from behind a truck to aim his pistol at Josh.

Swan regarded each of them in turn and held herself tall and proud, and when she took a step forward, all of the soldiers moved back except the man who’d spoken.

“Get out of our way,” Swan said, as calmly as she could manage, but she knew the man was scared, and he wanted to kill somebody.

“Fuck you!” the young soldier sneered. “I’ll blow your head off!”

She tossed something to his feet, into the steaming mud.

He looked down.

It was the black-gloved hand of Colonel Macklin, its palm and nails smeared with dried gore.

He scooped it up, and then he grinned crazily as the realization hit him. “It’s mine,” he whispered. “It’s mine!” His voice grew louder, more frantic. “Macklin’s dead!” he shouted, and he lifted the hand for the others to see. “It’s mine now! I’m in command! I’ve got the pow—”

He was shot through the forehead by the soldier with the pistol, and as the false hand fell to the mud the other men went after it, fighting like animals for the symbol of power.

But another figure leaped amid them, flinging first one man back and then another, tearing the gloved hand away and holding it in his own grasp. He stood up, and as his mud-smeared face swiveled toward Swan she saw the shock and hatred in his eyes; he was a brutal, dark-haired man in an Army of Excellence uniform—but there were bullet holes across the front of his shirt and dried blood around the heart. The face seemed to ripple for just a fraction of a second, and then the man lifted one dirty hand to either shield himself from the sun or ward off the sight of Swan.

Maybe it was him, she realized. Maybe he’d already put on a new skin and climbed into a corpse’s clothes. She couldn’t tell for sure, but if it was him, she had to answer the question he’d asked her down in the mine. “The machine’s stopped, and the missiles aren’t going to fire,” she said. “Not ever.”

He made a low, garbled noise and stepped back, still hiding his face.

“There won’t be an end,” Swan told him. “So yes, I do forgive you, because if it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t have a second chance.”

“Kill her!” the dark-haired man tried to shout, but his voice came out weak and sick. “Shoot her down!”

Josh stepped in front of Swan to protect her. The soldiers hesitated.

“I said kill her!” He lifted Macklin’s hand, his face averted from Swan’s. “I’m your master now! Don’t let her walk out of here a—”

One of the soldiers fired at point-blank range.

The rifle bullet went into the dark-haired man’s chest, and the impact staggered him. Another bullet hit him, and he tripped over the dead man and fell into the mud, and already the other soldiers were leaping onto him, fighting again for the nail-pierced hand. And now more soldiers were coming, drawn by the shots, and they saw the disembodied hand and threw themselves into the fight as well. “Kill her!” the dark-haired man demanded, but he was being pressed down into the mud under the thrashing bodies, and his voice was a high whine. “Kill the little bi—”

Someone had an axe and started hacking with it. The dark-haired man was down at the bottom of the pile, and over the curses and grunts of the fighting men, Swan heard him jibbering, “It’s my party! It’s my party!” She saw a boot mash his face into the mud.

Then the soldiers closed over him, and she could no longer see any part of him.

Swan went on. Josh followed, but Robin paused. Lying on the ground was another pistol. He started to reach down and retrieve it—but he caught himself and did not touch it. Instead, he shoved it deeper into the mud as he passed.

They went through the encampment, where soldiers ripped off their filthy, blood-caked uniforms and threw them into a huge bonfire. Trucks and armored cars roared past as men and women fled to destinations unknown. The shout, “The colonel’s dead! Colonel Macklin’s dead!” was carried over the camp, and more shots rang out as last quarrels were settled or suicide was chosen.

And, finally, they came to Sheila Fontana’s trailer.

The guards had gone, and the door was unlocked. Swan opened it and found Sheila inside, sitting at her dresser before the mirror, looking at herself and holding the shard of glass.

“It’s over,” Swan said, and as Sheila stood up the piece of glass pulsed with light.

“I’ve ... been waiting for you,” Sheila told her. “I knew you’d come back. I ... I prayed for you.”

Swan walked toward her. She embraced the other woman, and Sheila whispered, “Please ... please let me come with you. All right?”

“Yes,” Swan answered, and Sheila grasped her hand and pressed it against her lips.

Swan went to the mattress, reached inside it and brought out the battered leather satchel. She could feel the shape of the crown in it, and she pulled it to her chest. She would protect it and carry it with her for the rest of her life, because she knew the man with the scarlet eye would be back. Maybe not today or tomorrow, maybe not even next year or the year after that—but someday, somewhere, he would slip from the shadows wearing a new face and a new name, and on that day she would have to be very careful and very strong.

She didn’t know what other powers the crown held, didn’t know where the dreamwalking would lead her, but she was ready to take the first step. And that step, she knew, would take her along a path she’d never imagined when she was a child, growing her flowers and plants in the trailer park dirt of Kansas a world and a lifetime away. But she was no longer a child, and the wasteland awaited a healing touch.

She pulled back from Sheila Fontana and turned toward Josh and Robin. She knew Sister was right: Finding someone you loved, and someone who loved you, was half the battle. And now she knew, as well, what she had to do to make the wonderful things she’d seen in the glass crown come true.

“I think ... there are others who might want to go with us,” Sheila said. “Other women ... like me. And some of the men, too. They’re not all bad men ... they’re just afraid, and they won’t know what to do or where to go.”

“All right,” Swan agreed. “If they put down their guns, we’ll welcome them.”

Sheila left to gather the others, and she returned with two bedraggled-looking RLs—one a heavily made-up, frightened teenager and the other a tough black woman with a red Mohawk haircut—and three nervous men, one of them wearing a sergeant’s uniform. As a show of good faith, the ex-soldiers had brought knapsacks full of canned Spam, corned beef hash and soup, as well as canteens of fresh water from the spring in Mary’s Rest. The black prostitute, whose name was Cleo—“short for Cleopatra,” she announced dramatically—brought an assortment of gaudy rings, necklaces and trinkets that Swan had no use for, and the teenage girl—“They call me Joey,” she said, her dark hair all but obscuring her face—offered Swan her prized possession: a single yellow flower in a red clay pot that she’d somehow kept alive.

And as the light of the new day faded a truck with Josh at the wheel and carrying Robin, Swan, Sheila Fontana, the two RLs and the three men left the camp of the Army of Excellence, where a group of rampaging madmen had set fire to Colonel Macklin’s trailer, and the last of the ammunition was exploding.

Long after Josh had driven away, the wolves began to come down from the mountains, and they silently circled the remnants of the Army of Excellence.

The night passed, and patches of stars came out. The truck, with one remaining headlight and not much gasoline, turned west.

In the darkness, Swan cried for a while with the memory of Sister, but Robin put his arm around her, and she leaned her head against the strength of his shoulder.

Josh thought of Mary’s Rest and of the woman he hoped was still waiting for him with the boy at her side. Sheila Fontana slept the sleep of the innocent and dreamed of a beautiful face looking back at her from a mirror.

Sometime during the night, Cleo and one of the men jumped out of the truck with a knapsack full of food and water. Josh wished them good luck and let them go.

The stars faded. A thin red line crept across the eastern horizon, and Josh almost cried when the sun peeked back through the thinning clouds.

The truck coughed and ran out of gas about two hours after sunrise. They started off on foot, following the road that led westward.

And on the afternoon of that day, as the light slanted through the trees and the blue sky was dappled with white, slowly drifting clouds, they stopped to rest their legs. But Swan stood on the edge of the road looking down into a valley where three small shacks were clustered around the brown stubble of a field. A man in a floppy straw hat and a woman in overalls were working in that field with a shovel and hoe, and two small children were on their knees carefully planting seeds and grain from burlap sacks.

It wasn’t a very large field. It was surrounded by withered trees—maybe pecan or walnut trees, Swan thought. But a sparkling stream of water meandered across the valley, and it occurred to Swan that it might be a trickle from the underground river that had powered the machines in Warwick Mountain.

Now, she thought, that same water could be used for life instead of death.

“I’ll bet they’re planting beans,” Josh said, standing beside her. “Maybe squash or okra, too. What do you think?”

“I don’t know.”

He smiled faintly. “Yes, you do.”

She looked at him. “What?”

“You do know,” he replied. “You know you have to start somewhere. Even a field as small as that one.”

“I’m going back to Mary’s Rest with you. That’s where I’m going to st—”

“No,” Josh said, and his eyes were gentle but pained. Across his forehead were three gashes that would heal into scars and forever remind him of the old wrestling trick. “We don’t have enough food and water left for us all to make it back to Mary’s Rest. That’s a long way from here.”

“Not so far.”

“Far enough,” he said, and he motioned toward the valley. “You know, there’s plenty of room down there for more crops. I imagine there are a lot of other shacks in these mountains, too. Plenty of people who haven’t had fresh okra, beans or squash in a long time.” His mouth watered at the thought. “Soul food,” he said, and he smiled.

She watched the man, woman and children at work. “But ... what about the people in Mary’s Rest? What about my friends?”

“They made do before you got there. They’ll make do until you get back. Sister was right. You need to work while it’s summertime—and there’s no telling how long that’ll be. Maybe a month, maybe six. But the cold will come back. I just pray to God the next winter won’t last as long.”

“Hey! Hey up there!” The farmer had seen them, and he lifted his hand and waved. The woman and children paused in their work and looked up toward the road.

“It’s time to make new friends,” Josh said softly.

Swan didn’t reply. She watched the man waving, and then she raised her own hand and waved back. The farmer said something to the woman and started up the winding trail that connected their land with the road.

“Start here,” Josh told her. “Start now. I think that girl—Joey—might even be able to help you. Otherwise how could she have kept that flower alive so long?” His heart was aching, but he had to say it: “You don’t need me anymore, Swan.”

“Yes, I do!” Her lower lip trembled. “Josh, I’ll always need you!”

“Bird’s gotta fly,” he said. “And even a swan has to spread her wings sometime. You know where I’ll be—and you know how to get there.”

She shook her head. “How?” she asked.

“Field by field,” he said.

She reached for him, and he put his arms around her and held her tight.

“I love you ... so much,” Swan whispered. “Please ... don’t go yet. Just stay one more day.”

“I wish I could. But if I did ... I wouldn’t leave. I have to go while I still know I want to.”

“But—” Her voice cracked. “Who’s going to protect you?”

He laughed then, but his laughter was mixed with tears. He saw the farmer coming up the trail, and Robin was walking to meet him. The others had gotten to their feet again.

“No man was ever prouder of a daughter than I am of you,” Josh whispered in her ear. “You’re going to do wonderful things, Swan. You’re going to set things right again, and long before you come back to Mary’s Rest ... I’ll hear your name from travelers, and they’ll say they know of a girl called Swan who’s grown up to be a beautiful woman. They’ll say she has hair like fire, and that she has the power of life inside her. And that’s what you must return to the earth, Swan. That’s what you must return to the earth.”

She looked up at the black giant, and her eyes shimmered with light.

“Howdy!” the farmer in the straw hat said. He was skinny, but he already had a sunburn on his cheeks. Dirt clung to his hands. “Where you folks from?”

“The end of the world,” Josh said.

“Yeah. Well ... doesn’t look like the world’s gonna end today, does it? Nope! Maybe tomorrow, but surely not today!” He took off his hat, wiped his forehead with his sleeve and squinted up at the sun. “My Lord, that’s a pretty thing! I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything prettier—except my wife and kids, maybe.” He held out his hand toward Robin. “Name’s Matt Taylor.”

“Robin Oakes.” He shook the man’s sturdy hand.

“You folks look like you could use a drink of water and sit a spell. You’re welcome to come down, if you like. We ain’t got much, but we’re workin’ at it. Just tryin’ to plant some beans and okra while the sun’s shinin’.”

Swan looked past him. “What kind of trees are those?”

“What? Those dead ones? Well, sad to say, those used to be pecan trees. Used to just about break the branches down come October. And way over there”—he pointed toward another grove—“we used to have peaches in the spring and summer. ’Course, that was before everything went so bad.”

“Oh,” Swan said.

“Mr. Taylor, where’s the nearest town from here?” Josh asked.

“Well, Amberville is just over the hill about three or four miles. Ain’t much there but a few shacks and about fifty or sixty people. Got a church, though. I ought to know: I’m Reverend Taylor.”

“I see.” Josh stared into the valley at the figures in the field and the grove of trees that he knew were not dead, only waiting for a healing touch.

“What’s in the bag?” The reverend nodded toward the satchel Swan had set at her feet.

“Something ... wonderful,” Josh answered. “Reverend Taylor, I’m going to ask you to do something for me. I’d like for you to take these folks down to your house, and I’d like for you to sit yourself in a chair and listen to what ... to what my daughter has to tell you. Will you do that?”

“Your daughter?” He frowned, puzzled, and looked at Swan. Then he abruptly laughed and shrugged. “Well, this has sure turned out to be a crazy world. Sure,” he told Josh. “Everybody’s welcome to come and sit a spell.”

“It’ll be a spell, all right,” Josh replied. He went across the road and picked up one of the knapsacks full of food and a canteen of water.

“Hey!” Robin called. “Where’re you going?”

Josh walked toward Robin; he smiled and grasped the young man’s shoulder. “Home,” he said, and then his expression went severe and menacing: one of his glowering masks from the wrestling ring. “You watch yourself, and you take care of Swan. She’s very precious to me. Do you understand that?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

“Make sure you do. I don’t want to come back this way to kick your butt to the moon.” But he’d already seen how Robin and Swan looked at each other, how they walked close together and talked quietly, as if sharing secrets, and he knew he wouldn’t have to worry. He slapped Robin on the shoulder. “You’re okay, my friend,” he said—and suddenly Robin put his arms around Josh, and they embraced each other. “You take care of yourself, Josh,” Robin said. “And don’t you ever worry about Swan. She’s precious to me, too.”

“Mister?” Reverend Taylor called. “Aren’t you going down into the valley with us?”

“No, I’m not. I’ve got a ways to go yet, and I’d better get started. I want to make a couple of miles before dark.”

The reverend paused, obviously not understanding, but he saw that the black giant did indeed intend to continue on his way. “Just a minute, then! Hold on!” He reached into the pocket of his canvas jacket, and his fingers came out with something. “Here,” he said. “Take this to carry you on your way.”

Josh looked at the little silver crucifix on a chain that Reverend Taylor was offering him.

“Take it. A wayfarer needs a friend.”

“Thank you.” He put the chain around his neck. “Thank you very much.”

“Good luck. I hope you find what you’re looking for when you get where you’re going.”

“I do, too.” Josh started walking away, westward along the mountain road. He’d gone about ten yards when he turned back and saw Robin and Swan standing together, watching him go. Robin had his arm around her, and she was leaning her head on his shoulder.

“Field by field!” he called.

And then he was blinded by tears, and he turned away with the beautiful image of Swan burned forever in his mind.

She watched him until he was out of sight. Except for Robin, the others had already gone with Reverend Taylor down to his house in the valley. She gripped Robin’s hand and turned her face toward the landscape of mountains and hollows, where dead trees waited to be awakened like restless sleepers. Off in the distance she thought she heard the high, joyful song of a bird—perhaps a bird just finding her wings.

“Field by field,” Swan vowed.

The days passed.

And high up where Warwick Mountain’s peak almost touched the blue sky, tiny seeds that had been scattered by the whirlwinds and stirred to life by the fingers of a girl with hair like flame began to respond to the sunlight and send out fragile green stems.

The stems searched upward through the dirt, pushed through the surface and into the warmth, and there they bloomed into flowers—red and purple, bright yellow, snow-white, dark blue and pale lavender.

They glowed like jewels in the sunshine and marked the place where Sister lay sleeping.

Weeks passed, and the road lamed him.

His face was grayed with dust, but the knapsack was lighter on his bowed and weary back. He kept walking, one step after the next, following the road as it wound westward across the land.

Some days the sun was out in full force. Some days the clouds returned and the rain fell. But the rainwater was sweet on his tongue, and the storms never lasted very long. Then the clouds would scatter again, and the sun would shine through. At midday the temperature felt like the height of summer, which he realized it must be—at least by the calendar of the world that used to be—but the nights were frosty, and he had to huddle up for warmth in a roadside barn or house, if he was lucky enough to find shelter.

But he kept going, and he kept hoping.

He’d been able to trade food for matches along the way, and when he was out in the open at night he built fires to keep the night-things at bay. One night in western Kentucky he was awakened under a starry sky, and at first he didn’t know what had jarred him—but then he listened, and he heard it.

The sound of whistling, fading in and out, as if from a great distance.

He knew he must be losing his mind or coming down with fever—but he thought the tune was “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush; here we go ’round the mulberry bush so early in the morrrrrning....”

After that he looked for a house or barn to spend the night in.

On the road he saw signs of awakening: small green buds on a tree, a flock of birds, a patch of emerald-green grass, a violet growing from an ash heap.

Things were coming back. Very slowly. But they were coming back.

And not one day—and very few hours—passed that Josh didn’t think of Swan. Thought of her hands working the dirt, touching seeds and grain, her fingers running over the rough bark of pecan and peach trees, stirring all things to life once again.

He crossed the Mississippi River on a flatbed ferryboat captained by a white-bearded old man with skin the color of that river’s mud, and his ancient wife played the fiddle all the way across and laughed at Josh’s worn-out shoes. He stayed with them that night and had a good dinner of beans and salt pork, and in the morning when he set out he found his knapsack heavier by one pair of soft-soled sneakers that were just a little too small, but fine once the toes were sliced open.

He entered Missouri, and his pace quickened.

A violent thunderstorm stopped him for two days, and he found shelter from the deluge in a small community called, laconically, All’s Well, because there was indeed a well at the center of town. In the schoolhouse, he played poker against two teenage boys and an elderly ex-librarian, and he wound up losing five hundred and twenty-nine thousand dollars in paper clips.

The sun came out again, and Josh went on, thankful that the card sharps hadn’t taken his sneakers off his feet.

He saw green vines trailing through the gray woods on either side of the road, and then he rounded a bend and abruptly stopped.

Something was glittering, far ahead. Something was catching the light and shining. It looked like a signal of some kind.

He kept walking, trying to figure out what the sparkling was coming from. But it was still far ahead, and he couldn’t tell. The road unreeled beneath his feet, and now he didn’t even mind the blisters.

Something sparkled ... sparkled ... sparkled....

He stopped again and drew in his breath.

Far up the dusty road he could see a figure. Two figures. One tall, one small. Two figures, waiting. And the tall one wore a long black dress with sparkles on the front that was catching the sunlight.

“Glory!” he shouted.

And then he heard her shout his name and saw her running toward him in the dress that she’d worn every day, day in and day out, in hopes that this would be the day he came home.

And it was.

He ran toward her, too, and the dust puffed off his clothes as he picked her up and crushed her to his body, and Aaron yelled and jumped around at their feet, tugging on the black giant’s sleeve. Josh scooped Aaron up as well and held them both tightly in his arms as all of them surrendered to tears.

They went home—and there in the field beyond the houses of Mary’s Rest were apple trees, loaded down with fruit, from saplings that the Army of Excellence had missed.

The people of Mary’s Rest came out of their homes and gathered around Josh Hutchins, and by lamplight in the new church that was going up he told them everything that had happened, and when someone asked if Swan was ever coming back, Josh replied with certainty, “Yes. In time.” He hugged Glory to him. “In time.”

Time passed.

Settlements struggled out of the mud, built meeting halls and schoolhouses, churches and shacks, first with clapboard and then with bricks. The last of the armies found people ready to fight to the death for their homes, and those armies melted away like snow before the sun.

Crafts nourished, and settlements began to trade with one another, and travelers were welcome because they brought news from far away. Most towns elected mayors, sheriffs and governing councils, and the law of the gun began to wither under the power of the court.

The tales began to spread.

No one knew how they started, or from where. But her name was carried across the awakening land, and it held a power that made people sit up and listen and ask travelers what they’d heard about her, and if the stories were really true.

Because, more than anything, they wanted to believe.

They talked about her in houses and in schools, in town halls and in general stores. She’s got the power of life in her! they said. In Georgia she brought back peach orchards and apple trees! In Iowa she brought back miles upon miles of corn and wheat! In North Carolina she touched a field, and flowers sprang forth from the dirt, and now she’s heading to Kentucky! Or Kansas! Or Alabama! Or Missouri!

Watch for her! they said. Follow her, if you like, as many hundreds of others do, because the young woman called Swan has the power of life in her, and she’s waking up the earth!

And in the years to come they would talk about the blooming of the wasteland, the cultivation projects and the work being done to dig canals for flatboat barges. They would talk about the day Swan met a boatload of survivors from the destroyed land that had been called Russia, and nobody could understand their language, but she talked to them and heard them through the miraculous jeweled ring of glass that she always carried close at hand. They would talk about the rebuilding of the libraries and the great museums, and of the schools that taught first and foremost the lesson learned from the awful holocaust of the seventeenth of July: Never again.

They would talk about the two children of Swan and Robin—twins, a boy and a girl—and about the celebration when thousands flocked to the city of Mary’s Rest to see those children, who were named Joshua and Sister.

And when they would tell their own children the tale by candlelight in the warmth of their homes, on the streets where lamps burned under stars that still stirred the power to dream, they would always begin the tale with the same magic words:

“Once upon a time ...”
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EDITORIAL REVIEW:
***“We’re about to cross the point of no return. God help us; we’re ******flying in the dark and we don’t know where the hell we’re going.” 
***Facing down an unprecedented malevolent enemy, the government responds with a nuclear attack. America as it was is gone forever, and now every citizen—from the President of the United States to the homeless on the streets of New York City—will fight for survival. 
*Swan Song *is Robert McCammon’s prescient and “shocking” (John Saul) vision of a post- Apocalyptic nation, a grand epic of terror and, ultimately, renewal. 
In a wasteland born of rage and fear, populated by monstrous creatures and marauding armies, earth’s last survivors have been drawn into the final battle between good and evil, that will decide the fate of humanity: Sister, who discovers a strange and transformative glass artifact in the destroyed Manhattan streets . . . Joshua Hutchins, the pro wrestler who takes refuge from the nuclear fallout at a Nebraska gas station . . . And Swan, a young girl possessing special powers, who travels alongside Josh to a Missouri town where healing and recovery can begin with Swan’s gifts. But the ancient force behind earth’s devastation is scouring the walking wounded for recruits for its relentless army, beginning with Swan herself. . . .

I've always thought that any kind of film based on a book or short story can be a fascinating experience for the author---not necessarily because the film is good or bad, but because it's a reflection of how other people visualize the author's words. A writer creates the word pictures, and then people who weren't directly involved in that creation process have the task of making the word pictures solid. But I think the real challenge of being a writer is to create a mental movie: doing the lighting, the costumes, the casting and makeup, the special effects, the directing and making sure all the props are there on cue. I hope the readers do approach my books as films, that they can see in their minds as they read. The devil, it's been said, is in the details. If the details aren't there, a scene often lacks vitality.
Which is a long way of getting around to writing that the illustrated version of Swan Song has just been published by Dark Harvest, and it was an interesting experience for me to see how an artist visualized scenes from the mental movie I'd created. The details are right. If something was in the scene, it's there in the illustration. So I want to thank Paul Mikol and the two artists who worked on the book, Charles and Wendy Lang, for an excellent job. Paul Mikol promised me Dark Harvest's production of Swan Song would be a quality work, and the Langs added an extra dimension of quality that I feel very, very proud about.
All books are like children. They develop their own personalities as they're written. Some of them are sweet and gentle, others are nasty bullies, some don't want to grow up, others jump ahead so fast they pull you along by the throat. This, strangely enough, has nothing to do with length or complexity. It just is. No book I've ever written has been born in quite the same way, though my work patterns don't vary. Swan Song was a relatively easy birth, in that it flowed smoothly from beginning to end. Stinger was a beast; about sixty pages from the end, I realized I'd made a major goof and had to go back two hundred pages and start from there again. Usher's Passing almost put me under, but Mystery Walk was easy. The Wolf's Hour was really fun to do, probably the easiest birth of all even though it went back and forth between time periods. But my latest book---called MINE---was much tougher, even though the story is simple and straight-ahead. So it's hard to tell what the child will be like until you get into the birthing process. You just have to grit your teeth, hope for the best, and prepare to face the detail devil again.
I was asked to talk about how and why I wrote Swan Song. I'd like to tell you why I don't want to do that.
Swan Song, even though the new hardback version is out and it looks terrific and I hope it does very well, is ancient history to me. I got a letter not long ago addressed to Robert "Mr. Swan Song" McCammon. Now: let me say first of all that I'm really, really glad readers responded to Swan Song, and that the book continues to speak to people about hope in a world where hope seems to be a dirty word. That's great---but I'm not satisfied. I want more. Not more money, not more fame, not movies and "celebrity status." I want more from myself, and I don't plan on letting anybody believe for a second that Swan Song is going to be a laurel wreath on my head.
I'm going to write better books. I'm going to write ones not as good. But the point is, I'm going to write different books. Many people have written urging me to do a sequel to Swan Song. I leave most of my books open for sequels---not so I can write them, but so readers can carry the story line further along in their imaginations. Sequels are never as good as originals, and almost always disappointing. Having said that, I also have to say that I am kicking around the idea of doing a sequel to The Wolf's Hour in three or four years. I would do it because I really enjoyed writing the original, because I would have something different to say, and because I might be interested in doing a series of books that span the continuation of Michael Gallatin's line into modern times. It would not be The Wolf's Hour Part II. Believe it.
For me, writing is a great freedom. I don't use an outline. I don't usually know what's going to happen from one point to another, though I develop what I call "signpost scenes" as a kind of free-form roadmap. Writing is a great adventure, a journey of faith into the unknown. Sometimes it's a night trip, and you lose your way for a while. But when you get to your destination, and see the home fires burning, the joy is beyond description.
I almost gave it up, a while back. I got really tired of hearing things like "the poor man's Stephen King," and that I was "walking on King and Straub's territory," that I was a rip-off artist and a hack with no style of my own. I almost said to hell with it, and for a while I was looking through the want ads trying to figure what else I could do.
When I reached the bottom of that particular pond, I realized there was nothing else I could do besides write. For better or worse, I was married to writing, and I had to keep going no matter what was shoveled at me.
So here we are.
I'm not always going to write horror novels.
The new book, MINE, isn't a horror novel in the supernatural sense, though it certainly is horror in the real world. I may do a fantasy novel next. I have a science-fiction book in the early stages. I'm planning on doing a love story---of a sort---set in the 1600s. I may do a book of the further adventures of Poe's detective, Dupin. Whatever: the point is, writing is the freedom to go and do and be and see, and I have no idea of where the boundaries lie.
As I said before, I might write books that are better than others, but of one thing I'm certain: I won't repeat myself. Neither will I stop trying to become a better writer. Easy to say, hard to do. I know where the want ads are; I've seen their gray solemnity and invitation into a world of locks and keys. I can't live there.
Again, I want to thank Paul Mikol and the Langs for an excellent job on Dark Harvest's production of Swan Song. And for knowing that the devil is in the details.
What's past is preface. We go from here.






“KING, STRAUB, AND NOW ROBERT McCAMMON…”
– Los Angeles Times

AN EPIC JOURNEY OF TERROR ACROSS A LAND SEETHING WITH UNSPEAKABLE HORRORS. AMERICA! – HAUNTED BY AN EVIL WHOSE TIME HAS FINALLY COME.

An ancient evil roams the blasted, nightmare country, an evil as old as time. He is the Man with the Scarlet Eye, the Man of Many Faces, gathering under his power the forces of human greed and madness. He is seeking to destroy a child, the one called Swan.

From Robert R. McCammon, one of the living masters of horror, comes a stunning tale of sheer fright and power where the end of the world is just the beginning of mankind’s ultimate struggle.

“A CHILLING VISION THAT WILL KEEP YOU TURNING THE PAGES TO THE SHOCKING END.” – John Saul








On the edge of a barren Kansas landscape, a man called Black Frankenstein hears the cry… “PROTECT THE CHILD…”

In the wasteland of New York City, a bag lady clutches a strange bejeweled ring and feels magic coursing through her…

Within an Idaho mountain, a survivalist compound lies in ruins, and a young boy learns how to kill…

In a wasteland born of nuclear rage, in a world of mutant animals and marauding armies, the last people on earth are now the first. Three bands of survivors journey toward destiny—drawn into the final struggle between annihilation and life!

THEY HAVE SURVIVED
THE UNSURVIVABLE.
NOW THE ULTIMATE TERROR BEGINS.
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For Sally, whose inside face is as beautiful as the one outside. We survived the comet!
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One
July 16
10:27 P.M. Eastern Daylight Time
Washington, D.C.

Once upon a time we had a love affair with fire, the president of the United States thought as the match that he’d just struck to light his pipe flared beneath his fingers.
     He stared into it, mesmerized by its color—and as the fire grew he had the vision of a tower of flame a thousand feet tall, whirling across the country he loved, torching cities and towns, turning rivers to steam, ripping across the ruins of heartland farms and casting the ashes of seventy million human beings into a black sky. He watched with dreadful fascination as the flame crawled up the match, and he realized that there, on a tiny scale, was the power of both creation and destruction; it could cook food, illuminate the darkness, melt iron and sear human flesh. Something that resembled a small, unblinking scarlet eye opened in the center of the flame, and he wanted to scream. He had awakened at two in the morning from a nightmare of holocaust; he’d begun crying and couldn’t stop, and the first lady had tried to calm him, but he just kept shaking and sobbing like a child. He’d sat in the Oval Office until dawn, going over the maps and top-security reports again and again, but they all said the same thing: First Strike.
     The fire burned his fingers. He shook the match out and dropped it into the ashtray embossed with the presidential seal in front of him. The thin thread of smoke began to curl up toward the vent of the air-filtration system.
     “Sir?” someone said. He looked up, saw a group of strangers sitting in the Situations Room with him, saw the high-resolution computer map of the world on the screen before him, the array of telephones and video screens set in a semicircle around him like the cockpit of a jet fighter, and he wished to God that someone else could sit in his seat, that he was still just a senator and he didn’t know the truth about the world. “Sir?”
     He ran his hand across his forehead. His skin felt clammy. Fine time to be coming down with the flu, he thought, and he almost laughed at the absurdity of it. The president gets no sick days, he thought, because a president’s not supposed to be sick. He tried to focus on who at the oval table was speaking to him; they were all watching him—the vice-president, nervous and sly; Admiral Narramore, ramrod-straight in his uniform with a chestful of service decorations; General Sinclair, crusty and alert, his eyes like two bits of blue glass in his hard-seamed face; Secretary of Defense Hannan, who looked as kindly as anyone’s old grandfather but who was known as “Iron Hans” by both the press corps and his associates; General Chivington, the ranking authority on Soviet military strength; Chief of Staff Bergholz, crewcut and crisp in his ubiquitous dark blue pin-striped suit; and various other military officials and advisors.
     “Yes?” the president asked Bergholz.
     Hannan reached for a glass of water, sipped from it and said, “Sir? I was asking if you wanted me to go on.” He tapped the page of the open report from which he’d been reading.
     “Oh.” My pipe’s gone out, he thought. Didn’t I just light it? He looked at the burned match in the ashtray, couldn’t remember how it had gotten there. For an instant he saw John Wayne’s face in his mind, a scene from some old black-and-white movie he’d seen as a kid; the Duke was saying something about the point of no return. “Yes,” the president said. “Go on.”
     Hannan glanced quickly around the table at the others. They all had copies of the report before them, as well as stacks of other Eyes Only coded reports fresh off the NORAD and SAC communications wires. “Less than three hours ago,” Hannan continued, “our last operating SKY EYE recon satellite was dazzled as it moved into position over Chatyrka, U.S.S.R. We lost all our optical sensors and cameras, and again—as in the case of the other six SKY EYEs—we feel this one was destroyed by a land-based laser, probably operating from a point near Magadan. Twenty minutes after SKY EYE 7 was blinded, we used our Malmstrom AFB laser to dazzle a Soviet recon satellite as it came over Canada. By our calculations, that still leaves them two recon eyes available, one currently over the northern Pacific and a second over the Iran-Iraq border. NASA’s trying to repair SKY EYEs 2 and 3, but the others are space junk. What all this means, sir, is that as of approximately three hours ago, Eastern Daylight Time”—Hannan looked up at the digital clock on the Situation Room’s gray concrete wall—“we went blind. The last recon photos were taken at 1830 hours over Jelgava.” He switched on a microphone attached to the console before him and said, “SKY EYE recon 7-16, please.”
     There was a pause of three seconds as the information computer found the required data. On the large wall screen, the map of the world went dark and was replaced by a high-altitude satellite photograph showing the sweep of a dense Soviet forest. At the center of the picture was a cluster of pinheads linked together by the tiny lines of roadways. “Enlarge twelve,” Hannan said, the picture reflected in his horn-rimmed eyeglasses.
     The photograph was enlarged twelve times, until finally the hundreds of intercontinental ballistic missile silos were as clear as if the Situations Room wall screen was a plate glass window. On the roads were trucks, their tires throwing up dust, and even soldiers were visible near the missile installation’s concrete bunkers and radar dishes. “As you can see,” Hannan went on in the calm, slightly detached voice of his previous profession—teaching military history and economics at Yale—“they’re getting ready for something. Probably bringing in more radar gear and arming those warheads, is my guess. We count two hundred and sixty-three silos in that installation alone, probably housing over six hundred warheads. Two minutes later, the SKY EYE was blinded. But this picture only reinforces what we already know: the Soviets have gone to a high level of readiness, and they don’t want us seeing the new equipment they’re bringing in. Which brings us to General Chivington’s report. General?”
     Chivington broke the seal on a green folder in front of him, and the others did the same. Inside were pages of documents, graphs and charts. “Gentlemen,” he said in a gravelly voice, “the Soviet war machine has mobilized to within fifteen percent of capacity in the last nine months. I don’t have to tell you about Afghanistan, South America or the Persian Gulf, but I’d like to direct your attention to the document marked Double 6 Double 3. That’s a graph showing the amount of supplies being funneled into the Russian Civil Defense System, and you can see for yourselves how it’s jumped in the last two months. Our Soviet sources tell us that more than forty percent of their urban population has now either moved outside the cities or taken up residence inside the fallout shelters…”
     While Chivington talked on about Soviet Civil Defense the president’s mind went back eight months to the final terrible days of Afghanistan, with its nerve gas warfare and tactical nuclear strikes. And one week after the fall of Afghanistan, a twelve-and-a-half-kiloton nuclear device had exploded in a Beirut apartment building, turning that tortured city into a moonscape of radioactive rubble. Almost half the population was killed outright. A variety of terrorist groups had gleefully claimed responsibility, promising more lightning bolts from Allah.
     With the detonation of that bomb, a Pandora’s box of terrors had been opened.
     On the fourteenth of March, India had attacked Pakistan with chemical weapons. Pakistan retaliated by a missile strike on the city of Jaipur. Three Indian nuclear missiles had leveled Karachi, and the war was deadlocked in the wastes of the Thar Desert.
     On the second of April, Iran had unleashed a rain of Soviet-supplied nuclear missiles on Iraq, and American forces had been sucked into the maelstrom as they fought to hold back the Iranians. Soviet and American jets had battled over the Persian Gulf, and the entire region was primed to blow.
     Border wars had rippled across North and South Africa. The smallest of countries were depleting their treasuries to buy chemical and nuclear weapons from arms brokers. Alliances changed overnight, some due to military pressure and others to snipers’ bullets.
     Less than twelve miles off Key West, a trigger-happy American F-18 fighter pilot had sent an air-to-surface missile into the side of a disabled Russian submarine on the fourth day of May. Cuban-based Russian Floggers had come screaming over the horizon, shooting down the first pilot and two others of a squadron that arrived as backup.
     Nine days later, a Soviet and an American submarine had collided during a game of cat-and-mouse in the Arctic. Two days after that, the radars of the Canadian Distant Early Warning line had picked up the blips of twenty incoming aircraft; all western United States air force bases had gone to red alert, but the intruders turned and escaped before contact.
     On the sixteenth of May, all American air bases had gone to Defcon One, with a corresponding move by the Soviets within two hours. Adding to the tension that day was the detonation of a nuclear device in the Fiat complex in Milan, Italy, the action claimed by a Communist terrorist group called The Red Star of Freedom.
     Incidents between surface ships, submarines and aircraft had continued through May and June in the North Atlantic and North Pacific. American air bases had gone to Defcon Two when a cruiser had exploded and sank, cause unknown, thirty nautical miles off the coast of Oregon. Sightings of Soviet submarines in territorial waters increased dramatically, and American submarines were sent to test the Russian defenses. The activity at Soviet ICBM installations was recorded by SKY EYE satellites before they were blinded by lasers, and the president knew the Soviets saw the activity at U.S. bases before their own spy satellites were dazzled blind.
     On the thirtieth of June of the “Grim Summer,” as the newsmagazines were calling it, a cruise ship called the Tropic Panorama, carrying seven hundred passengers between Hawaii and San Francisco, had radioed that they were being stalked by an unidentified submarine.
     That had been the final message of the Tropic Panorama.
     From that day on, American naval vessels had patrolled the Pacific with nuclear missiles armed and ready for launch.
     The president remembered the movie: The High and the Mighty, about an airplane in distress and about to crash. The pilot was John Wayne, and the Duke had told the crew about the point of no return—a line beyond which the plane could not turn back, but had to keep going forward, whatever the result. The president’s mind had been on the point of no return a lot lately; he’d dreamed he was at the controls of a disabled plane, flying over a dark and forbidding ocean, searching for the lights of land. But the controls were shattered, and the plane kept dropping lower and lower while the screams of the passengers rang in his mind.
     I want to be a child again, he thought as the other men at the table looked at him. Dear God, I don’t want to be at the controls anymore!
     General Chivington had finished his report. The president said, “Thank you,” though he wasn’t sure exactly what Chivington had said. He felt the eyes of those men on him, waiting for him to speak, to move, to do anything. He was in his late forties, dark-haired and ruggedly handsome; he had been a pilot himself, had flown the NASA shuttle Olympian and been one of the first to walk in space wearing a jet pack. Contemplating the great cloud-streaked orb of the Earth, he’d been moved to tears, and his emotional radio transmission of “I think I know how God must feel, Houston” had done more than anything to win him the presidency.
     But he’d inherited the mistakes of the generations of presidents before him, and he’d been ridiculously naive about the world on the eve of the twenty-first century.
     The economy, after a resurgence in the mid-eighties, had tumbled out of control. The crime rate was staggering, the prisons packed slaughterhouses. Hundreds of thousands of homeless people—“The Ragtag Nation,” as the New York Times called them—roamed the streets of America, unable to afford shelter or cope mentally with the pressures of a runaway world. The “Star Wars” military program that had cost billions of dollars had proven to be a disaster, because it was realized too late that machines could only work as well as humans, and the complexity of the orbital platforms boggled the mind and broke the budget. The arms brokers had fed a crude, unstable nuclear technology to Third World nations and mad-dog leaders thirsting for power in the seductive and precarious global arena. Twelve-kiloton bombs, roughly the strength of the device that had decimated Hiroshima, were now as common as hand grenades and could be carried in a briefcase. The renewed riots in Poland and the Warsaw street fighting the previous winter had chilled United States-Soviet relations to below zero, quickly followed by the collapse and national disgrace of the CIA plot to assassinate Polish Liberation leaders.
     We are on the edge of the point of no return, the president thought, and he felt an awful urge to laugh, but he concentrated on keeping his lips tightly sealed. His mind was grappling with an intricate web of reports and opinions that led to a terrible conclusion: the Soviet Union was preparing a first strike that would utterly destroy the United States of America.
     “Sir?” Hannan broke the uneasy silence. “Admiral Narramore has the next report. Admiral?”
     Another folder was unsealed. Admiral Narramore, a gaunt, wiry-looking man in his mid-sixties, began to go over the classified data: “At 1912 hours, British recon helicopters off the guided missile destroyer Fife dropped sonobuoys that verified the presence of six unidentified submarines seventy-three miles north of Bermuda, bearing three hundred degrees. If those subs are closing on the northeastern coast, they’re already within strike range of New York City, Newport News, air bases on the eastern seaboard, the White House and the Pentagon.” He gazed across the table at the president, his eyes smoky gray under thick white brows. The White House was fifty feet above their heads. “If six were picked up,” he said, “you can rely on the fact that Ivan’s got at least three times that many out there. They can deliver several hundred warheads within five to nine minutes of launch.” He turned the page. “As of an hour ago, the twelve Delta II-class Soviet subs two hundred and sixty miles northwest of San Francisco were still holding their position.”
     The president felt dazed, as if this all were a waking dream. Think! he told himself. Damn you, think! “Where are our submarines, Admiral?” he heard himself ask, in what might have been a stranger’s voice.
     Narramore called up another computer map on the wall screen. It displayed a line of blinking dots about two hundred miles northeast of Murmansk, U.S.S.R. Calling up a second map brought the Baltic Sea onto the screen, and another deployment of nuclear subs northwest of Riga. A third map showed the Russian east coast, a line of submarines in position in the Bering Sea between Alaska and the Soviet mainland. “We’ve got Ivan in an iron ring,” Narramore said. “Give us the word and we’ll sink anything that tries to break through.”
     “I think the picture’s very clear.” Hannan’s voice was quiet and firm. “We’ve got to back the Soviets off.”
     The president was silent, trying to put together logical thoughts. The palms of his hands were sweating. “What… if they’re not planning a first strike? What if they believe we are? If we show force, might it not push them over the edge?”
     Hannan took a cigarette from a silver case and lit it. Again the president’s eyes were drawn to the flame. “Sir,” Hannan replied softly, as if speaking to a retarded child, “if the Soviets respect anything, it’s force. You know that as well as every man in this room, especially since the Persian Gulf incident. They want territory, and they’re prepared to destroy us and to take their share of casualties to get it. Hell, their economy is worse than ours! They’re going to keep pushing us until we either break or strike—and if we delay until we break, God help us.”
     “No.” The president shook his head. They’d been over this many times, and the idea sickened him. “No. We will not deliver a first strike.”
     “The Soviets,” Hannan continued patiently, “understand the diplomacy of the fist. I’m not saying I think we should destroy the Soviet Union. But I do believe—fervently—that now is the time to tell them, and decisively, that we’ll not be pushed, and we won’t let their nuclear submarines sit off our shores waiting for launch codes!”
     The president stared at his hands. The knot of his tie felt like a hangman’s noose, and there was sweat under his arms and at the small of his back. “Meaning what?” he asked.
     “Meaning we intercept those goddamned submarines immediately. We destroy them if they won’t turn back. We go to Defcon Three at all air bases and ICBM installations.” Hannan looked quickly around the table to judge who stood with him. Only the vice-president glanced away, but Hannan knew he was a weak man and his opinion carried no weight. “We intercept any Soviet nuclear vessel leaving Riga, Murmansk or Vladivostok. We take control of the sea again—and if that means limited nuclear contact, then so be it.”
     “Blockade,” the president said. “Wouldn’t that make them more eager to fight?”
     “Sir?” General Sinclair spoke in a folksy, down-home Virginia drawl. “I think the reasonin’ goes like this: Ivan’s got to believe we’ll risk our asses to blow him to hell and back. And to be honest, sir, I don’t think there’s a man jack here who’ll sit still and let Ivan throw a shitload of SLBMs at us without gettin’ our own knock in. No matter what the casualty toll.” He leaned forward, his piercing stare directed at the president. “I can put SAC and NORAD on Defcon Three within two minutes of your okay. I can send a squadron of B-1s right up to Ivan’s back door within one hour. Just kinda give him a gentle prod, y’see.”
     “But… they’ll think we’re attacking!”
     “The point is that they’ll know we’re not afraid.” Hannan tapped a stalk of ash into his ashtray. “If that’s crazy, okay. But by God, the Russians respect insanity more than they respect fear! If we let them bring nuclear missiles to bear on our coastlines without lifting a finger, we’re signing a death warrant for the United States of America!”
     The president closed his eyes. Jerked them open again. He had seen burning cities and charred black things that had once been human beings. With an effort he said, “I don’t… I don’t want to be the man who starts World War Three. Can you understand that?”
     “It’s already started,” Sinclair spoke up. “Hell, the whole damned world’s at war, and everybody’s waitin’ for either Ivan or us to give the knockout punch. Maybe the whole future of the world depends on who’s willin’ to be the craziest! I agree with Hans; if we don’t make a move right soon, a mighty hard rain’s gonna fall on our tin roof.”
     “They’ll back off,” Narramore said flatly. “They’ve backed off before. If we send hunter-killer groups after those subs and blow them out of the water, they’ll know where the line’s drawn. So: Do we sit and wait, or do we show them our muscle?”
     “Sir?” Hannan prodded. He glanced again at the clock, which showed fifty-eight minutes after ten. “I think the decision belongs to you now.”
     I don’t want it! he almost shouted. He needed time, needed to go to Camp David or off on one of those long fishing trips he had enjoyed as a senator. But now there was no more time. His hands were gripped before him. His face felt so tight he feared it would crack and fall to pieces like a mask, and he wouldn’t want to see what lay underneath. When he looked up, the watching and powerful men were still there, and his senses seemed to whirl away from him.
     The decision. The decision had to be made. Right now.
     “Yes.” The word had never sounded so terrible before. “All right. We go to”—he paused, drew a deep breath—“we go to Defcon Three. Admiral, alert your task forces. General Sinclair, I don’t want those B-1s over one inch of Russian territory. Is that clear?”
     “My crews could walk that line in their sleep.”
     “Punch your codes.”
     Sinclair went to work on the keyboard console before him, then lifted his telephone to make the voice authorization to Strategic Air Command in Omaha and the North American Air Defense fortress in Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado. Admiral Narramore picked up the phone that instantly put him in touch with Naval Operations at the Pentagon. Within minutes there would be heightened activity at the country’s air and naval bases. The Defcon Three codes would hum through the wires, and yet another check would be carried out on radar equipment, sensors, monitors, computers and hundreds of other pieces of high-tech military hardware, as well as the dozens of Cruise missiles and thousands of nuclear warheads hidden in silos across the Midwest from Montana to Kansas.
     The president was numb. The decision was made. Chief of Staff Bergholz adjourned the meeting and came over to grasp the president’s shoulder and say what a good, solid decision it was. As the military advisors and officials left the Situations Room and moved to the elevator in the outside hallway the president sat alone. His pipe was cold, and he did not care to relight it.
     “Sir?”
     He jumped, turning his head toward the voice. Hannan stood beside the door. “Are you all right?”
     “A-OK.” The president smiled wanly. A memory of his glory days as an astronaut had just flashed by. “No. Jesus Christ, I don’t know. I think I am.”
     “You made the correct decision. We both know that. The Soviets have to realize we’re not afraid.”
     “I am afraid, Hans! I’m damned afraid!”
     “So am I. So is everyone, but we must not be ruled by fear.” He approached the table and paged through some of the folders. In a few minutes, a young CIA man would be in to shred all the documents. “I think you’d better send Julianne and Cory to the Basement tonight, as soon as they can pack. We’ll work out something with the press.”
     The president nodded. The Basement was an underground shelter in Delaware where the first lady, the president’s seventeen-year-old son, ranking cabinet members and staff people would—they hoped—be protected from all but a direct hit by a one-megaton nuclear warhead. Since news of the carefully constructed Basement had leaked to the public several years before, such underground shelters had started appearing all over the country, some dug into old mines and others into mountains. The “survivalist” business was booming as never before.
     “There’s a subject we need to talk about,” Hannan said. The president could see his own face, weary and hollow-eyed, reflected in the man’s glasses. “Talons.”
     “It’s not time for that yet.” His stomach had knotted. “Not nearly time.”
     “Yes. It is time. I think you’d be safer in the Airborne Command Center. One of the first targets would be the roof of the White House. I’m going to send Paula to the Basement, and, as you know, you have the authority to send whomever else you want there. But I’d like to join you in the Airborne Center, if I may.”
     “Yes. Of course. I want you with me.”
     “And,” Hannan continued, “there’ll be an Air Force officer aboard with a briefcase handcuffed to his wrist. Do you know your codes?”
     “I know them.” Those particular codes were among the first things he’d learned after taking office. An iron band of tension gripped the back of his neck. “But… I won’t have to use them, will I, Hans?” he asked, almost pleadingly.
     “Most likely not. But if you do—if you do—I want you to remember that by then the America we love will be dead, and no invader has ever, or will ever, set foot on American earth.” He reached out and squeezed the president’s shoulder in a grandfatherly gesture. “Right?”
     “The point of no return,” the president said, his eyes glazed and distant.
     “What?”
     “We’re about to cross the point of no return. Maybe we already have. Maybe it’s way too late to turn back. God help us, Hans; we’re flying in the dark, and we don’t know where the hell we’re going.”
     “We’ll figure it out when we get there. We always have before.”
     “Hans?” The president’s voice was as soft as a child’s. “If… if you were God… would you destroy this world?”
     Hannan didn’t respond for a moment. Then, “I suppose… I’d wait and watch. If I were God, I mean.”
     “Wait and watch for what?”
     “To find out who wins. The good guys or the bad guys.”
     “Is there a difference anymore?”
     Hannan paused. He started to answer, and then he realized he could not. “I’ll get the elevator,” he said, and he walked out of the Situations Room.
     The president unclasped his hands. The overhead lights sparkled on the cuff links he always wore, embossed with the seal of the president of the United States.
     “I’m A-OK,” he said to himself. “All systems go.”
     Something broke inside him, and he almost cried. He wanted to go home, but home was a long, long way from this chair.
     “Sir?” Hannan called him.
     Moving as slowly and stiffly as an elderly man, the president stood up and went out to face the future.






Two
11:19 P.M. Eastern Daylight Time
New York City

Whack!
     She felt somebody kick the side of her cardboard box, and she stirred and hugged her canvas bag closer. She was tired and wanted to rest. A girl needs her beauty sleep, she thought, and she closed her eyes again.
     “I said get outta there!”
     Hands grabbed her ankles and hauled her roughly out of the box onto the pavement. As she came out she shouted in indignation and started kicking wildly. “You bastard sonofa-bitching bastard lemme alone you bastard!”
     “Shit, lookit that!” said one of the two figures standing above her, outlined in red neon from the sign of a Vietnamese takeout restaurant across West Thirty-sixth Street. “He’s a woman!”
     The other man, who’d grabbed her ankles above her dirty sneakers and hauled her out, growled in a darker, meaner voice, “Woman or not, I’m gonna stomp her ass.”
     She sat up, the canvas bag holding her worldly belongings clutched close to her chest. In the red wash of neon, her square-jawed, sturdy face was deeply lined and streaked with street grime. Her eyes, sunken in violet-tinged hollows, were a pale, watery blue and glinted with both fear and anger. On her head she wore a blue cap that she’d found the day before in a split-open garbage bag. Her outfit consisted of a dirty gray printed short-sleeved blouse and a baggy pair of brown men’s trousers with patched knees. She was a big-boned, fleshy woman, and her stomach and hips strained against the coarse material of her trousers; her clothes, as well as the canvas duffel bag she carried, had come from a kindly minister at the Salvation Army. Under the cap, her gray-streaked brown hair hung untidily around her shoulders, parts of it chopped off here and there where she’d taken scissors to it. Stuffed into her canvas bag was a mélange of objects: a roll of fishing line, a tattered bright orange sweater, a pair of cowboy boots with both heels broken off, a dented mess tray, paper cups and plastic eating utensils, a year-old copy of Cosmopolitan, a length of chain, several packages of Juicy Fruit chewing gum and other items buried in the bag that even she’d forgotten were there. As the two men stared at her—one with menacing intent—she clutched the bag tighter. Her left eye and cheekbone were bruised and swollen, and her ribs hurt where she’d been pushed down a flight of stairs by another indigent woman at the Christian Shelter three days before. She’d picked herself off the floor, stalked up the stairs and knocked two teeth out of the woman’s head with a roundhouse right.
     “You’re in my box,” the dark-voiced man said. He was tall and skinny, wearing only a pair of blue jeans, his chest shining with sweat. His face was bearded, his eyes filled with shadow. The second man, shorter and heavier, wore a sweaty T-shirt and green Army surplus pants pocked with cigarette burns. He had oily dark hair, and he kept scratching his crotch. The first man prodded her in the side with the toe of his boot, and she winced at the pain to her ribs. “You deaf, bitch? I said you’re in my fuckin’ box!”
     The cardboard box in which she’d been sleeping lay on its side amid a sea of oozing garbage bags, a symptom of the garbage strike that had clogged Manhattan’s streets and gutters for over two weeks. In the suffocating heat of one-hundred-degree days and ninety-degree nights, the bags had swollen and exploded. Rats were having festival days, and mountains of garbage lay uncollected, blocking off traffic on some streets.
     She looked dazedly up at the two men, the contents of a half bottle of Red Dagger percolating in her stomach. Her last meal had been the remnants of chicken bones and the scrapings from a discarded TV dinner. “Huh?”
     “My box!” the bearded man shouted in her face. “This is my place! You crazy or somethin’?”
     “She don’t have no sense,” the other one said. “She’s crazy as hell.”
     “Ugly as hell, too. Hey, whatcha got in that bag? Lemme see!” He grabbed at it and yanked, but the woman emitted a loud howl and refused to give it up, her eyes wide and terrified. “You got some money in there? Somethin’ to drink? Give it here, bitch!” The man almost tore it from her arms, but she whimpered and hung on. Red light sparked off an ornament around her neck—a small, cheap crucifix attached to a necklace made of linked gemclips.
     “Hey!” the second man said. “Looky there! I know who she is! I seen her panhandlin’ on Forty-second Street. She thinks she’s a damned saint, always preachin’ to people. They call her Sister Creep.”
     “Yeah? Well, maybe we can pawn us that trinket, then.” He reached to tear the crucifix off her neck, but she turned her head away. The man grabbed the back of her neck, snarled and balled up his other hand to strike her.
     “Please!” she begged, about to sob. “Please don’t hurt me! I got somethin’ for you!” She started rummaging through the bag.
     “Get it out, and hurry! I oughta bust your head for sleepin’ in my box.” He let her head go, but he kept his fist poised and ready.
     She made little weak whimpering noises as she searched. “Somewhere in here,” she muttered. “Got it somewhere.”
     “Put it right here!” He thrust his palm at her. “And maybe I won’t kick your ass.”
     Her hand closed around what she was looking for. “Found it,” she said. “Sure did.”
     “Well, put it here!”
     “Okay,” the woman replied; the whimpering was gone, and her voice was as tough as sunbaked leather. With one blurred, smooth motion she withdrew a straight razor, flicked it open with a snap of her wrist and slashed it hard across the bearded man’s open hand.
     Blood jetted from the gash. The man’s face went white. He gripped his wrist; his mouth contorted into an O, and then the scream came out like the sound of a strangling cat. At once the woman was on her stocky legs, holding the canvas bag in front of her like a shield and swiping again at the two men, who tumbled back into each other, slipped on the garbage-slimed pavement and went down. The bearded man, blood streaming down his hand, came up holding a piece of wood studded with rusty nails; his eyes gleamed with rage. “I’ll show you!” he screamed. “I’ll show you right now!”
     He swung at her, but she ducked under the blow and slashed at him with the razor. He staggered back again and stood looking dumbly at the line of blood that leaked from his chest.
     Sister Creep didn’t pause; she turned and ran—almost slipping in a pool of ooze, but regaining her balance—with the shouts of the two men ringing out behind her. “Gonna get you!” the bearded one warned. “I’ll find you, bitch! You just wait!”
     She didn’t. She kept going, her sneakers slapping the pavement, until she came to a barrier of a thousand split-open garbage bags. She crawled over it, taking the time to pick up a few interesting items, like a broken salt shaker and a soggy copy of National Geographic, and stuff them into her bag. Then she was over the barrier, and she kept walking, the breath still rasping in her lungs and her body trembling. That had been close, she thought. The demons almost got me! But glory be to Jesus, and when he arrives in his flying saucer from the planet Jupiter I’ll be there on the golden shore to kiss his hand!
     She stood on the corner of Thirty-eighth and Seventh Avenue, catching her breath and watching the traffic pass like a stampeding herd of cattle. The yellow haze of garbage fumes and automobile exhaust stirred like the stagnant matter atop a pond, and the wet heat pressed in on Sister Creep; beads of sweat broke and ran down her face. Her clothes were damp; she wished she had some deodorant, but the last of the Secret was gone. She looked around at the faces of strangers, daubed the color of wounds in the glare of pulsing neon. She didn’t know where she was going, and she hardly remembered where she’d been. But she knew she couldn’t stand on this corner all night; standing out in the open, she’d realized a long time ago, brought the demon X rays jabbing at your head, trying to scramble your brains. She began walking north, her head ducked and her shoulders hunched, in the direction of Central Park.
     Her nerves were jangling from her experience with the two heathen who’d tried to rob her. Sin was everywhere! she thought. In the ground, in the air, in the water—nothing but rank, black and evil sin! And it was in people’s faces, too, oh, yes! You could see the sin creeping over people’s faces, hooding their eyes and making their mouths go crooked. It was the world and the demons that were making innocent people crazy, she knew. Never before had the demons been so busy, or so greedy for innocent souls.
     She thought of the magic place, way over on Fifth Avenue, and her hard, worried frown softened. She often went there to look at the beautiful things in the windows; the delicate objects displayed there had the power to soothe her soul, and even though the guard at the door wouldn’t let her pass she was content to just stand outside and stare. She recalled a glass angel in the window once—a powerful figure: the angel’s long hair was swept back like holy, glittering fire, and her wings were about to unfold from a strong, sleek body. And in that angel’s beautiful face the eyes shone with multicolored, wonderful lights. Sister Creep had journeyed to look at that angel every day for a month, until they replaced it with a glass whale leaping from a stormy blue-green glass sea. Of course, there were other places with treasures along Fifth Avenue, and Sister knew their names—Saks, Fortunoff’s, Cartier, Gucci, Tiffany—but she was drawn to the sculptures on display at the Steuben Glass shop, the magic place of soul-soothing dreams, where the silken sheen of polished glass under soft lights made her think how lovely Heaven was going to be.
     Somebody jostled her back to reality. She blinked in the hot shout of neon. Nearby a sign announced Girls! Live Girls!—would men want dead ones? she wondered—and a movie marquee advertised Born Erect. The signs pulsed from every niche and doorway: Sex Books! Sex Aids! Boom Boxes! Martial Arts Weapons! A thunder of bass-heavy music came from a bar’s doorway, and other pounding, discordant rhythms strutted from speakers set up over a strip of bookstores, bars, strip shows and porno theaters. At almost eleven-thirty, Forty-second Street near the rim of Times Square was a parade of humanity. A young Hispanic boy near Sister Creep held up his hands and shouted, “Coke! Poppers! Crack! Right here!” Not far away, a rival drug seller opened his coat to show the plastic bags he was carrying; he yelled, “Getcha high, you’re gonna fly! Do it deep, cheap cheap cheap!”
     Other sellers shouted at the cars that slowly drove along Forty-second. Girls in halter tops, jeans, hot pants or leather slacks hung around the doors of the bookstores and theaters or motioned for the drivers to pull over; some did, and Sister Creep watched the young girls being swept away into the night by strangers. The noise was almost deafening, and across the street in front of a peep show two young black men were grappling on the sidewalk, surrounded by a ring of others who laughed and urged them on to a higher level of violence. The burning hemp aroma of pot floated through the air, the incense of escape. “Switchblades!” another vendor yelled. “Blades right here!”
     Sister Creep moved on, her gaze warily ticking back and forth. She knew this street, this den of demons; she had come to preach here many times. But the preaching never did any good, and her voice was drowned out in the thunder of music and the shouting of people with something to sell. She stumbled across the body of a black man sprawled across the pavement; his eyes were open, and blood had pooled from his nostrils. She kept going, bumping into people, being shoved and cursed at, and the neon glare all but blinded her. Her mouth opened, and she shouted, “Save your souls! The end is near! God have mercy on your souls!”
     But no one even looked at her. Sister Creep plunged into the swirl of bodies, and suddenly an old, gnarled man with vomit on the front of his shirt was in her face; he cursed at her and grabbed for her bag, yanking several items out of it arid running before she could get a good swing at him. “You’re goin’ to Hell, you sonofabitch!” she shrieked—and then a wave of freezing cold gnawed at her bones and she flinched. The image of an onrushing freight train bearing down on her streaked through her mind.
     She did not see who hit her, she simply sensed that she was about to be hit. A hard, bony shoulder thrust her aside as easily as if her body had turned to straw, and in the second of contact an indelible picture was seared into her brain: a mountain of broken, charred dolls—no, not dolls, she realized as she was flung toward the street; dolls had no insides to burst through their rib cages, no brains to ooze from their ears, no teeth to grimace in the frozen rictus of the dead. She hit the curb and a cab swerved to avoid her, the driver shouting and leaning on his horn. She was all right, just the wind knocked out of her and her hurt side throbbing, and she struggled to her feet to see who’d hit her such a blow, but no one was paying her any attention. Still, Sister Creep’s teeth chattered from the cold that clung to her, there on the hottest night of midsummer, and she felt her arm for what she knew would be a black bruise where that bastard had collided with her. “You heathen shitass!” she yelled at nobody in particular, but the vision of a mountain of smoldering corpses lingered behind her eyes and a claw of fear clutched at her stomach. Who had that been, passing on the sidewalk, she wondered. What kind of monster dressed in human skin? She saw the marquee of a theater before her, advertising a double feature of The Face of Death, Part Four and Mondo Bizarro. Walking closer, she saw that the poster for Face of Death, Part Four promised Scenes From The Autopsy Table! Car Wreck Victims! Death By Fire! Uncut And Uncensored!
     A chill lingered in the air around the closed door of the theater. Come In! a sign said on the door. We’re Air Conditioned! But it was more than the air conditioner, she decided. This was a dank, sinister chill: the chill of shadows where poison toadstools grow, their ruddy colors beckoning a child to come, come take a taste of candy.
     It was fading now, dissipating in the sultry heat. Sister Creep stood in front of that door, and though she knew that sweet Jesus was her mission and sweet Jesus would protect her, she knew also that she wouldn’t set foot inside that theater for a full bottle of Red Dagger—not even two full bottles!
     She backed away from the door, bumped into somebody who cursed and shoved her aside, and then she started walking again—where, she didn’t know, nor did she care. Her cheeks burned with shame. She had been afraid, she told herself, even though sweet holy Jesus stood at her side. She had been afraid to look evil in the face, and she had sinned yet again.
     Two blocks past the forbidding theater, she saw a black kid toss a beer bottle into the midst of some overflowing garbage cans set back in the doorway of a crumbling building. She pretended to be searching for something in her bag until he’d passed, and then she stepped into that doorway and started looking for the bottle, her throat parched for a sip, a drop, of liquid.
     Rats squealed and scurried away over her hands, but she didn’t mind them; she saw rats every day, and much bigger ones than these. One of them perched on the edge of a can and squealed at her with furious indignation. She tossed a cast-off tennis shoe at it, and the thing fled.
     The smell of the garbage was putrid, the smell of meat that had long since gone bad. She found the beer bottle, and in the murky light she rejoiced to see that a few drops remained. She quickly tilted it to her lips, her tongue struggling into the bottle for the tang of beer. Heedless of the chattering rats, she sat down with her back to the rough brick wall. As she put her hand to the ground to steady herself she touched something damp and soft. She looked to her side; but when she realized what it was, she put her hand to her mouth to stifle a scream.
     It had been wrapped up in a few pages of newspaper, but the rats had chewed that away. Then they had gone to work on the flesh. Sister Creep couldn’t tell how old it was, or whether it was a boy or a girl, but its eyes were half open in the tiny face, as if the infant lay on the edge of sweet slumber. It was nude; someone had tossed it into the heap of garbage cans and bags and sweltering filth as if it were a broken toy.
     “Oh,” she whispered, and she thought of a rainswept highway and a spinning blue light. She heard a man’s voice saying, “Let me have her now, lady. You’ve got to let me have her.”
     Sister Creep picked up the dead infant and began to rock it in her arms. From the distance came the pounding of mindless music and the calls of the vendors on Forty-second Street, and Sister Creep crooned in a strangled voice, “Hushabye, hushabye, little baby don’t you cry…” She couldn’t remember the rest of it.
     The blue light spinning, and the man’s voice floating through time and distance: “Give her to me, lady. The ambulance is coming.”
     “No,” Sister Creep whispered. Her eyes were wide and staring, and a tear trickled down her cheek. “No, I won’t… let… her go…”
     She pressed the infant against her shoulder, and the tiny head lolled. The body was cold. Around Sister Creep, the rats chattered and squealed with frustration.
     “Oh God,” she heard herself say. And then she lifted her head toward a slice of sky and felt her face contort, and the anger flooded out of her as she screamed, “Where are you?” Her voice echoed off along the street and was drowned by the merry commerce a couple of blocks away. Sweet Jesus is late, she thought. He’s late, late, late for a very important date, date, date! She began to giggle hysterically and cry at the same time, until what came from her throat sounded like the moaning of a wounded animal.
     It was a long time before she realized that she had to move on, and she could not take the infant with her. She wrapped it carefully in the bright orange sweater from her bag, and then she lowered it into one of the garbage cans and piled as much as she could on top of it. A large gray rat came close to her, baring its teeth, and she hit it square with the empty beer bottle.
     She couldn’t find the strength to stand, and she crawled out of the doorway with her head bowed and the hot tears of shame, disgust and rage coursing down her face. I can’t go on, she told herself. I can’t live in this dark world anymore! Dear sweet Jesus, come down in your flying saucer and take me with you! She leaned her forehead against the sidewalk, and she wanted to be dead and in Heaven where all the sin was blotted clean.
     Something clinked to the sidewalk, ringing like notes of music. She looked up; her eyes were blurred and swollen from crying, but she saw someone walking away from her. The figure turned the corner and was gone.
     Sister Creep saw that several coins lay on the pavement a few feet away—three quarters, two dunes and a nickel. Somebody had thought she was panhandling, she realized. Her arm darted out, and she scooped up the coins before anybody else could get them.
     She sat up, trying to think what she should do. She felt sick and weak and tired, and she feared lying out on the street in the open. Have to find a place to hide, she decided. Find a place to dig myself a hole and hide.
     Her gaze came to rest on the stairs across Forty-second Street that descended into the subway.
     She’d slept in the subway before; she knew the cops would run her out of the station or, worse, haul her off yet again to the shelter. But she knew also that the subway held a warren of maintenance tunnels and unfinished passageways that snaked off from the main routes and went deep beneath Manhattan. So deep that none of the demons in human skin could find her, and she could curl up in the darkness and forget. Her hand clenched the money; it was enough to get her through the turnstile, and then she could lose herself from the sinful world that sweet Jesus had shunned.
     Sister Creep stood up, crossed Forty-second Street and descended into the underground world.






Three
10:22 P.M. Central Daylight Time
Concordia, Kansas

“Kill him, Johnny!”
     “Tear him to pieces!”
     “Pull off his arm and beat him to death with it!”
     The rafters of the hot, smoky Concordia High School gymnasium rang with the combined yelling of over four hundred people, and at the gym’s center two men—one black, one white—battled in a wrestling ring. At the moment, the white wrestler—a local boy named Johnny Lee Richwine—had the monster known as Black Frankenstein against the ropes and was battering him with judo chops as the crowd shouted for blood. But Black Frankenstein, who stood six feet four, weighed over three hundred pounds and wore an ebony mask covered with red leather “scars” and rubber “bolts,” stuck out his mountainous chest; he gave a thunderous roar and grabbed Johnny Lee Richwine’s hand in midair, then twisted the trapped hand until the young man was forced to his knees. Black Frankenstein growled and kicked him with a size thirteen boot in the side of the head, knocking him sprawling across the canvas.
     The referee was scrambling around ineffectually, and as he stuck a warning finger in Black Frankenstein’s face the monster shoved him aside as easily as flicking a grasshopper; Black Frankenstein stood over the fallen boy and thumped his chest, his head going around and around like a maniac’s as the crowd screamed with rage. Crumpled Coke cups and popcorn bags began to rain into the ring. “You dumb geeks!” Black Frankenstein shouted, in a bass boom that carried over the noise of the crowd. “Watch what I do to your hometown boy!”
     The monster gleefully stomped on Johnny Lee Richwine’s ribs. The young man contorted, his face showing deepest agony, while the referee tried to pull Black Frankenstein away. With one shove, the monster threw the referee into the turnbuckle, where he sagged to his knees. Now the crowd was on its feet, paper cups and ice flying, and the local policemen who’d signed on for wrestling arena duty stood nervously around the ring. “Wanna see some Kansas farmboy blood?” Black Frankenstein bellowed as he lifted his boot to crush his opponent’s skull.
     But Johnny snapped to life; he grabbed the monster’s ankle and threw him off balance, then kicked his other leg out from under him. His thick arms windmilling, Black Frankenstein hit the mat with a force that made the floor shake, and the crowd’s noise almost ripped the roof off.
     Black Frankenstein cowered on his knees, his hands up and pleading for mercy as the young man advanced on him. Then Johnny turned to help the injured referee, and as the crowd shrieked Black Frankenstein bounded up and rushed Johnny from behind, his huge hands clasped together to deliver a hammerblow.
     The frenzied screaming of the fans made Johnny Lee Richwine whirl around at the last instant, and he kicked the monster in the roll of fat around his midsection. The noise of air expelled from Black Frankenstein’s lungs sounded like a steamboat whistle; he staggered around the ring with drunken, mincing steps, trying to escape his fate.
     Johnny Lee Richwine caught him, bent and lifted Black Frankenstein’s body on his shoulders for an airplane spin. The fans hushed for a second as all that weight left the mat, then began to shout again when Johnny started twirling the monster in the air. Black Frankenstein bawled like a baby being spanked.
     There was a noise like a pistol shot. Johnny Lee Richwine cried out and began to topple to the mat. Leg’s busted, the man who was called Black Frankenstein had time to register before he flung himself off the young man’s shoulders. He knew very well the sound of popping bones; he’d been against the boy’s trying an airplane spin, but Johnny had wanted to impress the home folks. Black Frankenstein slammed into the mat on his side, and when he sat up he saw the young hometown wrestler lying a few feet away, grasping at his knee and moaning, this time in genuine pain.
     The referee was on his feet, not knowing what to do. Black Frankenstein was supposed to be stretched out, and Johnny Lee Richwine was supposed to win this main event; that’s how the script went, and everything had gone just fine in the run-through.
     Black Frankenstein got up. He knew the boy was hurting bad, but he had to stay in character. Lifting his arms over his head, he strutted across the ring in a torrent of cups and popcorn bags, and as he neared the stunned referee he said in a quiet voice very much different from his villainous ranting, “Disqualify me and get that kid to a doctor!”
     “Huh?”
     “Do it now!”
     The referee, a local man who ran a hardware store in nearby Belleville, finally made a crisscrossed waving motion that meant disqualification for Black Frankenstein. The huge wrestler made a show of jumping up and down with rage for a minute as the audience hooted and cursed at him, and then he stepped quickly out of the ring to be escorted to his dressing room by a phalanx of policemen. On that long walk, he suffered popcorn in his face, a pelting of ice and spitballs, and obscene gestures from children and senior citizens alike. He had a special fear of grandmotherly old ladies, because one had attacked him with a hat pin a year before in Waycross, Georgia, and tried to boot him in the genitals for good measure.
     In his “dressing room,” which was a bench and locker in the football squad room, he stretched as many of the kinks out of his muscles as he could. Some of the aches and pains were permanent, and his shoulders felt as tight as chunks of petrified wood. He unlaced his leather mask and looked at himself in the little cracked mirror that hung inside his locker.
     He could hardly be called handsome. His hair was shaven right to the skull to allow the mask a good fit, his face marked by the scars of many ring accidents. He remembered exactly where each of those scars had come from—a miscalculated turnbuckle blow in Birmingham, a chair swung too convincingly in Winston-Salem, an impact with the edge of the ring in Sioux Falls, a meeting with a concrete floor in San Antonio. Mistakes in timing caused real injuries in professional wrestling. Johnny Lee Richwine hadn’t been balanced well enough to support the weight, and his leg had paid for it. He felt bad about it, but there was nothing he could do. The show must go on.
     He was thirty-five years old, and the last ten years of his life had been spent on the wrestling circuit, following the highways and county roads between city auditoriums, high school gyms and country fairs. He was known in Kentucky as Lightningbolt Jones, in Illinois as Brickhouse Perkins, and in a dozen states by similar fearsome aliases. His real name was Joshua Hutchins, and tonight he was a long way from his home in Mobile, Alabama.
     His broad, flat nose had been broken three times and looked it; the last time, he hadn’t even bothered to get it set. Under thick black brows, his eyes were deeply set and the pale gray of woodsmoke. Another small scar looped around the point of his chin like an upside-down question mark, and the hard lines and angles of his face made him resemble a war-weary African king. He was large to the point of being freakish, a curiosity that people stared at when he walked the streets. Ridges of muscle bulged in his arms, shoulders and legs, but his stomach was dissolving to flab—the result of too many boxes of glazed doughnuts consumed in lonely motel rooms—but even carrying a spare truck tire of fat around his midsection, Josh Hutchins moved with grace and power, giving the impression of a tightly coiled spring about to burst free. It was what remained of the explosive force he’d commanded when he was a linebacker for the New Orleans Saints, many years and a world ago.
     Josh showered and soaped the sweat off. Tomorrow night he was due to wrestle in Garden City, Kansas, which would be a long, dusty trek across the state. And a hot trip, too, because the air conditioner in his car had broken down a few days earlier, and he couldn’t afford to get it fixed. His next paycheck would come at the end of the week, in Kansas City, where he was to participate in a seven-man free-for-all. He got out of the shower, dried off and dressed. As he was putting his gear away the match’s promoter came in to tell him that Johnny Lee Richwine had been taken to the hospital and that he’d be okay, but that Josh should be careful leaving the gym because the hometown folks could get a little rough. Josh thanked the man in his quiet voice, zipped up his traveling bag and said goodnight.
     His beat-up, six-year-old gray Pontiac was parked in the lot of a twenty-four-hour Food Giant supermarket. He knew from the experience of many slashed tires not to park any nearer the wrestling arena. While he was so close to the market, Josh went inside and emerged a few minutes later with a package of glazed doughnuts, some Oreo cookies and a jug of milk. He drove away, heading south on Highway 81 to the Rest Well Motel.
     His room faced the highway, and the rumble of passing trucks sounded like beasts prowling the darkness. He turned on the “Tonight” show, then took off his shirt and smeared Ben Gay on his aching shoulders. It had been a long time since he’d worked out in a gym, though he kept telling himself he was going to start jogging again. His gut was as soft as marshmallow; he knew he could really get hurt there if his opponents didn’t pull the kicks and punches. But he decided to worry about that tomorrow—there was always tomorrow—and he put on his bright red pajamas and lay back in bed to consume his snack and watch the tube.
     He was halfway through the doughnuts when an NBC News bulletin interrupted the celebrity chatter. A grim-looking newsman came on, with the White House in the background, and he began talking about a “high-priority meeting” the president had just had with the secretary of defense, the Armed Forces chief of staff, the vice-president and other advisors, and that sources confirmed the meeting involved both SAC and NORAD. American air bases, the reporter said with urgency in his voice, might be going to a higher level of readiness. More bulletins would break in as the news was available.
     “Don’t blow up the world till Sunday,” Josh said through a mouthful of doughnut. “I’ve got to collect my paycheck first.”
     Every night the newscasts were filled with the facts or rumor of war. Josh watched the broadcasts and read the newspapers whenever he could, and he understood that nations were jealous and paranoid and downright crazy, but he couldn’t fathom why sane leaders didn’t just pick up their telephones and talk to each other. What was so tough about talking?
     Josh was beginning to believe the whole thing was like professional wrestling: the superpowers put on their masks and stomped around, roaring threats and swinging wildly at each other, but it was a game of macho, strutting bluff. He couldn’t imagine what the world would be like after the nuclear bombs fell, but he knew it’d be pretty damned hard to find a box of glazed doughnuts in the ashes, and he surely would miss them.
     He had started on the Oreos when he looked at the telephone next to the bed and thought of Rose and the boys. His wife had divorced him after he’d left pro football and become a wrestler, and she had custody of their two sons. She still lived in Mobile; Josh visited them whenever the circuit took him down that way. Rose had a good job as a legal secretary, and the last time Josh had seen her, she’d told him she was engaged to be married to a black attorney at the end of August. Josh missed his sons very much, and sometimes in the arena crowds he glimpsed the faces of boys who reminded him of them, but the faces were always yelling and jeering at him. It didn’t pay, he knew, to think too much about people you loved; there was no point in driving the hurt too deep. He wished Rose well; sometimes he longed to call her, but he feared a man would answer.
     Well, he thought as he opened another cookie to get at the creamy stuff, I wasn’t cut out to be a family man, anyhow. No, sir! I like my freedom too much, and by God, that’s just what I’ve got!
     He was tired. His body ached, and tomorrow would be a long day. Maybe he’d call the hospital before he left, find out about Johnny Lee Richwine. The boy would be smarter for what he’d learned tonight.
     Josh left the set on because he liked the sound of human voices, and he slowly fell asleep with the package of Oreos balanced on the mound of his stomach. Big day tomorrow, he thought as he drifted off. Gotta be mean and strong again. Then he slept, snoring softly, his dreams filled with the noise of a crowd shouting for his head.
     The devotional came on. A minister talked about beating swords into plowshares. Then the “Star Spangled Banner” played over scenes of majestic snow-capped mountains, wide, waving fields of wheat and corn, running streams, verdant forests and mighty cities; it ended with an image of the American flag, stretched out and immobile on a pole sunk into the surface of the moon.
     The picture froze, lingered for a few seconds, and then static filled the screen as the local station signed off.






Four
11:48 P.M. Central Daylight Time
Near Wichita, Kansas

They were fighting again.
     The little girl squeezed her eyes shut and put the pillow over her head, but the voices came through anyway, muffled and distorted, almost inhuman.
     “I’m sick and tired of shit, woman! Get off my back!”
     “What am I supposed to do? Just smile when you go out drinkin’ and gamblin’ away money I earn? That money was supposed to go for the rent on this damned trailer and buy us some groceries, and by God you went out and threw it away, just threw it—”
     “Get off my fuckin’ back, I said! Look at you! You look like a worn-out old whore! I’m sick to death of you hangin’ around here givin’ me shit all the time!”
     “Maybe I oughta do somethin’ about that, huh? Maybe I oughta just pack and get my ass out of here!”
     “Go on, then! Get out and take that spooky kid with you!”
     “I will! Don’t you think I won’t!”
     The argument went back and forth, their voices getting louder and meaner. The little girl had to come up for air, but she kept her eyes tightly closed and filled her mind with her garden, just outside the window of her cramped bedroom. People came from all over the trailer court to see her garden and to comment on how well the flowers were growing. Mrs. Yeager, from next door, said the violets were beautiful, but she’d never known them to bloom so late and in such hot weather. The daffodils, snapdragons and bluebells were growing strong, too, but for a while the little girl had heard them dying. She’d watered them and kneaded the soil with her fingers, and she’d sat amid her garden in the morning sunlight and watched over her flowers with eyes as blue as robin’s eggs, and finally the death sounds went away. Now the garden was a healthy blaze of color, and even most of the grass around the trailer was a rich, dark green. Mrs. Yeager’s grass was brown, though she hosed it down almost every day; but the little girl had heard it die a long time ago, though she didn’t want to make Mrs. Yeager sad by saying so. Maybe it would come back when the rain fell.
     A profusion of potted plants filled the bedroom, sitting on cinder block shelves and crowded around the bed. The room held the heady aroma of life, and even a small cactus in a red ceramic pot had sprouted a white flower. The little girl liked to think of her garden and her plants when Tommy and her mother were fighting; she could see the garden in her mind, could visualize all the colors and the petals and feel the earth between her fingers, and those things helped take her away from the voices.
     “Don’t you touch me!” her mother shouted. “You bastard, don’t you dare hit me again!”
     “I’ll knock you on your ass if I want to!” There was the sound of a struggle, more cursing, followed by the noise of a slap. The little girl flinched, tears wetting her closed blond eyelashes.
     Stop fighting! she thought frantically. Please please please stop fighting!
     “Get away from me!” Something hit the wall and shattered. The child put her hands over her ears and lay rigidly in bed, about to scream.
     There was a light.
     A soft light, blinking against her eyelids.
     She opened her eyes and sat up.
     And there on the window screen across the room was a pulsing mass of light, a pale yellow glow like a thousand tiny birthday candles. The light shifted, like the swirls of an incandescent painting, and as the child stared at it, entranced, the noise of the fighting got quieter and far away. The light reflected in her wide eyes, moved over her heart-shaped face and danced in her shoulder-length blond hair. The entire room was illuminated by the glow of the light-creature that clung to the window screen.
     Fireflies, she realized. Hundreds of fireflies clinging to the screen. She had seen them on the window before, but never so many and never all blinking at the same time. They pulsed like stars trying to burn their way through the screen, and as she stared at them she no longer heard the awful voices of her mother and “Uncle” Tommy. The blinking fireflies commanded all her attention, their patterns of light mesmerizing her.
     The language of light changed, took on a different, faster rhythm. The little girl remembered a hall of mirrors at the state fair, and how the lights had reflected dazzlingly off the polished glass; now she felt as if she were standing at the center of a thousand lamps, and as the rhythm became faster and faster they seemed to whirl around her with dizzying speed.
     They’re talking, she thought. Talking in their own language. Talking about something very, very important…
     “Swan! Honey, wake up!”
     …talking about something about to happen…
     “Can’t you hear me?”
     …something bad about to happen… real soon…
     “SWAN!”
     Someone was shaking her. For a few seconds she was lost in the hall of mirrors and blinded by the flashing lights. Then she remembered where she was, and she saw the fireflies leaving the window screen, rising up into the night.
     “Goddamn bugs all over the winda,” she heard Tommy say.
     Swan pulled her gaze away from them with an effort that strained her neck. Her mother stood over her, and in the light from the open door Swan could see the purple swelling around her mother’s right eye. The woman was thin and haggard, with tangled blond hair showing dark brown roots; she glanced back and forth between her daughter’s face and the last of the insects flying off the screen. “What’s wrong with you?”
     “She’s spooky,” Tommy said, his thick-shouldered body blocking the doorway. He was stocky and unkempt, with a scraggly brown beard covering his angular jaw, his face thick-jowled and fleshy. He wore a red cap, a T-shirt and overalls. “She’s fucked up in the head,” he said, and he swigged from a bottle of Miller High Life.
     “Mama?” The child was still dazed, the lights blinking behind her eyes.
     “Honey, I want you to get up and put your clothes on. We’re leavin’ this damned dump right now, you hear me?”
     “Yes, ma’am.”
     “You ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Tommy sneered. “Where you gonna go?”
     “As far away as we can get! I was stupid to move in here with you in the first place! Get up now, honey. Put your clothes on. We want to be out of here as soon as we can.”
     “You gonna go back to Rick Dawson? Yeah, you go on! He kicked you out once before, and I picked you up! Go on and let him kick you again!”
     She turned toward him and said coldly, “Get out of my way or, so help me God, I’ll kill you.”
     Tommy’s eyes were hooded and dangerous. He drank from the bottle again, licked his lips and then laughed. “Sure!” He stepped back and made an exaggerated sweeping gesture with his arm. “Come on through! You think you’re a goddamned queen, come on through!” She looked at her child with a glance that urged her to hurry and walked past him out of the bedroom.
     Swan got out of bed and, clad in her nine-year-old-girl-sized Wichita State University nightshirt, hurried to the window and peered outside. The lights of Mrs. Yeager’s trailer next door were on, and Swan figured the noise had probably awakened her. Swan looked upward and stared open-mouthed with awe.
     The sky was filled with waves of moving, blinking stars. Wheels of light rolled across the darkness over the trailer court, and streaks of yellow fire zigzagged upward into the haze that obscured the moon. Thousands upon thousands of fireflies were passing overhead like galaxies in motion, their signals forming chains of light that stretched from west to east as far as Swan could see. From somewhere in the trailer park a dog began to howl; the noise was picked up by a second dog, then a third, then from other dogs in the subdivision across Highway 15. More lights were going on in the trailers, and people were stepping outside to see what was happening.
     “God A’mighty, what a racket!” Tommy was still standing in the doorway. He bellowed, “Shut the fuck up!” and then finished the rest of his beer with one angry gulp. He fixed Swan with a baleful, bleary-eyed gaze. “I’ll be glad to get rid of you, kid. Look at this damned room, all these plants and shit! Christ! This is a trailer, not a greenhouse!” He kicked over a pot of geraniums, and Swan flinched. But she stood her ground, her chin uplifted, and waited for him to leave. “Wanna know about your mama, kid?” he asked her slyly. “Wanna know about that bar where she dances on tables and lets men touch her titties?”
     “Shut up, you bastard!” the woman shouted, and Tommy spun around in time to stop her swing against his forearm. He shoved her away. “Yeah, come on, Darleen! Show that kid what you’re made of! Tell her about the men you’ve been through, and—oh, yeah, tell her all about her daddy! Tell her you were so high on LSD and PCP and God knows what else that you don’t even remember the fucker’s name!”
     Darleen Prescott’s face was contorted with anger; years ago she’d been a pretty woman, with strong cheekbones and dark blue eyes that communicated a sexual challenge to any number of men, but now her face was tired and sagging, and deep lines cut across her forehead and around her mouth. She was only thirty-two, but looked at least five years older; she was squeezed into tight blue jeans and wore a yellow cowgirl blouse with spangles on the shoulders. She turned away from Tommy and went into the trailer’s “master bedroom,” her lizard-skin cowgirl boots clumping on the floor.
     “Hey,” Tommy said, giggling. “Don’t run off mad!”
     Swan began to take her clothes out of the dresser drawers, but her mother returned with a suitcase, already full of gaudy outfits and boots, and shoveled as much of Swan’s clothes into it as would fit. “We’re goin’ right now!” she told her daughter. “Come on.”
     Swan paused, looking around at the roomful of flowers and plants. No! she thought. I can’t leave all my flowers! And my garden! Who’ll water my garden?
     Darleen leaned down on the suitcase, pressed it shut and snapped it. Then she grasped Swan’s hand and turned to go. Swan had time only to grab her Cookie Monster doll before she was pulled out of the room in her mother’s wake.
     Tommy followed behind them, a fresh beer in hand. “Yeah, you go on! You’ll be back by tomorrow night, Darleen! You just wait and see!”
     “I’ll wait,” she replied, and she pushed through the screen door. Outside, in the steamy night, the howling of dogs floated from all directions. Banners of light streamed across the sky. Darleen glanced up at them but didn’t hesitate in her long stride toward the bright red Camaro parked at the curb behind Tommy’s souped-up Chevy pickup truck. Darleen threw the suitcase in the back seat and slid under the wheel as Swan, still in her nightshirt, got in the passenger side. “Bastard,” Darleen breathed as she fumbled with her keys. “I’ll show his ass.”
     “Hey, lookit me!” Tommy yelled, and Swan looked. She was horrified to see that he was dancing in her garden, the sharp toes of his boots kicking up clumps of dirt, the heels mashing her flowers dead. She clasped her hands to her ears, because she heard their hurting sounds rising up like the strings of a steel guitar being plucked. Tommy grinned and capered, took off his cap and threw it into the air. A white-hot anger flared within Swan, and she wished Uncle Tommy dead for hurting her garden—but then the flash of anger passed, leaving her feeling sick to her stomach. She saw him clearly for what he was: a fat, balding fool, his only possessions in the world a broken-down trailer and a pickup truck. This was where he would grow old and die without letting anyone love him—because he was afraid, just like her mother was, of getting too close. She saw all that and understood it in a second, and she knew that his pleasure at destroying her garden would end with him, as usual, on his knees in the bathroom over the toilet, and when he was through being sick he would sleep alone and wake up alone. But she could always grow another garden—and she would, in the next place they went to, wherever that was going to be.
     She said, “Uncle Tommy?”
     He stopped dancing, his mouth leering at her and a curse on his lip.
     “I forgive you,” Swan said softly, and the man stared at her as if she’d struck him across the face.
     But Darleen Prescott shouted, “Fuck you!” at him, and the Camaro’s engine fired like the roar of a cannon. Darleen jammed her foot down on the accelerator, laying rubber for thirty feet before the tires caught and rocketed them out of the Highway 15 Trailer Park forever.
     “Where are we going?” Swan asked, cuddling Cookie Monster after the noise of the shrieking tires had faded.
     “Well, I figure we’ll find us a motel to spend the night in. Then I’ll go by the bar in the mornin’ and try to get some money from Frankie.” She shrugged. “Maybe he’ll give me fifty bucks. Maybe.”
     “Are you going back to Uncle Tommy?”
     “No,” Darleen said firmly. “I’m through with him. He’s the meanest man I’ve ever known, and by Christ I can’t understand what I ever saw in him!”
     Swan recalled that she’d said the same thing about both “Uncle” Rick and “Uncle” Alex. She paused thoughtfully, trying to decide whether to ask the question or not, and then she drew a deep breath and said, “Is it true, Mama? What Tommy said about you not knowing who my daddy really was?”
     “Don’t you say that!” she snapped. She riveted her attention on the long ribbon of road. “Don’t you even think such a thing, young lady! I’ve told you before: Your daddy’s a famous rock ‘n’ roll star. He’s got blond, curly hair and blue eyes like yours. The blue eyes of an angel dropped to earth. And can he play a guitar and sing! Can birds fly? Lord, yes! And I’ve told you time and again that as soon as he divorces his wife we’re going to go out and live in Hollywood, California. Won’t that be somethin’? You and me on that Sunset Strip?”
     “Yes, ma’am,” Swan said listlessly. She’d heard that story before. All Swan wanted was to live in one place for more than four or five months, so she could make friends she wouldn’t be afraid of losing, and go to the same school for a whole year. Because she had no friends, she turned all her energy and attention to her flowers and plants, spending hours creating gardens in the rough earth of trailer parks, boarding houses and cheap motels.
     “Let’s get us some music on the radio,” Darleen said. She switched it on, and rock ‘n’ roll blared from the speakers. The volume was turned so loud that Darleen didn’t have to think about the lie that she’d told her daughter time and again; in truth, she only knew that he was a tall, blond hunk whose rubber had broken in mid-thrust. It hadn’t mattered at the time; a party was going on, and in the next room everybody was raising hell, and both Darleen and the hunk were flying high on a mixture of LSD, angel dust and poppers. That had been when she was living in Las Vegas nine years ago, working as a blackjack dealer, and since then she and Swan had lived all over the west, following men who promised to be fun for a while or taking jobs as a topless dancer wherever she could find them.
     Now, though, Darleen didn’t know where they were going. She was sick of Tommy, but she was afraid of him, too; he was too crazy, too mean. It was likely he’d come after them in a day or so if she didn’t get far enough away. Frankie, at the High Noon Saloon where she danced, might advance her some money on her next paycheck, but then where?
Home, she thought. Home was a little speck called Blakeman, up in Rawlins County in the northwest corner of Kansas. She’d run away when she was sixteen, after her mother had died of cancer and her father had started going crazy on religion. She knew the old man hated her, and that’s why she’d left. What would home be like now, she wondered. She imagined her father would drop his teeth when he found out he had a granddaughter. Hell, no! I can’t go back there!
     But she was already calculating the route she would take if she did decide to go to Blakeman: north on 135 to Salina, west through the sweeping corn and wheat fields on Interstate 70, north again on arrow-straight country roads. She could get enough money from Frankie to pay for the gas. “How’d you like to take a trip in the mornin’?”
     “Where to?” She clutched the Cookie Monster tighter.
     “Oh, just somewhere. A little town called Blakeman. Not much going on, the last time I was there. Maybe we could go there and rest for a few days. Get our heads together and think. Right?”
     Swan shrugged. “I guess,” she said, but she didn’t care one way or the other.
     Darleen turned the radio down and put her arm around her daughter. Looking up, she thought she saw a glimmer of light in the sky, but then it was gone. She squeezed Swan’s shoulder. “Just you and me against the world, kid,” she said. “And know what? We’re gonna win out yet, if we just keep on sluggin’.”
     Swan looked at her mother and wanted—wanted very badly—to believe.
     The Camaro continued into the night along the unfolding highway, and in the clouds hundreds of feet above, living chains of light linked across the heavens.






Five
11:50 P.M. Mountain Daylight Time
Blue Dome Mountain, Idaho

A gunmetal gray Ford Roamer recreational vehicle climbed the narrow, winding road that led to the top of Blue Dome Mountain, eleven thousand feet above sea level and sixty miles northwest of Idaho Falls. On both sides of the road, dense pine forests clung to harsh ribs of stone. The RV’s headlights bored holes in a low-lying mist, and the lights of the instrument panel glowed green on the drawn, tired face of the middle-aged man behind the wheel. In the reclined seat beside him, his wife was sleeping with a map of Idaho unfolded on her lap.
     On the next long curve, the headlights hit a sign on the roadside that said, in bright orange luminescent letters: PRIVATE PROPERTY. TRESPASSERS WILL BE SHOT.
     Phil Croninger slowed the RV, but he had the plastic ID card they’d mailed him in his wallet, so he kept going past the forbidding sign and onward up the mountain road.
     “Would they really do that, Dad?” his son asked, in a reedy voice, from the seat behind him.
     “Do what?”
     “Shoot trespassers. Would they really?”
     “You know it. They don’t want anybody up here who doesn’t belong.” He glanced at the rearview mirror and caught his son’s green-daubed face floating like a Halloween mask over his shoulder. Father and son closely resembled each other; they both wore thick-lensed eyeglasses, had thin, lank hair and were slight and bony. Phil’s hair was threaded with gray and was receding rapidly, and the thirteen-year-old boy’s was dark brown, cut in straight bangs to hide the height of his forehead. The boy’s face was a study in sharp angles, like his mother’s; his nose, chin and cheekbones all seemed to be about to slice through his pallid skin, as if a second face were underneath the first and on the edge of being revealed. His eyes, magnified slightly by the lenses, were the color of ashes. He wore a T-shirt done in military camouflage colors, a pair of khaki shorts and hiking boots.
     Elise Croninger stirred. “Are we there yet?” she asked sleepily.
     “Almost. We should see something pretty soon.” It had been a long, tiring trip from Flagstaff, and Phil had insisted on traveling at night because, by his calculations, the cooler temperatures were kinder on the tires and boosted gas mileage. He was a careful man who took no chances.
     “I’ll bet they’re looking at us right now with radar.” The boy stared toward the woods. “I’ll bet they’re really taking us apart.”
     “Could be,” Phil agreed. “They’ve got about everything you can think of up here. It’s a terrific place, wait’ll you see it!”
     “I hope it’s cool in there,” Elise said irritably. “God knows I didn’t come all this way to cook in a mine shaft.”
     “It’s not a mine shaft,” Phil reminded her. “Anyway, it’s naturally cool, and they’ve got all sorts of air-filtration systems and safety stuff. You’ll see.”
     The boy said, “They’re watching us. I can feel them watching us.” He felt under his seat for what he knew was hidden there, and his hand came out with a .357 Magnum. “Bang!” he said, and he clicked the trigger toward the dark woods on his right. And another “Bang!” to the left.
     “Put that thing down, Roland!” his mother told him.
     “Put it away, son. We don’t want it out in the open.”
     Roland Croninger hesitated and grinned slyly. He pointed the gun at the center of his mother’s head, pulled the trigger and said quietly, “Bang.” And then a “Bang” and a click of the trigger at his father’s skull.
     “Roland,” his father said in what passed for a stern voice, “stop kidding around, now. Put the gun away.”
     “Roland!” his mother warned.
     “Aw, heck!” He shoved the weapon back under the seat. “I was just having some fun! You two take everything too seriously!”
     There was a sudden jolt as Phil Croninger planted his foot on the brake pedal. Two men in green helmets and camouflage uniforms were standing in the middle of the road; both of them were holding Ingram submachine guns and had .45s in holsters at their waists. The Ingram guns were pointed right at the RV’s windshield.
     “Jesus,” Phil whispered. One of the soldiers motioned for him to roll down the window; when Phil had done so, the soldier stepped around to his side of the RV, snapped on a flashlight and shone it in his face. “ID, please,” the soldier said; he was a young man with a hard face and electric blue eyes. Phil brought out his wallet and the ID card and handed it to the young man, who examined Phil’s photograph on the card. “How many coming in, sir?” the soldier asked.
     “Uh… three. Me, my wife and son. We’re expected.”
     The young man gave Phil’s card to the other soldier, who undipped a walkie-talkie from his utility belt. Phil heard him say, “Central, this is Checkpoint. We’ve got three coming up in a gray recreational vehicle. Name on the card’s Philip Austin Croninger, computer number 0-671-4724. I’ll hold for confirmation.”
     “Wow!” Roland whispered excitedly. “This is just like the war movies!”
     “Shhhh,” his father warned.
     Roland admired the soldiers’ uniforms; he noted that the boots were spit-shined and the camouflage trousers still held creases. Above each soldier’s heart was a patch that depicted an armored fist gripping a lightning bolt, and below the symbol was “Earth House,” stitched in gold.
     “Okay, thank you, Central,” the soldier with the walkie-talkie said. He returned the card to the other one, who handed it to Phil. “There you go, sir. Your ETA was 10:45.”
     “Sorry.” Phil took the card and put it away in his wallet. “We stopped for a late dinner.”
     “Just follow the road,” the young man explained. “About a quarter mile ahead you’ll see a stop sign. Make sure your tires are lined up with the marks. Okay? Drive on.” He gave a quick motion with his arm, and as the second soldier stepped aside Phil accelerated away from the checkpoint. When he glanced in the sideview mirror again, he saw the soldiers reentering the forest.
     “Does everybody get a uniform, Dad?” Roland asked.
     “No, I’m afraid not. Just the men who work here wear uniforms.”
     “I didn’t even see them,” Elise said, still nervous. “I just looked up and there they were. They were pointing those guns right at us! What if one had gone off?”
     “These people are professionals, hon. They wouldn’t be here if they didn’t know what they were doing, and I’m sure all of them know how to handle guns. That just shows you how secure we’re going to be for the next two weeks. Nobody can get up here who doesn’t belong. Right?”
     “Right!” Roland said. He had experienced a thrill of excitement when he’d looked down the barrels of those two Ingram guns; if they’d wanted to, he thought, they could’ve blown us all away with a single burst. One squeeze of the trigger and zap! The feeling left him amazingly invigorated, as if cold water had been splashed in his face. That was good, he thought. Very good. One of the qualities of a King’s Knight was to take danger in stride.
     “There’s the stop sign,” Phil told them as the headlights hit it, dead ahead. The large sign was affixed to a wall of rough, jagged rock that ended the mountain road. Around them were only dark woods and the rise of more rocky walls; there was no sign of the place they had come from Flagstaff to find.
     “How do you get inside?” Elise asked.
     “You’ll see. This was one of the neatest things they showed me.” Phil had been here in April, after he’d read an advertisement for Earth House in Soldier of Fortune magazine. He slowly guided the Roamer forward until its front tires sank into two grooves in the earth and triggered a pair of latches. Almost immediately, there was a deep rumbling sound—the noise of heavy machinery, gears and chains at work. A crack of fluorescent light appeared at the base of the rock wall; a section of it was smoothly ascending, like the door of the Croninger garage at home.
     But to Roland Croninger it looked like the opening of a massive portal into a medieval fortress. His heart had begun to pound, and the crack of fluorescent light reflected in the lenses of his glasses grew wider and brighter.
     “My God,” Elise said softly. The rock wall was opening to reveal a concrete-floored parking deck, its spaces filled with cars and other recreational vehicles. A row of lights hung from a gridwork of iron beams at the ceiling. In the doorway stood a uniformed soldier, waving Phil to come ahead; he eased forward, the grooves guiding the Roamer down a concrete ramp and onto the parking deck. As soon as the tires had disengaged the latches again, the doorway began to rumble shut.
     The soldier motioned Phil along to a parking place between two other campers and made a gesture with a finger across his throat.
     “What’s that mean?” Elise asked uneasily.
     Phil smiled. “He’s telling us to cut the engine.” He did. “We’re here, gang.”
     The rock doorway closed with a solid, echoing thunk, and the outside world was sealed off.
     “We’re in the army now!” Phil told his son, and the boy’s expression was one of dreamy amazement. As they got out of the Roamer two electric carts pulled up; in the first one was a smiling young man, his hair sandy brown and clipped in a crewcut, wearing a dark blue uniform with the Earth House insignia on his breast pocket. The second cart carried two husky men in dark blue jumpsuits and pulled a flat luggage trailer like those used at airports.
     The smiling young man, whose white teeth seemed to reflect the fluorescent lighting, checked the information on his clipboard to make sure he had the name right. “Hi, folks!” he said cheerfully. “Mr. and Mrs. Philip Croninger?”
     “Right,” Phil said. “And our son, Roland.”
     “Hi, Roland. You folks have a good trip from Flagstaff?”
     “A long trip,” Elise told him; she gawked around at the parking deck, figuring that there were well over two hundred cars. “My God, how many people are here?”
     “We’re about ninety-five percent of capacity, Mrs. Croninger. We figure to be a hundred percent by the weekend. Mr. Croninger, if you’ll give these two gentlemen your keys, they’ll bring your luggage along for you.” Phil did, and the two men began to unload suitcases and boxes from the Roamer.
     “I’ve got computer equipment,” Roland told the young man. “It’ll be okay, won’t it?”
     “Sure will. You folks just hop aboard here and I’ll take you to your quarters. Corporal Mathis?” he said, addressing one of the baggage-handlers, “Those go to Section C, Number Sixteen. You folks ready?” Phil had gotten into the front passenger’s seat, and his wife and son in the back. Phil nodded, and the young man drove them across the parking deck and into a corridor—concrete-floored and lined with lights—that angled gently downward. A cool breeze circulated from an occasional strategically placed ceiling fan. Other corridors branched off from the first, and there were arrows that pointed to Sections A, B and C.
     “I’m Hospitality Sergeant Schorr.” The young man offered his hand, and Phil shook it. “Glad to have you with us. Are there any questions I can answer for you?”
     “Well, I’ve taken the tour—back in April—and I know about Earth House,” Phil explained, “but I don’t think my wife and son got the full impact from the pamphlets. Elise was worried about the air circulation down here.”
     Schorr laughed. “Not to worry, Mrs. Croninger. We’ve got two state-of-the-art air-filtration systems, one on-line and one backup. The system would power up within one minute of a Code Red—that’s when we’re… uh… expecting impact and we seal the vents. Right now, though, the fans are drawing in plenty of air from outside, and I can guarantee you that the air on Blue Dome Mountain is probably the cleanest you’ll ever breathe. We’ve got three living areas—Sections A, B and C—on this level, and underneath us is the Command Center and Maintenance Level. Down there, fifty feet below us, is the generator room, the weapons supply, the emergency food and water supply, the radar room and the officers’ quarters. By the way, we have a policy of storing all incoming firearms in our weapons supply. Did you happen to have any with you?”
     “Uh… a .357 Magnum,” Phil said. “Under the back seat. I didn’t know about that policy.”
     “Well, I’m sure you overlooked it in the contract you signed, but I think you’ll agree all firearms should be localized for the safety of Earth House residents. Right?” He smiled at Phil, and Phil nodded. “We’ll code it and give you a receipt, and when you leave us in two weeks you’ll get it back cleaned and shining.”
     “What lands of weapons do you have down there?” Roland asked eagerly.
     “Oh, pistols, automatic rifles, submachine guns, mortars, flamethrowers, grenades, antipersonnel and antivehicle mines, flares—about everything you can think of. And of course we keep our gas masks and antiradiation suits down there, too. When this place was put together, Colonel Macklin wanted it to be an impregnable fortress, and that’s exactly what it is.”
     Colonel Macklin, Roland thought. Colonel James “Jimbo” Macklin. Roland was familiar with the name through articles in the survivalist and weaponry magazines that his father subscribed to. Colonel Macklin had a long record of success as a 105-D Thunderchief pilot over North Vietnam, had been shot down in 1971 and had been a POW until the end of the war; then he’d gone back into Vietnam and Indochina looking for MIAs, and had fought with soldiers of fortune in South Africa, Chad and Lebanon. “Will we get to meet Colonel Macklin?”
     “Orientation is at 0800 hours sharp, in the Town Hall. He’ll be there.”
     They saw a sign reading SECTION C with an arrow pointing to the right. Sergeant Schorr turned off the main corridor, and the tires jubbled over bits of concrete and rock that littered the floor. Water was dripping from above into a widening puddle, and it wet all of them before Schorr could brake the cart. Schorr looked back, his smile slipping; he stopped the cart, and the Croningers saw that part of the ceiling the size of a manhole cover had collapsed. Exposed in the hole were iron bars and chickenwire. Schorr took a walkie-talkie from the cart’s dash, clicked it on and said, “This is Schorr, near the junction of Central and C corridors. I’ve got a drainage problem here, need a cleanup crew on the double. You read me?”
     “Read you,” a voice replied, weakened by static. “Trouble again?”
     “Uh… I’ve got new arrivals with me, Corporal.”
     “Sorry, sir. Cleanup crew’s on the way.”
     Schorr switched off the walkie-talkie. His smile returned, but his light brown eyes were uneasy. “Minor problem, folks. Earth House has a top-line drainage system, but sometimes we get these minor leaks. Cleanup crew’ll take care of it.”
     Elise pointed upward; she’d noticed the jigsaw of cracks and patches in the ceiling. “That doesn’t look too safe. What if that thing falls in?” She looked wide-eyed at her husband. “My God, Phil! Are we supposed to stay here for two weeks under a leaking mountain?”
     “Mrs. Croninger,” Schorr said in his most soothing voice, “Earth House wouldn’t be at ninety-five percent capacity if it wasn’t safe. Now I agree, the drainage system needs work, and we are getting it in shape, but there is absolutely no danger. We’ve had structural engineers and stress specialists inspect Earth House, and all of them gave it the okay. This is a survivalist condominium, Mrs. Croninger; we wouldn’t be here if we didn’t want to survive the coming holocaust, right?”
     Elise glanced back and forth between her husband and the young man. Her husband had paid fifty thousand dollars for membership in the Earth House timesharing plan: two weeks every year, for life, in what the pamphlets called a “luxurious survivalist fortress in the mountains of southern Idaho.” Of course, she believed the nuclear holocaust was coming soon, too; Phil had shelves of books on nuclear war and was convinced that it would happen within a year, and that the United States would be driven to its knees by the Russian invaders. He had wanted to find a place, as he told her, to “make a last stand.” But she’d tried to talk him out of it, telling him that he was betting fifty thousand dollars that nuclear disaster would happen during one of their two-week timesharing periods, and that was a pretty crazy gamble. He’d explained to her the “Earth House Protection Option” which meant that, for an extra five thousand dollars a year, the Croninger family could find refuge in Earth House at any time, within twenty-four hours of the detonation of an enemy-fired nuclear missile within the continental United States. It was holocaust insurance, he’d told her; everybody knew the bombs were going to fall, it was just a question of when. And Phil Croninger was very aware of the importance of insurance, because he owned one of the largest independent insurance agencies in Arizona.
     “I suppose,” she finally said. But she was troubled by those cracks and patches, and by the sight of that flimsy chickenwire sticking out of the new hole.
     Sergeant Schorr accelerated the electric cart. They passed metal doorways on both sides of the corridor. “Must’ve cost a lot of money to build this place,” Roland said, and Schorr nodded.
     “A few million,” Schorr said. “Not counting loose change. A couple of brothers from Texas put the money into it; they’re survivalists too, and they got rich off oil wells. This place used to be a silver mine back in the forties and fifties, but the lode ran out, and it just sat here for years until the Ausleys bought it. Here we are, just ahead.” He slowed the cart and stopped in front of a metal door marked Sixteen. “Your home sweet home for the next two weeks, folks.” He opened the door with a key affixed to an Earth House insignia key chain, reached inside and switched on the lights.
     Before she followed her husband and son over the threshold, Elise Croninger heard the sound of water dripping, and she saw another puddle spreading in the corridor. The ceiling was leaking in three places, and there was a long, jagged crack two inches wide. Jesus! she thought, unnerved, but she stepped into the room anyway.
     Her first impression was of the starkness of a military barracks. The walls were beige-painted cinder block, decorated with a few oil paintings. The carpet was thick enough, and not a bad color of rust red, but the ceiling seemed awfully low to her. Though it cleared Phil’s head by about six inches, and he was five feet eleven, the apparent lack of height in the suite’s “living area,” as the pamphlets had called it, made her feel almost… yes, she thought, almost entombed. One nice touch, though, was that the entire far wall was a photographic mural of snow-capped mountains, opening up the room a little, if just by optical illusion.
     There were two bedrooms and a single bathroom connecting them. Sergeant Schorr took a few minutes to show them around, demonstrating the whooshing toilet that flushed upward to a tank, he said, that “delivered the waste materials to the forest floor and so aided the vegetation growth. “The bedrooms were also of beige-painted cinder block, and the ceilings were made of cork tile that presumably, Elise thought, hid the latticework of iron beams and reinforcing rods.
     “It’s great, isn’t it?” Phil asked her. “Isn’t this something?”
     “I’m not sure yet,” she replied. “I still feel like I’m in a mine shaft.”
     “Oh, that’ll pass,” Schorr told her amiably. “Some of the first-timers get claustrophobia, but it wears off. Let me give you this,” he said, and he handed Phil an Earth House map that unfolded to show the cafeteria, the gymnasium, the infirmary, and the arcade game room. “The Town Hall’s right here,” he said, and he pointed on the map. “It’s really just an auditorium, but we figure we’re a community down here, right? Let me show you the quickest way to get there from here…”
     In his bedroom, the smaller of the two, Roland had switched on the bedside lamp and was scouting a suitable electrical outlet for his computer. The room was small, but he thought it was okay; it was the atmosphere that was important, and he looked forward to the seminars on “Improvised Weapons,” “Living off the Land,” “Governments in Chaos,” and “Guerrilla Tactics” that the pamphlets had promised.
     He found a good outlet, near enough to the bed so he could prop himself up on pillows while he programmed the King’s Knight game on his computer. In the next two weeks, he thought, he was going to dream up dungeons and monsters to roam them that would make even an expert, jaded King’s Knight like himself tremble in his jambeaus.
     Roland went to the closet and opened it to see how much room he had to store his stuff. The inside was cheaply paneled, a few wire hangers dangling from the rod. But something small and yellow suddenly flitted like an autumn leaf from the back of the closet. Roland instinctively reached out and caught it, closing his fingers around it. Then he walked over to the light and carefully opened his palm.
     Lying stunned in his hand was a fragile yellow butterfly with streaks of green and gold along its wings. Its eyes were dark green pinheads, like gleaming emeralds. The butterfly fluttered, weak and dazed.
     How long have you been in there, Roland wondered. No telling. Probably came in on somebody’s car or camper, or in their clothes. He lifted his hand closer to his face and stared for a few seconds into the creature’s tiny eyes.
     And then he crushed the butterfly in his fist, feeling the body smear under the power of his grip. Zap! he thought. Super Zap! He sure hadn’t come all the way from Flagstaff, he told himself, to share a room with a fucking yellow bug!
     He dropped the mangled remnant into a wastebasket, then wiped the iridescent yellow sparkle from his palm onto his khakis and went back to the living room. Schorr was saying goodnight, and the other two men had just arrived with the luggage and Roland’s computer gear.
     “Orientation at 0800, folks!” Schorr said. “See you there!”
     “Great,” Phil Croninger said excitedly.
     “Great.” Elise’s voice delivered the jab of sarcasm. Sergeant Schorr, smile still locked in place, left Number Sixteen. But the smile disappeared as he stepped into the electric cart, and his mouth became a grim, rigid line. He turned the cart around and raced back to the area where the rubble lay on the floor, and he told the cleanup crew that they’d better move their asses to patch those cracks—and this time keep them patched—before the whole goddamned section fell apart.
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Six
July 17
4:40 A.M. Eastern Daylight Time
New York City

“He’s still in there, ain’t he?” the black woman with orange hair asked in a whisper, and the Hispanic boy behind the candy counter nodded.
     “Listen!” the boy, whose name was Emiliano Sanchez, said, and his dark eyes widened.
     From beyond the faded red curtains that led into the auditorium of the Empire State Theater on Forty-second Street there came a laugh. It was a sound someone with a slashed throat might have made. The sound of it grew louder and higher, and Emiliano put his hands to his ears; the laughter had reminded him of a locomotive whistle and a child’s shriek, and for a few seconds he was back in time, eight years old and living in Mexico City, witnessing his kid brother being struck and killed by a freight train.
     Cecily stared at him, and as the laughter rose in volume she heard a girl’s scream in it, and she was fourteen years old and lying on the abortionist’s table as the job was done. The vision was gone in an instant, and the laughter began to fade. “Jesus Christ!” Cecily managed to say, whispering again. “What’s that bastard smokin’?”
     “I been listenin’ to that since midnight,” he told her. His shift had started at twelve and would continue until eight. “You ever hear anythin’ like it?”
     “He alone in there?”
     “Yeah. Few people come in, but they couldn’t take it neither. Man, you shoulda seen their faces when they come out! Give you the creeps!”
     “Shit, man!” Cecily said. She was the ticket-seller and worked in the booth out front. “I couldn’t stand to sit through two minutes of that movie, all them dead folks and such! Lordy, I sold that guy his ticket three shows ago!”
     “He come out, bought a large Coke and buttered popcorn. Tipped me a buck. But I tell you, I almost didn’t wanna touch the money. It looked… greasy or somethin’.”
     “Bastard’s prob’ly playin’ with hisself in there. Prob’ly lookin’ at all them dead, messed-up faces and playin’ with hisself! Somebody ought to go in there and tell him to—”
     The laughter swelled again. Emiliano flinched; the noise now reminded him of the cry of a boy he’d once gut-stabbed in a knife fight. The laughter broke and burbled, became a soft cooing that made Cecily think of the sounds the addicts made in the shooting gallery she frequented. Her face was frozen until the laughter went away, and then she said, “I believe I’ve got things to do.” She turned away and hurried to the ticket booth, where she locked the door. She’d figured that the guy inside the theater was going to be weird when she saw him: He was a big, husky Swedish-looking man with curly blond hair, milk-white skin and eyes like cigarette burns. As he bought his ticket he’d stared notes through her and never said a word. Weird, she thought, and she picked up her People magazine with trembling fingers.
     Come on, eight o’clock! Emiliano pleaded. He checked his wristwatch. In a few minutes, The Face of Death, Part Four would be ending, and Willy, the old drunk of a projectionist, would be changing the reels upstairs for Mondo Bizarro, which showed bondage scenes and such. Maybe the guy would leave when the picture changed. Emiliano sat on his stool and continued reading his Conan comic book, trying to shut off the bad memories that had been stirred up by the laughter from within.
     The red curtains moved. Emiliano hunched his shoulders as if about to be beaten. Then the curtains parted, and the man who liked movies emerged into the dingy lobby. He’s leaving! Emiliano almost grinned, his gaze glued to the comic book. He’s goin’ out the door!
     But the man who liked movies said in a soft, almost childlike voice, “I’d like a large Coke and a tub of buttered popcorn, please.”
     Emiliano’s stomach clenched. Without letting himself look into the man’s face, he got off his stool, drew the Coke into a cup from the dispenser, got the popcorn and splashed butter into it.
     “More butter, please,” the man who liked movies requested.
     Emiliano gave the popcorn another drool of butter and slid it and the Coke across the counter. “Three bucks,” he said. A five dollar bill was pushed toward him. “Keep the change,” the man said, and this time his voice had a Southern accent. Startled, Emiliano looked up.
     The man who liked movies stood about six four and was wearing a yellow T-shirt and green khaki trousers. Under thick black eyebrows, his eyes were hypnotically green against the amber hue of his flesh. Emiliano had already figured him to be South American as soon as he’d walked in, maybe with some Indian blood in him, too. The man’s hair was black and wavy, cut close to the skull. He stared fixedly at Emiliano. “I want to see the movie again,” he said quietly, and his voice carried what might’ve been a Brazilian accent again.
     “Uh… Mondo Bizarro’s about to come on in a coupla minutes. Projection guy’s prob’ly got the first reel on—”
     “No,” the man who liked movies said, and he smiled slightly. “I want to see that movie again. Right now.”
     “Yeah. Well, listen. I mean… I don’t make the decisions here, right? Y’know? I just work behind the counter. I don’t have any say-so about—” And then the man reached out and touched Emiliano’s face with cold, butter-smeared fingers, and Emiliano’s jaw seized up as if it had frozen solid.
     The world seemed to spin around him for a second, and his bones were a cage of ice. Then he blinked and his whole body trembled, and he was standing behind the counter and the man who liked movies was gone. Damn! he thought. Bastard touched me! He grabbed a paper napkin and wiped his face where the fingers had been, but he could still feel the chill they’d left. The five dollar bill remained on the countertop. He put it in his pocket and came out from behind the counter, and he peeked through the curtains into the theater.
     On the screen, in glorious and gory color, were blackened corpses being pulled from the wreckage of cars by firemen. The narrator was saying, “Face of Death will pull no punches. Everything you see will be real. If you are in any way squeamish, you should now be on your way out…”
     The man who liked movies was sitting in the front row. Emiliano could see the outline of his head against the screen. The laughter began, and as Emiliano backpedaled away from the curtains he looked dumbly at his wristwatch and realized that almost twenty minutes of his life was a black hole. He went through a door and up a flight of stairs to the projection booth, where Willy sat sprawled on a couch reading Hustler.
     “Hey!” Emiliano said. “What’s goin’ on, man? How come you showin’ that shit again?”
     Willy stared at him for a moment over the edge of the magazine. “You lost your marbles, kid?” he inquired. “You and your friend just come up here and asked me to. Wasn’t fifteen minutes ago. So I put it back on. Don’t mean shit to me, one way or the other. Anyway, I don’t argue with no old perverts.”
     “Old perverts? What’re you talkin’ about, man?”
     “Your friend,” Willy said. “Guy must be seventy years old. Beard makes him look like Rip Van Winkle. Where do these perverts come from?”
     “You’re… crazy,” Emiliano whispered. Willy shrugged and returned to his reading.
     Outside, Cecily looked up as Emiliano ran into the street. He glanced back at her, shouted, “I ain’t stayin’ in there! No way! I quit!” and ran away along Forty-second Street and into the gloom. Cecily crossed herself, rechecked the lock on the ticket booth’s door and prayed for dawn.
     In his seat in the front row, the man who liked movies dug a hand into his buttered popcorn and stuffed his mouth full. Before him were scenes of broken bodies being extracted from the rubble of a London building bombed by Irish terrorists. He cocked his head to one side, appreciating the sight of crushed bones and blood. The camera, blurred and unsteady, focused on the frantic face of a young woman as she cradled a dead child.
     The man who liked movies laughed as if he were watching a comedy. In the sound of that laughter was the shriek of napalm bombs, incendiary rockets and Tomahawk missiles; it echoed through the theater, and if other people had been sitting there each one would have squirmed with the memory of a private terror.
     And in the reflected light from the screen, the man’s face was undergoing a transformation. No longer did he look Swedish, or Brazilian, or have a gray Rip Van Winkle beard; his facial features were running together like the slow melting of a wax mask, the bones shifting beneath the skin. The features of a hundred faces rose and fell like suppurating sores. As the screen showed an autopsy in close-up progress, the man clapped his hands together with merry glee.
     Almost time! he thought. Almost time for the show to start!
     He’d been waiting a long time for the curtain to rise, had worn many skins and many faces, and the moment was soon, very soon. He’d watched the lurch toward destruction through many eyes, had smelled fire and smoke and blood in the air like intoxicating perfumes. The moment was soon, and the moment would belong to him.
     Oh, yes! Almost time for the show to start!
     He was a creature of patience, but now he could hardly keep himself from dancing. Maybe a little Watusi up the aisle would be in order, and then he’d slamdance that cockroach behind the candy counter. It was like waiting for a birthday party, and when the candles were lit he would rear his head back and roar loud enough to stagger God.
     Almost time! Almost time!
     But where would it start? he wondered. Who would push the first button? No matter; he could almost hear the fuse crackling and the flame drawing near. It was the music of the Golan Heights, of Beirut and Teheran, of Dublin and Warsaw, Johannesburg and Vietnam—only this time the music would end in a final, deafening crescendo.
     He stuffed popcorn into a mouth that opened greedily on his right cheek. Party down! he thought, and he giggled with a noise like grinding glass.
     Last night he’d stepped off a Trailways bus from Philadelphia and, strolling down Forty-second Street, had seen that this film was playing. He took the opportunity to admire his performances in The Face of Death, Part Four whenever he could. Just in the background, of course, always part of the crowd, but he could always recognize himself. There was a good shot of him standing over a mass of corpses after the bombing of an Italian soccer stadium, looking suitably shocked; another brief glimpse showed him, wearing a different face, at an airport massacre in Paris.
     Lately he’d been on tour, riding the bus from city to city, seeing America. There were so many terrorist groups and armed firebrands in Europe that his influence was hardly needed, though he’d enjoyed helping plant that nice potent bomb in Beirut. He’d stayed a while in Washington, but none of the theaters were showing The Face of Death, Part Four there. Still, Washington held so many possibilities, and when you mixed and mingled with Pentagon boys and cabinet members at some of those parties you never knew what you might stir up.
     It was all coming around to him now. He sensed the nervous fingers hovering near red buttons all over the world. Jet pilots would be scrambling, submarine commanders would be listening to their sonars, and old lions would be eager to bite. And the amazing thing was that they were doing it all themselves. It almost made him feel useless—but his starring role was coming around very soon.
     His only concern was that it wouldn’t be finished yet, not even with all the lightning soon to strike. There might still be pockets of humanity left, and small towns struggling to survive in the dark like rats in a collapsed basement. He understood very well that the firestorms, the whirlwinds of radiation and black rain would destroy most of them, and the ones that remained would wish they were dead a thousand times over.
     And in the end, he would Watusi on their graves, too.
     It was almost time. Tick tock tick tock, he thought. Nothing ever stops the clock!
     He was a patient creature, but it had been a long wait. A few more hours would only whet his appetite, and he was very, very hungry. For the time being, he could enjoy watching himself in this fine film.
     Curtain’s going up! he thought, and the mouth in the center of his forehead grinned before it disappeared into the flesh like a gray worm in damp ground.
     It’s showtime!






Seven
10:16 A.M. Eastern Daylight Time
New York City

A blue light was spinning. Cold rain came down, and a young man in a yellow rain slicker reached out his arms. “Give her to me, lady,” he said, his voice as hollow as if he were speaking from the bottom of a well. “Come on. Let me have her.”
     “NO!” Sister Creep shouted, and the man’s face fragmented into pieces like the shattering of a mirror. She thrust out her hands to push it away, but then she was sitting up and the nightmare was whirling away in pieces like silver bats. The sound of her cry echoed back and forth between the walls of rough gray brick, and she sat staring at nothing for a moment as the sputtering of nerves shook her body.
     Oh, she thought when her head cleared, that was a bad one! She touched her clammy forehead and her fingers came away damp. That was close, she thought. The young demon in the yellow raincoat was there again, very near, and he almost got my…
     She frowned. Got my what? The thought was gone now; whatever it had been, it had flipped over to the dark side of her memory. She often dreamed of the demon in the yellow raincoat, and he was always wanting her to give him something. In the dream, a blue light was always flashing, hurting her eyes, and rain was hitting her in the face. Sometimes the surroundings seemed terribly familiar, and sometimes she almost—almost—knew what it was he wanted, but she knew he was a demon—or probably the Devil himself, trying to pull her away from Jesus—because her head pounded so badly after the dream was over.
     She didn’t know what time it was, or whether it was day or night, but her stomach was rumbling with hunger. She had tried to sleep on a subway bench, but the noise of some shouting kids scared her, so she’d trundled off with her bag in search of a more secure place. She’d found it at the bottom of a ladder that descended in a darkened section of subway tunnel. About thirty feet beneath the main tunnel was a drainage pipe, large enough for her to move through if she stooped over. Dirty water streamed past her sneakers, and the tunnel was illuminated by an occasional blue utility lamp that showed the network of cables and pipes just overhead. The tunnel shook with the thunder of a subway train passing, and Sister Creep realized she was under the rails; but as she continued along the tunnel the noise of the trains faded to a polite, distant growl. She soon found evidence that this was a popular place for members of the Ragtag Nation—a beat-up old mattress pushed back into a cubbyhole, a couple of empty wine bottles and some dried human excrement. She didn’t mind; she’d seen worse. And so she’d slept on the mattress until the nightmare of the demon in the yellow raincoat had awakened her; she was hungry, and she decided she’d climb back up to the subway station to search for scraps in the garbage cans, maybe try to find a newspaper, too, to see if Jesus had come while she was sleeping.
     Sister Creep stood up, put the strap of her bag around her shoulder and left the cubbyhole. She started back along the tunnel, tinged by the dim blue glow of the utility bulbs, and hoped she’d find a hot dog today. She’d always been fond of hot dogs, with plenty of good spicy mus—
     The tunnel suddenly trembled.
     She heard the sound of concrete cracking. The blue lamps flickered, went dark and then brightened again. There was a noise like the howl of wind, or a runaway subway train speeding overhead. The blue lamps continued to brighten until the light was almost blinding, and Sister Creep squinted in the glare. She took three more uncertain steps forward; the utility bulbs began to explode. She put her hands up to shield her face, felt pieces of glass strike her arms, and she thought with sudden clarity: I’ll sue somebody for this!
     In the next instant the entire tunnel whipped violently to one side, and Sister Creep fell into the stream of dirty water. Chunks of concrete and rock dust cascaded from the ceiling. The tunnel whipped back in the other direction with a force that made Sister Creep think her insides were tearing loose, and the concrete chunks hit her head and shoulders as her nostrils filled with grit. “Lord Jesus!” she shouted, about to choke. “Oh, Lord Jesus!”
     Sparks shot overhead as the cables began to rip free. She smelled the wet heat of steam and heard a pounding noise like the footsteps of a behemoth treading above her head. As the tunnel pitched and swayed Sister Creep clung to her bag, riding out the gut-twisting undulations, a scream straining behind her clenched teeth. A wave of heat passed over her, stealing her breath. God help me! she shrieked in her mind as she struggled for air. She heard something pop and tasted blood streaming from her nose. I can’t breathe, oh sweet Jesus, I can’t breathe! She gripped at her throat, opened her mouth and heard her own strangled scream wail away from her through the shivering tunnel. Finally her tortured lungs dragged in a breath of scorched air, and she lay curled up on her side in the darkness, her body racked with spasms and her brain shocked numb.
     The violent twisting motion of the tunnel had stopped. Sister Creep drifted in and out of consciousness, and through the haze came the distant roar of that runaway subway train again.
     Only now it was getting louder.
     Get up! she told herself. Get up! It’s Judgment Day, and the Lord has come in His chariot to take the righteous up into the Rapture!
     But a calmer, clearer voice spoke, perhaps from the dark side of her memory, and it said: Bullshit! Something bad’s happened up there!
     Rapture! Rapture! Rapture! she thought, forcing the wicked voice away. She sat up, wiped blood from her nose and drew in steamy, stifling air. The noise of the runaway train was closer. Sister Creep realized that the water she was sitting in had gotten hot. She grasped her bag and slowly rose to her feet. Everything was dark, and when Sister Creep felt the tunnel’s walls her fingers found a crazy quilt of cracks and fissures.
     The roaring was much louder, and the air was heating up. The concrete against her fingers felt like city pavement at noon in August, ready to fry eggs sunny side up.
     Far away along the tunnel there was a flicker of orange light, like the headlamp on a speeding subway tram. The tunnel had begun to tremble again. Sister Creep stared, her face tightening, as the orange light grew brighter, showing streaks of incandescent red and purple.
     She realized then what it was, and she moaned like a trapped animal.
     A blast of fire was roaring toward her along the tunnel, and she could already feel the rush of air being sucked into it as if into a vacuum. In less than a minute it would be upon her.
     Sister Creep’s trance snapped. She turned and fled, holding her bag close, her sneakers splashing through steaming water. She leaped broken pipes and pushed aside fallen cables with the frenzy of the doomed. She looked back and saw the flames shooting out red tendrils that snapped in the air like whips. The vacuum suction pulled at her, trying to draw her backward into the fire, and when she screamed the air sizzled in her nostrils and at the back of her throat.
     She could smell burning hair, felt her back and arms rippling with blisters. In maybe thirty seconds she’d be joining her Lord and Master, and it astounded her that she wasn’t ready and willing to go.
     With a startled cry of terror, she suddenly tripped and fell headlong to the floor.
     As she started to scramble up she saw she’d tripped over a grate into which the stream was draining. Beneath the grate was only darkness. She looked at the onrushing fire, and her eyebrows singed, her face broke into oozing blisters. The air was unbreathable. There was no time to get up and run; the fire was almost upon her.
     She gripped the bars of the grate and wrenched upward. One of the grate’s rusted screws snapped, but the second held tight.
     The flames were less than forty feet away, and Sister Creep’s hair caught fire.
     God help me! she screamed inwardly, and she pulled upward on the grate so hard she felt her shoulders almost rip loose from their sockets.
     The second screw snapped.
     Sister Creep flung the grate aside, had a second to grab her bag, then lunged headfirst into the hole.
     She fell about four feet into a coffin-sized space that held eight inches of water.
     The flames passed overhead, sucking the air from her lungs and scorching every inch of her exposed skin. Her clothes burst into flame, and she rolled frantically in the water. For a few seconds there was nothing but the roaring and the agony, and she smelled the odor of hot dogs being boiled in a vendor’s cart.
     The wall of fire moved on like a comet, and in its wake returned a whooosh of outside air that carried the thick smell of charred flesh and molten metal.
     Down in the hole that fed drainage water to a sewer pipe, Sister Creep’s body hitched and contorted. Three inches of water had risen as mist and evaporated, blunting the full force of the fire. Her burned, tattered body struggled for a breath, and finally gasped and sputtered, the blistered hands tightly gripping her smoldering canvas bag.
     And then she lay still.






Eight
8:31 A.M. Mountain Daylight Time
Blue Dome Mountain, Idaho

The steady buzzing of the telephone on the table beside his bed brought the man up from a dreamless sleep. Go away, he thought. Leave me alone. But the buzzing continued, and finally he slowly turned over, switched on the lamp and, squinting in the light, picked up the receiver. “Macklin,” he said, his voice slurred and sleepy.
     “Uh… Colonel, sir?” It was Sergeant Schorr. “I’ve got some people in orientation waiting to meet you, sir.”
     Colonel James “Jimbo” Macklin looked at the little green alarm clock next to the phone and saw he was more than thirty minutes late for the orientation and hand-shaking session. Damn it to Hell! he thought. I set that alarm for 0630 sharp! “All right, Sergeant. Keep them there another fifteen minutes.” He hung up and then checked the back of the alarm clock; he saw that the little lever was still pressed down. Either he’d never set the alarm or he’d turned it off in his sleep. He sat on the edge of the bed, trying to summon the energy to get up, but his body felt sluggish and bloated; years ago, he mused grimly, he’d never needed an alarm clock to wake him: He could’ve been snapped out of sleep by the sound of a footstep in wet grass and he would’ve been as alert as a wolf within seconds.
     Passing time, he thought. Long gone.
     He willed himself to stand up. Willed himself to walk across the bedroom, its walls decorated with photographs of Phantom and Thunderchief jets in flight, and walked into the small bathroom. He switched on the light and ran water into the sink; it came out rusty. He splashed the water on his face, dried himself with a towel and stood staring bleary-eyed at the stranger in the mirror.
     Macklin stood six foot two, and until five or six years ago his body had been lean and hard, his ribs covered with muscle, his shoulders strong and straight, his chest thrust out like Chobham armor on the snout of an M-1 tank. Now the definitions of his body were blurred by loose flesh, and his potbelly resisted the fifty situps he did every morning—that is, when he had time to do them. He detected a stoop in his shoulders, as if he were being bowed by an invisible weight, and the hair on his chest was sprinkled with gray. His biceps, once rock-hard, had deteriorated into flab. He’d once broken the neck of a Libyan soldier in the crook of his arm; now he didn’t feel as if he had the strength to crack a walnut with a sledgehammer.
     He plugged in his electric razor and guided it over the stubble on his jaw. His dark brown hair was clipped in a severe crewcut, showing flecks of gray at the temples; beneath a square slab of a forehead, his eyes were frosty blue and sunken in deep hollows of fatigue, like bits of ice floating on muddy water. As he shaved Macklin thought that his face had come to resemble any one of the hundreds of battlefield maps he’d pored over long ago: the jutting cliff of his chin leading to the rugged ravine of his mouth, up to the highlands of his chiseled cheekbones and the craggy ridge of his nose, down again into the swamps of his eyes, then an upward sweep into the brown forests of his thick eyebrows. And all the terrain marks were there, as well: the pockmark craters of the severe acne he’d had as an adolescent, the small trench of a scar zigzagging through his left eyebrow, compliments of a ricocheting bullet in Angola. Across his left shoulder blade was a deeper and longer scar carved by a knife in Iraq, and a reminder of a Viet Cong bullet puckered the skin over the right side of his rib cage. Macklin was forty-four years old, but sometimes he awakened feeling seventy, with shooting pains in his arms and legs from bones that had been broken in battles on distant shores.
     He finished shaving and drew aside the shower curtain to run the water, then he stopped, because littering the bottom of the small shower stall were ceiling tiles and bits of rubble. Water was dripping from a series of holes where the shower stall ceiling had given way. As he stared at the leaking water, realizing he was running late and could not take a shower, anger suddenly rose within him like molten iron in a blast furnace; he slammed his fist against the wall once, and then again; the second time, the force of his blow left a network of minute cracks.
     He leaned over the sink, waiting for the rage to pass, as it usually did. “Steady,” he told himself. “Discipline and control. Discipline and control.” He repeated it a few more times, like a mantra, drew a long, deep breath and straightened up. Time to go, he thought. They’re waiting for me. He used his stick deodorant under his arms, then went out to the bedroom closet to choose his uniform.
     He picked a pair of crisply pressed dark blue trousers, a light blue shirt and his beige poplin flight jacket with leather patches on the elbows and MACKLIN printed across the breast pocket. He reached up to the overhead shelf, where he kept a case containing his Ingram gun and ammo clips, and lovingly took his Air Force colonel’s cap down; he brushed an imaginary bit of lint off the polished brim and put the cap on his head. He checked himself in the full-length mirror on the back of the closet door: buttons polished, check; trousers creased, check; shoes shining, check. He straightened his collar, and then he was ready to go.
     His private electric cart was parked outside his quarters on the Command Center Level; he locked his door with one of the many keys he carried on a key chain, then got into the cart and drove along the corridor. Behind him, past his own quarters, was the sealed metal door of the weapons storage room and the emergency food and water supply. Down at the other end of the corridor, past the quarters of other Earth House technicians and employees, was the generator room and the air-filtration system controls. He passed the door of Perimeter Control, which contained the screens of the small portable battlefield surveillance radars set out to guard the entry to Earth House, and the main screen of the skyward-trained radar dish that sat atop Blue Dome Mountain. Within Perimeter Control was also the hydraulic system that sealed the air vents and the lead-lined doorway in the event of a nuclear attack, and the various radar screens were manned around the clock.
     Macklin guided the cart up a ramp to the next level and headed for the Town Hall. He passed the open doors of the gymnasium, where an aerobics class was in session. A few morning joggers were running in the corridor, and Macklin nodded at them as he sped past. Then he was in the wider corridor of Earth House’s Town Square, a junction of hallways with a rock garden at its center. All around were various “shops” with storefronts made to resemble those in a country town. Earth House’s Town Square contained a tanning salon, a theater where videotaped movies were shown, a library, an infirmary staffed by a doctor and two nurses, a game arcade and a cafeteria. Macklin caught the aroma of bacon and eggs as he drove past the cafeteria’s doors and wished he’d had time for breakfast. It was not his way to be late. Discipline and control, he thought. Those were the two things that made a man.
     But he was still angry about the collapsed ceiling in his shower stall. Lately, it seemed that the walls and ceiling in several areas of Earth House were cracking and giving way. He’d called the Ausley brothers many times, but they’d told him the structural reports showed settling was to be expected. Settling, my ass! Macklin had said. We’ve got a water drainage problem here! Water’s collecting over the ceilings and leaking through!
     “Don’t get yourself in a dither, Colonel,” Donny Ausley had told him from San Antonio. “If you get nervous, them folks are gonna get nervous, right? And there ain’t no sense in gettin’ nervous, ’cause that mountain’s been standing for a few thousand years, and it ain’t goin’ nowhere.”
     “It’s not the mountain!” Macklin had said, his fist tightening around the receiver. “It’s the tunnels! My cleanup crews are finding new cracks every day!”
     “Settlin’, that’s all. Now listen, Terry and me have pumped ’bout ten million big ones into that place, and we built it to last. If we didn’t have bidness to run, we’d be right there with you. Now, that far underground, you’re gonna have some settlin’ and water leaks. Ain’t no way ’round it. And we’re payin’ you one hundred thousand dollars a year to endorse Earth House and live down there, you bein’ a big war hero and all. So you fix them cracks and keep everybody happy.”
     “You listen, Mr. Ausley: If I don’t get a structural engineer to look this place over within a week, I’m leaving. I don’t give a damn about my contract. I’m not going to encourage people to stay down here if it’s not safe!”
     “I believe,” Donny Ausley had said, his Texas accent getting a few degrees cooler, “you’d better calm yourself down, Colonel. Now, you don’t want to walk out on a bidness deal. That ain’t good manners. You just ’member how Terry and me found you and brought you along ’fore you start flyin’ off the handle, okay?”
     Discipline and control! Macklin had thought, his heart hammering. Discipline and control! And then he’d listened as Donny Ausley had told him he’d send an engineer up from San Antone within two weeks to go over Earth House with a fine-tooth comb. “But meantime, you’re head honcho. You got a problem, you fix it. Right?”
     And that had been almost a month ago. The structural engineer had never come.
     Colonel Macklin stopped his cart near a pair of double doors. Above the doors was the sign TOWN HALL in ornate, old-timey lettering. Before he went in, he tightened his belt another notch, though the trousers were already squeezed around his midsection; then he drew himself up tall and straight and entered the auditorium.
     About a dozen people sat in the red vinyl seats that faced the podium, where Captain Warner was answering questions and pointing out features of Earth House on the wall map displayed behind him. Sergeant Schorr, who stood ready to field the more difficult questions, saw the colonel enter and quickly stepped to the podium’s microphone. “Excuse me, Captain,” he said, interrupting an explanation about the plumbing and water-filtration system. “Folks, I want to introduce you to someone who certainly needs no introduction: Colonel James Barnett Macklin.”
     The colonel continued at a crisp pace along the center aisle as the audience applauded. He took his place behind the podium, framed by an American flag and the flag of Earth House, and looked out at the gallery. The applause went on, and a middle-aged man in a camouflage combat jacket rose to his feet, followed by his similarly dressed wife; then all of them were standing and applauding, and Macklin let it continue for another fifteen seconds before he thanked them and asked them to be seated.
     Captain “Teddybear” Warner, a husky ex-Green Beret who’d lost his left eye to a grenade in the Sudan and now wore a black patch, took a seat behind the colonel, and Schorr sat beside him. Macklin paused, gathering in his mind what he was going to say; he usually gave the same welcoming speech to all the new arrivals at Earth House, told them how secure the place was and how it would be the last American fortress when the Russians invaded. Afterward, he took their questions, shook their hands and signed a few autographs. That was what the Ausley boys paid him for.
     He looked into their eyes. They were used to nice, clean beds, sweet-smelling bathrooms and roast beef on Sunday afternoons. Drones, he thought. They lived to breed and eat and shit, and they thought they knew all about freedom and loyalty and courage—but they didn’t know the first thing about those attributes. He cast his gaze over the faces, saw nothing but softness and weakness; these were people who thought they’d sacrifice their wives and husbands, infant children, homes and all their possessions as the price of keeping the Russian filth off our shores, but they would not, because their spirits were weak and their brains were corrupted by mental junk food. And here they were, like all the others, waiting for him to tell them they were true patriots.
     He wanted to open his mouth and tell them to get the hell out of Earth House, that the place was structurally unsound and that they—the weak-willed losers!—ought to go home and cower in their basements. Jesus Christ! he thought. What the hell am I doing here?
     Then a mental voice, like the sound of a cracking bullwhip, said, Discipline and control! Shape up, mister!
     It was the voice of the Shadow Soldier. Macklin closed his eyes for a second. When he opened them, he was staring into the face of a bony, fragile-looking boy sitting in the second row between his father and mother. A good strong wind would knock that kid to the ground, he decided, but he paused, examining the boy’s pale gray eyes. He thought he recognized something in those eyes—determination, cunning, willpower—that he remembered from pictures of himself at that age, when he was a fat, clumsy slob that his Air Force captain father had kicked in the ass at every opportunity.
     Of all of them sitting before me, he thought, that skinny kid might have a chance. The others were dogmeat.
     He braced himself and started giving the orientation speech with as much enthusiasm as if he were digging a latrine ditch.
     As Colonel Macklin spoke Roland Croninger examined him with intent interest. The colonel was a lot heavier than the photographs in Soldier of Fortune, and he looked sleepy and bored. Roland was disappointed; he’d expected a trim and hungry war hero, not a used car salesman dressed up in military duds. It was hard to believe that this was the same man who had shot down three MiGs over the Thanh Hoa Bridge to save a buddy’s crippled plane and then had ejected from a disintegrating aircraft.
     Rip-off, Roland decided. Colonel Macklin was a rip-off, and he was beginning to think Earth House might be a rip-off, as well. That morning he’d awakened to find a dark water stain on his pillow; the ceiling was leaking from a crack two inches wide. There had been no hot water from the shower head, and the cold water was full of grit and rust. His mother had thrown a fit about not being able to get her hair clean, and his father had said he’d mention the problem to Sergeant Schorr.
     Roland was fearful of setting up his computer because the air in his bedroom was so damp, and his first impression of Earth House as a neat-o medieval-type fortress was wearing thin. Of course, he’d brought books to read—tomes on Machiavelli and Napoleon and a study of medieval siege warfare—but he’d counted on programming some new dungeons for his King’s Knight game while he was here. King’s Knight was his own creation—128K of an imaginary world shattered into feudal kingdoms at war with one another. Now it looked as if he was going to have to read all the time!
     He watched Colonel Macklin. Macklin’s eyes were lazy, and his face was fat. He looked like an old bull that had been put out to pasture because he couldn’t get it up anymore. But as Macklin’s eyes met his and held for a couple of seconds before they slid away again, Roland was reminded of a picture he’d seen of Joe Louis when the boxing champion had been a Las Vegas hotel greeter. In that picture, Joe Louis looked flabby and tired, but he had one massive hand clasped around the frail white hand of a tourist, and Joe Louis’ eyes were hard and dark and somewhere far away—maybe back in the ring, remembering the feel of a blow slammed against another man’s midsection almost to the backbone. Roland thought that the same distant stare was in Colonel Macklin’s eyes, and, just as you knew Joe Louis could’ve smashed the bones in that tourist’s hand with one quick squeeze, Roland sensed that the warrior within Colonel Macklin was not yet dead.
     As Macklin’s address continued the wall telephone beside the display map buzzed. Sergeant Schorr got up and answered it; he listened for a few seconds, hung the receiver up and started back across the platform toward the colonel. Roland thought that something in Schorr’s face had been altered in the time he was on the telephone; Schorr appeared older now, and his face was slightly flushed. He said, “Excuse me, Colonel,” and he placed his hand over the microphone.
     Macklin’s head snapped around, his eyes angry at the interruption.
     “Sir,” Schorr said quietly, “Sergeant Lombard says you’re needed in Perimeter Control.”
     “What is it?”
     “He wouldn’t say, sir. I think… he sounded pretty damned shaken.”
     Crap! Macklin thought. Lombard got “shaken” every time the radar picked up a flock of geese or an airliner passing overhead. Once they’d sealed Earth House because Lombard thought a group of hang gliders were enemy paratroopers. Still, Macklin would have to check it out. He motioned for Captain Warner to follow him, and then he told Schorr to dismiss the orientation after they’d gone. “Ladies and gentlemen,” Macklin said into the microphone, “I’m going to have to leave you now to take care of a small problem, but I hope to see each of you later this afternoon at the newcomers’ reception. Thank you for your attention.” And then he stalked up the aisle with Captain Warner right behind him.
     They drove back in the electric cart the way Macklin had come, Macklin muttering all the way about Lombard’s stupidity. When they went into the Perimeter Control Room, they found Lombard peering into the screen that showed the returns from the sky radar atop Blue Dome. Near him stood Sergeant Becker and Corporal Prados, both staring at the screen as well. The room was full of electronic equipment, other radar screens and the small computer that stored the arrival and departure dates of Earth House’s residents. On a shelf above a row of radar screens, a voice was blaring from a shortwave radio, almost obscured by the crackling of static. The voice was panicked, babbling so fast Macklin couldn’t understand what was being said. But Macklin didn’t like the sound of it, and instantly his muscles tensed and his heart began to pound.
     “Move aside,” he told the other men. He stood where he could get a good look at the screen.
     His mouth went dry, and he heard the sizzling of circuits in his own brain at work. “God in Heaven,” he whispered.
     The garbled voice from the shortwave radio was saying, “New York got it… wiped out… the missiles are comin’ in over the east coast… hit Washington… Boston… I can see flames from here…” Other voices surged out of the storm of static, bits and pieces of information hurtling along the network of ham radio operators across the United States and picked up by Blue Dome Mountain’s antennas. Another voice with a Southern accent broke in, shouting, “Atlanta just went dead! I think Atlanta got hit!” The voices overlapped, swelled and faded, commingled into a language of sobs and shouts, weak, faint whispers and the names of American cities repeated like a litany of the dead: Philadelphia… Miami… Newport News… Chicago… Richmond… Pittsburgh…
     But Macklin’s attention was fixed on what the radar screen showed. There could be no doubt about what they were. He looked up at Captain Warner and started to speak, but he couldn’t find his voice for a second. Then he said, “Bring the perimeter guards in. Seal the doorway. We’re under attack. Move it!”
     Warner picked up a walkie-talkie and hustled off. “Get Schorr down here,” Macklin said, and Sergeant Becker—a loyal and reliable man who had served with Macklin in Chad—instantly picked up the telephone and started pressing buttons. From the shortwave radio a frantic voice said, “This is KKTZ in St. Louis! Calling anybody! I’m lookin’ at a fire in the sky! It’s everywhere! God A’mighty, I’ve never seen such a—” A piercing squeal of static and other distant voices flooded into the empty hole left by St. Louis.
     “This is it,” Macklin whispered. His eyes were shining, and there was a light sheen of sweat on his face. “Ready or not, this is it.”
     And deep inside him, in the pit where no light had shone for a very long time, the Shadow Soldier cried out with joy.






Nine
10:46 A.M. Central Daylight Time
On Interstate 70,
Ellsworth County, Kansas

Twenty-four miles west of Salina, Josh Hutchins’s battered old Pontiac gave a wheeze like an old man with phlegm in his lungs. Josh saw the temperature gauge’s needle zoom toward the red line. Though all the windows were lowered, the inside of the car felt like a steam bath, and Josh’s white cotton shirt and dark blue trousers were plastered to his body with sweat. Oh, Lord! he thought, watching the red needle climb. She’s about to blow!
     An exit was coming up on the right, and there was a weathered sign that said PawPaw’s! Gas! Cold Drinks! One Mile! and had an exaggerated drawing of an old geezer sitting on a mule smoking a corncob pipe.
     I hope I can make another mile, Josh thought as he guided the Pontiac onto the exit ramp. The car kept shuddering, and the needle was into the red but the radiator hadn’t blown yet. Josh drove northward, following PawPaw’s sign, and before him, stretching to the horizon, were immense fields of corn grown to the height of a man and withering under the terrible July heat. The two-lane county road cut straight across them, and not a puff of breeze stirred the stalks; they stood on both sides of the road like impenetrable walls and might have gone on, as far as Josh knew, for a hundred miles both east and west.
     The Pontiac wheezed and gave a jolt. “Come on,” Josh urged, the sweat streaming down his face. “Come on, don’t give out on me now.” He didn’t relish the idea of walking a mile in hundred-degree sun; they’d find him melted into the concrete like an ink blot. The needle continued its climb, and red warning lights were flashing on the dashboard.
     Suddenly there was a crackling noise that made Josh think of the Rice Krispies he used to like as a kid. And then, in the next instant, the windshield was covered with a crawling brown mass of things.
     Before Josh could finish drawing a surprised breath, a brown cloud had swept through the open windows on the Pontiac’s right side and he was covered with crawling, fluttering, chattering things that got down the collar of his shirt, into his mouth, up his nostrils and in his eyes. He spat them from his mouth and clawed them away from his eyes with one hand while the other clenched the steering wheel. It was the most ungodly noise of chattering he’d ever heard, a deafening roar of whirring wings. And then his eyes cleared and he could see that the windshield and the car’s interior were covered with thousands of locusts, swarming all over him, flying through his car and out the windows on the left side. He switched on the windshield wipers, but the weight of the mass of locusts pinned the wipers to the glass.
     In the next few seconds they began flying off the windshield, first five or six at a time and then suddenly the whole mass in a whirling brown tornado. The wipers slapped back and forth, smearing some unlucky ones who were too slow. And then steam billowed up from under the hood and the Pontiac Bonneville lurched forward. Josh looked at the temperature gauge; a locust clung to the glass, but the needle was way over the red line.
     This sure isn’t turning out to be my day, he thought grimly as he brushed the remaining locusts from his arms and legs. They, too, whirred out of the car and followed the huge cloud that was moving over the sunburned corn, heading in a northwesterly direction. One of the things flew right up in his face, and its wings made a noise like a Bronx cheer before it darted out the window after the others. Only about twenty or so remained in the car, crawling lazily over the dashboard and the passenger seat.
     Josh concentrated on where he was going, praying that the engine would give him just a few more yards. Through the cloud of steam he saw a small, flat-roofed cinder block structure coming up on his right. Gas pumps stood out front, under a green canvas awning. On the building’s roof was a full-sized old Conestoga wagon, and printed in big red letters on the wagon’s side was PAWPAW’S.
     He breathed a sigh of relief and turned into the gravel driveway, but before he could reach the gas pumps and a water hose the Pontiac coughed, faltered and backfired at the same time. The engine made a noise like a hollow bucket being kicked, and then the only sound was the rude hiss of steam.
     Well, Josh thought, that’s that.
     Bathed in sweat, he got out of the car and contemplated the rising plume of steam. When he reached out to pop the hood open, the metal burned his hand like a bite. He stepped back and, as the sun beat down from a sky almost white with heat haze, Josh thought his life had reached its lowest ebb.
     A screen door slammed. “Got y’self some trouble?” a wizened voice inquired.
     Josh looked up. Approaching him from the cinder block building was a little humpbacked old man wearing a sweat-stained ten-gallon hat, overalls and cowboy boots. “I sure do,” Josh replied.
     The little man, who stood maybe five foot one, stopped. His ten-gallon hat—complete with a snakeskin hatband and an eagle’s feather sticking up—almost swallowed his head. His face was as brown as sunbaked clay, his eyes dark, sparkling dots. “Oooooeeeee!” he rasped. “You’re a big ’un, ain’t you! Lordy, I ain’t seen one as big as you since the circus passed through!” He grinned, revealing tiny, nicotine-stained teeth. “How’s the weather up there?”
     Josh’s sweaty frustration tumbled out in a laugh. He grinned widely as well. “The same as down there,” he answered. “Mighty hot.”
     The little man shook his head in awe and walked in a circle around the Bonneville. He, too, attempted to get the hood up, but the heat stung his fingers. “Hose is busted,” he decided. “Yep. Hose. Seen a lot of ’em lately.”
     “Do you have spares?”
     The man tilted his neck to look up, still obviously impressed with Josh’s size. “Nope,” he said. “Not a one. I can get you one, though. Order it from Salina, should be here in… oh, two or three hours.”
     “Two or three hours? Salina’s only about thirty miles away!”
     The little man shrugged. “Hot day. City boys don’t like hot days. Too used to air conditionin’. Yep, two or three hours’ll do it.”
     “Damn! I’m on my way to Garden City!”
     “Long drive,” the man offered. “Well, we’d best let ’er cool off some. I got cold drinks, if you want one.” He motioned for Josh to follow and started toward the building.
     Josh was expecting a tumbledown mess of oil cans, old batteries and a wall full of hubcaps, but when he stepped inside he was surprised to find a neat, orderly country grocery store. A throw rug had been put down right at the doorway, and behind the counter and cash register was a little alcove where the man had been sitting in his rocking chair, watching television on a portable Sony. Now, though, the TV’s screen showed only static.
     “Thing went out on me just before you drove up,” he said. “I was watchin’ that show about the hospital and them folks always gettin’ in trouble. Lord God, they’d put you under the jail around here for some of them shenanigans!” He cackled and took off his hat. His scalp was pale, and he had white hair that stood up in sweat-damp spikes. “All the other channels are off too, so I guess we got to talk, huh?”
     “I guess so.” Josh stood in front of a fan atop the counter, letting the deliciously cool air separate his wet shirt from his skin.
     The little man opened a refrigerator unit and brought out two canned Cokes. He handed one to Josh, who snapped the tab and drank thirstily. “No charge,” the man said. “You look like you’ve had a rough mornin’. My name’s PawPaw Briggs—well, PawPaw ain’t my real name. It’s what my boys call me. So that’s what the sign says.”
     “Josh Hutchins.” They shook hands, and the little man grinned again and pretended to wince under the pressure of Josh’s grip. “Do your boys work here with you?”
     “Oh, no.” PawPaw chuckled. “They got their own place, up the road four or five miles.”
     Josh was grateful to be out of the hot sun. He walked around the store, rolling the cold can across his face and feeling the flesh tighten. For a country store out in the middle of a cornfield, he realized after another moment, the shelves of PawPaw’s place held an amazing variety of items: loaves of wheat bread, rye bread, raisin bread and cinnamon rolls; cans of green beans, beets, squash, peaches, pineapple chunks and all kinds of fruit; about thirty different canned soups; cans of beef stew, corned beef hash, Spam, and sliced roast beef; an array of utensils, including paring knives, cheese graters, can openers, flashlights and batteries; and a shelf full of canned fruit juices, Hawaiian Punch, Welch’s Grape Juice and mineral water in plastic jugs. A rack on the wall held shovels, picks and hoes, a pair of garden shears and a water hose. Near the cash register was a magazine stand displaying periodicals like Flying, American Pilot, Time and Newsweek, Playboy and Penthouse. This place, Josh thought, was the supermarket of country stores! “Lot of people live around here?” Josh asked.
     “Few.” PawPaw whacked the TV with his fist, but the static remained. “Not too many.”
     Josh felt something crawling under his collar; he reached back and dug out a locust.
     “Things are hell, ain’t they?” PawPaw asked. “Get into everythin’, they do. Been flyin’ out of the fields by the thousands for the last two, three days. Kinda peculiar.”
     “Yeah.” Josh held the insect between his fingers and went to the screen door. He opened it and flicked the locust out; it whirled around his head for a couple of seconds, made a soft chirring noise and then flew toward the northwest.
     A red Camaro suddenly pulled off the road, swerved around Josh’s sick Bonneville and halted at the pumps. “More customers,” Josh announced.
     “Well, well. We got us a regular convention today, don’t we?” He came around the counter to stand beside Josh, barely the height of Josh’s breastbone. The doors of the Camaro opened, and a woman and a little blond-haired girl got out. “Hey!” the woman, who was squeezed into a red halter top and tight, uncomfortable-looking jeans, called toward the screen door. “Can I get some unleaded gas here?”
     “Sure can!” PawPaw went outside to pump the gas for her. Josh finished his Coke, crumpled the can and dropped it into a wastebasket; when he looked through the screen door again, he saw that the child, who wore a little powder-blue jumpsuit, was standing right in the blazing sun, staring at the moving cloud of locusts. The woman, her poorly dyed blond hair tangled and wet with sweat, took the child’s hand and led her toward PawPaw’s place. Josh stepped aside as they entered, and the woman—who had a blackened right eye—shot Josh a distrustful glance and then stood before the fan to cool off.
     The child stared up at Josh as if peering toward the highest branches of a redwood tree. She was a pretty little thing, Josh thought; her eyes were a soft, luminous shade of blue. The color reminded Josh of what the summer sky had looked like when he himself was a child, with all the tomorrows before him and no place to go in any particular hurry. The little girl’s face was heart-shaped and fragile-looking, her complexion almost translucent. She said, “Are you a giant?”
     “Hush, Swan!” Darleen Prescott said. “We don’t talk to strangers!”
     But the little girl continued to stare up at him, expecting an answer. Josh smiled. “I guess I am.”
     “Sue Wanda!” Darleen grabbed Swan’s shoulder and turned her away from Josh.
     “Hot day,” Josh said. “Where are you two heading?”
     Darleen was silent for a moment, letting the cool air play over her face. “Anywhere but here,” she replied, her eyes closed and her head tilted upward to catch the air on her throat.
     PawPaw returned, wiping the sweat from his forehead with a much-used handkerchief. “Gotcha filled up there, lady. Be fifteen dollars and seventy-five cents, please.”
     Darleen dug in her pocket for the money, and Swan nudged her. “I need to go right now!” Swan whispered. Darleen laid a twenty dollar bill on the counter. “You got a ladies’ room, mister?”
     “Nope,” he replied, and then he looked down at Swan—who was obviously in some discomfort—and shrugged. “Well, I reckon you can use my bathroom. Hold on a minute.” He reached down and pulled back the throw rug in front of the counter. Beneath it was a trapdoor. PawPaw threw back a bolt and lifted it. The aroma of rich, dark earth wafted from the open square, and a set of wooden steps descended into the basement. PawPaw went down a few steps, flicked on an overhanging light bulb and then came back up. “Bathroom’s through the little door on the right,” he told Swan. “Go ahead.”
     She glanced at her mother, who shrugged and motioned her down, and Swan went through the trapdoor. The basement had wails of hard-packed dirt; the ceiling was crisscrossed with thick wooden beams. The floor was made of poured concrete, and the room—which was about twenty feet long, ten feet wide and seven or eight feet high—held a cot, a record player and radio, a shelf of dog-eared Louis L’Amour and Brett Halliday paperbacks, and had a poster of Dolly Parton on one wall. Swan found the door and entered a tiny cubicle that had a sink, a mirror and a toilet.
     “Do you live down there?” Josh asked the old man as he peered through the trapdoor.
     “Sure do. Used to live in a farmhouse a couple of miles east, but I sold that after the wife passed on. My boys helped me dig the basement out. It ain’t much, but it’s home.”
     “Ugh!” Darleen wrinkled her nose. “It smells like a graveyard.”
     “Why don’t you live with your sons?” Josh inquired.
     PawPaw looked at him curiously, his brow knitting. “Sons? I ain’t got no sons.”
     “I thought you said your boys helped you dig the basement out.”
     “My boys did, yeah. The underground boys. They said they’d made me a real good place to live in. See, they come here all the time and stock up, ’cause I’m the closest store.”
     Josh couldn’t make sense of what the old man was talking about. He tried once more: “Come here from where?”
     “Underground,” PawPaw replied.
     Josh shook his head. The old man was nuts. “Listen, could you take a look at my radiator now?”
     “I reckon so. One minute, and we’ll go see what she wrote.” PawPaw went behind the counter, rang up Darleen’s gas purchase and gave her change from the twenty. Swan started coming up the basement steps. Josh braced himself for the stunning heat and went outside, walking toward his still-steaming Bonneville.
     He had almost reached it when he felt the earth shake beneath his feet.
     He stopped in his tracks. What was that? he wondered. An earthquake? Yeah, that would just about put the capper on the day!
     The sun was brutal. The cloud of locusts was gone. Across the road, the huge cornfield was as still as a painting. The only sounds were the hissing of steam and the steady tick… tick… tick of the Pontiac’s fried engine.
     Squinting in the harsh glare, Josh looked up at the sky. It was white and featureless, like a clouded mirror. His heart was beating harder. The screen door slammed behind him, and he jumped. Darleen and Swan had come out and were walking toward the Camaro. Suddenly Swan stopped, too, but Darleen walked on a few more paces before she realized the child was not beside her. “Come on! Let’s get on the road, hon!”
     Swan’s gaze was directed at the sky. It’s so quiet, she thought. So quiet. The heavy air almost pressed her to her knees, and she was having trouble drawing a breath. All day long she’d noted huge flocks of birds in flight, horses running skittishly around their pastures and dogs baying at the sky. She sensed something about to happen—something very bad, just as she had last night when she’d seen the fireflies. But the feeling had gotten stronger all morning, ever since they’d left the motel outside Wichita, and now it made goose bumps break out on her arms and legs. She sensed danger in the air, danger in the earth, danger everywhere.
     “Swan!” Darleen’s voice was both irritated and nervous. “Come on, now!”
     The little girl stared into the brown cornfields that stretched to the horizon. Yes, she thought. And danger there, too. Especially there.
     The blood pounded in her veins, and an urge to cry almost overcame her. “Danger,” she whispered. “Danger… in the corn…”
     The ground shook again beneath Josh’s feet, and he thought he heard a deep grinding growl like heavy machinery coming to life. Darleen shouted, “Swan! Come on!”
     What the hell…? Josh thought.
     And then there came a piercing, whining noise that grew louder and louder, and Josh put his hands to his ears and wondered if he was going to live to see his paycheck.
     “God A’mighty!” PawPaw shouted, standing in the doorway.
     A column of dirt shot up about four hundred yards into the cornfield to the northwest, and hundreds of cornstalks burst into flame. A spear of fire emerged, made a noise like bacon sizzling in a skillet as it sped upward several hundred feet, then arced dramatically to a northwesterly course and vanished in the haze. Another burning spear burst from the ground a half mile or so away, and this one followed the first. Further away, two more shot upward and climbed out of sight within two seconds; then the burning spears were coming up all over the cornfield, the nearest about three hundred yards away and the most distant fiery dots five or six miles across the fields. Geysers of dirt exploded as the things rose with incredible speed, their flaming trails leaving blue afterimages on Josh’s retinas. The corn was on fire, and the hot wind of the burning spears fanned the flames toward PawPaw’s place.
     Waves of sickening heat washed over Josh, Darleen and Swan. Darleen was still screaming for Swan to get to the car. The child watched in horrified awe as dozens of burning spears continued to explode from the cornfield. The earth shuddered with shock waves under Josh’s feet. His senses reeling, he realized that the burning spears were missiles, roaring from their hidden silos in a Kansas cornfield in the middle of nowhere.
     The underground boys, Josh thought—and he suddenly knew what PawPaw Briggs had meant.
     PawPaw’s place stood on the edge of a camouflaged missile base, and the “underground boys” were the Air Force technicians who were now sitting in their bunkers and pressing the buttons.
     “God A’mighty!” PawPaw shouted, his voice lost in the roar. “Look at ’em fly!”
     Still the missiles were bursting from the cornfield, each one following the other into the northwest and vanishing in the rippling air. Russia, Josh thought. Oh, my God Jesus—they’re heading for Russia!
     All the newscasts he’d heard and stories he’d read in the past few months came back to him, and in that awful instant he knew World War III had begun.
     The swirling, scorched air was full of fiery corn, raining down on the road and on the roof of PawPaw’s place. The green canvas awning was smoking, and the canvas of the Conestoga wagon was already aflame. A storm of burning corn was advancing across the ravaged field, and as the shock waves collided in fifty-mile-an-hour winds the flames merged into a solid, rolling wall of fire twenty feet high.
     “Come on!” Darleen shrieked, grabbing Swan up in her arms. The child’s blue eyes were wide and staring, hypnotized by the spectacle of fire. Darleen started running for her car with Swan in her arms, and as a shock wave knocked her flat the first red tendrils of flame began to reach toward the gas pumps.
     Josh knew the fire was about to jump the road. The pumps were going to blow. And then he was back on the football field before a roaring Sunday afternoon crowd, and he was running for the downed woman and child like a human tank as the stadium clock ticked the seconds off. A shock wave hit him, threw him off balance, and burning corn swept over him; but then he was scooping the woman up with one thick arm around her waist. She clung to the child, whose face had frozen with terror. “Lemme go!” Darleen shrieked, but Josh whirled around and sprinted for the screen door, where PawPaw stood watching the flight of the burning spears in open-mouthed wonder.
     Josh had almost reached it when there was an incandescent flash like a hundred million high-wattage bulbs going off at the same instant. Josh was looking away from the field, but he saw his shadow projected onto PawPaw Briggs—and in the space of a millisecond he saw PawPaw’s eyeballs burst into blue flame. The old man screamed, clawed at his face and fell backward into the screen door, tearing it off its hinges. “Oh God, oh Jesus, oh God!” Darleen was babbling. The child was silent.
     The light got brighter still, and Josh felt a wash of heat on his back—gentle at first, like the sun on a nice summer day. But then the heat increased to the level of an oven, and before Josh could reach the door he heard the skin on his back and shoulders sizzling. The light was so intense he couldn’t see where he was going, and now his face was swelling so fast he feared it would explode like a beach ball. He stumbled forward, tripped over something—PawPaw’s body, writhing in agony in the doorway. Josh smelled burning hair and scorched flesh, and he thought crazily, I’m one barbecued sonofabitch!
     He could still see through the slits of his swollen eyes; the world was an eerie blue-white, the color of ghosts. Ahead of him, the trapdoor yawned open. Josh reached down with his free hand, grabbed the old man’s arm and dragged him, along with the woman and child, toward the open square. An explosion sent shrapnel banging against the outside wall—the pumps, Josh knew—and a shard of hot metal flew past the right side of his head. Blood streamed down, but he had no time to think of anything but getting into that basement, for behind him he heard a wailing cacophony of wind like a symphony of fallen angels, and he dared not look back to see what was coming out of that cornfield. The whole building was shaking, cans and bottles jumping off the shelves. Josh flung PawPaw Briggs down the steps like a sack of grain and then leapt down himself, skinning his ass on the wood but still clinging to the woman and child. They rolled to the floor, the woman screaming in a broken, strangled voice. Josh scrambled back up to close the trapdoor.
     And then he looked through the doorway and saw what was coming.
     A tornado of fire.
     It filled the sky, hurling off jagged spears of red and blue lightning and carrying with it tons of blackened earth gouged from the fields. He knew in that instant that the tornado of fire was advancing on PawPaw’s grocery store, bringing half the dirt from the field with it, and it would hit them within seconds.
     And, simply, either they would live or they would die.
     Josh reached up, slammed the trapdoor in place and jumped off the steps. He landed on his side on the concrete floor.
     Come on! he thought, his teeth gritted and his hands over his head. Come on, damn it!
     An unearthly commingling of the mighty roar of whirling wind, the crackle of fire and the bellowing crash of thunder filled the basement, forcing everything from Josh Hutchins’s mind but cold, stark terror.
     The basement’s concrete floor suddenly shook—and then it lifted three feet and cracked apart like a dinner plate. It slammed down with brutal force. Pain pounded at Josh’s eardrums. He opened his mouth and knew he was screaming, but he couldn’t hear it.
     And then the basement’s ceiling caved in, the beams cracking like bones in hungry hands. Josh was struck across the back of the head; he had the sensation of being lifted up and whirled in an airplane spin while his nostrils were smothered with thick, wet cotton, and all he wanted to do was get out of this damned wrestling ring and go home. Then he knew no more.






Ten
10:17 A.M. Mountain Daylight Time
Earth House

“More bogies at ten o’clock!” Lombard said as the radar swept around again and the green dots flickered across the display screen. “Twelve heading southeast at fourteen thousand feet. Jesus Christ, look at those mothers move!” Within thirty seconds, the blips had passed out of radar range. “Five more coming over, Colonel.” Lombard’s voice shook with a mixture of horror and excitement, his heavy-jowled face flushed and his eyes large behind aviator-style glasses. “Heading northwest at seventeen-oh-three. They’re ours. Go for it, baby!”
     Sergeant Becker whooped and smacked a fist into the palm of his open hand. “Wipe Ivan off the map!” he shouted. Behind him, Captain Warner smoked a cork-tipped cheroot and impassively watched the radar screen through his good eye. A couple of other uniformed technicians monitored the perimeter radar. Across the room, Sergeant Schorr was slumped in a chair, his eyes glassy and unbelieving, and every once in a while his tortured gaze crept toward the main radar screen and then quickly moved back to a spot on the opposite wall.
     Colonel Macklin stood over Lombard’s right shoulder, his arms crossed over his chest and his attention fixed on the green blips that had been moving across the screen for the last forty minutes. It was easy to tell which were Russian missiles, because they were heading southeast, on trajectories that would take them hurtling into the midwestern air force bases and ICBM fields. The American missiles were speeding northwest, toward deadly rendezvous with Moscow, Magadan, Tomsk, Karaganda, Vladivostok, Gorky and a hundred other target cities and missile bases. Corporal Prados had his earphones on, monitoring the weak signals that were still coming in from shortwave operators across the country. “Signal from San Francisco just went off the air,” he said. “Last word was from KXCA in Sausalito. Something about a fireball and blue lightning—the rest was garbled.”
     “Seven bogies at eleven o’clock,” Lombard said. “Twelve thousand feet. Heading southeast.”
     Seven more, Macklin thought. My God! That brought to sixty-eight the number of “incoming mail” picked up by Blue Dome’s radar—and God only knew how many hundreds, possibly thousands, had streaked over out of radar range. From the panicked reports of shortwave radio operators, American cities were being incinerated in a full-scale nuclear assault. But Macklin had counted forty-four pieces of “outgoing mail” headed for Russia, and he knew that thousands of ICBMs, Cruise missiles, B-l bombers and submarine-based nuclear weapons were being used against the Soviet Union. It didn’t matter who’d started it; all the talking was over. It only mattered now who was strong enough to withstand the atomic punches the longest.
     Earth House had been ordered sealed when Macklin saw the first blips of Soviet missiles on the radar screen. The perimeter guards had been brought in, the rock doorway lowered and locked in place, the system of louver-like baffles activated in the ventilation ducts to prevent entry of radioactive dust. There was one thing that remained to be done: Tell the civilians inside Earth House that World War III had started, that their homes and relatives had possibly been vaporized already, that everything they’d known and loved might well be gone in the flash of a fireball. Macklin had rehearsed it in his mind many times before; he would call the civilians together in the Town Hall, and he would calmly explain to them what was happening. They would understand that they would have to stay here, inside Blue Dome Mountain, and they could never go home again. Then he would teach them discipline and control, mold hard shells of armor over those soft, sluggish civilian bodies, teach them to think like warriors. And from this impregnable fortress they would hold off the Soviet invaders to the last breath and drop of blood, because he loved the United States of America and no man would ever make him kneel and beg.
     “Colonel?” One of the young technicians looked up from his perimeter radar screen. “I’ve got a vehicle approaching. Looks like an RV, coming up the mountain pretty damned fast.”
     Macklin stepped over to watch the blip approaching up the mountain road. The RV was going so fast its driver was in danger of slinging it right off Blue Dome.
     It was still within Macklin’s power to open the front doorway and bring the RV inside by using a code that would override the computerized locking system. He imagined a frantic family inside that vehicle, perhaps a family from Idaho Falls, or from one of the smaller communities at the base of the mountain. Human lives, Macklin thought, struggling to avoid decimation. He looked at the telephone. Punching in his ID number and speaking the code into the receiver would make the security computer abort the lock and raise the doorway. By doing so, he would save those people’s lives.
     He reached toward the telephone.
     But something stirred within him—a heavy, dark, unseen thing shifting as if from the bottom of a primeval swamp.
Sssstop! The Shadow Soldier’s whisper was like the hiss of a fuse on dynamite. Think of the food! More mouths, less food!
     Macklin hesitated, his fingers inches from the phone.
     More mouths, less food! Discipline and control! Shape up, mister!
     “I’ve got to let them in,” Macklin heard himself say, and the other men in the control room stared at him.
     Don’t backtalk me, mister! More mouths, less food! And you know all about what happens when a man’s hungry, don’t you?
     “Yes,” Macklin whispered.
     “Sir?” the radar technician asked.
     “Discipline and control,” Macklin replied, in a slurred voice.
     “Colonel?” Warner gripped Macklin’s shoulder.
     Macklin jerked, as if startled from a nightmare. He looked around at the others, then at the telephone again, and slowly lowered his hand. For a second he’d been down in the pit again, down in the mud and shit and darkness, but now he was okay. He knew where he was now. Sure. Discipline and control did the trick. Macklin shrugged free of Captain Warner and regarded the blip on the perimeter radar screen through narrowed eyes. “No,” he said. “No. They’re too late. Way too late. Earth House stays sealed.” And he felt damned proud of himself for making the manly decision. There were over three hundred people in Earth House, not including the officers and technicians. More mouths, less food. He was sure he’d done the right thing.
     “Colonel Macklin!” Lombard called; his voice cracked. “Look at this!”
     At once, Macklin stood beside him, peering into the screen. He saw a group of four bogies streaking within radar range—but one seemed slower than the others, and as it faltered the faster three vanished over Blue Dome Mountain. “What’s going on?”
     “That bogie’s at twenty-two thousand four,” Lombard said. “A few seconds ago, it was at twenty-five. I think it’s falling.”
     “It can’t be falling! There aren’t any military targets within a hundred miles!” Sergeant Becker snapped, pushing forward to see.
     “Check again,” Macklin told Lombard, in the calmest voice he could summon.
     The radar arm swept around with agonizing slowness. “Twenty thousand two, sir. Could be malfunctioned. The bastard’s coming down!”
     “Shit! Get me an impact point!”
     A plastic-coated map of the area around Blue Dome Mountain was unfolded, and Lombard went to work with his compass and protractor, figuring and refiguring angles and speeds. His hands were trembling, and he had to start over more than once. Finally, he said, “It’s going to pass over Blue Dome, sir, but I don’t know what the turbulence is doing up there. I’ve got it impacting right here,” and he tapped his finger at a point roughly ten miles west of Little Lost River. He checked the screen again. “It’s just coming through eighteen thousand, sir. It’s falling like a broken arrow.”
     Captain “Teddybear” Warner grunted. “There’s Ivan’s technology for you,” he said. “All fucked up.”
     “No, sir.” Lombard swiveled around in his chair. “It’s not Russian. It’s one of ours.”
     There was an electric silence in the room. Colonel Macklin broke it by expelling the air in his lungs. “Lombard, what the hell are you saying?”
     “It’s a friendly,” he repeated. “It was moving northwest before it went out of control. From the size and speed, I’d guess it’s a Minuteman III, maybe a Mark 12 or 12A.”
     “Oh… Jesus,” Ray Becker whispered, his ruddy face gone ashen.
     Macklin stared at the radar screen. The runaway blip seemed to be getting larger. His insides felt bound by iron bands, and he knew what would happen if a Minuteman III Mark 12A hit anywhere within fifty miles of Blue Dome Mountain; the Mark 12As carried three 335-kiloton nuclear warheads—enough power to flatten seventy-five Hiroshimas. The Mark 12s, carrying payloads of three 170-kiloton warheads, would be almost as devastating, but suddenly Macklin was praying that it was only a Mark 12, because maybe, maybe, the mountain could withstand that kind of impact without shuddering itself to rubble.
     “Falling through sixteen thousand, Colonel.”
     Five thousand feet above Blue Dome Mountain. He could feel the other men watching him, waiting to see if he was made of iron or clay. There was nothing he could do now, except pray that the missile fell far beyond Little Lost River. A bitter smile crept across his mouth. His heart was racing, but his mind was steady. Discipline and control, he thought. Those were the things that made a man.
     Earth House had been constructed here because there were no nearby Soviet targets, and all the government charts showed the movement of radioactive winds would be to the south. He’d never dreamed in his wildest scenarios that Earth House would be hit by an American weapon. Not fair! he thought, and he almost giggled. Oh no, not fair at all!
     “Thirteen thousand three,” Lombard said, his voice strained. He hurriedly did another calculation on the map, but he didn’t say what he found and Macklin didn’t ask him. Macklin knew they were going to take one hell of a jolt, and he was thinking of the cracks in the ceilings and walls of Earth House, those cracks and weak, rotted areas that the sonofabitching Ausley brothers should have taken care of before they opened this dungeon. But now it was too late, much too late. Macklin stared at the screen through slitted eyes and hoped that the Ausley brothers had heard their skin frying before they died.
     “Twelve thousand two, Colonel.”
     Schorr let out a panicked whimper and drew his knees up to his chest; he peered into empty air like a man seeing the time, place and circumstances of his own death in a crystal ball.
     “Shit,” Warner said softly. He drew once more on his cigar and crushed it out in an ashtray. “I guess we’d better get comfortable, huh? Poor bastards upstairs are gonna be thrown around like rag dolls.” He squeezed himself into a corner, bracing against the floor with his hands and feet.
     Corporal Prados took off his earphones and braced himself against the wall, beads of sweat glistening on his cheeks. Becker stood beside Macklin, who watched the approaching blip on Lombard’s radar screen and counted the seconds to impact.
     “Eleven thousand two.” Lombard’s shoulders hunched up. “It’s cleared Blue Dome! Passing to the northwest! I think it’s going to make the river! Go, you bastard, go!”
     “Go,” Becker breathed.
     “Go,” Prados said, and he squeezed his eyes shut. “Go. Go.”
     The blip had vanished from the screen. “We’ve lost it, Colonel! It’s gone below radar range!”
     Macklin nodded. But the missile was still falling toward the forest along Little Lost River, and Macklin was still counting.
     All of them heard a humming like a distant, huge swarm of hornets.
     Then silence.
     Macklin said, “It’s dow—”
     And in the next second the radar screen exploded with light, the men around it crying out and shielding their eyes. Macklin was momentarily blinded by the dazzle, and he knew the sky radar atop Blue Dome had just been incinerated. The other radar screens brightened like green suns and shorted out as they picked up the flash. The noise of hornets was in the room, and blue sparks spat from the control boards as the wiring blew. “Hang on!” Macklin shouted. The floors and walls shook, a jigsaw of cracks running across the ceiling. Rock dust and pebbles fell into the room, the larger stones rattling down on the control boards like hailstones. The floor heaved violently enough to drop both Macklin and Becker to their knees. Lights flickered and went out, but within seconds the emergency lighting system had switched on and the illumination—harsher, brighter, throwing deeper shadows than before—came back.
     There was one last weak tremor and another rain of dust and stones, and then the floor was still.
     Macklin’s hair was white with dust, his face gritty and scratched. But the air-filtration system was throbbing, already drawing the dust into the wall vents. “Everybody okay?” he shouted, trying to focus past the green dazzle that remained on his eyeballs. He heard the sound of coughing and someone—Schorr, he thought it must be—sobbing. “Is everybody okay?”
     He got a reply back from all but Schorr and one of the technicians. “It’s over!” he said. “We made it! We’re okay!” He knew that there would be broken bones, concussions and cases of shock among the civilians on the upper level, and they were probably panicked right now, but the lights were on and the filtration system was pumping and Earth House hadn’t blown apart like a house of cards in a high wind. It’s over! We made it! Still blinking to see past the green haze, he struggled to his feet. A short, hollow bark of a laugh escaped between his clenched teeth—and then the laughter bubbled up from his throat, and he was laughing louder and louder because he was alive and his fortress was still standing. His blood was hot and singing again like it had been in the steamy jungles and parched plains of foreign battlefields; on those fields of fire, the enemy wore a devil’s face and did not hide behind the mask of Air Force psychiatrists, bill collectors, scheming ex-wives and cheating business partners. He was Colonel Jimbo Macklin, and he walked like a tiger, lean and mean, with the Shadow Soldier at his side.
     He had once again beaten death and dishonor. He grinned, his lips white with grit.
     But then there was a sound like cloth being ripped between cruel hands. Colonel Macklin’s laughter stopped.
     He rubbed his eyes, straining through the green glare, and was able at last to see where that noise was coming from.
     The wall before him had fractured into thousands of tiny interconnected cracks. But at the top of it, where the wall met the ceiling, a massive crack was moving in fits and leaps, zigzagging as it went, and rivulets of dark, evil-smelling water streamed down the wall like blood from a monstrous wound. The ripping sound doubled and tripled; he looked at his feet, made out a second huge crack crawling across the floor. A third crack snaked across the opposite wall.
     He heard Becker shout something, but the voice was garbled and in slow motion, as if heard in a nightmare. Chunks of stone fell from above, ripping the ceiling tile loose, and more streams of water splattered down. Macklin smelled the sickening odor of sewage, and as the water dripped all over him he realized the truth: that somewhere in the network of pipes the sewage system had exploded—perhaps weeks ago, or months—and the backed-up sludge had collected not only above the first level, but between Levels One and Two as well, further eroding the unsteady, overstressed rock that held the warren of Earth House together.
     The floor pitched at an angle that threw Macklin off balance. Plates of rock rubbed together with the noise of grinding jaws, and as the zigzagging cracks connected a torrent of foul water and rock cascaded from the ceiling. Macklin fell over Becker and hit the floor, he heard Becker scream, and as he twisted around he saw Ray Becker fall through a jagged crevice that had opened in the floor. Becker’s fingers grasped the edge, and then the two sides of the crevice slammed shut again and Macklin watched in horror as the man’s fingers exploded like overstuffed sausages.
     The entire room was in violent motion, like a chamber in a bizarre carnival funhouse. Pieces of the floor collapsed, leaving gaping craters that fell into darkness. Schorr screamed and leaped toward the door, jumping a hole that opened in his path, and as the man burst out into the corridor Macklin saw that the corridor walls were veined with deep fissures as well. Huge slabs of rock were crashing down. Schorr disappeared into whirling dust, his scream trailing behind him. The corridor shook and pitched, the floor heaving up and down as if the iron reinforcing rods had turned to rubber. And all around, through the walls and the floor and ceiling, there was a pounding like a mad blacksmith beating on an anvil, coupled with the grinding of rock and the sound of reinforcing rods snapping like off-key guitar notes. Over the cacophony, a chorus of screams swelled and ebbed in the corridor. Macklin knew the civilians on the upper level were being battered to death. He sat huddled in a corner in the midst of the noise and chaos, realizing that the shock waves from that runaway missile were hammering Earth House to pieces.
     Filthy water showered down on him. A storm of dust and rubble crashed into the corridor, and with it was something that might have been a mangled human body; the debris blocked the control room’s doorway. Someone—Warner, he thought—had his arm and was trying to pull him to his feet. He heard Lombard howling like a hurt dog. Discipline and control! he thought. Discipline and control!
     The lights went out. The air vents exhaled a gasp of death. And an instant afterward, the floor beneath Macklin collapsed. He fell, and he heard himself screaming. His shoulder hit an outcrop of rock, and then he struck bottom with a force that knocked the breath out of him and stopped his scream. In utter darkness, the corridors and rooms of Earth House were caving in, one after the other. Bodies were trapped and mangled between pincers of grinding rock. Slabs of stone fell from above, crashing through the weakened floors. Sludge streamed knee-deep in the sections of Earth House that still held together, and in the darkness people crushed each other to death fighting for a way out. The screams, shrieks and cries for God merged into a hellish voice of pandemonium, and still the shock waves continued to batter Blue Dome Mountain as it caved in on itself, destroying the impregnable fortress carved in its guts.






Eleven
1:31 P.M. Eastern Daylight Time
Aboard Airborne Command

The president of the United States, his eyes sunken into purple craters in his ashen face, looked to his right out the oval Plexiglas window and saw a turbulent sea of black clouds beneath the Boeing E-4B. Yellow and orange flashes of light shimmered thirty-five thousand feet below, and the clouds boiled up in monstrous thunderheads. The aircraft shook, was sucked downward a thousand feet and then, its four turbofan engines screaming, battled for altitude again. The sky had turned the color of mud, the sun blocked by the massive, swirling clouds. And in those clouds, tossed upward thirty thousand feet from the surface of the earth, was the debris of civilization: burning trees, entire houses, sections of buildings, pieces of bridges and highways and railroad tracks glowing incandescent red. The objects boiled up like rotting vegetation stirred from the bottom of a black pond and then were sucked downward again, to be replaced by a new wave of humanity’s junk.
     He couldn’t stand to watch it, but he couldn’t make himself stop looking. With dreadful, hypnotic fascination, he watched blue streaks of lightning lance through the clouds. The Boeing shuddered, leaned over on its port wing and strained upward again, plummeted and rose like a roller-coaster ride. Something huge and flaming streaked past the president’s window, and he thought that it might’ve been part of a train thrown into the air by the tremendous shock waves and super-tornado-force winds shrieking across the scorched earth below.
     Someone reached forward and pulled down the smoked-glass visor that shielded the president’s window. “I don’t think you need to look anymore, sir.”
     For a few seconds, the president struggled to recognize the man who sat in the black leather seat facing his own. Hans, he thought. Secretary of Defense Hannan. He looked around himself, his mind groping for equilibrium. He was in the Boeing Airborne Command Center, in his quarters at the tail of the aircraft. Hannan was seated in front of him, and across the aisle sat a man in the uniform of an Air Force Special Intelligence captain; the man was ramrod-straight and square-shouldered, and he wore a pair of sunglasses that obscured his eyes. Around his right wrist was a handcuff, and the other end of the chain was attached to a small black briefcase that sat on the Formica-topped table before him.
     Beyond the door of the president’s cubicle, the aircraft was a bristling nerve center of radar screens, data processing computers, and communications gear linked to Strategic Air Command, North American Air Defense, SHAPE command in Europe, and all the air force, naval and ICBM bases in the United States. The technicians who operated the equipment had been chosen by the Defense Intelligence Agency, which had also chosen and trained the man with the black briefcase. Also aboard the aircraft were DIA officers and several air force and army generals, assigned special duty on Airborne Command, whose responsibility was constructing a picture of reports coming in from the various theaters of conflict.
     The jet had been circling over Virginia since 0600 hours, and at 0946 the first electrifying reports had come in from Naval Central: contact between hunter-killer task forces and a large wolf pack of Soviet nuclear submarines north of Bermuda.
     According to the early reports, the Soviet submarines had fired ballistic missiles at 0958, but the later reports indicated that an American submarine commander might have launched Cruise missiles without proper authorization in the stress of the moment. It was hard now to tell who had fired first. Now it no longer mattered. The first Soviet strike had hit Washington, D.C., three warheads plowing into the Pentagon, a fourth hitting the Capitol and a fifth striking Andrews Air Force Base. Within two minutes the missiles launched at New York had struck Wall Street and Times Square. In rapid succession the Soviet SLBMs had marched along the eastern seaboard, but by that time B-l bombers were flying toward the heart of Russia, American submarines ringing the Soviet Union were firing their weapons, and NATO and Warsaw Pact missiles were screaming over Europe. Russian submarines lurking off the West Coast launched nuclear warheads, striking Los Angeles, San Francisco, San Diego, Seattle, Portland, Phoenix and Denver, and then the longer-range Russian multiple-warhead ICBMs—the really nasty bastards—had streaked in over Alaska and the pole, hitting air force bases and midwestern missile installations, incinerating heartland cities in a matter of minutes. Omaha had been one of the first targets, and with it Strategic Air Command headquarters. At 1209 hours the last garbled signal from NORAD had come through the technicians’ earphones: “Final birds away.”
     And with that message, which meant that a last few Minuteman III or Cruise missiles had been fired from hidden silos somewhere in western America, NORAD went off the air.
     Hannan wore a pair of earphones, through which he’d been monitoring the reports as they filtered in. The president had taken his earphones off when NORAD had gone dead. He tasted ashes in his mouth, and he couldn’t bear to think about what was in that black briefcase across the aisle.
     Hannan listened to the distant voices of submarine commanders and bomber pilots, still hunting targets or trying to avoid destruction in fast, furious conflicts halfway around the planet. Naval task forces on both sides had been wiped out, and now western Europe was being hammered between the ground troops. He kept his mind fixed on the faraway, ghostly voices floating through the storm of static, because to think about anything else but the job at hand might have driven him crazy. He wasn’t called Iron Hans for nothing, and he knew he must not let memories and regrets weaken him.
     The Airborne Command Center was hit by turbulence that lifted the aircraft violently and then dropped it again with sickening speed. The president clung to the armrests of his seat. He knew he would never see his wife and son again. Washington was a lunar landscape of burning rubble, the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution ashes in the shattered Archives building, the dreams of a million minds destroyed in the inferno of the Library of Congress. And it had happened so fast—so fast!
     He wanted to cry and wanted to scream, but he was the president of the United States. His cuff links bore the presidential seal. He recalled, as if from a vast and terrible distance, asking Julianne how the blue checked shirt would look with his tan suit. He hadn’t been able to choose a tie, because it was too much of a decision. He couldn’t think anymore, couldn’t figure anything out; his brain felt like a lump of saltwater taffy. Julianne had chosen the proper tie for him, had put the cuff links in his shirt. And then he’d kissed her and embraced his son, and the Secret Service men had taken them away with other staff members to the Basement.
     It’s all gone, he thought. Oh, Jesus… it’s all gone. He opened his eyes and pushed up the visor again. Black clouds, glowing with red and orange centers, loomed around the aircraft. From the midst of them shot gouts of fire and lightning streaking upward a thousand feet above the plane.
     Once upon a time, he thought, we had a love affair with fire.
     “Sir?” Hannan said quietly. He took his earphones off. The president’s face was gray, and his mouth was twitching badly. Hannan thought the man was going to be airsick. “Are you all right?”
     The deadened eyes moved in the pallid face. “A-OK,” he whispered, and he smiled tightly.
     Hannan listened to more voices coming in. “The last of the B-ls just went down over the Baltic. The Soviets hit Frankfurt eight minutes ago, and six minutes ago London was struck by a multiple-warhead ICBM,” he relayed to the president.
     The other man sat like stone. “What about casualty estimations?” he asked wearily.
     “Not coming through yet. The voices are so garbled even the computers can’t squelch all the static out.”
     “I always liked Paris,” the president whispered. “Julianne and I had our honeymoon in Paris, you know. What about Paris?”
     “I don’t know. Nothing’s coming out of France.”
     “And China?”
     “Still silent. I think the Chinese are biding their time.”
     The aircraft lurched and dropped again. Engines screamed through the dirty air, fighting for altitude. A reflection of blue lightning streaked across the president’s face. “All right,” he said. “Here we are. Where do we go from here?”
     Hannan started to reply, but he didn’t know what to say. His throat had closed up. He reached out to shut the visor again, but the president said firmly, “No. Leave it up. I want to see.” His head slowly turned toward Hannan. “It’s over, isn’t it?”
     Hannan nodded.
     “How many millions are already dead, Hans?”
     “I don’t know, sir. I wouldn’t care to—”
     “Don’t patronize me!” the president shouted suddenly, so loud even the rigid air force captain jumped. “I asked you a question and I want an answer—a best estimate, a guess, anything! You’ve been listening to those reports! Tell me!”
     “In… the northern hemisphere,” the secretary of defense replied shakily, his iron façade beginning to crack like cheap plastic, “I’d estimate… between three hundred and five hundred fifty. Million.”
     The president’s eyes closed. “And how many are going to be dead a week from now? A month? Six months?”
     “Possibly… another two hundred million in the next month, from injuries and radiation. Beyond that… no one knows but God.”
     “God,” the president repeated. A tear broke and trickled down his cheek. “God’s looking at me right now, Hans. I feel Him watching me. He knows I’ve murdered the world. Me. I’ve murdered the world.” He put his hands to his face and moaned. America is gone, he thought. Gone. “Oh…” he sobbed. “Oh… no…”
     “I think it’s time, sir.” Hannan’s voice was almost gentle.
     The president looked up. His wet, glassy eyes moved toward the black briefcase across the aisle. He snapped his gaze away again and stared out the window. How many could possibly be still alive in that holocaust, he wondered. No. A better question was: How many would want to be alive? Because in his briefings and research on nuclear warfare, one thing was very clear to him: The hundreds of millions who perished in the first few hours would be the lucky ones. It was the survivors who would endure a thousand forms of damnation.
     I am still the president of the United States of America, he told himself. Yes. And I still have one more decision to make.
     The airplane vibrated as if over a cobblestone road. Black clouds enveloped the craft for a few seconds, and in the dark domain fire and lightning leapt at the windows. Then the plane veered to starboard and continued circling, weaving between the black plumes.
     He thought of his wife and son. Gone. Thought of Washington and the White House. Gone. Thought of New York City and Boston. Gone. Thought of the forests and highways of the land beneath him, thought of the meadows and prairies and beaches. Gone, all gone.
     “Take us there,” he said.
     Hannan flipped open one of his armrests and exposed the small control console there. He pressed a button that opened the intercom line between the cubicle and the pilot’s deck, then he gave his code name and repeated coordinates for a new course. The aircraft circled and began flying inland, away from the ruins of Washington. “We’ll be in range within fifteen minutes,” he said.
     “Will you… pray with me?” the president whispered, and together they bowed their heads.
     When they had finished their prayer, Hannan said, “Captain? We’re ready now,” and he gave up his seat to the officer with the briefcase.
     The man sat across from the president and held the briefcase on his knees. He unlocked the handcuff with a little laser that resembled a pocket flashlight. Then he took a sealed envelope from the inside pocket of his coat and tore it open, producing a small golden key. He inserted the key into one of two locks on the briefcase and turned it to the right. The lock disengaged with a high electronic tone. The officer turned the briefcase to face the president, who also brought out a sealed envelope from his coat pocket, tore it open and took out a silver key. He slipped it into the briefcase’s second lock, clicked it to the left, and again there was a high tone, slightly different from the first.
     The air force captain lifted the briefcase’s lid.
     Inside was a small computer keyboard, with a flat screen that popped up as the lid was raised. At the bottom of the keyboard were three small circles: green, yellow and red. The green one had begun flashing.
     Beside the president’s seat, fixed to the aircraft’s starboard bulkhead beneath the window, was a small black box with two cords—one red and one green—coiled under it. The president uncoiled the cords, slowly and deliberately; at the ends of the cords were plugs, which he inserted into appropriate sockets on the side of the computer keyboard. The black power pack now connected the keyboard to one of the five-mile-long retractable antennae that trailed behind the Airborne Command craft.
     The president hesitated only a few seconds. The decision was made.
     He typed in his three-letter identification code.
     HELLO, MR. PRESIDENT, the computer screen read out.
     He settled back to wait, a nerve twitching at the corner of his mouth.
     Hannan looked at his watch. “We’re within range, sir.”
     Slowly, precisely, the president typed, Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks, the lady of situations.
     The computer replied, HERE IS THE MAN WITH THREE STAVES, AND HERE THE WHEEL.
     The aircraft was buffeted and tossed. Something scraped along the port side of the jet like fingernails along a blackboard.
     The president typed, And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card—
     WHICH IS BLANK, IS SOMETHING HE CARRIES ON HIS BACK, replied the computer.
Which I am forbidden to see, the president typed.
     The yellow circle illuminated.
     The president took a deep breath, as if about to leap into dark, bottomless water. He typed, I do not find The Hanged Man.
     FEAR DEATH BY WATER, came the reply.
     The red circle illuminated. Immediately, the screen cleared.
     Then the computer reported, TALONS ARMED, SIR. TEN SECONDS TO ABORT.
     “God forgive me,” the president whispered, and his finger moved toward the N key.
     “Jesus!” the air force captain suddenly said. He was staring through the window, his mouth agape.
     The president looked.
     Through a tornado of burning houses and chunks of scorched rubble, a fiery shape streaked upward toward the Airborne Command Center like a meteor. It took the president a precious two seconds to comprehend what it was: a crushed, mangled Greyhound bus with burning wheels, and hanging from the broken windows and front windshield were charred corpses.
     The destination plate above the windshield said CHARTER.
     The pilot must’ve seen it at the same time, because the engines shrieked as they were throttled to their limit and the nose jerked up with such violence that g-forces crushed the president into his seat as if he weighed five hundred pounds. The briefcase and the computer keyboard spun off the captain’s knees, the two plugs wrenching loose; the briefcase fell into the aisle and slid along it, jamming beneath another seat. The president saw the wrecked bus roll on its side, spilling bodies from the windows. They fell like burning leaves. And then the bus hit the starboard wing with a shuddering crash, and the outboard engine exploded.
     Half of the wing was sheared raggedly away, the second starboard engine shooting plumes of flame like Roman candles going off. Ripped apart by the impact, pieces of the Greyhound bus fell back into the maelstrom and were sucked downward out of sight.
     Crippled, the Airborne Command Center heeled over on its port wing, the two remaining functional engines vibrating, about to burst loose from their bolts under the strain. The president heard himself scream. The aircraft fell out of control for five thousand feet as the pilot battled with straining flaps and rudders. An updraft caught it and flung the jet a thousand feet higher, and then it screamed downward another ten thousand feet. The aircraft spun wing over wrecked wing and finally angled down toward the ruined earth.
     The black clouds closed in its wake, and the president of the United States was gone.
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Lights Out

’Round the mulberry bush /
Not yet three / The
holy axe / The world’s
champion upchucker /
Come a cropper /
Start with one step






Twelve

I’m in Hell! Sister Creep thought hysterically. I’m dead and in Hell and burning with the sinners!
     Another wave of raw pain crashed over her. “Help me, Jesus!” she tried to scream, but she could only manage a hoarse, animalish moan. She sobbed, clenching her teeth until the pain had ebbed again. She lay in total darkness, and she thought she could hear the screams of the burning shiners from the distant depths of Hell—faint, horrible wailings and shrieks that came floating to her like the odors of brimstone, steam and scorched flesh that had brought her back to consciousness.
     Dear Jesus, save me from Hell! she begged. Don’t let me burn forever!
     The fierce pain returned, gnawing at her. She contorted into a fetal position, and water sloshed into her face and up her nose. She half sputtered, half screamed and drew a breath of acrid, steamy air. Water, she thought. Water. I’m lying in water. And the memories began to glow in her feverish mind like hot coals at the bottom of a grill.
     She sat up, her body heavy and swollen, and when she lifted a hand to her face the blisters on her cheeks and forehead broke, streaming fluids. “I’m not in Hell,” she rasped. “I’m not dead… yet.” She remembered now where she was, but she couldn’t understand what had happened, or where the fire had come from. “I’m not dead,” she repeated, in a louder voice. She heard it echo in the tunnel, and she shouted “I’m not dead!” through her cracked and blistered lips.
     Still, agonizing pain continued to course through her. One second she was burning up, and the next she was freezing; she was tired, very tired, and she wanted to lie down in the water again and sleep, but she was afraid that if she did she might not wake up. She reached out in the darkness, seeking her canvas bag, and had a few seconds of panic when she couldn’t find it. Then her hands touched charred and soggy canvas and she drew the bag to her, clutching it as closely as a child.
     Sister Creep tried to stand. Her legs gave way almost at once, so she sat in the water enduring the pain and trying to summon up her strength. The blisters on her face were puckering again, tightening her face like a mask. Lifting her hand, she felt along her forehead and then up into her hair; her cap was gone, and her hair felt like the stubbly grass of a lawn that had gone a whole sweltering summer without a drop of rain. I’m burned baldheaded! she thought, and a half giggle, half sob came up from her throat. More blisters burst on her scalp, and she quickly took her hand away because she didn’t want to know any more. She tried to stand again, and this time she made it all the way up.
     She touched the edge of the tunnel floor, at a level just above her stomach’s bulge. She was going to have to pull herself out by sheer strength. Her shoulders were still throbbing from the effort of tearing the grate loose, but that pain was nothing compared to the suffering of her blistered skin. Sister Creep tossed the canvas bag up; sooner or later she’d have to force herself to climb out and get it. She placed her palms on the concrete and tensed herself to push upward, but her willpower evaporated, and she stood there thinking that some maintenance man was going to come down here in a year or two and find a skeleton where a living woman had once been.
     She pushed upward. The strained muscles of her shoulders shrieked with pain, and one elbow threatened to give way. But as she started to topple backward into the hole she brought a knee up and got it on the edge, then got the other knee up. Blisters burst on her arms and legs with little wet popping sounds. She scrabbled over the edge like a crab and lay on her stomach on the tunnel floor, dizzy and breathing heavily, her hands again clutching the bag.
     Get up, she thought. Get moving, you slob bucket, or you’re going to die here.
     She stood up, holding her bag protectively in front of her, and began to stumble through the darkness; her legs were stiff as chunks of wood, and several times she fell over rubble or broken cables. But she paused only long enough to catch her breath and fight back the pain, and then she struggled to her feet and went on.
     She bumped into a ladder and climbed it, but the shaft was blocked by cables, chunks of concrete and pipe; she returned to the tunnel and kept going in search of a way out. In some places the air was hot and thin, and she took little gulps of breath to keep from passing out. She felt her way along the tunnel, came to dead ends of jumbled debris and had to retrace her path, found other ladders that ascended to blocked shafts or manhole covers that refused to be budged. Her mind battered back and forth like a caged animal. One step at a time, she told herself. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.
     Blisters rose and fell on her face, arms and legs. She stopped and sat down for a while to rest, her lungs wheezing in the heavy air. There were no sounds of subway trains or cars or burning sinners. Something terrible’s happened up there, she thought. Not the Rapture, not the Second Coming—something terrible.
     Sister Creep forced herself onward. One step at a time. One step and then the next.
     She found another ladder and looked up. About twenty feet above, at the top of the shaft, was a half moon of murky light. She climbed up until she was near enough to touch a manhole cover, shaken two inches out of its socket by the same shock wave that had made the tunnel vibrate. She got the fingers of one hand in between the iron and the concrete and shoved the manhole cover out of the way.
     The light was the color of dried blood, and as hazy as if filtered through layers of thick gauze. Still, she had to squint until her eyes were used to light again.
     She was looking up at the sky, but a kind of sky she’d never seen before: dirty brown clouds were spinning over Manhattan, and flickers of blue lightning crackled out of them. A hot, bitter wind swirled into her face, the force of it almost knocking her loose from the ladder. In the distance there was the rumble of thunder, but a different kind of thunder than she’d ever heard—this sounded like a sledgehammer banging iron. The wind made a howling noise as it swept into the manhole, pushing her backward, but she pulled herself and her bag up the last two rungs of the ladder and crawled into the outside world again.
     The wind blew a storm of grit into her face, and she was blinded for a few seconds. When her vision cleared again, she saw that she had come out of the tunnel into what looked like a junkyard.
     Around her were the crushed hulks of cars, taxis and trucks, some of them melted together to form strange sculptures of metal. The tires on some of the vehicles were still smoking, while others had dissolved into black puddles. Gaping fissures had burst open in the pavement, some of them five and six feet wide; through many of the cracks came gouts of steam or water like gushing geysers. She looked around, dazed and uncomprehending, her eyes slitted against the gritty wind. In some places the earth had collapsed, and in others there were mountains of rubble, miniature Everests of metal, stone and glass. Between them the wind shrieked and turned, spun and rose around the fragments of buildings, many of which had been shaken apart right to their steel skeletons, which in turn were warped and bent like licorice sticks. Curtains of dense smoke from burning buildings and heaps of debris flapped before the rushing wind, and lightning streaked to earth from the black heart of roiling, immense clouds. She couldn’t see the sun, couldn’t even tell where it lay in the turbulent sky. She looked for the Empire State Building, but there were no more skyscrapers; all the buildings she could see had been sheared off, though she couldn’t tell if the Empire State was still standing or not because of the smoke and dust. It was not Manhattan anymore, but a ravaged junkyard of rubble mountains and smoke-filled ravines.
     Judgment of God, she thought. God has struck down an evil city, has swept all the sinners down to burn in Hell forever! Crazy laughter rang out inside her, and as she lifted her face toward the dirty clouds the fluids of burst blisters streamed down her cheeks.
     A spear of lightning hit the exposed framework of a nearby building, and sparks danced madly in the air. Beyond the rise of a huge mountain of debris, Sister Creep could see the funnel of a tornado in the distance, and another one writhing to the right. Up in the clouds, fiery things were being tossed like red balls in the hands of a juggler. All gone, all destroyed, she thought. The end of the world. Praise God! Praise blessed Jesus! The end of the world, and all the sinners burning in—
     She clasped her hands over her ears and screamed. Something inside her brain cracked like a funhouse mirror that existed only to reflect a distorted world, and as the fragments of the funhouse mirror fell apart other images were revealed behind it: herself as a younger, more attractive woman, pushing a stroller in a shopping mall; a suburban brick house with a small green yard and a station wagon in the driveway; a town with a main street and a statue in the square; faces, some of them dark and indistinct, others just on the edge of memory; and then the blue flashing lights and the rain and the demon in a yellow raincoat, reaching out and saying, “Give her to me, lady. It’s okay, just give her to me now…”
     All gone, all destroyed! Judgment of God! Praise Jesus!
     “Just give her to me now…”
     No, she thought. No!
     All gone, all destroyed! All the sinners, burning in Hell!
     No! No! No!
     And then she opened her mouth and shrieked because everything was gone and destroyed in fire and ruin, and in that instant she realized no God of Creation would destroy His masterpiece in one fit of flame like a petulant child. This was not Judgment Day, or Rapture, or the Second Coming—this had nothing to do with God; this was utter, evil destruction without sense or purpose or sanity.
     For the first time since crawling out of the manhole Sister Creep looked at her blistered hands and arms, at the tattered rags of her clothing. Her skin was splotched with angry red burns, the blisters stretched tight with yellow fluid. Her bag was just barely held together by scraps of canvas, her belongings spilling out through burned holes. And then around her, in the pall of dust and smoke, she saw other things that at first her mind had not let her see: flattened, charred things that could only remotely be recognized as human remains. A pile of them lay almost at her feet, as if heaped there by someone sweeping out a coal scuttle. They Uttered the street, lay half in and half out of the crushed cars and taxis; here was one wrapped around the remnants of a bicycle, there was another with its teeth showing startlingly white against the crisped, featureless face. Hundreds of them lay around her, their bones melded into shapes of surrealistic horror.
     Lightning flashed, and the wind wailed with a banshee voice of the dead around Sister Creep’s ears.
     She ran.
     The wind whipped into her face, blinding her with smoke, dust and ashes. She ducked her head, hobbling up the side of a rubble mountain, and she realized she’d left her bag behind but she couldn’t bear returning to that valley of the dead. She tripped over debris, dislodging an avalanche of junk that cascaded around her legs—shattered television sets and stereo equipment, the melted mess of home computers, ghetto blasters, radios, the burned rags of men’s silk suits and women’s designer dresses, broken fragments of fine furniture, charred books, antique silverware reduced to chunks of metal. And everywhere there were more smashed vehicles and bodies buried in the wreckage—hundreds of bodies and pieces of bodies, arms and legs protruding from the debris as stiffly as those of department store mannequins. She reached the top of the mountain, where the hot wind was so fierce she had to fall to her knees to keep from being thrown off. Looking in all directions, she saw the full extent of the disaster: To the north, the few remaining trees in Central Park were burning, and fires extended all along what had been Eighth Avenue, glowing like blood-red rubies behind the curtain of smoke; to the east, there was no sign of Rockefeller Center or Grand Central Station, just shattered structures rising up like rotten teeth from a diseased jaw; to the south, the Empire State Building seemed to be gone, too, and the funnel of a tornado danced near Wall Street; to the west, ridges of debris marched all the way to the Hudson River. The panorama of destruction was both a pinnacle of horror and a numbing of it, because her mind reached the limit of its ability to accept and process shock and began flipping out memories of cartoons and comedies she’d seen as a child: Jetsons, Huckleberry Hound, Mighty Mouse and Three Stooges. She crouched at the top of the mountain in the grip of a shrieking wind and stared dumbly out at the ruins while a hideous fixed smile stretched her mouth, and only one sane thought got through: Oh my Jesus, what’s happened to the magic place?
     And the answer was: All gone, all destroyed.
     “Get up,” she said to herself, though the wind swept her voice away. “Get up. You think you’re gonna stay here? You can’t stay here! Get up, and take one step at a time. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.”
     But it was a long time before she could move again, and she stumbled down the far side of the rubble mountain like an old woman, muttering to herself.
     She didn’t know where she was going, nor did she particularly care. The intensity of the lightning increased, and thunder shook the ground; a black, nasty-looking drizzle began to fall from the clouds, blowing like needles before the howling wind. Sister Creep stumbled from one mountain of wreckage to the next. Off in the distance she thought she heard a woman screaming, and she called out but wasn’t answered. The rain fell harder, and the wind blew into her face like a slap.
     And then—she didn’t know how much longer it was—she came down a ridge of debris and stopped in her tracks beside the crushed remnant of a yellow cab. A street sign stood nearby, bent almost into a knot, and it said Forty-second. Of all the buildings along the street, only one was standing.
     The marquee above the Empire State Theater was still blinking, advertising Face of Death, Part Four and Mondo Bizarro. On both sides of the theater building, the structures had been reduced to burned-out shells, but the theater itself wasn’t even scorched. She remembered passing that theater the night before, and the brutal shove that had knocked her into the street. Smoke passed between her and the theater, and she expected the building to be gone like a mirage in the next second, but when the smoke whipped on the theater was still there, and the marquee was still blinking merrily.
     Turn away, she told herself. Get the hell out of here!
     But she took one step toward it, and then the next got her where she was going. She stood in front of the theater doors and smelled buttered popcorn from within. No! she thought. It’s not possible!
     But it was not possible, either, that the city of New York should be turned into a tornado-swept wasteland in a handful of hours. Staring at those theater doors, Sister Creep knew that the rules of this world had been suddenly and drastically changed by a force she couldn’t even begin to understand. “I’m crazy,” she told herself. But the theater was real, and so was the aroma of buttered popcorn. She peered into the ticket booth, but it was empty; then she braced herself, touched the crucifix and gemclip chain that hung around her neck, and went through the doors.
     There was no one behind the concession counter, but Sister Creep could hear the movie going on in the auditorium behind a faded red curtain; there was the grating sound of a car crash, and then a narrator’s voice intoning, “And here before your eyes is the result of a head-on collision at sixty miles an hour.”
     Sister Creep reached over the counter, grabbed two Hershey bars from the display, and was about to eat one when she heard the snarl of an animal.
     The sound rose, reaching the register of a human laugh. But in it Sister Creep heard the squeal of tires on a rain-slick highway and a child’s piercing, heartbreaking scream: “Mommy!”
     She clapped her hands over her ears until the child’s cry was gone, and she stood shivering until all memory of it had faded. The laughter was gone, too, but whoever had made it was still sitting in there, watching a movie in the middle of a destroyed city.
     She crammed half a Hershey bar into her mouth, chewed and swallowed it. Behind the red curtain, the narrator was talking about rapes and murders with cool, clinical detachment. The curtain beckoned her. She ate the other half of the Hershey bar and licked her fingers. If that awful laughter swelled again, she thought, she might lose her mind, but she had to see who had made it. She walked to the curtain and slowly, slowly, drew it aside.
     On the screen was the bruised, dead face of a young woman, but such a sight held no power to shock Sister Creep anymore. She could see the outline of a head—someone sitting up in the front row, face tilted upward at the screen. The rest of the seats were empty. Sister Creep stared at that head, could not see the face and didn’t want to, because whoever—whatever—it was couldn’t possibly be human.
     The head suddenly swiveled toward her.
     Sister Creep drew back. Her legs wanted to run, but she didn’t let them go. The figure in the front row was just staring at her as the film continued to show close-ups of people lying on coroners’ slabs. And then the figure stood up from the seat, and Sister Creep heard popcorn crunch on the floor beneath its shoes. Run! she screamed inwardly. Get out! But she stood her ground, and the figure stopped before its face was revealed by the light from the concession counter.
     “You’re all burned up.” It was the soft and pleasant voice of a young man. He was thin and tall, about six feet four or five, dressed in a pair of dark green khaki trousers and a yellow T-shirt. On his feet were polished combat boots. “I guess it’s over out there by now, isn’t it?”
     “All gone,” she murmured. “All destroyed.” She caught a dank chill, the same thing she’d experienced the previous night in front of the theater, and then it was gone. She could see the faintest impression of features on the man’s face, and she thought she saw him smile, but it was a terrible smile; his mouth didn’t seem to be exactly where it should. “I think… everyone’s dead,” she told him.
     “Not everyone,” he corrected. “You’re not dead, are you? And I think there are others still alive out there, too. Hiding somewhere, probably. Waiting to die. It won’t be long, though. Not long for you, either.”
     “I’m not dead yet,” she said.
     “You might as well be.” His chest expanded as he drew in a deep breath. “Smell that air! Isn’t it sweet?”
     Sister Creep started to take a backward step. The man said, almost gently, “No,” and she stopped as if the most important—the only important—thing in the world was to obey.
     “My best scene’s coming up.” He motioned toward the screen, where flames shot out of a building and broken bodies were lying on stretchers. “That’s me! Standing by the car! Well, I didn’t say it was a long scene.” His attention drifted back to her. “Oh,” he said softly. “I like your necklace.” His pale hand with its long, slender fingers slid toward her throat.
     She wanted to cringe away because she couldn’t bear to be touched by that hand, but she was transfixed by his voice, echoing back and forth in her mind. She flinched as the cold fingers touched the crucifix. He pulled at it, but both the crucifix and the gemclip chain were sealed to her skin.
     “It’s burned on,” the man said. “We’ll fix that.”
     With a quick snap of his wrist he ripped the crucifix and chain off, taking Sister Creep’s skin with it. Pain shot through her like an electric shock, at the same time breaking up the echo of the man’s command and clearing her head. Tears burned fiery trails down her cheeks.
     The man held his hand palm up, the crucifix and chain dangling before Sister Creep’s face. He began to sing in the voice of a little boy: “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush…”
     His palm caught fire, the flames crawling up along his fingers. As the man’s hand became a glove of flame the crucifix and chain began to melt and dribble to the floor.
     “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, so early in the morrrrning!”
     Sister Creep looked into his face. By the light of the flaming hand she could see the shifting bones, the melting cheeks and lips, eyes of different colors surfacing where there were no sockets.
     The last droplet of molten metal spattered to the floor. A mouth opened across the man’s chin like a red-rimmed wound. The mouth grinned. “Lights out!” it whispered.
     The film stopped, the frame burning away on the screen. The red curtain that Sister Creep was still holding on to burst into flames, and she screamed and jerked her hands away. A wave of sickening heat swept through the theater, the walls drooling fire.
     “Tick tock tick tock!” the man’s voice continued, in a merry singsong rhythm. “Nothing ever stops the clock!”
     The ceiling blazed and buckled. Sister Creep shielded her head with her arms and staggered backward through the fiery curtains as he advanced on her. Streams of chocolate ran from the concession counter. She ran toward the door, and the thing behind her brayed, “Run! Run, you pig!”
     She was three strides out the door before it became a sheet of fire, and then she was running madly through the ruins of Forty-second Street. When she dared to look back, she saw the entire theater bellowing flame, the building’s roof imploding as if driven down by a brutal fist.
     She flung herself behind a block of stone as a storm of glass and bricks hurtled around her. It was all over in a few seconds, but Sister Creep stayed huddled up, shivering with terror, until all the bricks had stopped falling. She peered out from behind her shelter.
     Now the ruins of the theater were indistinguishable from any of the other piles of ash. The theater was gone, and so—thankfully—was the thing with the flaming hand.
     She touched the raw circle of flesh that ringed her throat, and her fingers came away bloody. It took another moment for her to grasp that the crucifix and chain were really gone. She couldn’t remember where she’d gotten it from, but it was something she’d been proud of. She’d thought that it protected her, too, and now she felt naked and defenseless.
     She knew she’d looked into the face of evil there in that cheap theater.
     The Hack rain was falling harder. Sister Creep curled up, her hand pressed to her bleeding throat, and she closed her eyes and prayed for death.
     Jesus Christ was not coming in His flying saucer after all, she realized. Judgment Day had destroyed the innocent in the same flames that killed the guilty, and the Rapture was a lunatic’s dream.
     A sob of anguish broke from her throat. She prayed, Please, Jesus, take me home, please, right now, this minute, please, please…
     But when she opened her eyes the black rain was still falling.
     The wind was getting stronger, and now it carried a winter’s chill. She was drenched, sick to her stomach, and her teeth were chattering.
     Wearily, she sat up. Jesus was not coming today. She would have to die later, she decided. There was no use lying out here like a fool in the rain.
     One step, she thought. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.
     Where that was, she didn’t know, but from now on she’d have to be very careful, because that evil thing with no face and all faces could be lurking anywhere. Anywhere. The rules had changed. The Promised Land was a boneyard, and Hell itself had broken through the earth’s surface.
     She had no idea what had caused such destruction, but a terrible thing occurred to her: What if everywhere was like this? She let the thought go before it burned into her brain, and she struggled to her feet.
     The wind staggered her. The rain was falling so heavily that she couldn’t see beyond four feet in any direction. She decided to go toward what she thought was north, because there might be a tree left to rest under in Central Park.
     Her back bowed against the elements, she started with one step.






Thirteen

“House fell in, Mama!” Josh Hutchins yelled as he struggled free of the dirt, rubble and pieces of snapped timbers that covered his back. “Twister’s done gone!” His mother didn’t answer, but he could hear her crying. “It’s all right, Mama! We’re gonna be…”
     The memory of an Alabama tornado that had driven Josh, his sister and his mother into the basement of their home when he was seven years old suddenly broke and whirled apart. The cornfield, the burning spears and the tornado of fire came back to him with horrifying clarity, and he realized the crying woman was the little girl’s mother.
     It was dark. A weight still bore down on Josh, and as he fought against it a mound of rubble, mostly the dirt and broken wood, slid off him. He sat upright, his body throbbing with dull pain.
     His face felt funny—so tight it was about to rip. He lifted his fingers to touch his forehead, and a dozen blisters broke, the fluids oozing down his face. More blisters burst on his cheeks and jaw; he touched the flesh around his eyes and found they were swollen into slits. The pain was getting sharper, and his back felt as if it had been splashed with boiling water. Burned, he thought. Burned to hell and back. He smelled the odor of fried bacon, and he almost puked but he was too intent on finding out the extent of his injuries. At his right ear there was a different kind of pain. He gently touched it. His fingers grazed a stub of flesh and crusted blood where his ear had been. He remembered the explosion of the pumps, and he figured that a hot sliver of metal had sliced most of his ear clean off.
     I’m in fine shape, he thought, and he almost laughed out loud. Ready to take on the world! He knew that if he ever stepped into a wrestling ring again, he wouldn’t need a Frankenstein mask to resemble a monster.
     And then he did throw up, his body heaving and shuddering, the fried bacon smell thick in his nostrils. When his sickness had passed, he crawled away from the mess. Under his hands were loose dirt, timbers, broken glass, dented cans and cornstalks.
     He heard a man moaning, remembered PawPaw’s burning eyeballs, and figured that the man was lying somewhere to his right, though his ear on that side was clogged up. The woman’s sobbing would put her a few feet in front of him; the little girl, if she was still alive, was silent. The air was still warm, but at least it was breathable. Josh’s fingers closed on a wooden shaft, and he followed it to the end of a garden hoe. Digging into the dirt around him, he found a variety of objects: can after can, some of them broken open and leaking; a couple of melted things that might have once been plastic milk jugs; a hammer; some charred magazines and packs of cigarettes. The entire grocery store had caved in on top of them, spilling everything into PawPaw’s fallout shelter. And that’s surely what it was, Josh reasoned. The underground boys must have known he might need it someday.
     Josh tried to stand, but he bumped his head before he could straighten up from a crouch. He felt a ceiling of hard-packed dirt, planks and possibly hundreds of rough cornstalks jammed together about four and a half feet off the basement floor. Oh, Jesus! Josh thought. There must be tons of earth right over our heads! He figured they had nothing more than a pocket of air down here, and when that was gone…
     “Stop crying, lady,” he said. “The old man’s hurt worse than you are.”
     She gasped, as if she hadn’t realized anyone else was alive.
     “Where’s the little girl? She okay?” Blisters popped on Josh’s lips.
     “Swan!” Darleen shouted. She searched for Sue Wanda through the dirt. “I can’t find her! Where’s my baby? Where’s Swan?” Then her left hand touched a small arm. It was still warm. “Here she is! Oh, God, she’s buried!” Darleen started digging frantically.
     Josh crawled to her side and made out the child’s body with his hands. But only her legs and left arm were buried; her face was free, and she was breathing. Josh got the child’s legs uncovered, and Darleen embraced her daughter. “Swan, you okay? Say somethin’, Swan! Come on now! Talk to Mama!” She shook the child until one of Swan’s hands came up and pushed weakly at her.
     “Quit.” Swan’s voice was a hoarse, slurred whisper. “Wanna sleep… till we get there.”
     Josh crawled toward the man’s moaning. He found PawPaw curled up and half buried. Carefully, Josh dug him out. PawPaw’s hand caught in the shreds of Josh’s shirt, and the old man muttered something that Josh couldn’t understand. He said, “What?” and bent his head closer.
     “The sun,” PawPaw repeated. “Oh, Lord… I saw the sun blow up.” He started muttering again, something about his bedroom slippers. Josh knew he couldn’t last much longer and went back to Darleen and Swan.
     The little girl was crying—a quiet, deeply wounded sound. “Shhhh,” Darleen said. “Shhhh, honey. They’re gonna find us. Don’t you worry. They’ll get us out of here.” She still didn’t fully grasp what had happened; everything was hazy and jumbled past the moment when Swan had pointed to the PAWPAW’S sign on the interstate and said she was going to bust if she couldn’t go to the bathroom.
     “I can’t see, Mama,” Swan said listlessly.
     “We’re gonna be all right, honey. They’re gonna find us real…” She’d reached up to smooth back her daughter’s hair and jerked her hand away. Her fingers had found stubble. “Oh, my God. Oh, Swan, oh, baby…” She was afraid to touch her own hair and face, but she felt nothing more uncomfortable than the pain of a moderate sunburn. I’m okay, she told herself. And Swan’s okay, too. Just lost some hair, that’s all. We’re gonna be just fine!
     “Where’s PawPaw?” Swan asked. “Where’s the giant?” She had a toothache all over her body, and she smelled breakfast cooking.
     “I’m right here,” Josh answered. “The old man’s not too far away. We’re in the basement, and the whole place caved in on—”
     “We’re gonna get out!” Darleen interrupted. “It won’t be too long before somebody finds us!”
     “Lady, that might not be for a while. We’re going to have to settle down and save our air.”
     “Save our air?” Panic flared anew. “We’re breathin’ okay!”
     “Right now, yeah. I don’t know how much room we’ve got in here, but I figure the air’s going to get pretty tight. We might have to stay in here for… for a long time,” he decided to say.
     “You’re crazy! Don’t you listen to him, honey. I’ll bet they’re comin’ to dig us out right this minute.” She began to rock Swan like an infant.
     “No, lady.” It was pointless to pretend. “I don’t think anybody’s going to dig us out anytime soon. Those were missiles that came out of that cornfield. Nuclear missiles. I don’t know if one of them blew up or what, but there’s only one reason those damned things would’ve gone off. The whole world may be shooting missiles at itself right now.”
     The woman laughed, the sound edging toward hysteria. “You ain’t got the sense God gave a pissant! Somebody had to see all that fire! They’ll send help! We gotta get to Blakeman!”
     “Right,” Josh said. He was tired of talking, and he was using up precious air. He crawled away a few feet and burrowed a place to fit his body into. Intense thirst taunted him, but he had to relieve himself, too. Later, he thought, too tired to move. The pain was getting bad again. His mind began to drift beyond PawPaw’s basement, beyond the burned cornfield toward what might remain out there, if, indeed, World War III had started. It might be over by now. The Russians might be invading, or the Americans pushing into Russia. He thought of Rose and the boys; were they dead or alive? He might never know. “Oh, God,” he whispered in the dark, and he curled his body up to stare at nothing.
     “Uh… uh… uh.” PawPaw was making a stuttering, choking noise. Then he said loudly, “Gopher’s in the hole! Amy! Where’re my bedroom slippers?”
     The little girl made another hurt, sobbing sound, and Josh clenched his teeth to hold back a scream of outrage. Such a pretty child, he thought. And now dying—like all of us are dying. We’re already in our graves. Already laid out and waiting.
     He had the sensation of being pinned to the mat by an opponent he’d not planned to meet. He could almost hear the referee’s hand slap the canvas: One… two…
     Josh’s shoulders shifted. Not yet three. Soon, but not yet.
     And he drifted into a tortured sleep with the sound of the child’s pain haunting his soul.






Fourteen

“Discipline and control,” the Shadow Soldier said, in a voice like the crack of a belt across a little boy’s legs. “That’s what makes a man. Remember… remember…”
     Colonel James Macklin cowered in the muddy pit. There was only a slit of light, twenty feet above him, between the ground and the edge of the corrugated metal lid that covered the pit. It was enough to let (he flies in, and they buzzed in circles around his face, darting to the piles of filth that surrounded him. He didn’t remember how long he’d been down here; he figured the Charlies came once a day, and if that was true then he’d been in the pit for thirty-nine days. But maybe they came twice a day, so his calculations might be wrong. Maybe they skipped a day or two. Maybe they came three times in one day and skipped the next two days. Maybe…
     “Discipline and control, Jimbo.” The Shadow Soldier was sitting cross-legged against one wall of the pit, about five feet away. The Shadow Soldier was wearing a camouflage uniform, and he had dark green and black camouflage warpaint across his sallow, floating face. “Shape up, soldier.”
     “Yes,” Macklin said. “Shape up.” He lifted a skinny hand and waved the flies away.
     And then the banging started, and Macklin whimpered and drew himself up tightly against the wall. The Charlies were overhead, hitting the metal with bamboo sticks and billy clubs. The sound echoed, doubled and tripled in the pit, until Macklin put his hands to his ears; the hammering kept on, louder and louder, and Macklin felt a scream about to rip itself from his throat.
     “No,” the Shadow Soldier warned, his eyes like craters on the face of the moon. “Don’t let them hear you scream.”
     Macklin scooped up a handful of muck and jammed it into his mouth. The Shadow Soldier was right. The Shadow Soldier was always right.
     The banging stopped, and the metal lid was pulled to one side. Hazy sunlight stabbed Macklin’s eyes; he could see them up there, leaning over the pit, grinning at him. “’Nel Macreen!” one of them called to him. “You hungry, ’Nel Macreen?”
     His mouth full of mud and filth, Macklin nodded and sat up like a dog begging for a scrap. “Careful,” the Shadow Soldier whispered. “Careful.”
     “You hungry, ’Nel Macreen?”
     “Please,” Macklin said, muck running from his mouth. He lifted his emaciated arms toward the light.
     “Catch, ’Nel Macreen!” An object fell into the mud a few feet away, near the decaying corpse of an infantryman named Ragsdale. Macklin crawled over the body and picked the object up; it was a cake of oily, fried rice. He began to gnaw at it greedily, tears of joy springing to his eyes. The Charlies above him were laughing. Macklin crawled over the remains of an air force captain the other men had known as “Mississippi” because of his thick drawl; now Mississippi was a silent bundle of cloth and bones. In the far corner was a third corpse—another infantryman, an Oklahoma kid named McGee—slowly moldering in the mud. Macklin crouched by McGee and chewed on the rice, almost sobbing with pleasure.
     “Hey, ’Nel Macreen! You a dirty thing! Bath time!”
     Macklin whimpered and flinched, hunching his head down between his arms because he knew what was coming.
     One of the Charlies overturned a bucket of human waste into the pit, and the sludge streamed down on top of Macklin, running over his back, shoulders and head. The Charlies howled with laughter, but Macklin concentrated on the rice cake. Some of the mess had splattered onto it, and he paused to wipe it off on the tatters of his air force flight jacket.
     “There go!” the Charlie who’d dumped the bucket called down. “You creen boy now!”
     The flies were rioting around Macklin’s head. This was a good meal today, Macklin thought. This one would keep him alive a while longer, and as he chewed it the Shadow Soldier said, “That’s right, Jimbo. Eat every bit of it. Every last bit.”
     “You stay creen, now!” the Charlie said, and the metal lid was pulled back into place, sealing off the sunlight.
     “Discipline and control.” The Shadow Soldier had crept closer. “That’s what makes a man.”
     “Yes, sir,” Macklin answered, and the Shadow Soldier watched him with eyes that burned like napalm in the dark.
     “Colonel!”
     A faraway voice was calling him. It was hard to concentrate on that voice, because pain was spreading through his bones. Something heavy lay on top of him, almost snapping his spine. A sack of potatoes, he thought. No, no. Heavier than that.
     “Colonel Macklin!” the voice persisted.
     Go away, Macklin wished. Please go away. He tried to lift his right hand to wave the flies from his face, but when he did a bolt of white-hot agony was driven through his arm and shoulder, and he groaned as it continued into his backbone.
     “Colonel! It’s Ted Warner! Can you hear me?”
     Warner. Teddybear Warner. “Yes,” Macklin said. Pain lanced his rib cage. He knew he hadn’t spoken loudly enough, so he tried again. “Yes. I can hear you.”
     “Thank God! I’ve got a flashlight, Colonel!” A wash of light crept under Macklin’s eyelids, and he allowed it to pry them open.
     The flashlight’s beam probed down from about ten feet above Macklin’s head. The rock dust and smoke were still thick, but Macklin could tell he was lying at the bottom of a pit. By slowly turning his head, the pain about to make him pass out again, he saw that the opening was hardly large enough to let a man crawl through; how he’d been compressed into a space like this he didn’t know. Macklin’s legs were drawn up tightly beneath him, his back bent by the weight, not of a potato sack, but of a human body. A dead man, but who it was Macklin couldn’t tell.
     Jammed into the pit on top of him was a tangle of cables and broken pipes. He tried to push against the awful weight to at least get his legs some room, but the searing pain leapt at his right hand again. He swiveled his head back around the other way, and with the aid of the light from above he saw what he considered a major problem.
     His right hand had disappeared into a crack in the wall. The crack was maybe one inch in width, and rivulets of blood gleamed on the rock.
     My hand, he thought numbly. The images of Becker’s exploding fingers came to him. He realized his hand must’ve slipped into a fissure when he fell down there, and then when the rock had shifted again…
     He felt nothing beyond the excruciating manacle at his wrist. His hand and fingers were dead meat. Have to learn to be a southpaw, he thought. And then a realization hit him with stunning force: My trigger finger’s gone.
     “Corporal Prados is up here with me, Colonel!” Warner called down. “He’s got a broken leg, but he’s conscious. The others are in worse shape—or dead.”
     “How about you?” Macklin asked.
     “My back’s wrenched all to hell.” Warner sounded as if he were having trouble getting a breath. “Feel like I’d split apart if my balls weren’t holding me together. Spitting up some blood, too.”
     “Anybody left to get a damage report?”
     “Intercom’s out. Smoke’s coming from the vents. I can hear people screaming somewhere, so some of them made it. Jesus, Colonel! The whole mountain must’ve moved!”
     “I’ve got to get out of here,” Macklin said. “My arm’s pinned, Teddy.” Thinking about the mangled mess of his hand brought the pain up again, and he had to grit his teeth and wait it through. “Can you help me get out?”
     “How? I can’t reach you, and if your arm’s pinned…”
     “My hand’s crushed,” Macklin told him; his voice was calm, and he felt he was in a dream state, everything floating and unreal. “Get me a knife. The sharpest knife you can find.”
     “What? A knife? What for?”
     Macklin grinned savagely. “Just do it. Then get a fire going up there and char me a piece of wood.” He was oddly dissociated from what he was saying, as if what had to be done concerned the flesh of another man. “The wood has to be red hot, Teddy. Hot enough to cauterize a stump.”
     “A… stump?” He paused. Now he was getting the picture. “Maybe we can get you out some other—”
     “There’s no other way.” To get out of this pit, he would have to leave his hand. Call it a pound of flesh, he thought. “Do you understand me?”
     “Yes, sir,” Warner replied, ever obedient.
     Macklin turned his face away from the light.
     Warner crawled from the edge of the hole that had opened in the control room’s floor. The entire room was tilted at a thirty-degree angle, so he was crawling slightly downhill over broken equipment, fallen rocks and bodies. The flashlight beam caught Corporal Prados, sitting against one cracked and slanting wall; the man’s face was disfigured, and bone gleamed wetly from his thigh. Warner continued into what was left of the corridor. Huge holes had ripped open in the ceiling and walls, water pouring from above onto the mess of rocks and pipes. He could still hear screaming in the distance. He was going to have to find someone to help him free Colonel Macklin, because without Macklin’s leadership they were all finished. And there was no way his injured back would let him crawl down into the hole where the colonel was trapped. No, he was going to have to find someone else—someone small enough to fit, but tough enough to get the job done. God only knew what he would find when he crawled up to Level One.
     The colonel was counting on him, and he would not let the colonel down.
     Slowly and painfully, he picked his way over the rubble, crawling in the direction of the screams.






Fifteen

Roland Croninger was huddled on the crooked floor in the wreckage of what had been Earth House’s cafeteria, and over the wailing and screaming he was listening to one grim inner voice that said, A King’s Knight… A King’s Knight… A King’s Knight never cries…
     Everything was dark except for occasional tongues of flame that leapt up where the kitchen had been, and the fitful light illuminated fallen rock, broken tables and chairs, and crushed human bodies. Here and there someone staggered in the gloom like a sufferer in the caverns of Hell, and broken bodies jerked under the massive boulders that had crashed through the ceiling.
     At first there’d been a tremor that had knocked people out of their chairs; the main lights had gone out, but then the emergency floods had switched on, and Roland was on the floor with his breakfast cereal all over the front of his shirt. His mother and father had sprawled near him, and there were maybe forty other people who’d been eating breakfast at the same time; a few of them were already hollering for help, but most were shocked silent. His mother had looked at him, orange juice dripping from her hair and face, and said, “Next year we go to the beach.”
     Roland had laughed, and his father was laughing, too; and then his mother began to laugh, and for a moment they were all connected by that laughter. Phil had managed to say, “Thank God I don’t handle the insurance on this place! I’d have to sue my own—”
     And then he was drowned out by a monstrous roar and the sound of splitting rock, and the floor had heaved and tilted crazily, with such force that Roland was thrown away from his parents and collided with other bodies. A barrage of rocks and ceiling tiles caved in, and something had struck him hard in the head. Now, as he sat with his knees drawn up to his chin, he lifted his hand to his hairline and felt sticky blood. His lower lip was gashed and bleeding, too, and his insides felt deeply bruised, as if his entire body had been stretched like a rubber band and then brutally snapped. He didn’t know how long the earthquake had gone on, or how he’d come to be huddled up like a baby, or where his parents were. He wanted to cry, and there were tears in his eyes, but a King’s Knight never cries, he told himself; that was in the King’s Knight handbook, one of the rules he’d written for the proper conduct of a warrior: A King’s Knight never cries—he just gets even.
     There was something clenched in his right fist, and he opened it: his glasses, the left lens cracked and the right one completely gone. He thought he remembered taking them off, when he was lying under the table, to clean the milk off the lenses. He put them on and tried to stand, but it took a moment to coordinate his legs. When he did stand up, he bumped his head against a buckled ceiling that had been at least seven feet high before the tremors had started. Now he had to crouch to avoid dangling cables and pipes and snapped iron reinforcement rods. “Mom! Dad!” he shouted, but he heard no answer over the cries of the injured. Roland stumbled through the debris calling for his parents, and he stepped on something that gave like a wet sponge. He looked down at what might’ve been a huge starfish caught between two slabs of rock; the body bore no resemblance to anything remotely human, except it did wear the tatters of a bloody shirt.
     Roland stepped over other bodies; he’d seen corpses only in the pictures of his father’s mercenary soldier magazines, but these were different. These were battered featureless and sexless but for the rags of clothes. But none of them were his mother and father, Roland decided; no, his mom and dad were alive, somewhere. He knew they were, and he kept searching. In another moment he stopped just short of plunging into a jagged chasm that had split the cafeteria in two, and he peered into it but saw no bottom. “Mom! Dad!” he shouted to the other side of the room, but again there was no reply.
     Roland stood on the edge of the chasm, his body trembling. One part of him was dumbstruck with terror, but another, deeper part seemed to be strengthening, surging toward the surface, shivering not with fear but with a pure, cold excitement that was beyond anything he’d ever felt before. Surrounded by death, he experienced the pounding of life in his veins with a force that made him feel lightheaded and drunk.
     I’m alive, he thought. Alive.
     And suddenly the wreckage of the Earth House cafeteria seemed to ripple and change; he was standing in the midst of a battlefield strewn with the dead, and fire licked up in the distance from the burning enemy fortress. He was carrying a dented shield and a bloody sword, and he was about to go over the edge into shock, but he was still standing and still alive after the holocaust of battle. He had led a legion of knights into war on this rubbled field, and now he stood alone because he was the last King’s Knight left.
     One of the battered warriors at his feet reached out and grasped his ankle. “Please,” the bloody mouth rasped. “Please help me…”
     Roland blinked, stunned. He was looking down at a middle-aged woman, the lower half of her body caught under a slab of rock. “Please help me,” she begged. “My legs… oh… my legs…”
     A woman wasn’t supposed to be on the battlefield, Roland thought. Oh, no! But then he looked around himself and remembered where he was, and he pulled his ankle free and moved away from the chasm’s edge.
     He kept searching, but he couldn’t find his father or mother. Maybe they were buried, he realized—or maybe they’d gone down into that chasm, down into the darkness below. Maybe he’d seen their bodies but couldn’t recognize them. “Mom! Dad!” he yelled. “Where are you?” No reply, only the sound of someone sobbing and voices in keening agony.
     A light glinted through the smoke and found his face.
     “You,” someone said, in a pained whisper. “What’s your name?”
     “Roland,” he replied. What was his last name? He couldn’t remember it for a few seconds. Then, “Roland Croninger.”
     “I need your help, Roland,” the man with the flashlight said. “Are you able to walk okay?”
     Roland nodded.
     “Colonel Macklin’s trapped down below, in the control room. What’s left of the control room,” Teddybear Warner amended. He was drawn up like a hunchback. He leaned on a piece of reinforcement rod that he was using as a walking stick. Some of the passageways had been completely blocked by rockslides, while others slanted at crazy angles or were split by gaping fissures. Screams and cries for God echoed through Earth House, and some of the walls were bloody where bodies had been battered to death by the shock waves. He had found only a half-dozen able-bodied civilians in the wreckage, and of those only two—an old man and a little girl—weren’t raving mad; but the old man had a snapped wrist through which the bones protruded, and the little girl wouldn’t leave the area where her father had disappeared. So Warner had continued to the cafeteria, looking for someone to help him, and also figuring that the kitchen would hold a useful assortment of knives.
     Now Warner played the beam over Roland’s face. The boy’s forehead was gashed and his eyes were swimming with shock, but he seemed to have escaped major injury. Except for the blood, the boy’s face was pallid and dusty, and his dark blue cotton shirt was ripped and showing more gashes across his sallow, skinny chest. He’s not much, Warner thought, but he’ll have to do.
     “Where’re your folks?” Warner asked, and Roland shook his head. “Okay, listen to me: We’ve been nuked. The whole fucking country’s been nuked. I don’t know how many are dead in here, but we’re alive, and so is Colonel Macklin. But to stay alive, we’ve got to get things in order as much as we can, and we’ve got to help the colonel. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
     “I think so,” Roland replied. Nuked, he thought. Nuked… nuked… nuked. His senses reeled; in a few minutes, he thought, he’d wake up in bed in Arizona.
     “Okay. Now I want you to stick with me, Roland. We’re going back into the kitchen, and we’re going to find something sharp: a butcher knife, a meat cleaver—whatever. Then we’re going back to the control room.” If I can find my way back, Warner thought—but he didn’t dare say it.
     “My mom and dad,” Roland said weakly. “They’re here… somewhere.”
     “They’re not going anywhere. Right now Colonel Macklin needs you more than they do. Understand?”
     Roland nodded. King’s Knight! he thought. The King was trapped in a dungeon and needed his help! His parents were gone, swept away in the cataclysm, and the King’s fortress had been nuked. But I’m alive, Roland thought. I’m alive, and I’m a King’s Knight. He squinted into the flashlight beam. “Do I get to be a soldier?” he asked the man.
     “Sure. Now stay close to me. We’re going to find a way into the kitchen.”
     Warner had to move slowly, leaning all his weight on the iron rod. They picked their way into the kitchen, where pockets of fire still burned voraciously. Warner realized that what was afire was the remains of the food pantry; dozens of cans had exploded, and the burned mess clung to the walls. Everything was gone—powdered milk, eggs, bacon and ham, everything. But there was still the emergency food storeroom, Warner knew—and his guts tightened at the thought that they could’ve been trapped down here in the dark without food or water.
     Utensils were scattered everywhere, blown out of the kitchen equipment pantry by the shock. Warner uncovered a meat cleaver with the tip of his makeshift cane. The blade was serrated. “Get that,” he told the boy, and Roland picked it up.
     They left the kitchen and cafeteria, and Warner led Roland to the ruins of the Town Square. Slabs of stone had crashed from above, and the entire area was off-balance and riddled with deep cracks. The video arcade was still burning, the air dense with smoke. “Here,” Warner said, motioning with his light toward the infirmary. They went inside, finding most of the equipment smashed and useless, but Warner kept searching until he discovered a box of tourniquets and a plastic bottle of rubbing alcohol. He told Roland to take one of the tourniquets and the bottle, and then he picked through the shattered drug cabinet. Pills and capsules crunched underfoot like popcorn. Warner’s light fell upon the dead face of one of the nurses, crushed by a piece of rock the size of an anvil. There was no sign of Dr. Lang, Earth House’s resident physician. Warner’s cane uncovered unbroken vials of Demerol and Percodan, and these he asked Roland to pick up for him; Warner stuffed them in his pockets to take back to the colonel.
     “You still with me?” Warner asked.
     “Yes, sir.” I’ll wake up in a few minutes, Roland thought. It’ll be a Saturday morning, and I’ll get out of bed and turn on the computer.
     “We’ve got a long way to go,” Warner told him. “We’ll have to crawl part of the way. But stay with me, understand?”
     Roland followed him out of the infirmary; he wanted to go back to search for his parents but he knew that the King needed him more. He was a King’s Knight, and to be needed like this by the King was a high honor. Again, one part of him recoiled at the horror and destruction that lay around him, and shouted Wake up! Wake up! in the whining voice of an anxious schoolboy; but the other part that was getting stronger looked around at the bodies exposed in the flashlight beam and knew that the weak had to die so the strong might live.
     They moved into the corridors, stepping over bodies and ignoring the cries of the wounded.
     Roland didn’t know how long it took them to reach the wrecked control room. He looked at his wristwatch by the light of a burning heap of rubble, but the crystal had cracked and time had stopped at ten thirty-six. Warner crawled uphill to the edge of the pit and shone his light down. “Colonel!” he called. “I’ve brought help! We’re going to get you out!”
     Ten feet below, Macklin stirred and turned his sweating face toward the light. “Hurry,” he rasped, and then he closed his eyes again.
     Roland crawled to the pit’s rim. He saw two bodies down there, one lying on top of the other, jammed in a space the size of a coffin. The body on the bottom was breathing, and his hand disappeared into a fissure in the wall. Suddenly Roland knew what the meat cleaver was for; he looked at the weapon, could see his face reflected in the blade by the spill of light—except it was a distorted face, and not the one he remembered. His eyes were wild and shiny, and blood had crusted into a star-shaped pattern on his forehead. His entire face was mottled with bruises and swollen like a toadfrog’s, and he looked even worse than the day Mike Armbruster had beaten his ass for not letting him cheat off Roland’s paper during a chemistry test. “Little queer! Little four-eyed queer!” Armbruster had raged, and everyone who ringed them laughed and jeered as Roland tried to escape but was knocked to the dirt again and again. Roland had started to sob, huddled on the ground, and Armbruster had bent down and spat in his face.
     “Do you know how to tie a tourniquet?” the hunchback with the eye patch asked him. Roland shook his head. “I’ll guide you through it when you get down there.” He shone his light around and saw several things that would make a good, hot fire—the pieces of a desk, the chairs, the clothes off the corpses. They could get the fire started with the burning rubble they’d passed in the corridor, and Warner still had his lighter in his pocket. “Do you know what’s got to be done?”
     “I… think so,” Roland replied.
     “Okay, now pay attention to me. I can’t squeeze down into that hole after him. You can. You’re going to draw that tourniquet tight around his arm, and then I’m going to pass down the alcohol. Splash it all over his wrist. He’ll be ready when you are. His wrist is probably smashed, so it won’t be too hard to get the cleaver through the bones. Now listen to me, Roland! I don’t want you hacking down there for a fucking five minutes! Do it hard and quick and get it over with, and once you start don’t you even think about stopping before it’s done. Do you hear me?”
     “Yes sir,” Roland answered, and he thought, Wake up! I’ve got to wake up!
     “If you’ve tied the tourniquet right, you’ll have time to seal the wound before it starts bleeding. You’ll have something to burn the stump with—and you make sure you set fire to it, hear me? If you don’t, he’ll bleed to death. The way he’s jammed in down there, he won’t fight you much, and anyway, he knows what has to be done. Look at me, Roland.”
     Roland looked into the light.
     “If you do what you’re supposed to, Colonel Macklin will live. If you fuck up, he’ll die. Pure and simple. Got it?”
     Roland nodded; his head was dizzy, but his heart was pounding. The King’s trapped, he thought. And of all the King’s Knights, I’m the only one who can set him free! But no, no—this wasn’t a game! This was real life, and his mother and father were lying up there somewhere, and Earth House had been nuked, the whole country had been nuked, everything was destroyed—
     He put a hand to his bloody forehead and squeezed until the bad thoughts were gone. King’s Knight! Sir Roland is my name! And now he was about to go down into the deepest, darkest dungeon to save the King, armed with fire and steel.
     Teddybear Warner crawled away to get a fire built, and Roland followed him like an automaton. They piled the pieces of the desk, the chairs and the clothes from the corpses into a corner and used some burning pieces of cable from the hallway to start the fire. Teddybear, moving slowly and in agony, piled on ceiling tiles and added some of the alcohol to the flames. At first there was just a lot of smoke, but then the red glow began to strengthen.
     Corporal Prados still sat against the opposite wall, watching them work. His face was damp with sweat, and he kept babbling feverishly, but Warner paid him no attention. Now the pieces of the desk and the chairs were charring, the bitter smoke rising up into the holes and cracks in the ceiling.
     Warner hobbled to the edge of the fire and picked up a leg of one of the broken chairs; the other end of it was burning brightly, and the wood had turned from black to ash-gray. He poked it back into the bonfire and turned toward Roland. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s get it done.”
     Though he ground his teeth with the pressure that wrenched his back, Warner grasped Roland’s hand and helped lower him into the pit. Roland stepped on the dead body. Warner kept the light directed at Macklin’s trapped arm and talked Roland through the application of the tourniquet to the colonel’s wrist. Roland had to lie in a contorted position on the corpse to reach the injured arm, and he saw that Macklin’s wrist had turned black. Macklin suddenly shifted and tried to look up, but he couldn’t lift his head. “Tighter,” Macklin managed to say. “Tie knots in the bastard!”
     It took Roland four tries to get it tight enough. Warner dropped the bottle of alcohol down, and Roland splashed the blackened wrist. Macklin took the bottle with his free hand and finally twisted his head up to look at Roland. “What’s your name?”
     “Roland Croninger, sir.”
     Macklin could tell it was a boy from the weight and the voice, but he couldn’t make out the face. Something glinted, and he angled his head to look at the meat cleaver the boy held. “Roland,” he said, “you and I are going to get to know each other real well in the next couple of minutes. Teddy! Where’s the fire?”
     Warner’s light vanished for a minute, and Roland was alone in the dark with the colonel. “Bad day,” Macklin said. “Haven’t seen any worse, have you?”
     “No, sir.” Roland’s voice shook.
     The light returned. Warner was holding the burning chair leg like a torch. “I’ve got it, Colonel! Roland, I’m going to drop this down to you. Ready?”
     Roland caught the torch and leaned over Colonel Macklin again. The colonel, his eyes hazy with pain, saw the boy’s face in the flickering light and thought he recognized him from somewhere. “Where are your parents, son?” he asked.
     “I don’t know. I’ve lost them.”
     Macklin watched the burning end of the chair leg and prayed that it would be hot enough to do the job. “You’ll be okay,” he said. “I’ll make sure of that.” His gaze moved from the torch and fixed on the meat cleaver’s blade. The boy crouched awkwardly over him, straddling the corpse, and stared at Macklin’s wrist where it joined the rock wall. “Well,” Macklin said, “it’s time. Okay, Roland: let’s get it done before one of us turns chickenshit. I’m going to try to hang on as much as I can. You ready?”
     “He’s ready,” Teddybear Warner said from the lip of the pit.
     Macklin smiled grimly, and a bead of sweat ran down the bridge of his nose. “Make the first lick a hummer, Roland,” he urged.
     Roland gripped the torch in his left hand and raised his right, with the meat cleaver in it, back over his head. He knew exactly where he was going to strike—right where the blackened skin was swallowed up in the fissure. Do it! he told himself. Do it now! He heard Macklin draw a sharp breath. Roland’s hand clenched the cleaver, and it hung at the zenith over his head. Do it now! He felt his arm go as rigid as an iron rod. Do it now!
     And he sucked in his breath and brought the cleaver down with all of his strength on Colonel Macklin’s wrist.
     Bone crunched. Macklin jerked but made no sound. Roland thought the blade had gone all the way through, but he saw with renewed shock that it had only penetrated the man’s thick wrist to the depth of an inch.
     “Finish it!” Warner shouted.
     Roland pulled the cleaver out.
     Macklin’s eyes, ringed with purple, fluttered closed and then jerked open again. “Finish it,” he whispered.
     Roland lifted his arm and struck down again. Still the wrist wouldn’t part. Roland struck down a third time, and a fourth, harder and harder. He heard the one-eyed hunchback shouting at him to hurry, but Macklin remained silent. Roland pulled the cleaver free and struck a fifth time. There was a lot of blood now, but still the tendons hung together. Roland began to grind the cleaver back and forth; Macklin’s face had turned a pasty yellow-white, his lips as gray as graveyard dirt.
     It had to be finished before the blood started bursting out like a firehose. When that happened, Roland knew, the King would die. He lifted the cleaver over his head, his shoulder throbbing with the effort—and suddenly it was not a meat cleaver anymore; it was a holy axe, and he was Sir Roland of the Realm, summoned to free the trapped King from this suffocating dungeon. He was the only one in all the kingdom who could do it, and this moment was his. Righteous power pulsed within him, and as he brought the holy axe flashing down he heard himself shout in a hoarse, almost inhuman voice.
     The last of the bone cracked. Sinews parted under the power of the holy axe. And then the King was writhing, and a grotesque bleeding thing with a surface like a sponge was thrust up into Roland’s face. Blood sprayed over his cheeks and forehead, all but blinding him.
     “Burn it!” Warner yelled.
     Roland put the torch to the bleeding spongy thing; it jerked away from him, but Roland grabbed and held it while Macklin thrashed wildly. He pressed the torch to the wound where the colonel’s hand had been. Roland watched the stump burn with dreadful fascination, saw the wound blacken and pucker, heard the hiss of Macklin’s burning blood. Macklin’s body was fighting involuntarily, the colonel’s eyes rolled back in his head, but Roland hung on to the wounded arm. He smelled blood and burnt flesh, drew it deeply into his lungs like a soul-cleansing incense, and kept searing the wound, pressing fire to flesh. Finally Macklin stopped fighting, and from his mouth came a low, eerie moan, as if from the throat of a wounded beast.
     “Okay!” Warner called down. “That’s it!”
     Roland was hypnotized by the sight of the melting flesh. The torn sleeve of Macklin’s jacket was on fire, and smoke whirled around the walls of the pit.
     “That’s enough!” Warner shouted. The boy wouldn’t stop! “Roland! That’s enough, damn it!”
     This time the man’s voice jolted him back to reality. Roland released the colonel’s arm and saw that the stump had been burned black and shiny, as if coated with tar. The flames on Macklin’s jacket sleeve were gnawing themselves out. It’s over, Roland realized. All over. He beat the piece of wood against the pit’s wall until the fire was out, and then he dropped it.
     “I’m going to try to find some rope to get you out with!” Warner called. “You okay?”
     Roland didn’t feel like answering. Warner’s light moved away, and Roland was left in darkness. He could hear the colonel’s harsh breathing, and he crawled backward over the corpse that lay jammed between them until his back was against rock; then he drew his legs up and clutched the holy axe close to his body. A grin was fixed on his blood-flecked face, but his eyes were circles of shock.
     The colonel moaned and muttered something that Roland couldn’t understand. Then he said it again, his voice tight with pain: “Shape up.” A pause, then again, “Shape up… shape up, soldier…” The voice was delirious, getting louder and then fading to a whisper. “Shape up… yes, sir… every bit of it… yes, sir… yes, sir…” Colonel Macklin’s voice began to sound like a child, cringing from a whipping. “Yes, sir… please… yes, sir… yes, sir…” He ended with a sound that was half moan, half shuddering sob.
     Roland had been listening carefully. That had not been the voice of a triumphant war hero; it had sounded more like a cringing supplicant, and Roland wondered what lived inside the King’s mind. A king shouldn’t beg, he thought. Not even in his worst nightmares. It was dangerous for a king to show weakness.
     Later—how much later Roland didn’t know—something prodded his knee. He groped in the dark and touched an arm. Macklin had gained consciousness.
     “I owe you,” Colonel Macklin said, and now he sounded like the tough war hero again.
     Roland didn’t reply—but it had dawned on him that he was going to need protection to survive whatever was ahead. His father and mother might be dead—probably were—and their bodies lost forever. He was going to need a shield from the dangers of the future, not only within Earth House but beyond it—that is, he told himself, if they ever saw the outside world again. But he planned on staying close to the King from now on; it might be the only way that he could get out of these dungeons alive.
     And, if anything, he wanted to live to see what remained of the world beyond Earth House. One day at a time, he thought—and if he’d lived through the first day, he could make it through the second and the third. He’d always been a survivor—that was part of being a King’s Knight—and now he’d do whatever it took to keep himself alive.
     The old game’s over, he thought. The new game’s about to begin! And it might be the greatest game of King’s Knight he’d ever experienced, because it was going to be real.
     Roland cradled the holy axe and waited for the one-eyed hunchback to return, and he imagined he heard the sound of dice rattling in a cup of bleached bone.






Sixteen

“Lady, I sure as hell wouldn’t drink that if I was you.”
     Startled by the voice, Sister Creep looked up from the puddle of black water she’d been crouching over.
     Standing a few yards away was a short, rotund man wearing the tattered, burned rags of a mink coat. Beneath the rags were red silk pajamas; his birdlike legs were bare, but he had a pair of black wingtips on his feet. His round, pale moon of a face was cratered with burns, and all his hair had been scorched away except for his gray sideburns and eyebrows. His face was badly swollen, his large nose and jowls ballooned up as if he were holding his breath and the blue threads of broken blood vessels were showing. In the slits of his eye sockets, his dark brown eyes moved from Sister Creep’s face to the puddle of water and back again. “That shit’s poison,” he said, pronouncing it pizzen. “Kill you right off.”
     Sister Creep stayed crouched over the puddle like a beast protecting a water hole. She’d found shelter from the pouring rain in the hulk of a taxi and had tried to sleep there through the long and miserable night, but her few minutes of rest had been disturbed by hallucinations of the thing with the melting face in the theater. As soon as the black sky had lightened to the color of river mud, she’d left her shelter—trying very hard not to look at the corpse in the front seat—and gone in search of food and water. The rain had slowed to an occasional drizzle of needles, but the air was getting colder; the chill felt like early November, and she was shivering in her drenched rags. The puddle of rainwater beneath her face smelled like ashes and brimstone, but she was so dried out and thirsty that she’d been about to plunge her face in and open her mouth.
     “Busted water main’s shootin’ up a geyser back that way,” the man said, and he motioned toward what Sister Creep thought was north. “Looks like Old Faithful.”
     She leaned back from the contaminated puddle. Thunder growled in the distance like a passing freight train, and there was no way to see the sun through the low, muddy clouds. “You find anything to eat?” she asked him through swollen lips.
     “A couple of onion rolls, in what was a bakery, I guess. Couldn’t keep ’em down, though. My wife says I’m the world’s champion upchucker.” He put a blistered hand on his belly. “Got ulcers and a nervous stomach.”
     Sister Creep stood up. She was about three inches taller than he. “I’m thirsty,” she said. “Will you take me to the water?”
     He looked up at the sky, cocking his head toward the sound of thunder, then stood dumbly regarding the ruins around them. “I’m tryin’ to find a phone or a policeman,” he said. “I been lookin’ all night. Can’t find either one when you need ’em, right?”
     “Something terrible’s happened,” Sister Creep told him. “I don’t think there are any phones or cops anymore.”
     “I gotta find a phone!” the man said urgently. “See, my wife’s gonna wonder what happened to me! I gotta call her and let her know… I’m… okay…” His voice trailed off, and he stared at a pair of legs that protruded stiffly from a pile of twisted iron and concrete slabs. “Oh,” he whispered, and Sister Creep saw his eyes glaze over like fog on window glass. He’s crazy as hell, she thought, and she started walking north, climbing up a high ridge of rubble.
     In a few minutes she heard the fat little man breathing heavily as he caught up with her. “See,” he said, “I’m not from around here. I’m from Detroit. Got a shoe store at Eastland Shopping Center. I’m here for a convention, see? If my wife hears about this on the radio, she’s gonna worry herself sick!”
     Sister Creep grunted in reply. Her mind was on finding water.
     “The name’s Wisco,” he told her. “Arthur Wisco. Artie for short. I gotta find a phone! See, I lost my wallet and my clothes and every damned thing! Me and some of the boys stayed out late the night before it happened. I was upchuckin’ all over the place that mornin’. Missed my first two sales meetings and stayed in bed. I had the covers over my head, and all of a sudden there was a godawful light and a roarin’, and my bed fell right through the floor! Hell, the whole hotel started shakin’ to pieces, and I crashed through a hole in the lobby and ended up in the basement, still in my bed! When I dug myself out of there, the hotel was gone.” He gave a crazy little giggle. “Jesus, the whole block was gone!”
     “A lot of blocks are gone.”
     “Yeah. Well, my feet were cut up pretty bad. How ’bout that? Me, Artie Wisco, with no shoes on my feet! So I had to take a pair of shoes off a…” He trailed off again. They climbed nearer to the top of the ridge. “Bastards are way too small,” he said. “But my feet are swollen up, too. I tell you, shoes are important! Where would people be without shoes? Now, take those sneakers you got on. They’re cheap, and they ain’t gonna last you very—”
     Sister Creep turned toward him. “Will you shut up?” she demanded, and then she kept climbing.
     He lasted about forty seconds. “My wife said I shouldn’t come on this trip. Said I’d regret spendin’ the money. I’m not a rich man. But I said, hell, it’s once a year! Once a year in the Big Apple ain’t too—”
     “Everything’s gone!” Sister Creep screamed at him. “You crazy fool! Look around!”
     Artie stood motionless, staring at her, and when he opened his mouth again his tight, strained face looked about to rip. “Please,” he whispered. “Please don’t…”
     The guy’s hanging on by his fingernails, she realized. There was no need to chop his fingers off. She shook her head. The important thing was to keep from falling to pieces. Everything was gone, but she still had a choice: she could either sit down here in the rubble and wait to die, or she could find that water. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t sleep too well last night.”
     His expression slowly began to register life again. “It’s gettin’ cold,” he observed. “Look! I can see my breath.” He exhaled ghostly air. “Here, you need this more than I do.” He started to take his mink coat off. “Listen, if my wife ever finds out I was wearin’ a mink, I’ll never get off the hook!” She waved the coat away when he offered it, but Artie persisted. “Hey, don’t worry! There’re plenty where this one came from.” Finally, just to get them moving once more, Sister Creep let him put the tattered coat on her, and she ran her hand across the scorched mink.
     “My wife says I can be a real gentleman when I wanna be,” Artie told her. “Hey, what happened to your neck?”
     Sister Creep touched her throat. “Somebody took something that belonged to me,” she replied, and then she clasped the mink coat around her shoulders to ward off the chill and continued climbing. It was the first time she’d ever worn mink. When she reached the top of the ridge she had the wild urge to shout, “Hey, all you poor, dead sinners! Roll over and take a look at a lady!”
     The decimated city stretched out in all directions. Sister Creep started down the other side of the ridge, with Artie Wisco following close behind. He was still jabbering about Detroit and shoes and finding a phone, but Sister Creep tuned him out. “Show me the water,” she told him when they reached the bottom. He stood looking around for a minute, as if trying to decide where to grab a bus. “This way,” he finally said, and they had to climb again over the rough terrain of broken masonry, smashed cars and twisted metal. So many corpses, in varying degrees of disfigurement, lay underfoot that Sister Creep stopped flinching when she stepped on one.
     At the top, Artie pointed. “There it is.” Down in the valley of wreckage below was a fountain of water spewing up from a fissure in the concrete. In the sky to the east, a network of red lightning streaks shot through the clouds, followed by a dull, reverberating explosion.
     They descended into the valley and walked over piles of what had been civilization’s treasures two days before: burned paintings still in their gilded frames; half-melted television sets and stereos; the mangled remains of sterling silver and gold punchbowls, cups, knives and forks, candelabras, music boxes, and champagne buckets; shards of what had been priceless pottery, antique vases, Art Deco statues, African sculpture and Waterford crystal.
     The lightning flashed again, nearer this time, and the red glow sparked off thousands of bits of jewelry scattered in the wreckage—necklaces and bracelets, rings and pins. She found a sign sticking up from the debris—and she almost laughed, but she feared that if she started she might laugh on until her brains burst. The sign said Fifth Avenue.
     “See?” Artie held up mink coats in both hands. “I told you there were more!” He was standing knee-deep in blackened finery: leopardskin cloaks, ermine robes, sealskin jackets. He chose the best coat he could find and shrugged painfully into it.
     Sister Creep paused to poke through a pile of leather bags and briefcases. She found a large bag with a good, solid strap and slipped it over her shoulder. Now she no longer felt quite as naked. She looked up at the black façade of the building that the leather items had blown out of, and she could just make out the remnants of a sign: GUCCI. It was probably the best bag she’d ever had.
     They were almost to the geyser of water when a flash of lightning made things on the ground glint like embers. Sister Creep stopped, leaned down and picked one of them up. It was a piece of glass the size of her fist; it had been melted into a lump, and imbedded in it was a scatter of small jewels—rubies, burning dark red in the gloom. She looked around herself and saw that the lumps of glass lay everywhere in the debris, all of them formed into strange shapes by the heat, as if fashioned by a maniacal glassblower. There was nothing left of the building that stood before her but a fragment of green marble wall. But she looked to the ruins of the structures that stood off to the left, and she squinted to see through the twilight. On an arch of battered marble were letters: TIF ANY.
     Tiffany’s, Sister Creep realized. And… if that was where Tiffany’s had been… then she was standing right in front of…
     “Oh, no,” she whispered as tears sprang to her eyes. “Oh, no… oh, no…”
     She was standing in front of what had been her magic place—the Steuben Glass shop—and all that remained of the beautiful, sculptured treasures were the misshapen lumps at her feet. The place where she’d come to dream at the displays of cool glass was gone, ripped from its foundations and scattered. The sight of this waste against the memory of what had been was as nerve-shattering as if the door of Heaven had been slammed shut in her face.
     She stood motionless, except for the tears crawling over her blistered cheeks.
     “Look at this!” Artie called. He picked up a deformed octagon of glass full of diamonds, rubies and sapphires. “Have you ever seen anythin’ like this before? Look! They’re all over the damned place!” He reached into the debris and brought up handfuls of melted glass studded with precious jewels. “Hey!” He laughed like the bray of a mule. “We’re rich, lady! What’re we gonna buy first?” Still laughing, he threw the pieces of glass into the air. “Anything you want, lady!” he shouted. “I’ll buy you anything you want!”
     The lightning flashed, streaked across the sky, and Sister Creep saw the entire remaining wall of the Steuben Glass shop explode in dazzling bursts of color: ruby red, deep emerald, midnight sapphire blue, smoky topaz and diamond white. She approached the wall, her shoes crunching on grit, reached out and touched it; the wall was full of jewels, and Sister Creep realized that the treasures of Tiffany’s, Fortunoff’s and Cartier’s must’ve blown out of the buildings, whirled in a fantastic hurricane of gemstones along Fifth Avenue—and mingled with the melting glass sculptures of the magic place. The hundreds of jewels in the scorched green marble wall held the light for a few seconds, and then the glow faded like multicolored lamps going out.
     Oh, the waste, she thought. Oh, the awful, awful waste…
     She stepped back, her eyes stinging with tears, and one foot slipped on loose glass. She went down on her rear end and sat there with no more will to get up again.
     “You okay?” Artie walked carefully toward her. “Did you hurt yourself, lady?”
     She didn’t answer. She was tired and used up, and she decided she was going to stay right there in the ruins of the magic place and maybe rest for a while.
     “Aren’t you gonna get up? The water’s just over there.”
     “Leave me alone,” she told him listlessly. “Go away.”
     “Go away? Lady… where the hell am I gonna go?”
     “I don’t care. I don’t give a shit. Not a single… rotten… shit.” She picked up a handful of melted glass and ashes and let the mess fall through her fingers. What was the use of taking one more step? The little man was right. There was nowhere to go. Everything was gone, burned and ruined. “No hope,” she whispered, and she dug her hand deeply into the ashes beside her. “No hope.”
     Her fingers closed around more junk glass, and she brought it up to see what kind of garbage her dreams had been twisted into.
     “What the hell is that?” Artie asked.
     In Sister Creep’s hand was a doughnut-shaped ring of glass with a hole at its center about six or seven inches around. The ring itself was about two inches thick, and maybe seven inches in diameter. Jutting up around the top of the ring at irregular intervals were five glass spikes, one ice-pick thin, a second about as wide as a knife blade, a third hooked, and the other two just plain ugly. Trapped within the glass were hundreds of various-sized dark ovals and squares. Strange, spider web lines interconnected deep within the glass.
     “It’s shit,” she muttered, and she started to toss it back on the trash heap when the lightning flashed again.
     The ring of glass suddenly exploded into fiery light, and for an instant Sister Creep thought it had burst into flame in her hand. She howled and dropped it, and Artie yelled, “Jesus!”
     The light went out.
     Sister Creep’s hand was trembling. She looked at her palm and fingers to make sure she hadn’t been burned; there’d been no heat, just that blinding flare of light. She could still see it, pulsing behind her eyeballs.
     She reached toward it, then pulled her hand back again. Artie came closer and bent down a few feet away.
     Sister Creep let her fingers graze the glass before she jerked her hand away once more. The glass was smooth, like cool velvet. She let her fingers linger on it, and then she gripped it in her hand and picked it up from the ashes.
     The circle of glass remained dark.
     Sister Creep stared at it and felt her heart pounding.
     Deep within the glass circle, there was a flicker of crimson.
     It began to grow like a flame, to spread to other points within the ring, pulsing, pulsing, getting stronger and brighter by the second.
     A ruby the size of Sister Creep’s thumbnail flared bright red; another smaller one winked with light, like a match glowing in the dark. A third ruby burned like a comet, and then a fourth and a fifth, embedded deep inside the cool glass, began to come to life. The red glow pulsed, pulsed—and Sister realized its rhythm was in time with her own heartbeat.
     More rubies glinted, flared, burned like coals. A diamond suddenly glowed a clear blue-white, and a four-carat sapphire exploded into dazzling cobalt fire. As Sister Creep’s heartbeat quickened, so did the bursting into light of the hundreds of jewels trapped within the circle of glass. An emerald glowed cool green, a pear-shaped diamond burned white hot and incandescent, a topaz pulsed a dark reddish brown, and now the rubies, sapphires, diamonds and emeralds by the dozen were awakening with light; the light rippled, traveling along the spider web lines that wove all through the glass. The lines were threads of precious metals—gold, silver and platinum—that had melted and been trapped as well, and as they ignited like sizzling fuses they set off still more explosions of emerald, topaz and amethyst’s deep purple.
     The entire ring of glass glowed like a multicolored circle of fire, yet there was no heat under Sister Creep’s fingers. It was pulsating rapidly now, as was her heartbeat, and the vibrant, stunning colors grew still brighter.
     She had never seen anything like this—never, not even in the display windows of any store along Fifth Avenue. Jewels of incredible color and clarity were caught within the glass, some of them upwards of five and six carats, some only tiny specks that nevertheless burned with ferocious energy. The glass circle pulsed… pulsed… pulsed…
     “Lady?” Artie whispered, his swollen eyes shining with light “Can I… hold it?”
     She was reluctant to give it up, but he stared at it with such wonder and longing that she could not refuse him.
     His burned fingers closed around it, and as it left Sister Creep’s grasp the glass circle’s pulse changed, picking up Artie Wisco’s heartbeat. The colors subtly changed as well, as more deep blues and greens swelled and the white-hot glare of diamonds and rubies faded a fraction. Artie caressed it, and its velvety surface reminded him of the way his wife’s skin had felt when she was young and they were newlyweds just starting out. He thought of how much he loved his wife, and how he longed for her. He had been wrong, he realized in that instant. There was somewhere to go. Home, he thought. I’ve got to get back home.
     After a few minutes he carefully gave the object back to Sister Creep. It changed again, and she sat holding it between her hands and peering into its beautiful depths.
     “Home,” Artie whispered, and the woman looked up. Artie’s mind would not let go of the memory of his wife’s soft skin. “I’ve got to get back home,” he said, his voice getting stronger. He suddenly blinked as if he’d been slapped across the face, and Sister Creep saw tears glint in his eyes.
     “There… ain’t no more phones, are there?” he asked. “And no policemen, either.”
     “No,” she said. “I don’t think so.”
     “Oh.” He nodded, looked at her and then back at the pulsating colors. “You… ought to go home, too,” he said.
     She smiled grimly. “I don’t have anywhere to go.”
     “Why don’t you go with me, then?”
     She laughed. “Go with you? Mister, haven’t you noticed the buses and cabs are a little off schedule today?”
     “I’ve got shoes on my feet. So do you. My legs still work, and yours do, too.” He pulled his gaze away from the ring of fiery light and peered around at the destruction as if seeing it clearly for the first time. “Dear God,” he said. “Oh, dear God, why?”
     “I don’t think… God had much to do with this,” Sister Creep said. “I remember… I prayed for the Rapture, and I prayed for Judgment Day—but I never prayed for anything like this. Never.”
     Artie nodded toward the glass ring. “You oughta hold onto that thing, lady. You found it, so I guess it’s yours. It might be worth something someday.” He shook his head in awe. “That’s not junk, lady,” he said. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s sure not junk.” He suddenly stood up and lifted the collar of his mink coat around his neck. “Well… I hope you make put okay, lady.” With one last longing gaze at the glass ring, he turned and started walking.
     “Hey!” Sister stood up, too. “Where do you think you’re going?”
     “I told you,” he replied without looking back, “I gotta get home.”
     “Are you crazy? Detroit’s not just around the block!”
     He didn’t stop. He’s nuts! she thought. Crazier’n I am! She put the circle of glass into her new Gucci bag, and as she took her hand away from it the pulsing ceased and the colors instantly faded, as if the thing were going to sleep again. She walked after Artie. “Hey! Wait! What are you going to do about food and water?”
     “I guess I’ll find it when I need it! If I can’t find it, I’ll do without! What choice do I have, lady?”
     “Not much,” she agreed.
     He stopped and faced her. “Right. Hell, I don’t know if I’ll get there. I don’t even know if I’ll get out of this damned junkyard! But this ain’t my home. If a person’s gotta die, he oughta die tryin’ to go home to somebody he loves, don’t you think?” He shrugged. “Maybe I’ll find some more people. Maybe I’ll find a car. If you want to stay here, that’s your business, but Artie Wisco’s got shoes on his feet, and Artie Wisco’s walkin’.” He waved and started off again.
     He’s not crazy anymore, she thought.
     A cold rain began falling, the drops black and oily. Sister Creep opened her bag again and touched the misshapen glass circle with one finger to see what would happen.
     A single sapphire blazed to life, and she was reminded of the spinning blue light flashing in her face. A memory was close—very close—but before she could grasp it, it had streaked away again. It was something, she knew, that she was not yet ready to remember.
     She lifted her finger, and the sapphire went dark.
     One step, she told herself. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.
     But what if you don’t know where to go?
     “Hey!” she shouted at Artie. “At least look for an umbrella! And try to find a bag like the one I’ve got, so you can put food and stuff in it!” Christ! she thought. This guy wouldn’t make it a mile! She ought to go with him, she decided, if only to keep him from breaking his neck. “Wait for me!” she shouted. And then she walked a few yards to the geyser of the broken water main and stood under it, letting the water wash the dust, ashes and blood off her. She opened her mouth and drank until her stomach sloshed. Now hunger took thirst’s place. Maybe she could find something to eat and maybe not, she considered. But at least she was no longer thirsty. One step, she thought. One step at a time.
     Artie was waiting for her. Sister Creep’s instincts caused her to gather up a few smaller chunks of glass with jewels embedded in them, and she wrapped them in a ragged blue scarf and put them into her Gucci bag. She nosed around the wreckage, a bag lady’s paradise, and found a pretty jade box, but it played a tune when she lifted the lid and the sweet music in the midst of so much death saddened her. She returned the box to the broken concrete.
     Then she started walking toward Artie Wisco through the chilly rain, and she left the ruins of the magic place behind.






Seventeen

“Gopher’s in the hole!” PawPaw Briggs raved. “Lord God, we come a cropper!”
     Josh Hutchins had no idea what time it was, or how long they’d been there; he’d been sleeping a lot and having awful dreams about Rose and the boys running before a tornado of fire. He was amazed that he could still breathe; the air was stale, but it seemed okay. Josh expected to close his eyes very soon and not awaken again. The pain of his burns was bearable as long as he stayed still. He lay listening to the old man babble on, and Josh thought that suffocating probably wouldn’t be such a bad way to die; maybe it was only like getting the hiccups just before you went to sleep, and you weren’t really aware that your lungs were hitching for oxygen. He felt sorriest for the little girl. So young, he thought. So young. Didn’t even have a chance to grow up.
     Well, he decided, I’m going back to sleep now. Maybe this would be the last time. He thought of those people in the wrestling arena at Concordia and wondered how many of them were dead or dying right now, this minute. Poor Johnny Lee Richwine! Busted leg one day, and this the next! Shit. It’s not fair… not fair at all…
     Something tugged at his shirt. The movement sent little panics of pain shooting through his nerves.
     “Mister?” Swan asked. She’d heard his breathing and had crawled to him through the darkness. “Can you hear me, mister?” She tugged at his shirt again for good measure.
     “Yes,” he answered. “I can hear you. What is it?”
     “My mama’s sick. Can you help her?”
     Josh sat upright. “What’s wrong with her?”
     “She’s breathing funny. Please come help her.”
     The child’s voice was strained, but she wasn’t giving in to tears. Tough little kid, Josh thought. “Okay. Take my hand and lead me to her.” He held his hand out, and after a few seconds she found it in the darkness and clenched three of his fingers in her hand.
     Swan led him, both of them crawling, across the basement to where her mother lay in the dirt. Swan had been asleep, curled close to her mother, when she was awakened by a noise like the rasp of a rusted hinge. Her mother’s body was hot and damp, but Darleen was shivering. “Mama?” Swan whispered. “Mama, I brought the giant to help you.”
     “I just need to rest, honey.” The voice was drowsy. “I’m okay. Don’t you worry about me.”
     “Are you hurting anywhere?” Josh asked her.
     “Shitfire, what a question. I’m hurtin’ all over. Christ, I don’t know what hit me. I was feeling’ fine just a while ago—like I had a sunburn, is all. But, shit! I’ve had worse sunburns than this!” She swallowed thickly. “I sure could use a beer right now.”
     “There might be something down here to drink.” Josh started searching, uncovering more dented cans. Without a light, though, he couldn’t tell what they contained. He was thirsty and hungry, too, and he knew the child must be. PawPaw could surely use some water. He found a can of something that had burst open and was leaking out, and he tasted the liquid. Sugary peach juice. A can of peaches. “Here.” He held the can to the woman’s mouth so she could drink.
     Darleen slurped at it, then pushed it weakly away. “What’re you tryin’ to do, poison me? I said I need a beer!”
     “Sorry. This is the best I can do for now.” He gave the can to Swan and told her to drink.
     “When’re they comin’ to dig us out of this shithole?” Darleen asked.
     “I don’t know. Maybe…” He paused. “Maybe soon.”
     “Jesus! I feel like… one side of me is bein’ cooked and the other’s in a deep freeze. It hit me all of a sudden.”
     “You’ll be all right,” Josh said; it was ridiculous, but he didn’t know what else to say. He sensed the child close to him, silent and listening. She knows, he thought. “Just rest, and you’ll get your strength back.”
     “See, Swan? I told you I was gonna be fine.”
     Josh could do nothing else. He took the can of peaches from Swan and crawled over to where PawPaw lay raving. “Come a cropper!” PawPaw babbled. “Oh, Lord… did you find the key? Now how’m I gonna start a truck without a key?”
     Josh put an arm under the old man’s head, tilting it up and then putting the broken can to his lips. PawPaw was both shivering and burning up with fever. “Drink it,” Josh said, and the old man was as obedient as an infant with a bottle.
     “Mister? Are we going to get out of here?”
     Josh hadn’t realized the little girl was nearby. Her voice was still calm, and she was whispering so her mother couldn’t hear. “Sure,” he replied. The child was silent, and again Josh had the feeling that even in the dark she’d seen through his lie. “I don’t know,” he amended. “Maybe. Maybe not. It depends.”
     “Depends on what?”
     Not going to let me off the hook, are you? he thought. “I guess it depends on what’s left outside. Do you understand what’s happened?”
     “Something blew up,” she answered.
     “Right. But a lot of other places might have blown up, too. Whole cities. There might be…” He hesitated. Go ahead and say it. You might as well get it out. “There might be millions of people dead, or trapped just like we are. So there might not be anybody left to get us out.”
     She paused for a moment. Then she replied, “That’s not what I asked. I asked: Are we going to get out of here?”
     Josh realized she was asking if they were going to try to get themselves out, instead of waiting for someone else to come help them. “Well,” he said, “if we had a bulldozer handy, I’d say yes. Otherwise, I don’t think we’re going anywhere anytime soon.”
     “My mama’s real sick,” Swan said, and this time her voice cracked. “I’m afraid.”
     “So am I,” Josh admitted. The little girl sobbed just once, and then she stopped as if she’d pulled herself together with tremendous willpower. Josh reached out and found her arm. Blisters broke on her skin. Josh flinched and withdrew his hand. “How about you?” he asked her. “Are you hurting?”
     “My skin hurts. It feels like needles and pins. And my stomach’s sick. I had to throw up a while ago, but I did it in the corner.”
     “Yeah, I feel kind of sick myself.” He felt a pressing need to urinate as well, and he was going to have to figure out a makeshift sanitation system. They had plenty of canned food and fruit juices, and no telling what else was buried around them in the dirt. Stop it! he thought, because he’d allowed himself a flicker of hope. The air’s going to be gone soon! There’s no way we can survive down here!
     But he knew also that they were in the only place that could have sheltered them from the blast. With all that dirt above them, the radiation might not get through. Josh was tired and his bones ached, but he no longer felt the urge to lie down and die; if he did, he thought, the little girl’s fate would be sealed, too. But if he fought off the weariness and got to work organizing the cans of food, he might be able to keep them all alive for… how long? he wondered. One more day? Three more? A week?
     “How old are you?” he asked.
     “I’m nine,” she answered.
     “Nine,” he repeated softly, and he shook his head. Rage and pity warred in his soul. A nine-year-old child ought to be playing in the summer sun. A nine-year-old child shouldn’t be down in a dark basement with one foot in the grave. It wasn’t fair! Damn it to Hell, it wasn’t right!
     “What’s your name?”
     It was a minute before he could find his voice. “Josh. And yours is Swan?”
     “Sue Wanda. But my mama calls me Swan. How’d you get to be a giant?”
     There were tears in his eyes, but he smiled anyway. “I guess I ate my mama’s cornbread when I was about your age.”
     “Cornbread made you a giant?”
     “Well, I was always big. I used to play some football—first at Auburn University, then for the New Orleans Saints.”
     “Do you still?”
     “Nope. I’m a… I was a wrestler,” he said. “Professional wrestling. I was the bad guy.”
     “Oh.” Swan thought about that. She recalled that one of her many uncles, Uncle Chuck, used to like to go to the wrestling matches in Wichita and watched them on TV, too. “Did you like that? Being the bad guy, I mean?”
     “It’s kind of a game, really. I just acted bad. And I don’t know if I liked it or not. It was just something I started do—”
     “Gopher’s in the hole!” PawPaw said. “Lordy, lookit him go!”
     “Why does he keep talking about a gopher?” Swan asked.
     “He’s hurt. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.” PawPaw rambled on about finding his bedroom slippers and something about the crops needing rain, then he lapsed again into silence. Heat radiated off the old man’s body as if from an open oven, and Josh knew he couldn’t last much longer. God only knew what looking into that blast had done inside his skull.
     “Mama said we were going to Blakeman,” Swan said, pulling her attention away from the old man. She knew he was dying. “She said we were going home. Where were you going?”
     “Garden City. I was supposed to wrestle there.”
     “Is that your home?”
     “No. My home’s down in Alabama—a long, long way from here.”
     “Mama said we were going to go see my granddaddy. He lives in Blakeman. Does your family live in Alabama?”
     He thought of Rose and his two sons. But they were part of someone else’s life now—if indeed they were still alive. “I don’t have any family,” Josh replied.
     “Don’t you have anybody who loves you?” Swan asked.
     “No,” he said. “I don’t think so.” He heard Darleen moan, and he said, “You’d better see to your mother, huh?”
     “Yes, sir.” Swan started to crawl away, but then she looked back into the darkness where the black giant was. “I knew something terrible was going to happen,” she said. “I knew it the night we left Uncle Tommy’s trailer. I tried to tell my mama, but she didn’t understand.”
     “How did you know?”
     “The fireflies told me,” she said. “I saw it in their lights.”
     “Sue Wanda?” Darleen called weakly. “Swan? Where are you?”
     Swan said, “Here, Mama,” and she crawled back to her mother’s side.
     The fireflies told her, Josh thought. Right. At least the little girl had a strong imagination. That was good; sometimes the imagination could be a useful place to hide in when the going got rough.
     But he suddenly remembered the cloud of locusts that had flown through his car. “Been flyin’ out of the fields by the thousands for the last two, three days,” PawPaw had told him. “Kinda peculiar.”
     Had the locusts known something was about to happen in those cornfields? Josh wondered. Had they been able to sense disaster—maybe smell it on the wind, or in the earth itself?
     He turned his mind to more important matters. First he had to find a corner to pee into before his bladder burst. He’d never had to crouch and pee at the same time before. But if the air was all right and they lasted for a while, something was going to have to be done with their waste. He didn’t like the idea of crawling through his own, much less anyone else’s. The floor was of concrete, but it had cracked wide open during the tremors; he recalled he’d felt a garden hoe in the debris that might be useful in digging a latrine.
     And he was going to search the basement from one end to the other on his hands and knees, gathering up all the cans and everything else he could find. They obviously had plenty of food, and the cans would contain enough water and juices to keep them for a while. It was light he wanted more than anything else, and he’d never known how much he could miss electricity.
     He crawled into a far corner to relieve himself. Going to be a long time before your next bath, he thought. Won’t be needing sunglasses anytime soon, either.
     He winced. The urine burned like battery acid spewing out of him.
     But I’m alive! he reassured himself. There might not be a whole hell of a lot to live for, but I’m alive. Tomorrow I may be dead, but today I’m alive and pissing on my knees.
     And for the first time since the blast he allowed himself to dream that somehow—some way—he might live to see the outside world again.






Eighteen

The dark came with no warning. December’s chill was in the July air, and a black, icy rain continued to fall on the ruins of Manhattan.
     Sister Creep and Artie Wisco stood together atop a ridge of wreckage and looked west. Fires were still burning across the Hudson River, in the oil refineries of Hoboken and Jersey City—but other than the orange flames, the west was without light. Raindrops pattered on the warped, gaily colored umbrella that Artie had found in what remained of a sporting goods store. The store had also yielded up other treasures—a Day-Glo orange nylon knapsack strapped to Artie’s back, and a new pair of sneakers on Sister Creep’s feet. In the Gucci bag around her shoulder was a charred loaf of rye bread, two cans of anchovies with the handy keys that rolled the lids back, a package of ham slices that had cooked in the plastic, and a miraculously unbroken bottle of Canada Dry ginger ale that had survived the destruction of a deli. It had taken them several hours to cover the terrain between upper Fifth Avenue and their first destination, the Lincoln Tunnel. But the tunnel itself had collapsed, and the river had flooded right up to the toll gates along with a wave of crushed cars, concrete slabs and corpses.
     They had turned away in silence. Sister Creep had led Artie southward, toward the Holland Tunnel and another route under the river. Darkness had fallen before they’d made it, and now they’d have to wait until morning to find out if the Holland had collapsed as well. The last street sign that Sister Creep had found said West 22nd, but it was lying on its side in the ashes and could’ve blown far from where that street had actually been.
     “Well,” Artie said quietly, staring across the river, “don’t look like anybody’s home, does it?”
     “No.” Sister Creep shivered and drew the mink coat tighter around her. “It’s gotten colder. We’re going to have to find some shelter.” She looked through the darkness at the vague shapes of the few structures that hadn’t been toppled. Any one of them might fall on their heads, but Sister Creep didn’t like the way the temperature was dropping. “Come on,” she said, and she started walking toward one of the buildings. Artie followed her without question.
     During their journey they had found only four other people who hadn’t been killed in the detonation, and three of those had been so mangled they were very near death. The fourth was a terribly burned man in a pin-striped business suit who had howled like a dog when they’d approached and had scuttled back into a crevice to hide. So Sister Creep and Artie had gone on, walking over so many bodies that the horror of death lost its impact; now they were shocked whenever they heard a groan in the rubble or, as had happened once, someone laughing and shrieking off in the distance. They had gone in the direction of the voice, but they’d seen no one living. The mad laughter haunted Sister Creep; it reminded her of the laughter she’d heard inside that theater, from the man with the burning hand.
     “There are others still alive out there,” he’d said. “Waiting to die. It won’t be long. Not long for you, either.”
     “We’ll see about that, fucker,” Sister Creep said.
     “What?” Artie asked.
     “Oh. Nothing. I was just… thinking.” Thinking, she realized. Thinking was not something she did much of. The last several years were blurred, and beyond those was a darkness broken only by the flashing blue light and the demon in the yellow raincoat. My real name’s not Sister Creep! she thought suddenly. My real name is… but she didn’t know what it was, and she didn’t know who she was or where she’d come from. How did I get here? she asked herself, but she could provide no answer.
     They entered the remains of a gray stone building by climbing up a rubble heap and crawling through a hole in the wall. The interior was pitch dark and the air was dank and smoky, but at least they were within a windbreak. They groped their way along a tilting floor until they found a corner. When they’d gotten settled, Sister Creep reached into her bag to bring out the loaf of bread and the bottle of ginger ale. Her fingers grazed the circle of glass, which she’d wrapped up in a scorched striped shirt she’d taken off a mannequin. The other pieces of glass, wrapped in the blue scarf, were down at the bottom of the bag.
     “Here.” She tore off a piece of the bread and gave it to Artie, then tore a piece for herself. There was only a burned taste, but it was better than nothing. She unscrewed the cap off the bottle of ginger ale, and the soda instantly foamed up and spewed everywhere. She quickly put it to her mouth, drank several swallows and passed the bottle to Artie.
     “I hate ginger ale,” Artie said after he’d finished drinking, “but this is the best damned stuff I ever drank in my life.”
     “Don’t drink it all.” She decided against opening the anchovies, because their saltiness would only make them more thirsty. The slices of ham were too precious to eat yet. She gave him another small bit of bread, took another for herself and put the loaf away.
     “Know what I had for dinner the night before it happened?” Artie asked her. “A steak. A big T-bone steak at a place on East Fiftieth. Then some of the guys and me started hittin’ the bars. That was a night, I’ll tell you! We had a helluva time!”
     “Good for you.”
     “Yeah. What were you doin’ that night?”
     “Nothing special,” she said. “I was just around.”
     Artie was quiet for awhile, chewing on his bread. Then he said, “I called my wife before I left the hotel. I guess I told her a whopper, ’cause I said I was just gonna go out and have a nice dinner and come back to bed. She said for me to be careful, and she said she loved me. I told her I loved her, and that I’d see her in a couple of days.” He was silent, and when he sighed Sister Creep heard his breath hitch. “Jesus,” he whispered. “I’m glad I called her. I’m glad I got to hear her voice before it happened. Hey, lady—what if Detroit got hit, too?”
     “Got hit? What do you mean, got hit?”
     “A nuclear bomb,” he said. “What else do you think could’ve done this? A nuclear bomb! Maybe more than one. The things probably fell all over the country! Probably hit all the cities, and Detroit, too!” His voice was getting hysterical, and he forced himself to wait until he was under control again. “Damned Russians bombed us, lady. Don’t you read the papers?”
     “No. I don’t.”
     “What’ve you been doin’? Livin’ on Mars? Anybody who reads the papers and watches the tube could’ve seen this shit comin’! The Russians bombed the hell out of us… and I guess we bombed the hell out of them, too.”
     A nuclear bomb? she thought. She hardly remembered what that was; nuclear war was something she’d worried about in another life.
     “I hope—if they got Detroit—that she went fast. I mean, that’s okay to hope for, isn’t it? That she went fast, without pain?”
     “Yes. I think that’s all right.”
     “Is it… is it okay that I told her a lie? It was a white lie. I didn’t want her to be worried about me. She worries that I’m gonna drink too much and make a fool of myself. I can’t hold my liquor too good. Is it okay that I told her a white lie that night?”
     She knew he was begging her to say it was all right. “Sure,” she told him. “A lot of people did worse things that night. She went to sleep without worrying, didn’t—”
     Something sharp pricked Sister Creep’s left cheek. “Don’t move,” a woman’s voice warned. “Don’t even breathe.” The voice shook; whoever was speaking was scared to death.
     “Who’s there?” Artie asked, startled almost out of his skin. “Hey, lady! You okay?”
     “I’m okay,” Sister Creep answered. She reached up to her cheek and felt a jagged, knifelike piece of glass.
     “I said don’t move!” The glass jabbed her. “How many are with you?”
     “Just one more.”
     “Artie Wisco. My name’s Artie Wisco. Where are you?”
     There was a long pause. Then the woman said, “You’ve got food?”
     “Yes.”
     “Water.” It was a man’s voice this time, further to the left. “Have you got water?”
     “Not water. Ginger ale.”
     “Let’s see what they look like, Beth,” the man said.
     A lighter’s flame popped up, so bright in the darkness that Sister Creep had to close her eyes against the glare for a few seconds. The woman held the flame closer to Sister Creep’s face, then toward Artie. “I think they’re all right,” she told the man, who moved into the range of the light.
     Sister Creep could make out the woman crouched next to her. Her face was swollen and there was a gash across the bridge of her nose, but she appeared to be young, maybe in her mid-twenties, with a few remaining ringlets of curly light brown hair dangling from her blistered scalp. Her eyebrows had been burned off, and her dark blue eyes were puffy and bloodshot; she was a slim woman, and she wore a blue striped dress that was splotched with blood. Her long, frail arms seethed with blisters. Draped around her shoulders was what looked like part of a gold-colored curtain.
     The man wore the rags of a cop’s uniform. He was older, possibly in his late thirties, and most of his dark, crewcut hair remained on the right side of his head; on the left, it had been burned away to raw scalp. He was a big, heavyset man, and his left arm was wrapped up and supported in a sling made of that same coarse gold material.
     “My God,” Artie said. “Lady, we found a cop!”
     “Where’d you two come from?” Beth asked her.
     “Out there. Where else?”
     “What’s in the bag?” The woman nodded toward it.
     “Are you asking me or mugging me?”
     She hesitated, glanced at the policeman and then back at Sister Creep, and lowered the piece of glass. She stuck it through a sash tied around her waist. “I’m asking you.”
     “Burned bread, a couple of cans of anchovies, and some ham slices.” Sister Creep could almost see the young woman start salivating. She reached in and brought out the bread. “Here. Eat it in good health.”
     Beth tore off a chunk and handed the dwindling loaf to the policeman, who also gouged off some and stuffed it into his mouth as if it were God’s manna. “Please,” Beth said, and she reached for the ginger ale. Sister Creep obliged her, and by the time she and the policeman had both had a taste there were maybe three good swallows left. “All the water’s contaminated,” Beth told her. “One of us drank some from a puddle yesterday. He started throwing up blood last night. It took him almost six hours to die. I’ve got a watch that still works. See?” She proudly showed Sister Creep her Timex; the crystal was gone, but that old watch was still ticking. The time was twenty-two minutes past eight.
     “One of us,” she’d said. “How many more people are here?” Sister Creep asked.
     “Two more. Well, really one. The Spanish woman. We lost Mr. Kaplan last night—he drank the water. The boy died yesterday, too. And Mrs. Ivers died in her sleep. There are four of us left.”
     “Three,” the policeman said.
     “Yeah. Right. Three of us left. The Spanish woman’s down in the basement. We can’t get her to move, and neither of us understand Spanish. Do you?”
     “No. Sorry.”
     “I’m Beth Phelps, and he’s Jack…” She couldn’t remember his last name and shook her head.
     “Jack Tomachek,” he supplied.
     Artie reintroduced himself, but Sister Creep said, “Why aren’t you people up here instead of in the basement?”
     “It’s warmer down there,” Jack told her. “And safer, too.”
     “Safer? How’s that? If this old building shifts again, it’ll come down on your heads.”
     “We were up here yesterday,” Beth explained. “The boy—he was about fifteen, I guess—was the strongest of us. He was Ethiopian or something, and he could only speak a little English. He went out to find food, and he brought back some cans of corned beef hash, cat food, and a bottle of wine. But… they followed him back here. They found us.”
     “They?” Artie asked. “They who?”
     “Three of them. Burned so bad you couldn’t tell if they were men or women. They followed him back here, and they were carrying hammers and broken bottles. One of them had an axe. They wanted our food. The boy fought them, and the one with the axe…” She trailed off, her eyes glassy and staring at the orange flame of the lighter in her hand. “They were crazy,” she said. “They… they weren’t human. One of them cut me across the face. I guess I was lucky. We ran from them and they took our food. I don’t know where they went. But I remember… they smelled like… like burned cheeseburgers. Isn’t that funny? That’s what I thought of—burned cheeseburgers. So we went down into the basement to hide. There’s no telling what other kinds of… of things are out there.”
     You don’t know the half of it, Sister Creep thought.
     “I tried to fight them off,” Jack said. “But I guess I’m not in fighting shape anymore.” He turned around, and both Sister Creep and Artie flinched. Jack Tomachek’s back from shoulders to waist was a scarlet, suppurating mass of burned tissue. He turned to face them again. “Worst fucking sunburn this old Polack ever got.” He smiled bitterly.
     “We heard you up here,” Beth told them. “At first we thought those things had come back. We came up to listen, and we heard you eating. Listen… the Spanish woman hasn’t eaten, either. Can I take her some bread?”
     “Take us to the basement.” Sister Creep got to her feet. “I’ll open up the ham.”
     Beth and Jack led them into a hallway. Water was streaming down from above, forming a large black pool on the floor. Through the hallway, a flight of wooden stairs without a bannister descended into the darkness. The staircase shook precariously under their feet.
     It did seem warmer, if only by five or six degrees, in the basement, though exhaled breath was still visible. The stone walls were still holding together, and the ceiling was mostly intact but for a few holes that let rainwater seep through. This was an old building, Sister Creep thought, and they didn’t put them up like this anymore. Stone pillars set at intervals supported the ceiling; some of those were riddled with cracks, but none of them had collapsed. Yet, Sister Creep told herself.
     “There she is.” Beth walked toward a figure huddled at the base of one of the pillars. Black water was streaming down right over the figure’s head; she was sitting in a spreading pool of contaminated rain, and she was holding something in her arms. Beth’s lighter went out. “Sorry,” she said. “It gets too hot to hold, and I don’t want to use up all the fluid. It was Mr. Kaplan’s.”
     “What did you do with the bodies?”
     “We took them away. This place is full of corridors. We took them way down to the end of one and left them. I… I wanted to say a prayer over them, but…”
     “But what?”
     “I forgot how to pray,” she replied. “Praying… just didn’t seem to make much sense anymore.”
     Sister Creep grunted and reached into her bag for the package of ham slices. Beth bent down and offered the bottle of ginger ale to the Spanish woman. Rainwater splattered her hand. “Here,” she said. “It’s something to drink. El drink-o.”
     The Spanish woman made a whimpering, crooning sound but didn’t respond.
     “She won’t move away from there,” Beth said. “The water’s getting all over her, and she won’t move six feet to a dry place. Do you want food?” she asked the Spanish woman. “Eat eat? Christ, how can you live in New York City without knowing English?”
     Sister Creep got most of the plastic peeled away from the ham. She tore off a piece and bent on her knees beside Beth Phelps. “Use your lighter again. Maybe if she sees what we’ve got, we can pull her away from there.”
     The lighter flared. Sister Creep looked into the blistered but still pretty face of a Hispanic girl who was maybe all of twenty. Her long black hair was crisped on the ends, and there were raw holes here and there on her scalp where circles of hair had been burned away. The woman paid no attention to the light. Her large, liquid brown eyes were fixed on what she cuddled in her arms.
     “Oh,” Sister Creep said softly. “Oh… no.”
     The child was maybe three years old—a girl, with glossy black hair like her mother’s. Sister Creep couldn’t see the child’s face. She didn’t want to. But one small hand was rigidly curled as if reaching up for her mother, and the stiffness of the corpse in the woman’s arms told Sister Creep that the child had been dead for some time.
     The water was leaking down through a hole in the ceiling, running through the Spanish woman’s hair and over her face like black tears. She began to croon gently, lovingly rocking the corpse.
     “She’s out of her mind,” Beth said. “She’s been like that since the child died last night. If she doesn’t get out of that water, she’s going to die, too.”
     Sister Creep heard Beth only vaguely, as if from a vast distance. She held out her arms toward the Spanish woman. “Here,” she said, in what sounded like a stranger’s voice. “I’ll take her. Give her to me.” Rainwater ran down her hands and arms in streaks of ebony.
     The Spanish woman’s crooning got louder.
     “Give her to me. I’ll take her.”
     The Spanish woman began to rock the corpse more furiously.
     “Give her to me.” Sister Creep heard her own voice echo crazily, and suddenly there was a flashing blue light in her eyes. “I’ll… take… her. .. .”
     The rain was falling, and thunder rumbled like the voice of God, You! You sinner! You drunken sinner, you’ve killed her, and now you have to pay…
     She looked down. In her arms was the corpse of a little girl. There was blood in the child’s blond hair, and the little girl’s eyes were open and full of rain. The blue light of the state trooper car was spinning, and the trooper in the yellow raincoat who was crouched on the road in front of her said gently, “Come on. You have to give her to me now.” He looked back over his shoulder, at the other trooper who was setting out flares near the wreckage of an overturned car. “She’s out of her mind. I can smell alcohol, too. You’re going to have to help me.”
     And then they were both reaching toward her, both of the demons in yellow raincoats, trying to take her baby. She recoiled and fought them, screaming, “No! You can’t have her! I won’t let you have her!” But the thunder commanded, Give her up, you sinner, give her up, and when she cried out and put her hands over her ears to block off the voice of judgment they took her baby away from her.
     And from the little girl’s hand fell a globe of glass, the kind of trinket that holds a little snow scene within it, a make-believe village in a fairy-tale land.
     “Mommy,” she remembered the child saying excitedly, “look what I won at the party! I pinned the tail on the donkey the best!”
     The child had shaken the globe, and for a moment—just a moment—her mother had looked away from the road to focus her blurred vision on the scene of snow falling amid the roofs of a distant and perfect land.
     She watched the glass globe fall, in terrible slow motion, and she screamed because she knew it was about to break on the concrete, and when it broke everything would be gone and destroyed.
     It hit in front of her, and as it shattered into a thousand pieces of glittering junk her scream stopped with a strangled moan.
     “Oh,” she whispered. “Oh… no.”
     Sister Creep stared at the dead child in the Spanish woman’s arms. My little girl is dead, she remembered. I was drunk, and I picked her up at a birthday party, and I drove right off the road into a ditch. Oh, God… oh, dear Jesus. A sinner. A drunken, wicked sinner. I killed her. I killed my little girl. Oh, God… oh, God, forgive me…
     Tears scorched her eyes and ran down her cheeks. In her mind whirled fragments of memory like dead leaves in a high wind: her husband wild with rage, cursing her and saying he never wanted to see her again; her own mother, looking at her with disgust and pity and telling her she was never meant to bear a child; the doctor at the sanitarium, nodding his head and checking his watch; the halls of the hospital, where grotesque, shambling, insane women chattered and shrieked and fought one another over combs; and the high fence that she had climbed over, in the dead of night and in swirling snow, to reach the woods beyond.
     My little girl is dead, she thought. Dead and gone, a long time ago.
     The tears almost blinded her, but she saw well enough to know that her little girl had not suffered as this one in the Spanish woman’s arms had. Her little girl had been laid to rest under a shade tree atop a hill; this one would lie forever in a cold, damp basement in a city of the dead.
     The Spanish woman lifted her head and looked at Sister Creep through haunted eyes. She blinked and slowly reached through the rain to touch Sister Creep’s cheek; a tear balanced on the tip of her finger for a second before it dropped.
     “Give her to me,” Sister Creep whispered. “I’ll take her.”
     The Spanish woman looked again, longingly, at the corpse, and then the tears ran from her eyes and mingled with the black rain on her face; she kissed the dead child’s forehead, cradled it against her for a moment—and then she held the corpse toward Sister Creep.
     She took the body as if she was accepting a gift and started to stand up.
     But the Spanish woman reached out again and touched the crucifix-shaped wound at Sister Creep’s neck. She said wonderingly, “Bendito. Muy bendito.”
     Sister Creep stood up, and the Spanish woman slowly crawled out of the water and lay on the floor, huddled and shivering.
     Jack Tomachek took the corpse from Sister Creep and went off into the darkness.
     Beth said, “I don’t know how, but you did it.” She bent down to offer the Spanish woman the bottle of ginger ale; the woman took it from Beth and finished it.
     “My God,” Artie Wisco said, standing behind her. “I just realized… I don’t even know your name.”
     “It’s…” What? she wondered. What’s my name? Where do I come from? Where is that shade tree that shelters my little girl? None of the answers would come to her. “You can call me…” She hesitated. I’m a bag lady, she thought. I’m nothing but a bag lady with no name, and I don’t know where I’m going—but at least I know how I got here.
     “Sister,” she replied. “You can call me… Sister.”
     And it came to her like a shout: I’m not crazy anymore.
     “Sister,” Artie repeated. He pronounced it “Sista.” “That ain’t much of a name, but I guess it’ll do. Glad to know you, Sister.”
     She nodded, the shadowy memories still whirling. The pain of what she’d remembered was still with her and would remain, but that had happened a long time ago, to a weaker and more helpless woman.
     “What are we going to do?” Beth asked her. “We can’t just stay here, can we?”
     “No. We can’t. Tomorrow Artie and I are going through the Holland Tunnel, if it hasn’t caved in. We’re walking west. If you three want to go with us, you’re welcome.”
     “Leave New York? What if… what if there’s nothing out there? What if everything’s gone?”
     “It won’t be easy,” Sister said firmly. “It’ll be damned hard and damned dangerous. I don’t know what the weather’s going to do, but we start with one step, and that’s the only way I know to get anywhere. Right?”
     “Right,” Artie echoed. “You’ve got good shoes, Beth. Those shoes’ll take you a long way.”
     We’ve got a long way to go, Sister considered. A very long way—and God only knows what we’ll find out there. Or what will find us.
     “Okay,” Beth decided. “Okay. I’m with you.” She put the flame of her lighter out again to save fuel.
     But this time it didn’t seem nearly as dark.
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Nineteen

The man with bloody strips of shirt bandaged around the stump of his right wrist moved cautiously along the wrecked corridor. He didn’t want to fall down and start that stump bleeding again; it had been dribbling for hours before it had finally crusted over. He was weak and lightheaded, but he pushed himself onward because he had to see for himself. His heart was pounding, and the blood sang in his ears. But what his senses fixed on was an acute itching between the first and second fingers of the right hand that wasn’t there anymore. The itching of that phantom hand was about to drive him crazy.
     Beside him was the one-eyed hunchback, and in front of him, carrying the flashlight and negotiating a path, was the boy with the cracked eyeglasses. In his left hand the boy gripped a meat cleaver, its blade rimmed with Colonel Jimbo Macklin’s dried blood.
     Roland Croninger stopped, the beam of his light spearing through the haze before him.
     “There it is,” Teddybear said. “There it is. See? I told you, didn’t I? I told you!”
     Macklin moved forward a few paces and took the flashlight from Roland. He played it over the wall of boulders and slabs that completely blocked the corridor in front of them, looking for a chink, a weak place, an area to apply leverage, anything. There wasn’t a space large enough for a rat to squeeze through. “God help us,” Macklin said quietly.
     “I told you! See? Didn’t I tell you?” Teddybear Warner babbled. Finding this blockage had snapped the last of the willpower that was holding him together.
     Beyond that wall of rock lay Earth House’s emergency food supply and equipment room. They were cut off from everything—the spare flashlights and batteries, toilet paper, flares, everything.
     “We’re fucked,” Teddybear giggled. “Oh, are we fucked!”
     Dust filtered down through the flashlight beam. Macklin raised it and saw the jagged fissures that cleaved the corridor’s ceiling. More of the corridor might cave in at any time. Cables and wires dangled, and the iron reinforcement beams that were supposed to have supported Earth House through a nuclear attack were entirely cut through. Teddybear’s giggling was mixed with sobs, and as Macklin realized the full extent of the disaster he could no longer stand the sound of human weakness; he ground his teeth, his face contorting in rage, and he turned to strike Teddybear across the face with his itching right hand.
     But he had no right hand, and as he reared his arm back there was a searing, ripping pain, and fresh blood dripped through the bandages.
     Macklin cradled his injured arm against his body and squeezed his eyes tightly shut. He felt sick, about to throw up or pass out. Discipline and control, he thought. Shape up, soldier! Shape up, damn you!
     When I open my eyes again, he told himself, that wall of rock won’t be there. We’ll be able to walk right on through the corridor to where the food is. We’ll be okay. Please, God… please make everything okay.
     He opened his eyes.
     The wall of rock remained. “Anybody got any plastic explosive?” Macklin asked; his voice echoed in the corridor.
     It was a lunatic voice, the voice of a man down in the bottom of a muddy pit with bodies sprawled all around him.
     “We’re going to die,” Teddybear said, giggling and sobbing, his one good eye wild. “We’ve got the biggest tomb in the world!”
     “Colonel?”
     It was the boy speaking. Macklin shone the light in Roland’s face. It was a dusty, blood-splattered, emotionless mask.
     “We’ve got hands,” Roland said.
     “Hands. Sure. I’ve got one hand. You’ve got two. Teddy-bear’s two aren’t worth shit. Sure, we’ve got hands.”
     “Not our hands,” Roland replied calmly. An idea had come to him, clear and precise. “Their hands. The ones who are still alive up there.”
     “The civilians?” Macklin shook his head. “We probably couldn’t find ten men able to work! And look at that ceiling. See those cracks? The rest of it’s about to fall. Who’s going to work with that hanging over their heads?”
     “How far is it from that wall to the food?”
     “I don’t know. Maybe twenty feet. Maybe thirty.”
     Roland nodded. “What if we tell them it’s ten feet? And what if they don’t know about the ceiling? Do you think they’d work, or not?”
     Macklin hesitated. This is a kid, he thought. What does this kid know about anything?
     “We three are going to die,” Roland said, “if we can’t get to that food. And we won’t get there if we can’t make someone else do the work. Maybe the ceiling will fall, maybe it won’t. But if it does fall, we won’t be the ones underneath it, will we?”
     “They’ll know the ceiling’s weak. All they have to do is look up and see those goddamned cracks!”
     “They can’t see them,” Roland said quietly, “in the dark. And you’re holding the only light, aren’t you?” A smile touched the corners of his mouth.
     Macklin blinked slowly. There seemed to be a movement in the gloom, over Roland Croninger’s shoulder. Macklin adjusted the flashlight beam a few degrees. Crouched down on his haunches was the Shadow Soldier, wearing his camouflage uniform and a helmet with green netting; beneath the black and green warpaint, his face was the color of smoke. “The boy’s right, Jimbo,” the Shadow Soldier whispered. He rose to his full height. “Make the civilians do the work. Make them work in the dark, and tell them it’s only ten feet to the food. Shit, tell them it’s six feet. They’ll work harder. And if they break through, fine. If not… they’re only civilians. Drones. Breeders. Right?”
     “Yes, sir,” Macklin answered.
     “Huh?” Roland saw that the colonel seemed to be looking at something just over his right shoulder, and he was using that same fawning voice that he’d used when he was in delirium down in the pit. Roland looked around, but of course there was nothing there.
     “Drones,” Macklin said. “Breeders. Right.” He nodded and pulled his attention away from the Shadow Soldier back to the boy. “Okay. We’ll go up and see if we can find enough to make a work detail. Maybe some of my men are still alive, too.” He remembered Sergeant Schorr running wildly from the command center. “Schorr. What the hell happened to him?” Teddybear shook his head. “What about Dr. Lang? Is he still alive?”
     “He wasn’t in the infirmary.” Teddybear made an effort not to look at that wall of rock. “I didn’t check his quarters.”
     “We’ll check them, then. We may need him and whatever painkillers he can scrounge up. I’m going to need more bandages, too. And we need bottles—plastic bottles, if we can find them. We can get water out of the toilets.”
     “Colonel, sir?” Roland immediately got Macklin’s full attention. “One more thing: the air.”
     “What about the air?”
     “The generator’s out. The electrical system’s gone. How are the fans going to pull air into the vents?”
     Macklin had been building a hope, however faint, that they might survive. Instantly it crumbled. Without the fans, no air would be circulated through Earth House. The dank air that Earth House now held would be all they could expect, and when the carbon dioxide levels grew high enough they would die.
     But how long that would take, he didn’t know. Hours? Days? Weeks? He couldn’t let himself think beyond the moment, and the most important thing right now was finding a drink of water, a bite of food, and a work detail. “We’ve got plenty of air,” he said. “Enough for everybody, and by the time it starts getting thin we’ll have found a way out of here. Right?”
     Roland wanted to believe, and he nodded. Behind him, the Shadow Soldier nodded, too, and said to Macklin, “Good boy.”
     The colonel checked his own quarters, just up the corridor. The door had been torn off its hinges and part of the ceiling had collapsed; a hole had opened in the floor, swallowing his bed and the bedside table in its depths. The bathroom was a wreck as well, but Macklin’s flashlight found a few handfuls of water remaining in the toilet bowl. He drank from it, and then Roland and Teddybear took their turns. Water had never tasted so sweet.
     Macklin went to the closet. Everything had collapsed inside and lay on the floor in a heap. He got down on his knees and, holding the flashlight in the crook of his arm, began to go through the mess, looking for something he knew must be there.
     It took him a while to find it. “Roland,” he said. “Come here.”
     The boy stood behind him. “Yes, sir?”
     Macklin gave him the small Ingram machine gun that had been on the closet shelf. “You’re in charge of that.” He stuffed bullet clips into the pockets of his flight jacket.
     Roland slid the handle of the holy axe down inside his belt and held the Ingram gun in both hands. It wasn’t heavy, but it felt… righteous. Yes. Righteous and important, like some vital signet of empire that a King’s Knight ought to be in charge of.
     “Do you know anything about guns?” Macklin asked him.
     “My dad takes me…” Roland stopped. No, that wasn’t right. Not right at all. “I used to go shooting at a target range,” he replied. “But I’ve never used anything like this.”
     “I’ll teach you what you need to know. You’re going to be my trigger finger when I need one.” He shone the light at Teddybear, who was standing a few feet away and listening. “This boy stays near me from now on,” he told Teddybear, and the other man nodded but said nothing. Macklin didn’t trust Teddybear anymore; Teddybear was too close to going over the edge. But not the boy. Oh, no—the boy was strong-minded and smart, and it had taken sheer guts for him to crawl down into that pit and do what had to be done. The kid looked like a ninety-pound weakling, but if he was going to crack he would’ve cracked by now.
     Roland put the gun’s sling around his shoulder and adjusted it so it was tight and he could get to the weapon in a hurry. Now he was ready to follow the King anywhere. Faces surfaced from the muddy waters of his memory—a man and a woman—but he pushed them down again. He didn’t want to remember those faces anymore. There was no use for it, and it only weakened him.
     Macklin was ready. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s see what we can find.” And the one-eyed hunchback and the boy with cracked eyeglasses followed him into the darkness.






Twenty

“Lady,” Jack Tomachek said, “if you think we can get through that, you belong in Bellevue.”
     Sister didn’t reply. A bitter wind was blowing in her face off the Hudson River, and she narrowed her eyes against stinging needles of ice that were whirling down from the black clouds above them, stretching from horizon to horizon like a funeral shroud. Sickly yellow rays of sunlight found holes in the clouds and moved like search lamps from a grade-B prison escape movie, then were extinguished when the holes closed. The river itself was turbid with corpses, floating trash and the hulks of burned boats and barges, all moving sluggishly southward to the Atlantic. Across the frightful river, the oil refinery fires were still blazing, and thick black smoke swirled in a maelstrom over the Jersey shore.
     Behind her stood Artie, Beth Phelps and the Spanish woman, all of them wrapped up in layers of curtains and coats to ward off the wind. The Spanish woman had cried most of the night, but her eyes were dry now; all her crying was done.
     Below the ridge they stood on was the entrance to the Holland Tunnel. It was jammed with vehicles whose gas tanks had exploded, but that wasn’t the worst of it; the worst, Sister saw, was that the remains of those cars were about wheel-rim-deep in dirty Hudson River water. Somewhere inside that long and dark tunnel the ceiling had ruptured, and the river was streaming in—not enough, yet, to collapse it like the Lincoln Tunnel, but enough to make the passage a dangerous slog through a swamp of burned cars, bodies and God only knew what else.
     “I’m not up to swimming,” Jack said. “Or drowning. If that bastard fell in on our heads, we could kiss our asses goodbye.”
     “Okay, what’s a better suggestion?”
     “We go east, to the Brooklyn Bridge. Or we go across the Manhattan Bridge. Anything but in there.”
     Sister pondered that for a moment. She held her leather bag close to her side, and within it she could feel the outline of the glass circle. Sometime during the long night she’d had a dream of the thing with the burning hand, stalking through the smoke and ruins, its eyes searching for her. She feared that thing more than the half-flooded tunnel. “What if the bridges are gone?”
     “Huh?”
     “What if both those bridges are gone?” she repeated calmly. “Look around and tell me if you think those spindly bridges could survive what blew down the World Trade Center and the Empire State Building.”
     “They might have. We won’t know unless we see.”
     “And that’ll be another day gone. By that time, the tunnel might be completely flooded. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I don’t mind getting my feet wet.”
     “Uh-uh.” Jack shook his head. “No way I’m going in there, lady! And you’re nuts if you do. Listen, why do you want to leave Manhattan, anyway? We can find food here, and we can go back to the basement! We don’t have to leave!”
     “You might not,” Sister agreed. “I do. There’s nothing here.”
     “I’m going with you,” Artie said. “I’m not afraid.”
     “Who said I was afraid?” Jack countered. “I’m not afraid! I’m just not fucking crazy, is all!”
     “Beth?” Sister turned her attention to the young woman. “What about you? Are you going with us or not?”
     She stared fearfully at the clogged tunnel entrance, and finally she replied, “Yes. I’m going with you.”
     Sister touched the Spanish woman’s arm, pointed down at the Holland Tunnel and made a walking gesture with two fingers. The other woman was still too shocked to respond. “We’ll have to stay close together,” Sister told Beth and Artie. “I don’t know how deep the water’ll be in there. I think we should link hands and go through so nobody gets lost. Okay?”
     Both of them nodded. Jack snorted. “You’re crazy! All of you are out of your minds!”
     Sister, Beth and Artie started down the ridge toward the tunnel entrance. The Spanish woman followed. Jack shouted, “You’ll never make it through there, lady!” But the others didn’t pause or look back, and after another moment Jack came down the ridge behind them.
     Sister stopped in chilly water up to her ankles. “Let me have your lighter, Beth,” she said. Beth gave it to her, but she didn’t spark it yet. She took Beth’s hand, and Beth grasped Artie’s, and Artie held onto the Spanish woman’s hand. Jack Tomachek completed the chain.
     “Okay.” She heard fear in her voice, and she knew she had to take the next step before her nerve broke. “Let’s go.” She started walking around the hulks of vehicles into the Holland Tunnel, and the water crept up to her knees. Dead rats bobbed in it like corks.
     Less than ten feet into the tunnel, the water had risen to her thighs. She flicked the lighter, and its meager flame popped up. The light revealed a nightmarish phantasmagoria of tangled metal before them—cars, trucks and taxis torn into half-submerged, otherworldly shapes. The tunnel walls were scorched black and seemed to swallow up the light instead of reflecting it. Sister knew there must have been an ungodly inferno in here when all the gas tanks blew. In the distance, far ahead, she heard the echoing noise of a waterfall.
     She pulled the human chain onward. Things floated around her that she avoided looking at. Beth gave a little gasp of terror. “Keep going,” Sister told her. “Don’t look around, keep going.”
     The water crawled up her thighs.
     “I stepped on something!” Beth cried out. “Oh, Jesus… there’s something under my foot!”
     Sister squeezed her hand tightly and guided her on. The water had reached Sister’s waist by the time she’d taken another half dozen steps. She looked over her shoulder at the entrance, now about sixty feet behind them, its murky light pulling at her. But she returned her attention to what lay ahead, and immediately her heart stuttered. The lighter’s flame glinted off a huge, mangled knot of metal that almost completely blocked the tunnel—a pile of what used to be cars, melded together by the heat. Sister found a narrow space to slip around, her feet sliding on something slick at the bottom. Now rivulets of water were falling from above, and Sister concentrated on keeping the lighter dry. The waterfall’s noise still lay ahead.
     “It’s about to cave in!” Jack shouted. “God… it’s gonna fall in on us!”
     “Keep going!” Sister yelled at him. “Don’t stop!”
     Ahead of them, except for the small glow of the flame, was total, unfathomable darkness. What if it’s blocked up? she thought, and she felt the scurryings of panic. What if we can’t make it? Settle down, settle down. One step at a time. One step.
     The water reached her waist and continued to climb.
     “Listen!” Beth said suddenly, and she stopped. Artie bumped into her and almost slipped into the foul water.
     Sister could hear nothing but the increased rumble of the waterfall. She started to pull Beth on—and then there was a deep groaning noise from above them. We’re in the belly of the beast, Sister thought. Like Jonah, being swallowed alive.
     Something splashed into the water in front of her. Other falling objects banged loudly off the wreckage, like the noise of sledgehammers at work.
     Chunks of stone, Sister realized. Dear God—the ceiling’s about to collapse!
     “It’s falling!” Jack shouted, about to choke on terror. Sister heard him thrashing through the water, and she knew his nerve had given out. She looked back and could see him struggling wildly the way they’d come. He slipped into the water, came up sobbing. “I don’t wanna die!” he screamed. “I don’t wanna die!” And the sound of his screaming trailed away after him.
     “Don’t anybody move!” Sister commanded before the others fled, too. Stones were still falling all around, and she clasped Beth’s hand so hard her knuckles popped. The chain trembled, but it held. Finally, the stones ceased to fall, and the groaning noise stopped, too. “Everybody okay? Beth? Artie, is the woman all right?”
     “Yeah,” he answered shakily. “I think I’ve shit in my pants, though.”
     “Shit I can deal with. Panic I can’t. Do we go on or not?”
     Beth’s eyes were glassy. She’s checked out, Sister thought. Maybe that was for the best. “Artie? You ready?” she asked, and all Artie could do was grunt.
     They slogged onward, through water that rose toward their shoulders. Still there was no light ahead, no sign of a way out. Sister winced as a piece of stone the size of a manhole cover slammed into a wrecked truck about ten feet away. The noise of the waterfall was nearer, and over their heads the tunnel groaned with the strain of holding back the Hudson River. She heard a fault voice from behind them: “Come back! Please come back!” She wished Jack Tomachek well, and then the waterfall’s roar drowned him out.
     Her bag was full of water, her clothes pulling heavily at her, but she kept the lighter extended over her head. It was uncomfortably hot in her hand, though she dared not flick the flame off. Sister could see her breath pluming out into the light, the water numbing her legs and stiffening her knees. One more step, she resolved. Then the next. Keep going!
     They passed another surrealistic heap of melded vehicles, and the Spanish woman cried out in pain as an edge of underwater metal gashed her leg, but she gritted her teeth and didn’t falter. A little further on, Artie’s feet got tangled up in something and he went down, coming up sputtering and coughing, but he was okay.
     And then the tunnel curved, and Sister said, “Stop.”
     Before them, glittering in the feeble light, was a torrent of water pouring from above, stretching the width of the tunnel. They would have to pass through the downpour, and Sister knew what that meant. “I’m going to have to put the lighter out now, until we get past,” she said. “Everybody hold on tight. Ready?”
     She felt Beth squeeze her hand, and Artie croaked, “Ready.”
     Sister closed the lighter’s lid. The darkness consumed all. Sister’s heart was pounding, and she gripped the lighter protectively in her fist and started forward.
     The water hit her so hard it knocked her under. She lost Beth’s hand and heard the young woman scream. Frantically, Sister tried to get her footing, but there was something slick and oozy all over the bottom. Water was in her mouth and eyes, she couldn’t draw a breath and the darkness distorted her sense of direction. Her left foot was trapped and held by an underwater object, and a shriek was very close, but she knew that if she let it go they were all lost. She flailed around with her free hand, trying to hold the lighter up with the other—and fingers gripped her shoulder. “I’ve got you!” Beth shouted, her own body being battered by the waterfall. She steadied Sister, who wrenched her leg free with an effort that almost tore the sneaker off her foot. Then she was loose and moving again, guiding the others away from the snag.
     She didn’t know how long it took them to clear the waterfall—maybe two minutes, maybe three—but suddenly they were past it, and she wasn’t gasping for air anymore. Her skull and shoulders felt as bruised as if she’d been used as a punching bag. She shouted, “We made it!” and led them a distance away before her side bumped metal. Then she took the lighter in her fingers again and tried to strike it.
     A spark leaped, but there was no flame.
     Oh, Jesus! Sister thought. She tried it again. Another star of sparks—but no flame, and no light.
     “Come on, come on!” she breathed. The third time was no charm. “Light, damn you!” But it wouldn’t, not on the fourth or fifth attempts, and she prayed that the lighter hadn’t gotten too wet to catch.
     On the eighth try a small, weak flame appeared, wavered and almost died again. Fluid’s almost gone, Sister realized. They had to get out of here before it was used up, she thought, and before that instant she’d never known how sanity could depend on a tiny, flickering flame.
     Beside her, the crumpled radiator grille and hood of a Cadillac protruded from the water like an alligator’s snout. In front of her, another car lay on its roof, all but submerged, the tires shredded from its wheels. They were amid a maze of wreckage, their circle of light cut to a fraction of what it had been before. Sister’s teeth had begun to chatter, her legs like cold chunks of lead.
     They went on, step by careful step. The tunnel groaned above them again, and more rubble tumbled down—but suddenly Sister realized that the water was back down to her waist.
     “We’re coming out!” she shouted. “Thank God, we’re coming out!” She strained to see light ahead, but the exit wasn’t yet in sight. Don’t stop! You’re almost there!
     She stumbled over something on the bottom.
     A gurgle of bubbles exploded in her face, and from the water in front of her rose a corpse, blackened and gnarled like a piece of wood, its arms frozen stiffly over its face, its mouth straining in a soundless scream.
     The lighter went out.
     The corpse leaned against Sister’s shoulder in the dark. She stood motionlessly, her heart about to burst through her chest, and she knew she could either lose her mind in that moment or…
     She took a shuddering breath and pushed the thing aside with her forearm. The corpse slid under again with a noise like a giggle.
     “I’m going to get us out of here,” she heard herself vow, and in her voice there was a dogged strength she hadn’t known she possessed. “Fuck the dark! We’re getting out!” She took the next step, and the next one after that. Slowly, the water descended to their knees. And—how much later and how many steps further Sister didn’t know—she saw the Holland Tunnel’s exit before them. They had reached the Jersey shore.






Twenty-one

“Water… please… let me have some water…”
     Josh opened his eyes. Darleen’s voice was getting weaker. He sat up and crawled over to where he’d piled up all the cans he’d uncovered. There were dozens of them, many of them burst open and leaking, but their contents seemed okay. Their last meal had been baked beans washed down with V-8 juice, the task of can-opening made simpler by a screwdriver he’d discovered. The dirt had also yielded up a shovel with a broken blade and a pickaxe, along with other bits and pieces from the grocery’s shelves. Josh had put everything in the corner, organizing the tools, large and small cans with the single-minded concentration of a packrat.
     He found the V-8 and crawled to Darleen. The exertion left him sweating and tired again, and the smell of the latrine trench he’d dug over on the far side of the basement didn’t help the air any, either.
     He reached out in the darkness and touched Swan’s arm. She was cradling her mother’s head. “Here.” He tipped the can to Darleen’s mouth; she drank noisily for a moment and then pushed the can away.
     “Water,” she begged. “Please… some water.”
     “I’m sorry. There’s not any.”
     “Shit,” she muttered. “I’m burnin’ up.”
     Josh gently laid a hand on her forehead; it was like touching a griddle, much worse than his own fever. Further away, PawPaw was still hanging on, intermittently babbling about gophers, his missing truck keys and some woman named Goldie.
     “Blakeman,” Darleen croaked. “We gotta… gotta get to Blakeman. Swan, honey? Don’t you worry, we’ll get there.”
     “Yes ma’am,” Swan replied quietly, and Josh heard it in her voice: She knew her mother was near death.
     “Soon as they come get us out of here. We’ll be on our way. Lord, I can see my daddy’s face right now!” She laughed, and her lungs gurgled. “Oh, his eyes are gonna jump right out of his head!”
     “He’ll be real glad to see us, won’t he?” Swan asked.
     “Sure will! Damn it, I wish… they’d come on and get us out of here! When are they comin’?”
     “Soon, Mama.”
     That kid’s aged ten years since the blast, Josh thought.
     “I… had a dream about Blakeman,” Darleen said. “You and me were… were walkin’, and I could see the old house… right in front of us, across the field. And the sun… the sun was shinin’ so bright. Oh, it was such a pretty day. And I looked over the field and saw my daddy standin’ on the porch… and he was wavin’ for me to come on across. He didn’t… he didn’t hate me anymore. And all of a sudden… my mama came out of the house, and she was standin’ on the porch beside him… and they were holdin’ hands. And she called ‘Darleen! Darleen! We’re waitin’ for you, child! Come on home, now!’” She was silent, just the wet sound of her breathing. “We… we started ’cross the field, but Mama said, ‘No, honey! Just you. Just you. Not the little girl. Just you.’ But I didn’t want to go across without my angel, and I was afraid. And Mama said, ‘The little girl’s got to go on. Got to go on a long, long way.’ Oh… I wanted to cross that field… I wanted to… but… I couldn’t.” She found Swan’s hand. “I want to go home, honey.”
     “It’s all right,” Swan whispered, and she smoothed back the sweat-damp remnants of her mother’s hair. “I love you, Mama. I love you so much.”
     “Oh… I’ve messed things up.” A sob caught in Darleen’s throat. “I messed up… everything I ever touched. Oh, God… who’s gonna watch out for my angel? I’m afraid… I’m so afraid…” She began to sob brokenly, and Swan cradled her head and whispered, “Shhhh, Mama. I’m here. I’m right here.”
     Josh crawled away from them. He found his corner and curled up in it, trying to escape.
     He didn’t know how much time had passed—maybe hours—when he heard a noise near him. He sat up.
     “Mister?” Swan’s voice was weak and wounded. “I think… my mama’s gone home.”
     She broke then and began to cry and moan at the same time.
     Josh folded his arms around her, and she clung to his neck and cried. He could feel the child’s heart beating, and he wanted to scream and rage, and if any of the prideful fools who had pushed those buttons were anywhere within reach, he could’ve snapped their necks like matchsticks. Thinking about how many millions might be lying dead out there warped Josh’s mind, like trying to figure out how big the universe was, or how many billions of stars winked in the skies. But right now there was just this little girl, sobbing in his arms, and she could never see the world in the same way as before. No matter what happened to them she would forever be marked by this moment—and Josh knew he would as well. Because it was one thing to know that there might be millions of faceless dead out there; it was something else again to know that a woman who used to breathe and talk and whose name was Darleen was lying dead in the dirt less than ten feet away.
     And he would have to bury her in that same dirt. Have to use the pickaxe and the broken shovel and dig the grave on his knees. Have to bury her deep, so they wouldn’t crawl over her in the dark.
     He felt the child’s tears on his shoulder, and when he reached up to touch her hair his fingers found blisters and burned stubble.
     And he prayed to God in that moment that, if they were going to die, the child would pass away before him so she wouldn’t be alone with the dead.
     Swan cried herself out; she gave a last whimper and leaned limply against Josh’s shoulder. “Swan?” he said. “I want you to sit here and not move for a while. Will you do like I say?”
     She made no response—then, finally, she nodded.
     Josh set her aside, got the pickaxe and shovel. He decided to dig the hole as far away as possible from the corner where Swan lay, and he started scooping away a mess of cornstalks, broken glass and splintered wood.
     His right hand brushed something metal buried in the loose dirt, and at first he thought it was another can he could add to the others. But this one was different; it was a slim cylinder. He picked it up in both hands and ran his fingers over it.
     Not a can, he realized. Not a can. My God—oh, Jesus!
     It was a flashlight, and it held enough weight to suggest that there were batteries inside.
     He found the off-on switch with his thumb. But he dared not press it yet, not until he’d closed his eyes and whispered, “Please, please. Let it still work. Please.”
     He took a deep breath and pressed the little switch.
     There was no change, no sensation of light against his closed eyelids.
     Josh opened his eyes and looked at darkness. The flashlight was useless.
     He thought he would burst out laughing for a second, but then his face contorted with anger and he shouted, “Damn it to Hell!” He reared his arm back to fling the flashlight to pieces against the wall.
     And as the flashlight jiggled an instant before he let it fly, a weak yellow ray speared from its bulb—but to Josh it looked like the mightiest, most wonderful light in all of creation. It all but dazzled him blind, and then it flickered and went out again. He jiggled it furiously; the light played an impish game, coming on and going off again and again. And then Josh reached two fingers through the cracked plastic lens to the tiny bulb itself. Carefully, his fingers trembling, he gave the bulb a gentle clockwise turn.
     And this time the light stayed: a dim, murky light, yes—but light.
     Josh lowered his head and wept.






Twenty-two

Night caught them on Communipaw Avenue in the ruins of Jersey City, just east of Newark Bay. They found a bonfire of debris burning within the roofless hulk of a building, and it was there that Sister decided they should rest. The building’s walls deflected the freezing wind, and there was enough flammable material around to keep the fire burning until morning; they huddled close around the bonfire, because standing only six feet away was like being in a meat locker.
     Beth Phelps held her palms toward the fire. “God, it’s so cold! Why’s it so cold? It’s still July!”
     “I’m no scientist,” Artie ventured, sitting between her and the Spanish woman, “but I guess the blasts threw so much dust and junk into the air that it’s done somethin’ to the atmosphere—screwed up the sun’s rays or somethin’.”
     “I’ve never… never been so cold before!” Her teeth chattered. “I just can’t get warm!”
     “Summer’s over,” Sister said as she rummaged through the contents of her bag. “I don’t think it’s going to be summer again for a long time.” She brought out the ham slices, the last of the soggy bread, and the two cans of anchovies. Also in the water-shrunken bag were several items that Sister had found today: a small aluminum pot with a black rubber-coated handle, a little knife with a serrated blade, a jar of Folger’s freeze-dried coffee, and a single thick garden glove with two fingers burned away. Stuffed into the bottom of the bag was the glass ring, which Sister had neither looked at nor disturbed since they’d come out of the tunnel. She wanted to save looking at and holding the treasure for later, like a gift she would give herself at the end of the day.
     None of them had spoken again about the Holland Tunnel. It seemed more like a hideous dream, something they wanted to forget. But Sister felt stronger now. They had made it through the tunnel. They could make it through another night, and another day. “Take some bread,” she told them. “Here. Go easy on the ham.” She chewed on a soggy hunk of bread and watched the Spanish woman eat. “Do you have a name?” Sister asked. The Spanish woman looked at her incuriously. “A name.” Sister made the motion of writing in the air. “What’s your name?”
     The Spanish woman busied herself with tearing a slice of ham into small, bite-size pieces.
     “Maybe she’s crazy,” Artie said. “You know, maybe losin’ her kid like that made her crazy. Think that could be?”
     “Maybe,” Sister agreed, and she got the ashy-tasting bread down her throat.
     “I guess she’s Puerto Rican,” Beth offered. “I almost took Spanish in college, but I wound up taking a music appreciation course instead.”
     “What do you…” Artie stopped himself. He smiled wanly, and slowly the smile faded. “What did you do for a living, Beth?”
     “I’m a secretary for the Holmhauser Plumbing Supply Company, on West Eleventh. Third floor, corner office, the Broward Building. I’m Mr. Alden’s secretary—he’s the vice-president. I mean… he was the vice-president.” She hesitated, trying to remember. “Mr. Alden had a headache. He asked me to go across the street to the drugstore to get him a bottle of Excedrin. I remember… I was standing on the corner of Eleventh and Fifth, waiting for the light to change. This nice-looking guy asked me if I knew where some sushi restaurant was, but I said I didn’t know. The light changed, and everybody started across the street. But I wanted to keep talking to that guy, because he was really cute and… well, I don’t really get to meet a lot of guys I’d like to go out with. We were about halfway across, and he looks at me and smiles and says, ‘My name’s Keith. What’s yours?’” Beth smiled sadly and shook her head. “I never got to answer him. I remember a loud roaring sound. I had a feeling that a wave of heat just knocked me off my feet. Then… I think somebody grabbed my hand and told me to run. I did. I ran like hell, and I could hear people screaming, and I think I was screaming, too. All I remember after that is hearing somebody say, ‘She’s still alive.’ I got mad. I thought, of course I’m still alive! Why wouldn’t I still be alive? I opened my eyes, and Mr. Kaplan and Jack were bending over me.” Beth’s gaze focused on Sister. “We’re… we’re not the only ones who made it, are we? I mean… it’s not just us alone, is it?”
     “I doubt it. The ones who could make it out have probably already moved west—or north or south,” Sister said. “There’s sure as hell no reason to go east.”
     “My God.” Beth drew in a sharp breath. “My mom and dad. My little sister. They live in Pittsburgh. You don’t think… Pittsburgh is like this, do you? I mean, Pittsburgh could be okay, right?” She grinned crookedly, but her eyes were wild. “What’s to bomb in Pittsburgh, right?”
     “Right,” she agreed, and she concentrated on opening one of the anchovy cans with its little key. She knew the salty taste of the things might make them more thirsty, but food was food. “Anybody want one of these?” She scooped a fillet up on her finger and put it in her mouth; the fishy taste almost made her tongue curl, but she got the thing down, figuring fish had iodine or something that would be good for her. Both Artie and Beth took an anchovy, but the Spanish woman turned her head away.
     They finished the bread. Sister put the remaining slices of ham back in her bag, then poured the oil from the anchovy can onto the ground and returned the can to the bag as well. The ham and fish might carry them a couple of days more if rationed properly. What they had to do tomorrow was find something to drink.
     They sat huddled around the bonfire as the wind shrieked beyond the building’s walls. Every so often an errant blast got inside the building and swept up cinders like comets before it spun itself out. There was only the noise of the wind and the fanning flames, and Sister stared into the seething orange heart of the bonfire.
     “Sister?”
     She looked toward Artie.
     “Would you… would you mind if I held it?” he asked hopefully.
     She knew what he meant. Neither of them had held it since that day in the ruins of the Steuben Glass shop. Sister reached down into her bag, pushed aside the other junk and put her hand around the object wrapped in a scorched striped shirt. She brought it up and peeled the still-wet shirt away.
     Instantly the glass circle with its five spires and its embedded jewels burst into brilliance, absorbing the bonfire’s light. The thing shone like a fireball, perhaps even brighter than before. It pulsed with her heartbeat, as if her own life force powered it, and the threads of gold, platinum and silver sizzled with light.
     “Oh,” Beth breathed. The gemstone lights were reflected in her eyes. “Oh… what is that? I’ve never… I’ve never seen anything like that… in my life.”
     “Sister found it,” Artie replied; his voice was reverent, his attention riveted to the glass ring. He tentatively held out both hands. “May I… please?”
     Sister gave it to him. When Artie had it, the pulsations of the gemstones shifted speed and rhythm, picking up Artie’s heartbeat. He shook his head with wonder, his eyes full of rainbow colors. “Holding this makes me feel good,” he said. “It makes me feel… like all the beauty in the world isn’t dead yet.” He ran his fingers over the glass spires and circled his forefinger over an emerald the size of a large almond. “So green,” he whispered. “So green…”
     He smelled the clean, fresh aroma of a pine woods. He was holding a sandwich in his hands—pastrami on rye with hot spicy mustard. Just the way he liked it. Startled, he looked up and saw around himself a vision of green forest and emerald meadowland. Beside him was a cooler with a bottle of wine in it, and a paper cup full of wine sat close at hand. He was sitting on a green-striped tablecloth. A wicker picnic basket was open in front of him, displaying a bounty of food. I’m dreaming, he thought. My God—I’m dreaming with my eyes open!
     But then he saw his hands—blistered and burned. He was still wearing the fur coat and his red pajamas. The sturdy black wingtips were still on his feet. But he felt no pain, and the sunshine was bright and warm, and a silken breeze stirred through the pine forest. He heard a car door slam. Parked about thirty feet away was a red T-Bird. A tall, smiling young woman with curly brown hair was walking toward him, carrying a transistor radio that was playing “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.”
     “We couldn’t have asked for a better day, could we?” the young woman asked, swinging the radio at her side.
     “Uh… no,” Artie replied, stunned. “I guess not.” He had never smelled air so fresh and clean before. And that T-Bird! My God, he thought. The T-Bird had a foxtail hanging on the antenna! He remembered that set of wheels now! It was the finest, fastest car he’d ever owned, and—Wait a minute, he thought as the young woman approached. Hold the phone! What the hell is—
     “Drink your wine,” the woman offered. “Aren’t you thirsty?”
     “Uh… yeah. Yeah, I am thirsty.” He picked up the cup and drank the wine in three swallows. His throat had been burning with thirst. He held the cup out for more and downed that one just as fast. And then Artie looked into the woman’s soft blue eyes, saw the oval shape of her face and realized who she was; but she couldn’t be! She was nineteen years old, and here they were back on their picnic on the afternoon he had asked her to marry him.
     “You’re staring, Artie,” she said teasingly.
     “I’m sorry. It’s just… I mean, you’re young again, and I’m sittin’ here like a French fry in red pajamas. I mean… it’s not right.”
     She frowned, as if she couldn’t fathom what he was talking about. “You’re silly,” she decided. “Don’t you like your sandwich?”
     “Sure. Sure, I do.” He bit into it, expecting it to dissolve like a mirage between his teeth, but he had a mouthful of pastrami, and if this was a dream it was the best damned dream sandwich he’d ever eaten! He poured himself a third cup of wine and guzzled it merrily. The sweet, clean scent of the pine woods filled the air, and Artie breathed deeply. He stared out at the green woods and the meadow, and he thought, My God, my God, it’s good to be alive!
     “You all right?”
     “Huh?” The voice had startled him. He blinked and was looking at Sister’s blistered face. The glass ring was still between his hands.
     “I asked you if you’re all right,” she said. “You’ve been looking into that thing for about half a minute, just sitting there staring.”
     “Oh.” Artie saw the bonfire, the faces of Beth and the Spanish woman, the ruined walls of the building. I don’t know where I went, he thought, but I’m back now. He imagined that he could taste pastrami, spicy mustard and wine lingering in his mouth. He even felt just a bit lightheaded, as if he’d drunk too much too fast. But his stomach felt full now, and he wasn’t thirsty anymore. “Yeah, I’m all right.” He let his fingers play along the glass ring for a moment longer, and then he handed it back to Sister. “Thank you,” he said.
     She took it. For an instant she thought she smelled—what was it? Liquor? But then the faint odor was gone. Artie Wisco leaned back and belched.
     “Can I hold that?” Beth asked her. “I’ll be careful with it.” She took it from Sister as the Spanish woman admired it over her shoulder. “It reminds me of something. Something I’ve seen,” she said. “I can’t think of what, though.” She peered through the glass at the sparkle of topaz and diamonds. “Oh, Lord, do you know what this must be worth?”
     Sister shrugged. “I guess it would’ve been worth some money a few days ago. Now I’m not so sure. Maybe it’s worth some cans of food and a can opener. Maybe a pack of matches. At the most, a jug of clean water.”
     Water, Beth thought. It had been over twenty-four hours since she’d had a drink of the ginger ale. Her mouth felt like a dry field. A drink of water—just a sip—would be so wonderful.
     Her fingers suddenly submerged into the glass.
     Except it was not glass anymore; it was a stream of water, running over multicolored stones. She pulled her hand away, and drops of water fell like diamonds from the tips of her fingers back into the flowing stream.
     She sensed Sister watching her, but she also felt distanced from the other woman, distanced from the wreckage of the city around them; she felt Sister’s presence, but it was as if the woman was in another room of a magic mansion to which Beth had just found the front door key. The cool stream of water made an inviting chuckling sound as it passed over the colored stones. There can’t be water running right across my lap, Beth thought, and for an instant the stream wavered and started to fade, a thing of mist burned off by the stark sun of reason. No! she wished. Not yet!
     The water continued flowing, right under her hands, moving from beyond to beyond.
     Beth put her hand into it again. So cool, so cool. She caught some of the water in her palm and brought it to her mouth. It tasted better than any glass of Perrier she’d ever had. Again she drank from it, and then she lowered her head to the stream and drank as the water rushed around her cheek like a lingering kiss.
     Sister thought Beth Phelps had gone into some kind of trance. She’d watched Beth’s eyes suddenly glaze over. Like Artie, Beth hadn’t moved for over thirty seconds. “Hey!” Sister said. She reached out and poked Beth. “Hey, what’s wrong with you?”
     Beth looked up. Her eyes cleared. “What?”
     “Nothing. I think it’s time we got some rest.” Sister started to take the glass circle back, but the Spanish woman abruptly grabbed it and scrambled away, sinking down amid the broken stones and clasping it to her body. Both Sister and Beth stood up—and Beth thought she felt her stomach slosh.
     Sister walked to the Spanish woman, who was sobbing with her head bent over. Sister knelt beside her and said gently, “Come on, let me have that back, okay?”
     “Mi niña me perdona,” the woman sobbed. “Madre de Dios, mi niña me perdona.”
     “What’s she saying?” Beth asked, standing behind Sister.
     “I don’t know.” Sister put her hand around the glass ring and slowly pulled it toward her. The Spanish woman held onto it, shaking her head back and forth. “Come on,” Sister urged. “Let me have it—”
     “My child forgives me!” the Spanish woman suddenly said. Her eyes were wide and full of tears. “Mother of God, I saw my child’s face in this! And she said she forgives me! I’m free! Mother of God, I’m free!”
     Sister was stunned. “I… didn’t think you knew English.”
     Now it was the Spanish woman’s turn to blink dazedly. “What?”
     “What’s your name? How come you haven’t spoken English before this?”
     “My name is Julia. Julia Castillo. English? I don’t… know what you mean.”
     “Either I’m crazy or she is,” Sister said. “Come on, let me have this.” She pulled the ring away, and Julia Castillo let it go. “Okay. Now how come you haven’t spoken English before now, Julia?”
     “No comprendo,” she replied. “Good morning. Good day. I am happy to see you, sir. Thank you.” She shrugged and motioned vaguely southward. “Mantanzas,” she said. “Cuba.”
     Sister turned her head toward Beth, who had stepped back a couple of paces and had a weird expression on her face. “Who’s crazy, Beth? Julia or me? Does this lady know English or not?”
     Beth said, “She… was speaking in Spanish. She never said one word of English. Did you… understand what she said?”
     “Hell yes, I understood her! Every damned word! Didn’t…” She stopped speaking. Her hand holding the glass ring was tingling. Beyond the bonfire, Artie suddenly sat up and hiccuped. “Hey!” he said in a slightly slurred voice. “Where’s the party?”
     Sister held the glass circle out toward Julia Castillo again. The Spanish woman touched it hesitantly. “What did you say about Cuba?” Sister asked.
     “I’m… from Mantanzas, in Cuba,” Julia replied, in perfect English. Her eyes were large and puzzled. “My family came over in a fishing boat. My father could speak a little English, and we came north to work in a shirt factory. How do you… know my language?”
     Sister looked at Beth. “What do you hear? Spanish or English?”
     “Spanish. Isn’t that what you heard?”
     “No.” She pulled the ring out of Julia’s grasp. “Now say something. Say anything.”
     Julia shook her head. “Lo siento, no comprendo.”
     Sister stared at Julia for a moment, and then she slowly lifted the ring closer to her face to peer into its depths. Her hand was trembling, and what felt like little jolts of energy coursed through her forearm to her elbow. “It’s this,” Sister said. “This glass thing. I don’t know why or how, but… this thing lets me understand her, and she can understand me, too. I heard her speak English, Beth… and I think she heard me speak Spanish.”
     “That’s crazy!” Beth said, but she thought of the cool stream that had flowed across her lap, and her throat that was no longer parched. “I mean… it’s just glass and jewels, isn’t it?”
     “Here.” Sister offered it to her. “Find out for yourself.”
     Beth traced one of the spires with a finger. “The Statue of Liberty,” she said.
     “What?”
     “The Statue of Liberty. That’s what this reminds me of. Not the statue itself, but… the lady’s crown. “She lifted the circle to her head, the spires jutting up. “See? It could be a crown, couldn’t it?”
     “I’ve never seen a lovelier princess,” said a man’s voice, from the darkness beyond the bonfire.
     Instantly Beth had the glass circle protected in her arms and was backing away from the direction of the voice. Sister tensed. “Who’s there?” She sensed movement: Someone was walking slowly across the ruins, approaching the firelight’s edge.
     He stepped into the light. His gaze lingered on each of them in turn. “Good evening,” he said politely, addressing Sister.
     He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with a regal bearing, dressed in a dusty black suit. A brown blanket was wrapped around his shoulders and throat like a peasant’s serape, and across his pallid, sharp-chinned face were the scarlet streaks of deep burns, like welts inflicted by a whip. A blood-crusted gash zigzagged across his high forehead, cut through his left eyebrow and ended at his cheekbone. Most of his reddish-gray hair remained, though there were bare spots the size of silver dollars on his scalp. The breath curled from his nose and mouth. “Is it all right if I come nearer?” he asked, his voice pained and halting.
     Sister didn’t answer. The man waited. “I won’t bite,” he said.
     He was shivering, and she could not deny him the fire. “Come ahead,” she said cautiously, and she stepped back as he did.
     He winced as he hobbled forward, and Sister saw what was hurting him: a jagged splinter of metal had pierced his right leg just above the knee and stuck out about three inches on the other side. He passed between Sister and Beth and went straight to the fire, where he warmed his outstretched hands. “Ah, that feels good! It must be thirty degrees out there!”
     Sister had felt the cold as well, and she returned to the fire. Behind her, Julia and Beth, who was still protectively clinging to the glass ring, followed.
     “Who the hell are you?” Artie stared bleary-eyed across the bonfire.
     “My name is Doyle Halland,” the man answered. “Why didn’t you people leave with the rest of them?”
     “The rest of who?” Sister asked, still watching him warily.
     “The ones who got out. Yesterday, I guess it was. Hundreds of them, leaving”—he smiled wanly and waved his hand around—“leaving the Garden State. Maybe there are shelters further west. I don’t know. Anyway, I didn’t expect anyone was left.”
     “We came from Manhattan,” Beth told him. “We made it through the Holland Tunnel.”
     “I didn’t think anybody could’ve lived through what hit Manhattan. They say it was at least two bombs. Jersey City burned fast. And the winds… my God, the winds.” He closed his fists before the flames. “It was a tornado. More than one, I think. The winds just… tore buildings off their foundations. I was lucky, I suppose. I got into a basement, but the building blew apart over my head. The wind did this.” He gingerly touched the metal splinter. “I’ve heard of tornadoes putting straws unbroken through telephone poles. I guess this is about the same principle, huh?” He looked at Sister. “I realize I’m not at my best, but why are you staring at me like that?”
     “Where’d you come from, Mr. Halland?”
     “Not far. I saw your fire. If you don’t want me to stay, just say so.”
     Sister was ashamed of what she’d been thinking. He winced again, and she saw that fresh blood had begun to ooze around the splinter. “I don’t own this place. You can stay wherever you please.”
     “Thank you. It’s not a pleasant night to be walking.” His gaze moved to the sparkle of the glass circle Beth was holding. “That thing shines, doesn’t it? What is it?”
     “It’s…” She couldn’t find the right word. “It’s magic,” she blurted out. “You won’t believe what just happened! You see that woman over there? She can’t speak English, and this thing—”
     “It’s junk,” Sister interrupted, taking it from Beth. She didn’t trust this stranger yet, and she didn’t want him knowing any more about their treasure. “It’s just shiny junk, that’s all.” She put it into the bottom of her bag, and the glow of the gems faded and went out.
     “You want shiny junk?” the man inquired. “I’ll show you some.” He looked around, then hobbled away a few yards and painfully bent down. He picked up something and brought it back to the fire. “See? It shines just like yours,” he said, showing them what he held.
     It was a piece of stained-glass window, a swirl of deep blue and purple.
     “You’re standing in what used to be my church,” he said, and he pulled the blanket away from his throat to reveal the soiled white collar of a priest. Smiling bitterly, he tossed the colored glass into the fire.






Twenty-three

In the darkness, sixteen civilians—men, women and children—and three badly injured members of Colonel Macklin’s army struggled to work the tightly jammed puzzle of rocks loose from the lower-level corridor. It’s only six feet to the food, Macklin had told them, six feet. It won’t take you long to break through, once you get a hole opened. The first one to reach that food gets a triple ration.
     They had been laboring in total darkness for almost seven hours when the rest of the ceiling caved in on their heads with no warning.
     Roland Croninger, on his knees in the cafeteria’s kitchen, felt the floor shake. Screams drifted up through an air vent—and then silence.
     “Damn!” he said, because he knew what had happened. Who was going to clear that corridor now? But then, on the other side of the coin, the dead didn’t use up air. He went back to his task of scooping up bits of food from the floor and putting them into a plastic garbage bag.
     He’d suggested that Colonel Macklin set up headquarters in the gymnasium. They’d found a treasure: a mop bucket, in which they could store the toilet bowl water. When Roland, his stomach gnawing with hunger, had left them to forage in the kitchen, both Macklin and Captain Warner had been asleep; Roland had the Ingram gun on a strap around his shoulder, and the handle of the holy axe was secured by his waistband. Near him, the flashlight lay on the floor, illuminating clumps of food that had exploded from cans in the pantry. The kitchen garbage pails had yielded some finds, too: banana peels, bits of tomato, cans with not all their contents quite scraped out, and a few breakfast biscuits. Anything and everything edible went into Roland’s bag, except for the biscuits, which were his first meal since the disaster.
     He picked up a black piece of something and started to shove it into the bag but hesitated. The black thing reminded him of what he’d done to Mike Armbruster’s pet hamsters the day Armbruster had brought them to biology class. The hamsters had been left at the back of the room after school, while Armbruster went to football practice. Roland had gotten the cage of hamsters, without being seen by the cleaning women, and had sneaked stealthily to the school’s automotive workshop. In one corner stood a metal vat that held a greenish-brown liquid, and over the vat was a red sign that said Wear Your Gloves!
     Roland had put on a pair of heavy asbestos gloves and made cooing noises to the two little hamsters, and he’d thought about Mike Armbruster laughing and spitting on him while he was down in the dust.
     Then he’d picked up the cage by its handle and lowered it into the vat of acid, which was used to make rusted radiators shine like new.
     He’d let the hamsters stay under until the bubbles stopped. When he brought the cage up, he noted that the acid had attacked the metal and chewed it down to a polished gleam. Then he took his gloves off and carried the cage back to the biology room on the end of a broom.
     He’d often wondered what Mike Armbruster’s face had looked like when he saw the two black things where the hamsters used to be. Armbruster hadn’t realized, Roland often mused later, the many ways a King’s Knight can get even.
     Roland tossed whatever it was into the bag. He turned up a box of oatmeal and—wonder of wonders!—a single green apple. Both of those went into the bag. He continued crawling, lifting the smaller rocks and avoiding the fissures in the floor.
     He was getting too far from the flashlight, and he stood up. The garbage bag had some weight to it now. The King was going to be well pleased. He started toward the light, stepping nimbly over the dead.
     There was a noise behind him. Not a loud noise, just a whirrrr of disturbed air, and he knew he was no longer alone.
     Before he could turn, a hand clamped across his mouth. “Get the bag!” a man said. “Hurry!”
     It was torn from his grip. “Little fucker’s got an Ingram gun!” That, too, was ripped off his shoulder. The hand moved from his mouth, replaced by an arm at his throat. “Where’s Macklin? Where’s the sonofabitch hiding?”
     “I can’t… I can’t breathe,” Roland croaked.
     The man cursed and flung him to the floor. Roland’s glasses flew off, and a boot pressed down on his spine. “Who you gonna kill with that gun, kid? You gonna make sure you get all the food for yourself and the colonel?”
     One of the others retrieved the flashlight and aimed it in Roland’s face. He thought there were three of them from the voices and movements, but he couldn’t be positive. He flinched as he heard the Ingram gun’s safety click off. “Kill him, Schorr!” one of the men urged. “Blow his fucking brains out!”
     Schorr. Roland knew that name. Hospitality Sergeant Schorr.
     “I know he’s alive, kid.” Schorr was standing over nun, his foot planted on Roland’s back. “I went down to the command center, and I found those people working in the dark. I found Corporal Prados, too. He told me a kid got Macklin out of a hole, and that the colonel was hurt. He just left Prados down there to die, didn’t he?”
     “The corporal… couldn’t move. He couldn’t stand up, because of his leg. We had to leave him.”
     “Who else is with Macklin?”
     “Captain Warner,” Roland gasped. “That’s all.”
     “And he sent you here to find food? Did he give you the Ingram gun and tell you to kill everybody else?”
     “No, sir.” The wheels of Roland’s brain were spinning, trying to find a way to squirm out of this.
     “Where’s he hiding? How many weapons does he have?”
     Roland was silent. Schorr bent down beside him and put the gun’s barrel to Roland’s temple. “There are nine other people not too far from here who need food and water, too,” Schorr said tersely. “My people. I thought I was going to die, and I’ve seen things…” He stopped, shaken, couldn’t go on for a moment. “Things nobody ought to see and live to remember. Macklin’s to blame for all this. He knew this place was falling apart—he must’ve known it!” The barrel bruised Roland’s skull. “High and mighty Macklin with his tin soldiers and his worn-out medals! Just marching the suckers in and out of here! He knew what was going to happen! Isn’t that right?”
     “Yes, sir.” Roland felt the holy axe pressed against his stomach. Slowly, he began to work his hand under his body.
     “He knows there’s no way in Hell to get to the emergency food, doesn’t he? So he sent you here to get the scraps before anybody else could! You little bastard!” Schorr grabbed his collar and shook him, which helped Roland slide his hand closer to the holy axe.
     “The colonel wants to stockpile everything,” Roland said. Buy time! he thought. “He wants to get everybody together and ration out the food and wa—”
     “You’re a liar! He wants it all for himself!”
     “No! We can still get through to the emergency food.”
     “Bullshit!” the man roared, and insanity leapt in his voice. “I heard the rest of Level One fall in! I know they’re all dead! He wants to kill all of us so he can have the food!”
     “Finish him, Schorr,” the other man said. “Shoot his balls off.”
     “Not yet, not yet. I want to know where Macklin is! Where’s he hiding, and how many weapons does he have?”
     Roland’s fingers were almost touching the blade. Closer… closer. “He’s got… he’s got a lot of guns. Got a pistol. And another machine gun.” Closer, and closer still. “He’s got a whole arsenal in there.”
     “In there? In where?”
     “In… one of the rooms. It’s way down the corridor.” Almost got it!
     “What room, you little shit?” Schorr grabbed him again, shook him angrily, and Roland took advantage of the movement; he slid the holy axe out of his waistband and lay on top of it, getting a good, strong grip around the handle. When he decided to strike, it would have to be fast, and if the other two men had guns, he was finished.
     Cry! he told himself. He forced a sob. “Please… please don’t hurt me! I can’t see without my glasses!” He blubbered and shook. “Don’t hurt me!” He made a retching noise—and he felt the Ingram gun’s barrel move away from his skull.
     “Little shitter. Little candy-ass shitter! Come on! Stand up like a man!” He grasped Roland’s arm and started to haul him to his feet.
Now, Roland thought—very calmly, very deliberately. A King’s Knight was not afraid of death.
     He let the man’s strength pull him up, and then he uncoiled like a spring, twisting around and slashing out with the holy axe that still bore some of the King’s dried blood on its blade.
     The flashlight’s beam glinted off the cleaver; the blade sliced into Schorr’s left cheek like it was carving off a piece of Thanksgiving turkey. He was too shocked to react for a second, but then the blood burst out of the wound and his finger jerked involuntarily on the trigger, sending a rattle of bullets whining past Roland’s head. Schorr staggered backward, half his face peeled open to the bone. Roland rushed him, hacking wildly before the man could aim that gun again.
     One of the others grabbed Roland’s shoulder, but Roland broke away, tearing the rest of his shirt almost off. He swung again at Schorr and caught the meaty part of his gun arm. Schorr stumbled over a dead body, the Ingram gun clattering to the stones at Roland’s feet.
     Roland scooped it up. His face contorted into a savage rictus and he whirled upon the man holding the flashlight. He braced his legs in the firing position the colonel had taught him, aimed and squeezed the trigger.
     The gun hummed like a sewing machine, but its recoil knocked him back over the rubble and set him on his ass. As he fell he saw the flashlight explode in the man’s hand, and there was a grunt followed by a shrill cry of pain. Someone whimpered and scrabbled away across the floor. Roland fired into the dark, the red trajectories of tracer bullets ricocheting off the walls. There was another scream that broke into gurgling fragments and grew distant, and Roland thought that one of the men must’ve stepped into a hole in the floor and fallen through. He sprayed the cafeteria with bullets, and then he stopped firing because he knew he was alone again.
     He listened; his heart was racing. The sweet aroma of a fired weapon hung in the air. “Come on!” he shouted. “You want some more? Come on!”
     But there was only silence. Whether he’d killed them all or not, he didn’t know. He was sure he’d hit at least one. “Bastards,” Roland breathed. “You bastards, next time I’ll kill you.”
     He laughed. It startled him, because it didn’t sound like the laughter of anyone he knew. He wished the men would come back. He wanted another chance at killing them.
     Roland searched for his glasses. He found the garbage bag, but his glasses were lost. Everything would be blurred from now on, but that was okay; there was no more light, anyway. His hands found warm blood and a body to go with it. He spent a minute or two kicking the dead man’s skull in.
     Roland picked up the garbage bag and, keeping the Ingram gun ready, carefully moved across the cafeteria toward where he knew the exit to be; his toes probed for holes in the floor, but he made it safely into the corridor.
     He still trembled with excitement. Everything was black and silent but for the slow dripping of water somewhere. He felt his way toward the gymnasium with his bag of booty, eager to tell the King that he’d fought off three tunnel trolls, and that one of them was named Schorr. But there would be more trolls! They wouldn’t give up so easily, and besides, he wasn’t sure if he’d killed the hospitality sergeant or not.
     Roland grinned into the darkness, his face and hair damp with cold sweat. He was very, very proud of himself for protecting the King, though he regretted losing the flashlight. In the corridor he stepped on bodies that were swelling like gasbags.
     This was turning out to be the greatest game he’d ever played. This beat the computer version by a light-year!
     He’d never shot anybody before. And he’d never felt so powerful before, either.
     Surrounded by darkness and death and carrying a bagful of scraps and a warm Ingram gun, Roland Croninger knew true ecstasy.






Twenty-four

A squeaking sound coming from a corner of the basement made Josh reach to his side for the flashlight and switch it on. The weak bulb threw a dim yellow spear of light, but Josh guided it toward that corner to find out what was over there.
     “What is it?” Swan asked, sitting up a few feet beside him.
     “I think we’ve got a rat.” He played the light around, saw only a tangle of timbers, cornstalks and the mound of dirt where Darleen Prescott lay buried. Josh quickly moved the light away from the grave. The child was just now getting her senses back. “Yeah, I think it’s a rat,” Josh decided. “Probably had a nest hidden down here somewhere. Hey, Mr. Rat!” he called. “Mind if we share your basement for a while?”
     “He sounds like he’s hurt.”
     “He probably thinks we sound pretty bad, too.” He kept the flashlight’s beam away from the little girl; he’d already seen her once in the meager light, and that was enough. Almost all of her beautiful blond hair was burned away, her face a mass of red, watery blisters. Her eyes, which he remembered as being so stunningly blue, were deep-sunken and a cloudy gray. He was aware that the blast hadn’t spared his looks, either; the backwash of the light revealed splotched gray burns that covered his hands and arms. More than that, he didn’t care to know. He was going to wind up looking like a zebra. But at least they were both still alive, and though he had no way of calculating how much time had passed since the explosion, he thought they’d been down here for maybe four or five days. Food was no longer a problem, and they had plenty of canned juices. Air must be entering from somewhere, though the basement remained stuffy. The worst concern Josh had was the latrine’s smell, but that couldn’t be helped right now. Maybe later he’d figure out a neater sanitation system, perhaps using the empty cans and burying those in the dirt.
     Something moved in the light’s beam.
     “Look!” Swan said. “Over there!”
     A small, burned little animal perched on a tiny hillock of dirt. Its head tilted toward Swan and Josh, and then the animal squeaked again and disappeared into the debris.
     Josh said, “That’s not a rat! It’s a—”
     “It’s a gopher!” Swan finished for him. “I’ve seen lots of them before, digging out near the trailer park.”
     “A gopher,” Josh repeated. He remembered PawPaw’s voice, saying Gopher’s in the hole!
     Swan was pleased to see something else alive down here with them. She could hear it sniffing in the dirt, over beyond the light and the mound where… She let the thought go, because she couldn’t stand it. But her mama wasn’t hurting anymore, and that was a good thing. Swan listened to the gopher snuffling around; she was very familiar with the things, because of all the holes they dug in her garden…
     All the holes they dug, she thought.
     “Josh?” Swan said.
     “Yeah?”
     “Gophers dig holes,” she said.
     Josh smiled faintly at what he took to be just a childlike statement—but then his smile froze as what she was getting at struck him. If a gopher had a nest down here, then there might indeed be a hole, leading out! Maybe that was where the air was coming from! Josh’s heart leaped. Maybe PawPaw knew there was a gopher hole somewhere in the basement, and that was the message he’d been trying to relay. A gopher hole could be enlarged to make a tunnel. We’ve got a pickaxe and shovel, he thought. Maybe we can dig ourselves out!
     Josh crawled to where the old man lay. “Hey,” Josh said. “Can you hear me?” He touched PawPaw’s arm.
     “Oh Lord,” Josh whispered.
     The old man’s body was cool. It lay stiffly, the arms rigid by the sides. Josh shone the light into the corpse’s face, saw the mottled scarlet burns like a strange birthmark across the cheeks and nose. The eye sockets were dark brown, gaping holes. PawPaw had been dead for several hours, at least. Josh started to close PawPaw’s eyelids, but there were none; those, too, had been incinerated and vaporized.
     The gopher squeaked. Josh turned away from the corpse and crawled toward the noise. Probing into the debris with his light, he found the gopher licking at its burned hind legs. It abruptly darted under a piece of wood wedged into the corner. Josh reached after it, but the wood was stuck tight. As patiently as he could, he began to work it free.
     The gopher chattered angrily at the invasion. Slowly, Josh got the splintered piece of timber loose and pulled it away. The light revealed a small round hole in the dirt wall, about three inches off the floor.
     “Found it!” Josh exclaimed. He got down on his belly and shone the light up into the hole. About two or three feet out of the basement, it crooked to the left and continued on beyond the range of the light. “This thing’s got to lead to the surface!” He was as excited as a kid on Christmas morning, and he was able to get his fist up into the hole. The ground was hard-packed and unyielding, burned even at this depth to the solidity of asphalt. Digging through it was going to be an absolute bitch, but following the hole would make the work easier.
     One question nagged at him: did they want to get out of the basement anytime soon? The radiation might kill them outright. God only knew what the surface world would be like. Did they dare find out?
     Josh heard a noise behind him. It was a hoarse rattling sound, like congested lungs struggling for air.
     “Josh?” Swan had heard the noise too, and it made the remaining hairs on the back of her neck stand up; she had sensed something moving in the darkness just a few seconds before.
     He turned and shone the light at her. Swan’s blistered face was turned to the right. Again, there came that hideous rattling noise. Josh shifted the light—and what he saw made him feel as if a freezing hand had clenched his throat.
     PawPaw’s corpse was shivering, and that awful noise was emanating from it. He’s still alive, Josh thought incredulously; but then: No, no! He was dead when I touched him! He was dead!
     The corpse lurched. Slowly, arms still stiff at its sides, the dead man began to sit up. Its head started turning inch by inch, like a clockwork automaton, toward Josh Hutchins, its raw eye sockets seeking the light. The burned face rippled, the mouth straining to open—and Josh thought that if those dead lips parted he would lose whatever marbles he had left right then and there.
     With a hiss and rattle of air, the mouth opened.
     And from it came a voice like the rush of wind through dried-up reeds. It was at first an unintelligible sound, thin and distant, but it was getting stronger, and it said: “Pro… tect…”
     The eye sockets faced the beam of light as if there were still eyeballs in them. “Protect,” the awful voice repeated. The mouth with its gray lips seemed to be straining to form words. Josh shrank backward, and the corpse racheted out, “Protect… the… child.”
     There was a quiet whoosh of air. The corpse’s eye sockets caught fire. Josh was mesmerized, and he heard Swan give a soft, stunned “Oh.” The corpse’s head burst into a fireball, and the fire spread and enveloped the entire body in a writhing, reddish-blue cocoon. An intense wave of heat licked at Josh’s face, and he put up his hand to shield his eyes; when he lowered it again, he saw the corpse dissolving at the center of its fiery shroud. The body remained sitting upright, motionless now, every inch of it ablaze.
     The burning went on for maybe thirty seconds longer; then the fire began to flicker out, and the last to burn were the soles of PawPaw’s shoes.
     But what lingered was white ash, in the shape of a man sitting upright.
     The fire went out. The ashen shape crumbled; it was ash through and through, even the bones. It collapsed in a heap on the floor, and what remained of PawPaw Briggs was ready for a shovel.
     Josh stared. Ash drifted lazily through the light. I’m going off my bird! he thought. All those body slams’ve caught up with me!
     Behind him, Swan bit her lower lip and fought off frightened tears. I won’t cry, she told herself. Not anymore. The urge to sob passed, and she let her shocked eyes drift toward the black giant.
Protect the child. Josh had heard it. But PawPaw Briggs had been dead, he reasoned. Protect the child. Sue Wanda. Swan. Whatever had spoken through the dead man’s lips was gone now; it was just Josh and Swan, alone.
     He believed in miracles, but of the biblical version—the parting of the Red Sea, the turning of water to wine, the feeding of the multitude from a basket of bread and fish; up until this moment, he’d thought the age of miracles was long past. But maybe it was a small miracle that they’d both found this grocery store, he realized. It was certainly a miracle that they were still alive, and a corpse that could sit up and speak was not something you saw every day.
     Behind him, the gopher scrabbled in the dirt. He smells the food leaking from the cans, Josh figured. Maybe that gopher hole was a small miracle, too. He could not stop staring at the pile of white ashes, and he would hear that reedy voice for the rest of his life—however long that might be.
     “You all right?” he asked Swan.
     “Yes,” she replied, barely audible.
     Josh nodded. If something beyond his ken wanted him to protect the child, he thought, then he was damned well going to protect the child. After a while, when he got his bones thawed out again, he crawled to get the shovel, and then he switched off the light to let it rest. In the darkness, he covered the ashes of PawPaw Briggs with cornfield dirt.






Twenty-five

“Cigarette?”
     A pack of Winstons was offered. Sister took one of the cigarettes. Doyle Halland flicked a gold butane lighter with the initials RBR on its side. When the cigarette was lit, Sister drew the smoke deeply into her lungs—no use to fret about cancer now!—and let it trickle through her nostrils.
     A fire crackled in the hearth of the small, wood-framed suburban house in which they’d decided to shelter for the night. All the windows were broken out, but they’d been able to trap some heat in the front room due to a fortunate discovery of blankets and a hammer and nails. They’d nailed the blankets up over the largest windows and huddled around the fireplace. The refrigerator yielded up a can of chocolate sauce, some lemonade in a plastic pitcher, and a head of brown lettuce. The pantry held only a half-full box of raisin bran and a few other cans and jars of left-behinds. Still, all of it was edible, and Sister put the cans and jars in her bag, which was beginning to bulge with things she’d scavenged. It was soon going to be time to find a second bag.
     During the day they had walked a little more than five miles through the silent sprawl of the east Jersey suburbs, heading west along Interstate 280 and crossing the Garden State Parkway. The bitter cold gnawed at their bones, and the sun was no more than an area of gray in a low, muddy brown sky streaked with red. But Sister noted that the further away they got from Manhattan, the more buildings were still intact, though almost every one of them had blasted-out windows, and they leaned as if they’d been knocked off their foundations. Then they reached an area of two-story, close-cramped houses—thousands of them, brooding and broken like little gothic manors—on postage-stamp-sized lawns burned the color of dead leaves. Sister noted that none of the trees or bushes she saw had a scrap of vegetation. Nothing was green anymore; everything was colored in the dun, gray and black of death.
     They did see their first cars that weren’t twisted into junk. Abandoned vehicles, their paint blistered off and windshields smashed, stood here and there on the streets, but only one of them had a key, and that one was broken off and wedged in the ignition. They went on, shivering in the cold, as the gray circle of the sun moved across the sky.
     A laughing woman wearing a flimsy blue robe, her face swollen and lacerated, sat on a front porch and jeered at them as they passed. “You’re too late!” she shouted. “Everybody’s gone! You’re too late!” She was holding a pistol in her lap, and so they kept going. On another corner, a dead man with a purple face, his head hideously misshapen, leaned against a bus stop sign and grinned up at the sky, his hands locked around a business briefcase. It was in the coat pocket of this corpse that Doyle Halland had found the pack of Winstons and the butane lighter.
     Everyone was, indeed, gone. A few corpses lay in front lawns or on curbs or draped over steps, but those who were still living and still halfway sane had fled from the radius of the holocaust. Sitting in front of the fire and smoking a dead man’s cigarette, Sister envisioned an exodus of suburbanites, frantically packing pillowcases and paper bags with food and everything they could carry as Manhattan melted beyond the Palisades. They had taken their children and abandoned their pets, fleeing westward before the black rain like an army of tramps and bag ladies. But they had left their blankets behind, because it was the middle of July. Nobody expected it to get cold. They just wanted to get away from the fire. Where were they going to run to, and where were they going to hide? The cold was going to catch them, and many of them would already be deep asleep in its embrace.
     Behind her, the others were curled up on the floor, sleeping on sofa cushions and covered by rugs. Sister drew on the cigarette again and then looked at Doyle Halland’s craggy profile. He stared into the fire, a Winston between his lips, one long-fingered hand tentatively massaging his leg where the splinter was driven through. The man was damned tough, Sister thought; he’d never once asked to stop and rest his leg today, though the pain of walking had bled his face chalky.
     “So what were you planning on doing?” Sister asked him. “Staying around that church forever?”
     He hesitated a moment before he answered. “No,” he said. “Not forever. Just until… I don’t know, just until someone came along who was going somewhere.”
     “Why didn’t you leave with the other people?”
     “I stayed to give the last rites to as many as I could. Within six hours of the blast, I’d done so many that I lost my voice. I couldn’t speak, and there were so many more dying people. They were begging me to save their souls. Begging me to get them into Heaven.” He glanced quickly at her and then away. He had gray eyes flecked with green. “Begging me,” he repeated softly. “And I couldn’t even speak, so I gave them the Sign of the Cross, and I… I kissed them. I kissed them to sleep, and they all trusted me.” He drew on the cigarette, exhaled the smoke and watched it drift toward the fireplace. “St. Matthew’s has been my church for over twelve years. I kept coming back to it and walking through the ruins, trying to figure out what had happened. We had some lovely statues and stained-glass windows. Twelve years.” He slowly shook his head.
     “I’m sorry,” Sister offered.
     “Why should you be? You didn’t have anything to do with this. It’s just… something that got out of control. Maybe nobody could’ve stopped it.” He glanced at her again, and this time his gaze lingered at the crusted wound in the hollow of her throat. “What’s that?” he asked her. “It looks almost like a crucifix.”
     She touched it. “I used to wear a chain with a cross on it.”
     “What happened?”
     “Someone—” She stopped. How could she describe it? Even now her mind skittered away from the memory; it was not a safe thing to think about. “Someone took it from me,” she continued.
     He nodded thoughtfully and leaked smoke from the corner of his mouth. Through the blue haze, his eyes searched hers. “Do you believe in God?”
     “Yes, I do.”
     “Why?” he asked quietly.
     “I believe in God because someday Jesus is going to come and take everyone worthy up in the Rap—” No, she told herself. No. That was Sister Creep babbling about things she’d heard other bag ladies say. She paused, getting her thoughts in order, and then she said, “I believe in God because I’m alive, and I don’t think I could’ve made it this far by myself. I believe in God because I believe I will live to see another day.”
     “You believe because you believe,” he said. “That doesn’t say much for logic, does it?”
     “Are you saying you don’t believe?”
     Doyle Halland smiled vacantly. The smile slowly slipped off his face. “Do you really think that God has His eye on you, lady? Do you think He really cares whether you live one more day or not? What singles you out from all those corpses we passed today? Didn’t God care about them?” He held the lighter with its initials in the palm of his hand. “What about Mr. RBR? Didn’t he go to church enough? Wasn’t he a good boy?”
     “I don’t know if God has an eye on me or not,” Sister replied. “But I hope He does. I hope I’m important enough—that we’re all important enough. As for the dead… maybe they were the lucky ones. I don’t know.”
     “Maybe they were,” he agreed. He returned the lighter to his pocket. “I just don’t know what there is to live for anymore. Where are we going? Why are we going anywhere? I mean… one place is as good as another to die in, isn’t it?”
     “I’m not planning on dying anytime soon. I think Artie wants to get back to Detroit. I’ll go there with him.”
     “And after that? If you make it as far as Detroit?”
     She shrugged. “Like I say, I’m not planning on dying. I’ll keep going as long as I can walk.”
     “No one plans on dying,” he said. “I used to be an optimist, a long time ago. I used to believe in miracles. But do you know what happened? I got older. And the world got meaner. I used to serve and believe in God with all my heart, with every ounce of faith in my body.” His eyes narrowed slightly, as if he were looking at something far beyond the fire. “As I say, that was a long time ago. I used to be an optimist… now I suppose I’m an opportunist. I’m very good at judging which way the wind blows—and I’d have to say that now I judge God, or the power that we know as God, to be very, very weak. A dying candle, if you like, surrounded by darkness. And the darkness is closing in.” He sat without moving, just watching the fire burn.
     “You don’t sound much like a priest.”
     “I don’t feel much like one, either. I just feel… like a worn-out man in a black suit with a stupid, dirty white collar. Does that shock you?”
     “No. I don’t think I can be shocked anymore.”
     “Good. Then that means you’re becoming less of an optimist too, doesn’t it?” He grunted. “I’m sorry. I guess I don’t sound like Spencer Tracy in Boys Town, do I? But those last rites I gave… they fell out of my mouth like ashes, and I can’t get that damned taste out of my mouth.” His gaze slipped down to the bag at Sister’s side. “What’s that thing I saw you with last night? That glass thing?”
     “It’s something I found on Fifth Avenue.”
     “Oh. May I see it?”
     Sister brought it out of her bag. The jewels trapped within the glass circle burst into blazing rainbow colors. The reflections danced on the walls of the room and striped both Sister’s and Doyle Halland’s faces. He drew in his breath, because it was the first time he’d really gotten a good look at it. His eyes widened, the colors sparkling in his pupils. He reached out to touch it but drew his hand back at the last second. “What is it?”
     “Just glass and jewels, melted together. But… last night, just before you came, this thing… did something wonderful, something I still can’t explain.” She told him about Julia Castillo and being able to understand each other’s language when they were linked by the glass circle. He sat listening intently. “Beth said this thing’s magic. I don’t know about that, but I do know it’s pretty strange. Look at it pick up my heartbeat. And the way the thing glows—I don’t know what this is, but I’m sure as hell not going to throw it away.”
     “A crown,” he said softly. “I heard Beth say it could be a crown. It looks like a tiara, doesn’t it?”
     “I guess it does. Not quite like the tiaras in the Tiffany windows, though. I mean… it’s all crooked and weird-looking. I remember I wanted to give up. I wanted to die. And then I found this, and it made me think that… I don’t know, it’s stupid, I guess.”
     “Go on,” he urged.
     “It made me think about sand,” Sister told him. “That sand is about the most worthless stuff in the world, yet look what sand can become in the right hands.” She ran her fingers over the velvet surface of the glass. “Even the most worthless thing in the world can be beautiful,” she said. “It just takes the right touch. But seeing this beautiful thing, and holding it in my hands, made me think I wasn’t so worthless, either. It made me want to get up off my ass and live. I used to be crazy, but after I found this thing… I wasn’t so crazy anymore. Maybe part of me’s still crazy, I don’t know; but I want to believe that all the beauty in the world isn’t dead yet. I want to believe that beauty can be saved.”
     “I haven’t seen very much beauty in the last few days,” he replied. “Except for that. You’re right. It is a very, very beautiful piece of junk.” He smiled faintly. “Or crown. Or whatever it is you choose to believe.”
     Sister nodded and peered into the depths of the glass circle. Beneath the glass, the threads of precious metals flared like sparklers. The pulsing of a large, deep brown topaz caught her attention; she could sense Doyle Halland watching her, could hear the crackle of the fire and the sweep of the wind outside, but the brown topaz and its hypnotic rhythm—so soft, so steady—filled up her vision. Oh, she thought, what are you? What are you? What—
     She blinked.
     She was no longer holding the circle of glass.
     And she was no longer sitting before the fire in the New Jersey house.
     Wind swept around her, and she smelled dry, scorched earth and… something else. What was it?
     Yes. Now she knew. It was the odor of burned corn.
     She was standing on a vast, flat plain, and the sky above her was a whirling mass of dirty gray clouds through which electric-blue streaks of lightning plunged. Charred cornstalks lay about her by the thousands—and the only feature on that awful wasteland was a large dome that looked like a grave about a hundred yards away.
     I’m dreaming, she thought. I’m really sitting in New Jersey. This is a dreamscape—a picture in my mind, that’s all. I can wake up anytime I want to, and I’ll be back in New Jersey again.
     She looked at the strange dome and wondered how far she could push the limits of this dream. If I take a step, she thought, will the whole thing fall to pieces like a movie set? She decided to find out, and she took a single step. The dreamscape remained intact. If this is a dream, she told herself, then, by God, I’m dreamwalking somewhere a long way from New Jersey, because I can feel that wind in my face!
     She walked over the dry earth and cornstalks toward the dome; no dust plumed beneath her feet, and she had the sensation of drifting over the landscape like a ghost instead of actually walking, though she knew her legs were moving. As she neared the dome she saw it was a mass of dirt, thousands of burned cornstalks, pieces of wood and cinder blocks all jammed together. Nearby was a twisted thing of metal that might once have been a car, and another one lay ten or fifteen yards beyond the first. Other pieces of metal, wood and debris lay scattered around her: here was what appeared to be the nozzle from a gas pump, there was the burned lid of a suitcase. The rags of clothes—small clothes—were lying about. Sister walked—dreamwalked, she thought—past part of a wagon wheel half buried in the dirt, and there was the remnant of a sign that still held barely decipherable letters: P… A… W.
     She stopped about twenty yards from the gravelike dome. This is a funny thing to be dreaming about, she thought. I could be dreaming about a thick steak and an ice cream sundae.
     Sister looked in all directions, saw nothing but desolation.
     But no. Something on the ground caught her eye—a little figure of some kind—and she dreamwalked toward it.
     A doll, she realized as she got nearer. A doll with a bit of blue fur still clinging to its body, and two plastic eyes with little black pupils that Sister knew would jiggle around if it was picked up. She stood over the doll. The thing was somehow familiar, and she thought of her own dead daughter perched in front of the TV set. Reruns of an old show for kids called “Sesame Street” had been one of her favorite programs.
     And Sister remembered the child pointing gleefully at the screen and shouting: “Cooookies!”
     The Cookie Monster. Yes. That’s who that was, lying there at her feet.
     Something about that doll there on the desolate plain struck a note of terrible sadness in Sister’s heart. Where was the child to whom this doll belonged? Blown away with the wind? Or buried and lying dead under the earth?
     She bent down to pick up the Cookie Monster doll.
     And her hands went right through it—as if either the scene or she were made of smoke.
     This is a dream, Sister thought. This is not real! This is a mirage inside my head, and I’m dreamwalking through it!
     She stepped back from the doll. It was for the best that it remain there, in case the child who had lost it someday came back this way.
     Sister squeezed her eyes shut. I want to go back now, she thought. I want to go back where I was, back far away from here. Far away. Far a—
     “… for your thoughts.”
     Sister was startled by the voice, which seemed to be whispered right into her ear. She looked to her side. Doyle Halland’s face hovered above her, caught between the firelight and the reflection of the jewels. “What?”
     “I said, a penny for your thoughts. Where’d you go?”
     Where indeed, Sister wondered. “Far away from here,” she said. Everything was as it had been before. The vision was gone, but Sister imagined she could still smell burned corn and feel that wind on her face.
     The cigarette was burning down between her fingers. She took one last draw from it and then thumped it into the fireplace. She put the glass ring down into her bag again and held the bag close to her body. Behind her eyes, she could still clearly see the dome of dirt, the wagon wheel, the mangled remains of cars and the blue-furred Cookie Monster.
     Where was I? she asked herself—and she had no answer.
     “Where do we go in the morning?” Halland inquired.
     “West,” she answered. “We keep going west. Maybe we’ll find a car with a key in the ignition tomorrow. Maybe we’ll find some other people. I don’t think we’ll have to worry much about food for a while. We can scavenge enough to eat as we go. I was never very fussy about my meals, anyway.” Water was still going to be a problem, though. The kitchen and bathroom faucets in this house were dry, and Sister figured that the shock waves had shattered water mains all over the metro area.
     “Do you really think it’s going to be better anywhere else?” He lifted his burned eyebrows. “The wind’s going to throw radiation all over this country. If the blast and the fires and the radiation don’t finish people off, it’s going to be hunger, thirst and the cold. I’d say there’s nowhere to go after all, is there?”
     Sister stared into the fire. “Like I say,” she said finally, “nobody has to go with me who doesn’t want to. I’m getting some sleep now. Good night.” She crawled over to where the others were huddled under the rugs, and she lay down between Artie and Beth and tried to find sleep while the wind shrieked beyond the walls.
     Doyle Halland carefully touched the metal splinter in his leg. He sat slightly slumped forward, and his gaze ticked toward Sister and the bag she held so protectively. He grunted thoughtfully, smoked his cigarette down to the filter and tossed it into the fireplace. Then he positioned himself in a corner, facing Sister and the others, and he stared at them for perhaps a full five minutes, his eyes glittering in the gloom, before he leaned his head back and went to sleep sitting up.






Twenty-six

It began with a mangled voice calling from beyond the gymnasium’s barricaded door: “Colonel? Colonel Macklin?”
     Macklin, on his knees in the dark, did not answer. Not far away, Roland Croninger clicked the safety off the Ingram gun, and he could hear Warner’s harsh breathing over to his right.
     “We know you’re in the gym,” the voice continued. “We searched everywhere else. Got yourself a nice little fortress, don’t you?”
     As soon as Roland had reported the incident at the cafeteria, they’d gone to work blocking the gym’s doorway with stones, cables and parts of broken-up Nautilus machines. The boy had had the good idea to scatter shards of glass out in the corridor, to cut the marauders up when they came creeping through the dark on their hands and knees. A moment before the voice, Macklin had heard curses and pained mutterings, and he knew the glass had done its job. In his left hand he held a makeshift weapon that had been part of a Nautilus Super Pullover machine—a curved metal bar about two feet long, with twelve inches of chain and a dangling, macelike sprocket at its business end.
     “Is the boy in there?” the voice inquired. “I’m looking for you, boy. You really did a job on me, you little fucker.” And now Roland knew Schorr had escaped, but from the way he sounded the hospitality sergeant had lost half his mouth.
     Teddybear Warner’s nerve shattered. “Go away! Leave us alone!”
Oh, shit, Macklin thought. Now they know they’ve got us!
     There was a long silence. Then, “I’ve got some hungry people to feed, Colonel, sir. We know you’ve got a bagful of food in there. It’s not right for you to have it all, is it?” When Macklin didn’t reply, Schorr’s distorted voice roared, “Give us the food, you sonofabitch!”
     Something gripped Macklin’s shoulder; it felt like a cold, hard claw digging into his skin. “More mouths, less food,” the Shadow Soldier whispered. “You know what it’s like to be hungry, don’t you? Remember the pit, back in Nam? Remember what you did to get that rice, mister?”
     Macklin nodded. He did remember. Oh, yes, he did. He remembered knowing that he was going to die if he didn’t get more than one fourth of a small rice cake every time the Cong guards dropped one down, and he’d known the others—McGee, Ragsdale and Mississippi—could read their own tombstones, too. A man had a certain look in his eyes when he was pushed against the wall and stripped of his humanity; his entire face changed, as if it was a mask cracking open to show the face of the real beast within.
     And when Macklin had decided what it was he had to do, the Shadow Soldier had told him how to do it.
     Ragsdale had been the weakest. It had been a simple thing to press his face into the mud while the others were sleeping.
     But one third of the rice wasn’t enough, the Shadow Soldier said. Macklin had strangled McGee, and then there were two.
     Mississippi had been the toughest to kill. He was still strong, and he’d fought Macklin off again and again. But Macklin had kept at him, attacking him when he tried to sleep, and finally Mississippi had lost his mind and crouched in the corner, calling for Jesus like a hysterical child. It had been an easy thing, then, to grasp Mississippi’s chin and wrench his head violently backward.
     Then all the rice was his, and the Shadow Soldier said he’d done very, very well.
     “Can you hear me, Colonel, sir?” Schorr sneered beyond the barricade. “Just give us the food and we’ll go!”
     “Bullshit,” Macklin answered. There was no more use in hiding. “We’ve got weapons in here, Schorr.” He desperately wanted the man to believe they had more than just one Ingram gun, a couple of metal clubs, a metal cleaver and some sharp rocks. “Back off!”
     “We’ve brought along some toys of our own. I don’t think you want to find out what they are.”
     “You’re bluffing.”
     “Am I? Well, sir, let me tell you this: I found a way to get to the garage. There’s not much left. Most everything’s smashed to hell, and you can’t get to the drawbridge crank. But I found what I needed, Colonel, sir, and I don’t give a damn how many guns you’ve got in there. Now: Does the food come out, or do we take it?”
     “Roland,” Macklin said urgently, “get ready to fire.”
     The boy aimed the Ingram gun in the direction of Schorr’s voice.
     “What we’ve got stays here,” Macklin told him. “You find your own food, just like we found ours.”
     “There is no more!” Schorr raged. “You sonofabitch, you’re not going to kill us like you killed everybody else in this damn—”
     “Fire,” Macklin ordered.
     Roland squeezed the trigger with no hesitation.
     The gun jumped in his hands as the tracers streaked across the gym like scarlet comets. They hit the barricade and the wall around the door, popping and whining madly as they ricocheted. In the brief, jerky light, a man—not Schorr—could be seen trying to climb through the space between the pile of rubble and the top of the door. He started to pull back when the firing began, but he suddenly screamed, caught in the glass and metal cables that Roland had arranged. Bullets hit him and he writhed, getting more tangled up. His screaming stopped. Arms came up, grabbed the body and heaved it backward into the corridor.
     Roland released the trigger. His pockets were full of ammo clips, and the colonel had drilled him in changing the clips quickly. The noise of the machine gun faded. The marauders were silent.
     “They’re gone!” Warner shouted. “We ran ’em off!”
     “Shut up!” Macklin warned him. He saw a flicker of light from the corridor—what might’ve been a match being struck. In the next instant, something afire came flying over the barricade. It hit with the sound of shattering glass, and Macklin had a second to smell gasoline before the Molotov cocktail blew, a sheet of fire leaping across the gym. He jerked his head down behind his rock pile hiding place as glass whined like yellowjackets around his ears. The flames shot past him, and when the explosion was over he looked up and saw a puddle of gas burning about fifteen feet away.
     Roland had ducked as well, but small fragments of glass had nicked his cheek and shoulder. He lifted his head and fired again at the doorway; the bullets hit the top of the barricade and ricocheted harmlessly.
     “You like that, Macklin?” Schorr taunted. “We found us a little gasoline in some of the car tanks. Found us some rags and a few beer bottles, too. We’ve got more where that one came from. You like it?”
     Firelight flickered off the walls of the wrecked gym. Macklin hadn’t counted on this; Schorr and the others could stand behind the barricade and toss those bastards over the top. He heard a metal tool of some kind scrape against the debris that blocked the door, and some of the rocks slid away.
     A second gasoline-filled bottle, a flaming rag jammed down into it, sailed into the gym and exploded near Captain Warner, who cowered behind a mound of stones, bent metal and Nautilus weights. The gas spattered like grease from a skillet, and the captain cried out as he was hit by flying glass. Roland fired the Ingram gun at the doorway as a third bomb landed between him and Colonel Macklin, and he had to leap aside as burning gas splashed at his legs. Shards of glass tugged at Macklin’s jacket, and one caught him over the right eyebrow and snapped his head back like a punch.
     The gym’s rubble—mats, towels, ceiling tiles, ripped-up carpeting and wood paneling—was catching fire. Smoke and gasoline fumes swirled through the air.
     When Roland looked up again, he could see blurred figures furiously digging their way over the barricade. He gave them another burst of bullets, and they scattered back into the corridor like roaches down a hole. A gas-filled Dr Pepper bottle exploded in reply, the whoosh of flames searing Roland’s face and sucking the breath from his lungs. He felt a stinging pain and looked at his left hand; it was covered in flame, and silver-dollar-sized circles of fire burned all over his arm. He shouted with terror and scrambled toward the mop bucket full of toilet water.
     The flames were growing, merging and advancing across the gym. More of the barricade crumbled, and Macklin saw the marauders coming in; Schorr was leading them, armed with a broom handle sharpened into a spear, a bloodstained rag wrapped around his swollen, wild-eyed face. Behind him were three men and a woman, all carrying primitive weapons: jagged-edged stones and clubs made from broken furniture. As Roland frantically washed off the burning gasoline Teddy-bear Warner hobbled out from his shelter and fell down on his knees in front of Schorr, his hands upraised for mercy. “Don’t kill me!” he begged. “I’m with you! I swear to God, I’m with—”
     Schorr drove the sharpened broomstick into Warner’s throat. The others swarmed over him as well, beating and kicking the captain as he flopped on the end of the spear. The flames threw their shadows on the walls like dancers in Hell. Then Schorr jerked the spear from Warner’s throat and whirled toward Colonel Macklin.
     Roland picked up the Ingram gun at his side. A hand suddenly clamped around the back of his neck, jerking him to his feet. He saw the blurred image of a man in tattered clothes standing over him, about to smash a rock into his skull.
     Schorr charged Macklin. The colonel staggered to his feet to defend himself with the high-tech mace.
     The man gripping Roland’s neck made a choking sound. He was wearing eyeglasses with cracked lenses held together at the bridge of his nose with a Band-Aid.
     Schorr feinted with the spear. Macklin lost his balance and fell, twisting away as the spear grazed his side. “Roland, help me!” he screamed.
     “Oh… my God,” the man with the cracked eyeglasses breathed. “Roland… you’re alive…”
     Roland thought the man’s voice was familiar, but he wasn’t sure. Nothing was certain anymore but the fact that he was a King’s Knight. All that had gone before this moment were shadows, flimsy and insubstantial, and this was real life.
     “Roland!” the man said. “Don’t you know your own—”
     Roland brought the Ingram gun up and blew most of the man’s head away. The stranger staggered back, broken teeth chattering in a mask of blood, and fell into the fire.
     The other people threw themselves upon the garbage bag and tore wildly at it, splitting it open and fighting one another for the scraps. Roland turned toward Schorr and Colonel Macklin; Schorr was jabbing at the colonel with his spear while Macklin used his metal club to parry the thrusts. Macklin was being steadily forced into a corner, where the leaping firelight revealed a large airshaft set in the cracked wall, its wire mesh grille hanging by one screw.
     Roland started to shoot, but smoke swirled around the figures and he feared hitting the King. His finger twitched on the trigger—and then something struck him in the small of the back and knocked him onto his face on the floor, where he lay struggling for breath. The machine gun fell from his hand, and the woman with insane, red-rimmed eyes who’d thrown the rock scrabbled on her hands and knees to get it.
     Macklin swung the mace at Schorr’s head. Schorr ducked, stumbling over the rocks and burning debris. “Come on!” Macklin yelled. “Come and get me!”
     The crazy woman crawled over Roland and picked up the Ingram gun. Roland was stunned, but he knew both he and the King were dead if she was able to use the weapon; he grabbed her wrist, and she shrieked and fought, her teeth gnashing at his face. She got her other hand up and went for his eyes with her fingers, but he twisted his head away to keep from being blinded. The woman wrenched her wrist loose and, still shrieking, aimed the machine gun.
     She fired it, the tracers streaking across the gym.
     But she was not aiming at Colonel Macklin. The two men who were fighting over the garbage can were caught by the bullets and made to dance as if their shoes were aflame. They went down, and the crazy woman scrambled toward the scraps with the gun clutched against her breasts.
     The chatter of the Ingram gun had made Schorr’s head swivel around—and Macklin lunged forward, striking at the other man’s side with the mace. He heard Schorr’s ribs break like sticks trodden underfoot. Schorr cried out, tried to backpedal, tripped and fell to his knees. Macklin lifted the mace high and smashed it down on the center of Schorr’s forehead, and the man’s skull dented in the shape of a Nautilus cam. Then Macklin was standing over the body, striking the skull again and again. Schorr’s head started to change shape.
     Roland was on his feet. A short distance away, the crazy woman was stuffing her mouth with the burned food. The flames were growing higher and hotter, and dense smoke whirled past Macklin as, finally, the strength of his left arm gave out. He dropped the mace and gave Schorr’s corpse one last kick to the ribs.
     The smoke got his attention. He watched it sliding into the shaft, which was about three feet high and three feet wide—large enough to crawl through, he realized. It took him a minute to clear the fatigue out of his mind. The smoke was being drawn into the airshaft. Drawn in. Where was it going? To the surface of Blue Dome Mountain? To the outside world?
     He didn’t care about the garbage bag anymore, didn’t care about Schorr or the crazy woman or the Ingram gun. There had to be a way out up there somewhere! He wrenched the grille off and crawled into the shaft. It led upward at a forty degree angle, and Macklin’s feet found the heads of bolts in the aluminum surface to push himself against. There was no light ahead, and the smoke was almost choking, but Macklin knew that this might be their only chance to get out. Roland followed him, inching upward after the King in this new turn of the game.
     Behind them, in the burning gym, they heard the crazy woman’s voice float up into the tunnel: “Where’d everybody go? It’s hot in here… so hot. God knows I didn’t come all this way to cook in a mine shaft!”
     Something about that voice clutched at Roland’s heart. He remembered a voice like that, a long time ago. He kept moving, but when the crazy woman screamed and the smell of burning meat came up into the tunnel he had to stop and clasp his hands over his ears, because the sound made the world spin too fast and he feared being flung off. The screaming stopped after a while, and all Roland could hear was the steady sliding of the King’s body further along the shaft. Coughing, his eyes watering, Roland pushed himself onward.
     They came to a place where the shaft had been crushed closed. Macklin’s hand found another shaft branching off from the one they’d been following: this one was a tighter fit, and it clamped around the colonel’s shoulders as he squeezed into it. The smoke was still bad, and his lungs were burning. It was like creeping up a chimney with a fire blazing below, and Roland wondered if this was what Santa Claus felt like.
     Further along, Macklin’s questing fingers touched Fiberglas. It was part of the system of air filters and baffles that purified what Earth House residents breathed in case of nuclear attack. Sure helped a whole hell of a lot, didn’t it? he thought grimly. He ripped away the filter and kept crawling. The shaft curved gradually to the left, and Macklin had to tear through more filters and louverlike baffles made of rubber and nylon. He was straining hard to breathe, and he heard Roland gasping behind him. The kid was damned tough, he thought. Anybody who had a will to live like that kid did was a person to reckon with, even if he looked like a ninety-pound weakling.
     Macklin stopped. He’d touched metal ahead of him, blades radiating from a central hub. One of the fans that drew air in from the outside. “We must be close to the surface!” he said. Smoke was still moving past him in the dark. “We’ve got to be close!”
     He put his hand against the fan’s hub and pushed until the muscles in his shoulder cracked. The fan was bolted securely in place and wasn’t going to move. Damn you! he seethed. Damn you to Hell! He pushed again, as hard as he could, but all he did was exhaust himself. The fan wasn’t going to let them out.
     Macklin laid his cheek against cool aluminum and tried to think, tried to picture the blueprints of Earth House in his mind. How were the intake fans serviced? Think! But he was unable to see the blueprints correctly; they kept shivering and falling to pieces.
     “Listen!” Roland cried out.
     Macklin did. He couldn’t hear anything but his own heartbeat and his raw lungs heaving.
     “I hear wind!” Roland said. “I hear wind moving up there!” He reached up, felt the movement of air. The faint sound of shrilling wind came from directly above. He ran his hands over the crumpled wall to his right, then to his left—and he discovered iron rungs. “There’s a way up! There’s another shaft right over our heads!” Grasping the bottom rung, Roland drew himself up, rung by rung, to a standing position. “I’m climbing up,” he told Macklin, and he began to ascend.
     The windscream was louder, but there was still no light. He had climbed maybe twenty feet when his hand touched a metal flywheel over his head. Exploring, his fingers glided over a cracked concrete surface. Roland thought it must be the lid of a hatch, like a submarine’s conning tower hatch that could be opened and closed by the flywheel. But he could feel the strong suction of air there, and he figured the blast must have sprung the hatch, because it was no longer securely sealed.
     He grasped the flywheel, tried to turn it. The thing wouldn’t budge. Roland waited a minute, building up his strength and determination; if ever he needed the power of a King’s Knight, it was at this moment. He attacked the flywheel again; this time he thought it might have moved a half inch, but he wasn’t sure.
     “Roland!” Colonel Macklin called from below. He’d finally put the blueprints together in his mind. The vertical shaft was used by workmen to change the air filters and baffles in this particular sector. “There should be a concrete lid up there! It opens to the surface!”
     “I’ve found it! I’m trying to get it open!” He braced himself with one arm through the nearest rung, grasped the flywheel and tried to turn it with every ounce of muscle left in his body. He shook with the effort, his eyes closed and beads of sweat popped up on his face. Come on! he urged Fate, or God, or the Devil, or whoever worked these things. Come on!
     He kept straining against it, unwilling to give up.
     The flywheel moved. An inch. Then two inches. Then four. Roland shouted, “I’ve got it!” and he started cranking the flywheel with a sore and throbbing arm. A chain clattered through the teeth of gears, and now the wind was shrieking. He knew the hatch was lifting, but he saw no light.
     Roland had given the wheel four more revolutions when there was a piercing wail of wind, and the air, full of stinging grit, thrashed madly around the shaft. It almost sucked him right out, and he hung onto a rung with both hands as the wind tore at him. He was weak from his battle with the flywheel, but he knew that if he let go the storm might lift him up into the dark like a kite and never set him down again. He shouted for help, couldn’t even hear his own voice.
     An arm without a hand locked around his waist. Macklin had him, and they slowly descended the rungs together. They retreated into the shaft.
     “We made it!” Macklin shouted over the howling. “That’s the way out!”
     “But we can’t survive in that! It’s a tornado!”
     “It won’t last much longer! It’ll blow itself out! We made it!” He started to cry, but he remembered that discipline and control made the man. He had no conception of time, no idea how long it had been since he’d first seen those bogies on the radar scope. It must be night, but the night of which day he didn’t know.
     His mind drifted toward the people who were still down in Earth House, either dead or insane or lost in the dark. He thought of all the men who’d followed him into this job, who’d had faith in him and respected him. His mouth twitched into a crooked grin. It’s crazy! he thought. All those experienced soldiers and loyal officers lost, and just this skinny kid with bad eyes left to go on at his side. What a joke! All that remained of Macklin’s army was one puny-looking high school geek!
     But he recalled how Roland had rationalized putting the civilians to work, how he’d calmly done the job down in that awful pit where Macklin’s hand remained. The kid had guts. More than guts; something about Roland Croninger made Macklin a little uneasy, like knowing a deadly little thing was hiding beneath a flat rock you had to step over. It had been in the kid’s eyes when Roland had told him about Schorr waylaying him in the cafeteria, and in his voice when Roland had said, “We’ve got hands.” Macklin knew one thing for sure: He’d rather have the kid at his side than at his back.
     “We’ll get out when the storm’s over!” Macklin shouted. “We’re going to live!” And then tears did come to his eyes, but he laughed so the kid wouldn’t know it.
     A cold hand touched his shoulder. Macklin’s laughter stopped.
     The Shadow Soldier’s voice was very close to his ear. “Right, Jimbo. We’re going to live.”
     Roland shivered. The wind was cold, and he pushed his body against the King’s for warmth. The King hesitated—and then laid his handless arm across Roland’s shoulder.
     Sooner or later the storm would stop, Roland knew. The world would wait. But it would be a different world. A different game. He knew it would be nothing like the one that had just ended. In the new game, the possibilities for a King’s Knight might be endless.
     He didn’t know where they would go, or what they would do; he didn’t know how much remained of the old world—but even if all the cities had been nuked, there must be packs of survivors, roaming the wastelands or huddled in basements, waiting. Waiting for a new leader. Waiting for someone strong enough to bend them to his will and make them dance in the new game that had already begun.
     Yes. It would be the greatest game of King’s Knight ever. The game board would stretch across ruined cities, ghost towns, blackened forests and deserts where meadows used to be. Roland would learn the rules as he went along, just like everybody else. But he was already one step ahead, because he recognized that there was great power to be grabbed up by the smartest and strongest. Grabbed up and used like a holy axe, poised over the heads of the weak.
     And maybe—just maybe—his would be the hand that held it. Alongside the King, of course.
     He listened to the roar of the wind and imagined that it spoke his name in a mighty voice and carried that name over the devastated land like a promise of power yet to be.
     He smiled in the dark, his face splattered with the blood of the man he’d shot, and waited for the future.
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Twenty-seven

Sheets of freezing rain the color of nicotine swirled over the ruins of East Hanover, New Jersey, driven before sixty-mile-an-hour winds. The storm hung filthy icicles from sagging roofs and crumbling walls, broke leafless trees and glazed all surfaces with contaminated ice.
     The house that sheltered Sister, Artie Wisco, Beth Phelps, Julia Castillo and Doyle Halland trembled on its foundations. For the third day since the storm had hit they huddled before the fire, which boomed and leapt as wind shot down the chimney. Almost all the furniture was gone, broken up and fed to the flames in return for life-sustaining heat. Every so often they heard the walls pop and crack over the incessant shriek of the wind, and Sister flinched, thinking that at any minute the entire flimsy house would go up like cardboard—but the little bastard was tough and hung together. They heard noises like trees toppling, and Sister realized it must be the sound of other houses blowing apart around them and scattering before the storm. Sister asked Doyle Halland to lead them in prayer, but he looked at her through bitter eyes and crawled into a corner to smoke the last cigarette and stare grimly at the fire.
     They were out of food and had nothing more to drink. Beth Phelps had begun to cough up blood, fever glistening in her eyes. As the fire ebbed Beth’s body grew hotter—and, admit it or not, the others sat closer around her to absorb the warmth.
     Beth leaned her head against Sister’s shoulder. “Sister?” she asked, in a soft, exhausted voice. “Can I… can I hold it? Please?”
     Sister knew what she meant. The glass thing. She took it from her bag, and the jewels glowed in the low orange firelight. Sister looked into its depths for a few seconds, remembering her experience of dreamwalking across a barren field strewn with burned cornstalks. It had seemed so real! What is this thing? she wondered. And why do I have it? She put the glass ring into Beth’s hands. The others were watching, the reflection of the jewels scattered across their faces like the rainbow lamps of a faraway paradise.
     Beth clutched it to her. She stared into the ring and whispered, “I’m thirsty. I’m so very, very thirsty.” Then she was silent, just holding the glass and staring, with the colors slowly pulsating.
     “There’s nothing left to drink,” Sister replied. “I’m sorry.”
     Beth didn’t answer. The storm made the house shake for a few seconds. Sister felt someone staring a hole through her, and she looked up at Doyle Halland. He was sitting a few feet away, his legs outstretched toward the fire and the sliver through his thigh catching a glint of light.
     “That’s going to have to come out sooner or later,” Sister told him. “Ever heard of gangrene?”
     “It’ll keep,” he said, and his attention drifted to the circle of glass.
     “Oh,” Beth whispered dreamily. Her body shivered, and then she said, “Did you see it? It was there. Did you see it?”
     “See what?” Artie asked.
     “The stream. Flowing between my fingers. I was thirsty, and I drank. Didn’t anybody else see it?”
     The fever’s got her, Sister thought. Or maybe… maybe she had gone dreamwalking, too.
     “I put my hands in,” Beth continued, “and it was so cool. So cool. Oh, there’s a wonderful place inside that glass…”
     “My God!” Artie said suddenly. “Listen, I… I didn’t say anything before, because I thought I was going nuts. But…” He looked around at all of them, finally stopped at Sister. “I want to tell you about something I saw, when I looked into that thing.” He told them about the picnic with his wife. “It was weird! I mean, it was so real I could taste what I’d eaten after I came back. My stomach was full, and I wasn’t hungry anymore!”
     Sister nodded, listening intently. “Well,” she said, “let me tell you where I went when I looked into it.” When she was finished, the others remained silent. Julia Castillo was watching Sister, her head cocked to one side; she couldn’t understand a word that was being said, but she saw them all looking at the glass thing, and she knew what they were discussing.
     “My experience was pretty real, too,” Sister went on. “I don’t know what it means. Most likely it doesn’t mean anything. Maybe it’s a picture that just floated out of my head, I don’t know.”
     “The stream is real,” Beth said. “I know it is. I can feel it, and I can taste it.”
     “That food filled my belly,” Artie told them. “It kept me from being hungry for a while. And what about being able to talk to her”—he motioned toward Julia—“with that thing? I mean, that’s damned strange, isn’t it?”
     “This is something very special. I know it is. It gives you what you want when you need it. Maybe it’s…” Beth straightened up and peered into Sister’s eyes. Sister felt the fever rolling off her in waves. “Maybe it is magic. A kind of magic that’s never been before. Maybe… maybe the blast made it magic. Something with the radiation, or s—”
     Doyle Halland laughed. They all jumped, startled by the harshness of that laugh, and looked at him. He grinned in the firelight. “This is about the craziest thing I’ve ever heard in my life, folks! Magic! Maybe the blast made it magic!” He shook his head. “Come on! It’s just a piece of glass with some jewels stuck in it. Yes, it’s pretty. Okay. Maybe it’s sensitive, like a tuning fork or something. But I say it hypnotizes you. I say the colors do something to your mind; maybe they trigger the pictures in your mind, and you think you’re eating a picnic lunch, or drinking from a stream, or walking on a burned-up field.”
     “What about my being able to understand Spanish, and her understanding English?” Sister asked him. “That’s a hell of a hypnosis, isn’t it?”
     “Ever heard of mass hypnosis?” he asked pointedly. “This thing comes under the same heading as bleeding statues, visions and faith-healing. Everybody wants to believe, so it comes true. Listen, I know. I’ve seen a wooden door that a hundred people swear holds a picture of Jesus in the grain. I’ve seen a window glass that a whole block sees as an image of the Virgin Mary—and do you know what it was? A mistake. An imperfection in the glass, that’s all. There’s nothing magic about a mistake. People see what they want to see, and they hear what they want to hear.”
     “You don’t want to believe,” Artie countered defiantly. “Why? Are you afraid?”
     “No, I’m just a realist. I think, instead of jabbering about a piece of junk, we ought to be finding some more wood for that fire before it goes out.”
     Sister glanced at it. The flames were gnawing away the last of a broken chair. She gently took the glass ring back from Beth; it was hot from the other woman’s palms. Maybe the colors and pulsations did trigger pictures in the mind, she thought. She was suddenly reminded of an object from a distant childhood: a glass ball filled with black ink, made to look like a pool-table eight-ball. You were supposed to make a wish, think about it real hard,’ and then turn it upside down. At the bottom of the eight-ball a little white polyhedron surfaced with different things written on each side, such as Your Wish Will Be Granted, It’s a Certainty, It Appears Doubtful, and the aggravating Ask Again Later. They were all-purpose answers to the questions of a child who desperately wanted to believe in magic; you could make whatever you wanted to out of those answers. And maybe this was what the glass thing was, too: a cryptic eight-ball that made you see what you wanted to see. Still, she thought, she’d had no desire to go dreamwalking across a burned prairie. The image had just appeared and carried her along. So what was this thing—cryptic eight-ball or doorway to dreams?
     Dream food and dream water might be good enough to soothe desire for such things, Sister knew, but they needed the real stuff. Plus wood for that fire. And the only place to get any of that was outside, in one of the other houses. She put the glass thing back into her bag. “I’ve got to go out,” she said. “Maybe I can find us some food and something to drink in the next house. Artie, will you go with me? You can help me break up a chair or whatever for some more wood. Okay?”
     He nodded. “Okay. I’m not afraid of a little wind and rain.”
     Sister looked at Doyle Halland. His gaze skittered up from the Gucci bag. “How about you? Will you go with us?”
     Halland shrugged. “Why not? But if you and he go in one direction, I ought to go in another. I can look through the house to the right, if you go to the one on the left.”
     “Right. Good idea.” She stood up. “We need to find some sheets that we can wrap wood and stuff up in to carry it. I think we’d be safer crawling than walking. If we stay close to the ground, maybe the wind won’t be so bad.”
     Artie and Halland found sheets and clutched them under their arms to keep them from opening like parachutes in the wind. Sister made Beth comfortable and motioned for Julia to stay with her.
     “Be careful,” Beth said. “It doesn’t sound too nice out there.”
     “We’ll be back,” Sister promised, and she went across the room to the front door—which was about the only wooden thing that hadn’t gone into the fire. She pushed against the door, and immediately the room was full of cold, spinning wind and icy rain. Sister dropped to her knees and crawled out onto the slick porch, holding her leather bag. The light was the color of graveyard dirt, and the wind-blasted houses around them were as crooked as neglected tombstones. Followed closely by Artie, Sister began to crawl slowly down the front steps to the frosted-over lawn. She looked back, squinting against the stinging whipstrike of ice, and saw Doyle Halland inching toward the house on the right, drawing his injured leg carefully after him.
     It took them almost ten freezing minutes to reach the next house. The roof had been torn almost off, and ice coated everything. Artie went to work, finding a crevice in which to tie the sheet into a bag and then gathering up the shards of timbers that lay everywhere. In the remains of the kitchen, Sister slipped on ice and fell hard on her rear end. But she found some cans of vegetables in the pantry, some frozen apples, onions and potatoes, and in the refrigerator some rock-hard TV dinners. All that could be stuffed into her bag went in, and by that time her hands were stiff claws. Lugging her bundle of booty, she found Artie with a bulging sheet-bagful of bits and pieces of wood. “You ready?” she shouted against the wind, and he nodded that he was.
     The trip back was more treacherous, because they were holding their treasures so tightly. The wind thrust against them, even though they crawled on their bellies, and Sister thought that if she didn’t get to a fire soon her hands and face would fall off.
     Slowly they covered the territory between houses. There was no sign of Doyle Halland, and Sister knew that if he’d fallen and hurt himself he could freeze to death; if he didn’t return in five minutes, she’d have to go looking for him. They crawled up the ice-coated steps to the front porch and through the door into the blessed warmth.
     When Artie was in, Sister pushed the door shut and latched it. The wind beat and howled outside like something monstrous deprived of playthings. A skin of ice had begun to melt from Sister’s face, and little icicles dangled from Artie’s earlobes.
     “We made it!” Artie’s jaws were stiff with cold. “We got some—”
     He stopped speaking. He was staring past Sister, and his eyes with their icy lashes were widening in horror.
     Sister whirled around.
     She went cold. Colder than she’d been in the storm.
     Beth Phelps was lying on her back before the guttering fire. Her eyes were open, and a pool of blood was spreading around her head. There was a hideous wound in her temple, as if a knife had been driven right through her brain. One hand was upraised, frozen in the air.
     “Oh… Jesus.” Artie’s hand pressed to his mouth.
     In a corner of the room Julia Castillo lay curled up and contorted. Between her sightless eyes there was a similar wound, and blood had sprayed like a Chinese fan over the wall behind her.
     Sister clenched her teeth to trap a scream.
     And then a figure stirred, in a corner beyond the fire’s fault glow.
     “Come in,” Doyle Halland said. “Excuse the mess.”
     He stood to his full height, his eyes catching a glint of orange light like the reflecting pupils of a cat. “Got your goodies, didn’t you?” His voice was lazy, the voice of a man who’d stuffed himself at dinner but couldn’t refuse dessert. “I got mine, too.”
     “My God… my God, what’s happened here?” Artie held onto Sister’s arm for support.
     Doyle Halland lifted a finger into the air and slowly aimed it at Sister. “I remembered you,” he said softly. “You were the woman who came into the theater. The woman with the necklace. See, I met a friend of yours back in the city. He was a policeman. I ran into him while I was wandering.” Sister saw his teeth gleam as he grinned, and her knees almost buckled. “We had a nice chat.”
     Jack Tomachek. Jack Tomachek couldn’t go through the Holland Tunnel. He’d turned back, and somewhere in the ruins he’d come face to face with—
     “He told me some others had gotten out,” Doyle Halland continued. “He said one of them was a woman, and do you know what he remembered most about her? That she had a wound on her neck, in the shape of… well, you know. He told me she was leading a group of people west.” His hand with the extended finger jiggled back and forth. “Naughty, naughty. No fair sneaking when my back’s turned.”
     “You killed them.” Her voice quavered.
     “I freed them. One of them was dying, and the other was half dead. What did they have to hope for? I mean, really?”
     “You… followed me? Why?”
     “You got out. You were leading others out. That’s not very fair, either. You ought to let the dead lie where they fall. But I’m glad I followed you… because you have something that interests me very much.” His finger pointed to the floor. “You can put it at my feet now.”
     “What?”
     “You know what. It. The glass thing. Come on, don’t make a scene.”
     He waited. Sister realized she hadn’t sensed his cold spoor, as she had on Forty-second Street and in the theater, because everything was cold. And now here he was, and he wanted the only thing of beauty that remained. “How did you find me?” she asked him, trying desperately to think of a way out. Beyond the latched door at her back, the wind keened and shrieked.
     “I knew if you got through the Holland Tunnel, you’d have to cross Jersey City. I followed the path of least resistance, and I saw your fire. I stood listening to you, and watching. And then I found a piece of stained glass, and I realized what the place had been. I found a body, too, and I took the clothes off it. I can make any size fit. See?” His shoulders suddenly rippled with muscle, his spine lengthening. The priest’s jacket split along the seams. Now he stood about two inches taller than he had a second before.
     Artie moaned, shaking his head from side to side. “I don’t… I don’t understand.”
     “You don’t have to, cupcakes. This is between the lady and me.”
     “What… are you?” She resisted the urge to retreat before him, because she feared that one backward step would bring him on her like a dark whirlwind.
     “I’m the winner,” he said. “And you know what? I didn’t even have to work up a sweat. I just laid back and it all came to me.” His grin turned savage. “It’s party time, lady! And my party’s going to go on for a long, long time.”
     Sister did step back. The Doyle Halland-thing glided forward. “That glass circle is pretty. Do you know what it is?”
     She shook her head.
     “I don’t either—but I know I don’t like it.”
     “Why? What’s it to you?”
     He stopped, his eyes narrowing. “It’s dangerous. For you, I mean. It gives you false hope. I listened to all that bullshit about beauty and hope and sand a few nights ago. I had to bite my tongue or I would’ve laughed in your face. Now… tell me you don’t really believe in that crap and make my day, won’t you?”
     “Yes,” Sister said firmly. Her voice only trembled a little bit. “I do believe.”
     “I was afraid of that.” Still grinning, he reached down to the metal splinter in his leg. Its point was smeared with gore. He began to draw it out, and Sister knew what had made those wounds. He pulled the dagger free and straightened up. His leg did not bleed.
     “Bring it to me,” he said, in a voice as smooth as black velvet.
     Sister’s body jerked. The willpower seemed to drain out of her as if her soul had become a sieve. Dazed and floating, she wanted to go to him, wanted to reach into the bag and draw out the circle of glass, wanted to place it in his hand and offer her throat to the dagger. That would be the easy thing to do, and all resistance seemed incredibly, insufferably difficult.
     Shivering, her eyes round and wet, she winnowed her hand into the bag, past the cans and the hard-frozen TV dinners, and touched the circle.
     Diamond-white light flared under her fingers. Its brilliance startled her to her senses, the willpower flooding back into her mind. She stiffened her legs as if rooting them to the floor.
     “Come to papa,” he said—but there was a tense, rough edge in his voice. He wasn’t used to being disobeyed, and he could feel her resisting him. She was tougher by far than the kid in the theater, who had resisted about as much as a marshmallow pie against a buzz saw. He could peer behind her eyes, and he saw leaping, shadowy images: a spinning blue light, a rainy highway, the figures of women drifting through dim corridors, the feel of harsh concrete and brutal blows. This woman, he reasoned, had learned to make suffering her companion.
     “I said… bring it to me. Now.”
     And he won, after a few more seconds of struggle. He won, as he knew he must.
     Sister tried to prevent her legs from moving forward, but they continued on as if they might snap off at the knees and keep going without her torso. His voice licked at her senses, drew her steadily onward: “That’s right. Come on, bring it here.”
     “Good girl,” he said when she got within a few feet. Behind her, Artie Wisco still cringed near the door.
     The Doyle Halland-thing reached slowly out to take the glowing glass circle. His hand paused, inches from touching it. The jewels pulsed rapidly. He cocked his head to one side. Such a thing should not be. He would feel much better about it when it was ground to bits under his shoe.
     He snatched it from her fingers.
     “Thank you,” he whispered.
     The ring of glass changed.
     It happened in an instant: The rainbow lights faded, became murky and ugly, turning swamp-mud brown, pus-gray, coal-mine black. The glass circle did not pulse; it lay dead in his grip.
     “Shit,” he said, amazed and confounded, and one of his gray eyes bleached pale blue.
     Sister blinked, felt cold chills running down her spine. The blood tingled in her legs again. Her heart labored like an engine straining to kick over after a night in the cold.
     His attention was directed to the black circle, and she knew she only had a second or two to save her life.
     She braced her legs and swung the leather bag right at the side of his skull. His head jerked up, his lips twisting into a grimace; he started to juke aside, but the Gucci bag full of cans and frozen dinners hit him with every ounce of strength Sister could summon. She expected him to take it like a stone wall and scream like hellfire, so she was astounded when he grunted and staggered back against the wall as if his bones were made of papier-mâché.
     Sister’s free hand shot out and grabbed the ring, and they held it between them. Something akin to an electric shock rippled through her arm, and she had the mental vision of a face studded with a hundred noses and mouths and blinking eyes of all shapes and colors; she thought it must be his true face, a face of masks and changes, tricks and chameleonic evil.
     Her half of the circle erupted into light, even brighter than before. The other half, in his grasp, remained black and cold.
     Sister ripped it away from him, and the rest of the ring blossomed into incandescent fire. She saw the Doyle Halland-thing squint in its glare and throw a hand over his face to avoid the light. Her heartbeat was making the ring pulse wildly, and the creature before her recoiled from that fiery light as if he was stunned by both its strength and her own. She saw what might have been fear in his eyes.
     But it was only there for an instant—because suddenly his eyes were sucked down into hoods of flesh, his entire face shifting. The nose collapsed, the mouth slithered away; a black eye opened at the center of his forehead, and a green eye blinked on his cheek. A sharklike mouth yawned over the point of the chin, and exposed within the cavity were small yellow fangs.
     “Let’s panrrrty, bitch!” the mouth howled, and the metal splinter flashed with light as he lifted it over his head to strike.
     The dagger came down like vengeance.
     But Sister’s bag was there like a shield, and the dagger punched through but couldn’t penetrate a frozen turkey dinner. He reached for her throat with his other hand, and what she did next she did from street fighting, down-and-dirty ball-kicking experience: She swung the glass circle at his face and buried one of the spikes in the black eye at the center of his forehead.
     A scream like a cat being skinned came from that gaping mouth, and the Doyle Halland-thing’s head thrashed so quickly that the glass spike broke off, still full of light and imbedded in the eye like Ulysses’s spear in the orb of the Cyclops. He flailed wildly with his dagger, the other eye rolling in its socket and percolating through the flesh. Sister shouted, “Run!” to Artie Wisco and then turned and fled herself.
     He fumbled with the latch and almost took the door with him as he ran from the house; the wind caught him, knocked his legs out from under him. He slid on his belly, still gripping the bagful of wood shards, down the steps to the icy curb.
     Sister followed him, also lost her balance on the steps and went down. She shoved the glass ring deep into her bag and crawled along the ice, skimming away from the house on her belly like a human sled. Artie scrabbled after her.
     And from behind them, tattered by the wind’s scream, came his maddened roar: “I’ll find you! I’ll find you, bitch! You can’t get away!” She looked back, saw him through the storm; he was trying to pull the black spike out of his eye, and suddenly his feet went out from under him and he fell on the front porch. “I’ll find you!” he promised, struggling to get up. “You can’t get a—” The noise of the storm took his voice, and Sister realized she was sliding faster, going downhill over the tea-colored ice.
     An ice-covered car loomed in front of her. There was no way to avoid it. She scrunched herself down and went under it, something snagging and ripping her fur coat as she shot beneath the car and continued down the incline, out of control. She looked back and saw Artie spinning like a saucer, but his course took him around the car and out of danger.
     They sped down the hill, two human toboggans passing along a street lined with dead and crumpled houses, the wind thrusting them onward and sleet stinging their faces.
     They would find shelter somewhere, Sister thought. Maybe another house. And they had plenty of food. Wood to start a fire. No matches or lighter, but surely the looters and fleeing survivors hadn’t carried off everything that would throw a spark.
     She still had the glass ring. The Doyle Halland-thing had been right. It was hope, and she would never let it go. Never.
     But it was something else, too. Something special. Something, as Beth Phelps had said, magic. But what the purpose of that magic was, she couldn’t yet fathom.
     They were going to live, and they were skidding further and further away from the monster who wore a priest’s suit. I’ll find you! she heard it bellowing in her mind. I’ll find you!
     And she feared that someday—somehow—it just might.
     They skidded down to the end of the hill, past more abandoned cars, and continued along the thoroughfare about forty more yards before they bumped the curb.
     Their ride was over, but their journey had just begun.






Twenty-eight

Time passed.
     Josh judged its passage by the number of empty cans that were piling up in what he thought of as the city dump—that foul area over in the far corner where they both used the bathroom and tossed the empties. They went through one can of vegetables every other day, and one can of a meat product like Spam or corned beef on alternating days. The way Josh calculated the passage of a day was by his bowel movements. He’d always been as regular as clockwork. So the trips to the city dump and the pile of empties gave him a reasonable estimation of time, and he figured now that they’d been in the basement between nineteen and twenty-three days. Which would make it anywhere between the fifth and thirteenth of August. Of course, there was no telling how long they’d been there before they’d gotten semi-organized, either, so Josh thought it was probably closer to the seventeenth—and that would mean one month had passed.
     He’d found a packet of flashlight batteries in the dirt, so they were okay on that account. The light showed him that they’d passed the halfway point of their food supply. It was time to start digging. As he gathered up the shovel and pickaxe, he heard their gopher scrambling happily amid the city dump’s cans. The little beast thrived on their leftovers—which didn’t amount to much—and licked the cans so clean you could see your face reflected on the bottom. Which was something Josh definitely avoided doing.
     Swan was asleep, breathing quietly in the darkness. She slept a lot, and Josh figured that was good. She was saving her energy, hibernating like a little animal. Yet when Josh woke her she came up instantly, focused and alert. He slept a few feet away from her, and it amazed him how attuned he’d become to the sound of her breathing; usually it was deep and slow, the sound of oblivion, but sometimes it was fast and ragged, the gasp of memories, bad dreams, the sinking in of realities. It was that sound that awakened Josh from his own uneasy sleep, and often he heard Swan call for her mother or make a garbled utterance of terror, as if something was stalking her across the wasteland of nightmares.
     They’d had plenty of time to talk. She’d told him about her mother and “uncles,” and how much she enjoyed planting her gardens. Josh had asked her about her father; she’d said he was a rock musician but hadn’t offered anything else.
     She’d asked him what it felt like to be a giant, and he’d told her he’d be a rich man if he had a quarter for every time he’d bumped his head at the top of a doorway. Also, it was tough finding clothes big enough—though he didn’t tell her that he’d already noticed his waistband was loosening—and that his shoes were specially made. So I guess it’s expensive to be a giant, he’d said. Otherwise, I guess I’m about the same as everybody else.
     In telling her about Rose and the boys, he’d tried very hard not to let his voice break. He could have been talking about strangers, people he knew only as pictures in somebody else’s wallet. He told Swan about his football days, how he’d been Most Valuable Player in three games. Wrestling wasn’t so bad, he’d told her; it was honest money, and a man as big as he couldn’t do much else that was legal. The world was too small for giants; it built doorways too low, furniture too flimsy, and there wasn’t a mattress made that didn’t pop and squall when he lay down to rest.
     During the times they talked, Josh kept the flashlight off. He didn’t want to see the child’s blistered face and stubble of hair and remember how pretty she’d been—and also, he wanted to spare her the sight of his own repellent mug.
     PawPaw Briggs’s ashes were buried. They did not talk about that at all, but the command Protect the child remained in Josh’s mind like the tolling of an iron bell.
     He switched on the flashlight. Swan was curled up in her usual place, sleeping soundly. The dried fluids of burst blisters glistened on her face. Flaps of skin were dangling from her forehead and cheeks like thin layers of flaking paint, and underneath them the raw, scarlet flesh was growing fresh blisters. He gently prodded her shoulder, and her eyes immediately opened. They were bloodshot, the lashes gummy and yellow, her pupils shrinking to pinpoints. He moved the light away from her. “Time to wake up. We’re going to start digging.”
     She nodded and sat up.
     “If we both work, it’ll be faster,” he said. “I’m going to start with the pickaxe, then I’d like for you to shovel away the loose dirt. Okay?”
     “Okay,” she replied, and she got on her hands and knees to follow him.
     Josh was about to crawl over to the gopher hole when he noticed something in the spill of light that he’d not seen before. He shifted the beam back to where she’d been sleeping. “Swan? What is that?”
     “Where?” Her gaze moved along the light.
     Josh put aside the shovel and pickaxe and reached down.
     Where Swan customarily slept were hundreds of tiny, emerald-green blades of grass. They formed a perfect image of a child’s curled-up body.
     He touched the grass. Not exactly grass, he realized. Shoots of some kind. Tiny shoots of… were they new cornstalks?
     He shone the light around. The soft, downlike vegetation was growing in no other place but where Swan slept. He plucked up a bit of it, to examine the roots, and he noted that Swan flinched. “What’s wrong?”
     “I don’t like that sound.”
     “Sound? What sound?”
     “A hurting sound,” she answered.
     Josh didn’t know what she was talking about, and he shook his head. The roots trailed down about two inches, delicate filaments of life. They’d obviously been growing there for some time, but Josh couldn’t understand how the shoots had rooted in tainted dirt without a drop of water. It was the only bit of green life he’d seen since they’d been trapped here. But there had to be a simple explanation; he figured that the whirlwind had carried seeds in, and somehow they’d rooted and popped up. That’s all.
     Right, he thought. Rooted without water and popped up without an iota of sunlight. That made about as much sense as PawPaw deciding to emulate a Roman candle.
     He let the green shoots drift down again. At once, Swan picked up a handful of loose dirt, worked it between her fingers for a few seconds with single-minded interest, and covered the shoots over.
     Josh leaned back, his knees up against his chest. “It’s only growing where you lie down to sleep. It’s kind of peculiar, don’t you think?”
     She shrugged. She could feel him watching her carefully.
     “You said you heard a sound,” he continued. “What kind of sound was it?”
     Again, a shrug. She didn’t know how to talk about it. Nobody had ever asked her such things before.
     “I didn’t hear anything,” Josh said, and he reached toward the shoots again.
     She grasped his hand before he got there. “Like I said… a hurting sound. I don’t know exactly.”
     “When I plucked them up?”
     “Yes.”
     Lord, Josh thought, I’m just about ready for a rubber room! He’d been thinking, as he looked at the pattern of green in the dirt, that they were growing there because her body made them grow. Her chemistry or something, reacting with the earth. It was a crazy idea, but there they were. “What’s it like? A voice?”
     “No. Not like that.”
     “I’d like to hear about it”
     “Really?”
     “Yes,” Josh said. “Really.”
     “My mama said it was ’magination.”
     “Is it?”
     She hesitated, and then she said firmly, “No.” Her fingers touched the new shoots tenderly, barely grazing them. “One time my mama took me to a club to hear the band. Uncle Warren was playing the drums. I heard a noise like the hurting sound, and I asked her what made it. She said it was a steel guitar, the kind you put on your lap and play. But there are other things in the hurting sound, too.” Her eyes found his. “Like the wind. Or a train’s whistle, way far off. Or thunder, long before you see the lightning. A tot of things.”
     “How long have you been able to hear it?”
     “Since I was a little girl.”
     Josh couldn’t help but smile. Swan misread it. “Are you making fun of me?”
     “No. Maybe… I wish I could hear a sound like that. Do you know what it is?”
     “Yes,” Swan answered. “It’s death.”
     His smile faltered and went away.
     Swan picked up some dirt and slowly worked it, feeling its dry, brittle texture. “In the summer it’s the worst. That’s when people bring their lawn mowers out.”
     “But… it’s just grass,” Josh said.
     “In the fall the hurting sound’s different,” she continued, as if she hadn’t heard him. “It’s like a great big sigh, and then the leaves come down. Then in winter, the hurting sound stops, and everything sleeps.” She shook nuggets of dirt from her palm, mixed them with the rest. “When it starts getting warm again, the sun makes things think about waking up.”
     “Think about waking up?”
     “Everything can think and feel, in its own way,” she replied, and she looked up at him. The eyes in her young face were very old, Josh thought. “Bugs, birds, even grass—everything has its own way of speaking and knowing. Just depends on whether you can understand it or not.”
     Josh grunted. Bugs, she’d said. He was remembering the swarm of locusts that had whirled through his Pontiac the day of the blast. He’d never thought before about the things she was saying, but he realized there was truth to it. Birds knew to migrate when the clock of seasons changed, ants built anthills in a frenzy of communication, flowers bloomed and withered but their pollen lived on, all according to a great, mysterious schedule that he’d always taken for granted. It was as simple as grass growing and as complex as a firefly’s light.
     “How do you know these things?” he asked. “Who taught you?”
     “Nobody. I just figured it out.” She recalled her first garden, growing from a sandbox at a nursery school playground. It had been years before she found out that holding earth didn’t make everybody’s hands tingle with a pins-and-needles sensation, or that everybody couldn’t tell from its buzz whether a wasp wanted to sting or just investigate your ear. She’d always known, and that was that.
     “Oh,” he said. He watched her rubbing the dirt in her hands. Swan’s palms were tingling, her hands warm and moist. He looked at the green shoots again. “I’m just a wrestler,” he said, very quietly. “That’s all. I mean… damn, I’m just a nobody!” Protect the child, he thought. Protect her from what? From whom? And why? “What the hell,” he whispered, “have I got myself into?”
     “Huh?” she asked.
     “Nothing,” he said. Her eyes were those of a little girl again, and she mixed the rest of the warm dirt into the ground around the shoots. “We’d better start digging now. Are you up to it?”
     “Yes.” She grasped the shovel he’d laid aside. The tingling, glowing sensation was slowly ebbing away.
     But he wasn’t ready, not just yet. “Swan, listen to me for a minute. I want to be truthful with you, because I think you can handle it. We’re going to try to get out of here, but that’s not saying we can. We’ll have to dig a pretty wide tunnel to squeeze my blubber through. It’s going to take us some time, and it sure as hell won’t be easy work. If it caves in, we’ll have to start all over again. What I’m saying, I guess, is that I’m not sure we can get out. I’m not sure at all. Do you understand?”
     She nodded, said nothing.
     “And one more thing,” he added. “If—when—we get out… we might not like what we find. Everything might be changed. It might be like… waking up after the worst nightmare you can think of, and finding that the nightmare followed you into daylight. Understand?”
     Again, Swan nodded. She’d already thought about what he was saying, because no one had ever come to get them out like her mama had said. She put on her most grown-up face and waited for him to make the next move.
     “Okay,” Josh said. “Let’s start digging.”






Twenty-nine

Josh Hutchins stared, squinted and blinked. “Light,” he said, the walls of the tunnel pressing against his shoulders and back. “I see light!”
     Behind him, about thirty feet away in the basement, Swan called, “How far is it?” She was utterly filthy, and there seemed to be so much dirt up her nostrils that they might sprout gardens, too. The thought had made her giggle a few times, a sound she’d never believed she’d make again.
     “Maybe ten or twelve feet,” he answered, and he continued digging with his hands and pushing the dirt behind him, then pushing it further back with his feet. The pickaxe and shovel approach had been a valiant effort, but after three days of working they’d realized the best tools were their hands. Now, as he squeezed his shoulders forward to grab more dirt, Josh looked at the weak red glimmer way up at the gopher hole’s entrance and thought it was the most beautiful light he’d ever seen. Swan entered the tunnel behind him and scooped the loose dirt up in a large can, carrying it back to the basement to empty over the slit trench. Her hands, arms, face, nostrils and knees—everything that was covered with dirt—tingled all the way down to her bones. She felt like she had a flame burning in her backbone. Across the basement, the young green shoots were four inches tall.
     Josh’s face was plastered with dirt; even his teeth were gritty with it. The soil was heavy, with a thick, gummy consistency, and he had to stop to rest.
     “Josh? You all right?” Swan asked.
     “Yeah. Just need a minute to get my wind.” His shoulders and forearms ached mercilessly, and the last time he’d been so weary was after a ten-man battle royal in Chattanooga. The light seemed further away than he’d first reckoned, as if the tunnel—which they’d both come to love and hate—was elongating, playing a cruel trick of perception. He felt as if he’d crawled into one of those Chinese tubes that lock your fingers, one stuck into each end, except his whole body was jammed tight as a monk’s jockstrap.
     He started again, bringing a double handful of the heavy earth back and underneath him as if he were swimming through dirt. My mama raised herself a gopher, he thought, and he had to grin despite his weariness. His mouth tasted like he’d been dining on mud pies.
     Six more inches dug away. One more foot. Was the light closer, or further away? He pushed himself onward, thinking about how his mama used to scold him for not scrubbing behind his ears. Another foot, and another. Behind him, Swan crawled in and carried the loose dirt out again and again, like clockwork. The light was getting closer now; he was sure of it. But now it wasn’t so beautiful. Now it was sickly, not like sunlight at all. Diseased, Josh thought. And maybe deadly, too. But he kept going, one double handful after the next, inching slowly toward the outside world.
     Dirt suddenly plopped down on the back of his neck. He lay still, expecting a cave-in, but the tunnel held. For God’s sake, don’t stop now! he told himself, and he reached out for the next handful.
     “I’m almost there!” he shouted, but the earth muffled his voice. He didn’t know if Swan had heard or not. “Just a few more feet!”
     But just short of the opening, which was not quite as large as Josh’s fist, he had to stop and rest again. Josh lay staring longingly at the light, the hole about three feet away. He could smell the outside now, the bitter aromas of burned earth, scorched cornstalks and alkali. Rousing himself, he pushed onward. The earth was tougher near the surface, full of glazed stones and metallic lumps. The fire had burned the dirt into something resembling pavement. Still he strained upward, his shoulders throbbing, his gaze fixed on the hole of ugly light. And then he was close enough to thrust his hand through it, but before he tried he said, “I’m there, Swan! I’m at the top!” He clawed away dirt, and his hand reached the hole. But the underside of the surface around it felt like pebbled asphalt, and he couldn’t get his fingers through. He balled up his fist, the flesh mottled gray and white, and pushed. Harder. Harder still. Come on, come on, he thought. Push, damn it!
     There was a dry, stubborn cracking sound. At first Josh thought it was his arm breaking, but he felt no pain, and he kept pushing as if trying to punch the sky.
     The earth cracked again. The hole began to crumble and widen. His fist started going through, and he envisioned what it might look like to someone standing on the surface: the blossoming of a zebra-blotched fist like a strange new flower through the dead earth, the fist opening and fingers stretching petal-like under the weak red light.
     Josh shoved his arm through almost to the elbow. Cold wind snapped at his fingertips. That movement of air exhilarated him, jarred him as if from a long somnolence. “We’re out!” he shouted, about to sob with joy. “Swan! We’re out!”
     She was behind him, crouched in the tunnel. “Can you see anything?”
     “I’m going to put my head through,” he told her. “Here goes.”
     He pushed upward, his shoulder following his arm, breaking the hole wider. Then his entire arm was out, and the top of his head was ready to press through. As he pushed he thought of watching his sons being born, their heads straining to enter the world. He felt as giddy and afraid as any infant could possibly be. Behind him, Swan was pushing at him, too, giving him support as he stretched to break free.
     The earth parted with a sound like baked clay snapping apart. With a surge of effort, Josh thrust his head through the opening and into a biting, turbulent wind.
     “Are you there yet?” Swan asked. “What can you see?”
     Josh narrowed his eyes, his hand up to ward off flying grit.
     He saw a desolate, grayish-brown landscape, featureless except for what appeared to be the mangled remnants of the Bonneville and Darleen’s Camaro. Overhead was a low sky plated with thick gray clouds. From dead horizon to dead horizon, the clouds were slowly, ponderously rotating, and here and there were quicksilver glints of harsher scarlet. Josh looked over his shoulder. About fifteen feet behind him and to his left was a large dome of dirt, mashed-down cornstalks, pieces of wood and metal from the gas pumps and cars. He realized it was the grave they’d been buried in, and at the same time he knew that if the tons of cornfield dirt hadn’t sealed them in they would have been burned to death. Other than that, and a few drifts of cornstalks and debris, the land was scraped clean.
     The wind was blowing into his face. He crawled up out of the hole and sat on his haunches, looking around at the destruction, while Swan emerged from the tunnel. The cold sliced to her bones, and her bloodshot eyes moved incredulously over what had become a desert. “Oh,” she whispered, but the wind stole her voice. “Everything’s… gone…”
     Josh hadn’t heard her. He couldn’t get any sense of direction. He knew the nearest town—or what was left of it—was Salina. But which direction was east, and which west? Where was the sun? Flying grit and dust obscured everything beyond twenty yards or so. Where was the highway? “There’s nothing left,” Josh said, mostly to himself. “There’s not a damned thing left!”
     Swan saw a familiar object lying nearby. She stood up and walked with an effort against the wind to the small figure. Most of the blue fur had been burned off of it, but its plastic eyes with the little black rolling pupils were intact. Swan reached down and picked it up. The cord with its pull ring dangled from the doll’s back; she yanked it and heard the Cookie Monster ask for more cookies in a slow, distorted voice.
     Josh rose to his feet. Well, he thought, now we’re out. Now what the hell do we do? Where do we go? He shook his head in disgust. Maybe there was nowhere to go. Maybe everything, everywhere, was just like this. What was the point of leaving their basement? He looked grimly at the hole they’d just crawled from, and he thought for a moment of shimmying back down there like a big gopher and spending the rest of his days licking out cans and shitting in a slit trench.
     Careful, he warned himself. Because that hole back to the basement—back to the grave—was suddenly too appealing. Much, much too appealing. He stepped away from the hole a few paces and tried to think coherently.
     His gaze slid toward the child. She was covered with tunnel dirt, her ragged clothes flapping around her. She stared into the distance, her eyes narrowed against the wind, with that dumb doll cradled in her arms. Josh looked at her for a long time.
     I could do it, he told himself. Sure. I could make myself do it, because it would be the right thing. Might be the right thing. Wouldn’t it? If everything is like this, what’s the damned point of living, right? Josh opened his hands, closed them again. I could make it quick, he thought. She’d never feel a thing. And then I could just mosey over to that junk pile and find a nice piece of metal with a sharp edge and finish the job on myself, too.
     That would be the right thing to do. Wouldn’t it?
Protect the child, he thought—and a deep, terrible shame stabbed him. Some protection! he thought. But Jesus Christ, everything’s gone! Everything’s been blown to Hell!
     Swan turned her head, and her eyes sought his. She said something, but he couldn’t understand her. She walked closer to him, shivering and bowed against the wind, and she shouted, “What are we going to do?”
     “I don’t know!” he shouted back.
     “It’s not like this everywhere, is it?” she asked him. “There must be other people somewhere! There must be towns and people!”
     “Maybe. Maybe not. Damn, it’s cold!” He trembled; he’d been dressed for a hot July day, and now he hardly had a shirt on.
     “We can’t just stand here!” Swan said. “We’ve got to go somewhere!”
     “Right. Well, take your choice of directions, little lady. They all look the same to me.”
     Swan stared at him for a few seconds more, and again Josh felt shamed. Then she turned in all directions as if trying to choose one. Suddenly her eyes filled with tears, and they stung so much she almost screamed; but she bit her lower lip, bit it until it almost bled. She had wished for a moment that her mama was at her side, to help her and tell her what to do. She needed her mama to guide her, now more than ever. It wasn’t fair that her mama was gone! It wasn’t kind, and it wasn’t right!
     But that was thinking like a little girl, she decided. Her mama had gone home, to a peaceful place far from this—and Swan had to make some decisions for herself. Starting right now.
     Swan lifted her hand and pointed away from the source of the wind. “That way,” she decided.
     “Any particular reason?”
     “Yes.” She turned and gave him a look that made him feel like the stupidest clown on earth. “Because the wind’ll be at our backs. It’ll push us, and walking won’t be as hard.”
     “Oh,” Josh said meekly. In the distance she’d pointed out was nothing—just swirling dust and utter desolation. He couldn’t see the reason in making his legs move.
     Swan sensed he was ready to sit down, and when he did that there was no way she could pry his giant butt up again. “We worked hard to get out of there, didn’t we?” she shouted to him over the wind. He nodded. “We proved we could do something if we really wanted to, didn’t we? You and me? Kind of like a team? We worked hard, and we shouldn’t ought to stop working hard now.”
     He nodded dully.
     “We’ve got to try!” Swan shouted.
     Josh looked down at the hole again. At least it was warm down there. At least they’d had food. What was so wrong with stay—
     He sensed movement from the corner of his eye.
     The little girl, Cookie Monster doll in arms, had begun to walk off in the direction she’d chosen, the wind pushing her along.
     “Hey!” Josh yelled. Swan didn’t stop or slow down. “Hey!” She kept going.
     Josh took the first step after her. The wind hit him behind his knees—a clip! Fifteen yards penalty! he thought—and then caught him in the small of the back, staggering him forward. He took a second step, then a third and a fourth. And then he was following her, but the wind was so strong at his back that it seemed more like flying than walking. He caught up with her, walking a few yards off to the side, and again Josh felt a pang of shame at his weakness, because she didn’t even grace him with a glance. She was walking with her chin uplifted, as if in defiance of the bleakness that faced them; Josh thought that she looked like the little queen of a realm that had been stolen from her, a tragic and determined figure.
     There’s nothing out there, Swan thought. A deep, terrible sadness wrenched at her, and if the wind hadn’t been pushing so hard she might’ve crumpled to her knees. It’s all gone. All gone.
     Two tears ran through the crusted dirt and blisters on her face. Everything can’t be gone, she told herself. There have to be towns and people left somewhere! Maybe a mile ahead. Maybe two. Just through the dust and over the horizon.
     She kept going, step after step, and Josh Hutchins walked at her side.
     Behind them, the gopher popped his head out of the crater and looked in all directions. Then he made a little chattering sound and disappeared again into the safety of the earth.






Thirty

Two figures trudged slowly along Interstate 80, with the snow-covered Pocono Mountains of eastern Pennsylvania at their backs. The fallen snow was dirty gray, and from it protruded rough rocks like warts growing in leprous flesh. New gray snow was tumbling from the sullen, sickly green and sunless sky, and it hissed softly amid the thousands of leafless black hickories, elms and oaks. The evergreens had turned brown and were losing their needles. From horizon to horizon, as far as Sister and Artie could see, there was no green vegetation, not a green vine or leaf.
     The wind whipped past them, blowing the ashy snow into their faces. Both of them were bundled up with layers of clothes they’d been able to scavenge in the twenty-one days since they’d escaped from the monster that called itself Doyle Halland. They’d found a looted Sears department store on the outskirts of Paterson, New Jersey, but almost everything had been carried out of it except for some merchandise at the back, under a big sign with painted icicles that read WINTER IN JULY SALE! SAVE THE SEARS WAY!
     The racks and tables had been untouched, and they yielded up heavy herringbone overcoats, plaid mufflers, wool caps and gloves lined with rabbit fur. There was even thermal underwear and a supply of boots, which Artie praised as being high-quality merchandise. Now, after more than one hundred miles, the boots were supple but their feet were bloody, wrapped in rags and newspapers after their socks had fallen apart.
     Both of them carried knapsacks on their backs, laden with other scavenged objects: cans of food, a can opener, a couple of sharp all-purpose knives, some kitchen matches, a flashlight and extra batteries, and the lucky find of a six-pack of Olympia beer. Around her shoulder, as well, Sister supported a dark green duffel bag from the Paterson Army-Navy surplus store, which had taken the place of the smaller Gucci bag and held a thermal blanket, some bottles of Perrier and a few items of packaged cold cuts found in an almost-empty grocery store. At the bottom of the duffel bag was the glass circle, placed so Sister could feel it through the canvas whenever she wanted to.
     A red plaid muffler and an electric green woolen cap protected Sister’s face and head from the wind, and she was wrapped in a woolen coat over two sweaters. Baggy brown corduroy pants and leather gloves completed her wardrobe, and she moved slowly through the snow with the weight that pressed on her, but at least she was warm. Artie, too, was burdened with a heavy coat, a blue muffler and two caps, one over the other. Only the area around their eyes was exposed to the blowing snow, the flesh raw and windburned. The gray, ugly snow swirled about them; the interstate pavement was covered to a depth of about four inches, and higher drifts grew amid the denuded forest and deep ravines on either side.
     Walking a few yards in front of Artie, Sister lifted her hand and pointed to the right. She trudged over to four dark clumps lying in the snow, and she peered down at the frozen corpses of a man, a woman and two children. All were wearing summer clothes: short-sleeved shirts and light pants. The man and woman had died holding hands. Except the third finger of the woman’s left hand had been chopped off. Her wedding ring, Sister thought. Somebody had cut the whole finger off to get it. The man’s shoes were gone, and his feet were black. His sunken eyes glistened with gray ice. Sister turned away.
     Since crossing over into Pennsylvania, passing a big green sign that said WELCOME TO PENNSYLVANIA, THE KEYSTONE STATE about thirty miles and seven days ago, they had found almost three hundred frozen bodies on Interstate 80. They’d sheltered for a while in a town called Stroudsburg, which had been decimated by a tornado. The houses and buildings lay scattered under the filthy snow like the broken toys of a mad giant, and there’d been plenty of corpses, too. Sister and Artie had found a pickup truck—the tank drained of gas—on the town’s main thoroughfare and had slept in the cab. Then it was back onto the interstate again, heading west in their supple, blood-filled boots, passing more carnage, wrecked cars and overturned trailers that must have been caught in a crush of traffic fleeing westward.
     The going was rough. They could make, at the most, five miles a day before they had to find shelter—the remnants of a house, a barn, a wrecked car—anything to hold back the wind. In twenty-one days of traveling they’d seen only three other living people; two of those were raving mad, and the third had fled wildly into the woods when he’d seen them coming. Both Sister and Artie had been sick for a while, had coughed and thrown up blood and suffered splitting headaches. Sister had thought she was going to die, and they’d slept huddled together, each of them breathing like a bellows; but the worst of the sickness and weak, feverish dizziness had gone, and though they both sometimes still coughed uncontrollably and vomited up a little blood, their strength had returned, and they had no more headaches.
     They left the four corpses behind and soon came to the wreckage of an exploded Airstream trailer. A scorched Cadillac had smashed into it, and a Subaru had rear-ended the Caddy. Nearby, two other vehicles had locked and burned. Further on, another group of people lay where they’d frozen to death, their bodies curled around one another in a vain search for warmth. Sister passed them without pausing; the face of death was no stranger to her now, but she couldn’t stand to look too closely.
     About fifty yards further, Sister stopped abruptly. Just ahead of her, through the tumbling snow, an animal was gnawing at one of two corpses that lay against the right-hand guardrail. The thing looked up and tensed. It was a large dog, Sister saw—maybe a wolf, come down from the mountains to feed. The beast was about the size of a German shepherd, with a long snout and a reddish-gray hide. It had chewed a leg down to the bone, and now it crouched over its prize and stared menacingly at Sister.
     If that bastard wants fresh meat, we’re dead, she thought. She stared back at the thing, and they challenged each other for about thirty seconds. Then the animal gave a short, muttering growl and returned to its gnawing. Sister and Artie gave it a wide berth, and they kept looking back until they’d rounded a curve and the thing was out of sight.
     Sister shuddered under her freight of clothes. The beast’s eyes had reminded her of Doyle Halland’s.
     Her fear of Doyle Halland was worst when darkness fell—and there seemed to be no regularity to the coming of darkness, no twilight or sense of the sun going away. The darkness might fall after two or three hours of gloom, or it might hold off for what seemed like twenty-four hours—but when it did fall, it was absolute. In the dark, every noise was enough to make Sister sit up and listen, her heart pounding and cold sweat popping up on her face. She had something the Doyle Halland-thing wanted, something he didn’t understand—as she certainly did not—but that he’d vowed to follow her to get. And what would he do with the glass ring if he got it? Smash it to pieces? Probably so. She kept looking over her shoulder as she walked, fearful of seeing a dark figure coming up behind her, its face malformed, with jagged teeth showing in a sharklike grin.
     “I’ll find you,” he’d promised. “I’ll find you, bitch.”
     The day before, they’d sheltered in a broken-down barn and had made a small fire in the hay. Sister had taken the glass ring from her duffel bag. She’d thought of her future-predicting glass eight-ball, and she’d mentally asked: What’s ahead for us?
     Of course, there was no little white polyhedron surfacing with all-purpose answers. But the colors of the jewels and their pulsing, steady rhythm had soothed her; she’d felt herself drifting, entranced by the glow of the ring, and then it seemed as if all her attention, all her being, was drawn deeper and deeper into the glass, deeper and deeper, as if into the very heart of fire…
     And then she’d gone dreamwalking again, across that barren landscape where the dome of dirt was, and the Cookie Monster doll lay waiting for a lost child. But this time it was different; this time, she’d been dreamwalking toward the dome—with the sensation of her feet not quite touching the earth—when she suddenly stopped and listened.
     She thought she’d heard something over the noise of the wind—a muffled sound that might have been a human voice. She listened, strained to hear it again, but could not.
     And then she saw a small hole in the baked ground, almost at her feet. As she watched, she imagined that she saw the hole begin to widen, and the earth crack and strain around it. In the next moment… yes, yes, the earth was cracking, and the hole was getting larger, as if something was burrowing underneath it. She stared, both fearful and fascinated, as the sides of the hole crumbled, and she thought, I am not alone.
     From the hole came a human hand.
     It was splotched with gray and white—a large hand, the hand of a giant—and the thick fingers had clawed upward like those of a dead man digging himself out of a grave.
     The sight had startled her so much that she’d jerked backward from the widening hole. She was afraid to see what kind of monster was emerging, and as she ran across the empty plain she’d wished frantically, Take me back, please, I want to go back where I was…
     And she was sitting before the small fire in the broken-down barn. Artie was looking at her quizzically, the raw flesh around his eyes like the Lone Ranger’s mask.
     She’d told him what she’d seen, and he asked her what she thought it meant. Of course, she couldn’t say; of course, it was probably just something plucked from her mind, perhaps a response to seeing all the corpses on the highway. Sister had put the glass ring back in her duffel bag, but the image of that hand stretching upward from the earth was burned into her brain. She could not shake it.
     Now, as she trudged through the snow, she touched the ring’s outline in the canvas bag. Just knowing it was there reassured her, and right now that was all the magic she needed.
     Her knees locked.
     Another wolf or wild dog or whatever it was stood in the road before her, about fifteen feet away. This one was skinny, with raw red sores on its hide. Its eyes bored into hers, and the lips slowly pulled away from the fangs in a snarl.
     Oh, shit! was her first reaction. This one looker hungrier and more desperate than the other. And behind it in the gray snow were two or three more, loping to the right and left.
     She looked over her shoulder, past Artie. Two more wolf shapes were behind them, half hidden by the snow but near enough that Sister could see their outlines.
     Her second reaction was, Our butts are hambur—
     Something leapt from the left—a blur of motion—and slammed into Artie’s side. He yelled in pain as he fell, and the beast—which Sister thought might have been the reddish-gray animal they’d seen feasting on a corpse—grabbed part of Artie’s knapsack between its teeth and violently shook its head back and forth, trying to rip the pack off. Sister reached down to grasp Artie’s outstretched hand, but the beast dragged Artie about ten feet through the snow before it let go and darted off just to the edge of visibility. It continued to circle and lick its chops.
     She heard a guttural growl and turned just as the skinny animal with the red sores leapt for her. It struck her shoulder and knocked her sprawling, the jaws snapping shut inches from her face with a noise like a bear trap cracking together. She smelled rotted meat on its breath, and then the animal had the right sleeve of her coat and was tearing at it. Another beast feinted in from the left, and a third darted boldly forward and grabbed her right foot, trying to drag her. She thrashed and yelled; the skinny one spooked and ran, but the other one pulled her on her side through the snow. She grasped the duffel bag in both arms and kicked with her left boot, hitting the beast three times in the skull before it yelped and released her.
     Behind her, Artie was attacked by two at once, from opposite sides. One caught his wrist, the teeth almost meeting flesh through his heavy coat and sweater, the second snapping at his left shoulder and worrying him with a frenzied surge of strength. “Get off! Get off!” he was screaming as they strained at each other to pull him in different directions.
     Sister tried to stand. She slipped in the snow, fell heavily again. Panic hit her like a punch to the gut. She saw Artie being dragged by an animal that held his wrist, and she realized the beasts were trying to separate them, much like they might separate a herd of deer or cattle. As she was struggling up one of the things lunged in and grabbed her ankle, dragging her another few yards from Artie. Now he was just a struggling form, surrounded by the shapes of the circling animals in the swirling gray murk.
     “Get away, you bastard!” she shouted. The animal jerked her so hard she thought her leg had popped from its socket. With a scream of rage, Sister swung the duffel bag at it, clipping its snout, and the thing turned tail. But a second later another one was straddling her, its fangs snapping for her throat; she threw her arm up, and the jaws clamped onto it with brutal force. The wolf-dog started shredding the cloth of her coat. She swung her left fist at it, caught it in the ribs and heard it grunt, but it kept tearing through the coat, now reaching the first layer of sweater. Sister knew this sonofabitch wasn’t stopping until he tasted meat. She hit it again and tried to wrench free, but now something had her ankle again and was pulling her in another direction. She had the crazy mental image of saltwater taffy being stretched until it snapped.
     She heard a sharp crack! and thought that this time her leg had broken. But the beast that was worrying her shoulder yelped and jumped, running madly off through the snow. There was a second crack! followed closely by a third. The wolf-dog that had her ankle shuddered and shrieked, and Sister saw blood spewing from a hole in its side. The animal let her go and began to spin in a circle, snapping at its tail. A fourth shot rang out—Sister realized the beast had been pierced by a bullet—and she heard an agonized howling over where Artie Wisco lay. Then the others were fleeing, slipping and sliding and crashing into one another in their haste to escape. They were gone from sight within five seconds.
     The wounded animal fell on its side a few feet away from Sister, its legs kicking frantically. She sat up, stunned and dumbfounded, and saw Artie struggling to rise, too. His feet went out from under him, and he flopped down again.
     A figure wearing a dark green ski mask, a beat-up brown leather jacket and blue jeans glided past Sister. He had on snowshoes laced around battered boots, and slung around his neck was a cord that pierced the necks of three empty plastic jugs, knotted at the ends to keep them from sliding off. On his back was a dark green hiker’s pack, a bit smaller than the ones Sister and Artie carried.
     He stood over Sister. “You okay?” His voice sounded like steel wool scrubbing a cast-iron skillet.
     “Yeah, I think so.” She had bruises on bruises, but nothing was broken.
     He planted the rifle he was carrying butt first in the snow, then unwrapped the cord that held the plastic jugs from around his shoulder. He set these down, too, near the still-kicking animal. His pack was shrugged off, and then he unzipped it with gloved fingers and took out an assortment of various-sized Tupperware bowls with sealed plastic lids. He set them in an orderly row in the snow before him.
     Artie came trudging toward them, holding his wrist. The man with the ski mask looked up quickly and then continued his work, taking off his gloves and untying one of the knots in the cord so he could slide the jugs off. “Sonofabitch get you?” he asked Artie.
     “Yeah. Gashed my hand. I’m okay, though. Where’d you come from?”
     “That way.” He jerked his head toward the woods, then began to uncap the plastic jugs with rapidly reddening fingers. The animal was still kicking violently. The man stood up, pulled his rifle out of the snow and began to smash the animal’s skull in with the weapon’s butt. It took a minute to finish, but then the beast made a muffled, moaning sound, trembled and lay still. “I didn’t think anybody else would be coming this way,” the man said. “Thought everybody was long gone by now.” He knelt again next to the body, took a knife with a long, curved blade from a pouch at his belt and cut a slit in the gray underbelly. The blood gouted. He reached for one of the plastic jugs and held it beneath the stream; the blood pattered merrily in, rapidly filling up the jug. He capped it, put it aside and reached for another as Sister and Artie watched with sickened fascination. “Thought everybody else must be dead by now,” he continued, paying close attention to his work. “Where are you two from?”
     “Uh… Detroit,” Artie managed to say.
     “We came from Manhattan,” Sister told him. “We’re on our way to Detroit.”
     “You run out of gas? Have a blowout?”
     “No. We’re walking.”
     He grunted, glanced at her and then went back to his task. The stream of blood was weakening. “Long way to walk,” he said. “Hell of a long way, especially for nothing.”
     “What do you mean?”
     “I mean that there’s no Detroit anymore. It was blown away. Just like there’s no Pittsburgh or Indianapolis or Chicago or Philadelphia anymore. I’d be surprised if any city’s left. By now, I guess the radiation’s done a number on the little towns, too.” The flow of blood had almost stopped. He capped the second jug, which was about half full, and then he carved a longer slit in the dead animal’s belly. He thrust his naked hands into the steaming wound up to his wrists.
     “You don’t know that!” Artie said. “You can’t know that!”
     “I know,” the man replied, but he offered nothing more. “Lady,” he said, “start opening those Tupperware bowls for me, will you?”
     She did as he asked, and he started pulling out handfuls of bloody, steaming intestines. He chopped them up and began filling the bowls. “Did I get that other bastard?” he asked Artie.
     “What?”
     “The other one I shot at. I think you’ll remember that it was chewing on your arm.”
     “Oh. Right. Yeah.” Artie watched the guts being stuffed into brightly colored Tupperware bowls. “No. I mean… I think you hit him, but he let me go and ran off.”
     “They can be tough motherfuckers,” he said, and then he began to carve the animal’s head from its neck. “Open that big bowl, lady,” he told her.
     He reached up into the severed head, and the brains plopped into the big bowl.
     “You can put the lids on now,” he said.
     Sister did, about to choke on the coppery smell of blood. He wiped his hands on the beast’s hide and then slid the two jugs back on the cord and retied the knot; he put his gloves back on, returned the knife to its pouch and the filled Tupperware containers to his pack, and then rose to a standing position. “You two got any guns?”
     “No,” Sister said.
     “How about food?”
     “We’ve… we’ve got some canned vegetables and fruit juice. And some cold cuts, too.”
     “Cold cuts,” he repeated disdainfully. “Lady, you can’t go very far in this weather on cold cuts. You say you’ve got some vegetables? I hope it’s not broccoli. I hate broccoli.”
     “No… we’ve got some corn, and green beans, and boiled potatoes.”
     “Sounds like the makings of a stew to me. My cabin’s about two miles north of here, as the crow flies. If you want to go back with me, you’ll be welcome. If not, I’ll say have a good trip to Detroit.”
     “What’s the nearest town?” Sister asked.
     “St. Johns, I guess. Hazleton’s the nearest town of any size, and that’s about ten miles south of St. Johns. There may be a few people left, but after that flood of refugees washed in from the east I’d be surprised if you’d find much in any town along I-80. St. Johns is about four or five miles west.” The man looked at Artie, who was dripping blood onto the snow. “Friend, that’s going to attract every scavenger within smelling distance—and believe me, some of those bastards can sniff blood a long, long way.”
     “We ought to go with him,” Artie said to Sister. “I might bleed to death!”
     “I doubt it,” the man countered. “Not from a scratch like that. It’ll freeze up pretty soon, but you’ll have a blood smell on your clothes. Like I say, they’ll come out of the mountains with knives and forks between their teeth. But you do what you want to do; I’m hitting the trail.” He shrugged into his pack, wrapped the cord around his shoulder and picked up his rifle. “Take care,” he said, and he started gliding across the snowy highway toward the woods.
     It took Sister about two more seconds to make up her mind. “Wait a minute!” He stopped. “Okay. We’ll come with you, Mr.—”
     But he was already moving again, heading into the edge of the dense forest.
     They had no choice but to hurry after him. Artie looked over his shoulder, terrified of more lurking predators coming up behind him. His ribs ached where the beast had hit him, and his legs felt like short pieces of soft rubber. He and Sister entered the woods after the shuffling figure of the man in the ski mask and left the highway of death behind.






Thirty-one

The outlines of small, blocky one-story buildings and red brick houses began to appear from the deepening scarlet gloom. A town, Josh realized. Thank God!
     The wind was still shoving mightily at his back, but after what seemed like eight hours of walking yesterday and at least five today, he was about to topple to the ground. He carried the exhausted child in his arms, as he had for the past two hours, and walked stiff-legged, the soles of his feet oozing with blisters and blood in shoes that were coming apart at the seams. He thought he must look like a zombie, or like the Frankenstein monster carrying the fainted heroine in his arms.
     They had spent last night in the windbreak of an overturned pick-up truck; bound-up bales of hay had been scattered around, and Josh had lugged them over to build a makeshift shelter that would contain their body heat. Still, they’d been out in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by wasteland and dead fields, and both of them had dreaded first light because they knew they had to start walking again.
     The dark town—just a scatter of wind-ravaged buildings and a few widely spaced houses on dusty lots—beckoned him onward. He saw no cars, no hint of light or life. There was a Texaco station with one pump and a garage whose roof had collapsed. A sign flapping back and forth on its hinges advertised TUCKER’S HARDWARE AND FEEDS, but the store’s front window was shattered and the place looked bare as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard. A small café had also collapsed, except for the sign that read GOOD EATS! Every step an exercise in agony, Josh walked past the crumbled buildings. He saw that dozens of paperback books lay in the dust around him, their pages flipping wildly in the restless hand of the wind, and to the left were the remains of a little clapboard structure with a hand-painted SULLIVAN PUBLIC LIBRARY sign.
     Sullivan, Josh thought. Whatever Sullivan had once been, it was dead now.
     Something moved at the corner of his vision. He looked to the side, and something small—a jackrabbit? he wondered—darted out of sight behind the ruins of the café.
     Josh was stiff with cold, and he knew Swan must be freezing, too. She held onto that Cookie Monster doll like life itself and occasionally flinched in her tormented sleep. He approached one of the houses but stopped when he saw a body curled up like a question mark on the front porch steps. He headed for the next house, further along and across the road.
     The mailbox, supported on a crooked pedestal, was painted white and had what appeared to be an eye, with upper and lower lids, painted on it in black. The hand-lettered name was Davy and Leona Skelton. Josh walked across the dirt lot and up the porch steps to the screen door. “Swan?” he said. “Wake up, now.” She mumbled, and he set her down; then he tried the door but found it latched from the inside. He lifted his foot and kicked at its center, knocking it off its hinges, and they crossed the porch to the front door.
     Josh had just put his hand on the knob when the door flew open and the barrel of a pistol looked him in the eyes.
     “You broke my screen door,” a woman’s voice said in the gloom. The pistol did not waver.
     “Uh… I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t think anybody was here.”
     “Why’d you think the door was locked, then? This is private property!”
     “I’m sorry,” Josh repeated. He saw the woman’s gnarled finger on the trigger. “I don’t have any money,” he said. “I’d pay you for the door if I did.”
     “Money?” She hawked and spat past him. “Money ain’t worth nothin’ no more! Hell, a screen door is worth a bagful of gold, fella! I’d blow your damn head off if I wouldn’t have to clean up the mess!”
     “If you don’t mind, we’ll just go on our way.”
     The woman was silent. Josh could see the outline of her head, but not her face; her head angled toward Swan. “A little girl,” she said softly. “Oh, my Lord… a little girl…”
     “Leona!” a weak voice called from inside the house. “Leo—” And then it was interrupted by a strangling, terrible spasm of coughing.
     “It’s all right, Davy!” she called back. “I’ll be there directly!” She turned her attention to Josh again, the pistol still stuck in his face. “Where’d you two come from? Where’re you goin’?”
     “We came from… out there.” He motioned toward one end of the town. “And I guess we’re going that way.” He motioned to the other end.
     “Not much of a travel plan.”
     “I don’t guess it is,” he agreed, uneasily watching the black eye of that pistol.
     She paused, looked down at the little girl again and then sighed deeply. “Well,” she finally said, “since you’re halfway broke in already, you might as well come on in the rest of the way.” She motioned with the gun and retreated through the doorway.
     Josh took Swan’s hand, and they entered the house.
     “Shut the door,” the woman said. “Thanks to you, we’ll be up to our ears in dust pretty soon.”
     Josh did as she asked. A small fire was burning in the fireplace, and the woman’s squat figure was outlined in red as she moved about the room. She lit a hurricane lantern on the mantel, then a second and third lantern placed strategically around the room to give the most light. The pistol was uncocked, but she kept it at her side.
     She finished with the lanterns and turned around to get a good look at Josh and Swan.
     Leona Skelton was short and wide, wearing a thick pink sweater atop ragged overalls and furry pink slippers on her feet. Her square face appeared to have been carved from an apple, then dried under the sun; there wasn’t a smooth place on it for all the winding cracks and ravines. Her large, expressive blue eyes were surrounded by webs of wrinkles, and the deep lines in her broad forehead looked like a clay etching of ocean waves. Josh figured she was in her mid-to-late sixties, though her curly, swept-back hair was dyed garish red. Now, as her gaze wandered between Josh and Swan, her lips slowly parted, and Josh saw that several of her front teeth were silver.
     “God A’mighty,” she said quietly. “You two got burnt, didn’t you? Oh, Jesus… I’m sorry, I don’t mean to stare, but…” She looked at Swan, and her face seemed to compress with pain. There was a glimmer of tears in her eyes. “Oh, Lord,” Leona whispered. “Oh, my Lord, you two have been… hurt so bad.”
     “We’re alive,” Josh said. “That’s what counts.”
     “Yes,” she agreed, nodding. Her eyes found the hardwood floor. “Forgive my rudeness. I was brought up better’n that.”
     “Leona!” the man rasped, and again he was savaged by a fit of coughing.
     “I’d best see to my husband,” she said, leaving the room through a hallway. While she was gone, Josh looked around the room; it was sparsely furnished, with unpainted pine furniture and a threadbare green throw rug in front of the fireplace. He avoided peering into a mirror on one wall and walked toward a glass-fronted cabinet nearby. On the cabinet’s shelves were dozens of crystal spheres of varying sizes, the smallest about pebble-sized and the largest as big as both of Josh’s fists clenched together—about half as big as a bowling ball. Most of them were the size of baseballs and perfectly clear, though others held tints of blue, green and yellow. Added to the collection were different kinds of feathers, some dried-out corncobs with multicolored kernels, and a couple of fragile-looking, almost transparent snake-skins.
     “Where are we?” Swan asked him, still hugging her Cookie Monster. Beneath her eyes were dark purple hollows of fatigue, and thirst burned the back of her throat.
     “A little town called Sullivan. There’s not much here. It looks like everybody’s already gone, except these people.” He approached the mantel to examine some framed Polaroids displayed there; in one of the pictures, Leona Skelton was sitting in a porch swing with a smiling, stout, middle-aged man who had more belly than hair, but his eyes were young and a bit mischievous behind wire-rimmed spectacles. He had his arm around Leona, and one hand appeared to be creeping toward her lap. She was laughing, her mouth full of silver flash, and her hair wasn’t quite as red; in any event, she appeared to be at least fifteen years younger.
     In another picture, Leona was rocking a white cat in her arms like a baby, the cat’s feet stuck up contentedly in the air. A third picture showed the pot-bellied man with a younger fellow, both of them carrying fishing rods and displaying bite-sized fish.
     “That’s my family,” Leona said, coming into the room. She had left the gun behind. “My husband’s name is Davy, our son’s named Joe and the cat’s called Cleopatra. Was called Cleopatra, I mean. I buried her about two weeks ago, out back. Put her deep, so nothin’ could get at her. Have you two got names, or were you hatched?”
     “I’m Josh Hutchins. This is Sue Wanda, but she’s called Swan.”
     “Swan,” Leona repeated. “That’s a pretty name. I’m pleased to meet the both of you.”
     “Thank you,” Swan said, not forgetting her manners.
     “Oh, Lordy!” Leona bent and picked up some farming and House Beautiful magazines that had tumbled off the coffee table, and then she took a broom from the corner and started sweeping dust toward the fireplace. “House is a godawful wreck!” she apologized as she worked. “Used to be able to keep it as neat as a needle, but lately time slips away. I ain’t had no visitors for quite a number of days!” She swept up the last of the dust and stood staring out a window at the red gloom and the wind-lashed remains of Sullivan. “Used to be a fine town,” she said listlessly. “Had more’n three hundred people livin’ right around here. Fine people, too. Ben McCormick used to say he was fat enough to make three more folks. Drew and Sissy Stimmons lived in that house, over there.” She pointed. “Oh, Sissy loved her hats! Had about thirty of ’em, wore a different hat every Sunday for thirty Sundays and then started over again. Kyle Doss owned the café. Geneva Dewberry ran the public library, and oh, Lordy, could she talk about books!” Her voice was getting quieter and quieter, drifting away. “Geneva said she was gonna sit down and write herself a romance someday. I always believed she would.” She motioned in another direction. “Norm Barkley lived down there at the end of the road. You can’t see the house from here, though. I almost married Norman, when I was a young thing. But Davy stole me away with a rose and a kiss on a Saturday night. Yes, sir.” She nodded, and then she seemed to remember where she was. Her spine stiffened, and she returned the broom to its corner as if she were giving up a dance partner. “Well,” she said, “that was our town.”
     “Where’d they all go?” Josh asked.
     “Heaven,” she replied. “Or Hell. Whichever claimed them first, I reckon. Oh, some of ’em packed up and lit out.” She shrugged. “Where to, I can’t say. But most of us stayed here, in our homes and on our land. Then the sickness started hitting folks… and Death moved in. It’s like a big fist a-knockin’ at your door—boom boom, boom boom, like that. And you know you can’t keep it from comin’ in, but you got to try.” She moistened her lips with her tongue, her eyes glazed and distant. “Sure is some kinda crazy weather for August, ain’t it? Cold enough to freeze a witch’s tit.”
     “You… do know what’s happened, don’t you?”
     She nodded. “Oh, yes,” she said. “Lee Procter had the radio goin’ full blast at the hardware store when I was there buyin’ nails and wire to hang a picture. I don’t know what station he was tuned to, but all of a sudden there was a godawful squallin’, and this man’s voice came on talkin’ real fast about a state of emergency and bombs and all. Then there was a sizzlin’ noise like grease in a hot skillet and the radio went dead. Couldn’t raise a whisper on it. Wilma James come runnin’ in, yellin’ for everybody to look up at the sky. We went out and looked, and we seen the airplanes or bombs or whatever they were passin’ overhead, some of ’em near about to collide with each other. And Grange Tucker said, ‘It’s happenin’!’ Armageddon is happenin’!’ And he just plopped down on the curb in front of his store and watched those things fly past.
     “Then the wind came, and the dust, and the cold,” she said, still staring out the window. “The sun went blood-red. Twisters passed through, and one of ’em hit the McCormick farm and just took it away, didn’t leave nothin’ but foundation stones. Not a trace of Ben, Ginny or the kids. ’Course, everybody in town started comin’ to me, wantin’ to know what lay in the future and all.” She shrugged. “I couldn’t tell ’em I saw skulls where their faces used to be. How can you tell your friends somethin’ like that? Well, Mr. Laney—the postman from Russell County—didn’t show up, and the phone lines were down and there was no ’lectricity. We knew whatever had happened had been a whomper. Kyle Doss and Eddie Meachum volunteered to drive the twenty miles to Matheson and find out what was goin’ on. They never come back. I saw skulls where their faces were, too, but what could I say? You know, sometimes there just ain’t no sense in tellin’ somebody their time’s about up.”
     Josh wasn’t following the old woman’s ramblings. “What do you mean, you saw skulls where their faces were?”
     “Oh. Sorry. I forget that everybody beyond Sullivan don’t know about me.” Leona Skelton turned from the window, a faint smile on her dried-apple face. She picked up one of the lamps, walked across the room to a bookcase and withdrew a leather-bound scrapbook; she took it to Josh and opened it. “There you go,” she said. “That’s me.” She pointed to a yellowed picture and article, carefully scissored from a pulp magazine.
     The headline read, KANSAS SEER FORETOLD KENNEDY DEATH 6 MONTHS BEFORE DIXON! And below that, a smaller line proclaimed, Leona Skelton sees riches, new prosperity for America! The photograph showed a much younger Leona Skelton surrounded by cats and crystal balls.
     “That’s from Fate magazine, back in 1964. See, I wrote a letter to President Kennedy warning him to stay out of Dallas, because he was giving a speech on television and I saw a skull where his face was, and then I used the tarot cards and the Ouija board and found out that Kennedy had a powerful enemy in Dallas, Texas. I even got part of the name, but it came out as Osbald. Anyway, I wrote this letter, and I even made a copy of it.” She flipped the page, showing him a battered, almost illegible handwritten letter dated April 19, 1963. “Two FBI men came to the house and wanted to have a long talk with me. I was pretty calm, but they like to have scared poor Davy out of his clodhoppers! Oh, they were silky-talkin’ fellas, but they could look a hole right through you! I saw they thought I was a crazy lunatic, and they told me not to write any more letters and then they left.”
     She turned another page. The headline on this article read TOUCHED BY AN ANGEL AT BIRTH, KANSAS ‘JEANNE DIXON’ VOWS. “That’s from the National Tattler, about 1965. I just happened to mention to that writer lady that my mama always told me she had a vision of an angel in white robes kissin’ my forehead when I was a baby. Anyway, this one came out right after I found a little boy who’d been missin’ from his folks in Kansas City. He just got mad and ran away from home, and he was hidin’ in an old house about two blocks away.” She flipped more pages, proudly pointing to different articles from the Star, the Enquirer, and Fate magazine. The last article, in a small Kansas newspaper, was printed in 1987. “I haven’t been doin’ so well lately,” she said. “Sinus trouble and arthritis. Kinda clouded me up, I guess. Anyway, that’s who I am.”
     Josh grunted. He’d never believed in extrasensory perception, but from what he’d witnessed lately, anything was possible. “I noticed your crystal balls over there.”
     “That’s my most favorite collection! Those are from all over the world, you know!”
     “They’re real pretty,” Swan added.
     “Thank you kindly, little lady.” She smiled down at Swan, then returned her gaze to Josh. “You know, I didn’t see this thing happenin’. Maybe I’m gettin’ too old to see much anymore. But I had a bad, deep-down gut feelin’ about that astro-nut president. I thought he was the kind to let too many cooks stir the pot. Davy and me, neither one of us voted for him, no sir!”
     The coughing rattled from the back room again. Leona cocked her head, listening intently, but the coughing faded, and Leona visibly relaxed once more. “I don’t have much to offer in the way of food,” she explained. “Got some old corn muffins as hard as cinder blocks and a pot of vegetable soup. I can still do my cookin’ over the fireplace, but I’ve gotten used to eatin’ food that’s as cold as a virgin’s bed. Got a well in the back yard that still pumps up clean water. So you’re welcome to whatever you’ll have.”
     “Thank you,” Josh said. “I think some soup and corn muffins would be pretty fine, cold or not. Is there any way I can get some of this dirt off me?”
     “You mean you want to take a bath?” She thought for a minute. “Well, I reckon we can do it the old-fashioned way: heat buckets of water in the fire and fill the tub up like that. Little lady, I expect you ought to scrub up, too. ’Course, my drains might clog with all the dirt, and I don’t believe the plumber makes housecalls anymore. What’ve you two been doin’? Rollin’ in the ground?”
     “Sort of,” Swan said. She thought a bath—warm water or cold—was a fine idea. She knew she smelled like a pigsty; still, she was afraid of what her skin might look like under all the dirt. She knew it wasn’t going to be very pretty.
     “I’ll fetch you a couple of buckets, then, and you can pump your own water. Which one wants to go first?”
     Josh shrugged and motioned to Swan.
     “All righty. I’d help you pump, but I’ve got to be close to Davy in case he has a spell. You bring the buckets in, and we’ll warm ’em up in the fireplace. I’ve got a nice claw-footed bathtub that hasn’t nestled a body since this damned mess started.”
     Swan nodded and said thank you, and Leona Skelton waddled off to get the buckets from the kitchen. In the back bedroom, Davy Skelton coughed violently a few times, then the noise subsided.
     Josh was tempted to step back there and take a look at the man, but didn’t. That coughing sounded bad; it reminded him of Darleen’s coughing just before she’d died. He figured it must be radiation poisoning. “The sickness started hitting folks,” Leona had said. Radiation poisoning must have wiped out almost the whole town. But it had occurred to Josh that some people might be able to resist the radiation better than others; maybe it poleaxed some right off and slowly crept up on the rest. He was tired and weak from walking, but otherwise he felt okay; Swan, too, was in pretty good shape except for her burns, and Leona Skelton seemed healthy enough. Back in the basement, Darleen had been fit and boisterous one day, laid low and scalding with fever the next. Maybe some people could go for weeks or months without feeling the full effects of it. He hoped.
     But right now the idea of a warm bath and a meal eaten from a bowl with a real spoon made him delirious. “You okay?” he asked Swan, who stared into space.
     “I’m better,” she replied, but her mind had drifted back to her mama, lying dead under the dirt, and to what PawPaw—or whatever had taken hold of PawPaw—had said. What did it mean? What was the giant supposed to protect her from? And why her?
     She thought of the green seedlings growing from the dirt in the shape of her body. Nothing like that had ever happened to her before. She really hadn’t even had to do anything, not even knead the dirt between her hands. Of course, she was used to the tingling sensation, to feeling sometimes like a fountain of energy was coming up from the earth and through her backbone… but this was different.
     Something had changed, she thought. I could always make flowers grow. Bringing them up from wet earth when the sun shone down was easy. But she’d made grass grow in the dark, without water, and she hadn’t even tried. Something had changed.
     And it came to her, just like that: I’m stronger than I was before.
     Josh crossed to the window and peered out at the dead town, leaving Swan alone with her thoughts. A figure caught his attention out there—a small animal of some kind, standing in the wind. Its head lifted, watching Josh. A dog, he realized. A little terrier. They stared at each other for a few seconds—and then the dog darted away.
     Good luck to you, he thought, and then he turned away, because he knew the animal was bound to die, and he had a sickened gutful of death. Davy coughed twice and called weakly for Leona. She brought the buckets in from the kitchen for Swan’s bathwater, and then she hurried back to see about her husband.






Thirty-two

Sister and Artie had found a little piece of Heaven.
     They walked into a small log cabin, hidden in a grove of naked evergreens on the shore of an ice-skimmed lake, and into the wonderful warmth of a kerosene space heater. Tears almost burst from Sister’s eyes as she stumbled across the threshold, and Artie gasped with pleasure.
     “This is the place,” the man in the ski mask said.
     Four other people were already in the cabin: a man and woman, both dressed in ragged summer clothing, who appeared to be young, maybe in their early twenties—but it was hard to tell, because both of them had severe, brown-crusted burns in weird geometric shapes on their faces and arms and under the torn places of their clothing. The young man’s dark hair hung almost to his shoulders, but the crown of his scalp was burned bald and splotched with the brown marks. The woman might have been pretty, with large blue eyes and the fine bones of a fashion model, but her curly auburn hair was almost all scorched away, and the brown crusted marks lay diagonally, like precise penstrokes, across her face. She was wearing cutoff blue jeans and sandals, and her bare legs were also splotched with burns. Her feet were swathed in rags, and she was curled up next to the heater.
     The other two were a thin older man, maybe in his mid-fifties, with bright blue burns disfiguring his face, and a teen-aged boy, sixteen or so, wearing jeans and a T-shirt with BLACK FLAG LIVES! in untidy, scrawled letters on the front. Two small studs were pinned in the boy’s left earlobe, and he had all of his rooster-cut orange hair, but gray burn marks streamed down his strong-jawed face as if someone had lit a candle over his forehead and let the wax drip. His deep-socketed green eyes watched Sister and Artie with a hint of amusement.
     “Meet my other guests,” the man in the ski mask said, laying his pack on a bloodstained porcelain counter next to the sink after he’d shut the door and latched it. “Kevin and Mona Ramsey”—he motioned toward the young couple—“Steve Buchanan”—toward the teenage boy—“and the most I can get out of the old man is that he’s from Union City. I didn’t get your names.”
     “Artie Wisco.”
     “You can call me Sister,” she said. “What’s yours?”
     He peeled off the ski mask and hung it on the hook of a coatrack. “Paul Thorson,” he told her. “Citizen of the world.” He took off the jugs of blood and lifted the Tupperware bowls with their grisly contents from his pack.
     Sister was shocked. Paul Thorson’s face was unmarked by burns, and it had been a long time since Sister had seen a normal human face. He had long black hair flecked with gray, and gray swirled back from the corners of his mouth in his full black beard. His flesh was white from lack of sunshine, but it was weathered and wrinkled, and he had a high, deeply creased forehead and the rough-hewn look of an outdoorsman. Sister thought he resembled a mountain man, somebody who might have lived alone in a shack and come down to the valley only to trap beavers or something. Beneath black eyebrows, his eyes were a frosty gray-blue surrounded by dark circles of weariness. He shrugged off his parka—which had made him appear a lot heftier than he actually was—and hung that up as well, then started dumping the contents of the bowls into the sink. “Sister,” he said, “let’s have some of those vegetables you’re carrying around. We’re going to have asshole stew tonight, folks.”
     “Asshole stew?” Sister asked, and frowned. “Uh… what the hell is that?”
     “It means you’re a stupid asshole if you don’t eat it, because that’s all we’ve got. Come on, let’s have the cans.”
     “We’re going to eat… that?” Artie recoiled from the bloody mess. His ribs were hurting, and he had his hand pressed on the pain under his coat.
     “It’s not too bad, man,” the teenager with orange hair said, in a flat Brooklyn accent. “You get used to it. Hell, one of those fuckers tried to eat me. Serves ’em right to be eaten by us, huh?”
     “Absolutely,” Paul agreed, going to work with his knife.
     Sister took off her pack, opened the duffel bag and gave him some of the canned vegetables. Paul opened them with a can opener and dumped them into a big iron pot.
     Sister shuddered, but the man obviously knew what he was doing. The cabin seemed to be only two large rooms. In this front room, along with the space heater, was a small fireplace of rough stones, a fire burning cheerfully within it and throwing off more warmth and light. A few candles melded to saucers and a kerosene lamp were set around the room, which contained two unrolled sleeping bags, a cot, and a nest of newspapers tucked away in a corner. A cast-iron stove and a good-sized pile of split logs stood on the other side of the room, and when Paul said, “Steve, you can get the stove going now,” the boy got up off the floor, took a shovel from beside the fireplace and put burning pieces of wood into the stove. Sister felt a new rush of joy. They were going to have a hot meal!
     “It’s time now,” the old man spoke up, looking at Paul. “It’s time, isn’t it?”
     Paul glanced at his wristwatch. “Nope. Not quite yet.” He continued chopping up the intestines and brains, and Sister noted that his fingers were long and slender. He had artistic hands, she thought—particularly unsuited to the task they were now performing.
     “This your place?” she asked.
     He nodded. “Been living here… oh, about four years now. During the summer, I’m the caretaker for the Big Pines Ski Area, about six or seven miles that way.” He motioned in the direction of the lake behind the cabin. “In the winter, I cozy on in and live off the land.” He glanced up and smiled grimly. “Winter came early this year.”
     “What were you doing on the highway?”
     “The wolves go up there to chow down. I go up there to hunt wolves. That’s how I found all these other poor souls, wandering around on I-80. I’ve found quite a few more, too. Their graves are out back. I’ll show you, if you like.”
     She shook her head.
     “See, the wolves have always lived in the mountains. They’ve never had reason to come down before. They eat rabbits, deer, and whatever other animals they can find. But now the small animals are dying in their holes, and the wolves can smell new food. So they’re coming down in droves to Supermarket I-80 for the freshest meat. These people made it here before the snow started falling—if you can call that radioactive shit snow.” He grunted with disgust. “Anyway, the food chain’s been knocked off kilter. No small animals for the big ones to eat. Just people. And the wolves are getting real desperate—and real brave.” He plopped the hunks of innards into the pot, then uncapped one of the blood jugs and poured the stuff in. The smell of blood permeated the room. “More wood in there, Steve. We want this shit to boil.”
     “Right.”
     “I know it’s time!” the old man whined. “It’s got to be!”
     “No, it’s not,” Kevin Ramsey told him. “Not until after we’ve had our food.”
     Paul added the other jug of blood to the pot and began to stir it with a wooden spoon. “You people might as well take off your coats and stay for dinner, unless you want to head for the next restaurant down the road.”
     Sister and Artie looked at each other, both of them queasy from the smell of the stew. Sister was the first to take off her gloves, coat and woolen cap, and then Artie reluctantly did the same.
     “Okay.” Paul lifted the pot and put it on one of the stove’s burners. “Stoke that baby’s engine and let’s get the fire up.” As Steve Buchanan worked on the fire, Paul turned to a cupboard and produced a bottle that still had a little red wine left in it. “This is the last soldier,” he told them. “Everybody gets one good jolt.”
     “Wait.” Sister unzipped her knapsack again and brought out the six-pack of Olympia beer. “This might go better with the stew.”
     Their eyes lit up like penny candles.
     “My God!” Paul said. “Lady, you just bought my soul.” He gingerly touched the six-pack as if afraid it might evaporate, and when it didn’t, he worked one can from its plastic ring. He shook it carefully, was pleased to find it hadn’t frozen. Then he popped the tab and tilted it to his mouth, drinking long and deep with his eyes closed in rapture.
     Sister handed beers to everyone but Artie and shared the bottle of Perrier with him. It wasn’t as satisfying as the beer, but it tasted fine anyway.
     The asshole stew made the cabin reek like a slaughterhouse. From outside came a low, distant howling.
     “They smell it,” Paul said, glancing out a window. “Oh, those bastards are going to be all around this place in a few minutes!”
     The howling continued and grew as more wolf voices added dissonant notes and vibrato.
     “It’s got to be time!” the old man insisted after he’d finished his beer. “Isn’t it?”
     “It’s almost time.” Mona Ramsey had a gentle, lovely voice. “But not yet. Not yet.”
     Steve was stirring the pot. “It’s boiling. I think the shit’s as ready as it’s gonna be.”
     “Great.” Artie’s stomach was about to curdle.
     Paul ladled the stew out in brown clay bowls. It was thicker than Sister had thought it would be, and the smell was heavy, but not quite as bad as some of the things she’d scavenged from garbage bags back in Manhattan. The stuff was dark red, and if you didn’t look too closely you might have thought it was just a bowl of hearty beef stew.
     Outside, the wolves howled in unison, much closer to the cabin than before, as if they knew that one of their kin was about to go down human gullets.
     “Down the hatch,” Paul Thorson said, and he took the first sip.
     Sister tilted the bowl to her mouth. The soup was bitter and gritty, but the meat wasn’t too bad. The saliva suddenly flooded into her mouth, and she gulped the hot food down like an animal herself. After two swallows, Artie had begun to go pale.
     “Hey,” Paul said to him, “if you’re gonna puke, do it outside. One speck on my clean floor and you sleep with the wolves.”
     Artie shut his eyes and kept eating. The others attacked their bowls, scraping them clean with their fingers and holding them out for more like orphans from Oliver Twist.
     The wolves howled and clamored just outside the cabin. Something slammed against the wall, and Sister jumped so hard she spilled asshole stew on her sweater.
     “They’re just curious,” Steve told her. “Don’t sweat it, lady. It’s cool.”
     Sister had a second bowl. Artie looked at her in horror and crawled away, his hand pressed against a throbbing pain at his ribs. Paul noticed, but he said nothing.
     No sooner had the pot been cleaned out than the old man said irritably, “It’s time! Right now!”
     Paul put aside his empty bowl and checked his wristwatch again. “It hasn’t been a whole day yet.”
     “Please.” The old man’s eyes were like those of a lost puppy’s. “Please… all right?”
     “You know the rules. Once a day. No more, no less.”
     “Please. Just this once… can’t we do it early?”
     “Aw, shit!” Steve said. “Let’s go ahead and get it over with!”
     Mona Ramsey shook her head violently. “No, it isn’t time! It hasn’t been a whole day yet! You know the rules!”
     The wolves were still growling outside, as if they had their muzzles right up to the cracks in the door. Two or more of them started a gnashing, howling fight. Sister had no idea what everyone in the room was talking about, but whatever it was must be vital, she thought. The old man was near tears.
     “Just this once… just this once,” he moaned.
     “Don’t do it!” Mona told Paul, her eyes defiant. “We’ve got to have rules!”
     “Oh, fuck the rules!” Steve Buchanan banged his bowl down on the counter. “I say we do it and get it over with!”
     “What’s going on here?” Sister asked, puzzled.
     The others stopped arguing and looked at her. Paul Thorson glanced at his wristwatch, then sighed heavily. “Okay,” he said. “Just this once, we do it early.” He held up a hand to ward off the young woman’s objections. “We’re only going to be about an hour and twenty minutes early. That’s not enough to hurt.”
     “Yes it is!” Mona was almost shouting. Her husband put his hands on her shoulders, as if to restrain her. “It could ruin everything!”
     “Let’s vote on it, then,” Paul offered. “We’re still a democracy, right? Everybody say ‘aye’ who wants to do it early.” Immediately the old man shouted, “Aye!” Steve Buchanan stuck his thumb up in the air. The Ramseys were silent. Paul paused, listening to the call of the wolves, and Sister could see him thinking. Then he quietly said, “Aye. The ayes have it.”
     “What about them?” Mona pointed at Sister and Artie. “Don’t they get votes?”
     “Hell, no!” Steve said. “They’re new! They don’t get votes yet!”
     “The ayes have it,” Paul repeated firmly, staring at Mona. “One hour and twenty minutes early won’t make a big difference.”
     “It will!” she replied, and then her voice cracked. She started sobbing, while her husband held her shoulders and tried to soothe her. “It’ll ruin everything! I know it will!”
     “You two come with me,” Paul told Sister and Artie, and he motioned them into the cabin’s other room.
     In the room there was a regular bed with a quilted cover, a few shelves of paperback and hardbound books, and a desk and chair. On the desk was a battered old Royal typewriter and a thin sheaf of typing paper. Balls of paper were scattered around an overflowing wicker trash can. An ashtray was full of matches, and tobacco ash had spilled from the bowl of a black briar pipe. A couple of candles were set in saucers on a little table beside the bed, and a window looked out toward the tainted lake.
     But that was not all the window revealed.
     Parked behind the cabin was an old Ford pickup truck, the battleship-gray paint flaking off its sides and hood and red creepers of rust starting to eat through the metal.
     “You’ve got a truck!” Sister said excitedly. “My God! We can get out of here!”
     Paul glanced at the truck, scowled and shrugged. “Forget it, lady.”
     “What? What do you mean, forget it? You’ve got a truck! We can get to civilization!”
     He picked up his pipe and jammed a finger into the bowl, digging at a carbon deposit. “Yeah? And where might that be?”
     “Out there! Along I-80!”
     “How far, do you think? Two miles? Five? Ten? What about fifty?” He put the pipe aside and glared at her, then he drew a green curtain shut between this room and the other. “Forget it,” he repeated. “That truck’s got about a teacupful of gas in it, the brakes are shot, and I doubt if it’ll even crank. The battery was fucked up even on the best of days.”
     “But…” She looked out at the vehicle again, then at Artie and finally back to Paul Thorson. “You’ve got a truck,” she said, and she heard herself whine.
     “The wolves have got teeth,” he replied. “Sharp ones. Do you want those poor souls out there to find out how sharp? You want to pile them in a pickup truck and go for a nice excursion through the Pennsylvania countryside with a teacupful of gas in the tank? Sure. No problem to call a tow truck when we break down. Take us right to the gas pumps, and we’ll pull out our trusty credit cards and be on our way.” He was silent for a moment, and then he shook his head. “Please don’t torture yourself. Forget it. We’re here to stay.”
     Sister heard the wolves howling, the sound floating through the woods and over the frozen lake, and she feared that he might be right.
     “Talking about that bum truck’s not why I asked you in here.” He bent down and pulled an old wooden footlocker out from beneath the bed. “You two still seem to have most of your marbles,” he said. “I don’t know what you’ve been through, but those people out there are hanging on by their fingernails.”
     The footlocker was sealed by a fist-sized padlock. He fished a key from his jeans pocket and opened the lock. “We play a little game around here. It might not be a very nice game, but I figure it keeps them from letting go. It’s kind of like walking to the mailbox every day because you’re expecting a love letter or a check.” He lifted the footlocker’s lid.
     Inside, cushioned with newspapers and rags, were three bottles of Johnny Walker Red Label Scotch, a .357 Magnum revolver and a box or two of ammunition, some moldy-looking manuscripts bound with rubber bands, and another object wrapped in heavy plastic. He began to unfold the plastic. “It’s funny as shit, it really is,” he said. “I came out here to nowhere to get away from people. Can’t stand the breed. Never could. I’m sure as hell no Good Samaritan. And then all of a sudden the highway’s covered with cars and corpses, and people are running like hell and I’m up to my ears in the human race. I say screw it! We deserved everything we got!” He unfolded the last layer of plastic to reveal a radio with an intricate set of dials and knobs. He lifted it from the footlocker, opened the desk drawer and got out eight batteries. “Shortwave,” he told them as he began to put the batteries in the back of the radio. “I used to like to listen to concerts from Switzerland in the middle of the night.” He closed the footlocker and snapped the padlock on again.
     “I don’t understand,” Sister said.
     “You will. Just don’t get too bent out of shape, no matter what happens out there in the next few minutes. Like I say, it’s all a game, but they’re pretty jumpy today. I just wanted to prepare you.” He motioned for them to follow, and they returned to the front room.
     “It’s my turn today!” the old man cried out, sitting up on his knees, his eyes shining.
     “You did it yesterday,” Paul told him calmly. “It’s Kevin’s turn today.” He offered the radio to the young man. Kevin hesitated, then took it as if accepting a child in swaddling clothes.
     The others gathered around him, except for Mona Ramsey, who crawled petulantly away. But even she watched her husband excitedly. Kevin grasped the tip of the radio’s recessed antenna and drew it all the way out; it jutted up about two feet, the metal shining like a promise.
     “Okay,” Paul said. “Switch it on.”
     “Not yet,” the young man balked. “Please. Not just yet.”
     “Go ahead, man!” Steve Buchanan’s voice shook. “Do it!”
     Kevin slowly turned one of the knobs, and the red needle moved all the way to one end of the frequency dial. Then he laid his finger against a red button and let it rest there as if he couldn’t bear to press it. He drew a sudden, sharp breath—and his finger punched the ON button.
     Sister winced, and everyone else breathed or flinched or shifted, too.
     No sound came from the radio.
     “Crank the volume up, man!”
     “It’s already set high,” Kevin told him, and slowly—delicately—he began to move the needle along the frequency dial.
     A quarter inch more, and still dead air. The red needle continued to move, almost imperceptibly. Sister’s palms were sweating. Slowly, slowly: another fraction of an inch further.
     A high burst of static suddenly wailed from the speaker, and Sister and everyone else in the room jumped. Kevin looked up at Paul, who said, “Atmosphere’s supercharged.” The red needle moved on, through the thickets of little numbers and decimal points, searching for a human voice.
     Different tones of static faded in and out, weird cacophonies of atmospheric violence. Sister heard the howl of the wolves outside mingling with the static noise—a lonely sound, almost heartbreaking in its loneliness. Spaces of dead air alternated with the grating, terrible static—and Sister knew she was hearing ghosts from the black craters where cities had been.
     “You’re going too fast!” Mona objected and he slowed the needle’s progress to a speed that might tempt a spider to spin a web between his fingers. Sister’s heart pounded at every infinitesimal change in the pitch or volume of static pouring from the speaker.
     Finally, Kevin came to the end of the dial. His eyes were luminous with tears.
     “Try AM,” Paul told him.
     “Yeah! Try AM!” Steve said, pressing over Kevin’s shoulder. “There’s gotta be somethin’ on AM!”
     Kevin turned another small dial to change from shortwave to AM, and he began to lead the red searching needle back over the numbers again. This time, except for abrupt pops and clicks and a faint, distant humming noise like honeybees at work, the band was almost completely dead. Sister didn’t know how long it took Kevin to reach the other end of the dial; it could have been ten minutes, or fifteen, or twenty. But he stretched it out to the very last faint sizzle—and then he sat holding the radio between his hands, staring at it as a pulse beat steadily at his temple.
     “Nothing,” he whispered, and he pressed the red button.
     Silence.
     The old man put his hands to his face.
     Sister heard Artie, who was standing beside her, give a helpless, despairing sigh. “Not even Detroit,” he said listlessly. “Dear God… not even Detroit.”
     “You turned it way too fast, man!” Steve told Kevin Ramsey. “Shit, you spun through it! I thought I heard something—it sounded like a voice!—and you went right through it!”
     “No!” Mona shouted. “There was no voice! We did it too early, and that’s why there was no voice! If we’d done it on time, by the rules, we would’ve heard somebody this time! I know it!”
     “It was my turn.” The old man’s pleading eyes turned toward Sister. “Everybody always steals my turn.”
     Mona began to sob. “We didn’t go by the rules! We missed the voice because we didn’t go by the rules!”
     “Fuck it!” Steve snapped. “I heard a voice! I swear to God I did! It was right…” He started to take the radio, but Paul Thorson snatched it out of Kevin’s hands before he could. Paul lowered the antenna and turned away, going back through the curtain into the other room. Sister couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed; anger stirred within her, and pity for the poor, hopeless souls. She strode purposefully into the room where Paul Thorson was wrapping the radio back up in its protective plastic.
     He looked up at her, and she lifted her right hand and gave him a slap across the face with all the fury of judgment behind it. The blow knocked him sprawling and left a red handprint on his cheek. Still, as he fell, he grasped the radio protectively to his chest and took the fall on his shoulder. He lay blinking up at her.
     “I’ve never seen anything so cruel in all my life!” Sister raged. “Do you think that’s funny? Do you get pleasure out of that? Get up, you sonofabitch! I’ll knock your ass right through that wall!” She advanced on him, but he held up a hand to ward her off, and she hesitated.
     “Wait,” he croaked. “Hold on. You don’t get it yet, do you?”
     “You’re gonna get it, shitass!”
     “Back off. Just wait, and watch. Then you can kick butt if you still want to.” He pulled himself up, continued wrapping the radio and replaced it in the footlocker; then he snapped the padlock shut and pushed the footlocker underneath the bed again. “After you,” he said, motioning her into the front room.
     Mona Ramsey was bent over in the corner, sobbing as her husband tried to comfort her. The old man had curled up against one wall, staring into space, and Steve was kicking and hammering at the wall with his fist, shouting obscenities. In the center of the room, Artie stood very still as the red-haired teenager rampaged around him.
     “Mona?” Paul said, with Sister standing just behind him and to the side.
     The young woman raised her eyes to his. The old man looked at him, and so did Kevin, and Steve stopped hammering at the walls.
     “You’re right, Mona,” Paul went on. “We didn’t go by the rules. That’s why we didn’t hear a voice. Now, I’m not saying we will hear one if we go by the rules tomorrow. But tomorrow is another day, right? That’s what Scarlett O’Hara said. Tomorrow we’ll turn the radio on and try again. And if we don’t hear anything tomorrow, we’ll try the day after that. You know, it would take some time to repair a radio station and kick the juice back on. It would take quite a while. But tomorrow we’ll try again. Right?”
     “Sure!” Steve said. “Hell, it would take a while to get the juice back on!” He grinned, looking at all of them in turn. “I bet they’re trying to get the stations back on the air right now! God, that’d be a job, wouldn’t it?”
     “I used to listen to the radio all the time!” the old man spoke up. He was smiling, too, as if he’d stepped into a dream. “I used to listen to the Mets on the radio in the summertime! Tomorrow we’ll hear somebody, I’ll bet you!”
     Mona clutched at her husband’s shoulder. “We didn’t go by the rules, did we? See? I told you—it’s important to have rules!” But her crying was over, and just as suddenly she started to laugh. “God’ll let us hear somebody if we follow the rules! Tomorrow! Yes, I think it might be tomorrow!”
     “Right!” Kevin agreed, hugging her close. “Tomorrow!”
     “Yeah.” Paul looked around the room; he was keeping a smile on his face, but his eyes were pain-ridden and haunted. “I kind of think it might be tomorrow, too.” His gaze met Sister’s. “Don’t you?”
     She hesitated, and then she understood. These people had nothing to live for but that radio in the footlocker. Without it, without being able to look forward to a very special time once a day, they might very well kill themselves. Keeping it on all the time would waste batteries and blunt the hope, and she saw that Paul Thorson knew they might never hear a human voice on that radio again. But, in his own way, he was being a Good Samaritan. He was keeping these people alive in more ways than by just feeding them.
     “Yes,” she finally said. “I think it might be.”
     “Good.” His smile deepened, and so did the networks of lines around his eyes. “I hope you two are poker players. I’ve got a hot deck of cards and plenty of matches. You weren’t going anywhere in a hurry, were you?”
     Sister glanced at Artie. He was standing stoop-shouldered, his eyes vacant, and she knew he was thinking of the hole where Detroit had been. She watched him for a moment, and finally he straightened up and answered in a weak but courageous voice, “No. I’m not hurrying anywhere. Not anymore.”
     “We play five-card draw around here. If I win, I get to read my poetry to you, and you have to smile and enjoy it. Either that or you can dump the crap buckets—your choice.”
     “I’ll make up my mind when I come to it,” Sister replied, and she decided that she liked Paul Thorson very much.
     “You sound like a real gambler, lady!” He clapped his hands together with mock glee. “Welcome to the club!”






Thirty-three

Swan had avoided it as long as she possibly could. But now, as she stepped out of the bathtub’s wonderfully warm water—leaving it murky brown with shed skin and grime—and reached for the large towel that Leona Skelton had set out for her, she had to do it. She had to.
     She looked in the mirror.
     The light came from a single lamp, its wick turned low, but it was enough. Swan stared into the oval glass over the basin, and she thought she might be seeing someone in a grotesque, hairless Halloween mask. One hand fluttered up to her lips; the awful image did the same.
     Shreds of skin were hanging from her face, peeling off like tree bark. Brown, crusty streaks lay across her forehead and the bridge of her nose, and her eyebrows—once so blond and thick—had been burned clean away. Her lips were cracked like dry earth, and her eyes seemed to be sunken down into dark holes in her skull. On her right cheek were two small black warts, and on her lips were three more of them. She’d seen those same wartlike things on Josh’s forehead, had seen the brown burns on his face and the mottled gray-white of his skin, but she’d gotten used to what Josh looked like. Seeing herself with a stubble where her hair had been and the dead white skin dangling from her face jarred loose tears of shock and horror.
     She was startled by a polite knock at the bathroom door. “Swan? You all right, child?” Leona Skelton asked.
     “Yes, ma’am,” she answered, but her voice was unsteady, and she knew the woman had heard.
     After a pause, Leona said, “Well, I’ve got some grub for you when you’re ready.”
     Swan thanked her and said she’d be out in a few minutes, and Leona went away. The Halloween-mask monster peered at her from the mirror.
     She had left her grimy clothes with Leona, who’d said she’d try to wash them in a pot and dry them before the fire, and so she wrapped herself up in the floppy plaid boy’s-size robe and thick white socks that Leona had left for her. The robe was part of a trunkful of clothes that had belonged to Leona’s son, Joe—who now, the woman had said proudly, lived in Kansas City with a family of his own and was the manager of a supermarket. Been meanin’ to throw that trunk out, Leona had told Swan and Josh, but somehow I just never got around to the job.
     Swan’s body was clean. The soap she’d used had smelled like lilacs, and she thought wistfully of her gardens bright with color beneath the sun. She hobbled out of the bathroom, leaving the lantern burning for Josh to see by when he took his bath. The house was chilly, and she went directly to the fireplace to warm herself again. Josh was asleep on the floor under a red blanket with his head on a pillow. Near his head was a TV tray with an empty bowl and cup on it and a couple of corn muffin crumbs. The blanket had pulled off his shoulder, and Swan bent down and tucked it up underneath his chin.
     “He told me how you two got together,” Leona said, quietly so as not to disturb Josh; he was sleeping so soundly, though, that she doubted he’d wake if a truck came through the wall. She continued into the room from the kitchen, bringing Swan a TV tray with a bowl of lukewarm vegetable soup, a cup of well water and three corn muffins. Swan took the tray and sat down in front of the fireplace. The house was quiet. Davy Skelton was asleep, and except for the occasional rush of wind around the roof there was no sound but the crackling of embers and the ticking of a windup clock on the mantel that said it was forty minutes after eight.
     Leona eased herself into a chair covered with a garish flower-patterned fabric. Her knees popped. She winced and rubbed them with a gnarled, age-spotted hand. “Old bones like to talk,” she said. She nodded toward the sleeping giant. “He says you’re a mighty brave little girl. Says once you set your mind, you don’t give up. That true?”
     Swan didn’t know what to say. She shrugged, chewing on a rock-hard corn muffin.
     “Well, that’s what he told me. And it’s good to have a tough mind. Especially in times like these.” Her gaze moved past Swan and to the window. “Everything’s changed now. All that was is gone. I know it.” Her eyes narrowed. “I can hear a dark voice in that wind,” she said. “It’s sayin’, ‘All mine… all mine.’ I don’t figure a whole lot of people are gonna be left out there, I’m sorry to say. Maybe the whole world’s just like Sullivan: blowin’ away, changin’, turnin’ into somethin’ different than what it was before.”
     “Like what?” Swan asked.
     “Who knows?” Leona shrugged. “Oh, the world’s not gonna end. That’s what I thought first off. But the world has got a tough mind, too.” She lifted a crooked finger for emphasis. “Even if all the people in all the big cities and little towns die, and all the trees and the crops turn black, and the clouds never let the sun through again, the world’ll keep turnin’. Oh, God gave this world a mighty spin, He did! And He put mighty tough minds and souls in a lot of people, too—people like you, maybe. And like your friend over there.”
     Swan thought she heard a dog barking. It was an uncertain sound, there for a few seconds and then masked by the wind. She stood up, looked out one window and then another, but couldn’t see much of anything. “Did you hear a dog bark?”
     “Huh? No, but you probably did, all right. Strays pass through town all the time, lookin’ for food. Sometimes I leave a few crumbs and a bowl of water on the porch steps.” She busied herself getting the new wood situated in the fireplace so it would catch amid the embers.
     Swan took another swallow from her cup of water and decided her teeth couldn’t take the battle with the corn muffins. She picked up a muffin and said, “Would it be okay if I took this water and the muffin out there?”
     “Sure, go ahead. Guess strays need to eat, too. Watch out the wind don’t grab you ’way, though.”
     Swan took the muffin and cup of water out to the porch steps. The wind was stronger than it had been during daylight, carrying waves of dust before it. Her robe flapping around her, Swan put the food and water on one of the lower steps and looked in all directions, shielding her eyes from the dust. There was no sign of a dog. She went back up to where the screen door had been and stood there for a moment, and she was about to go back inside when she thought she detected a furtive movement off to the right. She waited, beginning to shiver.
     At last a small gray shape came nearer. The little terrier stopped about ten feet from the porch and sniffed the ground with his furry snout. He smelled the air next, trying to find Swan’s scent. The wind ruffled through his short, dusty coat, and then the terrier looked up at Swan and trembled.
     She felt a deep pang of pity for the creature. There was no telling where the dog had come from; it was frightened and wouldn’t approach the food, though Swan was standing up at the top of the steps. The terrier abruptly turned and bolted into the darkness. Swan understood; it didn’t trust human beings anymore. She left the food and water and went back into the house.
     The fire was burning cheerfully. Leona stood before it, warming her hands. Under his blanket, Josh kicked and snored more loudly, then quieted down again. “Did you see the dog?” Leona asked.
     “Yes, ma’am. It wouldn’t take the food while I was standing there, though.”
     “’Spect not. Probably got his pride, don’t you think?” She turned toward Swan, a round figure outlined in orange light, and Swan had to ask a question that had occurred to her while she was basking in the tub: “I don’t mean this to sound bad, but… are you a witch?”
     Leona laughed huskily. “Ha! You say what you think, don’t you, child? Well, that’s fine! That’s too rare of a thing in this day and age!”
     Swan paused, waiting for more. When it didn’t come, Swan said, “I’d still like to know. Are you? My mama used to say that anybody who had second sight or could tell the future had to be evil, because those things come from Satan.”
     “Did she say that? Well, I don’t know if I’d call myself a witch or not. Maybe I am, at that. And I’ll be the first to tell you that not everything I see comes true. In fact, I’ve got a pretty low score for a seer. I figure life is like one of those big jigsaw puzzles you have to put together, and you can’t figure it out—you just have to go at it piece by piece, and you try to jam wrong pieces in where they don’t fit, and you get so weary you just want to hang your head and cry.” She shrugged. “I’m not sayin’ the puzzle is already put together, but maybe I have the gift of seein’ which piece fits next. Not all the time, mind you. Just sometimes, when that next piece is real important. I figure Satan would want to scatter those pieces, burn ’em up and destroy ’em. I don’t figure Old Scratch would like to see the puzzle neat and dean and pretty, do you?”
     “No,” Swan agreed. “I don’t guess so.”
     “Child, I’d like to show you something—if that’s all right with you.”
     Swan nodded.
     Leona took one of the lamps and motioned for Swan to follow. They went along the hallway, past the closed door where Davy slept, and to another door at the end of the hall. Leona opened it and led Swan into a small pine-paneled room full of bookshelves and books, with a square card table and four chairs at the room’s center. A Ouija board sat atop the table, and underneath the table was a multicolored five-pointed star, painted on the wooden floor.
     “What’s that?” Swan asked, pointing to the design as the lamplight revealed it.
     “It’s called a pentacle. It’s a magic sign, and that one’s supposed to draw in good, helpful spirits.”
     “Spirits? You mean ghosts?”
     “No, just good feelings and emotions and stuff. I’m not exactly sure; I ordered the pattern from an ad in Fate magazine, and it didn’t come with much background information.” She put the lamp on the table. “Anyway, this is my seein’ room. I bring… used to bring my customers in here, to read the crystal ball and the Ouija board for ’em. So I guess this is kinda my office, too.”
     “You mean you make money off this?”
     “Sure! Why not? It’s a decent way to make a livin’. Besides, everybody wants to know about their favorite subject—themselves!” She laughed, and her teeth sparkled silver in the lamplight. “Looky here!” She reached down beside one of the bookshelves and brought up a crooked length of wood that looked like a skinny tree branch, about three feet long, with two smaller branches jutting off at opposite angles on one end. “This is Crybaby,” Leona said. “My real moneymaker.”
     To Swan it just looked like a weird old stick. “That thing? How?”
     “Ever heard of a dowsing rod? This is the best dowsing rod you could wish for, child! Old Crybaby here’ll bend down and weep over a puddle of water a hundred feet under solid rock. I found it in a garage sale in 1968, and Crybaby’s sprung fifty wells all over this county. Sprung my own well, out back. Brought up the cleanest water you could ever hope to curl your tongue around. Oh, I love this here booger!” She gave it a smacking kiss and returned it to its resting place. Then her sparkling, impish gaze slid back to Swan. “How’d you like to have your future told?”
     “I don’t know,” she said uneasily.
     “But wouldn’t you like to? Maybe just a little bit? Oh, I mean for fun… nothin’ more.”
     Swan shrugged, still unconvinced.
     “You interest me, child,” Leona told her. “After what Josh said about you, and what the both of you went through… I’d like to take a peek at that big ol’ jigsaw puzzle. Wouldn’t you?”
     Swan wondered if Josh had told her about PawPaw’s commandment, and about the grass growing where she’d been sleeping. Surely not, she thought. They didn’t know Leona Skelton well enough to be revealing secret things! Or, Swan wondered, if the woman was a witch—good or bad—maybe she somehow already knew, or at least guessed that something was strange from Josh’s story. “How would you do it?” Swan asked. “With one of those crystal balls? Or that board over there on the table?”
     “No, I don’t think so. Those things have their uses, but… I’d do it with these.” And she took a carved wooden box from a place on one of the shelves and stepped over toward the table where the light was stronger. She put the Ouija board aside, set the box down and opened it; the inside was lined with purple velvet, and from it Leona Skelton withdrew a deck of cards. She turned the deck face up and with one hand skimmed the cards out so Swan could see—and Swan caught her breath.
     On the cards were strange and wonderful pictures—swords, sticks, goblets and pentacles like the one painted on the floor, the objects in assorted numbers on each card and presented against enigmatic drawings that Swan couldn’t fathom—three swords piercing a heart, or eight sticks flying through a blue sky. But on some of the other cards were drawings of people: an old man in gray robes, his head bowed and a staff in one hand, in the other a six-pointed glowing star in a lantern; two naked figures, a man and woman, curled around each other to form a single person; a knight with red, flaming armor on a horse that breathed fire, the hooves striking sparks as it surged forward. And more and more magical figures—but what set them to life were the colors impressed into the cards: emerald green, the red of a thousand fires, glittering gold and gleaming silver, royal blue and midnight black, pearly white and the yellow of a midsummer sun. Bathed in those colors, the figures seemed to move and breathe, to perform whatever range of action they were involved in. Swan had never seen such cards before, and her eyes couldn’t get enough of them.
     “They’re called tarot cards,” Leona said. “This deck dates from the 1920s, and each color was daubed in by somebody’s hand. Ain’t they somethin’?”
     “Yes,” Swan breathed. “Oh… yes.”
     “Sit down right there, child”—Leona touched one of the chairs—“and let’s see what we can see. All right?”
     Swan wavered, still uncertain, but she was entranced by the beautiful, mysterious figures on those magic cards. She looked up into Leona Skelton’s face, and then she slid into the chair as if it had been made for her.
     Leona took the chair across from her and moved the lamp toward her right. “We’re going to do something called the Grand Cross. That’s a fancy way to arrange the cards so they’ll tell a story. It might not be a clear story; it might not be an easy story, but the cards’ll lock together, one upon the next, kinda like that jigsaw puzzle we were talkin’ about. You ready?”
     Swan nodded, her heart beginning to thump. The wind hooted and wailed outside, and for an instant Swan thought she did hear a dark voice in it.
     Leona smiled and rummaged through the cards, looking for a particular one. She found it and held it up for Swan to see. “This one’ll stand for you, and the other cards’ll build a story around it.” She placed the card down on the table in front of Swan; it was trimmed in gold and red and bore the picture of a youth in a long gold cape and a cap with a red feather, holding a stick before him with green vines curled around it. “That’s the Page of Rods—a child, with a long way yet to go.” She pushed the rest of the deck toward Swan. “Can you shuffle those?”
     Swan didn’t know how to shuffle cards, and she shook her head.
     “Well, just scramble ’em, then. Scramble ’em real good, around and around, and while you’re doin’ that you think real hard about where you’ve been, and who you are, and where you’re wantin’ to go.”
     Swan did as she asked, and the cards slipped around in all directions, their faces pressed to the table and just their golden backs showing. She concentrated on the things that Leona had mentioned, thought as hard as she could, though the noise of the wind kept trying to distract her, and finally Leona said, “That’s good, child. Now put ’em together into a deck again, face down, in any order you please. Then cut the deck into three piles and put ’em on your left.”
     When that was done, Leona reached out, her hand graceful in the muted orange light, and picked up each pile to form a deck once more. “Now we start the story,” she said.
     She placed the first card face up, directly over the Page of Rods. “This covers you,” she said. It was a large golden wheel, with figures of men and women as the spokes in it, some with joyous expressions at the top of the wheel and others, on the wheel’s bottom, holding their hands to their faces in despair. “The Wheel of Fortune—ever turnin’, bringin’ change and unfoldin’ Fate. That’s the atmosphere you’re in, maybe things movin’ and turnin’ around you that you don’t even know about yet.”
     The next card was laid across the Wheel of Fortune. “This crosses you,” Leona said, “and stands for the forces that oppose you.” Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, Lordy.” The card, trimmed in ebony and silver, showed a figure shrouded almost entirely in a black cloak and cowl except for a white, masklike and grinning face; its eyes were silver—but there was a third eye of scarlet in its forehead. At the top of the card was scrolled, intricate lettering that read—
     “The Devil,” Leona said. “Destruction unleashed. Inhumanity. You have to be on guard and watch yourself, child.”
     Before Swan could ask about that card, which gave her a shiver, Leona dealt the next one out, above the other two. “This crowns you, and says what you yearn for. The Ace of Cups—peace, beauty, a yearning for understanding.”
     “Aw, that’s not me!” Swan said, embarrassed.
     “Maybe not yet. But maybe someday.” The next card was laid below the hateful-looking Devil. “This is beneath you, and tells a story about what you’ve been through to get where you are.” The card showed the brilliant yellow sun, but it was turned upside down. “The Sun like that stands for loneliness, uncertainty… the loss of someone. Maybe the loss of part of yourself, too. The death of innocence.” Leona glanced up quickly and then back to the cards. The next card, the fifth that Leona had dealt from the scrambled pack, was placed to the left of the Devil card. “This is behind you, an influence passin’ away.” It was the old man carrying a star in a lantern, but this one was upside down, too. “The Hermit. Turned upside down, it means withdrawal, hidin’, forgettin’ your responsibilities. All those things are passin’ away. You’re goin’ out into the world—for better or worse.”
     The sixth card went to the right of the Devil. “This is before you, and says what will come.”
     Leona examined the card with interest. This one showed a youth in crimson armor, holding an upraised sword while a castle blazed in the background. “The Page of Swords,” Leona explained. “A young girl or boy who craves power. Who lives for it, needs it like food and water. The Devil’s lookin’ in that direction, too. Could be there’s some kinda link between ’em. Anyway, that’s somebody you might run up against—somebody real crafty—and maybe dangerous, too.”
     Before she could turn the next card over, a voice drifted through the hallways: “Leona! Leona!” Davy began coughing violently, almost choking, and instantly she put the cards aside and rushed out of the room.
     Swan stood up. The Devil card—a man with a scarlet eye, she thought—seemed to be staring right at her, and she felt goose bumps come up on her arms. The deck that Leona had put aside was only a few inches away, its top card beckoning her to take a peek.
     Her hand drifted toward it. Stopped.
     Just a peek. A small, itty-bitty peek.
     She picked up the top card and looked.
     It showed a beautiful woman in violet robes, the sun shining above her, and around her a sheaf of wheat, a waterfall and flowers. At her feet lay a lion and a lamb. But her hair was afire, and her eyes were fiery too, determined and set on some distant obstacle. She carried a silver shield with a design of fire at its center, and on her head was a crown that burned with colors like trapped stars. Ornate lettering at the top of the card said THE EMPRESS.
     Swan allowed herself to linger over it until all the details were impressed in her mind. She put it down, and the deck’s next card pulled at her. No! she warned herself. You’ve gone far enough! She could almost feel the Devil’s baleful scarlet eye, mocking her to lift one more card.
     She picked up the following card. Turned it over.
     She went cold.
     A skeleton in armor sat astride a rearing horse of bones, and in the skeleton’s arms was a blood-smeared scythe. The thing was reaping a wheat field, but the sheaves of wheat were made up of human bodies lashed together, nude and writhing in agony as they were slashed by the flailing scythe. The sky was the color of blood, and in it black crows circled over the human field of misery. It was the most terrible picture Swan had ever seen, and she did not have to read the lettering at the top of this card to recognize what it was.
     “What are you up to in here?”
     The voice almost made her jump three feet in the air. She whirled around, and there was Josh standing in the doorway. His face, splotched with gray and white pigment and brown crusted burns, was grotesque, but Swan realized in that instant that she loved it—and him. He looked around the room, frowning. “What’s all this?”
     “It’s… Leona’s seeing room. She was reading my future in the cards.”
     Josh walked in and took a look at the cards laid out on the table. “Those are real pretty,” he said. “All except that one.” He tapped the Devil card. “That reminds me of a nightmare I had after I ate a salami sandwich and a whole box of chocolate doughnuts.”
     Still unnerved, Swan showed him the last card she’d picked up.
     He took it between his fingers and held it nearer the light. He’d seen tarot cards before, in the French Quarter in New Orleans. The lettering spelled out DEATH.
     Death reaping the human race, he thought. It was one of the grimmest things he’d ever seen, and in the tricky light the silver scythe seemed to slash back and forth through the human sheaves, the skeletal horse rearing while its rider labored under the blood-red sky. He flipped it back onto the table, and it slid halfway across the card with the demonic, scarlet-eyed figure on it. “Just cards,” he said. “Paper and paints. They don’t mean anything.”
     “Leona said they tell a story.”
     Josh gathered the cards into a deck again, getting the Devil and Death out of Swan’s sight. “Paper and paints,” he repeated. “That’s all.”
     They couldn’t help but hear Davy Skelton’s gasping, tormented coughing. Seeing those cards, especially the one with the grim reaper, had given Josh a creepy feeling. Davy sounded as if he were strangling, and they heard Leona crooning to him, trying to calm him down. Death’s near, Josh knew suddenly. It’s very, very near. He walked out of the seeing room and down the hall. The door to Davy’s room was ajar. Josh figured he might be able to help, and he started into the sickroom.
     He saw first that the sheets were splotched with blood. A man’s agonized face was illuminated by yellow lamplight, eyes dazed with sickness and horror, and from his mouth as he coughed came gouts of thick, dark gore.
     Josh stopped in the doorway.
     Leona was leaning over her husband, a porcelain bowl in her lap and a blood-damp rag in her hand. She sensed Josh’s presence, turned her head and said with as much dignity as she could muster, “Please. Go out and close the door.”
     Josh hesitated, stunned and sick.
     “Please,” Leona implored, as her husband coughed his life out in her lap.
     He backed out of the room and pulled the door shut.
     Somehow he found himself sitting before the fireplace again. He smelled himself. He stank, and he needed to get some buckets of water from the well, heat them in the fire and immerse himself in that bath he’d been looking forward to. But the yellow, strained face of the dying man in the other room was in his mind and would not let him move; he remembered Darleen, dying in the dirt. Remembered the corpse that lay out there on somebody’s porch steps in the moaning dark. The image of that skeletal rider running riot through the wheat field of humanity was leeched in his brain.
     Oh God, he thought as the tears started to come. Oh, God, help us all.
     And then he bowed his head and sobbed—not just for his memories of Rose and the boys, but for Davy Skelton and Darleen Prescott and the dead person out in the dark and all the dead and dying human beings who’d once felt the sun on their faces and thought they’d live forever. He sobbed, the tears rolling down his face and dropping from his chin, and he could not stop.
     Someone put an arm around his neck.
     The child.
     Swan.
     Josh pulled her to him, and this time she clung to him while he cried.
     She held tight. She loved Josh, and she couldn’t bear to hear his hurting sound.
     The wind shrieked, changed direction, attacked the ruins of Sullivan from another angle.
     And in that wind she thought she heard a dark voice whispering, “All mine… all mine.”
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Thirty-four

Torches whipped in the cold wind on the desert flatland thirty miles northwest of Salt Lake City’s crater. Some three hundred ragged, half-starved people huddled on the shore of the Great Salt Lake, in a makeshift city of cardboard boxes, broken-down automobiles, tents and trailers. The torchlight carried for miles over the flat terrain and drew scattered bands of survivors who were struggling eastward from the ruined cities and towns of California and Nevada. Every day and night groups of people, their belongings strapped to their backs, carried in their arms, lugged in suitcases or pushed in wheelbarrows and grocery carts, came into the encampment and found a space of hard, bare earth to crouch on. The more fortunate ones came with tents and knapsacks of canned food and bottled water and had guns to protect their supplies; the weakest ones curled up and expired when their food and water was either used up or stolen—and the bodies of suicides floated in the Great Salt Lake like grim, bobbing logs. But the smell of the salt water in the wind drew bands of wanderers as well; those without fresh water tried to drink it, and those suffering from festered wounds and burns sought its cleansing, agonizing embrace with the single-minded desire of religious flagellants.
     At the western edge of the encampment, on rough and rock-stubbled ground, over a hundred corpses lay where they’d collapsed. The bodies had been stripped naked by scavengers, who lived in pits in the dirt and were contemptuously called “dirtwarts” by the people who lived closest to the lake shore. Strewn out almost to the western horizon was a junkyard of cars, RVs, campers, Jeeps and motorcycles that had run out of gas or whose engines had locked for want of oil. The scavengers scrambled out, tore the seats out of cars, took the tires off, ripped the doors and hoods and trunks away to make their own bizarre dwellings. Gas tanks were drained by parties of armed men from the main encampment, the gas set aside to fuel the torches—because light had become strength, an almost mystic protection against the horrors of the dark.
     Two figures, both laden with backpacks, trudged across the desert toward the light of the torches, about a half mile ahead. It was the night of August twenty-third, one month and six days after the bombs. The two figures walked through the junkyard of vehicles, not hesitating as they stepped on the occasional nude corpse. Over the odors of corruption they could smell the salt lake. Their own car, a BMW stolen from a lot in the ghost town of Carson City, Nevada, had run out of gas about twelve miles back, and they’d been walking all night, following the glow of the lights reflected off low-lying clouds.
     Something rattled off to the side, behind the scavenged wreck of a Dodge Charger. The figure in the lead stopped and drew a .45 automatic from a shoulder holster under a blue goosedown parka. The sound did not repeat itself, and after a silent moment the two figures began to walk toward the encampment again, their pace faster.
     The lead figure had taken about five more steps when a hand burst from the loose dirt and sand at his feet and grabbed his left ankle, jerking him off balance. His shout of alarm and the .45 went off together, but the gun fired toward the sky. He hit hard on his left side, the air whooshing from his lungs with the shock, and a human shape scrabbled like a crab from a pit that had opened in the earth. The crab-thing fell upon the man with the knapsack, planted a knee in his throat and began to batter his face with a left-hand fist.
     The second figure screamed—a woman’s scream—then turned and started running through the junkyard. She heard footsteps behind her, sensing something gaining on her, and as she turned her head to look back she tripped over one of the naked corpses and went down on her face. She tried to scramble up, but suddenly a sneakered foot pressed on the back of her head, forcing her nostrils and mouth into the dirt. Her body thrashing, she began to suffocate.
     A few yards away, the crab-thing shifted, using the left knee to pin the young man’s gun hand to the ground, the right knee pressed into his chest. The young man was gasping for air, his eyes wide and stunned over a dirty blond beard. And then the crab-thing drew with its left hand a hunting knife from a leather sheath under a long, dusty black overcoat; the hunting knife slashed fast and deep across the young man’s throat—once, again, a third time. The young man stopped struggling and his lips pulled back from his teeth in a grimace.
     The woman fought for life; she got her head turned, her cheek mashed into the ground, and she begged, “Please… don’t kill me! I’ll give you… give you what you want! Please don’t…”
     The sneakered foot suddenly drew back. The point of what felt like an ice pick pricked her cheek just below her right eye.
     “No tricks.” It was a boy’s voice, high and reedy. “Understand?” The ice pick jabbed for emphasis.
     “Yes,” she answered. The boy grabbed a handful of her long, raven-black hair and pulled her up to a sitting position. She was able to make out his face in the dim wash of the distant lights. He was just a kid, maybe thirteen or fourteen years old, wearing an oversized, filthy brown sweater and gray trousers with holes where the knees had been; he was skinny to the point of emaciation, his high-cheekboned face pale and cadaverous. His dark hair was plastered to his skull with grime and sweat, and he wore a pair of goggles—the kind of goggles, trimmed in battered leather, that she figured World War II fighter pilots might have worn. The lens magnified his eyes as if through fishbowls. “Don’t hurt me, okay? I swear I won’t scream.”
     Roland Croninger laughed. That was about the stupidest fucking thing he’d ever heard. “You can scream if you want to. Nobody gives a shit whether you scream or not. Take the pack off.”
     “You got him?” Colonel Macklin called, from where he crouched atop the other body.
     “Yes, sir,” Roland answered. “It’s a woman.”
     “Bring her over here!”
     Roland picked up the pack and stepped backward. “Start moving.” She started to rise, but he shoved her down again. “No. Not on your feet. Crawl.”
     She started crawling through the dirt, over the festering bodies. A scream was locked behind her teeth, but she didn’t let it get loose. “Rudy?” she called weakly. “Rudy? You okay?”
     And then she saw the figure in the black coat ripping open Rudy’s backpack, and she saw all the blood, and she knew they’d stepped into deep shit.
     Roland tossed the other pack over to Colonel Macklin, then put his ice pick away in the elastic waistband of the trousers he’d stripped from the corpse of a boy about his age and size. He pried the automatic out of Rudy’s dead fingers as the woman sat nearby, numbly watching.
     “Good gun,” he told the King. “We can use it.”
     “Got to have more clips,” Macklin answered, digging through the pack with one hand. He pulled out socks, underwear, toothpaste, an army surplus mess kit—and a canteen that sloshed when he shook it. “Water!” he said. “Oh, Jesus—it’s fresh water!” He got the canteen between his thighs and unscrewed the cap, then took several swigs of sweet, delicious water; it ran down through the gray-swirled stubble of his new beard and dripped to the ground.
     “You got a canteen, too?” Roland asked her.
     She nodded, pulling the canteen strap from her shoulder under the ermine coat she’d taken from a Carson City boutique. She was wearing leopard-spotted designer jeans and expensive boots, and around her neck were ropes of pearls and diamond chains.
     “Give it here.”
     She looked into his face and drew her back up straight. He was just a punk, and she knew how to handle punks. “Fuck you,” she told him, and she uncapped it and started drinking, her hard blue eyes challenging him over the canteen’s rim.
     “Hey!” someone called from the darkness; the voice was hoarse, scabrous-sounding. “You catch a woman over there?”
     Roland didn’t answer. He watched the woman’s silken throat working as she drank.
     “I’ve got a bottle of whiskey!” the voice continued. “I’ll trade you!”
     She stopped drinking. The Perrier suddenly tasted foul.
     “A bottle of whiskey for thirty minutes!” the voice said. “I’ll give her back to you when I’m through! Deal?”
     “I’ve got a carton of cigarettes!” another man called, from off to the left beyond an overturned Jeep. “Fifteen minutes for a carton of cigarettes!”
     She hurriedly capped the canteen and threw it at the kid’s sneakered feet. “Here,” she said, keeping her eyes fixed on his. “You can have it all.”
     “Ammo clips!” Macklin exclaimed, pulling three of them out of Rudy’s pack. “We’ve got ourselves some firepower!”
     Roland opened the canteen, took a few swallows of water, recapped it and slid the strap over his shoulder. From all around them drifted the voices of other dirtwarts, offering caches of liquor, cigarettes, matches, candy bars and other valuables for time with the newly snared woman. Roland remained quiet, listening to the rising bids with the pleasure of an auctioneer who knows he has a prize of real worth. He studied the woman through the eyeglass-goggles he’d made for himself, gluing the appropriate-strength lenses—found in the wreckage of a Pocatello optometry shop—into army surplus tank commander goggles. She was unmarked except for several small, healing gashes on her cheeks and forehead—and that alone made her a very special prize. Most of the women in the encampment had lost their hair and eyebrows and were marked with keloid scars of various colors, from dark brown to scarlet. This woman’s black hair cascaded around her shoulders; it was dirty, but there were no bald patches in it—the first signs of radiation poisoning. She had a strong, square-chinned face; a haughty face, Roland thought. The face of roughneck royalty. Her electric-blue eyes moved slowly from the gun to Rudy’s corpse and back to Roland’s face, as if she were figuring the precise points of a triangle. Roland thought she might be in her late twenties or early thirties, and his eyes slid down to the mounds of her breasts, swelling a red T-shirt with RICH BITCH stenciled across it in rhinestones underneath the ermine coat. He thought he detected her nipples sticking out, as if the danger and death had revved her sexual engine.
     He felt a pressure in his stomach, and he quickly lifted his gaze from her nipples. He had suddenly wondered what one of them might feel like between his teeth.
     Her full-lipped mouth parted. “Do you like what you see?”
     “A flashlight!” one of the dirtwarts offered. “I’ll give you a flashlight for her!”
     Roland didn’t respond. This woman made him think of the pictures in the magazines he’d found in the bottom drawer of his father’s dresser, back in his other, long-ago life. His belly was tightening, and there was a pounding in his nuts as if they were being squeezed by a brutal fist. “What’s your name?”
     “Sheila,” she answered. “Sheila Fontana. What’s yours?” She had determined, with the cold logic of a born survivor, that her chances were better here, with this punk kid and the man with one hand, than out in the dark with those other things. The one-handed man cursed and dumped the rest of Rudy’s pack on the ground.
     “Roland Croninger.”
     “Roland,” she repeated, making it sound like she was licking a lollipop. “You’re not going to give me to them, are you, Roland?”
     “Was he your husband?” Roland prodded Rudy’s body with his foot.
     “No. We traveled together, that’s all.” Actually, they had lived together for almost a year, and he’d done some pimping for her back in Oakland, but there was no need to confuse the kid. She looked at Rudy’s bloody throat and then quickly away; she felt a pang of regret, because he had been a good business manager, a fantastic lover, and he’d kept them supplied with plenty of blow. But he was just dead meat now, and that was how the world turned. As Rudy himself would’ve said, you cover your own ass, at all and any cost.
     Something moved on the ground behind Sheila, and she turned to look. A vaguely human shape was crawling toward her. It stopped about seven or eight feet away, and a hand covered with open, running sores lifted a paper bag. “Candy barsssss?” a mangled voice offered.
     Roland fired the automatic, and the noise of the shot made Sheila jump. The thing on the ground grunted and then made a sound like a yelping dog; it scrambled to its knees and scurried away amid the junked vehicles.
     Sheila knew the kid wasn’t going to turn her over to them, after all. Hoarse, garbled laughter came from other, hidden pits in the dirt. Sheila had seen plenty of Hell since she and Rudy had left a coke dealer’s cabin in the Sierras, where they’d been hiding from the San Francisco cops when the bombs had hit, but this was by far the worst. She looked down into the kid’s goggled eyes, because her height approached six feet; she was as big-boned as an Amazon warrior, but all curves and compliance when it met her needs, and she knew he was hooked through the cock.
     “What the hell is this shit?” Macklin said, leaning over the items he’d pulled out of Sheila’s backpack.
     Sheila knew what the one-handed man had found. She approached him, disregarding the kid’s .45, and saw what he was holding: a plastic bag full of snow-white, extra-fine Colombian sugar. Scattered around him were three more plastic bags of high-grade cocaine, and about a dozen plastic bottles of poppers, Black Beauties, Yellowjackets, Bombers, Red Ladies, PCP and LSD tabs. “That’s my medicine bag, friend,” she told him. “If you’re looking for food, I’ve got a couple of old Whoppers and some fries in there, too. You’re welcome to it, but I want my stash back.”
     “Drugs,” Macklin realized. “What is this? Cocaine?” He dropped the bag and picked up one of the bottles, lifting his filthy, blood-splattered face toward her. His crewcut was growing out, the dark brown hair peppered with gray. His eyes were deep holes carved in a rocklike face. “Pills, too? What are you, an addict?”
     “I’m a gourmet,” she replied calmly. She figured the kid wasn’t going to let this crazy one-handed fucker hurt her, but her muscles were tensed for fight or flight. “What are you?”
     “His name is Colonel James Macklin,” Roland told her. “He’s a war hero.”
     “Looks to me like the war’s over. And we lost… hero,” she said, staring directly into Macklin’s eyes. “Take what you want, but I need my stash back.”
     Macklin sized the young woman up, and he decided he might not be able to throw her to the ground and rape her, as he had intended until this instant. She might be too much to take with one hand, unless he wrestled her down and got the knife to her throat. He didn’t want to try and fail in front of Roland, though his penis had begun to pound. He grunted and dug for the hamburgers. When he found them, he flung the pack to Sheila, and she started gathering up the packets of coke and the pill bottles.
     Macklin crawled over and pulled the shoes off Rudy’s feet; he worked a gold Rolex wristwatch from the corpse’s left wrist and put it on his own.
     “How come you’re out here?” Sheila asked Roland, who was watching her pack the cocaine and pills away. “How come you’re not over there, closer to the light?”
     “They don’t want dirtwarts,” Macklin replied. “That’s what they call us. Dirtwarts.” He nodded toward the rectangular hole a few feet away; it had been covered with a tarpaulin, impossible to detect in the darkness, and looked to Sheila to be about five feet deep. The corners of the tarp were held down with stones. “They don’t think we smell good enough to be any closer.” Macklin’s grin held madness. “How do you think I smell, lady?”
     She thought he smelled like a hog in heat, but she shrugged and motioned toward a can of Right Guard deodorant that had fallen out of Rudy’s pack.
     Macklin laughed. He was unbuckling Rudy’s belt in preparation to pull the trousers off. “See, we live out here on what we can get and what we can take. We wait for new ones to pass through on their way to the light.” He motioned with a nod of his head toward the lake shore. “Those people have the power: guns, plenty of canned food and bottled water, gas for their torches. Some of them even have tents. They roll around in that salt water, and we listen to them scream. They won’t let us near it. Oh, no! They think we’d pollute it or something.” He got Rudy’s trousers off and flung them into the pit. “See, the hell of all this is that the boy and I should be living in the light right now. We should be wearing clean clothes, and taking warm showers, and having all the food and water we want. Because we were prepared… we were ready! We knew the bombs were going to fall. Everybody in Earth House knew it!”
     “Earth House? What’s that?”
     “It’s where we came from,” Macklin said, crouching on the ground. “Up in the Idaho mountains. We walked a long way, and we saw a lot of death, and Roland figured that if we could get to the Great Salt Lake we could wash ourselves in it, clean all the radiation off, and the salt would heal us. That’s right, you know. Salt heals. Especially this.” He held up his bandaged stump; the blood-caked bandages were hanging down, and some of them had turned green. Sheila caught the reek of infected flesh. “I need to bathe it in that salt water, but they won’t let us any closer. They say that we live off the dead. So they shoot at us when we try to cross open ground. But now—now—we’ve got our own firepower!” He nodded toward the automatic Roland held.
     “It’s a big lake,” Sheila said. “You don’t have to go through that encampment to get there. You could go around it.”
     “No. Two reasons: somebody would move into our pit while we were gone and take everything we have; and second, nobody keeps Jimbo Macklin from what he wants.” He grinned at her, and she thought his face resembled a skull. “They don’t know who I am, or what I am. But I’m going to show them—oh, yes! I’m going to show all of them!” He turned his head toward the encampment, sat staring at the distant torches for a moment, then looked back at her. “You wouldn’t want to fuck, would you?”
     She laughed. He was about the dirtiest, most repulsive thing she’d ever seen. But even as she laughed, she knew it was a mistake; she stopped her laugh in mid-note.
     “Roland,” Macklin said quietly, “bring me the gun.”
     Roland hesitated; he knew what was about to happen. Still, the King had delivered a command, and he was a King’s Knight and could not disobey. He took a step forward, hesitated again.
     “Roland,” the King said.
     This time Roland walked to him and delivered the pistol to his outstretched left hand. Macklin awkwardly gripped it and pointed it at Sheila’s head. Sheila lifted her chin defiantly, hooked the pack’s strap over her shoulder and stood up. “I’m going to start walking toward the camp,” she said. “Maybe you can shoot a woman in the back, war hero. I don’t think you can. So long, guys; it’s been fun.” She made herself step over Rudy’s corpse, then started walking purposefully through the junkyard, her heart pounding and her teeth gritted as she waited for the bullet.
     Something moved off to her left. A figure in rags ducked down behind the wreckage of a Chevy station wagon. Something else scrambled across the dirt about twenty feet in front of her, and she realized she’d never make the camp alive.
     “They’re waiting for you,” Roland called. “They’ll never let you get there.”
     Sheila stopped. The torches seemed so far away, so terribly far. And even if she reached them without being raped—or worse—there was no certainty she wouldn’t be raped in the camp. She knew that without Rudy she was walking meat, drawing flies.
     “Better come back,” Roland urged. “You’ll be safer with us.”
     Safer, Sheila thought sarcastically. Sure. The last time she’d been safe was when she was in kindergarten. She’d run away from home at seventeen with the drummer in a rock band, had landed in Hollyweird and gone through phases of being a waitress, a topless dancer, a masseuse in a Sunset Strip parlor, had done a couple of porno flicks and then had latched up with Rudy. The world had become a crazy pinwheel of coke, poppers and faceless Johns, but the deep truth was that she enjoyed it. For her there was no whining of might-have-beens, no crawling on her knees for forgiveness; she liked danger, liked the dark side of the rock where the night things hid. Safety was boredom, and she’d always figured she could only live once, so why not blow it out?
     Still, she didn’t think running the gauntlet of those crawling shapes would be too much fun.
     Someone giggled, off in the darkness. It was a giggle of insane anticipation, and the sound of it put the lid on Sheila’s decision.
     She turned around and walked back to where the kid and the one-handed war hero waited, and she was already figuring out how to get that pistol and blow both their heads off. The pistol would help her get to the torches at the edge of the lake.
     “Get on your hands and knees,” Macklin commanded, his eyes glittering above his dirty beard.
     Sheila smiled faintly and shrugged her pack off to the ground. What the hell? It would be no worse than some of the other Johns off the Strip. But she didn’t want to let him win so easily. “Be a sport, war hero,” she said, her hands on her hips. “Why don’t you let the kid go first?”
     Macklin glanced at the boy, whose eyes behind the goggles looked like they were about to burst from his head. Sheila unbuckled her belt and started to peel the leopard-spotted pants off her hips, then her thighs, then over the cowboy boots. She wore no underwear. She got down on her hands and knees, opened the pack and took out a bottle of Black Beauties; she popped a pill down her throat and said “Come on, honey! It’s cold out there!”
     Macklin suddenly laughed. He thought the woman had courage, and though he didn’t know what was to be done with her after they’d finished, he knew she was of his own kind. “Go ahead!” he told Roland. “Be a man!”
     Roland was scared shitless. The woman was waiting, and the King wanted him to do it. He figured this was an important rite of manhood for a King’s Knight to pass through. His testicles were about to explode, and the dark mystery between the woman’s thighs drew him toward her like a hypnotic amulet.
     Dirtwarts crawled closer to get a view of the festivities. Macklin sat watching, his eyes hooded and intense, and he stroked the automatic’s barrel back and forth beneath his chin.
     He heard hollow laughter just over his left shoulder, and he knew the Shadow Soldier was enjoying this, too. The Shadow Soldier had come down from Blue Dome Mountain with them, had walked behind them and off to the side, but always there. The Shadow Soldier liked the boy; the Shadow Soldier thought the boy had a killer instinct that bore developing. Because the Shadow Soldier had told Macklin, in the silence of the dark, that his days of making war were not over yet. This new land was going to need warriors and warlords. Men like Macklin were going to be in demand again—as if they had ever gone out of demand. All this the Shadow Soldier told him, and Macklin believed.
     He started laughing then, too, at the sight in front of him, and his laughter and that of the Shadow Soldier intertwined, merged, and became as one.






Thirty-five

Over two thousand miles away, Sister sat next to the hearth. Everyone else was asleep on the floor around the room, and it was Sister’s night to watch over the fire, to keep it banked and the embers glowing so they wouldn’t have to waste matches. The space heater had been turned low to save their dwindling supply of kerosene, and cold had begun to sneak through chinks in the walls.
     Mona Ramsey muttered in her sleep, and her husband shifted his position and put his arm around her. The old man was dead to the world, Artie lay on a bed of newspapers, and every so often Steve Buchanan snored like a chainsaw. But Sister was disturbed by the wheeze of Artie’s breathing. She’d noticed him holding his ribs, but he’d said he was okay, that he was sometimes short of breath but otherwise feeling, as he put it, “as smooth as pickles and cream.”
     She hoped so, because if Artie was hurt somewhere inside—maybe when that damned wolf had slammed into him on the highway about ten days ago—there was no medicine to stave off infection.
     The duffel bag was beside her. She loosened the drawstring and reached inside, found the glass ring and drew it out into the emberglow.
     Its brilliance filled the room. The last time she’d peered into the glass circle, during her firewatch duty four nights before, she’d gone dreamwalking again. One second she was sitting right there, holding the circle just as she was doing now, and the next she’d found herself standing over a table—a square table, with what appeared to be cards arranged on its surface.
     The cards were decorated with pictures, and they were unlike any cards Sister had ever seen before. One of them in particular caught her attention: the figure of a skeleton on a rearing skeletal horse, swinging a scythe through what seemed to be a grotesque field of human bodies. She thought there were shadows in the room, other presences, the muffled voices of people speaking. And she thought, as well, that she heard someone coughing, but the sound was distorted, as if heard through a long, echoing tunnel—and when she came back to the cabin she realized it was Artie coughing and holding his ribs.
     She’d thought often of that card with the scythe-swinging skeleton. She could still see it, lodged behind her eyes. She thought also of the shadows that had seemed to be in the room with her—insubstantial things, but maybe that was because all her attention had been focused on the cards. Maybe, if she’d concentrated on giving form to the shadows, she might have seen who was standing there.
     Right, she thought. You’re acting like you really go somewhere when you see pictures in the glass circle! And that’s only what they were, of course. Pictures. Fantasy. Imagination. Whatever. There was nothing real about them at all!
     But she did know that dreamwalking, and coming back from dreamwalking, was getting easier. Not every time she peered into the glass was a dreamwalk, though; most often it was just an object of fiery light, no dream pictures at all. Still, the glass ring held an unknown power; of that she was certain. If it wasn’t something with a powerful purpose, why had the Doyle Halland-thing wanted it?
     Whatever it was, she had to protect it. She was responsible for its safety, and she could not—she dared not—lose it.
     “Jesus in suspenders! What’s that?”
     Startled, Sister looked up. Paul Thorson, his eyes swollen from sleep, had come through the green curtain. He pushed back his unruly hair and stood, open-mouthed, as the ring pulsed in rhythm with Sister’s heartbeat.
     She almost shoved it back into the duffel bag, but it was too late.
     “That thing’s… on fire!” he managed to say. “What is it?”
     “I’m not sure yet. I found it in Manhattan.”
     “My God! The colors…” He knelt down beside her, obviously overwhelmed. A flaming circle of light was about the last thing he’d expected to find when he’d stumbled in to warm himself by the embers. “What makes it pulse like that?”
     “It’s picking up my heartbeat. It does that when you hold it.”
     “What is it, some kind of Japanese thing? Does it run on batteries?”
     Sister smiled wryly. “I don’t think so.”
     Paul reached out and poked it with a finger. He blinked. “It’s glass!”
     “That’s right.”
     “Wow,” he whispered. Then: “Would it be okay if I held it? Just for a second?”
     She was about to answer yes, but Doyle Halland’s promise stopped her. That monster could make itself look like anyone; any of the people in this room could be the Doyle Halland-thing, even Paul himself. But no; they’d left the monster behind them, hadn’t they? How did such a creature travel? “I followed the line of least resistance,” she recalled him saying. If he wore human skin, then he traveled as a human, too. She shuddered, imagining him walking after them in a pair of dead man’s shoes, walking day and night without a rest until the shoes flayed right off his feet, and then he stopped to yank another pair off a corpse because he could make any size fit…
     “Can I?” Paul urged.
     Where was Doyle Halland? Sister wondered. Out there in the dark right now, passing by on I-80? Up ahead a mile or two, running down another pair of shoes? Could he fly in the wind, with black cats on his shoulders and his eyes filled with flame, or was he a tattered highway hiker who looked for campfires burning in the night?
     He was behind them. Wasn’t he?
     Sister took a deep breath and offered the glass ring to Paul. He slid his hand around it.
     The light remained constant. The half that Paul held took on a new, quickened rhythm. He drew it to himself with both hands, and Sister let her breath out.
     “Tell me about this,” he said. “I want to know.”
     Sister saw the gems reflected in his eyes. On his face was a childlike amazement, as if the years were peeling rapidly away. In another few seconds he appeared a decade younger than his forty-three years. She decided then to tell him all of it.
     He was quiet for a long time when she’d finished. The ring’s pulsing had speeded up and slowed down all through the telling. “Tarot cards,” Paul said, still admiring the ring. “The skeleton with the scythe stands for Death.” With an effort, he looked up at her. “You know all that sounds crazy as hell, don’t you?”
     “Yes, I do. Here’s the scar where the crucifix was torn off. Artie saw the thing’s face change, too, though I doubt he’ll admit it to you. He hasn’t mentioned it since it happened, and I guess that’s for the best. And here’s the glass circle, missing one spike.”
     “Uh-huh. You haven’t been slipping into my Johnny Walker, have you?”
     “You know better. I know I see things when I look into the glass. Not every time, but enough to tell me I’ve either got a hummer of an imagination or—”
     “Or what?”
     “Or,” Sister continued, “there’s a reason for me to have it. Why should I see a Cookie Monster doll lying in the middle of a desert? Or a hand coming out of a hole? Why should I see a table with tarot cards on it? Hell, I don’t even know what the damned things are!”
     “They’re used to tell the future by gypsies. Or witches.” He summoned a half smile that made him almost handsome. It faded when she didn’t return it. “Listen, I don’t know anything about demons with roaming eyeballs or dream-walking, but I do know this is one hell of a piece of glass. A couple of months ago, this thing would’ve been worth—” He shook his head. “Wow,” he said again. “The only reason you’ve got it is that you were in the right place at the right time. That’s magic enough, isn’t it?”
     “But you don’t believe what I’ve told you, right?”
     “I want to say the radiation’s unscrewed your bolts. Or maybe the nukes blew the lid right off Hell itself, and who can say what slithered out?” He returned the ring to her, and she put it back in the bag. “You take care of that. It may be the only beautiful thing left.”
     Across the room, Artie winced and sucked in his breath when he changed position, then lay still again.
     “He’s hurt inside,” Paul told her. “I’ve seen blood in his crap bucket. I figure he’s got a splintered rib or two, probably cutting something.” He worked his fingers, feeling the warmth of the glass circle in them. “I don’t think he looks too good.”
     “I know. I’m afraid whatever’s wrong may be infected.”
     “It’s possible. Shit, with these living conditions you could die from biting your fingernails.”
     “And there’s no medicine?”
     “Sorry. I popped the last Tylenol about three days before the bombs hit. A poem I was writing fell to pieces.”
     “So what are we going to do when the kerosene runs out?”
     Paul grunted. He’d been expecting that question, and he’d known no one would ask it but her. “We’ve got another week’s supply. Maybe. I’m more worried about the batteries for the radio. When they’re dead, these folks are going to freak. I guess then we’ll get out the scotch and have a party.” His eyes were old again. “Just play spin the bottle, and whoever gets lucky can check out first.”
     “Check out? What’s that supposed to mean?”
     “I’ve got a .357 Magnum in that footlocker, lady,” he reminded her. “And a box of bullets. I’ve come close to using it on myself twice: once when my second wife left me for a kid half my age, took all my money and said my cock wasn’t worth two cents in a depression, and the other time when the poems I’d been working on for six years burned up along with the rest of my apartment. That was just after I got kicked off the staff at Millersville State College for sleeping with a student who wanted an A on her English Lit final.” He continued working his knuckles, avoiding Sister’s stare. “I’m not what you’d call a real good-luck type of guy. As a matter of fact, just about everything I’ve ever tried to do turned into a shitcake. So that Magnum’s been waiting for me for a long time. I’m overdue.”
     Sister was shocked by Paul’s matter-of-factness; he talked about suicide like the next step in a natural progression. “My friend,” she said firmly, “if you think I’ve come all this way to blow my brains out in a shack, you’re as crazy as I used to—” She bit her tongue. Now he was watching her with heightened interest.
     “So what are you going to do, then? Where are you going to go? Down to the supermarket for a few steaks and a six-pack? How about a hospital to keep Artie from bleeding to death inside? In case you haven’t noticed, there’s not much left out there.”
     “Well, I never would’ve taken you for a coward. I thought you had guts, but it must’ve been just sawdust stuffing.”
     “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”
     “What if they want to live?” Sister motioned toward the sleeping figures. “They look up to you. They’ll do what you tell them. So you’re going to tell them to check out?”
     “They can decide for themselves. But like I say, where are they going to go?”
     “Out there,” she said, and she nodded at the door. “Into the world—what’s left of it, at least. You don’t know what’s five or ten miles down the highway. There might be a Civil Defense shelter, or a whole community of people. The only way to find out is to get in your pick-up truck and drive west on I-80.”
     “I didn’t like the world as it used to be. I sure as hell don’t like it now.”
     “Who asked you to like it? Listen, don’t jive me. You need people more than you want to believe.”
     “Sure,” he said sarcastically. “Love ’em, every one.”
     “If you don’t need people,” Sister challenged, “why’d you go up to the highway? Not to kill wolves. You can do that from the front door. You went up to the highway looking for people, didn’t you?”
     “Maybe I wanted a captive audience for my poetry readings.”
     “Uh-huh. Well, when the kerosene’s gone, I’m heading west. Artie’s going with me.”
     “The wolves’ll like that, lady. They’ll be happy to escort you.”
     “I’m also taking your rifle,” she said. “And the rifle bullets.”
     “Thanks for asking my permission.”
     She shrugged. “All you need is the Magnum. I doubt if you’ll have to worry much about the wolves after you’re dead. I’d like to take the pick-up truck, too.”
     Paul laughed without mirth. “In case you’ve forgotten, I told you it doesn’t have much gas, and the brakes are screwed up. The radiator’s probably frozen solid by now, and I doubt if there’s a gasp in the battery.”
     Sister had never met anybody so full of reasons to sit on his ass and rot. “Have you tried the truck lately? Even if the radiator’s frozen, we can light a fire under the damned thing!”
     “You’ve got it all figured out, huh? Going to make it to the highway in a broken-down old truck and right around the bend will be a shining city full of Civil Defense people, doctors and policemen doing their best to put this fine country back together again. Bet you’ll find all the king’s horses and all the king’s men there, too! Lady, I know what’s around the bend! More fucking highway, that’s what!” He was working his knuckles harder, a bitter smile flickering at the edges of his mouth. “I wish you luck, lady. I really do.”
     “I don’t want to wish you luck,” she told him. “I want you to come with me.”
     He was silent. His knuckles cracked. “If there’s anything left out there,” he said, “it’s going to be worse than Dodge City, Dante’s Inferno, the Dark Ages and No Man’s Land all rolled up in one. You’re going to see things that’ll make your demon with the roaming eyeballs look like one of the Seven Dwarves.”
     “You like to play poker, but you’re not much of a gambler, are you?”
     “Not when the odds have teeth.”
     “I’m going west,” Sister said, giving it one last shot. “I’m taking your truck, and I’m going to find some help for Artie. Anybody who wants to can go with me. How about it?”
     Paul stood up. He looked at the sleeping figures on the floor. They trust me, he thought. They’ll do what I say. But we’re warm here, and we’re safe, and—
     And the kerosene would last only a week longer.
     “I’ll sleep on it,” he said huskily, and he went through the curtain to his own quarters.
     Sister sat listening to the shriek of the wind. Artie made another gasp of pain in his sleep, his fingers pressed to his side. From off in the distance came the thin, high howling of a wolf, the sound quavering like a violin note. Sister touched the glass circle through the duffel bag’s canvas and turned her thoughts toward tomorrow.
     Behind the green curtain, Paul Thorson opened the foot-locker and picked up the .357 Magnum. It was a heavy gun, blue-black, with a rough dark brown grip. The gun felt as if it had been made for his hand. He turned the barrel toward his face and peered into its black, dispassionate eye. One squeeze, he thought, and it would all be over. So simple, really. The end of a fucked-up journey, and the beginning of… what?
     He drew a deep breath, released it and put the gun down. His hand came up with a bottle of scotch, and he took it to bed with him.






Thirty-six

Josh dug the grave with a shovel from Leona Skelton’s basement, and they buried Davy in the back yard.
     While Leona bowed her head and said a prayer that the wind took and tore apart, Swan looked up and saw the little terrier sitting about twenty yards away, its head cocked to one side and its ears standing straight up. For the last week, she’d been leaving scraps of food for it on the porch steps; the dog had taken the food, but he never got close enough for Swan to touch. She thought that the terrier was resigned to living off scraps, but it wasn’t enough of a beggar yet to fawn and wag its tail for handouts.
     Josh had finally taken his bath. He could’ve sewn a suit from the dead skin that peeled away, and the water looked like he’d dumped a shovelful of dirt into it. He had washed the crusted blood and dirt away from the nub where his right ear had been; the blood had gotten down deep into the canal, and it took him a while to swab it all out. Afterward he realized he’d only been hearing through one ear; sounds were startlingly sharp and clear again. His eyebrows were still gone, and his face, chest, arms, hands and back were striped and splotched with the loss of black pigment, as if he’d been caught by a bucketful of beige paint. He consoled himself with the idea that he resembled a Zulu warrior chieftain in battle regalia or something. His beard was growing out, and it, too, was streaked with white.
     Blisters and sores were healing on his face, but on his forehead were seven small black nodules that looked like warts. Two of them had connected with each other. Josh tried to scrape them off with his finger, but they were too tough, and the pain made his entire skull ache. Skin cancer, he thought. But the warts were just on his forehead, nowhere else. I’m a zebra toadfrog, he thought—but those nodules for some reason disturbed him more than any of his other injuries and scars.
     He had to put his own clothes back on because nothing in the house would fit him. Leona washed them and went over the holes with a needle and thread, but they were in pretty sorry shape. She did supply him with a new pair of socks, but even those were much too tight. Still, his own socks were bags of holes held together with dried blood, totally useless.
     After the body was buried, Josh and Swan left Leona alone beside her husband’s grave. She gathered a threadbare brown corduroy coat around her shoulders and turned her face from the wind.
     Josh went to the basement and began to prepare for the journey they’d agreed on. He brought a wheelbarrow upstairs and filled it with supplies—canned food, some dried fruit, petrified corn muffins, six tightly sealed Mason jars full of well water, blankets and various kitchen utensils—and covered the whole thing with a sheet, which he lashed down with heavy twine. Leona, her eyes puffy from crying but her spine rigid and strong, finally came in and started packing a suitcase; the first items to go in were the framed photographs of her family that had adorned the mantel, and those were followed by sweaters, socks and the like. She packed a smaller bag full of Joe’s old clothes for Swan, and as the wind whipped around the house Leona walked from room to room and sat for a while in each one, as if drawing from them the aromas and memories of the life that had inhabited them.
     They were going to head for Matheson at first light. Leona had said she’d take them there, and on their way they’d pass across a farm that belonged to a man named Homer Jaspin and his wife Maggie. The Jaspin farm, Leona told Josh, lay about midway between Sullivan and Matheson, and there they would be able to spend the night.
     Leona packed away several of her best crystal balls, and from a box on a closet shelf she took out a few yellowed envelopes and birthday cards—“courting letters” from Davy, she told Swan, and cards Joe had sent her. Two jars of salve for her rheumatic knees went into her suitcase, and though Leona had never said so, Josh knew that walking that distance—at least ten miles to the Jaspin farm—was going to be sheer torture for her. But there were no available vehicles, and they had no choice.
     The deck of tarot cards went into Leona’s suitcase as well, and then she picked up another object and took it out to the front room.
     “Here,” she told Swan. “I want you to carry this.”
     Swan accepted the dowsing rod that Leona offered her.
     “We can’t leave Crybaby here all alone, can we?” Leona asked. “Oh, my, no. Crybaby’s work isn’t done yet—not by a far sight!”
     The night passed, and Josh and Swan slept soundly in beds they were going to regret leaving.
     He awakened with gloomy gray light staining the window. The wind’s force had died down, but the window glass was bitterly cold to the touch. He went into Joe’s room and woke Swan up, and then he walked out into the front room and found Leona sitting before the cold hearth, dressed in overalls, clodhoppers, a couple of sweaters, the corduroy coat and gloves. Bags sat on either side of her chair.
     Josh had slept in his clothes, and now he shrugged into a long overcoat that had belonged to Davy. During the night, Leona had ripped and resewn the shoulders and arms so he could get it on, but he still felt like an overstuffed sausage.
     “I guess we’re ready to go,” Josh said when Swan emerged, carrying the dowsing rod and clad in a pair of Joe’s blue jeans, a thick, dark blue sweater, a fleece-lined jacket and red mittens.
     “Just a minute more.” Leona’s hands were clamped together in her lap. The windup clock on the mantel was no longer ticking. “Oh, Lordy,” she said. “This is the best house I’ve ever lived in.”
     “We’ll find you another house,” Josh promised.
     A wisp of a smile surfaced. “Not like this one. This one’s got my life in its bricks. Oh, Lordy… oh, Lordy…” Her head sank down into her hands. Her shoulders shook, but she made no sound. Josh went to a window, and Swan started to put her hand on Leona’s arm, but at the last second she did not. The woman was hurting, Swan knew, but Leona was preparing herself, too, getting ready for what was to come.
     After a few minutes, Leona rose from her chair and went to the rear of the house. She returned with her pistol and a box of bullets, and she tucked both of those under the sheet that covered the wheelbarrow. “We might need those,” she said. “Never can tell.” She looked at Swan, then lifted her eyes to Josh. “I think I’m ready now.” She picked up the suitcase, and Swan took the smaller bag.
     Josh lifted the wheelbarrow’s handles. They weren’t so heavy now, but the day was fresh. Suddenly Leona’s suitcase thumped to the floor again. “Wait!” she said, and she hurried into the kitchen; she came back with a broom, which she used to sweep ashes and dead embers from the floor into the hearth.
     “All right.” She put the broom aside. “I’m ready now.”
     They left the house and started in a northwesterly direction, through the remains of Sullivan.
     The little gray-haired terrier followed them at a distance of about thirty yards, his stubby tail straight up to balance against the wind.






Thirty-seven

Darkness found them short of the Jaspin farm. Josh tied the bull’s-eye lantern to the front of the wheelbarrow with twine. Leona had to stop every half hour or so, and while she laid her head in Swan’s lap, Josh gently massaged her legs; the tears Leona was weeping from the pain in her rheumatic knees crisscrossed the dust that covered her cheeks. Still, she made no sound, no complaint. After she’d rested for a few minutes she would struggle up again, and they’d continue on across rolling grassland burned black and oily by radiation.
     The lantern’s beam fell upon a rail fence about four feet tall and half blown down by the wind. “I think we’re near the house!” Leona offered.
     Josh manhandled the wheelbarrow over the fence, then lifted Swan over and helped Leona across. Facing them was a black cornfield, the diseased stalks standing as high as Josh and whipping back and forth like strange seaweed at the bottom of a slimy pool. It took them about ten minutes to reach the far edge of the field, and the lantern’s beam hit the side of a farmhouse that had once been painted white, now splotched brown and yellow like lizard’s skin.
     “That’s Homer and Maggie’s place!” Leona shouted against the wind.
     The house was dark, not a candle or lantern showing. There was no sign of a car or truck anywhere around, either. But something was making a loud, irregular banging noise off to the right, beyond the light’s range. Josh untied the lantern and walked toward the sound. About fifty feet behind the house was a sturdy-looking red barn, one of its doors open and the wind banging it against the wall. Josh returned to the house and aimed the light at the front door; it was wide open, the screen door unlatched and thumping back and forth in the wind as well. He told Swan and Leona to wait where they were, and he entered the dark Jaspin farmhouse.
     Once inside, he started to ask if anyone was home, but there was no need. He smelled the rank odor of decomposing flesh and almost gagged on it. He had to wait for a moment, bent over a decorative brass spittoon with a dead bunch of daisies in it, before he was sure he wouldn’t throw up. Then he began to move through the house, sweeping the light slowly back and forth, looking for the bodies.
     Outside, Swan heard a dog barking furiously in the black cornfield they’d just come through. She knew that the terrier had shadowed them all day, never coming closer than twenty feet, darting away when Swan bent down to summon it nearer. The dog’s found something out there, Swan thought. Or… something’s found it.
     The barking was urgent—a “come see what I’ve got!” kind of bark.
     Swan set her bag down and leaned Crybaby against the wheelbarrow. She took a couple of steps toward the black, swaying cornfield. Leona said, “Child! Josh said to stay right here!”
     “It’s all right,” she answered. And she took three more steps.
     “Swan!” Leona warned when she realized where the little girl was heading; she started to go after her, but immobilizing pain shot through her knees. “You’d best not go in there!”
     The terrier’s barking summoned Swan, and she stepped into the cornfield. The black stalks closed at her back. Leona shouted, “Swan!”
     In the farmhouse, Josh followed the beam of light into a small dining area. A cupboard had been flung open, and the floor Was littered with chips and pieces of shattered crockery. Chairs had been smashed against the wall, a dining table hacked apart. The smell of decay was stronger. The light picked out something scrawled on the wall: ALL SHALL PRAISE LORD ALVIN.
     Written in brown paint, Josh thought. But no, no. The blood had run down the wall and gathered in a crusty little patch on the floor.
     A doorway beckoned him. He took a deep breath, straining the horrid smell through his clenched teeth, and walked through the doorway.
     He was in a kitchen with yellow-painted cupboards and a dark rug.
     And there he found them.
     What was left of them.
     They had been tied to chairs with barbed wire. The woman’s face, framed with blood-streaked gray hair, resembled a bloated pincushion punctured by an assortment of knives, forks, and the little two-pronged handles that stick into the ends of corn on the cob. On the man’s bared chest someone had drawn a target in blood and gone to work with a small-caliber pistol or rifle. The head was missing.
     “Oh… my God,” Josh croaked, and this time he couldn’t hold back the sickness. He stumbled across the kitchen to the sink and leaned over it.
     But the lantern’s light, swinging in his hand, showed him that the sink’s basin was already occupied. As Josh shouted in terror and revulsion the hundreds of roaches that covered Homer Jaspin’s severed head broke apart and scurried madly over the sink and countertop.
     Josh staggered backward, the bile burning in his throat, and his feet slipped out from under him. He fell to the floor, where the dark rug lay, and felt crawling things on his arms and legs.
     The floor, he realized. The… floor…
     The floor around the bodies was an inch deep in surging, scrambling roaches.
     As the roaches swarmed over his body Josh had a sudden ridiculous thought: You can’t kill those things! Not even a nuclear disaster can kill ’em!
     He leaped up from the floor, sliding on roaches, and started running from that awful kitchen, swatting at the things as he ran, swiping them off his clothes and skin. He fell to the carpet in the front room and rolled wildly on it, then he got up again and barreled for the screen door.
     Leona heard the noise of splintering wood and ripping screen, and she turned toward the house in time to see Josh bring the whole door with him like a charging bull. There goes another screen door, she thought, and then she saw Josh fling himself to the ground and start rolling, swatting and squirming as if he’d run into a nest of hornets.
     “What is it?” she called, hobbling toward him. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”
     Josh got up on his knees. He was still holding the lantern, while the other hand flopped and flipped here and there all over his body. Leona stopped in her tracks, because she’d never seen such terror in human eyes in her life. “What… is it?”
     “Don’t go in there! Don’t you go in there!” he babbled, squirming and shaking. A roach ran over his cheek, and he grabbed it and flung it away with a shiver. “You stay out of that damned house!”
     “I will,” she promised, and she peered at the dark square where the door had been. A bad odor reached her; she’d smelled that reek before, back in Sullivan, and she knew what it was.
     Josh heard a dog barking. “Where’s Swan?” He stood up, still dancing and jerking. “Where’d she go?”
     “In there!” Leona pointed toward the black cornfield. “I told her not to!”
     “Damn!” Josh said, because he’d realized that whoever had done such a job on Homer and Maggie Jaspin might still be in the area—maybe was even in that barn, watching and waiting. Maybe was out in that field with the child.
     He dug the pistol and the box of bullets out of the wheelbarrow and hurriedly slid three shells into their cylinders. “You stay right here!” he told Leona. “And don’t you go in that house!” Then, lantern in one hand and pistol in the other, he sprinted into the cornfield.
     Swan was following the terrier’s barking. The sound ebbed and swelled with the wind, and around her the long-dead cornstalks rustled and swayed, grabbing at her clothes with leathery tendrils. She felt as if she were walking through a cemetery where all the corpses were standing upright, but the dog’s frantic summons pulled her onward. There was something important in the field, something the dog wanted known, and she was determined to find out what it was. She thought the barking was off to the left, and she began to move in that direction. Behind her, she heard Josh shout, “Swan!” and she replied, “Over here!” but the wind turned. She kept going, her hands up to shield her face from the whipping stalks.
     The barking was closer. No, Swan thought, now it was moving to the right again. She continued on, thought she heard Josh calling her again. “I’m here!” she shouted, but she heard no reply. The barking moved again, and Swan knew the terrier was following something—or someone. The barking said, “Hurry! Hurry, come see what I’ve found!”
     Swan had taken six more steps when she heard something crashing toward her through the field. The terrier’s voice got louder, more urgent. Swan stood still, watching and listening. Her heart had begun to pound, and she knew that whatever was out there was coming in her direction and getting closer. “Who’s there?” she shouted. The crashing noise was coming right at her. “Who’s there?” The wind flung her voice away.
     She saw something coming toward her through the corn—something not human, something huge. She couldn’t make out its shape, or what it was, but she heard a rumbling noise and backed away, her heart about to hammer through her chest. The huge, misshapen thing was coming right at her, faster and faster now, cleaving right through the dead, swaying stalks, and in another few seconds it would be upon her. She wanted to run, but her feet had rooted to the ground, and there was no time, because the thing was crashing at her and the terrier was barking an urgent warning.
     The monster tore through the cornstalks and towered over her, and Swan cried out, got her feet uprooted and stumbled back, back, was falling, hit the ground on her rear and sat there while the monster’s legs pounded toward her.
     “Swan!” Josh shouted, bursting through the stalks behind her and aiming his light at what was about to trample her.
     Dazzled by the light’s beam, the monster stopped in its tracks and reared up on its hind legs, blowing steam through its widened nostrils.
     And both Swan and Josh saw what it was.
     A horse.
     A piebald, black-and-white blotched horse with frightened eyes and oversized, shaggy hooves. The terrier was yapping tenaciously at its heels, and the piebald horse whinnied with fear, dancing on its hind legs for a few seconds before it came down again inches from where Swan sat in the dirt. Josh hooked Swan’s arm and yanked her out of harm’s way as the horse pranced and spun, the terrier darting around its legs with undaunted courage.
     Swan was still shaking, but she knew in an instant that the horse was more terrified. It turned this way and that, confused and dazed, looking for a way of escape. The dog’s barking was scaring it further, and suddenly Swan pulled free from Josh and took two steps forward, almost under the horse’s nose; she lifted her hands and clapped her palms together right in front of the horse’s muzzle.
     The horse flinched but ceased jittering around; its fear-filled eyes were fixed on the little girl, steam curling from its nostrils, its lungs rumbling. Its legs trembled as if they might give way or take flight.
     The terrier kept yapping, and Swan pointed a finger at it. “Hush!” she said. The dog scrambled away a few feet but caught back the next bark; then, as if deciding it had come too close to the humans and compromised its independence, darted away into the cornfield. It stood its distance and continued to bark intermittently.
     Swan’s attention was aimed at the horse, and she kept its eyes locked with her own. Its large, less-than-lovely head trembled, wanting to pull away from her, but it either would not or could not. “Is it a boy or a girl?” Swan asked Josh.
     “Huh?” He still thought he felt roaches running up and down his backbone, but he shifted the lantern’s beam. “A boy,” he said. And a whopper of a boy, he thought.
     “He hasn’t seen people for a long time, I bet. Look at him; he doesn’t know whether to be glad to see us or to run away.”
     “He must’ve belonged to the Jaspins,” Josh said.
     “Did you find them in the house?” She kept watching the horse’s eyes.
     “Yes. I mean… no, I didn’t. I found signs of them. They must’ve packed up and gone.” There was no way he was letting Swan into that house.
     The horse rumbled nervously, its legs moving from side to side for a few steps.
     Swan slowly lifted her hand toward the horse’s muzzle.
     “Be careful,” Josh warned. “He’ll snap your fingers right off!”
     Swan continued to reach upward, slowly and surely. The horse backed away, its nostrils wide and its ears flicking back and forth. It lowered its head, sniffing the ground, then pretended to be looking off in another direction, but Swan saw the animal appraising her, trying to make up his mind about them. “We’re not going to hurt you,” Swan said quietly, her voice soothing. She stepped toward the horse, and he snorted a nervous warning.
     “Watch out! He might charge you or something!” Josh knew absolutely nothing about horses, and they’d always scared him. This one was big and ugly and ungainly, with shaggy hooves and a floppy tail and a swayed back that looked like he’d been saddled with an anvil.
     “He’s not too sure about us,” Swan told Josh. “He’s still making up his mind whether to run or not, but I think he’s kind of glad to see people again.”
     “What are you, an expert on horses?”
     “No. I can just tell, from the set of his ears and the way his tail is swishing back and forth. Look at how he’s smelling us—he doesn’t want to seem too friendly. Horses have got a lot of pride. I think this one likes people, and he’s been lonely.”
     Josh shrugged. “I sure can’t tell any of that.”
     “My mama and I lived in a motel one time, next to a pasture where somebody’s horses grazed. I used to climb over the fence and walk around with them, and I guess I learned how to talk to them, too.”
     “Talk to them? Come on!”
     “Well, not human talk,” she amended. “A horse talks with his ears and tail, and how he holds his head and his body, He’s talking right now,” she said as the horse snorted and gave a nervous whinny.
     “What’s he saying?”
     “He’s saying… that he wants to know what we’re talking about.” Swan continued to lift her hand toward the animal’s muzzle.
     “Watch your fingers!”
     The horse retreated a pace. Swan’s hand continued to rise—slowly, slowly. “No one’s going to hurt you,” Swan said, in a voice that sounded to Josh like the music of a lute, or a lyre, or some instrument that people had forgotten how to play. Its soothing quality almost made him forget the horrors tied to chairs back in the Jaspin farmhouse.
     “Come on,” Swan urged. “We won’t hurt you.” Her fingers were inches away from the muzzle, and Josh started to reach out and pull her back before she lost them to crunching teeth.
     The horse’s ears twitched and slanted forward. He snorted again, pawed at the ground and lowered his head to accept Swan’s touch.
     “That’s right,” Swan said. “That’s right, boy.” She scratched his muzzle, and he pushed inquisitively at her arm with his nose.
     Josh wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it. Still, Swan was probably right; the horse simply missed people. “I think you’ve made a friend. Doesn’t look like much of a horse, though. Looks like a swayback mule in a clown suit.”
     “I think he’s kind of pretty.” Swan rubbed between the horse’s eyes, and the animal obediently lowered his head so she wouldn’t have to stretch up so far. The horse’s eyes were still frightened, and Swan knew if she made a sudden move he’d bolt into the cornfield and probably not return, so she kept all her movements slow and precise. She thought that the horse was likely old, because there was a weary patience in the droop of his head and flanks, as if he was resigned to a life of pulling a plow across the very field in which they stood. His dappled skin jittered and jumped, but he allowed Swan to rub his head and made a low noise in his throat that sounded like a sigh of relief.
     “I left Leona over by the house,” Josh said. “We’d better get back.”
     Swan nodded and turned away from the horse, following Josh through the field. She’d taken about a half-dozen steps when she sensed rather than heard the heavy footfalls in the dirt behind her; she looked over her shoulder. The horse stopped, freezing like a statue. Swan continued after Josh, and the horse followed at a respectful distance, at its own ambling pace. The terrier darted out and yapped a couple of times just for the sake of being nettlesome, and the piebald horse kicked its hind hooves backward in disdain and showered the dog with dirt.
     Leona was sitting on the ground, massaging her knees. Josh’s light was coming, and when they reappeared from the field she saw Swan and the horse in the beam’s backwash. “Lord A’mighty! What’d you find?”
     “This thing was running wild out there,” Josh told her, helping her to her feet. “Swan charmed the horseshoes right off him, got him settled down.”
     “Oh?” Leona’s eyes found the little girl’s, and she smiled knowingly. “Did she?” Leona hobbled forward to look at the horse. “Must’ve belonged to Homer. He had three or four horses out here. Well, he’s not the handsomest animal I’ve ever seen, but he’s got four strong legs, don’t he?”
     “Looks like a mule to me,” Josh said. “Those hooves are as big as skillets.” He caught a whiff of decay from the Jaspin farmhouse. The horse’s head jerked, and he whinnied as if he’d smelled death as well. “We’d better get out of this wind.” Josh motioned toward the barn with his lantern. He put the pistol and the lantern back in the wheelbarrow and went on ahead to make sure whoever had killed Homer and Maggie Jaspin wasn’t hiding in there, waiting for them. He wondered who Lord Alvin was—but he was surely in no hurry to find out. Behind him, Swan picked up her bag and Crybaby, and Leona followed with her suitcase. Trailing them at a distance was the horse, and the terrier yapped at their backs and began to roam around the farmyard like a soldier on patrol.
     Josh checked the barn out thoroughly and found no one else there. Plenty of hay was strewn about, and the horse came inside with them and made himself at home. Josh unpacked the blankets from the wheelbarrow, hung the lantern from a wall and opened a can of beef stew for their dinner. The horse sniffed around them for a while, more interested in hay than in canned stew; he returned when Josh opened a Mason jar of well water, and Josh poured a bit out for him in an empty bucket. The horse licked it up and came back for more. Josh obliged him, and the animal pawed the ground like a newborn colt. “Get out of here, mule!” Josh said when the horse’s tongue tried to slip into the Mason jar.
     After most of the stew was gone and just the juice remained, Swan took the can outside and left it for the terrier, as well as the rest of the water from the Mason jar. The dog came to within ten feet, then waited for Swan to go back into the barn before coming any closer.
     Swan slept under one of the blankets. The horse, which Josh had christened Mule, ambled back and forth, chomping on hay and peering out through the cracked door at the dark farmhouse. The terrier continued to patrol the area for a while longer; then it found a place to shelter against one of the outside walls and lay down to rest.
     “Both of them were dead,” Leona said as Josh sat against a post with a blanket draped over his shoulders.
     “Yeah.”
     “Do you want to talk about it?”
     “No. And neither do you. We’ve got another long, hard day tomorrow.”
     She waited for a few minutes to see if he would tell her or not, but she really didn’t want to know. She pulled her blanket over her and went to sleep.
     Josh was afraid to close his eyes, because he knew what was waiting for him behind the lids. Across the barn, Mule rumbled quietly; it was an oddly reassuring sound, like the noise of heat coming through a vent into a cold room, or a town crier signaling that all was well. Josh knew he had to get some sleep, and he was about to close his eyes when he detected a small movement just to his right. He stared and saw a little roach crawling slowly over the scattered bits of hay. Josh balled up his fist and started to slam it down on the insect, but his hand paused in midair.
     Everything alive’s got its own way of speaking and knowing, Swan had said. Everything alive.
     He stayed the killing blow, watching the insect struggle tenaciously onward, getting caught in pieces of hay and working itself loose, plowing forward with stubborn, admirable determination.
     Josh opened his fist and drew his arm back. The insect kept going, out of the light’s range and into the darkness on its purposeful journey. Who am I to kill such a thing? he asked himself. Who am I to deliver death to even the lowest form of life?
     He listened to the keening of the wind whistling through holes in the walls, and he pondered the thought that there might be something out there in the dark—God or Devil or something more elemental than either—that looked at humankind as Josh had viewed the roach—less than intelligent, certainly nasty, but struggling onward on its journey, never giving up, fighting through obstacles or going around them, doing whatever it had to do to survive.
     And he hoped that if the time ever came for that elemental fist to come crashing down, its wielder might take a moment of pause as well.
     Josh drew the blanket around himself and lay down in the straw to sleep.






Thirty-eight

“This is our power!” Colonel Macklin said, holding up the .45 automatic he’d taken off the dead young man from California.
     “No,” Roland Croninger replied. “This is our power.” And he held up one of the bottles of pills from Sheila Fontana’s drug cache.
     “Hey!” Sheila grabbed at it, but Roland held it out of her reach. “That’s my stash! You can’t—”
     “Sit down,” Macklin told her. She hesitated, and he rested the pistol on his knee. “Sit down,” he repeated.
     She cursed quietly and sat down in the filthy pit while the kid continued to tell the one-handed war hero how the pills and cocaine were stronger than any gun could ever be.
     Dawn came with a cancerous, yellow sky and needles of rain. A black-haired woman, a man with one hand in a dirty overcoat, and a boy wearing goggles trudged across the landscape of rotting corpses and wrecked vehicles. Sheila Fontana was holding up a pair of white panties as a flag of truce, and close behind her Macklin kept the .45 aimed at the small of her back. Roland Croninger, bringing up the rear, carrier Sheila’s knapsack. He remembered how the woman’s hair had felt in his hands, how her body had moved like a roller-coaster ride; he wanted to have sex again, and he would hate it if she made a wrong move now and had to be executed. Because after all, they’d shown her the highest chivalry last night; they’d saved her from the rabble, and they’d given her some food—dog biscuits they’d been living on from the wreck of a camper, the dog’s carcass having been consumed long ago—and a place to rest after they were done with her.
     They reached the edge of the dirtwart land and started across open territory. Ahead of them lay the tents, cars and cardboard shelters of the privileged people who lived on the lake shore. They were about halfway across, heading for a battered, dented Airstream trailer at the center of the encampment, when they heard the warning shout: “Dirtwarts coming in! Wake up! Dirtwarts coming in!”
     “Keep going,” Macklin told Sheila when she faltered. “Keep waving those panties, too.”
     People started coming out of their shelters. In truth, they were every bit as ragged and dirty as the dirtwarts, but they had guns and supplies of canned food and bottled water, and most of them had escaped serious burns. The majority of dirtwarts, on the other hand, were severely burned, had contagious illnesses or were insane. Macklin understood the balance of power. It was centered within the Airstream trailer, a shining mansion amid the other hovels.
     “Turn back, fuckers!” a man hollered from a tent’s entrance; he aimed a high-velocity rifle at them. “Go back!” a woman shouted, and someone threw an empty can that hit the ground a few feet in front of Sheila. She stopped, and Macklin pushed her on with a shove of the automatic.
     “Keep moving. And smile.”
     “Go back, you filth!” a second man, wearing the remnants of an Air Force uniform and a coat stained with dried blood, shouted; he had a revolver, and he came within twenty feet of them. “You graverobbers!” he shouted. “You dirty, lice-ridden… heathen!”
     Macklin didn’t worry about him; he was a young man, maybe in his mid-twenties, and his eyes kept sneaking toward Sheila Fontana. He wasn’t going to do anything. Other people approached them, shouting and jeering, brandishing guns and rifles, knives and even a bayonet. Rocks, bottles and cans were thrown, and though they came dangerously close, none of them connected. “Don’t you bring your diseases in here!” a middle-aged man in a brown raincoat and woolen cap hollered. He was holding an axe. “I’ll kill you if you take another goddamned step!”
     Macklin wasn’t worried about him, either. The men were puzzled by Sheila Fontana’s presence, but he recognized the lust on their faces as they surged around, hollering threats. He saw a thin young woman with stringy brown hair, her body engulfed in a yellow raincoat and her sunken eyes fixed on Sheila with deadly intent. She was carrying a butcher knife, fingering the blade. Macklin did feel a pang of worry about her, and he guided Sheila away from the young woman. An empty can hit him in the side of the head and glanced off. Someone came close enough to spit on Roland. “Keep going, keep going,” Macklin said quietly, his eyes narrowed and ticking back and forth.
     Roland heard shouts and taunting laughter behind them, and he glanced over his shoulder. Back in the dirtwart land, about thirty or forty dirtwarts had crawled from their holes and were jumping up and down, screaming like animals in expectation of a slaughter.
     Macklin smelled salt water. Before him, through the misting rain and beyond the encampment, the Great Salt Lake stretched to the far horizon; it smelled antiseptic, like the halls of a hospital. The stump of Macklin’s wrist burned and seethed with infection, and he longed to plunge it into the healing water, to baptize himself in cleansing agony.
     A burly, bearded red-haired man in a leather jacket and dungarees, a bandage plastered to his forehead, stepped in front of Sheila. He aimed a double-barreled shotgun at Macklin’s head. “That’s as far as you go.”
     Sheila stopped, her eyes wide. She waved the pair of panties in front of his face. “Hey, don’t shoot! We don’t want any trouble!”
     “He won’t shoot,” Macklin said easily, smiling at the bearded man. “See, my friend, I’ve got a gun pointed at the young lady’s back. If you blow my head off—and if any of you dumb fucks shoot either me or the boy—my finger’s going to twitch on this trigger and sever her spine. Look at her, fellas! Just look! Not a burn on her! Not a burn anywhere! Oh, yeah, fill your eyes full, but don’t touch! Isn’t she something?”
     Sheila had the impulse to pull her T-shirt up and give the gawkers a tit show; if the war hero had ever decided to give pimping a try, he’d have racked up. But this whole experience was so unreal, it was almost like flying on a tab of LSD, and she found herself grinning, about to laugh. The filthy men who stood around her with their guns and knives just stared, and further behind them was a collection of skinny, dirty women who watched her with absolute hatred.
     Macklin saw they were about fifty feet from the Airstream trailer. “We want to see the Fat Man,” he told the guy with the beard.
     “Sure!” The other man hadn’t lowered his shotgun yet. His mouth curled sarcastically. “He sees dirtwarts all the time! Serves ’em champagne and caviar!” He snorted. “Who the fuck do you think you are, mister?”
     “My name is Colonel James B. Macklin. I served in Vietnam as a pilot, and I was shot down and spent one year in a hole that makes this place look like the Ritz-Carlton. I’m a military man, you dumb bastard!” Macklin’s face was reddening. Discipline and control, he told himself. Discipline and control makes the man. He took a couple of deep breaths; around him several people jeered at him, and someone’s spit landed on his right cheek. “We want to see the Fat Man. He’s the leader here, isn’t he? He’s the one with the most food and guns?”
     “Run ’em out!” a stocky, curly-haired woman shouted, brandishing a long barbecue fork. “We don’t want their damned diseases!”
     Roland heard a pistol being cocked, and he knew someone was holding a gun just behind his head. He flinched, but then he turned slowly around, grinning rigidly. A blond-haired boy about his age, wearing a bulky plaid jacket, was aiming a .38 right between his eyes. “You stink,” the blond-haired kid said, his dead brown eyes challenging Roland to make a move. Roland stood very still, his heart going like a jackhammer.
     “I said we want to see the Fat Man,” Macklin repeated. “Do you take us, or what?”
     The bearded man laughed harshly. “You’ve got a lot of guts for a dirtwart!” His eyes flickered toward Sheila Fontana, lingered on her body and breasts, then went back to the pistol Macklin held.
     Roland slowly lifted his hand in front of the blond kid’s face, then just as slowly brought his hand down and reached into the pocket of his trousers. The blond boy’s finger was on the trigger. Roland’s hand found what he was after, and he began to draw it out.
     “You can leave the woman and we won’t kill you,” the bearded man told Macklin. “Just walk out and go back to your hole. We’ll forget that you even—”
     A little plastic bottle hit the ground in front of his left boot.
     “Go ahead,” Roland told him. “Pick it up. Take a sniff.”
     The man hesitated, glanced around at the others who were still shouting and jeering and eating Sheila Fontana alive with their eyes. Then he knelt down, picked up the bottle Roland had tossed over, uncapped it and sniffed. “What the hell—!”
     “Want me to kill him, Mr. Lawry?” the blond kid asked hopefully.
     “No! Put that damned gun down!” Lawry sniffed the contents of the bottle again, and his wide blue eyes began to water. “Put the gun down!” he snapped, and the boy obeyed reluctantly.
     “You going to take us to the Fat Man?” Macklin asked. “I think he’d like to get a sniff, don’t you?”
     “Where’d you get this shit?”
     “The Fat Man. Now.”
     Lawry capped the vial. He looked around at the others, looked back at the Airstream trailer and paused, trying to make up his mind. He blinked, and Roland could tell the man didn’t exactly have a mainframe computer between his ears. “Okay.” He motioned with the shotgun. “Move ass.”
     “Kill ’em!” the stocky woman shrieked. “Don’t let ’em contaminate us!”
     “Now listen, all of you!” Lawry held the shotgun at his side and kept the plastic vial gripped tightly in his other hand. “They’re not burned or anything! I mean… they’re just dirty! They’re not like the other dirtwarts! I’ll take responsibility for them!”
     “Don’t let them in!” another woman shouted. “They don’t belong!”
     “Move,” Lawry told Macklin, “You try anything funny, and I swear to God you’ll be one headless motherfucker. Got it?”
     Macklin didn’t answer. He pushed Sheila forward, and Roland followed him toward the large silver trailer. A pack of people stalked at their heels, including the trigger-happy kid with the .38 revolver.
     Lawry ordered them to stop when they’d gotten ten feet from the trailer. He walked up a few bricks that had been set up as steps to the trailer’s door and knocked on it with the butt of his shotgun. A high, thin voice from inside asked, “Who is it?”
     “Lawry, Mr. Kempka. I’ve got something you need to see.”
     There was no reply for a moment or so. Then the whole trailer seemed to tremble, to creak over a few degrees as Kempka—the Fat Man who, Macklin had learned from another dirtwart, was the leader of the lake shore encampment—approached the door. A couple of bolts snapped back. The door opened, but Macklin was unable to see who had opened it. Lawry told Macklin to wait where he was, then he entered the trailer. The door shut. As soon as he was gone, the curses and jeers got louder, and again bottles and cans were flung.
     “You’re crazy, war hero,” Sheila said. “You’ll never get out of here alive.”
     “If we go, so do you.”
     She turned on him, disregarding the pistol, and her eyes flashed with anger. “So kill me, war hero. As soon as you pull that trigger, these horny bastards’ll take you apart piece by piece. And who said you could use my stash, huh? That’s high-grade Colombian sugar you’re throwing around, man!”
     Macklin smiled thinly. “You like to take chances, don’t you?” He didn’t wait for the answer, because he already knew it. “You want food and water? You want to sleep with a roof over your head and not expect somebody to kill you in the night? You want to be able to wash and not squat in your own shit? I want those things, too, and so does Roland. We don’t belong out there with the dirtwarts; we belong here, and this is a chance we’ve got to take.”
     She shook her head, and though she was infuriated at losing her stash, she knew he was right. The kid had shown real smarts in suggesting it. “You’re crazy.”
     “We’ll see.”
     The trailer’s door opened. Lawry stuck his head out. “Okay. Come on up. But you give me the gun first.”
     “No deal. The gun stays with me.”
     “You heard what I said, mister!”
     “I heard. The gun stays with me.”
     Lawry looked over his shoulder at the man inside the trailer. Then: “Okay. Come on—and be quick about it!”
     They went up the steps into the trailer, and Lawry closed the door behind Roland, sealing off the shouts of the mob. Lawry swung his shotgun up at Macklin’s head.
     A blob wearing a food-stained T-shirt and overalls was sitting at a table on the other side of the trailer. His hair was dyed orange and stood up in inch-high spikes on his scalp, and he had a beard streaked with red and green food coloring. His head looked too small for his chest and massive belly, and he had four chins. His eyes were beady black holes in a pallid, flabby face. Scattered around the trailer were cases of canned food, bottled Cokes and Pepsis, bottled water and about a hundred six-packs of Budweiser stacked up against one wall. Behind him was a storehouse of weapons: a rack of seven rifles, one with a sniperscope, an old Thompson submachine gun, a bazooka, and a variety of pistols hanging on hooks. Before him on the table, he had sifted a small mound of cocaine from the plastic vial and was rubbing some of it between his fleshy fingers. Within reach of his right hand was a Luger, its muzzle pointed in the direction of his visitors. He lifted some of the cocaine to his nostrils and sniffed delicately, as if testing French perfume. “Do you have names?” he asked, in a voice that was almost girlish.
     “My name is Macklin. Colonel James B. Macklin, ex-United States Air Force. This is Roland Croninger and Sheila Fontana.”
     Kempka picked up another bit of cocaine and let it drift back down. “Where did this come from, Colonel Macklin?”
     “My stash,” Sheila said. She thought she’d seen all the repulsive things in the world, but even in the low yellow light of the two lamps that illuminated the trailer, she could hardly bear the Fat Man. He looked like a circus freak, and from each of his long, fat earlobes hung diamond-studded earrings.
     “And this is the extent of that ‘stash’?”
     “No,” Macklin replied. “Not nearly all. There’s plenty more cocaine, and all kinds of pills, too.”
     “Pills,” Kempka repeated. His black eyes aimed at Macklin. “What kind of pills?”
     “All kinds. LSD. PCP. Painkillers. Tranquilizers. Uppers and downers.”
     Sheila snorted. “War hero, you don’t know shit about goodies, do you?” She took a step toward Kempka, and the Fat Man’s hand rested on the Luger’s butt. “Black Beauties, Yellowjackets, Blue Angels, bennies, poppers, and Red Stingers. All high-quality floats.”
     “Is that so? Were you in the business, young lady?”
     “Yeah, I guess so.” She looked around at the messy, cluttered trailer. “What kind of business were you in? Pig farming?”
     Kempka stared at her. Then, slowly, his belly began to wobble, followed by his chins. His entire face shook like a plateful of Jell-O, and a high, feminine laugh squeaked between his lips. “Hee hee!” he said, his cheeks reddening. “Hee hee! Pig farming. Hee hee!” He waved a fat hand at Lawry, who forced a nervous laugh as well. When he’d stopped laughing, Kempka said, “No, dear one, it was not pig farming. I owned a gun shop in Rancho Cordova, just east of Sacramento. Fortunately, I had time to pack up some of my stock and get out when the bombs hit the Bay Area. I also had the presence of mind to visit a little grocery store on the way east. Mr. Lawry was a clerk at my store, and we found a place to hide for a while in the Eldorado National Forest. The road brought us here, and other people started arriving. Soon we had a little community. Most of the people came to soak themselves in the lake. There’s a belief that bathing in the salt water washes off the radiation and makes you immune.” He shrugged his fleshy shoulders. “Maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t. In any case, I kind of enjoy playing King of the Hill and the Godfather. If someone doesn’t do as I say, I simply banish them to the dirtwart land… or I kill them.” He giggled again, his black eyes sparkling merrily. “You see, I make the laws here. Me, Freddie Kempka, lately of Kempka’s Shootist Supermarket, Incorporated. Oh, I’m having a real ball!”
     “Good for you,” Sheila muttered.
     “Yes. Good for me.” He rubbed cocaine between his fingers and sniffed a bit up each nostril. “My, my! That is a potent dust, isn’t it?” He licked his fingers clean, and then he looked at Roland Croninger. “What are you supposed to be, a space cadet?”
     Roland didn’t answer. I’ll zap your big fat ass, he thought.
     Kempka giggled. “How come you to be out in the dirtwart land, Colonel?”
     Macklin told him the whole story, how Earth House had collapsed and how he and the boy had gotten out. Macklin made no mention of the Shadow Soldier, because he knew the Shadow Soldier didn’t like to be talked about to strangers.
     “I see,” Kempka said when he’d finished. “Well, like they say: The best-laid plans often go shitty, don’t they? Now, I suppose you came here and brought this potent dust for a purpose. What is it?”
     “We want to move into the encampment. We want a tent, and we want a supply of food.”
     “The only tents that are here were brought on people’s backs. They’re all filled up. No room in the inn, Colonel.”
     “Make room. We get a tent and some food and you get a weekly ration of cocaine and pills. Call it rent.”
     “What would I do with drugs, sir?”
     Roland laughed, and Kempka regarded him through hooded eyes. “Come on, mister!” Roland stepped forward. “You know you can sell those drugs for whatever you want! You can buy people’s minds with that stuff, because everybody’ll pay to forget. They’ll pay anything you ask: food, guns, gasoline—anything.”
     “I already have those things.”
     “Maybe you do,” Roland agreed. “But are you sure you’ve got enough of them? What if somebody in a bigger trailer comes into the encampment tomorrow? What if they’ve got more guns than you do? What if they’re stronger and meaner? Those people out there”—he nodded toward the door—“are just waiting for somebody strong to tell them what to do. They want to be commanded. They don’t want to have to think for themselves. Here’s a way to put their minds in your pocket.” He motioned to the snowy mound.
     Kempka and Roland stared at each other for a silent moment, and Roland had the sensation of looking at a giant slug. Kempka’s black eyes bored into Roland’s, and finally a little smile flickered across his wet mouth. “Would these drugs,” he said, “buy me a sweet young space cadet?”
     Roland didn’t know what to say. He was stunned, and it must’ve shown on his face because Kempka snorted and laughed. When his laughter was spent, the Fat Man said to Macklin, “What’s to keep me from killing you right now and taking your precious drugs, Colonel?”
     “One simple thing: the drugs are buried out in the dirtwart land. Roland’s the only one who knows where they are. He’ll go out and bring you a ration once a week, but if anybody follows him or tries to interfere, they get their brains blown out.”
     Kempka tapped his fingers on the tabletop, looking from the mound of cocaine to Macklin and Roland—contemptuously dismissing the girl—and then back to the Colombian sugar.
     “We could use that stuff, Mr. Kempka,” Lawry offered. “Fella came in yesterday with a gas heater that sure would warm this trailer up. Another guy’s got some whiskey he lugged along in a tow sack. We’re gonna need tires for the truck, too. I would’ve already taken that heater and the bottles of Jack Daniel’s, but both of those new arrivals are armed to the teeth. Might be a good idea to trade the drugs for their guns, too.”
     “I’ll decide what’s a good idea and what’s not.” Kempka’s face folded up as he frowned thoughtfully. He drew a long breath and exhaled it like a bellows. “Find them a tent. Close to the trailer. And spread the word that if anybody touches them, they answer to Freddie Kempka.” He smiled broadly at Macklin. “Colonel, I believe you and your friends are going to be very interesting additions to our little family. I guess we could call you pharmacists, couldn’t we?”
     “I guess so.” Macklin waited until Lawry had lowered his shotgun, and then he in turn lowered the automatic.
     “There. Now we’re all happy, aren’t we?” And his black, ravenous eyes found Roland Croninger.
     Lawry took them to a small tent staked down about thirty yards from the Airstream trailer. It was occupied by a young man and a woman who held an infant with bandaged legs. Lawry stuck the shotgun in the young man’s face and said, “Get out.”
     The man, drawn and gaunt, hollow-eyed with fatigue, scrabbled under his sleeping bag. His hand came up with a hunting knife, but Lawry stepped forward and caught the man’s thin wrist beneath his boot. Lawry put all his weight down, and Roland watched his eyes as he broke the man’s bones: they were empty, registering no emotion even when the snapping noise began. Lawry was simply doing what he’d been told. The infant started crying, and the woman was screaming, but the man just hugged his broken wrist and stared numbly up at Lawry.
     “Out.” Lawry put the shotgun’s barrel to the young man’s skull. “Are you deaf, you dumb bastard?”
     The man and woman wearily got to their feet. He paused to gather up their sleeping bags and a knapsack with his uninjured hand, but Lawry grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and hauled him out, throwing him to the ground. The woman sobbed and cringed at her husband’s side. A crowd was gathering to watch, and the woman shrieked, “You animals! You dirty animals! That’s our tent! It belongs to us!”
     “Not anymore.” Lawry motioned with the shotgun toward the dirtwart land. “Start walking.”
     “It’s not fair! Not fair!” the woman sobbed. She looked around imploringly at the people who were gathering. Roland, Macklin and Sheila did, too, and they all saw the same thing in those faces: an impassive, uninvolved curiosity, as if they were watching television violence. Though there were faint expressions of disgust and pity here and there, the majority of the onlookers had already been shocked devoid of all emotion.
     “Help us!” the woman begged. “Please… somebody help us!”
     Several of the people had guns, but none of them intervened. Macklin understood why: It was the survival of the fittest. Freddie Kempka was the emperor here, and Lawry was his lieutenant—probably one of many lieutenants Kempka used as his eyes and ears.
     “Get out,” Lawry told the couple. The woman kept shrieking and crying, but finally the man stood up and, his eyes dead and defeated, began to trudge slowly toward the grim land of car hulks and decaying corpses. Her expression turned to hatred; she stood up with the wailing infant in her arms and shouted to the crowd, “It’ll happen to you! You’ll see! They’ll take everything you have! They’ll come and drag you out of—”
     Lawry struck out with the stock of the shotgun. It crunched into the infant’s skull, the force of the blow knocking the young woman to the ground.
     The infant’s crying abruptly stopped.
     She looked down into her child’s face and made a weak choking sound.
     Sheila Fontana couldn’t believe what she’d just witnessed; she wanted to turn away, but the scene had a dark hold on her. Her stomach churned with revulsion, and she could still hear the infant’s cry, echoing over and over in her mind. She put her hand over her mouth and pressed.
     The young man, a corpse in clothes, was walking on across the plain, not even bothering to look back.
     Finally, with a shuddering gasp, the woman rose to her feet, the silent infant clasped to her chest. Her hideous, hollowed-out eyes met Sheila’s and lingered. Sheila felt as if her soul had been burned to a cinder. If… only the baby had stopped crying, Sheila thought. If only…
     The young mother turned and began to follow her husband into the mist.
     The onlookers drifted away. Lawry wiped the stock of his shotgun on the ground and motioned toward the tent. “Looks like we just got a vacancy, Colonel.”
     “Did you… have to do that?” Sheila asked. Inside she was trembling and sick, but her face showed no sign of it, her eyes cold and flinty.
     “Every once in a while they forget who makes the rules. Well? Do you want the tent or not?”
     “We do,” Macklin said.
     “There you go, then. Even got a couple of sleeping bags and some food in there. Cozy as home, huh?”
     Macklin and Roland entered the tent. “Where am I supposed to live?” Sheila asked Lawry.
     He smiled, examined her up and down. “Well, I’ve got an extra sleeping bag over in the trailer. See, I bunk with Mr. Kempka, but I’m not funny. He likes young boys, couldn’t give a shit about women. What do you say?”
     She smelled his body odor and couldn’t decide whose was worse, his or the war hero’s. “Forget it,” she said. “I’ll stay here.”
     “Suit yourself. I’ll get you, sooner or later.”
     “When Hell freezes.”
     He licked a finger and held it up to catch the wind. “It’s getting pretty frosty, darlin’.” Then he laughed and sauntered off toward the trailer.
     Sheila watched him go. She looked in the direction of the dirtwart land, and she saw the vague outlines of the young couple heading into the mist, into the unknown that lay beyond it. Those two wouldn’t have spit’s chance out there, she thought. But maybe they already knew that. The baby would’ve died anyway, she told herself. Sure. The kid was half dead already.
     But that incident had knocked her off her tracks more than anything ever had before, and she couldn’t help thinking that a few minutes before there was a living person where a ghost was now. And it had happened because of her drugs, because she’d come in there with the war hero and the punk playing big shots.
     The young couple disappeared into the gray rain.
     As Rudy said, you cover your own ass. And in this day and time, those were words to live by.
     Sheila turned her back on the dirtwart land and slipped into the tent.






Thirty-nine

“Light!” Josh shouted, pointing into the distance. “Look at that! There’s light ahead!”
     They’d been following a highway over gently rolling country, and now they saw the light that Josh pointed toward: a bluish-white illumination reflecting off low-lying, turbulent clouds.
     “That’s Matheson,” Leona said, from her bareback perch atop Mule. “Lord A’mighty! They’ve got the ’lectricity on in Matheson!”
     “How many people live there?” Josh asked her, speaking loudly over the rush and pull of the wind.
     “Thirteen, fourteen thousand. It’s a regular city!”
     “Thank God! They must’ve fixed their power lines! We’re going to have hot meals tonight! Thank God!” He started shoving the wheelbarrow with new-found energy, as if his heels had sprouted wings. Swan followed him, carrying the dowsing rod and her small bag, and Leona kicked her heels into Mule’s sides to urge the horse onward. Mule obeyed without hesitation, glad to be of use again. Behind them, the little terrier sniffed the air and growled quietly but followed nevertheless.
     Flickers of lightning shot through the cloud cover over Matheson, and the wind brought the rumble of thunder. They’d left the Jaspin farm early that morning, had walked all day along the narrow highway. Josh had tried to put a saddle and bridle on Mule, but though the horse stood docilely, Josh couldn’t get the damned things on right. The saddle kept slipping, and he couldn’t figure out how to get the bridle on at all. Every time Mule had even grumbled, Josh had jumped back out of the way, expecting the animal to buck and rear, and finally he gave the job up as a lost cause. Still, the horse accepted Leona’s weight without complaint; he had also borne Swan for a few miles. The horse seemed content to follow Swan, almost like a puppy. And off in the darkness, the terrier yapped every once in a while to let them know he was still around.
     Josh’s heart was hammering. That was one of the most beautiful lights he’d ever seen, next to the glorious flashlight beam that had speared through the basement. Oh, Lord! he thought. A hot meal, a warm place to sleep, and—glory of glories!—maybe even a real toilet again! He smelled ozone in the air. A thunderstorm was approaching, but he didn’t care. They were going to rest in the lap of luxury tonight!
     Josh turned his face toward Swan and Leona. “Lord God, we made it back to civilization!” He let out a loud whoop that put the wind to shame and even made Mule jump.
     But the smile froze on Leona’s face. Slowly, it began to slide off. Her fingers curled through Mule’s coarse black mane.
     She wasn’t sure what she’d seen, wasn’t sure at all. It had been a trick of the light, she told herself. A trick of the light. Yes. That’s all.
     Leona thought she’d seen a skull where Josh Hutchins’s face had been.
     But it had been so fast—there and then gone in an eye-blink.
     She stared at the back of Swan’s head. Oh, God, Leona thought, what’ll I do if the child’s face is like that, too?
     It took her a while to gather her courage, and then she said, “Swan?” in a thin, scared voice.
     Swan glanced back. “Ma’am?”
     Leona was holding her breath.
     “Ma’am?” Swan repeated.
     Leona found a smile. “Oh… nothin’,” she said, and she shrugged. The vision of a skull beneath the skin was not there. “I… just wanted to see your face,” Leona told her.
     “My face? Why?”
     “Oh, I was just thinkin’… how pretty you must’ve been.” She stammered at her own error. “I mean, how pretty you’re gonna be again, once your skin heals up. And it will, too. Skin’s a real tough thing, y’know. Sure is! It’ll heal up pretty as a picture!”
     Swan didn’t answer; she remembered the horror that had stared back at her from the bathroom mirror. “I don’t think my face’ll ever heal up,” she said matter-of-factly. A sudden awful thought struck her. “You don’t think…” She paused, unable to spit it out. Then: “You don’t think… I’ll scare people in Matheson, do you?”
     “Of course not! And don’t you even think such a thing!” In truth, Leona hadn’t considered that before, but now she could envision residents of Matheson cringing away from Josh and Swan. “Your skin’ll heal up soon enough,” Leona assured her. “Besides, that’s just your outside face.”
     “My outside face?”
     “Yep. Everybody’s got two faces, child—the outside face and the inside face. The outside face is how the world sees you, but the inside face is what you really look like. It’s your true face, and if it was flipped to the outside you’d show the world what kind of person you are.”
     “Flipped to the outside? How?”
     Leona smiled. “Well, God hasn’t figured a way to do that yet. But He will. Sometimes you can see a person’s inside face—but only for a second or two—if you look close and hard enough. The eyes give away the inside face, and likely as not it’s a whole lot different than the mask that’s stuck on the outside.” She nodded, looking toward the lights of Matheson. “Oh, I’ve met some mighty handsome people who had monstrous ugly faces on the inside. And I’ve met some homely folks with buck teeth and big noses and the light of Heaven in their eyes, and you know that if you saw their inside faces the beauty would knock you right to your knees. I kind of figure it might be like that for your inside face, child. And Josh’s as well. So what does it matter about your outside face?”
     Swan pondered for a moment. “I’d like to believe that.”
     “Then take it as true,” Leona said, and Swan was quiet.
     The light beckoned them onward. The highway climbed over one more hill, then began to curve gently down toward the town. Lightning jumped across the horizon. Beneath Leona, Mule snorted and whinnied.
     Swan heard a nervous note in the horse’s whinny. Mule’s excited because we’re going to find more people, she thought. But no, no—that hadn’t been a sound of excitement; Swan had heard it as distrust, edginess. She began to pick up the horse’s nervousness, to feel a little wary herself, like the time she’d been strolling across a wide golden field and a farmer in a red cap had yelled, “Hey, little girl! Watch out for rattlers in them weeds!”
     Not that she was afraid of snakes—far from it. Once, when she was five years old, she’d picked up a colorful snake right out of the grass, run her fingers across the beautiful diamonds on its back and the bony-looking ridges on its tail. Then she’d set the snake down and watched as it crawled unhurriedly away. It was only later, when she’d told her mama and gotten a rear-blistering whipping in return, that Swan had realized she was supposed to be afraid.
     Mule made a whickering sound and tossed his head. The road flattened out as it approached the outskirts of town, where a green sign proclaimed, Welcome to Matheson, Kansas! We’re Strong, Proud and Growing!
     Josh stopped, and Swan almost bumped into him.
     “What is it?” Leona asked him.
     “Look.” Josh motioned toward the town.
     The houses and buildings were dark; no light came from their windows or front porches. There were no streetlights, no headlights of cars, no traffic lights. The glow that reflected up off the low clouds was coming from deeper within the town, beyond the dead, dark structures that were scattered on both sides of the main highway. There was no sound but the shrill whine of the wind. “I think that light’s coming from the center of town,” he told Swan and Leona. “But if the electricity’s back on, why aren’t there lights in the house windows, too?”
     “Maybe everybody’s in one place,” Leona offered. “Like at the auditorium, or City Hall or somewhere.”
     Josh nodded. “There ought to be cars,” he decided. “Ought to be traffic lights working. I don’t see any.”
     “Maybe they’re savin’ the ’lectricity. Maybe the wires aren’t too strong yet.”
     “Maybe,” Josh replied, but there was something spooky about Matheson; why were there no lights in the windows, yet something at the center of Matheson ablaze with light? And everything was so still, so very still. He had the feeling that they should turn back, but the wind was cold and they had come so far; there had to be people here! Sure! They’re all in one place, like Leona had suggested. Maybe they’re having a town meeting or something! In any case, there was no turning back. He started pushing the wheelbarrow again. Swan followed him, and the horse that bore Leona followed Swan, and off to the left the terrier kept to the tall weeds and ran ahead.
     Another roadside sign advertised the Matheson Motel—Swimming Pool! Cable TV!—and a third sign said the best coffee and steaks in town could be found at the Hightower Restaurant on Caviner Street. They followed the road between plowed fields and passed a dark softball diamond and a public pool where the lounge chairs and umbrellas were blown into a chain-link fence. A final roadside sign announced the July Firecracker Sale at the K-Mart on Billups Street, and then they entered Matheson.
     It had been a pretty town, Josh thought as they walked along the center line. The buildings were either made of stones or logs, meant to resemble a frontier town. The houses were made of brick, most of them one story, nothing fancy, but nice enough. A statue of somebody on his knees, one hand covering what might’ve been a Bible and the other extended toward the sky, stood atop a pedestal in a district of small shops and stores that reminded Josh of that Mayberry show with Andy Griffith. A canopy flapped over a store with a barber pole in front of it, and the windows of the Matheson First Citizen’s Bank were broken out. Furniture had been dragged out of a furniture store, piled in a heap in the street and set afire. Nearby was an overturned police car, also burned to a hulk. Josh did not look inside. Thunder growled overhead, and lightning danced across the sky.
     Further on, they found a used car lot. Trade at Uncle Roy’s! the sign urged. Under rows of flapping multicolored banners were six dusty cars. Josh began to check them all, one by one, as Swan and Leona waited behind and Mule grumbled uneasily. Two of them were sitting on flat tires, and a third’s windshield and windows were shattered. The other three—an Impala, a Ford Fairlane and a red pickup truck—seemed in pretty good shape. Josh walked to the small office building, found the door wide open, and with the light of the bull’s-eye lantern located the keys to all three vehicles on a pegboard. He took the keys out to the lot and methodically tried them. The Impala wouldn’t make a sound, the pickup truck was dead, and the Fairlane’s engine popped and stuttered, made a noise like a chain being dragged along gravel and then went silent. Josh opened the Fairlane’s hood and found that the engine had been attacked with what might’ve been an axe, the wiring, belts and cables hacked apart. “Damn it!” Josh swore, and then his lantern revealed something written in dried grease on the inside of the hood: ALL SHALL PRAISE LORD ALVIN.
     He stared at the scrawled writing, remembering that he’d seen the same thing—though written in a different hand and in a different substance—at the Jaspin farmhouse the night before. He walked back to Swan and Leona, and he said, “Those cars are shot. I think somebody wrecked them on purpose.” He looked toward the light, which was much closer now. “Well,” he said finally, “I guess we go find out what that is, right?”
     Leona glanced at him, then quickly away; she wasn’t sure that she hadn’t seen the skull again, but in this strange light she couldn’t tell. Her heart had begun to pump harder, and she didn’t know what to do or say.
     Josh pushed the wheelbarrow forward. Off in the distance, they heard the terrier bark a few times, then silence. They continued along the main street, passing more stores with broken windows, more overturned and burned vehicles. The light pulled them onward, and though they all had their private concerns they were drawn to that light like moths to a candle.
     On a corner was a small sign that pointed to the right and said Pathway Institute, 2 mi. Josh looked in that direction and saw nothing but darkness.
     “That’s the asylum,” Leona said.
     “The asylum?” The word lanced him. “What asylum?”
     “The crazy house. You know, where they put folks who go off their rockers. That one’s famous all over the state. Full of people too crazy to go to prison.”
     “You mean… the criminally insane?”
     “Yeah, that’s right.”
     “Great,” Josh said. The sooner they were out of this town, the better! He didn’t like being even two miles from an asylum full of lunatic murderers. He peered off into the darkness where the Pathway Institute was, and he felt the flesh ripple all up and down his backbone.
     And then they went through another area of silent houses, passing the dark Matheson Motel and the Hightower Restaurant, and they entered a huge paved parking lot.
     Before them, every light illuminated and blazing, was a K-Mart and, next to it, a similarly lit Food Giant supermarket.
     “God Almighty!” Josh breathed. “A shopping center!”
     Swan and Leona just stared, as if they’d never seen such light or huge stores before. Dark-sensitive photon lamps cast a yellow glow over the parking lot, which held perhaps fifty or sixty cars, campers, and pickup trucks, all covered with Kansas dust. Josh was completely stunned and had to catch his balance before the wind knocked him over. It was running through his head that if the electricity was on, then the freezers in the supermarket would be operating, too, and inside would be steaks, ice cream, cold beer, eggs, bacon, ham, and God only knew what else. He looked at the brilliantly lit K-Mart, his brain reeling. What sort of treasures would be in there? Radios and batteries, flashlights and lanterns, guns, gloves, kerosene heaters, raincoats! He didn’t know whether to laugh or sob with joy, but he pushed the wheelbarrow aside and started walking toward the K-Mart as if in a delirious daze.
     “Wait!” Leona called. She got down off Mule and hobbled after Josh. “Hold up a minute!”
     Swan set her bag down but kept hold of Crybaby and followed Leona. Behind her, Mule plodded along. The terrier barked a couple of times, then slipped under an abandoned Volkswagen and stayed there, watching the humans moving across the parking lot.
     “Wait!” Leona called again, but she couldn’t keep pace with him, and he was heading for the K-Mart like a steam engine. Swan said, “Josh! Wait for us!” and she hurried to catch him.
     Some of the windows were broken out of the K-Mart, but Josh figured the wind had done that. He had no idea why the lights were on there and nowhere else. The K-Mart and the supermarket next to it were akin to waterholes in a burning desert. His heart was about to blast through his chest. Candy bars! he thought wildly. Cookies! Glazed doughnuts! He feared his legs would collapse before he reached the K-Mart, or that the entire vision would tremble and dissolve as he went through one of the front doors. But it didn’t, and he did, and there he stood inside the huge store with the treasures of the world on racks and displays before him, the magic phrases Snacks and Candy and Sporting Goods and Automotives and Housewares on wooden arrows pointing to various sections of the store.
     “My God,” Josh said, half drunk with ecstasy. “Oh, my God!”
     Swan came in, then Leona. As the door was swinging shut a blurred form darted in, and the terrier shot past Josh and vanished along the center aisle. Then the door shut, and they stood together in the glare while Mule whinnied and pawed the concrete outside.
     Josh strode past a display of outdoor grills and bags of charcoal to a counter full of candy bars, his desire for chocolate fanned to a fever. He sucked three Milky Ways right out of their wrappers and started on a half-pound bag of M&Ms. Leona went to a table piled with thick athletic socks. Swan wandered amid the counters, dazzled by the amount of merchandise and the brightness of the lights. His mouth crammed with gooey chocolate, Josh turned to a display of cigarettes, cigars and pipe tobacco; he chose a pack of Hav-A-Tampa Jewels, found some matches nearby, stuck one of the cigars between his teeth and lit it, inhaling deeply. He felt as if he’d stepped into paradise, and the pleasures of the supermarket were yet to be experienced. From far back in the store, the terrier yapped several times in rapid succession. Swan looked back along the aisle but couldn’t see the dog. She didn’t like the sound of that barking, though; it carried a warning, and as the terrier began to bark again she heard it yip as if it had been kicked. A barrage of barking followed.
     “Josh?” Swan called. A cocoon of cigar smoke obscured his head.
     He puffed on the stogie and chewed more candy bars. His mouth was so full he couldn’t even answer Swan; he just waved to her.
     Swan walked slowly toward the back of the store as the terrier continued to bark. She came to three mannequins, all wearing suits. The one in the middle had on a blue baseball cap, and Swan thought it didn’t go at all with the suit, but it might be made to fit her own head. She reached up and plucked it off.
     The entire waxen-fleshed head toppled from the mannequin’s shoulders, right out of the stiff white shirt collar, and fell to the floor at Swan’s feet with a sound like a hammer whacking a watermelon.
     Swan stared, wide-eyed, the baseball cap in one hand and Crybaby in the other. The head had thinning gray hair and dark-socketed eyes that had rolled upward, and on its cheeks and chin was a stubble of gray whiskers. Now she could see the dried red matter and the yellow nub of bone where it had been hacked off the human neck.
     She blinked and looked up at the other two mannequins. One of them had the head of a teenage boy, his mouth slack and tongue lolling, both eyeballs turned to the ceiling and a crust of blood at the nostrils. The third one’s head was that of an elderly man, his face heavily lined and the color of chalk.
     Swan stepped back across the aisle—and hit a fourth and fifth mannequin, dressed in women’s clothes. The severed heads of a middle-aged woman and a little girl with red hair fell out of the collars and thumped to the floor on either side of her; the little girl’s face was directed up at Swan, the awful blood-drained mouth open in a soundless cry of terror.
     Swan screamed. Screamed long and loud and couldn’t stop screaming. She backpedaled away from the human heads, still screaming, and as she spun around she saw another mannequin nearby, and another and another, some of the heads beaten and battered and the others painted and prettied with makeup to give them false and obscene smiles. She thought that if she couldn’t stop screaming her lungs would burst, and as she ran for Josh and Leona the scream died because all her air was gone. She pulled in breath and raced away from the grisly heads, and over Josh’s shouts she heard the terrier give a yipe-yipe-yipe of pain from the rear of the K-Mart.
     “Swan!” Josh yelled, spitting out half-chewed candy. He saw her coming toward him, her face as yellow as the Kansas dust and tears streaming down her cheeks. “What is—”
     “Blue Light Special!” a merry voice sang over the K-Mart’s intercom system. “Attention, shoppers! Blue Light Special! Three new arrivals at the front! Hurry for the best bargains!”
     They heard the rough roar of a motorcycle’s engine firing. Josh scooped Swan up as a motorcycle hurtled at them along the center aisle, its driver dressed like a traffic cop except for his Indian headdress.
     “Look out!” Leona shouted, and Josh leaped across a counter full of ice cube trays with Swan in his arms, the motorcycle skidding past them into a display of transistor radios. More figures were running toward them along the other aisles, and there was an ungodly whooping and hollering that drowned out the “Blue Light Special!” being repeated over the intercom.
     Here came a mountainous, black-bearded man pushing a gnarled dwarf in a shopping cart, followed by other men of all ages and descriptions, wearing all kinds of clothing from suits to bathrobes, some of them with streaks of warpaint on their faces, others daubed white with powder. Josh realized—sickeningly—that most of them were carrying weapons: axes, picks, hoes, garden shears, pistols and rifles, knives and chains. The aisles were acrawl with them, and they jumped over the counters grinning and yelling. Josh, Swan and Leona were driven together and ringed by a shouting mob of forty or more men.
     Protect the child! Josh thought, and as one of the men darted in to grab Swan’s arm Josh delivered a kick to his ribs that snapped bones and sent him flying back into the rabble. The move brought more gleeful cheers. The gnarled dwarf in the shopping cart, whose wrinkled face was decorated with orange lightning bolts, crowed, “Fresh meat! Fresh meat!”
     The others took up the shout. An emaciated man plucked at Leona’s hair, and someone else grabbed her arm to pull her into the crowd. She became a wildcat, kicking and biting, driving her tormentors back. A heavy body landed on Josh’s shoulders, raking at his eyes, but he misted and flung the man off into the sea of leering faces. Swan struck out with Crybaby, hit one of those ugly faces in the nose and saw it pop open.
     “Fresh meat!” the dwarf yelled. “Come get your fresh meat!” The black-bearded man began to clap his hands and dance.
     Josh hit someone square in the mouth, and two teeth flew like dice in a crap game. “Get away!” he roared. “Get away from us!” But they were closing in now, and there were just too many. Three men were pulling Leona into the throng, and Josh caught a glimpse of her terrified face; a fist rose and fell, and Leona’s legs buckled. Damn it! Josh raged, kicking the nearest maniac in the kneecap. Protect the child! I’ve got to protect the—
     A fist struck him in the kidneys. His legs were kicked out from under him, and he lost his grip on Swan as he fell. Fingers gouged at his eyes, a fist crashed into his jaw, shoes and boots pummeled his sides and back and the whole world seemed to be in violent motion. “Swan!” he shouted, trying to get up. Men clung to him like rats.
     He looked up through a red haze of pain and saw a man with bulging, fishlike eyes standing over him, lifting an axe. He flung his arm up in an ineffectual gesture to ward it off, but he knew the axe was about to fall, and that would be the end of it. Oh, damn! he thought as blood trickled from his mouth. What a way to go! He braced for the blow, hoping that he could stand up with his last strength and knock the bastard’s brains out.
     The axe reached its zenith, poised to fall.
     And a booming voice shouted over the tumult: “Cease!”
     The effect was like a bullwhip being cracked over the heads of wild animals. Almost to a man, they flinched and drew back. The fish-eyed man lowered the axe, and the others released Josh. He sat up, saw Swan a few feet away and drew her to him; she was still holding onto Crybaby, her eyes swimming with shock. Leona was on her knees nearby, blood oozing from a cut above her left eye and a purple swelling coming up on her cheekbone.
     The mob backed away, opened to make passage for someone. A heavyset, fleshy, bald-headed man in overalls and cowboy boots, his chest bare and his muscular arms decorated with weird multicolored designs, walked into the circle. He was carrying an electric bullhorn, and he looked down at Josh with dark eyes beneath a protruding Neanderthal brow.
     Oh, shit! Josh thought. The guy was at least as big as some of the heavyweight wrestlers he’d grappled. But then behind the bald-headed Neanderthal came two other men with painted faces, supporting a toilet between them, hoisted up on their shoulders. And on that toilet sat a man draped in a deep purple robe, his hair a blond, shoulder-length mane of loose curls. He had a downy beard of fine blond hair covering a gaunt, narrow face, and under thick blond brows his eyes were murky olive-green. The color reminded Josh of the water of a swimming hole near his childhood home where two young boys had drowned on a summer morning. It was said, he recalled, that monsters lay coiled in wait at the bottom of that cloudy green water.
     The young man, who might have been anywhere from twenty to twenty-five, wore white gloves, blue jeans, Adidas sneakers and a red plaid shirt. On his forehead was a green dollar sign; on his left cheekbone was a red crucifix, and on his right was a black devil’s pitchfork.
     The Neanderthal lifted the bullhorn to his mouth and roared, “All shall praise Lord Alvin!”






Forty

Macklin had heard the siren song of screaming in the night, and now he knew it was time.
     He eased out of his sleeping bag, careful not to jostle Roland or Sheila; he didn’t want either of them to go with him. He was afraid of the pain, and he didn’t want them to see him weak.
     Macklin walked out of the tent into the cold, sweeping wind. He began to head in the direction of the lake. Torches and campfires flickered all around him, and the wind tugged at the greenish-black bandages that trailed off the stump of Macklin’s right wrist. He could smell the sickly odor of his own infection, and for days the wound had been oozing gray fluid. He put his left palm over the handle of the knife in the waistband of his trousers. He was going to have to open the wound again and expose the flesh to the healing agony of the Great Salt Lake.

     Behind him, Roland Croninger had sat up as soon as Macklin left the tent. The .45 was gripped in his hand. He always slept with it, even kept hold of it when Sheila Fontana let him do the dirty thing to her. He liked to watch, also, when Sheila took the King on. In turn, they fed Sheila and protected her from the other men. They were becoming a very close trio. But now he knew where the King was going, and why. The King’s wound had been smelling very bad lately. Soon there would be another scream in the night, like the others they heard when the encampment got quiet. He was a King’s Knight, and he thought he should be at the King’s side to help him, but this was something the King wanted to do alone. Roland lay back down, the pistol resting on his chest. Sheila muttered something and flinched in her sleep. Roland listened for the cry of the King’s rebirth.

     Macklin passed other tents, cardboard box shelters and cars that housed whole families. The smell of the salt lake stung his nostrils, promised a pain and a cleansing beyond anything Macklin had ever experienced. The land began to slope slightly downward toward the water’s edge, and lying on the ground around him were blood-caked clothes, rags, crutches and bandages torn off and discarded by other supplicants before him.
     He remembered the screams he’d heard in the night, and his nerve faltered. He stopped less than twenty feet from where the lake rippled up over the rocky shore. His phantom hand was itching, and the stump throbbed painfully with his heartbeat. I can’t take it, he thought. Oh, dear God, I can’t!
     “Discipline and control, mister,” a voice said, off to his right. The Shadow Soldier was standing there, white, bony hands on hips, the moonlike face streaked with commando greasepaint under the helmet’s rim. “You lose those, and what have you got?”
     Macklin didn’t answer. The lapping of the water on the shore was both seductive and terrifying.
     “Your nerve going bye-bye, Jimmy boy?” the Shadow Soldier asked, and Macklin thought that the voice was similar to his father’s. It carried the same note of taunting disgust. “Well, I’m not surprised,” the Shadow Soldier continued. “You sure pulled a royal fuckup at Earth House, didn’t you? Oh, you really did a fine job!”
     “No!” Macklin shook his head. “It wasn’t my fault!” The Shadow Soldier laughed quietly. “You knew, Jimmy boy. You knew something was wrong in Earth House, and you kept packing the suckers in because you smelled the green of the Ausley cash, didn’t you? Man, you killed all those poor chumps! You buried ’em under a few hundred tons of rock and saved your own ass, didn’t you?”
     Now Macklin thought it really was his father’s voice, and he thought that the Shadow Soldier’s face was beginning to resemble the fleshy, hawk-nosed face of his long-dead father as well. “I had to save myself,” Macklin replied, his voice weak. “What was I supposed to do, lie down and die?”
     “Shit, that kid’s got more sense and guts than you do, Jimmy boy! He’s the one who got you out! He kept you moving, and he found food to keep your ass alive! If it wasn’t for that kid, you wouldn’t be standing here right now shaking in your shoes because you’re afraid of a little pain! That kid knows the meaning of discipline and control, Jimmy boy! You’re just a tired old cripple who ought to go out in that lake, duck your head under and take a quick snort like they did.” The Shadow Soldier nodded toward the lake, where the bloated bodies of suicides floated in the brine. “You used to think being head honcho at Earth House was the bottom of the barrel. But this is the bottom, Jimmy boy. Right here. You’re not worth a shit, and you’ve lost your nerve.”
     “No I haven’t!” Macklin said. “I… haven’t.”
     A hand gestured toward the Great Salt Lake. “Prove it.”

     Roland sensed someone outside the tent. He sat up, clicking the safety off the automatic. Sometimes the men came around at night, sniffing for Sheila, and they had to be scared off.
     A flashlight shone in his face, and he aimed the pistol at the figure who held it.
     “Hold it,” the man said. “I don’t want any trouble.”
     Sheila cried out and sat bolt upright, her eyes wild. She drew herself away from the man with the light. She’d been having that nightmare again, of Rudy shambling to the tent, his face bleached of blood and the wound at his throat gaping like a hideous mouth, and from between his purple lips came a rattling voice that asked, “Killed any babies lately, Sheila darlin’?”
     “You’ll get trouble if you don’t back off.” Roland’s eyes were fierce behind the goggles. He held the pistol steady, his finger poised on the trigger.
     “It’s me. Judd Lawry.” He shone the flashlight on his own face. “See?”
     “What do you want?”
     Lawry pointed the light at Macklin’s empty sleeping bag. “Where’d the Colonel go?”
     “Out. What do you want?”
     “Mr. Kempka wants to talk to you.”
     “What about? I delivered the ration last night.”
     “He wants to talk,” Lawry said. “He says he’s got a deal for you.”
     “A deal? What kind of deal?”
     “A business proposal. I don’t know the details. You’ll have to see him.”
     “I don’t have to do anything,” Roland told him. “And whatever it is can wait until daylight.”
     “Mr. Kempka,” Lawry said firmly, “wants to do business right now. It’s not important that Macklin be there. Mr. Kempka wants to deal with you. He thinks you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. So are you coming or not?”
     “Not.”
     Lawry shrugged. “Okay, then, I guess I’ll tell him you’re not interested.” He started to back out of the tent, then stopped. “Oh, yeah: He wanted me to give you this.” And he dropped a boxful of Hershey bars on the ground in front of Roland. “He’s got plenty of stuff like that over in the trailer.”
     “Jesus!” Sheila’s hand darted into the box and plucked out some of the chocolate bars. “Man, it’s been a long time since I’ve had one of these!”
     “I’ll tell him what you said,” Lawry told Roland, and again he started to leave the tent.
     “Wait a minute!” Roland blurted out. “What kind of deal does he want to talk about?” “Like I say, you’ll have to see him to find out.” Roland hesitated, but he figured whatever it was couldn’t hurt. “I don’t go anywhere without the gun,” he said. “Sure, why not?”
     Roland got out of his sleeping bag and stood up. Sheila, already finishing one of the chocolate bars, said, “Hey, hold on! What about me?” “Mr. Kempka just wants the boy.” “Kiss my ass! I’m not staying out here alone!” Lawry shrugged the strap of his shotgun off his shoulder and handed it to her. “Here. And don’t blow your head off by accident.”
     She took it, realizing too late that it was the same weapon he’d used to kill the infant. Still, she wouldn’t dare be left out there alone without a gun. Then she turned her attention to the box of Hershey bars, and Roland followed Judd Lawry to the Airstream trailer, where yellow lantern light crept through the slats of the drawn window blinds.

     On the edge of the lake, Macklin took off his black overcoat and the filthy, bloodstained T-shirt he wore. Then he began to unwrap the bandages from the stump of his wrist as the Shadow Soldier watched in silence. When he was done, he let the bandages fall. The wound was not pretty to look at, and the Shadow Soldier whistled at the sight.
     “Discipline and control, mister,” the Shadow Soldier said. “That’s what makes a man.”
     Those were the exact words of Macklin’s father. He had grown up bearing them pounded into his head, had fashioned them into a motto to live by. Now, though, to make himself walk into that salty water and do what had to be done was going to take every ounce of discipline and control he could summon.
     The shadow Soldier said in a sing-song voice, “Hup two three four, hup two three four! Get it in gear, mister!”
     Oh, Jesus, Macklin breathed. He stood with his eyes tightly shut for a few seconds. His entire body shook with the cold wind and his own dread. Then he took the knife from his waistband and walked down toward the chuckling water.

     “Sit down, Roland,” the Fat Man said as Lawry escorted Roland into the trailer. A chair had been pulled up in front of the table that Kempka sat behind. “Shut the door.”
     Lawry obeyed him, and Roland sat down. He kept his hand on the pistol, and the pistol in his lap.
     Kempka’s face folded into a smile. “Would you like something to drink? Pepsi? Coke? Seven-Up? How about something stronger?” He laughed in his high, shrill voice, and his many chins wobbled. “You are of legal age, aren’t you?”
     “I’ll take a Pepsi.”
     “Ah. Good. Judd, would you get us two Pepsis, please?”
     Lawry got up and went to another room, which Roland figured must be a kitchen.
     “What’d you want to see me about?” Roland asked.
     “A business deal. A proposition.” Kempka leaned back, and his chair popped and creaked like fireworks going off. He wore an open-collared sport shirt that showed wiry brown hair on his flabby chest, and his belly flopped over the belt line of his lime-green polyester trousers. Kempka’s hair had been freshly pomaded and combed, and the interior of the trailer smelled like cheap, sweet cologne. “You strike me as a very intelligent young boy, Roland. Young man, I should say.” He grinned. “I could tell right off that you had intelligence. And fire, too. Oh, yes! I like young men with fire.” He glanced at the pistol Roland held. “You can put that aside, you know. I want to be your friend.”
     “That’s nice.” Roland kept the pistol aimed in Freddie Kempka’s direction. On the wall behind the Fat Man, the many rifles and handguns on their hooks caught the baleful yellow lamplight.
     “Well,” Kempka shrugged, “we can talk anyway. Tell me about yourself. Where are you from? What happened to your parents?”
     My parents, Roland thought. What had happened to them? He remembered them all going into Earth House together, remembered the earthquake in the cafeteria, but everything else was still crazy and disjointed. He couldn’t even recall exactly what his mother and father had looked like. They had died in the cafeteria, he thought. Yes. Both of them had been buried under rock. He was a King’s Knight now, and there was no turning back. “That’s not important,” he decided to say. “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”
     “No, it’s not. I wanted to—ah, here are our refreshments!”
     Lawry came in with Pepsis in two plastic glasses; he set one glass in front of Kempka and handed Roland the other. Lawry started to walk behind Roland, but the boy said sharply, “Stay in front of me while I’m in here,” and Lawry stopped. The man smiled, lifted his hands in a gesture of peace and sat on a pile of boxes against the wall.
     “As I say, I like young men with fire.” Kempka sipped at his drink. It had been a long time since Roland had tasted a soft drink, and he chugged almost half the glassful down without stopping. The drink had lost most of its fizz, but it was still about the best stuff he’d ever tasted.
     “So what is it?” Roland asked. “Something about the drugs?”
     “No, nothing about that.” He smiled again, a fleeting smile, “I want to know about Colonel Macklin.” He leaned forward, and the chair squalled; he rested his forearms on the table and laced his thick fingers together. “I want to know… what Macklin offers you that I can’t.”
     “What?”
     “Look around,” Kempka said. “Look what I’ve got here: food, drink, candy, guns, bullets—and power, Roland. What does Macklin have? A wretched little tent. And do you know what? That’s all he’ll ever have. I run this community, Roland. I guess you could say I’m the law, the mayor, the judge and the jury all rolled up into one! Right?” He glanced quickly at Lawry, and the other man said, “Right,” with the conviction of a ventriloquist’s dummy.
     “So what does Macklin do for you, Roland?” Kempka lifted his eyebrows. “Or should I ask what you do for him?”
     Roland almost told the Fat Man that Macklin was the King—shorn of his crown and kingdom now, but destined to return to power someday—and that he had pledged himself as a King’s Knight, but he figured Kempka was about as smart as a bug and wouldn’t understand the grand purpose of the game. So Roland said, “We travel together.”
     “And where are you going? To the same garbage dump Macklin is headed toward? No, I think you’re smarter than that.”
     “What do you mean?”
     “I mean… that I have a large and comfortable trailer, Roland. I have a real bed.” He nodded toward a closed door. “It’s right through there. Would you like to see it?”
     It suddenly dawned on Roland what Freddie Kempka had been getting at. “No,” he said, his gut tightening. “I wouldn’t.”
     “Your friend can’t offer you what I can, Roland,” Kempka said in a silken voice. “He has no power. I have it all. Do you think I let you in here just because of the drugs? No. I want you, Roland. I want you here, with me.”
     Roland shook his head. Dark motes seemed to spin before his eyes, and his head felt heavy, as if he couldn’t balance it any longer on his neck.
     “You’re going to find that power rules this world.” Kempka’s voice sounded to Roland like a record played too fast. “It’s the only thing that’s worth a damn anymore. Not beauty, not love—nothing but power. And the man who has it can take anything he wants.”
     “Not me,” Roland said. The words felt like marbles rolling off his tongue. He thought he was about to puke, and there was a needles-and-pins sensation in his legs. The lamplight was hurting his eyes, and when he blinked it took an effort to lift his lids again. He looked down into the plastic glass he held, and he could see grainy things floating at the bottom. He tried to stand up, but his legs gave way and he fell to his knees on the floor. Someone was bending over him, and he felt the .45 being taken from his nerveless fingers. Too late, he tried to grasp it back, but Lawry was grinning and stepping out of reach.
     “I found a use for some of those drugs you brought me.” Now Kempka’s voice was slow and murky, an underwater slur. “I mashed up a few of those pills and made a nice little mixture. I hope you enjoy your trip.” And the Fat Man began to rise ponderously from his chair and stalk across the room toward Roland Croninger while Lawry went outside to smoke a cigarette.
     Roland shivered, though sweat was bursting out on his face, and scurried away from the man on his hands and knees. His brain was doing flip-flops, everything was lurching, speeding up and then slowing to a crawl. The whole trailer wobbled as Kempka went to the door and threw the latches. Roland squeezed himself into a corner like a trapped animal, and when he tried to shout for the King to help him his voice almost blew his eardrums out.
     “Now,” Kempka said, “we’ll get to know each other better, won’t we?”

     Macklin stood in cold water up to the middle of his thighs, the wind whipping into his face and wailing off beyond the encampment. His groin crawled, and his hand gripped the knife so hard his knuckles had gone bone-white. He looked at the infected wound, saw the dark swelling that he needed to probe with the knife’s gleaming tip. Oh, God, he thought; dear God, help me…
     “Discipline and control.” The Shadow Soldier was standing behind him. “That’s what makes a man, Jimmy boy.”
     My father’s voice, Macklin thought. God bless dear old Dad, and I hope the worms have riddled his bones.
     “Do it!” the Shadow Soldier commanded.
     Macklin lifted the knife, took aim, drew in a breath of frigid air and brought the point of the blade down, down, down into the festered swelling.
     The pain was so fierce, so white-hot, so all-consuming that it was almost pleasure.
     Macklin threw back his head and screamed, and as he screamed he dug the blade deeper into the infection, deeper still, and the tears were running down his face and he was on fire between pain and pleasure. He felt his right arm becoming lighter as the infection drained out of it. And as his scream went up into the night where the other screams had gone before his, Macklin threw himself forward into the salt water and immersed the wound.

     “Ah!” The Fat Man stopped a few feet from Roland and cocked his head toward the door. Kempka’s face was flushed, his eyes shining. The scream was just drifting away. “Listen to that music!” he said. That’s the sound of somebody being reborn.” He began to unbuckle his belt and draw it through the many loops of his huge waistband.
     The images tumbling through Roland’s brain were a mixture of funhouse and haunted house. In his mind he was hacking at the wrist of the King’s right arm, and as the blade severed the hand a spray of blood-red flowers shot from the wound; a chorus line of mangled corpses in top hats and tuxedos kicked their way down the wrecked corridor of Earth House; he and the King were walking on a superhighway under a sullen scarlet sky, and the trees were made of bones and the lakes were steaming blood, and half-rotted remnants of human beings sped past in battered cars and tractor-trailer trucks; he was standing on a mountaintop as the gray clouds boiled above him. Below, armies fought with knives, rocks and broken bottles. A cold hand touched his shoulder and a voice whispered, “It can all be yours, Sir Roland.”
     He was afraid to turn his head and look at the thing that stood behind him, but he knew he must. The power of hideous hallucination forced his head around, and he stared into a pair of eyes that wore Army surplus goggles. The flesh of that face was mottled with brown, leprous growths, the lips all but eaten away to reveal misshapen, fanged teeth. The nose was flat, the nostrils wide and ravaged. The face was his own, but distorted, ugly, reeking evil and bloodlust. And from that face his own voice whispered, “It can all be yours, Sir Roland—and mine, too.”
     Towering over the boy, Freddie Kempka tossed his belt to the floor and began to shimmy out of his polyester trousers. His breathing sounded like the rumbling of a furnace.
     Roland blinked, squinted up at the Fat Man. The hallucinatory visions were tumbling madly away, but he could still hear the thing’s whisper. He was shaking, couldn’t stop. Another vision whirled up from his mind, and he was on the ground, trembling as Mike Armbruster towered over him, about to beat him to a bloody pulp as the other high school kids and football jocks shouted and jeered. He saw Mike Armbruster’s crooked grin, and Roland felt a surge of maniacal hatred more powerful than anything he’d ever known. Mike Armbruster had already beaten him once, had already kicked him and spat on him as he was sobbing in the dust—and now he wanted to do it all over again.
     But Roland knew he was far different—far stronger, far more cunning—than the little pansy-assed wimp who’d let himself be beaten until he’d peed in his pants. He was a King’s Knight now, and he’d seen the underside of Hell. He was about to show Mike Armbruster how a King’s Knight gets even.
     Kempka had one leg out of his pants. He was wearing red silk boxer shorts. The boy was staring up at him, eyes slitted behind those damned goggles, and now the boy began to make a deep, animalish sound down in his throat, a cross between a growl and an unearthly moan.
     “Stop that,” Kempka told him. That noise gave him the creeps. The boy didn’t stop, and the awful sound was getting louder. “Stop it, you little bastard!” He saw the boy’s face changing, tightening into a mask of utter, brutal hatred, and the sight of it scared the shit out of Freddie Kempka. He realized that the mind-altering drugs were doing something to Roland Croninger that he hadn’t counted on. “Stop it!” he shouted, and he lifted his hand to slap Roland across the face.
     Roland leaped forward, and like a battering ram his head plowed into Kempka’s bulging stomach. The Fat Man cried out and fell backward, his arms windmilling. The trailer rocked back and forth, and before Kempka could recover, Roland plowed into him again with a force that sent Kempka crashing to the floor. Then the boy was all over him, punching and kicking and biting. Kempka shouted, “Lawry! Help me!” but even as he said it he remembered that he had double-bolted the door to keep the boy from escaping. Two fingers jabbed into his left eye and almost ripped it from the socket; a fist crunched into his nose, and Roland’s head came forward in a vicious butting blow that hit Kempka full in the mouth, split his lips and knocked two of his front teeth into his throat. “Help me!” he shrieked, his mouth full of blood. He hit Roland with a flailing forearm and swiped him off, then flopped over on his stomach and began to crawl toward that locked door. “Help me, Lawry!” he yelled through his cracked lips.
     Something went around Kempka’s throat and tightened, catching the blood in the Fat Man’s head and reddening his face like an overripe tomato. He realized, panic-stricken, that the lunatic boy was strangling him with his own belt.
     Roland rode on Kempka’s back like Ahab on the white whale. Kempka gagged, fighting to pry the belt loose. The blood pulsed in his head with a force that he feared would blow his eyeballs out. There was a hammering at the door, and Lawry’s voice shouted, “Mr. Kempka! What is it?”
     The Fat Man reared up, twisted his shuddering body and slammed Roland against the wall, but still the boy held on. Kempka’s lungs strained for air, and again he threw his body to the side. This time he heard the boy’s cry of pain, and the belt loosened. Kempka squalled like a hurt pig, scrabbling wildly toward the door. He reached up to release one of the latches—and a chair smashed him across the back, splintering and shooting agony up his spine. Then the boy was beating at him with a chair leg, hitting him in the head and face, and Kempka screamed, “He’s gone crazy! He’s gone crazy!”
     Lawry pounded at the door. “Let me in!”
     Kempka took a dazing blow to the forehead, felt blood running down his face, and he struck out blindly at Roland. His left fist connected, and he heard the breath whoosh out of the boy. Roland collapsed to his knees.
     Kempka wiped blood out of his eyes, reached up and tried to slide the first bolt back. There was blood on his fingers, and he couldn’t get a good grip. Lawry was pounding on the door, trying to force it open. “He’s crazy!” Kempka wailed. “He’s trying to kill me!”
     “Hey, you dumb fuck!” the boy snarled behind him.
     Kempka looked back and whined with terror.
     Roland had picked up one of the kerosene lamps that illuminated the trailer. He was grinning madly, his goggles streaked with blood. “Here you go, Mike!” he yelled, and he flung the lamp.
     It hit the Fat Man’s skull and shattered, dousing his face and chest with kerosene that rippled into flame, setting his beard, hair and the front of his sport shirt on fire. “Burnin’ me! Burnin’ me!” Kempka squalled, rolling and thrashing.
     The door shuddered as Lawry kicked it, but the Airstream trailer people had built it to be strong.
     As Kempka jitterbugged horizontally and Lawry kicked at the door, Roland turned his attention to the rack of rifles and the handguns on their hooks. He had not finished showing Mike Armbruster how a King’s Knight gets even. Oh, no… not yet.
     He walked around the table and chose a beautiful .38 Special with a mother-of-pearl handle. He opened the cylinder and found three bullets inside. He smiled.
     On the floor, the Fat Man had beaten the fire out. His face was a mass of scorched flesh, burned hair and blisters, his eyes so swollen he could hardly see. But he could see the boy well enough, approaching him with the gun in his hand. The boy was smiling, and Kempka opened his mouth to scream, but a croak came out.
     Roland knelt in front of him. The boy’s face was covered with sweat, and a pulse beat at his temple. He cocked the .38 and held the barrel about three inches from Kempka’s skull.
     “Please,” Kempka begged. “Please… Roland… don’t…”
     Roland’s smile was rigid, his eyes huge behind the goggles. He said, “Sir Roland. And don’t you forget it.”
     Lawry heard a shot. Then, about ten seconds later, there was a second shot. He gripped the boy’s automatic in his right hand and threw his shoulder against the door. It still wouldn’t give. He kicked at it again, but the damned thing was stubborn. He was about to start shooting through the door when he heard the bolts being thrown back.
     The door opened.
     The boy was standing there, a .38 dangling in his hand, gore splattered across his face and in his hair. He was grinning, and he said in a fast, excited, drugged voice, “It’s over I did it I did it I showed him how a King’s Knight gets even I did it!”
     Lawry lifted the automatic to blow the boy away.
     But the twin barrels of a shotgun probed the back of his neck.
     “Uh-uh,” Sheila Fontana said. She’d heard the commotion and had come over to see what was happening, and other people were coming through the dark as well, carrying lanterns and flashlights. “Drop it or you get dropped.”
     The automatic hit the ground.
     “Don’t kill me,” Lawry whimpered. “Okay? I just worked for Mr. Kempka. That’s all. I just did what he said. Okay?”
     “Want me to kill him?” Sheila asked Roland. The boy just stared and grinned. He’s shitfaced, she thought. He’s either drunk or stoned!
     “Listen, I don’t care what the kid did to Kempka.” Lawry’s voice cracked. “He wasn’t anything to me. I just drove for him. Just followed his orders. Listen, I can do the same for you, if you want. You, the kid and Colonel Macklin. I can take care of things for you—keep everybody around here in line. I’ll do whatever you say to do. You say jump, I’ll ask how high.”
     “I showed him I sure did,” Roland rattled on, beginning to weave on his feet. “I showed him!”
     “Listen, you and the kid and Colonel Macklin are the head honchos around here, as far as I can see,” Lawry told Sheila. “I mean… if Kempka’s dead.”
     “Let’s go take a look, then.” Sheila poked his neck with the shotgun, and Lawry eased past Roland into the trailer.
     They found the Fat Man crumpled in a bloody heap against one wall. There was the smell of burnt skin in the air. Kempka had been shot through the skull and through the heart at close range.
     “All the guns, the food and everything are yours now,” Lawry said. “I just do what I’m told. You just tell me what to do, I’ll do it. I swear to God.”
     “Drag that fat carcass out of our trailer, then.”
     Startled, Sheila looked toward the door.
     Macklin stood there, leaning against the doorframe, shirt-less and dripping. The black overcoat was draped over his shoulders, the stump of his right arm hidden in its folds. His face was pale, his eyes sunken in violet hollows. Roland stood beside him, weaving and swaying, about to collapse. “I don’t know… what the hell happened here,” Macklin said, speaking with an effort, “but if everything belongs to us now… we’re moving into the trailer. Get that thing out of here.”
     Lawry looked stricken. “By myself? I mean… he’s gonna be damned heavy!”
     “Either drag him or join him.”
     Lawry went to work.
     “And clean up this mess when you get through,” Macklin told him, going over to the rack of rifles and handguns. God, what an arsenal! he thought. He had no idea what had transpired here, but Kempka was dead and somehow they were in control. The trailer was theirs, the food, the water, the arsenal, the whole encampment was theirs! He was stunned, still exhausted by the pain he’d endured—but he felt somehow stronger, too, somehow… cleaner. He felt like a man again instead of a sniveling, scared dog. Colonel James B. Macklin had been reborn.
     Lawry had almost manhandled the corpse to the door. “I can’t make it!” he protested, trying to catch his breath. “He’s too heavy!”
     Macklin whirled around and walked toward Lawry, stopping only when their faces were about four inches apart. Macklin’s eyes were bloodshot, and they bored into the other man’s with furious intensity. “You listen to me, slime,” Macklin said menacingly. Lawry listened. “I’m in charge here now. Me. What I say goes, without question. I’m going to teach you about discipline and control, mister. I’m going to teach everybody about discipline and control. There will be no questions, no hesitations when I give an order, or there will be… executions. Public executions. You care to be the first?”
     “No,” Lawry said in a small, scared voice.
     “No… what?”
     “No… sir,” was the reply.
     “Good. But you spread the word around, Lawry. I’m going to get these people organized and off their asses. If they don’t like my way of doing things, they can get out.”
     “Organized? Organized for what?”
     “You think there won’t come a time when we’ll have to fight to keep what we’ve got? Mister, there are going to be plenty of times we’ll have to fight—if not to keep what we have, then… to take what we want.”
     “We’re not any fucking army!” Lawry said.
     “You will be,” Macklin promised, and he motioned toward the arsenal. “You’re going to learn to be, mister. And so is everybody else. Now get that piece of shit out of here… Corporal.”
     “Huh?”
     “Corporal Lawry. That’s your new rank. And you’ll be living in the tent out there. This trailer is for headquarters staff.”
     Oh, Christ! Lawry thought. This guy’s gone wacko! But he kind of liked the idea of being a corporal. That sounded important. He turned away from the colonel and started hauling Kempka’s body again. A funny thought hit him, and he almost giggled, but he held it back. The king is dead! he thought. Long live the king! He hauled the corpse down the steps, and the trailer door shut. He saw several men standing around, attracted by all the ruckus, and he began barking orders at them to pick up Freddie Kempka’s corpse and carry it out to the edge of the dirtwart land. They obeyed him like automatons, and Judd Lawry figured he might grow to enjoy playing soldiers.






SEVEN





Thinking
About
Tomorrow

Heads will roll / The
straitjacket game / Suicide
mission / My people / A
smoky old glass / Christian
in a Cadillac / Green froth






Forty-one

“My name is Alvin Mangrim. I’m Lord Alvin now. Welcome to my kingdom.” The young blond madman, sitting on his toilet-throne, motioned with a slender hand. “Do you like it?”
     Josh was sickened by the smell of death and decay. He, Swan and Leona were sitting together on the floor of the K-Mart’s pet department at the rear of the store. In the small cages around them were dozens of dead canaries and parakeets, and dead fish lay moldering in their tanks. Beyond a glassed-in display area, a few kittens and puppies were drawing flies.
     He longed to bash that grinning, blond-bearded face, but his wrists and ankles were chained and padlocked. Both Swan and Leona were bound by ropes. Around them stood the bald-headed Neanderthal, the man with bulging fish-eyes, and about six or seven others. The black-bearded man and the dwarf in the shopping cart lurked nearby, the dwarf clutching Swan’s dowsing rod in his stubby fingers.
     “I fixed the juice,” Lord Alvin offered, reclining on his throne and eating grapes. “That’s why the lights are on.” His murky green eyes shifted from Josh to Swan and back again. Leona was still bleeding from the gash in her head, and her eyes fluttered as she fought off shock. “I hooked a couple of portable generators up to the electrical system. I’ve always been good with electricity. And I’m a very good carpenter, too. Jesus was a carpenter, you know.” He spat out seeds. “Do you believe in Jesus?”
     “Yes,” Josh managed to croak.
     “I do, too. I had a dog named Jesus once. I crucified him, but he didn’t come back to life. Before he died, he told me what to do to the people in the brick house. Off went their heads.”
     Josh sat very still, looking up into those green, bottomless eyes.
     Lord Alvin smiled, and for a moment he resembled a choirboy, all draped in purple and ready to sing. “I fixed the lights here so we’d attract plenty of fresh meat—like you folks. Plenty of play toys. See, everybody left us at Pathway. All the lights went out, and the doctors went home. But we found some of them, like Dr. Baylor. And then I baptized my disciples in the blood of Dr. Baylor and sent them out into the world, and the rest of us stayed here.” He cocked his head to one side, and his smile faded. “It’s dark outside,” he said. “It’s always dark, even in the daytime. What’s your name, friend?”
     Josh told him. He could smell his own scared sweat over the odor of dead animals.
     “Josh,” Lord Alvin repeated. He ate a grape. “Mighty Joshua. Blew those old walls of Jericho right fucking down, didn’t you?” He smiled again and motioned at a young man with slicked-back black hair and red paint circling his eyes and mouth. The young man came forward, holding a jar of something.
     Swan heard some of the men giggle with excitement. Her heart was still pounding, but the tears were gone now, and so was the molasses that had been jamming up her brain gears. She knew these crazy men had escaped from the Pathway place, and she knew that death was before her, sitting on a toilet. She wondered what had happened to Mule, and since she’d bumped into the mannequins—she shoved that memory quickly aside—there’d been no sight or sound of the terrier.
     The young man with red paint on his face knelt in front of Josh, unscrewed the lid of the jar and revealed white greasepaint. He got a dab of the stuff on his forefinger and reached toward Josh’s face; Josh jerked his head back, but the Neanderthal gripped Josh’s skull and held it steady as the greasepaint was applied.
     “You’re going to look pretty, Josh,” Lord Alvin told him. “You’re going to enjoy this.”
     Through the waves of pain in her legs and the numbing frost of shock, Leona watched the greasepaint going on. She realized the young man was painting Josh’s face to resemble a skull.
     “I know a game,” Lord Alvin said. “A game called Straitjacket. I made it up. Know why? Dr. Baylor said, ‘Come on, Alvin! Come get your pill like a good boy,’ and I had to walk down that long, stinking corridor every day.” He held up two fingers. “Twice a day. I’m a very good carpenter, though.” He paused, blinking slowly as if trying to get his thoughts back in whack. “I used to build dog houses. Not just ordinary dog houses. I built mansions and castles for dogs. I built a replica of the Tower of London for Jesus. That’s where they chopped the heads of witches off.” The corner of his left eye began ticking. He was silent, staring into space as the finishing touches were put to the greasepaint skull that covered Josh’s face.
     When the job was done, the Neanderthal released Josh’s head. Lord Alvin finished his grapes and licked his fingers. “In the Straitjacket game,” he said between licks, “you get taken to the front of the store. The lady and the kid stay here. Now, you get a choice—what do you want freed, your arms or your legs?”
     “What’s the point of this shit?”
     Lord Alvin waggled an admonishing finger. “Arms or legs, Josh?”
     I need my legs free, Josh reasoned. Then: no, I can always hop or hobble. I’ve got to have my arms free. No, my legs! It was impossible to decide without knowing what was going to happen. He hesitated, trying to think clearly. He felt Swan watching him; he looked at her, but she shook her head, could offer no help. “My legs,” Josh finally said.
     “Good. That didn’t hurt, did it?” Again, there was a giggle and rustle of excitement from the onlookers. “Okay, you get taken up to the front and your legs are freed. Then you get five minutes to make it all the way through the store back here.” He pulled up the right sleeve of his purple robe. On his arm were six wristwatches. “See, I can keep the time to the exact second. Five minutes from when I say go—and not one second more, Josh.”
     Josh released a sigh of relief. Thank God he’d chosen his legs to be freed! He could see himself crawling and hobbling through the K-Mart in this ridiculous farce!
     “Oh, yes,” Lord Alvin continued. “My subjects are going to try their best to kill you between the front of the store and here.” He smiled cheerfully. “They’ll be using knives, hammers, axes—everything except guns. See, guns wouldn’t be fair. Now, don’t worry too much: You can use the same things, if you find them—and if you can get your hands on them. Or you can use anything else to protect yourself with, but you won’t find any guns out there. Not even a pellet rifle. Isn’t that a fun game?”
     Josh’s mouth tasted like sawdust. He was afraid to ask, but he had to: “What… if I don’t get back here… in five minutes?”
     The dwarf jumped up and down in the shopping cart and pointed the dowsing rod at him like a jester’s scepter. “Death! Death! Death!” he yelled.
     “Thank you, Imp,” Lord Alvin said. “Josh, you’ve seen my mannequins, haven’t you? Aren’t they pretty? So lifelike, too! Want to know how we make them?” He glanced up at someone behind Josh and nodded.
     Immediately there was a guttural growl that ascended into a high-pitched whining. Josh smelled gasoline. He already knew what the sound was, and his gut clenched. He looked over his shoulder and saw the Neanderthal standing there holding a whirring chainsaw that was streaked and clumped with dried gore.
     “If you don’t beat the clock, friend Josh,” Lord Alvin said, leaning forward, “the lady and the child will join my mannequin collection. Their heads will, I mean.” He lifted a finger, and the chainsaw rattled to a halt.
     “Heads will roll!” Imp jumped and grinned. “Heads will roll!”
     “Of course,” the madman in the purple robe added, “if they kill you out there, it won’t matter very much, will it? We’d have to find a big body to go along with your head, wouldn’t we? Well? Are we ready?”
     “Ready!” Imp shouted.
     “Ready!” the black-bearded brute said.
     “Ready!” the others hollered, dancing and capering. “Reaaaady!”
     Lord Alvin reached over and took the dowsing rod from Imp. He tossed it to the floor about three feet away. “Cross that line, friend Josh, and you shall know wonders.”
     He’ll kill us anyway, Josh knew. But he had no choice; his eyes met Swan’s. She stared at him calmly and resolutely, and she tried to send the thought “I believe in you” to him. He gritted his teeth. Protect the child. Yeah! I’ve done a damned fine job, haven’t I?
     The black-bearded man and another of the lunatics hauled Josh to his feet.
     “Kick ass,” Leona whispered, the pain in her skull all but blinding her.
     Josh was half carried, half dragged out of the pet department, through the housewares, the sporting goods, and then out along the center aisle to the row of cash registers at the front. A third man was waiting, armed with a double-barreled shotgun and a ring of keys dangling from his belt. Josh was thrown to the floor, the breath whistling between his teeth, “Legs,” he heard the bearded man say, and the one with the keys bent down to unsnap the padlocks.
     Josh was aware of a steady roaring noise, and he looked at the windows. A torrential rain was falling, some of it sweeping in through the broken glass. There was no sign of the horse, and Josh hoped it would find a dry place to die in. God help us all! he thought. Though he hadn’t seen any of the other maniacs when he was being brought to the front, he knew they were out there in the store—hiding, waiting, getting ready for the game to begin.
Protect the child. The rasping voice that had come from PawPaw’s throat was fresh in his mind. Protect the child. He had to get across that line in five minutes, no matter what the crazy shitters threw at him. He would have to use all the moves he remembered from his football days, have to make those rusty knees young again. Oh, Lord, he prayed, if You ever smiled on a dumb fool, show those pearly whites right now!
     The last padlock was unsnapped, and the chains were removed from Josh’s legs. He was pulled to his feet, his wrists still shackled tightly together, the chain curled around his forearms and hands as well. He could open and close iris left hand, but the right was balled shut and immobile. He looked toward the rear of the K-Mart, and his heart lurched; the damned place seemed as long as ten football fields.
     In the pet department, Swan had laid her head on Leona’s shoulder. The woman was breathing erratically, fighting to keep her eyes open. Swan knew Josh was going to do all he could to reach them, but she knew also that he might fail. Lord Alvin was smiling at her beatifically, like a saint’s smile on a stained-glass window. He regarded the watches on his wrist, then pointed the electric bullhorn toward the front and blared, “Let the Straitjacket game start… now! Five minutes, friend Josh!”
     Swan flinched and waited for what would be.






Forty-two

Josh jumped at the sound of the bullhorn. Before he could take one stride forward, an arm clamped around his neck from behind and started squeezing. It was old Blackbeard, he realized. Bastard’s trying to nail me right off!
     Instinctively, Josh threw his head backward in what was known as a “Reverse Coconut Butt” in the ring—but this time he let it go full-throttle. His skull smacked into Black-beard’s forehead, and suddenly the restraining arm was gone. Josh spun around to finish the job and found Blackbeard sitting on his ass, his eyes glazed and his forehead already purpling. The other lunatic swung the shotgun up. “Go,” he ordered, and he grinned with green teeth.
     Josh had no time to waste; he turned and started running full-bore along the center aisle.
     He’d taken six long strides when a baseball bat swung out along the floor and clipped his right ankle. He fell, hit the floor on his belly and slid another eight feet across the linoleum. Instantly he twisted to face his attacker, who’d been hiding behind a counter of socks and underwear. The man, who wore a red football helmet, rose up and rushed Josh, swinging the bat for a game-ending home run.
     Josh drew his knees to his chest, kicked out and up and caught the maniac right in the stomach with both feet, lifting him about four feet in the air. The man came down on his tailbone, and Josh scrambled up to kick him in the groin as if he were making a fifty-yard field goal. As the man contorted into a shivering ball, Josh got his left hand around the bat and snatched it up; he worked his grip down to the handle, and though he had no real leverage, at least he had a weapon. He turned to continue along the aisle—and faced a skinny dude with an axe and another bastard with a blue-painted face who was carrying a sledgehammer.
     No way! Josh thought, and he darted along one of the other aisles, intending to swing toward the pet department from a different angle. He skidded into a female mannequin, and the brown-haired head tumbled off the shoulders to the floor.
     “Four minutes, friend Josh!” Lord Alvin’s voice announced.
     A figure with an upraised butcher knife burst from amid a rack of dresses in Josh’s path. Can’t stop! Josh knew, unable to lock his knees in time. Instead, he plowed forward, threw himself off his feet in a body block that slammed into the knife wielder and drove him into the dress rack, which collapsed around them. The man struck with the knife, missed, struck again and snagged the blade in fabric. Josh got astride his chest and brought the bat’s shaft down on the man’s skull—once, twice and a third time. The body quivered as if plugged into an electric socket.
     A stabbing pain hit Josh in the neck. He looked around and saw a dungareed, leering maniac holding a fishing rod. The line was taut between them, and Josh knew there was a hook in his skin. The lunatic fisherman wrenched on the rod as if he were landing a prize marlin, and the hook ripped out of Josh’s neck. The rod was snapped again, the hook flashing toward Josh’s face, but he ducked it and scrabbled out of the dresses, regaining his feet and running for the pet department again.
     “Three minutes left, friend Josh!”
     No! Josh thought. No! The bastard was cheating! Another minute couldn’t have passed yet!
     He sprinted past a well-dressed mannequin in the men’s department—but suddenly the mannequin came to life and leapt on his back, fingers clawing at his eyes. He kept running as the man held on, the jagged fingernails carving Josh’s cheeks, and ahead of him stood a lean, bare-chested black man with a screwdriver in one hand and a garbage can lid in the other.
     Josh ran full steam at the waiting assassin, then abruptly stopped, sliding across the floor. He hunched over and spun his shoulders. The man on his back lost his grip and hurtled through the air, but Josh’s aim was off. Instead of crashing into the black man, as Josh had hoped, the well-dressed lunatic sailed over a counter full of summer shirts and hit the floor.
     The black man attacked, moving like a panther. Josh swung the bat, but the garbage can lid was there to deflect it. The screwdriver drove in at Josh’s stomach; he twisted away, and the weapon grazed his ribs. They fought at close quarters, Josh desperately avoiding the thrusts of the screwdriver and trying vainly to get a good strike with his bat. As they grappled, Josh caught movement on both sides—more of them, coming in for the kill. He knew he was finished if he couldn’t get away from this crazy bro, because a husky man with garden shears was almost upon him. The black man’s teeth snapped at Josh’s cheek; Josh saw his opening and dropped to his knees, scooting between the man’s legs like a greased pig. When the bro whirled around, he was met by a blow that crumpled his face and knocked teeth through the air. He took two wobbly steps and fell like a tree.
     Josh kept going, the breath wheezing in his lungs.
     “Two minutes!” Lord Alvin crowed.
     Faster! Josh urged himself. Faster, damn it! The pet department was still so far away, and the sonofabitch was rushing time! Protect the child! Got to protec—
     A maniac with a white-powdered face rose up from behind a counter and slammed a tire iron across Josh’s left shoulder. Josh cried out in pain and tumbled into a display of Quaker State oil cans, agony shooting from his shoulder to his fingertips. He’d lost the baseball bat; it was rolling across the aisle, way out of reach. The white-faced madman attacked him, flailing wildly with the tire iron while Josh fought in a frenzy. The tire iron smashed down beside Josh’s head and burst one of the cans open, and then they were fighting like two animals, kill or be killed.
     Josh caught the man in the ribs with a knee and drove him back, but he leapt in again. They rolled in motor oil across the floor, Josh’s opponent squirming like an eel. And then the man was up on his feet; he charged Josh, the tire iron upraised for a blow to the skull.
     But his shoes slipped out from under him in the oil, and he crashed to the floor on his back. At once Josh got astride him, one knee trapping the tire iron and the other knee pressed to the man’s throat. He lifted both hands and heard himself bellow with fury as he brought the chain down, at the same time putting all his weight on the throat. He felt his knee break through something soft, and the scarlet imprint of the chain was left on the distorted face like a tattoo.
     Josh struggled to his feet, his lungs heaving. His shoulder pounded with excruciating pain, but he couldn’t give in to it. Keep going! he told himself. Move, you fool! A hammer sailed past him, clattering into a display of hubcabs. He slipped, fell to his knees. Blood was in his mouth and crawling down his face, and the seconds were ticking. He thought of the roach on the barn floor, the survivor of insecticides and stomping boots and a nuclear holocaust. If such a thing as that had the will to live, then he damned well did, too.
     Josh stood up. He ran along the aisle, saw three more figures coming toward him; he jumped over a counter into another aisle. A left turn, and a clear aisle lined with housewares, pots and pans stretched before him.
     And way down at the end of it sat Lord Alvin, watching from his throne. On the wall behind him was the sign Pets. Josh could see the dwarf jumping up and down in the shopping cart, and Swan’s face was turned toward him. Crybaby lay so close, but so far away.
     “One minute!” Lord Alvin announced through the bullhorn.
     I’ve made it! Josh realized. Dear God, I’m almost there! It can’t be more than forty feet to the dowsing rod!
     He started forward.
     But he heard the low growl and the rising whine, and the Neanderthal with the chainsaw stepped into the aisle to block his way.
     Josh stopped with a jolt. The Neanderthal, his bald head shining under the lights, smiled faintly and waited for him, the chainsaw’s teeth a blur of deadly metal.
     Josh looked around for some other way to go. The house-wares aisle was an unbroken sweep of kitchen items, glasses and crockery except for an aisle that turned to the right about ten feet away—and three maniacs guarded that portal, all armed with knives and garden tools. He turned to retrace his path, and about five yards away stood the madman with the fishing rod and the green-toothed lunatic with the shotgun. He saw more of them coming, taking positions to watch the finale of the Straitjacket game.
     The ass is grass, Josh knew. But not just his—Swan and Leona were dead if he didn’t reach the finish line. There was no way except through the Neanderthal.
     “Forty seconds, friend Josh!”
     The Neanderthal swiped at the air with the chainsaw, daring Josh to come on.
     Josh was almost used up. The Neanderthal handled that chainsaw with childish ease. Had they come all this way to die in a damned K-Mart full of escaped fruitcakes? Josh didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so he just said, “Shit!” Well, he decided, if they were going to die, he was going to do his best to take the Neanderthal with him—and Josh stood to his full height, swelled out his chest and let loose a roaring laugh.
     The Neanderthal grinned too.
     “Thirty seconds,” Lord Alvin said.
     Josh threw his head back, released a war whoop at the top of his lungs, and then he charged like a runaway Mack truck.
     The Neanderthal stood his ground, braced his legs and swung the chainsaw.
     But Josh suddenly juked back out of range, the chainsaw’s breeze brushing his face as it swept past. The other man’s rib cage was an open target, and before the Neanderthal could bring the chainsaw back around, Josh kicked those ribs like he was aiming at next week.
     The man’s face scrunched up with pain, and he went back a few feet but did not go down. Then he was balanced again, and now he was rushing forward and the chainsaw was coming at Josh’s head.
     Josh had no time to think, just to act. He flung his arms up in front of his face. The saw’s teeth hit the chains around his wrists, shooting sparks. The vibration sent Josh and the Neanderthal reeling in opposite directions, but still neither one fell.
     “Twenty seconds!” the bullhorn blared.
     Josh’s heart was hammering, but he was strangely calm. It was reach the finish line or not, and that was it. He crouched and warily advanced, hoping to trip the other man up somehow. And then the Neanderthal sprang forward, faster than Josh had expected the big man to move, and the chainsaw slashed at Josh’s skull; Josh started to leap back, but the chainsaw strike was a feint. The Neanderthal’s booted right foot came up and caught Josh in the stomach, knocking him along the aisle. He crashed into the counter of pots, pans and kitchen tools, clattering around him in a shower of metal. Roll! Josh screamed mentally, and as he whipped aside the Neanderthal brought the chainsaw down where he’d been lying, carving a foot-long trench across the floor.
     Quickly, Josh twisted back to the other side and kicked upward, hitting his opponent just under the jawbone. The Neanderthal was lifted off his feet, and then he, too, crashed into the housewares display—but he kept tight hold of the saw and started getting to his feet as blood dribbled from both corners of his mouth.
     The audience hooted and clapped.
     “Ten seconds!”
     Josh was on his knees before he realized what was scattered around him: not only pots and pans, but an array of carving knives. One with a blade about eight inches long lay right in front of him. He put his left hand around its grip and forced the fingers shut with sheer willpower, and the knife was his.
     The Neanderthal, his eyes clouded with pain, spat out teeth and what might have been part of his tongue.
     Josh was on his feet. “Come on!” he shouted, feinting with the knife. “Come on, you crazy asshole!”
     The other man obliged him; he began stalking down the aisle toward Josh, sweeping the chainsaw back and forth in a deadly arc.
     Josh kept moving backward. He glanced quickly over his shoulder, saw the mad fisherman and the shotgun wielder about five feet behind him. In a fraction of a second, he realized that Green Teeth was holding his shotgun in a loose, casual grip. The ring of keys dangled at the man’s belt.
     The Neanderthal was advancing steadily, and when he grinned blood drooled out.
     “You’re going the wrong way, friend Josh!” Lord Alvin said. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. Time’s up! Come on and take your pill!”
     “Kiss my ass!” Josh shouted—and then he whirled around in a blur of motion and drove the blade up to the hilt in Green Teeth’s chest, just above the heart. As the madman’s mouth opened in a shriek, Josh clamped his left hand around the shotgun’s trigger guard, wrenching the weapon loose. The man fell to the floor in a spray of arterial blood.
     The Neanderthal charged.
     Josh turned in what seemed like nightmarish slow motion. He fought to hold the shotgun steady, trying to get his finger on the trigger. The Neanderthal was almost on him, and the saw was coming up for a vicious, sideswiping slash. Josh braced the butt of the shotgun against his chest, felt the awful breeze of the chainsaw. His finger found the trigger, and he squeezed.
     The Neanderthal was within three feet, the chainsaw about to bite flesh.
     But in the next instant a fist-sized hole opened in his stomach and half his back blew out. The force of the blast shook Josh and almost knocked the Neanderthal out of his boots. The chainsaw flashed past Josh’s face, its weight spinning the dead man like a top along the bloody-floored aisle.
     “No fair!” Lord Alvin shouted, jumping up from his throne. “You didn’t play right!”
     The corpse hit the floor, still gripping the chainsaw, and the metal teeth chewed a circle in the linoleum.
     Josh saw Lord Alvin throw aside the bullhorn and reach into his robes; the madman’s hand emerged with an extra gleaming finger—a crescent-bladed hunting knife, like a miniature scythe. Lord Alvin turned upon Swan and Leona.
     With the shotgun’s blast, the other psychos had fled for cover. Josh had one shell left, and he couldn’t afford to waste it. He sprinted forward, leaped over the jittering body, and barreled for the pet department, where Lord Alvin—his face contorted with a mixture of rage and what might have been pity—knelt before Swan and grasped the back of her neck with his free hand.
     “Death! Death!” Imp shrieked.
     Swan looked up into Lord Alvin’s face and knew she was about to die. Tears burned her eyes, but she lifted her chin defiantly.
     “Time to go to sleep,” Lord Alvin whispered. He lifted the crescent blade.
     Josh slipped on the bloody floor and went down, skidding into a counter six feet short of the dowsing rod. He scrambled to get up, but he knew that he’d never make it.
     Lord Alvin smiled, two tears rolling from his murky green eyes. The crescent blade was poised, about to fall. “Sleep,” he said.
     But a small gray form had already streaked out from behind sacks of dog food and kitty litter and, growling like a hound from Hell, it leaped toward Lord Alvin’s face.
     The terrier snapped his teeth around Alvin Mangrim’s thin and delicate nose, crunched through flesh and cartilage and snapped the man’s head back. Lord Alvin fell on his side, writhing and screaming, frantically trying to push the animal away, but the terrier kept hold.
     Josh jumped over Crybaby, saw Swan and Leona still alive, saw the terrier gnawing on Lord Alvin’s nose and the madman flailing with his hunting knife. Josh aimed the shotgun at Lord Alvin’s skull, but he didn’t want to hit the dog and he knew he’d need that shell. The terrier suddenly freed Lord Alvin and scrambled back with bloody flesh between his teeth, then planted his paws and let out a fusillade of barks.
     Lord Alvin sat up, what remained of his nose hanging from his face and his eyes wide with shock. Shrieking “Blasphemy! Blasphemy!” he bolted to his feet and ran, still screaming, out of the pet department. Nearby, Imp was the last of Lord Alvin’s subjects left in the vicinity; the dwarf was hissing curses at Josh, who lunged over to the shopping cart, spun it around and sent it flying down the aisle. Imp bailed out a few seconds before it crashed into fish tanks and upended.
     Alvin Mangrim had left his knife behind, and Josh spent a couple of anxious minutes cutting the ropes loose from Swan and Leona. When Swan’s hands were freed, she put her arms around Josh’s neck and held tight, her body shaking like a tough sapling in a tornado. The terrier came close enough for Josh to touch and sat back on its haunches, its muzzle scarlet with Lord Alvin’s blood. For the first time, Josh saw that the dog was wearing a flea collar, and on it was a little metal name tag that said “Killer.”
     Josh knelt over Leona and shook her. The woman’s eyelids fluttered, her face slack, a terrible purple swelling around the gash over her left eye. Concussion, Josh realized. Or worse. She lifted a hand to touch the smeared greasepaint on Josh’s face, and then her eyes opened. She smiled weakly. “You done good,” she said.
     He helped her up. They had to get out fast. Josh braced the shotgun against his belly and started along the aisle where the Neanderthal lay. Swan retrieved the dowsing rod, grasped Leona’s hand and pulled her forward like a sleepwalker. Still barking, Killer darted ahead.
     Josh came to Green Teeth’s body and took the ring of keys. He’d worry later about which key unlocked his wrist chains. Right now they had to get out of this asylum before Lord Alvin rallied the maniacs.
     They sensed furtive movements on both sides of the aisle as they continued through the K-Mart, but Lord Alvin’s subjects had no initiative of their own. Someone threw a shoe, and a red rubber ball came bouncing at them, but otherwise they made the front doors without incident.
     Cold rain was still pouring down, and within seconds they were drenched. The parking lot lamps cast harsh yellow halos over the abandoned cars. Josh felt the weight of exhaustion creeping up on him. They found their wheelbarrow overturned, their supplies either stolen or scattered. Their bags and belongings were gone, including Swan’s Cookie Monster doll. Swan looked down and saw a few of Leona’s tarot cards lying on the wet pavement, along with broken shards of her crystal ball collection. Lord Alvin’s subjects had left them nothing but the soaked clothes sticking to their bodies.
     Swan glanced back toward the K-Mart and felt horror like a cold hand placed to a burn.
     They were coming out the doors. Ten or eleven figures, led by one in a purple robe that blew around his shoulders. Some of them were carrying rifles.
     “Josh!” she shouted.
     He kept walking, about ten feet ahead. He hadn’t heard her for the storm.
     “Josh!” she shouted again, and then she sprinted the distance between them and whacked him across the back with Crybaby.
     He spun around, eyes stricken—and then he saw them coming, too. They were thirty yards away, zigzagging between the cars. There was a flash of gunfire, and the rear windshield of a Toyota van behind Josh exploded. “Get down!” he yelled, shoving Swan to the pavement. He grabbed Leona as more pinpoints of fire sparked. Another car’s windshield blew out, but by then Josh, Swan and Leona were huddled in the shelter of a blue Buick with two flat tires.
     Bullets ricocheted, and glass showered around them. Josh crouched, waiting for the bastards to come closer before he reared up and fired the last shell.
     A hand grasped the shotgun’s barrel.
     Leona’s face was drawn and weary, but the heat of life shone in her eyes. She gripped the shotgun firmly, trying to pull it away from him. He resisted, shaking his head. Then he saw the blood that trickled from a corner of Leona’s mouth.
     He looked down. The bullet wound was just below her heart.
     Leona smiled wanly, and Josh could just make out what she said from the movement of her lips: “Go.” She nodded toward the far expanse of the rainswept parking lot. “Now,” she told him.
     He’d already seen how much blood she was losing. She knew, too; it was in her face. She wouldn’t let go of the shotgun, and she spoke again. Josh couldn’t hear her, but he thought it might have been: “Protect the child.”
     The rain was streaming down Josh’s face. There was so much to say, so much, but neither of them could hear the other over the voice of the storm, and words were flimsy. Josh glanced at Swan, saw that she’d seen the wound, too. Swan lifted her gaze to Leona’s, then to Josh’s, and she knew what had been decided.
     “No!” she shouted. “I won’t let you!” She grabbed Leona’s arm.
     A gunshot blasted the side window of a pickup truck nearby. More bullets hit the truck’s door, blew out the front tire and whined off the wheel.
     Josh looked into the woman’s eyes. He released the shotgun. She pulled it to her and put her finger on the trigger, then motioned for them to go. Swan clung to her. Leona grasped Crybaby and pushed the dowsing rod firmly against Swan’s chest, then deliberately pulled her arm free from Swan’s fingers. The decision was made. Now Leona’s eyes were clouding, the flow of blood fast and fatal.
     Josh kissed her cheek, hugged her tight to him for a few seconds. And then he mouthed the words “Follow me” to Swan and started off in a half crawl, half crouch between the cars. He couldn’t bear to look at Leona again, but he would remember every line in her face until the day he died.
     Leona ran the fingers of one hand over Swan’s cheek and smiled, as if she’d seen the child’s inside face and held it like a cameo in her heart. Then Swan saw the woman’s eyes go hard, preparing for what was ahead. There was nothing more. Swan lingered as long as she dared before she followed Josh into the maze of vehicles.
     Leona rose to a crouch. The pain below her heart was an irritating sting compared to her rheumatic knees. She waited, the rain pounding down on her, and she was not afraid. It was time to fly from this body now, time to see clearly what she’d only beheld through a dark glass.
     She waited a moment longer, and then she stood up and stepped out from behind the Buick, facing the K-Mart like a gunfighter at the O.K. Corral.
     Four of them were standing about six feet away, and behind them were two others. She didn’t have time to make sure the one in the purple robe was there; she aimed the shotgun in their midst and pulled the trigger even as two of the madmen fired their guns at her.
     Josh and Swan broke from the cover of the cars and ran across the open lot. Swan almost looked back, almost, but did not. Josh staggered, the exhaustion about to drive him down. Off to the side, the terrier kept pace with them, looking like a drowned rat.
     Swan wiped rain from her eyes. There was motion ahead. Something was coming through the storm. Josh had seen it, too, couldn’t tell what it was—but if the lunatics had circled around them, they were finished.
     The piebald horse broke from a sweeping curtain of rain, charging toward them—but it didn’t appear to be the same animal. This horse looked stronger, somehow more valiant, with a straighter back and courage in its forward-thrust neck. Josh and Swan both could have sworn they saw Mule’s hooves striking showers of sparks off the pavement.
     The horse careened to a stop in front of them, reared and pawed at the air. When the animal came down again, Josh grabbed Swan’s arm by his free hand and flung her up onto Mule. He wasn’t sure which he was more scared of, riding the horse or facing the madmen; but when he dared to look around, he saw figures running through the rain, and he made up his mind right quick.
     He swung up behind Swan and kicked Mule’s ribs with both heels. The horse reared again, and Josh saw the pursuing figures abruptly stop. The one in the lead wore purple, had long, wet blond hair and a mangled nose. Josh had a second to lock stares with Lord Alvin, the hatred flaming through his bones, and he thought, Someday, you sonofabitch. Someday you’ll pay.
     Gunfire leapt. Mule whirled around and raced out of the parking lot as if he were going for the roses in the Kentucky Derby. Killer followed behind, plowing through the storm.
     Swan gripped hold of Mule’s mane to guide him, but the horse was deciding their direction. They sped away from the K-Mart, away from the dead town of Matheson, through the rain along a highway that stretched into darkness.
     But in the last of the light from the lunatic K-Mart, they saw a roadside sign that read Welcome to Nebraska, the Cornhusker State. They passed it in a blur, and Swan wasn’t sure what it had said. The wind blew into her face, and she held Crybaby in one hand and Mule’s mane with the other, and they seemed to be cleaving a fiery path through the dark and leaving a sea of sparks in their wake.
     “I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore!” Swan shouted.
     “Damn straight!” Josh answered.
     They raced into the storm, heading toward a new horizon.
     And a couple of minutes after they’d passed, the terrier came bounding after them.






Forty-three

A wolf with yellow eyes darted in front of the pickup truck.
     Paul Thorson instinctively hit the brake, and the truck slewed violently to the right, narrowly missing the burned wreckage of a tractor-trailer rig and a Mercedes-Benz in the middle of I-80’s westbound lanes before the worn tires gripped pavement again. The truck’s engine racketed and snorted like an old man having a bad dream.
     In the passenger seat, Steve Buchanan stuck the Magnum’s barrel through the slit of his rolled-down window and took aim, but before he could fire the animal had vanished into the woods again. “Jesus H. Christ,” Steve said. “Those fuckers are comin’ out of the woodwork now. This is a suicide mission, man!”
     Another wolf ran in front of the truck, taunting them. Paul could’ve sworn the bastard smiled. His own face was set like stone as he concentrated on weaving a path through the wreckage, but inside he was lanced by icy fear of a kind he’d never known. There would not be enough bullets to hold off the wolves when the time came. The people in the truck would look to him for help, but he would fail them. I’m afraid. Oh, dear God, I’m afraid. He picked up the bottle of Johnny Walker Red that sat between himself and the teenager, uncapped it with his teeth and took a swig that made his eyes water. He handed it to Steve, who drank some courage of his own.
     For perhaps the hundredth time in the last five minutes, Paul glanced at the gas gauge. The needle was about three hairs shy of the big red E. They’d passed two gas stations in the last fifteen miles, and Paul’s worst nightmares were coming true; one of the stations had been razed to the ground, and the other had a sign that said NO GAS NO GUNS NO MONEY NO NOTHING.
     The pickup labored west under a leaden sky. The highway was a junkyard of wrecked hulks and frozen, wolf-gnawed corpses. Paul had seen a dozen or so wolves trailing them. Waiting for us to start walking, he knew. They can smell that tank drying up. Damn it to Hell, why did we leave the cabin? We were safe! We could’ve stayed there—
     Forever? he wondered.
     A gust of wind hit the pickup broadside, and the vehicle shuddered right down to its slick treads. Paul’s knuckles turned white as he fought the wheel. The kerosene had run out a day earlier, and the day before that Artie Wisco had begun coughing up blood. The cabin was twenty miles behind them now. They’d passed a point of no return, everything around them desolate and as gray as undertakers’ fingers. I should never have listened to that crazy woman! he thought, taking the bottle from Steve. She’ll get us all killed yet!
     “Suicide mission, man,” Steve repeated, a crooked grin carved across his burn-scarred face.
     Sister sat beside Artie in the rear of the truck, both of them protected from the wind by a blanket. She was holding onto Paul’s rifle; he’d taught her how to load and fire it, and had told her to blow hell out of any wolves that got too close. The fifteen or so that were following slipped back and forth between the wreckage, and Sister decided not to waste bullets.
     Nearby, also covered by a blanket, were the Ramseys and the old man who’d forgotten his name. The old man clutched the shortwave radio, though the batteries had died days ago. Over the engine’s racket, Sister could hear Artie’s agonized breathing. He held his side, blood flecking his lips, his face contorted with pain. The only chance for him was to find medical help of some kind, and Sister had come too far with him to let him die without a struggle.
     Sister had one arm around the duffel bag. The previous night she’d looked into the shining jewels of the glass circle and seen another strange image: what appeared to be a roadside sign at night, dimly illuminated by a distant glow, that read Welcome to Matheson, Kansas! We’re Strong, Proud and Growing!
     She’d had the impression of dreamwalking along a highway that led toward a light, reflected off the bellies of low clouds; there were figures around her, but she couldn’t quite make out who they were. Then, abruptly, she’d lost her grip on the vision, and she was back in the cabin, sitting in front of a dying fire.
     She’d never heard of Matheson, Kansas, before—if there was really such a place. Looking into the depths of the glass ring caused the imagination to boil like soup in a stockpot, and why should what bubbled out of it have any connection with reality?
     But what if there was a Matheson, Kansas? she’d asked herself. Would that mean her visions of a desert where a Cookie Monster doll lay and of a table where fortune-telling cards were arranged were also real places? No! Of course not! I used to be crazy, but I’m not crazy anymore, she’d thought. It was all imagination, all wisps of fantasy that the colors of the glass circle created in the mind.
     “I want it,” the thing in its Doyle Halland disguise had said, back in that bloody room in New Jersey. “I want it.”
     And I have it, Sister thought. Me, of all possible people. Why me?
     She answered her own question: Because when I want to hold onto something, even the Devil himself can’t pry it loose, that’s why.
     “Goin’ to Detroit!” Artie said. He was smiling, his eyes bright with fever. “’Bout time I got home, don’t you think?”
     “You’re going to be all right.” She took his hand. The flesh was wet and hot. “We’re going to find some medicine for you.”
     “Oh, she’s gonna be sooooo mad at me!” he continued. “I was supposed to call her that night. I went out with the boys. Supposed to call her. Let her down.”
     “No, you didn’t. It’s all right. You just be quiet and—”
     Mona Ramsey screamed.
     Sister looked up. A yellow-eyed wolf the size of a Doberman had scrambled up on the rear bumper and was trying to hitch itself over the tailgate. The animal’s jaws snapped wantonly at the air. Sister had no time to aim or fire; she just clubbed the beast’s skull with the rifle barrel, and the wolf yelped and dropped back to the highway. It was gone into the woods before Sister could get her linger on the trigger. Four others who’d been shadowing the truck scattered for cover.
     Mona Ramsey was babbling hysterically. “Hush!” Sister demanded. The young woman stopped her jabbering and gaped at her. “You’re making me nervous, dear,” Sister said. “I get very cranky when I’m nervous.”
     The pickup swerved over ice, its right side scraping along the wreckage of a six-car pileup before Paul could regain control. He threaded a passageway between wrecks, but the highway ahead was an auto graveyard. More animals skulked at the edges of the road, watching the pickup rumble past.
     The gas gauge’s needle touched E. “We’re running on fumes,” Paul said, and he wondered how far they could get on the Johnny Walker Red.
     “Hey! Look there!” Steve Buchanan pointed. To the right, over the leafless trees, was a tall Shell gas station sign. They rounded a curve, and they both saw the Shell station—abandoned, with REPENT! HELL IS ON EARTH! painted in white across the windows. Which was just as well, Paul reasoned, because the off-ramp was blocked by the mangled hulk of a bus and two other crashed vehicles.
     “Good shoes!” Artie said in the rear of the truck. Sister dragged her gaze away from the message—or warning—on the Shell station’s windows. “Nothin’ beats a pair of good, comfortable walkin’ shoes!” He lost his breath and began coughing, and Sister cleaned his mouth with an edge of the blanket.
     The pickup truck stuttered.
     Paul felt the blood drain from his face. “Come on, come on!” They’d just started up a hill; its top was about a quarter mile away, and if they could make it they could coast down the other side. Paul leaned forward against the steering wheel, as if to shove the truck the rest of the way. The engine rattled and wheezed, and Paul knew it was about to give up the ghost. The tires kept turning, though, and the truck was still climbing the hill.
     “Come on!” he shouted as the engine caught, sputtered—and then died.
     The tires rolled on about twenty yards, getting slower and slower, before the truck stopped. Then the tires began to roll backward.
     Paul plunged his foot on the brake, pulled up the parking brake and put the gears into first. The truck halted about a hundred yards from the hilltop.
     Silence fell.
     “That’s that,” Paul said. Steve Buchanan was sitting with one hand on the Magnum and the other strangling the scotch bottle’s neck.
     “What now, man?”
     “Three choices: We sit here for the rest of our lives, we go back to the cabin or we start walking ahead.” He took the bottle, got out into the cold wind, and walked around to the tailgate. “Tour’s over, friends. We’re out of gas.” He snapped a sharp glance at Sister. “You satisfied, lady?”
     “We’ve still got legs.”
     “Yeah. So do they.” He nodded toward the two wolves that were standing at the edge of the forest, watching intently. “I think they’d beat us in a footrace, don’t you?”
     “How far is it back to the cabin?” Kevin Ramsey asked, his arms around his shivering wife. “Can we make it before dark?”
     “No.” He regarded Sister again. “Lady, I’m one damned fool for letting you talk me into this. I knew the gas stations were going to be shut down!”
     “Then why’d you come?”
     “Because… because I wanted to believe. Even though I knew you were wrong.” He sensed motion to his left, saw three more wolves coming through, the wrecks on the east-bound lanes. “We were safe in the cabin. I knew there wasn’t anything left!”
     “All the people who passed this way had to be going somewhere,” she insisted. “You would’ve sat in that cabin until your ass grew roots.”
     “We should’ve stayed!” Mona Ramsey wailed. “Oh, Jesus, we’re going to die out here!”
     “Can you stand up?” Sister asked Artie. He nodded. “Do you think you can walk?”
     “Got good shoes,” he rasped. He sat up, pain stitched across his face. “Yeah, I think I can.”
     She helped him to his feet, then lowered the tailgate and just about lifted Artie to the pavement. He clutched at his side and leaned against the truck. Sister slung the rifle’s strap around her shoulder, hefted the duffel bag carefully to the ground and stepped down from the truck bed. She looked Paul Thorson in the face. “We’re going that way.” She motioned toward the hilltop. “Are you coming with us or staying here?”
     Her eyes were the color of steel against her sallow, burn-blotched face. Paul realized that she was either the craziest or toughest mutha he’d ever met. “There’s nothing over there but more nothing.”
     “There’s nothing where we came from.” Sister picked up the duffel bag and, with Artie leaning on her shoulder, started walking up the hill.
     “Give me the rifle,” Paul told her. She stopped. “The rifle,” he repeated. “That won’t do you a damned bit of good. By the time you get it unslung you’ll be hash. Here.” He offered her the bottle. “Take a long swig. Everybody gets a drink before we start. And for God’s sake, keep those blankets around you. Protect your faces as much as you can. Steve, bring the blanket from the front seat. Come on, hurry it up!”
     Sister drank from the bottle, gave Artie a swallow and then returned it and the rifle to Paul. “We keep together,” he told all of them. “We stay in a tight group—just like the wagons when the Indians attacked. Right?” He watched the converging wolves for a moment, lifted the rifle, aimed and shot one through the side. It fell, snapping, and the others leapt upon it, tearing it to pieces. “Okay,” Paul said. “Let’s get on down this damned road.”
     They began walking, the wind whipping around them in vicious crosscurrents. Paul took the lead and Steve Buchanan brought up the rear. They’d gone no more than twenty feet when a wolf lunged out from behind an overturned car and shot across their path. Paul raised his rifle, but the animal had already found cover beyond another hulk. “Watch our backs!” he shouted to Steve.
     The animals were coming in from all sides. Steve counted eight scurrying up from the rear. He eased back the Magnum’s hammer, his heart whacking like a Black Flag drumbeat.
     Another wolf ran in from the left, a streak of motion headed for Kevin Ramsey. Paul whirled and fired; the bullet sang off the pavement, but the animal turned away. Instantly, two more darted in from the right. “Look out!” Sister shouted, and Paul turned in time to shatter a wolf’s leg with one slug. The animal danced crazily across the highway before four others dragged it down. He pumped shots at them and hit two, but the rest fled. “Bullets!” he called, and Sister dug a handful out of the box he’d given her to carry in her duffel bag. He hastily reloaded, but he’d given his gloves to Mona Ramsey, and his sweaty skin was sticking to the rifle’s cold metal. The rest of the bullets went into his coat pocket.
     They were seventy yards from the top of the hill.
     Artie leaned heavily on Sister. He coughed blood and staggered, his legs about to fold. “You can make it,” she said. “Come on, keep moving.”
     “Tired,” he said. He was as hot as a furnace, and he spread warmth to the others gathered around him. “Oh… I’m… so…”
     A wolf’s head lunged from the open window of a burned Oldsmobile at their side, the jaws snapping at Artie’s face. Sister jerked him aside and the teeth came together with a crack! that was almost as loud as Paul’s rifle shot a second later. The wolf’s head spewed blood and brains and the beast slithered down into the car.
     “… tired,” Artie finished.
     Steve watched two wolves racing in from behind. He lifted the Magnum with both hands, his palms slick on the butt though he was freezing. One of the animals shot off to the side, but the other kept coming. He was just about to fire when it closed within ten feet, snarled and ran behind a wrecked Chevy. He could’ve sworn the snarl had spoken his name.
     There was motion on his left. He started to turn, but he knew he was too late.
     He screamed as a wolf shape hit him, knocking his legs out from under him. The Magnum went off, jumping out of his hands and sliding away across the ice. A large silver-gray wolf had Steve’s right ankle and started dragging him toward the woods. “Help me!” he shouted. “Help me!”
     The old man acted faster than Paul; he took three running steps, lifted the shortwave radio between his hands and smashed it down on the wolf’s skull. The radio burst apart in a confetti spray of wires and transistors, and the wolf released Steve’s ankle. Paul shot it through the ribs, and it, too, was jumped by three more. Steve limped over to get the Magnum, the old man staring horrified at the metallic mess in his hands; then Steve guided him back to the group, and the old man let the last of the radio fall.
     Upwards of fifteen wolves were swirling around them, stopping to ravage the dying or wounded. More were coming from the forest. Holy Jesus! Paul thought as the army of wolves circled them. He took aim at the nearest.
     A form squirmed out from beneath a car hulk on the side away from his rifle. “Paul!” Sister shrieked—and she saw the wolf leap for him before she could do or say anything else.
     He twisted violently around, but he was hit and knocked down under a clawing, snarling weight. The beast’s jaws strained for his throat—and clamped shut on the rifle that Paul had thrown up to guard his face. Sister had to let go of Artie to rush the wolf, and she kicked the thing in the side with all her strength. The wolf released Paul’s rifle, snapped at her foot and tensed to spring at her. She saw its eyes—maddened, defiant, like the eyes of Doyle Halland.
     The wolf leaped.
     There were two cannonlike explosions, and the bullets from Steve’s Magnum almost tore the wolf in half. Sister dodged aside as the wolf sailed past her, its teeth still snapping and its guts trailing behind it.
     She drew a breath, turned toward Artie and saw two wolves hit him at once.
     “No!” she shouted as Artie fell. She bashed one of the animals with her duffel bag and knocked it about eight feet across the pavement. The second chewed on his leg and started dragging him.
     Mona Ramsey screamed and bolted from the group, running past Steve in the direction they’d come. Steve tried to grab her but missed, and Kevin went after her, caught her around the waist and lifted her off her feet just as a wolf sprang from beneath a wreck and trapped her left foot between its teeth. Kevin and the beast pulled Mona in a deadly tug-of-war as the woman screamed and thrashed and more wolves ran out of the woods. Steve tried to fire, but he feared hitting the man or woman. He hesitated, cold sweat freezing to his face, and he was still in a trance when a seventy-pound wolf hit him in the shoulder like a diesel train. He heard the sound of his shoulder breaking, and he lay writhing in pain as the wolf doubled back and began gnawing at his gun hand.
     The things were everywhere now, darting in and leaping. Paul fired, missed, had to duck a shape that came flying at his head. Sister swung her duffel bag at the wolf that had Artie’s leg, struck its skull and drove it back. Kevin Ramsey had lost the tug-of-war; the wolf wrenched Mona out of his grasp and was attacked by another that wanted the same prize. They fought as Mona frantically tried to crawl away.
     Paul fired and hit a wolf that was about to jump Sister from behind, and then claws were on his shoulders and he was slammed face first into the pavement. The rifle spun away.
     Three wolves converged on Sister and Artie. The old man was kicking wildly at the animal that was attacking Steve’s hand and arm. Sister saw Paul down, his face bleeding and the beast on top of him trying to claw through his leather jacket. She realized they were less than ten yards from the top of the hill, and this was where they were going to die.
     She hauled Artie up like a sack of laundry. The three wolves came in slowly, biding their time. Sister braced herself, ready to swing the duffel bag and kick for all she was worth.
     Over the snarls and shouts, she heard a deep bass growling noise. She glanced toward the hilltop. The sound was coming from the other side. It must be a horde of wolves racing for their share, she realized—or the monster of all wolves awakened from its lair. “Well, come on!” she shouted at the three who were creeping up on her. They hesitated, perhaps puzzled by her defiance, and she felt craziness pulling at her mind again. “Come on, you motherfu—”
     Its engine growling, a yellow snowplow came over the hilltop, its treads crunching over debris. Clinging to the outside of the glass-enclosed cab was a man in a hooded green parka, and he was carrying a rifle with a sniperscope. Following behind the plow was a white Jeep like the kind used by postmen. Its driver zipped the vehicle around the wrecks, and another man with a rifle leaned out the Jeep’s passenger side, shouting and firing into the air. The man riding shotgun on the snowplow carefully aimed and squeezed off a shot. The middle of the three wolves dropped, and the other two turned tail.
     The animal on Paul’s back looked up, saw the oncoming vehicles and fled. Another rifle shot sang off the pavement near the two fighting over Mona Ramsey, and they ran for the forest as well. Mona reached her husband and flung her arms around him. The wolf that had made a bloody mess of Steve’s arm gave it one last shake and ran as a bullet zipped past its skull. Steve sat up, shouting, “Fuckers! You fuckers!” in a high, hysterical voice.
     The white Jeep skidded to a halt in front of Paul, who was still struggling to get the air back in his lungs. He got to his knees, his jaw and forehead scraped raw and his nose broken, gushing blood. The driver and the man with the rifle stepped out of the postman’s Jeep. On the snowplow, the sharpshooter was still popping off bullets at the wolves heading into the woods, and he hit three of them before the highway was cleared of living animals.
     The Jeep’s driver was a tall, ruddy-cheeked man who wore dungarees under a fleece-lined coat. On his head was a cap that advertised Stroh’s beer. His dark brown eyes shifted back and forth over the tattered group of survivors. He looked at all the dead and dying wolves, and he grunted. Then he reached work-weathered fingers into a pocket of his dungarees, withdrew something and offered it to Paul Thorson. “Gum?” he asked. Paul looked at the pack of Wrigley’s Spearmint and had to laugh.
     Sister was stunned. She walked past the white Jeep, still bearing Artie’s weight on her shoulder. Artie’s shoes scraped on the pavement. She walked past the snow plow and reached the top of the hill.
     Off to the right, through dead trees, smoke was rising from the chimneys of wood-framed houses on the streets of a small village. She saw the steeple of a church, saw United States Army trucks parked on a softball field, saw a Red Cross banner hanging from the side of a building, saw tents and cars and campers by the thousands, scattered in the village streets and through the hills around it. A roadside sign just over the hilltop announced Homewood Next Exit.
     Artie’s body began to slide to the ground. “No,” she said, very firmly, and she held him standing with all her strength.
     She was still holding him up when they came to help her to the white Jeep.






Forty-four

By the light of an oil lamp, Colonel Macklin admired himself in the mirror of the Airstream trailer’s bathroom.
     The gray-green Nazi uniform was a bit tight around the chest and midsection, but the sleeves and trouser legs were long enough. At his waist was a black leather holster and a loaded Luger. On his feet were Nazi hobnailed boots—again, just a bit too small, but Macklin was determined to make them do. Medals and ribbons adorned the uniform’s jacket, and though Macklin didn’t know what any of them were for, he thought they looked very impressive.
     The closet in the pigsty of the late Freddie Kempka’s bedroom had been full of Nazi uniforms, flak jackets, boots, holsters and the like. A Nazi flag was fixed to the wall over the bed, and a bookcase held volumes such as The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, Military Strategy and Maneuver, Medieval Warfare, and A History of Torture. Roland had gotten hold of the books and had been devouring them with pure passion. Sheila Fontana slept in the other bedroom, staying mostly to herself except when Macklin needed her; she seemed content to do her duty, though she lay cold and unmoving, and several times Macklin had heard her cry out in the night, as if waking up from a dark dream.
     During the few days they’d occupied the trailer, Macklin had made a thorough inventory of what Freddie Kempka had collected: There was enough junk food and soft drinks to feed an army, plenty of bottled water and canned food as well—but Macklin and Roland were most interested in the weapons. Kempka’s bedroom was an arsenal of machine guns, rifles, pistols, a crate of flares, smoke grenades and fragmentation grenades, and boxes and bags and clips of ammunition scattered around like gold in a royal treasure house. The Shadow Soldier didn’t have to tell Macklin that he had found paradise.
     Macklin regarded his face in the mirror. His beard was growing out, but it was so gray it made him look old. Kempka had left a straight razor behind, and Macklin decided he would give himself a shave. Also, his hair was too long and scraggly; he preferred the close-cropped military look. Kempka had also left a pair of scissors that would do the job very well.
     He leaned forward, staring into his own eyes. They were still deep-sunken and bore the memory of the pain that had ripped through his wound in the Great Salt Lake—a pain so soul-shattering that it had sloughed away the old dead skin that had confined him for so long. He felt new, reborn and alive again—and in his icy blue eyes he saw the Jimbo Macklin that used to be, back in the days when he was young and fast. He knew the Shadow Soldier was proud of him, because he was a whole man again.
     He did miss his right hand, but he was going to learn how to use a machine gun or rifle just as effectively with the left. After all, he had all the time in the world. The wound was bound up with strips of bedsheet, and it was still draining, but the heaviness was gone. Macklin knew the salt water had burned the infection out.
     He thought he looked very handsome, very—yes—kingly in the Nazi uniform. Maybe it had been a German colonel’s uniform, he mused. It was in fine shape, just a few moth holes in the silk lining; Kempka obviously had taken great care of his collection. There seemed to be more lines in his face, but something about that face was wolfish and dangerous. He figured he’d lost twenty-five pounds or more since the disaster at Earth House. Still, there was just one small thing about his face that bothered him…
     He lifted his hand and touched what seemed to be a brown scab about the size of a quarter, just under his left eye. He tried to peel it off, but it was melded tightly to the skin. On his forehead were four dime-sized scabs that he had at first taken for warts, but those couldn’t be peeled off either. Maybe it’s skin cancer, he thought. Maybe the radiation caused it. But he’d noticed a similar scablike growth, also the size of a dime, on Roland’s chin. Skin cancer, he thought. Well, he would take the straight razor and slice them off when he shaved, and that would be the end of it. His hide was too tough for skin cancer.
     But it was strange, he thought, that the little round scabs were only on his face. Not his hand, or his arms, or anywhere else. Just his face.
     He heard a knock on the trailer door, and he left the bathroom to answer it.
     Roland and Lawry, both carrying rifles, had returned from the recon mission they’d been on with three other able-bodied soldiers. Last night, one of the perimeter sentries had seen the flicker of lights to the south, three or four miles across the desert.
     “Two trailers,” Lawry reported, trying not to stare too hard at the Nazi uniform the colonel wore. Kempka had always been too fat to squirm into it. “Pulled by a Chevy van and a Pontiac. All the vehicles look in pretty good shape.”
     “How many people?” Macklin asked, opening one of the jugs of bottled water and offering it to Lawry.
     “We saw sixteen people,” Roland told him. “Six women, eight men and two children. They seemed to have plenty of gas, food and water, but all of them are burn-scarred. Two of the men can hardly walk.”
     “They have guns?”
     “Yes, sir.” Roland took the jug of water from Lawry and drank. He thought the uniform looked wonderful on the King, and he wished there’d been one his size to wear. He couldn’t remember much of what had happened that night with Freddie Kempka, but he recalled having a vivid dream in which he killed Mike Armbruster. “One of the men had a rifle.”
     “Just one rifle? Why do you think they haven’t come here? You know they’ve seen our lights.”
     “They might be afraid,” Roland said. “They might think we’ll take what they have.”
     Macklin took the jug back, recapped it and set it aside. A door opened and closed, and Sheila Fontana walked through the corridor into the room. She stopped short when she saw the uniform. “We could use the trailers and the vehicles,” Macklin decided. “But we don’t need anybody with burn marks. I don’t want anybody with burn marks in our camp.”
     “Colonel… there are already about thirty or more people here who were burned in… you know,” Lawry said. “I mean… what does it matter?”
     “I’ve thought a lot about this, Corporal Lawry,” he replied—and though he had not, it sounded impressive. “I think people with burn marks—keloids,” he said, remembering the technical name of atomic-induced burns, “are detrimental to the morale of our camp. We don’t need to be reminded of ugliness, do we? And people with burn marks are not going to keep themselves as clean as the rest of us, because they’re ashamed of the way they appear and they’re already demoralized.” He found himself staring at the scab on Roland’s chin. It was the size of a quarter. Hadn’t it been smaller just a few days ago? His gaze shifted. There were three other small scabs at Roland’s hairline. “People with burns are going to be disease spreaders,” he told Corporal Lawry. He looked over Lawry’s face but saw none of the scabs. “We’re going to have enough trouble as it is keeping disease out of our camp. So… in the morning I want you to round up the ones with the burn scars and take them out of the camp. I don’t want them returning. Understand?”
     Lawry started to smile, because he thought the Colonel was kidding, but Macklin’s blue eyes bored into him. “Sir… you don’t mean… kill all of them, do you?”
     “Yes, that’s what I mean.”
     “But… why not just banish them? I mean… tell them to go somewhere else?”
     “Because,” Roland Croninger, who saw to the heart of the matter, said, “they won’t go anywhere else. At night they’ll slip back into camp and try to steal food and water. They might help the dirtwarts attack us.”
     “Right,” Macklin agreed. “So that’s the new law of this camp: No one is admitted who has burn marks. And you will take those others out in the morning, and they will not come back. Roland’ll go with you.”
     “I can do it myself!”
     “Roland will go with you,” Macklin said, quietly but firmly, and Judd Lawry looked at the floor. “Now, another thing: I want you to organize a work detail in the morning and distribute some of this to my people.” He nodded toward the cartons of soft drinks, potato chip bags, cookies and cakes. My people, he realized he’d said. “I want them to be happy. Do that after you’ve finished the first duty.”
     “What about those people with the trailers out there?”
     Macklin deliberated. Oh, he thought, the Shadow Soldier was going to be so proud of him! “How many soldiers do you need to go out and take those vehicles?” he asked.
     “I don’t know. Maybe four or five, I guess.”
     “Good. Then go out and bring them back—but not the people. We don’t need people who aren’t healthy.”
     “What do we need the trailers for?” Sheila asked. “We’re okay as we are!” She couldn’t bear to look at Judd Lawry’s face, because he haunted her nightmares along with an infant that kept crying. A decayed corpse named Rudy crawled through the dust in her dreams, right up into her bed, and she thought she was going crazy.
     “Because,” Macklin said, turning toward her, “we’re not going to stay here forever. As soon as we get organized and healthy, as soon as we get our morale high, we’re moving out.”
     “Moving out?” She laughed. “Moving to where, war hero? The fucking moon?” “No. Across the country. Maybe east. We can forage as we go.”
     “You mean… everybody moving east? What the hell for? Where is there to go?”
     “The cities,” Macklin answered. “Or what’s left of them. The towns. The villages. We can build our own cities, if we please. We can start to put things back together again, like they should’ve been in the first place, before this shit happened.”
     “You’ve cracked, friend,” Sheila said. “It’s over. Can’t you dig it?”
     “It’s not over. It’s just beginning. We can build things back, but better than they were. We can have law and order, and we can enforce the laws—”
     “What laws? Yours? The kid’s? Who’s going to make the laws?”
     “The man with the most guns,” Roland said.
     Colonel Macklin turned his attention back to Judd Lawry. “You’re dismissed,” he said. “Have the trailers here within two hours.”
     Lawry left the trailer. Outside, he grinned at the night sky and shook his head. The soldier shit had gone to the Colonel’s brain—but maybe he was right about getting rid of everybody who had burn scars. Lawry didn’t like looking at those burns and being reminded of the holocaust, anyway. The burn marks were ugly. Keep America Beautiful, he thought, Kill a Scarface Today.
     He walked on into the camp to select four men for the mission, but he knew it would be a piece of cake. He’d never felt so important in his life; before the disaster, he’d just been a clerk in a gun store, and now he was a corporal in Colonel Macklin’s army! This was like waking up in a new skin. “It’s not over,” Colonel Macklin had said. “It’s just beginning.” Lawry liked the ring of that.
     In the Airstream trailer, Sheila Fontana approached Macklin and looked him up and down. She saw the Nazi swastika on several of the badges he was wearing. “What are we going to start calling you? Adolf?”
     Macklin’s hand came out and caught her chin. His eyes flared angrily, and she realized she’d gone too far. The strength in that hand felt like it was about to crack her jaw. “If you don’t like something here,” he told her quietly, “you know where the door is. And if you don’t watch your mouth, I’ll throw you to the dirtwarts. Oh, I’m sure they’d love to have company. Aren’t you, Roland?”
     Roland shrugged. He could see that the King was hurting Sheila, and that bothered him.
     Macklin released her. “You’re a fool,” he said. “You don’t see what could be, do you?”
     Sheila rubbed her jaw. “Man, the game is done! You’re talking rebuilding and all that crap—we’re lucky to have a pot to piss in!”
     “You’ll see.” His gaze searched her face for the small scabs. “I’ve got plans. Important plans. You’ll see.” He found no evidence of the cancers on Sheila’s face.
     She’d noted his roving eyes. “What’s wrong? I washed my hair yesterday.”
     “Wash it again,” he said. “It stinks.” He looked at Roland. A sudden inspiration struck him. “The Army of Excellence,” he said. “How does that sound?”
     “Fine.” Roland liked it. There was a sweeping, grand, Napoleonic sound to it. “It’s good.”
     “The Army of Excellence,” Macklin repeated. “We’ve got a long way to go. We’re going to have to find more able-bodied men—and women. We’ll need more vehicles, and we’ll have to carry our food and water with us. We can do it if we put our minds and our muscle to the job!” His voice rose with excitement. “We can build things back, but better than they ever were!”
     Sheila thought he was off his bird. The Army of Excellence, my ass! But she held her tongue, figuring it was best to just let Macklin blow off steam.
     “People will follow me,” he continued. “As long as I give them food and protection, they’ll follow me, and they’ll do whatever I say. They don’t have to love me—they don’t even have to like me. But they’ll follow me all the same, because they’ll respect me. Isn’t that right?” he asked Roland.
     “Yes, sir,” the boy answered. “People want to be told what to do. They don’t want to make the decisions.” Behind his goggles, Roland’s eyes had begun to glint with excitement as well. He could see the vast picture the King was painting—a massive Army of Excellence moving across the land on foot, in cars and in trailers, overrunning and absorbing other encampments and communities, swelling stronger—but only with healthy, unmarked men and women who were willing to rebuild America. He grinned; oh, what a game of King’s Knight this had turned out to be!
     “People will follow me,” Colonel Macklin said, nodding. “I’ll make them follow me. I’ll teach them all about discipline and control, and they’ll do anything I say. Right?” His eyes blazed at Sheila.
     She hesitated. Both the war hero and the kid were watching her. She thought of her warm bed, all the food and the guns that were here, and then she thought of the cold dirtwart land and the things that slithered in the dark. “Right,” she said. “Anything you say.”
     Within two hours, Lawry and his raiding party returned with the Chevy van, the Pontiac and the two trailers. The small camp was taken by surprise, and there had been no wounds or casualties to Macklin’s Army of Excellence. Lawry delivered several knapsacks full of canned goods and more bottled water, plus three cans of gasoline and a carton of engine oil. He emptied his pockets of wristwatches, diamond rings and a money clip full of twenties and fifties. Macklin let him keep one of the watches and told him to distribute extra rations to the rest of the raiding party. The largest of the diamond rings he offered to Sheila Fontana, who stared at it for a moment as it glittered on Macklin’s palm and then took it from him. It was inscribed From Daniel to Lisa—Love Forever. Only after she’d put it on and was admiring it by lamplight did she realize that grains of dried blood were stuck down in the setting, giving the diamonds a dirty cast.
     Roland found a road map of Utah on the rear floorboard of the Buick, and from the glove compartment he retrieved several Flair pens and a compass. He gave all the booty to the King, and Macklin rewarded him with one of the medals adorned with a swastika.
     Roland immediately pinned it on his shut.
     In the lamplight, Colonel Macklin spread the road map out on the table in his command headquarters and sat down to study it. After a few moments of silent deliberation, he picked up a red Flair pen and began to draw a jagged arrow pointing east.
     “My main man,” the Shadow Soldier said, leaning over Macklin’s shoulder.
     And in the morning, under thick gray clouds scudding slowly eastward, Roland and Lawry and ten handpicked soldiers escorted thirty-six burn-scarred men, women and children out to the edge of the dirtwart land. After the shooting was over, the dirtwarts emerged from their holes and scuttled forward to claim the corpses.






Forty-five

Swan and Josh had been following the railroad tracks through a Nebraska dust storm for three days when they found the wrecked train.
     They didn’t see the train until they were almost upon it. And then there it was, railroad cars scattered everywhere, some of them riding piggyback. Most of the cars were broken to pieces except for a caboose and a couple of freight cars. Swan slid down off Mule, following Josh as he walked carefully over the debris. “Watch out for nails!” he warned her, and she nodded. Killer had been turned the color of chalk by all the dust, and he advanced before Josh, sniffing warily at the splintered planks under his paws.
     Josh stopped, shielding his eyes from the dust with one hand, and he looked up at the side of a freight car. The storm had almost scoured all the paint off, but he could still make out a faded panorama of clowns, lions and three rings under a big top. Scrolled red letters spelled out RYDELL CIRCUS, INC.
     “It’s a circus train!” he told Swan. “Probably going somewhere to set up when it got knocked off the tracks.” He motioned toward the caboose. “Let’s see what we can find.”
     For the past three nights they’d slept in barns and deserted farmhouses, and once the railroad tracks had taken them to the outskirts of a moderate-sized town—but the wind brought such a smell of decay from the town that they dared not enter it. They’d circled the town, picking up the tracks on the other side and continuing across the open plains.
     The caboose’s door was unlocked. It was gloomy within, but at least it was shelter. Josh figured both the horse and terrier could fend for themselves, and he stepped in. Swan followed, closing the door behind her.
     Josh bumped into a small desk, making little bottles and jars clink. The air was warmer the further he went, and he made out the shape of a cot to his right. His groping fingers touched warm metal—a cast-iron, freestanding stove. “Somebody’s been here,” he said. “Hasn’t been gone very long, either.” He found the grate and opened it; inside a few coals had burned down to ashes, and an ember glowed like a tiger’s eye.
     He continued to feel his way around the caboose, almost tripping over a bundle of blankets lying in a corner, and made his way back to the desk. His eyes were getting used to the dim yellow murk that came through the caboose’s filmy windows, and he discovered a half-burned candle stuck with wax to a saucer. Near it was a box of kitchen matches. He struck one and lit the candle’s wick, and the light spread.
     Swan saw what appeared to be crayons and lipsticks atop the desk. A curly red wig sat on a wigstand. In front of the desk’s folding metal chair was a wooden box, about the size of a shoebox, decorated with little intricately carved lizards. Their tiny eyes were formed of multifaceted glass, and they sparkled in the candlelight.
     Next to the cot Josh found an open bag of Gravy Train dog food and a plastic jug that sloshed when he nudged it with his foot.
     Swan stepped closer to the stove. On a wall rack were gaudy suits with spangles, oversized buttons and floppy lapels. There was a pile of newspapers, shards of timber and coals ready for the fire. She looked toward the far corner, where the bundle of blankets lay. Except there was something else over there, too… something only half covered by the blankets. “Josh?” She pointed. “What’s that?”
     He brought the candle over. The light fell on the rigid smile of a clown’s face.
     At first Josh was startled, but then he realized what it was. “A dummy! It’s a life-sized dummy!” The thing was sitting up, with white greasepaint on its face and bright red lips; a green wig was perched on its scalp, and its eyelids were closed. Josh leaned forward and poked the dummy’s shoulder.
     His heart kicked.
     He gingerly touched the thing’s cheek and smeared off some of the greasepaint. Under it was sallow flesh.
     The corpse was cold and stiff and had been dead at least two or three days.
     Behind them, the caboose door suddenly swung open, letting in a whirlwind of dust.
     Josh spun around, stepping in front of Swan to shield her from whoever—or whatever—was coming in. He saw a figure standing there, but dust in his eyes blinded him.
     The figure hesitated. In one hand was a shovel. There was a long, tense silence, and then the man in the doorway said, “Howdy,” in a thick western drawl. “You folks been here long?” He closed the door, shutting off the storm. Josh watched him warily as the man walked across the caboose, his cowboy boots clomping on the planked floor, and leaned the shovel against a wall. Then the man untied a bandanna from around his nose and mouth. “Well? Can you two speak English, or am I gonna have to do all the talkin’?” He paused a few seconds, then answered himself in a high, mocking voice, “Yessir, we surely do speak English, but our eyeballs are ’bout to bug out of our heads, and if we flap our tongues they’ll go flyin’ out like fried eggs.” He pronounced it aigs.
     “We can speak,” Josh replied. “It’s just… you surprised us.”
     “Reckon I did. But the last time I walked out that door, Leroy was alone, so I’m a mite surprised myself.” He took off his cowboy hat and swatted it against one denim-covered thigh. Dust welled into the air. “That’s Leroy.” He motioned toward the clown in the corner. “Leroy Satterwaite. He died coupla nights ago, and he was the last of ’em. I been out diggin’ a hole for him.”
     “The last of them?” Josh prompted.
     “Yep. Last of the circus people. One of the best clowns you ever laid your eyes on. Man, he could’ve made a stone crack a grin.” He sighed and shrugged. “Well, it’s over now. He was the last of ’em—except me, I mean.”
     Josh stepped toward the man and held the candle and saucer out to illuminate his face.
     The man was thin and lanky, his scraggly, grizzled face as long and narrow as if it had been pressed in a vise. He had curly light brown hair spilling over his high forehead almost to his bushy brown eyebrows; beneath them, his eyes were large and liquid, a shade between hazel and topaz. His nose was long and thin, in keeping with the rest of him, but it was the mouth that was the centerpiece of his face: the lips were thick, rubbery folds of flesh designed to pull miraculous mugs and grins. Josh hadn’t seen such a pair of lips since he’d been served a bigmouth bass in a restaurant in Georgia. The man wore a dusty denim jacket, obviously much used and abused, a dark blue flannel shirt and jeans. His lively, expressive eyes moved from Josh to Swan, lingered a few seconds, then returned to Josh. “Name’s Rusty Weathers,” he said. “Now who in blazes are you, and how’d you get out here?”
     “My name is Josh Hutchins, and this is Swan Prescott. We haven’t had any food or water in three days. Can you help us?”
     Rusty Weathers nodded toward the plastic jug. “Help yourselves. That’s water from a creek a coupla hundred yards from the tracks. Can’t say how clean it is, but I’ve been drinkin’ it for about—” He frowned, walked over to the wall and felt for the notches he’d carved there with his penknife. He ran a finger along them. “Forty-one days, give or take.”
     Josh opened the jug, sniffed at it and took a tentative swallow. The water tasted oily, but otherwise okay. He drank again and gave the jug to Swan.
     “Only food I’ve got left is Gravy Train,” Rusty said. “Fella and his wife had a dog act. Jumped French poodles through hoops and all.” He plopped the cowboy hat on top of the red wig, pulled the folding chair to him, turned it around and sat down with his arms crossed on the backrest. “Been a time, I’ll tell ya. Train was movin’ pretty as you please one minute; the next minute the sky looked like the inside of a mine shaft, and the wind started whippin’ cars right off the tracks. We get twisters back in Oklahoma, but damned if this wasn’t the granddaddy of ’em all!” He shook his head, rattling loose the memories. “You got any cigarettes?”
     “No. Sorry.”
     “Damn! Man, I could just about eat a carton of smokes right now!” He narrowed his eyes, examining both Josh and Swan in silence. “You two look like you been stomped by a few dozen Brahma bulls. You hurtin’?”
     “Not anymore,” Josh said.
     “What’s goin’ on out there? There ain’t been another train along this track in forty-one days. The dust just keeps on blowin’. What’s happenin’?”
     “Nuclear war. I think the bombs fell just about everywhere. Probably hit the cities first. From what we’ve seen so far, I don’t think there’s much left.”
     “Yeah.” Rusty nodded, his eyes vacant. “I kinda figured it must be that. A few days after the wreck, me and some of the others started walkin’, tryin’ to find help. Well, the dust was a lot thicker and the wind stronger back then, and we made it about fifty feet before we had to come back. So we sat down to wait. But the storm didn’t stop, and nobody came.” He stared at a window. “Nicky Rinaldi—the lion tamer—and Stan Tembrello decided to follow the tracks. That was a month ago. Leroy was busted up inside, so I stayed here with him and Roger—all of us were clowns, see. The Three Musketeers. Oh, we put on a good show! We really made ’em laugh!” His eyes teared up suddenly, and it was a moment before he could speak again.
     “Well,” he said finally, “me and the others who were left started diggin’ graves. The wreck killed a lot of folks outright, and there were dead animals all over the place. Dead elephant’s lyin’ up the tracks a ways, but he’s all dried up now. Man, you couldn’t believe what that smelled like! But who in hell has got the strength to dig a grave for an elephant? We got a regular circus cemetery not too far from here.” He nodded vaguely off to the right. “Dirt’s softer, once you get away from the tracks. I’d managed to find some of my gear, and I moved in here with Leroy, Roger and a few of the others. Found my make-up case.” He touched the wooden box with its carved, creeping lizards. “Found my magic jacket, too.” A finger hooked toward the rack where the clothes hung. “I wasn’t hurt too bad. Just bruises on bruises and this.” He lifted that big upper lip to display the space where a front tooth had been knocked out. “But I was okay. Then… everybody started dyin’.”
     He sat looking at the candle. “It was the damnedest thing,” he said. “People who were fine one day were dead the next. One night…” His eyes glazed over like pond ice, and the memories had him again. “One night we were all sleepin’, and I woke up cold. The stove was goin’, and the caboose was warm—but I was shiverin’. And I swear to God… I knew the shadow of Death was here, movin’ from person to person, figurin’ out who to take next. I think whatever it was passed near enough to me to freeze my bones—and then it moved on. And when daylight came, Roger was dead with his eyes open, and he’d been tellin’ jokes the day before. You know what that crazy Leroy says? He says, ‘Rusty, let’s you and me put a happy face on that sumbitch before we send him off!” So we painted him up—but it wasn’t a disrespectful thing, oh, no!” Rusty shook his head. “We loved that old scudder. We just gave him the face he was most comfortable wearin’. Then me and Eddie Roscoe carried him out and buried him. Seems like I helped dig a hundred graves in a week’s time, until it was just me and Leroy.” He smiled faintly, looking past Swan and Josh into the corner. “Lookin’ good, old buddy! Hell, I thought I’da been the one long gone before now!”
     “There’s no one else here but you?” Swan asked.
     “Just me. I’m the last of the Rydell Circus.” He looked at Josh. “Who won?”
     “Who won what?”
     “The war. Who won the war? Us or the Russians?”
     “I don’t know. If Russia looks anything like what Swan and I’ve seen… God help those people, too.”
     “Well, you gotta fight fire with fire,” Rusty said. “That’s somethin’ my mama used to tell me. Fight fire with fire. So maybe there’s one good thing about this: Maybe everybody shot all their bombs and missiles off, and there ain’t any more. The fires just fought it out—and the old world’s still here, ain’t it?”
     “Yes,” Josh agreed. “The world’s still here. And so are we.”
     “I reckon the world’s gonna be a mite changed, though. I mean, if everywhere is like here, I believe the luxuries of life are gonna be sufferin’ some.”
     “Forget luxuries,” Josh told him. “This caboose and that stove are luxuries, friend.”
     Rusty grinned, showing the hole where his tooth had been. “Yep, I got a real palace here, don’t I?” He gazed at Swan for a few seconds, then got up, went to the rack and took from its hanger a black velvet suit jacket. He winked at her, shrugged out of his denim jacket and put on the one made of black velvet. In the breast pocket was a white handkerchief. “I’ll tell you what’s still here, too—somethin’ that’ll never change, little lady. Magic. You believe in magic, hon?”
     “Yes,” she said.
     “Good!” He whipped the white handkerchief out and suddenly there was a bouquet of brightly colored paper flowers in his hand. He offered them to Swan. “You look like a lady who might appreciate some pretty flowers. ’Course, we’d better water ’em, too! If flowers don’t get their water, they might just swoon away!” He thrust his other hand forward, snapped his wrist in the air, and he was holding a small red plastic pitcher. He tipped it over the flowers, but instead of water, a trickle of yellow dust came out and floated to the floor. “Aw,” Rusty said, feigning disappointment. Then his eyes brightened. “Well, maybe that’s magic dust, little lady! Sure! Magic dust’ll keep flowers alive just as good as water will! What do you think?”
     Even though the corpse in the corner gave her the creeps, Swan had to smile. “Sure,” she said. “I bet it will, too.”
     Rusty waved his slim hand in the air before Swan’s face. She suddenly saw a red ball appear between the first and second fingers, and then another ball seemingly grew between his thumb and forefinger. He took one ball in each hand and began tossing them up in the air from hand to hand.
     “Think we’re missin’ somethin’, don’t you?” he asked her, and when the balls were in mid-air he reached with his right hand toward Swan’s ear. She heard a soft pop and his hand withdrew with a third red ball. He juggled the three of them back and forth. “There you go. Knew I’d find that thing somewhere!”
     She felt her ear. “How’d you do that?”
     “Magic,” he explained. He plopped one ball in his mouth, then the second and third. His empty hand caressed the air, and Swan saw Rusty’s throat gulp as he swallowed the balls. “Mighty tasty,” he said. “Want to try ’em?” He offered his palm to her; in it were the three red balls.
     “I saw you eat them!” Swan exclaimed.
     “Yep, I did. These are three more. That’s what I’ve been livin’ on, see. Gravy Train and magic balls.” His smile faltered, began to fade. His eyes flickered over toward the corpse, and he put the three balls in his pocket. “Well,” he said, “I reckon that’s enough magic for one day.”
     “You’re pretty good,” Josh said. “So you’re a clown, a magician and a juggler. What else do you do?”
     “Oh, I used to ride broncos in the rodeos.” He took off the velvet jacket and hung it up like putting an old friend to bed. “Used to be a rodeo clown. Used to short-order cook in a carnival. Worked on a cattle ranch once. Jack of all trades and master of none, I reckon. But I’ve always loved magic. Hungarian magician name of Fabrioso took me under his wing when I was sixteen and taught me the craft, back when I was shillin’ with the carny. Said I had hands that could either pick pockets or pull dreams out of the air.” Rusty’s eyes danced with light. “That Fabrioso was somethin’ else, I’ll tell ya! He talked to the spirits—and they sure ’nuff answered him and did what he said, too!”
     “Is this magic, too?” Swan touched the wooden box covered with lizards.
     “That was Fabrioso’s box of tricks. I keep my makeup and stuff in it now. Fabrioso got it from a magician in Istanbul. Know where that is? Turkey. And that magician got it from one in China, so I reckon it kinda has a history.”
     “Like Crybaby does,” Swan said, and she held up the dowsing rod.
     “Crybaby? That’s what you call that dowser?”
     “A woman—” Josh hesitated. The loss of Leona Skelton was still too raw. “A very special woman gave that to Swan.”
     “Did Fabrioso give you the magic jacket?” Swan asked.
     “Naw. I bought that in a magic store in Oklahoma City. But he gave me the box, and one other thing.” He unlatched and opened the carved box. Inside were jars, crayons and rags smeared with a thousand colors. He dug down toward the bottom. “Fabrioso said this came with the box in a set, so it was right that it went where the box did. Here it is.” He withdrew his hand.
     In it was a simple oval mirror, framed in black with a scuffed black handle. There was only one ornamentation: Where the handle was attached to the mirror were two small black masklike faces peering in opposite directions. The glass was a smoky color, streaked and stained.
     “Fabrioso used this to put on his stage makeup.” There was a note of awe in Rusty’s voice. “He said it showed a truer picture than any mirror he’d ever looked into. I don’t use it, though—the glass has gone too dull.” He held it out to Swan, and she took it by the handle. The thing was as light as a buttermilk biscuit.
     “Fabrioso was ninety when he died, and he told me he got the mirror when he was seventeen. I’ll bet it’s two hundred years old if it’s a day.”
     “Wow!” Something that old was beyond Swan’s comprehension. She peered into the glass but could see her face there only dimly, as if through a curtain of mist. Even so, the burn marks still jarred her, and there was so much dust on her face she thought she resembled a clown herself. She was never going to get used to not having hair, either. She looked closer. On her forehead were two more of those strange dark wartlike things she’d noticed at Leona’s; had those always been there, or had they just come up?
     “I guess Fabrioso was kinda vain,” Rusty admitted. “I used to catch him lookin’ in that mirror all the time—except he was usually holdin’ it at arm’s length, like this.” He stuck his own hand in front of his face as if his palm were a looking glass.
     Swan thrust her arm out. The mirror was aimed at the left side of her face and her left shoulder. Now her head was only an outline in the glass. “I can’t see myself like—”
     There was a movement in the glass. A quick movement. And not her own.
     A face with an eye in the center of its head, a gaping mouth where the nose should’ve been, and skin as yellow as dried-up parchment paper rose behind her left shoulder like a leprous moon.
     Swan dropped the mirror. It clinked to the floor, and she spun around to her left.
     There was no one there. Of course.
     “Swan?” Rusty had gotten to his feet. “What is it?”
     Josh put the candle and saucer aside and laid his hand on Swan’s shoulder. She pressed into his side, and he could feel her racing heartbeat. Something had scared the stew out of her. He leaned over and picked up the mirror, expecting it to be shattered to pieces, but it was still whole. Looking into the glass, he was repelled by his own face, but he lingered long enough to see that there were four new warts on his chin. He handed the mirror back to Rusty. “Good thing it didn’t break. I guess that would’ve been seven years bad luck.”
     “I saw Fabrioso drop it a hundred times. Once he flung it down as hard as he could on a concrete floor. It didn’t even crack. See, he used to tell me this mirror was magic, too—only he didn’t really understand it, so he never told me why he thought it was magic.” Rusty shrugged. “I just think it looks like a smoky old glass, but since it went with the box I decided to hold onto it.” He turned his attention to Swan, who still stared uneasily at the mirror. “Don’t fret, Like I say, the thing won’t break. Hell, it’s stronger’n plastic!” He laid the mirror down on the tabletop.
     “You okay?” Josh asked.
     She nodded; whatever monster she’d seen behind her in that mirror, she did not care to lay eyes on it again. Whose face had that been, down in the depths of the glass? “Yes,” she replied, and she made her voice sound like she meant it.
     Rusty built a fire in the stove, and then Josh helped him carry the corpse out to the circus cemetery. Killer yapped along at their heels.
     And while they were gone, Swan approached the mirror again. It called her, just like the tarot cards had at Leona’s.
     She slowly picked it up and, holding it at arm’s length, angled it toward her left shoulder as she had before.
     But there was no monster face. There was nothing.
     Swan turned the mirror toward her right. Again, nothing.
     She missed Leona deeply, and she thought of the Devil card in the tarot deck. That face, with the awful eye in the center of its head and a mouth that looked like a hallway to Hell, had reminded her of the figure on that card.
     “Oh, Leona,” Swan whispered, “why’d you have to leave us?”
     There was a quick red glint in the mirror, just a flash and then gone.
     Swan looked over her shoulder. The stove was behind her, and red flames were crackling in the grate.
     She peered into the mirror again. It was dark, and she realized it was not angled toward the stove after all.
     A pinpoint of ruby-red light flickered and began to grow.
     Other colors flashed like distant lightning: emerald green, pure white, deep midnight blue. The colors strengthened, merging into a small, pulsating ring of light that Swan at first thought was floating in the air. But in the next moment she thought she could make out a hazy, indistinct figure holding that ring of light, but she couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. She almost turned around, but did not, because she knew there was nothing behind her but a wall. No, this sight was only in the magic mirror—but what did it mean?
     The figure seemed to be walking, wearily but with determination, if as whoever it was knew he or she had a long journey to finish. Swan sensed that the figure was a long way off—maybe not even in the same state. But for a second she might have been able to make out the facial features, and it might have been the hard-edged face of a woman; then it went all hazy again, and Swan couldn’t tell. The figure seemed to be searching, bearing a ring brighter than firefly lights, and behind her there might have been other searching figures, too, but again Swan couldn’t quite separate them from the mist.
     The first figure and the glowing circle of many colors began to fade away, and Swan watched until it had dwindled to a point of light like the burning spear of a candle; then it winked out like a falling star and was gone.
     “Come back,” she whispered. “Please come back.”
     But the vision did not. Swan aimed the mirror to her left.
     And behind that shoulder reared a skeletal horse, and on that horse was a rider made of bones and dripping gore, and in his skeleton arms was a scythe that he lifted for a slashing, killing blow…
     Swan turned.
     She was alone. All alone.
     She was trembling, and she set the mirror glass side down on the desk. She’d had enough magic to last her a while.
     “Everything’s changed now,” she remembered Leona saying. “All that was is gone. Maybe the whole world’s just like Sullivan: blowin’ away, changin’, turnin’ into somethin’ different than it was before.”
     She needed Leona to help her figure out these new pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, but Leona was gone. Now it was her and Josh—and Rusty Weathers, too, if he decided to go with them to wherever they were headed.
     But what did the visions in the magic mirror mean? she wondered. Were they things that were going to happen, or things that might?
     She decided to keep the visions to herself until she’d thought about them some more. She didn’t know Rusty Weathers well enough yet, though he seemed okay.
     When Josh and Rusty returned, Josh asked the other man if they could stay for a few days, share the water and Gravy Train—and Swan wrinkled her nose, but her belly growled.
     “Where do you two figure to be goin’?” Rusty inquired.
     “I don’t know yet. We’ve got a strong-backed horse and the gutsiest damned mutt you ever saw, and I guess we’ll keep going until we find a place to stop.”
     “That could be a long time. You don’t know what’s out there.”
     “I know what’s behind us. What’s ahead can’t be much worse.”
     “You hope,” Rusty said.
     “Yeah.” He glanced at Swan. Protect the child, he thought. He was going to do his damnedest, not only because he was obeying that commandment, but because he loved the child and would do all in his power to make sure she survived whatever was ahead. And that, he realized, might be like a walk through Hell itself.
     “I reckon I’ll tag along, if you don’t mind,” Rusty decided. “All I’ve got are the clothes on my back, my magic jacket, the box and the mirror, I don’t think there’s much of a future here, do you?”
     “Not much,” Josh said.
     Rusty looked through a filmy window. “Lord, I hope I just live long enough to see the sun come out again, and then I’m gonna kill myself with cigarettes.”
     Josh had to laugh, and Rusty cackled, too.
     Swan smiled, but her smile faded fast.
     She felt a long way from the little girl who’d walked with her mother into PawPaw Briggs’s grocery store. She would be ten on the third of November, but right now she felt real old—like at least thirty. And she didn’t know anything about anything! she thought. Before the bad day, her world had been confined to motels and trailers and little cinder block houses. What had the rest of the world been like? she wondered. And now that the bad day had come and gone, what was left?
     “The world’ll keep turnin’,” Leona had said. “Oh, God gave this world a mighty spin, He did! And He put mighty tough minds and souls in a lot of people, too—people like you, maybe.”
     She thought of PawPaw Briggs sitting up and speaking. That was something she hadn’t wanted to think about too much, but now she wanted to know what that had meant. She didn’t feel special in any way; she just felt tired and beat-up and dusty, and when she let her thoughts drift toward her mama all she wanted to do was break down and cry. But she did not.
     Swan wanted to know more about everything—to learn to read better, if books could be found; to ask questions and learn to listen; to learn to think and reason things out. But she never wanted to grow up all the way, because she feared the grownup world; it was a bully with a fat stomach and a mean mouth who stomped on gardens before they had a chance to grow.
     No, Swan decided. I want to be who I am, and nobody’s going to stomp me down—and if they try, they might just get themselves a footful of stickers.
     Rusty had been watching the child as he mixed their dinner of dog food; he saw she was deep in concentration. “Penny for your thoughts,” he said, and he snapped the fingers of his right hand, bringing up between his thumb and forefinger the coin he’d already palmed. He tossed it to her, and Swan caught it.
     She saw it wasn’t a penny. It was a brass token, about the size of a quarter, and it had Rydell Circus written on it above the smiling face of a clown.
     Swan hesitated, looked at Josh and then back to Rusty. She decided to say, “I’m thinking about… tomorrow.”
     And Josh sat with his back against the wall, listening to the shrill whine of the wind and hoping that somehow they would survive the forbidding corridor of tomorrows that stretched ahead of them.






Forty-six

The Homewood High School gymnasium had become a hospital, and Red Cross and army personnel had rigged up generators that kept the electricity going. A haggard Red Cross doctor named Eichelbaum led Sister and Paul Thorson through the maze of people lying on cots and mattresses on the floor. Sister kept the duffel bag at her side; she had not gone more than five feet from it in the three days since their gunshots had been heard by a group of sentries. A hot meal of corn, rice and steaming coffee had tasted to Sister like gourmet delicacies.
     She’d gone into a cubicle in a building marked INCOMING and had submitted to being stripped by a nurse in a white suit and mask who had run a Geiger counter over her body. The nurse had jumped back three feet when the counter’s needle almost went off the scale. Sister had been scrubbed with some kind of white, grainy powder, but still the counter cackled like a hen in heat. A half-dozen more scrubbings brought the reading down to an acceptable level, but when the nurse had said, “We’ll have to dispose of this,” and reached for the duffel bag, Sister had grabbed her by the back of the neck and asked her if she still liked living.
     Two Red Cross doctors and a couple of army officers who looked like boy scouts except for the livid burns across their faces couldn’t pry the bag away from Sister, and finally Dr. Eichelbaum had thrown up his arms and shouted, “Just scrub the shit out of the damned thing, then!”
     The duffel bag had been scrubbed several times, and the powder had been sprayed liberally over its contents. “You just keep that damned bag closed, lady!” Eichelbaum fumed. One side of his face was covered with blue burns, and he had lost the sight in one eye. “If I see you open it once, it goes in the incinerator!”
     Both Sister and Paul Thorson had been given baggy white coveralls. Most of the others wore them, and rubber boots as well, but Eichelbaum informed them that all the “antiradiation footgear” had been given out several days before.
     Dr. Eichelbaum had put a Vaseline-like substance over the burn marks on her face, and he had examined closely a thickened patch of skin just underneath her chin that looked like a scab surrounded by four small, wartlike bumps. He’d found another two warts at the jawline under her left ear, and a seventh right at the fold of her left eye. He’d told her that about sixty-five percent of the survivors bore similar marks—most probably skin cancer, but there was nothing he could do about them. Slicing them off with a scalpel, he’d told her, only made them grow back larger—and he showed her the angry black scablike mark that was creeping up from the point of his own chin. The most peculiar thing about the marks, he’d said, was that they appeared only on or near the facial area; he hadn’t seen any that were below the neck, or on a survivor’s arms, legs or any other area of skin exposed to the blasts.
     The makeshift hospital was full of burn victims, people who had radiation sickness and people in shock and depression. The worst cases were kept in the school auditorium, Eichelbaum had told her, and their mortality rate was about ninety-nine percent. Suicide was also a major problem, and as the days passed and people seemed to understand more about the disaster’s scope, Dr. Eichelbaum said, the number of people found hanging from trees increased.
     The day before, Sister had gone to the Homewood Public Library and found the building deserted, most of the books gone, used as fuel in the fires that kept people alive. The shelves had been ripped out, the tables and chairs carried off to be burned. Sister turned down one of the few aisles where shelves of books remained and found herself staring at the antiradiation footgear of a woman who had climbed up a stepladder and hanged herself from a light fixture.
     But she’d found what she was looking for, amid a pile of encyclopedias, American history books, Farmer’s Almanacs and other items that had been spared burning. And in it she’d seen for herself.
     “Here he is,” Dr. Eichelbaum said, weaving through a few last cots to the one where Artie Wisco lay. Artie was sitting up against a pillow, a tray-table between his cot and the one to his left, and he was engrossed in playing poker with a young black man whose face was covered with white, triangular burns so precise they looked like they’d been stamped on the skin.
     “Hiya!” Artie said, grinning at Sister and Paul as they approached. “Full house!” He turned his cards over, and the black man said, “Sheeeyat! You cheatin’, man!” But he forked over some toothpicks from a pile on his side of the tray.
     “Look at this!” Artie pushed the sheet back and showed them the heavy tape that crisscrossed his ribs. “Robot here wants to play tic-tac-toe on my belly!”
     “Robot?” Sister asked, and the black youth raised a finger to tip an imaginary hat.
     “How’re you doing today?” the doctor asked Artie. “Did the nurse take your urine sample?”
     “Sure did!” Robot said, and he hooted. “Little fool’s got a cock that’d hang from here to Philly!”
     “There’s not much privacy here,” Artie explained to Sister, trying to keep his dignity. “They have to take the samples in front of God and everybody.”
     “Some o’ these women ’round here see what you got, fool, they gon’ be prayin’ on their knees, I be tellin’ you!”
     “Oh, Jeez!” Artie squirmed with embarrassment. “Will you shut up?”
     “You look a lot better,” Sister offered. His flesh was no longer gray and sickly, and though his face was a mass of bandages and livid scarlet burn marks—keloids, Dr. Eichelbaum called them—she even thought he had healthy color in his cheeks.
     “Oh, yeah, I’m gettin’ handsomer all the time! Gonna look in the mirror one of these days and see Cary Grant starin’ back!”
     “Ain’t no mirrors around here, fool,” Robot reminded him. “All the mirrors done broke.”
     “Artie’s been responding pretty well to the penicillin we’ve been pumping into him. Thank God we’ve got the stuff, or most of these people here would be dead from infections,” Dr. Eichelbaum said. “He’s still got a way to go yet before he’s out of the woods, but I think he’ll be okay.”
     “How about the Buchanan kid? And Mona Ramsey?” Paul asked.
     “I’ll have to check the list, but I don’t think either one of them is critical.” He looked around the gymnasium and shook his head. “There are so many, I can’t keep up with them.” His gaze returned to Paul. “If we had the vaccine, I’d put every one of you into rabies shots—but we don’t, so I can’t. You’d just better hope none of the wolves out there were rabid, folks.”
     “Hey, Doc?” Artie asked. “When do you think I can get out of here?”
     “Four or five days at the minimum. Why? You planning on going somewhere?”
     “Yeah,” Artie replied without hesitation. “Detroit.”
     The doctor cocked his head so the one good eye was fixed firmly on Artie Wisco. “Detroit,” he repeated. “I’ve heard Detroit was one of the first cities hit. I’m sorry, but I don’t think there is a Detroit anymore.”
     “Maybe not. But that’s where I’m going. That’s where my home is, and my wife. Jeez, I grew up in Detroit! Whether it was hit or not, I’ve gotta go back there and find out what’s left.”
     “Prob’ly the same as Philly,” Robot said quietly. “Man, there ain’t a cinder left in Philly.”
     “I have to go home,” Artie said, his voice resolute. “That’s where my wife is.” He looked up at Sister. “I saw her, you know. I saw her in the glass ring, and she looked just like she did when she was a teenager. Maybe that meant something—like I had to have the faith to keep going to Detroit, to keep looking for her. Maybe I’ll find her… and maybe I won’t, but I have to go. You’re gonna go with me, aren’t you?”
     Sister paused. Then she smiled faintly and said, “No, Artie. I can’t. I’ve got to go somewhere else.”
     He frowned. “Where?”
     “I’ve seen something in the glass ring, too, and I’ve got to go find out what it means. I have to, just like you have to go to Detroit.”
     “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Dr. Eichelbaum said, “but where do you think you’re going?”
     “Kansas.” Sister saw the doctor’s single eye blink. “A town called Matheson. It’s on the Rand McNally road atlas.” She had disobeyed the doctor’s orders and opened her bag long enough to stuff the road atlas down into it, next to the powder-covered circle of glass.
     “Do you know how far it is to Kansas? How are you going to get there? Walk?”
     “That’s right.”
     “You don’t seem to understand this situation,” the doctor said calmly; Sister recognized the tone of voice as the way the attendants had addressed the crazy women in the asylum. “The first wave of nuclear missiles hit every major city in this country,” he explained. “The second wave hit air force and naval bases. The third wave hit the smaller cities and rural industries. Then the fourth wave hit every other damned thing that wasn’t already burning. From what I’ve heard, there’s a wasteland east and west of about a fifty-mile radius of this point. There’s nothing but ruins, dead people and people who’re wishing they were dead. And you want to walk to Kansas? Sure. The radiation would kill you before you made a hundred miles.”
     “I lived through the blast in Manhattan. So did Artie. How come the radiation hasn’t already killed us?”
     “Some people seem to be more resistant than others. It’s a fluke. But that doesn’t mean you can keep absorbing radiation and shrug it off.”
     “Doctor, if I was going to die from radiation, I’d be bones by now. And the air’s full of the shit anyway—you know it as well as I do! The stuff’s everywhere!”
     “The wind’s carried it, yes,” he admitted. “But you’re wanting to walk right back into a supercontaminated area! Now, I don’t know your reasons for wanting to go to—”
     “No, you don’t,” she said. “And you can’t. So save your breath; I’m going to rest here for a while, and then I’m leaving.”
     Dr. Eichelbaum started to protest again; then he saw the determination in the woman’s stare, and he knew there was nothing more to be said. Still, it was in his nature to have the last word: “You’re crazy.” Then he turned and stalked away, figuring he had better things to do than trying to keep another fruitcake from committing suicide.
     “Kansas,” Artie Wisco said softly. “That’s a long way from here.”
     “Yeah. I’m going to need a good pair of shoes.”
     Suddenly Artie’s eyes glistened with tears. He reached out and grasped Sister’s hand, pressing it against his cheek. “God bless you,” he said. “Oh… God bless you.”
     Sister leaned down and hugged him, and he kissed her cheek. She felt the wetness of a tear, and her own heart ached for him.
     “You’re the finest lady I’ve ever known,” he told her. “Next to my wife, I mean.”
     She kissed him, and then she straightened up again. Her eyes were wet, and she knew that in the years ahead she would think of him many times, and in her heart she would say a prayer for him. “You go to Detroit,” she said. “You find her. You hear?”
     “Yeah. I hear.” He nodded, his eyes as bright as new pennies.
     Sister turned away, and Paul Thorson followed her. Behind her, she heard Robot say, “Man, I had an uncle in Detroit. I was kinda thinkin’ about…”
     Sister wound her way through the hospital and out the doors. She stood staring at the football field, which was covered with tents, cars and trucks. The sky was dull gray, heavy with clouds. Off to the right, in front of the high school and under a long red canopy, was a large bulletin board where people stuck messages and questions. The board was always jammed, and Sister had walked along it the day before, looking at the pleas scribbled on scratch paper: “Searching for daughter, Becky Rollins, age fourteen. Lost in Shenandoah area July 17…”; “Anybody with information about the DiBattista family from Scranton please leave…”; “Looking for Reverend Bowden, First Presbyterian Church of Hazleton, services urgently needed…”
     Sister walked to the fence that surrounded the football field, set the duffel bag on the ground beside her and wound her fingers tightly through the mesh. Behind her came the sound of a woman wailing at the bulletin board, and Sister flinched. Oh, God, Sister thought, what have we done?
     “Kansas, huh? What the hell do you want to go way out there for?”
     Paul Thorson was beside her, leaning against the fence. There was a splint along the bridge of his broken nose. “Kansas,” he prompted. “What’s out there?”
     “A town called Matheson. I saw it in the glass ring, and I found it in the road atlas. That’s where I’m going.”
     “Yeah, but why?” He pulled up the collar of his battered leather jacket against the cold; he’d fought to keep the jacket as hard as Sister had fought for her duffel bag, and he wore it over the clean white coveralls.
     “Because…” She paused, and then she decided to tell him what she’d been thinking since she’d found the road atlas. “Because I feel like I’m being led toward something—or someone. I think the things I’ve been seeing in that glass are real. My dreamwalking has been to real places. I don’t know why or how. Maybe the glass ring is like… I don’t know, like an antenna or something. Or like radar, or a key to a door I never even knew existed. I think I’m being led for some reason, and I’ve got to go.”
     “Now you’re talking like the lady who saw a monster with roaming eyeballs.”
     “I don’t expect you to understand. I don’t expect you to give a shit, and I didn’t ask you. What are you doing hanging around me, anyway? Didn’t they assign you a tent?”
     “Yeah, they did. I’m in with three other men. One of them cries all the time, and another one can’t stop talking about baseball. I hate baseball.”
     “What don’t you hate, Mr. Thorson?”
     He shrugged and looked around, watching an elderly man and woman, both of their faces streaked with keloids, supporting each other as they staggered away from the bulletin board. “I don’t hate being alone,” he said finally. “I don’t hate depending on myself. And I don’t hate myself—though sometimes I don’t like myself too much. I don’t hate drinking. That’s about it.”
     “Good for you. Well, I want to thank you for saving my life, and Artie’s, too. You took good care of us, and I appreciate that. So—” She stuck out her hand.
     But he didn’t shake it. “What have you got that’s worth a damn?” he asked her.
     “Huh?”
     “Something valuable. Do you have anything worth trading?”
     “Trading for what?”
     He nodded toward the vehicles parked on the field. She saw he was looking at a dented old Army Jeep with a patched convertible top painted with camouflage colors. “You got anything in that bag you could trade for a Jeep?”
     “No. I don’t—” And then she remembered that deep down in her duffel bag were the chunks of jewel-encrusted glass she’d picked up, along with the ring, in the ruins of Steuben Glass and Tiffany’s. She’d transferred them from the Gucci bag and forgotten them.
     “You’re going to need transportation,” he said. “You can’t walk from here to Kansas. And what are you going to do about gasoline, food and water? You’ll need a gun, matches, a good flashlight and warm clothes. Like I say, lady, what’s out there is going to be like Dodge City and Dante’s Inferno rolled into one.”
     “Maybe it will be. But why should you care?”
     “I don’t. I’m just trying to warn you, that’s all.”
     “I can take care of myself.”
     “Yeah, I’ll bet you can. I’ll bet you were the bitch of the ball.”
     “Hey!” somebody called. “Hey, I’ve been lookin’ for you, lady!”
     Approaching them was the tall man in the fleece-lined coat and Stroh’s beer cap who had been on sentry duty and heard the gunshots. “Been lookin’ for you,” he said as he chewed a couple of sticks of gum. “Eichelbaum said you were around.”
     “You found me. What is it?”
     “Well,” he said, “I kinda thought you was familiar the first time I seen you. He said you’d be carryin’ a big leather bag, though, so I guess that’s what threw me.”
     “What are you talking about?”
     “It was two, three days before you folks got here. Fella just come ridin’ along I-80 like he was out on a Sunday afternoon; he was on one of them French racin’ bicycles with the handlebars slung low. Oh, I remember him, ’cause ol’ Bobby Coates and me was up in the church tower on lookout, and Bobby punches me in the arm and says, ‘Cleve, look at that shit!’ Well, I looked and I seen it, but I still didn’t believe it!”
     “Speak English, friend!” Paul snapped. “What was it?”
     “Oh, it was a man. Pedalin’ that bike along I-80. But what was real weird was that he about had thirty or forty wolves followin’ him, almost at his heels. Just paradin’ along. And just before he gets to the top of the hill, this fella gets off his bike and turns around—and them wolves cower and slink like they was face-to-face with God. Then they broke and ran, and this fella walks his bike to the top of the hill.” Cleve shrugged, puzzlement scrawled across his bovine face. “Well, we went out to get him. Big fella. Husky. Hard to tell how old he was, though. He had white hair, but his face was young. Anyway, he was wearin’ a suit and tie and a gray raincoat. Didn’t seem to be hurt or anything. He had on two-tone shoes. I remember that real well. Two-tone shoes.” Cleve grunted, shook his head and directed his gaze at Sister. “He asked about you, lady. Asked if we’d seen a lady with a big leather bag. Said you was a relative, and that he had to find you. He seemed real eager and interested to find you, too. But me and Bobby didn’t know nothin’ about you, o’ course, and this fella asked the other sentries, but they didn’t know you, either. Said we’d take him into Homewood, give him a meal and shelter and let the Red Cross folks look him over.”
     Sister’s heart had begun pounding, and she felt very cold. “What… happened to him?”
     “Oh, he went on. Thanked us kindly and said he had miles to go yet. Then he wished us well and pedaled on out of sight, headin’ west.”
     “How’d you know this guy was looking for her?” Paul asked. “He could’ve been searching for some other woman carrying a leather bag!”
     “Oh no,” Cleve answered, and smiled. “He described this lady here so well I could see her face right in my head. Just like a picture. That’s why I thought you looked familiar at first, but I just this mornin’ put it together. See, you didn’t have a leather bag, and that’s what threw me.” He looked at Sister. “Did you know him, ma’am?”
     “Yes,” she replied. “Oh, yes, I know him. Did he… give you his name?”
     “Hallmark. Darryl, Dal, Dave… somethin’ like that. Well, he’s gone west. Don’t know what he’ll find out there. Too bad you two missed each other so near.”
     “Yes.” Sister felt as if her ribs had been laced with steel bands. “Too bad.”
     Cleve tipped his cap and went on about his business. Sister felt as if she were about to faint, and she had to lean against the fence for support.
     “Who was he?” Paul asked—but the tone of his voice said that he was afraid to know.
     “I’ve got to go to Kansas,” Sister said firmly. “I’ve got to follow what I’ve seen in the glass ring. He’s not going to give up looking for me, because he wants the glass ring, too. He wants to destroy it, and I can’t let him get his hands on it—or I’ll never know what I’m supposed to find. Or who I’m looking for.”
     “You’re going to need a gun.” Paul was spooked by both Cleve’s story and the terror in Sister’s eyes. Nobody human could’ve gotten through those wolves without a scratch, he thought. And on a French racing bicycle? Was it possible that everything she’d told him was true? “A real big gun,” he added.
     “There’s not one big enough.” She picked up her duffel bag and started walking away from the high school, up the hill toward the tent she’d been assigned to.
     Paul stood watching her go. Shit! he thought. What’s going on here? That lady’s got a ton of guts, but she’s going to get herself slaughtered out there on old I-80! He thought she had about as much chance to get to Kansas alone as a Christian in a Cadillac had of getting to Heaven. He looked around at the hundreds of tents in the wooded hills, at the little campfires and burning lanterns that surrounded Homewood, and he shuddered.
     This damned town’s got too many people in it, he thought. He couldn’t stand having to live in a tent with three other men. Everywhere he turned, there were people. They were all over the place, and he knew that pretty soon he’d have to hit the road or go crazy. So why not go to Kansas? Why not?
     Because, he answered himself, we’ll never get there.
So? Were you planning on living forever?
     I can’t let her go alone, he decided. Jesus Christ, I just can’t!
     “Hey!” he called after her, but she kept going, didn’t even look back. “Hey, maybe I’ll help you get a Jeep! But that’s all! Don’t expect me to do anything else!”
     Sister kept walking, burdened with thought.
     “Okay, I’ll help you get some food and water, too!” Paul told her. “But you’re on your own with the gun and gasoline!”
     One step at a time, she was thinking. One step at a time gets you where you’re going. And oh, Lord, I’ve got such a long way to go…
     “Okay, damn it! I’ll help you!”
     Sister finally heard him. She turned toward Paul. “What’d you say?”
     “I said I’d help you!” He shrugged and started walking toward her. “I might as well add another layer to the shitcake, huh?”
     “Yes,” she said, and a smile played at the corners of her mouth. “You might as well.”
     Darkness came, and an icy rain fell on Homewood. In the woods the wolves howled, and the wind blew radiation across the land, and the world turned toward a new day.






Forty-seven

The bicycle’s tires made a singing sound in the dark. Every so often they thumped over a corpse or veered around a wrecked car, but the legs that powered them had places to go.
     Two-toned shoes on the pedals, the man leaned forward and pumped along Interstate 80, about twelve miles east of the Ohio line. The ashes of Pittsburgh flecked his suit. He’d spent two days amid the ruins, had found a group of survivors there and looked into their minds for the face of the woman with the circle of glass. But it wasn’t in any of their heads, and before he’d left he’d convinced them all that eating the burned meat of dead bodies was a cure for radiation poisoning. He’d even helped them start on the first one.
Bon appétit, he thought. Below him, his legs pumped like pistons.
     Where are you? he wondered. You can’t have come this far! Not yet! Unless you’re running day and night because you know I’m on your ass.
     When the wolves had come out to first snap and then fawn at his heels, he’d thought they had gotten her, way back in eastern Pennsylvania. But if that were so, where was the leather bag? Her face hadn’t been in the minds of the sentries back at Homewood, either, and if she’d been there, they would be the ones to know. So where was she? And—most importantly—where was the glass thing?
     He didn’t like the idea of its being out there somewhere. Didn’t know what it was, or why it had come to be, but whatever it was, he wanted to smash it beneath his shoes. Wanted to break it into tiny fragments and grind those pieces into the woman’s face.
Sister, he thought, and he sneered.
     His fingers clenched the handlebars. The glass circle had to be found. Had to be. This was his party now, and such things were not allowed. He didn’t like the way the woman had looked at it—and he didn’t like the way she’d fought for it, either. It gave her false hope. So it was a humane thing, really, to find the glass circle and smash it and make her eat the shards. There was no telling how many others she could infect if she wasn’t stopped.
     Maybe she was already dead. Maybe one of her own kind had killed her and stolen her bag. Maybe, maybe, maybe…
     There were too many maybes. But no matter who had it, or where it was, he had to find the glass circle, because such a thing as that should not be, and when it had gone dark and cold in his grip he’d known it was reading his soul.
     “This is my party!” he shouted, and he drove over a dead man lying in his path.
     But there were so many places to search, so many highways to follow. She must have turned off I-80 before she’d reached Homewood. But why would she? He remembered her saying, “We keep going west.” And she would follow the line of least resistance, wouldn’t she? Could she have taken shelter in one of the small hamlets between Jersey City and Homewood? If so, that would mean she was behind him, not ahead.
     But everything and everyone was dead east of Homewood and that damned Red Cross station, right?
     He slowed down, passing a crumpled sign that said NEW CASTLE NEXT LEFT. He was going to have to pull off and find a map somewhere, maybe retrace his route along another highway. Maybe she’d gone south and missed Homewood entirely. Maybe she was on a rural road somewhere right now, crouched by a fire and playing with that damned glass thing. Maybe, maybe, maybe…
     It was a big country. But he had time, he reasoned as he swung off I-80 at the New Castle exit. He had tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that. It was his party now, and he made the rules.
     He’d find her. Oh, yes! Find her and shove that glass ring right up her…
     He realized the wind had died down. It wasn’t blowing as hard as it had been even a few hours before. That was why he hadn’t been able to search properly yet. He had trouble searching when the wind was so rough—but the wind was his friend, too, because it spread the party dust.
     He licked a finger with a cat-rough tongue and held it up. Yes, the wind had definitely weakened, though errant gusts still blew in his face and brought the smell of burned meat. It was time—past time—to get started.
     His mouth opened. Stretched, and began to stretch wider still, while his black eyes stared from a handsome face.
     A fly crawled out onto his lower lip. It was a shiny, ugly green, the kind of fly that might explode from the nostrils of a bloated corpse. It waited there, its iridescent wings twitching.
     Another fly crawled from his mouth. Then a third, a fourth and a fifth. Six more scrabbled out and clung to his lower lip. A dozen others seeped out like a green tide. In another few seconds there were fifty or more flies around his mouth, a green froth that hummed and twitched with eager anticipation.
     “Away,” he whispered, and the movement of his lips sent the first group of them into the air, their wings vibrating against the wind until they found their balance. Others took off, nine or ten at a time, and their formations flew to all points of the compass. They were part of him, and they lived down in the damp cellar of his soul where such things grew, and after they made their slow radius of two or three miles they’d return to him as if he were the center of the universe. And when they came back, he’d see what they’d seen—a fire burning, sparking off a ring of glass; or her face, asleep in a room where she thought she was safe. If they didn’t find her tonight, there was always tomorrow. And the next day. Sooner or later, they would find a chink in a wall that brought him down on her, and this time he’d Watusi on her bones.
     His face was rigid, his eyes black holes in a face that would scare the moon. The last two things that resembled flies but were extensions of his ears and eyes pushed from between his lips and lifted off, turning toward the southeast.
     And still his two-toned shoes pumped the pedals, and the bike’s tires sang, and the dead were ground under where they lay.
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Forty-eight

Snow tumbled from the sullen sky, sweeping across a narrow country road in what had been, seven years before, the state of Missouri.
     A piebald horse—old and swaybacked, but still strong-hearted and willing to work—pulled a small, crudely-built wagon, covered with a patched dark green canvas dome, that was a strange amalgam of Conestoga and U-Haul trailer. The wagon’s frame was made of wood, but it had iron axles and rubber tires. The canvas dome was a two-man all-weather tent that had been stretched over curved wooden ribs. On each side of the canvas, painted in white, was the legend Travelin’ Show; and, beneath that, smaller letters proclaimed Magic! Music! and Beat the Masked Mephisto!
     A couple of thick boards served as a seat and footrest for the wagon’s driver, who sat draped in a heavy woolen coat that was beginning to come apart at the seams. He wore a cowboy hat, its brim heavy with ice and snow, and on his feet were battered old cowboy boots. The gloves on his hands were essential to ward off the stinging wind, and a woolen plaid scarf was wrapped around the lower part of his face; just his eyes—a shade between hazel and topaz—and a slice of rough, wrinkled skin were exposed to the elements.
     The wagon moved slowly across a snow-covered landscape, past black, dense forests stripped bare of leaves. On each side of the road, an occasional barn or farmhouse had collapsed under the weight of seven years of winter, and the only signs of life were black crows that pecked fitfully at the frozen earth.
     A few yards behind the wagon, a large figure in a long, billowing gray overcoat trudged along, booted feet crunching on snow. He kept his hands thrust into the pockets of his brown corduroy trousers, and his entire head was covered with a black ski mask, the eyes and mouth ringed with red. His shoulders were bent under the whiplash of wind, and his legs ached with the cold. About ten feet behind him, a terrier followed, its coat white with snow.
     I smell smoke, Rusty Weathers thought, and he narrowed his eyes to peer through the white curtain before him. Then the wind shifted direction, gnawing at him from another angle, and the smell of woodsmoke—if it had really been there at all—was gone. But in another few minutes he thought they must be getting near civilization; on the right, scrawled in red paint on the broad trunk of a leafless oak tree, was BURN YOUR DEAD.
     Signs like that were commonplace, usually announcing that they were coming into a settled area. There could be either a village ahead or a ghost town full of skeletons, depending on what the radiation had done.
     The wind shifted again, and Rusty caught that aroma of smoke. They were going up a gentle grade, Mule laboring as best he could but in no hurry. Rusty didn’t push him. What was the use? If they could find shelter for the night, fine; if not, they’d make do somehow. Over the course of seven long years, they had learned how to improvise and use what they could find to the best advantage. The choice was simple; it was either survive or die, and many times Rusty Weathers had felt like giving up and lying down, but either Josh or Swan had kept him going with jokes or taunts—just as he had kept both of them alive over the years. They were a team that included Mule and Killer as well, and on the coldest nights when they’d had to sleep with minimal shelter, the warmth of the two animals had kept Rusty, Josh and Swan from freezing to death.
     After all, Rusty thought with a faint, grim smile beneath the plaid scarf, the show must go on!
     As they reached the top of the grade and started down on the winding road Rusty caught a yellow glint through the falling snow off to the right. The light was obscured by dead trees for a minute—but then there it was again, and Rusty felt sure it was the glint of a lantern or a fire. He knew calling to Josh was useless, both because of the wind and because Josh’s hearing wasn’t too good. He reined Mule in and pressed down with his boot a wooden lever that locked the front axle. Then he climbed down off the seat and went back to show Josh the light and tell him he was going to follow it.
     Josh nodded. Only one eye showed through the black ski mask. The other was obscured by a gray, scablike growth of flesh.
     Rusty climbed back onto the wagon’s seat, released the brake and gave a gentle flick to the reins. Mule started off without hesitation, and Rusty figured he’d smelled the smoke and knew shelter might be near. Another road, narrower yet and unpaved, curved to the right over snow-covered fields. The glint of light got stronger, and soon Rusty could make out a farmhouse ahead, light glowing through a window. Other outbuildings were set off beside the house, including a small barn. Rusty noted that the woods had been cut away from around the house in all directions, and hundreds of stumps stuck up through the snow. There was just one dead tree remaining, small and skinny, standing about thirty yards in front of the house. He smelled the aroma of burning wood and figured that the forest was being consumed in somebody’s fireplace. But burning wood didn’t smell the same as it had before the seventeenth of July, and radiation had seeped into the forests; the smoke had a chemical odor, like burning plastic. Rusty remembered the sweet aroma of clean logs in a fireplace, and he figured that particular scent was lost forever, just like the taste of clean water. Now all the water tasted skunky and left a film on the inside of the mouth; drinking water from melted snow—which was about all the remaining supply—brought on headaches, stomach pains and blurred vision if consumed in too large a dose. Fresh water, like from a well or a bottled supply, was as valuable now as any fine French wine in the world that used to be.
     Rusty pulled Mule up in front of the house and braked the wagon. His heart was beating harder. Here comes the tricky part, he thought. Plenty of times they’d been fired on when they stopped to ask for shelter, and Rusty carried the scar of a bullet crease across his left cheek.
     There was no movement from the house. Rusty reached back and partially unzipped the tent’s flap. Within, distributed around the wagon so as to keep its weight balanced, was their meager total of supplies: a few plastic jugs of water, some cans of beans, a bag of charcoal briquettes, extra clothes and blankets, their sleeping bags and the old Martin acoustic guitar Rusty was teaching himself to play. Music always drew people, gave them something to break the monotony; in one town, a grateful woman had given them a chicken when Rusty had painstakingly picked out the chords of “Moon River” for her. He’d found the guitar and a pile of songbooks in the dead town of Sterling, Colorado.
     “Where are we?” the girl asked from the tent’s interior. She’d been curled up in her sleeping bag, listening to the restless whine of the wind. Her speech was garbled, but when she spoke slowly and carefully Rusty could understand it.
     “We’re at a house. Maybe we can use their barn for the night.” He glanced over to the red blanket that was wrapped around three rifles. A .38 pistol and boxes of bullets lay in a shoe box within easy reach of his right hand. Like my old mama always told me, he thought, you’ve gotta fight fire with fire. He wanted to be ready for trouble, and he started to pick up the .38 to hide under his coat when he approached the door.
     Swan interrupted his thoughts by saying, “You’re more likely to get shot if you take the gun.”
     He hesitated, recalling that he’d been carrying a rifle when that bullet had streaked across his cheek. “Yeah, I reckon so,” he agreed. “Wish me luck.” He zipped the flap again and got down off the wagon, took a deep breath of wintry air and approached the house. Josh stood by the wagon, watching, and Killer relieved himself next to a stump.
     Rusty started to knock on the door, but as he raised his fist a slit opened in the door’s center and the barrel of a rifle slid smoothly out to stare him in the face. Oh, shit, he thought, but his legs had locked and he stood helplessly.
     “Who are you and what do you want?” a man’s voice asked.
     Rusty lifted his hands. “Name’s Rusty Weathers. Me and my two friends out there need a place to shelter before it gets too dark. I saw your light from the road, and I see you’ve got a barn, so I was wonderin’ if—”
     “Where’d you come from?”
     “West of here. We passed through Howes Mill and Bixby.”
     “Ain’t nothin’ left of them towns.”
     “I know. Please, mister, all we want is a place to sleep. We’ve got a horse that sure could use a roof over his head.”
     “Take off that kerchief and lemme see your face. Who you tryin’ to look like? Jesse James?”
     Rusty did as the man told him. There was silence for a moment. “It’s awful cold out here, mister,” Rusty said. The silence stretched longer. Rusty could hear the man talking to someone else, but he couldn’t make out what was being said. Then the rifle barrel was suddenly withdrawn into the house, and Rusty let his breath out in a white plume. The door was unbolted—several bolts were thrown back—and then it opened.
     A gaunt, hard-looking man—about sixty or so, with curly white hair and the untrimmed white beard of a hermit—stood before him, the rifle held at his side but still ready. The man’s face was so tough and wrinkled it resembled carved stone, and his dark brown eyes moved from Rusty to the wagon. “What’s that say on the side there? Travelin’ Show? What in the name of Judas is that?”
     “Just what it says. We’re… we’re entertainers.”
     An elderly, white-haired woman in blue slacks and a heavy white sweater peered warily over the man’s shoulder. “Entertainers,” the man repeated, and he frowned as if he’d smelled something bad. His gaze came back to Rusty. “You entertainers got any food?”
     “We’ve got some canned food. Beans and stuff.”
     “We’ve got a pot of coffee and a little bit of salt pork. Put your wagon in the barn and bring your beans.” Then he closed the door in Rusty’s face.
     When Rusty had driven the wagon into the barn, he and Josh untied Mule’s traces so the horse could get to a small pile of straw and some dried corncobs. Josh poured water into a pail for Mule and found a discarded Mason jar for Killer to drink water from. The barn was well constructed and kept the wind out, so neither animal would be in danger of freezing when the light went out and the real cold descended.
     “What do you think?” Josh asked Rusty quietly. “Can she go in?”
     “I don’t know. They seem okay, but a mite jittery.”
     “She can use the heat, if they’ve got a fire going.” Josh blew into his hands and bent over to massage his aching knees. “We can make them understand it’s not contagious.”
     “We don’t know it’s not.”
     “You haven’t caught it, have you? If it was contagious, you’d have caught it long before now, don’t you think?”
     Rusty nodded. “Yeah. But how are we gonna make them believe that?”
     The rear flap of the wagon’s canvas dome was suddenly unzipped from the inside. Swan’s mangled voice said from within, “I’ll stay here. There’s no need for me to scare anybody.”
     “They’ve got a fire in there,” Josh told her, walking toward the rear of the wagon. Swan was standing up, crouched over and silhouetted by the dim lamplight. “I think it’s all right if you go in.”
     “No, it’s not. You can bring my food to me out here. It’s better that way.”
     Josh looked up at her. She had a blanket around her shoulders and shrouding her head. In seven years, she had shot up to about five feet nine, gangly and long-limbed. It broke his heart that he knew she was right. If the people in that house were jittery, it was for the best that she stay here. “Okay,” he said in a strangled voice. “I’ll bring you out some food.” Then he turned away from the wagon before he had to scream.
     “Pass me down a few cans of those beans, will you?” Rusty asked her. She picked up Crybaby and tapped the cans with it, then moved over to pick up a couple. She put them into Rusty’s hands.
     “Rusty, if they can spare some books, I sure would be grateful,” she said. “Anything’ll do.”
     He nodded, amazed that she could still read.
     “We won’t be long,” Josh promised, and he followed Rusty out of the barn.
     When they had gone, Swan lowered the wooden tailgate and put a little stepladder down to the ground. Probing with the dowsing rod, she descended the ladder and walked to the barn door, her head and face still shrouded by the blanket. Killer walked along at her booted feet, tail wagging furiously, and barked for attention. His bark was not as sprightly as it had been seven years earlier, and age had taken the bounce out of the terrier’s step.
     Swan paused, laid Crybaby aside and picked Killer up. Then she cracked the barn door open and cocked her head way over to the left, peering out through the falling snow. The farmhouse looked so warm, so inviting—but she knew it was best that she stay where she was. In the silence, her breathing sounded like an asthmatic rasp.
     Through the snow, she could make out that single remaining tree by the spill of light from the front window. Why just one tree? she wondered. Why did he cut the rest of them down and leave that one standing alone?
     Killer strained up and licked into the darkness where her face was. She stood looking at that single tree for a minute longer, and then she closed the barn door, picked up Crybaby and probed her way over to Mule to rub his shoulders.
     In the farmhouse, a fire blazed in a stone hearth. Over the flames, a cast-iron pot of salt pork was bubbling in a vegetable broth. Both the stern-faced elderly man and his more timid wife flinched noticeably when Josh Hutchins followed Rusty through the front door. It was his size more than the mask that startled them, for, though he’d lost a lot of flabby weight in the last few years, he’d gained muscle and was still a formidable sight. Josh’s hands were streaked with white pigment, and the elderly man stared uncomfortably at them until Josh stuck them in his pockets.
     “Here’re the beans,” Rusty said nervously, offering them to the man. He’d noted that the rifle leaned against the hearth, well within reach if the old man decided to go for it.
     The cans of beans were accepted, and the old gent gave them to the woman. She glanced nervously at Josh and then went back to the rear of the house.
     Rusty peeled off his gloves and coat, laid them over a chair and took his hat off. His hair had turned almost completely gray, and there were streaks of white at his temples, though he was only forty years old. His beard was ribboned with gray, the bullet scar a pale slash across his cheek. Around his eyes were webs of deep cracks and wrinkles. He stood in front of the hearth, basking in its wonderful warmth. “Good fire you got here,” he said. “Sure takes the chill off.”
     The old man was still staring at Josh. “You can take that coat and mask off, if you like.”
     Josh shrugged out of his coat. Underneath he wore two thick sweaters, one on top of the other. He made no move to take off the black ski mask.
     The old man walked closer to Josh, then abruptly stopped when he saw the gray growth obscuring the giant’s right eye.
     “Josh is a wrestler,” Rusty said quickly. “The Masked Mephisto—that’s him! I’m a magician. See, we’re a travelin’ show. We go from town to town, and we perform for whatever people can spare to give us. Josh wrestles anybody who wants to take him on, and if the other fella gets Josh off his feet, the whole town gets a free show.”
     The old man nodded absently, his gaze riveted on Josh. The woman came in with the cans she’d opened and dumped their contents into the pot, then stirred the concoction with a wooden spoon. Finally, the old gent said, “Looks like somebody beat the ever-lovin’ shit outta you, mister. Guess that town got a free show, huh?” He grunted and gave a high, cackling laugh. Rusty’s nerves untensed somewhat; he didn’t think there would be any gunplay today. “I’ll fetch us a pot of coffee,” the old man said, and he left the room.
     Josh went over to warm himself at the fire, and the woman scurried away from him as if he carried the plague. Not wanting to frighten her, he crossed the room and stood at the window, looking out at the sea of stumps and the single standing tree.
     “Name’s Sylvester Moody,” the old man said when he returned with a tray bearing some brown clay mugs. “Folks used to call me Sly, after that fella who made all them fightin’ movies.” He set the tray down on a little pine wood table, then went to the mantel and picked up a thick asbestos glove; he put it on and reached into the fireplace, unhooking a scorched metal coffee pot from a nail driven into the rear wall. “Good and hot,” he said, and he started to pour the black liquid into the cups. “Don’t have no milk or sugar, so don’t ask.” He nodded toward the woman. “This is my wife, Carla. She’s kinda nervous around strangers.”
     Rusty took one of the hot cups and downed the coffee with pure pleasure, though the liquid was so strong it could’ve whipped Josh in a wrestling match.
     “Why one tree, Mr. Moody?” Josh asked.
     “Huh?”
     Josh was still standing at the window. “Why’d you leave that one? Why not cut it down with the others?”
     Sly Moody picked up a cup of coffee and took it over to the masked giant. He tried very hard not to stare at the white-splotched hand that accepted the cup. “I’ve lived in this house for near ’bout thirty-five years,” he answered. “That’s a long time to live in one house, on one piece of land, ain’t it? Oh, I used to have a fine cornfield back that way.” He motioned toward the rear of the house. “Used to grow a little tobacco and some pole beans, and every year me and Jeanette would go out in the garden and…” He trailed off, blinked and glanced over at Carla, who was looking at him with wide, shocked eyes. “I’m sorry, darlin’,” he said. “I mean, me and Carla would go out in the garden and bring back baskets of good vegetables.”
     The woman, seemingly satisfied, stopped stirring the pot and left the room.
     “Jeanette was my first wife,” Sly explained in a hushed voice. “She passed on about two months after it happened. Then one day I was walkin’ up the road to Ray Featherstone’s place—about a mile from here, I guess—and I came across a car that had gone off the road and was half buried in a snowdrift. Well, there was a dead man with a blue face at the wheel, and next to him was a woman who was near ’bout dead. There was a gutted carcass of a French poodle in her lap, and she had a nail file gripped in her hand—and I don’t want to tell you what she did to keep herself from freezin’. Anyway, she was so crazy she didn’t know anything, not even her own name or where she was from. I called her Carla, after the first girl I ever kissed. She just stayed, and now she thinks she’s been livin’ on this farm with me for thirty-five years.” He shook his head, his eyes dark and haunted. “Funny thing, too—that car was a Lincoln Continental, and when I found her she was decked out in diamonds and pearls. I put all that junk away in a shoe box and traded it for sacks of flour and bacon. I figure she didn’t need to ever see ’em again. People came along and salvaged parts off the car, and by and by there was nothin’ left. Better that way.”
     Carla returned with some bowls and began to spoon the stew into them.
     “Bad days,” Sly Moody said softly, staring at the tree. Then his eyes began to clear, and he smiled faintly. “That there’s my apple tree! Yessir! See, I used to have an apple orchard clear across that field. Used to bring in apples by the bushel—but after it happened and the trees died, I started cuttin’ ’em down for firewood. You don’t want to go too far into the forest for firewood, uh-uh! Ray Featherstone froze to death about a hundred yards from his own front door.” He paused for a moment and then sighed heavily. “I planted them apple trees with my own hands. Watched ’em grow, watched ’em burst with fruit. You know what today is?”
     “No,” Josh said.
     “I keep a calendar. One mark for every day. Worn out a lot of pencils, too. Today is the twenty-sixth day of April. Springtime.” He smiled bitterly. “I’ve cut ’em all down but the one and thrown ’em in the fire piece by piece. But damned if I can put an axe to that last one. Damned if I can.”
     “Food’s almost ready,” Carla announced. She had a northern accent, decidedly different from Sly’s languid Missouri drawl, “Come and get it.”
     “Hold on.” Sly looked at Rusty. “I thought you said you were with two friends.”
     “I did. There’s a girl travelin’ with us. She’s…” He glanced quickly at Josh, then back to Sly. “She’s out in the barn.”
     “A girl? Well, Christ A’mighty, fella! Bring her in here and let her get some hot food!”
     “Uh… I don’t think—”
     “Go on and get her!” he insisted. “Barn ain’t no place for a girl!”
     “Rusty?” Josh was peering out the window. Night was fast descending, but he could still see the last apple tree and the figure that stood beneath it. “Come here for a minute.”
     Outside, Swan held the blanket around her head and shoulders like a cape and looked up at the branches of the spindly apple tree; Killer ran a couple of rings around the tree and then barked halfheartedly, wanting to get back to the barn. Above Swan’s head, the branches moved like skinny, searching arms.
     She walked forward, her boots sinking through five inches of snow, and placed her bare hand against the tree’s trunk.
     It was cold beneath her fingers. Cold and long dead.
     Just like everything else, she thought. All the trees, the grass, the flowers—everything scorched lifeless by radiation many years ago.
     But it was a pretty tree, she decided. It was dignified, like a monument, and it did not deserve to be surrounded by the ugly stumps of what had been. She knew that the hurting sound in this place must have been a long wail of agony.
     Her hand moved lightly across the wood. Even in death, there was something proud about the tree, something defiant and elemental—a wild spirit, like the heart of a flame that could never be totally extinguished.
     Killer yapped at her feet, urging her to hurry whatever she was doing. Swan said, “All right, I’m rea—”
     She stopped speaking. The wind whirled around her, tugging at her clothes.
     Could it be? she wondered. I’m not dreaming this… am I?
     Her fingers were tingling. Just barely enough to register through the cold.
     She placed her palm against the wood. A prickling, pins-and-needles sensation coursed through her hand—still faint, but growing, getting stronger.
     Her heart leaped. Life, she realized. There was life there yet, deep in the tree. It had been so long—so very long—since she’d felt the stirring of life beneath her fingers. The feeling was almost new to her again, and she realized how much she’d missed it. Now what felt like a mild electric current seemed to be rising up from the earth through the soles of her boots, moving up her backbone, along her arm and out her hand into the wood. When she drew her hand away, the tingling ceased. She pressed her fingers to the tree again, her heart pounding, and there was a shock so powerful it felt as if fire had shot up her spine.
     Her body trembled. The sensation was steadily getting stronger, almost painful now, her bones aching with the pulse of energy passing through her and into the tree. When she could stand it no longer, she pulled her hand back. Her fingers continued to prickle.
     But she wasn’t finished yet. On an impulse, she extended her index finger and traced letters across the tree trunk: S… W… A… N.
     “Swan!” The voice came from the house, startling her. She turned toward the sound, and as she did the wind ripped at her makeshift cape and flung it back from her shoulders and head.
     Sly Moody was standing between Josh and Rusty, holding a lantern. By its yellow light, he saw that the figure under the apple tree had no face.
     Her head was covered by gray growths that had begun as small black warts, had thickened and spread over the passage of years, had connected with gray tendrils like groping, intertwining vines. The growths had covered her skull like a knotty helmet, had enclosed her facial features and sealed them up except for a small slit at her left eye and a ragged hole over her mouth through which she breathed and ate.
     Behind Sly, Carla screamed. Sly whispered, “Oh… my Jesus…”
     The faceless figure grabbed the blanket and shrouded her head, and Josh heard her heartbreaking cry as she raced to the barn.






Forty-nine

Darkness fell over the snow-covered buildings and houses of what had been Broken Bow, Nebraska. Barbed wire surrounded the town, and here and there bits of timber and rags burned in empty oil cans, the wind sending orange sparks spiraling into the sky. On the curving northwest arc of Highway 2, dozens of corpses lay frozen where they’d fallen, and the hulks of charred vehicles still spat flame.
     In the fortress that Broken Bow had been for the last two days, three hundred and seventeen sick and injured men, women and children were trying desperately to keep warm around a huge central bonfire. The houses of Broken Bow were being torn apart and fed to the flames. Another two hundred and sixty-four men and women armed with rifles, pistols, axes, hammers and knives crouched in trenches hastily hacked in the earth along the barbed wire at the western rim of town. Their faces were turned westward, into the shrilling subzero wind that had killed so many. They shivered in their ragged coats, and tonight they dreaded a different kind of death.
     “There!” a man with an ice-crusted bandage around his head shouted. He pointed into the distance. “There! They’re coming!”
     A chorus of shouts and warnings moved along the trench. Rifles and pistols were quickly checked. The trench vibrated with nervous motion, and the breath of human beings whirled through the air tike diamond dust.
     They saw the headlights weaving slowly through the carnage on the highway. Then the music drifted to them on the stinging wind. It was carnival music, and as the headlights grew nearer a skinny, hollow-eyed man in a heavy sheepskin coat stood up at the center of the trench and trained a pair of binoculars at the oncoming vehicle. His face was streaked with dark brown keloids.
     He put the binoculars down before the cold could seal the eyecups to his face. “Hold your fire!” he shouted to the left. “Pass it down!” The message began to go down the line. He looked to the right and shouted the same order, and then he waited, one gloved hand on the Ingram machine gun under his coat.
     The vehicle passed a burning car, and the red glare revealed it to be a truck with the remnants of paint on its sides advertising different flavors of ice cream. Two loudspeakers were mounted atop the truck’s cab, and the windshield had been replaced with a metal plate that had two narrow slits cut for the driver and passengers to see through. The front fender and radiator grille were shielded with metal, and from the armor protruded jagged metal spikes about two feet long. The glass of both headlights was reinforced with heavy tape and covered with wire mesh. On both sides of the truck were gunslits, and atop the truck was a crude sheet-metal turret and the snout of a heavy machine gun.
     The armored Good Humor truck, its modified engine snorting, rolled with chain-covered tires over the carcass of a horse and stopped about fifty yards from the barbed wire. The merry, tape-recorded calliope music continued for perhaps another two minutes—and then there was silence.
     The silence stretched. A man’s voice came through the loudspeakers: “Franklin Hayes! Are you listening, Franklin Hayes?”
     The skinny, weary man in the sheepskin coat narrowed his eyes but said nothing.
     “Franklin Hayes!” the voice continued, with a mocking, lilting note. “You’ve given us a good fight, Franklin Hayes! The Army of Excellence salutes you!”
     “Fuck you,” a middle-aged, shivering woman said softly in the trench beside Hayes. She had a knife at her belt and a pistol in her hand, and a green keloid covered most of her face in the shape of a lily pad.
     “You’re a fine commander, Franklin Hayes! We didn’t think you had the strength to get away from us at Dunning. We thought you’d die on the highway. How many of you are left, Franklin Hayes? Four hundred? Five hundred? And how many are able to keep fighting? Maybe half that number? The Army of Excellence has over four thousand healthy soldiers, Franklin Hayes! Some of those used to suffer for you, but they decided to save their lives and cross over to our side!”
     Someone in the trench to the left fired a rifle, and several other shots followed. Hayes shouted, “Don’t waste your bullets, damn it!” The firing dwindled, then ceased.
     “Your soldiers are nervous, Franklin Hayes!” the voice taunted. “They know they’re about to die.”
     “We’re not soldiers,” Hayes whispered to himself. “You crazy fucker, we’re not soldiers!” How his community of survivors—once numbering over a thousand people trying to rebuild the town of Scottsbluff—had gotten embroiled in this insane “war” he didn’t know. A van driven by a husky red-bearded man had come into Scottsbluff, and out had stepped another, frail-figured man with bandages wrapping his face—all except his eyes, which were covered with goggles. The bandaged man had spoken in a high, young voice, had said that he’d been badly burned a long time ago; he’d asked for water and a place to spend the night, but he wouldn’t let Dr. Gardner even touch his bandages. Hayes himself, as mayor of Scottsbluff, had taken the young man on a walking tour of the structures they were rebuilding. Sometime during the night the two men had driven away, and three days later Scottsbluff was attacked and burned to the ground. The screams of his wife and son still reverberated in Hayes’s mind. Then Hayes had started leading the survivors east to escape the maniacs that pursued them—but the “Army of Excellence” had more trucks, cars, horses, trailers and gasoline, more weapons and bullets and “soldiers,” and the group that followed Hayes had left hundreds of corpses in its wake.
     This was an insane nightmare with no end, Hayes realized. Once he’d been an eminent professor of economics at the University of Wyoming, and now he felt like a trapped rat.
     The headlights of the armored Good Humor truck burned like two malevolent eyes. “The Army of Excellence invites all able-bodied men, women and children who don’t want to suffer anymore to join us,” the amplified voice said. “Just cross the wire and keep walking west, and you’ll be well taken care of—hot food, a warm bed, shelter and protection. Bring your weapons and ammunition with you, but keep the barrels of your guns pointed to the ground. If you are healthy and sound of mind, and if you are unblemished by the mark of Cain, we invite you with love and open arms. You have five minutes to decide.”
     The mark of Cain, Hayes thought grimly. He’d heard that phrase through those damned speakers before, and he knew they meant either the keloids or the growths that covered the faces of many people. They only wanted those “unblemished” and “sound of mind.” But he wondered about the young man with the eye goggles and the bandaged face. Why had he been wearing those bandages, if he himself had not been “blemished” by the “mark of Cain”?
     Whoever was guiding that mob of ravagers and rapists was beyond all humanity. Somehow he—or she—had drilled bloodlust into the brains of over four thousand followers, and now they were killing, looting and burning struggling communities for the sheer thrill of it.
     There was a shout to the right. Two men were struggling over the barbed wire; they got across, snagging their coats and trousers but pulling free, and started running west with their rifles pointed to the ground. “Cowards!” someone shouted. “You dirty cowards!” But the two men did not look back.
     A woman went across, followed by another man. Then a man, a woman and a young boy escaped the trench and fled to the west, all carrying guns and ammunition. Angry shouts and curses were flung at their backs, but Hayes didn’t blame them. None of them bore keloids; why should they stay and be slaughtered?
     “Come home,” the voice intoned over the loudspeakers, like the silken drone of a revival preacher. “Come home to love and open arms. Flee the mark of Cain, and come home… come home… come home.”
     More people were going over the wire. They vanished westward into the darkness.
     “Don’t suffer with the unclean! Come home, flee the mark of Cain!”
     A gunshot rang out, and one of the truck’s headlights shattered, but the mesh deflected the slug and the light continued to burn. Still, people climbed over the fence and scurried west.
     “I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” the woman with the lily pad keloid told Hayes. “I’m set and stayin’.”
     The last to go was a teen-age boy with a shotgun, his overcoat pockets stuffed with shells.
     “It’s time, Franklin Hayes!” the voice called.
     He took out the Ingram gun and pushed the safety off.
     “It’s time!” the voice roared—and the roar was joined by other roars, rising together, mixing and mingling like a single, inhuman battle cry. But they were the roars of engines firing, popping and sputtering, blasting to full-throated life. And then the headlights came on—dozens of headlights, hundreds of headlights that curved in an arc on both sides of Highway 2, facing the trench. Hayes realized with numb terror that the other armored trucks, tractor-trailer rigs, and monster machines had been silently pushed almost to the barbed-wire barrier while the Good Humor truck had kept their attention. The headlights speared into the faces of those in the trenches as engines were gunned and chained tires crunched forward across snow and frozen bodies.
     Hayes stood up to yell “Fire!” but the shooting had already started. Sparks of gunfire rippled up and down the trench; bullets whined off metal tire guards, radiator shields and iron turrets. Still the battle wagons came on, almost leisurely, and the Army of Excellence held their fire. Then Hayes screamed, “Use the bombs!” but he was not heard over the tumult. The trench fighters didn’t have to be told to crouch down, pick up one of the three gasoline-filled bottles they’d all been supplied with, touch the rag wicks to the flames from oil barrels and throw the homemade bombs.
     The bottles exploded, sending flaming gasoline shooting across the snow, but in the leaping red light the monsters came on, unscathed, and now some of them were rolling over the barbed wire less than twenty feet from the trench. One bottle scored a direct hit on the viewslit of a Pinto’s armored windshield; it shattered and sprayed fiery gas. The driver tumbled out screaming, his face aflame. He staggered toward the wire, and Franklin Hayes shot him dead with the Ingram gun. The Pinto kept going, tore through the barricade and crushed four people before they could scramble from the trench.
     The vehicles tore the barbed-wire barricade to shreds, and suddenly their crude turrets and gunports erupted with rifle, pistol and machine-gun fire that swept across the trench as Hayes’s followers tried to run. Dozens slithered back in or lay motionless in the dirty, blood-streaked snow. One of the burning oil cans went over, touching off unused bombs that began exploding in the trench. Everywhere was fire and streaking bullets, writhing bodies, screams and a blur of confusion. “Move back!” Franklin Hayes yelled. The defenders fled toward the second barrier about fifty yards behind—a five-foot-high wall of bricks, timbers and frozen bodies of their friends and families stacked up like cordwood.
     Franklin Hayes saw soldiers on foot, fast approaching behind the first wave of vehicles. The trench was wide enough to catch any car or truck that tried to pass, but the Army of Excellence’s infantry would soon swarm across—and through the smoke and blowing snow there seemed to be thousands. He heard their war cry—a low, animalish moan that almost shook the earth.
     Then the armored radiator of a truck was staring him in the face, and he scrambled out of the trench as the vehicle stopped two feet short. A bullet whined past his head, and he stumbled over the body of the woman with the lily pad keloid. Then he was up and running, and bullets thunked into the snow all around him, and he clambered up over the wall of bricks and bodies and turned again to face the attackers.
     Explosions started blasting the wall apart, metal shrapnel flying. Hayes realized they were using hand grenades—something they’d saved until now—and he kept firing at running figures until the Ingram gun blistered his hands.
     “They’ve broken through on the right!” somebody shouted. “They’re comin’ in!”
     Swarms of men were running in all directions. Hayes fumbled in his pocket, found another clip and reloaded. One of the enemy soldiers leapt over the wall, and Hayes had time to see that his face was daubed with what looked like Indian warpaint before the man spun and drove a knife into the side of a woman fighting a few feet away. Hayes shot him through the head, kept shooting as the soldier jerked and fell.
     “Run! Get back!” somebody yelled. Other voices, other screams pierced the wail of noise: “We can’t hold ’em! They’re breakin’ through!”
     A man with blood streaming down his face grasped Hayes’s arm. “Mr. Hayes!” he shouted. “They’re breaking through! We can’t hold them back any—”
     He was interrupted by the blade of an axe sinking into his skull.
     Hayes staggered back. The Ingram gun dropped from his hands, and he sank down to his knees.
     The axe was pulled loose, and the corpse fell to the snow.
     “Franklin Hayes?” a soft, almost gentle voice asked.
     He saw a long-haired figure standing over him, couldn’t make out the face. He was tired, all used up. “Yes,” he replied.
     “Time to go to sleep,” the man said, and he lifted his axe.
     When it fell, a dwarf who had crouched atop the broken wall jumped up and clapped his hands.






Fifty

A battered Jeep with one good headlight emerged from the snow on Missouri Highway 63 and entered what had once been a town. Lanterns glowed within a few of the clapboard houses, but otherwise darkness ruled the streets.
     “Stop there.” Sister motioned toward a brick structure on the right. The building’s windows were boarded up, but crowded around it in the gravel parking lot were several old cars and pickup trucks. As Paul Thorson guided the Jeep into the lot the single headlight washed over a sign painted in red on one of the boarded windows: Bucket of Blood Tavern.
     “Uh… you sure you want to stop at this particular place?” Paul inquired.
     She nodded, her head cowled by the hood of a dark blue parka. “Where there’re cars, somebody ought to know where to find gas.” She glanced at the fuel gauge. The needle hovered near Empty. “Maybe we can find out where the hell we are, too.”
     Paul turned off the heater, then the single headlight and the engine. He was wearing his old reliable leather jacket over a red woolen sweater, with a scarf around his neck and a brown woolen cap pulled over his skull. His beard was ashen-gray, as was much of his hair, but his eyes were still a powerful, undimmed electric blue against the heavily lined, windburned skin of his face. He glanced uneasily at the sign on the boards and climbed out of the Jeep. Sister reached into the rear compartment, where an assortment of canvas bags, cardboard boxes and crates were secured with a chain and padlock. Right behind her seat was a beat-up brown leather satchel, which she picked up with one gloved hand and took with her.
     From beyond the door came the noise of off-key piano music and a burst of raucous male laughter. Paul braced himself and pushed it open, walking in with Sister at his heels. The door, fixed to the wall with tight springs, snapped shut behind them.
     Instantly, the music and laughter ceased. Suspicious eyes glared at the new arrivals.
     At the room’s center, next to a free-standing cast-iron stove, six men had been playing cards around a table. A haze of yellow smoke from hand-rolled cigarettes hung in the air, diffusing the light of several lanterns that dangled from wall hooks. Other tables were occupied by two or three men and some rough-looking women. A bartender in a fringed leather jacket stood behind a long bar that Paul noted was pocked with bullet holes. Blazing logs popped red sparks from a fireplace in the rear wall, and at the piano sat a chunky young woman with long black hair and a violet keloid that covered the lower half of her face and exposed throat.
     Both Sister and Paul had seen that most of the men wore guns in holsters at their waists and had rifles propped against their chairs.
     The floor was an inch deep in sawdust, and the tavern smelled of unwashed bodies. There was a sharp ping! as one of the men at the center table spat tobacco juice into a pail.
     “We’re lost,” Paul said. “What town is this?”
     A man laughed. He had greasy black hair and was wearing what looked like a dogskin coat. He blew smoke into the air from a brown cigarette. “What town you tryin’ to get to, fella?”
     “We’re just traveling. Is this place on the map?”
     The men exchanged amused glances, and now the laughter spread. “What map do you mean?” the one with greasy hair asked. “Drawn up before the seventeenth of July, or after?”
     “Before.”
     “The before maps ain’t no fuckin’ good,” another man said. He had a bony face and was shaved almost bald. Four fishhooks dangled from his left earlobe, and he wore a leather vest over a red-checked shirt. At his skinny waist were a holster and pistol. “Everything’s changed. Towns are graveyards. Rivers flooded over, changed course and froze. Lakes dried up. What was woods is desert. So the before maps ain’t no fuckin’ good.”
     Paul was aware of all that. After seven years of traveling a zigzag path across a dozen states, there was very little that shocked him or Sister anymore. “Did this town ever have a name?”
     “Moberly,” the bartender offered. “Moberly, Missouri. Used to be about fifteen thousand people here. Now I guess we’re down to three or four hundred.”
     “Yeah, but it ain’t the nukes that killed ’em!” a wizened woman with red hair and red lips spoke up from another table. “It’s the rotgut shit you serve in here, Derwin!” She cackled and raised a mug of oily-looking liquid to her lips while the others laughed and hooted.
     “Aw, fuck you, Lizzie!” Derwin shot back. “Your gut’s been pickled since you was ten years old!”
     Sister walked to an empty table and set her satchel atop it. Beneath the hood of her parka, most of her face was covered by a dark gray scarf. Unsnapping the satchel, she removed the tattered, folded and refolded Rand McNally road atlas, which she smoothed out and opened to the map of Missouri. In the dim light, she found the thin red line of Highway 63 and followed it to a dot named Moberly, about seventy-five miles north of what had been Jefferson City. “Here we are,” she told Paul, who came over to look.
     “Great,” he said grimly. “So what does that tell us? What direction do we go from—”
     The satchel was suddenly snatched off the table, and Sister looked up, stunned.
     The bony-faced man in the leather vest had it and was backing away with a grin on his thin-lipped mouth. “Looky what I got me, boys!” he shouted. “Got me a nice new bag, didn’t I?”
     Sister stood very still. “Give that back to me,” she said, quietly but firmly.
     “Got me somethin’ to shit in when it’s too cold in the woods!” the man responded, and the others around the table laughed. His small black eyes darted toward Paul, daring him to move.
     “Quit fuckin’ around, Earl!” Derwin said. “What do you need a bag for?”
     “’Cause I do, that’s why! Let’s see what we got in here!” Earl dug a hand into it and started pulling out pairs of socks, scarves and gloves. And then he reached way down and his hand came up with a ring of glass.
     It flared with bloody color in his grip, and he stared at it in open-mouthed wonder.
     The tavern was silent but for the popping of fireplace logs.
     The red-haired hag slowly rose from her chair. “Sweet Mother of Jaysus,” she whispered.
     The men around the card table gawked, and the black-haired girl left her piano stool to limp closer.
     Earl held the glass ring before his face, watching the colors ebb and swell like blood rushing through arteries. But his grip on the ring produced brutal hues: muddy brown, oily yellow and ebony.
     “That belongs to me.” Sister’s voice was muffled behind the scarf. “Please give it back.”
     Paul took a forward step. Earl’s hand went to the butt of his pistol with a gunfighter’s reflexes, and Paul stopped. “Found me a play-pretty, didn’t I?” Earl asked. The ring was pulsing faster, turning darker and uglier by the second. All but two of the spikes had been broken off over the years. “Jewels!” Earl had just realized where the colors were coming from. “This thing must be worth a goddamned fortune!”
     “I’ve asked you to give it back,” Sister said.
     “Got me a fuckin’ fortune!” Earl shouted, his eyes glazed and greedy. “Break this damned glass open and dig them jewels out, I got me a fortune!” He grinned crazily, lifted the ring over his head and began to prance for his friends at the table. “Looky here! I got me a halo, boys!”
     Paul took another step, and instantly Earl spun to face him. The pistol was already leaving his holster.
     But Sister was ready. The short-barreled shotgun she’d drawn from beneath her parka boomed like a shout from God.
     Earl was lifted off the floor and propelled through the air, his body crashing over tables and his own gunshot blasting a chunk from a wooden beam above Sister’s head. He landed in a crumpled heap, one hand still gripping the ring. The murky colors pulsed wildly.
     The man in the dogskin coat started to rise. Sister pumped another round into the smoking chamber, whirled and pressed the barrel to his throat. “You want some of it?” He shook his head and sank down into his chair again. “Guns on the table,” she ordered—and eight pistols were pushed over the grimy cards and coins to the table’s center.
     Paul had his .357 Magnum cocked and waiting. He caught a movement from the bartender and aimed it at the man’s head. Derwin raised his hands. “No trouble, friend,” Derwin said nervously. “I want to live, okay?”
     The pulsing of the glass ring was beginning to stutter and slow. Paul edged toward the dying man as Sister held her sawed-off riot gun on the others. She’d found the weapon three years earlier in a deserted highway patrol station outside the ruins of Wichita, and it packed enough punch to knock an elephant down. She’d only had to use it a few times, with the same result as now.
     Paul tried to avoid all the blood. A fly buzzed past his face and hovered over the ring. It was large and green, an ugly thing, and Paul was taken aback for a few seconds because it had been years since he’d seen a fly; he’d thought they were all dead. A second fly joined the first, and they swirled in the air around the twitching body and the glass circle.
     Paul bent down. The ring flared bright red for an instant—and then went black. He worked it from the corpse’s grip, and in his hand the rainbow colors returned. Then he shoved it down into the satchel again and covered it over with the socks, scarves and gloves. A fly landed on his cheek, and he jerked his head because the little bastard felt like a freezing nail pressed to his skin.
     He returned the road atlas to the satchel. All eyes were on the woman with the shotgun. She took the satchel and retreated slowly toward the door, keeping the weapon aimed at the center of the card table. She told herself she’d had no choice but to kill the man, and that was the end of it; she’d come too far with the glass circle to let some fool break it to pieces.
     “Hey,” the man in the dogskin coat said. “You ain’t gonna go without us buyin’ you a drink, are you?”
     “What?”
     “Earl wasn’t worth a damn,” another man volunteered, and he leaned over to spit tobacco into his pail. “Trigger-happy idjit was always killin’ people.”
     “He shot Jimmy Ridgeway dead right here, coupla months ago,” Derwin said. “Bastard was too good with that pistol.”
     “Till now,” the other man said. The card players were already dividing the dead man’s coins.
     “Here y’go.” Derwin picked up two glasses and drew oily amber liquid from a keg. “Homemade brew. Tastes kinda funky, but it’ll sure get your mind off your troubles.” He offered the glasses to Paul and Sister. “On the house.”
     It had been months since Paul’s last sip of alcohol. The strong, woody smell of the stuff drifted to him like a siren’s perfume. His insides were quaking; he’d never used the Magnum on a human being before, and he prayed that he’d never have to. Paul accepted the glass and thought the fumes might sear off his eyebrows, but he took a drink anyway.
     It was like gargling molten metal. Tears popped from his eyes. He coughed, sputtered and gasped as the moonshine—fermented out of God only knew what—slashed down his throat. The red-haired hag cackled like a crow, and some of the men in the back guffawed as well.
     As Paul tried to regain his breath Sister set the satchel aside—not too far—and raised the second glass. The bartender said, “Yeah, you did ol’ Earl Hocutt a good deed. He’s been wantin’ somebody to kill him ever since his wife and little girl died of the fever last year.”
     “Is that so?” she asked as she pulled the scarf away from her face. She lifted the glass to her deformed lips and drank without a flinch.
     Derwin’s eyes widened, and he backed away so fast he knocked a shelf of glasses and mugs to the floor.






Fifty-one

Sister was prepared for the reaction. She’d seen it many times before. She sipped the moonshine again, found it no better or worse than many bottles she’d drunk from on the streets of Manhattan, and sensed everyone in the bar watching her. Want a good look? she thought. Want a real good look? She put the glass down and turned to let them all see.
     The red-haired hag stopped cackling as abruptly as if she’d been kicked in the throat.
     “Good God A’mighty,” the tobacco chewer managed to say, after he’d swallowed his chaw.
     The lower half of Sister’s face was a mass of gray growths, knotty tendrils twisted and intertwined over her chin, jaw and cheeks. The hard growths had pulled Sister’s mouth slightly to the left, giving her a sardonic smile. Under the hood of her parka, her skull was a scabby crust; the growths had completely enclosed her scalp and were now beginning to send out tough gray tendrils across her forehead and over both ears.
     “A leper!” One of the card players scrambled to his feet. “She’s got leprosy!”
     The mention of that dreaded disease made the others leap up, forgetting guns, cards and coins, and back across the tavern. “Get outta here!” another one yelled. “Don’t give that shit to us!”
     “Leper! Leper!” the red-haired hag shrieked, picking up a mug to throw at Sister. There were other shouts and threats, but Sister was unperturbed. This was a common scene wherever she was forced to expose her face.
     Over the cacophony of voices there came a sharp, insistent crack!… crack!… crack!
     Silhouetted by light from the fireplace, a thin figure stood against the far wall, methodically beating a wooden staff over one of the tabletops. The noise gradually won out, until an uneasy silence remained.
     “Gentlemen… and ladies,” the man with the wooden staff said in a ravaged voice, “I can assure you that our friend’s affliction is not leprosy. As a matter of fact, I don’t think it’s the least bit contagious—so you don’t have to ruin your underdrawers.”
     “What the hell do you know, scumbag?” the man in the dogskin coat challenged.
     The other figure paused, then positioned the staff under his left armpit. He began to shuffle forward, his left trouser leg pinned up just above the knee. He wore a ragged dark brown coat over a dirty beige cardigan sweater, and on his hands were gloves so well worn the fingers were poking through.
     Lamplight touched his face. Silver hair cascaded around his shoulders, though the crown of his scalp was bald and mottled with brown keloids. He had a short, grizzled gray beard and finely chiseled facial features, his nose thin and elegant. Sister thought he might have been handsome but for the bright crimson keloid that covered one side of his face like a port-wine stain. He stopped, standing between Sister, Paul and the others. “My name is not scumbag,” he said, with an air of ruined royalty. His deep-set, tormented gray eyes shifted toward the man in the dogskin coat. “I used to be Hugh Ryan. Doctor Hugh Ryan, surgeon in residence at Amarillo Medical Center in Amarillo, Texas.”
     “You a doctor?” the other man countered. “Bullshit!”
     “My current living standards make these gentlemen think I was born terminally thirsty,” he told Sister, and he lifted one palsied hand. “Of course, I’m not suited for a scalpel anymore. But then again, who is?” He approached Sister and touched her face. The odor of his unwashed body almost knocked her down, but she’d smelled worse. “This is not leprosy,” he repeated. “This is a mass of fibrous tissue originating from a subcutaneous source. How deep the fibroid layer penetrates, I don’t know—but I’ve seen this condition many times before, and in my opinion it’s not contagious.”
     “We’ve seen other people with it, too,” Paul said. He was used to the way Sister looked because it had happened so gradually, beginning with the black warts on her face. He’d examined his own head and face for them, but so far he was unaffected. “What causes it?”
     Hugh Ryan shrugged, still pressing at the growths. “Possibly the skin’s reaction to radiation, pollutants, lack of sunshine for so long—who knows? Oh, I’ve seen maybe a hundred or more people with it, in many different stages. Fortunately, there seems to remain a small breathing and eating space no matter how severe the condition becomes.”
     “It’s leprosy, I say!” the red-haired hag contended, but the men were settling down again, returning to their table. A few of them left the tavern, and the others continued to stare at Sister with a sickened fascination.
     “It itches like hell, and sometimes my head aches like it’s about to split open,” Sister admitted. “How do I get rid of it?”
     “That, unfortunately, I can’t say. I’ve never seen Job’s Mask regress—but then, I only saw most of the cases in passing.”
     “Job’s Mask? Is that what it’s called?”
     “Well, that’s what I call it. Seems appropriate, doesn’t it?”
     Sister grunted. She and Paul had seen dozens of people with “Job’s Mask” scattered across the nine states they’d traveled through. In Kansas, they’d come upon a colony of forty afflicted people who’d been forced out of a nearby settlement by their own families; in Iowa, Sister had seen a man whose head was so encrusted he was unable to hold it upright. Job’s Mask afflicted men and women with equal savagery, and Sister had even seen a few teenagers with it, but children younger than seven or eight seemed to be immune—or at least, Sister had never seen any babies or young children with it, though both parents might be horribly deformed. “Will I have this for the rest of my life?”
     Hugh shrugged again, unable to help any further. His eyes locked with hungry need on Sister’s glass of moonshine, still atop the bar. She said, “Be my guest,” and he drank it down as if it were iced tea on a hot August afternoon.
     “Thank you very much.” He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and glanced at the dead man lying in the bloody sawdust. The chunky black-haired girl was eagerly going through the pockets. “There is no right and wrong in this world anymore,” he said. “There’s only a faster gun and a higher level of violence.” He nodded toward the table he’d been occupying, over by the fireplace. “If you please?” he asked Sister, with a note of pleading. “It’s been so long since I’ve been able to talk to someone of obvious breeding and intellect.”
     Sister and Paul were in no hurry. She picked up her satchel, sliding her shotgun into the leather sheath that hung along her hip beneath the parka. Paul returned his Magnum to its holster, and they followed Hugh Ryan.
     Derwin finally steeled himself to emerge from behind the bar, and the man in the dogskin coat helped him carry Earl’s body out the back door.
     As Hugh got his remaining leg propped up on a chair Sister couldn’t help but notice the stuffed trophies that adorned the wall around the Bucket of Blood’s fireplace: an albino squirrel, a deer’s head with three eyes, a boar with a single eye at the center of its forehead, and a two-headed woodchuck. “Derwin’s a hunter,” Hugh explained. “You can find all sorts of things in the woods around here. Amazing what the radiation’s done, isn’t it?” He admired the trophies for a moment “You don’t want to sleep too far from the light,” he said, turning his attention back to Paul and Sister. “You really don’t.” He reached for the half glass of moonshine he’d been drinking before they’d come in. Two green flies buzzed around his head, and Paul watched them circling.
     Hugh motioned toward the satchel. “I couldn’t help but notice that glass trinket. May I ask what it is?”
     “Just something I picked up.”
     “Where? A museum?”
     “No, I found it in a pile of rubble.”
     “It’s a beautiful thing,” he said. “I’d be careful with it, if I were you. I’ve met people who’d behead you for a piece of bread.”
     Sister nodded. “That’s why I carry the shotgun—and that’s why I learned to use it, too.”
     “Indeed.” He swilled down the rest of the moonshine and smacked his lips. “Ah! Nectar of the gods!”
     “I wouldn’t go that far.” Paul’s throat still felt as if it had been scraped with razors.
     “Well, taste is relative, isn’t it?” Hugh spent a moment licking the inside of the glass to get the last drops before he put it aside. “I used to be a connoisseur of French brandies. I used to have a wife, three children, and a Spanish villa with a hot tub and a swimming pool.” He touched his stump. “I used to have another leg, too. But that’s the past, isn’t it? And beware of dwelling on the past if you want to keep your sanity.” He stared into the fire, then looked across the table at Sister. “So. Where have you been, and where are you going?”
     “Everywhere,” she replied. “And nowhere in particular.”
     For the past seven years, Sister and Paul Thorson had been following a dreamwalk path—a blindman’s buff of pictures Sister had seen in the depths of the glass circle. They’d traveled from Pennsylvania to Kansas, had found the town of Matheson—but Matheson had been burned to the ground, the ruins covered with snow. They’d searched Matheson, found only skeletons and destruction, and then they’d reached the parking lot of a burned-out building that might have been a department store or supermarket.
     And on that snow-swept parking lot, in the midst of desolation, Sister had heard the whisper of God.
     It was a small thing, at first: The toe of Paul’s boot had uncovered a card.
     “Hey!” Paul had called out. “Look at this!” He’d wiped the dirt and snow from it and handed it to her. The colors were bleached out, but it showed a beautiful woman in violet robes, the sun shining overhead and a lion and lamb at her feet; she held a silver shield with what might have been a flaming phoenix at its center, and she wore a blazing crown. The woman’s hair was afire, and she stared courageously into the distance. At the top of the card were the faded letters THE EMPRESS.
     “It’s a tarot card,” Paul had said, and Sister’s knees had almost buckled.
     More cards, bits of glass, clothes and other debris had been buried under the snow. Sister saw a spot of color, picked it up—and found she was holding an image she recognized: a card with a figure shrouded in black, its face white and masklike. Its eyes were silver and hateful, and in the center of its forehead was a third, scarlet eye. She’d torn that card to pieces rather than add it to her bag along with The Empress.
     And then Sister had stepped on something soft, and as she bent down to brush the snow away and saw what it was, tears had filled her eyes.
     It was a scorched, blue-furred doll. As she lifted it in her arms she saw the little plastic ring hanging down, and she pulled it. In the cold and snowy silence, a labored voice moaned “Coookieees,” and the sound drifted over the lot where skeletons lay dreaming.
     The Cookie Monster doll had gone into Sister’s bag—and then it had been time to leave Matheson, because there was no child’s skeleton in that parking lot, and Sister knew now more than ever that she was searching for a child.
     They’d roamed Kansas for more than two years, living in various struggling settlements; they had turned north into Nebraska, east into Iowa, and now south to Missouri. A land of suffering and brutality had unfolded itself to them like a continuing, unescapable hallucination. On many occasions, Sister had peered into the glass circle and caught sight of a hazy human face looking back, as if through a badly discolored mirror. That particular image had remained constant over seven years, and though Sister couldn’t tell very much about the face, she thought that it had begun as a young face—that of a child, though whether male or female she couldn’t tell—and over the years the face had changed. The last time she’d seen it was four months ago, and Sister had had the impression that the facial features were all but wiped clean. Since then the hazy image had not reappeared.
     Sometimes Sister felt sure the next day would bring an answer—but the days had passed, becoming weeks, months and years, and still she continued searching. The roads kept carrying her and Paul across devastated countryside, through deserted towns and around the perimeter of jagged ruins where cities had stood. Many times she’d been discouraged, had thought of giving it up and staying in one of the settlements they’d passed through, but that was before her Job’s Mask had gotten so bad. Now she was beginning to think the only place she might be welcome was in a colony of Job’s Mask sufferers.
     But the truth was that she feared staying in one place too long. She kept looking over her shoulder, afraid that a dark figure with a shifting face had finally found her and was coming up from behind. In her nightmares of Doyle Halland, or Dal Hallmark, or whatever he called himself now, he had a single scarlet eye in his forehead like the grim figure on the tarot card, and it was relentlessly probing for her.
     Often, in the years past, Sister had felt her skin prickle as if he was somewhere very near, about to close in on her. At those times, she and Paul had hit the road again, and Sister dreaded crossroads because she knew the wrong turn could lead them to his waiting hands.
     She pushed the memories out of her mind. “How about you? Have you been here long?”
     “Eight months. After the seventeenth of July, I went north from Amarillo with my family. We lived in a settlement on the Purgatoire River, south of Las Animas, Colorado, for three years. A lot of Indians live around there; some of them were Vietnam vets, and they taught us stupid city folks how to build mud huts and stay alive.” He smiled painfully. “It’s a shock to be living in a million-dollar mansion one month and the next find yourself under a roof of mud and cow dung. Anyway, two of our children died the first year—radiation poisoning—but we were warm when the snow started falling, and we felt damned lucky.”
     “Why didn’t you stay there?” Paul asked.
     Hugh stared into the fire. It was a long time before he answered. “We… had a community of about two hundred people. We had a supply of corn, some flour and salted beef, and a lot of canned food. The river water wasn’t exactly clean, but it was keeping us alive.” He rubbed the stump of his leg. “Then they came.”
     “They? Who?”
     “First it was three men and two women. They came in a Jeep and a Buick with an armored windshield. They stopped in Purgatoire Flats—that’s what we called our town—and they wanted to buy half our food. Of course, we couldn’t sell it, not for any price. We’d starve if we did. Then they threatened us. They said we’d regret not giving them what they wanted. I remember that Curtis Redfeather—he was our mayor, a big Pawnee who’d served in Vietnam—went to his hut and came back with an automatic rifle. He told them to go, and they left.” Hugh paused; he slowly clenched his fists atop the table.
     “They came back,” he said softly. “That night. Oh, yes, they came back—with three hundred armed soldiers and trucks that they’d made into tanks. They started smashing Purgatoire Flats to the ground… and killing everybody. Everybody.” His voice cracked, and he couldn’t go on for a minute, “People were running, trying to get away,” he said. “But the soldiers had machine guns. I ran, with my wife and daughter. I saw Curtis Redfeather shot down and run over by a Jeep. He didn’t… he didn’t even look like a human being anymore.”
     Hugh closed his eyes, but there was such torment etched into his face that Sister could not look at him. She watched the fire. “My wife was shot in the back,” he continued. “I stopped to help her, and I told my daughter to run for the river. I never saw her again. But… I was picking up my wife when the bullets hit me. Two or three, I think. In the leg. Somebody hit me in the head, and I fell. I remember… I woke up, and the barrel of a rifle was pointed in my face. And someone—a man’s voice—said, Tell them the Army of Excellence passed this way.’ The Army of Excellence,” he repeated bitterly, and he opened his eyes. They were shocked and bloodshot. “Four or five people were left, and they made a stretcher for me. They carried me more than thirty miles to the north, to another settlement—but that one was ashes, too, by the time we got there. My leg was shattered. It had to come off. I told them how to do it. And I hung on, and we kept going, and that was four years ago.” He looked at Sister and leaned slightly forward in his chair. “For God’s sake,” he said urgently, “don’t go west. That’s where the Battlelands are.”
     “The Battlelands?” Paul asked. “What do you mean?”
     “I mean they’re having war out there—in Kansas, Oklahoma, Nebraska—the Dakotas, too. Oh, I’ve met plenty of refugees from the west. They call it the Battlelands because so many armies are fighting out there: the American Allegiance, Nolan’s Raiders, the Army of Excellence, Troop Hydra and maybe five or six others.”
     “The war’s done.” Sister frowned. “What the hell are they fighting over?”
     “Land. Settlements. Food, guns, gasoline—whatever’s left. They’re out of their minds; they want to kill somebody, and if it can’t be the Russians, they’ve got to invent enemies. I’ve heard the Army of Excellence is on a rampage against survivors with keloids.” He touched the scarlet, upraised scar that covered half his face. “Supposed to be the mark of Satan.”
     Paul shifted uneasily in his chair. In their travels, he and Sister had heard about settlements being attacked and burned by bands of marauders, but this was the first they’d heard of organized forces. “How big are these armies? Who’s leading them?”
     “Maniacs, so-called patriots, military men, you name it,” Hugh said. “Last week a man and woman who’d seen the American Allegiance passed through here. They said it numbered about four or five thousand, and a crazy preacher from California is leading it. He calls himself the Savior and wants to kill everybody who won’t follow him. I’ve heard Troop Hydra’s executing blacks, Hispanics, Orientals, Jews and everybody else they consider foreign. The Army of Excellence is supposedly led by an ex-military man—a Vietnam war hero. They’re the bastards with the tanks. God help us if those maniacs start moving east.”
     “All we want is enough gasoline to get to the next town,” Paul said. “We’re heading south to the Gulf of Mexico.” He swatted at a fly that landed on his hand; again, there was a feeling of being pricked by a freezing nail.
     Hugh smiled wistfully. “The Gulf of Mexico. My God, I haven’t seen the Gulf for a long, long time.”
     “What’s the nearest town from here?” Sister asked.
     “I suppose that would be Mary’s Rest, south of what used to be Jefferson City. The road’s not too good, though. They used to have a big pond at Mary’s Rest. Anyway, it’s not far—about fifty miles.”
     “How do we get there on an empty tank?”
     Hugh glanced over at the bloody sawdust. “Well, Earl Hocutt’s truck is parked out front. I doubt he’ll need the gasoline anymore, don’t you?”
     Paul nodded. They had a length of garden hose in the Jeep, and Paul had become very proficient at stealing gas.
     A fly landed on the table in front of Hugh. He suddenly upended his moonshine glass over it and trapped the insect. It buzzed angrily around and around, and Hugh watched it circling. “You don’t see flies too often,” he said. “A few of them stay in here because of the warmth, I guess. And the blood. That one’s mad as the Devil, isn’t he?”
     Sister heard the low hum of another fly as it passed her head. It made a slow circle above the table and shot toward a chink in the wall. “Is there a place we could spend the night here?” she asked Hugh.
     “I can find one for you. It won’t be much more than a hole in the ground with a lid over it, but you won’t freeze to death and you won’t get your throats slit.” He tapped the glass, and the large green fly tried to attack his finger. “But if I find you a safe place to sleep,” he said, “I’d like something in return.”
     “What’s that?”
     Hugh smiled. “I’d like to see the Gulf of Mexico.”
     “Forget it!” Paul told him. “We don’t have the room.”
     “Oh, you’d be surprised what a one-legged old man can squeeze himself into.”
     “More weight means using more gasoline, not to mention food and water. No. Sorry.”
     “I weigh about as much as a wet feather,” Hugh persisted. “And I can carry along my own food and water. If you want payment for taking me with you, perhaps I can interest you in two jugs of moonshine I’ve kept hidden for an emergency.”
     Paul was about to say no again, but his lips locked. The moonshine was about the nastiest stuff he’d ever tasted, but it sure had quickened his pulse and kicked on his furnace.
     “How about it?” Hugh asked Sister. “Some of the bridges are broken down between here and Mary’s Rest. I can do a lot better for you than that antique map you’re carrying.”
     Her first impulse was to agree with Paul, but she saw the suffering in Hugh Ryan’s gray eyes; he wore the expression of a once-loyal dog that had been beaten and abandoned by a trusted master.
     “Please?” he said. “There’s nothing for me here. I’d like to see if the waves still roll in like they used to.”
     Sister thought about it. No doubt the man could scrunch himself up in the back of the Jeep, and they might well need a guide to get to the next town. He was waiting for an answer. “You find us a safe place to spend the night,” she said, “and we’ll talk about it in the morning. That’s the best I can do for now. Deal?”
     Hugh hesitated, searching Sister’s face. Hers was a strong face, he decided, and her eyes weren’t dead like those of so many others he’d seen. It was unfortunate that most likely the Job’s Mask would eventually seal them shut. “Deal,” he said, and they shook on it.
     They left the Bucket of Blood to get the gas from the dead man’s truck. Behind them, the red-haired hag scuttled over to the table they’d left and watched the fly buzzing around in the upturned glass. She suddenly picked it up and snatched the fly as it tried to escape, and before it could get loose from her hand she shoved the fly into her mouth and crunched her teeth down on it.
     Her face contorted. She opened her mouth and spat a small glob of grayish-green into the fire, where it sizzled like acid.
     “Nasty!” she said, and she wiped her tongue with sawdust.






Fifty-two

He was waiting in the dark for them to come home.
     The wind was strong. It sang sweetly to his soul of millions dead and the dying not yet done, but when the wind was so strong he couldn’t search very far. He sat in the dark, in his new face and his new skin, with the wind shrilling around the shed like a party noisemaker, and thought that maybe—just maybe—it would be tonight.
     But he understood the twists and turns of time, and so if it was not tonight, there was always tomorrow. He could be very patient, if he had to be.
     Seven years had passed quickly for him; he had traveled the roads, a solitary journeyer, through Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky, Tennessee and Arkansas. He had sometimes lodged in struggling settlements, sometimes lived by himself in caves and abandoned cars as the mood struck him. Wherever he passed was darkened by his presence, the settlements sucked dry of hope and compassion and left to blow away as the inhabitants killed one another or themselves. He had the knack of showing them how futile life was, and what the tragedy of false hope could bring about. If your child is hungry, kill it, he urged starving mothers; think of suicide as the noble thing, he told men who asked his advice. He was a fountain of information and wisdom that he was eager to share: All dogs spread cancer and must be killed; people with brown keloids have developed a taste for the flesh of children; there’s a new city being built in the wilds of Canada, and that’s where you should go; you could get a lot of protein by eating your own fingers—after all, how many do you need?
     He was continually astonished by how easy it was to make them believe.
     It was a great party. But for one thing, and that one thing gnawed at him day and night.
     Where was the ring of glass?
     The woman—Sister—was surely dead by now. He didn’t care about her, anyway. Where was the glass thing, and who had it? Many times he’d sensed he was close to it, that the next crossroads would take him right to it, but the instincts had always faded, and he was left deciding to try a new direction. He’d searched the mind of everyone he met, but the woman was not in there, and neither was the ring of glass. So he went on. But with the passage of years his traveling had slowed somewhat, because there were so many opportunities in the settlements, and because even if the glass ring was still out there somewhere, it didn’t seem to be of any consequence. It wasn’t doing anything, was it? It was still his party, and nothing had changed. The threat he’d felt from it, back in the house in New Jersey, still remained with him, but whatever else the glass ring was, it was surely not making a difference in his existence or in the things he saw around him.
No problemo, he thought—but where was it? Who had it? And why had it come to be?
     Often he recalled the day he’d turned off Interstate 80 on his French racing bicycle and headed south. He’d sometimes wondered what would have happened if he’d gone back east along I-80. Would he have found the woman and the glass ring? Why hadn’t the sentries at that Red Cross station seen her by then, if indeed she was still alive?
     But he couldn’t see everything, or know everything; he could only see and know what his counterfeit eyes told him, or what he picked from the human mind, or what the searchers brought him back from the dark.
     They were coming to him right now. He sensed the mass of them gathering together from all points of the compass and approaching against the wind. He pushed himself toward the door, and the wheels beneath him squeaked.
     The first one touched his cheek and was sucked through the flesh as if into an opening vortex.
     His eyes rolled back in his head, and he looked inward. Saw dark forest, heard wind shrieking, and nothing more.
     Another thing that resembled a fly squeezed through a hole in the wall and landed on his forehead, instantly being drawn into the rippling flesh. Two more joined it and were pulled down.
     He saw more dark woods, an icy puddle, a small animal of some kind lying dead in the brush. A crow swept in, snapped and spun away.
     More flies penetrated his face. More images whirled through him: a woman scrubbing clothes in a lamplit room, two men fighting with knives in an alley, a two-headed boar snuffling in garbage, its four eyes glinting wetly.
     The flies crawled over his face, being sucked through the flesh one after the other.
     He saw dark houses, heard someone playing a harmonica—badly—and someone else clapping in time; faces around a bonfire, a conversation of what baseball games used to be like on summer nights; a skinny man and woman, entwined on a mattress; hands at work, cleaning a rifle; an explosion of light and a voice saying, “Found me a play-pretty, didn’t—”
Stop.
     The image of light and the voice froze behind his eyes like a frame of a movie.
     He trembled.
     Flies were still on his face, but he concentrated on the image of the light. It was just a red flare, and he couldn’t tell much about it yet. His hands clenched into fists, his long and dirty nails carving half moons into the skin but drawing no blood.
Forward, he thought, and the film of memory began to unreel.
     “… I?” the voice—a man’s voice—said. And then an awestruck whisper: “Jewels!”
Stop.
     He was looking down from above, and there in the man’s hand was…
Forward.
… the circle of glass, glowing with dark red and brown. A room with sawdust on the floor. Glasses. Cards on a table.
     He knew that place. He’d been there before, and he’d sent his searchers there because it was a place where travelers stopped. The Bucket of Blood was about a mile away, just over the next hill.
     His inner eye watched it unfold, from the perspective of a fly. The blast of a gun, a hot shock wave, a body spewing blood and tumbling over tables.
     A woman’s voice said, “You want some of it?” Then an order: “Guns on the table.”
     I’ve found you, he thought.
     He caught a glimpse of her face. Turned out to be a beauty, didn’t you? he mused. Was that her? Yes, yes! It had to be her! The glass ring went into a satchel. It had to be her!
     The scene continued. Another face: a man with sharp blue eyes and a gray beard. “Leper! Leper!” someone shouted. And then a silver-haired man was there, and he knew that face as belonging to the one everybody called Scumbag. More voices: “Be my guest… Derwin’s a hunter… used to have another leg, too… For God’s sake, don’t go west… supposed to be the mark of Satan…”
     He smiled.
     “… We’re heading south… that would be Mary’s Rest… doubt he’ll need the gasoline anymore, don’t you?”
     The voices grew hazy, the light changed, and there were dark woods and houses below.
     He played the memory-movie over again. It was her, all right. “… We’re heading south… that would be Mary’s Rest…”
     Mary’s Rest, he thought. Fifty miles to the south. I’ve found you! Going south to Mary’s Rest!
     But what was the point of waiting? Sister and the circle of glass might still be over at the Bucket of Blood, only a mile away. There was still time to get over there and—
     “Lester? I’ve brought you a bowl of—”
     There was a crash of breaking pottery and a gasp of horror.
     He let his eyes resurface again. At the shed’s door stood the woman who’d taken him in three weeks ago as a handyman; she was still very pretty, and it was too bad that a wild animal had chewed up her little girl in the woods one evening two weeks ago, because the child had looked just like her. The woman had dropped his bowl of soup. She was a clumsy bitch, he thought. Anybody with two fingers on each hand was bound to be clumsy.
     The claw of her left hand held a lantern, and by its light she’d seen the rippling, fly-swarmed face of Lester the handyman.
     “Howdy, Miz Sperry,” he whispered, and the fly-things whirled around his head.
     The woman took a backward step toward the open door. Her face was frozen into a horrified rictus, and he wondered why he’d ever thought she was pretty.
     “You’re not afraid, are you, Miz Sperry?” he asked her; he reached out his arms, dug his fingers into the dirt floor and drew himself forward. The wheels squeaked, badly in need of oil.
     “I… I…” She tried to speak, but she couldn’t. Her legs had seized up, too, and he knew that she knew there was nowhere to run except the woods.
     “Surely you’re not afraid of me,” he said softly. “I’m not much of a man, am I? I do ’preciate you havin’ pity on a poor man like me, I surely do.” The wheels squeaked, squeaked.
     “Stay… away from me…”
     “This is ol’ Lester you’re talkin’ to, Miz Sperry. Just ol’ Lester, that’s all. You can tell me anything.”
     She almost broke away then, almost ran, but he said, “Ol’ Lester makes the pain go away, don’t he?” and she settled back into his grip like warm putty. “Why don’t you put that lamp down, Miz Sperry? Let’s have us a nice talk. I can fix thangs.”
     The lantern was slowly put on the floor.
     So easy, he thought. This one particularly, because she was already walking dead.
     He was bored with her. “I believe I need to fix that there gun,” he said, and he nodded silkily toward the rifle in the corner. “Will you fetch it for me?”
     She picked it up.
     “Miz Sperry?” he said. “I want you to put the barrel in your mouth and your finger on the trigger. Yes’m, go ahead. Just like that. Oh, doin’ just fine!”
     Her eyes were bright and shining, and there were tears rolling down her cheeks.
     “Now… I need you to test that there gun for me. I want you to pull the trigger and tell me if it works. Okay?”
     She resisted him, just a second of the will to live that she probably didn’t even know she had anymore.
     “Lester’s gon’ fix thangs,” he said. “Little tiny pull, now.”
     The rifle went off.
     He pulled himself forward, and the wheels squeaked over her body. The Bucket of Blood! he thought. Got to get over there!
     But then—no, no. Wait. Just wait.
     He knew Sister was on her way to Mary’s Rest. It wouldn’t take him as long to walk cross-country as it would take her to drive over what was left of the road. He could beat her there and be waiting. There were a lot of people in Mary’s Rest, a lot of opportunities; he’d been thinking of traveling down that way in the next few days, anyway. She might already have left the tavern and be on the road right now. This time I won’t lose you, he vowed. I’ll get to Mary’s Rest before you. Ol’ Lester’s gon’ fix thangs for you, too, bitch!
     This was a good disguise, he decided. Some modifications were needed if he was going to walk the distance, but it would do. And by the time the bitch got to Mary’s Rest, he’d be set up and ready to Watusi on her bones until she was dust for the pot.
     The rest of the flies were sucked into his face, but they brought information that was of no use to him. He stretched his torso, and after a minute or two he was able to stand.
     Then he rolled down the legs of his trousers, picked up his little red wagon and began walking, his feet bare, through the snow toward the forest. He began to sing, very quietly: “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush…”
     The darkness took him.






Fifty-three

A tall figure in a long black overcoat with polished silver buttons stalked through the burning ruins of Broken Bow, Nebraska. Corpses lay scattered across what had been Broken Bow’s main street, and the tanklike trucks of the Army of Excellence ran over those that were in the way. Other soldiers were loading trucks with salvaged sacks of corn, flour, beans and drums of oil and gasoline. A pile of rifles and pistols awaited pickup by the Weapons Brigade. Bodies were being stripped by the Clothing Brigade, and members of the Shelter Brigade were gathering together tents that the dead would no longer need. The Mechanics Brigade was going over a wealth of cars, trailers and trucks that had fallen to the victors; those that could be made to run would become recon and transport vehicles, and the others would be stripped of tires, engines and everything else that could possibly be used.
     But the man in the black overcoat, his polished ebony boots crunching over scorched earth, was only intent on one thing. He stopped before a pile of corpses that were being stripped, their coats and clothes thrown into cardboard boxes, and examined their faces by the light of a nearby bonfire. The soldiers around him stopped their work to salute; he quickly returned the salute and continued his examination, then went on to the next scatter of bodies.
     “Colonel Macklin!” a voice called over the rumble of passing trucks, and the man in the black overcoat turned around. Firelight fell on the black leather mask that covered James B. Macklin’s face; the right eyehole had been crudely stitched up, but through the other Macklin’s cold blue eye peered at the approaching figure. Under his coat, Macklin wore a gray-green uniform and a pearl-handled .45 in a holster at his waist. Over his breast pocket was a black circular patch with the letters AOE sewn into it in silver thread. A dark green woolen cap was pulled over the colonel’s head.
     Judd Lawry, wearing a similar uniform under a fleece-lined coat, emerged from the smoke. An M-16 was slung over his shoulder, and bandoliers of ammunition crisscrossed his chest. Judd Lawry’s gray-streaked red beard was closely cropped, and his hair had been clipped almost to the scalp. Across his forehead was a deep scar that ran diagonally from his left temple up through his hair. In seven years of following Macklin, Lawry had lost twenty-five pounds of fat and flab, and now his body was hard and muscular; his face had taken on cruel angles, and his eyes had retreated into their sockets.
     “Any word, Lieutenant Lawry?” Macklin’s voice was distorted, the words slurred, as if something was not right with his mouth.
     “No, sir. Nobody’s found him. I checked with Sergeant McCowan over on the northern perimeter, but he can’t produce a body either. Sergeant Ulrich took a detail through the southern segment of their defensive trench, but no luck.”
     “What about the reports from the pursuit parties?”
     “Corporal Winslow’s group found six of them about a mile to the east. They tried to fight it out. Sergeant Oldfield’s group found four to the north, but they’d already killed themselves. I haven’t gotten word yet from the southern patrol.”
     “He can’t have gotten away, Lawry,” Macklin said forcefully. “We’ve got to find the sonofabitch—or his corpse. I want him—dead or alive—in my tent within two hours. Do you understand that?”
     “Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”
     “Do more than your best. Find Captain Pogue and tell him he’s in charge of bringing me the corpse of Franklin Hayes; he’s a good tracker, he’ll get the job done. And I want to see the casualty counts and captured weapons list by dawn. I don’t want the same kind of fuckup that happened last time. Got it?”
     “Yes, sir.”
     “Good. I’ll be in my tent.” Macklin started to move off, then turned back. “Where’s Roland?”
     “I don’t know. I saw him about an hour ago, over on the south edge of town.”
     “If you see him, have him report to me. Carry on.” Macklin stalked away toward his headquarters tent.
     Judd Lawry watched him go, and he couldn’t suppress a shudder. It had been more than two years since he’d last seen Colonel Macklin’s face; the colonel had started wearing that leather mask to protect his skin against “radiation and pollution”—but it seemed to Lawry that Macklin’s face was actually changing shape, from the way the mask buckled and strained against the bones. Lawry knew what it was: that damned disease that a lot of others in the Army of Excellence had gotten as well—the growths that got on your face and grew together, covering everything but a hole at your mouth. Everyone knew Macklin had it, and Captain Croninger was afflicted with it, too, and that was why the boy wore bandages on his face. The worst cases were rounded up and executed, and to Lawry it was a whole hell of a lot worse than the most sickening keloid he’d ever seen. Thank God, he thought, that he’d never gotten it, because he liked his face just the way it was. But if Colonel Macklin’s condition was getting worse, then he wasn’t going to be able to lead the AOE very much longer. Which led to a lot of interesting possibilities…
     Lawry grunted, got his mind back on his duties and went off through the ruins.
     On the other side of Broken Bow, Colonel Macklin saluted the two armed sentries who stood in front of his large headquarters tent and went in through the flap. It was dark inside, and Macklin thought he remembered leaving a lantern lit on his desk. But there was so much in his mind, so much to remember, that he couldn’t be sure. He walked to the desk, reached out with his single hand and found the lantern. The glass was still warm. It blew out somehow, he thought, and he took the glass chimney off, took a lighter from his overcoat pocket and flicked the flame on. Then he lit the lamp, let the flame grow and returned the glass chimney. Dim light began to spread through the tent—and it was only then that Colonel Macklin realized he was not alone.
     Behind Macklin’s desk sat a slim man with curly, unkempt, shoulder-length blond hair and a blond beard. His muddy boots were propped up on the various maps, charts and reports that covered the desktop. He’d been cleaning his long fingernails with a knife in the dark, and at the sight of the weapon Macklin instantly drew the .45 from his holster and aimed the gun at the intruder’s head.
     “Hi,” the blond-haired man said, and he smiled. He had a pale, cadaverous face—and at the center of it, where his nose had been, was a hole rimmed with scar tissue. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
     “Put the knife down. Now.”
     The knife’s blade thunked through a map of Nebraska and stood upright, quivering. “No sweat,” the man said. He lifted his hands to show they were empty.
     Macklin saw that the intruder wore a blood-spattered AOE uniform, but he didn’t appear to have any fresh injuries. That grisly wound at the center of his face—through which Macklin could see the sinus passages and gray cartilage—had healed as much as it ever would. “Who are you and how did you get past the sentries?”
     “I came in through the servants’ entrance.” He motioned toward the rear of the tent, and Macklin saw where the fabric had been slashed enough for the man to crawl through. “My name’s Alvin.” His muddy green eyes fixed on Colonel Macklin, and his teeth showed when he grinned. “Alvin Mangrim. You ought to have better security, Colonel. Somebody crazy could get in here and kill you if they wanted to.”
     “Like you, maybe?”
     “Naw, not me.” He laughed, and air made a shrill whistling sound through the hole where his nose had been. “I’ve brought you a couple of presents.”
     “I could have you executed for breaking into my headquarters.”
     Alvin Mangrim’s grin didn’t waver. “I didn’t break in, man. I cut in. See, I’m real good with knives. Oh, yes—knives know my name. They speak to me, and I do what they say to do.”
     Macklin was about a half ounce of trigger pressure away from blowing the man’s head off, but he didn’t want to get blood and brains all over his papers.
     “Well? Don’t you want to see your presents?”
     “No. I want you to stand up, very carefully, and start walking—” But suddenly Alvin Mangrim leaned over beside the chair to pick up something from the floor. “Easy!” Macklin warned him, and he was about to call for the sentries when Alvin Mangrim straightened up and set the severed head of Franklin Hayes on the desktop.
     The face had turned blue, and the eyes had rolled back to show the whites. “There you go,” Mangrim said. “Ain’t he pretty?” He leaned forward and rapped his knuckles on the skull. “Knock, knock!” He laughed, the air whistling through the crater at the center of his face. “Uh-oh, nobody’s home!”
     “Where’d you get that?” Macklin asked him.
     “Off the fucker’s neck, Colonel! Where’d you think I got it from? I came across that wall and there was old Franklin himself, standing right in front of me—and me with my axe, too. That’s what I call Fate. So I just chopped his head off and brought it here to you. I would’ve been here sooner, but I wanted him to finish bleeding so he wouldn’t mess up your tent. You’ve got a real nice, neat place here.”
     Colonel Macklin approached the head, reached out and touched it with the .45’s barrel. “You killed him?”
     “Naw. I tickled him to death. Colonel Macklin, for such a smart man you sure are slow to figure things out.”
     Macklin lifted the upper lip with the gun barrel. The teeth were white and even.
     “You want to knock those out?” Mangrim asked. “They’d make a nice necklace for that black-haired woman I’ve seen you with.”
     He let the lip fall back into place. “Who the hell are you? How come I haven’t seen you before?”
     “I’ve been around. Been following the AOE for about two months, I guess. Me and some friends of mine have our own camp. I got this uniform off a dead soldier. Fits me pretty good, don’t you think?”
     Macklin sensed motion to his left and turned to see Roland Croninger coming into the tent. The young man was wearing a long gray coat with a hood pulled up over his head; at barely twenty years of age, Captain Roland Croninger, at six foot one, stood an inch shorter than Macklin, and he was scarecrow-thin, his AOE uniform and coat hanging off his bony frame. His wrists jutted from the sleeves, his hands like white spiders. He’d been in charge of the attack that had crushed Broken Bow’s defenses, and it had been his suggestion to pursue Franklin Hayes to the death. Now he stopped abruptly, and beneath the hood he squinted through his thick-lensed goggles at the head that adorned Colonel Macklin’s desk.
     “You’re Captain Croninger, aren’t you?” Mangrim asked. “I’ve seen you around, too.”
     “What’s going on here?” Roland’s voice was still high-pitched. He looked at Macklin, the lamplight glinting off his goggles.
     “This man brought me a present. He killed Franklin Hayes, or so he says.”
     “Sure I did. Whack! Whack!” Mangrim pounded the table with the edge of his hand. “Off went his head!”
     “This tent is off limits,” Roland said coldly. “You could be shot for coming in here.”
     “I wanted to surprise the colonel.”
     Macklin lowered his pistol. Alvin Mangrim hadn’t come to do him harm, he decided. The man had violated one of the strictest rules of the AOE, but the severed head was indeed a good present. Now that the mission was accomplished—Hayes was dead, the AOE had captured a bounty of vehicles, weapons and gasoline and had taken about a hundred more soldiers into the ranks—Macklin felt a letdown, just as he did after every battle. It was like wanting a woman so bad your balls ached for release, and once you’d taken her and could do with her what you pleased, she was tiresome. It was not having the woman that counted; it was the taking—of women, land or life—that stirred Macklin’s blood to a boil.
     “I can’t breathe,” he said suddenly. “I can’t get my breath.” He drew in air, couldn’t seem to get enough of it. He thought he saw the Shadow Soldier standing just behind Alvin Mangrim, but then he blinked and the ghostly image was gone. “I can’t breathe,” he repeated, and he took off his cap.
     He had no hair; his scalp was a ravaged dome of growths, like barnacles clinging to rotten pilings. He reached behind his head and found the mask’s zipper. The mask fell away, and Macklin inhaled through what was left of his nose.
     His face was a misshapen mass of thick, scablike growths that completely enclosed his features except for the single staring blue eye, a nostril hole and a slit over his mouth. Beneath the growths, Macklin’s face burned and itched fiercely, and the bones ached as if they were being bent into new shapes. He couldn’t bear to look at himself in the mirror anymore, and when he rutted with Sheila Fontana, she—like any number of other women who followed the AOE—squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away. But Sheila Fontana was out of her mind anyway, Macklin knew; all she was good for was screwing, and she was always screaming in the night about somebody named Rudy crawling into her bed with a dead baby in his arms.
     Alvin Mangrim was silent for a moment. Then he said, “Well, whatever it is, you’ve got a bad dose of it.”
     “You’ve brought your present,” Macklin told him. “Now get the hell out of my tent.”
     “I said I brought you two presents. Don’t you want the other one?”
     “Colonel Macklin said he wants you to leave.” Roland didn’t like this blond-haired sonofabitch, and he wouldn’t mind killing him. He was still high on killing, the smell of blood in his nostrils like a delicious perfume. Over the past seven years, Roland Croninger had become a scholar of killing, mutilation and torture; when the King wanted information from a prisoner, he knew to summon Sir Roland, who had a black-painted trailer where many songs had been sung to the accompaniment of chains, grindstones, hammers and saws.
     Alvin Mangrim leaned down to the floor again. Macklin aimed his .45—but the blond-haired man brought up a small box, tied with a bright blue ribbon. “Here,” Mangrim said, offering the box. “Take it. It’s just for you.”
     The colonel paused, glanced quickly at Roland and then laid the pistol down within reach and took the box. With his nimble left hand, he tore the ribbon off and lifted the lid.
     “I made it for you. How do you like it?”
     Macklin reached into the box—and brought out a right hand, covered with a black leather glove. Piercing the hand and glove were fifteen or twenty nails, driven through the back of the hand so their sharp points emerged from the palm.
     “I carved it,” Mangrim said. “I’m a good carpenter. Did you know that Jesus was a carpenter?”
     Colonel Macklin stared in disbelief at the lifelike wooden hand. “Is this supposed to be a joke?”
     Mangrim looked wounded. “Man, it took me three days to get that just right! See, it weighs about as much as a real hand does, and it’s balanced so well you’d never know it’s made out of wood. I don’t know what happened to your real hand, but I kinda figured you’d appreciate this one.”
     The colonel hesitated; he’d never seen anything quite like this before. The wooden hand, securely tucked into a tight glove, bristled with nails like the hide of a porcupine. “What’s it supposed to be? A paperweight?”
     “Naw. You’re supposed to wear it,” Mangrim explained. “On your wrist. Just like a real hand. See, somebody takes a look at that hand with those nails sticking right through it, and they say, ‘Whoa, that motherfucker just don’t even know what pain is!’ You wear that and somebody gives you backtalk, you give them a whack across the face and they won’t have lips anymore.” Mangrim grinned merrily. “I made it just for you.”
     “You’re crazy,” Macklin said. “You’re out of your goddamned mind! Why the hell would I want to wear—”
     “Colonel?” Roland interrupted. “He may be crazy, but I think he’s got a good idea.”
     “What?”
     Roland pushed his hood back. His face and head were covered with dirty gauze bandages secured with adhesive strips. Where the windings didn’t exactly meet, there were gray growths as hard as armor plate. The bandages were thickly plastered over his forehead, chin and cheeks and came right up to the edges of his goggles. He pulled loose one of the adhesive strips, unwound about twelve inches of gauze and tore it off. He offered it to Macklin. “Here,” he said. “Put it on your wrist with this.”
     Macklin stared at him as if he thought Roland had lost his mind as well, then he took the gauze and the strip of adhesive and worked at taping the counterfeit hand to the stump of his right wrist. He finally got it in place, so the nail-studded palm was turned inward. “It feels funny,” he said. “Feels like it weighs ten pounds.” But other than the weird sensation of suddenly having a new right hand, he realized that it looked very real; to someone who didn’t know the truth, his gloved hand with its palmful of nails might well be attached by flesh to the wrist. He held his arm out and slowly swung it through the air. Of course, the hand’s attachment to the wrist was still fragile; if he was going to wear it, he’d have to bind it tightly to the stump with a thick wrapping of strong adhesive. He liked the look of it, and he suddenly knew why: It was a perfect symbol of discipline and control. If a man could endure such pain—even symbolically—then he had supreme discipline over his own body; he was a man to be feared, a man to be followed.
     “You should wear that all the time,” Roland suggested. “Especially when we have to negotiate for supplies. I don’t think the leader of any settlement would hold out very long after he saw that.”
     Macklin was spellbound by the sight of his new hand. It would be a devastating psychological weapon, and a damned dangerous close-quarters weapon as well. He’d just have to be real careful when he scratched what was left of his nose.
     “I knew you’d like it,” Mangrim said, satisfied by the colonel’s response. “Looks like you were born with it.”
     “That still doesn’t excuse you from being in this tent, mister,” Roland told him. “You’re asking to be shot.”
     “No, I’m not, Captain. I’m asking to be made a sergeant on the Mechanical Brigade.” His green eyes slid from Roland back to Colonel Macklin. “I’m real good with machines, too. I can fix just about anything. You give me the parts, I can put it together. And I can build things, too. Yes, sir, you make me a Mechanical Brigade sergeant and I’ll show you what I can do for the Army of Excellence.”
     Macklin paused, his eye examining Alvin Mangrim’s noseless face. This was the kind of man the AOE needed, Macklin thought; this man had courage, and he wasn’t afraid to take risks to get what he wanted. “I’ll make you a corporal,” he replied. “If you do your work well and show leadership, I’ll make you a sergeant in the Mechanical Brigade one month from today. Do you agree to that?”
     The other man shrugged and stood up. “I guess so. Corporal’s better than private, isn’t it? I can tell the privates what to do now, can’t I?”
     “And a captain can put your ass before a firing squad.” Roland stepped in front of him. They stared at each other face to face like two hostile animals. A thin smile crept across Alvin Mangrim’s mouth. Roland’s bandaged, grotesque face remained impassive. Finally, he said, “You step in this tent without permission again, and I’ll personally shoot you—or maybe you’d like a guided tour of the interrogation trailer?”
     “Some other time. Sir.”
     “Report to Sergeant Draeger at the MB tent. Move it!”
     Mangrim plucked his knife from the desktop. He walked to the slit he’d cut in the tent, then bent down; but before he crawled through, he looked back at Roland. “Captain?” he said in a soft voice. “I’d be careful walking around in the dark, if I were you. Lots of broken glass out there. You could fall down and maybe cut your head right off. Know what I mean?” Before Roland could respond, he’d crawled through the slit and was gone.
     “Bastard!” Roland seethed. “He’ll end up in front of the firing squad!”
     Macklin laughed. He enjoyed seeing Roland, who was usually as controlled and emotionless as a machine, caught off balance for once. It made Macklin feel more in control. “He’ll make lieutenant in six months,” Macklin said. “He’s got the kind of imagination the AOE thrives on.” He walked to the desk and stood looking down at the head of Franklin Hayes; with a finger of his left hand, he traced one of the brown keloids that marred the cold blue flesh. “Damned by the mark of Cain,” he said. “The sooner we get rid of that filth, the sooner we can build things back like they were. No. Better than they were.” He reached out with his new hand and brought it down on the map of Nebraska, impaling it with the nails; he dragged it across the desk to him.
     “Send recon patrols out to the east and southeast at first light,” he told Roland. “Tell them to search until dark before they start back.”
     “How long are we staying here?”
     “Until the AOE’s rested and up to full strength. I want all the vehicles serviced and ready to move.” The main body of trucks, cars and trailers—including Macklin’s own Airstream command trailer—was eight miles west of Broken Bow, and it would be moved to connect with the advance war battalion at daylight. Starting with Freddie Kempka’s encampment, Macklin had built a traveling army where everyone had a duty to perform, including footsoldiers, officers, mechanics, cooks, blacksmiths, tailors, two doctors and even camp prostitutes like Sheila Fontana. All of them were linked by Macklin’s leadership, the need for food, water and shelter—and a belief that those survivors who bore the mark of Cain had to be exterminated. It was common knowledge that those with the mark of Cain were infecting the human race with radiation-poisoned genes, and if America was ever going to be strong enough to strike back at the Russians, the mark of Cain had to be erased.
     Macklin studied the Nebraska map. His eye moved eastward, along the red line of Highway 2, through Grand Island and Aurora and Lincoln, to the blue line of the Missouri River. From Nebraska City, the AOE could march into either Iowa or Missouri—virgin land, with new settlements and supply centers to take. And then there would be the broad expanse of the Mississippi River, and the entire eastern part of the country would lie ahead of the AOE, to be taken and cleansed just as they had cleansed large sections of Utah, Colorado, Wyoming and Nebraska. But there was always the next settlement, and the next, and Macklin was restless. He’d heard reports of Troop Hydra, Nolan’s Raiders and the so-called American Allegiance. He looked forward to meeting those “armies.” The AOE would crush them, just as they’d destroyed the People’s Freedom Party during months of warfare in the Rocky Mountains.
     “We’re heading east,” he told Roland. “Across the Missouri River.” His eye in the growth-stricken face gleamed with the excitement of the hunt. He lifted his right arm and swung the gloved hand through the air. Then faster. And faster still.
     The nails made a high, eerie whistling sound, like the noise of human screams.






Fifty-four

“Hey! Hey, come look at this!”
     The barn door flew open, and Sly Moody tumbled in with the morning wind at his heels. Instantly, Killer jumped up from underneath the wagon and began rapid-fire barking.
     “Come look at this!” Moody shouted, his face ruddy with excitement, flakes of snow melting in his hair and beard. He had dressed hurriedly, throwing on a brown coat over his long Johns, and he still wore slippers on his feet. “You gotta come look!”
     “What the hell are you jabberin’ about, mister?” Rusty had sat up from the pile of hay in which he’d slept, and now he rubbed his bloodshot eyes. He could only make out the faintest light coming through the barn doorway. “Christ A’mighty! It’s not even dawn yet!”
     Josh was on his feet, arranging the mask he’d just pulled over his head so he could see through the eyehole. He’d slept next to the wagon, and over the years he’d learned that waking up alert was a good way to stay alive. “What is it?” he asked Moody.
     “Out there!” The old man pointed through the doorway with a shaking finger. “You gotta come see! Where’s the girl? Is she awake?” He looked toward the closed folds of the wagon’s tent.
     “What’s this all about?” Josh asked. Last night, Sly Moody had told Josh and Rusty to keep Swan in the barn; they’d taken their bowls of stew and beans and eaten in the barn with her, and she’d been nervous and silent as a sphinx. Now it made no sense to Josh that Sly Moody was wanting to see Swan.
     “Just get her!” Moody said. “Bring her and come see!” And then he sprinted through the doorway, out into the cold wind with Killer yapping right behind him.
     “Who pulled that fella’s string?” Rusty muttered to himself as he shrugged into his coat and pulled his boots on.
     “Swan?” Josh called. “Swan, are you a—”
     And then the tent opened and Swan stood there, tall and slim and disfigured, her face and head like a gnarled helmet. She wore blue jeans, a heavy yellow sweater and a corduroy coat, and on her feet were hiker’s boots. She held Crybaby in one hand, but today she’d made no effort to hide her face. Feeling her way with the dowsing rod, Swan came down the stepladder and angled her head so she could see Josh through the narrow slit of her vision. Her head was getting heavier, harder to control. Sometimes she was afraid her neck was about to snap, and whatever was beneath the growths burned so savagely that she often couldn’t hold back a scream. Once she’d taken a knife to the ugly, deformed thing that her head had become, and she’d started slashing away in a frenzy. But the growths were too tough to cut, as unyielding as armor plate.
     She’d stopped looking into the magic mirror several months before. She just couldn’t stand it anymore, though the figure carrying the glowing circle had seemed to be getting nearer—but then again, the hideous moonlike face with its drifting, monstrous features had looked to be drawing closer as well.
     “Come on!” Sly Moody was urging from the front of the house. “Hurry!”
     “What does he want us to see?” Swan asked Josh in her mangled voice.
     “I don’t know. Why don’t we go find out?”
     Rusty put on his cowboy hat and followed Josh and Swan out of the barn. Swan walked slowly, her shoulders stooped by the weight of her head.
     And then, abruptly, Josh stopped. “My God,” he said softly, wonderingly.
     “You see it?” Sly Moody crowed. “Look at it! Just look!”
     Swan angled her head in a different direction so she could see in front of her. She wasn’t sure what she was seeing at first, because of the blowing snow, but her heart had begun pounding as she walked toward Sly Moody. Behind her, Rusty had stopped as well; he couldn’t believe what he was looking at, thought he must surely still be asleep and dreaming. His mouth opened to release a small, awed whisper.
     “I told you, didn’t I?” Moody shouted, and he began laughing. Carla stood near him, bundled up in a coat and white woolen cap, her expression stunned. “I told you!” And then Moody started dancing a jig, kicking up whorls of snow as he cavorted amid the stumps where apple trees had been.
     The single remaining apple tree was no longer bare. Hundreds of white blossoms had burst open on the scraggly limbs, and as the wind carried them spinning away like tiny ivory umbrellas small, bright green leaves were exposed underneath.
     “It’s alive!” Sly Moody shouted joyously, kicking his heels, stumbling and falling and getting up again with snow all over his face. “My tree’s come back to life!”
     “Oh,” Swan whispered. Apple blossoms blew past her. She could smell their fragrance in the wind—the sweet perfume of life. She tilted her head forward, looking at the trunk of the apple tree. And there, as if burned into the wood, were the marks of her palm, and the finger-drawn letters S… W… A… N.
     A hand touched her shoulder. It was Carla, and the woman stepped back when Swan finally got her deformed face and head turned. Through the narrow field of her vision, Swan saw the horror in Carla’s eyes—but there were tears in them, too, and Carte was trying to speak but was unable to summon the words. Carla’s fingers clutched at Swan’s shoulders, and at last the woman said, “You did this. You put life back into that tree, didn’t you?”
     “I don’t know,” Swan said. “I think I just… woke it up.”
     “It’s blossomed overnight!” Sly Moody danced around the tree as if it were a maypole festooned with bright streamers. He stopped, reached up and grabbed a lower limb, pulling it down for all to see. “It’s got buds on it already! Lord God, we’re gonna have a bucket full of apples by the first of May! I never seen a tree go so wild before!” He shook the limb and laughed like a child as the white blossoms whirled off. And then his gaze fell upon Swan, and his grin faded. He released the limb and stared at her for a silent moment as the snowflakes and apple blossoms blew between them and the air was filled with the fragrant promise of fruit and cider.
     “If I hadn’t seen this with my own eyes,” Sly Moody said, his voice choked with emotion, “I never would’ve believed it. There ain’t no natural way a tree can be bare one day and covered with blossoms the next. Hell, that tree’s got new leaves on it! It’s growing like it used to, back when April was a warm month and you could hear summer knockin’ at the door!” His voice cracked, and he had to wait before he spoke again. “I know that’s your name on that tree. I don’t know how it got there, or why this tree’s blossomed all of a sudden—but if this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up. Smell the air! Just smell it!” And suddenly he walked forward and took Swan’s hand, pressing it against his cheek. He gave a muffled sob and sank down to his knees in the snow. “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you, thank you so much.”
     Josh recalled the green shoots that had been growing through the dirt in the shape of Swan’s body, back in the basement of PawPaw’s grocery. He remembered what she’d told him about the hurting sound, about the earth being alive and everything alive having its own language and way of understanding. Swan had spoken often of the flowers and plants she’d once grown in trailer lots and behind motel rooms, and both Josh and Rusty knew that she couldn’t stand looking at dead trees where a forest used to stand. But nothing had prepared them for this. Josh walked to the tree and ran his fingers over the letters of Swan’s name; they were burned into the wood as if by a blowtorch. Whatever power or energy or force Swan had summoned last night, here was the physical evidence of it. “How did you do this?” he asked her, not knowing any other way to put it.
     “I just touched it,” she answered. “I felt like it wasn’t dead, and I touched it because I wanted it to keep living.” She was embarrassed that the old man was down on his knees beside her, and she wished he’d get up and stop crying. His wife was looking at Swan with a mixture of revulsion and wonder, as one might regard a toadfrog with golden wings. All this attention was making Swan more nervous than when she’d frightened the old man and woman last night. “Please,” she said, tugging at his coat. “Please get up, mister.”
     “It’s a miracle,” Carla murmured, watching the blossoms blow. Nearby, Killer ran through the snow trying to catch them between his teeth. “She’s made a miracle happen!” Two tears crept down her cheeks, freezing like diamonds before they reached her jawline.
     Swan was jittery and cold, afraid that her misshapen head might tilt over too far to one side and break her neck. She could endure the stinging wind no longer, and she pulled away from Sly Moody’s grip; she turned and walked toward the barn, probing in the snow before her with Crybaby as the old man and the others watched her go. Killer ran circles around her with an apple blossom in his mouth.
     It was Rusty who got his tongue unstuck first. “What’s the nearest town from here?” he asked Sly Moody, who was still on his knees. “We’re heading north.”
     The old man blinked heavily and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Richland,” he said. Then he shook his head. “No, no; Richland’s dead. Everybody either left Richland or died from the typhoid fever last year.” He struggled to his feet. “Mary’s Rest,” he said finally. “That would be the next settlement of any size. It’s about sixty miles north of here, across I-44. I’ve never been there, but I hear Mary’s Rest is a real city.”
     “I guess it’s Mary’s Rest, then,” Josh said to Rusty. “Sounds like as good a place as any.”
     Moody suddenly snapped out of his daze. “You don’t have to leave here! You can stay with us! We’ve got plenty of food, and we’ll find room in the house for you! Lord, I wouldn’t have that girl sleepin’ in the barn another night for anything!”
     “Thank you,” Josh said, “but we’ve got to go on. You need your food for yourself. And like Rusty said, we’re entertainers. That’s how we get by.”
     Sly Moody gripped Josh’s arm. “Listen, you don’t know what you’ve got, mister! That girl’s a miracle worker! Look at that tree! It was dead yesterday, and now you can smell the blossoms! Mister, that girl’s special. You don’t know what she could do, if she was to set her mind to it!”
     “What could she do?” Rusty was puzzled by the whole thing and feeling definitely out of his depth, the same as he had whenever he’d picked up Fabrioso’s mirror and seen nothing but murk in the glass.
     “Look at that tree and think of an orchard!” Sly Moody said excitedly. “Think of a cornfield, or a field of beans or squash or anything else! I don’t know what’s inside that girl, but she’s got the power of life! Don’t you see that? She touched that tree and brought it back! Mister, that Swan could wake the whole land up again!”
     “It’s just one tree,” Josh reminded him. “How do you know she could do the same thing to a whole orchard?”
     “You dumb fool, what’s an orchard but one tree after another?” he growled. “I don’t know how she did it or anything about her, but if she can start apples growin’ again, she can start orchards and crop fields, too! You’re crazy to take somebody with a God’s gift like that out on the road! The country out there’s full of killers, highwaymen, lunatics and only the Devil knows what all! If you stay here, she can start workin’ on the fields, doin’ whatever she has to do to wake ’em up again!”
     Josh glanced at Rusty, who shook his head, then gently pulled free of Sly Moody. “We’ve got to go on.”
     “Why? Where to? What are you lookin’ for that’s worth findin’?”
     “I don’t know,” Josh admitted. In seven years of wandering from settlement to settlement, the point of life had become wandering instead of settling. Still, Josh hoped that someday they’d find a place that would be suitable to live in for more than a few months at a time—and possibly he might someday make his way south to Mobile in search of Rose and his sons. “We’ll know it when we find it, I guess.”
     Moody started to protest again, but his wife said, “Sylvester? It’s getting very cold out here. I think they’ve made up their minds, and I think they should do what they feel is best.”
     The old man hesitated, then looked at his tree again and finally nodded. “All right,” he muttered. “You have to go your own way, I reckon.” He fixed a hard gaze on Josh, who stood at least four inches taller than himself. “Now you listen to me, mister,” he warned. “You protect that girl, you hear me? Maybe someday she’ll see her way clear to do what I’ve said she can do. You protect her, hear?”
     “Yes,” Josh said. “I hear.”
     “Then go on,” Sly Moody said. Josh and Rusty started walking toward the barn, and Moody said, “God go with you!” He picked up a handful of blossoms from the snow, held them to his nose and inhaled.
     An hour or so after the Travelin’ Show wagon had rumbled off northward along the road, Sly Moody put his heaviest coat and boots on and told Carla that he couldn’t stand to sit still a minute longer. He was going to walk through the woods to Bill McHenry’s place and tell him the story of the girl who could put life back into a tree with her touch, he said. Bill McHenry had a pickup truck and some gasoline, and Sly Moody said that he was going to tell everybody within shouting distance about that girl, because he had witnessed a miracle and all hope was not yet dead in the world. He was going to find a hilltop to stand on and shout that girl’s name, and when those apples came he was going to cook an apple stew and invite everybody who lived on the desolate farms for miles around to come partake of a miracle.
     And then he put his arms around the woman he had taken as his wife and kissed her, and her eyes sparkled like stars.
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Fifty-five

The Jeep rumbled over a rutted, snow-covered road, passing wrecks and derelict vehicles that had been pulled to both sides. Here and there a frozen corpse lay in a gray snowdrift, and Sister saw one whose arms were lifted as if in a final appeal for mercy.
     They came to an unmarked crossroads, and Paul slowed down. He looked over his shoulder at Hugh Ryan, who had jammed himself into the rear compartment with the luggage. Hugh was gripping his crutch with both hands and snoring. “Hey!” Paul said, and he nudged the sleeping man. “Wake up!”
     Hugh snorted, finally opened his heavy-lidded eyes. “What is it? Are we there yet?”
     “Hell, no! I think we must’ve taken the wrong road about five miles back! There’s not a sign of life out here!” He glanced up through the windshield and saw the threat of new snow in the clouds. The light was just beginning to fade, and Paul didn’t want to look at the gas gauge because he knew they were traveling on fumes. “I thought you knew the way!”
     “I do,” Hugh assured him. “But it’s been a while since I’ve ventured very far from Moberly.” He gazed around at the bleak landscape. “We’re at a crossroads,” he announced.
     “We know that. Now which road do we take?”
     “There should be a sign. Maybe the wind’s blown it down.” He shifted position, trying to find a familiar landmark. The truth—which he had not told Paul and Sister—was that he’d never been this way before, but he’d wanted to get out of Moberly because he feared he’d be murdered in the night for his cache of blankets. “Let’s see, now: I think I remember a big grove of old oak trees that we turned right at.”
     Paul rolled his eyes. On both sides of the narrow road stood thick forests. “Look,” he said. “Read my lips: We’re out in the middle of nowhere, and we’re running out of gasoline—and this time there are no fuel tanks around for me to siphon. It’s going to be dark soon, and I think we’re on the wrong road. Now tell me why I shouldn’t wring your damned skinny neck!”
     Hugh looked wounded. “Because,” he said with great dignity, “you’re a decent human being.” He glanced quickly at Sister, who had turned to deliver a scathing gaze. “I do know the way. I really do. I got us around that broken bridge, didn’t I?”
     “Which way?” Sister asked pointedly. “Left or right?”
     “Left,” Hugh said—and immediately wished that he’d said “right,” but now it was too late and he didn’t want to appear a fool.
     “Mary’s Rest better be around the next bend,” Paul told them grimly, “or we’re going to be walking real soon.” He put the Jeep into gear and turned left. The road wound through a corridor of dead trees with branches that interlocked and closed off the sky.
     Hugh settled back to await judgment, and Sister reached down to the floorboard for her satchel. She unzipped it, felt inside for the glass ring and drew it out. Then she held it in her lap as the trapped jewels sparkled, and she stared into its shimmering depths.
     “What do you see?” Paul asked. “Anything?”
     Sister shook her head. The colors pulsed, but they had not yet formed pictures. How the glass ring worked, and exactly what it was, had remained a puzzle. Paul had said that he thought the radiation had melded the glass, jewels and precious metals into some kind of supersensitive antenna, but what it was tuned to neither of them could say. But they had come to the agreement that the glass circle was leading them to someone, and that to follow it meant giving up that part of yourself that refused to believe in miracles. Using the glass ring was like a leap in the dark, a surrendering of doubt, fear and all other impurities that clouded the mind; using it was the ultimate act of faith.
Are we closer to the answer, or further away? Sister asked mentally as she peered into the ring. Who are we searching for, and why? Her questions, she knew, would be answered with symbols and pictures, sights and shadows and sounds that might have been distant human voices, the creaking of wheels, or the barking of a dog.
     A diamond flared like a meteor, and light sizzled along threads of silver and platinum. More diamonds burst with light, like a chain reaction. Sister felt the power of the glass circle reaching for her, drawing her inward, deeper, deeper still, and all her being was fixed on the bursts of light as they flared in a hypnotic rhythm.
     She was no longer in the Jeep with Paul Thorson and the one-legged doctor from Amarillo. She was standing in what looked to be a snow-covered field stubbled with the stumps of trees. But there was one tree remaining, and that one was covered with diamond-white blossoms blowing before the wind. On the tree’s trunk were palm prints, as if seared into the wood—slim long fingers, the hands of a young person.
     And across the trunk were letters, as if fingerpainted in fire: S… W… A… N.
     Sister tried to turn her head, to see more of where she was standing, but the dreamwalk scene began to fade; she was aware of shadowy figures, distant voices, a moment perhaps trapped in time and somehow transmitted to Sister like a photograph through spectral wires. And then, abruptly, the dreamwalk was over, and she was back in the Jeep again with the glass ring between her hands.
     She released the breath she’d been holding. “It was there again,” she told Paul. “I saw it again—the single tree in a field of stumps, the palm prints and the word ‘swan’ burned on the trunk. But it was clearer than last night, and this time… I think I could smell apples.” They’d traveled all day yesterday, heading for Mary’s Rest, and had spent last night in the ruins of a farmhouse; it was there that Sister had looked into the glass ring and first seen that tree with the blowing blossoms. The vision was clearer than it had been; she’d been able to see every detail of the tree, every scraggly branch and even the tiny green buds that peeked out from under the blossoms. “I think we’re getting closer,” she said, and her heart was racing. “The image was stronger. We must be getting closer!”
     “But all the trees are dead,” Paul reminded her. “Just look around. Nothing’s in bloom—and nothing’s going to be. Why should that thing show you the image of a tree in bloom?”
     “I don’t know. If I did, I’d tell you.” She concentrated on the glass ring again; it pulsated with her quickened heartbeat but did not invite her to go dreamwalking. The message had been delivered and, at least for now, would not be repeated.
     “Swan.” Paul shook his head. “That doesn’t make a damned bit of sense.”
     “Yes, it does. Somehow it does. We’ve just got to put the pieces together.”
     Paul’s hands gripped the steering wheel. “Sister,” he said, with a trace of pity, “you’ve been saying the same thing for a long time. You’ve been looking into that glass ring like you were a gypsy trying to read tea leaves. And here we are, going back and forth, following signs and symbols that might not mean a damned thing.” He glanced sharply at her. “Have you ever thought about that possibility?”
     “We found Matheson, didn’t we? We found the tarot cards and the doll.” She kept her voice firm, but there had been many days and nights when she’d let herself fear the same thing—but only for a moment or two, and then her resolve returned. “I believe this is leading us to someone—someone very important.”
     “You mean you want to believe it.”
     “I mean I do believe it!” she snapped. “How could I go on if I didn’t?”
     Paul sighed deeply; he was tired, his beard itched and he knew he smelled like a cage of monkeys in a zoo. How long had it been, he wondered, since he’d had a bath? The best he’d been able to do in the last few weeks was scrub himself halfheartedly with ashes and snow. For the past two years, they had danced around the subject of the glass ring’s fallibility like a couple of wary boxers. Paul himself could see nothing in the ring but colors, and he’d asked himself many times if the woman he was traveling with—indeed, had come to love and respect—wasn’t making the signs up, interpreting them as she saw fit in order to keep them on this lunatic quest.
     “I believe,” she told him, “that this is a gift. I believe I found it for a reason. I believe it’s leading us for a reason. And everything it shows us is a clue to where we need to go. Don’t you under—”
     “Bullshit!” Paul said, and he almost stomped on the brake, but he was afraid the Jeep would skid right off the road. Sister looked at him, her face with its hideous growths mirroring shock, anger and disillusion. “You saw a fucking clown’s face in that damned thing, remember that? You saw a beat-up old Conestoga wagon or something; and you saw a thousand other things that just don’t make any sense! You said go east because you thought the visions or dreamwalk pictures or whatever the shit they are were getting stronger; and then you said go back west again, because the visions started fading and you were trying to focus in on the direction. After that you said go north, and then south—and then north and south again. Sister, you’re seeing what you want to see in that damned thing! So we found Matheson, Kansas! So what? Maybe you heard something about that town when you were a kid! Have you ever considered that?”
     She was silent, clasping the glass circle closer to her, and finally she said what she’d wanted to say for a long, long time. “I believe,” she told him, “that this is a gift from God.”
     “Right.” He smiled bitterly. “Well, look around. Just look. Have you ever considered the possibility that God might be insane?”
     Tears burned her eyes, and she looked away from him because she’d be damned if she’d let him see her cry.
     “This whole thing is you, don’t you see that?” he continued. “It’s what you see. It’s what you feel, and what you decide. If the damned thing is leading you somewhere—or to somebody—why doesn’t it show you right out where you’re supposed to go? Why’s it playing tricks with your mind? Why does it give you these ‘clues’ in bits and pieces?”
     “Because,” Sister answered, with just a slight waver in her voice, “just getting a gift doesn’t mean you know how to use it. The fault’s not with the glass ring—it’s with me, because there’s a limit to what I can understand. I’m doing the best I can, and maybe… maybe the person I’m looking for isn’t ready to be found yet, either.”
     “What? Come on!”
     “Maybe the circumstances aren’t right yet. Maybe the picture’s not complete, and that’s why—”
     “Oh, Jesus!” Paul said wearily. “You’re raving, do you know that? You’re making up things that aren’t true, because you want them so much to be true. You don’t want to admit that we’ve wasted seven years of our lives searching for ghosts.”
     Sister watched the road unfolding before them, leading the Jeep into a dark, dead forest. “If you feel that way,” she finally asked, “then why have you been traveling with me all this time?”
     “I don’t know. Maybe because I wanted to believe as much as you do. I wanted to think there was some method to this madness—but there’s not, and there never was.”
     “I remember a shortwave radio,” Sister said.
     “What?”
     “A shortwave radio,” she repeated. “The one you used to keep those people in your cabin from killing themselves. You kept them going and gave them hope. Remember?”
     “Okay. So what?”
     “Didn’t you yourself at least hope there’d be a human voice on that radio? Didn’t you tell yourself that maybe the next day, or the next, there’d be a signal from some other survivors? You didn’t go through all that just to keep a handful of strangers alive. You did it to keep yourself alive, too. And you hoped that maybe one day there’d be something more than static on that radio. Well, this is my shortwave radio.” She ran her hands over the smooth glass. “And I believe it’s tuned to a force that I can’t even begin to understand—but I’m not going to doubt it. No. I’m going to keep on going, one step at a time. With you or without—”
     “What the hell… ?” Paul interrupted as they came around a curve. Standing in the middle of the road, beneath the overhanging trees, were three large snowmen, all wearing caps and mufflers, with stones for their eyes and noses. One of them appeared to be smoking a corncob pipe. Instantly Paul realized that he could not stop in time, and though he put his foot on the brake the wheels skidded through the snow and the Jeep’s front fender banged into one of the snowmen.
     The jolt almost threw Paul and Sister through the windshield, and Hugh made a croaking sound in the back as the collision rattled his teeth. The Jeep’s engine stuttered and died. Sister and Paul saw that where the snowman had been was now a pile of snow around a disguised roadblock of scrap metal, pieces of wood and stones.
     “Shit!” Paul said when he could find his voice. “Some fool’s put a damned—”
     A pair of legs and scuffed brown boots slammed down on the Jeep’s hood from above.
     Sister looked up and saw a hooded figure in a long, tattered brown coat with one hand wrapped around a rope that was tied in tree branches over the road. In the figure’s other hand was a .38 pistol, aimed through the windshield at Paul Thorson.
     More figures, scurrying from the woods on all sides, were converging on the Jeep. “Bandits!” Hugh bleated, his eyes wide with terror. “They’ll rob us and cut our throats!”
     “Like hell they will,” Sister said calmly, and she put her hand on the butt of the shotgun that was wedged beside her seat. She pulled it up, aiming it at the figure on the hood, and was about to fire when both of the Jeep’s doors were wrenched open.
     A dozen pistols, three rifles and seven sharpened wooden spears thrust into the Jeep at Sister, and an equal number of weapons threatened Paul. “Don’t kill us!” Hugh shouted. “Please don’t kill us! We’ll give you anything you want!”
     Fine for you to say, since you don’t own a damned thing! Sister thought as she stared into the bristling wall of firearms and spears. She calculated how long it would take her to turn the shotgun and fire at the bandits—and she knew she’d be history as soon as she made a sudden movement. She froze, one hand on the shotgun and the other trying to protect the glass ring.
     “Out of the Jeep,” the figure on the hood commanded. It was a young voice—the voice of a boy. The pistol shifted toward Sister. “Get your finger off that trigger if you want to keep it.”
     She hesitated, peering up at the boy’s face, though she couldn’t make out any features because of the coat’s cowl. The pistol was aimed as steadily as if the boy’s arm was stone, and the tone of his voice was all deadly business.
     She blinked and removed her finger from the trigger.
     Paul knew they had no choice. He muttered a curse, longing to get his hands around Hugh Ryan’s neck, and got out.
     “Some guide you are,” Sister told Hugh. She took a deep breath, exhaled and stepped out.
     She towered over her captors.
     They were children.
     All of them were thin and dirty, the youngest about nine or ten and the oldest maybe sixteen—and all of them stared as one at the pulsing glass ring.






Fifty-six

Herded before a yelling, rowdy gang of twenty-seven boy bandits, Paul, Sister and Hugh were prodded with the barrels of rifles and sharp spear tips through the snowy woods. About a hundred yards from the road, they were commanded to stop, and they waited while a few of the boys cleared brush and branches from the mouth of a small cave. A rifle barrel pushed Sister inside, and the others followed.
     Beyond the opening, the cave widened into a large, high-ceilinged chamber. It was damp within, but dozens of candles were set about and burning, and at the center of the cavern a small fire glowed, the smoke curling up through a hole in the ceiling. Eight other boys, all of them skinny and sickly-looking, were waiting for their compatriots to return, and when the bags were flung open the boys shouted and laughed as Sister’s and Paul’s extra clothes were scattered. The bandits grabbed up ill-fitting coats and sweaters, draped themselves with woolen scarves and caps and danced around the fire like Apaches. One of them uncorked a jug of the moonshine that Hugh had brought along, and the snouts grew louder, the dancing wilder. Adding to the raucous clamor was the noise of wood blocks clapped together, rattling gourds and sticks beating a rhythm on a cardboard box.
     Hugh balanced himself precariously on his crutch and single leg as the boys whirled around him, stabbing at him with their spears. He’d heard stories of the forest bandits before, and he didn’t like the idea of being scalped and skinned. “Don’t kill us!” he shouted over the tumult. “Please don’t—” And then he went down on his rump as a tough-looking ten-year-old with shaggy black hair kicked his crutch out from under him. A gale of laughter followed him down, and more spears and guns poked at Paul and Sister. She looked across the cave and saw through the haze of smoke a small, thin boy with red hair and a chalky complexion. He was holding the glass ring between his hands, staring at it intently—and then a second boy grabbed it away from him and ran with it. A third boy attacked that one, trying to get his hands on the treasure. Sister saw a throng of raggedly dressed boys jostling and fighting in the exhilaration of the hunt, and she lost sight of the glass ring. Another boy shoved her own shotgun in her face and grinned at her as if daring her to make a move. Then he whirled away, grabbed the jug of moonshine and joined the victory dance.
     Paul helped Hugh up. A spear jabbed Paul in the ribs, and he turned angrily toward his tormentor, but Sister grasped his arm to hold him back. A boy with the bones of small animals tied in his tangled blond hair thrust a spear at Sister’s face and drew it back just short of impaling an eyeball. She stared at him impassively, and he giggled like a hyena and capered away.
     The boy who’d taken Paul’s Magnum danced past, hardly able to hold the heavy weapon in a two-handed grip. The jug of moonshine was being passed around, inflaming them to further frenzy. Sister was afraid they were going to start firing their guns at random, and in a confined place like this the ricochets would be deadly. She saw the glimmer of the glass ring as one boy grabbed it from another; then two boys were fighting for it, and Sister was sick at the thought of the glass ring lying shattered. She took a step forward, but the darting of a half-dozen spears kept her back.
     And then the horrible thing happened: one of the boys, already dizzy with moonshine, lifted the glass ring over his head—and he was tackled from behind by another boy trying to grab it. The ring flew from his hands and spun through the air, and Sister felt a scream welling up. She saw it falling, as if in terrible slow motion, toward the stone floor, and she heard herself shout “No!” but there was nothing she could do. The circle of glass was falling… falling… falling.
     A hand grasped it before it hit the floor, and the ring glittered with fiery colors as if meteors were exploding within it.
     It had been caught by the figure in the cowled coat who’d landed on the Jeep’s hood. He was taller than the others by at least a foot, and as he approached Sister the boys around him parted to give him room. His face was still obscured by the cowl. The shouting and noise of clapping wood blocks and drumbeats faltered and began to fade as the tallest boy walked unhurriedly through the others. The glass circle flared with a strong, slow pulse. And then the boy stood in front of Sister.
     “What is this?” he asked, holding the ring before him. The others had stopped dancing and shouting, and they began to crowd around to watch.
     “It belongs to me,” Sister answered.
     “No. It used to belong to you. I asked you what it is.”
     “It’s—” She paused, trying to decide what to say. “It’s magic,” she told him. “It’s a miracle, if you know how to use it. Please—” She heard the unaccustomed sound of pleading in her voice. “Please don’t break it.”
     “What if I did? What if I was to let it fall and break? Would the magic spill out?”
     She was silent, knowing the boy was taunting her.
     He pulled the cowl back to reveal his face. “I don’t believe in magic,” he said. “That’s just for fools and kids.”
     He was older than the others—maybe seventeen or eighteen. He was almost as tall as she was, and the size of his shoulders said that he was going to be a large man when he grew up and filled out. His face was lean and pallid, with sharp cheekbones and eyes the color of ashes; in his shoulder-length dark brown hair were braided small bones and feathers, and he looked as dour and serious as an Indian chief. The fine, light brown hairs of a beard covered the lower part of his face, but Sister could see that he had a strong, square jawline. Thick, dark eyebrows added to his stern countenance, and the bridge of his nose was flattened and crooked like a boxer’s. He was a handsome young man, but certainly dangerous. And, Sister realized, he was neither a kid nor a fool.
     He regarded the glass ring in silence. Then: “Where were you going?”
     “Mary’s Rest,” Hugh spoke up nervously. “We’re just poor travelers. We don’t mean any—”
     “Shut up,” the boy ordered, and Hugh’s mouth snapped closed. He locked stares with Paul for a few seconds, then grunted and dismissed him. “Mary’s Rest,” the boy repeated. “You’re about fifteen miles east of Mary’s Rest. Why were you going there?”
     “We were going to pass through it on our way south,” Sister said. “We figured we’d get some food and water.”
     “Is that so? Well, you’re out of luck, then. The food’s almost gone in Mary’s Rest. They’re starving over there, and their pond went dry about five months ago. They’re melting snow to drink, just like everybody else.”
     “There’s radiation in the snow,” Hugh said. “Drinking melted snow will kill you.”
     “What are you? An expert?”
     “No, but I’m—I was—a doctor, and I know what I’m talking about.”
     “A doctor? What kind of doctor?”
     “I was a surgeon,” Hugh said, pride creeping back into his voice. “I used to be the best surgeon in Amarillo.”
     “A surgeon? You mean you operated on sick people?”
     “That’s right. And I never lost a patient, either.”
     Sister decided to take a step forward. Instantly the boy’s hand went to a pistol at his belt under the coat. “Listen,” Sister said, “let’s cut this screwing around. You’ve already got everything we own. We’ll walk the rest of the way—but I want that glass ring back. I want it now. If you’re going to kill me, you’d better do it, because either you give me the ring or I’m taking it from you.”
     The boy remained motionless, his hawklike stare challenging her.
     Here goes! she thought, her heart hammering. She started to reach toward him, but suddenly he laughed and stepped back. He held the ring up, as if he might drop it to the cavern’s floor.
     Sister stopped. “Don’t,” she said. “Please don’t.”
     His hand lingered in the air. Sister tensed, ready to go for it if the fingers opened.
     “Robin?” a weak voice called from the back of the cave. “Robin?”
     The boy looked into Sister’s face for a few seconds longer, his eyes hard and shrewd; then he blinked, lowered his arm and offered the ring to her. “Here. It’s not worth a shit, anyway.”
     She took it, relief coursing through her bones.
     “None of you are going anywhere,” the boy said. “Especially not you, Doc.”
     “Huh?” Terror lanced him.
     “Walk to the back of the cave,” the boy commanded. “All of you.” They hesitated. “Now,” he said, in a voice that was used to being obeyed.
     They did as he said, and in another moment Sister saw several more figures at the rear of the chamber. Three of them were boys with Job’s Mask in varying stages of severity, one of them hardly able to keep his misshapen head upright. On the floor in a corner, lying on a bed of straw and leaves, was a thin brown-haired boy of about ten or eleven, his face shining with the sweat of fever. A dressing of greasy-looking leaves had been plastered on his white chest, just under the heart, and blood had leaked out around it. The wounded boy tried to lift his head when he saw them, but he didn’t have enough strength. “Robin?” he whispered. “You there?”
     “I’m here, Bucky.” Robin bent beside him and brushed the wet hair from the other boy’s forehead.
     “I’m hurting… so bad.” Bucky coughed, and foamy blood appeared at his lips. Robin quickly wiped it away with a leaf. “You won’t let me go out where it’s dark, will you?”
     “No,” Robin said quietly. “I won’t let you go out where it’s dark.” He looked up at Sister with eyes that were a hundred years old. “Bucky got shot three days ago.” With gentle fingers, he carefully peeled the plaster of leaves away. The wound was an ugly scarlet hole with puffy gray edges of infection. Robin’s gaze moved to Hugh, then to the glass ring. “I don’t believe in magic or miracles,” he said. “But maybe it’s kind of a miracle that we found you today, Doc. You’re going to take the bullet out.”
     “Me?” Hugh almost choked. “Oh, no. I can’t. Not me.”
     “You said you used to operate on sick people. You said you never lost a patient.”
     “That was a lifetime ago!” Hugh wailed. “Look at that wound! It’s too close to the heart!” He held up a palsied hand. “I couldn’t cut lettuce with a hand like this!”
     Robin stood up and approached Hugh until they were almost nose to nose. “You’re a doctor,” he said. “You’re going to take the bullet out and make him well, or you can start digging graves for you and your friends.”
     “I can’t! There are no instruments here, no light, no disinfectants, no sedatives! I haven’t operated in seven years, and I wasn’t a heart surgeon, anyway! No. I’m sorry. That boy doesn’t have a—”
     Robin’s pistol was cocked and pressed against Hugh’s throat. “A doctor who can’t help anybody shouldn’t be living. You’re just using up air, aren’t you?”
     “Please… please…” Hugh gasped, his eyes bulging.
     “Wait a minute,” Sister said. “Hugh, the hole’s already there. All you have to do is bring the bullet out.”
     “Oh, sure! Sure! Just bring the bullet out!” Hugh giggled, on the edge of hysteria. “Sister, the bullet could be anywhere! What am I supposed to stop the blood with? How am I supposed to dig the damned thing out—with my fingers?”
     “We’ve got knives,” Robin told him. “We can heat them in the fire. That makes them clean, doesn’t it?”
     “There’s no such thing as ‘clean’ in conditions like these! My God, you don’t know what you’re asking me to do!”
     “Not asking. Telling. Do it, Doc.”
     Hugh looked to Paul and Sister for help, but there was nothing they could do. “I can’t,” he whispered hoarsely. “Please… I’ll kill him if I try to take the bullet out.”
     “He’ll die for sure if you don’t. I’m the leader here. When I give my word, I keep it. Bucky got shot because I sent him out with some others to stop a truck passing through. But he wasn’t ready to kill anybody yet, and he wasn’t fast enough to dodge a bullet, either.” He jabbed the pistol into Hugh’s throat. “I am ready to kill. I’ve done it before. Now, I promised Bucky I’d do whatever I could for him. So—do you take the bullet out, or do I kill all of you?”
     Hugh swallowed, his eyes watering with fear. “There’s… there’s so much I’ve forgotten.”
     “Remember it. Real quick.”
     Hugh was shaking. He closed his eyes, opened them again. The boy was still there. His whole body was a heartbeat. What do I remember? he asked himself. Think, damn it! Nothing would come together; it was all a hazy jumble. The boy was waiting, his finger on the trigger. Hugh realized he would have to go on instinct, and God help them all if he screwed up. “Somebody’s… going to have to support me,” he managed to say. “My balance isn’t so good. And light. I’ve got to have light, as much as I can get. I need—” Think! “—three or four sharp knives with narrow blades. Rub them with ashes and put them in the fire. I need rags, and… oh, Jesus, I need clamps and forceps and probes and I cannot kilt this boy, damn you!” His eyes blazed at Robin.
     “I’ll get you what you need. None of that medical shit, though. But I’ll get you the other stuff.”
     “And moonshine,” Hugh said. “The jug. For both the boy and myself. I want some ashes to clean my hands with, and I may need a bucket to puke into.” He reached up with a trembling hand and pushed the pistol away from his throat. “What’s your name, young man?”
     “Robin Oakes.”
     “All right, then, Mr. Oakes. When I start, you’re not to lay a finger on me. No matter what I do, no matter what you think I ought to be doing. I’ll be scared enough for both of us.” Hugh looked down at the wound and winced; it was very, very nasty. “What kind of gun was he shot with?”
     “I don’t know. A pistol, I guess.”
     “That doesn’t tell me anything about the size of the bullet. Oh, Jesus, this is crazy! I can’t remove a bullet from a wound that close to—” The pistol swung back up again. Hugh saw the boy’s finger ready on the trigger, and something about being so close to death clicked on the façade of arrogance he had worn back in Amarillo. “Get that gun out of my face, you little swine,” he said, and he saw Robin blink. “I’ll do what I can—but I’m not promising a miracle, do you understand? Well? What are you standing there for? Get me what I need!”
     Robin lowered the pistol. He went off to get the moonshine, the knives and the ashes.
     It took about twenty minutes to get Bucky as drunk as Hugh wanted him. Under Robin’s direction, the other boys brought candles and set them in a circle around Bucky. Hugh scrubbed his hands in ashes and waited for the blades to cook.
     “He called you Sister,” Robin said. “Are you a nun?”
     “No. That’s just my name.”
     “Oh.”
     He sounded disappointed, and Sister decided to ask, “Why?”
     Robin shrugged. “We used to have nuns where we were, in the big building. I used to call them blackbirds, because they always flew at you when they thought you’d done something wrong. But some of them were okay. Sister Margaret said she was sure things would work out for me. Like getting a family and a home and everything.” He glanced around the cavern. “Some home, huh?”
     It dawned on Sister what Robin was talking about. “You lived in an orphanage?”
     “Yeah. Everybody did. A lot of us got sick and died after it turned cold. Especially the really young ones.” His eyes darkened. “Father Thomas died, and we buried him behind the big building. Sister Lynn died, and then so did Sister May and Sister Margaret. Father Cummings left in the night. I don’t blame him—who wants to take care of a bunch of ratty punks? Some of the others left, too. The last to die was Father Clinton, and then it was just us.”
     “Weren’t there any older boys with you?”
     “Oh, yeah. A few of them stayed, but most took off on their own. Somehow, I guess I got to be the oldest. I figured that if I left, who was going to take care of the punks?”
     “So you found this cave and started robbing people?”
     “Sure. Why not? I mean, the world’s gone crazy, hasn’t it? Why shouldn’t we rob people if it’s the only way to stay alive?”
     “Because it’s wrong,” Sister answered. The boy laughed. She let his laugh die, and then she said, “How many people have you killed?”
     All traces of a smile left his face. He stared at his hands; they were a man’s hands, rough and callused. “Four. But all of them would’ve killed me, too.” He shrugged uneasily. “No big deal.”
     “The knives are ready,” Paul said, returning from the fire. Standing on his crutch over the wounded boy, Hugh took a deep breath and lowered his head.
     He stayed that way for a minute. “All right.” His voice was low and resigned. “Bring the knives over. Sister, will you kneel down beside me and keep me steady, please? I’ll need several boys to hold Bucky securely, too. We don’t want him thrashing around.”
     “Can we just knock him out or something?” Robin asked.
     “No. There’s a risk of brain damage in that, and the first impulse a person has after being knocked unconscious is to throw up. We don’t want that, do we? Paul, would you hold Bucky’s legs? I hope seeing a little blood doesn’t make you sick.”
     “It doesn’t,” Paul said, and Sister recalled the day on I-80 when he’d sliced open a wolf’s belly.
     The hot knives were brought in a metal pot. Sister knelt beside Hugh and let him lean his feeble weight against her. She laid the glass ring beside her on the ground. Bucky was drunk and delirious, and he was talking about hearing birds singing. Sister listened; she could only hear the keening of wind past the mouth of the cave.
     “Dear God, please guide my hand,” Hugh whispered. He picked up a knife. The blade was too wide, and he chose another. Even the narrowest of the available knives would be as clumsy as a broken thumb. He knew that one slip could cut into the boy’s left ventricle, and then nothing could stop the geyser of blood.
     “Go on,” Robin urged.
     “I’ll start when I’m ready! Not one damned second before! Now move away from me, boy!”
     Robin retreated but stayed close enough to watch.
     Some of the others were holding Bucky’s arms, head and body to the ground, and most of them—even the Job’s Mask victims—had crowded around. Hugh looked at the knife in his hand; it was shaking, and there was no stopping it. Before his nerve broke entirely, he leaned forward and pressed the hot blade against an edge of the wound.
     Infectious fluids spattered. Bucky’s body jackknifed, and the boy howled with agony. “Hold him down!” Hugh shouted. “Hold him, damn it!” The boys struggled to control him, and even Paul had trouble with the kicking legs. Hugh’s knife dug deeper, Bucky’s cry reverberating off the walls.
     Robin shouted, “You’re killing him!” but Hugh paid no heed. He picked up the moonshine jug and splashed alcohol in and around the oozing wound. Now the boys could barely hold Bucky down. Hugh began to probe again, his own heart pounding as if about to burst through his breast.
     “I can’t see the bullet!” Hugh said. “It’s gone too deep!” Blood was welling up, thick and dark red. He plucked away bone chips from a nicked rib. The red, spongy mass of the lung hitched and bubbled beneath the blade. “Hold him down, for God’s sake!” he shouted. The blade was too wide; it was not a surgical instrument, it was a butchering tool. “I can’t do it! I can’t!” he wailed, and he flung the knife away.
     Robin pressed the pistol’s barrel to his skull. “Get it out of him!”
     “I don’t have the proper instruments! I can’t work without—”
     “Fuck the instruments!” Robin shouted. “Use your fingers, if you have to! Just get the bullet out!”
     Bucky was moaning, his eyelids fluttering wildly, and his body kept wanting to curl into fetal a position. It took all the strength of the others to restrain him. Hugh was distraught; the metal pot held no blades narrow enough for the work. Robin’s pistol pushed at his head. He looked to one side and saw the circle of glass on the ground.
     He saw the two thin spikes, and noted where three more had been broken away.
     “Sister, I need one of those spikes as a probe,” he said. “Could you break one off for me?”
     She hesitated only a second or two, and then the spike was in his palm and aflame with color.
     Spreading the wound’s edges with his other hand, he slid the spike into the scarlet hole.
     Hugh had to go deep, his spine crawling at the thought of what the probe might be grazing. “Hold him!” he warned, angling the piece of glass a centimeter to the left. The heart was laboring, the body passing another threshold of shock. Hurry! Hurry! Hugh thought. Find the bastard and get out! Deeper slid the probe, and still no bullet.
     He imagined suddenly that the glass was getting warm in his hand—very warm. Almost hot.
     Another two seconds, and he was certain: The probe was heating up. Bucky shuddered, his eyes rolled back in his head and he mercifully passed out.
     A wisp of steam came from the wound like an exhaled breath. Hugh thought he smelled scorching tissue. “Sister? I don’t… know what’s happening, but I think—”
     The probe touched a solid object deep in the spongy folds of tissue, less than a half inch below the left coronary artery. “Found it!” Hugh croaked as he concentrated on determining its size with the end of the probe. Blood was everywhere, but it wasn’t the bright red of an artery, and its movement was sluggish. The glass was hot in his grip, the smell of scorching flesh stronger. Hugh realized that his remaining leg and the lower half of his body were freezing cold, but steam was rising from the wound; it occurred to him that the piece of glass was somehow channeling his body heat, drawing it up and intensifying it down in the depths of the hole. Hugh felt power in his hand—a calm, magnificent power. It seemed to crackle up his arm like a bolt of lightning, clearing his brain of fear and burning away the moonshine cobwebs. Suddenly his thirty years of medical knowledge flooded back into him, and he felt young and strong and unafraid.
     He didn’t know what that power was—the surge of life itself, or something that people used to call salvation in the churches—but he could see again. He could bring that bullet out. Yes. He could.
     His hands were no longer shaking.
     He realized he would have to dig down beneath the bullet and lever it up with the probe until he could get two fingers around it. The left coronary artery and the left ventricle were close, very close. He began to work with movements as precise as geometry.
     “Careful,” Sister cautioned, but she knew she didn’t have to warn him. His face was bent over the wound, and suddenly he shouted, “More light!” and Robin brought a candle closer.
     The bullet came loose from the surrounding tissue. Hugh heard a sizzling noise, smelled burning flesh and blood. What the hell… ? he thought, but he had no time to let his concentration wander. The glass spike was almost too hot to hold now, though he dared not release it. He felt as if he were sitting in a deep freeze up to his chest.
     “I see it!” Hugh said. “Small bullet, thank God!” He pushed two fingers into the wound and caught the bit of lead between them. He brought them out again, clenching what resembled a broken filling for a tooth, and tossed it to Robin.
     Then he started withdrawing the probe, and all of them could hear the sizzling of flesh and blood. Hugh couldn’t believe what he was witnessing; down in the wound, torn tissue was being cauterized and sealed up as the spike emerged.
     It came out like a wand of white-hot fire. As it left the wound there was a quick hissing and the blood congealed, the infected edges rippling with blue fire that burned for four of Sister’s rapid heartbeats and went out. Where a hole had been a few seconds before was now a brown, charred circle.
     Hugh held the piece of glass before his face, his features washed with pure white light. He could feel the heat, yet the hottest of the healing fire was concentrated right at the tip. He realized it had cauterized the tiny vessels and ripped flesh like a surgical laser.
     The probe’s inner flame began to weaken and go out. As the light steadily waned Sister saw that the jewels within it had turned to small ebony pebbles, and the interconnecting threads of precious metals had become lines of ash. The light continued to weaken until finally there was just a spark of white fire at the tip; it pulsed with the beat of Hugh’s heart—once, twice and a third time—and winked out like a dead star.
     Bucky was still breathing.
     Hugh, his face streaked with sweat and a bloody mist, looked up at Robin. He started to speak, couldn’t find his voice. His lower body was warming up again. “I guess this means,” he finally said, “that you won’t be killing us today?”






Fifty-seven

Josh nudged Swan. “You doing okay?”
     “Yes.” She lifted her misshapen head from the folds of her coat. “I’m not dead yet.”
     “Just checking. You’ve been pretty quiet all day.”
     “I’ve been thinking.”
     “Oh.” He watched as Killer ran ahead along the road, then stopped and barked for them to catch up. Mule was walking as fast as he was going to go, and Josh held the reins loosely. Rusty trudged alongside the wagon, all but buried in his cowboy hat and heavy coat.
     The Travelin’ Show wagon creaked on, the road bordered by dense forest. The clouds seemed to be hanging right in the treetops, and the wind had all but stopped—a merciful and rare occurrence. Josh knew the weather was unpredictable—there could be a blizzard and a thunderstorm the same day, and the next day calm winds could whirl into tornadoes.
     For the past two days, they’d seen nothing living. They’d come upon a broken-down bridge and had to detour several miles to get back to the main road; a little further on, that road was blocked by a fallen tree, so another detour had to be found. But today they’d passed a tree about three miles back with TO MARY’S REST painted on its trunk, and Josh had breathed easier. At least they were headed in the right direction, and Mary’s Rest couldn’t be much further.
     “Mind if I ask what you’re thinking about?” Josh prodded.
     She shrugged her thin shoulders beneath the coat and didn’t reply. “The tree,” he said. “It’s that, isn’t it?”
     “Yes.” The apple blossoms blowing in the snow and stumps continued to haunt her—life amid death. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot.”
     “I don’t know how you did it, but…” He shook his head. The rules of the world have changed, he thought. Now the mysteries hold sway. He listened to the creaking axles and the crunch of snow under Mule’s hooves for a moment, and then he had to ask it: “What did… what did it feel like?”
     “I don’t know.” Another shrug.
     “Yes, you do. You don’t have to be shy about it. You did a wonderful thing, and I’d like to know what it felt like.”
     She was silent. Up ahead about fifteen yards, Killer barked a few times. Swan heard the barking as a call that the way was clear, “It felt… like I was a fountain,” she replied. “And the tree was drinking. It felt like I was fire, too, and for a minute”—she lifted her deformed face toward the heavy sky—“I thought I could look up and remember what it was like to see the stars, way up in the dark… like promises. That’s what it felt like.”
     Josh knew that what Swan had experienced was far beyond his senses; but he could fathom what she meant about the stars. He hadn’t seen them for seven years. At night there was just a vast darkness, as if even the lamps of Heaven had burned out.
     “Was Mr. Moody right?” Swan asked.
     “Right about what?”
     “He said that if I could wake up one tree, I could start orchards and crop fields growing again. He said… I’ve got the power of life inside me. Was he right?”
     Josh didn’t answer. He recalled something else Sly Moody had said: “Mister, that Swan could wake the whole land up again!”
     “I was always good at growing plants and flowers,” Swan continued. “When I wanted a sick plant to get better, I worked the dirt with my hands, and more often than not the brown leaves fell off and grew back green. But I’ve never tried to heal a tree before. I mean… it was one thing to grow a garden, but trees take care of themselves.” She angled her head so she could see Josh. “What if I could grow the orchards and crops back again? What if Mr. Moody was right, and there’s something in me that could wake things up and start them growing?”
     “I don’t know,” Josh said. “I guess that would make you a pretty popular lady. But like I say, one tree isn’t an orchard.” He shifted uncomfortably on the hard board beneath him. Talking about this made him jittery. Protect the child, he thought. If Swan could indeed spark life from the dead earth, then could that awesome power be the reason for PawPaw’s commandment?
     In the distance, Killer barked again. Swan tensed; the sound was different, faster and higher pitched. There was a warning in that bark. “Stop the wagon,” she said.
     “Huh?”
     “Stop the wagon.”
     The strength of her voice made Josh pull Mule’s reins.
     Rusty stopped, too, the lower half of his face shielded with a woolen muffler under the cowboy hat. “Hey! What’re we stoppin’ for?”
     Swan listened to Killer’s barking, the noise floating around a bend in the road ahead. Mule shifted in his traces, lifted his head to sniff the air and made a deep grumbling sound. Another warning, Swan thought; Mule was smelling the same danger Killer had already sensed. She tilted her head to see the road. Everything looked okay, but the vision blurred in and out in her remaining eye and she knew its sight was rapidly failing.
     “What is it?” Josh asked.
     “I don’t know. Whatever it is, Killer doesn’t like it.”
     “Could be the town’s just around the bend!” Rusty said. “I’ll mosey ahead and find out!” His hands thrust into his coat pockets, he started walking toward the bend in the road. Killer was still barking frantically.
     “Rusty! Wait!” Swan called, but her voice was so garbled he didn’t understand her and kept going at a brisk pace.
     Josh realized that Rusty wasn’t carrying a gun, and no telling what was around that bend. “Rusty!” he shouted, but the other man was already taking the curve. “Oh, shit!” Josh unzipped the wagon’s flap, then opened the shoe box with the .38 in it and hastily loaded it. He could hear Killer’s yap-yap-yapping echoing through the woods, and he knew that Rusty would find out what Killer had seen in just a matter of seconds.
     Around the bend, Rusty was faced with nothing but more road and woods. Killer was standing in the center of the road about thirty feet away, barking wildly at something off to the right. The terrier’s coat was bristling.
     “What the hell’s bit your butt?” Rusty asked, and Killer ran between his legs, almost tripping him. “Crazy fool dog!” He reached down to pick the terrier up—and that was when he smelled it.
     A sharp, rank odor.
     He recognized it. The heady spoor of a wild animal.
     There was a nerve-shattering shriek, almost in his ear, and a gray form shot from the forest’s edge. He didn’t see what it was, but he flung an arm up over his face to protect his eyes. The animal slammed into his shoulder, and for an instant Rusty felt entangled by live wires and thorns. He staggered back, trying to cry out, but the breath had been knocked from his lungs. His hat spun away, spattered with blood, and he sank to his knees.
     Dazed, he saw what had hit him.
     Crouched about six feet away, its spine arched, was a bobcat almost the size of a calf. The thing’s extended claws looked like hooked daggers, but what shocked Rusty almost senseless was the sight of the monster’s two heads.
     While one green-eyed face shrieked with a noise like razor blades on glass, the second bared its fangs and hissed like a radiator about to blow.
     Rusty tried to crawl away. His body refused. Something was wrong with his right arm, and blood was streaming down the right side of his face. Bleedin’! he thought. I’m bleedin’ bad! Oh, Jesus, I’m—
     The bobcat came at him like a spring unwinding, its claws and double set of fangs ready to rip him to pieces.
     But it was hit in mid-air by another form, and Killer almost took one of the monster’s ears off. They landed in a clawing, shrieking fury, hair and blood flying. But the battle was over in another instant as the massive bobcat twisted Killer on his back and one of the fanged mouths tore the terrier’s throat open.
     Rusty tried to get to his feet, staggered and fell again. The bobcat turned toward him. One set of fangs snapped at him while the other head sniffed the air. Rusty got a booted foot up in the air to kick at the monster when it attacked. The bobcat crouched back on its hind legs. Come on! Rusty thought. Get it over with, you two-headed bas—
     He heard the crack! of a pistol, and snow jumped about six feet behind the bobcat. The monster whirled around, and Rusty saw Josh running toward him. Josh stopped, took aim again and fired. The bullet went wild again, and now the bobcat began to turn one way and then the other, as if its two brains couldn’t agree on which way to run. The heads snapped at each other, straining at the neck.
     Josh planted his feet, aimed with his single eye and squeezed the trigger.
     A hole plowed through the bobcat’s side, and one head made a shrill wailing while the second growled at Josh in defiance. He fired again and missed, but he hit with his next two shots. The monster trembled, loped toward the woods, turned and streaked again toward Rusty. The eyes of one head had rolled back to show the whites, but the other was still alive, and its fangs were bared to plunge into Rusty’s throat.
     He heard himself screaming as the monster advanced, but less than three feet from him the bobcat shuddered and its legs gave way. It fell to the road, its living head snapping at the air.
     Rusty scrambled away from the thing, and then a terrible wave of weakness crashed over him. He lay where he was as Josh ran toward him.
     Kneeling beside Rusty, Josh saw that the right side of his face had been clawed open from hairline to jaw, and in the torn sleeve of his right shoulder was mangled tissue.
     “Bought the farm, Josh.” Rusty summoned a weak smile. “Sure did, didn’t I?”
     “Hang on.” Josh tucked the pistol under one arm and lifted Rusty off the ground, slinging him over his back in a fireman’s carry. Swan was approaching, trying to run but being thrown off balance by the weight of her head. A few feet away, the mutant bobcat’s fangs came together like the crack of a steel trap; the body shook, and then its eyes rolled back like ghastly green marbles. Josh walked past the bobcat to Killer and the terrier’s pink tongue emerged from its bloody mouth to lick Josh’s boot.
     “What happened?” Swan called frantically. “What is it?”
     Killer made an effort to rise to all fours when he heard Swan’s voice, but his body was beyond control. His head was hanging limply, and as Killer toppled back on his side Josh could see that the dog’s eyes were already glazing over.
     “Josh?” Swan called. Her hands were up in front of her, because she could hardly see where she was going. “Talk to me, damn it!”
     Killer gave one quick gasp, and then he was gone.
     Josh stepped between Swan and the dog. “Rusty’s been hurt,” he said. “It was a bobcat. We’ve got to get him to town in a hurry!” He grasped her arm and pulled her with him before she could see the dead terrier.
     Josh gently laid Rusty in the back of the wagon and covered him with the red blanket. Rusty was shivering and only half conscious. Josh told Swan to stay with him, and then he went forward and took Mule’s reins. “Giddap!” he shouted. The old horse, whether surprised by the command or by the unaccustomed urgency of the reins, snorted steam through his nostrils and bounded forward, pulling with new-found strength.
     Swan drew the tent’s flap open. “What about Killer? We can’t just leave him!”
     He couldn’t yet bring himself to tell her that the terrier was dead. “Don’t you worry,” he said. “He’ll find his way.” He snapped the reins against Mule’s haunches. “Giddap now, Mule! Go, boy!”
     The wagon rounded the bend, its wheels passing on either side of Killer, and Mule’s hooves threw up a spray of snow as the horse raced toward Mary’s Rest.






Fifty-eight

The road spooled out another mile before the woods gave way to bleak, rolling land that might have once been plowed hillsides. Now it was a snow-covered waste, interrupted by black trees twisted into shapes both agonized and surrealistic. But there was a town, of sorts: Clustered along both sides of the road were maybe three hundred weather-beaten clapboard shacks. Josh thought that seven years ago a sight like this would’ve meant he was entering a ghetto, but now he was overjoyed to the point of tears. Muddy alleys cut between the shacks, and smoke curled into the bitter air from stovepipe chimneys. Lanterns glowed behind windows insulated with yellowed newspapers and magazine pages. Skinny dogs howled and barked around Mule’s legs as Josh drew the wagon up amid the shacks. Across the road and up a ways was a charred pile of timbers where one of the buildings of Mary’s Rest had burned to the ground; the fire had been some time ago, because new snow had collected in the ruins. “Hey!” Josh shouted. “Somebody help us!” A few thin children in ragged coats came out from the alleys to see what was going on. “Is there a doctor around here?” Josh asked them, but they scattered back into the alleys. The door of a nearby shack opened, and a black-bearded face peered cautiously out. “We need a doctor!” Josh demanded. The bearded man shook his head and shut the door.
     Josh urged Mule deeper into the shantytown. He kept shouting for a doctor, and a few people opened their doors and watched him pass, but none offered assistance. Further on, a pack of dogs that had been tearing at the remains of an animal in the mud snarled and snapped at Mule, but the old horse kept his nerve and held steady. From a doorway lurched an emaciated old man in rags, his face blotched with red keloids. “No room here! No food! We don’t want no strangers here!” he raved, striking the wagon’s side with a gnarled stick. He was still babbling as they drew away.
     Josh had seen a lot of wretched places before, but this was the worst. It occurred to him that this was a town of strangers where nobody gave a shit about who lived or died in the next hovel. There was a brooding sense of defeat and fatal depression here, and even the air smelled of rank decay. If Rusty hadn’t been so badly hurt, Josh would have kept the wagon going right through the ulcer of Mary’s Rest and out where the air smelled halfway decent again.
     A figure with a malformed head stumbled along the roadside, and Josh recognized the same disease that both he and Swan had. He called to the person, but whoever it was—male or female—turned and ran down an alley out of sight. Lying on the ground a few yards away was a dead man, stripped naked, his ribs showing and his teeth bared in what might have been a grin of escape. A few dogs were sniffing around him, but they had not yet begun feasting.
     And then Mule stopped as if he’d run into a brick wall, neighed shrilly and almost reared. “Whoa! Settle down, now!” Josh shouted, having to fight the horse for control.
     He saw that someone was in the road in front of them. The figure was wearing a faded denim jacket and a green cap and was sitting in a child’s red wagon. The figure had no legs, the trousers rolled up and empty below the thighs. “Hey!” Josh called. “Is there a doctor in this town?”
     The face turned slowly toward him. It was a man with a scraggly light brown beard and vague, tormented eyes. “We need a doctor!” Josh said. “Can you help us?”
     Josh thought the man might’ve smiled, but he wasn’t sure. The man said, “Welcome!”
     “A doctor! Can’t you understand me?”
     “Welcome!” the man repeated, and he laughed, and Josh realized he was out of his mind.
     The man reached out, plunged his hands into the mud and began to pull himself and the wagon across the road. “Welcome!” he shouted as he rolled away into an alley.
     Josh shivered, and not just from the cold. That man’s eyes… they were the most awful eyes Josh had ever looked into. He got Mule settled down and moving forward again.
     He continued to shout for help. An occasional face looked out from a doorway and then drew quickly back. Rusty’s going to die, Josh feared. He’s going to bleed to death, and not a single bastard in this hellhole will raise a finger to save him!
     Yellow smoke drifted across the road, the wagon’s tires moving through puddles of human waste. “Somebody help us!” Josh’s voice was giving out. “Please… for God’s sake… somebody help us!”
     “Lawd! What’s all the yellin’ about?”
     Startled, Josh looked toward the voice. Standing in the doorway of a decrepit shack was a black woman with long, iron-gray hair. She wore a coat that had been stitched from a hundred different scraps of cloth.
     “I need to find a doctor! Can you help me?”
     “What’s wrong with you?” Her eyes, the color of copper pennies, narrowed. “Typhoid? The dysentery?”
     “No. My friend’s been hurt. He’s in the back.”
     “Ain’t no doctor in Mary’s Rest. Doctor died of typhoid. Ain’t nobody can help you.”
     “He’s bleeding bad! Isn’t there someplace I can take him?”
     “You can take him to the Pit,” she suggested. She had a sharp-featured, regal face. “’Bout a mile or so down the road. It’s where all the bodies go.” The dark face of a boy about seven or eight years old peeked through the doorway at her side, and she rested a hand on his shoulder. “Ain’t noplace to take him but there.”
     “Rusty’s not dead, lady!” Josh snapped. “But he’s sure going to be if I don’t find some help for him!” He flicked Mule’s reins.
     The black woman let him get a few yards further down the road, and then she said, “Hold on!”
     Josh reined Mule in.
     The woman walked down the cinder block steps in front of her shack and approached the rear of the wagon while the little boy nervously watched. “Open this thing up!” she said—and suddenly the rear flap was unzipped, and she was face to face with Swan. The woman stepped back a pace, then took a deep breath, summoned her courage again and looked into the wagon at the bloody white man lying under a red blanket. The white man wasn’t moving. “He still alive?” she asked the faceless figure.
     “Yes, ma’am,” Swan replied. “But he’s not breathing very good.”
     She could make out the “yes,” but nothing more. “What happened?”
     “Bobcat got him,” Josh said, coming around to the back of the wagon. He was shaking so much he could hardly stand. The woman took a long, hard look at him with her piercing copper-colored eyes. “Damned thing had two heads.”
     “Yeah. Lots of ’em out in the woods like that. Kill you for sure.” She glanced toward the house, then back at Rusty. He made a soft moaning noise, and she could see the terrible wound on the side of his face. She let the breath leak out between her clenched teeth. “Well, bring him on inside, then.”
     “Can you help him?”
     “We’ll find out.” She started walking toward the shack and turned back to say, “I’m a seamstress. Pretty good with a needle and catgut. Bring him on.”
     The shack was as grim inside as it was out, but the woman had two lanterns lit, and on the walls were hung bright pieces of cloth. At the center of the front room stood a makeshift stove constructed from parts of a washing machine, a refrigerator and various pieces of what might have been a truck or car. A few scraps of wood burned behind a grate that was once a car’s radiator grille, and the stove only provided heat within a two or three foot radius. Smoke leaked through the funnel that went up into the roof, giving the shack’s interior a yellow haze. The woman’s furniture—a table and two chairs—were crudely sawn from worm-eaten pinewood. Old newspapers covered the windows, and the wind piped through cracks in the walls. On the pinewood table were snippets of cloth, scissors, needles and the like, and a basket held more pieces of cloth in a variety of colors and patterns.
     “It ain’t much,” she said with a shrug, “but it’s better than some has. Bring him in here.” She motioned Josh into a second, smaller room, where there was an iron-framed cot and a mattress stuffed with newspapers and rags. On the floor next to the cot was a little arrangement of rags, a small patchwork pillow and a thin blanket in which, Josh presumed, the little boy slept. In the room there were no windows, but a lantern burned with a shiny piece of tin behind it to reflect the light. An oil painting of a black Jesus on a hillside surrounded by sheep hung on a wall.
     “Lay him down,” the woman said. “Not on my bed, fool. On the floor.”
     Josh put Rusty down with his head cradled by the patchwork pillow.
     “Get that jacket and sweater off him so I can see if he’s still got any meat left on that arm.”
     Josh did as she said while Swan stood in the doorway with her head tilted way to one side so she could see. The little boy stood on the other side of the room, staring at Swan.
     The woman picked up the lantern and put it on the floor next to Rusty. She whistled softly. “’Bout scraped him to the bone. Aaron, you go bring the other lamps in here. Then you fetch me the long bone needle, the ball of catgut and a sharp pair of scissors. Hurry on, now!”
     “Yes, Mama,” Aaron said, and he darted past Swan.
     “What’s your friend’s name?”
     “Rusty.”
     “He’s in a bad way. Don’t know if I can stitch him up, but I’ll do my best. Ain’t got nothin’ but snow water to clean those wounds with, and you sure as hell don’t want that filthy shit in an open—” She stopped, looking at Josh’s mottled hands as he took off his gloves. “You black or white?” she asked.
     “Does it matter anymore?”
     “Naw. Don’t reckon it does.” Aaron brought the two lanterns, and she arranged them near Rusty’s head while he went out again to get the other things she needed. “You got a name?”
     “Josh Hutchins. The girl’s name is Swan.”
     She nodded. Her long, delicate fingers probed the ragged edges of the wound at Rusty’s shoulder. “I’m Glory Bowen. Make my livin’ by stitchin’ clothes for people, but I ain’t no doctor. The closest I ever come to doctorin’ was helpin’ a few women have their babies—but I know about sewin’ cloth, dogskin and cowhide, and maybe a person’s skin ain’t too much different.”
     Rusty’s body suddenly went rigid; he opened his eyes and tried to sit up, but Josh and Glory Bowen held him down. He struggled for a minute, then seemed to realize where he was and relaxed again. “Josh?” he asked.
     “Yeah. I’m here.”
     “Bastard got me, didn’t he? Old two-headed bastard of a bobcat. Knocked me right on my ass.” He blinked, looked up at Glory. “Who’re you?”
     “I’m the woman you’re gonna de-spise in about three minutes,” she answered calmly. Aaron came in with a thin, sharpened splinter of bone that must have been three inches long, and he laid it in his mother’s palm along with a small, waxy-looking ball of catgut thread and a pair of scissors. Then he retreated to the other side of the room, his eyes moving back and forth between Swan and the others.
     “What’re you gonna do to me?” Rusty made out the bone needle as Glory put the end of the thread through the needle’s eye and tied a tiny knot. “What’s that for?”
     “You’ll find out soon enough.” She picked up a rag and wiped the sweat and blood from Rusty’s face. “Gonna have to do a little sewin’ on you. Gonna put you together just like a fine new shirt. That suit you?”
     “Oh… Lord” was all Rusty could manage to say.
     “We gonna have to tie you down, or are you gonna be a man about this? Don’t have nothin’ to kill the pain.”
     “Just… talk to me,” Rusty told her. “Okay?”
     “Sure. Whatcha wanna talk about?” She positioned the needle near the ripped flesh at Rusty’s shoulder. “How ’bout food? Fried chicken. A big bucketful of Colonel Sanders with them hot spices. That sound good to you?” She angled the needle in the precise direction she wanted, and then she went to work. “Can’t you just smell that Kentucky Fried heaven?”
     Rusty closed his eyes. “Yeah,” he whispered thickly. “Oh, yeah… I sure can.”
     Swan couldn’t bear to watch Rusty in pain. She went to the front room, where she warmed herself by the makeshift stove. Aaron peeked around the corner at her, then jerked his head out of sight. She heard Rusty catch his breath, and she went to the door, opened it and stepped outside.
     She climbed into the back of the wagon to get Crybaby, and then she stood rubbing Mule’s neck. She was worried about Killer. How was he going to find them? And if a bobcat had hurt Rusty that badly, what might one do to Killer? “Don’t you worry,” Josh had said. “He’ll find his way.”
     “You got a haid inside there?” a small, curious voice asked beside her.
     Swan made out Aaron standing a few feet away.
     “You can talk, cain’t you? I heard you say somethin’ to my mama.”
     “I can speak,” she answered. “I have to talk slowly, though, or you won’t be able to understand me.”
     “Oh. Your haid looks kinda like a big ol’ gourd.”
     Swan smiled, her facial flesh pulling so tight it felt about to tear. She knew the youngster was being honest, not cruel. “I guess it does. And yes, I have a head inside here. It’s just covered up.”
     “I seen some people looked like you. Mama says it’s a real bad sickness. Says you get that thing and you got it your whole life. Is that so?”
     “I don’t know.”
     “She says it ain’t catchin’, though. Says if it was, everybody in town would have it by now. What kinda stick is that?”
     “It’s a dowsing rod.”
     “What’s that?”
     She explained how a dowsing rod was supposed to find water if you held the forked ends of it just right, but she’d never found any water with it. She recalled Leona Skelton’s gentle voice, as if drifting through time to whisper: “Crybaby’s work isn’t done yet—not by a far sight!”
     “Maybe you ain’t holding it right, then,” Aaron said.
     “I just use it like a walking stick. I don’t see too well.”
     “I reckon not. You ain’t got no eyeballs!”
     Swan laughed and felt muscles in her face unfreeze. The wind brought a new whiff of a sickening odor of decay that Swan had noticed as soon as they’d entered Mary’s Rest. “Aaron?” she asked. “What’s that smell?”
     “What smell?”
     He was used to it, she realized. Human waste and garbage lay everywhere, but this was a fouler odor. “It comes and goes,” she said. “The wind’s carrying it.”
     “Oh, I reckon that’s the pond. What’s left of it, I mean. It ain’t too far. Want to see?”
     No, Swan thought. She didn’t want to get near anything so awful. But Aaron sounded eager to please, and she was curious. “All right, but we’ll have to walk real slow. And don’t run off and leave me, okay?”
     “Okay,” he answered, and he promptly ran about thirty feet up a muddy alley before he turned and waited for her to catch up.
     Swan followed him through the narrow, filthy alleys. Many of the shacks had been burned down, people still digging shelters in the ruins. She probed ahead with Crybaby and was frightened by a skinny yellow dog that lunged out of an intersecting alley; Aaron kicked at it and ran it off. Behind a closed door, an infant wailed with hunger. Further on, Swan almost stumbled over a man lying curled up in the mud. She started to reach down and touch his shoulder, but Aaron said, “He’s a dead’un! Come on, it ain’t too far!”
     They passed between the miserable clapboard shacks and came upon a wide field covered with gray snow. Here and there the frozen body of a human being or an animal lay contorted on the ground. “Come on!” Aaron called, jumping up and down impatiently. He’d been born amid death, had seen so much of it that it was a commonplace sight. He stepped over a woman’s corpse and continued down a gently sloping hill to the large pond that over the years had drawn hundreds of wanderers to the settlement of Mary’s Rest.
     “There ’tis,” Aaron said when Swan reached him. He pointed.
     About a hundred feet away was what had indeed been a very large pond, nestled in the midst of dead trees. Swan saw that maybe an inch of yellow-green water remained right at its center, and all around was cracked, nasty-looking yellow mud.
     And in that mud were dozens of half-buried human and animal skeletons, as if they’d been sucked down as they tried to get the last of that contaminated water. Crows perched on the bones, waiting. Heaps of frozen human excrement and garbage lay in the mud as well, and the smell that wafted from that mess where a pond used to be turned Swan’s stomach. It was as rank as an open sore or an unwashed bathroom bucket.
     “This is ’bout as close as you can stand without gettin’ sick,” Aaron said, “but I wanted you to see it. Ain’t it a peculiar color?”
     “My God!” Swan was fighting the urge to throw up. “Why doesn’t somebody clean that up?”
     “Clean what up?” Aaron asked.
     “The pond! It wasn’t always like that, was it?”
     “Oh, no! I ’member when the pond had water in it. Real drinkin’ water. But Mama says it just gave out. Says it couldn’t last forever, anyway.”
     Swan had to turn away from the sight. She looked back the way they’d come and could make out a solitary figure on the hill, scooping dirty snow into a bucket. Melting the gray snow for water was a slow death, but it was far better than the poisonous pond. “I’m ready to go back now,” she told him, and she started walking slowly up the hill, probing before her with Crybaby.
     Once over the hill, Swan almost tripped over a body in her path. She stopped, looking down at the small form of a child. Whether it had been a boy or girl she couldn’t tell, but the child had died lying on its stomach, one hand clawing at the earth and the other frozen into a fist. She stared at those little hands, pallid and waxy against the snow. “Why are these bodies out here?” she asked.
     “’Cause this is where they died,” he told her, as if she was the dumbest old gourdhead in the whole world.
     “This one was trying to dig something up.”
     “Roots, prob’ly. Sometimes you can dig roots up out of the ground, sometimes you cain’t. When we can find ’em, Mama makes a soup out of ’em.”
     “Roots? What kind of roots?”
     “You sure ask a lot of questions,” he said, exasperated, and he started to walk on ahead.
     “What kind of roots?” Swan repeated, slowly but firmly.
     “Corn roots, I reckon!” Aaron shrugged. “Mama says there used to be a big ol’ cornfield out here, but everythin’ died. Ain’t nothin’ left but a few roots—if a body’s lucky enough to find ’em. Come on, now! I’m cold!”
     Swan looked out across the barren field that lay between the shacks and the pond. Bodies lay like strange punctuation marks scrawled on a gray tablet. The vision in her eye faded in and out, and whatever was under all the thick crust of growths burned and seethed. The child’s white, frozen hands took her attention again. Something about those hands, she thought. Something… but she didn’t know what.
     The smell of the pond sickened her, and she followed Aaron toward the shacks again.
     “Used to be a big ol’ cornfield out here,” Aaron had said. “But everythin’ died.”
     She pushed snow away from the ground with Crybaby. The earth was dark and hard. If any roots remained out here, they were far beneath the crust.
     They were still winding their way through the alleys when Swan heard Mule neigh; it was a cry of alarm. She quickened her pace, stabbing ahead of her with the dowsing rod.
     When they came out of the alley next to Glory Bowen’s shack, Swan heard Mule make a shrill whickering sound that conveyed anger and fear. She tilted her head to see what was happening and finally made it out: people in rags were swarming all over the wagon, tearing it apart. They were shredding the canvas tent to pieces and fighting over the remnants, grabbing up blankets, canned food, clothes and rifles from the rear of the wagon and running with them. “Stop!” she told them, but of course they paid no attention. One of them tried to untie Mule from his harness, but the horse bucked and kicked so powerfully the scavenger was driven off. They were even trying to take the wheels off the wagon. “Stop it!” Swan shouted, stumbling forward. Someone collided against her, knocked her into the cold mud and almost stepped on her. Nearby, two men were fighting in the mud over one of the blankets, and the fight ended when a third man grabbed it and scuttled away.
     The cabin’s door opened. Josh had heard Swan’s shout, and now he saw the Travelin’ Show wagon being ripped apart. Panic shook him. That was all they had in the world! A man was running with a bundle of sweaters and socks in his arms, and Josh went after him but slipped in the mud. The scavengers scattered in all directions, taking away the last of the canvas, all the food, the weapons, blankets, everything. A woman with an orange keloid covering most of her face and neck tried to strip the coat off Swan, but Swan doubled up and the woman struck at her, screaming in frustration. When Josh got to his feet, the woman ran down one of the alleys.
     Then they were all gone, and so were the contents of the Travelin’ Show wagon—including most of the wagon itself.
     “Damn it!” Josh raged. There was nothing left but the frame of the wagon and Mule, who was still snorting and bucking. We’re up shit creek now, he thought. Nothing to eat, not even a damned sock left! “You okay?” he asked Swan, going over to help her up. Aaron was standing beside her, and he reached out to touch her gourd of a head but drew his hand back at the last second.
     “Yes.” Her shoulder was just a little sore where she’d been struck. “I think I’m all right.”
     Josh gently helped Swan up and steadied her. “They took just about everything we had!” he fretted. In the mud lay a few items that had been left behind: a dented tin cup, a tattered shawl, a worn-out boot that Rusty had planned to mend and never got around to.
     “You leave things sittin’ out ’round here, they gonna get stole for sure!” Aaron said sagely. “Any fool knows that!”
     “Well,” Swan said, “maybe they need those things more than we do.”
     Josh’s first impulse was an incredulous laugh, but he held it in check. She was right. At least they had good heavy coats and gloves, and they were wearing thick socks and sturdy boots. Some of those scavengers had been a few threads away from their Genesis suits—except this was surely as far from the Garden of Eden as a human could fall.
     Swan walked around the wagon to Mule and settled the old horse down by calmly rubbing his nose. Still, he continued to make an ominous, worried rumbling.
     “Better get inside,” Josh told her. “Wind’s picking up again.”
     She came toward him, then stopped when Crybaby touched something hard in the mud. She bent down carefully, groped in the mud and came up with the dark oval mirror that somebody had dropped. The magic mirror, she thought as she straightened up again. It had been a long time since she’d peered into it. But now she wiped the mud off on the leg of her jeans and held it up before her, grasping it by the handle with the two carved masks that stared in different directions.
     “What’s that thing?” Aaron asked. “Can you see y’self in there?”
     She could only see the faintest outline of her head, and thought that indeed it did look like a swollen old gourd. She dropped her arm to her side—and as she did something flashed in the glass. She held it up again and turned so the mirror was facing in another direction; she hunted for the flash of light but couldn’t find it. Then she shifted, turning a foot or so to the right, and caught her breath.
     Seemingly less than ten feet behind her was the figure holding the glowing circle of light—close now, very close. Swan was still not quite able to make out the features. She sensed, however, that something was wrong with the face; it was distorted and deformed, but not nearly like her own. She thought that the figure might be a woman, just from the way whoever it was carried herself. So close, so close—yet Swan knew that if she turned around there would be nothing behind her but the shanties and alleys.
     “What direction is the mirror facing?” she asked Josh.
     “North,” he answered. “We came in from the south. That way.” He motioned in the opposite direction. “Why?” He could never understand what she saw when she looked into that thing. Whenever he asked, she would shrug her shoulders and put the mirror away. But the mirror had always reminded him of a verse his mother liked to read from the Bible: “For now we see in a glass darkly, but then face to face.”
     The figure with the glowing ring of light had never been so close before. Sometimes it had been so far away that the light was barely a spark in the glass. She didn’t know who the figure was, or what the ring of light was supposed to be, but she knew it was someone and something very important. And now the woman was close, and Swan thought that she must be somewhere to the north of Mary’s Rest.
     She was about to tell Josh when the face with the leprous, parchment-like flesh rose up over her left shoulder. The monstrous face filled up the whole glass, its gray-lipped mouth cracking open in a grin, one scarlet eye with an ebony pupil emerging from its forehead. A second mouth full of sharp-edged teeth opened like a slash across its cheek, and the teeth strained forward as if to bite Swan on the back of the neck.
     She turned so fast that the weight of her head almost spun her like a top.
     Behind her, the road was deserted.
     She lowered the mirror; she had seen enough for one day. If what the magic mirror showed her was true, the figure bearing the ring of light was very near.
     But nearer still was the thing that reminded her of the Devil on Leona Skelton’s tarot card.
     Josh watched Swan as she went up the cinder block steps into Glory Bowen’s shack, then looked north along the road. There was no movement but chimney smoke scattering before the wind. He regarded the wagon again and shook his head. He figured that Mule would kick the sauce out of anybody who tried to steal him, and there was nothing left to take. “That’s all our food,” he said, mostly to himself. “Every damned bit of it!”
     “Oh, I know a place you can catch some big ’uns,” Aaron offered. “You just gotta know where they are, and be quick to catch ’em.”
     “Quick to catch what?”
     “Rats,” the boy said, as if any fool knew that was what most of the people in Mary’s Rest had been surviving on for the last few years. “That’s what we’ll be eatin’ tonight, if you’re stayin’.”
     Josh swallowed thickly, but he was no stranger to the gamy taste of rat meat. “I hope you’ve got salt,” he said as he followed Aaron up the steps. “I like mine real salty.”
     Just before he reached the door, he felt the flesh at the back of his neck tighten. He heard Mule snort and whinny, and he looked toward the road again. He had the unnerving sensation of being watched—no, more than that. Of being dissected.
     But there was no one. No one at all.
     The wind whirled around him, and in it he thought he heard a squeaking sound—like the noise of wheels in need of grease. The sound was gone in an instant.
     The light was quickly fading, and Josh knew this was one place he wouldn’t walk the alleys at night even for a T-bone steak. He went into the shack and shut the door.
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Fifty-nine

Swan awakened from a dream. She’d been running through a field of human bodies that moved like stalks of wheat before the wind, and behind her advanced the thing with the single scarlet eye, its scythe lopping off heads, arms and legs as it sought her out. Only her head was too heavy, her feet weighted down by yellow mud, and she couldn’t run fast enough. The monster was getting nearer, its scythe whistling through the air like a shriek, and suddenly she’d fallen over a child’s corpse and she was looking at its white hands, one clawing the earth and the other clenched into a fist.
     She lay on the floor of Glory Bowen’s shack. Embers behind the stove’s grate still cast a little light and a breath of heat. She slowly sat up and leaned against the wall, the image of the child’s hands fixed in her mind. Nearby, Josh lay curled up on the floor, breathing heavily and deeply asleep. Closer to the stove, Rusty lay sleeping under a thin blanket, his head on the patchwork pillow. Glory had done a fine job of cleaning and stitching the wounds, but she’d said the next couple of days would be rough for him. It had been very kind of her to let them spend the night and share her water and a little stew. Aaron had asked Swan dozens of questions about her condition, what the land was like beyond Mary’s Rest, and what all she’d seen. Glory had told Aaron to stop pestering her, but Swan wasn’t bothered; the boy had a curious mind, and that was a rare thing worth encouraging.
     Glory told them her husband had been a Baptist minister back in Wynne, Arkansas, when the bombs hit. The radiation of Little Rock had killed a lot of people in the town, and Glory, her husband and their infant son had joined a caravan of wanderers looking for a safe place to settle. But there were no safe places. Four years later, they’d settled in Mary’s Rest, which at that time was a thriving settlement built around the pond. There’d been no minister or church in Mary’s Rest, and Glory’s husband had started building a house of worship with his own hands.
     But then the typhoid epidemic came, Glory told them. People died by the score, and wild animals skulked in from the woods to gut the corpses. When the last of the community’s stockpile of canned food gave out, people started eating rats, boiling bark, roots, leather—even the dirt itself—into “soup.” One night the church had caught fire, and Glory’s husband had died trying to save it. The blackened ruins were still standing, because nobody had the energy or will to build it back. She and her son had stayed alive because she was a good seamstress, and people paid her with extra food, coffee and such to patch their clothes. That was the story of her life, Glory had said; that was how she’d gotten to be an old woman when she was barely thirty-five.
     Swan listened to the sound of the roving wind. Was it bringing the answer to the magic mirror’s riddle closer? she wondered. Or was it blowing it further away?
     And quite suddenly, as the wind faltered to draw another breath, Swan heard the urgent noise of a dog barking.
     Her heart thudded in her chest. The barking ebbed away, was gone—then began to swell again, from somewhere very near.
     Swan would know that bark anywhere.
     She started to reach over and rouse Josh to tell him that Killer had found his way, but he snorted and muttered in his sleep. She let him alone, stood up with the aid of the dowsing rod and walked to the door.
     The barking faded as the wind took a different turn. But she understood what it said: “Hurry! Come see what I’ve got to show you!”
     She put on her coat, buttoned it up to her neck and slipped out of the shack into the tumultuous dark.
     She couldn’t see the terrier. Josh had unbridled Mule to let the horse fend for himself, and he’d wandered off to find shelter.
     The wind came back, and with it the barking. Where was it coming from? The left, she thought. No, the right! She walked down the steps. There was no sign of Killer, and now the barking was gone, too. But she was sure it had come from the right, maybe from that alley over there, the same alley Aaron had taken her along to show her the pond.
     She hesitated. It was cold out here, and dark except for the glow of a bonfire a few alleys away. Had she heard Killer’s barking or not? she asked herself. It wasn’t there now, just the wind shrilling through the alleys and around the shacks.
     The image of the child’s frozen hands came to her. What was it about those hands that haunted her? she wondered. It was more than the fact that they belonged to a dead child—much, much more.
     She didn’t know exactly when she made the decision, or when she took the first step. But suddenly she was entering the alley, questing with Crybaby before her, and she was walking toward the field.
     Her vision blurred, her eye stinging with pain. She went blind, but she didn’t panic; she just waited it out, hoping that this wasn’t the time when her sight would go and not return. It came back, and Swan kept going.
     She fell once over another corpse in the alley and heard an animal growling somewhere nearby, but she made it through. And then there was the field stretched before her, only faintly illuminated in the reflection of the distant bonfire. She began to walk across it, the odor of the poisonous pond thick in her nostrils, and hoped she remembered the way.
     The barking returned, from off to her left. She changed her direction to follow it, and she called, “Killer! Where are you?” but the wind snatched her voice away.
     Step by step, Swan crossed the field. In some places the snow was four or five inches thick, but in others the wind had blown it away to expose the bare ground. The barking ebbed and faded, returned from a slightly different direction. Swan altered her course by a few degrees, but she couldn’t see the terrier anywhere on the field.
     The barking stopped.
     So did Swan.
     “Where are you?” she called. The wind shoved at her, almost knocked her down. She looked back at Mary’s Rest, could see the bonfire and a few lanterns burning in windows. It seemed a long way off. But she took one more step in the direction of the pond.
     Crybaby touched something on the ground right in front of her, and Swan made out the shape of the child’s body.
     The wind shifted. The barking came again—just a whisper now, from an unknown distance. It continued to fade, and just before it was gone Swan had a strange impression: that the sound no longer belonged to an old, weary dog. It had a note of youth in it, and strength, and roads yet to be traveled.
     The sound was gone, and Swan was alone with the corpse of the child.
     She bent down and looked at the hands. One clawing the earth, the other clenched into a fist. What was so familiar about that?
     And then she knew: It was the way she herself had planted seeds when she was a little girl. One hand digging the hole, the other—
     She grasped the bony fist and tried to pry it open. It resisted her, but she worked at it patiently and thought of opening a flower’s petals. The hand slowly revealed what was locked in its palm.
     There were six wrinkled kernels of corn.
     One hand digging the hole, she thought, and the other nestling the seeds.
Seeds.
     The child had not died digging for roots. The child had died trying to plant shriveled seeds.
     She held the kernels in her own palm. Was there untapped life in them, or were they only cold bits of nothing?
     “Used to be a big ol’ cornfield out here,” Aaron had told her. “But everythin’ died.”
     She thought of the apple tree bursting into new life. Thought of the green seedlings in the shape of her body. Thought of the flowers she had grown in dry, dusty earth a long time ago.
     “Used to be a big ol’ cornfield out here.”
     Swan looked at the body again. The child had died in a strange posture. Why was the child lying on its stomach on the cold ground instead of curling up to save the last bit of warmth? She gently grasped the shoulder and tried to turn it over; there was a faint crackling noise as the ragged clothes unstuck from the ground, but the body itself was as light as a husk.
     And underneath the body was a small leather pouch.
     She picked it up with a trembling hand, opened it and reached in with two fingers—but she already knew what she’d find.
     In the pouch were more dried kernels of corn. The child had been protecting them with body heat. She realized she would have done the same thing, and that she and the child might have had a lot in common.
     Here were the seeds. It was up to her to finish the job the dead child had begun.
     She scraped away snow and thrust her fingers into the dirt. It was hard and clayey, full of ice and sharp pebbles. She brought up a handful and worked warmth into it; then she put one kernel into it and did what she had done when she planted seeds in the dust of Kansas—she gathered saliva in her mouth and spat into her handful of dirt. She rolled it into a ball, kept rolling it until she felt the tingling running up through her backbone, through her arm and fingers. Then she returned the dirt to the ground, pressing it into the hole she’d scooped it from.
     And that was the first seed planted, but whether it would grow in this tormented earth or not, Swan didn’t know.
     She picked up Crybaby, crawled a few feet away from the body and clawed up another handful of dirt. Either sharp ice or a stone cut her fingers, but she hardly noticed the pain; her mind was concentrated on the task. The pins-and-needles sensation was strengthening, starting to flow through her body in waves like power through humming wires.
     Swan crawled ahead and planted a third seed. The cold was chewing down through her clothes, stiffening her bones, but she kept on going, scraping up a handful of dirt every two or three feet and planting a single seed. In some places the earth was frozen solid and as unyielding as granite, so she crawled on to another place, finding that the dirt cushioned beneath the snow was softer than the dirt where the covering snow had blown away. Still, her hands quickly became raw, and blood began to seep from cuts. Drops of blood mingled with the seeds and dirt as Swan continued to work, slowly and methodically, without pause.
     She didn’t plant any seeds near the pond, but instead turned back toward Mary’s Rest to lay down another row. An animal wailed off in the distant woods—a high, shrill, lonely cry. She kept her mind on her work, her bloody hands searching through the snow to find pliable dirt. The cold finally pierced her, and she had to stop and huddle up. Ice was clogging her nostrils, her eye with its fragile vision almost frozen shut. She lay shivering, and it occurred to her that she’d feel stronger if she could sleep for a while. Just a short rest. Just a few minutes, and then she’d get back to work again.
     Something nudged her side. She was dazed and weak, and she didn’t care to lift her head to see what it was. She was nudged again, much harder this time.
     Swan rolled over, angled her head and looked up.
     A warm breath hit her face. Mule was standing over her, as motionless as if carved from gray-dappled stone. She started to lie back down again, but Mule nudged her in the shoulder with his nose. He made a deep rumbling sound, and the breath floated from his nostrils like steam from a boiler.
     He was not going to let her sleep. And the warm air that came from his lungs reminded her of how very cold it was, and how close she’d been to giving up. If she lay there much longer, she would freeze. She had to get moving again, get her circulation going.
     Mule nudged her more firmly, and Swan sat up and said, “Okay, okay.” She lifted a blood-and-dirt-caked hand toward his muzzle, and Mule’s tongue came out to lick the tortured flesh.
     She started planting seeds from the leather pouch again as Mule followed along a few paces behind her, his ears pricking up and quivering at the approaching cries of animals in the woods.
     As the cold closed in and Swan forced herself to keep working everything became dreamlike and hazy, as if she were laboring underwater. Every once in a while Mule’s steamy breath would warm her, and then she began to sense furtive movement in the dark all around them, drawing closer. She heard the shriek of an animal nearby, and Mule answered with a husky grumble of warning. Swan kept pushing herself on, kept scraping through the snow to grip handfuls of dirt and replace them in the earth with seeds at their centers. Every movement of her fingers was an exercise in agony, and she knew the animals were being lured from the woods by the scent of her blood.
     But she had to finish the job. There were still perhaps thirty or forty kernels left in the leather pouch, and Swan was determined to get them planted. The tingling currents coursed through her bones, continuing to grow stronger, almost painful now, and as she worked in the dark she imagined that she saw an occasional, tiny burst of sparks fly from the bloody mass of her fingers. She smelled a faint burned odor, like an electric plug beginning to overheat and short-circuit. Her face beneath the masklike crust of growths seethed with pain; when her vision would fade out, she would work for a few minutes in absolute blindness until her sight returned. She pushed herself onward—three or four feet, and one seed at a time.
     An animal—a bobcat, she thought it was—growled somewhere off to the left, dangerously near, She tensed for its attack, heard Mule whinny and felt the pounding of his hooves against the earth as he galloped past her. Then the bobcat shrieked; there was the noise of turbulence in the snow—and, a minute or so later, Mule’s breath wanned her face again. Another animal growled a challenge, off to the right this time, and Mule whirled toward it as the bobcat leapt. Swan heard a high squeal of pain, heard Mule grunt as he was struck; then there was the jarring of Mule’s hooves against the ground—once, twice and again. He returned to her side, and she planted another seed.
     She didn’t know how long the attacks went on. She concentrated only on her work, and soon she came to the last five seeds.
     At the first smear of light in the east, Josh sat up in the front room of Glory Bowen’s shack and realized that Swan was gone. He called the woman and her son, and together they searched the alleys of Mary’s Rest. It was Aaron who ran out to the field to look, and he came back yelling for Josh and his mama to come quick.
     They saw a figure lying on the ground, huddled up on its side. Pressed close to it was Mule, who lifted his head and whinnied weakly as Josh ran toward them. He almost stepped on the crushed carcass of a bobcat with an extra clawed foot growing from its side, saw another thing that might have once been a bobcat lying nearby, but it was too mangled to tell for sure.
     Mule’s flanks and legs were crisscrossed with gashes. And in a circle around Swan were three more animal carcasses, all crushed.
     “Swan!” Josh shouted as he reached her and dropped to his knees at her side. She didn’t stir, and he took her frail body into his arms. “Wake up, honey!” he said, shaking her. “Come on now, wake up!” The air was bitterly cold, but Josh could feel the warmth that radiated from Mule. He shook her harder. “Swan! Wake up!”
     “Oh, my Lawd Jesus,” Glory whispered, standing just behind Josh. “Her… hands.”
     Josh saw them too, and he winced. They were swollen, covered with dried black blood and dirt, the raw fingers contorted into claws. In the palm of her right hand was a leather pouch, and in her left palm was a single, withered kernel of corn mired in the dirt and blood. “Oh, God… Swan…”
     “Is she dead, Mama?” Aaron asked, but Glory didn’t answer. Aaron took a step forward. “She ain’t dead, mister! Pinch her and wake her up!”
     Josh touched her wrist. There was a weak pulse, but it wasn’t much. A tear fell from the corner of his eye onto her face.
     Swan drew a sharp breath and slowly released it in a moan. Her body trembled as she began to come up from a place that was very dark and cold.
     “Swan? Can you hear me?”
     A voice—muffled and far away—was speaking to her. She thought she recognized it. Her hands were hurting… oh, they were hurting so much. “Josh?”
     The voice had been barely a whisper, but Josh’s heart leapt. “Yes, honey. It’s Josh. You just be still now, we’re going to get you to where it’s warm.” He stood up with the girl in his arms and turned to the clawed-up, exhausted horse. “I’m going to find you a warm place, too. Come on, Mule.” The horse struggled to his feet and began to follow.
     Aaron saw Swan’s dowsing rod lying in the snow and retrieved it. He prodded curiously at a dead bobcat with a second neck and head growing out of its belly, then he ran on after Josh and his mama.
     Up ahead, Swan tried to open her eye. The lid was sealed shut. A viscous fluid leaked from the corner, and her eye burned so fiercely she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. The other eye, long sealed, throbbed in its socket. She lifted a hand to touch her face, but her fingers wouldn’t work.
     Josh heard her whisper something. “We’re almost there, honey. Just a few minutes more. You hang on, now.” He knew she’d been very close to death out there in the open—and might still be. She spoke again, and this time he understood her, but he said, “What?”
     “My eye,” Swan said. She was trying to speak calmly, but her voice shook. “Josh… I’ve gone blind.”






Sixty

Lying on her bed of leaves, Sister sensed movement beside her. She came up from sleep and clamped her hand like a manacle on somebody’s wrist.
     Robin Oakes was kneeling, his long brown hair full of feathers and bones and his eyes full of light. The colors of the glass circle pulsated on his sharp-boned face. He’d opened the satchel and was trying to slip the ring out of it. They stared at each other for a few seconds, and Sister said, “No.” She put her other hand on the ring, and he let her have it.
     “Don’t get bent out of shape,” he said tersely. “I didn’t hurt it.”
     “Thank God. Who said you could go rummaging around in my bag?”
     “I wasn’t rummaging. I was looking. No big deal.”
     Sister’s bones creaked as she sat up. Murky daylight was showing through the cave’s entrance. Most of the young highwaymen were still asleep, but two of the boys were skinning a couple of small carcasses—rabbits? squirrels?—and another was arranging sticks to build the breakfast fire. At the rear of the cave, Hugh was sleeping near his patient, and Paul was asleep on a pallet of leaves. “This is important to me,” she told Robin. “You don’t know how important. Just leave it atone, okay?”
     “Screw it,” he said, and he stood up. “I was putting that weird thing back, and I was going to tell you about Swan and the big dude. But forget it, deadhead.” He started to walk over and check on Bucky.
     It took a few seconds for what the boy had said to register: “Swan. Swan and the big dude.”
     She hadn’t told any of them about her dreamwalking. Hadn’t said anything about the word “swan” and the hand prints burned into the trunk of a blossoming tree. How, then, could Robin Oakes know—unless he had gone dream-walking, too?
     “Wait!” she cried out. Her voice echoed like a bell within the cavern. Both Paul and Hugh were jolted from their sleep. Most of the boys awakened at once, already reaching for their guns and spears. Robin stopped in mid-stride.
     She started to speak, couldn’t find the words. She stood up and approached him, holding the glass circle up. “What did you see in this?”
     Robin glanced over at the other boys, then back to Sister, and shrugged.
     “You did see something, didn’t you?” Her heart was pounding. The colors of the ring pulsated faster as well. “You did! You went dreamwalking, didn’t you?”
     “Dreamwhat?”
     “Swan,” Sister said. “You saw that word written on the tree, didn’t you? The tree that was covered with blossoms. And you saw the hand prints burned into the wood.” She held the glass in front of his face. “You did, didn’t you?”
     “Uh-uh.” He shook his head. “Not any of that stuff.”
     She froze, because she could see that he was telling the truth. “Please,” she said. “Tell me what you saw.”
     “I… slipped it out of your bag about an hour ago, when I woke up,” he said in a quiet, respectful voice. “I just wanted to hold it. Just wanted to look at it. I’ve never seen anything like it before, and after what happened with Bucky… I knew it was special.” He trailed off, was silent for a few seconds as if mesmerized again. “I don’t know what that thing is, but… it makes you want to hold it and look down inside it where all those lights and colors shine. I took it out of your bag, and I went over and sat down.” He motioned toward his own bed of leaves on the far side of the cave. “I wasn’t going to keep it very long, but… the colors started changing. They started making a picture—I don’t know, I guess it sounds kind of crazy, right?”
     “Go on.” Both Paul and Hugh were listening, and the others were paying close attention as well.
     “I just held it and kept watching the picture form, kind of like one of those mosaics they used to have on the walls of the orphanage chapel: If you looked at them long enough, you could almost swear they came alive and started moving. That’s what this was like—only it suddenly wasn’t just a picture anymore. It was real, and I was standing on a field covered with snow. The wind was blowing, and everything was kind of hazy—but damn, it was cold out there! I saw something lying on the ground; at first I thought it was a bundle of rags, but then I realized it was a person. And right next to it was a horse, lying down in the snow, too.” He looked sheepishly over at the listening boys, then returned his gaze to Sister. “Weird, huh?”
     “What else did you see?”
     “The big dude came running across the field. He was wearing a black mask, and he passed about six or seven feet right in front of me. Scared the hell out of me, and I wanted to jump back, but then he’d gone on. I swear I could even see his footprints in the snow. And I heard him yell ‘Swan.’ I heard that as sure as I hear my own voice right now. He sounded scared. Then he knelt down beside that person, and it looked like he was trying to wake her up.”
     “Her? What do you mean, her?”
     “A girl. I think he was calling her name: Swan.”
     A girl, Sister thought. A girl named Swan—that’s who the glass ring was leading them to! Sister’s mind was reeling. She felt faint, had to close her eyes for a moment to keep her balance; when she opened them again, the colors of the glass circle were pulsating wildly.
     Paul had stood up. Though he’d ceased to believe in the power of the ring before Hugh had saved the young boy, he was now almost trembling with excitement. It didn’t matter anymore that he couldn’t see anything in the glass; maybe that was because he was blind and would not look deeply enough. Maybe it was because he had refused to believe in anything much beyond himself, or his mind was locked to a bitter wavelength. But if this boy had seen a vision in the glass, if he’d experienced the sensation of “dreamwalking” that Sister talked about, then might they be searching for someone who really was out there somewhere? “What else?” he asked Robin. “Could you see anything else?”
     “When I was going to jump back from that big dude in the black mask, I saw something on the ground almost in front of me. Some kind of animal, all crushed and bloody. I don’t know what it was, but somebody had done a number on it.”
     “The man in the mask,” Sister said anxiously. “Did you see where he came from?”
     “No. Like I say, it was kind of hazy. Smoky, I guess. I could smell a lot of smoke in the air; and there was another smell—a sick kind of smell. I think there might have been a couple of other people there, too, but I’m not sure. The picture started fading and drifting apart. I didn’t like that sick smell, and I wanted to be back here again. Then I was sitting over there with that thing in my hands, and that was all.”
     “Swan,” Sister whispered. She looked at Paul. His eyes were wide and amazed. “We’re looking for a girl named Swan.”
     “But where do we look? My God, a field could be anywhere—one mile away or a hundred miles!”
     “Did you see anything else?” Sister asked the boy. “Any landmarks—a barn? A house? Anything?”
     “Just a field. Covered with snow in some places, and in others the snow had blown away. Like I said, it was so real I could feel the cold. It was so real it was spooky… and I guess that’s why I let you catch me putting that thing back in your bag. I guess I wanted to tell somebody about it.”
     “How are we supposed to find a field without landmarks?” Paul asked. “There’s no way!”
     “Uh… excuse me.”
     They looked over at Hugh, who was getting up with the aid of his crutch. “I’m really in the dark about all this,” he said, once he’d gotten himself steadied. “But I know that what you believe you see in that glass you take to be a place that truly exists. I imagine I’m the last person in the world to understand such things—but it seems to me that if you’re looking for that particular place, you might start with Mary’s Rest.”
     “Why there?” Paul asked him.
     “Because back in Moberly I had the opportunity to meet travelers,” he replied. “Just as I met you and Sister. I assumed travelers might show some pity for a one-legged beggar—unfortunately, I was usually incorrect. But I remember one man who’d come through Mary’s Rest; he was the one who told me the pond there had gone dry. And I remember… he said the air in Mary’s Rest smelled unclean.” He turned his attention to Robin. “You said you smelled a ‘sick’ odor—and you also smelled smoke. Is that right?”
     “Yeah. There was smoke in the air.”
     Hugh nodded. “Smoke. Chimneys. Fires for people trying to keep warm. I think the field you’re searching for—if there is such a place—may be near Mary’s Rest.”
     “How far is Mary’s Rest from here?” Sister asked Robin.
     “Seven or eight miles, I guess. Maybe more. I’ve never been there, but we’ve sure robbed a lot of people who were going in and out. That was a while back, though. Not so many travel this way anymore.”
     “There’s not enough gas in the Jeep to make that distance,” Paul reminded Sister. “I doubt if we’d make a mile.”
     “I don’t mean seven or eight miles by road,” Robin corrected. “I mean that far overland. It’s southwest of here, through the woods, and the going’s rough. Six of my men scouted a trail over there about a year ago. Two of them made it back, and they said there wasn’t anything worth stealing in Mary’s Rest. They’d probably rob us if they could.”
     “If we can’t drive, we’ll have to walk.” Sister picked up her satchel and slipped the glass ring into it. Her hands were shaking.
     Robin grunted. “Sister,” he said, “I don’t mean any disrespect, but you’re crazy. Seven miles on foot wouldn’t be what I’d call a real fun thing to do. You know, we probably saved your lives stopping your Jeep like we did. You’d be frozen to death by now if we hadn’t.”
     “We have to get to Mary’s Rest—or at least I do. Paul and Hugh can decide for themselves. I’ve come a hell of a lot further than seven miles to get here, and a little cold’s not going to stop me now.”
     “It’s not just the distance, or the cold. It’s what’s out there in the deep woods.”
     “What?” Hugh asked uneasily, hobbling forward on his crutch.
     “Oh, some real interesting wildlife. Things that look like they were hatched in some mad doctor’s zoo. Hungry things. You don’t want one of those things to catch you out in the woods at night.”
     “I should say not,” Hugh agreed.
     “I have to get to Mary’s Rest,” Sister said firmly, and her set expression told Robin her mind was made up. “All I need is some food, warm clothes and my shotgun. I’ll make out okay.”
     “Sister, you won’t make a mile before you get lost—or eaten.”
     She looked at Paul Thorson. “Paul?” she asked. “Are you still with me?”
     He hesitated, glanced toward the gloomy light at the cave’s entrance and then at the fire the boys were starting by rubbing two sticks together. Damn! he thought. I never could do that when I was a Cub Scout! It might not be too late to learn, though. Still, they’d come so far, and they might be so close to finding the answer they sought. He watched the fire spark and catch, but he’d already decided. “I’m with you.”
     “Hugh?” she prompted.
     “I want to go with you,” he said, “I really do. But I have a patient.” He glanced at the sleeping boy. “I want to know what—and who—you find when you get to Mary’s Rest, but… I think I’m needed here, Sister. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt useful. Do you understand?”
     “Yes.” She’d already decided to talk Hugh out of going, anyway; there was no way he could make the distance on one leg, and he’d only slow them down. “I do understand.” She looked at Robin. “We’ll want to be leaving as soon as we can get our gear together. I’ll be needing my shotgun and the shells—if that’s all right with you.”
     “You’ll need more than that to make it.”
     “Then I’m sure you’ll want to return Paul’s gun and bullets to him, too. And we can use whatever food and clothes you can spare.”
     Robin laughed, but his eyes remained hard. “We’re supposed to be the robbers, Sister!”
     “Just give us back what you stole from us, then. We’ll call it even.”
     “Anybody ever tell you you were crazy?” he asked.
     “Yes. Tougher punks than you.”
     A faint smile spread slowly across his face, and his eyes softened. “Okay,” he said, “you’ll get your stuff back. I guess you’ll need it more than us.” He paused thoughtfully, then said, “Hold on,” and he went over to his bed of leaves. He bent down and started going through a cardboard box full of tin cans, knives, watches, shoelaces, and other items. He found what he was looking for and returned to Sister. “Here,” he said, placing something in her hand. “You’ll need this, too.”
     It was a small metal compass that looked like it might have come from a CrackerJack box.
     “It works, too,” he told her. “At least, it worked when I took it off a dead man a couple of weeks ago.”
     “Thanks. I hope it’s luckier for me than it was for him.”
     “Yeah. Well… you can have this, too, if you want it.” Robin unbuttoned the brown coat from around his throat. Against his pallid skin he was wearing a tarnished little crucifix on a silver chain. He started to take it off, but Sister touched his hand to restrain him.
     “That’s all right.” And she pulled her woolen muffler away from her neck to show him the crucifix-shaped scar that had been burned there in the Forty-second Street theater long before. “I’ve got my own.”
     “Yeah.” Robin nodded. “I guess you do.”
     Their coats, sweaters and gloves were returned to Paul and Sister, along with their guns, bullets for Paul’s Magnum and shells for Sister’s shotgun. A can of baked beans and some dried squirrel meat wrapped up in leaves found their way into a duffel bag that was returned to Sister, along with an all-purpose knife and a bright orange woolen cap. Robin gave both of them wristwatches, and a search of another cardboard box of booty yielded three kitchen matches.
     Paul siphoned the last of the gasoline from the Jeep’s tank into a small plastic milk jug, and it barely wet the bottom. But the jug was securely sealed with tape and put down into the duffel bag, to be used to strengthen a fire.
     It was as light as it was going to get outside. The sky was dingy, and there was no way to tell where the sun was. Sister’s watch said ten twenty-two; Paul’s said three thirteen.
     It was time to go.
     “Ready?” Sister asked Paul.
     He looked longingly at the fire for a moment and then said, “Yeah.”
     “Good luck!” Hugh called, hobbling to the mouth of the cave as they started out. Sister lifted a gloved hand, then pulled her collar up around the muffler at her throat. She checked the compass, and Paul followed her toward the woods.






Sixty-one

“There it is.” Glory pointed to the hulk of a gray-boarded barn half hidden within a grove of trees. Two other structures had collapsed, and from one of them protruded a crumbling red brick chimney. “Aaron found this place a while back,” she said as Josh walked with her toward the barn and Mule tagged along. “Nobody lives out here, though.” She motioned toward a well-worn trail that went past the decayed structures and deeper into the forest. “The Pit’s not too far.”
     The Pit, as Josh understood it, was the community’s burial ground—a trench into which hundreds of bodies had been lowered over the years. “Jackson used to say a few words over the dead,” Glory said. “Now that he’s gone, they just toss ’em in and forget ’em.” She glanced at him. “Swan came mighty close to joinin’ ’em last night. What’d she think she was doin’ out there?”
     “I don’t know.” Swan had lapsed into unconsciousness when they’d gotten her to the shack. Josh and Glory had cleaned her hands and bandaged them with strips of cloth, and they could feel the fever radiating from her. They’d left Aaron and Rusty to watch over her while Josh fulfilled his promise to find shelter for Mule, but he was half crazy with worry; without medicine, proper food or even decent drinking water, what hope did she have? Her body was so broken down with exhaustion that the fever might kill her. He remembered her last words to him before she’d faded away: “Josh, I’ve gone blind.”
     His hands gripped into fists at his sides. Protect the child, he thought. Sure. You’ve done a real fine job of that, haven’t you?
     He didn’t know why she’d slipped out of the shack last night, but it was obvious she’d been digging in the hard earth. Thank God Mule had had the sense to know she was in trouble, or today they’d be taking Swan’s body to the—
     No. He refused to think about that. She’d get better. He knew she would.
     They passed the rusted remains of a car—minus doors, wheels, engine and hood—and Glory pulled the barn’s door open. It was dark and chilly inside, but at least the wind was blunted. Soon Josh’s vision grew accustomed to the gloom. There were two stalls with a little straw on the floor and a trough in which Josh could melt some snow for Mule to drink. On the walls hung ropes and harness gear, but there were no windows an animal might crawl through. It seemed a safe enough place to leave him, and at least he’d be sheltered.
     Josh saw what looked like a pile of junk on the other side of the barn and walked over to examine it. He found some broken-up chairs, a lamp without bulb or wiring, a small lawn mower and a coil of barbed wire. A mouse-eaten blue blanket covered more junk, and Josh lifted it away to see what was underneath.
     “Glory,” he said softly. “Come take a look.”
     She walked over beside him, and he ran his fingers across the cracked glass screen of a television set. “I haven’t seen one of these in a while,” he said wistfully, “I guess the ratings are pretty low these days, huh?” He punched the on-off button and started to turn through the channels, but the knob came off in his hand.
     “Not worth a damn,” Glory said. “Just like everything else.”
     The TV was supported on some sort of desk with rollers on it, and Josh picked up the set, turned it around and pulled the pressboard off to reveal the tube and the jungle of wires within. He felt about as dumb as a caveman, peering into a magic box that had once been a commonplace luxury—no, necessity—for millions of American homes. Without power, it was as useless as a stone—probably less so, really, because a stone could be used to kill rodents for the stewpot.
     He set the TV aside, along with the other junk. It was going to take a smarter man than he to make juice run through wires and boxes show pictures that moved and spoke again, he mused. He bent down to the floor and found a box full of what looked like old wooden candlesticks. Another box held dusty bottles. He saw some pieces of paper scattered on the floor and picked up one. It was an announcement, and the faded red letters said Antique Auction! Jefferson City Flea Market! Saturday, June 5! Come Early, Stay Late! He opened his hand and let the announcement drift back to the floor and settle with a noise like a sigh amid the other pieces of yesterday’s news.
     “Josh? What’s this thing?”
     Glory was touching the desk with the rollers on it. Her hand found a small crank, and as she turned it there was the rattling noise of a chain moving over rusted gears. The rollers turned as achingly as old men revolving in their sleep. A number of rubber-cushioned pads were activated by the hand crank, coming down to press briefly against the rollers and then return to their original positions. Josh saw a small metal tray affixed to the other end of the desk; he picked up a few of the flea market announcements and put them in the tray. “Keep turning the crank,” he said, and they watched as the rollers and pads grasped one piece of paper at a time, fed them through a slot into the depths of the machine and delivered them to another tray at the opposite end. Josh found a sliding panel, pushed it back and looked into an arrangement of more rollers, trays of metal type and a dried-up series of spongy surfaces that Josh realized must have once been ink pads.
     “We’ve got us a printing press,” he said. “How about that? Must be an old knocker, but it’s in pretty good shape.” He touched the close-grained oak of the press’s cabinet. “This was somebody’s labor of love. Sure is a shame to let it sit out here and rot.”
     “Might as well rot here as anywhere else.” She grunted. “That’s the damnedest thing!”
     “What is?”
     “Before Jackson died… he wanted to start up a newspaper—just a little handout sheet. He said havin’ some kind of town newspaper would make everybody feel like more of a community. You know, people would take more of an interest in everybody else instead of shuttin’ themselves away. He didn’t even know this thing was out here. ’Course, that was just a dream.” She ran her hand across the oak next to Josh’s. “He had a lot of dreams that died.” Her hand touched his and quickly pulled away.
     There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. Josh could still feel the heat of her hand against his own. “He must’ve been a fine man,” he offered.
     “He was. He had a good heart and a strong back, and he didn’t mind gettin’ his hands dirty. Before I met Jackson, I had a pretty rough life. I was full up with bad men and hard drinkin’. Been on my own since I was thirteen.” She smiled slightly. “A girl grows up fast. Well, I guess Jackson wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty on me, ’cause I’d sure be dead if he hadn’t turned me around. What about you? You have a wife?”
     “Yes. An ex-wife, I mean. And two sons.”
     Glory turned the hand crank and watched the rollers work. “What happened to ’em?”
     “They were in south Alabama. When the bombs hit, I mean.” He drew a deep breath, slowly released it. “Down in Mobile. There’s a naval station in Mobile. Nuclear submarines, all kinds of ships. Was a naval station there, at least.” He watched Mule chomping at the straw on the floor. “Maybe they’re still alive. Maybe not. I… I guess it’s bad for me to think this, but… I kind of hope they died on the seventeenth of July. I hope they died watching television, or eating ice cream, or lying in the sun at the beach.” His gaze found Glory’s. “I just hope they died fast. Is that a bad thing to wish for?”
     “No. It’s a decent wish,” Glory told him. And this time her hand touched his and did not retreat. Her other hand wandered up and gently brushed the black ski mask. “What do you look like under that thing?”
     “I used to be ugly. Now I’m downright loathsome.”
     She touched the hard gray skin that sealed the right eyehole. “Does that stuff hurt?”
     “Sometimes it burns. Sometimes it itches so much I can hardly stand it. And sometimes…” He trailed off.
     “Sometimes what?”
     He hesitated, about to tell her what he had never told either Swan or Rusty. “Sometimes,” he said quietly, “it feels like… my face is changing. It feels like the bones are moving. And it hurts like hell.”
     “Maybe it’s healin’.”
     He managed a weak smile. “Just what I need: a ray of optimism. Thank you, but I think I’m way beyond healing. These growths are about as hard as concrete.”
     “Swan’s got the worst I’ve ever seen. She sounds like she can hardly draw a breath. Now, with that high fever she’s runnin’—” She stopped, because Josh was walking toward the door. “You and she’ve been through a lot together, haven’t you?” she asked.
     Josh stopped. “Yes. If she dies, I don’t know what I’ll—” He caught himself, lowered his head and then lifted it again. “Swan won’t die,” he resolved. “She won’t. Come on, we’d better get back.”
     “Josh? Wait—okay?”
     “What is it?”
     She worked the printing press’s hand crank, rubbing her fingers against the smooth oak. “You’re right about this thing. It’s a shame for it to sit out here and rot.”
     “Like you said, here’s as good a place as any.”
     “My shack would be a better place.”
     “Your shack? What do you want that thing for? It’s useless!”
     “Now, yes. But maybe not always. Jackson was right: It’d do wonders for Mary’s Rest to have some kind of newspaper—oh, not the kind people used to get thrown in their yards every afternoon, but maybe just a sheet of paper to tell folks who’s bein’ born, who’s dyin’, who’s got clothes to spare and who needs clothes. Right now people who live across the alley from each other are strangers, but a sheet of paper like that might bring the whole town together.”
     “I think most people in Mary’s Rest are more interested in finding another day’s worth of food, don’t you?”
     “Yes. For now. But Jackson was a smart man, Josh. If he’d known this thing was sittin’ here in a junkpile, he’d have toted it home on his back. I’m not sayin’ I know how to write or anything—hell, I have a hard enough time speakin’ right—but this thing might be a first step toward makin’ Mary’s Rest a real town again.”
     “What are you going to use for paper?” Josh asked. “And how about ink?”
     “Here’s paper.” Glory picked up a handful of auction announcements. “And I’ve made dye from dirt and shoe polish before. I can figure out how to make ink.”
     Josh was about to protest again, but he realized a change had come over Glory; her eyes were excited, and their sparkle made her look five years younger. She has a challenge, he thought. She’s going to try to make Jackson’s dream come true.
     “Help me,” Glory urged. “Please.”
     Her mind was set. “All right,” Josh answered. “You take the other end. This thing’s going to be heavy.”
     Two flies lifted off from the top of the printing press and darted around Josh’s head. A third sat motionlessly on the television set, and a fourth buzzed slowly just below the barn’s roof.
     The press was lighter than it looked, and getting it out of the barn was relatively easy. They set it down outside, and Josh went back in to tend to Mule.
     The horse nickered nervously, walking around and around the stall. Josh rubbed his muzzle to calm him the way he’d seen Swan do so many times. He filled the trough with snow and put the blue blanket over Mule to keep him warm. A fly landed on Josh’s hand, its touch stinging him as if the thing had been a wasp. “Damn!” Josh said, and he slapped his other hand down on it. A twitching, green-gray mess remained, but it still stung, and he wiped it off on his trousers.
     “You’ll be okay out here,” Josh told the jittery horse as he rubbed its neck. “I’ll check on you later, how about that?” As he closed the barn door and latched it he hoped he was doing the right thing leaving Mule out there alone. But at least this place—such as it was—would protect Mule from the cold and the bobcats. Mule would have to hold his own against the flies.
     Together, Glory and Josh lugged the press down the road.






Sixty-two

Under a darkening sky, two figures struggled through a forest of dead pines where the wind had sculpted snowdrifts into barriers five feet high.
     Sister kept close watch on the CrackerJack compass and pointed her nose toward the southwest. Paul followed at a few paces, carrying the duffel bag slung over his shoulder and watching their rear and flanks for the furtive movements of animals; he knew they were being tracked and had been tracked since they’d left the cave. He’d seen only quick glimpses of them, hadn’t had time to tell what they were or how many, but he could smell the spoor of beasts. He kept the .357 gripped in his gloved right hand with his thumb on the safety.
     Sister figured they had less than an hour of light left. They’d been traveling for almost five hours, according to the wrist-watch Robin had given her; she didn’t know how many miles they’d covered, but the going was excruciating, and her legs felt like stiff lengths of timber. The effort of struggling across rocks and over snowdrifts had made her sweat, and now the sound of the ice in her clothes brought up the memory of Rice Krispies cereal—snap, crackle and pop! She remembered that her daughter used to like Rice Krispies: “Make it talk, Mama!”
     She forced the ghosts of the past away. They had seen no sign of life but the things that prowled around them, watching them hungrily in the deepening twilight. When darkness fell, the beasts would get bolder…
     One step, she told herself. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going. She said it mentally over and over again, while her legs continued to carry her like the laboring movement of a machine. She held her satchel close, and her left arm had cramped and locked in that position, but she could feel the outline of the glass ring through the leather, and she drew strength from it as surely as if it was her second heart.
     Swan, she thought. Who are you? Where do you come from? And why have I been led to you? If indeed it was a girl named Swan that the dreamwalk path had brought her to, Sister had no idea what she’d say to the girl. Hello, she practiced, you don’t know me, but I’ve come halfway across this country to find you. And I sure hope you’re worth it, because Lord, I want to lie down and rest!
     But what if there was no girl named Swan in Mary’s Rest? What if Robin had been wrong? What if the girl was only passing through Mary’s Rest and might be gone by the time they arrived?
     She wanted to pick up the pace, but her legs wouldn’t allow it. One step. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.
     A scream from the woods to her left almost shocked her out of her boots. She whirled to face the noise, heard the scream become the shrill wail of a beast and then a muttering, chuckling noise like a hyena might make. She thought she saw a pair of greedy eyes in the gloom; they gleamed balefully before receding into the forest.
     “We haven’t got much more light,” Paul told her. “We should find a place to camp.”
     She gazed toward the southwest. Nothing but a tortured landscape of dead pines, rocks and snowdrifts. It looked like a cold day in Hell. Wherever Mary’s Rest was, they were not going to reach it today. She nodded, and they started searching for shelter.
     The best they could find was a narrow niche in a hollow surrounded by rough-edged boulders. They pushed the snow away to expose the earth and form a three-foot-high snow wall circling them, then Paul and Sister went to work gathering dead branches to start a fire. Around them, shrill cries echoed from the woods as beasts began to gather like lords at a feast table.
     They made a small pile of branches and ringed them with stones, and Paul dribbled a little gasoline on the wood. The first match he scraped across a stone flared, fizzled and went out. That left them with two. Darkness was falling fast.
     “Here goes,” Paul said tersely. He scraped the second match across the rock he was kneeling over, his other hand ready to cup the flame.
     It flared, hissed and immediately began to die. He quickly held the weakening flame against a stick in the pile of branches, kneeling over it like a savage praying at the altar of a fire spirit.
     “Catch, you little bastard,” he whispered between clenched teeth. “Come on! Catch!”
     The flame was all but gone, just a tiny glint dancing in the dark.
     And then there was a pop! as a few drops of the gasoline caught, and flame curled up around the stick like a cat’s tongue. The fire sputtered, crackled and began to grow. Paul added more gas.
     A gout of flame leapt up, fire jumping from stick to stick. Within another minute they had heat and light, and they held their stiff hands toward the warmth.
     “We’ll get there in the morning,” Paul said as they shared the dried squirrel meat. The stuff tasted like boiled leather. “I’ll bet we’ve only got about another mile.”
     “Maybe.” She pried the lid off the can of baked beans with the all-purpose knife and scooped some out with her fingers. They were oily and had a metallic taste but seemed okay. She gave the can to Paul. “I just hope this kiddie compass works. If it doesn’t, we could be walking in circles.”
     He’d already considered that possibility, but now he shrugged his shoulders and scooped the beans into his mouth. If that compass was one hair off, he realized, they could have already missed Mary’s Rest. “We haven’t gone seven miles yet,” he told her, though he wasn’t even sure of that. “We’ll know tomorrow.”
     “Right. Tomorrow.”
     She took first watch while Paul slept next to the fire, and she kept her back against a boulder with the Magnum on one side of her and the shotgun on the other.
     Under its hard carapace of Job’s Mask, Sister’s face rippled with pain. Her cheekbone* and jaw were throbbing. The searing pain usually passed within a few minutes, but this time it intensified to a point where Sister had to lower her head and stifle a moan. Again, for the seventh or eighth time in the last few weeks, she felt sharp, cracking jolts that seemed to run deep beneath the Job’s Mask, down through the bones of her face. All she could do was clench her teeth and endure the pain until it passed, and when it was finally gone it left her shivering in spite of the fire.
     That was a bad one, she thought. The pains were getting worse. She lifted her head and ran her fingers across the Job’s Mask. The knotty surface was as cool as ice on the slopes of a dormant volcano, but beneath it the flesh felt hot and raw. Her scalp was itching maddeningly, and she put her hand under the hood of her parka to touch the mass of growths that encased her skull and trailed down the back of her neck. She longed to dig her fingers through the crust and scratch her flesh until it bled.
     Slap a wig on my bald head, she thought, and I’d still look like a graduate of gargoyle school! She balanced precariously between tears and laughter for a few seconds, but the laughter won out.
     Paul sat up. “Is it my watch yet?”
     “No. Couple of hours to go.”
     He nodded, lay back down and was asleep again almost at once.
     She continued to probe the Job’s Mask. Feels like my skin’s on fire underneath there—whatever skin I’ve got left, she thought. Sometimes, when the pain was acute and her flesh beneath the Job’s Mask felt like it was boiling, she could almost swear that the bones shifted like the foundations of an unsteady house. She could almost swear that she felt her face changing.
     A glimpse of movement on the right brought her attention back to the business of survival. Something made a deep, guttural barking noise off in the distance, and another beast replied with a sound like that of a baby crying. She laid the shotgun across her lap and looked up at the sky. Nothing but darkness up there, and a sensation of low, hanging clouds like the black ceiling of a claustrophobic’s nightmare. She couldn’t remember when she’d last seen the stars; maybe it had been on a warm summer’s night, when she was living in a cardboard box in Central Park. Or maybe she’d stopped noticing the stars a long time before the clouds had blanked them out.
     She missed the stars. Without them, the sky was dead. Without them, what was there to make a wish on?
     Sister held her hands toward the fire and shifted against the boulder to get more comfortable. A hotel suite this was not, but her legs weren’t aching so much now. She realized how tired she was, and she doubted she could have continued another fifty yards. But the fire felt good, and she had a shotgun across her lap, and she would blast hell out of anything that came within range. She put her hand on the satchel and traced the glass ring’s outline. Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow we’ll know.
     She leaned her head against the rock and watched Paul sleeping. Good for you, she thought. You deserve it.
     The fire’s soft heat soothed her. The forest was silent. And Sister’s eyes closed. Just for a minute, she told herself. It won’t do any harm if I just rest for a—
     She sat bolt upright. Before her, the fire was down to a few red embers, and the cold was slipping through her clothes. Paul was huddled up, still sleeping. Oh, Jesus! she thought as panic snapped at her. How long was I out? She was shivering, her joints throbbing with the cold, and she got up to add more branches to the fire. There were only a few small ones left, and as she knelt down and arranged them in the embers she sensed a quick, catlike movement behind her. The flesh tightened across the back of her neck.
     And she knew with sickening certainty that she and Paul were no longer alone. Something was behind her, crouched on a boulder, and she’d left both weapons where she was sitting. She took a deep breath, made up her mind to move, turned and lunged for the shotgun. She picked it up and spun around to fire.
     The figure sitting cross-legged atop the boulder lifted his gloved hands in mock surrender. A rifle lay across his knees, and he was wearing a familiar, patched brown coat with a cowl protecting his head.
     “Hope you enjoyed your nap,” Robin Oakes said.
     “Whazzit?” Paul sat up, blinking. “Huh?”
     “Young man,” Sister said hoarsely, “I was about one second from sending you to a much warmer place than this. How long have you been sitting there?”
     “Long enough so that you ought to be glad I don’t have four legs. If one person goes to sleep, the other has to keep watch or you’re both dead.” He looked at Paul. “And by the time you woke up, you’d be bobcat meat. I thought you two knew what you were doing.”
     “We’re okay.” Sister took her finger off the trigger and put the weapon aside. Her insides felt like quivering jelly.
     “Sure.” He glanced over his shoulder and called toward the forest, “Come on in!”
     Three bundled-up figures emerged from the woods and scrambled up onto the boulder with Robin. All of the boys carried rifles, and one of them lugged another of the canvas bags that Robin’s highwaymen had stolen from Sister.
     “You two didn’t make such a good distance, did you?” Robin asked her.
     “I thought we did damned fine!” Paul was shaking the last of the sleep out of his head. “I figure we’ve got about another mile in the morning.”
     Robin grunted disdainfully. “More like three, most likely. Anyway, I sat down and started thinking, back at the cave. I knew you’d make camp somewhere, probably screw that up, too.” He appraised the boulders and the wall of snow. “You’ve got yourselves trapped in here. When that fire went down, the things in the woods would’ve jumped you from all sides. We saw a lot of them, but we stayed downwind and low to the ground, and they didn’t see us.”
     “Thanks for the warning,” Sister said.
     “Oh, we didn’t come out here to warn you. We followed you to keep you from getting killed.” Robin climbed down the boulder, and the other boys did the same. They stood around the fire, warming their hands and faces. “It wasn’t hard. You left a trail that looked like a plow had gone through. Anyway, you forgot something.” He opened the other duffel bag, reached into it and brought out the second jug of moonshine that Hugh had given Paul. “Here.” He tossed it to Sister. “I think there’s enough left for everybody to have a swig.”
     There was, and the moonshine’s fire heated Sister’s belly. Robin sent the three boys out to stand guard around the camp. “The trick is to make a lot of noise,” Robin said after they’d gone. “They don’t want to shoot anything, because the blood would drive the other animals crazy out there.” He sat down beside the fire, pulled his hood back and took his gloves off. “If you want to sleep, Sister, you’d better do it now. We’ll have to relieve them on watch before light.”
     “Who put you in charge?”
     “I did.” The firelight threw shadows in the hollows of his face, glinted off the fine hairs of his beard. His long hair, still full of feathers and bones, made him look like a savage prince. “I’ve decided to help you get to Mary’s Rest.”
     “Why?” Paul asked. He was wary of the boy, didn’t trust him worth a damn. “What’s in it for you?”
     “Maybe I want some fresh air. Maybe I want to travel.” His gaze flicked toward Sister’s satchel. “Maybe I want to see if you find who you’re looking for. Anyway, I pay my debts. You people helped me with one of mine, and I owe you. So I’ll get you to Mary’s Rest in the morning, and we’ll call it even, right?”
     “Okay,” Sister agreed. “And thank you.”
     “Besides, if you two get killed tomorrow, I want the glass ring. You won’t be needing it.” He leaned against the boulder and closed his eyes. “You’d better sleep while you can.”
     A rifle shot echoed from the woods, followed by two more. Sister and Paul looked at each other uneasily, but the young highwayman lay motionless and undisturbed. The noise of rifle fire continued intermittently for another minute or so, followed by the angry shrieks of what sounded like several animals—but their cries were fading as they retreated. Paul reached for the moonshine jug to coax out the last drops, and Sister leaned back to contemplate tomorrow.






Sixty-three

“Fire!… Fire!”
     The bombs were falling again, the earth erupting into flames, humans burning like torches under a blood-red sky.
     “Fire!… Somethin’s on fire!”
     Josh shook loose from his nightmare. He could hear a man’s voice shouting “Fire!” out in the street. At once he was on his feet and striding to the door; he threw it open, looked out and saw an orange glow reflected off the clouds. The street was empty, but Josh could hear the man’s voice off in the distance, raising the alarm: “Fire! Somethin’s on fire!”
     “What is it? What’s on fire?” Glory’s face was stricken as she peered out the door beside him. Aaron, who could not be separated from Crybaby, pushed between them to see.
     “I don’t know. What’s over in that direction?”
     “Nothin’,” she said. “Just the Pit, and—” She stopped suddenly, because both of them knew.
     The barn where Josh had left Mule was on fire.
     He pulled his boots on, put on his gloves and his heavy coat. Glory and Aaron raced to bundle up as well. Red embers burned in the stove’s grate, and Rusty was sitting up from his bed of rags; his eyes were still dazed, and cloth bandages were plastered to the side of his face and the wound at his shoulder. “Josh?” he said. “What’s goin’ on?”
     “The barn’s on fire! I locked the door, Rusty! Mule can’t get out!”
     Rusty stood up, but his legs were weak and he staggered against the wall. He felt like a deballed bull, and he was furious at himself. He tried again but still didn’t have the strength to even get his damned boots on.
     “No, Rusty!” Josh said. He motioned toward Swan, who lay on the floor under the thin blanket that Aaron had given up. “You stay with her!”
     Rusty knew he’d collapse before he got ten paces from the shack. He almost wept with frustration, but he knew also that Swan needed to be watched over. He nodded and sank down wearily to his knees.
     Aaron darted on ahead, and Josh and Glory followed as fast as they could. Josh found some of the speed he had once shown on the football field at Auburn University in making the two hundred yards between the shack and the barn. Other people were out in the street, running toward the fire as well—not because they wanted to extinguish it, but because they could get warm. Josh’s heart almost cracked; over the roar of flames that covered all but the structure’s roof, he could hear Mule’s frantic cries.
     Glory screamed, “Josh! No!” as he barreled at the barn door.

     Swan said something in a soft, delirious voice, but Rusty couldn’t make it out. She tried to sit up, and he put his hand on her shoulder to restrain her. Touching her was like putting his hand to the stove’s grate. “Hold on,” he said. “Easy now, just take it easy.”
     She spoke again, but her speech was unintelligible. He thought she said something about corn, though that was all he could even halfway understand. Now the remaining eyehole in the mask of growths was almost sealed over. She’d been fading in and out of consciousness since Josh had brought her in at daylight from the field, and she’d alternately shivered and thrashed free of the blanket. Glory had wound cloth bandages around Swan’s raw hands and tried to feed her some watery soup, but there wasn’t a thing any of them could do for her now except try to make her more comfortable. Swan was so far gone she didn’t even know where she was.
     She’s dying, Rusty thought. Dying right in front of me. He eased her back down again, and he heard her say something that might have included “Mule.”
     “It’s all right,” Rusty told her, his own swollen jaw making speech difficult. “You just rest now, everythin’s gonna be all right in the mornin’.” He sure wished he could believe that. He’d come too far with Swan to watch her fade away like this, and he cursed his own weakness. He felt about as sturdy as a wet sponge, and his mama sure hadn’t raised him to live on rat meat soup. The only way he could get that stuff down was to pretend it came off the bones of little bitty steers.
     A loose board popped out on the shack’s porch, beyond the closed door.
     Rusty looked up. He expected either Glory, Aaron or Josh to enter—but how could that be? They’d just been gone a few minutes.
     The door did not open.
     Another board popped and whined.
     “Josh?” Rusty called.
     There was no reply.
     But he knew someone was standing out there. He was too familiar with the noise the loose boards made when stepped on, and he’d already sworn he was going to find a hammer and nails somewhere when he got his strength back and tighten those bastards down before they drove him batty.
     “Anybody there?” he called. He realized somebody might be coming to steal the few items Glory possessed: her needles, her cloth or even the furniture. Maybe the hand crank printing press that occupied a corner of the room. “I’ve got a gun in here!” he lied, and he rose to his feet.
     There was no more sound of movement beyond the door.
     He walked to it on unsteady legs. The door was unlatched.
     He reached for the latch and he sensed a terrible, gnawing cold on the other side of the door. A dirty cold. He started to slip the latch home.
     “Rusty,” he heard Swan rasp.
     The entire door suddenly crashed inward, tearing off its wooden hinges and catching him squarely on his bad shoulder. He cried out in pain as he was flung backward and to the floor halfway across the room. A figure stood in the doorway, and Rusty’s first impulse was to leap to his feet to protect Swan; he got as far as his knees before the agony of his reopened shoulder wound made him pitch forward on his face.
     The man walked in, a pair of muddy hiking boots clumping on the floor. His gaze swept the room, saw the wounded man lying in spreading blood, the thinner figure curled up and shivering, obviously near death. And there it was, over in the corner.
     The printing press.
     That wasn’t a good thing, he’d decided when the flies had brought him back images and voices from all over Mary’s Rest. No, not good at all! First you had a printing press, and then you had a newspaper, and after that you had opinions and people thinking and wanting to do things, and then…
     And then, he thought, you were right back to the situation that had gotten the world where it was right now. Oh, no, not good at all! They had to be saved from making the same mistake twice. Had to be saved from themselves. And that was why he’d decided to destroy the printing press before anything was printed on it. That thing was as dangerous as a bomb, and they didn’t even realize it! And that horse was dangerous, too, he’d reasoned; a horse made people think about traveling, and wheels, and cars—and that led right up to air pollution and wrecks, didn’t it? They’d thank him for setting the barn on fire, because they could eat cooked horsemeat in just a little while.
     He was glad he’d come to Mary’s Rest. And just in time, too.
     He’d seen them come to town in their Travelin’ Show wagon, had heard that big one hollering for a doctor. Some people just had no respect for a quiet, peaceful town. Well… respect was going to be taught. Right now.
     His boots clumped toward Swan.

     Josh hit the flaming barn door with the full force of two hundred and fifty pounds, Glory’s scream still ringing in his head.
     For a bone-jarring second he thought he was back on the football field and had run smack dab into one of those huge linebackers. He thought the door wasn’t going to give, but then wood split and the barn door caved in, carrying him into the midst of an inferno.
     He rolled away from burning timbers and got to his feet. Smoke churned before his face, and the awful heat almost crushed him. “Mule!” he shouted. He could hear the horse bucking and shrieking but couldn’t see him. Flames leapt at him like spears, and fire was starting to fall like orange confetti from the roof. He charged toward Mule’s stall, his coat beginning to smolder, and the smoke took him.

     “My, my,” the man said softly. He’d stopped just past the thin figure on the floor, his attention drawn to an object on the pine wood table. He reached out with a slender hand and picked up a mirror with two carved faces on its handle, each looking in a different direction. He intended to admire the new face he’d created, but the glass was dark. A finger traced the carved faces. What kind of mirror had a black glass? he wondered—and his new mouth twitched just a fraction.
     This mirror gave him the same sensation as the ring of glass. It was a thing that should not be. What was its purpose, and what was it doing here?
     He didn’t like it. Not at all. He lifted his arm and smashed the mirror to pieces against the table, and then he twisted the double-faced handle and flung it aside. Now he felt so much better.
     But there was another object on the table, too. A small leather pouch. He picked it up and shook its contents into his palm. A little kernel of corn, stained red with dried blood, fell out.
     “What is this?” he whispered. A few feet away, the figure on the floor quietly moaned. He gripped the kernel in his hand and slowly turned toward the sound, his eyes red and gleaming in the low firelight.
     His gaze lingered on the figure’s bandaged, clawed hands. A swirl of heat shimmered around the man’s right fist, and from within it there was a muffled pop. He opened his hand and pushed the bit of popcorn into his mouth, chewing thoughtfully on it.
     He’d seen this figure yesterday, after he’d watched their wagon being torn apart. Yesterday the hands had not been bandaged. Why were they bandaged now? Why?
     Across the room, Rusty lifted his head and tried to focus. He saw a tall, slender man in a brown parka approaching Swan. Saw him standing over her. Pain wracked him, and he was lying in a puddle of blood. Gonna pass out again, he knew. Gotta move… gotta move…
     He began crawling through his blood.

     His good eye almost blinded by the smoke, Josh saw a swirl of motion ahead. It was Mule—panicked, rearing and bucking, unable to find a way out. The blanket on his back was smoking, about to burst into flames.
     He ran to the horse and was almost trampled under Mule’s hooves as the horse frantically reared and came down again, twisting in one direction and then the other. Josh could only think of one thing to do: He lifted both hands in front of the horse’s muzzle and clapped them together as hard as he could, like he’d seen Swan do at the Jaspin farm.
     Whether the noise brought Swan to mind or just snapped his panic for a second, Mule stopped thrashing and stood steady, his eyes watering and wide with terror. Josh wasted no time; he grabbed Mule’s mane and pulled him out of the stall, trying to lead him to the door. Mule’s legs stiffened.
     “Come on, you dumb fool!” Josh yelled, the heat scorching his lungs. He planted his boots in burning straw, his joints cracking as he hauled Mule forward. Pieces of flaming wood fell from above, striking him on the shoulders and hitting Mule’s flanks. Cinders spun before his face like hornets.
     And then Mule must have gotten a whiff of outside air, because he lunged so fast Josh only had time to throw his arms around the horse’s neck. His boots were dragged across the floor as Mule powered through the flames.
     They burst through the opening where the barn door had been, out into the cold night air with sparks trailing from Josh’s burning coat and the flames in Mule’s mane and tail.

     The man in the brown parka stood looking at those bandaged hands. “What have y’all been up to while my back’s been turned?” he asked in a deep-South drawl. The printing press was forgotten for the moment. A mirror that showed no reflection, a single kernel of corn, bandaged hands… those things bothered him, just like the glass ring did, because he didn’t understand them. And there was something else, too; something about the figure on the floor. What was it? This is a nothing, he thought. A less-than-zero. A piece of shit passing through the sewage pipe of Mary’s Rest.
     But why did he sense something different about this figure? Something… threatening.
     He lifted his right hand. Heat shimmered around the fingers; one of them burst into flame, and the flame spread. In another few seconds his hand was a glove of fire.
     The solution to things he did not understand was very simple: Destroy it.
     He began to reach down toward the growth-encrusted head.
     “No.”
     It was a weak whisper. But the hand that clamped around the man’s ankle still had strength in it.
     The man in the brown parka looked at him incredulously, and by the light of the flaming hand Rusty saw his face: heavily seamed and weather-beaten, a thick gray beard, eyes that were so blue they were almost white. Touching the man sent freezing waves through Rusty’s bones, and he wanted more than anything on earth to draw his hand back, but the cold shocked his nerves and kept him from passing out. Rusty said, “No… don’t you touch Swan, you bastard.”
     He saw the man smile faintly; it was a pitying smile, but then it passed the point of pity.
     The man reached down and clamped his burning hand to Rusty’s throat.
     And Rusty’s neck was encircled with a noose of fire. The man lifted him off the floor as Rusty screamed and kicked, and the fire pumped out of that hand and arm like napalm, sizzling Rusty’s hair and eyebrows. His clothes caught, and he realized at a cold center within his pain and panic that he was becoming a human torch—and that he had only seconds to live.
     And then after him, it would be Swan’s turn.
     Rusty’s body jerked and fought, but he knew he was finished. The smell of himself afire made him think of the greasy French fries at the Oklahoma state fair when he was a kid. The flame was going bone-deep now, and as his nerves began to sputter the pain locked up, as if a point of no return had been passed.
     Mama said somethin’, Rusty thought. Said… said…
     Mama said fight fire with fire.
     Rusty embraced the man with the burning sticks of his arms, entwining his fingers at the man’s back. The fingers melded like chains, and Rusty thrust his flaming face into the man’s beard.
     The beard caught fire. The face bubbled, melting and running like a plastic mask, exposing a deeper layer the color of modeling clay.
     Rusty and the man whirled around the room like participants in a bizarre ballet.
     “Lord God!” shouted one of two men who were looking in, drawn by the open doorway on their jaunt to the burning barn. “Lord God A’mighty!” The second man screamed, backed up and fell on his rump in the mud. Other people were running over to see what was happening, and the man in the burning rags of a brown parka could not thrust the flaming dead man away from him, and his new disguise was ruined, and they were about to see his true face.
     He gave a garbled roar that almost shook the cabin and ran through the doorway out into the midst of them. He was still roaring as he ran up the street on melting legs in the embrace of a charred cowboy.

     Glory helped Josh pull out of his burning coat. His ski mask was smoking, too, and before she could think twice about it, she reached up and yanked it off.
     Dark gray growths, some the size of Aaron’s fists, almost completely covered Josh’s face and head. Tendrils had interlocked around his mouth, and the only clear area except for his lips was a circle in the crust through which his left eye, now bloodshot from the smoke, stared at Glory. His condition wasn’t as bad as Swan’s, but it still made Glory gasp and retreat a step.
     He had no time to apologize for not being a beauty. He ran for Mule, who was bucking wildly as other onlookers scattered, and grabbed up a handful of snow; he clutched Mule’s neck and crushed out the flames in his mane. Then Glory had a handful of snow and was pressing it to the horse’s tail, and Aaron had some, too, and many of the other men and women were scooping up snow and rubbing it against Mule’s sides. A thin, dark-haired man with a blue keloid grabbed Mule’s neck opposite Josh, and after a minute of struggle they got the horse calmed down enough to stop bucking.
     “Thanks,” Josh told the man. And then there was a roaring and a rush of heat, and the barn’s roof fell in.
     “Hey!” a woman standing closer to the road called out. “There’s some kinda commotion back there!” She pointed toward the shacks, and both Glory and Josh could see people out in the street. Shouts and cries for help drifted to them.
Swan! Josh thought. Oh, God—I left Swan and Rusty alone!
     He started to run, but his legs betrayed him and he went down. His lungs were grabbing for air, black motes spinning before his eyes.
     Someone took his arm, started helping him up. A second person supported his other shoulder, and together they got Josh to his feet. Josh realized Glory stood on one side of him, and on the other was an old man with a face like cracked leather. “I’m all right,” he told them, but he had to lean heavily on Glory. She stood firm and started guiding him along the road.
     A blanket had been thrown on the ground about thirty feet from Glory’s shack. Smoke curled from under it. A few people stood around it, motioning and talking. Others were crowded around Glory’s front door. Josh smelled burned meat, and his stomach clenched. “Stay here,” he told Aaron. The boy stopped, Crybaby gripped in his hand.
     Glory went with Josh into the shack. She put her hand over her mouth and nose. Hot currents still prowled back and forth between the walls, and the ceiling was scorched black.
     He stood over Swan, trembling like a child. She had pulled her knees up to her chest, and now she was motionless. He bent down beside her, took one wrist and felt for her pulse. Her flesh was cold.
     But her pulse was there—faint but steady, like the rhythm of a metronome that would not be stilled.
     Swan tried to lift her head but had no strength. “Josh?” It was barely audible.
     “Yes,” he answered, and he pulled her to him, cradling her head against his shoulder. A tear scorched his eye and ran down along the growths on his cheek. “It’s old Josh.”
     “I… had a nightmare. I couldn’t wake up. He was here, Josh. He… he found me.”
     “Who found you?”
     “Him,” she said. “The man… with the scarlet eye… from Leona’s pack of cards.”
     On the floor a few feet away were fragments of dark glass. The magic mirror, Josh knew. He saw Rusty’s cowboy boots, and he wished to God that he didn’t have to go outside and see what was smoking under that blanket in the mud.
     “Swan? I’ve got to go out for a minute,” he said. “You just rest, all right?” He eased her down and glanced quickly at Glory, who had seen the puddle of blood on the floor. Then Josh stood up and made himself go.
     “We threw snow on him!” one of the onlookers said as Josh approached. “We couldn’t get the fire out, though. He was too far gone.”
     Josh knelt down and lifted the blanket. Looked long and hard. The corpse was hissing, as if whispering a secret. Both arms had snapped off at the shoulders.
     “I seen it!” another man offered excitedly. “I looked in through that door and seen a two-headed demon a-runnin’ around and around in there! God A’mighty, I ain’t never seen such a sight! Then Perry and me started hollerin’, and that thing come a-runnin’ right at us! Looked like it was fightin’ itself! Then it split in two and the other one run that way!” He pointed up the street in the opposite direction.
     “It was another man on fire,” a third witness explained, in a calmer voice. He had a hooked nose and a dark beard, and he spoke with a Northern accent. “I tried to help him, but he turned up an alley. He was too fast for me. I don’t know where the hell he went, but he couldn’t have gotten too far.”
     “Yeah!” The second man nodded vigorously. “The skin was meltin’ right offa him!”
     Josh lowered the blanket and stood up. “Show me where he went,” he told the man with the Northern accent.
     A trail of burned cloth turned into an alley, continued for about forty feet, turned left at another alley and ended at a pile of ashy rags behind a shack. There was no corpse, and the footprints were lost in the ravaged ground.
     “Maybe he crawled under one of these shacks to die,” the other man said. “There’s no way a human being could live through that! He looked like a torch!”
     They searched the area for another ten minutes, even squeezing under some of the shacks, but there was no sign of a body. “I guess wherever he is, he died naked,” the man said as they gave up the search and went back to the street.
     Josh looked at Rusty again. “You dumb cowboy,” Josh whispered. “You sure pulled a magic trick this time, didn’t you?”
     “He was here,” Swan had said. “He found me.”
     Josh wrapped Rusty up in the blanket, lifted the remains in his arms and got to his feet.
     “Take him to the Pit!” one of the men said. “That’s where all the bodies go.”
     Josh walked to what was left of the Travelin’ Show wagon and laid Rusty in it.
     “Uh-uh, mister!” a husky woman with a red keloid covering her face and scalp scolded him. “That’ll draw every wild animal for miles!”
     “Let them come, then,” Josh replied. He turned toward the people, swept his gaze across them and stopped at Glory. “I’m going to bury my friend at first light.”
     “Bury him?” A frail teen-age girl with close-cropped brown hair shook her head. “Nobody buries anybody anymore!”
     “I’m going to bury Rusty,” Josh told Glory. “At first light, in that field where we found Swan. It’ll be hard work. You and Aaron can help me, if you like. If you don’t want to, that’s all right, too. But I’ll be damned if I’ll—” His voice cracked. “I’ll be damned if I’ll throw him into a pit!” He sat up on the wagon’s frame beside the body to wait for daylight.
     There was a long silence. Then the man with the Northern accent said to Glory, “Lady? Do you have any way to fix your door?”
     “No.”
     “Well… I’ve got a few tools in my shack. They’re not much. I haven’t used them in a while, but… if you like, I’ll take a shot at fixing your door.”
     “Thank you.” Glory was stunned by the offer. It had been a very long time since anyone had offered to do anything in Mary’s Rest. “I’d appreciate whatever you could do.”
     “If you’re gonna stay out here in the cold,” the woman with the red keloid told Josh, “you’d better get yourself a fire lit. Better build one right here on the road.” She snorted. “Bury a body! That’s the damnedest thing I ever heard of!”
     “I got a wheelbarrow,” another man offered. “I reckon I could run it up there and pluck some hot coals out of that fire. I mean… I got better things to do, but… sure would be a shame to let all those good hot coals go to waste.”
     “I sure would like a fire!” a short man with one eye missing piped up. “It’s cold as hell in my shack! Listen… I’ve got some coffee grounds I’ve been saving. If somebody’s got a tin can and a hot stove, I guess we could brew it up.”
     “Might as well. All this excitement’s got me as jumpy as a flea on a griddle.” The woman with the red keloid brought a small gold watch from the pocket of her coat, held it with loving reverence and squinted closely at the dial. “Four twelve. First light won’t show for five hours yet. Yep, if you’re gonna watch over that poor soul, you’re gonna need a fire and some hot coffee. I got a coffee pot at my mansion. Ain’t been used in a while.” She looked at Glory. “We can use it now, if you like.”
     Glory nodded. “Yes. We can brew the coffee on my stove.” “I have a pickaxe and shovel,” a gray-bearded man in a plaid coat and a tan woolen cap said to Josh. “Part of the shovel blade’s broken off, but it’ll do to bury your friend.”
     “I used to be a wood carver,” someone else spoke up. “If you’re going to bury him, you’ll need a marker. What was his name?”
     “Rusty.” Josh’s throat choked up. “Rusty Weathers.” “Well?” The feisty woman put her hands on her hips. “We got things to do, seems like. Let’s quit shirkin’ and get to workin’!”

     Almost three miles away, Robin Oakes stood in the twilight at the campfire’s edge where the three boys slept. He was armed with a rifle and had been carefully watching for the movement of animals too close to the fire. But now he stared toward the horizon, and he called out, “Sister! Sister, come over here!”
     It was a minute or so before she made her way to him from her sentry post on the other side of the fire. “What is it?”
     “There.” He pointed, and she followed the line of his finger to see a faint orange glow in the sky above the seemingly endless expanse of forest. “I think that’s Mary’s Rest. Nice of them to start a fire and show us the way, huh?”
     “It sure is.”
     “That’s the direction we’ll be headed when it gets light enough to see. If we keep a good pace, we ought to make it in a couple of hours.”
     “Good. I want to get there as fast as we can.”
     “I’ll see to it.” His sly smile promised a rough march.
     Sister started to return to her area of patrol, but she had a sudden thought and stopped at the edge of the firelight. She took the CrackerJack compass from her pocket, lined herself up with the glow on the horizon, and checked the needle.
     It was far enough off southwest that they might have bypassed Mary’s Rest by six or seven miles. Sister realized that they’d been very close to being lost if Robin hadn’t seen that glow in the sky. Whatever it was, she was thankful for it.
     She continued her patrol, her eyes searching the darkness for any lurking beasts, but her mind was on a girl named Swan.
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First light came shrouded in a dense fog that lay close to the alleys and shacks of Mary’s Rest, and a funeral procession moved quietly through the mist.
     Josh led the way, carrying Swan in his arms. She was protected from the chill by a thick sweater and coat, her head resting against Josh’s shoulder. He was determined not to let her out of his sight again, for fear of whatever had come after her the night before and set Rusty ablaze. Man with a scarlet eye, Devil or demon—whatever it was, Josh was going to protect Swan with his final breath.
     But she was both shivering and hot with fever, and Josh didn’t know if he could save her from what was killing her from the inside out. He prayed to God that he wouldn’t soon have to dig a second grave.
     Glory and Aaron followed behind Josh, and right behind them the handyman with the Northern accent—whose name was Zachial Epstein—and the gray-bearded man in the plaid coat—Gene Scully—carried between them a crudely constructed pine wood box that resembled a child’s coffin. All that remained of Rusty Weathers had fit inside it, and before the lid had been nailed shut Josh had put his cowboy boots in with him.
     Others who’d watched over Rusty’s body during the night followed as well, including the woman with the keloid-scarred face—an ex-carnival roustabout from Arkansas named Anna McClay—and the man who’d provided the coffee grounds, whose name was John Gallagher and who’d been a policeman in Louisiana. The teen-age girl with close-cropped brown hair had forgotten her last name and just went by Katie. The young man who’d been a wood carver in Jefferson City was named Roy Creel, and he limped along on a crooked left leg that had been badly broken and never properly set; in his arms he carried a pine wood plank that had RUSTY WEATHERS carved into it in scrolled letters. Bringing up the rear was Mule, who stopped every few yards to sniff the air and paw at the hard ground.
     Fog shrouded the field and clung close to the earth, and the wind was still. The reek of the pond didn’t seem so bad today, Josh thought—or maybe that just meant he was getting used to it. Walking through the mist was like entering a ghostly world where time had halted, and the place might have been the edge of a medieval settlement six centuries before. The only sounds were the crunching of boots in the snow, the rush of breath pluming from their mouths and nostrils and the distant cawing of crows.
     Josh could barely see ten feet ahead. He continued up through the low-lying mist into the field for what he took to be about forty or fifty yards before he stopped. This was as good a spot as any, he decided, and a whole hell of a lot better than the Pit. “Right here will do,” he told the others. He carefully laid Swan down a few feet away. Anna McClay was carrying the shovel and pickaxe; he took the shovel from her and scooped the snow away from a rectangular area a little larger than the coffin. Then he took the pickaxe and began to dig Rusty’s grave.
     Anna joined in the work, shoveling the earth to one side as Josh broke it loose. The first six or eight inches was cold and clayey, full of a network of thick roots that resisted Josh’s pickaxe. Anna pulled the roots up and tossed them aside, to be boiled in soup. Beneath the top layer of earth the dirt became darker, crumbly and easier to move. Its rich odor reminded Josh, oddly, of a fudge cake his mother had baked and left to cool on the kitchen windowsill.
     When Josh’s shoulders got tired, John Gallagher hefted the pickaxe and took over, while Glory shoveled the dirt aside. And so they alternated the work like that for the next hour, digging the grave deep enough so that the wild animals wouldn’t disturb it. When it was ready, Josh, John and Zachial lowered the coffin into the earth.
     Josh looked down at the pine wood box. “Well,” he said, quietly and resignedly, “I guess that’s that. I wish there was a tree out here to bury you under, but there’s not enough sunlight to throw shade, anyway. I remember you told me you dug graves for all your friends back at that train wreck. Well, I figured it was the least your friend could do for you. I think you saved Swan last night; I don’t know from who—or what—but I’m going to find out. That I promise you.” He lifted his gaze to the others. “I guess that’s all I’ve got to say.”
     “Josh?” Glory had gone into the shack to get something from under her mattress before they’d come out here, and now she drew it from the folds of her coat. “This was Jackson’s Bible,” she told him, and she opened the dogeared, battered old book. “Can I read something from it?”
     “Yes. Please.”
     She found the part she was looking for, on a page that was crinkled and hardly legible anymore. “Lord,” she began reading, “let me know my end, and what is the measure of my days; let me know how fleetin’ my life is! Behold, Thou hast made my days a few handbreadths, and my lifetime is nothin’ in Thy sight. Surely every man stands as a mere breath! Surely every man goes about as a shadow! Surely for nought are they in turmoil; man heaps up, and knows not who will gather.”
     She rested her hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “And now, Lord, for what do I wait?” she read. “My hope is in Thee. Deliver me from all my transgressions. Make me not the scorn of the fool. I am dumb, I do not open my mouth; for it is Thou who hast done it. Remove Thy stroke from me; I am spent by the blows of Thy hand. When Thou dost chasten man with rebukes for sin, Thou dost consume like a moth what is dear to him; surely every man is a mere breath!”
     Josh heard the crows cawing, way off in the distance. The mist was undisturbed by wind, and Josh could only see the immediate area around Rusty’s grave.
     “Hear my prayer, oh Lord, and give ear to my cry; hold not Thy peace at my tears! For I am thy passin’ guest, a sojourner, like all my fathers. Look away from me, that I may know gladness, before I depart and be no more.” Glory hesitated for a few seconds, her head bowed, and then she closed the Bible. “That was the 39th Psalm,” she told Josh. “Jackson used to like for me to read it to him.”
     Josh nodded, stared down at the coffin a moment longer—then scooped up the first shovelful of earth and dropped it into the grave.
     When the grave was filled and the dirt was packed tight, Josh tapped the pine wood marker into the ground. The young wood carver had done a good job on it, and it would last a while.
     “Mite cold out here,” Anna McClay said. “We ought to be getting back.”
     Josh gave the pickaxe and shovel to John Gallagher and walked over to where Swan lay sleeping in the folds of her coat. He bent down to pick her up, and he felt a chill breeze sweep past him. The walls of mist shifted and swirled.
     He heard something rustle in the breeze.
     A noise like leaves being disturbed, somewhere off through the mist to his right.
     The breeze faltered and died, and the sound was gone. Josh stood up, staring in the direction from which it had come. There’s nothing out here, he thought. This is an empty field.
     “What is it?” Glory asked, standing beside him.
     “Listen,” he said softly.
     “I don’t hear anything.”
     “Come on!” Anna called. “You’re gonna freeze your butts solid out here!”
     The air moved again, a breath of cold wind slanting from a different angle across the field.
     And then both Josh and Glory heard the rustling noise, and Josh looked at her and said, “What’s that?”
     She couldn’t answer.
     Josh realized he hadn’t seen Mule for a while; the horse could be anywhere out on the field, hidden by the mist. He took a step toward the rustling noise, and as the wind ebbed the sound ebbed as well. But he kept walking, and heard Zachial shout, “Come on, Josh!” He continued on, and Glory followed with Aaron right at her side.
     The wind turned. The rustling sound was getting nearer. Josh was reminded of a hot summer day when he was a boy, lying on his back in a field of high grass, chewing on a weed and listening to the wind sing like a harp.
     The mist was tattering apart like old cloth. Josh vaguely made out Mule’s shape through it, about fifteen or twenty feet ahead. He heard the horse whinny—and then Josh abruptly stopped in his tracks, because right in front of him was something wonderful.
     It was a row of plants, all about two feet tall, and as the breeze stirred the mist away the long, slender fronds swayed and rustled together.
     Josh reached down, gently running his fingers over one of the delicate stalks. The plant was a pale green, but scattered on the fronds were dark red splotches that almost resembled blood stains.
     “My Lord,” Glory breathed. “Josh… that’s new corn growin’!”
     And Josh remembered the dried kernel that had been stuck to the blood-caked palm of Swan’s hand. He knew what she’d been doing out there in the cold and dark.
     The wind picked up strength, shrilled around Josh’s head and made the young cornstalks dance. It punched holes through the gray walls of mist, and then the mist began to lift, and in the next moment Josh and Glory could see most of the field around them.
     They stood amid several irregular, weaving rows of pale green stalks, all about two feet high and all spotted with what Josh realized could very well have been drops of Swan’s blood, absorbed right into the dirt and the dormant roots like fuel into a thirsty engine. The sight of green life in that devastated, snow-swept field almost knocked Josh to his knees; it was like seeing color again after a long blindness. Mule was nibbling tentatively at one of the plants, and a few crows swirled over his head, cawing indignantly. He snapped at them, then chased them between the rows with the exuberance of a colt.
     “I don’t know what’s inside that girl,” Josh recalled Sly Moody saying, “but she’s got the power of life!”
     He shook his head, unable to find words. He reached out to the stalk in front of him and touched a small green nub that he knew was an ear of corn, forming in its protective sheath. There were four or five others just on the one stalk alone.
     “Mister,” Sly Moody had said, “that Swan could wake the whole land up again!”
     Yes, Josh thought, his heart pounding. Yes, she can.
     And now he understood at last the commandment that had come from PawPaw’s lips back in the dark basement in Kansas.
     He heard a holler and whoop, and he looked back to see John Gallagher running toward them. Behind him, Zachial and Gene Scully followed. Anna stood, staring with her mouth open, next to the teen-age girl. John fell down on his knees before one of the stalks and touched it with trembling hands. “It’s alive!” he said. “The earth’s still alive! Oh, God… oh, Jesus, we’re going to have food!”
     “Josh… how can… this be?” Glory asked him, while Aaron grinned and poked at a stalk with Crybaby.
     He inhaled the air. It seemed fresher, cleaner, infused with electricity. He looked at Glory, and his deformed mouth smiled. “I want to tell you about Swan,” he said, his voice shaking. “I want to tell everybody in Mary’s Rest about her. She’s got the power of life in her, Glory. She can wake the whole land up again!” And then he was running across the field toward the figure that lay on the ground, and he bent down and lifted her in his arms and squeezed her against him.
     “She can!” he shouted. His voice rolled like thunder toward the shacks of Mary’s Rest. “She can!”
     Swan shifted drowsily. The slit of her mouth opened, and she asked in a soft, irritated voice, “Can what?”






Sixty-five

The wind had strengthened and was blowing through the forest from the southwest. It carried the aroma of wood-smoke, mingled with a bitter, sulphurous smell that made Sister think of rotten eggs. And then she, Paul, Robin Oakes and the three other highwaymen emerged from the forest onto a wide field covered with ashy snow. Ahead of them, lying under a haze of smoke from hundreds of stove pipe chimneys, were the close-clustered shacks and alleys of a settlement.
     “That’s Mary’s Rest,” Robin said. He stopped, gazing around at the field. “And I think this is where I saw Swan and the big dude. Yeah. I think it is.”
     Sister knew it was. They were close now, very close. Her nerves were jangling, and she wanted to run toward those shacks, but her aching, weary legs would not permit it. One step at a time, she thought. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.
     They neared a mudhole full of skeletons. The sulphurous odor was coming off it, and they gave it a wide berth as they passed. But Sister didn’t even mind that smell; she felt as if she were dreamwalking in real life, exhilarated and strong, her gaze set toward the smoke-shrouded shacks. And then she knew she must be dreaming, because she imagined she heard the skittering music of a fiddle.
     “Look there,” Paul said, and he pointed.
     Off to their left was a gathering of what looked to be thirty or forty people, possibly more. They were dancing in the snow, doing old-fashioned clogging steps and square-dance spins around a bonfire. Sister saw musicians: an old man in a faded red cap and a fleece-lined coat, sawing away at a fiddle; a white-bearded black man seated on a chair, scraping a stone across the ribs of a washboard he held between his knees; a young boy plucking chords on a guitar; and a thick-set woman beating a cardboard box like a bass drum. Their music was rough, but it swelled like a raw-boned symphony across the field, inviting the dancers to clog and spin with greater abandon. Snow kicked from their heels, and Sister heard merry shouts and whoops over the music. It had been a long time since she’d heard music, and she’d never seen a sight like this before: They were having a hoedown in the midst of a wasteland.
     But then Sister realized that it was not quite a wasteland, for beyond the bonfire and the dancers were several rows of small, pale green plants. Sister heard Paul say, awestruck, “My God! Something’s growing again!”
     They walked across the field toward the celebrants and passed what appeared to be a newly-dug grave. There was a pinewood marker with RUSTY WEATHERS carved into it. Sleep well, she thought—and then they were getting close to the bonfire, and some of the people stopped dancing to watch their approach.
     The music faltered and ceased with a last fiddle whine. “How do,” a man in a dark green coat said, stepping away from the woman he’d been dancing with. He was wearing a Braves baseball cap, and underneath its brim almost all of his face was scarred by an ugly brown keloid; but he was smiling, and his eyes were bright.
     “Hello,” Sister replied. The faces here were different from others she’d seen. They were hopeful, joyful faces, in spite of the scars and keloids that marred many, in spite of the protruding cheekbones and sunken eyes that spoke of long hunger, in spite of the pallid skin that had not felt the sun in seven years. She stared at the pale green plants, mesmerized by their motion as they swayed in the wind. Paul walked past her and bent over to reach toward one of them with a trembling hand, as if he feared the delicate wonder might evaporate like smoke.
     “She says not to touch ’em,” the black man who’d been scraping the washboard said. “She says to let ’em be, and they’ll take care of themselves.”
     Paul drew his hand back. “It’s been… a long time since I’ve seen anything growing,” he said. “I thought the earth was dead. What is it?”
     “Corn,” another man told him. “Stalks just came up almost overnight. I used to be a farmer, and I thought the dirt wasn’t fit to plant in, too. Thought the radiation and the cold had about finished it.” He shrugged, admiring the green stalks. “I’m glad to be wrong. ’Course, they’re not too strong yet, but anything that grows in that dirt—well, it’s a miracle.”
     “She says to let ’em be,” the black musician continued. “Says she can seed a whole crop field if we lets these first ones ripen, and we stands guard and keeps them crows away.”
     “She’s sick, though.” The husky woman, who had a vivid red keloid on her face, laid aside the cardboard box she’d been beating time to. “She’s burnin’ up with fever, and there ain’t no medicine.”
     “She,” Sister repeated. She heard herself speaking as if in a dream. “Who are you talking about?”
     “The girl,” Anna McClay said. “Swan’s her name. She’s in pretty bad shape. Got that stuff on her face even worse than you do, and she’s blind to boot.”
     “Swan,” Sister’s knees were weak.
     “She done this.” The black musician motioned toward the young cornstalks. “Planted ’em with her own hands. Everybody knows it. That Josh fella’s tellin’ the whole town.” He looked at Sister, grinned and showed a single gold tooth in the front of his head. “Ain’t it something?” he said proudly.
     “Where have you folks come from?” Anna asked.
     “A long way off,” Sister replied, close to tears. “A long, long way.”
     “Where’s the girl now?” Paul took a few steps toward Anna McClay. His own heart was pounding and the faint, rich odor of the stalks had been sweeter than the smell of any whiskey he’d ever poured into a glass.
     Anna pointed at Mary’s Rest. “That way. In Glory Bowen’s shack. It ain’t too far.”
     “Take us there,” Paul urged. “Please.”
     Anna hesitated, trying to read their eyes like she used to do with the marks strolling on the carny midway. Both of them were strong and steady, she decided, and furthermore they would take no shit. The gaunt boy with the long hair full of feathers and bones looked to be a real hell-raiser, and the other kids appeared pretty tough, too; all of them probably knew very well how to use the rifles they were carrying. She’d already seen that the man had a gun tucked down in the waistband of his trousers, and the woman most likely was packing iron as well. But both of them had a need in their eyes, too, like the glimmer of a fire that burned deep inside. Josh had told her to be wary of strangers who wanted to see Swan, but she knew it was not for her to deny that need. “Come on, then,” she said, and she walked toward the shacks. Behind them, the fiddler warmed his hands at the fire and then began playing again, and the black man scraped merrily at his washboard as the celebrants danced.
     They followed Anna McClay through the alleys of Mary’s Rest. And, as Sister turned a corner about five or six paces behind the other woman, something shot out into her path from the mouth of another alley. She had to draw up sharply to keep from stumbling and falling, and suddenly she had a sensation of numbing cold that seemed to draw the breath from her lungs. She instinctively whipped the shotgun from its holster beneath her coat and stuck it into the leering face of a man who sat in a child’s red wagon.
     He stared up at her through deep-set eyes, and he lifted one hand toward the satchel that Sister held under her arm. “Welcome,” he said.
     Sister was aware of a series of clicks, and the man’s fathomless eyes moved to look past her. She glanced back and saw that Paul had his Magnum in his hand. Robin was aiming his rifle, and so were the other three boys. They all had a deadly bead on the man in the red wagon.
     Sister stared into his eyes; he cocked his head to one side, the grin widening to show a mouthful of broken teeth. Slowly he withdrew his hand and laid it across the stumps of his legs.
     “That’s Mr. Welcome,” Anna said. “He’s crazy. Just push him to one side.”
     The man’s gaze ticked between Sister’s face and the satchel. He nodded. “Welcome,” he whispered.
     Her finger tightened on the shotgun’s trigger. Tendrils of cold seemed to be sliding around her, gripping her, slithering down through her clothes. The shotgun’s barrel was about eight inches from the man’s head, and Sister was seized with an impulse to blow that hideous, grinning face away. But what would be under it? she wondered. Tissue and bone—or another face?
     Because she thought she recognized the cunning glint in those eyes, like a beast patiently waiting for the moment to destroy. She thought she saw something of a monster who’d called himself Doyle Halland in them.
     Her finger twitched, ready to fire. Ready to unmask the face.
     “Come on,” Anna said. “He won’t bite you. Fella’s been hangin’ around here a couple of days, and he’s crazy, but he ain’t dangerous.”
     The man in the red wagon suddenly drew a lungful of air and released it in a quiet hiss between clenched teeth. He lifted his fist and held it up before Sister’s face for a few seconds; then one finger protruded to form the barrel of an imaginary weapon aimed at her head. “Gun goes bang,” he said.
     Anna laughed. “See? He’s a looney!”
     Sister hesitated. Shoot him, she thought. Squeeze the trigger—just a little harder. You know who it is. Shoot him!
     But… what if I’m wrong? The shotgun’s barrel wavered.
     And then her chance was gone. The man cackled, muttered something in a singsong rhythm and pushed himself past her with his arms. He entered an alley to the left, and Sister stood watching the demented cripple go. He did not look back.
     “Gettin’ colder.” Anna shivered, pulling her collar up. She motioned ahead. “Glory Bowen’s shack is this way.”
     The man in the red wagon turned down another alley and pushed himself out of Sister’s sight. She let out the breath she’d been holding, and the white steam floated past her face. Then she returned her shotgun to its sheath and followed the other woman again, but she felt like an exposed nerve.
     Another bonfire was burning on the main street of Mary’s Rest, casting warmth and light over twelve or fifteen people who stood around it. The ugliest, most swaybacked old horse Sister had ever seen was tied to a post on the front porch of one of the shacks; the horse was covered with a number of blankets to keep him warm, and his head was nodding as if he were about to fall asleep. Nearby, a small black boy was trying to balance a crooked stick on the ends of his fingers.
     Two men, both armed with rifles, sat on the shack’s cinder block front steps, talking and drinking hot coffee from clay mugs. Their attention turned from their quiet talk to Anna.
     “Folks here say they want to see the girl,” Anna told one of them, a man in a plaid coat and tan cap. “I think they’re all right.”
     He’d seen their weapons, and now he rested his own rifle across his knees. “Josh said no strangers were allowed in.”
     Sister stepped forward. “My name’s Sister. This is Paul Thorson, Robin Oakes, and I can vouch for the other boys. Now, if you’ll tell me your name, we won’t be strangers anymore, will we?”
     “Gene Scully,” he answered. “Are you folks from around here?”
     “No,” Paul said. “Listen, we’re not going to hurt Swan. We just want to see her. We want to talk to her.”
     “She can’t talk,” Scully said. “She’s sick. And I’ve been told not to let any strangers through that door.”
     “You need your ears cleaned out, mister?” Robin, smiling with cold menace, stood between Sister and Paul. “We’ve come a long way. We said we want to see the girl.”
     Scully rose to his feet, ready to swing the rifle’s barrel up at them. Beside him, Zachial Epstein also nervously stood up. The silence stretched. And then Sister gritted her teeth and started to climb the steps, and if the men tried to stop her, she thought, she was going to blast both of them to hell.
     “Hey, Anna!” Aaron called suddenly. “Come look at the magic!”
     She glanced over at him. He was still playing with that dumb stick. “Later,” she told him. Aaron shrugged and started swinging it like an imaginary sword. Anna returned to the problem at hand. “Listen, we don’t need any more shit around here. And nobody needs to get riled or hurt, either. Gene, why don’t you just go on in and ask Josh to come speak to these folks?”
     “We want to see Swan.” Anger reddened Paul’s face. “We’re not going to be turned back, lady!”
     “Who’s Josh?” Sister asked.
     “Fella who’s been travelin’ with the girl. Takin’ care of her. Her guardian, I guess you’d say. Well? Do you want to state your business to him, or not?”
     “Bring him out.”
     “Go get him, Gene.” Anna took the rifle from him and immediately turned it on the strangers. “And now you folks can dump all that hardware in a neat pile next to the steps, if you please. You too, kiddies—I ain’t your mama! Drop ’em!”
     Scully started into the shack, but Sister said, “Wait!” She opened her satchel, attracting the direct interest of the rifle the other woman had, but she took care to move slowly, without threat. She reached past the glass ring into the bottom of the satchel, fished out what she was after and handed it up to Anna. “Here. Give this to Josh. It might mean something to him.”
     Anna looked at it, frowned and passed it back to Scully, who took it and went in.
     They waited. “Some town you’ve got here,” Robin said. “How much rent do the rats charge?”
     Anna smiled. “You’ll be glad we’ve got plenty of rats after you taste some cooked up in a stew, smartass.”
     “We were better off back in the cave,” he told Sister. “At least we had fresh air. This place smells like somebody’s shit bucket over—”
     The door opened, and a monster walked out. Gene Scully followed behind. Robin just stood and stared, his mouth agape, because he’d never seen anybody so ugly before. The big dude was easily the size of three regular men.
     “Jesus,” Paul whispered, and he couldn’t help but be repelled. The man’s single eye fixed on him for a few seconds, then moved to Sister.
     She didn’t budge. Monster or not, she’d decided, nobody was going to stop her from seeing Swan.
     “Where did you find this?” Josh asked, holding up the object Gene Scully had given him.
     “In the parking lot of what used to be a K-Mart. It was in a town in Kansas called—”
     “Matheson,” Josh interrupted. “I know the place, from a long time ago. This belonged to a friend. But… do I know you?”
     “No. Paul and I have been traveling for years, searching for someone. And I think the person we’ve been led toward is in that house. Will you let us see her?”
     Josh looked again at what he held in his hand. It was one of Leona Skelton’s tarot cards, the colors faded, the edges curled and yellowed. The legend on the card said THE EMPRESS.
     “Yes,” Josh said. “But just you and the man.” And he opened the door to let them enter.






Sixty-six

“You sure?” Glory asked as Josh shut the door. She was stirring a pot of root soup on the stove, and she eyed the two strangers cautiously. “I don’t like the looks of ’em.”
     “Sorry,” Paul told her. “I left my tuxedo at the cleaners this morning.” The room smelled like sassafras, and the stove was putting out a lot of heat. A couple of lanterns were set in the room, and by their smoky light both Paul and Sister could see what appeared to be blood stains on the floor.
     “We had some trouble here last night,” Josh explained. “That’s why we have to be so careful about strangers wanting to see Swan.”
     Sister went cold, in spite of the room’s comfortable warmth. She was thinking of that grinning cripple in the child’s red wagon. If it was him, he could be wearing any face. Any face at all. She wished she had that moment back, wished she’d blown the mask right off his skull to see what was hiding behind it.
     Josh turned up a lantern’s wick and examined the tarot card again. “So you found this in Matheson. Okay. But how did this card lead you here?”
     “It wasn’t the card that brought us. Tell me: Is there a tree somewhere that’s in blossom, with Swan’s name burned into the trunk? I remember smelling apples. Is it an apple tree in bloom?”
     “Yes. But that’s back about fifty or sixty miles from here! Did Sly Moody send you after us?”
     She shook her head, reaching into the satchel. “This sent us here,” she said, and she withdrew the glass circle.
     The colors leaped and pulsed. Glory gasped, dropping her spoon as her hand fluttered to her mouth. The walls glittered with lights. Josh stared at it, transfixed by its beauty, and then he laid the Empress card down on the table.
     “Who are you?” he asked softly. “Why are you looking for Swan—and where did you find that?”
     Sister said, “I think we have a lot to talk about. I want to know everything about you, and everything about Swan. I want to hear everything that’s happened to you, and I want to tell you our stories, too. But right now I have to see her. Please.”
     With an effort, Josh pulled his gaze away from the glass ring and looked into Sister’s face. Looked long and deep, saw the tribulations and hardships there; but he also recognized tenacity and a will of iron. He nodded and led Paul and Sister into the next room.
     A single lantern backed with a shiny piece of tin hung on the wall, casting a muted golden glow. Swan lay on Glory’s iron-framed cot, on the mattress that was stuffed with rags and papers. She was covered with a number of blankets that various people had donated, and her face was turned away from the light.
     Josh walked to the bedside, lifted the blankets and gently touched Swan’s shoulder. She was still burning up with fever, yet she shivered and held the blankets. “Swan? Can you hear me?”
     Her breathing was harsh. Sister’s hand found Paul’s and clenched it. In her other hand, the shades of the glass ring had turned to silver and gold.
     “Swan?” Josh whispered. “Someone’s come to see you.”
     She heard his voice, summoning her back from a nightmare landscape where a skeleton on a skeletal horse reaped a human field. Pain shot through the nerves and bones of her face. “Josh?” she replied. “Rusty… where’s Rusty?”
     “I told you. We buried him this morning, out in the field.”
     “Oh. I remember now.” Her voice was weak, drifting toward delirium again. “Tell them… to watch the corn. Keep the crows away. But… tell them not to touch it yet, Josh. Tell them.”
     “I have. They’re doing what you say.” He motioned Paul and Sister closer. “Someone’s here to see you. They say they’ve come a long way.”
     “Who… are they?”
     “A man and a woman. They’re here right now. Can you speak to them?”
     Swan tried to focus her mind on what he was saying. She could sense someone else in the room, waiting. And there was something more, too; Swan didn’t know what it was, but she felt her skin tingling as if in anticipation of a touch. In her mind she was a child again, staring with fascination at the fireflies’ lights as they glowed against the window screen.
     “Yes,” she decided. “Will you help me sit up?”
     He did, propping a couple of pillows up to support her. As Josh stepped away from the cot Paul and Sister had their first view of Swan’s growth-covered head. Both eyeholes were now sealed up, and there were only small slits over her nostrils and mouth. It was the most horrifying Job’s Mask that Sister had ever seen, much worse even than Josh’s, and she had to fight off a shudder. Paul flinched, wondering how she could breathe or eat through that hideous crust.
     “Who’s there?” Swan whispered.
     “My name is…” She lost her voice. She was scared to death. Then she drew her shoulders back, pulled in a deep breath and stepped to the side of the cot. “You can call me Sister,” she began. “There’s a man named Paul Thorson with me. We’ve—” Sister glanced quickly at Josh, then back to the girl. Swan’s head was cocked to one side, listening through a tiny hole at her ear. “We’ve been looking for you for a long time. Seven years. We missed you in Matheson, Kansas; I believe we probably missed you in a lot of places and never knew it. I found a doll that belonged to you. Do you remember it?”
     Swan did remember. “My Cookie Monster. I lost it in Matheson. I used to love that thing when I was a little girl.”
     Sister had to listen hard to understand everything she was saying. “I wish I could’ve brought it to you, but it didn’t survive the trip.”
     “That’s all right,” Swan said. “I’m not a little girl anymore.” She suddenly lifted her bandaged right hand and felt in the air for the woman’s face. Sister drew away, but then she realized that Swan wanted to know what she looked like. Sister gently grasped her slender wrist and guided the hand over her facial features. Swan’s touch was as soft as smoke.
     Her fingers stopped when they found the growths. “You’ve got it, too.” Swan’s fingers continued across Sister’s left cheek, then down to her chin. “Feels like a cobblestone road.”
     “I guess so. A doctor friend of ours calls it ‘Job’s Mask.’ He thinks what’s in the air causes some people’s skin to crust over. Damned if I can figure out why it just screws up the face and head, though.” She reached out and touched the girl’s forehead, then quickly jerked her hand back. Under the Job’s Mask, Swan was running a fever that had almost scorched Sister’s fingers. “Does it hurt?” Sister asked.
     “Yes. It didn’t used to hurt so much, but now… it’s all the time.”
     “Yeah, mine, too. How old are you?”
     “Sixteen. Josh keeps track of my birthday for me. How old are you?”
     “I’m—” She couldn’t recall. She hadn’t kept up with her birthdays. “Let’s see, I think I was in my forties on the seventeenth of July. I guess I might be in my fifties now. Early fifties, that is. I feel like I’m gaining on eighty.”
     “Josh said… you came a long way to see me.” Swan’s head was heavy, and she was getting very tired again. “Why?”
     “I’m not sure,” Sister admitted. “But we’ve been looking for you for seven years, because of this,” And she held the glowing ring with its single remaining spire up before Swan’s face.
     Swan’s skin prickled. She sensed a bright light beating at her sealed-up eyeholes. “What is it?”
     “I think… it’s a lot of things, all rolled up into a circle of beautiful glass and filled with jewels. I found it on the seventeenth of July, in New York City. I think it’s a ring of miracles, Swan. I think it’s a gift… like a magic survival kit. Or a life ring. Maybe anybody could’ve found it, maybe I’m the only one who could have. I don’t know. But I do know that it led Paul and me to you. I wish I knew why. All I can say is that… I think you’re someone very special, Swan. I saw the corn growing out in that field, where nothing ought to be alive. I looked into this glass ring and I saw a tree in bloom, with your name burned into the wood.” She leaned forward, her heart pounding. “I think there’s work ahead of you. Very important work, enough to fill up a lifetime. After seeing that corn growing out there… I think I know what it is.”
     Swan was listening carefully. She didn’t feel very special; she just felt weary, and the fever was pulling at her again, trying to drag her back to that awful place where the bloody scythe reaped a human field. And then what Sister had said dawned on her: “A ring of miracles… all rolled up into a circle of beautiful glass and filled with jewels.”
     She thought of the magic mirror and the figure she’d seen bearing a ring of light. That figure, she knew, had been the woman who now stood at her bedside, and what she’d been carrying had finally arrived.
     Swan held out both hands toward the light. “May I… hold it?”
     Sister glanced at Josh. He was standing behind Paul, and Glory had come from the other room. Josh didn’t know what was going on, and all this ring of miracles talk was beyond him—but he trusted the woman, and he let himself nod.
     “Here.” Sister put it into Swan’s hands.
     Her fingers curled around the glass. There was heat in it, a heat that began to spread into her hands, through her wrists and forearms. Under the bandages, the raw skin of her hands had begun itching and stinging. “Oh,” she said, more in surprise than in pain.
     “Swan?” Josh stepped forward, alarmed at the sound. The glass circle was getting brighter and pulsating faster. “Are you o—”
     The ring flared like a golden nova. All of them were blinded for a few seconds as the room was lit up as if by the flaring of a million candles. The memory of the white-hot blast in front of PawPaw’s grocery streaked through Josh’s mind.
     Now a searing pain coursed in Swan’s hands, and her fingers seemed locked to the glass. The pain rippled through her bones and she started to cry out, but in the next instant the anguish had passed, and left in her mind were scenes beautiful beyond dreams: fields of golden corn and wheat, orchards where trees bent under the weight of fruit, meadows of flowers and verdant green forests stirred by a breeze. The images poured forth as if from a cornucopia, so vivid that Swan smelled the aromas of barley, apples, plums and cherry trees in full bloom. She beheld dandelions blowing in the wind, forests of oaks dripping acorns into the moss, maples running sap and sunflowers thrusting up from the earth.
     Yes, Swan thought as the images continued to flood through her mind in brilliant patterns of color and light. My work.
     I know what my work is now.
     Josh was first to recover from the glare. He saw that Swan’s hands were engulfed by golden fire, the flames licking up along her arms. She’s burning up! he realized and, horrified, he shoved Sister aside and grabbed the fiery ring to pull it away from Swan.
     But as soon as his fingertips touched the glass, he was flung backward with such force that he left his feet before crashing into the wall, narrowly missing breaking most of the bones in Paul’s body. The air was forced from his lungs with a noise like a ruptured steam pipe, and he crumpled to the floor, dazed from the worst knock he’d taken since Haystacks Muldoon had thrown him from the wrestling ring in Winston-Salem eleven years before. Damn thing repelled me, he thought, when thinking was possible again. He tried to struggle up and realized that the flaming ring had been cool under his fingers.
     Still half blinded, Sister saw the strange fire, too, saw it crawling up Swan’s arms; it snapped like the uncoiling of a whip and began to wrap itself around the girl’s head.
     The fire—noiseless and without heat—had shrouded Swan’s face and head before Josh could get up from the floor. Swan made no sound and lay motionless, but she could hear a sizzling over the wonderful scenes that kept swirling through her mind.
     Sister was about to grasp the ring herself, but as she reached for it Josh charged toward the cot again, almost flung her through the wall, braced his legs and got ready to withstand the jolt as he clenched his fingers around the ring.
     This time it came smoothly free from Swan’s hands. As he turned to smash it against the wall he heard Sister scream “No!” and she was on him like a wildcat.
     “Wait!” Paul shouted. “Look at her!”
     Josh held Sister at arm’s length and swiveled his head toward Swan.
     The golden flames that covered her hands were going out. The bandages had turned black.
     As they watched they saw the fire—or what had appeared to be fire—being drawn into the Job’s Mask like liquid into a dry sponge. The flames rippled, flared, and then disappeared.
     Sister wrenched the ring from him and backed out of his reach. He went to Swan’s side, put his arms beneath her shoulders and lifted her up, supporting her head with one hand. “Swan!” His voice was frantic. “Swan, answer me!”
     She was silent.
     “You’ve killed her!” Glory shouted at Sister. “God A’mighty, you’ve killed her with that damned thing!” She rushed to the bedside, while Sister retreated against the far wall. Her mind was reeling, and the explosion of light still burned behind her eyes.
     But Josh could feel Swan’s heart beating like the wings of a captured bird against a cage. He rocked the girl in his arms, praying that this shock wouldn’t be the final burden. He looked up fiercely at Sister and Paul. “Get them out of here!” he told Glory. “Call Anna! Tell her to lock them away somewhere! Get them out before I kill them my—”
     Swan’s hand drifted up, touched Josh’s lips to silence him.
     Sister stared at the glass ring; its colors had paled, and some of the trapped jewels had turned ebony, like little burned-up pieces of charcoal. But the colors were getting stronger again, as if drawing power from her own body. Glory grasped her arm to pull her from the room, but Sister jerked free. Then Glory ran out to summon Anna McClay, who came with the rifle, ready for business.
     “Get them out!” Josh shouted. “And get that thing away from her!”
     Anna started to reach for the ring. Sister’s fist was faster; she struck the other woman with a noise like a hammer whacking a board, and Anna McClay went down with a bloody nose. Anna struggled to her feet and aimed the rifle point-blank at Sister’s head.
     “Stop it!” Swan said suddenly, her voice frail. She’d heard the shouts, the scuffling and the sound of the blow. The majestic scenes that had so ignited her imagination began to fade. “Stop it,” she repeated. Strength was returning to her voice. “No more fighting.”
     “They tried to kill you with that thing!” Josh said.
     “No, we didn’t!” Paul protested. “We came here to see her, that’s all! We weren’t trying to hurt her!”
     Josh ignored him. “Are you all right?” he asked Swan.
     “Yes. Just tired. But Josh… when I held it… I saw wonderful things. Wonderful things.”
     “What things?”
     “Things… that could be,” she replied. “If I want them to be, if I work hard enough.”
     “Josh?” Anna was itching to put a bullet through the scraggly old woman who’d decked her. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “You want me to lock ’em up somewhere?”
     “No!” Swan said. “Leave them alone. They weren’t trying to hurt me.”
     “Well, this bitch sure hurt me! I think my damned schnozz is busted!”
     Josh eased Swan’s head down onto the pillow. His face felt strange—itching and burning—where Swan’s fingers had touched. “You sure you’re okay?” he asked. “I don’t want you to be—” And then he glanced at one of her hands, and his voice trailed off. “Don’t try to hide it if… you’re…”
     The bandages, black and oily-looking, had come loose. Josh could see a glimpse of pink flesh.
     He took her hand gently in his own and began to unwind the bandages. The cloth was stiff and started coming apart with little crackling sounds. Sister pushed the rifle barrel out of her face and walked past Anna to the side of the cot. Anna made no move to stop her, because she came forward to see as well.
     With nervous fingers, Josh carefully peeled part of the black bandage away. It came off with some of Swan’s injured skin adhered to it, and revealed underneath was bright pink, healing flesh.
     “What is it?” Swan asked, breaking the silence. “What’s wrong?”
     He cracked part of the other bandage off. It crumbled like ashes between his fingers, and he saw pink, clean, unscarred skin across a section of Swan’s palm. He knew that it should have taken at least a week for Swan’s hands to scab over, and maybe a month for them to heal. He’d been most worried about her wounds getting infected, that maybe her hands would be scarred and ruined for the rest of her life. But now…
     Josh pressed his finger against her pink palm, “Ow!” she said, pulling her hand away from him. “That’s sore!” Her hands were stinging and tingling and as warm as if they’d been deeply sunburned. Josh was afraid to peel any more of the bandages off, not wanting to expose the tender skin. He looked up at Glory, who stood beside him, then over at Sister. His gaze fell to the gleaming glass ring in her protective grip.
     A ring of miracles, she’d said.
     And Josh believed it.
     He stood up. “I think we’ve got a lot to talk about,” he said.
     “Yes,” Sister agreed. “I believe we do.”






Sixty-seven

The shout of the Lord shook the trailer’s walls, and the woman who lay on a bare mattress with a coarse blanket wrapped around her moaned in her tortured sleep. Rudy was crawling into her bed again, and he held an infant with a crushed head; she kicked at him, but his rotting mouth grinned. “Come on, Ssssheila,” he chided her, his voice hissing through the blue-edged slash across his throat. “Is that how you treat an old friend?”
     “Get away!” she screamed. “Get away… get away!”
     But he was sliding up against her with slimy skin. His eyes had rolled back into his head, and decayed holes cratered his face. “Awwww,” he said, “don’t be like that, Sheila. We got high and happy too many times for you to kick me out of your bed. You let everybody else in these days, don’t you?” He offered her the blue-skinned infant. “See?” he said. “I brought you a present.”
     And then the tiny mouth opened in that battered head and a wail came from it that made Sheila Fontana go rigid, her hands clamped to her ears and tears streaming from her wide-open, staring eyes.
     The ghosts fragmented and whirled away, and Sheila was left with her own scream echoing within the filthy trailer.
     But the shout of the Lord continued, this time pounding on the trailer’s door. A voice from outside yelled, “Shut up, you crazy fool! You tryin’ to wake up the fucking dead?”
     Tears ran down her face, and she felt sick to her stomach; the trailer already smelled of vomit and stale cigarette smoke, and there was a bucket next to her mattress where she relieved herself during the night. She couldn’t stop shaking, couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. She fumbled for the bottle of vodka that she knew was there on the floor beside her bed, but she couldn’t find it, and she wailed again with frustration.
     “Come on, open the damned door!” It was Judd Lawry’s voice, and he hammered at the door with the butt of his rifle. “He wants you!”
     She froze, her fingers finally locked on the neck of the half-full bottle. He wants me, she thought. Her heart kicked. He wants me!
     “You hear what I said? He sent me to get you. Come on, get your ass moving!”
     She crawled out of bed and stood with the bottle in one hand and the blanket in the other. The trailer was cold, and red light came from a bonfire blazing outside.
     “Speak, if you can understand English!” Lawry said.
     “Yes,” she told him. “I hear you. He wants me.” She was shaking, and she dropped the blanket to take the top off the vodka bottle.
     “Well, come on then! And he says for you to put on some perfume this time!”
     “Yes. He wants me. He wants me.” She drank from the bottle again, capped it and searched for her lantern and matches. She found them, got the lantern lit and placed it on her dressing table, next to the cracked mirror that hung on the wall. Atop the dresser was a forest of dried-up make-up bottles, lipsticks, bottles of scent that had long ago gone skunky, jars of cream and mascara applicators. Taped to the mirror were yellowed pictures of fresh-faced models clipped from ancient copies of Glamour and Mademoiselle.
     She placed the vodka bottle next to the lantern and sat down in her chair. The mirror caught her face.
     Her eyes resembled dull bits of glass sunken into a sickly, heavily lined ruin. Much of her hair had turned from black to a yellowish gray, and at her crown the scalp was beginning to show. Her mouth was tight and etched with deep lines, as if she’d been holding back a scream that she dared not release.
     She peered into the eyes that looked back. Make-up, she decided. Sure. I need to use a little make-up. And she opened one of the bottles to smear the stuff on her face like a healing balm, her hands unsteady because she wanted to look pretty for the colonel. He’d been nice to her lately, had called for her several times, had even given her a few bottles of precious alcohol from a deserted liquor store. He wants me, she told herself as she scrawled lipstick across her mouth. The colonel used to prefer the other two women who’d lived in the trailer with Sheila, but Kathy had moved in with a captain and Gina had taken a .45 to bed one night. Which meant that Sheila was on her own in driving the pickup truck that hauled the trailer and earning enough gasoline, food and water to keep both the truck and herself going. She knew most of the other RLs—Recreation Ladies—who followed the Army of Excellence in their own convoy of trucks, cars and trailers; a lot of the women had diseases, some were young girls with ancient eyes, a few enjoyed their work, and most were searching for the “golden dream”—being taken in by an AOE officer who had plenty of supplies and a decent bed.
     It’s a man’s world, Sheila thought. That had never been as true as it was now.
     But she was happy, because being summoned to the colonel’s trailer meant she wouldn’t have to sleep alone and, for a few hours at least, Rudy couldn’t come crawling into her bed with his grisly gift.
     Rudy had been a kick in life. But in death he was a real drag.
     “Hurry it up!” Lawry shouted. “It’s cold out here!”
     She finished her make-up and ran a brush through her hair. She didn’t like to do that, though, because so much of her hair was falling out. Then she searched the many bottles of perfume for the right scent. Most of their labels had come off, but she found the distinctive bottle she wanted and sprayed perfume on her throat. She remembered an ad she’d seen in a Cosmo magazine a long time ago: “Every man alive loves Chanel Number 5.”
     She hurriedly pulled a dark red sweater over her sagging breasts, squeezed herself into a pair of jeans and put on her boots. It was too late to do anything about her fingernails; anyhow, they were all but bitten away. She shrugged into a fur coat that had belonged to Gina. One more peek in the mirror to check her make-up. He wants me! she thought, and then she blew the lantern out, went to the door, unbolted and opened it.
     Judd Lawry, his beard cropped close to his jawline and a bandanna wrapped around his forehead, glared at her and laughed. “Jeez!” he said. “You ever heard of a movie called The Bride of Frankenstein?”
     She knew not to answer him as she dug a key out of the fur coat and locked her door. He was always picking at her, and she hated his guts. Whenever she looked at him she heard the wail of a baby and the sound of a rifle butt striking innocent flesh. She walked right past him, in the direction of Colonel Macklin’s silver Airstream command center on the western edge of what had been Sutton, Nebraska.
     “You sure do smell nice,” Lawry said as he followed her between the parked trailers, trucks, cars and pitched tents of the Army of Excellence. Firelight glinted off the barrel of the M-16 slung over his shoulder. “You smell like an open sore. When’s the last time you took a bath?”
     She couldn’t remember. Bathing used up water, and she didn’t have a lot of that to spare.
     “I don’t know why he wants you,” Lawry continued, walking right at her heels. “He could have a young RL, a pretty one. One who takes baths. You’re a two-legged lice farm.”
     She ignored him. She knew he hated her because she’d never let him touch her, not even once. She’d taken on everybody who could pay her with gasoline, food, water, pretty trinkets, cigarettes, clothes or alcohol—but she wouldn’t take on Judd Lawry if his prick gushed refined oil. Even in a man’s world, a woman had her pride.
     He was still ranting at her when she walked between two tents and almost into a squat, square trailer painted pitch black She stopped abruptly, and Lawry almost barreled into her. His nagging ceased. Both of them knew what went on inside Roland Croninger’s black trailer—the AOE’s “interrogation center”—and being so close to it stirred in their minds the stories they’d heard of Captain Croninger’s inquisition methods. Lawry remembered what Croninger had done to Freddie Kempka years ago, and he knew that the captain was best avoided.
     Sheila regained her composure first. She walked past the trailer, its windows sealed with sheet metal, and on toward the colonel’s command center. Lawry silently followed.
     The Airstream trailer was hooked to the cab of a diesel truck surrounded by six armed guards. Spaced at intervals were fires that burned in oil drums. As Sheila approached, one of the guards rested his hand on the pistol beneath his coat.
     “It’s okay,” Lawry said. “He’s expecting her.” The guard relaxed and let them pass, and they walked up a set of intricately carved wooden risers that led to the Airstream’s closed door. The three-step staircase even had a bannister, into which was cut the grotesque faces of demons with lolling tongues, contorted nude human figures and deformed gargoyles. The subject matter was nightmarish, but the workmanship was beautiful, the faces and figures carved by a hand that knew blades, then sanded and polished to a high luster. Red velvet pads had been tacked down on the surface of each riser, as if on the steps to an emperor’s throne. Sheila had never seen the staircase before, but Lawry knew it was a recent gift from the man who’d joined the AOE back in Broken Bow. It galled Lawry that Alvin Mangrim had already been made a corporal, and he wondered how Man-grim had gotten his nose chewed off. He’d seen the man working with the Mechanical Brigade and hanging around with a gnarled little dwarf he called “Imp,” and Mangrim was another sonofabitch he wouldn’t dare turn his back on.
     Lawry knocked on the door.
     “Enter,” came Colonel Macklin’s raspy voice.
     They went in. The front room was dark but for the single oil lamp burning atop Macklin’s desk. He was sitting behind the desk, studying maps. His right arm lay across the desktop, almost like a forgotten appendage, but the black-gloved palm of his new right hand was turned up, and the lamplight glinted on the sharp points of the many nails that pierced it.
     “Thank you, Lieutenant,” Macklin said, without lifting his leather-masked face. “You’re dismissed.”
     “Yes, sir.” Lawry shot a smirking glance at Sheila, then left the trailer and closed the door.
     Macklin was calculating the rate of march between Sutton and Nebraska City, where he planned to lead the Army of Excellence across the Missouri River. But the supplies were dwindling by the day, and the AOE hadn’t made a successful raid since the destruction of Franklin Hayes’s army back in Broken Bow. Still, the ranks of the AOE continued to swell as stragglers from other dead settlements drifted in, seeking shelter and protection. The AOE had abundant manpower, weapons and ammunition, but the grease that slicked the wheels of forward movement was running out.
     The ruins of Sutton had still been smoking when the AOE’s advance armored cars pulled in just before full dark. All that was worth taking was already gone, even the clothes and shoes from the piles of dead bodies. There were signs that grenades and Molotov cocktails had been used, and at the eastern edge of the burning debris were the treadmarks of heavy vehicles and the footprints of soldiers marching off through the snow.
     And Macklin had realized that there was another army—perhaps as large as or larger than the AOE—heading east right in front of them, looting settlements and taking the supplies that the Army of Excellence needed to survive. Roland had seen blood in the snow and reasoned that there would be wounded soldiers struggling to keep up with the main body. A small recon force might be able to capture some of those stragglers, Roland had suggested. They might be brought back and interrogated. Colonel Macklin had agreed, and Roland had taken Captain Braden, Sergeant Ulrich and a few soldiers out in an armored truck.
     “Sit down,” the colonel told Sheila.
     She walked into the circle of light. A chair had been prepared for her, facing the colonel’s desk. She sat down, edgy and not knowing what to expect. In the past, he’d always waited for her in his bed.
     He continued to work on his maps and charts. He was dressed in his uniform with the Army of Excellence patch sewn over the breast pocket and four bars of gold-colored thread attached to each shoulder to signify his rank. Covering his scalp was a gray woolen cap, and the black leather mask obscured his face except for his left eye. She hadn’t seen him without that mask for several years, and she didn’t particularly care to. Behind Macklin was a rack of pistols and rifles, and a black, green and silver AOE flag was tacked neatly to the pine paneling.
     He let her wait a few more minutes, and then he lifted his head. His frosty blue eye chilled her. “Hello, Sheila.”
     “Hello.”
     “Were you alone? Or did you have company?”
     “I was alone.” She had to listen hard to understand all his words. His speech had gotten worse since the last time she’d visited there, less than a week ago.
     “Well,” Macklin said, “sometimes it’s good to sleep alone. You get more rest that way, don’t you?” He opened a filigreed silver box that sat atop his desk. In it were about twenty precious cigarettes—not soggy butts or rerolled chewing tobacco, but the real thing. He offered the box to her, and she immediately took a cigarette. “Take another,” he urged. She took two more. Macklin pushed a pack of matches across the desktop to her, and she lit up the first cigarette and inhaled it like true oxygen.
     “Remember when we bluffed our way into here?” he asked her. “You, me and Roland? Remember when we bargained with Freddie Kempka?”
     “Yeah.” She’d wished a thousand times that she still had a supply of cocaine and uppers, but that stuff was hard to come by these days. “I do.”
     “I trust you, Sheila. You and Roland are about the only ones I can trust.” He pulled his right arm toward him and cradled it against his chest. “That’s because we know each other so well. People who’ve been through so much together should trust each other.” His gaze lifted from Sheila’s face. He looked at the Shadow Soldier, who was standing behind her chair, just at the edge of the darkness. His eye shifted back to her again. “Have you been entertaining many officers lately?”
     “A few.”
     “How about Captain Hewlitt? Sergeant Oldfield? Lieutenant Vann? Any of those?”
     “I guess.” She shrugged, and her mouth curled into a faint smile through the haze of smoke. “They come and go.”
     “I’ve heard things,” Macklin said. “It seems that some of my officers—I don’t know who—aren’t very pleased with the way I’m running the Army of Excellence. They think we should plant roots, start a settlement of our own. They don’t understand why we’re moving east, or why we have to stamp out the mark of Cam. They can’t see the grand scheme, Sheila. Especially the young ones—like Hewlitt and Vann. I made them officers against my better judgment. I should have waited to see what they were made of. Well, I know now. I believe they want to take my command away from me.”
     She was silent. Tonight there would be no screwing, just one of the colonel’s sessions of raving. But that was fine with Sheila; at least Rudy couldn’t find her here.
     “Look at this,” he said, and he turned one of the maps that he’d been working on toward her. It was an old, creased and stained map of the United States, torn from an atlas. The names of the states had been marked through, and large areas were outlined heavily in pencil. Substitute names had been scrawled in: “Summerland” for the area of Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi and Louisiana; “Industrial Park” for Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky and Tennessee; “Port Complex” for the Carolinas and Virginia; “Military Training” for the southwest, and also for Maine, New Hampshire and Vermont. The Dakotas, Montana and Wyoming were marked “Prison Area.”
     And across the entire map Macklin had written “AOE—America of Enlightenment.”
     “This is the grand scheme,” he told her. “But to make it come true, we have to destroy the people who don’t think like us. We have to wipe out the mark of Cain.” He turned the map around and grazed the nails across it. “We have to stamp it out so we can forget what happened and put it behind us. But we’ve got to get ready for the Russians, too! They’re going to be dropping paratroopers and landing invasion barges. They think we’re dead and finished, but they’re wrong.” He leaned forward, the nails digging into the scarred desktop. “We’ll pay them back. We’ll pay the bastards back a thousand times!”
     He blinked. The Shadow Soldier was smiling thinly, his face streaked with camouflage paint under the brow of his helmet. Macklin’s heart was hammering, and he had to wait for it to settle down before he could speak again. “They don’t see the grand scheme,” he said quietly. “The AOE has almost five thousand soldiers now. We have to move to survive, and we have to take what we need. We’re not farmers—we’re warriors! That’s why I need you, Sheila.”
     “Need me? For what?”
     “You get around. You hear things. You know most of the other RLs. I want you to find out whom I can trust among my officers—and who needs to be disposed of. Like I say, I don’t trust Hewlitt, Oldfield or Vann, but it’s nothing I can prove before a court-martial. And the cancer might run deep, very deep. They think that just because of this”—and he touched the black leather mask—“I’m not fit for command anymore. But this isn’t the mark of Cain. This is different. This’ll go away when the air gets clean again and the sun comes out. The mark of Cain won’t go away until we destroy it.” He angled his head to one side, watching her carefully. “For every name you can put on an execution list—and verify—I’ll give you a carton of cigarettes and two bottles of liquor. How about it?”
     It was a generous offer. She already had a name in mind; it started with an L and ended with a Y. But she didn’t know if Lawry was loyal or not. Anyway, she sure would like to see him in front of a firing squad—but only if she could smash his brains out first. She was about to answer when someone knocked at the door.
     “Colonel?” It was Roland Croninger’s voice. “I’ve got a couple of presents for you.”
     Macklin strode to the door and opened it. Outside, illuminated by the firelight, was the armored truck that Captain Croninger and the others had gone out in. And chained to the rear fender were two men, both bloody and battered, one on his knees and the other standing straight and staring defiantly.
     “We found them about twelve miles east, along Highway 6,” Roland said. He was wearing his long coat, with the hood pulled up over his head. An automatic rifle was slung over his shoulder, and at his waist was a holstered .45. The dirty bandages still covered most of his face, but growths protruded like gnarled knuckles through spaces between them. The firelight burned red in the lenses of his goggles. “There were four of them at first. They wanted to fight. Captain Braden bought it; we brought back his clothes and guns. Anyway, that’s what left of them.” Roland’s growth-knotted lips parted in a slick smile. “We decided to see if they could keep up with the truck.”
     “Have you questioned them?”
     “No, sir. We were saving that.”
     Macklin walked past him, down the carved staircase. Roland followed, and Sheila Fontana watched from the doorway.
     The soldiers who stood around the two men parted to make way for Colonel Macklin. He stood face to face with the prisoner who refused to fall in defeat, even though the man’s knees were shredded and he had a bullet wound in his left shoulder. “What’s your name?” Macklin asked him.
     The man closed his eyes. “The Savior is my shepherd, I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. He leadeth me beside still waters, He restoreth my—”
     Macklin interrupted him with a swipe of the nail-studded palm across the side of his face.
     The man dropped to his knees, his slashed face lowered to the ground.
     Macklin prodded the second man in the side with his boot. “You. Up.”
     “My legs. Please. Oh, God… my legs.”
     “Get up!”
     The prisoner struggled to his feet. Blood streamed down both his legs. He looked at Macklin through horrified, dazed eyes. “Please,” he begged. “Give me something for the pain… please…”
     “You give me information first. What’s your name?”
     The man blinked. “Brother Gary,” he said. “Gary Cates.”
     “That’s good, Gary.” Macklin patted his shoulder with his left hand. “Now: Where were you going?”
     “Don’t tell him anything!” the man on the ground shouted. “Don’t tell the heathen!”
     “You want to be a good boy, don’t you, Gary?” Macklin asked, his masked face about four inches away from Cates’s. “You want something to take your mind off the pain, don’t you? Tell me what I want to know.”
     “Don’t… don’t…” the other man sobbed.
     “It’s over for you,” Macklin stated. “It’s finished. There’s no need to make things more difficult than they have to be. Isn’t that right, Gary? I’ll ask you once more: Where were you going?”
     Cates hunched his shoulders, as if afraid he might be struck down from above. He shivered, and then he said, “We were… trying to catch up with them. Brother Ray got shot. He couldn’t make it on his own. I didn’t want to leave him. Brother Nick’s eyes were burned, and he was blind. The Savior says to leave the wounded… but they were my friends.”
     “The Savior? Who’s that?”
     “Him. The Savior. The true Lord and Master. He leads the American Allegiance. That’s who we were trying to catch up with.”
     “No…” the other man said. “Please… don’t tell…”
     “The American Allegiance,” Macklin repeated. He’d heard of them before, from wanderers who’d joined the AOE’s fold. They were led, as he understood it, by an ex-minister from California who had had a cable television program. Macklin had been looking forward to meeting him. “So he calls himself the Savior? How many are traveling with him, and where are they headed?”
     The fallen man sat up on his knees and began shrieking crazily, “The Savior is my shepherd, I shall not want! He maketh me to lie down in green pas—” He heard the click of Roland’s .45 as its barrel pressed against his skull.
     Roland did not hesitate. He squeezed the trigger.
     The noise of the gun made Sheila jump. The man toppled over.
     “Gary?” Macklin asked. Cates was staring down at the corpse, his eyes wide and one corner of his mouth twitching in a hysterical grin. “How many are traveling with the Savior, and where are they headed?”
     “Uh… uh… uh,” Cates stammered. “Uh… uh… three thousand,” he managed to say. “Maybe four. I don’t know for sure.”
     “They have armored vehicles?” Roland inquired. “Automatic weapons? Grenades?”
     “All those. We found an Army supply center up in South Dakota. There were trucks, armored cars, machine guns, flamethrowers, grenades… everything, for the taking. Even… six tanks and crates of heavy ammunition.”
     Colonel Macklin and Roland looked at each other. The same thought flashed through their minds: Six tanks and crates of heavy ammunition.
     “What kind of tanks?” The blood was pounding through Macklin’s veins.
     “I don’t know. Big tanks, with big guns. But one of them wouldn’t run right from the first. We left three others, because they broke down and the mechanics couldn’t get them started again.”
     “So they’ve still got two?”
     Cates nodded. He lowered his head in shame, could feel the Savior’s eyes burning on the back of his neck. The Savior had three commandments: Disobey and Die; To Kill Is Merciful; and Love Me.
     “All right, Gary.” Macklin traced the other man’s jawline with his finger. “Where are they going?” Cates mumbled something, and Macklin wrenched his head up. “I didn’t hear you.”
     Cates’s gaze skittered to the .45 Roland was holding, then back to the black-masked face with its single, cold blue eye. “To West Virginia,” he said. “They’re going to West Virginia. A place called Warwick Mountain. I don’t know exactly where it is.”
     “West Virginia? Why there?”
     “Because—” He trembled; he could feel the man with the bandaged face and the .45 just aching to kill him. “If I tell you, will you let me live?” he asked Macklin.
     “We won’t kill you,” the colonel promised. “Tell me, Gary. Tell me.”
     “They’re going to West Virginia… because God lives there,” the other man said, and his face folded with agony at betraying the Savior. “God lives on top of Warwick Mountain. Brother Timothy saw God up there, a long time ago. God showed him the black box and the silver key and told him how the world will end. And now Brother Timothy’s leading the Savior to find God.”
     Macklin paused for a few seconds. Then he laughed out loud, its sound like the grunting of an animal. When he’d stopped laughing, he grasped the collar of Cates’s shirt with his left hand and pressed the nails of his right against the man’s cheek. “You’re not among crazy religious fanatics now, my friend. You’re among warriors. So stop the bullshitting and tell me the truth. Now.”
     “I swear it! I swear it!” Tears rolled from Cates’s eyes and through the grime on his face. “God lives on Warwick Mountain! Brother Timothy’s leading the Savior to find him! I swear it!”
     “Let me have him,” Roland said.
     There was a moment of silence. Macklin stared into Gary Cates’s eyes and then drew his right hand away. Little dots of blood were rising from the man’s cheek.
     “I’ll take good care of him.” Roland holstered his .45. “I’ll make him forget that pain in his legs. Then we’ll have a nice talk.”
     “Yes.” Macklin nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.”
     “Unshackle him,” Roland told the soldiers. They obeyed at once. His eyes gleamed with excitement behind the goggles. He was a happy young man. It was a hard life, yes, and sometimes he wished for a Pepsi and a Baby Ruth candy bar, or he craved a hot shower and then a good late-night war movie on TV—but those were all things that belonged to a past life. He was Sir Roland now, and he lived to serve the King in this never-ending game of King’s Knight. He missed his computer, though; that was the only really bad thing about not having electricity. And sometimes he had a strange dream in which he seemed to be in an underground maze, at the King’s side, and in that maze there were two tunnel trolls—a man and a woman—who had familiar faces. Their faces disturbed him and always brought him awake in a cold sweat. But those faces were not real; they were just dreams, and Roland was always able to go back to sleep again. He could sleep like the dead when his mind was clear.
     “Help him walk,” Roland ordered two of the soldiers. “This way,” he said, and he led them in the direction of the black trailer.
     Macklin prodded the corpse at his feet. “Clean it up,” he told one of the guards, and then he stood facing the eastern horizon. The American Allegiance couldn’t be very far ahead of them—maybe only twenty or thirty miles. They’d be loaded down with supplies from what had been a thriving community at Sutton. And they had plenty of guns, ammunition—and two tanks.
     We can catch them, Macklin thought. We can catch them and take what they have. And I’ll grind the Savior’s face under my boot. Because nothing can stand before the Army of Excellence, and nothing can stop the grand scheme.
     “God lives on Warwick Mountain,” the man had said. “God showed him the black box and the silver key and told him how the world will end.”
     The crazy religious fanatics had to be destroyed. There was no room for their kind in the grand scheme.
     He turned back toward the trailer. Sheila Fontana was standing in the doorway, and suddenly Macklin realized that all this excitement had given him an erection. It was a good erection, too. It promised to stay around awhile. He walked up the carved staircase with its bannister of demon faces, entered the trailer and shut the door.






Sixty-eight

“Sister! Sister, wake up!”
     She opened her eyes and saw a figure standing over her. For a few seconds she didn’t know where she was, and she instinctively tightened her grip around the leather satchel. Then she remembered: She was in Glory Bowen’s shack, and she’d dozed off in the warmth of the stove. The last thing she recalled was listening to someone playing a flute at the bonfire outside.
     Glory had awakened her. “Josh wants you!” she told Sister in a frightened voice. “Hurry! Somethin’s happenin’ to Swan!”
     Sister stood up. Nearby, Paul had heard and was getting to his feet where he’d been sleeping on the floor. They followed Glory into the next room, where they saw Josh leaning over Swan. Aaron stood watching, wide-eyed, and holding onto the dowsing rod.
     “What is it?” Sister asked.
     “Her fever! She’s burning up!” Josh took a cloth from a pail of melted snow and wrung it out. He began to rub the cold cloth over Swan’s neck and arms, and he could swear he saw steam swirling up through the golden lamplight. He was afraid her entire body might suddenly hit the point of ignition and explode. “We’ve got to get her fever down!”
     Paul touched Swan’s arm and quickly drew his hand back as if he’d placed it against the stove’s grate. “My God! How long’s she been like this?”
     “I don’t know. She had a fever when I checked her about an hour ago, but it wasn’t nearly this high!” He put the cloth into the cold water again, and this time he applied it to Swan’s flesh without wringing it out. Swan trembled violently; her head thrashed back and forth, and she made a low, terrible moaning.
     “She’s dyin’, Josh!” Aaron yelled. There were tears in his eyes. “Don’t let her die!”
     Josh put his hands into the cold water and rubbed it over Swan’s burning skin. She was so hot inside, so terribly hot. He didn’t know what to do, and he looked up at Sister. “Please,” he said. “Help me save her!”
     “Get her outside!” Sister was already reaching for Swan to help carry her. “We can cover her with snow!”
     Josh put his arms underneath Swan and started to lift her. Swan thrashed, and her rebandaged hands clawed at the air. He got her up in his arms and supported her head against his shoulder. The heat radiating through her Job’s Mask almost seared his skin.
     He’d taken two strides when Swan cried out, shuddered and went limp.
     Josh felt the fever break. Felt the terrible heat leave her body as if someone had opened the door of an oven right in his face. Felt it rise like a shroud of steam and cling to the ceiling a foot above his head.
     She lay motionless in his arms, and Sister thought, She’s dead. Oh, my God… Swan is dead.
     Josh’s knees almost buckled. “Swan!” he said, and his voice cracked. Her long, frail body was cooling. A tear almost burned him blind, and he released a sob that shook his bones.
     Carefully, tenderly, he laid her down on the bed again. She lay like a crushed flower, her arms and legs asprawl.
     Josh was afraid to pick up her wrist and feel for a pulse. Afraid that this time the spark of life would be gone. But he did. Couldn’t feel anything. He lowered his head for a few seconds. “Oh, no,” he whispered. “Oh, no. I think she’s—”
     There was a faint tremor beneath his fingers.
     And another. Then a third and a fourth—getting stronger.
     He looked up at Swan’s face. Her body shivered—and then there was an eerie noise that sounded like hard, dried clay cracking apart.
     “Her… face,” Paul whispered, standing at the foot of the bed.
     A hairline crack crept along the Job’s Mask.
     It ran across where her forehead would be, zigzagging back over the nose, then down along the left cheek to the jawline. The single crack began to widen, became a fissure that gave birth to more cracks. Parts of the Job’s Mask began to peel and flake off, like pieces of a huge scab that had finally healed over a deep and hideous wound.
     Swan’s pulse was wild. Josh let go of her wrist and stepped back, his eye so wide it looked about to burst from the surface of his own mask.
     Sister said, “Oh—”
     “—Lord,” Glory finished. She grabbed Aaron, hugging him against her hip and putting a hand over his face to shield his eyes. He brushed it away.
     The Job’s Mask continued to break apart with quick little popping and crackling noises. Swan lay still except for the rapid rise and fall of her breathing. Josh started to touch her again but did not—because the Job’s Mask suddenly cracked into two halves and fell away from Swan’s face.
     No one moved. Paul released his breath. Sister was too stunned to do anything but stare.
     Swan was still breathing. Josh reached up, took the lantern from its wall hook and held it over Swan’s head.
     She had no face. Down amid the cracked, clayey fragments of Job’s Mask, Swan’s features had been wiped white and smooth as candle wax, except for two small nostril holes and a slit over her mouth. With a trembling hand, Josh ran his fingers across where her right cheek should be. They came away coated with a slick, whitish substance that had the consistency of petroleum jelly. And underneath the jellylike stuff was a glimpse of pale, faintly pink flesh.
     “Sister,” he said quickly, “will you hold this?” He gave her the lantern, and she saw what was in the cavity and almost swooned. “Hold it steady, now,” he said as he took the cloth from the bucket of snow water. Then, slowly and carefully, he began to clean the jelly away.
     “My God!” Josh’s voice shook. “Look at this! Look!”
     Glory and Paul came forward to see, and Aaron stood on his tiptoes.
     Sister saw. She picked aside a fragment of the Job’s Mask and touched a lock of Swan’s hair. It was darkened by the slick jelly that covered it, but it shone with deep gold and red highlights. It was the most beautiful hair she’d ever seen, and it was growing strong and thick from Swan’s scalp.
     “Aaron!” Josh said. “Go get Anna and Gene! Hurry!” The boy darted out. As Josh continued to clean the film away Swan’s features began to emerge.
     And then he looked down at her face and touched her forehead. Her fever was gone, and her temperature felt near normal. Her eyes were still closed, but she was breathing just fine, and Josh decided to let her sleep.
     “What the hell’s the ruckus?” Anna McClay asked as she came in.
     “This,” Josh said softly, and he stepped back so Anna could see.
     She stopped as if she’d hit a wall, and the eyes in her tough old face filled with tears.






Sixty-nine

“Here y’go, fellas! Breakfast time!”
     Robin Oakes snorted with disinterest as Anna McClay brought a pot of soup and some bowls out on the front porch. He and the three other young highwaymen had spent the night sleeping by the bonfire, along with six or seven other people who were keeping watch on Glory’s shack. It was another dark, cold morning, and small flakes of snow were whirling before the wind.
     “Well, come on!” Anna urged. “You want breakfast or not?”
     Robin stood up, his muscles stiff, and walked past the horse that was tied to the porch’s support post. Two blankets were laid across Mule’s back and shoulders, and he was close enough to the warmth of the bonfire that he was in no danger of frostbite. The other boys followed Robin, and a few other people stirred and came over to be fed as well.
     Anna ladled the soup out into a bowl for him. He wrinkled his nose. “This junk again? Didn’t we have this for dinner?”
     “Sure did. You’ll have it for lunch, too, so you’d better like it.”
     Robin restrained the urge to throw the stuff out on the ground. He knew it was made of boiled roots, with a few shreds of good old wholesome rat meat. Now even the food in the orphanage cafeteria seemed like it had been manna from Heaven, and he would have walked to China if he knew he could get a Burger King Whopper there. He moved out of the chow line so the next person could get his dose, tilted the bowl to his mouth and drank. He’d had a miserable night, jumpy and restless, and had finally grabbed a few hours of sleep in spite of an old man who’d sat by the fire playing a flute. Robin would have thrown a boot at him, but some of the others seemed to actually enjoy that dumb music, and Robin had seen the old man’s face glow in the firelight as he trilled notes into the air. Robin remembered what heavy metal had used to sound like: crashing, strutting guitar chords and a thunder of drums as if the world was about to blow up. That used to be his kind of music—but it dawned on him that the world really had blown up. Maybe it was time for peace now, he thought. Peace in action, words and music, too.
     Damn! he told himself. I must be getting old!
     He had awakened once, sometime in the night. He’d sat up, stiff and cranky, to find a warmer place, when he’d seen the man standing over on the other side of the fire. Just standing there, his dirty coat sweeping around him in the wind, and staring at Glory’s shack. Robin didn’t remember what the man’s face had looked like, but the man had prowled slowly through the sleeping figures, approaching to within twenty feet of the shack’s porch. Anna and Gene sat on the steps, armed with rifles and guarding the door, but they were talking to each other and didn’t pay any attention. Robin recalled that Gene had shivered and drawn his collar up around his neck, and Anna had blown into her hands as if caught by a sudden, sneaking chill.
     The man had turned and walked purposefully away. It was the stride of a man who had things to do and places to go. And maybe that was why Robin remembered him. But then Robin had shifted his position, laid his head back down and slept until awakened by cold bits of snow on his eyelids.
     “When do we get our guns back?” he asked her.
     “Not until Josh says so.”
     “Listen, lady! Nobody takes my gun away from me! I want it back!”
     She smiled at him indulgently. “You’ll get it. When Josh says so.”
     “Hey, Anna!” Aaron called from a little further down the road. He was playing with Crybaby. “Can you come see the magic now?”
     “Later!” she replied, and she went back to ladling out the root and rat meat concoction. She even began to whistle as she worked—one of her favorite tunes, “Bali Ha’i” from South Pacific.
     Robin knew there was no way to get his rifle back except to storm the shack. Neither he nor the other boys had been allowed inside since they’d gotten there, and Robin was getting pissed. “What the hell are you so happy about?” he snapped.
     “Because,” she answered, “this is a great and glorious morning. So glorious that not even a punk like you can get under my skin. See?” And she flashed him a quick grin that showed all of her front teeth.
     “What’s so great and glorious about it?” He flung out the rest of his soup. “Looks about the same to me—dark and cold.” But he’d noted that her eyes were different; they were clear and excited. “What’s going on?”
     Sister came outside, with the leather satchel that never left her. She drew in a breath of cold air to clear her head, because she’d been up and watching over Swan, along with the others, since well before dawn. “Can I help you?” she asked Anna.
     “Naw, I got it. That’s the last one.” She ladled soup into the final bowl. All but Robin had returned to the bonfire to eat their meals. “How is she?”
     “Still the same.” Sister stretched and heard her old joints pop and click. “She’s breathing fine, and her fever’s gone—but she’s still the same.”
     “What’s going on?” Robin demanded.
     Anna took his empty bowl from him and dropped it into the pot. “When Josh wants you to know, he’ll tell you. And everybody else, too.”
     Robin looked at Sister. “What’s wrong with Swan?” he asked in a quieter voice.
     Sister glanced quickly at Anna, then back to the young man. He was awaiting an answer, and she thought he deserved one. “She’s… changed.”
     “Changed? Into what? A frog?” He smiled, but Sister didn’t return it, and he let the smile slip away. “Why don’t I get to see her? I’m not going to attack her or anything. Besides, I’m the one who saw her and the big dude in that glass thing. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t be here. Doesn’t that make me rate anything?”
     Anna said, “When Josh says you—”
     “I’m not talking to you, Big Mama!” Robin interrupted, and his cool, level gaze bored right into her skull. She flinched just a fraction, then returned his stare full-force. “I don’t give a damn what Josh says or wants,” he continued, unshaken. “I should be able to see Swan.” He motioned to the leather satchel. “I know you believe that glass ring guided you here,” he told Sister. “Well, did you ever stop to think that maybe it guided me here, too?”
     That idea gave her food for thought. He might be right. Besides herself, he was the only person who’d seen a vision of Swan in the depths of the glass circle.
     “How about it?” he asked.
     “All right,” she decided. “Come on.”
     “Hey! Don’t you think we ought to ask Josh first?”
     “No. It’s okay.” She went to the door and opened it.
     “Why don’t you comb that hair?” Anna told him as he came up the steps. “It looks like a freakin’ bird’s nest!”
     He smiled sourly at her. “Why don’t you grow some hair? Like on your face.” And then he walked past Sister and into the shack.
     Before she went in, Sister asked Anna if Gene and Zachial had found the cripple in the child’s red wagon. Anna said they hadn’t reported back yet, that they’d been gone for about two hours and that she was getting worried about them. “What do you want with him?” she asked. “He’s crazy in the head, is all.”
     “Maybe so. And maybe he’s crazy like a fox, too.” And then Sister entered the shack while the other woman went to collect the empty soup bowls.
     “Hey, Anna!” Aaron called. “Will you come see the magic now?”
     Inside the shack, Paul had shown an interest in the printing press and had taken some of it apart, and he and Glory were cleaning the gears and rollers with ashes. She looked warily at Robin as he walked to the stove and warmed his hands, but Paul said, “He’s all right,” and she returned to work.
     Sister motioned for Robin to follow. They started into the next room, but Josh’s bulk suddenly blocked the doorway. “What’s he doing in here?”
     “I invited him. I told him he could see Swan.”
     “She’s still asleep. Either she was awfully exhausted, or… there’s something still wrong with her.” He angled his head so his eye was aimed at Robin. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for him to go in.”
     “Come on, man! What’s the big mystery? I just want to see what she looks like, that’s all!”
     Josh ignored him but did not move from the doorway. He turned his attention to Sister. “Aren’t Gene and Zachial back yet?”
     “No. Anna says she’s getting worried. I am, too.”
     Josh grunted. He, too, was deeply concerned. Sister had told him about the man with the flaming hand in the Forty-second Street theater, and about her meeting with Doyle Halland in New Jersey. She’d told him about the man who was bicycling on the Pennsylvania highway with a pack of wolves jogging at his heels, and who’d just missed her at the rescue station of Homewood. He could change his face and his body, too, she’d said. He could appear to be anyone, even a cripple. That would be a good disguise, she’d told Josh, because who would expect that a crippled man was as dangerous as a mad dog among sheep? What she couldn’t figure out, though, was how he’d tracked her down. Had he decided to settle here and been waiting for her or for somebody who might have seen the glass ring? Anna had said that Mr. Welcome had only been there a couple of days, but then again he could have been living in Mary’s Rest in any number of disguises. However and whenever he’d arrived, Mr. Welcome had to be found, and Gene and Zachial had gone looking for him armed to the teeth.
     “He was here,” Josh remembered Swan saying. “The man with the scarlet eye.”
     “Should we send somebody to find them?” Sister asked.
     “What?” He came back from his thoughts.
     “Gene and Zachial. Should we start looking for them?”
     “No, not yet.” He’d wanted to go with them, but Glory had grasped his sleeve and said he needed to stay near Swan. She knows what he is, Josh had thought. And maybe she was trying to save his life, too. “The man with the scarlet eye,” he said softly.
     “Huh?” Robin frowned, not knowing if he’d heard correctly.
     “That’s what Swan calls him.” He did not tell the boy that the lettering on that particular tarot card had read THE DEVIL.
     “Riiiight,” Robin scoffed. “You two must have some strong medicine stashed around here, big dude.”
     “I wish.” Josh decided that Robin was okay—a little rough around the edges, of course, but wasn’t everybody these days? “I’m going to get a cup of coffee. You can go in, but you can only stay for two minutes. Understand?” He waited until the boy nodded, and then he went to the front room. The entrance to where Swan lay sleeping was unblocked.
     But Robin hesitated. His palms were clammy. By the lamplight, he could make out a figure lying on the cot. A blanket was pulled up to her chin, but her face was averted, and he couldn’t see it.
     “Go on,” Sister told him.
     I’m scared shitless! he realized. “What did you mean, ‘she’s changed’? Is she… y’know… messed up?”
     “Go in and see for yourself.”
     His feet refused to budge. “She’s pretty important, isn’t she? I mean, if she made the corn start growing again, she must really be somebody special. Right?”
     “You’d better go in. You’re wasting your two minutes.” She gave him a shove, and he entered the bedroom. Sister followed him.
     Robin walked to the side of the bed. He was as nervous as if he was about to get his hands whacked by one of the nuns for throwing spitballs.
     He saw a spill of golden hair on the patchwork pillow. It shone in the lamplight like newly mown hay, but it was flecked here and there with hints of red.
     His knees bumped the edge of the bed. He was entranced by that hair. He’d forgotten what clean hair looked like.
     And then she shifted position under the blanket and turned onto her back, and Robin saw her face.
     She was still sleeping, her features peaceful. Her hair flowed back like a mane from her high, unlined forehead, and streaks of red coursed through the hair at her temples like flames in a yellow field. She had an oval-shaped face, and she was… yes, Robin thought. Yes. She was beautiful. The most beautiful girl he’d ever seen.
     Reddish-blond brows made crescents over her closed eyes. She had a straight, elegant nose and sharp cheekbones, and in her chin was a small star-shaped cleft. Her skin was very pale, almost translucent; its hue reminded Robin of what the moon had looked like on a clear summer night in the world that used to be.
     Robin’s gaze wandered over her face—but timidly, like someone exploring a lovely garden where there is no path. He wondered what she’d look like awake, what color her eyes would be, what her voice would sound like, how her lips would move. His eyes couldn’t get enough of her. She looked like the daughter of a marriage between ice and fire.
     Wake up, he thought. Please wake up.
     She lay sleeping and still.
     But something awakened within himself.
     Wake up. Wake up, Swan, he wished. Her eyes remained closed.
     A voice jarred his rapture. “Josh! Glory! Come out here and look at this!” It was that old bat Anna, he realized. Calling from the front door.
     He returned his attention to Swan.
     “Let me see what’s going on,” Sister said. “I’ll be right back.” She left the room, but Robin had hardly heard her.
     He reached out to touch Swan’s cheek but stopped himself. He didn’t feel clean enough to touch her. His clothes were tattered and stiff with sweat and grime, and his hands were dirty. Anna was right about his hair looking like a bird’s nest. Why the hell had he ever wanted to braid feathers and bones in his hair? he wondered. It had been something to do, he guessed, and at the time he’d thought it was pretty cool. Now he just felt dumb.
     “Wake up, Swan,” he whispered. There was still no response. A fly suddenly dropped down, hovering above her face, and Robin snatched it in his fist and crushed it against his leg because a filthy thing like that had no business in here with her. The insect stung his skin just a little bit, but he barely noticed.
     He stood staring down at her face and thinking of all the things he’d ever heard about love. Man! he thought. The guys sure would howl if they could see me right now!
     But she was so beautiful that he thought his heart might crack.
     Sister would be back at any second. If he was going to do what he yearned to, he would have to do it fast.
     “Wake up,” he whispered again, and when she still didn’t move he lowered his head and lightly kissed the corner of her mouth.
     The warmth of her lips under his own shocked him, and he caught the aroma of her skin like a faint breeze through a peach orchard. His heart was hammering like a heavy metal drumbeat, but he let the kiss linger. And linger. And linger.
     Then he ended it, scared to death that Sister or one of the others would barge in. That big dude would boot him so high and far he could hitch a ride on a satellite, if any of those were still up th—
     Swan moved. Robin was sure of it. Something had moved—an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth, maybe a twitch of the cheek or jaw. He leaned over her, his face only a few inches from hers.
     Her eyes opened without warning.
     He was so startled he jerked his head back, as if she were a statue coming to life. Her eyes were dark blue, flecked with red and gold, and their colors made him think of the glass ring. She sat up, one hand fluttering to her lips where the kiss had lingered, and then Robin saw her pale cheeks bloom vivid pink.
     She lifted her right hand, and before Robin could think to duck, a stinging slap was delivered to the side of his face.
     He staggered back a few feet before he caught himself. His own cheek was reddening now, but he managed a goofy grin. He could think of nothing better to say than “Hi.”
     Swan stared at her hands. Touched her face. Ran her fingers along her nose, across her mouth, felt the ridges of her cheekbones and the line of her jaw. She was shaking and about to cry, and she didn’t know who the boy with feathers and bones in his hair was, but she’d hit him because she’d thought he was about to attack her. Everything was confused and crazy, but she had a face again, and she could see clearly through both eyes. She caught a glint of reddish gold from the corner of her eye, and she took a long strand of her own hair between her fingers. She stared at it as if she wasn’t sure what the stuff was. The last time she’d had hair, she remembered, was on the day she and her mama had walked into that dusty grocery store in Kansas.
     My hair used to be pale blond, she recalled. Now it was the color of fire.
     “I can see!” she told the boy as tears slid down her smooth cheeks. “I can see again!” Her voice, without the Job’s Mask pressing at her mouth and nostrils, was different, too; it was the soft, smoky voice of a girl on the edge of being a woman—and now her voice strained with excitement as she called, “Josh! Josh!”
     Robin ran out to get Sister, with the image of the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen stamped like a cameo into his brain.
     But Sister wasn’t in the front room. She was standing at the foot of the porch steps, along with Glory and Paul.
     Josh and Anna stood on either side of Aaron, about thirty-five feet from the porch and almost dead center in the road.
     Aaron was the focus of rapt attention. “See?” he crowed. “I told you it was magic! You just gotta know how to hold it!”
     The two small branches that jutted off at opposite angles from Crybaby were balanced on the tips of Aaron’s forefingers. The dowsing rod’s other end was going up and down, up and down like the action of a pump. Aaron grinned proudly at his magic trick, all eyes and shining teeth, as more people gathered around.
     “I do believe you might’ve found us a well,” Josh said wonderingly.
     “Huh?” Aaron asked as Crybaby continued to point the way to fresh water.
     At the steps, Sister felt a hand grip her shoulder. She turned and saw Robin standing there. He was trying to speak, but he was so flustered he couldn’t get the words out. She saw the splayed red handprint on his cheek, and she was about to push him aside and run into the shack when Swan came through the doorway, the blanket wrapped around her tall, thin body and her legs as uncertain as a fawn’s. She squinted and blinked in the dim gray light.
     Sister could have been knocked over by a snowflake, and then she heard Robin whisper, “Oh,” as if he’d been physically struck—and she knew.
     Anna looked up from the bobbing dowsing rod. Josh turned around and saw what the others had already seen.
     He took one step, a second and a third, and then he broke into a run that would have bowled even Haystacks Muldoon flat on his back. The people who’d gathered around scrambled out of his way.
     He bounded up the steps, and Swan was already reaching out for him and just about to fall. He swept her off her feet before she tumbled, and he squeezed her to his chest and thought, Thank God, thank God my daughter’s come back!
     He sank his deformed head against her shoulder and began to cry—and Swan heard it not as a hurting sound this time, but as a song of new-found Joy.
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Seventy

Swan walked amid the rows of green and growing cornstalks as flurries of snow hissed upon the bonfires. Josh and Sister walked on either side of her, and they were flanked by two men with rifles who kept a sharp lookout for bobcats—or any other kind of predator.
     It had been three days since Swan’s awakening. Her slender body was warmed by a patchwork coat of many colors that Glory had sewn for her, and her head was protected by a white knit cap, one of dozens of gifts that the grateful people of Mary’s Rest left for her on Glory’s front porch. She couldn’t use all the coats, gloves, pairs of socks and caps that were offered, so the excess clothing went into cardboard boxes to be distributed among those whose clothes were almost worn out.
     Her intense, dark blue eyes with their flecks of red and gold took in the new cornstalks, which were now about four feet tall and beginning to turn a darker green. Around the edges of her cap, Swan’s hair flowed back like flames. Her skin was still very pale, but her cheeks were reddened by the chill wind; her face was bony, in need of food and filling out, but that would come later. Right now all that occupied her attention was the corn.
     Bonfires burned across the field, and volunteers from Mary’s Rest watched around the clock to keep away the bobcats, crows and whatever else might try to destroy the cornstalks. Every so often another group of volunteers would come with buckets and dippers to offer fresh water from the new well that the pickaxes and shovels had hit two days before. The water’s taste blossomed the memories of all who sipped it, reminding them of things half forgotten: the smell of clean, cold mountain air; the sweetness of Christmas candy; fine wine that had sat in a bottle for fifty years awaiting appreciation; and dozens of others, each unique and part of a happier life. Water was no longer melted from the radioactive snow, and people were already beginning to feel stronger, their sore throats, headaches and other ailments starting to fade.
     Gene Scully and Zachial Epstein had never returned. Their bodies were still missing, and Sister was certain they were dead. And certain also that “the man with the scarlet eye” was still somewhere in Mary’s Rest. Sister kept her leather satchel in a tighter grip than ever, but now she wondered if he’d lost interest in the ring and had shifted his attention to Swan.
     Sister and Josh had talked about what kind of creature the man with the scarlet eye might be. She didn’t know if she believed in a horned and fork-tailed Devil, but she knew well enough what Evil was. If he’d searched for them for seven years, that meant he didn’t know everything. He might be cunning, and maybe his intuition was razor-sharp, and maybe he could change his face as he pleased and burst people into flame with a touch, but he was flawed and dumb. And maybe his greatest weakness was that he thought himself so damned much smarter than human beings.
     Swan paused in her inspection, then approached one of the smaller cornstalks. Its fronds were still speckled with the dark red spots of blood her hands had shed. She took off one of her gloves and touched the thin stalk, felt the prickling sensation that began at her feet, moved up her legs to her spine, then through her arm and fingers into the plant like a low current of electricity. She’d thought of that sensation as normal ever since she was a child; but now she wondered if her entire body wasn’t, in a way, like Crybaby—she was receptive to and drew up power from the battery of the earth and could direct it through her fingers into seeds, trees and plants. Maybe it was a whole lot more, and maybe she could never really understand what it was, but she could close her eyes and see again the wonderful scenes that the glass ring had shown her, and she knew what she must devote the rest of her life to doing.
     At Swan’s suggestion, rags and old papers had been bundled around the bases of the stalks, to keep the new roots as warm as possible. The hard dirt had been broken up with shovels and holes dug every four or five feet between the rows; into these holes clean water was poured, and if you listened hard and the wind was still, you could hear the earth gasping as it drank.
     Swan went on, stopping every so often to touch one of the stalks or bend down and knead the dirt between her fingers. It felt like sparks were jumping off her hands. But she was uncomfortable having so many people around her all the time—especially the men with the rifles. It was weird having people watch you and want to touch you and give you the clothes right off their backs. She’d never felt special, and she didn’t feel special now, either. Being able to make the corn grow was just something she could do, like Glory could sew the patchwork coat and Paul could make the little printing press work again. Everybody had a talent, and Swan knew that this was hers.
     She walked on a few more feet, and then she knew someone was staring at her.
     She turned her head to look back toward Mary’s Rest, and she saw him standing across the field, his shoulder-length brown hair blowing in the wind.
     Sister followed Swan’s line of sight and saw him, too. She knew Robin Oakes had been following them all morning, but he wouldn’t come any closer. In the past three days he’d declined any offer to enter Glory’s shack; he was content to sleep by the bonfire, and Sister noted with interest that he’d cleaned all the feathers and animal bones out of his hair. Sister glanced at Swan and saw her blush before she turned quickly away. Josh was occupied with watching the woods for bobcats, and he didn’t notice the little drama. Just like a man, Sister mused. He can’t see the forest for the trees.
     “They’re doing fine,” Swan told Sister, to take her mind off Robin Oakes. Her voice was nervous and a little higher-pitched, and underneath the crust of her Job’s Mask, Sister smiled. “The fires are keeping the air warmer out here. I think the corn’s doing just fine.”
     “I’m glad to hear it,” Sister answered.
     Swan was satisfied. She went around to every bonfire, speaking to the volunteers, finding out if anyone needed to be replaced, if they wanted water or any of the root soup that Glory, Anna or one of the other women was always cooking up. She made sure to thank them for helping watch the field and chase the circling crows away. Of course, the crows needed to eat, too, but they’d have to find their own food somewhere else. Swan noticed a teen-age girl who had no gloves, and she gave her her own pair. Dead skin was still flaking off Swan’s palms, but otherwise her hands had healed.
     She stopped at the plank of wood that marked Rusty’s grave. She still didn’t remember anything of that night but her dream of the man with the scarlet eye. There had been no time to tell Rusty what he’d meant to her and how much she’d loved him. She remembered Rusty making red balls appear and disappear as part of the Travelin’ Show’s magic act and earning an old can of beans or fruit cocktail for his work. The earth had him now, had folded strong arms around him so that he would sleep long and undisturbed. And his magic was still alive—in her, in Josh, and in the green stalks that swayed in the wind with the promise of life yet to be.
     Swan, Josh and Sister walked back across the field, accompanied by the two armed guards. Both Swan and Sister noted that Robin Oakes had already slipped away. And Swan felt a twinge of disappointment.
     Children hopped and jumped around Swan as they continued through the alleys toward Glory’s shack. Sister’s heart pounded as she watched every alley they passed for a sudden, snakelike movement—and she thought she heard the squeak of red wagon wheels somewhere nearby, but the sound faded, and she wasn’t sure if it had been there at all.
     A tall, gaunt man with pale blue keloids burned diagonally across his face was waiting for them, standing at the foot of the steps talking to Paul Thorson. Paul’s hands were stained dark brown from the mud and dyes he and Glory were mixing, to be used as ink for the bulletin sheet. There were dozens of people in the street and around the shack who’d come to catch a glimpse of Swan, and they made a path for her as she approached the waiting man.
     Sister stepped between them, tense and ready for anything. But she caught no repulsive, dank wave of cold coming off him—just body odor. His eyes were almost the same color as the keloids. He wore a thin cloth coat, and his head was bare; tufts of black hair stuck up on a burn-scarred scalp.
     “Mr. Caidin’s been waiting to see Swan,” Paul said. “He’s all right.” Sister immediately relaxed, trusting Paul’s judgment. “I think you should listen to what he says.”
     Caidin turned his attention to Swan. “My family and I live over there.” He motioned in the direction of the burned-out church. He had a flat Midwestern accent, and his voice was shaky but articulate. “My wife and I have three boys. The oldest is sixteen, and up until this morning he had the same thing on his face that I understand you did.” He nodded toward Josh. “Like that. Those growths.”
     “The Job’s Mask,” Sister said. “What do you mean, ‘up until this morning’?”
     “Ben was running a high fever. He was so weak he could hardly move. And then… early this morning… it just cracked open.”
     Sister and Swan looked at each other.
     “I heard that yours did the same thing,” Caidin continued. “That’s why I’m here. I know a lot of people must be wanting to see you, but… could you come to my place and look at Ben?”
     “I don’t think there’s anything Swan can do for your son,” Josh said. “She’s not a doctor.”
     “It’s not that. Ben’s fine. I thank God that stuff cracked open, because he could barely draw a breath. It’s just that—” He looked at Swan again. “He’s different,” Caidin said softly. “Please, come see him. It won’t take very long.”
     The need in the man’s face moved her. She nodded, and they followed him along the street, into an alley past the charred ruins of Jackson Bowen’s church and back through a maze of shacks, smaller shanties, piles of human waste and debris and even cardboard boxes that some people had fastened together to huddle in.
     They waded through a muddy, ankle-deep pool and then went up a pair of wooden steps into a shack that was even smaller and draftier than Glory’s. It only had one room, and as insulation old newspaper and magazine pages had been nailed up all over the walls until there was no space not covered by yellowed headlines, type and pictures from a dead world.
     Caidin’s wife, her face sallow in the light of the room’s single lantern, held a sleeping infant in her thin arms. A boy about nine or ten years old, frail and frightened-looking, clutched at his mother’s legs and tried to hide when the strangers entered. The room held a couch with broken springs, an old crank-operated washing machine, and an electric stove—an antique, Josh thought—in which chips of wood, embers and trash yielded a cheerless fire and little warmth. A wooden chair sat next to a pile of mattresses on the floor, where the eldest Caidin boy lay under a coarse brown blanket.
     Swan approached the mattresses and looked down into the boy’s face. Pieces of the Job’s Mask lay like broken gray pottery around his head, and she could see the slick, jellylike stuff clinging to the inside of the fragments.
     The boy, his face white and his blue eyes still bright from fever, tried to sit up, but he was too weak. He pushed thick, dark hair back from his forehead. “You’re her, aren’t you?” he asked. “The girl who started the corn growing?”
     “Yes.”
     “That’s really great. You can use corn a lot of different ways.”
     “I guess so.” Swan examined the boy’s features; his skin was smooth and flawless, almost luminescent in the lantern’s light. He had a strong, square jawline and a thin-bridged nose that was slightly sharp at the end. Overall, he was a handsome boy, and Swan knew he would grow up to be a handsome man, if he survived. She couldn’t understand what Caidin had wanted her to see.
     “Sure!” This time the boy did sit up, his eyes glittering and excited. “You can fry it and boil it, make muffins and cakes, even squeeze oil out of it. You can make whiskey from it, too. I know all about it, because I did a science project on corn back at my elementary school in Iowa. I won first prize at the state fair.” He paused, and then he touched the left side of his face with a trembling hand. “What’s happened to me?”
     She looked over at Caidin, who motioned for her, Josh and Sister to follow him outside.
     As Swan started to turn away from the mattresses a headline on a newspaper plastered to the wall caught her eye:
     ARMS TALKS CRASH AS ‘STAR WARS’ GETS A-OK. There was a photograph of important-looking men in suits and ties, smiling and lifting their hands in some kind of victory celebration. She didn’t know what it was all about, because none of those men were familiar to her. They looked like very satisfied men, and their clothes looked clean and new, and their hair was perfectly in place. All of them were cleanshaven, and Swan wondered if any of them had ever squatted down over a bucket to use the bathroom.
     Then she went out to join the others.
     “Your son’s a fine-looking boy,” Sister was telling Caidin. “You ought to be glad.”
     “I am glad. I’m thankful to God that stuff’s off his face. But that’s not the point.”
     “Okay. What is?”
     “That’s not my son’s face. At least… that’s not what he used to look like before he got that damned stuff on him.”
     “Swan’s face was burned when the bombs hit,” Josh said. “She doesn’t look like she did then, either.”
     “My son wasn’t disfigured on the seventeenth of July,” Caidin replied calmly. “He was hardly hurt at all. He’s always been a good, fine boy, and his mother and I love him very much, but… Ben was born with birth defects. He had a red birthmark that covered the entire left side of his face. The doctors called it a port-wine stain. And his jaw was malformed. We had a specialist operate on him in Cedar Rapids, but the problem was so severe that… there wasn’t much to hope for. Still, Ben’s always had guts. He wanted to go to a regular school and be treated like anybody else, no better and no worse.” He looked at Swan. “The color of his hair and eyes are the same as they always were. The shape of his face is the same. But the birthmark’s gone, and his jaw isn’t deformed anymore, and…” He trailed off, shaking his head.
     “And what?” Sister prompted.
     He hesitated, trying to find the words, and then he lifted his gaze to hers. “I used to tell him that real beauty is deeper than skin. I used to tell him that real beauty is what’s inside, in the heart and soul.” A tear trickled down Caidin’s right cheek. “Now Ben… looks like I always knew he did, deep down inside. I think that now… the face of his soul is showing through.” His own visage was stretched between laughing and crying. “Is that a crazy thing to think?”
     “No,” Sister answered. “I think it’s a wonderful thing. He’s a handsome boy.”
     “Always was,” Caidin said, and this time he let himself smile.
     The man returned to his family, and the others walked back through the muddy maze to the road. They were quiet, each occupied by private thoughts: Josh and Sister reflecting on Caidin’s story, wondering if and when their own Job’s Masks might reach the point where they began to crack—and what might be revealed underneath; and Swan remembering something that Leona Skelton had told her a long time ago: “Everybody’s got two faces, child—the outside face and the inside face. A face under the face, y’see. It’s your true face, and if it was flipped to the outside, you’d show the world what kind of person you are.”
     “Flipped to the outside?” Swan recalled asking. “How?”
     And Leona had smiled. “Well, God hasn’t figured a way to do that yet. But He will…”
     “The face of his soul is showing through,” Mr. Caidin had said.
     “But He will…”
     “… face of his soul…”
     “But He will…”
     “Truck’s comin’ in!”
     “Truck’s comin’!”
     Approaching along the road was a pickup truck, its sides and hood pitted with rust. It was coming at a crawl, and around it surged a tide of people, hollering and laughing. Josh imagined it had been a long time since most of them had seen a car or truck that still actually ran. He put his hand on Swan’s shoulder, and Sister stood behind them on the roadside as the truck rumbled toward them.
     “Here she is, mister!” a boy shouted, scrambling up onto the front fender and hood. “She’s right here!”
     The truck came to a stop, trailing a wake of people. Its engine sputtered, popped and backfired, but the vehicle might have been a shiny new Cadillac from the way folks were rubbing the rust-eaten metal. The driver, a florid-faced man wearing a red baseball cap and clenching the stub of a real cigar between his teeth, looked warily out his window at the excited crowd, as if he wasn’t quite sure what kind of madhouse he’d driven into.
     “Swan’s right here, mister!” the boy on the hood said, pointing at her. He was talking to the man on the passenger side.
     The passenger’s door opened, and a man with curly white hair and a long, untrimmed beard leaned out, craning his neck to see who the boy was pointing to. His dark brown eyes, set in a tough, wrinkled old face, searched the crowd. “Where?” he asked. “I don’t see her!”
     But Josh knew who the man had come to find. He raised his arm and said, “Swan’s over here, Sly.”
     Sylvester Moody recognized the huge wrestler from the Travelin’ Show—and realized with a start exactly why he’d worn that black ski mask. His gaze moved to the girl who stood beside Josh, and for a moment he could not speak. “Sweet dancin’ Jesus!” he finally exclaimed, as he stepped out of the truck.
     He hesitated, still not sure it was her, glanced at Josh and saw him nod. “Your face,” Sly said. “It’s all… healed up!”
     “It happened a few nights ago,” Swan told him. “And I think other people are starting to heal up, too.”
     If the wind had been blowing any harder, he might have keeled flat over. “You’re beautiful,” he said. “Oh, Lord… you’re beautiful!” He turned toward the truck, and his voice quavered: “Bill! This here’s the girl! This is Swan!” Bill McHenry, Sly’s nearest neighbor and owner of the truck, cautiously opened his door and got out.
     “We had a hell of a time on that road!” Sly complained. “One more bump and my ass would’ve busted! Lucky we brought along extra go-juice, or we’da been walkin’ the last twenty miles!” He glanced around for someone else. “Where’s the cowboy?”
     “We buried Rusty a few days ago,” Josh said. “He’s in a field not too far from here.”
     “Oh.” Sly frowned. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that. I’m awful sorry. He seemed like a decent fella.”
     “He was.” Josh tilted his head, peering at the truck. “What are you doing here?”
     “I knew you folks were goin’ to Mary’s Rest. That’s where you said you were headed when you left my place. I decided to come visit.”
     “Why? It’s at least fifty miles of bad road between here and your house!”
     “Don’t my achin’ ass know it! God A’mighty, I’d like to sit on a nice soft pillow.” He rubbed his sore rump.
     “It’s no pleasure trip, that’s for sure,” Josh agreed. “But you knew that before you started. You didn’t say why you came all that way.”
     “No.” His eyes sparkled. “I don’t reckon I did.” He gazed at the shacks of Mary’s Rest. “Lord, is this a town or a toilet? What’s that awful smell?”
     “You stay around long enough, you’ll get used to it.”
     “Well, I’m just here for one day. One day’s all I need to pay my debt.”
     “Debt? What debt?”
     “What I owe Swan, and you for bringin’ Swan to my door. Throw it back, Bill!”
     And Bill McHenry, who’d gone around to the rear of the truck, pulled back a canvas tarpaulin that covered the truck’s bed.
     It was piled full of small red apples, perhaps two hundred or more of them.
     At the sight of the apples, there was a collective gasp that went back like a wave over the gathered onlookers. The smell of fresh apples sweetened the air. Sly started laughing, laughing fit to bust, and then he climbed up into the truck’s bed and picked up a shovel that was lying there.
     “I brought you some apples from my tree, Swan!” Sly yelled, his face split by a smile. “Where do you want ’em?”
     She didn’t know what to say. She’d never seen so many apples outside of a supermarket before. They were bright red, and each one about the size of a boy’s fist. She just stood staring at them, and she figured she must look like a dumb fool—but then she knew where she wanted the apples to go. “Out there,” she said, and she pointed to the people crowding around the tailgate.
     Sly nodded. “Yes ma’am,” he said, and then he dug the shovel into the pile of apples and let them fly over the heads of the crowd.
     Apples rained from the sky, and the starving people of Mary’s Rest snatched them as they fell. Apples bounced off their heads, shoulders and backs, but no one cared; there was a roar of voices as other people ran from the alleys and shacks to grab an apple, and they were dancing in the showers of apples, capering and hollering and clapping their hands. Sly Moody’s shovel kept working as more and more people came flooding out of the alleys, but there was no fighting for the precious delicacies. Everyone was too intent on getting an apple, and as Sly Moody kept throwing them into the air the pile hardly seemed to have been dented. Sly grinned deliriously, and he wanted to tell Swan that two days before he’d awakened to find his tree burdened down with hundreds of apples, the branches dragging on the ground. And as soon as those were picked there were already new buds bursting open, and the whole incredibly short cycle was going to be repeated. It was the most amazing, miraculous thing he’d ever seen in his life, and that single tree looked healthy enough to produce hundreds more apples—maybe thousands. He and Carla had already filled their buckets to overflowing.
     Every time Sly’s shovel tossed the apples there was a roar of whooping and laughing. The crowd surged in all directions as apples bounced off them and rolled on the ground. Swan, Sister and Josh were jostled and pushed apart, and suddenly Swan felt herself being carried along with the crowd’s momentum like a reed in a river. “Swan!” she heard Sister shout, but she was already at least thirty feet from Sister, and Josh was doing his best to plow through the people without hurting anyone.
     An apple hit Swan’s shoulder, fell to the ground in front of her and rolled a few feet. She bent to pick it up before she was swept away again, and as her fingers closed on it someone in a pair of scuffed brown boots stepped to within three feet of her.
     She felt cold. A gnawing, bone-aching cold.
     And she knew who it was.
     Her heart hammered. Panic skittered up her spine. The man in the brown boots did not move, and people were not jostling him; they avoided him, as if repelled by the cold. Apples continued to fall to the ground, and the crowd surged, but nobody picked up the apples that lay between Swan and the man who watched her.
     Her first, almost overwhelming impulse was to cry for help from Josh or Sister—but she knew he expected that. As soon as she stood up and opened her mouth, the burning hand would be on her throat.
     She didn’t know exactly what she was going to do, but she was so scared she was about to wet herself. And then she clenched her teeth and slowly, gracefully, stood up with the apple gripped in her hand. She looked at him, because she wanted to see the face of the man with the scarlet eye.
     He was wearing the mask of a skinny black man, wearing jeans and a Boston Celtics T-shirt under an olive-green coat. A red scarf was wrapped around his neck, and his piercing, terrible eyes were pale amber.
     Their stares locked, and Swan saw a silver tooth flash in the front of his mouth when he grinned.
     Sister was too far away. Josh was still fighting the crowd. The man with the scarlet eye stood three feet away, and to Swan it seemed that everyone was swirling around them in nightmarish slow motion, that she and the man stood alone in a trance of time. She knew she must decide her own fate, because there was no one else to help her.
     And she was aware of something else in the eyes of the mask he was wearing, something beyond the cold, lizardlike sheen of evil, something deeper… and almost human. She remembered seeing the same thing in the eyes of Uncle Tommy the night he’d crushed her flowers, back in the Kansas trailer park seven years ago; it was something wandering and longing, forever locked away from the light and maddened like a tiger in a dark cage. It was dumb arrogance and bastard pride, stupidity and rage stoked to atomic power. But it was something of a little boy, too, wailing and lost.
     Swan knew him. Knew what he’d done and what he would do. And in that moment of knowledge she lifted her arm, reached out her hand toward him—and offered him the apple.
     “I forgive you,” she said.
     His grin went crooked, like the reflection in a mirror abruptly shattered.
     He blinked uncertainly, and in his eyes Swan saw fire and savagery, a core of pain past human suffering and so furious that it almost ripped her own heart to shreds. He was a scream wrapped up in straw, a little, weak, vicious thing gnashing inside a monstrous façade. She saw what he was made of, and she knew him very well.
     “Take it,” she told him, and her heart was beating wildly, but she knew he’d be on her at the first smell of fear. “It’s time.”
     The grin faded. His eyes ticked from her face to the apple and back again like a deadly metronome.
     “Take it,” she urged, the blood pounding so hard in her head she couldn’t hear herself.
     He stared into her eyes—and Swan felt him probe her mind like a freezing ice pick. Little cuts here and there, and then a dark examination of her memories. It was as if every moment of her life was being invaded, picked up and soiled with dirty hands, tossed aside. But she kept her gaze steady and strong, and she would not retreat before him.
     The apple snagged his attention again, and the cold ice pick jabbing within Swan’s mind ceased. She saw his eyes glaze over and his mouth open, and from that mouth crawled a green fly that weakly spun around her head and fell into the mud.
     His hand began to rise. Slowly, very slowly.
     Swan didn’t look at it, but she sensed it rising like the head of a cobra. She was waiting for it to burst into flame. But it did not.
     His fingers strained for the apple.
     And Swan saw that his hand was trembling.
     He almost took it.
Almost.
     His other hand shot out and grabbed his own wrist, wrenched his arm back and pinned the offending hand underneath his chin. He made a gasping, moaning noise that sounded like wind through the battlements of Hell’s castles, and his eyes almost bulged from his skull. He shrank backward from Swan, his teeth gritted in a snarl, and for an instant he lost control: one eye bleached to blue, and white pigment streaked across the ebony flesh. A second mouth, full of shiny white nubs, gaped like a scar across his right cheekbone.
     In his eyes was hatred and fury and longing for what could never be.
     He turned and fled, and with his first running stride the trance of time broke and the crowd was whirling around Swan again, grabbing up the last of the apples. Josh was just a few feet away, trying to get through to protect her. But it was all right now, she knew. She needed no more protection.
     Someone else plucked the apple from her hand.
     She looked into Robin’s face.
     “I hope this one’s for me,” he said, and he smiled before he bit into it.

     He ran through the muddy alleys of Mary’s Rest with his hand trapped beneath his chin, and where he was going he didn’t know. The hand tensed and shivered, as if trying to fight free with a will of its own. Dogs scattered out of his path, and then he tripped over debris and went down in the mud, got up and staggered on again.
     And if anyone had seen his face, they would have witnessed a thousand transformations.
     Too late! he screamed inwardly. Too late! Too late!
     He’d planned to set her afire, right there in the midst of them, and laugh as he watched her dance. But he’d looked into her eyes and seen forgiveness, and he could not stand up to such a thing. Forgiveness, even for him.
     He’d started to take the apple; for a brief instant, he’d wanted it, like taking the first step along a dark corridor that led back to light. But then the rage and pain had flared within him, and he’d felt the very walls of the universe warp and the wheels of time start to clog and lock. Too late! Too late!
     But he needed no one and nothing to survive, he told himself. He had endured and would endure, and this was his party now. He had always walked alone. Always walked alone. Always walked—
     A scream echoed from the edge of Mary’s Rest, and those who heard it thought it sounded like someone being flayed alive.
     But most of the people were busy collecting apples, shouting and laughing as they ate, and they did not hear.






Seventy-one

A ring of torches lit the night, burning around the perimeter of a huge parking lot fifteen miles south of the ruins of Lincoln, Nebraska. At the center of the parking lot was a complex of brick buildings connected by sheltered walkways, and with skylights and ventilators set in their flat roofs. In the side of one of the buildings that faced Highway 77 South were rusted metal letters that read GREENBRI R SHOP IN MALL.
     On the western edge of the parking lot, a Jeep’s lights flashed twice. About twenty seconds later, there was an answering double flash of headlights from a pickup truck with an armored windshield, parked near one of the entrances to the mall.
     “There’s the signal,” Roland Croninger said. “Let’s go.” Judd Lawry drove the Jeep slowly across the parking lot, aiming at the headlights that grew closer as the pickup truck approached. The tires jarred roughly over bricks, pieces of metal, old bones and other debris that littered the snow-slick concrete. In the seat behind Roland was a soldier with an automatic rifle, and Lawry wore a .38 in a shoulder holster, but Roland was unarmed. He watched the range between the two vehicles steadily decrease. Both the Jeep and the truck were flying white pieces of doth from their radio antennas.
     “They’ll never let you out of there alive,” Lawry said, almost casually. He glanced quickly over at Captain Croninger’s bandage-wrapped face, cowled by the hood of his coat. “Why’d you volunteer for this?”
     The cowled face slowly swiveled toward Lawry. “I like excitement.”
     “Yeah. Well, you’re about to get it… sir.” Lawry negotiated the Jeep past the hulk of a burned-out car and tapped the brakes. The pickup truck was about fifty feet away and beginning to slow down. The vehicles stopped thirty feet apart.
     There was no movement from the truck. “We’re waiting!” Roland shouted out his window, the breath steaming through his gnarled lips.
     The seconds ticked past with no response. And then the passenger door opened and a blond man wearing a dark blue parka, brown trousers and boots got out. He stepped a few paces away from the door and leveled a shotgun at the Jeep’s windshield.
     “Steady,” Roland cautioned as Lawry started to reach for his .38.
     Another man got out of the truck and stood beside the first. He was slight and had close-cropped dark hair, and he lifted his hands to show he was unarmed. “Okay!” the one with the shotgun shouted, getting edgy. “Let’s make the trade!”
     Roland was afraid. But he’d learned long before how to push the child Roland away and summon forth the Sir Roland in himself: the adventurer in service to the King, the King’s will be done, amen. His palms were wet inside his black gloves, but he opened the door and got out.
     The soldier with the automatic rifle followed him and stood off to the side a few feet, aiming at the other armed man.
     Roland glanced back at Lawry, making sure the fool wasn’t going to fuck this up, and then he began walking to the truck. The dark-haired man started walking to the Jeep, his eyes darting and nervous. The two figures passed, neither one looking at the other, and the man with the shotgun grabbed Roland’s arm about the same time as the AOE soldier pushed his captive against the Jeep’s side.
     Roland was made to lean against the truck, spread his arms and legs and submit to a search. When it was over, the man spun him around and pressed the snout of the shotgun underneath his chin. “What’s wrong with your face?” the man demanded. “What’s under those bandages?”
     “I was burned pretty bad,” Roland answered. “That’s all.”
     “I don’t like it!” The man had lank, thinning blond hair and fierce blue eyes, like a maniac surfer-boy. “Imperfection is Satan’s work, praise the Savior!”
     “The trade’s been done,” Roland said. The American Allegiance hostage was already being shoved into the Jeep. “The Savior’s waiting for me.”
     The man paused, jittery and uncertain. And then Lawry began to back the Jeep up, clinching the deal. Roland didn’t know if that was smart or stupid.
     “Get in!” The American Allegiance soldier hustled him into the truck’s cab, where Roland sat squeezed between him and the heavyset, black-bearded driver. The truck veered across the parking lot and turned back toward the mall.
     Through the narrow view slit in the armored windshield, Roland saw the headlights pick out more vehicles protecting the American Allegiance’s fortress: an armored truck with BRINK’S still barely legible on its side, a Jeep with a mounted machine gun in the rear seat, a tractor-trailer rig with dozens of gunports—each showing a rifle or machine gun barrel—cut into the long metal trailer; a postman’s truck with a metal mesh turret on top; more cars and trucks, and then the vehicle that put a lump like a hen’s egg in Roland’s throat—a low-slung, wicked-looking tank covered with multicolored graffiti that said things like THE LOVE BUG and THE SAVIOR LIVES! The tank’s main cannon, Roland noted, was aimed in the general direction of Colonel Macklin’s Airstream trailer, where the King was now incapacitated, suffering from a fever that had struck him down the previous night.
     The truck passed between the tank and another armored car, went over the curb and continued up a ramp for the handicapped, entering the mall through the dark, open space where glass doors had once been. The headlights illuminated a wide central mall area, with stores on either side that had been looted and wrecked a long time before. Soldiers with rifles, pistols and shotguns waved the truck on, and hundreds of lanterns were burning in the central corridor and in the stores, casting a flickering orange glow—like the light at a Halloween party—throughout the building. And Roland saw hundreds of tents set up as well, cramped into every possible space except for a path along which the truck traveled. Roland realized that the whole American Allegiance had set up camp inside the shopping mall, and as the truck turned into a larger, skylighted atrium he heard singing and saw the glare of a fire.
     Perhaps one thousand people were jammed into the atrium, clapping their hands rhythmically, singing and swaying around a large campfire, the smoke whirling up through the skylight’s broken glass. Almost all of them had rifles slung over their shoulders, and Roland knew that one reason the Savior had invited an AOE officer here was to display his weapons and troops. But the reason Roland had accepted the courier’s invitation was to find a weak spot in the Savior’s fortress.
     The truck did not enter the atrium, but continued along another corridor that branched off from it, again lined with looted stores now filled with tents, drums of gasoline and oil, what looked like cases of canned food and bottled water, clothes, weapons and other supplies. The truck stopped in front of a store, and the blond man with the shotgun got out and motioned for Roland to follow. Roland saw the broken fragments of a sign that had once said B. DALTON BOOKSELLERS over the entrance before he walked into the store.
     Three lanterns burned on the cashier’s desk, where both registers had been battered into junk. The walls of the store were scorched, and Roland’s boots crunched over the skeletons of charred books. Not a volume remained on the shelves or display tables; everything had been piled up and set afire. More lanterns glowed back at the store’s information desk, and the man with the shotgun pushed Roland toward the closed door of the stockroom, where another American Allegiance soldier with an automatic rifle stood at attention. As Roland approached, the soldier lowered his rifle and clicked the safety off. “Halt,” he said. Roland stopped.
     The soldier rapped on the door.
     A short, bald man with narrow, foxlike features peered out. He smiled warmly. “Hello, there! He’s almost ready to see you. He wants to know your name.”
     “Roland Croninger.”
     The man pulled his head back into the room and closed the door again. Then, abruptly, it opened, and the bald man asked, “Are you Jewish?”
     “No.” And then the hood of Roland’s coat was yanked back.
     “Look!” the man with the shotgun said. “Tell him they sent us somebody with a disease!”
     “Oh. Oh, dear.” The other one looked fretfully at Roland’s bandaged face. “What’s wrong with you, Roland?”
     “I was burned, back on the seven—”
     “He’s a fork-tongued liar, Brother Norman!” The shotgun’s barrel pressed against the hard growths on Roland’s skull. “He’s got the Satan Leprosy!”
     Brother Norman frowned and made a clicking sound of sympathy with his lips. “Wait one minute,” he said, and again he disappeared into the stockroom. He returned, approached Roland and said, “Open your mouth, please.”
     “What?”
     The shotgun nudged his skull. “Do it.”
     Roland did. Brother Norman smiled. “That’s good. Now stick out your tongue. My, my, I believe you need a new toothbrush!” He placed a small silver crucifix on Roland’s tongue. “Now keep that inside your mouth for a few seconds, all right? Don’t swallow it!”
     Roland drew the crucifix in on his tongue and closed his mouth. Brother Norman smiled cheerfully. “That crucifix was blessed by the Savior,” he explained. “It’s very special. If you have corruption in you, the crucifix will be black when you open your mouth again. And if it is black, Brother Edward will blow your brains out.”
     Roland’s eyes widened momentarily behind the goggles.
     Perhaps forty seconds crept by. “Open up!” Brother Norman announced in a merry voice.
     Roland opened his mouth, slowly stuck his tongue out and watched the other man’s face for a reaction.
     “Guess what,” Brother Norman said. He took the crucifix from Roland’s tongue and held it up. It was still bright silver. “You passed! The Savior will see you now.”
     Brother Edward gave Roland’s skull a final shove for good measure, and Roland followed Brother Norman into the stockroom. Sweat was trickling down Roland’s sides, but his mind was calm and detached.
     Illuminated by lamplight, a man with brushed-back, wavy gray hair sat in a chair before a table, being attended to by another man and a young woman. There were two or three other people in the room, all standing back beyond the light’s edge.
     “Hello, Roland,” the gray-haired man in the chair said gently, a smile twisting the left side of his mouth; he was holding his head very still, and Roland could only see his left profile—a high, aristocratic forehead, a strong and hawklike nose, a straight gray brow over a clear azure eye, cleanshaven cheek and jaw and a chin as powerful as a mallet. Roland thought he was probably in his late fifties, but the Savior seemed in robust health, and his face was unmarred. He was wearing a pin-striped suit with a vest and a blue tie, and he looked ready to preach before the cameras on one of his cable TV telecasts—but on closer observation Roland saw well-worn patches here and there at stress points on the coat, and leather pads had been sewn onto the knees. The Savior was wearing hiking boots. Around his neck, dangling down in front of his vest, were maybe twelve or fifteen silver and gold crucifixes on chains, some of them studded with precious stones. The Savior’s sturdy hands were decorated with half a dozen glittering diamond rings.
     The man and young woman attending him were working on his face with pencils and powder applicators. Roland saw an open make-up case on the table.
     The Savior lifted his head slightly so the woman could powder his neck. “I’m going before my people in about five minutes, Roland. They’re singing for me right now. They have voices like angels, don’t they?” Roland didn’t answer, and the Savior smiled faintly. “How long has it been since you’ve heard music?”
     “I make my own,” Roland replied.
     The Savior tilted his head to the right as the man penciled his eyebrow. “I like to look my best,” he said. “There’s no excuse for a shabby appearance, not even in this day and age. I like for my people to look at me and see confidence. And confidence is a good thing, isn’t it? It means you’re strong, and you can deal with the traps Satan lays for you. Oh, Satan’s very busy these days, Roland—yes, he is!” He folded his hands in his lap. “Of course, Satan has many faces, many names—and one of those names might be Roland. Is it?”
     “No.”
     “Well, Satan’s a liar, so what did I expect?” He laughed, and the others laughed, too. When he was through laughing, he let the woman rub rouge onto his left cheek. “All right, Satan—I mean, Roland—tell me what you want. And tell me why you and your army of demons have been following us for the last two days, and why you’ve now encircled us. If I knew anything about military tactics, I might think you were about to lay siege. I wouldn’t like to think that. It might disturb me, thinking of all the poor demons who were about to die for their Master. Speak, Satan!” His voice snapped like a whip, and everybody in the room jumped but Roland.
     “I’m Captain Roland Croninger of the Army of Excellence. Colonel James Macklin is my superior officer. We want your gasoline, oil, food and weapons. If you give those to us within six hours, we’ll withdraw and leave you in peace.”
     “You mean leave us in pieces, don’t you?” The Savior grinned and almost turned his face toward Roland, but the woman was powdering his forehead. “The Army of Excellence. I think I’ve heard of you. I thought you were in Colorado.”
     “We moved.”
     “Well, I guess that’s what armies do, isn’t it? Oh, we’ve met ‘armies’ before,” he said, slurring the word with disgust. “Some of them wore little uniforms and had little pop-guns, and all of them crumpled like paper dolls. No army can stand before the Savior, Roland. You go back and tell your ‘superior officer’ that. Tell him I’ll say a prayer for both your souls.”
     Roland was about to be dismissed. He decided to try another tactic. “Who are you going to pray to? The god on top of Warwick Mountain?”
     There was silence. The two make-up artists froze, and both of them looked at Roland. He could hear the Savior’s breathing in the quiet.
     “Brother Gary’s joined us,” Roland continued calmly. “He’s told us everything—where you’re going and why.” Under Roland’s persuasion in the black trailer, Gary Cates had repeated his tale of God living atop Warwick Mountain, West Virginia, and something about a black box and a silver key that could decide whether the earth lived or died. Even the grinding wheel hadn’t changed the man’s story. True to his word, Macklin had spared Brother Gary’s life, and Brother Gary had been skinned and hung by his ankles from a flagpole in front of Sutton’s post office.
     The silence stretched. Finally, the Savior said softly, “I don’t know any Brother Gary.”
     “He knows you. He told us how many soldiers you have. He told us about the two tanks. I’ve seen one of them, and I guess the other is around back somewhere. Brother Gary’s a real fountain of information! He told us about Brother Timothy leading you to Warwick Mountain to find God.” Roland smiled, showing bad teeth between the folds of his bandages. “But God’s closer than West Virginia. Much closer. He’s right out there, and he’s going to blast you to Hell in six hours if we don’t get what we want.”
     The Savior was sitting very still. Roland saw him tremble. Saw the left side of his mouth twitch and his left eye begin to bulge, as if shoved forward by a volcanic pressure.
     The Savior shoved the two make-up artists aside. His head swiveled toward Roland—and Roland saw both sides of his face.
     The left side was perfect, brightened by rouge and smoothed with powder. The right side was a nightmare of scar tissue, the flesh gouged out by a terrible wound and the eye white and dead as a river pebble.
     The Savior’s living eye fixed on Roland like Judgment Hour, and as he stood up he grabbed the chair and flung it across the room. He advanced on Roland, the little crucifixes jingling around his neck, and lifted his fist.
     Roland stood his ground.
     They stared at each other, and there was a great, empty silence like that before the clash of an irresistible force and an immovable object.
     “Savior?” a voice spoke. “He’s a fool, and he’s trying to bait you.”
     The Savior wavered. His eye blinked, and Roland could see the wheels turning in his head, trying to connect and make sense of things again.
     A figure stepped out of the gloom to Roland’s right. It was a tall, frail-looking man in his late twenties with slicked-back black hair and wire-rimmed glasses over deep-socketed brown eyes. A burn scar zigzagged like a lightning bolt from his forehead to the back of his skull, and along its route the hair had turned white. “Don’t touch him, Savior,” the man urged quietly. “They have Brother Kenneth.”
     “Brother Kenneth?” The Savior shook his head, uncomprehending.
     “You sent Brother Kenneth as a trade for this man. Brother Kenneth is a good mechanic. We don’t want him harmed, do we?”
     “Brother Kenneth,” the Savior repeated. “A good mechanic. Yes. He’s a good mechanic.”
     “It’s almost time for you to go on,” the man said. “They’re singing for you.”
     “Yes. Singing. For me.” The Savior looked up at his fist, hanging in the air; he opened it and let his arm fall back to his side. Then he stood staring at the floor, the left corner of his mouth twitching in an on-again, off-again grin.
     “Dear me, dear me!” Brother Norman fretted. “Let’s finish the job now, kiddies! He’s on presently, and we want him to look confident!”
     A couple of other people emerged from the shadows, took the Savior’s arms and turned him around like a marionette so the make-up artists could finish.
     “You’re a foolish, stupid heathen,” the man with the eyeglasses said to Roland. “You must want to die very much.”
     “We’ll see who lives and dies when six hours are up.”
     “God is on Warwick Mountain. He lives up near the top, where the coal mines are. I’ve seen him. I’ve touched him. My name is Brother Timothy.”
     “Good for you.”
     “You can go with us, if you like. You can join us and go to find God and learn how the wicked will die at the final hour. He’ll still be there, waiting for us. I know he will.”
     “When’s the final hour going to be?”
     Brother Timothy smiled. “That only God knows. But he showed me how the fire will rain from Heaven, and in that rain even Noah’s Ark would drown. In the final hour all the imperfection and wickedness will be washed clean, and the world will be fresh and new again.”
     “Right,” Roland said.
     “Yes. It is right. I stayed with God for seven days and seven nights, up on Warwick Mountain, and he taught me the prayer that he will speak at the final hour.” Brother Timothy closed his eyes, smiling beatifically, and began to recite: “Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks, the lady of situations. Here is the man with three staves, and here the Wheel, and here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card, which is blank, is something he carries on his back which I am forbidden to see. I do not find The Hanged Man. Fear death by water.” And when he opened his eyes they glistened with tears.
     “Get that Satan out of here!” the Savior croaked. “Get him out!”
     “Six hours,” Roland said, but in his mind the prayer for the final hour echoed like the memory of a funeral bell.
     “Get thee behind me, Satan; get thee behind me, Satan; get thee behind me, Sa—” the Savior intoned, and then Roland was taken out of the stockroom and delivered to Brother Edward again for the return trip.
     Roland impressed everything he saw on his mind to report back to Colonel Macklin. He’d discovered no obviously weak areas, but once he sat down to draw a map of what he’d seen, maybe one would become apparent.
     The ritual of the headlights was repeated. Roland was returned to the Jeep, and again he and Brother Kenneth passed without looking at each other. Then he was in the Jeep and breathing easily once more as Judd Lawry drove toward the fires of the AOE’s camp.
     “Have fun?” Lawry asked him.
     “Yeah. Get me to the Command Center fast.” I do not find the Hanged Man, Roland thought. God’s prayer for the final hour was somehow familiar to him—but it wasn’t a prayer. No. It was… it was…
     There was some kind of activity around the colonel’s trailer. The guards were out of formation, and one of them was hammering at the door with the butt of his rifle. Roland leapt out of the Jeep as it slowed down, and he ran toward the trailer. “What’s going on?”
     One of the guards hastily saluted. “The colonel’s locked himself in, sir! We can’t get the door open, and… well, you’d better hear it for yourself!”
     Roland went up the steps, pushed the other guard aside and listened.
     The sound of breaking furniture and shattering glass came through the Airstream’s metal door. Then there was a barely human wailing that sent a shiver creeping up even Roland Croninger’s spine.
     “Jesus!” Lawry said, blanching. “There’s some kind of animal in there with him!”
     The last time Roland had seen him, the colonel was immobile on his cot and burning up with fever. “Somebody was supposed to be with him at all times!” Roland snapped. “What happened?”
     “I just stepped out for about five minutes to have a smoke!” the other guard said, and in his eyes was the fearful knowledge that he would have to pay dearly for that cigarette. “It was just five minutes, sir!”
     Roland hammered on the door with his fist. “Colonel! Open up! It’s Roland!”
     The noise became a guttural grunting that sounded like a bestial equivalent of sobs. Something else shattered—and then there was silence.
     Roland beat on the door again, stepped back and told the guard to get it open if he had to blast it off its hinges.
     But someone else walked calmly up the steps, and a hand gripping a thin-bladed knife slid toward the door’s lock.
     “Mind if I give it a try, Captain?” Air whistled through the hole where Alvin Mangrim’s nose had been.
     Roland detested the sight of him, and also of that damned ugly dwarf who stood jumping up and down a few feet away. But it was worth a shot, and Roland said, “Go ahead.”
     Mangrim inserted the blade into the door’s keyhole. He began to twist the knife back and forth, a hair at a time. “If he’s got the bolts thrown, this won’t do much good,” he said. “We’ll see.”
     “Just do what you can.”
     “Knives know my name, Captain. They speak to me and tell me what to do. This one’s talking to me right now. It says, ‘Easy, Alvin, real easy does the trick.’” He gently swiveled the blade, and there was a click! as the lock popped open. “See?”
     The bolts had not been thrown, and the door opened.
     Roland entered the darkened trailer, with Lawry and Mangrim right behind him. “We need some light!” Roland shouted, and the guard who’d sneaked a cigarette popped the flame up on his lighter and gave it to him.
     The front room was a shambles, the map table overthrown and the chair broken to pieces, the rifles pulled off the wall rack and used to shatter lanterns and more furniture. Roland went into the bedroom, which was equally wrecked. Colonel Macklin was not there, but the lighter’s flame showed what looked at first like fragments of gray pottery lying all over the sweat-damp pillow. He picked one up and examined it, couldn’t quite figure out what it was; but some kind of white jellylike stuff got on his fingers, and Roland flung the thing aside.
     “He’s not back here!” Lawry yelled from the other end of the trailer.
     “He’s got to be somewhere!” Roland shouted back, and when his voice faded away he heard something.
     The sound of whimpering.
     Coming from the bedroom closet.
     “Colonel?” The whimpering stopped, but Roland could still hear rapid, frightened breathing.
     Roland walked to the closet, put his hand on the knob and started to turn it.
     “Go away, damn you!” a voice thundered from behind the door.
     Roland froze. That voice was a nightmarish mockery of Colonel Macklin’s. It sounded as if he’d been gargling with razor blades. “I… have to open the door, Colonel.”
     “No… no… please go away!” Then there was that guttural grunting again, and Roland realized he was crying.
     Roland’s spine stiffened. He hated it when the King sounded weak. It wasn’t the proper way for a king to behave. A king should never show weakness, never! He twisted the doorknob and pulled the closet door open, holding the lighter up to see what was inside.
     Roland saw and screamed.
     He backpedaled, still screaming, as the beast within the closet—the beast wearing Colonel Macklin’s uniform and even the nail-studded hand—crawled out and, grinning crazily, began to stand up.
     The crust of growths was gone from the colonel’s face and head, and as Roland retreated across the room he realized the cracked pieces of it were lying over on the pillow.
     Macklin’s face had turned inside out. The flesh was bone-white, the nose had collapsed inward; the veins, muscles and knots of cartilage ran on the surface of his face, twitching and quivering as he opened those awful jaws to laugh with a shriek like fingernails on a chalkboard. His teeth had curved into jagged fangs, and his gums were mottled and yellow. The veins on his face were as thick as worms, lacing and intertwining across his bony cheeks, beneath the sockets of his stunned and staring ice-blue eyes, across his forehead and back into his thick, newly grown mat of graying hair. It looked as if the entire outer layer of facial flesh had either been peeled back or rotted away, and exposed was something as close to a living skull as Roland had ever seen.
     He was laughing, and the hideously exposed jaw muscles jerked and quivered. The veins writhed as the pressure of blood filled them up. But as he laughed his eyes swam with tears, and he began to slam his nail-studded hand against the wall again and again, dragging the nails down through the cheap paneling.
     Lawry and Mangrim had entered the room. Lawry stopped short when he saw the monster in Colonel Macklin’s clothes, and he reached for his .38, but Roland grabbed his wrist.
     Mangrim just smiled. “Far out, man!”






Seventy-two

Sister was dreaming of the sun. It burned hot in a dazzling blue sky, and she could actually see her shadow again. The sun’s royal heat played on her face, settled into the lines and cracks and seeped down through her skin into her bones. Oh, Lord! she thought. It feels so good not to be cold anymore, and to see the blue sky, and your own shadow looking up at you! The summer day promised to be a scorcher, and Sister’s face was already sweating, but that was all right, too. To see the sky no longer somber and overcast was one of the happiest moments of her life, and if she had to die she asked God to let it be in sunshine.
     She stretched her arms up toward the sun and cried aloud with joy because the long, terrible winter was finally over.
     Sitting in a chair next to the bed, Paul Thorson thought he heard Sister say something—just a drowsy whisper. He leaned forward, listening, but Sister was silent. The air around her seemed to ripple with heat, though the wind was shrilling outside the shack’s walls and the temperature had fallen to well below zero just after dark. That morning, Sister had told Paul that she’d felt weak, but she’d kept going all day until the fever finally struck her down; she’d collapsed on the porch and had been sleeping, fading in and out of delirium, for about six hours.
     In her sleep, though, Sister kept the leather satchel with the glass ring inside locked between her hands, and even Josh couldn’t loosen her grip. Paul knew she’d come too far with the glass ring, had watched over it and protected it from harm for too long; she wasn’t yet ready to give it up.
     Paul had presumed that finding Swan meant the end of the dreamwalk path. But in the morning he’d watched Sister peer into the depths of the glass, just as she had done before they’d reached Mary’s Rest. He’d seen the lights glitter in her eyes, and he knew her stare: The ring had taken her away again, and she was dreamwalking somewhere beyond Paul’s realm of senses and imagination. Afterward, when Sister had come back—and it was over in about fifteen or twenty seconds—she shook her head and wouldn’t talk about it. She had returned the glass circle to the satchel and hadn’t looked into it again. But Paul had seen that Sister was troubled, and he knew that this time the dreamwalk path had taken a dark turn.
     “How is she?”
     Swan was standing a few feet behind him, and how long she’d been there he didn’t know. “About the same,” he said. “As hot as a four-alarm fire.”
     Swan approached the bed. She was familiar by now with the symptoms. In the two days since Sylvester Moody had brought his gift of apples, she and Josh had seen eight other people with Job’s Mask who’d drifted into feverish, comalike sleep. When the growths had cracked open from the faces of seven of them, their skin was unmarked, their faces back to—or better than—what they’d been before. But the eighth one had been different.
     It was a man named DeLauren, who lived alone in a small shed on the eastern edge of Mary’s Rest. Josh and Swan had been summoned by a neighbor, who’d found DeLauren lying on the shed’s dirty floor, unconscious and feverish. Josh had picked the man up and carried him across the shed to his mattress—and Josh’s weight had popped open a floorboard. As Josh knelt to press the board back, he’d smelled the odor of decaying flesh and seen something wet and gleaming down in the gloom. He’d reached into the hole and brought up a severed human hand with most of the fingers gnawed away.
     And at that moment DeLauren’s face had cracked open, revealing something black and reptilian underneath. The man had sat up, screaming, and as he’d realized his hoard of food had been discovered he’d crawled across the floor, snapping at Josh with sharp little fangs. Swan had looked away before the rest of the man’s Job’s Mask had cracked apart, but Josh had grabbed him by the back of his neck and flung him head first through the door. Their last sight of DeLauren was as he fled toward the woods, clutching his hands to his face.
     There was no way to tell how many bodies had been torn apart and hidden under the shed’s floorboards, or who the people had been. DeLauren’s shocked neighbor said he’d always been a quiet, soft-spoken man who wouldn’t have hurt a fly. At Swan’s suggestion, Josh had set fire to the shed and burned it to the ground. On returning to Glory’s shack, Josh had spent the better part of an hour scrubbing his hands until he got the slime of DeLauren off his skin.
     Swan touched the Job’s Mask that covered the lower half of Sister’s face and clung to her skull. It, too, was hot with fever. “What do you think she looks like, deep inside?” Swan asked Paul.
     “Huh?”
     “Her real face is about to show through,” Swan said, and her dark blue eyes with their glints of many colors met his own. “That’s what’s underneath the Job’s Mask. The face of a person’s soul.”
     Paul scratched his beard. He didn’t know what she was talking about, but when she spoke he listened to her, just like everybody else did. Her voice was gentle, but it conveyed a power of thought and command that was far older than her years. Yesterday he’d worked out in the field with some of the others, helping to dig holes and watching Swan plant the apple cores she’d gathered after the big apple-eating festival. She’d explained carefully exactly how deep the holes should be, and how far apart; then, as Josh had followed along behind her with a wheelbarrow full of apple cores, Swan had picked up handfuls of dirt, spat into them, and rubbed the dirt all over each core before placing them in the ground and covering them. And the crazy thing about it was that Swan’s presence had made Paul want to work, though digging holes in the cold ground was not his idea of how to spend the day. She’d made him want to dig each hole as precisely as possible, and a single word of praise from her put energy in him like a charge into a weakening battery. He’d watched the others, too, and seen that she had the same effect on them. He believed that she could grow apple trees from each seed-filled core that went into the ground, and he was proud to dig holes for her until Gideon’s trumpet blared New Orleans jazz. He believed in her, and if she said that Sister’s real face was about to show through, he believed that, too.
     “What do you think she looks like, deep inside?” Swan asked him again.
     “I don’t know,” he finally replied. “I never met anyone with as much courage. She’s one hell of a woman. A lady,” he said.
     “Yes, she is.” Swan looked at the knotty surface of the Job’s Mask. Soon, she thought. Very soon. “She’ll be all right,” she said. “Do you need to get some rest?”
     “No, I’m going to stay here with her. If I get sleepy, I can stretch out on the floor. Everybody else asleep?”
     “Yes. It’s late.”
     “I guess so. You’d better get some sleep yourself.”
     “I will. But when it happens, I’d like to see her.”
     “I’ll call you,” Paul promised, and then he thought he heard Sister say something again, and he leaned forward to hear. Her head slowly moved back and forth, but she made no other sounds, and she lay still again. When Paul looked up, Swan had gone.
     Swan was too keyed-up to sleep. She felt like a child again on the night before Christmas. She went through the front room, where the others slept on the floor around the stove, and then opened the door. Cold wind swept in, fanning the stove’s coals. Swan quickly stepped out, hugging her coat around her shoulders, and closed the door behind her.
     “Mighty late for you to be up,” Anna McClay said. She was sitting on the porch steps next to an ex-Pittsburgh steelworker named Polowsky, and both of them were wearing heavy coats, caps and gloves and armed with rifles. At dawn, another pair of guards would take over for a few hours, and the rotating shifts continued all day and night. “How’s Sister doin’?”
     “No change yet.” Swan looked at the bonfire that burned in the middle of the road. The wind whipped through it, and a shower of red sparks wheeled into the sky. About twenty people were sleeping around the bonfire, and several more were sitting up, staring into the flames or talking to one another to pass the night. Until she knew where the man with the scarlet eye was, Sister had demanded that the shack be guarded at all times, a demand to which Josh and the others had readily agreed. The volunteers also stayed around the bonfires in the field all night, watching the cornstalks and the new area where the apple cores had been planted.
     Swan had told Josh and Sister about facing the man with the scarlet eye in the crowd that day, and she thought that maybe—just a little bit—she understood why he struck out to cause such suffering in human beings. She knew also that he’d almost taken the apple, but at the last second his unthinking rage and pride had won. And she’d seen that he hated her and hated himself for wanting to take a step beyond what he was; but he’d been afraid of her, too, and as she’d watched him stagger away Swan had realized that forgiveness crippled evil, drew the poison from it like lancing a boil. What might have happened if he’d taken the apple she didn’t know, but the moment was gone. Still, she didn’t fear the man with the scarlet eye as she had before, and since that day she hadn’t been looking over her shoulder to see who was coming up from behind.
     She walked to the corner of the porch, where Mule was hitched to the support post. The horse was kept warm by several blankets, and there was a pail of spring water for him to drink from. Finding food for him was a problem, but Swan had saved him a dozen apple cores and was feeding him those, as well as roots and some straw that had been stuffed inside Mr. Polowsky’s mattress. He liked horses and had offered to help feed and water Mule. The horse didn’t generally take to strangers, but he seemed to accept Mr. Polowsky’s attention with a minimum of crankiness.
     Mule’s head had been drooping, but his nose twitched as he caught Swan’s aroma, and instantly his head came up, his eyes open and alert. She scratched between his eyes and then down at the soft, velvety skin of his muzzle, and Mule nibbled at her fingers with unabashed delight.
     Swan suddenly looked over toward the fire and saw him standing there, silhouetted by flames and sparks. She couldn’t see his face, but she could feel him staring at her. Her skin broke out in goose bumps under her patchwork coat, and she quickly looked away, concentrating only on rubbing Mule’s muzzle. But her eyes slid back toward Robin, who had come a few feet closer to the porch’s edge. Her heart boomed like a kettle drum, and again she looked away. From the corner of her eye, she watched him approach, then stop and pretend to be examining something on the ground with the toe of his boot.
     It’s time to go back in now, she told herself. Time to check on Sister again.
     But her legs didn’t want to move. Robin was coming nearer, and then he stopped again and peered out beyond the fire as if something else had taken his attention. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat, seemed to be trying to decide whether to return to the bonfire’s warmth or not. Swan didn’t know if she wanted him to come closer or go away, and she felt as jumpy as a grasshopper on a hot rock.
     Then he took another step forward. His mind was made up.
     But Swan’s nerve broke, and she started to turn away and go back inside.
     Mule decided the issue by choosing that instant to playfully clamp his teeth on Swan’s fingers, holding her prisoner for the few seconds it took Robin to reach her.
     “I think your horse must be hungry,” he said.
     Swan pulled her fingers free. She started to turn away again, her heart pounding so strongly that she was certain he must hear it, like distant thunder over the horizon.
     “Don’t go.” Robin’s voice softened. “Please.”
     Swan stopped. She thought he didn’t resemble at all the movie stars in the magazines her mother used to read, because there was nothing clean-cut and Hollywood-handsome about him; he looked nothing like the well-scrubbed teen-age boys in the soap operas Darleen Prescott had watched. His face, for all its hard lines and angles, was young, but his eyes were old. They were the color of ashes but looked capable of fire. She met his gaze, saw that he’d loosened his mask of toughness. His eyes were soft—maybe even tender—as he stared up at her.
     “Hey!” Anna McClay said. “You go on about your business. Swan doesn’t have time for you.”
     His tough mask tightened again. “Who made you her keeper?”
     “Not keeper, smartass. Protector. Now, why don’t you just be a good little boy and go on—”
     “No,” Swan interrupted. “I don’t need a keeper, or a protector. Thank you for being concerned about me, Anna, but I can take care of myself.”
     “Oh. Sorry. I just thought he was botherin’ you again.”
     “He’s not bothering me. It’s all right. Really.”
     “You sure? I used to see his type strollin’ the midway, lookin’ for pockets to pick.”
     “I’m sure,” Swan replied. Anna gave Robin another warning glare, then returned to her conversation with Mr. Polowsky.
     “That’s telling her,” Robin said, smiling gratefully. “It’s about time she got her butt kicked.”
     “No, it’s not. You might not like Anna, and she sure doesn’t like you, but she’s doing what she thinks is best for me, and I appreciate that. If you were bothering me, I would let her run you off.”
     Robin’s smile faded. “So you think you’re better than everybody else?”
     “No, I didn’t mean it like that.” Swan felt flustered and nervous, and her tongue was getting tangled between her thoughts and her words. “I just meant… Anna is right to be careful.”
     “Uh-huh. So am I bothering you by being friendly?”
     “You were a little too friendly when you came into the shack and… and woke me up that way,” she replied crisply. She could feel her face reddening, and she wanted to go back to the beginning and start the conversation all over again, but it was out of control now, and she was half scared and half angry. “And I wasn’t offering you that apple the other day, either!”
     “Oh, I get it. Well, my feet are on solid ground. They’re not up on a pedestal like some people’s are. And maybe I couldn’t help it that I kissed you, and maybe when I saw you standing there with an apple in your hand and your eyes big and wide I couldn’t help but take it, either. When I first saw you, I thought you were okay; I didn’t know you were a stuck-up little princess!”
     “I’m not!”
     “No? Well, you act like one. Listen, I’ve been around! I’ve met a lot of girls! I know stuck-up when I see it!”
     “And—” Stop! she thought. Stop right now! But she couldn’t, because she was scared inside, and she didn’t dare let him know how much. “And I know a crude, loudmouthed… fool when I see one!”
     “Yeah, I’m a fool, all right!” He shook his head and laughed without humor. “I’m sure a fool for thinking I might like to get to know the ice princess better, huh?” He stalked away before she could reply.
     All she could think to say was, “Don’t bother me again!” Instantly she felt a pang of pain that sliced her open from head to toe. She clenched her teeth to keep from calling him. If he was going to act like a fool, then he was one! He was a baby with a bad temper, and she wanted nothing more to do with him.
     But she knew also that a kind word might call him back. One kind word, that was all. And was that so hard? He’d misunderstood her, and maybe she’d misunderstood him as well. She felt Anna and Mr. Polowsky watching her, and she sensed that Anna might be wearing a faint, knowing smile. Mule rumbled and exhaled steam into Swan’s face. Swan pushed aside her swollen pride and started to call Robin, and as she opened her mouth the shack’s door opened and Paul Thorson said excitedly, “Swan! It’s happening!”
     She watched Robin walking toward the bonfire. And then she followed Paul into the shack.
     Robin stood at the edge of the fire. Slowly, he balled up a fist and placed it against his forehead. “Dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb!” he said as he hit himself in the head. He still didn’t know what had happened; he just knew he’d been scared to death even speaking to someone as beautiful as Swan. He’d wanted to impress her, but now he felt like he’d just walked barefoot through a cow pasture. “Dumb, dumb, dumb!” he kept repeating. Of course, he hadn’t met a lot of girls; in fact, he hardly had met any girls. He didn’t know how to act around them. They were like creatures from another planet. How did you talk to them without… yeah, without coming off like a loudmouthed fool—which was exactly what he knew he was.
     Well, he told himself, everything’s sure messed up now! He was still shaking inside, and he felt sick down in the pit of his stomach. And when he shut his eyes he could still see Swan standing before him, as radiant as the most wonderful dream he’d ever known. Since the first day he’d seen her, lying asleep on the bed, he hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind.
     I love her, he thought. He’d heard about love, but he’d had no idea love made you feel giddy and sick and shaky all at the same time. I love her. And he didn’t know whether to shout or cry, so he just stood staring into the flames and seeing nothing but Swan’s face.
     “I believe I just heard two arrows hit a couple of rear ends,” Anna told Mr. Polowsky, and they looked at each other and laughed.






Seventy-three

The man with a face like a skull stood up in his Jeep and lifted an electric bullhorn. His jagged teeth parted, and he bellowed, “Kill them! Kill! Kill! Kill!”
     Macklin’s roar mingled with the shout of engines firing and was finally drowned out by the thunder of machinery as more than six hundred armored cars, trucks, Jeeps and vans began to move across the parking lot toward the Savior’s fortress. Dawn’s gray light was further dirtied by banners of drifting smoke, and fires burned on the parking lot, consuming the two hundred vehicles that had been wrecked or destroyed during the first two assault waves. The broken bodies of AOE soldiers lay dead or dying on the cracked concrete, and there were new screams of agony as the wheels of the third wave rolled over the wounded.
     “Kill them! Kill them all!” Macklin continued to shout through the bullhorn, waving the monster machines on with his black-gloved right hand. The nails protruding from its palm glinted with the fires of destruction.
     Hundreds of soldiers, armed with rifles, pistols and Molotov cocktails, moved on foot behind the advancing vehicles. And in a semicircle around the shopping mall, three densely packed rows of American Allegiance trucks, cars and vans awaited the onslaught, just as they’d waited for and repulsed the previous two. But piles of Allegiance dead littered the parking lot as well, and many of their vehicles blazed, still exploding as the gas tanks ruptured.
     Flames leaped, and bitter smoke filled the air. But Macklin looked toward the Savior’s fortress and grinned, because he knew the Allegiance could not stand before the might of the Army of Excellence. They would fall—if not in the third attack, then in the fourth, or fifth, or sixth, or seventh. The battle was winnable, Macklin knew. Today he would be the victor, and he would make the Savior kneel and kiss his boot before he smashed the Savior’s face.
     “Closer!” Macklin shouted to his driver, and Judd Lawry flinched. Lawry couldn’t stand to look at Macklin’s face, and as he drove the Jeep nearer to the advancing line of vehicles he didn’t know whom he feared most: the leering, ranting thing that Colonel Macklin had become, or the American Allegiance sharpshooters.
     “Onward! Onward! Keep moving!” Macklin commanded the soldiers, his eyes sweeping the ranks, watching for any signs of hesitation. “They’re about to break!” he shouted. “Onward! Keep going!”
     Macklin heard a horn blare and looked back to see a bright red, rebuilt Cadillac with an armored windshield roaring across the lot, weaving through and around other vehicles to get to the front. The driver had long, curly blond hair, and a dwarf was crouched up in the Cadillac’s roof turret where the snout of a machine gun protruded. “Closer, Lieutenant!” Macklin ordered. “I want a front row seat!”
     Oh, Jesus! Lawry thought. His armpits were sweating. It was one thing to attack a bunch of farmers armed with shovels and hoes, and something else entirely to storm a brick fortress where the fuckers had heavy artillery!
     But the American Allegiance held their fire as the AOE’s trucks and vans rolled steadily forward.
     Macklin knew all his officers were in place, leading their battalions. Roland Croninger was on the right, in his own command Jeep, urging two hundred men and more than fifty armored vehicles into battle. Captains Carr, Wilson and Satterlee, Lieutenants Thatcher and Meyers, Sergeants McCowan, Arnholdt, Benning and Buford—all of his trusted officers were in their places, and all of them had their minds fixed on victory.
     Breaking through the Savior’s defenses was a simple matter of discipline and control, Macklin had concluded. It didn’t matter how many AOE soldiers died, or how many AOE vehicles exploded and burned—this was a test of his personal discipline and control. And he swore that he’d fight to the last man before he let the Savior beat him.
     He knew that he’d gone a little crazy when that stuff had cracked open, when he’d picked up a lantern and looked into a mirror at himself, but he was all right now.
     Because, after his madness had passed, Colonel Macklin had realized he now wore the face of the Shadow Soldier. They were one and the same now. It was a miracle that told Macklin God was on the side of the Army of Excellence.
     He grinned and roared, “Keep moving! Discipline and control!” through the bullhorn in the voice of a beast.
     Another voice spoke. It was a hollow-sounding boom!, and Macklin saw the flash of orange light by the mall’s barricaded entrance. There was a high shrieking noise that seemed to pass right over Macklin’s head. About seventy yards behind him, an explosion threw up pieces of concrete and the twisted metal of an already-wrecked van. “Onward!” Macklin commanded. The American Allegiance might have tanks, he thought, but they didn’t know shit about shell trajectories. Another round whistled through the air, exploding back in the encampment. And then there was a ripple of fire along the massed defenses of the American Allegiance, and bullets struck sparks from the concrete and ricocheted off the armored vehicles. Some of the soldiers fell, and Macklin shouted, “Attack! Attack! Open fire!”
     The order was picked up by other officers, and almost at once the machine guns, pistols and automatic rifles of the Army of Excellence began to stutter and crack, aiming a barrage at the enemy’s defensive line. The AOE’s lead vehicles lunged forward, gathering speed to smash through to the mall. A third tank shell exploded in the parking lot, throwing a plume of smoke and rubble and making the ground tremble. And then some of the Allegiance’s heavy vehicles were gunning forward, their engines screaming, and as the trucks and armored cars of both armies slammed together there was a hideous cacophony of shrieking tires, bending metal and ear-cracking explosions.
     “Attack! Kill them all!” Macklin kept shouting at the advancing soldiers as Judd Lawry jinked the wheel back and forth to avoid corpses and wrecked hulks. Lawry’s eyes were about to pop from his head, beads of cold sweat covering his face. A bullet glanced off the edge of the windshield, and Lawry could feel its vibration like the snap of a tuning fork.
     Machine gun fire zigzagged across the parking lot, and half a dozen AOE soldiers spun like demented ballet dancers. Macklin threw aside the bullhorn, wrenched his Colt .45 from his waist holster and shot at Allegiance soldiers as they stormed over the defensive line into the maelstrom of bodies, skidding vehicles, explosions and burning wrecks. So many cars and trucks were slamming together, backing up and charging one another again that the parking lot resembled a gargantuan demolition derby.
     Two trucks crashed right in front of the Jeep, and Lawry hit the brakes and twisted the wheel at the same time, throwing the Jeep into a sideswiping skid. Two men were struck down beneath its wheels, and whether they were AOE or Allegiance soldiers Lawry didn’t know. Everything was confused and crazy, the air full of blinding smoke and sparks, and over the screaming and shouting Judd Lawry could hear Macklin laughing as the colonel fired at random targets.
     A man with a pistol was suddenly framed in the Jeep’s headlights, and Lawry ran him down. Bullets thunked against the Jeep’s side, and to the left an AOE car exploded, sending its driver tumbling through the air, still gripping a fiery steering wheel.
     Between the crashing and skidding vehicles, the infantrymen were locked in savage hand-to-hand combat. Lawry swerved to avoid a burning truck. He heard the shrill whistle of an approaching shell, and his groin shriveled. As he screamed, “We gotta get out of here!” he twisted the wheel violently to the right and sank his foot to the floorboard. The Jeep surged forward, running over two soldiers grappling on the concrete. A tracer bullet whacked into the Jeep’s side, and Lawry heard himself whimper.
     “Lieutenant!” Macklin shouted. “Turn the Jeep back—”
     And that was all he had time to say, because the earth suddenly shook, and there was a blinding, white-hot blast about ten feet in front of the Jeep. The vehicle shuddered and reared up on its back tires like a frightened horse. Macklin heard Lawry’s strangled scream—and then Macklin jumped for his life as the scorching shock wave of the explosion hit him and almost ripped the uniform off his body. He struck the concrete on his shoulder and heard the shriek of tires and the crash of the Jeep as it was flung into another car.
     The next thing he knew, Macklin was on his feet, his uniform and coat hanging in tatters around him, and he was looking down at Judd Lawry. The man was sprawled on his back amid the wreckage of the Jeep, and his body was twitching as if he were trying to crawl to safety. Judd Lawry’s head had been smashed into a misshapen mass of gore, and his broken teeth were clicking together like castanets.
     Macklin had his gun in his left hand. The false right hand with its palmful of nails was still attached to the wrist by strong adhesive bandages. Blood was streaming down his right arm and dripping down the black-gloved fingers to the concrete. He realized he’d scraped his arm open from shoulder to elbow, but other than that he seemed to be okay. The soldiers swirled around him, fighting and firing, and a bullet dug up a chunk of parking lot about four inches from his right boot. He looked around, trying to figure out how to get back to the AOE’s camp; without transportation, he was as helpless as the lowest infantryman. There was so much screaming, shouting and gunfire that Macklin couldn’t think. He saw a man pinning an AOE soldier to the ground, repeatedly stabbing him with a butcher knife, and Macklin pressed the .45’s barrel against the man’s skull and blew his brains out.
     The shock of the recoil thrumming up his arm and the sight of the body keeling over cleared the haze out of Macklin’s head; he knew he had to get moving or he would be just as dead as the Allegiance soldier in front of him. He heard another shell coming down, and terror clutched the back of his neck. Ducking his head, he started running, avoiding the knots of fighting men and leaping over sprawled and bleeding bodies.
     The explosion rained pieces of concrete down on him. He tripped, fell, crawled frantically behind the shelter of an overturned AOE armored car. Waiting for nun was a body with most of the face shot away. Macklin thought it might have been Sergeant Arnholdt. Shaken, the colonel took the clip from his .45 and replaced it with a fresh one. Bullets whined off the armored car, and he crouched against the concrete, trying to find enough courage to continue his race back to the encampment.
     Over the tumult, the cries of “Retreat! Retreat!” reached him. The third assault had failed.
     He didn’t know what had gone wrong. The Allegiance should have broken by now. But they had too many men, too many vehicles, too much firepower. All they had to do was sit tight in that damned mall. There had to be a way to get them out. There had to be!
     Trucks and cars started racing across the parking lot, heading away from the mall. Soldiers followed them, many hobbling and wounded, stopping to fire a few shots at their pursuers and then stagger on. Macklin forced himself to get up and run, and as he broke from cover he felt a tug at his coat and knew a bullet had passed through. He squeezed off four wild shots without aiming, and then he fled with the rest of his Army of Excellence as machine gun bullets marched across the concrete and more men died around him.
     When Macklin made it back to camp, he found Captain Satterlee already getting reports from the other surviving officers, and Lieutenant Thatcher was assigning scouts to guard the perimeter against an Allegiance counterattack. Macklin climbed on top of an armored car and stared at the parking lot. It looked like a slaughterhouse floor, hundreds of bodies lying in heaps around the burning wreckage. Already the Allegiance scavengers were running amid the corpses, gathering weapons and ammunition. From the direction of the mall he heard cheers of victory.
     “It’s not over!” Colonel Macklin roared. “It’s not over yet!” He fired the rest of his bullets at the scavengers, but he was shaking so much he couldn’t aim worth a damn.
     “Colonel!” It was Captain Satterlee. “Do we prepare another attack?”
     “Yes! Immediately! It’s not over yet! It’s not over until I say it’s over!”
     “We can’t take another frontal assault!” another voice contended. “It’s suicide!”
     “What?” Macklin snapped, and he looked down at whoever dared to question his orders. It was Roland Croninger, his coat spattered with blood. It was someone else’s blood, though, because Roland was unhurt, the dirty bandages still wrapped around his face. Blood streaked the lenses of his goggles. “What did you say?”
     “I said we can’t stand another frontal assault! We’ve probably got less than three thousand men able to fight! If we run head on into those guns again, we’ll lose another five hundred, and we still won’t get anywhere!”
     “Are you saying we don’t have the willpower to break through—or are you speaking for yourself?”
     Roland drew a deep breath, tried to calm down. He’d never seen such slaughter before, and he’d be dead right now if he hadn’t shot an Allegiance soldier at point-blank range. “I’m saying we’ve got to think of another way into that mall.”
     “And I say we attack again. Right now, before they can organize their defenses again!”
     “They never were disorganized, damn it!” Roland shouted.
     There was silence except for the moaning of the wounded and the crackle of flames. Macklin stared fiercely at Roland. It was the first time Roland had ever dared to shout at him, and there he was, disputing Macklin’s orders in front of the other officers.
     “Listen to me,” Roland continued, before the colonel or anyone else could speak. “I think I know a weak spot in that fortress—more than one. The skylights.”
     Macklin didn’t answer for a moment. His gaze burned balefully at Roland. “The skylights,” he repeated. “The skylights. They’re on the roof. How do we get to the fucking roof? Fly?”
     Laughter interrupted their argument. Alvin Mangrim was leaning against the crumpled hood of the red Cadillac. Steam hissed from the cracked radiator. Bullet holes pocked the metal, and rivulets of blood had leaked from the turret’s view slit. Mangrim grinned, his forehead gashed by metal splinters. “You want to get to that roof, Colonel? I can put you there.”
     “How?”
     He held up his hands and wiggled his fingers. “I used to be a carpenter,” he said. “Jesus was a carpenter. Jesus knew a lot about knives, too. That’s why they crucified him. When I was a carpenter, I used to build dog houses. Only they weren’t just ordinary old dog houses—oh, no! They were castles, like the knights used to live in. See, I used to read books about castles and shit like that, ’cause I wanted those dog houses to be real special. Some of those books said interesting things.”
     “Like what?” Roland asked impatiently.
     “Oh… like how to get to roofs.” He turned his attention to Colonel Macklin. “You get me some telephone poles, barbed wire and good sturdy lumber, and let me take a few of these wrecked cars apart. I’ll put you on that roof.”
     “What are you planning on building?”
     “Creating,” Mangrim corrected. “Only it’ll take me a white. I’ll need help—as many men as you can spare. If I can get the right parts, I can finish it in three or four days.”
     “I asked you what you were planning on building.”
     Mangrim shrugged and dug his hands into his pockets. “Why don’t we go to your trailer, and I’ll draw you a picture. Might be some spies hanging around here.”
     Macklin’s gaze ran the length of the Savior’s fortress. He watched the scavengers shooting some of the wounded AOE soldiers, then stripping the bodies. He almost screamed with frustration.
     “It’s not over,” he vowed. “It’s not over until I say it is.” And then he climbed down from the armored car and said to Alvin Mangrim, “Show me what you want to build.”






Seventy-four

“Yes,” Josh said. “I think we can build it back.” He felt Glory’s arm clinging to him, and she leaned her head against his shoulder.
     He put his arm around her, and they stood together next to the burned-out ruins of the church. “We can do it,” he said. “Sure we can. I mean… it won’t be tomorrow, or next week… but we can do it. It probably won’t look like it used to, and it might be worse than it was—but it might be better, too.” He squeezed her gently. “Okay?”
     She nodded. “Okay,” she said, without looking at him, and her voice was choked with emotion. Then she lifted her tear-streaked face. Her hand came up, and her fingers slowly moved across the surface of his Job’s Mask. “You’re… a beautiful man, Josh,” she said softly. “Even now. Even like this. Even if it never cracked open, you’d still be the most beautiful man I’ve ever known.”
     “Oh, I’m not so hot. I never was. You should’ve seen me when I used to wrestle. Know what my name was? Black Frankenstein. I’d sure fit the bill now, wouldn’t I?”
     “No. And I don’t think you ever did.” Her fingers traced the hard ridges and ravines, and then she let her hand drift down again. “I love you, Josh,” she said, and her voice trembled, but her copper-colored eyes were steady and true.
     He started to reply, but he thought of Rose and the boys. It had been so long. So long. Were they wandering somewhere, searching for food and shelter, or were they ghosts that only lived in his memories? It was torture not knowing whether they were dead or alive, and as he looked into Glory’s face he realized he would probably never know. Would it be heartless and disloyal to cut out the hope that Rose and his sons might be alive—or was it just being realistic? But he was sure of one thing: He wanted to stay in the land of the living, instead of roaming the vaults of the dead.
     He put his arms around Glory and held her tight. He could feel the sharpness of her bones through her coat, and he longed for the day when the harvest would be gathered.
     He longed also to be able to see through both eyes, and to be able to breathe deeply again. He hoped his Job’s Mask would crack soon, like Sister’s had last night, but he was afraid as well. What would he look like? he wondered. What if it was the face of someone he didn’t even know? But for now he felt fine, not even a trace of fever. It was the only time in his life he’d ever wanted to be laid low.
     Josh saw something lying on the ground in a frozen puddle about four feet away. His stomach clenched, and he said quietly, “Glory? Why don’t you go on back home now? I’ll be along in a few minutes.”
     She pulled back, puzzled. “What is it?”
     “Nothing. You just go on. I’m going to walk around for a little while and try to figure out how we can put this place back together.”
     “I’ll stay with you.”
     “No,” he said firmly. “Go home. I want to be by myself for a while. All right?”
     “All right,” she agreed. She started back to the road, then turned to him again. “You don’t have to say you love me,” she told him. “It’s okay if you don’t. I just wanted you to know what I was feelin’.”
     “I do,” he said, his voice strained and tight. Glory’s gaze lingered on him for a few more seconds, and then she started home.
     When she was gone, Josh bent down and grasped what was lying in the puddle. The ice cracked as he pulled it free.
     It was a piece of plaid wool, blotched with dark brown stains.
     Josh knew what it was from.
     Gene Scully’s coat.
     He gripped the bloody cloth in his hand and straightened up. Tilting his head to one side, he searched the ground around him. Another fragment of plaid cloth lay a few feet away, deeper into the alley that ran alongside the ruins. He picked that one up, too, and then he saw a thud and a fourth fragment, both bloodstained, ahead of him. Little pieces of Gene Scully’s coat lay scattered like plaid snow all over the ground.
     An animal got him, Josh thought. Whatever it was must have torn him to shreds.
     But he knew no animal had gotten Gene Scully. It had been a different kind of beast, maybe masquerading as a cripple in a child’s red wagon, or as a black man with a silver tooth in the front of his mouth. Scully had either found the man with the scarlet eye—or had been found.
     Go get help, Josh told himself. Go get Paul and Sister, and for God’s sake find a rifle! But he kept following the little bits of plaid coat as his heart pumped violently and his throat went dry. There was other trash on the ground, and as Josh went deeper into the alley a rat the size of a Persian cat waddled in front of him, gave him a beady-eyed glare and then squeezed into a hole. Josh heard little squeakings and rustlings all around him, and he knew this part of Mary’s Rest was infested with vermin.
     He saw frozen splatters of blood on the ground. He followed them for about fifteen more feet and stopped at a circular piece of tin that lay up against the rough brick foundations of the ruined church. More frozen blood streaked the tin, and Josh could see other bits of shredded plaid around his boots. He put his foot against the piece of tin, which was about the size and shape of a manhole cover, drew a breath and slowly let it out. Then, abruptly, he shoved the tin aside and leaped back.
     Exposed underneath it was a hole burrowed down below the church’s foundations. A cold, sour reek rose from it that made his flesh crawl.
Found you, was Josh’s first thought.
     His second was: Get the hell out of here! Run, you flat-footed fool!
     But he hesitated, staring at the hole.
     There was no sound from within, no movement. It’s empty! Josh realized. He’s gone!
     He took a tentative step toward the hole. Then a second, and a third. He stood over it, listening. Still no sound, no movement.
     The lair was empty. The man with the scarlet eye had gone. After Swan had faced him down, he must have left Mary’s Rest. “Thank God!” Josh whispered.
     There was a rustling behind him.
     Josh whirled around, his arms up to ward off a blow.
     A rat sat atop a cardboard box, baring its teeth. It began to squeal and chatter like an irate landlord.
     Josh said, “Be quiet, you little bas—”
     Two hands—one black, one white—shot out of the hole and grasped Josh’s ankles, jerking him off his feet. Josh had no time to cry out before he slammed to the ground, the air whooshing from his lungs. Dazed, he tried to scrabble free, tried to dig his fingers into the frozen earth around the hole, but the hands gripped his ankles like iron bands and began to draw him into the depths.
     Josh was halfway into the hole before he fully registered what had happened. He started fighting, thrashing and kicking, but the fingers only tightened. He smelled burning cloth, twisted his body and saw blue flames dancing over the man’s hands. Josh’s skin was beginning to scorch, and he felt the man’s hands wet and oozing like wax gloves melting.
     But in the next second the flames weakened and went out. The man’s hands were freezing cold again, and they yanked Josh down into darkness.
     The hands left his ankles. Josh kicked, felt his left boot connect. A cold, heavy form fell on him—more like a sack of ice than a body. But the knee that pressed against his throat was solid enough, trying to crush his windpipe. Blows that almost broke his bones smashed into his shoulders, chest and rib cage. He got his hands up around a clammy throat and dug his fingers into what felt like cold putty. The thing’s fists pounded his head and face but couldn’t inflict damage through the Job’s Mask. Josh’s brain was rattled in his skull, and he was close to passing out. He knew he had two choices: fight like hell or die.
     He struck out with his right fist, his knuckles flattening against the angular line of a jawbone, and instantly he brought his left fist around to crash it into the man’s temple. There was a grunt—more of surprise than of pain—and the weight was off Josh. He struggled to his knees, his lungs dragging in air.
     A freezing arm snaked around his throat from behind. Josh reached back, grabbed the fingers and twisted them at a vicious angle; but what had been bones a second before was now like coathanger wire—it would bend but would not break. With sheer strength, Josh lifted himself up from the floor and hurled himself backward, catching the man with the scarlet eye between himself and the church’s foundation wall of rough bricks. The freezing arm slithered away, and Josh tried to scurry out of the hole.
     He was caught and hauled down again, and as they fought in the dark like animals Josh saw the man’s hands flicker, about to burst into flames—but they wouldn’t catch, as if something had gone haywire with his ignition switch. Josh smelled an odor halfway between a struck match and a melting candle. But he kicked into the man’s stomach and knocked him back. As Josh got to his feet again a blow hammered across his shoulder, almost dislocating his arm, and flung him onto his face in the dirt.
     Josh twisted around to face him, his mouth bleeding and his strength running out fast. He saw the flicker of fire, and then both the man’s hands grew flame again. By their blue light, he could see the man’s face—a nightmare mask, and in it a gibbering, elastic mouth that spat dead flies like broken teeth.
     The flaming hands came toward Josh’s face, and suddenly one of them sputtered and went out like a live coal doused with water. The other hand began to burn out as well, little tongues of fire rippling along the fingers.
     Something lay beside Josh in the dirt. He saw a bloody pile of flesh and twisted bones, and around it a number of coats, pairs of pants, sweaters, shoes and hats. Nearby was a child’s red wagon.
     Josh looked back at the man with the scarlet eye, who had also been Mr. Welcome. The burning hand was almost extinguished, and the man stared at the dying flame with eyes that in a human face might have been called insane.
     He’s not as strong as before, Josh realized.
     And Josh lunged for the wagon, picked it up and smashed it into the thing’s face.
     There was a unholy bellow. The last of the flame went out as the man staggered back. Josh saw gray light and crawled for the hole.
     He was about three feet from it when the crumpled red wagon was slammed down across the back of his head. Josh had a second to remember being thrown from a ring in Gainesville, and how it felt to hit a concrete floor, and then he lay still.
     He awakened—how much later it was he didn’t know—to the sound of high-pitched giggling. He couldn’t move, and he thought every bone in his body must have snapped.
     The giggling was coming from ten or fifteen feet away. It faded out, replaced by a snorting noise that became a language of some kind—German, Josh thought it might be. He made out fragments of other tongues—Chinese, French, Danish, Spanish and more dialects that tumbled out one after the other. Then the harsh, awful voice began to speak in English, with a deep Southern drawl: “Always walked alone… always walked alone… always… always…”
     Josh mentally explored his body, probing to find out what worked and what didn’t. His right hand felt dead, maybe broken. Bands of pain throbbed at his ribs and across his shoulders. But he knew he’d been lucky; the blow he’d just survived might have crushed his skull if the Job’s Mask hadn’t been so thick.
     The voice changed, skittering into a singsong dialect Josh couldn’t understand, then returned to English with a flat Midwestern accent: “The bitch… the bitch… she’ll die… but not by my hand… oh, no… not by my hand…”
     Josh slowly tried to turn his head. Pain shot through his spine, but his neck still worked. He gradually got his head turned toward the raving thing crouched in the dirt on the other side of the lair.
     The man with the scarlet eye was staring at his right hand, where weak blue flames popped along the fingers. The man’s face was hung between masks. Fine blond hair mingled with coarse black, one eye was blue and the other brown, one cheekbone sharp and the other sunken. “Not by my hand,” he said. “I’ll make them do it.” His chin lengthened, sprouted a black stubble that turned into a red beard within seconds and just as quickly disappeared again into the writhing matter of his face. “I’ll find a way to make them do it.”
     The man’s hand trembled, began to curl into a tight fist, and the little blue flames went out.
     Josh gritted his teeth and started crawling for the gray light at the top of the hole—slowly and painfully, an inch at a time. He stiffened when he heard the man’s voice again, singing in a whisper, “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, mulberry bush, mulberry bush; here we go ’round the mulberry bush, so early in the…” It trailed off into muttered gibberish.
     Josh pushed himself forward. Closer to the hole. Closer.
     “Run,” the man with the scarlet eye said, in a thin and weary voice. Josh’s heart pounded, because he knew the monster was speaking to him in the darkness. “Go on. Run. Tell her I’ll make a human hand do the work. Tell her… tell her…”
     Josh crawled upward toward the light.
     “Tell her… I’ve always walked alone.”
     And then Josh pulled himself out of the hole, quickly drawing his legs up after him. His ribs were killing him, and he was fighting to stay conscious, but he knew he had to get away or he was dead meat.
     He kept crawling as rats scurried around him. A bitter cold had leeched to his bones, and he expected and dreaded the grip of the man with the scarlet eye, but it didn’t come. Josh realized his life had been spared—either because the man with the scarlet eye was weakened, or because he was worn out, or because he wanted a message sent to Swan.
Tell her I’ll make a human hand do the work.
     Josh tried to stand but fell on his face again. It was another minute or two before he could find the strength to heave himself to his knees, and then he was finally able to stand up like a tottering, decrepit old man.
     He staggered along the alley to the road and started walking toward the bonfire that burned in front of Glory’s shack. But before he made it, his strength gave out; he toppled like a redwood to the ground, and he did not see Robin and Mr. Polowsky running toward him.
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Seventy-five

Roland Croninger lifted a pair of binoculars to his goggled eyes. Snow was whirling through the freezing air and had already covered most of the corpses and wrecked vehicles. Fires were burning around the mall’s entrance, and he knew the Allegiance soldiers were keeping watch as well.
     He heard the slow rumble of thunder up in the clouds, and a spear of blue lightning streaked through the snow. He swept his gaze across the parking lot, and his binoculars revealed a frozen hand reaching from a mound of snow, a pile of bodies locked together in icy death, the gray face of a young boy staring at the dark.
     The wasteland, Roland thought. Yes. The wasteland.
     He lowered the binoculars and leaned against the armored car that shielded him from sniper fire. The sound of hammers at work was carried past him by the wind. The wasteland. That’s what God’s prayer for the final hour was about. He’d been trying to remember where he’d heard it before, only it hadn’t been a prayer then, and it wasn’t Sir Roland who’d heard it. It was a memory from the child Roland’s mind, but it wasn’t a prayer. No, not a prayer. It had been a poem.
     He’d awakened that morning on the bare mattress in his black trailer and thought of Miss Edna Merritt. She was one of those spinster English teachers who must have been born looking sixty years old. She’d taught Advanced Freshman English back in Flagstaff. As Roland had sat up on his mattress he’d seen her standing beside the hand-crusher, and she was holding an open copy of The New Oxford Book of English Verse.
     “I am going to recite,” Miss Edna Merritt announced, in a voice so dry it made dust seem damp. And, cutting her eyes left and right to make sure the Advanced Freshman English class was attentive, she’d begun to read: “Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks,/ The lady of situations./ Here is the man with three staves, and here the Wheel,/ And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card,/ Which is blank, is something he carries on his back,/ Which I am forbidden to see. I do not find/ The Hanged Man. Fear death by water.” And when she’d finished, she’d announced that the entire class was going to do a research paper on some facet of T. S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land,” a small portion of which she had just recited.
     He’d made an A on the term paper, and Miss Edna Merritt had written in red on the title page, “Excellent—Shows interest and intelligence.” He’d thought that it showed he was a superfine bullshitter. Bet old Miss Edna’s down to the bones by now, Roland mused as he stared across the parking lot. Bet the worms ate her from the inside out.
     Two possibilities intrigued him. One, that Brother Timothy was crazy and had been leading the American Allegiance to West Virginia in search of a fever dream; and two, that there was somebody on Warwick Mountain who called himself God and spouted poetry. Maybe he had some books up there or something. But Roland recalled a puzzling thing that Brother Gary had said, back in Sutton: “God showed him the black box and the silver key and told him how the world will end.”
     The black box and the silver key, Roland thought. What did that mean?
     He let the binoculars dangle on their strap around his neck, and he listened to the music of hammering. Then he turned around to look beyond the encampment, where Alvin Mangrim’s creation was being constructed by the light of bonfires about a mile away, and out of the line of sight of Allegiance sentries. The work had been going on for three days and three nights, and Colonel Macklin had supplied everything that Mangrim needed. Roland couldn’t see it through the heavy snowfall, but he knew what it was. It was a damned simple thing, but he wouldn’t have thought of it, and even if he had, he wouldn’t have known how to put one together. He didn’t like or trust Alvin Mangrim, but he had to admit that Mangrim had brains. If such a thing was good enough for a medieval army, it was certainly good enough for the Army of Excellence.
     Roland knew the Savior must be getting jittery by now, wondering when the next attack would come. They must be in there singing their chants good and loud by—
     Searing pain tore through Roland’s face, and he pressed his palms against the bandages. A shuddering moan escaped his lips. He thought his head was going to explode. And then, beneath his fingers, he felt the growths under the bandages move and swell outward, like pressure seething below the crust of a volcano. Roland staggered with pain and terror as the entire left side of his face bulged outward, almost ripping the bandages loose. Frantically, he pressed his hands against his face to keep it from coming apart. He thought of the cracked fragments on the King’s pillow, and what had been revealed beneath, and he whimpered like a child.
     The pain ebbed. The movement of the bandages stopped. And then it was over, and Roland was all right. His face hadn’t cracked apart. He was all right. This time the pain hadn’t lasted as long as usual, either. What had happened to Colonel Macklin was a freak thing, Roland told himself. It wouldn’t happen to him. He was content to wear these bandages for the rest of his life.
     He waited until he’d stopped shaking. It wouldn’t do for anyone to see him that way. He was an officer. Then he began walking briskly across the camp toward Colonel Macklin’s trailer.
     Macklin was seated behind his desk, going over reports from Captain Satterlee about how much fuel and ammunition remained. The supplies were rapidly dwindling. “Come in,” he said when Roland knocked at the door. Roland entered, and Macklin said, “Close the door.”
     Roland stood before his desk, waiting for him to look up—but dreading it, too. The skeletal face, with its jutting cheekbones, exposed veins and muscles made Macklin look like walking death.
     “What do you want?” Macklin asked, busy with his merciless figures.
     “It’s almost ready,” Roland said.
     “The machine? Yes. What about it?”
     “We’ll attack when it’s finished, won’t we?”
     The colonel put aside his pencil. “That’s right. If I can have your permission to attack, Captain.”
     Roland knew he was still stung from their disagreement. It was time now to mend the rift, because Roland loved the King—and also because he didn’t want Alvin Mangrim to be in the King’s favor and himself cast out in the cold. “I… want to apologize,” Roland said. “I spoke out of turn.”
     “We could’ve broken them!” Macklin snapped vengefully. “One more attack was all we needed! We could’ve broken them right then and there!”
     Roland kept his eyes lowered in submission, but he knew damned well that another frontal attack would only have slaughtered more AOE soldiers. “Yes, sir.”
     “If anybody else had spoken to me like that, I would’ve shot them down on the spot! You were wrong, Captain! Look at these goddamned figures!” He shoved the papers at Roland, and they flew from the desk. “Look how much gasoline we’ve got left! Look at the ammunition inventory! You want to see how much food we have? We’re sitting here starving, and we could’ve had the Allegiance’s supplies three days ago! If we’d attacked then!” He slammed his black-gloved hand down on the desk, and the oil lantern jumped. “And it’s your fault, Captain! Not mine! I wanted to attack! I have faith in the Army of Excellence! Go on! Get out!”
     Roland didn’t move.
     “I gave you an order, Captain!”
     “I have a request to make,” Roland said quietly.
     “You’re in no position to make requests!”
     “I’d like to request,” Roland continued doggedly, “that I lead the first assault wave when we break through.”
     “Captain Carr’s leading it.”
     “I know you gave him permission. But I’d like to ask you to change your mind. I want to lead the first wave.”
     “It’s an honor to lead an assault wave. I don’t think you’re deserving of an honor, do you?” He paused and then leaned back in his chair. “You’ve never asked to lead an assault wave before. Why now?”
     “Because I want to find someone, and I want to capture him alive.”
     “And who might that be?”
     “The man who calls himself Brother Timothy,” Roland replied. “I want him alive.”
     “We’re not taking prisoners. They’re all going to die. Every one.”
     “The black box and the silver key,” Roland said.
     “What?”
     “God showed Brother Timothy the black box and the silver key and told him how the world will end. I’d like to know more about what Brother Timothy says he saw on that mountaintop.”
     “Have you lost your mind? Or did they brainwash you when you went in there?”
     “I agree that Brother Timothy is probably insane,” Roland said, keeping his composure. “But if he’s not—then who’s calling himself God? And what’s the black box and the silver key?”
     “They don’t exist.”
     “Probably not. There might not even be a Warwick Mountain. But if there is… Brother Timothy could be the only one who knows how to find it. I think capturing him alive might be worth the effort.”
     “Why? Do you want the Army of Excellence to go looking for God, too?”
     “No. But I want to lead the first assault wave, and I want Brother Timothy taken alive.” Roland knew it sounded like an order, but he didn’t care. He stared fixedly at the King.
     There was silence. Macklin’s left hand squeezed into a fist, then slowly unclenched. “I’ll think about it.”
     “I’d like to know right now.”
     Macklin leaned forward, his mouth curved into a thin and terrible smile. “Don’t push me, Roland. I won’t stand to be pushed. Not even by you.”
     “Brother Timothy,” Roland said, “is to be taken alive. We can kill everyone else. But not him. I want him able to answer questions, and I want to know about the black box and the silver key.”
     Macklin rose like a dark cyclone slowly unfurling. But before he could answer, there was another knock at the trailer’s door. “What is it?” Macklin shouted.
     The door opened, and Sergeant Benning came in. He immediately felt the tension. “Uh… I’ve brought a message from Corporal Mangrim, sir.”
     “I’m listening.”
     “He says it’s ready. He wants you to come see it.”
     “Tell him I’ll be there in five minutes.”
     “Yes, sir.” Benning started to turn away.
     “Sergeant?” Roland said. “Tell him we’ll be there in five minutes.”
     “Uh… yes, sir.” Benning glanced quickly at the colonel and then got out as fast as he could.
     Macklin was filled with cold rage. “You’re walking close to the edge, Roland. Very close.”
     “Yes, I am. But you won’t do anything. You can’t. I helped you build all this. I helped you put it together. If I hadn’t amputated your hand in Earth House, you’d be dust by now. If I hadn’t told you to use the drugs to trade with, we’d still be dirtwarts. And if I hadn’t executed Freddie Kempka for you, there’d be no Army of Excellence. You ask my advice, and you do what I say. That’s how it’s always been. The soldiers bow to you—but you bow to me.” The bandages tightened as Roland smiled. He’d seen the flicker of uncertainty—no, of weakness—in the King’s eyes. And he realized the truth. “I’ve always kept the brigades operating for you, and I’ve even found the settlements for us to attack. You can’t even allocate the supplies without going to pieces.”
     “You… little bastard,” Macklin managed to say. “I should… have you… shot…”
     “You won’t. You used to say I was your right hand. And I believed it. But that was never true, was it? You’re my right hand. I’m the real King, and I’ve just let you wear the crown.”
     “Get out… get out… get out…” Macklin felt dizzy, and he grabbed the edge of the desk to steady himself. “I don’t need you! I never did!”
     “You always did. You do now.”
     “No… no… I don’t… I don’t.” He shook his head and looked away from Roland, but he could still feel Roland’s eyes on him, probing to his soul with surgical precision. He remembered the eyes of the skinny kid who’d been sitting in Earth House’s Town Hall during the newcomers’ orientation, and he remembered seeing something of himself in them—determined, willful and, above all, cunning.
     “I’ll still be the King’s Knight,” Roland said. “I like the game. But from now on, we won’t pretend it’s you who makes the rules.”
     Macklin suddenly lifted his right arm and started to swipe the nail-studded palm across Roland’s face. But Roland didn’t move, didn’t flinch. Macklin’s skeletal face was twisted with rage, and he trembled but did not deliver the blow. He made a gasping sound, like a punctured balloon, and the room seemed to spin crazily around him. in his mind he heard the hollow, knowing laughter of the Shadow Soldier.
     The laughter went on for a long time. And when it was over, Macklin’s arm dropped to his side.
     He stood staring at the floor, his mind on a filthy pit where only the strong survived.
     “We should go see Mangrim’s machine now,” Roland suggested, and this time his voice was softer, almost gentle. The voice of a boy again. “I’ll give you a ride in my Jeep. All right?”
     Macklin didn’t answer. But when Roland turned and walked to the door, Macklin followed like a dog humbled by a new master.






Seventy-six

Headlights darkened, three rows of Army of Excellence vehicles moved slowly across the parking lot as howling winds blew snow in blinding crosscurrents. Visibility was cut to nine or ten feet in all directions, but the blizzard had given the AOE a chance to clear some of the debris off the parking lot with two of its three bulldozers. They’d shoved the frozen corpses and twisted metal into huge heaps on either side of what the AOE infantrymen now called “Death Valley.”
     Roland rode in his Jeep at the center of the first row, with Sergeant McCowan behind the wheel. Under his coat he wore a shoulder holster with a .38 in it, and at his side was an M-16. On the floorboard, behind his right boot, were a flare gun and two red flares.
     He knew it was going to be a very good day.
     Soldiers rode on the hoods, trunks and fenders of the vehicles, adding weight to help traction. Behind the advancing waves followed twelve hundred more AOE soldiers. Captain Carr controlled the left flank, and on the far side of Roland’s Jeep Captain Wilson was in command of the right. Both of them, along with the other officers involved in Operation Crucify, had gone over the plans with Roland several times, and Roland had told them exactly what he expected. There was to be no hesitation when the signals were given, and the maneuvers had to be done precisely as Roland had outlined. There was to be no retreat, Roland had told them; the first man who shouted a retreat was to be shot on the field. And as the orders were given and the plan gone over again and again Colonel Macklin had sat silent behind his desk.
     Oh, yes! Roland thought, delirious with a keen mingling of excitement and fear. It’s going to be a good day!
     The vehicles continued to advance, foot by foot, the noise of their engines covered by the shriek of the wind.
     Roland wiped snow from his goggles. Down the first line of trucks and cars, soldiers began to slide off the hoods and fenders and scrabble forward on their hands and knees across the snow. They were members of the Recon Brigade that Roland had organized—small, fast men who could get up close to the Allegiance defensive line without being seen. Roland strained forward in his seat, watching for the Allegiance’s bonfires. Even now, he knew, the Recon Brigade soldiers were taking up positions on the far left and right flanks, and they would be the first to open fire when the signals were given. If the Recon Brigade successfully drew enemy attention to the far left and far right of the defensive line, there might be a hole of confusion right in the center—and it was there that Roland planned to pierce.
     Orange light flickered ahead—firelight, glowing from one of the bonfires on the defensive line. Roland cleared his goggles again, saw the glint of another bonfire to the left and maybe thirty yards away. He picked up the flare gun and loaded one flare into the breech. Then, with the second flare in his gloved left hand, he stood up in the Jeep and waited for the assault wave to close another five yards.
Now! Roland decided, and he aimed the flare gun just over the windshields of the vehicles on the left flank. He squeezed the trigger, and the gun coughed; the brilliant crimson flare streaked away, and the first signal had been delivered. The vehicles on the left side began to pivot, the entire line veering further left. Roland quickly reloaded and delivered the second signal on the right flank. The vehicles on that side slowed and began to veer to the right.
     Sergeant McCowan, too, cut the wheel to the right side. The tires skidded over the snow for a few seconds before they responded. Roland was counting the time down: eight… seven… six…
     He saw quick white flashes of gunfire from the far left flank, right up on the Allegiance’s defensive line, and he knew the Recon Brigade on that side had gone to work.
…five… four…
     Gunfire erupted on the far right flank. Roland saw sparks fly as bullets ricocheted off metal.
…three… two…
     On the left side, the AOE vehicles suddenly turned on their headlights, the blinding shafts of light spearing through the snow and into the eyes of the Allegiance sentries not more than ten yards away. A fraction of a second later, the headlights on the right side came on. Machine-gun bullets, fired in blind panic by a sentry, threw up plumes of snow six feet in front of Roland’s Jeep.
…one, Roland counted.
     And the massive thing—half machine and half a construction from a medieval nightmare—that had been following thirty feet behind the command Jeep suddenly roared forward, its treads flattening corpses and debris, its steel scoop raised to shield against gunfire. Roland watched the huge war machine as it swept past, gaining speed, heading for the center of the enemy’s defenses. “Go!” Roland shouted. “Go! Go!”
     Mangrim’s brainchild was powered by the third bulldozer, its driver inside an armor-plated cab; but towed by steel cables behind the bulldozer was a wide wooden platform with truck axles and wheels attached. Rising from the platform was an intricate wooden framework, made from sturdy telephone poles bolted and lashed together to support a central staircase that ascended more than seventy feet into the air. The stairs had been taken from houses in the dead residential district around the shopping center. The long staircase curved slightly forward at the pinnacle and ended in a ramp that could be unhinged and dropped outward like the drawbridge of a castle. Barbed wire and scavenged pieces of metal from wrecked cars covered the outside surfaces, with gunports cut here and there on several of the staircase landings. To help support the weight, some of the telephone poles had been driven onto iron spikes bolted to the bulldozer, and they thrust upward to hold the war machine steady.
     Roland knew what it was. He’d seen pictures of them in books.
     Alvin Mangrim had built a siege tower, like medieval armies had used to storm fortified castles.
     And then the bulldozer’s upraised scoop crashed into a mailman’s armored truck that was covered with graffiti like LOVE THE SAVIOR and KILL IN THE NAME OF LOVE and began to shove it backward, out of the defensive line. The mailman’s truck slammed into a car, and the car was crushed between it and an armored Toyota van as the bulldozer pressed forward, its engine screaming and the treads throwing back wakes of snow. The siege tower shivered and creaked like arthritic bones, but it was built strong, and it held.
     Gunfire flared from the left and right flanks of the Allegiance’s defenses, but the soldiers who manned the center were forced back in confusion, some of them being crushed to death at once as the bulldozer came powering through. Through the hole the bulldozer had opened rushed a swarm of shouting AOE infantrymen, dealing out more death from their guns. Bullets whined and sparked off metal, and further down the line a gas tank was hit and exploded, lighting up the battleground with a hellish glare.
     The bulldozer pushed the wreckage aside and kept going. When its steel shovel slammed against the fortress’s wall, the driver cut his engine and locked the brakes. A truck loaded with soldiers and ten drums of gasoline roared through the hole the bulldozer and siege tower had broken open and skidded to a stop alongside. As other infantrymen supplied a covering fire, some of the soldiers began to unload the gasoline drums while the rest, who carried coils of rope, ran to the siege tower and started up the steps. At the top, they unlocked the ramp and shoved it forward; on the underside of the ramp were hundreds of long nails, which dug into the snow on the mall’s roof as the ramp fell into place. Now there was a seven-foot-long wooden bridge connecting the tower and the roof. One by one the soldiers ran across it, and once on the roof they began to drop the ends of their ropes to the men who were rolling the gasoline drums against the wall. The ropes were already looped and knotted, and as one was slipped around the end of a drum another was tied to the other end. The drums of gasoline were hauled up to the roof, one after the other, in quick succession.
     More soldiers streamed up the siege tower, took their places at the gunports and fired down at the mass of Allegiance infantry, who were retreating toward the mall’s entrance. And then the soldiers on the rooftop began to roll the gasoline drums through the central skylight and down into the densely-packed midst of the American Allegiance, many of whom had been sleeping and still didn’t know what was going on. As the drums hit bottom the soldiers took aim and fired with their rifles, puncturing the drums and spewing gasoline into the air. The bullets threw sparks, and with a tremendous whump! the gasoline ignited.
     Standing up in his Jeep, Roland saw flame leap into the night through the shattered skylight. “We’ve got them!” he shouted. “Now we’ve got them!”
     Beneath the skylight, in the shopping mall’s crowded atrium, men, women and children were dancing to Roland Croninger’s tune. More gasoline drums plummeted through the skylight, exploding like napalm bombs in the conflagration. Within two minutes the entire floor of the atrium was awash with blazing gasoline. Hundreds of bodies were charring as hundreds more tried to fight free, trampling their brothers and sisters, clawing for a breath of air in the firestorm.
     Now the rest of the Army of Excellence vehicles were crashing into the Allegiance’s defensive line, and the air burned with bullets. A flaming figure ran past Roland’s Jeep and was broken like a straw doll beneath the wheels of an oncoming truck. The Allegiance soldiers were panicking, not knowing which way to run, and the ones who tried to fight were slaughtered. Smoke was streaming from the mall’s entrance, and still the men on the rooftop continued to drop the gasoline drums. Roland heard the explosions even over the screams and gunfire.
     Army of Excellence soldiers were breaking into the mall. Roland picked up his M-16 and jumped from the Jeep, running through the confusion of bodies toward the entrance. A tracer bullet streaked past his face, and he tripped and fell over mangled bodies, but he got up again and kept going. His gloves had turned crimson, and somebody’s blood covered the front of his coat. He liked the color; it was the color of a soldier.
     Inside the mall he was surrounded by dozens of AOE infantry who were shooting at enemy soldiers in the stores. Gray smoke churned through the air, and people on fire came running down the corridor, but most of them crumpled before they got very far. The floor shook with the blasts as the final gasoline drum blew, and Roland felt a sickening wave of heat from the atrium ahead. He smelled the intoxicating reek of burning flesh, hair and clothes. More explosions jarred the floor, and Roland thought it must be the Allegiance’s ammunition going off. Allegiance soldiers started throwing aside their guns and coming out of the stores, begging for mercy. They received none.
     “You! You! And you!” Roland shouted, pointing out three soldiers. “Follow me!” He raced in the direction of the bookstore.
     The atrium was a solid mass of flame. The heat was so terrible that the hundreds of corpses were beginning to liquefy, oozing and melting together. Searing winds screamed around the walls. Roland’s coat was smoking as he ran past the atrium into the corridor that led to the bookstore. The three soldiers followed right behind.
     But Roland suddenly stopped, his eyes widening with terror.
     One of the Allegiance’s tanks—the Love Bug—was parked in front of the B. Dalton store.
     The soldier behind him said, “Oh Je—”
     The tank’s main cannon fired; there was an ear-cracking boom that blew the rest of the glass from the store’s windows. But the cannon’s elevation was too high, and the shell’s hot wake threw Roland and the other men to the ground as it passed four feet overhead. It pierced the roof at the end of the corridor without exploding and blasted like a thunderclap about fifty feet in the air, killing most of the soldiers who had dropped the gasoline drums.
     Roland and the soldiers opened fire, but their bullets pinged harmlessly off armor. The tank jerked forward, began to grind toward them and then stopped, backed up and started turning to the right. Its turret began to rotate, and then the cannon went off again, this time knocking a truck-sized hole through the brick wall. There was a noise of gears grinding and stripping, and with a backfire that gouted gray smoke the multimillion-dollar machine shuddered and stopped.
     Either the driver doesn’t know what he’s doing, Roland thought, or the tank’s a lemon!
     The hatch opened. A man popped up with his arms raised. “Don’t shoot?” he shouted. “Please don’t—”
     He was interrupted by the force of bullets passing through his face and neck, and he slithered back into the tank.
     Two Allegiance soldiers with rifles appeared at the B. Dalton entrance and started shooting. The AOE infantryman to Roland’s right was killed, but in another few seconds the firefight was over and the two Allegiance men lay riddled. The way into the bookstore was clear.
     Roland dove to the floor as a shot rang out, closely followed by a second. The other two men fired repeatedly into the gloom at the back of the store, but there was no more enemy resistance.
     Roland kicked the storeroom door open and leapt to one side, ready to fill the room with bullets if any more soldiers were in there guarding the Savior.
     But there was no movement, no sound.
     A single oil lantern glowed within the storeroom. His rifle ready, Roland darted in and crouched on the floor.
     The Savior, wearing a lime-green coat and beige slacks with patched knees, was sitting in his chair. His hands gripped the armrests. His head was tilted back, and Roland could see the fillings in his molars.
     Blood was trickling from a bullet hole between his eyes. A second bullet hole was black and scorched against the lime-green coat over his heart. As Roland watched, the Savior’s hands suddenly opened and closed in a convulsion. But he was dead. Roland knew very well what a dead man looked like.
     Something moved just beyond the light.
     Roland aimed his rifle. “Come out. Now. Your hands above your head.”
     There was a long pause, and Roland almost squeezed off a few rounds—but then the figure stepped into the light, hands upraised. In one hand was a .45 automatic.
     It was Brother Timothy, his face ashen. And Roland knew he’d been right; he was sure the Savior wouldn’t let Brother Timothy very far from his side.
     “Drop the gun,” Roland ordered.
     Brother Timothy smiled faintly. He brought his hands down, turned the .45’s barrel toward his own temple and squeezed the trigger.
     “No!” Roland shouted, already moving forward to stop him.
     But the .45 clicked… and clicked… and clicked.
     “I was supposed to kill him,” Brother Timothy said as the .45 continued clicking on an empty clip. “He told me to. He said the heathen had won, and that my last act was to deliver him from the hands of the heathen… and then to deliver myself. That’s what he told me. He showed me where to shoot him… in two places.”
     “Put it down,” Roland said.
     Brother Timothy grinned, and a tear streaked from each eye. “But there were only two bullets in the gun. How was I supposed to deliver myself… if there were only two bullets in the gun?”
     He continued clicking the trigger until Roland took the gun, and then he sobbed and crumpled to his knees.
     The floor shook as the atrium’s roof, weakened by the flames, seven years of neglect and the tons of water from melted snow, collapsed onto the burning corpses. Most of the gunfire had stopped. The. battle was almost over, and Roland had won his prize.






Seventy-seven

One afternoon, as new snow drifted across Mary’s Rest, a panel truck with a sagging suspension entered town from the north. Its backfiring engine immediately made it the center of attention—but new people were coming in almost every day now, some in beat-up old cars and trucks, some in horse-drawn wagons, and most on foot, with their belongings in cardboard boxes or suitcases, so newcomers didn’t draw the curiosity they once had.
     Painted in big red letters on both sides of the truck was THE JUNKMAN. The driver’s name was Vulcevic, and he and his wife, two sons and daughter had been following the pattern of a new society of wanderers—staying in a settlement long enough to find food and water and rest and then realizing there must be a better place somewhere else. Vulcevic was a former bus driver from Milwaukee who’d been laid low with a flu bug the day his city was destroyed, and whether that was good fortune or bad he still hadn’t decided.
     For the past two weeks he’d been hearing rumors from people they’d met on the road: Ahead was a town called Mary’s Rest, and in that town there’s a spring with water as sweet as the Fountain of Youth’s. They’ve got a cornfield there, and apples fall from the sky, and they’ve got a newspaper and they’re building a church.
     And in that town—so the rumors had gone—there’s a girl named Swan who has the power of life.
     Vulcevic and his family had the dark hair, eyes and olive complexions of generations of gypsy blood. His wife was particularly attractive, with a sharply chiseled, proud face, long back hair streaked with gray, and dark brown eyes that seemed to sparkle with light. Less than a week before, the helmet of growths that had covered her face and head had cracked open, and Vulcevic had left a lantern burning for the Virgin Mary in the midst of a snow-shrouded forest.
     As Vulcevic drove deeper into town he did indeed see a waterhole, right out in the middle of the road. A bonfire burned just past it, and further along the road people were reconstructing a clapboard building that might have been a church. Vulcevic knew this was the place, and he did what he and his family had done in every settlement they’d come across: He stopped the truck in the road, and then his two boys opened the truck’s sliding rear panel and started hauling out the boxes full of items for sale or trade, among which were many of their father’s own inventions. Vulcevic’s wife and daughter set up tables to display the goods on, and by that time Vulcevic had an old megaphone to his lips and had started his salesman’s spiel: “Come on, folks, don’t be shy! Step right up and see what the Junkman’s brought you! Got handy appliances, tools and gadgets from all across the country! Got toys for the kiddies, antiques from a vanished age, and my own inventions specially designed to aid and delight in this modern age—and God knows we all need a little aid and delight, don’t we? So step right up, come one, come all!”
     People began to crowd around the tables, gawking at what the Junkman had brought: gaudy women’s clothing, including spangled party dresses and color-splashed bathing suits; high-heeled shoes, penny loafers, saddle oxfords and jogging sneakers; men’s short-sleeved summer shirts by the boxful, most of them still with their department store tags; can openers, frying pans, toasters, blenders, clocks, transistor radios and television sets; lamps, garden hoses, lawn chairs, umbrellas and bird feeders; yo-yos, hula hoops, boxed games like Monopoly and Risk, stuffed teddy bears, little toy cars and trucks, dolls and model airplane kits. Vulcevic’s own inventions included a shaving razor that ran on the power of wound-up rubber bands, eyeglasses with little rubber-band-powered windshield wipers on the lenses, and a small vacuum cleaner run by a rubber-band-operated motor.
     “What’ll you take for this?” a woman asked, holding up a glitter-covered scarf.
     “Got any rubber bands?” he inquired, but when she shook her head he told her to go home and bring back what she had to trade, and maybe they could do business.
     “I’ll trade for whatever you’ve got!” he told the crowd. “Chickens, canned food, combs, boots, wristwatches—you bring ’em and let’s deal!” He caught a fragrant aroma in the air and turned to his wife. “Am I going crazy,” he asked her, “or do I smell apples?”
     A woman’s hand took an object off the table in front of Vulcevic. “That’s a one-of-a-kind item right there, lady!” Vulcevic said. “Yes, ma’am! You don’t see craftsmanship like that anymore! Go ahead! Shake it!”
     She did. Tiny snowflakes flew over the roofs of a town within the glass ball she held.
     “Pretty, huh?” Vulcevic asked.
     “Yes,” the woman answered. Her pale blue eyes watched the glittery flakes fall. “How much is it?”
     “Oh, I’d say two cans of food at least. But… since you like it so much…” He paused, examining his potential customer. She was square-shouldered and sturdy, and she looked like she could spot a lie a mile off. She had thick gray hair trimmed just above her shoulders and brushed back from a widow’s peak at her forehead. Her skin was smooth and unlined, like a newborn baby’s, and it was hard to judge how old she was. Maybe her hair was prematurely gray, Vulcevic thought—but then again, something about her eyes was old, as if they’d seen and remembered a lifetime of struggle. She was a handsome woman, with even, lovely features—a regal look, Vulcevic decided, and he imagined that before the seventeenth of July she might have worn furs and diamonds and had a mansionful of servants. But there was kindness in her face, too, and he thought in the next second that maybe she’d been a teacher, or a social worker, or maybe a missionary. She held a leather satchel securely under her other arm. A businesswoman, Vulcevic thought. Yeah. That’s what she used to be. Probably owned her own business. “Well,” he said, “what have you got to trade, lady?” He nodded toward the satchel.
     She smiled slightly, her eyes meeting his. “You can call me Sister,” she said. “And I’m sorry, but I can’t give up what I’ve got in here.”
     “Can’t hold onto things forever,” Vulcevic said, with a shrug. “Got to pass them along. That’s the American way.”
     “I guess so,” Sister agreed, but she didn’t loosen her grip on the satchel. She shook the glass ball again and watched the snowflakes whirl. Then she returned it to the table. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m just looking.”
     “Well, now!” Someone beside her reached into a box and lifted out a tarnished stethoscope. “Talk about relics!” Hugh Ryan hooked it around his neck. “How do I look?”
     “Very professional.”
     “I thought so.” Hugh couldn’t help but stare at her new face, though he’d seen it often enough in the last two days. Robin had taken a few men back to the cave after Hugh and the rest of the boys and had brought all of them to live in Mary’s Rest. “What’ll you take for this?” Hugh asked Vulcevic.
     “A valuable thing like that… it depends. You know, I might run into a doctor someday who really would need it. I can’t be selling that to just anybody. Uh… what’ll you trade for it?”
     “I think I can get you a few rubber bands.”
     “Sold.”
     A giant figure stepped beside Sister, and Vulcevic looked up at a gnarled, growth-covered face as Hugh moved away. He flinched only a little bit, because he was used to such sights. The giant’s arm was in a sling, and his broken fingers were bandaged and splinted with Popsicle sticks, courtesy of the town’s new physician.
     “How about this?” Josh asked Sister, holding up a long black dress covered with shining spangles. “Do you think she’d like it?”
     “Oh, yes. She’d look great at the next opera opening.”
     “I think Glory would like it,” he decided. “I mean… even if she didn’t, she could use the material, couldn’t she? I’ll take this,” he told Vulcevic, laying the dress across the table. “And this, too.” He picked up a green plastic toy tractor.
     “Good choice. Uh… what’ve you got to trade?”
     Josh hesitated. Then he said, “Wait a minute. I’ll be right back,” and he walked toward Glory’s shack, limping on his left leg.
     Sister watched him go. He was as strong as a bull, but the man with the scarlet eye had almost killed him. He had a badly sprained shoulder, a bruised left kneecap, three broken fingers and a fractured rib, and he was covered with abrasions and cuts that were still healing. Josh was very lucky to be alive. But the man with the scarlet eye had vacated his lair under the burned-out church; by the time Sister had gotten there, along with Paul, Anna and a half-dozen men with rifles and shotguns, the man had gone, and though the hole had been watched around the clock for four days, he had not returned. The hole had been filled up, and work was proceeding on rebuilding the church.
     But whether he’d left Mary’s Rest or not Sister didn’t know. She remembered the message Josh had brought back: “I’ll make a human hand do the work.”
     People pushed in around her, examining the items as if they were fragments of an alien culture. Sister browsed through the stuff—junk now, but years ago things no household would have been without. She picked up an egg timer and let it fall back into the box along with rolling pins, cookie molds and kitchen tools. A multicolored cube lay on the table, and she recalled that such things had been known as Rubik’s Cubes. She picked up an old calendar illustrated with a pipe-smoking fisherman flycasting into a blue stream.
     “That’s only eight years old,” Vulcevic told her. “You can figure out the dates from it if you count backwards. I like to keep up with the days, myself. Like today—it’s the eleventh of June. Or the twelfth. Anyway, one or the other.”
     “Where’d you get all this?”
     “Here and there. We’ve been traveling for a long time. Too long, I guess. Hey! Interested in a nice silver locket? See?” He flipped it open, but Sister glanced quickly away from the small yellowed photo of a smiling little girl inside it. “Oh,” Vulcevic said, and he knew his salesmanship had gotten away from him. “Sorry.” He closed the locket. “Maybe I shouldn’t sell this, huh?”
     “No. You should bury it.”
     “Yeah.” He put it away and regarded the low, dark snow clouds. “Some morning in June, huh?” He gazed around at the shacks while his two sons dealt with the customers. “How many people live here?”
     “I’m not sure. Maybe five or six hundred. New people are coming in all the time.”
     “I guess so. Looks like you’ve got a good water supply here. The houses aren’t so bad. We’ve seen plenty worse. Know what we heard on the road coming here?” He grinned. “You’ve got a big cornfield, and apples fall out of the sky. Isn’t that the funniest thing you’ve ever heard?”
     Sister smiled.
     “And there’s supposed to be a girl here, named Swan or something like that, who can make crops grow. Just touch the dirt and they spring up! How about that? I tell you, the whole country would be dead if it wasn’t for imagination.”
     “Are you planning on staying here?”
     “Yeah, for a few days, at least. It looks okay. I’ll tell you, we wouldn’t go north again—no, ma’am!”
     “Why? What’s north?”
     “Death,” Vulcevic said; he scowled, shook his head. “Some people have gone off their rockers. We heard that there’s fighting going on up north. There’s some kind of damned army up there, just this side of the Iowa line. Or what used to be Iowa. Anyway, it’s damned dangerous to go north, so we’re heading south.”
     “An army?” Sister remembered Hugh Ryan telling her and Paul about the Battlelands. “What kind of army?”
     “The kind that kills you, lady! You know, men and guns. Supposed to be two or three thousand soldiers on the march up there, looking for people to kill. I don’t know what the hell they’re doing. Little tin bastards! Crap like that got us in the mess we’re in!”
     “Have you seen them?”
     Vulcevic’s wife had been listening, and now she stepped to her husband’s side. “No,” she told Sister, “but we saw the lights of their fires one night. They were in the distance, like a burning city. Right after that we found a man on the road—all cut up and half dead. He called himself Brother David, and he told us about the fighting. He said the worst of it was near Lincoln, Nebraska, but that they were still hunting down the Savior’s people—that’s what he said, and he died before we could make sense of it. But we turned south and got out of there.”
     “You’d better pray they don’t come through here,” Vulcevic said to Sister. “Little tin bastards!”
     Sister nodded, and Vulcevic went over to dicker with somebody about a wristwatch. If an army was indeed on the march this side of the Iowa line, it meant they might be within a hundred miles of Mary’s Rest. My God! she thought. If two or three thousand “soldiers” swept into Mary’s Rest, they’d smash it to the ground! And she thought also of what she’d been seeing lately in the glass ring, and she went cold inside.
     Almost at the same instant, she felt a frigid wave of—yes, she thought—of hatred wash over her, and she knew he was behind her, or beside her, or somewhere very near. She felt his stare on her, like a claw poised at the back of her neck. She whirled quickly around, her nerves screaming an alarm.
     But all the people around her seemed interested only in what lay on the tables or in the boxes. There was no one staring at her, and now the frigid wave seemed to be ebbing, as if the man with the scarlet eye—wherever and whoever he was—had begun to move away.
     Still, his cold presence lingered in the air. He was close… somewhere very close, hidden in the crowd.
     She caught a sudden movement to her right, sensed a figure reaching for her. A hand was outstretched, about to touch her face. She turned and saw a man in a dark coat, standing too close for her to escape. She cringed backward—and then the man’s slender arm glided past her face like a snake.
     “How much for this?” he asked Vulcevic. In his hand was a little windup toy monkey, chattering and banging two small cymbals together.
     “What do you have?”
     The man dug out a pocketknife and handed it over. Vulcevic examined it closely, then nodded. “It’s yours, friend.” The other man smiled and gave the toy to a child who stood beside him, waiting patiently.
     “Here,” Josh Hutchins said as he came through the crowd back to the table. In his good hand he was carrying something wrapped up in brown cloth. “How about this?” He put the cloth down on the table, next to the spangled black dress.
     Vulcevic opened the cloth and stared numbly at what was inside. “Oh… my God,” he whispered.
     Lying in front of him were five ears of golden corn.
     “I figured you might want one for each of you,” Josh said. “Is that all right?”
     Vulcevic picked one of them up as his wife stared spellbound over his shoulder. He smelled it and said, “It’s real! My God, this is real! It’s so fresh I can still smell the earth on it!”
     “Sure. We’ve got a whole field of corn growing not too far from here.”
     Vulcevic looked as if he might keel over.
     “Well?” Josh asked. “Do we have a deal or not?”
     “Yes. Yes. Sure! Take the dress! Take whatever you want. My God! This is fresh corn!” He looked over at the man who wanted the wristwatch. “Take it!” he said. “Hell, take a handful! Hey, lady! You want that scarf? It’s yours! I can’t… I can’t believe this!” He touched Josh’s good arm as Josh carefully picked up Glory’s new dress. “Show me,” he begged. “Please show me. It’s been so long since I’ve seen anything growing! Please!”
     “All right. I’ll take you out to the field.” Josh motioned for him to follow.
     “Boys! Watch the merchandise!” Vulcevic told his sons. And then he looked around at the faces of the crowd, and he said, “Hell! Give them whatever they want! They can have any of it!” He and his wife and daughter started following Josh out to the field, where the golden corn was ripening by the basketful.
     Shaken and nervous, Sister was still aware of the cold presence. She began walking back to Glory’s house, holding the satchel tightly under her arm. She still felt as if she were being watched, and if he was indeed out there somewhere, she wanted to get into the house and away from him.
     She was almost at the porch when she heard a shouted “NO!” and, an instant later, the noise of the truck’s engine roaring to life.
     She whirled around.
     The Junkman’s truck was backing up, running over the tables and smashing the boxes of merchandise. People screamed and fled out of its path. Vulcevic’s two sons were trying to climb up to get at the driver, but one of them stumbled and fell and the other wasn’t quick enough. The truck’s tires ran over a woman who had fallen to the ground, and Sister heard her back break. A child was in the way but was pulled to safety as the truck roared backward along the road. Then the truck swerved and veered, crashing into the front of another shack, and it started to turn around. The tires threw snow and dirt as the vehicle lurched forward, backfired and sped along the road out of Mary’s Rest, heading north.
     Sister got her feet moving, running to help some of the people who had fallen and narrowly missed being crushed. The Junkman’s delights, antiques and inventions lay all over the street, and Sister saw things flying out of the rear of the truck as it rocketed away, skidded around a curve and went out of sight.
     “He stole my dad’s truck!” one of Vulcevic’s sons was shouting, almost hysterical. “He stole my dad’s truck!” The other boy ran off to get his father.
     Sister had a feeling of dread that hit her in the stomach like a punch. She ran to the boy’s side and grabbed his arm. He was still stunned, tears of anger streaming from his dark eyes. “Who was it?” she asked him. “What’d he look like?”
     “I don’t know! His face… I don’t know!”
     “Did he say anything to you? Think!”
     “No.” The boy shook his head. “No. He just… was there. Right in front of me. And… and I saw him smile. Then he picked them up and ran to the truck.”
     “Picked them up? Picked what up?”
     “The corn,” the boy said. “He stole the corn, too.”
     Sister released his arm and stood staring along the road. Staring toward the north.
     Where the army was.
     “Oh, my God,” Sister said hoarsely.
     She held the leather satchel in both hands and felt the circle of glass within it. For the last two weeks she’d gone dream-walking in a nightmare land, where the rivers ran with blood and the sky was the color of open wounds and a skeleton on a skeletal horse reaped a field of humanity.
     “I’ll make a human hand do the work,” he’d promised. “A human hand.”
     Sister looked back at Glory’s house. Swan was standing on the porch, wearing her patchwork coat of many colors, her gaze also directed to the north. Then Sister started walking toward her to tell her what had happened and what she feared was about to happen when the man with the scarlet eye reached that army and showed them the fresh corn. When he told them about Swan and made them understand that a march of a hundred miles was nothing to find a girl who could grow crops out of dead earth.
     Enough crops to feed an army.






Seventy-eight

“Bring him in,” Roland Croninger ordered.
     The two sentries escorted the stranger up the steps to Colonel Macklin’s trailer. Roland saw the stranger’s left hand caress one of the demonic faces carved into the wood; in his right hand, the stranger carried something wrapped in brown cloth. Both sentries had their pistols pointed at the stranger’s head, because he refused to give up the package, and he’d already snapped the arm of one soldier who’d tried to take it from him. He’d been stopped two hours before by a sentry on the southern edge of the AOE’s camp and immediately taken to Roland Croninger for questioning. Roland had taken one look at the stranger and realized that he was an extraordinary man; but the stranger had refused to answer any questions, saying that he’d speak only to the army’s leader. Roland couldn’t get the package away from him, and no badgering or threats of torture made any impression on the stranger. Roland doubted that any man who wore nothing but faded jeans, sneakers and a brightly colored, summery short-sleeved shirt in freezing weather would be bothered very much by torture.
     Roland stepped aside as they brought the man in. Other armed guards stood around the room, and Macklin had summoned Captains Carr and Wilson, Lieutenant Thatcher, Sergeant Benning and Corporal Mangrim. The colonel sat behind his desk, and there was a chair at the center of the room reserved for the stranger. Next to it was a small table on which rested a burning oil lamp.
     “Sit down,” Roland said, and the man obeyed. “I think all of you can see for yourselves why I wanted you to meet this man,” Roland said quietly, the lamplight sparking red in his goggles. “This is exactly what he was wearing when he was found. He says he won’t talk to anybody but Colonel Macklin. Okay, mister,” he told the stranger. “Here’s your chance.”
     The stranger glanced around the room, examining each man in turn. His gaze lingered a bit longer on Alvin Mangrim.
     “Hey!” Mangrim said. “I know you from somewhere, don’t I?”
     “It’s possible.” The stranger had a hoarse, raspy voice. It was the voice of someone just overcoming an illness.
     Macklin studied him. The stranger looked to be a young man, maybe twenty-five or thirty. He had curly brown hair and a pleasant blue-eyed face, and he was beardless. On his shirt were green parrots and red palm trees. Macklin hadn’t seen a shirt like that since the day the bombs fell. It was a shirt made for a tropical beach, not for a thirty-degree afternoon. “Where the hell did you come from?” Macklin asked him.
     The young man’s eyes found his. “Oh, yes,” he said. “You’d be in charge, wouldn’t you?”
     “I asked you a question.”
     “I’ve brought you something.” The young man suddenly tossed his present toward Macklin’s desk, and at once two guards were sticking rifle barrels in his face. Macklin cringed, had a mental image of a bomb ripping him apart and started to dive to the floor—but the package hit the desktop and came open.
     What was inside rolled over his maps of Missouri.
     Macklin was silent, staring at the five ears of corn. Roland crossed the room and picked one of them up, and a couple of the other officers crowded around as well.
     “Get those out of my face,” the young man told the guards, but they hesitated until Roland ordered them to lower their rifles.
     “Where’d you get these?” Roland demanded. He could still smell the dirt on the ear of corn in his hand.
     “You’ve asked me enough questions. Now it’s my turn. How many men are out there?” He nodded toward the trailer’s wall, beyond which sprawled the camp and its dozens of bonfires. Neither Roland nor the colonel answered him. “If you’re going to play games with me,” the stranger said, smiling thinly, “I’ll take my toys and go home. You don’t really want me to do that, do you?”
     It was Colonel Macklin who finally broke the silence. “We’ve… got about three thousand. We lost a lot of soldiers back in Nebraska.”
     “All those three thousand are able-bodied men?”
     “Who are you?” Macklin asked. He was very cold, and he noted Captain Carr blowing into his hands to warm them.
     “Are those three thousand able to fight?”
     “No. We’ve got about four hundred sick or wounded. And we’re carrying maybe a thousand women and children.”
     “So you’ve only got sixteen hundred soldiers?” The young man clenched the chair’s armrests. Macklin saw something change about him, something almost imperceptible—and then he realized the young man’s left eye was turning brown. “I thought this was an army, not a boy scout troop!”
     “You’re talking to officers of the Army of Excellence,” Roland said, quietly but menacingly. “I don’t give a shit who you—” And then he saw the brown eye, too, and his throat seized up.
     “Some great army!” the other man sneered. “Fucking great!” His complexion was reddening, and his jowls seemed to be swelling up. “You’ve got a few guns and trucks, and you think you’re soldiers? You’re shit!” He almost screamed it, and the single blue eye bled pallid gray. “What’s your rank?” he asked Macklin.
     Everyone was silent, because they’d seen, too. And then Alvin Mangrim, smiling and cheerful and already in love with the stranger, said, “He’s a colonel!”
     “A colonel,” the stranger echoed. “Well, Colonel, I think the time has come for the Army of Excellence to be led by a five-star general.” A streak of black rippled through his hair.
     Alvin Mangrim laughed and clapped his hands.
     “What are you feeding your sixteen hundred soldiers?” The stranger stood up, and the men around Macklin’s desk retreated, bumping into one another. He snapped his fingers when Macklin didn’t reply fast enough. “Speak!”
     Macklin was dumbfounded. No one but the Cong guards at the prison camp a lifetime ago had ever dared to speak to him like this. Ordinarily he would have slashed the offender to shreds for this kind of disrespect, but he could not argue with a man who had a face like a molting chameleon and wore a short-sleeved shirt when others were shivering in fleece-lined overcoats. He felt suddenly weakened, as if this young stranger was sucking the energy and willpower right out of him. The stranger commanded his attention like a magnet, and his presence filled the room with waves of cold that had begun to crisscross like frigid tides. He looked around for some kind of help from the others but saw that they were mesmerized and impotent, too—and even Roland had backed away, his fists clenched at his sides.
     The young stranger lowered his head. He remained that way for about thirty seconds. When he lifted his face again, it was pleasant, and both eyes were blue once more. But the black streak remained in his curly brown hair. “I’m sorry,” he said, with a disarming smile. “I’m not myself today. Really, though, I’d like to know: What are you feeding your troops?”
     “We… we captured some canned food… from the American Allegiance,” Macklin said at last. “Some cases of canned soup and stew… some canned vegetables and fruit.”
     “How long will that supply last? A week? Two weeks?”
     “We’re marching east,” Roland told him, getting himself under control. “To West Virginia. We’ll raid other settlements on the way.”
     “To West Virginia? What’s in West Virginia?”
     “A mountain… where God lives,” Roland said. “The black box and the silver key. Brother Timothy’s going to lead us.” Brother Timothy had been tough, but he’d cracked under Roland’s attentions in the black trailer. According to Brother Timothy, God had a silver key that he had inserted into a black box, and a doorway had opened in solid stone. Within Warwick Mountain—so Brother Timothy had said—were corridors and electric lights and humming machines that made spools of tape spin around, and the machines had spoken to God, reading off numbers and facts that had been way over Brother Timothy’s head. And the more Roland had thought about that story, the more he’d come to believe a very interesting thing: that the man who called himself God had shown Brother Timothy a roomful of mainframe computers still hooked up to a power source.
     And if there were mainframe computers still in operation under Warwick Mountain, West Virginia, Roland wanted to find out why they were there, what information they held—and why somebody had made sure they’d keep functioning even after a total nuclear holocaust.
     “A mountain where God lives,” the stranger repeated. “Well. I’d like to see that mountain myself.” He blinked, and his right eye was green.
     No one moved, not even the guards with the rifles.
     “Look at the corn,” the stranger urged. “Smell it. It’s fresh, picked right off the stalk a couple of days ago. I know where there’s a whole field of corn growing—and pretty soon there’ll be apple trees growing there, too. Hundreds of them. How long has it been since any of you tasted an apple? Or cornbread? Or smelled corn frying in a pan?” His gaze crept around the circle of men. “I’ll bet way too long.”
     “Where?” Macklin’s mouth was watering. “Where’s the field?”
     “Oh… about a hundred and twenty miles south of here. In a little town called Mary’s Rest. They’ve got a spring there, too. You can fill up your bottles and kegs with water that tastes like sunshine.” His eyes of different colors glinted, and he walked to the edge of Macklin’s desk. “There’s a girl who lives in that town,” the young man said; he planted his palms on the desk and leaned forward. “Her name is Swan. I’d like you to meet her. Because she’s the one who made that corn grow out of dead earth, and she planted apple seeds, and they’re going to grow, too.” He grinned, but there was rage in it, and dark pigment rose like a birthmark across his cheek. “She can make crops grow. I’ve seen what she can do. And if you had her—then you could feed your army while everybody else starved. Do you see what I mean?”
     Macklin shivered from the cold that came off the man’s body, but he couldn’t look away from those gleaming eyes. “Why… are you telling me this? What’s in it for you?”
     “Oh… let’s just say I want to be on the winning team.” The dark pigment disappeared.
     “We’re marching to Warwick Mountain,” Roland contended. “We can’t go a hundred and twenty miles out of our way—”
     “The mountain will wait,” the stranger said softly, still staring at Macklin. “First I’ll take you to get the girl. Then you can go find God, or Samson and Delilah, if you want to. But first the girl—and the food.”
     “Yes.” Macklin nodded, his eyes glazed and his jaw sagging. “Yes. First the girl and the food.”
     The young man smiled, and slowly his eyes became the same shade of blue. He was feeling so much better now, so much stronger. Fit as a fiddle! he thought. Maybe it was being here, among people he sensed had the right ideas. Yes, war was a good thing! It trimmed the population and made sure only the strong survived, so the next generation would be better. He’d always been an advocate of the humane nature of war. Maybe he was also feeling stronger because he was away from that girl. That damned little bitch was tormenting those poor souls in Mary’s Rest, making them believe their lives were worth living again. And that sort of deception would not be tolerated.
     He picked up the map of Missouri with his left hand and held it up before him while his right hand snaked down behind it. Roland saw a blue wisp of smoke rise and smelled a burning candle. And then a scorched circle began to appear on the map, about a hundred and twenty miles south of their present position. When the circle was complete, the stranger let the map slide back onto the desk in front of Macklin; his right hand was clenched into a fist, and a haze of smoke hung around it.
     “That’s where we’re going,” he said.
     Alvin Mangrim beamed like a happy child. “Right on, bro!”
     For the first time in his life, Macklin felt faint. Something had spun out of control; the gears of the great war machine that was the Army of Excellence had begun to turn of their own accord. He realized in that moment that he didn’t really care about the Mark of Cain, or about purifying the human race, or about rebuilding to fight the Russians. All that had been what he’d told the others, to make them believe the AOE had a higher cause. And make himself believe it, too.
     Now he knew all he’d ever wanted was to be feared and respected again, like he’d been when he was a younger man fighting in foreign fields, before his reflexes had slowed down. He’d wanted people to call him “sir” and not have a smirk in their eyes when they did it. He wanted to be somebody again, instead of a drone locked in a flabby bag of bones and dreaming of the past.
     He realized he’d crossed a point of no return somewhere along the current of time that had swept him and Roland Croninger out of Earth House. There was no going back now—no going back ever.
     But part of him, deep inside, suddenly screamed and cowered in a dark hole, waiting for something fearsome to come lift the lid and offer him food.
     “Who are you?” he whispered.
     The stranger leaned forward until his face was only inches from Macklin’s. Deep in the man’s eyes, Macklin thought he saw slits of scarlet.
     The stranger said, “You can call me… Friend.”






Seventy-nine

“They’re going to come,” Sister said. “I know they are. My question is: What are we going to do when they get here?”
     “We shoots their damned heads off!” a skinny black man said, standing up from the rough-hewn bench. “Yessir! We gots us enough guns to make ’em turn tail!”
     “Right!” another man agreed, on the other side of the church. “We’re not gonna let the bastards come in here and take whatever they want!”
     There was a murmur of angry agreement in the crowd of more than a hundred people who’d jammed into the half-built church, but many others shouted a dissent. “Listen!” a woman said, rising from her seat. “If what she says is true, and there are a couple of thousand soldiers on the way here, we’re crazy to think we can stand up to them! We’ve got to pack up whatever we can carry and get—”
     “No!” a gray-bearded man thundered from the next row. He stood up, his face streaked with burn scars and livid with rage. “No, by God! We stay here, where our homes are! Mary’s Rest didn’t used to be worth spit on a griddle, but look at it now! Hell, we’ve got a town here! We’re buildin’ things back!” He looked around at the crowd, his eyes dark and furious. About eight feet over his head oil lamps hung from the exposed rafters and cast a muted golden light over the assembly; smoke from the lanterns rose up into the night, because there was no roof yet. “I got a shotgun that says me and my wife are gonna stay right here,” he continued. “And we’re gonna die here, if we have to. We ain’t runnin’ from nobody no more!”
     “Wait a minute! Just everybody hold on, now!” A big-boned man in a denim jacket and khaki trousers stood up. “What’s everybody goin’ crazy for? This woman tacks up these things”—he held up one of the crudely printed bulletin sheets that said Emergency Meeting Tonight! Everybody Come!—“and we all start jabberin’ like a bunch of idiots! So she stands up there at the front and says some kind of damned army is gonna be marchin’ through here in…” He glanced at Sister. “How long did you say it’d be?”
     “I don’t know. Three or four days, maybe. They’ve got trucks and cars, and they’re going to be moving fast once they get started.”
     “Uh-huh. Well, you get up there and start on about an army comin’ this way, and we all shit our britches. How do you know that? And what are they after? I mean, if they want to fight a war, they sure could find a better place! We’re all Americans here, not Russkys!”
     “What’s your name?” Sister asked him.
     “Bud Royce. That is, Captain Bud Royce, ex-Arkansas National Guard. See, I know a little about armies myself.”
     “Good. Captain Royce, I’ll tell you exactly what they’re after—our crops. And our water, too, most likely. I can’t tell you how I know so you’d understand it, but I do know they’re coming, and they’re going to tear Mary’s Rest to the ground.” She held the leather satchel, and within it was the glass circle that had taken her dreamwalking on a savage landscape where the skeleton on his mount of bones held sway. She looked at Swan, who sat beside Josh in the front row and was listening carefully, and then back to Bud Royce. “Just believe it. They’re going to be here soon, and we’d better decide right now what to do.”
     “We fight!” a man at the back shouted.
     “How can we fight?” an old man who supported himself on a cane asked in a quavering voice. “We can’t stand up against an army. We’d be fools to even try such a thing!”
     “We’d be damned cowards if we didn’t!” a woman said, over on the left.
     “Yeah, but better live cowards than dead heroes,” a young, bearded man sitting behind Josh contended. “I’m getting out!”
     “That’s a crock of buttered bullshit!” Anna McClay roared, standing up from her bench. She put her hands on her wide hips and regarded the crowd, her upper lip curled in a sneer. “God A’mighty, what’s the point of livin’ if you don’t fight for what you hold dear? We work our butts to the bone cleanin’ this town up and buildin’ this church back, and we’re gonna run at the first sniff of real trouble?” She grunted and shook her head in disgust. “I remember what Mary’s Rest used to be—and most of you folks do, too. But I see what it is now, and what it can be! If we were to run, where would we go? Some other hole in the ground? And what happens when that damned army decides to come marchin’ in our direction again? I say if we run once, we’re as good as dead anyway—so we might as well go down fightin’!”
     “Yeah! That’s what I say, too!” Mr. Polowsky added.
     “I’ve got a wife and kids!” Vulcevic said, his face stricken with fear. “I don’t want to die, and I don’t want them to die either! I don’t know anything about fighting!”
     “It’s time you learned, then!” Paul Thorson stood up and walked along the aisle to the front. “Listen,” he said, standing beside Sister, “we all know the score, don’t we? We know where we used to be, and we know where we are now! If we give up Mary’s Rest without a fight, we’ll all be wanderers again, and we’ll know we didn’t have the guts to even try to keep it! I, for one, am pretty damned lazy. I don’t want to go on the road again—and so I’m sticking right here.”
     As the people shouted out their opinions Sister looked at Paul and smiled faintly. “What’s this? Another layer on the shitcake?”
     “No,” he said, his eyes electric blue and steely. “I believe my cake’s about baked, don’t you?”
     “Yes, I guess it is.” She loved Paul like a brother, and she’d never been prouder of him. And she’d already made her own decision—to stay and fight while Josh got Swan to safety, a plan that Swan didn’t yet know about.
     Swan was listening to the tumult of voices, and in her mind was something she knew she should stand up and say. But there were so many people crowded in there, and she was still shy about speaking before strangers. Still, the thought was important—and she knew she had to speak her mind before the chance passed. She drew a deep breath and stood up. “Excuse me,” she said, but her voice was drowned out by the cacophony. She walked to the front, stood beside Paul and faced the crowd. Her heart was fluttering like a little bird, and her voice trembled as she said, just a little louder, “Excuse me. I want to—”
     The tumult started to die down almost at once. In another few seconds there was silence but for the wail of the wind around the walls and the crying of an infant at the back of the church.
     Swan looked out at all of them. They were waiting for her to speak. She was the center of attention, and it made her feel as if ants were running up and down her backbone. At the back of the church, more people pressed around the door, and maybe two hundred others were assembled out in the road, hearing what was said as it was passed back through the crowd. All eyes were on Swan, and she thought for a second that her throat had closed up. “Excuse me,” she managed, “but I’d like to say something.” She hesitated, trying to arrange her thoughts. “It… it seems to me,” she began tentatively, “that we’re all worried about whether we’re going to be able to fight the soldiers off or not… and that’s the wrong thing to be thinking of. If we have to fight them here, in Mary’s Rest, we’re going to lose. And if we run, and leave everything to them, they’ll destroy it all—because that’s what armies do.” She saw Robin standing over on the right side of the church, surrounded by several of his highwaymen. Their eyes met and held for a few seconds. “We can’t win if we fight,” Swan continued, “and we can’t win if we run, either. So it seems to me that what we should be doing is thinking about stopping them from getting here.”
     Bud Royce laughed harshly. “How the hell do we stop an army if we don’t fight ’em?”
     “We make it cost too much for them to get here. They might decide to turn back.”
     “Right.” Royce smiled sarcastically. “What do you suggest, missy?”
     “That we turn Mary’s Rest into a fort. Like the cowboys used to do in the old movies, when they knew the Indians were coming. We build walls around Mary’s Rest; we can use dirt, fallen trees, sticks—even the wood from this place. We can dig ditches out in the forest and cover them over with brush for their trucks to fall into, and we can block the roads with logs so they’ll have to use the woods.”
     “Ever heard of infantry?” Royce asked. “Even if we did build traps for their vehicles, the soldiers would still crawl right over the walls, wouldn’t they?”
     “Maybe not,” Swan said. “Especially if the walls were covered with ice.”
     “Ice?” A sallow-faced woman with stringy brown hair stood up. “How are we supposed to conjure up ice?”
     “We’ve got a spring,” Swan reminded her. “We’ve got buckets, pails and washtubs. We’ve got horses to pull wagons, and we’ve got three or four days.” Swan walked up the aisle, her gaze moving from face to face. She was still nervous, but not so much now, because she sensed that they wanted to listen. “If we start working right now, we could build a wall around Mary’s Rest, and we could figure out a system to get the water to it. We could start pouring water onto the wall even before it’s finished, and as cold as it is, it wouldn’t take long for the water to freeze. The more water we use, the thicker the ice. The soldiers won’t be able to climb over.”
     “No way!” Royce scoffed. “There’s no damned time to do a job like that!”
     “Hell, we gots to try!” the skinny black man said. “Ain’t no choice!”
     Other voices rose and fell, and arguments sparked. Sister started to shout them down, but she knew it was Swan’s moment, and it was Swan they wanted to hear.
     When Swan spoke again, the arguments ceased. “You could help more than anybody,” she said to Bud Royce. “Since you were a captain in the National Guard, you could figure out where to put the ditches and traps. Couldn’t you?”
     “That’d be the easy part, missy. But I don’t want to help. I’m getting the hell out of here at first light.”
     She nodded, staring at him serenely. If that was his choice, so be it. “All right,” she said, and she looked again at the crowd. “I think whoever wants to go should leave tomorrow morning. Good luck to all of you, and I hope you find what you’re searching for.” She glanced again at Robin; he felt a thrill of excitement course through him, because her eyes seemed to be aflame. “I’m staying,” she said. “I’m going to do what I can to stop the soldiers from destroying what we’ve done—all of us, each and every one. Because it wasn’t just me who grew the corn; it was everybody. I put the seeds in the ground and covered them with dirt, but somebody else built the bonfires that kept the dirt and the air warm. Other people kept the bobcats and crows away, and more people picked the corn. How many of you helped dig the spring out? Who helped gather the apple cores and worked to put this building back together?”
     She saw they were all listening, even Bud Royce, and she had the sensation of drawing strength from them. She kept going, powered by their belief. “It wasn’t just me. It was everybody who wanted to build things back again. Mary’s Rest isn’t just a bunch of old shacks full of strangers anymore; people know each other, and work together, and take an interest in the hardships everybody else has, because we know we’re not so different from one another. We all know what we’ve lost—and if we give it up and run, we’ll lose it all over again. So I’m staying right here,” she said. “If I live or die, that’s all right, because I’ve decided to stop running.” There was a silence. “That’s all I’ve got to say.” She went back to sit beside Josh. He put a hand on her shoulder and felt her trembling.
     The silence stretched. Bud Royce was still on his feet, but his eyes weren’t as hard as they had been, and his forehead was creased with thought.
     Sister didn’t speak either. Her heart swelled with pride for Swan, but Sister knew full well that the army wasn’t coming just for the crops and the fresh water. They were coming for Swan, too. The man with the scarlet eye was leading them there, and he was going to use the human hand to crush her.
     “Walls covered with ice,” Royce mused aloud. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard of. Hell… it’s so crazy, it might just work. Might, I said. It won’t stop the soldiers very long, if they want to come over bad enough. Depends on what kind of weapons they’ve got. We break enough suspensions and axles in vehicle traps, and they might think twice.”
     “Then it can be done?” Sister asked.
     “I didn’t say that, lady. It’d be a mighty big job, and I don’t know if we’ve got the manpower to do it.”
     “Manpower, my ass!” Anna McClay told him. “What about womanpower? And we’ve got plenty of kids who can work, too!” Her rowdy voice drew shouts of assent.
     “Well, we wouldn’t need too many people and guns to hold the walls,” Royce said, “especially if we leveled the woods and didn’t leave those bastards any cover. We don’t want ’em sneakin’ up on us.”
     “We can fix it so they won’t,” a small voice said. A brown-haired boy of about ten or eleven stood up on the bench. He’d filled out since Sister had seen him last, and his cheeks were windburned. She knew that under his coat there would be a small round scar just below his heart. Bucky said, “If they’re north of here, we can take a car and go find ’em.” He drew a long-bladed knife from the folds of his coat. “It wouldn’t be nothin’ to hide in the woods and pop a few of their tires when they wasn’t lookin’.”
     “It sure would help,” Royce agreed. “Anything we can do to slow ’em down would give us more time to dig and build. Wouldn’t be a bad idea to post lookouts about fifty miles up the road, either.”
     “I doubt you’ve had much time behind a wheel,” Paul told Bucky. “If I can get a car that doesn’t sound like an elephant in heat, I’ll do the driving. I’ve had a little experience in hunting wolves.”
     “I’ve got an axe!” another man said. “It ain’t too sharp, but it’ll get the job done!”
     Other people stood up, volunteering. “We can tear down some of the empty shacks and use that wood, too!” a Hispanic man with a pale violet keloid on his face suggested.
     “Okay, we’ll have to round up all the saws and axes we can find,” Bud Royce told Sister. “Jesus, I guess I always was half nuts! I might as well go the whole shell! We’ll have to assign the work details and thrash out the schedules, and we’d better get started right now.”
     “Right,” Sister said. “And everybody who doesn’t want to help should leave and stay out of the way, starting this minute.”
     About fifteen people left—but their places were instantly filled by others from outside.
     As the crowd settled down again Sister glanced at Swan and saw the determination in her face. She knew that Swan had, indeed, made her decision—and she knew also that Swan was not going to be persuaded to flee Mary’s Rest and leave everyone else there to face the soldiers.
     So, Sister thought, we take it one step at a time. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going.
     “We know what we have to do,” she told the crowd. “Let’s get to work and save our town.”






Eighty

The hurting sound echoed through the freezing air, and Swan flinched. She pulled back on the rope bridle, checking Mule to a walk, and steam burst from Mule’s nostrils as if he, too, had heard and been disturbed by the noise. More hurting sounds came to her, like the quick, high whine of notes played on a steel guitar, but Swan knew she had to endure them.
     They were the sounds of living trees being chopped down, to be added to the four-foot-high wall of logs, brush and dirt that encircled Mary’s Rest and the crop field.
     Over the hurting sounds, Swan heard the steady chipping of axes at work. She said, “Go on, Mule,” and she guided the horse along the wall, where dozens of people were piling up more brush and timbers. All of them looked up and paused for a second as she passed, then returned to work with renewed urgency.
     Bud Royce had told her, Sister and Josh that the wall needed to be at least six feet tall before the water was poured onto it—but time was getting short. It had taken over twenty hours of nonstop, backbreaking labor to get the wall to its present height and circumference. Out on the rapidly receding edge of the forest, work crews headed by Anna McClay, Royce and other volunteers were busy digging a network of trenches, then hiding them under a latticework of sticks, straw and snow.
     Ahead of her was a group of people packing stones and dirt into chinks in the wall, their breath wisping up into the air. Among them was Sister, her hands and clothes grimy, her face reddened by the cold. A length of sturdy twine was draped around her neck and looped to the handle of the leather satchel. Nearby, Robin was unloading another wheelbarrow full of dirt. Swan knew he’d wanted to go with Paul, Bucky and three other young highwaymen when they’d headed north the day before in a gray Subaru, but Sister had told him they needed his muscle on the wall.
     Swan reined Mule in and got off. Sister saw her and scowled. “What’re you doing out here? I thought I told you to stay in the shack.”
     “You did.” Swan scooped up a double handful of dirt and jammed it into a chink. “I’m not going to stay there while everybody else works.”
     Sister lifted her hands to show Swan. They were crisscrossed by bleeding gashes, made by small, sharp-edged stones. “You’ve got to save your hands for better things. Go on, now!”
     “Your hands will heal. So will mine.” Swan packed more dirt and rocks into a hole between two logs. About twenty yards away, a number of men were wrestling more logs and brush into position as the wall grew higher.
     Robin looked up at the low, ugly sky. “It’ll be dark in another hour. If they’re anywhere near, we might be able to see their fires.”
     “Paul’ll let us know if they’re getting close.” She hoped. She knew that Paul had volunteered for a very dangerous job; if the soldiers caught him and the boys, they were as good as dead. She glanced at Swan, her fear for Paul nagging at her. “Go on, Swan! There’s no need for you to be out here tearing your hands up!”
     “I’m not different, damn it!” Swan suddenly shouted, straightening up from her work. Her eyes flashed with anger, and crimson burst in her cheeks. “I’m a person, not… not some piece of glass on a damned shelf! I can work as hard as anybody, and you don’t need to make it easy on me!”
     Sister was amazed at Swan’s outburst and aware that the others were watching as well.
     “I’m sorry,” Swan said, calming down, “but you don’t have to shut me away and protect me. I can take care of myself.” She looked around at the others, at Robin, and then her gaze returned to Sister. “I know why that army’s coming here, and I know who’s bringing them. It’s me they want. It’s because of me the whole town’s in danger.” Her voice cracked, and her eyes teared up. “I want to run. I want to get away, but I know that if I do, the soldiers will still come. They’ll still take all the crops, and they won’t leave anybody alive. So there’s no need to run—but if everybody here dies, it’s because of me. Me. So please let me do what I can.”
     Sister knew Swan was right. She, Josh and the others had been treating Swan like a fragile piece of porcelain, or like… yes, she thought, like one of those sculptures back in the Steuben Glass shop on Fifth Avenue. All of them had focused on Swan’s gift of stirring life from dead earth, and they’d forgotten that she was just a girl. Still, Sister feared for Swan’s hands, because those were the instruments that might yet make life bloom from the wasteland—but Swan was strong-minded and tough far beyond her years, and she was ready to work.
     “I wish you’d find a pair of gloves, but I guess those are hard to come by.” Sister’s own pair had already worn out. “Well,” she said, “let’s get to work, then. Time’s wasting.” She returned to her task.
     A pair of tattered woolen gloves was held up before Swan’s face.
     “Take them,” Robin urged. His own hands were now bare. “I can always steal some more.”
     Swan looked into his eyes. Behind his tough mask there was a spark of gentle kindness, as if the sun had suddenly glinted through the snow clouds. She motioned toward Sister. “Give them to her.”
     He nodded. His heart was racing, and he thought that if he did something stupid this time he would crawl in a hole and just cover himself over. Oh, she was so beautiful! Don’t do something stupid! he warned himself. Be cool, man! Just be cool!
     His mouth opened.
     “I love you,” he said.
     Sister’s eyes widened. She straightened up from her work and turned toward Robin and Swan.
     Swan was speechless. Robin wore a horrified grin, as if he realized his vocal cords had worked with a will of their own. But now those words were out in the air, and everybody had heard.
     “What… did you say?” Swan asked.
     His face looked like he’d been weaned on ketchup. “Uh… I’ve got to get some more dirt,” he mumbled. “Out in the field. That’s where I get the dirt. You know?” He backed toward the wheelbarrow and almost fell into it. Then he wheeled it rapidly away.
     Both Sister and Swan watched him go. Sister grunted. “That boy’s crazy!”
     “Oh,” Swan said softly, “I hope not.”
     And Sister looked at her and knew. “I imagine he might need some help with the dirt,” Sister suggested. “I mean, somebody really ought to help him. It’d be faster if two people worked together, don’t you think?”
     “Yes.” Swan caught herself and shrugged. “I guess so. Maybe.”
     “Right. Well, you’d better go on, then. We can take care of the work here.”
     Swan hesitated. She watched him walking toward the field and realized she knew very little about him. She probably wouldn’t care for him at all if she got to know him. No, not at all!
     And she was still thinking that when she took Mule’s reins and started walking after Robin.
     “One step at a time,” Sister said quietly, but Swan was already on her way.

*   *   *

     Josh had been hauling logs for eight hours straight, and his legs were about to give out as he staggered to the spring for a dipper of water. Many of the children, including Aaron, had the responsibility of carrying buckets of water and dippers around to the work crews.
     Josh drank his fill and returned the dipper to its hook on the large barrel of water that stood next to the spring. He was weary, his sprained shoulder was killing him, and he could hardly see anything through the slit of his Job’s Mask; his head felt so heavy it took tremendous effort just to keep it from lolling. He’d forced himself to haul wood over the objections of Sister, Swan and Glory. Now, though, all he wanted to do was lie down and rest. Maybe an hour or so, and then he’d feel good enough to get back to work—because there was still so much to be done, and time was running out.
     He’d tried to talk Glory into taking Aaron and leaving, maybe hiding in the woods until it was over, but she was determined to stay with him. And Swan, too, had made up her mind. There was no use trying to change it. But the soldiers were going to come, and they wanted Swan, and Josh knew that this time he was powerless to protect her.
     Underneath the Job’s Mask, pain tore through his face like an electric shock. He felt weak, close to passing out. Just an hour’s rest, he told himself. That’s all. One hour, and then I can get back to work, broken fingers and busted ribs or not. Good thing that face-changing bastard gave up! I would’ve killed him!
     He started walking toward Glory’s shack, his legs like dragging lengths of lead. Man! he mused. If those fans could see old Black Frankenstein now, they’d really hoot and holler!
     He unbuttoned his coat and loosened his sweat-damp shirt collar. The air must be getting warmer, he thought. Sweat was running down his sides, and the shirt was stuck to his chest and back. Lord! I’m burning up!
     He stumbled and almost fell going up the steps, but then he was inside the shack and peeled his coat off, letting it slip to the floor. “Glory!” he called out weakly, before he remembered that Glory was out digging trenches with one of the work crews. “Glory,” he whispered, thinking about how her amber eyes had lit up and her face had shone like a lamp in the dark when he’d given her the spangle-covered dress. She’d hugged it to herself, had run her fingers all over it, and when she’d looked at him again he’d seen a tear stealing down her cheek.
     In that instant he’d wanted to kiss her. Had wanted to press his lips against hers and nuzzle her cheek with his own—but he couldn’t, not with this damned shit all over his face. But he’d peered at her through the narrowing slit of his one good eye, and it had come to him that he had forgotten what Rose looked like. The faces of the boys, of course, remained in his mind as clearly as snapshots—but Rose’s face was fading away.
     He’d given Glory the dress because he’d wanted to see her smile—and when she had smiled, it was like a glimpse of another, better world.
     Josh lost his balance and stumbled against the table. Something fluttered to the floor, and he bent over to pick it up.
     But suddenly his entire body seemed to give way like a house of cards, and he fell forward onto the floor. The entire shack trembled with the crash.
     Burning up, he thought. Oh, God… I’m burning up…
     He had something between his fingers. The thing that had fluttered down off the table. He held it closer to his eye and made out what it was.
     The tarot card, with the young woman seated against a landscape of flowers, wheat and a waterfall. The lion and the lamb lay at her feet, and in one hand she grasped a shield with a phoenix on it, rising in flame from the ashes. On her head was what looked like a glass crown, shining with light.
     “The… Em… press,” Josh read.
     He stared at the flower, looked at the glass crown and then at the young woman’s face. Looked closely and carefully as fever seemed to surge through his head and body like the opening of volcanic floodgates.
     Have to tell Sister, he thought. Have to tell Sister… that the glass ring in her bag… is a crown. Have to show her this card… because Swan and the Empress… have the same face…
     And then the fever seared all thoughts from his mind, and he lay motionless, with the tarot card clenched in his hand.






Eighty-one

On the fourth night, fire burned in the sky.
     Robin saw it as he filled buckets and barrels full of water to be loaded onto wagons and carried out to the wall. Every possible container, from plastic pails to washtubs, was being utilized, and the workers around the spring had no sooner filled one wagon or truck than another pulled up to accept a load.
     Robin knew that the light glowing off the bellies of low clouds to the north was coming from the torches and bonfires of the army’s camp, maybe fifteen miles away. They would reach Mary’s Rest the next day, and the glaze of ice that now covered the completed seven-foot-high wall had to be thickened in these last hours with an all-out effort. His shoulders ached, and every pail, bucket and pot that he dipped in the spring felt as if it weighed fifty pounds, but he thought of Swan and he kept working. She’d caught up with him that day and walked at his side, and she helped him with the dirt just like any ordinary person. Their hands had been cut and callused just the same, and as they’d worked Robin had told her all about himself, about the orphanage and his years with the highwaymen. Swan had listened to him without judgment, and when he was finished with his story she’d told him her own.
     He didn’t mind the pain in his body, had pushed aside the weariness like an old blanket. All he had to do was think of Swan’s face, and he was recharged with new strength. She had to be protected, like a beautiful flower, and he knew he would die for her, if that was how it had to be.
     He saw the same strength in the other faces, too, and realized that everyone was pushing far beyond their limits. Because they all knew, as he did, that tomorrow was the hinge of the future.
     Glory stood on her porch, staring toward the north, and put her hand on Aaron’s shoulder.
     “I’m gonna give ’em a knock!” Aaron vowed, swinging Crybaby like a bludgeon.
     “You’re gonna stay in the house tomorrow,” she told him. “Do you understand me?”
     “I wanna be a soldier!” he protested.
     She gripped his shoulder hard and spun him around. “No!” she said, her amber eyes furious. “You want to learn how to kill, and take what belongs to other folks? You want to make your heart like a stone, so you can stomp people down and think it’s right? Boy, if I thought you were gonna grow up that way, I’d bust your head open right this minute! So don’t you ever, ever say you want to be a soldier! You hear me?”
     Aaron’s lower lip trembled. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “But… if there ain’t any good soldiers, how do you keep the bad soldiers from winnin’?”
     She couldn’t answer him. His eyes searched hers. Was it always going to be true, she wondered, that soldiers marched the land under different flags and leaders? Was there never really any end to war, no matter who won? And there her own son stood before her, asking the question.
     “I’ll think about it,” she said, and that was the best she could do.
     She looked out along the road to where the church had been. It was gone now, the wood used to fortify the wall. All the guns, axes, shovels, picks, hoes, knives—anything and everything that could be used as weapons—had been counted and distributed. There wasn’t much ammunition to go around. The Junkman had even offered to make “supersonic slingshots” if enough rubber bands could be found.
     Paul Thorson and the boys had not returned, and Glory doubted they ever would.
     She went inside, back to the room where Josh lay on the bed in a feverish coma. She looked down at the gnarled Job’s Mask and knew that beneath it was Josh’s true face.
     In his hand was a tarot card. His fingers gripped The Empress so tightly that none of them, not even Anna, had been able to pry his hand open. She sat down beside him and waited.
     At the northern rim of the wall, one of the lookouts who perched atop a jerry-built ladder suddenly shouted, “Somebody’s comin’!”
     Sister and Swan, working together to pour water over their section of the wall, heard the cry. They hurried over to the lookout’s station.
     “How many?” Sister asked. They weren’t ready yet! It was too soon!
     “Two. No. Wait. Three, I think.” The lookout cocked his rifle, trying to see through the dark. “Two on foot. I think one of them’s carrying the third. It’s a man and two kids!”
     “Oh, God!” Sister’s heart leapt. “Bring a ladder!” she called to the next lookout along the wall. “Hurry!”
     The second ladder was lowered over the other side. First up was Bucky, his face streaked with dried blood. Sister helped him down, and he put his arms around her neck and clung tightly.
     Paul Thorson came over, a three-inch-long gash in the side of his head, his eyes circled with gray shock. He was carrying over his shoulder one of the boys who’d helped Sister and himself make the trip to Mary’s Rest. The boy’s right arm was covered with dried blood, and bullet holes had marched across his back.
     “Get him to the doctor’s house!” Sister told another woman, giving Bucky over to her. The small boy made a soft whimpering sound, nothing more.
     Paul set his feet on the ground. His knees gave out, but Sister and Swan caught him before he fell. Mr. Polowsky and Anna were running toward them, followed by several others.
     “Take him,” Paul rasped. His beard and hair were full of snow, his face lined and weary. Polowsky and the lookout eased the boy off Paul’s shoulder, and Sister could tell the boy was frozen almost stiff. “He’ll be okay!” Paul said. “I told him I’d get him back!” He touched the cold blue face. “Told you, didn’t I?”
     They took him away, and Paul shouted after them, “You be careful with him! Let him sleep if he wants to!”
     One of the other men uncapped a flask of hot coffee and gave it to Paul. He started drinking it so frantically that Sister had to restrain him, and he winced with pain as the hot liquid spread warmth through his bones.
     “What happened?” Sister asked. “Where’re the others?”
     “Dead.” Paul shivered, drank more coffee. “All dead. Oh, Jesus, I’m freezing!”
     Someone brought a blanket, and Swan helped wrap him up. They led him to a nearby bonfire, and he stood for a long while getting the blood circulating in his hands again.
     Then he told them the story: They’d found the army’s camp on the second day out, about sixty miles north of Mary’s Rest. The boys were born stalkers, he said; they’d been able to creep into camp and take a look around, and while they were there they’d punctured a few of the trucks’ tires. But there were a lot of cars and trucks, Paul said, and most of them were covered with metal plate and had gun turrets. There were soldiers all over the place, carrying machine guns, pistols and rifles. The boys had gotten out all right, and they and Paul had kept in front of the army as it advanced the next day.
     But tonight something had gone wrong. There were flares and gunshots, and only Bucky and the other boy had gotten back.
     “We were trying to get away in the car,” Paul said, his teeth still chattering. “We’d made it to about seven or eight miles from here. All of a sudden the woods were full of them. Maybe they’d been tracking us all day, I don’t know. A machine gun went off. Bullets hit the engine. I tried to get off the road, but the car was finished. We ran. I don’t know how long they kept after us.” He stared into the fire, his mouth working for a moment but making no sounds. “They kept after us,” he said finally. “I don’t know who they are, but they know their business.” He blinked heavily and looked at Sister. “They’ve got a lot of guns. Flares, maybe grenades, too. A lot of guns. You tell ’em to be easy with that kid. He’s tired. I told him I’d get him back.”
     “You did get him back,” Sister said gently. “Now I want you to go to Hugh’s house and rest.” She motioned Anna over to help him. “We’re going to need you tomorrow.”
     “They didn’t take it,” Paul said. “I wouldn’t let them kill me and get it.”
     “Get what?”
     He smiled wanly and touched the Magnum lodged in his belt. “My old buddy.”
     “Go on, now. Better get some rest, okay?”
     He nodded and allowed Anna to help him stagger away.
     Sister suddenly lunged up the ladder, and her face filled with blood as she shouted toward the north, “Come on, you fucking killers! Come on! We see what you do to children! Come on, you sonofabitching cowards!” Her voice cracked and gave out, and then she just stood at the top of the ladder with steam bellowing from her mouth and nostrils and her body shaking like a lightning rod in a tempest.
     The freezing wind blew into her face, and she thought she smelled bitter ashes.
     There was no use standing up here and raving like a… like a New York City bag lady, she told herself. No; there was still a lot of work to be done, because the soldiers were going to be there very soon.
     She descended the ladder, and Swan touched her arm. “I’m all right,” Sister said hoarsely, and both of them knew Death was on its way, grinning like a skull and slashing down everything in its path.
     They returned to their places in the wall and went back to work.






Eighty-two

The day came.
     Somber light revealed the finished wall, glazed with three inches of ice and studded here and there with sharp wooden stakes, that encircled Mary’s Rest and the crop field. Except for the occasional howling of dogs, the town was silent, and there was no movement on the stump-stubbled land that lay between the wall and the forest’s edge forty yards away.
     About two hours after dawn, a single shot rang out, and a sentry on the eastern section of the wall toppled off his ladder, a bullet hole in his forehead.
     The defenders of Mary’s Rest waited for the first attack—but it did not come.
     A lookout at the western section of the wall reported seeing movement in the woods, but she couldn’t tell how many soldiers there were. The soldiers slipped back into the forest, and there was no gunfire.
     An hour after that, another lookout on the eastern side passed the word that he heard what sounded like heavy machines in the distance, moving through the forest and getting closer.
     “Truck’s coming!” one of the sentries on the northern section cried out.
     Paul Thorson climbed up a ladder and looked for himself. He heard the scratchy, weirdly merry sound of recorded calliope music. What appeared to be an armored Good Humor truck with two loudspeakers mounted on its cab, an armored windshield and a sheet metal gun turret rumbled slowly along the road from the north.
     The music stopped, and as the truck continued to move forward a man’s voice boomed from the two speakers: “People of Mary’s Rest! Listen to the law of the Army of Excellence!” The voice echoed over the town, over the field where the corn was growing and the new apple trees were taking root, over the foundations where the church had stood, over the bonfires and over the shack where Josh lay sleeping. “We don’t want to kill you! Every one of you who wants to join us is welcome! Just come over that wall and join the Army of Excellence! Bring your families, your guns and your food! We don’t want to kill any of you!”
     “Riiiight,” Paul muttered under his breath. He had his Magnum cocked and ready.
     “We want your crops,” the voice commanded from the speakers as the Good Humor truck rumbled nearer to the north wall. “We want your food and a supply of water. And we want the girl. Bring us the girl called Swan, and we’ll leave the rest of you in peace. Just bring her to us, and we’ll welcome you with loving, open—oh, shit!”
     And at that instant the vehicle’s front tires plunged into one of the hidden trenches, and as the rear tires spun in empty air the truck turned on its side and crashed into the ditch.
     There was a shout of victory from the other sentries. A minute later, two men scrambled up from the trench and began running in the direction from which they’d come. One of them was limping, unable to keep up, and Paul aimed the Magnum at the center of his spine.
     He wanted to pull the trigger. Knew he should kill the bastard while he had the chance. But he didn’t, and he watched as both of the soldiers disappeared into the woods.
     A machine gun chattered off to the right. Bullets zigzagged across the wall, cracking through the ice and thunking into the logs and dirt. Paul ducked his head, heard shouting from the eastern section, then the noise of more gunfire, and he knew the first attack had begun. He dared to lift his head, saw about forty more soldiers taking cover at the edge of the woods. They opened fire, but their bullets couldn’t penetrate the wall. Paul kept his head down and held his fire, waiting for a chance to tag one of them when they started across the open ground.
     On the eastern side of Mary’s Rest, the sentries saw a wave of perhaps two hundred soldiers coming out of the forest. The AOE infantry shouted and surged forward—and then they began tumbling into the network of hidden trenches, many of them breaking their ankles and legs as they hit bottom. The sentries, all armed with rifles, picked off their targets at random. Two of the sentries were shot and fell, but as soon as they hit the ground others were climbing up the ladders to take their places.
     The AOE soldiers, their formation in disarray and men falling everywhere, began to turn back for the cover of the woods and toppled into more ditches and pits. The wounded were crushed under the boots of their companions.
     At the same time, more than five hundred soldiers burst from the forest on the western edge of Mary’s Rest, along with dozens of armored cars, trucks and two bulldozers. As they rushed forward in a shouting mass the trenches opened under their feet. One of the bulldozers plunged down and overturned, and an armored car following right behind hit the bulldozer and exploded in a red fireball. Several of the other vehicles were snagged on tree stumps and unable to go either forward or backward. Scores of men tumbled into the ditches, breaking their bones. The lookouts fired as fast as they could select targets, and AOE soldiers fell dead in the snow.
     But most of the soldiers and vehicles kept coming, storming the western section of the wall, and behind them was a second wave of another two hundred troops. Machine gun, rifle and pistol fire began to chip at the wall, but still the bullets were turned aside.
     “Step up and open fire!” Bud Royce shouted.
     And a line of men and women stepped up on the two-foot-high bank of dirt that had been built along the wall’s base, aimed their guns and started shooting.
     Anna McClay ran along the wall, shouting, “Step up and give ’em hell!”
     A blaze of gunfire erupted along the western wall, and the first wave of AOE soldiers faltered. The second wave crashed into them, and then the vehicles were running men down as they scattered. Officers in armored cars and Jeeps shouted commands, but the troops were panicked. They fled toward the forest, and as Captain Carr stood up in his Jeep to order them back, a bullet pierced his throat and slammed him to the ground.
     The attack was over in another few minutes as the soldiers drew back deeper in the woods. Around the walls, the wounded crawled on the ground and the dead lay where they’d fallen. A victorious shout rang up from the defenders along the western wall, but a figure on horseback called out, “No! Stop it! Stop it!”
     Tears were streaming down Swan’s cheeks, and the gunfire still echoed in her head. “Stop it!” she shouted as Mule reared with her and pawed the air. She wheeled the horse toward Sister, who stood nearby with her sawed-off shotgun. “Make them stop!” Swan said. “They just killed other people! They shouldn’t be glad about that!”
     “They’re not glad about killing other people,” Sister told her. “They’re just glad they weren’t killed.” She motioned toward a man’s corpse that lay ten feet away, shot through the face. Someone else was already taking the dead man’s pistol and bullets. “There’re going to be more of those. If you can’t take what you see, you’d better get inside.”
     Swan looked around. A woman was sprawled on the ground, moaning as another woman and man bound up her bullet-shattered wrist with strips torn from a shirt. A few feet away, a dark-haired man lay contorted and dying, coughing up blood as other people tried to comfort him. Swan flinched with horror, her eyes returning to Sister.
     Sister was calmly reloading her shotgun. “You’d better go,” she suggested.
     Swan was torn; she knew she should be out there with the people who were fighting to protect her, but she couldn’t stand watching the death. The noise of gunfire was a thousand times worse than all the hurting sounds she’d ever experienced.
     But before she could decide to go or stay, there was the throaty growl of an engine beyond the wall. Someone shouted, “Jesus Christ! Look at that!”
     Sister hurried to the wall, and stepped up on the mound of dirt.
     Just emerging from the forest, about twenty yards to Sister’s left, was a tank. Its wide treads crunched over the wounded and dead alike. The snout of its gun was aimed directly at the wall. And dangling all over the tank, like grotesque hood ornaments, were human bones tied to wires—legs, arms, rib cages, hip bones, vertebrae and skulls, some still bearing scalps. The tank stopped right at the edge of the woods, its engine idling like a beast’s snarl.
     The tank’s hatch popped open. A hand emerged waving a white handkerchief.
     “Hold your fire!” Sister told the others. “Let’s see what they want first!”
     A helmeted head came up; the face was bandaged, the eyes covered with goggles. “Who’s in charge over there?” Roland Croninger called toward the row of faces he could see, like disembodied heads perched atop that damned wall.
     Some of the others looked at Sister; she didn’t want the responsibility, but she guessed she was it. “I am! What do you want?”
     “Peace,” Roland replied. He glanced at the bodies on the ground. “You people did a pretty good job!” He grinned, though inwardly he was shrieking with rage. Friend had said nothing about trenches and a defensive wall! How the hell had these goddamned farmers put together such a barricade? “Nice wall you’ve got there!” he said. “Looks pretty sturdy! Is it?”
     “It’ll do!”
     “Will it? I wonder how many rounds it would take to knock a hole through it and blow you to Hell, lady.”
     “I don’t know!” Sister had a rigid smile on her face, but sweat was running down her sides, and she knew they had no chance at all against that monstrous machine. “How much time do you have?”
     “A lot! All the time in the world!” He patted the cannon’s snout. It was too bad, he thought, that there were no shells for the cannon—and even if there were, none of them would know how to load and fire it. The second tank had broken down only a few hours out of Lincoln, and this one had to be driven by a corporal who’d once made his living hauling freight through the Rocky Mountains in a tractor-trailer rig; but even he couldn’t keep control of the big bastard all the time. Still, Roland liked riding in it, because the inside smelled like hot metal and sweat, and he could think of no better warhorse for a King’s Knight. “Hey, lady!” he called. “Why don’t you people give us what we want, and nobody else will get hurt! Okay?”
     “It looks to me like you’re the ones getting hurt!”
     “Oh, this little scrape? Lady, we haven’t started yet! This was just an exercise! See, now we know where your trenches are! Behind me are a thousand soldiers who’d really like to meet all you fine people! Or I might be wrong: They could be over on the other side, or circling down to the south! They could be anywhere!”
     Sister felt sick. There was no way to fight against a tank! She was aware of Swan standing beside her, peering over the wall. “Why don’t you just go on about your business and leave us alone?” Sister asked.
     “Our business won’t be done until we’ve gotten what we came for!” Roland said. “We want food, water and the girl! We want your guns and ammunition, and we want them now! Do I make myself clear?”
     “Perfectly,” she answered—and then she lifted her shotgun and squeezed the trigger.
     The distance was too great for an accurate shot, but pellets rang off Roland’s helmet as he ducked his head through the hatch. The white handkerchief was riddled with buckshot, and a half-dozen pellets had punctured his hand. Cursing and shaking with rage, Roland fell down into the bowels of the tank.
     The back of Sister’s neck crawled. She tensed, waiting for the first blast of the cannon—but it didn’t come. The tank’s engine revved, and the vehicle backed over the bodies and tree stumps toward the woods again. Sister’s nerves didn’t stop jangling until the tank had moved out of sight in the underbrush, and only then did she realize that something must be wrong with the tank; otherwise, why hadn’t they just blown a hole right through the wall?
     A red flare shot up into the sky from the western woods and exploded over the cornfield.
     “Here they come again!” Sister shouted grimly. She glanced at Swan. “You’d better get out of here before it starts.”
     Swan looked along the wall at the others who stood ready to fight, and she knew where she should be. “I’ll stay.”
     Another flare rose from the eastern woods and burst like a smear of blood against the sky.
     Gunfire swept the western wall, and Sister grabbed Swan to pull her behind cover. Bullets slammed against the logs, chips of ice and splinters spinning through the air. About twenty seconds after the first barrage had begun, the AOE soldiers massed in the forest on the eastern side of Mary’s Rest started firing, their bullets doing no major damage but keeping the defenders’ heads down. The shooting continued, and soon bullets were blasting chinks in the walls, some of them ricocheting off the ground, but others hitting flesh.
     And on the southern perimeter, the defenders saw more armored cars and trucks emerge from the forest, along with fifty or sixty soldiers. The Army of Excellence rushed the wall. Hidden trenches stopped several vehicles and toppled twenty or more men, but the rest of them kept coming. Two trucks got through the maze of ditches and tree stumps and crashed into the logs. The entire southern section of the wall trembled, but it held. Then the soldiers had covered the open ground and reached the wall, trying to climb over it; their fingers couldn’t grip the ice, and as they slipped back the defenders fired on them point-blank. Those without guns swung axes, picks and sharpened shovels.
     Mr. Polowsky climbed up on a dead sentry’s ladder, firing his pistol as fast as he could aim. “Drive them back!” he shouted. He took aim at an enemy soldier, but before he could pull the trigger a rifle bullet plowed into his chest and a second caught him in the side of the head. He fell off the ladder, and at once a woman plucked the pistol from his hand.
     “Fall back! Fall back!” Lieutenant Thatcher commanded as bullets whined around his head and soldiers were wounded and killed on every side. Thatcher didn’t wait for the others to obey; he turned and ran, and with his third stride a .38 slug hit him in the small of his back and propelled him into a ditch on top of four other men.
     The charge had been broken, and the soldiers retreated. They left their dead behind.
     “Hold your fire!” Sister shouted. The shooting died away, and in another minute it ceased over on the eastern wall as well.
     “I’m out of bullets!” a woman with a rifle said to Sister, and further down the line there were more calls for ammunition—but Sister knew that once the bullets everyone had for his own weapons were gone, there would be no more. They’re baiting us, she thought. Getting us to waste ammunition, and when the guns were useless they would storm the walls in a tide of death and destruction. Sister had six more shells for her own shotgun, and that was all.
     They’re going to break through, she realized. Sooner or later, they’re going to break through.
     She looked at Swan and saw in the girl’s dark eyes that Swan had reached the same conclusion.
     “They want me,” Swan said. The wind blew her hair around her pale, lovely face like the fanning of brilliant flames. “No one else. Just me.” Her gaze found one of the ladders that leaned against the wall.
     Sister’s arm shot out; her hand caught Swan’s chin and pulled her head back around. “You get that out of your mind!” Sister snapped. “Yes, they want you! He wants you! But don’t you think for one minute that it would be over if you went out to them!”
     “But… if I went out there, maybe I could—”
     “You could not!” Sister interrupted. “If you went over that wall, all you’d be doing is telling the rest of us that there’s nothing worth fighting for!”
     “I don’t…” She shook her head, sickened by the sights, sounds and smell of war. “I don’t want anyone else to die.”
     “It’s not up to you anymore. People are going to die. I may be dead before the day’s over. But some things are worth fighting and dying for. You’d better learn that right here and now, if you’re ever going to lead people.”
     “Lead people? What do you mean?”
     “You really don’t know, do you?” Sister released Swan’s chin. “You’re a natural-born leader! It’s in your eyes, your voice, the way you carry yourself—everything about you. People listen to you, and they believe what you say, and they want to follow you. If you said everyone should put down their guns right this minute, they’d do it. Because they know you’re somebody very special, Swan—whether you want to believe that or not. You’re a leader, and you’d better learn how to act like one.”
     “Me? A leader? No, I’m just… I’m just a girl.”
     “You were born to lead people, and to teach them, too!” Sister affirmed. “This says you were.” She touched the outline of the glass ring in the leather satchel. “Josh knows it. So does Robin. And he knows you were, just like I do.” She motioned out beyond the wall, where she was certain the man with the scarlet eye must be. “Now it’s time you accepted it, too.”
     Swan was puzzled and disoriented. Her childhood in Kansas, before the seventeenth of July, seemed like the life of another person a hundred years ago. “Teach them what?” she asked.
     “What the future can be,” Sister answered.
     Swan thought of what she’d seen in the circle of glass: the green forests and meadows, the golden fields, the fragrant orchards of a new world.
     “Now get on that horse,” Sister said, “and ride around the walls. Sit up tall and proud, and let everybody see you. Sit like a princess,” she said, drawing her own self up straight, “and let everybody know there’s still something worth dying for in this damned world.”
     Swan looked at the ladder again. Sister was right. They wanted her, yes, but they wouldn’t stop if they had her; they’d just keep killing, like rabid dogs in a frenzy, because that was all they understood.
     She walked to Mule’s side, grasped the rope reins and swung up onto his back. He pranced around a little bit, still unnerved by the uproar, and then he settled down and responded to Swan’s touch. She urged him forward with a whisper, and Mule began to canter along the wall.
     Sister watched Swan ride away, her hair streaming behind her like a fiery banner, and she saw the others turn to look at her as well, saw them all stand a little straighter, saw them check their guns and ammunition after she’d passed by. Saw new resolve in their faces, and knew that they would all die for Swan—and their town—if it came to that. She hoped it would not, but she was certain the soldiers would return stronger than ever—and right now, at least, there was no way out.
     Sister reloaded her shotgun and stepped back up on the dirt bank to await the next attack.






Eighty-three

With darkness came the bone-numbing cold. The bonfires chewed up wood that had been the walls and roofs of shacks, and the defenders of Mary’s Rest warmed themselves, ate and rested in hour-long shifts before they returned to the wall.
     Sister had four shells left. The soldier she’d killed lay about ten feet from the wall, the blood icy and black around what had been his chest. On the northern perimeter, Paul was down to twelve bullets, and during one brief skirmish just before dark the two men who’d been fighting on either side of him had been killed. A ricocheting slug had driven wood splinters into Paul’s forehead and right cheek, but otherwise he was okay.
     On the eastern side of Mary’s Rest, Robin counted six shells left for his rifle. Guarding that section of the wall, along with Robin and about forty ether people, was Anna McClay, who’d long ago run out of bullets for her own rifle and now carried a little .22 pistol she’d taken from a dead man.
     The attacks had continued all day, with lulls of an hour or two in between. First one side of the barricade would be hammered at, then another sprayed with gunfire. The wall was still holding strong, and it deflected most of the fire, but bullets were knocking chinks between the logs and occasionally hitting someone. Bud Royce’s knee had been shattered by a rifle bullet that way, but he was still hobbling around on the southern edge, his face bleached with pain.
     The word had gone out to save ammunition, but the supply was dwindling, and the enemy seemed to have enough to waste. Everyone knew that it was just a matter of time before the walls were stormed by massive force—but the question was: On what side would it come?
     All this Swan knew as she rode Mule across the cornfield. The heavy-laden stalks swayed as the wind hissed through them. In a clearing ahead was the largest of the bonfires, around which fifty or sixty people rested and ate hot soup ladled from steaming wooden buckets. She was on her way to check on the many wounded who’d been taken to shelter inside the shacks for Dr. Ryan to help, and as she passed the bonfire a silence fell over the people who’d gathered around it.
     She didn’t look at any of them. She couldn’t, because—even though she knew Sister was right—she felt as if she’d signed their death warrants. It was because of her that people were being killed, wounded and maimed, and if being a leader meant having to take that kind of burden, it was too heavy. She didn’t look at them, because she knew that many of them would be dead before daylight.
     A man shouted, “Don’t you worry! We won’t let the bastards in!”
     “When I run out of bullets,” another man vowed, “I’ll use my knife! And when that breaks, I’ve still got teeth!”
     “We’ll stop ’em!” a woman called. “We’ll turn ’em back!”
     There were more shouts and calls of encouragement, and when Swan finally did look toward the bonfire, she saw the people watching her intently, some silhouetted by the flame and others illuminated by it, their eyes full of light and their faces strong and hopeful.
     “We ain’t afeared to die!” another woman said, and other voices agreed with her. “It’s quittin’ that scares the tar outta me, and by God, I ain’t a quitter!”
     Swan reined Mule in and sat staring at them. Her eyes filled with tears.
     The skinny black man who’d been so vehement at the town meeting approached her. His left arm was bound up with bloody cloth, but his eyes were fierce and courageous. “Don’t you cry, now!” he scolded her softly, when he got close enough. “It ain’t for you to be cryin’. Lord, no! If you ain’t strong, who’s gonna be?”
     Swan nodded and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Thank you,” she said.
     “Uh-uh! Thank you.”
     “For what?”
     He smiled wistfully. “For lettin’ me hear that sweet music again,” he said, and he nodded toward the cornfield.
     Swan knew what music he meant, because she could hear it, too: the wind moving between the rows and stalks like fingers brushing harp strings.
     “I was born right close to a cornfield,” he said. “Heard that music at night, just before I slept, and first thing in the mornin’ when I woke up. Didn’t think I’d ever hear it again, after them fellas messed everythin’ up.” He looked up at Swan. “I ain’t afraid to die now. Uh-uh! See, I always figured it’s better to die on your feet than live on your knees. I’m ready—and that’s my choice. So don’t you worry ’bout nothin’! Uh-uh!” He closed his eyes for a few seconds, and his frail body seemed to sway to the rhythm of the corn. Then he opened them again, and he said, “You take care now, hear?” He returned to the bonfire, offering his hands to the heat.
     Swan urged Mule forward, and the horse trotted across the field. As well as looking in on the wounded, Swan wanted to check on Josh; the last time she’d seen him, early that morning, he’d still been deep in a coma.
     She was almost across the field when bright flashes of light leaped over the eastern wall. Flames gouted, and mingled with the blasts was the high sewing-machine chatter of guns. Robin was on that side of the wall, she realized. She cried out, “Go!” and flicked the reins. Mule took off at a gallop.
     Behind her, at the western wall, Army of Excellence infantry and vehicles were surging from the woods. “Hold your fire!” Sister warned, but the people around her were already shooting, wasting ammunition. And then something hit the wall about fifteen yards away, and flames leapt, fire rippling over the icy glaze. Another object struck the wall a few yards closer; Sister heard glass shatter, and she smelled gasoline an instant before a burst of orange flame dazzled her. Bombs! she thought. They’re throwing bombs at the wall!
     People were shouting and firing in a bedlam of noise. Bottles full of gasoline, with wicks of flaming cloth jammed down into them, sailed over the wall and exploded amid the defenders. Glass broke almost at Sister’s feet, and she instinctively flung herself to the ground as a sheet of fiery gasoline spewed in all directions.
     On the eastern side, dozens of Molotov cocktails were being thrown over the wall. A man near Robin screamed as he was hit by flying glass and covered with flames. Someone else threw him to the ground, tried to put out the fire with snow and dirt. And then, through the maelstrom of leaping flames and explosions, machine gun, pistol and rifle bullets hit the wall so hard the logs jumped, and slugs ricocheted through gaps between them.
     “Let ’em have it!” Anna McClay thundered. The orange firelight showed her hundreds of soldiers between the wall and the forest, crawling forward, ducking into trenches, hiding behind wrecked vehicles and then firing or flinging their homemade bombs. As others around her fell back to get away from the flames, she shouted, “Stay where you are! Don’t run!” A woman to her left staggered and went down, and as Anna turned to retrieve the wounded woman’s gun a rifle bullet zipped through a hole in the wall and hit her in the side, knocking her to her knees. She tasted blood in her mouth and knew she’d bought the farm this time, but she stood up with a gun in each hand and lurched to the wall again.
     The storm of bombs and gunfire rose in intensity. A section of the wall was aflame, the wet wood popping and smoking. As bombs burst on all sides and glass fragments whirled through the turbulent air Robin kept his position at the wall, firing over it at the advancing soldiers. He hit two of them, and then a bomb exploded on the other side of the wall right in front of him. The heat and flying glass drove him back, and he tripped over the body of a dead man behind him.
     Blood streamed down his face from a gash at his hairline, and his skin felt seared. He wiped blood out of his eyes, and then he saw something that drove a freezing bolt of fear into his stomach.
     A metal claw attached to a heavy rope suddenly flew over the wall. The rope was drawn taut, and the tongs of the crude grappling hook dug between the logs. Another hook came over, lodging nearby; a third grappling hook was thrown, but it didn’t find a purchase and was rapidly reeled back to be tossed again. A fourth and a fifth grappling hook dug into the wall, and the soldiers started hauling at the ropes.
     Robin realized at once that the entire section of the wall, already weakened by bullets and flames, was about to be pulled down. More grappling hooks were coming over, their tongs jamming tightly between the logs, and as the ropes went taut the wall cracked like a rib cage being torn apart.
     He scrambled to his feet, ran toward the wall and grabbed one of the hooks, trying to wrench it loose. A few yards away, a husky, gray-bearded man was hacking at one of the ropes with an axe, and beside him a slim black woman was sawing at another rope with a butcher knife. Still the bottle bombs exploded along the wall, and more grappling hooks strained.
     To the right of Robin’s position, Anna McClay had emptied both of her guns, and now she saw the grappling hooks and ropes coming over the wall. She turned, looking for another weapon, heedless of the bullet in her side and a second in her right shoulder. Rolling a dead man over, she found a pistol, but there was no ammunition for it; then she discovered a meat cleaver that someone had dropped, and she used it to slash at the ropes. She cut through one and had almost severed a second when the top three feet of the wall was pulled down in a crash of logs and flames. A half-dozen soldiers rushed at her. “No!” she screamed, and she flung the cleaver at them. A fusillade of machine gun bullets spun her around in a macabre pirouette. As she fell to the ground her last thought was of a carnival ride called the Mad Mouse, its little rattling car rocketing around a bend in the tracks and taking off into the night sky, up and up with the fiery lights of the carnival burning in the earth below her and the wind whistling past her ears.
     She was dead before she came down.
     “They’re breaking through!” Robin heard someone shout—and then the wall in front of him collapsed with a noise like a human groan, and he was standing exposed in a space that a tractor-trailer truck could have driven through. A wave of soldiers was coming right at him, and he leapt aside an instant before bullets tore through the air.
     He aimed his rifle and shot the first soldier who rushed through. The others scurried back or hit the ground as Robin blasted away at them—and then his rifle was empty, and he couldn’t see the soldiers anymore for the smoke that whirled off the burning logs. He heard more cracks and groans as other sections of the wall were pulled down, and flames leapt high as the bombs exploded. He was aware of figures running all around him, some of them firing and falling. “Kill the sonsofbitches!” he heard a man shout off to the left, and then a figure in a grayish-green uniform ran out of the haze. Robin planted his feet, turned the rifle around to use it like a club and struck the soldier in the skull as the man passed him. The soldier fell, and Robin discarded his rifle in favor of the other man’s .45 automatic.
     A bullet sang past his head. Twenty feet away a bottle bomb exploded, and a woman with burning hair, her face a mask of blood, staggered out of the smoke; she fell before she got to Robin. He aimed at the figures flooding over the broken wall, firing the rest of the .45’s clip. Machine gun bullets plowed across the ground a few feet from him, and he knew there was nothing more he could do there. He had to get away, to find another place to defend from; the wall on the eastern side of Mary’s Rest was being destroyed, and soldiers were pouring through the holes.
     He ran toward town. Dozens of others were running as well, and the battlefield was littered with the bodies of the dead and wounded. Small bands of people had stopped to make their own desperate stands, but they were quickly shot down or scattered. Robin looked back and saw two armored cars coming through the smoke, their turret guns flashing fire.
     “Robin! Robin!” someone was calling over the chaos. He recognized the voice as Swan’s, and he knew she must be somewhere close.
     “Swan!” he shouted. “Over here!”
     She heard Robin’s answer and wheeled Mule to the left, in the direction she thought his voice had come from. The smoke stung her eyes, made it almost impossible to see the faces of people until they were a few feet away. Explosions were still blasting just ahead, and Swan knew the enemy soldiers had broken through the eastern wall. She saw that people were wounded and bleeding, but they were stopping to turn and fire the last of their bullets; still others, armed only with axes, knives and shovels, ran forward to fight at close quarters.
     A bomb exploded nearby, and a man screamed. Mule reared up on his hind legs and pawed the air. When he came down again, he kept sideslipping as if one half of him wanted to run in one direction and the other half the opposite way. “Robin!” she shouted. “Where are you?”
     “Over here!” He still couldn’t see her. He tripped over the corpse of a man whose chest was riddled with bullet holes; the dead man was grasping an axe, and Robin spent a few precious seconds working it loose from the hand.
     When he stood up, he was face to face with a horse—and it was a toss-up as to who was most startled. Mule whinnied and reared again, wanting to break loose and run, but Swan quickly got him under control. She saw Robin’s blood-smeared face and held out her hand to him. “Get on! Hurry!”
     He grasped her hand and pulled himself up behind her. Swan kicked her heels into Mule’s flanks, wheeled him toward town and let him run.
     They came out of the thick smoke, and Swan suddenly reined Mule in. He obeyed, his hooves plowing into the ground. From this position, Swan and Robin could see fighting going on all around Mary’s Rest; fires blazed on the southern side, and over on the west they saw soldiers streaming through huge holes in the wall, followed by more armored cars and trucks. The noise of gunfire, shouting and screaming was whipped back and forth in the wind—and at that instant Swan knew Mary’s Rest had fallen.
     She had to find Sister, and fast. Her face tight and strained and her teeth clenched with anger, Swan urged Mule forward.
     Mule started running like a thoroughbred, his head held low and his ears laid back.
     There was a high chattering noise, and hot currents of air seemed to sweep around her. Swan felt Mule shudder and heard him grunt as if he’d been kicked, and then Mule’s legs went out from under him. The horse fell, throwing Robin free but trapping Swan’s left leg under him. The breath was knocked out of Swan, and she lay stunned as Mule desperately tried to stand up. But Robin had already seen the bullet holes in Mule’s belly, and he knew the horse was finished.
     An engine growled. He looked up and saw a Chevy Nova with an armored windshield and a rooftop gun turret coming. He bent to Swan’s side and tried to pull her free, but her leg was firmly pinned. Mule was still struggling to get up, steam and blood spraying from his nostrils, his sides heaving. His eyes were wide with terror.
     The Chevy’s gun turret fired, and bullets ripped across the ground dangerously near Swan. Robin realized with sickening certainty that he didn’t have the strength to free her. The armored car’s radiator grinned like a mouthful of metal teeth. Robin’s grip tightened around the axe handle.
     Swan grasped his hand. “Don’t leave me,” she said, dazed and unaware that Mule was dying on top of her.
     Robin had already decided. He pulled free and sprinted toward the armored car.
     “Robin!” she cried out, and then she lifted her head and saw where he was going.
     He zigzagged as the turret’s gun chattered again. Bullets kicked up snow and dirt at his heels. The Chevy veered toward him and away from Swan, just as he’d hoped it would. Move your lazy ass! he told himself as he dove to the ground, rolled and scrambled up again to throw off the gunner’s aim. The Chevy picked up speed, steadily closing the range. He jinked to both sides, heard the machine gun speak and saw the hot streaks of slugs zip through the air. Oh, shit! he thought as a searing pain ripped across his left thigh; he knew he’d been tagged, but it wasn’t too bad, and he kept going. The armored car followed him into the smoke.
     On the northern perimeter, Paul Thorson and forty other men and women were surrounded by soldiers. Paul had only two bullets left, and most of the others had run out of ammunition a long time before; they wielded clubs, pickaxes and shovels and dared the soldiers to charge.
     A Jeep pulled up behind the protective barrier of AOE infantry, and Colonel Macklin rose to his feet. His coat was draped over his shoulders, and the deep-set eyes in his skeletal face fixed on the group of defenders who’d been pushed back against the wall. “Is she with them?” he asked the man occupying the rear seat.
     Friend stood up. He wore an Army of Excellence uniform and a gray cap pulled over his thin, dark brown hair; today his face was plain and nondescript, soulless and without character. His watery hazel eyes ticked back and forth for a few seconds. “No,” he said finally, in a toneless voice, “she’s not with them.” He sat back down again.
     “Kill them all,” Macklin told the soldiers. Then he ordered his driver on as the Army of Excellence troops sprayed the trapped men and women with machine gun bullets. Among them, Paul squeezed off a shot and saw one of the soldiers stagger—and then he himself was hit in the stomach, and a second bullet broke his collarbone. He fell on his face, tried to get up and shivered as a third and fourth bullet hit his side and pierced his forearm. He pitched forward and lay still.
     Three hundred yards away, the armored Chevy Nova was searching through the smoke, its turret gun firing at every hint of motion. The tires crunched over corpses, but one of the bodies that lay sprawled on the ground suddenly pulled in his arms and legs as the vehicle passed right over him.
     When the armored car had cleared his body, Robin sat up and grasped the axe that had been hidden underneath him. He stood up, took three running strides and jumped onto the Nova’s rear fender. He kept going until he stood on the roof—and then he lifted the axe and smashed it down with all his strength on the sheet metal turret.
     It crumpled inward, and the gunner tried to swivel his weapon, but Robin jammed it by placing his boot against the barrel. He battered down on the turret, his axe ripping through the sheet metal and slamming into the gunner’s skull. There was a strangled cry of agony, and the driver put his foot down on the accelerator. As the Nova shot forward Robin was thrown off the roof to the ground; he’d lost his grip on the axe, and when he scrambled to his feet he could see the axe’s handle still sticking rigidly up in the air, its business end about two inches deep in the gunner’s head. Robin expected the car to come at him again, but the driver had panicked, veering erratically. The Nova kept going and disappeared in the smoke.
     Mute was dying, steam rising from his nostrils and the bullet holes in his belly. Swan’s head had cleared enough for her to realize what had happened, but she knew there was nothing she could do. Mule still twitched, as if trying to stand with willpower alone. Swan saw more soldiers coming, and she pulled at her leg, but it was jammed tight.
     Suddenly someone bent down beside her and worked his arms under Mule’s side. Swan heard the muscles and sinews crack in his shoulders as he heaved upward, supporting some of the horse’s weight and easing the terrible pressure on Swan’s leg.
     “Pull yourself out!” he said, his voice strained with the effort. “Hurry!”
     She wrenched at her leg and worked it a few more inches toward freedom. Then Mule shifted again, as if using his last strength to help, and with an effort that almost dislocated her thigh from its socket she pulled her leg out. The stinging blood immediately rushed back into it, and she gritted her teeth as the pain hit her.
     The man withdrew his arms. His hands were blotched with white and brown pigment.
     She looked up into Josh’s face.
     His skin had returned to its rich, dark umber color. He had a short gray beard, and almost all of his tight cap of hair had turned white. But his nose, which had been broken so many times and been so misshapen, was straight-bridged and strong again, and the old scars of football and wrestling had been wiped clean. His cheekbones were high and sharp, as if chiseled from dark stone, and his eyes were a soft shade of gray that shone with the translucent wonder of a child.
     She thought that, next to Robin, he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.
     Josh saw the soldiers coming, and adrenaline pumped through his body; he’d left Glory and Aaron in the house to search for Swan, and now he had to get all of them to safety. Where Sister was he didn’t know, but he understood all too well that the soldiers were breaking through the walls on all sides of Mary’s Rest, and soon they’d be in the alleys, setting the shacks on fire. He picked Swan up in his arms, his sprained shoulder and his ribs aflame with pain.
     At that instant, Mule’s body trembled and a burst of steam came from the horse’s nostrils, pluming up into the sky like a tired soul finding release—and Josh knew that no beast of burden deserved rest as much as Mule. There would never be another horse as fine, or as beautiful.
     Mule’s eyes were already beginning to glaze over, but Swan understood that what Mule had been was already gone. “Oh…” she whispered, and then she was unable to speak.
     Josh saw Robin running out of the smoke. “This way!” Josh shouted. Robin ran toward them, limping a little and holding his left thigh. But the soldiers had seen, too, and one of them started firing a pistol. A bullet plowed up dirt about four feet from Robin, and another whined past Josh’s head.
     “Come on!” Josh urged, and he started running toward town with Swan in his arms, his lungs working like a bellows in a metal forge. He saw another group of soldiers on the left. One of them shouted “Halt!” but Josh kept going. He looked quickly back to make sure Robin was following. Robin was right on his heels, wounded leg and all.
     They were almost to the warren of alleys when four soldiers stepped into their path. Josh decided to barrel through them, but two of the men lifted their guns. He stopped, skidding in the mud and looking for a way out like a fox trapped by hounds. Robin whirled to the right—and about ten feet away were three more soldiers, one of them already leveling his M-16. More soldiers were approaching from the left, and Josh knew that within seconds they were going to be cut to pieces in a crossfire.
     Swan was about to be killed in his arms. There was no way out now, and only one chance to save her—if indeed she could be saved. He had no choice, and no time to ponder the decision.
     “Don’t shoot!” he shouted. And then he had to say it, to keep the soldiers from firing: “This is Swan! This is the girl you’re looking for!”
     “Stand where you are!” one of the soldiers commanded, aiming a rifle at Josh’s head. The other men formed a circle around Josh, Swan and Robin. There was a brief discussion among several of the soldiers, one of whom seemed to be in charge, and then two of the men headed off in opposite directions, obviously going to find someone else.
     Swan wanted to cry, but she dared not let a tear show, not in front of these men. She kept her features as calm and composed as if sculpted from ice. “It’s going to be okay,” Josh said quietly, though the words sounded hollow and stupid. At least, for the moment, she was alive. “You’ll see. We’ll get out of this some—”
     “No talking, nigger!” a soldier shouted, pointing a .38 in Josh’s face.
     He gave the man the best smile he could muster.
     The noise of gunfire, explosions and screams still drifted over Mary’s Rest like the residue of nightmares. Our asses are grass, Robin thought, and there wasn’t a damned thing they could do about it. Two rifles and four pistols were aimed at him alone. He looked out toward the blazing eastern wall, then toward the west, way over beyond the cornfield, where trucks and armored cars seemed to be grouping to make camp.
     In five or six minutes, one of the soldiers who’d left returned leading an old brown United Parcel Service truck in their direction. Josh was ordered to put Swan down, but she still had difficulty standing and had to lean against him. Then the soldiers conducted a thorough and rough body search. They let their hands linger on Swan’s budding breasts; Josh saw Robin’s face redden with anger, and he cautioned, “Be cool.”
     “What’s this shit?” The tarot card that had been in the pocket of Josh’s jeans was held up.
     “Just a card,” Josh replied. “Nothing special.”
     “Damn straight.” The man tore it into fragments and let The Empress fall in pieces to the ground.
     The rear door of the UPS truck was opened. Josh, Robin and Swan were shoved inside with thirty other people. When the door was slammed shut and bolted again, the prisoners were left in total darkness.
     “Take ’em to the chicken coop!” the sergeant in charge ordered the driver, and the UPS truck carried away its new load of parcels.






Eighty-four

Swan clasped her hands over her ears. But she could still hear the terrible hurting sounds, and she thought her mind would crack before they stopped.
     Out beyond the “chicken coop”—which was a wide circle of barbed wire surrounding the two hundred and sixty-two survivors, now prisoners—the soldiers were going through the cornfield, shearing the stalks off with machetes and axes or wrenching them up roots and all. The stalks were being piled up like corpses in the backs of trucks.
     No bonfires were allowed within the coop, and the armed guards who stood around the wire were quick to fire warning shots that dissuaded people from huddling together. Many of the wounded were freezing to death.
     Josh flinched at the laughter and singing of the troops in town. He looked toward the shacks with weary eyes and saw a large fire burning in the middle of the road, near the spring. Parked around Mary’s Rest were dozens of trucks, armored cars, vans and trailers, and other bonfires blazed to keep the victors warm. Bodies were being stripped of clothes and left in macabre, frozen heaps. Trucks moved around collecting the clothes and guns.
     Whoever the bastards were, Josh thought, they were masters of efficiency. They wasted nothing but human life.
     There was the air of a wicked carnival over Mary’s Rest, but Josh consoled himself with the fact that Swan was still alive. Also nearby, sitting as close as the guards would allow, were Glory and Aaron. She was shocked beyond tears. Aaron lay curled up, his eyes open and staring and the thumb of one hand jammed into his mouth. The soldiers had taken Crybaby and thrown it onto a bonfire.
     Robin walked along the barbed wire like a caged tiger. There was only one way in or out, through a barbed wire gate the soldiers had hastily built. Off in the distance were more rapid gunshots, and Robin figured the bastards had found somebody still alive. He’d counted only six of his highwaymen inside the coop, and two of them were badly wounded. Dr. Ryan, who’d survived an attack on his makeshift hospital, had already told Robin those two were going to die. Bucky had made it, though he was sullen and would not speak. But Sister was missing, and that really twisted Robin’s guts.
     He stopped and stared across the wire at a guard. The man cocked his pistol, aimed it at Robin and said, “Move on, you piece of shit.”
     Robin grinned, spat on the ground and turned away. His groin crawled as he waited for the bullet to slam into his back. He’d seen prisoners shot down for no apparent reason other than to amuse the guards, and so he didn’t breathe easily again until he’d gotten far away from the man. But he walked slowly; he wasn’t going to run. He was through running.
     Swan took her hands from her ears. The last of the hurting sounds were drifting away. The cornfield was a stubbled ruin, and the trucks rumbled away fat and happy as cockroaches.
     She felt sick with fear, and she longed for the basement where she and Josh had been trapped such a long time ago. But she forced herself to look around at the other prisoners and to absorb the scene: the moaning and coughing of the wounded, the babbling of those who’d lost their minds, the sobbing and wailing of the death dirges. She saw their faces, their eyes dark and turned inward, all hope murdered.
     They’d fought and suffered for her, and here she was sitting on the ground like an insect, waiting for a boot to smash down. Her fists clenched. Get up! she told herself. Damn it, get up! She was ashamed of her own frailty and weakness, and a spark of rage leapt within her as if thrown off by an iron wheel grinding flint. She heard two of the guards laughing. Get up! she screamed inwardly, and the rage grew, spread through her and burned the sick fear away.
     “You’re a leader,” Sister had said, “and you’d better learn how to act like one.”
     Swan didn’t want to be. Had never asked to be. But she heard an infant crying not too far away, and she knew that if there was to be a future for any of these people, it had to start right here… with her.
     She stood up, took a deep breath to clear away the last cobwebs and walked among the other prisoners, her gaze moving left and right, meeting theirs and leaving the impression of a glimpse into a blast furnace.
     “Swan!” Josh called, but she paid no attention and kept going, and he started to get up and go after her, but he saw how stiff her back was; it was a regal posture, full of confidence and courage, and now the other prisoners were sitting up as she passed them, and even the wounded were struggling to rise from the dirt. Josh let her go.
     Her left leg was still stiff and aching, but at least it was unbroken. She, too, was aware of the energizing effect she was having on the others—but she did not know that around her they could have sworn they felt a radiance that briefly warmed the air.
     She reached the crying infant. The child was held in the arms of a shivering man with a swollen, purple gash on the side of his head. Swan looked down at the child—and then she began to unbutton her coat of many colors and shrug out of it. She knelt down to wrap it around the man’s shoulders and enfold the infant in it.
     “You!” one of the guards shouted. “Get away from there!”
     Swan flinched, but she kept at what she was doing.
     “Get away!” a woman prisoner urged. “They’ll kill you!”
     A warning shot was fired. Swan arranged the folds of the patchwork coat to keep the child warm, and only then did she stand up.
     “Go back to where you were and sit down!” the guard ordered. He was holding a rifle braced against his hip.
     Swan felt everyone watching her. The moment hung.
     “I won’t tell you again! Move your ass!”
     God help me, she thought—and then she swallowed hard and started walking toward the barbed wire and the guard with the rifle. Immediately he lifted his weapon to a firing position.
     “Halt!” another guard warned, off to the right.
     Swan kept going, step after step, her eyes riveted to the man with the rifle.
     He pulled the trigger.
     The bullet whined past her head, and she knew it must have missed her by three inches or less. She stopped, wavered—and then took the next step.
     “Swan!” Josh shouted, standing up. “Swan, don’t!”
     The guard with the rifle took a backward step as Swan approached. “The next one is right between your eyes,” he promised, but the girl’s merciless stare pierced him.
     Swan stopped. “These people need blankets and food,” she said, and she was surprised at the strength in her voice. “They need them now. Go tell whoever’s in charge that I want to see him.”
     “Fuck you,” the guard said. He fired.
     But the bullet went over Swan’s head, because one of the other guards had grabbed the rifle barrel and uptilted it. “Didn’t you hear her name, dumb ass?” the second man asked. “That’s the girl the colonel’s looking for! Go find an officer and report!”
     The first guard had gone pale, realizing how close he’d come to being skinned alive. He took off at a run toward Colonel Macklin’s Command Center.
     “I said,” Swan repeated firmly, “that I want to see whoever’s in charge.”
     “Don’t worry,” the man told her. “You’ll get to see Colonel Macklin soon enough.”
     Another truck stopped over by the chicken coop’s gate. The rear door was unbolted and opened, and fourteen more prisoners were herded into the containment area. Swan watched them come in, some of them badly wounded and hardly able to walk. She went over to help—and an electric thrill shot through her, because she’d recognized one of the new arrivals.
     “Sister!” she cried out, and she ran toward the dirty woman who’d stumbled through the gate.
     “Oh, dear God, dear God!” Sister sobbed as she put her arms around Swan and held her. They clung together for a moment, silent, each just needing to feel the other’s heart beating. “I thought you were dead!” Sister finally said, her vision blurred by tears. “Oh, dear God, I thought they’d killed you!”
     “No, I’m all right. Josh is here, and so are Robin, Glory and Aaron. We all thought you were dead!” Swan pulled back to look at Sister. Her stomach clenched.
     Burning gasoline had splattered onto the right side of Sister’s face. Her eyebrow on that side had been burned off, and her right eye was almost swollen shut. Her chin and the bridge of her nose had both been gashed by flying glass. Dirt was all over the front of her coat, and the fabric was charred and torn. Sister understood Swan’s expression, and she shrugged. “Well,” she said, “I guess I was never meant to be pretty.”
     Swan hugged her again. “You’re going to be okay. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you!”
     “You’d get along fine, just like you did before Paul and I showed up.” She glanced around the area. “Where is he?”
     Swan knew who she meant, but she said, “Who?”
     “You know who. Paul.” Sister’s voice tightened. “He is here, isn’t he?”
     Swan hesitated.
     “Where is he? Where’s Paul?”
     “I don’t know,” she admitted. “He’s not here.”
     “Oh… my God.” Sister clasped a dirt-caked hand to her mouth. She was dizzy, and this new blow almost finished her; she was weary and sick of fighting, and her bones ached as if her body had been snapped apart and rearranged. She’d retreated from the western wall as the soldiers overran it, had found a discarded butcher knife and killed one of them in hand-to-hand fighting, then had been forced across the field by a wave of attacking troops. She’d hidden under a shack, but when it was set afire over her head she’d had no choice but to surrender. “Paul,” she whispered. “He’s dead. I know he is.”
     “You don’t know that! Maybe he got away! Maybe he’s still hiding!”
     “Hey, you!” the guard shouted. “Break it up and move on!”
     Swan said, “Lean on me,” and she started helping Sister back to where the others were. Josh was coming toward them, followed by Robin. And suddenly Swan realized that Sister no longer had the leather satchel. “The glass ring! What happened to it?”
     Sister put a finger to her lips.
     A Jeep roared up. Its two passengers were Roland Croninger, still wearing a helmet and with mud splattered across his bandaged face, and the man who called himself Friend. Both of them got out while the driver kept the engine idling.
     Friend stalked along the wire, his brown eyes narrowed as he searched among the prisoners. And then he saw her, supporting an injured woman. “There!” he said excitedly, and he pointed. “That’s her!”
     “Bring the girl out,” Roland told the nearest guard.
     Friend paused, staring at the woman who leaned on Swan’s shoulder. The woman’s face was unfamiliar, and the last time he’d seen Sister she’d been disfigured. He thought he recalled seeing that woman the day he’d overheard the Junkman talking about the Army of Excellence, but he hadn’t paid any attention to her. That was back when he was sick, and details had escaped him. But now he realized that, if indeed the woman was Sister, she no longer had that damned bag with the circle of glass in ft.
     “Wait!” he told the guard. “Bring that woman out, too! Hurry!”
     The guard motioned for another to help him, and they entered the containment area with their rifles ready.
     Josh was just about to reach out for Sister when the guards ordered Swan to halt. She looked over her shoulder at the two rifle barrels. “Come on,” one of the men said. “You wanted to see Colonel Macklin? Here’s your chance. You too, lady.”
     “She’s hurt!” Josh objected. “Can’t you see—”
     The guard who’d spoken fired his rifle into the ground at Josh’s feet, and Josh was forced back.
     “Let’s go.” The guard prodded Swan with his rifle. “The colonel’s waiting.”
     Swan supported Sister, and they were bracketed by the two guards as they were escorted to the gate.
     Robin started after them, but Josh grabbed his arm. “Don’t be stupid,” Josh warned.
     The boy angrily wrenched free. “You’re just going to let them take her? I thought you were supposed to be her guardian!”
     “I used to be. Now she’ll have to take care of herself.”
     “Right!” Robin said bitterly. “What are we going to do, just wait?”
     “If you have a better suggestion—and one that won’t get a lot of people killed, including yourself and Swan—I’d just love to hear it.”
     Robin had none. He watched helplessly as Swan and Sister were herded toward the Jeep where the two men waited.
     As they neared the Jeep, both Swan and Sister felt their skin crawl. Sister recognized the one with the bandaged face from her confrontation with the tank—and she knew the other as well. It was in his eyes, or his smile, or the way he cocked his head or held his hands in fists at his sides. Or maybe it was the way he trembled with excitement. But she knew nun, and so did Swan.
     He did not look at Swan. Instead, he strode forward and ripped the collar of Sister’s coat away from her neck.
     Exposed underneath was a brown scar in the shape of a crucifix.
     “Your face is different,” he said.
     “So is yours.”
     He nodded, and she saw a quick glint of red deep in his eyes, there and then gone like a glimpse of something monstrous and unknown. “Where is it?”
     “Where is what?”
     “The ring. The crown. Or whatever the fuck it is. Where?”
     “Don’t you know everything? You tell me.”
     He paused, and his tongue flicked across his lower lip. “You didn’t destroy it. I know that fer sure, fer sure. You hid it somewhere. Oh, you think you’re just a cutie-pie, don’t you? You think you shit roses, just like—” He almost turned his head, almost let himself look at her, but he did not. The muscles of his neck were as taut as piano wires. “Just like she does,” he finished.
     “What crown?” Roland asked.
     Friend ignored him. “I’ll find it,” he promised Sister. “And if I can’t persuade you to help me, my associate Captain Croninger has a wonderful way with tools. Do you forgive me now?”
     Swan realized he was speaking to her, though he still stared at Sister.
     “I said, do you forgive me now?” When Swan didn’t reply, his smile broadened. “I didn’t think so. Now you have a taste of what hate is. How do you like it?”
     “I don’t.”
     “Oh,” he said, not yet trusting himself to even glance at her, “I think you’ll learn to enjoy the flavor. Shall we go, ladies?”
     They got into the Jeep, and the driver headed toward Colonel Macklin’s trailer.

     Out by the broken northern wall, where flames still gnawed and trucks rumbled back and forth with their cargos of guns, clothing and shoes, a solitary figure found a group of corpses that the scavenger brigades hadn’t yet gotten to.
     Alvin Mangrim rolled the body of a dead man over and examined the ears and nose. The nose was too small, he decided, but the ears would do just fine. He withdrew a bloody butcher knife from a leather holder at his waist and went to work severing both the ears; then he dropped them into a cloth bag that hung around his shoulder. The bottom of it was soggy with blood, and inside it were more ears, noses and a few fingers he’d already “liberated” from other bodies. He was planning on drying the objects out and stringing them into necklaces. He knew Colonel Macklin would like one, and he thought it might be a good way to barter some extra rations. In this day and age a man had to use his mind!
     He recalled a tune from a long time ago, part of a shadowy world. He remembered holding a woman’s hand—a rough, hard and hateful hand, covered with calluses—and going to a theater to see a cartoon movie about a lovely princess who shacked up with seven dwarves. He’d always liked the tune that the dwarves whistled as they worked in the mine, and he began to whistle that song as he carved off a woman’s nose and dropped it into the bag. Most of the music he was whistling went out through the hole where his own nose had been, and it occurred to him that if he found a nose the right size he could dry it and use it to plug the hole.
     He went to the next corpse, which was lying on its face. The nose would probably be smashed, Alvin thought. But he grasped the corpse’s shoulder and rolled it over anyway.
     It was a man with a gray-streaked beard.
     And suddenly the corpse’s eyes opened, bright blue and bloodshot against the grayish-white flesh.
     “Oh… wow,” Alvin Mangrim said.
     Paul lifted his Magnum, pressed the barrel against the other man’s skull and blew his brains out with the last bullet.
     The dead man fell over Paul’s body and warmed him. But Paul knew he was dying, and he was glad now that he’d been too gutless to put that gun against his own head and take the easy way out. He didn’t know who the dead man was, but the bastard was history.
     He waited. He’d lived most of his life alone, and he wasn’t afraid to die alone. No, not afraid at all—because the fearsome thing had been getting to this point. It was a piece of cake from here on. The only thing he regretted was not knowing what had happened to the girl—but he knew that Sister was a tough old bird, and if she’d survived all this, she wasn’t going to let any harm come to Swan.
     Swan, he thought. Swan. Don’t let them break you. Spit in their eyes and kick their asses—and think sometimes of a Good Samaritan, okay?
     He decided he was tired. He was going to rest, and maybe when he woke up it would be morning. It would be so wonderful to see the sun.
     Paul went to sleep.
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Eighty-five

Yellow lamplight fell upon the visage of Death, and in its presence Swan drew herself up tall and straight. Fear fluttered inside her ribs like a caged butterfly, but Swan met Colonel Macklin’s gaze without cringing. He was the skeletal rider, Swan realized. Yes. She knew him, knew what he was, understood the ravenous power that drove him. And now he’d scythed down Mary’s Rest, but his eyes were still hungry.
     On the desk before Colonel Macklin was a piece of paper. Macklin lifted his right arm and slammed his hand down, impaling the casualty report on the nails. He pulled them loose from the scarred desktop and offered his palm to Swan.
     “The Army of Excellence has lost four hundred and sixty-eight soldiers today. Probably more, when the reports are updated.” He glanced quickly at the woman who stood beside Swan, then back to the girl. Roland and two guards stood behind them, and standing at Macklin’s right was the man who called himself Friend. “Take it,” Macklin said. “Look for yourself. Tell me if you’re worth four hundred and sixty-eight soldiers.”
     “The people who killed those soldiers thought so,” Sister spoke up. “And if we’d had more bullets, you’d still be outside the walls getting your butts kicked.”
     Macklin’s attention drifted to her. “What’s your name?”
     “She’s called Sister,” Friend said. “And she’s got something I want.”
     “I thought you wanted the girl.”
     “No. She’s nothing to me. But you need her. You saw the cornfield for yourself; that’s her work.” He smiled vacantly at Sister. “This woman’s hidden a pretty piece of glass that I’m going to have. Oh, yes! I’m going to find it, believe me.” His eyes probed deeply into Sister’s, down through flesh and bone to the storehouse of memory. The shadows of her experiences flew like startled birds within her mind. He saw the jagged ruins of Manhattan, and Sister’s hands uncovering the circle of glass for the first time; he saw the watery hell of the Holland Tunnel, the snow-covered highway that wound through Pennsylvania, the prowling packs of wolves and a thousand other flickering images in the space of seconds. “Where is it?” he asked her, and at once he saw the image of an uplifted pickaxe in her mind, as if silhouetted by lightning.
     She felt him picking at her brain like a master thief at a safe’s lock, and she had to scramble the tumblers before he got in. She closed her eyes, squeezed them tightly shut and began to lift the lid of the most terrible thing, the thing that had sent her screaming over the edge and turned her into Sister Creep. The lid’s hinges were rusted, because she hadn’t looked inside it for a long time, but now she got the lid up and forced herself to see it, just as it had been that rainy day on the turnpike.
     The man with the scarlet eye was blinded by a blue light spinning around, and he heard a male voice saying, “Give her to me, lady. Come on now, let me have her.” The image cleared and strengthened, and suddenly he was holding a little girl’s body in his arms; she was dead, her face smashed and distorted, and nearby was an overturned car with steam hissing from its radiator. On the bloody concrete a few feet away were fragments of glass and little bits of sparkle. “Give her to me, lady. We’ll take care of her now,” a young man in a yellow rain slicker was saying as he reached for the child.
     “No,” Sister said softly, painfully, deep within the awful moment, “I won’t… let you… have her.” Sister’s voice sounded slurred and drunken.
     He drew back, out of the woman’s mind and memory. He resisted the urge to reach out and snap her neck. Either she was much stronger than he’d thought, or he was weaker than he knew—and he could feel that damned little bitch watching him, too! Something about her—her very presence—drained the power out of him! Yes, that was it! Her rampant evil was making him weak! One blow was all it would take; one quick blow to her skull, and it would all be over! He balled up his fist, and then he dared to look her in the face. “What are you staring at?”
     She didn’t answer. His face was fearsome, but it had a wet, plastic sheen. Then she said, as calmly as she could, “Why are you so afraid of me?”
     “I’m not afraid!” he bellowed, and dead flies fell from his lips. His cheeks reddened. One of his brown eyes turned jet-black, and the bones shifted under his face like the rotten foundations of a papier-mâché house. Wrinkles and cracks shot from the corners of his mouth, and he aged twenty years in an instant. His red, wrinkled neck quivered as he pulled his gaze away from her and back to Sister. “Croninger!” he said. “Go get Brother Timothy and bring him here.”
     Roland left the trailer without hesitation.
     “I could have someone shot every sixty seconds until you tell me.” Friend leaned closer to Sister. “Who should we start with? That big nigger? How about the boy? Shall we just pick and choose? Draw straws, or names out of a hat? I don’t give a shit. Where’d you hide it?”
     Again, all he could see was a spinning blue light and the scene of an accident. A pickaxe, he thought. A pickaxe. He looked at the woman’s dirty clothes and hands. And he knew. “You buried it, didn’t you?”
     There was no emotion on Sister’s face. Her eyes remained tightly closed.
     “You… buried… it,” he whispered, grinning.
     “What do you want with me?” Swan asked, trying to divert his attention. She looked at Colonel Macklin. “I’m listening,” she prompted.
     “You made the corn grow. Is that right?”
     “The ground made the corn grow.”
     “She did it!” Friend said, turning away from Sister for the moment. “She put the seeds in the dirt and made them grow! Nobody else could’ve done that! The ground is dead, and she’s the only one who can bring it back! If you take her with you, the Army of Excellence’ll have all the food it needs! She could make a whole field grow from one ear of corn!”
     Macklin stared at her. He didn’t think he’d ever seen a girl as lovely as her—and her face was strong, very strong. “Is that right?” he repeated.
     “Yes,” she replied. “But I won’t grow food for you. I won’t grow crops for an army. There’s no way you can force me.”
     “Yes, there is!” Friend hissed over Macklin’s shoulder. “She’s got friends out there! A big nigger and a boy! I saw them myself, just a little while ago! You bring them with us when we march, and she’ll grow the crops to save their throats!”
     “Josh and Robin would rather die.”
     “Would you rather they died?” He shook his head, and his other eye turned sea-green. “No, I don’t think so.”
     Swan knew he was right. She couldn’t refuse to help them if Josh’s and Robin’s lives were at stake. “Where are you marching to?” she asked tonelessly.
     “Here!” Friend said. “Here’s our Brother Timothy! He’ll tell you!” Roland and Brother Timothy were just entering the trailer; Roland had a firm grip on the skinny man’s arm, and Brother Timothy walked as if in a state of trance, his shoes shuffling along the floor.
     Swan turned toward the two men and flinched. The new arrival’s eyes were staring circles of shock, surrounded by deep purple. His mouth was half open, the lips gray and slack.
     Friend clapped his hands together. “Simon says! Tell the little bitch where we’re marching to, Brother Timothy!”
     The man made a groaning, garbled sound. He shuddered, and then he said, “To… Warwick Mountain. To find God.”
     “Very good! Simon says! Tell us where Warwick Mountain is!”
     “West Virginia. I was there. I lived with God… for seven days… and seven nights.”
     “Simon says! What does God have up on Warwick Mountain?”
     Brother Timothy blinked, and a tear ran down his right cheek.
     “Simon’s about to get angry, Brother Timothy,” Friend said sweetly.
     The man whined; his mouth opened wider, and his head thrashed back and forth. “The black box… and the silver key!” he said, his words rushing and tangling together. “The prayer for the final hour! Fear death by water! Fear death by water!”
     “Very good. Now count to ten.”
     Brother Timothy held up both hands in the lamplight. He began to count on his fingers. “One… two… three… four… five… six—” He stopped, puzzled.
     And Swan had already seen that the other four fingers of his right hand had been chopped off.
     “I didn’t say ‘Simon says,’” Friend told him.
     The veins struck out from Brother Timothy’s neck, and a pulse beat rapidly at his temple. Tears of terror filled his eyes. He tried to back away, but Roland’s grip tightened on his arm. “Please,” Brother Timothy whispered hoarsely, “don’t… hurt me anymore. I’ll take you to him, I swear I will! Just… don’t hurt me anymore…” His voice was broken by sobbing, and he cringed as Friend approached.
     “We won’t hurt you.” Friend stroked the other man’s sweat-damp hair. “We wouldn’t dream of it. We just wanted you to show these ladies what the power of persuasion can do. They’d be very stupid if they didn’t do what we said, wouldn’t they?”
     “Stupid,” Brother Timothy agreed, with a zombie grin. “Very stupid.”
     “Good dog.” Friend patted the top of his head. Then he returned to Sister’s side, grabbed the back of her neck and twisted her head toward Brother Timothy; with his other hand he roughly forced one of her eyes open. “Look at him!” he shouted, and he shook her.
     His touch spread unbearable cold through her body; her bones ached, and she had no choice but to look at the maimed man who stood before her.
     “Captain Croninger has a very nice playroom.” His mouth was right up against her ear. “I’m going to give you until dawn to remember where that trinket is. If your memory’s still deficient, the good captain’s going to start picking people out of the chicken coop to play games with him. And you’re going to watch, because the first game will be to cut your eyelids off.” His hand squeezed like a noose.
     Sister was silent. The blue light continued to spin in her mind, and the young man in the yellow rain slicker kept reaching for the dead child in her arms.
     “Whoever she was,” he whispered, “I hope she died hating you.”
     Friend felt Swan watching him, felt her eyes probing to his soul, and he removed his hand before blind rage made him break the woman’s neck. Then he could stand it no longer, and he whirled toward her. Their faces were about six inches apart. “I’ll kill you, bitch!” he roared.
     Swan used every shred of willpower to keep herself from shrinking back. She held his gaze like an iron hand trapping a snake. “No, you won’t,” she told him. “You said I didn’t mean anything to you. But you were lying.”
     Brown pigment streaked across his pale flesh. His jaw lengthened, and a false mouth opened like a jagged wound in his forehead. One eye remained brown, while the other turned crimson, as if it had ruptured and gorged with blood. Smash her! he thought. Smash the bitch dead!
     But he did not. Could not. Because he knew, even through the vile entanglement of his own hatred, that there was a power in her beyond anything he could understand, and something deep within him yearned like a diseased heart. He despised her and wanted to grind her bones—but at the same time he dared not touch her, because her fire might sear him to a cinder.
     He backed away from her; his face became Hispanic, then Oriental, and finally it caught somewhere in mid-change. “You’re going with us when we march,” he promised. His voice was high and raspy, rising and tumbling through octaves. “We’re going to West Virginia first… to find God.” He sneered the word. “Then we’re going to find you a nice farm with plenty of land. And we’re going to get the seeds and gram for you, too. We’ll find what you need in silos and barns along the way. We’re going to build a big wall around your farm, and we’ll even leave some soldiers to keep you company.” The mouth in his forehead smiled, then sealed up. “And for the rest of your life you’re going to be growing food for the Army of Excellence. You’ll have tractors, reapers, all kinds of machines! And your own slaves, too! I’ll bet that big nigger could really pull a plow.” He glanced quickly at the two guards. “Go get that black bastard out of the chicken coop. And a boy named Robin, too. They can share Brother Timothy’s quarters. You don’t mind, do you?”
     Brother Timothy grinned slyly. “Simon didn’t say speak.”
     “Where can we put these two ladies?” Friend asked Colonel Macklin.
     “I don’t know. A tent, I guess.”
     “Oh, no! Let’s at least give the ladies mattresses! We want them comfortable while they think! How about a trailer?”
     “They can go into Sheila’s trailer,” Roland suggested. “She’ll watch them for us, too.”
     “Take them there,” Friend ordered. “But I want two armed guards on duty at that trailer’s door. There will be no mistakes. Understood?”
     “Yes, sir.” He withdrew his pistol from its waist holster. “After you,” he told Swan and Sister, and as they went out the door and down the carved steps Swan clenched Sister’s hand.
     Friend stood at the doorway and watched them go. “How long before dawn?” he asked.
     “Three or four hours, I think,” Macklin said. Swan’s face remained impressed in Macklin’s mind as clearly as a photograph. He ripped the casualty report off the nails in his palm; the numbers were organized by brigade, and Macklin tried to concentrate on them, but he couldn’t get past the girl’s face. He’d not seen such beauty in a long, long time; it was beyond sexual—it was clean, powerful and new. He found himself staring at the nails in his palm, and at the filthy bandages taped around his wrist. For an instant he could smell himself, and the odor almost made him puke.
     He looked up at Friend in the doorway, and Macklin’s mind suddenly cleared like clouds blown away by a scorching wind.
     My God, he thought. I’m… in league with…
     Friend turned his head slightly. “Is anything on your mind?” he inquired.
     “No. Nothing. I’m just thinking, that’s all.”
     “Thinking gets people in trouble. Simon says! Isn’t that right, Brother Timothy?”
     “Right!” the man chirped, and he clapped his mangled hands together.






Eighty-six

“I’m an entertainer,” the woman who sat on a pile of dirty pillows in the corner suddenly said.
     It was the first time she’d spoken since they’d been shoved into the filthy trailer more than a hour before. She’d just sat there and watched them as Swan lay on one of the bare mattresses and Sister paced the room.
     “Do you two like to party?”
     Sister stopped pacing, stared at her incredulously for a few seconds and then continued. There were nine steps from wall to wall.
     “Well”—she shrugged—“if we’re going to bunk together, we should at least know one another’s names. I’m Sheila Fontana.”
     “Good for you,” Sister muttered.
     Swan sat up and regarded the dark-haired woman with closer scrutiny. By the light of the trailer’s single kerosene lamp, Swan saw that Sheila Fontana was thin to the point of emaciation, her yellowish flesh drawn and sunken over her facial bones. The scalp showed at the crown of her head, and her black hair was dirty and lifeless. Around her on the floor was a scatter of empty food cans, bottles and other trash. The woman wore stained and dirty clothes under a heavy corduroy coat, but Swan had also seen that Sheila’s fingernails, though broken and gnawed down to the quick, had been meticulously polished bright red. On first entering the trailer, Swan had noticed the dresser covered with make-up jars, tubes of lipstick and the like, and now she glanced over at the mirror where the clipped photographs of young, fresh-faced models were taped up. “I used to be an entertainer, too,” Swan offered. “In the Travelin’ Show, with Josh and Rusty. Mostly I just stayed in the wagon, though. Rusty was a magician—he could make things disappear and appear again, just like that.” She snapped her fingers, lost in a memory of the past. She focused her attention on Sheila again. “What do you do?”
     “A little of everything, honey.” Sheila smiled, showing gray and shrunken gums. “I’m an RL.”
     “An RL? What’s that?”
     “Recreation Lady. I ought to be out on the stroll right now, too. A good RL can score till she’s sore after a battle. It makes the men want to fuck.”
     “Huh?”
     “She means she’s a whore,” Sister explained. “Jesus, it smells in here!”
     “Sorry, I’m fresh out of Air-Wick. You can spray some of that perfume around, if you want.” She motioned toward the gummy, dried-up bottles on the dresser.
     “No, thank you.” Sister broke her rhythm and strode to the door; she twisted the handle, opened the door and faced the two guards who were just outside.
     Both of them held rifles. One of the guards said, “Get back in there.”
     “I’m just getting some fresh air. Do you mind?”
     A rifle barrel was pushed against her chest. “Back inside,” the man ordered. He shoved her, and Sister slammed the door shut.
     “Men are beasts,” Sheila said. “They don’t understand that a woman needs her privacy.”
     “We’ve got to get out of here!” Sister’s voice quavered on the edge of panic. “If he finds it, he’s going to destroy it—and if I don’t let him find it, he’s going to start executing people!”
     “Find what?” Sheila drew her knees up against her chest.
     “It’s going to be dawn soon,” Sister continued. “Oh, God!” She leaned against the wall, hardly able to stand. “He’s going to find it! I can’t stop him from finding it!”
     “Hey, lady!” Sheila said. “Anybody ever tell you you were crazy?”
     Sister was close to falling apart, Swan knew; she was, too, but she would not let herself think about what was ahead. “How long have you been with them?” Swan asked the dark-haired woman.
     Sheila smiled thinly—a horrible smile on that emaciated, life-drained face. “Forever,” she replied. “Oh, Christ, I wish I had some blow! Or pills. If I had just one Black Beauty, I’d slice that bastard into little-bitty pieces and fly high for a fucking week! You don’t have any dope on you, do you?”
     “No.”
     “I didn’t think so. Nobody’s got any. I guess it’s all been smoked, snorted and popped by now. Oh, shit.” She shook her head sadly, as if bemoaning the death of a lost culture. “What’s your name, honey?”
     “Swan.”
     Sheila repeated it. “That’s a nice name. An unusual name. I used to know a girl named Dove. She was hitching a ride up near El Cerrito, and Rudy and I pulled—” She stopped. “Listen!” she whispered urgently. “Do you hear that?”
     Swan heard some men laughing nearby, and in the distance were the sounds of gunshots.
     “The baby!” Sheila’s right hand went to her mouth. Her eyes were pools of darkness. “Listen! Can’t you hear the baby crying?”
     Swan shook her head.
     “Oh… Jesus!” Sheila was almost choked with terror. “The baby’s crying! Make it stop crying! Please!” She put her hands over her ears, and her body began to curl into a fetal shape. “Oh, God, please make it stop!”
     “She’s out of her mind,” Sister said, but Swan got up from the mattress and approached the woman. “Better leave her alone,” Sister warned. “She looks pretty far gone.”
     “Make it stop… make it stop… oh, Jesus, make it stop,” Sheila was raving, curled up in the corner. Her face gleamed with sweat in the lamplight, and the woman’s body odor almost repulsed Swan—but Swan stood over her and finally bent down at her side. She hesitated, then reached out to touch the other woman. Sheila’s hand found Swan’s and gripped it with painful pressure. Swan did not pull away.
     “Please… make the baby stop crying,” Sheila begged.
     “There’s… there’s no baby here. There’s no one here but us.”
     “I hear the crying! I hear it!”
     Swan didn’t know what kind of torment this woman had lived through, but she couldn’t bear to watch her suffer. She squeezed Sheila’s hand and leaned closer to her. “Yes,” she said softly, “I hear the crying, too. A baby crying. Isn’t that right?”
     “Yes! Yes! Make it stop before it’s too late!”
     “Too late? Too late for what?”
     “Too late for it to live!” Sheila’s fingers dug into Swan’s hand. “He’ll kill it if it doesn’t stop crying!”
     “I hear it,” Swan told her. “Wait, wait. The baby’s stopping now. The sound’s going away.”
     “No, it’s not! I can still hear—”
     “The sound’s going away,” Swan repeated, her face only a few inches from Sheila’s. “It’s getting quieter now. Quieter. I can hardly hear it at all. Someone’s taking care of the baby. It’s very quiet now. Very quiet. The crying’s gone.”
     Sheila drew a sharp, sudden breath. Held it for a few seconds, and let it out in a soft, agonized moan. “Gone?” she asked.
     “Yes,” Swan answered. “The baby’s stopped crying. It’s all over.”
     “Is… is the baby still alive?”
     That seemed very important to her. Swan nodded. “Still alive.”
     Sheila’s mouth was slack, and a thin thread of saliva broke over the lower lip and trailed down into her lap. Swan started to work her hand free, but Sheila wouldn’t let her go.
     “You need some help?” Sister offered, but Swan shook her head.
     Sheila’s hand came up, very slowly, and the tips of her fingers touched Swan’s cheek. Swan couldn’t see the woman’s eyes—just two dark craters in the chalky flesh. “Who are you?” Sheila whispered.
     “Swan. My name is Swan. Remember?”
     “Swan,” Sheila repeated, her voice gentle and awed. “The baby… never stopped crying before. Never stopped crying… until it was dead. I never even knew if the baby was a boy or girl. It never stopped crying before. Oh… you’re so pretty.” Her dirty fingers moved across Swan’s face. “So pretty. Men are beasts, you know. They take pretty things… and they make them ugly.” Her voice cracked. She began to cry softly, her cheek resting against the girl’s hand. “I’m so tired of being ugly,” she whispered. “Oh… I’m so tired…”
     Swan let her cry, and she stroked the woman’s head. Her fingers touched scabs and sores.
     After a while, Sheila lifted her head. “Can… can I ask you something?”
     “Yes.”
     Sheila wiped her eyes and snuffled her nose. “Will you… let me brush your hair?”
     Swan stood up and helped Sheila to her feet; then she went to the dressing table and sat down before the mirror. Sheila took a tentative step after her, followed by another. She reached the dresser and picked up a brush that was clotted with hair. Then Sheila’s fingers smoothed out Swan’s mane and she began to brush it, long and slow, stroke after stroke.
     “Why are you here?” Sheila asked. “What do they want with you?”
     Her tone was hushed and reverent. Sister had heard it before, when other people in Mary’s Rest had talked to Swan. Before the girl could answer, Sister said, “They’re going to keep us here. They’re going to make Swan work for them.”
     Sheila stopped brushing. “Work for them? Like… as an RL?”
     “In a way, yes.”
     She paused for a few seconds, then continued slowly brushing Swan’s hair. “Such a pretty thing,” she whispered, and Sister saw her blink heavily, as if trying to grapple with thoughts that she’d rather shut out.
     Sister knew nothing about the woman, but she watched the way Sheila gently used the brush, her fingers moving dreamlike through Swan’s hair to loosen tangles. She saw how Sheila kept admiring Swan’s face in the mirror, then hesitantly lifting her gaze to her own shriveled, worn-out features—and Sister decided to take a chance. “It’s a shame,” she said quietly, “that they’re going to make her ugly.”
     The brush stopped.
     Sister glanced quickly at Swan, who’d begun to realize what the older woman was trying; then Sister came up to stand behind Sheila. “Not all men are beasts,” she said, “but those men are. They’re going to use Swan and make her ugly. They’re going to crush her and destroy her.”
     Sheila looked at Swan in the mirror and then at herself. She stood very still.
     “You can help us,” Sister said. “You can stop them from making her ugly.”
     “No.” Her voice was weak and listless, like that of a weary child. “No, I… can’t. I’m nobody.”
     “You can help us get out of here. Just talk to the guards. Get their attention and move them away from that door for one minute. That’s all.”
     “No… no…”
     Sister put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Look at her. Go ahead. Now look at yourself.” Sheila’s eyes shifted. “Look what they’ve made you into.”
     “Ugly,” Sheila whispered. “Ugly. Ugly. Ugly…”
     “Please help us get away.”
     Sheila didn’t reply for perhaps a minute, and Sister was afraid that she’d lost her. Suddenly the other woman began brushing Swan’s hair again. “I can’t,” Sheila said. “They’d kill all of us. It wouldn’t matter to them, because they like to use their guns.”
     “They won’t kill us. The colonel doesn’t want us hurt.”
     “They’d hurt me. Besides, where would you go? Everything’s fucked up. There’s no place to hide.”
     Sister cursed inwardly, but Sheila was right. Even if they did manage to escape the trailer, it would only be a matter of time before the soldiers caught them again. She looked at Swan in the mirror, and Swan shook her head a fraction to communicate the message that it was no use pursuing that tactic. Sister’s attention fell on the glass bottles of perfume atop the dresser. Now she had very little to lose. “Sheila,” she said, “you like pretty things, don’t you?”
     “Yes.”
     So far, so good. Here comes the kicker. “Would you like to see something that’s really pretty?”
     Sheila looked up. “What?”
     “It’s… a secret. A buried treasure. Would you like to see it?”
     “I know all about buried treasure. Roland buried the stash. He killed the Fat Man, too.”
     Sister disregarded her raving and stuck doggedly to the point. “Sheila,” she said in a confiding tone, “I know where the treasure’s buried. And it’s something that could help us. If you’re a wh—an RL,” she quickly amended, “the guards wouldn’t stop you from leaving. Like you said, you ought to be on the stroll right now. But you’ve never seen anything as beautiful as this treasure is, and if you went where I said and brought it back here, you’d be helping Swan. Isn’t that right, Swan?”
     “Yes, that’s right.”
     “It would have to be our secret, though,” Sister continued, carefully watching Sheila’s slack, emotionless face. “You couldn’t let anybody know where you were going—and you couldn’t let anybody see you digging it up or bringing it back here. You’d have to hide it under your coat. Could you do that?”
     “I… don’t know. I just did my nails.”
     “The buried treasure can stop them from making her ugly,” Sister said, and she saw the thought register with slow power on the woman’s face. “But it’ll be our secret. Just between us roommates. Okay?” Still Sheila didn’t answer, and Sister said, “Please help us.”
     Sheila stared at her reflection in the mirror. She hardly recognized the monster who peered back. The colonel didn’t need her, she realized. Had never needed her, except to use and abuse. Men are beasts, she thought, and she remembered the colonel’s map of a new America, with its sprawling gray Prison Area.
     That was not a country she wanted to live in.
     She put the brush down. She felt Swan watching her in the mirror, and Sheila knew she could not—must not—let them make such a beautiful thing as ugly as herself.
     “Yes,” she answered finally. “I’ll help you.”






Eighty-seven

“Stop!” he roared, and as the Jeep skidded in the plowed-up, icy mud of the rubied cornfield the man with the scarlet eye leapt over the vehicle’s side and ran through the stubble.
     I’ve got it now! he thought. It’s mine! And whatever it is—ring of light, mystic gift or crown—I’m going to break it into bits right in front of her eyes!
     The mud clung at his boots as he ran, and he tripped over the corn stubble and almost fell in his fury to get there.
     Gray, murky light painted the clouds. In the wind he could smell fire and blood, and he stepped on the naked corpses in his way.
     Oh, she thought she was so clever! he raged. So clever! Well, now she would understand that he was not to be denied, not to be fucked with; she would understand that it was still his party, after all the smoke had cleared and the bodies were counted.
     At the first tinge of light, the guards had brought Sister to the colonel’s trailer, and she’d been placed in a chair at the center of the room. He’d sat down in a chair before her, while Roland and Macklin had watched. And then he’d leaned his Oriental face close to hers, and he’d said in a Southern drawl, “Where’d ya’ll bury it?”
     She’d gathered up her saliva and spat in his face—but that was all right! Oh, yes! That was just fine! He’d wanted her to fight him, to block her memory with that damned blue light spinning around, so he could press both hands against her cheeks until blood spurted from her nostrils. And then, through the haze of her pain, he’d seen the pickaxe in her mind again, had seen it uplifted and slammed down into the dirt. She’d tried to barricade herself behind the blue light again and blind him with it. But he was too fast for her, and he’d slipped into her mind with ease, since the little bitch wasn’t there to distract him.
     And there it was. There it was. The plank of wood that had RUSTY WEATHERS carved into it.
     She’d buried the glass ring in the cowboy’s grave.
     He’d almost killed her when he saw it, but he wanted her alive to watch him break the glass to pieces. The grave was just ahead, in the clearing between the stubble and the rows of apple tree seedlings that had been scooped from the earth and loaded on another truck. He ran toward the area where he knew the cowboy had been buried. The ground under his boots had been chewed up by truck tires and the feet of soldiers, and the mud tried to grip and hold him.
     He was in the clearing, and he looked around for the makeshift grave marker.
     But it was not there.
     Tire tracks interwove across the clearing like the plaid on the coat of the man he’d ripped apart. He looked in all directions and decided he was not yet in the correct place. He ran on about thirty more yards to the west, stopped and hunted again.
     Nude corpses littered the clearing. He picked them up and flung them aside like broken dolls as he searched for any sign of the grave.
     After about ten minutes of frenzied search, he found the grave marker—but it was lying flat and covered with mud. He got down on his knees and started clawing at the ground around the marker, digging the dirt up and throwing it behind him like a dog after a mislaid bone. His hands only found more dirt.
     He heard voices and looked up. Four soldiers were prowling the field for anything the scavenger brigades might have missed. “You! Start digging!” he shouted at them—and they stared stupidly at him until he realized he’d spoken in Russian. “Dig!” he commanded, finding his English again. “Get down on your hands and knees and dig this whole fucking field up!”
     One of the men ran. The other three hesitated, and a soldier called, “What are we digging for?”
     “A bag! A leather bag! It’s here somewhere! It’s—” And then he abruptly stopped and gazed around at the muddy, ravaged clearing. Armored cars and trucks had been moving across it all night. Hundreds of soldiers had marched through the clearing and the cornfield. The marker might have been knocked down an hour, three hours or six hours earlier. It might have been dragged under the wheels of a truck, or kicked aside by the boots of fifty men. There was no way to tell where the grave had actually been, and frantic rage sizzled through him. He lifted his head and screamed with anger.
     The three soldiers fled, tumbling over one another in their panic to get away.
     The man with the scarlet eye picked up the nude corpse of a man by the neck and one stiff, outstretched arm. He swung it away, and then he kicked the head of another body like a football. He fell upon a third corpse and twisted its head until the spine snapped with a noise like off-key guitar strings. Then, still seething with rage, he got on all fours like an animal and searched for someone living to kill.
     But he was alone with the dead.
     Wait! he thought. Wait!
     He sat up again, his clothes filthy and his shifting face splattered with black mud, and he grinned. He began to giggle, then to chuckle, and finally he laughed so loud that the few remaining dogs that slinked through the alleys heard and howled in response.
     If it’s lost, he realized, no one else can have it either! The earth’s swallowed it up! It’s gone, and nobody will ever find it again!
     He kept laughing, thinking about how stupid he’d been. The glass ring was gone forever! And Sister herself was the one who’d thrown it away in the mud!
     He felt a lot better now, a lot stronger and more clearheaded. Things had worked out just as they should. It was still his party, because the little bitch belonged to Macklin, the human hand had destroyed Mary’s Rest and Sister had consigned her treasure to the black, unforgiving dirt—where it would lie forever next to a cowboy’s charred bones.
     He stood up, satisfied that the grave was lost, and began striding across the field to where his driver waited with the Jeep. He turned back for one last look, and his teeth glinted white against his mud-smeared face. It would take a feat of magic, he mused, to make that damned glass ring reappear—and he was the only magician he knew.
     Now we march, he thought. We take the little bitch with us, and we take Sister, that big nigger and the boy, too, to keep her in line. The rest of the dogs can live in these miserable shacks until they rot—which won’t be very long.
     Now we go to West Virginia and Warwick Mountain. To find God. He smiled, and the driver who was waiting just ahead saw that awful, inhuman grimace and shuddered. The man with the scarlet eye was very eager to meet “God,” very eager indeed. After that, the little bitch would go to her prison farm, and then… who knows?
     He liked being a five-star general. It was a task he seemed particularly well suited for, and as he swept his gaze across the plain of heaped-up corpses he felt like the king of all he surveyed, and very much at home.






Eighty-eight

At the crash of the dinner gong, Josh started salivating like an animal.
     The guard was beating on the truck’s rear door with his rifle butt, signaling the three prisoners to move to the far end of their cell-on-wheels. Josh, Robin and Brother Timothy knew that noise very well. Robin had held out the longest, refusing to eat any of the watery gruel for four days—until Josh had held him down and force-fed him, and afterward, when Robin wanted to fight, Josh had knocked him flat and told him he was going to live whether he liked it or not.
     “What for?” Robin had asked, aching to fight but too smart to charge the black giant again. “They’re just going to kill us anyway!”
     “I don’t really give a crap whether you live or not, you pissant punk!” Josh had told him, trying to make the boy mad enough to stay alive. “If you’d been a man, you would’ve protected Swan! But they’re not going to kill us today. Otherwise they wouldn’t have wasted the food. And what about Swan? You’re just going to give up and leave her to the wolves?”
     “Man, you’re a jive fool! She’s probably already dead, and Sister, too!”
     “No way. They’re keeping Swan and Sister alive—and us, too. So from now on you’ll eat, or by God, I’ll shove your face in that bowl and make you suck it up your nostrils! Understand?”
     “Big man,” Robin had sneered, crawling away into his customary corner and wrapping his dirty, threadbare brown blanket around himself. But from that day on he’d eaten his food without hesitation.
     The truck’s metal rear door was perforated with thirty-seven small round holes—both Josh and Robin had counted them many times, and they had devised a mental connect-the-dots-type game with them—which let in dim gray light and air. They were useful peepholes, too, through which to see what was going on in the camp and the landscape they were passing over. But now the door was unbolted, and it slid upward on its rollers. The guard with the rifle—who Robin less-than-affectionately called Sergeant Shitpants—barked, “Buckets out!”
     Two more guards stood by with guns aimed and ready as first Josh, then Robin and Brother Timothy brought their waste buckets out.
     “Step down!” Sergeant Shitpants ordered. “Single file! Move it!”
     Josh squinted in the hazy light of morning. The camp was gearing up to move again; tents were being packed up, vehicles being checked over and gassed up from drums on the back of supply trucks. Josh had noted that the number of gas drums was dwindling fast, and the Army of Excellence had left many broken-down vehicles behind. He looked around at the land as he walked about ten yards away from the truck and dumped his bucket into a ravine. Dense thicket and leafless woods lay on the far side of the ravine, and in the misty distance were snow-covered, hard-edged mountains. The highway they’d been traveling on led up into those mountains, but Josh didn’t know exactly where they were. Time was jumbled and confused; he thought it had been two weeks since they’d left Mary’s Rest, but he wasn’t even sure of that. Maybe it was more like three weeks. Anyway, by this time they’d left Missouri far behind, he figured.
     And Glory and Aaron as well. When the soldiers had come to take him and Robin out of the chicken coop, Josh had had time only to pull Glory against him and say, “I’ll be back.” Her eyes had looked right through him. “Listen to me!” he’d said, shaking her—and finally she’d let her mind return and had focused on the handsome black man who stood before her. “I’ll be back. You just be strong, you hear? And take care of the boy as best you can.”
     “You won’t be back. No. You won’t.”
     “I will! I haven’t seen you in that spangled dress yet. That’s worth coming back for, isn’t it?”
     Glory had gently touched his face, and Josh had seen that she wanted desperately to believe. And then one of the soldiers had thrust a rifle barrel at his injured ribs, and Josh had almost doubled up with agony—but he’d forced himself to remain standing and to walk out of the chicken coop with dignity.
     When the trucks, armored cars and trailers of the Army of Excellence had finally rolled out of Mary’s Rest, about forty people followed on foot for a while, calling Swan’s name, sobbing and wailing. The soldiers had used them for target practice until the last fifteen or so turned back.
     “Returrrrn buckets!” Sergeant Shitpants thundered after Robin and Brother Timothy had emptied theirs. The three prisoners took their buckets back into the truck, and the sarge commanded, “Bowls ready!”
     They brought out the small wooden bowls they’d all been given, and about that time a cast-iron pot arrived from the field kitchen. A bland soup made of canned tomato paste and fortified with crumbled saltines was ladled into the bowls; the menu was usually the same, delivered twice a day, except sometimes the soup had slivers of salt pork or Spam floating in it.
     “Cups out!”
     The prisoners offered their tin cups as another soldier poured water from a canteen. The liquid was brackish and oily—certainly not water from the spring. This was water from melted snow, because it left a film in the mouth, made the back of the throat sore and caused ulcers on Josh’s gums. He knew there were big wooden kegs of springwater on the supply trucks, and he knew also that none of them would get a drop of it.
     “Back up!” Sergeant Shitpants ordered, and as the prisoners obeyed the metal door was pulled down and bolted shut, and feeding time was over.
     Inside the truck, each found his own space to eat in—Robin in his corner, Brother Timothy in another, and Josh toward the center. When he was finished, Josh pulled his tattered blanket around his shoulders, because the unlined metal interior of the truck’s storage space always stayed frigid; then he stretched out to sleep again. Robin got up, pacing back and forth to burn off nervous energy.
     “Better save it,” Josh said, hoarse from the contaminated water.
     “For what? Oh, yeah, I guess we’re going to make our break today, huh? Sure! I’d really better save it!” He felt sluggish and weak, and his head ached so much he could hardly think. He knew it was a reaction to the water after his system had been cleaned out by the spring in Mary’s Rest. But all he could do to keep from going crazy was move around.
     “Forget trying to escape,” Josh told nun, for about the fiftieth time. “We’ve got to stay near Swan.”
     “We haven’t seen her since they threw us in here! Man, there’s no telling what the bastards have done to her! I say we’ve got to get out—and then we can help Swan get away!”
     “It’s a big camp. Even if we could get out—which we couldn’t—how would we find her? No, it’s best to stay right here, lay low and see what they’ve got planned for us.”
     “Lay low?” Robin laughed incredulously. “If we lay any lower we’ll have dirt on our eyelids! I know what they’ve got planned! They’re going to keep us in here till we rot, or shoot us on the side of the road somewhere!” His head pounded fiercely, and he had to kneel down and press his palms against his temples until the pain had passed. “We’re dead,” he rasped finally. “We just don’t know it yet.”
     Brother Timothy slurped at his bowl. He licked the last of it from the sides; he had a patchy dark beard now, and his skin was as white as the lightning streak that marked his oily black hair. “I’ve seen her,” he said matter-of-factly—the first utterance he’d made in three days. Both Josh and Robin were shocked silent. Brother Timothy lifted his head; one lens of his spectacles was cracked, and electrical tape held the glasses together on the bridge of his nose. “Swan,” he said. “I’ve seen her.”
     Josh sat up. “Where? Where’d you see her?”
     “Out there. Walking around one of the trailers. That other woman—Sister—was there, too. The guards were right behind them. I guess that was their exercise break.” He picked up the tin cup and sipped the water as if it were liquid gold. “I saw them… day before yesterday, I think. Yes. Day before yesterday. When I went out to read the maps.”
     Josh and Robin moved around him, watching him with new interest. Lately the soldiers had been coming for Brother Timothy and taking him to Colonel Macklin’s Command Center, where old maps of Kentucky and West Virginia were tacked to the wall. Brother Timothy answered questions from Captain Croninger, Macklin and the man who called himself Friend; he’d shown them the Warwick Mountain Ski Resort on the map, over in Pocahontas County, just west of the Virginia line and the dark crags of the Alleghenies. But that wasn’t the place he’d found God, he’d told them; the ski resort lay in the foothills on the eastern side of Warwick Mountain, and God lived in the heights on the opposite side, way up where the coal mines were.
     The best that Josh could determine from Brother Timothy’s rambling, often incoherent tale was that he’d been in a van with either his family or another group of survivors, heading west from somewhere in Virginia. Someone was after them; Brother Timothy said their pursuers rode motorcycles and had chased them for fifty miles. The van either ran off the road or had a blowout, but they’d made it on foot to the shuttered Warwick Mountain Hotel—and there the motorcycle riders had trapped them, attacking with machetes, butcher knives and meat cleavers.
     Brother Timothy thought he recalled lying in a snowdrift on his belly. Blood was all over his face, and he could hear thin, agonized screaming. Soon the screaming stopped, and smoke began to curl from the hotel’s stone chimney. He ran and kept going cross-country through the woods; then he had found a cave large enough to squeeze his body into during the long, freezing night. And the next day he’d come upon God, who had sheltered him until the motorcycle riders stopped searching for him and went away.
     “Well, what about her?” Robin prompted irritably. “Was she all right?”
     “Who?”
     “Swan! Was she okay?”
     “Oh, yes. She seemed to be fine. A little thin, maybe. Otherwise A-OK.” He sipped water and ran it over his tongue. “That’s a word God taught me.”
     “Look, you crazy fool!” Robin grasped the collar of his grimy coat. “What part of the camp did you see her in?”
     “I know where they’re keeping her. In Sheila Fontana’s trailer, over in the RL district.”
     “RL? What’s that?” Josh asked.
     “Red Light, I think. Where the whores are.”
     Josh pushed aside the first thought that came at him: that they were using Swan as a prostitute. But no, no; they wouldn’t do that. Macklin wanted to use Swan’s power to grow crops for his army, and he wasn’t going to risk her getting hurt or infected with disease. And Josh pitied the fool who tried to force himself on Sister.
     “You don’t… think…” Robin’s voice trailed off. He felt breathless and sick, as if he’d been kicked in the stomach, and if he saw any indication that Josh thought it might be true, he knew he was going to lose his mind in that instant.
     “No,” Josh told him. “That’s not why she’s here.”
     Robin believed it. Or wanted to, very badly. He let go of Brother Timothy’s coat and crawled away, sitting with his back against the metal wall and his knees drawn up to his chest.
     “Who’s Sheila Fontana?” Josh asked. “A prostitute?”
     Brother Timothy nodded and returned to slowly sipping his water. “She’s watching them for Colonel Macklin.”
     Josh looked around their makeshift prison and felt the walls pressing in on him. He was sick of the cold metal, sick of the smell, sick of those thirty-seven holes in the door. “Damn! Isn’t there any way out of here?”
     “Yes,” Brother Timothy replied.
     That got Robin’s attention again and brought him back from his memory of awakening Swan with a kiss.
     Brother Timothy held up his tin cup. He ran a finger along a small, sharp edge that had broken loose from the handle. “This is the way out,” he said softly. “You can use it on your throat, if you like.” He drank the rest of the water and offered the cup to Josh.
     “No, thanks. But don’t let me stop you.”
     Brother Timothy smiled slightly. He put the cup aside. “I would, if I were without hope. But I’m not.”
     “How about spreading the cheer around, then?” Robin said.
     “I’m leading them to God.”
     Robin scowled. “Excuse me if I don’t jump right up and dance.”
     “You would, if you knew what I do.”
     “We’re listening,” Josh prompted.
     Brother Timothy was silent. Josh thought he was going to refuse to answer, and then the man leaned his back against the wall and said quietly, “God told me that the prayer for the final hour will bring down the talons of Heaven upon the heads of the wicked. In the final hour, all evil will be swept away, and the world will be washed clean again. God told me… he was going to wait on Warwick Mountain.”
     “Wait for what?” Robin asked.
     “To see who won,” Brother Timothy explained. “Good or Evil. And when I lead Colonel Macklin’s Army of Excellence up Warwick Mountain, God will see for himself who the victors are. But he won’t permit Evil to conquer. Oh, no.” He shook his head, his eyes dreamy and blissful. “He’ll see that it’s the final hour, and he’ll pray to the machine that calls down the talons of Heaven.” He looked at Josh. “You understand?”
     “No. What machine?”
     “The one that speaks and thinks for hour after hour, day after day. You’ve never seen such a machine as that. God’s army built it, a long time ago. And God knows how to use it. You wait, and you’ll see.”
     “God doesn’t really live on top of a mountain!” Robin said. “If there’s anybody up there, it’s just a crazy man who thinks he’s God!”
     Brother Timothy’s head slowly swiveled toward Robin. His face was tight, his eyes steady. “You’ll see. At the final hour, you’ll see. Because the world will be washed clean again, and all that is will be no more. The last of the Good must die with the Evil. Must die, so the world can be reborn. You must die. And you.” He looked at Josh. “And me. And even Swan.”
     “Sure!” Robin scoffed, but the man’s sincerity gave him the creeps. “I’d hate to be in your skin when old Colonel Mack finds out you’ve been jiving him along.”
     “Soon, young man,” Brother Timothy told him. “Very soon. We’re on Highway 60 right now, and yesterday we passed through Charleston.” There hadn’t been much left, only burned-out and empty buildings, a brackish contaminated river, and maybe two hundred people living in wood-and-clay hovels. The Army of Excellence had promptly taken all their guns, ammunition and clothing and their meager supply of food. The AOE had raided and destroyed five settlements since leaving Mary’s Rest; none of them had given even the slightest resistance. “We’ll keep following this highway to the junction of 219,” Brother Timothy continued, “and then we’ll turn north. There’ll be a ghost town called Slatyfork within forty or fifty miles. I hid there for a while after I left God. I hoped he’d call me back, but he didn’t. A road goes east from that town, up the side of Warwick Mountain. And that’s where we’ll find God waiting.” His eyes shone. “Oh, yes! I know the way very well, because I always hoped to come back to him. My advice to both of you is to prepare yourselves for the final hour—and to pray for your souls.”
     He crawled away into his corner, and for a long time afterward Josh and Robin could hear him muttering and praying in a high, singsong voice.
     Robin shook his head and lay down on his side to think.
     Brother Timothy had left his tin cup behind. Josh picked it up and sat thoughtfully for a moment. Then he ran his finger along the handle’s sharp edge.
     It drew a fine line of blood.






Eighty-nine

“Please,” Sheila Fontana said, touching Sister’s shoulder. “Can I… hold it again?”
     Sister was sitting on a mattress on the floor, drinking the vile soup that the guards had brought in a few minutes before. She looked over at Swan, who sat nearby with her own bowl of watery breakfast, and then she lifted the thin blanket that was draped across the lower end of the mattress; underneath, the mattress had been slashed open and some of the stuffing pulled out. Sister reached up into the hole, her fingers searching.
     She withdrew the battered leather satchel and offered it to Sheila.
     The other woman’s eyes lit up, and she sat down on the floor the way children had once done on Christmas morning.
     Sister watched as Sheila hurriedly unzipped the satchel.
     Sheila reached into it, and her hand came out gripping the circle of glass.
     Dark blue fire rippled through it, brightened for a few seconds and then faded away. The somber blue picked up Sheila’s rapid heartbeat. “It’s brighter today!” Sheila said, her fingers gently caressing the glass. Only one of the glass spikes remained. “Don’t you think it’s brighter today?”
     “Yes,” Swan agreed. “I think it is.”
     “Oh… it’s pretty. So pretty.” She held it out to Sister. “Make it be bright!”
     Sister took it, and as her hand closed on its cool surface the jewels flared and fire burned along the embedded filaments.
     Sheila stared at it, transfixed, and in its wonderful glow her face lost its hardness, the lines and cracks softening, the toil of the years falling away. She’d done just as Sister had said that first night. She’d gone out into the field and searched for the grave marker that said RUSTY WEATHERS. Trucks and armored cars were rolling over the field, and soldiers called mockingly to her, but none of them bothered her. At first she couldn’t find the marker, and she’d wandered back and forth across the field in search of it. But she’d kept looking until she’d found it, still planted in the earth but leaning crazily to one side and all but ripped loose. Tire tracks had zigzagged all around it, and there was a dead man lying near it with most of his face shot away. She’d gotten down on her knees and begun to dig through the churned-up dirt. And then, finally, she’d seen the edge of the leather satchel sticking up, and she’d worked it loose. She had not opened the satchel but had hidden it up under her coat so no one would take it from her. Then she’d done the last thing that Sister had said: She’d pulled the marker out of the ground and had taken it far away from where it originally was, and there she’d left it lying in the mud.
     And keeping the satchel in the folds of her heavy coat and hiding her muddy hands, she’d returned to her trailer. One of the guards had called out, “Hey, Sheila! Didja get paid, or was it another freebie?” The other one had tried to grab at her breasts, but Sheila had gotten inside and shut the door in his leering face.
     “So pretty,” Sheila whispered as she watched the jewels shine. “So pretty.”
     Sister knew that Sheila was entranced by the circle of glass, and she’d kept their secret very well. During the time they’d been together, Sheila had told Sister and Swan about her life before the seventeenth of July, and how she and Rudy had been attacked by Colonel Macklin and Roland Croninger in the dirtwart land, on the edge of the Great Salt Lake. She didn’t hear the infant crying much anymore, and Rudy no longer crawled after her in her nightmares; whenever the baby did start to cry, Swan was always there, and she made the baby stop.
     “So pretty,” she whispered.
     Sister stared at her for a moment—and then she snapped off the last glass spike. “Here,” she said, and it rippled with bright emerald green and sapphire blue as she held it toward Sheila. The other woman just looked at it. “Take it,” Sister offered. “It’s yours.”
     “Mine?”
     “That’s right. I don’t know what’s ahead for us. I don’t know where we’ll be tomorrow—or a week from tomorrow. But I want you to have this. Take it.”
     Slowly, Sheila lifted her hand. She hesitated, and Sister said, “Go ahead.” Then Sheila took it, and at once the colors darkened again to the somber blue. But down deep inside the glass there was a small ruby-red glint, like the flame of a candle. “Thank you… thank you,” Sheila said, almost overcome. It didn’t occur to her that it would have been worth many hundreds of thousands of dollars in the world that had used to be. She lovingly moved her fingers over the tiny red glint. “It’ll get brighter, won’t it?” she asked hopefully.
     “Yes,” Sister replied. “I think it will.”
     And then Sister turned her attention to Swan, and she knew it was time.
     She remembered something the Junkman had told her, when he’d wanted to see what was inside the satchel: “Can’t hold onto things forever. Got to pass them along.”
     She knew what the circle of glass was. Had known it for a long time. Now, with the last spire broken off, it was even more clear. Beth Phelps had known, long ago in the ruined church, when it had reminded her of the Statue of Liberty: “It could be a crown, couldn’t it?” Beth had asked.
     The man with the scarlet eye had realized, as well, when he’d asked her where it was: “The ring. The crown,” he’d said.
     The crown.
     And Sister knew to whom that crown belonged. She’d known it ever since she’d found Swan in Mary’s Rest and seen the new corn growing.
     Can’t hold onto things forever, she thought. But oh, she wanted to so very, very badly. The glass crown had become her life; it had lifted her off her feet and made her go on, one step at a time, through the nightmare land. She’d clung to the crown with the jealous fervor of a New York City bag lady, and she’d both shed and taken blood to protect it.
     And now it was time. Yes. Now it was time.
     Because for her the dreamwalk path had ended. When she looked into the glass, she saw beautiful jewels and threads of gold and silver, but nothing more. Her dreamwalking was done.
     It was for Swan to take the next step.
     Sister got up off the mattress and approached Swan, holding the shining circle of glass before her. Swan realized it was the image she’d seen in Rusty’s magic mirror. “Stand up,” Sister said, and her voice quavered.
     Swan did.
     “This belongs to you,” Sister said. “It always belonged to you. I’ve just been its keeper.” Her fingers traced a filament of platinum, and it sizzled within the glass. “But I want you to remember one thing, and hold it fast: If a miracle can make sand into something like this… then just think—just dream—of what people can be.” And she placed the crown on Swan’s head.
     It was a perfect fit.
     Golden light suddenly flared around the crown, receded and flared again. The brilliant glow made both Sister and Sheila squint, and down deep within the gold more colors bloomed like a garden in sunlight.
     Sheila put a hand to her mouth; her eyes overflowed, and she began laughing and crying at the same time as the colors washed over her face.
     Sister felt heat radiating from the glass, as startling and strong as if she’d caught a faceful of sun. It was getting so bright that she had to retreat a step, her hand rising to shield her eyes.
     “What’s happening?” Swan asked, aware of the brightness and a tingling sensation of warmth in her scalp. She was getting scared, and she started to take the crown off, but Sister said, “No! Don’t touch it!”
     The golden, fiery light had begun to ripple through Swan’s hair. Swan stood as rigidly as if balancing a book on her head, scared to death but excited, too.
     The golden light flared again, and in the next instant Swan’s hair seemed to be on fire. The light was spreading over her forehead and cheeks in tendrils, and then Swan’s face became a mask of light—a wonderful and terrifying sight that almost knocked Sister to her knees. The fierce glow spread over Swan’s throat and neck and began to wind like golden smoke around her shoulders and arms, rippling down over her hands and around each finger.
     Sister reached toward Swan; her hand entered the radiance and touched Swan’s cheek—but it felt like armor plate, though she could still see the faint impression of Swan’s features and the girl’s eyes. Sister’s fingers could not reach Swan’s skin—not her cheeks, her chin, her forehead—not anywhere.
     Oh, God, Sister thought—because she’d realized the crown was weaving an armor of light around Swan’s body.
     It had covered her almost to the waist. Swan felt as if she were standing at the center of a torch, but the warmth was not unpleasant, and she saw the fiery reflection on the walls and the faces of Sister and Sheila with vision only slightly tinged golden. She looked down at her arms, saw them ablaze; she curled her fingers, and they felt fine—no pain, no stiffness, no sense of anything around them at all. The light moved with her, cleaving to her flesh like a second skin. The fire had begun to crawl down her legs.
     She moved, cocooned by light, to the mirror. The sight of what she was becoming was too much for her. She reached up, grasped the crown and lifted it off her head.
     The golden glow faded almost at once. It pulsed… pulsed… and the armor of light evaporated like drifting mist.
     Then Swan was as she’d been before, just a girl holding a ring of sparkling glass.
     She couldn’t find her voice for a minute. Then she held the crown to Sister, and said, “I… I think… you’d better keep it for me.”
     Slowly, Sister lifted her hand and accepted it. She returned the crown to the satchel and zipped it up. Then, moving like a sleepwalker, she pulled up the blanket and put the satchel back in the mattress. But her eyes still buzzed with golden fire, and as long as she lived she’d never forget what she’d just witnessed.
     She wondered what might have happened if, as an experiment, she’d balled up her fist and tried to strike Swan in the face. She didn’t want to suffer broken knuckles to find out. Would the armor have turned away the blade of a knife? A bullet? A bomb’s shrapnel?
     Of all the powers the circle of glass held, she knew that this was one of the greatest—and it had been saved for Swan alone.
     Sheila held her own piece of the crown up before her face. The red glint was stronger; she was sure of it. She got up and hid that in the mattress, too.
     And perhaps thirty seconds later, there was a loud banging at the door. “Sheila!” a guard called. “We’re getting ready to move out!”
     “Yeah,” she answered. “Yeah. We’re ready.”
     “Everything okay in there?”
     “Yeah. Fine.”
     “I’ll be driving the rig today. We’ll be hitting the road in about fifteen minutes.” A chain rattled as it was being fastened around the doorknob and across the door; then there was the solid click of a padlock. “Now you’re nice and tight.”
     “Thanks, Danny!” Sheila said, and when the guard had gone Sheila knelt on the floor beside Swan and pressed the girl’s hand against her cheek.
     But Swan was lost in thought. Her mind had turned to the visions of green fields and orchards. Were those images of things that would be, or things that could be? Were they visions of the prison farm, the fields tended by slaves and stuttering machines, or were they places free of barbed wire and brutality?
     She didn’t know, but she understood that each mile they traveled brought her closer to the answer, whatever it was to be.
     In Macklin’s Command Center, preparations were being made to get underway. The fuel allocation reports from the Mechanical Brigade lay on his desk, and Roland stood next to Friend in front of the West Virginia map tacked to the wall. A red line marked their progress along Highway 60. Roland got as close to Friend as he could; he was tortured with fever, and the cold that came off the other man comforted him. Last night the pain in his face had almost driven him crazy, and he swore he’d felt the bones shift under the bandages.
     “We’re down to nine drums,” Macklin said. “If we don’t find any more gasoline, we’re going to have to start leaving vehicles behind.” He looked up from his reports. “That goddamned mountain road’ll make the engines strain. They’ll use more gas. I still say we give it up and go find fuel.”
     They didn’t answer.
     “Did you hear me? We’ve got to have more gas before we start up that—”
     “What’s wrong with ’Nel Macreen today?” Friend turned toward him, and Macklin saw with a start of horror that the man’s face had changed again; the eyes were slits, the hair black and plastered down. His flesh was pale yellow—and Macklin was looking at a mask that took him back to Vietnam and the pit where the Cong guards had dropped their refuse on him. ’Nel Macreen gots a plobrem?”
     Macklin’s tongue had turned to lead.
     Friend came toward him, his Vietnamese face grinning. “Onry plobrem ’Nel Macreen gots is gettin’ us where we wants go.” His accent changed from pidgin English back to a husky American voice. “So you get rid of the trucks and shit. So what?”
     “So… we can’t carry as many soldiers or supplies if we leave trucks behind. I mean… we’re losing strength every day.”
     “Well, what do you say we do, then?” Friend pulled another chair toward him, turned it around and sat down with his arms crossed on the chair’s back. “Where do we go to find gasoline?”
     “I… don’t know. We’ll have to search for—”
     “You don’t know. And so far the towns you’ve raided were zero for gas, right? So you want to backtrack and fuck around until every truck and car is running on empty?” He cocked his head to one side. “What do you say, Roland?”
     Roland’s heart jumped every time Friend addressed him. The fever had slowed his mind, and his body felt sluggish and heavy. He was still the King’s Knight, but he’d been wrong about something: Colonel Macklin was not the King, and neither was he his own King. Oh, no—the man who sat in the chair before Macklin’s desk was the King. The undisputed, the one and only King, who did not eat or drink and whom he’d never seen either crap or piss either, as if he didn’t have time for such mundane things.
     “I say we keep going on.” Roland knew many armored cars and trucks had already been left behind; the tank had broken down two days out of Mary’s Rest, and several million dollars worth of Uncle Sam’s machinery had been abandoned on the Missouri roadside. “We go on. We’ve got to find out what’s on that mountain.”
     “Why?” Macklin asked. “What’s it to us? I say we—”
     “Silence,” Friend commanded. The slitted Vietnamese eyes bored into him. “Must we go around about this again, Colonel? Roland feels that Brother Timothy saw an underground complex on Warwick Mountain, complete with an operating electrical supply and a mainframe computer. Now, why’s the power still on up there, and what purpose does the complex serve? I agree with Roland that we should find out.”
     “There might be some gasoline up there, too,” Roland added.
     “Right. So going to Warwick Mountain might solve your problem. Yes?”
     Macklin kept his gaze averted. In his mind he saw the girl’s face again, achingly beautiful. He saw her face at night, when he closed his eyes, like a vision from another world. He could not stand his own smell when he awakened. “Yes,” he answered, in a small, quiet voice.
     “I kneeewww you’d see the light, brotha!” Friend said, in the high, careening voice of a Southern revival preacher.
     A ripping noise made Friend’s head swivel.
     Roland was falling; he’d reached out for support and was taking half the map with him. He hit the floor.
     Friend giggled. “Fall down go boom.”
     In that instant Macklin almost lunged forward and slammed the palm of his right hand into the monster’s skull, almost drove the nails deep into the head of the beast that had taken his army from him and made him into a snuffling coward—but as the thought thrilled through him and he tensed for action, a small slit opened in the back of Friend’s head, about four inches above the nape of the neck.
     In the slit was a staring scarlet eye with a silver pupil.
     Macklin sat very still, his lips drawn back from his teeth in a grimace.
     The scarlet eye suddenly shriveled and disappeared, and Friend’s head turned toward him again. He was smiling cordially. “Please don’t take me for a fool,” he said.
     Something hit the roof of the Airstream trailer: bump! Then another: bump bump! Followed in the next few seconds by a bumping noise that seemed to sweep the length of the trailer and gently rock it from side to side.
     Macklin got up on rubbery legs and went around the desk to the door. He opened it and stood looking out at golf ball-sized hail whirling down from the leaden sky, bumping and clattering on the windshields, hoods and roofs of the other vehicles parked around. Thunder echoed in the clouds like a bass drum in a barrel, and an electric-blue spear of lightning struck somewhere in the distant mountains. In the next minute the hail stopped, and sheets of black, cold rain began falling over the encampment.
     A boot thrust out and hit him in the small of the back. He lost his balance and tumbled down to the bottom of the steps, where the armed guards stared at him in stunned surprise.
     Macklin sat up on his knees as the rain struck him in the face and crawled through his hair.
     Friend stood in the doorway. “You’re riding in the truck with the driver,” he announced. “This is my trailer now.”
     “Shoot him!” Macklin bawled. “Shoot the bastard!”
     The guards hesitated; one of them lifted his M-16 and took aim.
     “You’ll die in three seconds,” the monster promised.
     The guard wavered, looked down at Macklin and then looked at Friend again. He abruptly lowered the rifle and stepped back, rubbing rain from his eyes.
     “Help the colonel out of the rain,” Friend commanded. “Then spread the word: We’re moving out in ten minutes. Anyone who’s not ready will be left behind.” He closed the door.
     Macklin shrugged off help as he got to his feet. “It’s mine!” he shouted. “You won’t take it from me!”
     The door remained shut.
     “You won’t… take it… from me,” Macklin said, but no one was listening anymore.
     Engines began to mutter and growl like awakening beasts. The smell of gasoline and exhaust was in the air, and the rain reeked of brimstone.
     “You won’t,” Macklin whispered, and then he started walking toward the truck that hauled the Command Center as the rain beat down like hammer blows on his shoulders.
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The Army of Excellence left a trail of broken-down armored cars, trucks and trailers in its wake as it turned north onto Highway 219 and began to climb along the steep western ridge of the Allegheny Mountains.
     The land was covered with dead forests, and an occasional ghost town crumbled alongside the ribbon of road. There were no people, but a scouting party in a Jeep pursued and shot two deer near the ruins of Friars Hill—and they came across something else that was worth reporting: an ebony, frozen lake. At its center was the tail section of a large aircraft jutting up from the depths. Two of the scouts started across the lake to investigate it, but the ice cracked under them, and they drowned crying for help.
     Rain alternated with snow flurries as the Army of Excellence climbed past dead Hillsboro, Mill Point, Seebert, Buckeye and Marlington. A supply truck ran out of gas twelve feet from a rusted green sign that said Entering Pocahontas County, and the vehicle was pushed into a ravine to let the others pass.
     The column was stopped three miles over the county line by a storm of black rain and hail that made driving impossible. Another truck went into the ravine, and a tractor-trailer rig choked on its last swallow of gasoline.
     As the rain and hail battered down on the Airstream trailer’s roof Roland Croninger awakened. He’d been flung into a corner of the room like a sack of laundry, and his first realization was that he’d messed his britches.
     The second was that what looked like lumps of clay and torn, grimy bandages lay on the floor around his head.
     He was still wearing the goggles. They felt very tight. His face and head throbbed, gorged with blood, and his mouth felt funny—kind of twisted.
     My… face, he thought. My face… has changed.
     He sat up. A lantern glowed on the desk nearby. The trailer shuddered under the storm.
     And suddenly Friend knelt down in front of him, and a pale, handsome mask with close-cropped blond hair and ebony eyes peered curiously at him.
     “Hi there,” Friend said, with a gentle smile. “Have a nice sleep?”
     “I… hurt,” Roland answered. The sound of his voice made his skin creep; it had been a diseased rattle.
     “Oh, I’m sorry. You’ve been sleeping for quite some time. We’re just a few miles away from that town Brother Timothy told us about. Yes, you really got your beauty sleep, didn’t you?”
     Roland started to lift his hands to touch his new face, and his heartbeat deafened him.
     “Let me,” Friend said—and he held up one hand. In it was a broken piece of mirror.
     Roland saw and his head jerked away. Friend’s other hand shot out, cupping the back of Roland’s neck. “Oh, don’t be bashful,” the monster whispered. “Take a good, long look.”
     Roland screamed.
     Internal pressure had buckled the bones into hideous, protruding ridges and collapsed gullies. The flesh was sickly yellow, cracked and pitted like an atomic battleground. Red-edged craters had opened in his forehead and his right cheek, exposing the chalky bone. His hair had receded far back on his head and was coarse and white, and his lower jaw jutted forward as if it had been brutally yanked from its sockets. But the most terrible thing, the thing that made Roland begin to wail and gibber, was that his face had been twisted so that it was almost on the side of his head, as if his features had melted and dried hideously askew. In his mouth, the teeth had been ground down to stubs.
     He flailed at Friend’s hand, knocked the glass aside and scurried into the corner. Friend sat back on his haunches and laughed, while Roland gripped the goggles with both hands and tried to pull them off. The flesh tore around them, and blood ran down to his chin. The pain was too much; the goggles had grown into his skin.
     Roland shrieked, and Friend shrieked with him in unholy harmony.
     Finally, Friend snorted and stood up—but Roland grasped his legs and clung to him, sobbing.
     “I’m a King’s Knight,” he gibbered. “King’s Knight. Sir Roland. King’s Knight… King’s Knight…”
     Friend bent down again. The young man was wasted, but he still had talent. He was actually a wonderful organizer of the last gasoline supplies and the food, and he’d made Brother Timothy sing like a castrato. Friend ran a hand through Roland’s old-man hair.
     “King’s Knight,” Roland whispered, burrowing his head into Friend’s shoulder. Tumbling through his mind were scenes of Earth House, the amputation of Macklin’s hand, the crawl through the tunnel to freedom, the dirtwart land, the murder of Freddie Kempka and on and on in a vicious panorama. “I’ll serve you,” he whimpered. “I’ll serve the King. Call me Sir Roland. Yes, sir! I showed him, I showed him how a King’s Knight gets even, yes, sir, yes, sir!”
     “Shhhhh,” Friend said, almost crooning. “Hush, now. Hush.”
     Finally, Roland’s sobbing ceased. He spoke drowsily: “Do you… do you love me?”
     “Like a mirror,” Friend answered. And the young man said no more.
     The storm slacked off within an hour. The Army of Excellence struggled onward again, through the deepening twilight.
     Soon the scout Jeep came back along the mountain road, and the soldiers reported to General Friend that there were clapboard buildings about a mile ahead. On one of those buildings was a faded sign that read Slatyfork General Store.
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They came at first light. Josh was awakened by the banging of a rifle butt on the truck’s rear door, and he got up off the metal floor, his bones aching, to move back with Robin and Brother Timothy.
     The door was unbolted and rolled up on its casters.
     A blond man with ebony eyes stood looking in, flanked by two soldiers with rifles. He wore an Army of Excellence uniform with epaulets and what appeared to be Nazi medals and insignia on his chest. “Good morning, all!” he said cheerfully, and as soon as he spoke both Josh and Robin knew who he was. “How did we sleep last night?”
     “Cold,” Josh answered tersely.
     “We’ll have a heater for you on the plantation, Sambo.” His gaze shifted. “Brother Timothy? Come out, please.” He crooked an inviting finger.
     Brother Timothy cringed, and the two soldiers came in to haul him out. Josh started to jump one of them, but a rifle barrel was thrust at him and the moment passed. He saw two Jeeps parked nearby, their engines rumbling. In one of them were three people: a driver, Colonel Macklin and a soldier with a machine gun; in the other was also a driver, another armed soldier, a slumped-over figure wearing a heavy coat and hood—and Swan and Sister, both thin and wan-looking.
     “Swan!” Robin shouted, stepping toward the opening.
     She saw him, too, and cried out, “Robin!” as she rose from her seat. The soldier grabbed her arm and pulled her down again.
     One of the guards shoved Robin back. He rushed at the man, his face contorted with rage, and the soldier lifted his rifle butt to smash Robin’s skull. Josh suddenly lunged out and caught the boy, holding him as he thrashed. The soldier spat on the floor, and when he stepped down from the truck the rear door was slid into place and bolted once more.
     “Hey, you bastard!” Josh shouted, peering through one of the thirty-seven punctures. “Hey! I’m talking to you, creep-show!” He realized he was bellowing in his old wrestler’s voice.
     Friend shoved Brother Timothy toward the first Jeep and then turned regally.
     “What do you need Swan and Sister for? Where are you taking them?”
     “We’re all going up Warwick Mountain to meet God,” he answered. “The road’s not good enough for anything heavier than the Jeeps. That satisfy the old negroid curiosity?”
     “You don’t need them! Why don’t you leave them here?”
     Friend smiled vacantly and strolled closer. “Oh, they’re too valuable for that. Suppose some crafty old fox decided he wanted a little more power and snatched them away while we were gone? That wouldn’t do.” He started to return to the Jeep.
     “Hey! Wait!” Josh called, but the man with the scarlet eye was already getting into the Jeep beside Brother Timothy. The two vehicles moved away and out of sight.
     “Now what?” Robin asked him, still seething. “Do we just sit here?”
     Josh didn’t answer. He was thinking of something Brother Timothy had said: “The last of the Good must die with the Evil. Must die, so the world can be reborn. You must die. And you. And me. And even Swan.”
     “Swan won’t come back,” Robin said tonelessly. “Neither will Sister. You know that, don’t you?”
     “No, I don’t.” “He’ll pray to the machine that calls down the talons of Heaven,” he remembered Brother Timothy saying. “Prepare yourselves for the final hour.”
     “I love her, Josh,” Robin said. He grasped Josh’s arm tightly. “We’ve got to get out of here! We’ve got to stop… whatever it is that’s going to happen!”
     Josh pulled free. He walked to the far corner of the cell and looked down.
     On the floor beside Brother Timothy’s bucket was the tin cup, with its sharp metal handle.
     He picked it up and touched the ragged edge.
     It was too small and awkward to use as a weapon, and Josh had already dismissed that possibility. But he was thinking of an old wrestling trick, something that was done with a hidden razor when the promoter wanted more “juice.” It was a common practice, and it always made the violence look more real.
     Now it might give the illusion of something else, as well.
     He started to work.
     Robin’s eyes widened. “What the hell are you doing?”
     “Be quiet,” Josh cautioned. “Just get ready to start yelling when I say so.”

     The two Jeeps were about a quarter mile away, slowly climbing a winding, snow- and rain-slick mountain road. At one time the road had been paved, but the concrete had cracked and slid apart, and underneath was a layer of mud. The Jeeps’ tires slipped, and the vehicles fishtailed as the engines roared for traction. In the second Jeep, Sister gripped Swan’s hand. The hooded figure sitting in the front suddenly turned his head toward them—and they had a heart-stopping glimpse of his deathly yellow, cratered face. The goggled eyes lingered on Swan.
     The drivers fought for every foot. To the right stood a low steel guard rail, and just beyond it was a rocky drop-off that fell seventy feet into a wooded ravine. Still the road ascended as the broken plates of concrete shifted beneath the Jeeps’ wheels.
     The road curved to the left and was blocked by an eight-foot-high chain link fence and gate. On the gate was a metal sign, surprisingly free of corrosion: WARWICK COAL MINING COMPANY. TRESPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED. Ten feet beyond the fence was a brick enclosure where a guard might once have stood duty. A sturdy-looking chain and padlock secured the gate, and Friend said, “Get that thing open” to the soldier with the machine gun. The man got out, walked to the gate and reached out to test the padlock before he blasted it off.
     There was a sizzling like fat being fried in a pan. The soldier’s legs began to boogie, with his hand sealed to the chain and his face bleached and grimacing. The machine gun chattered on its own, spraying bullets into the ground. His clothes and hair smoked, his face taking on a blue cast; then the muscle tension snapped the soldier backward, and he fell, still jerking and writhing, to the ground.
     The smell of scorched flesh and electricity wafted through the air. Friend whirled around and clamped his hand to Brother Timothy’s throat. “Why didn’t you say it was an electric fence?” he bellowed.
     “I… I didn’t know! It was broken open the last time! God must’ve fixed it!”
     Friend almost set him afire, but he could see that Brother Timothy was telling the truth. The electrified fence also told him that the power source, wherever it was, was still active. He released the man, got out of the Jeep and strode to the gate.
     He reached through the chain link mesh and grasped the padlock. His fingers worked at it, trying to break it open. Both Swan and Sister saw his sleeve beginning to smoke, the flesh of his hand getting as soft as used chewing gum. The padlock resisted him, and he could feel the little bitch watching and sucking all the strength out of him. In a rage, he gripped the mesh with the fingers of both hands and wrenched at the gate like a child trying to break into a locked playground. Sparks popped and flew. For an instant he was outlined in an electric-blue glow, his Army of Excellence uniform smoking and charring, the shoulder epaulets bursting into flame. Then the gate’s hinges gave way, and Friend hurled the gate aside.
     “Didn’t think I could, did you?” he shouted at Swan. His face had gone waxy, most of his hair and his eyebrows singed away. Her expression remained placid, and he knew it was a good thing she was going to a prison camp, because the bitch would have to be broken under a whip before she learned respect.
     He had to concentrate harder than usual to get his oozing hands solid again. His epaulets were still burning, and he tore them away before he retrieved the dead soldier’s machine gun and returned to the first Jeep. “Let’s go,” he ordered. Two fingers on his right hand remained scorched and twisted, and they would not reform.
     The two Jeeps moved through the opening and continued up the mountain road, winding between dense stands of lifeless pines and hardwood trees.
     They came to a second brick guard’s station, where a rusted sign commanded Present Identification. Atop the structure was what appeared to be a small videotape camera.
     “They had pretty tight security up here for a coal mine,” Sister observed, and Roland Croninger growled, “No talking!”
     The road emerged from the forest into a clearing; there was a paved parking lot, empty of cars, and beyond it stood a complex of one-story brick buildings and a larger, aluminum-roofed structure built right into the mountainside. Warwick Mountain continued upward about another two hundred feet, covered with dead trees and boulders, and at its peak Sister saw three rusted towers—antennas, she realized—that disappeared in the swirling gray clouds.
     “Stop,” Friend said. The driver obeyed, and a second later the other Jeep halted. He sat looking around the complex for a moment, his eyes narrowed and his senses questing. There was no movement, no life as far as he could see. The chilly wind blew across the parking lot, and thunder rumbled in the clouds. A black drizzle began to fall again. Friend said, “Get out” to Brother Timothy.
     “What?”
     “Get out,” Friend repeated. “Walk ahead of us, and start calling him. Go on!”
     Brother Timothy climbed out of the Jeep and started walking across the parking lot through the black rain. “God!” he shouted, and his voice echoed off the walls of the large metal-roofed building. “It’s Timothy! I’ve come back to you!”
     Friend got out and followed behind him a few yards, the machine gun resting on his hip.
     “God! Where are you? I’ve come back!”
     “Keep going,” Friend told him, and the other man walked forward with the rain beating in his face.
     Sister had been waiting for the right moment. Everyone’s attention was fixed on the two men. The woods lay about thirty yards away, and if she could keep the rest of them busy, Swan might have a chance to make it; they wouldn’t kill her, and if she could reach the woods, Swan might be able to escape. She squeezed Swan’s hand, whispered, “Get ready” and tensed to slam her fist into the face of the guard at her side.
     Brother Timothy shouted joyously, “There he is!”
     She looked up. High above, a figure stood on the sloping aluminum roof.
     Brother Timothy fell to his knees, his hands upraised and his face torn between terror and rapture. “God!” he called. “It’s the final hour! Evil’s won! Cleanse the world, God! Call down the talons of Hea—”
     Machine gun bullets ripped across his back. He fell forward, his body still kneeling in an attitude of prayer.
     Friend swung the smoking barrel up toward the roof. “Come down!” he ordered.
     The figure stood motionlessly but for the billowing of a long, ragged coat around his thin body.
     “I’ll tell you once more,” Friend warned, “and then we’ll see what color God’s blood is.”
     Still the figure hesitated. Swan thought the man with the scarlet eye was going to shoot—but then the figure on the roof walked over near the edge, lifted a hatch and began to descend a metal-runged ladder bolted to the building’s wall.
     He reached the ground and walked to Brother Timothy, where he bent to examine the dead man’s features. Friend heard him mutter something, and ‘God’ shook his gray-maned head in disgust. Then he stood up again, approached Friend and stopped about two feet away. Above the duty, tangled mat of his gray beard, the man’s eyes were sunken deep in purple craters, his flesh ivory and covered with intersecting cracks and wrinkles. A brown-ridged scar sliced across his right cheek, narrowly missing the eye, cutting through the thick eyebrow and up into the hairline, where it divided into a network of scars. His left hand, dangling from the folds of his overcoat, was brown and withered to the size of a child’s.
     “You bastard,” he said, and with his right hand he slapped Friend across the face.

     “Help!” Robin Oakes was shouting. “Somebody help! He’s killing himself!”
     Sergeant Shitpants emerged from a nearby trailer, cocked his .45 automatic and ran through the rain to the truck. Another guard with a rifle came from a different direction, and a third soldier followed.
     “Hurry!” Robin yelled frantically, looking through one of the punctures. “Somebody help him!”
     Sergeant Shitpants thrust the pistol’s barrel up at Robin’s face. “What’s going on?”
     “It’s Josh! He’s trying to kill himself! Open the door!”
     “Right! Fuck that!”
     “He’s cut his wrists, you dumb-ass!” Robin told him. “He’s bleeding all over the floor in here!”
     “That trick was old in silent movies, you little prick!”
     Robin pushed three fingers through one of the holes, and Sergeant Shitpants saw the crimson smear of blood all over them.
     “He’s slashed his wrists with a cup’s handle!” Robin said. “If you don’t help him, he’s going to bleed to death!”
     “Let the nigger die, then!” the guard with the rifle said.
     “Shut up!” Sergeant Shitpants was trying to figure out what he should do. He knew the consequences if anything happened to the prisoners. Colonel Macklin and Captain Croninger were bad enough, but the new commander would cut off his balls and use them as hood ornaments.
     “Help him!” Robin shouted. “Don’t just stand there!”
     “Step back from the door!” the other man ordered. “Go on! Get back, and if you make one move I don’t like, I swear to God you’re dead meat!”
     Robin retreated. The door was unbolted and shoved upward about eight inches.
     “Throw it out! The cup! Throw the damned thing out!”
     A bloody tin cup was slid through the opening. The sergeant picked it up, felt the ragged metal edge and tasted the blood to make sure it was real. It was. “Damn it!” he raged, and he pushed the door up the rest of the way.
     Robin stood at the back of the truck, away from the door. Curled on the floor near him was the body of Josh Hutchins, lying on his right side with his face averted. Sergeant Shit-pants climbed into the truck, his gun aimed at Robin’s head. The guard with the rifle climbed up as well, and the third man stayed on the ground with his pistol unholstered and ready. “Stay back and keep both hands up!” Sergeant Shitpants warned Robin as he approached the black man’s body.
     Blood gleamed on the floor. The sergeant saw blood all over the black man’s clothes, and he reached down to touch one outthrust wrist; his own fingers came away bloody. “Jesus!” he said, realizing he was tailbone deep in trouble. He holstered his .45 and tried to turn the man over, but Josh was way too heavy for him. “Help me move him!” he told Robin, and the boy bent down to grasp Josh’s other arm.
     Josh gave a low, guttural groan.
     And two things happened at once: Robin picked up the bucket of waste lying beside Josh’s arm and hurled its contents into the face of the guard with the rifle, and Josh’s body came to life, his right fist smashing into Sergeant Shitpants’ jaw and snapping it crooked. The man gave a scream as his teeth tore into his tongue, and then Josh was wrenching the .45 out of its holster.
     The blinded guard fired his rifle, and the bullet sang past Robin’s head as the boy lunged at him, grabbing the rifle and kicking him in the groin. The third soldier fired at Josh, but the bullet hit Sergeant Shitpants in the back and drove him into Josh like a shield. Josh wiped the blood out of his eyes and shot at the soldier, but the man was already running through the rain shouting for help.
     Robin kicked the guard again, tumbling him out of the truck to the ground. Josh knew they would only have a minute or so before the place was swarming with soldiers, and he started digging through Sergeant Shitpants’ pockets, looking for the truck’s key. Blood was streaming down his face from three slashes across his forehead, inflicted with the ragged edge of metal; he’d smeared his wrists with blood and gotten it all over his clothes to make it appear as if he’d cut his veins. In the wrestling ring, a small sliver of razor blade hidden in a bandage had often been drawn across the forehead to create a superficial but nasty-looking wound, and in this case the gore was needed for a similarly theatrical purpose.
     Two soldiers were running toward the truck. Robin took aim and shot one of them down, but the other fell onto his stomach and crawled under a trailer. Josh couldn’t find a key. “Look in the ignition!” he shouted, and he fired shots at random as Robin jumped to the ground and ran around to the truck’s cab.
     He opened the door and reached up to the dashboard, his fingers searching. There was no key in the ignition.
     The soldier under the trailer squeezed off two shots that ricocheted dangerously around Josh, who flung himself flat. Another soldier opened up with an automatic rifle, over to the left. The air turned hot above Josh’s head, and he heard bullets whack off the inside of the truck like hammers beating garbage can lids.
     Robin searched under the seat and found nothing but empty cartridges. He opened the glove compartment. There! Inside was a tarnished key and a snub-nose .38. He fit the key into the ignition, turned it and jammed his foot down on the accelerator. The engine coughed and racketed, then roared to Me, the entire truck quaking. He gaped at the gearshift. Shit! he thought; one thing he’d forgotten to tell Josh while they were planning their escape was that his experience in driving had been very limited. Still, he knew you had to press the clutch down to engage the gears. He did, and he forced the gearshift into first over the transmission’s objections. Then he put his foot to the floor on the accelerator and let up suddenly on the clutch.
     The truck shot forward as if it were rocket-powered. Josh was propelled to the edge of the truck’s bed, and he kept himself from flying out by grabbing the upraised track of metal on which the door slid up and down.
     Robin jammed the gearshift into second. The truck bucked like a wild stallion as it tore through the encampment, grazing a parked car and scattering a half-dozen soldiers who had been alerted by the noise. A bullet shattered the windshield and sent wasps of glass flying around Robin’s head and face, but he shielded his eyes and kept going.
     Robin shifted upward as the truck gained speed. Glass glittered in his tangled hair like wet diamonds. He reached over for the .38, popped its cylinder open and found it held four bullets. He veered past another parked vehicle, almost crashed into a trailer, and then the truck was out on the open road, speeding away from the camp. Just ahead was the turnoff to the right that Robin knew must lead up the side of Warwick Mountain; he could see the tracks of the Jeeps’ tires in the mud as he slowed the truck enough to take the sharp turn. In the rear of the truck, Josh lost his grip and was battered against the opposite wall with bone-jarring force, and it occurred to him that this was surely going to be a day to remember.
     But they had to reach Sister and Swan before the final hour—whatever and whenever that was. Robin was driving like hell up the mountain road, the tires skidding back and forth, the truck careening from one side of the road to the other. Josh hung on as best he could, and he saw sparks fly as the truck grazed the right-hand guard rail. A plate of concrete suddenly slipped out from under the rear tires, and the wheel tore itself from Robin’s hands. The truck hurtled toward the cliff’s edge.
     He threw all his weight against the wheel to twist it around, his foot fighting the brake. The tires threw up plumes of mud, and the front fender dented the guard rail about six inches before the truck came to a stop.
     Then he felt the tires starting to slide back over the broken concrete, mud and snow. He pulled up the emergency brake, but there was no traction to lock the tires. The truck slid in reverse, quickly gathering speed as Robin tried to jam the gearshift into first again. But he knew it was the end of the line; he opened the door, shouted “Jump!” and did so.
     Josh didn’t wait to be told twice. He jumped from the rear of the truck, hit the mud and rolled aside as the vehicle fishtailed past him.
     It kept going, the front of the truck sliding around as if the vehicle was trying to spin in a circle—and then a Jeep carrying five Army of Excellence soldiers suddenly veered around the curve, heading uphill and going too fast to stop.
     Josh saw the expression of stark terror on the driver’s face; the soldier instinctively threw up his arms as if to hold back metal with muscle and bone. The runaway truck and the Jeep crashed together, and the truck’s weight shoved the smaller vehicle through the guard rail and followed it over the cliff’s edge like an anvil. Josh looked over the rail in time to see human bodies tumbling through space; there was a chorus of high screams, and then the bodies disappeared in the ravine, and either the Jeep or truck exploded in a burst of flame and black smoke.
     Josh and Robin had no time to ponder how close they’d come to taking a one-way flight. Josh still gripped the automatic in his hand, and Robin had the .38 with four bullets in it. They would have to go the rest of the way on foot, and they had to hurry. Josh took the lead, his boots skidding over the tortured surface, and Robin followed him upward toward the realm of God.






Ninety-two

In the aftermath of the slap, Friend curled his hand into the man’s collar, drawing him close. ‘God’ wore the dirty rags of a blue-checked shirt and khaki trousers under his coat. On his feet were leather moccasins, and he wore emerald-green socks. Sister realized that the unkempt, wild-eyed man would have fit right in among the street people of Manhattan before the seventeenth of July.
     “I could hurt you,” Friend whispered. “Oh, you don’t know how I could hurt—”
     The man gathered a mouthful of saliva and spat in Friend’s waxy face.
     Friend threw him to the ground and kicked him in the ribs. The man curled up, trying to protect himself, but Friend kept kicking him in a frenzy. He grasped ‘God’ by the hair and slammed his fist into the man’s face, breaking his nose and splitting his lower lip open; then he hauled ‘God’ up again and held him for the others to see.
     “Look at him!” Friend crowed. “Here’s your God! He’s a crazy old man who’s got shit for brains! Go on, look at him!” He grasped the man’s beard and angled his bloody face toward Swan and Sister. “He’s nothing!” And as emphasis, Friend drove his fist deep into the man’s belly but held him upright even as his knees buckled. Friend started to strike him again—and a calm, clear voice said, “Leave him alone.”
     Friend hesitated. Swan was standing up in the second Jeep, the rain running through her hair and across her face. She couldn’t bear to watch the old man being beaten, and she couldn’t sit in silence. “Let him go,” she said, and the man with the scarlet eye grinned incredulously. “You heard me. Take your hand off him.”
     “I’ll do as I please!” he roared, and he laid his fingers alongside the man’s cheek. His nails began to tear through the skin. “I’ll kill him if I want!”
     “No!” Roland protested. “Don’t kill him! I mean… we’ve got to find the black box and the silver key! That’s what we came here for! Then you can kill him!”
     “You don’t tell me what to do!” Friend shouted. “It’s my party!” He shot a challenging glare at Colonel Macklin, who did nothing but sit and stare blankly ahead. Then Friend’s gaze met Swan’s, and their eyes locked.
     For a second he thought he could see himself through her unflinching eyes: an ugly, hateful thing, a small face hidden behind an oversized Halloween mask like a cancer under gauze. She knows me, he thought; that fact made him afraid, just as he’d feared the glass ring when it went black in his grip.
     And something else speared him, too. His memory of the offered apple, and his desire to accept it. Too late! Too late! He saw, just for an instant, who and what he was—and in that brief space of time he knew himself, too, in a way that he’d shoved aside a long, long time before. Self-loathing uncoiled within him, and suddenly he feared that he was going to see too much, and he would start to split at the seams, unravel like an old suit and blow away in the wind.
     “Don’t look at me!” he screamed, his voice shrill, and he lifted one hand to shield his face from hers. Behind his hand, his features churned like muddy water disturbed by a stone.
     He could still feel her there, drawing the strength out of him like the sunlight drawing the wet from rotten timber. He flung ‘God’ to the ground, backed away and kept his face averted. Now the truth was coming back to him: It was not himself he should loathe, it was her! She was the ruin and enemy of all creation, because she—
Too late! Too late! he thought, still backing away.
     —because she wanted to prolong the suffering and misery of humankind. She wanted to give them false hope and watch them writhe when it was wrenched away. She was—
Too late! Too late!
     —the worst kind of Evil, because she masked cruelty with kindness and love with hate, and too late! too late! too—
     “Late,” he whispered, and he lowered his hand. He’d stopped retreating, and he realized then that Swan had gotten out of the Jeep and was standing over the gray-bearded old man. He saw the others watching, and he caught a thin, mocking smile on Macklin’s skull of a face.
     “Stand up,” Swan told the old man. Her spine was rigid, her bearing proud, but inside her nerves were knotted with tension.
     ‘God’ blinked at her, wiped the blood from his nostrils and looked fearfully at the man who’d struck him.
     “It’s all right,” Swan said, and she offered him her hand.
     She’s just a girl! Friend realized. She’s not even worth a rape! And she’d like me to rape her, too, she’d like me to stick it in hard and grind up to my ankles!
     ‘God’ hesitated uncertainly—and then he put his hand into Swan’s.
     I’ll rape her, Friend decided. I’ll show her it’s still my party! I’ll show her right fucking now!
     He advanced on her like a juggernaut, and every step he took made his crotch bulge larger. He was leering, and she saw that leer and knew what was behind it, and she waited for him without moving.
     The hollow, booming echo of an explosion drifted from the distance. Friend stopped in his tracks. “What was that?” he shouted, to everyone and no one. “What was that?”
     “Came from the road,” one of the soldiers said.
     “Well, don’t sit there! Get off your ass and find out what it was! All of you! Go!”
     The three soldiers left the Jeeps and ran across the parking lot. They disappeared around the heavily wooded bend, their weapons ready.
     But Friend’s weapon was shriveling. He could not look at the bitch without thinking of the apple, and he knew she’d planted some kind of evil, soul-destroying seed right in him, too. But it was still his party, and it was too late for turning back, and he would rape her and crush her skull when she was eighty years old and her fingers were worked to the bones.
     But not today. Not today.
     He aimed his machine gun at Sister. “Get out. You stand over there with the little bitch.”
     Swan let her breath out. His attention was on other things now, but he was still as dangerous as a mad dog in a butcher’s shop. She helped the old man to his feet. He staggered, still hurting from the blow that had shattered his nose, and looked around at the malformed faces of Macklin and Roland. “It is the final hour, isn’t it?” he asked Swan. “Evil’s won. It’s time for the final prayer, isn’t it?”
     She couldn’t answer. He touched her cheek with spavined fingers. “Child? What’s your name?”
     “Swan.”
     He repeated it. “So young,” he said sadly. “So young to have to die.”
     Roland got out of his Jeep, but Macklin stayed where he was, his shoulders stooped now that Friend was in control again. “Who are you?” Roland asked the old man. “What are you doing up here?”
     “I’m God. I fell to earth from Heaven. We landed in water. The other one lived for a while, but I couldn’t heal him. Then I found my way here, because I know this place.”
     “What’s your power source?”
     ‘God’ extended a finger and pointed to the earth at his feet.
     “Underground?” Roland asked. “Where? In the coal mine?”
     ‘God’ didn’t reply but instead lifted his face toward the sky and let the rain beat down.
     Roland drew his pistol from the holster at his waist, cocked it and placed it to the man’s head. “You answer when I ask you a question, you old fuck! Where’s that power coming from?”
     The man’s insane eyes met Roland’s. “All right,” he said, and he nodded. “A-OK. I’ll show you, if you want to see.”
     “We do.”
     “I’m sorry, child,” he told Swan. “Evil’s won, and it’s time for the final prayer. You do understand, don’t you?”
     “Evil hasn’t won! Not everybody is like they are!”
     “It’s the final hour, child. I fell from Heaven in a whirlwind of fire. I knew what had to be done, but I waited. I couldn’t make myself pray the last prayer. But now I can, because I see that the world has to be cleansed.” He said to the others, “Follow me,” and he started walking toward the large building with the metal roof.
     “Colonel?” Friend prompted. “We’re waiting for you.”
     “I’ll stay here.”
     “You’ll come with us.” Friend swung the machine gun’s barrel up at him. “Roland, take the colonel’s pistol away from him, please.”
     “Yes, sir,” Roland answered at once, and he approached Macklin. He held out his hand for the other man’s weapon.
     Colonel Macklin didn’t move. The rain was falling harder, hammering on the Jeeps and streaming down Macklin’s face.
     “Roland,” Macklin said in a strengthless voice, “we created the Army of Excellence together. Both of us. We’re the ones who made plans for the new America, not… not that thing over there.” He motioned toward Friend with his nail-studded right hand. “He just wants to destroy it all. He doesn’t care about the Army of Excellence, or the new America, or feeding the troops. He doesn’t care about the girl; all he wants to do is put her on that prison farm, out of his way. And he doesn’t care about you, either. Roland… please… don’t follow him. Don’t do what he says.” He reached out to touch Roland, but the young man stepped back. “Roland… I’m afraid,” Macklin whispered.
     “Give me your gun.” In that moment Roland despised the cringing dog who sat before him; he’d seen that weakness before, back when Macklin was delirious after his hand had been amputated, but now Roland knew the weakness went soul-deep. Macklin had never been a King, only a coward hiding behind a warrior’s mask. Roland pressed the barrel of his own weapon against the colonel’s head. “Give me your gun,” he repeated.
     “Please… think about what we’ve been through… you and me, together…”
     “I have a new King now,” Roland said flatly. He looked at Friend. “Should I kill him?”
     “If you like.”
     Roland’s finger tightened on the trigger.
     Macklin knew death was very near, and its oily perfume energized him to action. His spine stiffened, and he sat up ramrod-straight. “Who do you think you are?” he said vehemently. “You’re nothing! I was fighting for my life in a Viet Cong POW camp when you were shitting your diapers! I’m Colonel James B. Macklin, United States Air Force! I fought for my life and for my country, boy! Now you get that fucking gun away from my head!”
     Roland faltered.
     “Did you hear what I said, mister? If you want my weapon, you ask for it with the respect I deserve!” Every muscle in his body tightened as he waited for the gun to go off.
     Still Roland didn’t move. Friend laughed quietly, and ‘God’ was waiting for them about ten yards beyond Swan and Sister.
     Slowly, Roland took the pistol away from Macklin’s head. “Give… me your gun… sir,” he said.
     Macklin removed it from his holster and flung it to the ground, and then he stood up and got out of the Jeep—but unhurriedly, at his own pace.
     “Let’s go, kiddies,” Friend said. He motioned toward Swan and Sister with the machine gun, and they followed ‘God’ to the metal-roofed building.
     Inside, it was apparent that the building was nothing more than a huge shed protecting the entrance to the Warwick Mountain coal mine. The floor was of hard-packed dirt, and a few naked light bulbs that hung from the ceiling gave off a dirty yellow illumination. Bundles of cables and wires lay around, as well as old pieces of steel track, piles of rotting timber and other bits of refuse that suggested Warwick Mountain had once boasted a thriving coal business. A steel stairway ascended to a series of catwalks, and at the far end of the building, where the structure abutted Warwick Mountain, was the dark square of the mine’s entrance.
     ‘God’ led them up the stairway and along one of the catwalks to the mine shaft. A few light bulbs gave off a meager yellow glow within the mine, which slanted downward at a steep angle. Resting on tracks inside the shaft was a large wire mesh cage about six feet high and four feet wide, its wheels like those of a railroad car. Inside it were padded benches and straps to hold the riders in place. ‘God’ opened the rear of the cage and waited for them to enter it.
     “I’m not getting in that damned thing!” Sister balked. “Where are you taking us?”
     “Down there.” ‘God’ pointed along the mine shaft, and the yellow light winked off something metallic in the sleeve of his blue-checked shirt. Sister realized the old man was wearing cuff links. He looked at Friend. “Isn’t that where you want to go?”
     “What’s in there?” Roland asked, all his bluff and bluster gone.
     “The power source you’re looking for. And other things you might be interested in seeing. Do you want to go or not?”
     “You get in first,” Friend told him.
     “A-OK.” ‘God’ turned toward the rock wall, where there was a panel with two buttons on it, one red and the other green. He punched the green button, and the sound of humming machinery echoed up the shaft. Then he climbed into the cage, sat down on one of the benches and buckled himself in. “All aboard!” he said cheerfully. “We’ll start moving in ten seconds.”
     Friend was the last one in. He crouched at the rear of the cage, his face averted from Swan’s. The machinery got steadily louder, and then there were four clicks as the brakes on each wheel disengaged. The cage began to descend along the tracks, its speed restrained by a steel cable that had snapped taut and was reeling out behind it.
     “We’re going down more than three hundred feet,” ‘God’ explained. “This used to be a working mine about thirty years ago. Then the United States government bought it. Of course, all this rock is reinforced with concrete and steel.” He waved his arm at the walls and roof, and Sister saw the cuff link glitter again. Only this time she was close enough to see that it looked very familiar, and it had writing on it. “You’d be amazed to know what the engineers can do,” he continued. “They put in ventilation ducts and air pumps, and even the light bulbs are supposed to last for seven or eight years. But they’re starting to burn out now. Some of the same people who put this place together worked on Disney World.”
     Sister caught his sleeve and looked closer at the cuff link.
     On it was a very recognizable blue, white and gold emblem, and the much-polished lettering said: Seal of the President of the United States of America.
     Her fingers had gone numb, and she let his arm go. He stared impassively at her. “What’s… down in here?” she asked him.
     “Talons,” he said. “The talons of Heaven.” They went through a long area where there were burned-out light bulbs, and when they approached the illumination again, the President’s eyes burned with inner fever as he stared across the cage at Friend. “You want to see a power source?” he asked, his breath wisping out in the chilly air. “You will. Oh, yes; I promise you will.”
     In another minute the brakes engaged again and shrieked along the tracks as the conveyance shuddered and slowed. It bumped against a thick foam rubber barrier and stopped.
     The President unbuckled his seat belt, opened the front section of the cage and stepped out. “This way,” he said, motioning them on like a demented tour guide.
     Roland shoved Swan ahead of him, and they entered a passageway that led off to the right of the tracks. Bulbs burned fitfully overhead, and suddenly the passageway ended at a wall of rough-edged rocks.
     “It’s blocked!” Roland said. “It’s a dead end!”
     But Friend shook his head; he’d already seen the small black box embedded in the rock wall at about chest height. The upper half of the black box seemed to be some sort of display screen, while the bottom was a keyboard.
     The President reached up to his throat with his good hand and lifted off a braided length of leather that had been hanging around his neck. On it were several keys—and the President chose one that was small and silver. He kissed it, and then he started to insert it into a lock in the black box.
     “Hold it!” Friend said. “What does that thing do?”
     “It opens the door,” the man replied; he fit the key into the lock and twisted it to the left. Instantly, pale green letters appeared on the screen: HELLO! ENTER CODE WITHIN FIVE SECONDS. Swan and Sister watched as the President punched three letters on the keyboard: AOK.
     CODE ACCEPTED, the screen replied. HAVE A NICE DAY!
     Electric tumblers whirred, and there was the muffled sound of locks opening in rapid-fire succession. The false wall of rock cracked open like the door of a massive vault, hissing on hydraulic hinges. The President pulled it wide enough to admit them, and clean white light glowed from the room beyond. Roland started to reach up for the silver key, but the old man said, “No! Leave that alone! If it’s disturbed while the door’s open, the floor’s electrified.”
     Roland’s fingers stopped an inch away from the key.
     “You go first.” Friend shoved the man through the opening. Sister and Swan were pushed in. Macklin followed, then Roland and finally the man with the scarlet eye.
     They all squinted in the bright light of a white-walled, antiseptic-looking chamber where six mainframe computers quietly conversed, their data tapes slowly turning behind windows of tinted glass. The floor was coated with black rubber, and there was the polite rumble of the air-purifying system drawing cleansed air through small metal grilles in the walls. At the center of the room, sitting atop a rubber-coated table and connected by thick bundles of cables to the mainframe computers, was another small black box with a keyboard, about the size of a telephone.
     Roland was delirious at the sight of the machines. It had been so long since he’d seen a computer, he’d forgotten how beautiful they were; to him, the mainframes were the Ferraris of computers, pulsing brain matter squished into sleek plastic and metal skins. He could almost hear them breathing.
     “Welcome to my home,” the President said—and then he walked to a metal panel on the wall. There was a small lever that you could fit your finger into and pull upward on, and above it a little red plastic DANGER sign. He hooked his finger into the lever’s notch and wrenched it up.
     The door slammed shut, and instantly the electronic locks bolted themselves. On this side of the false wall was a sheet of stainless steel.
     Swan and Sister had turned to face him. Friend had his finger on the machine gun’s trigger, and Macklin stood staring numbly at the old man.
     “There,” the President said. “There.” He stepped back from the metal panel, nodding with satisfaction.
     “Open that door!” Macklin demanded, his flesh crawling. The walls were closing in on him, and this place was too much like Earth House. “I don’t like to be shut up! Get that damned door open!”
     “It’s locked,” the other man replied.
     “Open it!” Macklin shouted.
     “Please open it,” Swan said.
     The President shook his gray-maned head. “I’m sorry, child. Once you lock the door from in here, it’s locked for good. I lied about the key. I just didn’t want him to pull it out. See, you can open it from the inside if you have the silver key. But now the computer’s locked it—and there’s no way out.”
     “Why?” Sister asked, her eyes wide. “Why’d you lock us in here?”
     “Because we’re going to stay here until we die. The talons of Heaven are going to destroy all the evil… every bit of it. The world will be cleansed, and the world can begin again—fresh and new. You see?”
     Colonel Macklin attacked the stainless steel door, hammering at it with his good hand. The insulation in the room soaked up the noise like a sponge, and Macklin couldn’t even put a dent in the steel. The door had no handles, nothing to grab hold of. He turned on the old man and charged at him with his deadly right hand upraised for a killing blow.
     But before Macklin reached him, Friend stopped the colonel with a short, sharp blow to the throat. Macklin gagged and fell to his knees, his eyes bright with terror.
     “No,” Friend said, like an adult chastising a naughty child. Then he lifted his gaze to the old man. “What is this place? What are these machines for, and where’s the power coming from?”
     “Those gather information from satellites.” The President motioned toward the mainframes. “I know what space looks like. I’ve looked down on the earth. I used to believe… it was such a good place.” He blinked slowly as the memory of falling through the flaming whirlwind again stirred like a recurrent nightmare. “I fell to earth from Heaven. Yes. I fell. And I came here, because I knew I was close to this place. There were two men here, but they’re not here now. They had food and water, enough to last them for years. I think… one of them died. I don’t know what happened to the other one. He just… went away.” He paused for a moment, and then his mind cleared again. He stared at the black box on the rubber-coated table and approached it reverently. “This,” he said, “will bring down the talons of Heaven.”
     “The talons of Heaven? What’s that mean?”
     “Talons,” the President said, as if the other man should know. “Tactical Long Range Nuclear Sanitizer. Watch—and listen.” He punched his code into the keyboard: AOK.
     The mainframes began to spin their data tapes faster. Roland watched, fascinated.
     A woman’s voice—soft and seductive, as cool as balm on an open wound—filtered through speakers in the walls: “Hello, Mr. President. I’m waiting for your instructions.”
     The voice reminded Sister of a New York social worker who’d politely explained that there was no more room in the Women’s Shelter on a freezing January night.
     The President typed, Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks, the lady of situations.
     “Here is the man with three staves, and here the wheel,” the disembodied computer voice answered.
     “Wow!” Roland breathed.
And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card
     “Which is blank, is something he carries on his back”
     The President typed, Which I am forbidden to see.
     “What are you doing?” Sister shouted, close to panic. Swan squeezed her hand.
I do not find The Hanged Man, the President typed into the black box.
     “Fear death by water,” the feminine voice replied. There was a pause, then: “Talons armed, sir. Ten seconds to abort.”
     He pressed two letters on the keyboard: No.
     “Initial abort sequence denied. Talons firing procedure activated, sir.” The voice was as cool as the memory of lemonade on a scorching August afternoon. “Talons will be in target range in thirteen minutes and forty-eight seconds.” Then the computer voice was silent.
     “What’s happened?” Friend was keenly interested. “What’d you do?”
     “In thirteen minutes and forty-eight seconds,” the President said, “two satellites will enter the atmosphere over the North Pole and Antarctica. Those satellites are nuclear missile platforms that will each fire thirty twenty-five-megaton warheads into the ice caps.” He glanced over at Swan and looked quickly away, because her beauty made him yearn. “The blasts will throw the earth off its axis and melt the ice. The world will be cleansed, don’t you see? All the evil will be washed away by the talons of Heaven—and someday things will start over again, and they’ll be good, like they used to be.” His face wrinkled with pain. “We lost the war,” he said. “We lost—and now we have to start all over again.”
     “A… Doomsday machine,” Friend whispered, and a grin skittered across his mouth. The grin stretched into a laugh, and the eyes danced with malignant glee. “A Doomsday machine!” he shouted. “Oh, yes! The world must be cleansed! All the Evil must be washed away! Like her!” He pointed a finger at Swan.
     “The last of the Good must die with the Evil,” the President replied. “Must die, so the world can be reborn.”
     “No… no…” Macklin croaked, clutching at his bruised throat.
     Friend laughed, and he directed his attention to Sister, though he really spoke to Swan. “I told you!” he crowed. “I told you I’d make a human hand do the work!”
     The cool feminine voice said, “Thirteen minutes to detonation.”






Ninety-three

Josh and Robin came upon the dead soldier at the broken-open gate, and Josh bent down beside the corpse. Robin heard a hissing, sputtering noise but couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. He reached out to touch the chain link fence.
     “No!” Josh said sharply—and Robin’s fingers stopped just short of the metal mesh. “Look at this.” Josh opened the dead man’s right hand, and Robin could see the chain link design burned into the corpse’s flesh.
     They went through the opening where the gate had been, while the fence’s broken connections hissed like a nest of vipers. It was raining harder, and gray sheets of water whipped through the dead trees on either side of the road. Both of them were drenched and shivering, and the torn-up surface beneath them alternately gripped their boots in mud and then skidded them over icy patches. They moved as fast as they could, because both of them knew that Swan and Sister were somewhere ahead, at the mercy of the man with the scarlet eye, and they sensed time ticking rapidly toward the final hour.
     Coming around a curve, Josh stopped, and Robin heard him say, “Damn it!”
     Three soldiers, all but obscured by the rain, were descending the road and heading right at them. Two of them saw Josh and Robin and stopped less than ten yards away; the third kept going a few more steps until he stopped as well and gaped stupidly at the two figures in front of him.
     Perhaps four seconds passed, and Josh thought he and the others had frozen into lead-boned statues. He couldn’t figure out what to do—and suddenly the choice was made for him.
     Like two bands of rival gunfighters meeting on a street at high noon, they started shooting without taking aim, and the next few seconds were a blur of motion, nerve-frazzling panic and flashes of gunfire as bullets screamed toward their targets.

     “Ten minutes to detonation,” the voice announced, and it struck Sister that the woman who’d made that tape was probably long dead.
     “Stop it,” Swan said to the scarred man who’d once been the President of the United States. “Please.” Her face was calm but for the rapid beating of a pulse at her temple. “You’re wrong. Evil hasn’t won.”
     The President was sitting on the floor, his legs crossed beneath him and his eyes closed. Colonel Macklin had gotten to his feet and was beating weakly at the steel door, while Roland Croninger walked amid the computers, babbling to himself about being a King’s Knight and lovingly running his fingers over the mainframes.
     “Evil doesn’t win unless you let it,” Swan said quietly. “People still have a chance. They could bring things back. They could learn to live with what they have. If you let this thing happen—then evil will win.”
     He was silent, like a brooding idol. Then he said, with his eyes still closed, “It used to be… such a beautiful world. I know. I saw it from the great dark void, and it was good. I know what it used to be. I know what it is now. Evil will perish in the final hour, child. All the world will be made clean again by the talons of Heaven.”
     “Killing everyone won’t make the world clean. It’ll just make you part of the Evil.”
     The President didn’t move or speak. Finally, his mouth opened to say something, but then it closed again, as it the thought had submerged itself.
     “Nine minutes to detonation,” the voice of a dead woman said.
     “Please stop it.” Swan knelt beside the man. Her heart was pounding, and the cold claws of panic gripped the back of her neck. But she could also feel the man with the scarlet eye watching her, and she knew she must not give him the satisfaction of seeing her break. “There are people outside who want to live. Please”—she touched the thin shoulder of his withered arm—“please give them the chance.”
     His eyes opened.
     “People can tell the difference between Good and Evil,” Swan said. “Machines can’t. Don’t let these machines make the decision, because it’s going to be the wrong one. If you can… please stop the machines.”
     He was silent, staring at her with dead, hopeless eyes.
     “Can you?” she asked him.
     He closed his eyes. Opened them again, and stared into hers. He nodded.
     “How?”
     “Codeword,” he answered. “Codeword… ends the prayer. But… Evil must be destroyed. The world must be cleansed. Codeword can stop the detonation… but I won’t speak it, because the talons of Heaven must be released. I won’t speak it. I can’t.”
     “You can. If you don’t want to be part of the Evil, you have to.”
     His face seemed to be contorted from within by currents of pressure. For an instant Swan saw a flicker of light in the dark craters of his eyes and thought he was going to stand up, go to that keyboard and type in the codeword—but then the light died, and he was insane again. “I can’t,” he said, “Not even… for someone as beautiful as you.”
     The computer voice said: “Eight minutes to detonation.”
     Across the room, Friend waited for Swan to crack.
     “The power source,” Roland said, part of his mind comprehending what was about to happen and shunting it aside, another part repeating over and over that he was a King’s Knight and that he had finally, at long last, come to the end of an arduous journey. But he was with the true King, and he was happy. “Where’s the power source for all this?”
     The President stood up. “I’ll show you.” He motioned toward another door on the far side of the chamber. It was unlocked, and he led Roland through. As the door opened Swan heard the roaring sound of water, and she went through to see what lay beyond it.
     A passageway led to a concrete platform with a waist-high metal railing, which stood about twenty feet over an underground river. The water rushed from a tunnel along a concrete-lined spillway, dropped off a sloping embankment and turned a large electric turbine before it streamed away through another tunnel cut into solid rock. The turbine was connected by a network of cables to two electric generators that hummed with power, and the air smelled of ozone.
     “Seven minutes to detonation,” the voice echoed from the other chamber.
     Roland leaned over the railing and watched the turbine going around. He could hear the crackling of power through the cables, and he knew that the underground river supplied an inexhaustible source of electricity—plenty to drive the computers, the lights and the electric fence.
     “The miners found this river a long time ago,” the President said. “That’s why the complex was built here.” He cocked his head, listening to the river’s noise. “It sounds so clean, doesn’t it? I knew it was here. I remembered, after I fell from Heaven. Fear death by water.” He nodded, lost in his memories. “Yes. Fear death by water.”
     Swan was about to ask him to type in the codeword again—but she saw his blank expression, and she knew it was useless. There was a movement from the corner of her eye, and the grinning monster in a human mask came through the doorway onto the platform.
     “God?” Friend called, and the President turned from the railing. “There’s no other way to stop the satellites, is there? You’re the only one who could—if you wanted to. Isn’t that right?”
     “Yes.”
     “Good.” Friend lifted the machine gun and fired a burst of bullets, the sound deafening in the cavernlike room. The slugs marched up the President’s stomach and chest and knocked him back against the railing, where he clawed at the air and danced to the gun’s deadly rhythm. As Swan put her hands to her ears she saw the bullets slam into the man’s head and knock him off his feet. He toppled over the railing as Roland Croninger gave a scream of hysterical laughter. The machine gun choked on an empty clip, and the President hit the water and was swept into the tunnel and out of sight.
     “Bang bang!” Roland shouted merrily, leaning over the blood-spattered railing. “Bang bang!”
     Tears burned Swan’s eyes. He was gone, and so was the last hope of halting the prayer for the final hour.
     The man with the scarlet eye tossed the useless weapon over the railing into the water and left the platform.
     “Six minutes to detonation,” the voice echoed.

     “Keep your head down!” Josh shouted. A bullet had just ricocheted off the tree Robin crouched behind. Josh fired across the road at the other two soldiers, but his shot went wild. The third soldier lay on the road, writhing in pain, his hands clenched around a stomach wound.
     Josh could hardly see anything through the rain. A bullet had plucked at his sleeve as he dove for cover, and he thought he’d wet his pants, but he wasn’t sure because he was already so wet; he didn’t know, either, if he or Robin had shot the third soldier down. For a few seconds bullets had been whizzing past as thick as flies at a garbage men’s convention. But then he’d leapt into the woods, and Robin had followed an instant later as a ricocheting slug grazed his left hand.
     The two soldiers fired repeatedly, and both Josh and Robin stayed under cover. Robin finally dared to lift his head. One of the men was running to the left to reach higher ground. He wiped rain from his eyes, took careful aim and squeezed off his last two shots. The soldier grabbed at his ribs, spun like a top and fell.
     Josh shot at the remaining man, who returned the fire and then leapt to his feet, sprinting wildly along the edge of the road toward the electrified fence. “Don’t shoot!” he screamed. “Don’t shoot!” Josh aimed at his back, had a clear and killing shot—but he held his fire. He’d never shot a man in the back—not even an Army of Excellence trooper—and he was damned if he’d start now. He let the man go, and in another moment he stood up and motioned Robin on. They started up the road again.

     Sister closed her eyes as the voice announced five minutes to detonation. She was dizzy, and she reached out to the wall for support, but Swan grasped her arm and held her steady.
     “It’s finished,” Sister rasped. “Oh, my God… everyone’s going to die. It’s finished.” Her knees started to buckle, and she wanted to slide down to the floor, but Swan wouldn’t let her.
     “Stand up.” Still the other woman’s body sagged. “Stand up, damn it!” Swan said angrily, and she pulled her up. Sister looked blankly at her and felt the twilight haze that she’d lived in as Sister Creep beginning to close around her.
     “Oh, let her fall,” the man with the scarlet eye said, standing across the chamber. “You’ll die all the same, whether you’re on your knees or your feet. Do you wonder how it’ll happen?”
     Swan didn’t give him the satisfaction of answering.
     “I do,” he went on. “Maybe the whole world’ll split apart and go spinning off in pieces, or maybe it’ll be as quiet as a gasp. Maybe the atmosphere’ll rip like an old sheet, and everything—mountains, forests, rivers, what’s left of cities—will be flung off like dust. Or maybe gravity’ll smash everything flat.” He crossed his arms and leaned casually against the wall. “Maybe it’ll shrivel and burn, and only a cinder will be left. Well, nobody can live forever!”
     “How about you?” she had to ask. “Can you live forever?”
     He laughed, softly this time. “I am forever.”
     “Four minutes to detonation,” the cool voice promised.
     Macklin was crouched on the floor, breathing like an animal. As the four minute mark was passed a terrible, mournful moan came from his injured throat.
     “There’s your death knell, Swan,” the man with the scarlet eye said. “Do you still forgive me?”
     “Why are you so afraid of me? I can’t do anything to hurt you.”
     He didn’t reply for a few seconds, and when he spoke his eyes were fathomless. “Hope hurts me,” he said. “It’s a disease, and you’re the germ that spreads it. We can’t have disease at my party. Oh, no. It won’t be allowed.” He was silent, staring at the floor—and then a smile skittered across his mouth as the computer voice said, “Three minutes to detonation.”

     Rain smashed against the aluminum roof as Josh and Robin reached the long shedlike structure. They’d passed the Jeeps and the corpse of Brother Timothy, and now they saw the entrance to the mine shaft in the dim yellow light. Robin ran ahead up the steps and along the catwalk while Josh followed. Just before Josh got to the shaft, he heard a thunder of what sounded like baseball-sized hailstones slamming on the roof, and he thought the whole damned place was about to cave in.
     But the din abruptly ceased, as if a mechanism had been switched off. It was so silent Josh could hear the shriek of the wind outside the walls.
     Robin looked down the slanting mine shaft and saw the tracks. Some kind of conveyance was at the bottom. He looked around and found the metal plate with the red and green buttons; he pressed the red one, but nothing happened. A touch of the green button, and at once machinery rumbled in the walls.
     The long metal cable that stretched down the tracks began to reel itself up.

     “Two minutes to detonation.”
     Colonel James B. Macklin heard himself whimper. The walls of the pit were closing around him, and from far away he thought he heard the Shadow Soldier laughing; but no, no—he had the face of the Shadow Soldier now, and he and the Shadow Soldier were one and the same, and if anyone was laughing, it was either Roland Croninger or the monster who called himself Friend.
     He clenched his left fist and beat against the sealed door—and there, in the stainless steel, he saw the skull staring back.
     In that instant he clearly saw the face of his soul, and he teetered on the edge of madness. He hammered at that face, trying to smash it and make it go away, but it did not. The frozen fields where dead soldiers lay heaped and broken moved through his mind in a grisly panorama. The smoldering rums of towns, burning vehicles and charred bodies lay before him like an offering on the altar of Hades, and he knew in that moment what the legacy of his life would be, and where it had led him. He’d escaped from the pit in Vietnam, had left his hand in the pit in Earth House, had lost his soul in the pit carved into the dirtwart land, and now would lose his life in this four-walled pit. And instead of crawling from the mud and standing on his feet after the seventeenth of July, he’d chosen to wallow in filth, to live from pit to pit, while the greatest and most hideous pit of all opened within himself and consumed him.
     He knew with whom he was in league. He knew. And he knew also that he was damned, and the final pit was about to close over his head.
     “Oh… the waste… the waste,” he whispered, and tears ran down from the staring eyes. “God forgive me… oh, God forgive me,” he began to sob as the man who called himself Friend laughed and clapped his hands.
     Someone touched Colonel Macklin’s shoulder. He lifted his head. Swan did her best not to flinch from him, because there was a tiny flicker of light deep in his eyes, just as there’d been a small flame in Sheila Fontana’s bit of glass.
     For a soul-awakening instant, Macklin thought he saw the sun in her face, thought he saw all that the world could have been. Now all was lost… all was lost…
     “No,” he whispered. The pit hadn’t closed over him yet… not yet. And he rose to his feet like a king and turned toward the mainframe computers that were about to destroy the wounded world.
     He attacked the nearest machine, battering frenziedly at it with his nail-studded palm, trying to shatter the smoked glass and get at the spinning data tapes. The glass cracked, but it was reinforced with tiny threads of metal and would not let his hand through. Macklin fell to his knees and started ripping at one of the cables on the floor.
     “Roland!” Friend snapped. “Stop him—now!”
     Roland Croninger stepped behind Macklin and spoke one word—“Don’t!”—that went unheeded.
     “Kill him!” Friend shouted, coming forward like a whirlwind before the nails in Macklin’s palm tore through the rubber cable into the wiring.
     The true King had spoken. Roland was a King’s Knight, and he must follow the word of the King. He lifted his .45. His hand was shaking.
     And then he fired two bullets into Colonel Macklin’s back at point-blank range.
     The colonel fell onto his face. His body twitched, and then he lay still.
     “Bang bang!” Roland wailed. He tried to laugh, but the sound came out strangled.
     “One minute to detonation.”






Ninety-four

Friend smiled.
     All was in hand. It had turned out to be a fine party, and now it was to be finished with a fireworks display. But the place to watch such a show was not here, in the basement seats. He saw that Sister and the little bitch were down on their knees, clinging together, because they knew it was almost finished. It was a pleasant sight, and he had nothing else to prove here.
     “Fifty seconds,” the countdown continued.
     He let his gaze move over Swan’s face. Too late, he thought, and he swept the weakness aside. Outside this place there would still be bands of people, more settlements to visit; the fireworks display might crack the world in an eye blink, or it might be a slow decay and consumption. He didn’t fully understand all that nuclear shit, but he was always ready to party.
     In any case, she would be here, out of his way. The glass ring, or crown, or whatever it was, was lost. Sister had given him a good run, but she was on her knees now, broken. “Swan?” he said. “Do you forgive me?”
     She didn’t know what she was going to say until she said it, but as she opened her mouth he put his finger to his lips and whispered, “Too late.”
     His already-charred uniform had begun to smoke. His face had started melting.
     “Forty seconds,” the computer’s voice said.
     The flame that was consuming the man with the scarlet eye was a cold burning. Both Sister and Swan shrank away, but Roland stood awed, his teeth chattering and his eyes gleaming behind the goggles.
     False flesh sizzled away and laid open what was beneath the mask—but Swan averted her eyes at the last second, and Sister cried out and shielded her face.
     Roland watched and saw a face that no human being had ever witnessed and lived to tell about.
     It was a suppurating sore with reptilian eyes, a seething and diseased mass that pulsed and rippled with volcanic fury. It was a maddening glimpse into the end of time, at worlds afire and the universe in chaos, black holes yawning in the fabric of time and civilizations scorched to ashes.
     Roland fell to his knees at the feet of the true King. He lifted his hands toward the cold flame and begged, “Take me with you!”
     What might have been a mouth opened in that nightmarish, apocalyptic face, and the ancient voice answered, “I’ve always walked alone.”
     Freezing fire leapt out of the uniform and sizzled over Roland’s head like a bolt of electricity. It slammed upward through a small air vent in the wall, leaving a hole in the metal grille that was at the same time burned and rimmed with dirty ice.
     The empty Army of Excellence uniform, still molded in the shape of a man, collapsed to the floor, ice crackling in its folds.
     “Thirty seconds,” the seductive voice intoned.
     Sister saw her chance and knew what she must do. She shrugged off the shock and lunged toward Roland Croninger.
     Her fingers gripped the wrist of his gun hand. He looked up at her, now totally insane. She shouted, “Swan! Stop the machine!” and tried to wrench the gun loose, but his other fist struck her in the face. She hung onto his wrist with all her strength, and the young knight of an infernal king fought her in a maniacal frenzy, getting his arm around her throat and squeezing.
     Swan started to help Sister, but Sister was buying them precious seconds, and she must do what she could to stop the countdown. She bent to the floor and tried to rip up one of the cables.
     Roland released Sister’s throat and slammed his fist into her mouth. His teeth snapped at her cheek, but she warded him off with an elbow and hung on. The gun fired, its bullet whining off the opposite wall. They fought for the weapon, and then Sister rammed her elbow into his chest and leaned forward, sinking her teeth into his thin wrist. He howled in pain; his fingers opened, and the gun fell to the floor. Sister reached for it, but Roland’s hand gripped her face, and his fingernails dug toward her eyes.
     Swan couldn’t get the cable loose; it was sealed to the floor, and the rubber was too thick to tear through. She looked up at the black keyboard on the table at the room’s center and remembered what the old man had said about a codeword. But whatever it was had died with him. Still, she had to try. She jumped over the fighting figures and reached the keyboard.
     “Twenty seconds.”
     Roland clawed at Sister’s face, but she twisted her head away, and her fingers closed on the butt of the gun. As she picked it up a fist hammered across the back of her neck, and she lost her grip.
     Trying to clear her mind, Swan stood over the keyboard. She typed, Stop.
     Roland broke free from Sister and scrambled after the gun. He got it and twisted to fire at Sister, but she was on him like a wildcat, grabbing his wrist again and pounding at his misshapen, bleeding face.
     “Fifteen seconds,” the countdown continued.
End, Swan typed, all her concentration on the letters.
     Sister reared her arm back and smashed her fist into Roland’s face. One of the goggles’ lenses shattered, and he yelped with pain. But then he struck her a glancing blow on the temple, stunning her, and he flung her aside like a sack of straw.
     “Ten seconds.”
     Oh, God, help me! Swan thought as panic shot through her, and she clenched her teeth to hold back a scream.
     She typed, Finish.
     “Nine…”
     She would have only one more chance now. She couldn’t waste it.
     The prayer for the final hour, she thought. The prayer.
     “Eight…”
     The prayer.
     Sister grabbed at Roland’s arm again, still fighting for the gun. He jerked free, and she saw his hideous face grin as he squeezed the trigger. Once… twice…
     The bullets pierced Sister’s ribs and shattered her collarbone, and she was flung back to the floor as if she’d been kicked. Blood was in her mouth.
     “Seven…”
     Swan had heard the shots, but the answer was close, and she dared not turn her attention from the keyboard. What ended a prayer? What ended—
     “Get away!” Roland Croninger roared, rising from the floor with blood running from his mouth and nostrils.
     “Six…”
     He aimed at Swan, started to pull the trigger.
     Something pounded like judgment on the other side of the steel door, and Roland was distracted for a vital split second.
     And suddenly Colonel Macklin rose, and with his last surge of life and strength he slammed the nail-studded right hand into Roland Croninger’s heart. As Roland was struck the gun went off, and the bullet whistled inches over Swan’s head.
     “Five…”
     The nails had plunged deep. Roland fell to his knees, the scarlet blood pumping around Colonel Macklin’s rigid, black-gloved fingers. Roland tried to lift the gun again, shaking his head from side to side, but Macklin’s weight drove him down, and he lay jittering on the floor. Macklin held him in what was almost a loving embrace.
     “Four…”
     Swan stared at the keyboard. What ended a prayer?
     She knew.
     Her fingers moved across the keys.
     She typed, Amen.
     “Three…”
     Swan shut her eyes and waited for the next second to fall.
     Waited.
     And waited.
     When the silken voice came through the speakers again, Swan almost jumped out of her skin: “Talons detonation holding at two seconds. What is your next command, please?”
     Swan’s legs were weak. She backed away from the keyboard and almost fell over the bodies of Colonel Macklin and Roland Croninger.
     Roland sat up.
     Blood bubbled in his lungs and drooled from his mouth, and his arm shot out and grasped Swan’s ankle.
     She wrenched it free, and his body sprawled again. The bubbling noise ceased.
     She looked at Sister.
     The woman was propped up against the wall; her eyes were watery, and a thin line of blood had spilled over her lower lip and clung to her chin. She pressed her hand against the wound in her abdomen and managed a tired, vague smile. “We kicked some ass, didn’t we?” she asked.
     Fighting back bitter tears, Swan knelt at her side. Again, there was a pounding on the other side of the door. “Better find out who it is,” Sister said. “They’re not going to go away.”
     Swan went to the door and pressed her ear against the line where the metal sealed to the stone. She could hear nothing for a moment—and then there was a muffled, distant voice: “Swan! Sister! Are you in there?”
     It was Josh’s voice, and he was probably yelling at the top of his lungs, but she could barely hear him. “Yes!” she shouted. “We’re here!”
     “Shhhh!” Josh told Robin. “I think I hear something!” He bellowed: “Can you let us in?” Both of them had seen the black box with the silver key in the lock, but upon turning it to the left, Robin had been faced with a demand for a codeword that flickered off after five seconds.
     It took a minute of shouting back and forth for Josh to understand what Swan was trying to tell him. He turned the key to the left and pressed AOK on the keyboard when the codeword demand came on.
     The door unlocked and popped open, and Robin was the first one through.
     He saw Swan standing before him like a dream, and he put his arms around her and held her tight, and he told himself that as long as he was alive he would never let her go. Swan clung to him, too, and for a moment their hearts beat as one.
     Josh pushed past them. He’d seen Macklin and the other man on the floor—and then he saw Sister. Oh, no, he thought. There was too much blood.
     He reached her with two long strides and bent beside her.
     “Don’t ask me where it hurts,” she said. “I’m numb.”
     “What happened?”
     “The world… got a second chance,” she answered.
     The computer’s voice said, “What is your next command, please?”
     “Can you stand up?” Josh asked Sister.
     “I don’t know. I haven’t tried. Oh… I’ve made a mess here, haven’t I?”
     “Come on, let me help you up.” Josh got her to her feet. She felt light, and she left blood all over Josh’s hands.
     “Are you going to be okay?” Robin asked her, supporting her other arm with his shoulder.
     “That’s about the stupidest question… I’ve ever heard.” She was getting short of breath, and now the pain was lancing through her ribs. But it wasn’t bad. Not bad at all for a dying old lady, she thought. “I’m going to be fine. Just get me out of this damned hole.”
     Swan paused over Macklin’s body. The dirty tape had unraveled from around his right wrist, and the hand with its nail-studded palm was almost severed from the arm. She ripped the rest of the tape away, then forced herself to work the long, bloody nails out of Roland Croninger’s body. She stood up with the brutal hand clenched in her own blood-smeared fingers.
     They left the chamber of death and machines. The seductive voice asked, “What is your next command, please?”
     Swan turned the silver key to the right. The door sealed itself, and the locks clicked shut. She put the key in the pocket of her jeans.
     And then they helped Sister into the mine shaft’s car, and Robin pressed the green button on a metal wall plate next to the tracks before he climbed in. The noise of machinery grew, and the car rose toward the top of the shaft.
     Sister lost all feeling in her legs as they were moving along the catwalk to the stairs. She clung tighter to Josh, who took more of her weight on him. Behind her she left a trail of blood, and now her breathing was forced and irregular.
     Swan knew Sister was dying. She felt about to choke, but she said, “We’ll get you well!”
     “I’m not sick. I’m shot,” Sister replied. “One step at a time,” she said as Josh and Robin eased her down the stairs. “Oh, Lord… I feel like I’m about to pass out.”
     “Hold on,” Josh told her sternly. “You can make it.”
     But her legs folded at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyelids fluttered, and she fought to stay conscious.
     They left the aluminum-roofed building and started across the parking lot toward the Jeeps as the cold wind shrilled around them and the clouds hung low over the mountains.
     Sister couldn’t hold her head up anymore. Her neck was weak, and her skull felt as if it weighed a hundred pounds. One step, she urged herself. One step and then the next gets you where you’re going. But the taste of blood was thick and coppery in her mouth, and she knew where her dragging steps were taking her.
     Her legs locked.
     She’d seen something there on the broken pavement before her. It was gone now. But what had it been?
     “Come on,” Josh said, but Sister refused to budge.
     She saw it again. Just a brief glimpse and gone. “Oh, God!” she said.
     “What is it? You hurting?”
     “No! No! Wait! Just wait!”
     They waited, while Sister’s blood trickled to the pavement.
     And there it was, a third time. Something Sister had not seen in a very long while.
     Her shadow.
     It was gone in an instant. “Did you see it? Did you?”
     “See what?” Robin looked at the ground, saw nothing.
     But in the next moment, it happened.
     They all felt it.
     Heat, like the rays of a searchlight behind the clouds, slowly sweeping across the parking lot.
     Sister watched the ground—and as she felt the heat spread across her back and shoulders like a healing balm she saw her shadow take form on the pavement, saw the shadows of Josh and Swan and Robin all gathered around her own.
     With a mighty effort, she lifted her head toward the sky, and the tears ran down her cheeks.
     “The sun,” she whispered. “Oh, dear God… the sun’s coming out.”
     They looked up. The leaden sky was moving, plates of clouds colliding and ripping apart. “There!” Robin shouted, pointing. He was the first to see a patch of azure before the clouds closed up again.
     “Josh! I want to go… up there!” She motioned to the peak of Warwick Mountain. “Please! I want to see the sun come out!”
     “We’ve got to get some help for you before—”
     She clenched his hand. “I want to go up there,” she repeated. “I want to watch the sun come out. Do you understand me?”
     Josh did. He hesitated, but only for a few seconds, because he knew time was short. He lifted her in his arms and started up the side of Warwick Mountain.
     Swan and Robin followed as he climbed through the rough terrain of boulders and dead, twisted trees, carrying Sister up toward the turbulent sky.
     Swan felt the sun’s touch on her back, saw the shadows of rocks and trees appear around her; she looked up and caught a hint of bright blue off to the left, and then the clouds sealed up. Robin grasped her hand, and they helped each other climb.
     “Hurry!” Sister told Josh. “Please… hurry!”
     Shadows scurried across the mountain. The wind was still cold and whipped violently, but the clouds were beginning to break up, and Josh wondered if that last storm hadn’t been the final gasp of a seven-year winter.
     “Hurry!” Sister pleaded.
     They came out of the woods and into a small clearing near the peak. Rough-edged boulders were strewn about, and from this height there was a view to all points of the compass, the landscape around them fading into the mist.
     “Here.” Sister’s voice was weakening. “Lay me down here… so I can see.”
     Josh gently put Sister on a bed of dead leaves, with her back molded into the smooth hollow of a boulder and her face turned toward the west.
     The wind swirled around them, still carrying a bite. Dead branches snapped from the trees, and black leaves flew overhead like ravens.
     Swan caught her breath as rays of golden light streamed through the western clouds, and for an instant the harsh landscape softened, its forlorn colors of black and gray turning to pale brown and reddish-gold. But just as quickly, the light was gone.
     “Wait,” Sister said, watching the advance of the clouds. Whirlwinds and eddies moved in them like tides and currents after a storm. She could feel her life quickly ebbing away, her spirit wanting to bolt out of her tired body, but she clung to life with the same dogged tenacity that had helped her carry the glass crown mile after rugged mile.
     They waited. Above Warwick Mountain the clouds were drifting apart, slowly unlocking, and behind them were fragments of blue, connecting like the pieces of a huge jigsaw puzzle finally revealed.
     “There.” Sister nodded, squinting up as the light spread over the land and up the mountainside, over dead leaves and trees and boulders and onto her face. “There!”
     Josh shouted with joy. Huge holes were breaking open in the clouds, and through them streamed a golden light as beautiful as a promise.
     From down in the distant valleys and hollows below Warwick Mountain other cries of joy echoed from the hillsides, where little communities of shacks had finally been touched by the sun. A car horn blew, followed by another and another, and the shouts grew and merged into a mighty voice.
     Swan lifted her face up and let the wonderful, stunning warmth soak into her skin. She drew a long breath and smelled sweet, uncontaminated air.
     The long twilight was ending.
     “Swan,” Sister rasped.
     She looked down at Sister, saw her radiant with sunlight and smiling. Sister lifted her hand to Swan; she took it, grasped it tightly and knelt down beside her.
     They looked at each other for a long time, and Swan put Sister’s hand against her wet cheek.
     “I’m proud of you,” Sister said. “Oh, I’m so proud of you.”
     “You’re going to be all right,” Swan told her, but her throat was closing up, and a sob welled out. “You’ll be fine as soon as we get you to—”
     “Shhhhh.” Sister ran her fingers over Swan’s long, flame-colored hair. In the sunshine, it gleamed with the intensity of a bonfire. “I want you to listen to me, now. Listen close. Look at me, too.”
     Swan did, but Sister’s face was blurred through the tears. Swan wiped her eyes.
     “The summer’s… finally come,” Sister said. “There’s no telling when winter will be back. You’re going to have to work while you can. Work as hard and fast… as you can, while the sun’s still shining. Do you hear me?”
     Swan nodded.
     Sister’s fingers tightened around the girl’s. “I wish I could go with you. I do. But… that’s not how it’s going to be. You and I… are going in different directions now. But that’s all right.” Sister’s eyes sparkled, and she looked over at Robin. “Hey,” she said. “Do you love her?”
     “Yes.”
     “How about you?” she asked Swan. “Do you love him?”
     “Yes,” Swan said.
     “Then… that’s half the battle won right there. You two hold onto each other, and you help each other… and don’t let anybody or anything pull you apart. You keep going, step after step… and you do the work that has to be done while it’s still summertime.” She turned her head, and squinted up at the black giant. “Josh?” she said. “You know… where you have to go, don’t you? You know who’s waiting for you.”
     Josh nodded. “Yes,” he finally managed to say. “I know.”
     “The sun… feels so good,” Sister said, looking up at it. Her sight was dimming, and she didn’t have to squint anymore. “So good. I’ve come… a long way… and I’m tired now. Will you… find a place for me to rest up here… so I can lie close to the sun?”
     Swan squeezed her hand, and Josh said, “We will.”
     “You’re a good man. I don’t think… even you knew how good you were. Swan?” Sister reached up with both hands and cupped them around Swan’s beautiful face. “You listen to me. Do the work. Do it well. You can bring things back… even better than they were. You’re a… natural-born leader, Swan… and when you walk, you hold yourself strong and proud… and… remember… how much I love you…”
     Sister’s hands slipped away from Swan’s face, but Swan caught and held onto them. The spark of life was almost gone.
     Sister smiled. In Swan’s eyes she could see the colors of the glass crown. Her mouth trembled and opened again.
     “One step,” she whispered.
     And then she took the next.
     They stayed around her as the sun warmed their backs and thawed out their muscles. Josh started to close Sister’s eyes—but he didn’t, because he knew how much she loved the light.
     Swan stood up. She walked away from them and dug her hand into her pocket.
     She brought out the silver key, and she climbed up on a boulder and walked to the edge of Warwick Mountain.
     She stood with her head held high, staring into the distance. But she was seeing more armies of fighting and frightened men, more guns and armored cars, more death and misery that would still be lurking in the minds of men like a cancer waiting to be reborn.
     She gripped the silver key.
Never again, she thought—and she flung the key as hard and as far as she could.
     Sunlight winked off it as it fell through space. It bounced off the limb of an oak tree, hit the edge of a boulder, fell fifty more feet into a small green pond half hidden by underbrush. As it drifted through the water and into the leaves at the pond’s bottom it stirred up several tiny eggs that had been hidden there for a long, long time. Shafts of sunlight stroked the pond and warmed the eggs, and the hearts of tadpoles began to beat.
     Josh, Swan and Robin found a place to let Sister’s body rest; it was not sheltered by trees or hidden in shade, but lay where the sun could reach it. They dug the grave with their hands and lowered Sister into the earth. When the grave was filled again, each of them said whatever was on his or her mind, and they ended with “Amen.”
     Three figures came down off the mountain.






Ninety-five

Sunlight had touched the camp of the Army of Excellence as well, and each man, woman and child there saw what was exposed.
     Faces that had been hidden in twilight now emerged monstrous. The light hit the grotesque demons on the carved steps of the Central Command trailer, fell upon the trucks with their cargoes of bloodstained clothing, illuminated the black trailer where Roland Croninger had tortured in his quest for truth, and men who’d learned to live for the sight of blood and the sound of screams shrank back from that light as if pinpointed beneath the eye of God.
     Panic ruled the mob. There were no leaders now, only followers, and some men fell to their knees and jabbered for forgiveness, while others crawled into the familiar darkness beneath the trailers and curled up there with their guns.
     Three figures walked through the howling, sobbing mass of humanity, and many could not bear to look at the face of the girl with hair like fire. Others screamed for Colonel Macklin and the man they’d come to know as Friend, but they were not answered.
     “Halt!” A young, hard-featured soldier leveled his rifle. Two other men stood behind him, and a fourth came out from behind a truck to aim his pistol at Josh.
     Swan regarded each of them in turn and held herself tall and proud, and when she took a step forward, all of the soldiers moved back except the man who’d spoken.
     “Get out of our way,” Swan said, as calmly as she could manage, but she knew the man was scared, and he wanted to kill somebody.
     “Fuck you!” the young soldier sneered. “I’ll blow your head off!”
     She tossed something to his feet, into the steaming mud.
     He looked down.
     It was the black-gloved hand of Colonel Macklin, its palm and nails smeared with dried gore.
     He scooped it up, and then he grinned crazily as the realization hit him. “It’s mine,” he whispered. “It’s mine!” His voice grew louder, more frantic. “Macklin’s dead!” he shouted, and he lifted the hand for the others to see. “It’s mine now! I’m in command! I’ve got the pow—”
     He was shot through the forehead by the soldier with the pistol, and as the false hand fell to the mud the other men went after it, fighting like animals for the symbol of power.
     But another figure leapt amid them, flinging first one man back and then another, tearing the gloved hand away and holding it in his own grasp. He stood up, and as his mud-smeared face swiveled toward Swan she saw the shock and hatred in his eyes; he was a brutal, dark-haired man in an Army of Excellence uniform—but there were bullet holes across the front of his shirt and dried blood around the heart. The face seemed to ripple for just a fraction of a second, and then the man lifted one dirty hand to either shield himself from the sun or ward off the sight of Swan.
     Maybe it was him, she realized. Maybe he’d already put on a new skin and climbed into a corpse’s clothes. She couldn’t tell for sure, but if it was him, she had to answer the question he’d asked her down in the mine. “The machine’s stopped, and the missiles aren’t going to fire,” she said. “Not ever.”
     He made a low, garbled noise and stepped back, still hiding his face.
     “There won’t be an end,” Swan told him. “So yes, I do forgive you, because if it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t have a second chance.”
     “Kill her!” the dark-haired man tried to shout, but his voice came out weak and sick. “Shoot her down!”
     Josh stepped in front of Swan to protect her. The soldiers hesitated.
     “I said kill her!” He lifted Macklin’s hand, his face averted from Swan’s. “I’m your master now! Don’t let her walk out of here a—”
     One of the soldiers fired at point-blank range.
     The rifle bullet went into the dark-haired man’s chest, and the impact staggered him. Another bullet hit him, and he tripped over the dead man and fell into the mud, and already the other soldiers were leaping onto him, fighting again for the nail-pierced hand. And now more soldiers were coming, drawn by the shots, and they saw the disembodied hand and threw themselves into the fight as well. “Kill her!” the dark-haired man demanded, but he was being pressed down into the mud under the thrashing bodies, and his voice was a high whine. “Kill the little bi—”
     Someone had an axe and started hacking with it. The dark-haired man was down at the bottom of the pile, and over the curses and grunts of the fighting men, Swan heard him jibbering, “It’s my party! It’s my party!” She saw a boot mash his face into the mud.
     Then the soldiers closed over nun, and she could no longer see any part of him.
     Swan went on. Josh followed, but Robin paused. Lying on the ground was another pistol. He started to reach down and retrieve it—but he caught himself and did not touch it. Instead, he shoved it deeper into the mud as he passed.
     They went through the encampment, where soldiers ripped off their filthy, blood-caked uniforms and threw them into a huge bonfire. Trucks and armored cars roared past as men and women fled to destinations unknown. The shout, “The colonel’s dead! Colonel Macklin’s dead!” was carried over the camp, and more shots rang out as last quarrels were settled or suicide was chosen.
     And, finally, they came to Sheila Fontana’s trailer.
     The guards had gone, and the door was unlocked. Swan opened it and found Sheila inside, sitting at her dresser before the mirror, looking at herself and holding the shard of glass.
     “It’s over,” Swan said, and as Sheila stood up the piece of glass pulsed with light.
     “I’ve… been waiting for you,” Sheila told her. “I knew you’d come back. I… I prayed for you.”
     Swan walked toward her. She embraced the other woman, and Sheila whispered, “Please… please let me come with you. All right?”
     “Yes,” Swan answered, and Sheila grasped her hand and pressed it against her lips.
     Swan went to the mattress, reached inside it and brought out the battered leather satchel. She could feel the shape of the crown in it, and she pulled it to her chest. She would protect it and carry it with her for the rest of her life, because she knew the man with the scarlet eye would be back. Maybe not today or tomorrow, maybe not even next year or the year after that—but someday, somewhere, he would slip from the shadows wearing a new face and a new name, and on that day she would have to be very careful and very strong.
     She didn’t know what other powers the crown held, didn’t know where the dreamwalking would lead her, but she was ready to take the first step. And that step, she knew, would take her along a path she’d never imagined when she was a child, growing her flowers and plants in the trailer park dirt of Kansas a world and a lifetime away. But she was no longer a child, and the wasteland awaited a healing touch.
     She pulled back from Sheila Fontana and turned toward Josh and Robin. She knew Sister was right: Finding someone you loved, and someone who loved you, was half the battle. And now she knew, as well, what she had to do to make the wonderful things she’d seen in the glass crown come true.
     “I think… there are others who might want to go with us,” Sheila said. “Other women… like me. And some of the men, too. They’re not all bad men… they’re just afraid, and they won’t know what to do or where to go.”
     “All right,” Swan agreed. “If they put down their guns, we’ll welcome them.”
     Sheila left to gather the others, and she returned with two bedraggled-looking RLs—one a heavily made-up, frightened teenager and the other a tough black woman with a red Mohawk haircut—and three nervous men, one of them wearing a sergeant’s uniform. As a show of good faith, the ex-soldiers had brought knapsacks full of canned Spam, corned beef hash and soup, as well as canteens of fresh water from the spring in Mary’s Rest. The black prostitute, whose name was Cleo—“short for Cleopatra,” she announced dramatically—brought an assortment of gaudy rings, necklaces and trinkets that Swan had no use for, and the teen-age girl—“They call me Joey,” she said, her dark hair all but obscuring her face—offered Swan her prized possession: a single yellow flower in a red clay pot that she’d somehow kept alive.
     And as the light of the new day faded a truck with Josh at the wheel and carrying Robin, Swan, Sheila Fontana, the two RLs and the three men left the camp of the Army of Excellence, where a group of rampaging madmen had set fire to Colonel Macklin’s trailer, and the last of the ammunition was exploding.
     Long after Josh had driven away, the wolves began to come down from the mountains, and they silently circled the remnants of the Army of Excellence.

     The night passed, and patches of stars came out. The truck, with one remaining headlight and not much gasoline, turned west.
     In the darkness, Swan cried for a while with the memory of Sister, but Robin put his arm around her, and she leaned her head against the strength of his shoulder.
     Josh thought of Mary’s Rest and of the woman he hoped was still waiting for him with the boy at her side. Sheila Fontana slept the sleep of the innocent and dreamed of a beautiful face looking back at her from a mirror.
     Sometime during the night, Cleo and one of the men jumped out of the truck with a knapsack full of food and water. Josh wished them good luck and let them go.
     The stars faded. A thin red line crept across the eastern horizon, and Josh almost cried when the sun peeked back through the thinning clouds.
     The truck coughed and ran out of gas about two hours after sunrise. They started off on foot, following the road that led westward.
     And on the afternoon of that day, as the light slanted through the trees and the blue sky was dappled with white, slowly drifting clouds, they stopped to rest their legs. But Swan stood on the edge of the road looking down into a valley where three small shacks were clustered around the brown stubble of a field. A man in a floppy straw hat and a woman in overalls were working in that field with a shovel and hoe, and two small children were on their knees carefully planting seeds and grain from burlap sacks.
     It wasn’t a very large field. It was surrounded by withered trees—maybe pecan or walnut trees, Swan thought. But a sparkling stream of water meandered across the valley, and it occurred to Swan that it might be a trickle from the underground river that had powered the machines in Warwick Mountain.
     Now, she thought, that same water could be used for life instead of death.
     “I’ll bet they’re planting beans,” Josh said, standing beside her. “Maybe squash or okra, too. What do you think?”
     “I don’t know.”
     He smiled faintly. “Yes, you do.”
     She looked at him. “What?”
     “You do know,” he replied. “You know you have to start somewhere. Even a field as small as that one.”
     “I’m going back to Mary’s Rest with you. That’s where I’m going to st—”
     “No,” Josh said, and his eyes were gentle but pained. Across his forehead were three gashes that would heal into scars and forever remind him of the old wrestling trick. “We don’t Have enough food and water left for us all to make it back to Mary’s Rest. That’s a long way from here.”
     “Not so far.”
     “Far enough,” he said, and he motioned toward the valley. “You know, there’s plenty of room down there for more crops. I imagine there are a lot of other shacks in these mountains, too. Plenty of people who haven’t had fresh okra, beans or squash in a long time.” His mouth watered at the thought. “Soul food,” he said, and he smiled.
     She watched the man, woman and children at work. “But… what about the people in Mary’s Rest? What about my friends?”
     “They made do before you got there. They’ll make do until you get back. Sister was right. You need to work while it’s summertime—and there’s no telling how long that’ll be. Maybe a month, maybe six. But the cold will come back. I just pray to God the next winter won’t last as long.”
     “Hey! Hey up there!” The farmer had seen them, and he lifted his hand and waved. The woman and children paused in their work and looked up toward the road.
     “It’s time to make new friends,” Josh said softly.
     Swan didn’t reply. She watched the man waving, and then she raised her own hand and waved back. The farmer said something to the woman and started up the winding trail that connected their land with the road.
     “Start here,” Josh told her. “Start now. I think that girl—Joey—might even be able to help you. Otherwise how could she have kept that flower alive so long?” His heart was aching, but he had to say it: “You don’t need me anymore, Swan.”
     “Yes, I do!” Her lower lip trembled. “Josh, I’ll always need you!”
     “Bird’s gotta fly,” he said. “And even a swan has to spread her wings sometime. You know where I’ll be—and you know how to get there.”
     She shook her head. “How?” she asked.
     “Field by field,” he said.
     She reached for him, and he put his arms around her and held her tight.
     “I love you… so much,” Swan whispered. “Please… don’t go yet. Just stay one more day.”
     “I wish I could. But if I did… I wouldn’t leave. I have to go while I still know I want to.”
     “But—” Her voice cracked. “Who’s going to protect you?”
     He laughed then, but his laughter was mixed with tears. He saw the farmer coming up the trail, and Robin was walking to meet him. The others had gotten to their feet again.
     “No man was ever prouder of a daughter than I am of you,” Josh whispered in her ear. “You’re going to do wonderful things, Swan. You’re going to set things right again, and long before you come back to Mary’s Rest… I’ll hear your name from travelers, and they’ll say they know of a girl called Swan who’s grown up to be a beautiful woman. They’ll say she has hair like fire, and that she has the power of life inside her. And that’s what you must return to the earth, Swan. That’s what you must return to the earth.”
     She looked up at the black giant, and her eyes shimmered with light.
     “Howdy!” the farmer in the straw hat said. He was skinny, but he already had a sunburn on his cheeks. Dirt clung to his hands. “Where you folks from?”
     “The end of the world,” Josh said.
     “Yeah. Well… doesn’t look like the world’s gonna end today, does it? Nope! Maybe tomorrow, but surely not today!” He took off his hat, wiped his forehead with his sleeve and squinted up at the sun. “My Lord, that’s a pretty thing! I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything prettier—except my wife and kids, maybe.” He held out his hand toward Robin. “Name’s Matt Taylor.”
     “Robin Oakes.” He shook the man’s sturdy hand.
     “You folks look like you could use a drink of water and sit a spell. You’re welcome to come down, if you like. We ain’t got much, but we’re workin’ at it. Just tryin’ to plant some beans and okra while the sun’s shinin’.”
     Swan looked past him. “What kind of trees are those?”
     “What? Those dead ones? Well, sad to say, those used to be pecan trees. Used to just about break the branches down come October. And way over there”—he pointed toward another grove—“we used to have peaches in the spring and summer. ’Course, that was before everything went so bad.”
     “Oh,” Swan said.
     “Mr. Taylor, where’s the nearest town from here?” Josh asked.
     “Well, Amberville is just over the hill about three or four miles. Ain’t much there but a few shacks and about fifty or sixty people. Got a church, though. I ought to know: I’m Reverend Taylor.”
     “I see.” Josh stared into the valley at the figures in the field and the grove of trees that he knew were not dead, only waiting for a healing touch.
     “What’s in the bag?” The reverend nodded toward the satchel Swan had set at her feet.
     “Something… wonderful,” Josh answered. “Reverend Taylor, I’m going to ask you to do something for me. I’d like for you to take these folks down to your house, and I’d like for you to sit yourself in a chair and listen to what… to what my daughter has to tell you. Will you do that?”
     “Your daughter?” He frowned, puzzled, and looked at Swan. Then he abruptly laughed and shrugged. “Well, this has sure turned out to be a crazy world. Sure,” he told Josh. “Everybody’s welcome to come and sit a spell.”
     “It’ll be a spell, all right,” Josh replied. He went across the road and picked up one of the knapsacks full of food and a canteen of water.
     “Hey!” Robin called. “Where’re you going?”
     Josh walked toward Robin; he smiled and grasped the young man’s shoulder. “Home,” he said, and then his expression went severe and menacing: one of his glowering masks from the wrestling ring. “You watch yourself, and you take care of Swan. She’s very precious to me. Do you understand that?”
     “Yes, sir, I do.”
     “Make sure you do. I don’t want to come back this way to kick your butt to the moon.” But he’d already seen how Robin and Swan looked at each other, how they walked close together and talked quietly, as if sharing secrets, and he knew he wouldn’t have to worry. He slapped Robin on the shoulder. “You’re okay, my friend,” he said—and suddenly Robin put his arms around Josh, and they embraced each other. “You take care of yourself, Josh,” Robin said. “And don’t you ever worry about Swan. She’s precious to me, too.”
     “Mister?” Reverend Taylor called. “Aren’t you going down into the valley with us?”
     “No, I’m not. I’ve got a ways to go yet, and I’d better get started. I want to make a couple of miles before dark.”
     The reverend paused, obviously not understanding, but he saw that the black giant did indeed intend to continue on his way. “Just a minute, then! Hold on!” He reached into the pocket of his canvas jacket, and his fingers came out with something. “Here,” he said. “Take this to carry you on your way.”
     Josh looked at the little silver crucifix on a chain that Reverend Taylor was offering him.
     “Take it. A wayfarer needs a friend.”
     “Thank you.” He put the chain around his neck. “Thank you very much.”
     “Good luck. I hope you find what you’re looking for when you get where you’re going.”
     “I do, too.” Josh started walking away, westward along the mountain road. He’d gone about ten yards when he turned back and saw Robin and Swan standing together, watching him go. Robin had his arm around her, and she was leaning her head on his shoulder.
     “Field by field!” he called.
     And then he was blinded by tears, and he turned away with the beautiful image of Swan burned forever in his mind.
     She watched nun until he was out of sight. Except for Robin, the others had already gone with Reverend Taylor down to his house in the valley. She gripped Robin’s hand and turned her face toward the landscape of mountains and hollows, where dead trees waited to be awakened like restless sleepers. Off in the distance she thought she heard the high, joyful song of a bird—perhaps a bird just finding her wings.
     “Field by field,” Swan vowed.

     The days passed.
     And high up where Warwick Mountain’s peak almost touched the blue sky, tiny seeds that had been scattered by the whirlwinds and stirred to life by the fingers of a girl with hair like flame began to respond to the sunlight and send out fragile green stems.
     The stems searched upward through the dirt, pushed through the surface and into the warmth, and there they bloomed into flowers—red and purple, bright yellow, snow-white, dark blue and pale lavender.
     They glowed like jewels in the sunshine and marked the place where Sister lay sleeping.

     Weeks passed, and the road lamed him.
     His face was grayed with dust, but the knapsack was lighter on his bowed and weary back. He kept walking, one step after the next, following the road as it wound westward across the land.
     Some days the sun was out in full force. Some days the clouds returned and the rain fell. But the rainwater was sweet on his tongue, and the storms never lasted very long. Then the clouds would scatter again, and the sun would shine through. At midday the temperature felt like the height of summer, which he realized it must be—at least by the calendar of the world that used to be—but the nights were frosty, and he had to huddle up for warmth in a roadside barn or house, if he was lucky enough to find shelter.
     But he kept going, and he kept hoping.
     He’d been able to trade food for matches along the way, and when he was out in the open at night he built fires to keep the night-things at bay. One night in western Kentucky he was awakened under a starry sky, and at first he didn’t know what had jarred nun—but then he listened, and he heard it.
     The sound of whistling, fading in and out, as if from a great distance.
     He knew he must be losing his mind or coming down with fever—but he thought the tune was “Here we go ’round the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush, the mulberry bush; here we go ’round the mulberry bush so early in the morrrrrning…”
     After that he looked for a house or barn to spend the night in.
     On the road he saw signs of awakening: small green buds on a tree, a flock of birds, a patch of emerald-green grass, a violet growing from an ash heap.
     Things were coming back. Very slowly. But they were coming back.
     And not one day—and very few hours—passed that Josh didn’t think of Swan. Thought of her hands working the dirt, touching seeds and grain, her fingers running over the rough bark of pecan and peach trees, stirring all things to life once again.
     He crossed the Mississippi River on a flatbed ferryboat captained by a white-bearded old man with skin the color of that river’s mud, and his ancient wife played the fiddle all the way across and laughed at Josh’s worn-out shoes. He stayed with them that night and had a good dinner of beans and salt pork, and in the morning when he set out he found his knapsack heavier by one pair of soft-soled sneakers that were just a little too small, but fine once the toes were sliced open.
     He entered Missouri, and his pace quickened.
     A violent thunderstorm stopped him for two days, and he found shelter from the deluge in a small community called, laconically, All’s Well, because there was indeed a well at the center of town. In the schoolhouse, he played poker against two teen-age boys and an elderly ex-librarian, and he wound up losing five hundred and twenty-nine thousand dollars in paper clips.
     The sun came out again, and Josh went on, thankful that the card sharps hadn’t taken his sneakers off his feet.
     He saw green vines trailing through the gray woods on either side of the road, and then he rounded a bend and abruptly stopped.
     Something was glittering, far ahead. Something was catching the light and shining. It looked like a signal of some kind.
     He kept walking, trying to figure out what the sparkling was coming from. But it was still far ahead, and he couldn’t tell. The road unreeled beneath his feet, and now he didn’t even mind the blisters.
     Something sparkled… sparkled… sparkled…
     He stopped again and drew in his breath.
     Far up the dusty road he could see a figure. Two figures. One tall, one small. Two figures, waiting. And the tall one wore a long black dress with sparkles on the front that was catching the sunlight.
     “Glory!” he shouted.
     And then he heard her shout his name and saw her running toward him in the dress that she’d worn every day, day in and day out, in hopes that this would be the day he came home.
     And it was.
     He ran toward her, too, and the dust puffed off his clothes as he picked her up and crushed her to his body, and Aaron yelled and jumped around at their feet, tugging on the black giant’s sleeve. Josh scooped Aaron up as well and held them both tightly in his arms as all of them surrendered to tears.
     They went home—and there in the field beyond the houses of Mary’s Rest were apple trees, loaded down with fruit, from saplings that the Army of Excellence had missed.
     The people of Mary’s Rest came out of their homes and gathered around Josh Hutchins, and by lamplight in the new church that was going up he told them everything that had happened, and when someone asked if Swan was ever coming back, Josh replied with certainty, “Yes. In time.” He hugged Glory to him. “In time.”

     Time passed.
     Settlements struggled out of the mud, built meeting halls and schoolhouses, churches and shacks, first with clapboard and then with bricks. The last of the armies found people ready to fight to the death for their homes, and those armies melted away like snow before the sun.
     Crafts flourished, and settlements began to trade with one another, and travelers were welcome because they brought news from far away. Most towns elected mayors, sheriffs and governing councils, and the law of the gun began to wither under the power of the court.
     The tales began to spread.
     No one knew how they started, or from where. But her name was carried across the awakening land, and it held a power that made people sit up and listen and ask travelers what they’d heard about her, and if the stories were really true.
     Because, more than anything, they wanted to believe.
     They talked about her in houses and in schools, in town halls and in general stores. She’s got the power of life in her! they said. In Georgia she brought back peach orchards and apple trees! In Iowa she brought back miles upon miles of corn and wheat! In North Carolina she touched a field, and flowers sprang forth from the dirt, and now she’s heading to Kentucky! Or Kansas! Or Alabama! Or Missouri!
     Watch for her! they said. Follow her, if you like, as many hundreds of others do, because the young woman called Swan has the power of life in her, and she’s waking up the earth!
     And in the years to come they would talk about the blooming of the wasteland, the cultivation projects and the work being done to dig canals for flatboat barges. They would talk about the day Swan met a boatload of survivors from the destroyed land that had been called Russia, and nobody could understand their language, but she talked to them and heard them through the miraculous jeweled ring of glass that she always carried close at hand. They would talk about the rebuilding of the libraries and the great museums, and of the schools that taught first and foremost the lesson learned from the awful holocaust of the seventeenth of July: Never again.
     They would talk about the two children of Swan and Robin—twins, a boy and a girl—and about the celebration when thousands flocked to the city of Mary’s Rest to see those children, who were named Joshua and Sister.
     And when they would tell their own children the tale by candlelight in the warmth of their homes, on the streets where lamps burned under stars that still stirred the power to dream, they would always begin the tale with the same magic words:
     “Once upon a time…”






Table of Contents
BOOKONE
BOOKTWO





Table of Contents
BOOKONE
BOOKTWO







Table of Contents
BOOKONE
BOOKTWO





        
            
                
            
        

    They Thirst

	Published:
	1992 
	Rating:
	★★★★ 
	Tags:
	Fiction, General, Modern fiction 
Fictionttt Generalttt Modern fictionttt 



Evil as old as the centuries has descended upon the City of Angels---it comes as a kiss from the terrifying but seductive immortals. Slowly at first, then by the legions, the ravenous undead choke Los Angeles with bloodthirsty determination---and the hordes of monstrous victims steadily mount each night.
High above glitter city a deadly contest begins. In the decaying castle of a long-dead screen idol, the few remaining human survivors prepare to face the Prince of Evil and his satanic disciples. Whilst the very forces of nature are called into play, isolating the city from the rest of the world and leaving it at the mercy of the blood-hungry vultures of the night....
THEY THIRST
Theirs is a lust that can never be satisfied...
Robert R. McCammon Tells How He Wrote 
They Thirst
With They Thirst, my fourth novel, I decided to kick out all the stops and go for the throat.
They Thirst began, actually, as a novel called The Hungry. It was set in Chicago, and involved a gang of vampiric teenagers. I got about two hundred pages into it before I began to feel constricted. When you get that feeling, you know things aren't going right. You have to put aside the manuscript and think about it, and let me tell you that deciding to cast away two hundred pages of a manuscript and start over again from scratch is the kind of decision that makes cold sweat break out on your skin.
I wanted a vampire novel with a huge cast, set in a city where anything was possible. Ah, Los Angeles. The City of Angels. Eternal Youth Shall Reign Forever, Amen.
So I started over, and They Thirst was born.
It has always interested me that from time to time I meet someone who has read They Thirst and lives in Los Angeles. They usually want to know how long I lived there, because certainly I had to be a native of L.A. to get all those streets and landmarks correct. The truth is that I visited Los Angeles for an intensive weekend of research. I trundled off in my rented car on the freeways, maps in hand, and went to every location that I'd already decided needed to be in the book. It was my first trip to Los Angeles, I was there alone, and I was staying in a Hispanic hotel in downtown L.A. that supposedly had been a mecca for stars back in the 1920s. At least that's what the guidebook said. Valentino had a suite there. I fear he wouldn't recognize the place now.
But I spent most of my time like a real native---on the road. And while I was in Los Angeles, I read a magazine article about runaways that seemed to me to hit the heart of the atmosphere I was after.
A young girl who'd run away from her home in the Midwest was talking to the reporter, telling him where she lived. It was a shuttered-up motel near the Strip, she said. She and her friends crashed in the rooms on an upper floor. They had mattresses to sleep on, and they panhandled on the Strip for drug money. It was okay. Like another society, just different. But, she said, she and her friends didn't have anything to do with the men who lived down in the motel's basement. She couldn't understand how anybody could live like those men did, down in that place with no light. She said they did ... terrible things. But hey, live and let live, right?
The thing is, there are so many dark basements in Los Angeles. And shuttered-up motels. And houses with histories. And so many, many victims.
A friend of mine, also a writer, lives in Los Angeles and asks me why I hate his city. I don't hate L.A., but it scares the hell out of me, even without vampires. My first sight of his city, from the airplane, was a sprawling urban wasteland unlike anything I've ever seen in my life. I mean, the place is huge. I grew up and live in a city that hasn't yet reached a million population, so you might imagine my reaction when I saw the Los Angeles area for the first time. It was a beautiful day: the sun shining, the traffic buzzing around, people going on about their lives.
But somewhere, just off the glittering neon-mad Strip, there's a dark basement where men do terrible things.
The Land of Eternal Youth. Disneyland. Movie stars and "A" lists. Gangs fighting for survival on the mean streets. The ghosts of memory, and dark halls where Valentino once walked. The "big break," and people who will sell their bodies, souls, and minds to get through one more day of that hard, golden sunshine.
I think a Vampire King would find Los Angeles a wonderland. He would know that such a beautiful beast has a huge dark belly. And in that darkness, surrounded by pallid forms who fall at his feet in worship, even a Vampire King might become a star.
Robert R. McCammon 
June 1988
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THEY THIRST
 A novel by the bestselling author of Mine and Swan Song
 ROBERT R. McCAMMON
 Across the centuries, an evil returns to feast upon the City of Angels -and millions sway beneath their deadly spell. 
 On Sunset and Hollywood boulevards, unspeakable horrors lurk in the darkness. They are the undead, nightmares in human form, dark disciples of death who prey upon the living. 
 Now nature succumbs to the evil, raging in a fury of sandstorm and tidal wave. And in the castle of a murdered screen idol, high above the ravaged city, the Prince of Darkness and his minions prepare a welcome for the last terrified survivors. 
 Limited Edition ................. .$55.00
 Robert R. McCammon is the author of ten novels, including MYSTERY WALK, SWAN
 SONG and MINE; and BLUE WORLD, a collection of short fiction. THEY THIRST is a vampire novel on an epic scale, as the Undead lay claim to the city of Los Angeles. McCammon's latest novel, BOY'S LIFE, will be published by Pocket Books. 
 McCammon and his wife Sally live in Birmingham, Alabama, where he writes from midnight until dawn and tries to keep their Scottish terrier from chewing up his books. 
 - A Novel By ROBERT R. McCAMMON
 - Illustrated By Wendy and Charles Lang
 Trade Hardcover Edition ISBN 0-913165-60-3
 THEY THIRST Copyright 1981 by Robert R. McCammon Illustrations Copyright 1991 by Wendy and Charles Lang This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. All Rights Reserved
 Manufactured in the United States of America FIRST HARDCOVER EDITION Dark Harvest / P. O. Box 941 / Arlington Heights, IL / 60006 The Publishers would like to express their gratitude to the following people. 
 Thank you: Ann Cameron Mikol, Kathy Jo Camacho, Stan and Phyllis Mikol, Dr. Stan Gurnick PhD, Wayne Sommers, Luis Trevino, Raymond, Teresa and Mark Stadalsky, Tony Hodes, Tom Pas, Bob Weinberg, Greg Ketter, and Jeane and Paul E. Williams III. 
 And, of course, special thanks go to Sally and Rick McCammon, and Wendy and Charles Lang. 
 FOR SALLY, WHO HELPED ME REACH
 I'd like to express appreciation to a number of people who helped me in researching this book and putting it all together: W. B. McDonald, M.D.; James R. Fletcher, M.D.; Gunnery Sergeant Larry Rocke, USMC; Captain Paul T. Taylor, USMC; Detective Sergeant William Ludlow; Radu Florescu and Raymond T. McNally for keeping the legends alive; and Mike and Elizabeth. R.M. It was midnight in Topanga I heard the DJ say "There's a full moon rising Join me in L.A. . . ." 
 -Warren Zevon
 I'd kill for love
 I'd kill for love
 As sure as there's a God above I'd kill for love
 -Rory Black
 Shadows shifting everywhere; Very thin and very tall, Moving, mingling on the wall, Till they make one Shadow all
 -Augustus Julian Requier





PROLOGUE
 Tonight there were demons in the hearth. 
 They spun, arched, and spat at the eyes of the boy who sat at the fire's edge, his legs crossed under him in that unconscious way children have of being incredibly supple. Chin supported by palms, elbows supported by knees, he sat in silence, watching the flames gather, merge, and break into fragments that hissed with secrets. He had turned nine only six days ago, but now he felt very old because Papa wasn't home yet and those fire-demons were laughing. While I'm away, you must be head of the house, Papa had said as he coiled a line of thick rope around his bear's paw of a hand. You must take care of your mother and see that all goes well while I and your uncle are gone. Do you understand that? 
 Yes, Papa. 
 And see that you bring in the wood for her when she asks and stack it neatly along the wall so it can dry. And anything else she asks of you, you'll do, yes? 
 I will. He could still see his father's fissured, wind-ravaged face towering over him and feel the rough-as-hearthstones hand on his shoulder. The grip of that hand had conveyed an unspoken message: This is a serious thing I do, boy. Make no mistake about that. Watch out for your mother and be careful. The boy understood, and Papa had nodded with satisfaction. The next morning he watched through the kitchen window while Uncle Josef hitched the two old gray-and-white horses to the family's wagon. His parents had drawn away, standing across the room near the bolted slab of a door. Papa had put on his woolen cap and the heavy sheepskin coat Mama had made for him as a Christmas present years before, then slipped the coil of rope around one shoulder. The boy picked listlessly from a bowl of beef broth and tried to listen, knowing that they were whispering so that he would not hear. But he also knew that if he did hear, he really wouldn't know what they were whispering about, anyway. It's not fair! he told himself as he dipped his fingers into the broth and brought out a chunk of meat. If I'm to be the head of the house, shouldn't I know the secrets, too? 
 Across the room Mama's voice had suddenly surged up out of control. Let the others do it! Please! But Papa had caught her chin, tilted her face up, and looked gently into those morning-gray eyes. I have to do this thing, he'd said, and she looked like she wanted to cry but could not. She'd used up all her tears the night before, lying in the goosedown bed in the other room. The boy had heard her all through the night. It was as if the heavy hours were cracking her heart and no amount of time on the other side of twilight could ever heal it again. No, no, no, Mama was saying now, over and over again as if that word had some magic that would prevent Papa from stepping out into the snowy daylight, as if that word would seal the door, wood to stone, to keep him within and the secrets out. 
 And when she was silent, Papa had reached up and lifted the double-barreled shotgun from the gunrack beside the door. He cracked open the breech, loaded both chambers with shells, and carefully laid the weapon down again. Then he had held her and kissed her and said I love you. And she had clung to him like a second skin. That was when Josef had knocked at the door and called out, Emil! 
 We're ready to leave! 
 Papa had hugged her a moment longer, then gripped the rifle he had bought in Budapest, and unlatched the door. He stood on the threshold, and snowflakes flew in around him. Andre! he had said, and the boy had looked up. You take care of your mother, and make sure this door stays bolted. Do you understand? 
 Yes, Papa. 
 In the doorway, framed against a bleached sky and the purple teeth of the distant mountain ranges, Papa had turned his gaze upon his wife and had uttered three softly spoken words. They were indistinct, but the boy caught them, his heart beating around a dark uneasiness. 
 Papa had said, "Watch my shadow." 
 When he stepped out, a whine of November wind filled the place he'd left. Mama stood at the threshold, snow blowing into her long dark hair, aging her moment by moment. Her eyes were fixed on the wagon as the two men urged the horses along the cobbled path that would take them to the others. She stood there for a long time, face gaunt against the false white purity of the world beyond that door. When the wagon had lumbered out of sight, she turned away, closed the door, and bolted it. Then she had lifted her gaze to her son's and had said with a smile that was more like a grimace, Do your schoolwork now. It was three days since he had gone. Now demons laughed and danced in the fire, and some terrible, intangible thing had entered the house to sit in the empty chair before the hearth, to sit between the boy and the woman at their evening meals, to follow them around like a gust of black ash blown by an errant wind. 
 The corners of the two-room house grew cold as the stack of wood slowly dwindled, and the boy could see a faint wraith of mist whirl from his mother's nostrils whenever she let out her breath. 
 "I'll take the axe and get more wood," the boy said, starting to rise from his chair. 
 "No!" cried his mother quickly, and glanced up. Their gray eyes met and held for a few seconds. "What we have will last through the night. It's too dark out now. You can wait until first light." 
 "But what we have isn't enough-" 
 "I said you'll wait until morning!" She looked away almost at once, as if ashamed. Her knitting needles glinted in the firelight, slowly shaping a sweater for the boy. As he sat down again, he saw the shotgun in the far corner of the room. It glowed a dull red in the firelight, like a watchful eye in the gloom. And now the fire flared, spun, cracked; ashes churned, whirled up the chimney and out. 
 The boy watched, heat striping his cheekbones and the bridge of his nose, while his mother rocked in the chair behind him, glancing down occasionally at her son's sharp profile. 
 In that fire the boy saw pictures coming together, linking into a living mural: he saw a black wagon drawn by two white horses with funeral plumes, their cold breath coming out in clouds. In that wagon a simple, small coffin. Men and women in black, some shivering, some sobbing. Others following the wagon, boots crunching through a crust of snow. Muttered sounds. Faces layered with secrets. 
 Hooded, fearful eyes that stared out toward the gray and purple rise of the Jaeger Mountains. The Griska boy lay in that coffin, and what remained of him was now being carried by the procession to the cemetery where the lelkesz waited. 
 Death. It had always seemed so cold and alien and distant to the boy, something that belonged not to his world, nor to the world of his mama and papa, but rather to the world that Grandmother Elsa had lived in when she was sick and yellow-fleshed. Papa had used the word then-dying. When you're in the room with her, you must be very quiet because she can't sing to you anymore, and all she wants to do now is sleep. To the boy death was a time when all songs ceased and you were happy only when your eyes were closed. Now he stared at that funeral wagon in his memory until the log collapsed and the tendrils of flame sprang up in a different place. He remembered hearing whispers among the black-garbed villagers of Krajeck: A terrible thing. Only eight years old. God has him now. 
 God? Let us hope and pray that it is indeed God who has Ivon Griska. The boy remembered. He had watched the coffin being lowered by a rope and pulley into the dark square in the earth while the lelkesz stood intoning blessings and waving his crucifix. The casket had been nailed shut and then bound with barbed wire. Before the first shovelful of dirt was thrown, the lelkesz had crossed himself and dropped his crucifix into the grave. That was a week ago, before the Widow Janos had disappeared; before the Sandor family vanished on a snowy Sunday night, leaving all their possessions behind; before Johann the hermit reported that he had seen naked figures dancing on the windswept heights of Mount Jaeger and running with the big timber wolves that stalked that haunted mountain. Soon after that Johann had vanished along with his dog, Vida. The boy remembered the strange hardness in his father's face, a flicker of some deep secret within his eyes. Once he had heard Papa tell Mama, They're on the move again. 
 In the fireplace, wood shifted and sighed. The boy blinked and drew away. Behind him his mother's needles were still; her head was cocked toward the door, and she was listening. The wind roared, bringing ice down from the mountain. The door would have to be forced open in the morning, and the hard glaze would shatter like glass. 
 Papa should be home by now, the boy told himself. It's so cold out tonight, so cold . . . surely Papa won't be gone much longer. Secrets seemed to be everywhere. 
 Just yesterday night someone had gone through the Krajeck cemetery and dug up twelve graves, including Ivon Griska's. The coffins were still missing, but it was rumored that the lelkesz had found bones and skulls lying in the snow. Something pounded at the door, a noise like a hammer falling upon an anvil. Once. And again. The woman jumped in her chair and twisted around. 
 "Papa!" the boy shouted joyfully. When he stood up, the flame-face was forgotten. He started toward the door, but his mother caught his shoulder. 
 "Hush!" she whispered, and together they waited, their shadows filling the far wall. 
 More hammering on the door-a heavy, leaden sound. The wind screamed, and it was like the wail of Ivon Griska's mother when the sealed coffin was lowered into the frozen dirt. 
 "Unbolt the door!" Papa said. "Hurry! I'm cold." 
 "Thank God!" Mama cried out. "Oh, thank God!" She moved quickly to the door, threw back the bolt, and flung it open. A torrent of snow ripped at her face, the wind distorting eyes, nose, and mouth. Papa, a huddled shape in his hat and coat, stepped into the dim firelight, and diamonds of ice sparkled in his eyebrows and beard. He took Mama into his arms, his massive body almost engulfing her. The boy leapt forward to embrace his father, grateful that he was home because being the man of the house was much more difficult than he had imagined. Papa reached out, ran a hand through the boy's hair, and clapped him firmly on the shoulder. 
 "Thank God you're home!" Mama said, clutching onto him. "It's over, isn't it?" 
 "Yes," he said. "It's over." He turned and closed the door, letting the bolt fall. 
 "Here, step over by the fire. God in Heaven, your hands are cold! Take off your coat before you catch your death!" She took the coat as he shrugged it from his shoulders, then his hat. Papa stepped toward the fire, palms outward to receive the heat. Flames glittered briefly in his eyes, like the glitter of rubies. And as he passed his son, the boy crinkled up his nose. Papa had brought home a funny smell. A smell of ... what was it? Think hard. 
 "Your coat is filthy!" Mama said, hanging it on a hook near the door. She brushed at it with a trembling hand. She felt the tears of relief about to flood from her, but she didn't want to cry in front of her son. 
 "It's so cold in the mountains," Papa said softly, standing at the rim of the firelight. He kicked out with the toe of one scarred boot, and a log shifted, revealing a finger of flame. "So cold." 
 The boy watched him, seeing a glaze of ice from Papa's snow-whitened face begin to melt in droplets. Papa suddenly closed his eyes, inhaled deeply, and shivered. "Ohhhhhhhhm," he breathed, and then his head came around, eyes opening, looking into his son's face for silent seconds. "What are you staring at, boy?" 
 "Nothing." That smell. So funny. What was it? 
 Papa nodded. "Come over here beside me." 
 The boy took a single step forward and then stopped. He thought of horses and coffins and sobbing mourners. 
 "Well? Come over here, I said." 
 Across the room the woman was standing with one hand still on the coat. There was a crooked smile on her face, as if she'd been slapped by a hand that had snaked from the shadows. "Is everything all right?" she asked. In her voice a note quavered like a pipe organ in the Budapest cathedral. 
 "Yes," Papa said, reaching out for his son. "Everything is fine now because I'm home with my loved ones, where I belong." 
 The boy saw a shadow touch his mother's face, saw it darken in an instant. Her mouth was half-open, and her eyes were widening pools of bewilderment. Papa took his son's hand. The man's flesh was hard and welted with rope burns. And so terribly cold. The man drew his son nearer. The fire undulated like a serpent uncoiling. "Yes," he whispered, "that's right." His gaze found the woman. "You've let it get very cold in my house!" 
 "I'm . . . sorry," she whispered. She began to tremble now, and her eyes were deep pits of terror. 
 "Very cold," Papa said. "I can feel ice in my bones. Can't you, Andre?" The boy" 
 nodded, looking into his father's shadowy firelight-sculpted face and seeing himself suspended within eyes that were darker than he remembered. Yes, much darker, like mountain caverns, and rimmed with eruptions of silver. The boy blinked, dragged his gaze away with an effort that made his neck muscles throb. 
 He was trembling like Mama. He was beginning to be afraid but didn't know why. All he knew was that Papa's skin and hair and clothes smelled like the room where Grandmother Elsa had gone to sleep forever. 
 "We did a bad thing," Papa murmured. "Me, your uncle Josef, all the men from Krajeck. We shouldn't have climbed into the mountains . . ." Mama gasped, but the boy couldn't turn his head to look at her. 
 ". . . because we were wrong. All of us, wrong. It's not what we thought it was . . ." 
 Mama moaned like a trapped animal. 
 ". . . you see?" And Papa smiled, his back to the flames now, his white face piercing the shadows. His grip tightened on his son's shoulder, and he suddenly shivered as if a north wind had roared through his soul. Mama was sobbing, and the boy wanted to turn to her and find out what was wrong, but he couldn't move, couldn't make his head turn or his eyes blink. Papa smiled and said, "My good little boy. My good little Andre . . ." And he bent down toward his son.J But in the next instant the man's head twisted up, his eyes filled with bursts of silver. "DON'T DO THAT!" he shrieked. And in that instant the boy cried out and pulled away from his father, and then he saw that Mama had the shotgun cradled in her shaking arms, and her mouth was wide open and she was screaming, and even as the boy ran for her, she squeezed both triggers.. The shots whistled high over the boy, striking the man in the face and throat. Papa screamed-a resounding scream of rage-and was flung backward to the floor, where he lay with his face in shadow and his boots in red embers. Mama dropped the shotgun, the strangled sobbing in her throat turning to stutters of mad laughter. The recoil had nearly broken her right arm, and she had fallen back against the door, her eyes swimming with tears. The boy stopped, his heart madly hammering. The smell of gunpowder was rank in his nostrils as he stared at the crazed woman who'd just shot down his father-saw her face contorting, lips bubbling with spittle, eyes darting from shadow to shadow. 
 And then a slow, scraping noise from the other side of the room. The boy spun around to look. 
 Papa was rising to his feet. Half of his face was gone, leaving his chin and jaw and nose hanging by white, bloodless strings. The remaining teeth glittered with light, and the single pulped eye hung on one thick vein across the ruined cavern where the cheekbone had been. White nerves and torn muscles twitched in the hole of the throat. The man staggered up, crouched with his huge hands twisted into claws. When he tried to grin, only one side of the mouth remained to curve grotesquely upward. 
 And in that instant both boy and woman saw that he did not bleed. 
 "Szornyeteg!" Mama screamed, her back pressed against the door. The word ripped through the boy's mind, tearing away huge chunks that left him as mute and frozen as a scarecrow in winter. Monster, she'd screamed. Monster. 
 "Oh, nooooooo," the hideous face whispered. And the thing shambled forward, claws twitching in hungry expectation. "Not so easily, my precious wife . . ." She gripped her son's arm, then turned and unbolted the door. He was almost upon them when a wall of wind and snow screamed into the house; he staggered back a step, one hand over his eye. The woman wrenched the boy out after her into the night. Snow clutched at their legs and tried to hold them. "Run!" Mama cried out over the roar of the wind. "We've got to run!" She tightened her grip on his wrist until her fingers melded to his bones, and they fought onward through whiplash strikes of snow. 
 Somewhere in the night, a woman screamed, her voice high-pitched and terrified. 
 Then a man's voice, babbling for mercy. The boy looked back over his shoulder as he ran, back at the huddled houses of Krajeck. He could see nothing through the storm. But mingled with the hundred voices of the wind, he thought he could hear a chorus of hideous screams. Somewhere a ragged cacophony of laughter seemed to build and build until it drowned out the cries for God and mercy. He caught a glimpse of his house, receding into the distance now. Saw the dim red light spilling across the threshold like a final dying ember of the fire he'd so carefully tended. Saw the hulking half-blinded figure stumble out of the doorway and heard the bellow of rage from that mangled, bloodless throat-"I'LL FIND YOU!" And then Mama jerked him forward, and he almost tripped, but she pulled him up, urging him to run. Wind screamed into their faces, and already Mama's black hair was white with a coating of snow, as if she'd aged in a matter of minutes, or gone mad like some lunatic in an asylum who sees nightmares as grinning, shadowless realities. 
 A figure suddenly emerged from the midst of a stand of snow-heavy pines, frail and thin and as white as lake ice. The hair whipped around in the wind; the rags of its worm-eaten clothes billowed. The figure stood at the top of a snow mound, waiting for them, and before Mama saw it, it had stepped into their path, grinning a little boy's grin and holding out a hand sculpted like ice. 
 "I'm cold," Ivon Griska whispered, still grinning. "I have to find my way home." 
 Mama stopped, screamed, thrust out a hand before her. For an instant the boy was held by Ivon Griska's gaze, and in his mind he heard the echo of a whisper. 
 Won't you be my playmate, Andre? And he'd almost replied, Yes, oh yes, when Mama shouted something that was carried away by the wind. She jerked him after her, and he looked back with chilled regret. Ivon had forgotten about them now and began walking slowly through the snow toward Krajeck. 
 After a while, Mama could go no farther. She shuddered and fell into the snow. She was sick then, and the boy crawled away from the steaming puddle and stared back through waving pines toward home. His face was seared by the cold, and he wondered if Papa was going to be all right. Mama had no reason to hurt him like that. She was a bad woman to hurt his father, who loved them both so dearly. 
 "Papa!" he called into the distance, hearing only the wind reply in frozen mockery of a human voice. His eyelashes were heavy with snow. "Papa!" His small, tired voice cracked. But then Mama struggled to her feet, pulling him up again even though he tried to fight her and break free of her grip. She shook him violently, ice tracks lacing her face like white embroidery, and shouted, "He's dead! Don't you understand that? We've got to run, Andre, and we've got to keep on running!" And as she said that, the boy knew she was insane. Papa was badly hurt, yes, because she had shot him, but Papa wasn't dead. Oh, no. He was back there. Waiting. 
 And then lights broke the curtain of darkness. Smoke ripped from a chimney. They glimpsed a snow-weighted roof. They raced toward those lights, stumbling, half-frozen. The woman muttered to herself, laughing hysterically and urging the boy on. He fought the fingers of cold that clutched at his throat. Lie down, the wind whispered across the back of his head. Stop right here and sleep. This woman has done a bad thing to your papa, and she may hurt you, too. Lie down right here for a little while and be warm, and in the morning your papa will come for you. Yes. Sleep, little one, and forget. A weather-beaten sign creaked wildly back and forth above a heavy door. He saw the whitened traces of words: THE GOOD SHEPHERD INN. Mama hammered madly at the door, shaking the boy at the same time to keep him awake. "Let us in, please let us in!" she shouted, pounding with a numbed fist. The boy stumbled and fell against her, his head lolling to the side. 
 When the door burst open, long-armed shadows reached for them. The boy's knees buckled, and he heard Mama moan as the cold-like the touch of a forbidden, loving stranger-gently kissed him to sleep. 
 Friday, October 25I





THE CAULDRON
 A star-specked night, black as the highway asphalt that bubbled like a cauldron brew beneath the midday sun, now lay thickly over the long dry stretch of Texas 285 between Fort Stockton and Pecos. The darkness, as still and dense as the eye of a hurricane, was caught between the murderous heat of dusk and dawn. In all directions the land, stubbled with thornbrush and pipe-organ cactus, was frying-pan flat. Abandoned hulks of old cars, gnawed down to the bare metal by the sun and occasional dust storms, afforded shelter for the coiled rattlesnakes that could still smell the sun's terrible track across the earth. 
 It was near one of these hulks-rusted and vandalized, windshield long shattered, engine carried away by some hopeful tinkerer-that a jackrabbit sniffed the ground for water. Smelling distant, buried coolness, the jackrabbit began to dig with its forepaws; in another instant it stopped, nose twitching toward the underside of that car. It tensed, smelling snake. From the darkness came a dozen tiny rattlings, and the rabbit leapt backward. Nothing followed. The rabbit's instincts told it that a nest had been dug under there, and the noise of the young would bring back the hunting mother. Sniffing the ground for the snake's trail, the jackrabbit moved away from the car and ran nearer to the highway, crunching grit beneath its paws. It was halfway across the road, moving toward its own nest and young in the distance, when a sudden vibration in the earth froze it. Long ears twitching for a sound, the rabbit turned its head toward the south. 
 A gleaming white orb was slowly rising along the highway. The rabbit watched it, transfixed. Sometimes the rabbit would stand atop its dirt-mound burrow and watch the white thing that floated high overhead; sometimes it was larger than this one; sometimes it was yellow; sometimes it wasn't there at all; sometimes there were tendrils across it, and it left in the air the tantalizing scent of water that never fell. The rabbit was unafraid because it was familiar with that thing in the sky, but the vibration it now felt rippled the flesh along its spine. The orb was growing larger, bringing with it a noise like the growl of thunder. In another instant the rabbit's eyes were blinded by the white orb; its nerves shot out a danger signal to the brain. The rabbit scurried for safety on the opposite side of the highway, casting a long scrawl of shadow beyond it. 
 The jackrabbit was perhaps three feet away from a protective clump of thornbrush when the night-black Harley-Davidson 1200cc "chopper," moving at almost eighty miles an hour, swerved across the road and directly over the rabbit's spine. It squealed, bones splintering, and the small body began to twitch in the throes of death. The huge motorcycle, its shocks barely registering a shudder of quick impact, roared on to the north. 
 A few moments later a sidewinder began to undulate toward the rabbit's cooling carcass. 
 And on the motorcycle, enveloped in a cocoon of wind and thunder, the rider stared along the cone of white light his single high-intensity beam afforded, and with a fractional movement he guided the machine to the center of the road. 
 His black-gloved fist throttled upward; the machine growled like a well-fed panther and kicked forward until the speedometer's needle hung at just below ninety. Behind a battered black crash helmet with visor lowered, the rider was grinning. He wore a sleek, skin-tight, black leather jacket and faded jeans with leather-patched knees. The jacket was old and scarred, and across the back rose a red Day-Glo king cobra, its hood fully swollen. The paint was flaking off, as if the reptile were shedding its skin. The machine thundered on, parting a wall of silence before it, leaving desert denizens trembling in its wake. A garishly painted sign-blue music notes floating above a pair of tilted red beer bottles, the whole thing pocked with rust-edged bullet holes-came up on the right. The rider glanced quickly at it, reading JUST
 AHEAD! THE WATERIN' HOLE! and below that, FILL 'ER up, PARDNER! Yeah, he thought. Time to fill up. 
 Two minutes later there was the first faint glimmer of blue neon against the blackness. The rider began to cut his speed; the speedometer's needle fell quickly to eighty, seventy, sixty. Ahead there was a blue neon sign-THE WAT
 RIN' 
 H LE -above the doorway of a low wooden building with a flat, dusty red roof. Clustered around it like weary wasps around a sun-bleached nest were three cars, a jeep, and a pickup truck with most of its dull blue paint scoured down to the muddy red primer. The motorcycle rider turned into a tumbleweed-strewn parking lot and switched off his engine; immediately the motorcycle's growl was replaced with Freddy Fender's nasal voice singing about "wasted days and wasted nights." 
 The rider put down the kickstand and let the black Harley ease back, like a crouching animal. When he stood up and off the machine, his muscles were as taut as piano wires; the erection between his legs throbbed with heat. He popped his chin strap and lifted the helmet off, exposing a vulpine, sharply chiseled face that was as white as new marble. In that bloodless face the deep pits of his eyes bore white pupils, faintly veined with red. From a distance they were as pink as a rabbit's, but up close they became snakelike, glittering coldly, unblinking, hypnotizing. His hair was yellowish-white and closely cropped; a blue trace of veins at the temples pulsed an instant behind the jukebox's beat. He left his helmet strapped around the handlebars and moved toward the building, his gaze flickering toward the cars: there was a rifle on a rack in the truck's cab, a "Hook 'Em Horns!" sticker on a car's rear fender, a pair of green dice dangling from the jeep's rearview mirror. When he stepped through the screen door into a large room layered with smoky heat, the six men inside-three at a table playing cards, two at a light bulbhaloed pool table, one behind the bar-instantly looked up and froze. The albino biker met each gaze in turn and then sat on one of the bar stools, the red cobra on his back a scream of color in the murky light. After another few seconds of silence, a pool cue cracked against a ball like a gunshot. "Aw, shit!" one of the pool players-a broad-shouldered man wearing a red checked shirt and dusty Levis that had been snagged a hundred times on barbed wire-said loudly with a thick Texas drawl. "At least that screwed up your shot, didn't it, Matty?" 
 "Sure did," Matty agreed. He was about forty, all arms and legs, short red hair, and a lined forehead half-covered by a sweat-stained cowboy hat. He was chewing slowly on a toothpick, and now he stood where he could consider the lie of the balls, do some more chewing, and watch that strange-looking white dude from the corner of his eye. 
 The bartender, a hefty Mexican with tattooed forearms and heavy-lidded black eyes, came down the bar following the swirls of a wet cloth. "Help you?" he asked the albino and looked up into the man's face; instantly he felt as if his spine had been tapped with an ice pick. He glanced over toward where Slim Hawkins, Bobby Hazelton and Ray Cope sat in the third hour of their Friday night poker game; he saw Bobby did an elbow into Ray's ribs and grin toward the bar. 
 The albino said quietly, "Beer." 
 "Sure, coming up." Louis the bartender turned away in relief. The biker looked bizarre, unclean, freakish. He was hardly a man, probably nineteen or twenty at the most. Louis picked up a glass mug from a shelf and a bottle of Lone Star from the stuttering refrigerator unit beneath the bar. From the jukebox, Dolly Parton began singing about "burning, baby, burning." Louis slid the mug across to the albino and then quickly moved away, swirling the cloth over the polished wood of the bar. He felt as if he were sweating in the glare of a midday sun. 
 Balls cracked together on the green-felt pool table. One of them thunked into a corner pocket. "There you go, Will," Matty drawled. "That's thirty-five you owe. me, ain't it?" 
 "Yeah, yeah. Damn it. Louis, why don't you turn that fuckin' music box down so a man can concentrate on his pool playin'!" 
 Louis shrugged and motioned toward the poker table. 
 "I like it that loud," Bobby Hazelton said, grinning over kings and tens. He was a part-time rodeo bronco-buster with a crew cut and a prominent gold tooth. 
 Three years ago he'd been on his way to a Texas title when a black bastard of a horse called Twister had thrown him and broken his collarbone in two places. 
 "Music helps me think. Will, you oughta come on over here and lemme take some of that heavy money you're carrying around." 
 "Hell, naw! Matty's doing too good a job at that tonight!" Will put his cue stick away in the rack, glancing quickly over at the albino and then at Bobby. 
 "You boys best watch old Bobby," he warned. "Took me for over fifty bucks last Friday night." 
 "Just luck," Bobby said. He spread his cards out on the table, and Slim Hawkins said in his gravelly voice, "Sheeyit!" Bobby reached for his chips and gathered them in. 
 "Dumb luck my ass," Ray Cope said. He leaned over and spat a chunk of Red Man tobacco into an empty paper cup. "Jesus, it's hot in here tonight!" He let his gaze shift past the red cobra on that kid's jacket. Goddamn biker, he thought, narrowing ice-blue eyes rimmed with wrinkles. Don't know what it is to work for a livin'. Probably one of those punks who robbed Jeff Hardy's grocery store in Pecos a few days back. He could see the kid's hands as the albino lifted the beer mug and drank. Under those gloves, Cope thought, the hands were probably as white and soft as Mary Ruth Kennon's thighs. His own large hands were chunky and rough and scarred from ten years of ranch work. The Dolly Parton song faded. Another record dropped, hissed, and crackled for a few seconds like hot fat on a griddle. Waylon Jennings started singing about going to Luckenbach, Texas. Matty called for another Lone Star and a pack of Marlboros. 
 The albino downed the rest of his beer and sat staring into the mug for a moment. He began to smile slightly, as if at a private joke, but the smile was cold and terrible, and Louis winced when he happened to catch it. The albino swiveled around on his stool, reared his arm back, and flung the mug straight into the jukebox. Colored glass and plastic exploded like several over-and-under shotguns going off at once; Waylon Jennings's voice went into an ear-piercing falsetto for an instant, then rumbled down to a basso as the turntable went crazy. Lights flickered; the record droned to a stop. There was utter silence in the bar, broken only by the sound of pieces of glass clinking to the floor. 
 Louis had raised his head from where he'd bent down for Matty's beer. He stared at the ruined jukebox. Madre de Dios! he thought, that thing was three hundred dollars almost five years ago! Then he looked over at the albino, who was watching him with a death's head grin plastered across his unholy face. At last Louis got his tongue working. "You crazy?" Louis screamed. "What the shit you do that for?" 
 Chairs scraped back from the poker table. Immediately the place was filled with the ozone smell of danger and hot tempers. 
 With eyes like solid chunks of blood-veined ice, the albino said, "I don't like that shitkicker music." 
 "You crazy, man?" Louis shrieked, sweat popping out on his face. Bobby Hazelton, his hands curled into fists, said between clenched teeth, "You gonna pay for that machine, freak." 
 "Sure as hell are," Ray Cope echoed. 
 The albino turned on his stool very slowly and faced the men. His smile froze everyone but Will Jenks, who stepped back a pace. "Got no money," the albino said. 
 "I'll call the sheriff then, you bastardo!" Louis started to move down the bar toward the pay phone on the wall, but instantly the albino said "No you won't" in a softly chilling voice. Louis stopped where he was, his heart hammering. 
 "No call to bust that machine," Matty said, and picked up a pool cue from the rack. "This is a peaceable place." 
 "Was," Bobby said. "What're you doin' around here anyway, freak? Lookin' to rob somebody maybe? Have some fun with somebody's wife or daughter when the man's gone to work? Huh?" 
 "I'm heading through. Going to L.A." The albino, still smiling faintly, glanced at each of them in turn-the track of his gaze freezing Ray Cope's veins, making Will Jenks's temples throb, sending a shudder along Slim Hawkins's spine. 
 "Thought I'd stop to fill up, like the sign says." 
 "You're gonna pay," Louis threatened, but his voice sounded weaker. There was a shotgun under the bar, but to get it he'd have to step nearer to the albino, and something within him warned him not to. 
 "Nobody asked you to stop here, cottonhead!" Ray Cope steeled himself and began to move around the pool table toward the albino. "We don't like you biker freaks around here!" 
 "I don't like shitkickers either." This was said calmly, almost offhandedly, as if the albino had just said he didn't particularly care for the dry tang of the Lone Star beer, but instantly a surge of electric tension ringed the room. Bobby Hazelton's eyes bulged with anger, the sweat stains under his arms growing larger in circumference. The albino slowly began to unzip his jacket. 
 "What'd you say, freak?" Bobby hissed. 
 The albino, his stare impassive, whispered, "Shit . . . kickers." 
 "You sonofabitch!" Bobby shouted, and then leapt toward the biker with fists swinging. But in the next instant the albino's jacket came open; there was a terrifying roar, a burst of blue smoke, and a hole where Bobby Hazelton's right eye had been. Bobby screamed, clawing at his face even as the wadcutter slug tore away the back of his head and spattered the men behind him with bits of bone and brain. He pinwheeled across the poker table, crashing down on kings and jokers and aces, and on the floor the legs of the corpse kept jerking as if Bobby were still trying to run. 
 The albino, blue smoke wafting between him and the other men, had withdrawn from the inside of his jacket a pistol with a long, thin barrel, a squarish black body, and a grip that resembled a sawed-off length of broom handle. The deadly muzzle was drooling smoke. The albino stared, his eyes slightly widened, at the contorted corpse on the floor. 
 "You killed him!" Slim Hawkins said with incredulous wonder, clawing at the droplets of Bobby's blood across the front of his gray cowboy shirt with the pearl-stud buttons. "Jesus God, you killed him . . ." He choked, gagged, and started to throw up through his hands. 
 "Godawmighty!" Will said, his mouth hanging open. He had seen a piece like the one that kid held once before, at a gun and knife show in Houston. It was an old automatic the Germans had used back in World War II-a broom-handle Mauser, he thought it was called. Ten slugs to a clip, and the damned thing could fire faster than a man could blink. "Bastard's got a machine-gun pistol!" 
 "Yeah," the albino said softly, "that's right." Louis, his heart beating so hard he thought it would explode through his chest, took a deep breath and dove for the shotgun. He squawked with terror as his feet slipped out from under him on a wet spot. But even as his hands curled around cold iron, the albino had whirled around, eyes brimming with bloodlust. Louis looked up into two bullets that sheared off the top of his head. He crashed backward into a shelf of beer mugs, his brain exposed to the world; the corpse uttered a soft, eerie sigh and crumpled into a heap. 
 "Oh ... God.. ."Will breathed. Bile rose to the top of his throat, and he almost strangled on it. 
 "Hold on now, fella . . . just hold on now . . ." Matty was saying over and over again, like a record that had gotten stuck on the jukebox. His face was now almost as white as the albino's, and his cowboy hat was splattered with Bobby Hazelton's blood. He put his hands up as if begging for mercy, which he was because in that terrible instant the men knew they were going to die. The albino stepped through a churning curtain of smoke. He was smiling like a child at Christmas who wanted to see what would spill out when the packages were ripped open. 
 "Please," Will said hoarsely, his eyes wide circles of terror. "Please don't. 
 . . kill us . . ." 
 "Like I said," the biker replied evenly, "I stopped in to fill up. When you boys get to hell, you tell the devil Kobra sent you. That's with a K." He grinned and opened fire. A bloody cowboy hat sailed up toward the ceiling; bodies writhed and spun and fell like marionettes on crazy strings; a few teeth torn from a blasted mouth rattled to the floor; fragments of a gray shirt with pearl-stud buttons floated toward the rear of the room on the breath of a volcano. 
 Then-but for the soft dripping-silence. 
 Kobra's ears were ringing. He flipped the Mauser's safety and laid it on the bar, where it gleamed like a black diamond. For a few minutes he stood motionless, eyes sated and lazy, examining the specific postures of death each corpse had taken. He breathed deeply of the bloody smell and felt electric with life. God, it was good, he thought. So damned good! His erection was gone. He walked around the bar and drew another bottle of beer from the refrigerator, downing it in a couple of long swallows and then tossing the bottle toward the other discarded containers. Maybe I ought to take some with me, he thought. No. 
 Don't want to weigh myself down. No room anyway. Want to be fast and free. He returned to his weapon and slipped it into the special leather holster sewn into the inside of his jacket. Little bitch had cost a lot of money in Salinas, but she was worth it, he told himself. He loved that weapon; he'd bought her from a canny old trader who'd sworn she had actually been used by Nazi security units and wasn't just a gun shop antique. The magazine had jammed a couple of times but otherwise the weapon was perfectly responsive. She could cut a man down to bone pretty damned fast. He zipped up his jacket. The pistol burned its imprint into his side like a passion mark. He breathed the smell of blood until his lungs felt swollen with hot, sweet copper. Then he went to work, first going through the cash register. There was a little over forty dollars in ones, fives, and tens. The change he didn't care about. He rolled the corpses over and dug into their pockets, careful not to leave a bootprint in any of the puddles of thickening blood. In all he came up with about two hundred dollars. He was about to rise up from the body of the first man he'd shot when he saw that gold tooth shining like a mother lode in the half-open cave of the mouth. He knocked the tooth out with the butt of his Mauser, replaced the gun in its holster, and put the tooth in his pocket. And now he was ready to go. 
 Outside, the desert air smelled weak and impure to Kobra as compared with the rich death smell within the Waterin' Hole. In both directions the highway vanished into darkness; he saw his shadow, thrown blue across the earth by the neon sign over his head. Someone would find the shitkickers soon, he told himself. All hell would break loose. No matter. I'll be on the road to L.A. and a long way from here by the time the troopers show up. Kobra turned his face toward the black western sky, his flesh faintly tingling. The feeling was stronger than it had been in Ciudad Acuna, stronger than in Sonora, stronger even than in Fort Stockton just a few miles back. Like the prick of needles and pins, like a quick rush after a snort of coke, or the delicious, tormenting anticipation when watching a spoon of sugarfine horse begin to cook. And getting better all the time, slowly increasing as he moved west. Sometimes now he thought he could smell blood when he faced west, as if the whole Pacific had turned crimson, and you could wallow in it all you liked until you got drunk with it and fell down and drowned in it. It was like being fed the greatest drug in the world drop by drop, and every mile Kobra traveled he grew more maddeningly eager for the whole kick in his veins. And there was the dream, too; the recurring thing that had drawn him back into the States from Mexico. He'd first had it a week before and for three nights in a row, everything exactly the same and so damned . . . spooky: he sat astride his chopper in the dream, on a long, curving highway with high palm trees on each side and a lot of tall buildings. The light was funny-it seemed all reddish and murky, as if the sun had gotten stuck on the horizon. He wore his black jacket, his jeans, and his black crash helmet, and behind him rode an army of outlaw bikers on every kind of chopper and hog a tormented mind could imagine-firebreathers with chrome shining bright red, metal-flake paint glittering purple and neon blue and gold, and engines roaring like dragons. But the army of outlaw bikers who rode in Kobra's wake looked strange and skeletal, white-fleshed things with shadow-rimmed eyes that did not blink in the miasmic light. There were hundreds of them, a thousand maybe, their bleached flesh covered with the remnants of buckskin jackets, tattered jeans with leather knee patches. Army surplus jackets burned sickly green by the sun; Day-Glo painted crash helmets, Nazi helmets, cracked and battered skid lids rattled around some of the grinning skull-like heads. Some of the things wore goggles. They began to chant, eerie braying voices from between clicking rows of teeth, louder and louder: Kobra, Kobra, KoBRA, KOBRA, KOBRA! 
 And in the dream Kobra had seen a white sign way up in the hills above the sprawling city: HOLLYWOOD. 
 Spooky. 
 And two nights ago he'd begun to sleepwalk. Twice he'd opened his eyes in the hot, dry house before dawn and found himself standing-actually goddamned standing!-outside the pitiful wooden shanty of a house that he'd been hiding in for the past three weeks since he'd left the country after that little party near New Orleans almost a month ago. What had awakened him both times was the weary voice of the thirteen-year-old prostitute he was living with, a frail girl with black hair that shone like oil and eyes that looked forty years old, calling from the dark doorway. Senor? Senor? But in the instant before her voice registered in his blurred brain, he thought he'd heard a voice as distant and cold as a Canadian wind whispering through his soul. And what it had said was Follow me. He was facing west when his eyes had opened both nights. 
 Kobra blinked. A sudden gust of desert wind had blown grit into his face. It was time to be moving. And when I get where I'm headed, he told himself as he walked across the lot to his chopper, there's gonna be one hell of a party. He sat astride the Harley and slipped on his helmet, fastening the chin strap and lowering the visor like a demonic knight readying for battle. He kickstarted the engine and wheeled the rumbling machine out of the parking lot, leaving the silent Waterin' Hole with its last customers behind. His belly felt gorged. 
 On the highway he accelerated to just below eighty. He was going to have to follow the worst of the desert roads to avoid the state troopers. Have to be real careful, he warned himself. But I have to hurry. 
 Because of one thing he was certain. 
 He was following Death's keen promise. 
 TWO
 When Andy Palatazin opened his eyes in the cool darkness of his bedroom, he had a single chilling thought: the Roach is here. He lay perfectly still, his bearlike body swaddled in blue sheets, and waited for his heartbeat to settle down. He listened to the quiet nighttime noises: the creaking of a stair down the hallway, the muffled humming of the refrigerator downstairs, the ticking of the alarm clock on the little bedside table, assorted cracks and whispers and rustles. He was reminded of the tales his mother had told him as a child about the elves who crept out at night, riding on the backs of mice to have a festive celebration, then disappeared by dawn. Beside him, Jo stirred and drew closer to him. What woke me? he wondered. I never wake up like this! 
 He lifted his head a few inches to look at the clock. It took him a minute to make out the little luminous numerals-eleven-fifty. No, he told himself, the Roach is not here. The Roach is out somewhere in Los Angeles doing those things he likes to do. His stomach crawled with dread and disgust at what the morning might bring. He eased over on his back, bedsprings sagging and whining like poorly plucked harp strings. He expected to feel the sharp jab of a spring cutting into his back or buttocks at any moment. The mattress was thin and worn from years of supporting his weight, which ranged annually from 210
 during the summer when he played some golf with a few of the other detectives to 230 around Christmastime when he gorged himself on Jo's beef-and-sour-cream casseroles. 
 He stared up at the ceiling and heard a car taking the corner down on Romaine Street. Headlights flickered overhead, then faded away. Very soon now another day would break, he told himself. October in Los Angeles. Not quite like the Octobers he'd known as a boy. Those Octobers had been real, full of wild winds and erratic snowfall, cold gray skies and a dance of hail across the windowsills. These California Octobers were false, hollow, somehow unsatisfying: a chill in the morning breeze and again at night, but hot sun at midday unless the sky was cloudy, which was very seldom indeed. And not to forget the frequent earth tremors that cracked windows and shook the floors. But it was difficult for him to believe snow was falling anywhere in the world when he could see people wearing short-sleeved shirts on the streets of L.A. It was the city of perpetual summer, the land of golden youth. Sometimes his heart ached for want of a single flake of snow. Oh, he could see the autumn and winter snowfall on clear days when the purple rise of the San Gabriel Mountains wasn't obscured by fog or smog, but somehow the palm trees waving everywhere you looked didn't seem to fit. It had been over sixty degrees on Christmas Day last year. Palatazin recalled boyhood Christmases of ten and twenty below zero when the windows were caked with ice and snow and Papa had to hack the door free with-Abruptly his mind went blank. He turned his attention to what he thought had wakened him: Roach. The taplo was out there somewhere, crawling through a city of over eight million people, waiting to strike. Or perhaps striking even now. It was Friday night, and the young prostitutes would be lining Sunset and Hollywood boulevards. Perhaps he'll make a mistake tonight, Palatazin told himself. 
 Perhaps he'll try to lure one of the policewomen tonight, and then the nightmare would be over. Four young girls in two weeks, all strangled to death by powerful hands, according to the coroner's report, then raped. And the notes this hideous animal left on the corpses! They were rambling hand-scrawled messages that in one sentence talked about the divine plan of God and then said the prostitutes -"bad girls," the notes said-were liars and hellish angels who could be led to peace only through death. Palatazin could recall most of the notes word for word. He'd been studying them continually since the morning of September 27, when a surf fisherman in Venice had found the body of Kitt Kimberlin, a nineteen-year-old divorcee with two kids, beneath a rotting pier. 
 "God called me in the night," the note had read. "God is here among us right now, and out of all the people in this city He's called me to do His work!" That first note, hastily written in blue ink on ordinary drugstore typing paper, had been unsigned. It had been a Venice police officer named Duccio who'd found that the young woman's mouth had been crammed full of dead roaches; the story had leaked to reporters, and it was the Los Angeles Tattler that first printed a front-page article, by Gayle Clarke of course, with the headline, WHERE WILL THE ROACH STRIKE NEXT? Several photographs at the death scene by somebody named Jack Kidd were splashed luridly across the page, and Palatazin knew that the rag had probably sold a million copies that week. When the next woman, a Chicano barely sixteen years old, was found under a tarpaulin in an empty lot in Hollywood, there were the dead roaches again, and the other papers picked up on it. 
 The third letter was signed, "Roach. Ha ha. I like it." The latest note, found on the corpse of a blond, blue-eyed runaway from Seattle, was the most disturbing of the lot: "The Master calls me. He speaks to me by name now, and I have to answer. He tells me he needs me, and my head stops hurting. He says I'm doing it wrong, that he'll teach me things I never dreamed of. You won't hear from me again." It was signed "Roach," and the girl's mouth had been jammed full of them. 
 That had been on the tenth of October. Thirteen days now with no trace of him. Where was he? What was he planning? Waiting, biding his time, laughing as the LAPD ran to ground every possible lead, rumor, or bar and pool hall story about somebody knowing somebody who knew a guy who'd been drunkenly bragging about snuffing out a girl and getting away with it, every pimp's tale of the night this really weird customer with strange, flaming eyes said he had a few roaches for Kitt Kimberlin, every after-midnight telephone call from frightened wives who whispered that they didn't know what was happening to Harry or Tom or Joe but he was acting very strange and not coming home until almost dawn. Palatazin could hear the collective, "Yes, ma'am, thank you for calling, we'll check it out," being spoken by a dozen different police officers across the city right at this very moment. 
 Of course every newspaper from the Times to the Tattler was zeroing in on the Roach murders. The nightly television newscasts always brought him up in some insinuation or reference. The flesh traffic on Sunset and Hollywood had started to thin out for a while after midnight, but now it was swinging back to business as usual. But no one had forgotten: it seemed to be a big joke to some, that the L.A. police couldn't even find a roach. Those were the words that haunted Palatazin, that sat on his forehead at night chuckling and lay like a moldering corpse beside his bed for him to trip over on the way to brush his teeth in the morning: Find the Roach. 
 How? The man was crazy, of course. An animal, a fattyu, a maniac. But careful and cunning, too. And the city was so big, so sprawling, so full of potential killers. How? It was a question Palatazin wrestled with daily because, as Detective Captain of Homicide at Parker Center in downtown L.A., he was in charge of the investigation. He saw the fear, the mistrust in people's face now as they stood talking in groups on the boulevards, as they pondered the fickle turnings of life and death in smoky bars. The sheer ugliness of this maniac's methods surpassed anything the Hillside Strangler had ever done. But if there was anything that riveted the attention of L.A., it was the horror show. 
 A sickening thing, Palatazin thought as he stared up at the ceiling, trying to picture in his mind what the man must look like. Judging from the bruises on the throats of his victims, his hands would have to be abnormally large and very strong; probably his forearms and shoulders would be well-developed, too. He would also probably have very fast reflexes-but from that tiny bit of tissue the police lab technicians had determined that the Roach was a darkhaired Caucasian, most likely under forty. He was a very sadistic, sick man who seemed to be enjoying his newly found publicity. But what had made him go underground? What had made him decide to stop killing just as quickly as he'd begun? Thirteen days, Palatazin thought. The trail's getting colder and colder. What is he doing? Where is he hiding? 
 And suddenly Palatazin was aware of another noise in the room. The noise, he instinctively knew, that had awakened him. 
 It was a slight, soft creaking, as if someone were walking on the floorboards down at the foot of the bed. Beside him Jo stirred and sighed, locked into sleep. 
 Palatazin's blood turned icy. He lifted his head. 
 At the foot of the bed, over where the window looked down onto Romaine Street with its old wood-framed houses standing shoulder to shoulder like aged friends, Palatazin's mother, Nina, sat in her rocking chair, slowly rocking back and forth. She was small and wrinkled and weary-looking, but her eyes blazed fiercely in the darkness. 
 Palatazin's heart thudded in his chest. He sat upright in bed and heard himself whisper first in the language of his native Hungary, "Anya ... Mama
 ... my God ..." 
 His mother's stare was unyielding. She seemed to be trying to speak; he could see her lips moving, the sunken cheeks quivering with the effort. She lifted a frail hand and motioned with it, as if she wanted her son to get up and hurry, lazybones, you'll be late for school. 
 "What is it?" he whispered, his face gone ashen. "What is it?" A hand gripped his shoulder. He gasped and looked around, his flesh crawling. His wife, a small, pretty woman in her early forties with bones like fine china, was looking up at him through deep blue, blurry eyes. She said thickly, 
 "Is it time to get up yet?" 
 "No," he told her. "Go back to sleep." 
 "What do you want for breakfast?" 
 He leaned over and kissed her cheek, and she settled back down into her pillow. 
 Almost instantly her breathing shallowed. He looked back to the window, beads of cold sweat on his face. 
 The rocking chair, over in the corner where it always sat, was empty. For a few seconds he thought it was moving, but as he stared at it he realized that the chair wasn't rocking at all. It never had been. Another car moved along the street, casting quick reflections of light that chased the clinging shadows along the ceiling. 
 Palatazin watched the chair for a long time, then eased himself back down in the bed. He pulled the sheet up to his neck. The thoughts whirled wildly through his mind, like remnants of tattered newspaper. It's the pressure, of course, FIND THE ROACH, but I did see her, I did! Tomorrow more legwork and interviews and telephone calls. FIND THE ROACH. I saw my mother sitting in that chair. . . 
 the day starts early so you must get your sleep . . . close your eyes ... I saw her. . . close your eyes . . . yes, yes I did! 
 Finally his heavy-lidded eyes did close. Sleep brought on a nightmarish shadowy shape, pursuing a small boy and a woman across a plain heaped with high snowdrifts. His last coherent thought before he began to run across the snowfield in his mind was that his mother had been dead since the first week of September. 





THREE
 Mitchell Everett Gideon, forty-four-year-old entrepreneur supreme and newly elected vice-president of the Los Angeles Millionaires' Club, was lighting up a dark-leafed, two-dollar Joya de Nicaragua cigar with a gold Dunhill lighter at about the same time that Andy Palatazin was staring at an empty rocking chair. A short, fiesty man with a spreading belly and a face that would have been as innocent as Humpty Dumpty's except for the dark, deep-set eyes and the thin-lipped, callous mouth, Gideon sat in the gold-carpeted office of his Spanish pueblo-style mansion in Laurel Canyon staring at a half-dozen invoices spread across his antique mahogany desk. The invoices covered shipments of the usual items: a couple of freight-train loads of unfinished oak planking cut into prespecified lengths and widths, delivered to the factory in the Highland Park district; crates of varnish and stain; several dozen bolts of silk from Lee Wong and Company over in Chinatown; bales of cotton ticking; six drums of embalming fluid. "The robbers!" Gideon muttered, betraying his New York upbringing with a single flattening of the tongue. "The dirty, rotten robbers! 
 Especially Lee Wong. Been doin' business with that old chink for almost fifteen years," Gideon told himself as he bit down on his cigar, "now the old bastid's raised his prices for the third time in a year! Christ!" And the same with the others, too. 
 The oak was costing an arm and a leg these days, and just last week Vincenzo at the Gomez Brothers Lumberyard had called Gideon to tell him what a terrific sacrifice he was making to sell the material that cheaply. Sacrifice my ass! 
 Gideon thought, chewing on the cigar. That's another goddamned robber! "Well, contract renewal time's comin' up in a few months," he told himself. "Then we'll see who wants my business and who don't!" 
 He sucked in a mouthful of smoke and spewed it up toward the ceiling, sweeping aside the invoices with a diamond-ringed hand. "Overhead is killin' me this year!" he told himself. About the only thing that hadn't skyrocketed in price was the embalming fluid, and the DeWitt Labs people were making threatening noises about that, too. How the hell can a man make a decent livin' these days? 
 Cigar gripped between his teeth, Gideon stood up from his desk to pour himself a solid shot of Chivas Regal from a decanter taken from across the room. He wore a pair of crisply pressed tan slacks, a flaming red shirt open at the chest with several gold chains dangling, a pair of brown Gucci loafers on his feet. The shirt's pocket was monogrammed-MG in white letters. Gideon took his cigar and shot of Chivas out through a sliding glass door and onto a long terrace with a wrought-iron railing. Directly beneath him there was a fifty-foot drop into shrub-and tree-studded darkness, and off to the left, just faintly visible through a thick wall of pines, were the lights of another canyon dweller's house. Before him, like so much gaudy jewelry flung out on a black velvet-covered table, was a dazzling panorama of multicolored lights-Beverly Hills and Hollywood and L.A. from right to left as far as he could see. The tiny headlights of toy cars moved along Hollywood, Sunset, and Santa Monica boulevards; neon pulsated to private rhythms above discos and bars and rock clubs on the Strip. The rolling streets of Beverly Hills were dotted with sparkling white lights, like so many stars fallen to earth and slowly sputtering to death. Parks and cemeteries were dark squares in the electric tapestry. 
 Gideon drew on his cigar and watched a Fountain Avenue traffic light the size of a pinhead turn green. He turned his head at a fraction of an inch and saw a dust speck of flashing blue veer up a ramp and onto the sweeping line of the Hollywood Freeway; it sped southward toward L.A.. Millions of people down there, Gideon thought, right now, they're sleeping, drinking, fighting, talking, screwing, being screwed, loving, and hating. And sooner or later they're all going to need what I sell. That thought made him feel a little better. The world turns and turns, he told himself, and spins off a few more unlucky folks every day. Auto accidents, suicides, murders, plain old Nature taking her course. I know what you need, baby, and I'm the man with the plan. Sometimes he felt like a god up here on Sky Vista Road; sometimes he thought he could stretch his arms and touch the heavens, take a piece of chalk and write MITCH GIDEON up on that huge blackboard for all the old bats at the public school (especially Four-Eyes Grimes, who said he'd never amount to anything but a hoodlum) to see. Of course, they were all dead by now-and buried. I hope, he thought, in pine boxes that leaked water on their dead gray heads-but he hoped that somehow all those people who said he'd wind up in the juvenile home or in the Tombs knew that now he was on top of the world, now he had a million-dollar Spanish mansion on Sky Vista Road, now he smoked two-dollar cigars and wore Gucci shoes, now he drank Chivas Regal from a crystal shot glass and watched the little people racing around down in the valley. Now he was Mitch Gideon, Mortuary King of Los Angeles. A chill breeze came up the canyon, shaking pine branches before it, and swirled around him, knocking off a dangling inch of cigar ash. The dark brown hair of his toupee remained glued in place above his long gray sideburns. In that breeze he thought he could smell the rich aromas of mellow oak, woodstain, varnish, shellac and clumps of wax caught in old, tattered rags, raw sawdust and chewing tobacco-the aromas of his youth, spent between the juvenile home and his apprenticeship with Jacob Richwine the Brooklyn coffin maker. Those were the days . . . 
 He stabbed his cigar out on the railing until the sparks were gone and then thumped the butt out into the night. He was about to step back into the warmth of the house when his head turned to the right and he found himself staring off into the distance, past the scatter of white lights from Nichols Canyon and toward the slabs of darkness that were the hills just above the Hollywood Bowl. 
 He could feel the magnetic pull of the Kronsteen castle as if he were the needle of a compass; he knew his eyes had locked upon it across two miles of pine trees, palmettos, rooftops, and naked rock. It was there, like a scab where the earth had blistered into a peak, at the end of Blackwood Road, where it had brooded for over forty years. And for the fifth time in as many days, Mitch Gideon felt the sudden strong urge to leave his house, get in his chocolate-brown Mercedes, and drive up along that broken, godforsaken road to that huge Gothic cathedral of stone. He moved along the terrace as far as he could go and stood with one hand gripped around the cold railing, staring off into space. Another chill breeze swept across him, raising bumps on his exposed flesh, and as it whispered past his face, he thought he heard his name called as if from a vast distance. His eyes seemed so unfocused, as if he were staring through a huge rain-smeared plate-glass window; the lights from Nichols Canyon distorted into elongated streaks of white and yellow. He felt a slight throbbing at his temples, as if an invisible hand were slowly caving in the sides of his head. And Gideon thought for an instant that he could actually see the looming, hundred-roomed Kronsteen castle in the far distance with the white candle of the moon above it, guttering behind clouds of Spanish lace. His fingers gripped tighter around the railing, and now he was watching a river of plain, unfinished caskets come floating toward him along the banks of a wide black conveyor belt. 
 There were other people around him, too, both men and women and even some small children, but the shadows were thick, cobwebbed things that kept him from seeing their faces clearly. The conveyor belt rolled the caskets along to a loading dock where the trucks waited with engines rumbling. Everyone seemed to know each other, but for some reason no one spoke. Overhead the long banks of fluorescent lights were burning at less than half power, and people moved toward Gideon like sleepwalkers, shadowy things without faces. The conveyor belt whirred faster and faster, bringing more and more caskets to be loaded onto the trucks. Gideon had a shovel in his hands. As a casket neared him, the worker just in front of him would lean forward and throw the lid back. Gideon then scooped up a shovelful of brown, sandy earth from a huge heap behind him and dumped it in; the next worker did the same, as did the next. Farther down the line the lid was closed again, and a forklift rumbled forward to hoist it to the trucks. Gideon realized that the front of his shirt was dirty. Quite close to his ear someone said, "Mitch!" 
 He heard something crash to the concrete, and at first he thought it was his shovel. I get behind! Got to hurry! he thought. But then he felt the October wind on his face and smelled Chanel; Estelle Gideon, a sweater thrown around her shoulders above a silver-colored gown that did not quite hide the stomach and hips that years of gourmet dining had given her, stood beside her husband, her dark brown eyes slightly puffed from sleep. Her face, unfortunately toadlike, was layered with green and white beauty creams from Elizabeth Arden's on Rodeo Drive. Gideon blinked and looked down at his feet, where the crystal shot glass had shattered. "Oh," he said softly, "dropped it." 
 "What are you doing out here, hon?" his wife asked. "It's cold!" 
 "I was . . ." He thought for a minute, What was I doing? "I was working," he remembered. "In the office." He rubbed his eyes and glanced toward where he knew the Kronsteen castle perched in the darkness. A shiver rippled up his spine, and he quickly looked away. "I just stepped out for some air. Can't you sleep?" 
 "I was sleeping," she said, and yawned. "I got hungry for some ice cream. When are you coming to bed?" 
 "Just a few minutes. I've been going over some bills. That bloodsucker Wong's on my ass again." He looked out over the shimmering city and thought, Someone's dying out there right now. Tell you what I'll do-I'll give you the special rate for that shaded plot and the silk-lined, oak, conquistador-style casket, and I'll throw in the Golden Eternity service gratis. He smelled polishing wax, sweet and sour. He looked down at the hand that had guided the shovel. 
 "You've made a real mess here," the woman said, making a clucking sound with her tongue. "How many have you had?" 
 "Huh? Oh, just one. Watch your feet, babe. Shit, leave it for Natalie in the morning. She's got to have somethin' to do besides dumpin' out ashtrays and watchin' her goddamned soap operas!" 
 Estelle looked at him in silence for a few seconds. "You look funny, Mitch. Everything okay?" 
 "Funny? How?" 
 "Bothered, worried, I don't know. If business was bad, you'd tell me, wouldn't you?" 
 "Sure I would." Like hell I would, Gideon thought. The last time he'd tried to tell her about a business problem she fell asleep on him, still vacantly nodding her head. No one seemed to be interested in his problems anymore except Karen, Gideon's twenty-year-old mistress who lived out at Marina Del Rey. She made him feel like a kid again, but there were many nights spent just talking instead of fucking. Estelle had her lovers, too; Mitch could always tell when a new one had leeched onto her because she would always start taking exercise classes at the Beverly Hills Health Club again. They were always young men with tans-tennis players, lifeguards, beach bums. He didn't mind because he knew Estelle was smart enough not to let them get too near her purse. It was a good arrangement: he had his, she had hers. But in their own way they loved each other, even if not physically. They were good friends. And a divorce settlement would carve him too close to the bone because he'd built his business on the strength of her father's old New York money. 
 "It's cold out here," Estelle said. "Come on to bed." 
 "Yeah, yeah, I will." He stood motionless and felt the Kronsteen Castle at his back, tugging him like a magnet. "It's spooky . . ." he whispered. 
 "What's spooky? Mitch? You heard something on the radio about another one of those Roach murders?" 
 "No, not that. Damn it, what the hell happened to Mitzi? You'd think we would've heard something by now!" 
 She shrugged. "Dogs run away." 
 "Watchdogs aren't supposed to! I paid over three-hundred bucks for that bitch! 
 You're telling me she ran away after four years?" 
 "So maybe somebody stole her? I've heard of that before. Dognapping. They like to get Dobermans." 
 "Dognapping my ass! Mitzi would've chewed the fuckin' arms off anybody who tried to throw her into a car! It's just not safe in this fuckin' city anymore! 
 Burglars breakin' into houses all up and down the canyon, nuts like the Roach runnin' around; the cops don't know which way to turn!" His eyes darkened. 
 "And you remember what happened up at the Kronsteen place." 
 "That was eleven years ago," she reminded him. 
 "Eleven years or eleven minutes, it still happened, didn't it? Christ, I should know! I saw the old man's body ... what was left of it." There was a thick dryness at the back of his throat and a taste similar to the smell of embalming fluid. He wished he hadn't broken that shot glass, because he badly needed another sip of Chivas. He resisted the impulse to turn his head and, like a man transfixed, stared off into the night, toward that huge pile of stone and concrete two miles away. If there was any other place that had a better view of L.A. than mine, Mitch thought, then the castle was it. "The cops never found the maniacs who did it either. Probably never will." 
 "That's California for you," Estelle said quietly. "The land of nuts and fruits." 
 "The land of maniacs and murderers. I don't know, babe, I'm feeling awful damned strange these days. Spooked or somethin'. Scared." He ran a hand over his forehead; his fingertips were numb, like in that old game Dead Man's Hand, where you squeezed a thumb until the blood drained out of it and it became so cold and alien that it hardly felt human at all. "Somethin' like what happened to old man Kronsteen could happen to us. It could happen to anybody." 
 "He was a loony," she said, and shivered. "That was one loony killing another loony. Let's get in out of this wind." 
 "Mitzi," Gideon whispered. "What the fuck happened to my dog?" 
 "You can buy yourself another one." She reached out and took his arm. "Come on, let's go to bed." 
 Her hand felt deliciously warm against his. He looked at her, started to open his mouth to tell her about the strange feelings he was having lately-the weird visions of himself working on a conveyor belt where the caskets just kept coming one after the other as far as you could see-to tell her about how he thought he heard his name whispered in the wind when it came roaring through the canyon in the late hours of the night, to tell her that even during the day at any one of his six mortuaries scattered across the city he would find himself standing at a window, looking up into the hills where the horror actor's castle stood silent and impassive to sun or wind or rain. He wanted to tell her he was more afraid than he'd ever been in his entire life. But Estelle's eyes were glazing, the lids already coming down like fleshy curtains. She smiled sleepily, and the mouth in that whitish-green face said, 
 "Come on, hon. Beddy-bye time." 
 "Yeah," he said, and nodded. "Okay." As he stepped into the house and turned to lock the sliding glass door, he thought, Imagine me, Mitch Gideon the Mortuary King, ruining good merchandise by throwing in shovelfuls of dirt. Christ, what a sin! He drew the curtains and followed his wife into the house, the golden chains around his neck clicking together like the rattle of dry bones. 
 And the dark shape that had been crouched on the roof just above Mitch Gideon's terrace took to the air on widespread, gleaming black wings. FOUR
 "Ohhhhhhhhh," Gayle Clarke said, staring up at the apartment ceiling, sweet fire bubbling in her veins. "That feels sooooooo nice." 
 "Knew you'd like it," the man who lay at the V of her thighs said softly. He caressed her stomach with slow swirls for a moment, then leaned forward to continue what he was doing. His tongue darted and teased; she gripped his shoulders tight, tighter, fingers digging into the flesh. He finished her off with an excruciatingly slow figure eight, and she shuddered with pure delight as the third orgasm of the night rolled like a tidal wave through her body. 
 "Oh God," she said, "it's . . . it's . . ." And then she couldn't say any more because the weakness had spread to her tongue, and she felt like a leaf that had been blown to this bed by the force of a hurricane. 
 After a moment more Jack Kidd came up beside her and held her in his strong, lean arms. Gayle nuzzled his chest, drawing closer to him as she always did in the warmth aftermath of their lovemaking. The dark hairs tickled her nose. Jack kissed her forehead and then leaned over for the bottle of Chablis in the plastic cooler beside the bed. The ice was all melted now. He poured wine into a glass and sipped at it, then licked softly at Gayle's ear until she stirred and said, 'What do you think you're doing?" 
 "Wine and earlobes. Great combination." 
 "I'm sure." She reached up, took the glass, and sipped. "Wow, I'm tired. Thanks to you." 
 "You're welcome. Always willing to be of service." 
 "Pun noted, recorded, and rejected." She yawned and stretched until her joints popped. Her body was lithe and supple, though she was a small woman-only about five feet tall-who sometimes gave in to overwhelming urges for Oreo cookies and Mars candy bars. She played a lot of tennis, jogged infrequently, and spent time listening to Jefferson Starship and reading Franz Kafka when she was alone. She had turned twenty-two in September, and if she wasn't exactly a California beauty because of an overly wide mouth and dark brown eyes that always seemed to hold a hint of anger, she might be called, at the very least, vivacious. Long chestnut-brown hair, shimmering with auburn highlights, curled around her shoulders and was cut in bangs at her forehead. "What time is it?" she asked. 
 "Not midnight, yet," Jack said. 
 "Yeah, but eight comes awfully early." 
 They were silent for a long time, their bodies side by side, then Jack said quietly, "It was important to me that you liked the whale flick. Really." She lifted her head and ran a finger along his dark beard and mustache. "I do. The editing's tight, the narration's terrific ... you're not worried about it, are you?" 
 "No, but... if I can get national distribution on this one, maybe it will be the break I've been looking for. Hell, if I could sell it to the networks, I'd be happy!" He frowned slightly. "No, cancel that. They'd make it look like the Greenpeace people are fanatics or something. I don't want anybody else screwing with my film." 
 "So what's to worry about? Friedman can get some immediate campus bookings, can't he?" 
 "Yeah." 
 "The national angle will take care of itself. Besides, the film's hardly out of the can. And speaking of film, have you taken care of the assignment that Trace gave you?" 
 Jack grunted. "Finishing it up tomorrow. I hope. Got some nice shots of Clifton Webb's old house today. In the morning I'm heading out to Hollywood Memorial, and I hope that'll be the end of it." 
 "I can see Trace's headline for that piece right now." Gayle held up two fingers as if straightening the type across a front-page layout. "'Does Clifton Webb Haunt Hollywood Cemetery?' And maybe a teaser line, 'Only the L.A. Tattler Knows!' Catchy, huh?" 
 "Like the plague." He was silent for a moment, and Gayle could almost hear the gears clicking in his head. "You know what I've been thinking of doing next? A film on the homes of old movie stars. Not the new houses, but the mansions with history, you know what I mean? Webb's is one; you can feel Old Hollywood oozing out of those walls. Flynn's is another. Valentine's, Barrymore, and ... oh God, yes! . . . the Kronsteen castle! That would be a hell of a place for atmosphere!" 
 "What's so special about it?" 
 "Unsolved murder, babe. Old Kronsteen got his head chopped off up there a few years back, the place has been empty ever since. It's a real medieval castle, walls and towers and everything. High school kids go parking up there now. Jesus, I could do a whole film on that place alone!" 
 "Never heard of it," Gayle said. 
 "Before your time, babe. Mine too, but I drove up there once with a friend and a couple of chicks from Hollywood High. Many moons ago, that is, so don't get your feathers ruffled." 
 "Don't worry." 
 "Chuck knew the place, I didn't. Seems we went a hell of a long way up Outpost Drive and turned off onto a narrow road that went right up to the sky. Blacktree, Blackwood, something like that. Spooky as hell. I did some acid up there, and I swore I could hear that Bald Mountain thing from Fantasia, thought I saw demons flying around, all kinds of incredible colors. Strange trip." 
 "I'll bet. Before you start playing young Coppola again, you'd better wrap up those pictures for Trace. I've got a feeling he doesn't think the Tattler should arrange its deadlines around your film-making sessions." 
 "Why does he always give me the shit detail?" Jack frowned. "Last week it was a stunning photo-piece on vandalism out at the Wax Museum. Somebody carved his initials on Farrah's tits, knocked Elizabeth Taylor's head off, and played tic-tac-toe on Yul Brynner's skull. Christ! If I could just get a little bit ahead, maybe get somebody interested in my films or ... I need a break, that's all. It'll happen, I know it will." 
 "I know it will, too, but a little patience wouldn't hurt. So that's all this junk about Cliff Webb's ghost being seen roaming around the cemetery?" 
 "Oh, every year a few people say they see somebody who looks like Webb strolling around Hollywood Memorial. It's nothing new. Last week a watchman thought he saw him ... or it ... in the cemetery after midnight . . ." 
 "Of course," Gayle said. "What ghost would be out before the witching hour?" 
 "Right. Well, Trace gets a wild hair and wants me to do the pictures for Sandy's story. The hell if I know what the story's going to say; I'm just clicking the shutter." 
 "So?" 
 "So what?" 
 "So what about the ghost? What happened after that watchman saw it?" Jack shrugged. "I suppose it did what all ghosts do. It melted away or broke up into a thousand shimmering lights or ... hell hell hell . .. turned toward the watchman's flashlight with a cold red glare in its eyes. You don't really believe in that stuff, do you?" 
 "No, not at all. Now can we change the subject, please?" He smiled and licked her arm, sending up a rash of goose bumps. "Gladly, Miss Clarke ..." He lifted the sheets slightly and began to nibble on her right breast. The nipple hardened quickly; and Gayle began to breath faster. "Better than earlobes any old day," Jack managed to say. 
 Then suddenly from beyond the closed bedroom door came the sound of frenzied clawing. 
 Jack lifted his head from Gayle's breast and stared at the door for a few seconds. He said loudly, "Cut it out, Conan!" The clawing went on and with it an occasional low whining. 
 "He's jealous," Gayle said. "He wants to come in." 
 "No, he's been acting crazy for a couple of days now." Jack stood up from the bed, took his bathrobe from where he'd laid it over a chair, and put it on. 
 "He's clawing at the front door," Jack told her. "Maybe he's got a girlfriend of his own. Back in a minute." He crossed the room, opened the door, and passed through a short hallway decorated with some of his framed photographs. In the small living room furnished with a brown sofa and a couple of wicker chairs, Jack found his three-year-old boxer clawing hunks out of the front door. The dog, large enough to place his paws on his master's chest when he stood on his powerful back legs, looked as if he were trying to burrow through the wood. 
 Splinters were flying around the dog's head. 
 "Hey!" Jack said, and swatted at Conan's rump. "Stop that!" The dog didn't even look back. The frantic clawing continued. 
 "Damn it, what's wrong with you?" He reached down to pull Conan away from the door, and it was then that the dog whirled around, growling very softly, showing his teeth. Jack froze, his heart skipping a beat. Conan had always been a gentle dog, and lately Jack had been teaching him to catch a Frisbee out in the courtyard of the Sandalwood Apartments. Now Jack stared at those teeth and felt a cold fear roiling in his stomach. The dog's eyes were unblinking, challenging the man to move. 
 "It's me," Jack said softly. "Conan? It's me, boy. I'm not going to hurt you." The dog turned again, claws gouging at the door. The wood looked like a scarred battlefield. 
 Quickly Jack reached out and unbolted the door. Conan heard the click and stepped back, panting. When the door came open, the dog slipped through noiselessly and ran off across the courtyard toward Lexington Avenue. Jack stared after him, unable to believe that his pet had actually turned and snarled at him. Outside, the fronds of palm trees stirred in the wind like lazy fans. At the base of the trees were multicolored lamps, and it was by the green light of one of these that Jack saw Conan's running shape, lengthened by its powerful strides, disappear from sight. 
 Gayle, now dressed in her tight Jordache jeans and checked blouse, stepped out of the hallway shadows and said, "Jack? What was that all about?" 
 "I don't really know. Conan just . . . went wild. He snarled at me. Actually showed his teeth! He's gotten fiesty before, but he's never acted like this." She stepped beside him and peered through the door. The rest of the apartment complex was utterly quiet. "Maybe it's the mating season or something. He'll be back." 
 "I don't know. You think I should go looking for him?" 
 "Not at this time of night." She glanced quickly at her wristwatch and made a face. "I've got to be getting home, Jack. Ace Tattler reporter has to have her head on straight in the morning when she goes to see the cops." Jack stared out into the courtyard for another moment, hoping to see Conan bounding back, and then turned toward her. "Why don't you stay? I'll spring for breakfast." 
 "The last time I stayed for breakfast, I ended up burning the eggs. No thanks." 
 "Well, wait a minute while I get dressed. I'll drive you." 
 "What, and leave my car here overnight? Mr. Kidd, what would your neighbors think?" 
 "Screw 'em." He took Gayle in his arms and closed the door with his foot. "Who do you have to see tomorrow?" 
 "My favorite homicide squad captain-Palatazin. I imagine it'll be the same old
 'no comment' session." She traced a line in Jack's forehead with a finger; she could feel his body beginning to respond beneath his thin robe and her own answering. "I have the feeling he thinks the Tattler's stories are a little on the sensational side." 
 "Imagine that." Jack nuzzled her neck and began to lick the base of her throat in slow circles. "Long live yellow journalism." 
 She made a noise between a grunt and a sigh and felt the feather of need tickling at her thighs. It's soooooo chilly outside, she thought. And soooooo dark. Oh, that feels good. Jack took her hand to lead her back to the bedroom, and she said softly, "Breakfast at eight?" 
 FIVE
 Leaking blue exhaust fumes, a gray Volkswagen Beetle with a crumpled rear fender moved along Outpost Drive and up into the stark dun-colored hills above Hollywood. As the road steepened, the Volkswagen's engine began to rattle with a faint, evil, metallic chuckling. The headlights, slightly cross-eyed, threw wild shadows behind wind-stirred pines and granite boulders with edges as sharp as butcher's knives. Low, rambling, glass and redwood houses on each side of the road lay in darkness, and only occasionally did a car pass on its way down to the city. The Volkswagen turned off Outpost Drive onto a narrow road of broken concrete that curved like a snake's spine and climbed upward at a forty-degree angle. Forbidding heaps of cracked granite loomed on the right-hand side of the road; on the left, where the road fell off abruptly into a series of ravines, stood a few hundred gnarled, dwarfish, dead trees. Though there was no sign or road marker, the driver had made the correct turn onto Blackwood Road. 
 His name was Walter Benefield, and on the seat beside him, head lolling with every lurch of the car, was a twenty-year-old Chicano girl named Angela Pavion. 
 Her eyes were half-open, the whites showing, and every once in a while she whimpered softly. Benefield wondered what she was dreaming about. Wafting through the car's interior was a thick, almondy, slightly medicinal odor. Beneath Benefield's seat was a wadded cloth that had turned brown after being soaked in a solution of chemicals that he'd stolen from work. His eyes, behind thick black-framed glasses, were watering slightly, though he'd rolled down the window only seconds after the girl had gone to sleep. At least this had been better than those first few times, he told himself. The first time the girl had died because the mixture wasn't diluted enough, and the second time he had to lean out of the car to throw up, and his head ached all the next day. He was getting faster with it, though he missed using his hands. They were large, fleshy clamps that he exercised with stiff-springed handgrips. He often thought that he could squeeze those grips forever as he lay on his back in bed, staring at the pictures of posed musclemen with rippling backs and chests and arms taped to the walls, scissored from the pages of Muscle and Fitness and Strongman magazines. And across the room the cockroaches scuttled in their wire-mesh cages, mating and fighting and sleeping. At the last count there'd been over a hundred, and some immense, cannibalistic bulls that had grown to three inches long. 
 He'd picked this girl up on the lower end of Sunset Boulevard thirty minutes ago. At first she'd been skittish about getting in the car, but he'd flashed a well-worn fifty dollar bill-kept just for the occasion-and she'd slid in as if her ass had been greased. She didn't speak or understand English very well, but that hardly mattered to him. She was pretty in a hard, coarse way; she was also one of the few desperate women who still walked the streets these days. Too bad for her. Benefield thought, she should read the papers. He had taken her to a deserted supermarket parking lot and unzipped his trousers. When the girl had leaned forward to do what he'd asked, he'd struck, too quickly for her to scream or evade him. The chemical-soaked rag was out from under the seat and pressed tightly against the girl's face. Benefield's other hand like a vise at the back of her neck. It would be so easy, so easy, so easy, he thought. I could just squeeze a little bit-hardly an effect-and watch her eyes pop out of their sockets, like Bev's had. But no. That was not what the Master wanted done, was it? 
 Her thrashing was over in a few more seconds. He'd put the cloth away, positioned the girl so she wouldn't slide down onto the floorboard, and then drove north toward the foothills of the Santa Monica Mountains, the high crests that split L.A. in two. He-was breathing hard with exhilaration. The girl had managed to scratch his right hand, and two lines of blood welled from the flesh. 
 He was following the Voice of God, the holy will of his Lord and Master, and now Benefield peered into the darkness beyond the range of the headlights and told himself, "Hurry. You've got to hurry, he doesn't like to wait." His voice was small and breathless, as excited as a child's at the prospect of a reward for a deed well done. 
 The road had leveled a few degrees but still took the Volks higher. Occasionally Benefield could see the city below, glittering off toward the horizon, where the half-dirt, half-broken-concrete road wandered close to a drop-off. He had driven this way many times before in the last two weeks, but it was a tricky, treacherous way; the first time, when he'd brought a pretty, red-haired girl who couldn't have been over sixteen, he'd gotten lost and had driven in circles until the Voice of God had guided him back to the path. Now the Voice was speaking to him again, whispering softly in the rush of the wind, calling his name. Benefield smiled, tears of joy in his eyes. "I'm coming!" he called out. "I'm coming!" A gust of wind hit the car's side and rocked it slightly. The girl whimpered once, something in Spanish, and then was silent. 
 The car's headlights glinted off a new chain strung across the road from tree to tree. There was a metal sign: PRIVATE PROPERTY-NO TRESPASSING. Benefield, his heart pounding, pulled the car to the side of the road, cut the headlights and waited. The Voice was like a cooling balm on the fever blister of his brain; it came to him almost every night now as he lay in that gray place between sleep and wakefulness on the mattress of his efficiency apartment near MacArthur Park. 
 On those terrible anguished nights when he dreamed of his mother lifting her head from that man's lap, the throbbing penis as big as a python in her grip, her mouth opening to shout drunkenly, "YOU GET OUTTA HERE!" the Voice whispered like a sea breeze around his head, enveloping him, protecting him. But some nights even the Voice of God couldn't stop the garish unreeling of the nightmare through his brain: the stranger grinning and saying, "The little bastard wants to watch, Bev. Come 'ere, Waltie, look what I got!" And the child Walter, standing transfixed in the doorway as if nailed there by hands and feet, his head thrashing in agony while the stranger pushed his mother's face down until her laughter was muffled. He had watched it all, his stomach and groin tied into one huge knot, and when they were through his mother-Good old Bev never says no, never says no, never says no-swigged from the bottle of Four Roses that sat on the floor beside the sofa and, hugging the stranger, said in a thick slur, "Now you take care of me, honey." Her dress, the one with the white dots on it, had been pushed up over her large, pale thighs, and she wore no underwear. The child Walter could not tear his gaze away from the secret place that seemed to wink like a wicked eye. His hands had dropped to his crotch, and after another moment the stranger laughed like a snorting bull. "The little bastard's got a hard-on! 
 Little Waltie's carryin' a load! Come 'ere, Waltie. COME HERE, I SAID!" His mother had lifted her head and smiled through swollen, glazed eyes. 
 "Whozzat? Frank? Is it Frank?" His father's name, old Frank. Out the door and gone so long ago all Waltie could remember of him was how hard he swung his belt. "Frank?" she said, smiling. "You come home, baby? Come gimme a great big kiss..." 
 The stranger's eyes had glittered like dark bits of glass. "Come 'ere, Waltie. No. Frank. Come 'ere, Frank. It's Frank, baby. It's your man come home." He laughed softly, his gaze bloodshot and mean. "Drop your drawers, Frank." 
 "Honey?" his mother had whispered, grinning at him. "I got something needs you soooooo bad . . ." 
 "Come give your baby a great big kiss, Frank," the stranger had said quietly. 
 "Oh, Jesus, this I gotta see!" 
 When those dreams came, even the Voice of God couldn't calm the fever. And he was grateful, so grateful, when the Voice told him it was all right for him to go out into the night in search of another laughing Bev, to take her away from the dark-grinning strangers and bring her to the holy mountain. He winced as those bad things danced through his head. His temples were aching, and he wished he had a Bufferin. Sometimes when the Voice spoke to him he felt as if a cauldron was being stirred in his brain, a thick mixture of magic that had changed his life into something with real purpose and meaning-service in the Master's name. Turning his head to the left, Benefield could look down upon the shimmering city. He wondered if there were any others down there who were part of the cauldron brew, who were ingredients in the magic that now rippled through his soul and his being and set him aflame with sweet, cold fire. Of course, it was magic-the way of God is righteous, and He shall brighten the City of Night with magic and kill all the Bevs in that bubbling cauldron brew-because what else could it be? 
 A car was coming. Benefield could see the flicker of headlights off in the distance, coming down the mountain toward him. He got out of his car, went around to the other side, and opened the passenger door. The dazed girl almost tumbled out, but Benefield reached down and picked her up in his arms like so much deadwood. Then he turned to face the approaching car. It was a long black Lincoln polished so highly the sides and hood shone like glass. It stopped ten feet from the chain, its headlights centered like greedy eyes on Benefield and the offering he held in his arms. 
 He smiled, his eyes filling with tears. 
 The driver left the limousine and approached him, followed by a young girl that Benefield immediately recognized. Her long hair was blond and wind-tossed, and her dress was dirty. Benefield saw that the driver was the Servant of God-an old man in a brown suit and white shirt, his long white hair flowing in the wind, his darting, ferret eyes sunken deep in a pale, wrinkled face. He limped as he walked and was slightly stooped, as if shouldering a backbreaking burden. When he reached the chain, he said to Benefield in a halting, weary voice, "Hand her over." 
 Benefield lifted her up. The blond-haired girl grinned and took her effortlessly, crooning like a mother to her child. 
 "Go home," the old man told Benefield. "Your work is done for tonight." Suddenly the blond girl's eyes flashed. She stared at Benefield's injured hand, then lifted her gaze to his face. His smile cracked like a mirror. He blinked and started to lift his hand toward her. 
 "NO!" the old man said, and held his arm back as if about to strike her. She flinched and scurried toward the car with her prize. "Go home," he told Benefield and turned away. 
 The limousine backed up to a wide spot, made a tight turn, and disappeared up the mountain. 
 Benefield longed to follow, but the Voice was whispering softly to him now, making him feel warm and needed and protected, taking his headache away. He stood where he was for a moment, the wind whipping and shrilling all around him, then walked back to his car. Driving down the mountain, he turned the radio to a station playing religious songs and began to sing along, happy and confident that the Master's will would be done. 
 Saturday, October 26
 the restless
 The sun came up over the San Gabriel Mountains like a reddish-orange explosion, turning the sky a steely gray that would slowly strengthen to bright blue as the morning progressed. Tendrils of yellowish smog hovered low to the ground, clinging like some huge octopus between the glass and steel skyscrapers, throbbing concrete-walled factories, and serpentine meanderings of half-a-dozen freeways already clogged with traffic. Chilly shadows, remnants of the night, scurried away before the marching sunlight like an army in retreat. 
 Andy Palatazin stood before the open closet in his bedroom and deliberated over which tie to choose. He was wearing dark blue slacks, slightly tight around the midsection, and a light blue shirt with a neatly ironed but fraying collar; he chose a green tie with little flecks of blue and red in it, then walked out into the hallway and leaned slightly over the stairway railing. He could hear Joanna down in the kitchen, and the mouth-watering aroma of frying sausages and potatoes drifted up to him. He called out, "Jo! Come look at this!" 
 She came in another moment, her graying hair pulled up into a tight bun. She was wearing a dark green robe and slippers. "Let's see it," she said. He held up the tie and raised his eyebrows. 
 "Iszonyu!" she said. "It's hideous with that shirt. Wear the dark blue tie today." 
 "That has a spot on it." 
 "Then the red-and-blue striped one." 
 "I don't like that tie." 
 "Because my brother gave it to you!" she muttered, and shook her head. 
 "What's wrong with this one?" He held out the green tie and made it wiggle like a snake. 
 "Nothing-if you want to look like a clown. Go on, wear it! Look like a clown! 
 But ... it ... does . . . not . . . go!" She sniffed the air. "The potatoes are burning! See what you've made me do!" She whirled toward the kitchen and disappeared. 
 "Your brother has nothing to do with it!" he called down to her; he could hear her mumbling but couldn't tell what she was saying, so he shrugged and stepped back into the bedroom. His gaze fell upon the rocking chair over by the window, and he stood looking at it for a moment. Then he walked over to it, placed a thick finger against one of the arms, and pushed. The chair creaked softly as it moved back and forth. Was that a dream I had last night, he asked himself, or did I really see a megjelenes, an apparition, sitting here in this chair? No, a dream, of course! Mama is dead and buried and at peace. Finally. He gave out a long sigh, looked down at the green tie in his hand, and stepped back to the closet. He hung it back on the rack and looked at the striped one Jo's brother, a lawyer who lived in Washington, D.C., had given him on St. Stephen's Day. Never! he thought stubbornly. He sighted a tie he hadn't worn in several months; it was bright red with big blue polka dots, and it was buried so deeply on the rack he thought that Jo must've surely hidden it on purpose. Someday, he thought grimly, she's going to burn them all up like she's been threatening! As he slipped it on, he looked up at the top shelf and saw a flat box half hidden under a couple of battered hats with small, sad feathers glued to their bands. He quickly looked away and closed the closet door. 
 In the small, cozy kitchen at the rear of the house, Jo was putting the breakfast plates on the little table that overlooked her backyard garden when her husband came in, smelling of Vitalis and Old Spice shaving lotion. She looked up, started to smile, and winced instead when she saw what was hanging around his neck. "Eat your sausages," she said. "You might have a hard day at the circus." 
 "Gladly. Ah, this looks delicious!" He sat down at the table and started to eat, taking in huge, sloppy mouthfuls of sausage and potatoes. Jo set a cup of hot black coffee beside him and took her seat on the other side of the table. 
 "It's good," he said with food in his mouth. "Very good." 
 "Slow down," Jo said. "You'll have an attack." He nodded and kept eating. When he stopped to drink some coffee, she said, 
 "Andy, you should take a Saturday off once in a while. You should relax, all this working and worrying isn't good for wu. Why don't you call and tell them you're staying home today? We can go for^lpice drive to the beach." 
 "I can't," he said, washing potatoes down his throat. "Maybe next Saturday." 
 "You said that last week." 
 "Oh. Well, I meant it, but..." He lifted his gaze to hers. "You know why I have to go in. Someone might turn up something." 
 "They'll call you if they do." She watched him, her eyes bright and blue and alert. She was also worried about the dark hollows that had now appeared beneath Andy's eyes, about the new lines that had begun to snake across his face. He didn't sleep so well lately either, and she wondered if even in his dreams he thought of stalking that awful killer through the dark canyons of the city. She reached out and touched his rough bear's paw of a hand. 
 "Please," she said softly. "I'll make a picnic lunch for us today." 
 "They expect me to be there," he said, and patted her hand. "Next Saturday we'll have a nice picnic. Okay?" 
 "No, it's not okay. They're working you to death! You leave early in the morning and don't come home until late at night. You work Saturdays and most Sundays, too! How long is it going to go on?" 
 He wiped his mouth with a napkin and dug his fork into a mound of potatoes. 
 "Until we find him," he said quietly. 
 "That may be never. He may be out of the city now, out of the country even. So why are you the one who has to work like a dog and answer all the questions and be on the front page of all the newspapers? I don't like what some people are saying about you." 
 He raised his eyebrows. "What are they saying?" 
 "You know. That you don't know what you're doing, that you don't really care about finding that man, that you're not a good policeman even." 
 "Oh, those things." He nodded and drank down the rest of his coffee. 
 "You should tell them all to go to the devil!" she said fiercely, her eyes shining. "What do those people know about how hard you've been working, day and night like a Trojan! They should give you a medal! You've spilled coffee on your tie." She leaned forward with her napkin and dabbed at it. "If you keep your coat buttoned, it won't show." 
 "All right," Palatazin said. "I'll try to." He pushed his plate away and put a hand on his expanded stomach. "I've got to go in a few minutes. That Clarke girl from the Tattler is coming to the office this morning." Jo made a disgusted face. "What-to write more slime? Why do you even talk to that woman?" 
 "I do my job, she does her job. Sometimes she gets carried away, but she's harmless." 
 "Harmless? Ha! It's stories like hers that make people so afraid. Describing what that awful gyilkos did to those poor girls in such terrible detail, and then making out that you don't have enough sense to find him and stop him! She makes me sick!" Jo stood up and took his plate over to the sink; she was shaking inwardly and trying to control it, trying not to let her husband see. Her blood, the Hungarian gypsy blood of a hundred generations, was singing with anger. 
 "People know what that newspaper is," Palatazin said, licking a forefinger and rubbing the coffee stain. Defeated, he let the tie drop. "They don't believe those stories." 
 Jo grunted but did not turn from the sink. A new mental picture was forming in her brain, something that had gradually grown there over the past few weeks: Andy, armed with a gun, moving through the dark corridors of some unknown building, seeking the Roach all alone; and then huge grasping hands reaching for him from behind, clamping around his throat, and squeezing until the eyeballs popped out and the face turned purplish blue. She shook her head to rid herself of the nagging thought and said softly, "God have mercy!" 
 "What?" 
 "Nothing," she said. "I'm thinking out loud." She turned back to him and saw that his face was not purplish blue, nor were his eyeballs popping out. His face, on the contrary, reminded her of that dog in the Hush Puppies ads, all jowls and sad eyes under bushy, gray-flecked brows. She said, "You're not going to do anything dangerous today, are you?" 
 "Of course not." He thought, Am I? How can I know? This was a question she asked him every morning and an answer he gave in kind. He wondered how many wives of policemen asked that question, how many cops replied as he had, and how many ended up dead from the burglar's or the rapist's or the junkie's gun. Far too many, he was sure. He wondered how George Greene had answered that question on a July sixth morning over twelve years ago. Greene had been Palatazin's first partner, and on that terrible day he was shot four times in the face while Palatazin watched it all through the window of a pizza parlor, buying a twelve-inch mushroom and black olive to carry back across the street to the car. 
 They'd been staking out a suspect in the robbery-murder of a black heroin dealer, and much later, after the shooting was all over and Palatazin had vomited the last stink of gunpowder from his nostrils, he realized that the man must've figured out he was being watched and panicked, shoving his stolen
 .45 right through the passenger window into George's face. Palatazin had chased him over five blocks, and finally, on a tenement stairway, the man had turned to make his stand. Palatazin had blasted him away with a pizza-smeared trigger finger. 
 His mother had cried for a long time when he'd told her that he thought he'd felt a bullet hiss past his head. She'd said she was going to the commissioner to have him given safer duty, but of course that didn't happen. The next day she'd forgotten everything he'd told her, and she was talking about how beautiful the summer flowers must be along the streets of Budapest. Now Palatazin found himself staring at the hand that had held the gun that July 6. Anya, he thought: the Magyar word for mother. I saw my mother's ghost last night. He looked up into Jo's eyes. "I had a strange dream last night," he said, and smiled slightly. "I thought I saw Mama sitting in her rocking chair in our bedroom. I haven't dreamed about her for a long time. That's strange, isn't it?" 
 "What happened?" 
 "Nothing. She . . . motioned with her hand. Pointed, I think. I'm not sure." 
 "Pointed? At what?" 
 He shrugged, "Who knows? I can't read dreams." He stood up from the table and looked at his wristwatch; it was time to go. "I have an idea," he said, putting his arms around his wife's waist. "I'll come home early and take you to The Budapest for dinner. Would you like that?" 
 "I'd like for you to stay home today, that's what I'd like." She thrust out her lower lip for a moment and then reached up to brush the half-halo of gray hair at the crest of his head. "But The Budapest would be nice, I think." 
 "Good. And music! Fine ciganyzene! Yes?" 
 She smiled. "Yes." 
 "We have a date then." He patted her rear affectionately and then pinched it. She made a mock clucking noise with her tongue and followed him out to the living room, where from a closet he took his dark blue coat and a black hat that had seen its day years before. She held his coat for him while he strapped on a black leather shoulder-holster, all the time staring distastefully at the .38 Police Special it held. Struggling into the coat and crowning himself with the ragged-looking hat, he was ready to go. "Have a good day," he said on the front porch steps, and kissed her cheek. 
 "Be careful!" Jo called to him as he walked to the old white Ford Falcon at the curb. "I love you!" 
 He raised a hand and slid into the car. In another moment it was rattling away down Romaine Street. A brown mongrel darted out from a hedge to chase it until it was out of sight. 
 Jo closed the door and locked it. The Roach! she thought, and felt like spitting because even the sound of that terrible word made her sick. She moved back into the kitchen, intent on washing the dishes, sweeping and mopping the floor, then doing some weeding in the garden. But she was bothered by something beyond the Roach, and it took her a few minutes to find it lurking within herself. Andy's dream about his mother. Her gypsy instincts were keen and curious. Why was Andy thinking about her, dreaming about her again? Of course, the old woman had been insane, and of course it was better now that she was dead and not wasting away day by day as she had been in that bed in the Golden Garden Home for the aged. 
 "I don't read dreams," Andy had said. But perhaps, Jo thought, I should ask someone who does? It might be an omen of the future. 
 She turned on the hot water tap and for the moment closed the mental cupboard on the age-old art of dream reading. 
 TWO
 Jack Kidd's black Chevrolet van, a darkroom on wheels airbrushed with swordwielding barbarians and half-naked damsels a la Frank Frazetta, stopped at the gates of Hollywood Memorial Cemetery. The gates were wide open, and Jack could see a light burning in the watchman's station, though it was now almost eight-thirty and the sun was glaringly bright across the rolling green cemetery lawn. Jack, a Canon hanging around his neck, hit the horn a couple of times, but no watchman came out to greet them. On the seat beside him Gayle yawned and said, "No one's home. Let's drive on through." 
 "I need to talk to this guy first." He pounded the horn again. "Maybe he's curled up somewhere, sleeping off whatever makes him see old Clifton roaming around out here, huh?" He gave her a quick smile and opened his door, stepping out onto the pavement. "Back in a minute," he said, and walked across to the little white concrete watchman's station with the red-tiled roof. He could look through the window that faced the cemetery gates and see the whole interior at a glance. A lamp was burning on a blotter-topped desk, the chair pulled back slightly as if someone had just stood up. Atop the desk there was an open Sports Illustrated, a half-full coffee cup, and an ashtray littered with cigarette butts. 
 Jack tried the door. It opened easily. He stepped inside, checked a small bathroom, and found it empty, the walked back out to his van. "He's not there," 
 he said, climbing up to his seat and starting the engine. "That's a hell of a note! The guy knew I was coming out this morning. How am I supposed to find old Clifton's grave?" 
 "Listen, can you wrap this up in a hurry and get me over to Parker's Center?" She tapped the crystal of her wristwatch impatiently. 
 "Okay, but first I'm going to drive through and try to find the guy. It'll just take a few minutes. Three shots of a headstone, that's all I need." He drove into the cemetery, passing beneath towering Washingtonia palms. Marble gravestones, mausoleums, and angelic statues were scattered on each side of the winding main road, all surrounded by huge oak trees, palms, and decorative clumps of palmetto; the bright green grass sparkled with early morning dew, and a thin sheen of haze clung low to the ground. Gayle could see the stout white buildings of Paramount Studios over on the far side of the cemetery, so close that any strung-out, bleary-eyed, hopeless kid who'd just flunked a screen test could just stumble on over and fall into a grave. It was odd, she thought, that most of the major studios in Hollywood overlooked a cemetery. Which reminded her of a rumor she'd heard around the Tattler offices a few days before. "You know what some people believe about Walt Disney?" she said, glancing over at Jack. "That his ashes aren't really in Forest Lawn, that his body's being preserved in liquid nitrogen so he might be revived someday. Trace wants to do a story on it." 
 "That figures." 
 "It is a little strange, though. Disney's plaque is the only marker in the whole cemetery that doesn't have any dates on it." 
 "What have you been doing-your cemetery-history homework?" 
 "No, but that story beats this bullshit about Clifton Webb, doesn't it?" She looked over at Jack in time to see his eyes widen. "Christ!" he said, and hit the brakes so hard the van's tires burned rubber. "What is that?" He stared directly ahead. 
 Gayle looked and drew in her breath with a shudder. 
 Lying in the road was a skeleton wearing a long pastel-green dress. Clumps of brownish hair still clung to the shattered skull; both legs and an arm were broken off like thin white pieces of gnarled driftwood. The remaining hand clawed toward the sky. On both sides of the road, scattered across neatly trimmed grass and decorative clumps of sharp-tipped palmetto, were the fragments of more skeletons. Skulls and arms and legs, spines and hipbones littered the cemetery. A boneyard, Gayle thought suddenly, a pulse pounding at her temples. 
 She could not tear her gaze away from the obscene and casual lay of those skeletons. There were whole skeletons dressed in grave suits and dresses, lying atop each other as if they'd been dancing at the stroke of midnight and had collapsed with the brutal coming of dawn. There were also worse things-new corpses that weren't quite all bone yet, covered with black flies. Gayle could see that dozens of headstones had been thrown over and the graves dug up, mounds of dirt standing over ragged, empty holes. 
 "JeeeeSUS!" Jack said, catching a bit of the breeze that carried with it the green smell of rot. "Somebody's torn the hell out of this place!" He popped the lens cap off his Canon and climbed down from the van. 
 "Jack!" Gayle called after him. She felt cold and clammy, like an old wet rag. There was something lying in the shadow of a tree, perhaps ten feet to her right, that she couldn't bear to look at. She thought she heard the high buzzing of interested flies. "Where the hell are you going?" Jack was already snapping pictures. "Trace is going to want some shots of this!" 
 he said; his voice sounded electric with excitement, but his face had gone as pale as paste and his finger was trembling on the shutter. "How many graves would you say are open? Twenty? Thirty?" She didn't answer. The shutter clicked, clicked, clicked. Since he'd signed on with the Tattler, a little more than two years ago, he'd taken pictures of freeway wrecks, suicides, gunshot victims, once even a whole family of Chicanos who'd been fried to black crisps in a gas-leak explosion. Trace had printed the pictures because he was true to the Tattler's motto: We print it as we see it. Jack had gotten used to those things because he was a professional and he needed the money for his documentary film work. The Tattler was one of the last of the "bucket of blood" tabloids, and sometimes what Jack was required to photograph was pretty damned grisly indeed, but he'd learned to grit his teeth and shoot on muscle reflex. "If it's part of the human condition," Trace always said, "there's a place for it in the Tattler." But this was different, Jack thought as he took a couple of pictures of the green-clad skeleton lady, what had been done here was just pure, plain old evil. No, check that. It was Evil, about as damned black as you could get. A shiver went through him. Welcome to the Twilight Zone. 
 When Gayle came up beside him and touched his arm, he jumped so violently that he took a picture of clouds. "What happened?" she said. "What ... did this?" 
 "Vandals. Maybe bikers or a devil cult or something. Tore the hell out of the place, whoever they were. I've seen cemetery vandalism before-you know, headstones kicked over and that sort of shit-but never anything like this! 
 Christ, look at that!" He made a wide detour around a couple of broken skeletons and reached a massive, ornately carved stone vault. Its entire top had been torn off. He peered in and saw nothing but a little dust and some scraps of dark cloth down there at the bottom. A mossy odor, as if from an empty well, came floating up to him. Whose vault was this? he wondered. Whoever it had been was just a handful of gray dust now. He stepped back to take a picture, almost tripping over a grinning skeleton in a dark suit at his feet. 
 A few yards away, Gayle stood staring down into an open grave. In ornate script the headstone read, MARY CONKLIN. Scattered in the dirt at the grave's bottom were yellow bones held together by cobwebs of wispy lace. "Jack," Gayle said quietly, "I don't think this is just vandalism." 
 "Huh? What did you say?" 
 She looked over at him, only vaguely aware of birds singing in the high treetops around her, oblivious to mortal concerns. "The coffins," she said. 
 "Where are they?" 
 Jack paused, lowering his camera. He stared at the heavy concrete plate that had been shifted-how many hundreds of pounds did that thing weigh?-from the vault where Old Dusty lay. No coffin in there either. "Coffins?" he said, a trickle of sweat like ice water running down his side. 
 "There aren't any. I think . . . these remains were dumped out, the coffins stolen." 
 "That's crazy," he replied softly. 
 "Then look in these empty graves, damn it!" Gayle was almost shouting now, nausea roiling in her stomach. "Find me a coffin in any one of them! Go on, look!" 
 Jack didn't have to. He gazed across the green, sundappled landscape; the place looked like an ancient battlefield, all the soldiers left to rot where they'd fallen, left for the vultures and the scavenger dogs. No coffins? He let the Canon dangle down around his neck; it felt heavy with the evidence of some hideous, awful Evil. No coffins? "I think . . . we'd better call the cops," he heard himself say and, backing away from that violated tomb, he stepped on a disembodied skull that cracked with a noise like a tortured shriek. 





THREE
 "Do you mind?" Palatazin asked the young blond girl with the glittery eyeshadow who sat on the other side of his desk. He held up what had once been a perfectly white meerschaum pipe, now a scarred lump of coal. 
 "Huh? Oh no, man, that's okay." She spoke with a reedy Midwestern accent. He nodded, struck a match, and touched the bowl with the flame. The pipe had been a gift from Jo on their first wedding anniversary, almost ten years ago. It was carved in the likeness of a Magyar prince, one of the wild horsemen-warriors who'd swept bloodily down into Hungary in the ninth century. Most of the nose and one eyebrow were chipped away, and now the face more closely resembled a Nigerian prizefighter. He made sure he blew the smoke away from the girl. "All right, Miss Hulsett," he said, and glanced quickly down at the notepad before him; he'd had to clear away an armload of newspaper clippings and yellow folders to make room for it. "This friend of yours was walking to work Tuesday evening on Hollywood Boulevard, and a car pulled to the curb. Then what?" 
 "There was a guy in the car. A strange-looking dude," she said. The girl smiled nervously at him, fidgeting with a small purple suede purse that she'd positioned in her lap. Her fingernails were chewed down to the quick. Across the office in a chair near the door, Detective Sullivan Reece, as chunky as a fireplug and dark as the ebony Magyar pipe,'sat with his arms crossed and watched the girl, occasionally glancing over at Palatazin. 
 "How old did this man appear to be, Miss Hulsett?" She shrugged. "I don't know. Not as old as you. She said she couldn't really tell because, you know, the lights are so bright and weird on the boulevard at night. You can't tell anything about people until they're right up in your face." 
 He nodded. "Black, white, Chicano?" 
 "White. He was wearing real thick glasses, and they made his eyes look huge and funny. He was ... my friend Sheila said ... a chunky guy, not real tall or anything, but just. . . thick-looking. He had black or dark brown hair, cut almost to a stubble. He looked like he needed a shave, too." 
 "What was he wearing?" Reece asked, his voice powerful and gravelly. When he was a kid at Duke Ellington High School, he'd carried the bass line in the choir and made the auditorium floor vibrate. 
 "Uh ... a blue windbreaker. Light-colored pants." 
 "Any monograms on the windbreaker? Company emblem?" 
 "No, I don't think so." She looked back at Palatazin and shivered inwardly. Being so close to cops unnerved her; Lynn and Patty had told her she was a fool to go walking into Parker Center, to offer information to the cops because, after all, what had they ever done for her except bust her twice on soliciting charges? But she thought that maybe, if they ever busted her again, this sad-looking cop in charge might remember her and make things easy. The muffled noise of ringing telephones and clattering typewriters outside the office was beginning to grate on her nerves because she'd had to force herself to stay straight-no coke, no hash, no pills-when she came to see the heat. Now she was so nervous she could hardly stand it. 
 "All right, Amy," Palatazin said softly, sensing her uneasiness. She was beginning to look like a deer who'd caught a whiff of gunmetal. "What about the car? What kind was it?" 
 "A Volkswagen bug. Gray or greenish gray, I think." He wrote both colors on his pad. "What happened next to ... uh ... your friend?" 
 "This guy opened the door and leaned out and said 'Are you selling?'" She shrugged nervously. "You know." 
 "He was trying to proposition your friend?" 
 "Yeah. And he flashed a fifty, too. Then he said something that sounded like
 'Wally's got something for you . . .'" 
 "Wally?" Reece leaned forward slightly in his chair, his high-cheekboned face glowing like burnished mahogany in the sunlight that streamed through the open blinds behind Palatazin. "You're sure that was the name?" 
 "No, not sure. Listen, all this happened to my friend Sheila. How am I supposed to know anything for sure, man?" 
 Palatazin wrote WALLY? And below that, WALTER? "And then?" he said. 
 "He said, 'You won't have to do much. Just get in and we'll talk.'" She paused, staring at the buildings of L.A. through the window behind him. "She almost went. A fifty is a fifty, right?" 
 "Right," Palatazin said. He looked into her troubled eyes and thought, Child, how do you survive out there? If she was over sixteen years old, he'd dance the csardas for the entire homicide squad. "Go on, please." 
 "She almost went, but when she started to get into the car, she smelled some thing . . . funny. It smelled like medicine, like the stuff... uh ... Sheila's dad used to wash his hands with. He's a doctor." 
 Palatazin wrote DOCTOR? and followed it with HOSPITAL STAFF? 
 "So then Sheila got spooked, and she got out of the car and walked away. When she looked back, the dude was driving off. That's all." 
 "When did your friend start thinking this dude might be the Roach?" Reece asked. 
 "I've been keeping up with the papers. Everybody has, I mean. Everybody on the boulevard talks about it'all the time, so I thought you cops should know." 
 "If this happened on Tuesday, why did you wait so long before reporting it?" She shrugged and bit a thumbnail. "I was scared. Sheila was scared. The more I thought about it being him, the more scared I got." 
 "Did your friend happen to see the license plate number?" Palatazin asked, pen poised. "Anything else about the car that stood out?" She shook her head. "No, it happened too fast." She looked up into the placid gray eyes of this heavyset cop who reminded her so much of the juvenile officer back in Holt, Idaho. Except this cop had a funny accent, he was almost bald, and he had a coffee stain on his loud red tie with the blue dots. "It couldn't have really been him, do you think ?" 
 Palatazin leaned back in his swivel chair, tendrils of blue smoke wafting around him. This young prostitualt was like any one of dozens who'd been interviewed in the past few weeks: jaded and frightened, with enough street sense to stay alive but not enough to break out of The Life. They all seemed to carry the same expression in their eyes-a sharp glimmer of contempt that masked a sad weariness somewhere deep and close to the soul. Over the last weeks he'd had to hold back in his impulse to shake some of these street survivors and shout, "Don't you know what's waiting for you out there? The murderer, the rapist, the sadist . . . and worse. Things you never dared think about for fear that they would drive you mad; things that lurk in the shadows of humanity, that wait on the nightmare fringe for their chance to strike. Things of the basest evil that must spread evil and consume evil in order to survive . . ." 
 Enough, he told himself. He was knotted inside and realized he was stepping too close to the edge. "Yes," he told Amy. "It might have been." 
 "Oh Christ," she said, the blood draining out of her face until she looked like a Kewpie doll, all paint and no insides. "I mean, I... I've had some dates with weird dudes before, but nobody's ever tried to . . ." She touched her throat, seeing in her mind's eye the way that creepy dude had grinned when she'd slid into his car. 
 "Amy," Palatazin said quietly, dropping the pretense, "we have an artist here who can put together a composite picture of the man who tried to pick you up. Now, I'm not saying that this man was the Roach, only that there's a possibility. I'd like for you to go with Detective Reece and give a description to our artist. Anything you can remember-his hair, eyes, nose, mouth. All right?" He rose to his feet, and Reece stood behind the girl. "Also I want you to think about that car. I want you to see it in your mind and remember as much as you can about it. 
 Especially think about the license plate. You may have seen it and gotten a number inside your head without realizing it. Thank you for coming in to talk to us, Amy. Sully, will you take her up to see Mack?" 
 "Sure. Come on with me, Miss Hulsett." He opened the office door for her, and the noises of the homicide-robbery squad room tumbled in-shrill telephones, a couple of typewriters being beaten mercilessly, file cabinets being opened and closed, the monotone chattering of a Telex machine. The girl stopped on the threshold and turned back to Palatazin. "Something else I do remember," she said. "His hands. They were . . . really large, you know? I could see them where they were gripped around the steering wheel." 
 "Was he wearing any rings?" 
 "I ,. . no, I don't think so." 
 "All right, fine. Sully, as soon as you get that composite bring it down to me, will you?" Sully nodded and led her off across the wide linoleum-floored room jammed with file cabinets and desks. Palatazin, the heartbeat of hope pounding at his temples, worked his way through the maze of desks to where Detective Brasher sat waiting for an informant's return call. Brasher, a young man with sandy-brown hair and deep-set green eyes that were already becoming hard, had met his match in this morning's Times crossword puzzle. He shoved it aside quickly when he saw the captain moving toward him. 
 "Brasher," Palatazin said, "you don't look too busy. I need some files collected. Anyone we've been talking to in connection with the Roach killings who owns a Volkswagen, also anyone who goes by the name 'Wally' or 'Walter' or uses that nickname or alias. I want you to go through the rape and assault files, looking for the same thing. Follow those back about three months." 
 "Yes, sir." He scribbled down the information on a notepad and rose from his desk. "I was waiting for a call from a pimp I've been talking to." 
 "Have Hayden answer your phone." Palatazin motioned to the man at the nearest desk. "I need those files as soon as you can get them." He turned away from Brasher in time to see Gayle Clarke come striding into the squad room; he felt a quick surge of anger and irritation. She was over an hour late, and right now he didn't feel like putting up with her inane questions. On the couple of occasions he'd refused to see her and had sent her down to Press Relations, the Tattler had then run cheap-shot editorials about how Captain Andrew Palatazin was dragging his feet on the Roach investigation. He wouldn't have minded at any other time, but right now all the city papers were pressuring the mayor, who in turn pressured the police commissioner, who jumped with both feet on Chief Garnette, who came to Palatazin chewing a toothpick and demanding to know why this thing wasn't cracked yet. Palatazin could only chew Turns and hulk around the squad room like an injured, dangerous bear; he knew his men were working as hard as they could, but the politicians in high places were getting nervous. So there had been a firm directive from the commissioner: Cooperate with the press. 
 It's not enough to be a policeman, Palatazin thought sourly as he moved toward Gayle Clarke. Now you have to be social worker, psychologist, politician, and mind reader all rolled up into one! "You're late," he told her tersely. "What do you want?" 
 "Sorry," she said, but her expression didn't show it. "I was held up for a while. Can we talk in your office?" 
 "Where else? But please make this fast. I have work to do." He ushered her in, closed the door, and sat down at his desk. The name "Wally" buzzed in his brain like a hornet. "I'll tell you what I told the Times and the Ledger this morning: we're still without a prime suspect, but we do have several people under surveillance. And no, I'm not aware of any similarities between the Roach and Jack the Ripper. We've boosted the number of decoys on the streets, but I wish you'd keep that off the record. Will you?" 
 "Should I?" She raised an eyebrow, taking a Flair pen out of her purse. 
 "Miss Clarke," Palatazin said quietly, shoving aside his pipe and folding his hands together atop his desk. Take it easy, he told himself. Don't let her bait you, she's good at that. "In the past few weeks you and I have had the misfortune of having to work in close proximity. I know you don't like me, and I couldn't care less. I have nothing but the lowest regard for your newspaper." He turned and rummaged through a stack of papers; when he found last week's Tattler, he pushed it across the desk toward her. The front-pa^e headline in bloodred type screamed, WHERE IS THE ROACH? WHO WILL BE NEXT TO
 DIE? Her thin smile wavered a fraction but held. 
 "You'll recall that I told you two weeks ago I was putting decoy policewomen on the streets to act as prostitutes. I told every newspaper in this city the same thing and asked all of them to keep that information off the record. You'll recall I asked you to do the same. Why was it then that on opening your paper to read your story my eye was caught by a headline that read, 
 'Policewomen May Trap the Roach?' He hasn't struck since that information was made public. Although I'm not assuming that he is sick enough to be a reader of your paper, I am assuming that he has found out about the decoys and has decided to go into hiding. It may be months before he surfaces again, and by then his trail may be very cold indeed." 
 "I tried to keep that out of the story," Gayle said. "My managing editor said it was news and should go in." 
 "Oh. Then perhaps your managing editor should have my job since he knows so much about police procedure?" He rummaged again, found another Tattler, and pushed it toward Gayle like a piece of rotten meat. The headline blared MASSMURDER RAMPAGE. There was a picture in gory detail of Charlene McKay being picked up by the men from the morgue. Other headlines tried to scream each other out: HAVE UFOs LANDED NEAR L.A.? NEVER GROW OLD-THE AMAZING SEAWEED
 DIET; HOW TO MARRY A ROCK STAR. Palatazin snorted with disgust. "Do people actually subscribe to this thing?" 
 "Three hundred thousand by last year's figures," she told him coolly. "I would tell you I was sorry about that decoy thing getting in, but I don't think it would do any good." 
 "You're right, because I have the feeling that if we were to do it all over again, nothing would change. Don't you realize how much harm these wild stories about the Roach do? They frighten people; they make people suspicious of each other, afraid to even go out at night. And they don't help our investigation very much either." He picked up his pipe and clamped it between his teeth, almost biting through the stem. "I thought I could trust in your professionalism. I see I was wrong." 
 "Damn it!" she said suddenly and so forcefully Palatazin thought she was going to leap over the desk at him. She leaned forward, her eyes fierce with anger. 
 "The stories I wrote are good! Damned good! I can't help what the headlines say, and I can't tell my managing editor what's right or wrong to print! Okay, I know the Tattler's milking this thing for all it's worth, but so is every other paper in town! The bottom line is cash, captain, selling papers, and anybody who says differently is either a liar or a fool. But if you read my stories, you'll see I'm a damned good writer, and I've told people the truth as I see it!" 
 Palatazin was silent for a moment. He lit his pipe and regarded her through a haze of smoke. "Why do you waste your time with the Tattler?" he asked her finally. "It's beneath you. Couldn't you work somewhere else?" 
 "I'm making a name for myself," she said, the redness slowly subsiding from her face. "It's a living. Most women two years out of the UCLA School of Journalism are sitting on their asses doing rewrites, or editing somebody else's copy, or going down to the corner for coffee and ham sandwiches for the real reporters. 
 Working for the Tattler may not be a dream job, but at least I'm gathering a following who buy papers to read my copy." 
 "Some following. The kind of people who like to stare at traffic accidents." 
 "Their money's as good as anyone else's. Better than most. And don't downgrade them, captain; they're the great American middle class. The people who pay your salary, by the way." 
 Palatazin nodded thoughtfully. Gayle's dark brown eyes still held a hint of anger, glittering like deep pools of water disturbed by the casual throw of a stone. "Well," he said, "I'd better get to work and earn that salary. Just what is it you wanted to see me about?" 
 "Never mind. You answered my questions already. I was going to ask you why you thought Roach had gone into hiding." She capped her Flair and dropped it back into her purse. "You might be interested to know that he won't be the lead story next week." 
 "I'm relieved." 
 She stood up from her chair and slung the purse over her shoulder. "Okay," she said. "Off the record. Are you any closer to catching him than you were last week?" 
 "Off the record? No. But we may have some new leads." 
 "Such as?" 
 "Too premature yet. We'll have to wait and see." She smiled thinly. "Don't trust me anymore, do you?" 
 "Partly that. Also partly that we're working on some information that came off the street today, and you of all people should know how reliable that can be." He stood up and went with her toward the door. 
 She stopped with her hand on the knob. "I ... I didn't mean to lose my cool. But I got involved in something that was pretty hairy today. Something weird. You must think I'm pushing pretty hard, don't you?" 
 "Yes, I do." 
 "That's because I don't want to stay on the Tattler all my life. I have to be there when you get him, captain, because riding this story to the ground is the only way I'm ever going to move up. Okay, I'm ambitious and opportunistic as hell, but I'm a realist, too. Something as big as this comes along for a journalist only once in a blue moon. I'm going to see that I take advantage of it." 
 "We may never find him." 
 "Can I quote you on that?" 
 His eyes widened slightly; he couldn't tell if she was kidding or not because her expression was serious, her gaze sharp and piercing. "I don't think so," he said, and opened the door for her. "I'm sure we'll be talking again. By the way, what knocked Roach off the front page? Something about a little old lady who found Howard Hughes's will in her attic?" 
 "No." A chill passed through her; she could still smell the rot of those corpses in the cemetery as if her clothes were full of it. "Grave robbers over at Hollywood Memorial. That's why I was late; I had to call the story in and talk to the Hollywood cops." 
 "Grave robbers?" Palatazin said softly. 
 "Yeah. Or rather coffin robbers. Whoever it was ripped about twenty caskets out of the ground and left . . . everything else lying around." Palatazin took the pipe out of his mouth and stood staring at her, a dull pulse beating at the base of his neck. "What?" he said in a strange, hoarse voice that sounded more like the croak of a frog. 
 "Yeah. It's weird." She started out the door, but suddenly Palatazin's hand was gripping her arm just short of painfully. She looked at him and blinked. His face had gone waxen, his lips moving but making no sound. 
 "What do you mean?" he said with an effort. "What are you talking about? When did this happen?" 
 "Sometime during the night, I guess. Hey, listen . . . you're . . . you're hurting." 
 He looked down at his hand and instantly released her. "I'm sorry. Hollywood Memorial? Who was first on the scene?" 
 "I was. And a photographer from the Tattler-Jack Kidd. Why are you so interested? Vandalism isn't your detail, is it?" 
 "No, but. .." He looked wan and confused, as if he might suddenly collapse on the floor in a limp heap. The set of his eyes with their glazed intensity frightened Gayle so much she felt a quick shiver ripple up her spine. "Are you all right?" she asked him tentatively, and for a moment he didn't reply. 
 "Yes," he said finally, nodding. "Yes, I'm fine. I'm fine. I'd like for you to go now, Miss Clarke, I have work to do." He held the door open, and she stepped out into the squad room. She turned toward him, intending to ask him to keep her in mind if and when they did get a solid lead on Roach. The door closed in her face. She thought, Shit! What's his problem? Maybe what I've been hearing is true. Maybe the pressure is starting to crack him wide open. If so, that would make for a juicy human interest story. She turned away and left the squad room. 
 And behind that closed door, Palatazin was gripping his telephone with a white-knuckled hand. The police operator answered. "This is Palatazin," he said. 
 "Get me Lieutenant Kirkland, Hollywood Division." His voice was urgent and full of terror. 
 FOUR
 The sun reached its zenith and instantly began to fall, deepening the shadows that clung like a precious autumn chill to the eastern facades of the massive stone and glass buildings at the center of Los Angeles. In the slow decay of hours and light, the sun shone red on the smooth lakes of MacArthur Park; clear, golden beams wafted through the windows of shops and boutiques on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills; dust stirred lazily in the air among the cramped, boxy tenement buildings of East L.A., and clothes strung on lines from window to window caught bits of flying grit; the Pacific surf that rolled up to the edge of the Venice Beach boardwalk, where the kids darted and spun on roller skates like human tops, slowly turned orange, then red deepening toward purple; lights began to glimmer like hot jewels along Sunset and Hollywood boulevards; the San Gabriel Mountains were jumbled piles of light and darkness, the western face of stone glowing red, the eastern exposures almost black. And above the whole metropolis with its eight million separate lives and destinies sat the Kronsteen castle on a throne of rock. It was a huge, sprawling edifice of black weather-beaten stone with high turrets, arched Gothic roofs, broken gargoyles leering from towers or contemplating the patchwork of humanity in the valley below. Many of the windows had been shattered and replaced with boards, but some of the windows at the higher elevations had survived vandalism, and those that were of stained glass glowed red and blue and purple in the strong, hard light of the setting sun. A chill gathered in the darkening air and began to grow vicious. The wind hissed and whispered around stone battlements like a human voice through broken teeth. And many in the city below thought for just a cold, eerie instant that they heard their names called from behind the falling curtain of night. FIVE
 Rico Esteban's brain was scorched with hot neon. Around him there was the thunder of engines, the crisp notes of electric music rippling through the air. 
 He thought he should say something to the dark-haired girl who sat pressed against the other side of the car, but he could think of only one thing and saying it wouldn't be right-Holy Shit. Beyond that crude summation of his feelings, his brain buzzed with overloaded circuits. 
 He thought, Prenado? Did she say she was pregnant? Only a few minutes before, he'd pulled his fire-engine-red Chevy lowrider in front of Merida Santos's apartment building on Dos Terros Street in the dark tenement barrio of East Los Angeles. Almost immediately she'd come running out of the hallway, where a single dim light bulb exposed a shaky set of stairs and walls layered with spray-painted graffiti, and slid into his car. As he kissed her, he'd thought that something was wrong; her eyes looked funny, they were a little sad, and there were the beginnings of dark circles underneath them. He'd started the Chevy, filling Dos Terros Street with a rumble that shook windowpanes and brought a couple of shouted complaints from the old folks, and then had screeched off toward Whittier Boulevard. Merida, her long black hair cascading in waves around her shoulders, sat away from him and stared at her hands. She was wearing a blue dress and the silver crucifix on a chain that Rico had bought for her birthday the week before. 
 "Hey," he'd said, and leaned over to tilt her face up with a forefinger beneath her chin. "What's wrong? You been crying? That crazy perra been beating on you?" 
 "No," she'd replied, her soft voice trembling slightly. She was still more little girl than woman. At sixteen her flesh was smooth and tawny, her body as tight and lean as a colt's. Usually her eyes sparkled with shy, laughing innocence, but tonight something was different, and Rico couldn't figure it out. 
 If her crazy old mother hadn't been beating on her again, then what was wrong? 
 "Did Luis run away from home again?" he asked her. She shook her head. He leaned back, cushioned in the cup of his red bucket seat, and brushed a lock of thick black hair off his forehead. "That Luis better watch out," he said quietly, swerving around a couple of drunks who were dancing together in the middle of the street. He hit the horn, and one of them shot him the finger. 
 "The kid's too young to be running with the Homicides. I told him once, I told him a hundred times not to get mixed up with those ladrones. They're going to get him in trouble. Where you want to eat tonight?" 
 "It don't matter," Merida said. Rico shrugged and turned onto the boulevard, where a gaudy carnival of neon pulsated over porno movie houses, bars, discos, and liquor stores. Though it was just past six-thirty, the lowriders were already jostling for position, chugging like streamlined locomotives. They were painted every color of the rainbow from electric blue to Day-Glo orange and outfitted with zebra-striped tops or leopard-skin upholstery or radio antennae that seemed as tall as towers. The mass of cars moved at a crawl, bouncing and swaying like wild bucking horses along the boulevard, which was lined with hordes of Chicano teenagers looking for fun on a Saturday night. Music from transistor and car radios blared at each other, the tumultuous frenzy of rock and disco overpowered only by the thundering bass lines that prowled out through the open doors of the bars. The air, sweet and hot with exhaust, cheap perfume, and marijuana, crackled with tinny voices. Rico reached over and turned his own radio up loud, his brown face split by a grin. The growl of KALA's Tiger Eddie became a hypnotic chant-". . . gonna TEAR this town tonight, gonna lay it to WASTE, 'cause we're the BEST, beatin' all the REST on a SAT-UR-DAY night! Mighty KALA, comin' at you with The Wolves annnnddddd 'Born to Be Bad'!" 
 Merida had turned the radio off. The Wolves wailed on anyway from a dozen other sets of speakers. "Rico," she'd said, and now she was looking him straight in the eyes, and her lower lip trembled. "I found out I'm pregnant." He thought, Holy Shit! Pregnant? Did she say pregnant? He'd almost said "Who did it?" but stopped himself cold. He knew she'd been sleeping only with him for the past three months, even after he'd gotten his apartment down on the low, poor end of Sunset Boulevard. She was a decent, good, loyal woman. Woman? 
 he thought. 
 Barely sixteen. A girl, yes, but a woman in many ways, too. Rico was too stunned to speak. The waves of lowriders before him seemed to undulate, an ocean of metal. He'd used rubbers most every time and thought he'd been careful, but now . . . What am I going to do? he asked himself. Your big macho prick has gotten this woman in trouble, and now what do you do? 
 "You sure?" he said finally. "I mean . . . how do you know?" 
 "I ... didn't have my time. I went to the clinic, and the doctor told me." 
 "Couldn't he be wrong?" He was trying to think-When did I not use protection? 
 When we were drinking wine that night, or when we were in a hurry . . .? 
 "No," she said, the finality in her voice starting a dull throbbing in the pit of his stomach. 
 "Does your mama know? She'll kill me. She hates my guts anyway. She said if I saw you again she was going to shoot me or call the cops . . ." 
 "She don' know," Merida said softly. "Nobody else knows." She made a little choking sound like a rabbit being strangled. 
 "Don't cry!" he said too loudly and too sharply, and then realized that she was already crying, her head bent and the tears rolling down her cheeks in large drops. He felt protective of her, more like a big brother than a lover. Do I love Merida? he asked himself; the question, so simply stated, baffled him. He wasn't sure he knew what love would feel like. Did it feel like good sex? Or was it like knowing somebody was there to talk easy to you? Or did it feel awesome and silent, like sitting in church? 
 "Please," Rico said as he stopped at a traffic light with a row of other lowriders. Feet punched accelerators, challenging him, but he paid no attention. 
 "Don't cry, okay?" She stopped after another moment but didn't look at him, then fumbled in her purse for a tissue to blow her nose. Sixteen! Rico thought. She's just turned sixteen! And here he was like all the rest of the strutting, Saturday night boulevard crowd, dressed in his tight chinos and pale blue shirt, gold chains and a tiny coke ; spoon dangling from his neck like a macho stud, going to take his woman to get ' something to eat, hit a disco or two, and then return her to his bed for a quick sex session. Only now there was a very big difference-he had gotten Merida pregnant, filled up a child with a child, and now he felt weighed down with age and the serious concerns he'd never dreamed about even in his worst nightmares. He imagined that if he could see his face-lean and high-cheekboned and handsome in ' a dark, dangerous way because of a nose that had been broken twice and set badly both times-he would be able to see faint lines around his eyes and crinkling in his forehead. In that instant he wanted to be a little boy again, playing with red plastic cars on a cold wooden floor while his mother and father talked about Mr. Cabrillo running off with Mr. Hernandez's wife as his big sister sat spinning the dial of her new transistor radio back and forth. He wanted to be a child forever, without worries or weights around his neck. But his mother and father had been dead for almost six years now, killed in a fire that had started from a spark from bad electrical i wiring; the fire had roared through the tenement building like a volcanic whirlwind, and three floors had collapsed before the first of the fire engines arrived. Rico had been running with a street gang called the Cripplers then, and was huddled under a stairway, drinking red wine with three buddies, when he'd heard the fire engines screaming; it was a noise that even now sometimes awakened him and made him break out in a cold sweat. His sister Deanne was a model up in San Francisco now, or so she said in her infrequent letters. She always wrote that she was about to do a shooting for some magazine or other, or that she'd met a man who was going to get her into commercials. 
 Once she'd written that she was going to be the June Playmate, but of course the girl in that month's Playboy was blond and blue-eyed and worlds away from the barrio. He hadn't seen his sister in two years, and the last letter had been over six months before. 
 The traffic light flickered to green. Around him the lowriders screeched off, leaving thick trails of rubber. He realized he was gripping Merida's hand very tightly. 
 "Everything's going to be okay," he told her. "You'll see." And then she quickly slid across the seat to him, as close as a second skin, and if love felt anything like pity, then yes, Rico loved her. "Listen, you want a hamburger or something? I can stop there." He motioned toward a Fat Jim's burger stand, a huge, livid, neon hamburger floating in the sky. She shook her head. "Okay. 
 We'll eat later." He took his pack of Winstons off the dashboard and lit a cigarette. A black and white prowl car went gliding by in the opposite direction, the eyes of the cop at the wheel meeting Rico's for one glacial, heartstopping instant. Rico was carrying a few grams of coke and some nickel bags of fine Colombian Red in a box that rested in a cavity cut beneath the rubber padding of the trunk. That was his business now, supplying coke to the kids who hun^around the rock clubs on Sunset Strip. Though he was just a nickel-and-dimer, he was making enough money to keep himself in good threads. And his supplier, a bald guy who wore Pierre Cardin business suits and called himself Gypsy John, said he had the nerve and ambition to be big in the trade someday. Not as big as Gypsy John, of course, but big enough. Rico let his gaze coolly slither away from the cop's and jockeyed into position behind a Thunderbird painted in tiger stripes. Someone called him from the curb, and he glanced over to see Felix Ortega and Benny Gracion standing with two fine-looking foxes in front of the Go-Go Disco. Rico raised his hand and shouted, "How's it going amigos?" but did not stop because they were walking reminders of his time with the Cripplers. 
 And finally Merida asked the question Rico had dreaded. "What are we going to do?" 
 Eyes shining, she watched him carefully for any sign of betrayal. He shrugged, cigarette dangling from his lower lip. "What do you wanna do?" 
 "It's your baby." 
 "It's yours too!" he said loudly, anger filling his face with blood-why hadn't she been on the pill or something?-and then the flush of shame spreading hotly across his cheeks. "Oh, Jesus," he said hoarsely. "I don't know what I'm supposed to do!" 
 "You love me, don't you? You said you did. If you hadn't said that, I wouldn't have let you do it to me. You been the first and the only." He nodded grimly, remembering the first time he'd taken her. It had been in the backseat of his car in a drive-in out near Southgate. He'd felt proud after it was over because she was his first virgin, and he knew you weren't really a man until you'd broken in a virgin. He remembered what Felix Ortega had told him once in the abandoned warehouse the Cripplers used as headquarters-"Fuck a virgin, man, and she'll love you forever." Oh, Christ! he thought. Forever? With just one chick? I got a business to think of. I could be buying myself silk shirts pretty soon, and alligator shoes, or a fine black Porsche. I could get one of those penthouse apartments like the movie stars have. I could really be somebody in this town, I could be bigger than Gypsy John evenl But now he saw his path, and it wound straight back to the black, bitter heart of the barrio. In ten years he would be working in some garage and coming home at five to a two-room apartment where Merida and two or three kids waited, snotty noses and all; his hands would be black with engine grime, and his gut would be spreading from all the beer with the boys on Saturday nights. Merida would be haggard, the kids underfoot all the time and the close confines of the tenement making her nervous and jumpy, different from the beautiful girl she was now. They would argue about his future-why he couldn't find a better-paying job and why he had no more ambition-and life would start to close in around his throat, choking him to death. NO! he told himself. 
 I CAN'T DO THAT! He reached down and turned the radio up loud so he couldn't hear himself think. 
 "Merida," he said, "I want you to be sure. I mean ... I want you to be for certain that. . . you know . . . the kid's mine . . ." He was groping, looking for something to put between himself and the decision that had to be made. Instantly he felt like a traitor, a coward to the very pit of his soul. But he knew the truth-he didn't love her enough to change his life for her. She turned her face away from him and very slowly straightened her spine so that she was sitting totally upright and not slumped as she had been a moment before. 
 She moved away from him, her hands clenched in her lap. 
 So, Rico told himself. Now she understands. Oh, Christ, this is shitty, man! 
 You're treating her like common pussy, some Crippler groupie, or the neon-daubed hustlers who call out their rates from each side of the boulevard. And then Merida, a sob bursting from her throat, jumped from the Chevy before Rico knew what was happening. She ran down the street in the opposite direction, lowriders swerving around her, drivers cursing or calling out rude invitations. 
 "Merida!" Rico shouted. He twisted the wheel, ran up onto the curb, then jerked the keys out of the ignition. Then he was out and running along Whittier, trying to find her among the hundreds of glaring white headlights that stared impassively back at him. "MERIDA!" he called, braving a green Ford whose driver invited him to stick his head up his ass. He ran on through the traffic, being cursed in a variety of languages and inflections, but he didn't care. Merida was too young, too innocent, to be alone on a Saturday night on this neon hell of a boulevard. She didn't know the potential dangers, she was too trusting. After all, he thought bitterly, she trusted me, and I'm the worst kind of rapist-I took her soul. Half-blinded by charging headlights, he continued on, leaping aside as a burly red-bearded biker swept past him on a blue chopper. Something shimmered on the pavement, and Rico bent to pick it up. It was Merida's silver crucifix, his birthday present to her. The clasp was broken where she'd ripped it off her neck; the necklace was still warm from her body heat. 
 "Merida!" he shouted, staring into a blaze of lights. "I'm sorry!" But the night had swallowed her up, she was gone, and he knew that even if she did hear him calling over the tumultuous noise, she wouldn't turn back. No, she had too much pride for that, and in comparison to her, Rico felt slimy, covered with contagious sores. 
 He saw the blue light of that prowl car approaching, sliding through the lowriders. He was pierced by cold panic as he thought of his merchandise sitting in the Chevy's trunk, an easy score for the cops if they decided to see what he was carrying. Whirling around, he ran for the sidewalk, shoving people aside in his race with the prowl car. Pimps in peacock suits and their hot-pants-clad hustlers slipped into doorways as the cops drove past. The blue light was going around and around, filling the air with electric resentment, but the cops weren't riding their siren. Rico slid behind the Chevy's wheel, jammed the key into the ignition, and backed off the curb, then spun the wheel sharply and merged with the slow westbound traffic. About a block ahead he saw that two lowriders had slammed together in the middle of the boulevard, and a couple of guys were scuffling, urged on by a tight ring of onlookers. As Rico swerved past them, he heard the heart-stopping shrill of the police siren and, looking into his rearview mirror, he saw the prowl car stop to break up the fight. He punched his accelerator and slid smoothly around the slower cars. No cops giving me hassles tonight, he told himself. Shit, I've had hassles enough! 
 And then he remembered Merida, alone on the boulevard. He couldn't leave her for the mass of predators who were all looking for fresh meat. He found a clear spot, made a fast U-turn, and drove back past the prowl car, past where Merida had leapt out into the street. Figures that had vanished into dark alleys and doorways were now reemerging to hawk their wares. The sidewalks were crowded with hungry humanity, and in that jostling crush one skinny, pregnant Chicano girl would hardly matter. Rico was frightened for her; he held the silver chain and crucifix clenched in one hand, and though he was not a particularly religious man, he wished she'd kept it on for good luck. He thought, I'll find her. If it takes me all night, I'll find her. His Chevy moved on into the night, borne along and finally lost in the sea of metal. 
 SIX
 Palatazin was standing at the locked iron gates of Hollywood Memorial Cemetery as Merida Santos was leaping from the red Chevy on Whittier Boulevard. His hands had closed around the bars, and he stood staring in as a chill evening breeze clattered palm leaves overhead. It was almost seven o'clock, and he realized that he'd told Jo on the telephone that he would pick her up at six-thirty for their dinner at The Budapest. He decided to tell her that something had come up at the office, to keep this cemetery thing to himself. Because what if he was wrong? That would make him as crazy as Lieutenant Kirkland had thought he was. 
 Stake out a cemetery? Kirkland had asked incredulously over the telephone. What for? 
 "Because," he'd said, "I asked you to. That should be enough." 
 "I'm sorry, captain," Kirkland had replied, "but I'll have to have more than that. Saturday night in Hollywood can be pretty damned rough, as you well know. 
 Now, what exactly does this have to do with the vandalism?" 
 "It's . . . it's very important that you do as I ask." Palatazin knew he was sounding crazy and that his voice was high and nervous and that Lieutenant Kirkland was probably grinning at one of his detectives, making a circular motion at his temple with his forefinger. "Please, lieutenant. No questions, not just yet. I'm only asking for a man or two out there tonight." 
 "Captain, Hollywood Memorial has their own watchman." 
 "But what happened to the watchman who was out there last night? Has anyone found him? No, I don't think so." 
 "Sorry." Kirkland had let ar hint of irritation creep into his voice. "Why don't you send some of your own men if you want the cemetery watched so badly?" 
 "All my men are working day and night on finding the Roach. I can't ask any of them to . . ." 
 "Same here, sir. I can't. It's not justified." Kirkland had laughed softly. "I don't think those stiffs are going to be causing any trouble out there tonight, sir. I have to go, captain, if there's nothing else." 
 "No. Nothing else." 
 "Nice talking with you, captain. Sorry I couldn't help you out. Good hunting to you. Hope you nail that guy pretty soon." 
 "Yes. Good-bye, lieutenant." And Palatazin had heard Kirkland hang up his phone. 
 Now, for the second time today, he stood at the gates of the cemetery. This afternoon he'd watched the officers from the Hollywood Division walking around out there, stepping over skeletons; then the insurance and mortuary people had come in, followed by the dump trucks and work crews. Now the place looked serene again with the grassy knolls whitened by moonlight, the new mounds of dirt the only reminder that something terrible had happened there last night. 
 "Can I help you?" someone said from the darkness on the other side of the gate. 
 A flashlight was flicked on, the beam directed into Palatazin's face. Palatazin reached for his wallet and showed his badge. "Oh. Sorry." The flashlight beam dropped, and a watchman in a dark gray uniform materialized from the night. He was a tall, white-haired man with friendly blue eyes. He wore a Hollywood Memorial badge on his shirt. "I'm Kelsen," he said. "What can I do for you?" 
 "Nothing, thank you. I just came to ... look." 
 "To look? You should come back on Monday and take the tour-they show you all the celebrity graves." Kelsen smiled, but when Palatazin didn't respond, the smile faded. "Looking for anything in particular?" 
 "No. I was here earlier this afternoon when the officers were investigating." 
 "Oh, so that's it. Damnedest thing I ever heard tell of. I didn't exactly see any of it, but I heard about it when they called me in. I don't usually work on Saturday nights. My wife pitched a fit." 
 "I imagine she did," Palatazin said quietly. "The man who worked last night. I understand his name was Zachary?" 
 "Yeah, old Zack." Kelsen leaned against the gate; behind him light streamed through the window of the watchman's station. "He usually has the weekend shift. 
 Now he turns up missing, so they call me in." He shrugged and smiled again. "I don't care, I need the money. Listen, you people don't think Zack had anything to do with what happened here last night, do you?" 
 "I don't know. I don't work in the Hollywood Division." 
 "Oh." Kelsen frowned and swung his light up toward Palatazin again. "So why are you interested? I mean, it's damned strange and all, but I thought the cops wrapped it up today. Vandalism, right? Some cult kids who maybe needed coffins for ... whatever it is they do. I heard the same thing happened over at Hope Hill Cemetery last week; somebody clipped the lock on the gates, tore up a few graves, and made off with five or six coffins. Hope Hill's a small cemetery, you know, and they can't afford a watchnffen, so nobody knows what happened. Just crazy kids, I guess. It's a crazy world, right?" 
 "Yes. Crazy." 
 "Listen, do you want to come in or something? Take a look around? I've got an extra flashlight." 
 Palatazin shook his head. "No need for that. I wouldn't find anything." He stared at Kelsen, his eyes going dark and cold. "Mr! Kelsen," he said, "is there a lock on the door of your little house there?" 
 "Yeah, there's a lock. Why?" 
 "Because I'm going to suggest that you do something, and I want you to listen to me very carefully." Palatazin's hands curled tighter around the bars. "If I tried to explain to you why I want you to do this, you wouldn't understand. So just listen, please." 
 "Okay," the watchman said, but he stepped back a pace from the man at the gate, whose gaze had gone so hard and chilling. 
 "If anyone else comes to this gate tonight-man, woman, or child-you should lock your door and draw the blinds. If you hear this gate opening, you should turn up your radio very loud so you can't hear. And you should not come out to look. Let whoever it may be do as he or she pleases. But do not-do not-come out to try to stop them." 
 "That's . . . that's my job," Kelsen said softly, a crooked grin frozen on his face. "What is this, a joke? Candid Camera? What's going on?" 
 "I'm deadly serious, Mr. Kelsen. Are you a religious man?" This guy's not a cop! Kelsen thought. He's a freakin' nut! "I'm a Catholic," he said. "Listen, what's your name?" 
 "If and when someone comes to this gate tonight," Palatazin continued, ignoring the question, "you should pray. Pray very loudly, don't pay any attention to anything they say to you." He squinted when the watchman's light hit his face. 
 "Perhaps if you pray hard enough, they'll leave you in peace." 
 "I think you should go, mister," Kelsen said. "Get out of here before I call a real cop!" His face was contorted, and his once friendly eyes turned mean. "Go on, buddy, get out!" He started for the telephone on his desk. "I'm calling the cops right now!" 
 "All right," Palatazin said, "all right, I'm going." Kelsen stopped and looked back; the flashlight in his hand was shaking. "But remember what I've told you. 
 Please. Pray, and keep praying." 
 "Yeah, yeah, yeah! I'll pray for you, you crazy freak!" Kelsen disappeared into his station and slammed the door behind him. Palatazin turned, walked quickly to his car and drove away; he was trembling, his stomach churning slowly. Hope Hill Cemetery, did the man say? This has happened before? Oh my God, he thought, trying to keep down a rising wave of nausea. Please, no. Don't let it happen again! Not here! Not in Los Angeles! 
 He hoped he was crazy; he hoped the pressure of the Roach killings was beginning to get to him, that he was seeing grinning shadows where nothing existed but the warped antics of-what had Kelsen said?-kids who belonged to some crazy cult? A hundred cults, a thousand of them, would be easier to deal with than what he was beginning to fear had ripped those coffins out of the ground. 
 He had been sleeping in his bed less than six blocks away when it had happened, and perhaps when he'd awakened from the dream about his mother, the things were here at work. 
 Too late, Palatazin realized he'd turned off Santa Monica Boulevard and driven right past Romaine Street, heading south on Western. He touched the brakes for only an instant and then drove on because he knew where he was going. The gray-bricked building on First Street was empty now-it had been condemned years ago-and the broken edges of glass gleamed in the windows. It looked desolate and forlorn, as if it had been abandoned for a very long time; the walls were smeared with old graffiti-he could see one faded white declaration that read Seniors Fine in '59. Somewhere in that graffiti would still be two painful statements scrawled by the hand of a vicious child-Palatazin Sucks 'em and Old Lady P, Is Gonna Burn In Hell For Crazy People. 
 He lifted his gaze to the top floor windows. All broken now, all dark and empty; 
 but for an instant he thought he saw his mother up there, much younger of course, her hair almost fully gray but her eyes not nearly as haunted and wild as he remembered them at the end. She was peering out onto First Street, watching the corner where little Andre, now in the sixth grade, would cross carrying his green Army backpack filled with notebooks and pencils, math texts and history homework. When he reached that corner, he always looked up, and his mother would always wave from the window. Three times a week a woman named Mrs. 
 Gibbs would come by to help him with his English; he was still having difficulties, though most of the teachers at his elementary school spoke Hungarian. Up in that small dark apartment, the extremes of temperature had been almost unbearable; at the height of summer the place was an oven even with all the windows open, and when a cold winter wind blew down from the mountains and shook the ancient window frames, Andre could see the faint wraithlike plume of his mother's breath. Every night, no matter what the season, she peered fearfully down onto the street, checked and rechecked the three dead-bolt locks on the door, and paced the floor muttering and crying until the downstairs neighbors slammed the ceiling with a broom and shouted, 
 "Go to sleep, you witch woman!" 
 Andre was never liked or even tolerated by the other children in the neighborhood, a hodgepodge of Jewish, Hungarian, and Polish families, because their parents were afraid of his mother, because they discussed the "witch woman" over their dinner tables and told the children they'd better stay away from her son, he might be crazy in the head, too. His friends were those awkward, shy, or backward children who do not quite fit in with the others, who can find no place to exist except on the outer rim and consequently play alone most of the time. On some occasions when he grew nervous, Andre the witch woman's son lapsed into speaking Hungarian with a thick accent. Then he would be chased home from school by a pack of children who threw stones and laughed whenever he tripped and fell. 
 It was very hard for him, because home was no refuge. It was a prison where his mother scrawled crucifixes on the walls and windows and doors with red.Crayola crayons, where she shrieked out in the night from the images that seared her brain, where she sometimes lay in her bed for days at a time, curled up like a fetus, staring blankly at a wall. It became progressively worse and worse, and even Uncle Milo, his mother's brother who had immigrated to America in the late thirties and owned a successful men's clothing store, began to stop in and ask her if she would like to go someplace where she wouldn't have to worry about anything anymore, where there were people to take care of her and keep her happy. No.' she'd screamed during one terrible argument that kept Uncle Milo away for weeks. No.' I won't leave my son alone! 
 What would I find up there if I went in? Palatazin asked himself, staring up at the front room. A few newspapers all cut in pieces, lying in a thick sediment of dust? Perhaps an old dress or two hanging in a closet? Things best forgotten? 
 Some of the crucifixes might still be scrawled on the walls, close to the nail holes where the religious pictures had hung in their gaudy gilded frames. Palatazin, grownup Andre, looked up to the windows where he thought he saw the pale, ghostly face of a woman waiting for her son to come home. He didn't like to think about those last months; putting her in Golden Garden and leaving her there to die had torn him to pieces, but what else could he have done? She couldn't take care of herself anymore; she had to be fed like a baby, and very often she spat up her food like a baby or soiled the awful rubber, diaperlike thing she wore. She was wasting away to nothing, alternately praying and crying. 
 Her eyes had become the largest thing about her. As she sat in her favorite rocking chair day after day and stared down upon Romaine Street, her eyes became luminous, as large as pale white moons. So he'd sent her away where the doctors and nurses could take care of her. She'd died of a stroke in a small room with forest-green walls and a window that looked out on a golf course. She'd been dead for two hours before a nurse came in to check on her at six o'clock in the morning. 
 Palatazin remembered her last words to him, the very night before she died, 
 "Andre, Andre," she'd said softly, reaching up her frail white hand to grip his arm. "What time is it? Is it day or night?" 
 "Night, Mama," he replied. "It's almost eight o'clock." 
 "Night comes too fast. Always too fast. Is the door locked?" 
 "Yes." It wasn't, of course, but when he told her that it was, he could see that it comforted her. 
 "Good. My good Andre, you must never forget to ... to lock the door. Oh, I'm so sleepy. I can hardly keep my eyes open. I heard that black cat scratching on the front door this morning, so I shooed it away. They should keep that cat in their apartment." 
 "Yes, Mama." A black cat had belonged to their nextdoor neighbors in the First Street apartment building; after all these years it must surely be dust. And then his mother's eyes had clouded over, and for a long time she'd stared at her son without speaking. "Andre, I'm afraid," she'd said finally, her voice cracking like old yellowed paper. The tears glimmered in her eyes, and Palatazin had carefully wiped them away with a handkerchief when they started to roll down her cheeks. She'd gripped his hand tightly, her flesh as dry as leather. "One of them ... one of them followed me when I came back from the market. I heard him walking behind me, and when I... turned I saw his grinning face. I saw his eyes, Andre, his terrible burning eyes! He wanted me to ... to take his hand and go with him . . . because of what I did to your papa . . ." 
 "Shhhhhh," Palatazin had said, wiping tiny beads of perspiration off her forehead. "You're wrong, Mama. There was no one. You were only imagining it." He remembered the night she was recalling; she'd dropped a sack of groceries and run home, screaming. It had been the last night she'd ever left the apartment. 
 "They can't hurt us now, Mama. We're too far away for them to ever find us again." 
 "NO!" she'd said, her eyes widening. Her face was as pale as a china plate, her fingernails digging half-moons into his hand. "DON'T YOU EVER BELIEVE
 THAT! If you don't watch for them always... ALWAYS!... they can come for you and find you. They're always there, Andre . . . you just can't see them . . ." 
 "Why don't you try to sleep now, Mama? I'll sit here with you until I have to leave, all right?" 
 "Leave?" she'd said, suddenly panicked. "Leave? Where are you going?" 
 "Home. I have to go home. Jo's waiting for me." 
 "Jo?" She'd looked at him suspiciously. "Who's that?" 
 "My wife, Mama. You know who Jo is, she came with me to see you last night." 
 "Oh, stop that! You're just a little boy! Even in California they don't let little boys get married! Did you get that milk I asked you to bring on the way back from school?" 
 He'd nodded and tried to smile. "I brought it." 
 "That's good." And then she'd settled back and closed her eyes. After another moment her grip on his hand had loosened enough for him to pull away. He'd sat and gazed at her for a long time; she looked so different, but still there was something there of the woman he'd known a long time ago, the one who'd sat in the little stone house in Krajeck, knitting a sweater for her son. When he'd stood up very quietly to leave, his mother's eyes had opened again, and this time they burned through his soul. "I won't leave you, Andre," she'd whispered. 
 "I won't leave my son alone." And then she was asleep again, just that quickly, her mouth half-open, and the breath rustling in and out of her lungs. There was an odor in the room like lilacs on the edge of decay. Palatazin had slipped out of the room, and a doctor named Vacarella had called him just after six the next morning. 
 My God! Palatazin thought suddenly and looked at his wristwatch. Jo is waiting at home! He started the car, glanced up once more at the top-floor window-now
 'empty, the broken pane catching a little leftover light from someone else's house-and drove toward Romaine Street. When he stopped at a traffic light two blocks away, he thought he heard dogs howling very far away in a strange close harmony. 
 But when the light changed and he drove on, he didn't hear them anymore-or perhaps he was afraid to listen. Thoughts of Hollywood Memorial loomed up too quickly for him to cut them off. His hands began to sweat on the steering wheel. 
 They can't hurt us now, he thought. We're too far away. Too far away. Too far away. 
 And from the depths of his memory, his mother's voice answering, Don't you ever believe that . . . 





SEVEN
 Merida Santos had run a long way from the noisy tumult of Whittier Boulevard, and her legs were beginning to ache. She stopped and leaned against a halfdemolished brick wall to rub her calves. Her lungs were burning, too, her eyes felt gummy with tears, and her nose was running. Damn Rico! she thought. I hate him, HATE HIM, HATE HIM! She thought of what she should do to him: Tell Luis he'd beaten her up and raped her, so the Homicides would go after him and cut him to pieces; tell her mother he'd gotten her drunk and had his way with her, so she'd call the cops on him; call the police herself and tell them she knew somebody who was selling cocaine to kids on the Strip and ask them if they would like to know his name. 
 But in the next instant her plans of vengeance broke apart in a single sob. She couldn't do any of those things. She couldn't bear to see him hurt; she would rather die than think of him being beaten up by the Homicides or put in jail. 
 From a bitter spark of her anger and hurt, the hot flame of love-and of need, both physical and emotional-leapt up, its crazy brightness making new tears stream down her cheeks. She started trembling and couldn't stop. A hole had opened up somewhere in the pit of her stomach, and she felt she was in danger of being swallowed into it, turned inside out, and then all the world would see the tiny fetus just beginning to take form within her. She hoped that the baby would be a boy with the same coffee-and-cream eyes that Rico had. But now what was to be done? Tell Mama? She shivered at the thought. Her mother hadn't acted right since Papa died last year; she was suspicious of every move Merida made-doubly suspicious of what Luis did, and that just made Luis stay away from home more-and lately had begun awakening Merida in the middle of the night to question her about the kids she was running around with, about what they did. Smoke that filthy weed? Get drunk on wine? Luis had told Mama that Merida had been seeing Rico and that Rico was a big man in the coke trade up on Sunset Boulevard. Luis, only twelve, was running with the Homicides almost every night now, and the barrio toughs hated Rico because he'd once been where they were and had made it out. Merida's mother had gone into a screaming fit, threatening to lock Merida in a closet or turn her over to the social worker lady if she kept seeing "that Esteban mugre." Now what would happen if she told her mother she was carrying his baby in her belly? 
 Or she could go to see Father Silvera first, and perhaps he could help her talk to her mother. Yes. That was the thing to do. 
 Merida wiped her swollen eyes and looked around to get her bearings. She really hadn't noticed where she was running. The narrow street stretched out before her, lined with brown brick buildings that were gutted and desolate, bombed and burned out by the hands of the arsonist or feuding street gangs. Mounds of rubble glittered with bits of broken glass; layers of yellow mist hung over empty lots where a rat as big as a gopher occasionally scurried from shadow to shadow. Some of the buildings looked as if they'd been split right down the middle by a huge axe, the tiny rooms and hallways exposed as were the metal twistings of pipes, the toilets, and the tubs. And everywhere was the wild spray-painted scrawl: Zorro 78; L.A. Homicides (and beneath that in a different color, Suck); Raphael High Conquistadors Best; Gomez was here; Anita does 69. 
 There were also drawings of crude sexuality interspersed. On the side of a wrecked apartment building, staring impassively down at Merida, was a huge face, drawn in red with blood dripping from both corners of the mouth. Merida shivered; it was getting colder, wind twisting savagely through the maze of wreckage as it sought a way out. And now she realized that she'd run too far. 
 She had no idea where she was. She could turn around and see lights in the sky from Whittier Boulevard, but in this silent place the boulevard seemed a hundred miles away. She began to walk hurriedly, new tears wetting her eyes; she crossed the street and moved along another that became narrower still and was rank with the odor of old charred brick. Of course her street, her apartment building, couldn't be too far away; it would have to be only a few streets over. Mama would be waiting, wanting to know where she'd been. She was wondering what she was going to say about her swollen eyes when she heard the footsteps behind her. She caught her breath and whirled around; something dark scurried for the shadows like a rat, but whatever it was was big enough to be a man. Merida narrowed her eyes, squinting to get a better look, and she stood very still for what seemed like hours. Then she started walking again, faster, her heart hammering in her chest. A young, pretty girl like you can get raped out there, she remembered her mother saying. Raped or much, much worse. She walked faster, and at the next desolate corner she turned again toward the distant lights of Whittier. She looked back and saw two figures this time, both leaping for the cover of open doorways. Merida almost screamed, but forced down the sound. She thought she'd seen a face as white as gossamer and within it a pair of eyes that shone in the dark like a lowrider's headlights. 
 Footsteps clattered somewhere close to her, echoing between the brick walls like muffled explosions. 
 Merida began to run, the breath bursting from her lungs in a high whine. When she dared to look overlier shoulder, she saw five or maybe seven figures, running silently like a pack of wolves; they were gaining on her, and the one in the lead had a face like a grinning death's head. She tripped over debris in the street, cried out, and almost went down. Then she was running as fast as she could, her mother's warning echoing in her head-Raped or much, much worse. She looked back again and screamed in cold panic. They were almost upon her; one of them reached out to grip her hair. 
 And from the darkness of the street, three more of the things emerged before her, waiting for her. She recognized one of them-Paco Milan, one of Luis's friends from the Homicides, except now Paco's face was as pale as the belly of a dead fish, and his fiery gaze crackled through Merida's skull. She thought she heard him speak, though his mouth didn't seem to open, "No more running, sister," he whispered, the sound like a wind through dead trees. "No more place to go." He held his arms out for her and grinned. A clawlike hand gripped Merida around the neck and jerked her head backward. Another clamped her mouth shut, freezing fingers digging into her flesh. The figures danced around her as she was dragged toward a doorway. And in a crumbling hulk of brick, she learned that there was something worse than rape. Much, much worse. 





EIGHT
 It was almost midnight, and the party was just getting started. The hospitality bowls that had been brimming with Quaaludes and amphetamines, Black Beauties, Bennies, and uppers of a hundred different sizes and colors were now almost empty; the silver trays that had been crisscrossed with white lines of fine, pure cocaine were now only dusted with the traces of it, and the ceramic vases that had I' held dozens of red-striped McDonald's drinking straws now contained only a few. But the house was still filled with people of all ages and in all manner of dress from Bill Blass suits to Yves Saint Laurent disco dresses to denim cutoffs and T-shirts advertising Adidas or Nike running shoes. The huge sunken living room to which most of the party had gravitated was heavy with several layers of sweet, thick pot smoke; the beige, deep-pile carpeting had started catching cigarettes when the ashtrays had overflowed, and now the dime-sized burns looked like a natural pattern. Someone was hammering at the grand piano over by a plate glass window that looked out over the blue-lit swimming pool; someone else was playing a guitar and singing, all this plus the cacophonous noises of a hundred people battling the thunder of Bob Dylan's voice from a pair of thousand-dollar Bose speakers. The house throbbed with base guitar and snare drum backbeat; the picture windows shivered every few seconds. 
 Somebody in a cowboy hat was trying to climb on top of the grand piano urged on by a stunning blonde wearing a tight black dress. A few women had stripped off their blouses, proud of what they had, and moved through the crowd pursued by young men with bulging crotches. Older men in suits", confident of the power in their bulging wallets, were content to wait. Dylan's voice became a shriek when the stereo's needle dug a trench across it; he was replaced by the Cars. 
 Damn it, Wes Richer thought. I like Dylan. Why'd somebody want to go and do that to my record? He smiled and took a drag off the fat joint that was slowly burning down between his fingers. Doesn't matter, he reassured himself. I can buy another one tomorrow. He looked around the room through glazed blue eyes. Stellar. One fucking whale of a stellar party. Tonight he felt he had the answer to a question that had plagued him for most of his twenty-five years. The simple question was addressed to God: Whose side are You on, anyway? As he regarded the glowing eye of his joint, he knew he had the answer right in his back pocket, just arrived in a Cosmic Fortune Cookie: Your side, Wes. God is on your side. 
 But He hadn't always been, Wes thought. Damn straight. He fashioned an image of God in his mind-an elderly, slightly doddering being in a white London Fog overcoat with a gold muffler to chase away the chill of the high altitude. God would look suspiciously like Wes Richer in his "old man in the park" bit, and-yeah, give the bit a kick-God might talk a little like a tired Jewish vacuum-cleaner salesman: "Wesley, I got a lot to do, I can't get around to everybody! Who do you think I am, Santa Claus? There's this guy over in New Jersey wants to get away with a little cheating on the taxes; a lady in Chicago keeps after Me to send her lost dog home, but the mutt got run over by a bus; a pimply kid in Des Moines wants to pass a history test or he's completely vermisched; this fella in Palm Springs wants Me to keep his wife from finding out he's got three women on the side . . . everybody wants something, Wes! And that's just right down there in the US of A! What am I, Dear Abby? And you, Wes! 
 You keep wanting to know whose side I'm on, and why your last pilot went down the tubes, and why you can't win anymore at the blackjack tables! Gevult, what a mess down there! I slap My own hands! Okay, okay, so maybe if I help you out, you'll quit bugging Me so I can get on to bigger things? Okay, boom, there you go! Happy now? So enjoy it already!" 
 God had come through for him today; this afternoon he'd won over two thousand bucks betting on Alabama over USE, and the premiere of his new show, "Sheer Luck" looked good in its seven-thirty spot on ABC. At least everybody here had laughed in the right places and applauded when it was over. And then the party had really started. 
 The Cars were thundering away now, and from his chair Wes could see some people swimming bare-assed down at the pool. He laughed out loud, his bright Midwestern face crinkling with mirth; he was a medium-sized man with a curly thatch of reddish-brown hair and thick eyebrows that also seemed curly, set high over light blue eyes that, when not totally bloodshot from drugs, seemed more like a kid's eyes. He had a healthy, friendly, innocent look-a "safe look" one of the ABC executives had dubbed it. It was a look that drew teenie-boppers and at the same time assured Mom and Dad that he was really an okay guy, probably a class cutup but nothing to worry about, kike the assessment from another ABC brain-anail-American comedian." Someone jostled his elbow, spilling ashes onto the dirty carpet. Wes looked up and smiled but couldn't tell who was standing there. He thought for an instant that it was his father because the man had a mane of silver hair, but of course it couldn't be his father-he was back home in Nebraska, fast asleep at this hour. "There you are, Wes!" the man said. "I've been hunting all over this place for you! I missed the show, but I heard you were really great in it." A hand found Wes's and squeezed it. "The show's got stellar written all over it, boy. 
 Good to see you again." 
 "Who are you?" Wes asked, still smiling and thinking about those fools in the pool who were freezing their nuts off because no one had turned on the heat. The man's head was split in half by teeth. "Good to see you again, Wes. Great,. 
 party!" And then he was gone, swallowed up into the crowd that swirled around the chair where Wes sat smoking. 
 I don't know that guy, do I? he wondered. Jesus! Where did all these people come from? He looked around but didn't seem to recognize any of them. Who were they? 
 What the hell. They were all friends, or friends of friends. Or somebody's fucking friends! In another moment a couple of young women were standing over him, one in a violet dress, her breasts spilling over the top. Still smiling easily, he stared at those breasts, while the two girls chattered on about how good "Sheer Luck" had been and how they'd never ever been to a party anywhere near this fine, not even at Hef s place. Who the hell were these girls? One of them-he wasn't sure which-put a hand on his knee and slipped a little white card into the pocket of his blue Ralph Lauren cowboy shirt. He knew it would have her name and phone number on it in elegant black script; everybody carried those around these days, it was essential to the wardrobe. He caught a glimpse of her Ultra-Brite smile before the party closed in around him again. A group called 1994 hammered away on the stereo now, Karen Lawrence's lead vocals making the windows shake. Christ, what a set of pipes! 
 Wes thought languidly. He stared down at the joint and said to himself, 
 "You've hit, Wes. 
 You've come back. God ... is ... on ... your . . . side." 
 "Wes?" someone said, gripping his shoulder. He looked up and saw his manager, Jimmy Kline, standing over him; Jimmy's broad face looked beatific, his dark eyes shining like little black buttons behind his wire-frame glasses. There were two older men with Jimmy-Wes recognized one of them as Harv Chappell, an exec at Arista Records. Wes tried to stand up, but Jimmy pushed him back down. 
 "Stay right there, my man," Jimmy said in his thick Brooklyn accent. "You know Harv Chappell, don't you? And Max Beckworth? They liked the show, Wes. Every-fuckin'-body liked the show!" 
 "It was great, Wes," Harv said, smiling. 
 "Fantastic. Three seasons at least," Max said, smiling. Wes nodded. "Hope so. You men need a drink, something to get mellow on?" 
 "We're going to be talking record contract with Arista on Monday," Jimmy said, his eyes getting brighter and brighter. The Hawaiian print shirt he was wearing, a wild mixture of purples and oranges, seemed to glow in the dim living room light. 
 "How's that grab you?" 
 "Great, just great." 
 "Of course"-Jimmy turned to smile at the Arista execs, "we'll be negotiating with Warner's and A&M, too. You know Mike Steele over at A&M, don't you, Max? 
 He's talking six figures on a single record deal with options." Max shrugged. "Comedy records are risky," he said, glancing around the room to take stock of who was there. "Only Steve Martin and Robin Williams turn a profit these days, sometimes Richard Pryor if his material appeals to the kids. It's just too easy to take a bath with comedy these days." 
 "Baths? Who's talking about taking fucking baths? I'm talking about mass appeal, man, everybody from Farmer Jones to the punk crowd. Wes covers all the bases." 
 "We'll see, Jimmy. Let's wait for the ratings on 'Sheer Luck,' shall we?" 
 "Yeah, yeah. Uh . . . Wes, where's Solange?" 
 "I don't know," Wes said. "She was here a few minutes ago." 
 "The hospitality bowls are going dry. I'm going to get Joey to fill 'em up, okay?" 
 Wes smiled and nodded. "Sure. Anything you want to do. 'Sheer Luck' was pretty good, wasn't it?" 
 "Good? It was terrific! It'll be leading the schedule in three weeks!" Wes reached up and caught Jimmy's arm as he and the Arista men started to move away. "Don't bullshit me," Wes said quietly. "It was good, wasn't it?" 
 "Stellar," Jimmy said; he flashed a quick smile and was gone. God is on my side, Wes thought, relaxing again. And then: Solange? Where the hell is she? He rose unsteadily from the chair, and immediately a path cleared before him. Hands clapped him on the back, faces mouthed words he couldn't hear. 
 He wandered around looking for Solange, the last of his joint crumbling in ashes to the floor. 
 A moment later he found her, sitting with a group of people on the long dark brown sofa near the center of the room. She was drinking white wine from a crystal goblet, her long brown fingers curved delicately around the stem. On a low table in front of her, three candles burned in brass holders, the golden light setting amber fire to her skin, glittering in the black pools of her slightly almond-shaped eyes. A backgammon board and a huge vase of dried flowers had been cleared away to make room for a Ouija board; Solange was staring at the white planchette as she drank her wine, her gaze at once vacant and intense. A few people sat around her, smoking pot and drinking wine, looking from Solange's beautiful, sculpted, Oriental-African face to the board. "Come on, Solange," Wes heard one of the men say. "Do it for us. Call up ... oh ... call up Marilyn Monroe or somebody." 
 Solange smiled faintly. "You want party games. You don't want to be serious," she said in a voice as cool as the October wind. 
 "We'll be serious," the guy said, but he was smiling too widely. "Promise. Come on, call up ... Sharon Tate . . ." 
 "Oh, Christ, no!" a girl with Ipng shimmering waves of blond hair said, her eyes terror-stricken; Wes recognized her from the current NEC hit "Skate Fever." 
 "How about Oswald?" somebody else said, blowing on a stick of jasmine incense just to make the sparks fly. "That fucker'll talk to anybody." 
 "Clifton Webb." The NEC starlet slid over closer to the Ouija board but seemed afraid to touch it. "I hear he's prowling around again." 
 "No." Solange looked into a candle, her cat eyes narrowing. The candle flame flickered very gently. "I don't think I want to do this tonight. Not here, not with everyone standing around." The light glittered off the hundred or so tiny brass beads strung in the tight braids of her ebony hair. "The spirits won't answer if the mood isn't right." 
 "What's wrong with the mood?" the guy who wanted to talk to Oswald asked; he waved the incense stick around, his glazed eyes hypnotized. "Seems fine to me. Do it, Solange. Call somebody up for us." 
 "The spirits don't like to be laughed at." She sipped at the wine but did not move her gaze from the candle's flame. From where he stood, Wes could see the flame undulating very slowly, and a sudden chill skittered down his spine. It was the same kind of chill he'd felt when he'd first looked into Solange's eyes in the Presidential Suite of the Las Vegas Hilton almost a year ago. i
 "I've got it, luv," the thin young man sitting on Solange's left said. He was Martin Blue, the British whiz kid who'd produced Wes's first comedy album for Warner's over three years ago. Blue smiled like a fox. "Conjure up ... oh, what was his name? . . . Kronsteen. Orion Kronsteen." The NBC starlet-Missy something, Wes thought her name was-laughed nervously. There was a moment of silence while the party swirled around the group at the table; Wes thought they looked afraid, all except Solange, who wasn't smiling anymore. 
 Time to save her ass, he thought, and stepped forward into the candlelight. 
 "What is this?" he said, his voice somewhat slurred. "Ghost stories? It's not Halloween yet, kiddies." 
 "Hi there, Wes," Martin Blue said. "We're trying to get your woman here to conjure us up . . ." 
 "I don't conjure," Solange said softly. 
 "Yeah, I heard all this bullshit." Wes plopped himself down on the sofa and stretched. "You want to talk to Kronsteen so bad, Martin, why don't you hike on up to that little fortress he built and give out a yell? He'll probably come floating out with his head in his hand." 
 "Oh, don't!" Missy said, and squirmed in her seat. "Wasn't he that old actor who . . .?" 
 "Horror flick actor," Wes corrected her. "Made about a hundred of 'em. Enough to get rich on, at least. They still play some of them on 'Creature Features.'" 
 "What happened to him?" she asked, looking at Martin and Solange, then back to Wes. 
 "Kronsteen married a European heiress he met on location. It turned out she had cancer, leukemia, something like that; after she died, he went a little nuts and used the rest of their money to bring that castle over from Europe. About ten or eleven years ago, somebody stripped old Kronsteen naked up there, tortured him with cigarettes and a hot poker, and hung his corpse up from a chandelier when they were through. Oh, yeah, whoever did it cut Kronsteen's head off with a rusty hacksaw and took it with 'em when they left. One of the legends of Hollywood, my dear, guaranteed to send you out shopping for an electrified fence or a couple of guard dogs." 
 Missy shivered, and the guy next to her, the incense waver, took her hand. 
 "So you see?" Wes continued, his eyes scanning the group, "there are a lot of Roaches in this town, a lot of homicidal nuts, and some of them would just love to go running around up here in Bel Air with a machete or an icepick. Sooner or later all us celebs have to wall ourselves in." 
 "You're kidding me. That's not true about Kronsteen . . . about his head." 
 "God's truth, luv," Martin said with a pleasant smile. He turned back to Solange, who was passing a finger back and forth through the flame. "Let's hear from Orion, luv. If you can do it. If you're really a medium." 
 "Knock it off," Wes said. "This is a party, not a goddamned seance." 
 "Oh, but seances can be so much fun. And so informative. Maybe Orion can tell us who the Roach is. A ghost can see everything, can't he?" He glanced at his gold Rolex. "Two minutes until midnight. The witching hour, eh?" 
 "Martin," Wes said sourly, "you've got your head up your ass." But when he looked at Solange, she was staring intensely, right through him. 
 "There is no need to call those who are already here," Solange whispered. 
 "Huh? What'd she say?" Martin leaned forward, but for a minute or so Solange didn't speak. Finally she whispered softly, "You're a fool, Martin. You want to play games with something beyond your understanding. The spirits see and know everything, and they are always here-in the shadow of a candle, at the center of its flame, stirring like smoke through the air. They are always trying to break through, to speak to those of us on this plane. Though most often we would not like what they have to say." She turned the full force of her gaze on Martin Blue. 
 "Well," he said, but his voice had climbed a pitch. "What are we waiting for? 
 Let's find out who the Roach is, shall we? Or at least what happened to Mr. Kronsteen's head." 
 Solange glanced at Wes through heavy-lidded eyes. "Very well," she said softly. 
 "Wes, will you sit beside me and help me guide the planchette?" 
 "How about letting me?" Martin asked quickly. "I've heard tales of your being able to do this sort of thing, but ... I'd like to be sure it isn't faked. No offense of course, luv." 
 "Of course. None taken. Then slide over here so you'll be touching me, thigh to thigh. Now place your fingertips on the planchette opposite mine. That's too heavily, you have to let your fingers just graze the top of it. Ah. Better." She closed her eyes and smiled slightly. "I den feel the electricity already." 
 "I don't feel a fucking thing," Martin announced to the others. 
 "Solange," Wes said, "you don't have to prove . . ." 
 "I think I do. You're pressing again, Martin. Let your fingers relax." Wes looked around; for the first time he realized that a lot of people had gathered around them and were watching with interest. The thunderous sound of the stereo had quieted to a dull rumble; the grand piano was silent. 
 "It's too loud in here. I can't concentrate," Solange said. A mumble rippled through the audience, and the stereo went off. Wes could hear drunken laughter from the pool. He leaned back on the sofa, watching Solange's brown face turn dreamy; Martin was smiling, mugging at people who stood around him. 
 "I don't think I like . . ." Missy began nervously. But Solange whispered,pi
 "Quiet!" From somewhere in the distance Wes thought he could hear the shrill pipings of wind through the Bel Air streets, over the manicured lawns and brick walls and wrought-iron gates, around the sharp angles of the million-dollar mansions. Solange's eyes had narrowed into slits; they rolled back until Wes could see the whites, and her mouth slowly opened. Missy gasped suddenly, and the gasp was repeated through the room. Wes felt his heartbeat quickening and wished he had another joint. "My mind is open," Solange said in an odd, faraway tone just above a whisper. "The pathway is open. Use us as your voice. My mind is open. The pathway is open. Use us as your voice . . ." 
 "Shall I intone anything?" Martin said. He laughed, but no one paid any attention. 
 ". . . pathway is open. Use us as your voice. My mind is . . ." Martin's eyes were getting larger, and if Wes hadn't been so tense, he might have laughed at the sight. "Jesus!" Martin said. "How long does this go ... SHIT!" He jumped and pulled his fingers back from the planchette. 
 ". . . us as your-Martin, don't break the contact!-voice. My mind is open . . 
 .". 
 He touched the planchette again but gingerly, his hands trembling. "I thought I felt it ... CHRIST! IT MOVED!" But this time he kept his fingers on it, and the planchette moved a tentative inch or so, another murmur went through the onlookers. Wes leaned forward, his heart pounding. The planchette stalled, then began to move again smoothly now across the board. "We've made a contact," 
 Solange whispered, her eyes still closed. "Let it flow, Martin, you're trying to slow it down." 
 The planchette began to make long, slow circles. "Who are you?" Solange asked. The planchette slid quickly over to YES. She repeated the question, and it lay still for a moment, then dropped toward the lines of black letters imprinted on the board. "Read the letters off to me," Solange said. Wes slid across the sofa so he could see the board better. "B," he read. "O . 
 . . B . .." The planchette dipped and swirled as if riding on a waxed surface. 
 "Another B ... Y ..." The planchette stopped. "Bobby." 
 "Bobby will act as our guide, then," Solange whispered. "The contact is strengthening now. It's becoming very strong . . ." 
 "My fucking fingers are burning . . ." Martin croaked. 
 "What did you do in life?" Solange asked. 
 The planchette started to spell again, faster than before. Wes read, "M ... E
 ... S ... S ... A ... G ... E ..." That word was repeated twice more, faster each time. 
 And then another word took shape. "E," Wes said "V ... I... evil. It's spelling evil" 
 "Is that your message?" Solange's voice was a quiet murmur in the silent room. 
 "What does it mean?" 
 The planchette spun in a mad circle, dropped back to the letters. E, V, I, L, E,V, I, L. 
 "Are there others with you?" 
 YES. 
 "Who?" 
 S, A, M, E, L, I, K, E, M, E. 
 "Christ!" Missy breathed, and reached for her wineglass. She spilled some on her designer jeans before it reached her mouth. 
 "Who's the Roach?" Martin blurted out. "What's his name?" The planchette was still. Solange repeated the two questions slowly, and almost immediately the planchette haltingly spelled out-E, V, I, L, U, S, I, N, G, H,I, M. 
 "Using him?" Wes said. "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 "There is one among us who would reach Orion Kronsteen," Solange went on in a whisper. "Is he with you?" 
 Immediately, YES. 
 "Then let him come forward." 
 There was a long pause. The planchette seemed to be dead. And then suddenly it almost leapt off the board. Martin said, "SHIT!" as the thing spun from side to side, from YES to NO to MAYBE and back again, three or four times. 
 "Unfocused energy," Solange said calmly. "Quiet, quiet. Do you have a message?" 
 "This is even better than the 'Crosswits,'" Wes said under his breath; Martin glanced at him and giggled nervously. 
 But then the planchette dropped to the bottom of the board so quickly it seemed only a blur. It began to race along the lines of letters. Wes leaned forward. 
 "E, V," he read. "EVIL. EVIL. It's repeating the same thing over and over again." 
 "Is this Kronsteen?" Solange asked. 
 YES. YES. YES. Then, EVIL. EVIL. Again and again. 
 "Quiet, quiet. What's evil? Can you tell us?" 
 The planchette vibrated, seemed to spin in midair. Then it moved again, gathering speed until it had spelled out a new word so quickly Wes barely had time to read it. "T, H, E, Y." The planchette stopped, and Wes looked up at Solange. "THEY. Fine message from the spirit world, huh?" Solange opened her eyes and said quietly, "It's moving again." Wes looked back to the board. The planchette moved to the T again, then to other letters, faster and faster. "THIRST," Solange said? The planchette had begun spelling out THEY again. "THEY THIRST is the message. It's repeating the words now . . 
 ." 
 Wes said uneasily, "What's it supposed to mean?" 
 "Do you have more to tell . . .?" Solange began, and suddenly the planchette stopped. She narrowed her eyes, and for an instant Wes saw something there that seemed a mix of bewilderment and fear. "Bobby?" Solange asked. "Who's there? Who wants to speak?" 
 And slowly, with terrifying purpose, the planchette spelled out a new word. 
 "FOOLS," Wes said. "Now what in the name of God is that s" Solange gave out a piercing scream. The planchette darted from beneath her fingers and came up off the Ouija board, its sharp triangular point flying like a missile at Wes's right eye. He was able to throw up a hand in time; the planchette struck his palm and bounced off, then fell to the carpet like the dead piece of plastic it was. Someone else in the room screamed, the scream was echoed from two or three more throats. Solange leapt to her feet. "Wes! 
 Are you all right?" 
 "Sure," he said nervously. "Sure. I'm fine." He stood up on shaky legs and stared down at the thing that had almost gouged out his eye. "Little bastard tried to get me, didn't it?" He laughed and looked around, but no one else even smiled." 
 "I think ... I'm going to be ... sick," Missy said, her pretty face having taken on a yellowish cast. She stumbled toward the bathroom, and her boyfriend followed. 
 "It . . . moved!" Martin was saying, shaking his head back and forth. "It really did move!" 
 "That's enough." Solange took Wes's hand and massaged his palm. "You wanted party games, and that's what you got." 
 "Yeah." Martin looked around for a drink. "Party games." Soon the life drained back into the party, but it wasn't the same. Already people were leaving. A cold wind seemed to be trapped within the living room, trying to batter its way out through the walls. The stereo came thundering back, Alicia Bridges begging for some body heat. But nothing was the same as it had been.' 
 "I'm okay, baby," Wes said, and kissed Solange on the cheek; her skin tasted of pepper and honey. She was looking into his eyes, her high brow furrowed, and he could feel her shaking. "Martin," he said finally, "you sure know how to fuck up a good party. Now why don't you get your ass out of here?" Wes felt like stomping on the planchette, breaking it into a hundred pieces of cold plastic. 
 But he didn't; he didn't because for just an instant it looked like the white head of a cobra there on the floor, and no way-no way!-was he ever going to touch that sonofabitch again. 
 Solange bent down, touched it tentatively, then picked it up and returned it to the Ouija board. 
 The music stopped, the guests left, and very soon the party was over. Sunday, October 27
 the nightwalkers
 The last of the big green trucks had hauled away Saturday's litter, and now the gently rolling knolls overlooking the green swan pool near Disneyland's Sleeping Beauty Castle gleamed with bright droplets of dew. White rocket boosters aimed toward cold stars from their pads in Tomorrowland; the Skylift was still; the Mark Twain Riverboat lay at the dock, dark water as smooth as a mirror beneath its hull on flower-festooned Main Street gas lampposts burned low, casting just enough golden light for an occasional security guard in his electric cart to see by. It was just W4 before three o'clock in the morning, and the huge Disneyland complex lay silent. 
 Except for the muffled noise of footsteps at the center of Fantasyland. A thin shape moved through the darkness, pausing for a moment alongside the docked Peter Pan Pirate ship, then moving away toward the high white concrete Matterhorn Mountain. It was a dark-haired young man wearing a black velvet suit, black Gucci loafers, and a light blue Beach Boys T-shirt. Though his sharply chiseled, ( fine-boned face was unlined, there were subtle swirls of yellowish white in his hair, particularly at the temples and running along the neat side part. The whites of his eyes were the color of old yellow dust, veined with red. 
 He was very thin and slight, standing several inches under six feet; he looked like a seventeen-year-old boy made up to play Henry Higgins in a high school production of My Fair Lady except that the pupils of his eyes were as green as Pacific Ocean shallows and slitted like a cat's. A network of blue veins throbbed slowly at his temples as he regarded the strange wonders of Fantasyland. 
 He crossed the path and stood staring at the dark octopuslike ride, the arms of which were connected to grinning Dumbo elephants. He thought it looked sad and unnatural in its stillness, all the magic drained out of it. He made a quick circle in the air with the index finger of his left hand, and the pupils of his eyes narrowed in concentration. 
 An engine began to whine. Sparkling white lights stuttered once and then flickered brightly. The machine began to turn, the grinning Dumbos bouncing gently up and down in the air. He smiled, entranced, wishing that someday he could meet the one who had built this magnificent place; he thought that if he owned this place, he would never grow tired of playing here, not in the whole eternity of existence that lay before him. But after a few minutes of watching the machine turn, his attention wandered. The white bulbs dimmed and went out; the Dumbos slowed and finally stopped. There was silence again. He walked along the path toward the Matterhorn, peering up at it, thinking of home. The false mountain looked cold, coated with thick snow, and there were concrete icicles clinging to some of the ledges. They made him yearn for the blizzards of his youth, for the wild, screaming winds that drove the snow along craggy passes where no humans dared to walk. It was too hot here in this land called California, too full of the sun; but he had vowed to walk where his teacher called, and there would be no turning back. He closed his eyes; a quick whirlwind of icy air shrilled around him, refreshing him before it died. He had come out here from the city to be alone, to think about Falco. The man had aged. It was time to come to a decision because Falco was now unsteady and tired; and worst of all the spark of remorse Falco had carried within him for almost fifty years had now burst into the gnawing flame of despair. Falco is like all the others, he thought as he moved reluctantly away from the Matterhorn. As he grows old, he grows soft and seeks an escape, and now in his bed he wonders whether praying will save him. If he prays, the boy decided, shall kill him. Like the others. The boy didn't want to think about that; his head had already been stung once this night by the name of God spoken in a whisper from the mouth of a fool. 
 His skin suddenly tingled as he neared a cluster of trees on the far side of the Matterhorn. There were a couple of brightly painted benches beneath those trees, and in the darkness the boy could see the Headmaster sitting on one of them, waiting for him. He stopped and stood perfectly still; he realized with sudden shame that his brain had been too clouded to sense the presence of his Lord, his King, his strong and willful teacher. 
 "Conrad," the thing on the bench said in a soft, velvety voice. "One comes seeking from the south. You have called him, and he answers." The boy closed his eyes for a second, concentrating: he distantly heard the roar of an engine, smelled oil and hot pavement. "The snake man," he said, opening his eyes when he was sure. 
 "Yes. Your lieutenant. He has come a very long way, following your command. Soon it will be time to act." 
 The boy nodded. "Our circle grows now." His eyes were bright green and luminous with eagerness. "We're stronger every night." The thing on the bench smiled faintly and crossed one leg over the other; it folded a pair of hands with black talons on one knee. "I've spent much time with you, Conrad. I've taught you the arts of the ages, and now you stand poised to use your knowledge in my name. The world can be yours, Conrad. You can stride across it like Alexander." 
 Conrad nodded and repeated the wonderful name, "Alexander." 
 "Alexander had a marvelous thirst, too," the thing whispered. "Your name will be written in the history books of a new world. Our world." 
 "Yes. Yes." His gaze clouded, the problem of Falco streaked through his brain. 
 "Falco is old now, much aged since we talked last. He knows too many of my secrets, and he grows weak." 
 "Then find another to aid you. Kill Falco. There's one near you now who has broken his ties with humanity, hasn't he?" In the darkness the thing's eyes, like white-hot circles, bored into the boy's face. 
 "Yes," Conrad said. "He brwgs the offerings of flesh." 
 "And in so doing, betrays his race for the sake of the new world yet to be. You are his king, Conrad; make him your slave." The thing regarded him in silence for a moment, a grin splitting its face. "Tread surely, Conrad. Use what I've taught you in my name. Carve your legend in the annals of the new race. But be wary-there are those in this city who know your kind, and you must strike soon." 
 "Soon. I swear it." 
 "In my name," the thing prompted. 
 "In your name," Conrad replied. 
 "So be it. Faithful servant, student, and right hand, I leave you to your task." 
 The thing, still smiling, seemed to melt away into the darkness until all that was left was the mouth, like the grin of the Cheshire cat; then it, too, vanished. 
 The boy shivered with delight. Touched by the Headmaster! Of all of his kindM
 who walked the earth or hid in mountain caves or stalked in city sewers, he alone had been touched by the Headmaster! He concentrated on the snake man now, the one the Headmaster had told him long ago would be perfectly suited to the task I i ahead. He turned inward to search and saw the snake man on his motorcycle, reaching the distant limits of the great sprawling city. He thought, COME TO ME, and then visualized the black castle-so much like his own far away-perched on its cliff above Los Angeles. He was putting together a picture of the mountain road in his head when suddenly headlights blazed behind him. 
 Conrad whirled, hissing. A man driving an electric cart shouted, "Hey! What're you doin' here, kid?" 
 The security guard suddenly stomped on the cart's brakes and screamed in terror. The kid wasn't there anymore; he had changed into something large and horrifying that lifted into the sky with a leathery rustle of black wings. The cart skidded along the path and left tire marks on the newly cut grass. The man's urine quickly drenched the inside of his trouser legs. He gripped the wheel and stared straight ahead, his teeth chattering. When he finally got out of the cart and looked around, there was nothing there at all, nothing. The place was silent and dead, just like any other early Sunday morning at Disneyland. Suddenly his nerve broke like a frayed line; he jumped back into the cart and drove as if he'd had an early glimpse of something from hell. TWO
 Kobra could barely see straight; his head felt like a blacksmith's anvil being beaten with a hammer. Somewhere at the center of his brain pulsed the red-hot, fading echo of the voice that had roared through him a couple of miles backCOME TO ME. He'd heard it distinctly, shatteringly. It was like standing right in front of the booming speakers at the Stones show at Altamont. He had been flying northward on the Santa Ana Freeway, keeping his speed just under sixty, when the voice had hit him. He'd opened his mouth and shouted in surprise, and the black chopper had veered across two lanes before he could get a handle on the bastard. 
 Now, roaring across the dark network of streets in Buena Park with Disneyland just behind him, he knew he was going to have to pull off soon for some coffee, whiskey, speed, or whatever he could find to quiet the thunder between his temples. There seemed to be something burned on his eyelids, too, because when he blinked he thought he saw a picture outlined in electric blue against the darkness-some kind of big fucking cathedral, a place with towers and stained-glass windows and doors that looked like nine-foot slabs of redwood. He thought he had to be flying on nervous energy because he'd been on the road for ten hours straight with just a barbecue sandwich and a couple of ampules of amyl nitrite to keep him going. But he didn't care now whether he was hallucinating or not; below and around him there were scattered fireflies of lights, an occasional blinking neon sign or amber traffic signal. Ahead there was a dull yellow glow in the sky that meant the end of his journey. Or maybe, he told himself, it was really just starting. Going to see what Fate, that phantom on a golden Harley chopper whose face can look in all four directions at once, has in store for old Kobra. Going to race that grinning sonofabitch to the finish line. 
 The steady blink of red neon off to the right of the freeway caught his eye: MILLIE'S-FINE FOOD-STEAKS-BREAKFAST SERVED 24 HOURS. Get me some eggs and coffee, he thought as he took the next exit, get my fuckin' head to stop ringing. Maybe pick up a little traveling cash, too. 
 Millie's was a square little box of white-painted brick with cactuses growing underneath the windows. The air in the parking lot smelled greasy from a thousand steaks, bowls of chili, and plates of eggs passed over a chipped Formica counter. But there were two old Harley-Davidsons parked in the lot up close to the building's side, and Kobra took a minute to inspect them before he went in. They both bore California plates, and one of them had a red swastika painted on the gas tank. 
 Inside there was a line of stools along a low white counter and a couple of rows of booths in the back. Behind the counter and old man with a face like a piece of crumpled sandpaper was cooking two hamburgers. He looked up, eyes glittering with disdain, as Kobra stepped through the door and unsnapped his black helmet. 
 Kobra took a seat on one of the stools at the end of the counter, where he could whirl toward the door suddenly if he had to. 
 There were two guys at the back, sitting across from each other in a booth. They were both wearing biker jackets-one of faded brown leather and the other a tattered olive-green Army surplus thing. Kobra stared at them for a few seconds as the old man came walking along the counter, stopping once to hawk and spit into a Mason jar. The bikers in the back looked like total opposites, an outlaw Mutt and Jeff-one husky and broad-shouldered with wild, curly red hair and a beard that reached almost all the way down to where his beer belly displayed a FUCK YOU T-shirt; the other cadaverous and totally bald, wearing a gold earring in his right earlobe. The bikers stared back at Kobra. The air simmered between them. 
 "What'd you want, buddy? the old man said. As Kobra turned slowly to face him, the old man's eyes widened slightly, as if he'd recognized the presence of walking death. 
 "You Millie?" Kobra asked quietly, reaching for a greasy menu. 
 "That's my wife." He tried to laugh, but it came out in a croak. "Everybody asks that." 
 "Uh-huh. Well, Millie, how about some ham and eggs and a cup of black coffee? 
 Make 'em sunny-side up." 
 The old man nodded and moved away quickly. He took the burgers back to Mutt and Jeff, then scraped charred bits of beef off the grill with a spatula and broke a couple of eggs onto it. Kobra watched him work, then took a glazed doughnut outs from under a clear plastic cover on the counter and ate it greedily; the doughnut crunched between his teeth and tasted like plaster. And while he was chewing, he I thought about the voice he'd heard, the single powerful command that had almost split his head in two. He could still see that blue-glowing cathedral, as if it had been seared into the back of his brain. What the fuck was that? he wondered. Road fever? Or the voice of Fate calling to him from the west? Was it the same voice he'd heard whispering through the still, humid Mexican night? Through the heavy air that hung around the bar on that Texas desert highway? Something was here for him in , L.A.; he felt certain of it, at least as certain as anything he'd ever seen or felt or known in the twenty years of a life that had thrown him in with biker gangs, dope dealers, and murderers from California to Florida. Or maybe, he reasoned, it wasn't Fate calling at all. Maybe-and he smiled thinking about this-it's Death calling. Plugging in the phone line that led to Kobra's brain, dialing his number with a finger of bone, whispering for him, "Got something for you to do out her in California, Kobra. 
 Got something big for you, something I can't trust anybody else with. Want you to pack your chopper and come on out, maybe throw me a little scrape along the way. I'll be expecting you." 
 Yeah, maybe so. But fuck, what's the difference between Fate and Death anyway? 
 They both take you to the same hole in the ground. 
 The old man slid Kobra's coffee across the counter, his hand trembling. Kobra looked up into his face with the stare of Medusa and froze him. "Hey, old man," 
 Kobra said, "I'm looking for a place, might be around here, might not. It's real big, could be a church or something. Got towers and stained-glass windows, and ... I don't know . . . seems like it's on a cliff maybe. Anyplace around here look like that?" 
 "Presbyterian church three blocks west got stained-glass windows," he said. 
 "Got a steeple. I don't know." He shrugged, his eyes suddenly zigzagging to the left. 
 Kobra, still smiling, began to unzip his jacket because he felt those two bastards coming up behind him. He slipped his hand in and got hold of the grip, eagerness rushing through him like sweet, fiery cocaine. 
 "What'd you say, man?" a voice behind him asked. Kobra turned. It was the redheaded one who had spoken; there were pieces of bread and hamburger in his beard. His eyes were deep-set and black and fixed somewhere on Kobra's forehead. The bald biker-an older guy, maybe in his forties or so-stood beside his friend, a rod of flesh beside a cannonball. The bald dude's gaze was vacant, as if speed had burned out his brain. 
 "I don't recall saying anything to you," Kobra said. 
 "Hey now," Millie's husband said, "let's don't have no trouble. I run a-" 
 "Shut your fuckin' face." The bald dude spoke hoarsely, like somebody had tried to slash his throat but gotten only a hunk of vocal cords. 
 "I asked you a question, whitey. Let's hear it." Kobra almost squeezed the Mauser's trigger then, having gotten the gun twisted in its holster, but he paused with a quarter of an ounce of pressure left to go. 
 "I'll tell you what you're going to hear, you big piece of shit. You're going to hear a couple of Mauser slugs sizzle your face off-DON'T MOVE!-'cause that's what I got my finger on right now. Want to test me?" 
 "Please . . ." the old man whimpered. 
 The bearded dude stared at Kobra for a few seconds and then smiled, showing a mouthful of broken teeth. The smile widened until it seemed about to crack his face. "Hot shit!" he growled through an explosion of laughter. "I knew it was you when you walked in! Hell, I ain't never seen anybody looked like you before, so I knew it had to be! Kobra, right?" 
 "That's my handle." He kept his finger on the trigger. 
 "What's wrong? You don't recognize me? Well, I guess not. I growed this beard and belly a couple of years ago after that little la-de-dah between the Angels and the Headhunters up in Frisco. I'm Viking, man! Don't you remember?" 
 "Viking?" The name rang a faraway note in his head, but he connected it with a Hell's Angel who was slim and wiry and carried a pair of pliers around to yank out teeth with. Still, it seemed that Viking had been red-haired and could put away a couple of six-packs of Bud before you could crack your third. Of course he remembered the showdown between Angel and Headhunter troops because then he was eighteen and ready to burn his name into Angel history. He'd sent two Headhunters to hell with a Luger and kicked the nuts off another one in that empty lot in the middle of the night with the chains and the knives swinging. 
 "Viking?" Kobra said again and realized that he'd been ready to waste a brother. 
 He took his finger off the trigger. "Christ! Viking? Man, you carrying a horse inside there?" 
 "Old brew kinda caught up with me," he said, affectionately patting his stomach, "hey, I want you to meet my ridin' buddy, Dicko Hansen. Dicko, this albino sonofabitch here can catch bullets between his teeth and fire 'em out his ass!" 
 He laughed long and loud; Kobra and Dicko shook hands, grasping each other's thumbs palm-to-palm and squeezing so hard the knuckles cracked. "Jesus Jumpin' 
 Christ!" Viking said. "Where you been keeping yourself?" Kobra shrugged. "Around. Been doing some traveling." 
 "I heard a few months ago you were ridin' with the Lucifer Legion, got yourself wasted in a little fracas down New Awleens way." 
 "Nope. It was me did the wasting. That's why I've been in Mexico for a while," The old man behind the counter was now as pale as Kobra. He slinked away trembling and hoped they'd forget about him. 
 "Bring this man's food back to the booth," Viking called after him, making him flinch. "Come on, bro, we got a lot to catch up on." Kobra ate his ham and eggs, listening to Viking talk; Dicko sat beside Kobra because Viking took up most of one side of the booth. "Me and Dicko ride with the Death Machine now," he was saying between swigs of beer. "I had to change the way I look, see, 'cause the cops were after my ass. A lot of brothers split from the Angels, formed their own clubs or joined up in other states. Shit! The Angels ain't like they used to be, Kobra. They're respec-table, can you dig it? 
 They wear fuckin',n suits and take up donations for fuckin' orphans! Makes you sick to your stomach to see them old boys kissin' cop ass! I don't know." He tilted his bottle and drank it dry, smacking his lips noisily at the end. 
 "Those old days, they were good, weren't they? Hundreds of Angels out on a run, takin' up the whole highway, and nobody darin' to pass us! And God, did the booze and brew and high times flooooow! Those Angel bashes up in Frisco would keep your hair curled for weeks, man. Aw, shit." He uncapped another bottle and started in on it. "Well, times change, don't they? It ain't like it used to be. People too interested in boogie and hard cash to think about how it feels to ride at the front of the pack, to feel that good, raw wind across your face at ninety miles an hour. And territory? Nobody cares about territory. Bunch of Chicano and nigger punks fight over some dry chunks of cee-ment up in L.A., but nobody carves out land like we used to." He pulled at the beer again, and droplets of foam glittered in his beard. "Nobody gives a shit about nothin'. 
 Except the Death ( Machine, o' course. Now there's a good bunch of brothers. Old Dicko and me just i-got back from a San Diego run. You shoulda been there and seen the looks on these fucker's faces when thirty Death Machiners come runnin' right through their jr campground, scatterin' picnic baskets and tables all to hell and back. Yeah, it was alllllright. Wasn't it, Dicko?" 
 "So what about you, Kobra? What's the story?" 
 "Nothing much to tell," Kobra said. "I hooked up with the Nightriders up in Washington for a while, started getting road fever, and moved on. I guess I've ridden with nine or ten clubs since I left the Angels." Viking leaned closer, his eyes glimmering with low beer lights. "Hey," he whispered conspiratorially. "Who'd you waste in New Awleens? What was the action?" 
 "Couple of Dixie Demons trashed a buddy of mine. I killed 'em as a favor." 
 "How'd you do it? Fast or slow?" 
 Kobra smiled. "The first one I shot in the kneecaps. Then the elbows. And I tossed him into the mighty Mississippi. Fucker flopped around like a frog for a while before he went under. The second one I caught in a gas station toilet. I made him lick the Johns clean and then . . . pow! . . . right through the old beanbag. Bled like a swamp." His gaze clouded slightly. "Too bad he was working with the cops, about to turn state's evidence on some Demon dirt. All kinds of pigs were hunting me from FBI on down. That's the luck of the draw, right?" 
 "Right." Viking leaned back and let out a satisfied belch. Kobra drank his coffee and felt it roiling around in his stomach. He could feel Dicko's stare on him, like a leech clinging to the side of his face. 
 "Viking," 
 Kobra said after another moment, "is there any action going on in L.A. I might be interested in? Anything big? You know, maybe some down-and-dirty, or somebody in bad need of an out-of-town shooter?" 
 Viking looked at Dicko and then shook his head. "Don't hear anything. Well, the Knights and the Satan Stompers are having a little war over in La Habra, but it'll blow over in a few days. Why?" 
 "A feeling I've got. Like something's about to break." Dicko's ferret eyes gleamed. "What kind of feeling? Sorta weird, like you can feel power hummin' inside you?" 
 "Yeah. Sort of like that. Only it's getting stronger all the time, and a little while ago I thought I heard . . . you guys know of a place something like this-real big, maybe on a cliff, and it's got high towers and stained-glass windows, could be a church?" 
 Dicko looked startled. "Uh ... on a cliff? Way up over L.A.? Jesus! A castle, maybe?" 
 Kobra nodded. 
 Viking barked out a laugh. "A fuckin' castle? Sure, old Dicko knows it! You talkin' about the Kronsteen place? That's where Dicko and a bunch of freaks stoned out of their gourds on LSD and mesc had a party about . . ." 
 "Eleven years," Dicko said quietly. "It was eleven years ago we did that." 
 "Did what?" Kobra asked. "What're you talking about?" 
 "You want to go up there?" Dicko's gaze was dead again. "Why?" Kobra said, "Maybe it's not the place I want to go. I don't know. But I'd like to see it. How far is it from here?" 
 "It's way up in the Hollywood Hills. But we could make it before sunrise if you want to see it. I hear somebody's moved in up there." 
 "Who?" Kobra asked. How do you like that, he said to himself. A castle, not a church. 
 Dicko shrugged. "Some foreign fucker. There was a piece in the paper about a month ago. I saved it." 
 "Okay. What the hell, I got nothing better to do. Let's burn on up to this joint and take a look at it." Kobra was suddenly eager to get under way. Is my trip over? he wondered. Or has it just started? His blood seemed to be boiling in his veins. 
 "Let's git gone!" Viking said, and shoved his bulk away from the booth. Out of the dead blue darkness, three moons rose in the hills above the Hollywood Bowl. Kobra rode on Dicko's left flank, following the twistings of the road with an almost extrasensory knowledge. They had made good time from Millie's, even though Viking-riding on Dicko's right, his bike wheezing like an old, used-up horse-had to stop and take a beer piss every few miles. Now they were climbing at an incredible angle, their engines cracking the silence with pops and growls. 
 Dicko, made a quick turn onto a narrower road lined with hundreds of dead trees. 
 They continued to climb, the wind swirling like whirlpools around them. And then they came to a chain across the road with a sign on it, PRIVATE
 PROPERTY-NO TRESPASSING. 
 "Well see about that," Kobra said; he got off his chopper and moved toward a tree on the left side of the road. The chain had been wrapped around the trunk and secured with the kind of padlock you couldn't even shoot through. Kobra touched the chain and pulled at it. It was tighter than a cock ring, and there was no way to go around it either-the left side of the road pitched off into empty space, while the right was blocked by a boulder as big as a house. 
 "Gonna have to walk the rest of the way," Kobra said, and started to step over the chain. He heard a sudden faint click, and the chain slithered to the road. 
 "Alllllright!" Viking said, revving his engine. "How'd you do that?" 
 "I... I don't know." He backed away a pace and bent to look at the open prongs of the lock. They were polished and new. "Rusty lock," he said, and rose to his feet. What's waiting for me up there, Fate or Death? He went back to his bike and stepped on, his knees beginning to shake a little but damned if he was going to show it. 
 "You sure you want to go up there?" Dicko asked him; in this faint light there were deep blue hollows beneath his eyes, and his mouth was twisted like a gray worm. 
 "Yeah. Why shouldn't I?" 
 "Roads tricky as hell higher up. I ain't been here in a long time. I hope I don't take us right over the edge and down to L.A." 
 "You want to turn back, Dicko?" Viking asked with a soft laugh, his eyes mocking. 
 "No," Dicko said quickly. "I'm able. But . . . you know ... I think about that night a lot. It was a freak named Joey Tagg did the cutting." 
 "That's not what I hear," Viking said, but then he kept quiet. Dicko roared on across the chain, and Kobra followed closely. Higher up they had to swerve around slabs of rock that had fallen from ledges just above their heads. The road turned at an eighty-degree angle as they neared the top, and through a cut in the trees Kobra could see the whole glittering valley below from Topanga Canyon to Alhambra. 
 And then there it was, perched at the top like a stone vulture. The thing was enormous, much larger than Kobra had envisioned. He felt doused with ice water. 
 This was the place, no doubt about it. Black towers jutting into the sky, high pointed roofs like dunce caps, the soft glimmer of a blue window sixty feet off the ground. The whole place was surrounded by a ten-foot-high stone wall with coils of barbed wire strung along the top. The huge wooden slab of a gate hung wide open, and Kobra could see along a weed-infested driveway that led across a barren courtyard to a series of stone steps. At the top of the steps was a front door as big as a drawbridge. Should have a moat with fucking crocodiles, Kobra thought. "Who built this bastard?" he asked Dicko. Dicko cut his engine, and the others did the same. In the silence they could hear the wind rippling through the foliage below them; the wind touched Kobra's face like cold fingers exploring his features. "Crazy old movie star name of Kronsteen," Dicko replied softly, getting off his bike and letting it rest on its kickstand. "He brought this thing over from Europe piece by piece. You ever seen any of his flicks?" 
 Kobra shook his head. 
 "Monster flicks," Dicko went on, his gaze following the sharp angles of towers and parapets. "They drove the old dude crazy, I guess. You see all those dead trees we passed? Kronsteen hired a bunch of guys to spray them with black paint, just covered 'em with the shit, like something from a horror flick set." 
 "How long's it been here?" Kobra asked, stepping off his chopper. 
 "A long time. I think he built it back in the forties. But it's old. It must've been in Europe for hundreds of years." 
 "But old Kronsteen wasn't near as rich as you dudes thought he was, huh?" Viking asked, grinning; he belched and muttered. 
 Dicko didn't answer for a long time. Then he said, "Hardly had a stick of furniture in there. Wasn't no gold statues, wasn't no chests full of money. Wasn't nothing but a lot of empty rooms." He turned to Kobra. "You've seen it. Let's go." 
 Kobra had taken a few steps along the driveway, gravel crunching under his feet. 
 "Wait a minute." What's here? he wondered. What called me? 
 "Come on, bro," Viking said. "Let's git ... HEY! YOU SEE THAT?" He pointed, and Kobra looked up to the right. 
 In one of the tower windows a candle was flickering, the light made orange by the stained glass. From the corner of his eye, Kobra saw another candle begin to burn off to the left behind another window. And now there were more candles glittering, from almost every window in the place. The tiny flames glowed green, blue, and white behind colored glass, candles burning like lanterns to welcome the hunter home. 
 The front door silently opened. Kobra felt a surge of joy and fear course through him, like a charge between opposite poles. His legs moved slowly, as if he were crawling across flypaper. "Where are you going?" Viking called behind him. "Kobra? What you doin', man?" 
 "It wants me," he heard himself say, and looked back at Viking and Dicko standing at the far end of the driveway. "Come on," Kobra said, a wild grin rippling across his face. "Come on with me. It wants us all." Neither of them moved. 
 The castle loomed above Kobra, dwarfing him. Through the huge open doorway he could smell the guts of the place-dry, cold, maybe as old as time itself. At the threshold he paused to look back at his friends, and a voice like a cool wind wafted through his brain-COME TO ME. As he stepped into the darkness, he heard Viking shout from a world away, "KOBRA!" 
 He stood in a womb of darkness, a place without ceiling or walls or floor. There was a distant noise like water dripping onto concrete, or muffled footsteps. 
 When he started walking again, feeling his way, his boots clattered like a toss of bones across the floor of rough stone. Echoes converged and passed each other like riptides with Kobra at the center. His eyes were getting used to the blackness now, and he could see smooth stone walls around him, a geometric pattern of rough-Q' hewn rafters perhaps twenty feet overhead. An old rusted metal chandelier hung Q - crookedly from that ceiling, still holding two light bulbs that looked like teardrops. From the depths of the place, a candle flame flickered, far away; Kobra followed its light, his fingertips grazing the wall. He was in a long, high corridor that seemed to go on forever, like the trick done with mirrors in the carnival funhouses. Half of him cowered in fear like a mongrel dog; the other half lurched with drunken glee, and it was this half that kept his legs moving. I'm in a haunted house at the New Orleans fairgrounds, he told himself; I'm walking through the Madman's Maze. 
 Going to feel cobwebs in my hair in a minute, going to see a dummy dressed up in an ape mask. 
 He reached the candle. It sat in a gleaming brass holder on a long table of dark, shining wood. He couldn't see beyond the range of the light, but he had a feeling the room was as large as a cavern, maybe with stone stairs that wound around and fy around and out of sight. He could hear the wind whistling through broken windows very high above him. 
 Off to his left he saw another candle, moving in midair, carried by a ghost. But then he saw the quick flicker of pale light on the face of a girl. She had a long sweep of ebony hair, sensual pouting lips, a face as beautiful as the moon. 
 There was another candle now, on his other side. This one was held by a young man in a Kiss T-shirt. He had a lean, sharp-boned face and predatory eyes. Then a third candle, behind Kobra. A tall, smiling girl, her red hair cascading in disarray around her shoulders. Then the others: Kobra saw a couple of Chicano girls, a black dude wearing a headband, a middle-aged man and woman who looked at him lovingly, as if he might be their long lost son. Candles burned in a silent circle around him. 
 And then a hand as cold and hard as a chunk of ice touched Kobra's shoulder. He whirled, ready to go for his Mauser. But the hand moved in a white streak and caught his wrist, not hurting him by only holding him where he was. In the golden candlelight Kobra could see the face of someone who looked at once very young and very old. 
 There were no lines on the white face, but the eyes seemed ancient and wise, ablaze with powerful secrets. Where the hand touched him, Kobra tingled with electricity; the feeling slowly spread until he thought he must be plugged in to the same socket that supplied power to the universe. He felt like he was going to explode with fear and exhilaration, that he should kneel down there on that cold stone floor and kiss the wintry hand of Death. Death smiled-a boyish smile-through an old man's eyes. "Welcome," he said. For a long time Viking and Dicko waited outside, but Kobra didn't come back. The first tentative rays of gray light were creeping across the eastern horizon. 
 After they had called him a few times, unsuccessfully, Viking unsheathed a hooked hunting blade from a leather holder at his side. "Somethin's happened to Kobra," he said to Dicko. "I'm gonna find out what. You comin'?" Dicko paused, then reached to the small of his back and took out the .45 from its black holster. "Yeah," he replied. "I'm in." They moved into the castle and were swallowed up by darkness. The sun gradually strengthened its hold on the horizon, chasing shadows in its path. Sometime before dawn the door swung closed, and a bolt was thrown. FOUR
 Sunday morning dawned bright and warm. Bells chimed from a hundred church steeples across L.A. The God of Light was worshipped in as many different ways, from formal services to the simple act of prayer on Malibu Beach by the Pacific Ocean Church. Incense cones were burned by the Holy Order of the Sun, Catholic masses were being said. Buddhists bowed before their altars. The city seemed quiet, at rest, the planet spinning in an ordered universe. From his Laurel Canyon terrace Mitch Gideon watched a flock of birds moving gracefully across the sky as if in slow-motion. He stood in a warm splash of sunlight, smoking a cigar and thinking about the dream of coffins on a conveyor belt. He'd had it again last night and had sat up in bed so violently Estelle almost had a heart attack. That dream had been peculiar at first, something to laugh about. Now it was terrifying, the details gradually becoming clearer and clearer. Last night he'd been able to see the faces of some of his co-workers. 
 They'd looked like grinning dead men, and the cold whiteness of their flesh had been so real, so close, that Gideon had just fought his way out of the dream as if up from the bottom of a deep, green pond. He was playing golf this afternoon in a foursome at the Wilshire Country Club, and he hoped hacking at a Slazenger would take his mind off a dream that was really turning shitty. Andy and Jo Palatazin sat in their usual places at the Hungarian Reformed Church on Melrose Avenue, just a few blocks from their house. She gripped his hand and squeezed it, sensing his preoccupation. He smiled and pretended to be paying attention, but his mind was seesawing back and forth between two dark concerns: the Roach, whose presence in the city now seemed as intangible as a ghost's; and whatever had ripped through the Hollywood Memorial Cemetery. The artist's composite of the man who had tried to lure Amy Hulsett had been printed up by the dozens for detectives and uniformed officers to use in their conversations with street people. Of course, the man might not have been the Roach after all, just a guy out to buy a good time, but it was an angle that had to be pursued. 
 All that Brasher's hard work had turned up was one suspect who owned a dark blue Volkswagen, and the man was almost the total physical opposite of the young prostitute's description. Palatazin had put an officer on surveillance to be certain. 
 The second concern made him more uneasy. He'd driven past HollywoodI Memorial on the way to church; everything had looked okay, and Palatazin had , caught a quick glimpse of the watchman, Kelsen, unlocking the front gates for the Sunday morning visitors. Had it been only mindless vandalism after all? He was hoping it was. The other answer-the one that lurked deep in the back of his mind-might drive him mad. 
 And in a huge circular bed in his Bel Air home, Wes Richer stirred, reaching across to touch Solange's cool brown flesh. His fingers gripped the edge of the sheet where she should have been lying. He opened his eyes and winced; the light was buffered by thick beige curtains, but it was still bright enough to make his L optic nerves sputter like severed live wires. He turned over on his back, his palms pressed against his eyes, and waited for the first wave of the crashing headache to pass. "Solange?" he called out, the sound of his voice making his eardrums throb. There was no answer, and finally Wes sat up on the edge of the bed. "Solange," he called again irritably. Damn! Where is she? 
 he thought. His sinuses were clogged with the mingled odors of marijuana and jasmine incense with a cold dash of cocaine in there for good measure. How was the show? he wondered suddenly. Was I good? "Sheer Luck" strikes again. Alimentary, Dr. Batson. Wes stood up and struggled into his Fruit of the Looms. 
 When he walked into the living room and looked around, he swore loudly. He saw the ruined wall-to-wall carpet, a mahogany coffee table scarred like a K-Mart reject, a shattered piece of Inca pottery that he'd been too high to notice the night before, the empty hospitality bowls that had been brimming at least five times last night, the silver cocaine trays snorted clean, the bits of glass that glittered in the carpet between all the stains and crushed butts, the heel marks-heel marks, for Chrissake?-atop the grand piano, the . . . oh, to hell with it! he thought. The wreckage was consummate. 
 And sitting there in the middle of it was Solange, wearing her long white robe cut low to show the soft dark swelling of her breasts. She was sitting on the sofa, her arms crossed tightly as if she were chilly. She was staring at the Ouija board. 
 "Morning," Wes said, and plopped himself down in a chair. An instant later he stood up to remove the filled ashtray he'd sat down on. There was a ring of ashes on his ass. "Christ!" he said softly, surveying the damage. "If the guys at the Domino Club could only see me now. As they say." He saw she was not paying attention; her eyes were fixed on a spot at the center of the board. "I didn't feel you get out of bed. What time were you up?" She blinked and glanced up at him as if just now aware that he'd walked into the room. "Wes," she said. "I... I've been up for a long time. I couldn't sleep after the sun rose." She looked at him for a long time and then smiled appreciatively. "You look like someone hit you with a nganga." 
 "A nuhwhat? What's that?" 
 "An evil spell. A big one." Solange frowned slightly and turned back to the board. She picked up the planchette and examined the bottom of it with a fingertip. 
 "Better watch out for that bastard," Wes said. "It might bite you. I'm going to kick Martin Blue's ass the next time I see him. He could've put my eye out!" 
 She replaced the planchette. "What are you saying, Wes? That Martin was in control of what happened here last night?" 
 "Sure he was! I saw his hands! He skidded that thing right off the board!" When Solange didn't reply, he walked over to the picture window and looked down at the swimming pool. A bright yellow-and-green striped lawn chair was floating in it; there were some Coors cans at the deep end. "All right," he said finally. "I know that silence. What are you thinking?" 
 "Martin didn't do it," she said. "He had no control over it, and neither did I. 
 Something very violent and very strong was here . . ." 
 "Oh, come on! Listen, I can take that mumbo stuff when we're at a party, but when we're alone, I wish you'd forget the spirit world!" 
 "You don't believe?" she asked coolly. 
 "Nope." 
 "Do you pray to God?" 
 He turned from the window to face her. "Yes, but that's different." 
 "Is it? Think back. You were playing high-stakes poker in a room at the Las Vegas Hilton nine months ago. You were playing against some very influential and wealthy men." 
 "I remember." 
 "Do you remember the final hand? You closed your eyes for a second before you picked up that last card. To which spirit were you praying?" 
 "To ... I was wishing for an ace from Lady Luck. That's not a spirit." She smiled faintly, her nostrils flaring. "I say it is. All deities are spirits, and all beliefs can become deities. Oh, yes, Wes, you believe." She regarded the board again. "You saw. You spelled out the words." 
 "What words? It was gibberish!" 
 "It was a message," Solange said quietly. She shivered and lifted her gaze to him. "The spirits are troubled, Wes. There's a great, terrible nganga in the air. If you had Bantu blood in your veins, you could feel its vibrations, or smell it like the reek of old vinegar. The spirits know every mystery; they see the future and try to protect us from harm, if we will only listen to what they say." Wes smiled slightly, and Solange's eyes snapped with anger. "I've never felt a power before like the thing that was here last night! It simply silenced the beneficent voices; it brushed their spirits away with as much effort as it takes to flick a fly away! That was the thing that spelled out the final message, the thing that took the planchette into its, power and . . 
 ." 
 "Stop it," Wes said abruptly. 
 Solange's face tightened. She stared at him for a few seconds with what Wes sometimes referred to as her "molten ink" eyes, and then she rose gracefully. 
 "I I didn't mean to upset you . . ." 
 "I'm not upset!" 
 ". . . but I wanted you to know the truth . . ." 
 "Oh, for Christ's sake!" 
 ". . . about what happened last night. I have told you the truth." 
 "And the truth shall set us free." His grin spread. "Seems like I've heard that before." 
 "Wes!" Tension was stretched tight in her voice now. "You can stand on your stage and make your little jokes for other people; you can contort your face and voice and make the people think you live for their laughter, but don't think for an instant that you can put on your disguise in front of me! 
 Sometime the jokes will have to end; the laughter will die. And you'll have to face the world on its ownp terms without falsehood." 
 "What world are we talking about, dear? The spirit domain, I assume?" Solange had already turned away. She crossed the living room, her white gown swirling behind her, and disappeared into the far hallway. He heard the faint sound of a door closing. Her problem is, she can't take a joke, he thought. He rose to his feet and went through the living room and the short connecting hallway to the kitchen, where copper cooking utensils hung from an overhead rack and African woodcuts decorated the walls. He found a carton of orange juice in the refrigerator and took a variety of plastic bottles from the vitamin cupboard. As he downed his breakfast, he was aware that his pulse was kicking hard. He'd been thinking of that planchette coming for his face like a runaway Nike missile, and he knew that there was no damned way Martin Blue could've done it. The bastard had been scared witless. So what, then? Spirits, like Solange said? No, that was bullshit! When Solange got started, she could really lay it on thick, stuff with crazy names like Santeria, brujeria, nkisi, makuto. Once he'd peeked inside the ornately carved wooden box she kept under the bed. There was a strange collection of peacock feathers, seashells, black and red candles, corn husks, white coral, and some kind of weird iron nails wrapped up with string inside. Wes tolerated her beliefs, but he had drawn the line several months ago when she'd wanted to put a twig tied with a red ribbon behind every door in the house. 
 He'd never known her last name; the man who'd lost her to him in the Vegas poker game hadn't known it either. She told Wes she was born in Chicago, the daughter of a woman who'd been a classical actress in Japan and an African man who was a practicing santero, a good magician. She was born, she said, on the seventh day of the seventh month at exactly seven o'clock in the evening. On the day before her birth, her father had dreamed of her sitting on an ivory throne with seven stars moving about her head like a glittering tiara. Which seemed to be a damned good omen, the way Solange had explained it. It was supposed to mean that she had inherited her father's powers of white magic, that she was to be considered a living talisman. Solange didn't talk about the things she'd learned from her father in her formative years, but Wes figured she must've been pretty important. Solange recalled that people always came to their door, wanting to touch her, or ask her about problems they were having with love or money. 
 When she was ten years old, walking home from school with the snow falling softly, a car had pulled up to the curb, and two black men had stuffed a rag into her mouth and thrown her onto the backseat. She was blindfolded-she could vividly recall the coarseness of the cloth against her face-and the car traveled all night. They went fast, over all kinds of roads. When the blindfold was taken off, she was at a big house with snow-filled woods all around. For several days she was locked in a beautifully furnished bedroom with windows that looked down on an ice-glazed lake and fed by a black man in a white suit who brought her food on a silver tray. On the third day she was taken to a glass room full of jungle vines and blooming red flowers, where a large-bellied black man who wore a gray-striped suit and smoked a cigar waited. He was very nice to her, very friendly, and offered her a lace handkerchief to wipe her eyes when he told her that she wouldn't be going home again because this was her home now. His name was Fontaine, and he said there were some things Solange was going to have to do for him. She was going to have to give him good fortune and protect him from evil. Or something might happen to her mother and father. 
 It was only gradually, she'd told Wes, that she learned he was a bad man, a gangster who controlled most of the Harlem rackets. His power was slipping, and he'd heard about her through some of his people in South Chicago. In a period of four years, during which Solange did very little but read the lines in his hand and touch photographs of different men to feel their weaknesses, Fontaine never came to her bedroom, never laid a hand on her. He left her alone, first because he was beginning to fear her all too accurate predictions of the future and the incantations that caused his enemies to suddenly wither from health to sickness; 
 also, his brain was steadily being gnawed away by syphilis. Many nights she could hear Fontaine roaming the long hallways of the mansion, howling like an animal in mad rage. In the end it was the syphilis, not his enemies, that crept up on him with a deadly hand, and none of Solange's incantations or poultices could halt its advance. 
 Fontaine was locked away behind a massive oak door, and soon after that a couple of well-dressed white men came to the house, paid Fontaine's business manager a great deal of money, and took Solange with them to the west. Her new owner was an elderly Mafia capo who wanted her around for good luck; he'd heard of what she'd been doing for Fontaine and knew that Fontaine's business had shown an eighty-percent increase while she'd been with him. He never touched her either, but a couple of his hired men did come to her room one night. They said if she ever dared to tell what they did, they'd cut her throat. 
 That went on for a long time, until Solange fashioned corn husk dolls of them and set them on fire. They died when their Lincoln Continental slammed into the rear of Sunoco gas truck on the San Diego Freeway. 
 And so it went on, year after year, a succession of powerful and greedy men. Another Mafia lieutenant, then a motion picture studio head, then a director, then a record company executive who was robbing his partners blind. She was with him when she met Wes, who was doing a show in Vegas. It wasn't much money, but at least it would take him through the bad period after his second series had been canceled. He was looking for private action, too, so he'd gotten himself invited to this poker game at the Las Vegas Hilton with a group of big money players. Solange's record exec among them. During the long, grueling game Solange had sat behind the man; Wes remembered she had had a bruise on her cheek. Anyway, the guy's luck had started turning bad and went downhill; after he'd lost the first thirty thousand or so, he'd taken Solange into a back room and whaled the shit out of her, then brought her in again and shoved her back in her chair. Her eyes were swollen and red; the record exec was really starting to sweat. After another three hours the game had pared down to just the two of them: there was a stack of red chips infront of Wes and a look of animal fear on the record exec's face. But he'd wanted to play on, and so it continued until he had no more chips, nor money, nor keys to his robin's-egg-blue Cadillac. Wes was willing to leave it there. 
 "SIT DOWN!" the man had screamed. "I TELL YOU WHEN TO LEAVE!" 
 "You're through, Morry," one of the onlookers said wearily. "Give it up." 
 "SHUT UP! Deal the cards . . . COME ON!" 
 "You're cleaned out," Wes said. "The game's over." 
 "No, it's not!" He'd turned and gripped Solange's arm with a crushing hand. 
 "I'm putting her up as security!" 
 "What! Forget it!" 
 "You think I'm kidding, Richer? Listen, punk, this bitch is worth her fucking weight in gold! She can suck your cock right out of the roots; she'll fuck your eyeballs out with tricks you never even heard of!" 
 "Now listen, I don't think . . ." 
 "Come on, you lousy little punk! What do you have to lose? You're floating in my cash!" 
 It was the second use of that word that got to Wes. He paused for a moment and looked at the beautiful battered woman behind him. He wondered how many times she'd had to endure this man. Then he said, "I'll accept her as security on five hundred dollars." Solange had responded with a slight nod. And ten minutes later it was all over as Wes sat facing a beautiful royal flush. 
 The record exec had jumped to his feet and grabbed Solange's face, squeezing her jaw so hard she whimpered. "Back off, you sonofabitch!" Wes had said quietly. 
 "You're marking up my merchandise." 
 Then the guy had really turned ugly, making all kinds of threats about how Wes would never have a series again because he had connections with all three networks, and as for recording, forget it! Someone gave the poor bastard a drink and ushered him out of the room. For a long time Wes sat looking at Solange across the poker table, not knowing what the hell to say or do. She broke the silence: "I think he chipped my tooth." 
 "You want to find a dentist?" 
 "No. It's all right. I've seen you on television before. You're the comedian," she went on. "I remember now, I saw your face on the cover of TV Stars." He nodded. "Yeah, I made that cover and a lot more. There was an article on me in Rolling Stone, too. I've got a couple of comedy albums out." He stopped, feeling foolish for tooting his horn in front of a woman whose right eye was swollen and blue and whose left one was an odd shade of yellow. Still she was beautiful: it was an exotic, cool beauty that had made Wes's pulse gallop ever since she'd walked in. 
 "You're working here now?" 
 "That's right. But my agent's hot on a deal for a new series next season, and I may do a bit in the next Mel Brooks flick." He cleared his throat nervously. 
 "How long have you been ... his mistress?" 
 "Almost a year. He's a very unkind man." 
 "Yeah, well, I guess I cleaned him out, didn't I?" He stared at the wad of bills and the big-money lOUs that sat in front of him. "Christ. There's a lot of dough here." 
 "It's late," Solange said. "Why don't we go to your room now?" 
 "Huh? Oh. Listen, you don't have to . . ." 
 "Yes I do. You own me now." 
 "Own you? Abe Lincoln freed the slaves in case you . . ." 
 "I've always belonged to someone," she said, and Wes thought he heard fear in her voice. "I made his luck go bad. I can make yours good." 
 "Huh? What do you mean?" 
 She stood up and reached out her hand for him. He took it. "Your room," she said. 
 That had been almost a year ago. Wes put the orange juice back into the refrigerator. He knew he should be getting dressed because Jimmy might be coming over this afternoon to talk over some figures on that Mel Brooks movie, a spoof on trendy department stores called Quattlebaum's. When he walked into the living room, Wes paused over the Ouija board for a moment, wondering how he could get away with throwing the thing in the garbage. He didn't believe in those spirit tales that Solange liked to tell, but one thing had bothered him ever since he'd brought her back to Hollywood with him. Less than a week after he'd made the down payment on this house, he'd seen Solange at the pool in the middle of the night, slowly twisting the arms and legs of a GI Joe doll. Then she'd dropped it into the water and held it under for several minutes. Two days later her old record exec was found drowned in his own kidney-shaped pool. Variety ran a short squib on his death; the doctor who'd examined the body said the guy's muscles were all cramped up into knots. I'll throw you out later, you bastard, Wes mentally told the Ouija board, and then he went back to his bedroom to put on some clothes. 
 FIVE
 Palatazin was in the den, watching the Steelers crawl all-over the 49ers at two o'clock when the telephone rang. Jo got up to answer it. "Come on, get him!" Palatazin said to the television screen as Terry Bradshaw evaded not one but two stumbling linesmen and cocked his arm back like a piston to pass. 
 "Don't let that guy score again! Oh, for . . .!" He slapped his thigh as the pass was completed for thirty-four yards. 
 ". . . Yes, I'll get him," Jo said from the kitchen. "Andy?" 
 "Okay." He hauled himself out of his La-Z-Boy and took the receiver from Jo. 
 "Yes?" 
 "Lieutenant Reece, captain. We've got somebody in here who's seen the guy on that artist's composite." 
 "I need more than that. Maybe he just liked hookers." 
 "I've got more. The young lady in here says he told her he was going to take her to a motel but stopped instead in a vacant lot on Yucca Street. She got scared and took off, but he chased her in his car. The car was a grayish Volks, and she remembers part of the license plate." 
 "Keep her there. I'll be down in fifteen minutes." He felt Jo's disapproving stare as he replaced the receiver. "I have to go," he told her as he started for the front door. 
 "I heard. Will you at least be home for supper?" 
 "I don't know." He shrugged on his coat and kissed her cheek. "I'll call." 
 "You won't be home," she said. "And you won't call." But by then he was already out the door and gone. 
 SIX
 As Palatazin was hanging up his telephone, Rico Esteban was climbing a long series of stairs in an East L.A. tenement, where sunlight took on a muddy pallor as it streamed hotly along the hallways through dirty windows. The steps creaked underfoot, and in some places there was no railing; Rico could look down four floors to the cracked yellow tiles in the entrance hall. Garbage had spilled from cans on the stairway landings, a sheen of smelly liquids making the stairs as slick as if they were carved from ice. Rico still wore the same clothes he'd been dressed in the night before, only now the back of his shirt was damp with sweat. His eyes, now somewhat sunken due to lack of sleep, were veined with red. 
 Around him the building swelled with clashing noise-a toilet chugging as water strangled a clogged pipe; a man and a woman both shouting in Spanish, trying to outcurse each other; a baby howling to be fed and a mother's desperate
 "Quiete!"; someone coughing violently, the cough finally falling to a rattle of phlegm; transistor radios and televisions battling for dominance with the thump-thump of disco, a Spanish news broadcast, or the gunshots from a cowboy or detective movie. 
 Along the fifth floor hallway the heat was sickeningly oppressive. Rico's shirt was glued to his chest and back like a second skin by the time he'd stopped before the door he sought. He paused, his heart racing. He was afraid of the woman who lived in that apartment; she was crazy, there was no telling what she might do to him. Once old lady Santos had sworn to get a gun and blow his balls off if he ever got her daughter into trouble. So now he hesitated, unsure whether to knock or just retrace his steps out of this sweltering pigsty. What if Merida had gotten back last night and told everything to her mother? he wondered. Then there would be hell to pay. But what if Merida hadn't come home at all? What if something had happened to her on the jungle strip of Whittier Boulevard? The uncertainty filled him with a dull sense of dread. That Roach due was still on the loose, wasn't he? And there were plenty more dudes a whole lot meaner than Roach, too. Or, on the other side of the coin, Rico could find Merida inside with tear-streaked cheeks and an enraged madwoman with a Saturday Night Special aimed at his groin. Madre de Dios! 
 But he couldn't leave without knowing; he couldn't stand it for a minute longer. 
 He reached out, balled his fist, and knocked on the door. Almost immediately another door down the hallway opened, and an elderly Chicano man stared out suspiciously. 
 "Who's there?" The words spoken in strident Spanish made Rico jump. 
 "Uh . . . it's me, Mrs. Santos. Rico Esteban." 
 There was a long, uneasy silence. Shit! he thought, suddenly overcome by panic. 
 She's gone for her gun! He was going to run when she said from behind the door. 
 "Eh? What do you want, you little bastard?" 
 "I'd like to talk to Merida. Please." 
 "She ain't home." 
 A knot of tension burst like shrapnel in his stomach. He could sense Mrs. Santos behind the thin layer of scarred wood with her ear pressed to the door. 
 "Do you know where she is?" he asked. 
 Then the door came open, and Rico took a startled step backward. The woman peered out through a crack, her black snake eyes staring at him disdainfully from a leathery, deeply creased face. "What do you want to know for?" 
 "I have to find her. It's important." He couldn't see her hands and thought she might have a damned gun behind her. 
 Mrs. Santos regarded him in simmering silence for a moment. "I know she's been sneakin' around behind my back, thinkin' she's gettin' away with somethin'! I know she's been seem' you, filth! I figgered when she didn't come home last night she was with you." 
 "I ... picked her up in front last night," he said with an effort. "On Whittier she . . . she jumped out of my car, Mrs. Santos, and I tried to find her all night, I went everywhere I could think of, I only got about two hours sleep in the back of my car, and I don't know where else to-" 
 "WHAT?" she screeched, her eyes going wide and wild. "My Merida's been out on the boulevard all night? You bastard, you let my Merida stay out there all night? I'm callin' the cops on you right now, you don't get outta here!" Her eyes blazing with black heat, she started to slam the door in his face. But instantly he braced it with a hand. She looked at him open-mouthed, fear beginning to glimmer deep in her gaze. 
 "You're not listening to me!" he said, almost shouting. "If Merida didn't get home last night, I don't know where she is! She could be in trouble!" She's already in plenty of trouble, he thought grimly. "Where else could she have gone?" 
 Mrs. Santos was frozen, and he knew what she was thinking-Merida was a good girl, loyal to her mother, she'd never stayed away from home all night before, and she wouldn't run away either. 
 "I'm afraid for her," Rico said softly. 
 Her voice began in a whisper and started to rise. "I told you to leave her alone, didn't I? I warned my Merida about what was out there! You're trouble and you always been trouble, even when you was a smart-assed punk runnin' with the Cripplers! Now only God knows what badness you're doin'!" 
 "Look, I didn't come here to fight. I don't care what you think about me. I just want to make sure Merida's okay . . ." 
 "Why? 'Cause you tryin' to talk her into walkin' the streets for you? 
 Everythin' 
 you touch turns filthy! You touched my Merida, and God saw it, and because He knows you're filthy evil He ... wait a minute! You just wait a minute!" She spun away from the door, and Rico started in after her, his face flaming with anger. 
 She crossed the cramped, dirty apartment and opened a drawer next to the sink and hot plate. "You just wait a minute, you filth!" she shrilled, and then she turned upon him with a butcher knife clamped in her hand. "I'll kill you for what you done to my baby!" 
 "Please!" he said, backpedaling for the door. "I only want to find-" "This is what you going' to find!" she shouted, and came toward him with the knife aimed for a killing blow. 
 "You crazy old . .. fuck!" Rico yelled back at her; he wheeled through the door and was able to slam it shut before she could get to him. Then he was running headlong down the hallway, hearing the dry, amused chuckle of the old Chicano man. Rico got to the stairway and started down; behind him the building seemed filled with Mrs. Santos's screams and threats. Her screech of a voice-just like an old harpy's, Rico thought-drowned out transistor radios, squalling babies, and marital cursing bouts. But then it began to grow faint, and Rico knew with a surge of relief that she wasn't following him from the fifth floor. Still he hit the entrance hallway at a run. When he got outside, sweat was rolling off his face. A couple of small kids were trying to pry off his wheel covers, and he sent them running with a kick and an oath. They stopped in the middle of the street to give him the finger, and then they were gone. 
 He was about to go around to the driver's side when a cool, childish voice said, "Hey, Rico! You shoulda let those punks alone, man!" Rico turned. Merida's twelve-year-old brother, Luis, was sitting in shadow on the steps of the tenement building next door. There were two other kids with him, neither older than eleven, but already their eyes seemed hard and haunted. 
 They were playing cards, and Luis was smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. "Yeah?" Rico said, walking back to the curb. "Why?" 
 "They need the bread they coulda sold those shoes for on the street. Two cards." 
 He picked up the two cards dealt to him and snorted with disgust. "Their old man's got a fifty-dollar-a-day habit, gettin' worse all the time. You think just 'cause you move up to the Strip everythin' changed around here, man?" The words, spoken so calmly from the mouth of a child, stung him. "What do you know about anything?" Rico said. "You're just a kid yourself." 
 "I know a lot of things." He looked up from the game. "Like my sister was with you last night, and she never came home. My old lady's been pacin' the floor all day. She says she's thinkin' about puttin' out a contract on you with the Homicides." 
 "Who's going to cut my throat? You, Luis? For how much? Five bucks? Yeah, you're even beginning to think like a Homicide, aren't you? Man, you keep hangin' 
 around those dudes you're going to wind up either gut-stabbed or in the slammer." 
 Luis dealt the next hand and smiled like a fox. "Too bad we all can't be big like you, Rico. Man, you so big you outgrown the barrio. You're a giant now up on Sunset Strip, ain't you?" He made a farting sound with his lips, and the other kids laughed. "Maven could tear your ass up with one hand! Why don't you get off this street? You don't belong here no more!" 
 "Maven? He's still prez of the Homicides?" 
 "That's right. Dealer takes one. Alllllright, amigos!" he disregarded Rico until the hand was over, and the next cards were dealt. "What're you doin' 
 comin' 
 outta rny buildin', man? You let my old lady see you, she'll come after your ass." 
 "I already saw your mother," Rico said. "She's ready for la casa de locos. I'm trying to find Merida, Luis. I don't know where the hell your sister could be!" 
 Luis looked at him sharply. "What do you mean, man? She was with you all night!" 
 "No, she wasn't. That's what I was trying to tell your mother. Merida jumped out of my car on Whittier and ran off. I looked for her almost all night. Now, where else could she be?" 
 "You left her alone?" Luis said incredulously. "Out on the boulevard all by herself?" The cards dropped from his hand, a couple of grinning kings and a joker. "Man, you livin' so far away from here now you don' know what's going' 
 on? The Vipers are tryin' to move into Homicide territory! Three blocks from here it's a goddamn battle zone! The Vipers are hittin' on every Homicide they can find. Last week they got Hotshot Zasa, Paco Milan and Juan Morales!" Rico's heartbeat quickened. "Killed them?" 
 "Nobody knows. They just vanished ... poof!... and Maven figures the Vipers ambushed 'em and dragged the bodies away somewhere. On Friday Maven's girl Anita was missin', and yesterday Paulo LeGran's little brother, Benny." 
 "Jesus!" Rico said, fear crackling through his brain. "You think maybe . . . the Vipers got Merida?" 
 "They woulda known she was my sister." Luis rose to his feet, his gaze smoldering; his face was that of a battle-hungry man, but his chest-bare behind a cheap( leather vest-was that of a child's, his skinny ribs jutting. He ran the back of a hand across his mouth. "Yeah, they could've got her. They could've been waitin' for her in an alley and jumped her. Sonsofbitches could've raped her right there and dragged her off somewhere." Rico's stomach throbbed; he thought he was going to have to lean over andj vomit. 
 "They could've already killed her," Luis said quietly, and turned the full force of his gaze onto Rico. "If she's dead, then you helped kill her! You put her right in Viper hands, bastardo!" 
 "We don't know what happened to her!" Rico said. "We can call the cops and let them-" 
 "NO COPS!" Luis shouted. He was trembling, trying to fight back tears. "This is business for the Homicides, for my brothers. Come on," he said to the other boys, and instantly they stood up from the steps. "We got to go find Maven and tell him!" They started off along the street, swaggering like little roosters. But suddenly Luis turned and pointed a finger at Rico. "You better hope my sister's okay!" he shouted, and then his voice cracked. "You just better hope and pray, man!" Luis turned away from him, and the trio of boys vanished along the street. 
 Rico watched them move out of sight. A surge of vomit came up from his stomach, and he stood in the mouth of an alley with his head bent, but he couldn't throw up. Dead?' he thought. Merida dead? Killed by the vipers, a bunch of war-happy punks who were just kids when Rico was running with the cripplers? A rain of slop came splattering into the alley from a window high overhead, and as Rico jumped away, he heard thin, vicious laughter. Dazed and prickled with cold sweat, he made his way to his car and quickly drove away from the hellish barrio. 





SEVEN
 "That there's the dude." The black prostitute with heavy-lidded, sensual eyes and orange-streaked hair slid the printed composite portrait across the interrogation-room desk to Lieutenant Reece. "I'd know him anywhere. Tried to run my ass down on Yucca Street. Tried to kill me. Oh yeah, that's him." She inhaled deeply on a cigarillo and blew the smoke from the corner of her mouth. 
 "Did he mention a name to you, Miss Connors? Anything like Wally or Walt or Walter?" 
 "No. He didn't say a word except to ask my ... uh ... price. Now look here." She glanced nervously at the slowly turning reel of the tape recorder on the end of the desk. "You aren't going to try to trick old Lizz now, are you? I don't like my voice going into that box, you know?" She looked over her shoulder to where Officer Waycross and Captain Palatazin sat watching. "You promised me," she said to Waycross. "You didn't drag me down here to trap me on a soliciting charge, now did you?" 
 "No one's trying to trap you," Palatazin said quietly. "We're not interested in what you do for a living. We're interested in the man who picked you up Wednesday night. One of the problems we've faced during this thing is that you ladies usually don't like to talk to us." 
 "Well who's to blame for that? John Law comes down hard on the sisters. We gots to make a buck, too, you know." She returned her languid gaze to Reece. 
 "There's plenty of worse ways to get by." 
 "I guess there are," Reece agreed. "But you're sure about these numbers? Two and seven?" 
 "Yeah. The last number might have been a three ... or maybe a five. I don't know." Reece nodded and looked over the report sheet he'd filled in as the girl talked. "What about the letters? You think the first one was 'T.' What about the second one?" 
 She shrugged. "I didn't have no time to stand there and read the man's plate, you know. I was tryin' to save my ass." She blew out another plume of smoke toward the offending tape recorder. "I figure I did pretty good to remember anything at all." 
 "Dave," Palatazin said to Waycross, "why don't you take the report and get started on the license trace right away? Ask McCullough and Price to give you a hand as soon as they're free." 
 "Yes, sir." Waycross took the report from Reece and left the room. 
 "Can I go now?" the girl asked. "I've told you all I can remember." 
 "In a minute," Palatazin replied, leaning forward in his chair. "You said-if I can use your exact word-that you were 'jumpy' with this man. Why was that?" 
 "I usually don't care who I date," she said, "but this dude gave me the creeps. 
 He seemed okay at first, kinda quiet and all. I figured a quick date at the Casa Loma Motel, and then I'd be on my way with fifty bucks. Easy cash because I don't do any specialties, you know?" She raised her eyebrows and waited until Palatazin had nodded. "But his eyes were real funny, and he kept cocking his head to the side like he was having a nerve spell or something. But later on I thought about it, and it seemed he was . . . like . . . listening, you know?" 
 "Listening? Was the radio on?" 
 "No. It was like he was listening to something I couldn't hear, and once I saw him smile this weird, peculiar little smile. Anyway, he turns off Hollywood about two blocks before we get to the Casa Loma, and I ask him where does he think he's going, but he don't answer. Just kinda nods. Weird. So then he pulls into this lot where a Seven-Eleven used to be, and he cuts the engine. I figure he wants me to do him right there because he's grinning like a goon. He
 ... uh ... starts to unzip his pants. I was getting kinda jumpy then, but I figured what the hell? So I ... uh . . . started to lean over and I see his hand drop down off the seat real fast. That's when I got a whiff of stuff, like alcohol but a lot stronger. I didn't know what it was, but old Lizz sure didn't want none of it. I jumped out of that bug and started runnin', and then I hear his engine start, and I say, 'Oh God, that creep's comin' after me!' It was then that I thought about the Roach. But you know, nobody's t been trashed by the bastard in a long time, so most of my friends and me figure the guy got his kicks and crawled back under a rock. I made it to the corner, and the Volks peeled right on past me, made the next right, and was gone. I walked to a pay phone and called my man, Tyrone. He came and picked me up." ', "This substance you smelled," Palatazin said. "You said it had the odor'of;' 
 alcohol? Could it have been turpentine? Something like that?" 
 "Can't really say." She crushed out her cigarillo in an ashtray. "But it was a sharp smell. I was so close to whatever was under that seat that my eyes started to burn. Whatever it was, it was wicked shit." Reece smiled in spite of himself, then cleared his throat and looked away when Palatazin glanced at him. 
 "All right, Miss Connors. I think that's enough." Palatazin rose from his chair and switched off the tape recorder. "You're not planning on taking a trip any time soon, are you? In case we need you for a positive ID?" 
 "Nope. My stompin' ground's right here in L.A." 
 "Good. Thank you for coming in. And if I were you, I'd suggest to my friends that they keep their dates platonic until we have the Roach in a jail cell." 
 "Sho' nuff." She gathered up her handbag, gave a little twitch of her tail to Reece and went out the door and into the squad room. Palatazin sat down again, took his pipe from beside the chair, and lit it. "What do you think?" he asked Reece. "Does that sound like our man?" 
 "Hard to tell. If this is the same guy who tried to pick up Amy Hulsett, he's not showing the same modus operandi as Roach. There's been no attempt at either rape or strangulation." 
 "If this is our man, why would he change his pattern? I don't know, something's strange. That's twice we've heard about a strong odor in this man's car. What could it be?" 
 "Any one of a number of things from spilled gasoline to cleaning fluid." Palatazin sat for a moment, smoking his pipe in silence. Reece was reminded of a new TV show he'd seen last night, "Sheer Luck," about some nutty private detective who thought he was the reincarnation of Sherlock Holmes and ran around L.A., trying to solve mysteries with his psychiatrist, Dr. Batson. It had been pretty funny. "The M.E. went over those four corpses as thoroughly as possible, didn't he? Would he have found swelling or inflammation in the mucous membranes of the nose, or possibly in the eyes?" 
 "Sure." 
 "But he didn't, did he? That is to say, no unnatural inflammation other than what would come as a result of the strangling. Right?" Reece nodded. "What are you getting at?" 
 "Suppose the Roach has changed his M.O. Perhaps he didn't like the way those girls clawed at him as they were dying. Perhaps he wanted to keep them from struggling so much. How could he do that?" 
 "Bop 'em over the head with a hammer, I guess." 
 "Granted. But suppose he misses with the first whack and the girl starts screaming? Now remember, Miss Connors said that he was reaching for something under the seat and that the strong odor was coming from under there. What does that suggest?" 
 "Oh," Reece said, "a drug, maybe. Something like . . . ether?" 
 "That or a similar substance. But in any case it would have to be strong enough to knock out an adult with just a few whiffs. Then the Roach could rape her, strangle her, do whatever he wanted for as long as he wanted." 
 "What's that stuff they used to use in the mad scientist flicks? You know, they always waved a bottle or a rag under a cat's nose, and then the thing keeled over? Chloroform." 
 "Possibly. But as far as I know, chloroform can't be purchased over the counter. 
 Maybe it's still used in hospitals. But it would have to be strong, maybe even a concentrated liquid or powder. And where would our man get it?" He blew a long tendril of blue smoke toward the ceiling and watched it swirl in front of the air-conditioning duct. "Something you said a minute ago." He narrowed his eyes. 
 "What about gasoline?" 
 "Whiffing gas might make somebody upchuck all over the place, but I think it would take a while for gasoline fumes to knock you out." 
 "Right, and we're talking about something that could act in less than a minute." 
 He shrugged. "I don't know. Will you do me a favor? Since you're going to be working this evening, why don't you call some hospitals and pharmacists and get the names of whatever might do the job? I think we'll be looking for a substance that's available over the counter, but it wouldn't hurt to check hospital inventories of ether-related drugs." He rose from his chair and moved toward the door. "What Miss Connors smelled was probably szeszes." 
 "Huh? What's that?" 
 "Hungarian white lightning." He smiled wanly and then picked up the composite picture from the table. His smile faded as he looked into that chunky squirrelish face. The eyes, so vacant and detached behind those thick glasses, were what bothered him the most. Where are you? he asked silently. If you're still striking, why haven't we found any more corpses? Palatazin was well aware of an unfortunate fact: It was the corpse, or in this case the trail of them, that eventually pointed to the murderer, in the fragment of cloth clutched in a death grip, in the tissue and hair beneath the fingernails, in a telltale matchbook or printed napkin found in a handbag or pocket. Any homicide squad was practically powerless to stop a murder; all they could do was clean up and piece together the ugly jigsaw puzzles of passion. And without fresh corpses, great fragments of the puzzle were missing. Palatazin pushed the picture back toward Reece. "It's time we released this to the papers. Will you get it down to Press Relations for me?" 
 "Yes sir, I'll take care of it." 
 Palatazin left the interrogation room and walked back across the squad room-very quiet today, only a few detectives working-to his office. He glanced at his wristwatch-five-twenty. The sun was beginning to slide down across the sky, leaving cold gray shadows in its track. It was time to get home to Jo, to try to get himself ready mentally for the next day's work. Tomorrow morning there was going to be a meeting with the chief of detectives and the commissioner, and the caseload of non-Roach-related homicides was getting heavier day by day: a Chicano man found bludgeoned to death in a downtown alley; a pretty teenage girl found stuffed into the trunk of a stolen car with her throat slashed from ear to ear; a middle-aged woman shot on the sidewalk by someone in a passing car; a three-year-old child battered beyond recognition and stuffed into the bottom of a garbage can. Palatazin was a reluctant witness to a daily sideshow of horrors. 
 Some days, of course, were worse than others; on the worst of them, usually at the height of the summer, his nightmares were vivid with the heat-swollen corpses of men, women, and children, all of them holding out their arms to him and begging like lepers for a cure. And the means of murder in this city were terrifying infinite: baseball bat, pistol, broken bottle, poisons from a dozen different countries, knives of all description and purpose, coat hangers, clothesline cord, barbed wire, and even in one instance a brass ball fired from a slingshot. The motives for murder were just as complex: vengeance, money, freedom, hatred, and love. The City of Angels? Palatazin knew differently. 
 When he was fourteen years old, his uncle Milo had gotten him an afternoon job sweeping up at his neighborhood police precinct station. He'd been fascinated with the cops-and-robbers shows he'd seen on the television in the window of the Abrahms Brothers appliance store a block from the apartment, and he was thrilled to imagine himself as part of that world with its blue-uniformed policemen, sleek cars, and crackling, urgent radios. The officers liked his interest, and they went out of their way to explain the details of their jobs to him. For several years he was the willing recipient of every chase and shoot-'em-up story the cops could dish out, and those ran into the hundreds. Only it was years later, when he himself wore one of those crisp blue uniforms, that he realized the world was not quite as black and white as the TV shows had depicted. He'd been walking his beat along Fountain Avenue when a fat, red-faced man in a white apron had started shouting about a robbery in his grocery store. Palatazin had seen the suspect-a thin black man in a long, tattered coat-running in the opposite direction with hands clamped around a couple of loaves of bread and a Polish sausage. He'd given pursuit-he'd been much thinner in those days and fast on his feet-and had caught up with the guy easily, grabbing his flagging coat from behind and yanking him to the ground. The food had scattered into the street and was smashed into pulp by the next passing car. Palatazin had wrenched the arms back, snapped cuffs on the wrists, and turned the man over. 
 It wasn't a man; it was a woman, terribly thin, her stomach swelling in the sixth month of pregnancy. 
 "Please," she'd begun sobbing, "please don't make me go to jail again. Please don't make me . . ." Palatazin was stunned and ashamed; the red-faced man, who had as much beef in his belly as on his racks, came up and started shouting about "this whore, this filthy whore" who had come in and stolen right off his shelves in broad daylight and what were the cops going to do about it? Palatazin couldn't answer; the cuff key in his hand burned like a white-hot flame. But before he could say or do anything, a police car came cruising up to the curb, and the shouting man turned his attention to the arriving officers. As they put the woman into the car, her sobbing had stopped, and her eyes looked like the empty windows of a long-abandoned building. One of the officers clapped Palatazin on the shoulder and said, 
 "Good job, this broad's been hitting stores all up and down Fountain for the past two weeks." As the car pulled away, Palatazin stared at the paste of bread and sausage in the street. 
 The red-faced man was bragging to a group of onlookers about how nobody could rob him and get away with it, "Nobody!" 
 Now a world away from Fountain Avenue, Palatazin felt a wave of regret pass over him. He took his coat from the back of a chair and wearily shrugged into it. Why hadn't things worked out as he'd planned so many years before? His dream had been to take his wife and son up to a little town north of San Francisco where the climate was cooler and head a small police station where the most serious crime was kids stealing from a pumpkin patch. He wouldn't even need a car, and he would know and be liked by everyone in town. Jo could open that florist shop she was always thinking about, and his son would be quarterback on the high school football team. He buttoned his coat and let the dreams drift away like so much shimmering dust. After the second stillbirth Jo's doctor had told her it would be dangerous for her, both physically and emotionally, to try again. He suggested adoption and left it at that. And Palatazin had been caught, as everyone is, in the huge whirlpool of events that takes you down once, twice, a third and final time. 
 He knew he would probably remain in this city until he died, though sometimes late at night he thought he could close his eyes and see that little town, full of white picket fences and clean streets and chimneys that puffed white plumes of cherry-wood smoke in the long winters. Time to go home, he thought. And something rustled very softly behind him. Palatazin, startled, whirled toward the door. 
 f His mother was standing there as substantial as any flesh he'd ever seen. She was wearing the pale blue gown she'd wore the night she died, her skin wrinkled and white over frail, sharply jutting bones. Her eyes were fixed upon his face, terribly intense. One arm was thrust out, as skinny as a pole, the finger pointing ,toward the window. 
 Palatazin, the blood drained out of his face by the shock, took a step backward and collided with the sharp edge of his desk. His pipe rack toppled over, as did the ' framed photograph of Jo. File folders drifted to the floor. (His mother opened her mouth, showing almost toothless gums, and seemed to be trying to say something. Her finger was trembling, her face contorted with effort. 
 And then Palatazin saw the outline of the door through her, saw the gleaming doorknob as if in a haze of grayish smoke. Her figure rippled like gossamer caught in a high wind. And was gone. 
 The breath exploded from Palatazin's lungs. He was trembling uncontrollably, his hands gripping at the desk behind him. For a long time he stared at the spot on the floor where his mother had stood, and when he finally waved a shaking hand over that spot, the air felt a few degrees cooler than the rest of the room. He opened the door and thrust his head out so violently that Officer Zeitvogel, I who was at the nearest desk, promptly spilled a cup of hot coffee into his lap. Zeitvogel cursed and stood up, drawing the attention of the other officers to Palatazin's pale, wide-eyed face. Instantly Palatazin retreated into his office but left the door open; he felt sick and light-headed, as if he'd just snapped out of a brain burning fever. He stood staring dumbly at the folders on the floor, then bent and started picking them up. 
 "Captain?" It was Zeitvogel at the door, mopping his pants legs with a couple of paper towels. "You okay, sir?" 
 "I'm fine," he said, but kept his head away from the man so he wouldn't betray the fear that was still making one corner of his mouth twitch. Zeitvogel looked down at his lap, Christ! he thought. Wonder if I can make the department foot the cleaning bill? Fat chancel "For a minute there you looked like you'd seen a ghost, sir." 
 "Did I?" Palatazin rose and dumped the folders onto his desk. He righted Jo's picture and the spilled row of pipes. Fishing for the keys in his pocket, he stepped out of his office quickly and locked the door. "Don't you have work to do?" he said tersely, and then he was moving past Zeitvogel and out of the squad room, his shoes clicking on the tiled floor. 
 Weird, Zeitvogel thought. He shrugged at the other men, swabbed at the worst of the stain, and sat down at his desk again. Before he returned to work, he wondered whether what he'd been reading in some of the papers and hearing whispered around the building was true, that the captain was being squeezed over this Roach thing, and the pressure was starting to crack him. He continued typing his report on a young man found shot to death in bed that morning and thought, Better him than me. 





EIGHT
 Night had filled up the barrio like black rainwater in a bomb crater, and what stirred in its depths was unnameable. Chill, tortured winds gnawed at the corners of silently crumbling buildings; in the narrow alleys rats scuttled in search of food, their eyes catching red pinpoints of light. And three Chicano boys clad in tight black leather vests and black headbands crouched behind a spill of dusty bricks and watched a dilapidated, graffiti-smeared building less than a hundred yards away. In the distance the tenement buildings seemed to be standing at odd angles, like crooked rows of gray tombstones. 
 "Ain't nothin' moved in there for over an hour, Maven," the boy on the left, as thin and dark as whipcord, whispered huskily. "Ain't nobody in there." 
 "I say they are." The one in the corner was the largest of the three, his biceps and forearms bulging with muscles. On the left bicep there was a tattoo of an eagle clawing at a snake and beneath it the name MAVEN. Jet black hair spilled over his headband, and his eyes-set in a square, large-jawed face-were tight slits of animal cunning. "Oh yeah," he whispered, "the enemigo is in there and tonight they gonna pay." 
 "They musta moved their headquarters," the thin one said. "The scouts musta been wrong." 
 "They're hidin'," Maven said, "because they're scared shitless of what we're gonna do to them." He gazed up at the surrounding rooftops; a few more Homicides were up there, keeping watch on the Viper headquarters. But Maven couldn't see them; they were hidden too well. He looked back to the building and shifted because the .45 in his waistband was beginning to cut into his stomach. The other two, Chico Mapazan and Johnny Pascal, were equally armed: Chico carried a nine-inch blade and a pair of nail-studded brass knuckles; Johnny clutched a baseball bat with four-inch nails driven through it. "Who wouldn't be scared shitless," Maven said softly, "knowing the Homicides were huntin' for 'em?" 
 "Gonna clean those fuckers out," Johnny whispered, fingers clenching and unclenching around the bat. "Gonna make 'em pay!" 
 "I get the first shot," Maven told him. "I get my revenge for what they done to Anita. Bastards probably raped her dead and dragged her body off to the garbage dump." A muscle in his jaw flexed. "They want to play rough, we'll show 'em what rough means." 
 "When do we go?" Chico asked, his gaze flaring with impatient fire. 
 "When I say go. Right now we wait." 
 In about fifteen minutes the building's front door opened. Maven tensed like a strip of barbed wire. Two boys-one in an Army surplus jacket and the other barechested, came out and sat on the front steps. They seemed to be talking, and% in a swirl of wind Maven could hear their raucous laughter. "Bastards," he breathed. "Gonna make you pay." They sat there for a long time, then they both rose at the same moment and disappeared back into the building. Almost immediately a small figure came scrambling across the lot, ducking low and keeping close to the thicker patches of shadow. It was Luis Santos. He hit the ground and crouched next to Chico. "Everybody's ready, Maven," he said. 
 "Zorro's got some troops around at the back door." 
 "Good. He carryin' his momma?" 
 "Yeah." Zorro's momma was a sawed-off shotgun, stolen from a gun shop less than a month ago but already put to good use. 
 "He may need it when those bastards run out the back door." Maven took a breath and then said, "Okay. We go." He lifted his head, put two fingers in his mouth, and let out a couple of short whistles. "You going' with me, little soldier," he said to Luis. "Make 'em pay for trashin' your sister, man." He handed Luis a carved ebony switchblade that could pass for a butcher knife. Maven whistled again, long and low, ending in an ascending note. Instantly shadows filled the lot and began to move. Maven and the others got up quickly and began to run through the darkness, crouched low and ready to dive for cover. 
 Nothing moved, no one fired a shot, as they approached the building. 
 "Gonna catch 'em sleepin'," Maven whispered. "Gonna wipe 'em out." He reached the building first with Luis right behind him. Maven took one of his two black market grenades from his belt, pulled the pin, and lobbed it through the nearest window. Then he dove against the building's side, flattening himself, and saw Luis do the same. 
 When the grenade exploded with a hollow whuuumpl, blazing white fragments of metal came whining through the window like hornets. In the next instant Maven was charging up the steps, followed by a horde of Homicides. He kicked in the door and ran through, firing .45 slugs in a red-hot arc. Luis clicked open the blade, feeling its power thrum up his wrist. He felt like the Ice Cream Soldier to Maven's Sergeant Rock; his blood was boiling, but his brain was crystal clear. He leapt through the open doorway, followed by Johnny and Chico and the rest of the Homicide troops. Inside, Maven was crouched on the floor in a blue haze of gun-smoke. He could see the holes in the hallway wall where his bullets had punched. 
 But the entrance hall and the dim corridor leading back through the building were empty. He heard nothing but the clatter of Homicide boots and the fierce breathing of his soldiers. 
 "Ain't nobody here!" Chico wailed. 
 "SHUT UP!" Maven shouted, and rose to his feet, his finger twitching on the trigger. "They got to be here! Where are you, fuckers?" He saw the outlines of more open doorways farther back along the corridor. "Bastards are scared shitless!" he shouted. "Come on out! We're gonna have a little party!" He fired into the corridor and heard a rain of plaster. "Chico, you and Salvatore and about six more go on up them stairs and check out the second floor. Don't let'em jump you. GO ON, WHAT'RE YOU WAITIN' FOR? Everybody else stick to me!" He started along the corridor, crouching like a panther, peering into one empty room after another. "Hey man," somebody said behind him, "I don't like this . . ." 
 "Shut your mouth and follow me!" Maven said, but now there was uncertainty in his voice, and a couple of his men faltered. But Luis stuck close beside his Sergeant Rock. At the rear of the corridor, there was a padlocked door. Maven snarled a curse and stepped into the nearest room; he fired twice into a closed closet and then wrenched it open, expecting a couple of bleeding bodies to tumble out. But there was nothing but a clothes hanger dangling from a rod. Luis bumped into him, and Maven said, "Get back, kid!" He could hear the noise of boots overhead-his troops checking out the upper floor. And then he looked up. 
 They were clinging to the rafters like bats. 
 Maven shrieked and lifted his gun as the bodies began to fall. His shot went wild as something landed on his back and grabbed his hair. He fell to the floor, hearing a hiss very close to his ear. And now all over the building, there were shrieks, cries to God, angered curses, the noise of falling bodies, and gunfire exploding into wood and plaster. A heavy form hit Luis's shoulders and drove him down, slamming his head against the floor. In a red-misted daze he heard Maven babble for mercy and then scream piteously, like a woman. A shotgun blast knocked the rear door off its hinges, and now Zorro's troops were streaming in. 
 Dark figures lunged through the corridor to meet them, and a dozen separate battles raged in the darkness. Gunfire cracked, etching quick, hot veins in the air. Luis, his head pounding, tried to drag himself up off the floor and caught a kick in the ribs; he doubled up, tears blinding him, his fingers searching for the ebony blade. Someone else began to scream, and the scream was echoed all through the building. A body hit Luis and crashed to the floor. Luis heard a moaning sound followed by a strange and terrible . .. sucking. His brain flared, I don't want to die like this! I don't want to die like . . 
 . 
 An icy hand gripped his shoulder and turned him over like he was made of straw. 
 A figure crouched next to him, eyes burning, pinning him to the floor. And then Luis saw that it was Hotshot Zasa, the Homicide lieutenant who'd supposedly been trashed by the Vipers. Relief coursed through him, and he said, "Hotshot?" 
 He wasn't going to die after all, wasn't going to die, wasn't . . . Hotshot grinned. 
 The four fangs in his mouth-two protruding from the upper gums and two from the bottom-were yellow and dripping with fluids. The lower fangs curved inward slightly, like fishhooks; the upper ones were slanted toward each other, making a hideously efficient V. Hotshot's face glowed white, like the moon; his fingers, skinny and clawlike, dug deep into Luis's flesh to keep him from twisting away. 
 And now Hotshot was bending forward, the eyes in that terrible face starting to roll up into the head with greedy expectation. 
 Luis screamed a single word, the word that had carved itself into his brain as if from a red-hot switchblade-"Vampiro!" 
 Above him Hotshot cackled and bent forward to his feast. The lower fangsnt pierced flesh and hooked. Hotshot twisted his head a fraction to home in better on the flaming river of life that flowed just beneath Luis's chin. Luis's hands came up to push Hotshot's head away, but they moved too late with too little strength. When the V of Hotshot's fangs came down, blood spurted across his face. He blinked, shifted his position again, and as if from a great distance Luis heard his blood being sucked, the sound like someone sucking Coca-Cola through a straw or sniffing fine cocaine from a golden spoon. Luis's hands fluttered, one finger digging into the corner of Hotshot's eye. Instantly he heard a voice in his brain, something dreamy and soft-Lie still, little brother. Lie very still. Luis's hands fell to the floor like dead birds. 
 He was beginning to feel cold, really cold, but where Hotshot's lips were pressed against his flesh, an inferno raged. He lay very still while the arctic cold crept through his veins, inch by merciless inch. Winds were rising in his head, deafening him with their shriek. And by the time his jugular vein collapsed, as flat as a gutted worm, Luis was fast asleep. Gradually the hideous sucking noises that echoed through the many rooms were quiet. But in a few minutes they were replaced by another noise-the sound of bodies being dragged across the floors. 
 NINE
 Roach-much younger, but with an agonized madness already fermenting in his brain-pushed open the door. 
 In the small bedroom, with its mustard-yellow wallpaper and acrid smells of tobacco smoke and sweat, another stranger was astride his mother, riding her roughly with flesh-smacking thrusts. The man's buttocks and thighs tensed and untensed like the action of a mindless machine. Bev's hands gripped his shoulders, and the man's broad back was gridded with scratches. The bed trembled, springs squealing beneath their combined weight. There was an empty whiskey bottle at the foot of the bed. Roach moved into the room, bent, and picked it up. He could see Bev's face-blank, drunken, bloated. She seemed to be looking right at him, her eyes lascivious and brimming with invitation. His groin was throbbing that hateful bass drum beat of desire. He lifted the bottle by the neck and stepped forward, already choosing the spot he would strike. As the bottle came down, he heard Bev scream, "NO!" And then it had crashed down not upon the stranger's darkhaired skull but across his right shoulder because he'd twisted with the scream. The bottle broke across a shoulder blade, jagged edges digging into the flesh. The man shrieked, 
 "Goddamn it, you crazy little bas-" and then struck out with the back of his hand, hitting the boy across the nose and dropping him to the floor. Roach, blood stringing from his nostrils, scrabbled to his feet and, whining like an animal, rushed forward. The bottle was forgotten now, he was going to kill this man with his hands. The stranger twisted off Bev and drove a solid blow to the boy's chin that lifted him off his feet and then down again like a heap of laundry. "You stay away from me!" the stranger shouted, bending quickly to retrieve the broken bottle. "You stay away or I swear to God I'll kill you!" Roach started forward again, his beady black eyes as dead as marbles, but then Bev shifted in the bed, and he stopped. Her thighs were exposed, and between them her sex glistened like a gateway to all the pleasures he'd ever imagined in his tortured dreams. He turned toward her, the stranger forgotten now, and approached the bed on trembling legs. Bev's face flushed red. She closed her thighs and pulled the sheet up to her neck. Her son stood at the foot of the bed transfixed, his hand moving in slow circles at his crotch. 
 "My God," the stranger whispered, droplets of blood tapping to the floor. "My God . . . how long . . . has this been going on . . .?" 
 "It's not what you think, Ralph!" she said, avoiding her son's languid gaze. 
 "Please . . .!" 
 "You . . . and him?" The stranger's eyes moved back and forth between them. 
 "Your own son?" 
 "Not long, Ralph ... I swear to God, not long!" 
 He saw it all then. "You . . . you like it, don't you? Jesus! You like it with your own son?" 
 And suddenly it all came bursting out of her before she could stop it, the anger and fear and black guilt that was her legacy to her son. "YES, I LIKE
 IT!" she shrieked. "I like it when he touches me! Don't you dare look at me like that... get out of here! GO ON! GET OUT!" 
 The man was already struggling into his pants. He grabbed his shirt from the back of a chair and shrugged it on over his injured shoulder. Bev was screaming now, a high, drunken scream. "I'm glad we do it! He's more of a man at thirteen than you'll ever be . . .!" 
 "Sure, sure," he said, working his shoes on. "You're both nuts, aren't you? 
 Christ, I knew he was off his rocker, but you, too?" 
 "GET OUT!" 
 The man paused at the doorway, fumbling with his wallet, and flung a few bills at her. They spun like dead leaves at the boy's feet. "Maybe they'll give you the same room at the nut house," he said, and whirled out. A door opened and closed, and then there was silence but for Bev's harsh breathing. She stared at her son, tears beginning to slide down her cheeks. "It don't matter," she said softly. "Not a bit. We've got each other, don't we? We'll always have each other. They don't understand how bad it is to be alone, do they, Waltie? 
 Nothing matters. Come on. Hurry." 
 And he did. 
 The bedroom and Bev and the mustard-colored walls rippled like a pond into which a stone has been tossed. The ripples strengthened, moved faster and faster, and suddenly the whole scene vanished as if it had been sucked to the dark depths of a whirlpool. 
 Roach rubbed his eyes and sat up in bed in his dark apartment. It was still very dark outside, and somewhere jukebox music was playing. He could hear the black cockroaches scrabbling in their glass tanks. He stood up and went to the window, looking down on Coronado Street. Dreaming about his mother made him nervous; sweat had come up on his face. It made him angry, though he couldn't exactly figure why. Perhaps it was because he knew now how much of a liar she was; she had left him after all, and because she had, they had sent him off to a place-the Crazyhouse-where people laughed and shrieked all the time, where he had to take pills and drink a lot of water. 
 Something within him needed but hated that need. A When he found his mother, as the Master had promised him he would someday, he wouldn't have to fear going back to the Crazyhouse again. Everything would be all right. He walked across the room to the table on which sat the little tanks filled with roaches. Their backs glistened like black armor in the darkness. He picked up a matchbook, struck a match, and held it to one of the tanks; the roaches scrambled away. When the flame died down to a red pinpoint, he could hear them scurrying back over each other again. 
 Walter Benefield was dead now. His name was Roach, and it was a name he liked. Ever since he'd gotten the job at Aladdin Exterminators four months before, he'd been studying them in their death agonies when he sprayed Dursban or Diazanon in cracks between floors and walls. Sometimes the roaches would flood out in a strange kind of dance, flopping and running and falling as the chemical began to drown them. Often there would be large black roaches, the bulls of the nest, that would start to recover and scurry away; they were the ones he would catch by hand and drop into a plastic bag to bring home for his experiments. He was awed by their strength, by their sheer tenacity; very few things could kill a massive three-inch bull. The Diazanon might make them crazy for a little while, but without a good second spray they would recover. Even stomping on them couldn't do it; they played dead for a few seconds and then zipped away with their guts hanging out, like relentless tanks. They were so fast, natural survivors that had remained virtually the same for millions of years. Over the months he'd burned them, tried to drown them in the toilet, tried to suffocate them, cooked them in a pot of boiling water, and performed a dozen other experiments in death. Very few things worked. It had just been luck that he'd had a bag of them in his car the night he'd picked up that first girl. After she was dead, he wondered whether the roaches would suffocate inside her mouth, and so he went to work. They had, finally, and he'd been very pleased with himself. Doubly pleased when he realized the papers were calling him Roach. It was an honor to him, and so he continued doing it just for fun because the papers and the police seemed to expect it. Now when he saw himself in a mirror, it seemed he was beginning to look like them. His shoulders were broad and slightly stooped, his hands and forearms as muscular and large as steel clamps; he had the heavy, dark-browned forehead and small black eyes that missed nothing. Once his hair had been black and curly, but when he started working for Aladdin, he cut it very short, right against a large, bulbous skull. Very small ears and jutting, bony elbows completed the image he had of himself-that he was undergoing an evolutionary change, crossing the line between man and insect, becoming stronger and smarter and almost invincible, just like them. 
 He untaped a corner of the waxed paper that covered the top of one of the tanks and reached down inside, grasping a roach between his thumb and forefinger. It got away, and it took him a few more seconds to get another one. Then he pressed the corner back so none of them could escape and, holding the squirming roach inside his balled left hand, he turned on the lights. The overhead fixture, an opaque umbrella of dirty glass, lit the room with a harsh glare that threw the man's huge shadow out around him. He went to the stove, turned on the gas flame, and dangled the roach over it. The insect scrabbled frantically at his fingers. 
 He had the power of life and death over it, just as he did over those girls who were friends of Bev and who laughed at him when they thought he wasn't looking. 
 Oh, he knew how they laughed; he was much smarter than he let on. Some of them he'd seen with Bev before, when he was just a kid and she used to walk the street. They were her friends, and they were hiding her from him. It used to be he could fix them with his hands and stop them from laughing; but the Master had said that was a waste. The Master wanted them for himself, so he'd told Roach that he should take poisons from where he worked-liquids and powders-and use them on those girls to make them sleep for a while. Roach had taken some of them-Sevin dust, V-1, Dursban, Diazanon and a few others-from the stockroom at work late on Saturday night; he knew very little about them except that Mr. Lathrup had warned him to wear his mask when he used them. So he did just that when he mixed the chemicals in bottles on his stove. Then he tore up an old towel and soaked the rags in the solution for a long time, pouring what was left-an oily brown liquid-into an orange juice bottle which he stored under his sink. The first time he used it was the next Tuesday night, and the Master was very angry at him because the girl was dead when they reached Blackwood Road. 
 After that he cut the mixture twice with water, and it worked just fine. The roach caught fire. He watched it sizzle and then dropped it into the sink, where it writhed and ran around in circles. He turned on the water, and the roach spun down the drain, still kicking. 
 He looked up suddenly, his eyes glowing. He thought he'd heard a faint whisper coming in through a crack in the window, filling the room. He stepped to the window and put his palms against the glass, staring out into the darkness. He listened, his head cocked to one side. The Master was going to need another one tomorrow night. Now he wanted Roach to sleep, to forget all the bad things, to think only of tomorrow and the new kingdom that was to be. Roach pressed his forehead against the glass for a few minutes and then wentjit to turn out the lights. When he was in bed again, he picked up his handgrips from the floor beside him and began to squeeze them. Squeeze . . . hold . . . 
 release, J1'1 squeeze ... hold ... release: he would do that two hundred times before he went to sleep, and in the darkness the springs sounded like the rubbing together of hungry I;, mandibles. 
 Monday, October 28





THE GRAVEDIGGER
 It was twelve minutes before three in the morning. Noel Alcavar had his feet propped up on his desk, and beside him a transistor radio blared Latin disco loud enough to wake the dead. No, not quite, Alcavar mused as he slid his gray cap forward over his eyes. At least the stiffs out there weren't sitting up in their graves yet, he thought. If they did, I'd kick 'em in their asses and send 'em back to hell. Ai-yi-yi, what a job this was! He closed his eyes and moved one foot to the disco beat, trying to forget that there were about fifty stiffs lying out in the darkness under huge gnarled trees filled with the green drip of Spanish moss. j-For the last five nights, Alcavar had been covering for his brother Freddie, who held the dubious title of Head Watchman for the Rarnona Heights Cemetery in the Highland Park district, dubious because Freddie Alcavar was the only real full-time watchman, and he held rank over one skinny Chicano kid who was mentally retarded but smart enough to play sick most of the time. And now Freddie had been hit by a virus that kept him in the bed between dashes to the toilet, and the doctor had told him to stay home and rest. So Noel was helping out, playing loud disco so he could imagine that he was boogying with the foxes at the Disco 2000 on North Broadway. Freddie had told him he was supposed to take his flashlight, leave the green-painted shelter, and stroll through the cemetery every half hour or so. Noel had done it twice since he'd gotten here at ten, and that had been enough to leave him with a lingering case of the chills. In every whisper of wind he thought he heard the icy tinkle of ghostly laughter, and every mound of grass seemed to be pressing upward, about to split open for a skeletal hand covered with mold. This ain't a job for a young man, Noel had told himself as he hurried back to the shelter and turned the latch on the door. Bet old Freddie's fakin'. Bet he's at home laughin' his ass off right this minute If he hadn't felt sorry for Freddie because of the way his ex-wife had treated him during the divorce, Noel would never have volunteered for this graveyard shift. But as it was, he was going to be stuck with it until Freddie was back on his feet, which might be another day or two. Noel shivered when he thought about that and turned the radio a bit louder. 
 He was about to close his eyes again and drift into the spin of Disco 2000
 dancers when he saw the two headlights right up against the front gate about thirty yards away. Noel straightened up in his chair and peered out the window. 
 Now who the hell is that? he wondered. High school kids parkin, maybe? Doin'a little drinkin' or dope-smokin'? No, they wouldn't have their lights shining like that. He stood up, moving to the window. In the dim backwash of the lights, he could see that it was a large vehicle, some kind of truck with markings on it. The thing was just sitting there, and now Noel could see a couple of shadowy figures moving alongside the gate. One of them stopped and looked in through the bars. What is this? he asked himself and quailed at the thought-Trouble? No way! He remembered what Freddie had said just before he made a flying leap into the bathroom, "Is easy job, Noel. No trouble, nobody bothers you. You jus' make your rounds and look like you know what you're doing. Everything is okay. No trouble." 
 Now both figures were standing at the gate, peering through the bars; the headlights made their shadows thin and gigantic on the cemetery drive. They seemed to be waiting, taking their time. But suddenly one of them rattled the gate, and Noel felt his stomach roil. 
 He took his flashlight from atop the desk, and went outside, the single thought, no trouble, no trouble, repeating over and over like an incantation against harm. He neared the gate, the headlights blinding him, put a hand over his eyes, and switched on his own light. The large vehicle was a U-Haul truck, and the two figures were kids younger than he, maybe in their late teens. One was a black dude wearing a headband, the other was white with shoulder-length brown hair; he was wearing a T-shirt that bore a cartoon, a Big Daddy Roth beach bum smoking a bomber joint over the message King Kahuna Wants You! Noel moved uneasily toward them and saw that they were both smiling. But their smiles hardly made him feel better because their eyes were as cold as those of a dead fish. Noel stopped and shone his light in their faces. "Cemetery's closed," he said stupidly. 
 "Yeah, amigo," the white one said. "We see that." He reached over, pulled at the gate's padlock, and grinned. "You got the key to this?" 
 "No." The key was in his breast pocket, but he didn't want these two to know. Somehow he didn't feel safe, not even with the gate between them. 
 "Yes you do," the black dude said very quietly, his gaze boring into Noel's skull. "You got the key, don't you? Got it right . . . right in your pocket. Yeah." 
 "No, I don't. I don't ... uh ... have ... a key ..." 
 "Open the gate." The black dude coiled his fingers around the bars. "Come on
 ... 
 Noel? Open the gate, Noel." 
 Noel shook his head. My name? How does . . . he . . . know . . . my name? He thought he could hear the blood rushing through his head; he felt dizzy, weak, confused. What would be the harm in opening the gate, anyway? he asked himself, and a smaller voice shouted, You're not supposed to do that, no trouble, no trouble ... 
 "Noel, we don't have much time, man. Step on over here . . ." His right foot moved. He blinked, his brain full of disco thunder. 
 ". . . Let us in, okay?" 
 For an instant he thought he was strutting on the Disco 2000 dance floor with the foxiest chick there-Dianna Valeric maybe-and the mirrored ball at the ceiling reflected a thousand different colors, all as electric-bright as exploding novas. The music stopped with a quiet click! 
 "That's good, man," the black dude said as he stepped through the opening gate. 
 He gripped Noel's wrist with freezing fingers and took the key. "Who gets him?" 
 he asked the white boy. 
 "The new girl's thirsty," he replied, and they led Noel around the rear of the truck, unlocked the door, and lifted him up. Noel's face was frozen with a crazy, crooked grin, his heart about to beat its way through his chest. He thought it was quitting time, six A.M., and he was on the way home. Made it through another night, he told himself. Wasn't so bad. 
 "For the girl only," someone said. 
 The doors slammed shut behind him. 
 There were five or six people in the darkness, and one of them-a slender wraith of a thing-took his hand. He felt like he'd stepped into a meat locker. Then there were arms around him, enfolding him closer toward the heart of the chill. 
 Hev stumbled over something-a pickaxe-and then a freezing mouth kissed his lips, darting tongue forcing its way in; the mouth kissed his cheek, his chin, his throat. 
 And became hideous."'', In the darkness someone sighed and whimpered. The truck's engine rumbled to life, and it moved through the opened gate into the Ramona Heights Cemetery while the boy in the Kahuna T-shirt stood watch on the quiet street. Deep within the cemetery it stopped. The rear doors were opened again, and now the figures came out-five of them because the girl was,f filled and lazy-carrying shovels and pickaxes. They scattered out beneath the trees and set to work on the graves, digging like well-oiled machines without pause. When the first coffin was struck two others stopped their work to help; they dug it free in less than a minute and heaved it out of the ragged hole. Inside there was a skeleton in a black suit and yellowed shirt. The casket was quickly turned over to dump out the bones, then shoved into the rear of the U-Haul. There was a faint clang! as another coffin was struck. This one was small, cradling the brittle bones of a child. The bones were spilled to the ground and cracked underfoot like twigs as the coffin was loaded into the truck. 
 At the end of an hour almost thirty coffins were stacked in the rear of the U-Haul. Mounds of dirt and scattered bones littered the cemetery, and the clothes and faces of the exhumers were filthy. But still they worked on, until finally the black with the headband straightened up from the empty hole below him and said quietly, "Enough." 
 They returned their tools to the truck. The figures climbed in and the doors were locked. The truck backed up across the bone-littered grass and turned toward the gate, where the lookout was picked up. Then, gathering speed, the truck pulled out of the cemetery and turned right along Aragon Avenue toward the commercial district of L.A. 
 TWO
 Gayle Clarke, squinting in the bright early-morning sunlight, pulled her red Mustang into a public parking lot off Pico Boulevard and walked half a block to a small gray building that had been, in previous incarnations, a karate school, a health club, a Zen Buddhist temple, and a Japanese grocery specializing in varieties of kelp. Now the legend painted across the plateglass window in bold blue scrolled letters said THE LOS ANGELES TATTLER. WE PRINT IT AS WE HEAR IT. 
 WE PRINT IT AS WE SEE IT. There was what looked like a prim virgin in a tacky long dress beneath the words holding a flaming torch. The ethics of corn, Gayle told herself as she went through the front door. 
 Inside, six desks were scattered across the room in various stages of disarray; 
 there were stacks of old copies of the Tattler and other newspapers and magazines on the floor, a battery of dented file cabinets bought at a warehouse fire sale, a bookcase crammed full of decaying dictionaries and reference books either copped from the library or bought at flea markets. Across one wall was an airbrushed mural left from the kelp store days-spouting whales, sea otters playing happily in the kelp beds, the sun shining on a beach full of perfect, healthy bodies. She hated that mural because every time she went on a binge of Twinkies and Oreos, she had to come in on Monday morning and look at those disgustingly healthy figures. Holly Fortunate, wearing her usual skintight black dress, looked up from the reception desk which was about ten feet away from the closed door with the plaque that read, Harry Tracy, Editor. She smiled. "Hi, Gayle. Have a goooood weekend?" 
 "Same as usual," Gayle said tonelessly, ready for the next line in the ritual. 
 "I had me a kinky weekend," Holly breathed. She was wearing glittery eye shadow, and her breasts heaved like black melons. "Kay-ink-key! I was just telling Max . . ." 
 "Hi, Max," Gayle said to the studious-looking young man at the nearest desk. He looked up from his typewriter and smiled, the braces on his teeth showing. Then he went back to work without a word, and Gayle sat down at her own desk in the back beneath the precariously leaning bookcase. She hung her purse over the back of her chair and began straightening a morass of papers and magazines so she could have a clear shot at her typewriter, an old gray Royal with a mind of its own, usually malevolent. 
 "I met this guy at a party down at Marina Del Rey," Holly was saying. "And you know what? He was a director. He did a movie a year ago called Free 'n Easy . 
 . ." 
 "Sounds like porno," Gayle said. 
 "Oh, no! It was about a couple who meet in a nudist camp!" 
 "That's what I said," Gayle replied. "Porno." She crossed the room and poured herself a cup of coffee. She could hear Trace muttering through the tissue-thin wall. 
 "Anyway, it had a limited release, but he said he was working on another one, and he'd like for me to . . ." 
 Gayle tuned her out and nodded whenever she felt she should. In the meantime Bonita Carlin, a thin girl with crimped red hair who favored punk outfits and covered what she called "the world of rock 'n roollll," came in carrying an armload of Rolling Stones, and immediately Holly began at the beginning with
 "Hi, 'Nita. Have a goooood weekend?" 
 "Shitty," Bonita said. 
 Gayle sipped her coffee and checked the assignment board. Beneath each name printed with a Flair pen on pieces of colored cardboard were index cards with the details of their stories for the week. She glanced over each one in turn to get an idea for what next week's Tattler was featuring: "Biology professor at UCLA-Dr. Peter Willingham-says eating eggs can cause sterility. Call 555-4949 ext. 7"; "Rod Stewart-Do married blonds have more fun?"; 
 "Could Kim Novak cop this year's Oscar for Best Supporting? Her agent wants to talk"; "CHiPs may be Dips-motorist group charges Highway Patrol with reckless driving. Call Mrs. Jordan, 555-7008." 
 Oh God, Gayle thought as she came to her own name. There were four words%
 scribbled on her card, "See me. HOT! Trace." 
 She drank down half of her coffee before she knocked at his door. "In!" the voice behind the door said. 
 Trace was on the phone; he waved at her to close the door and sit in a chair next to his desk. A fresh copy of this week's Tattler lay open before him. 
 "Okay, Warren, okay!" he was saying. "So I ruffled some big money birds with the story. So what? I mean, if the Tattler can't print the truth, who can?" He paused, his high forehead wrinkled; he was in his early forties, a hippie who'd never quite outgrown the life-style. He was almost bald except for the wild tufts of graying hair that stuck out from the sides of his head, and his thick-lensed glasses had slipped down on his severely hooked nose. As he listened, he unscrewed a bottle of vitamin C and popped down a couple of orange pills, then offered some to Gayle, who shook her head. 
 "Fine," he said. "Warren, I don't give a shit! Those guys have built a condo that's going to go sliding into the Pacific the next time the San Andreas fault even thinks about moving! What are they going to do, sue the earth?" He listened again, his face beginning to redden. "It's structurally unsound, the engineering reports prove it! And I don't care if some people are moving out of their condos. Jesus, they should move out before the next quake hits! And everybody-all the national psychics-are predicting The Big One within five years! So let 'em get out while they can! Listen, Warren, I've got to go, I've got a paper to put out." He paused, his lips working, but no sound coming out. 
 "What do you mean by that remark? My people can write rings around the Talking Leaf!" He slammed down the receiver so hard his desk trembled. "Wait a minute, Gayle," he said, and began to breathe rhythmically. "Negative air floating around here. That was my silent partner, not so silent today." He shrugged and pushed the paper across to her. "Seen this yet? The front page is a grabber!" She turned the paper around and opened it. There was one of Jack's photos of the skeletons at Hollywood Memorial; the picture took up the entire page and was bordered with red spot color. Above it, also in red, the headline screamed, WHO IS THE GRAVEDIGGER? Beneath that in much smaller print, "See Gayle Clarke's shocking story, page three." 
 "The . . . Gravedigger?" Gayle said quietly, a knot of tension growing in her stomach. "Trace. What's this . . . this Gravedigger bullshit?" 
 "It's not bullshit," Trace said, looking genuinely hurt. "I thought the buildup would please you. Listen, the Gravedigger's going to knock Roach out of every paper in this town!" 
 "The Gravedigger," Gayle repeated, not believing what she was seeing. She felt like crawling into one of those ragged holes in Jack's photo. "Trace, I don't think the story merits a push like this. Okay, I admit it's a weird item. I don't think anything like it has ever happened before, at least not in L.A., but what's the bogeyman angle? I didn't imply anything like this in my piece." 
 "Roach is old news. The guy's gone underground. He's all used up. You know what sells papers, Gayle? Evil. That's right. People pick up a magazine or a tabloid or even the Times looking for evil, for something to blame for all the misery in their lives. And most of all they want a villain, a Nixon or a Dracula or a Hillside Strangler. The Roach has disappeared, so we've simply given the people what they want-another villain. And we can build this thing, Gayle, God can we ever! The Gravedigger, creeping through cemeteries in the dead of night, digging up coffins and scattering the bones . . ." 
 "Please," Gayle said, and shivered. "I was there, remember?" She felt sick to her stomach, as if she'd had another whiff of the reek of rot in the hot, lazy sunshine. "The cops say it must've either been a death cult or kids on drugs, and that's what my story says, too. So how can we say anything that may be untrue?" 
 "Ah. You don't read your own copy, do you? Look at page three." A surge of panic rushed through her. She opened the paper and saw a redbordered box right in the middle of her story surrounded by more of Jack's gruesome photos. The headline of the story read, "Did The Gravedigger Visit Resurrection Cemetery?" "What is this?" Gayle said, her voice trembling between horror and fury. 
 "You think I don't have contacts, too? I got interested in this thing and made a few phone calls over the weekend. The same thing that happened in Hollywood Memorial happened at Hope Hill and at Resurrection. Missing caskets and everything." He shrugged. "Friend of mine on the force owes me a favor, so I collected. I went over to the printer's Saturday night and typed the story right there." 
 Gayle quickly read through the article. It was written terribly but got its message across: Resurrection Cemetery had been vandalized in exactly the same manner a little more than a week ago. "So you see?" Trace said, lifting one eyebrow. "The Gravedigger makes the Roach look like an amateur, at least in the chills department." 
 "Christ." Gayle put the paper back down on his desk and looked at him in numb astonishment. "What's going on?" 
 "You're going to tell me. I want you to forget about old Roachie and concentrate on the Gravedigger. Maybe he struck somewhere else before he ripped through Resurrection, maybe he's done another job since Hollywood Memorial. I want as much as you can get, and I want it complete by Thursday afternoon. Can you handle it?" 
 "Trace, it can't be just one guy! Nobody could rip up a cemetery like that alone!" 
 "Maybe he's strong. Maybe he drives around in a custom-built bulldozer, who knows? Anyway, narrowing the angle to one weirdo sells more papers. Evil, babe, evil!" He caught the flicker of hesitation across her face. "Now what's wrong?" 
 "I'm so into the Roach thing, I... Trace, I don't think I should leave it just yet. I think it's way too early to write him off. Why not let Sandy take care of this?" 
 "Look," he insisted. "Nobody's seen the Gravedigger, and anyway you're about three times the writer Sandy is. Now go. Get started!" Gayle reluctantly stood up. She said, "I'd like to stay with The Gravedigger. Out!" 
 She moved toward the door, unable to believe this wild turn of events. Her head was throbbing, her stomach roiled, she felt sick to her very soul. This is bullshit! she told herself. The Roach is really important. Doubly important when you think about my career. But this is ... bullshit! 
 "Wait a minute," Trace said as she turned to go. "Have you seen Kidd? I need him to get some shots of Miss California Redwoods this afternoon." 
 "No, not lately. We went to a Joan Baez concert Saturday night, but I didn't see him all day yesterday. He may have gone out to see the Greenpeace people." Trace grunted. "That guy's spreading himself a little thin, isn't he? Listen, will you try his number for me when you get a minute? I really need him to come in early and set up the shot." 
 She nodded, still in a daze, and left his office. Outside, Holly Fortunato was telling the sportswriter, Bill Hale, about the wide variety of whips her director friend kept in his closet. Gayle sat down at her desk, shuffled papers, and tried to think how she could get out of the story Trace wanted. Still, three cemeteries vandalized-no, not just vandalized, ripped to shreds-in less than two weeks. Possibly more. Who could she call to find out? 
 She jotted down the names of several police force antivandalism squad members she knew. She thought Davis Tortirici was the captain of that squad, but she wasn't quite sure. 
 But there was something else bugging her that hadn't surfaced until Trace had pointed it out-where was Jack? He'd said he was going to splurge and take her to dinner at the Mandarin on Sunday night, but he'd never called. She'd spent her evening drinking white wine and reading a nasty little book called Bethany's Sin, which she'd tossed away in boredom after the fourth chapter. She wanted to be with Jack, really needed to be with him, and she'd dialed his number three or four times during the course of the night. Each time the phone had rung at least ten times before she'd put the receiver down. So where was he? 
 What am I? she asked herself. A mother hen? But then her hand was reaching out, and she was gripping the telephone beside her. She dialed Jack's apartment again and let it ring. 
 No answer. 
 There were a dozen different places Jack could be; she'd gotten used to the fact that the only consistent thing about Jack Kidd was his inconsistency. That was due to his chart, he'd told her proudly, double Gemini. She hung up the phone and wasted a few minutes making herself another cup of coffee, then wandered over to where Kenny Morrow was pounding out his health hints column. This week his column opened up with a letter from a Sacramento reader who thought the government was controlling his sex desires through the rays from his color TV. She was looking over Kenny's shoulder when her telephone rang, and she hurried back to answer it, thinking Jack might be calling in. 
 "Gayle?" the man on the other end said. "This is Tom Chapman from the Times. Remember? We met at Palatazin's last press conference?" 
 "Oh, sure." She faintly recalled the guy-stout and balding, wearing a brown checked coat. "How are you, Tom?" 
 "Fine. Better since I ... uh ... picked up your paper and saw your piece on that cemetery business. I got quite a kick out of that. Who came up with the
 'Gravedigger' angle?" 
 "My editor." 
 "That was great. Really sell some papers that way-" 
 "Can I help you, Tom?" she interrupted because the sarcasm in his voice was beginning to irritate the shit out of her. 
 "Huh? Oh, listen, don't get sore. I was just kidding. No, I thought I'd call to help you. Us journalists have to stick together, right?" He paused for a few seconds. Gayle was silent, her anger simmering at a low boil. "Our story's already out on the streets, so I thought I'd pass the information along to you. 
 We just ran a few graphs on page eleven, but maybe you can-" 
 "Tom . . ." 
 "Okay, okay. Somebody dug up Ramona Heights Cemetery over in Highland Park last night. Stole about twenty or twenty-five coffins, left the stiffs scattered to hell and back. The watchman, guy by the name of ... hold on, I'm looking in the paper . . . Alcavar, is now on the missing persons list. The Highland Park cops are checking out some tread marks they found in the grass. It seems the Gravedigger drives around in a large truck. Now don't say I never gave you anything." 
 Gayle had started scribbling on a notepad. What the hell is going on? she wondered. For the first time a spark of real curiosity crackled inside. "Do you have Alcavar's first name and address?" 
 "Noel. Got his brother's address from the cops-he's the regular watchman-909
 Costa Mesa Avenue in Highland Park. What are you thinking, that Alcavar loaded up those coffins himself? Why?" 
 "I'm not thinking anything. I'm just looking for a starting point. Thanks for calling, Tom. Incidentally, this doesn't mean I'm finished with the Roach." 
 "Yeah, I hear you've been sneaking in to see Palatazin when the rest of us had our backs turned. Well, any way you can get it, I guess. Uh . . . listen, Gayle, you remember I told you about the situation with my wife? I've moved out of the house, sort of a free bird now. How about having dinner with me tonight? I've got a Playboy Club key, and you can take a look at my new apartment and tell me what it needs . . ." 
 "Tonight? Uh . . . no, Tom, afraid I can't . . ." 
 "Tomorrow night then?" 
 "My editor's calling me, Tom. I'll talk to you later. And thanks a bunch for the informaton. Bye-bye." She hung up the phone and read over her scribbled notes. 
 Ramona Heights? That made four cemeteries vandalized in less than two weeks? 
 What kind of freaks would do something like that? Death cultists, satanists, what? The term Gravedigger, repellent only a few minutes before, now chilled her. She put her notepad and a couple of Bic pens in her purse and hurriedly left the office, bound for the Ramona Heights Cemetery. 





THREE
 Police Commissioner McBride sat at the far end of the conference room's polished oak table reading Palatazin's progress report on the Roach investigation. Every few minutes he grunted, and when he did, Chief of Detectives Garnette glanced across the table at Palatazin with a look that said it all-You'd better hope he's in a gracious mood, Andy, because there is nothing concrete in that report. 
 Palatazin was well aware of the fact. He'd come in before seven that morning to finish typing the report and felt ashamed when he'd taken it to Garnette for a first reading. There was nothing in it but speculation, vague theories, and leads that went nowhere. He'd included the information from Amy Hulsett and Lizzi Connors toward the end, and detailed the work Sully Reece and his team were doing to track down the gray Volkswagen, but even that looked woefully ineffectual I on paper. 
 McBride glanced quickly up at Palatazin and turned a page. From where Palatazin was sitting, McBride was bracketed by an American flag and the California state flag, and golden sunlight seeped through the Venetian blinds at his back. There were dark circles beneath Palatazin's eyes, and as he lit his pipe for the fourth time during the conference, his hand was trembling slightly. His night had been terrible, his dreams filled with shambling horrors coming for him out a snowstorm, creeping nearer and nearer out of the windswept pines that circled him. He had seen their burning eyes, their mouths slashed like grinning sickles, and in those mouths the terrible, unholy teeth. And just when they were about to claim him, his mother had appeared, floating over the snow, and gripped his hand. Run, she'd whispered. Run, Andre! But he had left Jo waiting in a cabin, and he had to get back to her, but that meant running the gauntlet of the grinning terrors. I wont leave you, his mother had said, and at that instant the things had snapped at Palatazin's throat. He had awakened cold with sweat, and this morning over breakfast Jo had wanted to know what he'd been dreaming about. Palatazin told her the Roach; he wasn't ready to tell the truth yet. 
 At the end of the table, McBride closed the report and pushed it aside. Over the rim of his coffee cup, he looked from Garnette to Palatazin, his eyes stunned for an instant by the bright green striped tie Palatazin wore with a light brown coat. He put the cup down and said, "This isn't enough. In fact, it's little more than nothing. The Times is applying some pressure for a public progress statement. If I used this report as .my basis, they'd be printing thin air. So what's the problem?" His icy blue eyes flared. "We have the best police force in this entire country! Why can't we find one man? 
 Captain, you've had over two weeks to work on this thing with the entire force from helicopters to beat cops at your disposal. Why haven't you turned up anything more concrete than this?" 
 "Sir," Palatazin said, "I think we're making some progress. The artist's composite was printed on the front page of the Times this morning, and it'll be carried by the afternoon newspapers as well. We'll get it to the television stations in time for the afternoon and evening newscasts. Also there's the matter of the Volkswagen . . ." 
 "Slim, Palatazin," the commissioner said. "Awfully damned slim." 
 "I agree, sir, but it's more of a lead than we had before. The women-the street prostitutes-are wary of being seen talking to the police officers. They're frightened of the Roach, but they don't trust us either. And that's how we're going to find the man, sir, through them. My men are working on finding a Volkswagen with a two, a seven, and a T' in the license number . . 
 ." 
 "I suspect there may be several hundred," McBride said. 
 "Yes, sir, there will be. Possibly a thousand or more. But you have to agree it is a lead that merits investigation." 
 "I want names, captain, names and addresses. I want suspects in for interrogation. I want surveillances. I want that man caught." 
 "We all do, commissioner," Garnette said quietly. "And you know Captain Palatazin has been interrogating suspects daily and carrying out some surveillances as well. It's just that . . . well, sir, the Roach seems to have gone underground. Maybe he's left the city. Catching a hit-and-run killer like this, a psychotic without motive, is the toughest job there is . . ." 
 "Spare me, please," McBride answered. "I don't want to hear any confessions." He returned his gaze to Palatazin, who was trying unsuccessfully to light his pipe again. "You're telling me that this Volkswagen license plate is the only real lead you've got, is that it?" 
 "Yes, sir, I'm afraid so." 
 McBride sighed loudly and folded his hands in front of him. "I don't want this thing to turn into another Hillside Strangler case, captain. I want this man-or men-caught quickly so we don't get our asses kicked by the public and the press. 
 Not to mention the fact that as long as this bastard remains unidentified, someday we're going to stumble over another hooker's corpse. I want him canned, do you understand me? And I want him canned fast!" He took the report and slid it down the table to Palatazin. "If you can't find him, captain, I'll put someone in charge who can. All right? Now both of you get back to work." As they waited for the elevator in the hallway outside the conference room, Garnette said, "Well, Andy, that wasn't as bad as I thought it was going to be." 
 "It wasn't? I was fooled then." His pipe had gone stone cold, so he shoved it in his pocket. 
 Garnette looked at him in silence for a few seconds. "You look tired, Andy. Worn out. Everything okay at home?" 
 "At home? Yes. Why?" 
 "You got a problem, you can tell me about it. I don't mind." 
 "No, there's no problem. Except the Roach." 
 "Uh-huh." Garnette was silent for a moment, watching the numbers advance above the elevator door. "You know, something like this could strain even the strongest ox of a guy. It's a hell of a responsibility. I'll tell you, Andy, you look like you haven't slept for two days. You . . . hell, you didn't even shave this morning, Jim did you?" 
 Palatazin ran a hand across his chin and felt stubble. He couldn't remember if he'd shaved or not. No, he decided, he probably hadn't. 
 "I understand that your men are also beginning to see changes in you." The elevator arrived, and they stepped in. It began to descend. "That's not good. It weakens your leadership position." " 
 Palatazin smiled grimly. "I think I know who you've been talking to. Officer". Brasher, possibly? He's a lazy bum. And Zeitvogel? Who else?" Garnette shrugged. "Talk gets around. You haven't been yourself for the past few days . . ." 
 "And so people have started pointing their fingers, have they? Well. It didn't, take as long as I thought." 
 "Please, Andy, don't get me wrong. I'm talking as an old friend now, okay? 
 Just, what were you getting at when you called Kirkland at Hollywood Division and i requested a stakeout on a cemetery, for God's sake?" 
 "Oh," Palatazin said softly. "I see." 
 The elevator opened on a wide corridor floored with green linoleum. They stepped out and walked toward the homicide squad room, beyond two frosted-glass doors. 
 "Well?" Garnette said. "What about it?" Palatazin turned to face him. His eyes were dark holes in his pale face. "It has to do with the vandalism over there . . ." 
 "I thought as much. But that's not your problem or your detail. Let the anti-vandalism squad over in Hollywood mop it up. You stick to homicide." 
 "Let me finish," Palatazin said, and in his voice there was a tremble that made Garnette think, Andy's about to crack. "You have to know that where I was born, in Hungary, people think differently about . . . many things than they do in this country. I'm an American now, but I still think like a Hungarian. I still believe in the things that Hungarians believe. Call them superstitions or old wives' tales or whatever, but I accept them as the truth." Garnette's eyes narrowed. "I don't understand." 
 "We have different beliefs about . . . life and death, about things that you would consider material for movies or bad paperback books. We think that not all is explicable by the law of God because the devil has laws of his own." 
 "You talking about spirits? Ghosts? You mean you wanted Hollywood Division to stake out some ghosts?" Garnette almost laughed but didn't because the other man's face was so deadly serious. "Come on, is this a joke? What have you got, Halloween fever?" 
 "No, I'm not talking about spirits," Palatazin said. "And it is not a joke either. Fever, perhaps, but my fever is called fear, and it's beginning to burn me up inside." 
 "Andy . . ." Garnette said quietly. "You can't really be serious ... are you?" 
 "I have work to do now. Thank you for listening." And before Garnette could stop him, Palatazin had gone through the doors into the squad room. Garnette stood in the corridor for a moment, scratching his head. What was wrong with that crazy old Hungarian? he thought. Now he's going to have us running around after spooks in cemeteries? Jesus! A darker thought stirred sluggishly in his brain. Is the pressure making Andy unfit for duty? God, he thought. I hope I don't have to ... do anything drastic. 
 And then he turned away from the doors and made his way to his own office farther down the corridor. 
 FOUR
 The intercom on Paige LaSanda's desk crackled to life, "Miss LaSanda, there's a Phillip Falco here to see you." 
 Paige, a stunning ash-blond woman in her early forties, looked up from a report on a piece of industrial property she was interested in purchasing on Slauson Avenue and pressed the Speak button. "He doesn't have an appointment, does he, Carol?" 
 There were a few seconds of silence. Then, "No, ma'am. But he says it concerns money owed to you." 
 "Mr. Falco can make his payments to you, dear." She returned to the report. The property looked promising; it was underdeveloped and could support a larger factory than the one now on it, but the asking price might be a bit too
 . . . 
 "Miss LaSanda?" the intercom voice said. "Mr. Falco wants to see you personally." 
 "When and who is my next appointment?" 
 "Eleven-thirty. Mr. Doheny from the Crocker Bank." Paige glanced at her diamond-studded Tiffany wristwatch. Five after eleven. 
 "All right," she said, "send Mr. Falco in." After another moment the door opened, and Carol ushered Falco-a gaunt man with long white hair and deep-set eyes-into the office. For a few seconds Falco stood at the center of the huge room, seemingly awed by its sumptuous furnishings, though he'd been to this office twice before. Behind her glass-topped mahogany desk Paige said, "Please sit down, Mr. Falco," and motioned toward a brown leather chair. 
 Falco nodded and took his seat. In his rumpled brown pinstripe suit, he looked like little more than a cadaver, his flesh pale to the shade of gray, his wrists jutting from the coat sleeves. On a table beside him a burst of bright red roses made him look duller still. His eyes were never at rest; they moved across Paige's desk, acrosss her face, the broad picture window that looked out over Wilshire Boulevard, to his own hands in his lap, back to her desk, and then to her face again. 
 Paige held up a carved Dunhill cigarette case of lustrous black wood, and Falco took three cigarettes without apology, putting two in the breast pocket of his coat and lighting the third from the lighter flame Paige offered. 
 "Thank you," he said softly, and leaned back in his chair, smoke dribbling from his nostrils. "These are European cigarettes, are they not?" 
 "Balkan tobacco," Paige said. 
 "One can tell immediately. American brands are so dry and tasteless. These remind me so much of a brand sold in Budapest . . ." 
 "Mr. Falco, I presume you've brought me a check today?" 
 "What? Oh, of course. The check." He rummaged in an inside coat pocket and brought out a sealed and folded envelope. This he slid across the desk to Paige, who instantly used a twenty-four-carat-gold letter opener on it. The check was written against a Swiss bank account and signed by a smooth, graceful hand-Conrad Vulkan. 
 "That's fine," she said, eyeing the amount with mental glee. "How long should this take to clear?" 
 "A week at most," he answered. "Prince Vulkan plans to transfer a large amount to a local bank shortly. Do you have any suggestions?" 
 "I suppose the Crocker Bank's the most convenient. One of their vicepresidents is coming in at eleven-thirty. You might speak to him about it." 
 "There's something else in the envelope, Miss LaSanda," Falco said. 
 "Oh?" She opened it wider and turned it upside down. A small white card fell out; it was engraved with the words Requesting The Pleasure Of Your Company Prince Conrad Vulkan. "What's this?" 
 "As it says. I've been instructed to invite you to dine with Prince Vulkan at eight o'clock tomorrow evening if that's convenient for you." 
 "Where?" 
 "Why, the castle, of course." 
 "The castle? Then I take it you've somehow convinced the power company to repair the lines running up there? That's more than I could ever do." 
 "No." Falco smiled slightly, but it was a smile of the mouth; the eyes remained vacant and faintly troubled. "We have no power yet." 
 "What's your prince going to do then, have something catered? I'm afraid I'm going to have to say-" 
 "Prince Vulkan is very interested in meeting you," Falco said softly. "He assumed the reverse would be true as well." 
 Paige regarded the man for a moment-sad-looking guy, she thought, doesn't he ever see the sun?-and then lit a cigarette of her own, placing it in a long black holder with a gold band. "I'll be honest with you, Mr. Falco," she said finally. "When you came to me in September, wanting to rent these pieces of property, telling me you represented Hungarian royalty, I was highly skeptical. 
 Before the deal was signed, I made a few transatlantic telephone calls. I could find no one in the present Hungarian government who knew anything about a Prince Vulkan. So I was ready to pull out, until you made your first payment in cash. I may not trust very many people, but I do trust the dollar, Mr. Falco. My last husband left me with that philosophy. Yes, I am interested in meeting your Prince Vulkan ... if indeed he is a prince." 
 "He is. Most definitely." 
 "Of a country that doesn't even recognize his existence? I don't think I'd be out of line if I asked where he gets his funds from, do you?" 
 "Family money," Falco said. "He's currently involved in selling some pieces from his very old and valuable art collection." 
 "I see." Paige ran a fingernail over the raised lettering on the invitation. She recalled what a Hungarian official had told her during the last of her overseas calls, "Miss LaSanda, we have found a Conrad Vulkan mentioned in a fragment of Magyar history dated around 1342, but that would hardly be the gentleman you're seeking. This Prince Vulkan was the last of a long line of pretenders to the throne of the northern provinces. His carriage went off a mountain road when he was just seventeen, and it was assumed that wolves ate his body. As for someone passing himself off as Hungarian royalty, that's a different story indeed. We would hate for the name of our government to be involved in any . . . shall we say, unsavory practices?" 
 "For a man of royal tastes," Paige said to Falco, "this Prince Vulkan doesn't seem to care very much about his living conditions, does he?" 
 "The castle suits him perfectly," Falco replied, crushing out his cigarette in an onyx ashtray at his side. "He lives now approximately the same way he lived in Hungary. He needs no luxuries, no conveniences of a modern world. He's never used a telephone and never plans to. For light there are always candles, aren't there?" 
 "And he used the fireplaces for heat?" 
 "That's right." 
 "Well, I've sold and rented both houses and commercial property to all kinds of people, but I'll have to say that your Prince Vulkan is quite a unique individual." She drew on her cigarette and blew smoke toward the ceiling. "I bought that old place for a song. At the time the Hilton people were thinking about converting it into a hotel, but the plans fell through for one reason or another . . ." 
 "The castle is built on unstable rock," Falco said quietly. "Prince Vulkan has told me he can feel the walls vibrate from time to time." 
 "Oh, really?" Paige's cheeks reddened a bit; of course, she'd already known that fact from the Hilton surveyors. "Well, it's stood for over forty years, and I'm confident it'll stand for another forty. At least." She cleared her throat and felt the old man's stare fixed to her. "But Prince Vulkan isn't involved in local commerce is he?" 
 "No." 
 "Then why did you want those warehouses? Of course, it's none of my business. As long as he pays the rent, I don't care what he stores in there, but . . ." Falco nodded. "I understand your curiosity, and so does Prince Vulkan. I would therefore suggest that you accept this invitation. All will be explained." mrf
 "I've never met a prince before," Paige said thoughtfully. "A couple of sheikhsf and some rock stars, yes, but not a prince. Or an ex-prince either for that matter. " How old is he?" 
 "Old enough to be wise, young enough to have ambitions." 
 "Interesting. Eight o'clock?" She picked up the card again and looked at it, then looked at the signature on the check. "I have a previous engagement for tomorrow night, but I suppose I could break it this once. Well, what the hell? 
 I've never had dinner in a drafty old castle before. Tell him I'd be honored to have dinner with him." 
 "Very good." Falco rose to his feet and moved unsteadily toward the door. He put his hand on the knob and paused, standing still for a few seconds. 
 "Anything else?" Paige asked. 
 Falco's spine seemed to stiffen. Very slowly he turned to face her, and now his eyes had retreated so far back in his creased, weary face that they seemed no more than small black circles somewhere at the brain. "I've spoken for Prince Vulkan'' said in a soft, tired voice. "Now I'll speak for myself, and God help me. Turn down the invitation, Miss LaSanda. Keep your previous engagement. Do not come up that mountain to the castle." 
 "What?" Paige smiled uncertainly. "I've said I'll come. There's no need to twist the knife of suspense . . ." 
 "I mean what I say." He paused, staring straight at her so intensely Paige felt a chill run up her spine. "Now, what reply shall I take to the prince?" 
 "Uh . . . I'll come. I guess." 
 Falco nodded. "I'll tell him. Good day, Miss LaSanda." 
 "Good ... uh ... good day." 
 And then Falco had slipped through the door and was gone. 
 "Now, what in the name of Christ was that all about?" she asked herself. She held up the check-I hope this bastard's good, she thought grimly-and looked at the signature, trying to envision the man through it. The lines were thin and elegant, and under the name there was a looped, intricate flourish that reminded her of the signatures on old faded, yellowed documents. Probably used a quill on this, too, she thought, no Bics or Mark Cross for the prince. He would, of course, be dark, very tall, and as thin as a drawn rapier, he would be in his late forties or early fifties, and he probably had a list of ex-wives as long as Wilshire Boulevard. That's probably why he came to the States-to get out of alimony payments. She wondered what to wear-her sensible gray business outfit? 
 Her sleek and sexy black dress? She decided to run over to Bonwit Teller during her lunch hour and check out the display windows. 
 The intercom crackled. "Mr. Doheny is here, Miss LaSanda." "Thank you, Carol. Send him right in." She folded the check and, smiling dreamily, tucked it away in a drawer. 
 FIVE
 A bloodred Chrysler Imperial with a foxtail tied to the radio antenna pulled smoothly to the curb of Machado Street in East L.A., three blocks from the Santos's apartment building on Dos Terros. From the car a young black man wearing sunglasses and a pale blue suit emerged, at first glancing warily up and down the street and then swaggering toward an unpainted wooden bench a few feet away. He sat down to wait because he had just finished a deal up on Whittier and he was early. 
 Across the street, lines of multicolored clothing hung between the dark, brick buildings. Occasionally someone passed by a window-a woman in a print dress, a man in a stained undershirt, a child with thin shoulders-and stopped to stare out vacantly at the rest of the world. From other open windows the black man could hear the blast of boombox stereos, the rattle of pots and pans, the long wail of a child, voices raised in feverish anger. Sometimes jammed in between the tenements were ramshackle houses with sagging front porches, hulks of cars, or remnants of washing machines in rock-strewn front yards. It was just after noon, and the sun was merciless, beating down like a hammer on the dry flat streets; it seemed that everything trembled at the point of ignition, ready to flare into fire with each tick of the clock. The black man turned his head, beads of sweat glittering on his cheeks, and stared across at a clapboard bar decorated with white-painted music notes. It was, not surprisingly, called El Musica Casino. At the corner of Machado there was a flat-roofed grocery store, its windows plastered with Spanish signs. A slat-ribbed dog sniffed around garbage cans, stopped to stare balefully at the black man, then scurried away down an alley. 
 It was a neighborhood ripe for the dreams that Cicero sold. When he looked to his left again, he saw a man and woman approaching, holding hands like frightened children. The man, a walking skeleton with deep blue hollows beneath his eyes, wore faded brown trousers and a shirt with a green and brown floral pattern; the woman would have been quite attractive but for the acne scars on her cheeks and a feral look in her eyes. Her hair was dirty, and it hung limply around her shoulders, and she wore a bright blue shift that barely covered her swelling belly. Their combined ages would hardly have added up to much more than forty, but their faces carried ancient, desperate expressions. 
 Cicero watched them coming, his teeth flaring white. He hooked a thumb back toward that alley, and the two figures hurriedly entered it. Cicero looked up and down the street again. Everything was cool, he thought. The cops never prowled around here. He got to his feet and took his sweet time in going back to the alley where they waited. 
 "Gimme," Cicero said when he reached the man. 
 He gave Cicero a coffee-stained envelope, his hand trembling. Beside him the woman shivered; her teeth were chattering. Cicero tore open the envelope and counted the money very slowly, relishing the cold waves of need that washed in off the two bodies. Then he grunted, said "Lookin' good," and withdrew a small packet of white powder from an inside coat pocket. He dangled the packet before the man's face and saw him bare his teeth like an animal. "Sweet dreams," Cicero whispered. The man grabbed it with a soft moan and raced off along the alley with the woman shouting at his heels. Cicero watched them vanish around a corner and put the money in his pocket. Stupid shits, he thought. Fool didn't even wait to check the horse. Junk's cut so much they'll barely get a buzz, and before nightfall they'll be needin' again. Well, they know where to find old Cicero . . . 
 He laughed to himself, patted his pocket, and walked back along the alley toward the street. 
 At the mouth of the alley, a hulking figure stepped into his path. Cicero said
 "Wha-?" and that was all because in the next instant a hand had slammed into his shoulder, sending him flying back into the alley. Cicero collided with a brick wall and went down to his knees, all the breath squashed out of him. A hand with scarred knuckled grasped Cicero's collar and wrenched him up until he was standing on the toes of his gray alligator-skin boots. His sunglasses dangled from one ear, and his first coherent thought was Cop. The man who held him pinned against the wall was over six-four with wide shoulders that looked as solid as concrete. He was a Chicano, possibly in his mid-forties, dark complexion with fierce black eyes under thich gray-flecked brows. He wore a mustache, also flecked with gray, and there were swirls of gray at the temples in a head of hair so black it seemed to hold shimmers of blue. 
 His eyes were narrowed into fierce slits above a craggy nose, and there was the faint pinkish line of a scar running through his left eyebrow and up into the hairline. This man had a deadly look, and he was crowding Cicero too close for him to reach the ten-inch blade in his back pocket. 
 Not a cop, Cicero thought. This fucker wants to rob my ass, maybe kill me, tool And then Cicero's gaze dropped to the man's throat. And the white collar he was wearing. A priest! 
 Cicero almost laughed as relief surged through his body in waves. But when he began to smile, the priest slammed him back against the wall so hard his teeth clicked. "Come on, man," Cicero said. "How's about backin' off, huh?" The priest stared at him coldly, keeping that hand clenched on Cicero's shirt. 
 "What kind of filth was in that packet?" he rumbled. "Heroin? Answer me before I break your neck, culebra!" 
 Cicero snorted. "You ain't gonna break no neck, Mr. Priest. That's against your religion." 
 With a sharp twist of his shoulder, the man flung Cicero to the ground. "Hey!" Cicero squawked. "You crazy or somethin'?" 
 "How long have you been dealing heroin to Miguel and his wife?" 
 "I don't know no damned Miguel." 
 "Who else have you been selling to?" 
 Cicero started to get up, but the priest moved forward with fists clenched, so Cicero stayed where he was. "Sellin'? I ain't sellin' nothin'!" 
 "All right, suppose we let the police decide that, si?" Cicero's hand began the long creep back to his pocket. "Look, old white collar, you don't want to mess with me, understand? I don't want to hear no talk 'bout cops. Now you're gonna step aside and let me go on my way." 
 "Get up," the priest said. 
 Cicero rose slowly, and by the time he'd straightened, he had the blade hidden in the hand that dangled loosely behind him. "I said you're gonna let me pass!" he said hoarsely. "Do what I tell you!" 
 "I've been looking for you for a long time, ever since I knew Miguel and his wife were hooked on that trash. And you've been selling to Victor DiPietro and Bernardo Palamer, haven't you?" 
 "I don't know what the fuck you're talkin' about." Cicero grinned widely, and then the tongue of steel lapped at hot sunlight. "Move out of my way, man!" The priest looked at the blade but didn't move. "Put that down or I'll make you eat it." 
 "I ain't never stuck no white collar before, but I will if you pushes me! And by God you're pushin' me right now! Ain't nobody pushes Cicero Clinton, understand?" 
 Bastardo," the priest said quietly. "I'll stick that knife up your ass and send you running home to your momma." 
 "Huh?" Cicero said, stunned for a second by the priest's language. That second of hesitation spelled his doom for, right in the middle of it, the priest's fist came flying out of thin air and crashed against the side of Cicero's head. As Cicero staggered back, he flailed out with the knife, but his wrist was suddenly caught in a crushing vise; he shrieked in pain and dropped the blade. Then another fist filled his vision, bloodily knocking a few teeth into his mouth. 
 Cicero started to go down, but then the priest grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and was dragging him along the alley. On Machado Street, in full view of a number of people who had watched the whole thing from their windows, the priest picked up Cicero and jammed him down into a garbage can. 
 "You ever come back to my streets," the priest said, "I'll have to get rough with you. Comprende?" 
 "Yeth," Cicero croaked, spitting out blood and bits of enamel. When he tried to struggled out of the can, black waves crashed over him and sent him spinning down to the bottom of the sea. 
 "Hey! Father Silvera!" someone called out, and the priest turned. A small boy in blue jeans and scuffed white sneakers was running toward him. When the boy was near enough to see the arms and legs sticking out of the garbage can, he stopped and stared, openmouthed. 
 "Hello, Leon," Father Silvera said. He rubbed the skinned knuckles of his right hand. 
 "Why aren't you in school today?" 
 "Uh ... I don't know." He stepped back as one of Cicero's arms twitched. "I didn't do my homework." 
 "That's not an excuse." Silvera looked at him sternly. "Your father let you stay home from school?" 
 Leon shook his head. "I have to take care of my sister. Papa didn't come home last night." 
 "He didn't come home? Where did he go?" 
 "Out." The boy shrugged. "He said for me to stay home with Juanita, and he was going to play cards. That was last night." 
 "He didn't go to work today?"; 
 Leon shook his head again, and Silvera's shoulders sagged forward slightly;5, he'd helped Sandor La Paz get that job at the garage, he'd even vouched for the good-for-nothing bastardo. Now Sandor had probably lost a week's wages in a card J game with the neighborhood hustlers, and he was drinking himself into a stupor in a bar. "Are you and Juanita okay?" 
 "Si, Father. We're doing good." 
 "Did you eat anything for breakfast?"I The boy shrugged. "Taco chips. But I gave Juanita a glass of milk." 
 "Your papa left some money for you?" 
 "A little bit in a drawer." His face clouded over slightly. "He's gonna come back home, isn't he?" 
 "Of course he will. He's probably home right now. You'd better get back there yourself and keep and eye on Juanita. She's too young to be left alone. Hurry now. I'll be by later this afternoon." 
 Leon beamed and started to turn away, then suddenly he heard a soft moan that didn't come from the man in the garbage can. When Leon looked back, he saw Father Silvera wiping sweat off his forehead with the palm of a trembling hand. 
 "Father?" he asked. "You all right?" 
 "Yes. Hurry on now. I'll see you later. Go!" 
 The boy scurried on away. He felt better now that Father Silvera was going to come by to see him. If the padre said things were going to be all right, then they would be. And Papa would be home, too, just like he said. Truly, he was a miracle man. 
 Silvera was aware of the people watching him from their windows. Not now! he told himself. Please don't let it happen now! When he let his hand hang by his side, it jumped and twitched with erratic spasms. He felt a boil of anger at the pit of his stomach, and suddenly he kicked over the garbage can, spilling Cicero out over the curb into the gutter. Cicero stirred and began to stagger to his feet. "Remember," Silvera said. "Don't come back around here. I'll be looking for you." 
 Cicero struggled behind the wheel of the Imperial and started the engine. Then he spat blood toward Silvera and shouted, "I'll get you, cocksucka!" Then the car roared away from the curb, leaving a blue haze of exhaust and scorched rubber. 
 Silvera thrust his hands in his pockets and began to walk away from those watchful eyes. He'd made it around the corner when the bile came up volcanically from his stomach; he leaned over and threw up against a wall, and as he was heaving, he could feel both hands jittering in his pockets as if pulled by unseen strings. He took them out, leaned his back against the graffitied wall, and watched the fingers jerk, the veins twitching under the flesh. They seemed to belong to someone else because he had no control over them anymore, and he never knew when the spasms would start or stop. The spasms hadn't yet begun their slow creep up his forearms, as the kind doctor at County General had told him they would. But it was just a matter of time. The death dance of the muscles, once begun, was irreversible. After a moment more he walked on, past more sunburned apartment buildings and more low, dusty houses jammed in between brick walls. The barrio seemed to go on forever, one narrow garbage-strewn street after another. The place smelled of rotting, stifled souls to Silvera, the reek of corpses that had died at the dead ends in the huge, tangled maze of life. There is so much to do, he told himself as he walked. So much to do and so little time. He was going to have to find Miguel and Linda and get them off that hellish junk, but it would be hard. Once hooked, it was easier to drift in that limbo of heroin-induced dreams than to face the stark reality of life. Silvera knew; he had the needle track on the insides of both his elbows to show for two years of life on the edge of bestiality. So much to do and so little time. God help me, he thought. Please give me strength. And time. Please. 
 At the end of the block, he could see the bell tower of his church pressed close between tenement buildings. The tower was painted white, and through the open shutters the large brass bell caught a shard of golden sunlight. Silvera had found that beautiful bell in the abandoned mission of a town called Borja, near the Mexican border. The town had been almost deserted, and it exuded a strange aura of old evil. One of the remaining residents had told Silvera that several years before a man who'd called himself Baal had come to the town and since then Borja had been tainted. Silvera had brought that bell back from the desert in a pickup truck over a hundred miles of winding, sun-scorched road. He'd rigged a hoist and with the help of a few neighborhood men had lifted the bell to the tower. He'd worked on it many weeks, polishing away the last of the corrosion, and now it sang-joyful and clear to beckon all to Sunday Mass or announce Saturday weddings, solemnly mournful tolling for a funeral procession-as a symbol of the Church of Our Sainted Mary. Not very long ago a crack had appeared at the very top of the bell and now was gradually snaking its way down to the rim. The bell's destiny was clear, and yet it had so much more work to do. Silvera smiled when he thought of what Leon and several of the other children called it-Mary's Voice. 
 Father Silvera reached his church and climbed a few rickety wooden steps to the front door. He was feeling better now; he'd stopped sweating, and his hands weren't trembling nearly as much as they had been. It had been the strain of throwing that heroin dealer around that had done it. He knew better than to do things like that, but he was still a bullishly strong man, and in this case his temper had gotten the best of him. 
 Inside, the church was almost claustrophobic with the wooden pews packed closely together, and a wine-red runner spread along the narrow aisle from front door to altar. Atop the altar stood a heavy brass crucifix, brightly polished, on an ornate base. Behind that altar with its chipped ceramic statue of Mary cradling Christ child in her arms was a large oval stained-glass window that split the light into a kaleidoscope of white, azure, violet, umber, and emerald green. In the, window's center was a representation of Jesus carrying a staff and behind him a green knoll dotted with sheep. On sunny days His eyes were circles of kind, warm brown light; on cloudy days His gaze turned stormy, the light stern and grayish. 
 It intrigued Silvera to watch those changes and reminded him that even Jesus Christ has His bad days. 
 Silvera walked through the church to his living quarters, his steps sounding hollow on the wooden floor. It was a single room, painted white, with a thin mattressed bed, a chest of drawers, a reading lamp, and a sink in the corner. There was a shelf of hard-cover books, most of them more political and sociological than theologic: Future Shock by Alvin Tofler, The Politics of Evil by James N. Virga, Drawing Down the Moon by Margot Adler. On another, lower shelf was a toaster and a hot plate, neither of which worked particularly well. The walls were decorated with crayon drawings given to him by some of the younger children in his parish-sailboats skimming a green ocean, stick figures waving from windows, rainbow-colored kites among the clouds. There was a ceramic crucifix hanging near the door, a bright travel poster that said See Mexico's Wonders, and a framed painting of a fishing village featuring nets drying in the sun. It reminded him of the village he'd been born in, Puerto Grande on the Gulf of Mexico. Another door led into a tiny bathroom with a noisy toilet and a stuttering shower. He crossed the room, drew water from the sink into a drinking cup, and gingerly tasted it. Not so bad today, he thought. He drank it down gratefully, spilling only a few drops on his shirt because his hand wasn't trembling quite so much. 
 And then he listened; he thought he'd heard the front door open and close. Yes, there was the noise of footsteps now. He put the cup aside and hurried out. 
 There was a young man standing at the altar, staring up at the stained-glass window. He wore a pale blue shirt and faded, tight-fitting denims. His eyes were dark and haunted, very tired-looking. Silvera stopped and looked at the young man, hardly recognizing him. "Rico?" he said quietly. "Is that Rico Esteban?" 
 "Yes, Father," Rico said. "It's me." 
 "Good God, how you've grown!" The priest stepped forward and shook Rico's hand in a firm, dry grasp. "The last time I saw you was.. . well, I hate to think how many years have passed! But you're a man now, aren't you?" Rico smiled and shrugged. He thought, Father, if you only knew . . . 
 "So I've heard you've moved out of the barrio. You're living on Sunset Boulevard?" 
 "I've got an apartment on the Strip." 
 "I'm glad to hear that. Where are you working?" 
 "For myself," Rico said, and when Silvera's gaze sharpened, he added. "Doing this and that. I'm trying to start my own messenger service." Silvera nodded. Of course, he knew that Rico was probably selling drugs or pimping, possibly both. Rico's hands were too smooth, and he'd never had the education for a desk job, though as a child playing around this very church Rico had shown a healthy curiosity about life that Silvera hoped would blossom into a quest for real knowledge. A stab of sorrow and pity caught Silvera in the heart. 
 The waste, he thought, the terrible waste. 
 "I'm making out okay," Rico said. He'd sensed what was going on in the priest's head, behind those black, fathomless eyes. 
 Silvera motioned toward the front pew. "Please, sit down." Rico did, and Silvera sat beside him. "You look fine," he said, which was a lie because Rico looked as drained as an empty bottle and much thinner than he ought to be. He wondered what Rico was selling. Cocaine? Amphetamines? Angel dust? Surely not heroin. 
 Rico was too smart to get involved with junk, and he probably recalled how the addicts had screamed from their windows when they'd injected themselves with a hit cut with baby powder or sugar. "It's been too long," Silvera said. 
 "A long time since I've been inside here, yeah." Rico looked around the church, his gaze coming to rest on the window. "I'd almost forgotten what it looked like in here. What surprises me is that your window hasn't been broken yet." 
 "It's been tried. I've been having some trouble with the Homicides." 
 "They're a bunch of punks. You should call the cops on them." 
 "No. It's neighborhood business and nothing that I can't take care of. Your attitude about the police seems to have changed since your were running with the Cripplers." 
 "You're wrong, Father. I still think the cops are good-for-nothing pigs, but you can't handle the Homicides by yourself. They'll cut your throat as fast as anybody else's. Maybe faster." 
 Silvera nodded thoughtfully, searching the younger man's eyes. A terrible bitterness seemed to be churning there, the look of a dog long deprived of food. 
 And there was something else, too, something that lay much deeper and closer to Rico's soul. Silvera saw just a quick flash of it, like dark, glimmering quicksilver, and recognized it as fear-an emotion he'd seen in his own mirror eyes a great deal recently. "You come to see me for a reason, Rico. Can I help you?" 
 "I don't know. Maybe yes, maybe no." He shrugged, looked at the stained-glass window, and seemed to have a hard time saying it. "Father, has Merida Santos come to see you in the last couple of days?" 
 "Merida? No." 
 "Oh, Jesus," Rico said softly. "I thought she might've . . . you know, come here to talk to you. I've . . . I've made her pregnant, and now she's gone. Even her crazy mother doesn't know where she is, and I can't sleep at night not knowing what's happened to her. 
 "Slow down," the priest said, and gripped Rico's shoulder. "Take it easy and tell me everything from the beginning." 
 Rico took a deep breath. "I picked her up at her building on Saturday night..." 
 When Rico was finished, his hands were clasped tightly in his lap. "I called the cops this morning and talked to the missing persons guy. He said not to worry about it, that a lot of people disappeared for a couple of days at a time and then came back home. He said it's called running away from home, so I knew then that " "fjj he wasn't taking me too seriously, you know? He said that if her mother wasn't "Xn concerned, I shouldn't be either. Good-for-nothin' pig! I don't know what to do, Father! I think . . . maybe something bad's happened to her!" 
 Silvera's eyes were black and brooding. In this neighborhood, he knew, any of a dozen terrible things could've happened to Merida Santos-kidnapping, rape, murder. ... He refused to think about that. "Merida's a good girl. I can't imagine her running away from home. Still, if you say she's pregnant, she may be afraid to face her mother." 
 "Who wouldn't be? She tried to chop me up with a butcher knife. That was yesterday afternoon?" Rico nodded. "Then maybe Merida's come home since then? 
 Maybe she just stayed away from home overnight because she was afraid to tell her mother she was pregnant?" 
 "Maybe. I thought about calling the missing persons cops again and saying I was Merida's father or uncle, but you know what that bastardo told me? He said they were too busy to hunt down every little girl who decided to run away from the barrio. Busy doin' what? Ain't that a load of shit?" He stopped abruptly. 
 "Oh. Sorry, Father." 
 "That's all right. I agree. It is a load of shit. But why don't we go see Mrs. Santos together? Maybe Merida's come home by now, or Mrs. Santos might talk to me more freely than she would you." 
 Silvera rose to his feet. 
 "I love her, Father," Rico said as he stood up. "I want you to know that." 
 "That may be, Rico. But I don't think you love her enough, do you?" Rico felt speared with guilt. Silvera's eyes were like hard bits of black glass, reflecting the secrets of Rico's soul back at him. He was shamed to silence. 
 "All right," Silvera said, and clapped Rico softly on the shoulder. "Let's go." 
 SIX
 "Here's what we got," Sully Reece said as he laid a thick sheaf of white bluelined computer printout paper amid the general disarray on Palatazin's desk. 
 "The people down in Vehicle I.D. are going crazy, but they're sending their computers back through the whole list of plate numbers again just in case it missed any the first time, which Taylor says is highly unlikely. As you can see, there are quite a few people in L.A. who drive a gray, white, or light blue Volks bearing a two, a seven, and a 'T' in some numerical combination." 
 "My God," Palatazin said as he unfolded the list. "I never knew there were so many Volkswagens in the whole state!" 
 "That's every combination the computers could come up with." Palatazin bit down on his pipe. "Of course, he could be driving with a stolen license plate." 
 "Don't even think it, please. If that's the case, then you can just about triple the number of plates listed on that printout. And if that chick was wrong about even one digit, then the whole thing's screwed." 
 "Well, let's hope she wasn't." He glanced down the list, which contained a few hundred names and addresses. "These are grouped by area?" 
 "Yes, sir. Taylor thought the computers were going to blow up, but he programmed them to give us our information on the basis of twenty major areas. The first twenty-five or so addresses, for instance, are located in a grid from Fairfax Avenue to Alvarado Street." 
 "Fine. That makes it a little easier for the officers." Palatazin counted down twenty-eight names and tore them off the list. "Split whoever's available up into teams, Sully, and hand out as many of those names as you can. You and I will be taking these." 
 "Yes, sir. Oh, have you seen this?" He held up the morning edition of the Times. 
 There on the front page in a black-bordered box under a headline that read "Do You Know This Man?" was the composite of the face they were seeking. "That should do some good." 
 Palatazin took the paper and laid it out on his desk. "I hope so. It's flashed through my mind that this man might be an insurance agent from Glendale-a wife, two children, and a cat-who likes a bit of action on the side. If that's the case, then we're back at square one." He looked up suddenly, as if he'd heard something, and stared intensely past Reece into the corner. 
 "Captain?" Reece asked after a few seconds. He glanced over his shouldernothing there, of course. But nevertheless he felt a chill ripple between his shoulder blades, as if he sensed someone standing right behind him. Palatazin blinked and looked away, forcing himself to stare down at the list of names and addresses. Garvin, Kelly, Vaughan ... he thought he'd seen something begin to stir in that corner . . . Mehta, Salvatore, Ho ... where the apparition of his mother had stood yesterday afternoon . . . Emiliana, Lopez, Carlyle . . . 
 but before he could focus on it, the faint movement like the sluggish motion of ripples through muddy water had ceased. He glanced quickly up at Reece. 
 "What... 
 uh ... about that other thing I asked you to look into?" 
 "Not much luck there. There's nothing you can buy over the counter that would cause the effect we're looking for. One of the pharmacists I talked to said airplane glue might smell like that and make you pretty drunk if you were to inhale)% a concentrated dose of it, but it wouldn't put you under right off. The same with some of the ant and roach sprays on the market. Even hair spray." 
 "No, I don't think that's what we want. Maybe our friend knows a druggistHlt 4, who's making him something special?" He dared to glance into that corner again. 
 Nothing there, nothing at all. 
 "Possibly. Another guy told me there used to be a salve you could buy that had a chloroform base. A couple of good whiffs and you were on your ass. But it's not sold anymore." 
 Palatazin frowned. "We could be ... what's the saying? Singing in the dark." 
 "Whistling in the dark," Reece corrected him. He took the rest of the printout and went to the door. "I'll get these distributed. You eating lunch today?" 
 "From home." He motioned toward a paper sack half buried in file folders on his desk. 
 "Well, it's about that time. Bon appetit!" 
 "Thank you." Palatazin looked down the rest of his list. He was certain many of these addresses would no longer be accurate. Some of these people would be impossible to find, some would probably have sold their cars. Regardless, the task (it) had to be done, he had nothing else to go on. He put the list aside for the moment, reaching for his lunch and the Times Sully had left. Jo had made a ham salad sandwich for him today; there was a dill pickle, a nice red apple, and a can of V-8 juice. He knew his stomach would be roaring an hour after he finished eating, but he'd promised Jo he'd try to stick to his diet for a while. Last week he'd found himself slipping, sending out for chocolate-cream doughnuts in the middle of the afternoon. 
 He looked again to the corner-nothing there, of course ... if there ever had been. He turned and opened his blinds, then began to eat his sandwich while he paged through the paper. It took him about fifteen minutes to reach page eleven, and when he did, the headline "Vandals Hit Highland Park Cemetery" jumped out at him. He read through the story twice, his heart beginning to beat like a blacksmith's hammer. Then he rummaged through a drawer for a pair of scissors and carefully cut out the article. In the middle of scissoring he remembered his mother holding a pair of scissors, too, going through the Times and the Herald-Examiner and the National Enquirer, the Tattler and the Star and Fate magazine and a dozen others, searching for articles she would clip and put away in a little metal box that now sat on the top shelf of his bedroom closet. He had brought it back to the house from Golden Garden after his mother had died. He read the story over once more, folded it, and put it in his shirt pocket. His temples ached with dull thunder; his stomach turned over when he glanced at his half-eaten lunch. 
 Because now he knew that they were here. Hiding in a city of over eight million, half the globe and many worlds away from Krajeck, Hungary. Lurking in the darkness, walking the streets and boulevards of Los Angeles in human shape, ripping through the city's cemeteries in search of-My God, he thought, a shiver almost splitting him in two. What is to be done? 
 Who would believe before it was too late? Because one of their greatest strengths, the strength that had kept them existing in a world that had come from ox cart to Cadillac and from slingshot to laser beam, was lack of belief in their existence. "Rational" thought was their shield of invisibility, because they stalked the land of nightmare fears. 
 What is to be done? Palatazin asked himself, panic bubbling like a cauldron's brew in the pit of his stomach. 
 There was a knock at his door, and Lieutenant Reece looked in. "Captain? The teams are organized. We're ready to move." 
 "Huh? Oh, yes. Of course." He stood up, shrugged into his coat, and took the list of addresses from his desk. 
 "Captain, are you all right?" Reece asked. 
 Palatazin nodded brusquely. "I'm fine." What is to be done? When he looked up into the other man's face, he saw that Recce's eyes looked concerned. Now he thinks I'm cracking, too, Palatazin thought, and then he heard the dark answer in his brain, Well? Aren't you? Reece turned away, and Palatazin followed him out. 





SEVEN
 The building cast a deep shadow along Dos Terros Street. In front of it, half up the curb, was a rust-eaten old Ford standing on two flat shoes and two cement blocks. Overhead lines of clothes, stirred by a dusty breeze, hung from windows. 
 As Father Silvera stepped out of Rico Esteban's car, he saw a shirt break loose from one of these clotheslines and flutter to the earth, arms waving in eerie futility. 
 On the front steps a thin brown mongrel dog was sleeping, head resting on its paws. Rico stood on the sidewalk and looked up at the building. Several of the windows were open, but no faces peered down from them. "Mrs. Santos lives on the fifth floor, doesn't she?" Silvera asked as he went up the steps. "Right. Fifth floor, Apartment D. Hey . . ." Silvera, halfway up the steps, turned toward him. 
 "What is it?" Rico stared at the building. "I ... don't know. Something's funny." "Come on." Silvera took another step, and the dog's head instantly rose. 
 Its eyes flared like bits of burning topaz. Rico said, "Father . . ." The dog stood up, turned to face the men, and bared its teeth with a low, throaty growl. 
 Silvera froze. 
 "Kick that damned mutt," Rico said, coming up to stand beside the priest. When Silvera didn't move, he kicked out toward the dog's side, but the mongrel simply dodged him, then stood its ground, the growl deeper and full of menace. 
 "Get out of here!" he said. "Get away!" 
 "Whose dog is this?" Silvera asked. Rico shrugged. When the priest moved forward again, the dog crouched down in front of the door, ready to leap. 
 "Whoever he belongs to, he doesn't want us to go inside, does he? I think I'd rather try another door than risk having my leg chewed off." 
 "Ah, you shit!" Rico muttered to the dog, and spat at it. The dog didn't move. Silvera was already at the alley beside the building, and Rico gave up after another moment to follow him. 
 They found a locked door that led down into the basement. Silvera was about to go around to the rear when Rico kicked at the basement door, splitting the rotten wood. The door sagged on its hinges. Silvera gave him a grave stare, but Rico shrugged and said, "Here's our way in, Father." He stepped into the musty, low-ceilinged basement. 
 It was almost totally dark inside, but in the murky light from the open doorway Silvera saw vague shapes-a tattered sofa lying on its side like a gutted hog, a couple of chair frames without cushions or backs, the shell of a television set, mounds of papers, and what looked like some rolled-up rugs and shower curtains. 
 Cigarette butts and beer cans littered the floor. Rico and Silvera climbed a rickety wooden stairway to another door, opened it, and found themselves in the building's entrance hall. They could still see the dog crouched on the steps, but the closed door stood between them. Now the dog seemed to be sleeping again. 
 They left the first floor and began climbing up, their shoes making the frail stairs whine. They had passed the second floor landing when Rico realized what was making the flesh on the back of his neck crawl-the place was as silent as a tomb. 
 "It's quiet in here," the priest said at almost the same instant. His voice echoed along the corridor. "How many people live in this building?" 
 "I don't know. Maybe fifty or sixty. Christ, just yesterday there was so much noise in here you couldn't think straight! Babies cryin', radios, people fighting . . ." He looked at the stairs that lay ahead. "Christ, where is everybody?" 
 In the third floor corridor Silvera knocked at a door that had "Diego" scrawled across it in green spray paint. The unlocked door creaked open a few inches, and Silvera peered inside. "Diego?" Silvera called out. "You home, man?" A table had been thrown over, and on the wooden floor flies crawled over the food that spilled from plates and glasses. Silvera felt his heart pound. 
 "Wait a minute," he said to Rico, stepping into the apartment. Newspapers had been jammed in around the windowsills and stretched over the glass; the sunlight was cut to a hazy murk. There was an unmade bed and a door leading to a bathroom. Silvera peered in and found himself staring at the shower curtain rod. 
 It was bent, and several of the hooks lay scattered on the floor. The curtain itself was gone. When Silvera turned, Rico was standing right behind him. 
 "The apartment across the hall's open, too," Rico said. "There's nobody inside." 
 Silvera stepped past Rico and looked at the overturned table. "Diego was here, last night at least. That looks like what he must've been eating for dinner." He glanced at the newspaper-covered windows. "This place is already dark enough. 
 Why did he try to cut the light?" He went out into the corridor and tried a few more doors; all of them were unlocked, the apartments empty but showing signs of recent life-cigarettes and cigars in ashtrays, dishes in sinks or on the tables, clothes hanging in closets. A few doors had been broken open, the wood splintered around the locks. Several of them had scratches imbedded deep in the wood, as if made by an animal's claws. 
 "Anybody here?" Rico shouted at the stairway. His voice rolled on through the building and was unanswered. He stared at the priest, his face paled by fear. 
 "We go up," Silvera said, and started climbing the stairs again. The fourth floor hallway was as quiet as all the others. Rico could see doors standing open, and in the dim light he could make out the same deep scratches that they had seen downstairs. 
 Just above the fourth floor landing, Silvera stopped, his eyes wide, staring at the walls. New graffiti covered the old-HOTSHOT WAS HERE. VIPERS ARE KINGS. ZEKE SUX (HA HA). ALL FOR THE MASTER, BURN BABY BURN. Silvera reached out and touched the brown letters. "My God," he heard himself say, his voice hollow, as if he were speaking from the bottom of a well. "That's blood!" He continued upward, his senses coiled like a culebra de cascabel. For now his nerves were vibrating with the presence of something he'd felt a thousand times before-in a jail cell where two heroin addicts cut each other to pieces with razor blades; in a suffocatingly hot room where a drunken father had just beaten his three-year-old son to death with a baseball bat; in the smoldering, corpse-strewn ruins of a tenement razed by the arsonist's match; in the greedy eyes of Cicero, the dealer of demonic dreams. That presence was Evil, and now Silvera felt it as he never had before, so strong it was a tangible thing that clung to the walls, holding the odor of blood and brimstone. His heart was pumping hard, and before he reached the fifth floor he could feel the twitching-fibrillations, the doctors called them-begin deep in his hands. The fifth floor corridor stretched out before them. Rico looked in through one of the open doors. The place was a wreck, and bits of a shattered mirror glittered on the floor like dusty diamonds. Silvera moved on ahead of him toward the Santos apartment and was about to push open the door-scratches, he thought, there are scratches in this wood-when something crashed violently behind a closed door on the opposite side of the hallway. 
 "What the shit was that?" Rico said, twisting around. Silvera crossed the hall and put his hand on the doorknob. He paused for a moment, listening. From the apartment he could hear a muffled thump, thump that was unlike anything he could identify. Then there was silence. "Who's there?" 
 Silvera called out. But there was no answer. He started to push the door open. 
 "Father!" Rico said. "Don't . . .!" 
 But then Silvera started across the threshold, and something dark came flying into his face from the ceiling. He cried out, feeling a claw graze his cheek, and threw his hands up before his face. The thing tangled in his hair, then whirled off over his head like a swooping gray leaf. Silvera spun around to watch it hit the corridor ceiling with that muffled thumping noise; it flew over Rico's head and disappeared into shadows at the far end of the hallway. Silvera was shaken, but he felt like exploding with nervous laughter. A pigeon, he thought. I was frightened by a single pigeon. He looked back into the apartment and immediately saw the broken window where the thing must've flown in, on the floor a broken bottle and knick-knacks spilled from a shelf that the pigeon had probably collided with. He went into the apartment, his hands shaking badly now-he wondered how he was going to keep Rico from seeing-and checked the bathroom. A mirror had been smashed, and Silvera stared at himself through a series of concentric cracks. Again he noted that the shower curtain was gone. 
 The"H'-* rod itself had been ripped out of the wall. 
 Across the hallway Rico was slowly pushing open the door to Mrs. Santos's apartment. He stood at the threshold and called out her name, but of course there was no answer, and neither had he been expecting one. It was just that he wanted to hear a voice in this place, something human in this silent vault. He stepped into the apartment, his heartbeat racing. A sheen of sweat clung to his face. He walked across the room and looked into the small, darkened bedroom. It was sweltering, the air hanging in heavy layers. Rico saw that the sheets had been torn off the bed He felt the hair rise on the back of his neck suddenly and didn't know why. Quickly he left the bedroom and went back out to the hall. 
 Father Silvera had stepped into another room farther along the corridor. In this apartment he found an empty cradle with several spots of blood on the infant's pillow. When he stepped into the bedroom, he immediately froze. On the wall over the bare bed, written in blood, was ALL FOR THE MASTER. Newspapers were jammed over the single window, reducing the light to a pale, smoky haze. 
 Silvera ripped them away. The light immediately strengthened, and he opened the window for some fresh air. 
 And then something moved in the room-a bare whisper of a movement that made Silvera twist around from the window. But no one was there. The bedroom was empty. He listened, ignoring the increased muscle fibrillations that ran through his hands, making his fingers twitch like claws. Again that noise, somewhere close. A sliding cloth-on-cloth sound. He stared at the mattress. No sheets. 
 Where are they? he wondered. Did these people leave their homes and belongings, taking with them only sheets and cheap plastic shower curtains? 
 dead trees. The legs pushed frantically, and in another moment the two figures had squirmed back underneath the bed. They gave a couple of convulsive twitches and lay still. 
 Rico's face had gone almost as white as Joe Vega's. He turned and stumbled over his own feet trying to get out to the corridor. Silvera came out, walking unsteadily. "Let's get out of here, Father! Let's call the cops!" Rico pleaded. 
 "Did you look for Mrs. Santos?" 
 "Yeah. There's nothing in there. . . ." 
 "Were the sheets on the bed?" 
 Rico went cold. "Sheets? No. But Christ, Father, don't go back in there!" Silvera stepped into the apartment. He forced himself to look under the bed, but there was nothing there. He crossed the room to a closet, gripped the knob, and opened it. At the bottom there was a pile of old newspapers and clothes. Silvera stared at it for a few seconds, then probed it with his foot. Something moved, shifting uneasily. 
 He slammed the door shut and hurried out to where Rico, his face a shade between white and green, waited. "All right," Silvera said. "Now we go for the police." 





EIGHT
 Palatazin and Reece came out of an apartment building on Malabar Street in Boyle Heights trailed by an elderly black man with a gnarled walking stick. The man's name was Herbert Vaughan, he was a retired L.A. police officer, and he owned a light gray 72 Volkswagen Beetle with license plate 205 AVT. 
 "You know Captain Dexter?" he asked Palatazin when they'd reached the dark blue car with the municipal tag parked in front of the building. 
 "Will Dexter? Yes sir, I did know him, but he retired about six years ago." 
 "Oh, Captain Dexter retired? He was a fine man, a real fine man. He could find this Roach fella for you if you got him out of retirement." The man's eyes snapped from Reece to Palatazin. 
 "I'm sure he could, Mr. Vaughan. He did a good job on the Chinatown killings back in 71." 
 "Uh-huh. Sure did. And I'll tell you what, Will Dexter could catch the Gravedigger, too. Could find that fella fast as you could say 'Jack Robinson.'" 
 "The Gravedigger?" Reece said. "Who's that, Mr. Vaughan?" 
 "Don't you boys keep up with anything anymore?" He cracked his stick impatiently down on the sidewalk. "It was in the Tattler this morning! The Gravedigger! That fella who's been going' through cemeteries and makin' off with the caskets! Ha! 
 That kind of shit didn't go on when I was on the force, I'm here to tell you!" 
 "The Tattler?" Palatazin said softly. "This morning?" 
 "Son, have you got wax in your ears? That's what I said. What kind of accent have you got? Italian?" 
 "Hungarian. Thank you for talking with us, Mr. Vaughan." Palatazin went around the car and slid in under the steering wheel. Reece climbed in, but Mr. Vaughan shuffled forward and gripped the door handle before Reece could close it. "You get Cap Dexter out of retirement, you hear? He'll find the Roach for you, and he'll put that Gravedigger in the nut house, where he belongs!" 
 "Thank you, Mr. Vaughan," Reece said, and gently closed the door. As they drove away Palatazin glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the old man leaning on his cane, watching them drive out of sight. 
 "Who's next?" Reece asked. 
 Palatazin checked his list. "A. Mehta, 4517-D, Arizona Avenue in East L.A. That's a white Volks with the plate 253 BTA. I hope the other men are having better luck than we are." He waited for a light to change and then turned right on Whittier Boulevard. He'd gone almost a block when an ambulance screamed up from behind. Immediately he swerved to the curb; the ambulance, white and orange lights flashing, careened through traffic and on out of sight. 
 "Gravedigger," Reece said quietly, and smiled. "Christ! This city's full of nuts, isn't it? If it's not Roach, it's the Gravedigger, and if not him, it'll always be someone else tomorrow." 
 "Remind me to find a Tattler on the way in. I'd like to read that story." 
 "I didn't think you were a fan of that rag." 
 "I'm not. But Mr. Vaughan's right-we have to keep up with things, don't we?" In the distance he heard the shriek of another siren. He could look down the side streets off Whittier Boulevard and see a smoky haze hanging in the afternoon sunlight between buildings that looked like bombed-out hulks. He didn't often come into the poor black and Spanish sections of Boyle Heights, East L.A., and Belvedere Gardens. There were detectives, though, who'd been trained especially in dealing with the barrio population, and in many instances riot situations had been defused by a detective or a beat officer who'd been accepted into the barrio's fold. All others were estranos, strangers not to be trusted. 
 Reece glanced over at Palatazin, then back to the street. "Any particular reason you wanted to hit the street yourself on this one, captain? You could just as easily have handled it from the office." 
 "No, I wanted to get out of there for a while. I'm getting fat and lazy sitting around telling other people what to do. That's the trouble with promotions, Sully. You're rewarded for what you do best by being shoved upstairs to let younger men do the legwork. Of course, if what you do best is the legwork, then . . . well..." He shrugged. What he did not say was that he was becoming fearful of his own office, of the shadows and shapes he was beginning to think he saw within those four walls. 
 At the next intersection a third ambulance shrieked across, heading south. 
 "Wonder what's going on?" Reece said. 
 Their radio, which had been humming with codes and locations all across the city, suddenly came to urgent life. The dispatcher's voice sounded loud in the closed vehicle-"All cars vicinity of Caliente and Dos Terros streets, East Los Angeles, see the senior officer at 1212 Dos Terros." The message was repeated, and then voices from various cars confirming. 
 "That sounds hot," Reece said. He motioned toward the next street sign. 
 "Caliente's coming up." 
 Palatazin's heartbeat quickened. A black and white roared past them, siren wailing, and turned left on Caliente with a screech of tires. "Let's see what's going on," Palatazin said. He swerved through traffic and raced after the prowl car as Reece hit the siren and clamped the flashing Magneto light to the car's top. 
 For a few minutes they wound through an area of narrow, potholed streets and crumbling tenements, until they came to a street that was already being cordoned off by a couple of uniformed officers. The prowl car was permitted to sweep on through. Palatazin applied the brakes and showed them his badge. 
 "What's happening?" he asked one of the cops. 
 "No one's certain yet, captain," the officer said. "They're bringing a lot of
 , corpses out of that building over there, but. . . well, you'll have to see for yourself, sir." 
 "Who's senior officer?" 
 "Sergeant Teal. I believe he's inside." 
 Palatazin nodded and drove through. People were clustered around the stairs of a tenement in the middle of the block, and the police were trying to push them back behind sawhorse cordons. Four prowl cars were parked at different angles in the street with their lights spinning, and there were two ambulances parked close to the stairs. Palatazin whipped the car to the opposite curb and jumped out. Reece followed him across the street, and when they reached the stairway, they saw two white-uniformed ambulance attendants bringing down a stretcher with a woman's body on it. The white sheet pulled up to her chin matched the color of her flesh. From where he stood Palatazin caught a brief glimpse of those eyes , staring through the closed lids. A shiver of horror went through the crowd of onlookers. The body began writhing in the sheet, the face contorting hideously, but no sound came from its mouth. The body was loaded into one of the waiting ambulances. 
 "I thought these were supposed to be corpses," Reece said, watching the ambulance wheel away. "God, what was wrong with that woman's eyes?" Palatazin was already moving up the stairs. He flashed his badge at the officer at the door. "Where's Sergeant Teal?" 
 "Third floor, captain." 
 He started to ascend the stairway, but suddenly his attention was caught by a small yellow form shoved in a corner of the entrance hall. It was a dead dog. The teeth were bared; there was a bullet hole in the skull. Palatazin climbed the stairs, stepping aside as another stretcher was brought down, the pallid
 "corpse" twitching beneath the sheet. The hair rose on the back of his neck as he sensed the cold waves radiated by this thing. The dead eyes grazed his own. He turned away from
 it, bile raging in his stomach, and continued upward. 
 In a third-floor apartment Palatazin found Sergeant Teal-a large, curly-haired man with the physique of an ex-UCLA linebacker. He was talking to two Chicanes
 -an older man wearing a starched priest's collar and a boy whose eyes looked dazed and sick. Palatazin approached Teal and showed his badge. "Sergeant Teal? 
 What's the situation here?" 
 The other man motioned Palatazin away from the two Chicanos. Palatazin's shoes crunched over bits of glass. He looked down to see the remnants of a broken mirror. Yes, he thought, suddenly calm and resolute. Yes. They've been here. 
 "Those two over there, Father Ramon Silvera and Rico Esteban, found the first bodies. So far we've pulled thirty-nine of them out of closets and from under beds. They were all rolled up in shower curtains, rugs, and sheets. Thirty-nine of them." Teal's clear blue eyes were full of sick confusion. He lowered his voice. "You're going to think this is crazy, captain, but . . ." 
 "Go on." 
 "Well, I don't know whether to classify these bodies as corpses or not. Oh sure, they move a little bit, but it all seems to be muscle reflex, like some trick of rigor mortis. The hell of it is ... the bodies don't have heartbeats or pulse rates. I mean . . . technically they're dead, aren't they?" Palatazin closed his eyes for a few seconds, his hand coming up to his forehead. 
 "Sir?" Teal said. "They are dead, aren't they?" 
 "Any wounds on the bodies?" 
 "I've just looked closely at a couple of them. I saw some cuts and bruises. That's about it." 
 "No," Palatazin said quietly. Another stretcher passed the door. "That's not all." 
 "Sir?" 
 "Nothing. I'm thinking out loud. Where are the bodies being taken?" 
 "Uh . . ." He looked down at a notepad in his hand. "Mercy Hospital in Monterey Park. That's the nearest, and they've got the facilities to handle this mess." 
 He paused for a few seconds, watching Palatazin's face. "What's wrong with these people, captain? Could it be ... like ... a disease or something?" 
 "If you think that, Teal, keep it to yourself. We don't want the neighborhood panicking worse than it probably has already. Did Mercy send a doctor over?" 
 "Yes sir. Dr. Delgado. She's upstairs right now." 
 "Okay, fine. Will you give me a few minutes alone with these two?" He motioned toward the priest and the boy across the room. Teal nodded and went out, closing the door behind him. Palatazin kicked at the shards of glass, glanced quickly around the apartment, and then returned his gaze to the priest, who seemed to be in better shape than the boy. Except for one thing-his hands were trembling, clenching and unclenching. A nervous reaction? Palatazin wondered. Or something else? He introduced himself to the two men. "Sergeant Teal tells me you two found the first bodies. What time was that?" 
 "About one-thirty," the priest said. "We've told all this to the other officers." 
 "Yes, yes, I know." Palatazin waved a hand at him to quiet his objections. He walked past them and peered into the dim bedroom, noting the newspapers covering the windows. There was another shattered mirror in the bathroom. He came back out. "What do you think happened here, Father?" he asked the priest. Silvera narrowed his eyes; the slight quaver in the policeman's voice put him on edge. "I have no idea. Rico and I came looking for Mrs. Santos, who lives... 
 lived on the fifth floor. We found the building just as it is now." 
 "I want to get out of here," Rico said quietly. "I can't stand being in this place anymore." 
 "A little longer, okay?" Palatazin said. He looked back to Silvera. "You saw the bodies. Tell me. Are they dead or alive?" 
 "Dead," Rico said. 
 Silvera took a while longer in answering. "I don't know," he said finally. "No heartbeat, no pulse . . . and yet they move . . . Sergeant Teal tells me thirty-nine bodies have been found. How many people O lived in this building?" 
 "Sixty or seventy, at least." 
 "But not all of the apartments were occupied?" 
 Jt Silvera shook his head. 
 "All right. Thank you." Palatazin turned and started for the door, but Silvera's voice stopped him. "What's happened to these people, officer? What kind of thing did this to them?" 
 He almost answered, almost said the terrible word, but fear gripped his throat and squeezed it. He left the room without another word and stood outside clutching at the stairway railing like a man on a heaving ship in a world that had suddenly tilted crazily on its axis and begun to spin backward in time. He was only dimly aware of someone-no, two people-coming along the corridor toward him. When he looked up, he saw that it was Teal and a middle-aged Chicano woman with haggard circles under her eyes. "Captain?" Teal said. "This is Dr. Delgado." 
 The woman extended her hand, and Palatazin shook it. Another body was carried past them through the corridor, and Palatazin cringed at the sight of those staring eyes. "Captain, to be perfectly honest with you, I don't know what in the name of God we have here," Dr. Delgado said in a soft, weary voice. 
 "These are not corpses technically, yet there are no outward signs of life; no rigor mortis is setting in, and no fluids are collecting in the intestines or extremities. I pricked the finger of one of them, and do you know what came out? 
 Absolutely nothing. The body was drained dry. I don't know about the others, but that body was totally bloodless. And yet when the ambulance attendants were strapping it to a stretcher, the body-what should've been a corpse-moved." 
 "Jesus!" Teal said, his eyes icy blue circles. 
 "As I say, I don't know what we have. I may not want to know, but that's my profession. One of my colleagues at Mercy, Dr. Steiner, is on his way over right now. Possibly he can help . . ." 
 "Nothing can help," Palatazin said suddenly, and realized it was all about to pour out, all of it like bile flowing up from the secret pit of terror, and he was going to be unable to stop it. He clenched his teeth, his eyes widening, but the torrent of words forced them apart. "It's too late, nothing can help. We've got to ... got to leave all of them inside here and burn this building to the ground right now before the sun goes down! Then we've got to scatter . 
 . . 
 scatter the ashes and pour holy water on the ruins!" He looked from Teal to Delgado and back again-they were too shocked to speak. The priest and the boy were standing in the doorway of that room, watching him, as was a uniformed officer farther along the corridor who stood staring at Palatazin in amazement. 
 "What are you all looking at?" Palatazin shrieked, and felt something give way, like timbers exposed too long to vicious weather. "You've seen the bodies! 
 You've seen what they can do! They can sweep through a whole building in less than one night! What will they do soon to whole streets? Neighborhoods?" He trembled, and a voice within him roared "STOP," but he couldn't stop, he had no power now over the words tumbling from his mouth. Cold beads of sweat had popped up on his face, and the only sound in the entire building was his voice. "We can burn this building to the ground and kill some of them, because when these . . . 
 when these wake up they're going to be thirsty, too!" He looked at Dr. Delgado, the raging fear in his eyes completely exposed. "You can't take them to Mercy Hospital! You can't let them get out into the streets!" Someone gripped his shoulder. He spun around, panting. 
 Sully, his expression grave, said quietly, "Captain, come on with me. Let's get some fresh air, okay?" 
 "LEAVE ME ALONE!" He jerked free and shoved Sully away. His gaze fell upon the priest. "You! You of all people should realize the evil that's creeping up on this city! God in heaven, can't you feel it in here? Tell them not to let these things wake up tonight!" 
 Silvera glanced quickly at Teal and then back to the police captain. He felt he was on the verge of madness himself, split between a shudder and a scream. Of course he felt the evil; it was everywhere in this place, like viscous mist, but what was this man saying? 
 "Father," Palatazin said, and in his voice there was now something of a terrified nine-year-old boy. "Please don't let the vampir loose on the streets! 
 Tell them we have to burn the bodies!" 
 Vampir? Silvera thought. The word struck him in the chest like a sledgehammer blow, Vampire? 
 And then Palatazin was suddenly drained, like a bottle whose contents had just spilled all over the floor. He blinked, looked around, and then staggered back against the railing. Sully and Teal both rushed forward to prevent him from falling. Palatazin's face was ashen, the sweat glittering on his cheeks and forehead. As Sully was helping him down the stairs, Palatazin lifted his head and looked back at Dr. Delgado. "Don't take them to the hospital," he said in a hoarse whisper. "Burn them. Burn them." His head slumped forward. 
 "Come on, captain, take it easy," Sully said. "Watch that step now. That's right, real easy." 
 "Can I go now?" Rico asked Teal. 
 "Yeah, sure. But I may be talking to you again." Rico nodded and hurried away without looking back. On the stairs he gave a wide berth to that big crazy cop, then moved past the dog the cops had had to kill because the damned thing wouldn't let them into the doorway. 
 "What are you going to do with them?" Silvera asked Dr. Delgado when the boy had gone. He was visibly pale and shaken, his hands twitching out of control, the fibrillations in his wrists now as well. 
 Mi' 
 "They're going to Mercy, of course. Probably an isolation ward until we can..." 
 She dropped her gaze to his sides and stared. "How long have you . . .?" she asked softly. 
 "It started about three months ago," he replied. "It's getting worse all the time." 
 "You've seen a doctor?" I'm seeing Dr. Doran at County General." The full impact of that took a moment to sink in. Dr. Delgado said, "Doran? 
 Isn't he a specialist in muscular atrophy?" 
 "That's right." He held up his hands and smiled grimly. "Very nice, si? They tellme it's what Lou Gehrig had." 
 "Gehrig's disease?" she said softly. She knew immediately what that meant this broad-shouldered, healthy-looking man would be dead in two to five years. 
 "I'm sorry." 
 "Dr. Doran's sentiments exactly. Now I'll leave you to your work." He moved past her, went down the stairs, and was gone. 
 NINE
 Afternoon grayed into evening, and slowly the night approached from the east. Winds stirred lazily across the Mojave Desert and chilled as they swirled across the mountains into L.A. A slight tremor broke a few windows on Rodeo Drive, and made burglar alarms scream. After nightfall dogs began to howl in the hills-their music eerie and compelling, and pleasing to twice as many as had listened the night before. 
 And in the sky, caught only briefly by shopping center spotlights or the bright glow from Sunset Boulevard billboards advertising new albums by the Stones, Cheap Trick, and Rory Black, the bats that had come from their mountain caves spun like a whirlwind of dark leaves. 
 Gayle Clarke turned off Lexington Avenue into the parking lot of the Sandalwood Apartments, and immediately saw Jack Kidd's airbrushed van in its usual place. 
 So, she thought, where have you been hiding? I sure could've used some pictures at Ramona Heights today! She pulled up beside the van and left her car, walking across the courtyard with its green-spotlighted palm trees. Though the lot was almost full, she noticed now that the apartments were dark. She reached Jack's door and saw that his apartment was also dark. Maybe he's gone out of town with friends? she wondered. Where would he go? With the Greenpeace people maybe? 
 Promoting his film somewhere? If that was the case, Trace was going to hit the roof. Gayle found the key to Jack's door on her key chain and was about to slip it into the lock when she realized that the door was already cracked open about two inches. Now that, she thought, is strange. Jack doesn't trust people enough to leave his apartment door open. She pushed it wider and called out, 
 "Jack? You home?" When there was no answer, she frowned, stepped into the dark room, and felt along the wall until she found the light switch. The living room coffee table was overturned, and on the floor was a candle in a puddle of wax, a broken Bong pipe, and a couple of books on Ansel Adams and David Hume Kennedy. "Jack?" Gayle called out again, and then moved through the hallway toward his bedroom. The door was closed, and Gayle paused a few seconds, wondering what to do. The silence was thick and ominous; it reminded her of the silence at Ramona Heights Cemetery in the wake of what had been done the night before. She'd remembered the faces of the policemen out there; they'd been prepared to list it as just another case of vandalism, but when they'd seen those bones scattered in the warm morning sunlight, their faces had turned alternately pale and greenish, and Gayle had overheard several of them speculating that a satanic cult must be planning something really big, or some maniac like Manson was on the loose and doing this for kicks. Good material for her story. 
 She opened the bedroom door and reached around for the light switch. Something grabbed her hand and yanked at it; pain exploded across her knuckles and up her wrist. She screamed and wrenched her hand back. It was covered with blood. 
 And through the half-opened door came a crouching figure that stared at her with cold, hungry eyes. It was Jack's dog, and when it snarled Gayle could see her blood flecking the animal's teeth. She stepped away from the thing, backing into the wall. Two of Jack's framed photographs clattered to the floor. 
 Conan advanced, stalking her as he would a rabbit. The dog was hunched low to the floor, its back legs ready for the leap that would send his teeth directly at her throat. Gayle took her handbag from around her shoulder and-slowly, very slowly-coiled the strap around her uninjured wrist. She hoped that when the dog did leap, she could strike it in the face; although she didn't carry much makeup, she did have a book in there, as well as a wallet bulging with photos and credit cards. Clout, she thought suddenly. I'm carrying clout. She looked quickly to her side along the hallway to the living room and wondered whether she could beat the dog to the door. No way, she decided. He'd be on my back before I'd taken three steps. Christ! She looked back and saw that Conan had crept closer. 
 Now the dog's growling was low and guttural, brimming with rage. 
 "Conan?" Gayle whispered, her voice shaking. "It's Gayle, boy. Stay back. Stay back." She raised her arm carefully to position the handbag for a blow. The dog started to leap, then stopped less than a foot away from her. Its eyes had gone dull, and it was tilting its head like he was listening to one of those high-pitched whistles you get in pet shops. Without hesitation Conan leapt pass Gayle, ran along the hallway, and squeezed out through the front door. 
 Relief flooded her. God, she thought. That damned dog was going to tear out my throat! She let her arm fall to her side and looked at the wound on her other hand. Conan had taken all the skin from her knuckles, and there were punctures and scratches on two fingers. Blood was still welling up, but at least the mutt hadn't pierced any of the large veins. Christ, what was wrong with that damned dog? Jack should have the bastard shot! 
 She turned toward the living room and had taken two unsteady steps when she heard a noise-a muffled, unpleasant sliding sound. She stopped, listening. The noise again-it was coming from the darkened bedroom. She reached around her heart hammering, and hit the light switch. 
 The first thing she noticed was that there were no sheets on the mattress. Otherwise the bedroom looked as it usually did-slightly rumpled. She paused atip the doorway and then stepped in. What was that sound? she wondered. And where was it coming from? She stopped next to the bed and listened. Silence. You're imagining things, she told herself. Her hand throbbed. Fucking dog ought to have his ass kicked! 
 And then something cold gripped her ankle. 
 She looked down, her mouth opening in dumb bewilderment. 
 A white clawlike hand held her ankle like a freezing vise; it had snaked out from beneath the bed. And then there was that sliding sound again, slow and labored. Gayle saw the fingers move. It was only then that she found her voice and screamed, instantly thinking Scream, fool! What good will it do? She kicked out, kicked again, and got her ankle free, then staggered backward while a shape wrapped in the white sheets writhed its way out with some difficulty. The free hand began to rip at the cloth, to work it loose from the thing that lay within. 
 Run! a voice screamed in Gayle's head. Run! But she couldn't run. Her legs were made of rubber, and her mind had no control over them. She watched in horror as the hand began to wrench the cloth away from the head. In another moment she could see dark, tousled hair, a mustache and a beard against a face so pallid it was almost transparent. The other hand worked its way free, and now both hands were ripping the cloth away. "Jack!" Gayle said when she found her voice. She stepped nearer, but when that head swiveled around and she saw those dead, glittering eyes, she stopped, a knot of panic filling her throat. "Jack?" she whispered hoarsely, and thought, It's a trick! 
 He's trying on his Halloween makeup for me! That dirty sonofabitch! 
 Jack-or the thing that had been Jack Kidd-shrugged off the rest of the sheets like a discarded snake skin and started to rise to his feet. His eyes were blazing, and suddenly a black tongue darted out and licked the lips. "Gayle
 ..." 
 Jack whispered, a sound like the quiet hissing of wind across newly fallen snow. 
 It was the sound of that voice that snapped Gayle's nerve. She'd never heard anything like it before. She was filled with cold, consuming dread. Jack stepped forward, a quick grin flickering across his mouth. Gayle turned for the door and ran. She could sense rather than hear him behind her; he seemed to be leaping for her through the air instead of running. She could feel his grinning face right behind her, radiating cold the way a radiator puts out heat. As she screamed and scrambled through the front door, she felt his hand grip her blouse. It tore, but Gayle kept running across the courtyard toward the parking lot. She was aware of shadow shapes lurking in the corners, of grinning faces daubed green by the spotlights. When Gayle dared to look back over her shoulder, she saw Jack's face only inches away, floating like a green-lit moon. She stumbled and fell to the grass. Jack crouched over her, gripping her hair and forcing her head back. 
 "NO!" she screamed. "PLEASE NO!" 
 "Darling . . ." he said, his face coming toward her relentlessly. 
 "My darling . . ." She heard the cold, wet sound of his lips parting. Something dark whirled into Gayle's line of vision. She heard Jack grunt, and then his weight lifted off her. Replaced by that of another figure, a larger man with a heavy, jowled face that was as pallid and terrifying as Jack's; he leaned over Gayle and grinned, and within that grin Gayle saw the glitter of fangs that almost drove her over the brink into madness. She could smell a grave-rot about him. She screamed and twisted, trying to fight him of as those fangs moved closer to her throat. Before they could snap shut, Jack's arm gripped the man's throat, and he was hauled off Gayle. As she rolled away and got to her feet, she could see them fighting in the grass, their fangs snapping at each other like enraged animals. 
 They're fighting over me, she thought numbly. Both of them want to . . . want to ... what sort of thing has Jack become? 
 She didn't wait to see who won. She turned and ran, losing a shoe. Something rustled in the bushes to her right, and off to the side she saw another figure-a woman in a glittery disco dress-steadily bearing down on her. Gayle reached her car, locked the doors, and started the engine. The woman, her hair dark and wild around a face that was fish-belly white, started clawing at the windshield, hammering at it with her fists. Gayle slammed the car into reverse and crashed into Jack's Jo was sitting up in bed, a copy of The Thorn Birds in her lap, watching her husband unknot his tie and wearily get out of his shirt. She knew there was trouble - he'd come home from the office just after three this afternoon, something he'd never done in the eleven years of their marriage. He'd picked listlessly at his dinner, sat with a black cloud on his shoulder, and didn't even watch Monday Night Football. During the course of the evening he'd hardly spoken to her, and though she was accustomed to his troubled silences when he was working on a difficult case, she could tell this was something bad; several times she caught him staring off into space as if dazed, or running a trembling hand across his forehead. 
 And now it was almost nine-thirty and a long time before morning. She knew him well enough to know he'd have more nightmares if he didn't talk to her about this terrible thing. Sometimes he confided in her things she didn't like to hear it' if finding a murdered infant or another of those Roach victims-but she steeled herself because she was his wife, that was his job and that was how the world turned. 
 "So," she said finally, putting aside her book. "Do you want to talk about it now?" 
 He placed his shirt on a hanger in the closet, then returned his tie to the tie rack. 
 "I'm waiting, Andy. It can't be that bad. Can it?" He drew a long breath and turned toward her, and when she saw his eyes, she thought, Oh, yes. Oh, yes, it can be that bad. When he spoke, his voice was tired, but somewhere within it, Jo could hear a nervous tremble that set her own nerves on edge. "I should have told you long before this," he said softly. 
 "I should have trusted you first, before all others. But I was scared. I am scared. 
 I didn't know until today that what I was thinking was right. I'd hoped I was wrong, that I was seeing shadows where there were none, or cracking because of the pressure. But now I know I'm right, and soon not even God Himself will be able to save this city." 
 van as she accelerated. Then she was roaring across the parking lot, the horror in her disco dress running after her. She made the turn onto Lexington with a screech of tires and looked in her rearview mirror only after she was four blocks away. A surge of tears blinded her, and her lungs were heaving so fast she thought she wouldn't ever be able to catch her breath. She jerked the car to the curb, hearing horns blowing angrily, and sat with her face in her hands. 
 In another moment something tapped softly at her window, and Gayle cried out when she looked up into the face of a figure standing by her car. "What do you want?" she shrieked, cowering. "What do you want?" 
 "I want to see your license, miss," the policeman said. "You almost caused a three-car pileup back there!" 





ELEVEN
 "Andy, what are you talking about . . .?" 
 He came over and sat on the bed beside her, taking both her hands in his. "I want you to leave in the morning. I want you to get away as far as you can go. When you've found a place, call me, and I'll join you as soon as I can . . ." 
 "Andy!" she said, shocked. "Why?" 
 "Because they're going to be in the streets soon, going from house to house all across this city. And some night-possibly not tomorrow or the night after, but some night-they're going to come to our house." His voice cracked, and Jo squeezed his hand. 
 "What is it?" she pleaded. "Please tell me what's wrong!" 
 "All right. Yes, I have to tell you ..." And then it all came out, from the incident at Hollywood Memorial to the living corpses found in East L.A. As he spoke, his voice became more and more frantic, more consumed with fear. Jo gripped his hands until she could feel the bones grinding. He finished by telling her of his outburst in the Dos Terros tenement, and how Sully Reece had driven him back to Parker Center in silence, glancing over at him once or twice as if he were one of those crazed transients who sleep on the grass under Beethoven's striding statue in Pershing Square. 
 He smiled grimly at her through haunted eyes. "My days on the force are numbered. I know that. I'm crazy, yes? Insane, just as they said my mother was. 
 But my mother knew. For years I believed she shot my father because she was insane, but now I know differently. It took a great deal of courage for her to pull those shotgun triggers, but she knew that just because the thing looked like my father didn't mean it was truly him. She was trying to save our lives, and because I didn't understand that I ... I hated her for ... a very long time." Tears sprang to his eyes and quickly he wiped them away. "Now I see them coming again. I see them conquering this city just as they conquered Krajeck. 
 And when they've finished here . . ." New terror choked him. "My God, Jo! 
 They'll number in the millions! No power on earth will be able to stop them . 
 . .!" 
 "Andy," Jo said quietly, "when I was a little girl, my parents told me stories about the vampir. But those were legends, old tales that had been passed down from generation to generation. We live in a modern age now and-" she stopped, seeing the fury in his eyes. 
 "You don't believe either? Jo, can't you see? They don't want us to believe because if we recognize them in our midst, we can guard ourselves against them. 
 We can hang garlic on the windows and nail crucifixes to the doors! They want us to laugh, to say 'that can never be!' When we close our eyes, we help them hide, and we help them come one step closer to our front door!" 
 "You can't be certain," she reasoned. 
 "I am certain. I saw those bodies today. They'll be awakening soon, and the only thing I can do is rant and rave like a maniac. Oh, I can take a can of gasoline and a torch and try to burn them before they escape into the streets, but then what would happen? I'll be locked away, and tomorrow there will be twice as many vampir as there are today." 
 "Have you told anyone else?" 
 "No. Who could I talk to? Who would believe? I see in your eyes that you don't believe either. You've always thought my mother was insane, that she shot my father in a fit of madness, and that whenever she rambled on about the vampir, they were the imaginings of a fevered brain. But it's the truth! I know that now. I see it clearly!" 
 The bedside telephone rang suddenly. Palatazin reached over and picked it up. 
 "Hello?" 
 "Captain Palatazin? This is Lieutenant Martin. Detective Zeitvogel and Farris just called in with a positive ID on that plate you were tracing. It's 285
 Zero Tango Hotel, and it belongs to a guy named Walter Benefield, residence Number Seventeen Mecca Apartments, 6th and Coronado near MacArthur Park." 
 "They're at the scene now?" His heart was beating so wildly he could hardly hear himself talk. 
 "Yes sir. Shall I send a backup unit?" 
 "No, not yet. I'm going over myself. Thanks for calling, Johnny." He hung up and rose from the bed, taking another shirt from the closet and hurriedly putting it on. 
 "What is it?" Jo said tensely. "Where do you have to go?" 
 "Across town," he said, reaching up on the closet shelf for his shoulder-holster. He strapped it on, then shrugged into his brown tweed coat. Jo was putting on her robe, and she followed him downstairs. 
 "Is it something about the Roach?" she asked. 
 "You will be careful, won't you? You're not as young as you used to be, Andy. You let the younger men take the risks. Are you listening to me?" 
 "Yes," he said. "Of course." But he wasn't really listening-he was thinking that he could hear a distant voice speaking urgently in his brain . . . 
 "Be careful," Jo said, buttoning his coat for him. "Remember . . . 
 . . . and the voice was telling him that after tonight things would never be the same in his life again because tonight he would take a step that would change the fate of a million people. 
 ". . . let the younger men take the risks. Do you hear?" He nodded, kissed her, and walked out of the house into the still, cool night. At the car he turned back and said to her, "Remember to lock the door." Then he slid behind the wheel, aware of the weight of the .38 beneath his left arm. He started the engine and drove away into the darkness. 





DARK PRINCE
 Tuesday, October 29
 At twenty minutes after midnight Palatazin was sitting in his car at the curb of Coronado Street, two blocks from MacArthur Park. The sign MECCA ROOMS-DAY, WEEK, OR MONTH blinked in glaring blue neon in the middle of the block; the building itself was made of yellow brick with ornamental blue tiles that might have looked decorative twenty or more years ago. Now the whole thing looked cheap and tawdry; many of the tiles were cracked and blistered with spray-painted slogans in Spanish scrawled across the side of the building that faced a narrow service alley. Every so often a drunk would stagger out of the Club Feliz next door and barely make it into that alley before throwing up. Coronado Street caught some of the neon glitter from 6th Street and Wilshire Boulevard but was in itself essentially dark, its old buildings that dated from the twenties clustered together like a flock of black crows. Across the street a match flared inside a parked white Chevrolet. Palatazin could see Farris's profile as he lit his cigarette. Karris was a big, bulky man whose' favorite sport was professional wrestling; he had black, beetlelike eyes that could freeze a suspect a block away. Around Parker Center he was called The Wheel only half-jokingly because when he rolled over somebody, they didn't get up for a very long time. Palatazin could see the dark outline of Zeitvogel watching him instead of the Mecca, but he brushed off the notion as paranoia. 
 When Palatazin had reached the scene from his house, Zeitvogel had briefed him on the situation: At around nine o'clock he and Farris had come to the Mecca T
 , to check the sixteenth name on their list. No one had answered Benefield's door but they'd run into the building's manager downstairs. He'd taken one look at the composite picture and positively identified it as being the man who rented Apartment 17. So Zeitvogel then ran the name Walter Benefield through the Vehicle ID computers and gotten the tag number back on a 73 gray Volkswagen Beetle. Then he'd called in to tell the nightwatch officer, Lieutenant Martin. 
 An hour before midnight, the manager, Mr. Pietro, fumbled with his keys in the narrow, dimly-lit corridor and finally slipped one into the door of No. 17. 
 "I wouldn't do this if I couldn't tell it was important," he said to the three policemen standing around him. "I mean, I know you cops wouldn't want to invade anybody's private property without good reason, huh?" 
 "We have good reason," Palatazin told him. "And we're not invading, Mr. Pietro. 
 We're simply going to look around for a minute or two." 
 "Oh, sure, sure." The lock clicked open. Pietro switched on the lights, and the men stepped inside. The room was claustrophobic, and instantly Palatazin was aware of a bitter aroma that might have been burnt almonds. Clothes were piled on a chair and scattered on the floor, and the bed was unmade. Palatazin saw the pictures of weightlifters taped up around the headboard. He had started toward that corner of the room when he sensed a scurrying motion from a battered old card table. He stopped and stared at three glass tanks filled with huge black roaches tumbling and crawling over each other; he drew his breath in sharply. 
 "Look at that," he told the others. 
 "Jeez!" Mr. Pietro said incredulously. "What's he doing with all those . . . things in here? Listen, I run a clean place . . ." 
 "Yeah," Karris said, and peered into one of the tanks. "Ugly little suckers, aren't they?" 
 Palatazin stepped away from the table and gazed at the pictures on the wall, then back at Pietro, who looked thoroughly revolted. "Where does Benefield work, Mr. Pietro?" 
 "Out in West L.A. He works for one of those bug-spray companies. An exterminator." 
 "Do you know the name of the company?" 
 "Nope. Sorry." He glanced at the roaches again and shivered. "Jeez, do you think Benefield's bringin' his work home with him or somethin'?" 
 "I doubt it." Palatazin looked over to where Karris was going through a chest of drawers. "Take it easy with that, Karris, we don't want to tear the man's furniture apart. Mr. Pietro, what time is Benefield usually at home?" 
 "All hours, in and out." Pietro shrugged. "Some nights he comes in, stays a little while, and then leaves again. I've gotten to where I can recognize all the tenants' footsteps now, you see. My ears are real good. Anyway, he don't keep no regular hours." 
 "What sort of person is he? Do you talk with him very much?" 
 "No, he keeps to himself. Seems okay, though." Pietro grinned, showing a gold tooth. "He pays his rent on time, which is more than you can say for a lot of them. No, Benefield don't talk too much. Oh, one time when I couldn't sleep and was listenin' to my radio, Benefield knocks on the door-I guess it was about two in the morning, couple of weeks ago-and he seemed to want to talk, so I let him in. He was real excited about somethin', said ... I don't know, it was crazy . . 
 . that he'd been out looking for his old lady, and he thought he'd seen her. Two o'clock in the mornin'," Pietro abruptly shrugged and turned to watch Zeitvogel rummaging under the bed. 
 "Old lady? Do you mean his girlfriend?" 
 "No. His mom. His old lady." 
 Zeitvogel said, "Here's something," and pulled out a box of magazines from under the bed. It was an odd mixture of comic books, muscle magazines, and porno. 
 Zeitvogel held up a couple of publications devoted to bondage, and Palatazin frowned with distaste. Lying on the bed were a pair of black handgrips used for strengthening hand and wrist muscles. Palatazin picked up one of them and tried to squeeze it, finding the resistance quite powerful. He made the connection between them and the crushing hands that had killed four young women and laid the grip back down where it had been. He checked the bathroom, finding a tub with a couple of inches of standing water in it. In the medicine cabinet there were bottles of Bufferin, Excedrin, Tylenol. It seemed that Benefield was plagued with headaches. 
 "Captain," Zeitvogel said, offering him a yellowing Kodak snapshot as he came out of the bathroom. The picture showed a blond, slightly rotund woman sitting with her arm around a young boy on a sofa. The boy wore thick glasses and had a crew cut, and he was smiling vacantly into the camera; the woman's legs were crossed, one fleshy thigh over the other, a crooked grin on her face. Palatazin studied the photograph for a moment, catching what he thought was a strange glassy look in the woman's eyes, as if she'd been drinking too much. 
 "Have you ever seen Benefield's mother, Mr. Pietro?" he asked. 
 "Nope. Never." 
 Farris was probing around the stove and sink. He bent down, opened a cupboard, and brought out a bottle half-filled brownish liquid. He unscrewed the cap and sniffed it, and in the next instant dark motes were spinning in front of his eyes. He jerked his head away and said, "Shit! What's this stuff?" He quickly capped it and coughed violently a couple of times, having the sensation of oil clinging to his lungs. His nostrils seemed to be on fire. Palatazin took the bottle from him and sniffed around the cap. "Mr. Pietro, do you know what this is?" 
 "Looks like old piss to me." 
 Farris caught his breath and looked under the sink again, bringing out a fewi'" 
 dry rags. "Don't know what that is, captain, but it's wicked. The smell of it down here'll knock you out." 
 "Zeitvogel," Palatazin said quietly, "go down to your car and call in on our friend, will you? Let's see if he's got a rap sheet." Zeitvogel was back in fifteen minutes. "Bingo, captain," he said. "Benefield's got a long record of assaults, a couple of molestation charges, a Peeping Tom, and an attempted rape. He spent eight years in and out of mental wards and did a stretch at Rathmore Hospital." 
 Palatazin nodded, staring at the cages full of scrabbling roaches. He put the bottle back where it had been and closed the cupboard. He wanted to shout, 
 "YES, WE'VE GOT HIM!" but he knew that wasn't the case. There was a long way to go yet in proving that Benefield had anything to do with the four murders. "We'll wait for him to come home," Palatazin said, trying to keep his voice steady. "Mr. Pietro, we're going to be outside in our cars. I think the best thing for you to do is simply stay in your room. All right? If you hear Benefield come in, don't leave your room to be friendly." 
 "You going to arrest him? What's he done?" 
 "We just want to ask him a few questions. Thank you for showing us his room, Mr. Pietro. We'll take care of the rest." 
 And now Palatazin sat in his car, waiting. Several times he thought he saw a Volkswagen approaching down Coronado, but it never was. The bitter, almondy odor of that liquid in the bottle stayed with him. In a rag, pressed up tightly against the nostrils, that stuff would probably act like a kind of chloroform; 
 it was evidently some substance or mix of solutions that Benefield used at work. 
 If he was the Roach-and those roaches in the tanks indicated more than anything that he was-he had found a darker kind of work. But if he was the Roach, why had he changed his M.O.? He hoped that if Benefield was given enough rope, he might hang himself with it, or at least trip himself up. The minutes crept into hours. Soon there were no more cars moving along Coronado, and the only movement at all was the quick flicker of a match as Farris lit another cigarette. I can wait, Palatazin said mentally. You'll have to come home sometimes. And when you do, Mr. Benefield, I'll be right here . . 
 . 
 TWO
 Wes Richer woke up in the darkness, his head buzzing with Chablis and his stomach full of Scandia's Danish sole. At once he knew that Solange wasn't lying beside him, and when he looked up, he could see her figure outlined in moonlight, naked and chocolate brown, holding a curtain aside as she looked out of the window onto Charing Cross Road. 
 He watched her sleepily, the events of the night happily jumbling together in his head-the calls and congratulations from the ABC brass over "Sheer Luck"; a call from his father in Winter Hill, North Dakota, telling him how proud his mother would have been if only she were alive; Jimmy Kline calling to tell him that Arista was biting on the record contract hook and that the "Tonight" show people were inquiring to see if Wes might guest-host after the first of November; a congratulatory call from Cher, whom Wes had met at a party for Gene Simmons; and then the dinner that evening with Jimmy, Mel Brooks, and Brooks's screenwriter, Al Kaplan. The part was being rewritten for him with a couple of added scenes to spotlight some of that "goyem klutz," as Brooks called it, that he showed in "Sheer Luck." At the end of the evening, Brooks had squeezed his cheek and said, "I love that face!" Which meant for Wes, as far as Quattlebaum's was concerned, money in the bank. 
 He blinked, rubbed his eyes, and said huskily, "Solange? What is it?" She didn't move from the window. Her head was cocked to one side, a black statue, listening. Wes let his gaze roam appreciatively down her back, along the smooth curving spine, to the firm roundness of the buttocks and the swelling of her upper thighs. He'd been between those thighs less than an hour before; the sheets were still bunched at the bottom of the bed, the room filled with the peppery scent of desire. He could feel himself responding again, and he sat up, supporting his head on one arm. "Solange?" he said. 
 "Come back to bed." 
 When she turned toward him, he saw her eyes-they were hollow pits in her fine skull. "I heard a scream, Wes," she whispered. "From across the street." 
 "A scream? You were probably dreaming." 
 "No," she said, her voice like velvet and steel. "I wasn't dreaming. I heard a scream. Who lives across the street?" 
 Wes struggled up out of bed and stood beside her, peering out into the night and feeling pretty stupid about going along with her even this far. "Uh ... I think Dick Clark lives over there ... no, wait a minute. It's Dick Marx. He produced the Sea Wolf remake with Richard Gere last year. I think." He couldn't really see the house, just the tops of trees and a chimney perched over a high brick wall. "I don't hear anything," he said after another moment. 
 "I think we should call the police." 
 "The police? Why? Listen, Dick Marx has a reputation for ... you know ... little S&M thrills? Maybe he just got carried away with the latest girlfriend. Calling "I the cops would be a faux pas, right?" 
 "I don't agree. What I heard was not a scream of pleasure. Will you call the police or shall I?" 
 "Okay, okay. Christ, when you get something on your mind, you hang on to it until hell freezes, don't you?" He stepped over to the phone beside the bed and dialed 911. When the operator answered, he said simply, "Somebody screamed in Bel Air" then he gave the address, and hung up. "There," he said to Solange. "Did I do my duty?" 
 "Come here, Wes," Solange said. "Hurry!" He did. She gripped his arm. "I saw someone crawl over the wall. Look! Did you see that?" 
 "I don't see a thing." 
 "Someone's in our yard, Wes!" she said, her voice rising and she gripped his arm tighter. "Call back. Tell the police to hurry!" 
 "Oh, shit! I'm not calling them again!" He leaned closer to the glass and tried to make out a figure moving, but it was pitch black; the arms of trees waved in the wind. "There's nobody outside. Come on back to bed . . ." He was about to turn away from the window when he heard it. At first he thought it was the high wailing of wind, but then the sound became higher and stronger, the wail of a human voice-a little girl's voice-that ended in a cascade of silvery laughter like water bubbling in a fountain. "I seeeeeeee youuuuuuuu," 
 the voice said. "There at the winnnnnndowwwwwww," More childlike laughter, and now Wes thought he could see a figure standing down there on the neatly manicured lawn beside a thin pine tree. He was almost sure he saw a white gown being whipped by the wind, a long mane of reddish-blond hair, a grinning moonface staring up at him. But he heard the voice again, and it seemed to be coming from a different place entirely. "Come outside!" it called sweetly. 
 "Won't you come out and be my playmate?" 
 Wes narrowed his eyes. He was only marginally aware that Solange's fingernails were digging into his arm. Something moved beside that pine tree, and now Wes was sure he could see a little girl down there. She was barefoot and carrying what looked like a Raggedy Arm doll. "Mister!" she called out. "Please come outside and play with me!" 
 There was something in her voice that made Wes want to go to that little girl. That voice was so sweet, so compelling, so innocent. It rang in his head like Christmas bells in the church at Winter Hill, and suddenly there were six inches of new snow on the ground, and he was ten-year-old Wesley Richer, stuck in his room with a head cold the day after Christmas while all the other kids were playing in the snow with their new sleds. He could see the bundled figures of the big kids way out on the frozen, milky surface of Massey Pond; they picked on him because he was sickly and skinny, but he'd memorized a lot of jokes from a couple of books at the library, and now even Brad Orr was beginning to laugh at them and call him Funnyman. From his window he could see them skating around the pond, turning slow circles and figure eights like people from those Currier and Ives pictures Mom liked. And the sleds had already left a hundred runner trails on Frosty Slope; ice glittered there in the weak gray sunlight like the dust of crushed diamonds, and a distant figure raised a mittened hand to wave at him. 
 There was a pretty girl he didn't know standing underneath his window. "Come outside!" she called, grinning up at him. "Let's play!" 
 "Can't!" he called back. "Mom says no. I gotta cold!" 
 "I can make you all better!" the little girl said. "Come on! You can jump right through the window!" 
 Wes smiled. "Aww, you're foolin'!" She was barefoot in the snow, and maybe she was so pale because she was really cold. 
 "No, I'm not! Your friends are waiting for you." She gestured vaguely in the direction of Massey Pond. "I can take you to them." 
 "Oh . . ." He was tired of staying in the house, he wanted to get out and run in the cold wind with the snow crunching underfoot, and maybe he wouldn't even need any shoes either. Sure would be nice to do a bellyflop down the Slope. 
 "Okay," 
 he said excitedly. "Okay! I'll come out!" 
 The girl nodded. "Hurry!" she said. 
 And suddenly a strange thing happened. There was a pretty chocolate-colored lady standing beside him, gripping his arm. She leaned forward and blew on the window, instantly fogging it. Then she drew a cross in the fogged part with her forefinger and mumbled something: "Nsambi kuna ezulu, nsambi kuna ntoto!" Wesley Richer said, "Huh?" 
 The little girl beneath the window screamed piercingly, her face contorting into a gray mask of horror. Instantly it all changed-Massey Pond and Frosty Slope and all the distant figures skating and sledding whirled out of Wes's brain like cobwebs caught in a high wind. The little girl staggered backward, gnashing her teeth. Solange shouted "GET AWAY!" and fogged the window again, drawing another cross and repeating the incantation again, but this time in English, "God is in heaven, God is in earth!" 
 The little girl hissed and spat, her back arching like a cat's. Then she ran across the lawn toward the wall. When she reached it, she turned and screamed, 
 "I'll get you for that! I'll make you pay for hurting me!" And then she scrambled over the wall, her bare legs the last thing to disappear. Wes's knees sagged. Solange caught him and helped him back to the bed. "What is it?" he said. "What happened?" He looked up at her through glazed eyes. 
 "Gonna go skate," he said. "Snow fell last night." She put the sheet over him and smoothed it down. She was shaking so hard her teeth were chattering. "No, no," she said softly. "You had a dream, that's all." 
 "A dream?" He looked at her and blinked. "Dick Marx lives across the street, that's who." 
 "Go to sleep," Solange told him, and in another moment his eyes closed. She stood over him until his breathing was even and deep, and then she returned to the window. The pine trees moved fitfully, as if the dull terror that gripped at her soul gripped the soul of nature as well. She wasn't certain what the thing had been, but she knew from its violent reaction to the cross and the name of God-a powerful talisman in all languages-that it was something terribly evil. She recalled with a shudder the messages from the spirit world as spoken through the Ouija board. Evil. They thirst. Evil. They thirst. She drew a chair up before the window and sat down to meditate. She did not move again before daylight. 





THREE
 "You want another cup of coffee, Miss Clarke?" 
 Gayle looked up. She was huddled on a bench in the main corridor of the Hollywood police precinct building where she'd been brought hours before, after, she'd crumbled in hysterics in front of the officer who'd stopped her for reckless ; driving. She thought she might have fallen asleep for a few minutes or passed out because she hadn't heard the patient desk sergeant named Branson come up behind her. She didn't want to sleep; she was afraid of it because she knew she'd see Jack coming for her in her nightmares, those burning eyes set in a bleached skull, the fangs in his mouth making him look like some strange hybrid between man and dog. She shook her head, refusing the coffee, and hugged her knees to her chin. Her hand had been cleaned and bandaged, but the fingers still throbbed, and she wondered if she would have to get rabies shots. 
 "Uh ... Miss Clarke, I don't think you have to stick around here anymore," the desk sergeant said. "I mean, I appreciate the company and all, but you can't stay here all night." 
 "Why not?" 
 "Well, why should you? You've got a place to live, don't you? I mean, it's quiet in here right now, but later on we're going to have hookers, hustlers, pimps, junkies, all kinds of lowlife stumbling in here. You don't want to be around all that, now, do you?" 
 "I don't want to go home," she said weakly. "Not yet." 
 "Yeah, well . . ." He shrugged and sat down on the bench beside her, making a big deal out of checking a scuff mark on his shoe. "It's safe for you to go home," he said finally without looking at her. "Nothing's going to get you." 
 "You don't believe me either, do you? That first dumb clod didn't believe me, neither did your lieutenant, and you don't either." 
 He smiled faintly. "What's to believe or not believe? You told us what you saw, and it was checked out. The officers found a lot of empty apartments and a couple of dogs running around . . ." 
 "But you'll admit it was goddamned strange that all those apartments were unlocked at eleven o'clock at night, won't you? That's not common in Hollywood, is it?" 
 "Who knows what's common or uncommon in Hollywood?" Branson said quietly. "The rules change every day. But this stuff about your boyfriend being some kind of
 ... what did you say he was? Vampire or werewolf?" 
 She was silent. 
 "Vampire, didn't you say? Well, couldn't he have been wearing a Halloween mask maybe?" 
 "It was no mask. You people have overlooked the most important point-what happened to all those people in that apartment complex? Did they all step off into the Twilight Zone or something? Where are they?" 
 "That I wouldn't know anything about," Branson said, getting to his feet. "But I'd suggest you go on home now, huh?" He moved back toward his desk, feeling her stare boring into the back of his neck. Of course, he hadn't told her that Lieutenant Wylie was over at the Sandalwood Apartments right now with a team of officers, going over every room with vacuum cleaners and roping the place off from the street. Branson could tell that Wylie was more than a little worried. 
 When Wylie's left eyebrow started to tick, that was a sure sign something was cooking. This Clarke woman had answered all the questions she could, and she'd put some questions of her own to the officers, who of course couldn't come up with any decent answers. Wylie had told him emphatically to get rid of her since she was a real thorn in the ass. Branson sat behind his desk, shuffled papers, and stared at the telephone, wishing it would ring with a good old-fashioned robbery or mugging. This vampire shit was for the birds. No, he decided, make that for the bats. 
 FOUR
 Awaken, the voice whispered. Mitch Gideon heard it quite clearly. But he didn't have to open his eyes because they were already open; his head simply seemed to jerk backward, and his vision cleared as if he'd been looking through frosted glass. It took him a moment to fully realize where he was. When he did, the shock of it almost staggered him. 
 He was standing in the entrance foyer of the Gideon Funeral Home Number Four on Beverly Boulevard near CBS Television City. Behind him the heavy chrome-and-oak doors stood wide open to the street; a cold breeze was rushing in around him. He heard a noise like the tinkling of Chinese wind chimes and looked to his side-he was holding his key ring with the key that unlocked the front doors still grasped between his thumb and forefinger. He was wearing brown bedroom slippers and his brown velour robe with the initials "MG" on the breast pocket over his usual white silk pajamas. I'm in my pajamas? he asked himself incredulously. 
 What the fuck's going on here? Am I dreaming, hypnotized, or what? 
 Overhead a huge chandelier with electric candles lit up the entrance foyer with a rich golden glow. He didn't remember flicking the wall switch. Damn! 
 he thought, I don't remember anything since I got into bed beside Estelle at. 
 . . what time had that been? He looked at his wrist but knew his watch was sitting on the Lj chest of drawers in the master bedroom where he put it every night before going to sleep. He felt like shouting the two questions aloud: What am I doing here? And how the hell did I get down from Laurel Canyon to Beverly Boulevard in my sleep for Christ's sake? 
 Gideon turned and walked back out of the building into the parking lot. There sat his Lincoln Continental in the space marked "Mr. Gideon Only." But there was another vehicle in the parking lot as well-a large U-Haul truck. He stepped closer to it but didn't see anyone sitting in the cab. And when he looked back at they Tudor-style funeral home, he saw a light burning in a window on the upper floor. My office, he realized. Have I been up there working? How did I get out of the house? By sleepwalking? Didn't Estelle hear me leave? He seemed to remember being behind the wheel of his car, the hot splash of headlights and traffic signals on his face, but he'd thought that was only a dream. He was grateful that tonight he wasn't dreaming of that conveyor belt full of coffins where the workmen were beginning to grin at him as if he were one of their own. His brain felt feverish and violated, as if someone or something had peeled back to the top of his head and gone to work in there, fitting him with a windup key that could be turned to send him spinning madly in any chosen direction. 
 He whirled around and stared into the dark distance. It was that goddamned house, he thought suddenly, that castle where some maniac had sawed Orion Kronsteen's head off. The place was preying on his mind, intruding into his thoughts both day and night, making him crazy. He thought he could see the castle even now outlined against the darkness in bloodred neon. Crazy, he thought, I'm going fuckin' crazy! 
 And from the corner of his eye, he saw the light go off in his office. Gideon stared at the black window, his heart beating rapidly. Chill bumps had risen on his arms and legs beneath the silk pajamas. My God, he thought. Oh, my God
 . . . 
 did I unlock the doors for someone else? He walked back across the parking lot to the building's threshold. The only sound in the entire funeral home seemed to be the ticking of a large grandfather clock at the far end of the central corridor where a wide marble staircase with black cherrywood banisters curved gracefully up to the second floor. Gideon moved along that corridor until he could make out the hands on the clock-two-ten. He'd closed his eyes in his own bedroom at just after twelve o'clock. 
 From somewhere upstairs there came a muffled, soft thump. Gideon knew what that sound was from years of hearing it-the noise of a coffin lid closing, probably in the first of the three display rooms. He came to the end of the corridor, the grandfather clock ticking madly in his head. And he started up the long stairway, hand clenching the bannister. There was another corridor on the second floor and several rooms on either side; at the corridor's end a shorter stairway led up to the third floor and the administrative offices. Gideon's searching hand found the wall switch, and instantly the corridor was lit by a dozen wall-mounted electric candles. On the first of the polished oak doors there was a golden plaque that said Blue Room, and underneath that in white plastic letters pressed against a black velvet background, Mr. William R. Tedford. 
 Gideon opened the door and pressed another wall switch. A sapphire-colored chandelier blazed to life. Everything in the room was blue-walls, ceiling, carpet, sofa, and chairs. Blue flowers peeked from azure vases; a six-foot statue of a blue angel with unfolding wings stood in a corner; the guest book, powder blue, sat atop an indigo pedestal. But the room's main fixture, supported on a royal blue dais, was a closed ebony coffin containing the remains of a certain Mr. Tedford. 
 From farther along the hallway came the quiet sound of a door closing. "Who's there?" Gideon said, his voice sounding weak and defenseless in the thick silence. He stood where he was for a moment, listening, and then moved forward past the Gold Room, past the Green Room, past the Amber Room. He peered cautiously into the Red Room, switching on a chandelier that lit up the place like the center of an inferno. He could almost smell the sulphur and smoke. But then he saw that the coffin's lid was propped open and, as he neared it, he realized with a start of alarm that the corpse-an elderly woman in a pale pink gown-was smoking a cigarette. 
 Or rather, a burning cigarette had been forced between the dead lips. It was almost out now because, of course, she wasn't inhaling. A few ashes lay on her cheek, gray against artificial peach. Someone's playing a joke, Gideon thought angrily as he plucked out the cigarette and tossed it aside. It's not very funny. Not very funny at all! 
 He was answered by a single peal of laughter from one of the other display rooms. He went back out to the corridor, trembling, wanting to run but knowing he couldn't hide. "Where are you?" he shouted. "What do you want with me?" There were two more rooms farther along the hall-the Violet Room and the White Room. 
 Gideon looked from door to door, his legs refusing to move. "What do you want?" 
 he shouted again. "I'm going to call the police if you don't get out of here!" Dead silence. 
 Gideon threw open the door to the Violet Room. It crashed against the wall, knocking down a gilt-framed picture of purple flowers in a dark green and lilac field. He approached the coffin and looked in, recoiling instantly. The corpse-a shrunken old man with sharply protruding cheekbones-had been painted to look like a clown. There were red spots of lipstick covering his cheeks and the bulb of his nose, the lips had been painted bright red and the sewn-shut eyelids as well. Gideon slammed down the coffin's lid and backed away into the corridor, where he turned to face the White Room's door. 
 He stepped inside, holding his breath in this place of glacial, heavenly whiteness. In this room, the most expensive and ornate of all the display rooms, even the coffin was white with trim. There was a white grand piano with gold-plated keys replacing the black ones, and a long black-and-white checked sofa. Two tall, golden candelabra stood on either side of the coffin dais, each holding six electric candles that now guttered with golden light. But there was no one in here, no one at all. "C Gideon, bloated with relief, turned toward the door. And then the ice-white coffin began to open. He whirled around, a long whine beginning in his throat. The coffin's lid rose, pushed by a bare arm. When it was fully open, the corpse sat up. It was a young Chicano boy with shining black hair, wearing a white T-shirt and dirty jeans. Gideon could see that he'd been lying on top of the other corpse in the coffin, a blue-haired society matron who'd kicked off in her sleep, and now the boy started to climb out of the coffin, his dark eyes transfixing Gideon. He reached out, felt the silk lining of the coffin, and grinned. "Real nice, man," he said softly. "You know how to make 'em real good, don't you?" Gideon couldn't speak. Couldn't move. Couldn't think. 
 "Just trying it on for size, Mr. Gideon," the boy said, his gaze flicking to the corner. 
 And the black-haired girl who'd been standing there reached for Mitch Gideon's throat. 
 FIVE
 "Ah," Prince Conrad Vulkan said softly, pressing his white fingers to his temple. He opened his green cat eyes and looked across the room at Phillip Falco. "There. Mitch Gideon is ours. We can begin mass production tomorrow night." 
 "Sir, if you'll allow me," Falco began quietly, "you took a great risk in bringing him down from his home like that . . ." 
 "Risk? What risk?" Vulkan's eyes moved, green marbles in a pallid face, toward his servant. "If the police had stopped him, he simply would have awakened from his trance. That's all. We need the coffins; we need his factory. And what military leader in all of history has been a stranger to risks?" He sat motionless for a moment, then rose to his feet and moved across the stone-floored room to the huge fireplace. It was large enough to hold more than a cord of wood, but now only six or seven logs blazed in there, and the yellow-orange glow splashed across the vampire's face. There were crates scattered about the room, some of them open, with old rare books spilling out. Beautiful paintings, many of them cracked and faded but obviously the work of masters, hung on the walls along with delicate fragments of rotted tapestries. At the center of the room there was a large blue-and-red Oriental carpet and a long, polished table on which sat a silver candelabra and eight guttering black candles. Before Vulkan's black velvet chair were maps of L.A., Torrence, Glendale, Pasadena, Compton, and most of Orange and Los Angeles counties. Vulkan stared into the fire, his eyes glittering. Soon the servant who called himself Roach would be bringing him his food for the night, and the prospect of drinking hot blood made him eager and impatient. He had missed his feeding last night because he felt it unwise to use that human again so quickly. He'd been reading the newspapers Falco brought to him, and he knew that it would be foolish to do something that would call needless attention to his servant. 
 "Roach will be here soon," he said, watching a log burst into flame. He pondered what had to be done tonight; fast or slow, that was the question. 
 "Master," Falco said, stepping closer. "That man is dangerous. He takes chances. He's going to cause you harm . . ." 
 "Why should you care?" the prince asked softly. 
 Falco paused for a moment, watching the slight figure dappled red and black by the flames. "I only mean to say, Master, that the police are bound to catch him sooner or later. I know you've chosen him because you found his mind most
 . . . 
 receptive, but the time is coming for you to dispose of him. I could bring them for you. Why not let me?" 
 Vulkan turned toward the other man, smiling slightly. "Let you? Let you, Phillip? Time has used you all up. There's nothing left of you. You're old and weak, and the women would get away from you too easily. No Roach is young, strong, and . . . new." Vulkan regarded him in silence for a moment, then shook his head. "No, Phillip. If anyone causes me harm, it will be you. Won't it?" 
 "Me?" A cold flame of terror flared in Falco's soul. "I don't understand what you're-" 
 "Oh, yes, you do. It's time to stop the charade. Do you think just because I sleep during the day I know nothing of what transpires? You sadly misjudge me, Phillip." Vulkan's voice had dropped to a soft, gentle whisper. "How unfortunate. The Headmaster visits me as I sleep, Phillip. He sees everything, even what hides in your heart and mind. That is how I know you've been thinking of betraying me . . ." 
 "No!" Falco said, his eyes widening. "No! I swear it isn't true!" 
 "Oh, but it is. Ever since we left Hungary, you've grown more and more . . . how shall I put it? ... penitent? Now you sink to your knees and pray to a god who will have nothing to do with you. You pray, and you repent-for what good it does you. And you have been thinking of going to the police." 
 "NO!" 
 "The Headmaster told me, Phillip. And he never lies. Never." Vulkan turned his back on Falco and watched the fire burn. "I've given you a good life," he said after another moment. "Why did you want to hurt me?" Falco trembled, his mind reeling. He put his hands to his face and drew in a tortured breath. Above him in the high rafters of the room, he could hear the wind moaning like a chorus of doomed souls. "It's . . . it's not right!" he blurted out, a strangled sob breaking from his throat. "It's perverted, unholy
 . . .!" 
 "You can do better than that." 
 "I ... I remember in Budapest, when I was a young art dealer and . . . the old man came to see me . . ." 
 "Kovak," Vulkan whispered. "A loyal and true servant." 
 ". . . with that priceless Byzantine woodcarving, so beautiful it stunned me. And I remember he said there were more pieces of art like that one, hundreds more in a monastery atop Mount Jaeger. He said his ... his Master had heard of the auction I'd arranged for the Koppe estate, and perhaps I could arrange an auction for Prince Vulkan as well." Falco's eyes grew cold. "Vulkan. The first time I ever heard your name I felt . . . contaminated." 
 "And of course, when you saw my collection ... or, I should say, the collection" my father began . . . you ceased to care what sort of creature I was. Even after I'd killed Kovak, you helped the others throw his body from the cliff. Do you remember that as well?" 
 Falco shuddered. 
 "Look around you, Phillip," Vulkan whispered softly. "Look at the beauty you sacrificed your soul to be near." 
 Falco blinked and looked at the walls where the medieval tapestries and the ancient works of Byzantine art hung. There were more modern works as well pieces by Lorrain, Ingres, Delacroix, Nolde, Degas, Lorenzo De Credi, and the Hungarian artists Laszlo Paal, Jozsef Borsos, and Simon Hollosy. In the dim firelight magnificent black horses galloped on their canvas fields peasant celebration done in earth tones, swirled across a village square; a bright red Nolde demon giggled while a poet struggled with his verses; wind moved, cold and silent, across a gold and purple autumnal scene, sending a gaggle of black crows flying from an amber field; Degas ballerinas wearing pink masks pirouetted on a shadowy stage; the somber face of a Hungarian nobleman in black stared out from his canvas, a golden coronet around his head the only hint of light or color. The paintings filled the room, their subjects bright and dark, colors muted and sparkling. The beauty, Falco thought; oh, the terrible beauty . . . 
 Prince Vulkan took a step toward him, but his face remained in shadow. "It comes to an end, Phillip. The one who calls himself Roach is bringing me food tonight. He'll be staying here with me. In your place." Falco's mouth opened. He whispered, "Please," then whirled away from the prince, racing across the huge room toward the slab of a door on the other side. Before he reached it, Vulkan raised a finger and formed a triangle in the air; Falco found himself grasping for a doorknob that was no longer there. Now a rough stone wall stood before him. "Illusion!" Falco shrieked. "There's a door here! I know there is!" His fingers scrabbled over the stone frantically, and then he began beating at it with his fists. Vulkan giggled-the giggle of a spoiled young boy-and called out in a high singsong, "Phillip can't get out, can't get out, can't get out . . . can you?" 
 "God help me!" Falco shrieked, his voice cracking. "God help-" 
 "STOP THAT!" Vulkan shouted, clapping his hands to his ears. His face had sharpened, the mouth half-open to show the vicious fangs. "I'll tear you to pieces for that!" 
 Falco whirled around, his back to the cold stone, and watched in horror as the prince approached. "Master!" he whispered hoarsely and began to sink to his knees. "Master, please, I'm begging you! I'm begging you! Don't kill me, don't kill me ... make me like you! You said you would someday! Do it now! Make me like you!" 
 Vulkan stood over him, smiling slightly. "No, Phillip, you've aged too much to be of any further use to me. And you know too many of my secrets, too many of my plans . . ." 
 "Don't kill me!" the old man on the floor whimpered, tears streaming down his cheeks. 
 "The world belongs to the young," Vulkan said. "The old have no place in it. I give the gift of everlasting youth, and soon this world will be mine. Think of Alexander, Phillip. During his campaigns on Tyre and Babylon, he left behind the stragglers and invalids who would hold back his march. You are now worth as much to me as a straggler was to Alexander . . ." 
 Falco hid his face in his hands. "God save my sinning soul, I have sinned, Father, and I-" 
 "YOU FOOL!" VulKan shouted, and gripped his palms around Falco's temples. The fingers tensed; Falco's eyes widened in shock. There was a soft cracking sound and a fine thread of blood spread from the crown of Falco's head to the bridge of his nose. Vulkan's eyes blazed green, the pupils darkening. Then Falco screamed, the scream echoing eerily against the walls as it was drawn up with the wind toward the high ceiling. Drops of blood were being squeezed from Falco's forehead, streaming down to the tip of the nose, spattering onto his shirt. The cracking noise grew louder, and Falco began babbling in terror. 
 Vulkan's wrists suddenly twisted. Most of Falco's face and the top of his skull ' caved in, blood exploding from the ruined nose and the crack that zigzagged from his forehead to the back of his head. The body began kicking frantically, eyes filling up with blood. Vulkan applied more pressure, and the head became a morass of flesh, bone, and brains. Vulkan loosened his grip, and the corpse gave out a soft sigh as it crumpled into a formless heap. Blood had spattered across the vampire's face, and now he took a thick drop of it on the end of a finger and licked it off. Then he waved that finger in a triangle opposite the first one, and the door reappeared like a photograph coming up on blank paper. The figures that had been pressed against it on the other side, listening and laughing softly, scurried away into the corridor's darkness when Vulkan opened the door. He called sharply, "Kobra!" and one of them stopped and came back along the corridor. 
 "Master?" Kobra said softly. The flesh of his face was tight and masklike, veined with blue at the temples. His eyes were as red as a rat's, his white hair matted and dirty. He stepped into the room, following Vulkan, and stared down at the bloody figure on the floor. 
 "Drink," Vulkan said, motioning vaguely toward the corpse. Kobra's eyes blazed in anticipation. He gasped and went down on his knees, fastening his fangs in the throat and drinking greedily as his chest heaved up and down. 
 The prince walked across the room and sat back down in his chair, watching Kobra feast. Every so often Vulkan giggled. Kobra was young and inexperienced and didn't yet know the rich difference between living and dead food. These young t ones were so easy to please and so eager to learn. Soon, though-very soon-he and the others would learn some of the secrets that Vulkan had kept for almost eight hundred years-how to summon dogs and rats, bats and flies in thick, noxious clouds; how to peer into the mind of a human and read the secret thoughts waiting to be tapped. How to tell from a single drop of blood how old a human was, or what his diet had consisted of-the tastes a hundred thousand complex variations of sweet and sour, coppery and salty, tart or flat, poor or fine like wine aged in old Belgian kegs. How to drain the blood from a living human to the dregs and in so doing transform that person into a brother or sister of the night. So many things to learn. 
 Vulkan leaned back in his chair. Kobra glanced up, wasting the blood that dripped from his pale lips, and then returned to his work. This one is dedicated. He actually loves me, thought the prince. What to do with Falco's carcass? His gaze moved toward the huge fireplace. The logs had caught now, and the blaze filled the room with dancing orange specters. He wondered if the dogs in the castle's lower regions would like their meat roasted tonight. And so he sat and waited for the Roach. 
 SIX
 Startled, Palatazin raised his head and glanced at his watch. He'd fallen asleep for a few minutes. Three-twenty. Coronado Street seemed deserted. Even the Club Feliz had closed its doors and cut the lights. The two shapes in the parked car across the street weren't moving, and Palatazin wondered if they were sleeping, too. Should've brought some coffee, he told himself irritably. Then another thought -what if this Benefield isn't the one we're looking for? 
 The killings have stopped. Perhaps he's gone for good. Or have they stopped? 
 Is the Roach just lying low? 
 A car's headlights winked from the far end of Coronado Street. Palatazin sat upright, his heart starting to beat a little faster. The car approached very slowly, and in another minute Palatazin saw that it was a light-colored Volkswagen Beetle. His throat went dry. The car pulled up to the curb perhaps thirty yards away, and Palatazin ducked down in his seat. The headlights went out. A car door opened and closed. Footsteps sounded on concrete. When he lifted himself up, he caught a quick glimpse of the man disappearing into the Mecca. That's him, Palatazin thought. That's the man! After a moment or so Zeitvogel came across the street and peered into Palatazin's car. "Do we go up after him now, captain?" 
 "No. Let's wait awhile and see what he does. If he comes back out, we'll follow him, and if he stays in, we'll have plenty of time to make the arrest." 
 "This is him, isn't it? The Roach, I mean?" 
 "We'll see. You stay alert." 
 Zeitvogel nodded and dashed back to his car. 
 Palatazin stared fixedly at the building's front door. When it opened again and Benefield stepped out onto the sidewalk, Palatazin felt his heart kick as if it had been given a charge of electricity. The man was carrying a small paper bag-what could that be? he wondered. One of those rags soaked in that noxious brew? Then maybe he was going to strike tonight? Benefield reached his car, looked up and down the street-Palatazin ducked his head so fast his neck cracked-and then got in. The Volkswagen's engine fired, the headlights came on, and the car pulled away from the curb. It moved slowly past Palatazin to the end of Coronado, then turned right on 6th. 
 Palatazin quickly started his engine, make a tight U-turn, and followed. He saw Zeitvogel's lights, about fifty yards behind in his rearview mirror. The gray Volkswagen turned on Western Avenue, and Palatazin realized the man was driving right up into Hollywood. His pulse was pounding, the palms of his hands sweaty against the steering wheel. He kept as far back as possible, driving with his lights out so Benefield wouldn't notice his tail. In a few minutes the Volkswagen turned onto Hollywood Boulevard, which was still ablaze with neon from the bars, discos, massage parlors, and porno bookstores. There was still a good deal of traffic on the boulevard, too, so Palatazin had to turn his lights on and speed up. He hung back a few car lengths behind the Volkswagen. From the sidewalks young girls in tight denims or slit skirts, T-shirts or halters called out invitations to the drivers, waving at them and holding up fingers to indicate their price. Most of the girls, hopeful starlets from every state in the country, were very pretty; perhaps they'd modeled once or twice or done bit parts or even starred in a skin flick or two, but now for a variety of reasons their luck had just turned bad. They were the throwaways, the tissues some agent, director, or disco smooth-talker had sneezed into and then tossed out with the trash. All of them potential victims. 
 Up ahead under a huge red "X" that proclaimed a porno triple-bill, the Volkswagen swerved. The car plowed through traffic toward the curb. His head was filled with the Master's voice, so he knew he had to hurry. He'd driven past several girls who'd tempted him, but tonight he was looking for one who was just right. There were so many to choose from-all colors, all sizes, the greatest candy store in the world. He had an erection already, but he wouldn't have an orgasm until he clamped the chemical-soaked cloth against her mouth and nostrils. 
 And then he saw her, standing beneath the red "X" of the Hollywood Adult Cinema. 
 She had long waves of blond hair, lips pouting sensually in a face that looked more like a little girl's than a woman's. She was wearing a shocking pink dress and pink stockings, and best of all, she wasn't nearly as thin as the others. Lj There was something about her eyes and her mouth that reminded him of Bev. Of ; '" "',, course, all the girls did in one way or another, but this one ... yes, this one was Bev! It really was! He thought he'd found her so many times, that she'd been sorry for leaving him and had come back, but always he realized that it wasn't her, that he'd been tricked again. And so he had to kill the nasty, evil bitches. They were helping Bev hide; they were laughing at him behind his back-with their ugly, painted lips. But this was her-he was sure of it. Oh, the Master would be so glad he'd found Bev! 
 Tears brimmed in his eyes as he pulled up to the curb and motioned the girl over. She looked around for something better and then shrugged as she stepped over to the Volkswagen, peering in at the man with her heavy-lidded, dark eyes. 
 "I won't go for less than seventy-five," she said disinterestedly, in a thin voice. She had wanted to sing backup for somebody like Bob Seger, but it was really hard getting a gig in this town. 
 "Fifty," Roach said. He started digging for his wallet. 
 "You talking a quickie or what?" the girl asked. 
 "Yeah. A quickie." 
 "You want some lip service?" He looked like a creep, but fifty bucks would buy her those new shoes she'd been wanting over at The Broadway. There was a funny smell in the car, too. Alcohol? Aftershave lotion? She'd just gotten a whiff of it, and now it was gone. Well what the hell? She slid into the car. "My name's Vicki," she said, and gave his thigh a quick squeeze. He smiled and pulled back into the flow of traffic. "I know what your name is. You can't fool me." 
 "Huh?" Kim muttered. Some nut. God, she thought, maybe he's the Roach. The idea chilled her, but then she pushed it aside. Everything about this guy was little except his hands; his cock was probably as big as a shrimp. That made her giggle a little bit. 
 "What are you laughing at?" he said sharply. 
 "Oooooh," Kim said in a little girl voice, "don't bite baby's head off, sweetheart. Why don't you turn in that alley, sugar, and let baby give you what you need?" 
 "Okay," he said. "Yeah. Fine." He turned off the boulevard but drove right through the alley onto Franklin Avenue. 
 "Hey! Where are you taking me?" 
 "You'll see," he told her, cutting across Franklin and driving north toward Yucca Street. "You just sit quiet, you'll see." 
 "Stop the car!" Kim said suddenly. "I want to get out!" 
 "No, you don't. You'll run away. I've looked for you for a long time, Bev, and I'm not going to let you go again . . ." 
 Dull terror hit the girl. Her breath quickened. "Let me out," she whispered, and whirled to open the door, but one of the man's hands flashed out and caught her by the back of the neck. "DON'T DO THAT!" he shouted. "THIS ISN'T
 THE WAY IT'S SUPPOSED TO BE!" He turned onto Palmero Street and followed it to a dead end where a couple of dark apartment buildings stood. There was a mound of dirt and rubble piled at the center of a weed-infested lot, Kim was struggling, scratching at him now. "STOP THAT!" and when his grip relaxed, she turned and dug her nails into his cheek, then lunged for the door again. He caught her hair and throat and pulled her back. 
 And then he realized the truth, as he realized it every time, every single time-this wasn't Bev. This was somebody who'd tried to fool him, somebody who was laughing at him. This was someone who was wicked and who could be saved only by the Master's touch. 
 "You're not Bev!" Roach said. "You're not, you're not, you're . . ." He reached down beneath the seat for the cloth and brought it quickly up into Kirn's face. 
 She gave a muffled scream and fought harder, but he wrenched her head back and pressed the wet cloth firmly against her nostrils. 
 And then he was caught in a blaze of headlights. 





EIGHT
 Palatazin and Zeitvogel had hit their lights at about the same time, and Zeitvogel shouted, "Police! Hold it!" 
 Benefield twisted around frantically. In the next instant he threw open the passenger door and kicked the blonde out. She staggered to her knees and then pitched forward, unconscious. The Volkswagen's engine roared as the car plunged forward, then turned in a wild circle on the vacant lot and came screaming back along Palmero Street toward the makeshift roadblock formed by Palatazin and Zeitvogel's cars. The Volkswagen tried to turn aside at the last instant, but Zeitvogel accelerated and slammed into Benefield's side. The Roach scrambled out, his eyes enormous circles of fear behind his glasses. He started to run for the darkness as Palatazin leapt from his car and drew his
 .38. "STOP OR I'LL SHOOT!" he shouted. Benefield kept running. Palatazin fired into the air, and immediately Benefield fell to the ground in a trembling heap. Holding his gun at arm's length, Palatazin approached the man. "Hold it!" he said tersely. "Don't move, not even a finger!" Behind him he could hear the chatter of Zeitvogel's radio, and Farris came running up beside him like a bull. 
 When he reached Benefield, Palatazin saw that the man had contorted himself like a fetus and was sucking his thumb. Farris hauled him to his feet, snapped handcuffs on his wrists, and read him his rights. Benefield's eyes were glazed and empty, and he kept staring up into the hills. 
 Palatazin walked back to the empty lot and bent down beside the girl. Her breathing was ragged, but otherwise she seemed to be okay. On the ground near her was a piece of cloth that smelled so strongly of the liquid substance they had found in Benefield's apartment that tears came to his eyes. Sirens were coming nearer. In another moment two prowl cars came roaring along Palmero Street, followed by an ambulance. One of the attendants broke open a plastic ampule under the girl's nose, and she began coughing; she sat up in another moment, rivulets of black mascara streaming down her face with her tears. The night was filled with flashing lights and the metallic crackle of police radios. Farris was frisking Benefield at the side of a prowl car, and Palatazin put his gun away and came over to them. 
 The man was babbling like a lunatic... calling me, I hear him calling me, he's not going to let you do this, he's going to protect me, he will he will
 "Sure he will," Farris said. "Now get in that car and shut your face." But Benefield turned his full gaze onto Palatazin. "He won't let you put me away! He knows what you're doing! He sees everything, all the wickedness in the whole world!" He looked up into the night past Palatazin's shoulder. 
 "Master!" he called out, and began to sob. "Master, help me! My life is yours! 
 My . . ." 
 "Get in!" Farris said, shoving Benefield into the backseat.. The cold slowly crept over Palatazin. Had the man said Master? Did he mean. God or ... something else? He looked through the window at Benefield, who had his face in his hands, as if ashamed. The prowl car backed along Palmero, turned, and then disappeared into the night, leaving Palatazin staring into the darkness. Slowly he turned and gazed up at the Hollywood Hills, a cold wind suddenly rushing past him like something huge and invisible. From far away he thought he could hear a dog howling forlornly. 
 "Captain? You going back to Parker Center?" 
 Palatazin looked over his shoulder at Zeitvogel. "No. Let them put Benefield on ice for a while, and I swear if anybody calls the press in on this thing before morning, I'll have him walking a beat on Selma Avenue!" He ran a hand across his forehead. "I'm going home to get some sleep." Zeitvogel nodded, started to walk away, and then stopped. "Do you think we've got the Roach?" he asked quietly. 
 "Your guess is as good as mine." 
 "I hope we do. If not, we sure busted our asses for nothing. See you at the office." Zeitvogel raised his hand in good-bye and walked away toward his now
 - battered car. 
 "See you," Palatazin said. He gazed back into the darkness, feeling as though he were being watched by a presence that was slowly gathering strength. Where was it hiding? What was its strategy? When was it going to strike? Could Benefield supply any of the answers to those questions? Palatazin paused a moment longer, feeling the hairs standing up at the back of his neck. Then he walked to his Ford and drove away. 
 NINE
 Mother of Mercy Hospital was an old ten-story chunk of brick and glass in Monterey Park about five minutes away from the San Bernardino Freeway. At five minutes after four A.M. the parking lot was quiet, and most of the building's windows were dark. The last real trouble in the Emergency Room had ended an hour ago, when the police had brought in eight or nine members of the Homicides and the Vipers who'd started swinging knives at each other at the Matador Drive-in. 
 Three of them were cut pretty badly and needed whole blood transfusions, but the rest were patched up with bandages and Mercurochrome and hauled off in a police van. It had been an easy night-a couple of traffic accident victims, one gunshot wound, a child who'd mistaken a jar of ant poison for honey, assorted broken bones and sprains, nothing really out of the ordinary. But tonight the emergency room staff wanted to stay busy so they wouldn't have time to think about the gossip they'd been hearing all night from assorted nurses and orderlies about those fifty-seven people lying in the isolation ward on the tenth floor. Nurse Lomax said that not one of them had a drop of blood in their bodies. Paco, an orderly on the ninth floor, had said he'd seen some of those bodies twist and writhe like mad things, yet they had neither heartbeat nor pulse. Hernando Valdez, an aged janitor and a renowned voice of wisdom in the hospital, said their skin was like marble, and you could see the trails of collapsed veins beneath it. He said they were maldito, cursed things, and it would be best not to be around when they awakened from trjeir evil sleep. Nurse Espositio said everything about them was dead except their brains-when electrode contacts were placed on their scalps, jagged spokes were displayed on the electroencephalograms. 
 The emergency room staff agreed-whatever was going on, it was muy misterioso. So none of them spoke when Dr. Miriam Delgado, her eyes still puffy from a brief and uneasy sleep, came through the emergency room entrance and stepped into the elevator without acknowledging any of them. The lighted numerals at the top of the door advanced to 10. 
 Dr. Delgado had received a telephone call about twenty minutes earlier from Mrs. 
 Browning, head nurse on the isolation ward. The woman sounded extremely puzzled. "Dr. Delgado, there's a change in several of the patients. We're getting increased EEG readings." Delgado was thankful to return to the hospital; 
 in her sleep she'd dreamed of those terrible eyes staring at her through transparent, milky lids like the eyes of sleeping reptiles. They seemed to be surrounding her, spinning in a mad circle like the baleful lamps of some out-of-control carnival ride. When she awakened, she was shaking and could not seem to stop. 
 HIM... 
 The elevator doors slid open on the tenth floor. Dr. Delgado stepped out and walked along the gjeen-walled corridor toward the nurse's station. Her brain was still buzzing from her dream as well as from all the heated conferences she'd been involved in yesterday with everyone from Dr. Steiner to Dr. Ramez, the head of the hospital. The theories had flown hot and fast; diagnoses were formulated and then just as quickly discarded. The press had been nosing around, but the hospital's public relations man had been able to keep them at bay, for the time being at least. .!U Which was a relief to Dr. Delgado, for she needed time to find out just what they were dealing with here. A virus? A contaminant in the water pipes? Some element in the building's paint? In the air? 
 One of the nurses had found precisely spaced puncture wounds on three of the victims, but not all in the same place. Two of them were wounded in the throat, a third at the crook of the elbow. The others were bruised and some had ragged cuts on their faces or at the backs of their necks just beneath the hairline. The nurse had offered a valid speculation-snakebite. But so far none of the victims had reacted to any antivenom serum. 
 Dr. Delgado reached the station, halfway between the elevator and the white door with the sign that said ISOLATION-NO ADMITTANCE WITHOUT WHITE BADGE. The first thing she saw were case files scattered across the floor. A blue coffee cup had fallen from the desk and cracked into several pieces. On the desk itself there were coffee-stained papers, and a pencil holder had spilled over. Damn it! she thought angrily, staring at the mess. What's going on here? How could these night nurses be so incredibly sloppy? She tapped the little bell on the desk and waited, but no one came along the hallway to answer it. 
 "Ridiculous!" she said aloud, and walked on past the station through the white door. The isolation ward consisted of a series of large rooms cut by a central corridor; there were large plate-glass windows through which Dr. Delgado could see the mystery disease victims lying side by side, hooked up to IV tubes and blood bags and as many electroencephalographs as Dr. Delgado's staff had been able to beg, borrow, or steal. She watched the green spikes jump and realized with a surge of excitement that most of them were showing almost double the amount of brainwave activity as they had when she'd left the hospital last night. Were they finally reacting to the IVs and the blood transfusions? Was it possible they were beginning to come out of their odd comalike state? She walked to the door marked ISOLATION I and took a green surgical mask in a cellophane packet from a stainless steel tray. She tied the mask in place and then walked through into the ward. 
 The room hummed with electric circuitry and the chittering of the EEG
 monitors. 
 Dr. Delgado stopped at each bed to watch the spikes gathering strength, though she was still unable to find pulses when she felt for them. Those eyes, like the forming eyes of embryos, seemed to be staring right at her through the closed lids. 
 And at the far side of the ward, she saw that five of the beds were empty. She hurried over to them, her heartbeat racing, and saw the tangled mess of torn tubes and wires that had been ripped out of arms and scalps. A few blood bags, totally dry, lay scattered on the floor. 
 "Madre de Dios!" she whispered, and was startled by the sound of her own voice. 
 "What's going on here?" 
 She was answered by the rising noise of the EEGs, their thunderous chattering like a din of crickets, swelling to a hideous crescendo. She whirled around, somehow imagining she'd seen a furtive movement out of the corner of her eye. But the bodies in their white-sheeted beds lay motionless, the electroencephalograph noise now like the eager communication between them. It was maddeningly loud, as if the bodies were shouting at one another. She clapped her hands to her ears and hurried for the door. 
 She had almost reached it when one of the bodies-a middle-aged Chicano man with a pendulous belly and rattlesnake eyes-sat up in his bed, ripping the electrode contacts from his scalp and the IV tube from his arm. He grabbed for her, yanking her backward by her coattail as she screamed in dazed horror. Across the room another body stirred and sat up. Then another, stretching as if waking up from a long siesta. A woman with gray-streaked hair plucked her blood bag from its hanger and bit greedily into it, spraying blood in a thick arc. As the thing pulled Dr. Delgado toward the bed, she saw the pale-lipped mouth open, and in that dark cavern were gleaming fangs wet with hideous fluids. She almost fainted in shock, but she knew that if she did she'd never wake up again. She wrenched free, ripping one arm of her coat loose, and ran for the door. The things came after her, leaping out of their beds, their white hospital shifts flying around them. 
 Dr. Delgado reached the door and felt a clawlike hand grasp at her shoulder. She screamed and struggled away, feeling her flesh tear. Spinning around, she slammed the door behind her, but one of them crashed through the plate-glass window in a silver shower of fragments. Another followed that one through, and they stalked her as she whirled and ran along the corridor. Before she could reach the white door, another of them-a young girl with blood splattered across the front of her shift-came through the doorway, blocking her path. The girl grinned and came shambling forward, her eyes as black as evil itself. There was a closed door to Dr. Delgado's left, bearing the word Storeroom. She burst into the dark room and braced her body against the door as one of the vampires-yes, she thought, vampires!-struck it from the other side, trying to break through. A fist hammered against it; the door began to bulge inward. The doctor whined in terror, keeping her shoulder pressed against the wood but knowing it would be only a moment or so before they got it. She reached out, feeling for the wall switch; the lights came on, and the first thing she saw was Mrs. Browning's open-eyed corpse-or was it truly a corpse?-lying at her feet, its face a shade somewhere between white and yellow. On the wall above Mrs. Browning's head was a square of metal with a handle on it. Dr. Delgado's heart pounded. It was the laundry chute, a metal tube leading down to the basement. She'd opened that chute a hundred times before, and now she prayed that it was wide enough for her. It would have to be. 
 The door was struck by a tremendous blow. She was knocked backward, her shoulder blazing with pain, and then the things swarmed in. She only had time to scratch at the eyes of one of them then she threw open the chute and tried to squeeze her shoulders in. "Please God!" she heard herself scream, echoed by the tube's metal walls. "Please . . .!" 
 But cold hands gripped her ankles and calves and prevented her from getting,t down the chute. She kicked and flailed, still screaming, but as they pulled her back, she realized with maddening certainty that she could not escape. The vampires fell upon her, clawing and fighting among themselves over who would draw the first draught of blood. When they were finished with her, they cast her aside like an empty bottle and scurried off for more. There were many rooms between them and the street, and many patients in Mercy Hospital who would never again awaken as humans. 
 Daybreak, cold blue shadows running from the sun. 
 Gayle Clarke tossed uneasily in the bed of her studio apartment on Sunset Strip. Two sleeping pills and a long swig of Smirnoff vodka would keep her knocked out until after noon, but they couldn't entirely erase the hellish memory of a Jack Kidd who looked like leering Death, chasing after her across that apartment courtyard. 
 In her Laurel Canyon bedroom darkened by heavy drapes, Estelle Gideon sat up suddenly and said, "Mitch?" There was no answer. Father Ramon Silvera drew cold, rusty water into the sink of his room in East L.A., cupped his hands beneath the spigot, and splashed a few drops in his face. 
 Murky sunlight streamed in through a single window that faced an alley wall of gray bricks. Silvera walked to that window and opened it, inhaling a lungful of air tainted with dust and smog. Down toward the mouth of the alley, he could see the words scrawled in black spray paint in the spiky capital letters favored by the street gangs: FOLLOW THE MASTER. Silvera stared in silence, recalling the bloody graffiti on the walls of the Dos Terros apartment building. He remembered the expression on that policeman's face, the abject terror in his eyes, and the chilling urgency of his voice. "Don't let them out on the streets" the man had said. "Burn them while you can." Silvera abruptly closed the window and locked it. that was happening in this city? The feeling he had now-and had had ever since he's stepped into that tenement-was one of dread, impending doom, Evil rapidly gaining strength like a cancer running unchecked through a human body. 
 He felt afraid-not of dying because that was a certainty and he had learned long ago to accept the will of God-but of being helpless in a situation where God might call on him to act. 
 Evil was on the march, an advancing army of the night; Silvera was more positive of that now than he had ever been in his life. And who could stand in its path? 
 With these thoughts weighing heavily upon him, he dressed and went out to face the new day. 
 Wes Richer lifted his head and saw Solange sitting naked before the window, staring out onto Charing Cross Road. He said huskily, "Solange?" She didn't answer. "Solange? What is it?" She didn't move, didn't even acknowledge him. Christ! he thought, drawing the sheets around him. She can really be weird sometimes! As he closed his eyes again, he recalled the dream he'd had: A little girl standing in the snow beneath his window, beckoning him to come out and play. It had been a good dream, one in which he'd been tempted to step through the window as if it were Alice's looking glass, into a childhood world where he could skate and slide and be a kid forever, and not worry about things like tax shelters and house payments and ... grown-up stuff. He returned to sleep, hoping he'd find that little girl again. This time he'd go out. 





ELEVEN
 "I want you to look at some pictures, Benefield," Sully Reece said, taking four black and white prints from a manila envelope. "Examine these very carefully and tell me if you recognize any of them." He dealt them out one at a time onto the table in front of Walter Benefield, then arranged them in a neat row. Reece could see the corpses reflected in the man's thick glasses. Benefield looked at each one in turn, his expression not varying a fraction. He was still wearing the vapid half-smile he'd had on his face since he was brought into the interrogation room. "Well?" Reece asked, sitting down beside the man. "What about it?" 
 Benefield said, "I'm sorry, sir. I don't know why I'm looking at these pictures." "You don't? Well, I'll tell you then. These are on-scene photographs of young women who were strangled to death and then sexually abused, Benefield. Four women in a period of two weeks. If you look very carefully, you can see the bruises on that one's neck. See? Right there at the edge of the shadow. I wonder if your fingers would make marks like that. Do you think they would?" 
 "Lieutenant," the gray-haired man in the dark slacks and light blue sport coat said from his chair in the corner; he was a public defender named Murphy, and there was nothing he relished less than having to play watchdog as the cops grilled a suspect. 
 "I'm talking to Mr. Benefield," Reece barked. "I'm asking him a question. We're not in court now. This is my ballpark, right?" 
 "You don't have to answer any leading questions like that, Mr. Benefield," Murphy said emphatically "Okay." Benefield smiled. "I won't." Across the room Zeitvogel muttered, "Bullshit!" and then he remembered the cassette tape recorder turning on the table several feet away from Benefield. 
 "We could do that, you know," Reece said. "We could see if your fingers fit those marks." 
 "Stop picking on me," Benefield whined, his smile finally breaking a bit. 
 "When can I go home?" 
 "Picking on you? Man, I haven't even begun! You've been arrested for assaulting a young woman named Vicki Harris, Benefield. She's about the same age as those other women in the pictures. She even looks a lot like that one, doesn't she?" 
 "I guess she does, yeah." 
 "Where were you taking her? What were you going to do to her?" He shrugged. "I was ... I was going to park right there at the end of Palmero Street. She's a bad girl, you know that. I was going to ... pay her to . . 
 "Were these bad girls?" Reece motioned to the photographs. Benefield stared at them for a few seconds and then smiled again. "If you say they were." 
 "Do you think this is funny? Do you think what you were about to do to Vicki Harris was funny? How often do you cruise Hollywood Boulevard?" 
 "Once in a while." 
 "Looking for bad girls?" 
 Benefield glanced over at the attorney and shifted uneasily in his seat. 
 "Yeah, I guess so." 
 "Have you ever heard of the Roach, Benefield?" 
 He shook his head. 
 "It's been in all the newspapers. Don't you read the papers?" No. 
 "But you know how to read, don't you? And you know how to write?" "Yeah." Reece nodded and reached for a smaller manila envelope at the edge of the table. He opened it and took out photostats of the Roach letters, placing them over the pictures in front of Benefield. "Have you ever seen those before?" 
 "No, sir." 
 "That surprises me. You remember how you wrote you name for us, once with the right hand and once with the left? Well, handwriting doesn't lie even when you try to distort it. You know what a graphologist is, Benefield? Two of them say you wrote these letters with your left hand." 
 "They're lying," he said quietly. 
 "Are they? They're experts on handwriting, Benefield. The judge isn't going to think they're lying. Neither is the jury." 
 "Leave me alone!" Benefield whined. "I never saw those letters before!" 
 "We talked to Mr. Pietro at your apartment house," Reece continued. "He told us that sometimes he hears you come in late at night and then you leave again. Where do you go?" 
 "Just . . . out. Places." 
 "What places? Hollywood Boulevard? Where else?" 
 "Just around. I like to drive." 
 "What about your mother? Do you go see her?" 
 Benefield's head snapped up. "My . . . mother? You leave her out of this, you black bastard!" He was almost screaming. 
 Reece smiled and nodded. He leaned back in his chair, watching Benefield's eyes. 
 "We've got the evidence, Benefield. We've got witnesses who've seen you cruising Hollywood. We know everything we need to know. Why don't you tell us about those four young women?" 
 "No ... no ..." He shook his head, his face reddening. 
 "Four women." Recce's gaze sharpened. "Strangled and raped, thrown away like garbage. And that thing with the roaches, that was real cute. Whoever did that is a very sick man, wouldn't you agree?" 
 "Leave me . . . leave me . . . alone . . ." 
 "Whoever did that was warped and belongs in a hospital. I've seen your record, Benefield. I know about Rathmore . . ." 
 Benefield's face went scarlet, his eyes bulging. He grabbed for Reece, snarling like an animal, and Zeitvogel was up in an instant reaching for him. Benefield got one hand clamped on Recce's throat. The three men struggled for a few seconds, then Zeitvogel got the man's arms pinned behind him and snapped cuffs on his wrists. "You ... filth!" Benefield shrieked. "You dirty nigger filth! I'm not going back there! You're not gonna send me back!" Reece stood up, his knees shaking. His throat felt bruised and contaminated. 
 "I am going out for a cup of coffee," he breathed. "When I get back, you'd better be ready to talk to me, or I'll make it damn hard on you. Understand?" He stared at Benefield for a few seconds, then glanced over at Murphy. The attorney was sitting bolt upright, his eyes slightly glazed. Reece turned and stalked out of the interrogation room. 
 Palatazin was waiting outside, patiently going through the contents of another file. When he looked up, Reece could see the deep blue circles under his eyes. 
 "How is he?" Palatazin asked. 
 Reece shrugged and rubbed his throat. "He's pretty worked up. I tried the line about his mother that you suggested and got a real rise out of him. How'd you know?" 
 "There's something strange going on. According to this"-Palatazin waved the folder-"Beverly Teresa Benefield died in a fall down a tenement stairway in 1964. She was carrying a suitcase with her, evidently about to abandon her fifteen-year-old son, Walter. It was the middle of the night, the neighbors heard some shouting, but the coroner ruled the death accidental. Anyway, Benefield made a reference to" "', his mother to Mr. Pietro not long ago. I figured we could probe that to good effect. Also . . ." He took his notepad from his shirt pocket. "He used a cloth soaked in a combination of chemical bug-spray on Miss Harris. The lab says breathing it like that in the close confines of a car would be just short of lethal. And an interesting point-they think Benefield had built up a resistance to the fumes, just like real roaches do. But now my question is-why go to the trouble of keeping them alive? If he is our man, why did he change his M.O.?" 
 "Because he's a nut," Reece said. 
 "Possibly, but even nuts stick to some kind of pattern. Well, I suppose it's my turn now. Let me borrow your cigarettes and matches." Reece reached in his shirt pocket and handed him a pack of Kents and a lighter. "Good luck," he said as Palatazin entered the interrogation room. Benefield was sitting with his chin slumped forward on his chest. Palatazin sat down beside him, pushing away the letters and photographs. He closed the M.E.'s file on the death of Beverly Benefield and laid it on the table. 
 "Would you like a cigarette, Walter?" he asked. 
 Benefield nodded. Palatazin lit it for him and put it into his mouth. "When can I go home?" Benefield asked. 
 "Not just yet, Walter. First there are some things we have to talk about." Benefield's eyes narrowed. "I know you. You're the cop who shot at me." 
 "I fired a warning shot, yes. I was trying to protect you from the others. They might've killed you." 
 "Oh." 
 "Take the cuffs off," Palatazin told Zeitvogel. The detective started to protest, then he shrugged, took the cuff key from his pocket, came over, and unsnapped them. Benefield drew deeply on his cigarette and watched Zeitvogel carefully as the man took his seat again. "Are you comfortable now?" Palatazin asked. 
 "I'm okay, I guess." 
 "Good. I know Lieutenant Reece can be a bit too hard sometimes. Pretty overbearing. My name's Andy. Is it all right if I call you Walter?" 
 "I don't mind. Listen, I told that nigger a thing or two. He won't be bothering me anymore." 
 "I hope not. I imagine he came in here and talked about the Roach, didn't he?" 
 "Yeah. I told him I didn't know what he was talkin' about." Palatazin nodded. "And why should you? The Roach is gone. Nobody cares about him anymore. The vice squad should probably thank him. How do you feel about prostitutes, Walter?" 
 He was silent for a moment, staring at the burning end of the cigarette. "They stick together," he said softly. "All of them do." 
 "Uh-huh." 
 "They laugh at you behind your back. They try to fool you." 
 "But they didn't fool Roach, did they?" 
 "Nope." 
 Palatazin was beginning to sweat under the stark fluorescent overheads; he loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar. "You work for Aladdin Exterminators, right? Do you like that job?" 
 Benefield smoked his cigarette and thought about it for a minute. "Yeah," he said finally. "I do." 
 "I'll bet you're a good worker. What do you use, one of those metal spray cans?" 
 "A B&G sprayer, yeah. Shoots the Diaz right into the cracks." 
 "Tell me about Beverly," Palatazin said softly. 
 "Bev . . . erly?" Benefield's eyes glazed over immediately, and his mouth dropped open. He stared right through Palatazin as the cigarette burned down between his fingers. 
 "That's right. Your mother. Where is she?" 
 "She's . . ." His brow furrowed in concentration. "She's not here." 
 "She's dead, isn't she?" 
 "Huh?" Shock stitched Benefield's face. "No! You're wrong! She's hiding, they're helping her hide so I can't find her! Sometimes they can even make themselves look like her to fool me. Oh, they know all the tricks!" His voice dripped with bitterness now, and his eyes were hard and cold. 
 "She's dead," Palatazin persisted. "And after she died, you were sent to Rathmore State Hospital." 
 "NO!" His eyes flamed, and for an instant Palatazin thought the man was going to leap at him. "Rathmore?" he whispered, and rubbed his forehead. "No. Bev went away, and because she left me, they sent me to ... that place. It's not a hospital. Hospitals cure sick people. That place was a ... a Crazyhouse. When I find Bev, things will be like they were before. I won't have to think about the Crazy-house anymore, and my head won't hurt. But first . . . first I'm going to have to punish her for leaving me . . ." He crushed out the cigarete and dropped it on the floor. "She's somewhere in the city," he said. "The Master told me so." 
 Palatazin's heart began to pound. "The . . . Master?" he murmured softly. 
 "Who's the Master, Walt?" 
 "Ohhhhh, no. You'd like me to tell you, wouldn't you? You'd like to know, but you can't." 
 "Who's the Master? Are you talking about God?" 
 "God?" Something about that word seemed to trouble Benefield. He blinked and ran his hand across his forehead. "He talks to me at night," he whispered. He tells me what to do . . ." 
 "Where is he?" 
 "Can't tell. Cant." 
 "He's here in L.A.?" 
 "He's everywhere," Benefield said. "He sees and hears everything. He knows where I am; he knows where you are. If he wants you, he'll call you in the night, and you'll have to go to him. You'll have to." He looked up into Palatazin's face, his black eyes strangely magnified by the glasses. "He's going to be mad at me for not going to him last night. He's going to be mad at you, too." 
 "What's his name, Walt?" 
 "Name? He ... doesn't have a name. Before he saved me, I was . . . paying them back for fooling me, but the Master said I was ... I was wasting. He said he could use them and that I would be helping him win the great battle." 
 "What battle?" 
 Benefield looked at him and blinked. "For Los Angeles. He wants the city."f A cold terror spread through Palatazin. "Where is the Master, Walt? If I wanted to find him, where would I go? He's hiding in the Hollywood Hills, isn't he?" 
 "Can't tell," Benefield said. 
 "Where? A house? A cave . . .?" 
 Murphy, across the room, cleared his throat. Palatazin glanced up and saw Zeitvogel staring oddly at him. Let them think I'm insane? he thought, i don't care! He returned his attention to Benefield. "I want to find the Master," he said urgently. "I have to. Please help me." 
 "Oh, no. He has to want you first. He has to call you, then you'll know how to find him." 
 Palatazin forced himself to calm down. His face seemed to be burning up with fever, his guts filled with arctic cold. "Are you the Roach, Walt?" Benefield froze. Slowly his face contorted into a sneer. "You're just like that nigger, aren't you? Pretending to be my friend, and laughing at me all the time. 
 You want to send me back, don't you? Back to that place! I won't let you do that. He won't let you!" 
 "WHERE IS HE?" Palatazin shouted suddenly, and lunged for Benefield's collar. He slammed the man's face down on the table, then jerked his head up again. The man snarled and grabbed for Palatazin's throat, blood stringing from his nostrils. 
 "WHERE IS HE!" Palatazin shrieked again, all control gone now, nothing but animal rage and fear left. Benefield grinned, and then Murphy and Zeitvogel were pulling him away. 
 "No," Zeitvogel ordered, his gaze fixed on Palatazin. "Don't do that, captain." 
 "LET ME ALONE!" Palatazin fought free of them and stood up, breathing harshly. 
 "Just leave me alone!" He started for Benefield again, but Zeitvogel blocked his way. "You don't understand," Palatazin said. "I've got to make him tell! 
 I've got to!" 
 Zeitvogel shook his head. Benefield grinned and wiped his bloody nose. 
 "Get him out of here before I throw up," Palatazin demanded abruptly, and brushed past Zeitvogel out of the interrogation room. 
 In his office he lit his pipe and tried to calm down. He couldn't get his thoughts organized. Of course Benefield was the Roach, and of course he knew where the Master was hiding. But how could he make him talk, how could he break the hold that evil force had on him? And then an even more terrible thought gripped him-how many were there now in this city who had heard the Master's voice? How many now walked at night, hungering for blood? A thousand? 
 Five thousand? Ten thousand? It would happen insidiously, slowly, as it had happened in Krajeck so very long ago, until at the end the city would be at the mercy of the Master and his brood. He had to tell someone now, anyone who would listen. 
 The newspapers perhaps? Chief Garnette? Maybe the National Guard could be called out, and the things found, burned or staked before they grew stronger. Perhaps the city could be evacuated and firebombs dropped from helicopters . . 
 . 
 But no. They wouldn't believe. He felt a chill of dark madness cover him. Who would believe? Who? He remembered the doctor in that building on Dos Terros Street, Dr. Delgado. The bodies had been taken to Mercy Hospital. Perhaps she could be made to believe. Yes! He reached for the telephone, but it rang before he could pick up the receiver. 
 "Captain Palatazin," he said. 
 "Andy? It's Garnette. Would you come down and see me right away?" 
 "Yes, sir. I will. But first I have to make a-" 
 "Andy," the voice was sterner, cast a tone lower, "I'd like to see you right now." The phone clicked and went dead. Palatazin put it back on its cradle and then got up, moving as sluggishly as a zombie. He felt weary, drained, about to split apart at the seams. He walked along the hallway to the Chief of Detectives' office. When he rapped on the door, he heard Garnette say, "Come in, Andy." 
 He stepped into the office. "How are you feeling, Andy?" Garnette asked, motioning to the chair in front of his desk. "I understand you were busy last night." 
 "Yes, sir," he said, and smiled wanly. "Quite a few of us were." 
 "I talked to Lieutenant Reece and Detective Farris. I'd say you did one hell of a good job. Now tell me about this Benefield character." 
 "Well, I believe he's the Roach, though we haven't got all the evidence we need to make an arrest stick, and I don't think we're going to be getting a confession from the man." 
 "But you're holding him on an assault charge?" 
 "Assault, reckless driving, resisting arrest-whatever we could come up with." Garnette nodded. "Okay. But you think it's too early to tell the papers?" 
 "I think so." 
 "In your best estimation, that man you're holding did kill those four girls and wrote the letters signed by Roach?" 
 "Yes, sir. Possibly more than four girls. He changed his M.O. in the past two weeks and began using a chemical-soaked cloth to knock his victims out first. We're 1 still questioning him about his procedure." 
 "I see." Garnette was silent for a moment, his hands folded on the desk. When he looked back at Palatazin, his expression was tough and direct. "You've worked long and hard to crack this thing, Andy. No one in the department appreciates that as much as I do." 
 "Thank you, but I'm afraid we have a long way to go yet before we can consider it closed." 
 "No matter. You're a good cop, Andy. You've been a good cop and a credit to this department ever since you joined us." He smiled slightly, his eyes warming up with memories. "You remember those old days? When you were a detective first grade and I was trying to make sergeant? We were scruffy bastards then, weren't we? Out on the streets throwing our weight around, flashing our shields whenever we could, making a lot of noise about every goddamned thing. We had chips on our shoulders as big as redwood logs, didn't we? Those were the days. You remember that time we cornered the sniper on the fourth floor of the Alexandria Hotel? " About fifty cops out in the hall shaking in their shoes, everybody afraid to breathe because the bastard had an elephant gun in there? And you just walked right up to the door and knocked on it! I almost dropped my teeth when that guy opened it and came out with his hands over his head! Shit! You remember that?" 
 "I remember," Palatazin said quietly. 
 "That took guts. And how about the time we were looking for the Chinatown Strangler? We were on rooftop stakeout with binoculars and a girl in one of the windows started doing a striptease? That crazy broad had the biggest set of oompahs I've ever seen. She could've made it in the movies. Things were better then, weren't they? We didn't have computers or sociologists or psychics trying to do our jobs for us. We got out in the streets and worked our asses off, and we didn't have to worry about a mountain of files and paperwork. Well, that's progress for you, right? J Seems like you and I have gotten a little grayer and slower over the years. The pressure is so much tougher now. You have to contend with so many conflicting factors. It's not cut-and-dried anymore. The psychiatrists and the ACLU people see to that. Sometimes I just want to chuck this whole mess and take the wife down to Acapulco or somewhere clean. Haven't you ever felt that way?" 
 "Of course I have," Palatazin said. "Everyone does." 
 "Uh-huh." Garnette nodded, placing his fingertips together and staring at the other man for a few silent seconds. "Okay, fine. I'm going to give you a chance to take a little vacation, Andy. Two weeks with pay. How about that?" 
 "A ... vacation? Well, that's very nice, but I've got to finish this thing first." 
 "No, you don't," Garnette said sternly. 
 "What?" 
 Garnette cleared his throat. "Lieutenant Reece is going to take over for you for the next two weeks, Andy. I want you to take off." 
 "I ... I'm afraid I don't understand." 
 "You're tired, Andy. You're overworked and worn out. You deserve some time off, but I know you-if it were up to you, hell would freeze over before you left your desk. So take advantage of this. You and Jo go somewhere nice for two weeks . . ." 
 "What is this?" Palatazin demanded, his cheeks reddening. He knew exactly what it was, but he wanted to hear Garnette say it. "What are you trying to tell me?" 
 "I ... the department's giving you some time off-" 
 "Damn it!" Palatazin blurted out, getting to his feet. A pulse was pounding at his temple, and he quavered with confusion and anger. "The department's canning me, is that right?" 
 "No, for Christ's sake! Two weeks, Andy! That's not forever!" 
 "What is it? Who have you been talking to? Who's been saying I'm crazy this time?" It dawned on him then-it had probably been that outburst at the Dos Terros tenement. Who had told Garnette? Sergeant Teal? One of the officers who'd been working the scene? Surely it hadn't been Sully Reece? "Do you think I'm crazy, Paul?" 
 "I think ... you deserve a rest. It's long overdue. You just go home and let your men finish this up." 
 "NO!" Palatazin shouted. "I WONT DO IT! There are some things I have to find out from the suspect. Some very important things! I can't ... I can't leave it now!" 
 "You're going to have to." Garnette forced himself to look away. He stared down at his hands. "You'll report back to work two weeks from today." 
 "I won't-" 
 "Is that understood?" Garnette said very quietly, and lifted his gaze. Palatazin started to protest again, but he knew it was no use. He placed his palms on the desk and leaned forward, his eyes glimmering. "I'm not crazy," he whispered hoarsely. "I'm not! I don't care what you've heard. There's a good reason for everything I've done or said, and by God if you don't start listening to me, there's . . . there's going to be great evil in this city. There's going to be evil beyond your wildest nightmares!" 
 "Andy," Garnette stated firmly, "go home." Palatazin straightened up, wiping his forehead with a trembling hand. "Go home?" 
 he whispered softly. "Home? I can't ... I ... there's so much to be done." His eyes were wild and bloodshot, and he knew that he must truly look insane. 
 "Shall I ... leave my badge and gun with you?" he asked after another moment. 
 "I don't think that's necessary. This is a vacation, not a suspension. Now, take it easy, Andy. And for God's sake don't worry about the Roach or anything else." 
 Palatazin nodded and moved dazedly toward the door. "Yes," he said. "All right." 
 He heard himself speaking as if he were inside a tunnel. He felt the cold doorknob touch his hand, and he twisted it. 





TWELVE
 It was just after two o'clock when Jo heard the front door open and close. She came down the stairs hurriedly and found Andy in the kitchen, holding a paper bag. "What are you doing home so early?" she asked. "You scared me to death!" He glanced at her quickly, then looked away. "I won't be going back to work for a while," he said quietly. 
 "What do you mean? What happened, Andy? Tell me!" He began to take items out of the bag. There was a smaller bag inside with H. Shaffer and Son, Fine Jewelry printed on it. "I've been given a two-week vacation," he said, and smiled grimly. She watched him open the bag and take out two identical white boxes. "Two weeks," he whispered. "Los Angeles might not even exist in two weeks." He gave her one of the boxes. "Put this around your neck. I want you to wear this all the time; don't take it off-not in the shower, not when you sleep." 
 She opened it with a trembling hand. It was a small gold-plated crucifix on long chain. "It's beautiful," she said, "but ..." 
 "Put it on right now," he said. He opened his box, took out the other crucifix, and clasped it around his neck. "I want you to get used to wearing it," he told her, "so you won't forget it. I don't know how powerful its influence will be because it hasn't been blessed by a priest or sanctified with holy water, but it's better than nothing. Go on, put it on now." He went behind her to help her clasp it. 
 She watched him, dumbfounded, as he stepped back to the counter and reached into the bag again. Oh, my God, she thought suddenly as she looked into his face. He looked just like his mother did just before she went into the rest home. His eyes held that same fanatical, crazed gleam; his jaw was set with an unyielding determination. "Andy," she whispered as he took several heads of garlic from the bag and laid them on the counter. 
 "We'll slice these and smear all the windowsills with them," he said. "Then we'll chop some into pieces and spread them on the front lawn. Mama said it would help keep the vampir away because their sense of smell is so strong and the odor reminds them of death." He turned toward her and saw her face as pale as chalk. "Oh, I see. You think I'm crazy, too, like everyone else, don't you?" 
 "Send me a postcard from Vegas," Garnette said as Palatazin stepped through the door. The captain's shoulders were slumped forward and he carried himself as if he'd just taken a hard blow to the stomach. Garnette started to say, 
 "I'm sorry," but then the door closed. God.' Garnette thought, I hope two weeks makes a difference! If not. . . well, let that take care of itself. But anybody who wanted to burn bodies found in an East L.A. tenement-who demanded that they be cremated-was obviously in need of a long rest. Poor guy, Garnette mused, and then forced himself to concentrate on other matters. 
 "I think . . . Andy, you're not in Hungary now! This is a different place, a different time-" 
 "There's no difference!" he objected sharply. "The vampir doesn't care what place he attacks so long as there's an abundance of food! And time to his kind means nothing! I tell you the vampir is here in this city! And someone has got to find the Master, the king vampir, before it's too late!" 
 "You don't mean . . . Andy, what's come over you?" 
 "The truth," he said quietly. "Jo, I want you to leave. I want you to take the car and drive as far away from here as you can. Go east across the mountains. Will you do that for me?" 
 She took a step toward him and clutched his arm. "We'll both go," she said. 
 "We'll make a real vacation out of these two weeks! We'll pack and leave in the morning, all right? We can drive down to San Diego or-" 
 "No. It has to be far from this city because when they start spreading out, there will be no stopping them. I want the mountains between you and L.A., and I want you to leave now." 
 "I can't go without you," she told him, tears of despair welling in her eyes. 
 "I won't, damn it! No matter what you say!" 
 He took her shoulders and looked deeply into her eyes. "When they come, Jo-and they will come, it's only a matter of time-I won't be able to save you. I probably won't be able to save myself. But I have to stay here, I have to try to ... do something! Running doesn't do any good. They just advance, and sooner or later all of humanity will be pushed together in a tiny pocket, and the vampir will come and then . . . that will be the end, don't you see? The vampir will eventually destroy themselves, but only after all of humanity is bled dry. 
 Someone has got to at least try to stop them!" 
 "You? Of all the people in the world, why you?" 
 "Because," he said quietly, fixing her with his gaze, "I'm here. And I know their ways. Who else is there?" 
 "Let the police do it!" 
 "The police? Ah, yes. I know firsthand how efficient the police can be. No, it has to be me. Alone, if that's the will of God. Now go upstairs and pack your things." He turned back to the paper bag. 
 Jo did not move. "I won't leave," she protested. "You can't make me." 
 "You're a fool," he said. 
 "I love you." 
 Palatazin looked at her and grunted. "Twice a fool then. Haven't you understood a word I've said?" 
 "I understand my place is with you. I'm not leaving." He stared at her for a silent moment, and she could feel the heat of his gaze. She returned it stubbornly. "All right," he said finally, "if you're going to stay until morning, you can help me prepare for them. Cut the garlic into pieces." As she moved to get a knife, he reached into the bag and brought out a can of black spray
 (???) The last bell had rung at Fairfax High School. The classrooms and halls were emptying rapidly. Toyotas and Triumphs squealed out of the parking lot onto Fairfax Avenue and left trails of rubber aimed toward the nearest McDonald's. (???)
 paint. She didn't want to ask him what he was going to do with it. He walked to the front of the house, shaking the spray paint, and opened the door. On the wood he sprayed a large black crucifix and beneath it the Hungarian word OVAJODIK. 
 Beware. 
 Tommy Chandler, one of the few eleven-year-old freshmen who had ever walked the not-so-hallowed halls of Fairfax High, carefully dialed the combination of his Yale lock, pulled it open, then opened his locker. Inside there were the usual American history, algebra, and Latin textbooks, a pack of Bic pens, and a few Nifty notebooks. Taped to the inside of the locker was a picture of Orion Kronsteen in his Jack the Ripper makeup from London Screams, clipped reverentially from an old Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine. There was a picture of Raquel Welch in a bikini, too, but that took a lower place of honor. 
 Tommy took out his history and algebra books and the corresponding notebooks. Mr. Kitchens would probably throw a sneak history quiz at the class first thing in the morning, and Tommy wanted to do some advance reading in algebra because what they were covering now was just plain booooring. Across the locker room Jim Baines and Mark Sutro were discussing the physical attributes of Melinda Kennimer, head majorette for the Fairfax High Marching Band and an untouchable but deliciously stacked senior. . 
 "I saw her in the hall today, fifth period," Mark was saying as he gathered up a biology text and a geometry notebook. "God, I almost creamed my jeans! She smiled at me. Actually smiled for God's sake! She's got a smile like Farrah Fawcett." 
 "Better than Farrah Fawcett," Jim said. "More like Go Derek. God, what a bod! 
 I hear she's going with Stan Perry, the lucky asshole! Last week at the pep rally when she flashed those thighs and the drum corps was putting down a jungle beat, I thought I was going to shoot to the moon. It's unnatural for a girl to look so good. I'll bet she's got a mean streak in her." 
 "Who cares? I like 'em mean. Have you got a date for Homecoming?" 
 "Not yet. I'm going to ask Ronni McKay." 
 "Ha!" Mark slammed his locker door and spun the lock. "Too late! Johnny Jackson already asked her, and she said yes." 
 "What? Keerist! I had my lines all ready for her! Damn! Who are you asking, Selma Verone?" 
 Mark made a sickened face. "Are you kidding? Old Pizza Cheeks Verone? I'd rather go stag." He nudged Jim in the ribs with an elbow and motioned toward Tommy. "Bet Selma would go with Chandler if he'd ask her." Here it comes. Tommy thought. Hurry and get it over with. 
 "Hey, Chandler!" Mark called to him across the aisle. "Why don't you ask Selma Verone to go to Homecoming with you? You like monsters so much, she'd be perfect for you!" 
 "I doubt it," Tommy mumbled. He heard the locker room door open and close, but he was concentrating on what the next jibe would probably be, so he didn't notice who came in. Tommy closed his locker, spun the dial, and turned right into a slab of beef wearing an Aerosmith T-shirt. A hand shot out, catching Tommy on the collarbone, and shoved him back against the lockers. He hit his head on metal, and his ears rang like a fire drill alarm. His eyeglasses dangled from one ear, but he didn't need to see to know who it was. He heard the raucous laughter like the snorting of pigs. Jim Baines and Mark Sutro were as quiet as the dead. 
 "You're in my way, fuckface!" the slab of beef growled. Tommy adjusted his glasses. There were three boys standing before him, Jules
 "Bull" Thatcher with his usual entourage of Buddy Carnes and Ross Weir. Thatcher's faces was broad and ugly, as cratered and hostile as the surface of the moon. He had shoulder-length brown hair, a scar through one thick eyebrow, and black ferret eyes that radiated hatred. He towered over Tommy. Bull had been a pretty fair running back on the freshman football team until Coach Maxwell had caught him selling 'ludes in the parking lot about two weeks before. He should've been a junior, but the sixth and eighth grades had been beyond his capacity. Now he mostly cheated to squeak by. His eyes gleamed with bloodlust as he stared at Tommy. His face was slashed by a cruel, thin-lipped mouth, and Tommy could well believe the stories he'd heard about Bull's love of pure violence. It was his misfortune to have been assigned the locker right next to Bull. 
 "I said you're in my way . . . fuckface!" Bull said grimly, his hands on his hips. 
 "Uh . . . sorry," Tommy said, rubbing his collarbone. "I was just leaving." 
 "He was 'just leavin','" Ross Weir mimicked Tommy's high, childish voice. "He sounds like a fairy. You a fairy, punk?" 
 "Don't you guys know?" Buddy Carnes said. "This here's the little brain. He's in my algebra class, gets A's on every goddamn test and fucks up the curve for everybody else. He's the reason I'm flunkin' my ass off!" 
 "Oh yeah?" Bull said quietly. "A brain, huh?" 
 "Looks like a fairy to me," Weir said, and cackled. Baines and Sutro tried to slip past the Unholy Three, but suddenly Bull's head turned, and Tommy saw his eyes gleam like Gort the robot's power blast from The Day the Earth Stood Still. "Where do you think you're going'?" Bull said ominously. 
 "Nowhere . . ." Mark stammered. "We're just . . . nowhere . . ." 
 "Better not be!" Bull said, and turned his attention back to Tommy. Ah, yes, Tommy thought. He needs an audience for his performance. Over Bull's massive shoulders his cohorts' faces looked like the half-human animals from The Island of Lost Souls. Tommy could feel his heart thumping against his thin rib cage. The "flight or fight" instinct was pumping adrenaline through his body-his head said fight, but his feet said flight. 
 Bull stepped closer and shoved Tommy against the lockers again. "You think you're smart, don't you? Don't you?" 
 "Not particularly, no." 
 "You callin' Bull a liar?" Ross Weir snarled. 
 Tommy thought. Caught by the deadly triangle! His face flushed with a mixture of anger and fear. Bull reached out and plucked off Tommy's glasses. 
 "Hey, don't!" Tommy said. "Those are expensive!" 
 "Oh yeah? You want 'em back? Come take 'em!" 
 "You're about three guys bigger than me." 
 "He's a chickenshit fairy, too," Weir said. 
 Bull narrowed his eyes into fierce slits. "I've seen you in here before, kid. You got the locker next to mine, don't you? I'm going to give you some advice. I find you in here tomorrow afternoon, I'm going to smear your little fairy ass up and down Fairfax Avenue, you got that?" 
 "Just give me back my . . ." Tommy began, but in the next instant a massive hand had grabbed his collar and was choking him. 
 "Maybe you didn't hear me," Bull said evenly. "I don't want to see you in here" 
 again. Understand?" He shook Tommy like a dog shakes a bone. "UnderSTAND?" 
 "Yeah," Tommy said, tears beginning to swim in his eyes. He felt more rage than fear, but he knew if he swung a blow, Bull would probably snap his arms out of their sockets. "Yeah, I understand." 
 Bull laughed, blowing fetid breath in Tommy's face. He flung Tommy back" and sneered at Baines and Sutro. "You want some of it, too?" he growled. Their heads shook in unison. 
 "Huh?" Bull glowered at him and then smiled. "Sure, kid." He held them out and dropped them to the floor as Tommy reached for them. "Sorry," Bull said. 
 "I'll '" get 'em." He placed his boot on a lens and ground down on it. The crack sounded as loud as a gunshot. Buddy Carnes howled with laughter. "There you go, kid," Bull said, bending to pick up the glasses and then handing them to Tommy. 
 "Put 'em on and let's see how they look." 
 Tommy was looking through one clear lens and one crisscrossed with cracks. The damaged side kept slipping off his ear, and he had to hold it in place. 
 "Looks real good," Bull said. His face contorted viciously. "Now get out of here, fuckface! And you don't come back, you got it?" Tommy slipped past Bull and started for the door. He was almost there, thinking he was really going to make it, when Ross Weir stuck a leg in his path and pushed him. He went down in a tangle of arms and legs, his books falling everywhere. Laughter exploded as he gathered up his books again and hurried out of the locker room, leaving Jim Baines and Mark Sutro to their own unfortunate fates. Tommy walked across the empty parking lot and turned south on Fairfax, heading toward Hancock Park. His knees were trembling, and within him there was a great urge to turn around and shout, "BULL THATCHER SUCKS!" as loud as he could. But what good would that do? He'd only end up with a busted head and a mouthful of loose teeth. Soon he'd left Fairfax High behind and was out of shouting range. 
 He wished he had muscles like Hercules; he wished he could deliver a flying kick like Bruce Lee. Then the Bull Thatchers of the world-and there were so many of them-would think twice before they bothered him. Ah! The perfect fate for Bull Thatcher. He imagined the boy running through the fog-shrouded streets of old London, fear glistening in his eyes beneath the whale oil lamps as he heard the approaching footsteps. Orion Kronsteen's Ripper was afoot in the darkness, his three-foot sickle seeking new victims to behead. The Ripper's eyes would look like black holes behind a mask of gray cloth, and as those eyes made out the running figure of Bull Thatcher, the thin mouth would twitch into a cunning smile. There's nowhere to run, boy! The Ripper would call out. There's nowhere to hide! Come, let Mary Death take a taste of your blood! 
 Of course, he'd catch Bull Thatcher, and then . . . hell, hell, hellI Tommy caught the smell of oranges and cloves in the breeze. It was the deceptively fruity smell which had lured thousands of prehistoric saber-toothed tigers, giant ground sloths, and mastodons into the clinging trap of Hancock Park, Tommy liked to roam around over there on Saturdays when his dad was working at the Achilles Electronics plant in Pasadena and his mom was out making telephone calls for whatever volunteer group she'd hooked up with this month. Last month it had been the Society to Aid Cambodian Orphans. Now it was the Save the African Elephant bunch. While his mother crusaded, Tommy would sit beneath a tree in the park and watch the roller skaters or read H.P. Lovecraft. He was accustomed to being alone. 
 He turned onto Lindenhurst Avenue, across from the park, and walked along a street lined with Spanish stucco houses that seemed to stretch on out of sight, hundreds of houses that looked similar except for the different colors of paint and different cars in the driveways. But, Tommy had noticed, there was even a pattern to the cars. Most of them were imports or economy cars, including his dad's Pacer and his mother's Toyota Celica. There were a few Porsches and Mercedes Benzes sitting around, too, but most of these were inconspicuously driven and usually covered over with protective canvas. It was a firmly middle-class neighborhood, complete with Boy Scout troop meetings and backyard barbecues on weekend evenings. It was quite similar to the neighborhood Tommy and his parents had lived in when his dad was working at the Achilles plant in Scottsdale, Arizona; and about the same as the one in San Antonio, Texas; and almost identical to the old neighborhood in Denver, Colorado. Actually they'd lived in a small town just outside Denver, and that place had been Tommy's favorite-streets lined with elm trees and white picket fences, chimney smoke stirring in a crisp northerly breeze, people wearing sweaters and raking leaves into orderly piles. That had been a really neat place. California was different. 
 Everybody was wacky, everybody had ulterior motives. It wasn't the moving that bothered Tommy so much because he knew his father was being promoted gradually through the Achilles corporation. It was changing schools so much and leaving behind whatever few friends he'd managed to make. In his experience real friends were few and far between. But there was one definite advantage to L.A., though. So many monster flicks were shown on the tube! Almost every weekend on "Creature Features" or "Horror Hotel," he got to see an Orion Kronsteen, Vincent Price, or-very rarely-a Todd Slaughter flick. At the end of the summer, he'd helped his dad attach a gizmo to the TV antenna that pulled in a couple of Mexican stations, and down there they really made creepy horror movies. So all in all, it wasn't too bad. 
 His heart suddenly gave a kick. A silver Vega was parked in the driveway of the house across the street from his. Her silver Vega. Her name was Sandy Vernon, the daughter of Pete and Dianne Vernon, and she was a sophomore at UCLA. 
 Tommy had fallen in love with her while watching her mow the lawn on a Sunday afternoon, clad in tight denim cutoffs and a dark blue halter. She was tanned and blond and . . . stacked! She made Melinda Kennimer, Farrah Fawcett, Go Derek and Raquel Welch look like Selma Verone. He'd melted into a little puddle, like the goo the comes out of a chocolate-covered cherry, when he'd seen the tight muscles of her thighs and buttocks as she shoved a sputtering red Toro mower back and forth across the lawn. He would have offered to help, but then he would've been deprived of watching that heavenly body. So he'd sat on the front steps, leafing through an ,, jl Eerie magazine and not making a bit of sense out of the stories. 
 And when she'd finished, she'd cut the mower and then turned toward him, that mane of blond hair flowing like hair does in shampoo commercials. Even from across the street Tommy had seen that her eyes were a bluish violet. 
 "Hi there," she'd said, and smiled. 
 "That's a pretty neat lawnmower you've got there," was the only thing he could manage to say. 
 She'd smiled wider as if she could read the thoughts-STUPID! ASSHOLE! STUPID! 
 ASSHOLE.'-that were battering against the walls of Tommy's brain. "Thanks. It's my dad's. What they need to invent is one that does all the work by itself." 
 "Uh . .. yeah. I think somebody's come up with a robot mower. It runs along a wire you put down in the grass. My name's Tommy Chandler." 
 "I'm Sandy Vernon. Your folks just moved in?" 
 "Since July." 
 "That's nice. What grade are you in?" 
 "Uh . . . I'll be a freshman at Fairfax High. In September. You sure did a good job on that lawn." STUPID! ASSHOLE! STUPID! 
 "Thanks, I'll be seeing you, Tommy." And she'd pushed the mower away, her cute little behind moving as if on ball bearings. 
 Tommy's body, in the bewildering throes of change, was never quite the same after that Sunday afternoon meeting. Once he woke up in the middle of the night, looked down at his pajama bottoms, and almost passed out thinking he had some hideous kind of VD. But that was impossible since he'd never had the opportunity to dabble in the mysteries of the opposite sex, and he decided that it was one more of nature's tricks to make sure he was ready for manhood. Now, as he stood in front of his house and looked across Lindenhurst at the silver Vega that meant she was home, he saw a collie sitting on the steps in front of the Vernons' door. Whose dog is that? he wondered. Maybe the Vernons bought it in the last couple of days? It was a large, beautiful dog, and right now it seemed to be sleeping. Tommy strolled out into the street and said, 
 "Hi, boy! Hi there, fella!" 
 The dog didn't move. 
 What's wrong with it? he wondered. Is it sick? He crossed the street and stood on the sidewalk. "Hi, fella!" He clapped one hand against his leg, but the collie didn't react. When Tommy placed one foot on the Vernons' lawn, the dog's head came up, the eyes staring blankly at him. "Hi, boy!" Tommy said. 
 "Whose dog are you, huh? Are you Sandy's dog?" Dogs have all the luck! he thought. He took another step closer, and the collie bared its teeth, growling very softly. 
 Tommy froze. The collie slowly rose to its feet but didn't move from in front of the door. A drop of saliva fell from its lower lip and spattered onto the walkway. Tommy backed away, very carefully, and the collie immediately curled up again. On the other side of the street, Tommy stopped and stared across, knowing that Bull Thatcher was going to growl like that when he stepped into that locker room again tomorrow afternoon. It was either that or carry all his books around all day. He wondered if a kid could buy a can of Mace. Funny the way that dog acted, he thought. I always heard that collies were friendly. Well, after all, I guess I was invading his territory or something. And then he remembered that "The Invaders" was on television in fifteen minutes, so he dug the key out of his pocket and hurried inside so he wouldn't miss the first part, where the saucer comes down. 





FOURTEEN
 Darkness, Twenty minutes before eight o'clock. 
 Paige LaSanda cursed as her pale blue Mercedes crashed over yet another pothole on serpentine Blackwood Road. God! she thought. Why did I ever tell that Falco character Yd come up this mountain in practically the middle of the night? Why didn't I make him send a car to pick me up and take me back home? 
 If that Prince whatever-his-name-is can afford to rent that castle, then by God he could afford to send a limo to pick me up! She could hear the wind whining through the dead trees out there, so she turned on her radio and searched for music. She came across the tail end of a newscast from KMET. ". . 
 . registered 3.4 on the open-ended Richter scale, but San Diego residents did suffer some broken windows in a series of aftershocks . . ." Another earthquake, she thought. Christ! If it's not forest fires or mudslides, it's earthquakes! She turned the dial and found a song she liked, the new Rory Black single."... I'm not the kind of guy who gets a second chance with pretty girls like you . . ." 
 She was wondering what this Prince what's-his-name would look like when she realized that there was something out there in the dark, running alongside her car. 
 A couple of dogs, caught in the backwash of the headlights, were running on either side like royal escorts. 
 She shivered, wondering what dogs were doing way up here, and accelerated to leave them behind. In another few minutes she turned a corner, and there was the massive hulk of the Kronsteen castle. There were candles in some of the windows, shining with different colors. She had to admit that if the place was not, quite attractive, then at least it was mysteriously appealing. She drove through the open gate, parked her car in the driveway, and walked up the stone stairs to the front door. She was wearing a sleek black dress and a silver necklace with diamond stars clustered around a gleaming half-moon, and she knew she looked stunning. She was going to knock the prince's socks-or whatever they called them in Hungary-off tonight. She knocked on the front door and waited. 
 It opened almost immediately, and standing there was a young Chicano girl in a long white gown. "Hi," Paige said. "I'm Miss LaSanda, and Prince Vulkan expects me." The girl nodded and motioned for her to enter. She stepped across the threshold. The door was closed behind her. She followed the servant girl-her makeup is atrocious, Paige thought-under a chandelier studded with gleaming candles. Paige glanced up at it, realizing that it was where the cops had found Orion Kronsteen's headless body. It was as cold as a refrigerator inside the place, and above her head Paige could hear the whine and moan of conflicting winds across the high ceilings. They moved down a long hallway lit by more candles, then up a curved, stone stairway that had no banister. On the second ,} floor the servant girl motioned Paige through a rough-hewn door into a huge room with two roaring fireplaces on either side of a highly polished, gleaming black dining table. More candles guttered from a chandelier overhead and the two silver candelabra set equidistantly on the table. There was only one place setting, at the head of the table, with a silver dish and gleaming silverware. A crystal decanter half-filled with red wine and a single goblet were set beside the dish, both catching golden light from the fireplaces. "Where's Prince Vulkan?" Paige asked the servant girl as she sat down. 
 The girl poured a glass of wine for Paige but didn't answer. Then, without a word, she moved like a wraith to the door and vanished. 
 What's this guy going to do? Paige wondered. Make a grand entrance or something? 
 She sipped the wine and asked herself what the hell she was doing there; then she looked up, startled. She thought she'd seen a face way down at the other side of the room, floating in the shadows that had gathered at the limits of the firelight. Now it was gone, but she was left with the distinct impression of white flesh, white hair, and . . . red eyes. Now there was nothing there at all. She looked away quickly and thought she heard footsteps echoing off stone in the distance, not walking but. . . scurrying. Voices seemed to be whispering all around her, and she was almost certain she heard a cold chuckle. 
 Maybe, she thought, just maybe I ought to call this whole thing off. Maybe I ought to get my little ass out of here right now because there's something definitely screwy about this whole thing. 
 She drank down another swallow of the wine and started to rise from her chair. And that was when the hand came down very gently on her shoulder. Paige gasped and turned her head. She was staring into a pair of green cat eyes set in a pallid, high-cheekboned face. 
 "Miss LaSanda," he said, and slightly bowed his head. "I'm Prince Vulkan." 
 "Prince . . . Vulkan?" she said in a whisper. 
 "That's right. I'm sorry you had to wait. There were some things I had to take care of before I could come." He walked around from behind her and stood beside the table, staring down at her with a piercing, intense gaze. 
 "You? You're the prince?" She almost laughed, but the shock was too great. All her Omar Sharif fantasies were shredded like so much rotten tapestry. She looked at him wide-eyed, thinking that his flesh might well have been sculpted from white marble. "You're . . . you're just a boy!" she finally managed to say. 
 He smiled slightly, his eyes sparkling with firelight. "Am I?" 
 "I was expecting someone older ... in his forties at least!" 
 "Were you?" He nodded. "Forty years old? I'm sorry I disappoint you." Paige saw the yellow streaks in his hair and stared at them. What sort of kid was this anyway? His face looked like a seventeen-year-old's, but there was something in his voice, his manner, his eyes that seemed much, much older. "Is Mr. Falco your guardian?" she asked. 
 "Falco is... was ... in my employ. I saw fit to terminate his services last night." 
 "Oh. But what about your parents? Surely you didn't come all the way from Hungary without somebody!" 
 "I'm not a child, Miss LaSanda," he said, his lower lip curling. "I'm not! I can take care of myself!" 
 "Well, sure. I just thought, you know . . ." 
 Vulkan leaned over the table toward her, and she found herself inwardly cringing. "You're disappointed, aren't you? You wanted me to be older. You wanted me to be handsome and wealthy, didn't you?" 
 "No, not at all. I'm just. . . surprised." She tore her gaze away from his with an effort that made her neck muscles thrum like bad guitar chords. She was afraid to look at him again, but when she looked into his eyes, she felt there was a cauldron bubbling at the center of her brain. "Listen, Your Royalty or Your Highness or whatever, I think this has all been a big mistake. I really shouldn't be here. It's late, and I have some work to do at home, so
 . . ." She started to rise. 
 "You'll stay where your are," he whispered. 
 Instantly her back was rigid against the chair, her hands gripped tightly around the arms of her chair. She felt as if a seat belt had suddenly been drawn tight around her stomach. She gasped for breath. 
 "There," he said. "I don't want to hear anything else about your leaving. I've got too much on my mind tonight to worry about you, Miss LaSanda, so please sit quite still. For some time, I've been planning to entertain you, and I don't want you spoiling the evening. Drink your wine." She shook her head and gasped, "No . . ." 
 "Drink it," he said, his eyes boring through her skull. Her hand went out, obediently grasped the crystal goblet, and tilted it to her lips, then returned the glass to the table. Her eyes were shining with fear, and a pulse ticked at her right temple. The prince picked up the glass, swirled the wine dregs around for a silent moment, then sniffed it and slid it back to her. 
 He smiled. "You're a very attractive woman, Miss LaSanda. Very attractive indeed. I'm sure"IJ you have many suitors. Don't you?" When she didn't reply, he leaned forward and touched her throbbing pulse with a cold finger. Then he brought the finger back and passed it under his nose a couple of times. "Very attractive," he whispered. 
 "Please," she said, her jaw muscles aching with the effort, "let me go home. I don't ... I don't care who you are. Just ... let me ... go ..." 
 "That would spoil everything. You want to stay here with me. Don't you?" His eyes widened slightly. 
 Her head nodded involuntarily, like a marionette's." " 1 "Good." He regarded her for a moment in silence, then walked across the room one of the fireplaces, where he made a gesture of warming his hands. "I'm cold he said softly. I've been cold now for several nights, and I can't stand it any longer. " But you wouldn't understand that, would you? When you're cold, you simply turn r J up the heat. You don't know pain, Miss LaSanda, that pain that roars through the body like a blizzard." He looked over his shoulder at her. 
 "I'm glad you're here, tonight. I needed somebody to be with me, to talk to. Sometimes I get lonely for people . . ." 
 The woman's mouth worked, but no sound came out. Two tears trickled down her cheeks, leaving twin mascara trails. 
 Vulkan stared into the fire. "It was only a matter of time before you found out. 
 My checks are worthless. My bank account in Switzerland has been closed for a I long time. I didn't know how much you knew about me. So it was much simpler, I you see, to bring you here. To me." I"I don't ... I don't know . . . anything . . . about you . . ." she whispered. 
 "Ah, but there are things you might have found out." He turned back to her, rubbing his palms together. "You might have called the police. You might have hurt me before it had even started." "Started? What . . .?" 
 "Everything!" he exclaimed, making a sweeping gesture with his arms. "The future!" 
 Paige heard the door open. Vulkan glanced up. "Here's your meal," he said. 
 "It's a true Hungarian beef gyulash. I had it made just for you." A girl in a white gown brought in a silver bowl brimming with a thick-looking broth in which bits of potatoes, beef, and carrots floated. She set it down in the plate before Paige and left the room. Paige stared at it but didn't move. I want you to eat it," Vulkan said quietly. 
 Paige's arms were still pinned to the chair, and tears were dripping from the point of her chin. "Eat your meal," Vulkan said as if he were speaking to a small child. Her right hand whipped out, grasped a large spoon, dipped it into the bowl and brought it to her lips. Her mouth jerked open. The spoon returned to the bowl. Then again. "Swallow it or you'll choke," he warned her. "That's a good girl." He stood over her and watched. "There are so many things I want to know about this land called California," he said eagerly. "You can help me. You can tell me everything. Like . . . who are these?" He touched the T-shirt he wore, printed with a picture of the Beach Boys. "Are they religious figures, like the movie stars? I have to know about the music I've heard playing. What instruments are those? Lutes? Harps? The world changes so fast. The years pass like days to me, the days like minutes. It becomes more crowded and complex. 
 Every time I leave my refuge, I find myself in a different world . . ." He squinted suddenly, hearing something (MASTER!!) but he tried to force it away. Waves of need crashed through him as he stood in the hot presence of Paige LaSanda. But there it was again (MASTER HELP ME!), urgent and compelling. He touched his forehead, eyes rolling back, and tried to focus on where that thought had come from. And then . . . 
 ... he could see the detectives in that large rectangular building with all the windows, bringing his servant Roach into a room where they were going to ask him questions. Roach sat at a table, and one of the detectives-a black man-switched on a cassette tape recorder. "All right, Benefield," the black man said. "We're going to ask you a few more questions." 
 "Questions? (MASTER HELP ME!) When can I go home?" 
 "Remember the photographs I showed you this afternoon?" the black man said. 
 "The four bad girls?" 
 "I remember them," Roach said. 
 "Good." The detective opened a folder and looked through some papers. Then he shivered and glanced up at a larger man who sat across the room. "Does it feel cold in here to you, Karris?" 
 "Yeah, kind of," the one called Farris said. "A little chilly." 
 "Chilly, my ass! Feels like a north wind blew in!" He shivered again and then returned to the folder. "What were you going to do to Vicki Harris after you knocked her out with that stuff, Benefield?" 
 "Nothing." 
 "Really? Let me read you something from your rap sheet. Do you remember a young woman named Gilly Langford from August of 76?" 
 "No. (MASTER HELP ME!)" 
 "That's odd, because she knew you when she picked you out of a lineup in an attempted rape case. She said you tried to strangle her, and she had the bruises on her throat to prove it. Then there was a little girl, Janis Chessler, eight years old. November 1977. Do you remember her?" Roach closed his eyes tightly, clenching his hands into fists. (SAVE ME





MASTER! 
 THEY'RE GOING TO TRY TO MAKE ME TELL!)
 "Do you remember Dr. Carl Friedman, Benefield?" the black man asked. "He was the State Mental Health Board psychologist assigned to your case after your molestation sentence was suspended. We've been in contact with him. Shall I tell you what he says about you?" 
 "Lies," Roach said. "Everybody lies about me." 
 "He says you're what's called a paranoid-schizophrenic," the black man said., J! 
 "That things get mixed up in your head sometimes and you lose track of past events. He says you complain of severe headaches and you have abrupt mood changes. Dr. Friedman says you show hostility to women. Are those lies, Benefield?" 
 "I'll ask you again. What were you going to do to Vicki Harris?" Roach trembled and whispered, "He . . . doesn't want me to tell . . .He" Who are you talking about?" 
 "The Master." There were beads of sweat on his face. "He says I'm not supposed to-" 
 Prince Vulkan broke mental contact with Roach and looked over at PaigeJ
 LaSanda. 
 Her spoon was scraping the bottom of the silver bowl; her chin dripped with beef gyulash, and it had splattered down onto her dress. The woman's eyes were glazed, brimming with tears and totally insane. 
 "That's enough," Vulkan barked. Immediately Paige's hand opened, and the spoon clattered to the floor. He turned his gaze away from her, looking inward again. 
 He wasn't certain how strong Roach's will was and how long the man could bear this sort of questioning. The night before, Vulkan had made the castle tremble with his screams of rage when he'd realized Roach had been caught. The man was bringing his offering-and Vulkan's food-up the mountain. But Roach was a loyal servant and could be put to future use, so now he had to be saved from the den of the enemy. Vulkan put a hand to his left temple and looked deep into the night, concentrating on what he wanted done. His dark essence, like a formless shadow, left his body and traveled upward, squeezing through a chink in the wall and moving outward; it was something the Headmaster had taught him to do. All of the city gleamed underneath. In just a moment he could see the bats spinning in the black sky like a mad whirlwind, hundreds of them flying from their caves in the San Gabriel and Santa Monica mountains, gathering directly above Parker Center in downtown Los Angeles. They churned there, a squeaking cyclone of wings, awaiting his next command. When the sky was filled with them, he watched in his mind . . . 
 .. . the bats dropping lower, still spinning in a huge circle, hovering like a black noose around the gray-green building. They began to split formation and fly into the walls and windows. Those that didn't smash themselves to death flew a distance away and then came back to strike again ... Vulkan shifted focus, linked with Roach again and saw . . . the black detective looked up suddenly from the folder. He glanced at Farris, his brow creasing. "What was that? Did you hear something?" 
 "Wait a minute," Farris said, listening. 
 Roach's eyes were full of tears. He smiled as he heard something shatter glass outside beyond the door. "The Master!" he shouted joyously. "It's the Master come to take me home!" 
 "Shut up!" the black man said, rising from his chair. More glass broke, and now there were people shouting in the corridor. "What the hell's going on out there?" He opened the door and stood on the threshold, transfixed by what he saw. Windows exploded like gunshots. A dozen bats flew over his head into the room, and Roach laughed as Farris ducked away from them. 
 The black detective suddenly shivered and took a step backward. 
 "Reece?" Farris shouted. 
 The one called Reece staggered back, a ragged cry torn from his throat. He whirled around, his face covered with bats. A storm of them swept into the room, darting into Farris's hair, catching onto his shirt. Roach clapped and shouted, "YES! YES!" None of the bats touched him; they attacked the other two men, covering their bodies like a crawling tide. The walls were covered with bats, and they spun around the room like bits of black paper caught in a high wind . . . 
 "Roach," Vulkan said softly, speaking through his mind. "Come to me." 
 "YES!" the man shrieked. He leapt up from the table and ran past the black man's body, which \vas twisting on the floor in agony. He ran into a larger room where there were other men trying to fight off the creatures, but the bats numbered in the thousands now and were still coming in through the broken windows. Roach passed a man whose head and back were swarming with furry bodies; another man ripped blindly at his shirt, his eyes reduced to bleeding holes. The bats parted to let Roach through and closed in his wake. He ran into the corridor, which was also filled with bats, and on to the elevator. A few bats tangled in his hair, but they felt the Master's presence on him and flew away. When the elevator came, he stepped in, escorted by two dozen or more swirling protectively around him, chittering and squealing. On the first floor he ran toward the main doors, where a uniformed officer shouted and drew his gun. A phalanx of bats whirled away from Roach and shredded the policeman's face. 
 Roach burst through the doors and ran into the night along a wide avenue bordered by huge buildings. "Thank you, Master!" he shouted. "Thank you, thank
 . . ." 
 Prince Vulkan brought himself back and opened his eyes; the pupils were tightly slitted and seemed to be glowing with green fire. He thought Kobra and in another moment Kobra stepped through a door at the far side of the room. 
 "Roach is coming to join us," Vulkan said. "Take a few of the others and go down to help him. Hurry." 
 Kobra left to find Viking and Dicko and any other members of the DeathV
 Machine who'd already awakened. It would be good to ride his Harley again, to feel the cold wind in his face, to see the stars burning savagely in the night. He'd been right-this was the greatest drug there was. When Kobra was gone, Vulkan turned his attention back to the madwoman in the chair. He approached her, saw her eyes moving feebly toward him, her mouth opening in a soundless "no." He took her hand and felt the blessed heat flowing like volcanic currents beneath the flesh. As he kissed the back of her hand, he could smell the sweet, delicious blood millimeters away from his fangs. He kissed along her arm, pushing the sleeve back, licking with a black forked tongue. 
 Paige Lasanda shuddered, her eyes rolling back to white. "Boogeyman, Mama," she said in a little girl's voice. "Boogeyman . . . boogeyman . . ." When he reached the pulse at the crook of her elbow, the coldness within him turned unendurable. His head snapped forward, his fangs piercing the flesh. A bubbling fountain filled his mouth, and he drank with great, thirsty heaves. In a few minutes Paige whimpered, her face chalky yellow, and then she was silent. 
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THE HEADMASTER'S GIFT
 Rico Esteban, hands thrust deep into the pockets of a silver jacket and head bowed in thought, was walking home along Sunset Boulevard. Around him the boulevard swirled with nightlife-the sidewalks were crowded with rockers in sleek black jackets, their hair cut rooster-style and dyed in a variety of outrageous colors; transvestites hung around the entrances of the El Lay Club and the Disco 2001, hoping to be escorted in by some unaware stud; teenage girls in jeans so tight they numbed the ass stood in groups on the corners, talking among themselves about shoes and records when they weren't trying to flag down the driver of a passing Jaguar or Porsche; furtive older men stopped to ask them what time it was or how to find a good disco, and when the laughter hit, they hunched down and scurried off into the shadows; pimps in long Cadillacs cruised up and down the Strip, diamond rings flashing on their hands, their eyes alert for action or trouble. Music crashed around Rico like throbbing electric thunder from a dozen rock clubs; the lightning was blue and white and green neon, pulsating like silent fury. 
 He'd made some good sales tonight-a couple of grams of coke in front of the Whiskey a Go Go, some Columbian Red inside Disco 2001. Now there were a couple of ounces of Red left in the lining of his jacket, and he knew he could've sold that, too, if he'd stayed around the disco any longer. But he'd gotten a creepy feeling in there just as the Jets were singing "Body Heat" and the strobe lights hadstarted flashing so fast everybody looked like windup dolls gone berserk. The walls had started closing in around him, reminding him too much of the feeling he'd had in that building on Dos Terros Street. As he'd rushed out, shoving through a knot of people who stood around a couple writhing on the floor, urging them on, a girl with bleached blond hair and glitter on her cheeks had gripped his hand and whispered, "Come home with me, baby." 
 He'd seen something horrible moving behind her vacant gaze, and her hand was as cold as death. Suddenly the girl on the floor whimpered-Rico heard it quite clearly, though no one else seemed to-and when he looked down, he thought he saw the boy astride her, his lips pressed against her throat. Rico jerked free and ran. 
 He walked on, keeping his head down to avoid eye contact. Things were going crazy. Everything was falling to pieces. He almost bumped into a skinny kid with a crew cut. When he looked up, Rico saw that the kid wore a T-shirt with WHO IS THE GRAVEDIGGER? scrawled across it in red crayon. The kid cursed and stumbled on, his eyes aflame with uppers. Rico hurried away, the gold chains around his neck merrily tinkling against each other. In another moment he felt himself being watched and looked up again. On the corner there were two teenage girls, one in a wrinkled violet dress and the other in a pink satin jacket and dirty jeans. They stared at him with hunger in their eyes, their childlike faces vulpine and as pale as the ashes of a long-dead fire. Rico shuddered and found he could not look away. The girl in the violet dress smiled and motioned for him to come over. He had almost reached them when a blue Porsche with two guys inside swerved to the curb. One of the guys said, 
 "Want a ride, baby?" and the girls climbed in without hesitation. The car roared away, and Rico felt cold beads of sweat trickling down into his eyebrows. He went on, walking much faster now. 
 It seemed to him that the endless party had gone on much too long, and now it was out of control. Something unspeakable had invited itself in because here the door was always open and everyone was too stoned or crazed to guard the entrance. Rico shivered; someone had just walked past him who gave off cold like an icebox. He was afraid to see who it was. He kept moving, the blare of music from the Mad Hatter's Tea Party almost blasting him out into the street. Someone else bumped into him-an older man in a white shirt. Rico felt those waves of cold gnawing at him again. Lifting his gaze high enough to see brown spots on the front of the man's shirt, he suddenly pushed a couple of kids out of his way and was running, hearing a long shriek behind him that turned into a chilling howl of laughter. 
 He thought he could hear the noise of boots striking the concrete, chasing after him. He seemed to be at the center of a din of screams and laughter rising like a dark wave, crashing over the music. A girl's hand clutched at his sleeve. He cried out and pulled away, almost tripping in his haste to escape. It was only two blocks later that he dared to slow his pace and look over his shoulder. 
 There was no one following him, no one at all. Just figures moving along the sidewalks and back and forth across the boulevard, bathed in cold neon. What's wrong with me? he thought. I'm cracking up or something! He walked another block, then turned into a doorway centered between the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye and the Rubens Nude-Fingerpaint a Real Live Nude!-Art Studio. He climbed a narrow, dimly lit stairway and stood in the hall. His was the third door on the right; he'd been lucky to find an apartment with a view of Sunset Boulevard. He switched on the lights and locked the door behind him. It was a one-room with a kitchenette and cracks in the ceiling that sometimes leaked brown drops of water. There was a long mirror on the wall beside the door, and now Rico peered into his face to see if he looked crazy. His eyes were a little bloodshot from the smoke at Disco 2001, but otherwise he looked okay. He walked across the room, his weight making the loose floorboards squeal, and looked out a small window onto Sunset. A few figures were running along the sidewalk; one of them, a woman, tripped and fell. A man stopped and helped her to her feet, then they all ran out of Rico's field of vision. In another few seconds a pack of grinning teenagers passed, running in the same direction. A car's tires screeched far in the distance. Somewhere a siren wailed like the voice of a woman, rapidly fading. 
 Someone knocked at Rico's door. 
 He whirled around, his heart racing with fear. For a long time he stood where he was, staring across the room at that door. In another moment the knob rattled. 
 "Go away!" he shouted, and instantly thought, Oh, God! Now they know I'm here! 
 The knocking was repeated. Then a voice in an urgent whisper-"Rico! Open the door! It's me!" 
 "Who . . .? Merida?" 
 "It's me, Rico! Hurry! Open the door!" 
 He let out his breath, almost overcome by dizziness. God in heaven! Merida! He stepped to the door, unlocked it, and threw it open. Instantly she stepped forward into his arms, burying her face in his shoulder. "Merida!" he said. 
 "Where have you been? I've been . . . I've been crazy looking for you!" 
 "Don't say anything, please," she whispered. "Just hold me. Tight. Tighter." He squeezed her against himself, feeling her cold lips against his cheek. Tears threatened to spill from his eyes, and he realized then how very much he did love her. She was shivering, and her flesh was so ... so cold . . . Something dark stirred; in the pit of his belly. "You're freezing!" he said. 
 "Where have you been? God, I'm so glad to see you!"y "Don't talk," she said, burrowing closer. "Just love me . . . make me warm ..." And it was then that Rico turned his gaze toward the mirror. He was embracing an empty dress, wrinkled where it might have been pulled by the movements of a human body. But he knew, and the knowledge almost made him scream, that what he was embracing was no longer human ... 
 I She lifted her head, her dark eyes swirling with tendrils of red and silver. 
 "Make me warm, my darling," she whispered. "Make me warm." Her mouth opened. " The fangs slid out like a rattlesnake's. 
 "NOOOOOOO!" he screamed, pushing her away and taking a step backward. He tripped and crashed down against the wall, cracking his head on the edge of a junkshop table. Through a red mist of pain, he saw her approach as silently as a puff of smoke. "Ricooooo," she whispered, her eyes yearning. "I've come back to you. I've come back . . ." 
 "Get away!" he gasped, trying to scrabble to his feet. They wouldn't work; his brain spun between poles of frost and fire. . . for you," Merida said. "Now we can be together forever . . ." 
 "NO! NO!" His voice cracked, his eyes about to pop out of their sockets. Deep inside himself he heard the first faint chucklings of mad laughter. 
 "Yes," the vampire whispered. "Forever and forever and forever." She reached toward Rico, her eyes glimmering like Sunset Strip neon. He screamed and thrust out his arms to protect himself, to give himself a few more seconds of life. 
 Merida grasped his right arm, grinned, and sank her fangs into a vein at his wrist. 
 He was shot through with pain, and now he could hear her sucking the life out of him. He tried to strike at her with his other hand, but she grabbed that wrist and held it with extraordinary strength. Her fangs plunged deep, not missing a drop. Her eyes began to roll back in her head with pleasure, and Rico began tumbling down into a dark place that was so terribly cold, so ... terribly ... 
 terribly ... cold ... When she was finished, she let his arm drop to the floor. 
 She crouched down on.all fours and licked up the few red spots of blood that she had missed. Then she crawled over to Rico and cradled his head against her bosom, gently rocking his cold body back and forth. "Now," she said. "Now we'll be together for always. 
 We'll always be young . . . and we'll always be in love. Sleep, my precious. Sleep." She held him awhile longer, then she went to the unmade sofa bed and pulled off the sheets. She laid the sheets down on the floor, dragged him into the middle, and wrapped him up. Now, she thought as she finished the task, you can sleep undisturbed until the Master bids you to awaken. She knew he'd be filled with hunger when he got up and might not be able to hunt for himself, so she would come back to help him. Her love knew no bounds. She dragged Rico's shrouded form into the closet, piled a couple of cardboard boxes around him, and closed the door. Now the sun, that hated bringer of pain, couldn't get to him. 
 The Master would be pleased with her work. 
 She left the room and raced along Sunset Boulevard to help the others in the hunt. She was getting quite good at following the blood scent. TWO
 "Arista wants you, Wes," Jimmy Kline was saying as he drove along Sunset, disregarding the kids who were stalking the sidewalks in what seemed to him record numbers for this hour. "They'll kill to get you after the Brooks deal is hammered down. And that is when our price goes up. Waaayyyyy up. Hell, they can't afford not to grab you up while you're hot!" 
 Wes sat in the back seat of Jimmy's custom-built white Cadillac, his arm around Solange. The evening had been too much for her, and now her head was nestled on his shoulder. "That Chuck guy was pretty funny, wasn't he?" he said. "What was his last name?" 
 "Crisp or Kripes or something like that. I'll tell you how I'm going to play Arista, Wes. Long and cold. I'll give 'em the old baleful stare when they quote facts and figures to me. Ha! I'll have 'em climbing the walls ready to sign anything. 'Sheer Luck' is going to be a hit for ABC, and the record companies are going to come crawling to us on their fucking knees! You want to hear a tape or something?" 
 "No," Wes responded quietly. "I'm fine." 
 "Okay. Hey! How'd you like to do a couple of Vegas dates? We could write our own ticket!" 
 "I don't know. I've got bad memories of Vegas. Maybe I should just keep a low profile for a while and see what develops." 
 "Low profile?" Jimmy said as if Wes had uttered the ultimate profanity. "Did I hear you right, man? Low profile? The only people keeping low profiles in this town are the has-beens! We've got to strike while the iron's hot. You know that as well as I do. Christ!" He suddenly twisted the wheel to the right, swerving to avoid a group of spaced-out kids who'd run out into the street right in front of the Caddy. "You fucking jerks!" Jimmy shouted, giving them the finger as he drove past. They scattered, grinning and jeering. "Bunch of freaks!" Jimmy said, his face flushed. "Christ! We almost killed us about four punks back there. What an item for Rona's column, right?" 
 "Yeah, right," Wes said nervously. He glanced back and saw the kids leaping out again in front of a Spitfire convertible. The car screeched to a halt, and the kids moved forward. Then he turned away and didn't look anymore because suddenly he was filled with dread. 
 "Where do all these freaks live?" Jimmy said, glancing around at the people hanging out in front of stores and bars. "What do they do, just come out at night or something?" 
 Solange suddenly sat up as if she'd never been sleeping at all. "What's happening?" she said, her tone of voice alert. 
 "Nothing. Jimmy's driving us home. Go back to sleep." 
 "No." She looked around. "Aren't we there yet?" Wes smiled. "We just left the Improv about fifteen minutes ago. I suppose you don't remember the three glasses of Chablis you put away?" He looked into the rearview mirror at Jimmy's eyes. "What'd you say that guy's name was again? 
 Chuck what?" 
 "Kreskin. No, that's not it." 
 "He's a good comedian. His material's really sharp. The audience liked him too." 
 "I guess they did. Of course, everybody knows you could get up there on your worst night and blow him or anyone else right off the stage. Cream rises to the top, Wes. That's why he's working the Improv and you've got an ABC
 contract." 
 "Footsteps," Wes said quietly. 
 "What?" 
 "Footsteps," he repeated. "Footsteps in the dark, coming up behind you. You" can run your ass off, run until your heart's about to burst, and then when you slow down, you think you won't hear them, but there they are right behind you." 
 "Solange, what's our crazy golden boy talking about?" 
 "Sometimes I wonder," Wes mused, "what would've happened to me if I hadn't stepped up on that stage for the first time. It was right there in the Comedy Store on a Monday night-amateur night-and I was just off the bus from Winter Hill and scared shitless. I was supposed to meet an old frat buddy at the Greyhound station, but the bastard didn't show up, so I started walking, lugging suitcases. Jesus! I must've dragged those things twenty blocks. I didn't even know where I was going. Anyway, I saw this poster tacked up-Monday Night's Potluck at The Comedy Store. The Stage Is Yours! I found myself a motel room and started practicing in front of the mirror. Which had a big crack in it-I'll always remember that-and I was afraid it was going to be bad luck. But I figured somebody else broke it, so it was somebody else's bad luck. Right?" 
 "Definitely," Jimmy said. 
 Wes smiled at the flood of memories. It all seemed so very long ago, but then, time in L.A. was deceptive. When you're riding high and surrounded with friends, time speeds up, turning the months and weeks into days and hours. But when you're down and all alone, every minute stretches into a poisonous eternity. "I never saw a stage as big as that one was," he said. "I never again saw one as big either. There was a long line of people waiting to go on in front of me. 
 Some of them were really good; the others just slunk off stage when they were finished beating their dead horses. God, what a night that was! The guy in front of me was a short order cook named Benny ... uh ... Kramer, I think his last name was. He did sound effects-ray guns, flying saucers, machine guns, and bombs with a half-assed running commentary. He was a nice guy but as stiff as a board up there. El Stiffo. After they carried him out, somebody pushed me from behind, and I went stumbling out into the lights. Christ, they were ... so bright." His voice had steadily become lower, his eyes glazed with remembrances. Jimmy glanced at him every once in a while in the rearview mirror. They were driving through Beverly Hills now, heading toward Bel Air. 
 "So bright," he said. "They burned into you like lasers; they made the sweat pop out of your pores. I could just barely see the people sitting up close to the stage, but I was aware of the whole staring . . . mass of them out there. I could see light glinting off glasses and ashtrays, and it seemed like the whole place was full of noise-people coughing like they'd swallowed their dinners whole, talking back and forth across the room like I wasn't even there at all, hollering for a waitress. It was then that I knew I was a looooong way from fraternity parties and podunk clubs. This was the big time, and it was going to be tough." He paused, staring out the window. 
 "Were you good?" Solange asked, holding his hand. 
 "I was shitty," he admitted, and smiled. "My timing was off, I blew most of the punch lines, and I stood like I had a poker up my ass. About two minutes into the act, the crowd started calling for my blood. It was Gong Show reject all the way. I forgot the rest of my jokes and went nuts, started blabbering on about growing up in Winter Hill and how funny my folks and friends had always thought I was. That drove the last nails into my coffin. I think I must've crawled off that stage on my hands and knees because I sure don't remember walking off. And that was my big debut in Hollywood." He squeezed her hand. "But I got myself a job selling shirts at The Broadway, and I went back the next Monday night. And the next, and the next. I found out that if you wanted God on your side, you had to work like a demon, and I did. I threw out all the jokes that had worked at the frat parties and started from scratch. After a couple of months of that, they wouldn't let me do amateur nights anymore. People were asking for me. I started doing shows on New Comedians Night. Sometimes I bombed, sometimes I won them over. But I always worked my ass off. And then one night this guy came backstage and asked me if I was interested in writing some material for the Carson show. Rags to riches." He pondered that for a moment and then added, "To rags to riches." 
 "Rags? Shit!" Jimmy said. "In your worst year, after 'Just You 'n Me' went under, you were clearing a hundred thou!" 
 "Which went just about as fast as it came in," Wes reminded him. "You forget how far a hundred thousand goes in this town these days." 
 "Tis true," Jimmy said. "Regrettably true." Solange shivered and drew closer to him. "What's wrong?" he asked. "Are you cold?" 
 "I'll turn up the heat," Jimmy reached for the climate control. 
 "I'm all right," she said. "I'm only tired." He looked at her closely. "You've been acting strange all day," he said softly. 
 "You coming down with a cold or something?" 
 She shook her head. "I only want to get to sleep." Wes saw there was something more to it than that, but he knew from experience that when Solange wanted to keep something to herself, nobody on God's earth could get it out of her. He remembered yesterday morning. It had taken him almost ten minutes to snap her out of the trance she'd fallen into. She'd been sleeping with her eyes open. 
 "So just think about a couple of Vegas dates, will you, Wes?" Jimmy said. They were driving along a curving boulevard lined with tall palm trees, and they hadn't seen another car for five minutes. 
 "Vegas?" Wes repeated. "I don't know . . ." 
 "Las Vegas?" Solange gripped his hand tighter. "Could you get a job there?" 
 "Babe, when 'Sheer Luck' starts rolling in the Neilsens, old Wes could get a job in Fairbanks!" 
 "That would be nice, Wes," she said, looking at him hopefully. "A week or two in Las Vegas maybe? Or a month? Why not?" 
 "I'm not ready for that right now. I want to take it easy." 
 "Easy, smeasy," Jimmy muttered. 
 "Why not do it?" Solange continued. "It might be good to ... to get away from" Los Angeles for a while. You could relax in-" 
 "Get away from Los Angeles?" Wes said. He'd caught the emphatic tone in her'" voice, and his eyes narrowed slightly. "Why? What's so important to you about going to Vegas?" 
 "It's not important to me. I just thought you might enjoy the change." 
 "I wouldn't. You know what I think about working in Vegas. It's an armpit town as far as progressive comedy goes. Those people just want somebody to ease them down after losing their shirts . . ." 
 "HOLY CHRIST!" Jimmy suddenly shouted. 
 Wes twisted his head around. He heard the high squeal of brakes and saw a gray car hurtle into the intersection on a collision course with the Caddy. Jimmy wrenched the wheel and slammed on the brakes, but Wes saw that the gray car, a Maserati, was coming too fast. He saw a face behind the wheel-eyes widened in horror, mouth opened in a soundless scream. He grabbed Solange, then the two cars hit in a jarring whump of rending metal. Glass shattered very close to Wes's ear; the interior of the Cadillac seemed to be filled with angry hornets. 
 Solange screamed. Wes's head rocked forward and hit the back of Jimmy's seat, then he was thrown against the door with rib-cracking force. For an instant the Cadillac seemed in danger of going over on its side; the Maserati seemed to keep on coming, its gray torpedo of a nose plowing into the Caddy's side. Then the Cadillac righted itself, slammed against a palm tree, and was still. The ticking of hot engines sounded like a bomb about to go off. "Are you okay?" 
 Wes said to Solange. "ARE YOU OKAY?" She nodded, her eyes glazed, a blue bruise coming up over her right cheekbone. "You crazy or something?" he shouted at the Maserati's driver, but all he could see was a shattered windshield. The sonofabitch must've been doing eighty! he thought. Must've been doing ninety fucking miles an hour when he came into the intersection! 
 The entire right side of the Cadillac was folded in, all sharp angles of leather and metal. The front of the Maserati had been crushed like an accordion, the hood almost ripped from its hinges. 
 "Jimmy," Solange whispered thickly. 
 Wes looked, his heart pounding. There was blood on the steering wheel where Jimmy's forehead had cracked half of it away. Jimmy was wedged under the wheel, his left arm almost turned backward. His face was a sick purplish color, and blood was streaming down one side of his mouth. He made a soft moaning noise, his lungs sounding wet and clogged. "Jimmy!" Wes shouted, and started to lean over the seat. Jimmy's eyes opened. "Oh, shit," he said softly. "Looks like somebody plowed our asses, didn't they? Christ, my chest hurts!" 
 "Don't move. Don't move. I'll find a phone somewhere and call an ambulance. Don't move." He had to shove against the door several times to get it open because it was jammed up against that palm tree. He squeezed out, his ribs laced with pain. He fell to the grass and puked like a hurt dog. Solange helped him to his feet. His head was throbbing terribly; it felt like a balloon expanding. 
 "Got to find a phone," he told her. "Jimmy's hurt bad." He looked up and down the boulevard for a pay phone, but they were right in the center of Beverly Hills and pay phones were as hard to find as Skid Row winos here. Across the street there was a large white stucco house with a wall around it. A light shone in an upper window, and a head popped out. "Hey!" Wes shouted. "Somebody help us! Call an ambulance, there's a guy hurt down here!" The person in the window paused a few seconds, then withdrew into the room. "The car may blow up!" Wes yelled suddenly to Solange. "We've got to get him out!" 
 "No, leave him where he is," she said. "Don't move him. Your head's bleeding." 
 "Huh? Shit!" He felt up at his hairline and looked at the red smear on his fingertips. He staggered, but Solange's firm grip on his arm kept him from falling. "I'm okay," he insisted. "How about you?" She nodded, and he walked around the crumpled Caddy to the remains of the Maserati. Oil and water were bubbling out of the engine block, hissing where they kissed hot metal. Wes couldn't see anyone inside the car. He stepped forward through a puddle of water and peered through the smashed window on the driver's side. A mask of blood was suddenly thrust before his face. Before he could step back, a hand clamped his arm. The Maserati's driver was a man with silvery gray hair, now clotted with blood. His face was twisted with agony, the lips trying to squeeze out words. "Uhhhhhhh . . . they're coming!" he said in a frantic whine. 
 "They took Denise, and now they're coming for me, they're not going to let any of us ... uhhhhhhh . . . any of us get . . . get . . . get away . . .!" 
 "What's he saying?" Solange asked. 
 "I don't know. He's drunk or crazy," Wes said. He could hear a siren, approaching fast. An ambulance. Thank God, that guy in the house must've called. 
 He started to pull away from the man, but the fingers dug deeper into his arm. 
 "NO!" the man cried out. "No! Don't leave me! Please . . . please don't leave me!" 
 "You'll be okay," Wes said. "There's an ambulance coming." 
 "Don't leave me . . . don't . . . don't. . ." His voice died to a faint moan, and he slithered back down into the seat, his fingers dangling over the edge of the door. Wes stepped away from the Maserati and peered into the Caddy where Jimmy lay crumpled against the wheel. "You're gonna be okay, Jimmy! 
 Help's coming. You just hang on, buddy!" 
 "Right . . . hang on . . ." Jimmy whispered. 
 An ambulance, orange lights flashing, came roaring around the curve and screeched to a stop on the other side of the Maserati. The two uniformed attendants, one a Chicano and the other a lanky red-haired guy, got out and approached the accident, walking quickly.J "Jimmy's hurt bad!" Wes told them. 
 "He's all crushed up in the front seat!" lm "Yes, sir," the Chicano said softly. But then the other guy was pulling the Maserati's door open and reaching for the injured driver. The gray-haired man opened his eyes and babbled in terror. 
 "Hey," Wes said, "what's . . . going . . . on . . .?" The gray-haired man screamed. In the rippling orange light Wes could see the glittering fangs slide out from the jaws of the ambulance attendant. Solange made a soft sound of horror and gripped his arm. Wes could hear the chatter from the ambulance's radio-". . . got a two-car collision, corner of Wilshire and Detroit, two people involved ... hit-and-run, corner of Pickford and Orange, man's down on the scene ... car hit a telephone pole, Olympic and Catalina, two victims pinned inside . . . the hunting's fine . . ." The voice carried a cold hiss. Solange pulled at him. "Run!" she insisted. "We've got to run!" The Chicano glared at her greedily and wrenched open the Caddy's front door. Then he reached in for Jimmy and began to pull his body out from underneath the wheel. Jimmy screamed in agony. 
 "Are you crazy?" Wes shouted. "You're killing him, you bastard!" He started forward to tear the maniac away from Jimmy, but instantly Solange grabbed his arm to hold him back. "No," she said, and he stopped to look at her as if she were crazy, too. Her face was a grim-lipped mask, an African goddess with strange lights glimmering in her eyes. He could hear another siren approaching. The gray-haired man was on the ground now, his legs twitching as the attendant bent down over him. "Jimmy!" Wes cried. "Jim ... my ..." And then the Chicano was leaning over Jimmy. Wes saw orange light glimmer off the fangs as they sank into Jimmy's throat. As he drank with thirsty heaves, the Chicane's black eyes sought out Wes and Solange. 
 And then, as if something had collapsed at the center of his rational soul, Wes realized what kind of things they were. Solange shouted, "WES!" and pulled at him as the second ambulance rounded the curb, orange lights flashing. As they ran, Wes looked back to see Jimmy's body spread out on the concrete. It shivered as if it had been plugged into a high-voltage charge; then he couldn't look back again for fear of being caught by that thing's hot, Gorgon-like stare. In the next instant the second ambulance roared up onto the sidewalk behind them, headlights blazing. 
 Wes and Solange ran along a high wrought-iron fence; beyond it was a sloping lawn and a dark Tudor-style mansion framed with palm trees. The driveway, closed off from the street by a locked gate, lay just a few yards ahead. Wes could see that the bars had been forced apart as if with a crowbar. There might just be room enough for them to squeeze through-If they could get to that house and a telephone . . .! But the ambulance was gaining on them, swerving around the high Washingtonia palms, clumps of grass flying up behind the tires. They reached the gate, and Wes shoved Solange through the bars. She tripped and fell on the other side, but he squeezed through and pulled her up, then both of them ran toward that house. The ambulance crashed into the gate behind them, knocking it open and smashing both headlights with a noise like a shotgun blast. Wes saw that some of the mansion's windows were broken out; it looked dead and desolate, and he realized with a surge of panic that they could already be inside. He looked back and saw the driver's pallid, grinning face streaked with the orange light. 
 The ambulance was again almost on them. Wes wrenched Solange to the side as it roared past and up the hill, cutting them off from the house. It skidded up on the lawn, turning in a tight circle, and slammed into a palm tree. They ran on, cutting across the lawn and past the house. Just on the other side of the hill's crest was a white, concrete structure that looked like a storage shed. A stone walkway led down through a landscaped flower bed, and below that was a swimming pool with a canopied bathhouse. Wes couldn't hear the ambulance anymore, but he knew they'd be coming soon. He tried the shed's door. It was locked, so he kicked it open. He stood among sacks of concrete mix and potting soil, various tools, a few large ceramic pots, and several cans of paint. Even before he heard Solange shout, he heard the ambulance roaring across the lawn. 
 He lifted one of the paint cans and pried its lid loose. 
 "Stay here!" he yelled at Solange, and ran down into the flower beds where the vampires could see him. The ambulance came for him, its grillwork grinning like the mouth of a hungry ogre. He saw the flicker of recognition across the driver's face. Before the ambulance could slow down, Wes heaved the paint can at the windshield, then dodged to one side with Solange's scream ringing in his ears. 
 The glass shattered, bright blue swimming pool paint covering the interior of the ambulance and blinding the things inside. It swerved, roared on past Wes through the flowers, and pitched over a small brick wall that, separated them from the pool area. The ambulance nosed into the deep end of the pool with a huge splash. Hot metal hissed. The orange light grew weaker, casting rippled reflections. 
 Wes didn't wait to see if the things could get out. He ran back up to Solange, and at the crest of the hill they could both see the streaks of orange flashing out in the street. Wes froze. 
 "The house," Solange said. 
 It was the only choice they had. They got in through a pair of shattered French doors at the rear of the house, which opened onto a large sitting room
 \, where furniture, cabinets, and bookshelves had been overturned as if in a mad fury. 
 Wes fumbled through the debris, trying to find a telephone in the dark. Solange picked up a lamp and stood at the doors; her eyes were wide and shining with fear but her hand was steady, with the lamp's metal base poised as a weapon. 
 In another moment she thought she sensed movement outside. Wes did, too; he froze where he was, crouched on the floor with dirt all over his clothes and face. 
 Solange listened, her heart beating hard. They were there, she was sure of it. And now she heard the wet squeaking of shoes just beyond the doors. They would I." be coming through any second now. Her grip tightened on the lamp, though she was well aware she couldn't fight them hand-to-hand.i And then in the distance, there were two gunshots. It might have been from Ji the house next door or from across the street. The shots were followed by a woman's scream and a man's rising, madly babbling voice. Another siren began to shriek. She heard the slapping squeak of the shoes running away from the doors, quickly fading. "They're gone," she said after she'd caught her breath again. I think they found something better . . ." 
 Wes shoved aside an overturned coffee table and found lying underneath if an old black antique that Ma Bell herself must've used about a hundred years ago. j When he picked it up, his heart sank-it had been ripped from its terminal. 
 "Damn it!" he breathed. "We've got to call the cops!" 
 "There's no use in that," Solange said quietly. "The police won't be able to help. If they did come, they'd only . . . find those things waiting for them . 
 . ." 
 "What about Jimmy?" It was all he could do to keep himself from shouting. His strained voice echoed through the room, many ghosts speaking at once. "What in God's name are they?" He knew the answer to that already, and there was no need for her to utter the awful word. "It can't be!" he said. They're not real
 . . . 
 not real. . .!" He steadied himself against an old sofa with red velvet cushions that had white music notes and lettering stitched on them, The Sweetheart of Sigma Chi and Charleston, Charleston. "Somebody must live here," he said. "They must be upstairs." He was afraid to shout, though, for fear those things outside might hear him. 
 "I think you're wrong," Solange said. Wes stared up at her. "Look around. I think the things have come here and gone." 
 He forced himself to look. The mangled burglar bars were bad enough; a large gilt-framed mirror was smashed all to pieces and now hung crookedly over a cold fireplace. Antique lamps lay in fragments on the floor. A couple of bookcases had been overturned, scattering old volumes and little ceramic figurines. 
 Solange bent and picked up one of the figures-it was the remnants of a ballet dancer, both legs and one of the arms broken off. The tiny painted face smiled up at her. 
 "There's got to be a working phone somewhere in this goddamned tomb!" Wes said, and moved through a pair of sliding oak doors into a carpeted corridor that led to the front door. There were more smashed mirrors and framed poster of old movies-One Night in Madrid, The Prince and the Showgirl, Hollywood's Heaven. 
 Through the front windows he saw the orange flicker and thought he saw figures moving out on the lawn. 
 Solange was beside him. "An elevator," she said, and Wes turned. Next to a stairway with thick, ornately carved banisters, there was a mire-mesh elevator shaft. 
 "Yeah. Fine. So what?" he said irritably. He glanced back toward the front door, a shiver rippling through him. "Where did those things come from? What in God's name made them like that?" 
 Solange said, "We're not safe yet. We've got to find a place to hide in case they come after us again." She started for the stairway, and he was about to follow when a cold hand snaked out of the darkness and gripped his wrist. 





THREE
 Roach was down on the cold stone floor, whimpering like a dog at Prince Vulkan's feet. Vulkan, sitting in his chair at the long, waxed table covered with maps and diagrams, paid the human little attention. He stared into the fire, his face caught between light and shadow. The room still smelled of Falco's charred body; 
 the dogs in the lower basement had gone wild over the cooked meat. Dust to dust, Vulkan thought, and ashes to ashes. Over on the other side of the table, Kobra sat, his boots propped up before him, and watched Roach through narrowed, red-lit eyes; he held Falco's femur in his left hand like a hideous scepter. 
 Since after midnight couriers from Vulkan's lieutenants had been coming up the mountain to report on the shifting concentrations of activity-troops were now rampaging through Hollywood and Beverly Hills and a great part of southern L.A., including an area called Watts, which had already fallen. There had been several skirmishes with police officers who'd never known what they were chasing until it was too late. The control tower at the Santa Monica Municipal Airport had been overtaken, and some of the less-disciplined ones had amused themselves by crashing a few private planes. A military school in Westwood Village had been taken, and along with it sixty-eight young boys who had been asleep in their beds when the attack came; they would make fine soldiers tomorrow night. But for the most part the action had been hit-and-run, which was how Prince Vulkan preferred it right now. 
 Individual houses broken into, the sleeping men and women and children quickly drunk dry and shrouded away from the sunlight to sleep awhile longer; cars flagged down on the avenues and boulevards, their drivers taken by surprise; apartment Icomplexes taken silently, one cubicle after the next. Prince Vulkan had been in L.A. a little over a month now, and by his conservative estimate there were over six hundred thousand of his kind spread across the city. Moreover, the number doubled every night. His fangs had sired the beginnings of a new race. 
 He touched Roach's shoulder; the man looked up at him, his face as joyous and dumb as a devoted puppy's. "You're safe now," Vulkan said quietly. "You recognized your weakness down there, and you were wise to call for-" 
 "I could've killed all those fucking cops," Kobra interrupted. "I could've done it easy, the Death Machine and me, killed them all . . ." 
 "I didn't speak to you," the prince said coldly. "I didn't ask you to speak. Did I?" "You don't need him." Kobra's gaze burned with a sullen glare. "You said I was going to sit at your right hand. You said that's why you called me from Mexico, because I was special-"I "I didn't speak to you!" Vulkan snapped. Kobra stared back at him for only a second or so, then dropped his gaze and flung the bone into the fireplace. "I need both of you," Vulkan declared, 
 "equally." . i1 "Why do you need one of them?" Kobra said, and this time he looked away I immediately because Vulkan's green eyes had flared like blasts of napalm. 
 "Because," the prince said, "we'll need a human to go before us when we've finished here. I'll need him to arrange passage, to care for the crates, to secure a proper dwelling just as my last servant did. And sometimes I forget how humans think, I forget what their needs are, what motivates them. Having one of them here is essential. Look on Roach as a ... a mascot. Kobra stared down at his knuckles. 
 III
 "You are at my right hand, Kobra. You're inexperienced yet? but before we're through you'll lead my army to victory . . ." 
 Kobra looked up again, his eyes shining like headlights. 
 "Yes!" Vulkan said. "I called you from Mexico because I could feel your presence, and the Headmaster helped me find you. Even as one of them you knew how to use Death. You were a true brother, even as a human." He placed his fingertips together and looked from Kobra to Roach. "To each their special place. Think back to Alexander . . ." 
 "Who?" Kobra asked. 
 Vulkan looked shocked. "Alexander! The boy king, the greatest warrior this world has ever seen! Don't you read? Don't you know anything about military strategy?" 
 His lips curled in answer to his own question. "No, I suppose not. You'll have to be taught, won't you? Alexander the Great carried a full contingent on his campaigns-archers, infantry, carpenters, cooks, scholars, prophets, even women to serve the needs of his men. He left nothing to chance, and each man knew his proper role. Am I less than Alexander? Would I not follow his example? As I say, to each their special purpose." 
 Kobra shrugged. He didn't know what the Master was talking about exactly, but if the Master said it was important, then it was. The Master closed his eyes now, leaving Roach to fawn at his feet. Kobra didn't like that one. One the way up the mountain, the human had sat behind him on his Harley, grasping him with hot hands. If Kobra hadn't already fed tonight, he might've borne him down to the ground and . . . but not. The Master wouldn't like him even thinking like that; 
 he wouldn't like it at all. But he still couldn't see what good that one was going to be. He would be slow and stupid, a lapdog trying to keep up with wolves. Already Kobra was delirious with the sense of power that coursed through him. Right after he fed, he felt invincible, tuned like a perfect chopper flying along the hot currents on the highway, able to concentrate on the glittering plain of the city and pick up bits of a hundred thousand conversations going on all at once, like overlapping radio stations that faded in and out when the antenna moved. It must have been easy for the Master to find him just by concentrating on the feeling Kobra had in his brain, the dark attitude under the trapdoor of his soul. Every time he fed, the power was going to grow stronger; 
 he was going to learn more, see more, know all the secrets in human hearts and minds. It would take time, yes, but he was going to be twenty forever, and time coupled with ageless youth was the great gift the Master had bestowed on him. 
 "Leave me," Vulkan said. He opened his eyes and stared at Kobra. "Take Roach to his quarters. See that no harm comes to him." 
 Kobra stood up. "Come on," he said to Roach. He motioned with his hand, and the man scurried after him. "No one is to touch him, Kobra," Vulkan ordered. 
 "Do you understand that? He is to have free run of the castle, and the one who touches his flesh or blood will answer to me." 
 Kobra bowed his head slightly and ushered Roach through the door. It closed behind them with a hollow noise that echoed up toward the vaulted ceiling. Prince Vulkan turned his head and stared into the fire. He thought he'd felt a cold breath stirring across the back of his neck, and his senses snapped on, vivid and aware. Paige LaSanda's blood, thrummed in his veins; it had made him sleepy for a while, but now he sat straight-backed, the pupils of his cat eyes slowly widening. The red embers in that fire reminded him of the ironsmith's forge in his father's castle, a long time ago. He remembered watching the ironsmith-a huge bear of a man with gray hair on his arms and shoulders-hammering out the raw blades that the swordsmith would painstakingly fashion into rapiers that glimmered like blue lightning. And he recalled those afternoon drills in a dusty hall with the sunlight streaming in through high, arched windows. Forward and back, forward and back, parry, thrust, attack. His father had been proud of his progress and proclaimed him an even better swordsman than his own father, Simon Vulkan the Strong. Now his father had been dust for many hundreds of years; now the castle of his birth was so many broken stones on a mountain ridge; now the pieces of the carriage that had crashed over a serpentine road on that wild, windswept night lay in a Budapest museum along with other odd memorabilia of the Vulkan brood. That night-September 29, 1342-had forever changed him and forever kept him the same. He remembered the scene vividly, could recall it down to the finest detail, simply by closing his eyes. His father, Jon the Hawk, sitting across from him in the i swaying gold-and-ebony coach, his father's wife, Sonya, beside her husband, pressed I close to him because the storm made her fearful. Sonya the Barren, she was called in the village mead halls, though never loudly enough for any of the Hawk's merce-' naries to overhear. Conrad knew she wasn't his mother. The Hawk was regaled by the minstrels for his prowess in bed as well as on the battlefield. Sonya bore him no ', grudge because the Hawk was aging now and had needed a son. The land was a wild, crazy quilt of powers, men building mountain fortresses and calling themselves kings and hiring mercenaries to take the next man's land. ' The Vulkan province had spread in all directions as far as a horseman could ride in a day, encompassing a great deal of what is now the northern part of Hungary. It was a varied landscape of harsh rock citadels, sudden deep valleys of dense, unexplored woodland, grassy plains, and lakes that caught mirror images of the sky. The land was beautiful, though unforgiving, but never at peace; there were very few nights when the torches of some ragged army or another didn't burn along the strategic mountain passes. The Germanic tribes were always on the march, and if I the Hawk was not battling them in the wild northern forests, he was faced with the crawl of the Huns or the mercenary army of some jealous neighbor. 
 As the Hawk grew older and slower, assassination attempts became bolder. Three nights before that fateful coach trip, returning from the new fortifications the Hawk had built on the eastern frontier where groups of barbarians had been seen gathering in the mountains for a raid, one of his most trusted advisors had been caught rimming a wine goblet with poison. The man's arms and legs were torn from their sockets, his mutilated torso thrown to the castle dogs. Such was the fate of all traitors. 
 Conrad Vulkan had been weaned on warfare, drilled in classical military strategy by such warriors as Jozsef Agna and Ernst the One-Eyed, taught to ponder the scope of his world by the philosopher Bran Lazlo, tutored in the myriad ways of man at the knee of his father. He was destined for greatness, the Hawk had always said. Conrad's mind had been steadily honed like the blade of a newly fired rapier. Even now, sitting in a high-backed chair worlds away from strife-torn Hungary, he i recalled a favorite lesson his father had taught him: Attack like the wind. Seem to be in all places at once. And never be there when the enemy turns to grasp at you. 
 Before the coach incident there was only one moment of foreboding in Conrad's life. It happened during the celebration of his tenth birthday in the castle's great hall. One of the guests had brought, as a gift, a gypsy woman who read fortunes in the palm of the hand. In the ruddy light of hearth and torch, she had grasped his wrist and bent over to see, her toothless gums masticating raw tobacco. Instantly she'd recoiled and asked him-through a translator because she spoke only a crude Germanic gypsy language-if he'd had those few hairs at the center of his palm since he was born. He'd nodded, and she'd begun clucking like a frightened hen. She'd dropped his hand and said something else, which when translated conveyed that she saw a great and terrible change ahead for him. His line of life had hardly begun when it seemed to disappear under the flesh and manifested itself in a thin blue thread that curved around the base of the thumb and circled the wrist once, twice, three times, and again. She refused to read anything more and had been sent on her way with a loaf of black bread. 
 But it was that night in September that remained most prominent in his memory-that night of terror and magic. The coach was moving through the Keyding Pass escorted by four soldiers when the driver suddenly slowed. One of the soldiers had sighted huge rocks, fallen from the slab of stone overhead to block the road. Suddenly, as the horses pawed the earth wildly and the driver tried to calm them, figures leapt from the rocks and trees, attacking the mounted soldiers. The horses screamed and reared. They took off with the coach racing, and suddenly a filthy, grinning death's head of a face peered in at a side window. The horses broke their harnesses; the coach shuddered and pitched off the road, crashing over and over down a rocky incline into the cold arms of a mountain stream. 
 Conrad had opened his eyes inside the coach to see dark, ragged figures scurrying outside, breaking in through the shattered wood. His father and Sonya lay before him like broken dolls, and he knew at once that they were dead. He'd tried to fight off the things as they came swarming in, but one of his arms wouldn't work, and a hulking form covered with filth and lice grabbed him up like a piece of kindling and carried him off into the night. Others chased after, and he was flung aside several times as the things fought, rolling over and over on the ground, hammering at each other, hissing and snarling with demonic fury. Finally, a long way from the Keyding Pass, he was carried into a cavern that smelled of Death and vermin. The thing that held him threw him to the floor, and it was then that he saw the vampir's face and recognized it for what it was. The thing looked more like an animal than a man, with long dirty black hair and a scraggly black beard. Its eyes glowed with bursts of red and silver, its fangs dripped saliva, and its fingernails were hooked like claws. 
 The vampir had approached, whining in its eagerness to feed, and had clasped on to the boy like a leech. 
 And the following night Conrad Vulkan had awakened as one of the Undead. For a while he'd lived as the rest of them did-in a series of deep, winding caverns cut through the mountains, feeding independently on whatever he could find, usually rats, boars, or an occasional human who'd taken the wrong road. He fought like an animal to defend his sleeping and eating spaces, losing both of them many times and always digging out new ones in the cavern's clay floors. 
 Eventually he realized that several of them always followed him to the stream where he washed the lice and roaches out of his clothes. They watched him curiously and eventually began to do the same thing. Many of them babbled in strange tongues he'd never heard before, and most of them couldn't communicate at all. After a while he began to speak with several of them through a crude sign language and organized them into hunting parties. And then came the great realization of his new existence. He was, after all, a prince. Why could he not be a king to his new subjects? He organized the group into foodgatherers, scouts, and firetenders, and he began teaching them a common language. It was a slow process, but after a long while they began to trust each other, to see themselves as brothers and sisters of the night. They expanded their hunting range, raiding the nearby villages for children who would add the gifts of youth and speed to the collective. In those days ' Conrad knew very little of what he was or the powers he could control; he simply craved survival and recognized blood as Life. 
 And finally he was ready to return to the castle of his birth. His scouts reported that it was in Germanic hands now. So this was to be a mission of warfare as well as a mission of survival. Vulkan contemplated the problem of taking the castle. He knew its interior as well as he knew the palm of his star-crossed hand, but its high sheer walls would stop even an army of the Undead. 
 And while he contemplated, he watched a rat scurrying back and forth from its nest down in the guts of the cavern where the rock was riddled with cracks and holes. 
 He began to stretch his power, to test its limits. He stared at the scuttling rat and, concentrating fiercely, made it freeze in mid-step. He made it turn, made it run backward, made it spin like a child's top. Then he let it go deeper into the cavern, following it with his mind, and made it return to him day after day. Then he did the same to two rats. Three. Four. A dozen rats, spinning in circles before jji him while the other vampir looked on in amazement. He laughed and clapped his hands because now it was becoming effortless. He could feel his will build upon itself, like the dark stones of his father's castle piled one on top of another. Soon a hundred rats danced for him, chittering and squeaking in mindless ecstasy. When he could bring three hundred rats out of the cavern's bowels and control them with H j. a mere squint of his mind, he sent his army out into the mountains. The rats found it a simple task to squeeze through the holes and cracks in the walls of Castle Vulkan. It took less than a week for the plague to follow. Prince Vulkan could stand on a hillock, hidden by the forest, and see the dark plumes of smoke rising from within the castle keep-bodies were being burned by the dozens. 
 The death wagon rattled in and out of the castle every night with its cargo of icorpses. He could hear the screams and moans of the dying, and the death song brought a smile to his face. On a cold, snowy February night, while the doors were unbarred to let the deathwagon out, he led his vampir army into the castle. They met no resistance. 
 Prince Vulkan opened his eyes. Again he'd felt a cold breath stirring at the back of his neck. 
 A bow sobbed across violin strings. The music echoed like a wail through the chamber. 
 Vulkan turned his head and saw the Headmaster standing before the fire, I holding a bone-white violin beneath its chin; a gnarled claw gripped the bow with cunning delicacy. The Headmaster's eyes burned low, as deceptively cool as the last embers of the fire. The music went on for a few minutes more and ended with a low growl that sent vibrations shivering through the prince. 
 "My pupil, my favorite," the Headmaster said. "Your army grows. How many?" 
 "More than six hundred thousand," Vulkan replied. 
 "Ah, good. Very good. But we must have more, Conrad. And quickly. You recall our agreement: In return for my services you must hand this city over to me on All-Hallow's Eve. That time approaches quickly, Conrad. I expect eight million in my service as my due by tomorrow midnight." 
 "We double in strength every night. How can I give you that many?" The Headmaster's teeth flashed. "An orgy of hunger, Conrad. A celebration of power unlike any the world has ever seen. Let them gorge and throw up and gorge again, like a vast Roman orgy. Let them run wild and take as many victims as they can. I've observed how you saw fit to deal with the problem of your servant Roach. That may have been less than wise, Conrad. You forget the power of the media, and you also forget that special element that blinds the human race to your existence, their dogged determination-no, let's call it hope-that your kind doesn't exist. The element of surprise and confusion may soon be gone. We have to act now, in accord." The Headmaster's eyes closed for a few seconds. When they reopened, they were as bright as blast furnaces, and the prince could hardly stand to look at them for fear of dwindling to a cinder. 
 "I hunger for souls, Conrad. I hunger . . ." The headmaster held the white violin in its hands and very slowly crumpled it into a ball as if it were paper. 
 The claws clapped shut. Vulkan stared, seeing something begin to glow yellow-orange between the Headmaster's hands. The Headmaster opened its hands as slowly as it had crushed the violin. Something was taking shape between them, glowing golden. When the brightness dimmed, the prince saw it was a gold urn about two feet high, filled to the top with coarse sand. "I give you this gift," 
 the Headmaster said softly, and held the urn out to Vulkan. It radiated heat. 
 "Take up a handful of sand." 
 The prince hesitated only a second, then scooped up some sand. It burned in his palm. 
 "Drop it back in," the Headmaster said. Vulkan did so, and the Headmaster leaned forward, blowing softly on the falling column of sand. It began to writhe, slowly at first, but rapidly gaining speed. The column stood upright, about six inches high like a small cyclone. Vulkan thought he could hear the distant shrieking of wind. 
 The Headmaster stepped past Prince Vulkan and set the urn at the center of the table. "Our powers are united. No one is to disturb this in any way, Conrad. Do you understand?" 
 He nodded. 
 "Good. The sun's graying the sky to the east; soon you'll sleep. Rest well and easy. When you awaken, you'll see that my gift has brought you the ability to move at will with your entire army throughout the whole of this city. And the humans will be powerless to run, powerless to escape in their cars or planes or boats. 
 So sleep well, Conrad, there'll be much work for you when you awaken." The Headmaster stared at the urn again, grinned, and then began to fade away. The last thing to disappear was the terrible fanged grin. Then it, too, was gone. Prince Vulkan looked at the golden urn. The sand was twisting with more force now, a corkscrew of power. The cry of distant wind sounded like the droning of an insect, greedy and voracious. 
 The fire was almost cold now. Outside the hateful sun would be climbing the eastern peaks of the San Gabriel Mountains. It was time to rest, to plan, to prepare for the next night. 
 And oh, he thought, oh, what a night that will be! 
 FOUR
 Palatazin awakened to the sound of something creaking. At least he thought he was awake because he could see the ceiling and feel Jo pressed against him. He'd been dreaming of a shadowy forest where hands seemed to snake out of the underbrush to grasp at him. The trees bent over from both sides, making the pathway I ahead look like a narrow tunnel walled with thorns and brush. Pallid faces grinned, I floating in the foliage like balloons from a satanic carnival. 
 Jo was with him, and Jn they were running headlong through the tunnel when something hulking and monstrous stepped into their path, reaching out to welcome them with hooked claws. 
 And now he knew he was awake, and something was creaking softly in his bedroom. 
 Another earth tremor, he thought, and he reached out for the lamp switch. The f creaking stopped immediately. Palatazin later regretted not switching on the light, but instead he turned his head and peered into the darkness. His mother was sitting in her rocking chair again, watching him; her face bore a stern, grim expression that reminded him of the times when she got so angry if he dared creep back iftto bed for a few extra moments of sleep before getting dressed for school. Sleepyhead! she'd chide, wrenching all the covers off the bed. And then, clapping her hands with the noise of righteous thunder: Get up! 
 Get up! Get up! He didn't realize until later how she'd equated sleeping with death. 
 Palatazin stared at the figure in the chair. Her eyes were frightened but determined, too. They were the eyes of the woman who'd fired a shotgun at the unholy thing that wore her husband's flesh like a suit of clothes. She rose from the chair, and Palatazin could see the window-with its spray-painted cross at the center-through her form. She motioned to him. Get up, sleepyhead! He was frozen with "I wonder for a few seconds, but then he carefully rolled out of bed so as not to disturb Jo. She murmured something in her sleep, stirred slightly, and then was quiet. 
 His mother motioned him closer. He took a step forward; he could see the deep lines around her mouth and eyes as if they were superimposed on the wall. Then she turned and pointed past his shoulder. He looked and saw she was pointing toward the closet door. He glanced between her face and the closet, not knowing what she meant. Her face was clouded with despair, her mouth working but no sound coming out. Then, abruptly, she stepped past him-he felt a breath of air, and for a second he smelled the childhood aromas of cookies baking, the breeze through a stand of pines, a coat Papa had bought her in Budapest-and then she walked right into the closet through the closed door. Like smoke that has whirled through an open window, she was gone. Palatazin found himself unable to move for a moment. He realized he'd been holding his breath, and now he let it all out. He turned, switched on the bedside lamp and went to the closet. 
 "Andy! What is it?" Jo was sitting up in bed, her face as white as the sheets that were bunched around her. 
 "It's all right," he said, and heard his voice shake. "It's nothing." But no, he knew it was something. His mother had been trying to speak to him through the barrier between life and death, and he knew the message was of vital importance. 
 He gripped the doorknob, turned it, and pulled open the closet door. He didn't know what he'd expected to find-his mother's spirit standing in there, perhaps, staring at him through the clothes? The closet all torn up as if a violent storm had whipped through the walls? 
 But there was nothing. The clothes were undisturbed. On the top shelf cardboard boxes were stacked up just as they always had been. 
 "What is it?" Jo asked. "What are you looking for?" 
 "I ... don't know," he told her. What's in here? What is it that's important enough to disturb my mother's rest? 
 "It's getting light outside," Jo said. "Can't you sleep?" 
 "No." He pushed the clothes back and forth for a moment, even felt the wall behind them. What am I looking for? A secret passage in my own house? He reached up to the shelf and moved a couple of the boxes around. Jo's skeins of wool and knitting materials were in one, some old shoes he'd even forgotten he'd had in another. There were some sweaters packed in mothballs. He was putting the boxes back when he saw the glint of rusted metal in the far corner behind a box he used to store his gun and holster. 
 The metal box his mother had saved all her newspaper clippings in. The box that had been at her bedside when she'd died. 
 Palatazin lifted it down from the shelf. "Andy . . ." Jo began to protest, but she was instantly quiet when she saw how tight his face had become and how his eyes had begun to shine with what looked like to her a maniacal fascination. She watched in silence as he sat on the bed, opened the old metal box, and began to look through the clippings, some of them so yellowed they were barely legible. 
 She could see some of the headlines-Prominent College Prof Says Vampires Do Exist; 
 What Strange Force Turned Lizbethville Into A Ghost Town?; Fourth Cow Found Killed By Vandals; Line McRae, Powhatan Civic Leader, Still On Missing Persons List; Bats Plague Midwestern Town For Third Day. Most of them were cut from the National Enquirer, Midnight, The Star, and Fate magazine, but there were dozens clipped from the pages of the Times, the Herald-Examiner, a host of smaller L.A. 
 papers, and whatever out-of-state papers Andy's mother could get her hands on. At one time her room in this house had been filled with old magazines and newspapers, and there were boxes stacked tall with them down in the basement. The silverfish had started coming in droves, and Jo had demanded that the papers go immediately. Andy had hauled them away but only to make room for the next batch his mother had begun saving. Jo had gone half-crazy trying to keep the place clean, always vacuuming and dusting and picking up scraps of newspapers. 
 It had been the worst just before she'd gone into Golden Gardens. Palatazin turned the box upside down, dumping all the clippings out in a thick pile. 
 "What are you doing?" Jo gasped. "You'll get the sheets dirty!" He paid no attention to her. He began reading the clippings one by one. The first was ragged and yellow and bore the headline: Crate Filled With Dirt Found In NYC Hotel Room. The story from the New York Times was only two paragraphs long but went on to say that police had found the imprint of a human body on top of the dirt and speculated that it had served as some kind of strange makeshiftI casket. The next item was also from the Times and was headed Rash of Disappearances Continues-ConEd Exec Latest Missing. Palatazin picked up the next yellowed item, a small squib with the headline Bats In NYC Subways? A workman inspecting a section of track had seen some, thing large and black down there, clinging to a wall like a bat with enfolded wings. 
 When the man had shined his flashlight, the thing had screeched and come swooping toward him, but he'd run like hell to the nearest platform. One of the man's quotes intrigued Palatazin-"Mr. Luftek told police, 'If it was a bat, it was one the size of a man! It'll be a cold day in hell before I go back down in that tunnel! Palatazin went through the next few stories, all about disappearances and prowlers in the New York City area, and found one that chilled his blood-Historic Cemetery Vandalized. It was dated August 24, 1948, and the cemetery was located near Martha's Furnace, Pennsylvania. There were more clippings of people missing, animals found drained of blood, most of them in the Pittsburg area. Another cemetery was vandalized near Canton, Ohio. The town of Paulinwood, Indiana, had to be evacuated because of a siege of rats and flies. A banker and his family were missing from their home in Mt. Carmel, Illinois, and his neighbors were frightened because they'd heard insane laughter in the middle of the night. In May of 1950 the townspeople of Dean's Field, Illinois, vanished overnight; food was still on the table in farmhouse kitchens, sheets were turned down in beds that would never be slept in again, lights were on, and doors unlocked; the only sign of "foul play" were several shattered mirrors. The next few clippings concerned similar events in Missouri. 
 "My God," Palatazin said softly. "They've been moving westward all this time." 
 "What?" Jo's brow was furrowed deeply. She rose from the bed and put on her robe. "Do you want some coffee?" 
 He looked up at her, blinking heavy-lidded eyes. "My mother knew. All these years she knew they were slowly moving west. My God! She knew and had to keep silent because no one would believe . . ." He quickly turned through the rest of the clippings his mother had saved just before she died. The last one was an Enquirer article about a man in Caborca, Mexico, who'd murdered three women with a hatchet and drank their blood because, he told the police, he'd felt possessed by a vampiro. 
 "I'll make coffee," Jo said. "Do you want yours the usual way? Black with sugar and nails?" 
 "Yeah, fine," he said. She grunted, rolled her eyes and went out the bedroom door. He went back to his reading. There was an item from the L.A. Times with the headline No Bats In Reno? Don't Gamble On It! The pilot of a Delta jet, circling for a landing at Reno International, had suddenly picked up a huge mass on his radar, closing in fast. The control tower had advised him to drop a couple of hundred feet, and as the pilot started down, the jet was engulfed by a cloud of bats heading westward. Luckily none were sucked into the jet intakes, and the pilot was able to bring his plane in. "Must've been hundreds of the things," the pilot said when he got his feet firmly on the ground. Do the bats precede the vampires, Palatazin wondered, or do they follow? In either case, their presence had meant something to his mother in the days just before her death. He picked up the next item and saw with some amazement that it was a Rona Barrett column dated September 3. He read, "... a major Hollywood studio is searching for a successor to the late JOHN WAYNE in a planned remake of the Duke's classic Red River. Mentioned most often are Dallas big daddy JIM DAVIS and new face CLAY SANDERS. Watch for CLAY in the new Paramount film The Long Haul... for the fans who asked, JANE DUNNE is alive and well and living in Beverly Hills. She'll be interviewed by this reporter on an upcoming ABC special . . . more royalty's moving to Hollywood. It's all very hush-hush, but rumor has it that a European prince, no less, will soon be remodeling the Hollywood Hills castle that once belonged to horror-film star ORLON KRONSTEEN . . . wedding bells may soon be tolling for JOHN TRAVOLTA. The lucky girl's name is still a secret, but this reporter hears the church bells ringing on Christmas Day . . ." His eyes snapped back to the reference to Orion Kronsteen. He'd worked briefly on that case about ten or eleven years ago. He'd never seen the decapitated corpse, but he'd seen the expressions of a couple of the officers who had. Their faces were pale, and their lips drawn up into grim gray lines. That case had never been solved, he recalled. But what bothered him about those lines of type were the two words European prince. Those were the words, he was certain, that had caught his mother's attention. If this prince were the vampire king he sought, the castle would be a perfect refuge, hidden away in the hills and probably high enough to be a strategic observation point as well. And now he recalled how the Roach had stared up into those hills and begged his master for help. 
 His blood went cold. 
 Yes, he told himself. This is what my mother wanted me to find. And now another question racked him-was this the same European prince and/or vampire king who had conquered the village of Krajeck on a stormy winter night so long ago? Was this the same creature who had taken his father? 
 He put the clippings back in the box and snapped the lid down. Rising from the bed, he stepped to the window and looked down on Romaine Street. The earth was still layered with blue shadows. The sky was a dull slate gray, but he could see the faint pink light coming up in the east. There was a bitter coppery taste in his mouth-the taste of utter dread at what had to be done. His fingers clamped on the windowsill; the black-painted crucifix was centered in his vision and seemed to be burned across his face. Terror writhed in his stomach. "I can't do it alone," he heard himself whisper. "Not that. I can't." But then who will? 
 "I can't." He shook his head, his lower lip trembling. He would have to go to that crumbling old castle and find the vampire king to drive an ash stake through the thing's heart and sever the head from the body, then do the same to as many others as he could find. He would have to set the bodies on fire or drag them out to let the sun bake them into dust. God help him if he was caught up there when the sun went down. 
 He remembered his father's face, streaked with orange light from the hearth. Those gleaming, terrible eyes. Remembered the shotgun blasts and the hideous thing-not Papa anymore-that rose from the floor, its face ripped away and the long, glistening fangs exposed. 
 "I can't," he said to his reflection in the glass. Then who will? 
 He didn't hear Jo call him from downstairs, finally yelling in exasperation, 
 "You don't want coffee? You won't get coffee!" 
 Oh, God, why me? And then he answered the question himself. Because you know them. Because you ran from them once, never knowing they were following, day after day, year after year, all across the United States. And now they are here, and there is nowhere else to run. If you don't do it, what will happen to this city? To the millions of people, all of them unaware? Los Angeles would eventually fall, just as Krajeck had fallen, and a tidal wave of vampires would move eastward across America, possibly to link up with other isolated pockets of vampires that awaited their coming. The entire world would lie before them, before their ravenous thirst. 
 In the window's glass his face looked thirty years older. His remaining hair seemed to have gone white all at once, like a man who has had a nightmare of grinning Death slowly stalking closer. 
 There was much to be done, and it had to be finished before dusk. But he knew he couldn't do it alone, and he was going to have to have protection. The taste of fear in his mouth was acrid. 
 Across the street and one house down, he saw a German shepherd settling itself on a front porch. He hadn't realized that the Zemkes had bought a watchdog. Good luck to you, he mentally told the sleeping family in that house. You'll need every bit of it and more. 
 He turned away from the window and began to dress hurriedly. FIVE
 "Blackberry brandy," the old woman in the wheelchair offered as she poured from a crystal decanter into three tulip-shaped glasses. There had been four in the set, but the fourth now lay in shards on the hardwood floor. "One hundred proof," she promised, winking at Wes. "Knock the fear of Satan right out of you. Here." 
 Wes handed one glass to Solange and sipped from the other one. His mouth instantly flamed, and he could feel the liquor spiraling down into his stomach, where it seethed for a moment like lava. He drank down the rest of it, squeezed the tears from his eyes, and held the glass out again. "More," he said. 
 Jane Dunne smiled, the lines across her heart-shaped face deepening, but there was a center of cold fear in her brown eyes that refused to thaw. "Sure you can handle it, kiddo?" He nodded, and she poured again. Solange stood on the other side of the wrecked room and drew aside a heavy wine-red curtain to look out onto the lawn. The first trace of new light hovered in the sky. "The sun's coming up," she said softly. "It'll be daylight soon." 
 "Thank God," Wes breathed. "Any of them still out there?" 
 "No. At least I can't see any." 
 He came over beside her and peered out. The boulevard was deserted, the houses dark. Nothing moved. "I think they've gone. They can't stand light, can they?" 
 "I wouldn't be so sure about that, kiddo," Jane said, turning her wheelchair around to face them. She drank down her third glass of brandy. "I wouldn't be so sure of anything in this screwed-up world anymore." Wes stepped away from the window and eased himself into an overstuffed antique chair with one broken arm. A single candle burned on a coffee table beside him. 
 Over near the door a grandfather clock had been thrown over on its side; the hands, frozen behind shattered glass, had stopped at ten minutes after one. Wes put his glass aside and wiped a cold sheen of sweat from his forehead. 
 "We've got to find Jimmy," he said suddenly, looking up at Solange. She stared at him without speaking for a few seconds, then turned back to the window. 
 "We've got to get the cops," he insisted. "We've got to get somebody!" 
 "When the sun rises," Solange said. "Not before." 
 "So you put two of the bastards in the swimming pool, did you?" The old woman let out a high-pitched cackle of glee. "Hot damn! I was about to drain the thing, too! Hope they weren't wearing their Mae Wests. . ." She laughed again and then stared into her glass. Her smile quickly faded, leaving her eyes dark and hopeless. She muttered softly and reached for the rapidly emptying decanter. 
 "The thing I can't understand," Wes said quietly, "is why they didn't... uh
 ... 
 get you after they'd broken into the house." 
 "Because I live right, that's why. Plenty of Johnny Walker Red and blackberry brandy-that'll keep you young forever." She patted the useless sticks that lay beneath a blanket on her lap, then looked back up at Wes. "I saw their faces," she said. "Two of them, both just kids. The girl had a safety pin through her ear. Rock and rollers, I guess. I took one look at them and thought, This is it, Janie. You've gone through four marriages, a string of box-office bombs, one hell of a smashup on the Pacific Coast Highway, and here's the finale-a couple of dope-heads who are going to kill you in the middle of the night.' I thought they'd come to steal my tons of paste jewelry." She drank from her glass. 
 "Then the boy came toward me, and he ... it... opened its mouth. I could ... see . . . those teeth. Fangs, just like in the Dracula movies, except there were a couple on the lower jaw, too, and they just slid out like a rattlesnake's does when it's about to strike. God!" She shivered and said nothing more for a moment or so. 
 "Then he stopped right beside my bed. He seemed to be ... sniffing the air. I think I saw myself reflected in his eyes, and I ... I realized how close Death stood to me. Then they were gone, just like that. I didn't even see them leave. 
 Of course, they'd screwed up the lights and the phones, and I had to wheel around in the dark not knowing whether I'd run into one of them or not. When I was downstairs, I heard all the shouting and commotion, so I hid in here. I thought you two were ... you know . . . like they were until I heard you talking." She swirled the brandy around her glass and drank it down. "I think what saved me is that I... smelled old. I'll be seventy-five in May and with busted gams to boot. I think they wanted younger blood." 
 "They got my friend," Wes said, glancing at Solange and then quickly away. 
 "Christ, how many of the things are there? And where did they come from?" 
 "Hell, kiddo," Jane said. "Straight out of old Satan's black bag of tricks. I thought I'd seen everything this world had to offer up, but I see now I was way wrong." 
 Solange had gone cold. If there were vampires stalking the streets of Bel Air and Beverly Hills, too, and if there were so many that they could organize themselves to hunt humans at the scenes of traffic accidents, then there must be-and she shivered to think of the possibility-hundreds of them. Outside the light was slowly growing brighter, but there were still huge pools of shadow lying in wait like treacherous oil slicks. Or tar babies. She recalled the stories her father used to tell her-Lemme go, Br'er Rabbit, lemme go! Somehow her life had slipped away from that bright childhood, and now she walked on the dark side of the moon. 
 ". . . seen you on the tube," Jane was saying to Wes. "That show you've got. You're pretty good." 
 He nodded, his shoulders slumped forward. "Thanks," he said, his mind sheered away from the image of Jimmy screaming in agony, being pulled from that crumpled car by a grinning vampire. 
 "Yeah, pretty good." She smiled, her eyes beginning to glaze over now. "Not great, mind you. Jack Benny was great. But you'll do. PBS ran a special on me last month, showed clips from some of my hits. You catch it?" Wes shook his head. 
 "Too bad. You know what they called me? America's Girl Friend. I was wearing sweaters before Lana Turner was even a gleam in her daddy's eye. I had good boobs, too. Oh, Jesus." She looked over at Solange, where the gray light was slipping in around the curtains. "Those were the days. High noon, that's what I called it." She returned her gaze to Wes, who was sitting slumped over with his face in his hands. High noon. "High noon. You better enjoy it while you can, kiddo. When that sun starts going down, it can get mighty cold." 
 "There's a police car!" Solange said, and Wes's head jerked up. He hurried to the window and looked out. The prowl car was slowing, probably to investigate the smashed cars on the curve of the boulevard. Wes ran out of the room, unlocked the front door, and ran onto the lawn, waving his arms. "Hey! Stop! 
 Hey!" 
 The car slid to the curb. Two officers got out, one of them dropping his hand to his holster as Wes came running down the driveway, shouting like a maniac. As Wes neared the car, he abruptly froze. In the dingy light he'd thought he might have seen the glitter of fangs. Oh God, he thought, not the cops, too! 
 They came around the car, and Wes took a few steps backward. 
 "He's scared shitless," one said to the other. Then to Wes, "What the hell's been going on here, buddy?" 
 Solange stood in the doorway, watching as Wes began talking to the officers, motioning with his hands. How defenseless he looks, she thought. How small . . 
 . 
 Jane wheeled up behind her. "What now, kiddo?" 
 "I don't know." Solange looked at the old woman over her shoulder. "There are more of them. Many more. I think that soon they'll be all over this city." 
 "Does he think the cops are going to believe him?" she asked. "Do you really think anybody's going to believe any of us?" 
 "I don't know." 
 "Well, I wouldn't have believed it myself if I hadn't seen two of them. I may be a little on the senile side, but I sure as hell ain't crazy. Not yet, at least. 
 But I will be if I stick around here." She turned the chair and started to wheel toward the elevator. 
 "Where are you going?" Solange asked her. 
 "To pack. Next stop, LAX. Like I say, I may be old, but I'm not crazy. Not by a long shot." She reached the elevator and closed the cage behind her. 
 "Good luck," Solange called after her, but the elevator had already started to rise. Solange left the house and began to walk down the driveway to Wes and the two policemen. A sudden cold breeze came to her, hitting her diagonally and 251
 rolling over like a great invisible wave. Something sharp speckled her cheek. She brushed it away with her fingers, then looked down at the bits of grit clinging to her skin. 
 Sand. 
 She walked down to where they were standing, the two officers staring incredulously at Wes. A great feeling of dread had suddenly leeched onto her back and seemed to be weighing her down with every step. The sun was coming up out of a red slash across the sky, but the sky itself seemed wicked-a patchwork of clouds that looked as thick as slate-gray bricks veined with purple. They were scudding fast, being driven westward over the sea. As Solange watched, she saw a cloud split apart by a cross-current of winds; its interior glowed red with reflected sunlight, like hot coals stirred by a demonic breath. When she reached Wes, she grasped his hand tightly, afraid to let go. 
 SIX
 The telephone was ringing, and the floor trembled. Gayle Clarke, her eyes shadowed by sleeplessness, came out of her kitchen with a cup of Morning Thunder tea and stared down at the little black bastard on the shivering telephone table. She was wearing a dirty pair of jeans-which she'd slept in-and a ragged workshirt she'd had since she was a high school sophomore. Her face was swollen, her entire body sluggish from the dangerous mixture of Valiums, liquor, tea, and coffee that she'd been putting away since that night at the Sandalwood Apartments. She'd been walking around in a daze since she'd left the police station-kicked out, rather, by a very irate lieutenant-and had even started taking 'ludes again. Now she kept all her curtains and blinds drawn, the door securely bolted with a chair next to it, ready to be used as a barricade. This is what cracking up feels like, she" told herself. The sudden floor-jarring earth tremor was over now, but it had only heightened her sense of being out of control. If Jack's hideous face hadn't sent her over the edge immediately, the recurrent nightmares of him chasing her across the apartment courtyard eventually would. She'd lost track of time. The kitchen clock said it was ten twenty-five, but with the windows shrouded she had no idea whether it was night or day. The ringing telephone told her it was morning, and it would be Trace on the other end, wanting to know where she was for the second day in a row and why she wasn't working on the fucking Gravedigger story. 
 "Shut up," she said to the phone. "Just shut up and leave me alone." The phone kept shrilling, like the nagging voices of her parents-Gayle, why don't you dress better? Gayle, why aren't you making more money? Gayle, you should be thinking about marriage. Gayle, Gayle, Gayle . . . 
 "SHUT UP!" she said, and lifted the receiver to slam it down again. There. That fixes you, you bastard! She walked over to a window, pulled aside the curtains and looked out. The sunlight was weak, hidden behind a strange violet pallor, but strong enough to sting her eyes. Earthquake weather for sure, she thought. She dropped the curtains back and decided she was going to have to go outside today; 
 she'd be okay in the daytime, the things couldn't move around when it was light. 
 Or could they? A 'lude, she told herself. That's what I need. She was heading for the medicine cabinet when the phone started ringing again. 
 "DAMN IT!" she shouted, looking for something to throw at the thing. Okay, she thought. Calm down. Calm down. She was afraid of that phone. Last night-or was it last night? she couldn't remember exactly when-she'd picked up that receiver, said "Hello?" and had been treated to a long silence that was finally broken by a voice speaking a single word, "Gayle?" She slammed it down and screamed because it had sounded too much like Jack's voice, calling to find out if she was home so he could come pay her a nice, friendly visit, fangs and all. 
 Calm down. 
 If it was Trace, she knew he'd keep calling until she answered. She'd tell him she was sick, that she couldn't leave her apartment. She picked it up and said in a trembling voice, "Yes?" 
 There were a few seconds of silence. Gayle could hear her heart pounding. Then a familiar voice said, "Miss Clarke? I'd like to see you . . ." 
 "Who is this?" 
 "Andy Palatazin. Captain Palatazin, from Parker Center." 
 "What is it? What do you want?" Calm down. You sound fucking frantic. He paused and then went on. "I need your help. It's very important that I see you as soon as possible." 
 "My help? Why? How did you find me?" 
 "I called the Tattler. A man there gave me your number. I need your help because ... I'd rather not talk about this over the phone." 
 "I'd rather you did." 
 He sighed heavily. "Yes. All right. I'd like to tell you a story, and I'm hoping you'll believe it enough to write about it in your newspaper . . ." 
 "Why? I thought you called the Tattler a rag." She sipped her tea and waited for him to speak again. 
 "I can tell you who the Gravedigger is, Miss Clarke," Palatazin said. "I can tell you why those graves are being torn up. I can tell you all that and much, much more." 
 "Yeah? Well, I'm retired. I'm thinking about driving up to San Francisco for a while-" 
 "LISTEN TO ME!" he said so furiously Gayle jumped. She was tempted to hang up on him, but there was a pleading note in his voice that held her attention. 
 "Yours is the only paper in this city that would even consider printing the story I'm going to tell you! And by printing it, you could save lives, Miss Clarke. 
 Possibly millions of lives! I thought you told me you were a journalist. You said you were a good one, and I believed you. Was I wrong?" 
 "Maybe you were." 
 "Perhaps. But were you?" 
 She gripped the receiver. Her knuckles were white. She wanted to tell him to go to hell; she wanted to tell him to go over to the Sandalwood Apartments and help the other stumble-bum cops look for about twenty-five tenants who'd vanished overnight. Instead, she heard herself ask, "What kind of story is it?" 
 "One that you'll have to have courage to write. I think you have it, Miss Clarke. That's why I called you." 
 "Cut the bullshit," she said irritably. "Where are you? Parker Center?" 
 "No, I'm ... at home." He gave her the address. "When can you be here?" 
 "I don't know. I ... whenever I get there, I guess." 
 "All right. That'll have to do. I'll be here all afternoon." 
 "Good-bye." As she was hanging up, she heard him say "Thank you." And his voice was so full of relief and real gratitude that she was momentarily stunned. The line went dead, and she slowly put the receiver down. She drank the rest of her tea and went into the bathroom. Her face in the mirror looked awful. She opened the medicine cabinet and took out a small yellow bottle. There were three Quaaludes rattling around at the bottom. She shook one out into her hand and lifted it to her mouth; her hand was shaking, and she had to grasp her wrist to hold it steady. Is this what cracking up feels like? Who said that? She looked down at the pill. No, she told herself. If I'm going to get back to work, I've got to stay straight. She looked at the pill longingly for a while, then dropped it back into the bottle. She turned on the cold water tap in the shower, undressed, stepped in before she could reconsider, and stuck her head beneath the torrent. 





SEVEN
 At twelve noon Bob Lampley stood next to the Hell's Hole Hilton and watched the sky. On top of the Hilton, enclosed by a chain-link fence, a great radar cup turned smoothly on its tower. In the space of a half-minute, a metal wind-direction indicator twirled, first due west, then west-northwest, due north, back to northwest, then slowly returned to due west, where it hung steady. The winds swirled around Lampley as hot as the breath of a blast furnace. Every so often he felt the sting of sand on his face or hands, and his scalp itched. Thermals were coming up from the Mojave Desert, the strongest winds bringing sand with them. That's odd as hell, Lampley thought. That's one for the record books, I guess. 
 The Hell's Hole Hilton was a wood-framed weather station 5,012 feet up on Old Baldy about twenty-five miles from the heart of L.A. and sixty miles from what Lampley considered the fiercest place God ever created-the hot, sand-choked throat of the Devil's Playground at the center of the Mojave Desert. He'd tried to hike across that monstrous place a few years ago with some friends who were as crazy as he was. They'd wound up scorched to the bone, babbling with sun fever, packed into a Jeep racing toward a case of cold Coors in Ludlow. 
 But the weird thing about this new weather picture was that the sand was being blown such a long way. The weather station at Twenty-nine Palms had reported some strong winds this morning centered between the Cady and Providence Mountain ranges in the Playground, but any loose sand should've been caught miles back by the peaks that stood between the San Bernardino National Forest and the desert. 
 If the winds were strong enough and high enough to carry the sand over those mountains, then by all the rules of weather forcasting they should lose strength dramatically the farther they got from the center of strongest activity and dump the sand at the lip of the forest. That wasn't happening, and this new change in the rules was beginning to bother him. The hot winds were melting snowcaps for miles in all directions, the wind-direction indicator seemed to point due west most of the time when it wasn't spinning around crazily to show the progress of a sudden corkscrew, and Lampley was getting sand in his face 5,000 feet up. 
 Won't do, he thought. Nope. Won't do at all. 
 Directly overhead the sun shone weakly through chinks in cirrus clouds as thick and gray as an iguana's hide. Those clouds were racing, tumbling over each other in what seemed to Lampley like frantic haste away from the storm center. And there it was-he'd finally allowed the thought that had been lurking at the back of his brain to come forward-a hideous pupil allowed to sit in the front row. 
 Storm center. What storm? he asked himself. Some high desert winds in the Playground sure as hell don't constitute a storm, Lampley. You're thinking in terms of tornado or a dust-devil, and neither of those can be right. There's a pretty slim chance of a tornado, and if this is a dust-devil forming, it's got to be the biggest bastard of a dust-devil that ever spun out of a whirlwind. Okay, he thought. How about a plain old sandstorm? They happen all the time, kicked out of the Mojave Desert by two or more pressure ridges that meet and don't like each other, stomping around trying to get out of one another's way. The Mojave, like all the world's deserts, crept. It already covered roughly 25,000 square miles of southern California and still wanted more. Every few years it lapped up to the back doors of some nearby town, as slowly and innocently as a golden dog who wouldn't bite you, not for anything in the world. 
 But then when the forty-five-and fifty-mile-an-hour winds came screaming out of that furnace-always quite unexpectedly -the golden dog turned into a ravenous beast who slithered over sandbag barricades and brick walls to leave its shifting spoor. 
 Can't be a sandstorm, Lampley told himself. There's supposed to be a high pressure ridge sitting astride California and six other states in a slow eastward sweep, supposed to be clear skies with moderate westerly winds until Monday. And no storm that Lampley had ever heard of or read about in his six years with the National Weather Service had ever shot tendrils of sand so high. 
 It was as if the Mojave had decided it was better to leap than to creep. Lampley watched the sky for a moment more and then walked up a slight grade to the Hilton. The place was weather-beaten outside and looked as old as the surrounding mountains, but inside it was quite comfortable with a woven red-and-brown Indian rug on the floor, a couple of castoff but good chairs around a wood-burning heater, which was not needed now since the temperature up here had risen to the low sixties. There was a desk and a bookcase with dog-eared paperbacks set before a window that afforded a westerly view of the Mount Baldy winter sports area and Silverwood Lake. On the other side of the window was a battery of electronic gauges, and a radar screen that now showed the soupy green clumps of the cloud masses moving overhead. A black telephone sat on the desk next to a photograph of Lampley's wife, Bonnie, and their two-year-old son, Chad. On the wall over a teletype machine, there was a red phone hooked up directly to National Weather in L.A. 
 Lampley sat down at his desk and dialed Twenty-nine Palms Weather on the black phone. In the distance he could see a ranger tower that looked like a spindly War of the Worlds Martian machine. "Hal?" he said when the phone was picked up about forty-five miles away. "This is Bob up at the Hilton. What are you showing down there?" 
 Hal's voice was weakened not only by the distance but also by the strange weather. "Still got some high winds on the Play . . . crackle squeal. . . Bob. Wait a sec. Let me check the figures. Okay. West and southwesterly . . . squealllll. . . from thirty to forty miles per hour, gusting to forty-five. Air pressure's dropped from . . . crackle-crackle ... in the last ninety minutes. 
 What do you have up there?" 
 "Cloud city," Lampley said. "Pressure's still hanging steady, though. I'm picking up some kind of electrical interference on this end, so you'll have to speak louder." 
 "What?" Hal said. "I didn't ... all of that . . ." 
 "Talk louder!" he said. "I don't understand what's going on. Did a pressure drop creep in on us or what?" 
 "Not from Canada it didn't. Funny. Vegas weather . .. clear and sunny, high in the mid-eighties . . ." 
 "So whatever's happening is right over the Mojave?" 
 "Sorry . . . didn't hear . . ." 
 "I guess we've got a bad connection. Listen, I'll call you back around two. If those winds build anymore, give me a call." 
 "Sure thing. Talk . . . later . . ." 
 Lampley hung up and looked at the red phone on the wall. He'd feel like a fool calling L.A. National about some desert winds, no matter how hard they were gusting. So it was an infant sandstorm, so what? LAX Weather would keep the planes out of trouble, and the mountains would take the brunt of the winds. Sooner or later the storm would spin itself out. 
 But what if it doesn't? What if this bastard gets so big and wild it whirls all the way across the mountains and into L.A.? 
 Impossible, he reassured himself. Los Angeles might get a little grit, but they needed the winds to blow off their smog cover anyway. Nothing to worry about. 
 He stared at that phone for a few seconds more, looked out the window at the lizard-hide sky, and returned to the Mike Shayne mystery he'd been reading before he'd heard the grate of sand against glass. 





EIGHT
 Gayle Clarke pulled her Mustang up to the curb on Romaine Street and stared at the house with the black crucifix painted on the front door. There was a word written underneath it in a foreign language. Some of the windows were painted with crosses, too-the house looked like some kind of weird church. She glanced at the mailbox: Palatazin. Reluctantly she got out of her car and walked up the porch steps to the door. The black paint was new; she could see where it had dripped. She knocked on the door and waited. 
 It was almost one o'clock. It had taken her two hours to get out of her apartment, then she'd driven over to Pancho's and forced herself to eat two tacos before driving up through Hollywood. She wore clean denims and a light blue blouse; her face was scrubbed and, if not exactly infused with a pink glow, much healthier-looking than it had been this morning. There was still a glassy, shocked look in her eyes that wouldn't go away. Behind her, wind swirled through the trees and hedges along Romaine, making a noise like barely restrained laughter. 
 The door opened, and Palatazin looked out at her. He nodded and without a word stepped back to allow her in. He was wearing gray slacks and a white pullover shirt that showed his belly in its full splendor; he looked oddly vulnerable, just another human being when not seen from the other side of a captain's desk at Parker Center. His eyes were dark and troubled, and when they locked with hers, she felt the skin at the back of her neck prickle. 
 He closed the door, locked it, and motioned toward the sofa. "Please sit down. Can I get you something to drink? Coffee? Maybe a Coke?" She could still taste the tacos, and now her stomach was doing flipflops. "Uh
 ... a Coke would be fine." 
 "All right. Just make yourself comfortable." He disappeared toward the rear of the house, and she sat looking around, her purse in her lap. It seemed to be a cozy house, much warmer than she would have thought. It smelled vaguely of onions and potatoes; probably some kind of foreign dish he favored, she guessed. 
 There was a rusted metal box on the coffee table in front of her. 
 "So you're Gayle Clarke," someone said, and Gayle looked up into the icy eyes of a gray-haired woman who stood gazing at her from across the room. She was pretty with high, sharp cheekbones, but now the flesh was stretched tight to give her face a hard, masklike appearance. "You're the one who wrote such awful things about my husband." 
 "I didn't write anything-" 
 "Are you denying your trashy paper said he ought to be fired?" Her eyes flared. 
 "Maybe it did, but I don't write editorials." 
 "Oh. Of course you don't," Jo said with a bitter edge."Do you realize the strain you've put on my Andy? You and all the rest of the filthy papers in this city?" 
 She came forward a few steps, and Gayle tensed. "Well, you got what you wanted. 
 You can be happy now." Her lower lip was trembling, and now tears of anger were beginning to dance in her eyes. "Why did you want to hurt him?" she said quietly. "He never did anything to you . . ." 
 "What's this?" Palatazin said, coming into the room with Gayle's drink. He looked at Jo in bewilderment, then at Gayle. "What's going on?" 
 "Nothing," Gayle said. "Your wife and I were just getting . . . acquainted." He handed her the glass and picked up the morning Times from where it lay in a chair. "Have you seen this, Miss Clarke?" 
 "No." She took it from him and looked at the front page. The headline was about the Mideast situation, the talks breaking down again. But another story just above the fold caught her eye. The headlines said "Bats Kept Coming," Says Shaken Officer. There was a shorter kicker line above it, Six Die At Parker Center. "What's this?" she said, looking up at Palatazin. 
 "Read it." He sat down in the chair and folded his hands before him. "Those men who were killed were my friends." His eyes seemed almost black. "When you're finished with that, I'd like you to look through the clippings in that box on the table." 
 Gayle read the article, feeling Jo Palatazin's gaze burning into her skull. 
 "This says a suspect in the Roach killings got away. Is that right?" Yes. 
 "A suspect? Or the Roach himself?" 
 "It was him," Palatazin said quietly. 
 "My God!" She looked up sharply. "What is this all about? What's with the crosses scrawled on your doors and windows?" 
 "In time," he said. "There's someone else coming to join us. He should be here soon." 
 "Who?" 
 "A priest from East L.A. named Silvera." 
 "A priest? What's this going to be, a confession?" Jo said coldly, "I think you're the one who has sins to confess . . ." 
 "Please," Palatazin said, and touched his wife's arm. "She's a guest in this house, and she was very kind to come." 
 Gayle opened the metal box. When she saw what the clippings were about, she felt as if she'd been kicked in the head. She looked through them for a few minutes, her hands beginning to tremble. 
 There was a knock at the door. Palatazin answered it, and Father Silvera stood there staring darkly at the crucifix painted on the front window. "Come in, Father," Palatazin said. When Silvera entered the house, he instantly caught the same odor Gayle had smelled. He recognized it as the aroma of garlic. Palatazin introduced Jo and Gayle, and Silvera sat down on the sofa. 
 "Thank you for coming, Father," Palatazin said. "I appreciate your driving all this distance. Can I get you a cup of coffee?" 
 "Yes, please. Cream and sugar." 
 "I'll get it," Jo said; she glared once more at Gayle before leaving the room. 
 "Did you bring what I asked, Father?" Palatazin asked quietly, leaning forward in his chair. 
 Silvera nodded and reached into his coat. He brought out something wrapped in white cloth and handed it to Palatazin. "Just as you asked," he said. "Now I'd like to know what you need it for, and why you called me since there are maybe thirty Catholic churches within a five-mile radius of this house." Palatazin was stripping away the white cloth. Inside was a small corked bottle holding about two ounces of clear liquid. "I called you," he said, "because I thought you would understand the . . . gravity of the situation. You were in that tenement building in East L.A. You saw the bodies being carried out. I hoped you'd-" 
 "I see," the priest said. "So that's what this is all about-your belief in vampires. That's why you've painted crosses on your doors and windows. That's why you felt you needed a vial of holy water. Mr. Palatazin, I don't wish to seem . . . condescending, but I'm afraid vampires should be the least of this city's concerns. I still don't know what was wrong with those people, but I'm sure it's strictly a medical question and not one of vampirism." He glanced at the girl beside him, who was going through some clippings from a metal box. Her eyes were glazed and she didn't even seem to realize he was sitting there. Did I break my gasoline budget for the week for this? he asked himself. 
 "I suppose you've called Mercy Hospital to check on those people?" 
 "Yes, I have." 
 "Then let me tell you what you found out. Absolutely nothing. I called Mercy this morning, and I was shuffled around from doctor to doctor until a press relations man told me no information was being given out about these cases. Is that what you were told?" 
 "Roughly," Silvera said. "But what does that prove?" 
 "This is not a matter of proof!" Palatazin said, his face flushing with sudden anger. "This is a matter of knowing! I know, Father! I've spent my entire life in their shadow, and now that shadow has fallen over this city!" Silvera nodded and rose to his feet. "If you'll excuse me, I have to get back to my parish." 
 "No! Wait, please. You can't stand there and tell me you didn't feel the presence of evil in that tenement! You're shutting your mind to it, Father! 
 You don't want to believe because you know that if you do, you'll realize how nearly hopeless this situation is and that perhaps you're not strong enough to face it!" 
 Silvera looked at him sharply. "There are many evils in this world, Mr. Palatazin. The heroin pusher, the childbeater, the homicidal maniac, the killer . . . as you well know. I think we both have enough work to do without
 . . . 
 inventing more evils." A chill suddenly rippled through him as he remembered the blood-written graffiti on the tenement walls and the strange, almost transparent eyelids of those stricken people. Can you really-logically-explain those? he asked himself. 
 Gayle was fixedly staring at Palatazin. She looked up at the priest. "Father," she said, "he's . . . he's right." 
 "What?" 
 "I've seen them. He's right. They do exist, and they're here in L.A." She told them about the Sandalwood Apartments, the figure squirming beneath the bed, the dark things in the courtyard, and her own narrow escape. When she had almost finished, her voice cracked like a thin pane of glass. "I was afraid," she said. 
 "I was . . . scared to death, so I locked myself in my apartment, and I didn't want to come out. I think I knew it would just be a matter of time before they found me . . ." She looked up. Jo was standing behind her husband, holding a cup of coffee on a tray. Gayle's eyes were wide and fearful. "They are here," Gayle told the priest. 
 Silvera's mouth had tightened; he seemed to have aged ten years in the last few minutes. He glanced over his shoulder through the window at his car. Wind stirred the trees across the street. How easy it would be to leave this house, get in the car, and drive back to East L.A., pretend he'd never heard any of this, pretend he hadn't walked into that tenement with its living corpses jammed under beds and in closets. Pretend this evil did not exist. Easy? No. He felt himself poised on the point of an irrevocable decision. Slowly he looked back into Palatazin's face. 
 "Sit down," the policeman said. "Please." Silvera took the coffee from Jo and drank most of it down in one swallow, wishing it were laced with whiskey. Jo pulled a chair up close beside her husband and sat down, as did the priest. 
 "How could you be so sure?" Silvera asked. "How did you know?" 
 "Because my . . . father is one of them," Palatazin said with an effort. "No, not my father. What used to be my father. I was born in a village called Krajeck in northern Hungary. There the people recognize and fear the vampir. They don't fully understand how the vampir comes to be, or why God allows such an evil to walk the face of the earth, but they know enough to mark their houses with crucifixes and garlic. They know that Satan gives power and unholy life to the vampir, just as God gives life to all the good things of this world. The vampir can never be satisfied. They will forever be thirsty, not only for human blood but also for land. Possessions. Power. They want to rule the earth, and I'm afraid that if this city falls, they will be well on their way to amassing an army large enough to take it. I'm not talking about three or four or fifty or even a thousand vampires, Father. I'm talking about millions of them. If Los Angeles falls to them, they will have increased their army by more than eight million. And no country on earth can withstand a force like that. You ask me how I can be so sure? I was given the ... opportunity to see them work. I know their signs, their track. I see them on the move everywhere now, and very soon they'll attack in earnest, going from house to house, street to street, all across L.A. 
 Krajeck fell to them when I was a child, and I've seen the same things happening here that prefaced that terrible night." He looked at Gayle. "That wave of vandalism in some of the cemeteries, for instance. The vampir needed native soil. They must sleep secure from all sunlight when the transformation from corpse to living dead is complete-" 
 "Just a minute," Silvera interrupted. "What do you mean by 'transformation'?" 
 "The creatures we saw in that barrio tenement were neither corpses nor vampir" Palatazin said. "They'd been bitten and drained and protected from the light as much as possible, though in that transitory stage I don't think the sun is as painful to them as it is later. When the last of their humanity dies within them, they awaken. Some sooner than others, I think. And they awaken thirsty. When they drink their first blood . . . then they're complete." He glanced over at Gayleagain, then back to the priest. "Somewhere in this city, somewhere close to their Master, they must be hiding by the hundreds. It would have to be somewhere secure from both sunlight and intruders. I think it's probably in an abandoned building . . . possibly a warehouse or factory. Someone would have to lock them ' away at dawn and return to let them out at dusk . . ." 
 "A human?" Gayle asked. 
 "Yes. I don't know what part Roach-Walter Benefield-plays in this, but he could be the human pawn used by the vampir king." 
 "The king?" Silvera's eyes narrowed. "You mentioned something about a master. Is that the same thing?" 
 Palatazin nodded. "The vampires see their master-their king or maker or whatever you choose to call it-as a kind of savior figure. He commands their respect and loyalty, and they will do whatever he says." 
 "All right." Silvera shrugged. "Supposing I believe all this about vampires and caskets and kings. How can you be so certain they're being commanded by anyone? 
 Couldn't they exist without a leader?" 
 "This is simply my opinion," Palatazin said, "but I think they need a strong guiding hand, an intelligence to lead the collective body. If the vampire king is destroyed and there's no one able to take his place, the resulting confusion might cause them to fight among themselves or to make mistakes. They might stray too far from their hiding places, for instance, and the sun might catch them out in the open. I don't know. But I want you to think about this: If the vampires feed just once every night-creating others of their kind by totally draining them and instilling that terrible hunger-then they're doubling in number every twenty-four hours. Some of them may feed three or four times in a single night. 
 Again, I don't know. I'm speaking from things I've read and from the legends of my homeland. But of one thing I am certain-if we hope to stop them, we must destroy the king." 
 There was a long moment of silence in which they could hear the wind hooting around the house. Gayle peered uneasily out the window at the scudding gray clouds. 
 "Destroy," Silvera whispered. His throat felt dry, and he couldn't think beyond the memory of that graffiti in the alleyway just outside his window-Follow The Master. "How?" 
 "I'm not sure," Palatazin said grimly. "I can only suggest the methods used in Hungary, stakes and decapitation. The stake must pierce the heart, and decapitation both rids the vampire of his hypnotic gaze and . . . prevents regeneration." 
 "Regeneration?" Gayle asked sharply. "I thought they were like . . . ghosts or something." 
 "No. Unfortunately, they're very solid. They can be wounded, but if they haven't fed for a while, they won't bleed because evidently the blood is absorbed quickly into the tissues except for a reservoir within the heart. When they've just fed, their victim's blood would seem to circulate through the veins, and in that case they'll bleed until their regeneration ability heals the wound. I don't know whether they all have that power or not. I remember ... in Krajeck, when my father touched me after he'd come back from Mount Jaeger. He was so ... 
 terribly cold. I think human blood warms them, keeps them supple and young in a way we can't understand. Whatever it is, it's the devil's work. Hungarian tradition suggests that they fear fire as well, and their eyes may be their weakest point. Blinding them would make them momentarily helpless, though whatever other senses they might have I dare not imagine." 
 "You talk about them as if they're another race altogether," Silvera said. 
 "They are. Their powers are superior to ours. They can move faster, and they're stronger as well. They can live forever as long as they can feed on human blood." He looked from Silvera to Gayle and back again. "God made mankind," he said. "And Satan made the vampir." Silvera leaned back. He was working the knuckles of his hands, aware of the spreading numbness. 
 "Please believe me," Palatazin said. "I know they're here." 
 "It's all so ... strange. I mean, people have learned to scoff at such things. Anyone in this day and age who says he believes in vampires is, forgive me, considered insane . . ." 
 "The world may change, Father. But you and I both know that Evil remains constant. I think that for many years the vampir have worked quietly in this country, taking a village here, a town there. All very quietly. Now they want much more, and they feel strong enough to reveal their existence to the world, knowing it will soon be too late for us to fight back." 
 "Fight back," the priest repeated, his brow furrowing. "How do we? If you're right-and I'm not ready to say you are-what do we do?" 
 "We find the vampire king," Palatazin said. "And we do it quickly." 
 "Jesus!" Gayle whispered. 
 Palatazin's gaze darkened. "I think I know where their master may be hiding. There's a castle up in the Hollywood Hills somewhere that once belonged to a horror-film actor named Kronsteen. He had the thing brought over from Hungary, and I imagine the vampire king would find it to his liking." 
 "Orion Kronsteen?" Gayle said. "I remember reading about his murder, back in the early seventies, wasn't it? My boyfriend Jack-" She stopped herself, her face going pale. "A ... guy I used to go with was ... a documentary filmmaker. He wanted to do a film on the homes of old movie stars, and I think he mentioned something about that castle. It's supposed to stand on top of a cliff, isn't it? 
 I think Jack . . . my friend said he drove up there a few years ago. He may have spent the night, knowing him . . ." She smiled painfully, her eyes clouding over. Which surprised her, because up until that moment she'd never really admitted to herself that she cared anything for him. Her smile began to slip. 
 Too late now, kid, she told herself. No amount of caring would change him back from what he became. 
 "Kronsteen's castle," Palatazin said. "That's where I have to go, though God knows I don't want to. If there was any other way ... but there's not. So now I have to ask you the question, Father. Will you go with me?" Silvera tensed. An avalanche of thoughts began to tumble through his brain, gathering force and speed. I'm not ready to believe this but-Madre de Dios-what if it's true? I've got to tell the people in my parish, I've got to help them get to safety. How can I make them understand? Stakes, caskets, vampires hiding in a castle? Surely this is some kind of wild nightmare! Help him. You should do as he asks. No, my parish comes first, I'm dying. I need time, so much time. 
 What should I do? I don't want to die. Oh, God, I don't want to ... 
 "I would like to go today," Palatazin said, "while there's still light. If you choose not to go, then I have another thing to ask of you. But in any event, I'll understand your decision." 
 Silvera realized the palms of his hands were cold with sweat. What if this man is right? he asked himself. I've never been afraid of anything, never! No, he heard the calm voice echo at the back of his brain. No. You're afraid of dying before your time. You're afraid of that cold, dark place where God is going to send you because you've done nothing for Him in this world but chase some dope pushers and squeeze a few hands because that was expected of you. You weren't called to the priesthood; you drifted into it after everything else in your life went bad. So what is it going to be? I... I'm going to have to say no," he said, trying to keep his hands from shaking. "I have the people of my parish to think of. If you're right, I'll have to find some way to ... protect them. I'm sorry." 
 Palatazin looked at him in silence for a moment, then nodded. "All right." He stood up, opened the closet door, and brought out a cardboard box filled with short wooden stakes. "I bought these this morning," Palatazin said. "Ash stakes, two feet long. There are two dozen. I also bought a good strong hammer. I don't know if I'll ever get to use them, but... I'd like you to say some words for me. 
 Just... whatever you can. Will you do that?" 
 "Yes. Of course." Silvera stared at the cardboard box. Then he said, "I'll pray for you." Palatazin nodded, clasped his hands together, and closed his eyes. 
 Silvera bent his head and began to pray out loud, asking God to guide Palatazin's steps and to shield him from danger. But as he was praying, he was writhing inside. He felt as if his soul were shrinking, and very soon there would be nothing left at all. He suddenly thought of himself years ago, a punk kid in the drunk tank at the police station in Puerto Grande, a cramped place with obscene drawings on the walls and puddles of urine on the floor. He and two friends had been thrown in there, stinking drunk on tequila, after a fight with some sailors at the Navegar Club down on the docks. The sailors went to the hospital. 
 But there'd been another man in with them, an old man in tattered, dirty clothes with scabs all over his face. He had moaned for most of the night, twisting and turning in his bunk as if fighting off something that was coming down from the ceiling to smother him. Toward morning Silvera, a brash teenager with needle marks on his arms and a hunger for violence, realized the old man was dying. 
 He'd sat on the floor, one of his eyes black and swollen and several teeth loose, watching that old man fight death. It was a brave struggle but a hideous mismatch. Silvera had found himself wondering where that man had been, what he had seen of the world, who he'd loved, and what he'd done. Across the cell Silvera's friends slept, snoring like young bulls. He'd crept closer to that bunk, listening to the old man's hoarse mutterings as if they were radio transmissions from another world. ". . . he knows he should pay me that money, all of it like I asked . . . what am I gonna do? . . . sure, sure, amigo, you and me gonna tear this port apart . . . now, that Giselle is a fine piece of ass, take your money and give you the best... the best... ohhhhh shit, that stuffll fuck your head up ... said I was gonna kill that bastard .. 
 . 
 dolphins. I love to watch them dolphins when they come flying up from the water . . . anchor's fucked up, won't hold a rowboat . . . WATCH THAT CABLE, 





DAMN IT! 
 ... one more drink, amigo, that's all I'm asking . . ." Just before dawn the old man had opened his eyes and turned his head to look at the boy sitting beside him. He'd stared at Silvera for a long time with the whiskey-swollen slits he had for eyes. He coughed several times violently, and Silvera saw the flecks of blood on his lips. The old man had reached out and gripped his hand with a leathery, four-fingered paw. 
 "Padre," the old man had whispered. "Help me . . . make it easy for me . . . please . . ." 
 "I ... ain't a priest," he'd said. The grip had tightened. 
 "Padre . . . I'm a sinner ... I don't want to die!" A tear squeezed from one eye and trickled down through the dark folds of his face. "Help me . . ." 
 "How? I can't ... do anything." 
 "Yes, you can. You can. Say something for me . . . some words . . ." The man's grip was about to crush Silvera's hand. His eyes glistened, but the spark of life within was rapidly dying. "Please," the old man whispered. Me pray to God? the boy had asked himself. Shit, that's a laugh! Me on my knees like a peon, simpering and crying? But the old guy was almost dead, he was drying up right there, so maybe he should at least try. But how to do it? What to say? 
 "Uh, God," he said softly, "this man . . . uh, what's your name?" 
 "Gulf Star," he whispered, ". . . sailed on the Gulf Star . . ." 
 "Uh, yeah. God, this man sailed on the Gulf Star and I ... guess he's a pretty good man." His knuckles cracked under the pressure of the man's grasp. "I don't know anything about him, but he's . . . uh, sick and he wanted me to say some words for him. I don't know if I'm doing this right or not, or if You're able to hear me. This man is really in bad shape, God, and I think he's going to ... 
 awwww, this is a lousy place for any man to be. A lousy place to die, God. Shit, what am I doing talking to myself!" 
 "Go on . . ." the man insisted. "Please, padre." 
 "I told you I ain't no fuckin' priest!" he said sharply, but he knew the man hadn't heard. He was smiling, muttering some kind of prayer over and over again. 
 "Okay," Silvera went on, looking at the ceiling. "If this man's got to die in this place, make it easy for him, God. I mean, don't let him suffer or anything like that, all right? Just ... lay him down easy." He looked down at the old man. "That's all. I don't know anything else to say." The old man was silent. 
 From across the cell his friend Chico lifted his head. "Hey, Ramon? Who you talkin' to, man?" 
 Father Silvera finished his prayer for Palatazin and then crossed himself. "I hope you're wrong," he told the cop. "But if you're not, God go with you." 
 "And with you," Palatazin said quietly. He got up, opened the door for the priest, and watched as Silvera walked to his Rambler. Silvera did not look back, and Palatazin noticed that he was trembling. He heard the rush of wind along the street and saw Silvera's coat flutter. The sky looked strange, pregnant with storm clouds. He'd never seen the sky over L.A. like that before. 
 Silvera was almost knocked down by the wind. He felt sharp grit strike his face and, as he climbed into his car, he noticed the residue of sand along the bottom of his windshield. He turned the key in the ignition and drove away, speared by shame. 
 Palatazin closed the door. "I have to go, Miss Clarke," he said, turning to Gayle. "Will you write the story for me?" 
 "Yes," she said as she got to her feet. "But I'd like to go with you." 
 "Why?" he asked her. "If Father Silvera wouldn't go, why should you?" 
 "Let's say a ... combination of professional and personal interests and leave it at that." 
 "No," Jo said suddenly. "If anyone is going to go with you, it must be me." 
 "You're staying here," he told her. He glanced at his wristwatch. "It's almost four. We'll have to hurry, Miss Clarke. Did your friend ever tell you how he got up to Kronsteen's castle?" 
 "Not exactly, but I remember something about Outpost Drive." 
 "We could lose more than an hour trying to find the way," Palatazin said grimly. 
 "If we're there when the sun goes down-" 
 Jo said, "You didn't hear me, did you? I said I was going. Whatever happens to you happens to me-" 
 "Don't be foolish, Jo!" 
 "Foolish? I'm not staying in this house by myself! If you want to argue about it and waste more time, then that suits me fine, too." She stared at him, her eyes defiant and sure. 
 He met her gaze, then reached for her hand. "Gypsies!" he said with mock disgust. "You had to come from a family of them! All right. We'll have to hurry. 
 But I warn both of you-this is not for the weak-hearted. Or the weak-stomached. 
 When 1 ask for your help, you'll have to give it. There'll be no time for squeamishness. Understood?" 
 "Understood," Jo agreed. 
 "All right then." He leaned over and hefted the cardboard box full of stakes. 
 "Let's go." 
 NINE
 The Hell's Hole Hilton was trembling. Boards squealed as the wind, which had risen to almost forty miles an hour in the last thirty minutes, swept across the mountains from the east. The glass rattled in the window frame, and Bob Lampley could see handfuls of sand hitting it like buckshot. The eastern sky was veined with gold and gray, the clouds swirling together and breaking apart like fast-moving armies. Lampley felt his heart hammering. The wind-speed indicator was still climbing, passing forty now and rising to forty-two. The Hilton seemed to lurch suddenly on its rock and concrete base. Jesus! Lampley thought, his brain buzzing. This whole place is going to give if the winds keep building! 
 He'd made his last call to National less than an hour before. L.A. was getting twenty-five and thirty-five-an-hour winds all the way from the San Fernando Valley south to Long Beach, and blowing sand had even been reported in Beverly Hills. The National Weather forecasters were going crazy trying to figure out what had kicked up this storm. It had started right in the middle of the Mojave and seemed to be moving in a direct line toward Los Angeles. The black telephone rang. Lampley picked it up, trying to make out the tinny voice on the other end over the cracklings of electrical interference. Hal from Twenty-nine Palms was saying something about radar. 
 "What is it?" Lampley shouted. "I can't hear you, Hal!" The message was repeated, but Lampley could grasp only fragments ". . . wind speed is up to
 ... 
 emergency procedure . . . watch your radar!" Wood cracked, the sound loud in Lampley's ear. Hal's voice was frantic, and it scared the shit out of Lampley. Radar? he thought. What the hell's he talking about? He glanced quickly at the sky and saw the undulating golden tendrils of sand whipping through the higher pines. He saw a tree branch crack and go tumbling away. The sand was beginning to build like a snowfall, covering every crevice of bare rock. "Hal!" he yelled. 
 "What's your wind speed down there?" 
 The answer was a high, shrieking garble that was cut off in mid-sentence. The phone shrilled and crackled like mad laughter. Lines down, Lampley figured. That's it, sure. Lines down between here and Twentynine Palms. The Hilton lurched again, and now he seemed to be able to taste sand as it found its way through the chinks between the boards. Better get my little ass out of here before this whole damned place caves in! He checked his wind-speed indicator again. Forty-eight. The pressure gauge was going crazy, too. It would fall fast and rise, again and again. Right now it was taking a long, terrible tumble. He went quickly to the red phone and plucked it off the wall. He could hear the tones clicking like a combination lock. Then a familiar voice garbled slightly by static said, "National Weather, L.A." 
 "Eddie? This is Bob Lampley at . . ." And then he couldn't find his voice because he'd glanced down at the radar screen. 
 It was showing something that he just couldn't believe, as intensely as he examined it. The screen indicated a huge mass coming up from the east, bigger than anything Lampley had ever seen before. It seemed to be ... rolling. 
 "What's that?" he said, his voice choked with fear. "What's that?" 
 "Bob? What . . . you . . . showing?" Static crackled and squealed. Lampley dropped the phone and leaned over the radar screen. Whatever it was, it stretched for miles. His eyes almost bugged out of their sockets. His panic was complete when he saw the barometer hit rock bottom and hang there. The wind had stopped. He could hear the Hilton resettling, like broken bones meshing again. 
 He stepped to the window and looked out. 
 Very high up the clouds were still racing. The light had turned a murky gold, the color of piss after an all-night drunk. Around the Hilton the trees were so still they could've been painted against the stone. A vacuum, he thought, it's as still as a vacuum out there. He glanced back at the mass on the radar screen and froze with the realization that something huge was sweeping in to fill that vacuum. 
 Lampley looked back out the window. 
 "Oh ... my God . . ." he whimpered. 
 He could see it now, filling up the whole eastern horizon, churning and rolling and thrashing but still terribly silent. It was the Lucifer of sandstorms, a troubled monster of nature. Lampley couldn't see the ends of it at the north and south, but the radar indicated it was at least thirty miles thick. Lampley, his brain clutching at the edge of rational thought, estimated its speed at between forty and fifty miles an hour. It seemed as large as the Mojave itself, now screaming toward him on tortured winds with the mingled colors of white, gray, and yellow. 
 He stood transfixed as the thing rolled forward. In another moment he could hear a faint, terrible hissing. 
 The sound of bark and leaves being stripped from trees. In the wake of that storm, he knew, the earth would be skeletal. 
 Sand spattered against the window, streaming down to the sill with little rattlesnake hisses. Off to the right he saw the ranger tower consumed, as if into the maw of a grinning yellow beast. He backed away from the window, bumped into the desk and knocked the pictures of his wife and child onto the floor. He caught a glimpse of the barometer; its needle was quickly rising. Then he was gripping the red phone again, placing the receiver to his ear. The line squealed with scrambled circuits. 
 Lampley looked back over his shoulder and saw with growing horror the storm about to descend upon the Hilton. There was no time to waste. He ran out the door into a hot and dry atmosphere-the breathable air thinned to a gasp-and out the fence toward his green International Scout. Sand ground beneath his boots and spun past him in dust-devil spirals twice as tall as himself. There was a light sheen of sand on the Scout, covering his windshield. He was six feet away from the door when he heard a thunderous freight-train roar and felt the first stinging lash of heavy sand. It whipped into his eyes, blinding him, and as he opened his mouth to cry out in pain, the sand was sucked into his lungs. He felt the hot weight of the storm pressing close, closer, closer. As he groped wildly for the door's handle, a furnace-blast of wind hit him, slamming him to his back. A yellow shadow fell upon him, and as he screamed with the agony of sand flailing the skin off his body, a torrent of sand filled his mouth and eyes and nostrils, choking him to death in less than a minute. The Hilton, all its white paint scraped off to bare wood, sagged and caved in under the next barrage of winds. Lampley's Scout was reduced to scarred metal. 
 The storm churned on toward Los Angeles, leaving the mountains little more than sand-heaped piles of bare rock. Like the vampires it was meant to shield, the storm was ravenous. 
 TEN
 Outside his house on Charing Cross Road, Wes Richer was throwing suitcases into the trunk of his silver-blue Mercedes. He was aware of the building winds and the occasional sting of sand on his cheek, but time was his primary concern. He and Solange had to catch a Delta jet to Las Vegas at four-fifty. They'd spent most of the day in police stations or being shuttled back and forth between them. Jane Dunne had cursed like a sailor when she was informed by the police that she couldn't leave L.A. yet, then asked if she would be so kind as to stop fighting the cops who were attempting to lift her out of the wheelchair and into their prowl car? Wes and Solange had seen her briefly at midmorning, being wheeled along a corridor at the Beverly Hills police station, loudly demanding a drink. Wes figured her brain was so scorched she wasn't even frightened of what might happen to her if she found herself face-to-face with vampires again. 
 Wes and Solange had been taken into separate rooms at the Beverly Hills station and were patiently questioned by a couple of solid cops who tried to make them realize the difference between real vampires-ha-ha-and kids who might belong to some kind of weird vampire cult. Wes's interrogator was a chunky officer named Riccarda, who chained-smoked Salems and kept saying, 
 "Fangs? You're trying to tell me you really saw fangs, Wes? Well, you're a comic, right?" But Wes thought the cop believed him because he seemed to be just going through the motions and his eyes did look scared. Wes had seen a few people walking around the corridor in pajamas, robes, and slippers; they seemed shell-shocked, their eyes unfocused and blank. When Wes started asking one of them some questions, Riccarda came over and guided him away. There were a few reporters running around, too, and one of them got a picture of Wes before the film was yanked out of his camera. The rest of the newsmen were herded into a room, and that was the last Wes saw of them. Then Wes and Solange were put in a van with some more people and shuttled over to Parker Center, where they were slipped in through a rear entrance. In the elevator a young girl from Beverly Hills suddenly began babbling about a Camaro that her mother had bought her and how she and her mother were going to fly down to Acapulco. But as she talked, her face grew paler and her voice higher until she was almost shrieking about how her mother had come home last night with her new boyfriend, Dave, and how Dave had said he wanted to kiss her good night. 
 Then she'd seen the fangs, and her mother's face had been fish-belly white, the dark eyes gleaming. She had run out of the house and just kept on running. When the elevator doors opened, two cops took the girl away into a room where Wes could still hear her screaming. 
 Wes and Solange were left in a room together, and finally another cop came in to ask them basically the same questions they'd been asked in Beverly Hills. At the end of an hour, the cop, who looked like he could take on three or four Marines with no sweat, stood up from his chair and leaned over toward Wes. 
 "You saw what were members of a vampire cult, didn't you, Mr. Richer?" he said quietly, but his voice was not very steady, and the lines in his forehead had deepened into trenches. 
 "We both know what we saw," Wes told him. "What's with this cult bullshit?" 
 "You saw kids who were dressed up as vampires, didn't you?" the cop said. 
 "Like I said, a cult. That's what you saw. Isn't it?" 
 "Shit," Wes muttered. "Okay, okay. A cult, for Christ's sake! Now can we get out of here?" 
 The cop didn't reply for a while, but then he said simply, "I'll have an officer drive you home." And that was it. 
 Cult my ass, Wes thought as he slammed down the trunk. I know what I saw, and by God I'm getting us out of this town right now! What's taking Solange so long to get ready for Christ's sake? He was exhausted, but there would be time to grab some sleep on the plane. He was afraid of the nightmares he knew he was going to have for a long time to come-the way that vampiric ambulance attendant had grinned, those fangs glistening, and Jimmy's agonized scream piercing the night. 
 He couldn't think of those things without feeling a little insane. He looked at his Rolex. It was almost four-fifteen. 
 "Damn it, Solange!" he said, and started walking back to the house. She stepped out the front door then, wearing a long white coat with a hood. She locked the door, glanced up at the sky, and hurried to the car. "What's the problem?" he asked her as she slipped into the passenger seat. "We're going to miss the plane." 
 "No, we won't," she said. "Where's all this sand coming from?" 
 "Who knows?" He slid behind the wheel, started the engine, and backed down the driveway. He drove up to Sunset and turned west to pick up the San Diego Freeway. Occasional blasts of wind rocked the car, and Wes had to use the windshield wipers several times to clear away the sand. 
 "I was making something for you," Solange said after they'd left Bel Air. She reached into a pocket and brought out a little ball of something wrapped in tissue paper and tied with a rubber band. Wes caught the sharp odor of garlic. 
 "What is it?" he asked, taking it in the palm of his hand and sniffing it. 
 "A resguardo. A good-luck talisman to keep away evil. It hasn't been dipped into holy water or blessed at seven churches so it won't be as powerful as it should be. You must keep it in a pocket, always." 
 Wes glanced at her, then looked back at the thing again. A few days ago he would've laughed at something like this. Now things were different, the spirits and amulets and Solange's spells didn't seem so far-fetched. In fact, he felt relieved to have her with him. "What's in it?" 
 "Garlic. Yerbabuena, perejil, and a touch of camphor." She squinted as more sand hit the windshield in front of her face. "I had to make it quickly so I don't know how long its positive influences will last. Don't lose it." He nodded and slipped it into his jacket. "How about yours?" he asked her, and when she remained silent, he said, "You did make one for yourself, didn't you?" 
 "No. There wasn't time." 
 "Keep this one then." He started to dig it out, but she stopped him with a slight grip on his wrist. "No," she said, "That one won't work for me. It has a few strands of your hair in it. Watch where you're going." Wes looked back to the boulevard and swerved away from the center line as" a Porsche swept past, horn blaring. He reached the freeway ramp and turned up onto it, heading south toward the airport. The sky was a strange, dark gold color with grayish-gold clouds racing from the east. Wes couldn't even tell where the sun was, and most of the cars on the freeway had already switched on their headlights. He heard a Bugs Bunny voice within him say, Uhhhhh, ya wanna know what's up, doc? Doooomsday! 
 He increased his speed, whipping around slower cars. Wind hit the Mercedes and pushed it several feet to the right. He had to fight the wheel for a minute to steady the car. As they passed over West L.A. they could see spirals of sand dancing ahead and sheets of it being blown across the freeway. Solange's heart was pounding. She sensed something dark at workman unexpected hand that had tipped the balance of power in favor of the vampires. Not much time left, she thought suddenly. 
 He put a hand on her thigh. "We're going to be fine," he told her. "We'll get ourselves a room at the Sands and lay out in the sun for about a week." 
 "What's going to happen to these people?" she asked quietly. "The ones who can't get out?" 
 He pretended not to hear her. "I've got some friends at the Sands. Maybe I can work up a show two or three nights a week. Yeah, that would be great. Just a nice light show to keep the gamblers happy. I wouldn't even have to work very hard . .." 
 "Wes," Solange repeated. "What is going to happen to these people?" He didn't answer for a moment. "I don't know," he said. "I just know I want us to get far away from here . . ." 
 "How will we know if anyplace is ever far enough away?" He didn't answer, couldn't answer. He pressed his foot farther down on the accelerator. 
 Wes took the ramp that swung traffic off toward LAX and almost immediately found himself in a jam of cars, vans, cabs, and buses. With horns blowing, the traffic slowly inched forward toward the main terminal. Wes hammered the steering wheel in his impatience as Solange watched the residue of sand slowly growing at the bottom of the windshield. Up ahead there were a couple of cops in orange slickers trying to direct traffic and at the same time keep their balance against the wind. As Wes neared them, he thought he heard one of the cops shout something like "All flights grounded," but he couldn't be sure. He rolled down his window and instantly caught grit in his eyes. He rolled the window back up to a slit and shouted frantically to the nearest cop. "Hey! 
 Aren't the planes flying?" 
 "You kidding, man?" The officer kept his hand up in front of his face to shield his eyes and nose. "They can't even get off the ground in this!" 
 "Shit!" Wes muttered, and started looking for a way to get out of the airport lane. He pounded the horn and slid in front of a bus, trying to edge out before he was caught in the vortex of traffic that swirled in a circle in front of the terminal. He hit the horn again as a black limo squeezed past, scraping paint off his side of the car; he caught a glimpse of a man in the rear seat, whose eyes were wide with terror. Wes swerved in front of a cab, hearing the wail of brakes and the responding discordant chorus and blaring horns. Then the Mercedes was climbing up and over a concrete median strip, almost slamming into a mad pack of cars racing back from the airport. Wes heard one of the cops shout something at him, but he sank his foot to the floor, heading north again back toward the San Diego Freeway. 
 "Where are you going?" Solange said. "Maybe we should just wait at the airport for the weather to clear." 
 "And when might that be? Damn it, where'd this storm come from?" He switched on the windshield wipers to clear away the sand; the glass was pocked and scratched in long arcs. He could see tiny glints of bare metal showing through the paint on the hood. "A sandstorm? Christ!" He took the freeway ramp at fifty, tires screeching. Another blast of wind hit the car, almost wrenching the wheel loose from Wes's grip. The sky had turned amber. Oh, God, he thought, night's coming fast! "We're driving to Vegas," he said, trying to picture the serpentine twistings of the L.A. freeway system in his mind:
 Veer off onto the Santa Monica Freeway, curve north through the downtown district to the San Bernardino Freeway across East L.A. and Monterey Park, Interstate 15 out past Ontario. He'd drive to Vegas as if they were being chased by all the demons of hell. Even Vegas might not be far enough away. Maybe they should just keep driving east and never look back. Solange turned on the radio and searched for a station that wasn't drowned out by static. At the far end of the dial, she caught the faint sound of a newscaster's voice. "Today the President announced . . . gas rationing . . . members of Congress ... denied ... Los Angeles businessman ... found guilty
 ... 
 the tremors were felt as far as Sacramento . . . and registered four on the open-ended . . . the National Weather Service advises . . ." 
 "Turn that up," Wes said. 
 Solange did, but the crackle of static was overpowering. "... traveler's warnings extend as far north as Lancaster-Palmdale and to the south as... Weather Services advises all drivers . . ." Static squealed and chuckled, then the station was gone. 
 The Mercedes was rocketing through downtown L.A. Solange saw that the tops of several of the taller buildings-the Union Bank, the twin black Bank of America monoliths, the silver cylinders of the Bonaventure Hotel, the looming Arco Plaza-were shrouded in a shimmering golden mist. Sand was being blown in sheets back and forth ahead of them across the freeway; wind roared past the car. When she looked at Wes, she saw a slight sheen of sweat clinging to his face. He glanced at her and smiled grimly. "We'll be fine," he said, "as soon as we make it to Interstate 15 and start heading through the mountains. They'll cut this wind down to a . . ." 
 His eyes riveted on something in the road, and he slammed on the brakes. There were three cars locked together in the middle of the freeway. He felt the Mercedes begin to slip to the left and realized with a start of terror that the sand had covered the highway like ice. He quickly turned into the skid. The tangle of wrecked cars loomed up ahead, one of them with a red taillight still blinking. As the Mercedes swept past them, still skidding, Wes heard the loud grinding of metal, and the car pitched sideways, but then they were in the clear, and the car snapped itself steady. He increased the wiper speed, but now he could barely see where he was going. On the right side of the freeway, a car had smacked into the guardrail, and Solange thought she saw a body hanging out of the driver's door. But then they passed, and she didn't look back. 
 Not much time left, she thought. And went cold. 
 They crossed the sand-glutted ditch of the Los Angeles River and began to pass over the crowded houses and buildings of Boyle Heights. Wes switched on the air-conditioner because the temperature had risen sharply in the last five minutes. The air was stifling, and it was hard to draw a breath without tasting grit. They passed an overturned car that was burning fiercely, the flames fanned by the sweeping wind. 
 And then a dark brown cloud that seemed to shake the earth with its fury filled the sky, rolling forward like the dust kicked up from the heels of an advancing army. It engulfed the Mercedes, completely blinding them and smothering the windshield with sand. The wipers died under its weight. Wes cried out and steered the car to the right, his heart hammering. A pair of headlights came flying from his rearview mirror, and then a car spun around and around in front of them and disappeared into the dense curtain of sand. 
 "I can't see, I can't see!" Wes shouted. "We're going to have to pull off and stop, but Jesus Christ, I don't even know where I am!" He tried to graze the right guardrail, but he couldn't even find it. The engine coughed and stuttered. 
 "Oh, Jesus," Wes whispered. "Don't go out on me now! Don't!" Coughed again. He stared at the lurching rpms on his dash gauge. "Got enough sand in the engine to choke a fucking camel!" he said. He pumped the accelerator as the Mercedes gave a last gasp and went dead. It rolled perhaps ten yards and then stopped. Wes squeezed the steering wheel until his knuckles cracked. "No!" he said. 
 "NO!" 
 With the end of the air-conditioner, the air had instantly become as stale as the inside of a desert tomb. Wes turned on the ignition but the air that came through the vents was searing-it seemed to be sucking oxygen out instead of letting it in. Wes wiped his face with the back of his hand and stared at the shining beads of sweat. "So," he said quietly. "Here we sit." They were silent for a long while, listening to the taunts of the storm and the dry rasp of sand on metal. 
 "What time is it?" Solange finally asked. 
 He was afraid to look at his watch. "Almost five," he said. "Maybe later." 
 "It's going to be dark soon . . ." 
 "I KNOW THAT!" Wes said sharply, and was instantly ashamed. Solange looked quickly away from him out the window, but she couldn't see anything because the currents of sand were too thick. Wes switched on his emergency blinkers and prayed to God that any car coming up behind them would see the lights in time. 
 The soft click click click sounded like a sepulchral metronome, ticking away the few breaths of air they had left. Wes could see Solange's profile-delicate, stoic, said, "I'm sorry," he said softly. She nodded but didn't look at him. 
 Hardy to Laurel: This is another fine mess you've got us into! Wes felt a grim smile spread across his face, but it faded quickly. The car was still shuddering under riptides of wind, and now the windshield was almost completely covered. 
 Wes could taste sand every time he inhaled; it gritted between his teeth. "We can't just sit here and . . ." He let his voice trail off. "We can't. But, Jesus! How long would we last out there?" 
 "Not very long," Solange said quietly. 
 "Yeah." He glanced at her and then away. "I guess those sheikhs who bought houses up in Beverly Hills feel right at home in this, huh? They can just open up their two-camel garages and hit the trail. If they can find the trail. Hmmm. 
 I could do some material on that-a nice five-or six-minute bit about Arabs buying up Beverly Hills. I can see the signs on Rodeo Drive-Chez Saudi, serving camel burgers around the clock. If you can't eat 'em, we'll sew you a nice coat... oh, shit." He'd suddenly gone very pale; he'd felt the presence of Death every time he took a shallow breath and sucked more grit into his lungs. He gripped the door handle and barely managed to stop himself before flinging it open. Uh-uh, he told himself, No way. I sure as hell don't want to die, but I'd rather go slow than fast any old day. He forced himself to release his grip and sit back. 
 "I haven't been very good to you, have I?" 
 She said nothing. 
 "I'm a taker," he said, "just like all the rest of them. Shark, barracuda, piranha ... all those predatory-fish metaphors apply. I think I just wear a slightly better mask than most of them. Mine doesn't slip often because wearing a mask is what I do for a living. It has slipped, though, and I don't like what lies under it. Maybe the cops'll be along pretty soon. Maybe we can get towed out of this mess, huh?" 
 Solange looked at him. There were tears in her eyes. "I've seen behind your mask. There's a Bantu saying: You are what you are when you awaken. Before you open your eyes, before you swim up out of sleep, that's the real person. Many mornings I've watched you, and I've seen you curl uplike a little boy needing protection or love or just . . . warmth. I think that's all you ever really needed. But you mistrust it. You push it away and look for it somewhere else, and so you never really find it at all." 
 He grunted and came up with a line from "Sheer Luck." "Elementary, Dr. Batson. Deucedly clever, what? Shit! This fucking storm's not going to stop. I've never seen so much sand without a bottle of Coppertone in my hand and a transistor radio beside the chair." He told himself to start taking shallower breaths, maybe then she could get more air that way. "That's where I'd like to be right now. The beach at Acapulco. How'd you like that?" 
 "It would be ... very nice." 
 "Damn straight. That's what we'll do when we get towed in. We'll make reservations at the Royal Aztec . . ." He stopped speaking as the car shuddered again. 
 "You're the best of them all," Solange said. "No one was ever any better to me than you are. I will take care of you-if I can." Then she hugged herself close to him, and he held her very tightly. He kissed her forehead, tasting her honey-pepper flavor, then listening to the moaning winds. He was starting to strain his breath through his teeth. 
 And around the stranded car the wind whispered like the voice of a little girl in a dream Wes had had a couple of nights ago. Come out. Come outside and play with me. Come out, come out . . . 
 ... or I'll come in ... 





ELEVEN
 Palatazin brought the Falcon to a halt. "Wait a minute," he said, staring up through the windshield; the wipers were turned to full-speed, the headlights on bright. "I thought I saw something." What he thought he'd seen was a huge dark shape up there amidst the rocks and trees through a quick break in the swirling amber clouds. Now there was nothing, just sand spinning against the glass. 
 "What was it?" Gayle leaned forward from the back seat. "The castle?" 
 "I'm not sure. I just saw it for a second before the clouds closed up. I couldn't tell very much except that it was big and way up on the mountain. It might've been a couple of miles from here, I don't know. Wait! There!" He pointed. The clouds had broken again, and for an instant they all could see it quite clearly, its high turrets standing against a darkening gold sky. From this distance it looked to Palatazin much like the ruins atop Mount Jaegar. Yes, he thought. That's the place. That's where he's hiding. At that height the vampire king would have an unobstructed panorama of L.A.; he could gloat as the lights went out in house after house. The castle looked as sturdy and impregnable as any fortress Palatazin had ever seen in the mountains of Hungary. Seeing it was one thing, he thought, reaching it was quite another thing entirely. The cold knot of tension that had formed in his stomach suddenly expanded, sending out chill tendrils into his arms and legs. He felt pitifully weak and frightened out of his wits. 
 "The wind's getting worse," Jo said in a tight, strained voice. 
 "Yes, I know." Sand had been spinning across the road for fifteen minutes now, and Palatazin could see piles of it collecting in pockets between rocks. Higher up the clouds tumbled over each other like great yellow dogs hearing the dinner whistle. They closed again, sealing off the Kronsteen castle. The Falcon's engine gave out a sudden wheeze and a tremble, and Palatazin revved it a couple of times. He looked at his watch and saw with horror that it was twenty minutes after five. With these thick clouds rolling in, darkness would fall within thirty minutes. The nagging thought that they would not make it to the castle in time now rang out in his brain like a clear clarion of warning. 
 "We're going to have to turn back," he said finally. There were no objections. Now the trick was finding a place to turn around. He drove on, conscious of the aged engine's sputtering. Suddenly a wall of wind came roaring through the scrub trees to the right, parting them like a comb through hair. It hit the car like a bulldozer, forcing it toward the rocky lip of the road. Palatazin fought for control. Jo screamed as the car shuddered to the left-hand shoulder and started to totter over the edge; she could see toy houses with their red roofs below and toy cars scattered on black and gold ribbons. Nothing moved down there for as far as she could see. Palatazin slammed the gearshift into first and wrenched up the parking brake. The wind roared on, carrying wild, twisting coils of sand down into Hollywood. Very carefully Palatazin put the Falcon in reverse and backed away from the edge, slowly releasing the brake. 
 "We'll have to go up to find a place to turn," he heard himself say. His voice was dry and thin. "Neither one of you should've come. I was a fool to let you." 
 He climbed farther, looking for a cut in the trees or rocks that he could back the Falcon into. The storm was steadily worsening; another quarter-mile up the terrain was completely covered with blowing sand. It reminded him of the blizzards that had roared through Krajeck, particularly the storm that had been moaning outside the night his father had come home. A thought struck him like a blow to the temple, Did the vampires have any measure of control over the weather? If they did, this freak sandstorm would be an effective way to immobilize the city's population. 
 It would cut people off from each other, keep them confined to homes or offices. 
 Planes wouldn't be flying, and the sea would be thrashed into a frenzy as well. 
 And driving? Palatazin realized they might not get down off this mountain alive. 
 If the winds didn't take them crashing over the edge, if the sand didn't choke off the engine, if darkness didn't fall too soon ... He could feel the castle crouched above them, perhaps less than a half-mile away along this twisting, sand-slick road. 
 Something huge and gray suddenly bounded up onto the hood, its snarling face pressed close to the glass. Gayle said "Jesus!" and Jo grasped Palatazin's arm. 
 The thing looked more wolf than dog, but he could see the nail-studded collar and the tags around its neck. Its thick coat was full of sand, its eyes yellow and fierce. Over the sound of the wind, Palatazin could hear its low, menacing growls. The message was obvious. Palatazin saw other dogs slinking on the road ahead-a boxer, an Irish setter, a few mutts. They all shared the same glazed expressions of ferocity. So, he thought, the vampire king has made sure his fortress is well protected. Even if we could reach the castle, we'd be mangled by these dogs when we got out of the car. When Palatazin slowly drove on, the wolf-dog howled with rage and started scratching at the glass; it snapped repeatedly, as if trying to bite Palatazin's hands on the steering wheel. In another moment he saw a space on the right large enough to turn the Falcon around in. The wolf-dog stayed crouched on the hood, its baleful eyes glowering into Palatazin's until the car was turned back down the mountain. Then it jumped off and disappeared with the rest of the pack. The Falcon chugged like a weary locomotive, winds buffeting it from all directions. Once the engine rattled and quit, and they were rolling down to Hollywood, but Palatazin kept trying the key and finally it caught again, wheezing like an old man with emphysema. He raced the darkness back toward Romaine Street, threading his way across Hollywood and Sunset boulevards-both dotted with stranded cars-and finding some streets blocked by wrecks or dunes. The Falcon crossed a deserted Santa Monica Boulevard and made it about three more blocks before it staggered and stopped dead. Palatazin tried the engine several times, but now the battery was groaning. Sand filled the engine. They were stranded almost five blocks from the house, and night was falling fast. The interior of the car was already stifling. "Can we run for it?" Gayle asked softly. 
 "I don't know. It's five blocks. Not so far maybe. Maybe too far." He looked at Jo and then quickly turned away. Sand was already covering the windshield, sealing them in. It was as if they were being buried alive. "It's a long way," he said finally. 
 "What about these other houses?" Gayle asked. "Can't we ask for shelter?" 
 "We could, yes. But do you see any lights? Any life? How do we know we won't be stepping into a nest of vampires? How do we know some other poor souls won't mistake us for vampires and try to kill us? My house is protected with the garlic and the crucifixes. These are just . . . waiting for invasion." 
 "So what do we do? Sit here and suffocate?" 
 ". . . or suffocate out there?" Palatazin pointed out. "The wind will slow us down. You'll get more sand into your lungs than air, just like this car did. Just like all these other cars did. But no. We definitely cannot stay here. The vampires won't be hampered by the storm because they don't breathe. So . . 
 ." He looked at Jo again and smiled weakly. "Shall we flip a coin?" 
 "Hell no!" Gayle said. "I'm not staying here!" Jo shook her head. "We try to make it back." 
 "All right then." Five blocks, he thought. God, what a distance! He was going to have to leave the stakes, mallet, and holy water in the trunk; there would be no way to carry them. No, he had to have the holy water at all costs. He took the keys out of the ignition and shrugged out of his coat, handing it to Jo. "Keep that up to your face," he told her. "Both of you, remember to breathe through your mouth with your teeth gritted. I'm going to get something out of the trunk. 
 When I knock on your window, Jo, I want you to step out and grasp my hand. When you touch me, knock on Miss Clarke's window, and she'll take hold of your shoulder. Then we'll start to move. I doubt if we'll be able to see very far out there. If one of us loses the others, don't move from where you are. Just keep shouting and cover your face with your hands. Okay?" They nodded. 
 He started to open the door and then stopped. The car vibrated with the force of the wind. He got the trunk key in position so he wouldn't waste precious seconds fumbling. "All right," he said. "I'm going." He sat there for a few more seconds, then he stepped out of the car. 
 A blast of oven-hot wind seemed to suck him out. He got the door closed and pulled himself along the side of the car, his lower face tucked into the crook of his left arm. He couldn't even take a fraction of a breath without sucking in sand. A crosscurrent of wind hit him behind the knees, knocking him to the ground. He began to crawl, his face flayed raw. He pulled himself around to the trunk, got the key in, and twisted. The trunk shot open. He found the cloth-wrapped vial and used the cloth to shield his mouth and nose, putting the vial in his back pocket. Then he struggled around to the other side of the car. 
 The wind and sand nearly dragged him down. 
 When he rapped on the glass, Jo stepped out and almost fell, crying out as their hands slipped. When she was ready, she knocked on the glass behind her and Gayle came out. She grasped Jo's shoulder like a vise. The short human chain started off, being whipped and shoved along the street. In another moment Palatazin felt Jo's hand grinding his fingers together, and he knew she couldn't get a breath. 
 "NOT FAR!" he shouted, instantly choking. She nodded, her slitted eyes weak and glazed. All he could see of Gayle was a faint dark shape. Jo fell. As he helped her to her feet, dark motes spun before his eyes, and he knew they were all slowly suffocating to death. They weren't going to make it; there were still three blocks to go. "COME ON!" he shouted, and pulled them toward the gray shapes on the right-hand side of the street. The shapes slowly materialized into wood-framed, two-storied houses not much different in design from his own. They were all terribly dark, and Palatazin was afraid of what they might be holding. He tripped over something that lay on the sidewalk, half-covered with sand. It was the corpse of a young man, a bullet hole in his cheek. Palatazin stared dumbly at the body for a few seconds and felt the hot waspish buzz pass his face before he heard a muffled crack! He looked up in time to see the orange flash of the second shot fired from an upstairs window in the house that stood before him. The corpse at his feet shuddered. A man's voice rose to a frenzied wail, "Get away, ye heathen things of Satan! God Almighty shall strike you DEAD! And DEAD! And DEAD!" Palatazin pulled Jo after him, running toward the next house. The front door, its paint scoured down to the bare wood, was closed but unlocked. Palatazin plunged inside as the madman's shrieking turned into a sob of anguish. 
 When Gayle was through the door, Palatazin slammed it shut and bolted it. The air within the house was stale and heavy, but at least there were no torturing winds here. His face and hands felt raw, and he could see that Gayle's eyes were terribly bloodshot. Jo was gagging; she still held on to his coat, and sand was slithering off it to the floor. He helped Jo over to a chair and wiped the beads of cold sweat off her face with his cloth. Her eyes were dark and vacant; she didn't seem to know where she was. "Jo?" he said. "We're all right now. We're safe." She began to cry very softly. Through the wind's howl Palatazin could hear the madman's scream. "... show yourselves! I know you're hiding in there, ye foul Satan spawn!" He began to sing in a high, croaking voice, "Shall we gather at the riiiiiiver, the beautiful, the beautiful riiiiiiver . . .?" 
 Palatazin shut him out. Now he was wondering if they were alone in this house. The idea of being locked in there with an armed maniac filled him like sour wine. He was glad to have the reassuring weight of the .38 in its shoulder holster, though from the size of the bullet hole in that corpse's face the man next door had to have a high-velocity rifle. 
 Gayle had the same idea at the same time. "What if we're not alone here?" she whispered. 
 "Anyone home?" he called out. There was no answer. Palatazin took his gun out of its holster and released the safety. He walked through the neatly furnished living room and into a short hallway where a flight of stairs led up to the second floor. "Anyone here?" he said, watching for the slightest movement. "We won't hurt you! We just wanted to get out of the storm!" He waited another moment, but there was still no reply. He put his gun away and went back to the living room. "I think we're alone," he told Gayle. "Maybe they got out before the storm hit." 
 Gayle looked around. There was a circular red-and-blue braided rug on a hardwood floor, a large, comfortable-looking sofa with scrolled arms and legs, a dark-stained coffee table where a few copies of Antique Monthly, National Geographic, and Horizon magazines were neatly arranged, a couple of overstuffed chairs with clear plastic on the arms; and a brick fireplace over which hung an upside-down horseshoe. She could see ashes being stirred in the hearth by the wind's force. 
 There were framed sepia-tone prints on the walls and on the fireplace mantel a grouping of color photographs-a middle-aged couple smiling and hugging each other, kids and dogs at play. 
 The madman next door brayed with laughter. 
 "Jesus!" Gayle said softly. "That bastard tried to blow our heads off." Palatazin nodded and stepped over to Jo, who'd regained at least some of her color. "You're better now?" 
 "Yes," she said, and smiled weakly. "Better." 
 "Night's falling," Gayle said. "Very soon now." She pulled aside a curtain to look out at the street and could see very little but the swirling sand. The darkness was creeping. She turned and stared at Palatazin. "This storm will. . 
 . 
 keep them away, too, won't it?" 
 "No. They don't breathe, and they have some kind of transparent eyelids that will keep the sand out. They have us where they want us." 
 "And where it that?" she asked. 
 "Trapped. All of us. Everyone in this city. No way out." He held her gaze for a moment and then looked away quickly because he'd realized they were in an unprotected house-no garlic smeared on the windowsills, no crucifixes on the doors and windows. He dropped his hand to his pocket to touch the bottle of holy water there; it seemed terribly small. "I'm afraid," he said softly, 
 "that it's much too late for your story to do any good. The balance has shifted in their favor. They hold the power-" 
 "No!" she said. "There's still something we can do! We can call somebody, the police or the National Guard or ... somebody-" She was silenced by the sand that spattered up against the window, hissing like hot fat at the bottom of a frying pan. 
 "I think you know better than that. I doubt if the phones are working. I'd try the lights if I wasn't afraid we'd stand out like a neon sign over a vampire diner. The air's none too good in here, is it?" 
 Gayle put her head in her hands. "Shit," she said in a faraway dreamer's voice. 
 "All I ever wanted to do was ... be a good writer. That's all. Was that too much to ask?" 
 "I don't think so." 
 "I wanted to leave my mark. I wanted to ... do something important. Be somebody important instead of a nobody . . . which-let's face it-I am." Her voice cracked a little bit, but she quickly cleared her throat, and then she was okay. "All mouth and fake guts," she said. "Will . . . what they do ... be fast or slow?" 
 Palatazin pretended not to hear her. 
 The night closed in. 
 Father Silvera had reached his church before the worst of the storm hit, and now he opened the front door a crack and peered out. The street was deserted and already heaped with small sand drifts. There were no lights in any of the tenement windows simply because there was no electricity. Silvera had turned on the sanctuary lights for perhaps fifteen minutes before they flickered several times, dimming steadily with each flicker, and then went out. Darkness was filling up the church, deepening every minute. He looked out for a while longer, narrowing his eyes against flying grit, then went back to his room. He found several candles, meant for either weddings or funerals, tucked away in a drawer, and he lit all of them, dripping wax onto saucers and sticking the candles into the hardening puddles. He took the candles out into the sanctuary and placed them around the gleaming brass crucifix on the altar. Looking at the Cross shamed him. He prayed that Palatazin would be safe in his journey and that when he found that castle, there would be no master there, no vampires there at all. 
 He prayed that Palatazin was wrong, that he was suffering from fatigue or overwork. But at the back of his brain a shadow had begun to stir, and he was trying very hard to keep it from fully awakening. He had recalled something that an older priest had told him during his education in Mexico: "Some men are prisoners of rational thought." Perhaps he had been seeing the world through bars for a long time. 
 The sanctuary door creaked open. Silvera looked up from the altar, to see a small figure come staggering out of the storm, whirlwinds of sand spinning around him. It was Leon LaPaz. Before Silvera could reach him, he fell, coughing violently, to the floor. Silvera helped him up onto a pew and then used all his strength against the door to keep the sand out. 
 "Are you all right, Leon?" he asked the boy, kneeling down beside him. Leon nodded, but he was pale and there were tear tracks down his cheeks. "I'll get you some water," Silvera said. He hurried back to his room, took a glass from a shelf over the sink, and turned on the cold water tap. The pipes stuttered for a few seconds, then let out a thin trickle of brownish water. Damn it! 
 Silvera thought. The sand's even getting into the water! He sipped it, then spat it into the sink. The stuff was undrinkable. 
 "I'm sorry, Leon," he said when he went back out to the boy. "The water's going to have to wait." He put a finger under Leon's chin and tilted his face up. The boy's lips were wind-chapped, pulped, and swollen. "What were you doing out in that? You could've died out there!" Then he suddenly asked, 
 "Where's Sandor? You father hasn't come home yet?" Leon shook his head, his eyes glimmering with tears. He was still breathless, and it was difficult for him to speak. "No ... a man ... came ... a little while ago ... for my sister . . ." 
 "A man? What man?" 
 "A ... black man," Leon said. "To the apartment. He was tall and . . . mean and ... he told me to come tell you . . . 'Cicero remembers' . . ." 
 "Cicero?" Silvera remembered the name of the black heroin dealer he'd stuffed into a garbage can. "When was this?" 
 "Maybe . . . maybe ten minutes." Leon gripped the priest's arms with small, trembling hands. "He took Juanita, Father! He said for me to come tell you he remembered and then he ... took my sister and left! Where'd he take her, Father? 
 What's he going to do to her?" 
 Silvera was stunned. What was Cicero doing in this neighborhood during a raging sandstorm? Perhaps he'd been selling more horse and had been caught by the winds, unable to get out? And now that he had four-year-old Juanita, what would he do to her? 
 "There are other people in my building, Father," Leon said. "A lot of the windows are broken, and the sand's getting in. They can't breathe too good." 
 "How many others?" 
 "Mrs. Rodriguez, the'Caracas, Mr. and Mrs. Mendoza, Mr. Melazzo, maybe thirty more." 
 My God! Silvera thought. What would happen to the hundred of others trapped in those flimsy tenements as the sand whipped through empty window frames and cracks that should've been repaired years ago? They would slowly suffocate if they couldn't find a better refuge! Silvera paused, then made his decision. 
 "Leon, you know where the staircase to the bell tower is, don't you?" 
 "Si. Through that door over there." 
 "That's right. Now listen to me carefully. I want you to climb to the tower and crack open the shutters up there; you'll see the handles. The wind may get bad after that so you'll have to be very careful. Then I want you to take the rope that hangs down and pull on it as hard as you can. The bell may lift you off your feet, but that's all right, you'll come down again. Just don't let go of the rope, and keep ringing the bell. Can you do that?" Leon nodded, his eyes bright with the importance of his mission. 
 "Good." Silvera squeezed his shoulder. Now he needed something to cover his face. As Leon scurried back through the door, Silvera took a towel from his bathroom and jammed most of it down into his coat so he could press the other end of it against his lower face and not worry about the wind carrying it away. 
 As he approached the sanctuary door, he heard the first clear peal of Mary's Voice. It was an urgent, warning sound, metallic and determined. The bell's movement made the tower groan over Silvera's head, and he could envision Leon's little body being jerked upward. Silvera put his hand against the door and then he stepped out. The wind screamed in his ears. 
 Sand ripped into his face and hair. He was almost flung to the ground, but he fought for his balance by leaning against the wind. He could see absolutely nothing; the darkness had conspired with the storm to isolate him inside a well with spinning black walls. He struggled on across the street, hearing tattered fragments of Mary's Voice-it alternately pealed and moaned overhead. Slowly, the line of buildings emerged from the murk. He was gasping for a full breath by the time he reached the door of Leon's building. Sand covered the towel, and some of it had slipped through into his mouth and nostrils. His face felt as if it were shredded. Shattered glass from the building's door lay about his feet as he stepped into the front corridor. He could hear tortured winds wailing along the stairs, and they tried to pull him in all directions at once. 
 He tried to breathe without the protective sieve of the towel; his nostrils and lungs instantly flamed. 
 He knocked on the first door he came to, and Carlos Alva peered out, his dark eyes bugging above the gritty handkerchief he had pressed to his face. 
 "Carlos!" Silvera shouted, though he stood less than a foot away from the man. 
 "Get your wife and children! You're going to have to come to the church with me!" Alva didn't seem to understand, so Silvera put his mouth next to the man's ear and shouted again. Alva nodded and disappeared into the room for his family. 
 Silvera moved on to the next door. 
 It took him more than forty-five minutes to get them all gathered together on the first floor-thirty-three people not counting the infants in their mother's arms. Silvera had planned on getting them out in a human chain, hand-to-hand, but the infants created a problem. 
 "Listen to me, all of you!" Silvera shouted at them. "We're going to have to make it to the church! Can you hear the bell ringing?" Now it sounded distant and muffled, and Silvera knew that Leon's arms would be about ready to rip from their sockets. "We're going to follow that sound!" he yelled, pointing in the direction of the church. "Everyone clasp the shoulder of the person in front of you and hold on tightly! I don't want the women to carry their babies. Give them to your husbands! The wind's very strong out there so we've got to walk carefully." He saw frightened eyes everywhere around him. There were cries for God and muttered prayers. 
 "We're going to be all right! Don't be afraid, just hold on! Be sure to cover the infants' faces! Is everyone protected? All right! Are we ready?" Someone started sobbing. Carlos Alva, holding his baby son in one arm, gripped Silvera's shoulder. Silvera took a breath of flaming air and moved out into the street, the people trailing behind him. 
 He couldn't hear the bell for a few seconds. Keep ringing it, Leonl he called out mentally. Then he heard it, wailing for the lost. Behind him the human chain flailed against the wind, some of them falling and having to be helped up. The street had never seemed so wide or so wicked. Silvera felt he'd reached the middle of it because he couldn't see either side, but he couldn't be certain. 
 Suddenly he heard a piercing scream behind him that went on and on. It reached a high crescendo and then rapidly faded. "What is it?" Silvera said over his shoulder to Alva. "Who screamed?" 
 Alva sent the question back. In another moment he told the priest, "Mrs. Mendoza is gone! Something pulled her out of the chain!" 
 "WHAT?" Silvera shouted. "STAY WHERE YOU ARE!" He felt his way back to the hole where Mrs. Mendoza had been between her husband and Mr. Sanchez. 
 "What happened to her?" he asked her husband, whose face was pallid with shock. 
 The man couldn't answer; he was muttering "Maria, Maria, Maria . . ." over and over again. Silvera looked around for her but couldn't see a thing. He peered at Sanchez. "What happened?" 
 Sanchez's teeth were chattering. "I don't know, Father!" he shouted. "She was holding on to my shoulder one second, then . . . she wasn't there! I heard her scream, and when I looked around, I thought I saw ... I thought I saw . . ." 
 "What? What was it?" 
 "Something ... a man maybe . . . dragging her off . . ." Silvera stared into the darkness, sand slithering down his neck. There was nothing out there, nothing at all. He heard himself say, "Close the hole," and then he felt his way back to the front of the chain. His heart was thundering, his stomach roiled with fear. Alva clutched his shoulder again, and they started off. Within ten seconds there was another scream, fading into the distance. 
 Silvera's head whipped around. "Felizia!" he heard a woman wail. "What happen' 
 to my little girl? FELIZIAAAAAH! The woman started to leap out of the chain, but Silvera shouted, "HOLD ON TO HER! WE KEEP MOVING!" A figure suddenly ran in front of him, and then was quickly engulfed in the storm. He stopped so abruptly he could feel the entire chain bump together. He'd gotten the impression of a young boy in a black jacket, grinning out of a silver-eyed skull. Sweet Jesus, protect us! he thought. Please help us get to that door! PLEASE! He began walking again; Alva's hand dug into his shoulder. There was a scream from far behind, almost at the end of the chain. "KEEP
 MOVING!" he shouted, though he knew they couldn't possibly hear him back there. 
 He hoped they'd close the gap and stagger on. And now he seemed to be aware of movement all around him-figures darting back and forth, shadowy shapes made formless by the blowing sand. He stepped onto the opposite curb. The church door was only a few feet away at the top of five steps. 
 "WE'RE HERE!" he shouted, and realized at the same instant that Alva's hand was gone. When he looked back, he saw that both the man and his wife had been taken out of the chain, leaving only their small daughter frozen with terror, her hand outstretched where she'd been clutching her mother's dress. Silvera grasped her hand. The bell sang out furiously overhead. Silvera threw open the church door and stood there, quickly herding them in whiled he counted them. Of thirty-three who'd left the building, twenty-six had made it. When the last one had stepped across the threshold, Silvera slammed the door shut and leaned against it, the breath rasping through his lungs. Several people fell down before the altar and began to pray; there were shrieks and sobs, a wild tumult of noise. 
 He hadn't believed in vampires; he wasn't sure now if he did or not, but he knew one thing for certain-whatever could exist in that storm wasn't human. He touched Juan Romero on the shoulder. "Go up to the tower and take over the bell from Leon," Silvera said. "Keep ringing it until I send someone else up. Hurry!" 
 Juan nodded and moved away. If anyone could hear that bell, Silvera reasoned, then maybe they could reach the church and safety. He put his face in his hands and prayed for strength. He was going to have to go back out there, into the dozens of other buildings that surrounded the church, to help as many people as he could find. He was afraid there would not be very many. But this time he wouldn't go out unprepared. 
 He walked to the altar and picked up the heavy brass crucifix; it caught the golden candlelight and shimmered. But it was so cold. Though it was a symbol of hope, he felt full of dark, bleak hopelessness. He gripped his hands around the crucifix's sharp edges, aware of how many eyes were watching him. He could use this to break into a grocery store for canned goods and bottled water. The stained-glass image of Jesus, occasionally shuddering with the violent wind, stared down at him through stern gray eyes. You're dying anyway, Silvera told himself, so why should you be so afraid? Why should you want to cling to life like an old woman wringing drops out of a dishrag? Your days are numbered. Make them count. 
 Then he gripped the crucifix, adjusted the towel over his face, and stepped back out into the maelstrom. 





THIRTEEN
 "Reminds me of the blizzards we used to have back home," Wes said softly, watching as the last clear square on the windshield was covered over. Now he and Solange sat in darkness. She had pressed against him, leaning her head on his shoulder, and though it was terribly hot, Wes didn't mind and neither did she. 
 It was better somehow to be near one another. "One day Winter Hill would be a study in golds and browns, then when the storm passed through during the night and you looked out the window in the morning, the world would be white right up to the horizon. Trees, houses, fields . . . everything. People ride sleighs in Winter Hill when the snow falls like that, no kidding. Did I ever tell you I know how to snowshoe?" 
 "No," Solange whispered. 
 "What'd I say I know how to do?" 
 "Snowshoe." 
 "Louder." 
 "Snowshoe!" 
 "Gesundheit! Now, what was I saying? Oh, yeah, about the sleighs. They were a terrific way to get around. The last time I went home for Christmas, everybody was using those damned snowmobiles. Progress, right? Well . . ." He decided he'd better shut up because he suddenly realized he couldn't breathe worth a damn. He finally managed to find a gulp of air. He wanted to comfort Solange, though, because when they were silent for too long she began to cry. Out of all the thousand or so jokes he had told before audiences in L.A., Las Vegas, and San Francisco he couldn't seem to remember a single one, just fragments of comedy bits that didn't make sense-What's big, stiff, and belongs to Roy Rogers? Trigger. What'd the hung over angel who'd visited earth overnight say to a furious St. Peter? 
 Sorry, Peter, but I left my harp in Sam Frank's disco. Missionary in Africa's out walking one day and comes face-to-face with a lion. He sinks down to his knees and starts to pray for his life when the lion gets down on its knees beside him. "Dear brother lion," the missionary says, "how wonderful it is to see you joining me in Christian prayer when just a moment ago I feared for my life . . ." And the lion growls, "Don't interrupt while I'm sayin' grace!" Praying, Wes thought. Now that might be an idea. What should I say? God please get us the hell out of here? God don't give up on old Wes and Solange just yet? 
 God whose side are you on anyway? The answer to that seemed painfully clear. I've come a long way to die in a fucking sandstorm, Wes thought. From frat parties to bars to the Comedy Store to the big time, more or less, and all of it could now be just so much shit in a totebag. No agent to get the jobs now, no accountants to find the tax loopholes and the shelters, no fan mail pouring into the slot. Nobody saying how good I was and how much money I was going to make and that I was going to be King of Comedy Hill for a long, long time . . 
 . 
 nobody now but me and Solange. 
 Well, he thought, that would have to be enough. 
 His brain felt feverish. Where the hell are we? Sitting on the freeway, maybe right in the middle of it, somewhere over East L.A. Probably no shelter for blocks; the Mercedes stalled in what looked like a Sahara Desert sand dune. And vampires out there somewhere. Jimmy dead. Screaming in agony before he died. A bell ringing. Ambulance sirens wailing, lights flashing across a wide green lawn. A bell ringing. , Crazy old lady in a wheelchair, grabbing my arm scaring shit out of me. Blackberry brandy. Police car coming. A bell ringing. Parker Center, and a girl cracking up in the elevator. A bell. . . RINGING . . 
 .? 
 He opened his eyes, hadn't even felt himself starting to slip away. What was that noise? Wait a minute, wait a minute! WAIT A MINUTE! A bell's ringing out there somewhere! Or is it my imagination? He thought he heard it again, a soft distant moan that had a musical note to it, not like the shrill hissings of the wind at all. But now it was gone, if it had ever been there to begin with. He gently shook Solange. "What is it?" she said thickly, her breathing hoarse and uneven. 
 "Listen. Wait a minute . . . there! Did you hear that? A bell ringing?" She shook her head. "No. It's the wind." Her eyes dropped, and she laid her head back on his shoulder. 
 "Don't go to sleep!" he said. "Wake up and listen! I'm telling you that's a bell ringing out there!" 
 "Bell . . . what bell . . .?" 
 And now he heard it again, a distinct, low, musical note through the harsh discord of the storm. He thought it was coming from somewhere to the right, but he couldn't tell how far away. "Solange," he said, "I think maybe we're closer to shelter than we thought! We can make it there, I think! It won't be too far away!" 
 "No," she whispered. "I'm sleepy. We can't make it . . ." 
 "We can!" He shook her again, harder, trying to stave off the long dark rolling waves that were beginning to spread through his body. "We're going to have to try, at least! Here, put your hood up. Cup your hands in front of your face to keep the sand out of your lungs. Can you do that?" 
 "I don't know ... I'm so tired . . ." 
 "Me too, but we can't stay here if there's a safe place so close! We can sleep when we get there, okay? Come on. Put your hood up and try to shield your face with it." He did it for her. "There you go. Okay, I'm going to get out first and come around for you. Take a couple of deep breaths." When she tried, she winced with the effort; there was barely any air left to breathe. Wes's head was buzzing fiercely, the dark waves closing in. "I'm opening the door now. You ready?" 
 She nodded. 
 Wes pushed against the door and found it jammed shut. Panic exploded in his stomach. He shoved harder, the muscles in his shoulder straining. Sand began to stream off the window in thick rivulets, and it slithered into the car as Wes pushed. Then he'd opened it wide enough for them to slip out. He took Solange's hand as she slid across the seat and stepped out into a blinding flurry of sand. 
 A wall of sand came sliding over him, and as he tried to fight free of it, he almost lost Solange's grip. But then his face was clear, and he wrenched Solange after him through what he now realized had been a sand dune heaped up against the Mercedes's side. 
 It was dark now, and through the twisting currents of wind, he could see faint sparkles of light from across the river in downtown L.A. Behind him, East L.A. and beyond lay in utter darkness. The wind seemed to have lessened somewhat since Wes had stopped the car; at least he could stand without having to struggle for balance. Sand still stung his face like hellish nettles and flamed the air he tried to draw between his teeth. There was air, though, and he found he could breathe fairly well if he kept his teeth gritted and remembered to spit every minute or so to clear his mouth. Above him he could hear howling currents of air; the worst of the storm seemed to have risen and was now circling relentlessly over the city. Wes saw that the Mercedes was stripped of all its paint. There were more cars scattered on the freeway up ahead, all of them scoured down to shining metal. Dunes six and seven feet high had heaped up around them, collapsing over hoods and roofs. Most of the sodium-vapor lights along the freeway had gone out, but those few that remained cast a cold bluish glow down upon a scene of desolation that again reminded Wes of the aftermath of a blizzard. One of the lightposts had gone down just ahead and lay stretched across the freeway, its bulb crackling like a dying meteor. 
 Wes heard the moaning of that bell again way off to the right. Somewhere down in the darkness of East L.A. He spat sand out of his mouth, shielding his eyes with one hand. "You okay?" he asked Solange, having to shout. She answered with a slight squeeze of his hand, and he began moving toward the nearest off-ramp, his shoes sinking into a couple of inches of sand. They passed a car with several bodies tumbling out of it, as if they'd died trying to dig their way out. Solange caught sight of one staring, blue-fleshed face and quickly looked away. Farther on they came to a corpse, half-buried in the sand, that grinned up at them through a twisted death rictus; Wes could envision that thing sitting up, sand streaming off its body, and whispering, "See? I got away from them. Oh, no, I wouldn't let them take me, so I just laid down and went to sleep. That's what you should've done, too. It would have been so much easier . . ." 
 The sound of that bell seemed nearer. Wes thought he saw an off-ramp just ahead under the pale glow of a sodium-vapor lamp. "You still with me?" he said. 
 "I'm fine! Don't worry about me!" 
 Wes almost stepped on two bodies, a man and a woman holding hands. He guided Solange around them, his nerve about to break. 
 They had started down the off-ramp when Wes heard a distant rumbling. He looked back over his shoulder and saw headlights moving quickly toward them from the west. Motorcycles, about fifteen or twenty of them. His heart stuttered-highway patrol cops! He let go of Solange and started waving his arms, shouting, "Hey! 
 Over here! Over here!" 
 "Wes," Solange said. "Wait ... I don't think . . ." The motorcycles curved toward them, sending up spinning tails of sand. Wes saw the face of the lead rider, white-fleshed and skeletal, red eyes burning with hunger. The thing grinned, then opened its mouth wide and motioned for the others to hurry. The fangs glinted with ghostly blue light. Wes turned in horrid slow-motion and reached for Solange, but suddenly his vision was filled with a blinding white light, and the stuttering roar of the motorcycles bore down on him. He was struck in the side by a booted foot. Pain shot through him as he fell to the pavement. He hung motionless for a few seconds over a dark void and then slowly, slowly tumbled head-over-heels into its maw. From its center he heard the shrilling of wind, cracking and popping motorcycle exhaust, laughter, and Solange calling to him. Her screaming soon stopped. "Good-lookin' bitch ... so good, so fiiine," someone said, the voice echoing in Wes's head. "You can have what's left of him, Viking. Oh yeah, baby, you're gonna be so gooood to Kobra . . ." 
 The throbbing of his ribs roused Wes. He was being turned over by rough, freezing hands. Through a mist of pain Wes saw the face over him-broad and bearded, pallid and vampiric. "He's alive," the biker said. "Ain't much to him, but I figger he's worth a couple of swigs . . ." 
 "You said I could take the next one, man!" someone else called out. 
 "Viking rates over you, Dicko," the one called Kobra said. "Let him feed. You'll take the next one." 
 "Shit!" Dicko said. "Ain't nothing but dead meat around here!" 
 "Take it easy, man. When we hook up with those Ghost Riders and the rest of the Death Machines, we'll flush 'em out like rats. Be plenty for everybody." Viking bent over Wes, his mouth slowly opening. Wes could see the bursts of silver in his eyes, and his own face reflected in the merciless mirrors. 
 "Git some, Viking!" one of the others called out, and laughed. Suddenly Viking blinked and jerked his head back. "Shit! Burnin' my eyes!" He scrambled up and away from Wes, his large belly shaking as his body trembled. 
 "Bastard's got somethin' in his clothes. Kobra! Got something that burns my eyes!" He rubbed at them and backed away. 
 Kobra shoved him aside and towered over Wes; he leaned down, staring balefully at Wes, and seemed to be sniffing the air. Almost instantly his eyes squeezed shut with pain, and he scrambled away. 
 "What's he got, Kobra, huh?" Viking said. "What's he got, what's he got?" 
 "Shut up!" Kobra rubbed his eyes and then glared at Wes. "Don't matter what he's got. Bastard's ribs are caved. When the wind blows up again, he'll be lying under about two feet of sand. Forget about him." Viking scooped up a handful of sand and flung it at Wes. "You're gonna die, motherfucker!" he said savagely. "And death is cooolllddd . . ." 
 "Come on." Kobra moved past him and out of Wes's field of vision. "I'm taking your black bitch with me, mister. She'll be nice and warm up at the castle, old Kobra'll see to that. You just lay there and think about that, okay?" Engines revved. Wes tried to pull himself to his feet, but pain exploded along his left side, where he'd been hurt in the crash of Jimmy's Cadillac. He fell back, panting. The motorcycles swept past him, roaring like wild animals. 
 "Solange!" 
 he tried to shout, but the name came out as a whisper. 
 And then they were gone, the sound of their cycles rapidly fading. 
 "Solange ..." he whimpered, and curled up to die. Around him the wind began to chuckle. 
 The bell was still ringing, but now it seemed a world away. Anger ached within him. "Can't die!" he shouted at himself. "Got to find Solange! Can't let her be . . . like them!" He lifted his head and whispered, 
 "I'll find" you!" After a while he turned on his belly and started to crawl, sliding with the agonized movement of a crushed jackrabbit. He thanked god for the amulet Solange had given him; he didn't know how it had worked, but it had kept the vampires from biting him. 
 Now he counted the tolling of that bell to keep himself from slipping into darkness. "One . . . two . .. three . . . four . .. five .. ." Anger carried him along, and just behind him off in the shadows, he felt the presence of some grinning, scabrous thing with a vaudeville stagehook, trying to catch hold of him and drag him back. He kept crawling. 





FOURTEEN
 Lights glowed dimly from the ceiling of a concrete-walled factory in Highland Park. Every so often they flickered out and, when they were gone, the conveyor belt would stop, too, and the workers had to pull the coffins along in the dark. 
 But so far the electricity had been weak but fairly constant; the conveyor belt hummed, gears meshing perfectly. The gleaming coffins passed one after the other, faster and faster. Figures with shadowy faces grinned and nodded, pleased with their work. Soon they would be allowed to go out and feed, and another shift would take over. From now on, according to the Master, the factory would work from dusk until dawn, electricity or no. If the buzz saws went out, there were always hand saws and plenty of files and planes and other necessary tools. 
 At the end of the conveyor belt, where the big tractor-trailer trucks were lined up at the loading docks, there was a huge mound of sandy brown California soil the dump trucks had brought. Before the coffins were sealed and shoved into the trucks, the workers would lay down a good bed of dirt inside each of them. Then they were ready to go. 
 One of the workers, known as Mitchell Everett Gideon in his previous life, leaned on his shovel and waited for the next coffin to come down the line. His face was streaked with dirt, his eyes dark and sunken. He was cold with hunger but reassured by the knowledge that the plant whistle would blow in about an hour, and then he'd be allowed to feed. He wouldn't even have to spend time hunting, for one of the tractor-trailer trucks was loaded with humans, the Master's reward for work well done. 
 The next coffin came. He filled the bottom of it, pressed the dirt down with his shovel, and then it was carried away to a truck. Trucks were always coming and going, and it pleased him to see such efficiency. He was an important part of the machine now, much more important than he'd ever been in his life. He'd even met the Master and had told him everything he knew about the factory, about casket making, about getting the best possible effort out of a work crew. The Master was pleased and had asked Gideon if he could rely on him for help and suggestions. Gideon said yes, of course. 
 Another coffin came. Gideon filled it, working with a newfound strength, and watched it being carried away. Another truck moved out of its slot on the docks, and another backed in. He was ecstatically happy, ecstatic with his love for the Master. He had been granted the gift of eternal life . . . eternal youth. 
 It was all a dream come true. 





FIFTEEN
 At the end of two hours, Father Silvera had found more than fifty people and herded them back into the church. Some of them were dazed, some were hysterical, others whimpered softly. The sanctuary teemed with life-people crying and praying, infants howling, people babbling, nearly insane. Silvera appointed four men to act as supervisors over the group; some of them wanted to go with him when he left again to continue his search, but he firmly told them no. 
 It was all he could do to keep himself steady out there. He didn't want to be responsible for losing anyone else. Stepping across that threshold and out into the dark, sand-whipped street was the most terrible thing he'd ever asked himself to do. He was shaking very badly now, his grip on the heavy brass crucifix so weak that several times he thought he couldn't continue holding on to it. But he did, mentally commanding those strained, deteriorating muscles to hold firm just a moment, just a second longer. His hands ached with his body's insidious betrayal. 
 Now out on the street again, he was alert for running shapes. He'd seen them several times, and once one of them had come dangerously close before it suddenly stopped and dodged away. Silvera presumed it was because of the crucifix. Perhaps thty were afraid of it, just like in all the old vampire movies. He walked on, thankful that the wind had dropped enough for him to see the buildings on either side of the street. His face was raw and swollen from the sand's abrasion, and it was by sheer habit now that he kept his eyes narrowed into tight, protective slits. Mary's Voice called out behind him, the sound echoing from street to street. He passed a grocery store where the front window had been knocked out by a wind-tossed garbage can; he made a mental note to come back and get food and water for the people in the sanctuary. He was about to step into an apartment building on Marquesa Street, just three blocks from his church, when he heard a voice call, "Father Silvera! Help me!" It was a little child's voice, and he didn't recognize it at first. But then he heard "Please help me!" and a series of broken sobs that faded away. He looked across the street and up, and there in a broken third-floor window was Juanita LaPaz, her tiny face barely visible over the sill. He could see her fingers grasping the wood tightly, her eyes wide and terrified. "Please I wan' 
 my papa! 
 I wan' my . . ." She started to cry again, her hands going to cover her eyes, and then she disappeared from the window. 
 Silvera ran across the street, his shoes sinking down into sand, and entered the building. It seemed deserted and was as hot and dirty as a bowl of street-corner chili. He took the stairs three at a time and was panting when he got to the third-floor hallway, which was littered with newspapers and old furniture and clothes. Graffiti covered the walls, along with splatters of what looked like paint and dried blood. He paused, listening for the little girl's crying. 
 "Juanita?" he called out. "It's Father Silvera! Where are you, querida?" He heard her muffled sobbing a couple of doors away. When he opened the door, he found her standing barefoot in a room whose walls were covered with Power to the People posters. Beneath her black bangs, her eyes looked dull and glazed, as if-oh, my God! Silvera thought-as if someone had given her drugs. She stood staring at him and shivered. 
 "Thank God I've found you!" Silvera said, bending down and hugging her. She didn't respond; her arms hung limply at her sides. "Are you all right?" 
 "Si" she replied very softly. She seemed to be staring right through him. 
 "Where's the man who took you, Juanita? Where did he go?" 
 "Gone far away. Please help me, I wan' my papa. Gone far away. Please help me, I wan' my . . ." Her eyes moved a fraction, staring over his right shoulder, and he saw a quicksilver glimmer of the terror frozen behind the doll-like mask of her face. 
 Silvera twisted his head around just as Cicero leapt through the doorway with a triumphant shriek. 
 They slammed together and crashed to the floor. Cicero hissed and tried to force the priest's chin back to get at the jugular vein. Silvera tried to gouge out the thing's eyes, but every time he struck, Cicero's head whipped to one side to evade the blow. Silvera clung to the crucifix with all his strength, and with his free hand he slammed an uppercut to the vampire's jaw. Cicero blinked but seemed unhurt. The vampire's head darted forward, fangs glistening. Silvera threw his arm across his neck and spat into the thing's eyes. Cicero recoiled, and Silvera struck out with his fist again, so hard he felt the vibration thrum up his shoulder. Before the thing could regain its grip, Silvera twisted and got a knee between them, then kicked out with tremendous thigh-cracking effort. 
 Cicero was flung back across the floor, but he quickly scrambled to his feet. Silvera stood up, his lungs heaving. He grasped Juanita's shoulder and shook her hard to try to break the vampire's power over her. "Get behind me, Juanita! 
 Hurry!" She was too dazed to understand. 
 Cicero grinned, the fangs sliding out of his upper and lower jaws. "Ain't gonna be so easy as that, Mr. Priest. Oh, nooooo. You in old Cicero's territory now. 
 You got to play by my rules." The vampire stepped forward, hands curling into claws. 
 Silvera took a step backward. The crucifix felt leaden in his left hand. He held it up and thrust it forward at the vampire, his arm trembling. "Get back!" he commanded. "Your master's dead, Cicero! He's destroyed!" Cicero stopped, his face contorting. Then he threw back his head and laughed. 
 "'Get back'? Ha! Man, you been watchin' too many old movies!" His eyes flamed. 
 "Cicero Clinton ain't ashamed of what he is! I never believed in that religion bullshit anyway, man, so that thing don't hurt me none now! And you're wrong. The Master lives! He's in me right now, and I'm hungry, reallll hungry ..." He came forward, his claws twitching, his face split by that leering, terrible grin. 
 Silvera grabbed the little girl and shoved her against the wall so he stood between her and the vampire. He heard her saying, like a broken record, ". . . gone far away. Please help me, I wan' my papa . . ." 
 "Gonna take you out slow, Mr. Priest," Cicero whispered. "Gonna make you hurt
 . 
 . ." He tensed, knees bending for the leap. When he came for the priest's throat, he was a savage blur of motion. 
 But Silvera stood his ground. He swung the crucifix around in a vicious arc, aiming for the vampire's head. Cicero twisted slightly, but the sharp brass edge sliced a sizzling wound at the base of his neck. The dead flesh rippled and writhed, trying to close the smoking tear. There were yellowish-white tissues in the cut, but the vampire did not bleed. Silvera stepped forward quickly and struck again, aiming
 for the same place. The cut's edges now hissed and widened. Cicero staggered back, trying to shield the wound with his hands. Silvera's strength was weakening rapidly, and he felt his grip slipping. He feinted toward the thing's eyes, then struck again at the neck. Gray flesh ripped like rotten cheesecloth, exposing dead tissue and veins. The next blow of the crucifix almost severed Cicero's head from his body. The vampire staggered back, arms flailing in pain. 
 Cicero's face hung at a right angle. It was contorted with fury; the fangs clicked together, seeking a hold on human flesh. 
 Then Cicero shrieked and rushed forward, trying to get the crucifix away from Silvera. The priest braced himself and swung out with the rest of his ebbing strength. 
 Cicero's head ripped from his body and tumbled into a corner. The headless body staggered on, its claws gripping Silvera's coat and hanging there; the fingers still writhed. Silvera could feel the waves of cold rolling off it, and he heard himself cry out in terror. He jerked away from the thing, and the body crumpled to the floor at his feet. 
 It was then that Juanita screamed and ran into his arms. He hugged her close, pressing her head against his shoulder so she would not see anymore of the horror. Across the room the fangs in the severed head kept clicking like dreadful castanets. The body at his feet suddenly shuddered, twisting like a dying snake. "God help us!" Silvera breathed. The body's limbs were still moving, it was pushing itself toward the head in the corner. Silvera didn't wait to see what would happen when it got there. With Juanita around his neck, Silvera raised the crucifix high over his head and slammed it down through the thing's spine. Bone and wood cracked; Silvera had driven the crucifix through the body and into the floor. The vampire writhed, the feet trying to push it forward, but it was firmly pinned to the floor. The fangs began to grind together. Silvera left the crucifix where it was, put his arms around Juanita, and raced out of the building. 
 On the street he realized that he and the child were unprotected, but he felt certain that if he hadn't left Cicero's body pinned, it would have crawled across that floor and somehow made itself whole again. His stomach turned over at the thought. The moving shadows seemed to be on all sides. He was running now as hard as he could, his lungs pumping like bellows. He thought he heard something coming up from behind, but when he dared to look back, he saw nothing. 
 Less than a half-block from the church, he saw a corpse lying in the middle of the street. He was almost around it when the corpse's hand shot out, grabbing his ankle and almost tumbling him to the ground. The man raised his sand-caked face and whispered, "Help me . . ." 
 Thursday, October 31
 the ghost town
 Tommy Chandler stirred uneasily. The last bell was ringing, echoing down the long, silent halls of Fairfax High School. He was running and trying to hold on to his books. When he looked back, he could see the shadow that followed him relentlessly, its long arms swinging like the orangutan's from "Murders in the Rue Morgue." And he heard the loathsome guttural voice rolling down on him like a tidal wave. "I told you not to come back, fuckface . . . told you not to ... 
 told you not toooooo . . .!" 
 "Go away!" Tommy shouted, his voice cracking. "Leave me alone!" And then he dropped his books all over the hallway, which suddenly started changing shape, elongated to incredible dimensions like a set from The Thousand Fingers of Dr. T. He stopped to gather up his books, but they kept slipping away from him, and he could hear the muffled boom boom boom of Bull Thatcher's combat boots coming up fast behind him. A shadow fell upon him like a winter storm, and he looked up in terror . . . 
 ... at the clock beside his bed. He could hear the alarm ringing, and he reached out to shut it off. But before he could grasp it, the ringing stopped. He heard his father's voice say, "Who is this? Why don't you say something? 
 Damn it, Cynthia, either someone's making crank phone calls or . . ." Tommy sat up in bed and fumbled for his extra pair of eyeglasses on the table beside his bed. He put them on and looked at the clock; it was a windup and hadn't gone off at nine-forty, when the electricity had died. It was five minutes after midnight. Who could be calling now? he wondered. The wind was still screaming at his window, punctuated by the scatter-shots of sand on glass. 
 Before the television had gone black, the special KABC weather report had said to expect winds of between thirty-five and fifty miles per hour. And then the TV and lights had flickered out. 
 The telephone was ringing again. Tommy heard his father's muffled curse as he picked up the receiver. 
 Tommy had walked home from school that afternoon buffeted by hot western winds. 
 He could look at the sky and tell a storm was coming because the clouds were thickening and cartwheeling for as far as he could see. He'd never seen anything quite like it before, not even in Denver. But the freak storm wasn't anything as incredible as the miracle at school yesterday. Of course, he'd had to return to the locker room, and as he was hurrying to gather up his books and get out, Mark Sutro told him not to worry, that Bull Thatcher and Ross Weir hadn't come to school, so he was safe. Buddy Carnes did come in while he was still at his locker, but Carnes hadn't even given him a sidelong glance. Now there might not even be any school today. That would be great, he thought, then he could watch "Flash Gordon" and "Thriller" on the Mexican stations ... if the electricity came back on. 
 He got out of bed. From one wall a poster of Orion Kronsteen, resplendent in his King Vampire makeup, glowered down at him. He went out into the hall and knocked on his parents' door. His father, a thin, pale man with thick eyeglasses like his son's, looked out. "What are you doing out of bed?" 
 "Woke up. Heard the phone ringing." Tommy yawned, lifted his glasses, and rubbed his eyes. "Who's been calling?" 
 "I don't know. Some idiot who won't answer. I can hear a lot of static, but no voices. Why don't you try to go back to sleep?" 
 "The storm's still pretty bad, isn't it, Dad?" 
 "Yes. It is." He paused for a few seconds and then opened the door wider. "You want to come in and talk for a while?" 
 Tommy's mother, a sharp-chinned Radcliffe grad with dark, intense eyes, was sitting on the bed with her knees drawn up to her chest, making a mountain out of the covers. She was staring at the pale green curtains drawn across the window, watching them tremble every time an errant whisper of wind slipped through the casement. She looked at Tommy and smiled her tight, crooked smile. 
 "Can't sleep either, huh?" 
 "Nope." 
 "Sounds like a hurricane, doesn't it? Gosh, who ever heard of a hurricane in California?" 
 "It's not as bad as it was a little while ago," his father said quietly. He sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the telephone. "I wonder who the hell that was? Somebody playing a joke?" 
 "Not very funny," Cynthia said. 
 Tommy stepped to the window, pushed aside the curtain, and looked out. For an instant he could've sworn he was back in Denver-there was snow all over the place out there! Heaps and heaps of it, even beginning to cover over cars! But then he saw a felled palm tree, all its fronds stripped away to leave a bare, ugly nub, and then he remembered this was California so that couldn't possibly be snow. It was sand, hot and thick, slowly piling up into mountainous dunes. 
 "Where did all this sand come from, Dad?" he asked. His heart was beating a little faster. 
 "The Mojave Desert. The wind just carried it right over the mountains. That would be our luck, wouldn't it?" 
 "Yeah," Tommy said. "It sure would be." He strained his eyes to see across the street through the swirling yellow sheets to the Vernon house. 
 "I never wanted to come to California," Tommy's father was saying. "I told Mr. Oakes I was an Achilles man all the way and, of course, I wanted the promotion, but. . ." He looked at his wife. "I wish we could've stayed in Scottsdale. That was a really beautiful city, and you didn't have to worry about earthquakes or smog or some crazy murderer running loose . . ." 
 "Dad," Tommy said very quietly. He wasn't sure what he was seeing, wasn't sure at all, but he thought he should say something. 
 "Now this," his dad said. "Christ! No electricity, no ... where's that transistor radio, Cynthia?" 
 "Dad," Tommy said. "There's-" 
 "The one you bought at K-Mart? I think it's still packed away in a box, honey. Probably out in the hall closet. I doubt if the batteries are still working." 
 "I'll try to find it. Tommy, why don't you scare up some candles and matches if we're going to stay up? Okay?" 
 Tommy nodded and looked back out the window. What he thought he'd seen -a figure standing amidst the sand drifts on the Vernon's front yard, staring across at his house and seemingly right at him-was no longer there now. He craned his neck to either side but could see no one out there, if he had actually seen anyone at all. Still, a shiver ran up his spine. He went to get the candles and matches, passing his dad rummaging through the hall closet and feeling his way down the stairs to the kitchen. The wind shrilled and whistled around the house, trying to suck it off its foundations, but at the house's center there seemed to be a hole of unearthly darkness and silence, the stuff that had crept in when the electricity had gone. Tommy started opening drawers. He found a couple of candles and now he needed matches. He searched on a shelf above the sink and from the corner of his eye saw something move near the window that looked out over their tiny backyard. He wasn't sure what it was, but it had looked like someone ... running. He stared out, his heart pumping ice water. "Hey, Mom!" he shouted. "Where are the matches?" 
 "Look under the sink!" she called down to him. 
 He opened a couple of cupboards down there and finally found a large pack of Fire Chiefs, the kind you could strike anywhere. And suddenly from the front of the house, there came an ugly-sounding whump and he could hear things crashing around in the living room. A whirl of wind and sand hit him as he raced out of the kitchen to the stairs. He could see the front door hanging on one hinge, and a coffee table had gone flying against a wall. His dad called out from upstairs, "Tommy? What was that?" 
 "Door's open!" he said. "The wind knocked it loose ... I guess." 
 "Christ! If that sand gets inside . . . Tommy, can you prop it shut?" 
 "I'll try!" He moved across the room against the wall of wind and dragged a chair over to secure the door. It held, although the whistlings through the doorjamb had grown savage. Then he hurried upstairs, the flesh at the back of his neck beginning to creep. 
 His father had found the transistor radio and tuned it to KALA. A rock song was playing, the singer wailing something about everybody being part of a food chain. Tommy lit the candles and placed one on either side of the bed. The gruff-voiced dj came on after the song had ended, his patter garbled by static. 
 "Yeaaah! That was Tonio K. and 'Life in the Foooooodchain!' Thass what it's all about now, ain't it, brothers and sisters? Lemme reeeelay to you what the scouts are tellin' old Tiger Eddie. Got a whole lot of fine young ones trapped up in the Hollywood Recreation Center on Lexington Avenue. You get yourself up there early for the best pickin's, you dig? Got a few scattered all along Rosewood Avenue, you just got to keep knockin' on them doors 'till you get lucky . . ." 
 "What's he talking about?" Tommy's dad asked nervously, looking at his son. 
 ". . . old Tiger Eddie's gonna be with you right up 'til night-night time about five-thirty this morning. Here's a little note to make your mouths water. There are sixty-count 'em, sixty-holed up over at the Westside Jewish Center between Olympic and San Vicente. Just a reminder-the Master don't want
 'em old, you dig? 
 You find some old coots, just do us all a favor and fling 'em out in the wind, okay? Yeah! Dig it!" 
 "Christ! What's . . . what's that idiot talking about?" And then something stepped through the open doorway into the bedroom. It was" Mr. Vernon. His eyes shone in a ghastly chalk-white face. He was wearing a dirty white shirt and dark trousers, and even in the dim candlelight Tommy could see the brownish spots on his collar. Tommy's heart leapt into his throat, almost choking him. His mom gave out a little scream, and his dad whirled around so fast his glasses almost flew off. "Pete!" his dad said in a trembling voice. 
 "What are you ... I mean . . . why are . . .?" 
 "I've come to visit," Pete Vernon said in a soft hiss of a voice. "Oh, listen to that wind. Isn't it wonderful?" 
 "How did you . . . get in?" 
 "The front door, of course. As any visitor would enter. I've brought my wife with me. Dianne?" 
 And then she was there, too, both of them blocking the doorway, both of them pale and grinning. 
 "Don?" Tommy's mom said softly to his dad. Her face had gone white, her eyes swimming with fear. 
 "Don," Dianne Vernon whispered, gripping her mouth around the name. Her eyes shifted very slowly and stared into Tommy's face. Her gaze burned like hellfire. 
 Then she grinned and opened her mouth wide, and Tommy's brain screamed with the terrible word-VAMPIRE-he'd heard in a thousand monster movies-VAMPIRE when he was sitting in a safe chair at a safe distance-VAMPIRE-in his own safe, private little world, but now this was real-VAMPIRE-real, real, real . . 
 . 
 "No!" he tried to shout, but it came out as a croak. Mrs. Vernon swept past him like a gray wind, moving inexorably upon his father. He cried out, "NO," and grasped at her, trying to hold her back. She hissed and twisted, and in the next instant Mr. Vernon's freezing hands were on him, flinging him like a sack of rags out into the hallway. He smacked against the wall hard and slid to the floor, his brain reeling with pain and terror. He heard his mother scream, then there was a high peal of wicked laughter that was so terrible Tommy thought he would go crazy before it stopped. But when it did stop, the sucking sounds began, and those were much, much worse. 
 And then a beautiful, terrible voice whispered, "Tommy?" He looked up, cold sweat breaking out on his face. 
 It was her, mounting the stairs now and coming down the hallway toward him with slow, supple steps. He could see the long golden hair splashed over her bare shoulders. She was wearing a violet halter, the deep dish of her navel exposed over tight denim cutoffs decorated with different-colored patches-one showed Snoopy reclining atop his doghouse, another said Have a Nice Day! Her thigh muscles tensed as she neared him, and in the darkness he could see the awful sheen of her eyes. That beautiful flesh would never again be touched by the sun. 
 "Tommy?" she whispered, and when she smiled, she was still so pretty, even like this. She held out one graceful hand to him. "How's about you and me gettin' it on, huh?" she said softly. 
 "You're . . . dead!" Tommy said, the effort to speak making sweat run down his face in rivulets. "You're not Sandy Vernon anymore. You're not human . . ." 
 "You're wrong, Tommy. I'm still Sandy. And I know how much you want me, Tommy. I could always tell. That's why I liked to tease you and show off my legs for you. 
 I want you, too, Tommy. I want you reeeeeeal bad . . ." She stepped forward, about to touch him. Her eyes blazed with wicked and soul-shaking promises. He felt all on fire and yet so cold, as if he stood facing an inferno while a blizzard raged at his back. His mind slipped toward her, and he began to envision all the wonderful possibilities, how he could just put his hand into hers-NO!-and she would guide him right into his own room to the bed-NO! YOU
 CAN'T-and then it would be better than anything he'd ever known, better than a Mexican horror film festival-SHE'S IN YOUR MIND, GET HER OUT.'-or even three Orion Kronsteen films right in a row, all he would have to do would be to lie back and let her-GET HER OUT, SHE'S COMING CLOSER.'-do everything to him, everything, everyth"GET OUT!" he shrieked. "GET OUT!" He twisted away from her grasp, from the fangs that were coming down out from under her full, luscious lips, and raced back along the hallway. He burst through a door into the bathroom and locked it just before the beautiful vampire started battering on the wood. "Let me in!" 
 she shrieked in a frenzy. "You little bastard, let me in right now.'" There was a tremendous blow, and the door shuddered; wood began to split. The blows followed one after the other very rapidly now, and Tommy thought that Mr. 
 and Mrs. Vernon were probably out there, too, helping to batter the door down. A great crevice suddenly appeared in the wood; the door started to cave in. Tommy realized he was still gripping the pack of matches. But what good were they? What could he do with them? He couldn't think; the noise outside was too loud. Then he flung open the medicine cabinet and was sweeping aside bottles of vitamins, cough medicine, and cold capsules. There was nothing he could use. 
 Suddenly the door shattered, and they were on him, all three of them ravenous and fighting over him, trying to tear him to pieces. They started to drag him out of the bathroom. 
 His hand clutched a can of his mom's hair spray, which was sitting on the sink. 
 As Mr. Vernon's grip closed on his throat, he shook a match into his hand and flailed out, trying to scrape it across the wall. He missed, and now Sandy was trying to grasp his arm, screaming shrilly, "HE'S MINE! HE'S MINE! IT'S NOT
 FAIR!" 
 Tommy reached out, almost popping his shoulder out of the socket, and dragged the match across plaster. It sputtered and flared, illuminating the sudden burst of fear in the vampire's eyes. Tommy knocked the cap off the hair spray can, got his thumb on the button, and pushed. Immediately he could smell sweet flowers, and the image of his blood-drained mother lying in the next room streaked through his head. He held the match up in front of the spray just as Mr. Vernon made a guttural animal noise and leapt for his throat. A two-foot jet of flames shot out of the spray can. He heard Mrs. Vernon scream, and he stuck that blue torch right in her husband's face. Mr. Vernon roared in agony as the flame hit his eyes. He staggered back out of the bathroom, he and Sandy fighting for an instant as they jammed into each other in the doorway. Tommy charged them, keeping his thumb pressed down. The vampires stumbled over each other, trying to get away. "Come on back and fight!" 
 Tommy screamed at them. "Come on, you dirty bastards!" He forgot and released his thumb. The flame instantly went out. Sandy's eyes gleamed, and she started back along the hallway for him. Tommy raced back to the bathroom, where the matches lay scattered on the floor. He struck another one and lit his torch again; this time he kept more matches clutched in his hand. Sandy stopped just beyond the bathroom door and immediately backed away. "We'll get you!" she promised from the head of the stairs. "We'll come back for you, you'll see!" And then they were gone, sweeping down the stairs and away. Tommy couldn't lift his thumb for another minute. The flame went out, and he stood in the midst of a stinking swirl of smoke. He was trembling, but he was afraid to cry because he knew if he started to, he couldn't stop. He was sure those things meant what they said-they would be back. 
 It was a long time before he could make himself go into his parents' bedroom. On the floor Tiger Eddie's voice still growled from the transistor radio. "Oh yeaaaaah, brothers and sisters, got some real fine news for you if you happen to be huntin' out Santa Monica way. Seems there's a whole bunch of'em stuck out at the Santa Monica Airport waitin' on planes that never took off, can ya dig it? 
 You be first over there and have yourselves some fun for Tiger Eddie, okay? 
 Gonna be keepin' you up-to-date 'til sign-off time. Right now here's a fine disc from the Motels . . ." 
 Tommy picked up the radio and flung it against the wall. It shattered into small bits of plastic and metal. Then he stood and looked down at his parents' 
 bodies, a sob trying to work its way out of his throat. 
 He began to cry, but he kept his finger on the hair spray button. TWO
 The madman next door was singing again, trying to outshout the wind. "Onnnn Christ the solid rock I stand . . . alllll other ground is sinking sand, alllll other ground isssss sinking ... I see you out there! You stay away, you hear me!" There was a quick crack of a shot fired at shadows. Then silence except for a few hoarse sobs. 
 You'd better save those bullets, Palatazin thought. They may not be worth much, but I'm sure they're better than nothing. He was sitting on the floor beside the window, his back against the wall. Jo lay on the sofa, drifting in and out of a troubled sleep. 
 Gayle came back from the kitchen, eating a slice of ham. "You sure you don't want any more of this?" she asked him quietly. "It's just going to go bad in that fridge." 
 He shook his head. 
 "There's fruit," she said. "Some apples and oranges." 
 "No. I don't want anything." He watched as she stepped cautiously to the window and peered out. "You'd better get some sleep while you can," he told her. 
 "How long until sunrise?" 
 "About three hours." 
 Softly, she said, "When is that wind going to stop?" 
 "The storm's died a little bit," he said, "but I wouldn't suggest our trying to leave this house. There's no telling what we might run into. I think we're about as safe here as we could possibly be." 
 "Some consolation. What happens at dawn?" 
 "What do you mean?" 
 "I know the vampires go crawling back into their graves or holes or whatever, but what happens to us? Where do we go when the storm stops?" Palatazin almost voiced his fears-that the storm had somehow been brought on by the vampires and would not stop, but would probably intensify during the daylight hours to keep the pockets of humanity isolated from each other-but he didn't. Instead, he said quietly, "I want you and Jo to try to get out." 
 "Okay, I'll buy that. But what about you?" 
 "I'm going to finish what I began. I'm going to find a way up to the Kronsteen castle . . ." 
 "Alone? You're crazy if-" 
 "Yes, alone," he said firmly. "And I may be crazy, I admit it. But who else is there to do it? And if it's not done-if it's not at least tried-then from now on every night will be just like this one. People hiding in the dark, waiting for the vampires. When they're finished here, they're going to sweep eastward, town after town, city after city. Los Angeles is now, for all intents and purposes, theirs. How long do you think smaller cities would last? How long before they reach Chicago and New York? I think there are already vampires in those cities, placed there by their master as advance scouts. But I think they're waiting to see how successful these vampires are here before they begin massing their armies." 
 "Surely some news is getting out to the rest of the country!" Gayle said. 
 "Surely . . . somebody out there knows . . . what's happening to us! Don't they?" 
 Palatazin shook his head. "I doubt it. Right now all they know is that the sandstorm of the century has hit L.A. Other than that, what could they know? 
 How could the news get out? No, Miss Clarke, I'm afraid we're quite isolated, which, of course, is exactly what the vampires want." She was silent for a moment, wincing as a gust of wind blew sand against the glass. She sat down in a chair, drawing her legs up underneath her. "Why did they choose L.A.?" she asked him finally. "Why begin with us?" 
 "I'm not sure. Oh, I have my theories, but..." He shrugged. "Los Angeles may be one of the largest cities in the world, but it's really a gathering of villages, many of them having no real contact or intermingling with any of the others. I think the vampire king has had . . . much experience in taking villages, and he began here because he recognized that fact about L.A. Also, he probably realized how isolated this city already is from the rest of the country, cut off by mountains and desert. And if you hear about strange goings on in L.A.-for instance that Gravedigger thing-most people here and in other parts of the country tend to simply shrug and say, 'Well, that's life in Los Angeles.' 
 Believe me, the vampire king has studied this city thoroughly, and he saw how he could take advantage of such attitudes. Also, to conquer a city of this size . . . think of the confidence that's going to give the vampires who are scattered all over this country, waiting for their master's command. They're going to think they're invisible, that nothing can stand in their way. They may be right." 
 "How are you going to get up that mountain with those dogs standing guard?" He looked at her and smiled grimly. "I don't know." Gayle shivered. "Maybe I will try to get some sleep. God knows I need it. I'm going to go scare up a pillow and a blanket." She rose to her feet and started toward the stairs. 
 "Will you bring a pillow for Jo, too, please?" he asked her. 
 "Sure. Back in a minute." She climbed the stairs in the dark, her hand gripping the banister hard. She opened a door and peered in. It was a bedroom. There were a couple of pillows on the bed, but the blanket and bedspread had been kicked off. She gathered up the pillows, hurrying because the moan of the wind at the windows sounded so ghastly, when her heart gave a violent kick. She stared at the bed, an odd recollection ticking in her brain. There were no sheets. Just as in Jack's apartment before she'd found him . . . 
 "Palatazin," she said. It came out as a dry, throaty whisper. Something rustled in the room, shifting heavily. There was the muffled noise of ripping cloth. 
 "Oh, God," Gayle whimpered, one hand going to her mouth. "Oh, God, no, no, no
 . . ." 
 In the darkness the closet door began to open. Another movement caught her eye, and now she could see a cocooned shape writhing out from under the bed. It jerked and stretched and, with the soft tearing of cloth, a grasping white hand protruded, fingers clawing at the sheet. A body came tumbling out of the closet. 
 It was the gray-haired man in the mantel photographs, his legs still wrapped tightly. He fought to get free, and slowly his gaze turned upon Gayle. His eyes flamed. 
 Gayle screamed. She backed out of the bedroom, and as she did, she saw a woman's head appear out of the other shroud. "WHAT IS IT?" she heard Palatazin shout from downstairs. "GAYLE?" 
 She started down the stairs, tripped and fell headlong before she could grasp the banister. When she looked back, she saw the man coming at her, a black tongue licking his lower lip. He reached down and grasped her arm, his grip colder than the dead of winter. His grinning sickle of a mouth gaped, and Gayle almost fainted with horror as the fangs began to close in on her throat. Palatazin stepped to the foot of the stairs with Jo behind him. The vampire, its fangs a half-inch from Gayle's jugular vein, looked up, its eyes narrowing as it sensed that something was not right. 
 Palatazin flung out his arm with the bottle of holy water clamped in his hand and saw the droplets spray across the vampire's face. Instantly the vampire shrieked in agony, trying to hold an arm over its eyes. It let go of Gayle and scurried up the stairs. Palatazin followed, his face gone gray. In the bedroom the vampire whirled to face him, and Palatazin could see the smoking holes where the drops of water had struck. The female vampire had almost kicked free from her shroud, and now she began to crawl across the floor toward the scent of hot blood. The male vampire hissed and advanced toward Palatazin. 
 He stepped back, slamming against the wall, and flung out with the bottle again. 
 A machine-gun slash of holes crossed the vampire's forehead, putting out one eye. The thing screamed and fell to its knees, writhing in pain as if it had been sprayed with acid. When Palatazin stepped toward it, the vampire staggered up, shuddering with fear, and crashed through the window on the other side of the bedroom in a silvery shower of glass. 
 The female vampire gripped Palatazin's ankle, pulling herself toward him. He poured a little of the water in the palm of his hand and flung it quickly into her face. She howled and contorted, pulling free of her cocoon, both hands pressed to her eyes. Then she was up and staggering blindly, trying to find the window. When her hand closed on the glass fragments on the sill, she pulled herself up and over, falling out of sight. 
 Palatazin looked through the window, wind whipping into his face. He saw the two figures, still running, and heard the madman's strident cry, "Ye foul spawn of Satan I strike the blow of God." There were three quick shots, and the vampires disappeared into the storm. Palatazin was stunned; he'd had no idea the holy water would have that destructive an effect. His stomach heaved, dark motes spinning before his eyes. He could hear Gayle downstairs, babbling hysterically. 
 When his dizziness passed, he looked at the bottle of holy water. It was a little less than half full now. What was in this water that could've caused a reaction like that? he wondered. There was a single drop remaining in the palm of his hand. He sniffed it, then licked it. 
 The water was salty. 
 Seawater? he asked himself. Then perhaps the salt had an immediate, corrosive effect on the vampires' dead flesh? He didn't know why Father Silvera had brought him seawater, but he was decidedly grateful for it. 
 "Andy?" Jo called from downstairs. Then in a panicked voice, "ANDY!" He walked back down the stairs on trembling legs. "I'm all right," he assured her. "I'm fine. But now we have to check this house from top to bottom. I don't think there are any more of them hiding here, but we have to be certain." He looked into the living room where Gayle was huddled on the sofa, whimpering like a little girl. "You're going to be all right, Miss Clarke?" he asked her. 
 "Yeah," she said quickly. "Yeah. Yeah. Let me get my breath. Okay. Yeah." He nodded, knowing there was very little that would keep her down for long. He squeezed Jo's hand. "We'll start with the basement," he said quietly. 





THREE
 Tommy was running. Behind him his house was on fire. 
 He hadn't thought it would go up so quickly, but he figured the wind had helped fan the blaze. He'd stood over his parents' corpses for a long time, just looking at them and wondering what to do. He knew what was supposed to happen now. His mom and dad were supposed to sleep until the next nightfall, and then sometime in the darkness they would awaken to walk the streets with the rest of the Undead. That's what happened in all the movies. The Undead. 
 That sounds so cold, Tommy had thought. So final. Once you've stepped across that line, you don't come back, not ever. But this is my mom and dad lying here, not . . . vampires! "Wake up," he whispered in the terrible darkness. 
 "Both of you . . . please . . . wake up . . ." 
 But they hadn't even moved, and Tommy could see the deep punctures on their throats that told him they weren't ever going to wake up as Don and Cynthia Chandler again. 
 So after a long time of just standing there, he'd gone to his room, put on his jeans, a shirt, and his all-weather jacket, then looked in his closet for the old Army surplus backpack he'd used briefly when he was a Boy Scout in Scottsdale. He'd put some matches into his jacket pocket, then the rest of them went into the backpack along with an extra can of hair spray and his dad's Right Guard aerosol deodorant. He went downstairs and made himself a couple of peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, put them in sandwich bags, and slipped them into the pack along with a meat cleaver he found in a drawer. The main question that faced him was whether he should try to make it to the ocean or head up into the mountains. 
 He'd thought about staying here in the house until sunrise, but he couldn't bear the idea of letting his parents slip over that Undead line, and he couldn't stay with them lying in the bedroom all white and empty. The ocean was too far away, so he decided on the mountains. 
 But one thing he couldn't be sure of was how many real people there were in the houses around him, and how many vampires waited out there for little boys running in the night. He decided that is he saw anyone, he would assume the worst. He folded the sheets around his parents and stuffed newspapers under the bed. Then he cried a little bit before he could muster the nerve to strike the first match. He lit his spray-can torch and touched the flame to the sheets; 
 they crisped and caught fire very quickly. There was no way he could wait to see if the bodies caught or not. He turned and ran, his face scorched by an agonizing lick of flame. 
 Now he was racing along the edge of Hancock Park, sand stinging his cheeks, the wind bringing the odors of oranges and cloves from the tar pits, the air metallic in his gasping lungs. He could tell the storms had diminished in force during the last several hours. Now sand dunes lay scattered across the white field of the park, and broken branches littered his path. He was a good runner; 
 he knew he could last a long time because whenever he jogged with his mom and dad in the evenings he always left them behind and just kept on going until he looked back and saw them as only two struggling dots. His heart seemed jammed up in his throat. He turned and thought he saw a faint reddish glow in the sky where his house was-had been-but he wasn't sure. He decided not to look back again. 
 He was heading northeast toward the only wooded refuge he could think of that was anywhere near his house. In August his dad had taken him up to the Nature Museum and Bird Sanctuary on Mount Hollywood, then down into the four thousand acres (so the guidebook had said) of Griffith Park. There were a lot of bridle paths crisscrossing the park but very few roads, and Tommy remembered being amazed at how close a really unspoiled mountain area was to the winding residential streets of Hollywood. So that was where he had to go. He knew he could lose himself in that park, but getting there meant crossing through the heart of Hollywood, and he was bitterly afraid of what might be lurking there. He still gripped the can of hair spray he'd repelled the Vernons with, and there were good old dependable Fire Chiefs-what I used to burn up my mom and dad with, he thought suddenly-in his jacket pocket. As he ran, he saw the wind rippling currents of sand before him, and he thought of that terrified kid in Invaders from Mars, running across a sand hill that whirlpooled beneath his feet to send him into a subterranean world of alien horrors. And then he was aware of the figure running behind him about thirty yards off to the left. Tommy looked over his shoulder. There was a hideous moon-white face floating toward him from the darkness. He increased his speed, zigzagging deeper into the park. When he dared to look back, the thing was gone. The high fence around the largest of the tar pits had blown down; a sheen of sand, white mottled with black, covered the surface of a lake from which a huge concrete mastodon struggled to escape. Tommy ran along its edge toward the eastern edge of the park. He passed benches stripped of paint where the old men played checkers on Saturday mornings; he passed long strips of pavement that would not be used by Sunday afternoon roller-skaters for a long time to come. 
 And then something slammed into the small of his back. A hand dug into his jacket, almost ripping it off his shoulders, and flung him to the ground with brutal force. 
 He lay there fighting for breath, a shrill alarm, Don't let them bite you! 
 Don't, don't, don't! screaming in his head. He'd lost his grip on the spray can, and when he raised his head, he saw a couple of hulking boys standing over him, both of them leering in anticipation. The one who'd knocked him down was a fat-jowled Chicano with thick eyebrows and a spill of dirty black hair on his forehead; he wore a blood-spattered blue workshirt. The vampire looked at the can of hair spray at his feet and kicked it far out into the tar lake, where it sank with a burst of bubbles. Then he advanced on Tommy, his eyes already glazed with pleasure. 
 But before the vampire could reach Tommy, a length of chain came snaking out of the darkness, cracking the Chicano across the face. He fell to his knees, howling with rage. The second vampire, a skinny, dark-haired kid with a scraggly mustache and goatee, whirled around to face the attacker. The chain whirred, striking him in the temple. He staggered and was about to rush forward when he saw who it was that had struck him. 
 Tommy's heart had risen; now it fell again to a sickening depth. Bull Thatcher, armed with a three-foot chain, had stepped between Tommy and the two vampires. 
 Tommy could see the bloodless, awful face of the Fairfax High Horror. 
 "You're on my turf," Bull said menacingly. "I'm huntin' here. Get out." 
 "It's our kill, you . . ." the Chicano began. He was silenced when the chain whistled across his face again. 
 "GET OUT!" Bull roared. 
 Tommy, his arms shaking so badly they moved like a jerky marionette's, slowly began to slip off his backpack. 
 "Get out, both of you!" Bull repeated. "I'm hungry, and I'm takin' this kill, you understand?" The vampires glowered at each other hotly but began to retreat when Bull lifted that chain and cracked it to the ground like a whip. 
 "We'll get you!" the Chicano shouted. "We'll find you when you're sleepin', and we'll fix you . . ." 
 Bull moved forward a few steps, the chain swinging above his head. The vampires were running away now. Tommy threw his pack off, got to his feet, and ran in the other direction. Bull Thatcher watched the vampires run out of sight with a defiant smirk and then turned for his prize. Running along the lake's edge, Tommy heard his angered roar and flinched. He unsnapped a pocket and reached in. 
 Bull Thatcher was chasing him, coming like the wind. Sweat popped up on Tommy's face; he could hear the thing gaining on him, and he dared not look back. 
 But then he heard the chain whistling toward his right ear, and he ducked his head, spinning around to face Bull and bringing out the meat cleaver in a tightly clenched fist at the same time. Before Bull could stop, Tommy had flung himself at the thing, burying that cleaver between the vampire's eyes with all his strength. Bull, thrown off-balance, staggered and fell into the tar pit on his back. Instantly bubbles exploded around his body, and he flailed at the air for something to grab. "NOOOO!" he roared like a maddened animal. "NO! I WONT LET YOU-!" Water and tar rushed into his mouth. He began to sink, tar streaking his face in thick black lines. He fought wildly, but the tar had him and he knew it. He began to scream, the meat cleaver buried in his forehead but the wound bloodless. 
 Tommy knew the other vampires would hear and come back. He started to run again, slipping his pack around his trembling shoulders. He wanted to be sick, he wanted to scream, he wanted to cry, but there wasn't time for any of that baby stuff anymore. When he looked back, he saw Bull's face disappear, and the scream bubbled away. 
 He ran on, breathing in great painful heaves. He left the park and ran northward across Third Street and through dark, silent residential streets where the merest suggestion of movement was enough to make him whine with fear. Then he was across Beverly Boulevard, still going north. Sand whipped into his face; 
 were it not for his glasses, he would have been blinded. His lungs flamed, and now he knew he couldn't go much farther. The worst part of it lay ahead, those main arteries through Hollywood. He was certain the vampires would be waiting there. How many would there be? Dozens? Hundreds? Thousands? He crossed Melrose and started to veer toward the northeast; he saw a group of moving shadows and dived beneath some hedges until they passed. He made himself continue, staggering from street to street, crossing through backyards and alleys. A gust of hot wind hit him, almost stealing the last of his breath. Light-headed, he tripped and almost fell over something that he realized three strides later must have been a corpse. 
 And then a voice roared over his head. "I see you, child of the devil! Ye legion of Lucifer . . .!" There was a loud crack! right behind his ear, then a freight train knocked him off his feet and rumbled on past, leaving him crushed in the sand. 
 FOUR
 "A boy!" Jo said, peering out the window through widened eyes. "That maniac shot a boy!" 
 Palatazin eased over beside her and looked out. He could see the small figure lying prone in the sand right in front of the house. At first he'd thought the boy must be a vampire, but if that were so, a single bullet wouldn't have stopped him. Palatazin paused, his heart beginning to hammer, then took his
 .38 from its shoulder-holster. 
 Jo stared fearfully at the gun. "What are you going to do?" 
 "That boy may not be dead. I'll have to go out and see." He moved past her toward the door and, from the sofa, Gayle said, "For Christ's sake, be careful!" 
 Palatazin nodded and squeezed out the door onto the porch, where a furnace breath of wind rocked him on his heels. Grit stung his eyes, and he had to wait a moment before he could see anything. Then he was moving down the porch steps, his grip already sweaty on his .38. He was alert for any movement in the windows of that silent house next door, but so far he couldn't tell where the man was. 
 He tensed and then ran out to the curb where that boy lay sprawled on his face. 
 Palatazin could see a bleeding gash across the back of his head, the dark brown hair matted with blood. He got his arms under the boy and started to lift him. 
 "Heathen!" the voice shrieked. "God's blight on the world!" A shot rang out, kicking up sand two feet away. Palatazin lifted the boy, struggled to his feet, and started to run back to the house. Another bullet screamed past Palatazin's face, leaving what he thought was a burning red streak in the sullen air. Then he was on the porch, and Jo was opening the door to pull him in. 
 Gayle had brought a pillow and bedspread from upstairs, and now Palatazin laid the boy on the sofa, his forehead cradled against the pillow. "How badly is he hurt?" Gayle asked. 
 "I don't know. The bullet took off some scalp at the back of his head, probably gave him one hell of a knock, too." He took off the boy's backpack and laid it on the floor. It was heavy, and things clanked together inside. He unzipped and unsnapped several of the backpacks' pockets, rummaging through them. "I'd say he was prepared for a little of everything," Palatazin said. "I wonder where he was trying to get to." 
 Jo was gingerly parting the boy's hair to look at the wound. In the darkness she couldn't see it very well, but her fingers were already sticky with warm blood. 
 She reached over and grasped his wrist. The pulse seemed strong if erratic. 
 "Can you find me some towels, Andy?" she said. "Maybe we can stop some of this bleeding." 
 He went upstairs to search the bathroom. 
 The boy suddenly stirred and moaned. He said in a weary, old-man's voice, 
 "You're dead . . . leave me alone! . . . burned them up, I burned them, burned them . . ." Then he was quiet again. 
 "Do you think he's going to die?" Gayle asked. 
 "I'm certainly no doctor," Jo said. "But he's a small boy. I hope he's stronger than he looks." 
 Palatazin brought the towels, one of which he'd soaked in cold water. Jo started cleaning the crusted blood away, then pressed a towel against the wound. 
 Gayle watched for a few minutes and then turned away. She could hear the wind's shriek outside, and it seemed to her that it sounded much more savage than it had only half an hour before. She stepped to the window and saw sand corkscrewing in the middle of the street like a miniature tornado. The window rattled in its frame. Oh, my God, she thought. Oh, no ... "How long until sunrise?" she asked Palatazin. 
 "An hour or so." 
 "My God," she whispered. "I... I think the storm's building again. The wind's getting stronger." Her control broke, hot fear flooding out of her. "Why won't the storm move out to sea? Why won't it just ... go away or die down or ... leave us alone? Why won't it?" She turned to stare at Palatazin. 
 "Because somehow they brought it here," he said quietly. Jo looked up at him from the boy. "It'll grow stronger during the daylight hours to keep people isolated and trapped. Then when night falls again, the vampires will be out in full force." 
 "We can't ... we can't last another night!" Jo's voice was thick with dread. 
 "I know that. Somehow I've got to reach that castle today. I've got to find the vampire king and destroy him." 
 "How?" Gayle asked. "When the storm gets worse, you won't even be able to get two blocks from here, much less make it all the way across fucking Hollywood! 
 And what about those dogs up there? Do you think they'll step off the road and just let you walk right on past?" 
 "No. I don't. I'm going to make it up the mountain some way other than the road-" 
 "Climb it? Now you're really flipping out." 
 "What would you presume I do?" he shouted at her, his face reddening. "What are my choices? There's Death on every side now, but shall we just sit here and wait for it to come grinning in the night? NO! I have to reach the Kronsteen castle before sundown!" 
 The boy stirred again. "Kronsteen . . ." he moaned. "Vampire. Bit you . . ." Palatazin looked down at the small body in surprise. What could this boy know of Orion Kronsteen? But then the boy was quiet, and whatever questions Palatazin had for him would have to wait-if he could ever answer them at all. 
 "You can't make it up to that castle," Gayle said. Behind her the wind gnawed at the glass. 
 "If I don't" he answered her coldly, "who will?" Jo could see that Andy had already decided, and there was nothing more to be said. She went back to work on the boy, her eyes burning. It was all hopeless, of course. Everything was hopeless, she thought, from his reaching the castle to her being able to save this boy. But perhaps in Andy's decision there was a spark of hope that might keep them all alive for just one more day. FIVE
 Prince Vulkan sat at the head of his council table in his attack command chamber, the same room in which he had crushed Phillip Falco's skull and tossed him into the fireplace. The stink of charred meat still clung to the walls. Maps of Los Angeles were smoothed out before him, and at the table sat his lieutenants, Kobra on his right and Roach-the only human within a radius of more than a mile-at his left. 
 It was almost time to sleep. Prince Vulkan could feel the heavy weariness overtaking him fast, but he was elated. From the reports of his lieutenants those areas called Beverly Hills, West Los Angeles, Culver City, and Highland Park had been completely overrun. The human population of Boyle Heights had been reduced to a few hidden groups, and the central part of Hollywood had all but fallen as well. His lieutenants were as fat as ticks. Like celebrants at a Roman orgy, they had fed, thrown up blood, fed, thrown up again, and feverishly hunted down more victims. 
 "Master," a young black vampire, who had in life been an administrative aide to the mayor, was saying, "the East Division needs more troops in Alhambra and Monterey Park. We can take those areas in one night if we're allowed another thousand." He wore the dirty remnants of what had been an expensive gray vested suit; there were spatters of blood on his shirt. 
 "It's most important to concentrate on the canyon communities, Master," a vampire across the table said. He had curly iron-gray hair and wore a profusion of silver chains spilling down the open vee of his Calvin Klein western shirt. 
 Up until several nights ago he had been a major power at the Warner Bros, studios. "I've had reports from both Laurel and Coldwater canyons of scattered sightings. They're trying to escape across the Santa Monica Mountains." Vulkan's gaze flared. "Were they stopped?" 
 "Yes. Most of them . . ." 
 "You didn't answer my question. They weren't stopped, were they?" Vulkan stared at him for a silent moment, his cat eyes blazing. 
 "We ... we need more troops to patrol the . . . canyons," he protested softly, beginning to tremble. 
 Vulkan leaned forward. "I want none of them escaping, do you understand that? 
 None of them. I don't care if the Central Division has to go without food. I want those gaps filled. And they will be filled. Won't they?" The vampire nodded. "Immediately, Master." 
 "Perhaps Western Division can spare a thousand or so?" Vulkan looked across the table at a young vampire with shoulder-length blond hair and the last yellow tinge of a surfer's tan. 
 "We can after we finish up in Venice," he said. "Lots of 'em are still hidin' 
 in their basements over there. Then we'll go right through the condos at Marina Del Rey like shit through a goose, just slice 'em to pieces. I figure we can spare a thousand or so easy." 
 "Good." Vulkan's eyes were bright and giddy. He grinned and clasped his hands together, like a child at a carnival who sees so many lights he doesn't know where to turn first. He wished his father could see him now; he knew the Hawk would be very proud, perhaps even a bit envious. His father's greatest campaign-a war of revenge into the wild northland after rampaging barbarians had set two of the Hawk's villages to the torch-had lasted almost six months and resulted in a critical weakening of his army. Now here was Prince Conrad Vulkan, son of the Hawk, who would be young and strong forever, on the eve of conquering a city the size of which might have driven his father to madness. His army could never lose its strength; it would only grow in power, night after night, faster and faster, until the world trembled at its thunderous approach. Oh, he thought, how good it was to be alive! He looked at Kobra. 
 "And the armored infantry? How many do you command now, Kobra?" 
 "The Death Machine, the Ghost Riders, most of the Angels, and the Undertakers
 -about thirty-five hundred able to ride right now, another fifteen hundred who'll be ready tomorrow night. We've got the hogs in a warehouse over near the river, but I don't know how long the engines are gonna last with all this sand blowin' around. That shit gets in the carbs and the fuel lines, and there's hell to pay. 'Course, we've got mechanics workin' on 'em but . . ." 
 "You won't have to deal with the sand much longer," Vulkan said. "Once our objective is reached, the storm will pass. Until then you'll have to make do." He looked to the center of the table, where the sand was beginning to corkscrew faster in the gleaming golden bowl. The others had stared at it fearfully when they'd come to the council, and none of them dared touch it. 
 "What powers that, Master?" Roach asked, his voice brimming with wonder. It looked to him like some gleaming jewel, a golden mechanism sent spinning by a force he couldn't even begin to understand. 
 "The hand that powers us all," Prince Vulkan said. "It's a holy object, and you would do well to remember that." He cast his gaze along the table. "Any more comments, reports, or suggestions? No? Then it is time to sleep. The council is adjourned." They rose from their chairs and moved toward the door. 
 "Sleep well," 
 Vulkan told them, and then looked up at Roach, who'd lagged behind. "Yes?" 
 "I just wanted to ... say ... I want to be like you someday. I want to ... live forever, like you and the others. I want to know what it feels like, Master." 
 His eyes were huge and shining behind his glasses, and he was almost panting. 
 "Will you make me like you?" 
 Vulkan regarded him in silence for a moment. "Perhaps someday," he said finally. 
 "Right now I need you as you are." 
 "I'll do anything for you, I'll follow you anywhere! Anything you ask, but please let me feel the power, too!" 
 Vulkan said, "Leave me. I want to be alone now." Roach nodded and backed away. He stopped at the door. "Do you want me to go down and feed the dogs now?" 
 Someday, Vulkan thought, you shall. Just as Falco did when his usefulness had ended. "No, not yet. But make sure they're out at sunrise." Roach left the room, his footsteps scuttling away down the stone-floored corridor. In the firelight the golden urn winked like a maleficent and beautiful eye. The sand had begun to spin with greater force. Vulkan watched it, mesmerized. 
 And now he could sense the presence of spirits around him, shades of beings who had lived and died in Los Angeles for scores of years. They were everywhere now, floating through the castle, like silver cobwebs. His activity had stirred them up, brought them back from the dead in defiance. He recalled the night he'd intercepted the messages flowing between the spirit that had walked here when he first came and a house in that section of the city called Bel Air. The dead were restless and trying to halt his advance. But what should he care about them? 
 They were phantoms, things that moved without shape or substance, and he was well beyond their grasp. Now he was Prince Conrad Vulkan, King of the Vampires, and no power on or of earth could ever stop him! He stared at the urn and thought he saw a specter moving toward it, trying to pass a shadowy grip through the spinning column of sand. Of course, that couldn't be done, and Prince Vulkan began to laugh with childish glee. The laughter grew, echoing in the rafters like a demonic chorus. 
 Nothing could stand in his way now; nothing could halt the advance of his army. 
 When darkness fell again, the divisions would secure their own areas and then begin to radiate outward, like an exploding star, while the Central Division continued to explore the inner city in wider spirals, searching for stragglers. 
 But Prince Vulkan knew there would not be many. 
 It was almost dawn. He could feel the coming sunlight-which this day would be no more than a faint glow in the thick amber grain of the sky-with a sense of unease at the pit of his stomach. He left the chamber, left the swirling, helpless ghosts, and went down into the murky depths of the castle, where his ebony casket filled with coarse Hungarian dirt waited. 
 SIX
 Father Silvera was guiding a long chain of people toward his church from a decrepit, tottering tenement. The storm was furious, sand lashing his face like a cat-o'-nine-tails. He gripped the hand of the person behind him, and now he was stepping over half-buried corpses at his feet. He could see the church ahead, the vague dark outline in the yellow wind. When he reached the steps, he felt a shudder vibrate up his arm and looked back. They were all gone, all the people swept away either by the storm or by the vampires. He'd been gripping empty air, and his dead hand hadn't even registered the difference. In the distance he could hear people shrieking for his help, calling out his name, sobbing. He shouted "Where are you?" but then the sand whipped into his mouth and began to choke him, and he knew he could never find all of them, he knew he'd let them go, and there was nothing he could do for them, nothing . . . 
 nothing . . . 
 His head jerked upward. His eyes opened. He lay in deep blue light, the pounding of his heart making his entire body tremble. He was aware of three distinct sounds-the tolling of Mary's Voice above his head, the muffled sound of voices talking and weeping, and the steady roaring of the wind. He sat up from where he'd fallen asleep-how long? An hour or more?-on a pew and found that someone had spread a striped blanket across him. There was someone else asleep 313
 beside him, and at the end of the pew, a girl who looked no more than fifteen was nursing an infant. From the rear of the sanctuary, a woman began to weep in long, agonized moans; someone else whispered to her, trying to calm her. A baby began to wail. Father Silvera suddenly realized that there was a trace of light within the church from outside. He looked at the stained-glass window and saw some of the blue panes beginning to glow. On the altar most of the candles had burned themselves out. 
 Morning, he thought with a surge of relief. Oh, thank God! We've survived the night! He stood up, stepping over and around people huddled both on the pews and the floor, and peered out the front door. Sand whipped into his face; the wind had risen, and now it screamed violently around the church. The dunes had already shifted, and now they were building up eight and nine feet high against those walls that cut the wind's force. No one could go out in that and live very long, he knew. He closed the door and rebolted it, grit prickling the stubble of his beard. 
 He was walking back toward the altar when someone huddled on the end of a pew with a blanket draped around his shoulders said, "Father?" Silvera stopped. It was the young man he'd found sprawled on the ground. He was shirtless, his broken ribs now bandaged with the torn strips of a woman's brown dress. "Did a woman come in last night?" the young man said, his eyes sunken and dark with hopelessness. "A black woman, very beautiful . . .?" 
 "No," Silvera said. "No one else came in after I found you." The young man nodded. There were deep lines around his eyes, as if he'd aged twenty years in one night. He looked dazed, on the verge of tears, Silvera had seen that look of shock often enough now to become familiar with it. "They took her," the young man said softly. "The ones on the motorcycles. I've got to find her, Father ... I can't let them . . . make her one, too . . ." 
 "What's your name, son?" 
 "Name? Wes. Wes Richer. Where is this place?" 
 "My church is in East L.A. Where did you come from?" Wes seemed to be trying to remember, but was having difficulty. "My car," he said. "The freeway . . ." 
 "The freeway? The nearest off-ramp is over a quarter-mile away!" 
 "I heard the bell," Wes said. "I knew if I kept going, I'd reach it. I wasn't aware of how far away it was, I just knew I ... had to get there. Her name was
 ... is ... Solange. The ones on the motorcycles took her." He pressed a hand against his side and winced. "Broken ribs, huh? I figured as much. How bad am I?" 
 "One of the woman looked after you. She says you've got two fractured ribs on the left side. How bad do you feel?" 
 "Pretty fucking bad. Oops, sorry." He looked at the brightening window. "Is it morning?" 
 "Yes. Where did these motorcycle riders go?" The idea of vampires on motorcycles chilled him. It was bad enough that they were on foot, but vampires with vehicles was almost too terrible to think about. 314 R. McCAMMON
 "I don't know. East, I think. They were members of some kind of biker gang, and they said they were going to connect up with some others." He coughed a couple of times and winced. "Shit. My throat and lungs feel like they've been sandpapered. Do you have any water?" 
 "I'll get you some." Silvera went back to his room, where he'd taken the case of bottled water and packs of paper cups that he'd gotten from the grocery store down the street. Two of the bottles were already empty. Silvera poured just a little into a cup and took it out to Wes. "Make it last," he told the young man, who nodded and drank gratefully. 
 "I've got to go," Wes said when he'd finished. "I've got to find Solange." 
 "No one's going anywhere. The storm's gotten stronger. You couldn't walk two blocks in it before you laid down and died." 
 "It was my fault they found us. I stood there and waved and shouted like an idiot, and then they swooped right down on us like fucking vultures. I should've known what they were! I should've known that only the .. . the vampires would be out there. Now they've got her, and God only knows what they've done to her!" 
 His lower lip quivered. He crushed the cup and flung it aside. "I've got to find her!" he shouted, his eyes flaring with defiance. 
 "And where will you start looking?" Silvera asked him. "They could've taken her anywhere. And by now they've ..." His voice trailed off because saying it would be unmerciful. 
 "NO!" Wes said. "I don't believe that!" 
 "You can't go out in this storm, Mr. Richer. Do you want to die so much?" Wes smiled thinly. "Man, I'm half-dead already. So what does it matter, huh?" Something about the cold logic of that pierced Silvera. It seemed to him that only the half-dead might have the courage to fight against the vampires because the living would have too much to lose. He had refused to help Palatazin, and that man had surely gone to his death. He remembered Cicero's triumphant shriek: "The Master lives!" Yes, Palatazin-or what had been Palatazin-was dead by now, and the master's flock had increased. Only the half-dead, only those who had seen the limits of their lives and accepted that end as a fact, could hope to find the strength within themselves to fight back. 
 Silvera held his hands up before his face. They were shaking like the hands of an elderly man with the palsy. 
 How much longer could he hope to live? Two years? Three, possibly? Incurable, the doctors had said. Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Lou Gehrig's disease. First weakness and atrophy of the muscles in the hands coupled with fibrillations and spasticity. Muscular atrophy spreading to the forearms and shoulders. Wasting away week after week. Incurable. Lying in a hospital bed, probably in some charity ward, softening into a gray mass of jellied flesh. Nurses with grim lips hovering at his bedside. Incurable. Being fed through his nostrils. Time creeping. Messing his pants and being wiped clean by the nurses, trembling in bed, caged within a house that had gone rotten but refused to fall until all the dignity of its tenant had been thrown out into the garbage with the rubber diapers and the bibs and the nasal catheters. Is that how I want to die? he asked himself. Now he saw his impending death as a gift from God. He had been given the opportunity to choose his death with dignity. 
 The Master lives, Cicero had said. And Silvera knew it was true. In that castle I; somewhere in the Hollywood Hills, the Master lived and plotted his moves for the next night's assault on the remaining humans of Los Angeles. A knot of dread was slowly gathering in his stomach. Palatazin had surely been killed. Who else but he knew that the Master had taken refuge in the Kronsteen castle? Calm determination set in, but the fear kept jumping in his stomach like something trying to draw his attention. How could he get through the storm to the castle? 
 He really didn't even know how to find it, and there were hundreds of roads, both paved and dirt, twisting through the hills. And what about the people here in the sanctuary? He couldn't just leave them to fend for themselves. But tonight the vampires would be back, maybe many times stronger than the night before. He was going to have to pray and seek guidance. 
 "I want to find Solange," Wes said grimly. "I don't care what I have to do or where I have to go." 
 "Don't be a fool. How far could you get with those broken ribs? You don't even know where you'd be going. You'd wind up suffocated on some East L.A. side street." He paused because he could see the anger in Wes's eyes quickly giving way to pain. "I'm sorry," Silvera said quietly. "How about some more water?" Wes shook his head. "No. I ... I just want to try to sleep . . ." 
 "All right. And I have some thinking to do. If you'll excuse me." He moved away from Wes without looking back, because he'd seen the young man's face and heard his first strangled, hopeless sob. 





SEVEN
 The boy on the sofa suddenly screamed and jerked his head up. Jo, sitting in a chair beside him, leaned forward and put a hand on his shoulder. "It's all right," she said soothingly. "No one's going to hurt you. Come on, lie back." 
 "No! House is on fire! They're burning up, both of them!" His eyes were wild, and he was fighting the bedspread that covered him. 
 "It's morning," Jo said, putting more pressure on his shoulder to keep him still. "Whatever happened to you last night is over. Everything's going to be all right now." 
 "Huh?" He looked at her as if he was seeing her for the first time. "Who are you?" 
 "I'm Jo, and that's Gayle over there. What's your name?" 
 "It's... uh ..." He squinted and touched the back of his head. The wound had been covered with a couple of large square Band-Aids. "Head hurts," he said. 
 "My name is... uh ... Tommy!" Everything but his own name seemed dark and jumbled together. Strange backward images of things were caught in his brain like distorted reflections in a hall of mirrors. "Head hurts bad," he said. 
 "It should. But I guess that's a good sign. You've been shot." 
 "Shot? Like with a bullet?" 
 "Well, grazed is the right word, I suppose. Come on, lie back down. You don't want to start bleeding again, do you?" 
 He allowed her to push him back down on the pillow. Thunder crashed between his temples, and he felt sick to his stomach. He was trying to remember his last name and where he lived and what he was doing on this sofa with this woman sitting next to him. He concentrated on making sense out of one of the funhouse mirror reflections. There was a bed, and on that bed there were shapes covered with the sheets. They were lying very still. Something painful struck him across the top of the head, making him wince and whimper, and that mirror shattered to pieces. He decided not to think about any more reflections, not just yet. 
 "He's been gone a long time," Gayle said, standing next to the window. Her voice was as taut as overstretched cable, and all she could see out there were blowing currents of white and yellow. 
 "He knows what he's doing," Jo answered. Something cold surged around her heart; 
 she forced it away and smoothed the spread up under the boy's chin. Tommy was as pale as death, and now she could hear him whimpering softly. What kind of hell did he go through last night? she wondered. 
 In another moment Gayle said, "There he is!" and opened the front door. A swirl of wind and sand blew in, and at the center of it Palatazin, a sheet around his head and face like an Arabian headdress, stepped across the threshold, carrying the cardboard box of stakes he'd just retrieved from the Falcon. Gayle quickly closed the door, having to push hard against it. Palatazin laid the box on the floor and unwrapped his protective shroud. It had strained the air enough for him to breathe through his teeth, but walking out there was like struggling through glue while being struck in the face with buckets of sand. His shirt was soaked with sweat. 
 "Could you see anything moving out there?" Gayle asked him. 
 "I could hardly see five feet in front of me," he said. "I walked right past the car before I realized where I was. But there's one blessing. Our friend with the rifle can't see either. How's the boy?" 
 "He was awake a few minutes ago," Jo said. "He says his name is Tommy." Palatazin came over beside the sofa and looked down at him. "Do you think he's going to be all right? He's so pale!" 
 "You would be, too, if you'd taken a bullet across the back of your head." She lifted the cold washrag and felt his forehead for perhaps the twentieth time in an hour. "He doesn't have a fever, but I wouldn't know whether he had a concussion or not. At least he was coherent when he spoke." Palatazin nodded, his brow furrowed in concern, and then turned back to the window. He was glad this boy was alive, of course, but now he was responsible for the life of one more person. What was going to happen to them after he'd gone? Taking them with him was out of the question. If Jo protested, he would remind her that she'd almost died in the storm last night, and having to keep three other people together out there would be more than he could handle. He gravely doubted his own chances of making it across Hollywood. "The car's completely covered over now," he said to Gayle. "The dunes are piling up almost as tall as the house." 
 "And you still think you can make it up to the Kronsteen castle?" He didn't look at her. "I have to try." 
 "It's over four miles! If you say you can't see more than five feet in front of you, how the hell will you even know where you're going?" Palatazin motioned toward the gun and shoulder-holster lying across the back of a chair. "I want you to keep that. I'm going to leave you the rest of the holy water, too. If I get up there . .. when I get up there ... I won't need anything more than the hammer and stakes. I think the vampire king is somehow controlling this storm. When he dies, I think the storm will blow itself out to sea. Until then it's going to circle over the city and possibly get worse before nightfall-" 
 "Wait a minute!" Jo said, rising from her chair. "Do you think you can climb up that mountain alone?" 
 "You're staying here, Jo. All of you are. Don't argue because the decision's been made." 
 "Like hell it has! We'll take a vote on it!" 
 "No, we won't!" he said angrily. "Yes, I'm going up alone to the Kronsteen castle. You and Gayle and the boy are staying right here. You'll have the holy water and the gun. I suggest you go down to the basement after dusk and lock yourselves in. Save the holy water as long as you can. If you have to use the gun, aim for the vampires' eyes. With any luck and the help of God, I can reach the castle much faster than if I had to take care of the two of you and an injured boy .-. ." 
 "We can take care of ourselves!" Jo said. "You won't have to worry about us!" 
 "You're staying here," he told her, his voice stern. 
 "The Kronsteen castle? Orion Kronsteen's castle?" Palatazin looked past Jo. The boy sat up from the sofa; he still looked dazed and weak, but his voice was clear. "Is that where you're going?" the boy asked. 
 "That's right," Palatazin said. "How are you feeling?" 
 "Better, I guess. My head keeps ringing." 
 Palatazin smiled and walked over to the sofa. "Young man, you should be grateful you have a head. If that wound were perhaps a fraction of an inch deeper, you might not. Tommy, is it?" 
 "Yes, sir." 
 "Tommy what?" 
 The boy started to speak, but then his eyes seemed to lose their focus. He winced and shook his head. "Tommy . . . Tommy . . . Ch . . ." 
 "Take your time." Palatazin glanced quickly at Jo, then back to the boy. "Do you remember anything of what happened to you last night?" Tommy closed his eyes. He was trying to look into the funhouse mirrors that stood along the distorted corridor in his mind. There was a girl in one of them, a very pretty girl with long blond hair. She was reaching out for him and smiling, but suddenly her smile turned hideous, and he could see the glistening fangs slowly protruding from her jaws. That mirror abruptly shattered. There was a fire burning in the next one, but he couldn't bear to look into it. The mirror after that rippled with darkness; there seemed to be figures in it, chasing after him, getting closer and closer. There was someone with a chain, shouting. 
 The mirror cracked with the same loud sound he remembered hearing before he'd slid down a sandy maw into the belly of a toadish, squatting monster. "Can't think," he said. He backed out of that corridor and opened his eyes. "My head hurts too much." 
 Palatazin reached down and picked up the backpack. "You were wearing this." 
 "Uhhhh, sure! I know that! From the Scouts. My dad used to take me when we lived in ... in ..." The chain of dim memories suddenly collapsed. Tears sprang to his eyes. 
 "Your father? What happened to your parents?" 
 "Can't," Tommy said very softly. "Can't." Palatazin realized they were probably dead, or worse. He could see the pain etched across the boy's face so he put the backpack down on the floor. "It's okay," he said. "You don't have to remember just this minute. My name's Andy. I guess you must be hungry, huh? I think we can find you something from the refrigerator if it hasn't all gone bad by now." 
 "There are some cans of Vienna sausage in the pantry," Jo said. "And sardines." 
 "Ugh," Tommy said. "I don't think I can eat anything just right now anyway, thanks. My stomach doesn't feel so good." He looked up and held Palatazin's gaze. "Why do you want to go to Orion Kronsteen's castle?" 
 "Because of the vampires," Palatazin said quietly. "I suppose you do know about them?" 
 "Yeah." Another mirror shattered in Tommy's head. He'd seen vampires in the movies. No, no, that wasn't right. They were here in L.A., and one of them looked like the blond girl in tight denim cutoffs who'd lived across the street. 
 Her name was . . . Sandra . . . Susie . . . something . . . 
 "I don't know how many there are now, but I'm sure they number in the thousands. 
 They're trying to take over this city, Tommy. Somehow they brought this sandstorm here and they don't want any of us to get out." His eyes had gotten very dark, reflecting the state of his spirit. "I think their leader is hiding up in the Kronsteen castle. Someone has to find him and kill him before sundown, or ... what happened last night will happen again, only ten times worse. There are probably other vampires hiding there with him, and they're all going to have to be destroyed." 
 "You? You're going to do it?" 
 Palatazin nodded. 
 "I know all about the castle!" Tommy said excitedly. "Last year Famous Monsters-that's a magazine-did a story about it. Forry Ackerman and Vincent Price toured it on the tenth anniversary of Orion Kronsteen's murder! They took a psychic up there and everything! She said she could feel his ghost walking around-" 
 "That's fine," Palatazin said, "but-" 
 "They had a lot of pictures of the place," Tommy continued, "and a diagram that showed most of the rooms. A couple of months ago my ... dad ..." He frowned suddenly, memories streaked through his brain and vanishing into darkness. He tried to grasp some of them before they were gone. "My dad ... drove me up there on a ... Sunday afternoon, I think. We couldn't go all the way to the top because there was a ... chain and a No Trespassing sign across the road. But I... remember seeing it through the trees way up in the distance." He blinked suddenly, as if startled. "A blue Pacer! My dad drove a blue Pacer!" Images started to come back to him, like bright red explosions in the blackest of all black nights. A stucco house on a long street lined with similar houses. The flaring of a match, illuminating hideously pale faces. A concrete mastodon struggling to free itself from a lake of tar. A grinning dark-haired boy standing over him. Someone else-another boy, larger than the first one-staggering backward, falling into that clinging black ooze and screaming. 
 Tommy felt cold sweat on his face. He said, "I think . . . something bad happened to my mom and dad. I think I left them because ... because ... there were vampires and . . ." His face suddenly crumpled. Whatever had happened was too terrible for him to think about. 
 Palatazin put his hand on the boy's shoulder. "It's over, son." Tommy looked up at him grimly, his face streaked with tears. "No, it's not. The vampires got my mom and dad. I know they did! You're going after the king vampire, aren't you?" 
 Palatazin nodded. He knew he'd never seen any harder, more determined eyes than those in the face of this skinny boy. 
 "He's the one who holds them together," Tommy said. "If you can kill him and the ones around him, the others won't know what to do. They'll be too disorganized to think for themselves. That's what happened in Midnight Hour, the one where Orion Kronsteen played Count DuPre. Professor Van Dorn found him in the abbey ruins and . . ." His voice trailed off. "But that was just a movie, wasn't it?" 
 he said softly. "That wasn't real at all." 
 "I'm going to have to use your backpack, okay?" Palatazin said after another moment. "To carry the stakes." 
 Tommy nodded. Palatazin dumped everything out of the pack and started putting the stakes in. "The matches and the spray can," Tommy said. "You can make a torch out of them." 
 Palatazin thought that over and returned them to the pack. He stuffed six stakes into the largest pocket, and three more in the others. There was barely enough room for the hammer. 
 "You won't be able to find him so easily," Tommy said. "He'll be hidden, probably down in one of the basements." 
 Palatazin looked up and frowned. "One of the basements?" 
 "There are two. That place has more than a hundred rooms. It'll be easy to get lost once you've gotten inside. You might not even be able to find your way out again." 
 Palatazin glanced over at Jo. She looked dazed, and he didn't know how much more of this she could take. Outside, the light was a thick, dusty amber. He looked at his watch and saw that the crystal had been cracked and grains of sand clung to the face. He remembered checking it when he'd awakened from two hours of sleep just after sunrise, and now he thought he must've broken it in getting the stakes out of the car. The frozen time was ten-fifty. 
 "I can help you get in and out," Tommy said. "You won't be able to kill all of them. If the others find you, they'll tear you to pieces." 
 "No." 
 "I can help you!" Tommy suddenly stood up. His head spun, his vision going in and out of focus, but he forced himself to stand steady. "I know what the castle looks like inside!" 
 "Lie back down, son," Palatazin said firmly. "You're in no condition to go anywhere." He slipped the backpack over one shoulder, then over his head so it hung down at his side within easy reach. It was time to go now. 
 "How are you going?" Gayle asked him. 
 "The fastest route I can," he said. "I'll walk to LeBrea Avenue-that's only a couple of blocks west-and head northward across Hollywood." 
 "It's a long way up there," Gayle said. "Four or five miles at least." 
 "Please." He smiled grimly. "No pep talks, okay?" He looked at Jo and knew she was trying very hard to be brave for him. "Well." He shrugged in mock incredulity. "Who would've ever thought this fat, bald, middle-aged cop would turn out to be a vampire hunter, huh?" He put his arms around her and held her close. "I'm going to be all right," he whispered into her ear. "You'll see. I am going to finish it, and then I'll be back for you." He looked at Gayle. 
 "Will you help me wrap that cloth around my mouth and nose?" When she'd finished, there was just the narrowest of slits left for his eyes. He turned up the collar of his coat and buttoned his shirt all the way. Then he went to the door. He stopped, his hand gripping the knob, and looked back at them. 
 "I want you all to remember this. If I come to the door in the night, don't let me in, no matter what I say or do. My ... mother opened the door on that last night in Krajeck, and I don't want any of you doing the same thing. Keep the holy water close at hand. If I'm still on the porch at daylight, then you'll know I'm ... the same man I was when I left. Is that understood?" He waited for Jo to nod, then he said, "I love you." 
 "I love you," she answered; her voice cracked. 
 Palatazin walked out into the wind. Jo stepped to the window and watched him vanish into the yellow swirl. She put a hand over her mouth to stifle a sob. Tommy stood beside her. He's going to die, Tommy thought. Or worse, just like my parents. He's going to get lost in that castle, and then the vampires will have him. Jo reached out and took his hand. Her touch was very cold. 





EIGHT
 The sanctuary was tumultuous with noise. From the end of a pew, Wes watched Father Silvera trying to cope with all of them. It seemed he was always bending or kneeling down beside somebody to pray with them, or trying to comfort someone who was weeping inconsolably. That's got to be one of the toughest gigs there is, Wes thought. But Silvera seemed to be handling everything okay; only once in a while did Wes see him falter when a quick weary expression swept over his face. Then he was talking with someone else, kneeling down beside them, or simply listening while they poured out their terrors distilled from the night before. Wes saw that it had been rough on everybody. There were children who looked as m forlorn as war orphans, their dark eyes confused and terrified. One little girl had curled up in a corner, sucking her thumb and staring straight ahead. Father Silvera i and others had gone over several times to talk quietly with her, but she never answered and never moved. A few of the men had brought guns into the sanctuary with them, and it was only with much effort that Silvera persuaded them to give their guns up. The priest had taken the weapons into the back of the church and put them away. Good thing too, Wes thought, because one of those men had snapped about an hour ago and had to be forcibly restrained from running out into the storm by three others. A gray-haired woman with deep wrinkles in her face came over to check on him, babbling in Spanish while she unwrapped the bandages and tenderly pressed at his side. He kept saying Si, si, even though he didn't understand a word she was saying. When she was finished, she wrapped the bandages back very tightly and left him. 
 He couldn't keep his mind off Solange for very long. Her last scream had drilled a hole straight through his brain, and it felt as if his life-force were slowly leaking out. Was it possible she was still alive? And more importantly, was it possible she was still... human? That remark the one called Kobra-that grinning, murderous albino-had made about a castle still puzzled him, though he tried attacking it from all angles. What castle had the vampire meant? Or had it just been a figure of speech? The only place he could think of that could really be referred to as a castle was that monstrosity Orion Kronsteen had put together up in the hills. He recalled the night-God, how long ago that seemed!-Solange had asked questions over her Ouija board and the spectral reply that he'd first thought was one of Martin Blue's parlor tricks-They thirst. Now he saw the actual meaning of that message, and it chilled his blood. Even then the spirits had been trying to warn them of the hideous force gathering strength over L.A. 
 Had Kobra meant the Kronsteen castle? Wes could see how that would be a perfect refuge for the vampires. It was fairly isolated yet at a strategic height that overlooked the entire city in all directions. The place was as huge as an old medieval fortress, and it had been empty since Kronsteen's death about eleven or so years ago. The vampires might even have found it quite homey. That phrase spelled off the Ouija board thudded into his brain. If they had contacted Kronsteen that night, then perhaps it was the old man himself trying to let them know that the Undead had made themselves uninvited guests in his desolate old castle . . . 
 Yes. It was a place, at least, to begin looking. Solange might still be alive. Maybe they'd bitten her but hadn't . . . killed her yet ... or whatever they did to make you as they were. She might be alive up there at the Kronsteen castle! 
 Overhead the church bell tolled intermittently. He could hear the shriek of the wind outside, and every so often the beautiful stained-glass window trembled, as if about to cave in. The eyes of Jesus seemed fixed upon him, urging him to be strong. And suddenly the answer to a frequently asked question seemed very clear indeed-God is on the side of those who don't give up. 
 Wes turned toward the door. He thought he'd heard another sound at the center of the storm, a deep rumbling that seemed to shake the church. What is this? 
 he thought. An earthquake? Now others had heard it, too, and for a moment absolute silence hung within the sanctuary. The rumbling intensified, became the muffled thunder of ... machinery. 
 "That's an engine!" Wes said. He stood up painfully, moving past a knot of people near the door. As he hurriedly unbolted it, Silvera joined him, and together they looked out into an eye-stinging swirl of sand. Blinding white headlights were approaching very slowly. In another moment they could see a large grayish-green shape, a scoop pushing aside mountains of sand. 
 It was some kind of military vehicle, and when it came to the gleaming metal hulk of an abandoned car, its massive treads reared up and over, smashing the car flat. Silvera could see wipers and spray working at a frantic pace across a high windshield. Printed across the driver's door was: United States Marines, Camp Pendleton, Ca. 
 Silvera stepped out into the storm and started waving his arms, oblivious to the sand lashing into his face. The vehicle, some sort of huge tractorlike troop carrier, hardly needed to veer toward the curb since it took up most of the street. Hydraulic brakes hissed, the most beautiful sound Silvera had ever heard. From behind the troop carrier another smaller vehicle, a jeeplike thing with an enclosed cab and large solid rubber tires, like those used on dune buggies, came up over the curb onto the sidewalk and stopped just in front of the priest. Two Marines inside slipped gray hoods over their heads, covering their noses and mouths, and stepped out of the cab. One of them motioned toward the church and followed Silvera in. 
 "I'm Lieutenant Rutledge," the first Marine said when they'd gotten inside. He took his hood off and shook the sand out of it. He was a tall man with regulation-cut brown hair and glacial blue eyes. Wes caught the glint of a .45
 in a waist holster beneath his poplin jacket. 
 "Ramon Silvera," the priest said, and shook his hand. "To say we're glad to see you would be quite an understatement." 
 "I'll bet," Rutledge said. He looked around the sanctuary quickly and returned his gaze to Silvera. "We've moved into the area from Camp Pendleton with about thirty-five tractors. Another fifty are on the way. We're evacuating as many as we can up to the Red Cross facilities at Crystal Lake. How many do you have here?" 
 "Fifty-eight," Silvera said. 
 Rutledge glanced back at the other Marine, who Wes figured must be his driver. 
 "That's pretty strange, sir," the lieutenant said. "In a six-mile grid we've found only nine people. Just where is everybody?" 
 "Don't you know?" Silvera looked at him incredulously, feeling a ripple of dark laughter vibrate through him. 
 "No, sir. I'm afraid I don't . . ." 
 Wes, who'd put on his shirt and dark brown leather jacket, glanced again at that .45 and moved away. He turned his back on them, his heart pounding, and walked toward the rear of the sanctuary. He knew he was going to have to be very careful because never in his entire life had he done anything like what he was about to try. He knew only that he needed a way to get up to that castle. He slipped through the door into the priest's meager living quarters. 
 "All right, everyone!" Silvera called out in Spanish. "We're going to be leaving in a few minutes! Everyone's going to be moving through the door single file! 
 There's a truck outside that will take us all out of here . . ." Wes was frantically hunting for the weapons Silvera had confiscated. It took him a few minutes, but he found them-three pistols and a couple of switchblades -at the bottom of a chest of drawers. He picked up one of the knives and flicked it open; a nine-inch blade flashed out. He closed it and put it into his jacket. Of the three guns, only one of them-a .22 with a carving of Jesus on the white ivory, handle-looked fit to use. The others were rusty things that might fall to pieces or explode in his hand. He wanted only to put a scare into the Marines, but he knew he'd need a gun he could depend on later. It felt obscene and oily in his grip. He'd never liked guns, but now this one would help him find Solange. The ugly thought that he might have to use this gun surfaced within him, like something nasty floating on a slimy pool. His gaze fell upon the small ceramic crucifix next to the door. He didn't know how much good it would do, but he lifted it off its nail and went out into the sanctuary. 
 People were gathering up their children and belongings, linking hands, and crossing the threshold into the wind. No one was in the bell tower now, but the storm's force made the bell shudder every few minutes, and the clapper gave out a muffled, tentative moan. Wes saw Silvera standing at the doorway, herding the people out; he didn't see the Marines and assumed they were already outside, helping with the loading of the troop transport. Wes waited for most of them to step across and, as he neared the door, the priest suddenly looked first at his face, then at the crucifix in his left hand and the gun in his right. "What do you think you're going to do, amigo?" Silvera asked him quietly. 
 "Just stay out of my way, Father. I appreciate your help and all that, but now I've got to do this." He started to step past the priest, but Silvera's hand came up and grasped his collar. 
 "What are you planning? To take their jeep?" 
 Wes nodded. "I've asked you to stay out of my way." Silvera looked over his shoulder out at the transport truck. The rear gate had dropped down, and Lieutenant Rutledge was hustling people inside. In another few minutes everyone was going to be aboard. Silvera glanced at the jeeplike vehicle, then back to Wes. "Where do you think you're going? There are several thousand places the vampires could've taken your friend." 
 "I know where I'm going. I think they may have taken her up into the Hollywood Hills, to . . ." 
 "The Kronsteen castle?" Silvera asked. 
 Wes's eyes widened. "That's right. What do you know about it?" 
 "Enough." He let go of the man's collar. "Give me the gun." 
 "Father, I told you I . . ." 
 "Give me the gun," Silvera repeated evenly. 
 "You haven't heard a word I've said, have you? This may be the only chance I get and I've got to take it!" 
 "Chance?" Silvera frowned and shook his head. "What chance?" He gripped Wes's wrist and pried the gun loose from his fingers. "You didn't even know enough to release the safety, did you? Are you sure it's loaded?" 
 "I'm not going to any goddamned Crystal Lake!" Wes said, his face reddening. 
 "I'm taking that jeep if I have to-" 
 "What?" the priest asked blandly. "Fight for it barehanded? Kill for it? No, I don't think you want to do that." He glanced over and saw the last of his people filing into the transport. "I don't want anyone else getting hurt. So do you think you're going to be able to drive right up to that place-through this storm-and take on a hoard of vampires with a gun and a crucifix? What else did you take?" 
 "A knife," Wes said. "Sorry, I didn't see any stakes lying around here." Silvera regarded him for a moment in silence. "You must love that woman very much." 
 "I've . . . always been there when she needed me. She needs me now." 
 "She may be like them by now. You know that, don't you?" 
 "And maybe she's not," Wes said. "I have to know for sure before I... leave her behind." 
 Silvera nodded. "You surprised me. But regardless of whatever rage you're feeling, you're going to need more than these implements. Much more." He turned his head and saw Lieutenant Rutledge waving him over. Then he said to Wes, "You wait here. Understand?" 
 "Why?" 
 "Just wait." Silvera left Wes, walking across the church to his room. He took a small clear flask from a silk-lined black case resting at the top shelf of his closet. The flask was identical to the one he'd taken to Palatazin. Then he went out to the font of holy water in the vestibule, and dipped the flask down into the small white ceramic basin. The flask filled quickly, with a little more than two ounces. He wasn't sure how much effect holy water would actually have on the vampires, but he figured-he hoped-Palatazin had known that it would have some effect, even if just to frighten them. Silvera lifted the flask, capped it, and thought of something his mentor Father Raphael had said back in the tiny village of Puerto Grande. "Now, my son. You ask me why I dip up water from the Pacific Ocean for the rituals. The answer is both simple and complex. Well water is too precious here to deprive humans of it, no matter how holy the ritual. God saw human needs long before he saw the need for ritual. Secondly, what holier water is there than water from the cradle of life? God's blessing only makes it more so, but the strength is already there. You've seen how saltwater heals wounds and sores, how it cleanses and purifies. Any water can be holy; it needs only to be blessed. But this-seawater -is twice blessed . . ." 
 Silvera had kept Father Raphael's tradition alive, though now it was more difficult to bring jugs of water back from the Pacific. But now he needed a purifier, something to wash away this unholy evil that gnawed like a cancer at human flesh. He held the flask up; it felt slightly warm in his hand, and the warmth seemed to spread up his forearm. He was ready now. He returned to where Wes waited and put the flask in his inside coat pocket. "All right," he said. 
 "We can go now." 
 "We?" Wes said. "What are you talking about?" 
 "I'm going with you. The holy water may help even up the odds. And that man won't shoot me." He motioned toward Lieutenant Rutledge, who shouted, "Let's go, Father!" and waved impatiently. Silvera dropped the gun down to his side and., shielding his face with his forearm, walked toward the tractor with Wes right behind him. Lieutenant Rutledge and his driver stepped back to allow them up into the dark cavity, but suddenly Silvera turned toward him and thrust out the gun. 
 Rutledge stared incredulously at it, then looked into Silvera's face. "What's this shit?" the man shouted. 
 "My friend and I are taking your jeep, and we don't have time to argue! Tell your driver there to give us the keys!" 
 "You want the Crab? What are you, crazy or something? We're trying to get you out of this mess!" 
 "You can help us by giving us the keys! Come on!" 
 "Man, you take the cake, you know that? You and I both know you're not going to shoot anybody, so let's just forget this-" 
 Silvera yanked the hood off the Marine's face and put the barrel alongside his nose. "I don't have time for a debate!" the priest said. "Hand them over!" 
 "Shit!" Rutledge lifted his hands now and glanced fearfully at the other Marine. 
 "Okay, okay! Whitehurst, give these maniacs the keys to the Crab! Look, you! 
 Priest or not, you steal a military vehicle and your holy ass is going under the stockade!" 
 "Wes, take his keys! And the .45, too. You've got clips for that!" Rutledge patted his inside jacket pocket. Silvera reached in, took out two clips, and handed them to Wes. Then he stepped away from Rutledge and backed toward the jeep. Wes slipped into the driver's seat and started the engine. 
 "You're crazy!" Rutledge shouted, pulling his hood back down. "Both of you!" Whitehurst grasped at his arm and guided him up into the transport vehicle, then in another few seconds the rear gate began to swing shut. Silvera had a last glimpse of Rutledge's furious face before he climbed into the jeep. Wes put it into reverse, backed along the sidewalk, and then swung out into the street. The vehicle's tires gripped hard, carrying them between monstrous dunes and away from Silvera's church. The priest turned to look back through the Plexiglass rear windshield. The tractor was moving away in the opposite direction, lumbering like a huge metallic beetle. He put the two guns down on the floorboard. "Can you drive this thing?" he asked. 
 "Handles like a dune buggy," Wes answered. "Steering's tighter, though." The headlights were cutting clear yellow paths in the storm ahead, and the instrumentation panel-which curved slightly around Wes like a plane's cockpit-glowed a faint green. He changed gears, noting the gearshift pattern depicted on a small metal plate on the dashboard-there were four forward gears and two reverse. The interior seemed to be stripped down to the bare minimum but was comfortable enough. It smelled slightly oily, just as Wes thought the interior of a tank might smell. He could feel a powerful engine behind him, pushing them along now at about ten miles per hour; he was afraid to drive any faster because of the dunes and wrecked cars that littered the street ahead, coming up swiftly out of the gloom. "I hope you know what you've gotten yourself into, Father," Wes said quietly. 
 "I do." Silvera leaned over and looked at the gas gauge-there was a little more than half a tank. He looked behind the seats into a roomy storage compartment, finding a full three-gallon can of gasoline, a coiled rope, maps of the city, and a couple of small red cylinders of oxygen in green backpack carriers. Near the oxygen bottles there were two green rubber masks complete with wide-vision goggles. Those, he thought, might be especially useful, and he silently gave thanks for Rutledge's careful preparations. Wes put the knife and crucifix on top of the dashboard. Sand was beginning to pile up on the windshield, so he turned the wipers on at their highest speed. The jeep thumped and jubbled over rapidly shifting sand dunes, but the thick tires gave them enough traction to get through without sinking. When Silvera looked back again, he couldn't see his church or the troop carrier, just a solid sheet of blowing yellow. In another moment Wes turned a corner, the jeep barely sliding around two cars that had crashed together in the middle of the street, and found himself at the bottom of the freeway ramp he'd crawled down. He slowed and peered up. The ramp was blocked by a mountainous sand dune that had built up over another stalled car. Wes cursed softly. 
 "We'll run into fewer of those if we stay off the freeway," Silvera told him. 
 "I think I know the way from here. Across the river and around L.A. Back up a block and turn left." Wes did, the tires slipping with a sickening lurch but always catching just when he thought they were about to start digging a grave. The air was getting bad. Silvera reached back, opened the nozzle on one of the oxygen tanks, and let some bleed out. He was sweating profusely, beads of moisture dappling his cheeks. 
 "You wouldn't have shot that lieutenant, would you?" Wes asked as they turned onto the stark yellow desolation of Brooklyn Avenue in dead Boyle Heights. 
 "No one would die for a set of keys. He doesn't care about the vehicle." 
 "Why did you help me?" 
 "Not because I think we can find your friend. I don't. But if you're willing to go to that place, knowing what's probably waiting up there, then I am, too. Let's leave it at that." 
 "Fine with me." The engine suddenly sputtered, then coughed out a wad of sand. Wes checked the temperature gauge; it was running hot, but what the hell. If the damned Marines couldn't build a vehicle that could plow through this fucking storm, then nobody could. Wes hoped their luck and good old American machinery would hold out just a while longer. If it didn't, they would die; it was as simple as that. 
 A fierce wind struck them broadside, shivering the jeep as if it were made of cardboard. The vehicle slipped to the left, tires digging for a purchase, and then darted forward like a land crab scrambling away from a shadow across a wind-rippled beach. Wes remembered Rutledge calling it the Crab. That was probably one of those cute names the military stuck on everything, but it described the tenacity and responsiveness of the vehicle pretty well. A Crab it was. 
 Nothing moved on Brooklyn Avenue except the dunes, sliding like hot yellow dancers to a mad maestro's shrilling tune. Everywhere there were stranded cars, and Wes didn't see the almost mummified corpses until the Crab had gone right over them, snapping them like twigs. His hands tightened around the wheel. 
 Death was very close. 
 The boulevard stretched on out of sight. Behind them the way back had already closed. 
 NINE
 Palatazin had been gone for almost twenty minutes when Tommy turned away from the window and said to Jo, "He's going to die up there." He said it quite calmly, without emotion and very seriously, because he knew it to be true. 
 "Why don't you sit down, kid?" Gayle said. She didn't want Jo to start crying again. There was a look in the boy's eyes that scared the hell out of her. They were y like an old man's eyes, filled with pain and bitter wisdom. 
 "Okay?" she urged. "Why don't you?" 
 "He doesn't know anything about the castle! I do! He'll get lost in there!" 
 "Please . . ." Jo said weakly, and collapsed in a chair. 
 "I could help him," Tommy said, his gaze moving from Jo to Gayle. "I know I could!" 
 "Oh, Christ!" Gayle said, anger leaping in her eyes. "Why don't you shut up? 
 He's going to be all right!" 
 Tommy stood motionless, staring at her. She looked out the window quickly, but she could still see him reflected in the glass. He walked back to the sofa and took the case off the pillow. "What are you doing?" Jo asked, but he didn't answer. He put on his jacket, zipped it up to the neck, and raised the collar. 
 "No!" Jo said. "You're not!" 
 He folded the pillowcase into a square. "I guess you both think I'm a stupid little kid, don't you? Well, I may be little . . . but I'm sure as hell not stupid! That man who just left here is stupid because he thinks he can get into the Kronsteen castle, find the king vampire, and get out again just like that." 
 He snapped his fingers. "Or he may just be trying to fool himself into believing that, I don't know. Well, he won't be coming back ... at least not as what he was when he left, if I don't help him. If I hurry, I can catch him
 . . ." 
 "You're not going anywhere!" Gayle said firmly, taking a step toward him. Tommy stood his ground. His eyes were like chunks of ice. "My parents are gone," 
 he said quietly. "They're dead. I'm not a little boy anymore." Gayle stopped suddenly, realizing that he was right, he wasn't a child anymore. 
 Whatever had happened to him last night had changed him forever. And wouldn't he have the same chances out there as Palatazin? Probably better. Certainly he could move faster, and his lungs were probably in much better shape. She glanced at Jo, then back at Tommy. "Do you think you can get him in and out of there safely?" 
 "I know I can." He stepped past her toward the door. "I'll have to hurry. If I can't find him, I'll have to come back, but I'll look as long as I can." He put the square of cloth up in front of his face like a mask. "Wish me luck," he said, and slipped out through the door. 
 "That's a very brave little boy," Gayle said after he'd gone. 
 "No," Jo answered. "A very brave young man." Tommy ran in the direction he'd seen Palatazin take. He was hoping he'd see footprints in the sand, but they'd already been blown away. He was half-blind, trapped within a cubicle of swirling yellowish-brown walls, his lungs scorched. 
 His head was beginning to throb, but he welcomed the pain because it would keep him alert. He ran on, realizing that he might pass within ten feet of Palatazin and never know the man was there. Panic hit him-for a few seconds he couldn't draw a breath. He made himself slow down to a walk and breathe through his mouth at a regular pace. Sand scraped his cheeks and forehead, and now he realized that even if he did want to go back, he'd never find the way. Huge dunes stood all around him, most of them towering over the hulks of cars. They shifted and slithered down as he passed, threatening to collapse over him. The world was dim amber light, a shriek of wind, and the coarse hissing of sand. The wind whipped around him, almost throwing him to his knees. He thought he heard a high whining voice at the center of it, whispering Little boy, little boy, lie down and sleep . . . 
 He went on and in another moment a dark shape emerged from the twisting currents. It was a Lincoln Continental, the paint stripped down to the bare metal, most of the car covered over by a dune. He decided to get inside it for a few minutes to clear the sand out of his eyes and mouth. When he pulled the driver's door open, a withered blue-faced corpse came sliding out, its arms outstretched toward him. He swallowed a cry, spat out sand, and continued on. The wind whispered around his head-Lie down and sleep, lie down and sleeeeeep
 . . . "No!" he heard himself shout. "NO, I WONT!" In another three steps he tripped over something and fell to the ground. His legs had gotten tangled in the frozen arms of a dead woman, the flesh over her skull stretched as tight as old leather. Tommy kicked free and crawled away, tears stinging his eyes. Sleeeeep, the wind moaned. Close your eyes now, and sleep . . . 
 It was so tempting. Maybe I should, Tommy thought. Just for a little while. Close my eyes and rest, and when I get my strength back, I can keep on looking for him. Yeah. That's the thing to do. He wondered if Mr. Palatazin was also sleeping somewhere, all curled up and comfortable. A yellow blanket began to drift over him. 
 And then he realized what he was doing and kicked off the blanket. He struggled to his feet, his heart pounding. I was lying down to die, he realized. Old Death almost got me that time, and it slipped up so softly ... 
 "NO, I WONT!" he shouted, though the words were ripped to shreds by the wind. He began to run again, past more stranded cars and half-covered things that were probably bodies, but he was afraid to look at them too closely. He ran past a street sign that said LaBrea Avenue, and now there were indentations on the ground that might have been scattered footprints or just deep-rippled places-he couldn't tell. In the shadow of a towering dune, there was an imprint that might have been made by a falling body. Panic flared within him. He knew he had to hurry; he might already be too late. 
 Ahead, at the corner of LaBrea and Lexington avenues, Tommy saw Palatazin's body sprawled in the windbreak of a stranded car. There was a long groove where the man had dragged himself for several yards. 
 Tommy ran to him and bent down. He could hear Palatazin's tortured breathing. 
 "Wake up!" Tommy said, shaking him. "Don't go to sleep! WAKE UP!" Palatazin moved, lifted a hand, and grasped his shoulder. He tried to focus on Tommy, but his eyes were bloodshot and watery. Sand had filled the cracks in his face, giving the look of a dried-up riverbed. "Who . . .?" he whispered hoarsely. He let his head fall back. "Oh, God," he breathed. "Go back ... go back . . ." 
 "NO! YOU'VE GOT TO WAKE UP!" 
 "Can't make it ... too far . . ." 
 "We'll find our way back together!" Tommy said, but he knew they couldn't, not really. The man was too weak and so was he, the wind too strong, the sand too dense. "Stand up! Come on!" He pulled at Palatazin's arm with both hands; his unprotected face felt as if it was being flayed. Palatazin stirred and tried to rise, the effort showing in the grim set of his eyes, but he only got up on one knee and leaned against the car, his breath coming in heaving gasps. 
 "What are ... you ... doing out here?" Palatazin shouted at him. "I told you
 ... 
 told you to stay at the house!" 
 "Can you walk?" Tommy shouted back. 
 Palatazin tried to stand up again, but he didn't seem to have any strength left in his legs. His heart was racing, his lungs pumping like bellows but only drawing in short, burning gasps of air. He felt dizzy and about to pass out, and he clung to the boy for support. "I guess... I'm not in as... good a shape as I thought I was. Lungs are hurting." 
 "You have to stand up!" Tommy shouted. "I'll help you! Hold on to me and-" 
 "No," Palatazin said. "Just let me lie down and rest for a little while . . . just a little while . . ." 
 "YOU HAVE TO STAND UP!" Tommy shook him, but now the man was sliding down into the sand. His eyes were closing, and he was just a heavy mass of flesh without consciousness or will. And suddenly Tommy realized there was someone standing a few feet away from them, just behind his left shoulder. He whirled around to face a lean, leathery-looking man with long grayish-brown hair and a wild gray beard that flowed down over his chest in tattered, dirty strands. He wore filthy blue jeans and a yellow T-shirt that said Timothy Leary for President across the front under a picture of Leary sitting atop the White House and smoking a joint. 
 Tommy was afraid to move. The man stared at him through keen electric-blue eyes, barely seeming to mind the storm. Then the man looked around quickly and fell to his knees beside Tommy. He oozed with the odors of grime, sweat, and sewage. "You're not one of them, are you, man? I mean, you can't be one of them because you're out here in the daylight, aren't you? I mean, what daylight there is, right? What's ailing this dude?" 
 "He's going to die!" Tommy shouted. "Help me make him wake up!" The man dug a dirty hand into his pocket, fished around for a few seconds, and then brought out a clear plastic capsule and popped it open under Palatazin's nose. Palatazin immediately sputtered and opened his eyes, and Tommy smelled the heavy odor of ammonia. "Peace, brother," the man said, holding up two fingers in a V before Palatazin's face. 
 Tommy realized the man had no protection, nothing to mask his face, not even a jacket. "Where did you come from?" 
 "Me? I come from everywhere, man! From under the hot earth where the cool streams run! From where the babbling brooks play in the concrete night! That's where I live!" He pointed a skinny finger, and Tommy looked over his shoulder. He could see the open manhole. 
 "The vibes aren't right up here, man! Not right at all! Gimme a hand and let's get this dude downstairs!" The man started dragging Palatazin toward the open hole in the center of the street, and Tommy pulled as best he could. Palatazin was conscious but dazed, his breathing still forced and ragged. The bearded man clambered down a few metal rungs with familiar ease, then helped Palatazin down into the darkness. Tommy followed. At the bottom of the metal rungs, in a large circular concrete tunnel with pipes and cables running along its sides, the man eased Palatazin to a sitting position, picked up a bull's-eye lantern from the floor, and then scurried back up to pull the manhole cover into place. Tommy watched the daylight disappear and with it went the scream of the wind. When it was gone, the man switched on his lantern and climbed down again. He shone the light at Palatazin, who was weakly pulling the rest of the sheet away from his face. "You need another popper, man?" Palatazin shook his head. "One's enough." His nostrils felt as if they were still on fire, but at least his brain was working again. Finding shelter from that savage wind was a blessing, no matter how foul the mingled odors of human excrement were down there. 
 "Damn straight." The man sat on his haunches, his face whitened by the backwash of the light, and looked from Palatazin to Tommy with quick animal-like jerks of his head. "Bad vibes up there these days," he said finally, motioning with a tilt of his chin. "You want to be careful. Dig it!" He grinned, showing a mouthful of teeth that would've driven a dentist mad. 
 "Who are you?" Tommy asked. 
 "Me? I'm the Big R, the Hollywood Creeper. I'm Johnny Ratkins. My friends call me Ratty." 
 "You . . . live down here?" 
 "No, man, not here!" He scowled and pointed a finger down. "Here!" Now he made a broad, expansive movement with the same hand. "Everywhere. This is my mansion, safe from all the bad vibes there ever was or ever will be. Got a million rooms down here, a million corridors. Got babbling brooks and sweet streams and lakes . . . yeah! Real lakes, man! If I could just figure out how to get a Chris-Craft through that little hole, I'd be one happy dude! Dig it! 
 What are you two dudes doing out in those bad vibes?" Palatazin coughed a couple of times, spat out phlegm thickened with sand, and said, "Trying to get across Hollywood. I thought I could make it, but . . ." He looked at Tommy. "Why did you leave the house? I told you to stay back there!" 
 "You'd be dead now if I had! I said I could help you, and I still can!" ' 
 "You're a little fool!" 
 Tommy glowered at him, and when he spoke, his voice carried a cutting edge. 
 "You're not my father, so don't try to tell me what I can or can't do." Ratty whistled through the nubs of his front teeth. "Heaaaavy! That's the center, man. That's Truth in a teacup!" He grinned at Palatazin. "The little dude's telling it like it is. If I hadn't heard him shouting, I wouldn't have stuck my head out to see what was going down. What was going down was you, man, so you'd better cool it." 
 "I suppose I should say thank you for getting us out of that." 
 "No need. Ratty does what he can. Oh, I've come across other folks like you two, stumbling around and lost with all those bad vibes sucking the air right out of their lungs. Some of them I helped." His gaze darkened. "Some of them I couldn't. The poppers wouldn't even bring them around. You feeling okay now?" 
 "Better," Palatazin said. What he was breathing was not the sweetest air possible, but at least he didn't have to sift it through his teeth, and for that he was grateful. His lungs felt raspy and raw. 
 "You want something to pick you up?" Ratty dug into his jeans again and this time brought out a handful of ampules, pills, and capsules in a variety of colors. "I've got whatever you need. Speed, yellowjackets, reds . . . got a microdot here somewhere that'll fuck up your head for a week!" He giggled and offered them to Palatazin. 
 "No, thank you." 
 "How about some angel dust? Or . . ." He reached into another pocket and brought out a clear cellophane packet containing what looked to Palatazin like sliced mushrooms. Ratty gazed at it lovingly. "Magic," he said. Palatazin shook his head, and Ratty looked offended, as if his greatest offering had been refused. "What are you?" Palatazin asked him. "A dealer?" 
 "A dealer? Me? Listen, I'm an artist, man! Look at these!" He shook the packets in front of Palatazin's face. "All meat and pure magic, the finest you can buy on the whole fuckin' coast! Magic mushrooms! No additives, no preservatives, just pure homegrown, farmed by yours truly using all natural elements in the sod . . ." 
 "That's fine," Palatazin said, and waved the packet away. 
 "This other stuff is junk compared to my mushrooms," Ratty said. He put the rest of his cache away, opened the packet, and sniffed at it. He closed his eyes and thrust the packet out toward Palatazin, who caught the heady odor of sewage. "I grow 'em down here," Ratty said. "I just got to figure out a way to get rid of the smell, then I'll be in the high cotton . . ." Palatazin grunted and moved a few feet away from the man because he'd caught a whiff from him that was less than delicate. What kind of lunatic was this? he wondered. Some hippie holdover who'd been living in these sewers for years perhaps, happy just to pop pills and grow "magic mushrooms" on ... God!. . . did he say "natural elements in the sod"? Surely he had to go out sometime, if just to get batteries for his flashlight. And what did he eat? His mind quickly shunted that thought away. 
 But then Ratty leaned forward and said, "Hey, what's in the bag? You don't have a can opener in there, do you? I sure could use one. I lost mine a couple of days ago. You don't have a ham sandwich in there, do you?" Palatazin unsnapped one of the pockets and brought out a stake. Ratty was immediately silent. He took it and shone the light on it as if it were some relic from a lost civilization. "What's this for?" he said quietly. "The bloodsuckers?" 
 1 he vampires. 
 "Bad vibes. Baaaad vibes!" He handed the stake back and wiped his hand on the leg of his filthy jeans. "I've seen them, man. They're everywhere, multiplying like flies,on a fruitcake. You look in their eyes, and they get you-powl-just like that." He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "Couple of them chased me last night. I broke into Hoffman's Deli and got myself some food. On the way out there they were, right on the corner. I didn't know what they were at first, but then one of them flashed his chompers and I said, 'Uh-oh, old Ratty may have had some bad dreams in his time, but never like this!' So I took off, and they came after me. I was flying high on speed, and I was making moves like O.J. Simpson, but I still couldn't shake 'em. And all the time I was hearing these crazy voices, shrieking and screaming in my head." A nervous grin flickered across his face. His eyes were bright, scorched blue. "They chased me down into the line that runs underneath Hollywood Boulevard. I tried to hide in the dark. They move so ... quiet. They don't even breathe. They can come up behind you, and you'd never know it until it was too late. I stayed where I was for a long time, until finally I heard somebody scream way on down the line. I figured there were other people hiding in the sewers, too, and the vampires found them instead of Ratty. Lucky Ratty, huh?" 
 "Yes," Palatazin said. "Very lucky." But now a terrible uncertainty struck him-what if there were more vampires down here? Could they move about freely in this dark world, or would they still be bound by their unholy fear of sunlight? He wondered where the sun was now. God! he thought. What time is it? 
 "We've got to hurry," he told Tommy. 
 "How? We can't go anywhere up there!" 
 Palatazin paused. He glanced at Ratty, then back at the boy. "You're right. We
 . 
 . . can't go anywhere up there." "Huh?" Tommy said. 
 "How far do these sewers go?" he asked Ratty. There was an anxious excitement in his voice. The man shrugged. "Everywhere. Across Hollywood, L.A., Beverly Hills, up I -into the canyons . . ." He stopped and narrowed his eyes slightly. "Where are you trying to get to?" 
 "Up above the Hollywood Bowl, just this side of Mulholland Drive . . ." 
 "Jesus! What's this, an expedition?" "Of a kind." "Yeah, well, too bad you didn't bring your wadin' boots," Ratty said, "'cause you'd sure as hell need
 'em! That's a long way to go, man." I"But could it be done?" Ratty was silent. He sat on his haunches and seemed to be thinking it over for a few minutes. Then he said, "Where-exactly-do you want to go?" "Across Hollywood to Outpost Drive, then up into the hills. There's another road branching off from Outpost, up higher, but I doubt if a sewer runs underneath it." 
 "I know where Outpost starts. On the other side of Franklin Avenue. Goes straight up the mountain, doesn't it?" 
 "That's right." 
 "Means a lot of shit pouring down the line, too. Hard going. Be like climbing a mountain covered with ice. 'Course now, not all the lines are the same size. Some of them you can walk in, some of them you crawl through, some of them . . 
 . 
 you hope you can get out of without gettin' stuck tight as a cork. It's about a three-mile hike from here to Franklin. You didn't answer my question. Where do you want to go?" 
 "The Kronsteen castle. Do you know where that is?" 
 "Nope, but it sure as hell sounds like a place with bad vibes. You say it's up close to Mulholland? You're takin' about another couple of miles almost straight up. If you can get through the tunnels. If you don't take a wrong turn and get lost, because all the lines aren't laid down exactly underneath the streets. 
 I've got a nose for direction, man. I've been down here ever since I got back from Nam." Something sharp and brittle passed across Ratty's gaze. "I'd rather be down here where it's safe. The world up there has gone nuts, you dig? Bad vibes all over the place! Anyway, I know the line system like you know the way back and forth from your boob'tube to the John. But even I get lost sometimes, and there are a lot of places I ain't been. Got the picture?" 
 "You're saying it can't be done?" 
 "Nope. I'm saying you can't do it." 
 "I know that," Palatazin answered. 
 Ratty looked from him to Tommy and back again. Tommy could hear the muffled roaring of the storm through the manhole cover above his head; it sounded like some huge animal gnawing at the iron, trying to get in at them. "What's the deal?" Ratty asked. 
 "We're going after the vampires," Palatazin said quietly. "At best we've got only four hours of real daylight left because when the sun drops low enough the storm cover will bring early darkness. We can't make it to the castle up there. 
 We could make it by using the sewers. Couldn't we?" 
 "Maybe," Ratty said. "Don't like screwing with the bloodsuckers, man. That gives Ratty the creeps. You . .. going up to this place to give them the shaft, huh?" 
 "That's where their leader-their king-is sleeping. I think if I can destroy him, it might throw the rest of them into confusion . . ." 
 "Like Indians, huh? You get rid of the chief, and the rest of them are scared shitless?" 
 "Sort of like that, yes." 
 "Yeah. I can dig that." Ratty nodded and looked down into the stygian darkness of the tunnel. "I mean, this could be like . . . the end of the world or something, couldn't it? Those bloodsuckers keep getting stronger all the time, more and more of them . . . less of us. Right?" 
 "Yes." Palatazin held Ratty's gaze. "I have to get up to that castle. We have to start now. Will you help me?" 
 Ratty chewed his fingernail for a minute. His eyes kept getting larger and larger. He giggled suddenly. "Why not, man? I'm a crazy patriot. Shit! Why not?" 
 He grinned into the darkness with all the good humor and courage his pills could give him. Then he stood up, his knees popping, and shone the light ahead along what looked to be an endless tunnel. "This is the way." He waited for Palatazin to stand and then start moving, his back seemingly permanently bent. Palatazin followed with Tommy bringing up the rear. The stink of sewage was getting stronger, but it was certainly preferable to the hellish wasteland above. Water trickled at their feet. 
 Time was their enemy now, and time lay on the vampires' side. Palatazin felt freighted with responsibility, not only for Jo and Gayle and Tommy but for the hundreds of thousands of people still trapped in L.A. What might happen to them tonight and all the nights to come if the king vampire couldn't be found? 
 He felt as if he were going to do battle with an ancient adversary, a nightmare that had ripped away his childhood and plunged him into a world where all shadows were suspect, where every twilight was a terrifying reminder that somewhere the vampir were awakening. 
 He saw something move out of the corner of his eye, an indistinct shape touched briefly by the lantern's backwash. His first thought was that a vampire had gotten Tommy and was now coming up behind him, but when he looked over his shoulder, there was nothing there and Tommy was fine. And then he heard the faint whisper of a remembered voice brushing past his ear. He was quite sure of what it said. Andre, I wont leave you . . . 
 That made him feel better. But there was such a long way to go, and nothing could stop the relentless descent of the sun. 
 TEN
 The Crab had slowed to a crawl. Brooklyn Avenue at Soto Street in the center of Boyle Heights was blocked by towering dunes that had built up around a horirendous traffic accident, nine or ten cars slammed together right at the intersection. Wes stopped the Crab. The visibility was so bad now that even the high-intensity y headlights couldn't pierce the dark amber gloom, and he had to drive as slowly as possible without stalling the engine to avoid crashing into a dune or a twisted, wrecked car. The worst of the storm, he knew, had hit yesterday at rush hour, so there would be thousands of wrecked and stranded cars-all of them now scrap metal for the dunes to grasp and grow over like pregnant yellow leeches. He wondered what had happened to the drivers of these cars. Had they found shelter before they suffocated? Or had the vampires found them first? "Dead end," he said to Silvera. "We can't get around that." "Turn right on Soto. There's a Hollywood Freeway entrance ramp about eight blocks ahead." 
 Wes was relieved to find that the ramp was clear; but when the Crab had crested it, the headlights picked out one wrecked or stalled car after another. The dunes shifted restlessly, threatening to spill over and bury the Crab. There were many corpses caught in the airless cars and many who had been caught out in the open as well. Some of them looked as if they were simply sleeping; others had died in agony, eyes and mouths filled with sand. Wes felt his nerve breaking. The Crab made it about fifteen yards before it was halted by another mass of sand and metal. The wind sucked and pulled wildly at the vehicle. 
 "Back down the ramp," Silvera said tersely. He reached back and leaked some oxygen into the cab. "We'll have to find another way." 
 "THERE'S NOT ANOTHER WAY!" Wes shouted. "Jesus Christ! Everything's blocked!" Silvera waited for him to calm down and said, "Take it easy. That's not going to solve anything and it's sure as hell not going to get us across L.A." Wes was trembling. If he'd ever needed a joint or a plain old cigarette before, this was the time, but he had neither and there was no air to spare, anyway. Do you want to give up? he asked himself. No.' I can't! Like the priest says, we'll have to find another way . . . 
 "Back up," Silvera said. 
 "I can't see a thing." The rear windshield was layered with sand, and he could envision backing into one of those huge dunes. It would be good-bye with a slither and a moan. The engine kicked a couple of times, and Wes's heart started to pound. 
 "All right." Silvera got one of the oxygen masks from the rear compartment and slipped it on. The second of the oxygen tanks was in a backpack carrier that would allow it to fit right between the shoulder blades. Silvera fumbled for a moment while he attached the rubber line from the mask into the tank's small feed-out nozzle; there was a soft click as the male and female joints connected. He turned on the oxygen and took a breath of sweet, cold air, then shrugged the backpack over his shoulders. "I'll go out to guide you down," he said, his voice muffled by the mask. "I'll be right behind you. I'll slam on the right side when I want you to turn right, left for left. Got that?" 
 "Yeah," Wes said. "For Christ's sake be careful!" Silvera stepped out and the wind almost threw him to the ground. He moved like an astronaut in an alien atmosphere, cabled to his life-support system. There were two half-obscured corpses right beside the Crab, a woman clutching a little girl. He shivered and went around to the back as Wes put the Crab into reverse and started moving. Several times Silvera had to hammer against the sides to keep Wes from backing into either a dune or a wrecked car. When they reached the ramp, cold sweat clung to his face, and he was dizzy from hyperventilating. He quickly climbed in, took his seat, and removed the mask. 
 "You're clear," he said. "But I think we can rule out the freeways from now on." 
 They passed under the freeway and turned left on Marengo, moving past the dark buildings of the County General Hospital complex, where a doctor named Doran had told Silvera he was dying. Now he wondered if Doran had beat him there, or whether the good doctor might now be making a totally different kind of midnight house call. They curved slowly around the complex to North Main Street, which Silvera knew would take them across the river and through downtown L.A. 
 The Crab was almost across the North Main bridge when its headlights picked out the monstrous cluster of yellow dunes blocking their way. Rats in a maze, Wes thought as he braked the Crab. That's what we are. The headlights gleamed off the grillwork of a Cadillac caught under a mountain of sand. The dunes loomed up like the mountains of the moon. 
 "Back up," Silvera said, tension crackling in his voice. His face had turned the color of dried clay. 
 It took them over another hour of starts and stops at the dead ends of mangled wreckage and blowing dunes before they found a clear way across the river at 7th Street, more than five miles south of the place where they'd first tried to cross. Factories and warehouses stood on the other side of the river, all of them dead and dark. Chain-link fences had been blown down, and they lay tangled across 7th Street like barbed wire. About a block farther was an overturned truck in the center of the street. 
 Wes slowed and turned right, driving along a narrower street with warehouses on each side. He thought he knew where he was now. Downtown L.A. lay just a few streets over, and from the center of town he could wind his way up into Hollywood. It would be a fearful trip, but nothing compared to what might be waiting for them in Kronsteen's old fortress. The Crab still seemed to be in pretty good shape, though the engine continued to sputter. Wes figured it had been built for rough duty, though, and probably had a system of air filters that trapped most of the sand. Still, he recalled that it had been traveling very close behind the massive troop carrier, presumably so that the bigger vehicle would take the brunt of the storm. The Crab might shudder and die at any minute, or it might carry them all the way without a whimper. He just didn't know. 
 Suddenly Silvera looked at him oddly. "Stop," he ordered. 
 "What?" Wes said. "Stop where?" 
 "Here." 
 Wes braked the vehicle; it slid a couple of feet and then halted. "What is it?" 
 "I don't know. I ... thought I saw something back there. We passed a warehouse on the right about fifty feet. I don't know what it was I saw, but . . ." He looked back over his shoulder but couldn't see anything. "Caskets," he said softly. "I think there were caskets stacked on that loading dock." Wes put the Crab into reverse. The dark outline of a metal-walled warehouse came up into Silvera's window. The remnants of a chain-link fence stuck up out of the sand like picket-fence slats on a New England beach. There was a break in the blowing grayish-yellow sheets, and through a clear hole they both saw a row of big trucks lined up before a long loading dock, and on that dock something covered over with a dark green tarpaulin. The tarpaulin fluttered and fell back once, then again. The second time Silvera said, "There!" and Wes could see the oblong brown boxes, stacked in neat rows as if awaiting shipment. 
 Silvera said, "I'm going out." He put on the oxygen mask and the tank and left the Crab, walking hurriedly and at an angle against the wind. Wes worked with the other mask and tank for a few minutes, finally got them together, and slipped the tank into another of the backpack carriers. The mask clung as tight as a second skin, but the goggle lenses gave him a wide-angle view, and the first breath of air he drew was deliciously sweet. He got out of the vehicle and followed Silvera, climbing up the dunes and stepping over the collapsed fence. 
 On the loading dock Silvera pulled off the tarpaulin and let the wind whip it away. Then he opened the lid of a coffin and peered inside. It was filled with dirt, but there was no one in it, not even the impression of a body. As Wes struggled up onto the dock and walked along it, he realized the warehouse was at least as long as a football field, possibly longer; its far end disappeared in whirling yellow. He looked into the empty coffin, then at Silvera. He had to shout to make himself heard. "What did you expect to find in there?" 
 "I'm not sure." Silvera opened the next coffin and the next one after that. They were all filled with dirt, but no vampires. Why would they be? he asked himself suddenly. The vampires wouldn't sleep exposed to the weather; they'd sleep enclosed. His gaze fell upon a large sliding door set in the wall. He went over to it and slid it back several feet. A wave of rancid chill came rolling out of the warehouse; it was the same feeling he'd had in the Dos Terros tenement. 
 Silvera glanced at Wes, his eyes wary behind the mask, before he stepped through the opening. 
 At first he couldn't see a thing. Then he gradually made out high crisscrossed metal rafters, rows of fluorescent lights, metal rungs leading up to a catwalk that stretched the length of the building, a few electric carts and yellow forklifts. But then he saw what lay before him, what lay all around him, what lay in neat rows from wall to wall and on out of sight. He caught his breath with shock. 
 The warehouse was filled with what must have been over a thousand coffins. They were all lying closed on the concrete floor, and Silvera realized why those caskets had been left stacked on the loading dock. There was simply no more room in this huge warehouse. 
 "Jesus Christ!" Wes said softly, standing behind the priest. 
 "This is where they sleep," Silvera heard himself say. "Not all of them . . . not anywhere near all of them, but... my God! Every warehouse in the entire industrial district may be full of them!" He took a tentative step forward, then leaned down and opened the coffin nearest him. 
 On its bed of brown California soil, a young male vampire wearing a light blue shirt spotted with blood lay with its arms crossed over its chest. The eyes seemed to be staring right through the milky lids with a dull, hateful gaze. Those lids, Silvera realized, were very similar to those found in most reptiles; 
 they would be natural protection against the sand. The vampire lay still, a killing machine awaiting full darkness. Silvera stared at the thing and thought he heard in his brain a soft, terrible whisper-Lean over here, man, just a little bit closer... He quickly closed the coffin lid with his foot and stepped around it carefully, his own breathing suddenly too loud and harsh within the mask. 
 He opened the next coffin and found a little black girl-her flesh faded to a sick, pasty gray-lying there. He sensed her longing for his blood even in sleep. 
 She shifted suddenly, and the movements made Silvera step back a few paces. She gripped the casket's sides, then lay still again. He closed the lid, a chill skittering up his spine. 
 Wes walked along the first row of coffins. He opened one of them, his hands shaking. A small boy-no more than four or five-lay there. As Wes watched, stunned, the child's hand slowly lifted, fingers grasping at air, and then fell back on his chest. The mouth opened, a red slash in the yellowish face, and the fangs clicked together like the snapping of a bear trap. Was it dreaming? Wes wondered. Of what? Seeing me in its dreams, and dreaming that it's sinking its fangs into my throat? He leaned forward to close the casket, and a shimmering little child's voice wafted through his brain-Danny don't want you to go . . . 
 Danny want you to stay here for always. Wes paused, his head thundering. Silvera leaned across him, closed the lid quickly and pulled him away. 
 "Thanks," Wes said, blinking. "They're strong even when . . . they're sleeping." 
 "Help me drag that one out into the light," Silvera said. He gripped the edge of the first casket he'd opened. Wes got on the other side, and together they pushed and pulled the thing out onto the loading dock into the murky light. 
 "I'm going to open it now," the priest said. Before Wes could respond, he did, then backpedaled away several feet, ready for anything. 
 The vampire instantly started writhing, clawing at the coffin's sides, its mouth opening in a grimace. The fangs clicked together with terrible force. Wes saw awareness and pain flood into the eyes, then pure agony. The vampire screamed, an unearthly wail that was unlike anything Wes had ever heard. Then the thing sat up violently, flinging clumps of dirt from the coffin. Its murderous gaze fell upon Silvera, and it started to rise, its head twisted at an angle away from the sunlight. 
 Silvera knew it was going to try to get back inside the warehouse into the cool darkness. He shoved Wes through the doorway, leapt inside, and started sliding the door shut as the vampire hurtled forward, screaming in rage and pain. As the door closed, the vampire flung itself frantically against the metal. Both men together could hardly hold it shut. The door shuddered as the vampire hammered on it, then began to scratch at it like a mindless animal. Wes held back a scream; he was standing in total darkness with a thousand or more vampires at his back, and one outside trying to get in. He thought he heard furtive movement behind him, the creaking of a few hundred casket lids. Then the clawing noises stopped. 
 Silvera waited a moment more, then started to pull the door open. "It's a trick!" Wes shouted. Silvera opened the door a few inches and peered out. The coffin on the loading dock was closed again. When Silvera opened the door wider, Wes heard quick scuttling sounds behind him, lids being closed hastily. Silvera stepped out onto the dock, leaned down slowly, and threw back the lid again. 
 The vampire-now hideously bloated like a three-day-old corpse-sat up and snapped at Silvera's face; the fangs sank into the rubber mask, then withdrew. Before Silvera's eyes, fluids bubbled up beneath the thing's flesh, the arms, legs, and face blowing up like the sausage appendages of a freakish carnival fat man. The blue shirt stretched, buttons popping off; fluids leaked from the mouth, nostrils, and eyes, pooling around the head. Then rapidly, the form shriveled into something as thin and frail as a dead leaf; the gums sank, the eyes fell inward and seemed to melt away, the nose flattened and collapsed. The vampire curled up into an S, shivered violently, and then was still. Now it looked like a month-old corpse, which, Silvera realized, it probably was. Wes barely got his mask off before his stomach heaved. After he was finished, his ribs hurt as if Satan himself had kicked them with his cloven hoof. 
 "Wait here," Silvera said, and walked quickly along the dock back toward the Crab. Wes put his mask back on and sat down far away from the dead vampire. There are too many of them! he thought. Thousands! His mind slipped back to Solange; surely she was one of them by now. He couldn't bear to think about that, not just yet. 
 The priest came back carrying the gasoline can and the ceramic crucifix. The
 .45 was jammed down in his waistband. He gave Wes the crucifix and then went back into the warehouse. Wes followed, his legs unsteady. Silvera uncapped the gasoline can and started dousing as many caskets as he could. The three gallons didn't stretch very far, though, and Silvera poured the last quarter gallon or so in a shimmering pool on the floor at the foot of the few caskets. Then he flung the can away and walked back to the door. Taking the .45, he unclicked the safety and aimed at the puddle of gas. The shot sounded like a cannon going off. 
 Wes saw sparks fly. The puddle burst into blue flames and started crawling in snakelike tendrils across several coffins, following the gasoline trails. In another moment they started charring, and black smoke whirled. Reflections and shadows glimmered off the metal walls. A few of the coffin lids shivered and started to open. Silvera said tersely, "Get out! Hurry!" Before they slid the doorway shut completely, Silvera took the crucifix from Wes and jammed it at an angle through the inside door handle. Then they ran. In the Crab they took off their gear. Wes started the engine. Above the shriek of the wind, he heard other screams that made him want to clap his hands to his ears. "Drive. Fast," Silvera said. Wes pushed the vehicle through a small dune that had built up in front of the Crab during the time they'd been gone. When they had left the warehouse district behind, Wes said, "Do you think they'll all burn?" 
 "No. But some of them will. The inside of that place, with those metal walls, will get hot pretty quickly, and the crucifix may keep them away from the door. 
 If they get out, the sunlight will kill them. But I don't think all of them will burn, no." 
 "My God! I didn't know there were ... so many . . ." 
 "And many thousands more than those, I'm sure." Silvera laid the .45 back on the floorboard. He squeezed his hands into fists to try to stop their trembling. 
 Fear had filled him up as if he were an old cracked jug, and it was beginning to leak out. Suddenly he realized that he couldn't tell where the sun was anymore. 
 The entire sky seemed the same dirty brown color, streaked with gray and yellow. 
 "What time is it?" he asked. 
 Wes glanced at his watch and thanked Rolex for their airtight, shockproof cases. 
 "Almost three." He took off his watch and laid it on the dashboard so they could both see it. 
 "We have to hurry," Silvera said quietly. A voice within him shrieked, TOO





LATE! 
 TOO LATE! IT'S GOING TO BE DARK SOON AND IT'LL BE TOO LATE! 
 The towers of L.A. loomed up out of the murky sky like tombstones in a graveyard for giants. Then they were gone, obscured by new curtains of sand. Before Wes's face the wipers shuddered and groaned. The Crab's engine stuttered, gasping for air. Darkness seemed to be creeping in all around them, brown veined with gray. 
 Near the white, drift-covered plain of Pershing Square, tumbleweeds came flying out of nowhere, scraping across the windshield, and were gone. Wes came to one blocked street after another, having to back up carefully and retrace his path. 
 The gas gauge's needle was beginning to fall, the engine temperature gauge at the danger line. 
 L.A. could have been a ghost town chewed to shreds by the ravaging Mojave, Wes thought. A bright and glittering Xanadu laid to waste, a city of dreams gone bad, a stately pleasure-domed place that the desert and Evil had finally marched upon in tandem to conquer and destroy. Evil had always lived here, Wes knew, in the back rooms, in the sweltering tenements, in the meeting rooms and palaces. It had always watched and waited, using a Manson here, a Hillside Strangler there, a Roach thrown in for good measure, like hideous ingredients in a dreadful cauldron brew. And now this perhaps was Evil's main course, the piece de resistance poured ym out of that cauldron like a stew of rattlesnake heads and human blood. When darkness fell, the dinner bell would start ringing again. 
 And Evil would shout through a hundred thousand unholy, triumphant throats, Feast! Feast! For the banquet is spread and we are so very hungry . . . Wes realized that they had little to fight the vampires with now, just some water in a vial, the guns, and that switchblade. What good would bullets and a knife be? Wes had hoped for some kind of protection from the crucifix, but now that they'd left it behind, they'd have to go on with what remained. He still had the little ball of stuff Solange had made for him; it had worked against the bikers, but what protection would the priest have? 
 He thrust those fears aside, but they kept trying to gnaw their way back in like little ravenous weasels. He would have to deal with them later, but not now. 
 Just looking at the fuel gauge told him they'd crossed the point of no return, probably way back when they'd come over the L.A. River. So there was nothing to do now but keep going, he thought, nothing to do now but give it the best shot Wesley Richer had ever given anything in his life. His palms were as cold and sweaty as the first night he'd stepped up on that stage at the Comedy Store, but this stage was a far more important one, and the hook that yanked you off would take you to your death ... or worse. But death wouldn't be so bad, he thought, not really, not when the alternative was to be like those things in the coffins. He'd already decided how to do it if that was the only way out-.45 barrel into the mouth and up, quick squeeze on the trigger, and boom! Jump the night train. Pull a Freddie Prinze. Hitchhike home in the hard rain. Suicide. 
 He only hoped he could take Solange with him. 





ELEVEN
 Tommy's head was aching, and Palatazin had to stop to catch his breath. He sat beside the boy in the dark, foul clamminess of the tunnel while Ratty took the lantern and scuttled on ahead. In another few minutes they saw the light coming back, just a yellow dot at first and then a spreading beam. Ratty knelt down beside Palatazin. "We're almost under Hollywood Boulevard. You okay, little dude?" 
 "Yeah. I'm fine," Tommy said. 
 "How much farther to Outpost Drive?" Palatazin asked him. 
 "Not far. Then we start climbing if the tunnel's big enough. And you got to remember, I can squeeze into a whole lot of places you can't. You two ready?" 
 "Ready," Tommy said, and rose to his feet. 
 Since crossing under DeLongpre Avenue the water at the bottom of the tunnel had increased from a slow trickle to what now seemed like a thick, muddy creek. The tunnel that Ratty had said ran underneath Sunset Boulevard was large and high, and it had amazed Palatazin that the lantern picked out spray-painted graffiti on the walls. At their feet slow currents moved around islands of brown sludge. 
 Now they came to two tunnels splitting off in opposite directions. Ratty paused for a minute, shining his light around, and chose the right one. The ceiling dropped dramatically here, and they moved on with their backs bent. Occasional currents swirled over their shoes; the odors of sewage were nothing short of gruesome. Ratty splashed through the mess like a trout fisherman. 
 "Not far!" he called back, waiting for them to catch up. "It's just through here. Hey! Watch it, little dude!" He shone the lights at gray rats scurrying protectively around a nest in a crack between two sections of pipe just above Tommy's head. All but two or three of the largest rats squealed and ran; they stared back defiantly, their eyes pink pinpoints. "Sometimes they jump for your face," Ratty said when they'd gone on past. "They grab hold, you can't shake 'em off for shit. One time I woke up after I'd crashed on yellows and found two of the little bastards tryin' to dig a nest in my beard!" Ratty stopped suddenly and sniffed the air. "That's it. The big one under Hollywood." They came to the end of the narrow tunnel and stepped out into another large one. At the bottom of this tunnel, the water was deeper, perhaps a foot or so, and swirled around every manner of dank, unidentifiable debris. Rats chittered in the darkness, and Palatazin could hear them splashing in the water like birds in a birdbath. Ratty sloshed forward without hesitation, aiming his light along the far wall; there were more tunnel entrances over there, each one bleeding out little streams of water. "Let's see now," Ratty said, narrowing his eyes in thought. The light moved from one tunnel to the next. "It's that one," 
 he said, holding steady on the center entrance. "Yeah. I'm pretty sure." Tommy said, "Don't you know?" His voice crackled with tension. Being down here reminded him of the movie Them, about the giant ants that had made a nest underneath L.A. 
 "Sure I know," Ratty replied, and tapped his skull. "Got the map right up in here. Just sometimes I tend to get a little confused, that's all." He giggled suddenly, his eyes burning like blue lamps from the pills he'd popped. 
 "Let's go," Palatazin said irritably. "Come on!" Ratty shrugged and started forward. Tommy took three steps and felt his right foot slide over something softly hideous. He screamed and jerked his leg away, stumbling into Palatazin. "What is it?" Palatazin said sharply. Ratty turned and shone his light down. A man's corpse was being laboriously pushed along by the westward currents. The rats were astride it, leaping and nibbling. Palatazin took Tommy's shoulder and pulled him away. They crossed the tunnel, walking faster, and entered the tunnel opening Ratty had indicated. The tunnel crooked to the right and grew steadily narrower. Palatazin walked bent over, his lungs rasping, and realized that Ratty's lantern was losing power. The beam of light had now dulled to a soft yellow. He could hear rats chittering behind them, closing up in their wake; he wondered how much more the boy could stand. But Tommy had made a man's choice, and now there was no turning back for him. More tunnels, some only holes a foot or less in diameter, branched off from the one they moved through. Water trickled and dripped, the echoes as disconcertingly loud as footsteps. They came to a metal-runged ladder. Ratty aimed the light up at a manhole cover perhaps twelve feet overhead. "I better go up to find out for sure where we are," he said, and gave Palatazin the lantern. 
 Palatazin nodded, and Ratty scuttled up quickly, shoving the cover aside. A weak amber light came down from the opening, and then Ratty had disappeared into the storm. 
 After a few minutes Palatazin said, "Tommy, I don't think we're going to make it before they start waking up. It's already very dark up there. Too dark. When the sun's rays get weak enough, I'm afraid they'll start . . . prowling again." 
 "We can't go back," Tommy said. 
 "I know." 
 "Will they all ... wake up at the same time?" 
 Palatazin shook his head. "I'm not sure. Possibly not. There are so many things
 I don't know about them. The oldest ones may wake up first, or possibly the ones who are hungriest. My God, I hate to leave Jo unprotected-" He stopped suddenly because he thought he'd heard a sliding movement behind them. He shone the light in that direction. The light was too weak to reach very far, and the tunnel seemed layered with impenetrable shadows. 
 "What is it?" Tommy asked nervously, looking over his shoulder. 
 "I ... don't know. I thought I heard something, but . . ." Ratty appeared overhead and came down quickly. "Okay," he said, breathing heavily, his beard and hair full of sand. "We're under Franklin Avenue, but we've got to go east a little ways to pick up the tunnel under Outpost. I'm not sure how big it's gonna be." 
 "Just get us there," Palatazin said, and gave him back the lantern. They moved on, the uneasy tick of time hammering at the back of Palatazin's skull. The tunnel crooked to the left, then to the right again, and grew narrower still. Seepage from the canyons sloshed noisily underfoot. Several times Palatazin said, "Wait," and they stood motionless while he listened. When Ratty aimed the light back, the tunnel was clear for as far as they could see. 
 They came to a metal screen blocking their way. Palatazin took the mallet from the pack and spent a few minutes hammering it to one side. Farther on the tunnel began to angle upward perceptibly; it veered again to the right, then straightened out and seemed endless. The ceiling dropped once again, and now even Tommy walked bent over. Palatazin, his spine already aching, stepped carefully to keep from slipping in the morass at the tunnel's bottom as water and debris flowed over his shoes. 
 And now he heard that noise again and turned, straining to see through the utter darkness. He was quite sure this time that he'd heard the muffled noise of cold laughter quickly fading away. He made Tommy walk between himself and Ratty. The hairs at the back of his neck were standing on end now because he feared that there were vampires down here who were already awake, sealed off from any hint of the sun. Possibly they were terribly hungry, and their hunger had kept them from sleeping; possibly they roamed the sewers in packs looking for victims. He remembered the matches and the aerosol can in the pack and, as he walked, he slipped his hand in and touched the can. Ratty's lantern was getting steadily weaker. 
 The tunnel angled upward sharply. They started climbing. 





TWELVE
 The house was filling up with darkness. It had come insidiously, relentlessly, and early. It was the hazed light that frightened Jo so much because she was so uncertain of when the vampires would awaken and from where they'd attack-the little house across the street? the one next to that? Over an hour earlier she and Gayle had heard the man next door crying out garbled prayers, then there'd been a long silence broken by a single shot. After that they didn't hear him anymore. 
 Now Jo sat in a chair away from the window, her face a grim mask. Her fingers moved around the small crucifix that hung from her neck, the gift from Andy. Gayle had pulled the curtains closed, but every few minutes she would interrupt her nervous wandering around the room to peer out at the thickening gloom. Sand scraped the glass like fingernails across a blackboard. Gayle kept Palatazin's .38 close at hand. "Going to be dark soon," she kept saying as if forcing herself to accept that inevitability. Every time she pulled back the curtains to look out, she steeled herself to expect a pallid, grinning face looking in. 
 Jo found herself drifting into memories-she could recall the first time she'd met Andy's mother, on their third date the night after a St. Stephen's Day festival. The woman had been friendly enough, but so quiet and withdrawn; her eyes had seemed washed-out and blank, and they'd seemed to stare right through Jo at something coming up from behind. Now she understood why. And then a fist slammed at the door. 
 Gayle jumped. She grasped the .38 and pulled it out of the shoulder-holster. She stared at Jo, her eyes widened into fearful circles. 
 The knock came again, two fast raps on the door. 
 "Don't answer it!" Jo whispered. "Don't make a sound!" 
 "It might be Palatazin!" Gayle said, and turned toward the door, one hand going out for the knob and the other gripped white-knuckled around the gun. 
 "NO!" Jo said. "DON'T!" 
 Silence but for the hissing of the wind. Gayle slowly unlocked the door, turned the knob, and opened it enough to look out. At first she couldn't see a thing, so she ft opened the door a little wider. 
 And then something from a Jules Verne nightmare stepped in front of her, a green-garbed monstrosity with huge bug eyes and a hoglike snout. Gayle cried out and brought the gun up to fire, but the thing reached in and grasped her j wrist. "Whoa, Miss!" the thing said with a pronounced Texas drawl. "I'm Corporal Preston, U.S. Marines. I'd take it kindly if you'd remove your finger from that trigger." 
 Relief flooded through her, weakening her knees. She realized the man was wearing an oxygen mask and goggles, and as she stepped into the house, she could see the tank on his back. The man closed the door, behind him and pulled his mask up. He was just a kid, really, with a lantern jaw and acne scars on his cheeks. He nodded toward Jo, who'd risen to her feet in amazement. "How many people you got in here, miss?" he asked Gayle. ."Two. Just us." 
 " "Okay. There's a unit vehicle about three blocks from here. We're going to be getting you out. I couldn't find anybody in the house next door. Anybody live over there?" He motioned toward the madman's house. 
 "No," Gayle said. "Not anymore." 
 "Okay. You two ladies just hang on awhile longer, you'll hear the truck coming. 
 You want to watch where you point that pop gun, miss." He slid his mask back down and started for the door, taking a small can of orange Day-Glo paint from the inside of his jacket. 
 "We can't leave!" Jo said suddenly. "We're . . . waiting . . ." The Marine studied her through his goggles. "Ma'am," he said patiently, 
 "everybody who can git is already gone, making tracks to high ground. I've got orders to evacuate all the folks I can find, and let me tell you, I can't find very many of 'em. What are you waiting for?" 
 Gayle said, "There are two more of us. A man and a boy." 
 "Oh. They went out in this storm, did they?" 
 Gayle nodded. Jo's eyes were reddening. 
 "I wouldn't worry," Preston said. "They probably got picked up by another unit by now. The trucks are all over the area. And nobody could get very far out there without ... uh ..." He trailed off. "The truck'll be here in a few minutes." 
 He opened the door, letting in a hot swirl of wind and sand. On the outside of the door he sprayed a large numeral two, glaring orange against the bare, pocked wood. "You ladies just sit tight for a while," he called over his shoulder before he shut the door. Struggling against the wind, he went on to the next house. The fire tracks where Royce had taken the Crab on up ahead were already gone. Preston could look back and see the faint yellow glow of the tractor's high-intensity headlights approaching. At least, he thought, most of these folks have already gotten out one way or another. Nobody answered their doors, so they must've gotten to safety. But he wondered how, since there seemed to be a lot of abandoned cars, all of them covered over with blowing dunes. He was following orders, though, and searching door-to-door, and he didn't have time to think about anything else. Nobody answered next door so he went on. His spray can hadn't seen much use today. 





THIRTEEN
 It was almost five o'clock when Wes found the turnoff onto Blackwood Road. The sky had turned the texture of hard leather, as dull brown as the oxblood shoes the pimps used to wear as they watched their low-rent merchandise parade on Whore's Walk. It seemed low enough to scrape across the Crab's roof. On either side of the road, trees bent and shivered, limbs ripping away and flying off down the hillside. The Crab's tires fought for a sure purchase on the incline; it seemed to slip three feet for every two it gained. The wheel shuddered in Wes's grip. 
 "This is the way up?" Silvera asked him. "You're sure?" 1 m sure. 
 Silvera could see only walls of blowing sand all around them. Still, he had a feeling that the castle was somewhere close, looming overhead like a huge stone vulture hanging to the cliff. Fear had coiled in his belly, a cold serpent undulating as it crawled up to enclose his heart in a freezing grasp. His nerve was slipping as badly as the Crab's tires. But there was no turning back now, there had never been. He saw his way clearly and knew he was following it as it had been laid down, stone for stone, all the way from the Dos Terros tenement he'd gone into with Rico Esteban. It was meant for him to be here, as surely as Wes was meant to commandeer this vehicle. This moment had been ordained for him during the tick of the clock in which Dr. Doran had told him he was dying. It was all part of the mysterious jigsaw puzzle that, when viewed close up, seemed to be nothing but meaningless colors and angles of movement. But when viewed from far away, perhaps over the shoulder, it became as tightly constructed and meaningful as the stained-glass window in his own church. He didn't know what the future would bring; he dared not guess. But neither would he let fear strangle him. 
 A howling gust of wind hit the Crab, almost tearing the wheel out of Wes's hands. The engine whirred as sand shifted beneath the wheels, and the Crab hung motionless for a few seconds. The tires gripped and pulled, then lost traction again. Wes looked at Silvera. 
 "The road's too steep! Tires can't get a ... Christ!" The Crab skidded sideways toward a dropoff on the left side of the road. Wes pumped the brakes frantically, but the vehicle was being pushed by the wind faster and faster, as if shoved by a satanic hand. "We're going over!" he shouted, twisting the wheel. 
 The rear slipped over, tires spinning in empty air. Wes glanced to the left, saw dashing currents and a shrub-stubbled ravine forty feet below. For an agonizing II few seconds he felt the Crab tipping. He sank his foot to the floorboard; the front tires dug down through the shifting sand. The Crab suddenly lurched as the right front tire scrabbled across concrete. It turned away from the dropoff and met another wailing torrent of wind head-on. Then it was thrown to the side like a roller coaster that had jumped the tracks. It crashed into a tree at the edge of the road and hung there, perhaps six feet away from the dropoff. The wind whirled past, roaring in fury. The Crab's engine gave a little moan and died. Wes stared straight ahead, afraid to move for fear of rocking the vehicle over. His eyes were glassy, his lips as white as newly-cut marble. 
 "We're okay," Silvera said shakily. "The wind's got us pinned against that tree. 
 We're not going anywhere." 
 "God," Wes breathed. "I thought ... we were . . . it's a hell of a long way down . . ." When he forced himself to let go of the wheel, the blood came back into his fingers with a tingling rush. 
 "We're going to have to make it on foot the rest of the way. How far up is it?" 
 "I don't know. It's right at the top, but ... I don't know." 
 "You all right?" 
 "Yeah. Will be. Just give me a minute." 
 Silvera reached back for his gear. "I don't know how much air we've got left in these, but it'll have to be enough." 
 "Listen, if that fucking wind could throw a car over the cliff, it could pick us up and toss us right onto that spindle on top of the Capitol Records building!" 
 "Yes, I know. So we'll have to be careful, won't we? The wind may be worse higher up. Now you listen to me. We're going to have to move damned fast out there, and we'll have to be lucky. I don't know how we're going to get inside that place yet, and I really don't know what we can do when and if we do get in. 
 I feel like I ... have to go. You don't. You can stay here if you like." 
 "Stay here?" Wes frowned, gazed out at the storm for a few seconds, and then back to Silvera. "No. I'm scared so bad I'm about to piss nickels, but I've come too far to stay here. Solange is up there somewhere. I want to find her." 
 "You may not be able to. And what you find may not be the person you knew." 
 "I understand that," Wes said quietly. 
 "Then you also understand that once we get in there, we may not be coming out?" 
 Wes nodded. 
 "I want you to do what I say when I say it," Silvera said. "No balking." He reached down to the floorboard for the guns, handed Wes the .45, and slipped the .22 into his own waistband. He touched the small bottle of holy water in his side coat pocket. "I don't know much about these things," Silvera said. 
 "The water may not have any effect. Neither may the guns, but aim for their eyes. 
 That should make them think twice." 
 "Don't fire till you see the whites of their eyes, huh?" Wes said nervously. 
 "I don't think I'd wait that long. Once we get inside, I'm going to be searching for one in particular, and I pray to God that the water has some effect on him. 
 Or the bullets. And . . ." He took out the switchblade. "If he's sleeping I'm going to cut out his heart with this. Now you'd better get ready." Wes geared up. Silvera slipped his oxygen mask on, and then it was time to go. Silvera had to push to get the door open. He squeezed out, and Wes followed him out the passenger's side because the driver's door was jammed against that tree. 
 They began to climb the road, their feet slipping and sinking. Occasional strong blasts of wind staggered them, pushing them dangerously close to the rock-rimmed dropoffs on the left side of the road before they could regain their balance. It was almost fully dark now, and Silvera knew that if the vampires weren't already prowling, they soon would be. The road stretched up into whirling black, as if it led over the edge of the world and when they fell, they would keep falling through the dark forever. 
 They had been walking for perhaps fifteen minutes when Silvera saw something move ahead-a quick, furtive movement, something that seemed smaller than a man but still indistinguishable in the gloom. It seemed to vanish, sucked up by the storm. He had the feeling they were being watched by something coming up fast from behind. He slid the gun out and whirled around. Nothing there but darkness, ghostly patterns of sand hissing and dancing and breaking apart, whirling out over the great dark plain where a glittering city had once been. He kept moving, keeping right beside Wes. Now there was another quick movement off in the thick shrubs to the left at the road's edge. Then another on the right. He couldn't tell yet what they were, but they disappeared as quickly as he saw them. 
 And then from out of the storm curtain that fluttered in their faces lunged a huge reddish brown mongrel, its eyes burning like yellow lamps. Silvera saw the bared teeth. He lifted his arm and fired but never heard the two shots. The dog leapt past his shoulder, almost knocking him to the ground, and was swallowed up in the darkness. Silvera didn't know whether he'd hit it or not. Another dog, smaller than the first one but coal-black so they didn't see it until it was right there at their feet, jumped for Wes's face, jaws snapping shut as Wes shouted and dodged. The dog tensed for another leap, but Silvera stepped forward and kicked it in the ribs. It howled and whirled, snapping at the priest's leg. Wes fired a shot; the bullet splintered the dog's skull and flung it away like a rag. Something struck at the back of Silvera's knees, staggering him. He felt teeth ripping into his right calf, gnawing for the bone. 
 He twisted and wrenched his leg away and, as the collie came at him again, he shot it between the eyes. The collie fell, kicked a few times, and then was still. "I'll watch the rear!" Silvera shouted. His leg was bleeding, but he barely felt the pain. Now there seemed to be a hundred shapes all around them, leaping and feinting, coming in to draw their shots before darting away. Silvera held his fire, but twice Wes shot at shadows. "Save it!" Silvera told him. "Make it count!" 
 Something that looked like a gray bull mastiff came charging out of the storm, rearing up on powerful, muscle-corded hind legs. It towered as high as Wes, showing teeth that could rip his throat out. Wes was about to fire when the dog vanished off to his right. He looked up and could see shapes gathered on the boulders that m hung over the road. They crouched low, like wolves about to leap. Dogs came snapping at Silvera's legs, backed away, and charged again. A black mongrel with dull, deadly eyes sprang high from the pack, fangs closing on the sleeve of his gun If hand. He almost lost the .22, but then he kicked the dog with his uninjured leg, heard cloth rip, and his arm was free. He fired a shot into the snapping pack and instantly they split apart, leaping to both sides and scurrying away. 
 "Keep moving!" 
 H he shouted to Wes. "Don't let them stop you!" 
 There was a brown blur in the corner of Wes's eye. A slat-ribbed mongrel was tracking him, looking for an opening. He shot at it and heard it yip. The dogs began coming down from the rocks, circling the two men. Silvera saw a huge bluish gray dog that could have been a Siberian husky or some kind of wolf. It wore a nail-studded collar, and when its eyes caught the priest's, they burned with demonic hunger. The wolf-dog was stalking him, letting the smaller dogs rush in first and waiting to see what would happen. When a couple of them came at Silvera's left and he whirled to meet them, the wolf-dog leapt from the right soundlessly, its jaws opening wide to crush the human's gun arm. Silvera saw the gray streak and pulled his arm back, but the massive dog hit if him so hard he was thrown to the ground on his side, the breath whistling painfully from between his teeth. The dog straddled him, fangs going up under the mask to rip his throat. He could feel the hot wetness of its muzzle and saw the glittering eyes pressed right up to his own with triumphant defiance. In the next instant the dog's face caved in, teeth and bone disintegrating; blood splattered across Silvera's mask and goggles. He heard Wes's second shot, the .45's barrel less than three feet away, and then there wasn't much left of the wolf-dog's head but ooze and broken bone. Silvera pushed the heavy corpse aside and staggered to his feet, wiping the blood off his goggles so he could see then next attackers. The shapes darted and danced around them, but they wouldn't come in close. Silvera thought the wolf-dog might've been the pack's leader, and now they seemed disorganized and much less confident. The circle of snapping animals slowly widened, and then they were swallowed up by the storm. 
 Wes and Silvera could hear the animals howling up in the rocks, like subjects mourning their dead king. "They may be back!" Silvera said. "We've got to hurry!" He had only two bullets left and, as they walked, Silvera took the .45
 and slapped in a new clip, then handed it back to Wes. 
 The road began to level off. They sensed the castle before they saw it, a huge turreted thing of dark stone just beyond the storm's whirling curtain. The wind was terrible, ripping past Wes and Silvera with a vengeance, almost casting them off the cliffs edge and down into a series of rocky ravines below. They moved carefully, making sure one step was firm before they tried the next. Mountains of sand grew and fell around them, hissing and sliding and then finally falling off the cliff, leaving diaphanous trails across the muddy sky. At first Silvera thought he was looking at an extension of the mountain, a jumble of stones that loomed up in fearsome peaks, but as he moved closer, he saw the high wall, and the chinks between the gray blocks like rough scales on the hide of a leviathan. 
 He saw towers, parapets, sloping roofs whitened with sand, saw teeth of glass glittering in high window frames, dunce-cap spires spiking the sky. The castle looked like a grinning stone skull capped with satanic horns. The place was huge, as dark and forbidding as a nightmare. Silvera stopped in his tracks, overwhelmed. Go on, he told himself. This has to be faced. It has to be done. As they neared the wall, the wind stopped, blocked off by the mass of stone. Mounds of sand had heaped up against the enormous wooden gate and covered the driveway as well to a depth of perhaps six inches. Wes and Silvera looked up, dwarfed by the structure; the parapets and towers seemed to be leaning slightly, the windows set at odd angles and none of them quite the same size. Some of the stones protruded and some of them were recessed, cracked, and crumbling. 
 "What are we going to do?" Wes asked. "How do we get over that wall?" Silvera moved along the driveway toward the gate, stopped, and looked up at the tangle of barbed wire six feet above. "I think I can climb over that if you'll help me," he said. 
 Wes paused, looking at the balconies and windows for a sign of activity; the place looked dead, deceptively so. Maybe they're still sleeping! he thought. If we hurry, we can get in, find Solange, and get out before they're up! He watched Silvera walk to the gate. In the distance he could hear a chorus of howls, as if the dogs were gathering for another attack. Silvera looked over his shoulder into the darkness, the flesh at the back of his neck crawling. And with his next step he heard the quiet click! of a disengaging spring. He realized what it was a split second before the trap's gleaming serrated jaws burst up from the sand around his left foot and snapped shut on his ankle. There was no pain at first, just the brittle sound of cracking bone, and he then knew what he should've guessed before he started, along the driveway. The sand had been spread thickly and deliberately here to hide the iron traps that lay in wait for intruders. Now the pain hit, a white-hot wave that made him cry out in the mask. He was staggering backward, but slowly-so slowly-like in a nightmare where all motion seems crazy and useless. He tried to brace his fall with a hand and saw with horror another trap's jaws snapping shut, missing his wrist by several inches. He hit the ground on his side; a third trap cracked together just beside his face. Then it seemed he could see the castle from the corner of his eye, and he was watching the towers tumble toward him. The towers fell, smothering him in agonizing darkness. 





FOURTEEN
 Prince Vulkan's eyes opened. At once he was fully alert, like any wild animal eager to hunt. Tonight, he'd decided, he would go down into Los Angeles and join his troops rather than wait for food to be brought up to the castle. He would hunt with his soldiers and race with the wind, seeking out the scent of warm blood, the noises of humans whimpering in their attics and basements. He was chilled with the need for food, though the cold wasn't yet painful. Uneasiness ached within him, a strange kind of confusion and uncertainty that he hadn't known in a very long time. In his dreams he'd stood at the center of a huge stadium, even larger than the Colisseum in Rome, with high banks of bright lights shining down. He was on a platform, the green field marked off in columns on each side, and the waves of frantic adulation had swept down, crashing on him, hot and sweet, from the thousands who filled the stadium around him. They were lall calling him Master, and when they started leaping onto the field and running toward him to kiss his hands, his lieutenants and their attack dogs had formed a ring around him for protection. It was at that moment that he knew the city had fallen. Los Angeles was theirs, the first conquest of the invincible vampiric army. The first of many. The shouting swelled. His name cracked through the sky like thunder, rolling ominously in all directions. His hour was at hand; next would be the fall of San Francisco and San Diego, securing a hold on the West. Then the army would begin crawling eastward, advance parties moving into the major cities, one wing swinging north into Canada and one south into Mexico. It was the beginning of a new age, and he would be its rising star. 
 But amid the joyful celebration, he felt a gnarled hand fall upon his shoulder, and he turned to face the Headmaster. 
 But a different Headmaster. Its eyes had dimmed somewhat, the black lips were tightly drawn. "Beware, Conrad," the Headmaster had said. "Be careful, and guard yourself." 
 "My hour has come!" Vulkan said. "Beware of what? Listen to them scream my name! My name!" 
 "You stand in a dream," the Headmaster whispered, the hand gripping the prince's shoulder. "You lie at sleep, and these things have not yet come to pass. .." 
 "They mil! I know they will! Listen to them shouting!" 
 "I hear the wind." The Headmaster blinked, and when its eyes opened again, Vulkan sensed a weariness about his old teacher, a ... weakness. "My opponent moves His pieces, Conrad. We've not yet won the game." 
 "Game?" Vulkan asked. The shouting died to a whisper and was swept away. Now he stood alone in the center of the stadium with the Headmaster, and the glaring lights were beginning to hurt his eyes. "What pieces do you mean?" 
 "They're strong, Conrad, don't you understand that? They refuse to accept defeat! They refuse to be broken! You've barely scratched the surface of humanity in this city, and you think the whole world is already yours. It is not!" The Headmaster's voice came out as a growl, rumbling down the length of the field. "They're escaping by the thousands, Conrad . . ." 
 "NO! The storm won't let them!" 
 The Headmaster's eyes flared. "There are limits to all things, Conrad, even to the powers I possess. And the power you have as well. But it is endurance that will win the game. And if nothing else, they know how to endure." 
 "I've crushed them!" Vulkan shouted. "The city is mine!" The Headmaster shook its dark head and stared at him sadly. "You've learned all the lessons but one, and that is the most important. Never consider your position safe. Never! You may destroy a knight or a bishop, and be struck down by a pawn." 
 "Nothing can touch me!" Vulkan cried out defiantly. "I'm not . . . weak!" 
 "There are four who would destroy you," the Headmaster said. "They approach even now, as you lie dreaming of glory. Four pieces-one is a knight, another is a bishop, a third is a rook, and the fourth is a pawn. Without fully realizing it they have come together in a deadly combination, Conrad. I've done all I can to stop them, but they endure. And they advance. We can still destroy them. We can still win the game, but you must know them and beware . . 
 ." 
 "We?" Vulkan shook free of the Headmaster's grip. "We? Didn't you hear them shouting? Whose name did they call? Mine! Prince Conrad Vulkan, King of the Vampires! They call me Master. They recognize me as the highest power!" 
 "I have given you and your kind life. I have taught you the secrets of power, the sorcery of Aba-aner, Nectanebus, and Solomon. I have taught you what it means to be a king. But you're not invincible, Conrad . . ." Vulkan stared at him for a long time, then said coldly, "Who would dare to test me?" 
 "Four humans," the Headmaster replied. 
 "Four humans!" Vulkan said disdainfuly, and when he grinned he showed his fangs. 
 "Don't you understand the size of my army now? Before the sun rises again, they'll number twice a million! And tomorrow night..." He lifted a hand and curled it into a fist, his eyes wild and bright green. And then his grin suddenly contorted with the realization. "You're . . . afraid, aren't you? 
 You're scared! Of what? Those four? Why don't you find them? Why don't you tear them to pieces for me?" 
 "Because," the Headmaster said softly, "our enemy is using them, working through theni just as we work through all the others. I can't . . . touch them
 . . ." 
 "You're afraid!" the prince shouted. "Well, I'm not! I've learned all the lessons now, my troops call out for me, and we still advance! Nothing can stop us now. Are you afraid because ..." He stopped, thinking the unutterable, but now he knew the truth, and the words burst from his throat. "That's it, isn't it? You're afraid of me. You don't want me to get too strong, do you? You're afraid of what I've learned!" 
 The Headmaster watched him silently. Its eyes began to burn like pools of slag flowing out of a volcanic furnace. 
 "I'm going to live forever," Vulkan said, "and I'll always be young, always! 
 So you've seen what I can do, and you've come to make me doubt myself, haven't you? 
 You've come to make me afraid of four humans, just like you are!" 
 "Forever is too long," the Headmaster said, "and never long enough. I came to warn you, Conrad. I've done all I can for you, the rest will have to be-" 
 "I don't need you anymore!" the prince said. "School's out!" The Headmaster seemed to tremble with rage. Its body began to gather into a hulking mass, like a thick blight of shadow. It neared Vulkan, covering him over with the force of a freezing wind. "Fool," it whispered. "Little boy. Little fool . . ." 
 "I'm not a little boy, I'm not, I'm not, I'm NOT!" Vulkan shouted, but when he tried to step away from the Headmaster, he felt locked into its shadow. 
 "Did you think you were my only pupil, Conrad? You're not. I have other ones with the potential to be even stronger than you. It's not your strength I fear, Conrad, but your weakness. I see this city falling before your kind, but not by their power. You've done what we wanted to do; now time has come to retreat . . ." 
 "Retreat?" Vulkan repeated incredulously. "No! This is my city now, my Babylon! 
 I won't run from four humans . . ." 
 "Taking ground is one thing," the Headmaster said, "keeping it is another. Take your lieutenants and as many others as you can, and leave this place right now. 
 Cross the mountains to the west. Start again. I can help you just as I did before . . ." 
 "WHY?" Vulkan shouted. "WHY ARE YOU AFRAID?" 
 "Because of what our enemy will use against us. This city-" Vulkan clapped his hands to his ears. "GET OUT!" he shouted. "You won't make me afraid! You won't make me lose! Nothing can hurt me!" The Headmaster stared at him for a long moment, and when it spoke again, there was an edge of sadness and anger in its rasping voice. "I treated you as a ... a special son, Conrad. My hope for a new beginning." The thick shadow hovered, dark folds enclosing the prince. "So you would deny me, wouldn't you? After all these hundreds of years, you would deny me in a moment!" The eyes began to burn with savage ferocity. 
 "I have taught you well, perhaps too well, but now I see what was beyond my power to give you. I could never make you grow up. You will be seventeen years old forever, filled with the childish needs and fantasies of youth. You haven't taken a kingdom, Conrad, I've given it to you. So be it. What is forever to you is to me . . . an episode. Now you have your kingdom. Protect it as you will. 
 But you're correct in one thing, my pupil. School is out." The shadow began to turn like a whirlwind, while above it the two blazing yellow lamps of its eyes continued to burn into Vulkan's skull. Vulkan shuddered, the cold rippling through his veins. The shadow twisted itself into a frenzy, then began to roll up upon itself like a black scroll of ancient parchment; in another moment it had begun to fade. The merciless eyes were the last to disappear, darkening like unplugged lamps. When the Headmaster was gone, the stadium around Prince Vulkan swirled away, shimmering like a mirage, the bright banks of lights going out one by one. 
 And then Prince Vulkan's eyes opened in darkness. 
 He lay still for a few moments, wondering about the implications of his dream. He felt uneasy, chilled, unprotected. They were old feelings, and they stirred up memories of his human existence like dark debris from the bottom of a pond. Four humans? Coming to challenge the King of the Vampires? It was absurd. After a while he raised his arms, threw the coffin lid back, and stepped out of his bed of warm, protective dirt. He stood in the first-level basement, a large network of corridors and rooms that had been filled with old, broken furniture, cardboard boxes, crates, and stacks of ancient newspapers and magazines bound together with rotting twine. In one of those boxes Prince Vulkan had found yellowing glossies and old placards advertising the films of Orion Kronsteen. 
 There had been a picture of the man in vampire makeup, hovering over a young blond girl who slept unaware. It had greatly amused Prince Vulkan to see the Hollywood impressions of his kind. The face in that photograph looked stupid and lethargic, not nearly hungry enough. Once while walking the streets of Chicago's Southside near Cornell Square after nightfall, Prince Vulkan had stopped with Falco-dear, departed, traitorous Falco-before a blinking marquee that said DAMEN SOUTH THEATER and beneath that, DOUBLE CHILLS! CURSE OF THE VA PIRE -Chr stopher Lee & COU TESS DRAG LA-Ingrid Pitt. Of course, he'd had to see them, two old vampire movies scratched to shreds, really quite humorous. He'd seen silent movies before in London, but now not only did they talk, they were in color too! 
 Some of the people in the sparse theater audience laughed at the vampires on the screen. Prince Vulkan, acting more out of impulse than hunger, had moved across the balcony and sat behind a man who was snoring. Vulkan could peer through the balding skull at the inner workings of the brain and see that man's entire life-wife named Cecilia, two children named Mike and Lisa, images of a small apartment with a Swiss-style cuckoo clock on the wall, piles of papers and bills on a desk beneath a small yellow-shaded lamp, buddies crowded around in a dark tavern with swords crossed above the bar, a glass of beer on a napkin that said McDougall's. That man wanted very much to be young again, carefree, hot-rodding along a street called Brezina in a red car with a foxtail on the antenna. In less than twenty minutes, from the bite to the ingestion of the blood, Prince Vulkan had altered that man's destiny. And now that man, Corcoran by name, was one of the several hundred vampires in Chicago who awaited the Master's triumphant return. 
 It was time to call the dogs in for the night. Prince Vulkan concentrated on finding the largest of them, the gray-blue wolf that had taken control of the pack. His eyes rolled back in his head as he searched, but he couldn't find the dog. Like a wisp of cold wind or an errant shadow, he went beyond his body, casting his mental eye like a fiery globe out into the storm. He couldn't feel that dog anymore; the link between them had been inexplicably severed. Now he could feel some of them out there, but it was a confusion of pain and dumb rage. 
 He searched among them, touching their minds. They were out of control and afraid. Vulkan picked up mental impressions of thunder and lightning, dreaded fire, a pain that crushed and scorched. Quickly he allowed himself to come back. 
 His eyes rolled back in their sockets, their pupils narrowed into tight slits. Something had happened to the pack's leader. The dog must be dead. But what-and who-had killed it? 
 He hurried along the corridor, past the rooms where Kobra and his other lieutenants would just be drifting up out of sleep. He climbed a long, curving, stone stairway that led to a three-inch-thick oak door and, beyond that, to the castle's main floor. He unbolted the door and stepped out into a wide central corridor that ran the width of the castle. Beside the door, at the foot of another curving, stone stairway, stood Kobra's motorcycle, most of the black paint now scoured away by the force of the storm. 
 "Roach!" Vulkan shouted, his voice roaring through the castle's hallways, alcoves, and chambers. "ROACH!" 
 He hurried upstairs, shoes clattering on the rough stones. The second-floor corridors whispered with turbulent winds that had found their way in through chinks and cracks. There were many windowless rooms here that also held coffins, and already many of the vampires were drifting from chamber to chamber like specters. They moved quickly out of his path as he approached. One of them, a beautiful blond woman wearing a blood-splattered black dress, fell to her knees and tried to kiss his hand, but he hissed at her and wrenched away. His mind was on more urgent matters. 
 "Roach!" he screamed again, and in another moment he saw a bright spot of light ahead of him, getting nearer. Roach had a flashlight in his hand. "I called for you!" Vulkan said, his eyes blazing. "Where were you?" 
 "I heard, Master, but I .was . . . starting the fire in the council chamber. It's ready for you, Master . . ." 
 Vulkan looked beyond the man's eyes; it was simple because Roach's mentality was so childlike, so pliable. He saw what Roach had seen just a moment earlier: That corkscrew of sand in the golden urn, twisting around and around with its hypnotic rhythm. Roach had prepared the fire and the maps, but he'd been entranced by the urn. He was oblivious to anything else, like a child with a strange toy. He got out of Roach's mind quickly because it teemed with dark shapes and shadows, the memory of hands around the throat of a woman whose facial features kept shifting, a body rolling down a dimly lit staircase and coming to rest at the bottom like a broken-necked doll, swarms of rats and roaches kicking in their death agonies. "Something's happened to the dogs!" Vulkan said, then recalled the Headmaster's voice: "There are four who would come to destroy you." "Someone may have gotten past them!" Roach looked startled. "Who? Someone . . . past the dogs . . .?" 
 "Come with me." He moved past Roach along the corridor to yet another narrow stairway that curved up to a double-bolted oak door. He unlocked and opened it, stepping out on a wide balcony that stood perhaps fifty feet above the ground. 
 He strode across to the stone parapet and looked out into the night; he heard quite clearly the distant, confused howling of the pack. Yes. He was certain now. His first line of defense had been broken. But what of the second? He leaned over and looked down. 
 At first he saw nothing out of the ordinary; the main gate was still closed, the courtyard fortified. But then he caught a glimpse of movement just on the other side of the gate, and he saw two men-two humans wearing some kind of masks and breathing apparatus-down where the iron traps had been laid. One of them was injured-he could see the trap clamped around the figure's left ankle-and the other one was trying to pull him away from the gate toward the line of dead trees a few yards away, where darkness and the terrain might give them concealment. 
 Vulkan grinned. When he'd realized that his initial defense had been broken, that someone had actually managed to come both through the storm and past the dogs to reach him, he'd been filled with uneasy concern and a sort of dreadful wonder. "Four are coming," the Headmaster had said. "They endure." But the Headmaster had been wrong. There were only two, both of them already weak. One lay prone, and the other looked as if he might fall at any moment. There were only two, and they had come up this mountain to their deaths. The Headmaster had been wrong. 
 "Wrong!" the prince shouted. "Beward of what? Of you?" He began to laugh, his mouth opening and the long fangs sliding out of their sockets in his jaws. The laughter-a cold, harsh chuckling-went on for another moment, then stopped abruptly. Vulkan's eyes narrowed. He watched the man struggling with his wounded-or dead-companion. "Go down and find Kobra," he said to Roach. "You and he bring those two-what's left of them-to the council chamber. And understand-I don't want them touched. Not yet." 
 Roach nodded eagerly and scurried across the balcony through the door. Prince Vulkan leaned over the parapet, watching the two men with great interest. 
 How did these two manage to find him? he wondered. What had brought them up the mountain? Did other humans know where he was hidden? If so, his refuge was not quite as safe as he had thought. The Headmaster's warning echoed in his head, but he brushed it aside. Some sport was what he needed to take his mind off the Headmaster. Yes! Sport! Fun and games, like the rapier contests, the bear versus boar fights, the battles between dogs and rats that his father the Hawk had enjoyed so. If these two humans could endure the journey up the mountain in this storm, if indeed they were so good at enduring hardships, then surely they could endure a little more for the pleasure of the vampire king and his court. Surely. 





FIFTEEN
 Ratty probed ahead with the lantern. Its weakening yellow glow stitched patches of shadow together like a golden needle through dense cloth. The tunnel still climbed, as it had for the last two miles, its floor slick with seepage. 
 Palatazin's legs and back were weary, and several times he'd had to lean against a wall to rest, so their progress had been drastically slowed. Droplets of sweat gleamed on his face, and now he was fighting claustrophobia and the continual feeling that something was stalking them from behind, perhaps allowing them to continue as a cat might allow a mouse to exhaust itself in a futile effort. He could feel something cold back there, and several times-when he sensed the chill closing in at the back of his neck-he'd taken a box of matches and a spray can from the pack, lit it, and turned to protect the rear. He'd never seen them back there, but he could hear scuttlings and angered hisses just beyond the light. 
 The flame was keeping them away. For now. 
 They'd passed beneath more manhole covers, and Palatazin had climbed up to look out, to see if he recognized anything from his earlier drive to Kronsteen's castle. Sand and wind slapped his face, but the storm didn't seem quite as fierce up here as it had below. Visibility was a little better, and he could make out the dark shapes of white stucco and redwood-frame houses perched on the hillside. They a kept climbing. Palatazin was fearful of missing the turnoff altogether. Perhaps they'd already missed it. He couldn't be certain. 
 His spine started crawling again. He was aware of the noises behind him; he lit a match. In its reddish flare, he could see several pairs of dead, bullet-hole eyes I jperhaps ten feet away. The vampires-there were at least three-scattered into the I jdarkness, anticipating the lick of flame from the spray-can torch. He took the spray can out of the pack, popped its cap off, and pressed the button down, spraying it Htoward the match. The flame erupted in a dart of red and blue. The vampires hastily retreated into the shadows, and Palatazin could hear their angered hissing and curses. They continued climbing, Palatazin guarding the rear. When the flame began to sputter, he could see the vampires creeping toward them, faces vulpine and hideous, just beyond the limit of the fire. There were three, two young men and a girl, anger exploding in their eyes with swirls of silver and red. 
 "Put it down, old man," one of them whispered. Palatazin heard the voice quite clearly, echoing through his head, but it didn't seem as if the boy had moved his lips. 
 "Go on," the female vampire whispered, a cold grin across her face. "Put down the fire like a nice boy-" 
 "NO!" Palatazin shouted. His vision seemed to be fogging over, the darkness creeping up on all sides to consume him. 
 "They're in your mind!" Tommy said sharply. "Don't listen to them!" 
 "Please," the female said, and licked her lips with a black tongue. "Pretty please." One of the others feinted for Palatazin's arm, and Palatazin almost released the button. The can was getting hot in his hand, and he knew the propellant would last only a minute or so longer. 
 Suddenly Ratty stopped. "Hey? You hear that?" he demanded, his voice cracking with tension. 
 Palatazin tried to listen over the voices whispering in his head. The three vampires were getting bolder now, darting in toward the flame, and trying to knock it from his hand. "I hear it!" Tommy answered. "Dogs howling up there!" Palatazin tried to concentrate over the tauntings of the vampires, and immediately he could hear it, too-a ghostly chorus of wails floating somewhere above them. 
 "We've got to find a way up!" he shouted, and then he heard the female whisper, "No you don't. You want to put that down and stay with us, don't you?" The flame sputtered once, twice. Now the tunnel seemed filled with the reek of burning aerosol and oily smoke. One of the other vampires lunged for Palatazin, but he thrust the weakening flame in an arc across the boy's face; the thing screamed shrilly and staggered back. 
 Ratty found a ladder and pulled himself up. When he pushed the cover aside, the merest hint of muddy brown light filtered down into the tunnel, but it seemed enough to keep the vampires away. They stood clustered together hissing like rattlers in the shadows, and Palatazin heard a silvery, sweet voice in his mind say, "We need you here with us. Please stay . . . please stay . . ." And for an instant he wanted to. 
 "We've got to go up here!" he shouted as the wind churned around him and off down the tunnel with a faint whistling. The flame went out. Behind him, Tommy was just on his way up the ladder to Ratty waiting at the top. The vampires stood beyond the limits of the light, but when Palatazin started up the ladder, one of them darted in and grabbed his ankle, trying to pull him back down. He kicked free and saw a pair of hideous fangs exposed in the thing's mouth as it tried to bite his ankle, then it screamed from exposure to the fractional light and scurried away. As Palatazin reached the top and squeezed through, he heard a distant, weakening whisper, "Don't go ... don't go ... don't . . ." 
 The storm thrashed around him, and now he heard the howling somewhere off to his left, terrible and shrill. The three of them moved forward, the wind about to throw them off balance from all directions. In another moment Palatazin saw a couple of houses that he thought he recognized, though he couldn't be sure. Then out of the gloom rose the familiar dead trees and the narrow road snaking up Outpost Drive. 
 "We're close enough!" he shouted to Ratty, shielding his face with his arm. 
 "The castle's at the top of this road!" 
 "I'm scared shitless of the bloodsuckers, man," Ratty shouted back, "but I'm sure as hell not going back into that tunnel! You dig?" Palatazin nodded. "You okay?" he asked Tommy. 
 "Okay!" the boy answered, keeping his hands cupped in front of his mouth and nose. He staggered, nearly knocked over by the wind's force. 
 "Then we go up!" Palatazin took the lead, with Ratty bringing up the rear. They linked hands, fighting upward. The wind was fierce, and Tommy fell a couple of times, almost being swept away before either Palatazin or Ratty could help him. 
 They passed a low-slung vehicle that looked like a jeep but a little larger crashed against a tree on the left-hand side of the road. A little farther ahead they came to the partly obscured carcasses of several dogs. There was howling all around them now, and Palatazin could feel eyes watching them from the overhang of rocks above the road. When he peered up through slitted eyes, he could just barely make out the shapes of dogs crouched there, crying into the storm. Several times a dog would leap out of the darkness to snap at their heels, then it would vanish just as quickly. One of them, a collie, bounded up behind Ratty and yanked at his leg, throwing him to the ground, then skittered away. 
 Palatazin knew they'd be within sight of the castle in a few minutes. He was certain some of the vampires-if not all-were already awake. Soon the castle would be crawling with them, as would the city below. The backpack full of stakes weighed heavily on him, and ants of fear scurried in his stomach. He hoped he could catch some of the vampires still in their caskets, particularly the king, although logically he might be among the first to awaken. Theirs was still the element of surprise, though, and that was vitally important. This was what the army would call a suicide mission, Palatazin told himself. Getting there is not the difficult part of it; coming back safely is. But he'd known that all along and accepted it just as he was certain his father had accepted the fact before him. It was the boy he was sorry for. When the castle loomed up before them, Palatazin stopped in his tracks and whispered, "My God, help us!" He looked from towers to parapets to battlements, and he could see the tangled barbed wire at the top of the protective walls. 
 "How do we get inside that?" Panic boiled in his stomach. Had they come all this way to be stopped at the walls of this monument to an eccentric horror film star? No! Palatazin told himself. We can't go back now! They neared it, the force of wind and sand abating somewhat. Palatazin looked to the huge front gate and could see a few iron-jawed traps clamped together on the sand-heaped drive. Another driveway split off from the main one and circled around the right side of the castle. 
 Suddenly Tommy jerked his arm. He looked over his shoulder and saw Ratty running for the safety of the line of dead, shriveled trees several yards away. Tommy pulled at him and motioned upward, his face a pale, fearful mask. Palatazin turned and looked up. A man stood on a high balcony, staring off into the night; 
 his face was turned toward L.A., which the vampire army was not devastating. Palatazin ran for the trees and crouched down between Tommy and Ratty. The man on the parapet swept his gaze across the horizon, then seemed to stare right at their hiding place. It was hard to tell because of the distance, but Palatazin thought that it might be Walter Benefield up there. The man looked away and lifted his hand to his mouth once, then again. The howling faded and stopped. 
 Then the man disappeared, and Palatazin grasped a breath. 
 "Almost cooked our asses," Ratty said, his voice shaking. "Truth in a teacup!" In another few minutes a couple of dogs came running past their hiding place, following the cobblestoned drive around the other side of the castle. They were followed by others, some of them snarling and fighting. The pack seemed scattered and confused, but within it Palatazin saw several dogs who looked as large as panthers. A couple of the mammoth ones stopped and turned toward the trees, showing their teeth in low, menacing growls, but then they ran on, vanishing around the curve of the rough-stoned wall. Ratty cringed, but Palatazin thought the dogs had ceased to care about them. He thought they were hurrying to be fed. And that meant there was another way through that wall to the castle. A service entrance, perhaps? He tried to remember back to his brief association with the Kronsteen murder case. He recalled reading Lieutenant Summerford's outline on how the killers had gotten in. There was something about a service entrance, yes. A service entrance, a gate, and ... a wine cellar. 
 "Let's find out where those dogs are going," Palatazin said to Tommy when most of them had passed. When Ratty scowled, Palatazin said, "You can stay here if you like." 
 "Yeah, man. I can dig that. Old Ratty'll just burrow himself in right here and lay low like he did in Nam." He started scooping out great handfuls of dirt and sand at the trunk of a gnarled tree. When Palatazin and Tommy left the tree line, Ratty looked up. "Git some!" he said, and returned to his work. They hurried up the drive, moving close along to the massive wall. Palatazin heard the dogs up ahead, a melee of whining and barking. Then there was another noise-machinery, clattering gears and chains. The barking started to die down. 
 Tommy ran on ahead and saw the dogs scurrying in where the driveway turned under a stone arch and into the castle's rear courtyard. The gate, an iron-barred, medieval contraption that was opened and lowered by a chain and pulley, had been hoisted open just enough for the dogs to get through. 
 "Hurry, you bastards!" he heard a man shout. "Come on! Inside!" Tommy squeezed himself against the wall, his heart pounding. When the dogs were all inside, the chain clicked through gears, and the iron gate was slowly lowered to the ground. Tommy waited another moment before sliding over to the gate. He peered in; there were a few U-Haul vans parked in the courtyard along with a bright yellow John Deere bulldozer and a black Lincoln Continental. The castle rose up as abruptly as a black-walled mesa. At its base Tommy saw that the man-short and squat with cropped dark hair-had thrown back a thick-looking wooden door recessed into the stone; the dogs were scrambling over each other in their haste to get through. A couple of them snarled and snapped at the man, who lifted a wicked-looking wooden staff and whacked it into their midst. 
 "Get down there!" he shouted. "Bastards!" When the dogs were gone, he stepped down into the opening and the door closed behind him. 
 "Benefield," Palatazin whispered, peering over Tommy's head. "My God!" He stepped forward and curled his hands around the bars, trying to shake the gate; 
 it wouldn't budge. "This is where the killers got inside years ago," he murmured. "But how?" He seemed to recall something in Summerford's report about Kronsteen's murderers being small men, possibly teenagers thin enough to-He bent down, scooping away double handfuls of sand from the bottom of the gate. 
 His heart leapt. This was where the killers had dug eleven years ago; the earth had never been replaced. There was room for someone very thin to crawl under. He looked at Tommy, and the boy understood. 
 Even Tommy, minus his jacket, sucking in his diaphragm, had trouble. He crawled and contorted his small body, and once he thought he was stuck, but then at last he was under and standing on the other side. He stepped over to the chain that hung down from a couple of iron pulleys along the wall and pulled. His shoulder muscles cracked, and the gate rose only a couple of feet before he had to let it down again. The next time he tried harder, and he discovered that the chain was just like a big Venetian blind cord; by pulling it at an angle he could lock the chain in the lower pulley and hold the gate steady. He got the gate up four feet and" could lift it no farther. Palatazin slipped under, and together they hurried past the bulldozer and U-Haul trucks to the door Benefield had entered. 
 It was latched from the inside, but three hard blows from Palatazin's hammer H
 was enough to break the lock. He shoved the door open. They faced a long flight of stone stairs that disappeared into inky depths. They started down, feeling their way along cold, wet stone walls veined with cracks. Rats squealed from their holes and skittered underfoot. Palatazin could hear the barking of the dogs very far below them. Other corridors branched off from the stairway, some of them sealed off by I \ iron bars like the gate Tommy had crawled under. 
 Palatazin was afraid there might be traps in those corridors-more iron-jawed leg-breakers, guns rigged up to doorknobs, a scattering of poison-soaked nails, a central stone that might pivot and shatter their ankles-so he thought it best to follow the path the dogs had taken. "Do you have any idea where this goes?" he whispered to Tommy. 
 "I think the wine cellar in the lower basement. Orion Kronsteen had about a million bottles down there." 
 "The vampires won't sleep on the level where the dogs are kept," Palatazin said. 
 "They might wake up with an arm or a leg chewed off. What's on the upper basement?" 
 "Just big rooms." 
 "That's probably where some of the caskets are." The noise of the dogs was much louder now. "I expect we won't catch many of them sleeping, though." They heard the muffled sound of blows. "Get back!" Benefield shouted. "I'll knock your ribs in!" A dog growled fiercely; there was another blow and a yelp. 
 The stairs ended at a closed door. Beyond it, Palatazin knew, lay the wine cellar and the dogs, Benefield and his wooden staff. He didn't think Benefield had become a vampire yet, not if the king was using him as a human servant. But did Benefield have a gun or knife as well as that staff? Palatazin pushed against the door; it creaked open a few inches. He saw a series of large rooms that seemed full of empty-shelved wine racks. A flashlight was set on one of the shelves, its beam playing over a frenzy of snarling, leaping dogs. Then Benefield stepped into view, cracking his staff on the floor to keep the dogs back while he tossed bits of raw meat at them from a leather pouch he had slung under his shoulder. A German shepherd rushed in, trying to steal a piece of bloody meat out of his hand before he threw it. Benefield shouted, "GET
 BACK!" 
 and cracked the animal across the head with his weapon. It yelped and staggered, and others scrambled over its body. "I'd fix you if I had the dust!" Benefield said quietly, and chuckled. In the dim light his eyes were black holes in a pale skull. "Oh, yeah, if I had the dust, I'd spray it in your faces and fix you all real good. Get back, there! Here, you shit!" He was standing with his back to the door, about fifteen feet away. Palatazin steeled himself and came through the door into the chamber, raising the hammer. 
 A gray mongrel whose muzzle was already bloody snapped its eyes toward the intruder and bared its teeth, emitting a series of ear-cracking barks. Benefield started to turn his head and Palatazin saw he wasn't going to reach the man in time. He jumped, and Benefield's eyes widened with recognition. The staff came whirling out of the darkness toward Palatazin's face, but he got his left arm in the way and took the blow just below the wrist. Then he crashed headlong into Benefield, and they staggered through the baying, hungry dogs to the floor. They rolled, Palatazin trying to strike at the other man's temple with the hammer, but Benefield clamped one viselike hand around his right wrist and started squeezing. Benefield had lost his staff; his free hand snaked up and found Palatazin's throat. 
 The dogs snarled around them, leaping in and grabbing at cuffs and sleeves, snapping at faces. Several of them started fighting among themselves over the scraps of meat; one grabbed the leather pouch, trying .to rip it from Benefield's shoulder. Palatazin struck the man's face with a fist that was rapidly going numb; blood began streaming from Benefield's nose, but he grinned and kept squeezing. A dog lunged for Palatazin's sleeve. Another bit Benefield's ear and tore a hunk of it away, but the man was beyond pain now, beyond everything but the lust to kill. 
 He rolled over on top of Palatazin, got a knee on his hammer-hand, and started squeezing his throat with both hands. Palatazin fought for air; his temples were pounding, he could feel teeth gnawing at his left ankle, while another dog's fetid breath blew in his face. The animals swirled around the two combatants in a frenzy, leaping and howling with bloodlust. Tommy picked up the staff, jumping away from another dog that snarled and rushed at him. He thrust the staff at it, catching the animal in the throat and driving it back. A hole opened around him as the animals avoided the familiar weapon. 
 Tommy took aim and swung into the back of Benefield's head. The man grunted but didn't loosen his hold. "LET HIM GO!" Tommy shouted, and struck again. The staff broke off in the middle, leaving Tommy with a jagged three-foot shard of wood. 
 Benefield pitched to the side. His head hit the floor with a soft thunk, and Palatazin worked the frozen fingers out of their grooves in his throat. He stood up, backing away from the dogs that snarled on all sides. They didn't care about him anymore; now they went after Benefield's leather pouch with fierce passion, straddling the body and fighting each other off. One of them ripped the pouch off and ran with it, the others right on its heels, some of them stopping to gobble up chunks that had scattered on the floor. They vanished into the far recesses of the chamber among the hundreds of high wine racks. Palatazin looked down at Benefield for a moment, then rolled him over, and felt for a heartbeat. 
 "Is he dead?" Tommy asked him, breathing hard. "Did I ... kill him?" Palatazin stood up and took the flashlight off the shelf. "No," he said hoarsely. His knees were shaking, and when he wiped the sweat from the side of his face, he saw that it was streaked with red. He straightened the pack across his shoulder, his fingers clenching and unclenching the hammer's handle. If he didn't kill Benefield, the man would warn the vampires. It was as simple, and terrible, as that. He knelt down beside the man, studying his toadish face, and raised the hammer to smash his forehead. At its zenith his hand stopped and hung there; his strength was gathered but not his stomach. It was one thing to kill a vampire, or to kill a human who was trying to kill you; it was quite something else to kill a helpless man in cold blood. Captain Palatazin, he thought, ex-Captain that is, do you want the boy to see you do this? He looked at Tommy and saw his glazed, sickened eyes. A vampire, yes, A man, no. Palatazin stood up. He had no way of knowing when Benefield would come around, or if he ever would. "And I wanted you to stay home, didn't I?" Palatazin asked the boy, trying to smile. He failed miserably. "Where do we go from here?" 
 "There'll be . . ." Tommy looked away from Benefield with an effort. "There'll be another stairway here somewhere, leading to the upper basement. I don't really know where it is, but . . ." 
 "We'll find it. Let's get out of here before those dogs come back. I don't think they feed them very well around here." Gripping the hammer in one hand and the flashlight in the other, Palatazin plowed into the darkness with Tommy right at his side. 
 "Clever toys," Prince Vulkan said, picking up one of the air tanks from the pile of equipment that lay at the center of the council-chamber table. He studied the nozzle for a moment with deep concentration, then turned its release lever and listened to the quiet hissing for a few seconds. He smiled and closed it off, setting the bottle down carefully beside the golden bowl. He picked up a mask, looked at it, and then dropped it back down. "Clever," he said. "Aren't these humans clever, Kobra?" 
 Kobra grinned. He was standing near the fireplace where Father Silvera and Wes crouched on the floor. In his hand was his prized Mauser pistol, though it was hardly necessary. The priest's face was a study of pain, covered with bright beads of sweat that slowly dripped down onto his shirt. The trap was still clamped around his cracked left ankle, the iron teeth grating on bone. He lay on his side, his leg all but useless, and every few seconds he shivered with agony. 
 But he didn't make a sound. Beside him Wes sat on the floor, the fire crackling behind him. Outside, when Roach and Kobra had unbolted the front gate and stepped out, Kobra following as Roach probed at the ground with his staff for the traps he'd laid out during the day, Wes had instantly recognized the albino. 
 When Roach ripped Wes's oxygen mask off, Kobra had whipped that pistol from the inside of his black jacket with lightning speed. 
 "I've seen that sonofabitch before! Where do I know you from, fucker?" The albino's eyes narrowed. "Oh, yeah. Last night? Little party out in East L.A.? 
 That's a fine black piece you had there, man. I fang-fucked her allllll night long . . ." 
 Wes had gotten to his feet, rage flaming in his eyes, but Roach had prodded him back with the staff. Kobra had laughed out loud, showing his fangs. "Man, you're crazy. You know that? Uh-uh now, no quick moves. The Master says I can't have you . . . yet, but I sure could blow away your kneecap real fast!" Kobra had stepped forward across several sprung traps lying in the sand, abruptly stopping a few feet from Wes. He hissed and thrust a black-gloved hand before his face. 
 "He's got something on him that burns me, Roach! Find it and get rid of it! 
 Hurry!" 
 Roach had smiled and dug the staff into Wes's stomach, dangerously close to his broken ribs. "You want to take your clothes off, don't you?" Wes had known it was no use. He started to reach into his inside jacket pocket for the resguardo, hoping to at least fling it in the vampire's face, but Kobra said sharply, "Stop him!" At once Roach was on him, tearing his coat off him and throwing it out for the wind to catch; it sailed up and up, then disappeared over the cliffs edge. "Yeah," Kobra had said quietly. "It's gone now. Take his gun." 
 The .45 was pulled from Wes's waistband. Now all hope, even the hope of suicide, was gone. 
 Kobra had torn Silvera's mask off and knelt down to stare at the man's face, tracing the angle of his jaw with the Mauser's barrel. Silvera moaned, coming around from the shock. Wes had hoped he was dead, for the priest's own sake. Silvera's gun was also taken away. Kobra found the blade-whistled at it as he snapped it open-and then dug the bottle of holy water from a pocket. "What's this shit?" he asked Wes. But Wes refused to answer, and Kobra stared at the liquid for a few seconds, slowly drawing his lips back into a snarl. "Don't like it," he'd whispered. "Shit! Burning my hands! Don't like it! DON'T LIKE
 IT!" 
 He'd screamed suddenly, whether in rage or pain Wes couldn't tell, and flung the bottle far out into the night. Wes had thought he'd heard shattering glass, but he wasn't sure. At once, Kobra had been grinning into Wes's face, the Mauser right at his throat. Those two hot, horrible eyes bored into Wes's skull. 
 "Thought you'd trick me, didn't you? Thought I'd take that shit, whatever it was, right on up to the Master, didn't you? Huh? Your kind can't hurt us, man. We hurt you!" When Wes didn't speak, Kobra stepped back, blinking and uncertain; 
 he'd stared at the gloved hand that had touched the bottle of holy water, and Wes could tell that even through the glove and the glass, the water must've scorched his flesh. 
 "Carry him!" Roach motioned with the staff toward Father Silvera. "Move!" And so they'd gone through the gate into the castle's courtyard. Wes, supporting the priest so he wouldn't step on that injured leg, had winced when he'd heard Roach draw the bolt shut again. The castle stood high over them, a Bald Mountain in which horrors danced and partied. They climbed another wide stairway to the massive front door, surrounded by grinning stone faces and bracketed by two hideous gargoyles in Thinker poses atop stone obelisks. Kobra pushed the door open and shoved the two men inside. The door was closed, and two bolts clanked into place. 
 As they walked along a wide, cold corridor, Wes was aware of figures moving around them, shapes scurrying across their path, glittering eyes staring hungrily from arched doorways, hideous pallid faces hanging like death masks in the darkness, whispers and chuckling and an occasional knife-blade pierce of freezing laughter. Figures shambled out and plucked at their clothes; there were many young girls-black, white, and Chicano-who had the sad and ravenous eyes of street prostitutes but whose need now, Wes knew, was of a more terrible kind. 
 Kobra herded them up a long, twisting stairway. On an upper corridor something reached for Wes out of the darkness. A cold hand gripped his shoulder, fingers digging into the flesh, but immediately Kobra barked, "The Master wants them!" and the thing scurried back to whatever hole it had crawled from. Another figure-a very beautiful blond woman in a black dress-stepped from a doorway and took Wes's hand. She smiled at him seductively and nipped at his knuckles with her fangs, then slipped away and was gone. 
 "Here," Roach had said. 
 They had waited almost an hour, guarded by Kobra and Roach, before the door opened again. When the black-garbed figure stepped into the orange glow of the firelight-Halloween colors around a face as sharply cut as an alabaster sculpture but strangely, in its own way, angelic-Wes had known that this was the thing they'd come to find. The Dark Angel. The Master. But... a boy, hardly older than an adolescent. The vampire's eyes sparkled like emerald chips, his mouth twisted to one side in a mocking sort of smile. Beside him, Wes had heard Silvera catch his breath with a shudder. The vampire stared at them for a moment in silence, then his gaze had shifted toward Roach. "Go to the balcony and call the dogs in. Feed them and lock them away for the night." Roach had taken a metallic, high-pitched, dog whistle from a back pocket and left the room. Wes had noticed how Roach had stepped back, his shoulders slumping in deference, when the boy vampire had come in. Even Kobra had made a slight bowing motion with his shoulders. Royalty, Wes had thought. We're in the presence of vampiric royalty. And power. 
 Now Prince Vulkan picked up the .45 from the table, examined it, and set it back down. "What my father would've given for weapons like that," he said quietly. 
 "Ah! That's the thunder and lightning the dogs feared, isn't it? A theoretical question for you-if Alexander the Great had possessed such thunder, how long would it have been before the world fell at his feet? But then again, he made his own thunder, didn't he? The thunder of an unstoppable army." The vampire sat in a chair, crossing his legs under him as any boy might do. 
 "When Alexander's enemies heard that sound, they knew all was lost. Oh, they fought, of course they did. But they fought like trapped dogs, without plan or purpose. They ran to the four winds, but they couldn't get away." He smiled, his eyes glittering. 
 "The world is about to hear Prince Vulkan's thunder. It's going to roll eastward across this land, and then . . . they'll run, but they can't get away. This city is my Babylon. The noise of its falling will cause the world to tremble. And then they'll know the King of the Vampires is on the march with an army no power on this planet can stop." He sat back, looking from Wes to Silvera, and stared at the priest's grimy white collar. "You!" he said sharply. "What's your name?" 
 Silvera didn't answer. Kobra stepped forward and thrust down with his boot on the trap's edge. The priest screamed in agony, the beads of sweat growing larger and streaming down his face. "That's enough," Vulkan said, and instantly Kobra stepped back. 
 "He was carrying something, Master," Kobra said. "A bottle of water that . . . burned my fingers when I held it." 
 "And where is this bottle now?" 
 "I threw it away, over the cliff." 
 Vulkan nodded. "Good. So we have a lelkesz among us. A priest. You won't be the first to join our ranks, I promise you. Nor the last." He giggled suddenly with high, childish glee and clapped his hands together. "They're falling, left and right, up and down! Thousands and thousands of your kind down there right at this moment! All the humans are dying, and all the vampir are being born!" His gaze darkened like an approaching storm cloud, and Wes realized with a sudden start that he could see the shadow of the chair cast by the firelight on the opposite wall, but the boy vampire himself did not throw one. 
 "How did you find me?" Vulkan asked him. "How many others know where I am?" 
 "I don't know," Wes said. "I came here to find someone else." 
 "You came to kill me!" Vulkan said. "Why else was the lelkesz carrying this holy water?" 
 "I'm looking for the woman he took from me," Wes said, and motioned with a tilt of his head toward Kobra. 
 "Woman? What woman?" 
 "The black bitch," Kobra explained. 
 "I see." Vulkan regarded Wes for a moment and grinned. "Human loyalty, is it? 
 The dumb concern of one lower species for another?" He concentrated on Wes, his eyes flaming, and Wes felt as if two drills were spinning at his forehead, slowly cutting through his skull and probing deep into the brain. A chill rippled through him; he felt filthy and violated, utterly helpless. He could not force himself to look away from Prince Vulkan until the vampire nodded and released him. "Love?" the vampire said. "Yes. Love." He savored that word on the tips of his forked tongue. "Your conception of that is very different from mine. 
 Is she here, Kobra?" 
 "Downstairs, still sleeping." 
 "Bring her here. And find Roach as well. He's taken much too long." Kobra nodded, put the Mauser into his jacket, and left the room. 
 "I like courage," Vulkan said to Wes. "You'll be fine hunters, both of you." He stared at Father Silvera for a moment and then glanced toward the iron trap. 
 "The Bite of Life heals all wounds and sicknesses," he said softly. "It stops all time forever. You'll see." 
 Silvera raised his head and spat. 
 The vampire threw back his chin and laughed, and Wes could see the gleaming fangs in his sickle-mouth. When Vulkan looked at them again, his cat eyes glowed with an unholy spark. "What else could I expect of a lelkesz? I've always found them quite unreasonable and stupid." His eyes narrowed now, and Wes could hardly stand to look at them. "You," he said to Silvera. "You came to kill me, didn't you? What were you going to do, splash me with that aqua pura? Drive a crucifix through my heart? It's been tried before, by better men than you. And where are they now? They're part of my army. Or they're dead. No man-no one-can kill the King of the Vampires!" 
 Silvera crossed himself, his head pounded. He felt dangerously close to passing out. "My God," he whispered. "My God, help us-" 
 "NO!" Vulkan shouted, rattling the rafters high above. In a leap too fast for Wes to follow, the vampire was there, bent over the priest, one clawlike hand gripped around the man's face. The fingers dug deeply into the flesh. Vulkan's eyes were blazing. 
 "Priest!" he hissed. "Fool! With one hand I could peel your face away like the skin from a grape! I could squeeze your skull until your brains ooze out! And you dare to use that name in my presence? You're close to death now, priest. Be very careful, very careful indeed! If you use that name again, I'll twist the head from your body, and I'll do it very slowly, do you understand?" Wes could see the fingers tighten, and Silvera's eyes began to bulge. He moaned once, very softly. When his eyes had closed, the vampire loosened his grip and stepped back, his gaze moving toward Wes. Vulkan blinked and rubbed his temple. It seemed to Wes that he'd been hurt in some way, but he wasn't sure how. Wes crawled over to Silvera. The priest was still alive, but his nose was bleeding from the pressure of Vulkan's grip. Prince Vulkan sat cross-legged on the table near the golden urn with its spinning column of sand. The firelight flickered across him, transforming him into an unholy orange-fleshed icon with green-jeweled eyes. "The Headmaster was wrong," he said to Wes in a steel-and-velvet voice. "I'm stronger than he is now. I've learned all the lessons, and there's nothing else to learn. He was wrong. Nothing can hurt me. I'll be young forever and ever and ever . . ." He clasped his hands together and began to laugh. The sound of that chilling, childlike laughter pushed Wes further toward the dark edge of madness. 





SEVENTEEN
 Palatazin and Tommy moved through shadowy catacombs, following the flashlight's beam. They'd climbed another series of stone stairs, leaving the barking of the dogs far below them, and now found themselves in a maze of large, high-ceilinged rooms. Some of them were empty, but some held assorted debris-boxes, piles of newspapers where rats nested, old discarded furniture, scattered pictures and posters from Kronsteen's glory days. In one of the rooms the flashlight picked out large wooden crates, all of them empty and stenciled LAX ... FRAGILE ... THIS SIDE UP. 
 Then they began to find the caskets. 
 Some of them were already open, the bed of dirt holding the impression of the body that had been lying there. When they found the first closed casket, Palatazin stiffened with disgust; his stomach gave a quick lurch, and he knew he'd have to hurry before either his nerve gave out or Benefield started screaming from below. He handed Tommy the light, laid the pack on the floor, and took out a stake. When he spoke in a whisper, he could see the white curls of his breath in the cold room. 
 "Some are still sleeping. That one may awaken as soon as I open the casket lid, so I'll have to strike quickly. I don't know what'll happen after that. Just hold the light steady, all right?" 
 Tommy nodded. His eyes were as shiny as new quarters, and he was trying hard to keep his hand from shaking. They're brave in the movies, he told himself as Palatazin, gripping the hammer and stake, stepped forward. His heart was racing. 
 There were no klieg lights up in the rafters, no dry-ice smog floating at their feet, no Peter Gushing looking wise and courageous, just Palatazin, his face filthy and sweaty, one hand trembling now as he reached out to open the coffin lid. 
 A very handsome young man lay inside, arms folded protectively across his chest. 
 The light brown eyes, veined with red, stared balefully through the milky lids at Palatazin. He was bare-chested, a gold ankh on a chain around his neck, and wore tight brown corduroys: Tommy recognized him almost at once as the star of a CBS-TV movie on drag racers called Thunder City. At any other time, Tommy realized, he might be asking for this man's autograph. Except he wasn't a man anymore, he was one of them. 
 Palatazin pushed the lid all the way back. When the flashlight beam touched his face, the vampire, just between sleep and waking, shifted away from it, his mouth coming open in a silent snarl. Palatazin saw with a start of dread that the vampire's hands were locked firmly on his biceps, the arms drawn up so that getting to the heart was impossible. Something moved behind those transparent lids-a flicker of awareness, as quick and cold as mercury. The vampire was about to awaken. 
 Palatazin saw his striking point. He placed the stake's sharp tip at the hollow of the young man's throat. Then he braced his legs and swung the hammer with all his strength. Instantly a freezing hand came up and grabbed Palatazin's left wrist, crushing it, but too late. The hammer struck with a terrible wet sound, and the stake ripped through vampiric flesh, pinning the head down. The eyes came open, blazing with a hatred that might have gnawed the marrow out of Palatazin's bones. A black, forked tongue snaked out of the mouth with a hideous rasping noise. The body thrashed, both hands gripping the stake and now . . . 
 starting to pull it out of the bloodless wound. 
 Quickly Palatazin took another stake from the pack, aimed its point over the thing's heart, and drove it deep with one strike of the hammer, like sinking a blade through rotten cheese. A foul, graveyard odor bubbled up; the entire chest seemed to cave inward, and for an instant Palatazin thought he could see through the satiny flesh a black, malignant lump pierced by the stake. The body thrashed wildly, mouth opening wide and snapping shut with a noise like a gunshot. A reddish-black ooze that smeeled of crypts and evil and all the things that lurked in shadows or cut the throats of children or raped babies began to rise out of the wound, and Palatazin stepped back as the black tendrils of liquid streamed down the heaving chest and stomach. He didn't want any of that stuff to get on him, afraid that if it did, he would be forever cursed. It was the vampire's hideous ichor, Lucifer's wine flowing from a cracked cask. The body suddenly stiffened, both hands straining to reach Palatazin. The staring, vengeful eyes caught fire, blue flames eating deep into the skull. Tommy made a low, gasping sound of sickness and turned away, but Palatazin felt compelled to watch. The blackening face collapsed as if it were a waxen Halloween mask; fire glowed through the empty eye sockets for a few seconds more, then abruptly burned itself out. Something dark and dreadful passed through Palatazin-a dank breath of cold wind that carried in its wake a whispered scream, then whirled itself away. The vampire's dead body had already started to shrivel like a November leaf. 
 "My God" Palatazin whispered hoarsely. His right arm, the arm that had struck the killing blow, seemed to be full of power, tingling with it. His hand wanted to strike again. He picked up the pack, then turned toward Tommy. The boy's face was as gray as a ninety-year-old man's. "Are you ready to go on?" he asked the boy. 
 "Yeah," Tommy said. He was weaving slightly and dared not look at the thing in the coffin, but he handed Palatazin the flashlight and followed, holding up the broken staff like a spear. 
 They found two more sleeping vampires and killed them the same way. The first was a young black man, the second a dark-haired little girl who must have been about the same age as Tommy. The child was awakening when Palatazin opened the coffin, stretching like a cat, but she was still dazed from sleep and too slow to stop the descending hammer. When it was over, Palatazin's stomach heaved, and he stood retching in a corner for a moment, trying to get something up. But they had to go on. The supply of stakes was dwindling fast. The next closed coffin they found was in a room that contained two others, but both of those were open. Tommy put the staff aside and held the light. Palatazin readied his implements, leaned down, and flung the lid open. Inside lay a very beautiful black woman, her arms at her sides. She wore a white silk blouse, black pants, and a belt with a half-moon of diamonds on the buckle. Palatazin looked into those stunning, terrible eyes and shuddered; he could feel his resolve quickly seeping away. He bent to strike. 
 But before he could lift his arm to its zenith, the beautiful vampire came up out of her coffin, her eyes burning him to the bone. He heard the word "NO!" shouted in his brain and allowed it to stun him, allowed his will to be sapped. 
 She gripped his other wrist and grinned, starting to rise toward him, that beautiful unholy face split by the seeking fangs. 
 "STRIKE HER!" Tommy screamed. 
 Palatazin heard himself cry out as he tried to pull free of her. He swung the hammer toward her head, but she reached out and caught his hand. As her grip tightened around his wrist, she could feel the tides of blood flowing within him, and she was ravaged by total, hungry need. She could see everything so clearly now-this was life, not that other, former existence. It was all so simple this way-nothing mattered but the blood and warming the urgent freeze that gnawed at her. Solange drew him closer, and when the smell of his fear washed over her, she heard her own small, frantic voice calling from the flipside of her soul-don't let them have you, don't, don't, don't . . 
 . 
 But oh, the need . . . oh, the sweet, freezing need was so strong . . . 
 "You don't want to destroy me," she whispered. You want me to ... kiss you. Like this . . ." 
 "NOOOO!" Tommy backpedaled, turned, and picked up the split staff he'd laid on the floor so he could grip the flashlight with both hands. The vampire drew Palatazin's head down. His eyes swam with helpless tears and stupid rage. She pressed her frigid lips to his throat, opened her mouth wide, and plunged the fangs deeply. Palatazin felt an instant of searing white-hot pain, followed by a dull thundering in his head that he knew must be the sound of blood being sucked from his veins. 
 Tommy stepped forward, his eyes wild, and started to strike with the staff. Suddenly a hand closed around the back of his neck and flung him like a rag against the far wall. He fell, all the breath squeezed out of his lungs, and tried to crawl for the staff. A booted foot came down on his arm. He looked up into the scorching red eyes of the albino vampire who grinned down at him. Tommy could hear the female vampire's hideous sucking, her grunts of pleasure, and Palatazin's soft whimpering. 
 The albino picked up the staff and started breaking it into small, useless pieces. "Where's Roach, you little shit?" he said quietly, his voice brimming with menace. "This was his! Did you and the man kill him?" When Tommy didn't answer, the albino gripped his hair and wrenched him to his feet. He withdrew a pistol from his jacket and jammed the barrel into Tommy's mouth. "I'll ask one more time, then your brains go on the wall . . ." Palatazin, his veins filling with arctic cold as his blood emptied into Solange's body, was falling into a dark crevasse that had suddenly split the earth at his feet. He could hear high, freezing winds, silvery laughter, moans, and guttural screams. His soul was dying, falling from light into darkness, from life to the terrible kingdom of the Undead. He could feel his own hand at his throat, ineffectually trying to push her head away. The fangs were fastened tight. His fingers moved slowly ... so slowly . . . Until they closed on the chain of the $19.99, jewelry-store crucifix that dangled down in his shirt. 
 He tore it off his neck. His arm fell, weighted down by the thing. Then he lifted it again, thunder hammering between his temples, and pressed it against the vampire's cheek. 
 Instantly there was a hiss of blue flame, and the black flesh blistered. She shrieked and pulled away from him, dragging four furrows across his throat. He fell on his side, curling up like a fetus for warmth against the frost that had filled a quarter of his body. He put the crucifix to his lips and fought the shivers that raged through him like cold, conflicting currents. Solange was still shrieking, holding her injured cheek and cowering in a corner. 
 Kobra's eyes widened slightly, then he began to grin again. "I'll blow this little shit's head off, old man!" 
 Palatazin writhed on the floor, pressing the crucifix against the ragged, bloody bites on his throat. Blue flames hissed, searing the wounds closed. Pain shook him, twisting him inside out. He hung on to consciousness by a thread and saw Solange throwing up his blood into a steaming puddle. Then he lifted his head and saw the albino holding the gun's barrel between Tommy's teeth. 
 "Eat it," Kobra snarled. "Right now! Want to see his brains?" 
 "Oh, God," Palatazin breathed, fighting dark waves that crashed within him. 
 "Oh, my God in heaven ..." 
 "Eat it!" Kobra shrieked. 
 Palatazin looked into Tommy's eyes and saw the boy shake his head no. Very slowly, with numbed hands, he worked the tiny crucifix off its chain and put it in his mouth. Tears streamed down his cheeks. 
 "Put it down, fucker! Lemme see that throat work!" Palatazin tried to swallow, but the crucifix, as small as it was, caught in his throat and choked him. He coughed it up. Kobra's eyes were blazing. Tommy staggered, about to fall, but the albino wrenched him upright again. "Either that goes down," Kobra whispered, "or the boy gets blown away. Your choice. Make it FAST!" 
 Palatazin looked into Tommy's eyes for a few seconds, took a deep breath, and swallowed. The crucifix scraped the back of his throat going down, hung in his esophagus. He swallowed again, harder, and felt it sink to his stomach like an infant must feel a penny or a metal button going down, cold and coppery. He felt ashamed, blighted . . . but at least Tommy was still alive. 
 "Reallll good!" Kobra crowed, and flung the boy aside. Tommy slithered to the floor and lay still. Kobra looked at Solange and shouted, "Stop whining! Your pretty face'll heal soon enough! Stupid bitch, you should've seen that chain around his neck!" She slid down into the corner, clasping her arms around herself and rocking, her eyes wide with terror. Then Kobra stared at Palatazin and stepped forward. "How did you like the pain, fucker? Get up!" 
 "Can't . . ." Palatazin said, shaking his head. "No." 
 "She just bit you enough to give you a good buzz. Now get on your feet!" Palatazin staggered up, then fell back to his knees. He was terribly weak and wanted only to find a warm place to sleep. 
 "How'd you and the kid get in here? You kill Roach? I hope you did. I didn't like him anyway." His gaze fell upon the backpack and the fallen hammer. 
 "Brought the heavy artillery, didn't you?" He grinned widely, the fangs giving his lean face the look of walking death. "Yeah. Sure did. The Master's going to want to find out more about you two. And now that Roach's dead, Kobra don't have a fuckin' thing to worry about. You!" He glared at the whimpering female vampire. "You're going before the Master, too! Get yourself up!" Kobra nudged Palatazin in the ribs with his boot and motioned with the gun. 
 "Man, you must crave pain," he said softly. "You're going to get it soon as the Master finds out what you've done. I wouldn't want to be in your shoes, no way!" 
 He reached down, grasped Palatazin's shoulder, and hauled him to his feet. Palatazin staggered, so dizzy from loss of blood he was about to pass out. Bright motes of dust seemed to be floating before his face, exploding like multi-colored novas. He still felt slimed by the vampire's kiss, but the wounds on his throat had been cauterized. They were achingly raw, and he could smell the faint charred odor of his own burnt flesh. 
 "Get the kid," Kobra said. 
 Palatazin walked over shakily to where Tommy had curled himself up into a ball on the floor. Tommy's teeth were chattering; his eyes were dull and glassy. Palatazin figured he might have gone into shock. But then Tommy recognized him and allowed himself to be helped up. 
 Kobra felt an icy spear of hunger pierce him. He could smell Palatazin's spilled blood; the delicious odor made him shiver. Double needs twisted through him. 
 He'd always been a death junkie when he was human, and now he needed human blood to stop the mounting pain. But he also knew that the Master would want to see these two humans, would want to find out how they'd gotten into the castle and where they'd come from. He hoped that the Master would reward him for his self-control with these two when the interrogation was done. 
 "Upstairs," Kobra said. "The Master's waiting." 





EIGHTEEN
 Palatazin was shoved into the council room first. He stopped, frozen with dread and wonder, when he saw the king vampire-a young boy with green cat eyes-sitting atop the table. Prince Vulkan stared at him, betraying neither concern nor surprise. Palatazin heard Tommy's stunned gasp, and then Kobra shoved Palatazin forward, brought Solange in, and closed the chamber door. 
 "Found these two in the basement," Kobra said. "They got past Roach, must've killed him because the kid had the stick he used to work the dogs with. The man was carrying a packful of stakes, a hammer, the whole fuckin' number . . 
 ." 
 Vulkan's eyes began to scorch Palatazin's skull with their intensity, but he didn't move. 
 Wes, his heart pounding, slowly rose from the floor. "Solange?" he whispered. She looked at him through frightened, feral eyes and took a step backward. Kobra's hand snaked out and clamped around her waist. She tried to cringe away, to turn her head away from Wes, but Kobra laughed and grabbed the back of her neck, forcing her to look at him. 
 "There's your lover, baby. Like what you see? Can you see the veins running through his body, the sweet, hot blood flowing like a hundred fountains? 
 That's life, baby. Your life from now on." 
 "Leave her alone!" Wes shrieked. He started to move forward, but Prince Vulkan stopped him with a single glance. He heard the command in his head like a shout about to split his brain: "SIT DOWN." He had no choice but to obey and, when he had, he began to shake uncontrollably, the tears burning his eyes. He couldn't bear to look at her again because there was nothing left of Solange anymore. 
 Palatazin had seen Father Silvera lying on his side near the hearth. He didn't know how the priest had gotten up here, or why he'd decided to come, but the man looked weak and haggard and . . . yes, very near death. As they all were. Silvera lifted his head and looked at him, but no recognition flickered in his dazed eyes. His head sank back down, and he lay still, like a wounded dog. Palatazin saw the trap clamped around the man's leg. 
 Now Prince Vulkan, the king of the vampires that Palatazin had dreaded all his life, uncoiled himself from his sitting position and came across the room, his face caught between black shadow and flickering orange light. Vulkan examined the seared wounds on Palatazin's throat with an almost clinical interest. Then he lifted his gaze and said, "You know our kind, don't you? Yes. You do. I see it in your eyes. You know . . . me. How is that?" 
 "I know of you," Palatazin replied, trying hard to keep his voice steady. He was caught between the burning eyes of Kobra and Vulkan, his head filled with fiery torment. 
 "How?" 
 "I was ... a boy in Krajeck . . ." 
 The king vampire's face was expressionless, a carved thing of flawless white stone. Palatazin could imagine the ancient, dark secrets that lay behind his eyes; they were hideous things, secrets from Satan's black magic box. 
 "Krajeck," 
 the vampire said, and nodded. "Yes. I remember Krajeck. And you were one of those who escaped." 
 "My father didn't," Palatazin said softly. 
 "Your father? His name?" 
 "Emil Palatazin." 
 "So. You came to destroy me because I gave your father the gift of eternal life? 
 I don't think he'd like that, do you?" 
 "Where . . . where is he?" 
 Prince Vulkan smiled and touched the wounds on Palatazin's throat. Palatazin jerked his head back. "Don't you know who you're in the presence of?" Vulkan whispered, his voice like a cold night breeze through silk curtains. "I'm a king. The greatest king this world has ever known or ever will know. I can stop time. I can ... do magic. I can end all Death. Your father is one of my servants now, in the monastery atop Mount Jaeger. Oh, he's in good hands. They all are. 
 The Countess sees to that. But time is so cruel to the human kind, so terribly cruel. Here stands a son who is older than the father, who fears Death as an enemy while his father has learned to use it as a friend. And now the son has come to put an end to me." He grinned and grasped Palatazin's collar, pulling his face forward. "It's not to be!" he hissed. "Your kind is slow and stupid and weak! The vampir will win!" 
 Vulkan suddenly blinked, released Palatazin, and stepped back. There were four now, he realized, just as the Headmaster had warned. An ancient emotion that might have been fear began to crawl within him. Not The Headmaster was wrong! 
 These four couldn't hurt him! 
 "Why here?" Palatazin asked him. "Why this city?" 
 "Why?" Vulkan echoed. He wanted to grab this human and shake him until his neck snapped, but now he feared stepping too near. The Headmaster's warning was echoing within him; he was confused and couldn't think. "Because this is the city of youth!" he said. "They worship youth here, in their clothes and cars and dreams! Their youth gives my army eternal strength. I don't want the old, I don't want the infirm. Only the ones who can be of use to me! And what better place to conquer than this . . . young, shining citadel? We'll live forever, don't you see that? Never age, never, never, never!" 
 "Shit," Wes muttered. "Peter Pan." 
 "What?" Vulkan said, staring at him. 
 "A fucking black-as-sin Peter Pan," Wes said. "You're going to fly everybody away to some vampire Never-Never Land. Step right up, sell your souls, and come on in. That's not the way the world works. That's not the way it should be." 
 "That's the way it shall be," Prince Vulkan said softly, stepping menacingly toward Wes. 
 "Death isn't an enemy," Wes said. "It makes things new again, and anything that doesn't die just . . . rots and mummifies. Or becomes like you are." 
 "Like you will be," the vampire whispered. "If I choose to let you." Wes stood up. He looked across the room at Solange for a few seconds, then back at Prince Vulkan. "Nope," he said quietly, "I don't think so." And then he threw himself at that table, reaching for the .45. A voice cracked through his head like a whip-"NO, YOU WILL NOT," and he was flung aside by some intangible, terrible force as his hand closed on the gun. He was thrown to the floor as Prince Vulkan swept forward like a black wind, all claws and teeth, in a whirl of rage. 
 Wes wheeled around, aimed upward, and fired. 
 The bullet passed through Prince Vulkan's chest and struck stone on the opposite wall, spraying sparks past Solange's head. Wes fired again; there was a metallic crack! and then he felt Prince Vulkan lifting him up by the throat with both hands. The vampire shook him violently. Wes dropped the gun, his eyes bulging from their sockets. Bone cracked. Tommy clutched Palatazin's arms, trying to hide his eyes from the sight of Wes's face. Palatazin held him tightly. 
 Prince Vulkan shrieked and threw Wes to the floor. Wes was trembling like a shattered marionette, his head twisted at a hideous angle. Vulkan began to kick him, each kick breaking another bone. Kobra came forward, his eyes bright with the prospect of death. He whined, "Let me kill him, Master. Let me, let me, please . . ." 
 Vulkan kicked Wes again and stepped back. Kobra grinned widely and shot Wes twice in the head from less than three feet away. 
 Across the room Solange screamed and sank to her knees, burying her face in her hands. 
 "Now you're three!" Vulkan said, grinning at Palatazin. "You can't hurt me! 
 The Headmaster was-" He stopped suddenly, his head cocking to one side. His eyes widened. 
 Palatazin's heart thumped. In the distance he could hear the great whine of the storm, slowly-very slowly-winding down like the dying of a huge, infernal engine. 
 "NO!" Prince Vulkan shouted. He looked at the table and saw the shattered gold urn. Wes's second bullet had hit it as it passed through the vampire's stomach. 
 The funnel of sand had stopped, and where the sand hissed out onto the table it burned with a faint blue flame. Prince Vulkan picked up the urn, his face contorted with rage, and flung it against a wall. It hit a gilt-edged painting before clanging to the floor. 
 "No!" the vampire shrieked, shaking the rafters with his fury. He overturned the table in a frenzy; the maps fluttered down like dead leaves in a hurricane, and the table shattered, splitting into pieces like a gleaming black mirror. The vampire turned his burning gaze upon Palatazin and Tommy. 
 "The vampire shall win!" he shouted at them in a voice that cracked from a man's to a boy's. "I don't need the Headmaster anymore! I don't need his protection. I don't!" He scooped up maps and flung them at Palatazin. "I'll have it all, every bit of it!" He looked at Kobra. "Won't I? SAY IT!" 
 "Yeah," Kobra nodded, but now his voice was uncertain. "You will." Vulkan swept over to Father Silvera and roughly pulled him to his feet. Silvera bit his lip to hold back a scream. He could feel the cold radiating out of the vampire. "You! Death is so close for you ... so close! I can feel it in you now, chewing through your body! I can stop it! I can make you whole if you will serve me!" 
 Someone knocked at the door. Vulkan called, "Enter!" and two vampires-one a young boy with long blond hair and the other a huskyman with curly gray hairstepped into the room. They glanced around at the wreckage, and Vulkan snapped, "What is it?" 
 "The trucks, Master," the boy said. "They're ready to go down." 
 "All right! Go ahead!" 
 The boy hesitated, glancing at Wes's corpse and then back to the vampire king. 
 "Well? What else?" 
 "Some of the others . . . are afraid, Master," the boy said. "They want to know why the . . . storm's dying down." 
 "Tell them not to fear," the vampire king said quietly, green embers glowing in his gaze. "Tell them Prince Vulkan is in control. And one other thing-bring back enough to feed everyone in the castle tonight. I want a celebration!" Vulkan released Father Silvera and stepped back from the blazing hearth. "I want a report from the factory as soon as possible. Send a courier. And you, Asher!" 
 The husky vampire looked up fearfully, the golden chains around his neck catching red light. "Those holes are to be filled tonight, do you understand that? I want none of them escaping! Either cut them off or . . ." He let the alternative hang in the air like a sword suspended by a hair. "Can West supply Central with another thousand?" he asked the younger vampire. 
 "My sergeants are already moving the Western Division into Marina Del Rey, Master. When we secure that area, Central can have the extra troops." 
 "Good. Now go, both of you. And good hunting." When they'd left the room, Prince Vulkan stared at Palatazin and Tommy for a few seconds, then back at Silvera. 
 "You see?" he said softly. "It's happening. Street by street, house by house . 
 . ." 
 "You'll be stopped . . ." Silvera began weakly, trying to keep his weight off his cracked ankle, but then the vampire king's face pressed toward his, his lip curling with disgust. "By whom?" Vulkan sneered. "By you? By them? By that dead man there on the floor? I think . . . not. Oh, priest, I can feel the blood roaring through your veins. I can see it! I'm going to have it inside me, warming me like a sweet flame. And tomorrow night you will have forgotten everything and everyone but me." 
 Vulkan glanced quickly at Kobra. "The priest is mine. You and the female can have those two." He motioned toward Palatazin and Tommy. "When you're finished, take that dead filth and feed him to the dogs. Now, priest, you come with me." 
 He clamped a hand around Silvera's arm and pushed him across the room to the door. Silvera, grinding his teeth with the pain, had no choice but to follow. As he passed Palatazin, he recognized the man but only hazily, and as he started to speak, Vulkan opened the chamber door and shoved Silvera through into the corridor. The door closed with a solid, terrible finality. Instantly Kobra moved in front of it and slid a bolt across to lock it. Palatazin began to back away from him, trying to shield Tommy. From the far corner Solange's eyes seemed to shine, faintly and malevolently. Kobra grinned and slid his Mauser back into his jacket. He would be happy to take his time'riow. "Nowhere to go," he taunted. "Nowhere to run. Ain't that a shame? 
 You're gonna live forever, old man. And if you're realllll good, tomorrow night I might even let you lick my boots clean. How about that?" He started to move forward, his black-gloved hands twisted into claws. 
 Palatazin and Tommy kept backing away, stepping through a puddle of blood that had seeped from what was left of Wes Richer's head. "You! Solange!" Kobra said. 
 "You can have the kid. I'm taking old Palatazin." Solange rose to her feet. Her gaze was fixed on the corpse, and she walked toward it as if in a dream, one unsteady step after the next. Palatazin stumbled over the splintered remnants of the council table. One intricately scrolled black leg stuck up, like a bull's horn; it was almost cracked away, so when Palatazin wrenched it with his last wave of ebbing strength, it came loose in his grip, a formidable two-foot club with one splintered end. Still Kobra came, more cautiously now, sidestepping and feinting, low laughter bubbling in his throat. His eyes bored into Palatazin's, and Palatazin could feel his nerve being scorched away. His hands were slippery with sweat on the table leg. 
 Behind Kobra, Solange bent down over the corpse. The scent of the spilled blood, fiery sweet, was driving her mad. She hadn't drunk enough of Palatazin to warm her, and now she had to drink-she had to-and stop the freezing in her veins. She put her head down into the puddle and lapped at it with closed eyes, like a starved animal. She knew the odor of this one. Memories welled up in her head like iridescent bubbles from a black pool of stagnant water. She thought she was about to wake up from a nightmare in a sun-filled room that smelled of flowers, and when she rolled over in bed, she would put her arms around Wes and press very close to his body. She lifted her head, blood dripping from her lips, and realized she couldn't see her reflection in the shimmering puddle. There were memories in the blood, and they made her cold, very cold. She touched his head, the familiar tangle of hair on a dead skull. Currents twisted and raged within her, armies battling over a single foot of earth. She was dead. Dead but not dead, not living. Darkly existing. That one had done this to her, the one who now laughed and moved toward the two humans. That one had taken her from light into dark. That one had killed Wes. Not dead. Not living. Not dead. Not. Not. 
 She put her hands to her head and screamed. 
 Kobra, startled, looked back at her. 
 And Palatazin plunged the jagged end of that table leg toward his heart. The point struck, but, deflected by the Mauser in its jacket holster, only staggered Kobra. At once Kobra gripped the makeshift stake and wrenched it from Palatazin's grip, flinging it aside. "Not that way, Van Helsing," Kobra sneered. 
 "Can't finish off old Kobra that way!" His hands struck, lightning fast, pushing back Palatazin's chin and exposing the scarred throat. Kobra bore him down to the floor. Tommy grabbed Kobra's hair and tried to gouge out his eyes, but Kobra struck him a backhanded blow across the cheek, as if he were swatting at a fly. 
 Tommy fell, dazed. 
 Kobra's mouth opened. Palatazin struggled, knowing that now he was only an instant away from joining the ranks of the Undead. Kobra's head lowered, the fangs sliding out and ready. 
 And suddenly Solange's fingernails were digging into the flesh above his gaunt cheekbones. They sank deep, ripping away hunks of meat that did not bleed. Kobra's face contorted; he shrieked and threw himself backward from Palatazin, trying to crush the female vampire who clung to his back. They rolled on the floor, hissing and shrieking. Palatazin staggered to his feet and saw Solange plunge her fingers into Kobra's eye sockets. The eyeballs burst, leaking great spurts of black fluid. Kobra howled in agony, twisted around, and got his hands on Solange's throat. They rolled through Wes's blood and across the floor, into the maw of the raging fireplace. 





NINETEEN
 "Look over, priest," Prince Vulkan commanded. He grasped Silvera's collar and thrust him against the balcony's parapet. Silvera could hear the growl of engines in the holes of the storm's fading scream. A yellow bulldozer was pushing mounds of sand to each side as it moved away down the mountain, followed by three orange U-Haul trucks. 
 "They're taking my lieutenants down to the battle," Vulkan said. "They'll be returning with food-humans to feed the king's court. We'll have a good celebration. Now look out there." He pointed into the far darkness, and Silvera's heavy-lidded gaze followed. "That's were your city lies, from horizon to horizon. Do you see any lights? Any cars? Any blinking neon signs that shout the names of your idols on billboards and marquees? No. My army marches the streets and boulevards, and your kind hides in holes. I've already won. The world has begun to bow to me, starting right here. Did you really think you could destroy the King of the Vampires?" 
 Silvera didn't answer. He was so terribly tired, so beaten. His head pounded, and he had no feeling in his arms or in that injured leg. It was all over now; a better man, a better servant of God, would have to carry on the fight. He looked down and saw his own body in his mind, spinning down after he'd jumped. Because that was the only escape now. 
 The storm was winding down. The wind had stilled to a soft moan, and the sand had stopped blowing. Prince Vulkan looked uneasily at the sky. He felt alone. The Headmaster's protection was gone, the final gift lying broken on the council chamber's floor. He felt vulnerable now, a soldier without armor. But no! He'd learned all the lessons, he'd sat too long at the Headmaster's knee. It was time to put his mark upon the world, and the Headmaster be damned! "I am Prince Conrad Vulkan, King of the Vampires!" he shouted into the darkness, his eyes blazing. The wind whispered around him in an empty reply. And then the wind died. 
 Silvera peered out over the city. The storm had stopped. Now from the darkness he seemed to hear the screaming and shrieking of vast multitudes of the Undead down in the city that had once been known as Los Angeles, as they danced and celebrated to the strains of a Luciferian symphony heard only by vampiric ears. 
 The shrieking went on and on, hideous and obscene, echoing through the hills like mad laughter. Silvera put his hands to his ears. "Listen to them sing!" Prince Vulkan shouted. "They sing for me!" 
 In the distance, over the ocean, lightning streaked through the night. Silvera grasped the edge of the parapet. He couldn't even feel the cold stone. When the next flash of lightning came, much closer, he could see the streets and buildings of the metropolis below him illuminated for a split second, like rows of stones in a graveyard. There was a faint rumble of thunder from the west. 
 Now, he told himself. Go now! He tensed to leap. 
 And suddenly the castle shook beneath his feet. 
 Thunder rumbled. In its wake there was no sound but the fading echoes of the vampires' shouting. Then total, utter silence. The world stood motionless. And then again, the rasping of stones rubbing together as the castle trembled. Silvera could feel the vibrations rippling up his uninjured leg, hammering into his body. 
 Prince Vulkan gripped the edge. "No!" he cried out. His eyes were wild, the pupils narrowed into slits. 
 Silence. Lightning flashing in the distance, its flare illuminating the naked fear etched across the king vampire's face. He was watching the ebony sky, his head cocked to one side as if he had heard a terrifying, long-dreaded voice. Thunder welled, rolling through the hills, and when the castle trembled again, a great black slab of stone broke away from an upper parapet and pitched downward, crashing into the balcony just behind Father Silvera. The balcony shuddered, cracks, zigzagging in all directions. 
 Silvera could see earth and boulders sliding off the edge of the cliff just underneath the castle. Part of the wall sagged and disappeared in a tumble of stones. From somewhere there was a terrible splitting sound, a rending of the earth that seemed to Silvera like the noise of a thick telephone book being torn by muscular hands. He clung to the parapet as the balcony began to heave and buck beneath him. Mounds of earth pitched off the cliff, rolling down in an avalanche toward Hollywood. More of the wall vanished, and now the courtyard itself was beginning to slide away. The castle started leaning toward the precipice, ancient stones groaning in agony. 
 Earth cracked, opening huge fissures that snaked beneath the castle. In the next bright gleam of lightning, seemingly directly overhead, Silvera saw a stunning and terrible sight. The entire basin of Hollywood and L.A. was pitching, heaving like a Doomsday bellows. He saw buildings sagging, splitting apart, and falling one after the other, at first silently, but then the roar of destruction swept up into the hills like the shouting of an advancing army. A fissure had began to run the length of Sunset Boulevard, and in the intermittent flashes of lightning Silvera saw its advance, swift and relentless, sucking down entire blocks in its wake. He could hear screaming now, coming from the guts of the castle. When he looked down, he saw several vampires trying to run across the courtyard to the main gate vanish into a fissure than ran along at their feet just before overtaking them. 
 "Noooo!" Prince Vulkan wailed, his voice drowning out the next drum roll of thunder. His fingers dug into the parapet, his eyes glowing with green fire. His mouth worked with silent rage. From above came a loud grinding noise, and when he looked up, he saw a dunce-capped tower fall like a head being lopped off. The stones and slate struck the parapet, knocking great chunks out of it. Father Silvera threw himself back as a stone struck the parapet just in front of him, collapsing it. Prince Vulkan stood in a rain of slate, the pieces striking rrs back and shoulders. Silvera pressed himself against the wall for safety. 
 "NO!" Vulkan shouted into the night. "I WONT ... I WONT LET IT HAPPEN . . .!" A chunk of masonry struck him between the shoulder blades, driving him to his knees. 
 The tremors went on for another moment, then stopped abruptly. The castle seemed to be balanced at an angle, and blocks of stone kept falling from above, crashing down into the courtyard or off the mountain's side. Between the peals of thunder Silvera heard the high shrieking of the vampire hordes down in the city, except now that shrieking was pained and terrified, lost and confused. And then another sound, one that came to him only faintly but with an impact that wrenched at him. 
 The sound of bells. 
 Church bells. Ringing in Beverly Hills, in Hollywood, in Los Angeles and East L.A., in Santa Monica and Culver City and Inglewood. Stirred by the tremor, they were singing to Father Silvera, and their song sounded like victory. He knew that Mary's Voice was singing loudest of all, and tears suddenly filled his eyes. 
 "You've lost!" he shouted to Prince Vulkan. "It's the earthquake! The Big One that's going to sink this city beneath the seal You've lost it all!" Vulkan whirled, his face mad with rage. "LIAR!" he shrieked. "Nothing can ... nothing can stop . . . nothing can . . ." 
 And the earth reared up, a chain of mountains rising abruptly across lower Hollywood, black peaks pushing up through avenues and boulevards three hundred feet high, then dropping again into gaping holes that sucked the city down like whirlpools of brick and concrete. Buildings tumbled like huge chessmen across a shattering board. The castle pitched and shivered and started to fall to pieces. 
 Vulkan, his eyes wide circles of terror, screamed in a boy's cracking voice, 
 "Headmaster, help meeeeee! Help meeeeeee!. . .!" His cry was lost in the din of thunder and falling stone. 
 Silvera fell to his knees on the sagging balcony. Between the thunder and the bells, he could hear the voice of God, and he understood the message. Whatever power that had protected these vampires was gone; the pendulum of power had swung back now, and it was time for the evil to die. The city was going to fall, yes, but it would fall by the will of God and for His purposes. Not for the vampires but upon them, a vampiric Sodom and Gomorrah. Vulkan stood at the shattered edge of the balcony, wailing in a language that Silvera couldn't understand. He lifted his hands in supplication and was struck down again by a chunk of stone. The L.A. basin dipped and heaved. Mountains split the earth, rising to tremendous heights-their crumbling sides stubbled with palm trees, broken sections of freeways, houses and buildings-and then sank rapidly down below sea level. Hideous screams, like those of the tormented in Dante's Inferno, echoed through the shifting hills, a hundred thousand screams rippling, mingling, intertwining. And above them the great clamor of the thunder and the bells. 
 The vampire king whirled to face Father Silvera, his face contorted with hatred. 
 "I haven't lost!" he shrieked. "Not yet! I can still win!" The balcony pitched beneath his feet, and he struggled for balance. And suddenly, he began to change, his body lengthening and darkening like a shadow. His face became vulpine, the fangs jutting from a mouth that was a bloodred slash in a dark, green-eyed horror. He lifted his arms to the sky, and Father Silvera saw them split the sleeves of his velvet coat. They became black, leathery wings that flailed at the air, reaching for height. The thing hissed at Silvera in triumph, turned, and threw itself from the balcony. Its wings moved powerfully, muscles rippling along the shoulders, and hovered for an instant in midair. Then with a last defiant glance backward, Prince Vulkan began to move away from the crumbling castle, the wings beating a hard, steady rhythm. And Silvera knew what must be done. The only choice, and what God had put him in this position to do. 
 He leapt across the balcony and threw himself into space, his hands grasping for Prince Vulkan's ankles. Behind him, the balcony gave and dropped away. He got hold of Vulkan's right leg just below the knee, but his hands had no strength, and instantly he started to slip. Vulkan shrieked, more an animal's cry than anything else, and tried to kick the priest loose, but Silvera threw his arms around the ankle and held on with his last reserves of strength. A black-clawed hand raked across his skull once, then again, but now they were falling together in a slow spiral, and Vulkan stopped his attack to concentrate on gaining altitude. 
 For a moment they swept across the tops of dead pines, then Silvera was aware of cold air on his face, and they were climbing over the shattered city. Streets and buildings were being swallowed by the earth less than a hundred feet below them. Vulkan started to turn north. Silvera gritted his teeth and reached up, grasping the thing's waist. He fought to crawl up over the king vampire's body, straining to reach and pin down those powerful wings. A claw flashed out, taking away most of Silvera's cheek to the bone. He screamed in agony, but now he had both arms around Vulkan's waist, and he was trying to force his numbed hands up onto the shoulders. Vulkan twisted around to fight, almost flinging the priest off, and they plummeted more than forty feet before the wings started beating again. 
 Silvera was aware of a loud roaring below them now. When he looked to the west, he could see a two-hundred-foot wall of Pacific Ocean, white foam churning atop a gleaming black and green sea that looked as solid as fine Venetian marble, a monstrous tidal wave sweeping across the city, carrying with it yachts, cars, billboards, theater marquees, chunks of boardwalk, roofs, coffins, shattered sections of freeway, airplanes, palm trees, and entire buildings that reared up from the depths like the prows of gigantic sinking ships. And now Father Silvera remembered what his mentor Father Raphael had told him about the holy water in Puerto Grande, where fresh well water had been as precious as life itself. "Use water from the cradle of life, Ramon. The salt heals and cleanses . . ." 
 Below him Los Angeles was being flooded. It was a cauldron of holy water blessed by God Himself, and tonight all the evil would be cleansed, every bit of it. 
 Silvera blinked the blood out of his eyes and hauled himself upward, grasping for the king vampire's wings. He caught and trapped one shoulder, throwing his other arm around Vulkan's neck. 
 They fell, spiraling in a long arc over West L.A. Prince Vulkan fought wildly, getting one winged arm free and struggling for altitude. Silvera hung onto his neck, wrenching downward to throw Vulkan out of control. But now they were rising again, very rapidly. 
 And then something huge loomed into their path-a wall of glass and steel that seemed to fill up the horizon. It was an office building, now starting to tremble and pitch forward as the tidal wave swept it from its foundations. Vulkan threw himself to the left, trying to veer over and away. Silvera saw that they were barely going to skim the roof as the building crashed down before them. Clasping his legs around the thing's waist, he let go of Vulkan's neck and grasped for his shoulders, pinning the leathery wings back in an effort that almost ripped his own arms from their sockets. He felt electric with power, filled with renewed strength. They tumbled forward, caught in a whirlwind, and Silvera shouted in Prince Vulkan's batlike ear, "You've lost, you've lost, you've . . .!" 
 They crashed through a plate-glass window. The building fell upon them like a massive tombstone, shattering as the sea roared up into it and through its hundred cubicles. The pieces were swept under, boiled to the surface, swept under and over again, and finally vanished beneath the littered foam. 





TWENTY
 The council chamber pitched at an angle, paintings falling from the walls to the floor, stones grinding and loosening, rafters crashing around Palatazin and Tommy. A great jagged crack split the floor and started to widen between them and the bolted door. 
 From the massive fireplace one of the scorched, burning figures slowly rose from the other and, roaring with hatred and bloodlust, came shambling across the room with its hands outburst. Tommy could see the black eye sockets in Kobra's face, the flesh dangling from yellow bone, the lips and cheeks burned away to expose those hideous snapping fangs. From the smoking rags of his jacket, he wrenched the scorched Mauser and screamed, "WHERE ARE YOU!" The barrel swung toward Palatazin; Kobra's finger twitched on the trigger. And in the next instant the antique weapon, its magazine heated to an explosive level, blew up in Kobra's face, red-hot bullets glowing like tracers. Kobra's headless body was flung backward to the floor, where it lay writhing, the stub of a hand still gripping the mangled lump of iron. Palatazin gripped Tommy's arm and threw him across the widening chasm in the floor. Then he jumped, scrambling for a grip on the other side as the entire room heaved, great chunks of stone cracking loose from the walls and rolling like deadly pinwheels. The door was jammed shut, and Palatazin had to throw his shoulder against it to break it open. The corridor was filled with screams, falling rafters, and dust. Vampires came out of the darkness, bumping into Palatazin and Tommy, then racing away in a panicked frenzy. The corridor bucked, rippling beneath their feet. "This way!" Tommy shouted to him. They ran toward the corridor's far end, where a pack of vampires fought to get down the stairway. Behind them the floor split and collapsed, sending a half-dozen of the Undead plunging through. Palatazin almost tripped over the female vampire in black who now crawled on the stairs, screaming "Master! Master help me!" A cloud of dust came welling up the stairway, almost blinding him. Vampires were fighting all around him in their frenzy to get out of the castle, some stumbling and falling over the struggling, gnashing bodies of others. Palatazin reached back and grasped Tommy's arm, and together they fought their way through. In the lower corridor vampires ran back and forth, calling for their Master and wailing for help. Stones and rafters fell from above, crashing to the floor and often crushing one or more vampires underneath. The corridor was filled with dust, struggling shapes, screams, and moans. Three huge blocks fell with a tangle of rafters, blocking the corridor ahead of Palatazin and Tommy. They found the door leading downward, stepped through it, and bolted it. And now they knew they had to hurry because the castle was pitching and swaying above them, sending chunks of stone hurtling into the basements. They passed through the rooms where coffins lay with their beds of dirt and descended the stone stairs in almost total darkness, into the lower basement where the dogs bayed and fought to escape, running back and forth like the vampires above, lost without a guiding hand. They retraced their way through the wine racks, twice coming to solid walls and having to go back and start over. "This way!" Tommy said, pulling at him. 
 "There's blood on the floor!" Palatazin looked down and saw smeared droplets of blood that might have been either his or Benefield's, but Benefield himself was gone. The shattered half of the man's staff lay a couple of feet away. They found the door, almost hidden in the darkness, and started up the long stairway to the outside. 
 The night was filled with screams. Fissures veined the courtyard, splitting even wider as the man and the boy ran for the iron-barred gate. Beyond Palatazin the black Lincoln Continental pitched into a crevice, metal crumpling like tinfoil as the earth ground it under. Vampires were running across the courtyard, their dazed eyes recognizing Tommy and Palatazin as humans, but their primary need now was for escape and safety. Some of them were walking, holding out their arms, and screaming for their Master. Palatazin saw several plunge through fissures and disappear. He hauled up the gate and locked the chain in place, then they went through, running along the cobblestone driveway. From the forest a sand-whitened figure ran toward them, arms waving like a scarecrow's. "Hey! Don't leave old Ratty up here, man! This fuckin' mountain's coming apart!" 
 Palatazin heard a hideous grinding and cracking sound, and when he looked back over his shoulder, he saw the castle's uppermost towers sway, then crumple in an explosion of stone. The earth under his feet heaved, throwing him off balance. 
 Half of the castle buckled and slowly began to give way, sliding over the cliffs edge like a huge melting candle. Cracks split the ground at his feet, and now he knew the enormity of this earthquake would destroy Los Angeles. There was no way they could escape on foot. Going back into the tunnels, which had been his first idea, would be suicide. He remembered the stalled vehicle farther down the road. 
 If it had enough gas, if it hadn't already gone over the side! But now they had no choice, for the mountain was shaking itself to pieces beneath them. They started down, Ratty's face stark white with terror beneath the grime. Tommy fell, almost sliding into a fissure that hissed open at his feet; Palatazin pulled him away and now half-carried, half-dragged him. From behind there was a growing thunderous rumble that made Ratty whirl around and shout
 "Jesus!" 
 Palatazin looked. The rest of the castle was going over, stones churning and boiling, rafters exploding into the air. It had vanished in less than three seconds, nothing left of it but a section of wall and the front gate. Above the noise of the castle's destruction, Palatazin could hear a hideous chorus of screams and shrieks-the dreadful, agonized song of the damned. Looking out over the black plain of L.A., he saw with frightening clarity the ripple of green phosphorescence atop a wave that must have been at least 300 feet high, rolling across the city from the west. He heard himself cry out, more of a moan than anything else, as he watched that wave sweep onward across avenue and boulevard and freeway. The towers of buildings jutted up like new reefs before they were either covered over or broken Behind the main wave were others coming in at angles across the backwash, breaking together in thunderclaps of water that shot foam another hundred feet into the air. The L.A. basin was filling up, zigzagged with froth and green wake. And still the earth shook. Even larger waves were churning in from the ruined Santa Monica breakwaters over ten miles away. Palatazin knew Westwood Village, i Venice, Century City, West L.A., and most of Beverly Hills would already be underwater. Under salt water, he realized, remembering the effect that had on the vampires. The vampires weren't drowning down there because they couldn't drown; they were being burned up. Palatazin shouted jubilantly to the sky. They were dying, most if not all of them trapped beneath fallen houses and buildings while the seawater roared in around them, searing them to the bone, blinding them, killing them. 
 In another moment they saw the jeeplike vehicle. They started running for it, and suddenly the world gave a great heave beneath Palatazin's feet that sent him spinning out into space. He heard Tommy cry out and grab his arm, and then they were both falling, sliding down into the crevasse where the road had been. 
 Palatazin scrambled for a handhold on loose rocks and clumps of exposed roots. Suddenly there was someone above him, leaning over the precipice with an extended hand. Palatazin had just an instant to recognize who it was-his mother, her eyes dark and determined in a heavily creased, almost pellucid face. He reached up and caught her hand, feeling flesh against flesh, and then he was holding on to a gnarled root that looked like a closed fist. Tommy was gripping his other sleeve, both of them dangling over a black abyss. A rope came snaking down beside Palatazin. "Grab it!" he told Tommy. When 1
 the boy had transferred his weight to the rope, there was the noise of an engine starting, and Tommy was pulled quickly to the top. In another moment the rope was dropped again, and Palatazin grasped it, then was hauled up the same way. At the top he saw that Ratty had tied it to the front fender of that jeep, then started the engine-thank God it would start, he breathed-and backed it away to pull them up. "Saw that in a cowboy movie once," Ratty said as Tommy climbed into the back and Palatazin took the passenger seat. "God bless old Hopalong Cassidy, man! Ain't been in one of these bastards since Nam. Dig it!" He whooped and threw the thing into reverse, backing away from the deep pit. He was driving in the trench that the bulldozer had cleared out, moving faster in reverse than Palatazin could have driven in a forward gear. 
 "You all right?" Palatazin asked Tommy. 
 "Yeah," the boy said, but he looked pale and stunned, and he was shaking very badly. Tears suddenly filled his eyes and streamed down his cheeks, but his lips remained drawn in a grim, gray line. "Yeah," he said softly. 
 "Thought your asses were cooked," Ratty said. "You were in there a long time, man. Too fucking long! Then the bulldozer and the trucks came out, and Ratty dug himself a deeeep hole." The ground shook. Sand and boulders were falling onto the road, the larger rocks rolling on off the edge and vanishing. Ratty, still driving in reverse, dodged the smaller ones as best he could with a skill that Palatazin thought might have shown how he'd gotten out of Viet Nam alive. He found a place to turn and spun the vehicle around violently, then headed down the mountain at breakneck speed. "We've got to get our asses out of here, man. 
 Shit! Ain't much gas, but I don't think we're going to find a station that's open, do you? Christ Almighty!" He stomped on the brakes because water was churning over the road just ahead. The single yellow-glowing headlight picked out frothy waves littered with planks, roof tiles, a bright red lawn chair, and smoking shapes that looked like large snails after they'd been doused with salt. 
 Palatazin realized with a shudder that those were what remained of the vampires. 
 The jeep plowed through water that lapped up to the doors. A melted shape rubbed up against Palatazin's door, then was swept away in the tides behind the jeep. 
 The water climbed steadily toward the hood, but then they were out of the flooded area and ascending again. They passed a green road sign that said Mulholland Drive-Vim. 
 "Where do we go from there?" Ratty asked. 
 "High ground. I think we should follow Mulholland west into the mountains and find a place to wait through the aftershocks up there." The earth trembled suddenly, and Ratty yelped. "Shit! You feel that? This whole place is coming apart, man. Just splitting up into little pieces and going down like Atlantis!" 
 "What happens if we run into any more flooded areas? Can we get through?" 
 "I think so. This ain't just an ordinary jeep, man. I drove something like this in Nam, but I guess this is an improved version. It's an amphibious buggy, made for swamps, rice paddies, I guess even deserts. Sure don't know what it was doing up there, but if the gas holds out long enough, we'll be okay. Providing we don't get swallowed up in a hole or covered over with a big wave. I think the aftershocks are gonna be rough." He looked at Palatazin as if he suddenly realized the significance of what had happened. "The vampires," he said. "What's going to happen to them?" 
 "It's over for them," Palatazin said. 
 "Over. Yeah. The whole city is over, man. Kaput! There must've been a ... a whole lot of people trapped down there, too." 
 And now Palatazin admitted to himself what must be true and felt a sick, heavy sense of loss at the pit of his stomach. Jo was dead by now, and Gayle Clark as well. So were possibly thousands of other people who'd been trapped by the storm and the earthquake. It had all happened so fast; certainly there was no chance they could've escaped. The vampires had been destroyed, yes, but at a terrible cost. His old apartment building, his house on Romaine Street, the house where they'd taken refuge, must now be under at least seventy-five feet of water. The entire L.A. basin was gone, a new coastline scooped out. The aftershocks would probably send the water farther inland all through the night as more earth collapsed. He was speared with agony and put his hands to his face. First it had been his father and, in a way, his mother. Now the vampires had taken his wife as well. 
 He began to cry, emotions thrashing within him. The hot tears ran down his cheeks and softly dripped onto his shirt. Very soon he was racked with sobs. Ratty and Tommy averted their eyes. When they reached Mulholland Drive, right at the crest of the Santa Monica Mountains, Ratty turned to the northeast and sank his foot to the floorboard. 
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THE BASE
 When Gayle woke up screaming the second time, it was morning, and bright hot sunlight was streaming through the Venetian blinds into the barracks. Almost at once a tall, middle-aged man with close-cropped silvery hair and brown eyes that glowed warmly behind a pair of aviator glasses was standing beside her bunk. He wore sharply pressed dark blue trousers with scarlet and gold stripes down the sides and a light brown shirt with a crucifix pinned to each lapel. 
 Gayle looked up at him fearfully, her mind still filled with shrouded shapes that writhed and contorted like hideous worms. 
 "You're going to be fine now, miss," the man said quietly. "There's nothing to be afraid of anymore." 
 "Nightmare," she said. "I was . . . dreaming . . . about them . . ." The man's face seemed to pale slightly, his gaze sharpening. "I'm Chaplain Lott, miss . . ." He waited for her to reply, carefully studying her face. 
 "Gayle Clarke. I saw you last night, didn't I? At the airstrip?" Her gaze rested on the crucifix on his left lapel. She was comforted by its presence, safe from danger, safe from the night and the things that lurked within it. 
 "Yes, probably." He glanced around. Most of the bunks were occupied or had suitcases and clothes thrown across them. It was one of the largest barracks on the Twenty-nine Palms Marine Corps Base in the Mojave Desert, about 150
 miles from the submerged ruin of L.A. The barracks and most of the base's buildings were filled with people of all ages and descriptions. There was very little talking, and no laughter at all. Those who had spent the night here or had been airlifted out of the Marine rescue centers at Palmdale and Adelanto had brought their own horror stories with them, and no one could take more than their share. 
 The night had been filled with crying and sudden screams. The tales that Chaplain Lott had heard babbled from feverish lips had been enough to gray his hair and stoop him over as if shouldering a terrible, unholy burden. When the first groups had started coming in-just an hour or so after the beginning of the series of earthquakes that had pushed Los Angeles beneath the sea and left Santa Ana, Riverside, Redlands, and Pasadena as ghost towns on the edge of the Pacific-Lott had rationalized those tales as mass hysteria. But then as the cargo and troop planes came in, bringing hundreds of survivors every hour, he had seen in those shocked and haunted faces a truth that shook him to the center of his soul. These were not simply people who believed in raw head and bloody bones tales, these were people who had lived through them. The other base chaplains and Father Allison were hearing the same things. Then there were the Marines who looked as close to madness as a man can be without going over the edge. They wanted to talk to Lott, wanted to touch the crucifix, wanted to be prayed for. They'd seen things, they said, and then they'd told him what those things were. 
 The base had been closed off to the reporters, who flocked at the gates trying to wheedle, bribe, or threaten their way in. Someone said the governor had been there last night before boarding a jet bound for Washington, but Lott hadn't seen him. Now there were rumors that the Vice-president was due very soon. 
 Lott sat down on the empty cot to Gayle's left, where Jo had slept uneasily and for only a few minutes at a time. Jo had calmed Gayle when she'd screamed herself awake the first time, around five in the morning, but now Jo was gone, and Gayle didn't know where she could be. The barracks smelled of fear, like sweat and scorched flesh. She noticed that most of the blinds had been pulled up to let in the golden desert sunlight. The light had never seemed as important or as beautiful as it did at this moment. 
 "Who were you brought in with?" Lott asked Gayle. "A relative?" 
 "No. A friend." 
 "I see. Is there anything I can do for you?" 
 She smiled grimly. "I'm sure there are others who need you more." 
 "That's nice," Lott said. 
 "What's nice?" 
 "You smiled. Not a very big smile, nor even a good one. But a smile all the same. That's about the first smile I've seen since all this began." 
 "So what do I get, a medal?" 
 He laughed. It felt fine and seemed to push back some of the shadows that had gathered within him. "Good, that's good. At least you're not catatonic like some of them are." He opened his breast pocket and brought out a pack of Winstons. 
 When he offered it, Gayle took a cigarette, almost biting through the filter, and leaned toward the lighter flame Lott offered. He lit one for himself and then put the pack down on the cot beside her. "Here you are," he said. "In lieu of a medal." 
 "Thanks." Gayle slipped her shoes on and laced them up. "How many have come in so far?" 
 "Classified information," Lott said. 
 "You don't know?" 
 "They won't tell me. But all the extra barracks are filled up, there are people jammed into the gym like sardines, and I understand there are just as many at Fort Irwin and Edwards Air Force Base. The planes are still landing, two or three every hour, and the Seabees are putting up a hundred or so prefab Quonset huts. Offhand, I'd guess there are upwards of fifty thousand here." 
 "The quake's over?" 
 "For now, yes. I understand all the coastal areas are being evacuated. San Diego was hit pretty hard, and I imagine the topography of San Francisco has been altered a bit, but the quake seemed to be centered right in L.A. It wasn't as devastating as the experts had been predicting for years, thank God, but it turned Los Angeles into a hundred-foot-deep tidal pool." His eyes darkned, and he regarded the ash of his cigarette. "It could've been worse. Things always can be worse." 
 Gayle looked around at the other people crammed into the barracks. Babies 393
 were crying, their mothers and fathers trying to console them or each other. There were sleeping bags on the floor with exhausted people still curled up in them. A few cots down from Gayle a pretty Chicano girl with amber eyes had wrapped her arms around herself and was staring off into space, her face totally blanked with shock; beyond her a little boy was playing on the floor with a plastic dump truck, occasionally stopping to look up at his mother, who stood staring out a window with red, swollen eyes. 
 "The rness hall's open," Lott said. "You can get some breakfast there if you like." 
 "What's going to happen now? Can I get a ride out of here!" 
 "No. The base has been closed off indefinitely. And a good thing, too. The reporters are snarling around outside. You wouldn't want to have to answer any questions now, would you?" 
 She grunted. "I was ... I am a reporter myself." 
 "Oh. Well, I'm sure you understand then." 
 "Who ordered the base closed?" 
 "Classified," Lott said, and smiled faintly. "But I imagine everyone will have to stay here until some kind of official investigation or statement or... whatever... is released. Which could be a long while." 
 "So nobody out there knows about the vampires yet, do they?" Lott drew deeply on his cigarette and started looking around for something to put the ashes in. He found a paper cup beside another empty cot, then glanced back at Gayle. "No," he said quietly. "They don't. I've been briefed on my official stance. The United States Marine Corps does not believe in vampires, nor do we wish to verify any of the rumors that will be created out of mass hysteria. Those are the key words, Miss Clarke. Mass hysteria." 
 "Bullshit," Gayle said, and rose to her feet. "It's that kind of attitude, that disbelief, that made them so strong! We laughed at the legends, we called them old wives' tales that came about because of some childish fear of the things in the night, but they were there all the time, just waiting to strike. We helped them because we refused to believe in what we couldn't see. Well, I'll tell you-I've seen enough in these past few days to last a lifetime, and from now on I'll be real careful in deciding what not to believe-" 
 "Just a minute," Lott said. "I've told you my official stance. Unofficially, I
 ... have to wonder." 
 "There are more of them out there, hiding in other cities. People have to know. 
 They have to learn to believe and to fight before what happened in L.A. happens all over again." 
 Lott looked at her for a moment, his jaw working. "And you want to teach them, is that it?" 
 "I want to write the story. I think I can. I don't know where I'll sell it-I don't know if it can be sold-but I have to get out of here, first-" 
 "Excuse me, please," he said uneasily. "There are others I have to attend to." He started to move away, but Gayle said, "I'm not asking you to help me," and he stopped. "I'm asking you if it can be done." 
 "You've never served in the military, have you?" 
 "Screw it! I don't want to hear about who ordered what, or what's classified and what isn't. All that I can get on my own. I'm talking to you as one human being to another, and don't try to put the military between us. Believe me, I won't be doing any talking to the reporters outside." Her eyes gleamed fiercely. "I've lived this story, and it's mine." Lott paused, started to walk away again, and then looked back at her. He drew once more on his cigarette, and then crushed it out in the cup. His brow deeply furrowed, he walked back toward Gayle, set the cup on the windowsill, and pulled up the Venetian blind. Gayle saw a startingly clear azure sky, the sun blazing down on white sands, gray mountains, stucco buildings, and concrete roadways. 
 Three large green and brown variegated trucks loaded with people bound for other barracks across the base moved past the window. Gayle caught some of their haggard, dazed expressions. She could see a couple of helicopters sweeping in across the desert from the east; they passed overhead, rotors faintly chukking. 
 Lott was quiet for a very long time, his eyes deep-set and brooding. "I've been a Marine for almost twenty years, miss. The corps is my life. I have a duty to obey orders. If the base is secured, I have to do my best to keep it secured. Do you understand that?" He looked at Gayle, waiting for a reply. 
 "Yeah," Gayle said. "But I'd say you had a duty to something else, wouldn't you? Or do you wear those for show?" 
 "Of course," he continued without any hint that he'd ever heard what she'd just said, "this is a very large base, almost 930 square miles of desert, mountains, and lava rock. There are supply sheds, warehouses, garages, dozens of places to hide. A stockade, too. That's a place of interest where the Shore Patrol puts all the Marines who go AWOL, and I've counseled quite a few. Well, with L.A. on one side and Las Vegas on the other, what can you expect? I remember a boy who went AWOL, I think his name was Patterson, from ... oh Indiana, Ohio, somewhere like that. He'd gone over the hill because his girl of two or three years was getting married, and he wanted to stop the wedding. He didn't make it home, and he didn't stop the wedding, but he did get off the base. He stole a jeep and headed east, across twenty-five miles of country so hostile even the snakes avoid it. Helicopters patrol that area during the day, and there are observation towers equipped with searchlights. Some of that eastern area's too rough even to run a fence across, and in other places the wind keeps the sand piled up into dunes so high that somebody who wanted to go AWOL could just walk right out and away. Nearest road wouldn't be too far, maybe two or three miles. Patterson went at night. Of course, he had a map and a compass, and I imagine he drove with his lights out. It's dangerous country. If he'd gotten lost out there, the Shore Patrol might not've found anything but his bones. I don't know how he got that jeep, but . . . well, there are so many vehicles here, sometimes a single jeep can go missing for a couple of days without anyone knowing. Hercules coming in." He pointed toward the sky, and Gayle saw a lumbering aircraft, the kind that had brought her and Jo to the base last night, dropping smoothly toward the airstrip a few miles away. 
 "Beautiful plane," Lott said. "Works like a mule. Sometimes people get careless and forget where they've left their jeeps, even leave the keys in the ignition. With all the confusion and civilians here right now, I wouldn't be surprised if someone parked a jeep behind this barracks tonight and completely forgot about it until tomorrow morning. Of course, the SPs will be patrolling tonight. They'd probably find it and tow it in if it wasn't gone after 2200
 hours. That's ten o'clock, civilian time. Check?" He looked at her, his gaze deliberately vacant. 
 "Check," she said. "And thank you." 
 He seemed puzzled. "For what? Oh, the cigarettes. You're very welcome. Now if you'll excuse me, there are others I'd better see to. If you're hungry, the nearest mess hall is just over on Flag Square. You'll see the signs." He left her without a backward glance, moving through the bunks to where a man sat with his hands to his face, his back stooped like a question mark. TWO
 In the crowded, noisy mess hall, Jo peeled the top off a paper cup of orange juice that had Red Cross stenciled across the side and forced herself to drink it. It tasted weak and chalky, but it was the first thing in her stomach since the slice of ham between two pieces of moldy bread she'd eaten during the night when she, Andy, and Gayle had been trapped in that house. The orange juice churned in her stomach; she thought it might come up. She doubted if anything would ever taste the same again, if anything would ever be the same again. The world had tilted, and everything she'd ever believed in had gone sliding off into black nothingness. Her eyes burned with tears and the need for sleep, but she was all cried out, and trying to sleep was a torment. She couldn't believe that Andy was dead. She refused to believe it. When she had finally slept last night, she'd had a strange dream in which she'd been walking along a dark twisting road, just the faintest glimmer of reddish light on the horizon. She'd walked alone for what seemed like miles, then suddenly she was aware of someone walking with her. It was Nina Palatazin, her face gray and wrinkled but her eyes more sharp and alert than Jo ever remembered seeing them. 
 The old woman walked with difficulty, but her spine was straight, and she held her chin high. Finally she'd spoken in a voice that seemed faint and faraway, like the soft murmur of a cool desert wind. 
 "This road goes on, child," she'd said. "It's not an easy road; it's not a safe road. But you can't step off it, and you can't stop. It goes both ways-out of the past and into the future. There's more ahead for Andy. Much more. You'll have to be prepared, and you'll have to be strong. Can you be?" The old woman looked at her sharply, and Jo saw that her form seemed to be undulating, shimmering like silk. 
 "He's dead. The vampires took him, or the storm, or the earthquake . . ." 
 "Do you really believe that?" 
 "I ... don't want to believe it." 
 "Then hope" the old woman insisted. "And don't ever stop because once that's gone, you might as well sit down right here and never move again." 
 "He's dead," Jo said quietly. "Isn't he? Can't you tell me?" 
 "I can tell you that he lives, that he's hurt and tired, that he's coming to you soon. But isn't that only what you want to hear?" 
 "Yes," Jo said uneasily. 
 "The road goes on," the old woman said. "It promises nothing except a journey, from birth to death. He's not going to need me anymore. It's you who'll have to go the rest of the way with him, by the will of God. Oh, look at that!" She stared off toward the horizon, her gaunt face lit by the soothing reddish glow, like the warming touch of a distant, comforting hearth. "The night's almost over," she said. "It's going to be daylight soon, very soon. Oh, I'm tired now . 
 . ." She looked past Jo, out across a dark plain. "I think I want to rest for a while, in that peaceful place. But you have to keep going, Jo. Both of you do." 
 The old woman stared at her for a few seconds, then stepped off the road and began walking away into the distance. Jo watched her disappear out of sight, and at the last moment, she broke up into fragments of white light that pulsated and then vanished, whipped away by the wind. Jo walked on, shivering. But now the light had gotten stronger, and she knew she couldn't stop, couldn't turn back. 
 Darkness lapped at her heels, and there was nothing to do but meet the sun. Soon after that she'd awakened. 
 Since dawn Jo had stood at the airstrip with a few hundred other people, watching the big planes come in. Trucks and ambulance vans rolled across the tarmac to carry away both the survivors and the injured. Jo knew that many thousands had been taken to Fort Irwin and Edwards Air Force Base, too, and that the names of all the survivors would be a long time coming. If Fate had swept Andy's life away, she chose to believe that he'd found the vampire king after all and had plunged an ash stake deeply into its unholy heart. She reached up to her throat and touched the tiny crucifix Andy had bought for her. It seemed very important that she wear it now. 
 She'd heard the rumors circulating from the new arrivals-a million dead, possibly more. L.A. under one hundred feet of ocean. The waves littered with bodies and debris. The vampires shriveled, burned, gone, melted into hideous black forms that smoked and sizzled like hot fat in a huge frying pan. But there were the rumors of miracles as well. Houses ripped up and washed to safety on the boiling crests of tidal waves. Hundreds of survivors found by the Marine helicopters and Navy rescue craft, clinging to the remnants of roofs, wooden planks, overturned boats, and the barely exposed islands of L.A."s tallest buildings. The thousands who had braved the vampires and the choking sand to head across the canyons on foot, escaping into the Santa Monica Mountains before the earthquake struck. Rumors of premonitions, heroism, breaks of luck that had saved hundreds from certain death. Encounters with strange figures in the sandstorm who had led families and groups of survivors to safety at higher elevations and then had inexplicably disappeared. Raw, rugged endurance, and an anger that had kept people going, one step at a time, until the danger was past. 
 Now, sitting at a table with a young couple and an older family who looked as shell-shocked as any war veterans, Jo drank down the rest of her orange juice and looked out the window beside her. She could see one of those large transport planes coming in for a landing, and another starting to circle the field, the sun shining off it like a silver coin. The survivors were still coming in, thank God, she told herself. Hope was beginning to gather within her again, crackling like a fire that had almost burned out. She mustn't let it. Now she had to hope and pray that Andy was aboard one of those planes and was somehow, somewhere safe. 
 A woman with curly brown hair and very tired-looking dark eyes sat down across from Jo. She had a cup of black coffee, and she was wearing a spotted white smock. Her name tag with a red cross on it said OWENS. The woman-a Red Cross doctor or nurse, Jo reasoned-sipped at her coffee, closed her eyes for a few seconds, and then opened them again, staring out the window at the incoming planes. 
 "I know it must be difficult," Jo said. 
 The woman looked at her and nodded. "Yes. Very. Red Cross medical personnel are here from four different states, but still . . . we're low on whole blood, metaraminol, dextran . . . well, a lot of things. We're seeing a lot of shock cases. You're from the L.A. area?" 
 "That's right, yes." 
 "I can see it in your eyes. Was it ... bad for you?" Jo nodded. 
 "I'm sorry." The woman cleared her throat and looked around the crowded mess hall, then back to Jo. "I flew in from Arizona last night. I had no idea there would be this many people." 
 "I hope there are more," Jo said. "I suppose you've . . . heard everything by now?" 
 "Uh-uh." She lifted a warning hand. "I'm not supposed to discuss anything I might have overheard. Orders." 
 "Oh, of course." Jo smiled wanly and looked away. The military didn't want any information or rumors or old wives' tales getting off the base. Of course. The rest of the nation had to be protected from hearing about the things in the night. Anger flamed her face, but she was too weary to let it out. 
 "That's very pretty," the woman said. 
 "Pardon me?" 
 She touched her throat. "Your chain and crucifix. I've been seeing a lot of those today. As a matter of fact, I just came out of surgery on a man who'd swallowed one of them. It was giving his lower intestine fits, and it wasn't going to come out the easy way. Yours is about the same size." 
 "Oh." Jo turned in her chair. A Red Cross helicopter chattered over the mess hall, bound for the airstrip. It was time for her to get back there now, to maintain her vigil. She had to know, one way or the other. "Well," she said, and rose to her feet, "I'd better make room for someone else." 
 "It was good talking with you, Mrs. . . ." 
 "Palatazin," she said. "It's Hungarian." She started to turn away and then stopped. "Thank you for being here. Thank you for helping." 
 "I hope I have helped," the woman said. 
 Jo left the table and moved toward the mess hall door. She stepped outside into the clear sunlight, and in the distance she could see the huge, sprawling tent city that had been set up to house more survivors and most of the Marine personnel. Trucks and jeeps drove among them, stirring up lazy whirls of dust. More planes were circling the airstrip, and now she felt the need to hurry. 
 "Just a minute," someone said behind her. Jo turned to face the Red Cross lady. 
 "What did you say your name was?" 
 Her heart began beating a little harder. "Palatazin." 
 "My God," the woman said softly. "I just... I ... thought that crucifix looked the same. That man . . . he's . . . your husband?" 
 Jo was shocked speechless. Her lips worked for a few seconds before she could get the name out. "Andy?" she whispered. She began to cry, and Dr. Owens put an arm around her shoulder and quickly led her to a parked jeep. They drove to a white stucco building being used as a Red Cross facility. The first room that Jo-trembling, afraid that the doctor had made a terrible mistake and that this wasn't her Andy at all-entered was full of chairs and tables, cots and sleeping bags, a makeshift waiting room crammed with people. She heard Tommy's high, clear voice shout "HEY!" before she saw him, and when he stood up from a chair across the room, her knees went weak. And then she was running toward him, laughing and crying at the same time. She hugged him tightly, unable to say a word. Someone else, a man with a dirty beard and a filthy T-shirt, stood up, too. The waves of stench that he exuded had kept people away from him in a ten-foot radius. 
 "We thought you were dead!" Tommy said, his eyes brimming with tears. He looked fine to Jo, just fine, but there were lines in his face that had no business being there. "We thought the earthquake had gotten both of you!" 
 "No, no. How did you get out?" 
 "Our gas ran out. We had to spend the night up in a cave in the mountains. There were about twenty others there, too. The shocks kept coming, all night. Then we heard helicopters, and they found us with their searchlights just before dawn. 
 Then we ... God, I'm glad to see you!" 
 "Andy," Jo said, and looked at Dr. Owens. "Is he all right?" The woman's eyes darkened. "We got that obstruction out of him about an hour ago, but he was. . . very despondent. It was a relatively simple operation, but he wanted to give up on us a couple of times there." She glanced at Tommy, then back to Jo. "I think he went through a very rough time." 
 "We found him," Tommy said, his voice knotted with new tension. A chill skittered quickly up his spine. Ever since they'd been flown in on a C-130
 Hercules several hours before, when Palatazin's stomach had started cramping, he couldn't get over the feeling that something with burning eyes was still stalking them, staying just behind them and out of sight. He was sure his days of watching horror movies were over. Now he was going to be a comedy freak. 
 "Up in the castle," he said. "The Master." 
 "Truth in a teacup!" the bearded man said. "The bloodsuckers were swarmin' up there!" 
 "Is it over?" she asked Tommy, but the boy couldn't reply. A Red Cross nurse and a stocky man in a white uniform came through a pair of doors behind Jo and approached them. The nurse said, "This is the one, right here," and pointed toward the bearded man. "He's dirty enough to start a lice farm and he refuses to take a shower. I've told him he can't stay in the infirmary area, Dr. Whitcombe, but-" 
 "A shower?" the bearded man said, and looked helplessly at Tommy. 
 "You heard her. Jesus, you're rank!" The doctor clamped a large hand on Ratty's shoulder. "Listen, we've got enough problems here without plague. You coming along or do I call the SPs?" 
 "A shower?" he repeated incredulously. 
 "Yep. With Lava soap. Let's go." 
 Ratty muttered and started walking, his shoulders slumped in resignation. At the doors he stopped and said to Tommy, "Keep the faith, little dude." When the doctor gripped his arm again, Ratty looked haughtily at him, pulled free, and then was gone through the doors. 
 "I want to see my husband," Jo said finally to Dr. Owens. "Right now." 
 "All right. He's upstairs." She nodded toward a stairway that had 3 desk pulled beside it where a couple of nurses were sorting folders. A sign on the desk read No Admittance Beyond This Point. 
 When Jo looked back at him, Tommy said, "I'll wait. I won't go anywhere." Jo nodded and followed Dr. Owens up the stairs. Her heart was pounding as they walked along a concrete-floor corridor with a series of large rooms on either side. The place looked like it had been used for classes because there were a lot of desks piled out in the hallway. Now the building had been turned into a makeshift hospital. Jo could see the beds through the open doors, six or more to a room. Nurses and doctors hurried about, pushing gurneys or carts filled with equipment. 
 "He'll still be pretty groggy," Dr. Owens warned her, "and I doubt if he'll make much sense. But I'm sure seeing you will make him feel a whole lot better." She stopped, checking a sheet of paper taped to the wall beside one of the doors. On it was a list of six names. "A. Palatazin," Dr. Owens read. 
 "Good thing your name is one of those that you don't for-" She turned, realizing that Jo had already stepped past her into the room. Dr. Owens saw no need to linger. There was still a lot of work to do. 
 Jo stood in the room, looking from bed to bed. In the dim light that filtered through drawn blinds, she saw only strangers, people asleep, a couple of them wearing casts. One of them, a young woman, moaned softly in her sleep. She had a sudden crazy thought-What if Andy wasn't here at all? What if the records had been mixed up? The doctor wrong? Everything gone topsy-turvy in the confusion? 
 And then she looked over at the bed across the room just underneath the window and took a tentative step forward. No. That couldn't be Andy lying there, hooked up to IV tubes and a bag of blood. That was a much older man, his face ashen white against the pillow. She took another step. He was covered over by a dark blue blanket, but she could see a crisscrossing of bandages at his throat just under his chin, and she put a hand to her mouth to stifle a cry. In another bed a young black man stirred uneasily, his arm and leg in casts connected to a series of lines and pulleys. He opened his eyes, stared at her for a few seconds, then closed them again with a soft sigh. Jo stood over Andy and traced a finger across his cheek. His face, as pale as it was, seemed beautiful to her. There seemed to be much more gray in his curly halo of hair. She reached under the blanket and sheet, found his wrist, and felt the pulse beating there. It was weak, as fragile as the preciousness of life itself. But what a marvelous thing it was, what a wonder. Life was achingly short, but that was the challenge of it-to do the best with it in the time allowed, to age and change and grow. And that was something the Undead could never do. That was a gift denied them. 
 Andy's fingers moved. She grasped his hand, wouldn't let go. His eyes slowly opened. He stared at the ceiling for a moment, then turned his head toward her with obvious effort. When he focused on her, he said in a hoarse whisper, 
 "Jo?" 
 "It's me. It's me," she said. "I'm here, Andy. Everything's all right now. I'm alive. Gayle's alive. And thank God, so are you . . ." 
 "Alive?" he whispered. "No, it's a dream . . ." She shook her head, tears brimming from her eyes. "It's real, Andy. The Marines came and took us out before the earthquake started. Tommy told me what happened." 
 "Tommy? Where is he?" He blinked, unsure whether he was dreaming or not. 
 "Downstairs. He's fine." 
 Palatazin stared at her for a long moment, then his face collapsed like the shattering of a mirror. He took her hand in both of his and pressed it to his lips. "Oh, God," he whispered. "You're not dead . . . you're not dead . . ." 
 "It's all right," Jo said softly, and ran a hand over his forehead and into his hair. "Everything's going to be fine now, you'll see . . ." It was another minute or so before he could speak again, and then only in a quiet, faraway voice that told her he was trying desperately to hang on to consciousness. "The vampires," he said. "They're gone." 
 "Gone? How?" 
 "The ocean. The saltwater. It roared in and ... I think some of them must've gotten out, but not many ... not many. I think-I hope-their king is dead. I didn't see him after the quake started, but . . ." He remembered Father Silvera and the young man and the female vampire who had found the strength to deny her own existence and thus had saved both him and Tommy. He would pray for all of them because they'd all been brave, and the combination of their actions had helped stop the advance of the vampiric army. He thought that Father Silvera might have survived, but he doubted it. He was certain the priest had died fighting, and that the king vampire had been destroyed either in the collapse of the castle or by that huge, swirling cauldron of saltwater. If not... Palatazin closed his eyes. He couldn't think about that possibility, not yet. But for now the cancerous spread of them had been halted. 
 "What are we going to do now?" Jo asked him. 
 He opened his eyes. "We go on," he said. "We find another place to live. We put what's happened behind us. But we don't forget. They didn't think we were so strong. They didn't think we could even fight back. But we did. And we can again if we have to." He paused, then smiled slightly. "Think I can find that chief of police job in some little town now? A very long way from here." 
 "Yes," she said softly, and returned his smile. "I know you can." He nodded. "I'm . . . not going to be the same for a while, Jo. You're going to have to help me understand and . . . deal with what's happened . . ." 
 "I will." 
 "And Tommy, too," he said. "His parents are gone, he's still not even sure what happened to him that night, or how he got to us. Maybe it's . . . best that he never remembers, but I thing someday he will. We'll both have to be strong for him." 
 "Yes," she promised. 
 He squeezed her hand and kissed it. "My good Jo," he whispered. "Strong like a rock." 
 "I won't leave you," she told him. "I'll sleep downstairs on the floor if I have to, but I won't leave until you're on your feet again." 
 "God save the doctor who tries to throw you out," Palatazin said. And looking up at her shining face, he knew there were things he should tell her, but he couldn't, not yet. He knew the vampires were gone, yes, but the Evil that had created them and given them power lived on, somewhere in the darkest limits, where the world trembled between night and day, where the things that ruled the court of midnight held sway. The Evil would be back, in some different form perhaps, but with the same terrible purpose. It had learned a lesson this time and was not likely to repeat its mistake. 
 And his father stalked the monastery ruins atop Mount Jaeger along with the other grinning things from his boyhood village. Someday his father would have to find release, all of them would, and Palatazin felt sure that if it were not his own hand that guided the stake, then it would be someone else's, perhaps. . . 
 Tommy's hand, grown older and stronger and wiser. But those were all things of the future, and he didn't want to think about them just yet. Palatazin's vision was blurring around the edges. Jo had never looked more beautiful; life had never seemed more precious a gift. 
 "I love you," he said. 
 "I love you." She leaned over and kissed his cheek, a tear falling from her face onto his, and when she lifted her head, she saw he'd gone back to sleep. 





THREE
 At exactly ten o'clock Gayle quietly left her bunk in the barracks and made her way to the door. There were still people awake and whispering in the darkness, but they paid her no attention. A child cried out suddenly, awakened from a nightmare, and Gayle heard a woman's voice whispering soothingly as she reached the door and slipped out into the cool desert darkness. Stars blazed in the sky, but there was no moon, a fact Gayle was grateful for. Only a few figures moved along the road. Spare lights burned in other barracks, and an occasional cigarette glowed in the night. She was rounding the far side of the building when she was caught by the bright white glow of headlights. A jeep carrying two SPs rolled to a halt beside her, and she stopped immediately. 
 "Ten o'clock curfew, miss," one of them said. "Hadn't you heard?" 
 "Oh, a curfew? I'm sorry, I didn't know I was breaking any rules. I've just been out walking for a while, to think." 
 "Uh-huh. What barracks are you assigned to, please?" 
 "That one, way over there." She pointed to a building about sixty yards beyond them and across the road. 
 "You'd best get in for the night, miss. Climb in and we'll take you over." 
 "No, really I..." She paused, frowning, and tried her best to summon up some tears. All she got was a glazed expression, but she figured it was probably good enough. "I ... need to be alone. Please. I need to think." 
 "Ten o'clock curfew, miss," the SP said. He checked his wristwatch. "It's tenoh-eight right now." 
 "I ... lost my husband in the earthquake," Gayle said softly. "I just needed to get out and walk. The walls were closing in on me." The first SP nodded, glanced over at the other one, and then back to Gayle. His face had softened a fraction, but his eyes were still hard. "I'm sorry to hear about your husband, ma'am, but I'm afraid you'll have to obey the curfew like everyone else. Of course, I don't suppose it would hurt if you finished your walk, do you, Roy?" 
 "Nope," the other SP said, and gunned the engine. 
 "Okay, then. But afterward, straight to your barracks, ma'am. Good night." He gave her a quick salute and then the jeep had rolled on past her, its red taillights flaring briefly before it turned to the left and disappeared. Shit! Gayle thought. Have to watch out for those cops! She walked quickly around the barracks, the noise of her footsteps disquietingly loud on the pavement. She kept looking back over her shoulder, but the SPs didn't return. Why would they? she asked herself. They bought my story. 
 She found the jeep parked on the other side of a large green dumpster. The keys were in the ignition, and under the passenger seat there was a canteen and a few items rolled up in cellophane. She tore the packet open and found a small penlight, a compass, and a map of the base that showed the desert terrain and lava rock that lay to the east. It looked like hard country, but she had no choice. Chaplain Lott had helped her as much as he could-now getting there was her responsibility. 
 Okay, she told herself. Time to go. She flicked on the light and'studied the map for a minute, then found an easterly heading on the compass and started the engine. The noise seemed loud enough to wake up every Marine within ten miles. 
 She saw a light come on in a building just a few yards away and, with fear galloping through her, she pushed down on the accelerator. She was determined to head as near due east as she could, but several times she saw the lights of an oncoming truck or jeep ahead, and she either turned off onto another road or stopped behind a building for a few minutes to wait and muster her courage. The farther east she went, the more scattered and dark the buildings became. Finally she could look back over her shoulder at most of the base. Ahead of her, like black hulks in the starlight, loomed a ridge of mountains directly in her path. 
 The pavement ended at a group of sheds surrounded by a high barbed-wire fence. Gayle turned off the road and started across the desert, the jeep's tires jubbling over rocks and sagebrush. 
 A monstrous apparition suddenly came sweeping over the mountains, red and green and white lights flashing. It was another Hercules transport plane, coming in low toward the airstrip. She could see the green cockpit glow, and the noise of the plane's passage deafened her. Then it had passed over, a wave of scorched air churning behind it, the roar slowly receding. Gayle recalled what Lott had said about the observation towers and immediately cut her headlights. The night enveloped her, but soon she could see fairly well just by the starlight. The desert stretched out on all sides, the mountains coming up to meet her. Several times she had to risk flicking on the penlight to check the compass. 
 An observation tower came up on her right frighteningly close, like an oil derrick topped by a black square of glass. Gayle angled away from it, expecting a piercing shaft of light, but none came. Cactus-strewn foothills began to rise out of the earth, carrying her into the mountains. She found what seemed to be no more than a rutted, boulder-strewn goat track, hardly wide enough for the jeep, but she started up along it. She became aware of a faint chuck-chuck-chuck that seemed to be steadily drawing closer. She stopped the jeep's engine. A helicopter passed overhead, flying slowly, and vanished toward the west. 
 Soon she passed near a second observation tower perched high on the mountain. The other side of the mountain was far roughter terrain-deep gullies, cracked earth, a scattering of high, soft dunes. She wondered where she'd go when-and if-she made it off the base. Las Vegas? Flagstaff? Phoenix? She had no money or ID, nothing left in the world but the clothes she wore. She couldn't even prove she was a survivor of the quake, must less a reporter. If she went ambling into some small newspaper office talking about vampires, they'd either kick her ass out or call the men in white coats. But she had to try. Surely there were a lot of stragglers who'd made it out of L.A. on their own, who had gotten to telephones and started calling friends and relatives with chilling stories to tell. There was going to be a lot of scoffing-mass hysteria, had Lott said?-but if the stories were repeated often enough, by hundreds of people, every editor in the nation would have to start paying attention. It would first be a matter of convincing somebody to loan her a typewriter and some desk space in a newspaper office, and if that place didn't take the story, she'd go on to the next, and the next, and the next one after that. Hell, she thought, she could wash dishes and live in a fleabag motel if she had to, but she was determined to be at the forefront when the story broke. Eventually somebody would buy it, and she could work her way up from there. In a year she thought she'd be able to write her own ticket, possibly with the New York Times or Rolling Stone. In any case, a publication based as far away from California as she could get. 
 A helicopter suddenly came out of the night from the south, flying less than fifty feet from the ground. It passed over her with a thunderous racket, frightening Gayle so much she hit the brakes. The helicopter immediately started veering back, and Gayle realized they must've seen the brake lights flash. She pressed her foot to the floorboard, knowing there was no place to hide out here. 
 The land was miserably bare, a series of sand dunes and red rock ridges ahead of her. The helicopters swept back over her again. Grit blinded her for a few seconds, and when she cleared her eyes, she saw the copter coming back for a third pass. A searchlight blazed down from the copter's underbelly and began a long, slow sweep. 
 Gayle zigzagged desperately. Then the searchlight had crept up behind her, glancing off the jeep. It came back and held, blinding her with its intensity. Over the combined roar of the jeep's engine and the copter's blades, she heard a voice amplified through a loudspeaker command, "Pull over! You're in violation of martial law! Halt immediately." 
 Gayle spun the wheel to the side and veered out of the light. If they stopped her, she knew she wouldn't have another chance to get off the base. Hot and dazzling, the light found her again. Above her the voice took on new menace. 
 ". 
 . . in violation of martial law. If you don't stop right now, you will be stopped." 
 Christ! she thought. What are they going to do, shoot me? Maybe a warning shot, or perhaps they'd try to hit the tires, but surely they wouldn't shoot a civilian! She was going to have to call their bluff. The wind whipped into her face, a maelstrom of dust and sand churning around her from the copter's rotors. 
 She was going up over a cactus-stubbled ridge, the tires shuddering over purple rock. She heard a high thrumming sound and winced. About five yards to the left she'd seen sparks and dust fly in an orderly line-bullets fired from a machine gun with pinpoint accuracy struck the ground just ahead of her, she realized they were trying to make her turn. She kept going straight ahead. At the crest of the ridge, she felt the jeep shudder madly. The wheel shook free from her hands, and she knew the bastards had hit a tire. She fought for control as the jeep hurtled over the ridge and down. It fishtailed to the right, and through the churn of sand she saw what the helicopter had been trying to turn her away from-a high barbed-wire fence at the bottom of the ridge and beyond it a flat plain stubbled with scrub and cactus. The limits of the base. She spun the wheel back, having an instant to fear that the fence might be electrified, then the jeep had crashed into it, flattening and roaring over it. The copter screamed past, trying to hover in her path. Unintimidated, Gayle drove straight ahead and underneath it, leaving the copter whirling like an angered insect. It found her again and stayed with her for another few minutes until she passed a large sign on a post driven deep into the sand. She glanced back at it and saw in the backwash of the copter's light the words U.S. GOVERNMENT PROPERTY-NO TRESPASSING BEYOND THIS POINT. The copter came down low on her, the searchlight striking her savagely in the eyes. Then it veered away slowly, in defeat. The light went out. Gayle didn't reduce her speed. Less than a mile later the left rear tire spun off the wheel, ripped to shreds, and the bare wheel dug a trench in the sand before the jeep came to a halt. She cut the engine and sat there for a few minutes until she could stop shaking. Then she began to study the map. According to it-and she hoped she'd read the compass right so far-there should be a road a couple of miles ahead that would take her to a white dot called Amboy. She took the map, flashlight, and canteen, checked her compass again and started walking. 
 By the time she'd reached the narrow black line of road, a chill wind had kicked up. Her legs ached fiercely, but she had no time to rest. She'd seen more helicopters flying around in the distance, and she expected a truck full of soldiers to come roaring across the desert after her at any moment. She walked north toward whatever Amboy was. Something slithered across the road in front of her, and she realized with a shudder that it must've been a sidewinder. She started watching her step and was surprised when headlights appeared on the flat horizon ahead. She started to wave her arms, then realized that it could very well be a jeep or a truck sent out after her from the base. She moved quickly off the road and crouched down in a gully about twenty feet away. 
 The headlights brightened, the vehicle took form. It was a white van, and as it passed, Gayle saw NEC NEWS printed on its side above the peacock logo. She stood up and shouted, "HEY!" but the van went on without even slowing, heading south. 
 Well, Gayle thought, it was headed in the wrong direction anyway. After another mile her legs felt like taut springs, and the ground seemed to be crawling with rattlers. She wondered if there was a telephone in Amboy. She hadn't seen or talked with her parents in a long time, but she figured they were still up in Susanville, watching the grass grow. Her brother Jeff would be sixteen now and probably hanging out at the roller rink while her folks ran their little corner drugstore. Though she'd had her differences with her parents, she knew she should call them, if just to let them know she was still alive. If they asked her to come home or even volunteered to come pick her up, she would say no. Definitely. 
 Headlights came up very fast behind her, scrawling her shadow across the pavement. A dark blue late-model Buick passed her and went on perhaps fifty yards before it slowed and stopped. Then it reversed, and the driver was looking out through his window. "You need a ride?" he asked. 
 "Sure do," Gayle said without hesitation. He waved her over, and she got in, putting her map and canteen on the seat between them. The man drove on, and Gayle rubbed her aching calves. "Where are you headed?" 
 "East," the man said. 
 "Yeah, me, too. How far east?" 
 "As far as I can." 
 "Good." Gayle took the pack of Winstons out of her pocket and offered him one. He shook his head, and she punched in the cigarette lighter. "Lucky for me you came along. I would've had a long walk." 
 "What are you doing out here?" the man asked her. "All alone, I mean?" 
 "I was ... uh ... my car broke down a few miles back. I got out of L.A. before the quake hit, and all I want to do is put a lot of miles between me and that place." The lighter popped out, and Gayle lit her cigarette. In its glow she studied the man. He was chunky with large shoulders and hands; he wore a red-checked shirt and dark trousers, one knee was torn, exposing a raw-looking wound. There were cuts on his knuckles, too, and the one ear that Gayle could see looked absolutely mangled. He wore thick eyeglasses, held together in the middle with black electrical tape, and behind those glasses his small darting eyes looked watery and . . . spooky. He seemed to be trying to watch her without turning his head. There was a bruise on his chin, another cut on his cheek. His face, lit by the green glow of the dashboard, was large-jawed and thin-lipped. 
 He carried an air of determination about him, an urgency, and when Gayle glanced at the speedometer, she saw that they were moving at just under eighty. The man finally turned his head and looked at her, then back to the road. Under his gaze Gayle felt . . . slimed. 
 She shifted uneasily in her seat and blew out a lungful of smoke. The headlights picked out a green road sign. Amboy-3. "Amboy," Gayle said. "That's where you can let me out." 
 He was silent. His huge hands tightened on the wheel, and Gayle thought that if he exerted an ounce more of pressure, it might break off in his grip. "Were you in L.A., too?" she asked him. 
 "Yes," he said quietly. A thin smile flickered across his face, then was gone. 
 "Then you know about them? The vampires?" 
 He watched the road. 
 "I hear they're all dead," Gayle continued. "Most of them, at least. Maybe a few got out, but they can't hide forever. They'll make mistakes. The sun'll catch them if it hasn't already. And I'm going to do my damned best to make sure everybody else knows about them, too." 
 The man glanced at her quickly. "How?" 
 "I'm a reporter," she said. "Fm going to write the hummingest story you ever read, once I find someone who'll give me the chance. It'll just be a matter of time. Hey, you're passing . . ." But then they were roaring through a cluster of dark, white-washed buildings, the speedometer still hovering at eighty. 
 "That was Amboy," Gayle said anxiously. "That's where I wanted to get out." 
 "No. That's not where you're going." 
 "What do you mean?" Her eyes narrowed, and she felt a sharp needle of fear pierce her. 
 "Not Amboy. You're a liar. I didn't pass any car on the side of the road. So you're a liar, aren't you?" 
 "Listen, I" 
 "I don't want to listen," the man said. He touched his forehead and winced as if in pain. "I've heard too many lies. And now you're going to go out and write some more lies, aren't you? About them." He spoke that word with reverence. "I know ... I know what kind of person you are." His gaze darkened, his lips curled in bitterness. "You're all the same, every one of you. You're all like she was-" 
 "She? Who?" 
 "Her," the man said softly. "She did things to make my head hurt. She said she was never going to leave me, never going to let them take me away. But she lied. 
 She said she was wrong, that I was crazy and she was leaving. That's who." Gayle squeezed herself against the door, her eyes wide with terror. 
 "Can't fool Waltie," he said. "Can't laugh behind his back anymore, no. Because I've got the power now! It's inside me!" 
 "Yeah, okay. Why don't you just pull off up here and I'll-" 
 "I'm not stupid!" he said loudly. "I never was!" He glared at her with a burning gaze that seemed to shrivel her into a cinder. "That one thought I was stupid. 
 He wanted to take me to the police. I knew what he was doing all the time! Go oh, look. LOOK, I SAID!" He motioned with a jerk of his head toward the backseat. 
 Gayle looked, her heart pounding. Jammed down on the rear floorboard was a dead man, shirtless, with black bruises on his throat. His face had been pulped by heavy blows. Her stomach lurched. She gripped the door handle and saw desert flatlands blurring by at eighty miles an hour. 
 "I stopped her from leaving," the man said, "but they took her away in an ambulance. Then the doctors came. They all kept . . . picking at me. Picking . 
 . 
 . picking my brain apart," the man groaned. "But they won't laugh anymore. Nobody will. I've got the power . . ." 
 "What . . . power . . .?" 
 "His power!" the man said. "He's gone now, they're all gone, but I've got to carry the message to the ones who are waiting! I've got to ... got to tell them that it's time to strike!" His eyes were wild, like cracked black saucers behind the magnifying lenses. "They will. They'll do anything I say because I was the Master's pupil and I sat at his feet and worshipped him and I ... I touched him . . .!" 
 "Nooooo," Gayle whispered hoarsely, cringing away. 
 "I'm the one, it's me who has to go on for him. I've got to find them in all the cities and tell them it's time to find a new Master, to band together." He rubbed at a spot on his forehead. "They'll win next time," he whispered. "And they'll make me like them so I can live forever . . ." He giggled, then his face immediately clouded over. 
 The Buick flashed past a sign that said Junction Interstate 40-5. The man began slowing the car. He turned off the road and started across the desert. Gayle looked around desperately, but there was nothing-just flatland, cactus, sagebrush. The stars burned with cold indifference. When the speedometer had dropped to under thirty, Gayle tried to leap out, but the man grabbed her by the hair and dragged her across the seat. She whirled, striking him with the lit cigarette, but he gripped her wrist and shook it out of her hand. The car stopped, and he clamped a hand around the base of her neck. The terrible pressure numbed her. He opened his door and dragged her out, flinging her to the rock-stubbled ground. 
 She started crawling frantically. He followed, his lips wet and gleaming, and kicked her down when she tried to rise. "I can't let you live," he said quietly. 
 "You want to hurt them, don't you? You want to hurt me . . ." 
 "No . . ." Gayle said quickly. "No ... I wouldn't-" 
 "LIAR!" he snarled, and kicked her in the side. She cried out in pain and curled up, trying to shield her face with her hands. He stood over her, a dark shape against the night, his breathing quick and harsh. At his sides his hands clenched and unclenched, tendons standing out in the wrists as if he were squeezing a pair of invisible grips. "You have to die. Right now." And then he was on her, pressing a knee into her stomach. He gripped her throat and started to squeeze. She fought and thrashed, trying to roll away, but his weight had her pinned, and now her head was filling up with blood. She struck him across the face, knocking his glasses off. "Go on," he said, and grinned. 
 "Yeah. Fight. Go on . . ." 
 Gayle pushed against his chin, whimpering like an animal. He moaned in ecstasy as her body shuddered. Her hands clawed at the air, then fell back to the earth. 
 His eyes closed, his breath coming out in a rasp. 
 Her right hand touched a rough-edged rock lying just above her head. She concentrated on making her fingers close around it as black and red motes spun before her eyes. 
 Then she brought her hand up in a savage arc, smashing the rock against the side of his head. He grunted, his eyes opening in surprise. She struck him again, right at the temple, and he fell to one side. Gayle kicked away from him, panting for breath. When she tried to stand up, a tidal wave of dizziness sent her crashing back to her knees, and it was all she could do to crawl. When she looked back over her shoulder, she saw him lying there, one hand clenching like an automaton. 
 Then he abruptly sat up. His head twitched to the side, as if the blows to his skull had scrambled his nerve impulses. 
 She crawled away madly, still clutching that rock. "I'll find you!" he shrieked. 
 "You can't get away! Got to serve the Master .. . got to ... serve . . ." He rose to his feet, fell again, stood up unsteadily, and started coming after her, his hands searching before him. 
 And then Gayle found herself on the edge of a five-foot gulley stubbled at the bottom with brush and flat rocks. She stared down into it and thought she saw something move very slowly in there. Another movement. Something coiled on a rock. A third one, slithering through the brush into a hole. She saw a diamond design on leathery hide, a flat head with a flicking tongue. Three or more snakes coiled over each other. Another lifted its head toward the human scent. The rattlings began, soft and insistent. 
 Bellowing with rage, the man was on her. He gripped for her throat again, his face shiny with sweat. 
 Gayle hooked a foot into his crotch and struck him in the head with the rock as hard as she could. His bellowing was abruptly silenced. She reached up, fingers digging into his shoulders, and shoved him toward the gully. He stood balanced on the edge for a few seconds, hands flailing, then the sand collapsed beneath his feet and he toppled over, falling right into the midst of the rattlesnake nest. There was an enraged cacophony of rattlings and quick, slithering sounds, and then the man began screaming. The screaming went on for a long time. When it had died down to a low, guttural moan, Gayle forced herself to look over the edge. 
 A four-foot rattler lay coiled on his chest. It struck, hitting him in the cheek; it withdrew and struck again. The man's graying face was covered with punctures. The snakes swarmed around and over him, striking everywhere. They coiled around his arms and legs like bracelets. His left hand had caught one, and the head was crushed, but the tail still writhed. The man's eyes were open, transfixed with horror, and seemed to have sunk back into his head. As Gayle watched, he started shuddering as if electricity rippled through him. The snakes gathered and struck again. 
 Gayle crawled away and threw up in the sand. After a long time she crawled toward the car, but before she could get there, the pain in her throat and head flared. She put her cheek down against the cool sand and closed her eyes. When she could lift her head again, she saw that the car's headlights had dimmed. A cold wind rustled past her, whispering through the brush. A terrible urge to sleep almost overcame her; she wanted to lie there forever, listening to the wind. If she closed her eyes and slept, she'd be all right, she thought, and she wouldn't have to worry about anything anymore. But the story. She had a job to do now, an important task to carry out. Her voice might be the first of hundreds, warning others to check their basements, their root cellars and their abandoned buildings, to watch for the track of the vampire. It would take time to find all of them, but they were out there
 ... 
 waiting. It would have to be done; she had to do it. 
 There was no time for sleep. She looked up again and saw the first pink traces of dawn on the eastern horizon. There were headlights in the distance, coming along the road. Gayle crawled to the Buick and pulled herself up painfully to sit in the driver's seat. The car was moving past. Gayle hit the horn, but the battery was so weak it gave out only a muffled squawk. The car was driving away now, probably headed toward Interstate 40. She found the headlight switch and started punching it on and off as fast as she could. The lights burned low, casting a dim brownish light that she knew would hardly be noticed from the road. "Stop," she whispered hoarsely. "Please stop, please stop, please . 
 . ." 
 The car's brake lights flared. It stopped and sat there for a moment or more. Then, slowly, it began to back up. Gayle watched as a man got out. He stood beside his car, as if uncertain. Then he started walking toward the Buick as a woman in the passenger seat rolled down her window. The round faces of two children peered out the rear windshield. 
 The man was middle-aged and looked terribly haggard. There was a bandage on his forehead. His eyes were wide and fearful and, as he approached the Buick, Gayle saw that he had something in his hand. "What's wrong?" he said in a trembling voice. "Miss? You okay?" He stopped several yards from the car, as if he might decide to run at any second. 
 "Need help," Gayle whispered. "Need . . . ride . . ." She stepped out of the car toward him, and as her knees buckled and she fell to the ground, she saw him thrust his hand forward. The object he held gleamed with dawn's faint light, and it was the most beautiful thing Gayle had ever seen. A crucifix. 
 Afterword
 Robert McCammon Tells How He Wrote They Thirst
 With They Thirst, my fourth novel, I decided to kick out all the stops and go for the throat. 
 They Thirst began, actually, as a novel called The Hungry. It was set in Chicago, and involved a gang of vampiric teenagers. I got about two hundred pages into it before I began to feel constricted. When you get that feeling, you know things aren't going right. You have to put aside the manuscript and think about it, and let me tell you that deciding to cast away two hundred pages of a manuscript and start over again from scratch is the kind of decision that makes cold sweat break out on your skin. 
 I wanted a vampire novel with a huge cast, set in a city where anything was possible. Ah, Los Angeles. The City of Angels. Eternal Youth Shall Reign Forever, Amen. 
 So I started over, and They Thirst was born. 
 It has always interested me that from time to time I meet someone who has read They Thirst and lives in Los Angeles. They usually want to know how long I lived there, because certainly I had to be a native of L.A. to get all those streets and landmarks correct. The truth is that I visited Los Angeles for an intensive weekend of research. I trundled off in my rented car on the freeways, maps in hand, and went to every location that I'd already decided needed to be in the book. It was my first trip to Los Angeles, I was there alone, and I was staying in a Hispanic hotel in downtown L.A. that supposedly had been a mecca for stars back in the 1920s. At least that's what the guidebook said. Valentine had a suite there. I fear he wouldn't recognize the place now. 
 But I spent most of my time like a real native-on the road. And while I was in Los Angeles, I read a magazine article about runaways that seemed to me to hit the heart of the atmosphere I was after. 
 A young girl who'd run away from her home in the Midwest was talking to the reporter, telling him where she lived. It was a shuttered-up motel near the Strip, she said. She and her friends crashed in the rooms on an upper floor. It was an okay life, she said. There were rats, but it was okay. They had mattresses to sleep on, and they panhandled on the Strip for drug money. It was okay. Like another society, just different. But, she said, she and her friends didn't have anything to do with the men who lived down in the motel's basement. She couldn't understand how anybody could live like those men did, down in that place with no light. She said they did . . . terrible things. But hey, live and let live, right? 
 The thing is, there are so many dark basements in Los Angeles. And shutteredup motels. And houses with histories. And so many, many victims. A friend of mine, also a writer, lives in Los Angeles and asks me why I hate his city. I don't hate L.A., but it scares the hell out of me, even without vampires. My first sight of his city, from the airplane, was a sprawling urban wasteland unlike anything I've ever seen in my life. I mean, the place is huge. 
 I grew up and live in a city that hasn't yet reached a million population, so you might imagine my reaction when I saw the Los Angeles area for the first time. It was a beautiful day: the sun shining, the traffic buzzing around, people going on about their lives. 
 But somewhere, just off the glittering neon-mad Strip, there's a dark basement where men do terrible things. 
 The Land of Eternal Youth. Disneyland. Movie stars and "A" lists. Gangs fighting for survival on the mean streets. The ghosts of memory, and dark halls where Valentino once walked. The "big break," and people who will sell their bodies, souls and minds to get through one more day of that hard, golden sunshine. 
 I think a Vampire King would find Los Angeles a wonderland. He would know that such a beautiful beast has a huge dark belly. And in that darkness, surrounded by pallid forms who fall at his feet in worship, even a Vampire King might become a star. 
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SUMMARY:
A centuries-old curse has given master spy Michael Gallatin the power to turn from a man into a snarling wolf capable of shocking savagery. Against the looming apocalypse of World War II, Gallatin faces his most dangerous mission: to unravel the secret Nazi plan known as Iron Fist. And as D-Day draws nearer, Gallatin's curse becomes the Allies' only hope! Original.
About The Wolf's Hour 
by Robert R. McCammon
I began The Wolf's Hour with the idea that I wanted to do a different kind of werewolf story, coupled with elements of romance and heroism. I wanted my werewolf to be a man who often enjoys being a creature who runs on all fours, with a keen sense of smell and vision. Sometimes, Michael Gallatin would much rather be a wolf than a human being.
I also wanted to do away with some of the conventions of the werewolf tale. I didn't see any need for werewolves to be restricted to the full moon in order to change, nor did it necessarily have to be night. I wanted to create creatures who had struggled to take control of their situation rather than being at the mercy of their circumstances. Which is not to say that a werewolf's life is easy; as one of the characters says, "A werewolf never dies of old age."
As much as possible, I wanted to try to make the development and life of these creatures as believable as possible. Which meant they would learn to endure extreme hardship, because how else could they live but in a wilderness environment? But I think there would be great joy in learning how to see the world as a wolf does, in learning---and it wouldn't be easy---how to run on all fours and use your tail as a rudder, how to hunt prey and kill it with your teeth and claws, and generally survive on a level that is at the same time both brutal and elegant.
The merging of brutality and elegance is what I was trying to accomplish, and I hope it succeeded reasonably well. The Wolf's Hour is set during World War II, and goes back and forth in time to show how Michael Gallatin became a werewolf and also follows his current mission in occupied France as a British secret agent. I've been asked why I chose World War II as my time frame, and not the modern era. My answer is that the period of the second World War appears to be---wrongly or rightly---a very romantic time in the history of the world. Romantic, that is, in the sense that one knew who wore the black hats and who wore the white hats. It was a period of apocalyptic decisions and events, and more surely the pivotal period of the twentieth century. It seemed right for The Wolf's Hour, which is basically the tale of nature versus technology.
I also grew up reading the Ian Fleming James Bond novels, and I wanted to create a character who loved life yet had no qualms about killing if the situation demanded it. Michael Gallatin is not a man who kills for pleasure, but he is certainly a dangerous man because he knows---like the wolf does---that killing is basic to his survival. I also wanted Michael Gallatin to be a compassionate man, in that his work and the nature of killing is not his entire focus for being. He is a professional at his craft, but he's certainly not a machine and I wanted him to have very human emotions.
The Wolf's Hour is a departure for me in that it's not necessarily a horror novel, though its basis is the werewolf tale. Not horror, at least, in the supernatural sense, but the horror in The Wolf's Hour is fashioned by human hands, with a "horror genre" figure as the hero. I wanted to turn around the popular culture idea of a werewolf being a dumb brute who in the light of the full moon is compelled to rend and destroy. In The Wolf's Hour, it's the world beyond the werewolves that is brutish and destructive, while the werewolves themselves kill not for pleasure, but for survival.
I enjoyed researching wolf behavior before I started the book, and I also enjoyed reading a lot of military history and data about the personalities of the era, some of whom make appearances in the book. The Wolf's Hour was fun to write, and I hope in the future to continue Michael Gallatin's story
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Prologue

1


The war went on.
 By February 1941, it had leaped like a firestorm from Europe to the shores of northwest Africa, where Hitler’s commander of German troops, a competent officer named Erwin Rommel, arrived in Tripoli in support of the Italians and began to drive the British force back to the Nile.
 Along the coastal road from Benghazi through El Aghelia, Agedabia, and Mechili, the Panzer Army Africa’s tanks and soldiers continued to press across a land of torturous heat, sandstorms, gullies that had forgotten the taste of rain, and sheer cliffs that dropped hundreds of feet to flat plains of nothing. The mass of men, anti-armor guns, trucks, and tanks marched east, taking the fortress of Tobruk from the British on June 20, 1942, and advancing toward the glittering prize Hitler so desired: the Suez Canal. With control of that vital waterway, Nazi Germany would be able to choke off Allied shipping and continue the eastward march, driving into the soft underbelly of Russia.
 The British Eighth Army, most of the soldiers exhausted, staggered toward a railway stop called El Alamein in the last scorching days of June 1942. In their wake the engineers frantically laid down intricate patterns of mine fields, hoping to delay the oncoming Panzers. There was rumor that Rommel was low on petrol and ammunition, but in their foxholes dug in the hard white earth the soldiers could feel the ground shake with the vibrations of Nazi tanks. And as the sun beat down and the vultures circled, columns of dust rose on the western horizon. Rommel had come to El Alamein, and he was not to be denied his dinner in Cairo.
 The sun set, blood red in a milky sky. The shadows of June 30 crept across the desert. The soldiers of the Eighth Army waited, while their officers studied sweat-stained maps in tents and engineer teams continued to fortify the mine fields between them and the German lines. The stars came out, brilliant in a moonless sky. Sergeants checked ammunition reserves and barked at men to clean up their fox-holes—anything to get their minds off the carnage that would surely start at dawn.
 Several miles to the west, where recon riders on sand-scarred BMW motorcycles and troopers in armored scout cars rumbled through the dark on the edge of the mine fields, a small sand-colored Storch airplane landed with a snarl and flurry of prop wash on a strip bordered by blue flares. Black Nazi swastikas were painted on the aircraft’s wings.
 As soon as the Storch’s wheels stopped turning, an open-roofed command car drove up from the northwest, its headlights visored. A German oberstleutnant, wearing the dusty pale brown uniform of the Africa Corps and goggles against the swirling grit, got out of the aircraft. He carried a battered brown satchel that was handcuffed to his right wrist, and he was smartly saluted by the car’s driver, who held the door for him. The Storch’s pilot waited in the cockpit, following the officer’s orders. Then the command car rumbled off the way it had come, and as soon as it was out of sight the pilot sipped from his canteen and tried to get a little sleep.
 The command car climbed a small ridge, its tires spitting out sand and sharp-edged stones. On the ridge’s other side stood the tents and vehicles of a forward reconnaissance battalion, everything dark but for the meager glow of lanterns inside the tents and an occasional glint of shielded headlights as a motorcycle or armored car moved on some errand. The command car pulled to a halt before the largest and most central of the tents, and the oberstleutnant waited for his door to be opened before he got out. As he strode toward the tent’s entrance, he heard the rattle of cans and saw several skinny dogs rooting in the trash. One of them came toward him, its ribs showing and its eyes hollowed with hunger. He kicked at the animal before it reached him. His boot hit the dog’s side, driving it back, but the creature made no noise. The officer knew the nasty things had lice, and with water at such a premium he didn’t relish scrubbing his flesh with sand. The dog turned away, its hide bruised with other boot marks, its death by starvation already decided.
 The officer stopped just short of the tent flap.
 Something else was out there, he realized. Just beyond the edge of the true dark, past where the dogs were searching through the garbage for scraps of beef.
 He could see its eyes. They glinted green, picking up a shard of light from a tent’s lantern. They watched him without blinking, and in them there was no cowering or begging. Another damned tribesman’s dog, the officer thought, though he could see nothing but its eyes. The dogs followed the camps, and it was said they would lick piss off a plate if you offered it to them. He didn’t like the way that bastard watched him; those eyes were cunning and cold, and he was tempted to reach for his Luger and dispatch another canine to Muslim heaven. Those eyes stirred ants of unease in his belly, because there was no fear in them.
 “Lieutenant Colonel Voigt. We’ve been expecting you. Please, come in.”
 The tent flap had been drawn back. Major Stummer, a rugged-faced man with close-cropped reddish hair and round eyeglasses, saluted, and Voigt nodded a greeting. Inside the tent were three more officers, standing around a table covered with maps. Lantern light spilled over the chiseled, sun-browned Germanic faces, which were turned expectantly toward Voigt. The lieutenant colonel paused at the tent’s threshold; his gaze wandered to the right, past the skinny, starving dogs.
 The green eyes were gone.
 “Sir?” Stummer inquired. “Is anything wrong?”
 “No.” His answer was too quick. It was stupid to be upset by a dog, he told himself. He had personally ordered an “88” gun to destroy four British tanks with more composure than he felt at this moment. Where had the dog gone? Out into the desert, of course. But why had it not come in to nose amid the cans like the others? Well, it was ridiculous to waste time thinking about. Rommel had sent him here for information and that’s what he planned to take back to Panzer Army headquarters. “Nothing’s wrong except I have stomach ulcers, a heat rash on my neck, and I long to see snow before I go mad,” Voigt said as he stepped into the tent and the flap fell shut behind him.
 Voigt stood at the table with Stummer, Major Klinhurst, and the other two battalion officers. His flinty blue eyes scanned the maps. They showed the cruel, gulley-slashed desert between Point 169, the small ridge he’d passed over, and the British fortifications. Inked-in red circles indicated mine fields, and blue squares stood for the many defensive boxes, studded with barbed wire and machine guns, that would have to be overcome on the drive eastward. The maps also showed, in black lines and squares, where the German troops and tanks were positioned. On each map was the recon battalion’s official rubber stamp.
 Voigt took off his flat-brimmed cap, wiped the sweat from his face with a well-used handkerchief, and studied the maps. He was a big, broad-shouldered man whose fair skin had hardened to burnished leather. He had blond hair with swirls of gray at the temples, his thick eyebrows almost completely gray. “I assume these are up-to-the-minute?” he asked.
 “Yes, sir. The last patrol came in twenty minutes ago.”
 Voigt grunted noncommittally, sensing that Stummer was waiting for a compliment on his battalion’s thorough reconnaissance of the mine fields. “I don’t have much time. Field Marshal Rommel is waiting. What are your recommendations?”
 Stummer was disappointed that his battalion’s work wasn’t recognized. It had been hard and heavy the past two days and nights, searching for a hole in the British fortifications. He and his men might have been on the edge of the world, for all the desolation around them. “Here.” He picked up a pencil and tapped one of the maps. “We believe the easiest way through would be in this area, just south of Ruweisat Ridge. The mine fields are light, and you can see there’s a gap in the field of fire between these two boxes.” He touched two blue squares. “A concentrated effort might easily punch a hole through.”
 “Major,” Voigt said wearily, “nothing in this damned desert is easy. If we don’t get the petrol and ammunition we need, we’re going to be on foot throwing rocks before the week’s over. Fold the maps for me.”
 One of the junior officers began to do so. Voigt unzipped his satchel and put the maps in them. Then he zipped up the satchel, wiped the sweat off his face, and put on his cap. Now for the flight back to Rommel’s command post, and for the rest of the night there would be discussions, briefings, and a movement of troops, tanks, and supplies to the areas Rommel had decided to attack. Without these maps the field marshal’s decision would be nothing more than a toss of the dice.
 The satchel now had a satisfying weight. “I’m sure the field marshal would want me to say that you’ve done a remarkable job, Major,” Voigt finally said. Stummer looked pleased. “We’ll all toast the success of Panzer Army Africa on the banks of the Nile. Heil Hitler.” Voigt raised his hand quickly, and the others—all except Klinhurst, who made no bones about his distaste for the party—responded in kind. Then the meeting was over, and Voigt turned away from the table and walked briskly out of the tent toward the waiting car. The driver was already there to open the door, and Major Stummer came out to see Voigt off.
 Voigt was a few strides from the car when he caught a quick movement to his right.
 His head swiveled in that direction, and at once his legs turned to jelly.
 Less than an arm’s length away was a black dog with green eyes. It had evidently darted around from the tent’s other side and had come up on him so fast that neither the driver nor Stummer had time to react. The black beast was not like the other starving wild dogs; it was as big as a bull mastiff, almost two and a half feet tall at the shoulder, and muscles, like bunches of piano wires, rippled along its back and haunches. Its ears were laid flat along its sleek-haired skull, and its eyes were as bright as green signal lamps. They stared up forcefully into Voigt’s face, and in them the German officer recognized a killer’s intelligence.
 It was not a dog, Voigt realized.
 It was a wolf.
 “Mein Gott,” Voigt said, with a rush of air as if he’d been punched in his ulcerated stomach. The muscular monster of a wolf was right on him, its mouth opening to show white fangs and scarlet gums. He felt its hot breath on the back of his handcuffed wrist, and as he realized with a flare of horror what it was about to do, his left hand went to the grip of his holstered Luger.
 The wolf’s jaws snapped shut on Voigt’s wrist, and with a savage twist of its head it broke the bones.
 A splintered nub tore through Voigt’s flesh, along with a spouting arc of scarlet that spattered the command car’s side. Voigt screamed, unable to get the holster’s flap un-snapped and the Luger freed. He tried to pull away but the wolf planted its claws in the ground and wouldn’t budge. The car’s driver was frozen with shock, and Stummer was shouting for help from the other soldiers who’d just returned from their patrol. Voigt’s burnished face had taken on a yellow cast. The wolf’s jaws were working; the teeth starting to meet through the broken bones and bloody flesh. The green eyes stared defiantly at him. Voigt screamed, “Help me! Help me!” and the wolf rewarded him with a shake of . its head that shivered agony through every nerve of his body and all but severed the hand.
 On the verge of fainting, Voigt tore the Luger out of his holster just as the driver cocked his own Walther pistol and aimed at the wolf’s skull. Voigt pointed his gun into the thing’s blood-smeared muzzle.
 But as the two fingers tightened on their triggers, the wolf suddenly hurled its body to one side, still clenching Voigt’s wrist, and Voigt was thrown directly into the path of the Walther’s barrel. The driver’s pistol went off with a strident crack! at the same time as the Luger fired into the ground. The Walther’s bullet passed through Voigt’s back, punching a red-edged hole through his chest as it emerged. As Voigt crumpled, the wolf ripped his hand away from the wrist. The handcuff slipped off and fell, still attached to the satchel. With a quick snap of its head, the wolf flung the quivering hand out of its blood-smeared jaws. It fell amid the starving dogs, and they pounced on the new piece of garbage.
 The driver fired again, his face a rictus of terror and his gun hand shaking. A gout of earth kicked up to the wolf’s left as it leaped aside. Three soldiers were running from another tent, all of them carrying Schmeisser submachine guns. Stummer shrieked, “Kill it!” and Klinhurst came out of the headquarters tent with his pistol in hand. But the black animal darted forward, over Voigt’s body. Its teeth found the metal cuff, and locked around it. As the driver fired a third time the bullet went through the satchel and whined off the ground. Klinhurst took aim—but before he could squeeze the trigger the wolf zigzagged its body and raced off into the darkness to the east.
 The driver fired the rest of his clip, but there was no howl of pain. More soldiers were coming from their tents, and there were shouts of alarm all over the camp. Stummer ran to Voigt’s body, rolled him over, and recoiled from all the gore. He swallowed thickly, his mind reeling at how fast it all had happened. And then he realized the crux of the matter: the wolf had taken the satchel full of reconnaissance maps, and was heading east.
 East. Toward the British lines.
 Those maps also showed the position of Rommel’s troops, and if the British got them…
 “Mount up!” he screamed, coming to his feet as if an iron bar had been thrust up his spine. “Hurry, for God’s sake! Hurry! We’ve got to stop that beast!” He raced past the command car to another vehicle not far away: a yellow armored car with a heavy machine gun fixed to its windshield. The driver followed him, and now other soldiers ran to their BMW motorcycles and sidecars, which also were armed with machine guns. Stummer slid into the passenger seat, the driver started the engine and turned on the headlights, the motorcycle engines muttered and roared and their lamps burned yellow, and Stummer shouted, “Go!” to his driver through a throat that could already feel an executioner’s noose.
 The armored car shot forward, throwing plumes of dust from its tires, and four motorcycles veered around it, accelerated, and roared past.
 A quarter mile ahead, the wolf was running. Its body was an engine designed for speed and distance. Its eyes narrowed to slits and its jaws clamped firmly around the handcuff. The satchel bumped against the ground in a steady rhythm, and the wolf’s breathing was a low, powerful rumbling. The racing figure angled a few degrees to the right, went up a rocky hillock and down again as if following a predetermined course. Sand flew from beneath its paws, and ahead of the beast scorpions and lizards darted for cover.
 Its ears twitched. A growling noise was coming up fast on the left. The wolf’s pace quickened, its paws thrumming against hard-packed sand. The growling was closer… much closer… and now it was almost directly to the left. A spotlight swept past the animal, came back, and fixed on the running shape. The soldier in the motorcycle’s sidecar shouted, “There it is!” and pulled the safety mechanism off the machine gun. He twisted the barrel toward the animal and opened fire.
 The wolf skidded to a stop in a flurry of dust, and the bullets ripped a fiery pattern across the earth in front of it. The motorcycle zoomed past, its driver fighting the brake and handlebars. And then the wolf changed course and started running again at full speed, still heading east, still gripping the handcuff.
 The machine gun kept chattering. Tracer bullets carved orange lines through the dark and ricocheted off stones like spent cigarette butts. But the wolf zigzagged back and forth, its body hugging the earth, and as the tracers whined around, the animal went over another hillock and out of the spotlight’s range.
 “Over there!” the gunner shouted against the wind. “It went over that hill!” The driver turned the bulky motorcycle and headed after it, white dust whirling through the headlight’s beam. He gave the engine full power, and it responded with a throaty roar of German machinery. They topped the hill and started down—and the headlamp showed an eight-foot-deep gulley just beneath it, waiting like a jagged grin.
 The motorcycle crashed into it, turned end over end, and the machine gun went off, spraying bullets in a wild arc that ricocheted off the sides of the gulley and slammed through the bodies of the driver and gunner. The motorcycle crumpled, and its gas tank exploded.
 On the other side of the gulley, which the wolf had cleared with a single spring of its hind legs, the animal kept going, dodging pieces of hot metal that clattered down around it.
 Through the echoes of the blast came the noise of another predator, this time coming from the right. The wolf’s head ticked to the side, sighting the sidecar’s spotlight. The machine gun began to fire, bullets thudding around the wolf’s legs and whistling past its body as it ran in quick, desperate circles and angles. But the motorcycle was closing the distance between them, and the bullets were getting nearer to their target. One tracer flashed so close that the wolf could smell the bitter scent of a man’s sweat on the cartridge. And then it made another quick turn, leaped high in the air as bullets danced underneath its legs, and scrambled into a gulley that cut across the desert toward the southeast.
 The motorcycle prowled along the gulley’s rim, its sidecar occupant searching the bottom with the small attached spotlight. “I hit it!” he vowed. “I know I saw the bullets hit—” He felt the hair on the back of his neck crawl. As he twisted the spotlight around, the huge black wolf that was running behind the motorcycle leaped forward, coming up over the sidecar and slamming its body against the driver. Two of the man’s ribs broke like rotted timbers, and as he was knocked out of his seat the wolf seemed to stand up on its hind legs and lunge over the windshield as a man might jump. The tail slapped the gunner disdainfully in the face; he scrambled madly out, and the motorcycle went about another fifteen feet before it reeled over the edge and crashed down to the bottom. The black wolf ran on, coming back to a due easterly course.
 Now the network of gullies and hillocks ended, and the desert was flat and rocky under the blazing stars. Still the wolf raced on, its heart beginning to beat harder and its lungs pumping the clean smell of freedom, like the perfume of life, into its nostrils. It snapped its head quickly to the left, released the handcuff, and gripped the satchel’s leather handle so the bag no longer bumped the ground. It fought and defeated the urge to spit the handle out, because it held the foul taste of a man’s palm.
 And then, from behind, another guttural growl, this one lower-pitched than the voices of the other two predators. The wolf glanced back, saw a pair of yellow moons speeding across the desert, following the animal’s tracks. Machine-gun fire erupted—a red burst above the double moons—and bullets shot up sand less than three feet to the wolf’s side. It jinked and spun, checked its speed, and darted forward again, and the next long burst of tracers singed the hairs along its backbone.
 “Faster!” Stummer shouted to his driver. “Don’t lose it!” He got off another burst, and saw sand kick up as the wolf angled sharply to the left. “Damn it!” he said. “Hold it steady!” The animal still had Voigt’s satchel, and was heading directly toward the British lines. What kind of beast was it, that would steal a case full of maps instead of scraps from the garbage heap? The damned monster had to be stopped. Stummer’s palms were sweating, and he struggled to line the thing up in the gun’s sights, but it kept dodging, cutting, and then picking up its speed as if it…
 Yes, Stummer thought. As if it could think like a man.
 “Steady!” he bellowed. But the car hit a bump, and again his aim was knocked off. He had to spray the ground ahead of the thing and hope the beast ran into the bullets. He braced himself for the gun’s recoil and squeezed the trigger.
 Nothing. The gun was hot as the midday sun, and it had either jammed or run dry.
 The wolf glanced back, marking that the machine was closing fast. And then it returned its attention to the distance ahead—but too late. A barbed-wire fence stood just ahead, less than six feet away. The wolf’s hind legs tensed, and its body left the ground. But the fence was too close to avoid completely; the wolf’s chest was sliced by barbed knots, and as its body went over, its right hind leg caught in the coils.
 “Now!” Stummer shouted. “Run it down!”
 The wolf thrashed, muscles rippling along its body. It clawed the earth with its forelegs, to no avail. Stummer was standing up, the wind rushing into his face, and the driver pressed the accelerator to the floorboard. The armored car was about five seconds away from smashing the wolf beneath its stubbled tires.
 What Stummer saw in those five seconds he might never have believed, had he not witnessed it. The wolf twisted its body, and with its front claws grasped the barbed-wire that trapped its leg. Those claws parted the wire, and held them apart as it wrenched its leg loose. Then it was on all fours again and darting away. The armored car ground the wire under its bulk, but the wolf was no longer there.
 But the headlights still held it, and Stummer could see that the animal was bounding instead of running, leaping right and left, sometimes touching a single hind leg to the earth before it leaped and twisted again in another direction.
 Stummer’s heart slammed in his chest.
 It knows, he realized. That animal knows…
 He whispered, “We’re in a mine fi—”
 And then the left front tire hit a mine, and the blast blew Major Stummer out of the car like a bloody pinwheel. The left rear tire detonated the next mine, and the shredded mass of the right front wheel hit the third one. The armored car buckled, its gasoline ignited and tore the seams apart, and in the next second it rolled into yet another mine and there was nothing left but a center of red fire and scorched metal flying heavenward.
 Sixty yards ahead, the wolf stopped and looked back. It watched the fire for a moment, its green eyes aglow with destruction, and then it abruptly turned away and continued threading through the mine field toward the safety of the east.
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He would soon be here. The countess felt as excited as a schoolgirl on a first date. It had been more than a year since she’d seen him. Where he’d been in that time, and what he’d done, she didn’t know. Nor did she care. That was not her business. All she’d been told was that he needed a sanctuary, and that the service had been using him for a dangerous assignment. More than that, it was not safe to know. She sat before the oval mirror in her lavender-hued dressing room, the golden lights of Cairo glittering through the French doors that led to the terrace, and carefully applied her lipstick. On the night breeze she could smell cinnamon and mace, and palm fronds whispered politely in the courtyard below. She realized she was trembling, so she put her lipstick down before she made a mess of her mouth. I’m not a dewy-eyed virgin, she told herself, with some regret. But perhaps that was part of his magic, too; he had certainly made her feel, on his last visit here, that she was a first-grader in the school of love. Perhaps, she mused, she was so excited because in all this time—and through a procession of so-called lovers—she had not felt a touch such as his, and she longed for it.
 She realized she was the kind of woman her mother had once told her to stay away from, back in Germany before that insane maniac had brainwashed the country. But that was part of this life, too, and the danger invigorated her. Better to live than exist, she thought. Who had told her that? Oh, yes. He had.
 She ran an ivory brush through her hair, which was blond and styled like Rita Hayworth’s, full and falling gently over her shoulders. She had been blessed with a fine bone structure, high cheekbones, light brown eyes, and a slim build. It wasn’t hard to keep her figure here, because she didn’t care much for the Egyptian cuisine. She was twenty-seven years old, had been thrice married—each husband more wealthy than the first—and she owned a major share in Cairo’s daily English newspaper. Lately she’d been reading her paper with more interest as Rommel advanced on the Nile and the British fought valiantly to stem the Nazi tide. Yesterday’s headline had been ROMMEL HELD TO A STANDSTILL. The war would go on, but it appeared that, at least this month, Hitler would not be saluted east of El Alamein.
 She heard the soft purr of the Rolls-Royce Silver Shadow’s engine as the limousine pulled to the front door, and her heart jumped. She’d sent the chauffeur to pick him up, following the instructions she’d been given, at the Shepheard’s Hotel. He was not staying there, but had attended a meeting of some kind—a “debriefing,” she understood it was called. The Shepheard’s Hotel, with its well-known lobby of wicker chairs and Oriental rugs, was full of war-weary British officers, drunken journalists, Muslim cutthroats, and, of course, Nazi eyes and ears. Her mansion, on the eastern outskirts of the city, was a safer place for him than a public hotel. And eminently more civilized.
 The Countess Margritta stood up from her dressing table. Behind her was a screen decorated with blue and golden peacocks, and she took the pale sea-green dress that was hanging over it, stepped into it, and buttoned it up. One more look at her hair and makeup, a quick misting spray of Chanel’s new fragrance over her white throat, and she was ready to go. But no, not quite. She decided to undo a strategic button so the swell of her breasts was unconfined. Then she slid her feet into her sandals and waited for Alexander to come up to the dressing room.
 He did, in about three more minutes. The butler rapped quietly on the door, and she said, “Yes?”
 “Mr. Gallatin has arrived, Countess.” Alexander’s voice was stiffly British.
 “Tell him I’ll be down shortly.” She listened to Alexander’s footsteps moving along the teak-floored corridor. She was not so eager to see him that she would go downstairs without making him wait; that was part of the game between ladies and gentlemen. So she gave it another three or four minutes, and then taking a deep breath, she left the dressing room at an unhurried pace.
 She walked along a corridor lined with suits of armor, spears, swords, and other medieval weapons. They belonged to the former owner of the house, a Hitler sympathizer, who’d fled the country when the Italians had been knocked around by O’Connor back in 1940. She didn’t care much for weapons, but the knights seemed to go with the teak and oak of the house, and anyway they were valuable and made her feel as if she were being guarded around the clock. She reached the wide staircase with its banisters of carved oak and descended to the first floor. The living room doors were closed; that’s where she’d instructed Alexander to take him. She took a few seconds to compose herself, held her palm up against her mouth to get a quick hint of her breath—spearminty, thank God—and then she opened the doors with a nervous flourish.
 Silver lamps burned on low, polished tables. A small fire flickered in the hearth, because after midnight the desert breeze would turn chilly. Crystal glasses and bottles of vodka and Scotch caught the light and gleamed on a decanter against the stucco wall. The carpet was a blaze of intertwined orange and gray figures, and on the mantel a clock ticked toward nine.
 And there he was, sitting in a wicker chair, his legs crossed at the ankles and his body in repose, as if he owned the area he occupied and would warrant no intrusion. He was staring thoughtfully at the mounted trophy on the wall above the mantel.
 But suddenly his eyes found her, and he stood from the chair with smooth grace. “Margritta,” he said, and offered her the red roses he held in his hands.
 “Oh… Michael, they’re lovely!” Her voice was smoky, with the regal lilt of the north German plains. She walked toward him—not too fast! she cautioned herself. “Where did you find roses in Cairo this time of year?”
 He smiled slightly, and she could see his white, strong teeth. “Your neighbor’s garden,” he answered, and she could hear a trace of the Russian accent that mystified her so much. What was a Russian-born gentleman doing working with the British Secret Service in North Africa? And why was his name not Russian?
 Margritta laughed as she took the roses from him. Of course he was joking; Peter Van Gynt’s garden did indeed have an immaculate rosebed, but the wall separating their properties was six feet tall. Michael Gallatin couldn’t possibly have gotten over it, and anyway his khaki suit was spotless. He wore a light blue shirt and a necktie with muted gray and brown stripes, and he had a burnished desert tan. She smelled one of the roses; they were still dewy.
 “You look beautiful,” he said. “You’ve done your hair differently.”
 “Yes. It’s the new style. Do you like it?”
 He reached out to touch a lock of her hair. His fingers caressed it, and slowly his hand moved to her cheek, a gentle touch grazing the flesh and goose bumps rose on Margritta’s arms. “You’re cold,” he said. “You should stand closer to the fire.” His hand moved along the line of her chin, the fingers brushing her lips, then pulled away. He stepped closer to her and put an arm around her waist. She didn’t back away. Her breath caught. His face was right there in front of hers, and his green eyes caught a red glint from the hearth as if flames had sparked within them. His mouth descended. She felt an ache throb through her body. And then his lips stopped, less than two inches from hers, and he said, “I’m starving.”
 She blinked, not knowing what to say.
 “I haven’t eaten since breakfast,” he went on. “Powdered eggs and dried beef. No wonder the Eighth Army’s fighting so hard; they want to go home and get something edible.”
 “Food,” she said. “Oh. Yes. Food. I’ve had the cook make dinner for you. Mutton. That’s your favorite, isn’t it?”
 “I’m pleased you remembered.” He kissed her lightly on the lips, and then he briefly nuzzled her neck with a softness that made the chill bumps burst up along her spine. He released her, his nostrils flared with the scent of Chanel and her own pungent woman-aroma.
 Margritta took his hand. The palm was as rough as if he’d been laying bricks. She led him to the door, and they were almost there when he said, “Who killed the wolf?”
 She stopped. “Pardon me?”
 “The wolf.” He motioned toward the gray-furred timber wolf mounted above the fireplace. “Who killed it?”
 “Oh. You’ve heard of Harry Sandler before, haven’t you?”
 He shook his head.
 “Harry Sandler. The American big-game hunter. He was in all the papers two years ago, when he shot a white leopard atop Mount Kilimanjaro.” Still there was no recognition in Michael’s eyes. “We’ve become… good friends. He sent me the wolf from Canada. It’s a beautiful creature, isn’t it?”
 Michael grunted softly. He glanced at the other mounted trophies Sandler had given Margritta—the heads of an African water buffalo, a magnificent stag, a spotted leopard, and a black panther—but his gaze returned to the wolf. “Canada,” he said. “Where in Canada?”
 “I don’t know exactly. I think Harry said up in Saskatchewan.” She shrugged. “Well, a wolf’s a wolf, isn’t it?”
 He didn’t answer. Then he looked at her, his eyes piercing, and smiled. “I’ll have to meet Mr. Harry Sandler someday,” he said.
 “Too bad you weren’t here a week ago. Harry passed through Cairo on his way to Nairobi.” She gave a playful tug at his arm to pull his attention off the trophy. “Come on, before your food gets cold.”
 In the dining room, Michael Gallatin ate his medallions of mutton at a long table under a crystal chandelier. Margritta picked at a hearts-of-palm salad and drank a glass of Chablis, and they made small talk about what was happening in London—the current popular plays, the fashions, the novels and music: all things Margritta missed. Michael said he’d enjoyed Hemingway’s latest work, and that the man had a clear eye. And as they spoke, Margritta studied Michael’s face and realized, here under the brighter light of the chandelier, that he’d changed in the year and five weeks since their last meeting. The changes were subtle, but there nonetheless: there were more lines around his eyes, and perhaps more flecks of gray in the sleek, close-trimmed black hair as well. His age was another mystery; he might be anywhere from thirty to thirty-four. Still, his movements had the sinuosity of youth, and there was impressive strength in his shoulders and arms. His hands were an enigma; they were sinewy, long-fingered, and artistic—the hands of a pianist—but the backs of them were dappled with fine dark hairs. They were a workman’s hands, too, used to rough labor, but they managed the sterling knife and fork with surprising grace.
 Michael Gallatin was a large man, maybe six-feet-two, with a broad chest, narrow hips, and long, lean legs. Margritta had wondered at their first meeting if he’d ever been a track-and-field athlete, but his response had been that he “sometimes ran for pleasure.”
 She sipped at her Chablis and glanced at him over the rim. Who was he, really? What did he do for the service? Where had he come from and where was he bound? He had a sharp nose, and Margritta had noticed that he smelled all food and drink before he consumed it. His face was darkly handsome, clean-shaven and rugged, and when he smiled it was like a flare of light—but he didn’t let her see that smile very often. In repose his face seemed to become darker still, and as the wattage of those green eyes fell their somber hue made Margritta think of the color in the deep shadow of a primeval forest, a place of secrets best left unexplored. And, perhaps, a place also of great dangers.
 He reached for his goblet of water, disregarding the Chablis, and Margritta said, “I’ve sent the servants away for the evening.”
 He sipped at the water and put the goblet aside. Pressed his fork into another piece of meat. “How long has Alexander worked for you?” he asked.
 The question was totally unexpected. “Almost eight months. The consulate recommended him. Why?”
 “He has…” Michael paused, considering his words. An untrustworty smell, he’d almost said. “A German accent,” he finished.
 Margritta didn’t know which one of them was crazy, because if Alexander was anymore British he’d be wearing a Union Jack for underdrawers.
 “He hides it well,” Michael continued. He sniffed at the mutton before he ate it, and chewed before he spoke. “But not well enough. The British accent is a masquerade.”
 “Alexander cleared the security checks. You know how stringent those are. I can tell you his life history, if you want to hear it. He was born in Stratford-on-Avon.”
 Michael nodded. “An actor’s town, if there ever was one. That’s got the Abwehr’s fingerprints all over it.” The Abwehr, as Margritta knew, was Hitler’s intelligence bureau. “A car will be coming for me at oh-seven-hundred. I think you should go, too.”
 “Go? Go where?”
 “Away. Out of Egypt, if possible. Maybe to London. I don’t think it’s safe for you here anymore.”
 “Impossible. I’ve got too many obligations. My God, I own the newspaper! I can’t just clear out on a moment’s notice!”
 “All right, stay at the consulate. But I think you should leave North Africa as soon as you can.”
 “My ship hasn’t sprung a leak,” Margritta insisted. “You’re wrong about Alexander.”
 Michael said nothing. He ate another piece of mutton and dabbed at his mouth with a napkin.
 “Are we winning?” she asked him after another moment.
 “We’re holding,” he answered. “By our teeth and fingernails. Rommel’s supply network has broken down, and his panzers are running out of petrol. Hitler’s attention is fixed on the Soviet Union. Stalin’s calling for an Allied attack from the west. No country, even one as strong as Germany, can wage war on two fronts. So, if we can hold Rommel until his ammunition and petrol dries up, we can force him back to Tobruk. And past that, if we’re lucky.”
 “I didn’t know you believed in luck.” She arched a pale blond eyebrow.
 “It’s a subjective term. Where I come from, ‘luck’ and ‘brute strength’ are one and the same.”
 She pounced on the opportunity. “Where do you come from, Michael?”
 “A place far from here,” he replied, and the way he said it told her that there would be no more discussion of his personal life.
 “We have dessert,” she said when he’d finished his meal and pushed the plate away. “A chocolate torte, in the kitchen. I’ll make us some coffee, too.” She stood up, but he was faster. He was at her side before she could take two steps, and he said, “Later for the torte and coffee. I had another dessert in mind.” Taking her hand, he kissed it, slowly, finger by finger.
 She put her arms around his neck, her heart hammering. He picked her up, effortlessly, in his arms, and then plucked a single rose from where they were arranged in a blue vase at the table’s center.
 He took her up the staircase, along the hall of armor, to her bedroom with its four-poster bed and its view of the Cairo hills.
 They undressed each other by candlelight. She remembered how hairy his arms and chest were, but now she saw that he’d been injured; his chest was crisscrossed with adhesive bandages. “What happened to you?” she asked as her fingers grazed his hard brown flesh.
 “Just a little something I got tangled up in.” He watched as her lace slip floated to her ankles, and then he picked her up out of her clothes and slid her against the cool white sheet.
 He was naked now as well, and seemed larger still for the knots of muscle exposed to the candlelight. He eased his body down beside hers, and she smelled another odor under his faint lime cologne. It was a musky aroma, and again she thought of green forests and cold winds blowing across the wilderness. His fingers traced slow circles around her nipples, and then his mouth was on hers and their heat connected, flowed into each other, and she trembled to her soul.
 Something else replaced his fingers: the velvet rose, fluttering around her risen nipples, teasing her breasts like kisses. He drew the rose down along the line of her belly, stopped there to circle her navel, then down again into the fullness of golden hair, still circling and teasing with a gentle touch that made her body arch and yearn. The rose moved along the damp center of her desire, fluttering between her taut thighs, and then his tongue was there, too, and she gripped his hair and moaned as her hips undulated to meet him.
 He paused, holding her back from the edge, and began again, the tongue and the rose, working in counterpoint like fingers on a fine golden instrument. Margritta made music, whispering and moaning as the warm waves built inside her and crashed through her senses.
 And then there it was, the white-hot explosion that lifted her off the bed and made her cry out his name. She settled back like an autumn leaf, full of color and wilted at the edges.
 He entered her, heat against heat, and she clung to his back and held on like a rider in the storm; his hips moved with deliberation, not frantic lust, and just as she thought she could accept no more of him, her body opened and she sought to take him into the place where they would be one creature with two names and pounding hearts, and then even the hard spheres of his manhood would enter her, too, instead of being simply pressed against the moistness. She wanted all of him, every inch, and all the liquid he could give her. But even in the midst of the maelstrom she sensed him holding himself apart, as if there were something in himself that even he could not get to. In their cell of passion she thought she heard him growl, but the noise was muffled against her throat and she could not be sure it wasn’t her own voice.
 The bed’s joints spoke. It had spoken for many men, but never so eloquently.
 And then his body convulsed—once, twice, a third time. Five times. He shivered, his fingers twisting the tangled sheet. She locked her legs around his back, urging him to stay. Her lips found his mouth, and she tasted the salt of his effort.
 They rested awhile, talking again, but this time in whispered voices, and the subject was not London or the war but the art of passion. And then she took the rose from where it lay on the bedside table, and she followed the trail down to his restirring hardness. It was a beautiful machine, and she lavished it with love.
 Rose petals lay on the sheets. The candle had burned low. Michael Gallatin lay on his back, sleeping, with Margritta’s head on his shoulder. He breathed with a faint, husky rumbling noise, like a well-kept engine.
 Still later, she awakened and kissed him on the lips. He was sleeping soundly, and did not respond. Her body was a pleasant ache; she felt stretched, re-formed into his shape. She looked at his face for a moment, assigning the craggy features to memory. It was too late for her to feel real love, she thought. There had been too many bodies, too many ships passing in the night; she knew she was useful to the service as a refuge and liaison for agents who needed sanctuary, and that was all. Of course she decided who she would sleep with, and when, but there had been many. The faces blended together—but his stayed apart. He was not like the others. And not like any man she’d ever known. So call it schoolgirl infatuation and leave it at that, she thought. He had his destination, and she had her own, and they were not likely to be the same port.
 She got out of bed, carefully so as not to awaken him, and went naked into the large walk-through closet that separated her bedroom from the dressing room. She switched on the light, chose a white silk gown, shrugged into it, then took a brown terrycloth robe—a man’s robe—off a hanger and draped it around a female-shaped dress dummy in the bedroom. A thought: perhaps a spray of perfume between her breasts and a brush of her hair before true sleep. The car might be coming at seven in the morning, but she recalled that he liked to be up by five-thirty.
 Margritta walked, the well-used rose in hand, into the dressing room. A small Tiffany lamp still burned on the table. She sniffed the rose, smelled their mingled scents, and put it into a vase. That one would have to be pressed between silk. She drew a contented breath, then picked up her brush and looked into the mirror.
 The man was standing behind the screen. She could see his face above it, and in the second of calm recognition before terror she realized it was a perfect killer’s face: devoid of emotion, pale, and quite unremarkable. It was the kind of face that blends easily into crowds, and you do not remember a moment after seeing.
 She opened her mouth to call for Michael.
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There was a polite cough, and a peacock’s eye winked fire. The bullet hit Margritta in the back of the skull, precisely where the assassin had aimed. Her blood, bone, and brains splattered onto the glass, and her head thunked down amid the vials of beauty.
 He came out, snake-quick, dressed in tight-fitting black, the small pistol with its silencer gripped in a black-gloved hand. He glanced at the little rubber-coated grapple hook that clung to the terrace’s railing; the rope trailed down to the courtyard. She was dead and the job was done, but he knew that a British agent was here as well. He looked at his wristwatch. Almost ten minutes before the car would meet him beyond the gate. Time enough to send the swine to hell.
 He cocked the pistol and started through the closet. And there was the bitch’s bedroom, a low candle flickering, a shape in the sheets. He aimed the pistol at its head and steadied his wrist with his other arm: a gunman’s pose. The silencer coughed—once, then again. The shape jumped with the force of the bullets.
 And then, like a good artist who must see the results of his craft, he pulled the sheets away from the corpse.
 Except it was not a corpse.
 It was a dress dummy, with two bullet holes in its blank white forehead.
 A movement, to his right. Someone fast. The killer panicked and twisted to get off a shot, but a chair slammed against his back and ribs and he lost the gun before his finger could squeeze. It went into the folds of the sheet and out of sight.
 He was a big man, six-three and two hundred and thirty pounds, all beef-bred muscle; the breath left his mouth with the roar of a locomotive bursting from a tunnel, and the chair’s swing staggered him but didn’t put him down. The killer tore the chair out of his combatant’s grip before it could be used again, and kicked out, his boot hitting the man’s stomach. The kick drew a satisfying grunt of pain, and the British agent, a man in a brown robe, crashed back against the wall holding his gut.
 The assassin flung the chair. Michael saw it coming in the flex of the man’s hands, and as he dodged, the chair broke to pieces against the wall. Then the man was on him, fingers clenching around his throat, digging savagely into his windpipe. Black motes spun across Michael’s vision; in his nostrils was the iron odor of blood and brains—the scent of Margritta’s death he’d smelled a second after he’d heard the silencer’s deadly whisper.
 This man was a professional, Michael knew. It was man against man, and only one would be alive in a matter of minutes.
 So be it.
 Michael quickly brought his hands up, breaking the killer’s grip, and smashed the palm of his right hand into the man’s nose. He intended to drive the bones into the brain, but the killer was fast and turned his head to deflect the strike. Still, the nose crumpled and exploded and the man’s eyes were wet with pain. He staggered back two steps, and Michael hit him in the jaw with a quick left and right. The killer’s lower lip split open, but he grasped the collar of Michael’s robe, lifted him off his feet, and hurled him through the bedroom door.
 Michael crashed into the hallway and into one of the suits of armor. It fell off its stand in a clatter. The Nazi assassin came through the door, his mouth streaming blood, and as Michael tried to scramble up, a kick caught him in the shoulder and flung him another eight feet along the hall.
 The killer looked around, his eyes glinting at the sight of armor and weapons; for an instant his face had a shine of reverence, as if he had stumbled into a holy shrine of violence. He picked up a mace—a wooden handle with a three-foot-long chain attached to an iron ball of jagged spikes—and whirled it gleefully over his head. He advanced on Michael Gallatin.
 The medieval weapon shrieked as it swung for Michael’s skull, but he ducked its arc and backpedaled out of range. The mace swung back the other way before he could get his balance, and the iron spikes bit brown terrycloth, but Michael leaped back, colliding with another suit of armor. As it fell, he grasped a metal shield and whirled around, catching the mace’s next blow as it came at his legs. Sparks flew off the polished metal, the vibration thrumming up Michael’s arm to his bruised shoulder. And then the killer lifted the mace over his head to crush Michael’s skull—and Gallatin threw the shield, its edge hitting the other man’s knees, chopping his legs out from under him. As the killer pitched down, Michael started to kick him in the face but checked himself: a broken foot would not help his agility.
 The killer was getting to his feet, the mace still in hand. Michael darted to the wall and pulled a broadsword off its hooks, and then he turned to face the next attack.
 The German warily regarded the sword and picked up a battle-ax, casting the shorter weapon aside. They faced each other for a few seconds, each looking for an opening, and then Michael feinted with a thrust and the battle-ax clanged it aside. The killer lunged in, avoided a swing of the sword, the battle-ax upraised. But Michael’s sword was there to deflect it; the ax hit the sword’s hilt in a burst of blue sparks, snapped off the blade, and left Gallatin standing with a nub of nothing. The killer swung the ax at his prey’s face, his body braced for the pleasure of collision.
 Michael had, in a split second, judged the fine angles and dimensions of impact. He realized that a step backward would lose him his head, as would a step to either side. So he moved in, crowding the killer, and since blows to the face seemed to do no good, he drove his fist into the exposed hollow of the armpit, his knuckles gouging for the pressure point of veins and arteries.
 The killer cried out in pain, and as his arm went dead he lost control of the ax. It left his hand and thunked two inches deep into the oak-paneled wall. Michael hit him in the ruined nose, snapping his head back, and followed with a blow to the point of the chin. The German grunted, spewed blood, and fell back against the second-floor railing. Michael followed him, drew his arm back to strike at the throat—but suddenly the assassin’s arms streaked out, the fleshy hands closing on his neck once more and lifting him off his feet.
 Michael thrashed, but he had no traction. The killer was holding him almost at arm’s length, and in another few seconds the idea would come to throw Michael over the railing to the tiled floor below. There was an oak beam two feet above Michael’s head, but it was smooth and polished and there was nothing to hold on to. The blood roared in his brain, oily sweat surfaced from his pores—and deep within, something else stretched and began to awaken from a sleep of shadows.
 The fingers pressed into his arteries, interrupting the flow of blood. The killer shook him, partly in disdain and partly to secure a tighter grip. The end was near; the German could see the other man’s eyes beginning to bulge.
 Michael’s arms reached up, fingers grazing the oak. His body trembled violently, a movement that the assassin interpreted as the nearing of death.
 For him, it was.
 Michael Gallatin’s right hand began to twist and contort. Beads of sweat ran down his face, and utter agony played across his features. The black hair on the back of his hand rippled, the sinews shifting. There were little popping noises of cracking bones. The hand gnarled, the knuckles swelled, the flesh turning mottled and thick, the black hair beginning to spread.
 “Die, you son of a bitch!” the killer said, speaking in German. He squeezed his eyes shut, all concentration on strangling the man to death. Very soon now… very soon.
 Something moved under his hands. Like scurrying ants. The body was getting heavier. Thickening. There was a pungent, animal smell.
 The killer opened his eyes and looked up at his victim.
 He was holding something that was no longer a man.
 With a scream, he tried to throw the thing over the railing—but two pairs of claws dug into the oak beam and latched there, and the monster brought up a still-human kneecap and hit him in the chin with a power that all but knocked him senseless. He released the thing and, still screaming, but now in a high, thin drone, scrambled away from it. He fell over scattered armor, crawled toward the bedroom door, looked back, and saw the monster’s claws wrench free of the beam. The thing fell to the floor, hitching and convulsing, and thrashed out of its brown terrycloth robe.
 And now the assassin, one of the best of his breed, knew the full meaning of horror.
 The monster righted itself, crawling toward him. It was not yet fully formed, but its green eyes caught and held him, promising agony.
 The killer’s hand closed on a spear. He jabbed at the thing, and it leaped aside, but the spear tip caught it on the malformed left cheek and drew a scarlet line against the black. He kicked desperately at it, trying to pull himself through the bedroom door and get to the terrace railing—and then he felt fangs snap shut on his ankle, a crushing power that broke the bones like matchsticks. The jaws opened and snapped on the other leg at the calf. Again, bones broke, and the assassin was crippled.
 He screamed for God, but there was no answer. There was only the steady rumbling of the monster’s lungs.
 He threw up his hands to ward it off, but human hands were of no consequence. The beast jumped upon him, its wet snout and staring, terrible eyes right in his face. And then the snout winnowed toward his chest, the fangs gleaming. There was a hammer blow to his breastbone, followed by another that almost split him in two. Claws were at work, the nails throwing up a red spray. The killer writhed and fought as best he could, but his best was nothing. The beast’s claws entered his lungs, ripped away the heaving tissue, drove down into the man’s core; and then the snout and the teeth found the pulsing prize, and with two twists of the head the heart was torn from its vine like an overripe, dripping fruit.
 The heart was crushed between the fangs, and the mouth accepted its juices. The killer’s eyes were still open, and his body twitched, but all his blood was flooding out and there was none left to keep his brain alive. He gave a shuddering, terrible moan—and the monster threw its head back and echoed the cry in a voice that rang through the house like a death knell.
 And then, nosing into the gaping hole, the beast began its feeding, tearing with rampant rage at the inner mysteries of a man.
 Afterward, as the lights of Cairo dimmed and the first violet light of the sun began to come up over the pyramids, something caught between animal and man spasmed and retched in the mansion of the Countess Margritta. From its mouth flowed grisly lumps and fragments, a creeping red sea that went under the banister and over the edge to the tiled floor below. The naked retching thing curled itself into a fetal shape, shivering uncontrollably, and in that house of the dead no one heard it weep.
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Again the dream awakened him, and he lay in the dark while the gusts bellowed at the windows and an errant shutter flapped. He had dreamed he was a wolf who dreamed he was a man who dreamed he was a wolf who dreamed. And in that maze of dreams there had been bits and pieces of memory, flying like the fragments of an exploded jigsaw puzzle: the sepia-toned faces of his father, mother, and older sister, faces as if from a burned-edge photograph; a palace of broken white stones, surrounded by thick, primeval forest where the howls of wolves spoke to the moon; a passing steam train, headlight blazing, and a young boy racing along the tracks beside it, faster and faster, toward the entrance of the tunnel that lay ahead.
 And from the puzzle of memory, an old, leathery, white-bearded face, the lips opening to whisper: Live free.
 He sat up on his haunches and realized then that he had been lying not in his bed but on the cold stone floor before the fireplace. A few embers drowsed in the darkness, waiting to be stirred. He stood up, his body naked and muscular, and walked to the high bay windows that overlooked the wild hills of northern Wales. The March wind was raging beyond the glass, and scattershots of rain and sleet struck the windows before his face. He stared from darkness into darkness, and he knew they were coming.
 They had let him alone too long. The Nazis were being forced toward Berlin by a vengeful Soviet tide, but Western Europe—the Atlantic Wall—was still in Hitler’s grip. Now, in this year of 1944, great events were in motion, events with great potential for victory or terrible risks of defeat. And he knew full well what the aftermath of that defeat would mean: a solidified Nazi hold on Western Europe, perhaps an intensified effort against the Russian troops and a savage battle for territory between Berlin and Moscow. Though their ranks had been thinned, the Nazis were still the best-disciplined killers in the world. They could still deflect the Russian juggernaut and surge again toward the capital of the Soviet Union.
 Mikhail Gallatinov’s motherland.
 But he was Michael Gallatin now, and he lived in a different land. He spoke English, thought in Russian, and contemplated in a language more ancient than either of those human tongues.
 They were coming. He could feel them getting nearer, as surely as he sensed the wind whirling through the forest sixty yards away. The world’s tumult was bringing them closer, to his house on this rocky coast that most men shunned. They were coming for one reason.
 They needed him.
 Live free, he thought, and his mouth curled with the hint of a smile. There was some bitterness in it. Freedom was an illusion, in the shelter of his own house on this stormy land, where the nearest village, Endore’s Rill, lay more than fifteen miles to the south. For him, a great part of freedom was isolation, and he had come to realize more and more, as he monitored the shortwave broadcasts between London and the Continent, listening to the voices speak in codes through the blizzards of static, that the bonds of humanity had chained him.
 So he would not refuse them entrance when they arrived, because he was a man and they would also be men. He would listen to what they had to say, might even consider it briefly before he refused. They had come a long way, over rough roads, and he might possibly offer them shelter for the night. But his service to his adopted homeland was done, and now it was up to young soldiers with mud-grimed faces and nervous fingers on carbine triggers. The generals and commanders might bark orders, but it was the young who died carrying them out; that was the way it had been throughout the ages, and in that respect, the future of warfare would never change. Men being what they were.
 Well, there was no keeping them away from his door. He could lock the gate, way up at the end of the road, but they would find a way over it, or cut the barbed-wire fence and walk in. The British had a lot of experience in snipping barbed-wire. So it was best just to leave the gate unlocked, and wait for them. It might be tomorrow, or the day after that, or next week. Whenever; he would still be here.
 Michael listened to the song of the wild for a moment, his head cocked slightly to one side. Then he returned to the flagstone floor in front of the fireplace, lay down and curled his arms around his knees, and tried to rest.
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“He picked a damn lonely place to live, didn’t he?” Major Shackleton lit a cigar and cranked down the glossy black Ford’s rear window on his side to let the smoke seep out. The cigar tip glowed red in the gloomy twilight of late afternoon. “You Brits like this kind of weather, huh?”
 “I fear we have no choice but to like it,” Captain Humes-Talbot answered. He smiled as politely as he could, his aristocratic nostrils flared. “Or at least accept it.”
 “Right.” Shackleton, a United States Army officer with a face like the business end of a battle-ax, peered out at the gray, low clouds and the nasty drizzle. He hadn’t seen the sun for more than two weeks, and the chill was making his bones ache. The elderly, stiff-backed British army driver, separated from his passengers by a glass window, was taking them along a narrow pebbled road that wound between dark, cloud-shrouded crags and stands of thick pine forest. The last village they’d passed, Houlett, was twelve miles behind them. “That’s why you people are so pale,” he went on, like a bulldozer through a tea party. “Everybody looks like a ghost over here. You ever come to Arkansas, I’ll show you a springtime sun.”
 “I’m not sure my schedule will allow it,” Humes-Talbot said, and cranked down his window a turn and a half. He was wan and thin, a twenty-eight-year-old staff officer whose closest brush with death had been diving into a Portsmouth ditch as a Messerschmitt fighter screamed past seventy feet overhead. But that had been in August of 1940, and now no Luftwaffe aircraft dared to cross the Channel.
 “So Gallatin served with distinction in North Africa?” Shackleton’s teeth were clenched around the cigar, and the stub was wet with saliva. “That was two years ago. If he’s been out of service since then, what makes your people think he can handle the job?”
 Humes-Talbot stared at him blankly with his bespectacled blue eyes. “Because,” he said, “Major Gallatin is a professional.”
 “So am I, sonny.” Shackleton was ten years the British captain’s senior. “That doesn’t make me able to parachute into France, does it? And I haven’t been sittin’ on my tailbone for the last twenty-four months, I’ll guaran-damn-tee you that.”
 “Yes sir,” the other man agreed, simply because he felt he should. “But your… uh… people asked for help in this matter, and since it’s of benefit to both of us, my superiors felt—”
 “Yeah, yeah, that’s yesterday’s news.” Shackleton waved the man quiet with an impatient hand. “I’ve told my people I’m not sold on Gallatin’s—excuse me, Major Gallatin’s—record. His lack of field experience, I ought to say, but I’m supposed to make a judgment based on a personal meeting. Which isn’t the way we work in the States. We go by the record over there.”
 “We go by the character over here,” Humes-Talbot said, with a bite of frost. “Sir.”
 Shackleton smiled faintly. Well, at last he’d gotten a rise out of this stiff-necked kid. “Your secret service might have recommended Gallatin, but that doesn’t swing a shovelful of shit as far as I’m concerned. Pardon my French.” He snorted smoke from his nostrils, his eyes catching a gleam of red. “I understand Gallatin’s not his real name. It used to be Mikhail Gallatinov. He’s a Russian. Right?”
 “He was born in St. Petersburg in 1910,” came the careful reply. “In 1934 he became a citizen of Great Britain.”
 “Yeah, but Russia’s in his blood. You can’t trust Russians. They drink too much vodka.” He tapped ashes into the ashtray on the back of the driver’s seat, but his aim was off and most of the ash fell on his spit-shined shoes. “So why’d he leave Russia? Maybe he was wanted for a crime over there?”
 “Major Gallatin’s father was an army general and a friend of Czar Nicholas the Second,” Humes-Talbot said as he watched the road unreel in the yellow gleam of the headlights. “In May of 1918, General Fyodor Gallatinov, his wife, and twelve-year-old daughter were executed by Soviet party extremists. The young Gallatinov escaped.”
 “And?” Shackleton prodded. “Who brought him to England?”
 “He came by himself, working aboard a freighter,” the captain said. “In 1932.”
 Shackleton smoked his cigar and thought about it. “Hold on,” he said quietly. “You’re sayin’ he hid from the murder squads in Russia from the time he was eight to when he was twenty-two years old? How’d he do that?”
 “I don’t know,” Humes-Talbot admitted.
 “You don’t know? Hell, I thought you boys were supposed to know everything about Gallatinov. Or whatever. Haven’t you got his records verified?”
 “There’s a gap in his records.” The younger man saw the dim glow of lights ahead, through the pines. The road was curving, taking them toward the sparkle of lanterns. “The information is classified, for the top echelon of the secret service only.”
 “Yeah? Well, that’s enough to tell me I don’t want him on the job.”
 “I presume Major Gallatin named those individuals who remained loyal to the memory of the royal circle and helped him survive. To expose those names would be… shall we say, less than prudent?” The small houses and clustered-together structures of a village were coming out of the drizzle. A little white sign on a post said ENDORE’S RILL. “I will pass on a bit of rumor, if I may,” Humes-Talbot said, wanting to throw a smoking grenade back at the ugly American. “I understand that the mad monk Rasputin was in Saint Petersburg and enjoyed… liaisons with several ladies of breeding in 1909 and 1910. One of those ladies, dare I say, was Elana Gallatinov.” He looked into Shackleton’s face. “Rasputin may have been Michael Gallatin’s real father.”
 A small cough of cigar smoke came from Shackleton’s throat.
 There was a tapping noise. Mallory, the driver, rapped his knuckles on the glass and put his foot to the Ford’s brake. The car was slowing, the windshield wipers slapping away the sleet and rain. Humes-Talbot rolled the glass barrier down, and Mallory said with a crisp Oxford accent, “Beg your pardon, sir, but I think we should stop for directions. That might be the place.” He pointed at a lantern-lit tavern coming up on the right.
 “Indeed it is,” the young man agreed, and rolled the glass back up as Mallory cruised the big car to a stop in front of the tavern’s door. “I’ll be back in a minute,” Humes-Talbot said as he pulled the collar of his coat up around his neck and opened the door.
 “Wait for me,” Shackleton told him. “I could use a drink of whiskey to get my blood warm again.”
 They left Mallory in the car and went up a set of stone steps. A sign creaked on chains above the doorway, and Shackleton glanced up at it to see a painted sheep and the words THE MUTTON CHOP. Inside, a cast-iron stove burned with the sweet musk of bog peat and oil lamps hung from pegs on the wooden walls. Three men who were sitting at a back table talking quietly and drinking ale looked up from their conversation at the uniformed military officers.
 “Welcome, gentlemen,” an attractive black-haired woman behind the bar said with a heavy Welsh accent. Her eyes were bright blue, and they quickly examined the two visitors with a thoroughness that seemed casual. “What may I do for you?”
 “Whiskey, babe,” Shackleton said, grinning around his cigar. “Best poison you’ve got.”
 She uncorked a jug and poured him a murky shot glass full. “Only poison we’ve got, if you don’t count the ale and bitters.” She smiled faintly, a sultry smile with a challenge in it.
 “Nothing for me, but I would like some information.” Humes-Talbot warmed his hands before the stove. “We’re looking for a man who lives around here. His name is Michael Gallatin. Do you—”
 “Oh, yes,” she said, and her eyes glinted. “I do know Michael.”
 “Where does he live?” Shackleton took a whiff of the whiskey and thought his eyebrows had been singed.
 “Around. He doesn’t entertain visitors.” She stroked a cloth across the jug. “Much.”
 “He’s expectin’ us, babe. Official business.”
 She considered that for a moment, looking at the shine of their buttons. “Take the road that runs through the Rill. It goes on for eight miles and then it turns into dirt, or mud, as the case may be. It splits into two. The road on the left is the rougher one. It goes to his gate. Whether it’ll be open or not is up to him.”
 “We’ll open it if it’s not,” Shackleton said. He took the cigar out of his mouth and, with a grin at the bartender, swallowed the local whiskey.
 “Bottoms up,” she told him.
 His knees buckled as the whiskey seared down his throat like a trail of lava. He thought for a second that he’d swallowed crushed glass, or bits of razor blade. He felt sweat boil out of his pores, and he squeezed a cough down in his chest because the bartender was watching him, smiling knowingly, and he was damned if he’d fall on his ass in front of a woman.
 “How do you like it, babe?” she asked, all innocence.
 He feared returning the cigar to his mouth, in case the smoke caught fire and blew his head off. Tears burned his eyes, but he clenched his teeth and slammed the shot glass down on the bar. “It… needs… agin’,” he managed to croak, and his face flamed when he heard the men laugh at the back table.
 “That it does,” she agreed, and her soft laughter was like the rustle of a silk curtain. Shackleton started to reach for his wallet, but she said, “It’s on the house. You’re a good sport.”
 He smiled, more sickly than sporty, and Humes-Talbot cleared his throat and said, “We thank you for the information and hospitality, madam. Shall we go, Major?” Shackle-ford made something that might have been a grunt of assent, and followed Humes-Talbot to the door on leaden legs.
 “Major, dear?” the bartender called before he went out. He looked back, wanting to get out of this suffocating heat. “You can thank Michael for the drink when you see him. That’s his private stock. Nobody else’ll touch the stuff.”
 Shackleton went out the door of The Mutton Chop feeling like chopped mutton.
 Full dark had fallen as Mallory drove them away from Endore’s Rill, between the wind-lashed woods and mountains carved by the fingers of time. Shackleton, his face tinged the shade of tallow, forced himself to finish the cigar and then thumped it away out the window. It blew a trail of sparks, like a falling comet.
 Mallory turned off the main road—a mud-puddled wagon track—and onto the rougher one on the left. The axles groaned as the Ford’s tires plowed through potholes, and the seat springs yowled like pressured steam vents as Shackle-ton was thrown and jostled. The young British captain was used to uncomfortable roadways, and he clenched the hand grip over his door’s window and lifted his rear an inch or two off the leather.
 “Man… don’t wanna… be located,” was all Shackleton could say as the Ford shook harder than any tank he’d ever driven. Lord have mercy on my achin’ tailbone! he thought. The road went on, a path of tortures, through the dense green woods. Finally, after two or three more brutal miles, the headlights found a high iron gate. It was wide open, and the Ford continued through.
 The muddy road smoothed a bit, but not by much. Every so often they hit a bump and Shackleton’s teeth cracked together with a force that he knew would cut his tongue off if he didn’t keep it rolled up in his head. The wind swirled through the forest on both sides of the road, the sleet pelted down, and suddenly Shackleton felt a long way from Arkansas.
 Mallory stepped on the brake. “Here! What’s that!” Humes-Talbot said, looking along the cone of the headlights. Three large dogs were standing in the road, the wind ruffling their fur. “My God!” Humes-Talbot took off his glasses, hurriedly wiped the lenses, and put them back on. “I believe those are wolves!”
 “Hell, lock the damned doors!” Shackleton hollered.
 The Ford slowed to a crawl. As Shackleton’s fist hammered down the lock on his side, the three animals lifted their muzzles to the scent of hot metal and engine oil and vanished into the dark wall of trees on the left. The Ford picked up speed again, Mallory’s age-spotted hands steady on the wheel, and they took a long curve through the forest and emerged onto a driveway paved with fields tones.
 And there stood the house of Michael Gallatin.
 It looked like a church, made of dark red stones chinked together with white mortar. Shackleton realized that it must have been a church at one time, because it had a narrow tower topped with a white spire and a walkway around it. But the truly amazing thing about the structure was that it had electricity. Light streamed from the windows on the first floor, and up in the church’s tower panes of stained glass gleamed dark blue and crimson. Off to the right was a smaller stone building, possibly a workshed or garage.
 The driveway made a circle in front of the house, and Mallory stopped the Ford and pulled up the handbrake. He tapped on the window, and when Humes-Talbot had lowered it, Mallory asked, a little uneasily, “Shall I wait here, sir?”
 “Yes, for now.” Humes-Talbot was aware the old chauffeur had been supplied from the secret service’s pool of drivers, but there was no need to let him know more than was absolutely necessary. Mallory nodded, an obedient servant, and cut the engine and headlamps. “Major?” Humes-Talbot motioned toward the house.
 The two officers walked from the car through the biting sleet, their shoulders hunched in their overcoats. At the top of three stone steps was a scarred oak door with a green bronze knocker: an animal of some kind, with a bone clenched in its teeth. Humes-Talbot lifted the bone and the beast’s fanged lower jaw rose with it. He knocked against the door and waited, beginning to shiver.
 A bolt scraped back. Shackleton felt his gut bubble from the witch’s brew in the Mutton Chop. And then the door opened on oiled hinges, and a dark-haired man stood outlined in light. “Come in,” Michael Gallatin said.
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The house was warm. It had oiled oak floors, and in a high-roofed, timber-beamed den a fire blazed in a hearth of rough white rock. After Captain Humes-Talbot had given Michael the letter of introduction signed by Colonel Valentine Vivian of the “London Passport Control Office,” Shackleton walked directly to the fireplace to warm his ruddy hands.
 “Hell of a time gettin’ here,” Shackleton growled, working his fingers. “You couldn’t have picked a more desolate place, could you?”
 “I couldn’t find one,” Michael said quietly, reading the letter. “If I’d wanted to entertain unannounced visitors, I’d have bought a house in London.”
 Shackleton got the blood stinging in his hands again and turned to get a better examination of the man he’d come so far to meet.
 Michael Gallatin was wearing a black sweater, the sleeves pushed up on his forearms, and faded, well-used khaki trousers. On his feet were scuffed brown loafers. His thick black hair, streaked with gray at the temples, was shorn in a military style, short on the sides and back. On his face was the dark grizzle of perhaps two or three days without a razor’s touch. There was a scar on his left cheek that started just under the eye and continued back into the hairline. A blade scar, Shackleton thought. Close call, too. Well, so Gallatin had had some experience in hand-to-hand combat. So what? Shackleton guessed the man’s height at around six-two, maybe a quarter of an inch more or less, and his weight at around one-ninety or one-ninety-five. Gallatin looked fit, a broad-shouldered athletic type, maybe a football player, or rugby or whatever the limeys called it. There was a quiet power about the man, like a heavy spring that had been crushed down and was on the edge of explosion. Still, that didn’t make him ready for a mission into Nazi-occupied France. Gallatin needed sun; he had the pallor of hibernation about him, probably hadn’t seen a bright sun in six months. Hell, there probably hadn’t been anything but murky gloom in this damned country all winter. But winter was on its last legs now, and the spring equinox—March 21—was only two days away.
 “Do you know you’ve got wolves on your land?” Shackleton asked him.
 “Yes,” Michael said, and folded the letter up when he’d finished. It had been a long time since he’d had a communication from Colonel Vivian. This must be important.
 “I wouldn’t go out walkin’ if I were you,” Shackleton went on. He reached into the inside pocket of his coat, brought out a cigar, and cut its end with a small clipper. Then he struck a match on the white stones of the hearth. “Those big bastards like meat.”
 “They’re bitches.” Michael slipped the letter into his pocket.
 “Whatever.” Shackleton lit the cigar, drew deeply on it, and plumed out blue smoke. “You want to have a little action, you ought to get yourself a rifle and go wolf huntin’. You do know how to use a rifle, don’t—”
 He stopped speaking, because suddenly Michael Gallatin was right there in his face, and the man’s pale green eyes froze him to the bone.
 Michael’s hand came up, grasped the cigar, and pulled it from between the other man’s teeth. He broke it in half and tossed it into the fire. “Major Shackleton,” he said, with the trace of a Russian accent softened by cool British gentility, “this is my home. You’ll ask my permission to smoke here. And when you ask, I’ll say no. Do we understand each other?”
 Shackleton sputtered, his face reddening. “That was… that was a fifty-cent cigar!”
 “It puts out half-cent fumes,” Michael told him, stared into the man’s eyes for a few seconds longer to make certain his message was clear, and then turned his attention to the young captain. “I’m retired. That’s my answer.”
 “But… sir… you haven’t heard what we came to say yet!”
 “I can guess.” Michael walked to the bay windows and looked out at the dark line of the woods. He had smelled his reserve stock of old whiskey wafting from Shackleton’s skin, and smiled slightly, knowing how the American—used to bland liquor—must have reacted. Good for Maureen at the Mutton Chop. “There’s a cooperative venture under way between the alliances. If this wasn’t important to the Americans, the major wouldn’t be here. I’ve been listening to the cross-Channel radio traffic on my shortwave. All those codes, things about flowers for Rudy and violins needing to be tuned. I can’t understand all the messages, but I understand the sounds of the voices: great excitement, and a lot of fear. I say that adds up to an imminent invasion of the Atlantic Wall.” He looked at Humes-Talbot, who hadn’t moved or taken off his wet overcoat. “Within three to four months, I’d guess. When summer smooths the Channel. I’m sure neither Mr. Churchill nor Mr. Roosevelt cares to land an army of seasick soldiers on Hitler’s beaches. So sometime in June or July would be correct. August would be too late; the Americans would have to fight eastward during the worst of the winter. If they take their landing zones in June, they’ll be able to construct their supply lines and dig into their defensive positions on the border of Germany by the first snowfall.” He lifted his eyebrows. “Am I close?”
 Shackleton let the breath hiss from between his teeth. “You sure this guy’s on our side?” he asked Humes-Talbot.
 “Let me conjecture a bit further,” Michael said, his gaze ticking toward the young captain and then back to Shackle-ton. “To be successful, a cross-Channel invasion would have to be preceded by a disruption of German communications, detonation of ammunition and fuel dumps, and a general atmosphere of hell on earth. But a quiet hell, with cool flames. I expect the networks of partisans will have a busy night blowing up railroad tracks, and maybe there’s a place in the scheme for the Americans, too. A paratroop assault would sow the kind of discord behind the lines that might keep the Germans running in a dozen directions at the same time.” Michael walked to the fireplace, beside the major, and offered his palms to the heat. “I expect that what you want me to do has a bearing on the invasion. Of course I don’t know where it’ll be, or exactly when, and I don’t want that information. Another thing you must realize is that the Nazi high command certainly suspects an invasion attempt within the next five months. With the Soviets fighting in from the east, the Germans know the time is ripe—at least from the alliance point of view—for an attack from the west.” He rubbed his hands together. “I hope my conclusions aren’t too much off the mark?”
 “No sir,” Humes-Talbot admitted. “They hit the bull’s-eye.”
 Michael nodded, and Shackleton said, “Do you have somebody spyin’ for you in London?”
 “I have my eyes, my ears, and my brain. That’s all I need.”
 “Sir?” Humes-Talbot had been standing almost at attention, and now he let his back loosen and took a step forward. “Can we… at least brief you on what the mission involves?”
 “You’d be wasting your time and the major’s. As I said, I’m retired.”
 “Retired? After one lousy field assignment in North Africa?” Shackleton made an unpleasant noise with his lips. “So you were a hero during the battle for El Alamein, right?” He’d read Gallatin’s service record during his trip from Washington. “You got into a Nazi commander’s HQ and stole deployment maps? Big damned squat! Unless you’ve missed the point, Major, the war’s still going on. And if we don’t get a foothold in Europe in the summer of forty-four, we might find our asses washed out to sea for a long time before we can make another try.”
 “Major Shackleton?” Michael turned toward him, and the intensity of his glare made the major think he was peering into the green-tinted windows of a blast furnace. “You won’t mention North Africa again,” he said quietly, but with dangerous meaning. “I… failed a friend.” He blinked; the blast-furnace glare dimmed for a second, then came back full force. “North Africa is a closed subject.”
 Damn the man! Shackleton thought. If he could, he’d stomp Gallatin into the floor. “I just meant—”
 “I don’t care what you meant.” Michael looked at Humes-Talbot, the captain eager to get on with the briefing, and then Michael sighed and said, “All right. Let’s hear it.”
 “Yes, sir. May I?” He paused, about to shrug off his overcoat. Michael motioned for him to go ahead, and as the two officers took off their coats Michael walked to a high-backed black leather chair and sat down facing the flames.
 “It’s a security problem, really,” Humes-Talbot said, coming around so he could gauge Major Gallatin’s expression. It was one of profound disinterest. “Of course you’re correct; it does involve the invasion plans. We and the Americans are trying to clean up all the loose ends before the first of June. Getting agents out of France and Holland, for instance, whose security might be compromised. There’s an American agent in Paris—”
 “Adam’s his code name,” Shackleton interrupted.
 “Paris is no longer a garden of Eden,” Michael said, lacing his fingers together. “Not with all those Nazi serpents crawling around in it.”
 “Right,” the major went on, taking the reins. “Anyway, your intelligence boys got a coded message from Adam a little more than two weeks ago. He said there’s something big in the works, something he didn’t have all the details on yet. But he said that whatever it is, it’s under multilayered security. He got wind of it from an artist in Berlin, a guy named Theo von Frankewitz.”
 “Wait.” Michael leaned forward, and Humes-Talbot saw the glint of concentration in his eyes, like the shine of sword metal. “An artist? Why an artist?”
 “I don’t know. We can’t dig up any information on Von Frankewitz. So anyway, Adam sent another message eight days ago. It was only a couple of lines long. He said he was bein’ watched, and he had information that had to be brought out of France by personal courier. He had to end the transmission before he could go into detail.”
 “The Gestapo?” Michael glanced at Humes-Talbot.
 “Our informants don’t indicate that the Gestapo has Adam,” the younger man said. “We think they know he’s one of ours, and have him under constant surveillance. They’re probably hoping he’ll lead them to other agents.”
 “So no one else can find out what this information is and bring it out?”
 “No sir. Someone from the outside has to go in.”
 “And they’re monitoring his radio set, of course. Or maybe they found it and smashed it.” Michael frowned, watching the oakwood burn. “Why an artist?” he asked again. “What would an artist know about military secrets?”
 “We have no idea,” Humes-Talbot said. “You see our predicament.”
 “We’ve got to find out what the hell’s going on,” Shackleton spoke up. “The first wave of the invasion will be almost two hundred thousand soldiers. By ninety days after D day, we’re plannin’ on having more than one million boys over there to kick Hitler’s ass. We’re riskin’ the whole shootin’ match on one day—one turn of a card—and we’d sure better know what’s in the Nazis’ hand.”
 “Death,” Michael said, and neither of the other two men spoke.
 The flames crackled and spat sparks. Michael Gallatin waited for the rest of it.
 “You’d be flown over France and go in by parachute, near the village of Bazancourt about sixty miles northwest of Paris,” Humes-Talbot said. “One of our people will be at the drop point to meet you. From there, you’ll be taken to Paris and given all the help you need to reach Adam. This is a high-priority assignment, Major Gallatin, and if the invasion’s going to have any chance at all, we’ve got to know what we’re up against.”
 Michael watched the fire burn. He said, “I’m sorry. Find someone else.”
 “But, sir… please don’t make a hasty—”
 “I said I’ve retired. That ends it.”
 “Well, that’s just peachy!” Shackleton burst out. “We broke our butts gettin’ here, because we were told by some jackass that you were the best in your business, and you say you’re ‘retired.’ ” He slurred the word. “Where I come from that’s just another way of sayin’ a man’s lost his nerve.”
 Michael smiled thinly, which served to infuriate Shackle-ton even more, but didn’t respond.
 “Major, sir?” Humes-Talbot tried again. “Please don’t give us your final word now. Won’t you at least think about the assignment? Perhaps we might stay overnight, and we can discuss it again in the morning?”
 Michael listened to the noise of sleet against the windows. Shackleton thought of the long road home, and his tailbone throbbed. “You can stay the night,” Michael agreed, “but I won’t go to Paris.”
 Humes-Talbot started to speak again, but he decided to let it rest. Shackleton muttered, “Hellfire and damnation!” but Michael only pondered the fires of his own making.
 “We brought along a driver,” Humes-Talbot said. “Is there a possibility you might find some room for him?”
 “I’ll put a cot in front of the fire.” He got up and went to get the cot from his storage room, and Humes-Talbot left the house to call Mallory in.
 While the two men were gone, Shackleton nosed around the den. He found an antique rosewood Victrola, a record on the turntable. Its title was The Rite of Spring, by somebody named Stravinsky. Well, count on a Russian to like Russian music. Probably a bunch of Slavic jabberwocky. He could use a bright Bing Crosby tune on a night like this. Gallatin liked books, that was for sure. Volumes like Man from Beast, Carnivores, A History of Gregorian Chants, Shakespeare’s World, and other books with Russian, German, and French titles filled the bookcases.
 “Do you like my house?”
 Shackleton jumped. Michael had come up behind him, silent as mist. He was carrying a folding cot, which he unfolded and placed before the hearth. “The house was a Lutheran church in the eighteen-forties. Survivors of a shipwreck built it; the sea cliffs are only a hundred yards from here. They built a village on this site, too, but bubonic plague wiped them out eight years later.”
 “Oh,” Shackleton said, and wiped his hands on his trouser legs.
 “The ruins were still sturdy. I decided to try to put it back together again. It took me all of four years, and I still have a lot to do. In case you’re wondering, I’ve got a generator that runs on petrol out back.”
 “I figured you didn’t have power lines way out here.”
 “No. Not way out here. You’ll be sleeping in the tower room where the pastor died. It’s not a very large room, but the bed’s big enough for two.” The door opened and closed, and Michael glanced back at Humes-Talbot and the chauffeur. Michael stared for a few seconds, unblinking, as the old man took off his hat and topcoat. “You can sleep here,” Michael said, with a gesture toward the cot. “The kitchen’s through that door, if you want coffee or anything to eat,” he told all three of them. “I keep hours you might find odd. If you hear me up in the middle of the night… stay in your room,” he said, with a glance that made the back of Shackleton’s neck crawl.
 “I’m going up to rest.” Michael started up the stairs. He paused and selected a book. “Oh… the bathroom and shower are behind the house. I hope you don’t mind cold water. Good night, gentlemen.” He ascended the steps, and in another moment they heard a door softly close.
 “Damn weird,” Shackleton muttered, and he trudged into the kitchen for something to chew on.
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Michael sat up in bed and lit an oil lamp. He hadn’t been sleeping, only waiting. He picked up his wristwatch from the small table beside his bed, though his sense of time told him it was after three. It was three-oh-seven.
 He sniffed the air, and his eyes narrowed. A smell of tobacco smoke. Burley and latakia, a potent blend. He knew that aroma, and it called him.
 He was still dressed, in his khakis and black sweater. He slipped on his loafers, picked up the lamp, and followed its yellow glow down the circular staircase.
 A couple of fresh logs had been added to the hearth, and a polite fire burned. Michael saw a haze of pipe smoke drifting above the high-backed leather chair that faced the flames. The cot was empty.
 “Let’s talk, Michael,” the man who called himself Mallory said.
 “Yes sir.” He drew up a chair and sat down with the lamp on a table between them.
 Mallory—not his real name, but one of many—laughed quietly, the pipe’s bit clenched between his teeth. Firelight glinted in his eyes, and now he didn’t appear nearly as old and unsteady as he’d been when he first entered the house. “ ‘Stay in your room,’ ” he said, and laughed again. His real voice, unmasked, had a gravelly edge. “That was good, Michael. You scared the balls off that poor Yank.”
 “Does he have any?”
 “Oh, he’s quite a capable officer. Don’t let the bluff and bluster fool you; Major Shackleton knows his job.” Mallory’s penetrating gaze slid toward the other man. “And you do, too.” Michael didn’t answer. Mallory smoked his pipe in silence for a moment, then said, “What happened to Margritta Phillipe in Egypt wasn’t your fault, Michael. She knew the risks, and she did her job bravely and well. You killed her assassin and exposed Harry Sandler as an agent for the Nazis. You also did your job bravely and well.”
 “Not well enough.” This still made the sick sensation of grief gnaw at his insides. “If I’d been alert that night, I might have saved Margritta’s life.”
 “It was her time,” Mallory said flatly, a statement from a professional in the arena of life and death. “And your time of brooding over Margritta should end now.”
 “When I find Sandler.” Michael’s face was tight, and heat rose in his cheeks. “I knew he was a German agent as soon as Margritta showed me the wolf he said he’d sent her from Canada. To me it was perfectly clear it was a Balkan wolf, not Canadian. And the only way Sandler could’ve killed a Balkan wolf was to go on a hunting trip with his Nazi friends.” Harry Sandler, the big-game hunter from America who’d been written about in Life magazine, had vanished after Margritta’s murder, and left no tracks. “I should have made Margritta leave the house that night. Immediately. Instead I…” He clenched his hands on the chair’s armrests. “She trusted me,” he said, in a hushed voice.
 “Michael,” Mallory said, “I want you to go to Paris.”
 “Is it that vital that you be involved with this?”
 “Yes. That vital.” He puffed smoke and removed the pipe from his mouth. “We’ll have one chance, and one chance only, for the invasion to be successful. The time frame, as of now, is the first week of June. That’s subject to change, according to the weather and the tides. We have to make sure ail potential disasters are dealt with, and I can tell you that watching these commanders hash things out leaves a lot of room for the damnedest mistakes you could imagine.” He grunted, and smiled thinly. “We have to do our part to give them a clean house when they move in. If the Gestapo’s watching Adam so closely, you can be certain he has information they don’t want getting out. We have to learn what it is. With your… uh… special talents, there’s a possibility you can get in and out under the nose of the Gestapo.”
 Michael watched the fire. The man sitting in the chair next to him was one of three people in the world who knew he was a lycanthrope.
 “There’s another facet to this you should consider,” Mallory said. “Four days ago we received a coded message from our agent Echo, in Berlin. She’s seen Harry Sandler.”
 Michael looked into the other man’s face. “Sandler was in the company of a Nazi colonel named Jerek Blok, an SS officer, who used to be commandant of Falkenhausen concentration camp near Berlin. So Sandler’s moving in some high circles.”
 “Is Sandler still in Berlin?”
 “We haven’t had word from Echo to indicate otherwise. She’s keeping watch on him for us.”
 Michael grunted softly. He had no idea who Echo was, but he remembered Sandler’s ruddy-cheeked face from a Life magazine photograph, grinning as he rested one booted foot on a dead lion on the Kenya grassland.
 “We can get you dossiers on Sandler and Blok, of course,” Mallory ventured on. “We don’t know what their connection might be. Echo would contact you in Berlin. What you might decide to do from there is up to your own discretion.”
 My discretion, Michael thought. That was a polite way of saying that if he chose to kill Harry Sandler, he would be on his own.
 “Your first mission, however, is to find out what Adam knows.” Mallory let a trail of smoke trickle from his mouth. “That’s imperative. You can relay the information through your French contact.”
 “What about Adam? Don’t you want him out of Paris?”
 “If possible.”
 Michael mulled that over. The man who, in this instance, called himself Mallory was as infamous for what he left unsaid as for what he spelled out.
 “We want to tie up all the loose ends,” Mallory said after a moment’s silence. “I’m intrigued by the same thing you are, Michael: why is an artist involved in this? Von Frankewitz is a nobody, a hack who does sidewalk portraits in Berlin. How is he involved with secrets of state?” Mallory’s eyes found Michael. “Will you do the job?”
Nyet, he thought. But he felt a pressure in his veins like the power of a steam furnace building heat. In two years he had not gone one day without thinking of how his friend, the Countess Margritta, had died while he slumbered in the embrace of spent passions. Finding Harry Sandler might wipe the slate clean. Probably not, but there would be satisfaction in hunting the hunter. And the situation with Adam and the impending invasion was a vital issue on its own. How might Adam’s information affect D-Day, and the lives of the thousands of soldiers who would storm ashore on a fateful morning in June?
 “Yes,” Michael said, tension in his throat.
 “I knew I could count on you at the eleventh hour,” Mallory said with a faint smile. “The wolf’s hour, isn’t it?”
 “I have one request to make. My parachute training’s rusty. I’d like to go over by submarine.”
 Mallory considered it briefly, then shook his head. “I’m sorry. Too risky with German patrol boats and mines in the Channel. A small transport plane is the safest alternative. We’ll whisk you to a place where you can sharpen your skills, do a few practice jumps. Piece of cake, as the Yanks say.”
 Michael’s palms were wet, and he closed his fists. Only two things frightened him: confinement and heights. He couldn’t stand the roar and sputter of airplanes, and with his feet off the earth he felt diminished and weak. But there was no choice; he would have to bear it and forge ahead, though the parachute training would be sheer torture. “All right.”
 “Splendid.” Mallory’s tone of voice said he’d known all along Michael Gallatin would accept the task. “You’re doing well, aren’t you, Michael? Getting enough sleep? Eating balanced meals? Not too much meat, I hope.”
 “Not too much.” The forest was stocked with a large herd of deer and stags, plus wild boar and hares.
 “I worry about you sometimes. You need a wife.”
 Michael laughed, in spite of Mallory’s well-intentioned seriousness.
 “Well,” Mallory amended, “perhaps not.”
 They talked for a while longer, about the war, of course, because that was their crossroads of interest, and as the fire gnawed quietly on oak logs and the wind keened before dawn, the lycanthrope in service to the king stood up and ascended the stairs to his bedroom. Mallory slept in his chair before the hearth, his face in repose again that of an elderly chauffeur.
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Dawn came gray and stormy as yesterday’s dusk. At six o’clock orchestral music roused Major Shackleton and Captain Humes-Talbot, whose backbones popped and moaned as they pried themselves out of the narrow and wholly uncomfortable dead pastor’s bed. They had slept clothed, to ward off the chill that sneaked in around the stained-glass window, and they went downstairs marked with unmilitary wrinkles.
 Sleet slashed at the windows, and Shackleton thought he might scream. “Good morning,” Michael Gallatin said, sitting in the black leather chair before a newly built fire, a mug of hot Twinings Earl Grey tea in his hand. He wore a dark blue flannel robe and no shoes. “There’s coffee and tea in the kitchen. Also some scrambled eggs and local sausage, if you want any breakfast.”
 “If that sausage is as strong as the local whiskey, I think I’ll pass,” Shackleton said, with a frown of distaste.
 “No, it’s very mild. Help yourselves.”
 “Where’s Mallory?” Humes-Talbot asked, looking around.
 “Oh, he had his breakfast and went out to change the oil in the car. I let him use the garage.”
 “What’s that racket?” Shackleton thought the music sounded like armies of demons clashing in hell. He walked to the Victrola and saw the record spinning around.
 “Stravinsky, isn’t it?” Humes-Talbot inquired.
 “Yes. The Rite of Spring. It’s my favorite composition. This is the part, Major Shackleton, where the village elders stand in a circle and watch a young girl dance herself to death in a pagan ritual of sacrifice.” Michael closed his eyes for a few seconds, seeing the dark purple and crimson of the leaping, frenzied notes. He opened them again, and stared at the major. “Sacrifice seems to be a particularly popular topic these days.”
 “I wouldn’t know.” Gallatin’s eyes made Shackleton nervous; they were steady and piercing, and they held a power that made the major feel as boneless as a washrag. “I’m a Benny Goodman fan.”
 “Oh yes, I know his work.” Michael listened to the thunderous, pounding music for another moment; in it was the image of a world at war, fighting against its own barbarity and the barbarity clearly winning. Then he stood up, lifted the needle without scratching the 78 rpm disk and let the Victrola wind down. “I accept the mission, gentlemen,” he said. “I’ll find out what you want to know.”
 “You will? I mean…” Humes-Talbot stumbled over his words. “I thought you’d made up your mind already.”
 “I had. I changed it.”
 “Oh, I see.” He didn’t really, but he wasn’t going to question the man’s motives any further. “Well, that’s good to hear, sir. Very good. We’ll put you in a week of training, of course. Give you a few practice parachute jumps and some linguistic work, though I doubt you’ll need it. And we’ll put together all the information you’ll need as soon as we get back to London.”
 “Yes, you do that.” The thought of the flight over the Channel into France made the skin crawl at the back of his neck, but that would have to be dealt with at the proper time. He drew a deep breath, glad now that his decision was final. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going for my morning run.”
 “I knew you were a runner!” Shackleton said. “I am, too. How far do you go?”
 “Five miles, more or less.”
 “I’ve gone seven miles before. Loaded down with field gear. Listen, if you’ve got an extra warm-up suit and a sweater, I’ll go with you. I wouldn’t mind gettin’ the blood movin’ again.” Especially after trying to sleep in that torture rack, he thought.
 “I don’t wear a warm-up suit,” Michael told him, and removed his robe. He was naked underneath. He folded the robe over the chairback. “It’s almost springtime. And thank you, Major, but I always run alone.” He walked past Shackleton and Humes-Talbot, who were both too shocked to move or speak, and went out the door and into the cold, sleety morning light.
 Shackleton caught the door before it closed. He watched, incredulous, as the naked man began to run with long, purposeful strides down the driveway, then across the grassy field toward the woods. “Hey!” he shouted. “What about the wolves?” Michael Gallatin didn’t look back, and in another moment he vanished into the line of trees.
 “He’s an odd chap, don’t you think?” Humes-Talbot asked, peering over the other man’s shoulder.
 “Odd or not,” Shackleton said, “I believe Major Gallatin can get the job done.” Sleet dashed him in the face, and he shivered in spite of his uniform and shut the door against the wind.
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“Martin? Come here and look at this!”
 The man whose name had been called stood up from his desk immediately and walked into the inner office, his shoes clacking on the concrete floor. He was heavyset and broad-shouldered, and he wore an expensive brown suit, a spotless white shirt, and black necktie. His graying hair was combed back from his forehead. He had the soft, fleshy features of a child’s favorite uncle, a man who liked to tell bedtime stories.
 The walls of the inner office were covered with maps, marked with red arrows and circles. Some of the arrows had been scratched out, drawn and redrawn, and many of the circles had been crossed out with angry lines. More maps lay on the office’s large desk, along with piles of papers that needed signatures. A small metal box had been opened, and in it were carefully organized vials of watercolors and horsehair brushes of various sizes. The man behind the desk had pulled his stiff-backed chair to an easel in the corner of the windowless room, and on that easel was a painting in progress: a watercolor of a white farmhouse and behind it the purple rise of jagged mountain peaks. On the floor around the artist’s feet were other paintings of houses and the countryside, all of them put aside before they were finished.
 “Here. Right here. Do you see it?” The artist wore glasses, and he tapped his paintbrush against a smeared shadow at the farmhouse’s edge.
 “I see… a shadow,” Martin answered.
 “In the shadow. Right there!” He tapped it again, harder. “Look close!” He picked up the painting, getting water-colors on his fingers, and thrust it in Martin’s face.
 Martin swallowed thickly. He saw a shadow, and only that. This seemed to be important, and should be handled carefully. “Yes,” he answered. “I think… I do see it.”
 “Ah!” the other man said, smiling. “Ah! So there it is!” He spoke German with a heavy—some might think clumsy—Austrian accent. “The wolf, right there in the shadow!” He pointed the brush’s wooden end at a dark scrawl that Martin couldn’t make heads or tails of. “The wolf on the prowl. And look here!” He picked up another painting, badly done, of a winding mountain stream. “See it? Behind that rock?”
 “Yes, mein Führer,” Martin Bormann said, staring at a rock and a misshapen line or two.
 “And here, in this one!” Hitler offered a third painting, of a field of white eidelweiss. He pointed his crimson-smeared finger at two dark dots amid the sunny flowers. “The eyes of the wolf! You see, he’s creeping closer! You know what that means, don’t you?”
 Martin hesitated, then slowly shook his head.
 “The wolf is my lucky symbol!” Hitler said, with a hint of agitation. “Everyone knows that! And here’s the wolf, appearing in my paintings with a will of its own! Do you need a clearer portent than that?”
 Here we go, Hitler’s secretary thought. Now we descend into the maelstrom of signs and symbols.
 “I’m the wolf, don’t you understand?” Hitler took off his glasses, which few but the inner circle ever saw him wearing, snapped them shut, and slid them into their leather case. “This is a portent of the future. My future.” His intense blue eyes blinked. “The future of the Reich, I should say of course. This only tells me again what I already know to be true.”
 Martin waited without speaking, staring at the farmhouse picture with its unintelligible scribble in the shadows.
 “We’re going to smash the Slavs and drive them back into their rat holes,” Hitler went on. “Leningrad, Moscow, Stalingrad, Kursk… names on a map.” He grasped a map, leaving red fingerprints on it, and pushed it disdainfully off the desk. “Frederick the Great never considered defeat. Never considered it! He had loyal generals, yes. He had a staff who obeyed orders. Never in my life have I seen such willful disobedience! If they want to hurt me, why don’t they just put a gun to my head?”
 Martin said nothing. Hitler’s cheeks were growing red and his eyes looked yellow and moist, a bad sign. “I said we need larger tanks,” the Führer continued, “and you know what I heard in return? Larger tanks use more fuel. That’s their excuse. They think of every possible way to hobble me. Larger tanks use more fuel. Well, what is the whole of Russia but a vast pit of petroleum? And my officers tumble back from the Slavs in terror and refuse to fight for the lifeblood of Germany! How can we hope to hold the Slavs back without fuel? Not to speak of the air raids destroying the ball-bearing plants! You know what they say to that? Mein Führer—they always say mein Führer in those voices that make you sick as if you’d eaten too much sugar—our anti-aircraft guns need more shells. Our trucks that haul the anti-aircraft guns need more fuel. You see how their minds work?” He blinked again, and the other man saw the understanding settle back in like cold light. “Oh, yes. You were with us at the meeting this afternoon, weren’t you?”
 “Yes, mein… Yes,” he answered. “Yesterday afternoon.” He glanced at his pocket watch. “It’s almost one-thirty.”
 Hitler nodded absently. He wore his brocaded cashmere robe, a gift from Mussolini, and leather slippers, and he and Bormann were alone in the administrative wing of his Berlin headquarters. He stared at his handiwork, at the houses built of unsteady lines and the landscapes with false perspectives, and he dipped his brush into a cupful of water and let the colors bleed out. “It’s a portent,” he said, “that I’m drawing a wolf without even knowing it. That means victory, Martin. The utter and total destruction of the Reich’s enemies. From without and within,” he said, with a meaningful glance at his secretary.
 “You should know by now, mein Führer, that no one can defy your will.”
 Hitler didn’t seem to hear. He was busy returning all his paints and brushes to the metal box, which he kept locked in his safe. “What’s my schedule for today, Martin?”
 “At eight o’clock, a breakfast meeting with Colonel Blok and Dr. Hildebrand. Then a staff meeting from nine o’clock to ten-thirty. Field Marshal Rommel is due in at one o’clock for a briefing on the Atlantic Wall fortifications.”
 “Ah.” Hitler’s eyes lit up again. “Rommel. Now there’s a man with a good mind. I forgave him for North Africa. Everything’s fine now.”
 “Yes, sir. At seven-forty this evening, we’ll be accompanying the field marshal by plane to the coast of Normandy,” Bormann continued. “Then on to Rotterdam.”
 “Rotterdam.” Hitler nodded, putting his box of paints into the safe. “I trust that work is going on schedule? That’s vital.”
 “Yes sir. After a day in Rotterdam, we’ll be flying back to the Berghof for a week.”
 “The Berghof! Yes, I’d forgotten!” Hitler smiled, dark circles under his eyes. The Berghof, Hitler’s mansion in the Bavarian Alps above the village of Berchtesgaden, had been his only true home since the summer of 1928. It was a place of bracing wind, vistas that would have stunned the sight of Odin, and memories that lay easy on the mind. Except for Geli, of course. He’d met Geli Raubal there, his one true love. Geli, dear Geli with blond hair and laughing eyes. Why did dear Geli burst her heart with a single shot? I loved you, Geli, he thought. Wasn’t that enough? Eva would be waiting for him at the Berghof, and sometimes when the light was just so and Eva’s hair was brushed back, Hitler could squint his eyes and see the face of Geli, his lost love and niece, twenty-three years old when she committed suicide in 1931.
 His head hurt. He looked at the calendar, the days of March, on his desk amid the clutter.
 “It’s springtime,” Hitler realized.
 From beyond the walls, out over the blacked-out city of Berlin, came a howling. The wolf! Hitler thought, his mouth opening in a gasp. No, no… an air-raid siren.
 The noise built and moaned, felt more than heard behind the walls of the Reich Chancellery. In the distance there was the sound of a bomb exploding, a crunching noise like the smashing of a heavy ax against a tree trunk. Then another bomb, two more, a fifth and sixth in rapid succession. “Call someone!” Hitler commanded, cold sweat sparkling on his cheeks.
 Martin picked up the desk telephone and dialed a number.
 More bombs fell, the noise of destruction swelling and waning. Hitler’s fingers gripped the desk’s edge. The bombs were falling to the south, he believed. Down near Tempelhof airport. Not close enough to fear, but still…
 The crack and boom of distant explosions ceased. Now there was only the wolf howl of the air-raid siren and more answering around the city.
 “A nuisance raid,” Martin said after he’d spoken with the chief of Berlin security. “A few craters on the airfield and some row houses on fire. The bombers have gone.”
 “Damn the swine!” Hitler stood up, trembling. “Damn them to hell! Where are the Luftwaffe night fighters when we need them? Isn’t anyone awake?” He strode to one of the maps that showed the defensive fortifications, the mine fields and concrete bunkers, on the Normandy coast. “Thank the fates that Rommel is. Churchill and that Jew Roosevelt are going to come to France, sooner or later. They’ll find a warm reception, won’t they?”
 Martin agreed that they would.
 “And when they send their cannon fodder, they’ll be sitting in London at their polished desks drinking English tea and eating those… what do they call those biscuit things?”
 “Crumpets,” Martin said.
 “Drinking tea and eating crumpets!” Hitler steamrolled on. “But we’ll give them something special to chew on, won’t we, Martin?”
 “Yes, mein Führer,” Martin said.
 Hitler grunted and moved to another map. This one was of more immediate concern; it showed the route of the Slavic wave threatening to burst the banks of Russia and flood their filth into German-occupied Poland and Romania. Small red circles showed pockets of trapped German divisions, each fifteen thousand men, slowly dwindling away.
 “I want two more armored divisions right here.” Hitler touched one of the pressure points, where at this moment, hundreds of miles away, German soldiers fought for their lives against the Russian onslaught. “I want them ready to fight within twenty-four hours.”
 “Yes, mein Führer.” Thirty thousand men and almost three hundred tanks, Martin thought. Where would they come from? The generals in the west would bellow if they lost any more of their troops, and those in the east were too busy for additional paperwork. Well, the men and tanks would be found. It was the Führer’s will. Period.
 “I’m tired,” Hitler said. “I think I can sleep now. Lock up, will you?” He trudged out of the office and down the long hallway outside, a small man in a bathrobe.
 Martin was tired, too; it had been a long day. All of them were. Before he turned out the desk lamp, he went around and picked up the farmhouse painting with its dark smear of shadow. He looked long and hard into that darkness. Maybe… just maybe… that was a wolf, creeping around the farmhouse’s corner. Yes, Martin could see it now. It was right there, where the Führer had said it was. A portent. Martin put the painting back on its easel. Hitler would probably never touch it again, and who knew where all these pictures would end up?
 The wolf was there. The more Martin looked, the clearer it became.
 The Führer always saw these portents first, and that of course was part of his magic.
 Martin Bormann switched off the lamp, locked the office door, and walked down the long corridor to his apartment. In the bedroom, his wife Gerda slept soundly, a picture of Hitler on the wall above her head.

7

“Major Gallatin?” the dark-haired copilot said over the muffled roar of the propellers. “Six minutes to the drop zone!”
 Michael nodded and stood up, grim-lipped. He hooked his ripcord’s clamp around the brace that ran overhead the length of the transport aircraft’s spine and walked to the closed door. Above it was a dim red warning light, suffusing the plane’s interior with crimson.
 It was the twenty-sixth of March, and the time on Michael’s wristwatch was nineteen minutes after two. He closed his mind to the lurch and sway of the C-47 and began to inspect the parachute pack’s straps, making sure they were hooked with equal pressure on either side of his groin. A strap tightening across the testicles almost a thousand feet in the air would not be his idea of a pleasant experience.
 He checked the buckles of the chest straps and then the top fold of the pack itself, making sure nothing would foul the lines as the chute billowed out. It was supposed to be a black chute, because there was a half-moon.
 “Three minutes, Major,” the polite copilot, a kid from New Jersey, said.
 “Thank you.” Michael felt the airplane veer slightly to starboard, the pilot correcting course either to avoid searchlights or an anti-aircraft emplacement. Michael breathed slowly and deeply, watching the red bulb above the doorway. His heart was beating hard, and sweat had dampened the inside of his dark green jumpsuit. He wore a black knit cap and his face was daubed with black and green camouflage paint. He hoped it would wash off easily, because it might draw a bit of unwanted attention on the Avenue des Champs Élysées.
 Strapped to his body was a short shovel with a folding blade, a knife with a serrated edge, a .45 automatic, and a pack of bullets. Also a little box, zipped into his jacket, that contained two chocolate bars and some salted beef jerky. He figured the heat of his body would have melted the chocolate bars by now.
 “One minute.” The red light went out. The New Jersey kid pulled a latch and the C-47’s doorway slid open, letting in a scream of wind. Michael immediately stepped into position, his boot tips on the edge and his arms braced against the doorway’s sides. Below him was a black plain that just as well could have been dense forest or fathomless ocean. “Thirty seconds!” the copilot shouted against the wind and props noise.
 Something glinted, far below. Michael’s breath snagged. Another glint: a finger of light, rising from the earth, searching the sky.
 “Oh Jeez,” the other man said.
 The searchlight angled upward. They’ve heard our engines, Michael realized. Now they’re hunting. The light swung around, and its beam knifed through the dark less than a hundred feet below Michael’s boots. He stood steady, but his gut twisted. There was a burst of red off to the left of the searchlight, followed by a thunderous boom and a white flash about five or six hundred feet over the C-47. The plane trembled from the shock wave, but stayed on course. A second anti-aircraft shell exploded higher up and more to the right, but the searchlight was coming around again for another sweep. The New Jersey kid, his face pallid, grasped Michael’s shoulder. “Major, we’re screwed!” he shouted. “You want to scrub the drop?”
 The aircraft was picking up speed, about to make a violent turn away from the drop zone. Michael knew there was no time for deliberation. “I’m going,” he answered, and he jumped through the doorway with sweat on his face.
 He fell into darkness, his heart swelling and his stomach rising up in his abdomen. He clenched his teeth, his arms crossed and gripping his elbows. He heard the high whine of the plane passing on and then there was a bone-wrenching shock as the rip cord pulled and the chute trailed out of its pack with a soft, almost gentle pop.
 As the parachute bloomed, Michael Gallatin’s hurtling descent was braked. He felt as if his internal organs, muscles, and bones were in brutal collision, his kneecaps jerking up so high they almost smashed into his chin. Then he got his legs straightened out and he grasped the chute’s guidelines, his heart still racing from the impact with air. He heard another blast from the anti-aircraft cannon, but it was high and to the right and he was in no danger of being shredded by shrapnel. The searchlight veered toward him, stopped, and began to rotate in the other direction again, hunting the intruder. Michael gazed around at the dark earth below, looking for the sign he’d been told to expect. It should be from the east, he remembered. The half-moon was over his left shoulder. He turned slowly under the expanded silk and searched the ground.
 There! A green light. A blinker, flashing out a quick tattoo.
 Then darkness again.
 He guided the chute toward the light and looked up to make sure the lines were all clear.
 The parachute was white.
 Damn it! he thought. Trust the supply service to screw things up! If a German soldier on the ground saw the white chute, there was going to be hell to pay. The searchlight crew had probably already radioed for a scout car or motorcycle team. Now not only was he in danger, but so was the person with the green blinker. Whoever that might be.
 The anti-aircraft cannon spoke again, a knell of distant thunder. But the C-47 was long gone, heading back across the Channel to England. Michael wished the two Americans good luck, and turned his attention to his own difficulties. There was nothing to do at the moment but fall. When he touched ground, he’d be ready for action, but right now he was dangling at the mercy of a white parachute.
 Michael looked up, listening to the wind hiss in the silk folds. It stirred a memory. So long ago… a world and a lifetime… so long ago, when he knew innocence.
 And suddenly, in a flash of memory, the sky was bright blue and there was not a white parachute over his head, but instead a white silk kite, unreeling from his hand to catch the breeze of Russia.
 “Mikhail! Mikhail!” a woman’s voice called, over a field full of yellow flowers.
 And Mikhail Gallatinov, all of eight years old and still fully human, smiled with the May sun on his face.
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“Mikhail!” the woman called, across time and distance. “Mikhail, where are you?” In another moment Elana Gallatinov saw the kite, and then her green-eyed gaze found her son, standing out at the far edge of the field almost to the deep woods. On this day, the twenty-first of May in the year 1918, the breeze blew from the east, and brought with it a faint smell of gunpowder.
 “Come home!” she told the little boy, and watched as he waved and began to reel the kite’s line in. The kite dipped like a white fish. Behind the tall, black-haired woman whose skin was the shade of porcelain stood the Gallatinov manor, a two-storied house of brown Russian stones with a red, sharply angled roof and chimneys. Large sunflowers grew around the house, and there was a gravel driveway that went from the house through the iron gates and connected with the dirt road to the nearest village, Moroc, six miles to the south. The closest town of any size was Minsk, over fifty miles north on bad roads.
 Russia was a huge country, and the house of General Fyodor Gallatinov was a mote of dust on the head of a pin. But the fourteen acres of meadow and woods was the Gallatinov world, and had been so since Czar Nicholas II had abdicated his throne on March 2, 1917. And with the Czar’s final words in his signed statement of abdication—“May the Lord God help Russia!”—the motherland had turned into a killer of her children.
 But the young Mikhail knew nothing of politics, of Red Russians fighting White Russians and cold-minded men named Lenin and Trotsky. He knew nothing, mercifully, of whole villages razed to the ground by rival factions less than a hundred miles from where he stood reeling in a silken kite; he knew nothing of famine, and women and children twitching as they were hanged from trees, and pistol barrels splattered with brains. He knew his father was a hero in a war, that his mother was beautiful, that his sister sometimes pinched his cheeks and called him a ragamuffin, and that today was the day of a long-anticipated picnic. He got the kite down, wrestling with the wind, and then he clasped it gently in his arms and ran across the field toward his mother.
 Elana, though, knew the things that her son did not. She was thirty-seven years old, wearing a long white dress of springtime linen, and gray had begun to creep back from her forehead and at her temples. Lines had etched deeply around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth; not age lines, but the lines of constant inner turmoil. Fyodor had been away at war too long, and gravely wounded at a marshy slaughter hole called Kowel. Gone were the operas and brightly lit festivals of St. Petersburg; gone were the noisy street markets of Moscow; gone were the banquets and royal garden parties of Czar Nicholas and Czarina Alexandra, and left in their shadows were the skeletons of the future.
 “I flew it, Mother!” Mikhail shouted when he got closer. “Did you see how high?”
 “Oh, that was your kite?” she asked, with feigned surprise. “I thought it was a cloud tied to a string!”
 He saw she was teasing him. “It was my kite!” he insisted, and she took his hand and said, “You’d better come down to earth now, my little cloud. We have a picnic to go on.” She squeezed his hand—he was as excited as a candle flame—and led him toward the house. In the driveway the hired man Dimitri had brought the carriage and two horses from the barn, and twelve-year-old Alizia was carrying one of the wicker baskets for their picnic from the front door. The maid and Elana’s sewing companion Sophie brought the other basket out, and helped Alizia pack them into the back of the carriage.
 And then Fyodor emerged from the house, carrying a brown blanket rolled up under one arm and the other hand steadying himself on his eagle-crested cane. His right leg, mauled by machine-gun bullets, was stiff and noticeably thinner than the left leg; but he had learned to move with grace, and as he brought the blanket to the rear of the carriage he lifted his gray-bearded face to the sun.
 Elana, after all these years, could still feel her heartbeat quicken as she looked at him. He was tall and lean, with the figure of a swordsman, and though he was forty-six years old and his body bore the scars of rapier and bullet wounds, he yet had a youthful quality, a curiosity and power of life that sometimes made her feel ancient. His face, with its long slender nose, square jaw, and deep-set brown eyes, used to be hard and bitter, the face of a man who has crashed into the ceiling of his limitations. Now, though, it had softened with the reality of his situation: he was retired from the service of the motherland, and would live out the rest of his years here, on this plot of land far from the center of tumult. His forced retirement, after the abdication of the czar, had not been an easy pill to swallow, but now that it was dissolved he felt numb, like an amputated relic.
 “What a beautiful day,” he said, and watched the wind blowing through the trees. He wore his brown, carefully ironed uniform with its chestful of medals and ribbons, and on his head was his black-visored cap, still bearing the seal of Czar Nicholas II.
 “I flew the kite!” Mikhail said eagerly to his father. “I it got up almost to the sky!”
 “Good for you,” Gallatinov answered, and reached out to Alizia. “My golden angel. Help me inside, will you?”
 Elana watched as Alizia helped her father into the carriage while Mikhail stood with his kite in his arms. She touched her son’s shoulder. “Come on, Mikhail. Let’s make sure everything’s packed.”
 They put the kite into the back of the carriage, too, and Dimitri closed and latched the trunk’s lid. Then Elana and Mikhail sat across from Fyodor and Alizia in the red velvet interior, and they waved goodbye to Sophie as Dimitri popped the reins and the two chestnut horses began their journey.
 Mikhail looked out the oval window as Alizia drew a picture and their mother and father talked about things that he barely remembered: the spring festival in St. Petersburg, the estate where they’d lived when he was born, people whose names were familiar only because he’d heard them before. He watched the gently rolling land give way to forests of towering oaks and evergreens, listened to the creak of the wheels and the crisp jingling of the horses’ traces. The sweet scent of wildflowers drifted into the carriage as they passed a blossoming meadow, and Alizia perked up from her drawing when Mikhail sighted a herd of deer on the edge of the woods. He’d been cooped up in the house from the middle of October until the end of April, patiently doing the schoolwork lessons that Magda, his and Alizia’s tutor, taught him. Now, Mikhail’s senses rioted under the heady onslaught of springtime. Winter’s pewter had been banished from the land, for a time at least, and Mikhail’s world wore fine green robes.
 Their May picnic was an annual excursion, a ritual that connected them to their lives in St. Petersburg. This year Dimitri had found a good place for them, on the shore of a lake about an hour’s leisurely drive from the Gallatinov house.
 The lake was blue and wind-rippled, and as Dimitri pulled the carriage into a meadow Mikhail heard the cawing of crows atop a huge, gnarled oak. Forest circled the lake, the emerald wilderness unbroken by village or habitation for a hundred miles to the north, south and west. Dimitri stopped the carriage and chocked the wheels, then let the horses drink lake water as the Gallatinovs unloaded their picnic baskets and spread the blanket down overlooking the blue pool.
 They ate their meal of baked ham, fried potatoes, dark wheat bread, and ginger cake with sugar frosting. One of the horses nickered and jumped around nervously for a moment, but Dimitri got the mare settled down and Fyodor sat facing the woods. “She smells something wild,” he told Elana as he poured them both a glass of red wine. “Children!” he warned. “Don’t stray too far from us!”
 “Yes, Father,” Alizia said, but she was already taking off her shoes and lifting up the hem of her pink dress to go wading.
 Mikhail went down to the lake with her and hunted for pretty stones while she walked in the shallows. Dimitri stayed nearby, sitting on a fallen tree and watching the clouds glide past, a rifle at his side.
 The enchanted afternoon moved on. His pockets full of stones, Mikhail reclined in the sunny meadow and watched his father and mother sit together on the picnic blanket and talk. Alizia lay beside her father, sleeping, and every so often his hand would move out to touch her arm or shoulder. Mikhail realized, quite suddenly, that his father’s hand had never touched him. He didn’t know why, nor did he understand why his father’s eyes took on a January chill when they met his own. Sometimes he felt like a small thing that lived beneath a rock, and other times he didn’t care, but there was no time when there wasn’t a hurting deep in his heart.
 After a while, his mother laid her head on his father’s shoulder, and they slept in the sun. Mikhail watched a raven circling overhead, the light glinting blue black off its wings, and then he stood up and walked to the carriage to get his kite. He ran back and forth, letting the string unwind from his fingers, and a breeze caught the silk, expanded it, and the kite sailed smoothly up into the air.
 He started to shout to his parents, but they were both asleep. Alizia was sleeping as well, her back pressed against their father’s side. Dimitri sat on his fallen tree, deep in thought, the rifle resting across his knees.
 The kite floated higher. The string continued to unreel. Mikhail shifted his fingers to get a better grip. The breeze was fierce beyond the treetops. It grasped the kite, hurled it right and left and made the string thrum like a mandolin. Still the kite ascended—too high, he decided momentarily. He started to reel it back. And then the wind hit the kite from a strange angle, lifted it and turned it at the same time, and the string tightened, strained, and snapped about six feet below the balsawood crossbar.
Oh no! he almost cried out. The kite had been a present from his mother on his eighth birthday, the seventh of March. And now it was flying away at the mercy of the wind, going over the treetops toward the deep woods. Oh no! He looked at Dimitri and started to shout for help. But Dimitri had his hands pressed to his face, as if in some private agony. The rest of his family slumbered on, and Mikhail thought of how his father hated to be awakened from a nap. In another moment the kite would be over the forest, and the decision had to be made now whether to stand here and watch it go or follow and hope it would fall when the breeze slackened.
Children! he remembered his father saying. Don’t stray too far from us!
 But this was his kite, and if it were lost, his mother’s heart would be broken. He glanced again at Dimitri; the man hadn’t moved. Precious seconds were ticking past.
 Mikhail decided. He ran across the meadow, and into the woods.
 Looking up, he could see the kite through the green leaves and tangle of branches. As he followed its erratic progress, he dug a handful of smooth stones from his pocket and dropped them at his feet to mark a trail back. The kite went on, and so did the boy.
 Less than two minutes after Mikhail had left the meadow, three men on horseback came down to the lake from the main road. They all wore dark, patched peasant clothing. One of them carried a rifle slung around his shoulder, and the other two were armed with pistols in cartridge belts. They continued to where the Gallatinov family slept in the sun, and as one of the horses snorted and whinnied Dimitri looked around and stood up, pinpricks of sweat sparkling on his face.
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Fyodor Gallatinov awakened as three shadows fell across him. He blinked, saw the horses and riders, and as he sat up Elana awakened, too. Alizia looked up, rubbing her eyes.
 “Good afternoon, General Gallatinov,” the lead rider, a man with a long thin face and bushy red eyebrows, said. “I haven’t seen you since Kowel.”
 “Kowel? Who… who are you?”
 “I was Lieutenant Sergei Schedrin. The Guards Army. You may not remember me, but surely you remember Kowel.”
 “Of course I do. Every day of my life.” Gallatinov struggled to his feet, balancing on his cane. His face had become mottled with angry red. “What’s the meaning of this, Lieutenant Schedrin?”
 “Oh, no.” The other man extended a finger and wagged it back and forth. “I’m simply Comrade Schedrin now. My friends Anton and Danalov were also at Kowel.” Gallatinov’s gaze flickered to the two faces; Anton’s was broad and heavy-jowled, and Danalov’s bore a bayonet scar from his left eyebrow up to his hairline. Their eyes were cold and only slightly curious, as if they were examining an insect under a magnifying glass. “We’ve brought the rest of our company with us as well,” Schedrin said.
 “The rest of your company?” Gallatinov shook his head, not comprehending.
 “Listen!” Schedrin cocked his head as the breeze keened through the woods. “There they are, whispering. Listen to what they say: ‘Justice. Justice.’ Do you hear them, General?”
 “We’re having a picnic,” Gallatinov said firmly. “I’d like for you gentlemen to leave.”
 “Yes,” Schedrin said. “I’m sure you would. What a lovely family you have.”
 “Dimitri!” the general shouted. “Dimitri, fire a warning shot above their—” He turned toward Dimitri, and what he saw closed an iron claw around his heart.
 Dimitri stood about fifteen yards away, and hadn’t even cocked the rifle or lifted it to a firing position. He stared at the ground, his shoulders stooped. “Dimitri!” Gallatinov shouted again, but he knew he would not be answered. His throat was dry, and he grasped Elana’s chilly hand.
 “Thank you for bringing them here, Comrade Dimitri,” Schedrin told him. “Your service will be noted and rewarded.”

 Mikhail, moving swiftly through the forest in pursuit of his kite, thought he heard his father shouting. His heart hammered; his father had probably awakened and was calling for him. There was going to be a switching in Mikhail’s immediate future. But the kite was falling now, the string snagging in the top of an oak tree. Then the wind kicked it loose, and the kite rose again. Mikhail pushed through dense brush, soft spongy masses of dead leaves and moss, and kept following. Ten more feet; twenty more; thirty more. Thorns grabbed his hair; he pulled free, ducked his head under the thorn branches, and dropped another stone to the ground to mark his way back.
 The kite dipped, fell into the arms of an evergreen, and teasingly floated free once more. Then it was rising sharply into the blue sky, and as Mikhail watched it go his face was dappled with sun and shadow.
 Something moved in the underbrush, less than a dozen feet to Mikhail’s left.
 He stood very still as the kite picked up speed and floated away. Whatever had moved was silent now. Waiting.
 There was another movement, to the boy’s right. The soft crackle of weight settling on dry leaves.
 Mikhail swallowed. He started to call for his mother, but she was too far away to hear him, and he wanted no loud noises.
 Silence, but for the wind hissing in the trees.
 Mikhail smelled the aroma of an animal: a rank, bestial smell, the odor of a creature that had decayed meat on its breath. He felt something—two somethings—watching him from opposite sides, and he thought that if he ran they would leap on him from behind. His impulse was to scream and turn and flee headlong through the woods, but he struck it down; he could not get away by running. No, no. A Gallatinov never runs, his father had once told him. Mikhail felt a droplet of sweat trickling down the center of his back. The beasts were waiting for his decision, and they were very close.
 He turned, his legs trembling, and began to walk slowly back, following the trail of lakeshore stones.

 A Gallatinov never runs, Fyodor thought. His gaze swept the meadow. Mikhail. Where was Mikhail?
 “Our company was slaughtered at Kowel.” Schedrin leaned forward, hands clenching the saddle horn. “Slaughtered,” he repeated. “We were commanded to run headlong across a swamp into a nest of barbed wire and machine guns. Of course you remember that.”
 “I remember a war,” Gallatinov answered. “I remember one tragedy tripping on the heels of another.”
 “For you, tragedy. For us, slaughter. Of course we obeyed orders. We were good soldiers of the czar. How could we not obey?”
 “We all obeyed the same orders that day.”
 “Yes, we did,” Schedrin agreed. “But some obeyed them with the blood of innocent men. Your hands are still red, General. I can see the blood dripping off them.”
 “Look closer.” Gallatinov stepped defiantly toward the man, though Elana tried to hold him back. “My own blood is on there, too!”
 “Ah.” Schedrin nodded. “So it is. But not enough, I think.”
 Elana gasped. Anton had withdrawn his pistol from his holster and cocked it. “Make them go away!” Alizia said, tears in her eyes. “Please make them go away!” Danalov pulled his pistol out and eased the hammer back.
 Gallatinov stepped in front of his wife and daughter, his eyes black with fury. “How dare you raise a gun to me and my family!” He lifted his cane. “Damn you to hell. Put down those pistols!”
 “We have a proclamation to read,” Schedrin said, undaunted. He removed a rolled-up piece of paper from his saddlebag and opened it. “To General Fyodor Gallatinov, in service to Czar Nicholas the Second, hero”—he smiled thinly—“of Kowel and commander of the Guards Army. From the survivors of the Guards Army, who suffered and were slaughtered by the ineptitude of Czar Nicholas and his imperial court. Since we cannot have the czar, we will have you. And so the case will be closed to our satisfaction.”
 An execution squad, Gallatinov realized. God only knew how long they’d been tracking him. He glanced quickly around; no way out. Mikhail. Where was the boy? His heart was beating hard, and his palms were sweating. Alizia began to sob, but Elana was silent. Gallatinov looked at the guns and the eyes of the men who aimed them. There was no way out. “You’ll let my family go,” he demanded.
 “No Gallatinov will leave this place alive,” Schedrin replied. “We understand the importance of a task well done, Comrade. Consider this… your private Kowel.” He unstrapped his rifle and pulled back the bolt to chamber a shell.
 “You goddamned dogs!” General Gallatinov said, and stepped forward to strike the man’s face with his cane.
 Anton shot him in the chest before the cane was swung. The pistol’s crack made Elana and her daughter jump, and the noise echoed across the meadow like strange thunder. A brooding of ravens leaped from a treetop and winged for safety.
 Gallatinov was hurled backward by the force of the bullet, and fell to his knees in the grass. Crimson was spreading across the front of his uniform. He gasped, could not find the strength to stand. Elana screamed and fell down beside her husband, her arms around him as if she could protect him from the next bullet. Alizia turned, began to run toward the lake, and Danalov shot her twice in the back before she’d gotten ten feet away. She tumbled, a sack of bloody flesh and broken bones.
 “No!” Gallatinov said, and got his good leg under him. Blood was creeping from his mouth, and his eyes glinted with terror. He started to rise, Elana still clinging to him.
 Schedrin pulled the rifle’s trigger, and the bullet hit Gallatinov in the face. Bits of bone and brain splattered over Elana’s dress. The jittering body fell backward, carrying Elana with it, and they fell over the picnic baskets, bottles of wine and crumb-flecked platters. Danalov shot Gallatinov in the stomach, and Anton fired two more bullets into the man’s head as Elana continued to shriek.
 “Oh dear God,” Dimitri said, choking, and he ran down to the lake’s edge to be violently sick.

 Mikhail heard a series of high cracking noises, followed by a scream. He stopped, and the beasts that were tracking him also halted. His mother’s voice, he realized. His face tightened with fear, and he began to run through the forest heedless of the danger at his back.
 Vines gripped his shirt and tried to trip him. He followed the trail of stones through the underbrush, his boots slipping on moss-covered rocks and sinking into ankle-deep pools of dead leaves. And then he burst out of the forest into the meadow and saw three men on horseback and bodies lying sprawled. Red gleamed on green grass. His stomach knotted, his knees seized up, and he saw one of the men pull back the bolt of his rifle and aim at his…
 “Mother!” he shouted, his voice echoing horror across the meadow.
 Anton and Danalov looked toward the boy. Elana Gallatinov, on her knees with her white dress dripping blood, saw him standing there, and she screamed, “Run, Mikhail! Ru—”
 The rifle bullet hit her below the hairline. Mikhail saw his mother’s head explode.
 “Get the boy!” Schedrin commanded, and Anton lifted his smoking pistol.
 He stared, transfixed, at the black eye of the gun barrel. A Gallatinov never runs, he thought. He saw the man’s finger twitch on the trigger. A gout of fire leaped from the black-eyed barrel, and he heard a waspish whine and felt heat on his left cheek. A branch snapped beyond his shoulder.
 “Kill him, damn it!” Schedrin yelled as he chambered another bullet into his rifle and wheeled his horse around. Danalov was taking aim at Mikhail, and Anton was about to squeeze off a second shot.
 A Gallatinov ran.
 He twisted around, his mother’s scream ringing in his mind, and fled into the forest as a bullet thunked into a tree to his right and showered his hair with splinters. He tripped over a vine, staggered, and almost fell. There was the hoarser crack of a rifle shot, and the bullet passed over Mikhail’s skull as he struggled for balance.
 Then he was picking up speed, tearing into the underbrush, sliding on dead leaves, and fighting through tangles of thorns. He toppled into a gulley, got up, and scrambled out, heading deeper into the wilderness.
 “Come on!” Schedrin told the others. “We can’t let the little bastard get away!” He dug his heels into his mount’s flanks and entered the forest with Anton and Danalov riding just behind him.
 Mikhail heard the thunder of hooves. He clambered up a rocky hillside and half ran, half slid down the descending side. “Over there!” he heard one of the men shout. “I saw him! This way!”
 Thorns whipped Mikhail in the face and tore across his shirt. He blinked back tears, his legs pumping. A shot rang i out, and hit a tree trunk five feet away. “Save your bullets, idiot!” Schedrin commanded, getting a quick glimpse of the boy’s back before the branches covered his flight.
 Mikhail ran on, his shoulders hunched against the expected impact of a lead slug. His lungs were burning, his heart hammering through his chest. He dared to glance back. The horses and men raced after him, dead leaves flying up in their wake. He looked ahead again, angled to the left, and ran into thick green undergrowth laced with creepers.
 Anton’s horse stepped into a gopher hole. The animal bellowed and fell, and Anton’s right knee burst open like an overripe fruit as he landed on a sharp-edged rock. He screamed in agony, the horse writhing and trying to get up, but both Schedrin and Danalov kept up their pursuit.
 Mikhail fought through the undergrowth, slanting down into a valley cloaked with green. He knew full well what would happen if the killers caught him, and fear gave him wings. His feet slipped out from beneath him on a bed of pine needles, and he slid through a place where the shadows had grown crimson mushrooms. Then he was up and running again, and behind him he heard a horse’s whinny and a man shouting, “He’s over here! Going downhill!”
 Ahead was dense forest, close-packed evergreens and thick coils of thorn bushes and stands of wild red berries. He headed for the thickest of it, hoping to leap into the coils and fight his way to the bottom, to a place where the horsemen couldn’t follow. He reached out, parted the emerald growth with bleeding hands—and came face to muzzle with the beast.
 It was a wolf, with dark brown eyes and sleek russet fur. Mikhail fell backward, his mouth open but the scream shocked out of him.
 The wolf leaped.
 Its jaws opened, and the teeth gouged furrows across Mikhail’s left shoulder as it slammed him to the earth. The breath was knocked out of him, as was all sense. The wolf’s teeth clamped on his shoulder, about to tear through the I flesh and crush the bones; and then the horse bearing Sergei Schedrin burst through the brush and reared, its eyes flaring with terror. Schedrin lost his rifle, and he cried out, clinging I to the horse’s neck as he saw the wolf beneath his boots.
 The animal released Mikhail’s shoulder, spun around in a smooth, graceful motion, and bit deeply into the horse’s stomach. The horse made a strangled moan, kicked wildly, and fell onto its side, trapping Schedrin’s legs beneath.
 “Holy Jesus!” Danalov shouted, reining in his horse on the hillside. Two seconds after he’d spoken, the large gray wolf that had been tracking him leaped onto the horse’s flank, clawed up over it into the saddle, and clamped its fangs into the back of Danalov’s neck. It shook Danalov like a rag doll, snapping his spine and driving him out of the saddle to the ground. The horse thrashed and tumbled, rolling down the hillside in a flurry of dead leaves and pine needles.
 A third wolf, this one blond with ice-blue eyes, darted in and grasped Danalov’s flailing right arm. With a savage twist, the beast broke it at the elbow and the splintered bones tore through the man’s flesh. Danalov’s body jerked and writhed. The gray wolf that had knocked him out of the saddle closed its jaws on Danalov’s throat and crushed the windpipe with a casual squeeze.
 As Schedrin struggled to free his legs the russet wolf finished tearing the horse’s stomach open. Coils of steaming intestines slid from the gaping wound, and the horse shrieked. Another beast, pale brown streaked with gray, leaped from the brush and landed on the horse’s throat, tearing it open with teeth and claws. Schedrin was screaming—a high, thin scream—and digging his fingers into the earth to try to pull loose. Only a few feet away Mikhail sat up, stunned and half conscious, with blood and wolf saliva drooling from the wounds in his shoulder.
 Over the hilltop Anton heard the sounds of violence and gripped his ruined knee. He tried to crawl through the thicket, his horse struggling to rise on a broken ankle. He crawled perhaps eight feet—far enough to drive agony through every nerve of his body—when two smaller wolves, one dark brown and the other a dusky red, came together from the underbrush and each clenched a wrist, breaking the bones with quick snaps of their heads. Anton cried out for God, but in this wilderness God had fangs.
 The two wolves, working in concert, broke Anton’s shoulders and rib cage. Then the red one seized Anton’s throat while the dark brown beast clamped its jaws to the sides of the man’s head. As Anton trembled and moaned, reduced to a mindless husk, the animals crushed his throat and broke open his skull like a clay pot.
 Schedrin, his hands clawing the earth, had pulled himself partway free from the shuddering weight atop him. Tears of terror streamed from his eyes, and he grasped hold of a small sapling and kept pulling. The sapling cracked. He smelled the coppery reek of blood, felt sickening heat wash across his face, and he looked around into the maw of the pale brown beast.
 Blood dripped from its mouth. It stared into his eyes for maybe three terrible seconds, and Schedrin sobbed, “Please…”
 The wolf lunged forward, gripped the flesh of his face between its fangs, and ripped it off the skull, as if peeling away a mask. Raw red muscles danced underneath, and the grinning skull’s teeth chattered. The wolf planted its paws on Schedrin’s shoulders and gulped the man’s shredded face down with a shiver of excitement. Schedrin’s lidless eyes stared from the bloody skull. The gray wolf, large-shouldered and rippling with muscle, came in and broke Schedrin’s neck. The russet animal snapped Schedrin’s lower jaw away and tore the hanging tongue out. Then the pale brown beast seized the dead man’s skull, cracked it open, and began to feast.
 Mikhail moaned softly, fighting to stay conscious, his senses brutalized.
 The russet wolf that had bitten his shoulder turned toward him, and began to advance.
 It got within four feet and halted, sniffing the air to catch Mikhail’s scent. Its dark eyes stared into Mikhail’s face and held his gaze. Seconds passed. Mikhail, near fainting, stared back, and in his delirium of pain and shock he thought the beast was asking him a question, and that question might have been: Do you want to die?
 Mikhail, holding the animal’s penetrating stare, reached out to one side and picked up a piece of branch. He lifted it, his hand trembling, to strike the wolf’s skull when it lunged.
 The wolf paused. Motionless, its eyes like fathomless dark whirlpools.
 And then the gray animal roughly nudged the other wolf’s ribs, and the death trance broke. The russet wolf blinked, gave a snorted whuff—a sound of acknowledgment—and turned away to continue its feast on the ruins of Sergei Schedrin. The gray one shattered Schedrin’s breastbone and gnawed in after the heart.
 Mikhail held the stick with a white-knuckled grip. Over the hilltop one of the animals feasting on Anton’s corpse gave a low howl that rapidly built in intensity, echoing through the forest and scaring birds out of the trees. The blond, blue-eyed wolf paused in its chewing of Danalov’s shredded torso and lifted its head to the breeze, replying with a howl that made a shiver course up Mikhail’s spine and cleared the misty pain from his head. The pale brown animal began to howl, then the russet wolf, singing in eerie harmony with blood-smeared muzzles. Finally the gray wolf lifted its head and sang a wailing, discordant note that silenced the others. The note wavered, grew in power and volume, changed pitch, and slid upward. Then the gray wolf abruptly ceased its singing, and all the wolves returned to their horsemeat and human flesh.
 From the distance came a howling that lasted maybe fifteen seconds, faded, and died.
 Dark motes spun across Mikhail’s vision. He pressed his hand to his shoulder. In the wounds muscle tissue showed bright pink. He almost shouted for his mother and father, but then the images of corpses and murder slammed into his brain again and knocked him witless.
 Not witless enough, however, to realize that sooner or later the wolf pack would tear him to pieces.
 This was not a game. This was not a fairy tale told to him by his mother in the golden glow of lamplight. This was not Hans Christian Andersen or Aesop’s fables; this was life and death.
 He shook his head to force back the twilight. Run, he thought. A Gallatinov never runs. Got to run… got to…
 The pale brown, gray-streaked wolf and the blond one I snapped at each other over the red chunks of Danalov’s liver. Then the blond beast backed off, allowing the dominant animal to gobble up the bits of meat. The large-shouldered gray wolf was ripping pieces out of the horse’s flanks.
 Mikhail crawled away from them, pushing himself backward with his boots. He kept watching them, expecting an attack: the blond wolf stared at him for a second, blue eyes glittering, then began to feed on the horse’s entrails. Mikhail pushed himself into the thicket, the breath rasping from his lungs, and at the center of thorns and green creepers he lost consciousness and fell into night.

 The afternoon passed. The sun began to sink. Blue shadows laced the forest, and chill pockets formed. The corpses shrank, being whittled down to their foundations. Bones cracked, the ghosts of pistol shots, and the red marrow lay exposed.
 The wolves ate their fill, then lodged chunks of meat in their gullets to be regurgitated. Their bellies swollen, they began to drift off into the gathering shadows.
 Except for one. The large gray wolf sniffed the air and stood near the little boy’s body. It nosed around the oozing wounds on Mikhail’s shoulder, and smelled the tang of blood mingled with wolf saliva. The beast stood staring down into Mikhail’s face for a long time without moving, as if in solemn contemplation.
 It sighed.
 The sun was almost gone. Faint specks of stars appeared over the forest in the darkening east. A crescent moon hung above Russia.
 The wolf leaned forward, pushing the boy over on his stomach with its blood-caked muzzle. Mikhail groaned softly, stirred, then lapsed again into unconsciousness. The wolf clamped its jaws gently but firmly around the back of the child’s neck, lifting the limp body off the ground with muscular ease. The beast began to stride through the forest, its amber-eyed gaze ticking to right and left, its senses questing for the enemy. Behind it, the child’s boots dragged on the ground, and plowed furrows in the leaves.
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Sometime, somewhere, he heard a chorus of howls. They rang out through the darkness, over the forest and hills, over the lake and the meadow where corpses lay amid the dandelions. The wolf song soared, breaking into discordant notes and returning to harmony again. And Mikhail heard himself moan, in crude emulation of the howling, as pain racked his body. He felt sweat on his face, a savage burning in his wounds. He tried to open his eyes, but the lids were gummed shut by dried tears. In his nostrils was the odor of blood and meat, and he felt hot breath on his face. Something rumbled nearby, like a steady bellows.
 The merciful darkness closed around him once more, and he slipped away in its velvet folds.
 The high, sweet trilling of birds awakened him. He knew he was conscious, but he wondered for a moment if he were in heaven. If so, God hadn’t healed his shoulder, nor had the angels kiss the sticky tears from his eyes. He had to almost rip the lids open.
 Sunlight and shadow. Cold stones and the smell of ancient clay. He sat up, his shoulder shrieking.
 No, not heaven, he realized. It was still the hell he’d fallen into yesterday. Or he thought a day must’ve passed, at least. This was a golden morning sun, glinting brightly in the tangle of trees and vines he could see through a large, glassless oval window. The vines had entered the window, and latched on to the wall where a mosaic of figures bearing candles had faded to shades.
 He looked up, his neck muscles stiff and aching. Above him was a high ceiling, crossed with wooden beams. He was sitting on the stone floor of a huge room, sunlight streaming through a series of windows, some of which still held fragments of dark red glass. Vines, drunk with the springtime sun, festooned the walls and dangled from the ceiling. The branch of an oak tree had entered one of the windows, and pigeons cooed in the rafters.
 It occurred to him, quite simply, that he was a long way from home.
 Mother, he thought. Father. Alizia. His heart stuttered, and fresh tears ran down his cheeks. His eyes felt burned, as if scorched by sight. All dead. All gone. He rocked himself, staring at nothing. All dead. All gone. Bye-bye.
 He sniffled once, and his nose drooled. And then he sat up straight again, his mind flaming with fear.
 The wolves. Where were the wolves?
 He could sit here in this place, he decided. Sit right here until someone came for him. It wouldn’t be long. Someone would surely come. Wouldn’t they?
 He caught a metallic whiff, and looked to his right. On the mossy stone next to him was a piece of bloody meat that might have been a liver. Beside it lay a dozen or so blueberries.
 Mikhail felt his lungs freeze. A scream hung in his bruised throat. He scrambled away from the gruesome offering, making an animalish moaning noise, and he found a corner and wedged himself into it. He shivered and retched, losing the remnants of his picnic lunch.
 No one was going to come, he thought. Ever. He shook and moaned. The wolves had been here, and they might be back very soon. If he was going to live, he would have to find his way out of this place. He sat, huddled up and shivering, until he could force himself to stand. His legs were unsteady, and threatened to collapse. But then he got himself all the way up, one hand clamped to the throbbing fang wounds at his shoulder, and he lurched out of the room into a long corridor lined with more mosaics and moss-draped statues without heads or arms.
 Mikhail saw an exit to his left and went through the portal. He found himself in what might have been, years—decades—ago, a garden. It was overgrown and choked with dead leaves and goldenrod, but here and there a sturdy flower had sprung from the soil. More statues stood about, gesturing like silent sentinels. In the midst of intersecting paths was a white stone fountain, full of rainwater. Mikhail paused at it, cupped his hands into the water, and drank. Then he splashed it on his face and over the shoulder wounds; the raw flesh burned, and made tears creep down his cheeks. But he bit his lower lip and hung on, then looked around to see exactly where he was.
 The sun threw light and shadows upon the walls and turrets of a white palace. Its stones were the hue of bleached bone, and the roofs of its minarets and onion domes were the pale green of ancient bronze. The palace’s turrets stretched up into the treetops. Stone stairways wound upward to observation platforms. Most of the windows had been broken, smashed by invading oak branches, but some of them remained; they were made of multipaned, multicolored glass, some dark red, others blue, emerald, ocher, and violet. The palace, a deserted kingdom, cast walls of white stone around the garden but had failed to keep out the forest. Oaks had burst upward through geometric walkways, shattering man’s order with the brutal fist of nature. Vines had snaked through cracks in the walls, displacing hundred-pound stones. A thicket of black thorns had pushed out of the earth under the feet of a statue, thrown it over, and broken its neck, then embraced its victim. Mikhail walked through the green desolation and saw a crooked bronze gate ahead. He staggered to the gate and used all his strength to pull the heavy, ornate metal open. The hinges squealed. He faced another wall, this one formed of dense forest. In this wall there was no gate. No trails showed the way home. There was nothing but the woods, and Mikhail realized at once that it might go on for many miles and in each mile he might meet his death.
 The birds sang, stupidly happy. Mikhail heard another sound as well; a fluttering noise, oddly familiar. He looked back at the palace, lifting his gaze toward the treetops. And there he saw it.
 His kite’s string had wrapped itself around the thin spire atop an onion dome. The kite fluttered in the breeze like a white flag.
 Something moved, down on the ground, to his right.
 Mikhail gasped, took a backward step, and hit the wall.
 A girl in a tawny robe stood about thirty feet away, on the far side of the fountain.
 She was older than Alizia had been, probably fifteen or sixteen. Her long blond hair hung over her shoulders, and she stared at Mikhail with ice-blue eyes for a few seconds; then, without speaking, she glided to the fountain’s rim, bent down, and pressed her mouth to the water. Mikhail heard her tongue lapping. She glanced up again, warily, before she resumed her drinking. Then she wiped her mouth with her forearm, swept her golden tresses out of her face, and straightened up from the fountain. She turned away and began walking back to the portal Mikhail had come through.
 “Wait!” he called. She didn’t. She disappeared into the white palace.
 Mikhail was alone again. He must still be asleep, he thought. A dream had just walked through his field of vision and returned into slumber. But the throbbing pain at his shoulder was real enough, and so was the deep ache of other bruises. His memories—those, too, were terribly real. And so, he decided, must be the girl.
 He crossed the overgrown garden, careful step by step, and went back into the palace.
 The girl was nowhere to be seen. “Hello!” he called, standing in a long corridor. “Where are you?” No answer. He walked away from the room in which he’d awakened. He found other rooms, high-ceiling vaults, most of them without furniture, some with crudely fashioned wooden tables and benches. One chamber seemed to be a huge dining hall, but lizards scampered over pewter plates and goblets that had lain long unused. “Hello!” he kept calling, his voice becoming feeble as his strength quickly gave out. “I won’t hurt you!” he promised.
 He turned into another hallway, this one dark and narrow, lying toward the center of the palace. Water dripped from the damp stones, and green moss had caught hold on the walls, floor, and ceiling. “Hello!” Mikhail shouted; his voice cracked. “Where are you?”
 “Right here,” came the reply, from behind him.
 He whirled around, his heart slamming, and pressed himself against the wall.
 The speaker was a slender man with pale brown, gray-streaked hair and a scraggly beard. He wore the same kind of tawny robe the blond girl had worn; an animal skin, scrubbed of its hair. “What’s all this noise about?” the man asked, with a hint of irritation.
 “I… I don’t know… where… I am.”
 “You’re with us,” he answered, as if that explained everything.
 Someone came up behind the man and touched his shoulder. “This is the new child, Franco,” a woman said. “Be gentle.”
 “It was your choice. You be gentle. How can a person sleep with this mewling racket?” Franco belched, and then he abruptly turned and walked away, leaving Mikhail facing a short, round-bodied woman with long reddish-brown hair. She was older than his mother, Mikhail decided. Her face was cut and lined with deep networks of wrinkles. And her stocky, peasant’s body with its hefty arms and legs was vastly different from his mother’s svelte figure. This woman had the memory of field dirt under her fingernails. She, also, wore a similar animal-skin robe.
 “My name,” the woman said, “is Renati. What’s yours?”
 Mikhail couldn’t answer. He pressed against the mossy wall, afraid to move.
 “I won’t bite you,” Renati said. Her languid, brown-eyed gaze flickered quickly to the wounds in the child’s shoulder, then back to his face. “How old are you?”
 “Sev—” No, that wasn’t right. “Eight,” he remembered.
 “Eight.” She repeated it. “And what name would I use, if I were to sing you a birthday song?”
 “Mikhail,” he said. And lifted his chin slightly. “Mikhail Gallatinov.”
 “Oh, you’re a proud little bastard, aren’t you?” She smiled, showing uneven but very white teeth; her smile was reserved, though not unfriendly. “Well, Mikhail, someone wants to see you.”
 “Who?”
 “Someone who’ll answer your questions. You do want to know where you are, don’t you?”
 “Am I… in heaven?” he managed to ask.
 “I fear not.” She stretched out her arm. “Come, child, let’s walk together.”
 Mikhail hesitated. Her hand waited for his. The wolves! he thought. Where are the wolves? And then he slid his hand into hers, and her rough palm gripped him. She led him deeper into the palace.
 They came to a set of descending stone stairs, illuminated by rays of light through a glassless window. “Watch your step,” Renati told him, and they went down. Below was a smoky gloom, a warren of corridors and rooms that smelled of grave dirt. Here and there a little pile of pine cones burned, marking a trail through the catacombs. Vaults stood on either side, the names of those entombed and the dates of birth and death blurred by time. And then the boy and woman came out from the catacombs into a larger chamber, where a fire of pinewood logs spat in a grate and its bitter smoke wafted through the air in search of vents.
 “Here he is, Wiktor,” Renati announced.
 Figures were huddled on the earth around the fire, all of them wearing what appeared to be deerskin robes. They shifted, looked toward the archway, and Mikhail saw their eyes glint.
 “Bring him closer,” said a man in a chair, sitting at the edge of the firelight.
 Renati felt the child shiver. “Be brave,” she whispered, and guided him forward.
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The man named Wiktor sat, watching impassively, as the boy was brought into the ruddy light. Wiktor was draped in a deerskin cloak, the high collar sewn from the fur of snow hares. He wore deerskin sandals, and around his throat was a necklace of small, linked bones. Renati stopped, one hand on Mikhail’s unwounded shoulder. “His name is Mikhail,” she said. “His family name is—”
 “We don’t care about family names here,” Wiktor interrupted, and the tone of his voice said he was used to being obeyed. His amber eyes glinted with reflected fire as he examined Mikhail from dirty boots to tousled black hair. Mikhail, at the same time, was inspecting what appeared to be a majesty of the underworld. Wiktor was a large man, with broad shoulders and a bull neck. His acorn-shaped skull was bald, and he had a gray beard that grew over his stocky chest to his lap. Mikhail saw that under the cloak the man wore no clothing. Wiktor’s face was composed of bony ridges and hard lines, his nose sharp and the nostrils flared. His deep-set eyes stared at Mikhail without blinking.
 “He’s too little, Renati,” someone else said. “Throw him back.” There was jabbing laughter, and Mikhail looked at the other figures. The man who’d spoken—a boy himself, only about nineteen or twenty years old—had dusky red hair smoothed back from his youthful face, his hair allowed to grow long around his shoulders. He had no room to talk, because he was small-boned and fragile looking, almost swallowed up by his cloak. Beside him sat a thin young woman about the same age, with waves of dark brown hair and steady, iron-gray eyes. The blond-haired girl sat across the fire, watching Mikhail. Not far away crouched another man, this one perhaps in his late thirties or early forties, dark-haired and with the sharp, Asiatic features of a Mongol. Beyond the fire, a figure lay huddled under a shroud of robes.
 Wiktor leaned forward. “Tell us, Mikhail,” he said, “who those men were, and how you came to be in our forest.” Our forest, Mikhail thought. That was a strange thing to say. “My… mother and father,” he whispered. “My sister. All of them… are…”
 “Dead,” Wiktor said flatly. “Murdered, from the looks of it. Do you have relatives? People who’ll come searching for you?”
 Dimitri, was his first thought. No, Dimitri had been there on the lakeshore, rifle in hand, and hadn’t raised it against the killers. Therefore he must be a killer, too, though a silent one. Sophie? She wouldn’t come here alone. Would Dimitri kill her, too, or was she also a silent murderess? “I don’t…” His voice broke, but he steeled himself. “I don’t think so, sir,” he answered.
 “Sir,” the red-haired boy mocked, and laughed again.
 Wiktor’s gaze darted to one side, his eyes glinting like copper coins, and the laughter ceased. “Tell us your story, Mikhail,” Wiktor invited.
 “We…” This was a hard thing to do. The memories were as sharp as razors, and they slashed deep. “We… came on a picnic,” he began. Then he told the tale of a drifting kite, gunshots, his flight into the forest, and the ravaging wolves. Tears trickled down his cheeks, and his empty stomach churned. “I woke up here,” he said. “And… next to me… was something all bloody… I think it came out of one of those men.”
 “Damn it!” Wiktor scowled. “Belyi, I told you to cook it!”
 “I’ve forgotten how,” the red-haired young man replied with a helpless shrug.
 “You pass it over a fire until it burns! It keeps the blood from running! Must I do everything myself?” Wiktor regarded Mikhail again. “But you ate the berries, yes?”
 The blueberries, Mikhail remembered. That was another strange thing; he hadn’t mentioned the berries. How did Wiktor know about them, unless…
 “You didn’t touch them, did you?” The man lifted his thick gray brows. “Well, perhaps I don’t blame you. Belyi here is a complete fool. But you must eat something, Mikhail. Eating is very important, for your strength.”
 Mikhail thought he gasped; maybe not.
 “Take off your shirt,” Wiktor commanded.
 Before Mikhail’s numbed fingers could find the little wooden buttons, Renati stepped forward and unhooked them. She gently drew the cloth away from the furrows in his shoulder and removed the shirt. Then she lifted the grimy garment to her nostrils and inhaled.
 Wiktor stood up from his chair. He was tall, almost six feet two, and he came toward Mikhail like a giant. Mikhail took a retreating step, but Renati clasped his arm and held him in place. Wiktor grasped the wounded shoulder, none too easily, and looked at the blood-crusted, oozing slashes.
 “Nasty,” Wiktor said to the woman. “Going to be some infection. A little deeper and he would’ve lost the use of his arm. Did you know what you were doing?”
 “No,” she admitted. “He just looked good to eat.”
 “In that case, your aim is atrocious.” He pressed the flesh, and Mikhail clenched his teeth to stifle a moan. Wiktor’s eyes sparkled. “Look at him. He doesn’t make a noise.” Again he pressed the wounds, and thick fluid spooled out. It smelled wild and rank. Mikhail blinked away tears. “So you don’t mind a little pain, do you?” Wiktor asked. “That’s a good thing.” He released the boy’s shoulder. “If you make friends with pain, you have a friend for life.”
 “Yes sir,” Mikhail said hoarsely. He stared up at the man, and wavered on his feet. “When… when can I go home, please?”
 Wiktor ignored the question. “I want you to meet the others, Mikhail. You know our fool, Belyi. Next to him is his sister Pauli.” He nodded toward the thin young girl. “That’s Nikita.” The Mongol. “Across the fire is Alekza. Your teeth are showing, my dear.” The blond girl smiled slightly, a hungry smile. “I think you’ve probably already met Franco. He prefers to sleep upstairs. You know Renati, and you know me.” There was a hollow coughing, and Wiktor motioned to the figure lying under the cloaks. “Andrei isn’t feeling well today. Something he ate.” The sick coughing continued, and both Nikita and Pauli went over to kneel beside the figure.
 “I’d like to go home now, sir,” Mikhail persisted.
 “Ah, yes.” Wiktor nodded, and Mikhail saw his gaze cloud over. “The matter of home.” He walked back to the fire, where he knelt down and offered his palms to the heat. “Mikhail,” he said quietly as Andrei’s coughing faded, “very soon you’re going to be…” He paused, searching for the correct words. “In need of comfort,” was what he supplied. “In need of… shall we say… family.”
 “I… have a…” He trailed off. His family lay dead, out in the meadow. His shoulder wounds throbbed again.
 Wiktor reached into the fire and pulled out a bit of fiery branch, holding it where the flames had not yet charred. “Truth is like fire, Mikhail,” he said. “It either heals or it destroys. But it never—never—leaves what it touches unchanged.” His head slowly swiveled, and he stared at the boy. “Can you stand the flames of truth, Mikhail?”
 Mikhail didn’t—couldn’t—answer.
 “I think you can,” Wiktor said. “If not… then you were already dead.”
 He dropped the branch into the flames and stood up. He took off his sandals and drew his muscular arms out of the cloak to let it rest on his shoulders. He closed his eyes.
 “Stand back.” Renati pulled at Mikhail, tension in her voice. “Give him room.”
 Across the fire Alekza sat up on her haunches, the fine blond down on her legs glinting like spun gold. Nikita and Pauli watched, kneeling on either side of Andrei. Belyi rubbed his hand across his lips, his pale face flushed and anxious.
 Wiktor’s eyes opened. They were dreamy, fixed on a far distance—a wilderness, perhaps, of the mind. Sweat sparkled on his face and chest, as if he were straining at some inner effort.
 Mikhail said, “Wha—” but Renati quickly shushed him.
 Wiktor closed his eyes once more. The muscles of his shoulders quivered, and the tawny robe with its snow-hare collar slid off to the floor. Then he bent his body forward, his spine bowing, and his fingertips touched the earth. He sighed deeply, followed by a quick intake of breath. His beard hung to the ground.
 June one year ago, Mikhail and his sister had gone by train with their parents to see a circus in Minsk. There had been a performer whose bizarre talent had stayed with Mikhail. The Rubber Man had leaned over in the same position that Wiktor now assumed, and the Rubber Man’s spine had stretched with brittle cracking noises like sticks being stepped on. Those sounds now came from Wiktor’s backbone, but it was clear in another few seconds that instead of lengthening, his torso was compressing. Bands of muscle stood out around Wiktor’s rib cage and ran down along his thighs like quivering bundles of piano wires. Sweat gleamed on the man’s back and shoulders, and a darkness of fine hairs suddenly began to spread over the slick flesh like clouds moving across a summer field. His shoulders bowed forward, muscles straining upward under the skin. Bones popped, merry little sounds, and there was the noise of sinews bending and re-forming like squealing hinges.
 Mikhail stepped backward, colliding with Renati. She held his arm, and he stood watching a demon from Hades struggle with the flesh of a man.
 Short gray hairs emerged from Wiktor’s scalp, from the back of his neck, from his arms and buttocks, thighs and calves. His cheeks and forehead rippled with hair, and his beard had clutched hold of his throat and chest like a phantasmagoric vine. Beads of sweat dripped from Wiktor’s nose; it cracked, bringing a grunt from him, and began to change its shape. He lifted his hands to his face, and Mikhail saw the flesh writhe beneath his gray-haired fingers.
 Mikhail tried to turn and run, but Renati said, “No!” and held him tighter. He couldn’t bear to watch any more of this; he felt as if his brain were about to burst open in his head, and what would ooze out would be black as swamp slime. He lifted his hand, put his fingers over his eyes—but he left himself a narrow crack, and through it he watched Wiktor’s shadow contort on the wall in the leaping firelight.
 The shadow was still that of a man, but it was rapidly becoming both more and less. Mikhail couldn’t shut his ears; the cracking of bones and squealing of sinews were about to drive him mad, and the smoky air smelled of rank wildness, like the inside of a beast’s cage. He saw the contorted shadow lift its arms, as if in supplication.
 There was a fast, shallow breathing. Mikhail closed the gap between his fingers. The breathing began to slow and deepen, becoming a husky rasp. Then, finally, a smooth bellows rumble.
 “Look at him,” Renati said.
 Tears of terror streaked from his eyes. He whispered, “No… please… don’t make me!”
 “I won’t make you.” Renati released his arm. “Look if you choose. If not… then not.”
 Mikhail kept his hand over his eyes. The bellows breath neared him. Heat brushed his fingers. Then the noise of breathing faded as the thing backed away. Mikhail shuddered, choking down a sob. Truth is like fire, he thought. Already he felt like a pile of ashes, burned beyond all recognition of what had been before.
 “I told you he was too small.” Belyi sneered from across the chamber.
 The sound of that mocking voice caused a flame to spark at the center of ashes. There was still something left, after all, to burn. Mikhail drew a deep breath and held it, his body trembling. Then he released it, and dropped his hand from his face.
 Not ten feet away, the amber-eyed wolf with sleek gray fur sat on its haunches, watching him with intense attention.
 “Oh,” Mikhail whispered, and his knees buckled. He fell to the floor, his head spinning. Renati started to help him up, but the wolf made a low grunt deep in its throat and she retreated.
 Mikhail was left to stand on his own. The wolf watched, head cocked slightly to one side, as Mikhail struggled up to his knees, and that was as far as he could get for now. His shoulder was a mass of pain, and his mind spun like a kite seeking a balancing tether.
 “Look at him!” Belyi said. “He doesn’t know whether to scream or shit.”
 The wolf spun toward Belyi and snapped its jaws shut about two inches in front of the young man’s nose. Belyi’s sardonic grin fractured.
 Mikhail stood up.
 Wiktor turned back to him and advanced. Mikhail took a single step in retreat, then halted. If he was going to die, he would join his parents and sister in heaven, a long way from here. He waited for what was to be.
 Wiktor came on toward him, stopped—and sniffed Mikhail’s hand. Mikhail dared not move. Then, satisfied with what he smelled, the wolf lifted his hind leg and sprayed a stream of urine onto Mikhail’s left boot. The warm, acidic-odored liquid got on Mikhail’s trousers and soaked through to his skin.
 The wolf finished its task and stepped back. He opened his mouth wide, fangs gleaming, and lifted his head toward the ceiling.
 Mikhail, fighting on the edge of another faint, felt Renati’s strong hand grip his arm. “Come on,” she urged. “He wants you to eat something. We’ll try the berries first.”
 Mikhail allowed her to guide him out of the chamber, his legs wooden. “It’s going to be fine now,” she said, sounding relieved. “He’s marked you. That means you’re under his protection.”
 Before they got very far beyond the archway, Mikhail looked back. On the wall he saw a fire-scrawled shadow, lurching to its feet.
 Renati took his hand, and they ascended the stone stairs.






THREE
Grand Entrance

1

Stone stairs, Michael thought. Just the thing to break an ankle on. He blinked, and returned from his inner journey.
 Darkness all around. Above his head an open white parachute, hissing as the wind strummed the taut lines. He looked down and to all sides; there was no sign of the green blinker.
 A broken ankle wouldn’t be pleasant, and certainly not the way to begin his mission. What was he descending onto? A marshy field? A forest? Hard, tilled earth that would twist his knees like bits of taffy? He had the sensation of the ground coming up fast now, and he grasped the chute’s lines and angled his body slightly, bending his knees for the impact.
 Now, he thought, and braced himself.
 His boots smashed into a surface that gave way under his weight like mildewed cardboard. And then he slammed down against a harder surface that shook and creaked but held him from falling any farther. The harness tightened under his arms, the chute snagged on something above. He looked up and could see a jagged-edged hole in which stars sparkled.
 A roof, he realized. He was sitting on his knees under a roof of rotten wood. Somewhere out in the night, two dogs barked. Working quickly, Michael unsnapped the harness straps and shrugged out of the parachute. He narrowed his eyes, could make out heaps of material around him; he grasped a handful. Hay. He had crashed down into a barn hayloft.
 He stood up, began to get the chute unsnagged, and drew it in through the hole. Faster! he told himself. He was in Nazi-occupied France now, sixty miles northwest of Paris. The German sentries on their motorcycles and in their armored cars would be all over the place, and the radio messages might be crackling: Attention! Parachute spotted near Bazancourt! Patrol all nearby farmland and villages! Things might get hot very soon.
 He got the chute into the loft, then began to bury the silk and pack in a large pile of hay.
 Four seconds later he heard the scrape of a latch drawing back. He tensed, becoming motionless. There came the soft squeaking of hinges below. A reddish glow invaded the barn. Michael slowly, silently slid his knife from its sheath, and saw by the lantern light that he was balanced near the loft’s edge. A few more inches and he would’ve gone over.
 The lantern probed around, spreading light. Then: “Monsieur? Où êtes-vous?”
 It was a woman’s smoky voice, asking where he was. Michael didn’t move, nor did he lay aside the knife.
 “Pourquoi est-ce que vous ne me parlez pas?” she went on, demanding that he speak to her. She lifted the lantern high, and said, again in the crisp country lilt of Normandy French, “I was told to expect you, but I didn’t know you’d drop on my head.”
 Michael gave it a few seconds more before he leaned his face over the loft’s edge. She was dark-haired, wearing a gray woolen sweater and black slacks. “I’m here,” he said quietly, and she jumped back and probed the light up at him. “Not in my eyes,” he warned. She dropped the lantern a few inches. He glimpsed her face: a square jaw, deep-cut cheekbones, unplucked dark brows over eyes the color of sapphires. She had a wiry body and looked as if she could move fast when the situation demanded it. “How far are we from Bazancourt?” he asked.
 She’d seen the hole in the roof about three feet over the man’s head. “Take a look for yourself.”
 Michael did, pulling his head up through the hole.
 Less than a hundred yards away a few lamps burned in the windows of thatch-roofed houses, clustered together around what appeared to be a large plot of rolling farmland. Michael thought he’d have to congratulate the C-47’s pilot for his good aim when he got out of this.
 “Come on!” the girl urged tersely. “We have to get you to a safe place!”
 Michael was about to ease down to the loft again when he heard the rough muttering of engines, coming from the southwest. His heart seized up. Three sets of headlights were quickly approaching, tires boiling up dust from the country road. Scout cars, he reasoned. Probably loaded with soldiers. And there was a fourth vehicle bringing up the rear, moving slower and carrying much more weight. He heard the clank of treads and realized with a cold twist of his insides that the Nazis were taking no chances; they’d brought along a light panzerkampfwagen: a tank.
 “Too late,” Michael said. He watched the scout cars fanning out, surrounding Bazancourt to the west, north, and south. He heard a commander yelling “Dismount!” in German, and dark figures leaped from the cars even before the wheels had stopped turning. The tank came clanking toward the barn, guarding the village’s eastern side. He’d seen enough to know he was trapped. He lowered himself to the loft. “What’s your name?” he asked the French girl.
 “Gabrielle,” she said. “Gaby.”
 “All right, Gaby. I don’t know how much experience you have at this, but you’re going to need it all. Are any of the people here pro-Nazi?”
 “No. They hate the swine.”
 Michael heard a grinding noise: the tank’s turret was swiveling as the machine neared the rear of the barn. “I’ll hide as best I can up here. If—when—the fireworks start, stay out of the way.” He unholstered his .45 and popped a clip of bullets into it. “Good luck,” he told her—but the lamplight was gone, and so was she. The barn-door latch scraped shut. Michael peered through a crack in the boards, saw soldiers with flashlights kicking open the doors of houses. One of the soldiers threw down an incandescent flare, which lit up the entire village with dazzling white light. Then the Nazis began to herd the villagers at gunpoint out of their houses, lining them together around the flare. A tall, lean figure in an officer’s cap walked back and forth before them, and at his side was a second figure, this one huge, with thick shoulders and treetrunk legs.
 The tank treads halted. Michael looked out a knothole toward the rear of the barn. The tank had stopped less than fifteen feet away, and its crew of three men had emerged and lit up cigarettes. One of the men had a submachine gun strapped around his shoulder.
 “Attention!” Michael heard the German officer shout, in French, at the villagers. He returned to the crack, moving silently, so he could see what was happening. The officer was standing before them, the large figure a few steps behind. The flare light illuminated uplifted pistols, rifles, and submachine guns, ringing the villagers. “We knew a kite flier fell down in this arena!” the officer went on, mangling the French language as he spoke. “We shall now wish to grasp that intruder in our gloves! I ask you, humans of Bazancourt, where is the man we wish to cage?”
 Like hell you will, Michael thought, and cocked the .45.
 He went back to the knothole. The tank crew was lounging around their machine, talking and laughing boisterously: a boys’ night out. Could he take them? Michael wondered. He could shoot the ones with the submachine guns first, then the one nearest the hatch so the bastard wouldn’t jump down it and slam—
 He heard the low growl of another engine and more clanking treads. The tank crew shouted and waved, and Michael watched as a second tank stopped on the dusty road. Two men came out of the hatch and started a conversation about the parachutist that had been reported on the radio. “We’ll make a quick sausage out of him,” promised one of the men on the first tank, waving his cigarette like a saber.
 The barn-door latch scraped. Michael crouched where he was, against the hayloft’s rear wall, as the door swung open and the beams of two or three flashlights probed around. “You go first!” he heard one of the soldiers say. Another voice: “Quiet, you ass!” The men came into the barn, following their lights. Michael stayed still, a dark form in shadow, his finger resting lightly on the automatic’s trigger.
 In another few seconds Michael realized that they didn’t know if he was hiding here or not. Out in the village square the officer was shouting, “There will be severe penetrations for all those cohabitating with the enemy!” The three soldiers were looking around beneath the hayloft, kicking cans and equipment over to prove they were really doing a thorough job. Then one of them stopped and lifted his flashlight toward the loft.
 Michael felt his shoulder prickle as the light grazed it and swung to the right. Toward the hole in the roof.
 He smelled scared sweat, and didn’t know if it was the Germans’ or his own.
 The beam hit the roof, began to move steadily toward the hole.
 Closer. Closer.
 “My God!” one of the others said. “Look at this, Rudy!”
 The flashlight stopped, less than three feet from the hole’s edge.
 “What is it?”
 “Here.” There was the noise of bottles clinking. “Calvados! Somebody’s stocked the stuff away in here!”
 “Probably some damned officer. The pigs!” The flashlight beam moved, this time away from the hole; it grazed Michael’s knees, but Rudy was already walking toward the bottles of apple brandy the other man had uncovered from their hiding place. “Don’t let Harzer see you taking them!” warned the third soldier, a frightened and boyish voice. Couldn’t be more than seventeen, Michael thought. “No telling what that damned Boots would do to you!”
 “Right. Let’s get out of here.” The second soldier speaking again. Bottles clinked. “Wait. Got to finish it up before we leave.”
 A bolt drew back; not the door this time, but the mechanism of a submachine gun.
 Michael squeezed his body against the wall, cold sweat on his face.
 The weapon fired, chattering holes through the wall below the hayloft. Then a second gun spoke in a surly rasp, sending slugs up through the hayloft floor. Hay and bits of wood spun into the air. The third soldier fired up into the hayloft, too, zigzagging a spray of bullets that knocked chunks out of the boards two feet to Michael’s right.
 “Hey, you idiots!” shouted one of the tank crewmen when the noise of firing had died. “Stop that target practice through the barn! We’ve got gasoline tins out here!”
 “Screw those SS bastards,” Rudy said, in a quiet voice, and then he and the other two soldiers left the barn with their booty of Calvados bottles. The barn door remained ajar.
 “Who’s the mayor here?” the officer—Harzer?—was shouting, his voice edgy and enraged. “Who’s in charge? Step forward immediately!”
 Michael checked the knothole once more, searching for a way out. He caught a whiff of gasoline; one of the men on the second tank, parked in the road, was pouring fuel from a can into the gasoline portal. Two more cans stood ready for use.
 “Now we can converse,” someone said, from beneath the hayloft.
 Michael silently turned, crouched down, and waited. Lamplight filled the barn.
 “My title is Captain Harzer,” the voice said. “This is my companion, Boots. You’ll notice he’s well clothed to the name.”
 “Yes, sir,” an old man answered fearfully.
 Michael brushed hay away from bullet holes in the floor and peered down.
 Five Germans and an elderly, white-haired Frenchman had entered the barn. Three of the Germans were troopers, wearing field-gray uniforms and their coal-scuttle helmets; they stood near the door, and all of them carried deadly black Schmeisser submachine guns. Harzer was a lean man who held himself in that strict rigidity that Michael associated with devout Nazism: as if the man had an iron bar up his ass all the way to his shoulder blades. Near him stood the man called Boots—the hulking, thick-legged figure Michael had seen in the flare light. Boots was perhaps six three, and weighed in the neighborhood of two hundred sixty or seventy pounds. He wore an aide’s uniform, a gray cap on his sandy-stubbled scalp, and on his feet were polished black leather boots with soles at least two inches thick. In the ruddy glow of the lamps two of the troopers held, the broad, square face of Boots was serene and confident: the face of a killer who enjoys his work.
 “Now we’re solitary, Monsieur Gervaise. You don’t have to fear any of the others. We’ll take care of them.” Hay crunched as Harzer paced the floor, continuing to mangle his French. “We know the kite flier fell down near here. We believe someone in your village must be his touch… uh… agent. Monsieur Gervaise, who might that someone be?”
 “Please, sir… I don’t… I can’t tell you anything.”
 “Oh, don’t be so absolute. What’s your Christian name?”
 “Hen… Henri.” The old man was trembling; Michael could hear his teeth clicking.
 “Henri,” Harzer repeated. “I want you to think before you answer, Henri: do you know where the kite flier fell down, and who here is helping him?”
 “No. Please, Captain. I swear I don’t!”
 “Oh, my.” Harzer sighed, and Michael saw him jerk a finger at Boots.
 The big man took one step forward, and kicked Gervaise in the left kneecap. Bones crunched, and the Frenchman screamed as he fell into the hay. Michael saw metal cleats glint on the killer’s boot soles.
 Gervaise clutched his broken knee and moaned. Harzer leaned down. “You didn’t think, did you?” He tapped the white-haired skull. “Use the brain! Where did the kite flier fall down?”
 “I can’t… oh my God… I can’t…”
 Harzer said, “Shit,” and stepped back.
 Boots slammed his foot down on the old man’s right knee. The bones broke with pistolshot cracks, and Gervaise howled in agony.
 “Are we teaching you how to think yet?” Harzer inquired.
 Michael smelled urine. The old man’s bladder had let go. The smell of pain was in the air, too, like the bitter tang before a brutal thunderstorm. He felt his muscles moving and bunching under his flesh, and a sheen of sweat had begun to slick his body under his camouflage clothes. The change would be on him, if he wanted it. But he stopped himself on the wild edge; what good would it do? The Schmeissers would cut a wolf to pieces as easily as a human, and the way those troopers were spaced apart there would be no way to get all three of them and the tanks. No, no; there were some things a man was better at dealing with, and one of them was knowing his limits. He eased back from the change, felt it move over and away from him like a mist of needles.
 The old man was sobbing and begging for mercy. Harzer said, “We’ve suspected for some time that Bazancourt is a center of spies. My job is ferreting them out. You understand that this is my job?”
 “Please… don’t hurt me anymore,” Gervaise whispered.
 “We’re going to kill you.” It was a statement of fact, without emotion. “We’re going to drag your corpse out to show the others. Then we’ll ask our questions again. You see, your death will actually be saving lives, because someone will speak up. If no one speaks, we’ll burn your village to the ground.” Harzer shrugged. “You won’t care, anyway.” He nodded at Boots.
 Michael tensed—but he knew there was nothing he could do.
 The old man’s mouth opened in a cry of terror, and he tried to crawl away on his shattered legs. Boots kicked him in the ribs; there was a noise like a barrel caving in, and Gervaise whined and clutched the splintered bones that had burst from his flesh. The next kick, with a cleated boot, caught the old man’s collarbone and snapped it. Gervaise writhed like a speared fish. Boots began to kick and stomp the old Frenchman to death, working slowly and with careful precision—a kick to the stomach to burst the organs, a stomp to the hand to smash the fingers, a kick to the jaw to snap its joints and send teeth flying like yellow dice.
 “This is my job,” Harzer told the bleeding, mangled face. “This is what I’m paid for, you see?”
 Boots kicked the old man in the throat and crushed his windpipe. Gervaise began strangling. Michael saw the sweat of effort glisten on Boots’s face; the man was unsmiling, his features like carved stone, but his pale blue eyes spoke of pleasure. Michael kept his gaze fixed on Boots’s face. He wanted to burn it into his brain.
 Gervaise, with a final frenzied attempt, tried to crawl to the door. He left blood on the hay. Boots let him crawl for a few seconds, and then he stomped his right foot down on the center of the old man’s back and broke his spine like a broomstick.
 “Bring him out.” Harzer turned and strode quickly toward the other villagers and soldiers.
 “I found a silver one!” A soldier held up a tooth. “Does he have any more?”
 Boots kicked the jittering body in the side of the head, and a few more teeth flew out. The soldiers bent down, searching for silver in the hay. Then Boots followed Harzer, and two of the soldiers picked up Gervaise’s ankles and dragged the corpse out of the barn.
 Michael was left in darkness, the smell of blood and terror filled his nostrils. He shivered; the hair had risen on the back of his neck. “Attention!” he heard Harzer shout. “Your mayor has departed this life and left you all alone! I’m going to ask you two questions, and I want you to think carefully before you answer…”
 Enough, Michael thought. It was time to ask his own questions. He stood up, went to the knothole. The gasoline smell was thicker. The man on the second tank was pouring in the last of the cans. Michael saw what had to be done, and he knew it had to be done now. He walked underneath the hole, pulled himself up onto the roof, and crouched there.
 “Where did the kite flier fall down?” Harzer was asking. “And who is helping him?”
 Michael took aim and fired.
 The bullet smashed into the gasoline can the crewman was holding. Two things happened at once: gasoline sloshed out of the can onto the man’s clothes, and sparks jumped off the edges of the bullet hole. Harzer’s shouting ceased.
 The gasoline can exploded, and the crewman went up like a torch.
 As the man danced and writhed and the fire burned blue in the puddle of fuel around the gas portal, Michael turned his attention to the three crewmen on the tank just below the barn roof. One of them had seen the automatic muzzle flash and was lifting his submachine gun. Michael shot him through the throat, and the submachine gun fired a pinwheel of tracers into the sky. Another man was about to shove himself headlong down the hatch. Michael fired, but the bullet clanged off metal; he shot again, and this time the man cried out and clutched his back, rolling off the tank’s side to the ground. Michael registered the fact that three bullets were left in the Colt’s magazine. The other crewman fled, running for cover. Michael jumped off the roof.
 He landed on the tank near the main hatch with a shock that thrummed up his legs. He heard Harzer shouting for a machine gunner, and telling the soldiers to surround the barn. The hatch was still open, its rim smeared with German blood. Michael caught a movement to his right, almost behind him, and spun around as a soldier fired his rifle. The bullet passed between his knees and ricocheted off the hatch’s lid. Michael had no time to aim; he didn’t have to, because in the next instant a blast of bullets hit the German in the chest and lifted him off his feet before slamming him to the ground.
 “Get in!” Gaby shouted, holding the smoking Schmeisser she’d picked up from the first man Michael had shot. “Hurry!” She reached up, grasped an iron handle, and pulled herself onto the tank. Michael stood stunned for a heartbeat. “Don’t you understand French?” Gaby demanded, her eyes full of fire and fury. A rifle spoke; two bullets whanged off the tank’s armor, and Michael needed no further persuasion. He jumped into the hatch, down into a cramped compartment where a small red bulb burned. Gaby followed him, reached up, and slammed the hatch shut, then dogged it tight.
 “Down there!” Gaby shoved him deeper into the tank’s innards, and he slid onto an uncomfortable leather seat. In front of him was a panel of instrument gauges, what looked like a hand brake and a number of shift levers. On the floor were various pedals and before his face was a narrow view slit; to right and left were also view slits, and through the left one he saw the crewman burning on the ground beside the second tank, another man popping up from the tank’s hatch to shout, “Turret swivel right sixty-six degrees!”
 The tank’s turret and stubby cannon began to crank around. Michael pressed his automatic’s muzzle against the view slit and squeezed the trigger, blasting a chunk out of the man’s shoulder. The German slid back into the tank, but the turret continued to swivel.
 “Start us up!” Gaby shouted, an edge of terror in her voice. “Ram him!”
 Bullets were knocking against the tank’s armored sides like the impatient fists of a mob. Michael had seen this type of German tank in North Africa, and he knew how it was steered—by the levers, which regulated the gears and speed of the treads—but he’d never driven a tank before. He searched in vain for a way to start it; then Gaby’s hand slid down in front of his face, turned a key in an ignition switch, and there was a grinding, clattering roar followed by the hollow boom of a backfire. The tank was shuddering, its engine running. Michael pressed his foot down on what he hoped was the clutch and battled with the gearshift. A Jaguar touring sedan this was not; the gears ground together, finally meshed with the speed of fresh tar. The tank jerked forward, slamming Michael’s skull back against the padded headrest. Up above him, in the gun loader’s compartment, Gaby saw figures leaping up onto the tank through her own view slit; she thrust the Schmeisser’s barrel through it and raked bullets across two pairs of German legs.
 Michael pressed the accelerator to the floor and wrenched on one of the levers. The tread on the right stopped and the left one kept going, turning the tank to the right; that wasn’t the direction Michael wanted to go, so he tried another of the levers and this time the left tread stopped and the right tread lunged forward, turning the tank sharply to the left and toward the enemy. The tank vibrated, but it obeyed Allied as well as Axis hands. Michael saw the second tank’s turret about to reach the sixty-six-degree mark.
 He jammed on the brake. The second tank’s cannon spat fire.
 There was a banshee scream, and a wave of oven heat hit Michael’s face through the view slit. He had an instant of total confusion, not knowing whether he’d been blown to a million bits or not—and then there came the explosion, out in the farmland maybe three hundred yards beyond Bazancourt.
 He had no time for shock, and certainly none for panic. He hit the accelerator again, and the tank continued its sharp left turn. The treads flung up yards of earth. And then the second tank filled the view slit before him, its turret cannon still flickering fire.
 “That box behind you!” Gaby shouted. “Reach into it!” Machine-gun bullets whined off the turret, making Gaby duck instinctively.
 Michael reached into the box and came up with a steel-jacketed projectile. Gaby pulled a lever, twisted another one, and there was the sound of metal sliding open. “Put it here!” she said, and helped him fit the shell into the cannon breech. She slammed the breech shut, prickles of sweat on her face. “Keep us going straight!” she told him, and she pulled another lever. Something whined, beginning to charge up.
 The second tank began to back away, its turret turning again to get off another shot. Michael manipulated the levers and held a steady course, heading right at the monster. A man’s head emerged from the hatch, shouting something that Michael couldn’t hear above the engine’s roar. But he could guess what the order was: Turret turn to ninety-eight degrees. That would give them a killing shot.
 The cannon swiveled, seeking its target.
 Michael started to hit the brake again, but stopped himself. They might expect him to halt this time. He kept pressing the accelerator, and a stray bullet hit the view slit’s edge to his right and knocked sparks all around him.
 “Hang on!” Gaby warned, and pulled a red trigger marked Feuern.
 Michael thought that two things had happened concurrently: his eardrums had been blown out of his head and his bones had wrenched out of their sockets. He instantly knew, however, that his discomfort was mild compared to what befell the second tank’s crew.
 In the rioting red glare of explosion and flames, Michael saw the entire turret sliced off the other tank like a scalpeled wart. Its cannon fired into the sky as the turret lifted up, spun twice around, and smashed into the dust. Two human torches leaped out of the monster’s body and, screaming, ran in search of death.
 Michael smelled cordite and seared flesh. Another explosion erupted from the other tank, sending pieces of metal banging down. Michael hit the brake and steered violently to the right to sweep past the gutted carcass.
 German soldiers shouted and fled from the tank’s path. Michael saw two figures through the view slit: “Fire! Fire!” Harzer was shouting, Luger in hand, but all order was gone. A few paces behind him, Boots watched impassively.
 “There’s the sonofabitch!” Gaby said. She reached up, unlocked the hatch, and threw it open before Michael could stop her. She lifted her head and shoulders out, took aim with the Schmeisser, and blew most of Harzer’s head away. His body took three steps backward before it crumpled, and Boots threw himself flat on the ground.
 The tank roared past. Michael grasped Gaby’s ankle and pulled her back in. She slammed the hatch shut, blue smoke curling from the Schmeisser’s muzzle. “Across the field!” Gaby told him, and he drove straight ahead as fast as the tank could go.
 Michael smiled tightly. He was sure Captain Harzer would understand that it had only been Gaby’s job.
 Its treads boiling up thick yellow dust, the tank rumbled on across the field, away from the village and the erratic flashes of gunfire. “They’ll track us with the scout cars,” Gaby said. “They’re probably already calling for help. We’d better get out while we can.”
 Michael had no argument. He pulled another cannon shell out of the wooden box behind his seat and wedged it against the accelerator pedal. Gaby climbed up through the hatch, waited for Michael to join her, then tossed her Schmeisser over and jumped. He leaped off a couple of seconds later, and finally landed on the chalky soil of France.
 For a moment he couldn’t find her in the dust. He saw movement to his left, and she gasped, startled, when he came up silently beside her and grasped her arm. She had the submachine gun, and she motioned ahead. “The woods are that way. Are you ready to run?”
 “Always,” he answered. They started sprinting toward the line of trees about thirty yards away. Michael restrained his pace so he wouldn’t get ahead of her.
 They made the woods with no difficulty. Standing amid the trees, Michael and Gaby watched two of the scout cars pass, following the tank at a respectful distance. The tank would lead them several miles, at least.
 “Welcome to France,” Gaby said. “You believe in grand entrances, don’t you?”
 “Any entrance I survive is grand.”
 “Don’t congratulate yourself just yet. We’ve got a long way to go.” She put the Schmeisser’s strap around her shoulder and cinched it. “I hope you’ve got a good strong heart; I travel fast.”
 “I’ll try to keep up,” he promised.
 She turned away, all business and deadly purpose, and began to move quietly through the underbrush. Michael stayed about twelve feet behind, listening for the sounds of anyone or anything coming after them. They weren’t being followed; with Harzer dead, all initiative had broken down and no soldiers were combing the woods. He thought of the man with the polished, cleated boots. Killing an old man was easy; he wondered how Boots might do against a ferocious opponent.
 Well, life was full of possibilities.
 Michael followed the French girl, and the forest sheltered them.
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After more than an hour of fast walking in a southwesterly direction, crossing a few fields and roads with Gaby’s Schmeisser cocked and ready and Michael’s ears pricked for sounds, she said, “We wait here.”
 They were in a stand of trees at the edge of a clearing, and Michael could see a single stone farmhouse ahead. The house was a ruin, its roof collapsed; destroyed, perhaps, by an errant Allied bomb, a mortar shell, or German SS troopers hunting partisans. Even the earth around the house had been charred by fire, and a few blackened stubs of trees were all that remained of an orchard.
 “You sure you have the right place?” Michael asked her; a pointless question, and her chilly gaze told him so.
 “We’re ahead of schedule,” she explained, kneeling down with the Schmeisser across her lap. “We won’t be able to go in for…” She paused while she checked the luminous hands on her wristwatch. “Twelve minutes.”
 Michael knelt beside her, impressed by her directional skills. How had she navigated? By the stars, of course, or else she simply knew the route by heart. But though they were apparently where they were supposed to be by a given time, there was nothing in the area but the single destroyed farmhouse. “You must’ve had some experience with tanks,” he said.
 “Not really. I had a German lover who was the commander of a tank crew. I learned everything from him.”
 Michael lifted his brows. “Everything?”
 She glanced quickly at him, then away again; his eyes seemed to glow like the hands of her watch, and they held steady. “It was necessary that I… do my duty for the benefit of my country,” she said, a little shakily. “The man had information about a truck convoy.” She felt him watching her. “I did what I was supposed to do. That’s all.”
 He nodded. The man, she’d said. No name, no emotion. This war was as clean as a slashed throat. “I’m sorry about what happened at the village. I—”
 “Forget it,” she interrupted. “You’re not to blame.”
 “I watched the old man die,” he went on. He’d seen death before, of course. Many times. But the cold precision of Boots’s kicks and stomps still made his insides writhe. “Who was the man who killed him? Harzer called him Boots.”
 “Boots is—was—Harzer’s bodyguard. An SS-trained killer. Now that Harzer’s dead, they’ll probably assign Boots to some other officer, perhaps on the Eastern Front.” Gaby paused, staring at a fragile glint of moonlight on the Schmeisser’s barrel. “The old man—Gervaise—was my uncle. He was my last blood relative. My mother, father, and two brothers were killed by the Nazis in 1940.” It was stated as hard fact, without any hint of emotion. The emotion, Michael thought, had been burned out of her as surely as the life in that orchard.
 “If I’d known that,” Michael said, “I would have—”
 “No, you wouldn’t have,” she told him sharply. “You would have done just as you did, or your mission would be over and you’d be dead. My village would be burned to the ground anyway, and all the people there executed. My uncle knew the risks. He was the man who brought me into the underground.” Her gaze met his. “Your mission is the important thing. One life, ten lives, a village lost—it doesn’t matter. We have a greater purpose.” She looked away from his gleaming, penetrating eyes. If she could tell herself that over and over, it might make death more than senseless, she thought. But deep down in her charred soul, she doubted it.
 “It’s time to go in,” Gaby said when she checked her watch again.
 They crossed the clearing, Gaby ready with the Schmeisser and Michael sniffing the air. He smelled hay, burned grass, the apple-wine fragrance of Gaby’s hair, but no odor of sweating skin that might’ve meant soldiers hiding in ambush. As Michael followed Gaby into the ruined farmhouse, he caught just a hint of a strange oily smell; a metallic odor, he thought. Oil on metal? She led him through the tangle of broken timbers and stones to a heap of ashes. He found the oily metal smell again, around this ash pile. Gaby knelt down and inserted her hand into the ashes; Michael heard the hinges of a little compartment open. The ashes were not all entirely ashes, but a cleverly painted and arranged mass of camouflaged rubber. Gaby’s fingers found an oiled flywheel, which she turned to the right several revolutions. Then she drew her hand out, and Michael heard the noise of latches being unbolted under the farmhouse floor. Gaby stood up. A hatch smoothly lifted, the rubber ashes piled on top of it. Oil gleamed on metal hinges and gears, and there were wooden steps descending into the earth.
 “Entrez,” a dark-haired, sallow young Frenchman said, and motioned Michael down the stairs into, literally, the underground.
 Michael entered the hatch, with Gaby following right behind him. Another man, this one older, with a grizzled gray beard, was standing in the passageway ahead, holding a lantern. The first man closed the hatch and spun the flywheel shut from the inside, then threw three latches. The corridor was narrow and low-ceilinged, and Michael had to crouch as he followed the man with the lantern.
 Then they came to another descending stairway, this one made of stone. The earthen walls were chunks of rough, ancient rock. At the bottom of the steps was a large chamber and a series of corridors snaking off in different directions. Some kind of medieval fortress, Michael assumed. Light bulbs hung from cables overhead and gave off a dim glow. From somewhere else came whirring noises, like sewing machines at work. On a large table in the chamber, laid out under the light bulbs, was a map; Michael approached it, and saw the streets of Paris. Voices swelled, people talking in another room. A typewriter or coding machine clacked. An attractive older woman came into the chamber with a file folder, which she deposited in one of several filing cabinets. She glanced quickly at Michael, nodded at Gaby, and went back to her business.
 “Well, laddie,” someone said in English, a voice like the rasp of a handsaw, “you ain’t a Scotsman, but you’ll have to do.”
 Michael had heard heavy footsteps a few seconds before the voice, so he wasn’t startled. He turned, and faced a red-bearded giant in a kilt.
 “Pearly McCarren, at your service,” the man said, with a rolling Scots burr that made spittle and steam fly out of his mouth into the chilly underground air. “King of Scottish France. Which is from that wall to the one yonder,” he added, and brayed with laughter. “Hey, André!” he said to the man who’d carried the lantern. “How about breakin’ out a good glass o’ wine for me and me guest, eh?” The man left the room through one of the corridors. “That’s not really his name,” McCarren told Michael, holding his hand to his mouth as if he were confiding a secret, “but I canna pronounce most of their monickers, so I call ’em all André, eh?”
 “I see,” Michael said, and had to smile.
 “You had a little problem, didn’t ya?” McCarren turned his attention to Gaby. “Bastards been chewin’ up the radio for the last hour. They almost clip your tails?”
 “Almost,” she answered in English. “Uncle Gervaise is dead.” She didn’t wait for an expression of sympathy. “So is Harzer, and quite a few other Nazis. Our associate is a good shot. We also took out a tank: a panzerkampfwagen two, bearing the organizational symbol of the Twelfth SS Panzer Division.”
 “Good work.” He scribbled a note on a pad, tore off the page, and pressed a little bell beside his chair at the map table. “We’d best let our friends know the SS Panzer boys are prowlin’ around. Those Mark Twos are old machines; they must be scrapin’ the barrel’s bottom.” He handed the note to the woman who’d brought the file folder, and she hurried off again. “Sorry about your uncle,” McCarren said. “He did a helluva fine job. You get Boots?”
 She shook her head. “Harzer was the important target.”
 “Right you are. Still, it hurts my soul to know that big son of a bitch is alive and kickin’. As the sayin’ goes.” His pale blue eyes, set in a moon-shaped, jowly face the color of Dover chalk, fixed on Michael. “Come over here and take a look at the noose you’re gonna be stickin’ your neck into.”
 Michael walked around the table and stood beside McCarren, who towered at least three inches over him and seemed as broad as a barn door. McCarren wore a brown sweater with patches on the elbows, and a dark blue and green kilt: the colors of the Black Watch regiment. His hair was a few shades darker than his unruly beard, which was the orange hue of flint sparks. “Our friend Adam lives here.” McCarren jabbed a thick finger down on the maze of boulevards, avenues, and winding side streets. “A gray stone buildin’ on the Rue Tobas. Hell, they’re all gray stone, ain’t they? Anyway, he lives in apartment number eight, on the corner. Adam’s a filin’ clerk, works on the staff of a minor German officer who processes supplies for the Nazis in France—food, clothes, writin’ paper, fuel, and bullets. You can learn a lot about troops from what the high command’s supplyin’ ’em with.” He tapped the street maze. “Adam walks to work every day, along this route.” Michael watched as the finger traced the Rue Tobas, turned onto the Rue St. Fargeau and then ended on the Avenue Gambetta. “The buildin’s here, surrounded by a high fence with barbed wire on top of it.”
 “Adam’s still working?” Michael asked. “Even though the Gestapo knows he’s a spy?”
 “Right. I doubt they’re givin’ him anythin’ but busy work to do, though. Look here.” McCarren picked up a folder lying beside the map and flipped it open. Inside were grainy, blown-up black-and-white photographs, which he handed to Michael. They were pictures of two men, one wearing a suit and tie, the other in a light jacket and beret. “These Gestapo men follow Adam everywhere. If not those in particular, then others. They’ve got an apartment in the buildin’ across from his, and they watch his place all the time. We’ve also got to assume they have the phone lines fixed so they can listen in on his calls.” McCarren’s gaze met Michael’s. “They’re waitin’, ya see.”
 Michael nodded. “Waiting to take two birds with one stone.”
 “Right. And maybe from those two birds they hope to find the whole nest, which would put us out of business at a crucial time. Anyway, they got wind Adam knows somethin’, and they sure don’t want that information gettin’ out.”
 “Do you know anything about what it might be?”
 “No. And neither does anybody in the underground. As soon as the Gestapo found out he knew whatever it is, they started ridin’ him like ticks on a terrier.”
 The gray-bearded Frenchman McCarren had called Andre brought a dusty bottle of Burgundy and three glasses. He set them on the table next to the map of Paris, and then left them while McCarren poured a glass of wine for Michael, Gaby, and then himself. “To killing Nazis,” McCarren said, lifting his glass. “And to the memory of Henri Gervaise.” Michael and Gaby joined him in the toast. McCarren swallowed the wine quickly. “So you see your problem, man?” McCarren inquired. “The Gestapo’s got Adam in an invisible cage.”
 Michael sipped the harsh, strong wine and studied the map. “Adam goes to work and comes back along this same route every day?” he asked.
 “Yes. I can give you a timetable if you need it.”
 “I will.” Michael’s gaze followed the path of intersecting streets. “We must reach Adam while he’s walking either to work or to his apartment,” he decided.
 “Forget it.” McCarren sloshed a little more wine into his glass. “We’ve thought of that already. We were plannin’ on pullin’ up in a car, shootin’ the Gestapo bastards down, and gettin’ him the hell out of there, but—”
 “But,” Michael interrupted, “you realized Adam would be shot first if any other Gestapo men besides these two were trailing him, and you’d never get him out of Paris alive even if he did survive the pickup. In addition, whoever was in that car would most likely be riddled with bullets or captured by the Gestapo, which would not be very good for the underground. Correct?”
 “More or less,” McCarren said, with a shrug of his massive shoulders.
 “So how can Adam be contacted on the street?” Gaby asked. “Anyone who even stops him for a few seconds would be picked up immediately.”
 “I don’t know,” Michael admitted. “But it seems to me we’ve got to do this in two steps. First we must alert Adam that someone’s come to help him. The second step is getting him out, which may be…” he grunted softly. “Tricky.”
 “Right-o,” McCarren said. He had dismissed his glass and was swigging the Burgundy from the bottle. “That’s what me and me mates in the Black Watch regiment said at Dunkirk four years ago, when the Nazis backed us up against the coast. We said it’d be a trick to get out, but we were gonna do it, by God.” He smiled bitterly. “Well, most of ’em are lyin’ six feet under, and I’m still in France.” He swigged again, then thunked the bottle back down on the table. “We’ve pondered this thing over a lot of different ways, my friend. Anybody who goes after Adam is gonna get nabbed by the Gestapo. Period.”
 “You have a picture of him, of course,” Michael said. Gaby opened another file folder and presented him with black-and-white photographs—front face and profile shots, the kind of pictures on identity cards—of an unsmiling, slender blond man in his midforties, with a wan, washed-out appearance and round wire-framed spectacles. Adam was the type of man who blended into white wallpaper, no distinguishing marks, no personality in his expression, nothing but a face you would usually forget after seeing it. An accountant, Michael thought. Or a bank teller. Michael scanned the typed dossier, written in French, of the agent code-named Adam. Five feet ten inches tall. A hundred and thirty-six pounds. Ambidextrous. Interests include collecting stamps, gardening, and opera. Relatives in Berlin. One sister in…
 Michael glanced back at one word: opera. “Adam attends the Paris opera?” he asked.
 “All the time,” McCarren answered. “He doesn’t have a lot of money, but he spends most of it on that caterwaulin’ nonsense.”
 “He shares a box at the opera house with two other men,” Gaby said, beginning to see what Michael was driving toward. “We can find the exact box, if you like.”
 “Could we get a message to either of Adam’s friends?”
 She thought about that for a moment, then shook her head. “No. Too risky. As far as we know, they’re not his friends, just civil service employees who rent the box with him. Either one of them might be working for the Gestapo.”
 Michael returned his attention to the photographs of Adam and made sure he knew every inch of that bland, expressionless face. Behind it, he thought, something very important was locked away. He could smell that now, as surely as he could smell the Burgundy on Pearly McCarren’s breath and the musky scent of gunsmoke on Gaby’s skin. “I’ll find a way to get to him,” Michael said.
 “In broad daylight?” McCarren lifted his shaggy, flame-colored eyebrows. “With the Nazis watchin’?”
 “Yes,” Michael answered, with authority. He held McCarren’s gaze for a few seconds, and the Scotsman grunted and looked away. How he was going to fulfill his mission, Michael didn’t know yet, but there had to be a way. He hadn’t jumped out of a damned airplane, he reasoned, to call it quits just because the situation appeared impossible. “I’ll need an identity card and the proper road passes,” he said. “I don’t want to be picked up before I get to Paris.”
 “Follow me.” McCarren motioned him through a corridor into another room, where a camera was set up on a tripod and a couple of men were working at a table, carefully inking in the last touches on forged Nazi passes and ID cards. “You’ll get your picture taken and we’ll make your cards look well used,” McCarren explained. “The boys here are old hands at this. Come on, through here.” He went on into the next chamber, where Michael saw racks of various Nazi uniforms, bolts of field-gray and green cloth, caps and helmets and boots. Three women were busy at sewing machines, stitching on buttons and insignias. “You’ll be a communications officer, in charge of keepin’ the phone lines workin’. By the time you leave here, you’ll know everythin’ about the Germans’ wire systems, and you’ll be able to recite your units and their locations in your sleep. That’ll be two days of intensive study. Also time for the Jerries to settle down upstairs. You’ll go to Paris with a driver. One of my Andres. We’ve got a nice shiny staff car hidden not too far from here. The big chief says you know your German, so startin’ at oh-eight-hundred hours that’s all you’ll be speakin’.” He dug out a pocket watch and flipped it open. “Which gives you about four hours to wash up and get some sleep. I expect you’ll need it.”
 Michael nodded. Four hours was more than enough sleep for him, and he wanted to get the war paint and dust off his face. “You’ve got a shower down here?”
 “Not quite.” McCarren smiled faintly and glanced at Gaby, who had followed them in. “This place was built by the Romans, back when Caesar was a big chief. They liked their baths. Gaby, will you take charge of our friend?”
 “This way,” Gaby said, and started out of the chamber with Michael a few paces behind.
 “Gaby?” McCarren waited until she’d stopped and looked at him. “You did a damned fine job out there.”
 “Merci,” she answered, with no hint of pleasure at being praised. Her sapphire-blue eyes, stunning in her dusty, chiseled face, focused on Michael Gallatin. They regarded him with nothing but cool, professional respect. One killer to another, Michael thought. He was glad they were both fighting on the same side. “Follow me,” she told him, and he did, through the chilly underground corridors.
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“There’s your tub,” Gaby told him, and Michael stood looking at a stone vat about fifteen feet across and four feet deep, full of water in which a few dead leaves and grass floated. “Here’s your soap,” she said, and tossed him a hard white brick from a wooden rack on which were also several ratty-looking but clean towels. “We just put the water in a couple of days ago.” She motioned toward a large stone spout that emerged from the wall over the vat. “I hope you don’t mind bathing in water that’s already been used.”
 He put on the best smile he could manage. “As long as that’s all it’s been used for.”
 “No, we’ve got somewhere else for that.”
 “The comforts of home,” Michael said, and suddenly Gaby pulled off her dusty sweater and began to unbutton her blouse. He watched her undress, not knowing how to respond, and she looked at him as she took her blouse off and her bra was exposed. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said, without pausing as she reached back and unhooked her bra. “I’ve got to wash, too.” The bra fell away, and her breasts were in full view.
 “Oh no,” Michael said. “I don’t mind at all.”
 “I’m glad. Even if you did, it wouldn’t matter. Some men are… you know… shy about bathing with women.” She took off her boots and socks, and began to unzip her slacks.
 “I can’t imagine,” Michael answered, more to himself than her. He took off his cap and unbuttoned his jumpsuit. Without hesitating, Gaby removed the last of her underwear and, totally naked, walked to a set of stone steps leading down into the water. She descended them, and Michael heard her catch her breath as the water crept up her thighs and reached her stomach. Spring water, he thought. Drawn through an ancient Roman system of pipes into what served as a communal bath, possibly in a temple of some kind. Gaby took the last step, the water just over her breasts, and finally released the air she’d been hoarding. It was chilly enough down here without wet skin, but he didn’t care to go to Paris without bathing for the next two days. He stepped out of his underwear and walked down the steps. The cold water shocked first his ankles, then his knees, then… well, it was an experience he was not likely to forget.
 “Bracing,” Michael said, with gritted teeth.
 “I’m impressed. You must be used to cold baths, yes?” Before he could answer, she walked to the center of the pool and ducked her head under. She came up quickly, and pushed her thick black hair back from her face. “The soap, please?” She caught it when he tossed it to her, and began to lather her hair. The soap smelled of tallow and oatmeal, definitely not a brand bought in a Parisian boutique. “You thought fast back at Bazancourt,” she told him.
 “Not particularly. I just took advantage of an opportunity.” He ducked down to his neck in the water, trying to get accustomed to the chill.
 “Do you do that often?” she asked, her hair dripping suds. “Take advantage of opportunities?”
 “It’s the only way I know.” The wolf’s way, he thought. One took what was offered.
 Gaby soaped her arms, shoulders, and breasts, her movements fast and efficient instead of slowly seductive. Nothing was being offered here, Michael thought. Gaby was simply getting a job done. She seemed to be totally unconcerned about the fact that her tight, supple body was less than seven feet away from him, and that lack of concern—her confidence that she could deal with whatever problem that arose—intrigued him. But the chill water permitted only twitches, no arousal. Michael watched as she soaped as much of her back as she could reach; she didn’t ask him to do the rest. Then she lathered her face, ducked underwater again, and came up rosy-cheeked. She tossed him the soap. “Your turn.”
 Michael scrubbed the camouflage paint off his face. The harsh soap stung his skin. “The lights,” he said, and nodded toward the two bulbs that hung on wires at the wall. “How do you get electricity down here?”
 “We’ve spliced into the lines that feed a chateau about two miles away,” Gaby said. She smiled faintly, suds still in her hair. “The Nazis are using it as a command post.” She rinsed her hair once more, getting the rest of the soap out; the suds floated around her like garlands of lace. “We don’t use the electricity except between midnight and five A.M., and we don’t drain enough for them to notice.”
 “Too bad you don’t have a water heater.” Michael doused his head under and wet his hair, then soaped it and washed the grit out of it. He scrubbed his chest, arms, and face again, rinsed himself off, and caught Gaby staring at his uncamouflaged features.
 “You’re not an Englishman,” she decided, after a few seconds of studying him without war paint.
 “I’m a British citizen…”
 “Perhaps you are… but you’re not English.” She stepped closer to him. He smelled the natural fragrance of her clean flesh, and he thought of an apple orchard blooming white under a springtime sun. “I saw a lot of Englishmen, caught by the Germans in 1940. You don’t look like they did.”
 “And how was that?”
 She shrugged. Came a foot or two nearer. His green eyes could mesmerize her if she let them, so she stared at his mouth. “I don’t know. Maybe… as if they were children playing a game. They didn’t realize what they were up against when they tried to fight the Nazis. You look…” She paused, the cold water on her breasts. She tried to articulate what it was she was thinking. “You look as if you’ve been fighting for a very long time.”
 “I was in North Africa,” he said.
 “No. That’s not what I mean. You look… as if your war is here.” Gaby pressed her fingers over her heart. “Your battle is inside, yes?”
 Now it was his turn to look away from her, because she saw too deeply. “Isn’t everyone’s?” he asked, and began walking through the water toward the steps. It was time to dry off and direct his mind to his mission.
 The light bulbs flickered. Once, then again. They dimmed to brown and went out, and Michael stood in darkness with the chill water lapping at his waist. “Air raid,” Gaby said; he heard a tremor in her voice, and he realized she didn’t like the dark. “The Germans have shut the power down.”
 There was a distant, muffled noise like a hammer whacking a pillow. Either a bomb exploding or a large-caliber cannon going off, Michael thought. It was followed by other blasts, more felt than heard, and the stones shivered beneath Michael’s feet. “This may be a bad one,” Gaby said, and this time she couldn’t hide the fear in her voice. “Hang on, everybody!” someone shouted in French from another chamber. There was a boom and shudder and Michael heard the roof crack like a pistol shot. Bits of stone splashed into the water. Either bombs were falling close overhead or a battery of anti-aircraft cannons was filling the sky with explosions. Roman dust wafted into Michael’s nostrils, and the next blast felt as if it landed within fifty yards of his skull.
 A warm, shivering body pressed against him. Gaby clung to his shoulders, and Michael put his arms around her.
 Fragments of stone were splashing on either side of them. Six or seven pebble-sized pieces fell onto Michael’s back. Another explosion made Gaby press closer into him, her fingers gripping at his flesh, and in a lull of silence between blasts he heard her gasp and moan in expectation of the next bomb fall. He stood, his muscles tensed, and stroked Gaby’s wet hair as the bombs fell to earth and the anti-aircraft guns thundered.
 Then, a minute later, there was nothing but the sound of their breathing. Their hearts were slamming, and Michael felt Gaby’s body quake with the violence of her pulse. Someone was coughing in another chamber, and a voice—McCarren’s—shouted, “Anyone hurt?” Other voices answered, saying that there were no injuries. “Gaby?” McCarren called. “You and the Brit all right?”
 She tried to answer, but she had dust in her nostrils and throat and she felt as if she might pass out. She hated the dark, the sense of confinement, and the hammering blasts that brought back a terrifying moment four years ago when she’d hidden in a basement with her family while Luftwaffe airplanes bombed her village to rubble.
 “Gaby?” McCarren shouted, sounding a little frantic.
 “We’re all right,” Michael told him calmly. “Just shaken up a bit.”
 The Scotsman whuffed a sigh of relief and went on to check another area.
 Gaby couldn’t stop shaking. It was the cold water and her own chilled blood. She had her head against the man’s shoulder, and it suddenly occurred to her that she didn’t know—and shouldn’t know—his real name. That was one of the rules of the game. But she smelled his flesh through the musty aroma of wafting dust, and she thought for an instant—but no, of course that couldn’t be—that his skin had the faintest wild scent about it, like an animal’s odor. It was not unpleasant, just… different, in a way she couldn’t pinpoint.
 The light bulbs flickered again. Off and on, off and on as someone—a German hand—threw the switches that regulated the power flow. And then they came on and stayed on, though muted to a dim brownish cast. “All clear,” Michael said, and Gaby looked up into his face. His eyes seemed to be slightly luminous, as if they were absorbing all the available light, and the sight frightened her, though she wasn’t exactly sure why. This man was different; something about him, something indefinable. She met his stare, as time was measured in heartbeats, and she thought she saw a glimpse of something—a leaping, elemental thing—behind those green eyes like flames behind icy glass. She was aware of the heat of his body, steam beginning to drift from his pores, and she started to speak—to say what, she didn’t know, but she did know that when her voice came out it would tremble.
 Michael spoke first, with his body. He turned away from her, walked up the steps to the towel rack, took one for himself and one for her. “You’ll catch your death,” he told Gaby, offering her the towel as an inducement to leave the chilly water. She came out, and Michael felt his body respond as the water crept down from her breasts, down her flat stomach and her glistening thighs. And then she was standing in front of him, dripping, her black hair wet and sleek, and Michael gently folded the towel around her. His throat was tight, but he got the words out anyway. “I’d better get some rest,” he said, staring into her eyes. “I’ve had an exciting night.”
 “Yes,” Gaby agreed. “Me, too.” She clutched the towel around her and left wet footprints on the stones as she went to her clothes and gathered them up. “Your room is down that corridor.” She motioned toward it. “It’s through the second archway on the right. I hope you don’t mind a cot, but the blanket’s good and thick.”
 “It sounds fine.” He could sleep in the mud when he was tired, and he knew he’d be asleep within two minutes of hitting that cot.
 “I’ll come for you when it’s time to get up,” she told him.
 “I hope so,” he answered as he dried his hair. He heard her footsteps as she left the chamber, and when he lowered the towel, Gaby was gone. Then he dried his body off, picked up his clothes, and went along the corridor she’d indicated. There was a candle in a brass holder and a box of matches on the floor outside the second archway, and Michael paused to light the wick. He followed the flame into his room, which was a musty, damp-walled chamber that held a narrow, decidedly uncomfortable-looking cot and a metal rod on the wall with a few clothes hangers dangling from it. Michael hung his clothes up; they smelled of sweat, dust, and German-tank engine exhaust, with a hint of scorched flesh. Michael thought that after the war was over he might go into the business of renting his sense of smell, maybe to a maker of perfumes. Once, on a street in London, he’d found a woman’s white glove, and in that glove he’d smelled the scents of brass keys, tea and lemons, Chanel perfume, the sweet earthy fragrance of an expensive white wine, the odors of more than one man’s perspiration, a distant hint of an ancient rose, and of course the rubber smell of the Dunlop tire that had run across it as it lay on the street. He had learned over the years and by virtue of practice, that scents were almost as powerful to him as vision. His ability was stronger when he was under the change, of course, but much of it had seeped into his life as a human.
 Michael pulled the cot’s blanket back and got into bed. The springs stabbed his back, but he’d been stabbed by sharper blades. He got himself situated under the blanket, and then he blew out the candle, put the candle holder on the stones beside the cot, and lay his head back on a pillow stuffed with goose down. His body was tired, but his mind wanted to roam, like a beast pacing behind bars. He stared into the darkness, and he listened to the sound of water dripping slowly down a wall.
Your battle is inside, Gaby had said. Yes?
 Yes, Michael thought. And it came to him, something he pondered every day and every night since he was a child in the Russian forest: I’m not human. I’m not an animal. What am I?
 Lycanthrope. A word coined by a psychiatrist, a man who studied jibbering patients in mental wards, their eyes glassy in the glare of the full moon. The peasants of Russia, Romania, Germany, Austria, Hungary, Yugoslavia, Spain, and Greece all had different words for it, but those words converged on the same meaning: werewolf.
 Not human. Not an animal, Michael thought. What am I, in the eye of God?
 Ah, but there was another bend in the thicket of thought. Often Michael imagined God as a huge white wolf, striding across a snowfield under a sky ablaze with stars, and God’s eyes were golden and very clear, and God’s white fangs were very, very sharp. God could smell lies and treachery across the firmament, and he tore the hearts out of the disloyal and ate them bleeding. There was no escape from the cold judgment of God, the King of Wolves.
 But how, then, did men’s God view the lycanthrope? As a pestilence or a miracle? Michael, of course, could only speculate, but he knew one thing for certain: there were very few times when he didn’t wish he might be a beast for all of his life, and run free and wild in the green halls of God. Two legs fettered him; four legs let him fly.
 It was time to sleep now, to gather his strength for the morning and the job ahead. Much to learn, much to beware of. Paris was a beautiful trap with jagged jaws, and it could break a man’s or wolf’s neck with equal ease. Michael closed his eyes, trading outer darkness for the darkness within. He listened to the water drip… drip… drip. He drew a long lungful of breath, let it go in a whisper, and he left this world.
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He sat up, and heard water dripping down a wall of ancient stones. His vision was fogged by sleep and brain fever, but a small fire of pine branches smoldered in the center of the chamber and by its ruddy glow Mikhail could see the figure of a man standing over him. He said the first thing that came to him: “Father?”
 “I’m not your father, boy.” It was the voice of Wiktor, speaking with a hint of rough agitation. “You’ll not call me that again.”
 “My… father.” Mikhail blinked, trying to focus. Wiktor towered over him, clad in his deerskin robe with its snow-hare collar, his gray beard trailing down his chest. “Where’s… my mother?”
 “Dead. All of them are dead. You already know that; why do you persist in calling to ghosts?”
 The little boy pressed his hand against his face. He was sweating, but his insides felt cold, as if he were July on the skin and January in the blood. His bones were throbbing, like a dull axblade chopping an ironwood tree. Where was he? he wondered. His father, mother, and sister… where were they? It began to come back to him, through the murk of memory: the picnic, the shootings in the meadow, the bodies lying on scarlet-spattered grass. And the men after him, the crash of horse hooves through the underbrush. The wolves. The wolves. Here his mind sheared away, and the memories fled like children past a graveyard. But deep down he knew where he was—the depths of the white palace—and he knew the man standing before him like a barbarian king was both more and less than human.
 “You’ve been with us for six days,” Wiktor said. “You’re not eating anything, not even the berries. Do you want to die?”
 “I want to go home,” Mikhail answered, his voice weak. “I want to be with my mother and father.”
 “You are home,” Wiktor said. Someone coughed violently, and Wiktor glanced over with his keen amber eyes to where the shape of Andrei lay under a cover of cloaks. The coughing turned into a choking noise, and Andrei’s body lurched. When the sound of mortal illness faded away, Wiktor returned his attention to the little boy. “Listen to me,” he commanded, and squatted down on his haunches before Mikhail. “You’re going to be sick soon. Very soon. You’ll need your strength, if you’re going to live through it.”
 Mikhail held his stomach, which felt hot and swollen. “I’m sick now.”
 “Not nearly like you’re going to be.” Wiktor’s eyes shone like copper coins in the low red light. “You’re a thin whelp,” he decided. “Didn’t your parents feed you any meat?” He didn’t wait for an answer, but grasped Mikhail’s chin with his gnarled fingers and lifted the boy’s face so it caught most of the fire’s glow. “Pale as milk pudding,” Wiktor said. “You won’t be able to stand it. I can tell.”
 “Stand what, sir?”
 “Stand the change. The sickness that’s going to come over you.” Wiktor released his chin. “Don’t eat, then. It would be a waste of good food. You’re finished, aren’t you?”
 “I don’t know, sir,” Mikhail admitted, and shivered as a chill passed through his bones.
 “I know. I’ve learned to recognize strong reeds and weak ones. A lot of weak reeds lie in our garden.” Wiktor motioned outward, beyond the chamber, and Andrei suffered another spasm of coughing. “All of us are born weak,” Wiktor told the boy. “We have to learn to be strong, or we perish. A simple fact of life and death.”
 Mikhail was tired. He thought of a mop he’d once watched Dimitri use to swab the carriage, and he felt the way that wet old mop had looked. He lay down again, on a pallet of grass and pine straw.
 “Boy?” Wiktor asked. “Do you know anything about what’s happening to you?”
 “No sir.” Mikhail closed his eyes and squeezed them tight. His face felt as if it were made of the candle wax he used to dip his finger in and watch harden.
 “They never do,” Wiktor said, mostly to himself. “Do you know anything about germs?” He was addressing the boy again.
 “Germs, sir?”
 “Germs. Bacteria. Virus. You know what those things are?” Again, he didn’t wait for a response. “Look at this.” Wiktor spat in his hand, and put the spittle-pooled palm in front of Mikhail’s face. The boy looked at it obediently, saw nothing but spit. “It’s in there,” Wiktor said. “The pestilence and the miracle. It’s right there, in my hand.” He pulled his hand away, and Mikhail watched him lick the saliva back into his mouth. “I’m full of it,” Wiktor said. “In my blood and my insides. My heart and lungs, my guts, my brain.” He tapped his bald skull. “I’m infested with it,” he said, and he stared forcefully at Mikhail. “Just as you are, right now.”
 Mikhail wasn’t sure he understood what the man was talking about. He sat up again, his head pounding. Chills and fever played through his body, malicious partners in torment.
 “It was in Renati’s spit.” Wiktor touched Mikhail’s shoulder, where a bandage of leaves and some kind of brown herbal paste Renati had mixed was pressed to the inflamed, pus-edged wound. It was no more than a glancing touch, but the pain made Mikhail wince and draw a breath. “It’s in you now, and it’s either going to kill you or…” He paused and shrugged. “Teach you the truth.”
 “The truth?” Mikhail shook his head, puzzled and hazy in the brain. “About what?”
 “Life,” Wiktor said. His breath wafted into the boy’s face, and it smelled of blood and raw meat. Mikhail saw flecks of something red in his beard, which also held bits of leaves and grass. “A life beyond dreams—or nightmares—depending on your point of view. Some might call it an affliction, a disease, a curse.” He had sneered that last word. “I call it nobility, and I would only live one other life, if I could be reborn: I would know the wolf’s way from birth, and be ignorant of that beast called a human being. Do you understand what I’m saying, boy?”
 One thought was paramount in Mikhail’s mind. “I want to go home now,” he said.
 “My God, we’ve brought a simpleton into the pack!” Wiktor almost shouted. He stood up. “There is no home for you now but here, with us!” He nudged with his sandal an uneaten piece of meat that lay on the floor near the boy’s pallet; it was rabbit flesh, and though Renati had passed it over a flame a few times, it still oozed a little blood. “Don’t eat!” Wiktor thundered. “In fact, I command you not to eat! The sooner you die, the sooner we can tear you to pieces and eat you!” That sent a shiver of pure terror through Mikhail, but his face, glistening with sweat, remained impassive. “So you leave this alone, do you hear me?” He kicked the piece of rabbit meat a few inches closer to Mikhail’s side. “We want you to get weak and die!” The coughing of Andrei broke his tirade. Wiktor turned away from the boy to go across the chamber, and he knelt at Andrei’s side and lifted the blanket. Mikhail heard the breath hiss between Wiktor’s teeth, and Wiktor grunted and said, “My poor Andrei,” in a quiet, subdued voice. Then, abruptly, Wiktor stood up, shot a dark glance at Mikhail, and stalked out of the chamber.
 Mikhail lay very still, listening to the sound of Wiktor’s sandals scrape on the stairs going up. The little fire popped and spat sparks, and Andrei’s breathing was like a rumble of freight cars on a distant track. Mikhail shivered, full of frost, and stared at the bloody piece of rabbit meat.
I command you not to eat, Wiktor had said. Mikhail stared at the meat, and watched a fly buzz slowly around it. The fly landed on the meat and crawled happily over it, as if searching for a tender place from which to draw the first sip of juice. I command you not to eat.
 Mikhail looked away. Andrei coughed raggedly, twitched, and then lay still again. What was wrong with him? Mikhail wondered. Why was he so sick? His gaze slid back to the rabbit flesh. He thought of wolf fangs, distended and dripping, and in his mind’s eye he saw a big pile of bones licked clean and white as October snow. His stomach mewled like a kitten. He looked away from the meat again. It was so bloody, so… awful. Such a raw thing would never be found on the gilded plates of the Gallatinov dining table. When was he going home, and where were his mother and father? Oh, yes. Dead. All dead. Something gripped tight in his mind, like a fist around a secret, and he couldn’t think about his parents or his sister anymore. He stared at the rabbit flesh, and his mouth watered.
 One taste, he thought. Just one. Would it be so bad?
 Mikhail reached out and touched the flesh. The fly, startled, buzzed around his head until he swatted it away. Mikhail drew his fingers back and looked at the faint smears of scarlet on the fingertips. He sniffed them. The odor of metal, a memory of his father oiling a silver sword. Then Mikhail licked his fingers, and tasted blood. It was not a bad taste, nor a particularly good one. It was faintly smoky, and a little bitter. But even so, it made his stomach growl louder and his mouth water more. If he died, the wolves—and Wiktor was one of them—would rip him to pieces. So he had to live; that was a simple truth. And if he wanted to live, he would have to force down the bloody meat. He waved the persistent fly away again and picked up the rabbit flesh. It felt slick and slightly oily between his fingers. Maybe there was a little bit of fur on it, too, but he didn’t look too closely. He squeezed his eyes shut, opened his mouth. His stomach lurched, but it needed to be filled before it could be emptied. He pushed the flesh into his mouth and bit down.
 Juices flooded over his tongue; they were sweet and gamy, a taste of wildness. Mikhail’s head pounded and his spine ached, but his teeth worked as if they were the masters and everything else was servant to them. He tore hunks of flesh off and chewed them; it was a tough old rabbit, thickly muscled, and it didn’t want to be swallowed without a struggle. Blood and juice trickled over his chin as he ate, and Mikhail Gallatinov—six days and a world away from the boy he used to be—tore the flesh between his teeth and swallowed it with famished relish. When he came to the bones, he scraped them clean and tried to crack them open to get at the marrow. One of the smaller bones burst apart, red marrow exposed. He thrust his tongue into the broken bone and dug out the congealed blood. He ate as if it were the grandest meal ever served on a gold plate.
 Sometime later, the hollowed-out bones fell from his bloody fingers, and Mikhail sat on his haunches over the little pile and licked his lips.
 It hit him with a frightening force: he’d liked the bloody meat. He’d liked it very much. And that was not all. He wanted more.
 Andrei suffered another fit of coughing that ended on a strangled note. The body stirred, and Andrei called out weakly: “Wiktor? Wiktor?”
 “He’s gone,” Mikhail said, but Andrei kept calling for Wiktor in a voice that rose and fell. There was terror in that voice, and an awful weariness, too. Mikhail crawled across the stones to Andrei’s side. There was a bad smell over here, a sour and decayed odor. “Wiktor?” Andrei whispered, his face hidden in the folds of the cloaks, only his pale brown, sweat-damp hair showing. “Wiktor… please… help me.”
 Mikhail reached down and pulled the cloak away from Andrei’s face.
 Andrei was perhaps eighteen or nineteen years old, and his face—gleaming with sweat—was as gray as a well-used dishrag. He looked up at Mikhail with sunken brown eyes and gripped Mikhail’s arm with skinny fingers. “Wiktor,” Andrei whispered. He tried to lift his head, but his neck wasn’t strong enough. “Wiktor… don’t let me die.”
 “Wiktor’s not here.” Mikhail tried to pull away, but the fingers clenched tighter.
 “Don’t let me die. Don’t let me die,” the young man pleaded, his eyes glassy. He coughed once, softly, and Mikhail saw his thin, sallow chest lurch. The next cough was stronger, and the one after that made Andrei’s body shake. Andrei’s coughing turned into strangling, and Mikhail tried to work his arm loose but Andrei wouldn’t let him go. There was a terrible rattling deep in Andrei’s chest, a wet, thick, sliding noise. Andrei’s mouth opened wide, and he coughed violently with tears streaming from his eyes.
 Something oozed out of Andrei’s mouth. Something long and white and wriggling.
 Mikhail blinked, and felt the blood drain out of his face as he watched the worm writhe on the stones beside Andrei’s head.
 Andrei coughed once more, and there was a sound of a heavy mass breaking apart in his lungs. And then they flooded out of his mouth. The white worms tangled and entwined around each other, the first hundred or so clean and ghost white, but then the next ones dappled with crimson lung blood. Andrei shivered and retched, his eyes staring at the shock-frozen boy, but he couldn’t open his mouth wide enough for all the worms to get out. They began to ooze through his nostrils as well, and Andrei strangled and choked as his body expelled its cargo. And still they surged out, now dark scarlet and sluggish, and as they spilled onto the stones Mikhail screamed and wrenched his arm loose, leaving bits of his skin under Andrei’s fingernails. Mikhail tried to rise, stumbled over his own feet and fell backward to the floor, landing hard on the base of his spine. Andrei reached for him, trying to find his hand, and lifting up out of his bed of cloaks, with blood-black worms frothing from his mouth. Mikhail began to choke, too, and as he scuttled away across the stones he felt the rabbit meat rising; he swallowed it down again, thinking of wolf fangs tearing him to shreds. Andrei got to his knees, and then with a terrible lung-ripping cough he expelled a black knot of worms the size of a man’s fist. They streamed from his mouth and down his chest, and were followed by dark ribbons of pure blood. Andrei fell onto his face. He was naked, his body already the yellowish-gray of a corpse. His wiry muscles jittered, his flesh rippling and seething under a sheen of sweat. Mikhail saw darkness spreading across Andrei’s back: brown hairs, bursting from the pores. In a matter of seconds hairs covered Andrei’s back and shoulders and were creeping down his buttocks and thighs, darkening his arms, bursting from his hands and fingers. Andrei lifted his face, and Mikhail saw it caught in the change, blood still drooling over the lengthening jaw. His eyes had retreated further under a protruding brow, his scalp hair sleek and shining, his throat banded with dark hair. Andrei shivered as his spine began to crack and contort, and he opened his fanged mouth to shriek—a hideous commingling of animal and human anguish.
 A hand gripped Mikhail by the scruff of the neck and lifted him off the floor. Another hand—the fingers rough and purposeful—twisted his face away from the grisly spectacle. He was pressed into a shoulder, and he smelled the musky odor of deerskin. “Don’t look.” It was Renati’s voice. “Don’t look, little one,” she said, and put her hand firmly against the back of his head.
 He could still hear, and that was bad enough. The half-human, half-wolf shrieking went on, coupled with the noise of bones popping. Someone else entered the chamber, and Renati shouted, “Get out!” Whoever it was quickly retreated. The shrieking turned into a high, thin howling that made Mikhail’s skin crawl and drove him to the edge of madness, and he squeezed his eyes shut as Renati gripped the back of his skull. Mikhail realized then that he had put his arms around her neck. The agonized howling echoed through the chamber.
 And then there was a choking whine, like a machine losing power and dying down. A last few fits of raspy breathing, and silence.
 Renati put Mikhail down. He kept his face averted as she walked to the corpse’s side and knelt down. Nikita, the almond-eyed Mongol with coal-black hair, came into the chamber, glanced quickly at Mikhail and then at the woman. “Andrei’s dead,” he said, a statement of fact.
 Renati nodded. “Where’s Wiktor?”
 “Gone hunting. For him.” He jerked a thumb at Mikhail.
 “Just as well, then.” Renati reached down, scooped up a handful of bloody worms and tossed them on the fire. They writhed and crisped. “Wiktor didn’t want to watch him die.” Nikita came forward to stand beside Renati, and as they talked—something about a garden—Mikhail’s curiosity pulled him across the chamber. He stood between Nikita and Renati and peered down at Andrei’s corpse.
 It was the carcass of a wolf with brown fur and dark, sightless eyes. Its tongue lolled in a little pool of blood. Its right leg was the leg of a human being, and at the end of its wiry forelegs were two human hands, the fingers gripping at the stones of the floor as if trying to wrench them apart. Instead of horror, Mikhail felt a stab of pain in his heart. The fingers were pale and skinny, and they were the same fingers that only a few moments ago had been clutching his arm. The absolute power of death hit him with full force, somewhere between the chin and the crown of his head. But it was a blow that cleared his vision, and he saw at that instant that his mother, father, and sister were gone forever, and so were his days of dreaming on the end of a kite.
 Renati looked at him and snapped, “Get back!” Mikhail obeyed, and only then did he realize he’d been standing on worms.
 Nikita and Renati wrapped the carcass in a deerskin cloak, lifted it between them, and took it away, into a part of the white palace where shadows reigned. Mikhail sat on his haunches next to the fire, his blood moving in his veins like ice-clogged rivers. He stared at Andrei’s dark blood on the stone. Mikhail shivered and held his palms toward the fire glow. You’re going to be sick soon, he remembered Wiktor saying. Very soon.
 Mikhail couldn’t get warm. He sat closer to the fire, but even its heat on his face didn’t thaw his bones. There was a tickling in his chest, and he coughed, the noise as explosive as a gunshot between the damp stone walls.
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The days merged, one into the other, and in the chamber there was neither sunlight nor moonlight, just the fire’s glow and spark as someone—Renati, Franco, Nikita, Pauli, Belyi, or Alekza—fed pine branches to the flames. Wiktor never tended the fire, as if it were understood such a menial task was beneath him. Mikhail felt heavy, and slept most of the time, but when he awakened there was usually a piece of barely cooked meat, berries, and a little water cupped in a hollowed stone beside him. He ate without question or hesitation, but the stone was too heavy to lift so he had to bend over it and lap the water up. Another thing he noticed: whoever was cooking the meat was gradually letting it remain bloodier. And it wasn’t all flesh meat, either. Now and again it was something that was red and purplish, as if torn from a creature’s innards. Mikhail at first refused to touch those grisly tidbits, but nothing new was placed beside him until he ate what was there, and soon he learned not to let anything—no matter how raw or horrid—sit there too long or the flies would come. He also learned that throwing up was futile; no one cleaned it up after him.
 Once he awakened, shivering cold on the outside and burning beneath the skin, to a chorus of wolf howls somewhere in the distance. They terrified him at first. He had a few seconds of mad panic when he wanted to get up and claw his way out of the chamber, run through the woods and back to where his parents lay dead so he might find a gun and blow his brains out; but then the panic passed like a shade, and he sat listening to what he heard as music, the notes soaring up into the sky and entwining around each other like summer-passioned vines. He thought even that for a short time he could understand the language of that howling—a strange sensation, as if he’d suddenly learned to think in bits and pieces of Chinese. It was a language of mingled joy and yearning, like the sigh of someone who stands in a field of yellow flowers with the blue sky limitless in all directions and holds a broken string where a kite used to be. It was the language of wanting to live forever, and knowing that life was a cruel beauty. The howling brought tears to Mikhail’s eyes and made him feel small, a fleck of dust floating on a wind current over a land of cliffs and chasms.
 Once he awakened and found the maw of a blond-furred wolf over his face, the ice-blue eyes steady and piercing as they stared at him. He lay very still, his heart pounding, as the wolf began to sniff his body. He smelled the wolf, too; a musky, sweet scent of rain-washed hair and breath that held the memory of fresh blood. He shivered, lying as if bound, as the blond wolf sniffed slowly over his chest and throat. Then, with a shake of its skull, the wolf opened its mouth and dropped eleven uncrushed blackberries onto the stones beside Mikhail’s head. The wolf retreated to the edge of the firelight, sat on its haunches, and watched as Mikhail ate the berries and lapped at the hollow, water-filled rock.
 A dull, throbbing pain began to build and spread through his bones. Moving—even breathing—became an exercise in agony. And still the pain built, hour after hour, day after day, and someone cleaned him when he voided and someone else folded the deerskin cloaks around him like an infant. He shivered with cold, and the shivering fired the pain that raced through his nerves and made him moan and weep. Through the hazy twilight, he heard voices. Franco’s: “Too small, I tell you. The small ones don’t live. Renati, did you want a child so badly?” And Renati, angered: “I don’t ask a fool for his opinions. You keep to yourself and leave us alone!” Then the voice of Wiktor, slow and precise: “His color’s bad. Do you think he has worms? Feed him something and see if he’ll take it.” A piece of bloody meat was pressed to Mikhail’s lips; Mikhail, adrift in a sea of pain, thought, Don’t eat. I command you not to eat, and he felt defiance rachet his jaws open. Fresh agony seared him, made the tears stream down his cheeks, but he accepted the food and gripped it with his teeth lest it be snatched away. Nikita’s voice drifted to him, and in it was a hint of admiration: “He’s stronger than he looks. Watch out he doesn’t snap your fingers off!”
 Mikhail ate whatever was given to him. His tongue began to crave the blood and fluids, and he could tell what he was eating—rabbit, deer, wild boar, or squirrel, sometimes even the fleshy musk of a rat—and if it was a fresh kill or dead for hours. His mind ceased to revolt from the thought of consuming blood-drenched meat; he ate because he was hungry, and because there was nothing else. Sometimes he was fed only berries or some kind of coarse grass, but it all went down without complaint.
 His vision blurred, everything going gray around the edges. His eyeballs pounded with pain, and even the low firelight tortured them. Then, and he wasn’t sure exactly when it was because time was twisted, the darkness closed in and he was blind.
 The pain never left him; it increased to a new level, and his muscles stiffened and cracked like the boards of a house about to burst apart from inner pressure. He couldn’t get his mouth open enough to eat flesh, and soon he was aware of fingers pushing into his mouth meat that had already been chewed. A freezing-cold hand touched his forehead, and even the light pressure on his skin made him gasp. “I want you to live.” It was Renati’s voice, whispering in his ear. “I want you to fight death, do you hear me? I want you to fight to hold on. If you live through this, little one, you’ll know wonders.”
 “How is he?” Franco’s voice, and in it a measure of true concern. “He’s gotten thinner.”
 “He’s not a skeleton yet,” she replied testily, and then Mikhail heard her voice soften. “He’s going to live. I know he is. He’s a fighter, Franco; look how he grits his teeth. Yes. He’s going to live.”
 “He has a long path to travel,” Franco said. “The worst is ahead.”
 “I know.” She was silent for a long while, and Mikhail felt her fingers gently combing his sweat-damp hair. “How many have there been who didn’t live as long as him? I’d need ten hands to count them all. But look at him, Franco! Look how he strains and fights!”
 “That’s not fighting,” Franco observed. “I think he’s about to shit.”
 “Well, his insides are still working! That’s a good sign! It’s when they stop and they swell up that you know they’re going to die! No, this one’s got iron in his soul, Franco. I can tell these things.”
 “I hope you can,” he said. “And I hope you’re right about him.” He took a few steps, then spoke again. “If he dies… it’s not on your hands. It’s just… nature’s way. You understand that?”
 Renati made a muffled sound of agreement. Then, sometime later, as Renati stroked his hair and ran her fingers over his forehead, Mikhail heard her sing a whispered song: a Russian lullaby, about the bluebird searching for a home and finding rest when the springtime sun melted winter’s ice. She sang the tune in a sweet, lilting voice, a whisper meant only for him. He remembered someone else singing such a song to him, but it seemed so long ago. His mother. Yes. His mother, who lay sleeping in a meadow. Renati sang on, and for a few moments Mikhail listened and felt no pain.
 A skip of time, a darkness of days. Agony. Agony. Mikhail had never known such agony, and if ever in his young life he might have thought he’d know such torment, he would have crushed himself into a corner and screamed for God’s hand to grasp him. He thought he felt his teeth move in his jaws, grinding together in raw, bleeding sockets. He felt broken at the joints, a living rag doll pierced with needles. His pulse was a drumbeat for the damned, and Mikhail tried to open his mouth to scream but his jaw muscles tensed and scraped like barbed wire. Agony building, ebbing, building again to a new crescendo. He was one moment a furnace and the next a house of ice. He was aware of his body jerking, contorting, bending itself into a new shape. His bones arched and twisted, as if they were the consistency of sugar sticks. He had no control over these contortions; his body had become a strange machine, seemingly intent on self-destruction. Blind, unable to speak or scream, hardly able to draw a breath for the anguish in his lungs and his pounding heart, Mikhail felt his spine begin to warp. His muscles went mad; they shot his torso upright, threw his arms backward, twisted his neck, and squeezed his face as if caught between iron clamps. He slammed down on his back as his muscles relaxed, then was lifted upright again as they drew tight as sun-dried leather. At the center of the maelstrom of pain, the core of Mikhail Gallatinov fought against losing the will to live. As his body thrashed and his muscles stretched he thought of the Rubber Man, and that when this was over he might join the circus and be the greatest Rubber Man who’d ever been. And then the pain bit into him again, seized him by the guts, and shook him. Mikhail felt his backbone swell and lengthen with a shriek of shocked nerves. Voices floated to him from the land of ghosts: “Hold him! Hold him! He’ll break his neck!”
 “… burning up with fever…”
 “Never last through it… too weak…”
 “Open his mouth! He’ll bite through his tongue!”
 The voices moved away in a whirl of noise. Mikhail felt but was powerless to stop his body’s contortions, his knees rising toward his chest as he lay on his side. His spine was the center of the agony, his skull a boiling kettle. His knees touched his chin and jammed tight. His teeth gritted together, and in his brain he heard a wailing like the rising of a storm wind, tearing at the foundations of all that had been before. The storm wind rose to a roar, a sound that blanked out all but itself, and its force doubled and tripled. Mikhail saw himself, in his mind’s eye, running across the field of yellow flowers as black banners of clouds hurtled toward the Gallatinov house. Mikhail stopped, turned, shouted, “Mother! Father! Alizia!” but there was no answer from the house, and the clouds were hungry. Mikhail turned and ran on, his heart hammering; he heard a crash, looked back, and saw the house flying into fragments before the wind. And then the clouds were coming after him, about to engulf him. He ran, but he couldn’t run fast enough. Faster. Faster. The storm roaring on his heels. Faster. His heart, pounding. A banshee scream in his ears. Faster…
 And a change exploded out of him. Dark hairs burst from his hands and arms. He felt his spine contort, bowing his shoulders. His hands—no longer hands—touched the earth. He ran faster, his body whipsawing, and he began to rip from his clothes. The storm clouds took them, and spewed them to heaven. Mikhail kicked his shoes away, his toes spiraling earth and flowers behind him. The storm reached for him, but he was running on all fours now, racing from the past into the future. Rain swept over him: cold, cleansing rain, and he lifted his face toward the sky and—awakened.
 Dark upon dark. His eyelids, sealed by tears. He worked them open, and a faint glimmer of crimson sneaked in. The little fire was still burning, and the chamber smelled strongly of pine ashes. Mikhail got to his haunches, every movement an exercise in pain. His muscles still throbbed, as if they’d been stretched taut and re-formed. His brain, his back, his tailbone all ached. He tried to stand, but his spine shrieked. He craved fresh air, the scent of the wind through the forest; it was a physical hunger in him, and it drove him on. He crawled, naked, across the rough stones, away from the fire.
 Several times he tried to stand up, but his bones weren’t ready for it. He crawled on hands and knees to the stairway and ascended them like an animal. At the top he crawled along a moss-draped corridor, and gave a pile of deer skeletons only a passing glance. Soon he saw light ahead: a ruddy light, the light of either dawn or dusk. It came through the glassless windows and painted the walls and ceiling, and where it touched, the moss had not leeched. Mikhail smelled fresh air, but the scent made something in his brain click and whir like the wheels of a pocket watch. It was no longer the pungent, flowery aroma of late spring. It carried a different smell, a dry aroma with a chill center: fire at war with frost. It was the smell of dying summer.
 Time had passed. That much was clear to him. He sat, stunned by his senses, and his hand drifted to his left shoulder. The fingers found ridges of pink flesh, and a few flakes of scabs drifted from the skin and settled to the floor. His knees were hurting him now, and it seemed important to him that he stand up before he went any farther. He tried. If bones had nerves, they were aflame. He could almost hear his muscles bending, like the squeaking hinges of old doors long unopened. Sweat was on his face, chest, and shoulders, but he didn’t give up, nor did he cry out. His skeleton felt unfamiliar. Whose bones were these, lodged like broken splinters in his flesh? Stand up, he told himself. Stand up and walk… like a man.
 He stood.
 The first step was like a baby’s: halting, uncertain. The second wasn’t much better. But the third and fourth told him he still knew how to walk, and he went through the corridor into a high-ceilinged room where sunlight turned the rafters orange and pigeons softly cooed overhead.
 Something moved, over in the shadows on the floor to Mikhail’s right. He heard the noise of leaves crunching. Two bodies lay there, entwined and slowly heaving. Where one began and the other stopped was difficult to tell. Mikhail blinked the last of sleep’s mist from his eyes. One of the figures on the floor moaned—a female’s moan—and Mikhail saw human skin banded with animal hair that rose and rippled, then disappeared again into the damp flesh.
 A pair of ice-blue eyes stared fixedly at him from the gloom. Alekza grasped a shoulder on which pale brown hairs rose and fell like river tides. Franco’s head turned, and he saw the boy standing there at the crossing of sun and shadow.
 “My God!” Franco whispered, in a shocked voice. “He’s made it through!” Franco pulled away from Alekza, with a moist parting sound, and sprang to his feet. “Wiktor!” he shouted. “Renati!” His shouts echoed through the corridors and chambers of the white palace.”Someone! Come quick!”
 Mikhail stared at Alekza’s nude body. She made no movement to cover herself. A light sheen of moisture glowed on her flesh. “Wiktor! Renati!” Franco kept shouting. “He’s alive! He’s alive!”
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“Follow me,” Wiktor said, on a morning in late September, and Mikhail walked in his shadow. They left the chambers of sunlight behind, and went down into a place in the white palace where the air was chill. Mikhail wore the deerskin robe that Renati had made for him, and he drew it tighter around his shoulders as he and Wiktor continued into the depths. Mikhail had realized over the past few weeks that his eyes quickly grew accustomed to darkness, and in the daylight he seemed to be able to see with razor clarity, even able to count the red leaves in an oak tree at a distance of a hundred yards. Still, Wiktor had something he wanted the boy to see, down here in the dark, and he paused to light a torch of boar fat and rags in the embers of a small fire he’d previously arranged. The torch flickered, and the smell of the burning fat made Mikhail’s mouth water.
 They descended into an area where the murals of robed and hooded monks on the walls still held their colors. A harrow passageway led through an arch, past open iron gates and into a huge chamber. Mikhail looked up, but couldn’t see the ceiling. Wiktor said, “This is it. Stand where you are.” Mikhail did, and Wiktor began to walk around the room. The torchlight revealed stone shelves packed with thick, leatherbound books: hundreds of them. No, more than hundreds, Mikhail thought. The books filled every available space and were piled up in stacks on the floor.
 “This,” Wiktor said quietly, “is what the monks who lived here a hundred years ago labored on: copying and storing manuscripts. There are three thousand four hundred and thirty-nine volumes in here.” He said it with pride, as if discussing favored children. “Theology, history, architecture, engineering, mathematics, languages, philosophy… all here.” He made a sweeping gesture with his torch. He smiled slightly. “The monks, as you can see, didn’t have much of a social life. Show me your hands.”
 “My… hands?”
 “Yes. You know. Those two things on the ends of your arms. Show them to me.”
 Mikhail lifted his hands toward the torchlight.
 Wiktor studied them. He grunted and nodded. “You have the hands of a scholar,” he said. “You’ve lived a privileged life, haven’t you?”
 Mikhail shrugged, not understanding.
 “You’ve been well taken care of,” Wiktor went on. “Born into an aristocratic family.” He’d already seen the clothes Mikhail’s mother, father, and sister had worn; they were of high quality. Good torch rags, now. He held up one of his own slender-fingered hands and turned it in the light. “I was a professor at the University of Kiev, a long time ago,” he said. There was no wistfulness in his voice, only memory. “I taught languages: German, English, and French.” A hard glint passed over his eyes. “I learned in three different tongues how to beg for money to feed my wife and son. Russia does not put a premium on the human mind.”
 Wiktor walked on, shining the torch at the books. “Unless, of course, you can devise a more economical method of killing,” he added. “But I imagine all governments are more or less the same: all greedy, all shortsighted. It’s the curse of man to have a mind and not have the sense to use it.” He paused to gently remove a volume from a shelf. The back cover was gone, and the sheepskin pages hung from the spine. “Plato’s Republic,” Wiktor said. “In Russian, thank God. I don’t know Greek.” He sniffed at the binding as if inhaling a luxuriant perfume, then returned the book to its place. The chronicles of Julius Caesar, the theories of Copernicus, Dante’s Inferno, the travels of Marco Polo… all around us, the doors to three thousand worlds.” He moved the torch in a delicate circle and lifted a finger to his lips. “Shhhh,” he whispered. “Be very quiet, and you can hear the sounds of keys turning, down here in the dark.”
 Mikhail listened. He heard a tentative scratching noise—not a key in a lock, but a rat somewhere in the huge chamber.
 “Ah, well.” Wiktor shrugged and continued his inspection of the books. “They belong to me now.” Again, that hint of a smile. “I can honestly say I have the largest library of any lycanthrope in the world.”
 “Your wife and son,” Mikhail said. “Where are they?”
 “Dead. And dead.” Wiktor stopped to break cobwebs away from a few volumes. “Both of them starved to death, after I lost my position. It was a political situation, you see. My ideas made someone angry. We were wanderers for a while. Beggars, too.” He stared at the torchlight, and Mikhail saw his amber eyes glint with fire. “I was not a very good beggar,” he said quietly. “After they died, I struck out on my own. I decided to get out of Russia, perhaps go to England. They have educated men in England. I took a road that led me through these woods… and a wolf bit me. His name was Gustav; he was my teacher.” He moved the torch so its light fell on Mikhail. “My son had dark hair, like yours. He was older, though. Eleven years old. He was a very fine boy.” The torch shifted, and Wiktor followed it around the chamber. “You’ve come a long way, Mikhail. But you have a long way yet to go. You’ve heard tales of wolfmen, yes? Every child is scared to bed at least once by such stories.”
 “Yes, sir,” Mikhail answered. His father had told him and Alizia tales of cursed men who became wolves and tore lambs to pieces.
 “They’re lies,” Wiktor said. “The full moon has nothing to do with it. Nor does night. We can go through the change whenever we please… but learning to control it takes time and patience. You have the first; you’ll learn the second. Some of us change selectively. Do you know what that means?”
 “No, sir.”
 “We can control which part changes first. The hands into claws, for instance. Or the facial bones and the teeth. The task is mastery of the mind and body, Mikhail. It is abhorrent for a wolf—or a man—to lose control over himself. As I say, this is something you’ll have to learn. And it’s not a simple task, by any means; it’ll take years before you master it, if ever.”
 Mikhail felt split; he was listening with one half of his mind to what Wiktor was saying, but the other half listened to the rat scratching in the darkness.
 “Have you ever read anything on anatomy?” Wiktor took a thick book from a shelf. Mikhail looked blankly at him. “Anatomy: the study of the human body,” Wiktor translated. “This one is written in German, and it gives illustrations of the brain. I’ve thought a lot about the virus in our bodies, and why we can go through the change while ordinary men cannot. I think the virus affects something deep in the brain. Something long buried, and meant to be forgotten.” His voice was getting excited, as if he were on a university podium again. “This book here”—he returned the anatomy volume and removed another book near it—“is a philosophy of the mind, from a medieval manuscript. It proposes that man’s brain is multilayered. At the center of the brain is the animal instinct; the beast’s nature, if you will—”
 Mikhail was distracted. The rat: scratch, scratch. A peal of hunger rang in his stomach like a hollow bell.
 “—and that portion of the brain is what the virus liberates. How little we know about the magnificent engine in our skulls, Mikhail! Do you see what I mean?”
 Mikhail didn’t, really. All this talk of beasts and brains made no impression on him. He looked around, his senses questing: scratch, scratch.
 “You can have three thousand worlds, if you want them,” Wiktor said. “I’ll be your key, if you choose to learn.”
 “Learn?” He tore his attention away from his hunger. “Learn what?”
 Wiktor came to the end of his patience. “You’re not a half-wit! Stop acting like one! Listen to what I’m saying: I want to teach you what’s in these books! And what I know about the world, too! The languages: French, English, German. Plus history, mathematics, and—”
 “Why?” Mikhail interrupted. Renati had told him the white palace and this forest would be his home for the rest of his life, just as it was for the others of the pack. “What use would I have for those things, if I’m going to stay here forever?”
 “What use!” Wiktor mocked him, and snorted angrily. “What use, he says!” He strode forward, brandishing the torch, and stopped just short of Mikhail. “Being a wolf is a wonderful thing. A miracle. But we were born humans, and we can’t let go of our humanity—even though the word ‘human’ shames us to our core sometimes. Do you know why I’m not a wolf all the time? Why I don’t just run in the forest day and night?” Mikhail shook his head. “Because when we take the form of wolves we age as wolves, too. If we were to spend one year as wolves, we would be seven years older when we returned to human form. And as much as I love the freedom, the aromas, and… the fine wonder of it, I love life more. I want to live as long as I can, and I want to know. My brain hurts for knowledge. I say learn to run as a wolf, yes; but learn to think like a man, too.” He tapped his bald skull. “If you don’t, you squander the miracle.”
 Mikhail looked at the books he could see by the torchlight. They appeared very thick and very dusty. How could anyone ever read one book that thick, much less all of them?
 “I’m a teacher,” Wiktor said. “Let me teach.”
 Mikhail considered it. Those books frightened him, in a way; they were massive and forbidding. His father used to have a library, though the books were thinner and they had gilded titles on their spines. He remembered his and Alizia’s tutor, Magda, a large gray-haired woman who used to come to their house in a buggy. It was important to know the world, Magda had always said, so you could find your place in it if you were ever lost. Mikhail had never felt more lost in his life. He shrugged, still wary; he’d never liked homework. “All right,” he agreed, after another moment.
 “Good! Oh, if the linen-shirted regents could see their professor now!” He grunted. “I’d tear out their hearts and show them how they beat!” He listened to the scratchings of the clawed intruder. “The first lesson isn’t in a book. Your stomach’s growling, and I’m hungry, too. Find the rat and we’ll have our meal.” He clubbed the torch on the floor, and sparks flew until the flames were beaten out.
 The chamber was in darkness. Mikhail tried to listen, but his heartbeat was a thunderous distraction. A rat could be a good, juicy meal if it was large enough; this one sounded large enough for two meals. He’d eaten the rats Renati had brought him. They tasted like stringy chicken, and their brains were sweet. He looked slowly right and left in the dark, his head tilted to catch the sound. The rat scratched on, but it was hard to pinpoint its location.
 “Down on the rat’s level,” Wiktor advised. “Think like a rat.”
 Mikhail got down on his haunches. Then on his belly. Ah, yes; now the scratching led him to his right. The far wall, he thought. Maybe in a corner. He began crawling in that direction. The rat abruptly stopped scratching.
 “He hears you,” Wiktor said. “He reads your mind.”
 Mikhail crawled forward. His shoulder bumped something: a pile of books. They slithered to the floor, and he heard the rat’s claws click on the stones as it scuttled along the far wall. Going from right to left, Mikhail thought. He hoped. His stomach growled, an alarmingly loud noise, and he heard Wiktor laugh. The rat stopped, and remained silent. Mikhail lay on his belly, his head cocked. A sharp, acidic odor came to him. The rat was terrified; it had just urinated. The smell was as clear a pathway as a lantern’s beam, but exactly why that was Mikhail didn’t yet fully understand. His vision detected more piles of books around him, all outlined in a faintly luminous gray. Still he couldn’t see the rat, but he could make out the volumes and shelves on the far wall. If I were a rat, he thought, I would squeeze into a corner. Someplace where my back was protected. Mikhail crawled forward, slowly… slowly…
 He could hear a muffled, steady thump about thirty feet behind him; Wiktor’s heartbeat, he realized. His own pulse was all but deafening, and he stayed where he was until it had calmed. He angled his head from side to side, listening.
There, A quick tick… tick… tick like a small watch. To Mikhail’s right, perhaps another twenty feet or so ahead. In the corner, of course. Behind an untidy heap of luminous-edged books. Mikhail crawled toward the corner, his movements silent and sinuous.
 He heard the rat’s heartbeat increase. A rat had the sixth sense; it could smell him, and in another moment Mikhail smelled the dusty hair of the rat, too. He knew exactly where it was. The rat was motionless, but its heartbeat indicated it was about to burst from its cover and run along the wall. Mikhail kept going, inch after inch. He heard the rat’s claws click—and then it darted forward, a blurred luminescence, as it tried to flee across the chamber to the far corner.
 All Mikhail knew was that he was hungry and he wanted the rat, but his mind worked instinctively, calculating the rat’s angle and speed with an animal’s cold logic. Mikhail lunged to the left. The rat squeaked and darted away from his hand. As the rat swerved and shot past him—a streak of gray fire—Mikhail instantly turned to the right, reached out, and gripped the rodent behind the head.
 The rat thrashed, trying to get its teeth in Mikhail’s flesh. It was a large rat, and it was strong. In another few seconds it was going to fight free. Mikhail decided the issue.
 He opened his mouth, put the rat’s head between his teeth and bit down on the tough little neck.
 His teeth worked; there was no rage or anger in this, just hunger. He heard the bones crunch, and then warm blood filled his mouth. He ripped a last piece of flesh loose. The rat’s head rolled over his tongue. The body’s legs kicked a few times, but with dwindling strength. And that was the end of a very unequal contest.
 “Bravo,” Wiktor said. But his voice regained its sternness. “Two more inches and you would’ve lost it. That rat was as slow as a muffin-stuffed grandmother.”
 Mikhail spat the severed head onto his palm. He watched as Wiktor approached him, outlined in luminescence. It was good manners to offer the best portion of any meal to Wiktor, and Mikhail lifted his palm.
 “It’s yours,” Wiktor told him, and took the warm dead carcass.
 Mikhail worked the skull between his teeth, finally breaking it open. The brains reminded him of a sweet-potato pie he’d eaten, in another world.
 Wiktor ripped the carcass open from stub of neck to tail. He inhaled the heady fragrance of blood and fresh meat, and then scooped the intestines out with his fingers and pulled pieces of fat and flesh away from the bones. He offered a portion to Mikhail, who took his share gratefully.
 The man and boy ate their rat in the dark chamber, with the echoes of civilized minds in the shelves all around them.
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The golden weave of days became tinged with silver. Frost gleamed in the forest, and the hardwoods stood naked before the bitter wind. It was going to be a bad winter, Renati had said as she watched the bark thicken on the trees. The first snow fell in early October, and covered the white palace with white.
 As the winds of November shrieked and the snow blew like scattershot, the pack huddled together in the depths of the palace, around a fire that was never allowed to burn too high or completely extinguish. Mikhail’s body felt sluggish, and he wanted to sleep a lot, though Wiktor kept his head filled with questions from the books; Mikhail had never known there were so many questions, and even in his sleep he dreamed of question marks. Before very long, he began to dream in foreign languages: German and English, in which Wiktor drilled him with merciless repetition. But Mikhail’s mind had sharpened, as well as his instincts, and he was learning.
 Alekza’s stomach swelled. She stayed curled up a lot, and the others always gave her extra portions of the kill. They never changed within sight of Mikhail; they always went up the stairway and into the corridors on two legs before they left the white palace to hunt on four. Sometimes they brought back fresh, dripping meat, sometimes they returned sullen and empty-handed. But there were a lot of rats around, drawn to the heat of the fire, and those were easily caught. Mikhail knew he was one of the pack now, and accepted as such, but he still felt like what he was: a cold, often miserably uncomfortable human boy. His bones and brain still sometimes ached with a ferocity that almost drove him to tears. Almost. He sniffled in pain a few times, and the stares he received from Wiktor and Renati told him crying was not tolerated from someone who didn’t suffer gut worms.
 But the change remained a mystery to him. It was one thing to live with the pack, and quite something else to fully join them. How did they change? Mikhail wondered, adding to his burden of questions. Did they take a deep breath, as if about to leap into dark and icy water? Did they stretch their bodies until the human skin split open and the wolves burst free? How did they do it? No one offered to tell him, and Mikhail—the runt of the pack—was too skittish to ask. He only knew that when he heard them howl after a kill, their voices echoing over the snowy woods, there was a burning in his blood.
 A blizzard swept down from the north. As it raged beyond the walls Pauli sang in a high, frail voice a folk song about a bird who flew amid the stars, while her brother, red-haired Belyi, kept time with the clicking of sticks. The blizzard settled in, and roared its own music day after day. The fire lost its heat, and the food was gnawed away. Stomachs began to sing. Wiktor, Nikita, and Belyi had to go out into the blizzard to hunt. They were gone for three days and nights, and when Wiktor and Nikita returned, they brought back the half-frozen carcass of a stag. Belyi did not return; he’d gone after a caribou, and the last Wiktor and Nikita had seen of him he’d been zigzagging through the storm after his prey.
 Pauli cried for a while, and the others left her alone. She didn’t cry so much, though, that she didn’t eat. She accepted the bloody meat with the same hunger as the others, including Mikhail. And Mikhail learned a new lesson: whatever tragedy might happen, whatever torment should befall, life went on.
 Mikhail awakened one morning and listened to silence. The storm had ceased. He followed the others up the stairway and through the chambers, where snow lay in drifts on the stones and ice-covered tree limbs stretched overhead. The sun was shining outside, the sky azure over a world of dazzling white. Wiktor, Nikita, and Franco burrowed a path through the snow into the palace courtyard, and Mikhail walked outside with the others to feast on fresh, frosty air.
 He breathed deeply until his lungs burned. The sun was fierce, but it made not a dent in the smooth snow. Mikhail was thoroughly enraptured by the beauty of the winter forest by the time a snowball blasted against the side of his head.
 “Good shot!” Wiktor shouted. “Give him another one!” Nikita was smiling, already cupping more snow. Nikita reared his arm back to throw it, but at the last second he whirled and flung it into the face of Franco, standing about twenty feet away.
 “You ass!” Franco yelled as he dug for a snowball. Renati flung one that grazed Nikita’s head, and Pauli threw a snowball with deadly accuracy into Alekza’s face. Alekza, laughing and sputtering snow, went down on her rear end, her hands pressed to her pregnant belly.
 “You want a war?” Nikita hollered, grinning at Renati. “I’ll give you a war!” He threw a snowball that clipped Renati’s shoulder, and then Mikhail stood in Renati’s shadow and threw one that burst between Franco’s eyes and staggered him back. “You… little… beast!” Franco shouted, and Wiktor smiled and calmly dodged a snowball that sailed over his head. Renati was hit by two at once, from Franco and Pauli. Mikhail plunged his numb hands into the snow for another barrage. Nikita ducked Renati’s salvo and scrambled to a place where the snow was fresh and unmarked. He dug both hands deeply into it for double snowballs.
 And he came up with something quite different. Something frozen, red, and mangled.
 Renati’s laughter ended on a strangled note. A last snowball thrown by Franco exploded off her shoulder, but she stared at what Nikita held. Mikhail let the snow slither to the ground. Pauli gasped, her face and hair dripping.
 Nikita had brought a severed, mutiliated hand up from the snow. It was as blue as polished marble, and two fingers had been torn away. The thumb and forefinger were shrunken and curved inward—the last vestiges of a paw—and fine red hair covered the back of the hand.
 Pauli took a step forward. Then another, up to her knees in snow. She blinked, stunned, and then moaned the name: “Belyi…”
 “Take her inside,” Wiktor said to Renati. Instantly she took Pauli’s arm and tried to guide her back to the palace, but Pauli jerked free. “Go inside,” Wiktor told her, stepping in front of her so she couldn’t see what Nikita and Franco were uncovering from the drift. “Now.”
 Pauli wavered on her feet. Alekza caught her other arm, and between them she and Renati led Pauli into the palace like a hollow-eyed sleepwalker.
 Mikhail started to follow them, but Wiktor’s voice lashed him: “Where do you think you’re going? Come here and help us with this!” Wiktor knelt down to push aside the snow with Nikita and Franco, and Mikhail came over to add his shivering strength.
 It was a mass of crimson, blood-crusted bones. Most of the meat had been ripped off, but a few shreds of muscle remained. Some of the bones were human and some were wolf, Wiktor quickly saw; Belyi’s body, in death, had warred between its poles. “Look at this,” Franco said, and held up part of a shoulder blade. Across it were deep scrapes.
 Wiktor nodded. “Fangs.” There was more evidence of powerful jaws at work: furrows on an arm bone, the jagged edges of the broken spine.
 And then, at last, Nikita brushed away some hard-crusted snow and found the head.
 The scalp was gone, the skull crushed and the brains scooped out, but Belyi’s face remained. Minus the lower jaw, which had been torn away. The tongue, too, had been wrenched from its roots. Belyi’s eyes were open, and the red hairs covered his cheeks and forehead. The eyes were directed for a few seconds right at Mikhail, until Nikita moved the head again, and in them Mikhail saw a glassy shine of pure terror. He looked away, shivering but not with the cold this time, and retreated a few paces. Franco picked up a leg bone that still held a few fragments of frozen red muscle, and examined the bone’s splintered edges. “Great strength in the bite,” Franco said quietly. “The leg was broken with a single crunch.”
 “So were both the arms,” Nikita said. He sat on his haunches, looking at the bones arranged around him in the snow. A patchwork of shadows and sunlight lay on Belyi’s face, and the ice in the single remaining eyelid was beginning to melt. Mikhail watched with dreadful fascination as a drop of water trickled down Belyi’s blue cheek like a tear.
 Wiktor stood up, his eyes blazing, and slowly turned his gaze through all points of the compass. His fists clenched at his sides. Mikhail knew what he must be thinking: they were no longer the only killers in the forest. Something had been watching them, and knew where their den was. It had crushed Belyi’s bones, torn out his tongue, and scooped the brains from his skull. Then it had brought the broken skeleton back here like a taunt. Or a challenge.
 “Wrap him in this.” Wiktor removed his deerskin cloak and gave it to Franco. “Don’t let Pauli see him.” He began to walk, naked and with a purposeful stride, away from the white palace.
 “Where’re you going?” Nikita asked him.
 “Tracking,” Wiktor answered, his feet crunching in the snow. Then he began to run, casting a long shadow. Mikhail watched him weave through the tangle of surrounding trees and spiky undergrowth; he saw gray hair ripple across Wiktor’s broad white back, saw his spine start to contort, and then Wiktor vanished into the forest.
 Nikita and Franco put Belyi’s bones in the robe. The head, with its silent jawless shriek, was the last to go in. Franco stood up, the folded robe clutched in his arms and his face gaunt and gray. He looked at Mikhail, and his lip curled. “You carry them, rabbit,” he said in a tone of derision, and he put the sack of remains in Mikhail’s arms. Their weight instantly dropped the boy to his knees.
 Nikita started to help him, but Franco caught the Mongol’s arm. “Let the rabbit do it alone, if he wants to be one of us so much!”
 Mikhail stared into Franco’s eyes; they laughed at him, and wanted him to fail. He felt a spark leap inside him. It exploded into incandescent fire, and the heat of anger made Mikhail strain to stand with the sack of bones in his arms. He got halfway up before his feet slipped out from under him. Franco walked on a few paces. “Come on!” he said impatiently, and Nikita reluctantly followed. Mikhail struggled, his teeth gritted and his arms aching. But he had known pain before, and this was nothing. He would not let Franco see him beaten; he would let no one see him beaten, not ever. He got all the way up, and then walked with unsteady steps, his arms full of what used to be Belyi.
 “A good rabbit always does as he’s told,” Franco said. Nikita reached out to carry the bones the rest of the way, but Mikhail said, “No,” and carried his burden toward the white palace. He smelled the coppery aroma of icy blood from Belyi’s remains. The deerskin had its own smell—higher, sweeter—and Wiktor’s sweat smelled of salt and musk. But there was another odor in the chill air, and it drifted past Mikhail’s nostrils as he reached the doorway. This odor was wild and rank, a smell of brutality and cunning. The smell of an animal, and as different from the odors of Mikhail’s pack as black differs from red. It was wafting, he realized, from Belyi’s bones: the spoor of the beast that had slaughtered him. The same odor that Wiktor was now tracking across the smooth, blizzard-sculpted snow.
 The promise of violence hung in the air. Mikhail felt it like the slide of claws down his spine. Franco and Nikita felt it, too, as they gazed around through the forest, their senses questing, collecting, evaluating with a speed that was now their second nature. Belyi had not been the strongest of the pack, but he’d been very quick and smart. Whatever had torn him to pieces had been quicker and smarter. It was out there now, somewhere in the forest, waiting and watching to see what would be the response to its gift of death.
 Mikhail staggered across the threshold into the palace and saw Pauli standing there with Renati and Alekza, her mouth gasping wordlessly as she stared at the folded robe in his arms. Renati quickly stepped forward and took the robe from him, carrying it away.
 The sun went down. The stars emerged, shimmering against the blackness. A small fire crackled in the depths of the white palace as Mikhail and the rest of his pack huddled in the circle of its heat. They waited as the wind began to rise outside and shrill through the corridors. And waited. But Wiktor did not come home.
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The Mouse Trap
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At six o’clock on the morning of March 29, Michael Gallatin dressed in a field-gray German uniform, with jackboots, a cap bearing a communications-company insignia, and the proper service medals—Norway, the Leningrad Front, and Stalingrad—on his chest. He shrugged into a field-gray overcoat. On his person were papers—an expert job had been done in acid aging the new photograph and yellowing the documentation, Michael noted—identifying him as an oberst—a colonel—in charge of coordinating the signal lines and relays between Paris and the units scattered along the coast of Normandy. He had been born in a village in southern Austria called Braugdonau. He had a wife named Lana and two sons. His politics were adamantly pro-Hitler, and he was loyal to the Reich’s service, if not necessarily in awe of Nazism. He had been wounded once, by a fragment of shrapnel from a grenade thrown by a Russian partisan in 1942, and he had the scar under his eye to prove it. Under his coat he wore a leather holster with a well-used but perfectly clean Luger in it, and two extra clips of bullets in his pocket, near his heart. He carried a silver Swiss pocket watch, engraved with figures of hunters shooting stags, and nothing—not even his socks—had a trace of British wool. The rest of what he needed to know was in his head: the roads in and out of Paris, the maze of streets around Adam’s apartment and the building where Adam worked, and Adam’s nondescript, accountant’s face. He had a hearty breakfast of bacon and eggs with Pearly McCarren, washed down with strong black French coffee, and it was time to go.
 McCarren, a craggy mountain in a Black Watch kilt, and a young dark-haired Frenchman Pearly referred to as André led Michael through a long, damp corridor. His jackboots, the footwear of a dead German officer, clattered on the stones. McCarren talked quietly as they went along the corridor, filling in last-minute details; the Scotsman’s voice was nervous, and Michael listened intently but said nothing. The details were already in his head, and he was satisfied that everything was planned. From here on, it was a walk on the razor’s edge.
 The silver pocket watch was an interesting invention. Two clicks on the winding stem popped open the false back, and inside was a little compartment that held a single gray capsule. The capsule was small to be so deadly, but cyanide was a potent and fast-acting poison. Michael had agreed to carry the poison capsule simply because it was one of the unwritten regulations of the secret service, but he never intended the Gestapo to take him alive. Still, his carrying it seemed to make McCarren feel better. Actually, Michael and McCarren had become good companions in the last two days; McCarren was a tough poker player, and when he wasn’t drilling Michael on the details of his new identity, he was winning hand after hand of five-card draw. Michael was disappointed in one thing, though; he hadn’t seen Gaby today, and because McCarren hadn’t mentioned her he assumed she had gone back to an assignment in the field. Au revoir, he thought. And good luck to you.
 The Scotsman and the young French partisan led Michael up a set of stone steps, and into a small cave lit by green-shaded lamps. The illumination gleamed on a long, black, hard-topped Mercedes-Benz touring car. It was a beautiful machine, and Michael couldn’t even tell where the bullet holes had been patched and repainted. “Fine machine, eh?” McCarren asked, reading Michael’s mind as Michael ran a gloved hand across a fender. “The Germans know how to build ’em, that’s for sure. Well, the bastards have got cogs and gears in their heads instead of brains anyway, so what can you expect.” He motioned toward the driver’s seat, where a uniformed figure sat behind the wheel. “André there’s a good driver. He knows Paris about as well as anybody, seein’ as he was born there.” He tapped on the glass, and the driver nodded and started the engine; it responded with a low, throaty growl. McCarren opened the rear door for Michael as the young Frenchman unlatched two doors that covered the cave entrance. The doors were thrown open, letting in a glare of morning sunlight, and then the young Frenchman began to quickly clear brush away from in front of the Mercedes.
 McCarren held out his hand, and Michael gripped it. “You take care of yourself, laddie,” the Scotsman said. “Give ’em hell out there for the Black Watch, eh?”
 “Jawohl.” Michael eased into the backseat, a luxury of black leather, and the driver released the hand brake and drove through the cave entrance. As soon as the car was clear, the brush was put back into place, the green-and-brown-camouflage-painted doors were sealed, and it looked like a rugged hillside again. The Mercedes wound through a patch of dense woods, met a rutted country road, and turned left on it.
 Michael sniffed the air: leather and new paint, the faint whiff of gunpowder, engine oil, and an apple-wine fragrance. Ah, yes, he thought, and smiled faintly. He looked out through a window, studying the blue sky full of lacy, billowing clouds. “Does McCarren know?” he asked Gaby.
 She glanced at him in the rearview mirror. Her black hair was pinned up under her German staff driver’s cap, and she wore a shapeless coat over her uniform. His gaze, that piercing glare of green, met hers. “No,” she said. “He thinks I went back to the field last night.”
 “Why didn’t you?”
 She thought about it for a moment as she jockeyed the car over a rough section of road. “My assignment was to get you where you want to go,” she answered.
 “Your assignment ended when you got me to McCarren.”
 “Your interpretation. Not mine.”
 “McCarren had a driver for me. What happened to him?”
 Gaby shrugged. “He decided… the job was too dangerous.”
 “Do you know Paris?”
 “Well enough. What I didn’t know I learned from the map.” Another glance in the rearview mirror; his eyes were still on her. “I haven’t spent all my life in the country.”
 “What’ll the Germans think if we run into a roadblock?” he asked her. “1 imagine a beautiful girl driving a staff car isn’t a common sight.”
 “Many of the officers have female drivers.” She concentrated her attention back on the road. “Either secretaries or mistresses. French girls, too. You’ll get more respect with a female driver.”
 He wondered when she’d decided to do this. She certainly didn’t need to; her part of the mission was over. Had it been the night of their chilly bath? Or later, as Michael and Gaby had shared a stale loaf of bread and some musky red wine? Well, she was a professional; she knew what kind of dangers lay ahead, and what would happen to her if she were captured. He looked out the window, at the greening countryside, and wondered where her cyanide capsule was hidden.
 Gaby reached an intersection, where the rutted dirt road connected with a road of tarred gravel: the route to the City of Light. She turned right and passed a field where farmers stood baling hay. The Frenchmen stopped their work, leaning on their pitchforks as they watched the black German car glide past. Gaby was a good driver. She kept a constant speed, her gaze darting to the rear view mirror and then back to the road again. She was driving as if the German colonel in the backseat had somewhere to go, but was in no hurry to get there.
 “I’m not beautiful,” she said quietly, about six or seven minutes later.
 Michael smiled behind his gloved hand, and he settled back into his seat to enjoy the journey.
 They went on in silence, the Mercedes’s engine a polite, well-oiled purr. Gaby glanced back at him occasionally, trying to figure out what it was about him that had made her want to—no, no, need to be with him. Yes, that ought to be admitted. Not to him, of course, but in the chapel of secrets. It was most probably, she reasoned, that the action against the Nazi tank had fired her blood and passions in a way she hadn’t been flamed in a long while. Oh, there had been other cinders, but this was a bonfire. It was just the nearness of a man who craved action, she thought. A man who was good at his job. A man… who was good. She hadn’t lived so long to be a poor judge of character; the man in the backseat was special. Something about him was cruel and… beastly, perhaps. That was part of the nature of his occupation. But she’d seen kindness in his eyes, there in the chilly water. A sense of grace, a purpose. He was a gentleman, she thought, if there were indeed any of those left on this earth. Anyway, he needed her help. She could get him in and out of Paris, and that was the important thing. Wasn’t it?
 She glanced in the sideview mirror, and her heart stuttered.
 Coming up behind them, very quickly, was a German BMW motorcycle and sidecar.
 Her hands tightened on the wheel, and the motion made the Mercedes swerve slightly.
 Michael sat upright with the jerk of the car, and caught the high whine of the motorcycle’s engine: a familiar noise, last heard in the desert of North Africa. “Behind us,” Gaby said tautly, but Michael had already glanced back and seen the vehicle overtaking them. His hand went to the Luger. No, not yet, he decided. Stay calm.
 Gaby didn’t slow down, nor did she speed up. She kept her speed steady, an admirable accomplishment when her pulse was beating so fast. She could see the tinted goggles of the helmeted driver and the sidecar’s passenger. They seemed to be fixed on her with murderous intent. On the floorboard at her feet was a loaded Luger. She could pick it up and fire out the window in an instant, if need be.
 Michael said, “Keep driving.” He settled back in his seat again, waiting.
 The motorcycle and sidecar pulled up behind them, perhaps six feet from their bumper. Gaby looked in the rearview mirror and saw the sidecar’s passenger motioning them over. “They’re telling us to pull off,” she said. “Shall I?”
 Michael paused only a few seconds. “Yes.” If it wasn’t the right decision, he’d know very soon.
 Gaby slowed the Mercedes. The motorcycle and sidecar slowed as well. Then Gaby pulled the heavy car off the road, and the motorcycle came abreast with them before its driver cut the engine. Michael said, “Say nothing,” and furiously rolled down his window. The sidecar’s passenger, a lieutenant from the markings on his dusty uniform, was already pulling his long legs out of the vehicle and standing up. Michael stuck his head out the rolled-down window and shouted in German, “What the hell are you trying to do, you idiot? Run us off the road?”
 The lieutenant froze. “No, sir. I’m sorry, sir,” the man babbled as he recognized a colonel’s insignia.
 “Well, don’t just stand there! What do you want?” Michael’s hand rested on the Luger’s grip.
 “I apologize, sir. Heil Hitler.” He made a weak Nazi salute that Michael didn’t even bother to return. “Where are you going, sir?”
 “Who wants to know? Lieutenant, are you wishing a tour with a ditch-digging battalion?”
 “No, sir!” The young man’s face was gaunt and chalky under a mask of dust. The dark goggles gave his eyes a bulging, insectlike appearance. “I’m sorry to interrupt you, sir, but I thought it my duty—”
 “Your duty? To what? Act like an ass?” Michael was looking for guns. The young lieutenant didn’t have a holster. His weapon was probably in the sidecar. The motorcycle’s driver had no visible weapon, either. So much the better.
 “No, sir.” The young man trembled a bit, and Michael felt a little pang of pity for him. “To warn you that there were air attacks on the road to Amiens before dawn. I didn’t know if you’d heard or not.”
 “I’ve heard,” Michael said, deciding to chance it.
 “They got a few supply trucks. Nothing vital,” the young lieutenant went on. “But the word’s out: with this weather so clear, there are bound to be more air attacks. Your car… well, it’s very shiny, sir. A very nice target.”
 “Shall I throw mud on it? Or pig shit?” He kept his tone icy.
 “No, sir. I don’t mean to be out of line, sir, but… those American fighter planes… they swoop down very fast.”
 Michael stared at him for a moment. The young man stood rigid, like a commoner in the presence of royalty. The boy couldn’t be more than twenty years old, Michael figured. Damn bastards were robbing the cradles now for their cannon fodder. He removed his hand from the Luger. “Yes, you’re right, of course. I appreciate your concern, Lieutenant…?” He let it hang.
 “Krabell, sir!” the young man—so close to death, without knowing it—said proudly.
 “Thank you, Lieutenant Krabell. I’ll remember the name.” It would wind up scrawled on a wooden cross, stuck on a mound of French earth after the invasion swept through, he thought.
 “Yes, sir. Good day, sir.” The young man saluted again—the salute of a puppet—then returned to his sidecar. The motorcycle driver started the engine, and the vehicle pulled away. “Wait,” Michael said to Gaby. He let the motorcycle get out of sight, and then he touched Gaby’s shoulder. “All right, let’s go.”
 She started off again, driving at the same steady speed, frequently checking not only the mirrors but also the sky for a hint of silver that would be diving upon them, machine guns blazing. The Allied fighters commonly strafed the roads, supply dumps, and any troops they could find; on a clear day such as this, it was reasonable to believe the fighters were prowling for targets—including shiny black German staff cars. Tension knotted her stomach and made her feel slightly sick. They swept past a group of hay wagons, farmers at work, and saw the first sign that pointed to Paris. About four miles east of that sign they came around a curve and found themselves confronted with a roadblock.
 “Easy,” Michael said quietly. “Don’t slow down too soon.” He saw perhaps eight or nine soldiers with rifles and a couple of security officers with machine guns. Again, his hand was on the Luger. He rolled down his window once more and prepared to act indignant.
 His acting wasn’t necessary. The two security officers looked at his insignia and the sleek black car and were sufficiently impressed; even more so when they looked at Gaby behind the wheel. A formality, the man in charge said with an apologetic shrug of his shoulders. Of course the colonel knew about the partisan activity in this sector. What could be done about it except to exterminate the rats? If we might see your papers, the security man said, we’ll check you through as quickly as possible. Michael grumbled about being delayed for a meeting in Paris and handed his papers over. The two security men looked at them, more as a demonstration that they were doing something than with true attention. If those men worked for the Allies, Michael thought, I’d have them thrown in prison. Perhaps thirty seconds elapsed, and then the papers were returned to him with crisp salutes and he and the pretty fräulein were bidden a good journey to Paris. Gaby drove on as the soldiers moved the wooden barricades aside, and Michael heard her release the breath she’d been holding.
 “They’re looking for someone,” Michael said when they’d gotten away from the roadblock, “but they don’t know who. They figure whoever parachuted in might want to get to Paris, so they’ve got their watchdogs out. If they’re all like those two, they might escort us to Adam’s door.”
 “I wouldn’t count on that.” Gaby again checked the sky; no trace of silver. Yet. The road was clear, too, the countryside slightly rolling and dotted with apple orchards and stands of hardwood trees. Napoleon’s country, she thought idly. Her heart wasn’t beating so hard now; getting through the roadblock had been a lot easier then she’d expected. “What about Adam?” she asked. “What do you think it is he’s trying to get out?”
 “I haven’t thought.”
 “Oh yes you have.” Their eyes met in the mirror. “I’m sure you’ve thought about it quite a bit, just as I have. Yes?”
 This line of conversation was indelicate, and both of them knew it. Shared knowledge was shared pain, if they landed in the hands of the Gestapo. But Gaby was waiting for an answer, and Michael said, “Yes.” That alone wouldn’t do; Gaby was silent, still waiting. He folded his gloved hands together. “I think Adam’s found something he obviously feels is important enough to risk a lot of lives to get out. My superior thinks so, too, or I wouldn’t be here. And needless to say, your uncle wouldn’t be dead.” He saw her flinch just a fraction; she was tough, but not iron-cased. “Adam’s a professional. He knows his business. He also knows that some information is worth dying for, if it means winning this war. Or losing it. Movements of troops and supply convoys we can get anytime, by the radio codes from a dozen agents all over France. This is something that only Adam knows about, and that the Gestapo’s clamped the lid on. Which means it’s a hell of a lot more important than the usual messages we get. Or at least Adam thinks it is, or he wouldn’t be calling for help.”
 “What about you?” Gaby asked. He lifted his eyebrows, not understanding. “What would you die for?” Gaby glanced at him again in the mirror, then quickly away.
 “I hope I won’t have to find out.” He gave her a hint of a smile, but the question had lodged inside him like a thorn. He was prepared to die for the mission, yes; that was already understood. But that was the reaction of a trained machine, not a man. What, as a man—or half man, half animal—was he prepared to lay down his life for? The human-woven net of politics? Some narrow vision of freedom? Love? Triumph? He explored the question, and found no easy answer.
 And suddenly his nerves let go of their chill alarms and he heard Gaby say softly, “Oh,” because there in front of them on the long straight route to Paris was a roadblock with a dozen armed soldiers, an armored car with a cannon-snout showing, and a black Citröen that could only be a Gestapo vehicle.
 A soldier with a submachine gun was waving them down. All faces turned toward them. A man in a dark hat and a long beige overcoat stepped into the road, waiting. Gaby hit the brakes, a little too hard. “Steady,” Michael said, and as the Mercedes slowed he peeled off his gloves.
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The man who peered in through the rolled-down window at Michael Gallatin had blue eyes so pale they were almost without color, his face chiseled and handsome in the way of a Nordic athlete—a skier, Michael thought. Perhaps a javelin thrower, or a long-distance runner. There were fine lines around his eyes, and his blond sideburns were going gray. He wore a dark leather hat with a jaunty red feather in its band. “Good morning, Colonel,” he said. “A small inconvenience, I fear. May I see your papers?”
 “I hope the inconvenience is small,” Michael answered icily. The other man’s face kept its thin, polite smile. As Michael reached into his coat for his packet of papers, he saw a soldier take up a position directly on the other side of the car. The soldier’s submachine gun barrel wandered slightly toward the window, and Michael felt a knot of tension clench in his throat. The soldier was staking out his lane of fire; there was no way Michael could pull the Luger from his holster without being shot to tatters.
 Gaby kept her hands on the wheel. The Gestapo agent took Michael’s papers and glanced in at Gaby. “Your papers also, please?”
 “She’s my secretary,” Michael said.
 “Of course. But I must see her papers.” He shrugged. “Regulations, you know.”
 Gaby reached into her coat. She brought out a packet of papers that had been made for her yesterday, when she’d decided to go to Paris with him. She handed them over with a crisp nod.
 “Thank you.” The Gestapo agent began to inspect the photographs and documents. Michael watched the man’s face. It was a cold face, and it was stamped with a cunning intelligence; this man was no fool, and he’d seen all the tricks. Michael glanced toward the roadside, and saw Lieutenant Krabell and his driver there. The driver was checking the engine as Krabell’s papers were being laboriously examined by another Gestapo agent.
 “What’s the problem?” Michael asked.
 “Haven’t you heard?” The blond-haired man looked up from his reading, his eyes quizzical.
 “If I had, would I be asking?”
 “For a communications officer, you’re certainly out of touch.” A brief smile, a hint of square white predator’s teeth. “But of course you know there was a parachute drop in this sector three nights ago. The partisans in a village called Bazancourt helped the man escape. There was also a woman involved.” His gaze slid toward Gaby. “Do you speak German, my dear?” he asked her in French.
 “A little,” she answered. Her voice was cool, and Michael admired her courage. She looked the man straight in the eyes and didn’t waver. “What do you want me to say?”
 “Your papers speak for you.” He continued his inspection, taking his time about it.
 “What’s your name?” Michael decided to take the offensive. “I’d like to know who to lodge my complaint against when we get to Paris.”
 “Johlmann. Heinz, middle initial R for Richter.” The man kept reading, not intimidated in the least. “Colonel, who’s your superior commander?”
 “Adolf Hitler,” Michael said.
 “Ah, yes. Of course.” Again, that brief show of teeth. They looked like they were good at tearing meat. “I mean your immediate superior in the field.”
 Michael’s palms were damp, but his heart had stopped pounding. He was in control of himself, and he would not be rushed. He glanced quickly at the soldier on the other side of the car, still holding the submachine gun ready, his finger on the trigger guard. “I report to Major General Friedrich Bohm, Fourteenth Sector Communications, headquarters in Abbeville. Our radio code is ‘Tophat.’ ”
 “Thank you. I can get through to Major General Bohm in about ten minutes on our radio equipment.” He motioned toward the armored car.
 “Be my guest. I’m sure he’d like to hear why I’m being interrogated.” Michael stared up at Johlmann. Their eyes met, and locked. The moment stretched, and in it Gaby felt a scream pressing behind her teeth.
 Johlmann smiled and looked away. He studied the photographs of the colonel and his secretary. “Ah!” he said speaking to Michael, his cold eyes brightening. “You’re an Austrian! From Braugdonau, yes?”
 “That’s right.”
 “Well, that’s amazing! I know Braugdonau!”
 Gaby felt as if she’d just taken a punch to the stomach. Her Luger. So close. Could she get to it before the soldier sprayed her with bullets? She feared she couldn’t, so she didn’t move.
 “I have a cousin in Essen!” Johlmann said, still smiling. “Just west of your hometown. I’ve been through Braugdonau several times. They have a very fine winter carnival.”
 “Yes, they do.” A skier, he decided.
 “Good snow on those mountains. Hard-packed. You don’t have to worry about avalanches so much. Thank you, my dear.” He returned Gaby’s papers to her. She took them and put them away, noting that a couple of other soldiers had wandered closer to have a glimpse of her. Johlmann carefully folded Michael’s papers. “I remember the fountain in Braugdonau. You know. Where the statues of the Ice King and Queen are.” His teeth flashed. “Yes?”
 “I’m afraid you’re mistaken.” Michael held out his hand for his papers. “There is no fountain in Braugdonau, Herr Johlmann. I think it’s time for us to be on our way now.”
 “Well,” Johlmann said with a shrug, “I suppose I am mistaken, after all.” He slid the packet into Michael’s hand, and Michael was very glad he’d listened to all the details McCarren had given him about the layout and history of Braugdonau. Michael’s fingers closed around the papers, but Johlmann wouldn’t let the documents go. “I don’t have a cousin in Essen, Colonel,” he said. “A white lie, and I hope you’ll pardon my presumption. But you know, I have been skiing in that area before. Beautiful place. That very famous run about twenty kilometers north of Essen.” His smile came back, and it was a horrible happiness. “Surely you know it. The Grandfather. Yes?”
 He knows, Michael thought. He smells the British in my skin. Michael felt poised on the edge of a precipice, and beneath him were slavering jaws. Damn it, why hadn’t he slid the Luger next to him on the seat? Johlmann was waiting for his answer, his head cocked slightly to one side, the red feather stirring in the breeze.
 “Herr Johlmann?” the soldier with the submachine gun said. His voice was nervous. “Herr Johlmann, you’d better—”
 “Yes,” Michael said. His stomach clenched. “The Grandfather.”
 Johlmann’s smile flicked off. “Oh, no. I’m afraid I meant the Grandmother.”
 “Herr Johlmann!” the soldier shouted. Two other soldiers yelled out, and ran for the trees. The armored car’s engine started with a roar. Johlmann looked up. “What the hell is going—” And then he heard the high whine just as Michael did, and he twisted around to see the glint of silver diving toward the roadblock.
 Fighter plane, Michael realized. Coming down fast. The soldier with the submachine gun shouted, “Take cover!” and ran for the roadside. Johlmann, sputtering with anger, called, “Wait! Wait, you!” But the soldiers were running for the trees and the armored car was scrambling like an iron roach for cover, and Johlmann cursed and dug into his coat for his pistol as he whirled back to face the false colonel.
 But Michael’s hand had grown a Luger. As Johlmann’s pistol rose, Michael thrust the Luger’s barrel into Johlmann’s face and pulled the trigger.
 There was a whoosh like an oncoming avalanche, a chatter of machine-gun bullets from an aircraft’s wing guns, and in that instant the sound of the Luger going off was silenced by the larger weapons. Two columns of bullets marched alongside the road, straddling the Mercedes and sending sparks flying, and Heinz Richter Johlmann, ex-Gestapo, staggered back with a single smoking hole in the center of his forehead, just below his jaunty hat. Michael had his papers gripped in his other hand, and as the fighter plane’s shadow swept across the earth Johlmann fell to his knees with blood beginning to run down his shock-frozen face. His head sagged forward. His hat, full of gray brains, fell off, and the fighter plane’s fierce hot breeze blew the red feather before it like a bloody exclamation mark.
 “Krabell!” Michael shouted. The young lieutenant had been about to run for the trees, his driver unable to get the motorcycle’s engine started. He turned toward the Mercedes. “This man’s been hit!” Michael said. “Get a medic—but first move that damned barricade!”
 Krabell and the driver hesitated, wanting to run for cover before the fighter came back for another strafing pass. “Do as I say!” Michael commanded, and the two Germans scrambled to the wooden barricade. They moved it aside, Krabell searching the sky with his goggled eyes, and then Michael heard the deadly whine of the plane coming down for a second attack. “Go!” he told Gaby. She pressed her foot to the floorboard, and the car lunged forward, passing Krabell and the motorcyclist and roaring through the opened barricade. Then the two Germans fled for the trees, beneath which the others had thrown themselves to the ground. As Gaby raced them along the road, Michael glanced back and saw the bright glint of sun on the plane’s wings. It was an American aircraft, a P-47 Thunderbolt, and it looked to be headed right for the Mercedes. He saw the fireflash of the machine guns, bullets marching along the road and throwing up gravel. Gaby swerved the car violently to the left, its tires going off the road into grass. There was a wham! that Michael felt at the base of his spine, and Gaby fought to keep control of the wheel. We’re hit! she thought, but the engine was still roaring, so she kept the speed up. Dust boiled into the car, blinding Michael for a few seconds. When it cleared, Michael saw two shafts of sunlight entering the roof through jagged holes in the metal, and a chunk of the rear windshield the size of his fist had been blown away. Fragments of glass were scattered all over the seat beside him and glittered in the folds of his coat. Gaby saw the glint of sun along the Thunderbolt’s wings as the aircraft turned in a tight circle. “Coming back again!” she shouted.
 He had not come all this distance to be killed by an American fighter pilot. “There!” he said, grasping Gaby’s shoulder and pointing toward an apple orchard on the right.
 Gaby spun the wheel, veering the Mercedes across the road and into a flimsy wooden fence that banged the front fender but burst apart to give them passage. She drove past an abandoned hay wagon into the shadows of the orchard, and three seconds later the Thunderbolt zoomed overhead, its bullets chopping branches and white buds from the trees but none of them hitting the Mercedes. Gaby stopped the car and put on the hand brake. Her heart was hammering, her throat scratchy with dust. She looked at the bullet holes in the roof, their exits marked by a hole in the passenger seat and another hole in the floorboard. She felt a vague, dreamy sensation that she thought might be the first cat-feet creepings of shock. Then she closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the steering wheel.
 The plane screamed above them again. No guns were fired this time, and Michael’s muscles untensed. He watched the Thunderbolt turn west and dart toward another target, possibly a movement of soldiers or the armored car. The Thunderbolt dove, its guns firing, then it quickly gained altitude and zoomed away, heading west toward the coast.
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“He’s gone,” Michael said at last, when he was certain of it. He took a few deep breaths to calm himself, and smelled dust, his own sweat, and sweet apple buds. White blossoms lay all over the car and were still floating down. Gaby coughed, and Michael leaned forward, grasped her shoulder, and pulled her back from the wheel. “Are you all right?” His voice was strained with tension. Gaby nodded, her eyes glazed and watery, and Michael sighed with relief; he’d feared that a bullet had hit her, and if that had happened, the mission was in dire jeopardy. “Yes,” she said, regaining some of her strength. “I’m all right. Just dust down my throat.” She coughed a few more times to clear it out. What had terrified her most about the encounter was the fact that she’d been at the mercy of God, and unable to shoot back.
 “We’d better go. It won’t be long before they find out Johlmann was shot by a Luger instead of a machine gun.”
 Gaby pulled herself together, a simple matter of willpower over scorched nerves. She took the brake off and backed the Mercedes along its path of plowed grass to the road again. She got up on the gravel and drove east. The radiator was making a little tinkling noise but all the gauges indicating that gas, oil, and water were okay. Michael watched the sky with a wolf’s undivided attention, but no more planes swept out of the blue. Neither were they being followed, and he assumed—hoped, really—that the soldiers and the second Gestapo man were still in shock themselves. The road unwound beneath the Mercedes’s tires, and abruptly the gravel turned to pavement and a sign announced that Paris was eight kilometers ahead. There were no more roadblocks, which relieved both of them, but they passed several truck-loads of soldiers going in and out of the city.
 And then the road was lined with tall, graceful trees and it widened into an avenue. They passed the last wooden farmhouse and saw the first of many brick and stone houses, then met gray buildings decorated with white statuary like sugar frosting on a cake. Paris gleamed in the sunlight before them, the towers of its cathedrals and monuments glowing like golden needles. Its ornate buildings crowded together much as the structures of any metropolis, but these with the dignity of centuries. The Eiffel Tower stood against a background of drifting clouds as fragile as French lace, and the vaulted roofs of Montmartre were the varied, burnished reds and browns of an artist’s palette. The Mercedes crossed the pale green waters of the Seine over a bridge decorated with stone cherubs, and Michael smelled moss and mud-stranded fish. The flow of traffic was heavier once they crossed the Boulevard Berthier, one of the grand avenues that circled the City of Light and was named for Napoleon’s marshals, but Gaby was undaunted. She merged into the contest of Citröens, horse wagons, bicyclists, and pedestrians, and most of them gave way before the imposing black staff car.
 As Gaby drove through the streets of Paris, one hand on the wheel and the other motioning other vehicles and people out of their path, Michael smelled the aromas of the city: a commingling, heady festival of a thousand scents, from a whiff of smoky perfume through the croissants and coffee of a sidewalk café to the grassy manure being raked by a street cleaner. Michael was near being overwhelmed by scents, as he was when he visited any city. The smells of life, of human activity, were sharp and startling here, none of those damp, foggy odors he associated with London. He saw many people talking, but few smiling. Fewer still were laughing. And that was because there were German soldiers on the streets, carrying rifles, and German officers drinking espresso in the cafés. They reclined in their chairs with the relaxed postures of conquerors. Nazi banners flew from many of the buildings, unfurled in the breeze over the upraised arms and imploring faces of marble, French-carved statues. German soldiers directed traffic, and some streets were blocked by barricades with signs marked ACHTUNG! EINTRITT VERBOTEN! Adding insult to injury by not using the native language, Michael thought. No wonder so many faces scowled at the Mercedes as it swept past.
 Compounding the traffic problems were many laboring, swastika-emblazoned trucks, creeping along and backfiring in the midst of bicyclists like bomb blasts. Michael saw several troop trucks, loaded with soldiers, and even a couple of tanks pulled over to the side, their crews sunning themselves and smoking cigarettes. The whole picture said that the Germans believed they were here to stay, and while the French could go about their daily lives it was the conquerors who kept the reins tight. He saw a group of young soldiers flirting with girls, a stiff-backed officer getting his boots shined by a little boy, another officer shouting in German at a waiter who frantically mopped up a carafe of spilled white wine. Michael sat back in his seat, drawing in all the sights, sounds, and aromas, and he felt a heavy shadow over the City of Light. The Mercedes slowed, and Gaby hit the horn to hurry a few bicycling citizens out of the way. Michael smelled horseflesh, and he looked to his left at a military policeman astride a horse that wore blinders with Nazi symbols on them. The man saluted.
 Michael nodded absently and wished he had that bastard alone in the forest for one minute.
 Gaby drove east on the Boulevard des Batignolles, through an area crowded with apartment buildings and rococo houses. They stayed on that boulevard, crossing the Avenue de Clinchy and then turning north. Gaby turned right onto the Rue Quenton, and they entered a district where the streets were made of rough brown paving stones and clothes hung on lines across windows. The buildings here were painted in faded pastels, some of their façades cracked and the ancient clay bricks exposed like yellow ribs. Here the bicyclists were fewer, there were no sidewalk cafés or street-corner Van Goghs. The structures seemed to lean drunkenly against each other, as if in forlorn support, and even the air smelled to Michael of bitter wine. Shadows held figures who watched the black car glide past, their eyes dead as counterfeit coins. The Mercedes’s breeze stirred old newspapers from the gutters, and their yellowed pages drifted over the littered sidewalks.
 Gaby drove fast through these streets, hardly pausing at the blind intersections. She turned left, then right, then left again a few blocks ahead. Michael saw a crooked sign: RUE LAFARGE. “We’ve arrived,” Gaby said, and she slowed down and blinked the headlights.
 Two men, both middle-aged, unlatched a doorway and threw it open. It led into a cobblestoned alley just a few inches wider than the Mercedes, and Michael braced for a scrape but Gaby entered the alley with clearance on either side. The two men closed the doorway behind them. Gaby continued up the alley and into a green garage with a sagging roof. Then she said, “Get out,” and cut the engine. Michael did. A man with a brown, seamed face and white hair strode into the garage. “Follow me, please,” he said in French, and began to walk rapidly away. Michael followed, and glanced back to see Gaby unlocking the Mercedes’s trunk and removing a brown suitcase. She closed the trunk, then the garage door, and one of the first two men locked a chain and padlock and pocketed the key.
 “Hurry, please,” the white-haired man urged Michael, his voice pleasant but firm. Michael’s jackboots clattered loudly on the cobblestones, the noise echoing in the silence. Around him, the windows of the crooked buildings remained shuttered. The white-haired man, who had the thick shoulders and arms of a heavy laborer, unlatched an iron gate with spear tips on the top, and Michael followed him across a small rose garden into the back door of a building as blue as a robin’s egg. A narrow corridor stretched before them, and a set of rickety stairs. They went up to the second floor. Another door was opened, and the white-haired man motioned him in. Michael entered a room that had a carpet of intertwined, multicolored rags and smelled strongly of fresh bread and boiled onions.
 “Welcome to our home,” someone said, and Michael found himself looking at a small, frail old woman with snowy hair pulled back into a long braid. She wore a faded blue dress and a red-checked apron. Behind her round glasses she had dark brown eyes that took in all and revealed nothing. She smiled, her heart-shaped face folding into a mass of wrinkles and her teeth the color of weak tea. “Take off your clothes, please.”
 “My… clothes?”
 “Yes. That disgusting uniform. Please remove it.”
 Gaby came in, escorted by the man who’d locked the garage. The old woman glanced at her, and Michael saw the woman’s face tighten. “We were told to expect two men.”
 “She’s all right,” Michael said. “McCarren—”
 “No names,” the old woman interrupted crisply. “We were told to expect two men. A driver and a passenger. Why is it not so?” Her eyes, as dark as pistol barrels, returned to Gaby.
 “A change in plans,” Gaby told her. “I decided to—”
 “Changed plans are flawed plans. Who are you to decide such things?”
 “I said she’s all right,” Michael told the old woman, and this time he took the power of her stare. The two men had positioned themselves behind him, and Michael felt sure they had guns. One on the left, one on the right; an elbow in each of their faces if the guns came out. “I’ll vouch for her,” Michael said.
 “Then who’s to vouch for you, Green Eyes?” the old woman asked. “This is not the professional way.” She looked back and forth from Michael to Gaby, and her gaze lingered on the girl. “Ah!” she decided with a nod. “You love him, eh?”
 “Certainly not!” Gaby’s face flushed crimson.
 “Well, maybe it’s called something else these days, then.” She smiled again, but thinly. “Love has always been a four-letter word. Green Eyes, I told you to take off that uniform.”
 “If I’m going to be shot, I’d rather it be done while my pants are on.”
 The old woman laughed huskily. “I think you’re the type of man who does most of his shooting with his pants off.” She waved a hand at him. “Just do it. No one’s going to be killing anybody. Not today, at least.”
 Michael removed his overcoat, and one of the men accepted it and began to rip the lining out. The other man took Gaby’s suitcase, put it on a table, and unlatched it. He started rummaging through the civilian clothes she’d brought along. The old woman snatched the Stalingrad medal off Michael’s chest and examined it as she held it beneath a lamp. “This trash wouldn’t fool a blind tinsmith!” she said with a sharp laugh.
 “It’s a real medal,” Gaby answered coolly.
 “Oh? And how do you know that, my little valentine?”
 “I know,” Gaby said, “because I took it off the corpse after I slit his throat.”
 “Good for you.” The old woman put the medal aside. “Bad for him. You take off your uniform, too, valentine. Hurry, I’m not getting any younger.”
 Michael went ahead with it. He stripped down to his underwear, and Gaby undressed as well. “You’re a hairy bastard,” the old woman observed. “What kind of beast was your father?” She said to one of the other men, “Bring him his new clothes and shoes.” He went away into another room, and the old woman picked up Michael’s Luger and sniffed the barrel. She wrinkled her nose, finding the odor of a recent shot. “You have any trouble on the road?”
 “A small inconvenience,” Michael said.
 “I don’t think I want to hear any more.” She picked up the silver pocket watch, clicked the winding stem twice, and looked at the cyanide capsule when the back popped open. She grunted softly, closed the watch, and returned it to him. “You might want to keep that. Knowing the time is very important these days.”
 The white-haired man returned with a bundle of clothes and a pair of scuffed black shoes. “We got your sizes over the radio,” the woman said. “But we were expecting two men.” She motioned toward the contents of Gaby’s suitcase. “You brought your own clothes, then? That’s good. We don’t have civilian papers for you. Too easily traced in the city. If either of you are captured…” She looked at Michael, her eyes hard. “I expect you to know what time it is.” She waited until Michael nodded his understanding. “You won’t see your uniforms or the car again. You’ll be supplied with bicycles. If you feel you must have a car, we’ll talk about it. We don’t have a lot of money here, but we have a fortune in friends. You’ll call me Camille, and you will talk only to me. You’re not to address either of these two gentlemen.” She motioned toward the Frenchmen, who were gathering up the German uniforms and putting them in a basket with a lid. “Keep your pistol,” she told Michael. “Those are hard to come by.” She stared at Gaby for a few seconds, as if evaluating her, then at Michael. “I’m sure you both have had experience in this. I don’t care anything about who you are, or what you’ve done; the important thing is that a lot of lives depend on your being smart—and careful—while you’re in Paris. We’ll help you as much as we can, but if you’re captured we don’t know you. Is that clear?”
 “Perfectly,” Michael answered.
 “Good. If you’d like to rest awhile, your room is through there.” Camille nodded toward a corridor and a doorway. “I was just making some onion soup, if you’d like a taste.”
 Michael picked up the shoes and bundle of clothes from the table where they’d been set, and Gaby closed her suitcase and hefted it. Camille said, “You children behave yourselves,” and then she turned away and walked into a small kitchen where a pot boiled on a cast-iron stove.
 “After you,” Michael said, and followed Gaby along the corridor to their new quarters. The door creaked on its hinges as Gaby pushed it open. Inside was a four-poster bed with a white quilt and a more somber cot with a green blanket. The room was cramped but clean, with a skylight and a window that looked out over the drunken pastel buildings.
 Gaby put her suitcase down on the four-poster bed with solid authority. Michael looked at the cot, and he thought he heard his back groan. He went to the window and slid it open, getting a lungful of Paris air. He was still in his underwear, and so was Gaby, but there seemed no need to hurry about anything, including getting dressed—or undressed, as the case might be. Gaby lay down on the bed and covered herself with a crisp linen sheet. She watched him, framed against the window; she let her gaze play over his muscles, his sleek back, and long, dark-haired legs. “I’m going to rest for a while,” she announced, the sheet up to her chin.
 “Be my guest.”
 “There’s not room for two in this bed,” she said.
 “Of course there isn’t,” he agreed. He glanced quickly at her, saw her long black hair, unpinned now that it was out from under the cap, splayed across the goosedown pillow like an intricate fan.
 “Not even if I squeezed over,” Gaby continued. “So you’ll have to sleep on the cot.”
 “Yes, I will.”
 She shifted her position, the goosedown mattress settling beneath her. The sheets were cool and smelled faintly of cloves: an aroma Michael had detected as soon as they entered the room. Gaby hadn’t realized how tired she was; she’d been up at five o’clock, and her sleep had been restless at best. Why had she come with this man? she asked herself. She hardly knew him. Didn’t know him, really. Who was he to her? Her eyes had drifted shut; now she opened them and found him standing over the bed, staring down at her. So close it made her skin tingle.
 Her bare leg had slipped out from under the sheet. Michael ran his fingers along her ankle, raising chill bumps. Then he gently grasped her ankle and slid her leg back under the fragrant linen. She thought for an instant that his fingers had burned their impressions on her flesh. “Sleep well,” he said, and he put on a pair of brown pants that had patches on both knees. He started to go out, and Gaby sat up with the sheet clutched to her breasts. “Where are you going?”
 “To get a bowl of soup,” Michael answered. “I’m hungry.” And then he turned and left, shutting the door quietly behind him.
 Gaby lay back down, but now she couldn’t sleep. A heat pulsed at her center, and her nerves were jangled. It was the remainder of their encounter with the fighter plane, she decided. Who wouldn’t be unable to rest after something like that? They were lucky to be alive, and tomorrow…
 Well, tomorrow would take care of itself. Like all tomorrows did.
 She reached down, beside the bed, and pulled the cot a few inches closer. He’d never know. Then, satisfied and growing drowsy in the embrace of goose down, Gaby closed her eyes. A few minutes passed, in which the shadows of airplanes and the sounds of gunfire played through her mind. Those things faded, like bad dreams in daylight.
 She slept.
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Michael dismounted, and the springs mewled softly. He leaned the rusted Peugeot bicycle against a street lamp at the intersection of the Rue de Belleville and the Rue des Pyrenees, and he checked his pocket watch in the yellow glow. Nine-forty-three. Camille had said the curfew began at eleven o’clock sharp. After that time the German military police—the rough, hard-nosed bastards—roamed the streets. He kept his head down, studying his watch, as Gaby slowly pedaled past him, going southeast on the Pyrenees. The darkness took her.
 Apartment buildings, most of them once elegant homes decorated with statuary, stood around him, furtive lights gleaming in some of their windows. The avenue was quiet but for a few velo taxis and a horse-drawn carriage or two. On their ride from Montmartre through the twisting streets, Michael and Gaby had seen many German soldiers, strolling the boulevards in rowdy groups or sitting in sidewalk cafés like drunken lords. They’d seen, as well, a number of troop transport trucks and armored cars scuttling busily over the paved stones. But Michael and Gaby, in their new disguises, attracted no attention. Michael wore his patched pants, a blue shirt, and a dark brown corduroy coat that had seen better days; on his feet were the scuffed black shoes, and on his head a brown cap. Gaby wore black slacks, a yellow blouse, and a bulky gray sweater that hid the bulge of her Luger. They wore the outfits of regular, struggling Paris citizens, whose main concern was getting food on the table rather than the dictates of European fashion.
 Michael gave her a moment or two more, then he got on his bicycle and pedaled after her, between the aged and sad stone beauties. Much of the statuary was broken, he saw. Some of it had been wrestled up from its moorings and stolen away, probably to grace Nazi dwellings. Michael pedaled at a slow, steady pace. A carriage went past, heading in the opposite direction, the horse’s hooves clopping on the pavement. Michael came to the sign marking the Rue Tobas, and he swung the bicycle to the right.
 The buildings here were crowded close, and there were few lights. This district, once wealthy, had the air of decay and dissolution. Some of the windows were broken and mended with tape, and much of the carved masonry had either collapsed or been removed. Michael thought of a ballet dancer whose legs had become bloated and thick with veins. Headless statues stood in a fountain that held bits of trash and old newspapers instead of water. A stone wall screamed a black Nazi swastika and the painted words DEUTSCHLAND SIEGT AN ALLEN FRONTEN—“Germany Victorious on all Fronts.” We’ll soon see, Michael thought as he pedaled past.
 He knew this street, had studied it well on the map. Coming up on the right was a gray building—once a stately home—with broken stone steps sweeping up from the curb. He knew this building, too. He kept pedaling and quickly glanced up. On the second floor light crept through the blinds of a corner window. Apartment number eight. Adam was in that room. And Michael didn’t look, but he was aware of the gray stone building across the street, too, where the Gestapo had their watchmen. No pedestrians were on the street, and Gaby had already pedaled on ahead to wait for him. Michael moved past Adam’s building, sensing he was being watched. Possibly from the roof of the building opposite Adam’s. Possibly from a darkened window. This was a mouse trap, Michael thought. Adam was the cheese, and the cats were licking their whiskers.
 He stopped pedaling and let the bicycle coast across the cracked pavement. His peripheral vision caught a flare of light to his left. Someone standing in a doorway, holding a match to a cigarette. The match went out, and smoke plumed. Meow, Michael thought. He kept going, head down, and he saw an alley coming up on his right. He guided the bike toward the alley, turned into it, pedaled about twenty feet farther, and then stopped. He leaned the Peugeot against a wall of gray bricks and walked back to the alley entrance, facing the Rue Tobas, then crouched down on his haunches beside a group of garbage cans and stared across the street at the doorway where the Gestapo man stood smoking his cigarette. A tiny red circle waxed and waned in the night. Michael saw the man, clad in a dark overcoat and hat, outlined in a faint blue haze. Seven or eight minutes crept by. A crack of light drew Michael’s attention, and he looked up at a window on the third floor. Someone had just drawn aside a black curtain perhaps three or four inches; the curtain was held open for only a few seconds, then fell back into place again and the light was gone.
 Michael reasoned that several teams of Gestapo men kept Adam’s apartment under watch all hours of the day and night. From that third-floor surveillance post they had a clear view of the Rue Tobas, and could see anyone going in or coming out of Adam’s building. They probably had listening devices in Adam’s apartment as well, and certainly had his telephone tapped. So the contact would have to get a message to Adam along his walk to work; but how was that going to be possible with the Gestapo dogging his trail?
 Michael stood up and stepped back into the alley, still watching the cigarette smoker. The man didn’t see him; his attention drifted back and forth along the street in a relaxed, even bored, vigilance. And then Michael took two more backward steps, and he smelled it.
 Frightened sweat.
 Someone was behind him. Someone very quiet, but now Michael could hear a faint, raspy breathing.
 And suddenly a knife blade was jabbed against his spine. “Give me your money,” a man’s voice said in French with a thick German accent.
 A thief, Michael thought. An alley prowler. He had no wallet to surrender, and any struggle would certainly crash the garbage cans over and cause the Gestapo man to take interest. He decided what to do in the passing of an instant. He drew himself up to full height and said softly in German, “Do you want to die?”
 There was a pause. Then: “I said… give me your…” The voice cracked. The thief was scared to death.
 “Take the knife away from my back,” Michael said calmly, “or in three seconds I’ll kill you.”
 One second passed. Two. Michael tensed, ready to whirl around.
 The knife’s pressure against his spine was gone.
 He heard the thief running, back along the alley toward its other entrance on the Rue de la Chine. His first thought was to let the man go, but an idea sparked in his mind and grew incandescent. He turned and ran after the thief; the man was fast, but not fast enough. Before the thief could get to the Rue de la Chine, Michael reached out, grabbed the tall of his flagging, dirty overcoat and almost yanked him out of his shoes. The man—all five feet two inches of him—spun around with a muffled curse and swung the knife without aiming. The edge of Michael’s hand cracked against his wrist, knocking the blade out of his spasming fingers. Then he picked the little man up and slammed him against the gray brick wall.
 The thief’s eyes bulged, pale blue under a mop of dirty brown hair. Michael held his collar and clamped a hand over the man’s mouth and grizzled chin. “Silence,” he whispered. Off in the alley somewhere, a cat screeched and ran for cover. “Don’t struggle,” Michael said, still speaking German. “You’re not going anywhere. I want to ask you some questions, and I want to hear the truth from you. Do you understand?”
 The thief, terrified and shivering, nodded.
 “All right, I’m going to take my hand away from your mouth. You shout once, and I’ll break your neck.” He shook the man hard, for emphasis, then dropped the hand away. The thief made a soft moaning sound. “You’re German?” Michael asked. The thief nodded. “A deserter?” A pause; then a nod. “How long have you been in Paris?”
 “Six months. Please… please let me go. I didn’t stick you, did I?”
 He’d been able to hide in Paris, surrounded by Germans, for six months. A good sign, Michael thought. “Don’t whine. What else do you do besides try to stick people? You steal bread from markets, maybe a few pieces of fruit here and there, a pie or two off a shelf?”
 “Yes, yes. All that. Please… I’m no good as a soldier. I’ve got weak nerves. Please, just let me go. All right?”
 “No. Do you pick pockets?”
 “Some. When I have to.” The thief’s eyes narrowed. “Wait. Who are you? Not military police. What’s your game, huh?”
 Michael ignored him. “Are you any good at picking pockets?”
 The thief grinned, a false show of toughness. Under his grizzle and all that street grime, he was perhaps in his mid to late forties. The Germans were indeed scraping the bottom of the barrel for soldiers. “I’m still alive, aren’t I? Now who the hell are you?” His eyes glittered with a thought. “Ah! Of course. The underground, yes?”
 “I’ll ask the questions. Are you a Nazi?”
 The man laughed harshly. He spat a wad of phlegm onto the alley stones. “Are you a corpse fucker?”
 Michael gave a faint smile. Maybe he and the thief weren’t on the same side, but they shared sentiments. He lowered the man to his feet, but kept his hand clenched in the grimy collar. Up at the Rue de la Chine side of the alley, Gaby turned in on her bicycle. “Hey!” she whispered urgently. “What’s wrong?”
 “I’ve met someone,” Michael said, “who may be useful to us.”
 “Me? Useful to the underground? Ha!” The little man pushed at Michael’s hand, and Michael unclenched his fingers. “You two can rot in hell, for all I care!”
 “If I were you, I’d keep my voice down.” Michael motioned back toward the Rue Tobas. “A Gestapo man is standing across the street over there. There might be a whole nest of them in that building. I don’t think you’d want their attention, would you?”
 “Neither would you!” the man retorted. “So where does that leave us?”
 “I have a job for a pickpocket,” Michael said.
 “What?” Gaby had gotten off her bicycle. “What are you talking about?”
 “I need some nimble fingers,” Michael went on. He stared forcefully at the thief. “Not to pick a pocket, but to put something into a pocket.”
 “You’re crazy!” the thief said, with a sneer that made his ugly, heavy-browed face even uglier. “Maybe I ought to call for the Gestapo myself, and be done with you!”
 “Be my guest,” Michael offered.
 The thief scowled, looked from Michael to Gaby and back again. His shoulders slumped. “Oh, to hell with it,” he said.
 “When’s the last time you ate?”
 “I don’t know. Yesterday, I guess. Why? Are you serving up beer and sausages?”
 “No. Onion soup.” Michael heard Gaby gasp as she realized what he was about to propose. “Are you on foot?”
 “My bike’s around the corner.” He motioned with a thumb toward the Rue de la Chine. “I work the alleys around here.”
 “You’re going to take a trip with us. We’ll be riding on either side of you, and if you call to a soldier or otherwise make any difficulties we’ll kill you.”
 “Why should I go anywhere with you? You’ll probably kill me anyway.”
 “Maybe we will,” Michael said, “and maybe we won’t. But at least you’ll die with some food in your belly. Besides… we might be able to work out a financial arrangement.” He saw the interest flare in the man’s sunken eyes, and he knew he’d tripped the right switch. “What’s your name?”
 The thief paused, still wary. He looked up and down the alley, as if fearful of being overheard. Then: “Mausenfeld. Arno Mausenfeld. Ex-field kitchen cook.”
Maus, Michael thought. The German word for… “I’ll call you Mouse,” he decided. “Let’s get on our way before curfew.”
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Enraged, Camille no longer resembled a sweet, elderly lady. Her eyes glinted with red, and her face was inflamed from the roots of her snowy hair to the point of her chin. “Bringing a German to my home!” she shrieked, in the throes of a fit. “I’ll have you executed as a traitor for this!” She glared at Michael, and looked at Arno Mausenfeld as if he were something that she’d just scraped off the sole of her shoe. “You! Get out! I’m not running a shelter for Nazi bums!”
 “Madam, I’m not a Nazi,” Mouse replied, with stern dignity. He drew himself up as tall as he could, but he was still three inches shorter than Camille. “Neither am I a bum.”
 “Get out! Get out before I—” Camille whirled away, ran to a dresser, and opened it. Her hand came out with an old, heavy Lebel revolver. “I’ll blow your dirty brains out!” she hollered, all her Gallic graciousness gone, and she aimed the pistol at Mouse’s head.
 Michael caught her wrist, tilted the pistol up, and scooped it from her grip. “None of that, now,” he scolded. “You’ll blow your own hand off with this antique.”
 “You deliberately brought this Nazi to my home!” Camille raged, showing her teeth. “You’ve compromised our security! Why?”
 “Because he can help me do my job,” Michael told her. Mouse wandered into the kitchen, his clothes even more wretched and filthy in the light. “I need someone to get a message to the man I’m after. It needs to be done fast, without attracting a lot of attention. I need a pickpocket—and there he is.” He nodded toward the German.
 “You’re out of your mind!” Camille said. “Utterly insane! Oh my God, I’ve got a madman under my roof!”
 “I am not!” Mouse replied. He stared at Camille, his heavily lined face dark with dirt. “The doctors said I definitely am not a madman.” He picked up the soup-pot lid and inhaled. “Nice,” he said. “But bland. If you have paprika, I could spice it up for you.”
 “Doctors?” Gaby asked, frowning. “What doctors?”
 “The doctors at the nuthouse,” Mouse went on. He pushed his hair out of his eyes with dirty fingers and then dipped those same fingers into the pot. He took a taste of onion soup. “Oh, yes,” he said. “This could use some paprika. Possibly a touch of garlic, too.”
 “What nuthouse?” Camille’s voice was shrill, and it quavered like an out-of-tune flute.
 “The one I escaped from six months ago,” Mouse said. He picked up a ladle and scooped out some soup, then slurped noisily. The others were silent, still watching him; Camille’s mouth was open, as if she were about to let loose a dish-rattling scream. “It was a place over on the west side of the city,” Mouse said. “For crack-ups and people who’d shot themselves in the foot. I told them when they signed me up that I had weak nerves. Did they listen?” Another noisy slurp of soup, and the liquid ran down his chin to his shirt. “No, they didn’t listen. They said I’d be in a field kitchen, and that I wouldn’t see any action. But did the bastards say anything about the air raids? No! Not a word!” He took a mouthful of soup and sloshed it around between his cheeks. “You know Hitler paints that mustache on, don’t you?” he asked. “It’s the truth! That cockless bastard can’t grow a mustache. He wears women’s clothes at night, too. Ask anybody.”
 “Oh, God save us! A Nazi lunatic!” Camille moaned softly, her face now matching the color of her hair. She staggered back, and Gaby caught her before she fell.
 “This could stand a whole clove of garlic,” Mouse said, and smacked his lips. “It would be a masterpiece!”
 “Now what are you going to do?” Gaby asked Michael. “You’ll have to get rid of him.” She glanced quickly at the revolver he held.
 For one of the few times in his life Michael Gallatin felt like a fool. He’d grasped at a straw, he realized, and he’d come up with a bent twig. Mouse was happily drinking soup from the ladle and looking around the kitchen—obviously familiar territory to him. A bomb-shocked German escapee from a mental hospital was a fragile lever on which to move closer to Adam; but what else did he have? Damn it! Michael thought. Why didn’t I let this madman go? There was no telling what might happen if—
 “You said something about a financial arrangement, I believe,” Mouse said, and put the ladle down into the pot. “What might you have in mind?”
 “Coins on your eyes when we float your body down the Seine!” Camille shouted, but Gaby shushed her.
 Michael hesitated. Was the man useless, or not? Maybe no one but a lunatic would dare try what he was about to propose. But they’d only get one chance, and if Mouse made a mistake they might all pay with their lives. “I work for the British Secret Service,” he said quietly. Mouse kept poking around the kitchen, but Camille gasped and almost swooned again. “The Gestapo is watching an agent of ours. I have to get a message to him.”
 “The Gestapo,” Mouse repeated. “Mean bastards. They’re everywhere, you know.”
 “Yes, I do know. That’s why I need your help.”
 Mouse looked at him, and blinked. “I’m German.”
 “I know that, too. But you’re not a Nazi, and you don’t want to go back to the hospital, do you?”
 “No. Of course not.” He inspected a pan and tapped its bottom. “The food there is atrocious.”
 “And I don’t think you want to continue your life as a thief, either,” Michael went on. “What I’d like for you to do will take maybe two seconds—if you’re any good as a pickpocket. If not, the Gestapo will pick you up right on the street. And if that happens, I’ll have to kill you.”
 Mouse stared at Michael, his eyes startlingly blue against his grimy, seamed face. He put the pan aside.
 “I’ll give you a piece of folded paper,” Michael said. “That paper should be placed in the coat pocket of a man I’ll describe to you and point out to you on the street. It’ll have to be done fast and appear as if you simply bumped against him. Two seconds; no longer. There’ll be a team of Gestapo men following our agent, possibly watching him along the route he walks. Anything that looks slightly suspicious is going to draw them down on you. My friend”—he nodded at Gaby—“and I will be close by. If things go wrong, we’ll try to help you. But my first loyalty is to our agent. If that means I have to shoot you along with the Gestapo, I won’t hesitate.”
 “Of that I’m certain,” Mouse said, and plucked an apple from a clay bowl. He examined it for worms, then bit into it. “You’re from Britain, uh?” he asked between crunches. “My congratulations. Your German is very good.” He glanced around the tidy kitchen. “This isn’t what I expected the underground to be. I thought it was a bunch of Frenchmen hiding in sewers.”
 “We leave the sewers for your kind!” Camille shot back, still feisty.
 “My kind,” Mouse repeated, and shook his head. “Oh, we’ve lived in the sewers since 1938, madam. We’ve been force-fed shit so long we began to enjoy the taste. I’ve been in the army for two years, four months, and eleven days. A great patriotic duty, they said! A chance to expand the Reich and create a new world for all right-thinking Germans! Only the pure of heart and the strong of blood… well, you know the rest.” He grimaced; he’d bitten into a sour spot. “Not all Germans are Nazis,” he said quietly. “But the Nazis have got the loudest voices and the biggest clubs, and they’ve succeeded in beating the sense out of my country. So yes, I do know the sewers, madam. I know them very well indeed.” His eyes looked scorched by inner heat, and he tossed the apple core into a basket. His gaze returned to Michael. “But I’m still a German, sir. Maybe I am insane, but I love my homeland—perhaps I love a memory of my homeland, instead of the reality. So why should I help you do anything that might kill my countrymen?”
 “I’m asking you to help me prevent my countrymen from being killed. Possibly by the thousands, if I can’t reach the man I’m after.”
 “Oh, yes.” Mouse nodded. “Of course this has to do with the invasion.”
 “God strike us all!” Camille moaned. “We’re ruined!”
 “Every soldier knows the invasion is coming,” Mouse said. “It’s no secret. Only no one knows—yet—when it will be, or where. But it’s inevitable, and even us dumb field kitchen cooks know that. One thing’s for sure: once the Brits and the Americans start marching over the coast, no damned Atlantic Wall’s going to stop them. They’ll keep going all the way to Berlin; I just pray to God they’ll get there before the damned Russians do!”
 Michael let that comment pass. The Russians, of course, had been savagely fighting their way west since 1943.
 “My wife and two children are in Berlin.” Mouse sighed softly and ran a hand across his face. “My eldest son… was nineteen when he went to war. On the Eastern Front, no less. They couldn’t even scrape enough of him up to send back in a box. They sent me his medal. I put it on the wall, where it shines very pretty.” His eyes had become moist; now they hardened again. “If the Russians get to Berlin, my wife and children… well, that won’t happen. The Russians will be stopped, long before they get to Germany.” The way he said that made it clear he didn’t believe his own conviction.
 “You might help to shorten this war by doing what I ask,” Michael told him. “There’s a lot of territory between the coast and Berlin.”
 Mouse said nothing; he just stood staring into space, his hands hanging at his sides.
 “How much money do you want?” Michael prodded.
 Mouse was silent. Then he said softly, “I want to go home.”
 “All right. How much money do you need for that?”
 “No. Not money.” He looked at Michael. “I want you to get me to Berlin. To my wife and children. I’ve been trying to find a way out of Paris ever since I escaped from the hospital. I couldn’t get two miles out of the city before a security patrol picked me up. You need a pickpocket, and I need an escort. That’s what I’ll agree to.”
 “Impossible!” Gaby spoke up. “It’s out of the question!”
 “Wait.” Michael’s voice was firm. He had been planning on finding a route to Berlin anyway, to contact agent Echo and find the big-game hunter who’d had the Countess Margritta murdered. The photograph of Harry Sandler, smiling as he stood atop the carcass of a lion, had never been very far from Michael’s mind. “How would I get you there?”
 “That’s your job,” Mouse said. “Mine is putting a piece of paper in a man’s pocket. I’ll do it—and I’ll do it with no mistakes—but I want to go to Berlin.”
 Now it was Michael’s turn for silent deliberation. Getting himself to Berlin was one thing; escorting an escapee from a lunatic asylum was quite another. His instincts told him to say no, and they were rarely wrong. But this was a matter of fate, and Michael had little choice. “Agreed,” he said.
 “You’re mad, too!” Camille wailed. “As mad as he is!” But her voice wasn’t as stricken as it had been before, because she recognized the method in his madness.
 “We go tomorrow morning,” Michael said. “Our agent leaves his building at thirty-two minutes after eight. It takes him approximately ten minutes to walk his route. I’ll work out on the map where I want the job done; in the meantime, you’ll stay here tonight.”
 Camille started to roar with indignation again, but there was no point in it. “He’ll sleep on the floor!” she snapped. “He won’t dirty my linens!”
 “I’ll sleep right here.” Mouse motioned to the kitchen floor. “I might get hungry tonight, anyway.”
 Camille took the revolver back from Michael. “If I hear any noise in here, I’ll shoot to kill!”
 “In that case, madam,” Mouse said, “it’s best to tell you that I snore.”
 It was time to get some sleep. They all had a busy day tomorrow. Michael started for the bedroom, but Mouse said, “Hey! Hold on! Which coat pocket do you want the paper in? Outside or inside?”
 “Outside will do. Inside would be better.”
 “Inside it is, then.” Mouse took another apple from the bowl and crunched into it. He glanced at Camille. “Anyone going to offer me some soup, or must I starve to death before morning?”
 She made a noise that might’ve been a snarl, threw open a cupboard, and got a bowl for him.
 In the bedroom Michael took off his cap and shirt and sat on the edge of the bed, studying a map of Paris by the light of a white candle. Another candle was lighted on the other side of the bed, and Michael looked up at Gaby’s shadow as she undressed. He smelled the apple-wine fragrance of her hair as she brushed it back. It should be done equidistantly between Adam’s building and his office, he decided as he studied the map again. He found the spot he was looking for, and he marked it with his fingernail. Then he looked up once more, at the woman’s shadow.
 He felt the fine down of hair stir from the back of his neck along his spine. Tomorrow was going to be a walk on the edge of danger; perhaps an encounter with death. His heart was beating harder. He watched Gaby’s shadow as she peeled off her slacks. Tomorrow might bring death and destruction, but tonight they were alive, and…
 He smelled the faint aroma of cloves as Gaby drew back the sheet and slipped into bed. He folded the map of Paris and put it aside.
 Michael turned and looked at her. Candlelight glittered in her sapphire eyes, and her black hair lay over the pillow, the sheet barely up over her breasts. She looked back at him and felt her heart flutter; then she lowered the sheet, just a fraction of an inch, and Michael saw and recognized the invitation.
 He leaned over her, and he kissed her. Lightly at first, on the corners of her lips. And then her lips parted and he kissed her deeply, flame to flame. As their kiss went on, moist and hot, he could almost hear the steam drifting from their pores. Her lips tried to keep him, but he pulled away and stared at her. “You don’t know anything about me,” he said softly. “After tomorrow we might never see each other again.”
 “I know… I want to be yours tonight,” Gaby said. “And tonight I want you to be mine.”
 She drew him to her, and he pulled the sheet aside. She was naked underneath, her body taut with anticipation. Her arms went around his neck, and they kissed while he reached down, unbuckled his belt, and undressed. As the candles threw their shadows large upon the walls, their bodies pressed together, embraced in the goosedown mattress. She felt his tongue flick across her throat, a touch that was so delicate yet so intense it made her gasp, and then his head slid downward and his tongue swirled between her breasts. She gripped his hair as his tongue moved in slow, precise circles. A fiery pulse beat inside her, growing hotter and stronger. Michael felt her tremble, the taste of her sweet flesh in his mouth, and he grazed his lips down her stomach, down to the dark curls between her thighs.
 His tongue in that place, moving as it did, made Gaby arch her body and clench her teeth to stifle a moan. He opened her like a pink flower, his fingers gentle. His tongue slowly traveled up and down the route Gaby had led him to. She gasped as he caressed her, starting to whisper his name, but realized she didn’t know it and never would. But this moment, this sensation, this joy; these things were enough. Her eyes were moist, and so was her yearning center. Michael kissed the hollow of her throat with burning lips; he shifted his position and eased himself smoothly into her.
 He was large, but her body made room for him. He filled her with velvet heat, and her hands on his shoulders felt the muscles move beneath the skin. Michael balanced on his palms and toes above her, and thrust himself deep within, his hips moving to a slow rhythm that made Gaby gasp and moan. Their bodies entwined and thrust together, pulled apart and pressed together once again; Michael’s sinuous, strong movements molded Gaby’s body like hot clay, and she yielded her bones to his muscles. His nerves, his flesh, his blood sang with a symphony of sensations, aromas, and textures. The scent of cloves drifted up from the tangled sheet, and Gaby’s body breathed the heady, pungent aroma of passion. Her hair was damp, beads of moisture glistening between her breasts. Her eyes were dreamy, fixed on an inner focus, and her legs clasped around his hips to hold him deep inside as he rocked her, gently. Then he was on his back and she above him, her body poised on his hardness, her eyes closed, her black hair cascading around her shoulders like a waterfall. He lifted his hips off the bed, and her body with him, and she leaned forward against his chest and whispered three soft words that had no meaning but the ecstasy of the moment.
 Michael cupped his body around hers, and she threw her hands back to grip the iron bedframe as they first strained against each other, then moved in a delicate unison. It became a dance of passion, a ballet of silk and iron, and at its zenith Gaby cried out, heedless of who might hear, and Michael let his control go. His spine arched, his body held in her pulsing grip, and the pressure flooded out of him in several bursts that left him dazed.
 Gaby was drifting, a white ship with billowing sails and a strong hand on the wheel. She relaxed into his embrace, and they lay together, breathing as one, as a distant cathedral chimed the midnight hour.
 Sometime before dawn, Michael brushed the hair away from her face and kissed her forehead. He stood up, careful so as not to awaken her, and he walked to the window. He looked out over Paris, as.the sun showed a faint edge of pink against night’s dark blue. It was already light over Stalin’s land, and the sun’s burning eye rose over Hitler’s territory. This was the beginning of the day he’d come from Wales for; within twenty-four hours he would have the information or he would be dead. He breathed the morning air and smelled the scent of Gaby’s flesh on him.
 Live free, he thought. A last command from a dead king.
 The cool, brisk air reminded him of a forest and a white palace, a long time ago. The memories stirred a fever that would never be quenched; not by a woman, not by love, not by any city built by the hand of man.
 His skin prickled, as if by hundreds of needles. The wildness was on him, fast and powerful. Black hair rose across his back in bands, ran down the backs of his thighs, and streaked his calves. He smelled the odor of the wolf, wafting from his flesh. Bands of black hair, some of it mingled with gray, ran across his arms, burst from the backs of his hands, and quivered, sleek and alive. He lifted his right hand and watched it change, finger by finger; the black hair rippled across it, circling his wrist, tendrils of hair running up his forearm. His hand was changing shape, the fingers drawing inward with little cracklings of bone and cartilage that shot pain through his nerves and brought a sheen of sweat on his face. Two fingers almost disappeared, and where they’d been were hooked, dark-nailed claws. His spine began to bow, with small clicking sounds and the pressure of squeezed vertebrae.
 “What is it?”
 Michael dropped his hand to his side, pinning his arm there. His heart jumped. He turned toward her. Gaby had sat up in bed, her eyes puffy with sleep and the aftermath of passion. “What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice groggy but carrying a note of tension.
 “Nothing,” he said. His own voice was a raspy whisper. “It’s all right. Go back to sleep.” She blinked at him and lay back down, the sheet around her legs. The bands of black hair on Michael’s back and thighs faded, returning to the pliant, damp flesh. Gaby said, “Please hold me. All right?”
 He waited another few seconds. Then he lifted his right hand. The fingers were human again; the last of the wolf’s hair was rippling from his wrist along his forearm, vanishing into his skin with needle jabs. He drew another deep breath, and felt his backbone unkinking. He stood at his full height again, and the hunger for the change left him. “Of course,” he told her as he slipped into bed and put his right arm—fully human once more—around Gaby’s neck. She nestled her head against his shoulder and said drowsily, “I smell a wet dog.”
 He smiled slightly as Gaby’s breathing deepened and she returned to sleep.
 A cock crowed. The night was passing, and the day of reckoning was upon him.
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“Are you sure you can trust him?” Gaby asked as she and Michael slowly pedaled their bikes south along the Avenue des Pyrenees. They watched Mouse, a little man in a filthy overcoat, pedaling a beat-up bicycle past them, heading north to the intersection of the Rue de Menilmontant, where he would swing to the east and the Avenue Gambetta.
 “No,” Michael answered, “but we’ll soon find out.” He touched the Luger beneath his coat and turned into an alley with Gaby right behind him. The dawn had been false; clouds the color of pewter had roiled across the sun, and a chilly breeze swept through the streets. Michael checked his poisoned pocket watch: twenty-nine minutes after eight. Adam would be emerging from his building, following his daily schedule, in three minutes. He would begin his walk from the Rue Tobas to the Avenue Gambetta, where he would turn to the northeast on his way to the gray stone building that flew Nazi flags over the Rue de Belleville. As Adam approached the intersection of the Avenue Gambetta and the Rue St. Fargeau, Mouse would have to be in position.
 Michael had awakened Mouse at five-thirty, Camille had begrudgingly fed them all breakfast, and Michael had described Adam to him and drilled him on it until he was sure—or as sure as he could be—that Mouse could pick Adam out on the street. At this time of the morning the streets were still drowsy. Only a few other bicyclists and pedestrians were heading to work. In Mouse’s pocket was a folded note that read: Your box. L’Opéra. Third Act tonight.
 They came out of the alley onto the Rue de la Chine—and Michael narrowly missed hitting two German soldiers walking together. Gaby swerved past them, and one of the soldiers hollered and whistled at her. She felt the damp memory of last night between her thighs, and she nonchalantly stood up in her seat and patted her rear as an invitation for the German to kiss her there. The two soldiers both laughed and made smacking noises. She followed Michael along the street, their bicycle tires jarring over the stones, and then Michael turned into the alley in which he’d encountered Mouse the night before. Gaby kept going south along the Rue de la Chine, in accordance with their plan.
 Michael stopped his bike and waited. He stared at the alley entrance, facing the Rue Tobas, about thirty-five feet ahead. A man walked by—dark-haired, stoop-shouldered, and heading in the wrong direction. Definitely not Adam. He checked his watch: thirty-one minutes after eight. A woman and man walked past the alley entrance talking animatedly. Lovers, Michael thought. The man had a dark beard. Not Adam. A horse-drawn carriage went past, the clopping of the horse’s hooves echoing along the street. A few bicyclists, pedaling slowly, in no hurry. A milk wagon, its husky driver calling for customers.
 And then a man in a long dark brown overcoat, his hands in his pockets, strolled past the alley entrance in the direction of the Avenue Gambetta. The man’s silhouette was chiseled, his nose a hawklike beak. It was not Adam, but the man wore a black leather hat that had a feather in its band, as had the Gestapo agent on the road, Michael recalled. The man suddenly stopped, right at the alley’s edge. Michael pressed his back against the wall, hiding behind a pile of broken crates. The man looked around, his back to Michael; he gave the alley a cursory glance that told Michael he’d done this too many times. Then the man took off his hat and brushed an imaginary spot of dust from the brim. He returned the hat to his head and strolled on toward the Avenue Gambetta. A signal, Michael realized. Probably to someone else farther up the street.
 He had no more time for speculation. In another few seconds a slim, blond-haired man in a gray overcoat, carrying a black valise and wearing wire-rimmed eyeglasses, walked past the alley. Michael’s heart pounded; Adam was on time.
 He waited. Perhaps thirty seconds after Adam had passed, two more men crossed the entrance, one walking about eight or nine paces in front of the second. One wore a brown suit and a fedora, the second wore a beige jacket, corduroy trousers, and a tan beret. He carried a newspaper, and Michael knew there had to be a gun in it. Michael gave them a few more seconds; then he took a deep breath and pedaled out of the alley onto the Rue Tobas. He turned to the right, heading toward the Avenue Gambetta, and saw the whole picture: the leather-hatted man walking far ahead at a brisk pace on the left-hand side of the street, Adam on the right side and spaced out behind him the man in the suit and the newspaper reader.
 A nice, efficient little parade, Michael thought. There were probably other Gestapo men, waiting ahead on the Avenue Gambetta. They had performed this ritual at least twice a day since they’d zeroed in on Adam, and maybe the sameness of the ritual had dulled their reflexes. Maybe. Michael wouldn’t count on it. He pedaled past the newspaper reader, keeping his pace steady. Another bicyclist zoomed around him, giving an angry beep of his horn. Michael pedaled past the man in the suit. Even now Gaby would be about a hundred yards or so behind Michael, positioned there as a backup in case things went wrong. Adam was coming to the intersection of the Rue Tobas and the Avenue Gambetta; he looked both ways, paused for a truck to chug past, then crossed the street and walked northeast. Michael followed him, and immediately saw the leather-hatted man step into a doorway and another Gestapo agent in a dark gray suit and two-tone shoes emerge from the same doorway. This new man walked on ahead, his gaze sliding slowly back and forth across the street. Way up at the junction of the Rue de Belleville and the Avenue Gambetta, Nazi flags whipped in the breeze.
 Michael put on some speed and pedaled by Adam. A figure on a beat-up bicycle was approaching, the front wheel wobbling. Michael waited until he was almost abreast of Mouse, and then gave a brief nod. He saw Mouse’s eyes: glittering and moist with fear. But there was no time to stop the plan, and it was now or never. Michael pedaled past Mouse, and left it up to him.
 On seeing the man’s nod, Mouse felt a spear of pure terror pierce his guts. Why he’d agreed to something like this, he’d never know. No, that was wrong; he knew fully well why he’d agreed. He wanted to get home, to his wife and children, and if this was the only way to do it…
 He saw a man with two-tone shoes glance sharply at him, then away. And walking perhaps twenty feet behind the two-tones was the blond-haired man with round eyeglasses whose description had been drilled into his head. He saw the dark-haired woman approaching, slowly pedaling her bicycle. She’d made enough noise last night to give the dead hard-ons. God, how he missed his wife! The blond man, wearing a gray overcoat and carrying a black valise, was nearing the intersection of the Rue St. Fargeau. Mouse pedaled a little faster, trying to get into position. His heart was hammering, and a gust of wind almost threw him off balance. He had the piece of paper clenched in his right hand. The blond man stepped off the curb, began to cross the Rue St. Fargeau. God help me! Mouse thought, his face tight with fear. A velo taxi swept past him, upsetting his aim. His front wheel wobbled violently, and Mouse thought for a terrible instant that it was going to leap off its spokes. And then the blond man was almost up on the opposite curb, and that was when Mouse gritted his teeth and swerved to the right. He threw himself over, the tires skidding out from under him on the edge of the curb, and his shoulder brushed the blond man’s arm as Mouse fell. He reached out with both hands, seemingly fighting the air for a grip. His right hand darted into the coat’s folds; he felt patched wool lining and the rim of a pocket. His fingers opened. Then the bicycle and his body crashed down over the curb, the impact whooshing the breath out of him. His right hand, the palm sweating, was empty.
 The blond-haired man had gone on three paces. He turned, looked back at the fallen, raggedy figure in the gutter, and stopped. “Are you all right?” he asked in French, and Mouse smiled stupidly and waved.
 And as the blond-haired man turned away again and kept walking, Mouse saw a gust of wind swirl the folds of his overcoat—and a small piece of paper spun out of them and took flight.
 Mouse gasped with horror. The paper spun like a treacherous butterfly, and Mouse reached out for it but the thing whirled past. It landed on the sidewalk, and was scooted along a few more inches. Mouse reached for it again, sweat on the back of his neck. A dark brown, polished shoe stepped on his fingers, and crunched down.
 Mouse looked up, still smiling stupidly. The man who stood over him wore a dark brown suit and a fedora. He was smiling, too. Except his face was gaunt and his eyes were cold, and his thin-lipped mouth was not shaped for a smile. The man plucked the piece of paper off the pavement and unfolded it.
 Less than thirty feet away Gaby slowed to a crawl and put her hand on the Luger beneath her sweater.
 The man in the brown suit looked at the writing on the piece of paper. Gaby started to pull the Luger from her waistband, aware that the Gestapo man in the beret was walking faster toward his companion and he was holding his newspaper with both hands.
 “Give me some money, please sir,” Mouse said, in his best French. His voice shook.
 “You dirty bastard.” The brown-suited man crumpled the paper in his fist. “I’ll give you a kick in the balls. Watch where you’re riding that wreck.” He tossed the paper into the gutter, shook his head at his companion, and both of them strode on after the blond-haired man. Mouse felt sick. Gaby was stunned, and she took her hand off the Luger and swerved her bicycle onto the Rue St. Fargeau.
 Mouse picked up the crumpled paper from the gutter with his left hand and opened it, his fingers palsied. He blinked and read what was written there in French.
Blue suit, middle button missing. White shirts, light starch. Colored shirts, no starch. Extra collar stays.
 It was a laundry list. Mouse realized it must have been in the blond man’s inside coat pocket, and it had been knocked out when Mouse’s fingers had deposited the note.
 He laughed; it was a strangled sound. A flex of his right hand told him the fingers weren’t broken, though two of the nails were already turning violet.
 I did it! Mouse thought, and felt tears pressing at his eyes. By God, I did it!
 “On your feet. Hurry!” Michael had circled back, and now paused astride his bicycle, a few feet from Mouse. “Come on, get up!” He looked down the Avenue Gambetta, watching Adam and his Gestapo guards nearing the Rue de Belleville and the Nazi building.
 “I did it!” Mouse said excitedly. “I really did—”
 “Get on your bike and follow me. Now.” Michael pedaled away, heading toward their rendezvous point—the scrawled sign that proclaimed GERMANY VICTORIOUS ON ALL FRONTS. Mouse pulled himself up from the gutter, got on the wobbly-wheeled bike, and followed. He was shivering, and perhaps he was a traitor and deserved to be hanged, but the image of home bloomed in his mind like a spring flower and suddenly he felt very victorious indeed.
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Tosca, the tale of doomed lovers, was the presentation at the opera. The gargantuan building seemed to rise before Michael and Gaby like a sculpted stone monolith as they approached it along the Avenue de l’Opéra in a battered blue Citröen. Mouse was at the wheel, considerably cleaner since he’d bathed and shaved this evening. Still, his eyes were hollow and his face deeply lined, and though his hair was slicked back with pomade and he wore fresh clothes—courtesy of Camille—there was no mistaking him for a purebred gentleman. Michael, wearing a gray suit, sat in the backseat next to Gaby, who wore a dark blue dress she’d bought that afternoon on the Boulevard de la Chapelle. Its color matched her eyes, and Michael thought she was as beautiful as any woman he’d ever known.
 The sky had cleared, and the stars were out. In the polite glow of the succession of street lamps along the avenue, the Opera House—a majesty of columns, finials, and intricate carvings, the stone frontage shaded from pale gray to sea green—stood defiant of time and circumstance. Beneath its domed roof, on which stood statues of Pegasus at either end and a huge figure of Apollo with a lyre at its apex, music was the ruler instead of Hitler. Cars and carriages halted at the cavernous main entrance, debarking their passengers. Michael said, “Stop here,” and Mouse slid the Citröen to the curb with only a small grinding of gears. “You know what time to pick us up.” He looked at his pocket watch and couldn’t help but think of the capsule within.
 “Yes,” Mouse said. Camille had checked with the ticket office to find out precisely what time the third act would begin. At that time Mouse would have the car waiting in front of the opera.
 It had occurred to both Michael and Gaby that Mouse could take the car and go anywhere he pleased, and Gaby had had some bad moments about this but Michael had calmed her. Mouse would be there on time, he’d told her, because Mouse wanted to get to Berlin, and what he’d done for them already was enough to condemn him to a nice torture session with the Gestapo. So, German or not, Mouse was on their side from here on out. On the other hand, if there was really any madness in Mouse, there was no telling how and when it might show itself.
 Michael got out, came around the car, and opened the door for Gaby. He said, “Be here,” and Mouse nodded and drove away. Then Michael offered Gaby his arm, and they strolled past a German soldier on horseback just like any French couple out for a night at the Opéra. Except Michael wore a Luger in a holster that Camille had supplied, the pistol lying just under his left armpit, and Gaby had a very small, very sharp knife in her shiny black clutch purse. Arm in arm, they crossed the Avenue de 1’Opéra to the Opera House itself. In the huge vestibule, where gilded lamps cast a golden glow on statues of Handel, Lully, Gluck, and Rameau, Michael saw several Nazi officers with their lady friends among the crowd. He guided Gaby through the throng, up ten steps of green Swedish marble, to a second vestibule where the tickets were sold.
 They bought their tickets, two seats on the aisle near the back of the house, and continued through the building. Michael had never seen such an assembly of statues, multi-hued marble columns, gilt-edged mirrors, and chandeliers in his life; the grand staircase, a gracefully massive thing with marble balustrades, swept them up to the auditorium. Everywhere he looked there were more staircases, corridors, statues, and chandeliers. He hoped Gaby knew her way here, because in this place of art run riot even his wolf’s sense of direction was stunned. At last they entered the auditorium, another marvel of space and proportion which was rapidly filling, and they were shown to their seats by an elderly attendant.
 The odors of conflicting perfumes stung Michael’s nose. He noted it was chilly in the huge auditorium; due to fuel rationing, the building’s boilers had been turned off. Gaby glanced casually around, noting where perhaps a dozen German officers sat with their female companions. Her gaze went up to the third of the four tiers of loges, stacked atop each other and connected by gilded balconies and fluted columns like the layers of a massive and rather gaudy cake. She found Adam’s loge. It was empty.
 Michael had already seen it. “Patience,” he said quietly. If Adam had found the note, he’d be here. If not… then not. He took Gaby’s hand and squeezed it. “You look beautiful,” he told her.
 She shrugged, uneasy with compliments. “I don’t dress this way very often.”
 “Neither do I.” He wore a crisp white shirt along with his gray suit, a muted gray-and-scarlet-striped necktie, and a pearl stickpin that Camille had given him “for luck.” He glanced up at the third tier; Adam still hadn’t arrived, and the orchestra was tuning. A hundred things could have gone wrong, he thought. The Gestapo could have searched his coat when he got to work. The note could have fallen out. Adam simply could have hung the coat up and not even looked in the pocket. No, no, he told himself. Just wait, and watch.
 The houselights dimmed. The heavy red curtains parted, and Puccini’s tale of Fiona Tosca began.
 As the desperate Tosca murdered her brutal tormentor with a knife at the end of Act II, Michael was aware of the pressure of Gaby’s grip on his hand. He glanced again at the third tier. No Adam. Damn it! he thought. Well, Adam knew that he was being watched. Maybe he chose, for whatever reason, not to appear tonight. Act III began, a prison scene. The minutes ticked past. Gaby cast a quick look at Adam’s loge—and Michael felt her fingers crunch his hand.
 He knew. Adam was there.
 “A man’s standing in the loge,” she whispered, her face close to his. He smelled the delicious apple-wine scent of her hair. “I can’t tell what he looks like.”
 Michael gave it another moment. Then he glanced up and saw the sitting figure. The footlights, dimmed to a moody cast as Tosca visited her imprisoned lover Cavaradossi, glinted on the lenses of eyeglasses. “I’m going upstairs,” Michael whispered. “Wait here.”
 “No. I’m coming with you.”
 “Shhhhh!” the man behind them hissed.
 “Wait here,” Michael repeated. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. If anything happens, I want you to get out.” Before Gaby could protest again, he leaned forward and kissed her lips. An electricity passed between them, a tingling of the nerves that connected them for a few seconds like raw wires. Then Michael stood up, walked purposefully up the aisle, and left the auditorium. Gaby stared at the stage, seeing nothing and hearing nothing, all her attention fixed on the deadly drama that was yet to be played out.
 Michael ascended a series of wide staircases. An attendant, a young man in a white jacket, black trousers, and white gloves, stood on duty on the third tier. “May I help you, please?” he asked as Michael approached.
 “No, thank you. I’m meeting a friend.” Michael walked past him, found the rosewood door of loge number six, and rapped quietly on it. He waited. A latch was slid back. The door opened on brass hinges.
 And there was the man called Adam, his eyes wide with terror behind his glasses. “I was followed,” he said, his voice reedy and trembling. “They’re all over the place.”
 Michael entered the loge and closed the door behind him. He slid the latch shut. “We don’t have much time. What’s your message?”
 “Wait. Just wait.” He held up a pale, long-fingered hand. “How do I know… you’re not one of them? How do I know you’re not trying to trick me?”
 “I could recite the names of people you know back in London, if that would help. I don’t think it will. You’ll have to trust me. If you don’t, we might as well forget this and I’ll swim home across the Channel.”
 “I’m sorry. It’s just that… I don’t trust anyone. Not anyone.”
 “You’ll have to start right now,” Michael said.
 Adam sank down in a red-cushioned chair. He leaned forward and ran a shaking hand across his face. He looked emaciated, about to pass out. Onstage, Cavaradossi was being escorted from his cell to face a firing squad. “Oh, God,” Adam whispered. He blinked, his glasses reflecting the dank gray light. He looked up at Michael and drew a deep breath. “Theo von Frankewitz,” Adam began. “Do you know who that is?”
 “A sidewalk artist in Berlin.”
 “Yes. He’s… a friend of mine. Back in February… he was called to do a special job. By an SS colonel named Jerek Blok, who used to be the commandant of—”
 “Falkenhausen concentration camp, from May to December of 1943,” Michael interrupted. “I’ve read Blok’s dossier.” As little as there was of it. Mallory had gotten him the dossier on Blok; it had told him only that Jerek Blok was forty-seven years old, born into a military and aristocratic German family, and that he was a Nazi party fanatic. There had been no photograph. But now Michael felt like a raw nerve: Blok had been seen in Berlin with Harry Sandler. What was their connection, and how did the big-game hunter figure in this? “Go on.”
 “Theo… was taken to an airstrip, blindfolded and flown west. He thinks that was the direction, because of how the sun felt on his face. Perhaps an artist would remember such things. Anyway, Blok was with him, and there were other SS men, too. When they landed, Theo could smell the sea. He was taken to a warehouse. They kept Theo there for over two weeks, while he painted.”
 “Painted?” Michael stood toward the rear of the loge, positioning himself so he couldn’t be seen from the auditorium. “Painted what?”
 “Bullet holes.” Adam’s hands were white-knuckled on the armrests. “For more than two weeks he painted bullet holes on sections of metal. The sections were obviously part of a larger structure; they still had rivets in them. And someone had already painted the metal olive green.” He looked quickly at Michael, then back to the stage. The orchestra was playing a funeral march as Cavaradossi refused a blindfold. “They had pieces of glass for Theo to paint, too. They wanted bullet holes in precise patterns, and what would look like cracks in the glass. Blok wasn’t satisfied when Theo finished, and he made Theo do the glass all over again. Then they flew Theo back to Berlin, paid him a fee, and that was it.”
 “All right. So your friend painted some metal and glass. What’s it mean?”
 “I don’t know, but it worries me.” He ran the back of his hand across his mouth. “The Germans know the invasion’s coming soon. Why are they spending time painting bullet holes on green metal? And there’s this, too: another man came to visit the warehouse, and Blok showed him the work Theo was doing. Blok called this man Dr. Hildebrand. Do you know that name?”
 Michael shook his head. Onstage, the soldiers of the firing squad were loading their muskets.
 “Hildebrand’s father created the chemical gases used by the Germans in the Great War,” Adam said. “Like father, like son: Hildebrand owns a chemical manufacturing company, and he’s the Reich’s most vocal proponent of chemical and germ warfare. If Hildebrand’s working on something… it could be used against the invasion.”
 “I see.” Michael’s stomach had knotted. If chemical gas shells were dropped on the Allies during the invasion, thousands of soldiers would die. And adding to that tragedy was the stark fact that, once repulsed, the invasion of Europe might be delayed for years—time for Hitler to fortify the Atlantic Wall and create a new generation of weapons. “But I don’t understand where Frankewitz fits in.”
 “I don’t either. Once the Gestapo found my radio and destroyed it, I was cut off from all information. But this is something that must be followed up. If not…” He let the sentence hang, because Michael fully understood. “Theo overheard Blok and Hildebrand talking. They mentioned a phrase twice: Eisen Faust.”
 “Iron Fist,” Michael translated.
 A fist of flesh knocked at the loge’s door. Adam jumped in his chair. Onstage, the firing squad lifted their rifles, and the orchestra played a dirge as Cavaradossi prepared to die.
 “Monsieur?” It was the voice of the white-jacketed attendant. “A message for you.”
 Michael heard the tension in the young man’s voice; the attendant was not alone. Michael knew what the message would be: an invitation from the Gestapo for a lesson in screaming. “Stand up,” Michael told Adam.
 Adam did—and at that instant the rosewood door was broken open by a man’s husky shoulder as the muskets fired onstage. Cavaradossi sagged to the stage. The noise of the gunfire had masked the sound of the door splintering. Two men, both in the dark leather overcoats of the Gestapo, were shouldering their way into the loge. The man in front had a Mauser pistol in his hand, and he was the one Michael went for first.
 Michael picked up the red-cushioned chair and smashed it across the man’s head. The chair burst to pieces, and the man’s face bleached white as blood spewed from his broken nose. He staggered, the gun coming up, and his finger twitched on the trigger. The bullet whined over Michael’s shoulder, the noise obscured by the soprano wailing of Ninon Vallin’s Tosca as she fell at Cavaradossi’s corpse. Michael reached out, grasped the man’s wrist and the front of his overcoat, twisted sharply, and lifted the man over his shoulder. He took a lunging step toward the gilded balcony and threw the gunman into space.
 The man shrieked, louder than Tosca had ever dreamed, as he fell fifty-two feet to the auditorium floor. For a second their voices blended in eerie harmony; then there were other screams, and the screaming spread like a contagion across the audience. The orchestra stopped in a shatter of broken notes. Onstage, valiant Ninon Vallin was desperately trying to continue her role, so close to the dramatic finale.
 But Michael was determined it was not going to be his own swan song. The second man reached into his coat; before the gun could come out, Michael slammed his fist into the man’s face and followed it with a blow to the throat. Strangling around a crushed windpipe, the man fell backward and crashed against the wall. But the loge’s splintered doorway filled with a new figure: a third man in a pin-striped suit, a Luger in his right hand. Behind him was a soldier with a rifle. Michael shouted to Adam, “Grab on to my back!” and Adam did, putting his arms under Michael’s shoulders and locking his fingers together. Adam was light, a hundred and thirty pounds if that; Michael saw the third man’s eyes widen as he realized what was about to happen, and the Luger rose for a shot.
 Michael leaped to his right and bounded over the balcony with Adam clinging to his back.
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He had no intention of following the first Gestapo agent’s descent to the auditorium’s floor; his fingers gripped the fluted finials of the gilded column that rose beside Adam’s loge, and the muscles of his shoulders strained as he pulled himself and Adam up toward the topmost tier. A new chorus of screams and shrieks swept across the audience. Even Ninon Vallin cried out, whether in fear for a human life or rage at being upstaged, Michael couldn’t tell. He hoisted them up, grabbing whatever handholds he could find. His heart pounded and the blood roared through his veins, but his brain was cool; whatever the future held, it was to be decided very quickly.
 And so it was. He heard the vicious crack! of a gunshot—a Luger being fired at an upward angle. He felt Adam’s body shudder and stiffen. The man’s arms, already tightly clamped around him, in an instant became as rigid as iron bars. Warm wetness trickled through the back of Michael’s hair and down his neck, drenching his suit jacket; he realized the bullet had just blown away a large portion of Adam’s skull, and the muscles of the corpse had frozen in the sudden paralysis of severed nerves. He clambered up the column, a dead man locked on his back and blood trickling over the finials. He pulled himself over the balcony of the uppermost loge as a second bullet flayed away a shower of gold paint four inches from his right elbow.
 “Up the stairs!” he heard the Gestapo agent shout. “Hurry!”
 The loge Michael found himself in was unoccupied. He spent a few seconds trying to unlock Adam’s fingers from where they were clenched together at his chest; he broke two of them like dry twigs, but the others resisted him. There was no time to fight a dead man’s grip. Michael staggered through the door into the crimson-carpeted hallway outside and faced a warren of lamplit corridors and staircases. “This way!” he heard a man shout, from somewhere to his left. Michael turned to the right and staggered down a corridor lined with paintings of medieval hunting scenes. The corpse hung to his back, its shoe tips dragging furrows in the carpet. Behind them, Michael realized, was also a trail of blood. He stopped to thrash against the body; but all he did was burn up priceless energy, and the corpse remained latched to him like a lifeless Siamese twin.
 A shot rang out. Just over Michael’s shoulder, a lamp held by a statue of Diana exploded. He saw two soldiers coming after him, both armed with rifles. He tried to reach his Luger but couldn’t get to it because of the corpse’s grip. He turned and ran into another corridor, this one curving to the left. The voices of his pursuers shouted directions to each other, their Germanic snarls like the baying of hounds. Now the corpse’s one hundred and thirty pounds seemed an eternal weight. He forced himself on, the corpse leaving smears of blood in the halls of beauty.
 An ascending staircase was ahead of him, cherubs with lyres mounted on its balustrades. Michael started toward it—and smelled the bitter scent of a stranger’s sweat. A German soldier with a pistol stepped from a shadowed archway on his left. “Your hands,” the soldier said. “Up.” He motioned with the gun.
 In the second that the barrel was uptilted, Michael kicked him in the right kneecap and heard the bones break. The pistol fired, its bullet thunking into the ceiling. The German, his face twisted with pain, staggered against the wall but didn’t let go of the gun; he began to take aim, and Michael leaped at him as Adam dragged on his shoulders. He caught the German’s wrist. Again the gun fired, but the bullet passed Michael’s cheek and smashed something on the other side of the corridor. The German gouged at Michael’s eyes with hooked fingers and screamed, “I’ve got him! Help me! I’ve got him!”
 Even with a broken knee, the soldier was strong. They fought in the hallway, grappling for the gun. The soldier struck Michael in the jaw with a blow that stunned him and made him see double for a few seconds, but he held on to the gun hand. Michael delivered a punch that hit the German in the mouth and knocked two teeth down his throat, strangling his screams for help. The German brought a knee up into Michael’s stomach, driving the breath out of him, and the corpse’s weight pulled Michael off balance. He fell backward, hitting the wall with a force that cracked Adam’s ruined skull against the marble. The soldier, balancing desperately on one leg, raised his Luger to shoot Michael at point-blank range.
 Behind the German Michael saw a whirl of dark blue, like a tornado unfurling. A knife glittered with chandelier light. Its blade plunged down into the back of the soldier’s neck. The man choked and staggered, dropping his pistol to clutch his throat. Gaby wrenched at the knife, but it had gone in too deeply. She let it go, and the soldier made a terrible moaning noise and crashed face down.
 Gaby blinked, stunned at the sight before her: Michael, his hair bloody and gore spattered over one side of his face, and clutched to his back an openmouthed corpse that had a pulpy mess where the right temple had been. Her stomach churned. She picked up the gun, her knife hand smeared with scarlet, as Michael found his balance again.
 “Geissen!” a man shouted from down the corridor. “Where the hell are you?”
 Gaby helped Michael try to unlock the corpse’s fingers, but they could hear the noise of more soldiers approaching. The only route available to them was the ascending staircase. They started up it, Michael’s legs beginning to cramp under Adam’s weight. The staircase curved and took them to a latched door. As Gaby threw back the latch and pulled the door open, the night wind of Paris rushed into their faces. They had reached the roof of the Opera House.
 The tips of Adam’s polished black shoes scraped the tarred stones as Michael followed Gaby across the Opera’s huge roof. Gaby looked back and saw figures emerging from the doorway they’d come through. She knew there had to be other ways down, but how long would it take the Germans to cover all the exits? She hurried on, but had to wait for Michael; his strength was ebbing, his back beginning to bow. “Go on!” he snapped. “Don’t wait for me!”
 She waited, her heart pounding, as she watched for the figures coming after them. When Michael had caught up with her again, she turned and started off. They neared the front of the roof, with the sprawling, glittering city spread around them in all directions. The massive statue of Apollo rose from the roof’s apex, and pigeons took flight as Michael and Gaby approached. Michael felt his legs weakening; he was holding Gaby back. He stopped, supporting himself and Adam’s weight against the base of Apollo. “Keep going,” he told Gaby when she paused again. “Find a way down.”
 “I’m not leaving you,” she said, staring at him with her sapphire eyes.
 “Don’t be a fool! This isn’t the time or place for argument.” He heard the men shouting back and forth to each other, coming closer. He got his hand into his coat—and touched not his own Luger, which was trapped in its holster, but the poisoned pocket watch. His fingers gripped it, but he couldn’t make himself bring it out. “Go!” he told her.
 “I’m not leaving,” Gaby said. “I love you.”
 “No, you don’t. You love the memory of a moment. You don’t know anything about me—and you wouldn’t want to.” He glanced at the figures, approaching cautiously about thirty yards away. They hadn’t yet seen him or Gaby underneath the statue. The pocket watch was ticking, and time was running out. “Don’t throw your life away,” he said. “Not for me. Not for anybody.”
 She hesitated, and Michael could see the strain on her face. She glanced at the oncoming Germans, then back to Michael. Maybe she did only love the memory of a moment—but what was life, if not simply the memory of moments? He pulled the pocket watch free and popped it open. The cyanide capsule awaited his choice. “You’ve done what you can,” he told her. “Now go.” And he shook the capsule into his mouth. She saw his throat convulse as he swallowed the pill. He grimaced.
 “Over here! Here they are!” one of the men shouted. A pistol fired, and the bullet knocked sparks off Apollo’s thigh. Michael Gallatin shivered and fell to his knees, with Adam’s weight atop him. He looked up at Gaby, his face sparkling with sweat.
 She couldn’t stand to watch him die. Another shot was fired, and it zipped by close enough to unthaw her legs. She turned away from Michael Gallatin, tears streaming down her cheeks, and she ran. About fifty feet from where Michael lay dying, Gaby’s shoe hit the hand grip of a trapdoor. She pulled it open and looked down at a ladder. Then another glance toward Michael; the figures were surrounding him, victors of the hunt. It was all Gaby could do to keep from firing into their midst, but they’d surely shoot her to pieces. She went down the ladder, and the trapdoor closed over her head.
 Six German soldiers and three Gestapo men stood around Michael. The man who’d blown Adam’s head open sneered. “Now we’ve got you, you bastard.”
 Michael spat out the pill he’d been holding in his mouth. Under Adam’s corpse, his body shivered. Prickles of pain shot through his nerves. The Gestapo agent was reaching down for him, and Michael surrendered himself to the change.
 It was like stepping from a secure shelter into a maelstrom of wild winds—a conscious choice, and once decided, difficult to reverse. He felt the primeval shriek in his bones as his spine bowed, and with a thunder that boomed in his head, his skull and face began to alter their shape. He shivered, and moaned uncontrollably.
 The Gestapo agent’s hand froze in midair. One of the soldiers laughed. “He’s begging for mercy!” the man said.
 “Get up!” The Gestapo man stepped back. “Get up, you swine!”
 The moaning changed pitch. It lost its human element and turned bestial.
 “Bring a light!” the Gestapo agent shouted. He didn’t know what was wrong with the man who crouched before him, but he didn’t care to stand any closer. “Somebody get a light on h—”
 There was the noise of ripping cloth, and cracking sounds of bones being broken. The soldiers stepped back, and the one who’d laughed now wore a fractured grin. One of the soldiers produced a hand torch, and the Gestapo agent fumbled to switch it on. Before him something heaved, laboring under the stiff corpse at his feet. His hands shook; he couldn’t get the balky switch clicked. “Damn it to Hell!” he shouted—and then the switch moved, and the light came on.
 He saw what was there, and his breath froze.
 Hell had shining green eyes and a sleek, muscular body covered with gray-streaked, black hair. Hell had white fangs, and hell moved on all fours.
 The beast shook violently, a powerful motion that broke the corpse’s arms like matchsticks and threw the body aside. It cast off, as well, the last of its human masquerade: a blood-covered gray suit, white shirt with the tie still knotted in the ripped collar, underwear, socks, and shoes. Amid the debris was a holster that held a Luger; the beast had deadlier weapons.
 “Oh… my…” The Gestapo agent never got to call on his deity; Hitler was absent, and God knew the meaning of justice. The beast sprang, its jaws gaping, and as it hit the Gestapo agent its teeth were already sinking into the throat and ripping away flesh and arteries in a crimson shower of carnage.
 All but two of the soldiers and one of the other Gestapo agents shrieked and fled for their lives. A German soldier ran the wrong way—not toward the doorway but toward the street. He ended there, on a crushed note. The second Gestapo man, a heroic fool, lifted his Mauser pistol to fire at the beast as it whirled toward him; the fierce green glare of its eyes hypnotized him for perhaps a half second, and that was much too long. The beast leaped upon him, claws making a bloody tatters of the man’s face, and the man’s strangled, lipless scream shocked the two soldiers from their trances. They ran, too, one of them falling and tangling the second in his legs.
 Michael Gallatin raged. He snapped the air, his jaws cracking together. Blood was dripping from his muzzle, its hot perfume heightening his abandon. A human mind calculated in the skull of the wolf, and his eyes saw not the darkness of night but a gray-hazed twilight in which blue-edged figures ran for the doorway, their screams like the high squeals of hunted rats. Michael could hear the panicked beating of their hearts—a military drum corps hammering at an insane speed. The smell of their sweat had sausage and schnapps in it. He bounded forward, his muscles and sinews moving like the fine gears of a killing machine, and he turned on the soldier who was trying to struggle to his feet; Michael looked into the German’s face, and in a split second judged him a youth, no more than seventeen. An innocent corrupted by a rifle and a book called Mein Kampf. Michael seized the boy’s left hand in his jaws and crushed the fingers without breaking the skin, removing the possibility of further corruption by rifle. Then, as the boy screamed and flailed at him, Michael turned away and bounded across the roof after the others.
 One of the soldiers stopped to fire his pistol; the bullet ricocheted off the stones to Michael’s left, but did not slow him. As the soldier spun around to flee, Michael jumped up and slammed into the man’s back, knocking him aside like a scarecrow. Then Michael landed nimbly, and kept going in a blur of motion. He saw the others barreling into the door that led down the staircase, and in another few seconds they would be throwing the latch. The last man was about to squeeze through; the door was already closing, and the Germans were hollering and trying to pull him in. Michael lowered his head and propelled himself forward.
 He leaped, skewing his body in midair, and crashed against the door. It flew open, knocking the Germans down the stairs in a tangle of arms and legs. He landed amid them, clawing and tearing with fevered indiscrimination; then he left them behind, bloody and broken, as he raced down the stairs and through the corridors still marked with the furrows of Adam’s shoe tips.
 As he came down the sweeping staircase from the main auditorium, he met the crowd that milled in confusion and shouted for refunds. As Michael bounded down the stairs, the shouting ceased; the silence, however, didn’t last long. A fresh wave of shrieks crashed against the Opéra’s marbled walls, and men and women in their elegant attire jumped over the balustrades like swabbies off the sides of a torpedoed battleship. Michael leaped down the last six steps, his paws skidding across the green marble as he landed, and a bearded aristocrat with an ivory cane blanched and stumbled backward, a wet spot spreading across the front of his trousers.
 Michael ran, the power and exhilaration singing in his blood. His heart pumped steadily, his lungs bellowed, his sinews worked like iron springs. He snapped left and right, scaring back those who were too dumbfounded to move. Then he was streaking through the final vestibule, clearing a path of screams, and onto the street. He raced under the belly of a carriage horse, which reared and danced madly. Michael glanced back, over his shoulder; a few people had run out after him, but the panicked horse was in their midst and they scattered away from the pounding hooves.
 There was a fresh shriek: worn brakes, and tires clenching stones. Michael looked ahead and saw a pair of lights rushing at him. Without a hesitation, he bounded off the ground and up over the car’s front fender and hood. He had an instant to see two shocked faces behind the windshield, and then Michael scrambled up over the top of the car, down the other side, and raced away across the Avenue de l’Opéra.
 “My God!” Mouse gasped as the Citröen shuddered to a stop. He looked at Gaby. “What was that?”
 “I don’t know.” She was stunned, and her mind seemed to be full of rusted gears. She saw people coming out of the Opera House, among them several German officers, and she said, “Go!”
 Mouse hit the accelerator, swerved the car around, and tore away from the Opéra, leaving a backfire and a poot of blue smoke as his last salute.
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It was after two o’clock in the morning when Camille heard a knock at her door. She sat up in her bed, instantly alert, reached under her pillow, and pulled out the deadly Walther pistol. She listened; the knock came again, more insistently. Not the Gestapo, she reasoned; they knocked with axes, not knuckles. But she took the pistol with her as she lit an oil lamp and went to the door in her long white gown. She almost bumped into Mouse, the little man standing wide-eyed and frightened in the hallway. She put a finger to her lips as he started to speak, and then she walked past him to the door. What a damnable mess! she thought angrily. She’d barely gotten the sorrow-racked girl to sleep twenty minutes before, the fool Brit had gotten both himself and Adam killed, and now she was stuck with a Nazi lunatic! Only a miracle could save this situation, and Joan of Arc was dust.
 “Who is it?” Camille asked, making herself sound sleepy. Her heart pounded, and her finger hugged the trigger.
 “Green Eyes,” said the man on the other side.
 No hand in Paris had ever moved faster to unlock a door.
 Michael stood there, hollow-eyed, his jaw and chin in need of a shave. He wore a pair of brown corduory trousers that were two sizes too small, and a white shirt meant for a fat man. On his feet he wore dark blue socks, but no shoes. He stepped into the apartment, past Camille, who stood openmouthed. Mouse made a choking sound. Michael closed the door gently behind him and locked it. “Mission,” he said, “accomplished.”
 “Oh,” someone said: a rush of breath. Gaby stood in the bedroom doorway, her face pale and her eyes rimmed with red. She still wore her new blue dress, now misshapen and full of wrinkles. “You… died. I watched you… take the pill.”
 “It didn’t work,” Michael said. He walked past them, his muscles sore and stretched, and his head throbbing with a dull ache: all aftereffects of the change. He went to a bowl of water in the kitchen and splashed his face, then took an apple and crunched into it. Camille, Gaby and Mouse followed him like three shadows. “I got the information,” he said as his teeth whittled the apple down to its core; it also served to clean his teeth and get out the last of the crusted blood. “But it wasn’t enough.” He looked at Camille, his green eyes shining in the lamp glow. “I promised Mouse I’d take him to Berlin. I have my own reasons for going there as well. Will you help us?”
 “The girl said she saw you surrounded by Nazis,” Camille told him. “If the cyanide pill didn’t work, how did you get away from them?” Her eyes had narrowed: it was impossible that this man was standing here. Impossible!
 He stared at her, unblinking. “I was faster than they were.”
 She started to speak again, but she wasn’t sure what to say. Where were the clothes he’d left here in? She looked at his stolen trousers and shirt. “I needed a change,” he said, in a calm and soothing voice. “The Germans were after me. I took clothes hanging on a line.”
 “I don’t…” She glanced at his shoeless feet. He finished the apple, tossed the stripped core into a trash basket, and reached for another. “I don’t understand.”
 Gaby just watched him, her senses still wrecked. Mouse said, “Hey! We heard it on the radio! They said a dog got loose in the Opera House and raised hell! We saw it, too! Right up on our car! Didn’t we?” he prodded Gaby.
 “Yes,” she answered. “We did.”
 “The information I got tonight,” Michael said to Camille, “has to be followed up. It’s vital we get to Berlin as soon as we can. You can help us get there, by arranging the route.”
 “This… is such short notice. I’m not sure I can—”
 “You can,” he said. “We’ll need new clothes. Identity cards if you can get them. And it’ll have to be arranged for Echo to meet me in Berlin.”
 “I don’t have the authority to—”
 “I’m giving you the authority. Mouse and I are going to Berlin, as soon as possible. Check with whoever you want to. Do whatever has to be done. But get us there. Understood?” He smiled slightly, showing his teeth.
 His smile chilled her. “Yes,” she said. “Understood.”
 “Wait. What about me?” Gaby finally shook off her shock. She came forward and touched Michael’s shoulder to make sure he was real. He was; her hand gripped his arm. “I’m going to Berlin with you.”
 He looked into her beautiful eyes, and his smile softened. “No,” he said gently. “You’re going west, back where you know your job and you do a damned fine one.” She started to protest, but Michael put a finger to her lips. “You’ve done your best for me. But you wouldn’t survive east of Paris, and I can’t be your guardian.” He realized the nail of the finger pressed against Gaby’s mouth had blood crusted under it; he took it quickly away. “The only reason I’m taking him with me is because I made a bargain.”
 “Yes, you sure did!” Mouse piped up.
 “And I’ll honor it. But I work best alone. Do you see?” he asked Gaby.
 Of course she didn’t. Not yet. But she would see, in the fullness of time; when this war was over, and she was an older woman with children and her own vineyard where German tank treads once tore the earth, she’d see. And be glad that Michael Gallatin had given her a future.
 “When can we leave?” Michael turned his attention to Camille, whose brain was already working feverishly on the possible routes from Paris to the diseased heart of the Reich.
 “A week. That’s the soonest I can get you out.”
 “Four days,” he told her, and he waited until she sighed and nodded.
 Home! Mouse thought, giddy with excitement. I’m going home!
 Damnedest mess I’ve ever been in in my life, Camille thought. Gaby was split; she yearned for the man who stood before her—returned miraculously from death—but she loved her country more. Michael had two thoughts. One was of Berlin, and the other was a phrase, a key to a mystery: Iron Fist.
 In the bedroom, as the candles burned low, Gaby lay on the goosedown mattress. Michael leaned over her, and kissed her lips. They sealed to each other with moist heat for a moment—and then Michael chose the cot, and lay down to ponder the future.
 Gaby reached for his hand, and he took hers.
 The night went on, and dawn broke with crimson fire.

SIX
Berserker
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My hand! Mikhail thought, panicked, as he sat up on his bed of hay. What’s wrong with my hand?
 In the gloom of the white palace’s depths, he could feel his right hand throb and burn, as if liquid fire ran through the veins instead of blood. The pain that had awakened him grew, running up his arm to his shoulder. His fingers were twisting, contorting, and Mikhail clenched his teeth to hold back a scream. He gripped his wrist as his fingers spasmed open and clenched closed; he heard little frail popping sounds, and each one drove a new dagger of agony into him. His face began to sweat. He dared not cry out, for the others would mock him. In another few torturous seconds his hand became gnarled and deformed, a freakish dark thing on the end of his white, pulsing wrist. He ached to shriek, but all his throat would allow was a whimper. Bands of black hair rose from his flesh, and they entwined around Mikhail’s wrist and forearm like sleek ribbons. His fingers were retreating into their sockets, with crunching noises as the knuckles changed shape. Mikhail gasped, near fainting; his hand was covered with black hair, and where his fingers had been there were curved talons and soft, pink pads. The tide of black hair flowed up his forearm, lapped over his elbow, and Mikhail knew that in another instant he must get up and run screaming for Renati.
 But the instant passed, and he didn’t move. The black hair rippled, began to draw back into flesh with raw, needling pain, and his fingers cracked again and lengthened. The curved talons drew into his skin, leaving the remains of human fingernails. The hand resurfaced, moon pale, and his fingers hung like strange pieces of meat. The pain ebbed, then went away. All of it had lasted perhaps fifteen seconds.
 Mikhail drew a breath, and almost sobbed.
 “The change,” Wiktor said, sitting on his haunches about seven feet to the boy’s left. “It’s coming on you.” Two large hares, oozing blood, lay on the stones beside him.
 Mikhail jumped, startled. Wiktor’s voice instantly awakened Nikita, Franco, and Alekza, who’d been curled up nearby. Pauli, her wits still sluggish from Belyi’s death, stirred on her hay pallet and opened her eyes. Behind Wiktor stood Renati, who had been watching faithfully for him for three days, ever since he’d gone on the track of whatever had killed Pauli’s brother. Wiktor stood up, regal in his snow-crusted robes, the weathered lines and cracks in his bearded face glistening with melted snow. The fire had burned very low, and was chewing on the last of the pine knots. “While you sleep,” he told them, “death is in the forest.”
 Wiktor circled them, his breath ghosting in the chilly air. The hares’ blood was already growing frost. “A berserker,” he said.
 “A what?” Franco stood up, reluctantly parting from Alekza’s pregnant warmth.
 “A berserker,” Wiktor repeated. “A wolf that kills for the love of killing. That’s what slaughtered Belyi.” He glanced at Pauli with his amber eyes; she was still drugged with sorrow, and quite useless. “A wolf who kills for the love of killing,” he said. “I found his tracks, about two miles north of here. He’s a big bastard, weighs maybe a hundred and eighty pounds. He was going north at a steady pace, so I followed him.” Wiktor knelt down by the feeble fire and wanned his hands. His face was washed with flickering crimson. “He’s a smart one. Somehow he picked up my scent, and I was careful to keep the wind in my face, too. He wasn’t about to let me find his den; he led through a swamp—and I almost fell through a place where he’d cracked the ice to go out from under me.” He smiled faintly, watching the fire. “If I hadn’t smelled his piss on the ice, I’d be dead by now. I know he’s a red one; I found some of his hair snagged on thorns. That’s as close as I got.” He rubbed his hands together, massaging the bruised knuckles, and stood up. “His hunting ground’s getting thin. He wants ours. He knows he’ll have to kill us to get it.” He swept his gaze around the circle of his pack. “From now on, no one goes out alone. Not even for a handful of snow. We’ll hunt in pairs, and we’ll make damned certain we stay in sight of each other. Understood?” He waited until Nikita, Renati, Franco, and Alekza had nodded. Pauli was still dazed, her long brown hair full of bits of hay. Wiktor looked at Mikhail. “Understood?” he repeated.
 “Yes, sir,” Mikhail quickly answered.
 Time, a dream of days and nights, passed. As Alekza’s belly swelled, Wiktor taught Mikhail from the dusty books in the lower chamber. Mikhail had no problem with Latin and German, but the English stuck in his throat. It, truly, was a foreign tongue. “Enunciate!” Wiktor thundered. “That’s an ‘ing’! Speak it!” The English language was a jungle of thorns, but slowly Mikhail began to cut his way through. “We’re going to read some of this,” Wiktor said one day as he opened a huge, illustrated manuscript written in an English that looked like scrolled woodcarvings. “Listen,” Wiktor said, and began to read:

 “Methinks I am a prophet new
 And thus, expiring, do foretell of him:
 His rash fierce blaze of riot cannot last,
 For violent fires soon burn out themselves;
 Small showers last long, but sudden storms are short;
 He tires betimes that spurs too fast betimes;
 With eager feeding food doth choke the feeder.”

 He looked up. “Do you know who wrote that?” Mikhail shook his head, and Wiktor told him the name. “Now repeat it,” Wiktor said.
 “Shak… Shaka… Shakaspir.”
 “Shakespeare,” Wiktor enunciated. He read a few more lines, his voice reverent:

 “This happy breed of men, this little world;
 This precious stone set in the silver sea,
 Which serves it in the office of a wall,
 Or as a moat defensive to a house,
 Against the envy of less happier lands;
 This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this
 England.”

 He looked into Mikhail’s face. “Now there’s a country where they don’t execute their teachers,” he said. “At least not yet. I always wanted to see England; a man can live free there.” His eyes had taken on the shiny glint of distant lights. “They don’t burn your books in England, and they don’t kill for the love of it.” He brought himself abruptly back. “Well, I’ll never see it. But you might. If you ever leave this place, go to England. You find out if it’s such a blessed plot. All right?”
 “Yes, sir,” Mikhail agreed, without fully understanding what he was agreeing to.
 And after the gray shadow of one last blizzard had swept across the forest, spring came to Russia; first a torrent of rain, then a green blaze. Mikhail’s dreams became bizarre: he was running on all fours, his body hurtling through a dark realm. When he awakened from them, he was shivering and covered with sweat. Sometimes he caught a brief glimpse of black hair, rippling across his arms, chest, or legs. His bones throbbed, as if they had been broken and rejointed. When he heard the beautiful, echoing calls of Wiktor, Nikita, or Renati out on the hunt, his throat convulsed and his heart ached. The change was coming on him; slowly and surely, the change was taking him over.
 On a night in early May, Alekza contorted and screamed while Pauli and Nikita held her, the firelight capering, and Renati’s bloody hands delivered two babies. Mikhail saw them, before Renati whispered to Wiktor and wrapped the bodies in rags; one of the limp things, a small human form, was missing its left arm and leg and was covered with bites. The second corpse, strangled by a gray cord, had claws and fangs. Renati tied the rags tightly around the dead things, before Franco or Alekza could see them. Alekza lifted her head, sweat glistening on her face, and whispered, “Are they boys? Are they boys?”
 Mikhail got away before Renati told her. Alekza’s wail rushed past him, and he almost bumped into Franco in the corridor; the man shoved him roughly aside as he hurried by.
 When the sun came up, they took the swaddled infants to a place a half mile to the south of the white palace: the Garden, Renati told Mikhail when he asked. The Garden, she said, where all the little ones lay.
 It was a place surrounded by towering birches, and arrangements of stones lay on the soft, leaf-covered earth to mark the bodies. Franco and Alekza got on their knees, and together began to dig the graves with their hands as Wiktor held the corpses. At first Mikhail thought this was a cruel thing, because Alekza sobbed and the tears trickled down her face as she dug—but in another few moments her crying was finished, and she worked harder. He realized it was the pack’s way of burying their dead: tears gave way to muscle, and fingers dug resolutely at the earth. Franco and Alekza were allowed to dig as deeply as they wished, and then Wiktor placed the corpses in the graves and they were covered over again with dirt and leaves.
 Mikhail looked around at all the small squares of stone. All infants in this section of the Garden; farther away, in the deeper shade, were larger squares. He knew Andrei lay over there, as well as members of the pack who’d died before Mikhail had been bitten. He saw how many infants had died: more than thirty of them. It occurred to him that the pack kept trying to have children, but the babies died. Could there ever be a baby who was part human and part wolf? he wondered as the warm breeze stirred the branches. He didn’t see how an infant’s body could bear the pain; if any baby did survive that torment, it would have to be a very strong soul.
 Franco and Alekza found stones and placed them around the graves. Wiktor offered no words, either to them or to God; when the work was finished, he turned and walked away, his sandals crunching in the underbrush. Mikhail saw Alekza reach for Franco’s hand, but he pulled quickly away and walked on without her. She stood there for a moment looking after him, sunlight gleaming in her long golden hair. Mikhail saw her lips shiver, and he thought she was going to cry again. But then she stood up a little straighter, her eyes narrowed with cold disdain. He saw there was no love between her and Franco; with the babies buried, so was all affection. Or perhaps Franco thought less of her now. He watched her as she seemed to grow before his eyes. And then her head turned, and her ice-blue gaze locked on him. He stared at her without moving.
 Alekza said, “I’ll have a boy. I will.”
 “Your body’s tired,” Renati told her, standing behind Mikhail. He realized Alekza’s stare was fixed on Renati. “Wait another year.”
 “I’ll have a boy,” she repeated firmly. Her gaze went to Mikhail, and lingered. He felt himself tremble, in a deep place. And then she abruptly turned and left the Garden, following Nikita and Pauli.
 Renati stood over the fresh graves. She shook her head. “Little ones,” she said softly. “Oh, little ones. I hope you’ll be better brothers in heaven.” She glanced back at Mikhail. “Do you hate me?” she asked.
 “Hate you?” The question had shocked him. “No.”
 “I would understand if you did,” she said. “After all, I brought you into this life. I hated the one who bit me. She lies over there, right at the edge.” Renati nodded toward the shadows. “I was married to a shoemaker. We were on our way to my sister’s wedding. I told Tiomki he’d taken a wrong turn; did he listen? Of course not.” She motioned toward a larger square of stones. “Tiomki died during the change. That was… oh, twelve springs ago, I think. He was not a well man, anyway; he would’ve made a pitiful wolf. But I loved him.” She smiled, but the smile wouldn’t stick. “All these graves have their stories, but some of them are even before Wiktor’s time. So I guess they’re silent riddles, eh?”
 “How long… has the pack been here?” Mikhail asked.
 “Oh, I don’t know. Wiktor says the old man who died the year after I joined had been here for over twenty years, and the old man knew of others going back twenty years more. Who knows?” She shrugged.
 “Has anybody ever been born here? And lived?”
 “Wiktor says he’s heard of seven or eight who were born and survived. They all died over the years, of course. But most of the babies are either born dead or they die within a few weeks. Pauli gave up trying. So did I. Alekza’s still young enough to be stubborn, and she’s buried so many babies her heart must look like one of these stones by now. Well, I pity her.” Renati looked around the Garden and up at the towering birches where the sun shone through. “I know your next question,” she said, before Mikhail could ask it. “The answer is: no. No one of the pack has ever left these woods. This is our home; it will always be our home.”
 Mikhail, still wearing the tatters of last year’s clothes, nodded. Already the world that used to be—the human world—seemed hazy, like a distant memory. He heard birds singing in the trees, and he watched a few of them fluttering from branch to branch. They were beautiful birds, and Mikhail wondered if they were good to eat.
 “Come on, let’s get back.” The ceremony—such as it was—had ended. Renati started walking in the direction of the white palace; and Mikhail followed. They hadn’t gone very far when Mikhail heard a faraway, high-pitched whistle. Perhaps a mile to the southeast, he gauged it. He stopped, listening to the sound. Not a bird, but—
 “Ah,” Renati said. “That’s a sign of summer. The train’s running. The tracks go through the woods not too far from here.” She walked on, then paused when Mikhail hadn’t moved. The whistle blew again, a short and shrill note. “Must be deer on the tracks,” Renati observed. “Sometimes you can find a dead one there. It’s not too bad if the sun and the vultures haven’t worked on it.” The train’s whistle faded away. “Mikhail?” she urged.
 He listened still; the whistle had made something yearn inside him, but he wasn’t sure what it might be. Renati was waiting for him, and the berserker stalked the forest. It was time to go. Mikhail looked back once at the Garden, with its squares of stones, and he followed Renati home.
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On the afternoon of the second day after the babies had been buried, Franco grasped Mikhail’s arm as Mikhail was on his knees outside the white palace, searching in the soft dirt for grubs. Franco pulled him up. “Come on,” he said. “We’ve got somewhere to go.”
 They started off, heading south through the woods. Franco glanced back. No one had seen them; that was good. “Where are we going?” Mikhail asked him as Franco pulled him along.
 “The Garden,” he answered. “I want to see my children.”
 Mikhail tried to pull free of Franco’s grip, but Franco held his arm tighter. He thought of crying out, for no particular reason other than he didn’t care for Franco, but the pack wouldn’t like that. Wiktor wouldn’t like it; it was up to him to fight his own battles. “What do you need me for?”
 “To dig,” Franco said. “Now shut your mouth and walk faster.”
 As they left the white palace behind and the forest closed its green gates behind them, Mikhail realized Franco wasn’t supposed to be doing this. Maybe the pack’s laws didn’t want the graves opened after the babies were buried; maybe the father was forbidden to see the dead infants. He wasn’t sure why, but he knew Franco was using him to do something that Wiktor wouldn’t like. He dragged his feet across the earth, but Franco wrenched his arm and pulled him on.
 Keeping up with Franco was difficult; the man had a stride that soon made the breath rasp in Mikhail’s lungs. “You’re weak as water!” Franco growled at him. “Walk faster, I said!”
 Mikhail stumbled over a root and fell to his knees. Franco yanked him up, and they kept going. There was a ferocity in Franco’s pallid, brown-eyed face; even in his human mask, the wolf’s face shone through. Maybe digging up the graves was bad luck, Mikhail thought. That’s why the Garden was laid so far from the white palace. But Franco’s humanity had taken over; like any human father, he burned to see the results of his seed. “Come on, come on!” he told Mikhail, both of them now racing through the woods.
 In another few minutes they burst into the clearing where the squares of stones were, and Franco suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. Mikhail bumped into him, but the collision didn’t jar Franco. The man gave a soft, strengthless gasp.
 “Dear God,” Franco whispered.
 Mikhail saw it: the Garden’s graves had been torn open, and bones were scattered across the ground. Skulls small and large, some human, some bestial, and some a commingling of both, lay broken around Mikhail’s feet. Franco walked deeper into the Garden, his hands curled into claws at his sides. Almost all of the graves had been dug up, their contents pulled out, broken to pieces and wildly strewn. Mikhail stared down at a grinning skull, its teeth sharpened into fangs and gray streamers of hair on its scalp. Nearby lay the bones of a hand, and over there an arm bone. A small, twisted spinal cord caught Mikhail’s gaze, then an infant’s skull that had been crunched with tremendous force. Franco walked on, drawn toward the place where the fresh corpses had been buried. He stepped over old bones and stepped on a skull whose lower jaw snapped off like a piece of yellowed wood. He stopped, wavering on his feet, and stared at the gouged holes where the infants had been laid two days before. A ripped rag lay on the ground. Franco picked it up—and something torn and red and swarming with flies oozed out and fell into the leaves.
 The infant had been cleaved in half. Franco could see the marks of the large fangs. The top half, including the head and the brains, was gone. Flies spun around Franco’s face, and with them the coppery aroma of blood and decay. He looked to his right, at another smear of red in the dirt. A small leg, covered with fine brown hair. He made a soft, terrible moaning sound, and old bones crunched under his feet as he stepped back from the crimson remains.
 “The berserker,” Mikhail heard him whisper. The birds sang in the treetops, happy and unaware. All around were uncovered graves and fragments of skeletons, both infant and adult, human and wolf. Franco spun toward Mikhail, and the boy saw his face—the flesh drawn tight around the bones, the eyes glassy and bulging. The pungent reek of rot wafted past Mikhail’s nostrils. “The berserker,” Franco repeated, his voice thin and quavering. The man looked around, his nostrils flared and sweat gleaming on his face. “Where are you?” Franco shouted; the bird song instantly ceased. “Where are you, you bastard?” He took a step in one direction, then a step in another; his legs seemed to want to pull him in two halves. “Come out!” he shrieked, his teeth bared and his chest heaving. “I’ll fight you!” He picked up a wolf’s skull and hurled it against a tree trunk, where it shattered with a noise like a gunshot. “God damn you to hell, come out!”
 Flies battered into Mikhail’s face and spun away, disturbed by Franco’s turbulence. The man seethed, bright spots of red in his sallow cheeks and his body trembling like a taut and dangerous spring. He screamed, “Come out and fight!” and his voice sent the birds flying from their branches.
 Nothing responded to Franco’s challenge. The grinning skulls lay like mute witnesses to a massacre, and the dark curtains of flies closed over the red infant flesh. Before Mikhail could move to defend himself, Franco rushed him. The man lifted him up off his feet and shoved his back against a tree so hard the breath whooshed from Mikhail’s lungs. “You’re nothing!” Franco raged. “Do you hear me?” He shook Mikhail. “You’re nothing!”
 There were tears of pain in Mikhail’s eyes, but he didn’t let them fall. Franco wanted to destroy something, as the berserker had destroyed the bodies of his children. He shoved Mikhail’s back against the tree again, harder. “We don’t need you!” he shouted. “You little piece of weak-willed shi—”
 It happened very fast. Mikhail wasn’t sure exactly when it happened, because it was a blur. A pit of flame opened within him, and seared his insides; there was a second of blinding pain, and then Mikhail’s right hand—a wolf’s claw covered with sleek black hair that entwined his arm almost to the elbow—streaked up and across Franco’s cheek. The man’s head snapped back, bloody furrows where the nails had slashed. Franco was stunned, and his eyes glinted with fear. He released Mikhail and jerked back, the blood trickling in crimson lines down his face. Mikhail settled to his feet, his heart slamming; he was as surprised as Franco, and he stared at his wolf’s claw, bright red blood and bits of Franco’s skin on the tips of the white nails. The black hair advanced past his elbow, and he felt pressure in his bones as they began to change their shape. There was a hollow pop! as the elbow went out of joint, and his arm shortened, the bones thickening under the moist, black-haired flesh. The hair advanced up his arm, toward his shoulder, and shone with dark blue highlights where the sun touched it. Mikhail felt throbbing pain in his jaws and forehead, as if an iron vise had begun to tighten around his skull. The tears broke from his eyes and ran down his cheeks. His left hand was changing now, the fingers snapping and shortening, growing hair and young white claws. Something was happening to his teeth; they crowded his tongue, and his gums felt ripped. He tasted blood in his mouth. He was terrified, and he looked desperately at Franco for help; Franco just stared at him, glassy-eyed, the blood dripping from his chin. It smelled to Mikhail like the red wine he remembered his father and mother drinking from crystal goblets, in another life. His muscles tensed and shivered, thickening across his shoulders and down his back. Black hair burst wild at his groin, under his dirty clothes.
 “No,” Mikhail heard himself groan, the harsh rasping of a frightened animal. “Please… no.” He didn’t want this; he couldn’t stand it, not yet, and he fell to his knees in the leaves as the bending bones and thickening muscles freighted him down.
 An instant later the black hair that had coiled over his right shoulder began to reverse itself, receding back down his arm. The claws of his fingers cracked and lengthened into fingers once more. His bones straightened, and his muscles thinned to those of a human boy again. His jaw and facial bones made little popping noises as they rearranged. He felt his teeth slide back into their sockets, and that was perhaps the worst of the pain. And less than forty seconds after the change had begun, it had completely reversed; Mikhail blinked, tears burning his eyes, and looked at his human, hairless hands. Blood was oozing from beneath the fingernails. The unaccustomed heaviness of new muscle was gone. His tongue felt human teeth, and blood tanged his saliva.
 It was over.
 “You little bastard,” Franco said, but most of the steam had gone out of him. He looked deflated. “Couldn’t do it, could you?” He touched his furrowed cheek and stared at his red-smeared palm. “I ought to kill you,” he said. “You marked me. I ought to tear you to pieces, you little shit.”
 Mikhail struggled to rise. His legs were weak, and wouldn’t allow it.
 “You’re not even worth killing,” Franco decided. “You’re still too much of a human. I ought to leave you out here, and you’d never even find your way back, would you?” He wiped blood from his oozing wounds and looked at his palm again. “Shit!” he said, disgusted.
 “Why… do you hate me so much?” Mikhail managed to ask. “I’ve never done anything to you.”
 Franco didn’t reply for a moment, and Mikhail thought he wasn’t going to. Then Franco said, his voice acidic, “Wiktor thinks you’re special.” He slurred the word, as if it were something nasty. “He says he’s never seen anyone fight to live as much as you did. Oh, he has high hopes for you.” He snorted bitterly. “I say you’re a weak whelp, but I’ll give you this: you’re lucky. Wiktor never hunted for anyone else before. He does it for you, because he says you’re not ready for the change. I say either you become one of the pack, all the way, or we eat you. And I’ll be the one who cracks open your skull and chews your brains. What do you think about that?”
 “I… think…” Mikhail tried to stand again. Sweat was on his face. He started up, on willpower and bruised muscles. His legs almost went out from under him again, but then he was up, breathing raggedly, and he faced Franco. “I think… someday… I’ll have to kill you,” he said.
 Franco gaped at him. The silence stretched; distant crows called to each other. And then Franco laughed—more of a grunt, actually—and the laugh made him wince and press his fingers against his slashed cheek. “You? Kill me?” He laughed again, winced again. His eyes were cold, and they promised cruelty. “I’m going to let you live today,” he said, as if from the grace of his heart; Mikhail guessed that it was because he feared Wiktor. “Like I said, you’re lucky.” He looked around, his eyes narrowed and his senses questing. There was no sign of the berserker except the uncovered graves and the broken bones: the scarred dirt and masses of leaves showed no tracks, there were no hanks of hair caught in the underbrush, and the berserker had rolled in the rotting flesh to mask his scent. This sacrilege against the pack had been done perhaps six or seven hours ago, Franco thought. The berserker was long gone. Franco walked away a few feet, bent down, and brushed flies away. He picked up a small, ripped arm, the hand still attached, and rose to his full height. He gently touched the fingers, exploring them like the petals of a strange flower. “This was mine,” Mikhail heard him say in a quiet voice.
 Franco bent down again, scooped away a handful of earth, put the chewed arm into it, and carefully replaced the dirt. He patted it down and covered it over with brown leaves. He sat on his haunches for a long time as flies buzzed around his head in search of the lost flesh. Several of them landed on Franco’s bleeding cheek and feasted there, but he didn’t move. He stared, motionlessly, at the patchwork of earth and leaves before him.
 And then, abruptly, he stood up. He turned his back on the ruined Garden, and quickly strode away into the forest without glancing at Mikhail.
 Mikhail let him go; he knew the way home. Anyway, if he lost his bearings he could follow the smell of Franco’s blood. His strength was coming back, and his skull and heart had stopped pounding. He looked at the garden of scattered skeletons, wondering exactly where his own bones would lie, and who would cover them. He turned away, shunting those thoughts aside, and trailed Franco by following his tracks on the bruised earth.
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Three more springs came and passed, and the summer of Mikhail’s twelfth year scorched the forest. During that time, Renati had almost died with worms from an infected boar. Wiktor himself had nursed her to health and hunted for her, showing that granite could be tender. Pauli had given birth to a girl baby that Franco had sired; the baby had died in the night, her body contorting and rippling with light brown hair, when she was two months old. Nikita had seeded a child in Alekza’s belly, but the growth passed away in a rush of blood and tissue when it was less than four months along.
 Mikhail wore a deerskin robe and sandals that Renati had made for him, his old clothes much too small and tattered. He was growing, getting gangly, his thick black hair hanging around his shoulders and down his back. His mind was growing, too, from the food of Wiktor’s books: mathematics, Russian history, the languages, classical literature—all were the feast that Wiktor offered. Sometimes it went down easily, other times Mikhail all but choked on it, but Wiktor’s thundering voice in the fire-lit chamber commanded his attention. Mikhail even enjoyed Shakespeare, particularly the gruesomeness and ghosts of Hamlet.
 His senses grew as well. There was no longer any true darkness for him; the deepest night was a gray twilight, with flesh-and-blood forms outlined in an eerie pale blue. When he truly concentrated, cutting off all distractions, he could find any of the pack in the white palace by trailing the distinctive rhythm of their heartbeats: Alekza’s, for instance, always beat fast, like a little snare drum, while Wiktor’s beat with slow and stately precision, a finely tuned instrument. Colors, sounds, aromas intensifed. In daylight he could see a deer running through the dense forest at a distance of a hundred yards. Mikhail learned the importance of speed: he caught rats, squirrels, and hares with ease, and added to the pack’s food supply in a small way, but larger game eluded him. He often awakened from sleep to find an arm or leg covered with black hair and contorting into wolfish form, but the totality of the change still terrified him. Though his body may have been ready for it, his mind certainly was not. He marveled at how the others could slip back and forth between worlds, almost as if by wishing it. The fastest of them was Wiktor, of course; it took him less than forty seconds to complete the change from human flesh to gray wolf hide. The next quickest was Nikita, who made the transformation in a little over forty-five seconds. Alekza •had the prettiest pelt, and Franco the loudest wail. Pauli was the shyest, and Renati the most merciful; she often let the smallest, most defenseless prey escape even when she’d run it to exhaustion. Wiktor scolded her for this frivolity, and Franco scowled at her, but she did as she pleased.
 After the destruction of the Garden, a coldly furious Wiktor had taken Nikita and Franco out on a long, fruitless hunt for the berserker’s den. In the three years since, the berserker had made himself known by leaving little piles of excrement around the white palace, and once the pack had heard him wailing in the night: a deep, hoarse taunt that changed direction as the berserker deftly shifted his position. It was a challenge to battle, but Wiktor declined; he chose not to run into the berserker’s trap. Pauli had sworn she’d seen the berserker on a snowy night in early November, when she’d been running at Nikita’s side on the trail of caribou. The red beast had come out of the snow at her, close enough for her to smell his rank madness, and his eyes had been cold black pits of hatred. He had opened slavering jaws to crush her throat—but then Nikita had swerved toward her, and the berserker disappeared into the snowfall. Pauli swore this, but Pauli sometimes mixed nightmares with reality, and Nikita didn’t remember seeing anything but night and whirling flakes.
 On a night in mid-July, there were no snowflakes, only the whirl of golden fireflies rising from the forest floor as Mikhail and Nikita, in human form, ran silently through the woods. The herds had been thinned by the drought weather, and hunting had been poor for the last month. Wiktor had ordered Mikhail and Nikita to bring back something—anything—and now Mikhail followed the older man as best he could, Nikita running about twenty feet ahead and breaking a trail. They were heading south at a steady pace, and in a short while Nikita slowed to a brisk walk.
 “Where are we going?” Mikhail asked in a whisper. He glanced around through the night’s twilight, looking for anything alive. Not even a squirrel’s eyes glinted with starlight.
 “The railroad tracks,” Nikita answered. “We’ll see if we can’t make this an easy hunt.” Often the pack was able to find a dead deer, caribou, or smaller animal that had been hit by the train, which passed through the forest twice a day between May and August, going east in daylight and west at night.
 Where the forest was stubbled with large boulders and cliffs fell off to the south, the tracks emerged from a rough-hewn tunnel, curved downhill along the bottom of a wooded gulley for at least six hundred yards, and then entered another tunnel to the west. Mikhail followed Nikita down the embankment, and they walked along the tracks, their eyes searching for the dark shape of a carcass and their nostrils sniffing the warm air for fresh blood. Tonight, no kills lay on the rails. They continued to the eastern tunnel—and then Nikita suddenly said, “Listen.”
 Mikhail did, and he heard it, too: a soft rumble of thunder. Except the sky was clear, the stars sparkling behind a gauze of hazy heat. The train was coming.
 Nikita bent down, placing his hand against the iron. He could feel it vibrate as the train gathered power, heading into its long downhill run. In another moment it would burst out of the tunnel only a few yards distant.
 “We’d better go,” Mikhail told him.
 Nikita stayed where he was, his hand on the rail. He stared at the tunnel’s rocky opening, and then Mikhail saw him look toward the western tunnel’s entrance, far away. “I used to come here alone,” Nikita said quietly. “I used to watch the train roar past. That was before the berserker, damn him to hell. But I’ve seen the train go past many times. On its way to Minsk, I think. It comes out of that tunnel”—he nodded toward it—“and goes into that one there. Some nights, if the engineer’s in a hurry to get home, it takes less than thirty seconds to make the distance. If he’s drunk and riding the brake, it takes around thirty-five seconds from one tunnel to the next. I know; I’ve counted them off.”
 “Why?” Mikhail asked. The train’s thunder—a traveling storm—was getting closer.
 “Because someday I’m going to beat it.” Nikita stood up. “Do you know what, for me, the grandest thing in the world would be?” His almond-shaped, Mongol eyes stared through the darkness at Mikhail. The boy shook his head. “To be fast,” Nikita went on, excitement mounting in his voice. “The fastest of all the pack. The fastest who ever lived. To will the change between the time the train comes out of the first tunnel and reaches the second. Do you see?”
 Mikhail shook his head.
 “Then watch,” Nikita told him. The western tunnel had begun to lighten, and the rails were throbbing with a steam engine’s mighty pulse. Nikita threw off his robe and stood naked to the world. And then, quite suddenly, the train burst from the tunnel like a snorting, black-mawed behemoth with a single yellow, cyclopean eyeball. Mikhail leaped backward as its hot breath enfolded him. Nikita, standing right at the edge of the tracks, didn’t move a muscle. Freight cars rumbled past, red cinders spinning in the turbulence. Mikhail saw Nikita’s body tense, saw his flesh ripple and begin to grow its sheen of fine black hair—and then Nikita started running along the tracks, his back and legs banded with wolf hair. He ran toward the eastern tunnel, his spine contorting in an instant, his legs and arms shivering and beginning to draw themselves upward into the torso. Mikhail saw the black hair cover Nikita’s buttocks, a dark wartlike thing grew and burst at the base of the spine and the wolf’s tail uncurled, twitching like a rudder. Nikita’s backbone ratcheted down, and he ran low to the ground, his forearms thickening and his hands starting to twist into claws. He caught up with the engine, racing alongside it toward the mouth of the eastern tunnel. The engineer was riding the brake, but the furnace was still spouting sparks. Grinding wheels thundered two feet away from Nikita’s legs. As he ran, his heart hammering, his feet contorted and threw him off balance, and he lost precious seconds as he struggled to right himself. The train’s engine left him behind, black smoke and sparks swirling around him. He breathed the corruption of man, and his lungs felt poisoned. Mikhail lost sight of Nikita in the black maelstrom.
 The train roared into the eastern tunnel, and continued its journey to Minsk. A single red lamp swung back and forth on the railing of its last freight car.
 The smoke that had settled along the gulley had the sour tang of burned green timber. Mikhail walked into it, following the tracks, and he could feel the heat of the train’s passage. Cinders still spun to earth, a night of dying stars. “Nikita!” he called. “Where are—”
 A dark, powerful form leaped at him.
 The black wolf planted its paws on Mikhail’s shoulders and drove him down to the earth. Then the wolf stood astride his chest, its slanted eyes staring fixedly into his face, and its jaws opened to show clean white fangs.
 “Stop it,” Mikhail said. He grasped Nikita’s muzzle and pushed the wolf’s head astride. The wolf snarled, snapping at his face. “Will you stop it?” Mikhail demanded. “You’re about to squash me!”
 The wolf showed its fangs again, right in front of Mikhail’s nose, and then a wet pink tongue came out and licked across Mikhail’s face. Mikhail yelped and tried to shove the beast off, but Nikita’s weight was solid. Finally, Nikita stepped off Mikhail’s chest, and the boy sat up knowing he would find paw bruises on his flesh the next morning. Nikita ran in a circle, snapping at his tall just for the fun of it, and then he leaped into the high weeds on the gulley’s side and rolled in them. “You’re crazy!” Mikhail said, getting to his feet.
 As Nikita rolled in the weeds, his body began to change again. There was a cracking sound of sinews lengthening, of bones being rejointed. Nikita gave a small mutter of pain, and Mikhail walked away a few yards to give him privacy. In another thirty seconds or so, Mikhail heard Nikita say quietly, “Damn.”
 The Mongol walked past Mikhail, on his way uphill toward his cast-off robe. “I tripped over my own damned feet,” he said. “They always get in the way.”
 Mikhail got in pace beside him. The black smoke was rising out of the gulley now, and the scorched iron smell of civilization was going with it. “I don’t understand,” he said. “What were you trying to do?”
 “I told you. To be fast.” He glanced back, in the direction the train had gone. “It’ll be back, tomorrow night. And the night after that. I’ll try again.” He reached his robe, picked it up, and put it around his shoulders. Mikhail was watching him blankly, still not fully comprehending. “Wiktor will tell you a story, if you ask,” Nikita said. “He says the old man who led the pack when Wiktor came in remembered someone who could will the change in twenty-four seconds. Can you imagine that? From human to wolf in twenty-four seconds? Wiktor himself can’t beat half a minute! And I—well, I’m pathetic.”
 “No, you’re not. You’re fast.”
 “Not fast enough,” Nikita said forcefully. “I’m not the quickest, I’m not the strongest, I’m not the smartest. And all my life, even when I was a boy your age breaking my ass in a coal mine, I wanted to be something special. You work at the bottom of a mine shaft long enough, you dream of being a bird. Maybe I still have that dream—only I want my legs to be wings.”
 “What does it matter, whether you’re the quickest or—”
 “It matters to me,” he interrupted. “It gives me a purpose. Do you see?” He went on without waiting for the boy to respond. “I come here during the summer, but only at night. I don’t want the engineer to see me. I am getting faster; it’s just that my legs haven’t figured out how to fly yet.” He motioned down the tracks toward the distant eastern tunnel. “Some night I’m going to beat the train. I’m going to start right here, as a man, and before the train reaches the other tunnel I’m going to cross the tracks in front of the engine as a wolf.”
 “Cross the tracks?”
 “Yes. On all fours,” Nikita said. “Now we’d better find something for the pack to eat, or we’ll be looking all night.” He started walking away, downhill toward the east, and Mikhail followed him. A little more than a half mile from where Nikita had chased the train, they found a crushed rabbit lying on the tracks. It was a fresh kill, its eyes bulging as if still mesmerized by the glowing yellow orb of the monster that had passed over it. The rabbit was a small find, but it was a beginning. Nikita picked it up by the ears and carried it at his side, swinging it like a broken toy as they continued their search.
 The smell of the rabbit’s blood made Mikhail’s mouth water. He could almost feel a bestial growl strain to leave his throat. He was becoming more like the pack every passing day. The change was waiting for him, like a dark friend. All he had to do was reach out for it, and embrace it; it was that close, and it was eager. But he didn’t know how to control it. He had no idea how to “will the change,” as the others seemed to. Was it like a command, or a dream? He feared losing the last of being a human; the full change would take him to a place where he dared not go. Not yet; not just yet.
 He was salivating. There was a growl; not his throat, but his stomach. He was still more boy than wolf, after all.
 On many nights during that long, drought-plagued summer, Mikhail hunted with Nikita along the railroad tracks. Once, in early August, they found a small deer suffering, two of its legs severed by the train’s wheels. Nikita had bent down and looked into that deer’s shock-silvered eyes, and Mikhail had watched him reach gentle hands out to stroke the animal’s flanks. Nikita had spoken quietly to the deer, trying to calm it—and then he placed his hands on the deer’s skull and gave it a sharp, violent twist. The deer had slumped, its neck broken, all suffering ended. And that, Nikita told him, was the meaning of mercy.
 The train kept to its schedule. Some nights it roared down the hill, from tunnel to tunnel; other nights its brakes screamed and hurled sparks. Mikhail sat on the embankment, in the shelter of the pines, and watched as Nikita raced it along the rails, his body twisting, fighting for balance as the change swept over him. It always seemed to be his legs, the earth-rooted wings, that refused to let him fly. Nikita was getting faster, but never fast enough; the train invariably outpaced him, and left him in its smoke as it thundered into the eastern tunnel.
 August ended, and the summer’s final train rumbled away toward Minsk, its red lantern swinging on the last car like a scarlet grin. Nikita, his shoulders slumped, trotted back to where he’d left his robe, and Mikhail watched his body shed its glossy black hair. Nikita, man-shaped again, put on his robe and breathed the smoke’s bitter odor as if breathing the sweat of a fierce and respected enemy. “Well,” he said at last, “summer will come again.”
 They went home, walking toward autumn.
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Winter, the cruel white lady, closed her fist around the forest, and sealed it in ice. Cold cracked trees, ponds were white slabs, and the sky glowered with low clouds and mist. For day upon day, the sun remained a stranger, and the whole world was a sea of snow and black, leafless trees. Even the crows, those ebony-gowned diplomats, froze where they perched, or fought to reach the sun on freezing wings. Only the snow hares scurried in the blank silence of the forest, and as the winds swept down from Siberia even the hares shivered in their burrows.
 So, too, the pack shivered in the depths of the white palace. They crowded together, ghost-breathed, around the pine-knot flames. Mikhail’s education, however, went on; Wiktor was a hard taskmaster, and he and the boy huddled close as Mikhail recited Shakespeare, the works of Dante, mathematics problems, and European history.
 On a day in January, Pauli and Nikita went outside to find more firewood. Wiktor told them to stay close to the white palace and within sight of each other. The mist had descended, making visibility difficult, but the fire had to be tended. And not half an hour had passed before Nikita came back into the den, moving like a numb sleepwalker, his eyebrows and hair silvered with ice. He carried an armload of sticks, which fell to his feet as he continued on into the circle of the fire. His eyes were dazed. Wiktor stood up and said, “Where’s Pauli?”
 She had been within twenty feet of him, Nikita said. Twenty feet. They had been talking, trying to warm each other with words. And then, quite suddenly, Pauli simply hadn’t answered. There had been no cry for help, no sounds of a struggle in the mist. One moment Pauli had been there, the next…
 Nikita took Wiktor and Franco up to show them. They found bright gouts of blood on the snow, less than forty yards from the ice-domed palace. Pauli’s robe was nearby, also splattered with gore. On the ground lay a few sticks, like bleached bones. Pauli’s footprints ended where the paw prints of the berserker came out of a thicket of thorns. In the snow was the furrow of a body being dragged, over a hillock and down into dense woods. They found some of Pauli’s insides, purple as bruises on the snow. The berserker’s tracks and the furrow of Pauli’s dragged body went on, through the forest. Wiktor, Franco, and Nikita threw aside their robes and, shivering, changed shapes in the clinging mist. Three wolves—one gray, one pale brown, one black—loped through the drifts on the berserker’s trail. A mile to the east they found one of Pauli’s arms, blue as marble, wedged between two rocks. It had been ripped loose from the shoulder. They came to a place of cliffs, where the wind had swept the jagged rocks clean of snow, and the berserker’s tracks ended as did all traces of Pauli’s corpse.
 For the next few hours, the trio of wolves searched in widening circles that took them farther and farther away from the white palace. Once Franco thought he saw a huge red shape standing on an outcropping of rock above them, but the blowing snow obscured his sight for a few seconds and when he could see clearly again the shape was gone. Nikita picked up Pauli’s scent—a musky summer-grass smell—in the crosscurrent of wind, and they tracked it another half mile to the north before they found her head lying at the bottom of a ravine, her skull gnawed open and her brains gone.
 The berserker’s tracks led them to the edge of a rocky chasm, then they vanished on the stones. Caves pocked the chasm’s sides; it would be a treacherous climb down, but it could be done. Any of those caves might be the berserker’s den. But if not, Wiktor, Nikita, and Franco might break their necks for naught. It was snowing harder; the iron smell of a blizzard grayed the air. Wiktor signaled with a snort and toss of his head, and they turned back for the long journey home.
 All this Wiktor related as the pack crouched around the fire. When he finished he moved away, sitting in a corner by himself. He chewed on a warthog’s bones and stared at the empty pallet where Pauli used to lie, his eyes burning in the cold gloom.
 “I say we go out and hunt the bastard down!” Franco shouted as the blizzard roared beyond the walls. “We can’t just sit here, like… like…”
 “Like human beings?” Wiktor asked quietly. He picked up a small twig from the fire and watched it burn.
 “Like cowards!” Franco said. “First Belyi, then the Garden ransacked, now Pauli gone! It won’t stop until it kills all of us!”
 “We can’t go out in this storm,” Nikita observed, sitting on his haunches. “The berserker can’t either.”
 “We’ve got to find it and kill it!” Franco paced in front of the fire, almost stepping on Mikhail. “If I could just get my claws in its damned throat, I’d—”
 Renati snorted derisively. “You’d be its breakfast.”
 “You shut up, you old hag! Who asked you to speak?”
 Renati was on her feet in an instant. She stepped toward him, and he whirled toward her. Russet hair rose and rippled on the backs of Renati’s hands, her fingers starting to curve into claws.
 “Stop it,” Wiktor said. Renati glanced at him, her facial bones already beginning to warp. “Renati, please stop it,” he repeated.
 “Let her kill him,” Alekza said, her ice-blue eyes cold in her beautiful face. “He deserves to die.”
 “Renati?” Wiktor stood up. Renati’s spine had begun to bow over.
 “Come on, come on!” Franco sneered. He held up his right hand, which was covered with light brown hair and had already grown talons. “I’m ready for you!”
 “Stop it!” Wiktor shouted, and the sound of his voice made Mikhail jump; it was his schoolmaster’s thunder. The voice echoed between the walls. “If we kill each other, the berserker wins. He can come right in here and take our den if we’re lying dead. So stop it, both of you. We’ve got to think like humans, not act like beasts.”
 Renati blinked, her mouth and jaw misshapen. A little ooze of saliva trickled over her lower lip, down her russet-haired chin, and hung for a second before it dripped off. And then her face began to return to its human side again, the muscles writhing under the flesh, the fangs retreating with wet clicking sounds. The wolf hair dissolved to a stubble and went away. Renati scratched the backs of her hands as the last of the hair irritated her flesh. “You little bastard,” she said, her stare still directed at Franco. “You show me respect, do you understand?”
 Franco grunted and gave her a chilly smile. He motioned disdainfully at her with his right hand, now human and pale once more, and he walked away from the fire’s heat. The musky smell of enraged animals lingered in the chamber.
 Wiktor stood between Renati and Franco; he waited until their tempers had cooled, and then he said, “We’re a family, not enemies. The berserker would like for us to turn on each other; it would make his task so much easier.” He tossed the burning twig into the fire. “But Franco’s right. We’ve got to find the berserker and kill it. If we don’t, it’ll kill us, one by one.”
 “You see?” Franco said to Renati. “He agrees with me!”
 “I agree with the law of logic,” Wiktor corrected. “Which, unfortunately, you don’t always obey.” He paused for a moment, listening to the high wail of the storm through the broken windows on the level above. “I think the berserker lives in one of those caves we found,” he went on. “Nikita’s right: the berserker won’t go out in this storm. But we could.”
 “You can’t see your hand in front of your face out there!” Renati said. “Listen to that wind!”
 “I hear it.” Wiktor circled the fire, rubbing his hands together. “When the storm breaks, the berserker will go out on the hunt again. We don’t know his patterns, and once he smells us in his cave he’ll find another den. But… what if we found his cave, and him in it, while the storm’s still blowing?”
 “It can’t be done!” Nikita shook his head. “You saw that chasm. We’d kill ourselves trying to get down in there.”
 “The berserker can do it. If he can, so can we.” Wiktor paused to let that point sink in. “The greatest problem would be finding his cave. If I were he, I would’ve marked every one of them with my scent. But maybe he hasn’t; maybe, once we get down into that chasm, we can pick up his scent and follow it right to him. He might be sleeping; that’s what I’d do, if I had a full belly and I thought I was safe.”
 “Yes, that’s it!” Franco said excitedly. “Kill the bastard in his sleep!”
 “No. The berserker’s big and very strong, and none of us would do so well against it claw to claw. First we find the berserker’s cave, and then we seal him in with rocks. We make it good and tight, so he can’t dig himself out. If we’re fast, we can get the cave sealed before he knows what’s happening.”
 “And provided he doesn’t have a back way out,” Renati said.
 “I didn’t say the plan was foolproof. No plan ever is. But the berserker’s insane; he doesn’t think like an ordinary wolf. Why should he worry about running when he thinks he can destroy anything on four legs or two? I’d say he’s found a nice warm cave with no back door, where he can curl up, chew on bones, and brood about how to kill the next one of us. I believe it’s worth the risk.”
 “I don’t,” Renati told him. Her brow furrowed. “The storm’s too strong. It would be hard enough getting from here to there, much less finding the right cave. No. The risk is too high.”
 “And what’s the alternative, then?” Wiktor asked. “Walt for the storm to pass and the berserker to hunt us again? We should take advantage of the fact that he’s just had a feast; he’ll be sluggish, with all that meat in his belly. I say we go now, or we risk the destruction of the pack.”
 “Yes!” Franco agreed. “Hunt him now, while he thinks he’s safe!”
 “I’ve decided. I’m going.” Wiktor looked around at the others. His gaze lingered for a few seconds on Mikhail, then moved away. “Franco, will you go with me?”
 “Me?” His eyes had widened. “Yes. Of course I will.” His voice was unsteady. “I just hope I… don’t hold you up.”
 “Hold me up? How?”
 “Well… I didn’t mention it before. It’s nothing, of course, but… I have a stone bruise on my foot. You see?” He slipped off his deerskin sandal and showed the blue bruise. “My ankle’s a little swollen, too. I’m not sure when it happened, exactly.” He pressed the bruise, and winced a fraction too much. “But I can still go,” he said. “I won’t be as fast as usual, but you can count on me.”
 “To be an utter ass,” Renati finished for him. “Forget Franco and his poor feet. I’ll go with you.”
 “I need you to stay here. To take care of Mikhail and Alekza.”
 “They can take care of themselves!”
 Wiktor had already dismissed her. He looked at Nikita. “Any stone bruises on your feet?”
 “Dozens,” Nikita said, and stood up. “When do we go?”
 “It’s my ankle that’s giving me the trouble!” Franco protested. “See? It’s swollen! I must’ve stepped down wrong when we were—”
 “I understand,” Wiktor told him, and Franco was silent. “Nikita and I will go. You can stay here, if that’s what you want.” Franco started to speak again, but he thought better of it and closed his mouth. “The sooner we go, the sooner we can get back,” Wiktor said to Nikita. “I’m ready now.” Nikita nodded, and Wiktor turned his attention to Renati. “If we’re able to find the berserker’s cave, and seal him in, we’ll want to stay long enough to make certain he doesn’t dig out. We’ll try to be back within forty-eight hours. If the storm gets too bad, we’ll find a place to sleep. You’ll take care of everything, yes?”
 “Yes,” Renati said glumly.
 “And you and Franco will stay away from each other’s throats.” It was a command. Wiktor looked at Mikhail. “You’ll keep them from killing each other, won’t you?”
 “Yes, sir,” Mikhail answered, though what he could do if Renati and Franco clashed he didn’t know.
 “When I get back, I want you to have finished the lesson we started yesterday.” It was a reading about the destruction of the Roman Empire. “I’ll ask you questions about it.”
 Mikhail nodded. Wiktor stripped off his robe and removed his sandals, and Nikita did the same. The two men stood naked, their breath coming out in misty plumes. Nikita began to change first, the black hair twining over his flesh like strange vines. Wiktor’s eyes glinted in the low light as he stared at Renati. “Listen to me,” he said. “If for any reason… we don’t come back after three days, you’ll be in charge of the pack.”
 “A woman?” Franco yelped. “In charge of me?”
 “In charge of the pack,” Wiktor repeated. A gray tide of wolf hair was sliding over his shoulders and streaking down his arms. His flesh looked slick and oily, and sweat glistened on his forehead as his eyebrows merged. Steam wafted around his body. “Do you have any objection to that?” His voice was getting hoarse, and his facial bones were shifting. Fangs pushed out between his lips.
 “No,” Franco answered quickly. “No objection.”
 “Wish us luck.” The voice was a guttural rasp. Wiktor’s flesh shivered, growing its thick, gray-haired hide. Most of Nikita’s head and face had already changed, the snout spewing a blast of steam as it lengthened with popping sounds that Mikhail had once thought hideous. Now the sounds of transformation were as beautiful as music played on exotic instruments. The two bodies contorted, flesh giving way to wolf hair, fingers and toes to claws, teeth to fangs, noses to long black muzzles; all accompanied by the music of bones, sinews, and muscles changing shape, rearranging themselves into canine form, and an occasional grunt from either Wiktor or Nikita. And then Wiktor gave a harsh whuff and he loped out of the chamber toward the stairway, with Nikita a few strides behind. Within seconds, the two wolves were gone.
 “My ankle is swollen!” Franco showed Renati again. “See? I couldn’t get very far on it, could I?”
 She ignored him. “We’ll need some fresh water, I think.” She picked up a clay bowl that had been left by the monks the water, filmed with dirty ice, was almost gone. “Mikhail will you and Alekza get us some more snow, please?” She handed the bowl to Mikhail. All they would have to do was climb the stairs and scoop up snow that was blowing in the windows. “Franco, will you take the first watch, or shall I?”
 “You’re in charge,” he said. “Do as you please.”
 “All right. You take the first watch. I’ll relieve you when it’s time.” Renati sat down before the fire, newly regal.
 Franco muttered a curse under his breath; it wouldn’t be pleasant to go up into the tower, with all those glassless windows and the cold whirling in, but keeping watch was an important duty that everyone shared. He stalked away. Mikhail and Alekza went to scoop up a bowlful of snow, and Renati rested her chin on her hand to worry about the man she loved.
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Sometime during the night, the storm snapped. It passed on leaving the forest covered with drifts eight feet high, the trees bent under arctic ice. A bone-throbbing cold followed the blizzard, and the day dawned white, the sun hidden behind clouds the color of wet cotton.
 It was breakfast time. “God, it’s cold!” Franco said as he and Mikhail struggled across a white desert where green thicket used to be. Mikhail didn’t answer; it used up too much energy to speak, and his jaws felt frozen. He glanced back, about fifty yards, at the white palace; it was almost invisible against the blankness. “I curse this place!” Franco said. “Damn the whole country! Damn Wiktor, and damn Nikita, damn Alekza, and damn that damned Renati. Who does she think she is, ordering me around like a servant boy?”
 “We’ll never find anything,” Mikhail told him quietly, “if you make all that noise.”
 “Hell, there’s nothing alive out here! How are we supposed to find food? Create it? I’m not God, that’s for sure!” He stopped, sniffing the air; his nose stung with cold, and his ability to smell was hampered. “If Renati’s in charge, why doesn’t she find us food? Answer me that!”
 There was no need to answer. They had drawn lots—the shortest twigs from the fire—for the task of finding breakfast. Actually Mikhail had drawn the shortest twig, and Franco the next shortest. “Anything alive out here,” Franco went on, “is buried in its hole, keeping warm. Like we ought to be doing. Smell the air. You see? Nothing.”
 As if to prove Franco wrong, a hare with gray-tipped fur suddenly shot across the snow in front of them, heading for a stand of half-buried trees. “There!” Mikhail said. “Look!”
 “My eyes are freezing.”
 Mikhail stopped and turned toward Franco. “Aren’t you going to change? You can catch it if you change.”
 “To hell with it!” Franco’s cheeks had grown red splotches. “It’s too cold to change. My balls would freeze off, if they haven’t already.” He reached down and checked himself.
 “If you don’t change, we won’t catch anything,” Mikhail reminded him. “How hard would it be for you to chase down that rabbit if—”
 “Oh, now you’re giving orders, is that it?” Franco scowled at him. “You listen to me, you little shit: you drew the shortest twig. You change and catch us something. It’s about time you pulled your weight around here!”
 The question stung Mikhail, because he knew there was truth in it. He walked on ahead, his arms clasped around himself for warmth and his sandals crunching through the ice-crusted snow.
 “Well, why don’t you change, then?” Franco jabbed him, sensing blood. He strode after the boy. “Why don’t you change so you can chase down rabbits and howl at the damned moon like a maniac?”
 Mikhail didn’t answer; he didn’t know what to say. He looked for the hare, but it had disappeared in the whiteness. He glanced back at the white palace, which seemed to float like a distant mirage between earth and sky, all of them the same hue. Large flakes began to fall again, and if Mikhail hadn’t felt so cold, miserable, and useless, he might have thought they were beautiful.
 Franco stopped a few yards away from him and blew into his cupped hands. Snowflakes drifted into his hair and laced his eyelashes. “Maybe Wiktor enjoys this life,” he said grimly, “and maybe Nikita does, too, but what were they to begin with? My father was a rich man, and I was a rich man’s son.” He shook his head, the snowflakes sliding down his ruddy face. “We were on our way by carriage, to visit my grandparents. A storm caught us; a storm very much like the one yesterday. My mother froze to death first. But my father, my little brother, and I found a cabin, not far from here. Well, it’s gone now; the snow broke it down years ago.” Franco looked up, searching for the sun. He couldn’t find it. “My little brother died weeping,” he said. “At the end he couldn’t even open his eyes; the lids were frozen together. My father knew we couldn’t stay there. If we were going to live, we had to find a village. So we started walking. I remember… we both wore our fur-lined coats and our expensive boots. My shirt had a monogram on it. My father wore a cashmere scarf. But none of it kept us warm enough, not with that wind shrieking into our faces. We found a hollow and tried to make a fire, but all the wood was icy.” He looked at Mikhail. “Do you know what we burned? All the money in my father’s wallet. It burned very bright, but it gave off no heat. What we would’ve given for three lumps of coal! My father froze to death, sitting upright. I was a seventeen-year-old orphan, and I knew I was going to die if I didn’t find shelter. So I started walking, wearing two coats. I didn’t get very far before the wolves found me.” He blew into his hands again and worked his knuckles. “One of them bit me, on the arm. I kicked him in the muzzle so hard I knocked three of his teeth out. That bastard—Josef was his name—was never right in the head after that. They tore my father to pieces and ate him. They probably ate my mother and little brother, too. I never asked.” Franco surveyed the blank sky once more and watched the snow falling. “They took me into the pack to be a breeder. The same reason we took you in.”
 “A… breeder?”
 “To make babies,” Franco explained. “The pack needs cubs, or it’s going to die. But the babies don’t live.” He shrugged. “Maybe God knows what He’s doing, after all.” He looked toward the trees, where the snow hare hid. “You listen to Wiktor, and he’ll go on about how noble this life is, and how we ought to be proud of what we are. I don’t find anything noble in having hair on your ass and gnawing on bloody bones. Damn this life.” He gathered saliva in his mouth and spat in the snow. “You change,” he told Mikhail. “You go run on all fours and piss against a tree. I was born a man, by God, and that’s what I am.” He turned away and began trudging the seventy yards or so back to the walls of the white palace.
 “Wait!” Mikhail called. “Franco, wait!” But Franco didn’t wait.
 He looked back over his shoulder at Mikhail. “Bring us back a nice juicy rabbit,” he said acidly. “Or if you’re lucky, maybe you can dig us up some fat grubs. I’m going back in and try to get wa—”
 Franco didn’t finish his sentence, for in the next instant what had appeared to be a mound of snow a few feet to his right burst open, and the huge red wolf lunged out, snapping its jaws shut on Franco’s leg.
 The bones broke like pistol shots as the berserker wrenched Franco off his feet, and its fangs tore the flesh into crimson ribbons. Franco opened his mouth to scream, but only a choke came out. Mikhail stood stunned, his brain reeling. The berserker had either been lying in wait under the snow, just its nostrils lifted up to catch air, or else it had burrowed beneath the drifts to ambush them. There was no time to wonder what had happened to Wiktor and Nikita there was only the reality of the berserker ripping Franco’s leg apart, and blood steaming in the snow.
 Mikhail started to shout for help, but by the time Renati and Alekza got here—if they even heard him—Franco would be dead. The berserker released Franco’s tattered leg, and closed its jaws on his shoulder as Franco desperately fought to keep the fangs away from his throat. Franco’s face had gone death white, his eyes bulging with terror.
 Mikhail looked up. A tree branch, coated with ice, was about three feet over his head. He leaped up for it, grasped the branch, and it cracked off in his hands. The berserker paid him no attention, its teeth deep in the muscle of Franco’s shoulder. And then Mikhail sprang forward, dug his heels into the snow, and drove the stick’s sharp end into one of the berserker’s gray eyeballs.
 The stick gouged the berserker’s eye out, and the wolf released Franco’s shoulder with a roar of pain and rage. As the berserker staggered back and shook its head to clear the agony, Franco tried to crawl away. He got about six feet before he shuddered and passed out, his leg and shoulder mangled. The berserker snapped wantonly at the air, and it’s remaining eye found Mikhail Gallatinov.
 Something passed between them: Mikhail could feel it, as strongly as the pounding of his heart and the blood rushing through his veins. Maybe it was a communion of hatred, of a primal recognition of impending violence; whatever it was Mikhail understood it fully, and he gripped the sharp stick like a spear as the berserker hurtled toward him across the snow.
 The red wolf’s jaws gaped open for him, its powerful legs preparing to leap. Mikhail stood his ground, his nerves tingling, every human instinct urging him to run but the wolf inside him waiting with cold judgment. The berserker made a feinting move to the left that Mikhail instantly saw was false, and then it left the ground and came at him.
 Mikhail fell to his knees, under the big body and the flailing claws, and he drove the stick upward. It pierced the berserker’s white-haired stomach as the beast went over him; the stick cracked in two, its point deep in the berserker’s belly, and the wolf contorted in midair, one of its forelegs slamming across Mikhail’s back and two talons ripping through the deerskin cloak. Mikhail felt as if a hammer had struck him; he was knocked onto his face in the snow, and he heard the berserker grunt as it landed on its stomach a few yards away. Mikhail twisted his body, his lungs seizing cold air, and he faced the berserker before it could leap onto his back. The one-eyed beast was on its feet, the spear driven so deep in its gut that it had almost disappeared. Mikhail stood up, his chest heaving, and he felt hot blood trickling down his back. The berserker danced to the right, positioning himself between Mikhail and the white palace. The stick clenched in Mikhail’s right fist was about seven inches long, the length of a kitchen knife. The berserker snorted steam, feinted in and then out again, blocking Mikhail from fleeing home. “Help us!” he shouted toward the white palace. His voice was muffled by the snowfall. “Renati! Help—”
 The beast lunged forward, and Mikhail stabbed at its other eye with the stick. But the berserker stopped and whirled aside, spraying snow up from under its paws, and the stick jabbed empty air. The berserker twisted its body, darting around to Mikhail’s unprotected side, and it leaped at him before he could stab with the stick again.
 The berserker hit him. Mikhail had the image of the freight train, one eye blazing, as it roared on the downhill tracks. He was knocked off his feet like a rag doll, and would have broken his back if not for the snow. His breath whooshed out of him, and his brain was stunned by the impact. He smelled blood and animal saliva. A brutal weight crushed down on his shoulder, pinning his hand and the stick. He blinked, and in the haze of pain saw the berserker’s maw above him, its fangs opening to seize his face and strip it away from the skull like flimsy cloth. His shoulder was trapped, the bones about to burst from their sockets. The berserker leaned forward, the muscles bunching along its flanks, and Mikhail smelled Franco’s blood on its breath. The jaws stretched open to crush his skull.
 Two human hands, streaked with brown hair, caught the berserker’s jaws. Franco had roused himself and leaped atop the red beast. His brown-stubbled face a rictus of pain, Franco gasped, “Run,” as he twisted the berserker’s head with all his strength.
 The berserker thrashed against him, but Franco held tight. The jaws snapped together, and teeth pierced Franco’s palms. The weight was off Mikhail’s shoulder; he lifted his arm, the bones throbbing, and drove the sharp stick up into the berserker’s throat. It plunged in three inches before it met an obstruction and broke again. The berserker howled and shivered with agony, snorting a crimson mist, and Mikhail pushed himself out from under the wolf as it reared up and tried to throw Franco off its back. “Run!” Franco shouted, hanging on by his bloody fingernails.
 Mikhail got up, snow all over him. He began running, the last few inches of the broken stick falling from his hand. Snowflakes whirled around him, like dancing angels. His shoulder throbbed, the muscles deeply bruised. He looked back, saw the berserker shake itself in a violent frenzy. Franco lost his grip and was flung off. The berserker tensed to leap on Franco’s body and finish him, but Mikhail stopped. “Hey!” he shouted, and the berserker’s head angled toward him, its single eye blazing.
 Something blazed within Mikhail as well. He felt it, like a fire that had opened at his center, and to save Franco’s life—and his own—he would have to reach into those white-hot flames, and grasp what had been forged.
I want it, he thought, and he fixed on the image of his hand twisting into a claw, the picture of it radiant in his mind. He thought he heard an inner wall, like wild winds unleashed. Pinpricks of pain swept up his spine. I want it. Steam drifted from his pores. He shivered, pressure squeezing his organs. His heart pounded. He felt pain in the muscles of his arms and legs, a terrible clenching pain around his skull. Something cracked in his jaw, and he heard himself moan.
 The berserker watched him, transfixed by the sight, its jaws still open and ready to break Franco’s neck.
 Mikhail lifted his right hand. It was covered with sleek black hair, and the fingers had retracted into white claws. I want it. The black hair raced up his arm. His left hand was changing. His head felt as if it were caught in an iron vise, and his jaw was lengthening with brittle cracking sounds. I want it. There was no turning back now, no denying the change. Mikhail threw his deerskin cloak off, and it slithered to the snow. He fumbled with his sandals, barely got them off before his feet began to contort. He fell, off balance, and went down on his rump.
 The berserker sniffed the air. It made a grunting noise, and watched the thing take shape.
 Black hair scurried over Mikhail’s chest and shoulders. It entwined his throat and covered his face. His jaw and nose were lengthening into a muzzle, and his fangs burst free with such force they slashed the inside of his mouth and made blood and saliva drool. His backbone bent, with stunning pain. His legs and arms shortened, grew thick with muscle. Sinews and cartilage popped and cracked. Mikhail shuddered, his body thrashing as if getting rid of the last human elements. His tail, slick with fluids, had thrust from the dark growth at the base of his spine, and now it twitched in the air as Mikhail got on all fours. His muscles continued to quiver like harp strings, his nerves aflame. Musky-smelling fluids oozed over his pelt. His testicles had drawn up like hard stones, and were covered with coarse hair. His right ear rippled with hair and began to change into a triangular cup, but the left ear malfunctioned; it simply remained the ear of a human boy. The pain intensified, bordering on the edge of pleasure, and then rapidly subsided. Mikhail started to call to Franco, to tell him to crawl away; he opened his mouth, and the high yip that came out scared him.
 He thanked God he couldn’t see himself, but the shock in the berserker’s eye told him enough. He had willed the change, and it was on him.
 Mikhail’s bladder let go, streaking yellow across the white. He saw the berserker dismiss him, and start to lean over Franco again. Franco had passed out, was unable to defend himself. Mikhail bounded forward, got his forelegs and hind legs tangled up, and he went down on his belly. He got up once more, shaky as a newborn. He shouted at the berserker; it emerged as a thin growl that didn’t even snag the red wolf’s attention. Mikhail leaped clumsily over the snow, lost his footing, and fell again, but then he was right beside the wolf and he did it without thinking: he opened his jaws, and sank his fangs into the berserker’s ear. As the animal roared and twisted away, Mikhail tore the ear off to its fleshy roots.
 The berserker staggered, stunned by the fresh pain. Mikhail had the ear between his teeth; his throat convulsed, blood in his mouth, and he swallowed the wolf’s ear. The berserker spun in a mad circle, snapping at the air. Mikhail turned, the twitching of his tail almost throwing him off his paws again, and he ran.
 His legs betrayed him. The ground was right in his face, and all perspective was bizarre. He stumbled, slid over the snow on his stomach, scrambled up, and tried to flee, but matching the movement of four legs was a mystery. He heard the berserker’s rumbled breath right behind him, and he knew it was about to leap; he feinted to the left and swerved to the right, skidding off balance once more. The berserker jumped past him, digging up a flurry of snow as it fought to change direction. Mikhail struggled up, the hair bristling along his back; he swerved violently again, his spine amazingly supple. He heard the click of fangs as the berserker’s jaws narrowly missed his flank. And then Mikhail, his legs trembling, turned to face the red beast, snow whirl-ing into the air between them. The berserker rushed at him, snorting steam and blood. Mikhail planted his paws, his legs splayed and his heart seemingly about to explode. The berserker, expecting his enemy to dodge to either side, suddenly checked his speed and dug his paws into the snow, and Mikhail reared up on his hind legs like a human being and lunged forward.
 His jaws opened, an instinctual movement that Mikhail couldn’t remember triggering. He clamped them on the berserker’s muzzle and crunched his fangs down through hair and flesh into cartilage and bone. As he bit deeply, he brought his left claw up in a savage arc and raked the talons across the berserker’s remaining eye.
 The beast howled, blinded, and twisted his body to throw the small wolf off, but Mikhail held tight. The berserker lifted up, hesitated for only an instant, and then smashed down on Mikhail. He felt a rib snap, a crushing pain jabbing through him, but the snow again saved his spine. The berserker lifted up again, and as the beast rose to his full height Mikhail released his grip on the bleeding muzzle and scrambled away, the pain of his broken rib almost stealing his breath.
 The berserker clawed the air with blind fury. He raced in a circle, trying to find Mikhail, and slammed his red skull against the trunk of an oak tree. Dazed, the beast whirled around, fangs snapping at nothing. Mikhail backed away from him, to give the thing plenty of room, and he stood near Franco, his shoulders slumped to ease the pain in his rib cage. The berserker gave an enraged series of grunts, snorting blood, and then he spun to right and left, the crushed nose seeking a scent.
 A russet shape shot across the snow and crashed headlong into the berserker’s side. Renati’s claws flailed ribbons of red hair and flesh, and the berserker was thrown into a tangle of thorns. Before the berserker could grasp her, Renati darted away again and circled warily. Another wolf—this one blond, with ice-blue eyes—leaped in from the berserker’s other side, and Alekza raked a claw along the berserker’s flank. As he turned to snap at her, Alekza bounded away and Renati darted in to seize one of the berserker’s hind legs between her teeth. Her head twisted, and the berserker’s leg snapped. Then Renati scrambled away as the red wolf staggered on three legs. Alekza lunged forward, grasped the beast’s remaining ear, and ripped it away. She danced back as the berserker clawed at her, but his movements were getting sluggish. He went a few paces in one direction, stopped and turned in another, and behind him he left bright splotches of crimson on the snow.
 But he was strong. Mikhail stood back and watched as Renati and Alekza wore him down, the death of a thousand bites and scratches. The berserker at last tried to run, dragging the broken leg behind him. Renati slammed into his side, knocking him to the ground, and crushed a foreleg between her jaws as Alekza gripped his tail. The berserker struggled to rise, and Renati drove her talons into his belly and ripped him open with a grace that was almost beautiful. The berserker shivered, and lay writhing on the bloody white. Renati leaned forward, seizing the red wolf’s unprotected throat between her fangs. The berserker made no effort to fight back. Mikhail saw Renati’s sleek muscles tense—and then she released the throat and stepped away. She and Alekza both looked at Mikhail.
 He didn’t understand at first. Why hadn’t Renati torn the throat out? But then it dawned on him as the two wolves stared impassively: they were offering the kill to him.
 “Go on,” Franco said, a raspy whisper. He was sitting up, his torn hands clenched to his shoulder. Mikhail was amazed on a new level; he’d understood the human voice as clearly as ever. “Take the kill,” Franco told him. “It’s yours.”
 Renati and Alekza waited as the snowflakes drifted to earth. Mikhail saw it in their eyes: this was expected of him. He walked forward, his legs slipping and ungainly, and he stood over the conquered red wolf.
 The berserker was more than twice his size. He was an old wolf, some of his hair gone gray. His muscles were thick, carved from struggle. The red skull lifted, as if listening to Mikhail’s heartbeat. Blood oozed from the holes where the eyes had been, and a crushed paw feebly scarred the snow.
 He’s asking for death, Mikhail realized. He’s lying there, pleading for it.
 The berserker made a deep groaning noise, the sound of a caged soul. Mikhail felt it leap within him: not savagery, but mercy.
 He leaned his head down, sank his fangs into the throat, and bit deep. The berserker didn’t move. And then Mikhail braced his paws against the berserker’s body, and ripped upward. He didn’t know his own strength; the throat tore open like a Christmas package, and its bright gift spilled out. The berserker shuddered and clawed the air, perhaps fighting not death, but life. Mikhail stumbled back, flesh between his teeth and his eyes glazed with shock. He had seen the others tear the throats of prey, but never until this moment had he understood its sensation of supreme power.
 Renati lifted her head to the sky, and sang. Alekza added her higher, younger voice in harmony, and the music soared over the snow. Mikhail thought he knew what the song was about: an enemy had been killed, the pack was victorious, and a new wolf had been born. He spat the berserker’s flesh from his mouth, but the taste of blood had ignited his senses. Everything was so much clearer: all colors, all sounds, all aromas were heightened to an intensity that both thrilled and scared him. He realized that up until the moment of his change he had been living only a shadow life; now he felt real, gorged with strength, and this form of black hair and muscle must be his true body, not that weak pale husk of a human boy.
 Dazed with the blood fever, Mikhail danced and capered as the two wolves sang their arias. And then he, too, lifted his head and opened his jaws; what came out was more of a croak than music, but he had time to learn to sing. All the time in the world. And then the song faded, its last notes echoed away, and Renati began to change back to human form. It took her perhaps forty-five seconds to alter from a sleek wolf to a naked woman with sagging breasts, and then she knelt down beside Franco. Alekza changed as well, and Mikhail watched her, fascinated. Her limbs lengthened, the blond fur re-formed into the long blond hair on her head and the golden down between her legs and on her forearms and thighs, and then she stood up, naked and glorious, her nipples hardened by the cold. She went to Franco’s side, too, and Mikhail stood on all fours, aware that something had grown hard at his groin.
 Renati inspected Franco’s mangled leg and scowled. “Not good, is it?” Franco asked her, his voice groggy, and Renati said, “Quiet.” She shivered, her bare flesh covered with goose bumps; they were going to have to get Franco inside before all of them froze. She looked at Mikhail, the wolf. “Change back,” she told him. “Now we need hands more than teeth.”
 Change back? he thought. Now that he was here, he had to go back there?
 “Help me lift him,” Renati said to Alekza, and they struggled to get Franco up. “Come on, help us!” she told Mikhail.
 He didn’t want to change. He dreaded going back, to that weak, hairless body. But he knew it had to be, and even as the knowledge sank into him he felt the change taking him in the other direction, away from the wolf toward the boy again. The change, he realized, always began first in the mind. He saw his skin, smooth and white, his hands ending in fingers instead of claws, his body supported upright on long stalks. And so it began to happen, just as the images were held in his mind, and his black hair, claws, and fangs left him. There was a moment of searing pain that drove him to his knees; his broken rib was returning to the rib of a boy, but it remained broken, and for an instant the jagged edges ground against each other. Mikhail grasped his white side with human fingers, and when the pain had cleared, he stood up. His legs were shaky, threatening collapse. His jawbones clicked back into their sockets, the last of the dark hair itched fiercely as it retreated into the pores, and Mikhail stood in a mist of steam.
 He heard Alekza laugh.
 He looked down, and saw that neither pain nor cold had unstiffened him. He covered himself, his face reddening. Renati said, “No time for that. Help us!” She and Alekza were trying to cradle Franco between them, and Mikhail stumbled forward to add his dwindling strength.
 They carried Franco to the white palace, and on the way Mikhail retrieved his robe and hurriedly put it around himself. Renati and Alekza’s robes lay on the snow, just outside the palace wall. They let them lie until they’d gotten Franco down the stairs, a treacherous trip, and had put him down near the fire. Then Renati went up to get the cloaks, and while she was gone Franco opened his bloodshot eyes and gripped the front of Mikhail’s robe. He drew the boy’s face close.
 “Thank you,” Franco said. His hand slipped away, and he’d passed out again. Which was fortunate, because his leg had been all but severed.
 Mikhail sensed a movement behind him. He smelled her, fresh as morning. He looked back, over his shoulder, and found his face almost pressed into the golden hair between Alekza’s thighs.
 She stared down at him, her eyes glinting in the ruddy light. “Do you like what you see?” she asked him quietly.
 “I…” Again, his groin brittled. “I… don’t know.”
 She nodded, and gave him a hint of a smile. “You’ll know, soon enough. When you do, I’ll be waiting.”
 “Oh, get out of the boy’s face, Alekza!” Renati came into the chamber. “He’s still a child!” She threw Alekza her robe.
 “No,” Alekza answered, still staring down at him. “No, he’s not.” She slid her cloak on, a sensuous movement, but she didn’t draw its folds together. Mikhail looked at her eyes and then, his face flaming, looked to the other place again.
 “In my youth you’d be burned at the stake for what you’re thinking,” Renati told the girl. Then she pushed Mikhail aside and bent over Franco again, pressing a handful of snow against his shattered leg bones. Alekza drew her cloak shut with nimble fingers, and then she touched the two bloody furrows on Mikhail’s back; she regarded the smear of red on her fingertips before she licked it off.
 Almost four hours later Wiktor and Nikita came home. They had intended to tell the others how their search had failed, because the berserker had marked every one of the caves with his spoor and Wiktor and Nikita had been caught by the winds on a narrow ledge overnight. They’d intended to tell them this, until they saw the huge red wolf lying dead in the snow and the crimson carnage all around. Wiktor listened intently as Renati told him how she and Alekza had heard the berserker howl and had gone out to find Mikhail locked in combat. Wiktor said nothing, but his eyes shone with pride, and from that day on he no longer looked at Mikhail and saw a helpless boy.
 In the firelight Franco offered his right leg to the sharp edge of a piece of flint. The bones were already broken, so it was only a matter of cutting through torn muscle and a few tatters of flesh. His body oozing sweat, Franco gripped Renati’s hands and clenched a stick between his teeth as Wiktor did the work. Mikhail helped hold Franco down. The leg came off, and lay on the stones. The pack sat around it, deliberating, as the smell of blood perfumed the chamber.
 The wind had begun to scream outside again. Another blizzard was sweeping across Russia, the land of winter. Wiktor drew his knees up to his chin, and he said softly, “What is the lycanthrope, in the eye of God?”
 No one answered. No one could.
 After a while, Mikhail got up and, pressing his hand against his wounded side, went up the stairs. He stood in a large chamber and let the wind flail him as it shrieked through the broken windows. Snow whitened his hair and gathered on his shoulders, making him appear aged in a matter of seconds. He looked up at the ceiling, where faded angels dwelled, and wiped blood from his lips.

SEVEN
The Brimstone Club

1

Germany was Satan’s country: of that, Michael Gallatin was certain.
 As he and Mouse rode in their hay wagon, their clothes filthy and their skin even more so, their faces obscured by over two weeks’ beard growth, Michael watched prisoners of war chopping down trees on either side of the roadway. Most of the men were emaciated, and they looked like old men, but war had a way of making teenagers look ancient. They wore baggy gray fatigues, and swung their axes like tired machines. Standing guard over them was a truckload of Nazi soldiers, armed to the teeth with submachine guns and rifles. The soldiers were smoking and talking as the prisoners labored, and off in the far distance something was on fire, a pall of black smoke hanging against the gray eastern horizon. Bomb strike, Michael figured. The Allies were increasing their bombing raids as the invasion drew closer.
 “Halt!” A soldier stepped into the road in front of them, and the wagon driver—a wiry German member of the Resistance named Gunther—pulled in the horse’s reins. “Get these loafers out!” the soldier shouted; he was a young lieutenant, overeager, with red cheeks as fat as dumplings. “We’ve got work for them here!”
 “They’re volunteers,” Gunther explained, with an air of dignity, though he wore the faded clothes of a farmer. “I’m taking them to Berlin for assignment.”
 “I’m assigning them to road work,” the lieutenant countered. “Come on, get them out! Now!”
 “Oh, shit,” Mouse whispered under his scraggly, dirty brown beard. Michael reclined in the hay beside him, and next to Michael were Dietz and Friedrich, two other German Resistance fighters who’d been escorting them since they’d reached the village of Sulingen four days before. Beneath the hay were hidden three submachine guns, two Lugers, a half-dozen potato-masher hand grenades and a panzerfaust-tank killing weapon with an explosive projectile.
 Gunther started to protest, but the lieutenant stalked around to the back of the wagon and shouted, “Out! All of you, out! Come on, move your lazy asses!” Friedrich and Dietz, realizing it was better to comply than argue with a young Hitler, got out of the wagon. Michael followed them, and last out was Mouse. The lieutenant said to Gunther, “Now, you, too! Get that shit wagon off the road and follow me!” Gunther swatted the horse’s flanks with the reins and steered the wagon under a stand of pine trees. The lieutenant herded Michael, Mouse, Gunther, and the other two men over to the truck, where they were given axes. Michael glanced around, counting thirteen German soldiers in addition to the young lieutenant. There were more than thirty prisoners of war, hacking the pines down. “All right!” the lieutenant barked, a clean-shaven schnauzer. “You two over there!” He motioned Michael and Mouse to the right. “The rest of you that way!” To the left for Gunther, Dietz, and Friedrich.
 “Uh… excuse me, sir?” Mouse said timidly “Uh… just what are we supposed to be doing?”
 “Clearing trees, of course!” The lieutenant narrowed his eyes and looked at the five-foot-two-inch, brown-bearded, and dirty Mouse. “Are you blind as well as stupid?”
 “No, sir. I only wondered why—”
 “You just obey orders! Go on and get to work!”
 “Yes, sir.” Mouse, clasping his ax, trudged past the officer, and Michael followed him. The others went to the opposite side of the road. “Hey!” the lieutenant shouted. “Runt!” Mouse paused, inwardly quailing. “The only way the German army can use you is to put you into an artillery cannon and shoot you out!” Some of the other soldiers laughed, as if they considered this a fine joke. “Yes, sir,” Mouse answered, and went on into the thinned woods.
 Michael chose a place between two prisoners, then started swinging the ax. The prisoners didn’t pause in their work or otherwise acknowledge him. Wood chips flew in the chilly morning air, and the smell of pine sap mingled with the odors of sweat and effort. Michael noted that many of the prisoners wore yellow Stars of David pinned to their fatigues. All the prisoners were male, all of them dirty, and all wore the same gaunt, glassy-eyed expression. They had disappeared, at least for the moment, into their memories, and the axes swung with a mechanical rhythm. Michael felled a thin tree and stepped back to wipe his face with his forearm. “No slacking, there!” another soldier said, standing behind him.
 “I’m not a prisoner,” Michael told him. “I’m a citizen of the Reich. I expect to be treated with respect… boy,” he added, since the soldier was at the most nineteen years old.
 The soldier glowered at him; there was a moment of silence, broken only by the thud of the axes, and then the soldier grunted and moved on along the line of workmen, his arms cradling a Schmeisser submachine gun.
 Michael returned to work, the axblade a blur of silver. Beneath his beard, his teeth were gritted. It was the twenty-second of April, eighteen days since he and Mouse had left Paris and started along the route Camille and the French Resistance had set up for them. During those eighteen days, they had traveled by wagon, ox cart, freight train, on foot, and by rowboat across Hitler’s domain. They had slept in cellars, attics, caves, the forest, and hiding places in walls, and they had lived on a diet of whatever their helpers could spare. In some cases they would have starved had Michael not found a way to slip off, remove his clothes, and hunt for small game. Still, both Michael and Mouse had each lost almost ten pounds, and they were hollow-eyed and hungry looking. But then again, so were most of the civilians Michael had seen: the rations were going to the soldiers stationed in Norway, Holland, France, Poland, Greece, Italy, and of course fighting for their lives in Russia, and the people of Germany were dying a little more every day. Hitler might be proud of his iron will, but it was his iron heart that was destroying his country.
 And what about the Iron Fist? Michael wondered, as his axblade hurled chips into the air. He’d mentioned that phrase to several of the agents between Paris and Sulingen, but none of them had the faintest idea what it might mean. They agreed, though, that as a code name it fit Hitler’s style; as well as his will and heart, his brain must have some iron in it.
 Whatever Iron Fist was, Michael had to find out. With June approaching and the invasion imminent, it would be suicide for the Allies to storm the beaches without fully knowing what they’d face. He hacked another tree down. Berlin lay a little less than thirty miles to the east. They’d come this far, across a land cratered and ablaze at night with bomb blasts, evading SS patrols, armored cars, and suspicious villagers, to be nabbed by a green lieutenant interested in chopping down pines. Echo was supposed to contact Michael in Berlin—again, arranged by Camille—and at this point any delay was critical. Less than thirty miles, and the axes kept swinging.
 Mouse cut through his first tree and watched as it toppled. On either side of him, prisoners worked steadily. The air was full of stinging bits of wood. Mouse rested on his ax, his shoulders already tightening. Off in the deep forest, a woodpecker stuttered, mocking the axes. “Go on, get to work!” A soldier with a rifle came up beside Mouse.
 “I’m resting for a minute. I—”
 The soldier kicked him in the calf of his right leg—not hard enough to knock him off his feet, but with enough force to break a bruise. Mouse winced, and saw his friend—the man he knew only as Green Eyes—stop working and watch them.
 “I said get to work!” the soldier commanded, not seeming to care that Mouse was a German or not.
 “All right, all right.” Mouse picked up his ax again and limped a little deeper into the woods. The soldier was right behind him, looking for another excuse to kick the little man. Pine needles scraped Mouse’s face, and he pushed the branches aside to get in at the trunk.
 And that was when he saw two dark gray, mummified feet hanging in front of his face.
 He looked up, stunned. His heart gave a lurch.
 Hanging from a branch was a dead man, gray as Jonah’s beard, the rope noosed around his broken neck and his mouth gaping. His wrists were tied behind him, and he wore clothes that had faded to the color of April mud. What age the man had been when he died was hard to tell, though he had curly reddish hair: the hair of a young man. His eyes were gone, taken by the crows, and pieces of his cheeks had been torn away, too. He was a skinny, dried-up husk, and around his neck was a wire that held a placard with the faded words: I DESERTED MY UNIT. Below that, someone had scrawled with a black pen: And went home to the Devil.
 Mouse heard someone making a choking sound. It was his own throat, he realized. He felt the squeeze of the noose around it.
 “Well? Don’t stand there gawking. Get him down.”
 Mouse glanced back at the soldier. “Me? No… please… I can’t…”
 “Go on, runt. Make yourself useful.”
 “Please… I’ll be sick…”
 The soldier tensed, eager for another kick. “I said to get him down. I won’t tell you again, you little—”
 He was shoved aside, and he staggered over a pine stump and went down on his butt. Michael reached up, grasped the corpse’s ankles, and gave a strong yank. Most of the rotten rope parted, fortunately before the corpse’s head came off. Michael yanked again, and the rope broke. The corpse fell, and lay like a piece of shiny leather at Mouse’s feet.
 “Damn you!” The soldier leaped up, red-faced, thumbed the safety off on his Karabiner, and thrust the barrel into Michael’s chest. His finger lodged on the trigger.
 Michael didn’t move. He stared into the other man’s eyes, saw the indignant child in them, and he said, “Save your bullet for the Russians,” in his best Bavarian accent, since his new papers identified him as a Bavarian pig farmer.
 The soldier blinked, but his finger remained on the trigger.
 “Mannerheim!” the lieutenant bawled, striding forward. “Put down that gun, you damned fool! They’re Germans, not Slavs!”
 The soldier obeyed at once. He thumbed the safety off again, but he still stared sullenly at Michael. The lieutenant stepped between them. “Go on, watch them over there,” he told Mannerheim, motioning toward another group of prisoners. Mannerheim trudged away, and the dumpling-cheeked officer turned his attention to Michael. “You don’t touch my men. Understand? I could’ve let him shoot you, and I’d be within my rights.”
 “We’re both on the same side,” Michael reminded him, his gaze steady. “Aren’t we?”
 The lieutenant paused. Too long. Had he heard something false in the accent? Michael wondered. His blood felt icy. “Let me see your travel permit,” the lieutenant said.
 Michael reached into his mud-streaked brown coat and gave the man his papers. The lieutenant unfolded them, and studied the typewritten words. There was an official seal on the lower right-hand corner, just beneath the permit administrator’s signature. “Pig farmer,” the German muttered quietly, and shook his head. “My God, has it come to this?”
 “I can fight,” Michael said.
 “I’m sure. You may have to, if the Russian Front breaks open. Dirty bastards won’t stop until they get to Berlin. What service are you volunteering for?”
 “Butchering,” Michael replied.
 “I imagine you’ve had some experience at that, haven’t you?” The lieutenant looked distastefully at Michael’s dirty clothes. “Ever fire a rifle?”
 “No, sir.”
 “And why haven’t you volunteered before now?”
 “I was raising my pigs.” A movement caught Michael’s eye; over the lieutenant’s shoulder he saw a soldier walking toward Gunther’s hay wagon, where the weapons were hidden. He heard Mouse cough, and knew Mouse had seen, too.
 “Hell,” the lieutenant said, “you’re almost as old as my father.”
 Michael watched the soldier approach the hay wagon. The skin crawled at the nape of his neck. And then the soldier hoisted himself up into the back of the wagon and lay down in the hay to sleep. Several others catcalled and hooted at him, but he laughed and took his helmet off, cradling his head with his hands. Michael saw three soldiers sitting in the rear of the truck, and the others were spread out amid the prisoners. He glanced at Gunther, across the road. Gunther had stopped chopping a tree, and was staring at the soldier who lay unwittingly atop an arsenal.
 “You look fit enough. I don’t think the butchering service would mind if you cleared trees with my detail for a few days.” The lieutenant folded Michael’s papers and gave them back to him. “We’re going to widen this road for the tanks. So you see? You’ll be doing your service for the Reich and you don’t even have to get your hands bloody.”
 A few days, Michael thought grimly. No, that wouldn’t do at all.
 “Both of you get back to work,” the lieutenant ordered. “When the job’s finished, we’ll send you on your way.”
 Michael saw the soldier in the hay wagon shift his position, trying to get comfortable. The man smoothed the hay down, and if he felt any of the weapons underneath it…
 There was no time to wait and see if the soldier discovered the guns or not. The lieutenant was striding back to the truck, confident in his powers of persuasion. Michael grasped Mouse’s elbow and pulled him along, toward the road. “Keep your mouth shut,” Michael warned him.
 “Hey, you!” one of the other soldiers called. “Who told you to quit?”
 “We’re thirsty,” Michael explained as the lieutenant listened. “We’ve got a canteen in our wagon. Surely we can have a drink of water before we continue?”
 The lieutenant waved them on and swung himself up into the truck bed to rest his legs. Michael and Mouse walked on across the road as the prisoners kept on chopping and pine trees cracked as they fell. Gunther glanced at Michael, his eyes large and frightened, and Michael saw the soldier in the wagon winnow his hand into the hay for whatever was disturbing his recumbent posture.
 Mouse whispered urgently, “He’s found the—”
 “Ah-ha!” the soldier cried out as his fingers found the object and he pulled it free. “Look what these dogs are hiding from us, Lieutenant Zeller!” He held it up, showing the half-full bottle of schnapps he’d discovered.
 “Trust farmers to bury their secrets,” Zeller said. He stood up. The other soldiers looked on anxiously. “Are more bottles in there?”
 “Wait, I’ll see.” The soldier began burrowing through the hay.
 Michael had reached the wagon, leaving Mouse about six paces behind. He dropped the ax, reached deeply into the hay, and his hands closed on an object that he knew was there. He said, “Here’s something for your thirst,” as he drew out the submachine gun and clicked off the safety.
 The soldier gaped at him, the young man’s eyes blue as a Nordic fjord.
 Michael shot him without hesitation, the bullets stitching across the soldier’s chest and making the body dance like a marionette. As soon as the initial burst was released, Michael whirled around, took aim at the soldiers in the back of the truck, and opened fire. The axes ceased chopping; for an instant both the prisoners and German soldiers stood as motionless as painted statues.
 And then pandemonium broke loose.
 The three soldiers in the truck went down, their bodies punctured. Lieutenant Zeller threw himself to the floorboards, bullets whining all around him, and reached for his holstered pistol. A soldier standing near Gunther leveled his rifle to fire at Michael, and Gunther sank his ax between the man’s shoulder blades. The other two Resistance fighters lifted their axes to strike two more soldiers; Dietz’s ax all but took a man’s head off, but Friedrich was shot at point-blank range through the heart before he could deliver the blow.
 “Get down!” Michael shouted at Mouse, who stood dazed in the line of fire. His bulging blue eyes stared at the dead German in the hay. Mouse didn’t move. Michael stepped forward and punched him in the stomach with the submachine gun’s butt, the only thing he could think to do, and Mouse doubled over and fell to his knees. A pistol bullet knocked a shard of wood out of the wagon beside Michael, its path grazing the horse’s flank and making the animal shriek and rear up. Michael knelt down and fired a long burst at the truck, popping its tires and shattering both rear and front windshields, but Zeller hugged the truck bed’s floorboards.
 Gunther chopped down with his ax again, cleaving the arm of a soldier who’d been about to blast him with a Schmeisser. As the soldier fell, writhing in agony, Gunther picked up the weapon and sprayed bullets at two other soldiers who were running for cover in the trees. Both of them staggered and fell. A pistol bullet whined past Michael’s head, but Zeller was firing without aiming. Michael reached over the edge of the wagon, his hand searching in the hay. Another bullet knocked a storm of wood splinters into his face, one of them driving into the flesh less than an inch beside his left eye. But Michael had what he was after; he pulled it out, ducked down, and wrenched the pin loose on the potato-masher hand grenade. Zeller shouted to anyone who could still hear him: “Kill the man at the wagon! Kill the son of a—”
 Michael threw the grenade. It hit the ground short of the truck, bounced, and rolled up underneath it. Then he flung himself over Mouse’s body and covered his own head with his arms.
 The grenade exploded with a hollow whump! and the blast lifted the truck up off its flattened tires. Orange and purple flames roared, their violence hurling the truck to one side on a pillar of fire. It crashed over, the rending of metal followed by a second blast as the gasoline and oil ignited. A column of black smoke with a red center rose into the sky. Zeller didn’t fire again. A rain of burning cloth and scorched metal fell, and the wagon horse jerked its reins free from the branch Gunther had tied them to, then fled madly down the road.
 Gunther and Dietz, who’d scooped up a dead man’s rifle, were kneeling amid the pine stumps, shooting at the four soldiers who’d escaped the first blaze of bullets. One of the men panicked, got up from the ground, and ran, and Dietz shot him in the head before he’d taken three strides. And then two prisoners rushed forward, into the midst of the remaining soldiers, and their axes began a merry work. Both men were shot before they could finish, but three more prisoners took their places. The axes rose and fell, the blades smeared with scarlet. A final shot rang out, fired into the air from a falling hand. There was a last shriek, and the axes stopped.
 Michael stood up, retrieving the submachine gun he’d thrown aside. It was still warm, like a comforting oven. Gunther and Dietz got up from their shelter and quickly began to inspect the bodies. Gunshots flared as they dispatched the wounded. Michael reached down and pulled at Mouse’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”
 Mouse sat up, his eyes watering and still stunned. “You hit me,” he gasped. “Why’d you hit me?”
 “Better a tap than a bullet. Can you stand?”
 “I don’t know.”
 “You can,” Michael said, and hauled him to his feet. Mouse still held his ax, his knuckles bleached white around the handle. “We’d better get out of here before any more Germans come along,” Michael told him; he looked around, expecting to see the prisoners disappearing into the woods, but most of them simply sat on the ground, as if awaiting the next truckload of Nazis. Michael crossed the road, with Mouse a few paces behind, and he approached a thin, dark-bearded man who’d been among the chopping party. “What’s wrong?” Michael asked. “You’re free now. You can go, if you like.”
 The man, his face stretched like brown leather over the jutting bones, smiled faintly. “Free,” he whispered in a thick Ukrainian accent. “Free. No.” He shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 “There are the woods. Why don’t you go?”
 “Go?” Another man, even thinner than the first, stood up. He had a long-jawed face, and was shaven almost bald. His accent was of northern Russia. “Go where?”
 “I don’t know. Just… away from here.”
 “Why?” the dark-bearded man inquired. He lifted his thick brows. “The Nazis are everywhere. This is their country. Where are we to go that the Nazis wouldn’t hunt us down again?”
 Michael couldn’t fathom this; it was utterly against his nature that anyone whose chains had been broken wouldn’t try to keep them from being forged again. These men had been prisoners for a very long time, he realized. They had forgotten the meaning of freedom. “Don’t you think there’s any chance you might be able to—”
 “No,” the bald prisoner interrupted, his eyes black and remote. “No chance at all.”
 As Michael talked to the men, Mouse leaned against a pine tree nearby. He felt sick, and he thought he might faint from the smell of blood. He wasn’t a fighter. God help me get home, he prayed. Just help me get ho—
 One of the dead Germans suddenly sat up, about eight feet from where Mouse stood. The man had been shot through the side, his face ashen. Mouse saw who it was: Mannerheim. And he also saw Mannerheim reach for a pistol lying beside him, pick it up, and point it at Green Eyes’ back.
 Mouse started to scream, but his voice croaked, unable to summon enough power. Mannerheim’s finger was on the trigger. His gun hand wavered; he steadied it with his other hand, which was covered with crimson.
 Mannerheim was a German. Green Eyes was… whoever he was. Germany was Mouse’s country. I DESERTED MY UNIT. Runt. And went home to the Devil.
 All these things whirled through Mouse’s mind in an instant. Mannerheim’s finger began to squeeze the trigger. Green Eyes was still talking. Why wouldn’t he turn? Why wouldn’t he…
 Time had run out.
 Mouse heard himself shout—the cry of an animal—and he strode forward and smashed the ax blade down into Mannerheim’s brown-haired skull.
 The gun hand jerked, and the pistol went off.
 Michael heard the whine of a wasp past his head. Up in the trees, a branch cracked and fell to earth. He turned, and saw Mouse holding the handle of his ax, the blade buried in Mannerheim’s head. The man’s body slumped forward, and Mouse released the ax as if he’d been scalded. Then Mouse fell to his knees in the dirt; he stayed there, his mouth half open and a little thread of saliva hanging over his chin, until Michael helped him to his feet.
 “My God,” Mouse whispered. He blinked, his eyes bloodshot. “I killed a man.” Tears welled up and ran down his cheeks.
 “You can still get away,” Michael told the dark-bearded prisoner as Mouse’s weight leaned against him.
 “I don’t feel like running today,” was the answer. The man gazed up at the pewter sky. “Maybe tomorrow. You go on. We’ll tell them…” He paused; it came to him. “We’ll tell them the Allies have landed,” he said, and smiled dreamily.
 Michael, Mouse, Gunther, and Dietz left the prisoners behind. They continued along the road, keeping to the woods, and found the hay wagon about a half mile ahead. The horse was calmly chomping grass in a dewy field.
 They got away as quickly as they could, black smoke like banners of destruction now hazing the western horizon as well as the eastern. Mouse sat staring into space, his mouth working but making no sounds, and Michael looked ahead, trying to shake the image of the young soldier’s face just before he had slaughtered him. The bottle of schnapps, unbroken in the gunfire, had been sipped from by all and deposited under the hay. In these times liquor was a priceless commodity.
 They went on, and every turn of the wheels took them closer to Berlin.
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Michael had seen Paris in sunshine; he saw Berlin in gray gloom.
 It was a huge, sprawling city. It smelled musty and earthy, like a cellar long sealed from light. It looked ancient as well, its stocky buildings the same shade of gray. Michael thought of tombstones in a damp graveyard where deadly mushrooms thrived.
 They crossed the Havel River in the Spandau district, and on the other side were immediately forced off the road by a column of Kubelwagens and troop trucks heading west. A chill wind blew off the Havel, making faded Nazi flags snap from their lampposts. The pavement was cracked with tank treads. Across the cityscape spouts of dark smoke rose from chimneys, and the wind curled them into question marks. The stone walls of rowhouses were adorned with battered posters and proclamations, such as REMEMBER THE HEROES OF STALINGRAD, ONWARD TO MOSCOW, GERMANY VICTORIOUS TODAY, GERMANY VICTORIOUS TOMORROW. Epitaphs on gravestones, Michael thought; Berlin was a cemetery, full of ghosts. Of course there were people on the streets, and in cars, and flower shops, and cinemas, and tailorshops, but there was no vitality. Berlin was not a city of smiles, and Michael noticed that people kept glancing over their shoulders, fearful of what was approaching from the east.
 Gunther took them through the elegant streets of the Charlottenburg district, where dwellings styled like gingerbread castles housed equally fanciful dukes and barons, toward the war-worn inner city. Row houses crowded together, grim-looking structures with blackout curtains: these were streets where dukes and barons held no power. Michael noticed something strange: there were only elderly people and children about, no young men except for the soldiers who swept past in trucks and on motorcycles, and those men had young faces but old eyes. Berlin was in mourning, because its youth was dead.
 “We have to take my friend home,” Michael said to Gunther. “I promised him.”
 “I was ordered to take you to a safe house. That’s where I’m going.”
 “Please.” Mouse spoke up; his voice quavered. “Please… my house isn’t far from here. It’s in the Tempelhof district, near the airport. I’ll show you the way.”
 “I’m sorry,” Gunther said. “My orders were—”
 Michael clamped a hand around the back of his neck. Gunther had been a good companion, but Michael didn’t care to argue. “I’m changing your orders. We can go to the safe house after we get my friend home. Either do it or give me the reins.”
 “You don’t know what a risk you’re taking!” Dietz snapped. “And us, too! We just lost a friend because of you!”
 “Then get off and walk,” Michael told him. “Go on. Get off.”
 Dietz hesitated. He, too, was a stranger in Berlin. Gunther quietly said, “Shit,” and popped the reins. “All right. Where in Tempelhof?”
 Mouse eagerly gave him the address, and Michael released Gunther’s neck.
 Not too much farther, they began to see bombed buildings. The heavy B-17 and B-24 American bombers had delivered their freight, and rubble choked the streets. Some of the buildings were unrecognizable, heaps of stones and timbers. Others had split open and collapsed from the force of the bombs. A haze of smoke lay close to the street. Here the gloom was even thicker, and in the twilight the red centers of smoldering heaps of rubble glowed like Hades.
 They passed an area where civilians, their clothes and faces grimy, were searching through a building’s wreckage. Tongues of flame licked along fallen timbers, and an elderly woman sobbed as an old man tried to comfort her. Bodies under sheets were laid out, with precise German geometry, along the fissured sidewalk. “Killers!” the elderly woman shouted, and whether she was looking at the sky or toward Hitler’s chancellery at the heart of Berlin, Michael couldn’t tell. “God curse you, you killers!” she shrieked, and then she sobbed again with her hands over her face, unable to bear the sight of ruin.
 Ahead of the wagon stretched a landscape of destruction. On both sides of the street, buildings had exploded, burned, and collapsed. Smoke hung in layers, too heavy for even the wind to tatter. Factory chimneys jutted up, but the factory had been crushed like a caterpillar under a steel-soled boot. The rubble was so high that it clogged the street, forcing Gunther to find another route south into the Tempelhof. Off to the west, a large fire raged, spitting up whirling red flames. Bombs must have fallen last night, Michael thought. Mouse was sitting slumped over, his eyes glassy. Michael started to touch the little man’s shoulder, but then he drew his hand back. Nothing could be said.
 Gunther found Mouse’s street and in another moment stopped the wagon at the address Mouse had given him.
 The row house had been made of red stones. There was no fire; the ashes were cool, and they spun in the wind past Mouse’s face as he got out of the wagon and stood on what remained of the front steps.
 “This isn’t it!” Mouse said to Gunther. His face was slick with cold sweat. “This is the wrong address!”
 Gunther didn’t answer.
 Mouse stared at what used to be his home. Two walls had collapsed and most of the floors. The central staircase, badly scorched, ran up into the building like a warped spine. A sign near the jagged, burnt hole where the front door had been warned DANGER! ENTRANCE FORBIDDEN! It was stamped with the seal of the Nazi party’s inspector of housing. Mouse had a terrible desire to laugh. My God! he thought. I’ve come all this way, and they won’t let me into my own house! He saw the broken shards of a blue vase in the wreckage, and he remembered that they’d once held roses. Tears burned his eyes. “Louisa!” he shouted, and the sound of that awful cry made Michael’s soul shrivel. “Louisa! Answer me!”
 A window opened in a fire-scorched building across the street, and an old man peered out. “Hey!” he called. “Who’re you looking for?”
 “Louisa Mausenfeld! Do you know where she and the children are?”
 “They took all the bodies away,” the old man said with a shrug. Mouse had never seen him before; a young couple used to live in that apartment. “It was a terrible fire. See how it burned these bricks?” He patted one for emphasis.
 “Louisa… the two little girls…” Mouse wavered; the world, a brutal hell, was spinning around him.
 “The husband died, too, in France,” the old man continued. “That’s what I heard, at least. Are you a relative?”
 Mouse didn’t answer, but he did speak: a cry of anguish that echoed between the remaining walls. And then, before Michael could leap out of the wagon and stop him, Mouse started running up the spindly staircase, the burned risers cracking under his weight. At once Michael was going after him, into a realm of ashes and darkness, and he heard the old man shout, “You can’t go in there!” before the window slid shut.
 Mouse kept climbing the steps. His left foot smashed through a flimsy stair; he pulled it loose and kept going, gripping the blackened railing and pulling himself along. “Stop!” Michael called, but Mouse didn’t. The staircase shook, a section of the railing suddenly breaking and tumbling down into a pit of debris. Mouse balanced on the edge for an instant, then grasped the railing on the other side and continued up. He reached a floor, about fifty feet above the ground, and stumbled over a pile of burned timbers, the weakened floorboards shrieking under him. “Louisa!” Mouse shouted. “It’s me! I’ve come home, Louisa!” He went on into a warren of rooms that had been sliced open by the destruction, revealing the possessions of a dead family: a soot-coated oven; shattered crockery, and an occasional dish or cup that had miraculously survived the concussions; what had once been a pine-plank table, now burned down to its legs; the frame of a chair, springs rusting like coiled guts; the remnants of wallpaper on the walls as yellow as patches of leprosy, and against them the lighter squares where pictures used to hang. Mouse went through the small rooms, calling for Louisa, Carla, and Lucilla. Michael couldn’t stop him, and there was no use in trying. He simply followed Mouse from room to room, close enough to grab him if the little man fell through the floor. Mouse entered what had been the parlor; there were holes in the floorboards where burning debris from above had settled and gone through. The couch where Louisa and the girls liked to sit was a burned tangle of springs. And the piano, their wedding gift from Louisa’s grandparents, was a horror of keys and wires. But there was the fireplace of white bricks that had warmed Mouse and his family on so many frigid nights. And there was a bookcase, though few books remained. Even his favorite rocking chair had survived, though badly scorched. It was still there, just as he’d left it. And then Mouse looked at the wall, next to the fireplace, and Michael heard him gasp.
 Mouse didn’t move for a moment; then, slowly, he crossed the creaking floor and went to the framed Cross of Iron: his son’s medal.
 The frame’s glass was cracked. Other than that, the Cross of Iron was unmarred. Mouse lifted the frame off the wall, his touch reverent, and read the inscription of his son’s name and date of death. His body shook; his eyes glinted with madness. Two bright spots of crimson rose in his pale cheeks above the dirty beard.
 Mouse hurled the framed Cross of Iron against the wall, and fragments of glass exploded across the room. The medal made a tinkling sound as it fell to the floor. At once he rushed forward, scooped the medal off the floor, and turned—his face swollen with rage—to throw it through a broken window.
 Michael’s hand clamped on Mouse’s fist, and sealed it tight. “No,” he said firmly. “Don’t throw it away.”
 Mouse stared at him incredulously; he blinked slowly, his brain gears slipping on the grease of despair. He made a moaning sound, like the wind through the ruins of his home. And then Mouse lifted his other hand, balled it into a fist, and struck Michael as hard as he could across the jaw. Michael’s head snapped back, but he didn’t release Mouse, nor did he try to defend himself. Mouse hit him again, and a third time. Michael just stared at him, green eyes aflame and a drop of blood oozing from a cut on his lower lip. Mouse pulled his fist back to strike him a fourth time, and the little man saw Michael’s jaw tense, preparing for the blow. All the strength suddenly drained out of Mouse’s shoulder; his muscles went limp, and his hand opened. He slapped the face of Green Eyes, a weak slap. And then his arm fell to his side, his eyes stinging with tears, and his knees sagged. He started to fall, but Michael held him up.
 “I want to die,” Mouse whispered. “I want to die, I want to die, oh God please let me…”
 “Stand up,” Michael told him. “Come on, stand up.”
 Mouse’s legs had no bones. He wanted to fall to this floor and lie there until Thor’s hammer destroyed the earth. He smelled gunsmoke on the other man’s clothes, and that bitter aroma brought back every horrifying second of the battle in the pine forest. Mouse wrenched away from Michael, and staggered back. “You stay away from me!” he shouted. “Damn you to hell, stay away!”
 Michael said nothing. The storm was coming, and it would have to whirl its course.
 “You’re a killer!” Mouse shrieked. “A beast! I saw your face, there in the woods. I saw it, as you killed those men! Germans! My people! You shot that boy to pieces, and you never even flinched!”
 “There wasn’t time for flinching,” Michael said.
 “You enjoyed it!” Mouse raged on. “You liked the killing, didn’t you?”
 “No. I didn’t.”
 “Oh God… Jesus… you’ve made me into a killer, too.” Mouse’s face contorted. He felt as if he were being wrenched apart by inner tides. “That young man… I murdered him. I killed him. Killed a German. Oh my God.” He looked around the decimated room, and he thought he could hear the screams of his wife and two daughters as the bombs blew them to heaven. Where had he been, he wondered, when the Allied bombers had dropped death onto his loved ones? He didn’t even have a picture of them; all his papers, his wallet, and photographs had been taken from him in Paris. This was the cruelty that drove him to his knees. He scrabbled onto a pile of burned rubble and began to search desperately for a picture of Louisa and the children.
 Michael wiped the blood from his lower lip with the back of his hand. Mouse flung bits of wreckage to either side, but he kept the Iron Cross in his fist. “What are you going to do?” Michael asked.
 “You did this. You. The Allies. Their bombers. Their hatred of Germany. Hitler was right. The world fears and hates Germany. I thought he was mad, but he was right.” Mouse dug deeper into the debris; there were no pictures, only ashes. He scrambled to burned books and searched for the photographs that used to be on the shelves. “I’ll turn you in. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll turn you in, and then I’ll go to church and beg forgiveness. My God… I murdered a German. I murdered a German, with my own hands.” He sobbed and tears ran down his face. “Where are the pictures? Where are the pictures?”
 Michael knelt down a few feet away from him. “You can’t stay here.”
 “This is my home!” Mouse shouted, with a force that made the empty window frames shake. His eyes were bloodshot and sunken into his head. “This is where I live,” he said, but this time it was a whisper from his raw throat.
 “No one lives here.” Michael stood up. “Gunther’s waiting. It’s time to go.”
 “Go? Go where?” He was echoing the Russian prisoner who’d seen no purpose in flight. “You’re a British spy, and I’m a citizen of Germany. My God… why I let you talk me into this; my soul’s burning. Oh Christ, forgive me!”
 “Hitler brought down the bombs that killed your family,” Michael said. “You think no one grieved over the dead when Nazi planes bombed London? You think your wife and children were the only bodies ever taken out of a blasted building? If you do, you’re a fool.” He spoke calmly and quietly, but his green gaze pierced Mouse. “Warsaw, Narvik, Rotterdam, Sedan, Dunkirk, Crete, Leningrad, Stalingrad: Hitler strewed corpses as far north, south, east, and west as he could reach. Hundreds of thousands to grieve over, and you cry in the wreckage of a single room.” He shook his head, feeling a mixture of pity and disgust. “Your country is dying. Hitler’s killing it, but before he finishes the job he’s going to destroy as many as he can. Your son, wife, and daughters: what are they to Hitler? Did they matter? I don’t think so.”
 “You shut your mouth!” Tears glittered, false diamonds, in Mouse’s beard.
 “I’m sorry the bombs fell here,” Michael continued. “I’m sorry they fell in London. But when the Nazis took power, and Hitler started this war, the bombs had to fall somewhere.”
 Mouse didn’t reply. He couldn’t find any photographs in the debris, and he sat on the burned floor rocking himself.
 “Do you have relatives here?” Michael asked.
 Mouse hesitated; then he shook his head.
 “Anywhere you can go?”
 Another shake of the head. Mouse sniffled and wiped his oozing nose.
 “I have to finish my mission. You can go to the safe house with me, if you like. From there Gunther might be able to get you out of the country.”
 “This is my home,” Mouse said.
 “Is it?” Michael let the question hang; there was no answer. “If you want to live in a cemetery, that’s up to you. If you want to stand up and go with me, come on. I’m leaving.” Michael turned his back on Mouse, went through the flame-scarred rooms to the stairway, and descended to the street. Gunther and Dietz were drinking from the bottle of schnapps; the wind had grown bitter. Michael waited, near the row house’s scorched entrance. He would give Mouse two minutes, he decided. If the man didn’t come out, then Michael would decide what to do next. It was an unhappy situation; Mouse knew too much.
 A minute passed. Michael watched two children digging through a pile of blackened bricks. They discovered a pair of boots, and one of the children chased the other from them. Then Michael heard the staircase creak, and he felt his muscles relax. Mouse walked out of the building, into the somber gray light. He looked up at the sky, and around at the other buildings, as if seeing things for the first time. “All right,” he said, his voice weary and emotionless. His eyes were red-rimmed and swollen. “I’ll go with you.”
 Once Michael and Mouse were back in the wagon, Gunther snapped the reins and the spavined farm horse started off. Dietz offered Michael the schnapps, and Michael drank from it, then held the bottle out for Mouse. The little man shook his head; he stared at his open right palm. In it was the Cross of Iron.
 Michael didn’t know what he would’ve done if Mouse hadn’t come out. Kill him? Possibly. He didn’t care to think about that. He was a professional, in a dirty business, and first and foremost was the mission at hand. Iron Fist. Frankewitz. Blok. Dr. Hildebrand, and gas warfare. And, of course, Harry Sandler. How did they all fit together, and what was the meaning of painted bullet holes on green metal?
 He would have to find out. If he failed, so might the Allied invasion of Europe.
 He settled back, against the wagon’s side, and felt the outline of a submachine gun in the hay next to him. Mouse stared at the Iron Cross, mesmerized that such a small cold thing should be the last item that held any meaning in his life. And then he closed his hand around the medal and slipped it into his pocket.
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The safe house was in the Neukolln district of Berlin, an area of grimy factories and row houses crowded along the railroad tracks. Gunther knocked at the door of a row house, and it was opened by a thin young man with close-cropped brown hair and a long-jawed face that looked as if it had never worn a smile. Dietz and Gunther escorted their charges into the building and up a staircase to the second floor, where Michael and Mouse were taken to a parlor and left alone. A middle-aged woman with curly gray hair came in about ten minutes later, bearing a tray of two cups of tea and slices of rye bread. She asked no questions, and Michael asked none of her. He and Mouse wolfed down the tea and bread.
 The parlor windows were covered with blackout curtains. Perhaps half an hour after the tea and bread had been served, Michael heard the sound of a car stopping outside. He went to the window, pushed the curtain aside, and peered out. Night was falling, and there were no lamps along the street. The buildings were dark against the darkness. But Michael saw a black Mercedes parked at the curb, and he watched as the driver got out, walked around, and opened the door for the passenger. A woman’s shapely leg came out first, then the rest of her. She glanced up at the crack of yellow lamplight that spilled around the blackout curtain’s edge. She had no face. And then the driver closed the door, and Michael let the curtain fall back into place.
 He heard voices from downstairs: Gunther’s, and a woman’s. An elegant German accent, very refined. There was aristocracy in its syllables, but it held a strangeness, too, something that Michael couldn’t quite define. He heard someone ascending the stairs, heard the woman reach the closed parlor door.
 The knob turned, the door opened, and the woman without a face walked in.
 She wore a black hat, and a veil that obscured her features. She carried a black valise in her ebony-gloved hands, and she wore a black velvet cloak over a dark gray pinstriped dress. But golden curls escaped the hat, the thick blond hair falling in ringlets around her shoulders. She was a slim, tall woman, perhaps five feet ten, and Michael could see the glint of her eyes behind the veil as her gaze fixed on him, went to Mouse, then returned to him again. She closed the door behind her. Michael smelled her perfume: the faint aromas of cinnamon and leather.
 “You’re the man,” she said in blue-blooded German. It was a statement, directed at Michael.
 He nodded. Something strange about her accent. What was it?
 “I’m Echo,” she said. She put the black valise on a table and unzipped it. “Your companion is a German soldier. What’s to be done with him?”
 “I’m not a soldier!” Mouse protested. “I’m a cook! Was a cook, I mean.”
 Echo stared at Michael, her features impassive behind the veil. “What’s to be done with him?” she repeated.
 Michael knew what she was asking. “He can be trusted.”
 “The last man who believed anyone can be trusted is dead. You’ve brought along a dangerous liability.”
 “Mouse… my friend… wants to get out of the country. Can that be arran—”
 “No,” Echo interrupted. “I won’t risk any of my friends to help yours. This…” She glanced quickly at the little man, and Michael could almost feel her cringe. “This Mouse is your responsibility. Will you take care of him, or shall I?”
 It was a polite way of asking if Michael would kill Mouse, or if one of her agents should do the job. “You’re right,” Michael agreed. “Mouse is my responsibility, and I’ll take care of him.” The woman nodded. “He goes with me,” Michael said.
 She was silent for a moment: an icy silence. Then: “Impossible.”
 “No, it’s not. Back in Paris I depended on Mouse and he came through for me. As far as I’m concerned, he’s proven himself.”
 “Not to me. And for that matter, neither have you. If you refuse to do your duty, I refuse to work with you.” She zipped up the valise and started toward the door.
 “I’ll work without you, then,” Michael said. And then the answer to her accent’s mystery came to him: “I don’t need a Yank’s help, anyway.”
 She stopped, her black gloved hand on the doorknob. “What?”
 “A Yank’s help. I don’t need it,” he repeated. “You are an American, aren’t you? It’s in your accent. The Germans around here must have lead ears not to hear it.”
 This seemed to touch a nerve. Echo said frostily, “For your information, Brit, the Germans know I was born in the United States. I’m a citizen of Berlin now. Does that satisfy you?”
 “It answers my question, but it hardly satisfies me.” Michael gave her a thin smile. “I imagine our mutual friend in London gave you some of my background.” Except the part about his affinity for running on all fours, he knew. “I’m good at what I do. As I say, if you refuse to help me, I’ll get the job done on my own—”
 “You’ll die trying,” Echo interrupted.
 “Maybe. But our mutual friend must have told you I can be trusted. I didn’t live through North Africa being stupid. If I say I’ll be responsible for Mouse, I mean it. I’ll take care of him.”
 “And who’ll take care of you?”
 “That’s a question I’ve never had to answer,” Michael said.
 “Wait a minute!” Mouse scowled, his eyes still swollen from tears. “Don’t I have anything to say about this? Maybe I don’t want you to take care of me! Who the hell asked you, anyway? I swear to God, I was better off in the loony bin! Those nuts made sense when they talked!”
 “Quiet!” Michael snapped; Mouse was a breath away from an executioner’s bullet. The little man cursed under his breath, and Michael returned his attention to the veiled woman. “Mouse has helped me before. He can help me again.” Echo grunted with derision. “I didn’t come to Berlin to murder a man who risked his life for me,” Michael plowed on.
 “Uh… murder?” Mouse gasped as he got the whole picture.
 “Mouse goes with me.” Michael stared into the veil. “I’ll take care of him. And when the mission’s over, you help us both get out of Germany.”
 Echo didn’t respond. Her fingers tapped on the black valise as the wheels went round in her mind.
 “Well?” Michael prompted.
 “If our mutual friend were here, he’d say you’re being very stupid,” she tried once more, but she could tell that the dirty, bearded green-eyed man standing before her had chosen his position and would not be moved. She sighed, shook her head, and returned the valise to the table.
 “What’s happening?” Mouse asked fearfully. “Am I going to be murdered?”
 “No,” Michael told him. “You’ve just joined the British Secret Service.”
 Mouse choked, as if he’d gotten a chicken bone stuck in his throat.
 “You have a new identity.” Echo unzipped the valise, reached into it, and brought out a dossier. She offered it to him, but when Michael stepped forward to take it, Echo held her other hand to her nose. “My God, what a smell!”
 Michael took the dossier and opened it. Inside were typewritten sheets of paper, in German, outlining the history of a Baron Frederick von Fange. Michael couldn’t help but smile. “Who suggested this?”
 “Our mutual friend.”
 Of course, he thought. This bore the rather wicked fingerprints of the man he’d last seen as a chauffeur named Mallory. “From a pig farmer to a baron in one day. That’s not bad, even for a country where money buys royal titles.”
 “The family is real enough. They’re in the German social registry. But even though you may have a title,” Echo said, “you still smell like a pig fanner. Here’s the other information you requested.” She gave him another dossier. Michael looked over the typewritten pages. Camille had radioed coded inquiries ahead to Echo, and Echo had done an excellent job in putting together background material on SS Colonel Jerek Blok, Dr. Gustav Hildebrand, and Hildebrand Industries. There were black-and-white photographs, blurred but serviceable, of the two men. She also provided a typewritten page on Harry Sandler, and a photograph of the big-game hunter sitting at a table surrounded by Nazi officers, a dark-haired woman on his lap. A hooded hawk gripped its talons to his forearm.
 “You’ve been very thorough,” Michael complimented her. Looking at Sandler’s cruel, smiling face made his gut clench. “Is Sandler still in Berlin?”
 She nodded.
 “Where?”
 “Our primary assignment,” she reminded him, “doesn’t involve Harry Sandler. It’s enough for you to know that Sandler won’t be leaving Berlin anytime soon.”
 Of course she was right: first Iron Fist, then Sandler. “What about Frankewitz?” he asked.
 That, too, had been among Camille’s inquiries. “I know his address. He lives near Victoria Park, on Katzbach-strasse.”
 “And you’ll take me to him?”
 “Tomorrow. Tonight I think you should read that information and do your homework.” She motioned toward the Von Fange biography. “And for God’s sake, get yourself shaved and cleaned up. There are no bohemian barons in the Reich.”
 “What about me?” Mouse looked stricken. “What the hell am I supposed to do?”
 “What, indeed?” Echo asked, and Michael could feel her staring at him.
 He quickly skimmed the biography of the Baron von Fange: land holdings in Austria and Italy, a family castle on the Saarbrucken River, a stable of thoroughbred horses, fast cars, expensively tailored clothes: the usual bounty of the privileged. Michael looked up from his reading. “I’ll need a valet,” he said.
 “A what?” Mouse squeaked.
 “A valet. Someone to hang up the expensive clothes I’m supposed to have.” He turned his attention to Echo. “Incidentally, where are these clothes? I’m sure you don’t expect me to play a baron’s role with pig shit on my shirt.”
 “They’ll take care of you here. And your ‘valet,’ too.” She might have offered a hint of a smile; the veil made it difficult to tell. “My car will be here for you at oh-nine-hundred. My driver’s name is Wilhelm.” She zippered the valise and held it close to her side. “I think that concludes our business for now. Yes?” Without waiting for an answer, she strode to the door on her long, elegant legs.
 “One minute,” Michael said. She paused. “How do you know Sandler’s planning on staying in Berlin?”
 “Knowing such things, Baron von Fange, is why I’m here. Jerek Blok’s also in Berlin. It’s no mystery: Blok and Sandler are both members of the Brimstone Club.”
 “The Brimstone Club? What’s that?”
 “Oh,” Echo said softly, “you’ll find out. Good night, gentlemen.” She opened the door and closed it behind her, and Michael listened to the sound of her footsteps as she descended the stairs.
 “A valet?” Mouse sputtered. “What the hell do I know about being a damned valet? I’ve only owned three suits in my life!”
 “Valets are seen and not heard. You do your part and we might get out of Berlin with our skins still on. I meant what I said about your joining the service. As long as you’re with me—and I’m protecting you—I expect you to do what I say. Understood?”
 “Hell, no! What do I have to do to get my ass out of this crack?”
 “Well, that’s simple enough.” Michael heard the Mercedes’s engine growl. He went to the window, pulled the curtain aside slightly, and watched the car move away into the night. “Echo wants to kill you. I imagine she could do it with one bullet.”
 Mouse was silent.
 “You think about it tonight,” Michael told him. “If you do as I say, you can get out of this corpse of a country before the Russians swarm in. If not…” He shrugged. “It’s your decision.”
 “Some choice! Either I get a bullet in my head or a Gestapo branding iron burning my balls off!”
 “I’ll try my best to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Michael said, knowing that if the Gestapo caught them, a red-hot iron to the testicles would be the least of the inflictions.
 The gray-haired woman came to the parlor and escorted Michael and Mouse down the stairs, through a door at the back of the building, and then down more steps into a cobwebbed basement. Oil lamps flickered in a rat’s nest of rooms, most of them empty or piled with broken furniture and other junk. They came to a wine cellar, where two other men waited; these two men moved aside a large rack of wine bottles, exposing a square hole cut in the bricks. Michael and Mouse followed the woman through a tunnel, into the basement of another row house—and there the rooms were well lit and clean, and held boxes of hand grenades, submachine gun and pistol ammunition, explosive detonator caps, fuses, and the like. The gray-haired woman led Michael and Mouse to a large chamber where several men and women were working at sewing machines. Racks of clothes—most of them German uniforms—stood around the room. Tape measures were produced, suits and shirts were chosen and marked for size, and a crate of shoes was brought out for the baron and his valet to go through. The women who took Mouse’s measurements clucked and fretted, knowing it was going to be a long night of shortening trousers, shirt and coat sleeves. A man with hair clippers and a razor appeared. Someone else brought in buckets of hot water and cakes of coarse white soap that could scrub the warts off a frog. Under the strokes of clippers, razor, and soap, Michael Gallatin—who was no stranger to transformation—began to merge with his new identity. But as he changed, he recalled the aromas of cinnamon and leather, and he found himself wondering whose face lay behind the veil.
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The black Mercedes arrived promptly at nine in the morning. It was another moody day, the sun hidden behind the thick gray clouds. The Nazi high command rejoiced at such weather: the Allied bombers scrubbed their missions when the clouds closed in.
 The two men who emerged from the row house on the edge of the railroad tracks were vastly changed from those who’d entered it the evening before. The Baron von Fange was clean-shaven, his black hair neatly trimmed and the weariness slept out of his eyes; he wore a gray suit and vest, a pale blue shirt with a thin gray-striped tie and a silver stickpin. On his feet were polished black shoes, and a beige camel-hair topcoat was draped over his shoulders. Black kid gloves completed his attire. One might have guessed the clothes were tailor-made. His valet, a short stocky man, was similarly clean-shaven and had a fresh haircut that did nothing for his large, unsightly ears. Mouse wore a dark blue suit, and a plain black bow tie. He was utterly miserable; the shirt’s collar was starched to the point of strangulation, and his new, glossy black shoes pinched his feet like iron vises. He’d also learned one of the duties of a valet: manhandling the calf-skin luggage, full of clothes for both the baron and himself. But, as Mouse hefted the luggage from the row house to the trunk of the Mercedes, he had to give the tailors credit for their attention to detail: all the baron’s shirts were monogrammed, and even a scrolled FVF had been worked into the suitcases.
 Michael had already said his goodbyes to Gunther, Dietz, and the others. He settled himself into the backseat of the Mercedes. When Mouse started to climb into the back, Wilhelm—a big-shouldered man with a waxed gray mustache—said, “A servant rides in the front seat,” and firmly shut the rear passenger’s door in Mouse’s face. Mouse, grumbling under his breath, took his place in the front. Michael heard the Cross of Iron jingle in the little man’s pocket. Then Wilhelm started the engine, and the Mercedes slid smoothly away from the curb.
 A partition of glass separated the front and rear seats. Michael smelled Echo’s aroma in the car, a heady scent. The car was perfectly clean: no handkerchiefs, no pieces of paper, nothing to give a clue to Echo’s identity. Or so Michael thought, until he opened the shining metal ashtray on the back of the driver’s seat; in it there was not a trace of ashes, but instead a green ticket stub. Michael looked closely at the lettering on it: KinoElektra. The Cinema Elektra. He returned the stub to its resting place and closed the ashtray. Then he opened a little hinged rubber flap between himself and Wilhelm. “Where are we going?”
 “We have two destinations, sir. The first is to visit an artist.”
 “And the second?”
 “Your lodgings while you enjoy Berlin.”
 “Will the lady be joining us?”
 “A possibility, sir,” Wilhelm said, and that was all.
 Michael closed the flap. He glanced at Mouse, who was busy trying to stretch his shirt collar with a forefinger. Last night, while they’d slept in the same room, Michael had heard Mouse sobbing. Mouse had gotten out of his bed and stood at the window in the darkness for a long time. Michael listened to the soft clink of the Iron Cross as Mouse had turned it over and over in his hand. Then, sometime later, Mouse had sighed deeply, snuffled his nose on his sleeve, and crawled back into his bed. The tinkling noise of the Iron Cross had ceased, and Mouse slept with the medal clenched in his fist. For now, at least, his crisis of the soul had passed.
 Wilhelm was an expert driver, which was good because the streets of Berlin were nightmares of horse-drawn wagons, army trucks, tanks, and streetcars, not to mention the areas that were clogged with smoldering rubble. As they drove toward the address of Theo von Frankewitz and a light rain began to patter down on the windshield, Michael mentally reviewed what he’d learned from the dossiers.
 There was no new information about Jerek Blok; the man was a Hitler fanatic and a loyal Nazi party member whose activities since leaving his command of Falkenhausen concentration camp were shrouded in secrecy. Dr. Gustav Hildebrand, son of a German pioneer in the field of gas warfare, had a home near Bonn, where Hildebrand Industries was located. But there was a new item of interest: Hildebrand also maintained a residence and lab on the island of Skarpa, about thirty miles south of Bergen, Norway. As a summer home, that would be quite a journey from Bonn. And as a winter retreat… well, the winters were very long and very arctic that far north. So why did Hildebrand work in such an isolated place? Surely he could have found a more idyllic location. It was a point that merited looking into.
 Wilhelm drove slowly along Victoria Park, as rain slashed through the budding trees. It was another area of row houses and small shops, and pedestrians hurried along under umbrellas.
 Michael opened the flap once more. “Are we expected?”
 “No, sir. Herr von Frankewitz was home at midnight; we’ll find out if he’s still in.” Wilhelm was just creeping the Mercedes along the street. Looking for a signal, Michael thought. He saw a woman cutting roses in the window of a flower shop, and a man standing in a doorway trying to get an uncooperative umbrella open. The woman put her roses in a glass vase and set them in the window, and the man got his umbrella open and walked away. Wilhelm said, “Herr Frankewitz is in, sir. That’s his apartment building.” He motioned to a structure of gray bricks on the right. “It’s apartment five, on the second floor.” He braked the Mercedes. “I’ll be driving around the block. Good luck, sir.”
 Michael got out, his coat collar up against the rain. Mouse started to get out, too, but Wilhelm grasped his arm. “The baron goes alone,” he said, and Mouse started to pull angrily away but Michael told him, “It’s all right. Stay in the car,” and then he strode to the curb and into the building Wilhelm had indicated. The Mercedes drove on.
 The building’s interior smelled like a damp tomb. Nazi slogans and epithets had been painted on the walls. Michael saw something slink past in the gloom. Whether it was a cat or a very large rodent, he couldn’t tell for sure. He went up the staircase, and found the tarnished number “5.”
 He knocked on the door. Down the hallway, an infant squalled. Voices, a man and woman’s, raised and tangled in argument. He knocked again on the door, aware of the small two-shot derringer in its special pocket of his vest: a gift from his hosts. No answer. He balled his fist to knock a third time, beginning to wonder if Wilhelm had gotten his signals crossed.
 “Go away,” a man’s voice said from the other side of the door. “I don’t have any money.”
 It was a tired gasp of a voice. The voice of someone whose breathing wasn’t right. Michael said, “Herr von Frankewitz? I have to talk to you, please.”
 A silence. Then: “I can’t talk. Go away.”
 “It’s very important.”
 “I said I have no money. Please… don’t bother me. I’m a sick man.”
 Michael heard footsteps shuffling away. He said, “I’m a friend of your friend in Paris. The opera lover.”
 The footsteps stopped.
 Michael waited.
 “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Frankewitz rasped, standing close to the door.
 “He told me you’d done some painting recently. Some metal work. I’d like to discuss it with you, if I may.”
 Another silence stretched. Von Frankewitz was either a very careful man or a very frightened one. And then Michael heard the clicking of locks disengaging. A bolt was thrown back, and the door opened about two inches. A slice of a white-fleshed face appeared in the crack, like the visage of a ghost emerging from a crypt. “Who are you?” Frankewitz whispered.
 “I’ve traveled a long way to see you,” Michael said. “May I come in?”
 Frankewitz hesitated, his pallid face hanging in the darkness like a quarter moon. Michael saw a gray eye, bloodshot, and a thicket of oily brown hair tumbling over a high, white forehead. The gray eye blinked. Frankewitz opened the door and stepped back, allowing Michael to enter.
 The apartment was a close, dark place with narrow windows filmed by the soot of Berlin’s factories. A threadbare black and gold Oriental carpet covered the wooden floor, which felt none too sturdy under Michael’s shoes. The furniture was heavy and ornate, the kind of things kept in dusty museum basements. Everywhere there were throw pillows, and the arms of a sea-green sofa were protected with lace coverlets. The apartment odors assailed Michael’s nostrils: the smoke of cheap cigarettes, a sweet floral cologne, oil paints and turpentine, and the bitter scent of sickness. In a corner of the room, near one of the slender windows, was a chair, an easel, and a canvas with a landscape in progress: a red sky above a city whose buildings were made of bones.
 “Sit here. It’s the most comfortable.” Frankewitz swept a pile of dirty clothes off the sea-green sofa, and Michael sat down. A spring stabbed his spine.
 Frankewitz, a skinny man wearing a blue silk robe and slippers, circled the room straightening crooked lamp shades, pictures, and a bunch of wilted flowers in a copper vase. Then the artist sat down in a high-backed black chair, crossed his thin white legs, and reached for a pack of cigarettes and an ebony cigarette holder. He screwed a cigarette in with nervous fingers. “You’ve seen Werner, then? How is he?”
 Michael realized Frankewitz was talking about Adam. “He’s dead. The Gestapo killed him.”
 The other man’s mouth opened, and a small gasp came out. His fingers fumbled with a pack of matches. The first match was damp, shooting a tiny spark before it went out. He got the cigarette lit with the second match, and he drew deeply from the ebony holder. A smoky cough welled up from his lungs, followed by a second, third, and then a flurry of coughs. His lungs rattled wetly, but when the fit of coughing was over, the artist puffed on his cigarette holder again, his sunken gray eyes damp. “I’m sorry to hear that. Werner was… a gentleman.”
 It was time to take the leap. Michael said, “Did you know that your friend worked for the British Secret Service?”
 Frankewitz smoked his cigarette in silence, the little red circle glinting in the gloom. “I did,” he answered at last. “Werner told me. I’m not a Nazi. What the Nazis have done to this country—and to my friends… well, I have no love for the Nazis.”
 “You told Werner about taking a trip to a warehouse, and painting bullet holes on green metal. I’d like to know how you came to do that work. Who employed you?”
 “A man.” Frankewitz’s thin shoulders shrugged beneath the blue silk. “I never knew his name.” He pulled on the cigarette, exhaled smoke, and coughed harshly again. “Forgive me,” he said. “I’m sick, you see.”
 Michael had already noticed the crusted sores on Frankewitz’s legs. They looked like rat bites. “How did this man know you could do the job?”
 “Art is my life,” Frankewitz said, as if that explained everything. But then he stood up, moving like an old man though he couldn’t be more than thirty-three, and he went over to the easel. Leaning against the wall near it was a stack of paintings. Frankewitz knelt down and began to go through them, his long white fingers as tentative as if having to prod sleeping children awake. “I used to paint, in a café not too far from here. I’d moved indoors for the winter. This man came in for coffee. He watched me working. Later he came in again, and several more times. Ah, here you are!” He was addressing a painting. “This is what I was working on.” He pulled the canvas out and showed it to Michael. It was a self-portrait, of Frankewitz’s face in what appeared to be a cracked mirror. The cracks looked so real Michael imagined slicing a finger on one of the jagged edges. “He brought another man in to see it: a Nazi officer. I later found out the second man’s name was Blok. Then, maybe two weeks later, the first man came to the café and asked me if I’d like to make some money.” Frankewitz smiled faintly, a chilling smile on that frail white face. “I can always use money. Even Nazi money.” He regarded the self-portrait for a moment; the face in the picture was a fantasy of self-flattery. Then he returned the canvas to the stack and stood up. Rain was slashing against the windows, and Frankewitz watched the drops run trails across the grimy glass. “They picked me up one night, and we drove to the airfield. Blok was there, and several more men. They blindfolded me before we took off.”
 “So you have no idea where you landed?”
 Frankewitz returned to his chair and pushed the cigarette holder between his teeth again. He watched the rain falling, blue smoke drifting from his mouth and his lungs rasping as he breathed. “It was a long flight. We landed once, for refueling. I could smell the fuel. And I felt the sun on my face, so I knew we were flying west. When we landed, I could smell the sea. They led me into a place where they took off my blindfold. It was a warehouse, without windows. The doors were locked.” A blue haze of smoke whirled slowly around Frankewitz’s head. “They had all the paint and tools I needed, arranged very neatly. They had a little room for me to live in: a chair and cot, a few books and magazines, a Victrola. Again, no windows. Colonel Blok took me to a large room where the pieces of metal and glass were laid out, and he told me what he wanted done. Bullet holes, he said; cracks in the glass, just as I’d done the cracked mirror in my painting. He said he wanted patterns of holes painted on the metal, and he marked them with a piece of chalk. I did the work. When I finished, they blindfolded me and led me out to an airplane again. Another long flight, and then they paid me and drove me home.” He tilted his head to one side, listening to the music of the rain. “That’s all.”
 Hardly, Michael thought. “And how did Ad—Werner find out about this?”
 “I told him. I’d met Werner last summer. I was in Paris, with another friend. As I said, Werner was a gentleman. A dear gentleman. Ah, well.” He made a despondent motion with his cigarette holder, and then terror flickered across his face. “The Gestapo… they didn’t… I mean, Werner didn’t tell them about me, did he?”
 “No, he didn’t.”
 Frankewitz sighed with relief. Another cough gurgled up, and he suffered another spasm. “Thank God,” he said when he could speak again. “Thank God. The Gestapo… they do terrible things to people.”
 “You said they led you from the airplane to the warehouse. They didn’t drive you?”
 “No. It was maybe thirty paces, no more than that.”
 Then the warehouse had been part of the airfield, Michael thought. “What else was stored in the warehouse?”
 “I didn’t get much of a chance to look around. There was always a guard nearby. I did see some barrels and crates. Oil drums, I think they were, and some machinery. Gears and things.”
 “And you overheard the term ‘Iron Fist’? Is that right?”
 “Yes. Colonel Blok was talking to a man who came to visit. He called the man Dr. Hildebrand. Blok used that name several times.”
 Here was a point that needed clarification. Michael said, “Why did Blok and Hildebrand let you overhear them talking if the security was so tight? You had to be in the same room with them, yes?”
 “Of course I was. But I was working, so maybe they thought I wasn’t listening.” Frankewitz blew a plume of smoke toward the ceiling. “Anyway, it wasn’t such a secret. I had to paint them.”
 “Paint them? Paint what?”
 “The words. Iron Fist. I had to paint them on a piece of metal. Blok showed me how to make the letters, because I don’t read English.”
 Michael paused as that sank in. “English? You painted—”
 “ ‘Iron Fist’ in English letters,” Frankewitz said. “On the green metal. Olive green to be exact. Very drab. And underneath that I painted the picture.”
 “The picture?” Michael shook his head. “I don’t understand.”
 “I’ll show you.” Frankewitz went to the easel, sat down in the chair, and arranged a pad of drawing paper in front of him. He picked up a charcoal pencil as Michael came up to stand behind him. Frankewitz spent a moment in silent deliberation, then began to sketch. “This is very rough, you understand. My hand hasn’t been doing what I’ve asked of it lately. It’s the weather, I think. This apartment’s always damp in the springtime.”
 Michael watched the drawing take shape. It was a large, disembodied fist, covered with armor plate. The fist was squeezing a figure that had yet to be defined.
 “Blok stood and watched over my shoulder, just as you are,” Frankewitz said. The pencil drew skinny legs dangling down from the iron fist. “I had to do the rough sketch five times before he was satisfied with it. Then I painted it on the metal, beneath the lettering. I graduated in the upper third of my class at art school. The professors said I had ‘promise.’ ” He smiled wanly, his hand working as if with a mind of its own. “The bill collectors bother me all the time. I thought you were one of them.” He was drawing a pair of limp arms. “I do my best work in the summer,” he said. “When I can get out in the park, in the sunshine.”
 Frankewitz had finished the figure’s body: a cartoonish form, caught in the fist. He started on the head and facial features. “I had a painting in an exhibition once. Before the war. It was a picture of two goldfish swimming in a green pond. I’ve always liked fish; they seem so peaceful.” He drew in a pair of wide, bulging eyeballs and an uptilted slash of a nose. “Do you know who bought that painting? One of Goebbels’s secretaries. Yes. Goebbels himself! That picture might be hanging in the Reich Chancellery, for all I know!” He sketched a sweep of dark hair hanging down over the forehead. “My signature, in the Reich Chancellery. Well, the world is a strange place, isn’t it?” He completed the face with a black square of a mustache, and lifted the pencil. “There. That’s what I painted for Colonel Blok.”
 It was a caricature of Adolf Hitler, his eyes popping and his mouth open in an indignant cry as he was squeezed by the iron fist.
 Michael was speechless. Wheels were spinning in his brain, but they found no traction. SS Colonel Jerek Blok, a Nazi loyalist, had paid Frankewitz to paint a rather ludicrous caricature of the Reich’s Führer? It made no sense! This was the kind of disrespect that granted a person an appointment with a noose, and it had been authorized by a Hitler fanatic. The bullet holes, the cracked glass, the caricature, the iron fist… what was it all about?
 “I asked no questions.” Frankewitz stood up from his chair. “I didn’t want to know. All I wanted was to get home alive. Blok told me they might need me again, to do some more work. He told me it was a special project, and that if I let anyone else know about it the Gestapo would find out and come visit me.” He smoothed the wrinkles in his silk robe, his fingers nervous again. “I don’t know why I told Werner. I knew he was working for the other side.” Frankewitz watched the rain streaming down the windows, his gaunt face streaked with shadows. “I think… I did it because… of the way Blok looked at me. As if I were a dog that could do tricks. It was in his eyes: he loathed me, but he needed me. And perhaps he didn’t kill me because he thought he might need me again. I’m a human being, not a beast. Do you understand that?”
 Michael nodded.
 “That’s all I know. I can’t help you any more.” Frankewitz’s breathing had gotten hoarse again. He found another match and relit his cigarette, which had gone cold. “Do you have any money?” he asked.
 “No, I don’t.” He had a wallet, given to him by his hosts, but there was no money in it. He stared at Frankewitz’s long white fingers, then he took off his kid gloves and said, “Here. These are worth something.”
 Frankewitz took them without hesitation. Blue smoke wafted from his lips. “Thank you. You’re a true gentleman. There aren’t many of us left in the world.”
 “You’d better destroy that.” Michael motioned toward the Hitler cartoon. He moved to the door and paused to add a final note. “You didn’t have to tell me these things. I appreciate it. But one thing I have to tell you: I can’t say that you’re safe, knowing what you do.”
 Frankewitz waved his cigarette holder, leaving a scrawl of smoke in the air. “Is anyone safe in Berlin?” he asked.
 For that question Michael had no answer. He began to unlatch the door; the dank room with its narrow, grimy windows had started to suffocate him.
 “Will you come visit me again?” Frankewitz had finished his cigarette, and he crushed it in a green onyx ashtray.
 “No.”
 “For the best, I suppose. I hope you find what it is you’re looking for.”
 “Thank you. I do, too.” Michael slipped the final lock, left the apartment, and closed the door behind him. Immediately he heard Theo von Frankewitz relocking the door on the other side; it was a frantic sound, the noise of an animal scurrying in a cage. Frankewitz coughed a few times, his lungs clogged with fluid, and then Michael walked down the corridor to the stairs and descended to the rain-swept street.
 Wilhelm pulled the Mercedes smoothly to the curb, and Michael got in. Then the driver started them off again, heading west through the rain.
 “You found out what you needed to know?” Mouse asked when Michael volunteered no information.
 “It’s a beginning,” he answered. Hitler being crushed by an iron fist. Bullet holes on green-painted metal. Dr. Hildebrand, the researcher of gas warfare. A warehouse, on a landing strip where the air smelled of the sea. A beginning, yes: the entrance to a maze. And the invasion of Europe, poised to take place when the spring’s wild tides eased. The first week of June, Michael thought. Hundreds of thousands of lives in the balance. Live free, he thought, and smiled grimly. The heavy yoke of responsibility had settled around his shoulders. “Where are we going?” he asked Wilhelm after another few minutes.
 “To check you in, sir. You’re a new member of the Brimstone Club.”
 Michael started to ask what that was, but Wilhelm’s attention was on his driving and the rain was slashing down again. Michael stared at his own gloveless hands, while the questions turned in his mind and the torrent clawed at the windows.
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“There it is, sir,” Wilhelm said, and both Michael and Mouse saw it through the whirring windshield wipers.
 Before them, veiled in the rain and the low-lying mist, a turreted castle rose from an island in the Havel River. Wilhelm had been following a paved road through Berlin’s Grunewald Forest for almost fifteen minutes, and now the pavement ended at the river’s edge. But the road continued: a wooden pontoon bridge that led over the dark water to the castle’s massive granite archway. Entry to the pontoon bridge was blocked by a yellow barricade, and as Wilhelm slowed the car a young man in a maroon uniform, wearing dark blue gloves and carrying an umbrella, stepped out of a small stone checkpoint station. Wilhelm rolled down the window and announced, “The Baron von Fange,” and the young man nodded crisply and returned to his station. Michael could see through a window into the structure, and he watched the young man dialing a telephone. The phone wires crossed the river and went into the castle. In another moment the man reappeared, lifted the barricade, and waved Wilhelm through. The Mercedes crossed the pontoon bridge.
 “This is the Reichkronen Hotel,” Wilhelm explained as they neared the archway. “The castle was built in 1733. The Nazis took it over in 1939. It’s for dignitaries and guests of the Reich.”
 “Oh, my God,” Mouse whispered as the immense castle loomed above them. He’d seen it before, of course, but never so close. And never had he dreamed he’d be about to enter it. The Reichkronen was reserved for Nazi party leaders, foreign diplomats, high-ranking officers, dukes, earls, and barons—real barons, that is. As the castle grew and its archway awaited like a gray-lipped mouth, Mouse felt very small. His stomach churned. “I don’t… I don’t think 1 can go in there,” he said.
 He had no choice. The Mercedes moved through the archway into a large courtyard. A wide set of granite stairs fluted upward to the double front doors, above which were the gilt letters Reichkronen and a swastika. Four young blond-haired men in maroon uniforms emerged from the doors and hurried down the stairs as Wilhelm braked the Mercedes.
 “I can’t… I can’t…” Mouse was saying, feeling as if the breath were being squeezed out of him.
 Wilhelm speared him with an icy stare. “A good servant,” he said quietly, “does not let his master down.” And then the door was opened for Mouse, an umbrella was held over his head, and he stood dazed as Wilhelm got out and came around to unlock the trunk.
 Michael waited for his door to be opened, as befitting a baron. He stepped out of the car and into the protection of an umbrella. His stomach was tight, too, as were the muscles at the back of his neck. But this was no place for hesitation, and if he was going to survive this masquerade, he had to play his part to the hilt. He forced down the alarm of nerves and started up the steps at a brisk clip so the young man with the umbrella would have difficulty keeping up with him. Mouse followed a few paces behind, feeling smaller with every step. Wilhelm and the other two men brought the bags.
 Michael walked into the lobby of the Reichkronen, entering the Nazi sanctum. It was a huge chamber, where pools of light from low lamps spilled over dark brown leather furniture and Persian rugs sparkled with golden threads. Above his head was a massive, ornate chandelier where perhaps fifty candles burned. Flames roared from logs in a white marble hearth that could serve as a garage for a Tiger tank; centered over the hearth was a large framed painting of Adolf Hitler, with gilded eagles on either side. Chamber music was playing: a quartet of string musicians, performing a Beethoven piece. And seated in the overstuffed leather chairs and sofas were German officers, most of them with drinks in hand, either engaged in conversation or listening to the music. Other people, among them a number of women, stood in groups, chatting politely. Michael looked around, getting the full impact of the monstrous place, and he heard Mouse give a soft, terrified moan just behind him.
 And then, a woman’s voice, as beautiful as a cello: “Frederick!” The voice was familiar. Michael started to turn in its direction, and he heard the woman say, “Frederick! My darling!”
 She rushed at him, and her arms went around him. He smelled her scent: cinnamon and leather. She clasped him tightly, her blond curls against his cheek. And then she looked him in the face with eyes the color of champagne, and her crimson lips sought his mouth.
 He let them find it. She tasted like a crisp white Moselle. Her body was pressed hard against his, and as the kiss went on Michael put his arms around her body and darted his tongue out to tease her lips. He felt her shiver, wanting to pull away but unable to, and he slowly caressed his tongue back and forth across her mouth. She suddenly seized his tongue with her mouth and sucked on it with a force that almost tore it from its roots. Her teeth clamped down on his tongue, trapping it with none-too-gentle pressure. This was the civilized way to make war, Michael thought. He squeezed her tighter, and she squeezed him with a crush that made his backbone pop. They stood like that for a moment, locked mouth to mouth and teeth to tongue.
 “Ahem.” A man cleared his throat. “So this is the lucky Baron von Fange.”
 The woman released Michael’s tongue and pulled her head back. Crimson spots seethed in her cheeks, and her beautiful pale brown eyes glittered with anger beneath thick blond brows. But there was a joyous smile on her mouth, and she said with a rush of excitement, “Yes, Harry! Isn’t he beautiful?”
 Michael turned his head to the right, and stared at Harry Sandler, who stood perhaps three feet from him.
 The big-game hunter, the man who had engineered the murder of the Countess Margritta in Cairo almost two years before, grunted skeptically. “Wild beasts are beautiful, Chesna. Especially when their heads are on my wall. I’m afraid I don’t share your taste, but… it’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Baron.” Sandler thrust out a large hand, and the golden hawk that perched on his leather-trimmed left shoulder spread its wings for balance.
 Michael stared at the hand for a few seconds. He could see it gripped around a telephone, ordering Margritta’s murder. He could see it tapping out a radio code to his Nazi masters. He could see it squeezing the trigger of a rifle and sending a bullet through a lion’s skull. Michael took the hand and shook it, keeping a polite smile on his face though his eyes had gone hard. Sandler increased the pressure, trapping Michael’s knuckles. “Chesna’s been boring me to death with stories about you,” Sandler said, his ruddy face grinning. His German was very good. He had dark brown eyes that shed no warmth, and the pressure of his grip on Michael’s hand continued to mount. Michael’s knuckles throbbed. “Thank God you’re here, so she won’t have to tell me any more.”
 “Perhaps I’ll bore you to death with stories of my own,” Michael said, his smile broader; he made sure he showed no indication of the fact that his hand was about to break. He stared into Harry Sandler’s eyes, and he felt a message pass between them: survival of the fittest. His knuckles were jammed together, caught in that bear claw of a hand. One more ounce of pressure, and the bones would crack. Michael smiled, and felt sweat crawl down under his arms. He was, for the moment at least, at the mercy of a killer.
 Sandler, showing his square white teeth, released Michael’s hand. Blood stung as it rushed through the cramping fingers. “As I said, a pleasure.”
 The woman, who wore a dark blue dress that fit her lean body as if it had been poured on, had blond hair that fell in curly ringlets around her shoulders. Her face, with its high, sharp cheekbones and full-lipped mouth, was as striking as a glimpse of the sun through storm clouds. She took Michael’s arm. “Frederick, I hope you won’t mind that I’ve been boasting about you. I’ve told Harry the secret.”
 “Oh? Have you?” What next?
 “Harry says he’ll give the bride away. Isn’t that right?”
 Sandler’s smile slipped a notch, which didn’t matter much since it was false to begin with. “I have to tell you, Baron: you’re in for the fight of your life.”
 “Am I?” Michael felt as if the floor had turned to ice, and he was trying to keep from stepping through a thin spot.
 “You’re damned right. If you weren’t around, Chesna would be marrying me. So I’m going to do my best to dethrone you.”
 The woman laughed. “Oh, my! What a delight! To be fought over by two handsome men!” She glanced at Wilhelm and Mouse, who stood a few feet away. Mouse’s face was tinged with gray, his shoulders slumped under the immense weight of the Reichkronen. The luggage had already disappeared, whisked into an elevator by the bellboys. “You may go to your quarters now,” she said, with the air of someone who was used to giving orders and being obeyed. Wilhelm gave Mouse a firm nudge toward a door marked Treppe—Stairs—but Mouse only went a few paces before he looked at Michael, his expression a mixture of panic and bewilderment. Michael nodded, and the little man followed Wilhelm to the stairway.
 “Good servants are so hard to find,” Chesna said, oozing arrogance. “Shall we go to the lounge?” She motioned toward a candlelit enclave on the other side of the lobby, and Michael allowed her to guide him. Sandler walked a few paces behind them, and Michael could sense the man was sizing him up. Of course the woman named Chesna was the agent Michael knew as Echo; but who was she? And how could she mingle so freely with the Reich’s bluebloods? They were almost to the lounge when a pretty young dark-haired girl stepped in their path and said shyly, “Excuse me… but I’ve seen all your pictures. I think you’re wonderful. Might I have your autograph?”
 “Of course!” Chesna took the pen and pad the girl offered. “What’s your name?”
 “Charlotta.”
 Michael watched as Chesna wrote, in large and dramatic letters: To Charlotta, All My Best, Chesna van Dorne. She ended with a flourish and handed the pad back to Charlotta with a dazzling smile. “There you are. I have a new film coming out next month. I hope you’ll look for it.”
 “Oh, I will! Thank you!” The girl, obviously thrilled, took her autograph back to where she’d been sitting, on a sofa between two middle-aged Nazi officers.
 In the lounge, which was decorated with framed symbols of German infantry and armor divisions, they chose a secluded table. Michael took off his topcoat and hung it on a wall hook nearby. When the waiter came, Chesna ordered a Riesling, Michael asked for the same, and Sandler ordered a whiskey and soda and a platter of chopped meat. The waiter seemed to be used to the request, and he left without comment.
 “Harry, must you carry that bird everywhere?” Chesna asked teasingly.
 “Not quite everywhere. But Blondi’s my good-luck charm.” He smiled, looking at Michael. The golden hawk—a beautiful creature—stared at Michael, too, and he realized that both the hawk and its master had the same cold eyes. Its talons gripped the patch of leather on the shoulder of Sandler’s expensively tailored tweed jacket. “Do you know anything about birds of prey, Baron?”
 “I know enough to avoid them.”
 Sandler laughed politely. He had a square-jawed, crudely handsome face with a crooked boxer’s nose. His reddish hair was cropped short on the sides and back, and a small flame-colored wisp of hair fell over his creased forehead. Everything about him exuded haughty confidence and power. He wore a red-striped necktie and a pale blue shirt, and on his lapel there was a small gold swastika. “Smart man,” he said. “I captured Blondi in Africa. It’s taken me three years to train her. Of course she’s not tame, just obedient.” He took a leather glove from inside his coat and worked it onto his left hand. “She’s lovely, isn’t she? Did you know that I could give her a signal and she’d rip your face to shreds within five seconds or so?”
 “That’s a comforting thought,” Michael said. His testicles felt as if they’d drawn up.
 “I trained her on British prisoners of war,” Sandler went on, taking a step into no-man’s-land. “Smeared some mouse guts on their faces, and Blondi did the rest. Here, girl.” He gave a low, trilling whistle, and offered Blondi the back of his glove. The hawk immediately stepped from Sandler’s shoulder onto the glove, its talons clenching down. “I find nobility in savagery,” Sandler said as he admired the golden hawk. “Maybe that’s why I want Chesna to marry me.”
 “Oh, Harry!” She smiled at Michael; the smile had a warning in it. “I never know whether to kiss him or slap him.”
 Michael still hadn’t gotten past the remark about the British POWs. He smiled, too, but his face felt in danger of cracking. “I hope you’ll save the kisses for me.”
 “I’ve been in love with Chesna ever since I met her. It was on the set of… what movie was that, Chesna?”
 “The Flame of Destiny. Heinreid brought you for a visit.”
 “Right. I suppose you’re a fan, too, Baron?”
 “Her number-one fan,” Michael said, and he placed his hand on top of hers and squeezed it. A film actress, he’d realized she must be. And a highly successful one, at that. He recalled reading something about The Flame of Destiny; it had been a Nazi propaganda film, made in 1938. One of those movies full of Nazi banners, gleeful crowds cheering for Hitler, and idyllic landscapes of Germany.
 Their glasses of white wine, the whiskey and soda, and the platter of raw chopped meat arrived. Sandler took a swig of his drink and then began to feed Blondi pieces of the bloody meat. The hawk gobbled them down. Michael smelled the coppery aroma of the blood, and his own mouth watered.
 “So, when’s the happy day?” Sandler asked, the fingers of his right hand smeared with crimson.
 “The first week of June,” Chesna answered. “We haven’t set the exact day yet, have we, Frederick?”
 “No, not yet.”
 “Happy for you, I might say. A tragedy for me.” Sandler watched a hunk of meat go into Blondi’s hooked beak. “Baron, do you do anything? Besides watch over the family estate, I mean?”
 “I manage the vineyards. Also the gardens. We raise tulips.” That had all been part of his biography.
 “Ah, tulips.” Sandler smiled, his gaze on the hawk. “Well, that must keep you very busy. Royalty is a wonderful occupation, isn’t it?”
 “If you can stand the hours.”
 Sandler stared at him; something glittered like a knife’s edge—anger? jealousy?—down in the dark brown, soulless eyes. He pushed the platter of meat a few inches toward Michael. “Here,” he said. “Why don’t you feed Blondi.”
 “Harry,” Chesna told him, “I don’t think we need to—”
 “All right.” Michael picked up a piece of meat. Sandler slowly moved his gloved hand forward, so Blondi’s beak was within Michael’s reach. Michael started to offer Blondi the bloody food.
 “Careful,” Sandler said quietly. “She likes fingers. And then how would you pick your tulips?”
 Michael paused. Blondi stared fixedly at the meat between his fingers. He could feel Chesna van Dorne tense beside him. Sandler was waiting, expecting the rich and idle tulip baron to back down. Michael had no choice but to continue the movement his hand had already begun. As his fingers neared Blondi’s beak, the hawk began to make a soft, menacing hissing noise.
 “Uh-oh!” Sandler said. “She smells something about you she doesn’t like.”
 It was the odor of the wolf, caught in his pores. Michael hesitated, with the meat about four inches from Blondi’s beak. The hissing noise was getting higher and harsher, like steam from a scalding kettle.
 “I think you’re really upsetting her. Shhhh, girl.” Sandler pulled his hand and the hawk away from Michael, and blew gently on the back of Blondi’s neck. Gradually the hissing noise subsided. But Blondi’s gaze was still riveted on Michael, and he could sense the hawk wanted to leap from its leather perch and flail its talons at him. Like master, like hawk, he thought; there was no love lost at this table.
 “Well,” Michael said, “it’s a shame to let good beef go to waste.” He put the meat into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. Chesna gave a horrified gasp. Sandler just sat, stunned and disbelieving. Michael sipped casually at his wine and dabbed his lips with a white napkin. “One of my favorite dishes is steak tartare,” he explained. “This is almost the same thing, isn’t it?”
 Sandler’s trance broke. “You’d better watch your groom-to-be,” he told Chesna. “He seems to enjoy the taste of blood.” Sandler stood up; for the moment, their game was over. “I have business to attend to, so I’ll say goodbye for now. Baron, I hope we’ll have a chance to talk later. Of course you’ll be attending the Brimstone Club?”
 “I wouldn’t miss it.”
 “If you can eat raw meat, you should love the Brimstone Club. I’ll look forward to our next meeting.” He started to shake Michael’s hand again, then looked at his own blood-smeared fingers. “You’ll pardon me if I don’t shake hands?”
 “No pardon necessary.” His knuckles weren’t ready for another pressure contest, anyway. Sandler, the hawk latched to his gloved left hand, gave Chesna a brief bow and then strode away out of the lounge.
 “Charming,” Michael said. “I’ve met nicer snakes.”
 Chesna looked at him; she was indeed a good actress, because her face retained the dreamy expression of a happy lover while her eyes were chilly. “We’re being watched,” she said. “If you ever try to stick your tongue down my throat again, I’ll bite it off. Is that clear, darling?”
 “Does that mean I’ll get another chance?”
 “It means that our arrangement of betrothal is fiction, not to be confused with reality. It was the best way to explain your presence and get you into this hotel.”
 Michael shrugged, rather enjoying needling this composed blond Nordic celebrity. “I’m just trying to play my part.”
 “You leave the acting to me. Just go where I tell you to go, do what I tell you to do, and speak when you’re spoken to. Don’t volunteer any information, and for God’s sake don’t try to match egos with Harry Sandler.” She gave him a distasteful frown. “And what was that about the raw meat? Don’t you think that was going a bit too far?”
 “Maybe so, but it got that bastard out of here, didn’t it?”
 Chesna van Dorne sipped her wine but didn’t answer. She had to admit that he was right. Sandler had been upstaged, and the big-game hunter wasn’t one to take that lightly. Still… it had been amusing, in a bizarre way. She glanced at the man over the rim of her glass. Definitely not the tulip-plucking type, she decided. Without all the grime, the shaggy hair, and the beard, he was very handsome. But his eyes disturbed her in a way she couldn’t define. They looked… yes, she decided; they looked like the eyes of a dangerous animal, and reminded her of the pale green eyes of a timber wolf that had frightened her when she was twelve years old and visiting the Berlin Zoo. The wolf had stared at her with those cold clear eyes, and even though bars separated them, Chesna had shivered and clung hard to her father’s hand. She’d known what the wolf was thinking: I want to eat you.
 “I want to eat something,” Michael said. The raw meat had sharpened his appetite. “Is there a restaurant here?”
 “Yes, but we can order room service.” Chesna finished her wine. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.” He was staring at her, and she avoided his gaze. She summoned their waiter, signed the check, and then took Michael’s arm and led him out of the lounge like a thoroughbred dog on a leash. Once they were in the lobby and striding toward the row of gilt-doored elevators, Chesna turned on her magnificent smile like a klieg light.
 As they neared the elevators, a man’s husky voice said, “Miss van Dorne?”
 Chesna stopped and turned, her smile aglow, ready to charm another autograph seeker.
 The man was huge: a living bunker, standing about six-feet-three and at least two hundred and sixty pounds, with thick shoulders and arms. He wore an SS aide’s uniform and a gray peaked cap, and his face was pale and emotionless. “I was told to give you this,” he said as he offered Chesna a small white envelope.
 Chesna took it, her hand that of a child’s compared to the man’s. The envelope bore her name.
 Michael’s heart lurched. Standing before him was the man called Boots, who had kicked and stomped Gaby’s uncle to death in the barn at Bazancourt.
 “I’m to return a reply,” Boots said. His hair was cropped close to the skull, and his eyes were pale blue and heavy-lidded; the eyes of a man who saw everyone else in the world as frail constructions of flesh and bone. As Chesna tore open the envelope and read it Michael glanced at the SS aide’s thickly soled jackboots. They reflected the candles of the chandelier on their glossy surface, and Michael wondered if they were the same boots that had knocked Gervaise’s teeth from his head. He felt the man watching him, and he looked up into the dull blue eyes. Boots nodded curtly, no recognition in his gaze.
 “Tell him I… we’d be delighted,” Chesna told him, and Boots strode away toward a group of officers at the center of the lobby.
 The elevator came. “Six,” Chesna told the elderly operator. As they ascended she said to Michael, “We’ve just been invited to dine with Colonel Jerek Blok.”
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Chesna unlocked the white door and turned the ornate brass knob. The smell of fresh roses and lavender rushed at Michael as he crossed the threshold.
 The living room, a majesty of white furniture, had a twenty-foot ceiling and a fireplace with green marble tiles. French doors led out to a terrace, which overlooked the river and the forest beyond. Resting atop a white Steinway piano was a large crystal vase that held roses and sprigs of lavender. On the wall above the fireplace was a framed painting of a steely-eyed Adolf Hitler.
 “Cozy,” Michael said.
 Chesna locked the door. “Your bedroom is through there.” She nodded toward a corridor.
 Michael went through it and looked around the spacious bedroom with its dark oak furniture and paintings of various Luftwaffe airplanes. His luggage was neatly arrayed in a closet. He returned to the living room. “I’m impressed,” he said, which was an understatement. He laid his topcoat down on the sofa and walked to one of the high windows. Rain was still falling, tapping on the glass, and mist covered the forest below. “Do you pay for this, or do your friends?”
 “I do. And it’s not inexpensive.” She went to the onyx-topped bar, got a glass from a shelf, and opened a bottle of spring water. “I’m wealthy,” she added.
 “All from acting?”
 “I’ve starred in ten films since 1936. Haven’t you heard of me?”
 “I’ve heard of Echo,” he said. “Not Chesna van Dorne.” He opened the French doors and inhaled the misty, pine-scented air. “How is it that an American became a German film star?”
 “Talent. Plus I was in the right place at the right time.” She drank her spring water and put the glass aside. “ ‘Chesna’ comes from ‘Chesapeake.’ I was born on my father’s yacht, in Chesapeake Bay. My father was German, my mother was from Maryland. I’ve lived in both countries.”
 “And why did you choose Maryland over Germany?” he asked pointedly.
 “My allegiance, you mean?” She smiled faintly. “Well, I’m not a believer in that man over the fireplace. Neither was my father. He killed himself in 1934, when his business failed.”
 Michael started to say I’m sorry, but there was no need. Chesna had simply made a statement. “Yet you make films for the Nazis?”
 “I make films to make money. Also, how better to cultivate their good graces? Because of what I do and who I am, I can get into places that many others can’t. I overhear a lot of gossip, and sometimes I even see maps. You’d be amazed how a general can brag when his tongue’s loosened by champagne. I’m Germany’s Golden Girl. My face is even on some of the propaganda posters.” She lifted her brows. “You see?”
 Michael nodded. There was much more to be learned about Chesna van Dorne; was she, like her screen characters, also a fabrication? In any case, she was a beautiful woman, and she held Michael’s life in her hands. “Where’s my friend?”
 “Your valet, you mean? In the servants’ wing.” She motioned toward a white telephone. “You can reach him by dialing our room number plus ‘nine.’ We can order room service for you, too, if you’re hungry.”
 “I am. I’d like a steak.” He saw her look sharply at him. “Rare,” he told her.
 “I’d like you to know something,” Chesna said, after a pause. She walked to the windows and peered out at the river, her face painted with stormy light. “Even if the invasion is successful—and the odds are against it—the Allies will never reach Berlin before the Russians. Of course the Nazis are expecting an invasion, but they don’t know exactly when or where it will come. They’re planning on throwing the Allies back into the sea so they can turn all their strength to the Russian Front. But it won’t help them, and by that time the Russian Front will be the border of Germany. So this is my last assignment; when we’ve completed our mission, I’m getting out with you.”
 “And my friend. Mouse.”
 “Yes,” she agreed. “Him, too.”
 As the lycanthrope and the film star discussed their future, a gunmetal-gray staff car with an SS pennant drove through the hotel’s courtyard a hundred and forty feet below. The car crossed the pontoon bridge and headed along the paved forest road that had brought Michael and Mouse to the Reichkronen. It entered Berlin and began to wind its way southeast toward the factories and dirty air of the Neukolln district. Black clouds were sliding in from the east, and thunder boomed like distant bomb blasts. The car reached a block of grimy row houses and the driver stopped in the street, heedless of other traffic. No horns blew; the SS pennant silenced all complaint.
 A hulking man in an aide’s uniform, a gray peaked cap, and polished jackboots got out, and he went around to the other side and opened the door. The rear seat’s passenger, a rail-thin figure in uniform, a brimmed cap, and a long dark green overcoat, stepped out of the car, and he stalked into a particular row house with the larger man following at his heels. The gunmetal-gray car stayed exactly where it was. This wouldn’t take very long.
 On the second floor a burly fist knocked at a door marked with a tarnished number “5.”
 Inside the apartment there was the sound of coughing. “Yes? Who is it?”
 The officer in the dark green overcoat nodded.
 Boots lifted his right foot and kicked the door. It broke with a shriek of splitting wood, but the locks kept it from flying open. The door’s stubbornness made Boots’s face turn crimson with rage; he kicked it again, and a third time. “Stop it!” the man inside shouted. “Please, stop it!”
 The fourth kick caved the door in. Theo von Frankewitz stood there in his blue silk robe, his eyes bulging with terror. He backed away, stumbled over a table, and fell to the floor. Boots entered the apartment, his metal-studded soles clacking. Frightened people had opened their doors and were peering out, and the officer in the overcoat shouted, “Back in your holes!” Their doors slammed, and locks clicked shut.
 Frankewitz was on his hands and knees, scuttling across the floor. He jammed himself into a corner, his hands up in a gesture of supplication. “Please don’t hurt me!” he shrieked. “Please don’t!” His cigarette holder, the cigarette still smoldering, lay on the floor, and Boots crushed it underfoot as he approached the whimpering man.
 Boots stopped, standing over him like a fleshy mountain.
 Tears were crawling down Frankewitz’s cheeks. He was trying to. press himself into the wall of his apartment. “What do you want?” he said, choking, coughing, and crying at the same time. He looked at the SS officer. “What do you want? I did the work for you!”
 “So you did. And very well indeed.” The officer, his face narrow and pinched, walked into the room and glanced around distastefully. “This place smells. Don’t you ever open your windows?”
 “They… they… they won’t open.” Frankewitz’s nose was running, and he snuffled and moaned at the same time.
 “No matter.” The officer waved a thin-fingered hand impatiently. “I’ve come to do some housecleaning. The project’s finished, and I won’t be needing your talents again.”
 Frankewitz understood what that meant. His face grew distorted. “No… I’m begging you, for the love of God… I did the work for you… I did the—”
 The officer nodded again, a signal to Boots. The huge man kicked Frankewitz in the chest, and there was a wet cracking noise as the breastbone broke. Frankewitz howled. “Stop that caterwauling!” the officer commanded. Boots picked up a throw pillow from the sea-green sofa, ripped it open, and pulled out a handful of cotton stuffing. He grasped Frankewitz’s hair and jammed the stuffing into the man’s gasping mouth. Frankewitz writhed, trying to claw at Boots’s eyes, but Boots easily dodged the fingers; he kicked Frankewitz in the ribs and staved him in like a brine-soaked barrel. The screaming was muffled, and now it didn’t bother Blok so much.
 Boots kicked Frankewitz in the face, burst his nose open, and dislocated the jaw. The artist’s left eye swelled shut, and a purple bruise in the shape of a boot sole rose on his face. Frankewitz began, in desperation and madness, to try to claw his way through the wall. Boots stomped his spine, and Frankewitz contorted like a crushed caterpillar.
 It was chilly in the damp little room. Blok, a man with a low tolerance for discomfort, walked over to the small fireplace grate, where a few meager flames danced amid the ashes. He stood close to the grate and tried to warm his hands; they were almost always cold. He had promised Boots he could have Frankewitz. Blok’s initial plan had been to dispatch the artist with a bullet, now that the project was done and Frankewitz wouldn’t be called on to do any retouching, but Boots had to be exercised like any large animal. It was like letting a trained Doberman go through its paces.
 Boots broke Frankewitz’s left arm with a kick to the shoulder. Frankewitz had ceased his struggling, which disappointed Boots. The artist lay limply as Boots continued to stomp him.
 It would be over soon, Blok thought. Then they could get back to the Reichkronen and out of this miserable—
Wait.
 Blok had been staring at a small red eye of flame, there in the grate, as a piece of paper curled and burned. Frankewitz had just recently torn something up and cast it into the grate, and not all of it had been consumed. In fact, Blok could see a bit of what had been drawn on the paper: it looked like a man’s face, with a sweep of dark hair hanging down over the forehead. A single bulging, cartoonish eye remained; the other had been burned away.
 It was a familiar drawing. Too familiar.
 Blok’s heart started to pound. He reached down into the ashes and pulled out the fragment of paper. Yes. A face. His face. The lower part of it had been burned, but the sharp bridge of the nose was familiar, too. Blok’s throat was dry. He rummaged in the ashes, found another unburned bit of paper. This one had what appeared to be a representation of iron armor on it, fastened with rivets.
 “Stop it,” Blok whispered.
 Another kick was delivered. Frankewitz made no noise.
 “Stop it!” Blok shouted, standing upright. Boots restrained the next kick, which would have shattered Frankewitz’s skull, and stepped back from the body.
 Blok knelt beside Frankewitz, grasped the man’s hair, and lifted his head off the floor. The artist’s face had become a work of surrealism, rendered in shades of blue and crimson. Bloody cotton hung from the split lips and red streams ran from the smashed nostrils, but Blok could hear the faint rumbling of Frankewitz’s lungs. The man was hanging on to life. “What’s this?” Blok held the fragments of paper before Frankewitz’s face. “Answer me! What’s this?” He realized Frankewitz couldn’t answer, so he put the paper on the floor—avoiding the blood—and started pulling the cotton out of the man’s mouth. It was a messy labor, and Blok scowled with disgust. “Hold his head up and get his eyes open!” he told Boots.
 The aide gripped Frankewitz’s hair and tried to force the eyelids open. One eye had been destroyed, jammed deeply into the socket. The other eye was bloodshot, and protruded as if in mockery of the cartoon eye on the piece of paper Blok held. “Look at this!” Blok demanded. “Can you hear me?”
 Frankewitz moaned softly, a wet gurgling in his lungs.
 “This is a copy of the work you did for me, isn’t it?” Blok held the paper in front of the man’s face. “Why did you draw this?” It wasn’t likely that Frankewitz had drawn it for his own amusement, and that brought another question to Blok’s thin lips: “Who saw it?”
 Frankewitz coughed, drooling blood. His good eye moved in the socket and found the fragment of char-edged paper.
 “You drew the picture,” Blok went on, speaking as if to a retarded child. “Why did you draw the picture, Theo? What were you going to do with it?”
 Frankewitz just stared, but he was still breathing.
 They weren’t going to get anywhere this way. “Damn it to hell!” Blok said as he stood up and crossed the room to the telephone. He picked up the receiver, carefully wiped the mouthpiece with his sleeve, and dialed a four-digit number. “This is Colonel Jerek Blok,” he told the operator. “Get me medical. Hurry!” He examined the paper again as he waited. There was no doubt; Frankewitz had repeated the drawing from memory, then tried to burn it. That fact made alarms go off in Blok’s brain. Who else had seen this drawing? Blok had to know, and the only way to find out was to keep Frankewitz alive. “I need an ambulance!” he told the Gestapo medical officer who came to the phone. He gave the man the address. “Get over here as fast as you can!” he said, almost shouting, and hung up. Then Blok returned to Frankewitz, to make sure the man was still breathing. If the information died with this pansy-balled street artist, Blok’s own throat would be kissed by a noose. “Don’t die!” he told Frankewitz. “Do you hear me, you bastard? Don’t die!”
 Boots said, “Sir? If I’d known you didn’t want me to kill him, I wouldn’t have kicked him so hard.”
 “Never mind! Just go outside and wait for the ambulance!” After Boots had clumped out, Blok turned his attention to the canvases over by the easel and began to go through them, tossing them aside in his fearful search for any more such drawings as on the scraps of paper clenched in his hand. He found none, but that didn’t ease him. He damned his decision not to execute Frankewitz long before now, but there had always been the possibility that more work was needed and one artist in on the project was enough. On the floor, Frankewitz had a fit of coughing, and spewed blood. “Shut up!” Blok snapped. “You’re not going to die! We have ways to keep you alive! Then we’ll kill you later, so shut up!”
 Frankewitz complied with the colonel’s command and slipped into unconsciousness.
 The Gestapo’s surgeons would put him back together, Blok mused. They would lace his bones with wires, sew together the gashes, and screw his joints into the sockets. Then he would look more like Frankenstein than Frankewitz, but drugs would grease his tongue and make him speak: why he’d drawn this picture, and who had seen it. They had come too far with Iron Fist to let it be ruined by this battered meat on the floor.
 Blok sat down on the sea-green sofa, its arms protected with lace coverlets, and in a few minutes he heard the klaxon horn of the ambulance approaching. Blok reasoned that the gods of Valhalla were smiling on him, because Frankewitz was still breathing.
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“A toast!” Harry Sandler lifted his wineglass. “To Stalin’s coffin!”
 “Stalin’s coffin!” someone else echoed, and the toast was drunk. Michael Gallatin, sitting at the long dining table across from Sandler, drank without hesitation.
 It was eight o’clock, and Michael was in the suite of SS Colonel Jerek Blok, amid Chesna van Dorne, twenty Nazi officers, German dignitaries, and their female companions. He wore a black tuxedo, a white shirt, and a white bow tie, and to his right Chesna wore a low-cut, long black dress with pearls covering the creamy swell of her breasts. The officers were in their crisp dress uniforms, and even Sandler had put away his tweeds in favor of a formal gray suit. He had also left his bird in his room, a fact which seemed to relieve many of the other guests as well as Michael.
 “To Churchill’s tombstone!” the gray-haired major sitting a few seats down from Chesna proposed, and all—including Michael—drank merrily. Michael scanned the table, examining the faces of the dinner guests. Their host and his lead-footed aide were absent, but a young captain had seated everyone and gotten the party going. After another few rounds of toasts, in honor of drowned U-boat men, the valiant dead of Stalingrad, and the fried corpses of Hamburg, white-jacketed waiters began to roll in the dinner on silver carts. The main event was roast boar with an apple in its mouth, which Michael noted with some pleasure was set in front of Harry Sandler. The hunter had evidently shot the beast in the forest’s hunting preserve just yesterday, and as he cut slabs of greasy meat and slid them onto platters it was clear Sandler knew how to handle a carving knife as well as a rifle.
 Michael ate sparingly, the meat too full of fat for him, and listened to the conversations on all sides. Such optimism that the Russians would be thrown back and the English would come crawling to Hitler’s feet with a peace treaty was worthy of a gypsy and a crystal ball. The voices and laughter were loud, the wine kept flowing and the waiters kept bringing food, and unreality was so thick in the air Harry Sandler might have carved it. This was the food these Nazis were used to eating, and their bellies looked full.
 Michael and Chesna had talked most of the afternoon. She knew nothing about Iron Fist. Neither did she know anything of Dr. Gustav Hildebrand’s activities, or what went on at Hildebrand’s Norway island. Of course she knew that Hildebrand advocated gas warfare—that was a common fact—but Hitler evidently remembered his own sniff of mustard gas in the Great War and didn’t care to open that particular Pandora’s box. Or, at least, not just yet. Did the Nazis have a stockpile of gas bombs and shells? Michael had inquired. Chesna wasn’t sure of the exact tonnage, but she felt sure that somewhere the Reich had at least fifty thousand tons of weapons, kept ready in case Hitler changed his mind. Michael pointed out the fact that gas shells could be used to disrupt the invasion, but Chesna disagreed. It would take thousands of shells and bombs to stop the invasion, she said. Also, gas of the kind Dr. Hildebrand’s father had helped develop—distilled mustard during the Great War, Tabun and Sarin in the late 1930’s—might easily blow back on the defenders in the tricky coastal winds. So, Chesna told him, a gas attack on the Allies might backfire on the German troops instead. That had to be a possibility the high command had already considered, and she didn’t think one Rommel—who was in charge of the Atlantic Wall’s defenses—would allow. Anyway, she said, the Allies had control of the air now, and would certainly shoot down any German bombers that approached the invasion beaches.
 Which left them where they’d begun, pondering the meaning of a phrase and a caricature of Adolf Hitler.
 “You’re not eating. What’s wrong? Isn’t it raw enough for you?”
 Michael looked up from his deliberations and stared across the table into Sandler’s face. It had grown more ruddy from all the toasts, and now Sandler wore a slack-lipped smile. “It’s all right,” Michael said, and forced the greasy meat into his mouth. He envied Mouse, eating a bowl of beef soup and a liverwurst sandwich in the servants’ wing. “Where’s your good-luck charm?”
 “Blondi? Oh, not so far. My suite’s next door. You know, I don’t think she likes you very much.”
 “What a shame.”
 Sandler was about to reply—a gimcrack witticism, no doubt—but his attention was distracted by the red-haired young woman who sat next to him. They began to talk, and Michael heard Sandler say something about Kenya. Well, it took a bore to kill a boar.
 At that moment the dining-room door opened, and Jerek Blok stalked in with Boots following behind. Instantly a chorus of cheers and applause rose up and one of the dinner guests proposed a toast to Blok. The SS colonel plucked a wineglass from a passing tray, smiled, and drank to his own long life. Then Michael watched as Blok, a tall, thin man with a sallow face, wearing a dress uniform studded with medals, made the rounds of the table, stopping to shake hands and slap backs. Boots followed him, a fleshy shadow.
 Blok came to Chesna’s chair. “Ah, my dear girl!” he said, and bent down to kiss her cheek. “How are you? You look lovely! Your new film is almost out, yes?” Chesna said it was imminent. “And it’ll be a tremendous smash and give us all a boost, won’t it? Of course it will.” His gray-eyed gaze—the eyes of a lizard, Michael thought—found Baron von Fange. “Ah, and here’s the lucky man!” He approached Michael, held out his hand, and Michael rose to shake it. Boots stood behind Blok, staring at the baron. “Von Fange, isn’t it?” Blok asked. His handshake was loose and damp. He had a long, narrow nose and a pointed chin. His close-cropped brown hair swirled with gray at temples and forehead. “I met a Von Fange in Dortmund last year. Was that a member of your family?”
 “I wouldn’t be surprised. My father and uncles travel all over Germany.”
 “Yes, I met a Von Fange.” Blok nodded. He released Michael’s hand, leaving it feeling as if Michael had gripped something oily. Blok had bad teeth; the front lower teeth were all silver. “I can’t remember his first name, though. What’s your father’s name?”
 “Leopold.”
 “That’s a noble name! No, I can’t quite recall.” Blok was still smiling, but it was an empty smile. “And tell me this: why isn’t a strapping young man like you part of the SS? With your heritage, I could easily get you an officer’s commission.”
 “He picks tulips,” Sandler said. His voice was getting a little slurred, and he held his wineglass out to be refilled.
 “The Von Fange family has cultivated tulips for over fifty years,” Chesna spoke up, offering information from the German social registry. “Plus they own very fine vineyards and bottle their private labels. And thank you for bringing that to Colonel Blok’s attention, Harry.”
 “Tulips, eh?” Blok’s smile had grown a bit cooler. Michael could see him thinking: perhaps this wasn’t SS material after all. “Well, Baron, you must be a very special man to have swept Chesna off her feet like this. And such a secret she was keeping from her friends! Trust an actress to be an actress, yes?” He directed his silver smile at Chesna. “My best wishes to you both,” he said, and moved on to greet the man who sat at Michael’s left.
 Michael continued picking at his meal. Boots left the dining room, and Michael heard someone ask Blok about his new aide. “He’s a new model,” Blok said as he took his chair at the head of the table. “Made of Krupp steel. Has machine guns in his kneecaps and a grenade launcher in his ass.” There was laughter, and Blok basked in it. “No, Boots was until recently working on an antipartisan detail in France. I’d assigned him to a friend of mine: Harzer. Poor fool got his head blown off—excuse me, ladies. Anyway, I took Boots back into my command a couple of weeks ago.” He lifted his filled wineglass. “A toast. To the Brimstone Club!”
 “The Brimstone Club!” returned the refrain, and the toast was drunk.
 The feast went on, through courses of baked salmon, sweetbreads in cognac, quail stuffed with chopped German sausage, and then rich brandied cake and raspberries in iced pink champagne. Michael’s stomach felt swollen, though he’d eaten with discretion; Chesna had hardly eaten at all, but most of the others had filled their faces as if tomorrow was Judgment Day. Michael thought of a time, long ago. when winter winds were raging and the starving pack had gathered around Franco’s severed leg. All this fat -grease, and running suet didn’t fit the wolf’s diet.
 When dinner ended, cognac and cigars were offered. Most of the guests left the table, drifting into the suite’s other huge, marble-floored rooms. Michael stood beside Chesna on the long balcony, a snifter of warm cognac in his hand, and watched searchlights probe the low clouds over Berlin. Chesna put her arm around him and leaned her head on his shoulder, and they were left alone. He said, in the soft murmuring of an enraptured lover, “What are my chances of getting in later?”
 “What?” She almost pulled away from him.
 “Getting in here,” he explained. “I’d like to take a look around Blok’s suite.”
 “Not very good. All the doors have alarms. If you don’t have the proper key, all hell would break loose.”
 “Can you get me a key?”
 “No. Too risky.”
 He thought for a moment, watching the ballet of searchlights. “What about the balcony doors?” he asked. He’d already noticed there were no locks on them. Locks were hardly necessary when they were on the castle’s seventh floor, more than a hundred and sixty feet above the ground. The nearest balcony—to the right, belonging to Harry Sandler’s suite—was over forty feet away.
 Chesna looked into his face. “You’ve got to be joking.”
 “Our suite is on the floor below, isn’t it?” He strolled to the stone railing and peered down. A little more than twenty feet below was another terrace, but it wasn’t part of Chesna’s suite. Their quarters were around the castle’s corner, facing the south, while Blok’s terrace faced almost directly east. He searched the castle’s wall: the massive, weatherworn stones were full of cracks and chinks, and here and there were ornate embellishments of eagles, geometric designs, and the grotesque faces of gargoyles. A thin ledge encircled every level of the castle, but much of the ledge on the seventh floor had crumbled away. Still, there were abundant hand- and footholds. If he was very, very careful.
 The height made his stomach clench, but it was jumping from airplanes that he most dreaded, not height itself. He said, “I can get in through the balcony doors.”
 “You can get yourself killed any number of ways in Berlin. If you like, you can tell Blok who you really are and he’ll put a bullet through your brain, so you won’t have to commit suicide.”
 “I’m serious,” Michael said, and Chesna saw that he was. She started to tell him that he was utterly insane, but suddenly a young giggling blond girl came out onto the balcony, followed closely by a Nazi officer old enough to be her father. “Darling, darling,” the German goat crooned, “tell me what you want.” Michael pulled Chesna against him and guided her toward the balcony’s far corner. The wind blew into their faces, bringing the smell of mist and pine. “I might not have another opportunity,” he said, in a lover’s moist and quiet tone. He began to slide his hand down her elegant back, and Chesna didn’t pull away because the German goat and his nymphet were watching. “I’ve had some mountaineering experience.” It had been a course in cliff climbing, before he’d gone to North Africa: the art of making a hairline crack and a nub of rock support a hundred and eighty pounds, the same skill he’d used at the Paris Opera. He glanced over the railing again, then thought better of it. No use stretching his courage before he needed it. “I can do it,” he said, and then he smelled Chesna’s womanly scent, her beautiful face so close to his. Searchlights danced over Berlin like a ghostly ballet. On impulse Michael pulled Chesna against him, and kissed her lips.
 She resisted, but only for a second because she also knew they were being watched. She put her arms around him, felt the muscles of his shoulders move under his tuxedo jacket, and then felt his hand caress the base of her spine, where the dimples were. Michael tasted her lips: honey-sweet, with perhaps a dash of pepper. Warm lips, and growing warmer. She put a hand against his chest; the hand made an effort to push him back but the arm didn’t agree. Defeated, the hand slipped away. Michael deepened the kiss, and found Chesna accepting what he offered.
 “That’s what I want,” Michael heard the old goat’s nymphet say.
 Another officer looked out through the balcony doors. “Almost time!” he announced, and hurried away. The goat and nymphet left, the girl still giggling. Michael broke the kiss, and Chesna gasped for breath. His lips tingled. “Almost time for what?” he asked her.
 “The Brimstone Club’s meeting. Once a month, down in the auditorium.” She actually—it was ridiculous—felt a little dizzy. The altitude, she thought it must be. Her lips felt as if they were on fire. “We’d better hurry if we’re going to find good seats.” She took his hand, and he followed her off the balcony.
 They descended in a crowded elevator, along with other dinner guests. Michael assumed the Brimstone Club was one of those mystic leagues the Nazis prided themselves on, in a country of orders, fellowships, and secret societies. In any case he was about to find out. He noted that Chesna had a very tight grip on his hand, though her expression remained cheerful. The actress at her craft.
 The auditorium, on the castle’s first floor in the section behind the lobby, was filling up with people. Fifty or so Brimstone Club members had already found their chairs. A red velvet curtain obscured the stage, and multicolored electric lanterns hung from the rafters. Nazi officers had come dressed in their finery, and most everyone else wore formal attire. Whatever the Brimstone Club was, Michael mused as he walked with Chesna along the aisle, it was reserved for the Reich’s gentry.
 “Chesna! Over here! Please, sit with us!” Jerek Blok rose from his chair and waved them over. Boots, who might have taken up two chairs, was not in attendance, but Blok sat with a group of his dinner guests. “Move down!” he told them, and they instantly obeyed. “Please, sit beside me.” He motioned to the seat next to him. Chesna took it, and Michael sat on the aisle seat. Blok put his hand on Chesna’s and grinned broadly. “Ah, it’s a wonderful night! Springtime! You can feel it in the air, can’t you?”
 “Yes, you can,” Chesna agreed, her smile pleasant but her voice tense.
 “We’re so glad to have you with us, Baron,” Blok told him. “Of course you know all the membership fees go toward the War Fund.”
 Michael nodded. Blok began talking to a woman sitting in front of him. Sandler, Michael saw, was sitting up on the front row with a woman on either side of him, talking animatedly. Tales of Africa, Michael thought.
 Within fifteen minutes, between seventy and eighty people had entered the auditorium. The lanterns began to dim, and the doors were closed to shut out the uninvited. A hush fell over the audience. What the hell was this all about? Michael wondered. Chesna was still gripping his hand, and her fingernails were beginning to dig into his skin.
 A man in a white tuxedo came out through the curtains, to polite applause. He thanked the membership for attending , the monthly meeting, and for being so generous with their contributions. He went on, about the fighting spirit of the Reich, and how the valiant youth of Germany would crush the Russians and send them fleeing back to their holes. The applause was more scattered, and some of the officers actually groaned in derision. The man—a master of ceremonies, Michael reasoned—continued, undaunted, about the shining future of the Thousand-Year Reich and how Germany would yet have three capitals: Berlin, Moscow, and London. Today’s blood, he said in a booming voice, would be tomorrow’s victory garlands, so we’ll fight on! And on! And on!
 “And now,” he said with a flourish, “let the entertainment begin!”
 The lanterns had gone out. The curtains opened, the stage illuminated by footlights, and the master of ceremonies hurried off.
 Another man sat in a chair, reading a newspaper and smoking a cigar, at stage center.
 Michael almost bolted to his feet.
 It was Winston Churchill. Totally naked, the cigar clamped in his bulldog teeth and a tattered London Times in his pudgy hands.
 Laughter swelled. The music of a brass band, hidden behind the stage, oompahed a comic tune. Winston Churchill sat smoking and reading, his pallid legs crossed and his etiquette hanging down. As the audience laughed and applauded, a girl wearing nothing but high black leather boots and carrying a cat-o’-nine-tails strutted out on stage. She wore a square smudge of charcoal on her upper lip: a Hitlerian mustache. Michael, his senses reeling, recognized the girl as Charlotta, the autograph seeker. There was nothing shy about her now, her breasts bobbling as she advanced toward Churchill, and he suddenly looked up and let out a shrill, piercing scream. The scream made everyone laugh harder. Churchill fell to his knees, his naked and flabby behind offered to the audience, and held up his hands for mercy.
 “You pig!” the girl shouted. “You filthy, murdering swine! Here’s your mercy!” She swung the whip and the lashes cracked across Churchill’s shoulder, raising red welts on his white flesh. The man howled in pain and groveled at her feet. She began to whip his back and buttocks, cursing him like a blue-tongued sailor as the band oompahed merrily and the audience convulsed with laughter. Reality and unreality mixed; Michael realized the man was of course not the prime minister of England, just an actor who eerily resembled him, but the cat-o’-nine-tails wasn’t a fiction. Neither was the girl’s rage. “This is for Hamburg!” she shouted. “And Dortmund! And Marienburg! And Berlin! And—” She went on, a recitation of cities the Allied bombers had hit, and as the whip began to fling drops of blood the audience erupted in a paroxysm of cheering. Blok leaped to his feet, clapping his hands above his head. Others were standing, too, shouting gleefully as the whipping continued and the false Churchill shivered at the girl’s feet. Blood streamed down the man’s back, but he made no effort to rise or escape the whip. “Bonn!” the girl raged as the whip struck. “Schweinfurt!” Sweat glistened on her shoulders and between her breasts, her body trembling with the effort, moisture smearing the charcoal mustache. The whip continued to fall, and now the man’s back and buttocks were crisscrossed with red. Finally the man shuddered and lay sobbing, and the female Hitler whipped him across his back one last time and then put a booted foot on his neck in triumph. She gave the audience a Nazi salute and received a bounty of cheering and applause. The curtains closed. “Wonderful! Wonderful!” Blok said, sitting down again. A tight sheen of perspiration had collected on his forehead, and he dabbed it off with a white handkerchief. “You see what entertainment your money buys, Baron?”
 “Yes,” Michael answered; forcing a smile was the most difficult thing he’d ever done in his life. “I do see.”
 The curtains opened again. Two men were shoveling glittering fragments from a wheelbarrow, scattering them over the stage. Michael realized they were covering the floor with broken glass. They finished their job, rolled the wheelbarrow away, and then a Nazi soldier pushed a thin girl with long brown hair onto the stage. She wore a dirty, patched dress made of potato sacks, and her bare feet crunched the glass shards. The girl stood in the glass, her head slumped and her hair obscuring her face. Pinned to her potato-sack dress was a yellow Star of David. A violinist in a black tuxedo appeared from the left side of the stage, wedged his instrument against his throat, and began to fiddle a lively tune.
 The girl, against all human reason and dignity, began to dance on the broken glass like a windup toy.
 The audience laughed and clapped, as if in appreciation of an animal act. “Bravo!” the officer sitting in front of Michael shouted. Michael would have blown the bastard’s brains out if he’d had his derringer. This savagery surpassed anything he’d experienced in the Russian forest; this, truly, was a gathering of beasts. It was all he could do to keep from leaping to his feet and shouting for the girl to stop, but Chesna felt his body tremble and she looked at him. She saw the revulsion in his eyes, and something else there, too, that frightened her to the marrow of her bones. “Do nothing!” she whispered.
 Under Michael’s tuxedo jacket and crisp white shirt, wolf hair had emerged along his spine. The hairs scurried across his flesh.
 Chesna squeezed his hand. Her own eyes were dead, her emotions switched off like an electric light. On stage, the violinist was playing faster and the thin girl was dancing faster, leaving bloody footprints on the boards. This was almost beyond Michael’s power to endure; it was the brutalization of the innocent, and it made his soul writhe. He felt hair crawling on the backs of his arms, on his shoulder blades, on his thighs. The change was calling him, and to embrace it in this auditorium would be a disaster. He closed his eyes, thought of the verdant forest, the white palace, the song of the wolves: civilization, a long way from here. The violinist was playing frantically now, and the audience was clapping in rhythm. Sweat burned Michael’s face. He could smell the musky animal perfume rising from his flesh.
 It took a massive effort of will to hold back the wild winds. They came very close to engulfing him but he fought them, his eyes tightly closed and the wolf hair rippling across his chest. A band of hair rose on the back of his right hand, which clenched the armrest on the aisle, but Chesna didn’t see it. And then the change passed like a freight train on dark tracks, the wolf hair itching madly as it retreated into his pores.
 The violinist played a flurry of notes at satanic speed, and Michael could hear the sound of the girl’s feet sliding on the glass. The music reached its zenith and ceased, to cheering and more shouts of “Bravo! Bravo!” He opened his eyes; they were wet with rage and revulsion. The Nazi soldier led the girl offstage. She moved like a sleepwalker, trapped in an unending nightmare. The violinist bowed, smiling broadly, another man with a broom came out to sweep up the bloody glass, and the curtains closed.
 “Excellent!” Blok said, to no one in particular. “This is the best presentation yet!”
 Attractive naked women appeared, rolling kegs of beer and iced mugs on carts along the aisles. They stopped to draw beer into the mugs and pass them to thirsty Brimstone Club members. The audience began to grow raucous, some of them breaking into obscene songs. Grinning faces gleamed with sweat, and beer sloshed as mugs were cracked together in vile toasts.
 “How long does this go on?” Michael asked Chesna.
 “Hours. I’ve known it to go on all night.”
 One more minute was too long, as far as he was concerned. He touched his pocket, and felt the key to their room that Chesna had given him. Blok was talking to the man next to him, explaining something with a hammering of his fist. An iron fist? Michael wondered.
 The curtains opened again. At the center of the stage was a bed, its sheet a Russian flag. On that bed, her wrists and ankles tied to the bedposts, lay a dark-haired woman, nude, who might have been Slavic. Two naked, muscular men wearing Nazi helmets and jackboots goosestepped out from either side of the stage, to loud applause and excited laughter. Their weapons were raised for an assault, and the woman on the bed cringed but couldn’t escape.
 Michael had reached his limit. He stood up, turned his back on the stage, and walked quickly up the aisle and out of the auditorium.
 “Where’s the baron going?” Blok asked. “It’s the shank of the evening!”
 “I… don’t think he’s feeling well,” Chesna told him. “He ate too much.”
 “Oh. Weak-stomached, eh?” He grasped her hand to keep her from bolting, too, and his silver teeth flashed. “Well, I’ll keep you company, won’t I?”
 Chesna started to pull away, but Blok’s grip tightened. She’d never walked out of a Brimstone Club meeting; she’d always been a loyal part of the group, and to walk out now—even following the baron—might cause suspicion. She forced her muscles to relax, and her actress’s smile surfaced. “I’d love a beer,” she said, and Blok motioned to one of the naked waitresses. Onstage, there was a scream, followed by the audience’s shouts of approval.
 Michael unlocked the suite door and went directly to the balcony, where he breathed in fresh air and fought down his churning stomach. It took a minute or two for his head to clear; his brain felt infected with corruption. He looked at the ledge that ran from the balcony along the castle’s wall. Eight inches wide, at the most. Sculpted eagles and gargoyle faces were set in the cracked gray stones. But if he mis-stepped, or lost his handhold…
 No matter. If he was going, it had to be now.
 He eased over the terrace balustrade, set one foot on the ledge, and grasped the eye sockets of a gargoyle. His other foot found the ledge, too. He waited a few seconds, until he had his center of balance, and then he carefully moved along the ledge, a hundred and forty feet above Hitler’s earth.
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The ledge was still slick with rain. The wind had turned chill, and gusts plucked at Michael’s hair and tugged his tuxedo jacket. He kept going, inch by inch, his chest pressed against the castle’s mountainous wall and his shoes scraping along the ledge. The balcony of the next suite was perhaps thirty feet away, and then there was another eight feet or so to the southeast corner. Michael moved carefully onward, not thinking of anything but the next step, the next finger grip. He grasped an eagle that suddenly cracked and crumbled, the fragments falling into the darkness. He squeezed himself against the wall with his forefinger and thumb hooked into a half-inch-wide fracture until he regained his balance. Then he went on, fingers searching for fissures in the ancient stones, his shoes testing the firmness of the ledge before each step. He thought of a fly, crawling along the side of a massive, square cake. One step followed the next. Something cracked. Careful, careful, he told himself. The ledge held, and in another moment Michael reached the next balcony and stepped over the balustrade. Curtains were closed over the terrace doors, but light streamed through a large window just on the other side of the terrace. The ledge went underneath that window. He would have to pass it to reach the corner, where a pattern of gargoyle faces and geometric figures ascended to the next level. Michael walked across the terrace, took a deep breath, and stepped over the railing onto the ledge again. He was wet under his arms, and sweat dampened the small of his back. He kept going, relying on the ledge and not on handholds as he passed the window; it was a spacious bedroom, clothes scattered on the bed but no one in the room. Michael made it past the glass, noting with some displeasure that he’d left his palm prints on it, and the corner was within reach.
 He stood clinging to the southeast edge of the Reichkronen, wind slashing into his face and searchlights sweeping back and forth across the clouds. Now he would have to leave the safety of this ledge and climb up to the next level, using the sculpted stones as a ladder. Thunder rumbled in the sky, and he looked up, examining the gargoyle faces and geometric figures, judging where to put his fingers and toes. The wind was an enemy to balance, but that couldn’t be helped. Go on, he told himself, because this corner was the kind of place that sapped courage. He reached up, got his fingers latched on a sculpted triangle, and began to pull himself up. One shoe tip went into a gargoyle’s eye, the other found an eagle’s wing. He climbed the carved stones, the wind swirling around him.
 Twelve feet above the sixth-floor ledge, he put his fingers into the eyes of a gaping, demonic face and a pigeon burst out of the mouth in a flurry of feathers. Michael stayed where he was for a moment, his heart hammering and pigeon feathers whirling around him. His fingers were scraped and raw, but he was only eight feet below the seventh-floor ledge. He kept climbing over the sculpted stones, got one knee up on the ledge, and pulled himself carefully to his feet. The ledge made a cracking noise and a few bits of masonry tumbled down, but he was still standing on something more or less solid. The next balcony belonged to Harry Sandler’s suite, and he reached it with relative ease. He quickly crossed the terrace, slipped over it on the opposite side—and faced a ledge between it and Blok’s terrace that had all but crumbled to pieces. Only chunks of stone remained, with gaping holes between them. The largest ledgeless space was about five feet, but from Michael’s precarious perspective it easily looked twice that distance. He would have to cling to the wall to get over it.
 Michael eased along the decayed ledge, balancing on his toes, his fingers finding cracks in the stones. As he settled his weight forward, a piece of the ledge suddenly broke beneath his right foot. Legs splayed and his chest hugging the wall, he tightened his grip on fissures in the stones. His shoulders throbbed with the effort, and he heard the breath whistle between his teeth. Go on! he urged himself. Don’t stop, damn it! He listened to the inner voice, its heat thawing the ice that had begun to form in his knee joint. He went on, step after wary step, and he came to the place where there was no ledge.
 “He asked for my advice, and I gave it to him,” came a voice from below Michael. Someone talking on a sixth-floor terrace. “I said those troops were green as new apples, and if he put them in that caldron, they’d be chewed to pieces.”
 “But of course he didn’t listen.” Another man’s voice.
 “He laughed at me! Actually laughed! He said he certainly knew his troops better than I did, and he’d ask for my opinion when he wanted it. And now we all know the result, don’t we? Eight thousand men trapped by the Russians, and four thousand more marching to prison camps. I tell you, it makes you sick to think of this damned waste!”
 Michael didn’t feel well himself, thinking of how he’d have to cling to the wall to get across that hole. As the two officers talked on the lower balcony, he stretched out as far as he could, hooked his raw fingers into cracks, and tensed his shoulders. Now! he thought, and before he could hesitate he swung out over the ledgeless gap, his shoulder muscles bunching under his shirt and his fingers and wrists as taut as pitons. He hung for a few seconds, trying to get his right foot up on the next fragment of ledge. A piece of masonry cracked off and fell, smaller pebbles of stone following it down into the dark.
 “It’s murder,” the first officer was saying, his voice getting more strident. “Absolute murder. Young men by the thousands, being torn to shreds. I know, I’ve seen the reports. And when the people of Germany find out about this, there’ll be hell to pay.”
 Michael couldn’t get his foot up on the ledge, because the stone kept crumbling away. Sweat was on his face. His wrists and shoulders were cramping. Another chunk of masonry fell, and hit the castle’s wall on the way down.
 “My God, what was that?” the second officer asked. “Something just fell, over there.”
 “Where?”
 Come on, come on! Michael told himself, and swore at his clumsiness. He got the toe of his right shoe wedged on a small piece of ledge that, mercifully, didn’t fall. Some of the pressure eased on his fingers and wrists. But small bits of stone were still crumbling, the pebbles making little clicking noises as they ricocheted off the stones below.
 “There! You see? I knew I heard it!”
 In another few seconds the two men were going to lean over their balcony’s railing, look up, and see him battling for balance. Michael slid his right foot forward, made room for the toe of his left shoe on the fragment of ledge, and then heaved with his straining shoulders and stretched so that his right foot found a stronger place to rest. Blok’s terrace was within reach. He unhooked his right hand, gripped the balustrade, and quickly pulled himself over onto the sturdy surface. He rested a moment, breathing hard, his shoulder and forearm muscles slowly unkinking.
 “This whole damn place must be falling apart,” the first officer said. “Just like the Reich, eh? Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if this balcony fell under our feet.”
 There was silence. Michael heard one of the men nervously clear his throat, and the next sound was that of the balcony door opening and closing.
 Michael turned the knobs of the French doors and entered Jerek Blok’s suite.
 He knew where the dining room was, and the kitchen beyond that. In that area he didn’t care to wander, since some of the waiters and kitchen staff might be around. He crossed the high-ceilinged living room, passing a black marble fireplace above which the requisite painting of Hitler hung, and reached another closed door. He tried the gleaming brass knob, and the door yielded to him. There were no lights in the room, but he could see well enough: shelves of books, a massive oak desk, a couple of black leather chairs, and a couch. This must be Blok’s permanent office when he visited the Reichkronen. Michael closed the door behind him, walked across the thick Persian carpet—probably stolen from the house of a Russian nobleman, he thought grimly—and to the desk. On it was a green-shaded lamp, which he switched on to continue his search. On one wall was a large framed photograph of Blok, standing under a stone arch. Beyond him were wooden structures and coils of barbed wire, and a brick chimney puffing black smoke. On the stone arch was carved FALKENHAUSEN. The concentration camp, near Berlin, where Blok had served as commandant. It was the photograph of a man proud of his child.
 Michael turned his attention to the desk. The blotter was clean; Blok evidently was the soul of neatness. He tried the top drawer: locked. So were all the other drawers. The desk had a black leather chair with a silver SS embedded in its backrest, and leaning against it in the desk’s well was a black valise. Michael picked it up. The valise bore the silver SS insignia and the Gothic initials JGB. He put the valise atop the desk and unzipped it, reaching inside. His hand found a folder and drew it out.
 Within the folder were various sheets of white paper—Blok’s official SS stationery—on which numbers were typed. The numbers were arranged in columns, designating amounts of money. Budget sheets, Michael reasoned. Beside the numbers were initials: perhaps the initials of people, items, or a code of some kind. In any case he had no time to try to decipher them. His overall impression was that a large amount of money had been spent on something, and either Blok or a secretary had written down everything to the last deutsche mark.
 Something else was in the folder, too: a square brown envelope.
 Michael unclasped it and slid its contents out under the lamp.
 There were three black-and-white photographs. Michael flinched, but then leaned forward and forced himself to study them closely.
 The first photograph showed the face of a dead man. What was left of the face, that is. The left cheek had collapsed into a ragged-edged crater, holes covered the forehead, the nose had rotted into a gaping hole, and teeth showed through the tattered lips. More holes, each one about an inch in diameter, were scattered over the chin and the exposed throat. All that remained of the right ear was a nub of flesh, as if someone had burned it off with a blowtorch. The man’s eyes stared blankly, and it took Michael a few seconds to realize that his eyelids were gone. At the bottom of the photograph, just below the corpse’s ravaged throat, was a slate. And on that slate was chalked, in German: 2/19/44, Test Subject 307, Skarpa.
 The second photograph was a profile of what might have been a woman’s face. There was a little dark, curly hair clinging to the skull. But most of the flesh was gone, and the wounds were so hideous and deep that the sinus passages and the root of the tongue were exposed. The eye was a white, melted mass, like a lump of candle wax. Across the corpse’s cratered shoulder was a slate: 2/22/44, Test Subject 345, Skarpa.
 Michael felt prickles of cold sweat on the back of his neck. He looked at the third picture.
 Whether this human being had been man, woman, or child was impossible to tell. Nothing remained of the face but wet craters held together by strands of glistening tissue. In that gruesome ruin the teeth were clenched, as if biting back a final scream. Holes pocked the throat and shoulders, and the slateboard read 2/24/44, Test Subject 359, Skarpa.
 Skarpa, Michael thought. The Norwegian island where Dr. Gustav Hildebrand kept a second home. Obviously Hildebrand had been entertaining guests. Michael steeled himself, and looked at the photographs again. Test subjects. Nameless numbers; probably Russian prisoners. But—dear God!—what had done this kind of damage to human flesh? Even a flamethrower gave a cleaner death. Sulfuric acid was the only thing he could think of that might have wreaked such horror, yet the tattered edges of the flesh showed no sign of being burned, by either chemicals or flame. He was certainly no expert on corrosives, but he doubted that even sulfuric acid could have such a savage effect. Test subjects, he thought. Testing what? Some new chemical that Hildebrand had developed? Something so hideous that it could only be tested on a barren island off the coast of Norway? And what might this have to do with Iron Fist, and a caricature of a strangled Hitler?
 Questions without answers. But of one thing Michael Gallatin was certain: he had to find those answers, before the Allied invasion a little more than a month away.
 He returned the photographs to the envelope, then the envelope and papers to the folder, the folder to the valise, the valise zippered and replaced exactly where he’d found it. He spent a few more minutes looking around the office, but nothing else caught his interest. Then he switched off the lamp, crossed the room, and headed for the front door. He was almost there when he heard a key slip into the latch. He stopped abruptly, spinning around and striding quickly for the terrace doors. He was barely out onto the balcony when the door opened. A girl’s breathy, excited voice said, “Oh, this looks like heaven!”
 “The colonel enjoys luxury,” came the husky reply. The door shut, and was relocked. Michael stood with his back against the castle wall and darted a glance through the glass of the French doors. Boots had found a female companion, evidently bringing her up to Blok’s suite to try to impress her out of her dress. The next step, if Michael knew anything about seduction, was to bring her out to the balcony and lean her over the edge to give her a tingle. In that case this would not be the best place to stand.
 Michael quickly stepped over the balustrade onto the treacherously gapped ledge. He slipped his raw fingers into chinks, held tight, and started back the way he’d come. The masonry cracked and crumbled under his weight, but he got across the gaps and reached the balcony to Sandler’s suite. Behind him he heard the girl say, “It’s so high, isn’t it?”
 Michael opened the terrace doors and slipped through them, closing them softly at his back. The suite was a mirror image of Blok’s, except the fireplace was made of red stones and the painting above it was a different vision of the Führer. The place was quiet; Sandler must still be brimstoning. Michael walked toward the door, and saw standing near it a cage in which the golden hawk perched. Blondi wore no headmask, the hawk’s dark eyes staring fixedly at him.
 “Hello, you little bitch,” Michael said, and tapped noisily on the cage. The hawk shivered with anger, feathers ruffling at the back of its neck, and began to make that hissing sound. “I ought to eat you and spit your bones out on the floor,” Michael said. The hawk crouched over, its body quivering like a lightning rod in a storm. “Well, maybe next time.” He reached for the doorknob.
 He heard a faint, almost musical ping. Something clattered. Michael looked toward the hawk’s cage, and saw counterweights descending from the ceiling. A small chain was playing out. Michael realized he’d just snapped a trip wire between him and the door, and he had no more time for further deliberation because the counterweights pulled the cage’s door up and the golden hawk lunged out at him, its talons already shredding the air.
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As Michael was balancing on the hotel’s ledge, Jerek Blok wiped tears of laughter from his eyes. Onstage, the spectacle involved a female midget and a burly Slav who obviously had been the idiot in some godforsaken Russian village. The man’s physical equipment, however, was huge, and he grinned at the Nazi laughter as if he understood the joke. Blok looked at his pocket watch; he was getting sated on debauchery, and after a while all asses—no matter how big or small—looked the same. He leaned toward Chesna and touched her knee in a gesture that was far from fatherly. “Your baron must not have a sense of humor.”
 “He wasn’t feeling well.” As for that matter, neither was she. Her face hurt from all the false smiles.
 “Come on, enough beer-hall entertainment.” He stood up and grasped her elbow. “I’ll buy you a bottle of champagne in the lounge.”
 Chesna was overjoyed to be able to make a graceful exit. The show was far from finished—there were cruder, audience participation events yet to come—but the Brimstone Club had never been anything for her but a way to meet people. She allowed Colonel Blok to escort her to the lounge, thinking that the baron might at this moment be either on his way in or out of Blok’s suite. So far, there’d been no shriek of a plummeting body. The man—whatever his real name might be—was crazy, but he hadn’t lived this long in a dangerous profession by being careless. They sat down at a table, and Blok ordered a magnum of champagne and checked his pocket watch again. He asked the waiter to bring a telephone to the table.
 “Business?” Chesna inquired. “So late?”
 “I fear so.” Blok closed his pocket watch and put it away in his neat uniform. “I want to hear all about the baron, Chesna: where you met him, what you know of him. As long as I’ve known you, I’ve never thought you were the type of woman to be foolish.”
 “Foolish?” She lifted her blond brows. “How do you mean?”
 “These dukes, earls, and barons are cheap currency. You see them every day, holding court and dressed up like department-store dummies. Any man with a drop of royal blood pawns himself off as gold these days, when he’s really pig iron. You can’t be too careful.” He wagged a warning finger at her. The waiter came with the telephone and proceeded to plug its prongs into the proper socket. “Harry and I were talking this afternoon,” Blok went on. “He thinks the baron might be—how shall I say this?—interested in more than true love.”
 She waited for him to continue; her heart was beating harder. Blok’s pinched nose had picked up a scent.
 “You say you’ve only known the baron a short time, yes? And already you’re planning marriage? Well, let me get to my point, Chesna: you’re a beautiful and wealthy woman, with a great reputation in the Reich. Even Hitler loves your films, and God knows the Führer’s favorite film subject is himself. But have you ever considered the possibility that the baron simply wants to marry you for your money and prestige?”
 “I have,” she answered. Too quickly, she thought. “The baron loves me for myself.”
 “But how can you be sure, without giving it time? It’s not as if you’re about to vanish from the face of the earth, is it? Why not give it through the summer?” He picked up the telephone, and Chesna watched him dial a number. She knew what number it was, and she felt her blood chill. “Colonel Blok,” he said, identifying himself to the operator. “Medical, please.” He spoke again to Chesna: “Three months. What could it hurt? I have to tell you, neither I nor Harry like the man. He’s got a lean and hungry look. Something about him doesn’t ring true. Pardon me.” He returned his attention to the telephone again. “Yes, Blok here. How was the operation?… Good. Then he’ll recover?… Enough to talk, yes?… And when might that be?… Twenty-four hours is too long! Twelve at the most!” He was speaking in his haughty colonel’s voice, and he winked at Chesna. “Listen to me, Arthur! I want Frankewitz—”
 Chesna thought she gasped aloud. She wasn’t sure. What felt like a band of steel closed around her throat.
 “—able to answer questions within twelve hours. Yes? End of conversation.” He hung up and pushed the telephone away as if it were something distasteful. “Now, we were talking about the baron. Three months. We can find out everything there is to know about him.” He shrugged. “After all, that’s my specialty.”
 Chesna thought she might scream. She was afraid she’d gone as pallid as a corpse, but if Blok noticed he didn’t say anything.
 “Ah, here’s our champagne!” Blok waited, drumming his spidery fingers on the tabletop, as the waiter poured flutes for them both. “To good health!” he toasted, and Chesna had to use all her skills to keep her hand from trembling as she lifted her glass.
 And, as champagne bubbles tickled her nose, the counterweights fell, the chain rattled along its distance, the cage’s door slid up, and Blondi came out at Michael Gallatin.
 The talons raked air where his face had been a second before, because Michael had ducked low and Blondi’s momentum carried her over him. She twisted in midair, her wings beating, and swooped upon him as he back-pedaled, his arms up to protect his face. Michael feinted to the light and dodged to the left with a wolf’s speed, and as Blondi flashed past him two talons ripped into his right shoulder and sprayed bits of black cloth. She turned again and let out an enraged shriek. Michael backed away, frantically looking for anything to defend himself with. Blondi spun around the room in a tight circle, then suddenly reversed direction and darted at his face, her wings widespread.
 Michael dropped to the floor. Blondi shot over him, tried to stop, and skidded along the arm of a black leather sofa, clawing deep furrows in the cowhide. Michael rolled away, got to his knees, and saw an open doorway in front of him: a blue-tiled bathroom. He heard the beating of golden wings behind him, sensed claws about to dig into the back of his skull. He flung himself forward, rolling head over heels, and through the open door into the bathroom. As he spun around on the blue-tiled floor, he saw Blondi streaking after him. He grasped the edge of the door, slammed it shut, and heard a satisfying thunk as the hawk hit it. There was a silence. Dead? Michael wondered. Or just stunned? His answer came a few seconds later: the sound of frenzied clawing as Blondi attacked the door.
 Michael stood up and gauged the boundaries of his prison. There was a sink, an oval mirror, a toilet, and a narrow closet. No windows, and no other door. He checked the closet but found nothing of use. Blondi was at work, tearing furrows on the other side of the bathroom door. To get out of Sandler’s suite, he had to get out of this room and past the hawk. Sandler might return at any moment; there was no time to wait for the hawk to exhaust herself, and little chance that she’d lose interest. Michael knew she could smell the wolf on him, and it was driving her crazy. Sandler evidently didn’t trust the Reichkronen’s security system; the thin trip wire he’d managed to wrap around the doorknob as he’d gone out for the evening was a nasty surprise for the curious. Once a hunter, always a hunter.
 Michael cursed himself for not being more alert. The grisly photographs had been on his mind. But what he’d found out tonight would be worthless if he couldn’t get out. Blondi attacked the door again, her fury waxing. He looked at his reflection in the mirror and saw the ripped seam of his jacket. Some of the shirt was gone too, but his flesh was unscathed. So far. Michael gripped the edges of the mirror and lifted it off its mounting brackets. Then he turned it around, so the mirrored glass was aimed away from him. He lifted the mirror up over his face, like a shield, and then he went to the door. Blondi’s talons must have been an inch deep in the wood by now. Michael held the mirror up with one hand, and then took a breath and with the other hand turned the knob and wrenched the door open.
 The hawk shrieked and retreated. It had seen its own reflection. Michael protected his face with the mirror and backed carefully toward the terrace doors. He couldn’t risk running into Sandler in the hallway; he’d have to get back to Chesna’s suite the same way he’d come. Surely Boots and his prize had stopped dawdling by now and had left the balcony. Michael heard the whooshing sound of Blondi’s powerful wings, coming at him. The hawk stopped short of its mirrored reflection and clawed wildly at the glass. Its strength almost knocked the mirror away from him, and he fastened his fingers around the edges. Blondi flew away and darted back again, unconcerned with Michael’s fingers but concentrating on killing the hawk that had dared to invade her territory. Again the talons scratched at the glass. Blondi made a high skreeling sound, flew a circle around the room, and attacked the mirror once more as Michael backed toward the terrace. This time Blondi hit the mirror a glancing blow, and the force of it staggered Michael. His heel caught on the leg of a low coffee table; he lost his balance and fell. The mirror slipped and shattered against the fireplace stones with the sound of a pistol shot.
 Blondi flew just below the ceiling, making tight circles around the crystal chandelier. Michael got to his knees; the terrace doors were about twelve feet away. And then Blondi made one final circle and swooped down at him, talons outstretched to tear into his unprotected eyes.
 He had no time to think. The hawk was coming in a blur of deadly gold.
 It reached him, wings outspread. The talons drove downward, and the hooked beak started to stab for the soft glittering orbs.
 Michael’s right hand flashed up, and he heard the seam rip at his armpit. In the next second there was a burst of golden feathers where the hawk had been. He felt Blondi’s talons grip his forearm, tearing through the jacket and shirt to find the skin—and then the bloody, mangled thing spun away like a tattered leaf and whacked against the wall, puffing more feathers. Blondi slid down to the floor, leaving smears of gore against the paint. The bloody mass that had been a bird of prey twitched a few times, then was still.
 Michael looked at his hand. Black hair seethed and rippled over the powerful claw of a wolf, and the curved nails were wet with Blondi’s blood and entrails. The forearm muscles bulged under his sleeve, straining the seam. The hairs had advanced almost up to his shoulder, and he could feel his bones starting to warp and change.
 No, he thought. Not here.
 He stood up, on human legs. It took him a moment to stop the change before it overwhelmed him, because the odor of blood and violence had flamed his nerves. The curved nails withdrew, with little pricklings of pain. The hair retreated, making his flesh itch. And then it was over, and he was human again except for a taste of musky wildness in his mouth.
 He hurried out to the terrace. Boots and the girl had disappeared into Blok’s suite. Michael wished there was something he could do to cover his tracks, but the damage was done; he stepped over the balustrade, got onto the ledge, and made his way to the southeast corner, where he descended to the level below by using the carved gargoyle faces and geometric figures again. In another eight or nine minutes he stepped onto the balcony of Chesna’s suite, and went inside, closing the terrace doors behind him.
 Now he felt as if he could breathe again. But where was Chesna? Still at the Brimstone Club’s gathering, of course. Maybe he ought to make another appearance as well—but not in a hawk-clawed tuxedo jacket. He went into the bathroom and scrubbed all traces of blood from beneath the fingernails of his right hand, then changed into a fresh white shirt and put on a dark gray suit jacket with black velvet lapels. He Wore his white bow tie again, since that had survived the blood spattering. His shoes were scuffed, but they’d have to do. He checked himself quickly in a mirror, making sure he hadn’t missed a spot of crimson or a golden feather, and then he left the room and took an elevator to the lobby.
 The Brimstone Club’s meeting was apparently over, because the lobby teemed with Nazi officers and their companions. Laughter boomed out from beer-sotted throats. Michael searched for Chesna in the crowd—and felt a hand grasp his shoulder.
 He turned, and found himself face-to-face with Harry Sandler.
 “Been lookin’ for you. All over,” Sandler said; his eyes were bloodshot, his mouth wet and slack. “Where’d you go?” Beer had finished the job wine had begun.
 “For a walk,” Michael answered. “I wasn’t feeling well. Have you seen Chesna?”
 “Yeah. She’s been lookin’ for you, too. Asked me to help. Good show, wasn’t it?”
 “Where’s Chesna?” Michael repeated. He pulled loose from Sandler’s hand.
 “Last I saw, she was in the courtyard. Out there.” He nodded toward the entrance. “Thought you’d decided to go back home and pick some more tulips. Come on, I’ll take you to her.” Sandler motioned him to follow, and the big-game hunter began staggering and weaving across the lobby.
 Michael hesitated. Sandler stopped. “Come on, Baron. She’s lookin’ for her loverboy.”
 He followed Sandler, through the crowd toward the Reich-kronen entrance. How the matter of the disemboweled hawk was going to be handled, he didn’t know. Chesna was an intelligent, charming woman; she’d think of something. He was glad Mouse hadn’t seen any of that hideous “entertainment,” because it might have snapped the little man’s last threads. One thing was clear to Michael: somehow, they had to find out what Gustav Hildebrand was working on. And, if possible, they had to get to Skarpa. But Norway was a long way from Berlin, and Berlin held enough danger on its own. Michael followed Harry Sandler down the steps, where the hunter almost lost his balance and broke his neck, which would have taken care of a task Michael planned to complete very shortly. They crossed the courtyard, the stones holding puddles of rainwater.
 “Where is she?” Michael asked, walking beside Sandler.
 “This way.” He pointed toward the dark trail of the river. “There’s a garden. Maybe you can tell me what kind of flowers are in it. Right?”
 Michael heard something in the man’s voice. A hardness, beneath the drunken slurring. His steps slowed. It occurred to him that Sandler was walking faster, keeping his balance on the uneven stones. Sandler wasn’t as drunk as he pretended to be. Now what was this all a—
 Sandler said, “Here he is,” in a quiet, sober voice.
 A man stepped out from behind a section of broken stone wall. He wore black gloves and a long gray coat.
 There was a sound behind Michael: a boot sole, scraping stone. Michael whirled around and saw another man in a gray coat almost upon him. The man took two long strides, and the hand he’d already lifted came down. The blackjack he gripped in his fist hit Michael Gallatin on the side of the head and drove him to his knees.
 “Hurry!” Sandler urged. “Get him up, damn it!”
 A black car pulled up. Michael, adrift in a haze of pain, heard a door open. No, not a door. Heavier. The trunk lid? He was lifted up, and his scuffed shoes dragged across the stones. He let his body slump; it had all happened so fast, the gears of his brain had been knocked loose. The two men dragged him toward the car trunk. “Hurry!” Sandler hissed. Michael was lifted up, and he realized they were going to fold him up like a piece of luggage and throw him in the musty-smelling trunk. Oh no, he decided. Can’t let them do that, oh no. He tensed his muscles then and drove his right elbow sharply backward. It hit something bony, and he heard one of the men curse. A fist struck him hard in the kidneys, and an arm gripped him around the throat from behind. Michael fought them, trying to get loose. If he could just get his feet on the ground, he thought dazedly, he’d be fine.
 He heard the whistle of air, and knew the blackjack was falling again.
 It hit the back of his skull, making black explosions burst across the white landscape of a ghost world.
 Musty smell. Sound of a coffin lid slamming shut. No. Trunk lid. My head… my head…
 He heard the sound of a well-tuned engine. The car was moving.
 Michael tried to lift his head, and when he did, an iron fist of pain closed around him, and dragged him under.

EIGHT
Youth’s Last Flower

1

On a morning in the summer of Mikhail’s fourteenth year, as the sun warmed the earth and the forest bloomed green as young dreams, a black wolf ran.
 He knew the tricks now: Wiktor and Nikita had taught him. You propelled your body with the back legs, braked and turned with the front. You were always alert to the surface under your paws: soft dirt, mud, rocks, sand. All those called for different touches, different tensions of the body. Sometimes you kept your muscles tight as new springs, sometimes relaxed like old bands of rubber. But—and this was a very important lesson, Wiktor had said sternly—you remained constantly aware. That was a word Wiktor used many times, beating it into Mikhail’s impatient brain like a bent nail. Aware. Of your own body, the keen rumbling of the lungs, the pumping of the blood, the movement of muscles and sinews, and the rhythm of four legs. Of the sun in the sky, and the direction you were traveling. Of your surroundings, and how to get home again. Of not only the world in front of you, but what was happening to right, left, behind, above, and below. Of the scent trails of small game and the sounds of animals fleeing your own scent. Aware of all these things and many more. Mikhail had never realized that being a wolf was such hard work.
 But it was becoming second nature. The pain of transformation had lessened, though Wiktor had told him it would never entirely go away. Pain, as Mikhail understood it, was a fact of life. Still, the pain of change paled before the utter, exuberant thrill that Mikhail felt whenever his body bounded on all fours through the forest, his muscles rippling beneath his flesh and the sensation of power beyond anything he’d ever known. He was still a small wolf, but Wiktor said he’d grow. He was a fast learner, Wiktor said. He had a good head on his shoulders. In these burning days of summer Mikhail spent most of his time in the shape of a wolf, feeling naked and pale as a maggot when he wore his boy skin. He slept very little; every day and night there were new explorations to make, new things to see from eyes that missed nothing. Objects that had been matter-of-factly familiar to his human vision were a revelation to his wolf’s gaze: rain was a shower of shimmering colors, the tracks of small animals in high grass were edged with the faint blue of body heat, the wind itself seemed to be a complex living thing that brought news of other lives and deaths from across the forest.
 And the moon. Oh, the moon!
 The wolf’s eye saw it differently. An endlessly fascinating silver hole in the night, sometimes edged with bright blue, sometimes crimson, sometimes a hue that was beyond description. The moonlight fell in silver spears, lighting the forest like a cathedral. It was the most beautiful glow Mikhail had ever seen, and in that awesome beauty the wolves—even three-legged Franco—gathered on high rocks and sang. The songs were paeans of mingled joy and sadness: We are alive, the songs said, and we wish to live forever. But life is a passing thing, as the moon passes across the sky, and all the eyes of wolves and men must grow dim, and close.
 But we’ll sing, while there’s such a light as this!
 Mikhail ran for the thrill of running. Sometimes, when he returned to human form after hours spent on four legs, he had trouble balancing on two. They were weak, white stalks, and you couldn’t get them to go fast enough. Speed was what entranced Mikhail; the ability of movement, of cutting left and right and having a tail that acted like a rudder keeping your balance in turns. Wiktor said he was becoming too enraptured with his wolf’s body, and neglecting his studies. It wasn’t only the changing of shape that made the miracle, Wiktor told him; it was the brain in the wolf’s skull that could follow a scent of an injured stag on the wind and recite Shakespeare at the same time.
 He burst through the underbrush and found a pond in a hollow rimmed with rocks. The fragrance of the cool water on such a hot, dusty day was a beckoning perfume. There were still some things a human boy could do better than a wolf, and one of them was swimming. He rolled in the soft grass for the mighty pleasure of it. Then he lay on his side, panting, and let the change come over him. How this worked exactly was still a mystery to him: it began by imagining himself as a boy, just as he imagined himself a wolf when he desired to change in the other direction. The more complete and detailed he saw himself in his mind’s eye, the faster and smoother the change. It was a matter of concentration, of training the mind. Of course there were problems; sometimes an arm or leg refused to obey, and once his head had balked. All this led to much merriment for the other members of the pack, but considerable discomfort for Mikhail. But with practice he was getting better. As Wiktor told him, Rome wasn’t built in a day.
 Mikhail leaped into the water, and it closed over his head. He came up spouting, and then he arched his white body and dove into the depths. As he stroked along the rocky bottom, he remembered how and where he’d first learned to swim: as a child, under the tutelage of his mother, in a huge indoor pool in St. Petersburg. Had that been him, really? A pampered, shy youth who wore shirts with high starched collars and took piano lessons? That seemed like a foreign world now, and all the people who had inhabited it had almost faded away. Nothing was real, except this life and the forest.
 He shot up to the surface, and as he shook the water from his hair he heard her laugh.
 Startled, he looked around and saw her. She was sitting on a rock, her long hair the color of spun gold in the sunlight. Alekza was as naked as he, but her body was infinitely more interesting. “Oh look!” she said teasingly. “What a minnow I’ve found!”
 Mikhail treaded water. “What are you doing out here?”
 “What are you doing in there?”
 “Swimming,” he answered. “What does it look like?”
 “It looks silly. Cool, but silly.”
 She couldn’t swim, he thought. Had she followed him from the white palace? “It is cool,” he told her. “Especially after you run.” He could tell that Alekza had been running; her body was moist with a fine sheen of sweat.
 Alekza carefully eased down on the rock, reached forward, and cupped a hand into the water. She lifted it to her mouth and lapped it like an animal, then poured the rest of it over the golden down between her thighs. “Oh yes,” she said, and smiled at him. “It is cool, isn’t it?”
 Mikhail was beginning to feel much warmer. He swam away from her, but it was a small pond. He swam in circles, pretending that he didn’t even notice as she stretched out against the rock and offered her body to the sun. And, of course, to his gaze. He averted his face. What was wrong with him? Lately, through the spring and now into the summer, Alekza had been much on his mind. Her blond hair, her ice-blue eyes when she was in her human form, her blond fur and proud tail when she was wolfen. The mystery between her thighs pulled at him. He’d had dreams… no, no, those were indecent.
 “You have a beautiful back,” she told him. Her voice was soft; there was something pliable in it. “It looks so strong.”
 He swam a little faster. Maybe to make the muscles of his back tense, maybe not.
 “When you come out,” Alekza said, “I’ll dry you off.”
 Mikhail’s penis had already guessed at how that was to be accomplished and grown hard as the rock Alekza perched on. He kept swimming as Alekza sunned herself and waited.
 He could stay in the pond until she got tired and went back home, he thought. She was an animal: that’s what Renati said about her. But, as Mikhail’s swimming began to slow and his heart pounded with an unknown passion, he knew his time with Alekza would be soon, if not today. She wanted him, wanted what he had. And he was curious; there were lessons Wiktor could not teach. Alekza was waiting, and the sun was hot. Its glare off the water made him feel dizzy. He made two more circles, turning the situation over in his mind. A vital part of him had already made its decision.
 He pulled himself out of the water, feeling a mixture of longing and fear as he watched Alekza stand up, her breasts drawing tight as she looked at what he offered. She came down off the rock, and he stood in the grass and waited.
 She took his hand, guided him into the shade, and there he lay down on a bed of moss. She knelt beside him. Alekza was beautiful, though up close Mikhail could see that lines had deepened around her eyes and at the corners of her mouth. The wolf’s life was hard, and Alekza was no longer a maiden. But her ice-blue eyes promised pleasures beyond his dreams, and she leaned forward and pressed her lips against his. He had a lot to learn about the art of love; his first lesson had begun.
 Alekza made good her promise to dry him off, using her tongue. She began at the south and crawled ever so slowly northward, licking dry his legs, slowly lapping the water that beaded on his shivering skin.
 She came to his blood-gorged center, and there she displayed the true quality of an animal: the love of fresh meat. Alekza engulfed him, as Mikhail moaned and sank his fingers into her hair. Like an animal also, she was fond of using her teeth, and she bit and licked up and down as pressure rapidly built in his loins. He heard a roaring in his head, and luminous streaks leaped through his brain like summer lightning. Alekza’s warm mouth held him, her fingers squeezing at the base of his testicles. He felt his body convulse, a movement that was beyond his control, and for a number of seconds his muscles tensed as if they were about to rip through the flesh. The lightning in his brain danced, striking his nerves and flaming them. He groaned: a bestial sound.
 Alekza released her grip on him and watched the seed fountain from Mikhail’s body. He convulsed a second time, and delivered another hot white explosion. She smiled, proud of her power over this young flesh; then, as Mikhail’s banner began to droop, she continued her journey of the tongue across his stomach, over his chest, and playing circles around and around on his skin. Goose bumps seethed in the wake of her passage. Mikhail began to harden again, and as his mind cleared from its initial delirium he realized now that there was more to be learned than the monks had ever dreamed.
 Their mouths met, and lingered. Alekza bit at his tongue and lips, she grasped his hands and placed them on her breasts, and then she sat astride his thighs and eased herself down on him. They were connected, a pulse clenched within moist heat. Alekza’s hips began a slow rhythm that gradually increased in power and intensity, her eyes staring into his and her face and breasts glistening with sweat. Mikhail was a fast student; he rocked deeper into her, meeting her movements, and as their thrusts became harder and more urgent, Alekza threw back her head, her golden hair cascading around her shoulders, and cried out with joy.
 He felt her shudder, her eyes closed and her lips making soft moaning noises. She offered her breasts to his kisses, her hips moving in tight, hard circles, and then Mikhail was overcome by that uncontrollable convulsion again. As his muscles tensed and the blood roared through his veins, a bounty of his essence exploded into Alekza’s warm wetness. He felt stretched, his bones throbbing with swampy heat. The sky might have crashed down on his face like blue glass, and he wouldn’t have cared. He drifted in an unknown land, but one thing he was certain of: he liked this place, very much. And he wanted to go back again as soon as he could manage the journey.
 He was ready again faster than he would have thought. Body to body, he and Alekza rolled over the bed of moss, out of the shade and into the sunlight. Now she was underneath him, her legs up over his hips, and she laughed at his eagerness as he plunged deep again. This was better than swimming; he couldn’t find the bottom of Alekza’s pond. The sun beat down on them, its heat making their flesh wet and melding them together. It burned away the last vestiges of Mikhail’s shyness, as well, and he met her thrusts with steady power. Her thighs were pressed against his sides, her mouth urging at his tongue, his back arching as he stroked in her depths.
 As their bodies moved again through tension toward release, it happened without warning. Blond hair scurried over Alekza’s stomach, over her thighs and arms. She gasped, her eyes dazed with pleasure, and Mikhail caught her wild, pungent odor. That smell triggered the wolf in him, and black hair rippled over his back, underneath her clenching fingers. Alekza contorted and began to change, her gritted teeth lengthening into fangs, her beautiful face taking on another form of beauty. Mikhail, still embraced within her, let himself go, too; black hair emerged over his shoulders, his arms, buttocks, and legs. Their bodies writhed in a mingling of passion and pain, and they turned and angled so the body that was becoming a black wolf was mounting the emergent blond wolf from behind. And in the instant before the change became complete, Mikhail shuddered as his seed entered Alekza. The pleasure overwhelmed him, and he threw back his head and howled. Alekza joined his singing, their voices combining in harmony, breaking apart and combining again: another kind of lovemaking.
 Mikhail pulled out of her. The spirit was still willing, but the black-haired testicles were drained. Alekza rolled in the grass, then jumped up and ran in circles, snapping at her tail. Mikhail tried to run, too, but his legs gave way and he lay in the sun with his tongue hanging out. Alekza nuzzled him, rolled him over, and licked his belly. He basked in the attention, his eyes heavy-lidded, and he thought that there would never be another day like this one.
 As the sun began to sink and the sky turned red, Alekza picked up the scent of a rabbit in the breeze. She and Mikhail started following it, racing each other through the woods to see who could track down the rabbit first, and as they ran they bounded back and forth over each other, happy as any lovers on earth.
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This was a golden time. As autumn passed into winter, Mikhail’s continued dalliances with Alekza resulted in the swelling of her belly. Wiktor demanded more and more of Mikhail’s time as the days shortened and the frost bloomed; the lessons had advanced, and now involved higher mathematics, theories of civilization, religion, and philosophy. But Mikhail, amazingly even to himself, found his mind craving knowledge just as his body craved Alekza. A double doorway had been opened: one to the mysteries of sex, one to the questions of life. Mikhail sat without fidgeting as Wiktor pushed him to think; and not only to think, but to make up his own mind about things. In their discussion of religion, Wiktor raised a question that had no answer: “What is the lycanthrope, in the eye of God? A cursed beast, or a child of miracle?”
 The winter was a rare animal: a comparatively mild few months in which there were only three blizzards and hunting was almost always easy. It passed, and spring came again, and the pack counted itself blessed. Renati came with news one morning in May: two travelers—a man and a woman—in a wagon on the forest road. Their horse would be good meat, and they might bring the travelers into the fold. Wiktor agreed; the pack, now numbering only five members, could stand some new blood.
 It was done with military precision. Nikita and Mikhail stalked the wagon on either side of the road while Renati followed behind and Wiktor went ahead to choose the place of ambush. The signal was given: Wiktor’s strong voice, calling out as the wagon rumbled along beneath the dense pines. At once Nikita and Mikhail struck from both sides, leaping from the underbrush, and Renati bounded in from the rear. Wiktor jumped out of his hiding place, making the horse scream and leap in its traces. Mikhail saw the panic-stricken faces of the travelers; the man was bearded and thin, the woman dressed in a peasant’s sackcloth. Nikita went for the man, biting into the forearm and dragging him off the wagon. Mikhail started to strike for the woman’s shoulder, as Wiktor had instructed him, but he paused with his fangs bared and the saliva drooling. He remembered his own agony, and he couldn’t bear to put another human being through that torment. The woman screamed, her hands up before her face. And then Renati leaped up onto the wagon, sank her fangs into the woman’s shoulder, and knocked her to the ground. Wiktor sprang for the horse’s throat, hanging on as the horse began to run. The animal didn’t get very far before Wiktor brought it down, but Wiktor came out of the encounter covered with scrapes and ugly blue bruises.
 In the depths of the white palace, the man died during his rite of passage. The woman survived, at least in body. Her mind, however, did not. She spent all her time huddled up in a corner, her back against the wall, sobbing and praying. No one could get her to speak anything but gibberish, not even to say her name or where she was from. She prayed night and day for death, until finally Wiktor gave her what she asked for, and put her out of her misery. On that day the pack hardly spoke to each other; Mikhail went running far away and back, and one word kept repeating itself over and over in his mind: monster.
 Alekza gave birth, at the zenith of summer. Mikhail watched the infant emerge, and when Alekza asked eagerly, “Is it a boy? Is it a boy?” Renati mopped her brow and answered, “Yes. A fine, healthy son.”
 The infant lived through its first week. Alekza named him Petyr, after an uncle she remembered from her childhood. Petyr had strong lungs, and Mikhail liked to sing along with him. Even Franco—whose heart had been softened as he learned to get about on three legs—was entranced by the child, but it was Wiktor who spent the most time near the newborn, watching with his amber eyes as Petyr suckled. Alekza giggled like a schoolgirl as she held the infant, but everyone knew what Wiktor was looking for: the first signs of the war between wolf and human in the child’s body. Either it would survive that war, and the body would make a truce between its natures, or it would not. Another week passed, then a month; Petyr still survived, still squalled and suckled.
 Winds lashed the forest. A rainstorm was coming; the pack could smell its sweetness. But this was the night of the summer’s last train, on its way east to be caged until next season. Both Nikita and Mikhail had come to see the train as a living thing, as night after night they raced it along the tracks, beginning in human form and trying to cross in front of it as wolves before it roared into the eastern tunnel. They both were getting faster, but it seemed that the train was getting faster, too. Possibly a new engineer, Nikita had said. This man doesn’t know the meaning of brakes. Mikhail agreed; the train had begun to come out of the western tunnel like a hell-bent demon, racing to reach home before the dawn light turned its heart to iron. Twice Nikita had completed the change and almost made the leap that would carry him through the beam of the train’s cyclopean eye, but the train had picked up speed with a gout of black smoke and a rain of cinders and at the last second Nikita’s nerve had faltered. The red lamp on the train’s last car swung as if in mockery, and the light glowed in Nikita’s eyes until it faded away in the long tunnel.
 As the pines and oaks swayed on either side of the ravine and all the world seemed in tumultuous motion, Mikhail and Nikita waited in the dark for the summer’s last train. Both of them were naked, having run from the white palace as wolves. They sat on the edge of the tracks, near the western tunnel’s opening, and every so often Nikita would reach out and touch the rails, expecting to feel a trembling. “He’s late,” Nikita said. “He’ll be going faster than ever, trying to make up the time.”
 Mikhail nodded thoughtfully and chewed on a weed. He looked up, watching the clouds move like plates of metal in the sky. Then he touched the rails; they were silent. “Maybe he broke down.”
 “Maybe he did,” Nikita agreed. Then, frowning: “No, no! It’s the final run! They’ll get that train home tonight if they have to push it!” He tore up a clump of grass and, getting impatient, watched it fly before the wind. “The train will be here,” he said.
 They were silent for a few moments, listening to the noise of the trees. Mikhail asked, “Do you think he’ll live?”
 That question had never been very far from all their minds. Nikita shrugged. “I don’t know. He seems healthy enough, but… it’s hard to tell.” He felt the rail again; no train. “You must have something strong inside you. Something very special.”
 “Like what?” That puzzled Mikhail, because he’d never thought of himself as any different from the rest of the pack.
 “Well, look how many times I’ve tried to father a child. Or Franco. Or even Wiktor. My God, you’d think Wiktor could pop them out right and left. But the babies usually died within a few days, and those that lasted any longer were in such pain it was a horror to behold. Now here you are—fifteen years old—and you father a child who’s lasted a month and seems all right. And the way you endured your own change, too; you just held on, long after the rest of us had given you up. Oh, Renati says she always knew you’d live, but she thought of the Garden every time she looked at you. Franco was betting scraps of food that you’d die within a week—and now he thanks God every day that you didn’t!” He tilted his head slightly, listening for the sound of wheels. “Wiktor knows,” he said.
 “Knows what?”
 “He knows what I do. What we all do. You’re different, somehow. Stronger. Smarter. Why do you think Wiktor spends so much time going through those books with you?”
 “He enjoys teaching.”
 “Oh, is that what he’s told you?” Nikita grunted. “Well, why didn’t he want to teach me? Or Franco, or Alekza? Or any of the others? Did he think we had rocks in our heads?” He answered his question himself: “No. He spends his time teaching you because he thinks you’re worth the effort. And why is that? Because you want to know.” He nodded when Mikhail scoffed. “It’s true! I’ve heard Wiktor say it: he believes there’s a future for you.”
 “A future? There’s a future for all of us, isn’t there?”
 “That’s not what I mean. A future beyond this.” He made an expansive gesture that enfolded the forest. “Where we are now.”
 “You mean…” Mikhail leaned forward. “Leave here?”
 “That’s right. Or, at least, that’s what Wiktor believes. He thinks that someday you might leave the forest, and that you could even take care of yourself out there.”
 “Alone? Without the pack?”
 Nikita nodded. “Yes. Alone.”
 It was too incredible to consider. How could any member of the pack survive, alone? No, no; it was unthinkable! Mikhail was going to stay here forever, with the pack. There would always be a pack. Wouldn’t there? “If I left the forest, who would take care of Alekza and Petyr?”
 “That I don’t know. But Alekza has what she’s been living for: a boy child. The way she smiles… well, she doesn’t even look like the same person anymore. Alekza wouldn’t survive out there”—he jerked a finger toward the west—“and Wiktor knows it. Alekza knows it, too. She’ll live out the rest of her life here. And so will I, Wiktor, Franco, and Renati. We’re old, hairy relics, aren’t we?” He grinned broadly, but there was a little sadness in his smile. His grin faded. “Who knows about Petyr? Who knows if he’ll even live another week, or what his mind will be like when he gets older? He might be like that woman who cried in the corner all day long. Or…” He glanced at Mikhail. “Or he might be like you. Who knows?” Nikita cocked his head again, listening. His eyes narrowed. He put a finger on the rail, and Mikhail saw him smile faintly. “The train’s coming. Fast, too. He’s running late!”
 Mikhail touched the rail and felt the distant train’s power vibrating in it. Drops of rain began to fall, pocking up little puffs of dust from along the tracks. Nikita stood up and moved into the shelter of some trees next to the tunnel opening. Mikhail went with him, and they crouched down like sprinters ready for bursts of speed. The rain was falling harder. In another moment it was coming down in sheets, and the rails were drenched. Also, the ground was rapidly turning to mud. Mikhail didn’t like this; their footing would be unstable. He pushed his wet hair out of his eyes. Now they could hear the thunder of the train, fast approaching. Mikhail said, “I don’t think we should go tonight.”
 “Why not? Because of a little rain?” Nikita shook his head, his body tensed for the race. “I’ve run in rain worse than this!”
 “The ground… there’s too much mud.”
 “I’m not afraid!” Nikita snapped. “Oh, I’ve had dreams about that red lamp on the last car! Winking at me like Satan’s eye! I’m going to beat the train tonight! I feel it, Mikhail! I can do it if I run just a little faster! Just a little bit—”
 The train’s headlamp exploded from the tunnel, the long black engine and the boxcars following. The new engineer had no fear of wet tracks. Rain and wind gusted into Mikhail’s face, and he yelled, “No!” and reached for Nikita but Nikita was already gone, a white blur running alongside the rails. Mikhail sprinted after him, trying to stop him; the rain and wind were too strong, the train going too fast. His feet slid in the mud, and he almost fell against the speeding train. He could hear the rain hissing off the hot engine like a chorus of snakes. He kept going, trying to run Nikita down, and he saw that Nikita’s footprints in the mud were changing to the paws of a wolf.
 Nikita was contorted forward, almost running on all fours. His body was no longer white. Rain whirled around him—and then Mikhail lost his balance, falling forward and sliding in the mud. Rain crashed down on his shoulders and mud blinded him. He tried to scramble up, fell again, and lay there as the train roared along its track and into the eastern tunnel. It vanished, leaving a scrawl of red light on the tunnel’s rock; then that, too, was gone.
 Mikhail sat up in the downpour, rain streaming over his face. “Nikita!” he shouted. Neither human nor wolf replied. Mikhail stood up and began walking through the mud toward the eastern tunnel. “Nikita! Where are you?”
 He couldn’t see Nikita. The rain was still slamming down. Whirling cinders hissed out long before they touched the ground. The air smelled of scorched iron and wet heat.
 “Nikita?” There was no sign of him on this side of the tracks. He made it! Mikhail thought, and felt a burst of joy. He made it! He made—
 Something lay over on the other side of the tracks. A shapeless, trembling form.
 Steam rose from the rails. On the tunnel’s floor, cinders still glowed. And about eight feet from its entrance, lying sprawled in the weeds, was Nikita.
 The wolf had leaped in front of the train, but the train had won. Its cowcatcher had torn Nikita’s hindquarters away. His back legs were gone, and what remained of Nikita made Mikhail gasp and fall to his knees. He couldn’t help it; he Was sick, and that mingled with the blood washing along the railroad tracks.
 Nikita made a noise: a soft, terrible moan.
 Mikhail lifted his face to the sky, and let the rain beat it. He heard Nikita’s moan again, ending in a whimper. He forced himself to look at his friend, and saw Nikita’s eyes staring back at him, the noble head twisted like a frail flower on a dark stalk. The mouth opened, and emitted that awful noise again. The eyes were dimmed, but they fixed on Mikhail and held him, and he read their message.
Kill me.
 Nikita’s body trembled in agony. The front legs tried to pull the rest of the ruined body away from the tracks, but there was no power left in them. The head thrashed, then fell back into the mud. With a mighty effort, Nikita lifted his head and stared once more, imploringly, at the boy who sat on his knees in the downpour.
 Nikita was dying, of course. But not fast enough. Not nearly fast enough.
 Mikhail lowered his face and stared into the mud. Pieces of Nikita’s body, stippled with wolf hair and human flesh, lay around him like tattered pieces of a magnificent puzzle. Mikhail heard Nikita groan and closed his eyes; in his mind he saw a dying deer beside the tracks, and Nikita’s hands gripping the animal’s skull. He remembered the sharp twist Nikita had given the deer’s neck, followed by a noise of cracking bones. It had been an act of mercy, pure and simple. And it was no less than what Nikita now asked for.
 Mikhail stood up, staggered and almost went down again. He felt dreamlike, floating; in this sea of rain there were no edges. Nikita shivered and stared at him and waited. At last Mikhail moved. The mud caught his feet, but he pulled free and he knelt down beside his friend.
 Nikita lifted his head, offering his neck.
 Mikhail grasped the sides of the wolf’s skull. Nikita’s eyes closed, and the low moan continued in his throat.
 We could fix him, Mikhail thought. I don’t have to kill him. We could fix him. Wiktor would know how. We fixed Franco, didn’t we?
 But in his heart he knew this was far worse than Franco’s mangled leg. Nikita was near death, and he was only asking for deliverance from pain. It had all happened so quickly: the downpour, the train, the steaming tracks… so quickly, so quickly.
 Mikhail’s hands gripped tighter. He was shaking as hard as Nikita. He would have to do this right the first time. A dark haze was falling over his vision, and his eyes were filling up with rain. It would have to be done mercifully. Mikhail braced himself. One of Nikita’s forelegs lifted up, and the paw rested against Mikhail’s arm.
 “I’m sorry,” Mikhail whispered. He took a breath, and twisted as sharply as he could. He heard the cracking noise, and Nikita’s body twitched. Then Mikhail crawled frantically away through the rain and mud. He burrowed into the weeds and high grass, and curled up there as the torrent continued to beat down on him. When he dared to look at Nikita again, he saw the motionless, cleaved torso of a wolf with one human arm and hand. Mikhail sat on his haunches, his knees pulled up to his chin, and rocked himself. He stared at the carcass with its white-fleshed arm. It would have to be moved off the tracks, before the vultures found it in the morning. It would have to be buried deep.
 Nikita was gone. To where? Mikhail wondered. And Wiktor’s question came to him: what is the lycanthrope, in the eye of God?
 He felt something fall away from him. Perhaps it was youth’s last flower. What lay beneath it felt hard-edged and raw, like a seething wound. To get through this life, he thought, a man needed a heart that was plated with metal and pumped cinders. He would have to grow one, if he was going to survive.
 He stayed beside Nikita’s body until the rain ceased. The wind had gone, and the woods were peaceful. Then Mikhail ran home, through the dripping dark, to take Wiktor the news.
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Petyr was crying. It was the dead of winter, the wind howled outside the white palace, and Wiktor crouched over the child, now seven months old, as Petyr lay on a bed of dried grass. A small fire flickered nearby; the child was swaddled in deerskin and a blanket Renati had made from the travelers’ clothes. Petyr’s crying was a shrill quaver, but cold was not the child’s complaint. Wiktor, whose beard had started to show streaks of white amid the gray, touched Petyr’s forehead. The child’s skin was burning. Wiktor looked up at the others. “It’s begun,” he said, his voice grim.
 Alekza, too, started to cry. Wiktor snapped, “Hush that!” and Alekza crawled away to be by herself.
 “What can we do?” Mikhail asked, but he already knew the answer: nothing. Petyr was about to go through the trial of agony, and no one could help the child through that passage. Mikhail leaned over Petyr, his fingers busy at the blanket, folding it closer simply because his fingers wanted something to do. Petyr’s face was flushed, the ice-blue eyes rimmed with red. A small amount of dark hair was scattered over the child’s scalp. Alekza’s eyes, Mikhail thought. My hair. And within that frail body, the first battle of a long war was beginning.
 “He’s strong,” Franco said. “He’ll make it.” But his voice had no conviction. How could an infant survive such pain? Franco stood up, on his single leg, and used his pinewood staff to guide himself to his sleeping pallet.
 Wiktor, Renati, and Mikhail slept in a circle around the child. Alekza came back, and slept touching Mikhail. Petyr’s crying swelled and ebbed, became hoarse and still continued. So did the wail of the wind, beyond the walls.
 As the days went on, Petyr’s pain increased. They could tell, by the way he shivered and writhed, by the way he clenched his fists and seemed to be striking the air. They huddled around him; Petyr was hotter than the fire. Sometimes he screamed with silence, his mouth open and his eyes squeezed tightly shut. Other times his voice filled the chamber, and it was a sound that ripped Mikhail’s heart and made Alekza weep. In periods when the worst of the pain seemed to ebb, Alekza tried to feed Petyr bloody meat she’d already chewed into a soft paste; he accepted most of it, but he was getting weaker, shriveling up like an old man before their eyes. Still, Petyr clung to life. When the child’s crying would become so terrible that Mikhail thought God must surely end this suffering, the pain would break for perhaps three or four hours. Then it would come back, and the screaming would start again. Mikhail knew Alekza was nearing a crisis as well; her eyes looked like hollowed-out holes, and her hands trembled so much she could hardly guide food into her own mouth. She, too, was becoming older by the day.
 After a long and exhausting hunt, Mikhail was awakened one night by a hideous gasping sound. He sat up, started to move toward Petyr, but Wiktor pushed him aside in his haste to get to the baby. Renati said, “What is it? What’s wrong?” and Franco hobbled on his stick into the light. Alekza just stared, her eyes blank pools of shock. Wiktor knelt beside the child, and his face was ashen. The baby was silent. “He’s swallowed his tongue,” Wiktor said. “Mikhail, hold him from thrashing!”
 Mikhail gripped Petyr’s body; it was like touching a hot coal. “Hold him steady!” Wiktor shouted as he forced open the mouth and tried to hook the tongue with his finger. He couldn’t get it out. Petyr’s face had taken on a tinge of blue, and the lungs were heaving. The little hands clutched at the air. Wiktor’s finger explored the child’s mouth, found the tongue, and then he got a second finger clamped around it. He pulled; the tongue was caught in Petyr’s throat. “Get it out!” Renati yelled. “Wiktor, get it out!”
 Wiktor pulled again, harder. There was a popping noise as the tongue unjammed, but Petyr’s face was still turning blue. The lungs hitched, couldn’t draw in air. Sweat sparkled on Wiktor’s face, though his breath came out in a gray plume. He lifted Petyr up, held the baby by the heels, and whacked him on the back with the flat of his hand. Mikhail winced at the sound of the blow. Petyr still made no noise. Again Wiktor struck him on the back, harder. And a third time. There was a whoosh of rushing air, and a plume of it exploded from the child’s mouth. It was followed by a wail of pain and fury that made the storm’s voice sound feeble. Alekza held her arms out to take the baby. Wiktor gave him to her. She rocked the child, grateful tears creeping down her cheeks, and she lifted one of his little hands and pressed it against her lips.
 She pulled her head back, her eyes wide.
 Dark hairs had risen from the white infant flesh. The body in her arms was already contorting, and Petyr opened his mouth to make a mewling noise. Alekza looked up at Mikhail, then at Wiktor; he sat on his haunches, his chin resting on his clasped hands, and his amber eyes glinted in the firelight as he watched.
 Petyr’s face was changing, the muzzle beginning to form, the eyes sinking back into the dark-haired skull. Mikhail heard Renati gasp beside him, a sound of wonder. Petyr’s ears lengthened, edged with soft white hairs. The fingers of both hands and the toes of both feet were retracting, becoming claws with small hooked nails. Little popping noises chimed the shifting of bones and joints, and Petyr made grunting noises, but his crying seemed to be done. The change took perhaps a minute. Wiktor said quietly, “Put him down.”
 Alekza obeyed. The blue-eyed wolf pup, its sinewy body covered with fine black hairs, struggled to stand on all fours. Petyr made it up, fell, struggled to stand, and then fell again. Mikhail started to help him, but Wiktor said, “No. Let him do it on his own.”
 Petyr found his legs and was able to stand, the little body shivering, the blue eyes blinking with amazement. The stub of a tall wriggled, and the wolfen ears twitched. He took one step, then a second; his hind legs tangled and he went down once more. Petyr gave a short whuff of frustration, steam curling from his nostrils. Wiktor leaned forward, held out a finger, and ticked it back and forth in front of Petyr’s muzzle. The blue eyes followed it—and then Petyr’s head lunged out, the jaws opened, and clamped down on Wiktor’s finger.
 Wiktor worked his finger out of the pup’s jaws and held it up. A little drop of blood had appeared. “Congratulations,” he said to Mikhail and Alekza. “Your son has a new tooth.”
 Petyr, at least for the time being, had given up the battle with gravity. He squirmed across the floor, sniffing at the stones. A roach burst from a crack under Petyr’s nose and ran for its life, and Petyr gave a high yip of surprise, then continued his explorations.
 “He’ll turn back, won’t he?” Alekza asked Wiktor. “Won’t he?”
 “We’ll see,” Wiktor told her, and that was all he could offer.
 About halfway across the chamber Petyr stubbed his nose on a stone’s edge. He began yelping with pain, and as he rolled on the floor his body started changing back to human form again. The fine dark hair retreated into the flesh, the muzzle flattened into a nose—one of the nostrils bloody—and the paws became hands and feet. The yelping was now a steady, full-throated cry, and Alekza rushed to the baby and picked him up. She rocked him and cooed to him, and finally Petyr hiccuped a few times and ceased crying. He remained a human infant.
 “Well,” Wiktor said after a pause, “if our new addition survives the winter, he should be very interesting to watch.”
 “He’ll survive,” Alekza promised. The glint of life had returned to her eyes. “I’ll make him survive.”
 Wiktor admired his bitten finger. “My dear, I doubt if you’ll ever be able to make him do anything.” He glanced at Mikhail, and smiled slightly. “You’ve done well, son,” he said, and motioned Alekza and the baby back into the fire’s warmth.
 Son, Mikhail realized he’d said. Son. No man had ever called him son before, and something about that sounded like music. He would sleep that night, listening to Alekza crooning to Petyr, and he would dream of a tall, lean man in a military uniform who stood with a woman Mikhail had all but forgotten, and that man would have Wiktor’s face.
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At winter’s end Petyr was still alive. He accepted whatever food Alekza gave him, and though he had the habit of changing to a wolf pup without warning and driving the rest of the pack crazy with his constant yapping, he stayed mostly within human bounds. By summer he had all his teeth, and Wiktor kept his fingers away from the baby’s mouth.
 Some nights, Mikhail sat on the ravine’s edge and watched the train go past. He began counting the seconds off as it roared from the western tunnel into the eastern. Last year, he’d run the race halfheartedly with Nikita. It had never really mattered to him how fast he could change. He knew he was fairly quick about it, but he’d always lagged behind Nikita. Now, though, Nikita’s bones lay in the Garden, and the train—an invincible thing—breathed its black breath and shone its gleaming eye through the night. Mikhail had often wondered what the crew had thought when they’d found blood and bits of black-haired flesh on the cowcatcher. We hit an animal, they’d probably thought if they considered it at all. An animal. Something that shouldn’t have been in our way.
 Toward the middle of summer, Mikhail began to lope along with the train as it burst from the tunnel. He wasn’t racing it, just stretching his legs. The engine always left him in a whirl of sour black smoke, and cinders scorched his skin. And on those nights, after the train had disappeared into the tunnel, Mikhail crossed the tracks to where Nikita had died, and he sat in the weeds and thought, I could do it, if I wanted to. I could.
 Maybe.
 He would have to get a fast start. The tricky part was staying on your feet as your arms and legs changed. The way the backbone bowed your body over ruined your balance. And all the time your nerves and joints were shrieking, and if you tripped over your own paws, you could go into the side of the train, and a hundred other terrible things could happen. No, it wasn’t worth the risk.
 Mikhail always left telling himself he wouldn’t come back. But he knew it was a lie. The idea of speed, of testing himself against the beast that had killed Nikita, lured him. He began to run faster, alongside the train; but still not racing it, not yet. His balance still wasn’t good enough, and he fell every time he tried to change from human to wolf while running. It was a problem of timing, of keeping your footing until the front legs could come down and match the speed of the hind legs. Mikhail kept trying, and kept falling.
 Renati returned from a hunt one afternoon with startling news: to the northwest, less than five miles from the white palace, men had started cutting down trees. They’d already made a clearing, and were building shacks out of raw timbers. A road was being plowed through the brush. The men had many wagons, saws, and axes. Renati said she’d crept in close, in her wolf form, to watch them working; one of the men had seen her, she said, and pointed her out to the others before she could get back into the woods. What did it mean? she asked Wiktor.
 The beginning of a logging camp, he thought. Under no circumstances, he told the pack, were any of them to go near the place again, in either human or wolf form. The men would probably work through the summer and leave. It was best to let them alone.
 But from that point on, Mikhail noted that Wiktor became silent and brooding. He forbade anyone to hunt except at night. He was nervous, and paced back and forth in the chamber long after everyone else had settled down to rest. Soon, when the wind was right, Mikhail and the others could recline in the sun outside the white palace and hear the distant sound of axes and saws at work, gnawing the forest away.
 And the day came.
 Franco and Renati went out to hunt, as a crescent moon hung in the sky and the woods thrummed with the sound of crickets. Little more than an hour had passed before the noise of distant gunshots silenced the insects and echoed through the corridors of the white palace.
 Mikhail counted four shots as he stood up from Alekza’s side. Petyr played with a rabbit bone on the floor. Wiktor dropped the book of Latin he’d been reading to Mikhail and rose to his feet. Two more shots were fired, and the sounds made Mikhail flinch; he remembered very well the noise of gunfire, and what a bullet could do.
 As the last shot faded a howling began: Franco’s hoarse voice, panicked and calling for help.
 “Stay with Petyr,” Wiktor told Alekza, and as he strode toward the stone stairway he was already changing. Mikhail followed, and the two wolves left the white palace streaking through the darkness toward Franco’s wall. They had gone not quite a mile when they smelled the gunsmoke and the odor of men: a bitter, frightened sweat smell. Lanterns glowed in the woods, and the men were calling to each other. Franco had begun making a high, frantic yipping noise, an aural beacon that led Wiktor and Mikhail directly to him. They found him crouched on a bluff, amid dense underbrush, and before them lay a circle of tents around a campfire. Wiktor rammed his shoulder into Franco’s ribs to shut him up, and Franco lay on his belly in a submissive posture, his eyes glittering with terror—not of Wiktor, but of what now occurred in the firelit clearing.
 Two men with rifles slung around their shoulders dragged something out of the woods and into the light. There were six other men, all armed with either pistols or rifles and carrying lanterns. They gathered around the form that sprawled in the dust, and thrust out their lanterns over it.
 Mikhail felt Wiktor shiver. His own lungs seemed full of icy needles. There on the ground was the carcass of a wolf with russet fur, pierced by three bullet holes. Renati’s blood looked black in the lamplight. And there, for all to see, was a dead wolf with one human arm and a human leg.
 My God, Mikhail thought. Now they know.
 One of the loggers began to pray—a coarse, ranting Russian voice—and as he reached the end of his prayer he put the barrel of his rifle against Renati’s skull and blew it apart.
 “We heard the men,” Franco said when they’d gotten back to the chamber. He was shaking, and sweat gleamed on his skin. “They were laughing and talking around their fire. Making so much noise you’d have to be deaf not to hear them.”
 “You were stupid to go there!” Wiktor raged, spraying spittle. “Damn it to hell, they killed Renati!”
 “She wanted to get closer,” Franco went on dazedly. “I tried to turn her back, but… she wanted to see them. Wanted to get right up and hear what they were saying.” He shook his head, fighting shock. “We stood at the edge of the clearing… so close we could hear their hearts beat. And I think… something about them, so close, hypnotized her. Like seeing creatures from another world. Even when one of the men looked up and saw her, she still didn’t move. I think…” He blinked slowly, his brain gears sluggish. “I think… that for just one minute… she forgot she was a wolf.”
 “They’ll leave now, won’t they?” Alekza asked hopefully, holding the squirming child. “They’ll go away, back to where they came from.” No one answered her. “Won’t they?”
 “Pah!” Wiktor spat into the fire. “Who knows what they’ll do? Men are crazy!” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Maybe they’ll go. Maybe seeing Renati scared the shit out of them, and they’re already packing up. Damn it, they know about us now! There’s nothing more dangerous than a frightened Russian with a rifle!” He glanced quickly at Mikhail, then at the child in Alekza’s arms. “Maybe they’ll go,” Wiktor said, “but I won’t count on it. From now on, we keep a constant watch up in the tower. I’ll go first. Mikhail, will you take the second watch?” Mikhail nodded. “We’ll have to divide it among us into six-hour shifts,” Wiktor continued. He looked around at Alekza, Petyr, Franco, and Mikhail: the surviving members of the pack. He didn’t have to speak; his expression spoke for him, and Mikhail could read it. The pack was dying. Wiktor’s gaze wandered around the chamber, as if in search for the lost ones. “Renati’s dead,” he whispered, and Mikhail saw tears bloom in his eyes. “I loved her,” Wiktor said, to no one in particular. And then he gathered the folds of his deerskin robe about himself, abruptly turned away, and went up the stairs.
 Three days passed. The sound of saws and axes at work had ceased. On the fourth night after Renati’s death, Wiktor and Mikhail crept to the bluff that had overlooked the circle of tents. The tents were gone, and the campfire was cold. The stench of men was gone as well. Wiktor and Mikhail went northwest, following the swath of stumps, to find the loggers’ main camp. It, too, had been cleared out. The shacks were empty, the wagons gone. But the road they’d cut into the forest remained, like a brown scar on the earth. There was no trace of Renati’s carcass; the men had taken her with them, and what would happen when the eyes of the outside world saw the body of a wolf with a human arm and leg? The road pointed the way to the white palace. From Wiktor’s throat came a low groaning noise, and Mikhail understood what he meant: God help us.
 The summer moved on, a trail of scorching days. The loggers didn’t return, and no other wagons cut ruts on the forest road. Mikhail began to go out to the ravine at night again, and watched the train roar past. Its engineer seemed to be going even faster than before. He wondered if the man had heard about Renati, and the stories that would surely follow: in those woods live monsters.
 He raced the train a few times, always pulling up short when his body began to change from human to wolf and his balance was in jeopardy. The iron wheels hissed at him, and left him behind.
 The summer ended, the forest turned to gold and crimson, the sun’s rays slanted across the earth and the morning mist turned chill and lingered, and the soldiers came.
 They arrived with the first frost. There were twenty-two of them, in four horse-drawn wagons, and Wiktor and Mikhail crouched in the underbrush and watched them setting up camp in the logging shacks. All of the soldiers had rifles and some carried pistols, too. One of the wagons was full of supplies, and along with crates marked Danger! Explosives! there was a bulky-looking gun mounted on wheels. Instantly a man who must have been in charge posted sentries around the camp, and the soldiers began to dig trenches and put sharpened wooden stakes at the bottom of them. They unrolled nets and hung them in the trees, with trip wires going in all directions. Of course they left their smell on all the traps, so those nets and wires were easily avoided—but then half of the soldiers took two wagons and went along the logging road to the place where the tents had been set up, and there they set up their own tents, dug new trenches, and strung up more nets. They took the crates of explosives and the wheeled gun off their wagon, and when they test-fired the gun it sounded like the end of the world and slashed thin pines down like the work of a dozen axes.
 “A machine gun,” Wiktor said when they were back in the white palace. “They brought a machine gun! To kill us!” He shook his head incredulously, his beard full of white. “My God, they must think there are hundreds of us in here!”
 “I say we get out while we can,” Franco urged. “Right now, before those bastards come hunting for us!”
 “And where are we going to go, with winter coming? Maybe dig holes and live in them? We couldn’t survive without shelter!”
 “We can’t survive where we are! They’re going to start searching the woods, and sooner or later they’ll find us!”
 “So what shall we do?” Wiktor asked quietly, the firelight ruddy on his face. “Go to the soldiers and tell them we’re not to be feared? That we’re human beings, just like they are?” He smiled bitterly. “You go first, Franco, and we’ll see how they treat you.” Franco scowled and hobbled away on his staff, much more proficient on three legs than he was on one. Wiktor sat on his haunches and thought. Mikhail could tell what was going through the man’s mind: hunting was going to be much more difficult with the soldiers and their traps out in the woods; Franco was right, sooner or later the soldiers would find them; and what the soldiers might do to them when they were captured was unthinkable. Mikhail looked at Alekza, who held the child close. The soldiers would either kill us or cage us, Mikhail thought. Death would be preferable to iron bars.
 “The bastards chased me away from one home,” Wiktor said. “They won’t chase me from a second. I’m staying here, no matter what.” He stood up, his decision made. “The rest of you can try to find somewhere else, if you like. Maybe you can use one of those caves where we hunted the berserker, but I’ll be damned if I’ll crouch and shiver in a cave like a beast. No. This is my home.”
 There was a long silence. Alekza broke it, her voice thin and grasping false hope: “Maybe they’ll get tired of looking for us and leave. They won’t stay very long, not with winter almost here. They’ll be gone with the first snow.”
 “Yes!” Franco agreed. “They won’t stay when the weather turns cold, that’s for sure!”
 It was the first time the pack had ever longed for the icy breath of winter. One good snowfall would clear the soldiers out. But, though the air turned cold, the sky remained clear. Dead leaves fell from the trees, and from the underbrush Wiktor and Mikhail watched the soldiers as they roamed the woods, tight knots of men with rifles aimed in all directions. Once a group of them passed within a hundred yards of the white palace. They dug more trenches, put sharpened stakes at the bottom of them, and covered the trenches over with dirt and leaves. Wolf traps, Wiktor told Mikhail. The snares were of no consequence, but the soldiers were searching in expanding circles, and one terrible day Mikhail and Wiktor watched in agonized silence as the men stumbled upon the Garden. Hands and bayonets went to work, digging up the graves that had been repaired after the berserker’s death. And as those hands pulled the wolf and human bones from the earth, Mikhail lowered his head and turned away, unable to bear the sight.
 Snow dusted the forest. The northern wind promised brutality, but still the soldiers remained.
 October waned. The sky darkened, burdened with clouds. And on one morning, as Mikhail returned from hunting with a freshly killed rabbit in his jaws, he found the enemy less than fifty yards from the white palace.
 There were two of them, both carrying rifles. Mikhail darted into the brush and crouched, watching the soldiers approach. The men were talking to each other, something about Moscow; their voices were nervous, and their fingers clutched the triggers. Mikhail let the rabbit slide from his mouth. Please stop, he told the soldiers in his mind. Please go back. Please…
 They didn’t. Their boots crushed the foliage down, and every step took them closer to Wiktor, Franco, Alekza, and the child. Mikhail’s muscles tensed, his heart pounding. Please go back.
 The soldiers stopped. One of them lit a cigarette, cupping the match from the wind. “We’ve gone too far,” he said to the other man. “We’d better get back, or Novikov’ll skin us.”
 “That bastard’s crazy,” the second man observed, leaning on his rifle. “I say we set the whole damned woods on fire, and be done with it. Why the hell does he want to set up a new camp in this mess?” He looked around at the forest, with the awe and fear that told Mikhail the man was a city dweller. “Burn it to the ground and go home, that’s what I say.”
 The first man blew plumes of smoke from his nostrils. “That’s why we’re not officers, Stefan,” he said. “We’re too smart to wear stars. I’ll tell you, if I have to dig another damned trench, I’m going to let Novikov know where he can stick his—” He stopped, smoke whirling past his head, and stared through the trees. “What’s that?” he asked, his voice hushed.
 “What’s what?” Stefan looked around.
 “There.” The first man took two more steps forward and pointed. “Right there. See it?”
 Mikhail closed his eyes.
 “It’s a building,” the first man said. “See? There’s a minaret.”
 “My God, you’re right!” Stefan agreed. He instantly picked up his rifle and cocked it.
 The noise made Mikhail open his eyes again. The two soldiers stood not fifteen feet from him. “We’d better tell Novikov about this,” Stefan said. “I’ll be damned if I’m going any closer.” He turned away, hurriedly striding through the woods. The first man flicked his cigarette butt aside and followed his companion.
 Mikhail rose up from his crouch. He could not let them get back to their camp. Could not; must not. He thought of bones being wrenched from the Garden like fragile roots, of Renati’s skull being blown to pieces, of what these men would do to Alekza and Petyr once they returned with their guns and explosives.
 Rage burned in him, and a low growl started in his throat. The soldiers were crashing through the woods, almost running. Blood was still in Mikhail’s mouth from the dead rabbit; his body darted after the soldiers, a black streak through the gray forest. He ran silently, with the tight grace of a killer. And even as he closed on the two men and judged the point to begin his leap, he knew a simple fact: a wolf’s tears were no different from a human’s.
 He sprang up and forward, his hind legs like iron springs, and he landed on the cigarette smoker’s back before the man even knew he was there.
 Mikhail drove the man down, into the dead leaves, and clamped his jaws on the back of his neck. He wrenched the head violently left and right, heard the sound of bones splintering. The man thrashed, but it was the death throes of nerves and muscle. Mikhail finished breaking his neck, and the man died without a sound.
 There was a shuddered gasp. Mikhail looked up, his green eyes glittering.
 Stefan had turned, and was lifting his rifle.
 Mikhail saw the soldier’s finger tightening on the trigger. An instant before the bullet left the rifle Mikhail leaped aside, diving into the underbrush, and Russian lead kicked up a gout of Russian dust. A second shot rang out, the bullet passing over Mikhail’s shoulder and thunking into an oak tree. Mikhail swerved left and right, sliding to a sudden halt on a carpet of dead leaves, and heard the soldier running. The man bellowed for help, and Mikhail went after him like silent judgment.
 The soldier tripped over his own boots, scrambled up, and kept going. “Help me! Help me!” he screamed, and spun around to fire a shot at what he thought was coming up behind him. Mikhail, however, was circling around to cut him off from his camp. The soldier kept running and screaming, dead leaves in his hair, and Mikhail burst out of the underbrush and started to leap but in the next second there was no need to waste the energy.
 The ground opened under the soldier’s feet, and the man went down into the dirt and leaves. His screaming stopped, on a strangled note. Mikhail stood carefully on the trench’s edge and looked down. The soldier’s body twitched, even with seven or eight sharpened stakes piercing him. The smell of blood was very strong, and that coupled with Mikhail’s rage, caused him to spin around and around, snapping at his tail.
 In another moment he heard shouts: more soldiers, rapidly approaching. Mikhail turned and sped back to where the first man lay dead. He gripped the corpse’s neck between his jaws and struggled to haul the body into the brush. The body was heavy, and the flesh tore; it was a messy job. From the corner of his eye he saw a flash of white; Wiktor came to his side and helped him drag the corpse into the darkness beneath a thick stand of pines. Then Wiktor snapped at Mikhail’s muzzle, a signal for him to retreat. Mikhail hesitated, but Wiktor roughly shoved him with a shoulder and he obeyed. Wiktor crouched down in the leaves, listening to the sounds of the soldiers. There were eight of them, and as four pulled the dead man off the stakes the other four began to stalk through the forest, their rifles cocked and ready.
 The beasts had come, as Wiktor had always known they someday would. The beasts had come, and they would not be denied their bloody flesh.
 Wiktor stood up, a ghost amid the trees, and ran back to the white palace with the foul scent of the beasts in his nostrils.
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A hand gripped Mikhail’s shoulder, rousing him from a restless two hours of sleep, and a finger pressed against his lips.
 “Quiet,” Wiktor said, crouching next to him. “Just listen.” He glanced at Alekza, who was already awake and clutching Petyr close, then back to Mikhail.
 “What is it? What’s happening?” Franco stood up, with the help of his staff.
 “The soldiers are coming,” Wiktor answered, and Franco’s face blanched. “I saw them from the tower. Fifteen or sixteen of them, maybe more.” He’d seen them in the deep blue predawn light, darting from tree to tree, thinking they were invisible. Wiktor had heard the squeak of wheels; they’d brought their machine gun with them.
 “What are we going to do?” Franco’s voice quavered on the edge of panic. “We’ve got to get out while we can!”
 Wiktor looked at the low-burning fire, then slowly nodded. “All right,” he said. “We’ll go.”
 “Go?” Mikhail asked. “To where? This is our home!”
 “Forget that!” Franco told him. “We’ll have no chance if they catch us down here.”
 “He’s right,” Wiktor agreed. “We’ll hide in the forest. Maybe we can come back after the soldiers clear out.” The way he said it told them all he didn’t believe it; once the soldiers found the pack’s den, they might move in themselves before the first snow. Wiktor stood up. “We can’t stay here any longer.”
 Franco didn’t hesitate. He cast aside his staff, and gray hair began to scurry over his flesh. Within a minute he was changed, his body balanced on three legs. Mikhail would have changed, too, but Petyr still wore human skin and so Alekza couldn’t change either. He elected to remain human. Wiktor’s face and skull began the transformation; he threw off his robe, sleek white hair emerging from his chest, shoulders, and back. Franco was already going up the stone stairs. Mikhail grasped Alekza’s hand and pulled her and the child after him.
 Fully changed, Wiktor took the lead. They followed him through the winding passageways, past the high vaulted windows where the trees had broken through—and suddenly they saw the dawn sky light up. Not with the sun, which was still a red slash across the horizon, but with a sparkling, sizzling ball of white fire that rose from the forest and arced down, bathing everything with garish, incandescent light. The ball of fire fell in the palace’s courtyard, and two more rose up from the woods and fell after it. The third one smashed the remaining stained glass from a window and came into the palace itself, sputtering and glowing like a miniature sun.
 Wiktor barked at the others to keep moving. Mikhail lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the blinding glare, his other hand locked on Alekza’s. Franco ran on his three legs just behind Wiktor. Beyond the windows, darkness had turned to false, cold white daylight. Something about this was dreamlike to Mikhail, as if he moved through the corridors of a nightmare on sluggish legs. The glaring light cast grotesque, distorted shadows on the walls, merging those of human and wolf into new life-forms.
 Mikhail’s sense of unreality remained even when the soldier—a faceless shape—appeared in the corridor before them, lifted his rifle, and fired.
 Wiktor was already leaping for the man, but Mikhail heard Wiktor grunt and knew the bullet had hit its target. Wiktor drove the soldier down under his weight, and as the man screamed Wiktor tore his throat out with one savage twist.
 “They’re here! Over here!” another soldier shouted. “A dozen of them!” The noise of boots echoed on the stones. A second rifle fired, and sparks leaped off the wall just above Franco’s head. Wiktor turned, slamming into Franco to back him up the way they’d just come. Mikhail saw perhaps eight or nine soldiers in the corridor ahead; escape through that route was impossible. Wiktor was barking, his voice hoarse with pain, some of the soldiers were shouting, and Petyr wailed in Alekza’s arms. Two more shots rang out, both of the bullets ricocheting off the walls. Mikhail turned and ran, pulling Alekza with him. And then he came around the bend of a passage and stopped short, face-to-face with three soldiers.
 They gaped at him, surprised to see a human being. But the first man regained his wits and trained his rifle barrel at Mikhail’s chest.
 Mikhail heard himself growl. He reached out, a blur of motion, grasped the barrel, and uptilted it as the gun fired. He felt the hot streak of the bullet as it kissed his shoulder. His other arm lunged forward, and it was only when his hooked claws sank into the man’s eyes that he realized his hand had changed. It had happened in an instant, a miracle of mind over body, and as he tore the man’s eyes out the soldier screamed and staggered back into his companions. The third man fled, bellowing for help, but the second soldier began firing his rifle wildly, without aiming. Bullets shrieked off the walls and ceiling. A shape jumped past Mikhail; it had three legs, and it plowed headlong into the soldier’s belly. The man fought Franco, but it was Franco’s legs that were crippled, not his fangs. He tattered the soldier’s face and got a grip on the throat. Mikhail was on his knees, his body contorting, and he shook off his deerskin robe and let the change take him.
 There was a flash of metal. The soldier drove his arm down, and the knife he’d drawn sank into the back of Franco’s neck. Franco shuddered, but he didn’t release the man’s throat. The man pulled the knife out, struck again and again. Franco crunched down, crushing the soldier’s windpipe. The knife sank into Franco’s neck up to the hilt, and bloody spray burst from Franco’s nostrils.
 Two more soldiers appeared in the whirl of gunsmoke, fire sparking from their rifle barrels. A hammer blow hit Mikhail in the side, stealing his breath. Another bullet clipped his ear. Franco howled as a bullet struck him, but he propelled himself forward, the knife still in his neck, and sank his fangs into the leg of one of the soldiers. The other man shot Franco at point-blank range, but still Franco clawed and bit in a frenzy. Wiktor suddenly bounded out of the smoke, dark blood streaming from his shoulder, and he slammed into the second man, knocking him to the floor. Mikhail was fully changed now, the smell of blood and violence igniting his rage. He leaped upon the man Franco had attacked, and together he and Franco made quick work of him. Then Mikhail swerved and lunged onto Wiktor’s combatant, his fangs finding the throat and tearing it out.
 “Mikhail.”
 It had been a soft groan.
 He turned, and saw Alekza on her knees. Petyr was squalling, and she held him tightly. Her eyes looked glassy. A thin creeper of blood oozed from the corner of her mouth. Her knees were in a puddle of it. “Mikhail,” she whispered again, and offered the child to him.
 He couldn’t take Petyr. He needed hands, not paws.
 “Please,” she begged.
 But Mikhail couldn’t answer, either. The wolf’s tongue could form no words of human love, or need, or sorrow.
 Alekza’s ice-blue eyes rolled back into her head. She fell forward, still holding the child, and Mikhail realized that Petyr’s skull was going to smash on the stones.
 He leaped over a dead soldier and slid underneath the child, cushioning Petyr’s fall with his body.
 He heard more soldiers coming through the smoky corridor. Wiktor barked: a sound that urged him to follow. Mikhail stayed where he was, his mind dazed, his joints and muscles full of frost.
 Wiktor bit Mikhail’s wounded ear, and tugged at him. The soldiers were almost upon them, and Wiktor could hear the squeak of wheels: the machine gun.
 Franco staggered forward, gripping Mikhail’s tall between his teeth and jerking backward, almost ripping the tail off. The pain charged through Mikhail’s nerves. Petyr was still wailing, the soldiers were coming with their machine gun, and Alekza lay motionlessly on the stones. Wiktor and Franco kept pulling at Mikhail, urging him to get up. There was nothing more he could do, for either Alekza or his son. Mikhail raised up and snapped at Wiktor, driving him back, and then he eased carefully out from underneath Petyr so the child slid to the floor. He stood up, the taste of blood bitter in his mouth.
 The shapes of men stood in the smoke. There was the sound of metal scraping metal: a firing bolt being drawn back.
 Franco lifted his head, awkwardly because of the knife in his neck, and howled. The noise echoed along the passageway, and stilled the finger that reached for the machine gun’s trigger. And then Franco hobbled in the direction of the soldiers, his body tensing for a leap. He flung himself into the whirling smoke, his jaws gaping wide to tear whatever flesh his fangs might find. The machine gun chattered, and the bullets cut Franco in half.
 Wiktor turned in the opposite direction and ran along the corridor, jumping over the dead soldiers. The machine gun was still speaking, bullets ricocheting off the walls like hornets. Mikhail saw Alekza’s body shake as another bullet hit her, and a slug whined off the stones beside Petyr. It was Mikhail’s choice; he could either die here or try to get out. He whirled around and followed the white wolf.
 As soon as he sprinted away, he heard the machine gun cease firing. Petyr was still crying. One of the men shouted, “Hold your fire! There’s a child in there!”
 Mikhail didn’t stop. Petyr’s fate, whatever it might be, was beyond his control. But the machine gun didn’t fire again, and the rifles were silent. Maybe there was mercy in the Russian heart, after all. Mikhail didn’t look back; he kept going, right behind Wiktor, his mind already turning away from the present to the future.
 Wiktor found a narrow ascending staircase and went up, leaving drops of blood on the stones. Mikhail added his own blood to them. They got through a glassless window on the upper level, slid down the sloping roof, and crashed into the thicket beneath. Then they were running side by side into the forest, and when they’d gotten a safe distance, they both stood panting in the chill dawn light, the dead leaves beneath them spattered with drops of red. Wiktor burrowed into the leaves and lay there, half hidden, as he rasped with pain. Mikhail wandered in dazed circles until he fell, his strength gone. He began to lick his wounded side, but his tongue found no bullet; the slug had pierced the flesh and gone through at an angle, missing the ribs and internal organs. Still, Mikhail was losing a lot of blood. He crawled beneath the shelter of a pine tree and there he drifted into unconsciousness.
 When he awakened, the wind had picked up, swirling through the treetops. The day had passed; the sun was almost gone. Mikhail saw Wiktor, the white wolf burrowed in the leaves. He got up on all fours, staggered to Wiktor, and nudged him. At first he thought Wiktor was dead, because he was so terribly still, but then Wiktor groaned and rose up, a crust of dried blood around his mouth and his eyes dull and lost.
 Hunger gnawed in Mikhail’s belly, but he felt too drained to hunt. He staggered in one direction and then another, unable to decide what it was he should do. So he just stood in position, his head drooping and his side damp with blood again.
 From the distance there was a hollow booming noise. Mikhail’s ears twitched. The sound repeated itself. He realized it was coming from the southeast, where the white palace was.
 Wiktor walked through the forest and up a small, rocky ridge. He stood motionless, staring at something, and after a while Mikhail gathered his strength and climbed up the ridge to stand beside him.
 Dark smoke was rising, whirling in the wind. A red center of flames burned. As Wiktor and Mikhail watched, there was a third explosion. They could see chunks of stone flying into the sky, and they both knew what was happening: the soldiers were blowing the white palace to pieces.
 Two more blasts shot banners of fire into the falling dark. Mikhail saw the turreted tower—where his kite had been caught, long ago—crumple and go down. A larger explosion bloomed, and out of that blast flew what appeared to be fiery bats. They were caught in the wind, whirling around and around in fierce maelstroms, and in another moment Mikhail and Wiktor could smell the scorch and char of mindless destruction. Fiery bats spun over the forest, and began to fall.
 Some of them drifted down around the two wolves. Neither one had to look to see what they were. The burning pages were written in Latin, German, and Russian. Many of them held the remnants of colored illustrations, rendered by a master’s hand. For a moment it snowed black flakes of civilization’s dreams, and then the wind swept them up and away, and there was nothing left.
 Night claimed the world. The fires grew wild in the wind, and began to feed on trees. The two wolves stood atop their ridge of rocks. The flames gleamed redly in two sets of eyes: one that had seen the true nature of the beast, and hated that sight; and another that stared in dull submission, glazed with final tragedy. The flames leaped and danced, a mockery of happiness, and green pines shriveled to brown before their touch. Mikhail nudged Wiktor: it was time to go, to wherever they were going, but Wiktor didn’t move. Only much later, when they could both feel the advancing heat, did Wiktor make a noise: a deep, terrible groaning sound, the sound of defeat. Mikhail climbed down the ridge and barked for Wiktor to follow. Finally Wiktor turned away from the flames and came down, too, his body shivering and his head slung low.
 It was as true for wolves as it was for humans, Mikhail thought as they wound their way through the forest. Life was for the living. Alekza, Franco, Nikita… all the others, gone. And what of Petyr? Did his bones lie in the ruins of the white palace, or had the soldiers taken him? What would happen to Petyr, out in the wilderness? Mikhail realized he would probably never know, and maybe that was for the best. It struck him, quite suddenly, that he was a murderer. He had killed human beings, broken their necks and ripped out their throats and… God help him… it had been easy.
 And the worst thing was that there had been pleasure in the killing.
 Though the books were in ashes, their voices remained in Mikhail’s mind. He heard one of those voices now, from Shakespeare’s Richard II:

 With Cain go wander through the shade of night,
 And never show thy head by day nor light.
 Lords, I protest, my soul is full of woe,
 That blood should sprinkle me to make me grow.

 He went on into the forest, with Wiktor following, as the wind continued to whirl and the trees burned at their backs.
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When the snow came, Mikhail and Wiktor had been living for more than ten days in one of the caves where Wiktor had hunted the berserker. There was room for two wolves, but not two humans. The wind grew bitter, raging from the north, and returning to human form would be suicide. Wiktor was lethargic, and slept day and night. Mikhail hunted for them both, grasping whatever he could from the forest’s plate.
 True winter sank its icy roots. Mikhail traveled to the soldiers’ camp and found it empty. There was no trace of Petyr. The snow had filled in the wagon ruts and stolen all scent of men. Mikhail bypassed the large area of burned trees and the scorched ruin of stones where the white palace had been, and returned to the cave.
 On clear nights, when the blue-rimmed moon shone down and the sky was ablaze with stars, Mikhail sang. His song was all pain and longing now; the joy had been seared out of him. Wiktor remained in the cave, a ball of white fur, and his ears twitched occasionally at the black wolf’s song, but Mikhail sang alone. His voice echoed over the forest, carried by the roaming wind. There was no answer.
 Over the weeks and months that followed, Mikhail felt himself drifting further and further away from humanity. He had no need of that frail white body; four legs, claws, and fangs suited him now. Shakespeare, Socrates, higher mathematics, the languages of German, English, and Latin, history, and the theories of religion: they belonged to another world. In the realm to which Mikhail now belonged, the subject was survival. To fail those lessons meant death.
 The winter broke. Blizzards turned to rainstorms, and fresh green appeared across the forest. Mikhail returned from hunting one morning to find a naked old man with a white beard, sitting on his haunches on a pile of rocks at the highest point above the chasm. Wiktor squinted in the hard sunshine, his face wrinkled and pale, but he took his portion of the dead muskrat and ate it raw. He watched the sun climbing into the sky, his amber eyes devoid of light. His head tilted to one side, as if he’d heard a familiar sound. “Renati?” he called, his voice fragile. “Renati?”
 Mikhail lay down on his belly nearby, the chasm below them, chewing his food and trying to shut out the quavering voice. After a while, Wiktor put his hands to his face and wept, and Mikhail felt his heart shatter.
 Wiktor looked up, and seemed to see the black wolf for the first time. “Who are you?” he asked. “What are you?”
 Mikhail kept eating. He knew what he was.
 “Renati?” Wiktor called again. “Ah, there you are.” Mikhail saw Wiktor smile faintly, addressing thin air. “Renati, he thinks he’s a wolf. He thinks he’s going to stay here forever, and run on four legs. He’s forgotten what the miracle really is, Renati: that he’s human, inside that skin. And after I’m dust and gone where you are he thinks he’ll still be here, catching muskrats for his dinner.” He laughed a little bit, sharing a joke with a ghost. “To think what I put in his head, hour after hour!” His feeble fingers picked at the dark scar on his shoulder and pressed against the hard outline of the bullet that was still lodged there. Then he turned his attention to the black wolf. “Change back,” he said.
 Mikhail licked muskrat bones and paid him no mind.
 “Change back,” Wiktor repeated. “You’re not a wolf. Change back.”
 Mikhail grasped the small skull, burst it open between his jaws, and ate the brains.
 “Renati wants you to change back, too,” Wiktor told him. “Hear her? She’s speaking to you.”
 Mikhail heard the wind, and the voice of an insane man. He finished his meal and licked his paws.
 “My God,” Wiktor said softly. “I’m going crazy as hell.” He stood up, peering down into the chasm. “But I’m not crazy enough to think I’m really a wolf. I’m a man. You are, too, Mikhail. Change back. Please.”
 Mikhail didn’t. He lay on his belly, watching crows circle overhead, and he wished he could have a bite of one. He didn’t care for Wiktor’s odor; it reminded him too much of shadowy shapes with rifles.
 Wiktor sighed, his head bowed. He slowly and carefully began to climb down the rocks, his body creaking at the joints. Mikhail got up, and followed him to keep him from falling. “I don’t need your help!” Wiktor shouted. “I’m a man, I don’t need your help!” He continued down the rocks to the cave, crawled into it, and lay curled up, staring at nothing. Mikhail crouched on the ledge in front of the cave, the breeze ruffling his fur. He watched the crows circling around like black kites, and his mouth watered.
 The springtime sun made the forest bloom. Wiktor did not return to his wolf form, and Mikhail did not return to human flesh. Wiktor grew more feeble. On chilly nights, Mikhail entered the cave and lay next to him, warming the old man with his body heat, but Wiktor’s sleep was fragile. He was constantly tormented by nightmares, and he sat up shouting for Renati, or Nikita, or another of the lost ones. On warm days he perched up on the rocks above the chasm and stared toward the hazy western horizon.
 “You should go to England,” Wiktor told the black wolf. “That’s right. England.” He nodded. “They’re civilized in England. They don’t kill their children.” He shivered; even on the warmest day, his flesh was as cold as parchment. “Do you hear me, Mikhail?” he asked, and the wolf lifted his head and stared at him but did not answer.
 “Renati?” Wiktor spoke to the air. “I was wrong. We lived as wolves, but we’re not wolves. We were human beings, and we belonged to that world. I was wrong to keep us here. Wrong. And every time I look at him”—he motioned toward the black wolf—“I know I was wrong. It’s too late for me. But it isn’t for him. He could go, if he wanted to. He should go.” He worked his skinny fingers together, as if tying and then untangling a problem. “I was afraid of the human world. I was afraid of pain. You were, too, weren’t you, Renati? I think we all were. We could have gone, if we’d chosen. We could have learned to survive in that wilderness.” He lifted his hand toward the west, toward the unseen villages and towns and cities beyond the horizon. “Oh, that’s a terrible place,” he said softly. “But it’s where Mikhail belongs. Not here. Not anymore.” He looked at the black wolf. “Renati says you have to go.”
 Mikhail didn’t budge; he dozed in the heat, but he could hear what Wiktor was saying. His tall twitched a fly away, an involuntary reaction.
 “I don’t need you,” Wiktor said, irritation in his voice. “Do you think you’re keeping me alive? Ha! I can catch with my bare hands what your jaws would miss a hundred times over! You think this is loyalty? It’s stupidity! Change back. Son, do you hear me?”
 The black wolf’s green eyes opened, then drifted shut again.
 “You’re an idiot,” Wiktor decided. “I wasted my time on an idiot. Oh, Renati, why did you bring him into the fold? He has a life before him, and he wants to throw away the miracle. I was wrong… so very wrong.” He stood up, still muttering, and began to climb down to the cave again. At once Mikhail was up and following him, watching the old man’s footing. Wiktor railed at him, as he always did, but Mikhail went with him anyway.
 The days passed. Summer was on the rise. Almost every day Wiktor went up to the rocks and talked to Renati, and Mikhail lay nearby, half listening, half dozing. On one of those days the sound of a distant train whistle drifted to them. Mikhail lifted his head and listened. The train’s engineer was trying to scare an animal off the tracks. It might be worth a trip there tonight, to see if the train had hit anything. He laid his head back down, the sun warm on his spine.
 “I have another lesson for you, Mikhail,” Wiktor said softly, after the train’s whistle had faded. “Maybe the most important lesson. Live free. That’s all. Live free, even if your body is chained. Live free, here.” He touched his skull, with a palsied hand. “This is the place where no man can chain you. This is the place where there are no walls. And maybe that’s the hardest lesson to learn, Mikhail. All freedom has its price, but freedom of the mind is priceless.” He squinted up at the sun, and Mikhail lifted his head and watched him. There was something different in Wiktor’s voice. Something final. It frightened him, as he’d not been frightened since the soldiers had come. “You have to leave here,” Wiktor said. “You’re a human being, and you belong in that world. Renati agrees with me. You’re staying here because of an old man who talks to ghosts.” He turned his head toward the black wolf, and Wiktor’s amber eyes glinted. “I don’t want you to stay here, Mikhail. Your life is waiting for you, out there. Do you understand?”
 Mikhail didn’t move.
 “I want you to go,” Wiktor said. “Today. I want you to go into that world as a man. As a miracle.” He stood up, and immediately Mikhail did, too. “If you don’t go into that world… of what use were the things I taught you?” White hair rippled over his shoulders, over his chest, stomach, and arms. His beard twined around his throat, and his face began to change. “I was a good teacher, wasn’t I?” he asked, his voice deepening toward a growl. “I love you, son,” he said. “Don’t fail me.”
 His spine contorted. He came down on all fours, the white hairs scurrying over his frail body, and he blinked at the sun. His hind legs tensed, and Mikhail realized what he was about to do.
 Mikhail leaped forward.
 And so did the white wolf.
 Wiktor went into the air, still changing. He fell, his body slowly twisting, toward the rocks at the chasm’s bottom.
 Mikhail tried to shout; it came out as a high, anguished yelp, but what he’d tried to shout was: “Father!”
 Wiktor made no sound. Mikhail looked away, his eyes squeezed shut, and did not see the white wolf reach the rocks.
 A full moon rose. Mikhail crouched above the chasm and stared fixedly at it. Every so often he shivered, though the air was sultry. He tried to sing, but nothing would come out. The forest was a silent place, and Mikhail was alone.
 Hunger, a beast that knew no sorrow, gnawed at his belly. The train tracks, he thought; his brain was sluggish, unused to thinking. The train tracks. The train might have hit something today. There might be meat on the rails.
 He went through the forest to the ravine, down through the weeds and dense vines to the tracks. Dazedly he began to search along them but there was no scent of blood. He would go back to the cave, he decided; that was his home now. Maybe he could find a mouse or a rabbit on the way.
 He heard a distant thunder.
 He lifted his paw, touched a rail, and felt the vibration. In a moment the train would burst out of the western tunnel, and it would roar along the ravine and into the eastern tunnel. The red lamp on the last car would swing back and forth, back and forth. Mikhail stared at the place where Nikita had died. There were ghosts in his mind, and he heard them speaking. One of them whispered, Don’t fail me.
 It came to him, very suddenly. He might beat the train, this time. If he really wanted to. He might beat the train by beginning the race as a wolf, and ending as a man.
 And if he wasn’t fast enough… well, did it matter? This was a forest of ghosts; why not join them, and sing new songs?
 The train was coming. Mikhail walked to the entrance of the western tunnel and sat down beside the rails. Fireflies glowed in the warm air, insects chirred, a soft breeze blew, and Mikhail’s muscles moved under his black-haired flesh.
Your life is waiting for you, out there, he thought. Don’t fail me.
 He smelled the acrid odor of steam. A light glinted in the tunnel. The thunder grew into the growl of a beast.
 And then, in a glare of light and a rain of red cinders, the train exploded from the tunnel and raced toward the east.
 Mikhail got up—too slow! too slow! he thought—and ran. Already the engine was outpacing him, its iron wheels grinding less than three feet beside him. Faster! he told himself, and both sets of legs obeyed. He slung his body low, the train’s turbulence whipping at him. His legs pumped against the earth, his heart pounding. Faster. Faster still. He was gaining on the engine… was level with it… was passing it. Cinders burned his back and spun past his face. He kept going, could smell his hair being scorched. And then he was past the engine by six feet… eight feet… ten feet. Faster! Faster! Freed of the train’s wind, he surged forward, a body designed for speed and endurance. He could see the dark hole of the western tunnel. Not going to make it, he thought, but he cast that thought quickly aside before it hobbled him. He was past the engine by twenty feet, and then he began to change.
 His skull and face started first, his four legs still hurtling him forward. The black hair on his shoulders and back retreated into the smoothing flesh. He felt pain at his backbone, the spine beginning to lengthen. His body was enveloped in agony, but still he kept running. His pace was slowing, his legs changing, losing their hair, his backbone straightening. The engine was gaining on him, and the eastern tunnel was in front of him. He staggered, caught his balance. Cinders hissed on the white flesh of his shoulders. His paws were changing, losing their traction as fingers and toes emerged. It was now or never.
 Mikhail, half human and half wolf, lunged in front of the engine and leaped for the other side.
 The headlamp’s glare caught him in midair, and seemed to freeze him there for a precious second. The eye of God, Mikhail thought. He felt the hot breath of the engine, heard its crushing wheels, the cowcatcher about to slam into him and rip him to shreds.
 He ducked his head into his chest, his eyes closed and his body braced for impact. He hurtled head over heels through the headlamp’s glare, over the cowcatcher, and into the weeds. He landed on his back, the breath blasting from his lungs. The engine’s heat washed over him, a fierce wind ruffled his hair, and cinders bit his bare chest. He sat up in time to see the red lamp swinging back and forth as the last car went into the tunnel.
 And the train was gone.
 Every bone in his body felt as if it had been wrenched from its socket. His back and ribs were bruised. His legs were sore, and his feet were cut. But he was in one piece, and he had crossed the tracks.
 He sat there for a while, breathing hard, sweat glistening on his body. He didn’t know if he could stand up or not; he couldn’t remember what walking on two legs felt like.
 His throat moved. He tried to make words. They emerged, with an effort. “I’m alive,” he said, and the sound of his own voice—deeper than he remembered—was a shock.
 Mikhail had never felt so naked. His first impulse was to change back, but he stopped himself. Maybe later, he thought. Not just yet. He lay in the weeds, gathering his strength and letting his mind wander. What lay beyond the forest? he wondered. What was out there, in that world that Wiktor said he belonged to? It must be a monstrous place, full of danger. It must be a wilderness where savagery knew no bounds. He was afraid of that world, afraid of what he would find in it… and afraid, as well, of what he might find in himself.
Your life is waiting for you, out there.
 Mikhail sat up, and stared along the tracks that led west.
Don’t fail me.
 England—Shakespeare’s land—lay in that direction. A civilized land, Wiktor had said.
 Mikhail stood up. His knees buckled, and he went down again.
 The second try was better. The third one got him up. He had forgotten he was so tall. He looked up at the full moon. It was the same moon, but not nearly so beautiful as in the wolf’s sight. Moonlight glinted on the rails, and if there were ghosts here, they were singing.
 Mikhail took the first, tentative step. His legs were clumsy things. How had he ever walked on them before?
 He would learn again. Wiktor had been right; there was no life for him here. But he loved this place, and leaving it would be hard. It was the world of his youth; another, more brutal world awaited.
Don’t fail me, he thought.
 He took the second step. Then the third. He still had difficulty, but he was walking.
 Mikhail Gallatinov went on, a naked, pale figure in the summer moonlight, and he entered the western tunnel on two legs, as a man.

NINE
The Devil’s Kingdom
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Michael heard the train whistle. Was it retreating on the tracks, coming back at him for another race? If so, he knew it would beat him this time. His bones ached, and his head felt like a blister on the edge of bursting. The train’s whistle faded. He tried to look back over his shoulder, through the darkness, but could see nothing. Where was the moon? It had been there a moment before, hadn’t it?
 There was a soft tapping sound. Then again. “Baron? Are you awake, sir?”
 A man’s voice, speaking in German. Michael’s eyes opened. He was staring up at a ceiling of dark, varnished wood.
 “Baron? May I come in, please?” The tapping was insistent this time. A doorknob turned, and a narrow door opened. Michael lifted his head, his temples throbbing. “Ah! You’re awake!” the man said with a pleasant smile. He was thin and bald, with a neatly trimmed blond mustache. He wore a pin-striped suit and a red velvet vest. Scarlet light glowed around him, as if he were standing on the rim of a blast furnace. “Herr Sandler wishes you to join him for breakfast.”
 Michael sat up slowly. His head pounded like hell’s anvil, and what was that clacking racket? He remembered the blackjack; its blows must’ve unhinged his sense of balance as well as his hearing, because the entire room seemed to be gently rocking back and forth.
 “Breakfast will be served in fifteen minutes,” the man said, a cheerful announcement. “Would you prefer apple or grapefruit juice?”
 “What is this place?” He realized he was on a bed. His shirt collar was open, his white bow tie unknotted, his shoes unlaced and on the floor. They looked as if they’d been freshly polished. The room—a cramped little chamber—held a brown leather chair and a table on which rested a white bowlful of water. Where the window should have been was a square of metal bolted down. He heard the train’s whistle again: a high, piercing note from somewhere far ahead. Well, he knew where he was now, and why the room was rocking, but where was the train headed?
 “Herr Sandler’s waiting,” the man said. Michael saw movement behind him. In the corridor, where a curtained window let in a little crack of scarlet light, stood a Nazi soldier with a pistol.
 What the hell was going on? Michael wondered. He decided it was prudent to play along. “I’ll have apple juice,” he said, and put his feet on the floor. He stood up carefully, testing his balance. His legs held him.
 “Very good, sir.” The man—obviously a butler—started to leave.
 “One moment,” Michael said. “I also want a pot of coffee. Black, no sugar. And three eggs; do you have those?”
 “Yes, sir.”
 “Good. I want three eggs, still in their shells.”
 The man’s expression indicated he didn’t register the request. “I beg your pardon?”
 “Three eggs. Raw. In their shells. Is that clear?”
 “Uh… yes, sir. Very clear.” He backed out the door, and closed it firmly.
 Michael went to the square of metal and tried to hook his fingers underneath it. The thing wouldn’t budge, its bolts driven deep. He found a pull cord and yanked it, turning on a small light globe at the ceiling. A closet held his gray coat with the black velvet lapels, but no other clothes. He looked around. It was a Spartan room, a moving prison cell. Certainly the soldier outside the door was guarding him; were there more soldiers aboard? How far from Berlin were they? Where were Chesna and Mouse? He didn’t even know how much time had elapsed since the ambush, but he doubted that he’d been unconscious for more than a few hours. So if the sun was coming up, the Brimstone Club gathering had been last night. Had Sandler found what was left of his hawk? And if Michael was on his way to a Gestapo interrogation as a spy, then why had the butler still referred to him as “Baron”?
 Questions, questions. None of them answerable yet. Michael walked two paces to the table, cupped water in his hands, and put it to his face. A clean white towel was folded next to the bowl, and he used it to dry his face. Then he cupped more water in his hands and lapped up a few swallows. A mirror hung on the wall nearby. Michael looked at his reflection. The whites of his eyes were a little bloodshot, but he bore no marks of the blackjack blows. With careful fingers he found the lumps on his skull, one just above his left temple and the other on the back of his head. The blows, either one of which could have killed him, had been delivered with restraint. Which meant Sandler—or someone else—wanted him alive.
 His vision was still hazy. He would have to shake off the grogginess and do it fast because he had no idea what lay ahead of him. Back in the Reichkronen’s courtyard he’d made the error of letting his instincts falter. He should’ve picked up the fact that Sandler’s drunkenness was a sham, and he should have heard the man coming up behind him long before he did. Well, the lesson was learned. He would not underestimate Harry Sandler again.
 He buttoned his collar and tied his white bow tie. No use going to breakfast looking unpresentable. He thought of the photographs he’d found in Colonel Jerek Blok’s suite, the ravaged faces of victims of some horrible testing program on Skarpa Island. How much did Sandler know about Dr. Hildebrand’s new project? Or about Iron Fist, and Frankewitz’s labors to paint bullet holes on green metal. It was time to find out.
 Michael took the coat from the closet, put it on, checked his tie again in the mirror, and then took a deep, head-clearing breath and opened the door.
 The soldier who’d been waiting outside instantly drew his Luger from its holster. He aimed it at Michael’s face.
 Michael smiled tightly and lifted his hands. He waggled his fingers. “Nothing up my sleeves,” he said.
 “Move.” The soldier motioned to his left with the gun, and Michael went along the swaying corridor with the soldier a few paces behind. The car held several other rooms that looked to be about the size of the one Michael had occupied. It wasn’t a prison train, Michael realized; it was too clean, the wooden walls polished and brass fixtures gleaming. Still, there was a musty scent in the air: the lingering aromas of sweat and fear. Whatever went on in this train, it wasn’t healthy.
 A second soldier, also armed with a Luger, was waiting at the entrance to the next car. Michael was motioned to keep going, and he pushed through a doorway and found himself in luxury’s lap.
 It was a beautiful dining car, with walls and ceiling of dark rosewood and a red and gold Persian carpet on the floor. A brass chandelier hung from above, and along the walls were brass carriage lamps. Beneath the chandelier was a table covered with white linen, where Michael’s host sat.
 “Ah! Good morning, Baron!” Harry Sandler stood up, smiling broadly. He appeared well rested and wore a red silk robe with his initials in Gothic script over his heart. “Please, join me!”
 Michael glanced back over his shoulder. One of the soldiers had entered, and stood beside the door, Luger in hand. Michael walked to the breakfast table and sat down across from Sandler, where a place setting of dark blue china was arranged for him. Sandler returned to his seat. “I hope you slept well. Some people have difficulty sleeping on trains.”
 “After the first couple of bumps, I slept like a baby,” Michael said.
 Sandler laughed. “Oh, that’s great! You’ve kept your sense of humor. Very refreshing, Baron.”
 Michael unrolled his napkin. He had plastic eating utensils, whereas Sandler’s were sterling silver.
 “You never know how people will respond,” Sandler went on. “Sometimes the scenes are… well… unpleasant.”
 “I’m shocked!” Michael said, with mock dismay. “Hit on the head in the middle of the night, shoved into a car’s trunk, dragged away God knows where to wake up on a moving train? Some people would call that unpleasant?”
 “I fear it’s so. There’s no accounting for taste, is there?” He laughed again, but his eyes were cold. “Ah! Here’s Hugo, with our coffee!” The butler who had come to Michael’s room emerged from a door that must’ve led to a kitchen, and he brought two small silver pots and two cups on a tray. “This is my train,” Sandler said as Hugo poured the coffee for them. “A gift from the Reich. Beautiful, isn’t it?”
 Michael glanced around. He’d already noticed that the windows were covered with metal shutters. “Yes, it is. But do you have an aversion to light?”
 “Not at all! As a matter of fact, we need some morning sun, don’t we? Hugo, open these two.” He motioned to the windows on either side of their table. Hugo produced a key from his vest, inserted it into a lock beneath one window, and turned it. There was a soft click as the lock disengaged, and then Hugo opened the shutters with a hand crank. Dawn light streamed through the window. Hugo unlocked the second window and cranked the shutters open the same way, then he pocketed his key and went back to the kitchen. Michael sipped his coffee—black and without sugar, just as he’d requested—and gazed out one of the windows. The train was moving through a forest, and the harsh sunlight glinted through the trees. “There,” Sandler said. “That’s better, isn’t it? This is a very interesting train, as I think you’ll find. My private car is the one at the rear, just behind where you woke up. Then there are three more cars between this one and the locomotive. A magnificent piece of machinery. Do you know much about trains?”
 “I’ve had a little experience with them.”
 “What’s fascinating to me about a train is that you can create your own world inside one. This train, for instance: anyone seeing it from the outside would see simply what appeared to be an ordinary freight hauler. They wouldn’t think twice about it. But inside… well, it’s my world, Baron. I love the sound of the wheels on the rails, the power of the locomotive. It’s like riding inside a great, beautiful beast. Don’t you agree?”
 “Yes, I would.” Michael sipped again at his coffee. “I’ve always thought of a train as being… oh… like a huge iron fist.”
 “Really? That’s interesting. Yes, I can see that.” He nodded. There was no change in his relaxed, pleasant expression. No response to the phrase, Michael thought. Did he know anything about Iron Fist, or not? “You surprise me, Baron,” Sandler said. “I assumed you’d be… shall we say… nervous? Or perhaps you’re just a good actor. Yes, I think that’s probably it. Well, you’re a long way from your tulip gardens now, Baron. And I’m afraid you won’t be leaving this train alive.”
 Michael slowly lowered his coffee cup to the table. Sandler was watching him carefully, waiting for a response: a cry of anguish, tears, pleading. Michael stared at him for a few seconds, then reached for his silver pot and poured himself more coffee.
 A frown flickered over Sandler’s face. “You think I’m joking, don’t you? This is far from a joke, my friend. I’m going to kill you: whether your death will be fast or slow is up to you.”
 The sound of the train’s wheels suddenly changed. Michael looked out the window. They were passing over a bridge that crossed a wide, dark green river. Another startling sight caught his attention. The towers and turrets of a large building were visible above the trees, perhaps a half mile away. There was no doubt about it; it was the Reichkronen.
 “Yes, there’s the hotel,” Sandler said, correctly judging the baron’s response. “We’ve been circling Berlin for the past three hours. We’ll continue to circle until the hunt’s ended.”
 “The hunt?”
 “Exactly.” Sandler’s smile returned; he was in the driver’s seat again. “I’m going to hunt you, along the length of the train. If you can get to the locomotive and pull the whistle’s cord three times before I find you, your death will be a quick bullet to the brain. If, however, I trap you before you get there, then…” He shrugged. “Hunter’s choice,” he said.
 “You’re out of your damned mind.”
 “Oh, that’s the spirit!” Sandler clapped his hands together. “Let’s get some emotion out of you! Come on, can’t you work up a few tears? Maybe beg a little? Would it help if I told you I skinned the last man I hunted here? He was an enemy of Himmler’s, so I gave him the skin. I do believe he mounted it.”
 Hugo came from the kitchen, rolling a tray that held their breakfasts. He put a platter of steak in front of Sandler, then a dish before Michael on which rested the three raw eggs. “You fascinate me, Baron!” the big-game hunter said, with a grin. “I don’t know what to make of you!”
 Michael’s heartbeat had picked up and his throat was a little dry, but he was far from panic. He looked out the window, watching row houses and factories speed past. “I doubt if Chesna would like the fact that I’ve been kidnapped,” he said frostily. “Or have you kidnapped her, too?”
 “Of course not. She’s still at the Reichkronen, and so’s your valet. Chesna doesn’t know anything about this, and she never will.” He picked up a sharp knife and began to carve his steak. The inside of the meat was almost red, blood oozing into his platter. “At this moment the police are dragging the river for your body. Two people have come forward and said they’d seen you wandering along the river-bank after you left the Brimstone Club. You, unfortunately, seemed to have had a bit too much to drink. You were staggering around, and you refused to go back to the hotel.” Sandler chewed a piece of steak and washed it down with coffee. “That riverbank can be very treacherous, Baron. You shouldn’t have gone there alone.”
 “I’m sure someone saw me leave with you.”
 “In that crowd? I don’t think so. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I received Colonel Blok’s permission to take you; he doesn’t want you marrying Chesna any more than I do.”
 So that was it, Michael realized. This had nothing to do with his mission, or the fact that he was a British secret agent. Sandler and Blok wanted Baron von Fange to disappear. It also was clear that Sandler didn’t know about his hawk’s fate; he probably hadn’t had a chance to return to the hotel, and wouldn’t go back until this ludicrous “hunt” was finished. Of course Chesna wouldn’t believe the story about Michael being drunk. She’d know something was up; what would she do? He couldn’t think about that right now, though. His primary concern was the smiling man who sat across the table from him, chewing on bloody meat. “I love Chesna,” Michael said. “Chesna loves me. Doesn’t that make a difference?” He let a little weakness creep into his voice; no use making Sandler too cautious.
 “Oh, screw that! Chesna doesn’t love you!” He speared another piece of meat on his fork and ate it. “Maybe she’s infatuated. Maybe she likes your company—though I have no idea why. Anyway, Chesna sometimes lets her heart rule her head. She’s a fantastic woman: beautiful, talented, well bred. And a daredevil, too. Did you know she flies her own plane? She did aerial stunts in one of those movies she made. She’s a champion swimmer, and I can tell you she fires a rifle better than a lot of men I’ve met. She’s tough up here”—he touched his skull—“but she’s got the heart of a woman. She’s been involved in ill-advised love affairs before, but she’s never talked marriage. I’m a little disappointed; I always thought she was a better judge of character.”
 “Meaning you don’t like the fact that Chesna chose me instead of you?”
 “Chesna’s choices are not always wise,” Sandler said. “Sometimes she has to be led to the right decision. So Colonel Blok and I have decided you’re out of the picture, permanently.”
 “What makes you think she’ll marry you, even if I’m dead?”
 “I’m working on it. Besides, it would be a great propaganda piece for the Reich. Two Americans who’ve chosen to live under the Nazi banner. And Chesna’s a star, too. Our pictures would be in newspapers and magazines around the world. You see?”
 Michael did see. Not only was Sandler a traitor and a murderer, he had a colossal ego. Even if Michael hadn’t wanted to kill him before, this would have sealed it. He picked up his plastic spoon, broke the shell of the first egg, lifted it to his mouth, and downed it. Sandler laughed. “Raw meat and raw eggs. Baron, you must’ve been raised in a barn!”
 Michael ate the second egg the same way. Hugo returned, with carafes of apple juice for Michael and Sandler. The big-game hunter drank down his glass, but Michael paused with his glass right at his lips. He smelled a faint, slightly bitter odor. A poison of some kind? No, the odor wasn’t that bitter. But there was a drug in the juice. A sedative, he reasoned. Something to make him sluggish. He put the glass aside and reached for his coffee again. “What’s wrong?” Sandler asked. “Don’t you like apples?”
 “It smells a little wormy.” He cracked the third egg’s shell, and slid the yolk into his mouth, bursting it between his teeth. He swallowed, wanting to get the rich protein into his system as quickly as possible, then he washed it down with coffee. The tracks were turning to the northeast, beginning to circle around Berlin again.
 “Aren’t you going to beg?” Sandler leaned forward. “Just a little bit?”
 “Would it do any good?”
 Sandler hesitated, then shook his head. His eyes were dark and cautious, and Michael knew he’d sensed something he hadn’t expected. Michael decided to probe once more: “So I don’t have much of a chance, do I? Like a roach under an iron fist?”
 “Oh, you have a chance. A small one.” Again, there was no recognition of the phrase in Sandler’s face. Whatever Iron Fist was, Harry Sandler knew nothing about it. “To die a quick death, that is. Just get to the locomotive before I find you. I’ll be armed, of course. I’ve brought along my favorite rifle. You, unfortunately, will be unarmed. But you’ll have a ten-minute head start. You’re going to be taken back to your room for a while. Then you’ll hear an alarm buzzer go off. That’ll be your signal to start running.” He carved another bite of steak, then slid the knife into the rest of it. “There’s no use to try to hide in your room, or hold the door shut. I’ll just find you that much faster. And if you think you can jump off the train, you’re mistaken. There are soldiers aboard who’ll be stationed between each car. And the windows… well, you can forget those.” He motioned to Hugo, who’d been standing nearby waiting to clear away the plates. Hugo began to crank down the window shutters again. Slowly the sunlight was sealed off. “Let’s make this a sporting contest, all right?” Sandler urged. “You do your part, and I’ll do mine.”
 The last shutter closed. Hugo brought the key from his vest to lock them, and in the folds of his coat Michael saw a pistol in a holster.
 “Don’t think about trying to get Hugo’s gun,” Sandler said, tracking Michael’s gaze. “He spent eight months on the Russian Front, and he’s an expert shot. Any questions about the ground rules?”
 “No.”
 “You really do amaze me, Baron. I have to say I thought you’d be on your knees by now. It just goes to show: you never know what’s inside a man, do you?” His grin was all teeth. “Hugo, will you return the baron to his quarters please?”
 “Yes, sir.” The pistol emerged from his holster and was pointed at Michael.
 When the door to his room was closed, Michael found the chamber altered. The mirror, the table, the white bowl, and the towel were missing. Also the single hanger was gone from the closet. Michael had been looking forward to using shards of the mirror, pieces of the bowl, and the hanger to slash his way out of this. The light globe remained, however, and Michael looked up at it. The globe was out of reach, though he felt sure he could devise some way to burst it to pieces. He sat down on the bed to think, the train gently swaying and the wheels clattering on the rails. Did he really need weapons to beat Harry Sandler at his own game? He didn’t think so. He could change into a wolf and be ready to go once the alarm buzzer sounded.
 But he didn’t change. He already had the edge in instincts and perception. All changing would do was lose him his clothes. He could walk on two legs and think like a wolf, and still beat Sandler. The only problem was that Sandler knew the train better than he. Michael would have to find a place suitable to set up an ambush, and then…
 Then the heavy weight of the Countess Margritta would be lifted from him. Then he could write finis to that sorry episode of his life, and turn away from the compulsion of revenge.
 He would beat Harry Sandler as a man, he decided. With hands instead of claws.
 He waited.
 Perhaps two hours passed, in which Michael lay down and rested. He was totally calm now, mentally and physically prepared.
 The alarm buzzer went off, a jarring note. It lasted for maybe ten seconds, and by the time it had ended Michael was out the door and on his way toward the locomotive.
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The soldier at the connection of cars shoved Michael along with the point of his pistol, and Michael went through the door into the opulent car where breakfast had been served. The soldier stayed behind, and the door hissed shut at Michael’s back.
 The metal shutters were all drawn. The chandelier lights burned low, as did the carriage lamps. Michael began walking through the car, but he stopped at the white linen-covered table.
 The plates had not been cleared away. And there, in the remains of Sandler’s steak, was the knife, stuck upright, the handle offered.
 Michael stared at the knife. This was an interesting situation; why was the knife still there? One answer: Sandler expected him to take it. And what would happen if he did? Michael carefully placed a finger on the knife handle, felt all around it with a gentle touch, and found what he was seeking. A thin, almost invisible filament of wire was twined around the handle. It went up, hidden in the dimness of the room, to the chandelier overhead. Michael inspected the light fixture. Hidden in the ornamentation was a small brass pistol, and the filament was attached to its cocked trigger. He judged the angle of the barrel, realizing that if he’d pulled the knife from the steak the trigger would’ve tripped and a bullet would have gone through his left shoulder. Michael smiled grimly. So that was why he’d been left in his room for two hours. During that time Sandler and his train crew had been busy rigging up devices such as this. A ten-minute head start indeed, Michael thought. This game might’ve been over very quickly.
 He decided to give Sandler something to think about, perhaps slow him down a little. He stepped aside, out of the pistol’s line of fire, and kicked a leg out from underneath the table. As the table fell, the filament snapped and the pistol went off with a loud, sharp crack. The bullet blew splinters from the rosewood wall. Michael picked up the knife, and was amused anew; it had only a useless stub of a blade. He took the pistol from the chandelier, but he already knew what he would find. There had been only one bullet in the cylinder.
 So much for that. He let the pistol fall to the carpet and went on through the car. But his steps were slower now, more wary. He looked for trip wires stretched along the floor, realizing at the same time that a trip wire might be waiting to brush through his hair. He paused at the door to the kitchen, his hand near the knob. Surely Sandler would expect him to try this door, to get at the utensils that might lie beyond it. The doorknob had been recently polished, and it shone like a promise. Too easy, Michael thought. Turning that knob might pull the trigger of a gun set up to blast him through the wood. He drew his hand away, retreated from the door, and kept going. Another soldier stood guard in the next connection between cars, his heavy-lidded eyes showing no emotion. Michael wondered how many of Sandler’s victims had even gotten past the first car. But he couldn’t congratulate himself yet; there were three more cars between here and the locomotive.
 Michael went through the door into the next car. There was a central aisle along its length, and rows of seats on either side of the aisle. The windows were sealed with metal shutters, but two chandeliers spaced equidistantly at the ceiling glowed with false cheer. The car swayed gently back and forth as the train followed a curve, and the whistle blew a brief warning note. Michael knelt down, looking along the aisle at knee level. If a trip wire was there, he couldn’t see it. He was aware that Sandler would be after him by now, and at any moment the hunter might burst through the door at his back. Michael couldn’t wait; he stood up and slowly began walking down the aisle, his hands up in the air in front of him and his eyes watching for the glint of a wire at his knees or ankles.
 There was no wire, either above or below. Michael had begun to sweat a little bit; surely there was something in this car, waiting for him to blunder into it. Or was it empty of traps, and this simply a mind snare? He approached the second chandelier, about twenty feet from the next car. He looked up as he neared the chandelier, his eyes searching the brass arms for a concealed weapon; there was none.
 His left foot sank about a quarter inch into the carpet, and he heard the small, soft click of a latch disengaging.
 He had stepped on a pressure pad. He felt the cold wind of death on the back of his neck.
 In an instant Michael had reached up, grasped the chandelier, and pulled his knees up to his chest. The shotgun that was hidden at the floor to his left boomed, the lead pellets passing across the aisle where his knees had been two seconds before and slamming into the seats on his right. In another heartbeat the shotgun’s second barrel fired, demolishing the seats. Shards of wood and pieces of shredded fabric whirled in the concussion.
 Michael lowered his feet to the floor and let go of the chandelier. Blue gunsmoke drifted around him. One glance at the wrecked seats told him what the shotgun would’ve done to his knees. Crippled, he’d have writhed on the floor until Sandler arrived.
 He heard the whoosh of the door opening at the far end of the car. He looked back. Sandler, wearing a khaki hunter’s outfit, lifted his rifle, took aim, and fired.
 Michael was already diving to the floor. The bullet sang over his left shoulder and thunked off a shuttered window.
 Before Sandler could fix his aim again. Michael leaped up in a blur of motion and crashed headlong through the door at his end of the car. A soldier was there, as Michael had expected. The man had a pistol in his hand, and reached down to grasp the back of Michael’s coat and pull him to his feet.
 Michael didn’t wait for the man to haul him up; he sprang up under his own power, slamming the top of his head against the soldier’s chin. The man staggered back, his eyes wide and blurred with pain. Michael grasped the man’s wrist, keeping the gun turned aside, and struck with the flat of his hand upward against the sharp Germanic nose. The soldier’s nose shattered, the nostrils spraying blood, and Michael grabbed hold of the Luger and slung the man away from him like a sack of straw. He whirled around, looking through the door’s small glass inset. Sandler was more than halfway down the aisle. Michael lifted the Luger to fire through the glass and saw Sandler stop in his tracks. The rifle barrel was coming up. Both guns went off at the same instant.
 Splinters of wood exploded around Michael, just as fragments of glass flew at Harry Sandler. What felt like a burning brand kissed Michael’s right thigh, and the shock knocked him to his knees. The door’s glass inset was gone, and there was a hole in the wood the size of a man’s fist where Sandler’s bullet had passed through. Michael fired again through the door, and was answered a few seconds later by another rifle slug that threw a shower of splinters and hit the wall over Michael’s head. This was a dangerous place to stay. Michael got up in a crouch, one hand pressed to the spreading crimson stain at his right thigh, and backed through the next door into the car ahead.
 The clattering roar of the train wheels made him turn. The car he stood in had no floor; it was just a metal-shuttered shell, and Michael stood on the edge looking down at the speeding blur of the railroad tracks. Above his head an iron pipe attached to the ceiling went the length of the car, sixty feet or so. There was no way to the other side except hand over hand on the pipe. He looked toward the bullet-pocked door he’d just come through. Sandler was waiting, biding his time. Maybe one of the Luger slugs had hit him, or maybe the glass had blown into his face. It occurred to Michael that his best chance to get off this madman’s leviathan was to continue to the locomotive and gain control of the throttle. If Sandler was gravely wounded, the soldiers would probably pick up the hunt. In any case he couldn’t wait here very much longer; the rifle bullet had nicked a groove in his thigh, and he was losing a lot of blood. In another few minutes his strength would be a memory. He pushed the Luger down into his waistband and jumped over the rushing rails, locking his hands around the iron pipe. His body swung back and forth, warm blood creeping down his right leg. He started along the pipe, reaching out as far as he could with one hand before he let the other one loose.
 Michael had made it past the midpoint when he heard, over the thunder of the wheels, the staccato bark of a high-powered rifle. The bullet hit the ceiling about six inches to the left of the pipe. Michael twisted his head, saw Sandler in the doorway behind him, chambering another round. Sandler was grinning, his face streaked with crimson rivulets from glass slashes. He lifted the rifle and took aim at Michael’s head.
 Michael held oh with one hand and wrenched the Luger from his waistband. He saw Sandler’s finger on the trigger, and he knew he’d never get a shot off in time.
 “Drop it!” Sandler bellowed over the noise. “Drop it, you son of a bitch, or I’ll blow your damned head off!”
 Michael paused. He was calculating in inches and fractions of seconds. No, he decided; Sandler’s next bullet would hit its mark before the Luger could fire.
 “I said drop the gun! Now!” Sandler’s grin had become a twisted rictus, and blood dripped from his chin.
 Michael’s fingers opened. The Luger fell onto the rails, and was gone.
 “I got you, didn’t I?” Sandler shouted, looking at the dark stain on Michael’s thigh. “I knew I got you! You thought you were smart, didn’t you?” He wiped his forearm across his face and stared at the crimson that smeared it. “You made me bleed, you son of a bitch!” he said, and Michael saw him blink dazedly. Glass shards glittered in the hunter’s face. “You’re a real card, Baron! I thought for sure the knife would get you! And the shotgun… that usually finishes the hunt! No one’s ever made it this far before!”
 Michael grasped the pipe with both hands. He was thinking furiously, cold sweat on his face. “You haven’t got me yet,” he said.
 “The hell I don’t! One squeeze of this trigger and I’ve got a new trophy!”
 “You haven’t caught me,” Michael went on. “You call yourself a hunter?” He laughed harshly. “There’s another car to go, isn’t there? I can make it through whatever you’ve got in there… wounded leg and all!” He saw new interest—the thrill of the challenge—flare in Sandler’s eyes. “You can shoot me right now, but I’ll fall to the rails. You won’t take me alive… and isn’t that what it’s all about?”
 It was the hunter’s turn to laugh. He lowered his rifle and licked blood from his lips. “You’ve got guts, Baron! I never would’ve expected such guts from a tulip sniffer! Well, we’ve both drawn blood, eh? So we’ll call the first round even. But you won’t make it through the next car, Baron; that I promise you.”
 “I say I will.”
 Sandler grinned fiercely. “We’ll see. Go on. I’ll give you sixty seconds.”
 Michael took what he could get. He continued along the pipe. Sandler shouted, “Next time, you’re meat!” Michael reached a small platform in front of the next door and swung himself down onto it. The soldier who guarded the entrance to the final car stepped back, out of Michael’s reach, and motioned him on with a gesture of his gun. Michael glanced back, saw Sandler sliding the rifle strap around his shoulder in preparation for crossing the pipe. The final car awaited, and Michael entered it.
 The door closed behind him. Its glass inset was painted black. Not a trace of light entered the car; it was as dark as the blackest night. Michael looked for shapes before him—furniture, light fixtures, anything to tell him what lay ahead—but could make out nothing. He held his hands out in front of his face and stepped forward. Another step. Then a third. Still no obstructions. The wound at his thigh was a dull throb, the blood oozing down his leg. He took a fourth step, and something bit his fingers.
 He pulled his hands back, his fingers stinging. Razors or broken glass, he thought. He reached out again, to his left, felt empty space. Two steps forward and a third to the left grazed his hand against more razors. Michael’s blood had gone cold. It was a maze, he realized. The maze’s walls were covered with broken razors.
 He quickly took his coat off and wrapped it around his hands. Then he started forward again, deeper into the absolute dark. His senses quested; he sniffed the air, smelled engine oil, the bitter scent of burning coal in the locomotive, his own coppery blood. His heart was pounding, his eyes straining to make out shapes in the blackness. His hands touched another wall of razors, directly in front of him. He found a razor-studded wall to his left as well; the maze was leading him to the right, and he had no choice but to follow the passageway. It turned sharply to the left again, suddenly ceasing in a dead end. Michael knew he’d missed a corridor somewhere, and he’d have to backtrack. As he searched for the way out, the razors shredding the coat around his hands, he heard the door open and close at the entrance to the car: Sandler had arrived.
 “Like my little maze, Baron?” Sandler asked. “I hope you’re not afraid of the dark.”
 Michael knew better than to answer. Sandler would key in on the sound of his voice. He felt along the walls, wincing as a razor came through the fabric and sliced his fingers. There it was! A narrow corridor—or, at least, what appeared to be a corridor. He moved into it and kept going with his hands up in front of him.
 “I can’t figure you out, Baron!” Sandler said. The voice had moved; Sandler was coming through the maze. “I thought you’d break by now! Or maybe you have broken, and you’re lying huddled in a corner. Is that right?”
 Michael came to another wall. The corridor turned to the right at an angle that grazed blades through his shirt and across the flesh of his shoulder.
 “I know you’re terrified. Who wouldn’t be? You know, for me that’s the most thrilling part of the hunt: the terror in the eyes of an animal when it realizes there’s no way out. Oh, did I tell you I know the way through this maze? I built it, you see. The razors are a nice touch, don’t you think?”
 Keep talking, Michael thought. The sound told him that Sandler was to his left, perhaps fifteen or twenty feet behind him. Michael went on, easing his way between the razors.
 “I know you must be cut to pieces by now,” Sandler said. “You should be wearing leather gloves, like I am. One must always be prepared, Baron; that’s the mark of a true hunter.”
 A wall blocked Michael’s way. He searched left and right for another passage. Sandler’s voice was getting closer.
 “If you surrender, I’ll make it easy on you. All you have to say are three words: ‘I give up.’ I’ll make your death a quick one. Is that agreeable to you?”
 Michael’s hands found the wall’s edge, to his left. The coat was in tatters around his fingers, the cloth damp with blood. He could feel his strength leaving him, his muscles weakening. His wounded leg was going numb. But the doorway out of this car had to be just ahead, no more than another fifteen feet. Its glass inset would also be painted black, he reasoned. So finding the door would be difficult. He moved along the left-slanting corridor, the car swaying as the train rounded a curve. The corridor straightened out. The smell of burning coal was stronger. The door must be close, he thought. Not much farther to go now…
 He took two more steps, and heard the metallic ping of a trip wire snapping.
 Even as Michael flung himself forward to the floor, a row of flashbulbs exploded in his face. The light seared his eyes, made blue pinwheels whirl in his brain. He lay dazed, his balance and equilibrium destroyed, his eyes prickling with pain as if they, too, had been sliced.
 “Oh, you almost got out, didn’t you?” Sandler’s voice came from about twelve feet behind and to the right. “Just wait for me, Baron. I’ll be there shortly.”
 Michael’s eyes were full of blue fire. He crawled out of the middle of the corridor, and lay with his back pressed up against a blade-covered wall. Sandler was striding toward him; he could hear the man’s boots on the floorboards. He knew the hunter would expect to find him totally helpless, writhing in pain with his hands clawing at his eyes. He turned his body so his arms were unhindered, and he pulled his hands out of the shredded coat.
 “Say something, Baron,” Sandler urged. “So I can find you and put you out of your misery.”
 Michael remained silent, lying on his side. He listened to the noise of Sandler’s footsteps, getting closer. Come on, damn you! Michael seethed. Come on, I’m waiting!
 “Baron? The hunt’s ended, I think.” Michael heard the bolt click back on Sandler’s rifle.
 He smelled the man’s minty after-shave. And then he heard the squeak of polished leather, the soft groan of a floorboard, and he knew Sandler’s boots were within reach.
 Michael grasped out with both hands, trusting his sense of hearing. His fingers found Sandler’s ankles, in the middle of the corridor, and locked tight. He shoved forward and up with all the strength of his back and shoulders.
 Sandler had no time to cry out. He fell, his torso twisting. The rifle went off, the bullet thunking into the ceiling, and he crashed against one of the razor-studded walls.
 Then the hunter screamed.
 As Sandler hit the floor, thrashing in pain, Michael leaped upon him. His hands closed on the hunter’s throat and began to squeeze. Sandler choked—and then a wooden object slammed into the side of Michael’s jaw and the rifle’s butt knocked Michael’s grip loose. Michael held the hunter’s shirt. Sandler was trying to scramble away from him, and again the rifle butt struck Michael, this time across the collarbone. Michael fell backward, his vision still blinded by blue whorls, and he felt the wall’s razors bite into his shoulders. The rifle went off once more, the spark of fire leaping from its barrel but the bullet going wild. Michael flung himself onto Sandler again, and drove him against the razors. Again Sandler screamed in pain, and terror was mingled in the cry as well. Michael got hold of the rifle, hung on to it as Sandler fought wildly. Leather-gloved fingers jabbed for Michael’s eyes, grabbed his hair, and wrenched it. Michael struck his fist into the hunter’s body, and heard a whoosh as the air exploded from the man’s lungs.
 They fought on their knees in the corridor, the car swaying and the razors at their backs. The rifle was between them, both men trying to use it as leverage to get to their feet. It was a silent struggle, with death awaiting the loser. Michael got one foot under him. He was about to haul himself up when Sandler’s fist struck him hard in the solar plexus and knocked him down again. Sandler got his knee up, and it cracked Michael under the chin. The rifle pressed down across Michael’s throat with all of Sandler’s weight behind it. Michael struggled but he couldn’t push the hunter off. He reached up, grasped Sandler’s head, and shoved the man’s face against the razored wall beside him. Sandler howled with agony, and the weight was gone from atop Michael.
 Sandler scrambled to his feet, the rifle still in his grip. Michael reached out, snagged one of his ankles, and made him reel into the opposite wall. Sandler had had enough of his maze; he wrenched his foot out of Michael’s grasp and staggered along the corridor, stumbling against the walls and bellowing with pain as the razors slashed him. Michael heard him fumbling with a doorknob, trying to get it open with a blood-slick hand, and at once he was on his feet going after the hunter.
 Sandler threw his shoulder against the door. It burst open, flooding the corridor with harsh sunlight. The razors—hundreds of them on either side—glinted in the glare, and some of them were smeared with crimson. Michael was blinded anew, but he could see well enough to make out Sandler’s silhouette framed in the doorway. He lunged forward and crashed into the hunter, the force of the blow taking them both through the doorway and onto the car’s open-air platform.
 Sandler, his face slashed to bloody ribbons and his eyes blinded by the sun, screamed, “Kill him! Kill him!” to the soldier who’d been standing guard on the platform. The man was momentarily stunned by the sight of the two gore-splattered figures who’d exploded from the car, and his Luger was still holstered. His hand went to the holster flap and unsnapped it, then he gripped the gun and started to pull it out.
 Squinting in the glare, Michael saw the soldier as a dark shape against a field of fire. He kicked the man in the groin before the Luger’s barrel could find him, and as the soldier bent over, Michael brought his knee up into the man’s face and knocked him backward over the platform’s iron railing. The Luger fired into the air as the soldier vanished.
 “Help me!” Sandler was on his knees on the platform, screaming to anyone who could hear. But the noise of the wheels silenced his voice. Michael put his foot down on Sandler’s rifle, then visored his hand over his eyes to cut the glare: ahead of the platform was the coal tender and the locomotive, the stack spouting a plume of black smoke. Sandler was crouched over, blood dripping from his face, crimson splotches all over his khaki jacket. “Help me!” he shouted, but his voice was feeble. He shivered and moaned, rocking himself back and forth.
 “I’m going to kill you,” Michael said, in English. Sandler’s rocking abruptly stopped. He kept his head lowered, drops of blood tapping to the metal. “I want you to think about a name: Margritta Phillipe. Do you remember her?”
 Sandler didn’t reply. The train was moving through a green forest once more, outside the boundaries of Berlin. From where Michael and the hunter were, neither the train’s engineer nor the fire stoker could see them. Michael prodded Sandler’s side with the toe of his shoe. “The Countess Margritta. In Cairo.” He felt drained, all used up, and his knees were in jeopardy of buckling. “I hope to God you remember her, because you had her murdered.”
 Sandler finally looked up, his face lacerated, his eyes swollen into slits. “Who are you?” he rasped, speaking English.
 “I was Margritta’s friend. Stand up.”
 “You’re… not German, are you?”
 “Stand up,” Michael repeated. He kept his weight on the rifle, but he’d decided against using it. He was going to break Sandler’s neck with his bare hands and throw him off the train like a garbage sack. “On your feet. I want you looking at me when I kill you.”
 “Please…” Sandler moaned. His nostrils drooled blood. “Please… don’t kill me. I’ve got money. I’ll pay you a lot of money.”
 “That doesn’t interest me. Get up!”
 “I can’t. Can’t stand up.” Sandler shivered again, his body crouched forward. “My legs… I think my legs are broken.”
 Michael felt a hot flare of rage course through him. How many men—and women—had Harry Sandler broken for the twisted cause of Nazi Germany? Had their cries for mercy been listened to? Michael thought not. Sandler was anxious to pay a price; so he would. Michael reached down, grasped the back of the hunter’s khaki jacket, and started to haul him to his feet.
 And in doing so, Michael put his hand into a final snare.
 Because Sandler—shamming again, just as he’d shammed his drunkenness—suddenly uncoiled, his teeth gritted with fury, and the blade of the knife he’d drawn from inside his right boot glinted with yellow sunlight.
 The knife came up in a vicious blur, its point aimed at the center of Michael Gallatin’s stomach.
 Less than two inches from penetration, the blade was checked. A hand seized Sandler’s wrist, clamping tight. Sandler stared at that hand, his slitted eyes stunned.
 The hand was not quite human, but neither was it fully an animal’s claw. It was streaked with black hair, the fingers beginning to contort and retract into talons. Sandler gasped, and looked up into the man’s face.
 The baron’s facial bones were shifting, the nose and mouth extending into a dark-haired muzzle. The mouth strained open, making room for the fangs as they slid, dripping saliva from amid the human teeth. Sandler was struck senseless; the knife clattered to the platform. He smelled an animalish reek, the odors of sweat and wolf hair. He opened his mouth to scream.
 Michael, his spine already bending, thrust his face forward and sank his fangs into the hunter’s throat. With a quick, savage twist of his head, he ripped out flesh and veins and crushed Sandler’s windpipe. He pulled his head back, leaving a gaping hole where Sandler’s throat had been. The man’s eyes blinked and his face twitched, the nerves and muscles losing control. The scent of carnage overwhelmed Michael; he struck again, his fangs winnowing into the scarlet tissue, his head thrashing back and forth as he chewed all the way to the hunter’s spinal cord. His fangs crunched on the spine, burst it open, and kept gnawing past the splintered edges. When Michael pulled back from Sandler this time, the hunter’s head hung to the body by strands of tough muscle and connective tissue. A moan came from the windpipe’s hole, as Sandler’s lungs stuttered. Michael, his shirt ripping apart at the seams and his trousers drooping around his lower body, put a foot against the hunter’s chest and shoved.
 What was left of Harry Sandler toppled backward, and slithered off the speeding train.
 Michael spat out a mouthful of flesh and lay on his side, his body between its two poles. He knew he had yet to get to the locomotive and slow the train; a wolf’s paws couldn’t control levers. He held himself back from a complete change, the wild winds whirling in his mind and the muscles rippling beneath the dark-haired flesh under a human’s clothes. His toes ached in the stiff shoes, and his shoulders longed to burst free. Not yet! Michael thought. Not yet! He began to come back, over the primeval distance his body had already traveled, and in perhaps half a minute he sat up, his human skin slick with sweat and his wounded leg full of frost.
 He grasped the rifle; there was a bullet in the chamber. Then he stood up, his brain and muscles sluggish, and climbed the ladder to the walkway that went across the top of the coal tender. He crouched to the locomotive, saw the engineer and fire stoker at work beneath the engine’s overhang, and then he eased down the ladder into the locomotive.
 When the two men saw him, they instantly lifted their hands in surrender; they were drivers, not fighters. “Off the train,” Michael said, speaking in German again. He motioned with the rifle. “Now.” The fire stoker jumped, rolling down a bluff into the woods. The engineer hesitated, his eyes wide with fear, until Michael pressed the rifle barrel to his throat. Then, preferring a shock to the bones instead of a bullet through the neck, the engineer leaped from the locomotive.
 Michael grasped the red-handled throttle and cut the engine’s speed. He leaned out and saw the bridge over the Havel River approaching. In the distance stood the towers of the Reichkronen. Here was as good a place as any. He throttled down and climbed up onto the top of the coal tender once more. The locomotive neared the bridge, its wheels grinding a slower rhythm. A steam valve was screaming, but Michael had no time to worry about that. The train was still going to cross the bridge at a good clip. He stood up, one hand clasped to his wounded thigh. The railroad bridge narrowed, and dark green water beckoned him. He spat out another piece of skin; Sandler’s flesh was caught in his teeth. He hoped the river was deep under the bridge. If not, he’d soon be kissing mud.
 Michael took a deep breath, and jumped.
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The morning sun was warm and placid on Chesna’s face, but inside a storm raged. She stood on the grassy riverbank in front of the Reichkronen, watching the rowboats slowly move with the current, then against it. They had been dragging the river for over four hours, but Chesna knew the nets would only find mud and river grass. Wherever the baron was, it was not at the bottom of the Havel.
 “I tell you, it’s a lie,” Mouse said, standing next to Chesna. He was speaking quietly, because the search for the Baron von Fange had attracted a throng of onlookers. “Why would he have come down here, alone? And, besides, he wouldn’t have gotten drunk. Damn it, I knew I shouldn’t have let him out of my sight.” The little man scowled and fretted. “Somebody had to take care of the fool!”
 Chesna’s tawny eyes watched the progress of the row-boats, the soft breeze stirring her golden hair. She wore a black dress: her trademark color, not her mourning suit. Soldiers had searched the banks several miles downriver, in case the body had washed up in the shallows. It was of no use, she thought. This was a sham; but whose sham, and why? One possibility had occurred to her, and sent shocks of alarm through her nerves: he’d been caught while exploring Jerek Blok’s suite and taken away for questioning. If that were so, Colonel Blok hadn’t given anything away when he’d told Chesna earlier this morning that the police had been summoned to start dragging the river. Other thoughts gnawed at her: if the baron broke under torture, he might tell everything he knew. Her own neck, and the necks of others in her finely tuned anti-Nazi organization, might be destined for piano-wire nooses. So should she stay here and continue to play the role of worry-wrought fiancee, or get out while she could? And there was the matter of Blok and Frankewitz, as well; the colonel had told a Gestapo doctor he wanted Theo von Frankewitz able to answer questions within twelve hours. That time limit was ticking away.
 The river nets were not going to find Baron von Fange. Perhaps he was already snared in a net, and perhaps a net was about to enshroud her and her friends, too. I’ve got to get out, she decided. Make up some excuse. Get to the airport and my plane and try to make it to Switzerland…
 Mouse glanced over his shoulder and inwardly quaked. Coming toward them were Colonel Blok and the monstrous man who wore polished jackboots. He felt like a pigeon about to be plucked and boiled in oil. But he knew the truth now: his friend—the baron, ha!—had been right. It was Hitler who had killed Mouse’s wife and family, and it was men like Jerek Blok who were Hitler’s weapons. Mouse slid his hand into the pocket of his perfectly creased gray trousers and touched the Iron Cross there. It had sharp edges.
 “Chesna?” Blok called. The sun glinted off his silver teeth. “Any results?”
 “No.” She tried to keep the wariness out of her voice. “They haven’t found so much as a shoe.”
 Blok, wearing a crisp black SS uniform, positioned himself on Chesna’s other side, and Boots stood like a mountain behind Mouse. The colonel shook his head. “They won’t find him, I’m afraid. The current’s very strong here. If he went in anywhere near this point, he might be miles downriver by now. Or snagged on an underwater log, or caught between rocks, or…” He noted that Chesna looked pallid. “I’m sorry, my dear. I didn’t mean to be so vivid.”
 She nodded. Mouse could hear the huge man breathing like a bellows behind him, and drops of sweat fell from his underarms. Chesna said, “I haven’t seen Harry this morning. I would’ve thought he’d be interested in all this.”
 “I called his room just a few minutes ago,” Blok said. “I told him what must’ve happened to the baron.” Blok squinted in the glare off the gently rippling water. “Harry isn’t feeling too well. Sore throat, he said. I think he’s planning on sleeping most of the day… but he did tell me to convey his condolences.”
 “I don’t think we know the baron’s dead yet, do we?” Chesna asked coldly.
 “No, we don’t,” Blok agreed. “But two witnesses said they saw him stumbling along the riverbank, and—”
 “Yes, yes, I know all that! But they didn’t see him fall into the river, did they?”
 “One of them thought he heard a splash,” Blok reminded her. He reached out and touched Chesna’s elbow, but she pulled away. His fingers lingered in midair for a few seconds, then he dropped his hand. “I know you… had strong feelings for the man, Chesna. I’m sure you’re quite upset as well,” he said to Mouse. “But facts are facts, aren’t they? If the baron didn’t fall into the river and drown, then where is—”
 “We’ve got something!” shouted one of the men in a rowboat, about forty yards offshore. He and his companion began to pull mightily at their dredge. “It’s heavy, whatever it is!”
 “The net’s probably caught on a sunken log,” Blok said to Chesna. “I’m afraid the current carried the baron’s body far down—”
 The net broke the surface. In its folds was a human body, dark with clinging mud.
 Blok’s mouth hung open.
 “We’ve got him!” the man in the rowboat shouted, and Chesna felt her heart swell. “My God!” came the man’s voice. “He’s alive!” The two men struggled to pull the human body up over the rowboat’s side, and the muddy figure splashed in the water and heaved itself in.
 Blok took three steps forward. Water and mud swirled around his boots. “Impossible!” he gasped. “It’s… utterly impossible!”
 The onlookers, who’d been expecting a soggy corpse, if anything, surged closer as the rowboat angled toward the riverbank. The man who’d just been hauled from a wet grave pushed aside the folds of the net to get his legs free. “Impossible!” Chesna heard Colonel Blok whisper; he glanced back at Boots, his face white as cheese. Mouse gave a joyful cry when he saw the black hair and green eyes of the man in the rowboat, and he ran out into the water in his creased trousers to help pull the craft to shore.
 As the boat keel bit solid earth, Michael Gallatin stepped out. His shoes squeaked, and mud clung to what used to be a white shirt. He still wore his bow tie.
 “Good God!” Mouse said, stretching to put his arm around the man’s shoulders. “We thought we’d lost you!”
 Michael nodded. His lips were gray, and he was shivering. The water had been quite chilly.
 Chesna couldn’t move. But then she remembered herself, and rushed forward to throw her arms around the baron. He winced, supporting his weight on one leg, and he clasped his muddy arms to her back. “You’re alive, you’re alive!” Chesna said. “Oh, thank God you’re alive!” She summoned tears, and they trickled down her cheeks.
 Michael inhaled Chesna’s fresh aroma. The chill of the river had kept him from passing out during the long swim, but now the weakness was catching up with him. The last hundred yards, then a short underwater swim to get himself tangled in the dredging net, had been brutal agony. Someone stood behind Chesna; Michael looked into the eyes of Colonel Jerek Blok.
 “Well, well,” the colonel said with a brittle smile. “Returned from the dead, have you? Boots, I do believe we’ve just witnessed a miracle. How did the angels roll away your stone, Baron?”
 Chesna snapped, “Leave him alone! Can’t you see he’s exhausted?”
 “Oh yes, I can see he’s exhausted. What I can’t see is why he isn’t dead! Baron, I’d say you were underwater for almost six hours. Have you grown gills?”
 “Not quite,” Michael answered. His wounded thigh was numb, but the bleeding had ceased. “I had this.” He lifted his right hand. In it was a hollow reed, about three feet long. “I’m afraid I was careless. I had too much to drink last night, and I went for a walk. I must’ve slipped. Anyway, I fell in and the current took me.” He wiped mud from his cheek with his forearm. “It’s amazing how you can sober up when you realize you’re about to drown. Something trapped my leg. A log, I think. Gave me a nasty slash on the thigh. You see?”
 “Go on,” Blok commanded.
 “I couldn’t get loose. And the way I was held under, I couldn’t lift my head to the surface. Luckily I was lying near some reeds. I uprooted one, bit off the end, and breathed through it.”
 “Very lucky, indeed,” Blok said. “Did you learn that trick in commando school, Baron?”
 Michael looked shocked. “No, Colonel. Boy Scouts.”
 “And you’ve been underwater for almost six hours? Breathing through a damned reed?”
 “This ‘damned reed,’ as you put it, is going home with me. I may gild it and have it mounted. One never knows one’s limits until life is put to the test. Isn’t that right?”
 Blok started to reply, then thought better of it. He glanced around at the people who had come forward. “Welcome back to the living, Baron,” he said, his eyes cold. “You’d best take a shower. You smell very fishy.” He turned and stalked away, followed by Boots, but then stopped abruptly and addressed the baron again. “You’d better hold on to your reed, sir. Miracles are few and far between.”
 “Oh, don’t worry,” Michael said; he couldn’t turn down the opportunity. “I’ll hold on to it with an iron fist.”
 Blok stood very still, ramrod stiff. Michael felt Chesna’s arms tighten around him. Her heart was pounding. “Thank you for your concern, Colonel,” Michael said.
 Still, Blok didn’t move. Michael knew those two words were wheeling in the man’s brain. Was it a figure of speech, or a taunt? They stared at each other for a few seconds, like two beasts of prey. If Michael was a wolf, Jerek Blok was a silver-toothed panther. And then the silence broke, and Blok smiled faintly and nodded. “Good health to you, Baron,” he said, and walked up the riverbank toward the Reichkronen. Boots glared at Michael for perhaps three seconds longer—enough to convey the message that war had been declared—and then followed the colonel.
 Two German officers, one wearing a magnifying monocle, came forward and offered to help Michael to his suite. Supported between them, Michael limped up the riverbank with Chesna and Mouse behind him. In the hotel lobby the flustered and red-faced manager appeared to say how sorry he was for the baron’s misfortune, and that a wall would be put up along the riverbank to prevent such future calamities; he suggested the services of the hotel physician, but Michael declined. Would a bottle of the hotel’s finest brandy help to soothe the baron’s injuries? The baron said he thought that would be a perfect balm.
 As soon as the door of Chesna’s suite closed and the German officers were gone, Michael eased his muddy body down onto a white chaise longue. “Where were you?” Chesna demanded.
 “And don’t give us that six-hours-in-the-river crap, either!” Mouse said. He poured himself a shot of hundred-year-old brandy, then took a glass to Michael. “What the hell happened to you?”
 Michael drank down the brandy. It was like inhaling fire. “I took a train ride,” he said. “As Harry Sandler’s guest. Sandler’s dead. I’m alive. That’s it.” He undid his bow tie and began to strip off his tattered shirt. Red razor slashes streaked his shoulders and back. “Colonel Blok assumed Sandler would kill me. Imagine his surprise.”
 “Why would Sandler want to kill you? He doesn’t know who you really are!”
 “Sandler wants—wanted—to marry you. So he tried his best to get me out of the way. Blok went along with it. Nice friends you have, Chesna.”
 “Blok may not be my friend very much longer. The Gestapo has Theo von Frankewitz.”
 Michael listened intently as Chesna told him about the phone call Blok had made. In light of that fact, his remark about “iron fist” seemed rather reckless. Frankewitz would sing like a bird once the Gestapo went to work on him. And though Frankewitz did not know Michael’s name, his artist’s eye—however bruised and bloodshot—would remember Michael’s face. That description would be enough to bring Jerek Blok and the Gestapo down on all of them.
 Michael stood up. “We’ve got to leave here as soon as we can.”
 “And go where? Out of Germany?” Mouse asked hopefully.
 “For you, yes. For me, I’m afraid not.” He looked at Chesna. “I have to get to Norway. To Skarpa Island. I believe Dr. Hildebrand’s invented a new type of weapon, and he’s testing it there on prisoners of war. What that weapon has to do with Iron Fist I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. Can you get me there?”
 “I don’t know. I’ll need time to arrange the connections.”
 “How much time?”
 She shook her head. “It’s difficult to say. A week, at the least. The fastest route to Norway would be by plane. There’ll be fuel stops to arrange. Plus food and supplies for us. Then, from the coast of Norway, we’d have to use a boat to get to Skarpa. A place like that is going to be under tight security: offshore mines, a coastal radar station, and God only knows what else.”
 “You misunderstand me,” Michael said. “You won’t be going to Norway. You’ll be getting yourself and Mouse out of the country. Once Blok realizes I’m a British agent, he’ll figure out that your best performances have not been in films.”
 “You need a pilot,” Chesna replied. “I’ve been flying my own plane since I was nineteen. I have ten years of experience. Trying to find another pilot to take you to Norway would be impossible.”
 Michael recalled Sandler mentioning that Chesna had flown her own stunts during one of her films. A daredevil, he’d called her; Michael was inclined to think that Chesna van Dorne was one of the most fascinating women he’d ever met—and certainly one of the most beautiful. She was the kind of woman who didn’t need a man to direct her, or to praise the insecurity out of her. She had no insecurities, as far as Michael could see. No wonder Sandler had wanted her so badly; the hunter had felt the urge to tame Chesna. To survive this long as a secret agent in the midst of the enemy camp, Chesna had to be someone special indeed.
 “You need a pilot,” Chesna repeated, and Michael had to agree. “I’ll fly you to Norway. I can arrange to find someone with a boat. From there, you’re on your own.”
 “What about me?” Mouse asked. “Hell, I don’t want to go to Norway!”
 “I’ll put you in the pipeline,” Chesna told him. “The route to Spain,” she clarified, when he continued to look puzzled. “When you get there, my friends will help you find a way to England.”
 “All right. Fine with me. The sooner I get out of this viper’s nest, the better I’ll feel.”
 “Then we’d best get packed and out of here right now.” Chesna went to her room to start packing, and Michael went to the bathroom and got the mud off his face and out of his hair. He took off his trousers and looked at the wound across his thigh; the bullet had grazed cleanly, cutting no muscles, but it had left a scarlet-edged groove in the flesh. He knew what had to be done. “Mouse?” he called. “Bring me the brandy.” He looked at his hands, the fingers and palms crisscrossed with razor cuts. Some of them were deep, and would require burning attention as well. Mouse brought him the decanter, and made a face when he saw the bullet wound. “Get the bottom sheet off my bed,” Michael instructed. “Tear a couple of strips out of it, will you?” Mouse hurried away.
 Michael first washed his hands in brandy: a task that made him wince with pain. He would smell like a drunkard, but the wounds had to be cleansed. He washed the cuts on his shoulders, then turned his attention to his grooved thigh. He poured some brandy on a washcloth and pressed the wet cloth against the wound before he had too much time to think about it.
 He had need of a second washcloth, and this one he jammed between his teeth. Then he poured the rest of the golden fire over the red-edged wound.

 “Yes, that’s what I want from Frankewitz,” Jerek Blok was saying into the telephone in his suite. “A description. Is Captain Halder there? He’s a good man; he knows how to get answers. Tell Captain Halder that I want the information now.” He snorted with exasperation. “Well, what do I care about Frankewitz’s condition? I said I want the information now. This moment. I’ll stay on the line.” He heard the door open and looked up as Boots entered. “Yes?” Blok urged.
 “Herr Sandler’s train hasn’t passed through the rail yard yet. It’s over ten minutes late.” Boots had been downstairs on another telephone, speaking to the rail master at the Berlin yards.
 “Sandler told me he was putting the baron on the train. Yet the train’s still on the rails somewhere and Baron von Fange comes up out of the river like a damned toad frog! What do you make of it, Boots?”
 “I don’t know, sir. As you said, it’s impossible.”
 Blok grunted and shook his head. “Breathing through a hollow reed! The man’s got nerve, I’ll say that for him! Boots, I’m getting a very bad feeling about this.” Someone came on the line. “I’m waiting to hear from Captain Halder!” he said. “This is Colonel Jerek Blok, that’s who this is! Now get off the phone!” Red splotches had surfaced on Blok’s pale cheeks. He drummed his fingers, reached for a fountain pen and a sheet of pale blue notepaper with the hotel’s name on it. Boots stood at ease, hands clasped before him, waiting for the colonel’s next command.
 “Halder?” Blok said after another pause. “Do you have what I need?” He listened. “I don’t care if the man’s dying! Did you get the information? All right, tell me what you have.” He picked up the pen and held its point poised. Then he began to write: Well-dressed man. Tall. Slim. Blond-haired. Brown eyes. “What? Repeat that,” Blok said. He wrote: A true gentleman. “What’s that supposed to mean? Yes, I know you’re not a mind reader. Listen, Halder: go back to him and go over this once again. Make sure he’s not lying. Tell him… oh, tell him we can inject him with something that’ll keep him alive if we’re sure he’s being truthful. Wait just a moment.” He put his hand over the receiver and looked at Boots. “Do you have the key to Sandler’s suite?”
 “Yes, sir.” Boots brought the key from his shirt pocket.
 “Give it to me.” Blok took the key. He had promised Sandler he would feed Blondi her morning chunk of raw meat; he was one of the few people that Blondi seemed to abide, other than her master. At least she wouldn’t fly at him when the door was unlocked and the cage opened on its trip wire. “All right, Halder,” Blok went on. “Get back to him and go over it one more time, then call me. I’m at the Reichkronen.” He gave Halder the telephone number, then hung up. He tore the blue sheet of notepaper off its pad. Blond-haired. Brown eyes. If that was true, it certainly didn’t match the baron’s description. What had he been thinking? he asked himself. That the baron—and possibly Chesna, too—was somehow mixed up in this? Ridiculous! But the baron’s mention of “iron fist” had almost made him shit in his pants. Of course it was just a phrase. A common phrase anyone might use. But the baron… there was something not right about him. And now this situation with Sandler’s train off schedule, and the baron coming up out of the river. Of course the baron had been taken to Sandler’s train. Hadn’t he?
 “I’ve got to feed that damned bird,” Blok said. The bloody meat was kept in a refrigerator in Sandler’s kitchen. “Stay here and listen for the phone,” he told Boots, and then he left his suite and strode to the door down the hall.
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Chesna’s chauffeur had brought the Mercedes from the Reichkronen’s garage to the courtyard, and as Wilhelm and Mouse loaded the suitcases into the trunk, Chesna and Michael paused in the lobby to say their goodbyes to the manager.
 “I’m so sorry about that dreadful accident,” the florid-faced man said with a ceremonious wringing of his hands. “I do hope you’ll return to the Reichkronen for another visit, Baron?”
 “I’ll look forward to it.” Michael was clean and freshly shaved, and he wore a dark blue pin-striped suit with a white shirt and a gray-striped necktie. “Besides, the accident was my own fault. I’m afraid I… uh… was a little too relaxed to go roaming along the riverbank.”
 “Well, thank God for your presence of mind! I trust the brandy was satisfactory?”
 “Oh, yes. It was fine, thank you.” In Chesna’s suite the maid would find a washcloth that looked as if it had been bitten almost in two, and a strip of the bed’s bottom sheet now bandaged Michael’s thigh.
 “Fräulein van Dorne, I wish you and the baron the best of luck,” the manager said with a crisp bow. Chesna thanked him, and slid a generous amount of appreciation into the man’s palm.
 Chesna and Michael walked through the lobby, arm in arm. Their plans were set: not for a honeymoon excursion, but for a flight to Norway. Michael felt pressure gnawing at him. Today was April 24, and Chesna had said they would need a week at the least to get their fuel stops and security precautions arranged through her anti-Nazi network. With the Allied invasion of Europe set for the first week of June, time might become a critical factor.
 They were almost to the front entrance when Michael heard the thump of heavy footsteps coming up behind them. His muscles tensed, and Chesna felt the tension ripple through his body. A hand grasped his shoulder, stopping him about ten feet short of the doorway.
 Michael looked up, into the bland, square face of Boots. The huge man released Michael’s shoulder. “My apologies, Baron, Fräulein,” he said. “But Colonel Blok would like to have a word with you, please.”
 Blok strolled up, smiling, his hands in his pockets. “Ah, good! Boots caught you before you could get away! I had no idea you were leaving. I only found out when I tried to call your room, Chesna.”
 “We just decided about an hour ago.” There was no hint of nervousness in her voice; a true professional, Michael thought.
 “Really? Well, I can’t say I’m surprised. Because of the incident, I mean.” His gray, lizard eyes moved to Michael and then, heavy-lidded, returned to Chesna. “But surely you didn’t plan on leaving before saying goodbye to me? I’ve always thought of myself as part of your family, Chesna.” His smile broadened. “An uncle, perhaps, who meddles more than he ought to. Yes?” He withdrew his right hand from his pocket. Held between the thumb and first finger was a golden feather. Michael recognized it, and his stomach clenched. Blok, still smiling, fanned himself with the hawk’s feather. “I’d consider it an honor to take you both to lunch. Surely you weren’t thinking of leaving before you ate, were you?” The feather twitched back and forth, like a cat’s whiskers.
 Chesna stood her ground, though her heart was pounding and she smelled disaster. “My car’s packed. We really should be going.”
 “I’ve never known you to pass up a leisurely lunch, Chesna. Perhaps the baron’s habits have rubbed off on you?”
 Michael took the initiative. He held his hand out. “Colonel Blok, it was very good meeting you. I hope you’ll attend our wedding?”
 Blok grasped Michael’s hand and shook it. “Oh, yes,” the colonel said. “Two events I never miss are weddings and funerals.”
 Michael and Chesna went through the doorway and started down the granite stairs. The colonel and Boots followed. Mouse was waiting, holding the Mercedes’s door open for Chesna, and Wilhelm was putting the last suitcase into the trunk.
 Blok’s trying to stall us, Michael thought. Why? The colonel had obviously found Blondi’s carcass and other signs of an intruder in Sandler’s suite. If he was going to make an arrest, why hadn’t he done so already? Michael walked Chesna around to her side of the Mercedes; Blok followed right behind them. Michael felt Chesna tremble. She also knew the game had taken a dangerous turn.
 Chesna was about to slide into the car when Blok reached past Michael and took her elbow. She looked at the colonel, the sun on her face.
 “For old times’ sake,” Blok said, and he leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the cheek.
 “Until later, Jerek,” Chesna answered, regaining some of her composure. She got into the car and Mouse closed the door, then went around to open the door for Michael. Blok followed on his heels while Boots stood a few yards away.
 “It’s been a pleasure, Baron,” Blok said. Michael got into the Mercedes, but Blok held the door. Wilhelm was sliding behind the wheel and putting the key into the ignition. “I hope you and Chesna will enjoy the future you’ve chosen.” He glanced up toward the courtyard entrance. Michael had already heard it: the low growl of a vehicle approaching across the pontoon bridge. “Oh, this I forgot!” Blok smiled, his silver teeth gleaming. “Sandler’s servant got control of the train. They found Sandler’s body, too. The poor man; an animal had already gotten to him. Now explain this to me, Baron: how could someone like you, a pampered civilian with no combat experience, have killed Harry Sandler? Unless, of course, you’re not who you seem to be?” His hand went to the inside of his black SS jacket, as a truck carrying a dozen Nazi soldiers entered the courtyard portal.
 Michael had no time to play the offended baron; he shoved his foot into the pit of the colonel’s stomach and knocked him backward to the paving stones. As Blok fell, a pistol was already in his hand. Mouse saw the glint of the Luger’s barrel, aiming at the baron. Something inside him roared, and he stepped into the line of fire and kicked at Blok’s gun hand.
 There was a sharp crack! as the pistol went off, and in the next instant Blok’s hand had been knocked open and the Luger spun away.
 Boots was coming. Michael raised up out of the car, grabbed Mouse, and hauled him in. “Go!” he shouted at Wilhelm, and the chauffeur sank his foot to the floorboard. As the Mercedes lunged forward, Michael slammed his door shut and a hobnailed boot knocked a dent in its metal the size of a dinner plate.
 “Get the gun! Get the gun!” Blok was yelling as he scrambled to his feet. Boots ran for the Luger and scooped it up.
 As Wilhelm tore the Mercedes across the courtyard, a bullet hit the rear windshield and showered Michael, Chesna, and Mouse with glass. “Stop them!” Blok commanded the soldiers. “Stop that car!” More shots were fired. The left rear tire blew. The front windshield shattered. And then the Mercedes was crossing the pontoon bridge, its engine screaming and steam spouting from a bullet hole in the hood. Michael looked back, saw several of the soldiers running after them as the truck turned around in the courtyard. Rifles and submachine guns fired, and the Mercedes shuddered under the blows. The car reached the opposite bank, but the right rear tire exploded and now flames were licking up around the hood. “The engine’s going to blow!” Wilhelm shouted as he watched the oil-gauge needle plummet and the temperature-gauge needle riot past the red line. The rear end was slewing back and forth, and he could hold the wheel no longer. The Mercedes went off the road and into the forest, angling down an incline and crashing through thick underbrush. Wilhelm fought the brakes, and the Mercedes grazed past an oak tree and came to rest amid a stand of evergreens.
 “Everyone out!” Wilhelm told them. He opened the driver’s door, grasped its arm rest, and popped a latch beneath it. The door’s leather interior covering fell away, exposing a compartment that held a submachine gun and three ammunition clips. As Michael got out of the car and pulled Mouse along with him, Chesna opened a compartment beneath the rear seat that yielded a Luger. “This way!” Wilhelm said, motioning them farther down the incline into thicker tangles of vegetation. They started into it, Chesna leading the way, and about forty seconds later the Mercedes exploded, raining pieces of metal and glass through the trees. Michael smelled blood. He looked at his hands and found a thick smear of red on the fingers of his right hand. And then he looked back over his shoulder, and saw that Mouse had fallen to his knees.
 Blok’s shot, Michael realized. Just below Mouse’s heart, the shirt was soaked with crimson. Mouse’s face was pallid, and glistened with sweat.
 Michael knelt beside him. “Can you stand up?” He heard his voice quaver.
 Mouse made a gasping noise, his eyes damp. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ll try.” He did, and got all the way up before his knees caved in. Michael caught him before he fell, and supported him.
 “What’s wrong?” Chesna had stopped and come back to them. “Is he—” She silenced, because she saw the blood on the little man’s shirt.
 “They’re coming!” Wilhelm said. “They’re right behind us!” He held the submachine gun at hip level and clicked off the safety as his gaze scanned the woods. They could hear the voices of the soldiers, getting closer.
 “Oh no.” Mouse blinked. “Oh no, I’ve messed myself up. Some valet I turned out to be, huh?”
 “We’ll have to leave him!” Wilhelm said. “Come on!”
 “I’m not leaving my friend.”
 “Don’t be a fool!” Wilhelm looked at Chesna. “I’m going, whether he comes along or not.” He turned and sprinted into the forest, away from the advancing soldiers.
 Chesna peered up the incline. She could see four or five soldiers coming down through the brush. “Whatever you’re going to do,” she told Michael, “you’d better do it fast.”
 He did. He picked Mouse up across his shoulders in a fireman’s carry, and he and Chesna hurried into the shadows of the trees. “This way! Over here!” they heard one of the soldiers shouting to his companions. A burst of submachine gun fire came from ahead, followed by a number of rifle shots. There was a shout: “We’ve got one of them!”
 Chesna crouched against a tree trunk, and Michael stood behind her. She pointed, but Michael’s eyes had already seen: in a clearing just ahead, two soldiers with rifles stood over Wilhelm’s writhing body. Chesna lifted her pistol, took careful aim, and squeezed the trigger. Her target staggered back, a hole at his heart, and fell. The second soldier fired wildly into the trees and started to run for cover. Chesna, her face grim, shot the man in the hip and crippled him. As he fell, her next bullet went through his throat. Then she was on her feet, a professional killer in a sleek black dress, and she ran to Wilhelm’s side. Michael followed, quickly making the same judgment as Chesna: Wilhelm had been shot in the stomach and the chest, and there was no hope for him. The man moaned and writhed, his eyes squeezed shut with agony.
 “I’m sorry,” Chesna whispered, and she placed the Luger’s barrel against Wilhelm’s skull, shielded her face with her other hand, and delivered the mercy bullet.
 She picked up the submachine gun and pushed the Luger down into Michael’s waistband. Its heat scorched his belly. Chesna’s tawny eyes were wet and rimmed with red, but her face was calm and composed. One of her black high heels had broken, and she kicked the shoe off and threw its partner into the woods. “Let’s go,” she said tersely, and started off. Michael, with Mouse across his shoulders, kept pace with her though his thigh wound had opened again. His exhaustion was held at bay only by the realization of what would happen to them once they fell into the Gestapo’s embrace. Any hope of finding the meaning of Iron Fist and communicating that secret to the Allies would be lost.
 There was a movement on the left: the glint of sunlight on a belt buckle. Chesna whirled and sprayed a burst of fire at the soldier, who dropped to his belly in the leaves. “Over here!” the soldier shouted, and fired two bullets that thunked into the trees as Chesna and Michael changed direction and ran. Something came flying through the woods at them, hit a tree trunk at their backs, and bounced off. Three seconds later there was a ringing blast that knifed their eardrums, the concussion sending leaves flying. Dense white smoke billowed up. A smoke grenade, Michael realized, marking their position for the other soldiers. Chesna kept going, shielding her face as they tore through a tangle of thorns. Michael heard shouts from behind them, on their left and right. A bullet whizzed past his head like an enraged hornet. Chesna, her face streaked with thorn slashes, stopped in her tracks in underbrush near the edge of the road. Two more trucks had pulled off, and were disgorging their cargo of soldiers. Chesna motioned for Michael to back up, then she guided him in another direction. They struggled up a hillside through dense green foliage, then down again into a ravine.
 Three soldiers appeared at the top, silhouetted against the sun. Chesna fired her weapon, knocked two of the men down, and the third fled. Another smoke grenade exploded on their right, the acrid white smoke flooding across the ravine. The hounds were closing in, Michael thought. He could sense them running from shadow to shadow, salivating as their gun sights trained in. Chesna ran along the bottom of the ravine, bruising her feet on stones but neither pausing nor registering pain. Michael was right behind her, the smoke swirling around them. Mouse was still breathing, but the back of Michael’s neck was damp with blood. The hollow crump of a third smoke grenade went off amid the trees to their left. Above the forest, dark banners of crows circled and screamed.
 Figures were darting down the hillside and into the smoke. Chesna caught sight of them, and her quick spray of bullets drove them back. A rifle slug ricocheted off an edge of rock beside her, and stone splinters jabbed her arm. She looked around, her face glistening with sweat and her eyes wild; Michael saw in them the fear of a trapped animal. She ran on, crouched low, and he followed on cramping legs.
 The ravine ended, and yielded to forest once more. Amid the trees a stream snaked between mossy banks. A bend of the road lay ahead, and beneath it was a stone culvert through which the steam rushed, its opening all but clogged by mud and vegetation. Michael glanced back and saw soldiers emerging from the smoky ravine. Other figures were coming down the hillside, taking cover behind the trees. Chesna was already on her knees, starting to push herself into the muddy culvert. “Come on!” she urged him. “Hurry!”
 It was a tight squeeze. And, looking at it, Michael knew he could never get himself and Mouse through there before the soldiers reached them. His decision was made in an instant; as Chesna lay on her stomach and winnowed into the culvert, Michael turned away and ran out of the stream bed into the woods. Chesna kept going, through the slime, and the mud and underbrush closed behind her.
 A rifle bullet sliced a pine branch over Michael’s head. He zigzagged between the trees, until a smoke grenade exploded almost in front of him and turned him aside. These hunters, he thought grimly, knew their work. His lungs were laboring, his strength sweating away. He tore through a green thicket, the sunlight lying around him in golden bars. He struggled up a hillside and down again—and then his feet slipped on a carpet of dead brown leaves and he and Mouse slid into a tangled nightmare of blue-black thorns that snagged their clothes and flesh.
 Michael thrashed to get loose. He saw soldiers coming, from all sides. He looked at Mouse, and saw blood creeping from the little man’s mouth.
 “Please… please,” Mouse was gasping. “Please… don’t let them torture me…”
 Michael got his hands free and pulled the Luger from his waistband. He shot the first soldier he aimed at, and the others hit the ground. His next two shots went wild through the trees but the fourth clanged off a Nazi helmet. Michael took aim at a white face and squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened; the Luger’s magazine was empty.
 Submachine-gun fire kicked through the thorns, showering Michael and Mouse with dirt. A voice shouted, “Don’t kill them, you idiots!” It was Jerek Blok, crouched somewhere up on the hillside. Then: “Throw out your gun, Baron! We’re all around you! One word from me and you’ll be cut to pieces!”
 Michael felt dazed, his body on the verge of collapse. He looked again at Mouse, and damned himself for pulling his friend into this deadly vortex. Mouse’s eyes were pleading, and Michael recognized the eyes of Nikita, as the injured wolf lay on the railroad tracks a long, long time ago.
 “I’m waiting, Baron!” Blok called.
 “Don’t… let them torture me,” Mouse whispered. “I couldn’t stand it. I’d tell them everything, and I… wouldn’t be able to help it.” His thorn-scarred hand clutched at Michael’s arm, and a faint smile played across his mouth. “You know… I just realized… you never told me your real name.”
 “It’s Michael.”
 “Michael,” Mouse repeated. “Like the angel, huh?”
 Perhaps a dark angel, Michael thought. An angel to whom killing was second nature. It occurred to him, quite suddenly, that a werewolf never died of old age; and neither would the man Michael had known as Mouse.
 “Baron! Five seconds and we start shooting!”
 The Gestapo would find a way to keep Mouse alive, Michael knew. They’d pump him full of drugs, and then they’d torture him to death. It would be an ugly way to die. Michael knew the same fate awaited him; but he was no stranger to pain, and if there was one chance that he might be able to get away and continue his mission, he had to take it.
 So be it. Michael tossed the Luger out, and it clattered to the ground.
 He put his hands to the sides of Mouse’s head and took the little man’s weight on top of him. Tears sprang to his eyes, burning trails down his thorn-scratched cheeks. An angel, he thought bitterly. Oh yes. A damned angel.
 “Will you… take care of me?” Mouse asked softly, beginning to fall into delirium.
 “Yes,” Michael answered. “I will.”
 A moment later Blok’s voice again: “Crawl out into the open! Both of you!”
 One figure emerged from the thorns. Dusty, bleeding, and exhausted, Michael lay on his hands and knees as six soldiers with rifles and submachine guns circled him. Blok came striding up, with Boots following. “Where’s the other one?” He looked into the thorns, could see the motionless body lying in the coils. “Get him out!” he told two of the soldiers, and they waded into the tangle. “On your feet,” Blok said to Michael. “Baron, did you hear me?”
 Michael slowly stood up, and stared defiantly into Jerek Blok’s eyes.
 “Where did the bitch go?” the colonel asked.
 Michael didn’t answer. He flinched, listening to the sound of Mouse’s clothes ripping on the thorns as the soldiers dragged him out.
 “Where did the bitch go?” Blok placed the barrel of his Luger underneath Michael’s left eye.
 “Stop the bullshit,” Michael replied, speaking in Russian. He saw the blood drain out of Blok’s face. “You won’t kill me.”
 “What did he say?” The colonel looked around for an interpreter. “That was Russian, wasn’t it? What did he say?”
 “I said,” Michael continued in his native tongue, “that you suck donkey cocks and whistle out your ass.”
 “What the hell did he say?” Blok demanded. He glared at Boots. “You spent time on the Russian Front! What did he say?”
 “I… uh… think he said… that he owns a donkey and a rooster that sings.”
 “Is he trying to be funny, or is he insane?”
 Michael released a guttural bark, and Blok stepped back two paces. And then Michael looked to his side, at Mouse’s corpse. One of the soldiers was trying to get Mouse’s closed right fist open. The fingers wouldn’t give. Suddenly Boots strode forward, lifted a foot, and smashed it down on the hand. Bones cracked like matchsticks, and Michael stood in shock as Boots crunched his weight down on the hand. When the huge man raised his foot again, the fingers were splayed and broken. There in the palm was a Cross of Iron.
 Boots leaned over, started to reach for the medal.
 Michael said, in German, “If you touch that, I’ll kill you.”
 The man’s voice—sure and steady—made Boots pause. He blinked uncertainly, his hand outstretched to grasp a dead man’s last possession. Michael stared at him, smelling the heat of wildness burning in his veins. He was close to the change… very, very close. If he wanted it, it was right there within easy reach…
 Blok’s pistol, held at the colonel’s side, came up in a savage arc and thudded into Michael’s testicles. Michael gasped in agony and dropped to his knees.
 “Now, now, Baron,” Blok chided. “Threats are beneath royalty, don’t you agree?” He nodded at Boots, who plucked up the Iron Cross into his own fist. “Baron, we’re going to get to know each other very well indeed. You may learn to sing in a higher register before I’m done with you. Haul him up, please,” he told two soldiers, and the men pulled Michael to his feet. Pain throbbed in Michael’s groin, doubling him over; even as a wolf, he wouldn’t get very far before he crumpled into an exhausted heap. Now was not the time, or the place. He let the wild call drift away from him, like a fading echo.
 “Come on, we’ve got a distance to travel.” Blok walked up the hillside, and the soldiers shoved Michael ahead of them. Other soldiers walked on either side of him, their guns ready. Boots followed at a distance, the Iron Cross in his hand, and a few more soldiers began to drag Mouse’s body up toward the road. Michael did not look at Mouse again; the little man was gone, and he would not have to face the torture that awaited.
 Blok looked up at the blue sky, and his silver teeth gleamed brightly as he smiled. “Ah, it’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” he said, to no one in particular. He would leave a detachment of troops to continue searching for her, and he had no doubt that the bitch would be found soon. She couldn’t have gotten very far. After all, she was only a woman. His heart was hurting for being such a fool, but he looked forward to having Chesna in his hands. He had considered himself her agreeable uncle when he’d thought she was a loyal Nazi; now, however, a traitor of Chesna’s magnitude merited treatment that was less familial and more familiar. But what a scandal! This must be kept from the newspapers, at all costs! And, also, from the prying eyes and ears of Himmler. So, a question: where to take the baron for interrogation?
 Ah, yes! Blok thought. Of course!
 He watched as the baron was shoved into the rear of a truck and made to lie down on his back with his hands pinned under him. A soldier sat next to him, with a rifle barrel pressed against his throat.
 Blok walked over to confer with the truck driver as other soldiers continued their search in the forest for Germany’s Golden Girl.
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Michael smelled his destination before he saw it. He was still lying on his back on the truck’s metal bed, his arms pinned underneath him, with armed soldiers sitting all around. The cargo bay had been covered with gray canvas, shutting off all but a crack of sunlight. His sense of direction was impaired, though he knew they weren’t heading into the city; the road was far too rough for the civilian wheels of Berlin. No, this road had been tortured by its share of truck tires and heavy vehicles, and his back muscles gripped with pain every time a rut shook vibrations through the floor.
 A strong smell seeped in through the canvas. The soldiers had noticed it as well; some of them shifted nervously and whispered to each other. The odor was getting stronger. He had smelled something akin to it, in North Africa, when he’d come upon a group of British soldiers who’d been hit by a flamethrower. Once the sickly-sweet smell of charred human flesh got up your nostrils, you never forgot it. This smell had burning wood in it, too. Pine wood, Michael thought. Something that burned very hot and fast.
 One of the soldiers got up and lurched to the rear of the truck, to be sick. Michael heard two others whispering and caught a word: “Falkenhausen.”
 His destination was known. Falkenhausen concentration camp. Blok’s child.
 The smell drifted away. The wind had changed, Michael thought. But what in the name of God had been burning? The truck stopped, and stayed motionless for a moment or two. Over the low grumble of the engine he heard hammers at work. And then the truck continued on about a hundred yards or so, stopped again, and a strident voice shouted, “Bring out the prisoner!”
 The canvas was whipped back. Michael was hauled out of the truck, into harsh sunlight, and he stood before a German major of the Waffen SS, a thick-bodied man wearing a black uniform that bulged at the seams. The man had a fleshy, ruddy face with eyes that were as white and hard as diamonds, but with none of their luster. He wore a black, flat-brimmed cap, and his brown hair was cropped to the scalp. Around his girth was a holster that bore a Walther pistol and a baton of ebony rubber: a bone-bruiser.
 Michael glanced around. Saw wooden barracks, gray stone walls, dense green treetops beyond them. A new barracks building was going up, and prisoners in striped uniforms were hammering the joints together as guards with submachine guns stood in the shadows. Thick coils of barbed wire formed inner walls, and at the corners of the outer stone walls stood wooden guard towers. He saw an entrance gate, also of wood, and above it the stone arch he’d seen in the framed photograph in Blok’s suite. A dark haze hung in the air, slowly drifting over the forest. He caught the scent again: burning flesh.
 “Eyes front!” the Nazi major shouted, and grasped Michael’s chin to jerk his head around.
 A soldier jabbed a rifle into his spine. Another soldier wrenched his coat off, then tore his shirt away so hard the pearl buttons flew into the air. Michael’s belt was removed, and his pants lowered. His underwear was pulled down. The rifle jabbed him again, in the kidneys. Michael knew what they wanted him to do, but he stared fixedly into the major’s colorless eyes and kept both feet on the ground.
 “Remove your shoes and socks,” the man said.
 “Does this mean we’re engaged?” Michael asked.
 The baton came out of the holster. Its tip pressed against Michael’s chin. “Remove your shoes and socks,” the major repeated.
 Michael caught movement to his left. He glanced in that direction and saw Blok and Boots approaching.
 “Eyes front!” the major commanded, and swung the baton a short, brutal blow against Michael’s wounded thigh. Pain exploded through his leg as the gash burst open again, oozing scarlet, and Michael fell to his knees in the chalky dust. A rifle barrel looked him in the face.
 “Baron,” Blok said, “I’m afraid you’re in our kingdom now. Will you obey Major Krolle, please?”
 Michael hesitated, pain pounding in his thigh and beads of sweat on his face. A booted foot was planted on his back and drove him down into the dust. Boots leaned his weight on Michael’s spine, making Michael grit his teeth.
 “You really do want to cooperate, Baron,” Blok went on. Then, to Krolle, “He’s a Russian. You know how stubborn those sons of bitches can be.”
 “We cure stubbornness here,” Krolle said, and while Boots held Michael down, two soldiers took off his shoes and socks. Now he was totally naked, and his wrists were clasped behind him with iron manacles. He was hauled to his feet, then shoved in the direction the soldiers wanted him to go. He offered no resistance; it would only lead to broken bones, and he was still exhausted from his battle with Sandler and the flight through the forest. There was no time to mourn Mouse, or to bewail his own predicament; these men meant to torture every shred of information out of him. It was to his advantage, though, that they thought he was an agent of the Soviet Union, because his presence would keep their attention on the East and away from the West.
 It was a large camp. Distressingly large, Michael thought. Everywhere stood barracks buildings, most of green-painted wood, and hundreds of tree stumps testified to the fact that Falkenhausen had been carved out of the forest. Michael saw pallid, emaciated faces watching him through narrow windows with hinged shutters. Groups of skinny, bald prisoners passed, herded by guards with submachine guns and rubber batons. Michael noted that almost all the prisoners wore yellow Stars of David pinned to their clothes. His nudity seemed commonplace, and drew no attention. Off in the distance, perhaps two hundred yards, was a camp within the camp, more barracks enclosed by coils of barbed wire. Michael could see what looked like three or four hundred prisoners standing in rows on a dusty parade ground, while a loudspeaker droned on about the Thousand-Year Reich. He saw, in the distance on his left, a squat building of gray stones; from its two chimneys arose columns of dark smoke that drifted toward the forest. He heard the groan and rumble of heavy machinery, though he couldn’t see where the noise was coming from. A change in the wind brought another odor to his nostrils: not the burned flesh smell this time, but a reek of unwashed, sweating humanity. In that smell there were notes of decay, corruption, excrement, and blood. Whatever was going on here, he thought as he watched the columns of smoke belch from the chimneys, had more to do with erasure than confinement.
 Three trucks came along the road from the direction of the gray stone building, and Michael was ordered to halt. He stood at the roadside, a rifle barrel against his skull, while the trucks approached. Krolle flagged them down and took Blok and Boots around to the back of the first truck. Michael watched them as Krolle spoke to Blok and the major’s ruddy face beamed with excitement. “The quality is excellent,” Michael heard Krolle say. “In the entire system Falkenhausen’s product stands out as the zenith.” Krolle ordered a soldier to remove one of the pinewood boxes stacked in the rear of the truck. The soldier began to pry its nails open with his knife. “You’ll see I’m continuing the standards of quality you so strongly demanded, Colonel,” Krolle went on, and Michael saw Blok nod and smile, pleased with the ass-kissing.
 The box’s last nail was popped open, and Krolle reached in. “You see? I defy any other camp to match this quality.”
 Krolle was holding a handful of long, reddish-brown hair. A woman’s hair, Michael realized. It was naturally curly. Krolle grinned at Blok, then reached deeper into the box. This time he came up with thick, pale blond locks. “Ah, isn’t this one lovely!” Krolle asked. “This will make a grand wig, worth its weight in gold. I’m pleased to tell you our production is up thirty-seven percent. Not a trace of lice in the whole lot. The new delousing spray is a godsend.”
 “I’ll tell Dr. Hildebrand how well it works,” Blok said. He looked into the box, reached down, and brought out a handful of gleaming coppery-colored hair. “Oh, that’s just magnificent!”
 Michael watched the hair fall from Blok’s fingers. It caught the sunlight, and its beauty almost broke Michael’s heart. The hair of a woman prisoner, he thought. Where was her body? He caught a hint of the burned smell, and his stomach lurched.
 These men—these monsters—could not be allowed to live. He would be damned by God if he knew these things and did not tear the throats out of the men who stood before him, smiling and talking about wigs and production schedules. The cargo bays of all three trucks were loaded with pine-wood boxes; loaded with hair, shaved off skulls like fleece off slaughtered lambs.
 He could not let these men live.
 He took a step forward, brushing past the rifle barrel. “Halt!” the soldier shouted. Krolle, Blok, and Boots turned to look at him, hair still drifting down into the box. “Halt!” the soldier commanded, and drove the barrel into Michael’s rib cage.
 Such pain was nothing. Michael kept going, his wrists manacled behind him. He stared into the colorless eyes of Major Krolle, and he saw the man flinch and step backward. He felt the fangs aching to slide from his jaws, his facial muscles rippling to give them room.
 “Halt, damn you!” The soldier hit him on the back of the head with his rifle barrel, and Michael staggered but kept his balance. He was striding toward the three men, and Boots stepped between him and Colonel Blok. Another soldier, armed with a submachine gun, rushed at Michael and slammed him in the stomach with the gun butt. Michael doubled over and gasped in pain, and the soldier lifted his weapon to strike him across the skull.
 The prisoner struck first, bringing his naked knee up into the man’s groin with a force that lifted him off his feet and sent him crashing to the ground. An arm locked around Michael’s throat from behind, squeezing his windpipe. Another man drove a fist into his chest, making his heart stutter. “Hold him! Hold the bastard!” Krolle barked as Michael kept thrashing wildly. Krolle lifted the baton and brought it down on Michael’s shoulder. A second blow dropped him, and a third left him lying in the dust, his lungs rasping as pain throbbed through his blackening shoulder and bruised stomach. He hung on the edge of unconsciousness, fighting against the change. Black hair was about to burst from his pores; he could smell the wildness in his skin, taste its musky power in his mouth. If he changed here, lying in the dust, he would be cut open and examined by German knives. Every part of him—from organs to teeth—would be tagged and immersed in bottles full of formaldehyde to be studied by Nazi doctors. He wanted to live, to kill these men, and so he battled against the change and forced it back down.
 Perhaps a few black wolf hairs had emerged from his body—on his chest, the insides of his thighs, and his throat—but they rippled away so fast that no one noticed them, and even if one of the soldiers had seen, he would’ve thought his eyes were playing tricks. Michael lay on his belly, very close to passing out. He heard Blok say, “Baron, I think you’re in for a very rough visit with us.”
 Soldiers grasped beneath Michael’s arms, pulled him up, and began to drag him through the dust as he fell into darkness.
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“Can you hear me?”
 Someone speaking, from the far end of a tunnel. Whose voice?
 “Baron? Can you hear me?”
 Darkness upon darkness. Don’t answer! he thought. If you don’t answer, whoever’s speaking will go away and let you rest!
 A light switched on. The light was very bright; Michael could see it through his eyelids. “He’s awake,” he heard the voice say to someone else in the room. “You see how his pulse has increased? Oh, he knows we’re here, all right.” It was Blok’s voice, he realized. A hand grasped his chin and shook his face. “Come on, come on. Open your eyes, Baron.”
 He wouldn’t. “Give him a drink of water,” Blok said, and immediately a bucket of cold water was flung into Michael’s face.
 He sputtered, his body involuntarily shivering with the chill, and his eyes opened. The light—a spot lamp of brutal wattage, drawn up close to his face—made him squeeze his eyelids shut again.
 “Baron?” Blok said. “If you refuse to open your eyes, we’ll cut your eyelids off.”
 There was no doubt they would. He obeyed, squinting in the glare.
 “Good! Now we can get some business done!” Blok pulled up a chair on casters beside the prisoner and sat down. Michael could make out others in the room: a tall man holding a dripping bucket, another figure—this one thick and fleshy—in a black SS uniform that bulged at the seams. Major Krolle, of course. “Before we begin,” Blok said quietly, “I’ll tell you that you are a man whom hope has abandoned. There is no escape from this room. Beyond these walls, there are more walls.” He leaned forward, into the light, and his silver teeth glittered. “You have no friends here, and no one is coming to save you. We are going to destroy you—either quickly, or slowly: that is the sole choice within your power to make. Do you understand? Nod, please.”
 Michael was busy trying to figure out how he was bound. He was lying, stark naked, on a metal table that was shaped like an X, his arms outstretched over his head and his legs apart. Tight leather straps secured his wrists and ankles. The table was tilted up and forward, so that Michael was very close to an upright position. He tested the straps; they wouldn’t give even a quarter of an inch.
 “Bauman?” Blok said. “Bring me some more water, please.” The man with the bucket—an aide to Major Krolle, Michael assumed—answered “Yes sir” and walked across the room. An iron bolt slid back, and there was a quick glimpse of gray light as a heavy door opened and closed. Blok turned his attention to the prisoner again. “What is your name and nationality?”
 Michael was silent. His heart pounded; he was sure Blok could see it. His shoulder hurt like hell, though it probably wasn’t fractured. He felt like a wrapping of bruises around a barbed-wire skeleton. Blok expected an answer, and Michael decided to give him one: “Richard Hamlet. I’m British.”
 “Oh, you’re British, are you? A Tommy who speaks perfect Russian? I don’t think so. If you’re so very British, say something in English for me.”
 He didn’t respond.
 Blok sighed deeply, and shook his head. “I think I prefer you as a baron. All right, let’s say for the sake of speculation that you’re art agent for the Red Army. Probably dropped into Germany on an assassination or sabotage mission. Your contact was Chesna van Dorne. How and where did you meet her?”
 Had they caught Chesna? Michael wondered. There was no answer to that question in the eyes of his inquisitor.
 “What was your mission?” Blok asked.
 Michael stared straight ahead, a pulse beating at his temple.
 “Why did Chesna bring you to the Reichkronen?”
 Still no response.
 “How were you planning on getting out of the country after your mission was completed?” No answer. Blok leaned a little closer. “Have you ever heard of a man named Theo von Frankewitz?”
 Michael kept his face emotionless.
 “Von Frankewitz seemed to know you,” Blok continued. “Oh, he tried to shield you at first, but we gave him some interesting drugs. Before he died, he told us the exact description of a man who visited him at his apartment. He told us he showed this man a drawing. The man he described is you, Baron. Now tell me, please: what interest would a Russian secret agent have in a decrepit sidewalk artist like Frankewitz?” He prodded Michael’s bruised shoulder with his forefinger. “Don’t think you’re being brave, Baron. You’re being very stupid. We can shoot you full of drugs to loosen your tongue, but unfortunately those don’t work very well unless you’re in… shall we say… a weakened condition. Therefore we must satisfy that requirement. It’s your choice, Baron: how shall we do this?”
 Michael didn’t answer. He knew what was ahead, and he was readying himself for it.
 “I see,” Blok said. He stood up, and moved away from the prisoner. “Major Krolle? At your pleasure, please.”
 Krolle stalked forward, lifted the rubber baton, and went to work.
 Sometime later, cold water was thrown into Michael’s face again and revived him to the devil’s kingdom. He coughed and sputtered, his nostrils clogged with blood. His right eye was swollen shut, and the entire right side of his face felt weighted with bruises. His lower lip was gashed open, leaking a thread of crimson that trickled down his chin to his chest.
 “This really is pointless, Baron.” Colonel Blok was sitting in his chair again, next to Michael. On a tray in front of him was a plate of sausages and sauerkraut and a crystal goblet of white wine. Blok had a napkin tucked in his collar and was eating his dinner with a silver knife and fork. “You know I can kill you anytime I please.”
 Michael snorted blood from his nostrils. His nose might be broken. His tongue found a loose molar.
 “Major Krolle wants to kill you now and be done with it,” Blok went on. He chewed a bite of sausage and dabbed his lips with the napkin. “I think you’ll come to your senses before very much longer. Where are you from, Baron? Moscow? Leningrad? What military district?”
 “I’m…” His voice was a hoarse croak. He tried again. “I’m a British citizen.”
 “Oh, don’t start that again!” Blok cautioned. He took a sip of wine. “Baron, who directed you to Theo von Frankewitz? Was it Chesna?”
 Michael didn’t answer. His vision blurred in and out, his brains rattling from the beating.
 “This is what I believe,” the colonel said. “That Chesna was in the business of selling German military secrets. I don’t know how she learned about Frankewitz, but let’s speculate that she is involved in a network of traitors. She was helping you with your mission—whatever that was—and she decided to intrigue you with some information that she thought you might take back to your Russian masters. Dogs do have masters, don’t they? Well, perhaps Chesna thought you might pay for this information. Did you?”
 No response. Michael stared past the blinding spot lamp.
 “Chesna brought you to the Reichkronen to assassinate someone, didn’t she?” Blok cut a sausage open, and grease drooled out. “All those officers there… possibly you were going to blow the entire place to pieces. But tell me: why did you go into Sandler’s suite? You did kill his hawk, didn’t you?” When Michael didn’t answer, Blok smiled thinly. “No harm done. I despised that damned bird. But when I found all those feathers and that mess in Sandler’s suite, I knew it had to be your doing—especially after that little drama on the riverbank. I knew you must have had commando training, to have gotten off Sandler’s train. He’s hunted over a dozen men on that train, and some of them were ex-officers who’d fallen from grace; so you see, I knew no tulip-growing ‘baron’ could have beaten Sandler. But he gave you a run, didn’t he?” He poked his knife at the blood-crusted bullet gash on Michael’s thigh. “Now, about Frankewitz: who else knows about the drawing he showed you?”
 “You’ll have to ask Chesna,” Michael said, probing to see if she’d been captured.
 “Yes, I will. Count on it. But for right now, I’m asking you. Who else knows about that drawing?”
 They didn’t have her, Michael thought. Or maybe it was just a faint hope. The security of that drawing was paramount to Blok. Blok finished his sausage and drank his wine, waiting for the Russian secret agent to answer. Finally he stood up and pushed his chair back. “Major Krolle?” he said, and motioned the man forward.
 Krolle came out of the darkness. The rubber baton was upraised, and Michael’s bruised muscles tensed. He wasn’t ready for another beating yet; he had to stall for time. He said, “I know all about Iron Fist.”
 The baton started to fall, aimed at Michael’s face.
 Before it could smash down, a hand grasped Krolle’s wrist and checked its descent. “One moment,” Blok told him. The colonel stared fixedly at Michael. “A phrase,” he said. “Two words you got out of Frankewitz. They meant nothing to him, and they mean nothing to you.”
 It was time for a shot in the dark. “The Allies might think differently.”
 There was a silence in the room, as if mere mention of the Allies had the power to freeze flesh and blood. Blok continued to stare at Michael, his face betraying no emotion. And then Blok spoke: “Major Krolle, would you leave the room, please? Bauman, you, too.” He waited until the major and his aide had left, then began to walk back and forth across the stone floor, his hands behind him and his body crooked slightly forward. He suddenly stopped. “You’re bluffing. You don’t know a damned thing about Iron Fist.”
 “I know you’re in charge of security for the project,” Michael said, choosing his words carefully. “I presume you didn’t take me to Gestapo headquarters in Berlin because you don’t want your superiors to find out there’s been a security leak.”
 “There has been no leak. Besides, I don’t know what project you’re talking about.”
 “Oh yes, you do. I’m afraid it’s no secret any longer.”
 Blok approached Michael and leaned over him. “Really? Then tell me, Baron: what is Iron Fist?” His breath smelled of sausage and sauerkraut.
 The moment of truth had arrived. Michael knew very well that one sentence might spell judgment for him. He said, “Dr. Hildebrand’s created something quite a bit more potent than delousing spray, hasn’t he?”
 A muscle clenched in Blok’s bony jaw. Other than that, the man didn’t move.
 “Yes, I did get into Sandler’s suite,” Michael went on. “But before I did, I got into yours. I found your satchel, and those photographs of Hildebrand’s test subjects. Prisoners of war, I suspect. Where are you shipping them from? Here? Other camps?”
 Blok’s eyes narrowed.
 “Let’s speculate, shall we?” Michael asked. “You’re shipping POWs from a number of camps. They go to Hildebrand’s workshop on Skarpa Island.” Blok’s face had turned a shade gray. “Oh… I think I’d like a sip of wine, please,” he said. “To wet my throat.”
 “I’ll cut your throat, you Slav son of a bitch!” Blok hissed.
 “I don’t think so. A sip of wine, please?”
 Blok remained motionless. Finally a cold smile crept across his mouth. “As you wish, Baron.” He took the goblet of white wine from the tray and held it to Michael’s mouth, allowing him one swallow before he drew it away. “Go on with this fanciful conjecture.”
 Michael licked his swollen lower lip, the wine stinging it. “The prisoners are subjected to Hildebrand’s tests. Over three hundred of them so far, as I recall. I assume you speak regularly with Hildebrand. You were probably using those pictures to show your superiors how the project’s coming along. Am I correct?”
 “You know, this room is very strange.” Blok looked around. “You can hear the dead talking in it.”
 “You might want to kill me, but you won’t. You and I both know how important Iron Fist is.” Another shot in the dark that hit its target; Blok stared at him again. “My friends in Moscow would be thrilled to pass that information along to the Allies.”
 What Michael was hinting at took root. Blok said, “And who else knows about this?” His voice was reedy, and there might have been a quaver in it.
 “Chesna’s not the only one.” He decided to lead Blok by the pinched nostrils. “She was with you while I was in your suite.”
 That sank in. Blok’s expression was stricken for a second as he realized that someone on the Reichkronen staff must be a traitor. “Who gave you the key?”
 “I never knew. The key was delivered to Chesna’s suite during the Brimstone Club’s meeting. I returned it by dropping it into a flower pot on the second floor.” So far, so good, he thought. It would never occur to Blok that Michael had descended the castle wall. He cocked his head to one side. His heart was beating hard, and he knew he was playing a dangerous charade but he had to buy time. “You know, I think you’re right about this room. You can hear the voice of a dead colonel.”
 “Mock me if you wish, Baron.” Blok smiled tightly, whorls of red in his cheeks. “But a few injections of truth serum and you’ll tell me everything.”
 “I think you’ll find I’m a little tougher than Frankewitz was. Besides, I can’t tell you what I don’t know. The key was delivered, and I returned it in an envelope along with the film.”
 “Film? What film?” The quaver was more pronounced.
 “Well, I wouldn’t have gone into your suite unprepared, would I? Of course I had a camera. Also furnished by Chesna’s friend. I took pictures of the photographs in your satchel. Plus those other papers, the ones that looked like pages from an accounting book.”
 Blok was silent, but Michael could tell what he must be thinking: that secrets under his responsibility were out, possibly headed by courier to the Soviet Union, and the Reichkronen was a nest of traitors. “You’re a liar,” Blok said. “If these things were true, you wouldn’t be volunteering them so freely.”
 “I don’t want to die. Neither do I care to be tortured. Anyway, the information’s already been passed. There isn’t anything you can do about it now.”
 “Oh, I disagree. Very strongly.” Blok reached onto his tray, and his hand gripped the fork. He stood beside Michael, his face blotched with red. “I’ll tear the Reichkronen to the ground and execute everyone from the plumbers to the manager, if that’s what is necessary. You, my dear Baron, will tell me all about how and where you met Chesna, what your escape route was going to be, and so much more. And you’re right: I won’t kill you.” He jabbed the fork’s tines into the flesh of Michael’s left arm and drew it out. “You do have a certain value, after all.” Again the fork jabbed down, piercing Michael’s shoulder. Michael flinched, sweat on his face. The fork was withdrawn. “I’m going to consume you,” Blok said, and drove the tines into Michael’s chest just below the throat, “like a piece of meat. I’ll chew you up, digest what I need, and spit out the rest.” He pulled the fork out, the tines tipped with blood. “You might know about Iron Fist—and about Dr. Hildebrand and Skarpa Island—but you don’t know how Iron Fist is going to be used. No one knows where the fortress is but myself, Dr. Hildebrand, and a few others whose loyalty is unquestioned. Therefore, your Russian friends don’t know either, and they can’t pass the information to the British and Americans, can they?” He jabbed the fork into Michael’s left cheek, then he drew it out and tasted Michael’s blood. “This,” Blok said, “is only the first course.” He snapped off the spot lamp.
 Michael heard him cross the room. The heavy door opened. “Bauman,” the colonel said, “take this trash to a cell.”
 He had been holding his breath; now he let it go in a hiss between his teeth. For the time being, at least, there would be no more torture. Bauman entered, along with three other soldiers. Michael’s wrists and ankles were unstrapped, and he was pulled up off the X-shaped table and guided by gunpoint along a stone-floored corridor. “Go on, you swine!” Bauman—a slim young man with round-lensed spectacles and a long, gaunt face—growled as he shoved Michael forward. On either side of the hallway were three-foot-high wooden doors with iron latches, set at floor level. In the doors were small square insets that could be slid back for, Michael assumed, either air or the passing in of food and water. The place smelled damp and ancient, with suggestions of sodden hay, human excrement, sweat, and unwashed flesh. A kennel for wild dogs, Michael thought. He heard the animalish moans and mutterings of his fellow prisoners.
 “Stop,” Bauman commanded. He held himself stiff-backed and looked at Michael with disinterest. “Get on your knees.”
 Michael hesitated. Two rifles jabbed his back. He bent down, and one of the soldiers drew the iron bolt back with a rusty shriek. Something scurried beyond the door.
 Bauman opened it. A hot, sickening wave of stale air rolled out into Michael’s face. In the kennel’s rank darkness he could make out five or six skinny human bodies, perhaps others crouched up against the walls. The floor was covered with filthy hay, and the ceiling was only five feet off the floor.
 “Go in,” Bauman said.
 “Mercy of God! Mercy of God!” an emaciated, bald-headed man with bulging eyes cried out, and lurched toward the door on his knees, his hands upraised and running sores all over his sunken chest. He stopped, shivering, and looked hopefully at Bauman, his eyes blinking in the gloom.
 “I said, go in,” the Nazi repeated. Two seconds after he’d spoken, one of the soldiers kicked Michael in the ribs with his booted foot, and the others shoved him into the hellish cubicle and slammed the door shut. The iron latch scraped into its socket. “Mercy of God! Mercy of God!” the prisoner kept shouting, until a gruff voice from the rear of the cell silenced him by saying, “Shut up, Metzger! No one’s listening to you!”
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As he lay on the filth-clotted hay in the foul darkness with the other prisoners mumbling and moaning in their sleep, Michael felt a sadness creep over him like a silken shroud.
 Life was a precious thing; what was it about men who hated it so much? He thought of the dark smoke belching from the chimneys and tainting the air with the smell of burning flesh. He thought of pinewood boxes full of hair, and how someone—a mother, a father—in a kinder world had combed that hair, and stroked it, and kissed the forehead it fell upon. Now it was gone to the wig makers, and the body up in smoke. More than humans were being destroyed here; whole worlds were being charred to white ash. And for what? Lebensraum—Hitler’s vaunted “elbow room”—and Iron Crosses? He thought of Mouse, lying dead in the thorns, the little man’s neck broken by a quick and merciful twist. His heart clutched: perhaps killing was his nature, but it was far from his pleasure. Mouse had been a good friend. What better epitaph was there? To mourn a single human being in such a death-torn land seemed like standing in a flaming house and blowing out a candle. He sheered his mind away from the memory of Boots crushing the dead hand and plucking the medal from it. His eyes were wet, and he realized he could lose his senses in this hellhole.
 Something Blok had said. What was it? Michael tried to concentrate past the carnage. Something Blok had said about a fortress. Yes, that was it. Blok’s words: No one knows where the fortress is but myself, Dr. Hildebrand, and a few others…
 The fortress. What fortress had he meant? Skarpa Island? Michael didn’t think so; it had been simple enough for Chesna to find out that Hildebrand had a home and workshop on Skarpa. That fact wasn’t a closely guarded secret. So what other fortress could Blok have meant, and what might that have to do with how Iron Fist was going to be used?
 Bullet holes on glass and green-painted metal, Michael thought. Olive-green-painted metal. Why that particular hue?
 He was pondering that when fingers touched his face.
 He jumped, taken by surprise, and grabbed the slim wrist of a crouching figure outlined in dim blue. There was a muffled gasp; the figure thrashed to pull away, but Michael held firm.
 Another figure, this one larger and also silhouetted in blue in Michael’s night vision, uncoiled from the gloom to his right. An arm shot out. At the end of it was a fist, which cracked against Michael’s skull and made his ears ring. A second blow grazed his forehead as he ducked beneath it, crouching on his knees. They were trying to kill him, he thought. A surge of panic rose within him. Were they that hungry that they wanted raw human flesh? He let go of the first figure, which scurried to the safety of a far corner, and concentrated on the larger, stronger one. A third blow was swung; Michael chopped at the open elbow and heard a satisfying grunt of pain. He saw the outline of a head and faint facial features. He slammed his fist into the face. A bulbous nose exploded.
 “Guards!” a man shouted in French. “Guards! Help us!”
 “Mercy of God! Mercy of God!” the shrieker began again at the top of his lungs.
 “Stop that, you fools!” This man’s language was German with a thick Danish accent. “You’ll use up all the air!”
 A pair of sinewy arms twined around Michael’s chest. He rocked his head back and smashed his skull against another man’s face. The arms lost their strength. The large figure with the burst nose was still full of fight. A fist hit Michael’s bruised shoulder and drove a cry of pain from him. Then fingers were on his throat, the weight of a body pressing down on him. Michael brought the palm of his hand up in a short, vicious blow against the tip of the man’s bearded chin and heard the crack of his teeth hitting together, possibly catching part of the tongue between them. The man groaned but kept squeezing Michael’s throat, fingers digging for the windpipe.
 A piercing scream overwhelmed all the other frantic voices. It was the scream of a young girl, and it rose to a hysterical crescendo.
 The kennel door’s small inset slid back. The brass nozzle of a fire hose was pushed through.
 “Watch out!” the Dane warned. “They’re going to—”
 A high-pressure flood of water shot from the nozzle and hit the prisoners, its velocity flinging Michael and his combatant away from each other. Michael was driven against a wall, the water battering his flesh. The girl’s scream became a strangled coughing. The shrieker had been silenced, his frail body hammered by the deluge. In another few seconds the water stopped, the fire hose was withdrawn, and the door’s inset slid back into place. It was all over but the moaning.
 “You! The new one!” It was the same gruff voice that had told Metzger to shut up, except now the man was speaking around a badly bitten tongue. His language was coarse Russian. “You touch the girl again and I’ll break your neck, understand?”
 “I don’t want to hurt her,” Michael answered in his native language. “I thought I was being attacked.”
 The other man didn’t reply for a moment. Metzger was sobbing, and someone else was trying to soothe him. Water trickled down the walls and pooled on the floor, and the air reeked of sweat and steam. “She’s out of her mind,” the Russian told Michael. “About fourteen years old, is my guess. No telling how many times she’s been raped. Somewhere along the line, somebody put out her eyes with a hot iron.”
 “I’m sorry.”
 “Why?” the Russian asked. “Did you do it?” He snorted blood from his broken nose. “Gave me a hell of a knock, you son of a bitch. What’s your name?”
 “Gallatinov,” he answered.
 “I’m Lazaris. The bastards got me at Kirovograd. I was a fighter pilot. How about you?”
 “I’m just a soldier,” Michael said. “They got me in Berlin.”
 “Berlin?” Lazaris laughed and snorted more blood. “Ha! That’s a good one! Well, our comrades will be marching through Berlin soon enough. They’ll set fire to the whole damned city and drink a toast to Hitler’s bones. I hope they catch that bastard. Couldn’t you see him dancing on a meat hook in Red Square?”
 “It’s a possibility.”
 “Never. Hitler won’t be taken alive, that’s for sure. You hungry?”
 “Yes.” It was the first time he’d thought of food since he’d been thrown in this hole.
 “Here. Hold your hand out and you’ll get a feast.”
 Michael did. Lazaris found his hand in the dark, gripped it with wiry fingers, and put something into the palm. Michael sniffed it: a small clump of hard bread that smelled bitter with mold. In a place like this one didn’t turn down handouts. He ate the bread, chewing it slowly.
 “Where are you from, Gallatinov?”
 “Leningrad.” He swallowed the bread, and his tongue searched his teeth for crumbs.
 “I’m from Rostov originally. But I’ve lived all over Russia.” That was the beginning of Lazaris’s recitation of his life history. He was thirty-one years of age, and his father was an “engineering specialist” with the Soviet air force—which meant, basically, that his father was head of a team of mechanics. Lazaris went on about his wife and three sons—all of them safe in Moscow—and how he’d flown more than forty missions in his Yak-1 fighter and shot down twelve Luftwaffe aircraft. “I was working on my thirteenth,” Lazaris said wistfully, “when two more dropped out of the clouds right on top of me. They shot poor Warhammer to pieces, and I hit the silk. I landed less than a hundred yards from an enemy machine-gun nest.” Michael couldn’t see the man’s face in the dark, but he saw the blue-outlined shoulders shrug. “I’m courageous in the sky. On land not so much so. And here I am.”
 “Warhammer,” Michael repeated. “That was your plane?”
 “Yes, I named her. Painted her name on the fuselage, too. Plus a swastika for every kill. Ah, she was a fine, beautiful beast.” He sighed. “You know, I never saw her come down. That’s for the best, I think. Sometimes I like to believe she’s still up there, flying circles over Russia. All the pilots in my squadron named their planes. Do you think that’s childish?”
 “Whatever helps keep a man alive is not childish.”
 “My thoughts, exactly. The Americans do the same thing. Oh, you ought to see their planes! Painted up like Volga floozies—especially their long-distance bombers—but they can fight like Cossacks. What our air force could have done with machines like those!”
 Lazaris had been shipped from camp to camp, he told Michael, and had been in Falkenhausen for what he thought must be six or seven months. He’d only been thrown into this kennel recently—maybe two weeks, he thought, though it was hard to tell the passage of time in a place like this. Why he was in here was anyone’s guess, but he missed seeing the sky.
 “That building with the chimneys,” Michael ventured. “What goes on in there?”
 Lazaris didn’t answer. Michael could hear the sound of the man’s fingers, scratching his beard. “I do miss the sky,” Lazaris said after a while. “The clouds, the blue freedom of it. If I could see one bird, my whole day was happy. But not many birds fly over Falkenhausen.” He lapsed into silence. Metzger was sobbing again, a terrible, broken sound. “Someone sing to him,” Lazaris told the others, speaking a crude but serviceable German. “He likes being sung to.”
 No one sang. Michael sat on the sodden hay with his knees drawn up to his chest. Someone groaned softly, followed by a diarrheic bubbling noise. From across the cell, which couldn’t be more than eight feet or so, Michael heard the whimpering of the blind girl. He could see six figures, silhouetted in faint blue. He lifted a hand and touched the ceiling. Not a crack of light entered the kennel. He felt as if the ceiling were moving, and the walls, too, the entire cell constricting to smash them into bones and juices. It was an illusion, of course, but never in his life had he longed so much for a breath of fresh air and the sight of a forest. Steady, he told himself. Steady. He knew he could withstand more pain and hardship than the normal human being, because those things had been integral parts of his life. But this confinement was torture to his soul, and he knew he could break in a place like this. Steady. There was no telling when he might see the sun again, and he had to keep control of himself. Control was the wolf’s theme. Without control, a wolf had no chance for survival. He could not—must not—give up hope, even here in this den of hopelessness. He’d been successful in diverting Blok’s attention to the fictitious nest of traitors at the Reichkronen, but how long would that last? Sooner or later the torture would begin once more, and when it did—
 Steady, he thought. Don’t think about that. It will happen when it happens, and not before. He was thirsty. He licked the wet wall behind him and caught enough moisture on his tongue for a satisfying sip.
 “Lazaris?” Michael asked, sometime later.
 “What is it?”
 “If you could get out of here, is there a weak point somewhere in the camp? A place where the wall might be climbed?”
 Lazaris grunted. “You must be joking.”
 “I’m not. Surely the guards change, the gate opens to let trucks in and out, a tunnel can be dug. Isn’t there an escape committee here? Hasn’t anyone tried to get out?”
 “No,” Lazaris said. “People here are fortunate to be able to walk, much less run, climb, or dig. There’s no escape committee. There’s no thought of escape, because it’s impossible. Now put that out of your mind before you go insane.”
 “There’s got to be a way out,” Michael persisted. He heard desperation in his voice. “How many prisoners are here?”
 “I don’t know for sure. Possibly forty thousand or so in the men’s camp. Maybe another twenty thousand in the women’s camp. Of course they’re always coming and going. The train pulls in with a new load every day.”
 Michael was stunned. Sixty thousand prisoners, by a conservative estimate. “And how many guards?”
 “Hard to tell. Seven or eight hundred, maybe a thousand.”
 “The guards are outnumbered six to one? And still no one’s tried to escape?”
 “Gallatinov,” the Russian said wearily, as if speaking to a troublesome child, “I don’t know of anyone who can outrun a machine-gun bullet. Or who would care to try. The guards have dogs, too: Dobermans. I’ve seen what their teeth can do to human flesh, and I’ll tell you it isn’t pretty. If, by some astounding miracle, a prisoner was to get out of Falkenhausen, where would that wretch go? We’re in the heart of Germany. From here, all roads lead to Berlin.” He crawled away a few feet and rested his back against the wall. “For you and me, the war is over,” he said quietly. “Let it go.”
 “The hell I will,” Michael told him, and he screamed inside.
 The passage of time was hard to judge. It might have been an hour or two later that Michael noted the prisoners were getting restless. Soon afterward he heard the sound of the door to the next kennel being unbolted. The prisoners were up on their knees, shivering in expectation. Then their own kennel door was unbolted and swung open to let in the excruciating light.
 A small, black loaf of bread, shot through with veins of green mold, was thrown in among them. The prisoners fell upon it, tearing chunks out of it. “Bring your sponge!” one of the soldiers who stood in the corridor said.
 Lazaris crawled forward, a gray sponge in his hand. He had at one time been a husky man, but the flesh had shrunken over his large bones. Dark brown hair spilled down his shoulders, his beard clotted with hay and filth. His facial flesh had drawn tight over his jutting cheekbones, and his eyes were dark holes in the pallid skin. His nose, a formidable beak that might’ve made Cyrano tip his hat, was crusted with blood around the nostrils, courtesy of Michael’s fist. He glanced at Michael as he crawled past, and Michael shrank back. Lazaris had the eyes of a dead man.
 The Russian immersed the sponge in a bucket of dirty water. Then he withdrew it, swollen with liquid. The bucket was pulled away, the kennel’s door slammed shut—a brutal sound—and the iron latch slid back into place. The next kennel down the corridor was opened.
 “Dinnertime,” Lazaris said as he crawled past Michael again. “Everyone gets a drink from the sponge. Hey, you bastards! Leave something for my comrade!” There was the noise of a quick and decisive struggle, and then Lazaris nudged Michael’s arm. “Here.” He put a damp bit of bread in Michael’s hand. “That damned Frenchman always tries to get more than his share. You’ve got to be fast around here if you want something better than a crust.”
 Michael sat with his back against the rough stones and chewed on the bread. He stared at nothing. His eyes stung. Tears crept from them and trickled down his cheeks, but who they were for he did not know.
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The iron bolt shrieked back.
 At once Michael was on his haunches, roused from a nightmare of chimneys whose black smoke covered the earth. The door opened. “Send the girl out!” one of the three soldiers who stood there commanded.
 “Please,” Lazaris said, his voice husky from sleep. “Please let her alone. Hasn’t she suffered e—”
 “Send the girl out!” the man repeated.
 The girl had awakened, and was shivering in a corner. She made a soft whimpering noise, like a trapped rabbit.
 Michael had reached the end of what he would bear. He crouched in front of the doorway, his green eyes glittering above the darkness of his fresh beard. “If you want her so badly,” he said in German, “then come in and take her.”
 A rifle bolt was cocked. The barrel thrust in at him. “Out of the way, you vermin.”
 “Gallatinov!” Lazaris pulled at him. “Are you crazy?”
 Michael remained where he was. “Come in, you sons of bitches. Three against one. What are you waiting for?” He shouted it: “Come on!”
 None of the Germans accepted his invitation. They wouldn’t shoot him, Michael reasoned, because they knew Blok and Krolle hadn’t finished with him. One of the soldiers gathered saliva in his mouth and spat at Michael, and then the door was slammed shut and latched again.
 “Now you’ve done it!” Lazaris fretted. “God knows what you’ve awakened!”
 Michael spun around and grasped the other man’s beard. “You listen to me,” he said. “If you want to forget you’re a man, that’s fine with me, but I’m not going to lie here and moan for the rest of my life! You protected the girl when you thought I was after her; why won’t you protect her from those bastards?”
 “Because”—Lazaris worked Michael’s hand off his beard—“you’re only one, and they are legion.”
 The door was unlocked again. “Mercy of God!” Metzger shrieked. The door opened. Now six soldiers stood in the corridor.
 “You!” The beam of a hand torch found Michael’s face. “Come out of there!” It was Bauman’s voice.
 Michael didn’t move.
 “You won’t like it if we have to drag you out,” Bauman promised.
 “Neither will the Kraut who tries to drag me.”
 A Luger emerged from Bauman’s holster. “Do it,” he told the other soldiers. They hesitated. “Do it, I said!” Bauman thundered, and he gave the nearest man a kick in the pants.
 The first soldier crouched and started into the kennel. He reached out to grasp Michael’s arm, and Michael smashed a handful of filthy hay into the man’s face and followed that with a blow to the jaw that cracked like a gunshot. A second man hurtled through the door, and a third right behind him. Michael warded off a punch, then struck into the second soldier’s throat with the flat of his hand. The third man caught Michael’s jaw with a glancing blow, and a fourth soldier lunged upon him and hooked an arm around his throat. The girl began to scream, a high thin shriek that had years of terror behind it.
 The sound—so much like the voice of a wolf, calling in the night—galvanized Michael. He drove his elbows backward into the rib cage of the man who was throttling him. The soldier grunted with pain and his grip loosened, and Michael thrashed free. A fist struck his bruised shoulder, and another hammered at his skull. He shook off a body with such force that the man was slammed against the wall. A knee thudded into his back, and fingers raked his eyes. There was a shrill cry of pain, and suddenly the soldier who was trying to gouge his eyes out flailed at the emaciated figure that had leaped upon him. Metzger’s teeth had sunk into the soldier’s cheek, and he was ripping the flesh like a maddened terrier.
 Michael kicked out, and caught another soldier on the point of the chin. The man was hurled through the door and clipped Bauman’s legs. Bauman lifted a whistle to his mouth and began to blow quick, shrill notes. A fist swung past Michael’s head, thunking into a Germanic face; with a hoarse roar Lazaris swung again, and this time burst the man’s upper lip open in a spray of crimson. Then Lazaris grasped the hair of a guard whose SS cap had spun away, and slammed his forehead against the man’s skull with a noise like an ax blade meeting timber.
 A blackjack rose up like a cobra’s head. Michael grabbed the wrist before the soldier could strike, and drove his fist into the man’s armpit. He heard a rush of air behind him. Before he could twist around, a rifle butt hit him in the center of the back, between his shoulder blades, knocking the breath from his lungs. The blackjack crunched down on his arm, just above the elbow, and froze it with pain. A fist struck him on the back of the head, stunning him, and though he kept fighting wildly, he knew he was all but used up.
 “Bring him out!” Bauman shouted as other soldiers came to his assistance. “Come on, hurry it up!”
 The blackjack wielder began to beat at Lazaris and Metzger, driving them back against the wall. Two of the soldiers grabbed the blind girl and started hauling her out. Michael was thrown onto the corridor floor, where Bauman put a boot on his throat. The rest of the guards, most of them bruised and bleeding, scrambled out of the kennel.
 Michael heard a submachine gun being cocked. He looked up, his vision misted with pain, and saw a guard pointing his Schmeisser into the kennel. “No!” Michael croaked, Bauman’s foot pressed to his neck.
 The gun fired, two short bursts amid the remaining five prisoners. Spent cartridges clattered to the stones.
 “Stop that!” Bauman shouted, and uptilted the Schmeisser with the barrel of his pistol. Another quick burst pocked the stone wall and rained fragments and dust around them. “No firing without a direct order!” he raged, his eyes wild behind his glasses. “Do you understand me?”
 “Yes, sir,” the guard replied, thoroughly cowed, and he clicked the safety on his smoking gun and lowered it to his side.
 Bauman’s face had turned scarlet. He removed his foot from Michael’s neck. “You know every round of ammunition has to be accounted for!” he shouted at the gunner. “I’ll be filling out reports for a week with all that damned firing!” He motioned disdainfully to the kennel. “Close that up! And you men, get this trash on his feet!” He started striding along the corridor, and Michael was made to follow, his head pounding and his knees threatening to give way.
 He was returned to the room with the X-shaped metal table. A light bulb burned overhead. “Strap him down,” Bauman said. Michael began to fight again, dreading the bite of those straps, but he was exhausted and the issue was quickly settled. The straps were pulled tight. “Leave us,” Bauman told the soldiers. When they were gone, he removed his glasses and slowly cleaned the lenses with a handkerchief. Michael noted that his hands were shaking.
 Bauman put his glasses back on. His face was haggard, dark circles under his eyes. “What’s your real name?” he asked.
 Michael remained silent, some of the fog clearing out of his mind but his back and shoulders still hurting like hell.
 “I mean what they call you in Britain,” Bauman went on. “You’d better talk quick, my friend! There’s no telling when Krolle might come around, and he’s aching to use that baton on you!”
 Michael was puzzled. Bauman’s tone of voice had changed; it was urgent, not superior. A trick, he thought it must be. Of course it was!
 “Chesna van Dorne hasn’t been captured yet.” Bauman lifted the table so Michael was almost upright, and locked it in place. “Her friends—our friends—are helping her hide. She’s also working on the arrangements.”
 “Arrangements?” His throat felt bruised from the pressure of Bauman’s boot. “What arrangements?”
 “To get you out of here. And also to find a plane and set up the fuel stops. You were planning on going to Norway, correct?”
 Michael was shocked speechless. It had to be a trick! My God! he thought. Chesna’s been captured, and she’s told everything!
 “Listen to me very carefully.” Bauman stared into Michael’s eyes. A pulse beat rapidly at the German’s temple. “I am here because I had a choice. Either fieldwork, which meant risking getting my ass shot off or being hung up from the balls by the Russians, or working here in this… this slaughterhouse. In the field I could do nothing for our friends; here I can at least communicate with them, and do what I can to help certain prisoners. Incidentally, if your intent was to get everyone in your cell murdered, you came very close to accomplishing it.”
 That explained the dramatics with the machine gun, Michael thought. Bauman was trying to keep the others from being killed. No, no! Blok or Krolle had set him up to this! This was all stage play!
 “My task,” Bauman said, “is to keep you alive until the arrangements are worked out. I don’t know how long that will be. I’ll get a radio code that will tell me how your escape’s going to be managed. God help us, because prisoners only leave Falkenhausen as bags of fertilizer. I’ve made a suggestion; we’ll see if Chesna thinks it’s worthwhile.”
 “What suggestion?” he asked warily.
 “Falkenhausen was built to keep prisoners in. The camp is understaffed and the guards are used to docility. Which is why you were very stupid just now. Don’t do anything to call attention to yourself!” He paced back and forth as he talked. “Just play the brain-dead prisoner, and you might survive a week!”
 “All right,” Michael said, “let’s pretend I believe you. How would I get out?”
 “The guards—and Krolle, too—have gotten lazy. There are no uprisings here, no escape attempts, nothing to upset the day-to-day routine. The guards don’t expect anyone to try to break out, simply because it would be impossible. But”—he stopped pacing—“neither do they expect anyone to try to break in. And that may be a distinct possibility.”
 “Break in? To a concentration camp? That’s crazy!”
 “Yes, Krolle and the guards would think so, too. As I said, Falkenhausen was built to keep prisoners in, but maybe not to keep a rescue team out.”
 A faint ember of hope sparked within Michael. If this man was acting, he deserved star billing with Chesna. But Michael didn’t let himself believe it yet; it would be utter foolishness to go along with this, and perhaps spill precious secrets in the process.
 “I know this is difficult for you. If I were in your position, I’d be skeptical as well. You’re probably thinking I’m trying to lead you into a trap of some kind. Maybe nothing I can say will make you believe otherwise, but this you must believe: it’s my job to keep you alive, and that’s what I’m going to do. Just do what you’re told, and do it without hesitation.”
 “It’s a huge camp,” Michael said. “If a rescue team did get through the gate, how are they going to find me?”
 “I’ll take care of that.”
 “And what if the team fails?”
 “In that case,” Bauman said, “it’s my responsibility to see that you die without revealing any secrets.”
 This hit a true note. If the rescue effort failed, that solution was what Michael would expect. My God! he thought. Do I dare trust this man?
 “The guards are waiting outside. Some of them have loose lips, and they tell everything to Krolle. So I’ll have to beat you, to make this look real.” He began to wrap the handkerchief around the knuckles of his right fist. “I’ll have to draw blood. My apologies.” He drew the handkerchief tight. “When we finish here, you’ll be returned to your cell. Again, I beg you: don’t put up any resistance. We want the guards and Major Krolle to believe you’re broken. Understand?”
 Michael didn’t reply. His mind was too busy, trying to sort all this out.
 “All right,” Bauman said. He raised his fist. “I’ll try to get this over as quickly as I can.”
 He punched with the spare economy of a boxer. It didn’t take very long for the handkerchief to become spattered with scarlet. Bauman gave Michael no body blows; he wanted all the damage—as superficial as it was—to be on display. By the time he was finished, Michael was bleeding from a gash above his left eye and a split lower lip, his face mottled with blue bruises.
 Bauman opened the door and called the guards in, the bloodstained handkerchief still bound around his swollen knuckles. Michael, almost unconscious, was unstrapped and dragged back to his kennel. He was thrown inside, on the damp hay, and the door was sealed.
 “Gallatinov!” Lazaris shook him back to his senses. “I thought they would’ve killed you, for sure!”
 “They… did… their worst.” Michael tried to sit up, but his head felt like a lump of lead. He was lying against another body. A cool, unbreathing body. “Who is that?” Michael asked, and Lazaris told him. The bursts of machine-gun bullets had delivered the mercy of God. The Frenchman was also hit, and he lay huddled up and breathing heavily with slugs in his chest and stomach. Lazaris, the Dane, and the other prisoner—a German who moaned and cried without pause—had all escaped injury but for stone splinter cuts. The fourteen-year-old girl had not returned to the kennel.
 She didn’t come back. Sometime during the next eight hours—or at least Michael judged it to be so, though his sense of time had all but vanished—the Frenchman hitched a final breath and died. The guards brought another small loaf of black bread and allowed another dip of the sponge in their bucket, but they left the corpses among the living.
 Michael slept a lot, rebuilding his strength. His thigh wound began to crust over, and so did the gash above his left eye: more signs of time’s passage. He lay on the kennel floor and stretched, working the blood back into his stiff muscles. He closed his mind to the walls and ceiling and concentrated on visions of green forest and grasslands sweeping toward the blue horizon. He learned the routine: the guards brought bread and water once every day, and every third day a bucket of gray gruel that Lazaris sopped the sponge in. It was slow starvation, but Michael made sure he got every bit of bread, water, and gruel that he could scoop up and squeeze out.
 The corpses swelled and began to reek of decay.
 What was Blok up to? Michael wondered. Possibly going over the histories of the Reichkronen employees, trying to uncover a traitor who wasn’t there? Possibly trying to find the fictitious camera and film? Or leading the search for Chesna? He knew that a resumption of torture was imminent; this time it would be with instruments instead of fists and Krolle’s rubber baton. Michael wasn’t sure he could survive it. When his torturers came for him again, he would let the change take him, he decided. He would tear out as many of their throats as he could before their bullets cut him to pieces, and that would be the end of it.
 But what about Iron Fist, and the forthcoming invasion? The gruel bucket had come twice; he’d been in this filthy hole for at least seven days. The Allied command had to be warned about Iron Fist. Whatever it was, it was deadly enough to make delaying D day imperative. If the soldiers who hit the landing beaches were exposed to the corrosive substance that had caused those wounds in the photographs, then the invasion would be a massacre.
 He awakened from a restless sleep, in which skeletons in green fatigues lay in huge piles on the shores of France, to hear the sound of thunder.
 “Ah, listen to that music!” Lazaris said. “Isn’t it lovely?”
 Not thunder, Michael realized. The sound of bombs.
 “They’re hitting Berlin again. The Americans in their B-seventeens.” Lazaris’s breathing had quickened with excitement. Michael knew the Russian was imagining himself up there with the swarms of heavy bombers, in the turbulent sky. “Sounds like some of their bombs are falling short. The woods’ll be on fire; it usually happens that way.”
 The camp air-raid siren had begun to wail. The thunder was louder, and Michael could feel the vibration of the kennel’s stones.
 “Lots of bombs coming down,” Lazaris said. “They never hit the camp, though. The Americans know where we are, and they’ve got those new bomb sights. Now there’s an aircraft for you, Gallatinov. If we’d had Forts instead of those lousy Tupolevs, we’d have knocked the Krauts to hell back in forty-two.”
 It took a moment for what Lazaris had said to sink in. “What?” Michael asked.
 “I said, if we’d had B-seventeens instead of those damned Tu—”
 “No, you said ‘Forts.’ ”
 “Oh. Right. Flying Fortresses. B-seventeens. They call them that because they’re so hard to shoot down. But the Krauts get their share.” He crawled toward Michael a few feet. “Sometimes you can see the air battles if the sky’s clear enough. Not the planes, of course, because they’re too high, but their contrails. One day we had a real scare. A Fortress with two burning engines passed right over the camp, couldn’t have been a hundred feet off the ground. You could hear it crash, maybe a mile or so away. A little lower and it would’ve come down on our heads.”
 Flying Fortress, Michael thought. Fortress. Long-range American bombers, based in England. The Yanks painted their bombers a drab olive green: the same shade as the metal pieces Theo von Frankewitz had decorated with false bullet holes. Blok had said, No one knows where the fortress is but myself, Dr. Hildebrand, and a few others. Frankewitz had done his work in a hangar on an unknown airfield. Was it possible, then, that the “fortress” Blok had been talking about was not a place, but a B-17 bomber?
 It hit him then, full force. He said, “The American bomber crews give names to their planes, don’t they?”
 “Yes. They paint the names on the aircraft nose, and usually other art, too. Like I said, they paint their planes up like floozies—but get them in the air, and they fly like angels.”
 “Iron Fist,” Michael said.
 “What?”
 “Iron Fist,” he repeated. “That might be the name of a Flying Fortress, mightn’t it?”
 “Could be, I suppose. Why?”
 Michael didn’t answer. He was thinking about the drawing Frankewitz had shown him: an iron fist, squeezing a caricature of Adolf Hitler. The kind of picture that no German in his right mind would display. But certainly the kind of art that might be proudly displayed on the nose of a Flying Fortress.
 “Sweet music,” Lazaris whispered, listening to the distant blasts.
 The Nazis knew the invasion was coming, Michael thought. They didn’t know where, or exactly when, but they’d probably narrowed it down to the end of May or beginning of June, when the Channel’s tides were less capricious. It stood to reason that whatever Hildebrand was developing would be ready for use by then. Perhaps the weapon itself was not called “Iron Fist,” but “Iron Fist” was the means of putting that weapon into action.
 The Allies, with their fighter planes and long-distance bombers, owned the sky over Hitler’s Reich. Hundreds of bombing missions had been flown over the cities of Nazi-occupied Europe. In all those missions how many Flying Fortresses had been shot down by German fighters or antiaircraft guns? And of those, how many had made crash landings, shot to pieces and with engines aflame? The real question was: how many intact Flying Fortresses had the Nazis gotten hold of?
 At least one, Michael thought. Perhaps the bomber that had passed over Falkenhausen and come down in the forest. Maybe it had been Blok’s idea to salvage that aircraft, and that was why he’d been promoted from commandant of Falkenhausen to head of security for the Iron Fist project.
 He let his mind wander, toward fearsome possibilities. How difficult would it be to make a damaged B-17 airworthy again? It depended, of course, on the damage; parts could be scavenged from other wrecks all over Europe. Maybe a downed Fortress—Iron Fist—was being reconstructed at that airfield where Frankewitz had done his paintings. But why bullet holes? Michael wondered. What was the point of making a reconstructed bomber look as if it had been riddled with—
 Yes, Michael thought. Of course.
 Camouflage.
 On D-Day, the invasion beaches would be protected by Allied fighters. No Luftwaffe plane would be able to get through—but an American Flying Fortress might. Especially one that was battle-scarred, and limping back to its base in England.
 And once that aircraft got over its target, it could drop its bombs—containing Hildebrand’s new discovery—onto the heads of thousands of young soldiers.
 But Michael realized there were holes in his conjecture: why go to all that effort when Nazi artillery cannons could simply fire Hildebrand’s new weapon amid the invasion troops? And if that weapon was indeed a gas of some kind, how could the Nazis be sure the winds wouldn’t blow it back in their faces? No, the Germans might be desperate, but they were far from being stupid. How, then, if Michael was right, was the Fortress going to be used?
 He had to get out of here. Had to get to Norway and put more pieces of this puzzle together. He doubted if the B-17 would be hangared in Norway; that was too far from the possible invasion sites. But Hildebrand and his new weapon were there, and Michael had to find out exactly what it was.
 The bombing had ceased. The camp’s air-raid siren began to whine down.
 “Good hunting to you,” Lazaris wished the flyers, and in his voice there was a tormented longing.
 Michael lay down, trying to find sleep again. He kept seeing the grisly photographs of Hildebrand’s test subjects in his mind. Whatever could do that to human flesh had to be destroyed.
 The swollen corpses of Metzger and the Frenchman gurgled and popped, releasing the gases of decay. Michael heard the faint scratching of a rat in the wall next to him, trying to find its way to the smell. Let him come, Michael thought. The rat would be fast, a canny survivor, but Michael knew he was faster. Protein was protein. Let him come.
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The gruel bucket was brought again, marking Michael’s tenth day of captivity. The guards retched at the odor of the corpses and slammed the kennel door as soon as they could. Sometime later Michael was drifting in the twilight of sleep when he heard the latch sliding back. The door opened again. Two guards with rifles stood in the corridor, and one of them pressed a handkerchief over his mouth and nose and said, “Bring the dead men out.”
 Lazaris and the others hesitated, waiting to see if Michael would comply. A third figure peered into the kennel and shone a flashlight on Michael’s pallid face. “Come on, hurry!” Bauman ordered. “We haven’t got all night!”
 Michael heard the tension in Bauman’s voice. What was going on? Bauman slid his Luger out of his holster and pointed it into the kennel. “I won’t say it again. Out.”
 Michael and Lazaris grasped Metzger’s bony corpse and hauled it out of the kennel while the Dane and the German brought the second corpse out. Michael’s knees groaned when he stood up, and the Dane fell to the stones and lay there until a rifle barrel prodded him up. “All right,” Bauman said. “All of you, march.”
 They carried the corpses along the corridor. “Halt!” Bauman ordered when they reached a metal door. One of the guards unbolted it and pushed it open.
 Michael knew that however old he lived to be, he would never forget that moment. Fresh, cool air drifted in through the doorway; maybe there was a trace of burning flesh in it, but it was sweet perfume compared to the kennel’s stale rankness. The camp was quiet, midnight stars afire in the sky. A truck was parked outside, and Bauman directed the prisoners to it with their baggage of corpses. “Get them inside!” he said, tension still thick in his voice. “Hurry!”
 The back of the truck was already loaded with over a dozen naked bodies, male and female. It was difficult to tell, because all the corpses had shaved heads, and the breasts of the females had flattened like dead flowers. The flies were very bad. “Come on, move!” Bauman said, and shoved Michael forward.
 And then Bauman turned, with the grace of a motion he’d played out a hundred times in his mind in preparation for this moment. The knife slid down into his left hand from the inside of his sleeve, and he took a step toward the nearest guard, plunging the blade into the man’s heart. The guard cried out and staggered back, scarlet spreading over his uniform. The second guard said, “What in the name of—”
 Bauman stabbed him in the stomach, pulled the blade out and stabbed again. The first guard had crumpled to his knees, his face bleached, and he was trying to get his pistol out of his holster. Michael let go of Metzger’s corpse and grabbed the man’s wrist as the pistol came out. He smashed his fist into the man’s face, but the guard’s finger twitched on the trigger and the gun went off, startlingly loud in the silence. The bullet fired into the sky. Michael hit him again, as hard as he could, and as the guard crumpled he took the pistol away.
 The Nazi who was grappling with Bauman shouted, “Help me! Someone, help—”
 Bauman shot him through the mouth, and the man pitched backward into the dust.
 In the distance dogs were barking. Dobermans, Michael thought. “You!” Bauman pointed at Lazaris, who stood staring in shock. “Get that rifle! Go on, you fool!”
 Lazaris scooped it up. And aimed it at Bauman. Michael pushed the barrel aside. “No,” he said. “He’s on our side.”
 “I’ll be damned! What’s going on?”
 “Stop that jabbering!” Bauman slid the bloody knife into his belt. He glanced at the luminous hands of his wristwatch. “We’ve got three minutes to reach the gate! Get in the truck, all of you!” Michael heard a shrill whistle blowing somewhere: an alarm signal.
 The Dane scrambled into the back, over the corpses. Lazaris did the same, but the German prisoner fell to his knees and began to sob and moan. “Leave him!” Bauman said, and motioned Michael into the truck cab. Bauman got behind the wheel, turned the ignition key, and the engine sputtered and rumbled to life. He drove away from the stone building full of kennels, and toward Falkenhausen’s front gate, dust pluming behind the rear tires. “Those shots will stir up a hornet’s nest. Hang on.” He swerved the truck between two wooden buildings and pressed his foot on the accelerator. Michael saw the chimneys to their left, spouting red sparks as more bodies were charred. And then three soldiers, one of them with a submachine gun, stood in the path of their headlights, waving the truck down. “We’re going through,” Bauman said tersely.
 The guards leaped aside, shouting for the truck to halt. More whistles began to shriek. A burst of bullets whacked into the rear of the truck, making the steering wheel shudder in Bauman’s grip. Rifle fire cracked: Lazaris was at work. Searchlights on towers in this section of the huge camp began to come on, their beams sweeping back and forth along the dirt roads and across the buildings. Bauman checked his watch again. “It should start to happen in a few seconds.”
 Before Michael could ask what he meant, there was a hollow boom to their right. Another blast followed almost immediately, this time behind them and on the left. A third explosion was so close Michael could see the gout of fire. “Our friends brought mortars to create a diversion,” Bauman said. “They’re firing them from the woods.” Another series of blasts echoed over the camp. Michael heard scattered rifle fire. The guards were firing at shadows, maybe even at each other. He hoped they, in this instance, had true aim.
 A searchlight’s glaring white beam found them. Bauman cursed and swerved the truck onto another road to get away from the light, but it stuck close. A high, piercing steam whistle began: the camp’s emergency alarm. “Now Krolle’s in the act,” Bauman said, his knuckles white on the wheel. “Those bastards on the towers have radios. They’re pinpointing our posi—”
 A guard stepped into the road ahead of them, planted his feet, and pulled back the bolt on his Schmeisser.
 Michael saw the weapon fire in a low, sweeping arc. The two front tires exploded almost in unison, and the truck lurched as the engine and radiator were pierced. The guard, still firing, dove for cover as the truck careened past him in a storm of dust, and the front fender scraped sparks off a stone wall before Bauman could get control again. The windshield was cracked, and filmed with oil. Bauman kept driving, his head out the window and the flattened front tires plowing grooves in the road. About fifty yards farther and the engine made a noise like tin cans in a grinder, then died. “That’s it for the truck!” Bauman was already throwing his door open. The truck halted, right in the middle of the road, and Michael and the German scrambled out. “Come on!” Bauman shouted to Lazaris and the Dane. They clambered out from the corpses, looking corpselike themselves. “The gate’s this way, about a hundred yards!” Bauman motioned ahead and started running. Michael, his naked body shivering with the effort, kept a few strides behind. Lazaris stumbled, fell, got up, and followed on spindly legs. “Wait! Please wait for me!” the Dane shouted as he lagged behind. Michael looked back, just as a searchlight hit the Dane. “Keep going!” Bauman yelled. The next sound was machine-gun fire, and the Dane was silent.
 “Bastards! You filthy bastards!” Lazaris stopped in the road and aimed his rifle as the light swung upon him. Bullets marched across the ground in front of him as Lazaris squeezed off shot after shot. Glass exploded, and the light went out.
 Bauman suddenly pulled up short, face-to-face with three guards who’d emerged from between two barracks buildings. “It’s me! Fritz Bauman!” he shouted before they could lift their weapons. Michael hit the ground on his stomach. “The prisoners are rioting in Section E!” Bauman shouted. “They’re tearing the place apart! For God’s sake, get over there!” The soldiers ran on, and disappeared around the corner of another barracks. Then Bauman and Michael continued toward the gate, and as they came out from a cluster of wooden buildings there it was in front of them, across a dangerous area of open ground. The tower searchlights were aimed into the camp, sweeping back and forth. Mortar shells were still exploding in the center of Falkenhausen. “Down!” Bauman told Michael, and they lay on the ground against the wall of one of the wooden buildings as a searchlight crept past. He checked his watch once more. “Damn, it! They’re late! Where the hell are they?”
 A figure started to stumble past them. Michael reached out, grasped the man’s ankles, and tripped him into the dust before a searchlight caught him. Lazaris said, “What are you trying to do, you bastard? Break my neck?”
 A motorcycle with a sidecar suddenly roared across the open ground, and its driver skidded to a stop in front of a green-painted building near the gate. Almost at once a door opened and out rushed a stocky figure wearing combat boots, a Nazi helmet, and a red silk robe, two pistols in the holster around his thick waist. Major Krolle, awakened from his beauty sleep, wedged himself into the sidecar and motioned for the driver to go. Dust spat from the motorcycle’s rear tire as the driver obeyed, and Michael realized Krolle was going to pass within a few feet of their position. Bauman was already lifting his pistol. Michael said, “No,” and reached for Lazaris’s rifle. He stood up, his mind aflame with the image of hair drifting into a pinewood box, and as the motorcycle got within range he stepped out from the wall’s protection and swung the rifle like a club.
 As the rifle connected with the driver’s skull and broke the man’s neck like a stick of kindling, Falkenhausen’s main gate exploded in a blast of flame and a whirlwind of burning timbers.
 The concussion knocked Michael to the ground, and passed in a hot wave. The driverless motorcycle veered sharply to the left, spun in a circle, and crashed against a wooden wall before Krolle even knew he was in danger. The motorcycle pitched over on its side, the engine still running, and Krolle flopped out of the sidecar, his helmet knocked off and his ears ringing from the blast.
 From the ruins of the gate emerged a camouflage-painted truck with armor shields protecting the tires. As it roared into the camp, the brown canvas covering its cargo bay was whipped back, exposing a .50-caliber machine gun on a swivel mounting. The machine gunner angled his weapon up and shot the nearest searchlight out, then turned its fire on the next one. Three other men in the rear of the truck aimed rifles at the tower guards and began to shoot. “Let’s go!” Bauman yelled, getting to his feet. Michael was on his haunches, watching Krolle struggling to get up; the holster had slipped down and tangled around his legs. Michael said, “Take my friend and get to the truck.” He stood up.
 “What? Are you crazy? They’re here for you!”
 “Do it.” Michael saw the rifle on the ground, its butt broken off. Krolle was whimpering, trying to pull one of the Lugers from its holster. “Don’t wait for me.” He walked to Major Krolle, grabbed the holster, and flung it away. Krolle gasped, blood running from a gash across his forehead and his eyes dazed. “Go!” Michael shouted to Bauman, and he and the Russian ran toward the truck.
 Krolle moaned, finally recognizing the man who stood before him. There was a whistle around Krolle’s thick neck, and he put it to his mouth but he didn’t have wind enough to blow.
 Michael heard the clatter of bullets against armor plate. He looked back and saw that Lazaris and Bauman had reached the truck and climbed inside. The machine gunner was still firing at the tower guards, but now slugs were striking the truck as well. More soldiers were coming, alerted by the blast and blaze. A rifle bullet ricocheted off one of the truck’s tire shields, and the machine gunner swiveled his weapon and shot down the soldier who’d fired it. The kitchen was heating up; it was time to get out. The truck was put into reverse, and withdrew through the flame-edged aperture where the gate had been.
 At his feet, Krolle was trying to crawl away. “Help me,” he croaked. “Someone…” But he could not be heard over the shouts and the firing of guns and the wailing emergency siren, a sound that must’ve reached Berlin. Michael said, “Major?” and the man looked at him. Krolle’s face distorted into a rictus of sheer horror.
 Michael’s mouth was opening, the muscles rippling in his jaws. Making room for the fangs that slid, dripping saliva, from their sockets. Dark bands of hair rose over the naked flesh, and his fingers and toes began to hook into claws.
 Krolle scrambled up, slipped, got up again with a strangled yelp and ran. Not toward the gate, because the monstrous figure blocked his way, but in the opposite direction, into the depths of Falkenhausen. Michael, his spine contorting and his joints cracking, followed like the shadow of death.
 The major fell to his knees beside a barracks and tried to get his bulk into the crawl space beneath. Failing that, he struggled up once more and staggered on, calling for help in a voice that did not carry. A wooden building was on fire perhaps three hundred yards away, hit by a mortar shell. Its red light capered in the sky. The searchlights were still probing, their paths interweaving, and guards shot at each other in the confusion.
 There was no confusion in the mind of the wolf. He knew his task, and he would relish this one.
 Krolle looked back over his shoulder and saw the thing’s green eyes. He gave a bleat of fear, his robe dusty and undone, and his well-fed, white belly hanging out. He kept running, trying to call for help between gasps of air. He dared to look again and saw the monster gaining on him with a steady, powerful loping stride—and then Krolle’s ankles hit a low pinewood barrier, and with a scream he pitched over it and slid facedown a steep dirt incline.
 Michael leaped nimbly across the barricade—set there to keep trucks from tumbling over—and stood on the edge of the incline, peering at what lay before him. In his wolf’s body his heart hammered with a fearsome rhythm as he saw the beast’s banquet laid out at the bottom of the pit.
 How many corpses were strewn there was impossible to say. Three thousand? Five thousand? He didn’t know. The steep-walled pit was about fifty yards from side to side, and the naked dead lay tangled in obscene, bony piles, thrown one on top of another so deep that he couldn’t see the pit’s floor. In that gray, hideous, unfathomable mass of rib cages, emaciated arms and legs, bald skulls and hollowed eyes, one figure in a red robe struggled toward the pit’s opposite side, crawling across the bridges of decaying flesh.
 Michael held his position on the edge, his claws gripping the soft dirt. The firelight leaped, painting the huge mass grave with hell’s radiance. His mind was numbed; there was so much death. Reality seemed warped, a bad dream from which he must surely soon awaken. This was the fingerprint of true evil, beyond which all fictions paled.
 Michael lifted his head to heaven, and screamed.
 It came out as a hoarse, ragged wolf’s wail. In the pit Krolle heard it, and looked back. Sweat glistened on his face, flies swarming around him. “Stay away from me!” he shouted to the monster on the pit’s edge. His voice cracked, and madness broke through. “Stay away from—”
 A corpse shifted beneath him with a noise like a whisper. Its movement caused other bodies to part, and Krolle lost his balance. He clawed at a broken shoulder, trying to grip a pair of legs with his sweaty hands, but flesh rippled under his fingers and he went down amid the dead. The corpses rose and fell like sea waves, and Krolle thrashed to stay at the surface. He opened his mouth to scream; flies rushed into it, and were sucked down his throat. Flies blinded him, and winnowed into his ears. He clawed at rotting flesh, his boots finding no purchase. His head went under, corpses shifting around him like waking sleepers. Taken one by one, the bodies weighed about as much as the shovels that had pitched them down here; together, in their twisted linkage of arms and legs, they closed over Krolle’s head and crushed him down into the suffocating depths. He was borne to the bottom, where a slender arm hooked around his throat and flies struggled in his windpipe.
 Krolle was gone. The corpses kept shifting, all across the pit, making room for another. Michael, his green eyes burning with tears of horror, turned away from the dead, and ran toward the living.
 He scared the yellow piss out of two Dobermans that were being held on leashes by their masters, and then he streaked past them and across the open ground near where the wrecked motorcycle lay. A truckful of soldiers was about to drive through the broken gate, in pursuit of the rescue team. Michael changed their plans by leaping up over the truck’s tailgate into the rear, and the soldiers yelled and jumped out as if they’d grown wings. The driver, intimidated by the sight of a thin and obviously hungry wolf snapping at his face on the other side of the windshield, immediately lost control and the truck slammed into Falkenhausen’s stone wall.
 But the wolf was no longer perched on the hood. Michael bounded through the blown-open gate, and out into freedom. He cut across the dirt road and entered the forest, his nose sniffing. Engine oil, gunpowder, and… ah, yes… the rank odor of a Russian fighter pilot.
 He kept to the brush on the road’s edge, following the scents. The smell of blood: someone had been wounded. About a mile away from Falkenhausen the truck had turned off the main road onto one that was little more than a… well, than a wolf’s trail. The rescue team had been prepared; what looked—and smelled—like a second truck had come out of this trail and roared away to leave tire treads for the pursuers, while the original vehicle had entered the dense forest. Michael followed Lazaris’s reek, through the silent sylvan glades.
 He followed the twisting trail for almost eight miles, and then he heard the voices and saw the glint of flashlights. He crouched amid the pines and watched. In a clearing before him, shielded from aerial observation by a camouflage net overhead, were the armored truck and two civilian cars. Workers were dismantling the truck, rapidly removing the armor and taking the machine gun off its mount. At the same time others were hurriedly painting the truck white with a Red Cross on the cab doors. The cargo-bay area was being transformed into an ambulance, with tiers of stretcher beds. The machine gun was wrapped in burlap, put into a wooden box lined with rubber, lowered into a trench. Then shovels went to work, covering the weapon.
 A tent had been set up, and from it protruded a radio antenna. Michael was flattered. They’d gone to a hell of a lot of effort for him, not to mention risking their lives.
 “I tried to get him to come, damn it!” Bauman suddenly walked out of the tent. “I think he went crazy! How was I to know he was about to snap?”
 “You should have made him come! God only knows what they’ll do to him now!” A second figure stalked out, following Bauman. Michael knew that voice, and when he sniffed the air he caught her fragrance: cinnamon and leather. Chesna wore a black jumpsuit, a holster and pistol around her waist, her blond hair hidden beneath a black cap and her face daubed with charcoal. “All this work, and he’s still in there! And instead of him, you bring this thing!” She motioned angrily at Lazaris, who emerged from the tent placidly chewing on a biscuit. “My God, what are we going to do?”
 A wolf could smile, in its own way.
 Two minutes later a sentry heard a twig snap. He froze, questing for movement in the dark. Was there someone standing by that pine tree, or not? He lifted his rifle. “Halt. Who’s there?”
 “A friend,” Michael said. He dropped the twig he’d just broken and came out with his hands upraised. The sight of a naked, bruised man emerging from the forest made the sentry shout, “Hey! Someone come over here! Hurry!”
 “What’s all that damned noise!” Chesna said as she, Bauman, and a couple of others rushed to the sentry’s assistance. Flashlights were turned on, and they caught Michael Gallatin in their crossfire.
 Chesna stopped abruptly, the breath shocked out of her.
 Bauman whispered, “How the hell…”
 “No time for formalities.” Michael’s voice was raspy and weak. The change, and the eight-mile run, had tapped the last of his reserves. Already the figures around him were blurring in and out of focus. He could let himself go now. He was free. “I’m… about to pass out,” he said. “I hope… someone will… catch me?” His knees buckled.
 Chesna did.

TEN
Destiny

1

His first impression upon awakening was of green and golden light: the sun, shining through dense foliage. He thought of the forest of his youth, the kingdom of Wiktor and the family. But that was long ago, and Michael Gallatin lay not on a pallet of hay but on a bed of white linen. The ceiling above him was white, the walls pale green. He heard the song of robins and turned his head toward a window on his right. He could see a network of interlocking tree branches and slices of blue sky between them.
 His mind, even with all the beauty, found the emaciated corpses in the mass grave. That was the kind of thing that, once viewed, opened your eyes forever to the reality of human evil. He wanted to weep, to cleanse himself of that sight, but his eyes wouldn’t let the tears go. Why weep when the tortures were already done? No, the time for tears had passed. It was time now for cold reflection, and a gathering of strength.
 His body hurt like hell. Even his brain felt bruised. He lifted up the sheet and saw he was still naked. His flesh resembled a patchwork quilt, rendered in shades of black and blue. His wounded thigh had been stitched up and painted with iodine. Various other cuts and punctures on his body—including the stab wounds inflicted by Blok’s dinner fork—had been treated with disinfectant. The kennel filth had been scrubbed off him, and Michael figured that whoever had done the job was deserving of a medal. He touched his hair and found that it had been washed, too; his scalp stung, probably from an astringent lice-killing shampoo. His beard had been shaved off, but there was a fresh rough stubble on his face that made him wonder how long he’d lain in an exhausted slumber.
 One thing he knew for certain: he was famished. He could see the slats of his ribs, and his arms and legs had gotten thin, the muscles wasted. On a small table beside his bed there was a silver bell. Michael picked it up and rang it to see what would happen.
 In less than ten seconds the door flew open. Chesna van Dorne came in, her face radiant and scrubbed of its commando charcoal, her tawny eyes bright, and her hair in golden curls around her shoulders. She was a beautiful vision, Michael thought. He was hardly distracted by her shapeless gray jumpsuit and the Walther pistol in its holster around her waist. Following behind her was a gray-haired man with horn-rimmed glasses, dressed in dark blue trousers and a white shirt with his sleeves rolled up. He carried a black medical bag, which he set on the table beside the bed and unsnapped.
 “How are you feeling?” Chesna asked, standing by the door. Her expression was one of businesslike concern.
 “Alive. Barely.” His voice was a husky whisper. Speaking was an effort. He tried to sit up, but the man—obviously a doctor—pressed his hand against his chest and eased him back down, which was about as difficult as restraining a sickly child.
 “This is Dr. Stronberg,” Chesna explained. “He’s been taking care of you.”
 “And testing the limits of medical science at the same time, I might add.” Stronberg had a voice like gravel in a cement mixer. He sat on the edge of the bed, produced a stethoscope from his bag, and listened to the patient’s heartbeat. “Breathe deeply.” Michael did. “Again. Once more. Now hold your breath. Let it out slowly.” He grunted and took the instrument’s ear cups out. “You’re wheezing a bit. Low-grade infection in the lungs, I think.” A thermometer slid under Michael’s tongue. “You’re fortunate you keep yourself in such good condition. Otherwise twelve days in Falkenhausen on bread and water might have left you with much worse than exhaustion and congested lungs.”
 “Twelve days?” Michael said, and reached for the thermometer.
 Stronberg grasped his wrist and pushed it aside. “Leave that alone. Yes, twelve days. Of course you have other ailments as well: a mild case of shock, a broken nose, a severely bruised shoulder, a bruise on your back from a blow that almost ruptured your kidneys, and your thigh wound was close to contracting gangrene. Lucky for you, it was caught in time. I had to clip some tissue, though; you won’t be using that leg for a while.”
 My God! Michael thought, and he shivered at the idea of losing his leg to a knife and bone saw.
 “There’s been blood in your urine,” Stronberg went on, “but I don’t think your kidneys are permanently damaged. I had to insert a catheter and drain off some fluid.” He removed the thermometer and checked its reading. “Low fever,” he said. “At least you’ve cooled off since yesterday.”
 “How long have I been here?”
 “Three days,” Chesna said. “Dr. Stronberg wanted you to rest.”
 Michael could taste bitterness in his mouth. Drugs, he thought. Antibiotic and tranquilizer, most likely. The doctor was already preparing another syringe. “No more of that,” Michael said.
 “Don’t be an idiot.” Stronberg grasped his arm. “Your system’s been exposed to such filth and germs you’re fortunate you don’t have typhus, diphtheria, and bubonic plague.” He jabbed the needle in.
 There wasn’t much he could do about it. “Who cleaned me?”
 “I hosed you down, if that’s what you mean,” Chesna told him.
 “Thank you.”
 She shrugged. “I didn’t want you infecting my people.”
 “They did a fine job. I’m indebted.” He remembered the smell of blood on the forest trail. “Who got hit?”
 “Eisner. He took a bullet through the hand.” She frowned. “Wait a minute. How did you know anyone was hit?”
 Michael hesitated. How indeed? he thought. “I… didn’t know, for certain,” he said. “A lot of bullets were flying.”
 “Yes.” Chesna was watching him carefully. “We’re lucky we didn’t lose anyone. Now maybe you can tell me why you refused to come out with Bauman, and then wandered into camp more than eight miles from Falkenhausen. What did you do, run that distance? And how did you find us?”
 “Lazaris,” Michael said, stalling while he thought up a good answer. “My friend. Is he all right?”
 Chesna nodded. “He brought an army of lice with him. We had to shave him bald, but he said he’d kill anyone who touched his beard. He’s in even worse shape than you, but he’ll live.” She raised her blond brows. “You were about to tell me how you found us?”
 Michael remembered hearing Chesna and Bauman arguing that night as they came out of the tent. “I think I went a little crazy,” he explained. “I went after Major Krolle. I don’t recall much of what happened.”
 “Did you kill him?”
 “He… was taken care of,” Michael said.
 “Go on.”
 “I took Krolle’s motorcycle. That’s how I got through the gate. A bullet must’ve punctured the gas tank, because I only got a few miles before the engine stopped. Then I started walking through the woods. I saw your flashlights, and I came in.” Flimsy as hell, he thought, but that’s all he could come up with.
 Chesna was silent for a moment, staring at him. Then she said, “We had a man watching the road. He saw no motorcycle.”
 “I didn’t use the road. I went through the forest.”
 “And you just happened to find our camp? In all the woods? You stumbled onto our camp when none of the Nazis could track us down?”
 “I guess I did. I got there, didn’t I?” He smiled wanly. “Call it destiny.”
 “I think,” Chesna said, “that you’ve been breathing through another hollow reed.” She came a little closer to the bed as Stronberg prepared a second injection. “If I didn’t know you were on our side, Baron, I might have grave misgivings about you. To beat Harry Sandler at his own game is one thing; to travel, in your condition, over eight miles through the forest at night and find our camp—which was very well hidden, I might add—is something quite different.”
 “I’m good at what I do. That’s why I’m here.” He winced as the second needle broke the skin.
 She shook her head. “No one is that good, Baron. There’s something about you… something very strange.”
 “Well, we can debate this all day, if you like.” He let feigned exasperation creep into his voice. Chesna’s eyes were sharp, and they saw his evasion. “Have you got the plane ready?”
 “It’s ready, whenever I want it.” She decided to let this matter go, for now. But this man was hiding something, and she wanted to know what it was.
 “Good. When can we leave?”
 “There’ll be no traveling for you,” Stronberg said firmly. He snapped his bag closed. “Not for two weeks, at least. Your body’s been starved and brutalized. A normal man, one without your commando training, would be a basket case by now.”
 “Doctor,” Michael said, “thank you for your attention and care. Now would you please leave?”
 “He’s right,” Chesna added. “You’re too weak to go anywhere. As far as you’re concerned, the mission is over.”
 “Is that why you got me out? To tell me I’m an invalid?”
 “No. To keep you from spilling your guts. Since you were imprisoned, Colonel Blok has closed down the Reichkronen. From what I hear, he’s been questioning all the employees and going over their records. He’s having the place searched room by room. We got you out of Falkenhausen because Bauman let us know Blok was about to start torturing you the following morning. Four more hours and a catheter would have been an impossibility.”
 “Oh. I see.” In that light the loss of a leg was a minor inconvenience.
 Dr. Stronberg was about to retreat to the door. But he paused and said, “That’s an interesting birthmark you have. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”
 “Birthmark?” Michael asked. “What birthmark?”
 Stronberg looked puzzled. “Under your left arm, of course.”
 Michael lifted his arm, and had a shock of surprise. From the armpit to his hip were streaks of sleek, black hair. Wolf hair, he realized. With all the stress to his mind and body, he had not fully changed back since leaving Falkenhausen.
 “Fascinating,” Stronberg said. He leaned closer to look at the streaks. “That’s one for a dermatologist’s journal.”
 “I’m sure it is.” Michael lowered his arm and clasped it to his side.
 Stronberg walked past Chesna to the door. “We’ll start you on solids tomorrow. Some meat with your broth.”
 “I don’t want any damned broth. I want a steak. Very rare.”
 “Your stomach’s not ready for that,” Stronberg said, and he left the room.
 “What day is this?” Michael asked Chesna after the doctor had gone. “The date?”
 “May seventh.” Chesna walked to a window and peered out at the forest, her face washed with afternoon light. “In answer to your next question, we’re in the house of a friend, about forty miles northwest of Berlin. The nearest village is a small hamlet called Rossow, eleven miles to the west. So we’re safe here, and you can rest easy.”
 “I don’t want to rest. I’ve got a mission to finish.” Even as he said it, he felt whatever Stronberg had given him beginning to work. His tongue was numb, and he was getting drowsy again.
 “We received a radio code from London four days ago.” Chesna turned from the window to look at him. “The invasion’s been scheduled for the fifth of June. I’ve radioed back the message that our assignment is incomplete, and that the invasion may be in jeopardy. I’m still waiting for a reply.”
 “I think I know what Iron Fist is,” Michael said, and he began to tell her about his Flying Fortress theory. She listened intently, with no evidence that she agreed or disagreed: a poker face. “I don’t think the plane’s hangared in Norway,” he told her, “because that’s too far from the invasion beaches. But Hildebrand knows where the plane is. We’ve got to get to Skarpa…” His vision was fogging up, the taste of medicine thick in his mouth, “… and find out what Hildebrand’s developed.”
 “You can’t go anywhere. Not in the shape you’re in. It would be better if I chose a team myself and flew them up.”
 “No! Listen to me… your friends may be good at breaking into a prison camp… but Skarpa’s going to be a hell of a lot tougher. You need a professional for the job.”
 “Like yourself?”
 “Right. I can be ready to go in six days.”
 “Dr. Stronberg said two weeks.”
 “I don’t give a damn what he said!” He felt a flush of anger. “Stronberg doesn’t know me. I can be ready in six days… providing I get some meat.”
 Chesna smiled faintly. “I believe you’re serious.”
 “I am. And no more tranquilizers or whatever it is that Stronberg’s stuck into me. Understand?”
 She paused, thinking it over. Then: “I’ll tell him.”
 “One more thing. Have you… thought about the possibility that… we may run into fighter planes between here and Skarpa?”
 “Yes. I’m willing to take that risk.”
 “If you get shot, I don’t care to… go down in flames. You’ll need a copilot. Do you have one?”
 Chesna shook her head.
 “Talk to Lazaris,” Michael said. “You might… find him very interesting.”
 “That beast? He’s a flier?”
 “Just talk to him.” Michael’s eyelids were getting heavy. It was hard to fight against the twilight. Better to rest, he thought. Rest, and fight again tomorrow.
 Chesna stayed beside the bed until he was asleep. Her face softened, and she reached out to touch his hair but he shifted his position and she pulled her hand back. When she’d realized he and Mouse had been captured, she’d almost gone crazy with worry, and not because she feared he would spill secrets. Seeing him emerge from the forest—filthy and mottled with bruises, his face hollowed by hunger and the ordeal of captivity—had almost made her faint. But how had he tracked them through the woods? How?
Who are you? she mentally asked the sleeping man. Lazaris had inquired how his friend “Gallatinov” was doing. Was the man British, or Russian? Or some other, more arcane nationality? Even in his drained condition, he was a handsome man—but there was something lonely about him. Something lost. All her life, she’d been brought up on the taste of silver spoons; this was a man who knew the taste of dirt. There was a cardinal rule in the secret service; do not become emotionally involved. To break that rule might lead to untold suffering and death. But she was tired—so very tired—of being an actress. And living life without emotion was like playing a part for the critics instead of the audience: there was no joy in it, only stagecraft.
 The baron—Gallatinov, or whatever his name might be—shivered in his sleep. She saw the flesh of his arms rise in goose bumps. She remembered washing him, not with a hose but with a scrub brush as he lay unconscious in a tub of warm water. She had scrubbed the lice from his scalp, his chest, beneath his arms, and in his pubic hair. She had shaved him and washed his hair, and she had done all that because no one else would. That was her job, but her job did not require that her heart ache as she’d cleaned the grime from the lines in his face.
 Chesna pulled the sheet up around his neck. His eyes opened—a glint of green—but the drugs were strong, and he went under again. She wished him a good sleep, beyond this world of nightmares, and closed the door quietly when she left.
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Less than eighteen hours after he’d first awakened, Michael Gallatin was on his feet. He relieved himself in a bedpan. His urine was still blushed with blood, but there was no pain. His thigh throbbed, though his legs were sturdy. He paced the room, testing himself, and found he walked with a limp. Without painkillers and tranquilizers in his system, his nerves felt raw, but his mind was clear. It had turned toward Norway, and what he had to do to get himself ready.
 He lay on the pinewood floor and slowly stretched his muscles. Deep pain gnawed at him as he worked. Back on the floor, legs up, crunch head toward knees. Stomach to the floor, lift chin and legs at the same time. Slow push-ups that made his shoulder and back muscles scream. Sit on the floor, knees bent, and ever so slowly lower the back almost to the floor, linger past the point of agony, and come up again. A light sheen of sweat glowed on Michael’s skin. Blood pumped through his veins and gorged his muscles, and his heart reached a hard rhythm. Six days, he thought as he breathed raggedly. I’ll be ready.
 A woman with gray-streaked brown hair brought his dinner: strained vegetables and a hash of finely chopped beef. “Baby food,” Michael told her, but he ate every bit. Dr. Stronberg returned to check him again. His fever was down, and the wheezing in his lungs had decreased. He had, however, popped three stitches. Stronberg warned him to stay in bed and rest, and that was the end of the visit.
 A night later, another helping of ghastly beef hash in his stomach, Michael stood in the darkness and eased his window open. He slipped out, into the silent forest, and stood beneath an elm tree as he changed from man to wolf. The rest of his stitches popped open, but the thigh wound didn’t bleed. It was another scar to add to his collection. He loped on all fours through the woods, breathing the fragrant, clean air. A squirrel caught his attention, and he was on it before it could reach its tree. His mouth watered as he consumed the meat and fluids, then he spat out the bones and hair and continued on his jaunt. At a farmhouse perhaps two miles from the cottage, a dog barked and howled at Michael’s scent. Michael sprayed a fence post, just to let the dog know its place.
 He sat atop a grassy knoll and stared at the stars. On such a beautiful night as this, the question had to be asked: what is the lycanthrope, in the eye of God?
 He thought he might know the answer to that now, after the sight of the mass grave at Falkenhausen, after the death of Mouse and the memory of an Iron Cross being plucked from his broken fingers. After his time in this land of torment and hatred, he thought he knew; and if not, the answer would do for now.
 The lycanthrope was God’s avenger.
 There was so much work to be done. Michael knew Chesna had courage—and plenty of it—but her chances of getting on and off Skarpa Island without him were slim. He had to be sharp and strong to face what was ahead for them.
 But he was weaker than he’d thought. The change had sapped his strength, and he lay with his head on his paws under the clear starlight. He slept, and dreamed of a wolf who dreamed he was a man who dreamed he was a wolf who dreamed.
 The sun was coming up when he awakened. The land was green and lovely, but it hid a black heart. He got up off his belly and started back the way he’d come, following his own scent. He neared the house and was about to change to human form again when he heard, above the song of the dawn birds, the faint noise of radio static. He tracked it, and about fifty yards from the house found a shack covered with camouflage netting. An antenna was mounted on the roof. Michael crouched in the brush and listened as the radio static ended. There were three musical tones, followed one after the other. Then Chesna’s voice, speaking German: “I read you. Go ahead.”
 A man’s voice, transmitted from a great distance, answered. “The concert is set. Beethoven, as planned. Your tickets must be purchased as soon as possible. Out.” Then the crackle of dead air.
 “That’s it,” Chesna said, to someone in the shack. A moment later Bauman emerged and climbed a stepladder to the roof, where he removed the antenna. Chesna came out, dark circles beneath her eyes indicating a troubled sleep, and began to stride through the forest toward the house. Michael silently kept pace with her, keeping to the green shadows. He sniffed her fragrance, and he remembered their first kiss in the lobby of the Reichkronen. He was feeling stronger now; all of him was feeling stronger. A few more days of rest, and a few more nights of hunting the meat and blood he needed, and—
 He took another step, and that was when the quail hidden in the brush shrieked and leaped out from beneath his paw.
 Chesna whirled toward the sound. Her hand was already gripping the Luger and drawing it from her holster. She saw him; he watched her eyes widen with the shock as she took aim and squeezed the trigger.
 The gun spoke, and a chunk of bark flew from the tree next to Michael’s head. She fired a second time, but the black wolf was no longer there. Michael had turned and plunged into the dense foliage, the bullet whining over his back. “Fritz! Fritz!” Chesna shouted for Bauman as Michael winnowed through the underbrush and ran. “A wolf!” he heard her say as Bauman came running up. “It was right there, looking at me! God, I’ve never seen one so close!”
 “A wolf?” Bauman’s voice was incredulous. “There are no wolves around here!”
 Michael circled through the woods back in the direction of the house. His heart was pounding; the two bullets had missed him by fractions of inches. He lay in the brush and changed as quickly as he could, his bones aching as they rejointed and his fangs sliding into his jaws with wet clicking sounds. The gunshots would have already roused everyone in the house. He stood up, newly fleshed, slipped in through his window, and closed it behind him. He heard other voices outside, calling to ask what had happened. Then he got into bed, pulled the sheet up to his throat, and was lying there when Chesna entered minutes later.
 “I thought you’d be awake,” she said. She was still a little nervous, and he could smell the gunsmoke on her skin. “You heard the shots?”
 “Yes. What’s going on?” He sat up, pretending alarm.
 “I almost got chewed up by a wolf. Out there, damned close to the house. The thing was staring at me, and it had…” Her voice trailed off.
 “It had what?” Michael prompted.
 “It had black hair and green eyes,” she said, in a quiet voice.
 “I thought all wolves were gray.”
 “No.” She stared into his face, as if truly seeing him for the first time. “They’re not.”
 “I heard two shots. Did you hit him?”
 “I don’t know. Maybe. Of course, it could’ve been a bitch.”
 “Well, thank God it didn’t get you.” He smelled breakfast cooking: sausages and pancakes. Her intense stare was making him jittery. “If it was as hungry as I am, you’re very lucky it didn’t take a bite out of you.”
 “I guess I am.” What am I thinking? Chesna asked herself. That this man has black hair and green eyes, and so did the wolf? And what of that? I must be losing my mind, to even think such a thing! “Fritz… says there are no wolves in this area.”
 “Ask him if he’d like to go for a walk in the woods tonight, and find out.” He smiled tightly. “I know I wouldn’t.”
 Chesna realized she was standing with her back against the wall. What had been wheeling through her mind was utterly ridiculous, she knew, but still… no, no! That was crazy! Such things were the stuff of medieval fireside tales, when the winter wind blew cold and howled in the night. This was the modern world! “I’d like to know your name,” she said at last. “Lazaris calls you Gallatinov.”
 “I was born Mikhail Gallatinov. I changed my name to Michael Gallatin when I became a British citizen.”
 “Michael,” Chesna repeated, trying out the sound of it. “I just received a radio message. The invasion is still set for June fifth, barring bad weather in the Channel. Our mission stands: we’re to find Iron Fist and destroy it.”
 “I’ll be ready.”
 His color looked better this morning, as if he’d gotten some exercise. Or perhaps a vigorous dream? she wondered. “I believe you will be,” she said. “Lazaris is doing better, too. We had a long talk yesterday. He knows a lot about airplanes. If we have engine trouble on the way, he might be useful.”
 “I’d like to see him. Can I have some clothes?”
 “I’ll ask Dr. Stronberg if you’re up to getting out of bed.”
 Michael grunted. “Tell him I want some of those pancakes, too.”
 She sniffed the air, and found their scent. “You must have a very good sense of smell.”
 “Yes, I do.”
 Chesna was silent. Again, those thoughts—insane thoughts—crept through her mind. She brushed them aside. “The cook’s making oatmeal for you and Lazaris. You’re not ready for heavy food yet.”
 “I could’ve starved on gruel in Falkenhausen, if that’s what you and the good doctor want.”
 “It’s not. Dr. Stronberg just wants your system to recuperate.” She walked to the door, then paused there. She stared into his green eyes and felt the hairs stir at the back of her neck. They were the eyes of the wolf, she thought. No, of course that was absolutely impossible! “I’ll check on you later,” she said, and went out.
 A frown settled over Michael’s features. The bullets had been a close call. He had been almost able to read Chesna’s thoughts; of course she wouldn’t come to the correct conclusion, but he’d have to watch his step around her from now on. He scratched his rough beard and then looked at his hands. There was dark German earth under his fingernails.
 Michael’s breakfast—watery oatmeal—was delivered in a few minutes. Stronberg entered a little later and pronounced his fever all but gone. The doctor railed, however, about the broken stitches. Michael said he was up to doing some mild calisthenics, so he ought to be allowed clothes to walk around in. Stronberg at first flatly refused, then said he’d think about it. Before an hour passed, a gray-green jumpsuit, underwear, socks, and canvas shoes were brought to Michael’s room by the same woman who prepared the meals. An added encouragement was a bowl of water, a cake of shaving soap, and a straight razor, with which Michael removed his stubble.
 Freshly shaved and dressed, Michael left his room and roamed through the house. He found Lazaris in a room down the corridor, the Russian slick-bald but still heavily bearded, his proud prow of a nose made even more huge because of his gleaming dome. Lazaris was still pallid and somewhat less than energetic, but there were faint spots of color in his cheeks and his dark brown eyes had a glint in them. Lazaris said he was being treated very well, but his request for a bottle of vodka and a pack of cigarettes had been refused. “Hey, Gallatinov!” he said as Michael started to leave. “I’m glad I didn’t know you were such an important spy! It might have made me a little nervous!”
 “Are you nervous now?”
 “You mean, just because I’m in a nest of spies? Gallatinov, I’m so scared my shit comes out yellow. If the Nazis ever found this place, we’d all dance in piano-wire neckties!”
 “They won’t. And we won’t.”
 “Yes, maybe our wolf will protect us. Did you hear about that?”
 Michael nodded.
 “So,” Lazaris said, “you want to go to Norway. Some damned island off the southwest coast. Right? Goldilocks told me all about it.”
 “That’s right.”
 “And you need a copilot. Goldilocks says she’s got a transport plane. She won’t say what kind, which makes me think it’s not exactly one of the latest models.” He lifted a finger. “Which means, Comrade Gallatinov, that it’s not going to be a fast plane, and neither is it going to have a very high ceiling; I’ve told Goldilocks this, and I’ll tell you: if we run into fighter planes, we’ve had it. No transport plane can outrun a Messerschmitt.”
 “I know that. I’m sure she does, too. Does all this mean you’ll do the job, or not?”
 Lazaris blinked, as if amazed that the question should even be asked. “I belong in the sky,” he said. “Of course I’ll do it”
 Michael had never doubted that the Russian would. He left Lazaris and went in search of Chesna. He found her alone in the rear parlor, studying maps of Germany and Norway. She showed him the route they were going to fly, and where the three fuel and supply stops were. They would travel only in darkness, she said, and the trip would take them four nights. She showed him where they were going to land in Norway. “It’s a strip of flatland between two mountains, actually,” she said. “Our agent with the boat is here.” With the point of her pencil, she touched the dot of a coastal village named Uskedahl. “There’s Skarpa.” She touched the small, rugged land mass—a circular brown scab, Michael thought—that lay about thirty miles down the coast from Uskedahl and eight or nine miles offshore. “This is where we’re likely to run into patrol boats.” She made a circle just to the east of Skarpa. “Mines, too, I’d guess.”
 “Skarpa doesn’t look like the place for a summer vacation, does it?”
 “Hardly. There’ll still be snow on the ground up there, and the nights will be cold. We’ll have to take winter clothing. Summer comes late in Norway.”
 “I don’t mind cold weather.”
 She looked up at him, and found herself staring into his green eyes. Wolf’s eyes, she thought. “There’s not very much that gets to you, is there?”
 “No. I won’t let it.”
 “Is it that simple? You turn yourself off and on, depending on the circumstances?”
 Her face was close to his. Her aroma was a scent of heaven. Less than six inches, and their lips would meet. “I thought we were talking about Skarpa,” Michael said.
 “We were. Now we’re talking about you.” She held his gaze for a few seconds longer, and then she looked away and began to fold the maps. “Do you have a home?” she asked.
 “Yes.”
 “No, I don’t mean a house. I mean a home.” She looked at him again, her tawny eyes dark with questions. “A place where you belong. A home of the heart.”
 He thought about it. “I’m not sure.” His heart belonged in the forest of Russia, a long way from his stone manse in Wales. “I think there is—or used to be—but I can’t go back to it. Who ever can, really?” She didn’t answer. “What about you?”
 Chesna made sure the maps were folded crease to crease, and then slid them into a brown leather map case. “I have no home,” she said. “I love Germany, but it’s the love for a sick friend, who will soon die.” She stared out a window, at the trees and golden light. “I remember America. Those cities… they can take your breath away. And all that space, like a vast cathedral. You know, someone from California visited me before the war. He said he’d seen all my pictures. He asked me if I might like to go to Hollywood.” She smiled faintly, lost in a memory. “My face, he said, would be seen all over the world. He said I ought to come home, and work in the country where I was born. Of course, that was before the world changed.”
 “It hasn’t changed enough for them to stop making motion pictures in Hollywood.”
 “I’ve changed,” she said. “I’ve killed human beings. Some of them deserved a bullet, others were simply in the path of them. I have… seen terrible things. And sometimes… I wish that more than anything, I could go back, and be innocent again. But once your home of the heart is burned to ashes, who can build it back for you?”
 For that question he had no answer. The sunlight shone through the window into her hair, making it glint like spun gold. His fingers ached to lose themselves in it. He reached out, started to touch her hair, and then she sighed and snapped the map case shut, and Michael closed his hand and drew it back.
 “I’m sorry,” Chesna said. She took the map case to a hollowed-out book and slipped it into a shelf. “I didn’t mean to ramble on like that.”
 “It’s all right.” He was feeling a little fatigued again. No sense pushing himself when it wasn’t necessary. “I’m going back to my room.”
 She nodded. “You should rest while you can.” She motioned to the parlor’s shelves of books. “A lot of reading material in here, if you like. Dr. Stronberg has a nice collection of nonfiction and mythology.”
 So this was the doctor’s house, Michael thought. “No, thank you. If you’ll excuse me?” She said of course, and Michael left the parlor.
 Chesna was about to turn away from the shelves when a book spine’s faded title caught her eye. It was wedged between a tome on the Norse gods and another on the history of the Black Forest region, and its title was Völkerkunde von Deutschland: Folktales of Germany.
 She wasn’t going to take that book from its shelf, open it, and look at its page of contents. She had more important things to do, like getting the winter clothing together and making sure they’d have enough food. She wasn’t going to touch that book.
 But she did. She took it down, opened it, and scanned the contents.
 And there it was. Right.there, along with chapters on bridge trolls, eight-foot-tall woodsmen, and cave-dwelling goblins.
Das Werewulf.
 Chesna shut the book so hard Dr. Stronberg heard the pop in his study and jumped in his chair. Utterly ridiculous! Chesna thought as she returned the volume to its slot. She strode to the doorway. But before she got there, her strides began to slow. And she stopped, about three feet from the door.
 The nagging, gnawing question that would not be banished returned to her again: how had the baron—Michael—found his way to their camp through the black woods?
 Such a thing was impossible. Wasn’t it?
 She walked back to the bookshelves. Her hand found the volume and lingered there. If she read that chapter, she thought, would it be admitting that she might possibly believe it could be true? No, of course not! she decided. It was harmless curiosity, and only that. There were no such things as werewolves, just as there were no bridge trolls or phantom woodsmen.
 What would it hurt, to read about a myth?
 She took the book down.
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Michael roamed the dark.
 His hunting was better than the night before. He came into a clearing and faced a trio of deer—a stag and a pair of does. They bolted immediately, but one of the does was lame and could not shake the wolf that was rapidly gaining on her. Michael saw she was in pain; the lame leg had been broken, and grown back at a crooked angle. With a burst of speed he hurtled after her and brought her down. The struggle was over in a matter of seconds, and thus was nature served.
 He ate her heart, a delicious meal. There was no savagery in this; it was the way of life and death. The stag and the remaining doe stood on a hilltop for a moment, watching the wolf feast, and then they vanished into the night. Michael ate his fill. It was a shame to waste the rest of the meat, so he dragged her beneath a dense stand of pines and sprayed a territorial circle around her, in case the farmer’s dog wandered this way. Tomorrow night she’d still be worthy.
 The blood and juices energized him. He felt alive again, his muscles vibrant. But he had gore all over his muzzle and belly, and something had to be done about that before he returned to the open window. He loped through the forest, sniffing the air, and in a while he caught the scent of water. Soon he could hear the stream, rushing over rocks. He wallowed in the chilly water, rolling in it to get all the blood off. He licked his paws clean, making sure no blood remained on the nails. Then he lapped to quench his thirst, and started back to the house.
 He changed in the woods and stood up on two white legs. He walked silently to the house, his feet cushioned on May grass, and slid through the window into his bedroom.
 He smelled her at once. Cinnamon and leather. And there she was, edged in dark blue, sitting in a chair in the corner.
 He could hear her heart pounding as he stood before her. Perhaps it was as loud as his own.
 “How long have you been here?” he asked.
 “An hour.” She was making a valiant effort to keep her voice steady. “Maybe a little longer.” This time her voice betrayed her.
 “You waited all that time for me? I’m flattered.”
 “I… thought I’d look in on you.” She cleared her throat, as if only incidentally getting around to the next question. “Michael, where have you been?”
 “Just out. Walking. I didn’t want to use the front door. I thought I might wake everybody in the hou—”
 “It’s past three in the morning,” Chesna interrupted. “Why are you naked?”
 “I never wear clothes past midnight. It’s against my religion.”
 She stood up. “Don’t try to be amusing! There’s nothing at all amusing about this! My God! Are you out of your mind, or am I? When I saw you gone… and the window open, I didn’t know what to think!”
 Michael eased the window shut. “What did you think?”
 “That… you’re a… I don’t know, it’s just too insane!”
 He turned to face her. “That I’m a what?” he asked quietly.
 Chesna started to say the word. It jammed in her throat. “How… did you find the camp that night?” she managed to say. “In the dark. In a forest that was totally unfamiliar. After you’d spent twelve days on starvation rations. How? Tell me, Michael. How?”
 “I did tell you.”
 “No, you didn’t. You pretended to tell me, and I let it go. Maybe because there was no possible rational explanation for it. And now I come into your room, I find your window open and your bed empty. You slide back in, naked, and try to laugh it off.”
 Michael shrugged. “What better to do, when you’re caught with your pants down?”
 “You haven’t answered me. Where have you been?”
 He spoke calmly and carefully, measuring his words. “I needed some exercise. Dr. Stronberg seems to think that I’m not ready for anything more strenuous than a match of chess—which, by the way, I beat him at today, two out of three. Anyhow, I went out last night and walked, and I did the same tonight. I chose not to wear clothes because it’s a fine warm night and I wanted the feel of the air on my skin. Is that such a terrible thing?”
 Chesna didn’t reply for a moment. Then: “You went out walking, even after I told you about the wolf?”
 “With all the game in the forest around here, a wolf won’t attack a human.”
 “All what game, Michael?” she asked.
 He thought fast. “Oh, didn’t I tell you? I saw two deer from my window this afternoon.”
 “No, you didn’t tell me.” She stood very still, close enough to the door so she could reach it in a hurry. “The wolf I saw… had green eyes. Just like yours. And black hair. Dr. Stronberg has lived here for almost thirty-five years, and he’d never heard of a wolf in these woods. Fritz was born in a village less than fifty kilometers north of here, and he’s never known of any wolves in the area either. Isn’t that very strange?”
 “Wolves migrate. Or so I’ve heard.” He smiled in the darkness, but his face was tense. “A wolf with green eyes, huh? Chesna, what are you getting at?”
 The moment of truth, Chesna thought. What was she getting at? That this man before her—this British secret agent who had been born a Russian—was a bizarre hybrid of human and beast? That he was a living example of the creature she’d read about in a book on folklore? A man who could transform his body into the shape of a wolf and run on all fours? Maybe Michael Gallatin was eccentric, and perhaps he had a keen sense of smell and an even keener sense of direction, but… a werewolf?
 “Tell me what you’re thinking,” Michael said as he walked closer to her. A floorboard creaked softly under his weight. Her aroma lured him. She took a step backward. He stopped. “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”
 “Should I be?” A quaver in her voice.
 “No,” he said. “I won’t hurt you.” He walked toward her again, and this time she didn’t retreat.
 He reached her. She could see his green eyes, even in the gloom. They were hungry eyes, and they awakened a hunger within her. “Why did you come to my room tonight?” Michael asked, his face close to hers.
 “I… said I… wanted to look in on—”
 “No,” he interrupted gently. “That’s not the real reason, is it?”
 She hesitated, her heart hammering, and as Michael slipped his arms around her she shook her head.
 Their lips met, and melded. Chesna thought she must truly be losing her mind, because she imagined she tasted a hint of blood on his tongue. But the coppery tang was gone in an instant, and she grasped his back and pressed her body against his with mounting fever. His erection was already large, and its pulse throbbed in her fingers as she caressed him. Michael slowly unbuttoned her nightgown, their kisses deep and urgent, and then he stroked his tongue between her breasts and gently, teasingly, licked up from her breasts to her throat. She felt goose bumps erupt over her skin, a sensation that made her gasp with pleasure. Man or beast, he was what she needed.
 The nightgown drifted down around her ankles. She stepped out of its folds, and Michael picked her up in his arms and carried her to the bed.
 On that white plateau their bodies entwined. Heat met heat, and pressed deep. Her damp softness gripped him, her fingers clenched to his shoulders and his hips moving in slow circles that rose and fell with graceful strength. Michael lay on his back, Chesna astride him, and together they made the bedsprings speak. He arched his spine, lifting her as she held him deep inside, and at the height of his arch their bodies shuddered in unison, a sweet hot pulsing that brought a cry from Chesna and a soft gasp from Michael.
 They lay together, Chesna’s head cradled against Michael’s shoulder, and talked in hushed voices. For a short time, at least, the war was somewhere far away. Maybe she would go to America, Chesna said. She had never seen California, and perhaps that was the place to begin anew. Did he have anyone special waiting for him in England? she asked, and he said no one. But that was his home, he told her, and that’s where he would return when their mission was done.
 Chesna traced his eyebrows with her finger, and laughed quietly.
 “What’s so funny?” he asked.
 “Oh… nothing. It’s just… well, you would never believe what I was thinking when I saw you coming through the window.”
 “I’d like to know.”
 “It’s crazy, really. I think my imagination’s been running wild, ever since that wolf scared the daylights out of me.” She turned her attention to the hair on his chest. “But… I thought—don’t laugh now—that you might be a…” She forced the word out. “… werewolf.”
 “I am,” he said, and looked into her eyes.
 “Oh, you are?” She smiled. “Well, I always suspected you were more of a beast than a baron.”
 He made a growling sound, deep in his throat, and his mouth found hers.
 This time their lovemaking was more tender, but no less passionate. Michael’s tongue lavished her breasts, and played with joyful abandon across the fields of her body. Chesna clung to him, arms and legs, as he eased into her. She urged him deeper, and like a gentleman he met her request. They lay facing each other, merged iron to silk, and they moved in slow thrusts and circles like dancers to music. Their bodies trembled and strained, glowing with the moisture of effort. Chesna moaned as Michael balanced above her and teased her soft folds until she was near the point of release, then he plunged into her and she thought she might sob with the sheer ecstasy of it. She shivered, whispering his name, and his rhythm took her to the edge of delight and then over it, as if she’d leaped from a cliff and was falling through a sky that shimmered with iridescent colors. Michael’s sure strokes did not falter, until he felt the hot clenching followed by an eruption that seemed to stretch his spine and muscles almost to the point of pain. He remained part of Chesna, nestled between her thighs, as they kissed and whispered and the world turned lazily around their bed.
 The following morning Dr. Stronberg pronounced Michael well on the way to recovery. His fever was gone, and the bruises on his body had almost faded. Lazaris, also, was stronger and able to walk around the house on stiff legs. Dr. Stronberg turned his attention, however, to Chesna, who appeared not to have gotten much sleep the night before. She assured the doctor that she was feeling fine, and would make sure she got at least eight hours of sleep tonight.
 After nightfall a brown car left the house. Dr. Stronberg and Chesna were in the front and Michael and Lazaris, both wearing their baggy gray-green jumpsuits, sat in the back. Stronberg drove northeast on a narrow country road. The trip took about twenty minutes, then Stronberg stopped at the boundary of a wide field and switched his headlights on and off twice. A lantern signaled back, at the field’s opposite side. Stronberg drove toward it and pulled the car beneath the shelter of some trees.
 Camouflage netting had been draped over a framework of timbers. The man with the lantern was joined by two other men, all in the simple clothing of farmers, who lifted an edge of the netting and motioned their visitors in.
 “This is it,” Chesna said, and Michael saw the airplane in the lanterns’ yellow glow.
 Lazaris laughed. “Saint Peter’s ghost!” he said, speaking a mixture of crude German and Russian. “That’s not a plane, it’s a deathtrap!”
 Michael was inclined to agree. The tri-engined transport aircraft, painted dark gray, was large enough to hold seven or eight passengers, but its airworthiness was suspect. The machine was covered with bullet-hole patches, its wing-engine cowlings looked as if they’d been attacked with sledgehammers, and one of its wheel struts was badly warped.
 “It’s a Junkers Ju-fifty-two,” Lazaris said. “That model was built in 1934.” He looked under the aircraft and ran his fingers along a rusted seam. He muttered with disgust as he found a hole as big as his fist. “The damned thing’s falling apart!” he said to Chesna. “Did you get this from the garbage pile?”
 “Of course,” she answered. “If it was perfect, the Luftwaffe would still be using it.”
 “It will fly, won’t it?” Michael asked.
 “It will. The engines are a little rough, but they’ll get us to Norway.”
 “The real question,” Lazaris said, “is will it fly with people in it?” He found another rust-edged hole. “The cockpit floor looks as if it’s about to fall through!” He went to the port wing engine, reached up, and put his hand past the propeller into the machinery. His fingers emerged slimed with dirty oil and grease. “Oh, this is wonderful! You could grow wheat on the dirt in this engine! Goldilocks, are you trying to commit suicide?”
 “No,” she said tersely. “And I’ve asked you to stop calling me that.”
 “Well, I thought you must like fairy tales. Especially now, since I’ve seen this wreck you call an aircraft.” Lazaris took a lantern from one of the men, walked around to the fuselage door, and ducked low to enter the plane.
 “This is the best I could do,” Chesna told Michael. “It might not be in the best condition”—they heard Lazaris laugh harshly as he shone the lantern around in the cockpit—“but it’ll get us where we need to go. Regardless of what your friend thinks.”
 They had to travel more than seven hundred miles, Michael thought. Part of that journey would be over the bitterly cold North Sea. If the airplane developed engine trouble over the water… “Does it at least have a life raft?” he asked.
 “It does. I patched the holes in it myself.”
 Lazaris emerged, swearing, from the Junkers. “It’s all rust and loose bolts!” he fumed. “If you sneeze too hard in there, you’ll blow the cockpit glass out! I doubt if the damned thing can do over a hundred knots, even with a tall wind!”
 “No one’s twisting your arm to go with us.” Chesna took the lantern from him and returned it to its owner. “But we’re leaving on the twelfth. The night after tomorrow. Our clothing and supplies should be ready by then. We’ll have three fuel and security stops between here and Uskedahl. With luck we should reach our landing strip on the morning of the sixteenth.”
 “With luck”—Lazaris placed one finger against a nostril and blew his nose—“this damned plane won’t lose its wings south of Denmark.” He turned to regard the Junkers again, his hands on his hips. “I’d say this poor creature must’ve tangled with a Russian fighter pilot. Yes, that’s what I’d say.” He looked at Michael, then at Chesna. “I’ll go with you. Anything to get German dirt off my feet.”
 Back at Dr. Stronberg’s house, Chesna and Michael lay together in bed as the wind rose outside and swirled through the trees. There was no need for talking; their bodies communicated with an eloquence that was at first fierce, then gentle.
 Chesna slept in Michael’s arms. He listened to the roving wind, his mind on Skarpa and Iron Fist. He didn’t know what they would find on that island, but the memory of the grisly photographs in Blok’s satchel was leeched to his brain. The weapon that made such hideous wounds had to be found and destroyed, not just for the sake of the Allied invasion, but for the sake of those who had already passed through the Nazis’ trials of torture. With such a weapon in the hands of Hitler, the entire world might yet be branded with a swastika.
 Sleep called him and took him away. In his nightmares soldiers goosestepped through the shadow of Big Ben, Hitler wore a coat of black wolf fur, and Wiktor’s voice whispered, Don’t fail me.
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Airborne, the Junkers was more of an eagle than it appeared, but the plane shuddered in rough air and the wing engines smoked and shot bluish-white sparks. “Drinking oil and fuel like a fiend!” Lazaris fretted as he sat in the copilot’s seat and watched the gauges. “We’ll be walking within two hours!”
 “Just so we can reach our first fuel point,” Chesna said calmly, her hands on the controls. Conversation was difficult, due to the hoarse roar of the engines. Michael, sitting at a cramped navigator’s table behind the cockpit, checked the maps; their initial stop—a hidden airfield operated by the German Resistance—lay just south of Denmark. The second stop, tomorrow night, would be at a partisan field on the northern tip of Denmark, and their final fueling point lay within Norway. The distances looked huge.
 “Never make it, Goldilocks,” Lazaris said. The Junkers trembled in a sudden seizure, and loose bolts rattled like machine-gun fire. “I saw those parachutes back there.” He jerked a thumb toward the cargo bay, where their packets of food, canteens, winter clothes, submachine guns, and ammunition were stored. “They’re made for babies. If you expect me to jump out of this crate wearing one of those, you’re insane.” As he talked, his eyes scanned the darkness, searching for the telltale blue sputters of Nazi night-fighter engines. He knew, however, that they would be hard to see, and by the time you saw, one of the bullets would be on their way. He cringed at the thought of what heavy machine guns would do to this flimsy cockpit, and so he kept talking to hide his fear, though neither Chesna nor Michael was listening. “I’d have a better chance of surviving if I jumped for a haystack.”
 Little more than two hours later, the starboard engine began to miss. Chesna watched the needles of the fuel gauges settle toward zero. The Junkers’s nose kept wanting to sink, as if even the plane itself was in a hurry to get back on the ground. Chesna’s wrists ached with the effort of holding the Junkers steady, and before long she had to ask Lazaris to help with the controls. “She flies like a battleship,” was the Russian’s comment as he steered toward the map coordinates that Michael gave him.
 An arrow of fire appeared on the ground: friendly flames, pointing toward their first landing strip. Lazaris took the Junkers in, circling down over the arrow, and when the wheels bit the earth, there was a collective sigh from the cockpit.
 Over the next eighteen hours the Junkers was refueled and the engines oiled as Lazaris took charge of the ground crew—most of them farmers, who’d never been within a hundred yards of an airplane. Lazaris got hold of some tools and, under the protection of a camouflage net, he probed into the starboard engine with grimy relish. He made a dozen small corrections, muttering and cursing all the while.
 When midnight came again they were in the air, crossing from Germany into Denmark. One’s darkness was the same as the other’s. Lazaris again took the controls when Chesna got tired, and blasted bawdy Russian drinking songs against the incessant rough music of the engines. Chesna hushed him by pointing to a streak of blue, passing about five thousand feet overhead. The night fighter—probably a new model Heinkel or Dornier, she told them, judging from its speed—was gone to the west within seconds, but the sighting of such a predator took away Lazaris’s desire to sing.
 On the ground in Denmark they were treated to a banquet of fresh potatoes and blood sausage, a meal that particularly satisfied Michael. Their hosts were again poor farmers, who had obviously been preparing the feast as if for the arrival of royalty. Lazaris’s bald dome caught the attention of a little boy, who kept wanting to feel it. The family’s dog sniffed nervously around Michael, and one of the women present was thrilled because she recognized Chesna from a picture in a dog-eared magazine about German film stars.
 Stars of another kind greeted them as they flew over the North Sea on the following night. A meteor shower shot bolts of red and gold through the darkness, and Michael smiled as he listened to Lazaris laugh like a child.
 When they landed, they stepped out of the plane into the chill of Norway. Chesna broke out their parkas, which they slipped on over their gray-green commando outfits. A British agent who introduced himself as Craddock was among the Norwegian partisans who met them, and they were escorted by reindeer sled to a stone cottage where another feast was laid out. Craddock—a sincere young man who smoked a pipe and whose right ear had been shot off by a German rifle bullet—told them the weather was closing in farther north, and they could expect snow before they reached Uskedahl. The broadest woman Michael had ever seen—obviously the older daughter of their host family—sat close beside Lazaris, watching him intently as he chewed on an offering of salt-dried caribou meat. She had tears in her eyes when they left the next night, on the final leg of their journey, and Lazaris clutched a white rabbit’s foot that had somehow gotten into his parka.
 These were only a small fraction of the millions of human beings whom Hitler had decided were not quite a step above beasts.
 The Junkers’s engines whined in the thin, cold air. The morning of May 16 came with snow that whirled out of the darkness against the cockpit windshield. The airplane pitched and yawed, buffeted by strong winds over the jagged mountain peaks. Both Lazaris and Chesna gripped the steering yokes as the Junkers rose and fell hundreds of feet. Michael could do nothing but strap himself in and hold on to the table, sweat trickling under his arms and his stomach lurching. The Junkers shuddered violently, and they all heard the frame creak like bass violin notes.
 “Ice on the wings,” Chesna said tersely as she scanned the gauges. “Oil pressure’s dropping on the port-side engine. The temperature’s coming up fast.”
 “Oil leak. We’ve ripped a seam.” Lazaris’s voice was all business. The Junkers vibrated again, as if they were running over a cobblestone road. He reached to the control panel and cut back the power on the left wing engine, but before he could get his fingers off the lever there was a heart-stopping boom and flames spat from around the engine cowling. The propeller seized up and froze.
 “Now we’ll find out what she’s made of,” Lazaris said, through gritted teeth, as the altimeter began to fall.
 The Junkers’s nose descended. Lazaris pulled it up again, his gloved hands clenched on the yoke. Chesna added her strength to his, but the plane had a mind of its own. “I can’t hold it!” she said, and Lazaris told her, “You’ll have to.” She did, putting her back and shoulders into it. Michael unbuckled his seat straps and leaned over Chesna, gripping the yoke with her. He could feel the immense, trembling strain the aircraft was under, and as wind sideswiped the plane and slewed it to the left he was slammed up against the cockpit bulkhead.
 “Strap in!” Lazaris shouted. “You’ll break your neck!” Michael leaned forward again, helping Chesna hold the plane’s nose as steady as they could. Lazaris glanced at the port wing engine, saw streamers of red fire flowing back from the blistered cowling. Burning fuel, he realized. If the wing’s fuel tank blew…
 The Junkers slewed to the side again, a violent twist that made the frame moan. Lazaris heard the sound of rending metal, and he realized with a start of pure horror that the cockpit floor had split open right under his legs.
 “Let me have her!” he said, and he pushed the yoke forward and nosed the Junkers into a screaming dive.
 Michael saw the altimeter needle spinning crazily. He couldn’t see anything beyond the windshield and the snow, but he knew the mountains were there and so did Chesna. The aircraft fell, the fuselage moaning and straining like a body in torment. Lazaris watched the port wing engine. The fires were going out, extinguished by the wind. When the last flicker of flame had gone, he wrenched back on the yoke as the muscles in his shoulders popped. The Junkers was slow in responding. His wrists and forearms were in agony. Chesna grasped the yoke and pulled back on it, too. Then Michael added his power, and the Junkers vibrated and groaned but obeyed. The altimeter needle leveled off at just below two thousand feet.
 “There!” Chesna pointed to the right, at a point of fire through the snow. She turned the plane toward it and continued to let the altitude slowly fall.
 Another point of fire sparked. Then a third. “That’s the airstrip,” Chesna said as the altimeter needle crawled down the gauge. A fourth fire began to burn. Oilcans, flaming on either side of the landing field. “We’re going in.” She pulled back on the throttles, her hand shaking, and Michael quickly strapped himself into his seat.
 As they approached the flame-lit field, Chesna straightened the wings and cut the remaining two engines. The Junkers, an ungainly bird, glided in with the noise of snow hissing on the hot cowlings. The tires hit earth. Bounced. Hit again, a smaller bounce. And then Chesna was standing on the brake, and the Junkers was leaving a plume of snow and steam behind it as it rolled across the field.
 The airplane slowed, and with a rush and gurgle of leaking hydraulic fluid the tires crunched to a halt.
 Lazaris peered down between his legs, where he saw a crack of snow about six inches wide. He was the first out of the airplane. As Chesna and Michael emerged, Lazaris was walking in dazed circles, reacquainting his feet with solid earth. The Junkers’s engines steamed and crackled, having the last words.
 As Michael and Chesna were unloading the supplies, a battered, white-painted truck pulled up beside the Junkers. Several men got off and began to unroll a huge white tarpaulin. Their leader was a red-bearded man who gave his name as Hurks, and proceeded to help load the knapsacks, submachine guns, ammunition, and grenades into the truck. As Hurks worked, the other men labored to get the tarpaulin over the Junkers.
 “We almost went down!” Lazaris told Hurks as he gripped his rabbit’s foot. “That storm almost knocked our damned wings off!”
 Hurks looked at him blankly. “What storm? This is springtime.” Then he returned to work, and Lazaris stood there getting snow in his beard.
 There was a groan and clatter of weakened bolts snapping. Michael and Chesna turned toward the airplane, and Lazaris gasped with horror. The flame-blackened port wing engine hung off its mount for a few seconds, then the last few bolts broke and the entire engine crashed to the ground.
 “Welcome to Norway,” Hurks told them. “Hurry it up!” he shouted to the men over the wind’s shrill wall. “Get that thing covered!” The men worked fast, spreading the tarpaulin over the Junkers and staking it down with white ropes. Then, with the passengers and the other Norwegians in the truck, Hurks got behind the wheel and drove them away from the landing strip toward the seacoast, about twenty-five miles to the southwest.
 The sun silvered the sky to the east as they drove through the narrow, muddy streets of Uskedahl. It was a fishing village, the houses made of gray wood and stones. Thin creepers of smoke curled from chimneys, and Michael smelled the aromas of strong coffee and bacon fat. Down where the rocks met the slate-colored sea, a small fleet of boats chugged out on the dawn tide, nets rigged up and ready. A pack of skinny dogs barked and yipped at the wheels of the truck, and here and there Michael noted a figure watching through half-drawn shutters.
 Chesna elbowed him in the ribs and motioned out toward the harbor. A big Blohm und Voss flying boat, a swastika painted on its tall, was skimming the smooth surface about two hundred yards offshore. It made two slow circles of the fishing fleet, then gained altitude and vanished into the low-lying clouds. The message was understood: the Nazi masters were watching.
 Hurks stopped the truck in front of a stone house. “You get off here,” he told Michael, Chesna, and Lazaris. “We’ll take care of your goodies.”
 Neither Chesna nor Michael liked the idea of leaving the guns and ammunition with a man they didn’t know, but neither did they wish to risk the weapons being found if the village was inspected by the crewmen of that flying boat. Reluctantly they got off the truck. “You go in there.” Hurks pointed toward the house. Its door glistened with a shellac of dried seal blubber. “Rest. Eat. Walt.” He put the truck into gear and drove away through the mud.
 Michael opened the door and entered. His hair brushed a little waterfall of silver bells nailed at the top of the threshold, and they jingled as merrily as Christmas Eve. The bells caught in Chesna’s hair, too, and they dragged over Lazaris’s stubbled scalp. The inside of the house was gloomy and smelled of fish and dried mud. Nets hung from the walls, and here and there a crooked picture clipped from a magazine was stuck on a nail. A small fire glowed at the center of a cast-iron stove.
 “Hello?” Michael called. “Anyone here?”
 Springs squalled. On an old brown sofa was a large mound of dirty clothes. The mound had begun to quiver, and as the new arrivals watched they saw it sit up, the sofa’s springs straining.
 “Saint Peter’s ghost!” Lazaris breathed. “What is that?”
 Whatever it was, it reached for a bottle of vodka on the floor beside it. A large brown hand uncorked the bottle, lifted it, and there was the sound of liquid gurgling down a gullet. Then a belch. The mound struggled to stand, and rose up to well over six feet.
 “Welcome!” The voice was husky and slurred. A woman’s voice. “Welcome!” She came toward them, into the stove’s ruddy light. The floorboards creaked under her, and Michael was surprised they didn’t collapse altogether. The woman had to be two hundred and fifty pounds, if an ounce, and perhaps six feet two inches tall. She approached them, a wobbling mountain on legs. “Welcome!” she said once more, either deficient in sense or language. Her broad, wrinkled face grinned, displaying a mouth that held three teeth. She had the almond-shaped eyes of an Eskimo, yet her eyes—set in nests of wrinkles—were pale blue. Her skin was coppery brown, and her lank, straight hair—cropped as if beneath an oversized bowl—was a brassy orange: the commingling, Michael realized, of generations of Eskimo and Nordic genes, battling for dominance. She was quite an extraordinary-looking woman, standing there grinning and wrapped in folds of multicolored blankets. Michael judged her to be in her late forties or early fifties, given the wrinkles in her face and the gray amid the orange hair.
 She offered the vodka bottle. “Welcome?” she asked, a gold pin stuck in one of her nostrils.
 “Welcome!” Lazaris said as he snatched the bottle from her hand and swallowed the clear fire. He paused to make a respectful whistling noise, then went back to his guzzling. Michael pried the bottle out of his fingers and returned it to the woman, who licked the neck’s rim and took another slug.
 “What’s your name?” Chesna asked, speaking German. The woman shook her head. “Your name?” Chesna tried her luck at Norwegian, though she knew very little of the language. She pressed a hand against her breastbone. “Chesna.” Pointed at Michael. “Michael.” Then at the happy Russian. “Lazaris.”
 “Ah!” The woman nodded gleefully. She pointed between her massive thighs. “Kitty!” she said. “Welcome!”
 “A man could get in a hell of a lot of trouble around here,” Lazaris observed sagely.
 The cabin, if not exactly clean, was at least warm. Michael took off his parka and hung it on a wall hook while Chesna tried to communicate with the huge, rather tipsy Eskinordic. The best she could do was understand that the woman lived here, and that there were plenty of bottles of vodka.
 The door opened, and the bells chimed. Hurks closed the door behind him. “Well!” he said as he peeled off his heavy coat. “I see you’ve met Kitty!”
 Kitty grinned at him, drank the rest of the bottle, and flopped down on the sofa with a splintering crash.
 “She’s a bit hard.on the furniture,” Hurks admitted, “but she’s pleasant enough. Who’s in charge among you?”
 “I am,” Chesna said.
 “All right.” Hurks spoke to Kitty in a singsong dialect that sounded to Michael like a mixture of grunts and clicks. Kitty nodded, her grin gone, and stared at Chesna. “I’ve told her who you are,” Hurks said. “She’s been expecting you.”
 “She has?” Chesna shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
 “Kitty’s going to take you to Skarpa Island,” Hurks explained. He went to a cupboard and brought out a box of shortbread biscuits.
 “What?” Chesna glanced at the woman, who was smiling with her eyes closed and the empty bottle clutched against her belly. “She’s… she’s a drunk!”
 “So? We’re all drunks up here nowadays.” He took a beat-up coffeepot from a table, shook it to slosh the liquid around, and then set it atop the stove. “Kitty knows the water, and she knows Skarpa Island, too. Me, I don’t know a damned thing about boats. I can’t even swim. Which would be beside the point, I suppose, if you bumped a mine.”
 “You’re saying that if we want to get to Skarpa, we have to put our lives in her hands?”
 “That’s it,” Hurks said.
 “Skarpa!” Kitty’s eyes opened. Her voice was a low, guttural growl. “Skarpa dirty bad! Patoo!” She spat on the floor. “Nazee boys! Patoo!” Another wad of spit hit the stained planks.
 “Besides,” Hurks went on, “it’s Kitty’s boat. She used to be the best fisherman for a hundred miles around. She says she used to be able to hear the fish sing, and when she learned their songs and sang back, they swam into her nets by the ton.”
 “I’m not interested in singing fish,” Chesna said coolly. “I’m interested in patrol boats, searchlights, and mines.”
 “Oh, Kitty knows where those are, too.” He brought tin cups down from their hooks. “Kitty used to live on Skarpa Island, before the Nazis came. She and her husband and six sons.”
 There was a clink as the empty vodka bottle was tossed aside. It landed in the corner, near three others. Kitty dug into the folds of the sofa, and her hand emerged gripping a fresh bottle. She pulled the cork out with her remaining teeth, tipped the bottle, and drank.
 “What happened to her family?” Michael asked.
 “The Nazis… shall we say… recruited them to help build that big son-of-a-bitch chemical plant. They also recruited every other able-bodied person from Kitty’s village. And Kitty herself, of course, since she’s strong as an ox. They also built an airfield and flew in slave labor. Anyway, the Nazis executed everyone who did the work. Kitty’s got two bullets in her. They hurt her sometimes when the weather turns really cold.” He touched the pot. “Coffee will have to be black, I’m afraid. We’re out of cream and sugar.” He began to pour coffee for them; it came out thick and sludgy. “Kitty lay with the corpses for three or four days. She’s not exactly sure how long it was. When she decided she wasn’t going to die, she got up and found a rowboat. I met her in forty-two, when my ship went down with a torpedo in the guts. I was a merchant marine seaman, and thank God I got to a raft.” He gave the first cup to Chesna, then offered her some shortbread.
 “What did the Nazis do with the bodies?” Chesna took the coffee and a biscuit.
 Hurks asked Kitty, again using that grunt-click language. Kitty replied in a quiet, drunken voice. “They left them for the wolves,” Hurks said. He offered the box to Michael. “Biscuit?”
 Along with the muscular coffee and the shortbread, Hurks produced a packet of dried, leathery mutton that Michael found tasty, but Chesna and Lazaris had difficulty swallowing. “We’ll have a good pot of stew tonight,” Hurks promised. “Squid, onions, and potatoes. Very tasty, with a lot of salt and pepper.”
 “I won’t eat a squid!” Lazaris said as he shrugged off his parka and sat down at a table, his coffee cup before him. He shuddered. “Damn things look like a cock after a night in a Moscow whorehouse!” He reached for his cup. “No, I’ll just eat the onions and pota—”
 There was a movement, very fast, behind him. He saw the glint of a blade, and Kitty’s huge bulk falling over him like an avalanche.
 “Don’t move!” Hurks shouted—and then the blade was thrust down, before either Michael or Chesna could get to the Russian’s aid.
 The knife, its wickedly hooked blade used for skinning seals, slammed into the scarred tabletop, between Lazari’s outstretched second and third fingers. It missed the flesh, but Lazaris jerked his hand to his chest and squalled like a cat with a burning tail.
 His scream was followed by another: a scream of hoarse, drunken laughter. Kitty wrenched the knife out of the table-top and did a merry dance around the room like a massive and deadly whirligig.
 “She’s mad!” Lazaris hollered, checking his fingers. “Absolutely mad!”
 “I’m sorry,” Hurks apologized after Kitty had sheathed her knife and fallen onto the sofa again. “When she drinks… she has this little game she likes to play. But she always misses. Most of the time, that is.” He held up his left hand; part of the third finger was severed up to the knuckle.
 “Well, for God’s sake get that knife away from her!” Lazaris shouted, but Kitty was already folded up around it, swigging down more vodka.
 Michael and Chesna stuffed their hands into the pockets of their jumpsuits. “It’s important we get to Skarpa as soon as possible,” Michael said. “When can we go?”
 Hurks posed the question to Kitty. She thought about it for a moment, her brow knitted. She got up and waddled outside. When she returned, her feet covered with mud, she grinned and answered.
 “Tomorrow night,” Hurks translated. “She says there’ll be a blow tonight, and fog follows wind.”
 “By tomorrow night I might be down to the stumps!” Lazaris buried his hands in his pockets until Kitty returned to the sofa, then he dared to withdraw them and to finish his meal. “You know,” he ventured after Kitty had begun to snore, “there’s something we all ought to be thinking about. If we get on that island, do whatever it is you heroic types are supposed to do, and get off with all our body parts, then what? In case you haven’t noticed, our Junkers has lived up to its name. I couldn’t put that engine back on, even with a crane. And anyway, it’s burned to a crisp. So how do we get out of here?”
 The question was not one that Michael hadn’t already considered. He looked at Chesna, and saw she had no answer for it either.
 “That’s what I thought,” Lazaris muttered.
 But Michael couldn’t let that problem contaminate his mind right now. Skarpa had to be reached and Dr. Hildebrand dealt with first, then they’d find a way out. He hoped. Norway would not be a pleasant place to spend the summer with the Nazis hunting them down. Hurks got the vodka bottle away from Kitty and passed it around. Michael allowed himself one fiery sip, and then he stretched out on the floor—his hands wedged in his pockets—and was asleep in just over a minute.
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Kitty’s boat slid through the mist, its engine growling softly. The water hissed as it parted before the figurehead, a wooden gargoyle with a trident, and a shielded lantern illuminated the interior of the wheelhouse in dim green.
 Kitty’s hands—broad and coarse—were delicate on the wheel. Michael stood beside her, watching through the dripping windshield. Kitty had been drunk for most of the day, but as soon as the sun had begun to set she put aside the vodka and washed her face in icy water. It was past two o’clock on the morning of the nineteenth, and Kitty had pulled the forty-foot, weather-beaten relic out of its harbor slip about three hours before. Now, here in the wheelhouse, she was silent and brooding, with no trace of the grinning, drunken woman who’d greeted them in Uskedahl. She was all deadly business.
 She had been right about the blow on the night of the seventeenth. A fierce wind had rushed down from the mountains and screamed over Uskedahl until dawn, but the houses were built for such caprices and there was no damage except to the nerves. She was correct, as well, about the fog that had crept over Uskedahl and the bay, blanketing everything in white silence. How she could steer in this soup he didn’t know, but every so often she cocked her head and seemed to be listening; surely not for the singing of fishes, but for the sound of the water itself, telling her something it was not in his power to understand. She made minor corrections of the wheel from time to time, as gently as nudging an infant.
 Kitty suddenly reached out and grabbed Michael’s parka, pulling him closer and pointing. He couldn’t see anything but fog, though he nodded. She grunted with satisfaction, let him go, and steered in that direction.
 There had been a strange incident at the dock. As they’d been loading their gear onto the boat, Michael had found himself face-to-face with Kitty sniffing at his chest. She had sniffed his face and hair, then had drawn back and stared at him with those blue Nordic eyes. She smells the wolf in me, Michael thought. Kitty had spoken to Hurks, who had translated for her: “She wants to know what land you come from.”
 “I was born in Russia,” Michael had said.
 She spoke through Hurks, pointing at Lazaris: “He stinks like a Russian. You have a perfume like Norway.”
 “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Michael answered.
 And then Kitty got very close to him, staring intensely into his eyes. Michael stood his ground. She spoke again, this time almost in a whisper. “Kitty says you’re different,” Hurks translated. “She thinks you’re a man of destiny. That’s a high praise.”
 “Tell her thank you.”
 Hurks did. Kitty nodded, and moved away toward the wheelhouse.
 A man of destiny, Michael thought as he stood beside her and she steered deeper into the fog. He hoped his destiny—and that of Chesna and Lazaris as well—wasn’t a grave on Skarpa Island. Hurks had stayed in Uskedahl, a stranger to travel by water since the U-boat torpedoing of his freighter. Lazaris was no lion of the sea either, but fortunately the water was glassy and the boat’s progress smooth, so Lazaris had only heaved twice over the side. Perhaps it was nerves, or perhaps it was the reek of fish that clung to the boat like a miasma.
 Chesna entered the wheelhouse, the hood of her parka up over her head and her hands in black woolen gloves. Kitty kept staring straight ahead, guiding the boat toward a point the others couldn’t see. Chesna offered Michael a drink from the thermos of strong black coffee they’d brought, and he accepted it. “How’s Lazaris?” Michael asked.
 “Conscious,” she answered. Lazaris was down in the cramped little cabin, which Michael had noted was even smaller than the kennel at Falkenhausen. She peered out at the fog. “Where are we?”
 “Hell if I know. Kitty seems to, though, and I guess that’s what matters.” He returned the thermos to Chesna. Kitty turned the wheel a few degrees to starboard, and then she reached down to the greasy throttles and cut the engines. “Go,” Kitty told him, and pointed forward. Obviously she wanted Michael to watch for something. He took a flashlight from a corroded metal locker and left the wheelhouse with Chesna following.
 On the bow Michael stood over the figurehead and probed with the light. Tendrils of fog wafted through the beam. The boat drifted, and waves lapped at the boards. There came the noise of boots on the deck. “Hey!” Lazaris called, his voice as tight as new wire. “What happened to the engines? Are we sinking?”
 “Quiet,” Michael said. Lazaris came forward, guiding himself along the rusted railing. Michael slowly swung the flashlight beam from right to left and back again. “What are you looking for?” Lazaris whispered. “Land?” Michael shook his head, because he really had no idea. And then the flashlight hit a faint, ill-defined object off on the starboard side. It looked like the rotten piling of a dock, with gray fungus growing all over it. Kitty had seen it, too, and she guided the bow toward it.
 In another moment they all could see it, perhaps more clearly than they’d wished.
 A single piling had been sunk into the muck. Bound to that piling by rotting ropes was a skeleton, immersed up to its sunken chest. A bit of scalp and gray hair remained on the skull. Twined around the skeleton’s neck was a noose of heavy wire, and attached to the wire was a metal sign with faded German words: ATTENTION! ENTRY FORBIDDEN!
 In the light, small red crabs scuttled in the skeleton’s eye sockets and peered out between the broken teeth.
 Kitty corrected the wheel. The boat drifted past the grisly signpost and left it in darkness. She started the engine again, throttling it to a low mutter. Not twenty yards from the piling and skeleton, the flashlight beam picked out a floating gray ball, covered with kelp and ugly spikes.
 “That’s a mine!” Lazaris yelped. “A mine!” he shouted at the wheelhouse, and pointed. “Boom boom!”
 Kitty knew where it was. She veered to port, and the mine rolled in the boat’s wake. Michael’s stomach knotted. Chesna leaned forward, gripping the port-side railing, and Lazaris watched for more mines on the starboard side. “One over here!” Chesna called. It bobbed and lazily turned, encrusted with barnacles. The boat slid past it. Michael spotted the next one, almost dead ahead. Lazaris scrambled back to the wheelhouse, and returned with another flashlight. Kitty kept the boat at a slow, constant glide, weaving among the mines that now appeared on all sides. Lazaris thought his beard would turn white as he watched a mine, its spines covered with kelp, drift over the crest of a swell almost in their path. “Turn, damn it! Turn!” he hollered, motioning to port. The boat obeyed, but Lazaris heard the mine scrape across the hull like fingernails on a blackboard. He cringed, waiting for the blast, but the mine disappeared in their wake and they went on.
 The last of the mines floated away on the starboard side, and then the water was free of them. Kitty rapped on the windshield, and when she had their attention, she put a finger to her lips and then drew it across her throat in a slashing gesture. The meaning was clear.
 In a few minutes a searchlight appeared through the fog, sweeping around and around atop its tower on Skarpa Island. The island itself was still invisible, but soon Michael could hear a slow, steady thumping noise like a huge heartbeat. The noise of heavy machinery at work in the chemical plant. He switched off his flashlight, and so did Lazaris. They were getting close to shore. Kitty turned the boat, staying just outside the searchlight’s range. She suddenly cut the engine, and the boat whispered through the swells. Michael and Chesna heard another, more powerful engine growling somewhere in the fog. A patrol boat, circling the island. The noise grew distant and faded, and Kitty throttled up with a careful hand.
 The searchlight skimmed past them, dangerously close. Michael saw the glint of smaller lights through the murk: what looked like bulbs on outside catwalks and ladders, and the dark shape of a huge chimney that rose into the mist. The heartbeat thump was much louder now, and Michael could make out the hazy forms of buildings. Kitty was guiding them along Skarpa’s rugged coastline. Soon they left the lights and the sound of machinery behind, and Kitty veered the boat into a small, crescent-shaped harbor.
 She knew this harbor, and took them straight to the crumbling remains of a seawall. She killed the engine, letting the boat drift across silvery water at the base of the wall. Michael switched his light on and made out a barnacle-crusted dock just ahead. The rotting prow of a long-sunken boat jutted up from the water like a strange snout, and hundreds of red crabs clung to it.
 Kitty emerged from the wheelhouse. She called out something that sounded like “Copahay ting! Timesho!” She motioned to the dock, and Michael jumped from the boat onto a platform of creaking, sodden timbers. Chesna flung him a rope, which he used to tie the boat to a piling. A second rope, thrown from Kitty, completed the task. They had arrived.
 Stone steps led up from the dock and seawall. Beyond them, Michael saw by the flashlight beam, was a cluster of dark, dilapidated houses. Kitty’s village, now occupied only by ghosts.
 Chesna, Michael, and Lazaris checked their submachine guns and strapped them on. Their supplies—rations of fresh water, dried beef, chocolate bars, ammo clips, and four grenades apiece—were in backpacks. Michael, in his previous examination of their supplies, had also noted something else wrapped up in a little packet of waxed paper: a cyanide capsule, similar to the one he’d popped into his mouth on the roof of the Paris Opéra. He hadn’t needed it then, and he would die by a bullet rather than use one here on Skarpa.
 Their equipment ready, they followed Kitty up the ancient steps into the dead village. She probed ahead with the flashlight she’d taken from Lazaris, the beam revealing a rutted main road and houses covered with wet mold as white as ash. Many of the roofs had collapsed, the windows without glass. Still, the village was not entirely dead. Michael could smell them, and he knew they were close by.
 “Welcome,” Kitty said, and motioned them into one of the sturdier-looking houses. Whether this one had been her home, Michael didn’t know, but it had become a home again. As they crossed the threshold, Kitty’s light speared through the mist and caught two skinny wolves, one yellow and one gray. The gray one leaped for an open window and was gone in an instant, but the yellow wolf wheeled on the intruders and showed its teeth.
 Michael heard the bolt of a submachine gun going back. He grabbed Lazaris’s arm before the Russian could fire, and said, “No.”
 The wolf backed toward the window, its head held high and fire in its eyes. Then it abruptly turned, lunged up into the window frame and out of the house.
 Lazaris released the breath he’d been holding. “Did you see those things? They’ll tear us to pieces! Why the hell didn’t you let me shoot?”
 “Because,” Michael said calmly, “a. burst of bullets would bring the Nazis here about as fast as you could reload. The wolves won’t hurt you.”
 “Nazee boys nasty,” Kitty said as she shone the flashlight around. “Wold not much so. Nazee boys make dead, wold yum dead.” She shrugged her massive shoulders. “Such done.”
 This house, wolf droppings on the floor and all, would be their headquarters. Most likely, Michael reasoned, the German soldiers who guarded Hildebrand’s chemical plant were as fearful of the wolves as Lazaris was, and wouldn’t come here. Michael let the others start unpacking their gear, and then he said, “I’m going out to do some scouting. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 “I’m going with you.” Chesna started to shrug her backpack on again.
 “No. I can move faster alone. You wait here.”
 “I didn’t come with you to—”
 “Argue,” Michael finished for her, “and that’s not why we’re here. I want to get in closer to the plant and take a look around. Better one scout than two or three. Right?”
 Chesna hesitated, but his voice was firm and he was staring holes through her. “All right,” she agreed. “But for God’s sake, stay low!”
 “I plan on it.”
 Outside, Michael strode briskly along the road and away from the village. Woods and sharp-edged boulders began about seventy yards east of the last house and ascended toward Skarpa’s heights. He knelt down, waiting to make sure Chesna hadn’t followed him, and after a couple of minutes he unstrapped his gun, took off his backpack and his parka. He began to undress, his skin rippling in the chill. Naked, he found a secure niche to wedge his backpack, clothes, and Schmeisser into, and then he sat on his haunches and began the change.
 As a wolf, he realized the scent of the food in his pack would draw Skarpa’s wolves like a dinner bell. One way to fix that. He urinated all over the rocks around his cache, and if that smell wouldn’t keep the wolves back, they were welcome to his dried beef. Then he stretched, getting blood into his muscles, and he began to lope nimbly over the rocks above Wolftown.
 After he crested the ridge, it was a half-mile jaunt through dense forest before he smelled the reek of men. The thumping noise was louder; he was going in the right direction. Other aromas crowded into his senses: the bitter smell of exhaust from the plant’s chimney, the smell of wet steam, hares, and other small animals quivering in the woods at his passage, and… the musky perfume of a young female.
 He heard the soft cracking of a twig off to his left, and when he glanced that way, he caught just the quickest glimpse of yellow. She was keeping pace with him, probably made a little nervous with curiosity and his own male aroma. He wondered if she’d witnessed his change. If so, she’d have interesting tales to tell her pack.
 The bitter smell got worse, and so did the man-reek. The yellow she-wolf began to lay behind, intimidated by the nearness of humans. After a moment she stopped, and Michael heard her make a high-pitched yip yip yip. He understood the message: Don’t go any closer. He wouldn’t have cared to if he’d had a choice about it, but he kept going. About fifteen yards later he came out of the woods and there was Hildebrand’s creation, rising like a dirty mountain beyond a chain-link fence topped with barbed wire.
 Smoke chugged from a massive chimney of gray stones. Around it were concrete buildings, connected by catwalks and pipes that snaked through the place like one of Harry Sandler’s mazes. The thumping heartbeat noise was coming from somewhere at the center of the complex, and lights shone through the shutters of windows. Alleys wound between the buildings; as Michael watched, on his belly at the edge of the woods, a truck turned a corner and grumbled away like a fat beetle into another alley. He saw several figures up on the catwalks. Two workmen twisted a large red flywheel, and then a third checked what looked like a panel of pressure gauges and signaled an okay sign. Work was going on here around the clock.
 Michael got up and slinked along the fence. Soon he made another discovery: an airfield, complete with hangars, a fuel tank, and fueling trucks. On the field, lined up in an orderly row, were three night fighters—a Dornier Do-217 and two Heinkel HE-219’s, all with nose radar prongs—and a wicked-looking Messerschmitt Bf-109 day fighter. Overshadowing everything on the field was a huge Messerschmitt Me-323 transport aircraft, its wingspan over a hundred and eighty feet and its length almost a hundred feet. The Nazis were obviously doing some serious business here. For now, though, there was no activity on the airfield. Beyond the field the cliffs of Skarpa fell to the sea.
 Michael returned to the forest’s edge and chose his spot. He began to dig a hole beneath the fence; for this task, a wolf’s paws were superior to human hands. Still, the ground was full of small rocks and it was strenuous work. But the hole grew, and when it was large enough, Michael pressed his belly to the earth and clawed himself under the fence. He stood up, on all fours, and glanced around. No soldiers in sight. He ran into the nearest alley, heading toward the heartbeat with a shadow’s silence.
 He smelled and heard the truck coming before it turned into the alley behind him, and he leaped around a corner and flung himself flat before the headlights found him. The truck passed; in its backwash, Michael caught a sour odor of sweat and fear: a zoolike smell he associated instantly with Falkenhausen. He got up and followed the truck at a respectful distance.
 The truck paused before a long building with shuttered windows. A corrugated metal gate was drawn up from within, and harsh light spilled out. The truck pulled into the portal, and a few seconds later the corrugated metal began to clatter down again. It fell, sealing off the light.
 Michael’s gaze found a ladder, running up the building’s side to a catwalk about twenty feet above. The catwalk continued along the center of the roof. There was no time for deliberation. He found a group of oilcans nearby and crouched behind them. When the change was done and his white skin tingled with the cold, he stood up, ran to the metal-runged ladder, and quickly scaled it, something that a man’s hands and feet could do but a wolf’s paws could not. The catwalk went on to the next structure, but on this building’s roof there was an entry door. Michael tried it, and the knob turned. He opened the door, found himself in a stairwell, and started down.
 He emerged into a workshop of some kind, with a conveyor belt and hoists just below the roof. There were stacks of crates and oil drums, and a couple of heavy load-pulling machines standing about. Michael could hear voices; all the activity was down at the other end of the long building. He carefully wound his way through the equipment, and instantly crouched down behind a rack full of copper tubing when he heard an irritated voice say, “This man can’t work! My God, look at those hands! Palsied like an old woman! I said bring me men who can use saws and hammers!”
 Michael knew that voice. He looked out from his hiding place, and saw Colonel Jerek Blok.
 The hulking Boots stood beside his master. Blok was shouting into the face of a German officer who had flushed crimson, and to their left stood a skinny man in the baggy gray uniform of a POW. The prisoner’s hands were not only palsied, they were gnarled by malnutrition. Beyond those four men stood seven other prisoners, five men and two women. On a large table were bottles of nails, an assortment of hammers and saws, and nearby a pile of timbers. The truck, flanked by two soldiers with rifles, was positioned near the metal gate.
 “Oh, take this wretch back to his hole!” Blok gave the prisoner a disdainful shove. “We’ll have to use what we’ve got!” As the officer pushed the POW back to the truck, Blok put his hands on his hips and addressed the others. “I trust you are all well and eager to work. Yes?” He smiled, and his silver teeth threw a spark of light. There was no response from the prisoners, their faces pale and emotionless. “You gentlemen—and ladies—have been selected from the others because your records indicate a familiarity with carpentry. We are therefore going to do some woodcraft this morning. Twenty-four crates, built to the specifications as follows.” He withdrew a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “Thirty-two inches in length, sixteen inches in height, sixteen inches in width. There will be no deviations from this formula. These crates will be lined with rubber. The points of all nails will be blunted once they are hammered in. All rough edges will be sanded to a uniform smoothness. The lids will be double-hinged and padlocked instead of nailed shut.” He gave the list to Boots, who went about nailing it up on a bulletin board for all to see. “Moreover,” Blok continued, “these crates will be inspected at the end of sixteen hours. Any not passing my inspection will be broken and its creator made to begin anew. Questions?” He waited. Of course there were none. “Thank you for your attention,” he said, and strode toward the metal gate with Boots right behind him.
 The gate was being drawn up by the two guards, and the truck driver was backing it out with the officer and the palsied POW aboard. Blok did not attempt to hitch a ride on the truck, but he and Boots followed it out and then the metal gate was closed again. One of the guards shouted, “Get to work, you lazy shits!” to the prisoners, and the other strolled over to a woman and poked at her behind with the barrel of his rifle. A frail-looking man with gray hair and wire-rimmed glasses took the first step toward the worktable, then a younger man followed. When all the prisoners were moving—sluggishly, their minds and bodies beaten—the two guards sat down at a table and began to play cards.
 Michael slipped back to the stairwell the way he’d come, ascended to the roof and then to the ladder again. On the ground he crouched behind the oilcans once more and grew a warm coat. His joints throbbed with the stress of so many changes within such a short time, and his muscles were sore, but he was ready to run again. He came out from his hiding place and sniffed the air. Through the multitude of scents he found the lemony tang of Jerek Blok’s hair pomade, and that was the trail he followed.
 He turned a corner and saw Blok and Boots walking briskly just ahead. He followed them, slinking low. Twenty-four crates, Michael thought. Lined with rubber. What would go into those crates? It had occurred to him that the crates were about the size needed to hold a small shell, rocket, or bomb. The big transport plane out on the runway must be here to carry the loaded crates to wherever Iron Fist was hangared.
 Michael’s blood pounded in his veins. He had the killing desire. Taking Blok and Boots would be a simple matter, here in this alley, though both men wore holsters and pistols. It would be a balm to the soul to tear Boots’s throat out and spit in his face. But he held himself back; his mission was to find out where Iron Fist was, and what kind of horror Dr. Hildebrand had created. First the mission, then he would feed his desire.
 He followed the men to a two-storied concrete blockhouse near the center of the plant. Again, the windows were shuttered. Michael watched as Blok and Boots climbed a metal staircase and went through a second-floor doorway. The door closed behind them. Michael crouched down, waiting to see if they’d come out, but the minutes ticked past and they did not. It would be dawn in two hours. It was time to get back to Wolftown.
 Michael returned to the place where he’d dug his way in. This time he dug the hole deeper so a human body might crawl under. Dirt flew from beneath his claws, and then he eased beneath the fence and ran into the woods.
 The yellow wolf, who thought herself crafty, came out of the underbrush and followed off to the side. Michael outdistanced her, wanting to reach his equipment and change before she could get too close.
 On two legs, dressed and with his backpack on and the Schmeisser strapped to his shoulder, Michael sprinted along the road back through Wolftown. Chesna rose up from where she’d been hiding behind a wall of crumbling stones, her machine gun aimed at the approaching figure. It was Michael, she saw in another moment. He had dirt all over his face.
 “I’ve found a way in,” he told her. “Let’s go.”
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The journey from Wolftown to the plant was harder on human legs than on wolfen, Michael soon learned. As he, Chesna, and Lazaris went through the woods, he heard noises all around them. The yellow wolf had brought her companions. Kitty had remained behind, to watch the boat, and also because her bulk would have slowed their progress to a crawl. Lazaris jumped at every sound—real or imagined—but Michael made sure the Russian kept the safety on his weapon and his finger off the trigger.
 Michael went under the fence first. Lazaris followed, muttering beneath his breath at how he’d been born a stupid fool and did not wish to die as one. Then Chesna crawled under, her mind turning over the question of how Michael had dug such a hole without a shovel. In the shelter of an alley they stopped to remove extra ammo clips and two grenades from their packs. The clips went into the pockets of their parkas while the grenades were latched to the Schmeissers’ straps. Then they went on, staying close to the wall, with Michael in the lead.
 He guided them toward the building where the prisoners were working. The two guards would be easy to overcome, and information about the plant could be gotten from the guards and the prisoners. Still, he took nothing for granted; each step was a careful one, and each turn a challenge. Near their target building Michael heard the noise of footsteps approaching and motioned Chesna and Lazaris down. He knelt, at an alley corner, and waited. One soldier was about to round the corner. As soon as Michael saw the man’s knees, he came up off the ground in a burst of power and drove his gun butt against the soldier’s chin. The man was lifted off his feet by the blow, and fell on his back to the pavement. He twitched a few times, then lay still. They dragged him into a recessed doorway and left him there folded up like a package after Lazaris had removed the soldier’s knife and cut his throat with it. Lazaris’s eyes glittered with blood lust, and he slipped the knife under his parka.

 A knife was also being used in Wolftown. Kitty used her hooked, blubber-slicing blade to cut hunks of dried beef into bite-sized pieces. As she put one into her mouth and chewed on it, she heard a wolf howl somewhere in the village.
 It was a high, piercing call that echoed over the harbor and ended in a series of quick, staccato barks. She did not like that sound. She picked up a flashlight and, armed with her knife, went out into the misty chill. There was no sound but the waves lapping against the seawall. Kitty stood there for a moment, slowly looking from left to right. The wolf made another noise: a series of harsh yips. Kitty left the house, walking toward the dock. Her boots squished in the dark mud that held her family’s bones. When she reached the dock, she switched on the flashlight, and there she found it.
 A dark gray rubber boat, tied up beside her own craft. There were three sets of oars in it.
 Kitty’s knife pierced the rubber in a dozen places. The boat gurgled as it crumpled and sank. Then she half ran, half careened on her stumpy legs toward her house again. As she went through the door, she smelled their sausage-and-beer sweat, and she halted in the presence of more dangerous beasts.
 One of the black-clad Nazee boys motioned with his rifle and spoke his gibberish. How could a human tongue make such a noise? Kitty wondered. The other two soldiers also held rifles on her, their faces daubed with black camouflage paint. The Nazee boys had known they were here, she realized. They had come prepared for a slaughter.
 She would give them one. She grinned, her blue Nordic eyes glittering, and she said, “Welcome!” as she lifted her knife and lunged forward.

 Michael, Lazaris, and Chesna had reached the workshop building’s roof. They went along the catwalk and down through the stairwell. “Watch where you point that thing!” Michael whispered to Lazaris as the barrel of the Russian’s weapon wandered. He led them through the jumble of equipment, and in another moment they could see the two soldiers, engrossed in their card game. The prisoners were working on the crates, sawing and hammering, proud of their carpentry skills even under the Nazi thumb.
 “Wait,” Michael told Chesna and Lazaris, and then he crept closer to the guards. One of the prisoners dropped a nail, reached down to get it, and at floor level saw a man crawling on his belly. The prisoner gave a soft, stunned gasp, and another glanced over in Michael’s direction.
 “Four aces!” the guard with a winning hand crowed as he spread his cards out on the table. “Beat me!”
 “As you wish,” Michael said, rising up behind the man and slamming him over the head with the butt of his Schmeisser. The guard moaned and toppled, scattering cards. The second man reached for his rifle, which leaned against the wall, but he froze when the Schmeisser’s business end kissed his throat. “On the floor,” Michael said. “Get on your knees, hands cupped behind your head.”
 The soldier complied. Very quickly.
 Chesna and Lazaris emerged, and Lazaris prodded the unconscious man’s ribs with the toe of his boot. When the soldier groaned softly, he gave him a kick that made him pass out again.
 “Don’t kill me!” the man on his knees begged. “Please! I’m just a nobody!”
 “We’ll make you a no-head in a minute!” Lazaris said as he pressed the knife blade to the man’s quivering Adam’s apple.
 “He can’t answer questions through a cut throat,” Chesna told the Russian. She put the barrel of her gun against the soldier’s forehead and pulled back the cocking bolt. The soldier’s eyes widened, wet with terror.
 “I think we have his attention.” Michael glanced over at the prisoners, who had stopped working and were mesmerized with surprise and bewilderment. “What’s going into those crates?” he asked the guard.
 “I don’t know.”
 “You lying bastard!” Lazaris put some pressure on the blade, and the man yelped as a trickle of warm blood ran down his throat.
 “Bombs! Hundred-pound bombs! That’s all I know!”
 “Twenty-four of them? A bomb for each crate?”
 “Yes! Yes! Please don’t kill me!”
 “They’re being packed up for transport? In the Messerschmitt out on the field?”
 The man nodded as his uniform’s collar reddened.
 “Transported to where?” Michael persisted.
 “I don’t know.” More pressure from the blade. The man gasped. “I swear I don’t know!”
 Michael believed him. “What’s inside the bombs?”
 “High explosives. What’s inside any bomb?”
 “Don’t get cute,” Chesna warned, her voice crisp and deadly. “Just answer the questions.”
 “That fool doesn’t know. He’s just a guard.”
 They looked to see who’d spoken. It was the frail prisoner who had gray hair and wore wire-rimmed glasses. He came a few steps closer and spoke in what sounded like a heavy Hungarian accent. “It’s a gas of some kind. That’s what’s inside the bombs. I’ve been here for over six months, and I’ve seen what it can do.”
 “I have, too,” Michael said. “It burns the flesh.”
 The man smiled faintly, a bitter smile. “Burns the flesh,” he repeated. “Oh, it does more than burn the flesh, my friend. It eats the flesh, like a cancer. I know. I’ve had to burn some of the bodies. My wife among them.” He blinked, his eyes heavy-lidded. “But she’s in a better place than this. They torture me every day, by forcing me to live.” He looked at the hammer he held, and then dropped it to the concrete. He wiped his hand on his trouser leg.
 “Where are the bombs stored?” Michael asked him.
 “That I don’t know. Somewhere deeper in the plant. There’s a white building next to the big chimney. Some of the others say that’s where the gas is made.”
 “The others?” Chesna asked. “How many prisoners are there?”
 “Eighty-four. No, no. Walt.” He thought about it. “Danelka died two nights ago. Eighty-three. When I first came here, there were over four hundred, but…” He shrugged his thin shoulders, and his eyes found Michael’s. “Have you come to save us?”
 Michael didn’t know what to say. He decided the truth was best. “No.”
 “Ah.” The prisoner nodded. “Then it’s the gas, is it? You’re here because of that? Well, that’s good. We’re already dead. If that stuff ever gets out of here, I shudder to—”
 Something whammed against the corrugated-metal gate.
 Michael’s heart kicked, and Lazaris jumped so hard the blade bit deeper into the soldier’s throat. Chesna removed her gun barrel from the man’s forehead, leaving a white circle where it had been pressed, and aimed the weapon toward the gate.
 Again, something hit the metal. A rifle butt or billy club, Michael thought. A voice followed: “Hey, Reinhart! Open up!”
 The soldier croaked, “He’s calling me.”
 “No, he’s not,” the gray-haired prisoner said. “He’s Karlsen. Reinhart is on the floor.”
 “Reinhart!” the soldier outside shouted. “Open up, damn you! We know you’ve got the pretty one in there!”
 The female prisoner who’d been poked with the rifle, her black hair framing a face as pale as a cameo, picked up a ballpeen hammer. Her knuckles bleached around the handle.
 “Come on, be a sport!” It was a different voice. “Why hog her all for yourselves?”
 “Tell them to go away,” Chesna ordered. Her eyes were flinty, but her voice held a nervous edge.
 “No,” Michael said. “They’ll come in the way we did. On your feet.” Karlsen got up. “To the gate. Move.” He followed the Nazi, and so did Chesna. Michael pressed his gun into the man’s spine. “Tell them to wait a minute.”
 “Wait a minute!” Karlsen shouted.
 “That’s better!” one of the men outside said. “You bastards thought you were going to sneak one by us, didn’t you?”
 The gate was hoisted by a chain-and-pulley device, operated with a flywheel. Michael stepped to one side. “Pull the gate up. Slowly.” Chesna got out of the way, too, and Karlsen started turning the flywheel. The gate began to fold upward.
 And at that moment Reinhart, who’d been shamming for the past two minutes, suddenly sat up at Lazaris’s feet. He clutched at his two broken ribs and reached up for the wall beside their card table. Lazaris gave a shout and stabbed downward with the knife, sinking it into Reinhart’s shoulder, but he was powerless to prevent what happened next.
 Reinhart’s fist punched a red button attached to electrical cords on the wall, and a siren shrieked somewhere on the building’s roof.
 The gate was a quarter of the way up when the alarm began. Michael could see four pairs of legs. Without hesitation he clicked off the safety on his gun and sprayed bullets below the gate, chopping down two soldiers who screamed and writhed in agony. Karlsen released the flywheel and tried to scramble beneath the corrugated metal as it clattered down again, but a burst from Chesna’s gun ripped him open and the gate clunked on his butt.
 Lazaris repeatedly stabbed down on Reinhart, fierce strength behind the blows. The German crumpled, his face a mass of torn flesh, but the siren kept going. A black-haired figure swept past him. The woman raised her hammer and broke the alarm button to fragments. Still, a switch had been triggered and the siren would not be silenced.
 “Get out while you can!” the gray-haired prisoner shouted. “Go!”
 There was no time to deliberate. That siren would bring every soldier in the plant down on them. Michael ran for the stairwell, with Chesna a few paces behind and Lazaris bringing up the rear. They came out onto the roof, and already two soldiers were running along the catwalk toward them. Michael fired, and so did Chesna. The bullets sparked off the catwalk railing, but the soldiers flung themselves flat. Rifles cracked, the slugs zipping past their heads. Michael saw another pair of soldiers, coming across the catwalk from the building behind them. One of them fired a shot that snagged Chesna’s parka, and puffed goose down into the air.
 Michael readied a grenade, then paused while the fuse sizzled and the soldiers got closer. A bullet sang off the railing beside him. He flung the grenade at the two men who were coming up from behind, and three seconds later there was a blast of white fire and two shredded figures twitching on the catwalk. Lazaris wheeled toward the other pair in front of them and fired short bursts that knocked sparks off the slate roof. Michael saw three more soldiers advancing over the catwalk behind them. Chesna’s gun rattled, and the soldiers crouched down as slugs ricocheted off the railings.
 The rooftop was turning into a hornet’s nest. A bullet struck the slates to Michael’s left and spun like a burning cigarette butt less than five inches past his face. Chesna suddenly cried out and went down. “I’m hit!” she said, her teeth gritted with pain and anger. “Damn it!” She was clutching her right ankle, blood on her fingers.
 Lazaris sprayed bullets first in one direction, then another. A soldier screamed and fell over the railing to the pavement twenty feet below. Michael bent down to help Chesna to her feet, and as he did he felt a bullet pluck at his parka. They had no choice; they had to get back down the stairwell before they were cut to pieces in the cross fire.
 He hauled Chesna up. She fired at the soldiers behind them, even as Michael pulled her to the stairwell door. A bullet hit the catwalk railing beside Lazaris and metal splinters pierced his jaw and cheek. He retreated, spraying bullets across the roof. As they got into the stairwell, slugs marched across the door and knocked it off its hinges. Michael felt a searing sting of pain in his left hand, and he realized a bullet had just gone through his palm. His hand went numb, the fingers twitching involuntarily. He kept hold of Chesna, and they all backed down the stairwell to the workshop. Two Germans entered at the top of the stairs, and Lazaris cut them down before they could aim their weapons. The bodies slid over each other down the steps. More soldiers crawled into the stairwell, and a few seconds later a grenade was flung and exploded with a whump of fire and concussion. But Michael, Chesna, and Lazaris were already in the workshop, where the prisoners had taken cover amid the equipment and oil drums. Soldiers scurried down to the bottom of the smoky stairwell and fired into the workshop. Michael looked over his shoulder toward the metal gate. More Germans were trying to wrench it up by hand from the other side, their fingers curled under the edge. As they struggled, other soldiers fired bullets through the gap at floor level. Michael released Chesna, who fell to her knees, her face glistening with the sweat of pain, and popped a fresh ammo clip into his gun. His hand was streaming blood, the wound a perfect puncture. He shot beneath the gate, and the Germans scrambled away from it.
 The siren had stopped its shrieking. Over the noise of gunshots a strident voice rang out: “Cease fire! Cease fire!” The shooting dwindled, and halted.
 Michael crouched down, behind a half-track load puller, and Chesna and Lazaris knelt in the shelter of oil drums. Michael heard the fearful moaning of some of the prisoners, and the clicks of guns being reloaded. A haze of blue smoke drifted through the workshop, carrying the pungent odor of gunpowder.
 A moment later a voice amplified through a loudspeaker came from beyond the metal gate: “Baron? It’s time you and Chesna threw out your weapons. It’s over.”
 Michael glanced toward Chesna, and their eyes met. It was Jerek Blok’s voice. How did he know?
 “Baron?” Blok continued. “You’re not a stupid man. Certainly not. You know by now that this building is surrounded, and there’s no possible way you can get out. We will take you, one way or the other.” He paused, letting them think it over. Then: “Chesna, dear? Surely you understand your situation. Throw out your weapons, and we’ll have a nice talk.”
 Chesna examined the blue-edged hole in her ankle. Her thick woolen sock was wet with blood, and the pain was excruciating. A cracked bone, she thought. She fully understood the situation.
 “What are we going to do?” Lazaris asked, with a note of panic. Blood trickled down into his beard from the splinter wounds.
 Chesna got her backpack off and unsnapped it.
 “Baron, you amaze me!” Blok said. “I’d like to know how that escape from Falkenhausen was engineered. You have my deepest respect.”
 Michael saw Chesna reach into her pack. Her hand came out with a square of waxed paper.
 The cyanide capsule.
 “No!” Lazaris grasped her arm. “There’s another way.”
 She shook her head, pulling free. “You know there’s not,” she said, and began to unwrap the packet.
 Michael crawled across the floor to her. “Chesna! We can shoot our way out! And we’ve still got grenades!”
 “My ankle’s broken. How am I going to get out of here? Crawl?”
 He gripped her wrist, preventing her from putting the capsule on her tongue. “I’ll carry you.”
 She smiled faintly, her eyes dark with pain. “Yes,” she said. “I believe you would.” She touched his cheek, and ran her fingers across his mouth. “But it wouldn’t do any good, would it? No. I’m not going to be caged and tortured like an animal. I know too much. I’d be sentencing a dozen others to—”
 Something clattered across the floor about fifteen feet away. Michael looked toward it, his heart pounding, and saw that one of the soldiers in the stairwell had just thrown a grenade.
 It went off, before any of them could move.
 Flame sputtered from the fuse. There was a pop! and a bright flash, then chalky-white smoke began to pour from it. Except it was not smoke, Michael realized in another two seconds. It had a sickly-sweet, orangelike odor: the smell of chemicals.
 A second gas grenade popped, near the first one. Chesna, her eyes already stinging and watering, lifting the cyanide pill to her mouth. Michael couldn’t bear it. For better or worse he swiped the capsule out of her hand.
 The chemical smoke settled over them like the folds of a shroud. Lazaris hacked and coughed, struggled to his feet with tears blinding him, and flailed into the vapors. Michael felt as if his lungs were swelling up; he couldn’t draw a breath. He heard Chesna cough and gasp, and she clung to him as he tried to pick her up. But his air was gone, and the smoke was so dense that direction was destroyed. One of Hildebrand’s inventions, Michael thought and then, blinded and weeping, he fell to his knees. He heard the prisoners coughing, being overcome as well. A figure appeared through the smoke before him: a soldier wearing a gas mask. The man aimed his rifle at Michael’s head.
 Chesna slumped beside him, her body hitching. Michael fell over her, struggled to rise again, but his strength was stolen. Whatever the chemical was, it was potent. And then, with the reek of rotten oranges in his nostrils, Michael Gallatin blacked out.
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They awakened in a cell, with a barred window overlooking the airfield. Michael, his wounded hand bound with bandages, peered out into silvery daylight and saw the big transport Messerschmitt still there. The bombs hadn’t been loaded yet.
 All their equipment and their parkas had been stripped away. Chesna’s ankle was bandaged as well, and when she peeled the bandages away for an inspection, she found that the wound had been cleaned and the bullet removed. The effects of the gas grenades remained; all of them kept spitting up watery mucus, and found a bucket placed in the cell for just that purpose. Michael had a killer headache, and all Lazaris could do was lie on one of the thin-mattressed cots and stare at the ceiling like a drunkard after a vodka binge.
 Michael paced the cell, stopping every so often to look through the wooden door’s barred inset. The corridor was deserted. “Hey!” he shouted. “Bring us some food and water!” A guard came a moment later, glared at Michael with pale blue eyes, and went away again.
 Within an hour two guards brought them a meal of thick, pasty oatmeal porridge and a canteen of water. When that had been consumed, the same two soldiers wielding submachine guns appeared once more and ordered the captives out of their cell.
 Michael supported Chesna as she limped along the corridor. Lazaris stumbled, his head fogged and his knees as soft as taffy. The guards took them out of the building, a stone stockade on the edge of the airfield, and down an alley into the plant. A few moments later they were entering another, larger building not far from where they’d been captured.
 “No, no!” they heard a high, boyish voice shout. “Dribble the ball! Don’t run with it! Dribble!”
 They had walked into a gymnasium, with a floor of polished oak boards. There were rows of bleachers and frosted glass windows. A knot of emaciated prisoners were struggling for possession of a basketball as guards with rifles looked on. A whistle blew, deafening in the enclosure. “No!” The boyish voice cracked with exasperation. “That’s a foul on the blue team! The ball belongs to the red team now.”
 The prisoners wore armbands of blue or red. They stumbled and staggered, stick figures in baggy gray uniforms, toward the goal at the other side of the court. “Dribble the ball, Vladimir! Don’t you have any sense?” The man who was shouting stood at the edge of the court. He wore dark slacks, a striped referee’s shirt, had a long mane of blond hair hanging halfway down his back, and stood almost seven feet tall. “Get the ball, Tiomkin!” he shouted, and stomped his foot. “You missed an easy shot!”
 This had gone from the crazy to the insane, Michael thought. And there was Jerek Blok, standing up in the bleachers and motioning them over. Boots was sitting a few rows above his master, perched like a glowering bulldog. “Hello!” the seven-foot-tall, blond-maned man said, speaking to Chesna. He smiled, showing horselike teeth. He wore round glasses, and Michael judged him to be no older than twenty-three. He had dark brown, shining, childlike eyes. “Are you the people who caused all that noise this morning?”
 “Yes, they are, Gustav,” Blok answered.
 “Oh.” Dr. Gustav Hildebrand’s smile switched off, and his eyes turned sullen. “You woke me up.”
 Hildebrand might be a chemical warfare genius, Michael thought, but that fact didn’t prevent him from being a simpleton. The towering young man turned away from them and shouted to the prisoners, “Don’t stop! Keep playing!”
 The prisoners stumbled and staggered to the opposite goal, some of them falling over their own feet.
 “Sit down here.” Blok gestured to the bleacher beside him. “Chesna, will you sit beside me, please?” She obeyed, nudged by a gun barrel. Michael took the next place, and Lazaris, as puzzled by this display as by anything in his life, eased down beside him. The two guards stood a few paces away. “Hello, Chesna.” Blok reached out and grasped her hand. “I’m so glad to see you a—”
 Chesna spat in his face.
 Blok showed his silver teeth. Boots had risen to his feet, but Blok said, “No, no. It’s all right,” and the huge man sat down again. Blok withdrew a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the spit from his cheek. “Such spirit,” he said quietly. “You’re a true German, Chesna. You just refuse to believe it.”
 “I am a true German,” she agreed coldly, “but I’ll never be the kind of German you are.”
 Blok left his handkerchief out, in case it was needed again. “The difference between winning and losing is a vast chasm. You are speaking from the bottom of that chasm. Oh, that was a good shot!” He clapped his hands in appreciation, and Boots did, too. Hildebrand gave a glowing smile. “I taught him to do that!” the mad doctor announced.
 The game went on, the prisoners halfheartedly grappling for the ball. One of them fell, winded, and Hildebrand shouted, “Get up! Get up! You’re the center, you have to play!”
 “Please… I can’t…”
 “Get up.” Hildebrand’s voice was less boyish, and brimmed with menace. “This minute. You’re going to keep playing until I say the game is over.”
 “No… I can’t get up…”
 A rifle was cocked. The prisoner got up. The game went on.
 “Gustav—Dr. Hildebrand—loves basketball,” Blok explained. “He read about it in an American magazine. I can’t fathom the game myself. I’m a soccer fan. But each to his own. Yes?”
 “Dr. Hildebrand certainly seems to rule the game with an iron fist,” Michael said.
 “Oh, don’t start that again!” Blok’s face took on a shade of crimson. “Haven’t you gotten tired of barking up that trail yet?”
 “No, I haven’t found the trail’s end.” Michael decided it was time for the big guns. “The only thing I don’t know,” he said, almost casually, “is where the Fortress is hangared. Iron Fist: that’s the name of a B-seventeen bomber, isn’t it?”
 “Baron, you continually amaze me!” Blok smiled, but his eyes were wary. “You never rest, do you?”
 “I’d like to know,” Michael urged. “Iron Fist. Where is it?”
 Blok was silent for a moment, watching the hapless prisoners run from one side of the court to the other, Hildebrand shouting at their errors and misplays. “Near Rotterdam,” he said. “On a Luftwaffe airfield.”
 Rotterdam, Michael thought. Not France after all, but German-occupied Holland. Almost a thousand miles south of Skarpa Island. He felt a little sick, knowing that what he’d suspected was true.
 “That said, I’ll add this,” Blok continued. “You and your friends—and that bearded gentleman down there I haven’t been introduced to and neither do I wish to be—will remain here on Skarpa until the project is concluded. I think you’ll find Skarpa a more difficult nut to crack than Falkenhausen. Oh, by the way, Chesna: turnabout is fair play, don’t you agree? Your friends got to Bauman, my friends got to one of the gentlemen who met your plane near Uskedahl.” He gave her a brief, bone-chilling smile. “As a matter of fact, I’ve been on Skarpa for a week, tidying up affairs and waiting for you. Baron, I knew where you would go when you got out of Falkenhausen. It was just a question of how long it would take you to get here.” He winced at a collision between two prisoners, and the basketball bounced away down the court. “Our radar watched you weave through the mine field. That was nice work.”
 Kitty! Michael thought. What had happened to her?
 “I think you’ll find the stockade more roomy than your quarters at Falkenhausen, though,” the colonel said. “You’ll get a nice fresh sea breeze, too.”
 “And where will you be? Getting a suntan up on the roof?”
 “Not quite.” A flicker of silver. “Baron, I’ll be getting prepared to destroy the Allied invasion of Europe.”
 It was said so offhandedly that Michael, though his throat felt constricted, had to answer in kind. “Really? Is that your weekend job?”
 “It will take much less than a weekend, I think. The invasion will be destroyed approximately six hours after it begins. The British and American troops will be drowning each other trying to swim back to their ships, and the commanders will go mad with panic. It will be the greatest disaster in history—for the Reich’s enemies, of course—and a triumph for Germany. And all that, Baron, will happen without our soldiers having to fire a shot of our precious ammunition.”
 Michael grunted. “All because of Iron Fist? And Hildebrand’s corrosive gas? Twenty-four one-hundred-pound bombs won’t stop thousand of soldiers. As a matter of fact, your troops are more likely to get gas blown back in their faces. So tell me: what asylum were you recently released from?”
 Blok stared at him. A muscle twitched in the side of his face. “Oh, no!” He giggled, a terrible sound. “Oh, my dear Baron! Chesna! Neither of you know, do you? You think bombs are going to be dropped on this side of the Channel?” His laughter spiralled upward.
 Michael and Chesna looked at each other. A horror, like a knot of snakes, began to writhe in Michael’s stomach.
 “You see, we don’t know where the invasion is going to be. There are a dozen possibilities.” He laughed again, and dabbed his eyes with the handkerchief. “Oh, my! What a surprise! But you see, it doesn’t matter where the invasion is. If it happens this year, it’s going to happen within the next two to four weeks. When it begins,” Blok said, “we’re going to drop those twenty-four bombs on London.”
 “My God,” Michael whispered, and he saw clearly.
 No German bomber could pierce England’s aerial defenses. The Royal Air Force was too strong, too experienced since the Battle of Britain. No German bomber could get anywhere even remotely close to London.
 But an American B-17 Flying Fortress could. Especially one that appeared to be a cripple, shot full of holes and returning from a bombing mission over Germany. In fact, the Royal Air Force might even give the struggling craft an escort. How would the British fighter pilots know that the bullet holes and battle damage had been painted on by a Berlin street artist?
 “Those twenty-four bombs,” Blok said, “have a center of liquid carnagene within a shell of high explosives. Carnagene is the name of the gas Gustav’s created, and it’s quite an accomplishment. He’d have to show you the equations and the chemical notations; I don’t understand them. All I know is that when the gas is inhaled, it triggers the body’s own bacteria: the microbes that cause the decay of dead tissue. The microbes, in a sense, become carnivorous. Within seven to twelve minutes the flesh begins to be… shall we say… eaten from the inside out. Stomach, heart, lungs, arteries… everything.”
 Michael didn’t speak. He had seen the photographs, and he believed it.
 One of the prisoners had collapsed, and did not move. “Get up.” Hildebrand prodded at the man’s ribs with his sneaker. “Come on! Get up, I said!” The prisoner remained motionless. Hildebrand looked up at Blok. “He’s broken! Bring me a new one!”
 “Do it,” Blok told the nearest guard, and the soldier hurried out of the gymnasium.
 “The red team will have to go on with four players!” Hildebrand blew his whistle. “Keep playing!”
 “That’s a fine example of the master race,” Michael said, still stunned. “He’s too dumb to know he’s an idiot.”
 “In some ways he is an idiot, I’m afraid,” the colonel agreed. “But in the field of chemical warfare, Gustav Hildebrand is a genius, surpassing his father. Take carnagene, for instance; it’s fantastically concentrated. What’s contained in those twenty-four bombs is enough to kill, at a rough estimate, thirty thousand people, depending on the prevailing winds and rainfall.”
 Chesna had roused herself, fighting off the same shock that had hit Michael. “Why London?” she asked. “Why don’t you just drop your bombs on the invasion fleet?”
 “Because, dear Chesna, bombing ships is an unprofitable undertaking. The targets are small, the Channel winds unpredictable, and carnagene doesn’t get along well with sodium. As in salt water.” He patted her hand before she could jerk it away. “Don’t you be concerned. We know what we’re doing.”
 Michael knew, as well. “You want to hit London so word can be communicated to the invasion troops. When the soldiers hear about what that gas does, they’ll be paralyzed with terror.”
 “Exactly. They’ll all swim home like good little fishies, and leave us alone.”
 A panic amid the landing troops would end all chances for success. There was no way the soldiers wouldn’t hear about the attack on London, if not over the BBC then over the scuttlebutt network. Michael said, “Why only twenty-four bombs? Why not fifty?”
 “The B-seventeen we have can only hold that many. It’s enough for the purpose. Anyway”—he shrugged—“the next batch of carnagene isn’t refined yet. It’s a long, expensive process, and one mistake can destroy many months of labor. We’ll have some ready, though, in time to perfume your comrades from the East.”
 The twenty-four bombs contained all the carnagene that was ready for use, Michael realized. But it was more than enough to destroy D-Day and strengthen Hitler’s grip on the throat of Europe.
 “By the way, we do have a target in London,” Blok said. “The bombs will fall along Parliament Street to Trafalgar Square. Perhaps we can even get Churchill, as he smokes one of those disgusting cigars.”
 Another prisoner fell to his knees. Hildebrand grasped the man’s white hair. “I told you to pass the ball to Matthias, didn’t I? I didn’t say for you to shoot!”
 “We won’t see each other again,” Blok told his unwilling guests. “I will have other projects, after this one. You see, this is a feather in my cap.” He gave a silver smile. “Chesna, you have broken my heart.” His smile faded as he placed a long thin finger beneath her chin. She twisted away from him. “But you’re a wonderful actress,” he said, “and I’ll always love the woman in your films. Guards, will you take them back to their cell now?”
 The two soldiers came forward. Lazaris stood up, dazed. Michael helped Chesna to her feet, and she gasped with pain as some weight settled on her injured ankle. “Goodbye, Baron,” Blok said as Boots stared impassively. “I trust you have a good relationship with the commandant of the next prison camp you’re in.”
 As they walked along the edge of the court, Dr. Hildebrand blew his whistle to stop the game. He grinned at Chesna and followed her a few steps. “Chemistry is the future, you know,” he said. “It’s power, and essences, and the heart of creation. You’re full of it.”
 “You’re full of it, too,” she told him, and with Michael’s help she limped away. She had seen the future, and it was demented.
 Once that cell door shut on them, they were finished. So, too, were thirty thousand or more of London’s citizens, and possibly the prime minister himself. Finished also was the invasion of Europe. It would all be ended when the cell door shut.
 This was in Michael’s mind as he supported Chesna. Lazaris walked a few paces ahead, the soldiers a few paces behind. They were going through the alley, toward the stockade. Michael could not let that door shut on him again. No matter what. He said, in English, “Stumble and fall.”
 Chesna obeyed at once, moaning and grasping her ankle. Michael bent to help her as the two soldiers yammered for him to get her up. “Can you take one?” he asked, again in English. She nodded. It would be a desperation move, but they were damned desperate. He pulled Chesna up—then suddenly twisted his body and flung her at the nearest guard. Her fingernails went for his eyes.
 Michael grabbed the other soldier’s rifle and uptilted it. Pain shot through his wounded hand, but he grappled for the gun. The soldier almost got it away from him, until Michael drove his knee into the man’s groin. As the soldier gasped and doubled over, Michael wrenched the rifle away and clubbed him across the back of the neck with it.
 Lazaris blinked, his mind still sluggish from the gas grenades. He saw Chesna clawing at the soldier’s eyes, and the man trying to hold her off. He took an uncertain step forward. A rifle fired, and a bullet cracked off the pavement between him and Chesna. He stopped, looked up, and saw another soldier on a catwalk above.
 Michael shot at the soldier, but it was a wild shot and his hand had gone dead again. The other guard bellowed and thrust Chesna aside. She cried out and fell, catching her bad ankle beneath her. “Run!” she shouted to Michael. “Go!” The half-blinded guard, his eyes bloodshot and watering, swung his rifle in Michael’s direction. A bullet whined past Michael’s head, fired from the catwalk. A Gallatinov ran.
 Behind him the guard wiped his eyes and saw the fleeing man through a haze. He lifted his weapon and took aim. He squeezed the trigger.
 Before the bullet could leave the barrel, a body slammed into his back. The guard staggered and went down, the rifle firing into the air. Lazaris landed on top of him and fought to get the gun away.
 The soldier on the catwalk tracked his prey with his own rifle. He shot.
 Something smashed against the side of Michael’s head. A fist, he thought. An iron fist. No, something hot. Something on fire. He took three more strides and fell, his momentum skidding him across the pavement on his belly and crashing him into an area of trash cans and broken crates. His head was aflame, he thought. Where was the rifle? Gone, spun out of his grasp. He pressed his hand against his right temple, feeling warm wetness. His brain felt soggy, as if the shock had liquefied it. Got to get up, he urged himself. Got to run. Got to…
 As he pulled himself to his knees, a second bullet clanged against a can only a few feet away. He got up, his head pounding with fiery agony, and he staggered through the alley toward where he thought the fence must be. The fence. Got to crawl under it. He rounded a corner, and almost directly into the path of an oncoming truck. It shrieked to a halt, but Michael hugged the wall and started running again, the smell of burned rubber in his nostrils. He turned another corner, lost his balance, and slammed into the wall. He fell, darkness beginning to call him, and he crawled into a narrow doorway and lay there shivering with pain.
 He had been shot. He knew that much. The bullet had grazed his head, and taken flesh and hair with it. Where was Chesna? Where was Alekza, and Renati? No, no; that was another, better world. Where was Lazaris? Was the Russian safe, with Wiktor? He shook his head; his mind was clouding, keeping secrets from him. The train was late! I’ll make it, Nikita! Watch me!
 His skin stung and itched. The air smelled bad. What was that bitter stench? His skin… what was happening to his skin? He looked at his hands. They were changing, the fingers becoming claws. The bandage slipped off and fell. The bones of his spine creaked and shifted. New pain shot through his joints, but compared to the agony of his head that pain was almost pleasure.
 Chesna! He almost shouted it. Where was she? He couldn’t leave her. No, no! Wiktor! Wiktor would take care of Chesna. Wouldn’t he?
 His body thrashed against the confinement of strange things that bound his legs. Something split along his black-haired back, and he flung that off, too. The things that fell aside had a terrible smell to them. A man-smell.
 His muscles clicked and popped. He had to get out of this awful place, before the monsters found him. He was in an alien world, and nothing made sense. The fence. Beyond it was freedom, and that was what he craved.
 But he was leaving someone behind. No, not only one. Two. A name came to him, and he opened his mouth to shout, but the song was harsh and ragged and made no sense. He shook away heavy objects that hung by strings to his hind paws, and he ran to find the way out.
 He picked up his own scent trail. Three monsters with pale, hideous faces saw him, and one of them shrieked with terror; even a wolf could understand that emotion. Another of the figures lifted a stick, and flame shot out of it. Michael spun away from them, a hot breeze ruffling the hair at the back of his neck, and he ran on.
 His scent led him to the hole beneath the fence. Why was the man-smell here, too? he wondered. They were familiar aromas; whose were they? But the forest beckoned him, and promised safety. He was hurting badly. He needed rest. A place to curl up, and lick his wounds.
 He crawled under the fence, and without looking back at the world he was departing, he leaped into the arms of the forest.
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The yellow she-wolf came to sniff his scent while he was curled up in a nest of rocks. He had been licking at his wounded paw. His skull was filled with a terrible pain that waxed and waned, and his vision misted around the edges. But he could see her, even in the blue twilight. She stood on a rock about seventy feet above him and watched him as he suffered. A dark brown wolf joined her after a while, then a gray one with a single eye. The other two wolves came and went, but the yellow female remained vigilant.
 Sometime later—and when this was he didn’t know, because time had become dreamlike—he smelled the human reek. Four of them, he thought. Maybe more. Passing by his hiding place. In another moment he heard the scrape of their boots on the stones. They went on, searching for…
 Searching for what? he asked himself. Food? Shelter? He didn’t know, but the men—the white-fleshed monsters—frightened him, and he determined to stay away from them.
 An explosion roused him from a feverish sleep. He stared, his green eyes dull, at flames rising into the darkness. The boat, he thought. They’d found it, down in the harbor. The thought doubled back on itself, and puzzled him. How had he known that? he wondered. Whose boat was it, and what use did a wolf have for a boat?
 His curiosity made him get up and slowly, painfully, descend over the rocks to the harbor. The yellow wolf followed on one side, and on the other a small pale brown wolf that yipped nervously all the way down to the village. Wolftown, he thought as he looked at the houses. That was a good name for it, because he could smell his own kind here. Fire crackled beyond the seawall, and the figures of men walked through the smoke. He stood near the corner of a stone house, watching monsters roam the earth. One of them called to another: “Any sign of him, Thyssen?”
 “No, Sergeant!” another one shouted back. “Not a trace! We found the commando team and the woman, though. Over that way.” He pointed.
 “Well, if he tries to hide here, the damned wolves will finish him off!” The sergeant strode in one direction with a group of men, and Thyssen went in another.
 Who were they talking about? he wondered as the flames reflected in his green eyes. And… why did he understand their language? This was a puzzle, to be thought out when the throbbing in his skull had ceased. Right now he needed water and a place to sleep. He lapped from a muddy pool of snowmelt, then he chose a house and entered it through the open front door. He lay down in a corner, curling his body up for warmth, placed his muzzle on his paws, and closed his eyes.
 Later, a floorboard’s creak awakened him. He looked up into the glare of a flashlight, and he heard a voice say, “Jesus, that one’s been in a fight!” He stood up, his tail to the wall, and bared his fangs at the intruders, his heart pounding with fear. “Easy, easy,” one of the monsters whispered. “Put a bullet in it, Langner!”
 “Not me! I don’t want a wounded wolf jumping at my throat!” Langner backed out, and in another few seconds so did the man with the light. “He’s not here!” Langner called to someone else outside. “Too many wolves around for my taste. I’m getting out.”
 The black wolf with a blood-crusted skull settled back into his corner again, and slept.
 He had a strange dream. His body was changing, becoming white and monstrous. His claws, his fangs, and his coat of sleek black hair all went away. Naked, he crawled into a world of terrors. And he was just about to rise up on his fleshy legs—an unthinkable act—when the nightmare jarred him to his senses.
 Gray dawn and hunger. They linked together. He got up and went in search of food. His head was still hurting, but not so much now. His muscles felt deeply bruised, and his steps were uncertain. But he would live, if he could find meat. He sniffed a death scent; the kill was nearby, somewhere in Wolftown.
 The scent drew him into another house, and there he found them.
 The corpses of four humans. One was a massive, orange-haired female. The other three were males, dressed in black with black-smeared faces. He sat on his haunches, and studied their positions. The female, her body punctured by at least a half-dozen holes, had her hands clenched around the throat of one of the males. Another male lay in a corner like a broken doll, his mouth open in a final gasp. The third man lay on his back near an overturned table, the carved-horn handle of a knife protruding from his heart.
 The black wolf stared at that knife. He had seen it before. Somewhere. He saw, as if from a vision, a human hand on a table, and the blade of that knife slamming down between the fingers. It was a mystery, too deep for him, and he let it go.
 He began with the male crumpled in the corner. The facial flesh was soft, and so was the tongue. He was feasting when he smelled the musk of another wolf, and then came the low, warning growl. He whirled around, his muzzle red, but the dark brown wolf was already bounding forward to attack, claws flailing at the air.
 The black wolf spun to one side, but his legs were still unsure and he lost his balance, crashing over the upturned table. The brown animal snapped at a foreleg and barely missed catching it between powerful jaws. Another wolf, this one a ruddy amber hue, came through a window into the room and lunged at the black with fangs bared.
 He knew death was imminent. Once they caught him between them, they would tear him to pieces. They were strangers to him, just as he was to them, and he knew this was a struggle for territory. He snapped at the amber wolf—a young female—with such ferocity that she scrambled backward. But the brown one, a husky male, was not so easily intimidated; a claw flashed out, and red streaks appeared across a black-haired rib cage. Fangs snapped, lunging and parrying like the weapons of swordsmen. The two wolves collided, chest to chest, trying to overwhelm the other with brute strength.
 He saw his chance, and shredded the brown wolf’s left ear. The animal yelped and backed off, feinted to one side, and then moved in again, eyes murderous with rage. Their bodies collided once more, with a force that knocked the breath out of both of them. They grappled wildly, each trying to grip the other’s throat as they battled back and forth across the room, a deadly ballet of teeth and claws.
 A brown-haired, muscular shoulder whammed into the right side of his skull, blinding him with fresh agony. He cried out in pain—a high quavering yelp—and fell back into the corner. The breath rumbled in his lungs, and he snorted blood. The brown wolf, almost grinning with the excitement of combat, started to jump at him to finish the job.
 A rough series of quick, throaty barks froze the brown wolf on the edge of attack.
 The yellow female had entered the house through the door. Right behind her was the one-eyed gray, an old male. The female darted forward, nudging the brown one in the side. She licked his bloody ear, and then shoved him aside with her shoulder.
 The black wolf waited, his muscles trembling. Again, the pain in his skull was savage. He wanted to let them know he wasn’t about to give up his life without further struggle; he shouted—the equivalent of “Come on!”—and his guttural bark made the yellow female’s ears twitch. She sat on her haunches and watched him, perhaps a spark of respect in her eyes as the black wolf announced his intention to survive.
 She stared at him for a long time. The old gray and the brown male licked her coat. The small, pale brown male entered and yipped nervously until she silenced him with a cuff to the muzzle. Then she turned, a regal motion, and with a flip of her tail she went to the knife-stuck corpse and began to tear at it.
 Five wolves, he thought. Five. That number bothered him. It was a dark number, and it smelled of fire. Five. In his mind he saw a beach, and soldiers struggling to shore through the waves. Over them loomed the shadow of a huge crow, flying inexorably toward the west. The crow had glass eyes, and on its beak were arcane scratchings. No, no, he realized. Letters. Something painted there. Iron—
 The heady aromas of blood and fresh meat distracted him. The others were feeding. The yellow female lifted her head and grunted at him. The message said there was enough for all.
 He ate, and let the mysteries drift away. But when the brown male and the amber female began to rip at the huge orange-haired corpse on the floor, he shuddered and went outside, where he was violently ill.
 That night the stars came out. The others began to sing, their bellies swollen. He joined them—tentatively at first, because he didn’t know their rhythms, then full-voiced as they accepted his song and swirled his into their own. He was one of them now, though the brown wolf still growled and sniffed disdainfully at him.
 Another day dawned, and passed. Time was a trick of the mind. It had no meaning, here in the womb of Wolftown. He gave the others names: Golda, the yellow leader, older than she appeared; Ratkiller, the dark brown male whose principal pleasure was chasing rodents through the houses; One-eye, a beautiful singer; Yipper, the whelp of the litter and not quite right in the mind; and Amber, a dreamer who sat for hours gazing from the rocks. And, as he soon learned, Amber’s four pups, sired by Ratkiller.
 A quick shower of snowflakes fell one night. Amber danced in their midst, and snapped at them as Ratkiller and Yipper ran circles around her. The snowflakes melted as soon as they touched the warm ground. It was a sign of summer on the way.
 The following morning he sat up on the rocks while Golda honored him by licking the crusted blood away from his skull wound. It was a language of the tongue, and it said he was welcome to mount her. Desire stirred in him; she had a lovely tail. And as he roused himself to please her, he heard the drone of engines.
 He looked up. A huge crow was rising into the air. No, not a crow, he realized. Crows didn’t have engines. An aircraft, with an immense wing span. The rising of the plane in the silver morning air made his flesh crawl. It was a horrible thing, and as it turned southward he made a soft groaning noise deep in his throat. It had to be stopped. In its belly was a cargo of death. It had to be stopped! He looked at Golda and saw she didn’t understand. Why didn’t she? Why was it only he who understood? He propelled himself off the rocks and raced down to the harbor as the transport aircraft began to grow distant. He clambered up onto the seawall, where he stood moaning until the plane was lost to sight.
 I’ve failed, he thought. But exactly what it was that he had failed at made his head hurt, and he had to let it go.
 But his nightmares seized him, and those he could not escape.
 He was human, in the nightmares. A young human, with no sense of the world. He was running across a field where yellow flowers budded, and in his hand was a taut string. At the end of that string, floating up into the blue, was a white kite that danced and spun in the high currents. A human female called him, a name he couldn’t exactly understand. And as he was watching the kite sail higher and higher the shadow of the glass-eyed crow fell over him, and one of its whirling propellers chewed the kite into a thousand fragments that blew away like dust. The airplane was olive green, and riddled with bullet holes. As the severed string fell to earth, so did a mist. It swirled around him, and he breathed it. His flesh began to melt, to fall in bloody tatters, and he pitched to his knees as holes opened in his hands and arms. The woman, once beautiful, staggered across the field toward him, and as she reached him, her arms outstretched, he saw a bleeding cavity where her face had been.
 In the stark daylight of reality he sat on the dock and stared at the burned hulk of a boat. Five, he thought. What was it about the number that terrified him so?
 The days passed, a ritual of eating, sleeping, and basking in the wanning sun. The corpses, hollowed-out and bony, gave up their last meal. He reclined on his haunches and regarded the knife, stuck there in a cage of bones. It had a hooked blade. He had seen that knife, in another place. Being driven down between a pair of human fingers. Kitty’s game, he thought. Yes. But who was Kitty?
 An airplane, its green metal pocked with painted holes. The face of a man with silver teeth: a devil’s face. A city with a huge clock tower, and a wide river meandering to the sea. A beautiful woman, with blond hair and tawny eyes. Five of six. Five of six. All shadows. His head hurt. He was a wolf; what did he know, or care, of such things?
 The knife beckoned him. He reached for it as Golda watched with lazy interest. His paw touched the handle. Of course he couldn’t pull the knife out. What had made him believe he could?
 He began to pay attention to the rising and falling of the sun and the passage of days. He noted the days were lengthening. The five of six. Whatever that was, it was fast approaching, and that thought made him shiver and moan. He ceased singing with the others, because there was no song in him. The five of six dominated his mind and would not let him rest. Hollow-eyed, he faced another dawn, and he went to stare at the knife in the stripped skeleton as if it were a relic from a lost world.
 The five of six was almost upon him. He could sense it, ticking nearer. There was no way to stop its approach, and that realization chewed his insides. But why did it not bother any of the others? Why was he the only one who suffered?
 Because he was different, he realized. Where had he come from? At whose nipples had he suckled? How had he gotten here, in Wolftown, as the five of six neared with every breath he drew?
 He was with Golda, basking in the warming breeze near the seawall as the stars blazed in the heavens, when they heard Yipper give a long, quavering note from up in the rocks. Neither of them liked that sound; there was alarm in it. Then Yipper began a series of fast, harsh barks, relaying a warning to Wolftown. At once the black wolf and Golda were up off their bellies, hearing the noise that made Yipper shriek with pain.
 Gunfire. Golda only knew it meant death. The black wolf knew it was the noise of a Schmeisser submachine gun.
 Yipper’s shrieking stopped abruptly as another burst rattled. Ratkiller took up the alarm, and Amber spread it. The black wolf and Golda ran deeper into Wolftown, and soon they smelled the hated scent of men. There were four of them, coming down the rocks into the village and sweeping their lights before them. They fired at everything that moved, or that they thought might have moved. The black wolf caught another odor, and recognized it: schnapps. At least one of the men, perhaps the others, too, was drunk.
 In another moment he heard their slurred voices: “I’ll make you a wolfskin coat, Hans! Yes, I will! I’ll make you the most beautiful damned coat you’ve ever seen!”
 “No, you won’t! You’ll make it for yourself, you son of a bitch!”
 There was rough laughter. A burst of bullets whacked into the side of a house. “Come on out, you hairy shits! Come out, and let’s play!”
 “I want a big one! That little thing up on the rocks won’t even make a decent hat!”
 They had killed Yipper. Drunken Nazis with submachine guns, hunting wolves out of sheer boredom. The black wolf knew this, without knowing how he knew. Four soldiers, from the garrison that guarded the chemical plant. Shadows stirred in his mind; things moved, and sleeping memories began to awaken. His skull throbbed—not with pain, but with the power of recollection. Iron Fist. The Flying Fortress. The five of six.
 The fifth of the sixth month, he realized. The fifth of June. D Day.
 He was a wolf. Wasn’t he? Of course! He had black hair and claws and fangs. He was a wolf, and the hunters were almost upon him and Golda.
 A light streaked past them, then came back. They were caught in its glare. “Look at those two! Damn, what coats! Black and yellow!” A submachine gun chattered, and bullets marched across the ground beside Golda. She panicked, turned, and fled. The black wolf raced after her. She went into the house where the skeletons lay.
 “Don’t lose them, Hans! They’ll make fine coats!” The soldiers were running, too, as fast as their unsteady legs could manage. “They’re in there! That house!”
 Golda backed against the wall, terror in her eyes. The black wolf smelled the soldiers outside. “Get around to the rear!” one of them shouted. “We’ll catch them between us!” Golda leaped for the window as bullets whacked into the frame and splinters flew. She fell back to the floor, spun madly in a whirl of yellow. The black wolf started out through the door, but a light blinded him and he retreated as bullets knocked holes in the wall above his head.
 “Now we’ve got them!” a coarse voice crowed. “Max, go in there and clean them out!”
 “Not me, you bastard! You go first!”
 “Ah, you gutless shit! All right, I will! Erwin, you and Johannes watch the windows.” There was a clicking noise. The black wolf knew a fresh ammo clip was being loaded into the gun. “I’m going in!”
 Golda again tried to get out through the window. Splinters stung her as another burst fired, and she dropped back with blood on her muzzle.
 “Stop that shooting!” the coarse voice commanded. “I’ll get them both myself!” The soldier strode toward the house, following his light, the courage of schnapps in his veins.
 The black wolf knew he and Golda were doomed. There was no way out. In a moment the soldier would be at the doorway, and his light would catch them. No way out, and what would fangs and claws be against four men with submachine guns?
 He looked at the knife.
 His paw touched the handle.
 Don’t fail me, he thought. Wiktor had said that, a long time ago.
 His claws struggled to close around the handle. The soldier’s light was almost into the room.
 Wiktor. Mouse. Chesna. Lazaris. Blok. Names and faces whirled through the mind of the black wolf, like sparks escaping a bonfire.
 Michael Gallatin.
 I am not a wolf, he thought, as a blaze of memory leaped in his brain. I am a—
 His paw changed. Streaks of white flesh appeared. The black hair retreated, and his bones and sinews rejointed with wet whispering sounds.
 His fingers closed around the knife handle and drew it out of the skeleton. Golda gave a stunned grunt, as if the air had been knocked from her.
 The soldier stopped on the threshold. “Now I’ll show you who your master is!” he said, and glanced back at Max. “You see? It takes a brave man to walk into a wolf’s den!”
 “Two more steps, coward!” Max taunted.
 The soldier probed with the light. He saw skeletons, and the yellow wolf. Ha! The beast was trembling. But where was the black bastard? He took the two final steps, his gun ready to blow its brains out.
 And as the soldier entered, Michael stepped out from his hiding place beside the doorway and drove Kitty’s hooked blade into the pit of the man’s throat with all the strength he could summon.
 The German, strangling on blood, dropped the Schmeisser and the light to clutch at his severed windpipe. Michael scooped up the submachine gun, planted a foot against the man’s belly, and shoved him backward through the doorway. Then he fired at the other man’s light, and there was a scream as the bullets mangled flesh.
 “What was that? Who screamed?” one of the men at the rear of the house hollered. “Max? Hans?”
 Michael walked out the door, his knee joints aching and his spine stretching. He stood at the corner of the house and took aim just above the two flashlights. One of them weaved toward him. He sprayed fire at the Nazis. Both lights exploded and the bodies crumpled.
 That was the end of it.
 Michael heard a noise behind him. He turned, an oily sweat leaking from his pores.
 Golda stood there, only a few feet away. She stared at him, her body rigid. Then she showed her fangs, snarled, and ran away into the darkness.
 Michael understood. He did not belong to her world.
 He knew who he was now, and what he had to do. The transport plane had already taken the bombs of carnagene away, but there were other crows on the field: the night fighters. Those each had a range of about a thousand miles. If they could find out exactly where Iron Fist was hangared, and…
 And if it wasn’t too late. What was the date? He had no way of knowing. He hurried to find clothes that might fit him from the four dead men. He had to settle for the shirt and jacket from one soldier, the trousers from another, and the boots from a third. All of the clothes were damp with blood, but that couldn’t be helped. He stuffed his pockets with ammo clips. A gray woolen cap, free of bloodstains, lay on the ground. He put it on, and his fingers found the gash and the scabbed crust on the right side of his head. A fraction of an inch more, and the bullet would have smashed his skull.
 Michael strapped the submachine gun around his shoulder and started along the road to the rocky slope. The fifth of June, he thought. Had it passed already? How many days and nights had he been here, believing himself a wolf? Everything was still dreamlike. He quickened his pace. The first task was getting into the plant; the second was getting to the stockade and freeing Chesna and Lazaris. Then he would know if he had failed or not, and whether tattered bodies lay in the streets of London because of it.
 He heard a howl, a floating quaver, behind him. Golda’s voice. He didn’t look back.
 On two legs he climbed toward his destiny.
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They had made a meager effort to fill up the hole he’d dug under the fence, but it was obvious their shovels had been lazy. It took him a few minutes to scoop the loose dirt out, and he winnowed under again. The thumping heartbeat of the plant was in operation again, light bulbs glowing on the catwalks overhead. He went through the alleys, threading his way toward the edge of the airfield, where the stockade was. A soldier came around a corner and strolled in his direction. “Hey! Got a smoke?” the man asked.
 “Sure.” Michael let him get close and dug in a pocket for cigarettes that weren’t there. “What time is it?”
 The German checked his wristwatch. “Twelve-forty-two.” He looked at Michael and frowned. “You need a shave. If the captain sees you like that, he’ll kick your—” He saw the blood, and bullet holes stitched across the jacket. Michael saw his eyes widen.
 He hit the German in the stomach with the gun butt, then cracked him across the skull and dragged his body to a group of empty chemical drums. He took the watch, heaved the body into a drum, and put the lid on it. Then he was on his way again, almost running. Forty-two minutes after midnight, he thought. But of what day?
 The stockade building’s entrance was unguarded, but a single soldier sat at a desk just inside the door, his boots propped up and his eyes shut. Michael kicked the chair out from under him and slammed him against the wall, and the soldier returned to dreamland. Michael took a set of keys from a wall hook behind the desk and went along the corridor between several cells. He smiled grimly; the log-sawing snore of a certain bearded Russian reverberated in the hallway.
 As Michael tried various keys in the lock of Lazaris’s prison, he heard a gasp of surprise. He looked at the cell two doors down and across the corridor, and behind the barred inset Chesna, her eyes brimming with tears in her dirty, haggard face, tried to speak but couldn’t form words. Finally they burst out: “Where the hell have you been?”
 “Lying low,” he said, and went to her cell door. He found the right key, and the latch popped. As soon as Michael had pulled the door open, Chesna was in his arms. He held her as she trembled; he could feel her ribs and her clothes were grimy, but at least she hadn’t been beaten. She gave a single, heartbreaking sob, and then she struggled to gather her dignity. “It’s all right,” he said, and kissed her lips. “We’re going to get out of here.”
 “Well, get me out of here first, you bastard!” Lazaris shouted from his cell. “Damn it, we thought you’d left us to rot!” His hair was a crow’s-nest stubble, his eyes glaring and wild. Chesna took the submachine gun and watched the corridor as Michael found the proper key and freed Lazaris.
 The Russian emerged smelling of something more pungent than roses. “My God!” he said. “We didn’t know if you’d gotten away or not! We thought they might have killed you!”
 “They gave it a good shot.” He glanced at the wristwatch. It was creeping up on one o’clock. “What’s the date?”
 “Hell if I know!” Lazaris answered.
 But Chesna had kept count of their twice-daily feedings. “It’s too late, Michael,” she said, “You’ve been gone for fifteen days.”
 He stared at her, uncomprehending.
 “Today is the sixth of June,” she went on. “It’s too late.”
Too late. The words had teeth.
 “Yesterday was D day,” Chesna said. She felt a little light-headed, and had to grasp hold of his shoulder. For the last twenty-four hours particularly, her nerves had been worn to a frazzle. “It’s all over by now.”
 “No!” He shook his head, refusing to believe it. “You’re wrong! I couldn’t have been a… couldn’t have been gone that long!”
 “I’m not wrong.” She held his wrist and looked at the watch. “It’s been the sixth of June for one hour and two minutes.”
 “We’ve got to find out what’s going on. There must be a radio room here somewhere.”
 “There is,” Lazaris said. “It’s in a building over by the fuel tanks.” He explained to Michael that he had been forced to work along with some other slave laborers to unclog an overflowing cesspool near the soldiers’ barracks, which accounted for the reek of his clothes. While up to his waist in shit, he’d been able to gather information about the plant from his fellow laborers. Hildebrand, for instance, lived in his lab, which was at the center of the plant near the chimney. The huge fuel tanks held oil to heat the buildings during the long winter months. The slave laborers were kept in another barracks not far from the soldiers’ quarters. And, Lazaris said, there was an armory in case of partisan attack, but exactly where that was he didn’t know.
 “Can you get in that man’s clothes?” Michael asked Lazaris, once they were back to where the guard lay sprawled. Lazaris said he’d give it a try. Chesna went through the desk, and found a Luger and bullets. In another few moments Lazaris was in a Nazi uniform, the shirt taut at his shoulders and the trousers drooping around his legs. He pulled the belt to its last notch. At least the guard’s flat-brimmed cap fit. Lazaris still wore the boots that had been issued to him when they’d left Germany, though they were encrusted with indelicacies.
 They started toward the radio room, Chesna still hobbling but able to walk on her own. Michael saw the radio tower, two lights blinking on it to alert low-flying aircraft, and steered them in that direction. After fifteen minutes of dodging through the alleys, they reached a small stone structure that was, again, unguarded. The door was locked. One of Lazaris’s shitty boots kicked compliance into it. Michael found a light switch, and there was the radio under a clear plastic cover atop a desk. Chesna had had more experience with German radios than he, so he stood aside as she turned it on, the dials illuminating with dim green, and began to search the frequencies. Static crackled from the tinny speaker. Then a faint voice, in German, talking about a diesel engine that needed overhauling: a ship at sea. Chesna came upon a Norwegian voice discussing the king-mackerel catch, possibly a code being transmitted to England. Another change of frequencies brought orchestral music into the room—a funeral dirge.
 “If the invasion happened, it ought to be all over the airwaves,” Michael said. “What’s going on?”
 Chesna shook her head, and kept searching. She found a news report from Oslo; the crisp German announcer talked about a new shipment of iron ore that had just sailed for the glory of the Reich and that a line for milk rations would be formed at six o’clock in front of Government Hall. The weather would continue unsettled, with a seventy-percent chance of rainstorms. Now back to the soothing music of Gerhardus Kaathoven…
 “So where’s the invasion?” Lazaris scratched his beard. “If it was supposed to happen on the fifth—”
 “Maybe it didn’t,” Michael said. He looked at Chesna. “Maybe it was canceled, or postponed.”
 “There’d have to be a damned good reason to postpone something of that magnitude.”
 “Maybe there was. Who knows what it might be? But I don’t think the invasion’s happened yet. If it had begun on the morning of the fifth, you’d hear something about it on every frequency by now.”
 Chesna knew he was correct. The airwaves should be burning up right now, with news reports and messages to and from various partisan groups. Instead, it was simply another morning of funeral dirges and milk lines.
 It was clear to Michael what had to be done. “Lazaris, can you fly one of those night fighters out on the strip?”
 “I can fly anything with wings. I’d suggest the Dornier two-seventeen, though. It’s got a thousand-mile range if the fuel tanks are loaded, and it’s a quick little bitch. Where are we going?”
 “First to wake up Dr. Hildebrand. Then to find out exactly where Iron Fist is being hangared. How long would it take us to fly from here to Rotterdam? That’s almost a thousand miles.”
 He frowned. “You’d be cutting it damned close, even if the tanks are brimmed.” He thought about it. “The Dornier’s maximum speed is over three hundred. You might be able to sustain two-fifty, on a long flight. Depending on the winds… I’d say five hours, give or take.”
 There were too many if’s, Michael thought, but what else could they do? They began a search of the building. In another room, full of filing cabinets, he found a map of Hildebrand Industries Skarpa Chemical Installation thumb-tacked to the wall next to a portrait of Adolf Hitler. A red X indicated the radio room’s location, and the other buildings were marked “Workshop,” “Mess Hall,” “Testing Chamber,” “Armory,” “Barracks Number One,” and so on. The development lab was about a hundred yards from their present position, and the armory was way over on the opposite side of the plant from the airfield. Michael folded the map and put it in a bloodstained pocket for later reference.
 The development lab, a long white building with a thicket of pipes connecting it to a series of smaller structures, stood near the central chimney. Lights glowed through narrow windows of frosted glass; the doctor was at work. Atop the lab building’s roof stood a large tank, but whether it held chemicals, fuel, or water Michael didn’t know. The front door was barred, and locked from the inside, but a metal-runged ladder ascended to the roof and that was the path they took. On the roof a skylight had been opened. Michael leaned over its edge, with Lazaris holding on to his legs, and peered in.
 Three men in white coats and white gloves worked at a series of long tables, where microscopes, racks of test tubes, and other equipment were set up. Four large, sealed vats, like pressure cookers, stood at one end of the lab, and it was from them that the pulsing heartbeat noise came. Michael assumed it was the noise of an electric engine, stirring whatever was in the devil’s brew. About twenty feet off the floor a catwalk ran the length of the lab, passing within a few feet of the skylight and going to a panel of pressure gauges near the chemical vats.
 One of the three men was almost seven feet tall and wore a white cap over blond hair that flowed down his back. He was engrossed in studying a group of microscope slides.
 Michael pulled himself away from the skylight. The pulse made the roof throb. “I want you both to get back to the airfield,” he told them. Chesna started to protest, but he put a finger to her lips. “Just listen. Lazaris, if that Dornier isn’t fueled up, you and Chesna will have to do it. I remember seeing a fuel truck on the field. Can you handle it?”
 “I used to fuel Warhammer myself. I was my own ground crew.” He shrugged. “There won’t be much difference. But there might be guards watching the planes.”
 “I know. After I finish here, I’m going to try to create a diversion. You’ll know it when it happens.” He looked at his watch. It was thirty-two minutes after one. He took the watch off and gave it to Chesna. “I’ll be at the field in thirty minutes,” he promised. “When the fireworks start, you’ll have a chance to top the Dornier’s tanks off.”
 “I’m staying with you,” Chesna said.
 “Lazaris can use your help more than I. No arguing. Just get to the field.”
 Chesna was professional enough to know that she was wasting time. She and Lazaris hurried back across the roof to the ladder, and Michael strapped the submachine gun around his shoulder. He eased himself over the skylight edge and caught hold of an iron pipe that snaked across the lab ceiling. Hand over hand, he guided himself toward the catwalk and stepped over its railing.
 He crouched down and watched the three men. Hildebrand called one of them over and showed him something on the slide. Then Hildebrand shouted and slammed his fist on the table, and the other man nodded docilely, his shoulders slumped in submission. The work was not going well, Michael thought. What a pity.
 A droplet of moisture plunked to the catwalk next to him. He looked up. Set at intervals along the iron pipe were spray nozzles, and one of them was leaking. He held out his palm and caught a few drops, then sniffed at them. The odor of brine. He licked his palm. Salt water. From the tank on the roof, he realized. Plain seawater, probably. Why was there a storage tank of seawater on the tab roof?
 He remembered something that Blok had said: Carnagene doesn’t get along well with sodium. As in salt water. Perhaps salt water destroyed carnagene. If that were so, Hildebrand had set up a system so that if any of the gas escaped into the lab, nozzles would deliver a saltwater spray. The system’s controls had to be within easy reach of anyone working below. Michael stood up and walked to the control panel near the vats. There was a row of red switches, all at the ON position. He began to flip them all off. The heartbeat noise faltered and began to die.
 A beaker crashed to the floor. One of the men shrieked. It was Hildebrand. “You fool!” he shouted. “Turn the aerators back on!”
 “No one move.” Michael walked back toward them, the Schmeisser’s barrel upraised. “Dr. Hildebrand, we’re going to have a little talk.”
 “Please! The switches! Turn them on!”
 “I want to know where Iron Fist is. How far from Rotterdam?”
 One of the others suddenly bolted in the direction of the front door, but Michael shot him down before he could take three strides. The man fell, crimson spreading over his white coat.
 The noise echoed within the lab. Someone would have heard it. Time was growing short. He trained the smoking gun barrel on Hildebrand. “Iron Fist. Where is it?”
 “The…” Hildebrand swallowed thickly, staring up into the Schmeisser’s eye. “The Luftwaffe airfield at Wassenaar. On the coast, sixteen miles northwest of Rotterdam.” He glanced at the vats. “Please… I’m begging you! Turn the aerators back on!”
 “And what will happen if I don’t? Will the carnagene be destroyed?”
 “No! It’ll—”
 Michael heard the sound of metal buckling.
 “It’ll explode in its raw form!” Hildebrand shouted, his voice choked with panic.
 Michael looked at the sealed vats. The lids were bulging, and pressure blisters had appeared along the seams. My God! he realized. The stuff was swelling within the vats like yeast!
 The other lab technician suddenly picked up a chair and ran toward a window. He smashed the glass with it and screamed, “Help! Someone help—”
 Michael’s gun silenced him. Hildebrand lifted his arms. “Hit the switches! I’m begging you!”
 The vats were buckling outward. Michael started toward the control panel, and at the same time Hildebrand ran to the broken window and began to try to squeeze his long body through it. “Guards!” he yelled. “Guards!”
 Michael stopped, ten feet shy of the switches, and turned his weapon on the architect of evil.
 The bullets shattered Hildebrand’s legs. He fell, writhing in agony, to the floor. Michael put another clip in the Schmeisser and started to finish the man off.
 One of the vats split open along its seam with a blast of popping rivets. A flood of thick yellow liquid streamed out, spewing across the floor. A siren began to shriek, overwhelming Gustav Hildebrand’s screams. A second vat burst open, like a swollen tumor, and another yellow tide rolled across the floor. Michael stood, transfixed with horror and fascination, as the liquid coursed below the catwalk, its sludgy weight shoving chairs and tables before it. In the yellow swamp of chemicals were streaks of foamy dark brown that sizzled like grease in a frying pan. The third vat exploded with such force that the lid crashed against the ceiling, and the sludge drooled over the rim as Michael retreated toward the skylight.
 The chemicals—at this stage an unrefined muck instead of a gas—surged across the floor. Hildebrand was crawling desperately for a red flywheel on the wall; the saltwater-tank release, Michael realized. Hildebrand looked back and gibbered with horror as he saw the flood almost upon him. He reached up, straining to grasp the flywheel. His fingers locked around it, and wrenched it a quarter turn.
 Michael could hear the water coursing through the pipes, but in the next instant the raw carnagene rushed over Gustav Hildebrand and he screamed in its acidic embrace. He writhed like a salted snail, his hair and face dripping with carnagene. He began to claw at his own eyes, his voice a wail of agony, and blisters rose and burst on the white flesh of his hands.
 The nozzels erupted their saltwater spray. Where the drops fell, the chemicals hissed and melted. But it was of no consequence to Hildebrand, who was a mass of seething red blisters thrashing in the mire. Hildebrand sat up on his knees, the flesh falling from his face in strands, and opened his mouth in a silent, terrible scream.
 Michael took aim, squeezed the trigger, and blew most of Hildebrand’s chest away. The body slithered down, smoke rising from the ruined lungs.
 Michael strapped the Schmeisser around his shoulder again, climbed up on the catwalk railing, and leaped.
 He grabbed hold of a pipe at the ceiling and clambered along it to within reach of the skylight. Then, his shoulder muscles cramping, he pulled himself up to the roof. He looked back down again; the carnagene was evaporating under the seawater shower, and Hildebrand lay like a jellyfish that had washed up in the wake of a storm.
 Michael stood up and ran for the ladder. Two soldiers were climbing up. “The carnagene’s gotten out!” Michael shouted, in a display of terror even Chesna might have admired. The soldiers leaped off the ladder. There were three more Germans, trying to break the door open. “The gas is out!” one of the soldiers cried with genuine horror, and ail of them scattered, yelling it at the top of their lungs while the siren continued to shriek.
 Michael checked the map and ran toward the armory. Everywhere he saw a soldier, he hollered about the carnagene being loose. In another few minutes he could hear shouts from all over the plant. The effects of the carnagene were well known, even by the common guards. Sirens were coming to life from every direction. By the time he got to the armory, he found that a half-dozen soldiers had already broken into the building and were making off with gas masks and respirators. “The carnagene’s out!” a wild-eyed German told him. “Everyone in Section C is already dead!” He put his mask on and stumbled away, breathing from his oxygen cylinder. Michael entered the armory, broke open a crate of concussion grenades and then a crate of .50-caliber aircraft machine-gun bullets. “You!” an officer shouted, coming into the room. “What do you think you’re—”
 Michael shot him down and continued his work. He placed the crate of grenades atop the crate of bullets, dragged over a second crate of grenades, and broke that open, too. Then he yanked the pins on two of them, dropped them back in with their brethren, and fled.
 Over on the airfield, Lazaris and Chesna crouched near the fuel truck as the sirens wailed. A guard lay about twenty feet away, shot through the chest by a Luger bullet. The truck’s pump chugged, delivering aircraft-engine fuel through a canvas hose into the right wing tank of the Dornier night fighter. Both wing tanks, Lazaris had found, were about three-quarters full, but this would be their only opportunity to fuel and it would be a long flight. He held the nozzle in place, the octane flowing under his hands, while Chesna watched for any more guards. Thirty yards away was a corrugated-metal hut that served as a briefing room for pilots, and after Chesna had broken its door open she’d found a reward inside: maps of Norway, Denmark, Holland, and Germany showing the exact location of the Luftwaffe’s airfields.
 The sky lit up. There was a mighty boom that Chesna first thought was thunder. Something big had just blown up. She could hear the noise of firing, what sounded like hundreds of bullets going off. There were more explosions, and she saw flames and the orange streaks of tracer bullets rising into the night over on the opposite side of the plant. A hot wind rolled across the field, bringing a burning smell.
 “Damn!” Lazaris said. “When that son of a bitch says diversion, he means it!”
 She looked at the watch. Where was he? “Come on,” she whispered. “Please come on.”
 Within fifteen minutes, over the continuing noises of destruction, she heard someone running. She flattened down on the concrete, her Luger ready for a shot. And then his voice came to her: “Don’t shoot! It’s me!”
 “Thank God!” She stood up. “What blew?”
 “The armory.” His cap was gone, his shirt almost torn off by the concussion’s winds that had caught him just as he’d flung himself into an alley. “Lazaris! How much longer?”
 “Three minutes! I want to run the tanks over!”
 In three minutes it was finished. Michael sent the fuel truck on a collision course into the Messerschmitt Bf-109, wrecking a wing, then he and Chesna got into the Dornier while Lazaris buckled himself into the pilot’s seat. “All right!” Lazaris said as he cracked his knuckles. “Now we’ll find out what a Russian can do with a German fighter plane!”
 The props roared, and the Dornier left the ground in a burst of speed.
 Lazaris circled the plane over Skarpa’s fiery center. “Hold on!” he shouted. “We’re going to finish the job!” He pressed a switch that started the machine guns charging, and then he dropped them into a shrieking dive that jammed them back in their seats.
 He went for the huge fuel tanks. The third strafing pass sparked a red cinder that suddenly bloomed into a white-orange fireball. Turbulence bucked the Dornier as Lazaris zoomed for altitude. “Ah!” he said with a broad grin. “Now I’m home again!”
 Lazaris circled one last time over the island, like a vulture over a bed of coals, and then he turned the plane toward Holland.
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Jerek Blok had always assumed that on the day it finally happened, he would be so cool, ice wouldn’t melt in his hands. But now, at seven-forty-eight on the morning of June 6, both his hands were trembling.
 The radio operator in the airfield’s gray concrete control building was slowly dialing through the frequencies. Voices drifted in and out through a storm of static; not all of them were German, evidence that British and American troops had already seized some radio transmitters.
 Through the pre-dawn hours, there’d been scattered reports of parachutes descending over Normandy. Several airfields reported being bombed and strafed by Allied planes, and just before five o’clock in the morning, two fighter planes had screamed out of a rain shower and marched bullets through the building where Blok now stood, bursting out every window and killing a signals officer. Dried blood streaked the wall behind him. One of the three Messerschmitts on the field had been shot up beyond repair, and another had a riddled fuselage. The nearby storage warehouse, where Theo von Frankewitz had been confined, had also been badly damaged. But, thank the fates, the hangar had been unscathed.
 As the sun rose in a cloud-plated sky and a strong salt breeze blew inland from the English Channel, the fragmented radio reports told the tale: the Allied invasion of Europe had begun.
 “I want a drink,” Blok said to Boots, and the hulking aide opened a thermos of brandy and gave it to him. Blok uptilted it, the harsh liquor making his eyes water. Then he listened, his heart pounding, as the radio operator found more voices in the cyclone of war. The Allies were swarming ashore, it appeared, in a dozen places. Off the Normandy beaches lay a truly fearsome armada: hundreds of troop transports, destroyers, cruisers, and battleships, all flying either Stars and Stripes or Union Jacks. The sky was claimed by hundreds of Allied Mustang, Thunderbolt, Lightning, and Spitfire fighter planes, strafing German strongholds while the big Lancaster and Plying Fortress bombers flew deeper into the heart of the Reich.
 Blok took another drink.
 The day of his destiny, and that of Nazi Germany, had arrived.
 He looked at the other six men in the room, among them Captain van Hoven and Lieutenant Schrader, who had been trained to serve as the B-17’s pilot and copilot. Blok said, “We go.”
 Van Hoven, his craggy face resolute, walked on shattered glass to a lever on the wall and without hesitation pulled it downward. From atop the building a shrill bell began to ring. Van Hoven and Schrader, along with their bombardier and navigator, ran toward the large reinforced concrete hangar about fifty yards away as other men—the ground crew and the B-17’s gunners—came out of a barracks behind the hangar.
 Blok put the thermos aside, and he and Boots left the building and strode across the pavement. Since leaving Skarpa Island, Blok had lived in a Dutch mansion about four miles from the airfield, where he could oversee the loading of the carnagene bombs and the final training of the crew. Then there had been drills at all hours of the night and day; he would find out now if the drills had been worthwhile.
 The crewmen had entered the hangar through a side door, and now, as Blok and Boots approached, the hangar’s main doors were winched open. When they were halfway open, a low muttering echoed out across the pavement. The noise rapidly grew, through a snarl to a roar. The hangar doors continued to part, and as they opened the uncaged monster began to emerge.
 The glass dome of the bombardier’s position was marred with cracks that looked real even within a distance of a few feet. Painted bullet holes, the edges grayish blue to simulate bare metal, punctured the olive-green skin beneath the drawing of Hitler squeezed in an iron-mailed fist. The words “Iron Fist,” in English, completed the B-17’s nose art. The huge aircraft slid from the hangar, its four propellers whirling. The glass of the belly turret gun and the top turret were painted to look as if they had been almost completely shattered. False bullet holes pocked the sides of the plane in random patterns, and had been painted on the looming tall fin. All the pieces had been put together, using the cannibalized parts of several crashed B-17’s, after Frankewitz had done the artwork. United States Army Air Force insignia completed the deception.
 Of all the B-17’s gun positions, only two—the waist’s swivel machine guns—were manned and loaded. But no firing would be necessary, because this was in essence a suicide flight. The Allied planes would let Iron Fist pass to its target, but coming home again was a different question. Van Hoven and Schrader both understood the honor of piloting this mission, and their families would be well provided for. But the waist positions, with their wide rectangular openings through which the machine guns were swiveled to follow targets, would look more convincing if…
 Well, that was a task yet to be completed.
 Once free of the hangar, Van Hoven braked Iron Fist to a halt. Blok and Boots, holding their caps down in the windstorm of the props, walked toward the main entry door on the plane’s right side.
 A movement caught Blok’s eye. He looked up. An aircraft was circling the field. He had a few seconds of horror, expecting another strafing attack, until he saw it was a Dornier night fighter. What was the fool doing? He didn’t have permission to land here!
 One of the waist gunners unlatched the door for them, and they entered the plane. As Boots crouched forward, along a narrow walkway through the aircraft’s waist, Jerek Blok drew his Luger and fired two shots into the head of the starboard waist gunner, then blew the port-side gunner’s brains out as well. He went about the task of positioning the bodies in the rectangular openings so their blood would stream down the sides of the plane and they would be in full view.
 An authentic touch, he thought.
 In the cockpit Van Hoven released the brakes and started them rolling once more along the runway to their takeoff point. There they stopped again, while pilot and copilot checked their gauges and instruments. In the bomb bay behind them, Boots was performing his own function: removing the rubber safety caps from the nose fuses of the twenty-four dark green bombs, and carefully giving each fuse a quarter twist with a wrench to arm them.
 His final work done, Blok left Iron Fist and went out to wait for Boots by the side of the runway. The magnificently camouflaged aircraft trembled, like an arrow about to be shot into flight. When the carnagene exploded in the streets of London, the messages of disaster would go to the commanders of that armada off the Normandy shore, and then trickle down to the soldiers. By nightfall there would be mass panic and retreat. Oh, what glory for the Reich! The Führer himself would dance with—
 Blok’s throat clutched. The Dornier was landing.
 And, worse, the stupid fool of a pilot was speeding along the runway right for Iron Fist!
 Blok ran in front of the B-17, waving his arms wildly. The Dornier, burning rubber as its brakes locked, cut its speed but still came on, blocking the runway. “Get out of the way, you idiot!” Blok shouted, and drew his Luger again. “You damned fool, get off the runway!” Behind him the engines of Iron Fist were revving to a thunderous roar. Blok’s cap whirled off his head, and went into one of the props where it was shredded to dust. The air shimmered with oily heat as the B-17’s engines built power. Blok held his Luger at arm’s length as the Dornier rolled toward him. The pilot was insane! German or not, the man had to be forced off the run—
 Through the Dornier’s windshield he saw that the co-pilot had golden hair.
 The pilot was bearded. He recognized both their faces: Chesna van Dorne and the man who’d been with her and the baron. He had no idea how they’d gotten here, but he knew why they’d come and that must not be allowed.
 With a shout of rage, Blok began firing the Luger.
 A bullet cracked the windshield in front of Chesna’s face. A second ricocheted off the fuselage, and a third punched through the glass and hit Lazaris in the collarbone. The Russian cried out in pain, glass fragments flying around Michael, who sat behind the cockpit. As Blok kept firing at the windshield, Michael reached for the entry hatch’s handle and turned it. He leaped out onto the runway’s pavement and sprinted beneath the Dornier’s wing toward Colonel Blok, the propellers of the night fighter and the B-17 whirling up roaring windstorms.
 He was on the man before Blok knew he was there. Blok gasped, tried to get a shot off into Michael’s face, but Michael grabbed his wrist and uptilted the Luger’s barrel as the bullet fired. They grappled between the propellers, Blok trying to dig his fingers into Michael’s eyes. Michael struck his fist into Blok’s jaw, snapping the man’s head back. Blok held on to the Luger, and Michael held on to the colonel’s wrist. Blok shifted his weight violently in an effort to throw Michael into the Dornier’s prop, but Michael had read the move seconds before it came and he was ready to resist it. Blok shouted something—a curse, lost in the engine noise—and chopped the flat of his free hand at Michael’s nose. Michael was able to dodge the full power of it, but the blow hit the side of his head and stunned him. Still, he gripped on to Blok’s wrist, bending the arm back at the elbow in an effort to snap it. Blok’s trigger finger spasmed with the pain, and two bullets left the Luger. They pierced one of the B-17’s engine cowlings, almost overhead, and the black smoke of burning oil bloomed from the wounds.
 Michael and Blok battled between the propellers, the wind screaming around them, threatening to throw them both into the spinning blades. In Iron Fist’s cockpit, Van Hoven saw the trails of burning oil from one of the four engines. He released the brakes, and the aircraft began to lurch forward. Boots, still working in the bomb bay, looked up as he realized they were moving and roared, “What the hell are you doing?”
 Blok slammed his elbow into Michael’s chin and wrenched the Luger free. He lifted it to blow the false baron’s skull apart. He grinned in triumph: his last grin, a fleeting triumph.
 Because in the next second Michael hurtled forward in a burst of power, catching Blok at the knees and lifting him up and backward. The Luger’s bullet passed over Michael’s back, but the blades of Iron Fist’s propeller bit true.
 They carved Jerek Blok into red streamers of blood and bone from the waist up, as Michael gripped the legs and dove to the pavement beneath the props. In an eyeblink, there was nothing left of Blok but those legs, and a mist of blood staining the concrete. Silver teeth clinked down, and that was all.
 Michael rolled beneath the blades, Blok’s disembodied legs still twitching where they lay. In the bomber’s cockpit, Van Hoven veered Iron Fist off the runway into the grass to avoid the Dornier, and as he passed the black night fighter he failed to note the figure that was following.
 The bomber was picking up speed, moving back onto the pavement. Michael Gallatin reached up, past the bleeding body that lay over the rectangular gunport, and locked his hands around the machine-gun barrel. In the next second the B-17 was hurtling forward, and Michael lifted his feet up and winnowed into the plane, shoving the dead man aside with his shoulder.
 Iron Fist reached the runway’s end and nosed up. Its wheels left the ground, and Van Hoven turned the plane—one of its engines leaving a scrawl of black smoke—toward England.
 Two minutes later the Dornier followed. Chesna had taken the controls as Lazaris pressed his hand to his broken collarbone and fought off unconsciousness. She looked at the fuel gauges; the needles had fallen past their red lines, and the warning lights of both wing tanks were blinking. She powered the plane after the trail of smoke as the wind shrilled through the windshield cracks in front of her face.
 The B-17 climbed to about five thousand feet before it leveled off over the gray Channel. In the waist section, as wind whipped through the gun ports, Michael looked out at the smoking engine. The prop had ceased turning, and small sputters of fire shot from the blackened cowling. The damage wouldn’t stop Iron Fist; in fact, it only made the masquerade more convincing. He searched the dead men for weapons, but found nothing. And as he stood up from his search he felt the B-17 pick up speed and there was a whoosh as something flew past the starboard gun portal.
 Michael peered out. It was the Dornier. Chesna circled, about five hundred feet above. Fire! he thought. Shoot the bastard down! But she didn’t, and he knew why. She feared hitting him. The die was cast. If Iron Fist was to be stopped, it was up to him.
 He would have to kill the pilot and co-pilot, with his bare hands if necessary. Every passing second took them closer to England. He looked around for a weapon. The machine guns were loaded with belts of ammunition, but they were bolted to their mounts. The plane’s interior had been stripped bare except for a red fire extinguisher.
 He was about to go forward when he saw another plane through the portal. No, two more. They were diving on the Dornier. His blood went cold. They were British Spitfire fighters, and he saw the bright orange streaks of their tracer bullets as they opened fire on Chesna. Blok’s camouflage was successful; the Spitfires’ pilots thought they were protecting a crippled American Fortress.
 In the Dornier Chesna jinked the plane violently to one side as tracers zipped past. She wobbled the wings and flashed the landing lights, but of course the Spitfires didn’t turn away. They came in for the kill. Chesna felt the plane shudder and heard bullets crash into the port-side wing. And then the alarm buzzers went off, and that was the end of the fuel. She dove for the sea, a Spitfire on her tail. It sent a stream of bullets into the Dornier’s fuselage, and they ricocheted off the metal ribs of the plane like a storm of hailstones. The Dornier was almost down on the water. She said, “Hang on!” to Lazaris, and wrenched the yoke back to lift the nose an instant before the plane smacked down. There was a bone-jerking impact, the seat belt cutting into Chesna’s body as she was thrown forward. Her head slammed against the yoke, knocking her almost senseless. She tasted blood in her mouth, her tongue bitten. The Dornier was floating, and the Spitfires circled overhead and flew off after the Fortress.
 Good shooting, she thought grimly.
 Lazaris got his seat belt off while Chesna unsnapped her own. Water was flooding into the cockpit. Chesna stood up, her ribs throbbing with pain, and went back to the rack where a life raft was stored. The escape hatch was nearby, and together she and Lazaris forced it open.
 Michael saw the orange life raft bloom on the Channel’s surface. A British destroyer was already moving toward the downed Dornier. The two Spitfires circled Iron Fist, then took up positions on either side and slightly behind. Escorting us home, Michael thought. He leaned out the starboard portal, into the wail of the wind, and frantically waved his arms. The Spitfire on that side wobbled its wings in a sign of greeting. Damn it! Michael raged as he pulled back in. He smelled blood, and saw it all over his hands. It had come from the corpse that had been leaning out of the plane. Blood had streamed down the bomber’s side.
 He leaned out again, smeared more blood on his hands, and began to paint a Nazi swastika on the olive-green metal.
 There was no response from the Spitfires. They held their position.
 Desperate, Michael knew he had only one remaining option.
 He found the safety on the starboard waist gun. He unlatched it and trained the barrel on the slow-flying Spitfire. Then he squeezed the trigger.
 Bullets ripped holes along the plane’s side. Michael saw the amazed expression of the pilot, staring right at him. He swung the gun back and kept shooting, and an instant later the Spitfire’s engine belched smoke and fire. The aircraft dove away, still under the pilot’s control but heading for the drink.
 Sorry, old chap, Michael thought.
 He went to the opposite portal and started to open fire with the gun there, but the second Spitfire zoomed to a higher altitude, its pilot having seen what had happened to his companion. Michael gave a few bursts to drive home his point, but the bullets—thankfully—missed by a wide margin.
 “What was that damned noise?” Van Hoven shouted in the cockpit. He looked at Schrader and then at Boots, whose face had become pallid at the reality of riding in this death plane to London. “It sounded like one of our own guns!” Van Hoven looked out the glass, and gasped with horror as he saw the flaming Spitfire gliding toward the sea. The second Spitfire buzzed them like an angered hornet.
 Boots knew the colonel had killed the gunners. That was part of the plan, though the guns had been loaded to lure the crewmen into believing they would be alive when they crossed the Channel. So who was back there manning the machine gun?
 Boots left the cockpit, moving through the bomb bay where the carnagene was armed and ready.
 Michael kept firing as the Spitfire circled them, the gun shuddering in his hands. And then he got what he wanted: the Spitfire’s wing gun sparked. Bullets thunked into the side of Iron Fist and threw sparks around Michael. He returned the fire as the British plane turned in a swift circle. The bastard was mad now, ready to shoot first and ask questions la—
 Michael heard the clatter of hobnails on metal.
 He looked to his left, and saw Boots coming at him along the walkway. The huge man stopped suddenly, his face a rictus of shock and rage at seeing Michael manning the machine gun, and then he came on with murder in his eyes.
 Michael swiveled the gun to the left to shoot him down, but its barrel clunked against the rim of the opening and would go no further.
 Boots hurtled forward. He kicked out, and before Michael could protect himself the big boot smacked into his stomach and sent him reeling backward along the walkway. He fell and skidded, the breath knocked out of him.
 The Spitfire delivered another barrage, and as Boots reached Michael, machine-gun bullets tore through Iron Fist’s skin and ricocheted around them. Michael kicked into the man’s right knee. Boots howled with pain and staggered back as Van Hoven put Iron Fist into a shallow dive to escape the enraged Spitfire pilot. Boots went down, clutching his knee, as Michael gasped for breath.
 On its next pass the Spitfire sent bursts of bullets into Iron Fist’s bomb bay. One of those bullets ricocheted off a metal spar and glanced away to hit a carnagene bomb’s fuse. The fuse sputtered, and smoke began to fill the compartment.
 As Boots tried to haul himself up, Michael hit him on the point of the chin with an uppercut that snapped his head back. But Boots was as strong as an ox, and in the next second he heaved himself up and crashed headlong into Michael, throwing them both back against a metal-ribbed bulkhead. Michael hammered his fists down on Boots’s cropped skull, and Boots punched into Michael’s bruised stomach. Spitfire bullets ripped through the bulkhead beside them, showering them with orange sparks. Iron Fist shuddered, an engine smoking on its starboard wing.
 In the cockpit Van Hoven leveled the plane off at one thousand feet. The Spitfire kept flashing back and forth, determined to bring them down. Schrader shouted, “There!” and pointed. The hazy landmass of England lay within sight, but now a third engine was smoking and beginning to miss. Van Hoven throttled forward, giving the bomber all the power it could handle. Iron Fist headed toward England at two hundred and ten miles per hour, Channel whitecaps breaking in its wake.
 A fist cracked against the side of Michael’s jaw, and Boots drove a knee into his groin. As Michael crumpled, Boots grasped his throat and lifted him, slamming his skull into the metal overhead. Stunned, Michael knew he had to change but he couldn’t get a grip on the thought. He was lifted again, and again his skull hit the overhead. As Boots started to lift him a third time, Michael cracked his forehead against Boots’s face, crunching the man’s nose. Boots dropped him and staggered back, blood streaming from his nostrils. But before Michael could set himself for another attack, Boots swung a kick at his ribs. Michael dodged the blow, catching most of its impact on his right shoulder, and the breath hissed between his gritted teeth.
 The Spitfire came head-on at Iron Fist. The wing guns sparked, and in the next instant the cockpit was full of flying glass and flames. Van Hoven slumped forward, his chest punctured by a half-dozen bullets, and Schrader writhed with a broken arm. One of Iron Fist’s engines exploded, sending shrapnel tearing through the cockpit. The bombardier cried out, blinded by metal fragments. The aircraft sank lower toward the waves, flames gnawing in the ruined cockpit and across the starboard wing.
 Boots limped toward Michael, who tried desperately to shake off the pain. Reaching down, Boots gripped his collar and hauled him up, then slammed a fist into his face. Michael fell back against the bulkhead, blood all over his mouth.
 Boots drew his fist back, to smash into Michael’s face again.
 Before the blow could be delivered, Michael twisted to one side and his hands found the red cylinder of the fire extinguisher. He tore it loose from its straps and swung it around as Boots’s fist came at his face. The man’s fist was stopped short by the cylinder, and his knuckles broke like matchsticks. Michael punched the cylinder into Boots’s stomach like a battering ram. The breath whooshed from the huge man, and Michael struck upward with the cylinder into Boots’s jaw. He heard the satisfying crunch of the jawbone breaking. Boots, his eyes glazed with pain and his lips split open, grappled with Michael for the cylinder. A knee drove into Michael’s side, and as he sagged to his knees Boots wrenched the cylinder away from him.
 Boots lifted the fire extinguisher, intending to smash Michael’s brains out with it. Michael tensed to lunge at him before the cylinder could slam down.
 Over the shriek of the wind Michael heard the chatter of the Spitfire’s guns. Fiery tracers came through the plane’s side and ricocheted off the bulkheads. He saw three holes, each the size of a fist, open across Boots’s broad chest. And in the next instant a bullet clanged against the fire extinguisher, and it went off with a blast like a miniature bomb.
 Michael flung himself flat as pieces of metal clattered in all directions. Chemical foam hissed on the bulkheads. He looked up, and saw Boots standing there holding on to a machine-gun mount with one arm.
 Boots’s other arm lay a few feet away, the hand still twitching. He looked at it, blinking with dumb amazement. He released his grip, and staggered toward his arm.
 When Boots moved, his intestines began to slide from the gaping wound in his side. Pieces of red metal glistened in the hole, and his clothes were drenched with chemical foam. Another wound had been torn open on the side of his throat, the blood streaming down from the severed veins like a crimson fountain. With each step Boots diminished. He stopped, staring down at his hand and arm, and then turned his head to look at Michael.
 He stood there, dead on his feet, until Michael got up, walked to him, and knocked him over with a finger.
 Boots crashed down, and lay still.
 Michael felt near passing out, but one glance out the portal and the realization that the sea was less than three hundred feet below cleared his head. He stepped over Boots’s grisly bulk and went toward the cockpit.
 In the bomb bay he recoiled at the smoke and the hissing noise. One of the carnagene bombs was about to detonate. He went on, finding the navigator desperately trying to fly the plane as the pilot lay dead and the copilot was severely wounded. Iron Fist was dropping steadily, the Spitfire circling above. The coast of England was less than seven miles away. Michael said to the terrified navigator, “Put us down. Now.”
 The man fumbled with the controls, chopping the power off and trying to get the nose up as Iron Fist—now truly a crippled bird—dropped another hundred feet. Michael braced himself against the pilot’s seat. Iron Fist fell, plowing into the Channel with a surprisingly gentle bump, its force at last spent.
 Waves washed over the wings. Michael didn’t wait for the navigator. He went back through the bomb bay to the plane’s waist and unlatched the entry door. There was no time to search for a life raft, and he doubted if one had survived that hail of bullets. He jumped into the Channel’s chilly water, and swam away from the aircraft as fast as he could.
 The Spitfire came down low, skimming the surface, passed over Michael, and headed toward the green land beyond.
 Michael kept going, wanting to get as much distance as he could between him and the Fortress. He heard hot surfaces sizzling as the plane began to sink. Perhaps the navigator got out, perhaps not. Michael didn’t pause. The salt water stung his wounds and kept him from passing out. Stroke after stroke, he left the airplane behind. When he had gotten a distance away, he heard a rush and gurgling and looked back to see the plane going down at the tail. Its nose reared up, and on it Michael could see Frankewitz’s drawing of Hitler squeezed in an Iron Fist. If fish could appreciate art, they’d have a grand time.
 Iron Fist began to disappear, sinking rapidly as water gushed into the waist gun portals. In another moment it was gone, and air bubbles rose and burst at the turbulent surface. Michael turned away and swam toward shore. He was weakening; he felt himself wanting to let go. Not yet, he told himself. One more stroke. One more, and one after that. Breaststrokes definitely were superior to dog paddling.
 He heard the chugging of an engine. A patrol boat was coming toward him, two men with rifles on the bow. A Union Jack pennant whipped in the rigging.
 He was home.
 They picked him up, wrapped a blanket around him, and gave him a cup of tea as strong as wolf piss. Then they trained their rifles on him, until they could get to shore and turn him over to the authorities. The boat was about a mile from harbor when Michael heard a distant, muffled whump. He looked back, and saw a huge geyser of water shoot up from the surface. One or more of the carnagene bombs had exploded in their bomb bay at the bottom of the English Channel. The geyser settled back, the water thrashing for a moment, and that was the end of it.
 But not quite.
 Michael stepped out on a dock, a harbor village behind him, and scanned the Channel for a British destroyer that he knew must be arriving soon. He shook himself, and water droplets flew from his hair and clothes. He felt overcome with happiness, even standing at the point of Home Guard rifles.
 So happy, in fact, that he felt like howling.

ELEVEN
Unforeseen
Circumstances
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His eyes were rimmed with red, his face chalky. It was a very bad sign.
 “None of it survived, I’m afraid,” Martin Bormann said. He cleared his throat. “Dr. Hildebrand is dead and… the project seems not to have borne fruit.”
 He waited for more of it, his hands clenched into fists on his desktop before him. On the wall behind him a portrait of Frederick the Great watched in judgment.
 “We… don’t think the aircraft ever reached London,” Bormann went on. He glanced uneasily at the other man in the room, a gray-haired, stiff-backed field marshal. “That is to say, there’s no evidence the carnagene was delivered to its target.”
 He said nothing. A pulse beat steadily at his temple. Through a gilt-edged window the shadows of June 6 were spreading over Berlin. Tacked up on another wall were maps of Normandy, showing beaches that the world would soon know under the code names Utah, Omaha, Gold, Juno, and Sword. Everywhere on those maps, red lines were pushing inland, and black lines marked the retreat—oh, what traitors! he thought as he looked at them—of German troops.
 “The project was a failure,” Bormann said. “Due to… unforeseen circumstances.”
 “No, it’s not that,” Hitler answered in a small, quiet voice. “It’s that someone didn’t believe strongly enough. Someone didn’t have the necessary willpower. Bring me Blok.” His voice was more strident. “Colonel Jerek Blok. That’s who I’d like to see. At once.”
 “Colonel Blok is… no longer with us.”
 “The traitor!” Hitler almost rose from his desk. “What did he do? Run and give himself up to the first British soldier he saw?”
 “Colonel Blok is deceased,” Bormann said.
 “Yes, I would’ve committed suicide, too, if I’d botched things like he has!” Hitler stood. His face was flushed and moist looking. “I should’ve known not to give him any responsibility! He was a failure, pretending to be a success! The world is full of them!”
 “At least Germany is, I fear,” the field marshal said under his breath.
 “When I think of the time and money spent on this project, I’m almost ill!” Hitler came out from behind his desk. “So Blok took his own life, did he? How was it done? A pill or a pistol?”
 “A…” Bormann almost said propeller. But telling the Führer what had really happened would open a real can of worms. There would be the matter of the German Resistance—those foul pigs—and the secret agents who somehow destroyed all of the carnagene. And the distasteful matter of Chesna van Dorne, too. No, no! It was best to let the story stand as it was: that a fleet of bombers had hit Skarpa’s tanks and armory, and the explosion had ruined the chemicals. The Führer, in these troublous times, had more to worry about than reality. “A pistol,” he said.
 “Well, it saved us a bullet, didn’t it? But all that time and effort, wasted! We could have developed the solar cannon with that money! But no, no—Blok and his conspirators had to talk me out of it! I’m too trusting, that’s the problem! Martin, I think the man might have been working for the British after all!”
 Bormann shrugged. Sometimes it was better to let him believe as he would. He was easier to handle that way.
 “My Führer?” The field marshal motioned to the Normandy maps. “If you might turn your attention to the current situation, please? You’ll notice here, that the British and Canadians are moving toward Caen. Over here”—he touched another portion of the map—“the American troops are progressing toward Carentan. Our troop disposition is stretched too thin to contain both problems. Might I ask your opinion on which divisions to block this threat?”
 Hitler said nothing. He stood staring not at the maps, on which life-and-death struggles were displayed, but at his collection of watercolors, in which imaginary wolves lurked.
 “My Führer?” the field marshal urged. “What shall we do?”
 A muscle twitched in Hitler’s face. He turned away from the paintings, went to his desk, and opened its top drawer. He reached in, and his hand emerged with a knifelike letter opener.
 He walked back to the paintings, his eyes glazed and his gait that of a sleepwalker, and he plunged the blade through the first one, ripping the farmhouse scene from top to bottom and with it the wolf that hid in a shadow. The blade pierced the second watercolor, the one of a mountain stream in which a wolf crouched behind a rock. “Lies,” Hitler whispered, tearing the canvas. “Lies and deceptions.”
 “My Führer?” the field marshal asked, but there was no answer. Martin Bormann turned away and went to stand at a window overlooking the Thousand-Year Reich.
 The blade tore through the third painting, in which a wolf hid amid a field of white eidelweiss. “Lies,” the man said, his voice strained with tension. The blade went back and forth, and shreds of canvas fell around his polished shoes. “Lies, lies, lies.”
 In the distance an air-raid siren went off. Its howl reverberated over the broken city, hazed with dust and smoke from previous bombing raids. To the east lay oncoming night.
 Hitler dropped the blade to the carpet. He clapped his hands over his ears.
 A bomb flashed on the outskirts of the city. Bormann put his hands over his eyes to shield them from the glare. As Hitler stood trembling with the remnants of his visions underfoot, the German field marshal placed his hand over his mouth, for fear he might scream.
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Big Ben chimed the eleventh hour. In another circumstance Michael Gallatin mused, that would be known as the wolf’s hour. In this case, however, it was eleven o’clock on a sunny morning in the middle of June, and even a wolf wouldn’t be brave enough to face London traffic.
 He watched the traffic from a window over Downing Street, the cars moving alongside the Thames into the swirl of Trafalgar Square. He felt fresh and alive. It was always so when death was faced and beaten—at least for a time. He wore a dark blue suit, a white shirt, and a blue-printed tie, and under his clothes his ribs were laced with adhesive tape. His palm wound was still bandaged and his thigh gave him some trouble, but he was all right. He would run again, as fast as ever.
 “What are you thinking?” she asked him, coming up behind.
 “Oh, that it’s a beautiful day and I’m glad to be out of the hospital. Days like this don’t look so nice from a bed.”
 “I’d say that depends on the bed, wouldn’t you?”
 Michael turned to face her. Chesna looked refreshed, her face free of the lines that pain had put there. Well, perhaps a few remained; that was life. “Yes,” he agreed. “I certainly would.”
 The office’s door opened, and a large-boned, big-nosed man in the uniform of a Royal Air Force captain entered. Lazaris’s hair was growing out, and he had kept his beard, though it was now neatly trimmed. He was as clean as soap, and he even smelled soapy. His left arm and shoulder were covered with plaster under his RAF jacket, a plaster patch mending the broken collarbone. “Hello!” he said, glad to see them. He smiled, and Chesna realized that in his own coarse way, Lazaris was very handsome. “I’m sorry I’m late.”
 “That’s all right. Evidently we’re not on military time.” Their appointment had been scheduled for eleven o’clock sharp. “Speaking of military, have you enlisted in the RAF?”
 “Well, I’m still an officer of the Russian air force,” he replied, speaking his native tongue, “but I’ve been made an honorary captain, just yesterday. I went up in a Spitfire. Oh, that’s a plane! If we’d only had Spitfires, we could have—” He smiled again, and let it go. “I’m going back, as soon as I can.” He shrugged. “Like I say, in the sky I’m a lion. What about the both of you?”
 “I’m home,” Michael said. “For a long time. Chesna is going to California.”
 “Oh yes!” Lazaris tried English: “Cal-e-for-nye-ay?”
 “That’s the place,” Chesna said.
 “Verra gut! You be a verra beeg stir!”
 “I’ll settle for a small part. Even maybe as a stunt pilot.”
 “Pilot! Ya!” The mere mention of that word made a dreamlike expression surface on the Russian’s face.
 Michael slipped his hand into Chesna’s and looked out at London. It was a beautiful city, made more beautiful by the fact that there would never again be Nazi planes in the sky over it. Bad weather had forced the postponement of D-Day from the fifth of June to the sixth; since that day, hundreds of thousands of Allied soldiers had gone ashore on the Normandy beaches, steadily pushing the Nazis back toward Germany. The war wasn’t over yet, of course; there would be more trials and tribulations once the Nazis were pushed back into their own den. But the initial step had been taken. The invasion of Europe was a grand, if costly, success. It was only a matter of weeks now before Paris would be liberated, and Gaby’s homeland set free.
 Hitler’s advance was ended. From this point on there would be a long retreat, the lurching German war machine caught between the crushing—dare he think it?—iron fists of America, Great Britain, and Russia.
 As the sun fell upon his face, Michael thought of the path. Of McCarren and Gaby, the underground passages, Camille and Mouse, the rooftop battle at the Paris Opera, the fight in the woods before Berlin, Mouse’s ruined house and ruined life, the Iron Cross that meant nothing. He thought of the Reichkronen, and Harry Sandler’s murder train, the kennels of Falkenhausen, and the long flight to Norway. Of Kitty, and a knife with a hooked blade.
 There had been another path, too: he had been walking it since a boy chased a kite into a Russian forest. It had led him through a world of joy and sadness, tragedy and triumph, to this point in time, and beyond this point lay the future.
 Man or beast? he wondered. He knew now which world he truly belonged to. By accepting his place in the world of men, he made the miracle true. He did not think he had failed Wiktor. In fact, he thought Wiktor might be proud of him, as a father is proud of a beloved son.
 Live free, he thought. If that were at all possible in this world, he would try his best at it.
 A buzzer went off on the receptionist’s desk. She was a small, lantern-jawed woman with a carnation on her lapel. “He’ll see you now,” she told them, and got up to open the door into the inner sanctum.
 The man within, bulldog stocky, got up from his desk and came forward to meet them. He had heard grand things about them, he said. Please sit down! He motioned them to three chairs. The medal ceremony, he said, would be a small, quiet affair. There was no use in alerting the press to such a sensitive undertaking. Did they agree to that? They did, of course.
 “Would you mind if I smoked?” he asked Chesna, and when she said she wouldn’t, he produced one of his long trademark cigars from a rosewood cigar case on his desk and lit it. “You must realize the service you’ve performed for England. For the world, actually. Incalculable service. You have friends in high places, and you’ll all be well taken care of. Ah, while we’re on the subject of friends!” He reached into a desk drawer and brought out an envelope sealed with wax. “This is from a friend of yours, Major Gallatin.”
 Michael took it. He recognized the seal on the blob of wax, and smiled faintly. The envelope went into his coat pocket.
 The prime minister went on at length about the ramifications of the invasion and that by the end of summer the Nazis would be fighting on the borders of Germany. Their chemical warfare plans had been miserably dashed; not only in this Iron Fist affair, he said, but also because of Gustav Hildebrand’s… ah… shall we say dissolution?
 Michael studied his face. He had to ask a question. “Excuse me, sir?”
 “Yes, Major?”
 “Do you… just happen to have any relatives in Germany?”
 “No,” Churchill said. “Of course not. Why?”
 “I… saw someone dressed up to resemble you.”
 “Ah, the cheeky bastards!” the prime minister growled, and puffed a gout of blue smoke.
 When their audience with the prime minister was ended, they left the building and stood on Downing Street. A car with an RAF driver was waiting for Lazaris. He embraced Chesna, one-handedly, and then hugged his comrade.
 “Gallatinov, you take care of Goldilocks, eh?” Lazaris smiled, but his eyes looked a little damp. “Around her you act like a gentleman… which means like an Englisher, not like a Russki!”
 “I’ll keep that in mind.” He thought, however, that Lazaris was a fine gentleman, even for a Russki. “Where will you be?”
 Lazaris looked up, at the cloudless blue. He smiled again, slyly, clapped Michael on the shoulder, and got into the waiting car like a member of the royal family. The RAF driver pulled them away from the curb, and Lazaris gave Michael a salute. Then the car merged with traffic, and was gone.
 “Let’s walk,” Michael said. He took Chesna’s hand and guided her toward Trafalgar Square. She was still limping a little, but her ankle was healing with no complications. He liked Chesna’s company. He wanted to show her his home, and who knew what might come of that? Something lasting? No, probably not. They were both moving in different directions, but now linked by hands. For a time, at least… it could be sweet.
 “Do you like animals?” he asked her.
 “What?”
 “I’m just curious.”
 “Well… dogs and cats, yes. What animals do you mean?”
 “A little larger,” he said, but did not elaborate. He didn’t want to scare her before they left their London hotel. “I’d like for you to see my home, in Wales. Would you care to go?”
 “With you?” She squeezed his hand. “When do we leave?”
 “Soon. My house is very quiet. There we’ll have plenty of time to talk.”
 Again, she was puzzled. “Talk? About what?”
 “Oh… myths and folklore,” he said.
 Chesna laughed. Michael Gallatin was one of the most curious—and certainly unique—men she’d ever met. His nearness excited her. She said, “Will we only talk?”
 Michael stopped, in the shadow of Lord Nelson, put his arms around Chesna van Dorne, and kissed her.
 Their bodies pressed together. Citizens of London stopped to gawk, but neither Michael nor Chesna cared. Their lips merged together like liquid fire, and as the kiss went on Michael felt a tingling sensation.
 He knew what it was. Black, sleek wolf hair was rippling up his backbone, under his clothes. He felt the hair rise over his back and shoulders, tingling in this moment of pure, intense passion and joy, and then his flesh itched as the hair began to recede.
 Well, there was always more where that came from.
 Michael kissed the corners of her lips. Her aroma, cinnamon and leather, was in his soul. He hailed a passing cab, and he and Chesna got in and headed for Piccadilly and their hotel.
 On the way he took the envelope from his pocket, broke the waxed seal, and removed the letter. There were two words, written in a familiar handwriting: Another mission?
 He returned the letter to the envelope and the envelope to his pocket. The man in him yearned for peace, but the wolf in him yearned for action. Which one would triumph? That he couldn’t say.
 Chesna leaned against him, her head on his shoulder. “Is that something you need to take care of?”
 “No,” Michael told her. “Not today.”
 A battle had been won, but the war went on.
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When the pain has passed, there remains the power.
It, too, is born of pain. Yet from it comes the rush of life unknown to ordinary men. After the bones have bent and reshaped themselves, after the gums have burst and the fangs emerged, after the skull and face have become both less and more than human, after the hair has rippled and scurried in its thousands of frantic pathways across the flesh, after the heart has ceased its crashing and the lungs their straining for new breath, after the scents, sounds, colors and forms unknown to ordinary men have exploded upon the senses and nearly driven the reeling brain mad with their profundity of meaning only the wild can decipher…
…there remains the power, and that is the alpha and the omega of the wolf.



The Great White Way

 
They travel by night.
Along the roads that cut through massive fields of wheat and sunflowers as high as a man’s head, beneath the silent stars and the watchful moon, the caravan of horsedrawn wagons and gypsy trailers creak and groan on their way from here to there. They pass through towns, villages and even-smaller hamlets that have been asleep since sundown, and the dust they raise glitters in the moonlight like diamonds before it returns to the Russian earth. They go on until the circus master, the white-bearded Gromelko, decides to pull his leading wagon to a halt at the centerpoint of two or more rustic towns that have likely never seen a circus since a Cossack first sharpened his saber on a blood-red stone, and there Gromelko uses his hooked nose to smell the summer wind. Then, if the wind is right, he says with satisfaction to his long-suffering wife, This is
our home for tonight.
The wagons and the trailers form a small village of their own. Torches are lighted and placed on poles. The main tent goes up first. Then the smaller tents, and the canvas signs announcing the attractions. One of the signs says how many coins are needed for entry, or how many chickens. The work animals are kept in a corral. The show animals—one young mule that can count up to twenty, two aged snow-white horses and a bandy-legged zebra all sleepy and dusty from their trip—are herded into a green tent to eat their hay and await their moments. The black leopard with one eye is kept in its own cage, because it has been known to bite the hand that feeds it. The wolf, too, is kept caged apart, because the wildness can’t be whipped out of it. The ancient toothless bear lumbers around freely until it wants to return to its cage as protection from the leopard, the wolf and mean little children who taunt it.
Then there comes the birth of the Great White Way.
This is Gromelko’s huge pleasure in life, now that he’s nearly seventy-five years old and he can neither drink, smoke, nor screw. He stands watchful as ever, expectant of miracles, and it is somewhat miraculous that from the dirt and the sawdust rises within hours the village of the travelling circus, and then—miracle of miracles—that the Great White Way blinks several times like an old man waking up from a solemn snooze, and suddenly there is an electric odor like a passing thunderstorm and all the dozens of bulbs light up in simultaneous splendor along the midway’s length. As long as someone pedals the stationary bicycle that powers the generator, the bulbs will glow. The bulbs not very bright nor the midway very long, but as the saying goes: A sparrow in the hand is better than a cock on the roof.
In the morning, the towns awaken and the farmwork begins with its routine and drudgery, and then someone in the fields sees the tents. Not long after that, the wagons come through with the circus banners rippling on their sides, and in the backs of the wagons stand—or wobble, if they’ve been early with their vodka—some of the star attractions. There are the catlike Boldachenko sisters, Vana and Velika, who perform jaw-dropping feats of acrobatics and contortions atop a forty-foot pole; the Lady Tatiana, who with her daughter Zolli gallops the horses and the zebra at full speed around and around a terribly small bigtop; Yuri the clown and his miniature clown-doll Luka, who always seems to get the better of his befuddled master; Arman the handsome, who walks a wire in his black tuxedo and throws a paper rose to a lucky farmer’s wife at every show; and Gavrel the fire-eater from whose mouth flare ropes of flame and showers of sparks that whirl around the tent like the eyes of demons in the dark.
And also to mention the stars of the midway! For after the big show has ended, the audience is encouraged to walk in the glow along the Great White Way, to spend more coins or trade more chickens to visit Eva the bearded lady, Motka the man with skin so hard a hammer bends a nail upon his breastbone, Irisa the wrinkled dwarf who also plays superb classical Tchaikovsky on her pink toy piano, Natalia the emaciated spider woman, and last but not least the massive wrestler Octavius Zloy, who wears a purple cloak and a Roman helmet and stands with treetrunk arms crossed over his traincar chest and, his slab of a chin upraised and his small eyes narrowed, dares any son of Russia to pin his shoulders for the count of three.
Though many have tried, no one ever has. And Octavius Zloy has no mercy for any son of Russia who climbs into the ring. Many have been removed, senseless and bloody, while his young and beautiful wife Devora raises his sweat-streaked arm and accompanies him as he parades back and forth like the superhuman species he believes himself to be.
The sons of Russia do not know that Devora, for all of her dark gypsy beauty and nineteen supple years, is missing several teeth and used to have a straighter nose. They don’t know about the broken arm of last summer, and the black bruise across her lower back that caused her to hobble like an old woman through the month of June. But it is late August now, in this year of 1927, and as the saying goes: When Anger and Revenge are married, their daughter is called Cruelty.
It is the vodka, Devora thinks. Always the vodka. He lets it own him. And then when he has had more than enough to blaze his bonfire and not yet quite enough to topple him into sleep, Octavius Zloy rises up ragged and enraged within his own skin and he will not rest until someone has been hurt.
That someone being herself.
Oh, how he can use his hands. His hands were made for the punishment of other people. They are as strong as shovels, as brutal as bricks. They suit his soul.
So on a night like this one, after the big show is over and all the people have gone, after the coins and chickens have been put away, after the midway has closed down and everyone departed to their little wooden trailers and bolted their shutters and the Great White Way has faded to dark, Devora wipes the blood from her nostrils with a cloth and walks past the drunken bulk of Octavius Zloy snoring on the bed. She checks her face in the oval mirror behind the door. Her ebony eyes are puffy from tears and pain. Her nose is swollen. Her lips look crushed. Her thick black hair is streaked with henna, because he likes the appearance of fire in his fists when he grips her head. She realizes she looks like a slim hard girl who has come many miles from where she began, yet she is still so far from anything.
It is time to go, if she is going tonight.
She has slipped into a patched gray dress, like the other few she owns. Octavius Zloy says he prefers her naked, anyway, and spread out upon the bed beneath him in helpless abandon. She puts upon her bruised lips a fingertip’s worth of color, a deep red. Octavius Zloy would not like this, if he were to see. But soon it will be worn off. When she leaves the trailer she has a key with her, but she does not lock the door.
It is silent in the village of the circus.
Well, not quite silent…for as Devora walks her path she hears the distant note of someone’s fiddle, a soft sad playing, and then the plinking of a toy piano. She can’t understand the kind of music that Irisa plays, it’s too far over the head of a country girl, but she appreciates how swift and sure the small hands are.
She goes along the darkened Great White Way. The night’s breeze stirs tent folds. Moonshadows lie at her feet. Her heart is beginning to beat harder, it seems, with each step. She is going to see the boy who takes care of the animals. Her lover. Her desire and her freedom, if just for a little while.
As the saying goes: There is no winter in the land of hope.
He is waiting for her, as always, in the green tent.
He is a strange boy. He stays by himself most of the time. He seems to prefer his own company and the company of animals. Seventeen years old, he’s told her. His first name Mikhail. He hasn’t offered his family name, nor does she ask. He arrived at the circus little more than a month ago, with no belongings, wearing baggy clothes that might have been stolen from a fence where they were drying in the sun. Had he ever owned shoes? He never wears any. He is lean and sun-browned, and she can count his ribs. He has an untidy mop of shaggy black hair that always seems to have straw in it, and when he stares at her calmly and fixedly as he does with his luminous green eyes something in her soul thaws and warms and melts. At the same time, something lower than her soul moistens and tightens and readies itself like a creature over which she has no control. It was such the first time she saw him, and has been every time, and is now.
He has lighted a few candles for them, in his private space of hay where he sleeps.
He has put down a wheat-colored blanket and smoothed a place for her. But first, before she can enter his domain, he turns and picks up something folded upon a piece of clean canvas, and turning toward her again he smiles and lets unfold the beautiful dark blue dress he has brought for her, and Devora catches her breath because no one has offered her such a gift for a very long time. Of course there were the wildflowers he had for her last week…but this…
He tells her to try it on, so that he can take it off.
Over from the far side of the tent, Devora hears the wolf pacing in its cage.
She does what he asks, with great happiness. The dress makes her feel sleek. It makes her feel…what is the word, when one feels uncommon? Well…uncommon. She won’t ask where Mikhail stole it from, because now it belongs to her. She owns so few pretty things. She tells him she loves it. Loves, loves, loves it. The woman who gave her birth told her to say loves a lot to a certain kind of man, because they liked to hear it. Devora is very sure Mikhail is that kind of man. Boy. Whatever he is.
But she knows she must have him, for the need for him is rising in her and as he advances and begins to slowly and gently remove her new dress she puts her arms around his neck and he kisses her mouth so softly it is like a feather tracing the outline of her crushed red lips. An angel’s feather, Devora thinks. For truly this boy has come to her from Heaven.
He blows out every candle but one.
The wolf paces faster, back and forth. The leopard sits watching, its single eye catching a glint of light. The bear sleeps, and shivers a little in some dream of honey.
Apart from the caged animals, the horses and the zebra doze but the ears of the intelligent mule twitch to catch the sounds of human passion.
Devora interrupts their deep kisses to remove her lover’s clothes. Then they sink down together upon the blanket in the hay, and she puts a hand in his thick hair and guides his head between her thighs because this is what she craves most tonight, and he is so good at it, he is so wonderful at this, and so she moves against his tongue faster and harder and he is patient and content to give her everything she needs.
She will not ask who his teachers were. She will not ask who else he has loved in this way. But she loves, loves, loves this, and it is a sensation the selfish Octavius Zloy has never given her.
When she is wrung out and trembling and the sweat of heat and exertion glistens on her body, she tells Mikhail what she needs now to do for him, and he turns over and says he is all hers, which sounds to her ears even better than music.
She has a little trouble with this, though, and he understands why because she’s told him about the force of Octavius Zloy’s thrusts into her mouth, and how he seemed to want to choke her and though Octavius Zloy is not very large he uses himself like a battering-ram in her throat. So Mikhail quietly says, as he always does, that all else of life might be pain but love should be pleasure, and so he moves her back upon the blanket and lets her wait for a moment as his tongue plays with her navel and downward. Then he slowly presses into her, and they are one.
As the boy moves within her, Devora looks up into his handsome face and green eyes. A light sheen of sweat glows on his cheeks and forehead. She thinks she could live with him forever. She thinks she could follow him wherever he went. But, alas, he has no money. He is a pauper, whereas Octavius Zloy has a boxful of money hidden somewhere in the trailer. She dares not search for it, but she believes it’s there because her husband has never lost a bout and so never had to return any coins.
Mikhail’s rhythm is stronger. He is ardent and powerful and somehow older than he seems.
She has told him, over the many nights, how her husband has beaten her. And he has seen the marks, too. She has told Mikhail how the brutish wrestler took her from her home when she was sixteen because she was the prettiest girl in the village, and he was a bully passing through and no one could stand up to him. So the thirty-year-old Octavius Zloy, which was not his real name but suited him as much as his hurtful hands suited his selfish soul, threw her into the back of a wagon and told her she belonged to him. He was so huge and so terrible, she had told Mikhail, that fighting him was like trying to fight a whirlwind. So she had simply waited for her moment to escape, and yet…the moment never seemed to come. Where would she go if she tried to run away? Who would help her? And if he caught her—when he caught her—it would be more blood on her face and on his fist. It was if, she’d said, he was trying to make her look as ugly as he was inside.



Mikhail and Devora kiss and bite and cling to each other as they thrust together, and the wolf and leopard are both very interested in this performance.
At last, when the spasms have shaken both of them and Devora has squeezed her eyes shut and cried out and Mikhail has pulled out of her and left his white signature upon the damp hair between her thighs, she rests her head against his shoulder and in the golden light he listens to her speak.
She tells him that Octavius Zloy has vowed he is going to kill her when he awakens. She tells him that her husband may be insane, and that he cannot be stopped.
Mikhail listens. The wolf is pacing again.
She tells him that if she was free from Octavius Zloy she would find a way back to her village. But how to be free from him? How to be free from such a mad whirlwind as that?
Mikhail is silent for awhile. Then he says he will go to the trailer and talk to Octavius Zloy.
Devora shakes her head and tells him that talking will not do. She tells him that Octavius Zloy only understands violence, and so if Mikhail wants to help her he must go into that trailer where the bad man is sleeping and knock his brains out with whatever is at hand.
Then, she says, she can be rid of him. The world can be rid of him. And she will be free. But, she says, he has vowed to kill her when he wakes up…so what shall happen next?
And she presses her head against Mikhail’s shoulder and cries a little bit, until Mikhail stands up, his face grim and his lips tight. He puts on his clothes and says he will go and talk to Octavius Zloy.
This time, Devora does not speak.
Mikhail says he will return and, without a weapon but his own slim frame and fists, he strides out of the tent on his urgent mission.
Devora waits for awhile.
Then she puts on her drab gray dress, made ugly with the patches that hold it together, and she looks with contempt at the blue dress the traitor has brought her.
He will learn a lesson tonight, she thinks. The lesson will be: do not stand and let Zolli take your hand, when you belong to me. Do not smile and laugh and talk with Zolli, the little bitch, and think that I don’t see what you’re doing. I could put a knife into Zolli’s heart and twist it a hundred times, but instead I will stab you in the heart with a blade called Octavius Zloy.
Yes, she thinks. Her eyes are slitted, her face crimped with ugly rage because her jealousy is and always has been a crippling disease. Go talk to him. He will be awake by now. Go talk to his fists, because I have told him you steal things and beware that you come to steal the moneybox in the dark of night.
I will survive as I always have, she thinks. I will take my blows from him, because I know that when he beats me it is out of the purest love and sweetest possession.
She knows that the boy and Zolli have been here, right here, in this same place. She knows that they must have laughed at her stupidity, for letting herself believe that the boy cared only for her.
No one cares for her but Octavius Zloy.
He has told her so himself.
Devora stands up and leaves the tent, and she walks slowly and gracefully, as if in a dream, back the way she has come, back along the dark and moonshadowed Great White Way, back to the gypsy trailer where by now her husband has delivered justice to a very evil boy.
As the saying goes: A stranger’s soul is like a dark forest.
And Devora is very certain the strange boy carries within him an unknown wilderness. But it is not one that any other woman in this circus will share, and for sure it will not be the simpering and smiling and oh-so-pretty Zolli.
The trailer’s door is open. Wide open. There is only blackness within.
Devora goes up the steps and then inside. She speaks softly, calling for her husband. She hears breathing in the dark. It is a harsh rushing of breath. She smells the caged wolf on her skin. She spends a few seconds fumbling for matches and the candle on the table near the door, as she continues to call for her husband. He should be right there, the bed is right in front of her. The match flares and the candle’s wick is lighted and she holds the flame out and then she sees the blood.
Well, she thinks, justice has been delivered. Perhaps too harshly, but still…
And she smiles a little, not thinking yet of what she’s going to say to her husband to explain where she’s been, except out walking in the moonlight as she sometimes tells him when he is contrite and weeps like a little child after he awakens.
Then by the candlelight she sees the red mass on the floor at her feet and in it is something that might be a beefy arm torn from its socket, and there a leg with a massive thigh clawed to the crimson muscle and white bone.
On the floor are blood-spattered clothes. She has seen those clothes tonight. She has removed those clothes tonight.
She calls in a weak and trembling whisper for Octavius Zloy, her husband and her protector, the tyrant of her heart.
The candlelight finds a head upon the bloody planks. It has a slab of a chin and small eyes and bears an expression of open-mouthed wonder and horror. On the end of an arm that has an elbow but no shoulder is a clenched fist, the scarred knuckles already turning blue.
Devora is about to scream when something shifts just beyond the range of the light.
He speaks from the dark. What he says she can’t understand, because it sounds like a growl. It sounds like an animal’s rage put to nearly-human voice. Then he speaks again and this time his voice is almost his own.
“You’re free,” he says.
And he repeats it: “You’re free.”
Devora shakes her head and spittle drools from her mouth. Because she doesn’t want to be free. She doesn’t know how to be free. She knows only that he beats her because he loves loves loves her so very much. He wants her to be the perfect wife for a great man like himself. And the film that is to be based on his life…she was to star in it also, and they would be stars together on the cinema screen, and both of them so uncommon the dolts and whores in her village couldn’t stand to look upon the savage sun of their faces. He had promised about the film. Just as soon as he raised enough money.
Then all life would be pleasure, and so many people would be jealous. But now…now…
A hand moves into the light, reaching for her. It is not quite human, and seems alive with moving, shifting bands of hair.
“I love you,” the boy whispers.
A word comes from Devora’s bruised lips.
That word is Murder.
She speaks it again, louder: Murder.
And now her eyes widen into terrified circles and she lets the scream go that will awaken the entire village of the circus and have the first of them here within seconds: Murder.
A figure leaps from the darkness. It is strangely-shaped, glimpsed from a nightmare. As Devora staggers backward, the figure throws itself into the bolted window shutter and crashes through. Devora screams Murder again but now she is alone in the trailer with the torn meat, broken bones and smeared guts of a wrestler.
They take her away to a place to sleep, but she cannot sleep and they cannot get the extinguished candle out of her hand. She lies in the bed with her eyes open and stares at the ceiling, and she doesn’t respond when Lady Tatiana and her daughter Zolli, both of them so kind to everyone, come to sit at her bedside. It is soon clear to all that Devora has embarked on a journey that has no destination.
The hunt for a murderer goes out across the countryside, but the boy has vanished. How the boy did what he did, to a formidable man like Octavius Zloy, is a mystery with no solution. Why did the boy take off his clothes? And another very odd thing: why did the boy leave a puddle of piss on the trailer’s floor? It would be talked about in the village of the circus, and under the glowing bulbs of the Great White Way, for the rest of this dwindling season and surely into the next, as well.
But, as with everything, life—and the show—must go on.
Over several bottles of vodka and with men sitting around a table in the last twilight of August, old white-bearded Gromelko sums it up best.
Beware the quiet ones, he says. Beware the ones who would rather live with animals than in the company of humans.
For as the saying goes: Make a friend of the wolf, but better keep your axe ready.



The Man From London

 
The man from London, who today had journeyed by horse-drawn sleigh from a small Russian town called Pruzhany, wore dark glasses. Without them, the glare of the afternoon sun on the great wide landscape of snow was blinding. The man from London was careful with his eyes. Covered up with coarse blankets, he sat in the back of the sleigh while his driver cracked the whip on the struggling horses. He wore a brown mink cap with ear flaps. The man from London today went by the name of William Bartlett. Yesterday, in Minsk, his name had been Keith Suddings, and it was while wearing that name that he’d shot his target through the right temple in room 53 of the Hotel Fortitude.
Last night the train had brought him to Pruzhany, and today the sleigh would take him to another place. He was a relaxed man. He was a cool, collected and calm Englisher. But there were times today he had looked back over his shoulder across the sea of snow, his pale blue eyes slightly worried behind the dark lenses. He knew there were always trains running from Minsk to Pruzhany, and if he had not undertaken to visit this drear little hamlet he was approaching he would already be in Warsaw by now, having a cup of what the Poles called tea and sending a coded telegram through the proper channels. But he was the chosen boy for this job, so that was that. And anyway, all the loose ends were tied up. Weren’t they? He tapped the fingers of a gloved hand on the knee of his gray corduroy trousers. He was wearing several layers of clothing beneath a fleece-lined overcoat, because even the bright sun in a Russian winter felt frigid. Or maybe, he considered, it was just him.
Revenge, of course, was a dish best eaten cold. He hadn’t really known the man he’d executed in room 53 of the Hotel Fortitude, but he was the boy chosen for the job, chosen to carry out the revenge that some unknown other man desired, and now the desire for revenge would probably flip to the other side, and that was that.
The man from London was a thirty-six-year-old boy, Oxford-educated and wise to the ways of the dirty little world in which he found himself on this sunny Russian afternoon. It was the eleventh of February, 1928. In Germany the pain of the Great Depression was cracking the old order of things, and an ambitious man named Hitler had imposed himself as leader of a secret society with the trappings of medieval militarism.
In Russia the equally ambitious Stalin had just inaugurated his first Five-Year-Plan to advance industry while underhandedly manipulating the peasants and the military. In Britain, cannabis had just become a controlled substance.
But the British lions were awake. In fact, they never slept. In the backrooms under the small intense lights directed to the tables of maps and radio signal transcripts, the hale and hearty fellows from such stellar universities as Oxford, Cambridge, Leeds, Manchester and Birmingham made their deductions and decisions, and perhaps over time they would lose their hale and hearty demeanors and become more solitary and sallow, but that was the job.
Someone had to do it.
The man from London looked back once more over his shoulder, at all the snow and sky behind him. He was trying to summon up a Russian proverb. What was it? Oh, yes.
The past is a different country.
“How far now?” he asked the driver, in his meticulous and careful use of the Russian tongue. His answer was a shrug; you couldn’t rush these oxen-like people.
It was very interesting, the man from London thought, how the merry sound of sleighbells could over time drive a man nearly mad.
But at last the driver said, “We are here,” around his cigarette, though the cluster of wooden houses were still a thousand meters away across the flat white plain. As the sleigh closed the distance with its horrendously-jingling bells, the man from London could see stone ruins atop a small hill overlooking the village.
That was the point of his interest.
A few people emerged from their houses to watch the sleigh approach. They were bundled up in the tattered and patched coats of poverty. They stood like scarecrows in the wind. One of them, a small child, lifted a hand in greeting and the man from London cheerfully waved back because he knew it was important to make a good first impression.
Then he shifted a little in his seat, because the compact one-shot assassin’s pistol under his coat and three sweaters was pressing into his side.
A large bull of a man emerged from one of the houses and approached the sleigh as if he owned this particular piece of snow-covered earth, which he probably did.
The sleigh’s driver recognized authority and put his muscles into the reins; the two horses stopped walking and blew gouts of steam. The bull-man, wearing brown britches and a heavy red sweater, came forward like a force of nature and was flanked by two other men who matched his stride but not his size. The bull-man had a bald head, a thick gray mustache and beard, huge gray eyebrows and gold rings in both ears. His boots crunched through the snow until he reached the sleigh’s side.
“Hello,” said the man from London in the native language, his cheerful smile wide and his square white teeth ablaze with good intentions.
“Who the fuck are you and what are you wanting here?” came back like a cannon’s blast.
Obviously the village chief, thought the man from London. Which was saying that maybe this gentleman owned more cattle or pigs than the others, or maybe he had the biggest gun or the biggest dick.
“My name is William Bartlett. I’m—”
“English?” It was spoken with incredulity. Other people were pressing forward now. The houses were emptying their peasant owners. The Russian-spoken English went around like a hushed echo.
“Yes, I am,” said the man from London. “May I step out?” He decided to add, “I’ve come a very long way.”
The chief only glared. A small wizened woman who had eased up beside the bull-man gave him an elbow shot to the ribs. “Step out,” came the reply, with a small wince of pain.
“Ah, thank you.” The man from London put his boots into the snow and hauled himself free from the treacherous seat and smelly blankets. He stood six feet three inches tall and towered over the Russian heads. He was lean and broad-shouldered and gave the sensation of coiled power, for in his youth he’d been a champion boxer and such hard training and arduous experience never fully faded. Further evidence was his many-times broken and craggy nose, but he’d always given worse than he got. “May we go into your house, sir?” he politely asked the chief.
“I asked what you wanted here.”
“Yes, so you did.” The man from London removed his sunglasses to reveal the blue eyes that were as pale and sharp and cutting, if need be, as Imperial daggers. He paused to let them scratch the bull-man’s surface. “But I didn’t answer, did I?”
The moment hung between jeopardy and violence.
But the man from London knew the Russian mind. Perhaps bull-like, yes, but also holding the curiosity of a child. And very respectful of courage, that was certainly true.
The chief’s mouth seemed to tilt to one side. His eyes narrowed.
“Come on, Bartlett,” he said, speaking the name as if he’d spat it, and he led the path to his house a short distance away.
A fire was crackling. The window shutters kept out much of the cold. The furniture was table, chairs, and foot-stool in the front room. Before the man from London had removed his coat, he had a brown mug of tea in his hand from the wizened old woman. He drank it down steaming hot to warm his innards, then he took off his coat and hat and let them see the silvery-blonde hair and chiselled profile of an Englishman with Viking blood in his veins. His jaw was square, his forehead high enough to house a brain full of facts these people could never comprehend, and across his cheeks and the crooked bridge of his battered nose lay a scatter of freckles that made him appear perpetually boyish and drove women absolutely nutsy.
“Fine tea,” he commented, though it was not so much tea as it was tree bark.
“You’re a fine shit thrower,” said the chief, who sat down in the best chair and hooked the foot-stool toward him with a haughty boot.
“I am that,” agreed the man from London, with a placid smile. “But you have to know why I’m here. You’re not stupid, are you?”
“Not stupid.”
“All right, then. I understand he lives in the ruins.”
“The church,” said the chief. “It is our village church.”
“The ruins of a church,” the man from London corrected. “He lives there, yes?”
“Maybe.”
“He lives there. Yes,” said the man from London, with a firm nod. He thought of sitting down, but the other chairs looked none-too-steady and to fall on his bum before the chief and the watchful old woman would do nothing for the balance of power in this room.
The chief stared up at him with something near pleading in his small black eyes.
“What do you want with him? Huh? What does an Englishman want with him, to come so far?”
“I want to speak with him. I understand he speaks English.”
The chief peered steadily into the fire.
“I know he’s wanted for murder. I know it’s just a matter of time before they find him.”
“They won’t find him. We hide him.”
“Not very well,” said the man from London. And added: “Obviously.”
“Don’t make airs with big words,” the chief warned, his face clouding over. “That last Englishman who came…he made airs with big words, too. Him with his camera and all his little geegaws. Oh.” The chief’s mouth hung open for a few seconds, and then it slowly closed. He smiled thinly. “I see. That Englishman…the newspaper writer…he told someone, is that it?”
“He told the man who told the man who sent me. So…you’re correct.”
“And us trying to help a poor English newspaper writer fix his broken-down wagon,” the chief said, with a fearsome scowl that turned into a sad half-smile. “We said we’d do the work for a few coins and he could stay the night. Then he saw something, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he did.” That had been back in October. The English journalist was in actuality a member of the British secret service on a piddling errand involving the movement across the Polish border of a few document photographs. Minor, busy-work stuff…but then the tale he’d brought back from this village on the raw and windswept frontier…much more interesting than armored-car blueprints. Therefore, while the man from London was in Minsk killing a Russian double-agent he did not know, and was so close to this little village, it might be worth the extra small trip.
The bald-headed bull-man said nothing for awhile. Then, spoken quietly: “He catches food for us. He feeds the whole village. He’s a very good young man. But…troubled.”
“Yes, being wanted for murder is troublesome.” The field agent had brought back that information as well, gleaned from a young girl in the village who had heard it from the murderer himself. Such girls gave up quite a lot of information for a pair of silk stockings or a box of chocolates.
“Not just that. Troubled. Here.” A hand pressed against a Russian heart. “Deep.”
“Hm,” said the man from London: an emotionless comment. “The story I’ve heard is a little bit difficult to believe, you know.”
“Believe or not.” This was delivered with a shrug. “What does it matter to you, anyway? I’m telling you he catches food for us, even in the snow. The rabbits have no thought of getting away. He brings down caribou…the wild boar…the stag…everything that moves in that forest over the hill. So believe or not, what does it matter to you?”
“It matters. Or, that is to say, it might matter. I’d like to speak with him.”
“He doesn’t accept visitors.”
“I’d like to find that out for myself.”
The chief abruptly stood up and advanced on the man from London, who held his ground as if rooted to the boards. A bulbous nose pressed up close to an Adam’s apple. “This is my village. You don’t come in here and tell me, I tell you. Now…I don’t know what he is, and I have never seen what some people think he is…but I am telling you, Mr. Englishman, that he belongs to us and he will not be leaving here with the likes of you.”
“And I can’t leave here without speaking to him.” The voice was calm, collected, cool. But the icy blue daggers were very sharp. “I won’t leave without speaking to him.” He offered a boyish smile, his specialty. “Let’s don’t be unpleasant, when it’s so terribly unnecessary. All right?”
“Show him,” croaked the wizened old woman. “He talks a storm of manure.”
“Well put, madam. I think this whole tale is a storm of manure.” He daggered into the bull-man’s eyes. “Show me.”
On the way through the village toward the ruins on the hill, a group of people got around them and followed. It was evident where the Englishman was headed. Suddenly a girl of about sixteen with warm brown eyes and curly golden hair beneath her woolen cap plucked at the man from London’s coat sleeve.
“Tell him Nena forgives him,” she implored. “He won’t speak to me anymore, but won’t you tell him?”
“I will,” the man from London promised. He saw that the girl’s right hand was heavily bandaged.
The group of people fell back and stood watching. The bull-man took his charge up almost to the ruins and then he too stopped and held his position. The man from London continued on alone, climbing up snow-covered stone steps to the onion-domed shell of what remained.
He entered the cold shadows, and listened to the silence.
Stairs led down. He followed them. The light that lived in this stone chamber was blue, and he could smell woodsmoke. He went on, into deeper blue. His boots clattered on the floor. Noise enough to wake anything that could chase down a caribou. He paused for a moment, because suddenly he was not so calm, cool and collected. He could see a small fire burning beyond an archway. Not much more than a bundle of sticks and brush, it appeared to be.
His heart was beating harder.
“Hello?” he tried. There was no answer. He decided to use his English. “Hello? Can I come in?”
Still, nothing. He could hear the fire pop and crack. He saw shadows scrawled upon the walls.
“Anyone here?” he asked, in the King’s tongue.
“You are here,” came the quiet reply, also in English, from beyond the archway. It carried a faint, menacing echo. “But you shouldn’t be. I wouldn’t be here, if I were you.”
The man from London cleared his throat. “Nena says she forgives you.”
There followed only the sound of the small fire burning.
“I’m from London,” said the man. “Originally, I mean. Today I came from Pruzhany. My name is William Bartlett.”
Again, there was no reply for a few seconds, and then the voice asked, “Is that your real name?”
It seemed the right time to be truthful. “No. My real name is Valentine Vivian.”
“Oh. Well, then…I understand the need for an alias.”
“Actually, my name helped toughen me. I had to be tough, with a name like that. I had to learn to be quick and sharp. To think fast on my feet.” He began to walk casually toward the archway. “You should see my father. His name is Mildred.”
“Stop,” said the voice, and Valentine Vivian immediately obeyed.
“I’d really like to see you,” Vivian offered. His throat was tight. “Won’t you let me come in?”
A few seconds passed, during which Vivian wondered if the young man—if the young man was really so special—could hear his heartbeat.
“Come in,” said the voice.
Vivian entered the chamber.
The fire was indeed small and made up of little broken branches. Several skeletons of rabbits lay about. There was a jug of something, probably water. The young man did his business over in a far corner, and the smell wasn’t very pleasant. Curled up in the opposite corner, close to the fire, was a bundle of dirty rags. Vivian saw a human shape in them. He saw dirty legs, dirty hands, a dirty mass of black hair and the smallest section of face with an eye peering out at him. The eye was bright and startlingly green. Its intensity made Valentine Vivian stop at the center of the room, because for all his experience and intelligence and bravado he was no damned fool.
“May I ask your name?” Vivian inquired, keeping his voice light.
“Mikhail.”
“Family name?”
It was a long time coming. Then: “Gallatinov.”
“How old are you?”
“How old are you?” came back at him.
“Old,” said Vivian. He tried for a smile that refused to stick. “Actually, I’m Major Valentine Vivian.”
“British Army?”
“In a manner of speaking. And may I ask how you speak English so well?”
“I had an excellent teacher,” Mikhail replied.
“Yes, you did.” Vivian knelt down on the floor. A small skull lay next to his right boot. A rat’s skull, perhaps? The young man was not a picky eater. “You never told me your age.”
“Old enough,” the mouth behind the dirty rags said. And then decided to say, “Seventeen.”
“And your birthday is when?”
There was a long pause of deliberation, or perhaps an attempt to jog a distant memory. “March. The seventh day.”
“Well,” said Vivian, “now we’re getting somewhere.”
The rags shifted and two green eyes stared at the major. “Are we? Getting where?”
Vivian eased himself down to a sitting position. He was always aware of where the pistol was and how fast he could get to it. “I understand,” the major said carefully, “that you have a very unique…” What would be the correct word here? “Gift,” he said.
“Gift,” Mikhail repeated, hollowly. 
“I’m just saying what I’ve been told. The details are sketchy. But I understand you are a…um…dedicated hunter?”
“I’m dedicated to not starving. Or letting my friends starve.”
“Yes, quite so. And admirable, too. Oh…by the way, I know about the murder. That incident…was it last summer? Something to do with a wrestler in a circus?”
Silence from the bundle of rags.
“Could I ask…just a favor, you see. A small favor.” Vivian’s smile blinked on and off. “If you can. Really, anything you can. But…would you show me…something?”
“This,” said Mikhail, “is not the circus.”
“Of course not. No offense intended. But…really, I’ve been asked to come here and see you…talk to you…get a sense of who you are.” Or what you are, he nearly said.
“You were seen…last October…in…how shall I put this? Oh, dear. You were seen…supposedly…changing your form,” said Vivian. His smile this time was very tight. “The man who witnessed this does not drink. He is not given to visions of fantasy. He is what we call a drone. Drones do not embellish nor do they otherwise distort. They observe and they report. So…you see…we’re a bit curious about this.”
“We?” An eyebrow lifted. “We who?”
“Oh, pardon me for not giving a complete introduction. I’m a major in the British Army, yes, but I am a fulltime field operative for the British Secret Service. Special Operations Branch. Which brings me to why I’m here. You see…I’m recruiting.”
The body shifted a little under the rags, but there was no comment.
“Recruiting special branch operatives,” Vivian continued. “We were wondering…if you were so inclined, and you were to show an interest and be educated, then…ah, but first I have to be shown something.”
“Shown what?”
“Something amazing,” said Vivian. He waited. Nothing happened.
“I’m Russian,” Mikhail said, behind the rags. “Why would I want to leave Russia and go to England?”
Valentine Vivian drew his knees up to his chin. His eyes sparkled in the low firelight. “I can make you,” he said, “into a citizen of the world. You could walk as a man in any country on earth. Walk as a gentleman. You could walk with honor and grace. You would have a purpose, Mikhail…do you mind if I call you Mikhail?”
Did the rags shrug? Maybe.
“You would be trained and educated and fashioned into a…a very unique weapon, Mikhail. A very unique tool, if you will. You know there are great changes coming in this world, don’t you? Well, you would be there to see them happen, and you would be there to make a difference in their happening. To prevent them from happening, if that’s what was called for.
“Now…if you wish to stay in this little fire-lit hole in Russia,” Vivian went on, “that would be your future. Feeding these villagers…it’s very noble, but it’s not much of a future. I can tell you that if you show me something, and I am amazed by what I witness, and you leave with me today for Warsaw—and I can get us across the border tonight, no doubt—then I am authorized to pay these villagers of yours enough money to rebuild this church many times over and buy an armored car or two to protect it. Then your future would be out there, in the world.” Vivian let that hang for a few seconds. “I believe you’re a very intelligent and capable young man. Whether you’re what we’re looking for is yet to be seen. But I can tell you—and you already know—that if you stay in this country it will eat you alive. If you come to England with me, and you have the right ability, you will have the chance to become one of the greatest hunters who ever lived. Is that a challenge you have any interest in taking?”
Mikhail was silent and motionless.
There is nothing here, Vivian suddenly thought. There is only a young man in rags, curled up on the floor. But how could the drone have been so wrong?
“Shakespeare’s country,” Vivian heard Mikhail say quietly. “The blessed plot. Someone told me that. He was a great man. He was…” Something came up and choked him. “I feel…alone,” he said, but now his voice was under firm control. “Did you know…that Nena used to come visit me…and bring me wild berries? Did you know that one day…she was feeding them to me…and I licked her fingers…and then…something came over me…a terrible thing…and I bit off the first joint of the little finger on her right hand?”
Mikhail lowered the rags enough for Vivian to see his full, gaunt and haunted face. The green eyes glowed like spirit lamps.



“And I crunched it between my teeth,” Mikhail breathed, “and I swallowed it.”
Neither man said anything for awhile. Then Valentine Vivian stood up from the floor, more carefully than he’d planned, and he said, “But she forgives you.”
“I don’t forgive myself,” said the young man. “I hurt her. I will never forgive myself.”
“Then show me something,” Vivian told him, nearly begging. “Show me! If you show me, we can walk out of here together, and you can work to make sure many, many people in this world are not hurt, and that those who are hurt find justice. Show me.” 
Moving slowly and deliberately, Mikhail pulled the rags over his face and he was gone from sight.
Vivian sighed. What a waste of time this had been! A certain journalist was going to get his ass scorched over a bed of charcoals. Damn, and now back to the jingle bells!
He needed to get out of this stinking hole. Out of this ruin. Out of this village. Out of this country.
At the archway, Vivian looked back at the motionless bundle.
He said, “Goodbye…” And decided to use the English name: “Michael.”
He walked out through the blue light and ascended the stairs, and halfway up he heard the engines.
He could see them coming across the snowscape. He knew who they were coming for.
There were three of them. Three white-painted aerosans with red stars on the sides. They were wooden, box-shaped contraptions meant to carry three or four men in each enclosed cockpit. They travelled on four large, pontoon-like skis. On the rear of the vehicles were aircraft engines and a single pusher propeller shoving the aerosans forward at about seventy kilometers an hour. Behind them spun banners of snow. Atop each aerosan a soldier sat in a hatch manning a bolted-down machine gun on a swivel. The vehicles were almost to the village, and already the sleigh horses were panicked and running and all the driver could do was hang on. The aerosans came on with a noise like hornets from Hell.
Oh my God, Vivian thought. Obviously all the loose ends had not been tied up after all. But still…he might be able to talk his way out of this. His charm knew no limits. He straightened his overcoat and walked down through the village to meet the aerosans as if taking a Sunday stroll in Piccadilly. But as the machines slid to a halt, the engines wound down and the exit doors were unbolted from within, Vivian suddenly found himself looking at the barrel of a Nagant revolver aimed at his stomach.
“Valentine, my good friend!” said Varga Raznakov. He was wearing a black overcoat and a gray fur cap. He smiled, but it was an ugly smile. He had a long horse-like face with a thin nose and a small trim mustache that almost looked pencilled on. “What ever are you doing in this little piece of shit?” He fired a quick dark and mocking glance at the bull-man, who stood among a knot of other villagers. “Huh?” he asked Vivian, and he walked up to the major and pressed the barrel of his gun against the man’s throat. “Talk to me!”
At the same time, two soldiers from one of the aerosans began to frisk the major.
They found the single-shot pistol and removed it, giving it to Raznakov.
“This is a beautiful thing!” Raznakov said. His left eye had begun to twitch just a fraction, a sign of his agitation. A dangerous sign, Vivian thought. He had known this old and respected enemy long enough to recognize the sign of impending murder. “Is this what you used at the Hotel Fortitude? Really, Valentine! Are you slipping? Drinking too much? Pursuing too much of the lady’s kitty? Did you not know you were being followed all the time you were in Minsk? Did you think I’d not know you were there? Not that we care about the wretch you killed—he was worthless—but if it meant getting you, my fine English asshole, then that is a golden trophy!” He pushed the revolver’s barrel hard enough into Vivian’s left cheek to leave a ring. “Okay, then! Let’s go!”
“I think I’d rather stay here, if you don’t mind,” said Vivian. “I don’t think you’ll kill me in front of all these—”
Varga Raznakov turned smoothly and fired a bullet into the bull-man’s bald skull. The village chief toppled into the red-spattered snow. The wizened old woman screamed and fell to her knees at the man’s side.
“Witnesses?” Raznakov asked. “You know I won’t kill you here, Valentine. We have much to talk about first. But all these peasants in this little shit of a town…who are they to me? Now come along like a good boy, or I’ll have to waste another bullet on a feeble brain.”
When Vivivan hesitated, Raznakov turned his pistol on the young blonde girl with the bandaged hand. She shrank back and her mother shrieked, but a soldier stepped forward to grasp the girl’s shoulders.
“Don’t,” the major said. He held his hands palm out. “I’ll come with you.”
“Yes, you will!” Raznakov agreed, and motioned toward the aerosans with his gun.
The soldiers returned to their vehicles. The machine guns were manned and the safeties clicked off. The drivers took their places. Raznakov sat behind Vivian with the gun ready. The engines were started with a burst of noise and black smoke, the propellers began to turn faster and faster and then one by one the aerosans shot forward, gaining speed as they were guided again on their pontoon skis to the east.
The noise was terrific. Wind whipped through the compartments from the open hatches. Vivian tried to close his eyes and think, but he knew he was done for. No way to even get a message out. Back in London they wouldn’t know how he died. Missing In
Action would be on his dossier. But maybe they wouldn’t kill him. After he was beaten for the information they wanted, maybe he would go to a jail cell. Oh, a filthy vermin-infested Russian jail cell would be a fine end to a man like himself! He thought he would prefer to be—
The soldier up in the hatch began firing his machine gun, two short bursts.
“What the hell are you shooting at?” Raznakov shouted.
The soldier looked down. He had a fleshy, thick-cheeked face and cruel blue eyes.
“There’s a black wolf coming up fast on the right side!” he shouted back.
Valentine Vivian sat up straighter. He leaned over toward a viewslit, and there he saw the beast approaching.
It was not a large animal. It was a little on the thin side, a little shaggy, but the damned thing could move.
The soldier began firing again. Vivian saw the wolf veer to one side and leap across the snow as bullets marched along its previous path. Then it righted itself and came on faster, and now Vivian could see that it had luminous green eyes.
He couldn’t help himself.
He shouted it: “Oh, Jesus!”
The gunner in one of the other aerosans started firing. It was all great sport. Bullets zigzagged along the snow, but the wolf had already zagzigged. The third aerosan’s machine gunner began shooting, squeezing off long and deadly bursts. Vivian saw snow spray fly into the wolf’s face. God, that had been close! The animal put its head down, veered away, and headed straight for the aerosan that carried the eager gunner. Then…the amazing thing happened.
As Vivian watched, his heart hammering, the black wolf streaked across the snow on a diagonal to intersect the third aerosan. It bounded toward one of the pontoon skis, and when it clambered against the vehicle’s wooden side and gripped hold of a viewslit it had fingers instead of claws.
Within seconds, the black animal shape had become the white naked body of a seventeen-year-old boy. “Oh my Christ! My Christ!” the gunner in Vivian’s aerosan shouted raggedly, proving that a Communist who saw a lycanthrope—because that was the proper word—immediately regained his castaway religion.
The first aerosan, in the lead, turned to the right and made a wild circle. Vivian reasoned they too, had seen this awesome miracle. But Mikhail Gallatinov was now climbing up the side of the third aerosan, and when he got up on the top at the gunner’s hatch he hit the astounded and dumb-struck soldier in the face so hard the teeth flew out like river pebbles. The soldier slid back in, and then as the aerosan careened across the snow Vivian’s jaw dropped again as the white body rippled with bands of black hair, the spine contorted, the skull changed, a tail burst free and twitched like a rudder and the wolf leaped down into the passenger and driver’s compartment.
Within seconds, the exit door crashed open and three men came flying out. The aerosan turned to the left and headed to intersect the vehicle carrying Vivian and Raznakov. The major realized Gallatinov must be manning the wheel, and the lycanthrope’s intent was to ram.
“Shoot it!” Raznakov screamed. “Shoot the thing!”
The machine gunner started firing. Bullets slashed across the snow and holes pocked the aerosan’s side. It was then that Vivian decided he could sit still no longer; he twisted around in the narrow compartment, grabbed Raznakov’s gun wrist and jabbed for the man’s eyes with the outstretched fingers of his other hand. Blinded, Raznakov got off a shot that scorched past Vivian’s side and put a hole through the aerosan’s roof. Then Vivian headbutted the bastard, and though it was neither cricket nor gentlemanly the move was successful because Raznaskov’s thin nose exploded and suddenly Major Vivian had the pistol.
The first aerosan’s gunner got off burst after burst at the vehicle Mikhail was piloting. Splinters flew into the air. The bullets hissed past Mikhail’s face, his shoulders and chest as he twisted the wheel back and forth. Then, at the same time as Vivian put the pistol against the chest of Varga Raznakov and shot him somewhere north of the heart, Mikhail left his wheel, climbed through the hatch and swivelled the machine gun to take aim at the aerosan that roared down his throat. He fired two bursts not at the gunner but at the front of the vehicle where the driver sat, and then he jumped.
And as he jumped, he once again summoned the pain and the power.
The two aerosans, both runaways, slammed together. Wood crashed and crumpled. One of the huge propellers flew, still spinning, into the air. Gasoline and oil ignited on a spark. First one aerosan exploded and then the second blew, and the one with the remaining prop began to spin around and around in a mad circle throwing flaming fluids in all directions. Burning men rolled frantically in the snow.
The black wolf took quick note of the carnage and then sped toward the last aerosan.
Within it, Major Valentine Vivian had taken charge. He saw the gunner squaring aim at the wolf that bounded ever closer, and with no hesitation he fired into the man’s groin. That caused all machine gunning to cease. The gunner crawled out, leaving a bloody trail, and flung himself off the top of the aerosan into the snow where he thrashed in agony. The wolf passed him, close enough to touch, and then went on.
Then there was only the driver.
Vivian pressed the pistol against the man’s head and shouted, “Stop this damned thing!”
The driver, a sensible and long-suffering soldier with a wife and six children, decided he did wish to live. He cut the engine and guided the aerosan to a halt.
A moment or so later, a naked young man walked up alongside the vehicle and peered through a viewslit. Mikhail Gallatinov wasn’t even breathing hard.
Vivian couldn’t speak for awhile. But someone had to speak, eventually. “You!” he told the driver. “Get out and take off your clothes!” Then, to Mikhail: “For God’s sake, cover yourself! We don’t do things like this in London!” Vivian dragged Raznakov’s body out to lighten the load. When Mikhail was dressed in the uniform, which was far too big for him but would have to do, he entered the aerosan through the door and took a seat. The naked driver, induced by pistol, started the aircraft engine again. The prop began to spin faster and faster.
“Are you all right?” Vivian asked the young man, as the aerosan turned toward the west and gained speed.
Mikhail nodded, but his eyes were hollow and his face grim.
“Listen to me,” Vivian said. What he wanted to say tangled up in his mind and in his mouth, and he had to wait for his English composure to return to him as best it could. “You are a miracle.” His voice cracked. “Do you understand that? You are…very, very fortunate.”
“Am I?” Mikhail asked. “I hope you’re correct. But I suppose we’ll find out, won’t we?”
Vivian couldn’t help it. He put his hand on the young man’s shoulder and gave him a fatherly pat. Or maybe it was a pat one might give an exceptional animal.
A stop must be made first, to arrange the delivery of gold coins to a village in Russia where the ruins of a church sat atop a hill. After that, the aerosan would be crossing the border into Poland. Once there, the driver would be thrown out, naked and wiser to the ways of things he could never understand and that no amount of babbling could ever explain.
Then the two men would be going home, to the land of Shakespeare. To the land of the blessed plot.
To the land where stands the city of London.
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One
At Work By Midnight

 
He was a gentleman in search of a good piece of meat.
He was out for enjoyment this evening, strolling casually through the charming streets of Danzig, a busy harbor city on the coast of the Baltic Sea. It had once been known as Gdansk and was originally part of Poland, had a complicated political history between the rulership of Poland and Germany and was now, in this month of April in the year 1938, known as a “free city” with its own national anthem, constitution, government and even its own stamps and currency apart from the Polish standard. The population was ninety-eight percent German, and this was also reflected in its language.
As he walked along what was locally known as the Royal Road—so named because it was the procession path of visiting kings—he passed sights like Neptune’s Fountain at the center of the Long Market and the Golden Gate with its statues symbolizing Peace, Freedom, Wealth and Fame.
He enjoyed peace, he relished freedom, he didn’t really need wealth nor did he desire fame. But tonight he had to find the perfect chateaubriand.
The clerk at the very expensive Hotel Goldene Eiche had given him the name of the Restaurant Maximillian. Too far to walk? Not at all. Three miles was a nice stroll and the evening was cool, the city was lighting itself up for the night and there was a certain excitation de la vie in the air. So he’d set out, dressed in a dark blue Saville Row suit with a crisp white shirt and a plain-spoken black tie, neither walking too slowly nor striding too fast, for he always took pleasure in every moment.
He was twenty-eight years old and as fit, probably, as he would ever be. He was a large man, standing six-feet-two with a broad chest, narrow hips and long, lean legs. He had the look and smooth motion of a track-and-field athlete. He wore his thick black hair closely-trimmed, and from his darkly-handsome and rugged face his intense green eyes inspected the street-scenes he passed with genuine interest, consideration for the cast of characters involved, and not a little flash of humor at the chaos of what was called ‘civilization’.
His eyes also did not fail to note the bright red posters on some of the street corners proclaiming the future of the Nazi Party as the future of Germany.
But this was an evening for a good steak, a glass of wine and possibly some music later on. He did have a schedule, though. He had to be at work by midnight.
In the oak-walled quiet of the Restaurant Maximillian, he spoke German in ordering his chateaubriand rare and was informed by the waiter that it served two persons. The diner’s response was that he wouldn’t be eating quality steak for awhile, so please bring it on along with a bottle of Cabernet, waiter’s choice.
Sehr gut, sir.
The coat-check girl, a very willowy redhead with bee-stung lips, wandered over as he was drinking his initial glass of wine and engaged him in light conversation about was this his first time at the restaurant, where was he from, and so forth. It got to the point where she said she was free this evening after ten o’clock, and if he wished to come back for her she could show him a hot music club that would make him, as she put it, “itchy”.
He smiled and said thank you, but he had to be at work by midnight. What kind of work? she asked, a little dark of disappointment in her eyes.
He told her he was in the nautical trade, and then he wished her a pleasant evening and she went away.
After a leisurely dinner, he continued his stroll. Around the corner he discovered a tavern of orange-painted bricks that had been in operation, more or less, since 1788. In the dark-timbered, slightly-musty but quite pleasant confines he ordered from the barmaid a Tyskie pale lager. She was a personable and angelic-looking young woman with curly blond hair and eyes nearly the color of the lager. Her globes were absolutely huge north of her equator, and she didn’t mind making sure he got many good looks at the way they threatened to burst from her ribboned bodice. Then she leaned in close, smelling of peppermint and peaches, and confided in him that she thought all men were babies at heart, and that what all men truly—truly—desired was a nice pacifier to put into their mouths and suck on to their heart’s content. And what did he think about that? she asked with her red lips twisted to one side.
He said he didn’t really have an opinion on that subject, because he had to be at work by midnight.
What was his job? she asked, as she toyed with one of her ribbons.
The nautical trade, he told her, and then he finished his Tyskie and left.
The night was moving on. So was he. Two streets over, he entered a dimly-lit but well-attended music club and sat at a table to listen to a trio playing piano, muted trumpet and drums. He ordered a glass of ginger ale. He took the music in while staring at the twinkling multicolored lights that clung to the ceiling. After the third song he noted a man in a gray suit get up from a nearby table he shared with a woman and head toward an alcove on the far side of the bandstand. When the man had gone from the room, the woman got up from her seat and came directly and purposefully to his own table.
 She was sleek and black-haired and wore a black dress that she’d been poured into. She wore a fashionable hat with a little fluff of lace descending over her forehead and left eye. She stared at him with her sea-green eyes as if she’d been searching for a good piece of meat, and here it was.
She asked him if he would be gentleman enough to save her from a very poor specimen of mankind, and while her escort was gone to the restroom she would be pleased and happy to leave this club and show him another place where one might get to know one much better than here.
He gave her a faint smile, sipped at his ginger ale, and told her he was flattered she’d chosen him as her potential savior, but he had to be at work by midnight and in fact he would be leaving in a few minutes. Also, he said, he wanted her to know her escort must have either come upon an occupied bathroom or suffered a false alarm because the man was even now returning to their table.
Therefore he did not get to tell her he was in the nautical trade.
He checked his wristwatch. It was time. He paid for his drink, left the club and began walking back to the Hotel Goldene Eiche. Again, his pace was neither hurried nor languid. In his room at the hotel, he thought of taking a shower and shaving but decided against both. Then he removed his necktie, his Saville Row suit and white shirt and took from the closet a stained and dirty brown canvas duffel bag. From the contents of the duffel bag he put on faded gray underwear and white worksocks. He put on a red plaid shirt with patches at both elbows. He put on a pair of baggy brown trousers that made a mockery of his fitness and was furthermore stained with the shadows of old grease. He laced up cracked and battered workboots. He pulled a brown woolen cap down on his head, and then shrugged into a canvas jacket that was missing three buttons and bore enough stitches to make Frankenstein jealous. His fine English wallet was replaced with a Polish travesty of cardboard and rubber bands. His equally fine Rolex wristwatch, last year’s model, went away in favor of a tarnished pocketwatch that was possibly new when the British charged from their trenches at the first battle of the Marne. His shaving razor was flecked with rust, his boar bristle toothbrush worn to a nub, his personal bar of soap made from pig’s fat. And smelled it.
He was nearly ready to go.
He left his suit and other belongings on the bed. Everything would be collected later, by someone else. There was no need to study himself in the mirror; he appeared no longer to be a gentleman, but was a scruffy-looking roughneck. Just as planned.
He tied up his duffel bag with his other sour-smelling work clothes in it and left the room. Crossing the Goldene Eiche’s famous lobby with its indoor oak tree and cream-colored sofas that had never hosted an uncreased trouser was interesting, because suddenly he no longer belonged in this rare air. A squat man wearing a bowtie—a house detective?—began striding after him, calling for him to please stop.
He didn’t.
Outside on the street, he asked the doorman to hail a cab for the harbor. He received a haughty glare until the Danzig currency in his fist spoke. Then there was the skittish cab driver to deal with, and again money changed owners. The cab pulled away, with the roughneck and his duffel bag on the back seat.
An instruction was given to stop well before the harbor entrance was reached. That instruction was explicitly followed. The roughneck swung his duffel bag over his shoulder and walked toward the harbor with the smell of Baltic salt, oil, dead fish and the metallic friction of cables and machinery in his nostrils.
Beyond the gate, worklights glowed aboard the dark shapes of moored freighters.
Figures moved about, walking through the beams of illumination. Hammers swung and sparks jumped. A crane engine growled, pulling up crates in a netting. Orders were shouted and re-shouted. Someone flicked a burning cigarette butt into the water like a shooting star. Ropes creaked as the sea moved beneath rust-streaked hulls, and trucks barked black fumes as they hauled flat trailers piled with more crates and stacks of burlap bags.
He stopped at the security hut to sign the detail sheet that was offered to him.
With the bleeding fountain pen he wrote Michael Gallatin, Ordinary Seaman.
Then he swung the duffel bag up over his shoulder again and he walked on in his battered boots toward Slip Number Four and the Norwegian diesel ship Sofia.
 


Two
Sailor’s Hands

 
When the last cargo of farm fertilizer in three hundred black oildrums and sixty crates of ball bearings had been loaded in the Sofia’s hold, red dawn was beginning to break. The huge double diesel engines throbbed and knocked, making the old ship vibrate like a tuning-fork and moan like a busted fiddle. Orders were shouted along the deck. Lines were cast off. Brown water stirred up from the muddy bottom by the twin props boiled at the stern. The ship, born in 1921, gave a small lurch as it left the pierside like an elderly dame startled from her nap. The one-hundred-and-fourteen-meter length of Sofia swayed back and forth as she searched for her balance. Her central wheelhouse sat atop an ugly stack of port-holed steel. Two masts spider-webbed with cables and nettings stood fore and aft. Ventilation funnels had been riveted to the deck in no apparent rhyme nor reason; it was the triumph of some Nordic ship designer’s descent into a bottle of aquavit. Everything topside was painted a vaguely-spoiled yellow, mottled with patches of orange rust. The hull was smoke-gray, except for more rust streaks that streamed down from the anchors at the pier-dented bow and clung just above the waterline like a strange species of ivy. The Sofia, an undignified and much-abused mistress of the sea, was rocked by the most innocent of waves and caused to cry out at her joints and rivets and bulkheads and deckboards as if she dreaded any touch of the man she had once loved.
The ship left the harbor in quiet shame.
In the mess hall belowdeck, Michael Gallatin was looking askance at a plate of fried potatoes swimming in oil. His scrambled eggs, likewise, were about to slide off the plate in a greasy foam and what passed for bacon appeared to be made from fat and brown rubber.
Thank God, he thought, for the memory of the chateaubriand.
At least the ship’s coffee was palatable. Not necessarily good, but strong enough to make the teeth ache and the gut clench. Colonel Vivian had warned him that the food might not be up to the standards of a sidewalk kidney pie in Soho, but it was for the best during the first few days of the voyage until Michael got his sea-legs and sea-stomach. Those tramp freighters roll like a whore with bedbugs, Vivian had told him in undelicate terms. Best to do your puking from an empty bag.
But breakfast was served, and Michael was hungry. He had to eat. The mess hall, even just past dawn, was full of cigarette smoke and men with cigarettes clenched between their teeth. Michael figured almost all of the forty-two crew were here, except for the first and second mates and a few other specialists on engine duty. The clatter and scrape of eating utensils on plates was a diabolic symphony. But the work had been hard and constant since midnight, and now that Sofia was underway—at about five knots per hour, it felt to him—and breakfast was piled up on the gray tables, the mood among the rough-hewn, rough-fleshed and rough-eyed men was definitely lighter.
He hadn’t really met anyone yet. He’d been assigned to a loading detail, but everyone was a stranger. He was sitting at a table with a wiry, wrinkled man of about fifty who could eat around his cigarette by shifting the stick from side to side in his mouth. The second occupant of his table was a stout fellow with sandy-brown hair who wore a sweat-stained blue workshirt and giggled to himself at every opportunity, and the third was a lean black man around thirty or so who had a shaved head and was missing the right half of his nose. It had been carved away to the rippled pink flesh. A very sharp razor at work, Michael thought as he tried one of the bacon strips. The black man wore a necklace of cowrie shells, another necklace of ebony beads and a third with some kind of hexagonal blue stone hanging from it. He had deeply-sunken eyes that looked at no one directly but seemed to be seeing a lot.
“Ah, ya!” boomed a voice behind Michael. “Here’s da sumabitch I wanna find!”
Michael turned around in his chair. Over him stood the monstrous, huge-shouldered, lantern-jawed man he’d heard called ‘Olaf’. They’d been on the same loading detail. Michael had already apologized for some infraction that had involved the passing back and forth of heavy crates, though he wasn’t sure exactly what he’d done to make Olaf holler a curse and spit on the deck. Michael had been briefed and trained on all this, but the briefing book and the landlubber’s lessons went out the window when the hard, fast work began.
“I’m talkin’ to you!” Olaf said, as if Michael didn’t already know. The mess hall went silent. “You gonna sit there or I’m gonna pull you up?”
The man’s protruding brow was dappled with red. His dark brown eyes were also red-rimmed and as fiercely hot as volcanic stones. He had a dirty matting of brown hair with an untameable cowlick sticking up in back. He stood with his meathooks on his wide hips awaiting Michael’s decision.
Michael was tempted to return to his breakfast, but he reasoned he should stand.
“Now you listen!” A finger with a filthy nail jabbed his chest. “You don’t get in Olaf’s way! You don’t push Olaf! Eh? You don’t make Olaf look slow in front of nobody! Eh?”
“I already said I was—”
“You shuddup!” Olaf growled, with another painful finger jab. He looked Michael over from boots to cap. “You ain’t no sailor!” Michael said nothing. This was getting serious; who would have thought the dummy could see through him so easily?
“No sailor!” Olaf repeated. “I seen how you don’t know what you’re doin’! And them hands! They ain’t no sailor’s hands! These,” he said, thrusting his work-scarred and rope-burned palms into Michael’s face, “are sailor’s hands! So you gonna be tellin’ me, what real sailor you put out of a job by signin’ on here! Eh? What friend a’mine you put out on da pier, him with maybe a wife and three, four kids?” He gave a scowl that caused even the black man with the shaved-off nose to wince. “You ain’t no good! I take a breath a’ you, and you stink!”
Michael had no reply for this. He’d already gone one sorry too many.
Olaf smacked his left palm with his right fist. His mouth wore a wild grin. “Ah, I’m gonna teach you! Olaf’s gonna drop you, pretty fella. Olaf’s gonna fix that nose and close up them eyes. Olaf’s gonna stretch that neck and give you a new set a’ teeth! Olaf’s gonna—”
But what Olaf was going to do was interrupted by Michael hitting him in the jaw with his right fist as hard as he could let one fly.
Olaf went back on his heels and crashed over the next table and fell over two men who tried to get away but were caught under the toppling bulk. Then Olaf slid down their backs and fell to the sickly-green floor tiles, where he lay with blood on his mouth, his eyes twitching in their sockets and his fist still balled up but unthrown. He made a bubbling noise over his bitten lower lip, gave a thunderous fart from his massive ass, and then went to sleep like mother’s best baby.
Michael sat down to finish his breakfast. He’d nearly broken his knuckles on that slab of a jaw, but at least he was on his way to having sailor’s hands.
Somebody laughed and somebody hollered. Somebody gave a whistle of respect and somebody shouted out in a singsong language Michael had never heard before. Then the clatter of utensils on plates continued, cigarette smoke puffed into the air, and the black-bearded second mate burst into the mess hall with one of the cooks and wanted to know who the fuck was fighting in here.
No one said anything. The second mate, a Spaniard named Medina, stood staring down at the sleeping Olaf. He repeated: who the fuck was fighting in here?
“Hey, mon!” said the black man with the carved nose. He grinned wickedly, showing white teeth sharpened by chewing Jamaican sugarcane. “That big fool, he fall down and bust hisself open! Doan be no fightin’ goin’ on!”
Medina looked around the room for a second opinion, but suddenly everyone was very much enjoying their oily potatoes, greasy eggs and rubbery bacon. He reached out, grabbed a mug of coffee from another table and threw the liquid into Olaf’s face. The sleeping giant began to come around with a hitch and sputter. “You! And you! Get him into a shower! And don’t waste the water!” The two men Medina had pointed out, the very same two who’d nearly had their spines rearranged, grumbled around their cigarettes but they dragged Olaf out of the mess hall through the swinging door. Medina backed away as if retreating from a roomful of wild animals. “Nobody better fight!” he warned, just before he got out.
The ritual of face-feeding continued. Soon some of the crew would hit their bunks while the others had work detail. Michael was scheduled for six hours of sacktime. He looked across the table at the black man. “Thanks. I’m Michael Gallatin.” He offered his hand.
“Didn’t ask,” the man said. He stared coldly at the hand. “Doan want.”
He scraped his chair back, stood up and sauntered out of the mess hall with as near a rooster’s strut as Michael had ever seen.
Michael finished his coffee. Across the table, the grinning idiot giggled into empty space.
A navigator’s degree at a time, the Sofia was turning across the sunlit waves toward the Denmark passage to the North Sea.
 


Three
The Best Man

 
On the third morning at sea, as Sofia’s bow pushed through blue waves under the glare of the Baltic sun and gulls swooped the length of the ship, Michael got a look at the girl.
As his rank of Ordinary Seaman dictated, his was the most mundane and mind-numbing of jobs. His work had much to do with scrubbing away rust and refinishing the affected areas with sealant, primer and paint; there was a lot of rust, and there was a lot of paint. His work also involved a mop, a bucket, and a deck that seemed to go on forever. Therefore as he labored at these concerns he let himself mentally drift, yet not so much as to lose the necessary rhythm that got the job done.
His count of the crew’s nationalities: fifteen Norwegians, nine Swedes, five Poles, three Spaniards, three French, two Dutch, one Brit besides himself, one Russian, one African and one Jamaican. He’d known this before setting foot aboard Sofia the first night. He also had known their names and what histories could be discovered about them, no simple feat even for the British Secret Service.
The Jamaican’s name was Dylan Custis. Had been arrested in Kingston for having three wives at the same time. Later the authorities had found out about the counterfeit money he was creating in his cousin’s basement. Custis evidently had an artistic talent suitable to mimic a very reasonable five-pound banknote.
Olaf Thorgrimsen, from Trondheim, had been at sea since he was a thirteen-year-old engine boy on a steam freighter that probably made Sofia appear a beauty queen. His only brushes with the law had been several public brawls. Since the incident in the mess hall, Olaf had been in an infirmary bed and the scuttlebutt was that he was feigning double vision.
The other Brit was an eighteen-year-old Ordinary Seaman named Billy Bowers.
Michael had seen him at work and bunked near him, but the young man was quiet and kept to himself. Bowers had no criminal history, the only exceptional fact being that the young man had at fifteen evidently left his home in Colchester after the death of his mother.
Michael knew that the first mate was a twenty-six-year-old African named Enam Kpanga. No criminal record, but a sterling educational history and graduation with degrees in business and maritime law at the University of London.
The Sofia’s captain was an interesting case. A Frenchman named Gustave Beauchene, fifty-one years old, from Paris. Beauchene had gone to sea in his late twenties, for a French freighter line, and had drifted from company to company until at last he made captain for the Norwegian Blue Star line at age forty-nine. There was intimation in the report of a fondness for strong drink and a reputation for outbursts of vitriolic anger. Michael had not yet laid eyes on Captain Beauchene, nor had the good captain deigned to speak or otherwise meet with any member of the new sign-ons.
Michael had not wanted this assignment, and had tried to dodge it with as much fervor as he could summon. He didn’t care to be cooped up on a ship for so long, he’d told Colonel Vivian. It was against his nature. It did not require his specific talents, anyway. And besides, shouldn’t it be better handled by someone with actual nautical experience?
We send the best man we have at the moment, the colonel had told him in that infuriatingly calm, cool and collected way Vivian possessed. You’ve been trained to do
what is needed. When it is needed. You are needed now. Please take those reports with you. I am to remind you that your briefing and training session begins promptly at eight o’clock in the morning aboard the freighter John Willis Scott, moored at drydock at Battersea.
You’ve got to be joking, Michael had said. You’ve secured a freighter for me?
I used to joke, Vivian had answered, already turning his attention to another document on his desk. But that was when I was a major and a hale and hearty boy.
Now, I fear, I’m all grown up. Good day, Michael, and good hunting.
And Michael Gallatin had answered, Let’s hope there’s no need for any hunting on this
one.
Quite, said the colonel with one of his quick, tight smiles. He rarely showed his teeth anymore. Do enjoy your night in Danzig, the Hotel Goldene Eiche is very
charming.
Michael’s paint brush moved back and forth, masking with dull yellow an area that had been scraped of rust and reprimed. But he knew, as everyone did, that rust was an enemy that never slept.
He was on his knees on the starboard deck, working on one of the series of ventilation funnels, when he noted the girl come through a doorway at the base of the amidship superstructure. He knew exactly who she was, though she was dressed against both the chill in the air and any eye that might turn in her direction. She was wearing a shapeless gray overcoat, buttoned to the throat, the collar turned up as well. She was wearing large circular-lensed sunglasses and a dark brown silk scarf over her hair and tied under her chin, rendering herself nearly faceless. Michael could tell her body was slim and she was young, but then again he already knew that Marielle Wesshauser had turned sixteen in the second week of March. He heard the hard clump of her left shoe against the deckboards, and quickly he glanced there though he already knew about her left leg being three inches shorter than the right. The clunky black left shoe, as ugly as the right one since orthopedic shoes are rarely lovely, had a built-up sole to compensate for the problem of balance. Did she catch the movement of his head and did her own eyes behind the sunglasses very quickly mark his notice? Possibly. But she walked away from him with her face downcast, the air slightly ruffling the mouse-colored scarf and the thick-soled shoe beating a halting rhythm on the deck.
She disappeared aft, possibly intending to make as many circuits of the ship as she could before either the impoverished strength of her leg gave out or the hammerblow noise of her condition beat down her willpower.
Michael saw a shadow fall over him.
He realized he should have smelled the medicinal odor of the infirmary in the air a few seconds before he did. He twisted around and there indeed stood Olaf Thorgrimsen, cleaner now than before, his hair combed back and damp from a fresh shower. The cowlick would not be controlled.
“There you,” said Olaf.
“Yes,” Michael answered, still on his knees. “Here I am.”
They stared at each other for a few seconds, neither one moving on their own but the ship moving them with its slow roll against the sea.
Olaf reached into a pocket of his trousers and retrieved something wrapped in a piece of old Norwegian newspaper.
“Give you this,” Olaf grunted, and he held it out.
Michael put aside the paintbrush and took it. When he opened the piece of newsprint, he saw it contained an oatmeal-and-raisin cookie still warm from a platter in the mess hall. Like rust, the cooks never slept. “Thank you,” Michael said.
“No sailor,” Olaf told him. “Yet. But maybe you fighter. Eh?”
Michael didn’t know how he should respond. He simply nodded.
“Olaf likes fighter,” said Olaf. Then he turned away. His thick bulk shambled away from the hard sunlight into the shadow beneath a blue awning roped against the superstructure. Michael heard a door open and close.
He returned to his painting, ate the cookie, and in a few minutes heard the sound of Marielle Wesshauser coming back. Her pace had slowed. It appeared the left shoe was heavier than before, and it dragged at her leg like an anchor. She made her way around a lifeboat, negotiated passage between two ventilation funnels, may or may not have glanced quickly at him as she clumped past, avoided the gaze of a couple more ordinary seamen doing the same work as Michael, and then she went through the exact door by which she’d left the interior of the ship. She was going back to her cabin, the one she shared with her twelve-year-old brother Emil. Her father and mother were in the cabin across the hallway. There were two more passenger cabins on the hall. Michael knew that a V. Vivian had paid for them, but V. Vivian had not shown up for the voyage and so those cabins remained empty. Michael knew that Paul and Annaleisa Wesshauser had made arrangements for their food to be delivered to their cabins. Their names on the Sofia’s passenger list, a very short document, were Klaus and Lili Hendriks.
Michael finished his job. But there was always another one to do, and the advice he’d been given by the ex-master of the freighter John Willis Scott was to always find it and apply himself before he could be spotted dawdling and be assigned to something far worse. Therefore he went directly to another funnel and started the process of scraping away streamers of orange rust.
He knew his real job aboard this freighter. It was to carefully watch the crew, to listen to their conversations and gauge their movements, to fit in if at all possible, but to be very vigilant. To be as observant as a wolf on the hunt, so to speak. Much depended on it. Maybe many thousands of lives, as well.
Certainly four lives.
He thought he had things well under control so far. It would be a long voyage. They’d travelled about four hundred nautical miles already, but there were eight hundred and sixty-odd more yet to go. From Danzig to Dover, it was a journey of roughly ten to twelve days to two weeks, depending on the weather.
Michael suddenly had the desire to stand up from his kneeling position and gaze back across the sea they’d just crossed. It was untroubled but for the white foam of the freighter’s wake.
He recalled Colonel Vivian telling him that sometimes loose ends could come flying apart with remarkable and dangerous consequences. He recalled the colonel telling him to always be prepared for the unexpected.
Good advice, he thought.
“Hey, you! Get to work there!” It was the Spanish second mate, throwing his weight around. His voice was loud enough so that everyone could hear how a real man gave orders. Without comment or a change of expression, the lycanthrope from Russia knelt down and continued his labor.
 


Four
Vulcan At His Forge

 
Sofia entered the North Sea on the fifth night, having stopped at Copenhagen to take on another load of machine parts in crates and a couple of hundred hardwood logs.
Michael lay on his bunk in the semi-dark of the crew’s sleeping quarters and thought this must be a little preview of Hell. The smells of men who worked so hard for a living could never be completely eradicated by the paltry streams of water from the reluctant showerheads. A toilet had backed up and added its odiferous fumes. The pungent, nose-wrinkling stinks of oil and diesel fuel were always floating about; Michael imagined he could see them, like currents of green and yellow smoke moving in the sodden air. If some of these men snored like this at home, they would be smothered in their uneasy sleep by half-deaf wives. And there was also the problem, to him, of the closeness of people. He was unable to find a private space, unable to breathe a private breath. He longed for a run through the woods. He longed to be away from the odors of cigarette smoke and human foulness. But here he was and here he had to stay until this voyage was done. He cursed Colonel Valentine Vivian, and he lay on his back feeling the ship roll against the rougher North Sea waves and hearing her groan deep in her guts where the engines knocked and clattered every second of every day.
Everyone was growing a beard by now. Shaving was too much trouble. It seemed almost too much trouble to change clothes. Michael put an arm up over his eyes to block out the dirty lightbulb that always burned at the entrance to the showers and head. Occasionally someone belched, struggled up and went off to relieve themselves. He couldn’t help but hear their further struggles and blasts of escaping gas, thanks to the fried and oily food. The cooks knew a dozen ways to prepare kippers, but none of them worth eating. Michael wondered if the Sofia’s passengers had gone on a starvation diet, but then again they were probably getting better food for their money.
He thought that he could so easily let the wolf out in this miserable chamber, and it wanted to get out. It always wanted to get out. The change was not so much a matter of willing it to happen, but letting it happen. Opening the soul cage, is what he considered it.
A little less vigilance, and it would be there. Sometimes at night, when he could sleep, he awakened with a start to feel the wolf coming out. Just sliding out of him, first the rippling bands of hair and then the searing pain of bones reforming. The smell of his own animal in his nostrils. His mouth in agony, his gums starting to be ripped apart, the taste of blood from new fangs. He always slammed the soul cage and locked it before he went too far…but the wolf was always there, and it always yearned to break free.
Life aboard a freighter was not suitable for lycanthropes.
He had enough of the noise and the smells. He had to get out and find some fresh air and a quiet place. He eased out of the bunk and from his duffel bag put on his red plaid shirt, his paint-dappled trousers and his cracked boots. He shrugged into his dirty canvas jacket and went through the door that led to the stairway up.
The Sofia was illuminated by small lights atop the masts and running lights at bow and stern. The windows of the wheelhouse, atop the central superstructure, showed dim yellow light, as was suited for nighttime eyes. Waves drummed against the hull. The ship shivered, as if it felt the chill wind. Michael put his hands into the pockets of his jacket and breathed deeply and gratefully of clean salt air. He walked along the portside deck, trailing a shadow. The night was very dark beyond the wash of Sofia’s lamps. Michael had seen clouds closing in before sunset. Now there were no stars. But a fitful flare of lightning occasionally jumped within the clouds, and very distantly there was the sound of thunder.
He heard a clumping noise coming toward him, getting louder, and he realized at once that she too was having trouble sleeping. He kept his head down until they were almost together. Then he looked up into her face, and he smiled and said in German, “Hello.”
She shivered like the ship. Her head had also been lowered. She had her arms around herself. She was wearing the ugly mouse-colored overcoat and a gray head-scarf, which allowed just a glimpse of her blonde hair. Tonight, of course, there was no need for sunglasses. Her eyes were a cool shade of aquamarine under unplucked blonde brows. Her nose was small and sharp-tipped and her chin was adorned with a small dimple. She looked at him with something like horror in her face, and then she put her head down again and tried to get past as quickly as her weight of a left shoe would allow.
“May I walk with you?” Michael asked, before she could escape him.
“No,” she said, more of a whispered breath than a voice. “Please. Leave me alone.” She was trying to move faster, but she suddenly stumbled and had to catch her balance against one of the funnels.
“Don’t you want to see Vulcan at his forge?” Michael asked. She was still trying to get away, not daring to meet his gaze. He gently spoke her false name: “Kristen?”
The teenaged girl took two more staggering steps before she looked back over her shoulder.
“Come watch Vulcan at work,” he told her, standing against the gunwale. “Just for a moment.”
“I have to go,” Marielle said, but she wasn’t moving. Her eyes darted here and there; anywhere but to his own eyes. And then: “How do you know my name?”
“I suppose I heard someone mention it. From the passenger list.” He smiled again. “I think it’s a very pretty name.”
“I have to go,” she said again.
The right foot moved, but the heavy left foot remained where it was.
Lightning flared amid the clouds.
“There!” Michael said. “Vulcan at his forge. Did you see it?”
“No.”
“Keep watch, then. It’ll just be…there! Did you see it then?”
“It’s lightning,” she said, with a trace of irritation.
“It’s Vulcan,” he corrected. “Working at his forge. He’s the god of blacksmiths, you know. Ah, listen…hear the sound of his hammer on the anvil?”
“Thunder,” she muttered.
“Vulcan has an interesting history.” Michael made a half-turn so he could watch the display in the clouds but she could also still hear him. “He was the son of Jupiter and Juno. But Juno thought he was ugly. She cast the baby off the top of Mount Olympus into the sea. When he fell all that way, he was injured.”
There was no response for a little while. Then her quiet voice asked, “Injured? How?”
“He broke one of his legs,” said Michael. “It never developed properly. After that, he was always crippled. There he is again! Listen to that hammer!”
Marielle Wesshauser, the daughter of Paul and Annaleisa and sister to Emil, was silent.
At last she said, “I shouldn’t be talking to you. Father said not to talk to anyone.”
“He’s right. There are some men on this ship who are not very nice.”
She frowned at the deck. Michael saw her glance quickly up at him and then away again. “Are you nice?” she asked cautiously.
“If I said I was, would you believe I was telling you the truth?”
She had to think about that one for a moment.
Michael watched the lightning. The sound of thunder was nearer now; a storm was on the move. North Sea weather, particularly at the change of seasons, was never predictable. “You don’t have to talk, Kristen. I’ll talk. Can I tell you some more about Vulcan?” He turned to face her.
She kept her eyes averted. She shrugged beneath her overcoat.
“Vulcan,” said Michael, “sank down to the bottom of the sea. The sea-nymph Thetis found him and took him to her grotto, and she raised him as her son.” He paused, firming up the memory of this story from his mythology studies. “Vulcan had dolphins for playmates. He had all the sea as his world. Then one day he found what was left of a fisherman’s fire on the beach. Do you know what it was?”
She shook her head. Again, her eyes slid to his, lingered for just a few seconds, and then darted away.
“A single coal,” Michael continued. “Glowing red-hot. Well, he became fascinated with it. He became fascinated with fire, and with creating things from fire. He made rare and beautiful necklaces and bracelets out of sea stones and metals for his mother. He could make anything out of fire. It was his element to be used and adored. There!” That particular flash had been tinged with vivid electric-blue. “He’s working extra hard tonight.”
“But,” said Marielle. She hesitated, as if thinking she’d already said too much. “But,” she went on, “how did Vulcan get back up to the clouds? You said he was in the sea. How did he get back to the sky?”
“His real mother invited Thetis to a party on Mount Olympus. Those old Greek gods were always having parties. Then Juno saw the magnificent necklaces and bracelets of rare sea-metals and wanted to know who forged them, because she wanted some too. So she invited the son of Thetis to come up and make some for her. That’s how he got back to Mount Olympus, and after that Juno realized who he was.”
“And then he lived there with his real mother?” Her frown deepened. “Even though she didn’t like him?”
“He tricked her,” Michael said. “He built a fantastic metal chair for her that trapped her with its arms and wouldn’t let her go. Jupiter couldn’t even free her. Jupiter begged Vulcan to let Juno free. Finally Vulcan, because he had such a kind heart, let his mother go. And because of that, Jupiter told Juno to leave the boy alone, and then do you know what happened?”
“No. What?”
“Venus fell in love with Vulcan. The most beautiful of the goddesses, in love with him. And him only a crippled blacksmith. But Venus saw his heart, and that was what she loved. It was enough. After that, Vulcan went to work making arms and armor for all the heroes of Olympus, and he made thunderbolts for Jupiter. Look there! See? He just made a new one.”
She cocked her head to one side and studied him. A little shy smile came up and, like the quicksilver lightning, flashed away. “I think you’ve been on this ship too long.”
“True, very true,” he agreed. “My name is Michael Gallatin.” He offered his hand to her.
Now her heavy left shoe did move, scraping across the boards. She stepped back, as if she’d been presented not with a human hand but with the claw of an animal.
“I’m tame,” he told her. When I need to be, he thought.
But she was having none of it. Without looking at him again she turned away and struggled onward across the moving deck. Michael decided to let her go. It was a long voyage yet; there would be plenty of time.
Time for what? he asked himself. A shipboard romance with a sixteen-year-old girl? Certainly not! But watching her pulling herself along that first day, making herself faceless to hide from the world…
He knew what hiding from the world was all about, and he didn’t wish that on anyone. Particularly not on a girl with such beautiful eyes and a shy smile. Perhaps there had been sadness in that smile, too. He sighed. In any case, it was time for him to move along. The smell of advancing rain thickened the air.
He walked briskly toward the stern. And just past another lifeboat he came upon two figures standing together, peering through binoculars at ship’s lights off in the distance. Michael judged the second vessel to be possibly three or so miles away.
His sudden approach and footfalls, clumsy rather than careful, caused the two men to lower their glasses and turn toward him. One of the men was Medina, who screwed up his black-bearded face in a rictus of anger. “What do you think you’re doing, man? You’re not on duty! Why are you out of your bunk?”
“I’m walking,” was the calm reply.
“Walking?” Medina pressed forward, his chest pushed out and his chin pulled in. “This isn’t a stadium! It isn’t a road! Tell him what this is, Mr. Kpanga!”
“It’s a ship,” said Enam Kpanga, but his attention had already returned to focusing the lights on the horizon in his binoculars. Michael thought Kpanga was awfully unconcerned about the fact a first mate had just taken an order from a second mate. The African wore a black suit and an open-collared indigo shirt. Kpanga’s flesh was the hue of purest ebony from the heart of the dark continent. He was thin and tall, about the same height as Michael. He had a cap of close-cropped hair with a widow’s peak. He wore wire-rimmed spectacles with round lenses, and Michael thought he looked more like a first-year law student than the first mate of a rust-gnawed freighter.
“Where were you walking to?” Medina inquired acidly. He grinned, which was almost his undoing. “Home to your momma?”
Michael Gallatin increased the intensity of his green eyes. He said nothing, his face placid. Medina’s grin vanished.
“Careful the way you look at me, man!” the second mate warned, which was nearly his second brush with disembowelment.
“Very strange, this is,” said Kpanga, lowering the binoculars. He had a melodic British accent tinged with the smooth rhythm of his tribal tongue. He cast a gaze at the wayward crewman. The Sofia’s lights sparked off his eyeglasses. “Return belowdecks, if you please.”
“We ought to make an example of him.” Medina didn’t quite know when to stop edging toward a fast and brutal reckoning.
“Return belowdecks, if you please,” Kpanga repeated, as if the second mate had not only never spoken but wasn’t even standing there.
Michael nodded. The African once more peered through the binoculars. Medina waited for a further provocation. Michael thought he could tear the Spaniard’s beard off in about three seconds. He looked toward the distant lights. Another freighter, most likely. Also headed for England? Before Medina could speak again, Michael turned away and went forward to the stairs he’d ascended from his little bunk in Hell.
 


Five
The Captain

 
It was a small movement. A small sound. A change in the thudding of waves against the hull. A quietening of the labored diesels.
Michael Gallatin sat up on his bunk.
Had he been asleep at all? Maybe for two hours. Everything was still semi-dark. A few other crewmen had felt the change in their sleep as well, and were groggily stirring. Someone spoke out in Polish, as if from a dream. A question that had no answer.
Michael’s heartbeat had quickened. He swung himself off the bunk and because he was still mostly dressed all he had to do was pull on his boots, his jacket and his woolen cap. Then he was up the stairway into the night.
A cold, stinging drizzle hit him in the face. He saw, first of all, that the lights of a ship were about five hundred meters off the port beam. The ship’s bow was aimed toward Sofia. Michael judged it was making maybe ten knots. A shrill alarm went off in him. Sofia was slowing nearly to a glide. He saw a signal lamp blinking up at the second ship’s wheelhouse. Sending morse code to Sofia. He took a moment to decipher it.
Stop your engines. We are overtaking.
“Damn it,” he breathed, and then he went to the stairs leading up along the side of the superstructure and raced to the wheelhouse at the top. At the locked door, he balled up his fist and started hammering.
The door opened and a startled-looking Enam Kpanga peered out. Raindrops flecked his glasses. He said, “What are you—”
Then he stopped speaking, because Michael shoved him back and walked into the low-lamped wheelhouse, where a Swede with a face like the business end of an axe was manning the helm. Before him, the wide rectangular windowglass was streaked with rain.
Medina was standing at the engine order telegraph, the brass instrument by which the bridge communicated speed changes to the engine room. Michael saw that the pointer was set to the Ahead Two-Thirds position instead of what would normally be All-Ahead Standard. Medina’s hand was on the pointer and was about to ring the next lowest engine speed, Ahead One-Third.
“Keep your speed up!” Michael commanded.
The moment was frozen. Rain pattered against the window’s glass. Sofia moved over a wave and down, then began to rise again. She moaned somewhere amidships.
“Seaman!” Kpanga had not shouted it, but nevertheless his voice carried absolute authority. “Get off the bridge!”
Michael turned to face him. “I want to see the captain.”
“Are you insane?”
“I said, I want to see the—”
A pistol’s barrel was placed against the back of his skull.
“Get out of here now,” said the Spaniard, “or I will blow your fucking head off.”
“My name is Michael Gallatin,” he said to Kpanga. “I’m an agent with the British Secret Service. Special Operations. Your German passenger is a weapons expert named Paul Wesshauser. He’s trying to get himself and his family to England and away from the Nazis. Obviously the Nazis don’t want that to happen. We believed a freighter was the safest way over. Their secret police were watching all the airports, civilian ship lines and train stations.” Loose ends, he thought grimly. Someone in the network had either been paid to talk or had his mouth loosened by the ugly end of a pair of pliers. “That ship is coming to take him, and I can tell you he doesn’t want to go. Neither do we want him to be taken.” He turned his head a fraction. “If you don’t put that gun down in three seconds, I’ll kill you.”
The pistol wavered.
“I’m counting,” Michael vowed, smelling fear.
“Put it down, Monsieur Medina,” said another voice, heavy with a French accent.
The pressure of the pistol against the back of Michael’s head went away.
Michael turned to the left, toward the voice. A figure emerged from a shadowed corridor at the back of the wheelhouse. It was a man of stocky, broadchested build and Napoleonic height, standing five-feet-six at most. He came forward into the dim glow of the yellow-shaded lamps. He was dressed not as the captain of the Sofia, but as her lowliest and most decrepit ordinary seaman. The front of his grimy once-white shirt was a nasty mural of coffee stains, grease smears, food spatters and other less definable artwork. His belly bulged over his canvas trousers, which in turn bagged around his stubby legs and were held up by a pair of vomit-green suspenders. His shoes were so scuffed it was nearly impossible to tell if they’d been brown or black; they were the washed-out hue of careless despair.
Captain Gustave Beauchene approached Michael and peered up into the other man’s face. Beauchene had a grizzled gray beard and heavy jowls, his cheeks pitted with the small round scars of smallpox. His eyes, sunken in wrinkles that made Michael think of cargo netting, were nearly the same gray as his beard. His hair, too, was gray and unkempt, ratty in front and hanging down over his ears and the back of his neck. Michael had already caught the noxious fumes of very strong body odor, and also…whiskey, of course. No, that was wrong. Brandy. After all, the captain was a Frenchman.
Beauchene reached out and took the pistol from Medina’s hand. Without hesitation he put the barrel against the center of Michael Gallatin’s forehead.
“I will give you three seconds,” he said, as a small red glow of fury burned deep in his eyes, “to convince me you’re not either a liar or a madman.”
Michael saw no need to waste time. “I was placed here to protect the Wesshausers if necessary. But mostly to watch the crew, just in case a member of the secret police got aboard. I know the histories of everyone here. You, Mr. Kpanga, are a very intelligent and ambitious man who did extremely well with his studies at the University of London. Medina, you broke your wife’s right arm in a fight two years ago and your brother-in-law swore to kill you. You wound up putting him in the hospital in Seville with a knife to the belly. And you, captain…well, I know you also. Want me to tell you about the Swede?”
“No,” said Beauchene.
Michael nodded. The less said about that child-molester at the helm, the better.
Beauchene handed the pistol back to Medina. Then, moving surprisingly fast for a man his size, he slapped Michael across the mouth with his right hand so hard the blood bloomed from Michael’s lower lip and for a few seconds tears of pain fogged his vision.
“How dare you,” said the captain, in a voice made of sharp-edged gravel. “How dare you bring this on my crew and on my ship. You British! You self-centered prigs! Playing your spy games! Fuck you and fuck all of you!” The spittle flew from his mouth. “I hope you will be very happy with the outcome of this! Monsieur Medina!”
“Sir!” said the Spaniard.
“All Stop.”
Medina moved toward the engine order telegraph.
“Don’t touch that,” Michael said.
“Oh, how he threatens!” Beauchene’s ugly mug twisted in an uglier grin. “And him without a gun! Go on, give the order!”
“You stop those engines,” Michael said, “and every man on this ship is dead.”
“Christ, this one believes in himself, doesn’t he? All right, my fine fucking fellow, how do you propose to kill every member of my crew?”
“I won’t. You will. By stopping those engines. You let that ship take the Wesshausers, and you’ll think that’s the end of it. But then the men on that ship will bring their machine guns and grenades and whatever else they have aboard, and they will begin murdering everyone here. Why? Because the Nazis want no international incident. They don’t want the British press or the press of any other country on earth to get wind that they’ve kidnapped a weapons expert who was trying to get away from them. And taken his family, as well.” Michael paused to wipe his lip with the back of his hand. The smell of his own blood, to him, filled up the wheelhouse.
“You know what they’ll do,” Michael continued, and now he cast his gaze around at Medina and Kpanga to draw them in. “They’ll kill everyone and then sink the Sofia. And I’m sure they didn’t come unprepared for that. The Sofia becomes another statistic. A freighter, lost in the North Sea. Who can say what happened? But I can promise you, there will be no one left alive to tell the tale. So, Captain Beauchene, you stop the engines and give the Wesshausers over, and you and I and every man on this ship are dead.”
No one spoke.
No one moved, but for the Sofia herself.
The rain had strengthened, and thrashed against the glass.
“Madre de Dios,” Medina whispered, his eyes huge above the black beard.
“Captain, sir!” It was a voice from a room along the shadowed corridor. Michael recognized a Russian accent. “We’re receiving a radio message!”
No one stopped Michael when he followed the captain, Kpanga and Medina back to the small radio room. The Russian-born radioman, a sallow long-jawed drink of brine, had his earphones resting around his neck and was tuning the dials on a slab of a radio with louvers in it that displayed the red heartbeat of its tubes.
Over a noise of static and tones that sounded like a half-drunk Scotsman playing a bagpipe as a scorched cat howled along, a firm and clipped voice from the radio’s speaker said, “Repeat: this is the German vessel Javelin, to the Norwegian freighter Sofia. Captain Manson Konnig requests you to follow his instruction. Stop engines and prepare to be boarded. Repeat: stop engines and prepare to be boarded.”
Then the static and tones increased in tumultuous noise and the radioman had to dial down the volume.
“Still jamming us,” he told Beauchene. “We can’t get anything out, sir.”
“Merde!” The captain smacked his fist into the palm of his other hand. “Merde! Merde! You can’t break it?”
“No, sir.”
Beauchene shot a glance of disgust at Michael. “You see what you’ve done? We can’t even send an SOS! We’re helpless out here!”
“Tell me about their ship.” Michael was addressing Enam Kpanga. “When did you first spot it?”
“Just after sundown. Through the binoculars it looks only like another merchant. Maybe one hundred and thirty meters in length. Wheelhouse toward the bow. Normal running lights. Two masts strung with cargo netting. The ship is riding high, so it’s not loaded down. It’s even been flying a Norwegian flag. We tried to hail it by radio and got no reply. Very strange, that was. It held its position for awhile off the portside stern, and then it picked up speed. We saw it drop the flag of Norway and raise a German banner. Right after that the jamming started.”
“Can you determine its speed?”
Kpanga adjusted his glasses. Was his hand trembling just a little bit? It was hard to tell. “If you’re asking if Javelin is faster than Sofia, I would say definitely yes. It caught up very quickly. We can make top speed of seven knots—”
“Eight,” the captain interrupted with a sneer. “Shows how little you know!”
“I’d say Javelin can make sixteen,” Kpanga said to Michael, his face as impassive as stone.
In layman’s terms, Michael thought, the German ship could run rings around this piece of wallowing wreckage.
The static and droning tones on the radio ebbed though they did not go away. The Russian dialed up the volume. A clipped voice said, “German vessel Javelin to Norwegian freighter Sofia. Captain Konnig has generously given you thirty minutes to comply with our request. Repeat: you have thirty minutes to comply with our request or severe action shall be taken.”
The jamming increased in volume once more, and again the Russian turned down the racket to spare everyone’s ears.
“Do you have guns aboard?” Michael asked anyone who could answer.
“Some in the storeroom,” Medina said. He looked pale and stunned. “Four or five rifles. A pistol or two. Mutiny insurance. Ammunition for everything.” He shook his head, defeated. “I don’t know.”
“Any machine guns?”
“I’ve got a Thompson in my quarters.” Beauchene motioned toward another closed door across the way. “I like to have my mutiny insurance under my bunk.”
“Good. You’re going to need it, I think.”
Beauchene’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your name? Gallatin, you said? Well, Monsieur Gallatin, you’re going to pay for this when we get out of it. Believe me. Monsieur Medina, order engines full ahead. And change course, thirty degrees to starboard. After ten minutes, change course…oh….make it eight degrees to port. Set up a zigzag every ten minutes afterward, but keep that damned ship in our wake.” The Spaniard was slow in responding. “Move today!” the captain growled.
Medina stumbled toward the helm and the engine order telegraph.
“Captain?” Kpanga asked. “Do you want me to—”
“I want you to shut your black hole,” came the reply. “Gallatin, let me get my Tommy and then you’re coming with me. We’re going to find some men who can handle firearms. Then I want to be introduced to this good German shit who’s put all our necks on the fucking guillotine.”
 


Six
Freighter Trash

 
For all his sourness and bluster, Gustave Beauchene was masterful at managing his crew. Michael stood at the back of the mess hall as the captain addressed his men in no-nonsense terms. Beauchene spelled it all out. German weapons expert and family on board. Trying to get to England. A German ship with probably a Nazi captain now just a few hundred meters away, and the threat of violence to come. And not just the threat of violence, but the probability that the Sofia and her crew would be destroyed even if they bowed down and handed Herr Wesshauser over to the swastika swine.
“No one asked for this,” Beauchene told them as he walked back and forth, a little Napoleon in a dirty shirt and a yellow rainslicker with his hands on his hips. “You’re not being paid any more for it.” Michael watched him cast his hard-eyed gaze across his audience: the Norwegians, the Swedes, the Poles, the Spaniards, the French, the Dutch, the young Brit Billy Bowers and Dylan Custis the necklace-festooned Jamaican. Even the dull-witted Olaf Thorgrimsen was paying rapt attention like an Oxford student on exams day.
“You’re working men, not fighting men,” said the captain. “Well, some of you are. Working men, I mean. We’re here and there’s not much we can do about it.”
“We can get on the lifeboats and get away!” one of the Norwegians said. “Get off the ship! Can’t we?”
“And leave this beautiful bitch?” asked Beauchene, which brought a few harsh barks and bells of nervous laughter. “Oh, you could do that, very well. Certainement! But did you ever see the lifeboat that could stop a bullet? At least here you’ve got some steel to hide behind. Rotten steel, but there you have it.” He paced back and forth again. “Did you men know I used to be a baker? That’s right. A fucking honest-to-God baker. In the City of Light. My family business. Yes, laugh if you want to and I’ll cut your nuts off. I’m talking to you. In the blue shirt. What’s your job? Cock stretcher?” He turned his attention away from the giggling fool. “A baker,” he went on. “Throw everything into the mix, knead it, beat it, do whatever you want to do. Pray over the fucking thing. But nothing is ready until it passes through the fire.” He nodded, scanning their faces. “Gentlemen, whether we like it or not…we’re going to pass through some fire, very soon. I hope we won’t. But I know we will. Those Nazis…they don’t quit, they don’t give up. They’re not going to let a shipful of freighter trash stop them. Now I don’t know what’s going to happen, but when it starts…no one will blame the man who goes to his bunk. Hear that? I said it.” He swelled his chest out a little. Then he motioned toward the five bolt-action rifles and the two revolvers that lay on the table before him, along with boxes of ammunition. His Thompson submachine gun—the ‘Tommy gun’—was propped up in a corner. “We may have some univited guests. I need seven men who won’t go to their bunks. Seven men who can handle a weapon. And not just their own, with five-fingered Mary. Any takers?”
Michael watched. He had Medina’s revolver tucked in his waistband.
No one moved for a moment. Then a tall Norwegian with a tattoo on the back of his neck stood up and took one of the rifles. “Stand over there,” the captain told him.
Two more men, one Dutch and the other a Swede, took rifles. Billy Bowers stood up and chose one of the pistols. Olaf Thorgrimsen took the second pistol. A Spaniard picked up a rifle. Then the last rifle went to another Norwegian, a squat burly man with thick black eyebrows.
“Load up,” Beauchene told them. “Get out on the deck. Choose your positions and keep watch. Don’t shoot yourselves.”
As the men left the mess hall, the brown-haired and gray-eyed Billy Bowers glanced at Michael, his fellow Brit, and acknowledged him with a lift of the chin.
“That’s all. If you’ve got work to do, get to it. Breakfast is up in two hours.” Beauchene retrieved his Thompson and motioned Michael to follow.
They went to Wesshauser’s door. Beauchene slammed on it with the butt of his submachine gun. A noise to rouse the dead.
“My God! My God! What is it?” asked the gaunt, pallid man who peered out the door and fumbled with his eyeglasses.
“Your cruise is over, pussy,” said the captain.
Beauchene pushed in and Michael followed, feeling very ungentlemanly. He averted his gaze from Annaleisa Wesshauser, a striking-looking woman in her early forties with curly blonde hair and the aquamarine eyes of her daughter, as she sat in bed and tied her lavender-colored gown up to the throat.
“What’s this about?” Red swirls had surfaced on Paul Wesshauser’s cheeks. He was wearing a white T-shirt and a pair of gray pajama bottoms. Behind his glasses his eyes were very dark and very angry. He had a thatch of brown hair that stuck up in spikes from its encounter with the pillow. If he was any thinner he would have fit through one of the cracks in the walls. But Michael was sure that a man desperately hiding himself and his family from the Nazis for several weeks before this trip could be arranged did lose some of his appetite for strudel.
“This is your Jesus,” Beauchane told the couple, motioning with a thumb toward Michael. “Praise him.”
Paul and Annaleisa looked at each other as if they’d been awakened to a nautical nuthouse.
“My name is Michael Gallatin,” said the man from London. “British Secret Service. I was sent to make sure your trip was…”
“Unexciting,” Beauchane supplied, as he sat down on a floral-printed chair with his submachine gun across his knees.
“Unopposed,” Michael corrected. “And unfortunately, that no longer is the case.”
“Momma?” It was Emil, coming in sleepy-eyed and with touselled brown hair nearly like his father’s. Behind him limped Marielle, wearing a long enveloping blue robe. When she saw Michael she jerked herself back out of the room as if the floor under her uneven feet was redhot.
“It’s all right,” Annaleisa said quietly, though Emil had by now seen the submachine gun. “Don’t worry, it’s all right.”
Marielle’s face, her blonde hair falling about her shoulders, peered carefully around the doorjamb.
“The German ship Javelin has come to take you,” Michael said, standing in the center of the room. “We’re not going to let that happen.”
Paul regained his composure. A muscle worked in his jaw. “How did they find out?”
“Loose lips,” said the captain, “sink ships. True a thousand years ago, true today.”
“Torture probably had something to do with it,” Michael answered. “Or money. There were several people who knew. One may have been a double-agent. In any case, speculation about that will have to wait for the experts to backtrack the trail. Right now, there’s the Jave—”
“Captain! Excuse me, please!” Enam Kpanga had come into the room. He nodded at the Wesshausers before he focused his full attention on Beauchene. “Sir, the ship’s pulled up on the port side. They’re hailing you with a bullhorn.”
Beauchene simply stared at the African.
“Sir? Did you—”
“Get out of this room,” Beauchene said, standing up from his chair. “This is a private room. A nice room. Do you think people in this room want to smell you in here?”
Michael winced. He saw Kpanga swallow hard.
“Sir?” the African said, with a note of pleading in his voice. “I only wanted to—”
“Smell up this room, oui. You’ve done your job. Get out.”
Kpanga gave a look to Michael of forlorn indignation. His mouth opened as if he wished to say something, perhaps to make some explanation of the captain’s remarks. But no explanation could be made. Kpanga closed his mouth, straightened his back which had begun to hunch as if readying for the strike of a bullwhip, and strode quickly out of the room.
“You and me,” Beauchene told Michael. “Up on deck.” He braced the Thompson against his shoulder and without another word to the Wesshausers or their children he went into the hall.
“Wasn’t that a little harsh?” Michael asked as they walked.
“He’s a black nigger,” came the flat response. “Worse than that, he’s a college boy.”
The rain had again tapered to a nasty drizzle. A smear of faint gray light had begun to show to the east. Javelin was so close to the port side of Sofia the two ships were almost trading paint. Michael took the revolver from his waistband. The other crewmen with weapons were lined along the portside gunwale. They were facing a dozen black-garbed men, also wielding rifles and pistols, who were lined along Javelin’s starboard gunwale. A Javelin searchlight swung back and forth across the scene, stabbing the eyes. Sofia, still at full speed, shuddered over a wave and shards of white foam was flung up between the hulls. The sound of diesels was the muffled beat of wardrums.
“Captain of the Sofia!” called a voice over a bullhorn. “Show yourself!” There was a few seconds’ pause. “Captain of the Sofia! Show yourself!” That same request and pause was repeated over and over.
Michael had a good view of Javelin. It did, indeed, look like any ordinary freighter. Its mast and running lights illuminated coils of ropes, lifeboats, ventilation funnels, capstans, nettings, various machines and cables used in hoisting cargo and the like. Michael saw a figure in a black raincoat and a white captain’s cap standing at the railing up at the blue-lit wheelhouse. Just watching, casually examining the scene. Captain Manson Konnig, in the flesh?
“Captain of the Sofia! Show—”
Gustave Beauchene stepped forward and fired off a short burst from his Tommy that shattered the arrogant searchlight and instantly killed it.
 


Seven
In Sheep’s Clothing

 
Two seconds after the searchlight’s death, a rifle was fired from Javelin. A bullet whacked the gunwale in front of Beauchene. Someone else on Sofia pulled the trigger. A bullet sang off Javelin’s superstructure. Then the shooting started overlapping each other, echoing between the ships. A porthole on Sofia was smashed. Everyone crouched down behind whatever cover they could find. A bullet zipped past Michael’s left shoulder as he knelt behind the gunwale. Beauchene’s Thompson chattered and bullets beat against steel.
Several shots rang out fast upon each other, and there came a cry of pain from one of Sofia’s crew. Michael got off two bullets at a man in a black rainslicker and cap who scurried up a stairway. He saw the man clutch at his left thigh. Bullets slammed into the gunwale before Michael, causing him to duck his head.
Suddenly from amidships on Javelin there was the noise of a bolt going back.
A belt-fed machine gun began to speak, its tone deadly. Bullets bit into Sofia’s deck, ricocheted off a capstan and pocked holes through a lifeboat. Michael lifted his head and saw the machine gun and its team up on a metal-shielded platform that a few moments before had been camouflaged with a gray canvas tarp. The gunner swivelled his weapon back and forth, spraying bullets across Sofia. Michael got off two more shots and saw sparks fly off the metal shield. Then the machine gun came hunting for him and nearly chewed through the gunwale in its enthusiasm.
More of Sofia’s bullets banged into the metal shield. The gunners shifted targets and fired at the annoying hornet’s nest. Michael squeezed the rest of his bullets off and quickly reloaded. A high-pitched klaxon alarm suddenly began, ear-cracking in intensity.
It was coming from an electric whistle atop the superstructure. Javelin picked up speed and began to move away, changing course to port. The firing kept on, even as the two ships widened their distance.
At last, there was no use in shooting because the range was too far.
Michael stood up. Gunsmoke still whirled in the air. He watched Javelin hurry across the gray waves. “Who’s hit?” he called, and Olaf shouted back that it was the Dutchman, shot through the right wrist. “We held them off!” Gustave Beauchane was on his feet but he was staggering with shock. “We held them off! Mon Dieu, nous l’avons fait!” Then he looked to one side and his giddy grin faded. He saw the Spaniard lying a few feet away with the top of his head blown away and glistening bits of brain laid out upon the deckboards.
 His eyes narrowed, Michael was watching Javelin continue to move away at about ten knots. He saw activity at the stern. A dark shape was rising from the deck. Something covered with another tarpaulin. He wondered if an electric winch was at work.
There was similar activity toward the bow. Something rose up on a platform to a height just above the gunwale. Men moved about in trained and deliberate order. The tarps were removed. Michael realized with a start that he was looking at the steel gun shields and the barrels of two five-inch cannons that had been artfully hidden below the deck.
Javelin was not a freighter. It was a warship.
A wolf, he thought. Dressed in sheep’s clothing.
As he stared across the waves in what for him was nearly shock, Michael saw Javelin swing into a broadside position.
“Christ!” Billy Bowers said, standing a few feet away. He shouted the next: “They’ve got big guns!”
The forward cannon fired with a gout of smoke. There was a thunderclap and a waterspout rose up directly in front of Sofia’s bow. The freighter trembled in a sharp turn to starboard. There was the noise of everything loose crashing together and men lost their footing on the rainslick deck.
The cannon toward the stern fired. Hanging onto the gunwale, Michael felt the shell’s impact like a blow to the belly. Sofia gave a wounded cry. She’d been hit up near the bow. The forward cannon fired a second time. Michael heard the air sizzle as the shell passed just over the ship, and a waterspout shot up to starboard. Once more the stern gun spoke, and again Sofia was shaken by a hit. The ship was zigzagging violently; either the Swede or Medina was putting his back to the wheel.
A shell from the forward cannon punched through the superstructure. Portholes exploded and steel crumpled. “Get down! Get down!” someone was shouting, though it was hardly necessary; men were trying to fold themselves into smaller and smaller targets.
Except for three. Michael remained standing, so did Billy, and Gustave Beauchene aimed his Thompson at the now-distant Javelin and opened fire as he shouted blue curses into the rain. The warship’s guns fired almost in unison. Sofia lurched, struck in two places. A blaze had broken out toward the bow, the flames leaping up from the deck. Another shell crashed into the superstructure, dangerously close to the wheelhouse. The freighter veered again to starboard, trying desperately to escape the punishment.
“Put out that fire!” Beauchene shouted to his crew, and then he staggered forward across the pitching deck to do it himself.
A shell hit the side of Sofia just aft of where Michael was standing. The impact lifted him up and threw him to the boards. The sound of distressed steel screeched in his ears. He lay dazed for a few seconds, feeling the wolf wanting to burst from its soul cage.
When he reached up for the hand that reached for him, he thought his own fingers might already be hooking into claws. But he was wrong.
Billy pulled him up. “You all right?”
Michael nodded. Were his ears bleeding? No.
Another shell struck toward the stern and Sofia shivered in agony. Then the rain began falling in sheets. Visibility was drastically cut; Michael could no longer see the Javelin through the gray curtains. Whether the lack of visibility affected the range-finders or not, he didn’t know, but the guns had ceased firing.
“Damn,” Billy said. Michael saw that his eyes were wide and his face bleached. Rain dripped from his chin. He was a kid trying to play a man’s part. “I’m sorry,” he managed to say, and then he lurched forward and threw up over the side.
A group of men were fighting the blaze and beating it down as Beauchene hollered and raged. Extinguishers sprayed. The flames sank away, and in a moment only black smoke curled up into the rain.
Michael stood over the body of the dead Spaniard. Several other crewmen, including Olaf Thorgrimsen and Dylan Custis, were silently staring down at the carnage. The presence of violent death among a member of any tribe, Michael knew, had the effect of piercing the hardest heart. Rain slashed across the dead man’s face and open eyes. “Would someone find a canvas?” Michael asked, and Olaf immediately trudged off to secure one.
The captain appeared on the scene, his hair plastered down and face smudged with smoke. He pushed at the brains with the toe of his shoe. “Somebody get that up!” he ordered. No one moved.
Then someone did come forward.
He bent down. A pair of black hands scooped up the essence of a man, and then Enam Kpanga walked to the gunwale and dropped his burden into the sea. When he turned again toward the ship, his face was devoid of all emotion and his eyes were unknowable beyond the rain-wet glasses. He wiped his gory hands along the sides of his black trousers, and then he passed on by Michael and through the gathering of men like a silent spirit.
“Wrap him up,” Beauchene said when Olaf returned with the canvas. “Anybody who wants to say something, say it now. I didn’t know him. When you’re done, put him over. Somebody pick up his rifle and shells. Comprenez?” He swung his gaze upon Michael. “I need you,” he said, “to get up to the wheelhouse. Tell Medina I said to keep the engines at full speed. Tell him I said to come back to course two-four-zero. Go!” He may well have been urging himself onward, for he hurried off with a heavy-set gray-bearded man, one of the two engineers.
Michael climbed the stairs to the wheelhouse. The repugnant but obviously capable Swede was still at the helm. Rain whipped against the windshield. Though dawn had broken, visibility was limited only to the foam-streaked gray waves twenty meters beyond Sofia’s bow. Medina sprawled in a brown leather chair with his hands to his face. “Get on duty!” Michael snapped at him, and he relayed Beauchene’s commands.
Medina’s eyes had sunken. He’d aged ten years in the last thirty minutes. “We’re all going to die,” he said.
Michael put his hand on the revolver’s grip in his waistband. “Give those orders or you’ll go first.”
The orders were given and carried out. Sofia, a tougher lady than she appeared, slowly swung back on her course for England.
“Mr. Medina!” It was the Russian radio operator, calling from his station. “Message for the captain!”
Michael didn’t wait for the second mate to respond. He walked back to the radio room. The bizarre noise of static, bagpipe drone and cat squall was pulsing from the speaker.
Michael asked in Russian, “Still jamming?”
The radioman looked at him in surprise. He was smoking a cigarette, and now he blew smoke through both nostrils. He gave a faint smile and said, also in Russian, “Jamming, yes. They drop the interference a little to send messages and receive from us, then they power it up again. A noise generator. Very wicked device, this one.” He stared at Michael with new respect. “What’s your home?”
“I was born in St. Petersburg.”
“Ah!” He tapped his heart. “Stalingrad. Well, it was Tsaritsyn when I was born. Hey, you speak good English!”
“You also.”
“Yes, we don’t waste our Russian on those with inferior ears, huh?” He grinned and reached over to a shelf that held tubes, wires, other radio parts and various tools of his trade. He flipped open a small leather case and offered Michael a hand-rolled cigarette.
Michael said, “Thank you,” as he accepted it. Not because he planned to smoke it, but because it was a comrade’s gift.
The jamming noise quietened, if only enough for that clipped voice to come through: “From the German vessel Javelin to the Norwegian freighter Sofia. Repeating our message. Captain Manson Konnig requests a meeting between brothers of the sea. He regrets your escalation of violence. Captain Konnig requests that you allow him to board your fine ship at your earliest invitation. Captain Konnig will arrive in an unarmed motor launch, with only the necessary crew. He will bravely and resolutely board your ship alone and unarmed. Is this agreeable to the captain of the Sofia?”
Michael tapped a finger against his chin.
The jamming was still at a lower volume. They were waiting.
Michael was about to do something that would get him hanged in a naval trial a hundred times over. But as far as he was concerned, and with the lives of the Wesshausers in the balance, at this moment he was in charge.
“Tell them to come ahead,” Michael directed.
“I can’t do that,” the radioman said, still in Russian. “I know you’re a big man here, but you don’t have the authority.” He let his gaze pass over the revolver. “Unless you force the issue.”
“All right.” Michael drew the weapon and held it between himself and the radioman. “Tell them to come ahead. I presume they’re still off our portside. Tell them we’ll treat Captain Konnig fairly. But tell them we’ve set up our own machine guns and if there’s any hint of trouble we’ll blow that launch to splinters. And tell them we’re not cutting our speed. Go on.”
The radioman sent the message. His German was not excellent, but it was very good.
There was a pause of maybe two minutes, during which the jamming noise increased. Then the clipped voice came back through the aural onslaught: “Agreed.”
The static and pulsing noises swelled louder. The radioman again had to dial down the volume.
“On their way,” he said, with the ironic fatalism of a true-born Russian.
 


Eight
The Mellow Moment

 
“You did what?”
Michael faced Captain Beauchene in the hallway outside the radio room and told him again. It was about twenty minutes after the meeting had been accepted, and Beauchene had just come to the bridge from a variety of tasks designed to keep Sofia afloat and the men from casting their lives to the lifeboats.
After the second telling, the captain stared at the floor. Rain dripped steadily from his yellow slicker. “We’re not reducing our speed,” he said.
“I told them that.”
“You had no right.”
“I want to see what we’re dealing with.”
“Oui, and what do they get to see?” Beauchene glared into Michael’s eyes. “That we have a few rifles and pistols to use against their fucking cannons? Well, they already know that, don’t they? Merde, what a mess!”
“We might get some idea how to clean it up by meeting Konnig.”
“You say.”
“Yes,” Michael answered calmly. “I do say.”
Beauchene held Michael’s gaze a few seconds longer. Then he shook his head and ran a hand through his rain-soaked hair. With a weary sigh, he said, “Come in and get a drink.”
Michael followed him through a door on the other side of the hallway. Beauchene’s cabin had a porthole and would have a nice view of the sea when the weather wasn’t so closed-in. That was the best that could be said for it. There was a bunk, a desk, two chairs in need of reupholstering, a tatty green throwrug, a floorlamp with a crooked shade that had a cartoon of marching tin soldiers upon it like something taken from a child’s playroom, and another lamp on the desk. Newspapers and magazines were piled around. There was a shelf of a few sad-looking books. It was obvious the captain ate alone and sometimes didn’t finish his meals, because the plates and leftovers were in plain sight. The cabin had the musty dirty-socks smell of a cheap hotel room, uncleaned for many a night. There were no pictures on the pine-panelled walls. No excuse was made. Beauchene closed the door and rested his Thompson gun in a corner. He sat behind the desk, opened a lower drawer and brought out a half-full bottle of brandy and a single glass. The glass, Michael noted, had a brown crust of dried brandy sticking to its bottom and was mottled with greasy fingerprints. Beauchene poured liquor into the nasty glass and offered it to Michael, who took it without hesitation because it was not the worst thing he’d ever drunk from.
Beauchene swigged from the bottle. “Five men wounded and two dead,” he said as the fire descended. “We were lucky there. Next time not so much. Some electrical cable damage aft. The engineers are working on it. No hull damage, thank God. No rudder or engine damage.” He drank again. “A shell caused some havoc in one of the staterooms. Not theirs or the children’s. My worst problem is figuring out how to feed my crew. Most of the crockery in the galley broke when we started slinging ourself all around like a maniac with an ass-itch. Got a cook with a broken arm, too. The doctor doesn’t need his heroin today, he’ll patch everyone up. Aren’t you drinking?”
Michael took a sip and managed his initial reaction. It was not exactly France’s finest.
“Sit while you can,” Beauchene suggested, and Michael took the better of the two bad chairs. “There you go.” Beauchene was speaking not to Michael but to the bottle. It was a croon of appreciation, or perhaps dependency. Michael thought that one man’s heroin was another man’s brandy. “Ah, oui!” Beauchene took another drink and closed his eyes. He leaned back in his chair. “Le moment mûr,” he said.
Michael knew what that meant: The mellow moment.
“Haven’t had many of those?” Michael asked. “Except from a bottle?”
“Not many, thank you for asking.” The captain’s eyes remained shut. Then they suddenly opened and the red glare had returned. “Who the fuck are you? Or, rather…who the fuck do you think you are? Receiving my radio messages and giving orders? I could shoot you for either one of those!”
“And then,” Michael said easily, as he sipped the mixture of pinesap and hot glue, “you’d have one less gunman.”
“One less pain in my ass, you mean. I ought to forget about the shooting and knock your brains out.” That statement caused him to frown and stare again into the bottle. His swig this time was a long swallow of needful thirst. “Damn, what a day,” he said.
Michael had to ask the question. “Why do you hate him?”
“Him? Him who?”
“You know.”
Beauchene grunted. “I told you. He’s a black nigger and he’s a college boy. They put him here to ride my back. Imagine that! After all these years, a nigger on my back! And not just any one, but a college boy! Oh, they’ve got big plans for him, you can count on that.” He leaned forward and planted his elbows on the desktop. “They put him on me to get experience. That’s what they said. To get the actual experience of seamanship. But you know…you know…that’s not all of it. Non! They want him watching me. Taking notes. Judging me, for any error. Because of my past mistakes, you see. A few errors. A few scraped hulls and mishandled cargo. Always the captain’s fault, oui? And now look what you’ve gotten me into! If we get out of this, how will I have a job?” Another swig of deadly brandy went down his pipe. “Two men are never going home. Do you get that? And how many more will never be going home? Eh? So how will Captain Gustave Beauchene ever have a job after this?” He abruptly slammed the bottom of the bottle down on the desk. “Answer me!” he shouted, his face contorted with pure rage.
Michael was very careful in his reply. “When we get out of this, the British Secret Service will arrange a job for you with any British merchant line you please to approach. I can promise that.”
“Oh, can you? Promise me a job sailing a desk through a sea of papers? Or perhaps you can get me a job in a bakery? Making crumpets and little tea-cakes for fags with umbrellas?”
It struck Michael then. Gustave Beauchene bore a hatred not only for Eman Kpanga, but for the entire world.
Beauchene was very intelligent. Michael knew the man must have seen some realization in his face, because the captain smiled grimly and said, “You think you know me, is that it? From your little histories and spy papers? Did you know, then, that I was the third generation of my family’s bakery in Paris? That this was to be my continuation of the very profitable Beauchene family business? Oh, yes! When I wasn’t sailing on the Seine, I was busy doing my part to carry forth the tradition. The great Beauchene tradition!” He said it as if it were something dangerous.
He picked up his bottle and stood up and peered out the porthole at the gray banners of rain. The sea had flattened, the waves beaten down by falling water.
“Then,” he said, “I met a woman.” Something in his voice changed; it deepened, and went dry. “A very beautiful and gracious woman. A woman far above my league. Yet she called to me. And I answered, yes I did. This woman…what can I say?” He put the bottle to his lips but did not drink, and so lowered it again. A sigh came out of him that might have been a whirlwind made small and private. “We were married,” he went on. “And she wanted things. Needed things. Those beautiful and expensive things a beautiful woman needs. Well…I had to make more money for her, didn’t I? I had to give her those things. To keep her, you see? Because a woman like that…if you lose her…you will hate yourself every day as long as you shall live. So I began gambling. More and more. It became a need of my own. I won some, oui, but in the end…you know, the house always wins.”
Beauchene was quiet for awhile. Quiet also was Michael Gallatin.
“The house,” Beauchene said, “took my family’s business. And then…I learned about all the other men. Just by accident, the first one. Then…I began watching, and following her. There were so many others. It must have been a thrilling thing for her.
“And I thought…of course a beautiful woman such as she would never be satisfied just with one man. Certainly not just with me. Well, look at me! And I was better then, but I was on the downward slide. Without money…how could you keep a woman like that?
“And then…and then…I followed her to a hotel. I followed her upstairs. To a room. I let her go in. She walked as a woman does to meet a favored lover. As she used to walk toward me. And then I waited for awhile, and I kicked the door in.”
Again the bottle went to his lips. Again it was lowered. Strong drink was not strong enough.
“There she was,” said Beauchene, as he peered out the porthole at the rainy gray world. “In the bed. Held in those black arms. And both of them looked at me, as if I was nothing. She had no shame. I think she must have known I was following her, because she’d been expecting me. Maybe that was part of the thrill, too. She smiled, just a little bit. Have you ever realized, Monsieur Gallatin, how deadly a smile can be?”
The question cut like a terrible blade.
“Oh,” Beauchene said softly, “I loved her more than life.”
Michael couldn’t see the man’s face. He didn’t want to see it.
“And furthermore,” Beauchene said in a voice strained with old agony still raw, “what would the fates decree, but to someday make me the master of a ship that bears her name?”
He turned toward Michael. Something of the rainy gray world was in his eyes. “You’re thinking now how much hate is in me. Yes, you’re right. I hate Caucasians, Orientals, Africans, Brits, Poles, Swedes, Norwegians, Dutchmen, Spaniards, Germans, Russians and all the rest of them. I hate Frenchmen and I hate French women. I hate the tall, the short, the plain and the beautiful. I hate those who frown and those who smile. I hate the lucky in love and the unlucky in life. And most of all, Monsieur Gallatin, most of all…I hate—”
There was a knock at the door. “Captain?” It was the young African.
“Most of all, I hate men with green eyes,” Beauchene said, finishing his litany. He aimed his mouth at the door. “What do you want?”
“Sir…a motor launch is approaching on the port beam. Its signal lamp is asking us to hold our fire.”
Beauchene tilted the bottle to his lips and killed it. “Lower the ladder. One man should come aboard, and one man only. When he gets on deck, frisk him for weapons and blindfold him. Take him to the mess hall. And tell everyone my order is: no firing upon the launch or the man. Understand that?”
“Yes sir.” Kpanga went away.
“All right, then.” Beauchene came around the desk and picked up his Thompson.
He reloaded it with a fresh clip. “Don’t worry,” he told Michael, who had begun to worry. “I’ll be as sweet as cream cheese. You ready?”
Michael was.
They left the cabin to go meet their visitor.
 


Nine
The Javelin’s Master

 
The man standing in the mess hall had been blindfolded with a piece of black cloth. Enam Kpanga, Olaf Thorgrimsen and Billy Bowers were with him when Michael and Beauchene arrived. Olaf, brandishing his pistol, was walking around and around the Javelin’s captain, as if to examine him from all angles. Billy stood at the door, his eyes dark from lack of sleep.
“May I remove my blindfold?” Manson Konnig asked in English with a crisp German accent. His voice betrayed no emotion, and not a half-quaver of fear.
“Oui,” said Beauchene.
Konnig reached up long-fingered hands, removed his perfectly-white captain’s cap with its high top and spread-winged eagle insignia above the Nazi symbol, and then took off the blindfold. He had reddish-blonde hair, trimmed short on the sides but thick on top, and a neat mustache and goatee more on the red side. He was wearing a long black raincoat over his uniform. His boots looked to have been recently painted with glossy ebony. He put the blindfold in a pocket of his coat and returned the cap to his head. Then he adjusted it at a slight, jaunty angle.
The man’s cautious dark brown eyes regarded first Beauchene and then Michael.
“Captain?” he asked, and offered his hand to the lycanthrope.
“I’m the master of this ship,” said Beauchene, his eyelids at half-mast.
“Ah! Yes!” Konnig moved his hand toward Beauchene, but it was not accepted.
“Well,” said the Javelin’s master, as he closed his hand and dropped it to his side, “pardon me. I was expecting a captain, not a garbageman.”
 Beauchene smiled thinly. He kept his eyes on the Nazi. “You two men can leave. Wait outside. Kpanga, you stay.”
“Oh, dear,” said Konnig. “Must we have that in the room?”
“He stays.”
Billy and Olaf left. Michael pulled a chair over and sat down, interested to watch this encounter play out and also to examine Konnig. The man was tall and slender, very fit-looking, and about thirty-five years old. He had a long aristocratic nose with the required pinched nostrils. His chin was square, his teeth well-polished, his demeanor that of German royalty slumming with the fieldhands. His smile was a little oily.
“Would you please not wave that weapon around?” Konnig was referring to the Thompson. “I believe you’ve already committed an act of war with it, by destroying my searchlight.”
“Your searchlight hurt my eyes.”
Konnig grunted softly. He put his hands behind his back and locked the fingers. “I’m detecting here a certain level of animosity.”
“That may be because you killed two of my crew.”
“Really? And how many of your crew are left?”
“Enough to count.”
“Count for what? More coffins?”
“You worry about coffins for your own crew.”
“Oh, I surely will!” Konnig began to stroll around the room, looking here and there. “You did kill one of ours, by the way. A young sailor from Hamburg with a wife and two daughters. Shot right through the lungs. Died just before I left the ship. Does that make you proud?”
“It makes me wish more of my men had aimed better.”
“You’re harsh!” Konnig said with a small wicked grin. “A Frenchman from…where?”
“France.”
“And what about you?” Konnig turned his attention to Michael. “Who and what are you?”
“I’m a man in a chair,” said Michael.
“No, you’re a man in a chair who will be dead before this day is done,” Konnig answered. He was no longer grinning. “As all of you will be dead, if you refuse to turn your passengers over.” He showed his palms. “Now listen! What is to be gained by a show of resistance? Nothing, in the long run. We all know that.” He motioned toward Kpanga. “Even that one knows it. Captain, why do you wish your crew to be killed? And for a few people you really have no interest in? What should it matter to you and to your crew what becomes of those people?”
“Captain Beauchene,” said Michael, “knows you’ll kill everyone on board and sink this ship as soon as you get them. That’s why it matters.”
“Wrong!” Konnig stabbed a finger at him. “I am offering this: we receive the Wesshausers, and then we remove your crew. Yes, we do sink this freighter, but…My God, isn’t she already half-sunk? Continuing on…we transport you, Captain Beauchene, your officers and your crew to Germany, where we will offer you lodging, food and all possible care. We’re not monsters, sir! We just want what is ours.”
“Lodging?” Beauchene’s eyebrows had gone up. “For how fucking long?”
“Until,” said Konnig, with a shrug, “we say it is in our interest to send you home. Now…that might be weeks, months, or years. We don’t know the future. Who does?”
“Your big-mouthed Nazi boss seems to.”
“Well, he’s special,” Konnig admitted. “One of a kind.”
“We’re not giving you the Wesshausers,” said Michael.
“Pardon me!” Konnig frowned. “Who’s the captain here? The dead man in the chair or the French garbageman?”
Beauchene laughed. It was an evil sound.
He walked purposefully toward Michael. With the remnant of that twisted laugh on his face, he wrenched the revolver from Michael’s waistband. He cocked it, and then he turned and walked straight toward Manson Konnig, who blinked furiously and took a backward step.
Beauchene was faster. He put the revolver’s barrel against the peak of Konnig’s white cap. One shot blasted the cap from Konnig’s head and made the eardrums sing.
Konnig staggered back and nearly fell before he righted himself. His mouth was open, his eyes furious at this crass indignity. But he was smart enough not to protest against a madman with a revolver in one hand and a Tommy gun in the other.
Beauchene stood over the smoke-stained cap. “I’ve always wanted to put a hole in one of those,” he said, with a huge satisfied smile.
Konnig released the breath he’d been holding. A lock of reddish-blonde hair had fallen over his forehead, which appeared to be sparkling with sudden sweat. His smile was less satisfaction and more stupefaction. “With my compliments,” he managed to say.
“He’s speaking for me, but I can speak for myself,” said the Frenchman. “You can go back to your ship. We’re sailing on, with our passengers.”
“Not sailing very far, I’m afraid.” Konnig was inspecting his scalp with the fingers of his right hand. “We’ll have to stop you, of course. I will tell you that my mission involves two choices. I was told the first choice was to remove the Wesshausers and take them back alive. The second choice, if the first proved difficult, was to make sure no one on this poor, sad vessel ever passes across the North Sea. It’s really up to you, sir.”
“It may really be up to me to put this gun against your head and give your cap a twin.”
“That wouldn’t be wise,” Konnig said. “And why not? Because if I am not back on my motor launch within another ten minutes, Javelin will start to miss me. And when she misses me, she gets very angry. She begins to shoot incendiary shells, which will burn this ship to a crisp and causes such agonies to human flesh. And my death does nothing for you, because I have three very experienced and capable officers all more than willing to take charge. Now…we are going to destroy this ship, if you refuse our demands. Yes. But we will not use the incendiaries and we will gladly accept any crewmen we rescue. If I am dead, however, Javelin will run the survivors over until there is nothing left but a red smear in all this gray sea. So, you pompous little idiot, what is your choice?”
The African suddenly advanced on him. “Here!” he said angrily. “You can’t speak to my captain like—”
Konnig’s right arm straightened. There was a click of metal. In his hand appeared a small derringer, guided along a metal track laced from elbow to wrist. Michael realized it had been overlooked when Konnig was frisked, probably because the concentration was usually on armpits, sides and groin. Michael reached frantically for his pistol, which wasn’t there.
There was a single loud crack! and Enam Kpanga’s head was rocked backward.
His glasses flew off. A small round wound, deadly enough, had appeared at the center of his forehead. Kpanga’s knees buckled and he slithered to the floor and twitched as he died.
Konnig stood over the body. “I’ve always wanted to put a hole in one of those,” he said. With a snap of his wrist the derringer was retracted back along his forearm to the inner elbow.
Beauchene gave a shuddering breath and swung both guns up, pistol and Tommy. Michael was on his feet, advancing to pin Konnig’s arms.
“Gentlemen?” Konnig said. “I am leaving now.”
The absolute, chilling disinterest in his voice caused Beauchene’s fingers to freeze on the triggers and Michael’s shoes to stick to the floor.
“Honestly, what good would it do to even hold me here, much less kill me?” Konnig stepped over the dying or dead African on his path to the door. “I don’t think I’ll wear the blindfold out, if you don’t mind.” He narrowed his eyes at the expression of horror on Beauchene’s face. “Surely…that thing wasn’t worth the price of a funeral pyre, was he? Now, you have my word I won’t use the incendiaries. Those are very nasty. Remember, sir, that we will rescue any crewman we find in the sea. You might spread that little bit of information around, to help matters. Oh…and I do have another cap.” He paused at the door. “Do the two men outside know our agreement?”
When he received no reply from either Beauchene or Michael, Manson Konnig turned away and left the mess hall as nonchalantly as if he had just eaten a four-course meal and was on his way to take a nap.
They went after him.
Up on the deck, the crewmen who had guns were training their weapons on him. He strode to the port gunwale, where the rope ladder was still hanging over the side. The rain had lessened, the sea flat except for broad-backed rollers, visibility still closed-in. Konnig waved to the motor launch, which had kept pace with Sofia. It nosed in at the bottom of the ladder.
The captain of the Javelin started over the gunwale. He looked up as Beauchene approached, the pistol and Tommy gun ready to blow him to pieces. Rain streamed from the Frenchman’s face and hair and his mouth was a grim gray line.
Konnig hesitated. “Sir!” he called to Michael, who was just behind Beauchene. “Restrain your captain, if you will. There is yet time for a peaceful conclusion to this. And your freighter would make such a lovely fire.”
Beauchene didn’t stop. He came across the deck like a juggernaut. He reached Konnig and put the Thompson’s barrel under the man’s chin.
“Surely,” Konnig said, with a half-smile, “you wouldn’t sacrifice your entire crew for a single nigger?”
Michael saw Beauchene’s trigger finger twitch.
But the Thompson remained silent.
Konnig stared into the Frenchman’s eyes for a few seconds, and then—satisfied with what he saw there—he pulled his throat away from the submachine gun and began his climb down the rungs.
The motor launch received him and he stepped under the shelter of its canopy. The boat turned to port and moved off through the shifting curtains of gloom.
Beauchene stood alone, as Sofia rocked him.
He abruptly turned away and walked quickly past Michael, who followed him because he knew where the captain was going.
In the mess hall, Beauchene approached the African’s body. Blood had trickled like a pattern of scarlet lace from the bullet hole. Kpanga’s eyes were open, his forehead misshapen. Beauchene set the revolver and submachine gun on a table and bent down to pick up Kpanga’s glasses. As he stood over the body, he wiped the lenses on his dirty once-white shirt.
Michael picked up the pistol and slid it back into his waistband. He said nothing; words were no good in this room.
Beauchene knelt, opened the African’s coat and put the glasses in the inside pocket. He remained kneeling for a moment, with his head bent forward. His eyes didn’t know where to rest. He made a noise like a gasp, and that was all.
He stood up.
“I’ll have to find somebody to say something,” he told Michael. “I didn’t know him.” He went to the door and paused. “We’ve got to get ready. You coming?”
Michael nodded. “I am.”
They left the mess hall and the dead African on the floor and went back to the deck where the crew was waiting to be told.
 


Ten
Bucket Of Blood

 
By late afternoon the Wesshausers had been placed in a single stateroom with mattresses padding the walls. They tried to make a joke of it, something to do with a padded cell, but they knew exactly what was coming.
The crew had been fed steaks as tough as boot leather and energized with hot black coffee. Those who wanted or needed Benzedrine tablets got them from the doctor. The rest of the mattresses from the crews’ bunks were roped to the gunwales and allowed to hang down nearly to the waterline; it was thin insurance against the five-inch shells, but might prevent a hull breach. Crewmen stood watch along the deck and from the crow’s nests atop both masts. The rain fell intermittently, the sea foamed and swirled, and Sofia kept on her full-speed course to the land of Shakespeare. The Javelin made no appearance from the North Sea mists.
Michael Gallatin was standing near the bow, searching those mists with a pair of binoculars, when he heard her approaching. She stopped on the other side of a lifeboat that had unfortunately been punctured by fifteen slugs from Javelin’s machine gun.
“You shouldn’t be on deck,” he said, lowering his glasses.
“I needed to walk.” 
“Keep walking, then. And get below as soon as you’re done.”
“You sound like you think you’re my father.”
“I’m amazed your father would let you out here. Don’t you know what’s likely to be happening any minute now?”
Marielle peered warily around the splintered lifeboat. She was wearing her buttoned-up overcoat with the collar upraised. Her blonde hair spilled out below a wine-red beret. She had her hands thrust into her pockets; though Sofia was rolling, Marielle had found her sea-legs.
“I know,” she said, and she let her eyes graze past him. “My father knows, too. He appreciates the effort, but he thinks we’ll be on our way to Germany before nightfall.”
“Not if I can help it.” He brought the binoculars back up and kept searching.
“My father doesn’t think anyone can help it,” she replied. “They’ve found us and they’re going to take us, and that’s that.”
Michael grunted. “I wouldn’t have thought your father was a quitter. Or you either, for that matter.”
“It’s not quitting. It’s being accepting of reality. That’s what my father says.”
“Whose reality? Hitler’s?” Michael let the question hang. He lowered the glasses again and turned his head so he could look directly into her aquamarine eyes. She pulled back just a little, but not by much. “Your father’s been very brave so far. He must be a brave man, to have risked his family. To have risked everything, really. Well, I’m not giving up and neither is the captain and crew of this ship. So why should he?”
“He doesn’t want anyone else to be hurt.”
“Someone’s going to be hurt, whether they take you off this ship or not. It’s the Nazi way.” He gave her a brief tight smile.
She studied him for a moment with a number of sidelong glances. “There’s something strange about you,” she decided. And amended the word: “Different, I mean.” 
“Possibly so.” He wondered if she could sense the animal in his soul cage.
She stared out upon the sea. “I think,” she said, “you’re a gentleman pretending to be a roughneck.”
“That’s interesting.” Again he scanned the mists with his glasses. “I’ve always thought of myself as a roughneck pretending to be a gentleman.”
“You’re hiding something,” she said.
“Who isn’t?”
“What you’re hiding…isn’t like anyone else. It’s…” Marielle frowned. “Very deep,” she finished.
“Not so very deep,” Michael said, but he didn’t wish to say anything more.
She was silent for awhile. Michael suddenly wished she would go away, because he thought she could see more than she realized.
“Do you think I’m crippled?” she suddenly asked. “Is that why you told me the story about Vulcan? Because he was crippled, too?”
“I told you the story about Vulcan because I could see him working at his forge in the sky.”
“No,” she said, and abruptly she took a lurching step forward on her high shoe and the sixteen-year-old girl regarded him with the calm and knowing composure of a woman. “Herr Gallatin, I don’t ask anyone to feel sorry for me. I don’t want that, and I never have. I don’t really like being as I am. I don’t like the sound I make as I walk. I don’t like the attention it draws, because it’s always people feeling sorry for me. Either that, or laughing at me behind my back. But I can abide that, better than the other. I can’t stand looking into the faces of people and seeing what they’re thinking of me, that I’m a poor pitiful child who wears a heavy shoe and can never walk right and can never dance. But I never ask anyone to feel sorry for me, Herr Gallatin. And I saw that in your face the first time I looked at you. I see that in many faces aboard this ship. So, yes, I may be crippled and I may not wish to be around people very much, for just the reasons I’ve said, but…”
And here she hesitated, as if to draw up from her depths what she really had to say.
“Please,” she said, and in her eyes there gleamed the bright shine of tears, “do not cripple my dignity.”
He faced her directly. “I would never dream of such a thing,” he said. “I told you about Vulcan not because he was crippled, but because he knew pain. I think you know pain, Marielle. I think that’s what you hide, very deep. And I think you have to find a way to let it go, so you can forge a life.”
Her eyes were glassy. Her mouth twisted a bit. “What do you know of it?” she asked, in a bitter whisper.
How to answer such a question? he wondered. He realized she couldn’t see herself. She couldn’t see her potential for beauty, or for joy. She couldn’t see how lovely her eyes were, or how soft was her hair. She couldn’t see the German roses in her cheeks, or her own svelte slim body beneath the shapeless overcoat. She could only see the malformed leg and the heavy shoe that weighted her like an anchor to the earth. And of all the faces that held pity for her, no one held more pity than the face in the mirror.
A lookout shouted from the aft crow’s nest. Another shout replied, over on the starboard side.
The Javelin was coming. Michael had expected it from the port side. Even though he couldn’t see the warship, he realized from the crew’s warning shouts that it had crossed their stern and was probably even now swinging its guns toward the target.
Billy Bowers stood within calling distance. Michael said, “Billy! Come here! Get the girl below!”
Billy hurried over and, though Marielle recoiled in abject fear, he took her hand. “I won’t bite you!” he said. She resisted him and jerked free. She tried to stagger away, but she lost her balance and fell against the gunwale. “Damn it, girl! Hold still!” Billy told her, and then he scooped her up in his arms and nearly ran with her across the deck.
Michael strode to the starboard side. And there through the glistening mist, just barely visible, was the deadly silhouette of Manson Konnig’s Javelin.
It was too distant for any bullet from Sofia to reach. Michael saw flame gout from the forward cannon and heard the blast, and he realized with a sinking heart that in a few moments Sofia might well be reduced to a bucket of blood.
Water shot up just short of the hull. The crewmen with rifles were firing, as if it would do any good. The next shell from Javelin sizzled over the deck and spewed up water on the port side. Getting the range, Michael thought. Where the hell was Beauchene? As if he could do any good, either!
Michael cursed Valentine Vivian. One thing was certain: a wolf could drown as easily as a man.
The third shell hit Sofia amidships, just above the waterline. The shock may have been cushioned by a mattress, but who could say? A vibration rippled across the deck. Another shell cut a gash across the forward mast. And then both of Javelin’s guns began firing in rapid succession, and in a matter of seconds the shrieking projectiles slammed one after the other into Sofia’s hull, her deck and her superstructure.
The freighter heeled to port. Michael lost his footing and was thrown back against a capstan. He went down to his knees, and there felt what must have been another shell rush past him with a high-pitched whine and a smell of burned matches. Behind him, a lifeboat exploded into kindling. Something crashed against metal and screamed off into the air. He heard shells hitting like punches being thrown against human flesh. A figure stumbled past him, holding the bleeding stump of a right arm. Sofia pitched back and forth under the barrage, and when Michael looked toward the wheelhouse he saw holes being torn in the superstructure as if it were made of flimsy cardboard. More portholes exploded. The ship shuddered along her length, and still the shells continued to strike.
A lycanthrope could know horror. He knew it, when he saw the glass windshield of the wheelhouse blow inward from a direct hit.
Over the ear-blasting noise of shellfire and the rending of steel he heard a man screaming and did not know if it was his own voice or the voice of a comrade.
 He knew only that the ship’s wheel was most likely unmanned, or in the best case helmed by a Swede whose eyes had been cut to pieces by flying glass.
He got up off his knees and ran across the deck, which shivered like the spine of a kicked dog. He reached the staircase and climbed up, and as he climbed he saw the red flames spouting from Javelin’s guns and Sofia being torn apart below him.
On the bridge, the Russian radioman was fighting for control of the wheel. The Swede lay with a blood mask for a face and his throat sliced open. Medina had collapsed in his own pool of gore next to the engine order telegraph. Overhead, cables dangled down and electric sparks jumped. A fresh insult of rain swept through the opening where the windshield had been. Sofia, gone mad with pain, was turning herself starboard toward Javelin as if to end her agonies.
“I’ve got it!” Michael shouted, and he grasped the spokes of the glass-slashed wheel and wrenched it to port. How long did it take for the rudder to respond? Sofia went on, heedless of human hands. He thought the rudder must have been blasted away. Under his feet, the bloody planks jumped from the percussion of more shell hits. A hot sizzling thing, smoking like a comet, burst up from Sofia’s deck into the air.
Michael felt the rudder bite hold and the freighter begin to turn. He put his back into the wheel. The Russian radioman retreated to give him space. Fire suddenly rippled along the torn electrical cables above Michael’s head. Still the ship was turning, responding by slow inches. Waterspouts shot up on either side of Sofia and then through the rain that flew into his eyes Michael saw ahead of them a white mass that hid the sea.
A fogbank, he realized. He glanced at the engine telegraph. The pointer was set to All Ahead Flank, the fastest possible speed order. Medina must have rung it before the wheelhouse was hit. The bow was headed right into the fog. So be it, Michael thought.
And then: Go, you bitch!
Someone shoved him aside.
Gustave Beauchene, blood streaming from a wound on his forehead and his shirt and yellow rainslicker streaked with it, took charge of the wheel. He, too, had seen the fogbank. Shells crashed into Sofia’s stern. The thunder of cannonfire echoed across the sea. Michael smelled blood and gunpowder and the sweat of fear. “Get to the stern!” Beauchene shouted to the Russian. “Find whoever you can and start throwing the ropes and nets in our wake! Go, now!”
The Russian ran out and down the stairway. Michael realized Beauchene was desperately hoping something might foul Javelin’s props, because the warship was going to be right behind them.
Trembling, Sofia entered the fog.
It closed around the freighter like a huge cloud. In a matter of seconds, tendrils of fog drifted across the deck and visibility was cut to maybe twenty meters. The sound of the diesels pulsed against the white thickness. “Allez, allez!” Beauchene whispered, as blood ran down through the seams of his face to his chin.
In another moment he turned the wheel a few degrees to port. Then again to starboard. White fog swirled into the wheelhouse, the breath of ghosts. Michael went into Beauchene’s cabin and found a nasty oil-stained rag; he brought it out and gave it to the captain, who silently pressed it against the wound on his forehead.
Beauchene turned the wheel to port once more. He said, “Hold her steady,” and Michael took the helm. Beauchene rang up a change on the telegraph: All Stop.
The voices of the big diesels faded to a low rumble.
Then…there was only the hiss of the fog and the sea, the pained creaks of Sofia’s injured flesh and bones, and the noise of men calling to each other in the gloom.
Sofia drifted.
Beauchene fetched a fire extinguisher from the radio room and sprayed out the overhead flames. His bloody face stared impassively at Michael Gallatin.
His voice was a dry croak. “I’m going to go find out the damage. If we’re sinking or not. I’m going to go find out how many men have just died. And your people may be dead, too. That may be for the best, for them. We can’t take another beating like that, do you understand?”
Michael answered, “I understand.”
“She’s been hurt,” said Beauchene, as if that explained everything.
Then the Sofia’s master, suddenly a very small and weary man, turned away and stumbled down the stairs where his bloody handprints stained the rail.
 


Eleven
The Specialist

 
Twelve men wounded, four severely. Five men dead, including the doctor when the infirmary was hit by two shells one nearly after the other. The pumps working at full capacity to fight the gushing leak near the stern until a patch could be welded in. Some electrical damage forward. Many new hull, deck and superstructure scars, though nothing critical. Damage to one of the engines due to running at flank speed, but thankfully the engineers vowed to repair it within six hours.
Darkness fell. The fog remained. All of Sofia’s lights were cut except for a few bulbs belowdecks. Shadows began to claim the ship.
“Not very fucking good,” was Beauchene’s report to the remainder of the crew in the mess hall. A bandage was plastered to his forehead, his eyes puffed with pain. “We’re alive and afloat, but when this fog clears we’re dead, plain and simple. We’ve got three lifeboats left. I’m telling you that anyone who wants to strike out on their own can go. You can take some food and water. If you’re going, dress warm and get out now. Maybe you’ll be picked up by another freighter and you’ll live to tell the tale. All right, then. God be with you.”
The three lifeboats stayed where they were.
The night moved on.
Crewmen stood watch in their fields of fog. They listened for the throb of engine noise, but if Javelin was out there she was gliding.
They had no doubt Javelin was out there.
Beauchene did have a plan, of sorts. Every so often he ordered the engine room to provide enough power to creep forward a few hundred meters, then Sofia was allowed to drift again. The intent was to keep the noise down, keep the bow aimed toward England, and maybe—maybe—get out on the other side of this fogbank before Javelin could find them. In the meantime, the radio jamming continued and no messages could get through. 
Around midnight, as some of the crew came to fill their cups from the bottomless coffee pot, Michael sat at a table with Olaf Thorgrimsen and Billy Bowers. The cook had supplied some raspberry pie which actually tasted of raspberries, showing that pressure was good for the kitchen. Currents of cigarette smoke moved slowly in the air, and all conversation was hushed.
A gaunt, pallid man who entered the mess hall immediately became the center of attention.
Paul Wesshauser, in his black trousers and gray sweater, poured himself a cup of coffee. His eyes were dark-hollowed beneath his glasses. He looked like a man bearing a heavy burden. He sat down at a table by himself, spooned a half-cup of sugar into his joe, lit a cigarette and inhaled to the roots of his lungs.
Michael left his own table and walked the few paces to Wesshauser’s. “Do you mind if I sit with you?”
Wesshauser shrugged, and Michael sat down.
“You holding up?” Michael asked; it was a stupid question, from the look of the man.
“I’m all right.” Wesshauser drew the smoke in again and let it slowly seep from his mouth. “How many died for me today?”
“Five.”
“Five,” Wesshauser repeated. He examined the burning end of his cigarette. “My God. I never meant for this to happen.”
“Of course not. And you’re not to blame for the deaths.”
“Yes, I am.” Wesshauser’s eyes flashed. “If I hadn’t taken it in mind to leave Germany, then…everything would be as it was.”
“That’s right,” Michael agreed. He took a sip of his own black coffee. “You’d still be in Germany, and you’d be working for the Nazis. A fine future that would be. Making weapons for them? You do make weapons, correct?” Michael hadn’t been told exactly what Wesshauser’s area of expertise was.
“I’m a designer,” said the man.
“You make that sound very elegant.” Michael watched the smoke drift from Wesshauser’s mouth. “I think you did the right thing. The only thing. If you feel the Nazis would misuse what you design then you had no choice but to get out. And it took a lot of courage to get this far.”
“Yes, I should be proud of myself for killing so many men, and for ultimately killing my wife, daughter and son.” Wesshauser smiled without humor. “Because that’s what I’ve done.” He bit down on the cigarette. “I went to see Captain Beauchene. To ask him to give us up. Do you know what he told me?”
“No, what?”
“He said he would not allow his crew to be killed like sheep. He said they would die as men, and that those who had already sacrificed their lives would not be dishonored. So, he said…no, he would not give us up. I stood before him and begged. And he told me to get out while I could still walk.”
“Good advice,” Michael said. He knew what part of it was: Gustave Beauchene the garbageman versus Manson Konnig the aristocrat. Michael found himself staring at the place on the floor where Enam Kpanga had died. A mop had soaked up the blood and the canvas-shrouded body had been consigned to the sea. “My daughter told me you’ve spoken with her.” Wesshauser adjusted his glasses as if to view Michael from a different angle. “That story about Vulcan. She found that very interesting. You know, she keeps to herself quite a bit.”
“Does she?”
“Oh, yes. It’s the leg, of course. And the shoe. She’s terribly shy about it. She doesn’t wish to stand out in that way. Her mother and I…we do our best to keep her from feeling so bad about herself, but…you know…she is crippled.”
“Hm,” Michael said.
“It’s difficult,” Wesshauser went on, “to hold such standards of perfection and have a daughter who…is afflicted. My own father was a perfectionist. He was the great shining example of the German engineer. Everything should fit together just so. And I have led my life the same way. So…it’s difficult…when—”
“Everything doesn’t fit together just so?” Michael interrupted.
“Yes. Difficult,” said Wesshauser. “And difficult for Marielle also.”
“I’m sure.” Michael finished off his coffee. He was ready to rejoin Olaf and Billy.
“But my high standards have suited me well,” Wesshauser told him. He drew deeply again from his cigarette. “That’s why they want to stop me from getting to England. I know what’s coming, very soon. They don’t want the British Navy to have access to my knowledge of torpedoes.”
“Hm,” Michael said once more, for want of a better comment. He thought this man was probably a self-important prick. He pushed his chair back and stood up. “Thank you for your time,” he said, with a chill in it. He took his empty coffee cup back to the big stainless steel dispenser to fill it up again.
But before he got there the words my knowledge of torpedoes hit him. He stopped abruptly, with an idea lodged in his mind. A man behind him—one of the engineers—bumped into him and went around.
“Wesshauser,” Michael said when he returned to the man’s table. The eyeglasses peered up at him from behind the pall of smoke. “Could you…make a torpedo?”
“Make a torpedo,” Wesshauser repeated, without inflection.
“That’s right. You’re the specialist. Could you make one? Put it together from… well…whatever’s on this ship.”
“I have no idea what’s on this ship. It goes without saying that I’d need high explosives. There would have to be a steel casing and a detonator.” He frowned and dropped the cigarette butt into his cup. “What are you carrying?”
“Machine parts, ball bearings, hardwood logs and fertilizer.”
“Fertilizer,” Wesshauser said.
“That’s right. About three hundred oil drums full. Just common stuff, I understand.”
“Made with ammonium nitrate?”
“I don’t know.”
“And of course you have diesel fuel?”
“Yes.”
Wesshauser nodded. His eyes looked shiny. “Do you realize that amount of ammonium nitrate could detonate and blow this ship into outer space? And that combined with diesel fuel, the explosive compound is made certain to blow?”
Michael swallowed. “I…suppose…you’re saying—”
“I’m saying if the fertilizer is made with ammonium nitrate, you are carrying many hundreds of high explosive devices on this freighter. My God! Are you people insane? What are your conditions to prevent oxidation in the hold?”
“There are fans,” Michael said lamely. “When they’re turned on.”
Wesshauser stood up. “Listen to me!” His voice was urgent, because he’d realized that here might be—might be—a way out. “Do you have a machine shop? A welding station?”
“Yes. Both.”
“No shortage of steel.” Wesshauser was talking to himself. Then, to Michael: “Machine parts, did you say? Of what nature?”
“You’d have to ask the captain. Even he might not know.”
“All right, all right.” Wesshauser ran his fingers across his mouth. “Let’s say a watertight casing can be made and the machine parts would be suitable to form a detonator. Wait…wait!” He shook his head. “No. Ridiculous! There’s no possible way to deliver the weapon. No torpedo tube, no way of aiming the thing.” His hand crept up and his forefinger beat against a vein at his right temple as if to wake up a sleeping part of his brain. “Mathematics,” he said. “There’s so much mathematics involved in aiming and delivering a torpedo. And even so…the odds are that the weapon will not hit its target. This ship…there’s no possible way to send a torpedo from this ship to strike the Javelin. I could make a dozen torpedoes, if I had the time and materials, but without a delivery device—”
Wesshauser stopped speaking. He blinked suddenly, as if startled by a flash.
“You’re carrying logs,” he said. “What length are they?”
“Varied lengths. Five to ten meters. Why?”
“Herr Gallatin,” said the German, “we need to see Captain Beauchene. Now.” They climbed the stairs into the wounded bridge, where fog swirled in through the opening where the glass had been. A single low lantern illuminated Sofia’s master, who clung to the wheel of the drifting vessel with one hand and held in the other a fresh—or nearly, since it was again half-empty—bottle of brandy.
“What the fuck do you two want?” he growled.
In Beauchene’s cabin, revealed by the lantern’s candle, Wesshauser leaned over the desk and on a piece of fly-specked paper drew a diagram with a fountain pen.
“Very well, I understand the torpedo part,” Beauchene said as he and Michael watched the diagram take shape. “I understand about the fertilizer.” The document signed by the cargo master indicated the presence of ammonium nitrate in the black oildrums. “I understand about making a casing and a detonator and all that…but what are you scribbling?”
“A design,” Wesshauser explained, with the candle’s glow in his glasses, “to make this ship the aiming and delivery device. Look here,” he said, and tapped with the pen’s point. “The bow. We need a steel socket attached to the bow at the waterline. Something with clamps that can hold a ten-meter-long hardwood log. If you have saws, the log itself should be squared off from end to end and reinforced with steel on all sides to keep it rigid. Then…here…you see?”
“I’m looking, but I’m not seeing. Yet,” Beauchene added.
“Here, at the far end of the log, another steel socket should be inserted. That should also have clamps to hold the torpedo steady. The torpedo will be underwater, at a depth of possibly a meter or so. You see what I’ve drawn?”
“A ramming device,” Michael said.
“An aiming device,” Wesshauser corrected. “A torpedo on the end of a steel-reinforced beam, secured to the ship’s bow. With any luck, the detonator makes contact with Javelin under the waterline, and sends an electrical spark into the explosive packing. Add to the packing a payload of ball bearings, and the potential for damage to Javelin is further increased. It’s going to be at best an uncertain proposition, because of the imperfect working conditions…but if I can find the right elements on board, I believe I can make this torpedo.”
Beauchene frowned. “There is one small problem here, sir,” he said dryly. “Un peu de pas. We would have to be, as I calculate with my great brain, less than ten meters from Javelin to make this work. As you gentlemen may recall, Javelin has large fucking guns. So how, sir, do we get within ten meters of Javelin without being blown to pieces?” He finished his question with an eye-watering swig of brandy.
“We have to become the hunters,” Michael spoke up, seeing the plan. “We have to seek out Javelin and go on the attack. It’s the only way.”
“In this fog?” Beauchene asked. “How do we find a ship in this? And if it clears as we’re charging for her, won’t she just speed out of danger?”
“We have to hope the fog holds, then,” said the German. “No one on Javelin will be expecting our surprise. Herr Gallatin is correct; it’s the only way.”
“If they can’t find us—and God, I hope they can’t—then we can’t find them.”
“That may not be entirely true,” Michael said. “The continuous jamming signal. Can the radioman determine the direction that’s coming from?”
“I have no idea.” The radioman had been released from duty for the night, and the radio shut down even as the jamming cacophony shrieked on. “Maybe he could twiddle his dials and his thumbs and make an educated guess, I don’t know.”
He’s a Russian, Michael thought. He remembered a saying from his life in the circus: Russians know from which way the wind blows and from which way the shit flows.
“An educated guess might do,” he said.
Beauchene looked from Michael to Wesshauser and back again, searching for either sanity or hope. He took another long drink. “It’ll be dawn in five hours,” he told the German. “What do you need to get started?”
 


Twelve
Dead Ahead

 
Lamps hung from Sofia’s bow. By their fog-dimmed glow, men worked from three lifeboats in the swells. A cable snaked down to an air-powered rivet gun, which made a tremendous racket in use. The work was charged with tension, because if a watch on Javelin heard that noise and the ship followed it, for most men dawn might never come.
A steel cage-like apparatus with a pair of claw-shaped clamps had been riveted in position just at the waterline. Now, moving ponderously and slowly, the men in the boats guided what appeared to be a ten-meter-long gray steel beam into the cage. The clamps were shut down upon it and fastened tight with wrenches. A smaller version of the cage-like device was already bolted to the far end of the squared-off log that masqueraded as a steel beam. There was a groove within the cage for a cylindrical object to be inserted and seized by the second pair of clamps.
A wooden seat descended between a pair of ropes. Dylan Custis came down with a bucket of yellow paint and a brush. He began to paint upon the bow a pair of female eyes complete with eyelashes, as below him the other men watched and waited.
Custis had approached Captain Beauchene in Michael Gallatin’s presence.
You know, cap’n, Custis had said, this ship, she doan got much sense. Doan got
what she needs to live, cap’n. Now if she’s gone be taking a big fish in her teeth and she ain’t got but the one chance, doan you
think she better have some eyes to see with? Beauchene had agreed that, yes, Sofia did need a pair of eyes to see with.
I’ll make ’em so pretty, Custis had promised, you’ll fall in love with her
all over
some more.
They waited on deck for the torpedo that was being put together in a bulb-lit room where the welding torch burned bright blue and a grinding machine thinned small metal parts to nearly perfect specifications. But perfect enough? No one could say.
Michael stood on deck, watching the work at the bow with a group of other men.
Beauchene leaned over the side. There was no need to bark orders because the men knew they were fighting for their lives; perfection in this case might be an impossibility, but the work was going to be damned good enough.
Dawn was about an hour away.
Beauchene went below to find out if the shark had teeth yet.
Michael heard the girl coming. No one even looked in her direction; she was one of them by now. Marielle stood beside him, peering over the dented gunwale. When he glanced at her, she gave him a quick nervous smile and he answered with a nod. Then he noted Billy Bowers come up on her other side, and Billy also leaned over the gunwale to watch. 
Michael thought that three was a crowd. He stepped back, and when he did he saw Billy silently slide his hand into hers, and she just as silently accepted it, and Michael wondered at how shipboard romances could even happen on a freighter in a sea chase. Maybe a spark had been thrown from Vulcan’s forge, he thought. Falling all that way to earth it had flared with uncanny light, and drifting down upon the Sofia it illuminated a boy carrying a girl in his arms to safety. Perhaps, he thought, a future for two people could be sealed with the touch of a crippled god’s fire. He hoped it was so.
As dawn began to lighten the fog, the torpedo was brought up on a handcart.
Following behind the men who pushed it forward were Captain Beauchene, Paul Wesshauser, the two engineers, the mechanics, the electrician, the pump operators, the able seamen and the ordinary seamen. The torpedo was a little over three meters in length and possibly half a meter around at its midsection. From its bullet-shaped tip protruded a trio of metal prongs. Its steel skin was mottled yellow and black, but words were written in white upon the evil-looking hide. Not just words, Michael realized in another moment, but names. Everyone who’d worked on the torpedo had written his name on it in white paint, probably waterproof, and it appeared that all the men who followed behind the handcart had added their names as well.
“Come on!” Beauchene told the crew on deck. “Come sign your names!” He was holding a can of white paint with a small brush resting in it, and this he set down on the handcart beside the weapon.
They came. The brush scrawled name after name, until at last Beauchene offered it to Michael.
“Sign it,” he said.
It was an order.
Michael dipped the brush into the paint and found a clean place to sign. He noted the names of the wounded and dead written along the torpedo’s length. He noted also a particular name: Enam Kpanga.
He wrote Michael Gallatin, and then he gave the paint can and the brush to the captain, who added the final name up near the detonator.
A portable hoist on lock-down wheels was set at the bow. Heavy cables supported the torpedo, which Michael figured probably weighed in the neighborhood of five hundred pounds. If anything went wrong lowering the torpedo over the side to the men in the boats, the dangerous fish would slide directly to the North Sea’s bottom. It was going to be a tricky operation, because if that thing got out of balance and started swinging on the cables its weight could break bones and shatter the lifeboats. Also, nobody wanted the detonator to hit Sofia, though Wesshauser had already told Beauchene and Michael that it would be calculated to explode from an impact at a speed of five knots or above.
“Easy, easy!” Beauchene cautioned as a winch turned and the torpedo went down to meet the upraised arms. “Play out the cables!” he said to the hoist’s operator. Then, louder: “Christ! Not so fast!”
The torpedo, still cabled to the ship, was placed across two boats and ferried over the swells to the business end of the steel-reinforced beam. Some of the men from the third boat slipped into the cold sea. Two of them wore frogmen’s masks and fins, used for clearing the props and working beneath the hull. The insertion of the torpedo into its groove and the closing of the clamps to grip it would have to be done a meter underwater.
The hoist operator kept letting the cables play out to give the workers enough slack.
Then the two boats were in position. Working slowly and methodically, the crewmen manhandled the weapon into the water, where its natural inclination was to sink to the mud seven hundred meters below. The winding in of slack in the attached cables by the hoist operator prevented that disaster.
The frogmen guided the torpedo into its steel socket. Tools were passed down from the boats to tighten the clamps. When that was done and a ‘success’ signal shown by an upraised fist, the cables were unhooked. The torpedo stayed fixed in place in its cage and clamps, its detonator almost precisely a meter underwater.
The frogmen and the other helpers climbed back aboard the third boat. The lifeboats came back alongside and the crew, abandoning their craft to the whim of the sea, ascended on rope ladders. The cold and wet were given blankets and hot coffee.
It was a job well done, Michael thought.
Sofia was ready to be a huntress.
Paltry streams of gray light were beginning to pierce the fog. Beauchene told the crew to take their stations and be ready for action. He asked Michael to come with him to the bridge. In the wheelhouse, he rang up All Ahead Standard on the engine telegraph. The ship began to move through the waves, gradually gaining speed. In the radio room, the Russian was listening to the jamming signal and according to the slight changes in volume trying to triangulate a position of origin.
Michael saw nothing ahead but fog and sea.
“Port, thirty degrees,” the radioman called. Beauchene repeated the call and made the course correction. Then, after a few minutes: “Starboard, twelve degrees.” “Starboard, twelve degrees,” Beauchene called back. The wheel was turned to the right, and Michael watched the needle of the ship’s binnacle-mounted compass move.
The fog remained unbroken.
Twenty minutes passed by on Michael’s ancient pocketwatch. The Russian called out, “Starboard, eight degrees.”
The call was repeated, the wheel turned the rudder and the compass needle moved once more.
Sofia went on, over rolling waves into a realm of softly-floating sea clouds.
Michael felt the tension throb in the pit of his stomach. He took the revolver from his waistband, just to hold something sturdy. If the Russian miscalculated, Javelin could sight Sofia first and bring those guns to bear at pointblank range.
“Hold steady,” called the Russian.
“Steady,” said Beauchene. His knuckles were white on the wheel.
Salt wind blew into Michael’s face through the rectangular hole where the windshield had been. In it he smelled the ship: oil, timbers, old grease-stained canvas, the burnt odor of shell damage, the rank unwashed flesh of working men and the higher, more raw scent of their fear.
He thought he was sweating under his red plaid shirt, but then he realized the wolf hairs were coming up across his back and chest. Rising up in arcs and swirls and strange patterns like primeval symbols unknown to any modern man, and then falling back again beneath the itchy human skin. He had a compelling urge to either run or pee, and he was reminded after all this time that he’d felt the exact same way after he’d killed Octavius Zloy. In that instance, he’d left a puddle of piss as he was caught between worlds and squatting on the floor.
There was nowhere to run, and he didn’t think the captain would enjoy watching him stain the boards.
“Yuri!” Beauchene called. “Do you have a distance?”
“Impossible to be exact, sir.”
“Then don’t be exact, just give me your best estimate.”
A silence followed, during which the Russian must have been either listening or calculating. “I’d say…six hundred, seven hundred meters. That’s my best.”
“Straight ahead?”
“Yes, sir.”
Beauchene said to Michael, “Take the wheel.” When Michael had it, Beauchene rang up the command to the engine room: All Ahead Flank.
Sofia drove forward, her torpedo thrust out like an iron fist.
“Move aside,” the captain told Michael as he returned to the helm.
But before the transfer could be made there was a shout toward the stern. Another voice rose up, unintelligible but urgent. Beauchene peered into the fog along the torpedo’s path, his eyes narrowed. Michael kept the wheel steady. The thrum of laboring engines pulsed along Sofia’s length. Down on the portside deck, someone shouted: “Ship! Dead ahead!”
They were upon it before Michael could pull in another breath.
It was not there and then suddenly it was. Beauchene gave a strangled cry of alarm. Javelin was crossing their bow at a slight angle toward them. Michael saw some of the enemy crewmen at a rail amidships, pointing at Sofia. The deck guns, which must have been constantly manned, began to swivel toward the freighter.
But it was going to be too late.
One of the guns got off a shot that blistered paint along the port side of the wheelhouse. And then Beauchene was standing beside Michael and wrenching the wheel to starboard before Javelin could slide past. Michael saw the torpedo strike Javelin just forward of amidships on the starboard side.
A deadly pair of seconds passed.
Then came the blast.
The forge of Vulcan blazed along Javelin’s hull. A huge geyser of white water rose up and spread out, and with it the ear-splitting noise of rending steel, multiple thunders and runaway locomotives smashing together. The shockwave came back upon Sofia and hit her against her prow like Neptune’s gigantic shoulder. The entire ship was shoved backward, waves smacking against the hull with the hollow booms of heavy artillery. Beauchene went to the floorboards as Michael clung to the wheel. Sofia rose up and pitched downward. Part of the geyser fell upon her deck with enough power to knock men senseless but make them think they were drowning first. Water slammed down on the wheelhouse’s roof. The whipsaw motion of the wheel nearly broke Michael’s wrists as he hung tight, but Sofia’s next rise and fall and pitch to starboard jarred him loose and he staggered back and fell as the wheel spun to its own direction.
There was a secondary explosion from Javelin. A hot wind shredded the fog. Burning things flew through the air and landed on Sofia’s deck. Michael struggled up in time to see Javelin’s length crash against Sofia, starboard to port, in what might have been a dance of death.
For then all Hell opened.
A white-hot fireball exploded seemingly from beneath Javelin’s forward deck. Funnels, flaming rope, parts of bodies and a cannon barrel were blown into the sky. The planking blazed with a violet glow as if from a gas flame. Suddenly the entire forward part of the ship convulsed with a shriek of steel. Bright red and purple objects trailing wakes of sizzling fire began to burst upward through the deck, throwing flame to all sides. They hissed upward into the red-lit fog.
Michael knew. “A spark’s hit the ammo! The incendiary shells are cooking off!”
Beauchene leaped to the engine telegraph and frantically rang for Back Emergency.
As the fireballs shot upward from the doomed Javelin and spread voracious flames over the wheelhouse and deck, a massive wall of gray smoke erupted from the warship and rolled across Sofia. In it, burning men desperately scrambled over the gunwales from one ship to the other. Some of them had guns, were firing and were quickly shot by Sofia’s armed crewmen, but others vanished into the murk. Huge flames were shooting up from Javelin. There were screams and pleas for mercy. As Sofia’s engines began to back the ship off from the conflagration, the gap between the vessels widened and more burning men threw themselves into the sea.
Michael watched, his face drawn and tired. The reflection of flame writhed in his eyes.
He thought, grimly, that the sharks today would not have to search very long for good pieces of meat.
Javelin was leaning over on the starboard side. She was afire from stem to stern.
Almost out of sheer damned spite, she shot three more incendiaries at Sofia that sizzled over the ship and hit the choppy sea, and then the freighter backed off into the fog.
 


Thirteen
A Good Day’s Work

 
Nearing nightfall, Sofia was a hospital ship without a doctor.
Beauchene had guided his girl back into the smoke and fire to rescue survivors. They’d pulled from the sea fourteen badly burned men and six more who could at least walk. The sharks were indeed already returning to the sea what had walked on land. There was no sign of Manson Konnig’s body. It was going to be a long trip, the rest of the way to England, and there would surely be more canvas shrouds lowered over the side. For some of those burned scarecrows, it would be the merciful thing.
Eight Javelin crewmen were found hiding aboard Sofia, one of them in the closet of the second of V. Vivian’s unused staterooms. Another was hiding down a ventilation funnel. A third had to be shot because he attacked Olaf Thorgrimsen with a pocketknife.



Sofia was a mess. With the crumpled bow that had crossed her eyes, she could barely make four knots. Multiple leaks forward had been contained and the pumps were at work, but she was badly injured. Rough weather, Beauchene told Michael at a meeting in the mess hall, could bring the sea rushing in through the patches and now they had not a single lifeboat. Javelin’s heat had scorched the portside of Sofia’s superstructure and blackened her gunwales. The torpedo’s detonation had burst the eardrums and the resultant shockwave had broken the bones of more than one man. Every porthole on the ship had been either blown inward or cracked.
One thing could be said for Paul Wesshauser, in Beauchene’s opinion. The skinny bastard knew how to pack a long dick.
Michael suggested the fans ought to be turned on in the fertilizer hold.
Beauchene and Michael took a walk around the singed deck near seven o’clock. The captain carried his Thompson and Michael his revolver, because two hours ago another Javelin crewman had been found curled up under a tarpaulin. Most of Sofia’s lamps that still worked had been turned on. The crew was being fed and food was being prepared for the wounded prisoners, who’d been put into one of the forward holds. A dependable Pole had been named first mate and was manning the helm. A radio SOS had gone out and received a reply, and Sofia was meeting with the British freighter Arthurian for medical help and supplies around ten. Then the Russian, a good day’s work done, went to eat his dinner and get some sleep.
Sofia’s smashed nose headed west. Above the sea, stars filled the sky.
“She’s not pretty but she’s tough,” Beauchene told Michael as they walked. “I think we’ll make it all the way. If we have a calm sea. And if those patches hold. Ah, maybe we can get better equipment from your British friends, eh?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Come on, mon ami,” he said, and he reached up to clap Michael on the shoulder. “I’ve got another bottle.”
They climbed the scorched stairs to the wheelhouse, Michael following the captain. A few low lamps burned on the bridge. The first thing the two men saw was that the wheel was unmanned and Sofia was just beginning to drift off-course. The second thing was that the dependable Pole lay on the boards on his face with blood on the back of his sandy-haired head.
The third thing they saw was a ragged and burned figure standing in the corridor.
It still had a red goatee. The ebony boots were not now so glossy.
It also held a Luger, and it fired that weapon twice.
Gustave Beauchene cried out and clutched at his left side. He fell to his knees as the Luger trained upon Michael Gallatin.
Michael had no time to draw his own weapon. He propelled himself forward as the Luger barked and a bullet whistled past his left ear.
He hit the ruins of Manson Konnig in the midsection with his shoulder and drove the man back even as he grasped and held the gun hand. The Luger fired again, the bullet thunking into the ceiling. Konnig suddenly showed his strength and tremendous power of will by striking Michael a hard blow between the eyes with his free fist and then swinging him bodily around as his knees buckled. Michael crashed through the door onto the dirty carpet of Beauchene’s cabin.
Dazed, Michael saw the gun rise up again and flung himself aside as a bullet dug splinters from Beauchene’s desk. He got his own weapon out and fired a shot, which went wild over Konnig’s right shoulder. Konnig stood in the doorway, his teeth bared in the dark and melted face, and fired once more as Michael crawled under the protection of the desk. Then Michael lifted the entire desk up and heaved it at Konnig, who retreated into the corridor as papers flew about him and dirty plates clattered against the opposite wall.
A bolt was pulled back.
Konnig’s head swivelled to the right.
Gustave Beauchene, blood blotching his shirt at left side and left shoulder, was aiming his submachine gun. He had a crooked grin on his gray face.
“I’ve come,” he gasped, “to remove the garbage.”
He opened fire.
Michael saw the bullets start at Konnig’s belly and stitch upward along the chest and into the face. Konnig danced a dead man’s jig. A chunk of his head vanished in a red spray. The Luger fired once more from the nerveless fingers, the slug going into the floor.
Beauchene kept firing to the end of the clip, and then Konnig crumpled like a rag doll that had been held over a campfire by a bad little boy.
Konnig’s body twitched and twisted, but without much of a head there was not much of a brain therefore he was strictly yesterday’s news.
He was red all over.
The body was still. Beauchene lowered his Thompson, clutched at his wounded side again and then he too dropped. Michael emerged from the cabin and went directly to the captain’s aid. He tore the shirt open to look at the wounds. Three crewmen alerted by the noise of gunfire, among them Dylan Custis, came rushing into the wheelhouse and gathered around Michael and the captain.
“For Christ’s sake,” Beauchene asked them, “what’s the fucking fuss?” He blinked heavily, struggling to focus. “Haven’t you ever seen a man who needs a drink?”
p
It was a sunny morning when Sofia made harbor in Dover. The lines were thrown and secured, the anchor was dropped, and the ugliest ship that had ever crossed under the view of Dover Castle was safe. The gangplank went down, and the journey was done.
Several black trucks and ambulances were waiting, as well as two polished black sedans. Another crew came on to unload the cargo. The cranes moved and the hoists rattled. Blinking in the English sun, the men walked off Sofia carrying their duffel bags and strode off along the pier either alone or in groups: Olaf Thorgrimsen, soon to be bound back to Norway on another ship, and Dylan Custis, eager to visit his wife in Croydon; the engineers, electricians, mechanics, carpenter and welder; the able seamen and the ordinary seamen; the men of many nations but now the rather proud owners of one citizenship.
The freighter trash.
Marielle Wesshauser and her family had been met by some men she knew must be important. One of them was very tall and boyish-looking, though he was probably in his late forties. He had silvery-blonde hair and pale blue eyes. He had a high forehead, so he must be smart. Freckles were scattered across his cheeks and the bridge of his crooked nose. He talked quietly to her father and kept eye-contact. He seemed very cool and collected. She’d seen that same man speaking to Captain Beauchene on deck not long ago, and he’d spoken that very same way. Afterward, he and Captain Beauchene had shaken hands and then Marielle had watched the Frenchman wander around the ship. It seemed he was touching everything he could, as if saying goodbye to someone he’d once loved.
But she understood now that one had to look ahead. Always ahead. And that one had to keep working at life. Working at it, all the time. Working and working, like Vulcan at his forge.
For how else would anything beautiful be created?
They were leaving now, she and her family. The important men wanted to put them in one of the black sedans and take them to a hotel in London. That would be very much fun, Marielle thought. It would be very exciting, to walk around in London.
But first…
She searched and searched. Then she searched some more.
She looked everywhere.
But the gentleman was gone.
“Come on, Marielle! It’s time!” said her father, who offered her his hand as usual to negotiate any precarious path, such as the gangplank.
But she decided she didn’t need his hand today. Today she felt the sun on her face, and today she felt so light.
Because Billy was standing at the bottom, waiting for her, and when he saw her he smiled and came up to meet her halfway.



The 
Wolf 
and the 
Eagle

 


One

 
“Buckle up, Major.”
The major was already buckled up.
“Short flight today, sir.”
“If you say so,” said Michael Gallatin, who occupied the rear seat of the RAF Westland Lysander aircraft. He was wearing his khaki British Western Desert Force uniform, sun-bleached and dusty, consisting of a sweat-damp short-sleeved shirt, shorts, gray knee-socks and tan-colored ankle boots. Around his neck and into his collar was tucked a dark blue scarf. It was meant to keep out the chafing grit that could lead to not only great mental distress but to serious infection, particularly if the flies got their diggers in the wound. His officer’s cap was the same color as the Libyan wasteland, the hue of the endless sand and the countless stones. Crammed into the space under his boots was his kitbag. It held a change of clothes, his canteen, his shaving accoutrements and his dependable American Colt .45 automatic. He wore his insignia of rank at a slight angle, which did him no good with superior officers but earned the silent approval of those below; in any case, the superior officers had been informed to leave him alone by the letter he carried from a very important man in London.
“Weather’s fine for flyin’ this mornin’, sir,” said the young Cockney pilot, whose sidelong grin displayed his crooked front teeth. He was enjoying an obvious moment of mirth concerning his rather nervous passenger. “No reason to worry.”
“Who’s worried?” Michael fired back, a little too quickly. In the North African desert in mid-August a clear sky could never be called upon to lift the spirits. It might be cloudless but it was often a pale milky color more white than blue, as if that cruel sun had burned all the beauty even out of Heaven. “You just tend to the flying,” Michael said, and told himself to relax. Easier told than done. He didn’t relish flying very much; it was a combination of his distrust—one should not call it fear, of course—of confinement and heights, and the whole idea of sitting in a sputtering machine many thousands of feet above the earth seemed even more unnatural to him than a sea voyage.
But it was the aircraft that really bothered him. This thing, with its stubby nose and thick-waisted bulk and clumsy-looking fixed landing gear, seemed to Michael a relic more suited to the last world war than the one in the unfortunate present. As Michael understood, the Lysander had been an antique even on its maiden flight in 1936. This was the year 1941, and what in the world was this thing even doing on a landing strip, much less about to take to the air as soon as the three Spitfire fighters went up. Michael shifted his bottom in the hard leather seat, whose rips were oozing cotton, and mused upon the fact that the Lysander was named after a Spartan general.
He knew what Spartan soldiers said about their shields: With this, or upon this.
Somehow, it was not comforting.
The airfield at the Bir Al Kabir oasis was a slapdash construction of tents and prefabricated buildings brought in by cargo planes from Cairo, two hundred and twenty-four miles to the east. The scraggly palm trees around the waterhole were not pretty and the water was not sweet, but even water that smelled and tasted of rotten eggs was life in this climate of a hundred and twenty-two degree days. A hot wind sometimes blew in, nagging at the tents and hissing through the aircraft engines to find their weak places, as more spinning sheets of dust painted machines and men alike the blanched shade of misery.
There was a war going on, and it was not always necessarily Churchill’s British versus Hitler’s Germans and Mussolini’s Italians; sometimes it was the Brit versus the invasion of a hundred thousand biting flies, or the Brit versus the month of burning days so stunning saliva dried within seconds to white crust on the cracked lips, or the Brit versus the empty horizon upon which heatwaves threw mirages of huge lakes that shimmered like molten vats of white glass.
The first of the Spitfire fighter planes was taking off. Woe to the other pilots behind him, including the Cockney kid at the Lysander’s controls, due to the amount of dust the takeoff stirred up. “You must be an important chap, sir,” came the next comment. “Three Spit escort and all, beggin’ your pardon.”
“I have my uses,” Michael answered. The way the Lysander’s engine made the plane vibrate did not make him talkative. The pilot would be throttling up and rolling out onto the runway when the third Spit took to the air, any minute now.
“Roger that. We’re waitin’. Over,” said the pilot through his headset microphone.
The second Spitfire roared off into the sky. The third was taxiing into takeoff position.
Michael checked his Rolex wristwatch. He figured he’d be in Cairo in time for a debriefing meeting at HQ and then on to lunch on the shaded veranda of the Piper’s Club. He hadn’t realized how much he missed their small filets, a platter of orange rolls and a fine cold beer. Two beers would be doubly fine. Then on to sleep for about twelve hours, on sheets of Egyptian cotton.
The third Spit took off, trailing dust. “Here we go, sir,” said the pilot cheerfully, and Michael thought he must be a budding sadist, for the kid gave the plane a little jerk as it rolled forward onto the strip, as if it wanted to leap into the air without benefit of a proper sprint. The noise of the engine was like hammers beating hollow metal drums to a madman’s rhythm, and over that unholy racket Michael could hear what sounded to him like loose bolts jumping in the wings.
“Roger, on our way,” the pilot told his controller. “Over.” He throttled up and the Lysander began to roll.
The Lysander’s chief talent was that it didn’t need a very long runway. They were off the ground in about ten seconds, and Michael placed his hands on his knees and squeezed the blood out of them as the craft rose quickly to meet the three Spitfires circling above the field.
“Goin’ up to fifteen thousand today, sir,” the pilot told him. “Get yourself a good look at the desert from way up there.”
Another look at the desert was the last thing Michael Gallatin needed or wanted.
His entire four-day mission out here had involved looking at the desert. He knew what they’d called him at the airfield: Majorly Strange. That was because after every sundown he drove through the guards’ position in an open-topped Morris truck and drove back in an hour before sunup. They knew that he was a reconnaissance officer, but they were puzzled as to why he went out alone. What they didn’t know was that, once out in the desert at a distance of a couple of miles or more, the recon major stopped his truck, took off his uniform, folded it and put it away, and then Majorly Strange became a creature that the word ‘strange’ utterly failed to describe. Over the sand and fist-sized stones of the hammada he ran westward on four legs, and cloaked by the night he travelled mile upon mile to make note in his human mind of the brutal landscape: the soft pits of sand that could swallow a truck or a tank, the series of dunes that would turn a soldier’s legs and willpower to jelly, the vast flat plains stubbled with cactus that rose to mountains and fell off again into chasms of jagged red rock. He was searching also for the German mines that lay in their thousands under the sand or the stony crust, and these he could smell by the metallic tang of danger that thrust at him, snake-like, as he approached. So much metal, and so much high explosive. The air reeked.
He used his heightened sense of direction to place these minefields on the map he’d learned to carry in his head, and so on he went alert for German patrols or the movement of troops and armored vehicles or the almost imperceptible blue lamps of an enemy outpost whose machine guns were trained on a maze of barbed wire, tank traps and Bouncing Betty mines designed to burst up from the ground and explode red-hot shrapnel into a man’s groin.
His job was to find a path for the British Army to move westward and destroy the Afrika Korps’ seige of Tobruk, which had trapped over twenty-four thousand Commonwealth soldiers in a ring of steel since the tenth of April.
At the airfield on his return, Majorly Strange would retire to a radio room and send his findings to his contact in Cairo in a code based on British nursery rhymes. Therefore the future of the war in North Africa and the lives of many thousands of men hung on the likes of Old King Cole, Strutting Cock Robin and the hungry wolf at the door.
“Easy peasy,” said the pilot. “Lemon squeesy.”
They had taken up their position just behind and below two Spitfires with the third guarding their tail. They flew east. The Lysander’s engine noise became a dull rumble. Michael did not care to sightsee what his sight had already seen, so he closed his eyes and tried to rest.
Yesterday had happened one of those rare encounters that made life, to Michael, such an interesting mystery. Such things could not be written in books and be believed.
He’d been walking to his quarters after he’d sent the radio codes when someone had fallen into step beside him.
“Excuse me, sir. Major?”
“Yes?” Michael was tired and ready for sleep, his senses a bit dulled. He saw the young man in the dusty Western Desert Force uniform and the two-bar chevron of the corporal’s rank. The corporal saluted, Michael returned the salute and then smiled and offered his hand. The young man took it.
“I thought it was you, sir!” said the young man, with an equally dusty smile. He’d been wearing goggles and around his eyes was the only area the desert hadn’t gotten to.
“Our company pulled in for water awhile ago, sir. May I ask…what you’re doing here?”
“On duty,” said Michael.
“Oh…yes, of course. Well..I felt I had to do my duty too, sir. What with all this going on. She asked me if I wouldn’t rather have joined the Navy, but I told her I’d had enough of the sea.” He paused to make sure the major understood. “We were married last April, sir. Marielle and I. Three years to the day we met.”
“Billy,” Michael said, “that’s wonderful to hear.”
“Thank you, sir. I think she’s pretty wonderful, myself.”
“I have no doubt. Your company’s heading east?” Michael saw some of the trucks around Bir Al Kabir’s pool, and he noted the direction they were facing. “Yes sir, we’re being pulled back. Last night we ran into some pretty stiff opposition. A few Jerry tanks out looking for trouble.”
Michael nodded. Whatever had happened, Billy’s story was an understatement. When he was on his recon runs, Michael never failed to see the flash of artillery on the horizon, and sometimes he heard gunfire and the hollow whump of grenades going off as close as two hundred meters. There might be a lull between official Army battle operations, but there was never a lull in the small battles that went on between companies and platoons out on the raw edge of reckoning.
The major and the corporal talked for a few minutes and then it was time for Billy to return to his men. “Goodbye, sir,” he said, and Michael wished Billy Bowers and his bride all the good fortune in the world. They saluted each other, and they went on.
At fifteen thousand feet above the desert, Michael had a dream of a wolf tumbling from the sky. He opened his eyes with a jolt. “Everything all right?” he asked the pilot, in a voice more reedy than he would have wished.
“Fine, sir. Just relax.”
Michael checked his watch. A grand total of nineteen minutes had passed since they’d left the airfield. He gave an inward groan and shifted again on the seat as much as the belt would allow.
“Oh, Keyrist!” whispered the pilot, and Michael’s heart jumped because he knew something had just gone terribly wrong.
One of the Spitfires veered away and dove to the right. Through the plexiglass canopy Michael saw the glint of metal rising from the earth. Two airplanes? They were coming up fast, from about twelve thousand feet. He made out the shapes of German aerial predators: Messerschmitt Bf 109s, painted in desert camouflage hues. The one in the lead had a solid black tail with the Nazi symbol painted in white upon it.
“Jesus! Jesus!” said the pilot, whose head was on a swivel searching for more enemy fighters. To the credit of his nerve, he kept the lumbering Lysander steady. Then the black-tailed 109 flashed past between the Lysander and the second Spit, on its way to a higher altitude. The Spitfire behind Michael’s plane took after it. “Steady!” the young man said suddenly, and very loudly; he was speaking to himself.
The second Bf 109 came up firing. Tracers zipped across the sky. The remaining Spitfire on point tipped its wings over and fell away. Michael saw it roll in order to get a position behind the 109 as it passed. The Spitfire’s wing guns sparkled, and again tracers reached out for their target but fell short. Michael looked out the canopy to his left and saw that the black-tailed 109 had gotten on the rear of the first Spitfire and was gaining on it. The Spit jinked to the right; the Messerschmitt followed. German tracers shot out in a pattern that might be called beautiful in any other situation, and as the Spit jinked to the left the bullets caught it and tore pieces of metal from the fuselage. The Spit dove and the black-tailed 109 dove after it, even as the third Spitfire got on the 109’s rear and hung there at incredible speed.
“That’s Rolfe Gantt’s 109,” the Cockney pilot said, his voice thick with both fear and awe. “We’re gettin’ out!” He throttled up, the engine screamed as much as a sand-scraped antique engine could, and the Lysander nosed down with an effect that lifted Michael off his seat and made the belt feel as if it were slicing him in two. He had no inclination to scream, but the desire was there.
They went down fast.
Suddenly something was coming down faster. The burning front half of a Spitfire, its wings and fuselage pierced by machine gun bullets and fist-sized twenty-millimeter cannon rounds. It fell past the Lysander, its control cables dangling from the torn-away rear half, and the black-tailed 109 turned away from the tumbling wreckage.
Michael watched the Messerschmitt evade tracers from the Spit on its tail. The aircraft was ascending again, and suddenly it cut its speed and rolled to the left and the Spit went past it just a little too far. As the Spitfire tried to correct its course, the black-tailed 109 made a complete roll and came up shooting at the Spit’s belly. Pieces of metal flew. A bright red flame rippled along the right wing. The Spitfire turned over on its back and the 109 raked it with a burst of cannon shells. Ebony smoke and crimson flames erupted from the Spit’s engine, the prop froze and the aircraft went down to the desert ten thousand feet below.
Michael craned his neck to see the third Spitfire fighting for its life in a battle with one German eagle, and then the black-tailed ace joined the fray. Tracers flew in every direction. The planes crisscrossed each other. But in a matter of seconds, the 109 with the camouflage-painted tail made a mistake of timing and ran into a line of slugs that floated sinuously across the sky. Black smoke bloomed from the engine. The prop spun off, one blade missing. As the 109 started to fall in a slow spiral, the canopy was pulled open and the pilot jumped with his parachute pack on his back. He disappeared from view.
“Down, baby, down!” the Cockney pilot shouted, about to tear the Lysander’s wings off. In the rear seat was a man who was bracing himself with hands, elbows, knees and feet and seeing his thirty years of life pass before his eyes.
The remaining Spitfire and the Messerschmitt came down twisting and turning around each other. Michael watched, transfixed, as their pilots battled for position. Tracers hit empty air that had not been empty the second before. A collision was narrowly missed. One plane zoomed upward and one shrieked down. Michael realized, with dry mouth and feverish brain, that the black-tailed 109 was turning toward them in an elegant curve, and it was going to get them in its gunsights.
The tracers reached out. Slowly, it seemed. With great, deadly and terrible grace.
The Cockney pilot abruptly chopped the throttle and turned the plane on its side to fall to the left, but the tracers were upon them and there was nowhere to hide.
The feeling, to Michael, was as if the aircraft had run over a cobblestoned road.
It was a rough shake. Amid the shake, the windshield popped and cracked as at least one slug passed through it. Holes punched through the bottom of the plane and then through the roof. The pilot gave a strangled cry. Michael smelled scorched metal and fresh blood. A red mist swirled in the air before it was sucked upward. Then the 109 streaked past and the Lysander rolled over in its wounded agony, its engine cylinders gasping for air.
Michael Gallatin was stretched up against the belt one second and the next he was smashed into the seat. The Lysander was tumbling down. The pilot was slumped forward. God save the King, Michael thought crazily as sky became earth became sky became earth. He clasped hold of two rubber handgrips on the back of the pilot’s seat and thought how utterly ridiculous it was trying to brace himself from an aircrash at roughly two hundred knots per hour.
Metal flashed alongside the Lysander. The Spit and the black-tailed 109 were fighting on their way down. The Spit had taken some damage and smoke was curling from the engine, probably blinding the pilot. Rolfe Gantt’s plane bore a dozen bullet holes along the fuselage. The two combatants went at each other again, head-to-head and guns blazing. In the middle of another roll Michael’s bloodshot eyes saw Gantt’s 109 lose a section of its right wing in a burst of flying metal, but an instant later the German’s bullets hit home. The entire front of the Spitfire exploded. The Spit seemed to collapse on itself, the wings folding, the fuselage crumpling like a tin can that had been stepped on. It simply fell apart, and what might have been a burning body dropped away with arms and legs outspread.
“Got it, sir! Got it, sir!” the Cockney pilot moaned, as he fought against unconsciousness and the violence of the spin to gain control of his aircraft.
Michael was near passing out himself. The blood swelled in his face and roared in his ears. He hung onto the handgrips with desperate and perhaps terrified strength.
“Got it, sir! Got it, sir!” the pilot kept repeating, over and over, in a voice that sounded mangled.
And then, quite suddenly, he did have it. The Lysander righted itself. They were still going down fast, onto a terrain of yellow sand and black rocks about a thousand feet below. The pilot pulled back on his yoke and the nose came up. “Got it, sir!” he said, with bloody triumph in his mouth.
Something huge and dark swept over them. An extended wheel hit the Lysander’s left wing and knocked the bulky airplane through the sky. Michael saw the belly of Gantt’s 109 pass overhead. Fire was licking around the motionless prop. The Messerschmitt headed down.
Again the young pilot fought for control. This time it was obvious he was almost done. When Michael dared to look to the left, he saw the wing on that side torn to tatters.
“Can you get out, sir?” the pilot asked, which demonstrated his state of mind since Michael wore no parachute.
“Put us down!” Michael told him.
The pilot nodded. He coughed from deep in his chest and blood spattered the cracked glass before his face.
“Yes sir,” he managed to say.
The Lysander slipped to the left. The pilot corrected. The Lysander slipped to the right. The pilot corrected. He cut all power and lowered whatever flap was still working. He moved with slow and maybe dying deliberation. The Lysander began to turn on the side of its disabled wing. The ground was rising to meet them; it was all sand-shiny and hard angles of rock. Michael judged a hundred feet to go. He braced, if bracing would do any good.
“We’re in for it, sir,” said the pilot, in a voice that now sounded distant and almost childlike, as if he were falling down through time itself.
Fifty feet, Michael thought. The beads of sweat on his face were sweating.
Thirty feet.
“Yes sir,” said the pilot, answering some unknown command.
They hit.
There was a bone-jarring crunch. Michael was thrown against the side of the plane so hard he heard his left shoulder either separate or break with a noise like the pop of a broomstick being snapped. His cap flew off. The left side of his face smashed into the canopy, which surprisingly did not shatter. Maybe his cheekbone and jaw had shattered, he didn’t know. Pain fogged his vision. His left arm had gone cold. He lost his handgrips. There came a sound of metal being ripped away, and the Lysander was skidding on its belly because its wheels were gone. It went on, banging into and over stones and across the slithering sand. In its progress the Lysander turned to face the way it had come, and when at last it ceased its motion Michael Gallatin sat facing westward, bleeding and groggy amid a symphony of metallic moans and creaks and ticks and muffled thumps like a dying heartbeat.
It came to him, sometime in the next few seconds, that he smelled the hot sweet friction of sheared-off metal and the bitter aroma of smoke.
He blinked. Was his jaw even still connected to his face?
Smoke was starting to fill the cockpit.
He had to move.
His left arm would not, and pain speared from shoulder to collarbone when he tried. He got his seatbelt unbuckled with his right hand. Blood was in his mouth. He spat it out. He unlocked the canopy and shoved the cracked plexiglass open. He flung his kitbag from the plane. Then he climbed up and tumbled over the side onto the stony ground, an effort that again sent vicious pain through his injured arm.
Small flames were starting to curl up around the engine from beneath the wrecked plane. “Get out!” he called to the pilot, but the young man didn’t move.
Michael pulled himself up and instantly fell to his knees again, his balance for the moment a matter of past history. He realized the fire was growing, and he had to get the pilot out. He stood up, stumbled and righted himself. The sun’s power beat down upon his skull and he was nearly blinded by the glare. Blood was trickling from both nostrils. His left eye was rapidly swelling shut. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and got hold of one of the metal reinforcement strips that ran along the pilot’s canopy to flip it up. His right arm strained, but the thing was locked tight from within. He banged on the blood-spattered plexiglass. The pilot stirred, turned his head to display the gore that had streamed in a torrent from his mouth, and stared numbly at Michael Gallatin. The front of the pilot’s shirt was red where at least one bullet had hit him in the chest.
“Unlock it!” Michael shouted. And then again, if the young Cockney hadn’t heard: “Unlock your canopy!”
The pilot just stared at Michael, his swollen eyes heavy-lidded.
With a flash and a low hollow whump the engine burst into flames.
“Unlock your canopy!” Michael urged, and began to beat against the plexiglass with his useable fist.
Fire rippled from the engine toward the cockpit. The heat staggered Michael back.
A gout of red flame jumped into the pilot’s cabin. The young man continued to stare without speaking at Michael Gallatin, and even as he caught fire and began to contort into a shape no longer human he made no sound. Before Michael’s eyes he became a blaze, and one crisped hand reached up to press feebly against the blackening canopy. Then it fell back into the flames, and what looked like a swarm of a thousand glowing red bees swept around and around at the center of ashes and smoke.
The Lysander was being consumed, sending up a black smoke column. Michael backed away from the heat. The canopy exploded with the noise of a shotgun going off.
At a distance away from the conflagration Michael sat down on the ground, like a boy before a summertime campfire. He felt himself let go, because he had nowhere to get to in a hurry. Then the darkness came upon him as suddenly as if the sun had gone out, and when he fell onto his injured shoulder he gave a small gasp of pain but his eyes were already closed and he was for the moment also extinguished.
 


Two

 
“Hey, Englisher!” said the voice, speaking English. “Are you dead?”
The toe of a boot prodded Michael’s side.
He heard the voice and felt the prod, but it took him a few more seconds to fight up from the dark. When he opened his single working eye, he was in a world of blinding white light and dry heat that baked the lungs with a breath. He sat up and saw the gun pointed in his face.
“Easy,” cautioned the man behind the Walther P38 pistol. “Do nothing fast. As if you could. Friend, you are in one hell of a condition.”
Michael looked up at his visitor.
The man wore a tan-colored short-sleeved shirt open to show his white undershirt and a pair of tan-colored trousers tucked into dusty black boots. On the pocket of his shirt was pinned his Iron Cross and his Luftwaffe airman’s badge. He was an example of the handsome Nordic breed, with the touselled blonde hair of a wild little boy and sardonic amber eyes that belonged to a worldly-wise man. He was of compact, powerful build with a chiselled face, a hooked nose and a firm jaw, and he stood about five feet ten. Across his right cheek the slash of a fencer’s scar showed pale against his desert tan. A second smaller scar divided the left blonde eyebrow into two halves. Michael thought that this man had definitely seen his share of action, and perhaps another man’s share as well. The way he held the gun said he knew how to use it and would use it at the slightest provocation. The amber eyes focused fully on Michael and the pistol was unwavering, yet the man had also today seen his share of injury. Blood from a gash at his hairline had coursed down his forehead and along the right side of his face. His lower lip was split open and blood had dried on his chin. A blue knot swelled over the left eye. He had been through some rough weather.
Behind the man, maybe two miles away, Michael could see the black smoke rising from another aircraft wreck. This pilot had not come down with his ship, however, for he still carried his parachute pack slung over one shoulder and folded up within it could be seen the white chute itself.
“Name?” the man asked.
“Gallatin,” Michael answered. His jaw felt dislocated, but so be it.
“Gantt,” the pilot said. “This is yours?” He motioned quickly with a tilt of his head toward the open kitbag on the ground a few feet away. Michael figured the man must have carried it over from beside the still-burning Lysander, since it was scorched by flames.
Michael nodded.
It had been gone through. Michael noted his Colt automatic in Gantt’s waistband under the outer shirt. Michael’s change of clothes was scattered around, and the canteen with its black leather shoulder strap lay atop his second pair of shorts. He could not fail to see the three bullet holes in the kitbag’s canvas and the bullet hole about midway up the canteen. Gantt had pushed a knot of cloth into the hole. “Unfortunately most of the water was lost,” Gantt said, “but I did squeeze some back into the canteen from your clothes.” He frowned and glanced toward a third plume of black smoke many miles away. “The talented bastard who shot me down had a superb Immelman, but he was not quite so good at his snap roll. What was his name?”
“I don’t know. I’m not a flyer.”
“No, you’re a faller,” came the reply. “You should feel lucky you’re not dead. Most who tangle with me end up that way.”
“Do most who tangle with you,” Michael said carefully, “not have guns on their planes? What was the point of shooting down the Lysander?”
“You got between me and a Spit. The bullets go where they go.” Gantt quickly scanned the horizon. “Now it’s time for us to go. They’ll see the smoke and come looking. Stand up.”
“No,” Michael said.
“What did I hear, Englisher?”
“I said…no. Meaning I’m not standing up. You go where you please, but I’m staying here.”
“Are you?” Gantt stepped forward and placed the gun’s barrel against Michael’s injured shoulder. “I can hurt you a little more, you see.”
“Go ahead. I’ll just bleed some and wait for the RAF to arrive. As you say, they’ll see the smoke and come looking.”
“I didn’t mean your air force will come looking,” Gantt said. “You’re too far from your base and you’re off the regular patrol route. I’m talking about the Dahlasiffa. The Death Stalkers. You have heard of them, yes?”
Michael had heard rumors. Supposedly the Dahlasiffa was a warlike tribe of scavengers who stripped corpses of anything valuable after a battle. They knocked out gold and silver teeth, took money, watches, medals, helmets, boots, and it was speculated they were likely stockpiling rifles, pistols and grenades to use against enemy tribes. Michael had never seen a Dahlasiffa or met anyone who’d seen one, but the word at HQ in Cairo was that the Dahlasiffa not only stripped corpses but also made short work of the wounded.
“They’re real enough,” Gantt said. “They usually travel in packs of six or seven. We’re in their territory. They’ll see the smoke and they’ll come looking to strip corpses. And they won’t care who’s wearing what uniform, either, or how close to being a corpse you are. They’ll finish that job. What’s the brand of your watch?”
“Rolex.”
“Breitling.” Gantt showed Michael the watch on a brown leather band on his wrist. “I intend to keep it, and my arm. Shall we go?”
Michael thought about it, but not for very long. The Lysander, burned to its metal framework, cast no shade. The world was made up of yellow sand, black rock and white glaring sun. It was a furnace. He stood up.
“Carry your bag,” Gantt told him. “And…oh, yes…I have your nice straight razor in my pocket, if you’re wondering. I’ll carry the canteen. But you should put those clothes back in your bag, as well. They might be useful.”
Michael did what he suggested.
“Your left arm’s broken?” the flyer asked.
“Possibly. Whatever, it’s not working.” Michael had already considered his situation regarding a change to wolf form and tearing this man into pieces even the Dahlasiffa could not loot. The problem was, he couldn’t run on all fours. He couldn’t leap to avoid a bullet. So in this particular instance he had more power on two legs, as a man.
Gantt nodded. “Bind it up,” he said, as he once again cast his gaze along the horizon.
Michael spent a moment getting the dark blue collar scarf tied around his neck and then forcing the arm into it. The pain made him growl deep in his throat. When he was done, fresh sweat stood out on his face. He picked up the kitbag, moving as slowly as a hobbled old man.
“Go!” Gantt pointed to the west. “This way!”
It was no surprise to Michael that Rolfe Gantt, the German Messerschmitt ace who since the beginning of his career in the 1939 invasion of Poland had shot down forty-six enemy planes—and now added four more credits to that number—wished to head toward the German lines instead of toward the British in Cairo. Michael was more versed in the ground war but he’d certainly heard and read of Gantt’s prowess. There were other Luftwaffe aces in North Africa, among them Richard Thess and Franz Ubevelder, but it was Rolfe Gantt who’d appeared on the cover of last month’s German Signal magazine, standing with his arms crossed and a wide grin on his face in front of the black-tailed 109.
Michael walked, carrying the kitbag. Gantt held the pistol on him for a while, but then lowered it to save his arm strength.
Michael knew exactly what Gantt wanted: to find a German patrol or outpost as soon as possible, to give up his prisoner and maybe get a truck ride back to his airfield.
Then it was off to a POW camp for Michael Gallatin, and it would be a very long war for a caged lycanthrope.
They crossed a landscape that seemed to have no beginning and no end. It was a world apart in its solitude, its merciless fury, its silence but for the hissing of a sudden wind that brought a further blast of heat and a scatter of sand thrown into the eyes.
They hadn’t gone very far when it was obvious to Michael that they weren’t going to get very far. His shadow upon the stony hammada was the blackest ink. The sun drove a white-hot spike into his head, he was already craving water and the flies had found them. Found their wounds, to be more exact. First one or two came to feast upon the crusted gashes, and then they summoned others to the banquet. Within thirty minutes of leaving the Lysander’s charred skeleton, Michael was the victim of a moving mass of flies that clung to a cut above his left eye. A score of flies tried to get up his nostrils at the tasty gore he was breathing around. They fastened themselves to his lips and crawled into his mouth, and no amount of head-shaking or slapping them away could keep them from their food. Also, they did have a taste for sweat. Likewise, Rolfe Gantt’s forehead wound was the focal point of a fist-sized clump of flies that writhed and rippled in nearly orgasmic delight to get at what he was made of. They got hold of his split lip and tried to winnow into the fissure, to break it open so more blood would flow. They dashed themselves against his eyes as if to blind him and make him drop. They spun around his head like a dark halo, and settling down into the thick blonde field of his hair they sucked at his scalp for salt.
Michael spat out a few flies. “The survival manual says the first thing to do is get your head and face covered. Then only to travel at night.”
“The survival manual doesn’t have Dahlasiffa in it,” Gantt replied. Squinting against the midday glare, he looked back the way they’d come. “We’ll keep going for awhile.” As they walked, he opened the canteen and took a quick drink. The disturbed flies buzzed with indignant anger. “Here,” he said. “One swallow only.”
Michael took the offered canteen. The water tasted of his laundry soap. He returned the cap to the canteen and the canteen to Gantt, who returned the strap to his shoulder.
“Keep walking,” Gantt told him, and motioned with the Walther.
“You’re sure you’ll find anything out there?” The out there Michael referred to was the shimmering wasteland that stretched before them, mile upon empty mile.
“I have a very good sense of direction.”
“So do I, but that doesn’t mean you’ll find an outpost before you run out of water.”
The canteen had held maybe enough for each of them to have two or three more swallows. Flies whirled around Michael’s face and darted at his good eye, trying to get the moisture there. He suddenly decided he’d had enough of this, and if the German ace wanted to shoot him it would be a bullet put to good use. He stopped walking.
“Go on! Don’t stop!”
“I’m putting something over my head. And you stop waving that damned gun around. Does it look like I’m in any shape to give you trouble?”
Gantt had lifted the pistol to take aim at Michael’s battered face. Now he slowly lowered it. “No,” he said, with the hint of a smile. “I suppose not.”
Michael put the kitbag down amid the stones and knelt beside it. He found his small bottle of Trumper Lime aftershave, thankfully neither broken by a bullet nor the impact, which had enough alcohol in it to heal small razor cuts. It would do as well as anything on wounds suffered in an aircraft crash. Working with one hand, he got the bottle open and splashed liquid on the cut over his eye. It stung like the devil’s own joyjuice, but surely it would do some good. At least the way the flies buzzed meant they didn’t seem to like the smell. He rubbed more of the liquid all over his face and felt small stings from chin to forehead.
“You English,” said Gantt, with a note of disdain. “That’s why you won’t win this war, you know. You’re too addicted to your comforts and your little…what is that? Aftershave lotion?”
“That’s right.” Michael screwed the small crown cap back on. “Here.” He threw it to Gantt, who caught it by reflex in his left hand. “The alcohol will help.”
“I don’t choose to smell like a small British island in the Caribbean,” Gantt answered, but he didn’t throw it back. “Don’t you people take this war seriously?”
Michael decided to ignore the man. He brought a tan-colored shirt out of the kitbag. Shaking the flies off his wounds, he tore the shirt in a couple of strategic places and began to wrap it around his head and face in his best approximation of a desert tribesman’s keffiyeh. “Take, for example, your tea breaks,” Gantt went on. “Why does everything stop at a certain hour for you people to drink tea? You even stop during an advance to drink tea. Don’t you understand the value of discipline?”
“I don’t stop for tea breaks,” Michael said as he continued to adjust his head covering, “but I think they are a form of discipline.”
“You Englishers are children living in a dream world.”
Michael got the shirt arranged so he had a torn slit he could see through. Otherwise, everything was covered. He tucked in a bit of cloth here and there to make sure it stayed on. “And I suppose you Nazis are living in the real world?”
Gantt frowned, his eyes darkening. “I’m not a Nazi.” He opened the bottle of aftershave with his teeth and splashed some on the flies that feasted at his forehead wound.
They lifted up with a noise like little airplanes and flew wildly in search of another landing strip. Gantt winced at the pain but poured some more of the stuff on for good measure. “Never a Nazi,” he continued, as the liquid ran down his face. He glanced quickly up toward the burning orb of the sun, measuring its force upon his skull and his willpower. The flies were already coming back, one by one. He shrugged off the canteen and the parachute pack.
“What’s your first name?” he asked.
“Michael.”
“All right, Michael. I will shoot you if you move in any way in the next two minutes. The bullet will go into your knee, and it will be a crippling shot because I am a very good shot. Then, though I desire to take you back as my prisoner, I will leave you here to die. Do you understand that?”
Michael nodded. He had no doubt the man would do exactly as he said. It was best to bide his time, to wait for an opportunity, and to seize it when it came. The problem was going to be seizing it with one good arm.
Gantt removed his shirt and pulled his undershirt up over his face. He positioned it so he could see through the neckhole and his head was covered, and then he put his shirt back on and retrieved the other gear. He recapped the Trumper bottle and slid it in his pack. “Very obedient of you,” he said, “and very smart. You’re a major, I see. But you wear no other insignia. What’s your speciality?”
“Reconnaissance.”
“Ah. So you’re used to walking the untrodden path, is that correct?” Gantt motioned with the pistol toward what the Berber tribesmen might call the plain of sorrows. “After you.”
They went on.
The sun was their enemy. Scorpions scuttled amid the stones at their feet. The sky was burned white, and the earth the color of ashes. The land broke into ravines and descended nearer to Hell. Sand began to pull at their boots and the dazzle tortured their eyes. The hot wind came up and tore at their makeshift keffiyehs. As he trudged onward, Michael realized only his physical training—and perhaps his supernatural training—was keeping him on his feet. He thought that Rolfe Gantt must be in excellent physical shape too, or maybe it was the sheer force of will that kept Gantt going.
The wind strengthened and swirled sand before it. Grit stung the eyes like sharp bits of glass. They kept their faces lowered. Michael began to think that the time to act was approaching. One false stumble might do it. One stumble and sidestep and then…what? An elbow to Gantt’s jaw? A knee to the groin? He doubted he would be fast enough to get through the flyer’s guard; after all, Gantt was an expert at recognizing a developing danger, and it was likely he was expecting something right now. But how much longer did Michael dare go before he tried to overpower the man? He didn’t have a lot of strength left and it was ebbing fast in this heat. Damn the arm! he thought angrily.
If he had full control over his limbs, this scenario would have been finished to his satisfaction hours ago. But no, no…it was pointless to moan over a broken shoulder. He had to try something. He slowed a step.
“Don’t slow down,” said Gantt, indicating his level of awareness even with sand in his eyes. 
“I need some water.”
“So do I, but we don’t get any. Not yet.”
Michael continued to slow his pace and put a small stumble in it for effect. “Water,” he said, calculating inches. If he could manage to knock that gun from Gantt’s hand…but there was the Colt automatic in the man’s waistband. Whatever happened in the next few seconds, it was going to be a dirty, close-run…
Gantt aimed the pistol at the ground between them and fired. The bullet ricocheted off a stone and screamed away. Then the Walther took steady aim at Michael again.
“Don’t try what you’re thinking,” said the flyer, his voice unnervingly calm. “You would be much too clumsy. So just keep walking, like a good obedient—”
He suddenly spun to the right and held the pistol out before him.
Michael looked in that direction.
A figure stood up on a slight hill at the edge of the curtains of blowing sand.
It was a small figure, dressed in dirty clothes that may have once been white. They were really not much more than rags that flapped in the wind. The figure wore a brown keffiyeh and on top of that sat a khaki-colored Scottish Tam O’Shanter cap, which Michael knew was a common headdress among Commonwealth soldiers.
“Come down here!” Gantt ordered.
The figure did not move.
Gantt glanced quickly at Michael. “Do you know the language?”
“A little.” He was limited, but he did know a bit from dealing with tribal scouts.
“Tell him to come down here.”
Michael spoke the command—Come here—in first Tamazight and then Tuareg Berber. The figure turned and ran and in a few seconds was gone from sight.
Gantt kept the Walther aimed into the swirling sand for awhile longer before he lowered it. “What do you make of that?” he asked, probably directing the question to himself. When Michael had no reply, the pistol found him once more. “Keep moving. And no more playacting, please. You’re no stumbler.”
Michael walked forward, with Gantt a few careful paces behind. The lycanthrope had decided to again bide his time, because surely an opportunity was coming. If not, he would find a way to create one before they reached the shadow of an Afrika Korps flag. Behind him, the flyer scanned left and right for more figures in the wind but none emerged.
Michael figured Gantt must have been spooked by the strange encounter, because a few minutes after the incident the ace said, “Entertain me. Tell me about yourself.”
“I wouldn’t care to waste my breath.”
“Fair enough. I’ll tell you about myself, then. Did you know that I’ve shot down…well, it would be fifty planes including the ones today. Fifty. Do you know how many pilots have never shot down even one plane? And here I have fifty chalked up! What do you say about that?”
“I say you’re walking through the desert, the same as me.”
“Yes, but there’s a very big difference between our futures. You’ll be a prisoner of war and I’ll be up there again. I belong up there, Michael. It’s where I truly live. Is there a place you truly live?”
Michael grunted quietly. The hunter from the woods is a very long way from home, he thought. “No particular place,” he replied.
“I’m sorry for you, then. All men need a place where they truly live. Where their souls and spirits are free. The sky is my place. I find it beautiful, even on a stormy day when the planes are grounded. It is a woman with a thousand faces, all of them exquisite. Are you married, Michael?”
“No.”
“Me neither.” He gave a short laugh. “As if I should ever wear such a chain! The first thing a wife would say to me is, don’t fly so high or so fast. And listening to her, and wanting to please her, would kill me as it has killed so many other pilots with…” Gantt searched for the right word. “Attachments,” he finished. He laughed again, only this time Michael thought it sounded a little forced. “Men like us don’t need attachments, do we?”
“Men like us?”
“The risk-takers. The men who must be on the battlefront. Take you, for one. Your reconnaissance work. That puts you at great risk, doesn’t it? And you’re out front, blazing a trail through the mines
and tank traps? Don’t tell me you’re simply a desk jockey, because I won’t believe it.”
“I’m not simply that,” Michael said.
“A man of action can recognize a man of action,” Gantt told him. “It’s in the way you move. And you’re confident, even now, even with your broken shoulder, that I’ll never get you to that outpost, aren’t you? Even with a pistol at your back, you’re confident. You think I’ll make a mistake you can take advantage of. Yes? And I’m confident that I will not make a mistake. So what does that make us?”
“Two confident fools in the desert with a couple of swallows of water in a shot-up canteen,” Michael answered. 
“No! It makes us comrades of sorts! Like chess players, you see? Two men of action, reduced to the barest minimum to survive! A challenge, to be overcome.”
“I think you need some more covering for your head.”
“Maybe I do, Englisher, but I’ll tell you…I find your confidence in this situation to be very interesting. And entertaining. I’m just waiting to see what you’re going to do to keep yourself out of a POW camp. Because I know you are going to try.”
“You would,” Michael said.
“Of course I would! I’d never give up trying. And that’s why we’re comrades of sorts, isn’t it?”
“If you say so.” A movement to the right caught Michael’s attention. When he looked, he saw across the white plain the small figure in the dirty rags and the khaki tam about a hundred meters away, keeping their pace.
“Ah, there he is again,” said Gantt. “Now…he’s not a Dahlasiffa scout, or he’d be on a camel. In fact, why isn’t he on a camel? I make him out to be…about four feet six? A small boy, I’m thinking? All alone out here? And why might that be?”
“If you want to find out,” Michael said, “offer him water.”
“And use up even a swallow of what we have? Now who needs his head covered a little better?”
“If he’s a native, he might know where a well is. In fact, he may be on his way there. So…one swallow of water for him could wind up filling the canteen. Once we get a decent plug in the hole,” Michael added.
They walked on in silence, but Michael could tell that Rolfe Gantt was thinking.
The wind had died and the sand had spun down but the sun had grown hotter. Michael’s mouth was parched. He figured the air temperature had to be at least a hundred and ten, and then the sun’s heat was intensified off the desert’s surface. Still, he was sweating and that was a good sign. When the sweat stopped…not good.
“All right,” Gantt said at last. “Tell him we have water.”
Michael abruptly stopped and Gantt pulled himself up short, then backed away a couple of steps. Out across the plain, the small boy also stopped and stared in their direction.
Michael made the declaration in, again, both Tamazight and then Tuareg Berber.
There was no response. “Hold up the canteen,” Michael said, and Gantt obeyed. Then Michael called out once more. His voice rolled through the silence, and the silence closed up in its wake.
No response. The figure just stood there, staring.
“He’s not coming in.” Gantt opened the canteen, put it under his head covering and took a quick sip that he let linger in his mouth for a few seconds before he swallowed. “Here.”
Michael sipped and also let the water, a warm yet delicious nectar, sit in his mouth. He sloshed it around and then, reluctantly, downed it. Gantt put the canteen’s strap back over his shoulder. “Let’s go,” said the pilot.
For the next hour, the figure stayed with them at a distance of never less than a hundred meters. They came upon an area of sand dunes that rose up in tremendous golden waves. What looked like piles of burned black rubble lay about, the perfect shelters for horned vipers and the three-inch-long scorpions they’d seen crawling around. Michael and Gantt at the same time saw the footprints leading from the hard stony surface up one of the dunes and over. Someone was walking ahead of them.
The small figure had vanished.
When they reached the top of the first dune, a hard slog for anyone no matter how physically fit, they saw the person who’d made the footprints struggling onward about two hundred meters ahead. It was a man in tan-colored clothes and wearing black boots. He had wrapped a dark green kerchief around his head. He fell and stood up, fell again and stood up again, and kept going.
“Oh my God,” Gantt said softly. “I think…that’s Hartler. My wingman. He’s wearing on his head the scarf his wife sent him.” He cupped a hand to his mouth to shout for his friend.
Before the shout could emerge, a piece of black rubble hit Gantt on the right shoulder. At nearly the same time, Michael saw six men on camels come up over a dune and surround Gantt’s wingman. Hartler fell to his knees. All the six men carried rifles, and one who seemed to be in the lead—a man wearing robes dyed bright crimson and a keffiyeh the same vivid hue—aimed his rifle at Hartler’s head.
“Get down,” Michael quietly told Gantt, who was already lowering himself to the sand. Michael got down on his stomach. Both of them watched over the dune’s rise at the scene as it unfolded, and both knew they were in the presence of the Dahlasiffa.
Two of the other men threw ropes around Hartler. One of the camels made a braying noise like harsh laughter, and two more got into an argument that involved the snapping of teeth until a short whip settled the disagreement. The man wearing the crimson robes and keffiyeh shot Hartler in the head at close range. The green kerchief took flight. When the rifle went off, Gantt shivered. Hartler pitched forward. His body was dragged between a pair of camels off across the sand and away.
Neither Gantt nor Michael moved for some time. Gantt’s breathing sounded like a key trying to turn in a rusted lock.
The Walther was clutched in Gantt’s hand and the hand was there within Michael’s reach. But first things first.
Michael grabbed up a handful of sand and flung it into the flyer’s eyes. Then he went after the gun hand, even as the blinded Gantt clubbed with it at Michael’s injured shoulder.
Grappling for the gun, they slid halfway down the massive dune. A blow from the Walther hit Michael’s collarbone on his wounded side and sent pain tearing through him. In that instant of agony his teeth began to lengthen; he could feel them bursting free from the gums. Small hairs rose up on the back of his right hand and along the arm, and the fingers began to change their shape.
Gantt’s knee crashed into his jaw. Michael fell backward, sliding away. Lights of every color glittered behind his eyes. He felt his spine contort as the change gnawed at him from the inside out. He got up on his knees and was met by a boot to the ribs. The pain of that, and the certainty that Gantt would shoot him if this meeting of men of action were to continue much longer, caused Michael to slam and lock his soul cage. The enraged green-eyed wolf held its anger in check. It slinked back into the dark. Then it settled down again to wait for a more opportune moment in which to sink its teeth into Rolfe Gantt’s throat.
“Do you think you’re clever? So damned clever? You’re a fool, is what you are!” Gantt, his makeshift keffiyeh nearly torn off, was standing over Michael with the pistol aimed at his enemy’s head. “I should shoot you!” he seethed. “One bullet to your brain and I’m finished with you!”
Michael looked up at the man with his single good eye. His own keffiyeh had come undone and his face was exposed. He spat out some fresh blood, the smell of which made his thirst and hunger explode. He managed a tight smile, but he had some trouble drawing enough breath to speak. A couple of broken ribs was all he needed. “If shooting me…is…worth bringing them back…after they hear the noise, then go ahead.”
Gantt’s finger twitched on the trigger. But when nothing happened during the next three seconds, Michael knew the shot would not be fired. His shoulder was killing him. Currents of heat and cold coursed through his arm. It had come out of the scarf and Michael had to ease it back into place, his teeth gritted against the torment. So much for the man of action, he thought grimly.
Gantt’s attention was suddenly diverted from Michael Gallatin. “What the hell do you want?” he asked someone, and Michael turned his head to see the boy in the dirty clothes, the brown keffiyeh and the khaki tam standing there next to the rubble pile he must’ve been hiding in. Michael surmised that the boy had seen the Dahlasiffa first, and he’d thrown a piece of rock at Gantt to keep the flyer from calling Hartler and getting them all killed.
“Ask him what he wants,” Gantt directed. Michael did, in the two languages, but he got no answer. “What’s wrong with him? Can’t he speak?”
You can’t speak? Michael asked, choosing the more common Tamazight.
The boy didn’t move at first. And then he lifted his right hand and made a chopping motion across where his mouth would be under the keffiyeh. He repeated it a second time, with more vicious emphasis. Michael thought he understood. Painfully, he got up and walked to the boy, who began to retreat.
No danger here, said Michael. Let me see.
The retreat ceased. The tam and the keffiyeh came off. The boy was about ten, with curly black hair and olive-hued skin and dark sunken eyes that had seen things no boy of ten should have ever witnessed. They were so full of misery and the shadows of sadness that they were frightening to peer into. The boy opened his mouth.
“His tongue’s been cut out. Looks recent,” Michael said to Gantt. Then, to the boy: Your tribe did this? That got a shake of the head and a hand pointing toward a bloody green kerchief that lay in the sand two hundred meters away.
Dahlasiffa? Michael asked. The boy nodded once and closed his mouth. He wrapped the keffiyeh around his head and face, leaving a slit for the haunted eyes to stare through. The jaunty tam went back on, a soldier’s cap for the walking wounded.
“What do you think happened to him?” Gantt asked, standing behind Michael.
“War between tribes, I’m supposing. Maybe the Dahlasiffa raided his village. Could be they left him alive and removed his tongue as a warning. Maybe he’d befriended a Commonwealth soldier and the Dahlasiffa didn’t like that.” Michael rubbed his ribcage and thought it must be bruised instead of broken. He had gotten his wind back. He looked at his hand and saw no trace of the wolf. For now.
“Damn it,” Gantt said, but whether he was saying it for the sake of the boy’s plight or the fact that they had a straggler in their charge was unclear.
Michael noticed something the boy was doing with his left hand. It was balled up and he kept shaking it back and forth. There was a clicking sound. Michael reached out and prodded the hand to get him to open it. The boy resisted for a few seconds, the solemn dark eyes revealing nothing.
Then the hand opened.
In the palm was a pair of yellowed dice with red pips.
The boy closed his hand almost at once, and kept shaking the dice within it.
A gift from the same soldier who’d given him the tam? Michael wondered. “Give him some water,” he told Gantt.
“Hey, you don’t order me around!”
Michael turned to face him. The green eyes were hard and, as Gantt would have put it, supremely confident. “Water,” he repeated. The flyer muttered a curse that would have knocked down a B-17, but the canteen’s strap came off his shoulder. He uncapped the flask, stepped forward and gave it to the boy.
Drink, Michael told him.
The boy did. One sip under the keffiyeh, and one sip only. He knew from the amount of water in the canteen how desperate their situation was. He handed it back to Gantt, who had already gotten his head covering back into an orderly position.
Michael was running out of his knowledge of Tamazight. He asked the boy, A
well nearby?
The boy made a motion with his right hand like a bird taking flight. He ended it with a finger pointing to the southwest. Michael took it to mean: A distance.
Which, to these people, could be many, many miles.
“What are you saying to him?”
“Asking him if there’s a well anywhere near. He’s saying…I think…that it’s a distance away, to the southwest.”
“How far?”
“He couldn’t tell me.”
“I intend for us to continue our present course.”
“All right,” Michael said. “We probably each have one swallow remaining.” He began to work his shirt back into position over his head and face. Had he ever been so feeble in his life? he asked himself. Everything was such a damned labor. The heat was sapping even the will to move. “Continue your present course. I’m going with the boy to find a well.”
“Pardon me?” The Walther pointed at Michael’s midsection.
Behind him, Michael heard the dice clicking together in the boy’s hand. What numbers were coming up? What pips of fate? Lucky sevens, or snake-eyes?
Michael had made his decision. If he could not overpower Rolfe Gantt, he was going to die here in this desert. It would be a death of his own choosing, at least a freedom of sorts, and not a miserable wasting-away behind coils of barbed wire. Besides, when they found out what he was they would likely fly him directly to Berlin, give him over to some bald-headed mad doctor with magnified lenses for eyeglasses and a thirst for dissection, to find out how the creature ticked. He would not tick for anybody. He listened to the dice, and then he spoke.
“Use the gun or put it down,” he said. His voice was calm and even, perhaps a little weary, but strong with the resolve of a man who does not fear the end. “I’m going with this boy to find a well. Maybe there’s one out there, maybe not. But I’m not going to let you walk me into a POW camp. Yes, I thought I could get away. Now I know I can’t trick you, or beat you. My compliments. But my time is running out. Yours also.” He paused to let that settle. The Walther did not move an inch.
Michael said, “I suggest you take the last of the water and continue your course. You might find a patrol or an outpost later this afternoon, or tonight, or tomorrow. You might run right into the Dahlasiffa. You have two guns, you can hold them off for awhile. Or you might run into a British patrol and then you can sit out the rest of the war but unfortunately the sky will not wait. Whatever you decide to do, Rolfe. It’s your day.” Michael dared to glance quickly up toward the sun. “Isn’t it lovely?”
“You’re out of your mind,” Gantt answered.
“I’ve come to my senses. No man will force me to do anything. Certainly not on what may very likely be the last day of my life. So, as they say: lead…follow…or get the hell out of the way.” Michael turned his attention to the boy: The well. Take me
there.
The boy looked from one man to another. The dice kept clicking together in his hand. Then he stopped shaking them, opened his palm and regarded the number of pips revealed there. Michael thought that he too knew the great and mystic meaning of Fate in the lives of human beings.
The boy began to walk toward the southwest.
Michael followed.
Gantt stood at a crossroads, though beneath him there was only shifting and uncertain sand.
He watched the two figures, the small and the tall, walk away from him. He gazed along his present course, further to the northwest where he hoped he might find his brothers-in-arms. He looked at the canteen, and putting it alongside his ear he listened to the meager amount move within. Hardly enough to fill three thimbles.
It was a huge desert. Sometimes an eagle who flew so high could not realize the immensity of the earth below, for he was fixed on sky and currents of air and the desire to remain in that beautiful realm forever.
But he was fallen now, and he was just a man.
He let the pistol drop to his side.
His thought was: If they run into the Dahlasiffa, they’re going to need me.
Because he was a man of action.
He drew in a long breath from the furnace. Then he began to follow the two figures, the small and the tall, across the golden dunes toward the far horizon.
 


Three

 
In the shadow of a rough mound of red rock carved by the Sahara’s wind into a spidery shape more suited for an exhibit of Picasso’s bronze sculptures, the three wanderers rested.
The sun sat at the position of late afternoon. It, too, was turning red, and the desert landscape itself had taken on a bloody tinge. Silence reigned, but for the soft clicking that came from the dice in the boy’s left hand.
“Does he have to do that?” Gantt asked irritably, as he sat with his back against the rock. He had removed his head covering to let the sweat dry from his face. He was aware that he’d stopped sweating so much. Their water was gone.
Michael didn’t reply. They were all arranged in various positions on the parachute, which had been laid down to shield their bodies from the heat radiating off the hard surface beneath. Michael, lying on his back with his eyes closed, saw no point in answering. He thought the boy might be a little insane.
He, too, had removed his keffiyeh. The boy, sitting a distance away with his knees up to his chin, stared straight ahead through his slit of brown cloth, the tam on his head pale with dust.
There was no longer a need for Gantt to brandish a gun. The Colt had gone into his parachute pack and the Walther into his waistband. They were all equals now, and all equally tired and thirsty.
Gantt scanned the sky once more, as he had so many times. Searching for the aircraft—preferably German—that were never there. Then he focused his attention on the landscape, looking for six men on camels. Thankfully, they were never there either.
“Hartler was a good man,” said Gantt. His voice was husky, his throat scratched raw by the fine grit that had gotten through his undershirt and into his mouth a few grains at a time. This was the third time he’d said Hartler was a good man. Gantt closed his eyes, his head lolling. “He was a very efficient wingman,” he said, repeating himself. “Trust is an important quality, isn’t it, Michael?”
“Yes, it is.” Michael’s eyes opened; this was a new avenue of approach.
“I trusted Hartler with my life. Many, many times. He had a wife and two beautiful daughters. I told him…Hartler, give this up and go home. Tell them you have a family that you wish to live for. And do you know what he answered?” Gantt’s eyes, as bloodshot as the sun, opened to take Michael in. “He said he would go home when he was as big a hero as me.”
Again, Michael felt no need to respond. But he was listening, because he’d heard something different in the flyer’s voice.
“A hero,” Gantt repeated. “And I am, I suppose. No…I know I am. The letters and the newspapers…they say I am. Signal said it, in three issues. Yes, I am a hero. A shining light for the youth of Germany. For her future and her aspirations.” He once more looked to the empty sky.
“But let me tell you…let me please tell you,” he said quietly, “what the life of a hero is.” He swallowed grit and tried to gather saliva in his mouth. “It’s a hundred flash-bulbs going off in your face, but not one light on in your apartment when you get home.
“It’s vows of undying love, faithful loyalty and reckless sex, but not one plate of a home-cooked meal. It’s the look on a young man’s face when he tells you he too wants to be an eagle, and you have already seen so many faces of young men burned beyond human recognition.” Gantt was silent for awhile. The dice continued to click together in the boy’s closed hand.
“I am the hero,” he went on, quieter still, “who finds the weakness in weaker men. I am the hero who strikes from below, who gives no quarter and expects none. And to tell you the honest truth, Michael, I smile a little bit when the chutes fail to open. For the hero has done his work that day. He has done his work. But oh dear God, I do love the sky.”
Gantt shifted his position against the rock. Michael saw him lift his left arm and regard his wristwatch.
“Your Rolex,” said Gantt, with impudence returning to his voice. “A nice playtoy, but it can’t compare with a Breitling.”
“Is that so?”
“Absolutely so. Well, just look at the difference! Mine has a much larger face with clearer numbers, in my opinion, since yours does not have numbers but difficult-to-read bars where the numbers should be. Mine has an automatic winder and a chronograph. In fact, it’s been created specificially for use by aviators. I’ve had not a bit of trouble with any part of it in the four happy years of ownership. And your Rolex may be very handsome, if that’s what you feel you need to project, but it doesn’t have the pedigree of the Breitling.”
“Hm,” Michael commented.
“The Breitling brand dates from 1884. I believe the Rolex name was trademarked in 1908. If you care to calculate the difference between those years, you’ll find that Breitling has twenty-four years of experience on the Rolex. What do you say to that?”
“I’d say Rolex caught up very quickly to Breitling and surpassed that brand in short order. They learned from Breitling’s mistakes.”
“Oh, really? And how exactly has Rolex surpassed Breitling?”
“In the areas of waterproofing and shockproofing,” Michael answered calmly. “A Rolex was worn by the first British woman to swim the English channel, in October of 1927. You can imagine how cold the water was.”
“Yes, unfortunately I can only imagine,” said Gantt.
“After ten hours in the water, her Rolex was still performing perfectly,” Michael continued. “As for the area of shockproofing, my Rolex is still performing perfectly after—you may recall—this morning’s airplane crash.”
“Ah! Touché,” said the flyer, with a narrow-eyed smile. He held out his wrist for Michael to see. “But my Breitling still beats your Rolex. Beats it by far.”
“And why is that?”
“Because of the band. This leather band. You see it?” It was simply a brown leather band, nothing special about it that Michael could tell. “This band,” said Gantt, “is made from the leather on the instrument panel of my father’s Albatross fighter plane, from 1918. He died in action but he set his plane down first. A perfect landing, they said, and him shot full of holes. His wingman sent my mother a drawing of him that one of his squadron members had done. It was framed in the plane’s wing fabric and panel leather. After my mother passed away I decided I wanted my father to be closer to me than a picture on the wall. I decided I wanted him to fly with me.” Gantt turned his wrist before Michael’s face. “And here he is.”
Michael realized why Gantt feared the Dahlasiffa so much. They would certainly try to take the watch, and they would likely succeed. With it would go the band, which was actually the most valuable part of it to Gantt. And he would die knowing his father’s memory was lost to the hands of the Death Stalkers. Lost, never to be found. It was time, Michael thought, to start moving once more. He sat up and rubbed his injured shoulder. The boy’s hand kept shaking the dice, and occasionally he opened his fingers to see what the pips read. Gantt leaned back against the red rock, his face painted crimson by the setting sun, his eyes not on the gleaming watch but on the plain brown leather band.
Michael had never had such difficulty getting to his feet, but he made it. “I think we should—”
“Ow!” said Gantt, wincing. He had jerked his head away from the rock and grasped at the back of his neck. “Scheisse! Something stung me!”
Michael looked at the rock and saw a trace of movement in a shadow pool. Peering closer, he made out the three-inch-long black scorpion that sat there, king of its domain, its stinger coiled back and ready to deliver another strike.
“Scorpion,” Michael said. The poisonous kind, he did not say. The deadly kind, he did not say.
The kind whose venom could kill a man within several hours, he did not say.
He didn’t have to, because Gantt also saw the scorpion. Gantt drew the Walther and smashed its grip into the shadow pool until the scorpion was a mass of milky paste.
Then he looked at Michael with terror in his eyes.
The boy’s hand stopped.
“Razor,” said Michael.
Gantt pulled Michael’s straight razor from his pocket and gave it to him. He leaned forward. Michael opened the razor and found the sting just to the right of Gantt’s vertebrae. It was a small red puncture wound already becoming ringed with white.
Michael cut an X across the wound and squeezed the blood out of it.
“Did you get it all?” Gantt asked hoarsely, still leaning forward.
Michael didn’t know. He wasn’t sure how deep the stinger had pierced, or how much venom had been delivered. He got down on his knees beside the flyer. “Hold still,” he said, and he sliced another X into the flesh beside the first. Gantt made no sound. Then Michael put his mouth over the wound and sucked the blood like any good vampire in a Bram Stoker horror story.
He spat blood out and repeated the indelicate task. The smell and taste of it made the animal part of him salivate. He realized that the wolf could have a feast right here on this parachute dining-cloth. A third time he sucked at the wound and then spat out the fluid, and then that was all he could do.
“Thank you,” said Gantt. He put his fingers to the back of his neck and then held them, bloodstreaked, before his face. “Thank you,” he repeated. 
“I don’t know if I got all of it.”
“All right. Thank you. You tried.”
“We’d better stay here awhile longer,” Michael decided. He noted that the boy had begun shaking his dice again. The boy’s eyes darted between Michael and Gantt. “Just be still,” Michael told the flier.
“Yes. As you say. Yes.” Gantt crawled away from the rock. He lay down on the parachute on his right side, trailing blood as it dripped. He curled up into a fetal position with his hands folded under his right cheek.
An hour passed, during which the sun dropped to the horizon. The light turned deeper red with blue shadows. The air cooled as night came on.
“I’m burning up,” Gantt suddenly said. His voice sounded thick. “Burning up,” he repeated. He sat up, and in the red gloom Michael saw the glistening of small beads of sweat on the man’s ashen face. “Can I have some water?” 
“We have none,” Michael said.
“I must have water. My mouth…it’s not right.”
“We have no water,” Michael said carefully, for Gantt’s eyes were bright and wild with fever.
The ace put a hand to his forehead. “I’m burning up,” he said, as if this were news.
“Rolfe? Just lie down and be—”
“I must insist on water.” It had been spoken in German. “Would you deny a thirsty man?”
“Listen to me. Do you know where you are?”
“I’m…I’m…yes, I’m in the infirmary.” He nodded, verifying this illusion to himself. Again, he was speaking his native tongue. “I remember…I was flying. Then…there was oil on my windscreen. I couldn’t see. I knew I was going down. I jumped, and my parachute opened. What happened to my plane?”
“It crashed.”
“The lights,” said Gantt. “Why are the lights so dim?”
“Lie down,” Michael instructed. He decided to add, “Right there, on the bed.” He heard the clicking of the dice at his back.
Gantt looked around, obviously confused. He felt for something that was not there. “I don’t like it,” he said, in almost a child’s voice. “So dark in here.”
Some of the scorpion’s poison had gotten into his system, Michael knew. From what he’d read, there were thirty different varieties of scorpions in the Sahara and four of them were lethal to humans. The one that had stung Gantt was as toxic as a cobra. The venom could cause first high fever and hallucinations, then convulsions, and finally heart failure. It just depended on how much Michael had been able to get out of the wound.
“Yes,” Gantt said. “I think I will lie down.” He curled himself up again on his side on the parachute, and he closed his eyes.
Michael waited. He caught the boy watching him as the dice went back and forth.
A few minutes passed. Gantt appeared to be sleeping, his chest rising and falling.
He twitched suddenly, but it was a passing muscle spasm. Then he opened his eyes and sat up again, and now he glowered at Michael with an expression nearing rage.
“I said I need water. It is very uncivilized to keep water from a thirsty man. Do you hear me, sir?”
“Rolfe, there’s no more water.” Even as he said it, Michael knew it was hopeless.
Gantt was a wanderer in the desert beyond reason.
Gantt was silent.
And silent still, his dark-hollowed eyes fixed upon Michael Gallatin or whoever he thought Michael Gallatin to be.
“You can’t treat your patients in this manner,” Gantt said quietly. “These men here…they all deserve better, sir. They shouldn’t be so disrespected.”
Michael had no idea what situation the flyer thought he was in, or whether it had really happened in some way or was strictly fantasy. He saw Gantt’s hand go to the Walther’s grip.
“I want water. For all of us. Now.”
Michael spoke German: “Very well, then. You’ll get it. There’s a jug under the bed. Right there.” He pointed at nothing. “Reach under and bring it out.”
Gantt stared blankly at him.
“Under the bed,” Michael repeated firmly. “Right there.”
The dice stopped clicking.
“Thank you, sir,” said Gantt, and he leaned over to get the imaginary jug under the phantom bed.
Michael moved as fast as he could. He plucked the Walther from Gantt’s waistband and when the man looked at him, puzzled, Michael hit him as lightly as possible across the back of the head with the pistol’s grip. Lightly as possible, but hard enough to put him to sleep and quench his thirst.
Gantt lay on the parachute. His body began to convulse, the arms and legs twisting. For a moment it appeared as if, even unconscious, he was about to get up and go for the waterjug, but then he collapsed again and lay thrashing. Michael put the gun aside and got his sweat-stiff shirt. He knelt beside the man, and with difficulty due to the one hand forced the cloth between Gantt’s teeth. It might prevent him from biting his tongue off, or not, depending on how strong the convulsions became.
Then all Michael could do was crawl away and sit with the Walther in his hand.
He watched Gantt suffer, as the last of the light faded.
The convulsions became more violent. This hideous phase lasted about fifteen minutes before Gantt suddenly became still.
Michael checked his pulse. Weak. But the man was alive.
The night turned cooler. A group of jackals came nosing around, until Michael stood up and ran them off with a few stones. His Rolex showed the passage of almost three more hours before Gantt stirred and spat the cloth out and got slowly up on his hands and knees. He retched so hard it seemed his guts would spill out. Then Gantt moaned and cursed and said in a voice barely intelligible, “Damn, my head hurts.” He had spoken in English. After that, he curled down again in a fetal position and went to sleep.
Michael also slept. His last impression was of the boy, sitting cross-legged under the starry sky, the Commonwealth soldier’s dusty tam on his head and his face hidden by the keffiyeh. Whether he was asleep sitting up or not was anyone’s guess, but at least for the moment his left hand was motionless and the dice were silent.
 


Four

 
They reached the well when dawn was a thin streak of red across the horizon and the world was made of different depths of darkness.
How far they had come this night, Michael didn’t know. His legs felt ragged. His left arm was a dead weight. He had left his kitbag behind, to save his energy, but he carried both guns in the parachute pack and Gantt—weak and dispirited—had not protested. Every step Michael took might end in a stumble. But he’d kept going, one of three, walking right behind the boy and following behind him the Messerschmitt ace.
The well was not pretty. It lay up under an outcropping of rock and so was shielded from the sun. Uneven stones were built up around a small pool the size of a bathtub in a cheap hotel. Dried animal dung was scattered about where the jackals and wild dogs had unsuccessfully tried to mark their territory.
Pretty or not, the well was full of gorgeous water. Gantt’s cracked lips parted in a gasp of need and he flung himself forward past Michael and the boy.
He hung over the stones and pushed his face into the water. He reached in with both arms and splashed water over his head. He reached down deeper, into the cooler depths, and when his hands came back up Michael saw the entrails roped around them, and suddenly the gashed-open bloodless torso that the entrails had spilled from surfaced in front of Gantt’s face, and also bursting to the surface was a decapitated human head, mouth and eyes open, that bore the purple hole of a rifle bullet.
Gantt shrieked; there was no other way to describe the sound. He fought out of the blue entrails that bound his wrists, and staggering back he nearly fell over the boy, who also retreated—but in utter silence—from the grisly mess that fouled the well. Gantt went down to the ground among the animals’ leavings and clawed frantically at his own mouth until the blood ran from his lips.
Michael approached the well. He had already smelled the beginnings of putrefaction. Desert heat was not kind to a corpse. By the end of another day, the odor would even keep the animals from coming near. There was another scent in the air also: salt. He figured the water had been salted as well as fouled by human remains. He walked a few paces away and knelt down on his haunches to think.
He thought he understood the motive for this brutality. “The Dahlasiffa,” he said to Gantt, who had crawled on his belly a distance away and lay with his hands to his face. “They’ve poisoned this well to keep other tribes from drinking.” In the strengthening light, he found the camel tracks that led southward. “Their own village must not be far. They’ve likely got a well there. They’re probably demanding tribute from other tribes.” He stood up and looked over the hammada toward the south. A muscle worked in his jaw. “We need water, or we’re going to die.” He spoke to Gantt not harshly but firmly: “Stand up.”
“I can’t.” The other man’s voice was almost gone. “I can’t.”
“If you won’t stand up, I’ll stand you up.”
“Please…let me lie here. I can’t…dear God…I can’t—”
Gantt was interrupted by the hand that reached down and grasped the back of his collar, pulling his face out of the sand.
“You hear me,” Michael said. “Loud and clear.” His eyes gleamed bright green in the dawning light. The sun was a red semicircle rising over shadowed mountains to the east. “You can handle a gun. So can I. The guns can get us some water. That means we live, at least for another day, unless the Dahlasiffa kill us first. But I’m thinking they’re not going to be expecting two men with guns. I told you to stand up.”
“I’m done,” Gantt gasped through his bloodied lips, his eyes swollen from the horror of what he’d just seen. “You go.”
“The odds are not good for one man. Not much better for two, but they are better. Now…you’re a soldier and so am I. We go out fighting. Do you hear me?”
“I can’t make it. Please. I’m done.”
“I’ll tell you when you’re done or not.” Michael gritted his teeth and tried to haul the man up but for all his best effort he didn’t have the strength. “Rolfe,” he said, “don’t die on your belly.” And he decided to add, “Your father didn’t.”
Gantt didn’t respond for a few seconds. Then he reached back and roughly pushed Michael’s hand away. He slowly rolled over and sat up. He pressed his hands to his face once more and rocked back and forth.
Michael heard the noise of the dice. He saw that the boy was throwing them onto the ground and then leaning forward to read the pips before they were collected and the process repeated.
“We have to try,” Michael said, though he himself was unsure they could even get close enough to the Dahlasiffa village to try. “We can think of something.”
“I’m too weak. I can barely walk.”
“Can you crawl?” Michael asked.
Gantt lowered his hands and looked up at Michael Gallatin. His eyes were deep sunken, dull and lifeless. It was a bad sign, Michael thought. A sign of giving up. He reached into the parachute pack, got the Walther P38 and offered the weapon to its owner. “Take it,” he said when Gantt hesitated. “Go ahead and blow your brains out, if you want to. I’ll bury you out here or you can join Hartler for a long bath.”
Gantt stared fixedly at the pistol. He frowned, searching for solid ground in this desert hell. The sun was rising quickly now, and the air was already hot. No breeze stirred a particle of dust.
At last Gantt spoke. “Why would I want to commit suicide?”
“It would be faster than dying of thirst. You still have some strength left. The village may be only a few miles away. Their well will be clean.” Something Michael had read suddenly came to him. “If I have to die today, I want to die fighting to live.”
“That makes not a bit of sense,” said the pilot.
“I know. It’s one of your quotes from your last article in Signal.”
In spite of his raging thirst and deadening fatigue, Gantt summoned a weak smile. “You’re a strange bastard.”
“Save your insults for tomorrow. For today, take this pistol and stand up. I’m thirsty enough to kill for a drink. Are you?” 
Gantt gingerly rubbed his raw mouth. Then he reached out and took the pistol. “Yes, I am,” he said, and with the greatest effort he got himself to his feet.
They aimed themselves along the camel tracks, with Michael leading the way, the boy next and then Gantt. As the sun steadily rose and the heat intensified the Englisher and German stopped to put on their face and head coverings, and then they continued southward.
They passed into a surrealistic landscape. The hard-packed crust of sand was brown with streaks of yellow. Emerging from the earth were huge ridges of wind-sculpted sandstone rocks standing twenty and thirty meters tall. Michael kept to the camel tracks, which led them through winding passages in the rocks.
It was difficult for even Michael to keep moving as the heat grew, so he knew Gantt was struggling. Every so often Michael looked back at the others; the boy was all right, though moving slowly, but Gantt was losing ground. The scorpion’s venom was surely still affecting him. Couple that with the shock of seeing Hartler, and it amazed Michael that the ace could put one foot in front of the other. They were helped by the find of some spindly cactus plants, which when cut open by the razor afforded a small amount of liquid squeezed from the stalks. Still, the need for water began to take over every thought for Michael, to push everything else aside, and he was fully aware that both Gantt and the boy were kindred sufferers. They did not possess the animal drive that kept Michael directed on his path to survival.
Water. One might imagine it in the mouth. One might imagine its cool flow streaming over the head and face and chest. One might imagine lying in a chill pool of it, regaining the strength that the sun had stripped away. Water. At this moment of heavy silence and scorching fire, the dream of drinking it, of getting one swallow through the cracked lips into the dry mouth, was the only thing that could possibly lead them on for endless mile after mile. Water.
At last, as the sun began to sink down again toward the blue world of another night, as the jackals that followed them came sniffing in close for the smell of impending death but did not find it yet and so retreated to wait a few hours more, the three figures crouched on a ridge of rock and surveyed what lay ahead. Michael had seen it first, and cautioned the others to be careful in their approach.
He didn’t want the watchman atop the wooden tower to see them. The man, wearing the traditional robes and a keffiyeh, held a pair of binoculars. The man stood beneath an awning of tan-colored cloth that might have been the shirts of several dead soldiers stitched together, and hanging on a rope behind him was a horn he could blow into to alert the inhabitants of the village at his back. The horn, Michael noted, was a brass cornet probably once owned by some poor dead Commonwealth trooper whose commander valued the stirring music of a military march.
But for the camel trail that passed alongside the watchman’s tower, the village was encircled by a waist-high barbed wire fence. It was a village of many tents, many camels in a corral and many goats wandering about. Michael had already counted thirty-five people, most of them men but a few women and children. At the center of the village a dozen palm trees stood around a waterhole the size of a small swimming pool, which was obviously very jealously guarded. On the far side of the village was a second watchman’s tower. A nice secure setup, Michael thought. Especially since he knew one of those tents down there surely held an arsenal of weapons and ammunition stripped from dead soldiers.
“How the hell do we get into that?” Gantt asked.
Michael had already considered that question.
“After nightfall,” he said, “one of us walks in. He allows himself to be captured. He causes some kind of disturbance while his mission team gets through the wire. It’s up to them to find the tent where the guns and ammo are stored. If there are grenades, the place can be blown. Then everyone’s on their own to get their water.”
“Mission team,” Gantt repeated.
“That’s right. You and the boy.”
“You are mad,” said Gantt.
“You’ll know the time to cross the wire.” Michael kept his intense gaze fixed upon Gantt, not allowing him to look away. He gave him the parachute pack. “Take both guns. I won’t need one.”
“You’re going in without a gun.” Gantt grinned crazily. “Ah, ja! An Englisher’s plan! Make sure you douse yourself with your aftershave and have a spot of tea before you go in!”
“There’s no other way,” said Michael, “but my way.” He caught a faint aroma, drifting in with the cooling air. “Can you smell that? The scent of sweet water?”
“I can’t smell anything and neither can you.”
“Oh, yes.” Michael nodded. “I can.”
They waited behind the rock ridge as the sun went down. When the light faded and the gaudy stars emerged in their millions, torches flared in the Dahlasiffa village. Upraised voices could be heard: shouting, mixed with raucous laughter. Michael looked up over the ridge and saw a group of robed Dahlasiffa standing around what appeared to be a rectangular pit dug into the earth near the waterhole. It looked to him, from this distance at least, that two figures were balanced on some kind of beam across the pit and were grappling with each other.
“What’s going on down there?” Gantt edged up beside Michael to make his own assessment.
“I’m not sure. A celebration of some kind?” It sounded so, from the noise. Though the figures were fighting—or wrestling, to be more precise—there was no anger in the voices of the onlookers. Then suddenly one of the figures fell into the pit, there was an uproar of hollering and laughter and people jumped around with joyous abandon. The man who’d fallen into the pit came out of it, scrabbling up a ladder just for the purpose, as if hellfire had scorched his bottom.
Which was exactly in line with Michael’s plan.
Two more men got out on the beam and started wrestling. Again, the onlookers went a bit wild. “A sporting contest,” Gantt observed. “Maybe they’re gambling on who’s going to win.”
“Hm. Well, we’re going to win,” Michael said. He eased back down to where the boy sat, and Gantt followed. The boy was rolling his dice on the ground, again and again. Michael snapped his fingers in front of the boy’s eyes to secure his attention. Follow him, he said, and pointed at Gantt.
It was time to go get some water.
The hollerings and laughter intensified again. Now a pair of musicians had joined the throng: a drum began to beat and a high-pitched flute began to whistle. The air was fragrant with the aroma of grilled goat. They were having a regular party down in Dahlasiffaville.
Gantt caught Michael’s good wrist. “You can’t be serious. About walking in there without a gun. Even you Englishers can’t be that insane.”
“I was born in Russia,” Michael said, as if that explained it all. He pulled free. “I can promise you that I’ll be attracting all the attention, but you’ll have to be fast and careful getting across the wire. Find that weapons tent as quickly as you can and if you have the chance and means blow it to blazes. Take care of the boy and take care of yourself.”
“They’ll kill you first thing,” Gantt told him. “We’ll never even get down to the wire before you’re dead.”
“I say you will. Look for your opportunity and take it.” He spoke to the boy again:
Remember. Follow him. The boy nodded, the dice gripped in his hand. Then Michael crawled up to the top of the ridge again. He stood up and started down on the other side.
He didn’t look back.
He was apprehensive about what might happen in the next few minutes, but he was not afraid. He was prepared, and he was ready.
The music and the shouting went on. Michael reached the bottom of the ridge and began walking directly toward the watchman’s tower. The watchman had a small oil lamp up there, and a torch had been set beside the entrance to the village through the barbed wire. Michael strolled along as if he owned the desert and knew every scorpion by name.
Then a rifle barked and a bullet kicked up dust in front of him. The watchman hollered at him, probably a command to halt, but Michael kept walking. A second bullet hit the ground close to Michael’s left boot, so this time he decided it was in his best interest to stop.
The cornet was blown several times. A very sour note. The music, laughter and shouting from the village immediately ceased.
It seemed the party was over. Or perhaps, Michael thought, it was just about to begin.
 


Five

 
The robed watchman came down a ladder, pointing the rifle at Michael Gallatin’s midsection. Now would be an auspicious time, Michael thought, for Gantt and the boy to start their journey to the wire. Who is your shade? Michael asked. He had to ask the question again, in Tuareg, before he got an expression of semi-comprehension. He got no reply, but his meaning was: Who is your leader? The chief of a tribe was always known as its ‘shade’, for the amount of protection he offered his people.
Within a few seconds, other Dahlasiffa came running to answer the call of the cornet. Pistols and rifles—British, German and Italian—were in evidence. Some of the robed men carried torches or oil lamps. They got around Michael to keep him from advancing or retreating. They brandished their weapons and hollered at him as if each man fancied himself the shadiest one in the village. Rifle barrels began to push at Michael’s ribs and one brought a hiss of pain from him by touching his injured shoulder. But he kept the pain out of his face, and with great effort he maintained a calm half-smile.
A figure in crimson robes pushed his way through the growing crowd, though when they realized he was there they quickly moved out of his way. He got up close to Michael and stopped. The man had arranged his keffiyeh into a turban, revealing a handsome though somewhat vulpine face. A pair of black eyes under thick black brows glowered at him. He was in his mid-thirties, his flesh burnished dark brown. He had high cheekbones and a long elegant nose that any high-bred Englisher might have envied. In some other world, the man in the crimson robes could have been a Libyan film star. He was cleanly shaven and bore in his deep-set eyes a sharp and cunning intelligence. He spoke to Michael in a smooth voice that carried a quiet threat, using a language that had some elements of Tuareg but was not entirely Taureg and so was foreign to Michael.
Michael didn’t respond. The man in the crimson robes reached out and plucked at their visitor’s uniform.
“Brit,” said the man.
“An English uniform, yes,” Michael corrected.
“Brit,” the man repeated, because he could. He tapped his chest. “Nuri.” And he added in the King’s tongue for Michael’s enlightment, “Meaning fire.”
“Interesting,” Michael said. That spoke for the crimson robes. The Dahlasiffa’s shade was a showman. A rifle barrel pushed against Michael’s neck and another one pressed against his spine.
“Who is you?” His King’s tongue was not altogether perfect.
“Me?” Michael kept his half-smile. “Oh, I’m the Devil and I’ve come to destroy you.”
“Destroy…me?” asked Nuri. His eyebrows went up. His face was solemn for a few seconds. Then the mouth opened and he began to laugh. As he laughed, so laughed the others. In fact, the others laughed loudest even though they probably had no idea why they were laughing. Such was the power of the Fireman, it seemed. Nuri turned and announced in their language what Michael had said, and then the bottomless pit of laughter stretched wide. Some of the others began to dance, they were laughing so hard.
Some, it appeared, wept tears of laughter.
Michael waited for all the mirth and hilarity to die down. When Nuri ceased laughing, the others stopped too. He said something, very rapidly in his harsh language, that Michael failed to understand. “Say you Devil,” said Nuri, “yet you know not my speech? How is this?”
“Everyone knows the Devil is an Englishman,” said Michael, and when Nuri translated this the crowd went as crazy as any audience at a West End vaudeville show.
But this time Nuri only smiled; he did not laugh. He motioned for quiet and got it.
He examined Michael’s bruised face and swollen left eye at a distance of a few inches. He looked at the arm in the sling. He shook his head sadly. “You no Devil. You hurt, maybe crazy headed fool.”
“This is my disguise,” said Michael. Nuri didn’t seem to understand, so Michael amended it. “My mask.”
The Fireman reached under his robe and brought out a knife with a curved blade. He put it to Michael’s jawline. “Nuri cut your mask off,” he said, his eyes glittering in the torchlight. “Then know your real face.”
Michael had to brace himself. He had to hold himself steady. He had the feeling that now was not the time. The time was coming, very soon, but this was not it.
He said easily, “I’ve come all the way from Hell, Nuri. A long way. Won’t you show me a little of your village before I destroy you?”
The tip of Nuri’s knife dug into Michael’s flesh, but not quite hard enough to draw blood. Nuri began to laugh again. It was a low laugh, a dark and twisted laugh, and it was echoed by only a few of the others. Nuri lowered the knife and grinned. “All Hell,” he said, opening his arms wide to encompass the world. “Everywhere. Me. King of Hell. Me. King of all devils. You only fool with madness here.” He touched his own skull with the handle of his knife. “Where you from come? Do not know. Where you go…Nuri do know.” He called out what sounded like a series of commands. A rifle barrel came up between Michael’s shoulderblades and a pistol was aimed at the side of his head. Nuri turned away and walked through the throng. The rifle barrel shoved Michael forward. A man with three teeth darted in, chattering, and looked to be measuring Michael’s boots against his own well-worn sandals. Michael let himself be moved, as the crowd moved around him. At least, he thought, he was headed in the right direction, toward the waterhole.
He noted that the watchman had returned to his post and that Nuri, certainly no fool, had sent a trio of men with rifles out into the dark to see if any more devils lurked nearby. Gantt and the boy were on their own.
Michael was paraded through the Dahlasiffa village. Women, children and dogs kept pace with the knot of armed men who surrounded him. One dog in particular came running up and started barking and spewing spittle with such abandon that Michael thought it was going to take a bite from his leg, and then a man gave it a kick that sent it reeling back amid its more reluctant brethren. These were not gentle people. Michael knew that whatever was in store for him would be a kind of Dahlasiffa hospitality that he might not appreciate.
He was stopped somewhere within the village. Torches and oil lamps ringed him. The guns were everywhere, and they were all pointed at him.
The crowd parted once more as Nuri the Fireman approached. He again got up almost face-to-face with Michael. “Village mine,” he said. “People mine. Nuri rules here. You say different, Devil?”
Michael stared into the man’s eyes without flinching. “I say Nuri will soon be on his knees. I say Nuri will soon be begging for mercy.”
That brought a huge smile and a clap of the hands. Evidently Nuri was enjoying the baiting, as Michael had hoped a hardened killer would. He doubted that anyone in this world had ever spoken to Nuri thus. And who else would have the courage to say this to him, but the Devil himself?
“Devil,” said Nuri, “meet my son.”
A boy about fourteen appeared, hobbling on sticks covered with gauze bandages likely scavenged from a dead medic’s pack.
The boy, wearing a loosely-fitting white shirt and a pair of red-dyed trousers, resembled his father. Except his right leg was gone at the hip, and there was only enough remaining of his left foot to grip a small piece of ground. It was, really, the shape of a cloven hoof. Michael recognized the injury. It was what happened when you stepped on a mine. Even if you survived the blast, some body parts did not. Looking into the boy’s sunken eyes, Michael wasn’t sure how much had actually survived. The right eye was a white, rolled-back orb, sightless. That side of the face kept twitching violently as injured nerves spasmed.
“Hasib mine,” Nuri said quietly, up close to Michael’s ear. “Eldest son. Such pride. Is handsome boy? Say speak, Devil.”
The boy stared at Michael with as much hatred as Michael had ever dreaded to see. If this boy had a gun, the little play would be over. The hate was a living thing. It felt like a lizard with a skin of spines, and it smelled like a world on fire. Michael knew this boy. He knew him well. This boy was every sufferer that war had made, every orphan, every widow or widower, every amputee, every brutalized corpse in a shallow ditch, every piece of flesh that used to be a man, every silent scream.
He knew this boy well, and he felt terror to his soul.
“Handsome,” whispered Michael Gallatin.
“Ah!” said the Fireman, smiling. “Thank you so.”
 Michael felt a night breeze blow past. He heard the rattle of the palms and he smelled the enticing perfume of the waterhole. The urge to drink fell upon him, and still stunned by this vision of war’s corruption he was seized by a moment of rare weakness.
“I would like some water,” he told Nuri.
“Thirsty is the Devil? How this?” Nuri’s head cocked to one side. In his eyes evil festered. “Drink,” he said, and he spat into Michael’s face.
The crowd shouted its sincere approval. They hollered and danced, and some of them fired their weapons upward into the night. It seemed to Michael that it was nearly time indeed.
Nuri spoke another series of commands. Hands grasped Michael by the arms—both arms, which caused him to grit his teeth and put his head down so they might not see him on the verge of crying out—and half-pushed, half-dragged him along. The entire Dahlasiffa nation seemed to be out in force, and like a sea in the desert they moved along with him in dusty waves.
They took him to the pit.
He lifted his head and saw that it was about six meters long and three meters wide. Across its length was the trunk of what had been a sturdy palm tree, secured on either end by piles of sandbags. Various clay jars stood alongside the pit. The crowd was festive, the musicians began playing once more, and Michael wondered what the hell he’d gotten himself into.
He was able to have a look into the pit. By the light of the flickering torches, he saw it was about a meter and a half in depth and had a short ladder leaning against one side. At the bottom, some scurrying around and others sitting deathly still, were perhaps three hundred scorpions. Pale brown ones, Michael noted. Those gave a nasty sting but were not poisonous. He was pushed and dragged along to one end of the palm log, and standing there with his right hand on his broken shoulder he saw Nuri take up position on the far end.
Nuri motioned to the crowd, and they were quiet. “Devil!” he called out. “Have we a contest!”
Michael remained silent. Two dozen guns from three nations were aimed at him.
Nuri stepped out onto the palm log. His balance was sure. He was grinning broadly. “Devil!” he said. “Meet us in…” He was having trouble with the translation.
“There,” he said, and pointed at the log’s center. “Have us…what call you…a cheerio little war. Me. King of all devils. You. Spit-faced fool.” He translated that to his people and they laughed so uproariously Michael was certain some had peed in their robes. It didn’t take much to keep this crew happy. Reading Michael’s silence as fear, Nuri asked, “Has Devil no brave?”
Michael was watching the scorpions. Maybe more than three hundred in there, he decided. But not poisonous. He knew he had to do this. “The Devil has brave,” he replied.
“Ah! Then well!” Nuri gave an order. One of the men picked up a clay jar and upturned it over the pit, and venomous black scorpions by the dozens began to slide out.
The audience had begun to dance and clap to the rhythm of the music. Nuri reached under his robes and brought out in his left hand the knife with the curved blade. The right hand gripped a piece of iron pipe with a half-dozen short chains attached to its end and a nail fixed on the end of every chain.
A second jar was upturned. Dozens more black scorpions slid into the pit. Some of them had obviously expired during what might have been a long stay in the jar, but enough crawled around twitching with anger to let Michael know the man who fell among them was not going to be loved to death. Another robed Dahlasiffa reached in, pulled the ladder up and threw it aside.
“Devil!” Nuri shouted. “Come, come!” He started out along the log, the knife low at his side and the chains already swinging over his head.
Michael nodded, if only to himself.
It was almost time.
Now…the question was…where were Gantt and the boy?
With extreme caution and in no particular hurry, Michael walked out foot-over-foot above the scorpion pit. This action received a roar of enthusiasm from the Dahlasiffas, who obviously had seen other uneven contests play out over this pit and knew what the final result must be, but surely it was never a dull moment when a hapless enemy either fought for his wretched life or begged for it. Either way, he was going to become a stinger’s pincushion.
“Come, Devil!” Nuri shouted, swinging the chains. “Come, come!” He walked along the palm log as if he could do this in his sleep. When Michael got within range, the nails came whistling at his face and he had to jerk back to keep his nose. His left foot slipped. He was aware of all the small darting movements in the dark piles below him. Now he had to focus on the task and that alone. Nuri walked forward with no fear and no reason to fear. The chains and nails went over Michael’s head as he ducked, and then the knife was coming at his stomach in a glittering blur. Michael retreated, to a chorus of what could only be derisive catcalls. But Nuri was quick and relentless, and with a savage grin on his face he flailed at Michael with the chains and caught him across the left bicep, tearing his shirt and flesh and throwing droplets of blood into the air.
The audience cheered for their hero, the Fireman in red.
Michael dodged another swirl of the chains but now the knife was driving in at his right thigh. He moved the leg in time to avoid the stab but caught a graze, and at close quarters he stepped into Nuri and headbutted the man. Nuri’s nose burst open, and the crowd went silent. Nuri staggered back, almost toppled off the log but regained his balance, and now with blood streaming from both nostrils he gave an animalish snarl and swung the chains and nails across Michael’s chest on the left side. Shreds of bloody cloth whirled up. The knife flashed, but Michael had already shifted his position and was ready for it.
He caught Nuri’s wrist and held it.
They stared at each other, man against man.
Nuri reared his right arm back to strike with the chains.
And Michael knew the time had come.
He opened the soul cage, just a crack, to let some of it free.
His hand, holding Nuri’s wrist, rippled and began to change. Michael directed its transformation, he willed it and controlled it and owned it. Within seconds the hand had darkened with hair; it had altered its shape, and its fingers had curved into the claws of a killer. Black wolf hair ran like strange vines up his arm, twining around and around.
And so too did Michael direct the transformation to his face.
Nuri’s movement with the chains had already frozen, for he saw the commingling of human hand and animal claw that seized his wrist. Blood was already being drawn. The pressure was about to crack his bones. His eyes widened and his mouth opened, but no sound emerged and certainly no laugh to be echoed by his people. The face. The face was what caused Nuri to give a choked cry that flew toward a scream.
For Michael’s features distorted in the space of a shuddered breath. 
With the crunch of bones and the moist slippage of sinews and muscles changing their human position, they submerged and reformed and rearranged themselves like mystic continents on the map of a foreign world. A shadow seemed to pass over Michael’s face, and from its darkness emerged the maw of the wolf, the green eye that was not a swollen slit glaring without mercy into Nuri’s face, the wolf’s new and bleeding fangs promising agony upon agony. Or, at the very least, the Devil’s own justice. Michael held Nuri fast. He swept his one-eyed wolfen gaze across the crowd as the black forest of hair burst free from his facial flesh and flowed along his throat. He felt his back aching to bow down, and his limbs—even the broken one—yearning to take their primal shapes. The Dahlasiffa were, as one, riveted in place. Someone dropped a torch, and an oil lamp shattered on the ground. A woman screamed and a child yowled with fear. The voice of a man—no, several men—rose up gibbering to the night.
Michael Gallatin balanced not only on the palm log but between worlds. The werewolf’s green eye peered into Nuri’s face once more and saw the horror become madness; it happened in the stutter of a heartbeat. Saliva bubbled from Nuri’s mouth and dribbled down his chin. His eyes were scorched. He had truly seen behind the Devil’s mask, and now he was destroyed.
Michael let him go.



Nuri retreated. He slipped and fell. He landed on his back down amid the scorpions, both brown and black, and as he rolled in a mad and entirely useless attempt to avoid being stung the things got into his crimson robes and onto his keffiyeh and onto his hands and his face and delivered enough venom, Michael thought, to kill even the self-proclaimed King of Hell several times over.
Then the crowd of once-gleeful Dahlasiffa turned their faces away from Michael, and though some fell to the ground on their knees to beg for mercy from the merciless, the great majority of them fled for their lives.
An explosion across the village sent up red and white fireworks. Or, rather, pieces of shrapnel. A secondary blast held within it maybe four or five smaller explosions merged into one thunder. Gantt and the boy had obviously found the correct tent. But the work was mostly complete, because now even the Dahlasiffa who’d been on their knees were scrambling up and running. The mass of people ran shrieking and screaming toward the other side of the village. Anywhere, if they could escape the Devil. Even the dogs were getting out. Michael gazed down into the pit and saw Nuri on his stomach, trying to claw his way up the side. His hands had a number of scorpions on them.
Michael decided to leave the Fireman to his impending state of peace. He edged back from the wild just as he edged back along the palm log, and by the time his boots touched earth he was once more only a man. But, as sometimes happened, his teeth ached fiercely and he had to pee in the most pressing way.
The village seemed to be empty. Maybe the Dahlasiffa would stop running when they reached Cairo, or when they ran across the nearest minefield.
Michael walked toward the tent that was burning brightly and sending up deadly fireworks fit for the grandest holiday. Another explosion shot up a plume of orange flame and shook the ground. Mortar shells, perhaps? Other tents under the rain of burning munitions were catching fire; it was going to be a festive night after all.
In the glow of the flames, two figures were approaching. One tall, one small.
“My God!” said Rolfe Gantt when the distance closed between them. “What the devil did you do?”
“Exactly that,” Michael told him. 
“Exactly what?”
“Never mind.” He scanned their surroundings and saw no other humans. The boy had begun shaking his dice again; it seemed that Fate knew no resting. “We’d better be careful,” Michael advised. “I think everyone’s gone but for the watchman and three men who went out to look for you two.” They hadn’t witnessed the performance, so they might be still lurking about. “Give me a gun.” He held his hand out.
Gantt started to give him the Colt and then suddenly paused.
The German flier had both pistols. He was weak and unsteady, but he was still in control of his senses. Michael knew what he was thinking.
“You’ll have to kill me,” Michael said, and he meant it.
The dice clicked…clicked…clicked. The boy opened his hand and stared at the pips.
“A fine pistol,” Gantt said, with a brief nod. “But not of German quality.” He put the Colt into Michael’s outstretched hand. Gantt’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve been cut up a little. We might find a medical kit somewhere.”
“Later. First…the water.”
The three of them walked through the village toward the waterhole. A few either very brave or very stupid dogs skulked around. The flames were still burning high, and every so often there was a boom and more shrapnel flew up.
“I suppose I won’t ask,” said Gantt as they walked.
“Ask what?”
“What you really did to frighten everyone out of here. I suppose I won’t ask. And I suppose…I really don’t want to know.” He gave Michael a sidelong glance, and Michael wondered if one of his fingers had not entirely been changed back when he’d first offered his hand to take the Colt. No, no; of course not. But…he was so very tired.
No, of course not.
They were almost to the waterhole when a figure on crutches emerged from between two tents and aimed the pistol he had somehow gotten hold of. Maybe it had fallen to the ground in the flight of the Dahlasiffa. Maybe he’d taken it from his father’s tent. In any case, Nuri’s son Hasid was armed and dangerous. First he aimed the gun at Michael but something on the boy’s firelit face and in the eyes that glittered with such venomous hate said it was useless to shoot the Devil, so he altered his hand toward Gantt. Two bullets were fired even as Michael shoved the flier aside.
Hasid fired once more as Gantt fell to his knees. Then Michael shot twice at Nuri’s son, and he didn’t know if the bullets had hit or not because Hasid was already hobbling on his crutches into the shadows, his cloven hoof tossing up a spray of sand.
In another few seconds, the Fireman’s son was gone.
“Ah,” said Gantt, in a weary voice. “Ah, verdammen Sie alles dieses.”
Michael knelt beside him. Gantt had both hands pressed to his midsection. The blood was rising on the front of his shirt. Shot twice in the stomach, Michael saw. “Move your hands,” he said, but Gantt would not. “Come on, let me see!”
“Jeder moglicher Dummkopf kann sehen, dass ich sterben werde,” Gantt answered, with a crooked smile. He’d said: Any fool can see I’m going to die.
“Not if I can find a medical kit.” Michael started to stand up.
Gantt grasped his wrist with bloody fingers. “Save your strength. Are you a surgeon? No. As they say…ich bin
kaput.” He winced. A thin thread of blood broke over his lower lip. “Would you help me…get my back against something?”
Michael helped him up but couldn’t get him too far because Gantt began shuddering with pain. Michael eased him down so his back was supported against the side of a tent away from the danger of catching fire.
“Better,” Gantt said. “Thank you.” He was not sweating, but his eyes were wet. His hands pressed to his stomach as if to keep his insides from oozing out.
The boy knelt to the ground a distance away and began throwing his dice.
“Must he…do that?” Gantt asked. He waved a gory hand to dismiss his own question. “Ah, let him alone. I suppose it’s the only pleasure he has. Eh?” Moving with painful slowness, he withdrew the Walther from his waistband. Michael offered no help, thinking Gantt was still capable of his own actions. “German quality,” Gantt said, as he placed the pistol at his side. “Cannot be bested.”
A movement to the right caught Michael’s attention. Two Dahlasiffa men with rifles were coming their way. Maybe they were part of the trio who’d gone out hunting.
Michael fired a shot at them and they were gone like desert hares.
“Can you protect yourself while I get you some water?” Michael asked.
“I can. But…it’s very interesting, Michael. I am no longer thirsty. Please…go ahead…for both of you.”
Stay here, Michael told the boy. In the second tent he entered he found a suitable water vessel, a German canteen stamped with the palm tree and Nazi symbol seal of the Afrika Korps. He went into several others in search of a medical kit, but had no luck. He walked on to the waterhole. He got on his knees, cupped his hand and drank a few swallows that went down like the sweetest wine ever pressed from the most luscious grape. Then he filled the canteen full, and while he was doing this he had to interrupt the task to shoot at a man who was coming across the oasis from the opposite direction. The intruder turned his robed tail and ran. It seemed that without their ‘shade’ the Dahlasiffa fled from their own shadows. Which was fine with Michael. He spent a few more seconds to splash water into his face, and then he took the canteen and walked back the route he’d come. He knew he couldn’t give Gantt any water; the stomach cramps would only add to the man’s agony, and without professional medical attention Gantt was, as he’d said, kaput.
So, all he could do now was make Gantt as comfortable as possible and keep him company. He’d known stomach wounds like this to kill a man within an hour or so, and on the other end of that a man might linger for a day or more. It was, after all, up to Fate.
The dice were still being rolled, back and forth. Gantt picked up the Walther at Michael’s approach and then set it aside again. Michael gave the boy the canteen, and at last the dice were still while the boy drank.
Too fast, Michael cautioned. Too much. He took the canteen away. He sat on the ground a few feet away from the flier, at an angle so he could watch for more Dahlasiffas creeping back in. If they dared.
It seemed they did not. No more returned, as first one hour and then a second passed. The boy slept curled up with the dice in his hand. Gantt’s eyes grew heavy-lidded and closed, but Michael Gallatin remained vigilant. After a while Michael got up and went searching through the nearby tents for a medical kit. He found a box of British bandages and a box of Italian condoms, but not an ampule of morphine. He took the bandages and was able to pack Gantt’s wounds while the man slept. The front of Gantt’s shirt was a bloody mess. The two bullet holes were spaced about four inches apart and the slugs were still in his intestines.
At last, the sky began to lighten to the east. It was the beginning of another day.
Red shards of sunlight burst from behind a mountain range. The shadows shrank. The heat began to grow.
The boy awakened. Michael gave him a little more water. He sat cross-legged, staring at the sleeping Gantt. The dice were quiet in his fist. Michael leaned forward to check Gantt’s pulse and the man’s eyes opened. “I’m not dead,” said Gantt, but his face seemed to have taken on a certain gaunt and toothy quality Michael had seen before. It was amazing, how quickly that happened.
Gantt felt the bandages. “Nice work,” he commented. He looked at the sky. “Oh…it’s getting light.”
“Hot day coming,” said Michael.
“Is there any other…in the desert?” Gantt smiled at him, and then pain made the smile crimp and vanish. “Scheisse, die verletzt! Ah…I’m all right now.” He breathed shallowly, taking sips of air. “Michael,” he said after another moment.
“Yes?”
“I want to…apologize. For the…destruction…of your aircraft. I would not have wished…to have shot down…an unarmed plane. It was not…chivalrous.”
“I think chivalry has nothing to do with war.”
“True…but…there is…the ideal.” He had to stop speaking for awhile, to deal with the pain. Michael wondered if he should knock Gantt out…but what would be the point?
The boy’s dice were rolling once more. “In any case…sir…I apologize.”
“It was your duty,” Michael said.
“Yes. That.” Gantt winced and closed his eyes. For an instant he resembled a mummy, the cracks in his gray face full of dust, his mouth a grim pain-drawn line.
His eyes opened again, but Michael saw that they had dimmed. Their color was no longer amber, but a pale sun-bleached yellow. “I have always…loved…the dawn,” Gantt said, with an effort. “The cleanest air, you see. The aircraft performs…best…at the dawn. Oh, Michael!” He gave another tight smile. “You should have been with me…up there.”
“With you or against you?”
“With me. Oh…you wouldn’t have lasted…an instant…against me. Did I tell you…my count is now…” He was silent, figuring the numbers. “Forty-six. No. That’s not right. Fifty. I think. Yes, fifty.”
“An impressive number,” said Michael, who saw the boy leaning over the freshly-thrown dice to read the pips.
“Did we ever find…water?” Gantt asked, his eyes narrowed against the rising sun.
“Yes, we did.”
“Sehr gut.”
Gantt’s eyes slid shut again. Michael and the boy waited.
Perhaps ten minutes later, Gantt looked into Michael’s face and said, “You English. Playing at war. With your…tea breaks. Your…what was that? Aftershave lotion? Oh, my! Well…you…shall go down to defeat…smelling like gentlemen. For that…I salute you.”
“Many thanks,” said Michael, who didn’t think he could look into Gantt’s face much longer, for the man was fading away minute by minute.
And as time was of the essence, suddenly the essence became time.
Gantt held up his arm and began to remove his wristwatch.
“What are you doing?” Michael asked.
“This.” Gantt got the Breitling off. He regarded not the timepiece itself, but the plain leather band. “I want…you…to have it,” he said, and he offered it to Michael.
“I can’t take that.”
“If you don’t…they will.”
True enough. Eventually the Dahlasiffa would come back, Devil or not.
Michael accepted the watch. “I will take care of—”
“You’d better,” Gantt interrupted. “It’s come…such a long way.”
The dice were rolling, back and forth.
The sun was coming up. A hot, clear dawn. Flying weather, Gantt might have said.
“Michael?” Gantt whispered, his voice nearly gone.
“Yes?”
“We…men…of action,” he said, and then he smiled. “Must never…stop…trying. Eh?”
“Never,” Michael agreed.
“Good man,” said Gantt, and then he watched the sun as it rose higher.
Sometime during the next few minutes, he left this world.
Michael felt it, and saw the empty stare in the man’s eyes, and when he checked the pulse and heartbeat he verified what he already knew. The boy stopped rolling his dice and he sat looking at the body of Rolfe Gantt, the famous Messerschmitt ace, the shining example to German youth, the celebrity, the great lover, the man of action, the hero.
After a while the boy crawled forward. He put the pair of dice in Gantt’s right hand, possibly for luck in the afterlife, and then he closed the fingers and he stood up and stretched as if awakening from a long sleep.
Michael put the Breitling in his pocket. There was no need to bury Gantt; the Dahlasiffa would just dig up the body. But it was only a suit of flesh, and the bird had flown.
It was time to find another two or three canteens, fill them up and find a way back home.
The boy motioned him to the camel corral.
Michael had no idea how to handle one of those creatures. How to saddle them up and get the bridles set. But fortunately the boy did, and he was very efficient about it.
They wet cloths and wrapped them around their heads and faces. They hung the canteens by leather cords from the saddles. They headed off in the direction they’d come, the boy leading the way on his camel and Michael just along for the ride. His camel seemed to hate him, and spat and fumed like a vindictive old man. Probably something in the way he smelled, Michael thought. But the camel moved onward, and so did the day.
On the second morning, with a hard hot wind blowing from the southwest, the two riders came across a platoon of soldiers escorted by a pair of tanks. The soldiers wore British khaki, and the tanks were Matildas. When Michael had made the platoon’s lieutenant understand who he was and where he’d come from, he and the boy were placed on one of the tanks and driven to a small air base called Al Massir, about twenty kilometers to the east.
The base had a hospital. It wasn’t much, but they had soft beds and cooling palm-frond fans that turned at the ceiling. Michael’s broken shoulder was set and put into a cast and his cuts swabbed with iodine. He decided not to look into any mirrors for a while, because he’d seen the expression on the face of the young and attractive brunette nurse. Then Michael and the boy both slept more than twelve hours, and when they awakened they were given glasses of orange juice and plates of scrambled eggs, figs, and olives. An apple-cheeked, serious red-haired captain named Findley-Hughes came in with a clipboard to ask Michael questions and take notes, and this went on interminably until Michael asked the young man if he’d had his eighteenth birthday yet.
After that they were pretty much left on their own.
Except for the attractive brunette nurse. She came in quite often to see him, and to fuss over him, and to smooth his hair and once even to sit by his bed and sing to him.
She just couldn’t seem to leave that boy alone.
She brought him some jacks and a ball. Michael watched him shaking the jacks in his hand, and he saw the boy cast them on the floor and bounce the ball. And as he scooped up the jacks in the hand that used to hold a pair of dead man’s dice the boy smiled, and from then on the brunette nurse had him running errands around the hospital and the base. The doctor gave him a nickname: Jacky. Then one afternoon Michael heard the brunette nurse call him Jack, and the boy looked at her as if all his life he’d been waiting to hear that name spoken by a voice just like hers.
Michael learned that the nurse’s husband had been a Spitfire pilot who’d lost his life over Dunkirk. Her infant son had been killed in a German bomb raid in London in 1940. He didn’t ask her what the boy’s name had been. He didn’t think he had to.
Even the roughest road led somewhere, he thought.
On the morning of the fifth day, two officers in clean uniforms with polished buttons arrived at the base in a Douglas Dakota transport plane. Michael knew one of them as the man sometimes called ‘Mallory’, who wore a Colonel’s insignia. It was explained to him, as they sat under a striped awning facing the airstrip and drank Guinness Stout brought in a keg with the Dakota, that it was imperative he return to Cairo and, as Mallory put it, “get back on the horse”.
It was explained to him that he could fly back with them in the Dakota or, if his recent experience had somewhat sullied his desire for air travel, he might be driven in a truck back to HQ in Cairo. Of course, there was a very large difference in travel time between plane and truck, but it was his decision.
Not to put any pressure on him, of course.
Michael Gallatin sipped from his glass of Guinness and listened to the noise of an aircraft’s engine revving across the field. The sky was clear and untroubled by German fighters, yet who could say where the next Messerschmitt ace lurked? Michael had been dreading this moment, and his heart had begun beating harder. Perhaps, too, a fine sheen of sweat had risen at his temples.
He drew from his pocket a wristwatch.
He examined its face only briefly. It was the plain brown leather band that drew his attention. He thought of the old planes of the Great War, and how they were put together with wires, fabric, leather, and wood. How also they were taken up, as flimsy as they were, into the huge sky by small men with large dreams and the bravery of giants.
He ran his fingers across the brown leather. He listened to the engine revving, and heard it miss a beat.
They were still brave giants, in those cockpits.
Maybe it was time for him to grow a little larger, too.
He gave his answer.
“I’ll fly.”
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One
Gone Too Deep

 
When Michael Gallatin could force himself to meet his own eyes in the mirror, he opened the flawless silver case that lay atop the blue porcelain sink. It was monogrammed, in simple capital letters, with an H and a J. He removed from the case the two pieces of the Solingen travel razor. The Germans made such beautiful instruments, especially those that could kill.
He put a fresh blade into its resting place and screwed the pieces of the razor together to make a whole. He turned on the cold water tap and ran the blade’s edge beneath it. Then, completely naked, he stared into his face as if looking for recognition there. He was no longer sure what he was seeing, in those green eyes that held secrets even from himself. To him they looked smoke-hazed, bloodshot, weary from the constant war.



But a gentleman must be well-groomed, and so with just a few seconds’ decision to employ no lather he began to shave the stubble from his right cheek. On the first stroke his hand betrayed him. He went too deep, felt first the nick and then the heat of blood rising from the cut on his cheekbone.
Michael watched the drop of blood roll down through the small hairs toward his jawline. Another followed, and then a third. They smelled of blood sausages in the Paris market, fresh after midnight. He was hungry, roused to appetite by his own juices. But he continued to shave, stroke after stroke—some smooth, some ragged—and when he was done with the massacre of his face he began to shave his throat and down across his chest, cleaving the field of black and gray hair, cutting himself here and there, no matter, no matter at all, for this little pain was nothing, and what would his Russian family think of him if he could not stand a little pain?
When he finished this task, he was going to have to decide what to do about the dead woman in the bed.
So he kept shaving, and he kept cutting.
Here and there, but this little pain was nothing.
He regarded the first nick he’d made, on his right cheek, and thought he fully understood his problem. He had certainly gone too deep.
So he stood in this bathroom, in room number 214 of the Hotel Grand Frederik, with its gold-colored walls and blue porcelain and its matching gold-and-blue tiles on the floor, and he dripped blood from seven cuts and mused on how his odor of wounded weakness would have had him torn to pieces in a certain area of Russian wilderness very distant from this dying city of Berlin. They would have consumed him, eaten his lungs and heart and all the meat that meant life for the strong, and they would have left his bones for the little scavengers who hid in the rotten logs, and all would be right with the world.
Michael Gallatin, born Mikhail Gallatinov in St. Petersburg thirty-four years ago, was no longer sure he was fit.
Nothing had changed about him, except for the slips of the razor. Except for the haze in his eyes. The tightness of his mouth. He was lean and healthy, his shoulders were broad and his waist narrow and he had enough muscle to get his work done. His thick hair was black, streaked with gray at the temples and cut short in the military style. Across his left cheek was a scar that began just under the eye and continued back into the hairline, the gift of a would-be assassin in North Africa in 1942. He bore other scars, nothing too ghastly, nothing that could not be explained to a woman between the damp sheets, with her head leaning against his shoulder and her fingers wandering the fields of his flesh, as the demands of a soldier.
He was going to have to go and look at her again. He steeled himself for it, but his metal had become tin. He wondered, as he put the bloodied razor away into the beautiful silver case she’d bought for him two days ago, if after he drank the last glass of champagne and put on his uniform of a German major he should set fire to the bed and send her to Valhalla in the proper fashion.
It had begun barely a month ago, when Michael had returned from an early-morning run through the cold January sleet of Wales and found a black Bentley Mark V in front of his proudly isolated house. At its wheel waited the older man Michael knew as Mallory, who said he would wait while Michael put on some clothes, and then they needed to take a drive and have a chat.
“The Inner Ring has been penetrated,” Mallory said as they drove along the tracks that passed as roads and sleet slashed across the windshield.
Michael knew, of course, about the Inner Ring. The group of Germans who were still doggedly fighting Hitler and the Nazis from within. They were scientists who did their best to delay or sabotage weapons projects. Secretaries and aides who made notes on overheard conversations or intercepted messages. More than one railway dispatcher who sent a munitions train onto a track laid with explosives. A priest or two who kept a radio tuned to the British secret service wavelength, and a codebook hidden where only Christ might find it. Prostitutes and pickpockets, old white-haired soldiers who carried scars from the first Great War, and ordinary citizens with extraordinary courage who had come over to the hope that Germany would surrender to the British or Americans, and that it would happen before the Russian wave smashed over the crumbling rock of the Fatherland.
“A woman has penetrated the Ring,” said Mallory. “She has seduced her way in. Her name is Franziska Luxe. She’s a photographer and a journalist for Signal.”
Signal magazine, as Michael also knew, was the glossy, lavishly-illustrated propaganda magazine of the German armed forces, enjoyed—if that was the right word—at the height of its popularity by over two million readers.
“The Ring is being taken apart,” Mallory went on. “Person by person. They are disappearing into the Gestapo headquarters in Berlin. Fraulein Luxe is a bit of a…I would call her a huntress. She’s gotten on the scent of the Ring through a stupid, love-stricken man, and she is working with a Gestapo official named Axel Rittenkrett to uncover and destroy—a kind way to put it—every member of the Ring and their families. Out of a hundred or so, there are maybe fifty left. We’ve been helping as many as we can, but some have complications and can’t get out. Some refuse to leave, they consider themselves martyrs for a cause. This is why you’re needed.”
“I knew it was coming to that,” said Michael, as he stared at the black briefcase that lay on the biscuit-colored leather next to him.
“We’re trying our best to get everyone out. We won’t be fully successful, but we need time. And we need you, Major, to give Franziska Luxe something to think about other than tracking down members of the Ring and sending them to be tortured to death at the hands of the Gestapo.” He paused for a few seconds, during which only Michael saw the pack following along, just loping easily through the sleet, almost grinning in the cold bracing air with lung-steam curling from their snouts. “Do you understand the mission?”
“Go into the chaos of Berlin, masquerade as a German—an officer, most likely, and a man with an interesting back-history—to seduce a rather nasty female Nazi? I’m flattered, but I believe there are other men who are better suited for this job.” And who most probably would die trying, he thought.
“Read her dossier, there in the briefcase,” Mallory instructed. “She’s thirty years old and quite beautiful. She’s a champion skiier, an expert marksman and driver of racing cars as well as being fluent in French, Italian and English. Her father was a daredevil pilot who ended his life last year testing the new German jet aircraft. Her mother at seventeen was a circus lion-tamer, has been an Olympic swimmer and a member of the most recent German expedition to Antarctica in 1938. Here, now…what’s this?” He put his foot to the brake and stopped the car. He leaned forward, peering through the windshield as the wipers scraped back and forth. “I presume that’s one of your companions standing on the road? Am I in some kind of violation I need to know about?”
“A precaution,” Michael said. “No one can take me beyond this point without my agreement. And theirs, also.”
“My God, that’s a big one,” said Mallory, still looking forward. “Um…may I ask…?”
“Animal,” came the response. “As far as I know, there is no one else…” Michael looked at the briefcase and put two fingers against it. “Like me,” he finished.
“One never knows what the Germans, if not stopped, might try to create in their laboratories.” Mallory winced a little, even before he’d finished saying it. “Oh, my. That didn’t sound right, forgive me.” He cleared his throat and put the stick into Reverse. “I’ll back up, shall I?”
It was very important that Michael do this, Mallory told him on the return drive. By diverting Fraulein Luxe’s attention and managing to stay at her side for one week in February, Michael might save the lives of twenty people…a dozen…five or six, but at least the Inner Ring would not be, so to speak, thrown to the wolves.
The German Army was reeling back from the Ardennes in the aftermath of Operation Wacht Am Rhein, Mallory said. Divisions would be refitting, restaffing and waiting for further orders. There would be some confusion to take advantage of. This mission involved
no parachute jump, just a truck trip in the company of British commandos and a
river to be crossed at night by rubber raft. On the other side would be some soldiers of
the Inner Ring, to get him into Berlin by staff car. He would have a solid identity, papers
made up by someone who made real papers, and a safe house to go to if things went
wrong. He would be contacted as when to end the mission, and leave the same way. What made him so valuable was that he knew his way around Berlin.
And around and around, Michael thought, recalling a certain train trip he’d taken there on his last visit. “All measured out,” Michael said as they neared the house. “So simple, in theory. I understand the capture of the bridge at Arnhem was also a simple theory.” He expected no response on that one, and got none. “How am I supposed to meet Franziska Luxe?”
“I said the German Army was reeling back, and there’s confusion to be used in our favor. I said nothing about the end of parties and merrimaking in Berlin, did I?”
Michael nodded. They would carry on their parties in Berlin until their world was on the verge of destruction. Then, if the Russian tanks rolled into what was left of that city before the Americans or British got there, it would be a party in a vast blood-drenched boneyard. Even the remaining members of the Inner Ring would be crushed beneath the treads…if any still remained by then.
“Can I count on you?” Mallory asked as he stopped the car. It was a polite question, from one gentleman to another.
Michael took the briefcase, and got out.
A river to be crossed, he thought. And leave the same way.
But it occurred to him that no river could be crossed twice by the same man, because the river was never exactly the same, and neither would be the man.
 


Two
The Hunter Who Lives In The Woods 

 
Michael Gallatin walked out of the bathroom, stood over the bed and stared at her body.
The lights flickered. A power interruption, somewhere in the grid. The slow blinking of the eyes of a groggy leviathan. Did she move, in that brief loss of light? Did she stretch her long taut legs and open her own smouldering gray-hued eyes, and whisper up at him in her low voice rasped with passion, Come to bed again, darling. Come crush me into
wine and drink all of me, every drop.
She did not.
Michael wondered what would become of himself, at the end of his life. What was beyond this existence, for a creature such as he? Would he sleep among the angels, or would he just go on fighting the demons in a flame-lit room at the bottom of the stairs?
Dressed in his uniform as a German major of the 25th Panzer Reconnaissance Battalion, 25th Panzer Grenadier Division, Michael had seen her across the dance floor at the Grand Frederik’s Regal Room. A foursome band in tuxedos was playing on stage, not the oompah-pah stuff of old Germany but the new Swing of the Jazz Age. Red balloons drifted along the vaulted ceiling, which was painted with the faces of ancient kings and emperors looking down through the pastel clouds of heaven to see what a mess they’d left behind.
It was his third night in Berlin, and this party was his reason for booking a room at the hotel. Every so often the golden-globed lights faltered, and with them the babble of conversation, the sometimes strident voices struggling to sound unconcerned, and the laughter too loud for the bad jokes of matings between American jackasses and Russian goats. But even in the dark the music kept playing, and even in the dark Michael watched her move amidst the men and other women like a torchflame amidst sad candles, and as he sipped from his glass of 1936 French Armagnac and the lights came up again he caught the glint of her eyes for the briefest of seconds passing across him and he felt the quick exhilarating celebration of being noted like a knight on his knees before a queen.
Not all the men in the room wore uniforms, but most did. Not all the women in the room were beautiful, but most were.
But none like her.
Not one.
He felt a man whose belly was about to burst his polished gold buttons coming toward him, possibly to ask some inane question about troop dispositions or what action he’d seen, or to voice some wine-odored opinion about the next thrust against the Russians, who in this first week of February were forty-some miles away from the city. Therefore Michael took another drink of his excellent brandy, squared his shoulders and gathered his courage and made his way across the dance floor to the woman in the long flowing crimson dress who was speaking to two other men, and when the men looked at him and the woman turned because she already knew he was coming he said into her face which was almost level with his own, “Pardon me,” in his best Westphalian accent, “but you are nearly the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”
She just stared into his eyes for perhaps three seconds. Three very long seconds.
Her red lips parted.
She said, with a hint of a smile that was not quite there, “Nearly?”
“Well,” he answered, and he gave her his own most disarming smile, “I haven’t seen all of you yet.”
He hadn’t known what he was going to say until it was time to speak, but as these words passed through the air she lifted her chin, almost as if to taste them. Her throat was offered to him, for a heartbeat. They stared at each other, as the two men behind Franziska Luxe seemed to Michael to diminish in size, to become cardboard cutouts, citizens of a world where passion grew pale for fear of failure. And so went the entire room and all its other inhabitants: sickly, small, and impoverished. If this Regal Room was its own jungle, the two greatest animals of the night had found each other.
And then Michael again said, “Pardon me,” to her, and to them, “Gentlemen,” and with a nod he moved away into the underbrush.
She did not follow. Nor did she track him very long with her gaze. Instead, she returned to her conversation, and a third man brought her a crystal glass of Picardon Blanc. In another moment a huge white buttercream-frosted birthday cake was wheeled out on a cart from the kitchen, and the jazz band—Die Vier glatten Klagen, printed across the bass drum in black letters—took up the universal ‘Happy Birthday Song’, and the room sang out loud as the figure of the hour, a big man wearing a white suit, a white shirt and a red tie stepped forward to try his lungs against thirty-seven candles, his face already flushed before he even began blowing.
Michael watched the festivities from the edge of the room, sipping slowly at his drink and avoiding the occasional glance from anyone else. His mind held the image of Franziska Luxe’s face: her strong jawline and classic Roman nose, her delicious-looking lips ripe for the kiss but perhaps with a twist of cruelty in them, her gray eyes almost luminous in this golden light, the arch of her black eyebrows and the mane of ebony hair that framed her face and fell about her bare shoulders and down her back. The grainy photograph of her had failed to fully prepare him. She was not the German Nordic ideal. She was not a pin-up fiction for the German troops to salivate over. She was a real woman of flesh, sinew, blood and bone. The heat that rose from her was, to him, an intoxicant far stronger than the vintage Armagnac. The aroma of her body beneath the floral Houbigant perfume—Quelque Fleur, he knew it was, from experience—was more wild and untamed forest than sculptured Paris garden.
Which suited him. After all, they’d given him the name of Horst Jaeger, the ‘hunter who lives in the woods’.
Her name was interesting as well. Franziska meant ‘free’.
But he thought that many men must have paid dearly to whisper it.
As the cake was being cut into pieces, a tub of ice cream was wheeled out. More bottles of wine and various liquors appeared. The Four Smooth Suits began to really—as the Americans would say—jump the blues, with the tenor saxophone wailing away and the drummer pounding a powerful beat. ‘Boogie-woogie’, he thought it was called. A slender young woman in a black dress, her hair red with coppery highlights and her face lovely if a little vapid, drifted out from the dancefloor and came directly toward Michael, offering him her cigarette to light. He’d picked up a packet of matches from the lobby for just such a moment—ten flimsy matches to the pack, the chemicals being in such shortage, yet the cigarette smokers were legion.
Michael struck a match and held it out, and as the red-haired woman grasped his hand to guide the flame, a breeze blew from the southeastern quadrant, the match went dark, and a hand took the cigarette from the woman’s lips.
“Go back to your husband, Bette,” said Franziska Luxe. She put the cigarette into Bette’s hand and closed the white fingers around it. “He’s about to be cornered by the most infamous homosexual in the room.”
Bette left, drifting along like someone who was already dead but didn’t know it.
“There,” Franziska said to Michael, with a faint smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I just saved you from a boring encounter with a nymphomaniac.”
Michael lifted his eyebrows. “Thank you?”
“I am Franziska Luxe,” she announced, and offered her hand not to be kissed or merely limply held in that most gratuitous of gestures, but to be gripped and shaken. He did. She gave his hand a crush before she let him go. “I’m a photographer and writer for Signal. You may have seen my work.”
“Possibly,” he replied. “I haven’t had much time for the reading of magazines.”
“You’re a major?” Of course she’d already seen the insignia of rank. “Reconnaissance?” That was clear, by the badge. His Iron Cross was also on full display. Now came what she really desired to know: “What’s your name?”
“Horst Jaeger, fraulein. At your service.” He gave her a little bow of the head.
Her smile, cautious as it was, seemed to deepen. “Why do you presume I’m not married? I could have chosen to leave my ring at home tonight.”
“No German husband,” Michael said, “would not be cleaved to the side of a woman like yourself.”
“Really? Why is that?”
He shrugged and took a sip, the last of his Armagnac. “To protect her from men like me.”
“I need no protection,” she said, and he could tell she meant it because it wasn’t softened with a further smile. There was a pause of a few seconds, during which Michael thought he might have lost her. He was expecting her to turn away, but when a man in the uniform of a Luftwaffe captain touched her shoulder and murmured to her and she did not respond Michael relaxed, just a bit. The Luftwaffe man glanced at Michael, gave him a look that said good luck, and moved away.
“I’m interested in you,” Franziska told him, as the band quietened into a slower, softer number. “Major Jaeger, have you ever been professionally photographed?”
He returned a quizzical expression.
“My intent,” she explained, drawing a little closer to him, “is a photographic piece on the faces of the noble warriors. Those who haven’t surrendered. In your heart,” she said. “I can tell, in this room, who has surrendered in the heart and who has not. No, I’m not saying that anyone here is a coward, or a doom-sayer, or treasonous. But there is a difference between the noble warrior who still believes in the German future, and the rabble, whether they wear uniforms with polished gold buttons or not.” And at this point she cast a sidelong glance at the fat-bellied officer, who staggered around behind a half-empty glass of some liquor that had for a while dulled the knife’s-edge prickling at the back of his neck.
Michael was impressed by her intensity. She was standing right in front of him now, filling up his vision. Completing it, in a way. She was almost six feet tall, and he’d already seen that her heels were not very high. Again he caught the wild forest under her perfume. In her eyes lay a controlled wildness, a calm before the storm. He thought her fierce beauty was breathtaking, almost other-worldly, and he had to remind himself that he was here in enemy territory on a very dangerous and important mission, and the smallest mistake—the smallest slip of accent or attitude—could end his life before the stroke of midnight.
“I’m not sure I’m so noble,” he answered, and for once in his life he had to look away from the searching eyes of a woman because he feared they saw too much.
“And an essence of humility too,” said Fransizka, who had almost breathed it as a sigh. Her voice had changed; there was a girl in there somewhere, who perhaps once had dreamed of meeting a knight on bended knee. “My God, where have you been?”
“Now who is this, Franziska?” came a man’s voice. “An uninvited guest, I think?”
 


Three
I Don’t Fear

 
It was the birthday boy, in company with the two men who’d been conversing with Fraulein Luxe when Michael had first approached. Both the men wore dark suits with swastika lapel pins, white shirts and dark ties. One man was husky, with a frizz of curly black hair and the sunken eyes of a common thug, while the other wore wire-framed spectacles and had thinning reddish-brown hair and the look of a worried accountant who has misplaced the key to his master’s deposit box.
The birthday boy, however, was a formidable presence. In his polar-white suit his shoulders looked to be five feet broad, and he was easily as tall as Michael, at about six-two. He had a little snow-cap of white hair atop the mountain peak of his head, his hair cropped right to the scalp, sandy and sparkly, on the sides and presumably also on the back. He had the round face and full cheeks of a cherub, a boyish grin on his wide mouth and pale blue eyes that did not quite complement the grin. What immediately struck Michael—along with the aromatic impressions that this man smoked cigars, had recently ridden a horse and had just finished a bowl of vanilla ice-cream—was that his face was as red as if he’d been weaned on tomato ketchup, and it had nothing to do with blowing out candles. It was a startling sight, really, like seeing a fireball sitting atop the body of a snowman. Michael wondered if the man wasn’t in need of a heart specialist close at hand. At the center of the red necktie was a swastika stickpin with a small diamond set into each of the four arms.
A white suit in winter? Michael thought. It was obviously some attempt at a throwback to Viking furs or else simply to make a statement that this man was too large to be concerned either about proper fashion or God’s weather. The German word for that would be barbarisch.
Michael got his mouth in gear, careful with the Westphalian twang. “You’re absolutely correct, sir. I’m staying here and was passing by when I heard the music. I…um…don’t know anyone here, but I thought—”
“You’d walk in and help yourself to a drink or two, Major?” the man interrupted. He was still smiling, but the blue eyes in the ruddy face were dangerous. “At my birthday party? That takes some cheek, sir.”
“I didn’t know. No one stopped me at the door.”
“There’s a sign on the door that says ‘Private Party’. Did you not see that? What’s your name and your division?” Still the blaze of his smile had not cooled.
“His name is Horst Jaeger,” the woman spoke up, and Michael saw the man’s eyes go to her and fix there. “He’s a friend of mine, Axel.”
“A friend? Of how long? Five minutes?” Now his smile did hitch and sputter. The gaze swung back upon Michael Gallatin. “Your papers, please.”
Michael stood very still. His heart was hammering. He was, as the British would say, close to slipping in it. But by force of will he kept his expression blank. He cocked his head to one side.
“I’ll see your papers first, sir,” he said.
There was a silence. How long did it stretch? From here to London, it seemed.
“You wish to see my papers? My papers?” It was not a roar, as much as it was the sound of steam escaping an injured boiler.
“I know who I am,” Michael said calmly. “I have no idea who you might be.”
The man pushed Franziska aside and came up upon Michael like an Alp. The Four Smooth Suits were playing a midtempo jump, the dance floor was crowded, the drinks flowed and laughter rose up like the chatter of machine guns. The heat from the scarlet face almost seared Michael’s brows, and down in the man’s eyes burned small vicious cinders.
Michael stood his ground and made himself larger, swelling out his chest and shoulders. A whipstrike of bloodlust hit him. Oh, he was so close—
A hand plunged down into an inner pocket of a white jacket. It returned gripping a leather wallet covered with white horse hair, which Michael realized he’d mistaken as the scent of a saddle.
“I,” said the man’s mouth, “am Axel Rittenkrett, senior investigator with the—” The wallet opened to display the square brass badge with the German eagle stamped above the Nazi swastika and along the bottom the words Geheime Staatspolizei. “As you seem to disregard plain writing, Major, I will tell you that this is all the paper I need to put you in a car in the next moment and carry you with great glee to Gestapo headquarters.”
Michael felt sweat at his temples, but after all it was warm in this room, with all the heat of dancing roiling around. Rittenkrett also was sweating; it wouldn’t have surprised Michael if the man’s face leaked blood. He had to say something—right now—and it had to be impressive because his life depended on it.
“Herr Rittenkrett,” said Michael, staring calmly into the man’s furious eyes, “I have been with the 25th Panzer Grenadier Division since France in 1940. My companions and I were sent to the Russian Front in 1941. We fought at Minsk, Kiev, in the blizzards before Moscow, over the minefields of Kursk and through the inhuman butcheries at Smolensk. We fought our way out of the encirclement of Army Group Center, with heavy loss. We were sent to the Western Front after the invasion, undermanned in the hedgerows with mostly green replacements. Most recently—was it just in December?—we were holding the Bitche sector in the Ardennes. Herr Rittenkrett,” he said, “I appreciate the weight and power of your Gestapo badge, but I have seen men gutted, disemboweled, beheaded, cut in half, reduced to jibbering torsos that beg for death, crushed flat and unrecognizable as anything ever human under tank treads, blown into glistening shreds by artillery shells, burned alive by flamethrowers and—worse—not completely burned alive by flamethrowers, frozen solid into snowbanks, killed in ridiculous accidents by comrades too bone-weary to check their weapons, and drowned crossing rivers because they were too proud to tell their sergeants they never learned to swim. I have seen a young man turn eighty years old in a matter of minutes. I have seen the handsome pride of a loving mother lose his face like a mask being torn away, so much garbage for the summer flies.
“So, Herr Rittenkrett,” Michael said, thinking that some of these things—too many of these things—he had actually seen in his duty in North Africa, except it was British young men bearing the agonies, “I appreciate your position and I congratulate you on your birthday, but I am expecting to be ordered eastward again any day now, with the 25th Panzer Grenadiers for the glory of the Reich, and so until then I will walk through any door I please and take any drink I please because, Herr Rittenkrett, I walk and drink in the company of many hundreds of ghosts, and we have earned that very small privilege, even from the Gestapo.”
And though Herr Rittenkrett did not move an inch, Michael felt him draw back.
The music played and played. Above the dance floor the old dead regals peered down upon the lively celebration.
Rittenkrett slowly released the breath he’d been holding.
He said, “I have one question for you, Major. Answer it very carefully.”
“Go ahead, sir.”
Rittenkrett’s snow-capped head nodded. One hand slowly came up to grip Michael’s right shoulder. The blue eyes crinkled.
“Would you like ice cream with your cake?”
“Yes,” Michael replied, holding back his sigh of very huge relief, “I would.”
“Ross, go get it for him,” Rittenkrett said into the air, and the thuggish one moved to obey. “I suppose it’s unnecessary to surmise that you’ve given back to the enemy double or triple what you and your brave comrades have endured? No answer needed there, I can see for myself. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be alive, yes? Franziska! Why isn’t our new friend a colonel?”
“I was going to ask him the same question.” She wound her arm around Michael’s in a smooth, beautifully sinuous motion.
“There are already many talented and able colonels,” the wolf in the room answered. “I prefer to be nearer the action.”
“Ah!” Rittenkrett beamed. “Spoken like a man who ought to be a colonel. Your accent…is it…?”
“Westphalian,” Michael responded. “My hometown is Dortmund.”
“I’ve had some dealings involving the Hadamar hospital there. A shame your fair city has taken so much damage from the bombers. But that will be reckoned with, very soon. I presume you were here last night? During the air raid?”
“I was, yes.” It had been around eleven o’clock when the sirens had begun to shriek, and Michael had been in bed resting for the day to come. He’d gone down to the cellar with the other guests, maybe seventy or so people in the entire hotel. The lights had flickered and vibrations had pounded through the floor and the walls and a few of the women had begun to sob as they held their children but the night bombers had left smoking craters and fire-scorched ruins in another part of the city.
“Prepare for more,” Rittenkrett cautioned, his smile now gone. “But don’t fear, our courageous Luftwaffe is steadily rebuilding. I know of some tricks up their sleeves, yet to come.”
“I don’t fear,” Michael said. Tricks up their sleeves? He didn’t like the sound of that. “I have the utmost confidence in the Luftwaffe and in the ultimate destruction of all our enemies.” He decided to add, “If the Fuhrer says it will happen…so it shall.”
“Exactly.” Rittenkrett leaned in toward him and said, sotto voce, “But in the meantime, Major, make sure you get your ass to the cellar when you hear those sirens.” Then he winked and laughed and clapped Michael hard on the arm that Franziska wasn’t holding, and Michael allowed a smile and a nod.
The thug returned with a plate of cake and ice cream and both a fork and spoon engraved with the name of the hotel. As Michael accepted the gift and wondered where he was going to dump the sugary stomach-clogger, the man who looked like a distressed accountant whispered something into Rittenkrett’s ear and the big red-faced man grimaced. “Well, Sigmund reminds me I have business to tend to even on the night of my own party. Franziska, I’m sure you’ll be in your element as a gracious hostess in my absence. Oh…” That last word, Michael realized, was meant as a bridge between party-talk and more serious matters, for Axel Rittenkrett’s eyes sharpened again as he regarded the lady.
“Our continuing project requires your special enthusiasm,” Rittenkrett told her. “Your invaluable communication skills. We have some new clients on the list. Shall we talk in my office tomorrow morning? Around nine o’clock?”
“Absolutely,” she said.
“She warms my cockles,” Rittenkrett replied, speaking to Michael. “Major Jaeger, eat and drink to your heart’s delight and walk through any door that pleases you. It was an honor to meet you. Good luck and good…I’m sure you must hear this quite a lot…hunting. Heil Hitler.” He put up his right hand in the salute.
“Heil Hitler,” Michael replied, lifting his hand with the fork in it and on the fork a little bite of cake with buttercream icing.
The white, mountainous shape of the Gestapo investigator and his two assistants moved away through the throng. He had trouble getting out, as people converged upon Rittenkrett to clap him on his back, speak in one of his flaming ears and otherwise brown-nose him all the way out the door and beyond.
 


Four
The Battle Is Life

 
“Interesting man,” said Michael in the rippling wake of Rittenkrett’s departure. “May I ask…why the white suit in winter?”
“His persona.” There was a note in the woman’s voice that said she was quite relieved her Gestapo acquaintance had left the party. “He always wears a white suit, in every season. He likes to be called the ‘Ice Man’.”
“The ‘Ice Man’? Why is that?”
“You don’t want to know,” she said, and when Michael looked into her eyes he saw a boundary there that should not be crossed. “We’ve just met, but…I have to say… you take a great chance speaking that way to someone like him.”
“I’d probably take a greater chance putting this in my stomach before bedtime.” He set the cake and ice cream on the tray of a passing waiter.
“I mean it.” Franziska’s hand found his. “Axel has two faces. You can never know which one is looking at you.”
“Meat,” said Michael.
“What?”
“Oh, I’m thinking aloud. I would like some meat. I believe the restaurant’s still open across the lobby. Have you eaten dinner?”
“I should stay here.”
He looked at her steadily. He put himself in her eyes.
“No,” he said gently, “you should not.”
Even though supplies were running low, the chef was doing the best he could and the grilled lambchops in the Koniglicher Garten were excellent. Franziska grazed on a salad. In the brighter lamps of the restaurant, she was no less stunning a creature than Michael had first seen. Here again he had to be very careful, because she would ask a question—about his life in Dortmund, his education and so forth—and she would watch him intently and also, it appeared, listen intently until his reply was done. Never once did she ask if he was married. He wore no ring either, but still…he might have left it in his room. She touched only very briefly on his military service, which suited him fine because even though he’d fully memorized the exploits and travails of the 25th Panzer Grenadiers gleaned from prisoners of war captured in the Ardennes a month ago, he didn’t wish to wander too deeply into the details.
“Your accent is strange,” she suddenly said, as he was reaching for a glass of water.
He continued his motion, picked up the glass and took a good swallow.
“I’ve known…met…people from Westphalia before. Your accent…it’s different, somehow.”
“Accents are as different as people, I suppose,” he answered. Was his throat too tight when he said it?
“I suppose,” she agreed, and she shrugged her lithe shoulders.
“I have a question.” And thank God for it, he thought. She focused entirely on him, which was a trait both complimentary to a man and confounding to a secret agent. “As a Signal photographer and journalist, what project are you working on with the Gestapo?”
She didn’t even blink. The gray eyes—and there were hints of violet in them, he saw, or perhaps that was a trick of the small candleflame between them—were steady and absolutely cool. She turned her head as if to speak to someone else across the room, perhaps one of the partygoers who had stumbled in and to whom she’d already introduced her friend Major Horst Jaeger.
I may have gone my own bridge too far, Michael decided. But he waited.
“We are both soldiers,” Franziska said, her gaze swinging back upon him. “You have your battlefields and I have mine, because we both love Germany and the Reich. What more is there for us?”
“Life,” he said, and it stunned him because he didn’t know where it came from.
“The battle,” she said, “is life.”
He had eaten his way to the bones, and now he pushed his plate aside. Without looking at her, he could feel her like his own heartbeat. Her eyes were on him; they were taking him to pieces, even as he sat wondering what he should say next, what witticism, what paltry poetry meant to lure her upstairs to the bed in room 214, what gentlemanly endeavor in a world where the gentleman was nearly dead? And he himself…a hollow uniform, worn over a masquerade? He thought…he feared…she could see all the way into him, and what he thought of himself, everything he’d been through, all the fire and the blood, all the torment and tribulation, the very soul of what he pretended to be, all of it, everything, came down to the sudden crack of confidence, the feeling that for this woman, this creature, this job, he was not good enough.
Franziska spoke.
“I am not a whore,” she said.
“And I am not sorry for you,” she went on. “If you’re ordered to go east tomorrow morning, or the day after…that is your purpose. What I told you at the first is true. I’d like to photograph you for my article. Why? You are a very handsome man. You would look good on a magazine cover. And as I said…I know you have a strong and noble heart. How do I know that? Because even though you and I both are aware we desire to go to your room and make love tonight, you’re not rushing me there like an animal. I would go with you, regardless if you were all claws and spittle, because I do want the photograph. But because you are not an animal, I will go with you gladly and in great anticipation of learning what you think of all of me.”
It took him a moment to recover.
“I might turn into an animal the instant the door is locked,” he told her.
“I’m counting on that,” she said, and for the first time he realized she had the most adorable dimples in her cheeks.
She also, behind the locked door, revealed her adorable dimples of Venus, as her red dress and silken slip glided to the floor with soft whispers. Michael thought he could set teacups in those indentations at the small of her back, or pour pools of cold water into them and as he crouched above her on all fours lap them dry with a flicking tongue. The black air-raid shades were lowered over the windows, cutting any glimpse of seething fires that still glowed from the raid the night before; in this room was seething fire enough.
She said she wished to keep the small lamp atop the writing table on, with its royal-blue shade that cast the light of secret grottoes and stolen moments. They began by standing close together, at the center of the room, and admiring with fingertips and slow caresses the bodies offered one to another. Her fingers played over the muscles of his shoulders, down through the hair on his chest, along his hard stomach and downward still. She wore the expression of someone in a dream world that could not be shared, her lips slightly parted and teeth gleaming, her gaze upon him hungry yet not to be hurried through this banquet. He moved his hands over her like a sculptor, warming the smooth sleek stone before its transformation; she was harder than other women he’d known, her breasts small but the nipples yearning for his touch and taste. He slid his fingers along her sides, feeling the ribs there and all the constructions of sinew, bone and flesh that held the soul at its center. He let the knuckles of his right hand glide slowly down her stomach, down over her deep-dish navel, and she gave a quiet soft utterance as his fingers reached and lingered upon the black triangle of hair between long thighs that had begun almost imperceptibly to tremble.
Michael cupped the back of Franziska’s neck with his left hand, and as he drew her face to him to brand her lips with his own, she put a finger against his chin and the message was clear: You do not have my permission for that.
So he pulled his face away, and he picked her up in his arms and took her to the bed.
 


Five
Herr Rittenkrett Calls

 
He longed to enter her, to join himself with her in the only way he could, and she longed for it also because she pressed herself, moist with excitement, against him, yet he had no intention of rushing the moment. He began a soft consumption of her, an exploration of her beautiful body with his tongue and small nips of the teeth, and he began this study of erotic geography with her throat, which she offered to him like any passion- charged bitch in heat. He spared no effort and missed no port of call, and when his journey was almost done she shifted her hips and grasped his hair with both hands and called him back to revisit her aching harbor.
Then it was her turn to travel.
Michael Gallatin had known many excellent visitors, with many outstanding and often amazing talents, but Franziska Luxe very easily could be awarded the key to his city, if not his world. Her mouth was larger than he could have imagined, and her tongue more heated. Her forthright intention was to consume him to the root and hold him there until pleasure and pain began to merge together into a third sensation unknown to him until now. She was a relentless lover, a force that went nearly too far, backed off again, and again pushed the limit of his endurance. He felt as he had always wished every woman in his bed felt: that the world had stopped for a span of time, that nothing existed beyond the walls, or indeed beyond the moment, and that there was no one else on earth but these two figures, damp with sweat and breathing hard in the celebration of what seemed the act of gods and too exalted for mere human beings.
When at last he pushed himself inside her, she took him in deeply and wrapped her legs like bands of fire around his hips. They rocked together upon the wrecked sheets. She bit at his neck and made noises against his ear like the keening of wind through pines in the Russian woods. He saw colors behind his eyes that had no description, and were blinding even in his darkness. He shivered, as if struck by the passing blast of a train on a wilderness track. He almost forgot himself, and what began in his mind as a howl emerged from his throat in a moan of pure white ecstasy. Then he opened his eyes to drink in her beauty and found her glistening face looking up at him with wonder, as a solitary traveller through many black nights might look upon a guiding star.
She mounted him, while he lay on his back in what felt like the embrace of a swamp. It had always been his belief that one could tell how passionate in bed a woman was by the way she danced, by her innate sense of rhythm and her daring to experiment with the music she heard in her soul. It occurred to him that she could knock the hell out of the Four Smooth Suits.
As Franziska gave a sudden cry and shuddered, so too did Michael. His orgasm racked him, again the sensation of pain mixed with pleasure. It went on, wave after wave, until he was emptied. Franziska clung to him through her own series of small deaths and in her rebirth melded her cheek against his. With her damp ebony hair in his face Michael released a long sigh of utter and complete satisfaction.
They lay side-by-side with their heads on the same pillow, staring at each other, her fingers caught with his and her thighs held between his own.
“What can I say?” she asked softly.
“What would you like to say?”
“Something unladylike.”
“There’s no one listening but me, and I know you’re a lady.”
She moistened her lips. “You make me very, very, very, very…horny.”
Which was music to his ears.
The second time they made love was slower and softer. They were both tired, but both eager and willing to drive themselves and each other into the realm of dazed insensibility. Around three in the morning they showered together and were slick and soapy when the warm water abruptly turned icy cold, bringing a shriek and gale of laughter from Franziska and a good Germanic curse from the major.
“Oh, the time!” she said, as he towelled her off. Her face without makeup was no less beautiful, and to Michael even more so; she was scrubbed and naturally radiant, and her hair smelled of the hotel’s sandalwood shampoo. She went up on her tiptoes and gave a giggle that could only be described as girlish when he put the towel between her legs from behind and gave her a little buzz of friction. “You’d better be careful!” she warned.
“Or what?”
She turned around, pressed her breasts against his chest and with her arms around him looked him straight in the eyes. “You keep this up and I’ll have to stay with you all day. Just so you won’t get into trouble.”
“If you want me to keep it up, just ask.” He glanced southward. “Um…a growing boy does require breakfast.”
“I think,” she said, as she placed her fingertip on the end of his nose, “you should get some sleep. And I should go home too, sad to say.”
“Sad to say,” he repeated, and quickly he caught her finger in his mouth and almost sucked the meat from it. “So…don’t say it.”
She smiled at him, the perfect smile of freedom and happiness. But he saw the smile slowly fade away, until it was all gone. “I can’t stay. Really. I have some work to do this morning, I have to be clear-headed.”
“Am I now a noxious fog?”
“I’m serious, Horst. I would love to stay and have breakfast with you, and…do whatever you’d like, but…”
“Herr Rittenkrett calls.”
“Yes, he does. And I wish you would forget you ever met him or heard him speak to me. This is something you don’t need to be concerned about.”
“Which makes me more concerned than before. Is it dangerous?”
She pulled away from him and stepped back. Though completely naked, she was climbing into her armor. She began to get dressed and studiously avoided his stare.
He sat on the bed and watched her. God, she was some piece of fabulous woman! he thought. The memory of her vagina clamped to his penis as if he had pressed into a jar of warm honey sent a shiver up his spine. I could take you to lunch, he almost said. But in the next instant he thought, Don’t beg. Never beg. Not to any woman.
Suddenly she looked up at him and, half-dressed, she let out a laugh. “You’ve got the face of a wounded puppy! Get some sleep, you’ll feel better in a few hours.”
“I doubt it, but thank you anyway.”
“Of course you’ll feel better. Or I hope you will. Because I’m going to cut my meeting short, tell Herr Rittenkrett what he wants to hear, and then I can take the rest of the day to show you something I think you’ll really like. Will you do my buttons?”
It dawned on Michael what she was saying. He buttoned her up and placed his hands on both globes of her bottom, tight in the saucy red dress. “I’ve already seen something I really like.”
“Men,” she said, and she tensed her buttocks under his fingers. “Oh, look at you now! A wolf where a puppy just was!”
“Yes,” he agreed. “That’s me.” He let her go and frowned up at her. “Won’t our Gestapo friend take offense at your…shall I say…unprofessional attitude today?”
“It’s a meeting to make plans, that’s all. Now I’ve said enough about that, and you’ve asked enough questions.” A hint of frost was creeping into her voice. “Honestly,” she said, as if scolding a schoolboy. She finished dressing in silence, putting on her mink coat, her long red leather gloves and getting her handbag, and Michael let her alone.
When Franziska was ready to go, Michael unlocked the door for her. Before he could turn the cut-glass knob, she placed her hand on his.
“I am never unprofessional,” she said. “Not when I’m working. Or…when I’m involved in a project. We won’t talk about this anymore.” It was a statement not to be challenged. Her face softened, and with it her voice. “If you’ll be downstairs in front of the hotel at ten-thirty, I’ll come for you.”
“In public?” he asked.
A naughty little laugh wanted so much to spring from her mouth. A muscle in her jaw moved to clench it shut, but her eyes were sparkling. “You,” she said, “are part gentleman and all beast.” The way she said it, that put him far ahead of other men she knew. She pushed him playfully on the chest, and then she opened the door for herself, went out into the hallway and closed the door behind her.
One of the hardest things he’d ever done was not open the door and watch her walk away, heading for the staircase since the elevator wasn’t working due to the lack of lubricating fluids for the motor. He lay on the bed for awhile, but it smelled too much like her. He got up and in the bathroom splashed cold water in his face. The bathroom, too, was heady with her fragrance. She was even still in his own freshly-washed skin and hair. He would have to cut his nose off if he wanted to be rid of her.
A rather nasty female Nazi, he remembered saying to Mallory.
Well, she was.
He’d done his damnedest, but he hadn’t stopped her from going to see Rittenkrett. Maybe he was responsible for the meeting being cut short, as she put it, but that didn’t mean some member of the Inner Ring might not be picked up tonight. Her invaluable communication skills, Rittenkrett had said. New clients on the list. Did that mean she was inserting herself into having affairs with suspected members of the Ring to get information? So she might not be a whore for a single German officer, but she was indeed a whore for the entire Third Reich?
Oh my God, he suddenly thought with a startle.
Michael, old chap. Jealous just a little bit, are we?
He decided to take another shower, and the colder the better.
 


Six
Why Scout Cars Aren’t Silver

 
It was Michael’s intention to be a few minutes late striding out onto the Kleiststrasse, in front of the hotel, yet he found himself leaving the Grand Frederik a few minutes early.
He wore his perfect counterfeit uniform, his cap and boots, a feld-grau overcoat and black leather gloves. It was a chilly morning, though the sky was blue and the sun bright. A breeze moved past him, ruffling his coat and bringing to him the smell of the state of affairs in Berlin, and most likely the pungent aroma of its future. Smoke stained the eastern horizon, reddish in hue. He could smell scorched bricks, burned lumber and the odors of the dust of centuries spun up from the ancient cellars when the bomb-blasted buildings crashed down. True, Berlin was a massive city and there were scores of large buildings remaining, but it was now a town of targets. From his position he could see at the Berlin Zoo one of the three huge gray concrete flak towers that stood like the stalks of poisonous mushrooms in defense of Berlin. They were medieval in design, like Barbarossian castles, suitable to shelter ten thousand civilians and topped with a Hell’s garden of flak cannons. Still, the larger the flak towers and cannons, the bigger the bombers and more deadly the rain. It was just a matter of time.
And his thoughts on that subject came to an end when a sleek silver Bayerische Motoren Werke 328 sports roadster slid out of the trickle of elderly black cars and cloak-wrapped citizens on bicycles and stopped with a polite growl in front of him.
It was a convertible, the top was down, and Franziska Luxe sat behind the wheel with a gray woolen cap pulled jauntily over her hair and green-tinted pilot’s goggles on her face, though the glass windshield was up both for driver and passenger.
“Ah!” Michael said, in appreciation of her machine and of her promptness. He smiled at her smile. “In the style of the Silver Arrows?”
“Exactly. Get in, I’ll take you for a ride.”
How could he not accept such an offer?
It was a tight squeeze. A car with a Grand Prix pedigree was not necessarily built for a man his size. Even for that, he felt it was the type of car one might need to be strapped into, because he saw on the speedometer the top marking of one-hundred-and-fifty kilometers per hour. Then Franziska put the white-knobbed gearshift into First, tapped the accelerator and they were off along the Kleiststrasse like a silver swan amid the waddling, somber geese.
He was glad she had the good sense to be wearing a fawn-colored overcoat and brown driving gloves. She kept increasing the speed, shifting through the gears with an expert hand. Michael remembered driver of racing cars from his briefing about her.
Franziska whipped to the right on Motzstrasse, crossing over the tram tracks and ignoring the shout of a traffic warden to slow down. A whistle was blown, which caused Franziska to shrug her shoulders and grin into the wind. Her foot descended on the accelerator again, Michael held his breath as they passed through a flurry of bicyclists, and they sped along toward the southwest.
“Your car?” he asked. “Or a friend’s?”
“Mine, all mine,” she answered, as she cut around a fat-assed sedan that flew a Nazi flag from an aerial on its roof and looked terrifyingly important. But it was left behind when she made a quick right onto the broad boulevard of the Hohenzollerndamm. “I was part of the Grand Prix Mercedes-Benz team in ’39,” she explained. “This was as close as I could get to a Silver Arrow for the road.”
Michael nodded. The story was that in 1934, prior to a Grand Prix race at the Nurburgring, a competing Mercedes tested one kilogram over the limit on the weight scales, so the racing manager and driver at that time removed all the white paint from the car to lose the offending kilo. The next day, the shining silver car won the race, and a legend was born. Between 1934 and 1939, all the great German racing cars of Mercedes-Benz and Auto Union were bare silver, and all were referred to as ‘Silver Arrows’.
Franziska and Michael arrowed along through the city, at one intersection causing a horse drawing a coal wagon to rear up in angry defiance of the 20th century.
“My studio’s over there,” she said, pointing to a concentration of gable-roofed buildings to the right. Not a minute afterward, she turned off the avenue and began a twisty-curvy tour that took them across cobblestoned streets not suited for speed, and as Michael had already seen the haze of smoke and dust in the air he knew she was trying to avoid the bombed-out sections.
It was an impossible task, because there had been so many bombs. Thousands of them, most likely. Rubble and twisted metal were so common in some places here that the unmarked buildings looked strange. Some of the destruction resembled what might have been Axel Rittenkrett’s birthday cake baked to gargantuan size, set on fire and allowed to melt into the street like black tar stubbled with fist-sized nuggets of cemented sugar. Buildings leaned against each other like drunken buddies, their faces full of cracks. Seas of broken glass glittered before the roadster’s tires, but in this area of Berlin Franziska was always twisting and turning the wheel, getting out of danger an instant before it got to her, avoiding the shattered bricks of buildings cleaved down the center so all the burned-up entrails showed, avoiding the dusty rag people with wheelbarrows who searched through the cratered wreckage, and avoiding the roaming packs of dogs that used to be household pets and now had no masters but Fate.
She didn’t speak while they were driving through or around these sections, and neither did Michael. He wanted to ask her how she was getting the fuel and oil to operate this buggy, since for every car he saw there were a half-dozen wagons and a dozen more bicycles, but he decided it was not a prudent question.
The clusters of buildings thinned to outskirts. Suddenly they came upon a checkpoint with a lowered gate and four soldiers with machine guns. Michael’s gut clenched, even as he returned the salute the soldiers gave him. Franziska showed one of the men a small booklet with a yellow cover stamped by the Nazi swastika. He opened it briefly to look at something—a special permission to come and go, Michael assumed— and then the booklet was returned to her, the gate opened and the 328 shot through onto what Michael realized was the Fuhrer’s pride, the Reichsautobahn.
It was four lanes of white concrete separated by a grassy median about five meters wide. It stretched on across the rolling winter-brown landscape like a ski trail, which Michael thought touched two of Franziska’s interests, both involving speed. As far as he could see, and he could see very far, today the Reichsautobahn belonged to her and her alone.
She had the BMW in fourth gear, her mouth was grinning below the goggles and the elegant Roman nose, the engine roared and the speedometer’s red needle was climbing rapidly toward that one-hundred-and-fifty mark.
“Do you like to go fast?” she shouted to him against the wind.
“I do,” he answered. “When do we start?”
She gave him a quick elbow in the ribs. He grasped his cap to keep it from flying away.
They went into curves that Michael was certain they could never take at this speed, yet they were kept on the concrete by Franziska’s undeniable skill with the clutch, gearshift and quick taps of the brake. They hurtled onward. The smells of engine oil, grease and hot metal washed back through the cockpit. The engine noise was nothing short of apocalyptic. Michael had been in speeding aircraft before, yes, but never in a road rocket. The winter trees on either side blurred together. Now the BMW came out of a curve onto a straightaway, and as the engine screamed impossibly louder Michael looked at the speedometer and figured that at this rate they’d be in Amsterdam by early afternoon.
There was an idea, he thought. Just drive all the way to the American or British lines, turn her over to the first officer he saw, and there would be no more rivers to cross. She would be spared from the oncoming and unstoppable horde, in spite of herself.
He wondered if she kept a pistol in the glovebox, and if it would be loaded. But he felt that even at gunpoint she might fly this machine off into the woods, and it was a ridiculous thought anyway because there would be many checkpoints ahead just for the reason that Hitler wanted no capitulation with the Allies on the western front.
“You’re very quiet!” she shouted after a few more minutes of racing along the perfectly-smooth roadway.
“I’m enjoying the ride!” he shouted back, which was absolutely true. He expected she’d be turning back before long. He intended to ask her where he might take her to lunch, and after that he would say he wanted to see her studio and maybe this afternoon, if she was willing, to get the photographs done. After that, if she was willing…
His reverie on matters of the bedroom was interrupted by a quick glint of metal.
Up in the sky, at about the two o’clock position.
He looked for it again. They were going down into a small decline. The hills and trees obscured his vision on the right. Then they curved to the left and started upward once more, and at the top of the rise the pair of aircraft, one following off to the side of the other, shrieked about fifty feet above their heads with a noise that enfeebled the 328’s husky voice.
The car briefly slewed from side to side until Franziska got full control again. She glanced back over her shoulder, and Michael’s head also swivelled.
They both knew their aircraft. The two planes were P51 Mustangs, bright silver as the BMW, and marked with American stars. Michael saw that the aircraft in the rear position, the wingman he thought that would be, carried four air-to-ground rockets. As Franziska returned her attention to the roadway and her fingers tightened on the wheel, Michael saw the two planes began to turn to the right.
His heart had given a lurch. He leaned toward her and said as calmly as his voice would allow, “I think we’d better get off this—” Road, he was about to say, for obvious reasons, but already the first Mustang was straightening out and coming in for the kill.
Sparkles of fire erupted from the leading edges of both wings.
He imagined the fighter jocks had been train-hunting today, and maybe one had already used its rockets to knock a locomotive off the rails. In any case, the little silver roadster with two Nazis in it was just too good a target for a trigger-happy Yank to pass up.
In the next instant the Browning machine gun bullets began to march in rows across the other side of the Reichsautobahn, on a collision course with the BMW. Michael nearly reached out to grab the wheel, but Franziska hit the brake. The car skidded in the smoke of burning rubber. The section of roadway it would have passed over if she’d kept up the speed was torn into pieces of flying concrete that thunked into the hood, smashed the windshield in front of Michael’s face and passed over their heads almost as deadly as the slugs.
The carefree girl was gone. She whipped the wheel around and downshifted as she punched the accelerator again and the BMW fishtailed and spun in a circle that left a perfect O of black rubber. The second Mustang flashed over their heads.
“Hang on!” Franziska shouted.
He surely wasn’t going to get out and walk. The 328 seemed to pause for a few precious seconds even though the accelerator was pressed to the floorboards, and then it gave what was nearly a forward leap that rocked Michael’s head back and cracked his teeth together. When he got his neck working again and looked over his shoulder he saw the two angels of death turning for another pass.
Franziska didn’t look. She just drove, now jinking the BMW to left and right, refusing to give the planes an easy target. Berlin, and its flak towers, was more than ten kilometers distant. Michael thought he should be pleased at this development of Allied fighters seeking kills on the edge of Berlin in broad daylight, but somehow he was not so pleased.
Another burst of bullets tore across the concrete and median in front of them, and then Michael heard a whoosh and felt something scorching hot pass seemingly right behind his neck. Over on the right, trees blew out of the ground, a geyser of dirt exploded and small things on fire began to run wildly across the hillside. Michael could imagine the radio chatter: Direct hit today on a rabbit burrow, flight leader.
Franziska was nearly standing on the accelerator.
The two planes roared over them, marking them with their shadows, and again made a circle.
It had already gone through Michael’s mind that she should get off the roadway and make for the woods, but he understood why she didn’t. In this case, speed was life. The car’s silver gleam would not be hidden by leafless limbs. The only chance they had, if indeed it was a chance at all, was to outrun both bullets and rockets. One advantage owned by Franziska: the fighter pilots were used to attacking trains, tanks and trucks, which moved considerably slower and more predictably than the small quick 328.
To emphasize that point, Franziska suddenly swerved the wheel to the right and they crossed the median onto the other pair of lanes. Two rows of Browning bullets rushed after them but were late to catch their target, and so pocked the concrete and threw up plumes of dirt in the median. The first Mustang zoomed over their heads, but the second had eased back on the throttle and Michael knew the pilot was lining up a shot. Franziska knew it too; she hit the brake, violently downshifted and fought the wheel to veer again over the median to the other side. Heat waves shimmered past the car, there were two bright flashes and a black-edged crater suddenly marred Hitler’s highway. Chunks of concrete crashed down, but the BMW was already racing out of the next curve.
Michael lost sight of the planes. An onrush of panic seized him. He twisted around, and there directly behind them the Mustangs were coming down side-by-side, like vultures, almost floating toward them. Taking their time, he thought. Waiting for Franziska to commit to a move. Where was the Luftwaffe, for Christ’s sake? Closer still came the Mustangs, and lower.
It was just a matter of seconds now before the machine guns started firing and the last rocket ignited. The Mustangs were nearly wingtip-to-wingtip. Michael had the feeling they were going to let go at the same time with everything they had, and it was probably going to happen when the BMW started up the slight incline that was just ahead.
He sensed her trying to decide what to do. Over the noise of the wind they heard the low roar of the Mustangs right at their backs. She decided, and he saw her grasp the gear knob to shift down. She was going to stomp the brake and make the Mustangs overshoot.
Michael had had enough of playing with death. He made his own decision. He reached out and pulled the cap off Franziska’s head, letting the ebony hair boil out and stretch behind her like a banner. She looked at him from the green-tinted goggles as if she thought he’d gone stark raving mad.
The flesh on the back of Michael’s neck crawled. Time seemed to hang, even at one-hundred-fifty kilometers per hour.
The two Mustangs passed overhead, still side-by-side. Picking up speed, they waggled their wings. Then they turned to the right, and Michael watched them as they flashed away, silver-bright and shining, toward the west.
“It’s all right!” he shouted, the wind in his face through the broken glass. “They’ve gone!”
“They’ve gone? How do you know?” Her voice was admirably controlled, but he could see that her eyes were wet. “And what was that with my cap?”
“I decided that no fighter pilot worth his wings,” he said, “would kill a woman in a sports roadster. But they had to see you were a woman.” He thought the waggling of the wings was the same unspoken message that the Luftwaffe captain had given him at the party last night: good luck.
So there were gentlemen left in the world, after all.
Their good luck, today.
At the top of the incline, Franziska downshifted, braked and cut their speed. In the distance ahead of them was the smoke-haze of the destruction in Berlin. Franziska eased the BMW to a stop in the road, and they sat there while the engine burbled and the hot metal tick…tick…ticked.
She drew a long breath, both her hands still tight on the wheel. Michael reached into his coat for the white handkerchief he always carried. “Let’s do this,” he said, and he pushed the goggles up on her forehead. The tears in her eyes were of course from terror, but she was certainly a strong-hearted woman. He dabbed the tears away, as gently as he could. If he wasn’t supposed to be such a man, he might have shed a few himself. Even so, his hand wasn’t exactly the steadiest it had ever been.
“Now you know,” he told her, “why scout cars aren’t silver.”
She stared at him blankly for a few seconds. Then all the fire and excitement rushed back into her eyes and she began to laugh as if this had been the grandest adventure of a lifetime. Her laugh was so open and natural that Michael was struck by the strange humor it carried, and he too began to laugh. What could be more funny, he mused in his hilarity, than to be sitting in a fast roadster on the edge of Berlin with a beautiful Nazi Gestapo ‘talent’ and the smell of rocket explosive in one’s clothes? He suspected that at this minute he’d become a little unhinged.
Franziska’s laugh ceased.
She leaned toward him, took his cap off and put her hand around the back of his neck.
Her lips just barely grazed his own, but her mouth was ready to be crushed.
She stayed at that intimate distance. Michael didn’t try to breech the gap; he didn’t yet have her permission, and he respected that.
When she kissed him, it was soft. It was the blue sky of May, the warmth of a sun-lit morning. It was distant music playing in a park. It was boats on a lake, young men in their best courting suits and young women with their parasols. It was a kiss that belonged to another world.
He kissed her back, just as softly. Their lips met and held, and some trick of friction or cold air made them tingle together, and when Franziska pulled her head back and looked at him she said, “Oh,” very quietly, as if he’d made a statement that required an answer yet she didn’t know how to give one.
“We’d better get off this road,” Michael told her, which was what he’d intended to say before the air attack. When she still hesitated he had a bad instant in which he couldn’t decide whether he’d spoken in German, Russian or English. Then she nodded, answered “Ja, haben Sie Recht,” and she started them off once more toward the city.
 


Seven
I Loved A Man Who Died

 
The damage to the BMW wasn’t so bad. Besides the broken windshield, various dents to the bodywork, a single bullet hole in the spare tire mounted on the trunk and the groove across the passenger side where a ricocheting slug had passed, it was perfectly able to race another day.
The damage to the bed in Franziska’s studio apartment on Wittelsbacherstrasse was more substantial. Sometime during the afternoon’s storm that swept through, the bed capsized on one side like a freighter struck by a U-Boat torpedo and its occupants, still wrapped up in each other, tumbled off to the floor where they finished what they’d started.
They lay on a pile of pillows beneath the window, as the afternoon light began to fade. Franziska had her head on his shoulder, and she suddenly woke up from her sweet slumber and stretched so hard Michael heard her joints pop.
“If you give me one more orgasm,” she said into his ear, “you’re going to have to take up permanent residence in my pussy.”
“What more could a man ask for but a warm, snug place to call home?” he asked.
She began to lick in slow circles around his nipples, her tongue flicking this way and that.
“You’re tempting fate,” he warned. Though one very important part of his body had come to the end of its usefulness for awhile, he still could flip her over and dive in headfirst, and before his own tongue and lips were through he would make her scream all the framed photographs off the walls.
She put her chin on his chest and stared up at him. “Are you married?”
An instant after she’d posed the question, she pressed her hand to her mouth. The gray eyes widened. “Oh my God! Oh Christ, I didn’t mean to ask that! Forget it, all right?”
“All right,” Michael answered. Better, perhaps, to make her think he was married?
“That’s a stupid question,” she went on after a short pause. She snuggled up in the crook of his right arm. “It’s unsophisticated.”
“It’s not unsophisticated to be curious.”
“Yes it is.” She didn’t speak again for a while, and he didn’t either. He could feel her heart beating under his hand. They’d gone to lunch at a small cafe after the incident on the Reichsautobahn, and then Franziska had brought him here to take the photographs. After about half-an-hour of posing before a Nazi flag tacked to the wall, Michael had had enough of being told what to move and what not to move, especially when Franziska took off her clothes and informed him from behind the chrome-bodied Leica Standard that she just needed a few more shots.
“When the war’s over,” Franziska said quietly, “it will all have been worth it.”
Michael said nothing.
“You know what I’m saying. When the trash and the undesirables are removed from society. When Germany takes its rightful place. You know.”
“Yes,” Michael had to say, because she was waiting for his reply.
“I’ve seen some of the sketches for the buildings. Berlin is going to be the most beautiful city in the world. The parks will be majestic. The Reichsautobahn will connect every city in Europe, the trains will be back as they were, but even faster, and the ocean liners will even be bringing the American tourists over. And everyone will be flying in their own personal autogyros. You wait and see.”
“I’m just concerned with the next few months.”
“Oh, I understand that!” She rolled over so she could see his face in the shadowy light. “You don’t have to grasp the big picture right now, but you’re going to be part of it. All good Germans will be part of it. Those who fought and died, they’ll be part of it too. The war memorials are going to be the envy of the world. Showing them all how we stood against the Bolsheviks. How we were the wall they couldn’t break through. How we won the battle the British and Americans didn’t have the courage to fight.” She nodded, to emphasize her own certainty. “If the Fuhrer says it’s so, it will be so.”
“Yes,” Michael agreed. He had to stare at the ceiling. He’d already noticed many cracks up there. This building on the outside was untouched by the bombing, yet here was the damage from distant explosions, creeping along walls and ceilings from cellar to attic, weakening the structure by millimeters of brick dust and plaster, a slow destruction, a death counted in sheared-off nailheads and popped rivets, until the sick center could not hold.
“Horst, you’re going to live to see all this.” Franziska put a hand on his chest, over his British and Russian heart. “God will not let a man like you be lost to the future. I know this like I know my own soul.”
Michael made some kind of noise of assent, he wasn’t sure what.
She stretched out upon him, her arms going around his body and her ear pressed down as if to count the heartbeats of such a noble beast. “You’ve seen so much death, I know,” she said. “I can feel that in you. I think you’ve known very much pain. But you hide it from the world. You see, we’re alike in this way. My parents were too busy for me, too busy adventuring. I was raised by a succession of nannies and thrown out of a succession of schools. I loved a man who died. In a racing accident, right in front of me. We were going to be married, but…you know, such things happen. I was a girl.” An element in her voice was quickly effervescent, and then gone. “I think…maybe all of me never came back from that. I’m sorry,” she said suddenly, “I wasn’t meaning to talk so much about myself.”
Michael’s right hand had moved to poise over the black waves of her hair. He let his hand drift upon her head. He stroked his fingers gently through her hair and down along the back of her neck. “I like to listen,” he invited.
She didn’t speak for a length of time. The light faded more and more, to less and less.
When Franziska did speak, it was in a quiet voice that was tight with emotion. “Sometimes I feel…as if no one knows me, or can ever know me. I feel as if…no one hears music as I do, or sees color, or appreciates…just living, every day. I feel…I’m in a world of shadows, and where are the real people? Am I the sleepwalker, or are they? Because if I learned anything from watching Kurt die, it was that one must be prepared to die, at any moment. But that doesn’t mean being afraid, or locking yourself into a room and sealing off the world. Oh, no…it’s the opposite. It means going out with courage into what you fear the most, and looking it right in the face. And if you live, you laugh, because you have won the fight for another day. That is how you prepare for death. By embracing life, not hiding from it. Oh, listen to me!” She glanced quickly up at him and then returned her head to the position it had been in. Michael knew she was enjoying having her head and neck rubbed. “Lecturing about life and death to a soldier!”
“I understand what you mean,” Michael said.
“I knew you would. And I knew, the moment you approached me at Herr Rittenkrett’s party, that you were different. I looked at you and took you in, and I thought… Franziska, you must be with this man. You must not only go to bed with him, but you must be with him. Why? Because I’m a selfish slut dressed up in silks and furs, and I want my pleasure. But also…because to you I want to give pleasure, and I haven’t felt that way…since I was a girl,” she finished.
Michael said, “I’m honored,” and he meant it.
Her hand slid down between his thighs.
“Now,” she said, “I’m going to get up and go fetch from a drawer a paper pistol target and a floorstand to mount it on. I’m going to set the target up within an interesting distance. Then I’m going to give you the cocksucking of your life, and even though you think you might be tired, I’m going to use your gun to hit a bull’s-eye. Do you understand that?”
An
expert marksman, Mallory had said.
Michael would have to judge for himself.
“Yes,” he told her, and heard in his own voice the nearly giddy excitement of…a boy? “I very much understand.”
There would be no shooting of blanks in this contest.
Sometime when the evening had closed in and they had showered together, she remarked on how fast his beard seemed to grow, and what kind of razor did he use? He said he owned a French Thiers-Izzard, and she gave him an expression of horror and said the beauty of his face should only be trusted to German steel.
He wound up shaving with her razor, and afterward he watched as she sat on the edge of the tub and shaved her magnificent legs.
“Do you like my bush?” she asked, with a dimpled half-smile he found devastating. “It’s getting a little full, I think.”
He just had to look down at the floor tiles and shake his head at her earthiness, and when Franziska laughed at this unbelievable and until now unknown moment of shyness in the life of Michael Gallatin he thought he would pick this woman up in his arms and press her so close that Eve would return the rib.
“Dinner?” he asked her, when he’d recovered himself. “Someplace with music?”
A frown surfaced. “Oh…I have an appointment tonight. Something I can’t put off. As a matter of fact, I was supposed to call Herr Rittenkrett by now. He’ll be waiting to hear from me.” Without the need for a towel, she walked in her glorious lithesome nakedness to the telephone in the other room.
Michael hated to play his next card, but it was time to show the East Front Jack Of Hearts. He sighed as she picked up the receiver. “I’m sorry we can’t spend all our time together. The time left, I mean.”
She put the receiver to her ear and started dialing.
“If I get my orders tomorrow,” he continued, “I might not have a chance to see you again.” Careful, he thought. She mustn’t smell the lie.
“Franziska Luxe for Herr Rittenkrett,” she said to whomever answered on the other side.
“Well,” he said, “do you have a suggestion for where I should eat?”
She gave him a look over her shoulder that of itself was worthy of more target practice.
“Hello, Axel,” she said into the mouthpiece. “I wanted you to know…” She paused, still staring fixedly at Michael. “I’m not feeling very well tonight,” she went on. “We’ll need to postpone our plans. What? My condition? My throat is a little sore. Yes, I think I’ll feel better tomorrow. Definitely tomorrow. I’ll swallow something for it. Yes, I do know.” She paused, listening to the Gestapo’s ‘Ice Man’. “That’s right, Major Jaeger is here. I’ve been taking his pictures this afternoon. Yes, I’m aware it’s evening, thank you.” She gave a quick nod as if standing in Rittenkrett’s presence. “I’m also aware of that,” she replied. Then, after a silence, “I’ll give him your regards, and I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Franziska returned the receiver to its cradle.
Her eyes had gone a little chilly. “He knows I’m lying, of course. It wouldn’t do to lie a second time, about your not being here.” She examined her fingernails for a moment, and then when she lifted her gaze to his again her eyes had warmed. “I am free for dinner, after all. And I do know a place with music.”
“And dancing?” he prodded.
“I’ll dance you into the ground,” she promised.
“We’ll see about that.” He hoped he wouldn’t be dancing on a grave; either his own, or hers. The Ice Man might look coldly upon this interference in the Gestapo’s plans, even if from a major who ought to be a colonel. Michael decided from here on out he should take care to pay attention to anyone coming up behind him.
But, for the moment, there was life to be lived.
 


Eight
This Particular Wolftrap

 
Over the next few days—as the air raid sirens shrieked at night, bombs fell on Berlin, troop trains passed through carrying more meat to feed the Russians and yet the parties went on at a pace meant to satisfy all human appetites and destroy all remaining inhibitions—the major with wary green eyes and the female photojournalist with an interesting reputation were seen in several restaurants, the cinema, and a few nightclubs that still had glass in the windows and not boards.
Michael thought that for a person who felt she was known by no one, Franziska had an army of acquaintances. At lunch or dinner their table was bound to be approached by at least two or three people. Of course Franziska would introduce him and—most of these visitors being civilians—Michael would listen politely to their comments about the war being won soon, and Berlin getting back to normal and the world paying its heavy debt to Germany. Even Franziska, who could herself go on at length about the future of the Thousand-Year-Reich, was bored within one minute of the proclamations of some of these overstuffed blowhards. Michael didn’t fail to notice that several of the married men, their mummified wives in tow, gazed upon Franziska with the eyes of those who have for a short space of time seen what lay beneath the gown and the manners, and their nervous movements from side-to-side showed they hoped someday to repeat that viewing. She dashed their hopes and broke their hearts with a quick sidelong smile and a turning away of the face that said Your day is done.
Of more concern to Michael were the officers who occasionally ambled up, their pathetic attempts at charm not quite up to the hard reality of a missing limb, and above the fixed smiles the glazed expressions of actors no longer sure they remember their lines. They steered clear of actual war talk, movements of troops and tanks and so forth, which suited Michael fine, but what made him dodge a bit were the questions of did he know Colonel der von Glockenspiel or Major Hamminibus or some such name thrown at him like a fat piece of oily pork. He always said the name was familiar but, no, he had never met the man. He knew the name of his own supposed divisional commander, Burmeister, so he couldn’t be tripped up for that mistake.
The officers always said it was a pleasure, good luck in his forthcoming struggle, may God protect Germany, and Heil Hitler.
Then, when the major and the photojournalist sitting at their table had seen that sharp hunger in the eyes of the other, the rising of the heated flame that no liquid outburst could extinguish for very long, either he or she reached for a knee and in his case winnowed his hand beneath her skirt and moved along a silken thigh, or in her case placed a firm hand of ownership upon what she wished to command, and one of them— or both at the same time, as had happened—would ask the question: “Are you ready?”
They were always ready.
He didn’t know exactly what she was doing. If she was gathering information for the Gestapo by seduction, or by following and photographing the comings and goings of suspected Inner Ring members, or some of both. He didn’t think she was doing only mundane investigation, she was far too talented for that alone. He understood how within a few minutes of being with her, a man would cast aside all caution and self-preservation and start to jabber about things to make himself sound important, until a slip of the jabber made her hone in on some remark and work it like she worked in the sheets on a man’s most valued companion. If, as Michael understood, the majority of the Inner Ring’s members were office clerks, military aides, pencil pushers and scientists who might be brilliant but sometimes forgot what shoe went on which foot, Franziska’s work was nearly accomplished just by walking into the room.
One evening at midweek, before going to a late-night Signal party that she’d invited him to, they went to dinner in one of the very few fine restaurants still open, and they sat before a picture window overlooking a lamplit park. They’d just gotten their food when the air raid sirens went off, and instantly the few other patrons started for the cellar.
“No,” Franziska said when he started to stand up. She was radiant tonight, absolutely gorgeous in a dark blue dress with a strand of pearls around her neck. She took his hand. “We’ll be all right.” Then she’d continued eating her dinner and drinking her wine, and though the manager came and implored them to leave their table and come down with everyone else she shook her head with a wry smile, and at last they were alone in the restaurant.
The flak guns began firing, the sounds like pillows being whacked with cricket bats. Michael heard the distant thunder of the bombs. Through the window he could see the blue-white flashes, like whips of lightning, and then the faraway red flames curling up. She was staring at him across the table. He had lost his appetite, but he lifted his glass and said, “Prost!”
“Prost!” she answered with pleasure, and they drank.
A bomb fell closer. Michael felt its power in the floor. Multicolored lanterns at the ceiling shivered.
Her fingers entwined with his. She said softly, “I am safe with you. And you are safe with me. As long as we’re together…nothing can hurt us.”
“I’m glad you believe that.”
She shook her head. “More than believe. I know.”
But he wondered: do the bombs know?
One fell very close, an explosion perhaps a street or two beyond the park. The wineglasses and gold-edged plates jumped on the table. Tree limbs came flying at the window and made a noise like clattering claws.
She just smiled.
Michael looked at her. Really looked, as if he’d never seen her before.
At the birthday party, he’d said something to the Ice Man that wasn’t exactly true: I don’t fear. The truth was, he wasn’t afraid. He was cautious, and he was prepared, and so he was not afraid.
But he feared this woman sitting, smiling, before him. The woman whose fingers were entwined with his.
He’d had choices presented to him, after the mission that involved the D-Day invasion of Normandy and the matter of Iron Fist. Chesna van Dorne had asked him to go to Hollywood with her. In his mind he’d weighed that invitation against disappearing into the wilds of Canada, of finding a hunter’s stone cabin three hundred miles from people, and living as a solitary man there until, possibly, the end of his days.
His decision had been neither of those. He’d decided to stay where he was, at the house in Wales. To press on pressing on, as the British would say.
But now he knew, he had made a mistake.
He should have left Wales. He should have gone where they couldn’t find him. Where an inquiry for Michael Gallatin drew only a blank stare. He had made a mistake, and now he was in Berlin, with bloodthirsty Russians on the outskirts and bombs falling down, and he was holding the hand of Franziska Luxe.
Whatever he was, he was not fully. Not one nor the other. He could not live in the crowded city of Hollywood, nor could he live three hundred miles from the nearest human being. But whatever he was, and whatever he at last became, he realized that he needed the human embrace just as every heart did. And more than that…his downfall…was that he needed to be the human embrace to some other heart.
She was a Nazi, with a Nazi’s view of the world. What they had between them was the sex. The deep and hungry kisses, the bites, the cries of passion, the friction of flesh, the movement of hips and the pounding one into the other until the electric release and then the wet mouths searching for each other again. They had the sex, and with that they were very good.
But when the next bomb fell, again too close, and Franziska’s hand tightened just a little on his own but her composed expression never changed, Michael feared this woman because she was the river that, once crossed, would never let him go home again.
Moving in slow inches, he began to turn his chair and his body. She would say she needed no protection, and so he didn’t ask. He positioned himself so he was directly across from her, his back offered to the picture window and to the God of War from whom all jagged shards flew.
Franziska continued the conversation they’d been having before the sirens, about the prospects for German Grand Prix racing to be reinstated after the war, and her intention to be part of a team. She knew her cars inside and out and could explain the varying characterics of engines, braking systems, tires and so on year-by-year. Michael was more comfortable listening rather than talking very much, to avoid a blunder, though she did try to encourage him to talk about his childhood and his family. If she only knew the truth, he thought as he fed her the fiction that had been prepared for him before he’d left England. There were never any questions about his being married, or about his experiences in the war. She never failed, however, to at least once a day ask if he’d gotten his orders yet.
Not ninety seconds later, the bomb that Michael was dreading ended its long fall among buildings on the far side of the park. At the same instant as they heard the hollow whump of the blastwave, there was a loud noise like a pistol shot. Michael flinched. The floor trembled and creaked. Brick dust drifted in the air. Throughout the restaurant the lanterns swung back and forth. Michael turned in his chair and saw first the crack that had cut diagonally across the window. Secondly, he saw that the park’s lamps had been blown out, and thirdly he saw that a building was burning bright orange with a white center where the bomb had struck.
Another bomb exploded further to the east, and one or two or several more after that, moving eastward still, the noises merging together to make a continuous whirling roar.
Then, there were only the creaks and pops of an injured building settling deeper on its foundations. The air raid sirens were still shrieking and the flak guns continued to fire upon the departing bombers. Shortly after that, they heard the sirens of the ambulances and fire trucks. The flak guns ceased, and the air raid warning abruptly stopped in mid-cry.
“Someday I’d like to take up sailing,” she said to him, as the manager and the shaken-looking patrons began to emerge from the cellar. “On the open sea. At least try it. How does that sound?”
“Wet,” he answered, which was also the description of the back of his neck. “But with you, an adventure I wouldn’t dare miss.”
“To our wet adventure,” she said as she lifted her glass for another toast. “Someday. Prost!”
The party—held in honor of Signal journalists by some very important backers and supporters of the magazine—was held in a private mansion on the Grabertstrasse. The place looked to Michael as if its architect had been a little too fond of gingerbread houses in his childhood, with its walls that resembled thick white frosting and upon the roofs, chimneys, and turrets that might have been sprinkled with cinnamon. On their way there, in the open-topped BMW through the wintry night, Franziska had given Michael a brief accounting of who would be in attendance: Baron von Caught the Clapp and his fourth wife the spindly sixteen-year-old Spidergirl, Ziggy the Playboy who zigged and zagged both ways, the Countess of No Worth, and so on, plus bodyguards and handholders for all these people and whoever else had decided to come in search of free champagne and little sausages in sesame-seed buns.
It was dreadful, but the champagne was good and flowed freely. The chamber music ensemble wasn’t so bad. The pile of logs in the huge fireplace was very warm, and the chandeliers sparkled in a merry way. Michael found himself and Franziska separated soon after they arrived, she whisked away by a spry white-haired man—the Clapp?—through a larger throng than he would have expected out on a bomb-run night. Suddenly Michael was surrounded by four girls, three of them very attractive indeed and the fourth unfortunately buck-toothed but who energetically kept wanting to feel his Iron Cross. They laughed and jostled together like brightly-painted freight cars while he tried to be charming and found that he didn’t have to try too very hard.
But the thing was…he realized that he was aware of wherever Franziska was among all these grinning and champagne-soused and somewhat sad people in the large ornately-appointed room. He just felt her out there. He would get a glimpse of her hair or her shoulder or her hip, before the crowd closed in, and then he would sense when she was moving, and in which direction. He laughed and talked to the ladies, but he was always aware that he was connected to Franziska by what seemed like an elastic band that could stretch to any distance and then draw them together again.
The ladies chattered on. Then through the crowd he saw her standing amid a group of several uniformed men of varying ages, her champagne flute in hand, the men motioning and posturing with the animation of excitement, she calmly sipping her bubbly at the center of what looked like a lot of playboys talking with their groins.
A thought came to him, unbidden.
That is my woman.
And as if she’d heard this as clearly as his voice, she looked at him directly across the room, through the puffery of playboys, and over the champagne flute that caught golden firelight from the blaze her right eye quickly winked.
My woman, Michael thought.
Then in the next instant he had to turn away, to stride past the girls with the giggles on their lips, to stride past the massive fireplace and the hanging tapestry that depicted a German knight on a white horse, and going past people he didn’t know and would never know he had to find a place to stand by himself, to think, because he knew exactly what the spikes at the bottom of this particular wolftrap were made of. This was wrong, terribly wrong, and here he paused to pluck a fresh flute of champagne from a waiter’s tray, and as he took a drink he thought it smelled of cigars and a leather saddle, and then the white-clad arm caught him hard by the shoulder and Michael turned into the mountainous bulk of the white-haired, red-faced man who also had hold of Franziska’s left arm as one would clutch a troublesome piece of luggage that sprang open at the most inopportune times.
Behind Axel Rittenkrett stood the thug and the accountant, both in their dark suits.
“Major Jaeger,” said Rittenkrett, with a slight bow of the mountaintop. “Franziska wishes to say goodnight, and may we call a cab for you before we leave?”
Michael read Franziska’s expression; it was more annoyance than pain, but the Gestapo man’s fingers were pressing into her flesh.
“Take your hand off her,” Michael said.
Rittenkrett’s pale blue eyes were dead. Icy, as it were.
“It’s all right, Horst,” said Franziska, her brow furrowed. “I just have to—”
“Take your hand,” Michael repeated into the dead eyes, “off her.” And across his body—back, chest, arms and legs—he felt the scurrying of dangerous ants.
“Or what, sir?” Rittenkrett’s face thrust at him like a scarlet bludgeon. “What will you dare to do, if I don’t take my hand off her?”
Michael wasted no time in answering.
He flung the remainder of his champagne across the flaming face and the snow-white suit jacket, and from the liquid that streamed down the cheeks and dripped off the chin he almost expected to hear a sizzle.
 


Nine
The Perfect Package

 
The group of people who witnessed this drama froze as if statues in a tableau, though across the room the violins and cello of the chamber music ensemble kept on playing. The accountant, Sigmund, looked worriedly around as if searching for a notepad to write down the details of this atrocity. The thug, Ross, strode toward Michael with a grim purpose, his hands in black leather gloves clenched into fists.
“Ross, be still!” snapped the Ice Man, whose face glistened. He had taken his hand from Franziska’s arm, and he reached with it for the red handkerchief in his jacket. Ross stopped. “Everyone be calm,” Rittenkrett said, to no one in particular. He wiped his face and gave a grunt of dismay at the champagne scrawled down the front of his suit.
Michael felt Franziska wanting him to look at her, to convey some message, but he would not. He stood loose-limbed and relaxed, ready for whatever happened next.
“This is a mess,” the Ice Man muttered. He aimed his eyes at Michael and scowled yet there was no true rage in the florid face, as Michael had expected to find. “Major, this tells me you’re either insane or you believe yourself to be in love. Which is it?”
“I don’t like to see a woman bullied by a man.”
“Bullied? Because I was guiding her to the door? Are you sure you know as much about women as you seem to think you do? By the way, are you married?”
“No,” came the reply. As far as he could tell, that brought no reaction whatsoever from Franziska.
“Ever been married? No children?”
Michael thought of a white palace, in what seemed another life. He was silent.
“We need to have a little talk, Major. About the importance of responsibilities. I suggest we go find a quiet room. Everyone!” Rittenkrett said to the onlookers, many of whom obviously knew his station in life and wore sickly expressions that said they regretted having been witnesses to the incident. “This has been an unfortunate misunderstanding, but everything’s fine. Believe me,” he added, for the unbelievers.
Michael, Franziska, Rittenkrett and the two underlings went through a door and along a hallway. Rittenkrett guided them into a room with a checkerboard-patterned floor and some overstuffed chairs arranged around another huge fireplace, this one cold. A chandelier hung from the high ceiling and the walls were adorned with a few light fixtures done up to resemble torches that might be carried by a village mob, but with electric bulbs. Rittenkrett closed the door behind them. In here there was no noise of the party, just the quiet ticking of a grandfather clock in a corner.
Ross stood at the door. Sigmund wandered around, perhaps making mental numbers of how much everything in the room was worth. Rittenkrett folded his handkerchief into smaller and smaller squares.
“I presume,” he said after a few more ticks of the clock, “that you’re fucking her brains out? You must be, because she’s gotten stupid here just lately. She was supposed to meet me at headquarters this evening, at exactly six-thirty, yet where was she? With you, I’m guessing. This afternoon, she missed another important meeting. You know why? Because she called my secretary and said she had to go shopping.”
“I regret not being available this evening,” Franziska spoke up, her voice firm and clear. There wasn’t a hint of regret in it. “I had my notes delivered to you.”
“Oh yes, your notes. Your journalistic impressions. Of course. Those.” Rittenkrett reached into a pocket and brought out a pack of Krenter Indianer cigarellos, with the stylized drawing of an American Indian chief on the front. He lit a gold-colored bullet-style lighter, got the cigarello going and blew a couple of hearty smoke rings. “Major, do you have any inkling of what Fraulein Luxe is doing for the Gestapo? Or should I say, for the war effort against traitors unfortunately too close to home?”
“No.”
“Good, because it’s not your concern. You have your own war to fight. I presume you do. When are your orders coming through?”
“Any day now, I’m sure.” This was a hazardous area; he didn’t want the Ice Man checking up on his supposed division. “I’m ready to go tonight, if need be.”
“Are you?” Rittenkrett squinted at him through another smoke ring that floated toward Michael like a ghostly noose and broke apart only at the last second. He let the question linger, as he paced back and forth across the polished floor. His shoes were also white, and they made clacking noises. “Look, Major Jaeger!” Rittenkrett abruptly stopped, and with the cigarello clenched between his teeth he threw up his hands. “The problem seems to be that Franziska is neglecting some of her duties to be with you. Now, I don’t care if you’re fucking her. I myself have fucked her. She has a whole closet full of letters and medals and little pitiful gifts sent to her by men who have fucked her, from all branches of the services, and I think there are even some Boy Scout badges in there somewhere. I mean, this is what she does. She’s famous for it, sir. Surely you know why by now. Either that, or you’re dead down there.”
Michael was by no means dead down there, but he did feel a little ill.
“She is the perfect package,” Rittenkrett went on, behind his smoke rings. “And her photographic talents aren’t so bad either. Working with Signal, she has an open doorway to anywhere she wishes to go. Which makes her also valuable to me.” His gaze turned upon Franziska. “But I really don’t like it when you send me notes as if I’m not worthy of your time or presence. You have winnowed yourself into a position of responsibility, and I expect you not to falter in your duties. You realize, the perks you enjoy aren’t free.”
“I never assumed they were,” she said, with her own touch of ice.
Rittenkrett silently smoked at the center of the room. His expression told Michael he wasn’t sure he liked her tone. But then he shrugged the massive shoulders. “Let’s put this behind us and focus on our work. All right? The reason I’ve come here tonight is to tell you that something strange is happening with our list of clients. They are…shall we say…vacating the premises. Therefore we need to work faster. And, by the way, were you going to forget your appointment?” He checked his wristwatch. “In a little less than an hour, I believe?”
“There’s not much there,” Franziska said, and Michael just pretended to wear a puzzled look that he kept short of too much curiosity.
“But there’s something there,” the Ice Man reminded her, with a jab of his Indianer in the air. “You yourself said so, and I hold you to delivering it.” He gave the major a damp smile. “Business, you see, goes on both day and night. Oh, don’t look so glum, sir! I’ll tell you what.” He approached Michael, the white shoes clacking, but stopped short of crowding him. “We’ll give you a ride. Not far from your hotel is an excellent whorehouse with many beautiful young girls. Some of them are gypsies, if you like the dark look. Very talented, in their way. So if you were hoping for a warm hole tonight, you won’t be disappointed.”
Michael stared at the floor, somewhere between himself and the white shoes. “I’ll just accept a ride to the hotel, if that’s what you’re offering.”
“Yes, indeed it is. And Franziska, you should be on your way.”
She left without another word.
They rode back in a long black Mercedes that displayed small Nazi pennants on aerials mounted above the headlamps. Sigmund drove, Michael had the shotgun seat, and Ross and Rittenkrett occupied the spacious rear seat. Michael’s head felt foggy. He rolled his window down and put his face into the cold. A few snowflakes whirled before the lamps. Either that, or ashes.
Rittenkrett wished him good night in front of the hotel. “You do understand,” he added before Michael left the car, “the value of the work that Franziska is doing?”
“I’m sure it must be valuable.”
“Oh, yes. And one more thing, Major Jaeger: please don’t try to see her again. It really would interfere. All right?” He continued without waiting for a response, and this time his voice carried a sharp edge. “You’ve crashed my birthday party, made a spectacle of me before some very important people, and taken Franziska’s mind off her responsibilities. Now I’ll tell you that if I find out you’re seeing her again I’m going to forget what an excellent soldier for the Reich you’ve been and escort you through a door you certainly will not want to enter. In there is no cake and ice cream, I can promise you. But I’m sure we won’t see each other again, so once more I say good luck to you in your future battles, and Heil Hitler.”
Michael returned the salute with small enthusiasm. He got out of the car.
The Mercedes pulled away.
He went to his room, took a cold shower and stretched out on the bed. The sheets were fresh, but still her aroma seemed to be everywhere. It permeated and perfumed the air in here. No wonder, he thought; it was in his clothes. And it lingered on his own flesh too, no matter how hard he scrubbed.
But, in truth, he didn’t want to scrub too very hard.
He might have gotten to sleep around midnight. But on the first ring of the telephone he was immediately awake. “Hello?”
There was a silence. Michael waited through it.
In a voice that tried to be cheerful but had a sad center, she said, “I’m missing you.”
He didn’t hesitate. “Franziska, come to me.”
She hung up, and he lay waiting for her in the fragrant dark.
She arrived within fifteen minutes. His heart beat harder when he set his eyes on her. When he kissed her, he found her face was still cold from the wind. He wondered if she’d gotten the BMW up to racing speed through the empty streets. Under her coat she was wearing the dark blue dress and the strand of pearls around her throat. Within another minute she was as naked as he was, the expensive coat and dress falling to the floor the same as if they’d been old rags, her shoes kicked away, her sheer stockings tossed one way and another, her underwear crumpled in elegant folds. She started to remove the pearls, but he caught her fingers and said, “Leave those on for now.”
Her raven-black hair was touselled and roughened by the night. Her gray eyes were sparkling and eager, but Michael could see they burned with a lower flame. He could smell the too-sweet cologne of the man she’d slept with, could smell his hair pomade and his bitter sweat. He could smell the cigarette the man had smoked in the aftermath. A much inferior brand to the cream of the British crop, he thought.
“I’ve been with someone,” she told him, which was perhaps the biggest waste of breath in the history of the world.
“I know, but you’re with me now.”
“Please,” she said, her mouth up close to his, “will you hold me?”
He guided her the few steps to the bed, and lying down together he enfolded her, and she pressed her head against his strong shoulder and gave a soft quiet sound worlds away from the brassy trumpets of the Third Reich.
She went to sleep in that position. He closed his eyes against the blue-shaded lamplight and dozed, opened them, closed them again, felt the full length of her body shift against his, deliciously warm in the sheets, her thighs moving, her lips grazing his cheek, and still she slept.
She trusts me, he thought. She trusts a fiction, to keep her safe through the night.
My God, what am I going to do?
If he ever really went back to sleep he wasn’t sure, because the steam pipes began to knock and the radiator hissed. He heard the rumble and rush of wind beyond the glass. Maybe it was bringing heavy snow. The Ice Man’s element, he thought. To Hell with that bastard.
Suddenly he felt her above him, and when he opened his eyes she was staring at him with her chin supported on her forearm, as if trying to memorize every line, every pore, every newborn beard hair.
“I’ve realized what I can hear in your accent,” Franziska said. Her hair had tumbled forward, covering half her face. “You speak English.”
“Speak English?” He needed a few seconds to think about that. If he did decide to start speaking the King’s, she would instantly hear that he spoke it far too effortlessly. “No, I don’t.”
She frowned. It was a mystery she was trying to solve. Then her frown went away. Up close to his ear she whispered in lightly-accented English, “I’ve been waiting for you, for a very long time. I didn’t think you were ever going to find me. But I’ll wait for you still, however long it takes.”
With the greatest force of will he’d ever commanded, Michael just gave her a bemused expression and shook his head.
Franziska returned to her German: “I just said I bought you a present today. It’s in my handbag, over there.” It had been placed on a chair. She licked across his chest with her talented tongue. “Why don’t you go see what it is?”
When Michael removed the white-wrapped present with its green bow from the purse, he remembered Rittenkrett saying that this afternoon she called my secretary and
said she had to go shopping. Here, then, was what she’d gone shopping for. A gift for him. He felt he should be pleased, but why did something the size of a pine knot seem to be caught in his throat?
“Open it, open it!” she urged, sitting up with her legs crossed under her.
He did. It was a flawless silver case, and upon opening that he found a shiny new Solingen travel razor, the kind that screws two parts together to make a whole.
“It’s very handsome,” Michael said. “That was kind of you.”
“I was going to have your initials put on it, but I wasn’t sure what type of lettering you’d like. There are too many choices these days. Can we go tomorrow and get it done? I’m free until two.”
“Yes, absolutely.”
“I’ll take you to lunch. All right?”
He nodded. He realized that she was asking for more time with him because the howling wind and cold outside spoke volumes of merciless death on the Eastern Front. Which, of course, now Berlin bordered.
“I’d like you to use your razor now,” said Franziska.
He touched his chin. It was a bit prickly.
“Not on you,” she told him, as she stretched her legs out before her. She wiggled her toes back and forth. “You missed the jar of shaving soap and the scissors in my handbag. Get them.” She smiled impishly, her dimples going deep. “I’ll wait.”
He got them. “And just what would you like me to shave?” he asked, though his cock already knew.
“I want a heart, right here.” She put a finger into her untamed black bush. “Are you up for that?”
Which might have been the second biggest waste of breath in the history of the world.
Michael prepared a warm towel and warmer water in a white bowl. He got the razor rinsed and ready. He got the soap foamy. His cock strained upward, which might be a problem. When Michael sat down on the bed between her open thighs to begin this heroic endeavor by shaping the heart with the scissors, Franziska gave a throaty little laugh that almost finished him off.
“We’re just using the soap cream right now,” she reminded him. “Go ahead, my life is in your hands.”
He did a good job. An excellent job. A slow, careful job. If a razor could speak, it would babble happily for the rest of its days.
Then it was done, and she gazed down upon the result and then looked at him with what he thought might be stars in her eyes.
“Now,” she said, “I can say that both my hearts belong to Horst Jaeger.”
He put the razor and the scissors and the soap and the bowl aside, and he grasped a handful of her hair to rock her head back and even as his mouth pressed forward hers opened to accept him and her tongue was formed of flame.
For the next hour, as the wind shrilled and the pipes thrummed, he devastated her. He took her to the edge and brought her back so many times she became a trembling, moaning, half-sobbing pulse of nerves vibrating with need and shining with sweat. He plunged into her full-length, at full power, and then he pulled out and balanced above her, the very tip of him making slow circles in the foldings of her new heart. Again and again he moved upon her, into her and within her. She cried out, and she mashed her lips against his shoulder to muffle her cries because any louder and the police would arrive to investigate the killing. Then, when she was crazed and her eyes were wild and her hair was a beautiful tangled jungle, Michael said he wanted to show her what pleasure he could give her with a strand of pearls.
At last, at length, as she lay upon him with her back against his chest and he clutched her breasts and stroked her fire like a machine, a cry came out from between her gritted teeth that became a scream from an open mouth. She tensed so hard Michael thought he could feel every muscle in her body move beneath the flesh like bundles of piano wire. It went on and on, and then the flash seared through his own body and as he slid out of her he felt the flood of her liquid explosion. In the next instant he knew what it was like to be a long-distance shooter, lying in a rain of his own making. She gave a groan that was nearly a different language altogether, and she turned over atop him and pushed him back in with one hand and clamped herself around him like a hot, soaking-wet vise.
They stayed that way, breathing hard together.
She shivered a few times, on her long strengthless falling back to earth.
She tried to lift her head. Tried to speak. He needed a towel and a new pair, because these were done for the night.
“Oh my God,” she finally was able to gasp. And again: “Oh my God.”
When he slid out of her again—and this time he wasn’t going back in for a while, no matter how much he might desire it—Franziska tried in vain to hold him, but she too was as weak as yesterday’s pudding.
With an effort her head came up and she looked at him through glazed eyes.
“I think you’ve broken me,” she breathed. “I’m in pieces.”
He brushed her hair aside and kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry, I’ll put you back together again.”
That was enough for her to hear. She lay silently atop him, holding on.
And he stared at the ceiling for awhile and listened to the storm.
It was the sound, he knew, of the future lashing at the walls around them, trying to get in where the British secret agent and the Nazi huntress lay on the edge of slumber. But the future did not and would not slumber, and Michael knew that very soon it would rush in upon them no matter what he felt, or hoped, or wished for.
And what then?
Oh my God, he thought.
What then?
 


Ten
The Messenger

 
The future arrived at around three o’clock the following afternoon.
Berlin wore a crust of snow. Flurries drifted over the roofs and spires and made spitting noises in the places where bomb-burned buildings yet smoldered.
The future arrived as Michael, after returning from lunch with Franziska, was having a quick touch-up shave with the happiest razor in the world. On the silver case were the freshly-tooled letters H and J, as simple as possible. They’d had a long untroubled sleep, tangled together in the bed that she’d nicknamed der Regen-Hersteller, the Rain Maker, for reasons obvious to them both. He’d said he hoped she was careful today, whatever she was doing, and she’d confidently replied that she was always careful.
Not careful enough, he thought as he’d watched her walk away. And this time before she reached the end of the block she had glanced back at him and given him a wave and a smile that came closer to breaking his heart than any pain he’d ever known.
The future did not arrive with Russians smashing into the city. It did not arrive with Gestapo agents in black leather coats swarming out of cars and bounding up the stairs to room 214 with their Lugers drawn. It did not arrive with the falling of more bombs, or with train-killing Mustangs pumping rockets into buildings that were old when Beethoven’s Fate first knocked at the door.
It arrived with a telephone call to his room, and a softly-delivered message from a clerk that a priest by the name of Father Hubart Kollmann wished to speak to Major Jaeger in the lobby as soon as possible.
The major said he’d be down in a few minutes.
Now this was puzzling. There was no need for alarm…but still…if this was someone from his side, what was the reason for contact?
But, of course! He was being contacted to end the mission! It was all over. They must have gotten enough of the Inner Ring out that a week’s stay in this Devil’s playground was no longer required. He could get to the safe house and—
Cross the river and go home?
Walk out of this hotel in the company of a priest and never see Franziska again?
And leave her to what he knew was coming, in a month or two or three at the most? The Russians were set on vengeance for what the Germans had done to their countrymen beginning in ‘41. The murders, atrocities and rapes were going to be returned a hundredfold. Michael knew that, as the Russians steadily advanced into German territory, the sufferings of civilians and the sheer horror endured by those who couldn’t or wouldn’t escape were already beyond any demonic imagination.
He finished his shave, washed his face, buttoned up his uniform, put on his cap just so and left the room. It seemed a longer descent down the stairs than before.
The priest was sitting in a black leather chair in the far corner of a lobby that maintained, in spite of all realities, its opulent faux medieval charm. Flames crackled in the gray stone hearth, which was decorated with carvings of the faces of various knights and noblemen. Flags of many family crests were on display, all surrounding a huge Nazi banner. It was fitting, Michael thought as he crossed the gold-colored carpet, that the priest be waiting for him under a tapestry that depicted a medieval wolfhunt, with men on horseback plunging their spears into the doomed and bloody beast.
“Major Jaeger,” said the priest, as he stood up from his chair.
“Father Kollmann, is it?” He shook the man’s hand. A hard grip, very dry.
“It is.” Kollmann motioned to another chair, identical to his own, that faced him. “Please, sit.”
Michael did, like a good dog.
Kollmann sat down and, smiling faintly, seemed to be carefully examining the major. Michael had already taken the priest in: tall and slender, about forty-five, with light brown hair showing hints of gray here and there, a sharp nose, a long chin, a pair of horn-rimmed glasses with blue-tinted lenses that made view of the eyes difficult. Slim-fingered hands with manicured nails, a bit vain for a priest. Black shoes polished to a military or holier-than-thou gloss. The smell of soap or aftershave that had a little too much topnote of Paris perfume, and the odor of a drink or two in the early afternoon. Also, the priest had a taste for licorice; there was probably some in his coat.
“We’re all hoping for an early spring,” said Kollmann.
“I can’t recall a colder winter,” Michael returned.
“But my dog certainly enjoyed it,” was the response to that.
“What kind of dog?” The response to the response.
“Just a mutt,” was the final piece.
Michael nodded. He removed his cap and stared up at the tapestry. There was some message in it, he thought. Maybe something he didn’t want to see.
“The situation is evolving well,” Kollmann said after a time. The movement of his head tracked a few people crossing the lobby. An older man and woman were seated on a sofa at a comfortable distance away, the woman’s face bowed. The man was talking quietly to her. Michael had already seen them; they looked like people who’d made a long trip under the burden of great sadness, possibly to visit in the Army hospital an armless or legless or completely appendage-free torso that used to be a good German boy. Michael wondered how many times that scene had been repeated, in how many countries, and when it would ever stop. “Evolving well,” Kollmann repeated.
“Glad to hear,” was Michael’s brusque comment.
The priest steepled his long fingers. He stared into space. Communing with God? Michael wondered. Hearing some voice from the divine infinite?
“There’s been an alteration,” said Kollmann.
Michael waited. He was tense. Alteration. A tailor’s term, the taking in or letting out of clothes by nimble needles.
“We want the woman removed,” came the next decree, as hard and dry as the handshake.
“Removed,” Michael echoed. “You mean…taken somewhere?”
“You know what I mean.”
“No, I do not.” Michael’s heart felt squeezed by a hand made of a thousand thorns. He couldn’t breathe. The blood pulsed in his face. “No, I do not,” he said again.
“The decision has been made to remove her. We want to make a statement.”
And here was where he almost lost everything he’d built into himself over the hardship and experience of his years: his self-control, his knowledge that one must sometimes accept an occasional whip from a stupid man in order to move toward freedom, the pushing down and down and down of his own desires of the heart, the grimness of the morning before dawn when the wolves call and no human is there in bed to make you want to stay. To make you need to stay.
He almost lost it all, because the bones seemed to start to reshape in his face before he caught himself, and the blood roared within him and the scent of the wildness that was his deepest essence bloomed from his flesh.
“A statement?” He sprayed spittle. His face was contorted, and he leaned toward the priest with death in his eyes. “A statement of what? That we can kill women just as easily as they can?”
Kollmann said, “Calm down, Major,” as if speaking to a slightly-troublesome moron.
That was very nearly his last utterance upon the face of this earth.
Michael struggled to regulate his breathing. His joints were sore. All his bones had threatened, in the briefest of seconds, to rearrange themselves. Across the back of his neck, against the collar, he felt the scurryings of small coarse black and gray hairs rising and falling like strange tides. Only he knew what they were, and only he knew how much he wanted to kill the priest for even daring to speak this dirty idea into action.
Kollmann, his eyes hidden behind the blue lenses, reached into the pocket of his immaculate coat, and the fingers with their manicured nails returned with a small packet of black licorice sticks. He took one, slid it into a corner of his mouth, and offered the pack to Michael.
“No thank you,” Michael said. “I’m not a drunkard, so I don’t need that to hide the smell of my breath.”
Kollmann sat very still for a few seconds. His face was a blank. He returned the pack of licorice to his pocket.
“We are still where we are,” he told Michael. “The alteration does not come from me. I’m the messenger. But I am told to tell you that you should not blame our mutual friend for the disaster at Arnhem, and you should not blame him for this.”
“I’ll blame whoever I fucking choose to blame,” came the answer, spoken in almost a snarl.
“We need to make a statement,” the priest went on, his voice and demeanor maddeningly calm. “Not to the Germans, but to the Russians.” He lowered his voice, though there was no one close enough to hear. “They have spies here, watching. They want to see how we handle ourselves in matters like this, for future reference. We have to be as ruthless as they are, Major. Otherwise, they’ll walk all over us when they take the world stage. And believe me…when they seize Berlin, which they will…they will claim a large piece of Europe. So the woman needs to be removed, as a statement of what we will not tolerate.”
“One woman,” Michael said bitterly.
“No, she’s not the only one. Of course not. But she’s the one you’re being ordered to remove.”
“Why? Because I’ve gotten close to her?”
“Exactly,” said the priest.
Michael was sweating. It was oozing out of him. He could smell the sourness of himself. He put a trembling hand to his forehead.
“Are you going to be ill?” Kollmann inquired.
Michael lowered his hand. He smiled into the blue lenses, his face slick. “Do you believe in Hell?”
“Certainly I do.”
“You’re a damned liar,” said Michael, “because if you believed in Hell, you would be getting out of that chair and running for your life.”
The fingers steepled again.
“Oh, I see.” Did the mouth, with its licorice stick in one corner, twist into the briefest worm of a smile? “We have a complication.”
Michael stared at the floor, as that ridiculous hollow word clanged in his mind.
“I’ll remind you, Major,” said the priest, “that this woman has been instrumental in the brutal murders of many German patriots. Of many fine men, woman, and children. Because, you must realize, entire families have been destroyed in this. Just disappeared without a trace, but certainly we know they were taken first to Gestapo headquarters. And some of those people—those patriots who risked everything to save this country from its self-mutilation, its sheer drum-beating insanity—were my friends. Now, I suspect, bones and ashes in a garbage pit somewhere. Before we go any further with this, shall I supply for you a list of their names and a display of their photographs? I can show you some grand pictures of the children, all dressed in their nice clothes and smiling. You know, there’s nothing quite like a child’s smile.”
Michael kept his head lowered.
Kollmann nodded, still working on his candy. “They are the future, children are. Such potential, to make things brighter in this unhappy world. But, things do get complicated. Sometimes—very often it seems, in this day and age—the dark and the light get all mixed up together. And there are intelligent men who count on that happening. They are educated to make that happen. It is their most profound desire to do so. Now, I can sit here and say that possibly this woman fell under the spell and influence of such a man. That finding herself surrounded by fellow Germans who bore a grudge against the world and heeded the stirring call of a madman gave her a swell of what she took to be true and most worthy patriotism. Well, he said it: if you don’t follow me, you don’t love Germany. And he’s a fantastic speaker who can make some very convincing arguments. But…” And here he removed the stick and gazed at what had been whittled away. “One can call murder a process of cleansing, an eradication of the unfit, and the preparation for a Thousand-Year-Reich. It’s still murder, even in the language of the lawyer and the politician.” He let that hang for a few seconds. “She’s one of the people who must pay for that murder. Not just of other human beings, but of the country I knew. Because, Major Jaeger, my land has been burned away. I’m just trying my best to save a few seeds to throw on the scorched earth, in hopes anything can ever grow here again.”
“So,” said the priest, “you see, I do believe in Hell.” He brought out the packet and returned the remainder of the stick to its brothers. “I live there.”
Michael put his hands to his face.
“Is there any other way?” he asked, with a note of pleading.
“You don’t have to do it. Our mutual friend suggested it be offered first to you. If you refuse, you can go with me right now to the safe house. We’ll get you out as soon as possible.”
“But she’ll still be killed.”
“Yes. We have people with experience.”
“How—” His voice cracked. He tried once more: “How would it be done?”
The priest watched a Naval officer cross the lobby with a stylishly-dressed woman in a derby hat clinging to his arm. “A knock at the door of her studio, late at night. A silenced bullet to the head. Or someone following her to strangle her with a wire garotte wrapped around her neck. It would be quick.”
“Oh, Jesus,” Michael whispered, in agony. “I suppose one can also call murder a just retaliation for past sins?”
Kollmann’s face was impassive. “I didn’t always need the licorice for my breath, Major.”
The future had come. Michael knew it. And this future was more terrible than he ever might have conceived. The fighter pilots couldn’t kill a woman, because they left that hideous job to the slime on the ground. The shadow men. And him, the most shadowy of all.
“Can’t I get her out?” he tried. “Knock her over the head, use chloroform or something? Can’t I just get her out, and call it done?”
“Too risky. And in the scheme of things she’s more valuable to us dead than alive.”
It took Michael Gallatin awhile to get the words from brain to mouth and out.
“If…I were to do it…how would I?”
“You’re the killer,” said Kollmann.
Michael closed his eyes. But when he opened them again, he was still sitting in a black leather chair in the lobby of the Grand Frederik in the presence of this priest, and there was still a task to be done.
“Yes,” he agreed, “I am the killer. Yes, I am. So.” He lifted his gaze to the blue lenses. “I presume you have a chemist.”
“Yes.”
“I want a pill. Something that dissolves quickly. Something that is tasteless and odorless.” He had to stop for a little bit, because he was hurting so much. “Something that will put her to sleep, within…fifteen or twenty minutes. That’s what I want. That she just go to sleep.”
Kollmann thought about it, his fingers tapping the arm of his chair. “It’s a tall order.”
Michael leaned toward him with such ferocity that the tapping instantly stopped and the man shrank back.
“Yes, it is,” Michael said, his eyes enraged though his voice was eerily controlled, “but I’m the killer. And I’m telling you, as a killer, that if she feels pain, that if she throws up her guts or defecates herself, or anything other than going to sleep, then I’m coming after the messenger. And the messenger may think he’s so righteous and pure for his glorious love of what Germany once was, but it’s all murder to me because I’m the killer. If the messenger tries to hide in his house, I’ll tear it to pieces, and if he tries to hide in his church I’ll take that apart too. And maybe I’ll never leave this city alive, but after she’s dead and I’ve ripped you to shreds I will have no more need to live another day, because the killer’s work will be finished.”
It took a moment for Kollmann to relax. He must have really been close to God, because his next question was, “Shall I bring you two pills, then?”
Michael had already thought about that. As much as he might wish it, suicide was repugnant to him. The wolf in him wouldn’t allow it. No. Never.
“Only the one,” he said.
The priest stood up, and so did Michael.
Kollmann said, “We’ll come up with something. Still…there won’t be an opportunity to test its qualities. It’ll have to be guesswork.”
“Prayer might help,” Michael advised.
Kollmann offered his hand. Michael just looked at it, and thought how he could tear it off at the wrist. On his way across the lobby, Kollmann was stopped by the older man and woman. The woman began to softly weep, and then so did the man.
The priest spoke to them and touched their shoulders, but never did he remove his blue-tinted glasses.
Michael climbed up the stairs to his room, where pallid-faced and gasping he leaned over the toilet just in time to be violently, wrenchingly sick.
 


Eleven
The Tenth Woman

 
He went for a long walk through the streets, as evening turned the dim light of afternoon blue and snowflakes whirled around him. He walked on and on, as if seeking to be lost, but his sense of direction was unerring and he always knew exactly where his hotel was. He walked through bombed areas, where people still tried to salvage something of their lives from the ruins. He saw an overturned wagon with two dead horses still in their traces, the bloated carcasses whitened with snow. He saw a pack of desperate dogs gnawing in to get at the entrails, and he walked on.
In the silence of the evening streets, just a few people out and a few wagons, some riders on bicycles and a scattering of cars, Michael thought he could hear the sound of artillery firing in the east. The Russians might be slowed for a short while, but nothing would stop them from taking this city. He knew the strong, unyielding and often brutal nature of the Russian; after all, he was one of them.
At his hotel, the clerk gave him a message from Franziska. She had a dinner engagement she couldn’t get out of, and then she had to do some photographic work in her darkroom. But she would call at eleven o’clock.
The clerk read the last lines of the message: “Think of me when you have dinner. A thousand kisses. Weather forecast: more rain coming”. The clerk looked strangely at the major, as if he suspected this must be some kind of secret code.
Michael took the paper and had dinner in the restaurant followed by a good strong glass of brandy. He wound up paying for an entire bottle, which he took with a glass up to his room.
He was waiting, half-drunk, when the telephone rang at ten-fifty-six.
“I have to work a little later,” she told him. “Some more pictures to develop, and they must be done tonight.”
“By order of Herr Rittenkrett?” he asked.
She was silent for a few seconds. Then: “You don’t sound like yourself. Are you all right?”
“I’ve had dinner and I’ve been drinking. Just a little.” Had he slurred that word? Have to be careful here, not to let his accent slip. What the hell was wrong with him, letting his guard down like this?
“You’ve been drinking,” she repeated back.
“Yes. Brandy. I’m looking at what is almost an empty bottle. I expect to empty it in the next…oh…ten minutes.”
Franziska gave a sudden gasp, as if she’d been slapped.
“Your orders came,” she said.
He closed his eyes, the better to see her standing before him. “Yes.”
“Oh…Horst. I’ll be right there.”
“No! Franziska…finish what you’re doing.”
“I’m leaving now. This can wait.”
“Listen to me!” he said, more sharply than he’d intended. “Just…stay there and do what you need to do. Keep your mind on your work.”
“Oh, of course!” Were there tears in that word?
“I mean it.” He wondered what Mallory and Kollmann would say to his telling her she should do the exact work he’d been sent to interfere with. Did it matter now? “Franziska,” he said in a quieter tone, “I don’t have to leave tonight. Nor tomorrow.”
“When do you have to go, then?” Yes, definitely a tear or two. Her voice had thickened with what could only be sorrow.
I have to go
after you’re dead, he thought.
But he said, “We still have time enough. I promise.”
“There can’t be enough time.”
“Go back to your work,” he said firmly.
“I’ll be there as soon as I finish.” She hung up.
Michael returned the receiver to its cradle and then he picked up the bottle of brandy and swallowed some more courage. He would go down and buy another bottle, but he couldn’t get too drunk or he might lose himself. Whoever he was tonight.
When Michael heard the knock on his door at twelve-forty and opened it, Franziska rushed in and put her arms around him. She was wearing her fawn-colored overcoat and a sea-green beret. She kissed him on the cheek, on the forehead, on the lips and on the throat. She pressed herself into him. Then she put her head on his shoulder and said in his ear, “I know men who can help. They can have you reassigned to duty here. All I have to do is—”
He knew what she would have to do.
He took her chin in his hand and glared into her luminous eyes.
“No! You’re not doing that for me. Do you hear? Not for me.” He saw the pain in her face, and it nearly dropped him to his knees. He tried to pull a smile up from somewhere. “There’s no need for sadness. Didn’t you say to me that this is my purpose? And you know fully well you said that God would not allow a man like me to—”
“That was before,” she interrupted, and he saw the tears bloom. One overflowed and streaked down her right cheek.
“Before what? We went to bed together?”
“No.” A second tear followed the first. “Before I wanted you to stay with me. I know forever is a long time, so I won’t say forever. But we could start out by saying it might be forever. Couldn’t we? Please, please, please.” It was she who got down on her knees. She grasped his hand and kissed it, and she held it against a tear-wet cheek. “Please, I can take care of this. I can go see those men, it would be nothing, it would be so easy, I could—”
“Stand up! Come on! Up!” He pulled her to her feet. “Don’t beg,” he said. “Never beg. Not to any man.”
“I don’t want you to die!” she rasped. And there it was. The reality, in amid all the fictions, the parties and the merrymaking. She trembled, and her tears were trickling slowly down and so also trickled down a small thread of saliva from her lower lip.
Get out of here, he almost said. He thought for a few seconds of shouting at her, of running her out because this was too much, it was impossible to bear this. But the fact was, he knew how short their hours were, and if she had to die—if she had to die—then he would be with her when it happened, and it would not be a cold stranger with a silenced pistol or a strangler in the alley at the end of the street. He would take the responsibility to put her over as gently as possible. And then, quite suddenly, he felt the burn in his own eyes and he lowered his head but she’d already seen.
She put a finger under his chin to angle his face toward her again.
Strongly and clearly she said, “I’m not going to let you be lost.”
“I have lied to you,” he heard himself answer. “My Westphalian accent is false. Studied. I was not born in Dortmund. I am…different, from anyone else. I was born in Russia, and I was a child there. What you’re hearing in my accent is—”
Her fingers went to his lips.
“Shhhhh,” she said. “I don’t care. Just answer me this: you’re not a traitor, are you?”
“No, I’m not a traitor.”
“Then what does it matter? Very well, so you were born in Russia. What were you, the family secret?” She didn’t wait for a response. “If you looked into the histories of most of the people at that Signal party, you’d find few of them without a chambermaid or a stable boy hidden in their family trees.”
The power of illusion, he thought. Or delusion. Right now she was creating the story in her mind of how he was the child of an ill-starred love between a German officer and a Russian maiden on the eve of the Great War, and how he’d probably been raised by the simple and gentle maiden, but then she’d sent him to be cared for by his father in Dortmund because she knew what better education and enlightenment he would receive. In fact, that sounded close to the movie they’d seen at the cinema a few nights ago.
What was the point of going down the road of truth? It was too fantastic to be believed. And if he showed her…what then?
He might kill her of fright, and then he could go home like a real hero.
He put his arms around her and held her tightly. They clung together like the only still-solid objects in a universe disintegrating to dust.
“I’m so sorry,” he said. Sorry, he realized, that she had not been born in England, that they had not met years before this one, that even together they stood on different sides of a chasm. Sorry that life was as cruel as it was, and that time could never be stopped or wound backward.
“It wasn’t a bad lie,” she answered, misunderstanding. “I forgive you.”
She kissed him on the lips. She traced her tongue along the outline of his mouth. She took her clothes off and pressed her breasts against his chest. She ground her second heart against his groin in slow circles while she stared pleadingly into his eyes but he could not be roused.
“Are you tired of me?” she asked.
Could a man ever be tired of the sun in winter? He said, “No, it’s not that.”
As Michael sat on the edge of the bed, Franziska knelt behind him and worked the tense muscles of his shoulders with her strong fingers.
“I’ll do anything you like,” she told him. “I’m the tenth woman.”
He frowned. “The tenth woman?”
“Oh, yes. Don’t you know? Five women out of ten will slap a man’s face for an indecent suggestion. Two will turn on their heel. One will kick him in the balls, and one will think it over. I’m the tenth woman.”
He smiled slightly, in spite of himself.
“I’m the woman who refused to leave the Garden of Eden,” she said as she worked on him. “I bake pies from the forbidden fruit, and I serve them to whomever I choose.”
“Sounds delicious,” he said.
“Do you think I’m a bad person?” she asked. “I mean…do you think I’m…” She trailed off, and Michael could feel her shrug. Her hands stopped.
He knew what she was really asking: How do you feel about me?
He turned toward her, and it hit him anew how beautiful she was. She was to him like a masterpiece of a painting, a work of art that comes together in its perfection only once in the proverbial blue moon, and always in her face there was some shade or nuance of expression that changed it ever so slightly so that looking at her was like seeing not one woman but a multitude. And all of them, every one, were now staring at him with this question in the perfume-scented air between them.
He was going to show her how he felt. No matter what tomorrow held. She wanted to know, and words were not enough. So he would lay her down upon the bed and show her, with all his strength and tenderness and desire, because she deserved to know and he owed her that much. Then he would make her promise on both her hearts that she would do nothing to interfere with his orders, and he would tell her that tomorrow night he intended to take her to dinner and to a place where music played until very late, and afterward he wanted her right where she belonged, here in bed with him tasting the forbidden fruit.
And champagne, he would say. Of course they needed champagne to drink, on the last night of their world.
She wrapped herself around him as he entered her, and in his ear she blissfully sighed the name of a stranger.
 


Twelve
The Light And The Dark

 
A bad part of the morning was when Michael, returning from a walk, asked at the desk if anything had arrived for Major Horst Jaeger.
“Yes, Major. This came while you were out.” The clerk brought from beneath the smooth oak counter a small box wrapped in brown paper. Michael noted at once that it was about the size of a jeweler’s box. The kind that might hold a—
“If you don’t mind my asking,” said the clerk, “I’ve seen you several times in the company of the beautiful young woman. Um…would this be a ring for her, sir?”
Michael knew what the man surmised. Lovers being parted, the noble soldier of the Reich going off to war. Was this an engagement gift, perhaps? A promise of many bright tomorrows?
“I’ll need a magnum of chilled champagne in my room around midnight,” he said, with no emotion. “Two glasses. I’d like the best bottle in the house.”
“Yes sir. I believe we have some Moet still in stock.”
“That’ll do. Bill my account, of course.” He started to walk away, the box in his right hand.
“My compliments and congratulations, sir,” said the clerk.
In his room, Michael opened the box and unwrapped a small ball of waxed paper sealed with tape. The pill was white with a faint blue tinge, the same color and a little smaller than one of Franziska’s pearls. He returned it to the waxed paper and then to the box, which went up on the closet shelf behind the folded extra blanket.
For most of the day he slept, or tried to. He curled himself against the gray light that fell through the windows. Snowflakes spun against the glass. The steam pipes beat a rhythm. Just after three she called to say she would be there in front at six-thirty. Their dinner reservation, more romantic than necessary, was for seven o’clock. She said she was happy, and she called him darling.
When he hung up, he was planning the evening.
Yes, I am the killer.
He showered and shaved and dressed well in advance of her arrival. He used a German military-issue brush on his hair, and a German military-issue toothbrush on his teeth. He took the taped-up ball of waxed paper from its box and put it into his trouser pocket on the left side. He wasn’t sure yet how or when he was going to drop the pill in her glass, but he had the confidence of the professional.
The killer, yes I am.
Dark was falling, very quickly.
He went downstairs to meet her, and pulling the collar of his feld-grau topcoat up he walked into the flurries and waited.
The BMW came, its top raised and secured with grommets against the weather. When Michael climbed into the car, Franziska gave him a quick kiss at the corner of his mouth and she said she was famished, she’d been so busy during the day she hadn’t had time for lunch. More photographs to be developed and some documents delivered. She looked as if she might have cried at some point today also, because her makeup didn’t quite cover the dark hollows beneath her eyes.
The roadster roared off, snow be damned.
I am the killer. Yes.
They ate at a restaurant that overlooked the river Spree. It was all candles and dark red drapes. A strolling violinist made the circle between their table and the only two other occupied tables, until Michael tipped him and said they wished to be excluded from the route. Michael had to move his chair a little, because from where he was sitting the view out the terrace windows to the east showed him the occasional dim flare of an artillery shell against low-lying clouds.
Franziska played hands with him atop the table and rubbed his ankle with her foot beneath it. She ate her first courses of rose hip soup and potato salad like there was no tomorrow. When his meal, the grilled venison, came he moved it around the plate for show but found he had no stomach for the eating.
Still, he had to pick himself up for her. He had to chat and listen and nod, and to give her a smile when she needed or expected one. And she had chosen this night to reveal to him the full power of her gifts, for not only was she streamlined and sleek as a racing machine in her black dress trimmed with silver spangles, and not only were the waves of black hair pinned back with a silver clasp in the shape of a half-moon, and not only did her wine-red lips shine and her gray eyes gleam in the low light, but her force of life was focused on him as if he were the only other human being in the world. Whenever he spoke about the most inane thing—the weather, the service at the hotel, what he’d seen on his walk today—seemed to her rapt attention to be the most heart-felt confession of a god.
This was how she worked, Michael thought. This was how the family man or the office worker or the lowly aide tripped over his tongue in his eagerness to be heard and appreciated, to be thought so important by a beautiful creature. This was how the secrets became known: not by being pried out, but by being urged out word after word with silent approval. Then the Gestapo came and took the crowing, pitiful roosters to Hell, to be boiled down into oil for the potato salad.
Yes.
I am the killer.
“You look so worried,” she said, as she rested her hand atop his. “You don’t need to be.”
“It’s not worry. I’m just preparing myself, in my mind.”
“I know,” she said, “that you want to do your duty. I know you’re a warrior. What would you be, if you weren’t? An office boy? And not some general’s staff monkey, either. You are what you are, and I thank God for that. But you’re also only a man, Horst. The same flesh and blood and…worries…of any man. It is the woman who shoulders the burden her man can’t carry. This woman wants to, very badly. So if you need to talk about the war, or anything else that troubles you…please…I’m right here.”
Michael took a drink from his cup of erstaz coffee. Her man, she’d said. He picked up his fork and drew furrows in the white tablecloth.
This was her power.
Because everything in him wanted to say, yes I am the killer, but I want to be your man. And I want to start clean and tell you my story. I want to tell you how I was born, both times, and how I have lived. I want to tell you about my first bitch and my missing son. About the world as I know it, and the world as I wish it to be. I want to tell you how the old tales of the lycanthrope are wrong, and how they are right. And I want to be able to tell all this to you, and afterward look into your eyes and see not fear but love.
But he didn’t say any of this, because there was no time and the pill was in his pocket, and if he was indeed her man he would not ask her to shoulder any burdens he couldn’t carry alone.
“It’s going to be all right,” she said. “You’ll see.”
Michael nodded. Sometime in the next few minutes one of the other couples in the room, an elderly pair, stood up and danced gracefully beside their table to the violinist’s tune, and Michael watched Franziska’s face as she smiled at the charming old man who at the end of the dance kissed his wife’s hand and held her chair out for her as any gentleman should.
They went to a music hall where the attendance was again skimpy, but the dark brew was good and a trio of guitar player, pianist and drummer held the stage. The lights kept flickering, not for effect but because of hits somewhere on the power grid. Michael asked Franziska to dance to a slow, jazzy number during which he held her as tightly against himself as he could without hurting her. Suddenly they found themselves alone on the floor because the music had stopped and the place was closing down.
“Just a moment,” he told her, and under the uncertain lights they danced a bit longer to their own secret music.
Then it was time to go back to the hotel, back to room 214, because there was nowhere else to go.
The magnum of Moet champagne sat in its ice bucket by the bed. Two champagne flutes had been placed nearby. A light blue envelope bearing the golden seal of the Grand Frederik called for Michael’s attention, and when he opened it the note read in tidy German penmanship: Dear Major Jaeger, in recognition of your service to the Reich and to your happy occasion, which our day clerk Oskar has informed me of, please accept this bottle with the best compliments of the house, and please think of the Grand Frederik should you require accomodations for any future celebration. A good life to you. In Debt To Your Honor, Adrian Bayerbergen, Manager.
“What’s that?” Franziska put her arms around him from behind.
He folded the note. “The bill,” he said, as he put it into a coat pocket. “Unfortunately, in this world nothing is free.”
“Oh, don’t be so sure about that.” She kissed and nuzzled the back of his neck. “I’m pretty free.”
“You are free,” he agreed, “and you are pretty.” He turned around to face her, and he took hold of her chin and stared deeply into her eyes. His heart was its own BMW 328. “What can I do for such a free and pretty woman as you?”
“Well,” she breathed, with her lips just barely grazing his, “first I would like to put into my mouth a big, succulent, wet and delicious—”
She held up before him the champagne flute she was holding. “Drink?” she finished.
“I should spank you first.”
“Would you please?” she asked, her eyes going wide.
He opened the champagne, which foamed extravagantly, and then he poured a flute for her and himself. She tapped his glass with her own. “To freedom?” she asked. “No, no! Wait! To…good decisions? No, wait!” She frowned. “Ah!” she said. “To the sun that sets in the west.”
“What kind of toast is that?” he asked as she drank.
“One I hope you remember when you need to.” she answered. “Drink up.”
He did, trying to figure out what she was saying. Maybe it was the beer talking? “Excuse me while I go to the bathroom.”
“May I give assistance?”
“You may stay right here and have another drink.” He went into the bathroom and leaned over the sink, because his heart was hammering and sweat was rising on his face. He might be a killer, but he wasn’t a monster. He couldn’t do this. No, tomorrow he would go to the safe house and tell them he was done, he was out, and to send a killer with the fingers of an angel and the mind of a blank slate to remove Franziska Luxe from this world.
He took the ball of waxed paper from his pocket and held it over the toilet.
But he asked himself: if it fell in the water and was swirled away into the depths of Berlin, would this be the act of a hero or the shame of a coward?
The light and the dark, all mixed up together. The words of a priest.
“Darling?” Franziska called. “Shall I phone for a plumber?”
“Hush!” he told her, trying to keep his voice light.
When he’d pulled the chain, the toilet had flushed and the waxed paper was gone, he walked out of the bathroom and found her naked on the bed but for a strip of sheet clutched between her legs. She was drinking her champagne and reading the afternoon’s edition of the Deutsche Allemagne Zeitung as casually as if she were waiting for the next tram to come along.
“Oh!” she said at his appearance. “Are you the new serving-man here?”
“Does the uniform give me away, madam?”
“It does. Please be kind enough to take it off and serve me.”
She watched as he undressed, making rather interesting noises and a few earthy comments here and there. Then, nude, Michael took her flute and poured some more champagne and as she leaned forward and gave his right buttock a fairly stinging slap he dropped into the sparkling liquid the small pill that had been held in his palm. He faced her with the glass down at his side, giving time for the dissolvement.
“You have a very strange look on your face,” she observed.
“Possibly there are strange thoughts in my mind.”
“I’m a journalist!” she said brightly, and sat up on her knees. “Tell me everything!”
He drank down the rest of his champagne, set her full glass on the table and his empty one next to it. His voice was husky when he spoke; not with passion, as she might think, but with the first pangs of true grief. “I’ve always been better at showing than telling.”
If anything, he had to command his own performance. Franziska was talented, true, and she was eager and hot-blooded and adventurous, but Michael Gallatin was fighting his own battle even as he stormed her walls.
He gave her as good as he could, as long as he could. He stretched her out and pressed her inward. His tongue shattered her dam, and her mouth brought forth droplets of rain in February. He lay back on the pillow, seeing colors and catching his breath.
Before he could move or speak or do anything, she stood up from the bed, picked up her flute and drank the champagne. She took three long swallows.
It was too late to move. To speak. To do anything.
He noticed then the bruises on her smooth bottom and the backs of her thighs.
“What are those?” he asked.
“Those what?”
“Bruises. Right there.”
“Bruises? Where?”
“There. Right there, on your—”
She slid into bed, tight up against him, and kissed him. Her mouth might have given him a taste of her champagne too, he thought. But it no longer mattered.
He pushed her back. “The bruises. From what?”
“I fell down today. I slipped on some snow. Fell smack on my bottom.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is true!” she said, right in his face. “I promise!”
“I don’t believe you. Not even a promise.”
She tapped his lower lip with her forefinger. “Is this our first quarrel?”
“No, it’s not a quarrel.”
“That’s too bad.” She sat astride him, her legs curled around his hips. “Because, you know, they say the best thing about a quarrel is the making-up.”
The bruises were not going to be explained. Michael let it go; the ticking of the clock had begun.
They lay together, cuddling. Warmth upon warmth. They kissed lightly and deeply. One mouth was never without the other for very long.
She lay without moving for awhile.
Michael said, “Are you all right?”
“Sleepy,” she answered. “It just came on me.”
“It’s late,” he told her.
“I did have a long day.” She turned toward him and, looking into his eyes, she softly stroked his cheek. “You need a shave.” Her voice was a little listless.
He caught her hand and kissed the fingers. Every one.
“Will you hold me while I sleep?” she asked, nestling against him.
“I will hold you forever,” he said, and he put his arm around her.
“I’m so…tired. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so tired. Or so happy,” she amended. “I think you’ve worn me out.”
“Just lie still. Rest.”
She gave him a crooked smile, her eyes hazed. “I used to be young,” she said.
He waited.
When he looked at her again, her eyes had closed.
“Oh!” she said suddenly, with a jerk of her body. Her eyes opened. They were bloodshot, and Michael thought with a shrill of alarm that he was going to have to kill a messenger after all.
But she smiled in his direction, and she felt for his hand until he found hers, and she asked in a voice that was going away, “Am I still…only nearly…the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen?”
He might, in some other situation, have had a response to this. A quick-witted comeback, a double-entendre, a poetic witticism worthy of Cyrano. Now, though, at this crucial and terrible instant he was struck dumb as a stone.
“It’s all right,” she whispered. Her eyes closed again, and with her last dwindling strength she squeezed his hand. “Tell me when I wake up.”
She breathed in and out, and in and out. He heard her breathing become shallow. As if in slow-motion, her head came back and her neck stretched, a cord standing out against the flesh, and for an instant Michael thought she was having one of her small deaths, and that when she regarded him again it would be with sated eyes, a dimpled smile and the sparkle of sweat on her cheeks.
But she was gone.
He felt her leave. Because suddenly the room felt so dark, and suddenly he felt so alone.
He got up after a few minutes, because she wasn’t coming back. He went into the bathroom, where he sat down on the cold tiles in a cold corner and wept.
She was right, he decided when he was all cried-out. Maybe he did need a fresh shave. She never knew my real name, he thought. That was what caused the first cut. Then, dripping blood from seven slips of the Solingen, which was not such a safety razor after all, he stood over her body and finished the last glass of champagne. He sat beside her for a time, just looking at her. She did appear to be only sleeping. But when he touched her hand he felt her already becoming common clay. That thought caused the tears to burn again. His nose ran like a spigot. Still, he held her hand until he was sure her ghost was no longer there, and he could no longer hear the music of her laughter.
One last thing. To get her properly in bed, with the sheet tucked around her and the fan of her black hair spread out on the pillow. Her face in repose did seem to have the hint of a secret smile. Something, perhaps, she knew that he did not?
Good dreams, he wished her.
He was tired, too. Worn out and weary. Sick with himself. He wished he could go to sleep and dream with her. It was going to be mind over matter tonight to get dressed and make his way to the safe—
He heard the footsteps at his door. The creak of a board.
They didn’t bother with knocking.
A heavy boot crashed the door in. Men in black leather coats came boiling like ebony wasps into the room and from their midst strode the big man with the red face and the white suit.
He brushed past the major even as two men caught Michael’s shoulders and slammed him against the wall. A painting of a golden-haired fraulein in a sunlit garden jumped off its hook and fell to the floor.
Rittenkrett walked to the edge of the bed and peered down at Franziska. He squinted, spoke her name, and then reached out to rouse her before he realized she could not be roused. “Hey! Sigmund!” he snapped. The accountant came over, lifted the sheet and tried to find a pulse. He leaned forward to feel for breath. He jammed a hand against her breast, seeking the missing heartbeat.
Sigmund shook his head. Rittenkrett turned toward the major with his face as red as a crimson lamp.
“You,” said Rittenkrett behind a thick forefinger, “have done a dirty. Haven’t you? Eh? Ask him, Ross.”
As the two men held Michael, Ross stepped forward and hit him in the stomach with a black-gloved fist. The second blow was harder, and the third made Michael’s legs buckle. Before he could find his balance, a hand gripped his hair and a knee burst his nose open.
“Careful with the blood!” Rittenkrett warned, retreating a step. “Christ, get him a towel! Stand up, Major Jaeger! But that’s not your real name, is it? How did you murder Franziska?”
A throat cleared. Rittenkrett turned around to see Sigmund holding up the two champagne flutes. “We’ll find out,” Rittenkrett promised Michael. “Next question: why did you murder Franziska?”
Michael didn’t answer. There was no point. Eight men in the room. At least four with drawn pistols. His nose was streaming blood, his eyes were swelling shut and his head pounded. Maybe down his sides or upon his back there were small stirrings of animal hair, but not much.
He could never commit suicide, but he was so weary and so sick at heart that he wished for death tonight. He welcomed it. He was no one’s hero. He was the shadowy slime that could kill a masterpiece of a woman who loved him, a perfect package, and no matter what her sins were he had failed to move heaven and earth to find a way to save her life.
He deserved to die. To die brutally, and in great pain.
Which had already begun.
“We’re going to march you out of here,” Rittenkrett said. “No clothes are necessary where you’re going, but we’ll take your uniform anyway to go over everything with our fine-toothed buzzsaws.” He came up close to the bleeding face, though not too close to risk the suit. “I hope you enjoyed her. Got your dick’s worth. Because now, sir, whoever you are, you’re coming to the Gestapo’s playhouse. And there we will give you a fucking of another kind. Sigmund!”
The accountant hit Michael across the side of the head with a leather-wrapped blackjack. He was fast and efficient, no energy wasted.
They dragged the naked, bleeding major out. Behind them the pair of men charged with tearing the place apart for evidence peeked under the sheet. One grinned at the other and with his fist made a pumping gesture at his crotch.
 


Thirteen
The Room

 
Through the wind and gusts of snow the two black sedans drove. Through the dark and empty streets of Berlin. They drove also through the nightmares of those Inner Ring members who yet remained in this city, manning the code books and doing whatever small sabotage they could conceive for the glory of old dead Germany.
When these black sedans came for you, the intelligent thing to do was to pick up the pistol in the upstairs desk, shoot your children in the head and then your wife and then yourself. That was called escape.
And it was the only way.
But for Michael Gallatin—sitting naked, groggy and bleeding on the back seat of the lead sedan between Sigmund and Ross—it was no way at all.
His strength was gone. He was all used up. He just no longer wished to live.
Was it suicide if he allowed someone else to kill him? If he simply lay unresisting as they pulled him apart? On that matter, the wolf in him was silent.
Through the streets they went, through the wind and snow. At length the two cars turned onto Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse. Their yellow cat’s-eye headlamps approached a block-long gothic slab of bricks, with five floors showing. Beneath the street, who knew how many? Lights showed through some of the windowblinds. This place never slept.
The cars went through a black gate, past the electric lamps that stood on either side of a porte cochere, and slid to a halt before a secondary entrance toward the rear of the building. Michael was dragged out, with Ross’s Luger in his ribs. He knew that if he struggled, he would not be shot in the ribs but instead either clubbed again over the head, hit in the face or in the worst case shot in an area that would cause pain but no immediate death, like the back of the hand or the knee. He didn’t care to struggle; it was too much of an effort.
Sigmund pressed a recessed button on the wall beside a door. In a few seconds the door was unbolted from within. The entourage, six men strong, went through with Michael a pale hobbler at their center. Inside there was a desk and a soldier and a file cabinet and a telephone and another door. Michael was half-pushed, half-carried through this door and into a green-painted corridor with frosted glass light globes spaced along the ceiling. Various doors lined this hallway, and at the far end was a tall, wide window through which another light gleamed.
At about the hallway’s centerpoint they came to an oak-railed staircase and started down. When Michael’s feet wanted to balk, he was picked up by two of the men and rushed downward. The staircase descended past several landings and more doors. It angled to the left, straightened out again and then angled to the right. Bare bulbs lit the stained risers. Michael smelled the old odors of human sweat and fear, and some of them not so old.
“Move!” a voice said from behind him. Sigmund’s blackjack gave him a knock across the base of the skull, which filled Michael’s head with flaming pinwheels. They came to the bottom of the stairs. Michael heard the jingle of keys, a merry sound like little bells. A lock was turned.
When the door opened, he was pushed and hauled through. In his haze he made out a stone-walled chamber with light bulbs hanging on cords from the timbered ceiling. Shadows ate some of the room. There were chairs sitting about. There was a machine of some kind on rollers, with coiled-up cables that ended in what might have been large alligator clips. Another machine was attached to what appeared to be a portable water tank on one end and on the other a gray instrument that resembled a baker’s pastry bag. He doubted it was used to frost any birthday cakes. He heard the door close behind him. A bolt was thrown with a metallic finality that would have made most men start to either babble or weep. In here there were no windows. The air smelled of vinegar and the sharp bitterness of chemical disinfectant.
And fear. Much, much fear.
He was dragged onward, the men moving quickly around him.
The machines gave way to the medieval. Red embers glowed in a brazier full of pokers. And beside it stood that most ancient of torture devices: the rectangular wooden frame, ropes and rollers of the instrument known as ‘the rack’.
Upon seeing it, something in Michael Gallatin stirred and growled a word he took to be resist. But that was all, just a growl. He didn’t care to resist. He was no longer fit to wear either flesh or fur. It was over. He was ready to die.
But his captors didn’t know that.
“Ross,” said the Ice Man.
While Michael was held, Ross beat him. The black-gloved fists crunched his ribs, slammed into his shoulders, crashed into his jaw and nose and cheekbones. Michael’s legs gave way and he tumbled into darkness.
He was aware of lying on his back, his wrists and ankles being bound with ropes. He heard the cranking of the ratchet. The rollers rumbled and the ropes tightened, and the pressure began building at the sockets of arms and legs.
Warm liquid was flung into his face. He sputtered and spat. His swollen eyes opened into slits, and he smelled and tasted another man’s wine. In fact, wine from several men.
Michael moved the throbbing bloodmask of his face and was able to find Sigmund amid the shadows. The accountant held a bucket in one hand and was zipping up with the other. Ross also was zipping, and one man had his huge cock flapping up and down for the envy of the others.
Rittenkrett’s crimson moon emerged from the dark. The teeth in its crater gripped a freshly-lit cigarello. “How do you like our champagne, Major?”
Michael closed his eyes again. He’d seen by the filmy glare from an overhead bulb that the Ice Man had removed his white suit jacket and was now wearing a leather butcher’s apron.
“Your teeth are still there. Your lips haven’t been ripped off. Yet. You can still talk. Let’s hear the story.”
Michael smelled the smoke ring drift into his face.
The ratchet went clack…clack…clack. The pressure on his joints in-creased. It was not pain yet, but it would be there on the handle’s next turn.
“All right, let me try,” said Rittenkrett. Michael heard the white shoes grind grit on the floorstones. “It’s safe to say, I do believe, that you’re not who you say you are. Eh? Not a German officer. And not even a German? So, because you speak so well and you act with such authority, I’d say someone has gone to great trouble to train you and put you here. You know, I told you…hey, look at me when I’m talking to you!” The tip of the cigarello crisped hair on Michael’s chest.
Michael obeyed, not because he had to but because he wanted to move the torture session along. The sooner they got past the small stuff and Rittenkrett realized his guest would not talk, the faster they’d get to the hard treatment. And from that, it would eventually be the death that Michael desired. How many hours would it take?
No matter. He would never leave this room alive.
“Better,” the Ice Man said. “All right, then. So…well, let me backtrack a bit!” He blew a few smoke rings and admired their advance. “The most amazing thing happened to me today! Just this afternoon, Franziska arrives at my office looking very fetching, and she says, ‘Axel, do you know that thing you’ve always wished to do with me?’ And you can bet I do! So she says, ‘I have one request. That you call Denker in Administration and remind him to do what I’ve asked of him’. And what would that be? I inquire. But she says it’s her private business, and so—knowing I’m going to find out from Denker anyway, who is scared to death of me—I say, as you wish.”
“Therefore, we go to my little hideaway that every decent married man should have,” said the Ice Man, with the cigarello in one corner of his mouth, “and for as long as I am able I partake of this offered gift. Oh, you should have seen her on the edge of the bed as she was! Such a beautiful ass! Ah well.” The massive shoulders shrugged. “I’m going to miss her sense of humor.”
“But that’s not all the story!” Rittenkrett paced back and forth, smiling. He was careful never to leave his prisoner’s field of view. “Denker calls me in the evening with this question: do I know what the relationship is between Franziska Luxe and a certain Major Horst Jaeger?” He made a face and slapped himself on the forehead. “That goddamned man again! After I’ve told him to leave Franziska alone! And now comes the real gem: Denker tells me that this morning Franziska went to see Colonel von Piffin, the old fucking goat who has some pull in the dispatching of orders and so forth, and for an hour or so they left the building. Denker, you understand, is von Piffin’s aide. When they came back, von Piffin was using his walking-stick. It’s common knowledge that he has a little hideaway as well, for his chorus girls. Now listen, Major what’s-your-name, you’ll appreciate this!”
A smoke ring ascended toward the dirty lights.
“Denker,” said the Ice Man, “tells me that Franziska says she has always found him attractive—yes, him with his cocked eyes—and she wishes a favor. If Colonel von Piffin fails to put his signature upon a certain request for transfer in the next day or so, would Denker do it for him? To tell you the truth, he does it all the time. And if Denker the cock-eyed dreamboat will do this for her, Franziska will go to his fucking little hideaway with him. Only Denker’s too stupid to have a hideaway, so they go to a broom closet on the fourth floor. Then…get this, now…after that is when Franziska came to me. Talk about doing a dedicated job, Major!”
Michael started to let his eyelids slide down, but the Ice Man was leaning over him.
“The kicker to this tale of lust and woe is that Denker tells me what Franziska wants done can’t be done,” said Rittenkrett. “She wants her Major Horst Jaeger transferred from the 25th Panzer Grenadier Division before it moves to the East Front. She wants this great man of hers to be transferred to a division on the Western Front. Only Denker’s looked up the orders, and found that the 25th Panzer Grenadier Division was relocated to the East Front at the beginning of last week.”
“We may have a deserter, I say to Denker. Now we have to do some digging and make some calls, because people have left their offices for the day. It’s night now, the phone lines in and out of Berlin are cut by Inner Ring swine all the time, and every colonel worth a shit is in his little hideaway. Records are incomplete, fucked up by incompetents, lost and damaged. But at last—about an hour ago—we get the information we need. And you know what we find, don’t you? Speak up!”
Michael remained silent.
“You don’t exist,” hissed the Ice Man. “You never did.”
He let that hang, and blew a misshapen circle that curled in upon itself.
Then he opened a red box in his right hand and withdrew from it an ice pick with a pearl-white handle.
Clack…clack…clack went the ratchet. Michael winced and bit his lower lip as pain rippled through his joints.
“She was trying to have you sent to the Western Front.” The Ice Man inspected his instrument of choice. A small spark of light jumped from the tip. “Hoping to save you from the Russians, I suppose? Picture it. Poor Franziska, fighting for the life of her noble knight with the only weapon she had.”
I’m so tired, she’d said. She must have scrubbed herself raw to get rid of the odors of those men. Either that, or he was really and truly in love, because all he’d been able to smell was her.
And now, tortured in his own private hell, Michael thought her champagne toast made sense.
To freedom?
To good decisions?
To the sun that sets in the west.
What kind of toast is that? he remembered asking.
And the reply: One I hope you remember when you need to.
He realized what she was trying to tell him.
She seemed to speak to him again, her voice calm and quiet from the realm of the dead: They can’t be stopped from the East. Not by all our wishes and dreams. Not by all we pretend to be but are not. They can’t be stopped, and when this city dies I will die here too, because I have chosen my field of battle. But you…in the West…can make the good decision to live. You can put aside your rifle when there’s no need for any more death. You can find honor in being one of the Germans who survives a war that is senseless to continue, and give yourself to the British or the Americans. It may be a little while until you find freedom…but you will.
You see? I said everything would be all right, didn’t I?
“And then you killed her,” Rittenkrett said. His hand reared back, and drove the ice pick into the exposed underside of Michael’s left arm.
This little pain was nothing.
“Are you British?” The ice pick slid into his right arm. Rittenkrett gave it a twist.
“Are you American?” The ice pick went into his left thigh.
“Are you Russian?” There was a pause, and then Rittenkrett drove the ice pick into Michael Gallatin’s right testicle.
“Oh,” said Rittenkrett in the aftermath of the teeth-gritted scream, “I think that hit something!”
His audience, frocked in darkness, laughed.
Rittenkrett nodded to whoever was handling the ratchet.
Clack…clack. Two turns. Agony upon agony. A mist of sweat and a new flow of blood from Michael’s nostrils. The next turn of the ratchet would tear his shoulders and legs from their sockets.
“I’ll ask again,” the Ice Man announced. “Are you British?”
The ice pick pierced Michael’s side, and more blood spooled down.
“Are you American?”
The ice pick went into his right cheek. Rittenkrett let it sit there vibrating for a few seconds before he took it out.
“Are you Russian?” Rittenkrett’s hand poised in the air. The stub of the cigarello in his mouth glowed as red as his face.
The ice pick entered the loose flesh between Michael’s penis and scrotum.
“Oh, I missed!” said the Ice Man, and he pulled the pick out and jammed it into the left testicle.
His audience applauded at that one. It did go on at length.
Rittenkrett paused in his performance to take a drink of water and flame a fresh Indianer. “What’s the reason for not speaking, sir?” he asked as he returned to the sweating, blood-pocked figure on the rack. “I’m just asking you your nationality, that’s all. Who do you work for, that kind of thing.” He took his position and lifted the pick. “Let’s start again, shall we? Are you British?”
The pick swung down and entered Michael’s left leg just above the knee.
“Are you American?”
Into the upper chest, where it turned on the collarbone.
“Are you Russian?” Rittenkrett lifted the ice pick high. “You know, sir, whoever you are, it’s futile. You’ve lost. Not just you, but your entire effort. Because I hear it on great authority that the scientists are only a few days away from having the Black Sun, and when that is complete no force on earth can stand against the Reich.”
Light gleamed from the bloody tip.
A drop of blood fell, and hit Michael on the forehead.
It was in his mind.
The Black Sun.
Only a few days away.
Something that had wanted to go to sleep, that had yearned for the peace of sleep, now stretched its muscles and opened a fierce green eye.
The Black Sun.
What in the name of God could that be?
In spite of himself, in spite of all the little pains that had merged together to make one pain huge and terrible, he knew his duty just as Franziska had known hers. In the flash of an instant it brought him back from the edge. It cleared his head.
He knew who he was, what he was. And why he was.
Michael looked up at the Ice Man and spoke.
In a hoarse, nearly inhuman rasp. And in English.
“I wish…you hadn’t said that.”
“He said something!” Amazed, Rittenkrett looked around at the others. “I think it was English! Uthmann, come over here! Don’t you speak English?”
“I’m about to kill you,” said Michael Gallatin, prisoner of the Gestapo and wrenched out upon the rack.
“What?” Rittenkrett leaned down toward him, the cigarello gripped between his teeth on the left side.
What the Ice Man could not possibly know is that there was more than one perfect package in this world.
 


Fourteen
The Soul Cage

 
“Kill you,” the major repeated. Except now it was mostly a snarl, because the change was upon him.
One benefit of practice is, indeed, perfection. It comes only after many hundreds of attempts. And through Michael Gallatin’s lifetime, it came from his practice of controlling and guiding the transformation sometimes three or four times a day, in all weather, in all positions both solemnly immobile in the cathedral of the forest and running at full speed as if to beat Satan’s own locomotive on the underworld tracks.
He was by now very good and very fast at opening his soul cage and letting Hell loose.
Several things happened at once, in rapid succession. There were the crackings of bones and joints and the wet slidings and rearrangings of sinews that might have been taken for the work of the rack, but it was not. Bands of black and gray hairs rippled across the pick-pocked flesh. The face seemed to dissolve, to be replaced by a second, darker face that had been hidden beneath the mask of the first. It, too, was battered and bloody as the first one had been; the man’s wounds were also the beast’s. Fingers warped and toes warped into claws. Fangs exploded from bleeding gums. Ears burst forth fur as they lengthened like strange flowers. The ribcage shivered and changed shape. The torso altered, the spine shifted, the neck thickened, the shoulders grew muscles like pulsing gray ropes and then the black hair scurried over them and across the chest and groin where the pierced testicles tightened. The pain was exquisite. The pain was a religious experience, because through it Michael Gallatin was reborn.
All this happened in a matter of seconds. It happened so fast the black wolf streaked with gray was there on the rack before Axel Rittenkrett could cry out around his cigarello or step back from the blood-dripping muzzle that now snapped up at his face. The fangs caught cheek, nose and forehead. Then the wolf’s head thrashed side-to-side in a blur, the muscles standing out in its neck, and very suddenly Axel Rittenkrett really did have, as Franziska had said, two faces.
Both of them were red. One was streaming blood around torn and twitching facial muscles. That side had no eye, because the eye was crushed between the wolf’s jaws like a hard-boiled egg and swallowed. It had a gaping hole where the nose had been, because nose went very well with eyeball. In fact, much of the whole side of the face had gone down the gullet. A smoke ring red with gore burst from the mouth. The teeth clacked, like the sound of a rack’s ratchet or white shoes on a checkerboard floor. And Rittenkrett’s shoes were, alas, no longer the color of virgin snow.
Michael Gallatin tore the Ice Man’s throat open with his next snap and thrash, and perhaps it was due to the wolf’s rage or his strength or his purpose returning, but the Ice Man’s mangled head was ripped off and went rolling across the stones like a large red rubber ball. It rolled past the shoes of Sigmund, who like the others in the room were for the moment truly ice men: frozen in absolute, apocalyptic horror.
As the merely human stood stunned, the monster of miracle’s hind legs slipped out of the loosened bindings. One rope on the right foreleg had to be gnawed off, the matter of a few heartbeats, but the left foreleg came free easily enough. In his fever dream, Michael smelled that every man in the room had just peed in their pants. A couple of them needed their diapers. The wolf leaped to the floor, and the slitted green eyes searched for the next throat to savage.
Could five men scream as one? They could.
There was a rush toward the door. An entanglement of Gestapo men. A crashing together, stumbling and falling of the Master Race, reduced to Marx Brothers comedians.
He paused to kill one man who’d fallen. It was fast and clean, and it tasted good. Then he was moving again, his shoulders hunched. It was unfortunate, Michael thought as he loped across the stones, that a bolted door couldn’t be opened when so many hands were slipping and sliding all over the place.
“Help us! God help us!” one of them shouted, banging at the wood. Was that Sigmund, whose account had suddenly become due?
The wolf lunged forward, seized Sigmund’s ankle and dragged him away, and that debt was paid in bloody full in about three seconds.
Someone had either gone mad or found courage, because a Luger began firing into the dark. A bullet whined off the floor to Michael’s left. “Get it open! Open it!” a man shrieked; now that was the sound of madness, for sure. A second Luger fired, the bullet hissing through the air over Michael’s spine. Then suddenly there came the noise of the bolt being drawn, light from the staircase streamed in as the door was opened, and a trio of rabbits in pee-stained trousers were fighting to get past each other.
Michael slouched forward as beasts do. He could slow time down to his own desires, so the merely human were moving as if through sludge. He let them all get started up the stairs. His muzzle was throbbing with pain. Something was not totally right with his lower jaw. The agony of two stabbed balls still writhed in his belly.
Oh, he thought as he listened to them scrambling up those stairs and wheezing in fear, you are mine.
Then the purely animal took him. He growled deep in his throat and flung himself through the door and up after the three men, rivulets of saliva crawling from his mouth.
Ross was going up first. He had a Luger. When he turned and saw the monster coming, he got off a wild shot that was unfortunately not wild enough to miss the head of the man just behind and below him, who also had a Luger. Ross’s hair was standing on end, as if electrified, and his face was the color of wet paper. As the man in the middle fell, the one closest to Michael screamed like a woman and tried to kick like a little girl, but he died like a pile of dirty laundry when Michael bit into the leg and threw him almost disdainfully down the stairs where his chin hit the railing, his neck broke, and he slithered down in his stinky pants.
And now there was just the common thug.
Ross started shooting over his shoulder, without looking. The bullets whacked risers and walls but no wolf. Then Ross got to the top of the stairs and turned to the right, and with a keening shriek he fled along the corridor in the direction of the large window. He ran out of one of his shoes. Michael, a green-eyed and ravening juggernaut, went after him. A bullet suddenly hit the wall and another cracked through the window’s glass; someone, likely the guard at the door, was firing a pistol. Michael could imagine the man’s dumbfounded wonder: how in the name of Gabbling Goebbels had a big dog gotten in here?
The big dog now wanted out, and he saw the way.
He managed a burst of speed, and he leapt.
An instant before Michael hit Ross, the thug must’ve felt the death fangs at the back of his neck and somehow he mustered the courage to face them. He turned and fired, possibly his last shot. Michael felt the bullet go into his left hip and do serious damage, and then he was on top of Ross and Ross was being propelled backward along the hallway the last few feet to the window. They crashed through the glass and into a snowscape, with Ross taking the brunt of the injuries. The air whooshed out of the man’s lungs, but in the next instant Ross didn’t need that air anyway since claws and fangs removed the lungs in a small frenzy of maddened revenge.
Ross, hollowed-out, lay twitching in the snow. Michael heard soldiers shouting, and the hard authority of an officer’s voice: “This way! Move!”
He took his bearings. He was in some kind of courtyard. A small park? Lights glowed on lampposts. There were snow-covered bushes and bare trees and a concrete pathway winding through. Life-sized statues of, presumably, famous Gestapo torturers stood about, and there were small concrete benches where one might enjoy a quick respite from working the electric gut-grinder. The snow had begun to fall harder, no longer the light flurries. He had to find his way out of here. His hip…now, that was bad. The pain in his hip was a thousand degrees of fire, yet he had the sensation that his left leg itself was becoming cold, losing all feeling. Going dead. His nostrils were so full of blood, both his own and others, that he could hardly draw a breath.
He had to get out.
He staggered along the pathway in what was nearly desperation.
A wolf without four good legs on which to run, to evade and escape?
Not good.
He came to a wall. A high wall. Too high.
He went in another direction, burst through the undergrowth and into another wall.
“Blood on the ground over here!” shouted a soldier, off to his right.
Oh, yes. He was bleeding pretty badly, too.
This would be called a cock-up, Michael thought. But he was not yet ready to go belly-up.
He turned away from the voice and ran low, the pain in his left hip nearly making him whine. He ran past two soldiers who never knew he was there. He heard a shot, but it came nowhere near him. “Over here!” came the yell, followed by another errant shot. They were seeing big dogs under every bush.
This courtyard…was there even a way out of it? How had the soldiers gotten in? From the building, of course. He couldn’t go back into there, not with this leg.
He was going to have to get over the wall, while he still had enough strength.
He circled from wall to wall, aware that the soldiers were circling too. A rifle shot hit a treetrunk to his right and sent a tremor through him; it had been much too close. “It’s here, sergeant!” shouted the sharp-eyed rifleman. “I’ve got it!”
Michael pushed through the undergrowth. He came out with snow on his back and a wall before him. On his left a few feet along the pathway there stood a stone bench. On his right, closer to the wall, was the statue of a man with his arms extended and palms offered heavenward, as if asking the help of God in smiting down the evildoers, perhaps with a blowtorch to the genitals.
The wolf measured distances. It was a long jump, especially with the injury.
But he really had no choice.
They were coming. He heard the crunch of boots in the snow. Someone had a flashlight, the beam sweeping back and forth. How many men? Too many to kill all of them. A Gestapo security squad, ten at least.
He had to go now.
He ran back along the pathway.
“There it is!” The light grazed him, lost him, searched for him. “Shoot it!” came the command, but the big dog had abruptly turned and was no longer there.
Michael ran, one leg starting to drag. The pain was tremendous. It stole his breath. If he misjudged this, he was dead. Faster! Faster! he told himself. And when you give it,
give it everything.
He leaped upon the stone bench, sprang off its snowy surface with a jolt that this time did make him whine and brought a red mist whirling before his eyes, and in midair he stretched the long muscular black-and-gray body out as far as bones and sinew would allow. A rifle fired and the bullet went past his right ear. Another grazed his tail. A third hit the statue of the supplicant and threw stone chips into Michael’s pelt.
Michael’s paws scrabbled on the outstretched palms. He heard something crack: his bones or the statue’s arms, he wasn’t sure. He didn’t care. He leaped again with all his power, upward from the Gestapo’s hands, and then the snow-slick top of the wall was in front of him and he was hanging onto it with his forepaws and trying to push himself over with one good leg.
The rifles spoke. Bullets ricocheted off the wall. Someone fired a submachine gun in short, deadly chatters. The top of the wall blew up. Smoke and snow spun together in airy whirlpools.
“Cease firing!” cried the sergeant. The last few rifle shots rang out, and the sergeant glared back at whomever had been slow to obey. Then, satisfied he wouldn’t get shot up by his own men, he walked forward and aimed his flashlight at the wall beyond the statue of Rudolf Diels, the first commander of the Gestapo from 1933 to 1934.
“Damn,” the sergeant said. Because the big dog was not lying dead on the ground. Maybe it was on the other side of the wall, they’d have to go and look, but at least it was out of the courtyard. There was a mess to clean up inside. This might send him to the gallows. Maybe tonight he and his wife should take a little trip to the West. Like beginning in the next fifteen minutes. He’d seen many stray animals, but never one like this. Maybe it was a wolf that had escaped from the zoo?
The sergeant, an old veteran with one hand, knew all about wolves. When he was a child his grandmother Tippi used to scare the shit out of him with her stories of wolf men. He still had nightmares about waking up with hairy palms, because in his dreams he was always a boy and he always had both hands. When
the full moon shines bright, then the beast shall roam at night.
All that kind of rubbish.
But there was no full moon tonight. In fact, it would soon be morning. “Blast,” he said, mostly to himself. “All right,” he told the men around him, “let’s go out and see if we killed anything.”
They had not.
The wolf was on the move.
It staggered, in great pain. Its left hind leg dragged. It rested for awhile, leaning against the corner of a building just as a weary man might. Then it went on a little further, and staggered again, and again had to find a place to support its unsteady weight.
Snow fell, white upon the streets and bricks and stones of Berlin. The wind picked up and began to keen. Night could be brutal. Night could be the no-man’s land of the soul, and so it was this night for Michael Gallatin.
But he was alive.
A truck carrying soldiers was coming. He turned into a trash-strewn alley and stood against the bricks, the left hind paw up off the ground above a puddle of blood. The truck passed. They were in no hurry, all the soldiers smoking cigarettes with their rifles at ease. They weren’t looking for him.
Michael lowered his head. Franziska, the wolf thought. Oh my God.
Picture it. Poor Franziska, fighting for the life of her noble knight.
And earning only bruises and a poison pill for her sacrifice.
The green eyes dimmed. It seemed to Michael that in the battle called life a skirmish had been lost. It seemed to him that on this day the sleepwalkers had won just a little more ground.
I will hold you forever, he thought.
And then through the pain of broken heart and damaged leg he considered the fact that he was alone, hurt and naked in Berlin, and if the ex-Ice Man was correct, some fearsome secret weapon called the Black Sun was being prepared to destroy the enemies of the Reich.
A few days, Rittenkrett had said.
Michael thought: That gives me a few days.
If I can survive the night.
He had more stamina and resistance to pain as a wolf. When he became a man again, he was going to need crutches and a long sleep. So…among the pigeons with rifles and the sheep with machine guns stalks the wolf. But he had the feeling that the closer he got to the Black Sun, the more he was going to need everything the wolf could give him.
A slight movement to his right suddenly riveted his attention. Down at the far end of the alley.
What was that down there? He sniffed the air, and smelled…
A white dog, dirty but still white enough, came a step closer and then stopped. Its ears were up, and it too was sniffing the air. Smelling his blood, Michael knew. He took a whiff of essence: female.
Another dog appeared at its side. Small and brown. A sausage dog. Male.
A third one nosed up beside the female. Another female, sand-colored with a long snout. She was mottled with sores, and Michael could smell her sickness.
They all stood still, watching him. The snow fell down and the wind blew, and Michael Gallatin shivered and felt the blood running out of him.
A fourth dog moved through the others.
They parted to give him way. No wonder. He was the man. A big black Doberman with powerful haunches and eyes the color of amber stones. He got between the wolf and his charges and stared fixedly at the new arrival, which meant Do you want to
fight?
Michael Gallatin, for all his size and the fact that even as wounded as he was he could tear them to shreds in a matter of seconds, put his head down almost to the concrete and rounded his shoulders.
No, I don’t, he replied.
The Doberman remained in guard position. Michael suspected that had been his job, before life in an alley. The white dog started to come forward, and the Doberman gave a whuff of Stay and pushed her with his snout. She stayed; she was his bitch.
The dogs of Berlin, Michael thought. The castoff pets, the companions of dead people, the unwanted and unloved. Now scavaging for whatever they could find in the garbage cans, and living…where, exactly?
The bitch with the sores on her body came up beside him. She sniffed at him, and to be polite he returned the compliment. She regarded him with eyes full of pain and, perhaps, true wonder. She was old. In her last days, her aroma said. Thin and diseased and homeless: a hopeless triad.
She came closer. He could tell she’d seen a lot, this old one had. Had seen a hearth and bedroom slippers. Had seen maybe a child’s joy. And a mother’s sadness, too. There was a lot in there. She had a regal air about her, a self-possessed dignity. Michael thought she was like an empress whose lovely domain had one day suddenly crumbled around her, through no fault or doing of her own. Possibly it was one of the bombs.
The little sausage crept up and, very carefully, sniffed. He couldn’t reach what he was after. When Michael shifted one inch, the sausage yelped and skittered away.
Then the white dog came, the beauty. The one who in another life would be companion to a fashion model in Paris and lie about on velvet cushions politely asking for liver treats. She came cautiously, stopping and then coming again, step by graceful step.
The Empress spoke in a low throaty grunt: He’s okay. Then the Beauty came on the last few paces, but she was trembling a little, like any high-spirited female might be in the presence of such a wounded monster, and she was ready to run.
Finally, then, the Doberman arrived.
He took stock of Michael at a distance, and with a sidelong appraisal. He sniffed the air, gave a quiet growl to let everyone know who was the Commander of this army, and then he pretended to look everywhere but at the wolf. The snow whitened his coat, and he gnawed at himself out of petulant irritation. Then, abruptly, he came right up to Michael and stood staring at an ear while the wolf, for the sake of getting along, gazed directly at the ground.
A tongue licked him. Just slightly. Darting in and away.
The Empress had found his gunshot wound.
The Little Sausage ran around in a circle, snapping at some memory of table scraps.
Then the Commander nudged Michael’s ribs with his muzzle. A nudge neither hard nor soft, just testing the bones. The message was: Maybe we can use you.
Michael was thinking the same thing.
The dogs drew away from him and began to trot toward the far end of the alley. The Empress turned back and waited, and then one by one the others stopped to wait too, until finally the Commander paused, one foreleg raised in a military pose.
Are you coming? was the pack’s question.
Michael Gallatin lifted his face to the sky and felt the softness of the snow. He felt also the oncoming dawn, far before the light arrived. He thought that the pack must have found or dug a shelter somewhere. He wondered if the Empress knew all the underground tunnels where the trains used to run when Berlin was a city with a heart, a soul and a mind.
The Black Sun.
He realized he might be the only one who knew. The only one who’d ever heard of it. Well, he’d let someone kill him some other day. When he was good and ready to die. When his job was finished.
But this wouldn’t be the day.
The dogs were waiting for him.
Michael thought that sometime soon he would find a silent place. A place where he could stand without being seen. A place where he could look out across the city and the sky. And in that place he would howl to the stars, he would howl to God, he would howl for the injustice and insanity of this world and he would howl for her.
My Franziska.
But for the rest of this night, perhaps only just this one, he would sleep among the angels.
And, undefeated, Michael Gallatin struggled on.


Death Of A Hunter

 
When he found the gray wolf dead with its throat cut and its eyes gouged out, Michael Gallatin knew they had come for him.
He sat in a brown leather chair in the front room of his house, which had once been a church and was to him still a holy place of solitude and reflection. The structure was made of dark red stones chinked together with white mortar. It had a narrow tower topped with a white spire and a walkway around it. Up in the tower were panes of stained glass colored crimson and dark blue.
Darkness was gathering outside, across the dense Welsh forest that shielded Michael Gallatin’s home from the rest of the world. It was the eleventh day of July in the year 1958. He was listening to Ralph Vaughan Williams’s The Lark Ascending on his record player. He knew that when the music was over and full darkness had fallen, he would get up from this chair in which he’d sat so many times, listening to music or reading before a polite fire, and he would go out to meet them.
Because they had come for him. And he doubted if he would ever return to this house the same as he’d left it, if he returned at all.
They were professionals. They were killers of the highest order. How many there would be, awaiting him out in the night-black forest, he didn’t know. But they had executed one of his wolves—one of his companions—and he knew that if he did not go out to meet them tonight another wolf would die in his place. They wouldn’t stop until all his companions were dead, murdered by the fast blade and then mutilated by some brutal Oriental instrument, and he could not—would not—allow that to happen.
So he sat in the company of the music, waiting for the dark.
He wore black shoes with soft soles, gray trousers and a dark blue cotton shirt. The air was warm outside, unseasonably warm even for the middle of summer in Wales.
The hunter’s moon would be shaped like a scythe tonight, perfect for cutting down old things that no longer had much use in this world.
He was a hard-used forty-eight years old. His thick hair had turned fully gray on the sides, with a small thatch of gray at the front. His face was still ruggedly handsome and his eyes were still luminously green, yet he knew how slow he’d become. He knew the onset of age. He knew what had been and what was to be, if he lived through this night. He was not the man he used to be, nor for that matter the wolf.
He thought of getting up and pouring himself a glass of Talisker, his favorite brand of Scotch whisky from the isle of Skye, but he decided against that. It had the salt taste of the sea in it, which he so enjoyed. One drink would be a pleasure, but one drink might give the killers a further advantage. No, if he lived through this night he would drink a toast to his miraculous survival at the dawn. But he doubted very seriously if he would ever taste Talisker again.
His left shoulder had been bothering him today. The shoulder he’d broken in the crash of a Westland Lysander aircraft in the North African desert in 1941. It was stiff and altogether unyielding to his will. His right leg today was also a traitor; it had been snapped in two places as he was caught in an avalanche on Monte Leone in 1952, when he’d been on the trail of the infamous professor of murder Dr. Shatterhand and his doxy of death Sabrina Neve. He had a headache that came and went, the nagging reminder of many fists, blackjacks and other items intended to knock his brains out. It was a wonder he still had any brains left at all.
He checked his Rolex. On the table next to him was a glass case that held a Breitling wristwatch with a plain brown leather band. He kept the watch working, though he never wore it. The watch was not his to wear.
The music ended, on its soft high lingering note.
He stood up. The darkness outside was almost complete. He took off the Rolex, took off his shoes, took off his socks, took off his trousers and underwear and shirt. He went out the door into the summer night, and drawing a long breath of fragrant pines and green moss he thought he might never come home again.
But he was certain he was going to kill at least one of them tonight. He would not go easy. He would not go without demanding a price be paid.
Opening the soul cage was more difficult than it used to be. The hinges creaked a little. The wolf balked, wanting to stay comfortable. It came when it was beckoned and it answered its call, but it was an older wolf, a slower wolf, and it had become a little bit hesitant of the pain of change.
Because the pain was the one thing that had not diminished. If anything, the pain had increased by many times. It was a hard birth for the wolf now, and a hard rebirth back to Michael Gallatin the man. Older bones for both wolf and man made the change slower, in each direction. The pain was exquisite. The pain that brought the scents, sounds, colors and forms in an explosion upon the senses unknown to ordinary men was almost too much to bear.
Almost…but then there always came the power, and though that had also diminished it was still the alpha and omega of the wolf, and it was still worth the journey from man to beast and back again.
He walked past his dark green Range Rover. He changed, as he stood in front of his church. He changed, in the dark with the yellow scythe of the moon hanging amid the clouds. He changed under a million million stars. Maybe he shuddered in pain and shed a few tears, but he changed.
He had never asked for this. Had never dreamed of it, when as an eight-year-old boy in Russia he’d followed a drifting white kite into a forest just like the one here in Wales he was about to penetrate. He’d never asked for this; it had been thrust upon him, whether he’d wanted it or not.
And now, as he contorted into a green-eyed wolf with more gray hair than black on its flanks and a certain injured stiffness in its stride, he thought how all these many years he had not been a hunter from the woods so much as he’d been a wanderer in the wilderness. It was the fate of all humans to wander in a wilderness, some made for them by others, some made by themselves. And the wilderness could be all of life, from beginning to end. A trackless wilderness that held no reference points nor easy places of rest. It was a place of hard demands and no acceptance of mistakes. It was a place that whittled a man of action down to a sleeper in a brown leather chair on a Sunday afternoon. And it was a place that could be so terribly lonely that the heart broke into a thousand pieces at the merest memory of a woman’s name and her touch in the night.
Michael could not go there. Not to that place. So he put his wolfen head down, and his wolfen body propelled itself forward, and though the old aches and agonies whispered through him and wanted to slow him down he loped onward into the woods, nearly soundlessly, his eyes seeking movement in the tangles of trees and folds of vegetation. They were here. They were close. Tonight there would be death.
Death had always been at his shoulder. It had always been leering at him, in the faces of many enemies. As he ran, searching, he thought of his trial by fire on the Caribbean island of Augustin Mireaux, the industrialist who had sold his soul and his nuclear missile plans to the Red Chinese. He thought of his battle against the drug-created assassin known as Chameleon that had begun in Paris, moved to Rio de Janeiro and ended in the Amazon jungle. He thought of his narrow escape with Aurore Bardot from Edward Wintergarden’s sinking submarine under the polar ice. He recalled Simon Tollemache’s barracuda pool, and the bloody massacre on the golf course at St. Andrews. He remembered Tragg, the killer with hypnotic eyes and two-tone shoes. He could trace in his memory every step through the deadly funhouse of Phaninath Po. All those and more remained in his head, though some he fervently wished he might forget. He wished he might forget about the Ginshi Kazoku—the Family of the Silver Thread—and the murder of the man he’d known as Mallory, but he could not.
This was why he was a hunter tonight. This was why he was ready to die, if he could kill at least one of them.
He loped onward at an easy pace, tasting the air for humans. These killers were careful. They were using an odor mask, which could be as simple as pine soap or as complex as a homeopathic drug. The Family of the Silver Thread was famous for its creation of exotic pharmaceuticals useful to the criminal underworld, as well as for its international trade in weapons and military secrets. It was said that the Silver Thread was woven through thousands of tapestries in dozens of countries, and trying to remove such a global intertwining of interests based on money and power was impossible and for the most part fatal. Last year Michael had succeeded in small part, by crippling a faction of the Silver Thread in Hong Kong. One of their weapons warehouses had gone up with an ear-splitting bang, a courier with a large suitcase full of money had found himself staring at a set of fangs just before they seized his throat, and the floating mansion of the jet-setting newspaper mogul and Silver Thread leader Anthony Tong had been sunk to the bottom of the bay with Tong’s body along as fishfood.
Something jumped in the brush as he approached. A rabbit, running for its life. It didn’t get very far before one of the other wolves emerged from the night to pounce on it, tear it to pieces and eat.
Michael went on, slinking close to the earth. There were many other wolves here. Real wolves, not questionable miracles such as himself. They came, stayed as long as they pleased, and then drifted away again. A few ran with him on a regular basis and seemed to see themselves as his ‘pack’ and he the alpha. Two days ago a new wolf had appeared in an area Michael thought of as the Four Brothers, which was a sloping meadow that held four huge granite boulders. The new wolf, coal black and smelling of maleness, had been lying up on one of the stones basking in the bright sunshine. When it saw him it sat upright, perhaps also recognizing the large black wolf with gray sides as the ruler of this domain. Michael noted that this new male had the rarity of ice-blue eyes, and the commanding way it held itself made him wonder if he wasn’t going to have to put up a fight to keep his kingdom.
Getting old was a bitch.
Michael suddenly stopped on his prowl through the woods. He had sensed something: a slow movement, a gliding from one patch of pure dark to another, a tensing of muscle before an action. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it was there. An owl hooted distantly and another answered. The noise of the night’s insects was a low susurrus.
He waited, all his senses on high alert.
When Valentine Vivian had retired six years ago to his estate in Wessex and begun writing paperback spy novels that no reader on earth could take seriously, a new hale and hearty boy had taken the reins of Special Operations. This one was straight out of Oxford, he wore natty tweeds and a regimental tie of the Royal Green Jackets, and he smoked a meerschaum pipe like a whorehouse chimney burning buggy bedsheets.
This new boy, by the name of Cordwainer, greeted Michael Gallatin one day in his office with the brusque statement I understand you’re quite the hero. Only at that early point Cordwainer had understood nothing. After a summoning to Valentine Vivian’s estate where the master of suspense interrupted his latest epic to inform Cordwainer of things that Cordwainer needed to know, from that point on Cordwainer had declined to have Michael anywhere near his office and peered around corners to make sure the hero wasn’t lurking in the shadow of the potted ficus tree.
Michael began moving again through the Welsh woods. Slowly…slowly…inch by inch. His left shoulder protested this movement, and his right hind leg felt on the verge of a cramp. His eyes ticked back and forth, measuring space and darkness and distance. His nose sniffed, searching the air. His ears were up, twitching.
After the scene in Hong Kong, Mallory had come to visit Michael in Wales. It seemed to Michael that Mallory had always looked like an elderly man, but maybe part of it had been stagecraft because Mallory in his dark blue suit and with his white hair combed and parted looked not much older to him than the day they’d sat drinking Guinness at a North African airstrip sixteen years before. Mallory had to be in his late seventies by now, yet perhaps he had against all odds retained the soul and spirit of a hale and hearty boy.
Valentine Vivian had been the head of Special Operations. Cordwainer What’sHisName was currently the head of Special Operations.
But Michael knew that this man sitting in his den, smoking a black briar pipe, was Special Operations, and it was a lifelong position.
The word, Mallory confided, was that the Silver Thread had taken photographs with a long-lensed Leica. That Michael had been trailed by their professionals and the pictures snapped at an unfortunate moment.
Michael had known what he meant. The Family of the Silver Thread had photographic proof of him changing from man to wolf, or back again.
Be very, very careful, Mallory had told him. They may want your skin, or your
heart, or your head. Or they may want all of you. So be very, very careful. But not more than a month later, it was Mallory who had not been careful enough. Missing for more than a week, he was found in the trunk of an abandoned taxi in an East London junkyard with his throat cut and his eyes gouged out. Valentine Vivian hired a small army of bodyguards and went on an author’s tour of America, his author’s name being Evelyn Tedford, and Cordwainer the new boy bought an attack dog to patrol his recently-acquired electric fence.
Had something moved, or not?
Michael got still. He heard the owl hooting again, and another answering. It came to him that just possibly they were not owls after all.
The night hung on the edge of violence.
There was this hero thing, Michael had often thought in less troubled times. This concept of the man of action. After all this time, he realized Rolfe Gantt had been right.
Everyone loved the hero, but the hero walked alone. It was the nature of the hero, to be solitary. To live life on his own terms, and in his own time. To be neither rushed nor to rush toward oblivion, yet oblivion would claim the hero just as it claimed every ordinary man. And love? Ah, that. Love. What woman was it who could truly love the hero? Oh, they might wish to brush against the heroic flesh, or to have some fling in the heroic bed and make for themselves some memory of a heroic night, but love? No. When the chips were down and the night was cold, it was the ordinary man who won the heart. The man of meat-and-potatoes, the man who stayed fixed in place, the man who saw his destiny and future in a family, the man to whom wife and daughter or son transformed life into a hero’s dream.
But such was not to be, for a hunter from the woods.
The death of a hunter loomed large in Michael’s mind on this night, as it did on many nights. He was old and he was tired. He was hurting and he was slow. What was ahead for this hunter, who had already given everything? There was only one thing left to give: his life, in exchange for transfiguration from what was to what will be, as the lark ascends into the heavens and the last soft note fades slowly out.
But it was not a soft note he suddenly heard, that made his wolf-bones jump and his green eyes widen.
It was an explosion that cracked across the forest and echoed from every rock in the meadow of Four Brothers.
It was, he realized, the sound of his house being destroyed.
Several explosions followed the first. He saw the leap of fire through the trees and smelled the bitter tang of gunpowder in the concussive wind. They had blown his church to pieces so he might not find sanctuary there. They wanted him out in the open. They wanted him to know fear, because they moved as silently and swiftly as any wolves in the dark.
And then a shadow shifted before him, very near, and the black arrow from the black bow fired by the ninja in black came at him with a serpent’s hiss.
Even as he twisted his body to escape, Michael Gallatin knew the arrow would find its mark.
It did. It hit him on the right side. Its soft plastic tip, about the size of a ripe fig, burst open on contact. It splashed and streaked his gray hair with the bright green glow of chemical phosphorescence. He was well and truly marked.
The ninja moved again, in a blur. A gloved hand opened and closed.
A net of some fine and pliable metal caught moonlight as it bloomed in the air. It sailed toward the lycanthrope, expanding as it came.
Michael saw the fallen tree to his left and the narrow space between it and the earth. He flung himself into the opening, his claws digging into the ground for traction.
The net hit the tree above him, snagged on its stubs of dead branches, and the wolf pulled in his breath to flatten his ribcage and scrabbled under the trunk. Then he quickly turned to face his attacker. With a running start he took a powerful leap, pushed off with his hind legs against the treetrunk and fell upon the ninja.
It was not to be so simple. The ninja retreated. With incredible speed that turned the wolf’s leap into a slow-motion exercise, the assassin threw up a roundhouse kick that got Michael in the belly. As the wolf’s body twisted again, this time in pain, the ninja got his balance and drove a rock-knuckled fist into the center of the chest. He was gone as Michael crashed into the underbrush.
Michael drew a wounded breath and righted himself. He saw the ninja moving through the foliage on his left. With an instant’s pause to calculate distance and speed he took off in pursuit.
The ninja was fast and he was nimble, but this was the wolf’s world.
Michael caught the killer’s right ankle between his teeth and crushed it. The ninja suffered in silence, but would not go down; he gave a one-legged leap toward the nearest tree and began to climb it, using what Michael thought must be small metal pitons embedded in his bootsoles. Michael leaped up, caught the man’s left ankle and dragged him down. The ninja whirled around and like a cornered animal fought with everything he had: fists to the skull, a knee to the muzzle, stiffened fingers thrusting toward the eyes and the edge of the hand chopping for the throat. They did their deadly dance in silence, as flames crackled from the werewolf’s church and red sparks whirled to heaven.
Michael took a blow to the side of the head that made him whuff with pain. He dodged a strike meant to blind him. Then in a split-second calculation his animal instinct determined where the fist would be next and his jaws were there waiting for it. He crunched the fingers and torn human flesh to shreds. Blood sprayed into the air. The ninja gave a quiet noise not unlike a sigh of resignation. His remaining hand came at Michael with a slim-bladed knife in it and plunged the blade into the wolf’s left shoulder.
But Michael had his bloodlust at full charge now and the sharp bite of Japanese steel would not turn him aside. When the ninja withdrew the knife to strike again, the wolf gripped his arm at the elbow and with a ferocious thrash broke the bones and nearly tore the limb from its socket. The knife flew away from dead fingers. Michael seized the throat and ripped it open from ear-to-ear. A glistening black flood washed over his muzzle. Then something gave a small pop on the ground next to him and smoke welled up into his face. His eyes stung. He smelled an odor of bitter almonds. His lungs hitched and his heart was racing. He held his breath, even as the second gas grenade exploded behind him. A second ninja had joined the battle.
Michael let the first one slither to the earth and then he turned and ran. At full speed, or whatever speed he could manage. A third grenade popped to his right, spewing a noxious cloud. He squeezed his eyes shut and ran blindly. Even a half-breath of the stuff was strong enough to nearly knock him senseless. He thought this was how they must have subdued his companion, then slashed the throat and taken the eyes. Maybe the gas had worked its will on Mallory, too. He began to feel his usually innate sense of direction betraying him; where was he, and where was he going? He crashed through a thicket and fell through thorns and down an embankment into a hollow where a pool of water smelled green. He plunged his head into the pool and opened his eyes to wash them out. Then he shook his head to clear it as best he could and lapped up water with a tongue that felt burned.
He stood breathing hard through swollen lungs, his heart pounding. He saw the woods through a drugged mist. When he tried to move, he staggered. Wait, he told himself. He kept breathing, deeply and slowly. Maybe he could get his heartbeat regulated. He listened to the night and for the things that stalked in the night. How many ninjas there were, he had no way of knowing. He was going to have to get out of this hollow before they found him here, dazed and confused. And go where? he asked himself.
There was only one answer.
Go back to what had taken him to Octavius Zloy’s trailer in the dead of night. Go back to what had brought him out of the ruined church in the Russian village, when he’d seen Valentine Vivian being carried away by men with guns. Go back to what had made him ask Paul Wesshauser if he could make a torpedo. Go back to facing Rolfe Gantt’s pistol and saying he would let no man tell him what to do on the last day of his life. Go back to telling the Gestapo’s Ice Man to take his hand off Franziska Luxe’s arm.
Go back to being a man, even if he wore a wolf’s clothing. Go back to the fight.
Always, always…go back to the fight.
 Michael Gallatin climbed up the embankment, pushed through the thorns and the thicket, and he was very much aware that his phosphorescent glow would bring them coming now, at any minute.
He was ready to kill, and he was ready to die. But he would go out as he had lived, and no fear would cripple his cause.
A wind moved through the trees. It stirred the new leaves on the old branches.
It was the zenith of summer, and looking up at the scythe of the moon Michael opened his mouth and howled for what life had meant to him. For the joy of it, and yes for the sorrows too. All were important, in the grand scheme of things. He had not chosen this path. It had chosen him. But he thought—he hoped—he had walked it well and with honor, as both wolf and man.
They fell upon him from the dark.
There were two. One whirled a chain around Michael’s throat and tightened it so hard the blood thundered in his head. The second had a baton in one hand and a net in the other, and Michael realized they meant not to kill him but to trap him. To take him on a drugged journey and place him before the Family of the Silver Thread, whose scientists would like to know what little boys who became wolves were made of.
Michael turned toward his attackers. With a snarl and show of fangs that would have dropped any ordinary man to his knees, Michael first lunged toward the ninja who chained him. He got a kick to the muzzle from a man who was as quick as a cobra, but Michael was not stopped nor was he slowed. He hit the ninja with all the power he had and slammed the man’s back against a tree. Then lifting up on his hind legs and pinning the ninja with his forepaws he tore into the masked face as one would scoop the flesh from an exotic fruit. He saw the wet terror in the man’s eyes as fangs tore meat and muscle away from bone, and in a frenzy of killing Michael shivered to his animal core.
He enjoyed it.
The chain loosened. Michael pulled it free from the ninja’s hand. The thing in front of him had no lower jaw but it was trying to scream. Something stabbed him on the left side. In the next instant he was lifted off his hind legs and thrown to the ground and he smelled the ozone of the electric shock after the searing pain had ripped through him. He struggled up to his knees, his muzzle dripping blood and his eyes full of red fire. He realized he was connected on the right side by a pair of wires to the baton in the remaining ninja’s grip.
A finger moved, a spark jumped, and the current delivered agony to Michael Gallatin.
As the shock tortured him, he changed back and forth. From wolf to man and back again, an involuntary reaction to the electricity. He fell again to his side, in wolf form, and tried to get up again but once more the finger moved and the current obeyed and the electrical shock coursed through his body in waves that took him from wolf to man and man to wolf in a matter of seconds. His mind felt blasted; he had no sense of abrupt change, but rather that he had always been both wolf and man at the same time all his life and he had never known it.
He told himself to get up. To keep fighting. He reached for the wires to yank their hooks out of his flesh.
But the next long and terrible shock told him to stay down, and to give up.
He lay as a man, weak and naked and bleeding. His strength was gone. He watched as the ninja came forward to throw the net, and then maybe there would be another gas grenade or a blow to the head and Michael Gallatin knew his freedom would be over.
The death of a hunter, he thought in his suffering and near-delirium. He tried to change back to his more powerful form. He couldn’t open the soul cage. Not this time.
The wolf was paralyzed by shock, and the door of the soul cage was sealed shut.
The ninja came forward, a graceful evil.
He never reached his destination.
For in the next instant a coal black wolf sprang at him from the side, and bearing him down to the earth it planted its paws upon his chest and took his throat between its jaws and with an explosion of power nearly ripped the head from the neck. Then it cracked the ninja’s breastbone like an eggshell and winnowed its muzzle in and plucked out the still-beating heart. It turned its head to show Michael Gallatin the prize, and Michael saw that the black wolf’s eyes were ice-blue. The wolf ate the ninja’s heart.
It licked the last of the blood from around its mouth.
Then it stood up on its hind legs, and with a shiver of anticipation it began to change.
As the black hair disappeared into white flesh, as the bones remade themselves and the spine drew its tail inward, as the ears became human and the face began to compose itself, the man walked toward Michael. He stood about two inches over six feet and he had a narrow-waisted body with wide strong shoulders. He moved with confidence, and Michael thought there was some arrogance in there as well. Fully revealed, the man was maybe in his mid-thirties, with thick black hair that tumbled over his forehead. He had a handsome, intelligent face with high cheekbones and the elegant nose of a lost aristocrat. A Russian face, Michael thought. The man’s intense blue eyes remained fixed on Michael, even as he knelt down and pulled the hooks out from Michael’s phosphorescent-streaked side.
Michael just stared in amazement at this walking miracle. But he realized he recognized the eyes. With a start, he remembered whose they were.
The younger man spoke with a distinctive Russian accent. A warmth came up in his eyes that melted all the ice away.
“My name is Peter,” he said.
And he added, “I think you are my father.”
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Introduction
Fast Cars, the sign said.
It was in front of a used-car lot in the neighborhood where I grew up. Fast Cars. My friends and I passed it every day on our way to school. Our bikes were the fast cars of our imagination, our Mustangs and Corvettes and Thunderbirds. We longed for four wheels, but we were confined to two and on them we hurtled into the future.
I’ve built my own fast cars. They’re in this book, and they’re eager for passengers. They’re not made of metal, glass, nuts, and bolts, but rather of the fabric of wonder. All of them have a starting point, and all of them have a destination. You can sit behind the wheel, but I have to steer. Trust me.
We will travel, you and I, across a tortured land where hope struggles to grow like seed in a drought. In this land, a place with no boundaries, we’ll run the freeways and back roads and we’ll listen to the song of the wheels and peer into windows at lives that might be our own, if we lived in that land. Sometimes we’ll have the wind at our backs, and sometimes in our faces. We’ll see storms in the distance, whirling closer, and we’ll smell the forest and the sea and the hot concrete of the city. Our road will lead us onward, deeper into the tortured land, and as the speedometer revs and the engine roars, we may find strange visions on that twisting highway.
A man who awakens one morning to find a skeleton in bed where his wife had been the night before.
A small-time thief who steals a makeup case, and learns a dead horror star’s secret.
A roadside diner, where a Vietnam veteran comes seeking shelter from the storm.
A young man in prison, who finds beauty and hope on the wings of a yellow bird.
Halloween in a very special residential area, where trick-or-treating is deadly serious.
A red house on a street of gray houses, and a breath of sweet fire.
The adventures of a has-been serial hero, who dons his old costume and goes in search of a serial killer.
A priest obsessed by a porno star, and his realization that both of them are being stalked by a third shadow.
We will see worlds within worlds from the windows of our fast car. We might even see the end of the world, and we might sit on a front porch for a while and sip a glass of gasoline on a hot December day.
Some of these roads are tricky. Some of them have sudden curves that want to throw us off into space. Some of them bubble under the blinding sunlight, and some of them freeze beneath the cold white moon. But we have to take them all, if we want to get from here to there. And isn’t journeying what life is all about? The question of what lies beyond the dark hills, beyond the steaming forests, beyond the locked door?
The key to a fast car can take you there.
Novels are limousines, stately and smooth. Some of them can ride like tanks, slow and heavy, well-armored. The fast cars of short stories: those are the vehicles that let us zoom close to the ground, with the wind in our hair and the speedometer’s needle vibrating on the dangerous edge. Sometimes they’re hard to handle; they have minds of their own, and they call for close attention. They can crash and burn so easily, but their sleek power yearns for speed. In such a fast car, we can go anywhere. No locked door can keep us out, and if we want to see what lies around the next bend, or the next hill, all we have to do is steer toward it. We’ll be there, roaming through the tortured land, with the lights of other lives and different worlds passing on either side.
I’d like to thank a number of people who have encouraged me in my building of the fast cars in this book. Thank you to Frank Coffey, who published “Makeup,” my first short story; to Dave Silva of The Horror Show, and Paul and Erin Olson of Horrorstruck, for their friendship and encouragement; to Stephen King and Peter Straub for setting the pace, and leaving burning treadmarks on the pavement; to Charles L. Grant for his black-and-white visions; to Joe and Karen Lansdale for true grit; to Tappan King of Twilight Zone magazine; to J. N. Williamson and John Maclay for their first publication of “Nightcrawlers”; to Dean R. Koontz, and he knows why; to those good ol‘ boys Tom Monteleone and Al Sarrantonio; to Ray Bradbury, whose short story “The Lake” made me cry when I was a little boy; to Forrest J. Ackerman, my true father, who raised me on Famous Monsters of Filmland; to Tony Gardner; and to Sally, who always stands beside me.
The fast cars are waiting. Listen: their engines are starting up. We have a distance to travel, you and I. Buckle your seat belt. I’ll have to steer, because I know the roads. Trust me.
Ready? Then let’s go out, in our cocoon of speed, and see what finds us.
Yellowjacket Summer
“Car’s comin‘, Mase,” the boy at the window said. “Comin’ lickety-split.”
“Ain’t no car comin‘,” Mase replied from the back of the gas station. “Ain’t never no cars comin’.”
“Yes there is! Come look! I can see the dust risin‘ off the road!”
Mase made a nasty sound with his lips and stayed where he was, sitting in the old cane chair that Miss Nancy had said she wouldn’t befoul her behind to sit on. Mase was kinda sweet on Miss Nancy, the boy knew, and he was always asking her to come over for a cold CoCola but she had a boyfriend in Waycross and so that wouldn’t do. The boy felt a little sorry for Mase sometimes, because nobody in town liked being around him much. Maybe it was because Mase was mean when he got riled, and he drank too much on Saturday nights. He smelled of grease and gasoline too, and his clothes and cap were always dark with stains.
“Come look, Mase!” the boy urged, but Mase shook his head and just sat watching the Braves baseball game on the little portable TV.
Well, there was a car, after all, trailing plumes of dust from its tires. But not exactly a car, the boy saw; it was a van with wood trim on its sides. The van had been white before it had met up with four unpaved miles of Highway 241, but now it was reddened by Georgia clay and there were dead bugs spotting the windshield. The boy wondered if any of them were yellowjackets. It was a yellowjacket summer for sure, he thought. Them things were just everywhere!
“They’re slowin‘ down, Mase,” the boy told him. “I think they’re gonna pull in here.”
“Lord A’mighty!” He smacked his knee with one hand. “There’s three men on base! You go on out and see what they want, hear?”
“Okay,” he agreed, and he was almost out the screen door when Mase called, “All they want’s a roadmap! They gotta be lost to be in this neck o‘ nowhere! And tell ’em the gas truck’s not due till tomorrow, Toby!”
The screen door slammed shut behind him, and Toby ran out into the steamy July heat as the van pulled up to the pumps.
“There’s somebody!” Carla Emerson said as she saw the boy emerge from the building. She released the breath she’d been holding for what seemed like the last five miles, since they’d passed a road sign pointing them to the town of Capshaw, Georgia. The ancient-looking gas station, its roof covered with kudzu and its bricks bleached yellow by a hundred summer suns, was a beautiful sight, especially since the Voyager’s tank was getting way too low for comfort. Trish had been driving Carla crazy by saying, “It’s on the E, Momma!” every minute or so, and Joe made her feel like a twerp with his doomy pronouncement of “Should’ve pulled over at the rest stop, Mom.”
In the back seat, Joe put aside the
Fantastic Four comic he’d been reading. “I sure do hope they’ve got a bathroom,” he said. “If I can’t pee in about five seconds I’m gonna go out in a burst of glory.”
“Thanks for the warning,” she told him as she stopped the van next to the dusty pumps and cut the engine. “Go for it!”
He opened his door and scrambled out, trying to keep his bladder from bouncing around too much. He was twelve years old, skinny, and wore braces on his teeth, but he was as intelligent as he was gawky and he figured that someday God would give him a better chance with girls; right now, though, computer games and superhero comics took most of his attention.
He almost ran right into the boy who had hair the color of fire.
“Howdy,” Toby said, and grinned. “What can I do for you?”
“Bathroom,” Joe told him, and Toby motioned with a finger toward the back side of the gas station. Joe took off at a trot, and Toby called, “Ain’t too clean in there, though. Sorry!”
That was the least of Joe Emerson’s worries as he hurried around the small brick building, back to where kudzu and stickers erupted out of the thick pine forest. There was just one door, and it had no handle on it, but it was mercifully unlocked. He went in.
Carla had her window rolled down. “Could you fill us up, please? With unleaded?”
Toby kept grinning at her. She was a pretty woman, maybe older than Miss Nancy but not too old; her hair was light brown and curly, and she had steady gray eyes set in a high-cheek-boned face. Perched in the seat next to her was a little brown-haired girl maybe six or seven. “No gas,” he told the woman. “Not a drop.”
“Oh.” The nervous clenching sensation returned to her stomach. “Oh, no! Well… is there another station around here?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He pointed in the direction the van was facing. “Halliday’s about eighteen or twenty miles. They’ve got a real nice gas station.”
“We’re on E!” Trish said.
“Shhhh, honey.” Carla touched the little girl’s arm. The boy with red, close-cropped hair was still smiling, waiting for Carla to speak again. Through the station’s screen door Carla could hear the noise of a crowd roaring on a TV set.
“Bet they got a run,” the boy said. “The Braves. Mase is watchin‘ the game.”
Eighteen or twenty miles! Carla thought. She wasn’t sure they had enough gas to make it that far, and she sure would hate to run out on a country road. The sun was shining down hot and bright from the fierce blue sky, and the pine woods looked like they went on to the edge of eternity. She cursed herself as a fool for not stopping at that rest station on Highway 84, where there was Shell gasoline and a Burger King, but she’d thought they could fill up ahead and she was in a hurry to get to St. Simons Island. Her husband, Ray, was a lawyer and had flown on to Brunswick for a business meeting several days ago; she and the kids had left Atlanta yesterday morning to visit her parents in Valdosta, then were supposed to swing up through Waycross and meet Ray for a vacation. Stay on the main highway, Ray had told her. You get off the highway, you can get lost in some pretty desolate country.
But she thought she’d known her own state, particularly the area she’d grown up in! When the pavement had stopped and Highway 241 had turned to dust a ways back, she’d almost stopped and turned around--but then she’d seen the sign to Capshaw, so she’d kept on going and hoped for the best.
But if this was the best, they were sunk.
In the bathroom, Joe had learned that you spell relief p-e-e. It was not a clean bathroom, true, and there were dead leaves and pinestraw on the floor and the single window was broken, but he would’ve gone in an outhouse if he’d had to. The toilet hadn’t been flushed for a long time, though, and the smell wasn’t too pleasant. Through the thin wall he could hear a TV set on. The crack of a bat and the roar of a crowd.
And another sound too. Something that he couldn’t identify at first.
It was a low, droning noise. Somewhere close, he thought as he stood at the end of an amber river.
Joe looked up, and his hand abruptly squeezed the river off.
Above his head, the bathroom’s ceiling crawled with yellowjackets. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. The little winged bodies with their yellow-and-black-striped stingers crawled over and around each other, making a weird droning noise that sounded like a hushed, distant-- and dangerous--whisper.
The river would not be denied. It kept streaming. As Joe stared upward with widened eyes, he saw maybe thirty or forty of the yellowjackets take off, buzz curiously around his head, and then fly away through the broken window. A few of them--ten or fifteen, Joe realized--came in for a closer look. His skin crept as the yellowjackets hummed before his face, and he heard their droning change pitch, become higher and faster--as if they knew they’d found an intruder.
More left the ceiling. He felt them walking in his hair, and one landed on the edge of his right ear. The river would not stop, and he knew he must not cry out, must not must not, because the noise in this confined place might send the whole colony of them into a stinging frenzy.
One landed on his left cheek and walked toward his nose. Five or six of them were crawling on his sweaty Conan the Barbarian T-shirt. And then he felt some of them land on his knuckles, and--yes--even there too.
He fought back a sneeze as a yellowjacket probed his left nostril. A dark, humming cloud of them hung waiting over his scalp.
“Well,” Carla said to the red-haired boy, “I don’t guess we’ve got much choice, do we?”
“But we’re on E, Momma!” Trish reminded her.
“You ‘bout empty?” Toby asked.
“I’m afraid so. We’re on our way to St. Simons Island.”
“Long way from here.” Toby looked off to the right, where a battered old pickup truck with red plastic dice hanging from the rearview mirror was parked. “That’s Mase’s truck. Maybe he’d drive over to Halliday for you and get you some gas.”
“Mase? Who’s that?”
“Oh, he owns this place. Always has. Want me to ask him if he’ll do it?”
“I don’t know. Maybe we could make it ourselves.”
Toby shrugged. “Maybe you could, at that.” But the way he smiled told Carla that he didn’t believe she would, and she didn’t believe it herself. Lord, Ray was going to pitch a fit about this!
“I’ll ask him, if you like.” Toby kicked a stone with the toe of one dirty sneaker.
“All right,” Carla agreed. “Tell him I’ll pay him five dollars, too.”
“Sure thing.” Toby walked back to the screen door. “Mase? Lady out here needs some gas pretty bad. Says she’ll pay you five dollars to bring her back a few gallons from Halliday.”
Mase didn’t answer. His face was blue from the TV screen’s glow.
“Mase? Did you hear me?” Toby prodded.
“I’m not goin‘ a damn place until this damn baseball game is over, boy!” Mase finally said, with a terrible scowl. “Been waitin’ all week for it! Score’s four to two, bottom of the fifth!”
“She’s a looker, Mase,” Toby said, casting his voice lower. “Almost as pretty as Miss Nancy.”
“I said leave me be!” And for the first time Toby saw that Mase had a bottle of beer on the little table beside his chair. It wouldn’t do to get Mase riled up, not on a hot day like this in the middle of yellowjacket summer.
But Toby screwed up his courage and tried once more.
“Please,
Mase. The lady needs help!“
“Oh…” Mase shook his head. “All right, if you’ll just let me finish watchin‘ this damn game! I’ll drive over there for her. God A’mighty, I thought I was gonna have me a peaceful day!”
Toby thanked him and walked back to the van. “He says he’ll go, but he wants to watch the baseball game. I’d drive myself, but I just turned fifteen and Mase would whip my tail if I had a wreck. If you like, you can leave the van here. Cafe to get sandwiches and stuff is just around the bend, walkin‘ distance. That suit you?”
“Yes, that’d be fine.” Carla wanted to stretch her legs, and something cold to drink would be wonderful. But what had happened to Joe? She honked the horn a couple of times and rolled up her window. “Probably fell in,” she told Trish.
The yellowjacket had decided not to enter Joe’s nostril. Still, there were thirty or more of them on his T-shirt, and he could feel the damned things all in his hair. His teeth were clenched, his face pale and sweating, and yellowjackets were crawling over his hands. Chills ran up and down his spine; he’d read somewhere about a farmer who had disturbed a yellowjacket nest, and by the time they got through with him he was a writhing mass of stung flesh and he’d died on the way to the hospital. At any second he expected a dozen stingers to rip through the skin at the back of his neck. His breathing was harsh and forced, and he was afraid that his knees would buckle and his face would fall into that filthy toilet and then the yellowjackets would go to w--
“Don’t move,” the red-haired boy said, standing in the bathroom’s doorway. “They’re all over you. Don’t move, now.”
Joe didn’t have to be told twice. He stood frozen and sweating, and then he heard a low, trilling whistle that went on for maybe twenty seconds. It was a soothing, calming sound, and the yellowjackets started leaving Joe’s shirt and flying out of his hair. As soon as they were off his hands, he zipped himself up and he got out of the bathroom with yellowjackets buzzing curiously over his head. He ducked and batted at them, and they flew away.
“Yellowjackets!” he gasped. “Must’ve been a million in there!”
“Not that many,” Toby told him. “It’s yellowjacket summer. But don’t worry about ‘em now. You’re safe.” He was smiling, and he lifted his right hand.
The boy’s hand was covered with them, layer upon layer of them, until it looked as if the hand had grown to grotesque proportions, the huge fingers striped with yellow and black.
Joe stood staring, open-mouthed and terrified. The other boy whistled again--this time a short, sharp whistle--and the yellowjackets stirred lazily, humming and buzzing and finally lifting off from his hand in a dark cloud that rose up and flew away into the woods.
“See?” Toby slid his hand into his jeans pocket. “I said you were safe, didn’t I?”
“How… how… did you do--”
“Joe!” It was his mother, calling him. “Come on!”
He wanted to run, wanted to leave tornadoes whirling under his sneakers, but he forced himself to walk at a steady pace around the gas station to where his mother and Trish were out of the Voyager and waiting for him. He could hear the crunch of the other boy’s shoes on the gravel, following right behind him. “Hey!” Joe said, his face tightening as he tried to smile. “What’s goin‘ on?”
“We thought we’d lost you! What took you so long?”
Before Joe could answer, a hand was placed firmly on his shoulder. “Got hisself stuck in the bathroom,” Toby told her. “Old door oughta be fixed. Ain’t that right?” The pressure of his hand increased.
Joe heard a thin buzzing. He looked down, saw that the hand clamped to his shoulder had a yellowjacket lodged between the first and second fingers.
“Mom?” Joe said softly. “I was--” He stopped, because beyond his mother and sister he could see a dark banner-- maybe two or three hundred yellowjackets--slowly undulating in the bright sunshine over the road.
“You okay?” Carla asked. Joe looked like he was about to upchuck.
“I think he’ll live, ma’am,” Toby said, and he laughed. “Just scared him a little, I guess.”
“Oh. Well… we’re going to get a bite to eat and something cold to drink, Joe. He says there’s a cafe right around the bend.”
Joe nodded, but his stomach was churning. He heard the boy give a low, weird whistle, so soft that his mother couldn’t possibly have heard; the yellowjacket flew off from between the boy’s fingers, and the awful waiting cloud of them began to break apart.
“Just ‘bout lunchtime!” Toby announced. “Think I’ll walk thataway with ya’ll.”
The sun burned down. A layer of yellow dust seemed to hang in the air. “It’s hot, Momma!” Trish complained before they’d walked ten yards away from the gas station, and Carla felt sweat creeping down her back under her pale blue blouse. Joe followed further behind, with the red-haired boy named Toby right on his heels.
The road curved through the pine woods toward the town of Capshaw. It wasn’t much of a town, Carla saw in another couple of minutes; there were a few unkempt-looking wooden houses, a general store with a Closed Please Come Again sign in the front window, a small whitewashed church, and a white stone building with a rust-eaten sign that announced it as the Clayton Cafe. In the gravel parking lot were an old gray Buick, a pickup truck of many colors, and a little red sports car with the convertible top pulled down.
The town was quiet except for the distant cawing of a crow. It amazed Carla that such a primitive-looking place should exist just seven or eight miles off the main highway. In an age of interstates and rapid travel, it was easy to forget that little hamlets like this still stood on the back roads-- and Carla felt like kicking herself in the butt for getting them into this mess. Now they were really going to be late getting to St. Simons Island!
“Afternoon, Mr. Winslow!” Toby called, and waved to someone off to the left.
Carla looked. On the front porch of a rundown old house sat a white-haired man in overalls. He sat without moving, and Carla thought he looked like a wax dummy. But then she saw a swirl of smoke rise from his corncob pipe, and he lifted a hand in greeting.
“Hot day today!” Toby said. “It’s lunchtime! You comin‘?”
“Directly,” the man answered.
“Best fetch Miss Nancy, then. Got some tourists passin‘ through!”
“I can see,” the white-haired man said.
“Yeah.” Toby grinned at him. “They’re goin‘ to St. Simons Island. Long way from here, huh?”
The man stood up from his chair and went into the house.
“Mom?” Joe’s voice was tense. “I don’t think we ought to--”
“Like your shirt,” Toby interrupted, plucking at it. “It’s nice and clean.”
And then they were at the Clayton Cafe, and Carla was going inside, her hand holding Trish’s. A little sign said We’re Air-Conditioned! But if that was so, the air-conditioning was not functioning; it was as hot in the cafe as it was on the road.
The place was small, with a floor of discolored linoleum and a counter colored mustard yellow. There were a few tables and chairs and a jukebox pushed back against the wall.
“Lunchtime!” Toby called merrily as he followed Joe through the door and shut it behind them. “Brought some tourists today, Emma!”
Something rattled back in the kitchen. “Come say hello, Emma!” Toby urged.
The door to the kitchen opened, and a thin woman with gray hair, a deeply wrinkled face, and somber brown eyes came out. Her gaze went to Carla first, then to Joe, finally lingered on Trish.
“What’s for lunch?” Toby asked her. Then he held up a finger. “Wait! I bet I know! Uh… alphabet soup, potato chips, and peanut-butter-and-grape-jelly sandwiches! Is that right?”
“Yes,” Emma replied, and now she stared at the boy. “That’s right, Toby.”
“I knew it! See, folks around here used to say I was special. Used to say I knew things that shouldn’t be known.” He tapped the side of his skull. “Used to say I had the beckonin‘ touch. Ain’t that right, Emma?”
She nodded, her arms limp at her sides.
Carla didn’t know what the boy was talking about, but his tone of voice gave her the creeps. Suddenly it seemed way too cramped in this place, too hot and bright, and Trish said, “Ow, Mommy!” because she was squeezing the child’s hand too tightly. Carla loosened her grip. “Listen,” she said to Toby, “maybe I should call my husband. He’s at the Sheraton on St. Simons Island. He’ll be real worried if I
don’t check in with him. Is there a phone I can use somewhere?“
“Nope,” Emma said. “Sorry.” Her gaze slid toward the wall, and Carla saw an outline there where the pay phone had been removed.
“There’s a phone at the gas station.” Toby sat down at one of the stools facing the counter. “You can call your husband after lunch. By that time, Mase’ll be back from Halliday.” He began to spin himself around and around on the stool. “I’m hungry hungry hungry!” he said.
“Lunch is comin‘ right up.” Emma returned to the kitchen.
Carla herded Trish toward one of the tables, but Joe just stood there staring at Toby; then the red-haired boy got off his stool and joined them at the table, turning his chair around so he rested his elbows on the back. He smiled, watching Carla with steady pale green eyes. “Quiet town,” she said uneasily.
“Yep.”
“How many people live here?”
“A few. Not too many. I don’t like crowded places. Like Halliday and Double Pines.”
“What does your father do? Does he work around here?”
“Naw,” Toby replied. “Can you cook?”
“Uh… I guess so.” The question had taken her by surprise.
“Raisin‘ kids, you’d have to cook, wouldn’t you?” he asked her, his eyes opaque. “Unless you’re rich and you go out to fancy restaurants every night.”
“No, I’m not rich.”
“Nice van you got, though. Bet it cost a lot of money.” He looked over at Joe and said, “Why don’t you sit down? There’s a chair for you, right beside me.”
“Can I get a hamburger, Momma?” Trish asked. “And a Pepsi?”
“Alphabet soup’s on the menu today, little girl. Gonna get you a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich, too. That suit you?” Toby reached out to touch the child’s hair.
But Carla drew Trish closer to her.
The boy stared at her for a moment, his smile beginning to fade. The silence stretched.
“I don’t like ‘phabet soup,” Trish said softly.
“You will,” Toby promised. And then his smile came back again, only this time it hung lopsided on his mouth. “I mean… Emma makes the best alphabet soup in town.”
Carla could not stand to look into the boy’s eyes any longer. She shifted her gaze, and then the door opened and two people came into the cafe. One was the old white-haired man in overalls, and the other was a skinny girl with dirty-blond hair and a face that might’ve been pretty if it was clean. She was about twenty or twenty-five, Carla thought, and she wore stained khaki slacks, a pink blouse that had been resewn in many places, and a pair of Top Siders on her feet. She smelled bad, and her blue eyes were sunken and shocked. Winslow helped her to a chair at another table, where she sat muttering to herself and staring at her filthy hands.
Neither Carla nor Joe could help but notice the swollen bites that pocked her face, the welts going right up into her hairline.
“My God,” Carla whispered. “What…
happened to--“
“Mase called on her,” Toby said. “He’s sweet on Miss Nancy.”
Winslow sat down at a table by himself, lit his pipe, and smoked it in grave silence.
Emma came out with a tray, carrying bowls of soup, little bags of potato chips, and the sandwiches. She began to serve Toby first. “Have to go to the grocery store pretty soon,” she said. “We’re runnin‘ low on near ’bout everythin‘.”
Toby started chewing on his sandwich and didn’t reply.
“My bread’s got crust,” Trish whispered to her mother; sweat clung to her face, and her eyes were round and frightened.
It was so hot in the cafe that Carla could hardly bear it. Her blouse was soaked with sweat, and now the unwashed smell of Miss Nancy almost sickened her. She felt Toby watching her, and suddenly she found herself wanting to scream. “Excuse me,” she managed to say to Emma, “but my little girl doesn’t like to eat the crust on bread. Do you have a knife?”
Emma blinked, did not answer; her hand hesitated as she put a bowl of soup in front of Joe. Winslow laughed quietly, a laugh devoid of mirth.
“Sure thing,” Toby said as he reached into his jeans pocket. He brought out a folding knife, got the blade extended. “I’ll do it,” he offered, and started carving the crust away.
“Ma’am? Here’s your soup.” Emma put a bowl in front of her.
Carla knew she couldn’t take a bite of hot soup, not in this already-steaming place. “Can we… have something cold to drink, please?”
“Nothin‘ but water here,” Emma said. “Ice machine’s broke. Hush up and eat your soup.” She moved away to serve Miss Nancy.
And then Carla saw it.
Right there. Spelled out in letters, floating on the top of her alphabet soup.
Boys crazy.
The knife was at work, carving, carving.
Carla’s throat was dust-dry, but she swallowed anyway. Her eyes watched the moving blade, so terribly close to her little girl’s throat.
“I said, eat it!”
Emma almost shouted.
Carla understood. She put her spoon into the bowl, churned up the letters so he wouldn’t see, then took a mouthful that all but seared her tongue.
“Like it?” Toby asked Trish, holding the blade before her face. “Look at it shine! Ain’t it a pretty th--”
He did not finish his sentence, because in that instant hot alphabet soup had been flung into his eyes. But not by Carla. By Joe, who had come out of his daze and now grabbed at the knife as Toby cried out and fell backward from his chair. Even blinded, Toby held off Joe as they fought on the floor, and Carla sat transfixed while precious seconds ticked past.
“Kill him!” Emma screamed. “Kill the little bastard!”
She began beating Toby with the tray she held, but in the confusion most of her blows were hitting Joe. Toby flailed out with the knife, snagging Joe’s T-shirt and ripping a hole in it. Then Carla was on her feet too, and Miss Nancy was screaming something unintelligible. Carla tried to grab the boy’s wrist, missed, and tried again. Toby shouted and writhed, his face a twisted and terrible rictus, but Joe was holding on to him with all his dwindling strength. “Momma! Momma!” Trish was crying--and then Carla put her foot down on Toby’s wrist and pinned the knife hand to the linoleum.
The fingers opened, and Joe snatched up the knife.
Both he and his mother stepped back, and Toby sat up with the fury of hell on his face.
“Kill him!” Emma shouted, red to the roots of her hair. “Put that knife right through his evil heart!” She started to grab the blade, but Joe moved away from her.
Winslow was standing up, still calmly smoking his pipe. “Well,” he said quietly, “now you done it. Now you gone and done it.”
Toby crawled away from them toward the door, wiping his eyes clear with his forearm. He sat up on his knees, then slowly got to his feet.
“He’s crazy as hell!” Emma said. “He’s killed everybody in this damned town!”
“Not everybody, Emma,” Toby replied. The smile had returned. “Not yet.”
Carla had Trish in her arms, and she was so hot she feared she might pass out. All the air was heavy and stagnant, and now Miss Nancy was grinning into her face and pulling at her with her filthy hands.
“I don’t know what’s going on here,” Carla finally said, “but we’re getting out. Gas or not, we’re leaving.”
“Are you? Really?” Toby suddenly inhaled, and let the air out in a long, trilling whistle that made Carla’s skin creep. The whistling went on and on. Emma screamed, “Shut him up! Somebody shut him up!”
The whistling abruptly stopped, on an ascending note.
“Get out of our way,” Carla said. “We’re leaving.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. It’s yellowjacket summer, lady. Them things are just everywhere.”
Something touched the cafe’s window. A dark cloud began to grow, to spread across the outside of the glass.
“Ever been stung by a yellowjacket, lady?” Toby asked. “I mean bad, deep stung? Stung right to the bone? Stung so bad that you’d scream for somebody to cut your throat and end the misery?”
The windows were darkening. Miss Nancy whimpered, and began to cower under a table.
“It’s yellowjacket summer,” Toby repeated. “They come when I call ‘em. They do what I want ’em to. Oh, I speak their tongue, lady. I’ve got the beckonin‘ touch.”
“Oh, Jesus.” Winslow shook his head. “Now you’ve gone and done it.”
The bright sunlight was going away. Darkness was falling fast. Carla heard the high, thin droning noise from the thousands of yellowjackets that were collecting on the windows, and a trickle of sweat ran down her face.
“State trooper come here once. Lookin‘ for somebody. I forget who. He says, ’Boy? Where’re your folks? How come ain’t nobody around here?‘ And he was gonna put a call through on his radio, but when he opened his mouth I sent ’em in there. They went right smack down his throat. Oh, you should’ve seen that trooper dance!” Toby giggled at the obscene memory. “They stung him to death from the inside out. But they won’t sting me, ‘cause I speak their tongue.”
The light was almost gone, just a little shard of red-hot sun breaking through when the mass of yellowjackets shifted.
“Well, go on, then,” Toby said, and motioned toward the door. “Don’t let me stop you.”
Emma said, “Kill him right now! Kill him and they’ll fly off!”
“Touch me,” Toby warned, “and I’ll make ‘em squeeze through every damned chink in this place. I’ll make ’em sting your eyeballs out and go up your ears. And I’ll make ‘em kill the little girl first.”
“Why? For God’s sake…
why?“
“Because I can,“ he answered. “Go on. Your van’s just a short walk.”
Carla set Trish down. She looked into the boy’s face for a moment, then took the knife from Joe’s hand.
“Give it here,” Toby ordered.
She hesitated in the twilight, ran her forearm across her face to mop up some of the sweat, and then she walked to Toby and pressed the blade against his throat. His smile faltered.
“You’re going to walk with us,” she said, her voice quavering. “You’re going to keep them off, or I swear to God that I’ll shove this right through your neck.”
“I ain’t goin‘ nowhere.”
“Then you’ll die here with us. I want to live, and I want my children to live, but we’re not staying in this… this insane asylum. I don’t know what you had planned for us but I think I’d rather die. So: which is it?”
“You won’t kill me, lady.”
Carla had to make him believe she would, though she didn’t know what she’d do if the time came. She tensed, drove her hand forward in a short, sharp jab. Toby winced, and a little drop of blood ran down his throat.
“That’s it!” Emma crowed. “Do it! Do it!”
A yellowjacket suddenly landed on Carla’s cheek. Another on her hand. A third buzzed dangerously close to her left eye.
The one on her cheek stung her, the pain searing and vicious. It seemed to make her entire spine vibrate as if she’d suffered an electric shock, and tears came to her eyes, but she kept the blade against his throat.
“One for one,” he said.
“You’re going to walk with us,” Carla repeated as her cheek started swelling. “If either of my children is hurt, I’ll kill you.” And this time her voice was steady, though four yellowjackets crawled over her knuckles.
Toby paused. Then he shrugged and said, “Okay. Sure. Let’s go.”
“Joe, hold on to Trish’s hand. Then grab my belt. Don’t let go, and for God’s sake don’t let her go either.” She prodded Toby with the knife. “Go on. Open the door.”
“No!”
Winslow protested. “Don’t go out there! You’re crazy, woman!”
“Open it.”
Toby slowly turned, and Carla pressed the blade against the pulsing vein in his neck while she grasped his collar with her other hand. He reached out--slowly, very slowly--and turned the doorknob. He pulled the door open, the harsh sunlight blinding Carla for a few seconds. When her vision had returned, she saw a dark, buzzing cloud waiting in the doorway.
“I can put this in your neck if you try to run,” she warned him. “You remember that.”
“I don’t have to run. You’re the one they want.” And he walked into the cloud of yellowjackets with Carla and her children right behind him.
It was like stepping into a black blizzard, and Carla almost screamed, but she knew that if she did they were all lost; she kept one hand closed around Toby’s collar and the knife digging into his neck, but she had to squeeze her eyes shut because the yellowjackets swarmed at her face. She couldn’t find a breath, felt a sting and then another on the side of her face, heard Trish cry out as she was stung too. “Get them away, damn it!” she shouted as two more stung her around the mouth. The pain ripped through her face; she could already feel it swelling, distorting, and at that instant panic almost swept her senses away. “Get them away!” she told him, shaking him by the collar. She heard him laugh, and she wanted to kill him.
They came out of the vicious cloud. Carla didn’t know how many times she’d been stung, but her eyes were still okay. “You all right?” she called. “Joe? Trish?”
“I got stung in the face,” Joe said, “but I’m okay. So is Trish.”
“Hush crying!” she told the little girl. Carla’s right eyelid had been hit, and the eye was starting to swell shut. More yellowjackets kept humming around her head, pulling at her hair like little fingers.
“Some of’em don’t like to listen,” Toby said. “They do as they please.”
“Keep walking. Faster, damn you!”
Someone screamed. Carla looked over her shoulder, saw Miss Nancy running in the opposite direction with a swarm of several hundred yellowjackets enveloping her. The younger woman flailed madly at them, dancing and jerking. She took three more steps and went down, and Carla quickly looked away because she’d seen that the yellowjackets completely covered Miss Nancy’s face and head. The screams were muffled. In another moment they ceased.
A figure stumbled toward Carla, clutching at her arm. “Help me… help me,” Emma moaned. The sockets of her eyes were crawling with yellowjackets. She started to fall, and Carla had no choice but to pull away from her. Emma lay twitching on the ground, feebly crying for help.
“You’ve gone and done it now, woman!” Winslow was standing untouched in the doorway as the thousands of yellowjackets flew in a storm around him. “Damn, you’ve done it!”
But Carla and the kids were out of the worst of it. Still, whining currents of yellowjackets followed them. Joe dared to look up, and he could no longer see the sun directly overhead.
They reached the gas station, and Carla said, “Oh, my God!”
The van was a solid mass of yellowjackets, and the gas station’s sagging old roof was alive with them.
The pickup truck was still there. Over the whining and humming, Carla heard the sound of the baseball game on TV. “Help us!” she cried. “Please! We need help!”
Toby laughed again.
“Call him! Tell him to come out here! Do it now!”
“Mase is watchin‘ the baseball game, lady. He won’t help you.”
She shoved him toward the screen door. A few yellowjackets were clinging to the screen, but they took off as Toby approached. “Hey, Mase! Lady wants to see you, Mase!”
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“Mom,” Joe said, his lips swollen and turning blue. “Mom…”
She could see a figure in there, sitting in front of the glowing TV screen. The man wore a cap. “Please help us!” she shouted again.
“Mom… listen…”
“HELP US!” she screamed, and she kicked the screen door in. It fell from its hinges to the dusty floor.
“Mom… when I was in the bathroom… and he talked to somebody in here… I didn’t hear anybody answer him.”
And then Carla understood why.
A corpse sat before the TV. The man was long dead-- many months, at least--and he was nothing but a red clay husk with a grinning, eyeless face.
“GET EM, MASE!”
the boy wailed, and he tore away from Carla’s grip. She struck with the blade, caught him across the throat, but not enough to stop him. He shrieked and jumped like a top gone crazy.
Yellowjackets began streaming from the corpse’s eye sockets, the cavity where the nose had been, and the straining, terrible mouth. Carla realized with soul-numbing horror that the yellowjackets had burrowed a nest inside the dead man, and now they were pouring out of him by the thousands. They swarmed toward Carla and her children with relentless fury.
She whirled around, picked up Trish under one arm, and shouted, “Come on!” to Joe. She raced toward the van, where thousands more yellowjackets were stirring, starting to fly up and merge into a yellow-and-black-striped wall.
Carla had no choice but to thrust her hand into the midst of them, digging for the door handle.
They covered her hand in an instant, plunged their stingers deep, as if directed by a single malevolent intelligence. Howling with pain, Carla searched frantically for the handle. The sea of yellowjackets flowed up her forearm, up over her elbow, and toward her shoulder, stinging all the way.
Her fingers closed around the handle. She got the door open as yellowjackets attacked her neck, cheeks, and forehead. Both Trish and Joe were sobbing with pain, but all she could do was to throw them bodily into the van. She grabbed up handfuls of yellowjackets and crushed them between her fingers, then struggled in and slammed the door.
Still, there were dozens of them inside. Enraged, Joe started swatting them with his comic book, took off one sneaker and used that as a weapon too. His face was covered with stings, both eyes badly swollen.
Carla started the engine. Used the windshield wipers to brush a crawling mat of the insects aside. And through the windshield she saw the boy, his arms uplifted, his flame-colored hair now turned yellow and black with the yellowjackets that clung to his skull, his shirt covered with them, and blood leaking from the gash on the side of his neck.
Carla heard herself roar like a beast. She sank her foot to the floorboard.
The Voyager leapt forward, through the storm of yellowjackets.
Toby saw, and tried to jump aside. But his twisted, hideous face told Carla that he knew he was a step too late.
The van hit him, knocking him flat. Carla twisted the wheel violently to the right and felt a tire wobble as it crunched over Toby’s body. Then she was away from the pumps and speeding through Capshaw with Joe hammering at yellowjackets inside the van.
“We made it!” she shouted, though the voice from her mangled lips did not sound human anymore. “We made it!”
The van streaked on, throwing up plumes of dust behind its tires. The treads of the right-front tire were matted with scarlet.
The odometer rolled off the miles, and through the slit of her left eye Carla kept watching the gas gauge’s needle as it vibrated over the E. But she did not let up on the accelerator, taking the van around the sudden curves so fast it threatened to fly off the road into the woods. Joe killed the last of the yellowjackets, and then he sat numbly in the back, holding Trish close.
Finally, pavement returned to the road and they came out of the Georgia pines at a three-way intersection. A sign said Halliday… 9. Carla sobbed with relief and shot the van through the intersection at seventy miles an hour.
One mile passed. A second, a third, and a fourth. The Voyager started up a hill--and Carla felt the engine kick.
“Oh… God,” she whispered. Her hands, clamped to the steering wheel, were inflamed and horribly swollen. “No… no…”
The engine stuttered, and the van’s forward progress began to slow.
“No!”
she screamed, throwing herself against the wheel in an effort to keep the van going. But the speedometer’s needle was falling fast, and then the stuttering engine went silent.
The van had enough steam left to make the top of the hill, and it rolled to a halt about fifteen feet from the declining side. “Wait here!” Carla said. “Don’t move!” She got out, staggered on swollen legs to the rear of the van, and put her weight against it, trying to shove it over the hill. The van resisted her. “Please…
please,“
she whispered, and kept pushing.
Slowly, inch by inch, the Voyager started rolling forward.
She heard a distant droning noise, and she dared to look back.
About four or five miles away, the sky had turned dark. What resembled a massive yellow-and-black-streaked thundercloud was rolling over the woods, bending the pine trees before it.
Sobbing, Carla looked down the long hill that descended in front of the van. At its bottom was a wide S-curve, and off in the green forest were the roofs of houses and buildings.
The droning noise was approaching, and twilight was falling fast.
She heard the muscles of her shoulder crack as she strained against the van. A shadow fell upon her.
The van rolled closer to the decline; then it started rolling on its own, and Carla hobbled after it, grabbed the open door, and swung herself up into the seat just as it picked up real speed. She gripped the wheel, and she told her children to hang on.
What sounded like hail started pelting the roof.
The van hurtled down the hill as the sun went dark in the middle of yellowjacket summer.
Makeup
Stealing the thing was so easy.
Calvin Doss had visited the Hollywood Museum of Memories on Beverly Boulevard at three a.m., admitting himself through a side door with a hooked sliver of metal he took from the black leather pouch he kept under his jacket, close to the heart.
He’d roamed the long halls--past the chariots used in
Ben-Hur, past the tent set from
The Sheik, past the
Frankenstein lab mock-up--but he knew exactly where he was going. He’d come there the day before, with the paying tourists. And so in ten minutes after he’d slipped into the place he was standing in the Memorabilia Room, foil stars glittering from the wallpaper wherever the beam of his pencil flashlight touched. Before him were locked glass display cases: one of them was full of wigs on faceless mannequin heads; the next held bottles of perfume used as props in a dozen movies by Lana Turner, Loretta Young, Hedy Lamarr, in the next case there were shelves of paste jewelry, diamonds, rubies, and emeralds blazing like Rodeo Drive merchandise.
And then there was the display case Calvin sought, its shelves holding wooden boxes in a variety of sizes and colors. He moved the flashlight’s beam to a lower shelf, and there was the large black box he’d come to take. The lid was open, and within it Calvin could see the trays of tubes, little numbered jars, and what looked like crayons wrapped up in waxed paper. Beside the box there was a small white card with a couple of lines of type:
Makeup case once belonging to Jean Harlow. Purchased from the Harlow estate.
All right! Calvin thought. That’s the ticket. He zipped open his metal pouch, stepped around behind the display case to the lock, and worked for a few minutes to find the proper lock-picker from his ample supply.
Easy.
And now it was almost dawn, and Calvin Doss sat in his small kitchenette apartment off Sunset Boulevard, smoking a joint to relax with and staring at the black box that sat before him on a card table. There was nothing to it, really, Calvin thought. Just a bunch of jars and tubes and crayons, and most of those seemed to be so dry they were crumbling to pieces. Even the box itself wasn’t attractive. Junk, as far as Calvin was concerned. How Mr. Marco thought he could push the thing to some L. A. collector was beyond him; now, those fake jewels and wigs he could understand, but this… ? No way!
The box was chipped and scarred, showing the bare wood beneath the black lacquer at three of the corners. But the lock was unusual: it was a silver claw, a human hand with long sharp fingernails. It was tarnished with age but seemed to work okay. Mr. Marco would appreciate that, Calvin thought. The makeups themselves looked all dried out, but when Calvin unscrewed some of the numbered jars he caught faint whiffs of strange odors: from one a cold, clammy smell, like graveyard dirt; from another the smell of candle wax and metal; from a third an odor like a swamp teeming with reptilian life. None of the makeups carried brand names or any evidence where they’d been bought or manufactured. Some of the crayons crumbled into pieces when he picked them out of their tray, and he flushed the bits down the toilet so Mr. Marco wouldn’t find out he’d been tinkering with them.
Gradually the joint overpowered him. He closed the case’s lid, snapped down the silver claw, and went to sleep on his sofa bed thinking of Deenie.
He awakened with a start. The harsh afternoon sun was streaming through the dusty blinds. He fumbled for his wristwatch. Oh, God! he thought. Two-forty! He’d been told to call Mr. Marco at nine if the job went okay; panic flared within him as he went out to the pay phone at the end of the hall.
Mr. Marco’s secretary answered at the antique shop on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills. “Who may I say is calling, please?”
“Tell him Cal. Cal Smith.”
“Just a moment, please.”
Another phone was picked up. “Marco here.”
“It’s me, Mr. Marco. Cal Doss. I’ve got the makeup case, and the whole job went like a dream…”
“A dream?” the voice asked softly. There was a quiet murmur of laughter, like water running over dangerous rocks. “Is that what you’d call it, Calvin? If that’s the case, your sleep must be terribly uneasy. Have you seen this morning’s
Times?“
“No, sir.” Calvin’s heart was beating faster. Something had gone wrong; something had been screwed up royally. The noise of his heartbeat seemed to fill the telephone receiver.
“I’m surprised the police haven’t visited you already, Calvin. It seems you touched off a concealed alarm when you broke into the display case. Ah. Here’s the story, page seven, section two.” There was the noise of paper unfolding. “A silent alarm, of course. The police think they arrived at the scene just as you were leaving; one of the officers even thinks he saw your car. A gray Volkswagen with a dented left-rear fender? Does that ring a bell, Calvin?”
“My… Volkswagen’s light green,” Cal said, his throat tightening. “I… got the banged fender in the Club Zoom’s parking lot…”
“Indeed? I suggest you begin packing, my boy. Mexico might be nice at this time of year. If you’ll excuse me now, I have other business to attend to. Have a nice trip…”
“Wait! Mr. Marco! Please!”
“Yes?” The voice was as cold and hard as a glacier now.
“So I screwed up the job. So what? Anybody can have a bad night, Mr. Marco. I’ve got the makeup case! I can bring it over to you, you can give me the three G’s, and then I can pick up my girl and head down to Mexico for…
What is it?“
Mr. Marco had started chuckling again, that cold mirthless laughter that always sent a chill skittering up Calvin’s spine. Calvin could envision him in his black leather chair, the armrests carved into faces of growling lions. His broad, moonlike face would be almost expressionless: the eyes dull and deadly, as black as the business end of a double-barreled shotgun, the mouth slightly crooked to one side, parted lips as red as slices of raw liver. “I’m afraid you don’t understand, Calvin,” he finally said. “I owe you nothing. It seems that you stole the wrong makeup case…”
“What?”
Calvin said hoarsely.
“It’s all in the
Times, dear boy. Oh, don’t blame yourself. I don’t. It was a mistake made by some hopeless idiot at the museum. Jean Harlow’s makeup case was switched with one from the Chamber of Horrors. Her case is ebony with diamonds stitched into a red silk lining, supposedly to signify her love affairs. The one you took belonged to a horror-film actor named Orion Kronsteen, who was quite famous in the late thirties and forties for his monster makeups. He was murdered… oh, ten or eleven years ago, in a Hungarian castle he had rebuilt in the Hollywood hills. Poor devil: I recall his headless body was found dangling from a chandelier. So. Mistakes will happen, won’t they? Now, if you’ll forgive me…“
“Please!” Cal said, desperation almost choking him. “Maybe… maybe you can sell this horror guy’s makeup case?”
“A possibility. Some of his better films--Dracula Rises, Revenge of the Wolf, London
Screams--are still dredged up for late-night television. But it would take time to find a collector, Calvin, and that makeup case is very hot indeed.
You’re hot, Calvin, and I suspect you will be cooling off shortly up at the
Chino prison.“
“I… I need that three thousand dollars, Mr. Marco! I’ve got plans!”
“Do you? As I say, I owe you nothing. But take a word of warning, Calvin: go far away, and keep your lips sealed about my… uh… activities. I’m sure you’re familiar with Mr. Crawley’s methods?”
“Yeah,” Calvin said. “Yes, sir.” His heart and head were pounding in unison. Mr. Crawley was Marco’s “enforcer,” a six-foot-five skeleton of a man whose eyes blazed with bloodlust whenever he saw Calvin. “But… what am I going to do?”
“I’m afraid you’re a little man, dear boy, and what little men do is not my concern. I’ll tell you instead what you aren’t going to do. You aren’t going to call this office again. You aren’t going to come here again. You aren’t ever going to mention my name as long as you live… which, if it were up to Mr. Crawley, who is standing just outside my door at this moment, would be less than the time it takes for you to hang up the phone. Which is precisely what I am about to do.” There was a last chuckle of cold laughter and the phone went dead.
Calvin stared at the receiver for a moment, hoping it might reawaken. It buzzed at him like a Bronx cheer. Slowly he put it back on its cradle, then walked like a zombie toward his room. He heard sirens, and panic exploded within him, but they were far in the distance and receding. What am I going to do? he thought, his brain ticking like a broken record.
What am
I
going to do? He closed and bolted his door and then turned toward the makeup case there on the table.
Its lid was open, and Calvin thought that was odd, because he remembered--or thought he remembered-- closing it last night. The silver claw was licked with dusty light. Of all the stupid screwups! he thought, anger welling up inside. Stupid, stupid, stupid! He crossed the room in two strides and lifted the case over his head to smash it to pieces on the floor. Suddenly something seemed to bite his fingers and he howled in pain, dropping the case back onto the table; it overturned, spilling jars and crayons.
There was a red welt across Calvin’s fingers where the lid had snapped down like a lobster’s claw. It bit me! he thought, backing away from the thing.
The silver claw gleamed, one finger crooked as if in invitation.
“I’ve got to get rid of you!” Calvin said, startled by the sound of his own voice. “If the cops find you here, I’m up the creek!” He stuffed all the spilled makeups back into it, closed the lid, and tentatively poked at it for a minute before picking it up. Then he carried it along the corridor to the back stairway and down to the narrow alley that ran behind the building. He pushed the black makeup case deep inside a garbage can, underneath an old hat, a few empty bottles of Boone’s Farm and a Dunkin Donuts box. Then he returned to the pay phone and, trembling, dialed Deenie’s apartment number; there was no answer, so he called the Club Zoom. Mike, the bartender, picked up the phone. “How’s it goin‘, Cal?” In the background the Eagles were on the jukebox, singing about life in the fast lane. “Nope, Cal. Deenie’s not comin’ in today until six. Sorry. You want to leave a message or something?”
“No,” Calvin said. “Thanks anyway.” He hung up and returned to his room. Where the hell was Deenie? he wondered. It seemed she was never where she was supposed to be; she never called, never let him know where she was. Hadn’t he bought her a nice gold-plated necklace with a couple of diamond specks on it to show her he wasn’t mad for stringing along that old guy from Bel-Air? It had cost him plenty, too, and had put him in his current financial mess. He slammed his fist down on the card table and tried to sort things out: somehow he had to get some money. He could hock his radio and maybe collect an old pool-hall debt from Corky McClinton, but that would hardly be enough to carry him and Deenie for very long in Mexico. He had to have that three thousand dollars from Mr. Marco! But what about Crawley? That killer would shave his eyebrows with a .45!
What to do, what to do?
First, Calvin reasoned, a drink to calm my nerves. He opened a cupboard and brought out a bottle of Jim Beam and a glass. His fingers were shaking so much he couldn’t pour, so he shoved the glass aside and swigged out of the bottle. It burned like hellfire going down. Damn that makeup case! he thought, and took another drink. Damn Mr. Marco: another drink. Damn Crawley. Damn Deenie. Damn the idiot who switched those lousy makeup cases. Damn me for even taking on this screwy job…
After he’d finished damning his second and third cousins who lived in Arizona, Calvin stretched out on the sofa bed and slept.
He came awake with a single terrifying thought:
The cops are here! But they weren’t, there was no one else in the room, everything was okay. His head was throbbing, and through the small, smog-filmed windows the light was graying into night. What’d I do? he thought. Sleep away the whole day? He reached over toward the Jim Beam bottle, there on the card table beside the makeup case, and saw that there was about a half-swallow left in it. He tipped it to his mouth and drank it down, adding to the turmoil in his belly.
When his fogged gaze finally came to rest on the makeup case, he dropped the bottle to the floor.
Its lid was wide open, the silver claw cupping blue shadows.
“What are you doin‘ here?” he said, his speech slurred. “I got rid of you! Didn’t I?” He was trying to think: he seemed to remember taking that thing to the garbage can, but then again, it might’ve been a dream. “You’re a jinx, that’s what you are!” he shouted. He struggled up, staggered out into the hallway to the pay phone again, and dialed the antique shop.
A low, cold voice answered: “Marco Antiques and Curios.”
Calvin shuddered; it was Crawley. “This is Calvin Doss,” he said, summoning up his courage. “Doss. Doss. Let me speak to Mr. Marco.”
“Mr. Marco doesn’t want to speak to you.”
“Listen, I need my three thousand bucks!”
“Mr. Marco is working tonight, Doss. Stop tying up the phone.”
“I just… I just want what’s comin‘ to me!”
“Oh? Then maybe I can help you, you little punk. How’s about two or three forty-five slugs to rattle around in your brain-pan? I dare you to set foot over here!” The phone went dead before Calvin could say another word.
He put his head in his hands. Little punk. Little man. Little jerk. It seemed someone had been calling him those names all his life, from his mother to the juvenile-home creeps to the L.A. cops. I’m not a little punk! he thought. Someday I’ll show them all! He stumbled to his room, slamming his shoulder against a wall in the process, and had to turn on the lights before darkness totally filled the place.
And now he saw that the black makeup case had crept closer to the table’s edge.
He stared at it, transfixed by that silver claw. “There’s something funny about you,” he said softly. “Something reeeeallll funny. I put you in the garbage! Didn’t I?” And now, as he watched it, the claw’s forefinger seemed to… move. To bend. To beckon. Calvin rubbed his eyes. It hadn’t moved, not really! Or had it? Yes! No. Yes! No…
Had it?
Calvin touched it, then whimpered and drew his hand away. Something had shivered up his arm, like a faint charge of electricity.
“What are you?”
he whispered. He reached out to close the lid, and this time the claw seemed to clutch at his hand, to pull it down into the box itself. He shouted
“Hey!”
and when he pulled his hand back he saw he was gripping one of the jars of makeup, identified by the single number 9.
The lid dropped.
Calvin jumped. The claw had latched itself into place. For a long time he looked at the jar in his hand, then slowly-- very slowly--unscrewed the top. It was a grayish-looking stuff, like greasepaint, with the distinct odors of… What was it? he thought. Yes. Blood. That and a cold, mossy smell. He dabbed in a finger and rubbed it into the palm of his hand. It tingled, and seemed to be so cold it was hot. He smeared his hands with the stuff. The feeling wasn’t unpleasant. No, Calvin decided; it was far from unpleasant. The feeling was of… power. Of invincibility. Of wanting to throw himself into the arms of the night, to fly with the clouds as they swept across the moon’s grinning face. Feels good, he thought, and smeared some of the stuff on his face. God, if Deenie could only see me now! He began to smile. His face felt funny, filmed with the cold stuff, but different, as if the bone structure had sharpened. His mouth and jaws felt different too.
I want my three thousand dollars from Mr. Marco, he told himself. And I’m going to get it. Yessssssss. I’m going to get it right now.
After a while he pushed aside the empty jar and turned toward the door, his muscles vibrating with power. He felt as old as time, but filled with incredible, wonderful, ageless youth. He moved like an uncoiling serpent to the door, then into the hallway. Now it was time to collect the debt.
He drifted like a haze of smoke through the darkness and slipped into his Volkswagen. He drove through Hollywood, noting the white sickle moon rising over the Capitol Records building, and into Beverly Hills. At a traffic light he could sense someone staring at him from the car beside his; he turned his head slightly, and the young woman at the wheel of her Mercedes froze, terror stitched across her face. When the light changed, he drove on, leaving the Mercedes sitting still.
Yessssss. It was definitely time to collect the debt.
He pulled his car to the curb on Rodeo Drive, two shops down from the royal-blue-and-gold canopy with the lettering marco antiques and curios. Most of the expensive shops were closed, and there were only a few window-shoppers on the sidewalks. Calvin walked toward the antique shop. Of course the door was locked, a blind pulled down, and a sign that read sorry we’re closed. I should’ve brought my tool kit! he told himself. But no matter. Tonight he could do magic; tonight there were no impossibilities. He imagined what he wanted to do; then he exhaled and slipped through the doorjamb like a gray, wet mist. Doing it scared the hell out of him, and caused one window-shopper to clutch at his heart and fall like a redwood to the pavement.
Calvin stood in a beige-carpeted display room filled with gleaming antiques: a polished rosewood piano once owned by Rudolph Valentino, a brass bed from the Pickford estate, a lamp with bulbs shaped like roses that had once belonged to Vivien Leigh. Objects of silver, brass, and gold were spotlit by track lights at the ceiling. Calvin could hear Mr. Marco’s voice from the rear of the shop, through a door that led back into a short hallway and Marco’s office. “… that’s all well and good, Mr. Frazier,” he was saying. “I hear what you’re telling me, but I’m not listening. I have a buyer for that item, and if I want to sell it I must make delivery tomorrow afternoon at the latest.” There was a few seconds’ pause. “Correct, Mr. Frazier. It’s not my concern how your people get the Flynn diary. But I’ll expect it to be on my desk at two o’clock tomorrow afternoon, is that understood?…”
Calvin began to smile. He moved across the room as silently as smoke, entered the hallway, and approached the closed door to Marco’s office.
He was about to turn the doorknob when he heard Marco put down his telephone. “Now, Mr. Crawley,” Marco said, “Where were we? Ah, yes; the matter of Calvin Doss. I very much fear that we cannot trust the man to remain silent in the face of adversity. You know where he lives, Mr. Crawley? I’ll have your payment ready for you when you return…”
Calvin reached forward, gripped the doorknob, and wrenched at it. He was amazed and quite pleased when the entire door was ripped from its hinges.
Marco, his three hundred pounds wedged into the chair with the lion faces on the armrests behind a massive mahogany desk, gave out a startled squawk, his black eyes almost popping from his head. Crawley had been sitting in a corner holding a
Hustler magazine, and now the towering height of him came up like a released spring, his eyes glittering like cold diamonds beneath thick black brows.
Crawley’s hand went up under his checked sport coat, but Calvin froze him with a single glance.
Marco’s face was the color of spoiled cheese. “Who… who are you?” he said, his voice trembling. “What do you want?”
“Don’t you recognize me?” Calvin asked, his voice as smooth and dark as black velvet. “I’m Calvin Doss, Mr. Marco.”
“Cal… vin… ?” A thread of saliva broke over Marco’s double chins and fell onto the lapel of his charcoal-gray Brooks Brothers suit. “No! It can’t be!”
“But it is.” Calvin grinned and felt his fangs protrude. “I’ve come for my restitution, Mr. Marco.”
“Kill him!” Marco shrieked to Crawley. “Kill him!”
Crawley was still dazed, but he instinctively pulled the automatic from the holster beneath his coat and stuck it into Calvin’s ribs. Calvin had no time to leap aside; Crawley’s finger was already twitching on the trigger. In the next instant the gun barked twice, and Calvin felt a distant sensation of heat that just as quickly faded. Behind him, through the haze of blue smoke, there were two bullet holes in the wall. Calvin couldn’t exactly understand why his stomach wasn’t torn open right now, but this was indeed a night of miracles; he grasped the man’s collar and with one hand flung him like a scarecrow across the room. Crawley screamed and slammed into the opposite wall, collapsing to the floor in a tangle of arms and legs. He skittered past Calvin like a frantic crab and ran away along the corridor.
“Crawley!” Marco shouted, trying to get out of his chair. “Don’t leave me!”
Calvin shoved the desk forward as effortlessly as if it were the matter of dreams, pinning the bulbous Marco in his chair. Marco began to whimper, his eyes floating in wet sockets. Calvin was grinning like a death’s-head. “And now,” he whispered, “it is time for you to pay.” He reached out and grasped the man’s tie, slowly tightening it until Marco’s face looked like a bloated red balloon. Then Calvin leaned forward, very gracefully, and plunged his fangs into the throbbing jugular vein. A fountain of blood gushed, dripping from the corners of Calvin’s mouth. In another few moments Marco’s corpse, which seemed to have lost about seventy-five pounds, slumped down in its chair, its shoulders squashed together and the arms up as if in total surrender.
Calvin stared at the body for a moment, a wave of nausea suddenly rising from the pit of his stomach. He felt lightheaded, out of control, lost in a larger shadow. He turned and struggled out to the hallway, where he bent over and retched. Nothing came up, but the taste of blood in his mouth made him wish he had a bar of soap.
What have I
done? he thought, leaning against a wall. Sweat was dripping down his face, plastering his shirt to his back. He looked down at his side, to where there were two holes in his shirt, ringed with powder burns. That should’ve killed me, he realized. Why didn’t it? How did I get in here? Why did I… kill Mr. Marco like that? He spat once, then again and again; the taste of blood was maddening. He probed at his gums with a finger. His teeth were all normal now; everything was back to normal.
What did that makeup case turn me into?
He wiped the sweat from his face with a handkerchief and stepped back into the office. Yep. Mr. Marco was still dead. The two bullet holes were still in the wall. Calvin wondered where Marco kept his money. Since he was dead, he figured, he wouldn’t need it anymore. Right? Calvin leaned over the desk, avoiding the fixed stare from the corpse’s eyes, and started going through the drawers. In a lower one, beneath all kinds of papers and other junk, was a white envelope with the name Crawley printed on it. Calvin looked inside. His heart leapt. There was at least five thousand dollars in there; probably the dough Crawley was going to be paid for my murder, Calvin thought. He took the money and ran.
Fifteen minutes later he was pulling into the parking lot beside the Club Zoom. In the red neon-veined light he counted the money, trembling with joy. Fifty-five hundred bucks! It was more money than he had ever seen in his whole life.
He desperately needed some beer to wash away the taste of blood. Deenie would be dancing in there by now, too. He put the money in a back pocket and hurried across the parking lot into the Club Zoom. Inside, strobe lights flashed like crazy lightening. A jukebox thundered from somewhere in the darkness, its bass beat kicking at Calvin’s unsettled stomach. A few men sat at the bar or at a scattering of tables, drinking beer and watching the girl onstage who gyrated her hips in a disinterested circle. Calvin climbed onto a bar stool. “Hey, Mike! Gimme a beer! Deenie here yet?”
“Yeah. She’s in the back.” Mike shoved a mug of beer in front of him and then frowned. “You okay, Cal? You look like you saw a ghost or something.”
“I’m fine. Or will be, as soon as I finish this off.” He drank most of it in one swallow, swishing it around in his mouth. “That’s better.”
“What’s better, Cal?”
“Nothing. Forget it. Jeez, it’s cold in here!”
“You sure you’re okay?” Mike asked, looking genuinely concerned. “It must be eighty degrees in here. The air conditioner broke again this afternoon.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’m just fine. Soon as I see my girl I’ll be even better.”
“Uh-huh,” Mike said quietly. He cleaned up a few splatters of beer from the bar with a rag. “I hear you bought Deenie a present last week. A gold chain. Put you back much?”
“About a hundred bucks. It’s worth it, though, just to see that pretty smile. I’m going to ask her to go down to Mexico with me for a few days.”
“Uh-huh,” Mike said again. Now he was cleaning up imaginary splatters, and finally he looked Calvin straight in the eyes. “You’re a good guy, Cal. You never cause any trouble in here, and I can tell you’re okay. I just… well, I hate to see you get what’s coming.”
“Huh? What do you mean by that?”
Mike shrugged. “How long have you known Deenie, Cal? A few weeks? Girls like her come and go, man. Here one day, gone the next. Sure she’s good-looking; they all are, and they trade on their looks like their bodies are Malibu beachfront properties. You get my drift?”
“No.”
“Okay. This is man-to-man. Friend-to-friend, right? Deenie’s a taker, Cal. She’ll bleed you dry, and then she’ll kick you out with the garbage. She’s got about five or six guys on the string.”
Calvin blinked, his stomach roiling again. “You’re… you’re lying!”
“God’s truth. Deenie’s playing you, Cal; reeling you in and out like a fish with a hooked gut--”
“You’re lying!” Calvin’s face flushed; he rose from his seat and leaned over toward the bartender. “You’ve got no right saying those things! They’re lies! You probably want me to give her up so you can have her! Fat chance! I’m going back to see her right now, and you’d better not try to stop me!” He started to move away from the bar, his brain spinning like a top.
“Cal,” Mike said softly, his voice tinged with pity, “Deenie’s not alone.”
But Calvin was already going back behind the stage, through a black curtain to the dressing rooms. Deenie’s room was the third door, and as Calvin was about to knock, he heard the deep roll of a man’s laughter. He froze, his hand balled into a fist.
“A diamond ring?” the man said. “You’re kidding!”
“Honest to God, Max!” Deenie’s voice, warmer than Calvin had ever heard it. “This old guy gave me a diamond ring last week! I think he used to work for NBC or ABC or one of those C’s. Anyway, he’s all washed-up now. Do you know what he wears in bed? Socks with garters! Ha! He said he wanted me to marry him. He must’ve been serious because that ring brought six hundred bucks at the pawnshop!”
“Oh, yeah? Then where’s my share?”
“Later, baby, later. I’ll meet you at your place after work, okay? We can do the shower thing and rub each other’s backs, huh… ?”
There was a long silence in which Calvin could hear his teeth grinding together.
“Sure, babe,” Max said finally. “You want to use the black one or the red one tonight?”
Calvin almost slammed his fist through the door. But instead he turned and ran, a volcano about to erupt in his brain; he ran past the bar, past Mike, out the door to his car. I thought she loved me! he raged as he screeched out of the parking lot. She lied!
She played me for a sucker all the way! He floored the accelerator, gripping the wheel with white knuckled hands.
By the time he locked himself in his apartment, turned his transistor radio up loud, and flopped down on his sofa bed, the volcano had exploded, filling his veins with the seething magma of revenge.
Revenge: now, there’s a sweet word, he thought. It was Satan’s battle cry, and now seemed branded into Calvin’s heart. How to do it? he wondered. How? How?
Why am I always the little punk?
He turned his head slightly and gazed at the black makeup case.
It was open again, the silver claw beckoning him.
“You’re a jinx!” he screamed at it. But he knew now that it was more. Much, much more. It was weird, evil maybe, but there was power in those little jars: power and perhaps also revenge.
No!
he told himself. No, I won’t use it! What kind of nutcake am I turning into, to think that makeup could bring me what I want? He stared at the case, his eyes widening. It was unholy, terrible, something from Lucifer’s magic shop. He was aware of the roll of money in his back pocket, and aware also of the bullet holes in his shirt. Unholy or not, he thought, it can give me what I want.
Calvin reached into the makeup case and chose a jar at random. It was numbered 13, and when he sniffed at the cream he found it smelled of dirty brick, rain-slick streets, whale-oil lamps. He dabbed his finger into the reddish-brown goop and stared at it for a moment, the odors making him feel giddy and… yes, quite mad.
He smeared it across his cheeks and worked it into the flesh. His eyes began to gleam with maniacal determination. He scooped out more of it, rubbing it into his face, his hands, his neck. It burned like mad passion.
The lid fell. The claw clicked into place.
Calvin smiled and stood up, stepping to a kitchen drawer. He opened it and withdrew a keen-bladed butcher knife. Now, he thought. Now, me Miss Deenie Roundheels, it’s time you got your just desserts, wot? Can’t have ladies like you runnin‘ about in the streets, prancin’ and hawkin‘ your sweet goods to the highest bidder, can we, luv? No, not if I’ve got a bit to say about it!
And so he hurried out of the apartment and down to his car, a man on an urgent mission of love’s revenge.
He waited in the shadows behind the Club Zoom until Deenie came out just after two o’clock. She was alone, and he was glad of that because he had no quarrel with Max; it was the woman--it was Woman--who had betrayed him. She was a beautiful girl with long blond hair, sparkling blue eyes, a sensual pout in a lovely oval face. Tonight she was wearing a green dress, slit to show silky thighs. A sinner’s gown, he thought as he watched her slink across the parking lot.
Stepping out of the darkness, he held the knife behind him like a gleaming gift he wanted to surprise her with. “Deenie?” he whispered, smiling. “Deenie, luv?”
She whirled around. “Who’s there?”
Calvin stood between darkness and the red swirl of neon. His eyes glittered like pools of blood. “It’s your own true love, Deenie,” he said. “Your love come to take you to Paradise.”
“Calvin?” she whispered, taking a backward step. “What are you doing here? Why… does your face look like that?”
“I’ve brought something for you, luv,” he said softly. “Step over here and I’ll give it to you. Come on, dearie, don’t be shy.”
“What’s wrong with you, Calvin? You’re scaring me.”
“Scaring you? Why, whatever for? I’m your own dear Cal, come to kiss you good night. And I’ve brought a pretty for you. Something nice and bright. Come see.”
She hesitated, glancing toward the deserted boulevard.
“Come on,” Calvin said. “It’ll be the sweetest gift any man ever gave you.”
A confused, uncertain smile rippled across her face. “What’d you bring me, Calvin? Huh? Another necklace? Let’s see it!”
“I’m holding it behind my back. Come here, luv. Come see.”
Deenie stepped forward reluctantly, her eyes as bright as a frightened doe’s. When she reached Calvin she held out her hand. “This had better be good, Cal…”
Calvin grasped her wrist and yanked her forward. When her head rocked back, he ripped the blade across her offered throat. She staggered and started to fall, but before she did, Calvin dragged her behind the Club Zoom so he could take his own sweet time. When he was finished, he looked down at the cooling corpse and wished he had a pencil and paper to leave a note. He knew what it would say: You Have to be Smart To catch Me. Smart like a Fox. Yours from the Depths of Hell, Cal the Ripper.
He wiped the blade on her body, got in his car, and drove to Hancock Park, where he threw the murder weapon in the LaBrea tarpits. Then a weak, sick feeling overcame him and he sank down into the grass, clutching his knees up close to his body. He was racked with shudders when he realized there was blood all over the front of his shirt. He pulled up handfuls of grass and tried to wipe most of it away. Then he lay back on the ground, his temples throbbing, and tried to think past the pain.
Oh, God! he thought. What kind of a makeup case have I gotten my hands onto? Who made the box? Who conjured up those jars and tubes and crayons? It was magic, yes: but evil magic, magic gone bad and ugly. Calvin remembered Mr. Marco saying it had belonged to a horror-flick actor named Kronsteen, and that Kronsteen was famous for his monster makeups. Calvin was chilled by a sudden terrible thought: how much was makeup and how much was real? Half and half, maybe? When you put on the makeup, the… essence of the monster gripped into you like some kind of hungry leech? And then, when it had fed, when it had gorged itself on evil and blood, it loosened its hold on you and fell away? Back there in Marco’s office, Calvin thought, I was really part vampire. And then, in the Club Zoom’s parking lot, I was part Jack the Ripper. In those jars, he thought, are not just makeups; in those creams and greasepaints there are real monsters, waiting to be awakened by my desires, my passions, my… evil.
I’ve got to get rid of it, he decided. I’ve got to throw it out before it destroys me! He rose to his feet and ran across the park to his car.
The hallway on his floor was as dark as a werewolf’s dreams at midnight. What happened to the damned light bulbs? Calvin thought as he felt his way toward his door. Weren’t they burning when I left?
And then a floorboard creaked very softly, down at the hallway’s end.
Calvin turned and stared into the darkness, one hand fumbling with his key. He thought he could make out a vague shape standing over there, but he wasn’t sure. His heart whacked against his rib cage as he slid the key home.
And he knew it was Crawley a split second before he saw the orange flare from the .45’s muzzle. The bullet hit the doorjamb, pricking his face with wood splinters. He shouted in terror, twisted the doorknob, and threw himself into the room. As he slammed the door shut and locked it, another bullet came screaming through the wood, about an inch from the left side of his skull. He spun away from the door, trying to press himself into the wall.
“Where’s that five thousand bucks, Doss!” Crawley shouted from the hallway. “It’s mine! Give it to me or I’ll kill you, you little punk!” A third bullet punched through the center of the door, leaving a hole as big as a fist. Then Crawley began to kick at the door, making it shudder on its aged hinges. Now there were screams and shouts from all over the building, but the door was about to crash in, and soon Crawley would be inside to deliver those two .45 slugs as promised.
Calvin heard a faint click.
He whirled around. The silver claw had unlatched itself; the makeup case stood open. He was shaking like a leaf in a hurricane.
The door cracked and whined, protesting the blows from Crawley’s shoulder.
Calvin watched it bend inward, almost to the breaking point. Another shot was fired, the bullet shattering a window across the room. He turned and looked fearfully at the makeup case again. It can save me, he thought; that’s what I want, and that’s what it can do…
“I’m gonna blow out your brains when I get in there, Doss!” Crawley roared.
And then Calvin was across the room; he grabbed a jar numbered 15. The thing practically unscrewed itself, and he could smell the mossy, mountain-forest odor of the stuff. He plunged a forefinger into it, hearing the door begin to split down the middle.
“I’m gonna kill you, Doss!” Crawley said, and with his next kick the door burst open.
Calvin whirled to face his attacker, who froze in absolute terror. As Calvin leapt, he howled in animal rage, his claws striping red lines across Crawley’s face. They fell to the floor, Calvin’s teeth gnashing at the unprotected throat of his prey. He bent over Crawley’s remains on all fours, teeth and claws ripping away flesh to the bone. Then he lifted his head and howled with victory. Beneath him Crawley’s body twitched and writhed.
Calvin fell back, breathing hard. Crawley looked like something that had gone through a meat grinder, and now his twitching arms and legs were beginning to stiffen. The building was full of racket, screaming and shouting from the lower floors. He could hear a police siren, fast approaching, but he wasn’t afraid; he wasn’t afraid at all.
He stood up, stepped over a spreading pool of blood, and peered down into Orion Kronsteen’s makeup case. In there was power. In there were a hundred disguises, a hundred masks. With this thing, he would never be called a little punk again. It would be so easy to hide from the cops. So easy. If he desired, it would be done. He picked up a jar numbered 19. When he unscrewed it he sniffed at the white, almost clear greasepaint and realized it smelled of… nothing. He smeared it over his hands and face. Hide me, he thought. Hide me. The siren stopped, right outside the building. Hurry! Calvin commanded whatever force ruled the contents of this box. Make me… disappear!
The lid fell.
The silver claw clicked into place with a noise like a whisper.
The two LAPD cops, Ortega and Mullinax, had never seen a man as ripped apart as the corpse that lay on the apartment’s floor. Ortega bent over the body, his face wrinkled with nausea. “This guy’s long gone,” he said. “Better call for the morgue wagon.”
“What’s this?” Mullinax said, avoiding the shimmering pool of blood that had seeped from the slashed stiff. He unlatched a black box that was sitting on a card table and lifted the lid. “Looks like… theatrical makeup,” he said quietly. “Hey, Luis! This thing fits the description of what was stolen from the Memory Museum last night!”
“Huh?” Ortega came over to have a look. “Christ, Phil! It is! That stuff belonged to Orion Kronsteen. Remember him?”
“Nope. Where’d that landlady get off to?”
“I think she’s still throwing up,” Ortega said. He picked up an open jar and smelled the contents, then dropped it back into the case. “I must’ve seen every horror flick Kronsteen ever starred in.” He looked uneasily at the corpse and shivered. “As a matter of fact, amigo, that poor fella looks like what was left of one of Kronsteen’s victims in
Revenge of the Wolf.
What could tear a man up like that, Phil?“
“I don’t know. And don’t try putting the scare in me, either.” He turned his head and stared at something else on the floor, over beyond the unmade sofa bed. “My God,” he said softly. “Look at that!” He stepped forward a few paces and then stopped, his eyes narrowing. “Luis, did you hear something?”
“Huh? No. What is it over there? Clothes?”
“Yeah.” Mullinax bent down, his brow furrowing. Spread out before him, still bearing a man’s shape, were a shirt, a pair of pants, and shoes. The shoelaces were still tied, the socks in the shoes; the belt and zipper were still fastened as well. Mullinax untucked the shirttail, noting the bloodstains on it and what looked like two cigarette burns, and saw a pair of underwear still in place in the pants. “That’s funny,” he said. “That’s damned funny…”
Ortega’s eyes were as wide as saucers. “Yeah. Funny. Like that flick Kronsteen did,
The Invisible Man Returns.
He left his clothes just like that when he… uh… vanished…“
“I think we’re going to need some help on this one,” Mullinax said, and stood up. His face had turned a pasty gray color, and now he looked past Ortega to the rotund woman in a robe and curlers who stood in the doorway. She stared down at the shredded corpse with dreadful fascination. “Mrs. Johnston?” Mullinax said. “Whose apartment did you say this belonged to?”
“Cal… Cal… Calvin Doss,” she stammered. “He never pays his rent on time.”
“You’re sure this isn’t him on the floor?”
“Yes. He’s… a little man. Stands about under my chin. Oh, I think my stomach’s going to blow up!” She staggered away, her house shoes dragging.
“Man, what a mess!” Ortega shook his head. “Those empty clothes… that’s straight out of
The Invisible Man Returns,
I’m telling you!“
“Yeah. Well, I guess we can send this thing back to where it belongs.” Mullinax tapped his finger on the black makeup case. “You say a horror actor owned it?”
“Sure did. A long time ago. Now I guess all that stuff is junk, huh.” He smiled faintly. “The stuff dreams are made of, right? I saw most of that guy’s flicks twice, when I was a kid. Like the one about the Invisible Man. And there was another one he did that was really something too, called… let’s see…
The Man Who Shrank.
Now, that was a classic.“
“I don’t know so much about horror films,” Mullinax said. He ran a finger over the silver claw. “They give me the creeps. Why don’t you stay up here with our dead friend and I’ll radio for the morgue wagon, okay?” He took a couple of steps forward and then stopped. Something was odd. He leaned against the shattered doorjamb and looked at the sole of his shoe. “Ugh!” he said. “What’d I step on?”
Doom City
He awakened with the memory of thunder in his bones.
The house was quiet. The alarm clock hadn’t gone off. Late for work! he realized, struck by a bolt of desperate terror. But no, no… wait a minute; he blinked the fog from his eyes and his mind gradually cleared too. He could still taste the onions in last night’s meatloaf. Friday night was meatloaf night. Today was Saturday. No office work today, thank God. Ah, he thought, settle down… settle down…
Lord, what a nightmare he’d had! It was fading now, all jumbled up and incoherent but leaving its weird essence behind like a snakeskin. There’d been a thunderstorm last night--Brad was sure of that, because he’d awakened to see the garish white flash of it and to hear the gut-wrenching growl of a real boomer pounding at the bedroom wall. But whatever the nightmare had been, he couldn’t recall now; he felt dizzy and disoriented, like he’d just stepped off a carnival ride gone crazy. He did recall that he’d sat up and seen that lightning, so bright it had made his eyes buzz blue in the dark. And he remembered Sarah saying something too, but now he didn’t know what it was…
Damn, he thought as he stared across the bedroom at the window that looked down on Baylor Street. Damn, that light looks strange. Not like June at all. More like a white winter light. Ghostly. Kind of made his eyes hurt a little.
Brad got out of bed and walked across the room. He pushed aside the white curtain and peered out, squinting.
What appeared to be a gray, faintly luminous fog hung in the trees and over the roofs of the houses on Baylor Street. It looked like the color had been sucked out of everything, and the fog lay motionless for as far as he could see up and down the street. He looked up, trying to find the sun. It was up there somewhere, burning like a dim bulb behind dirty cotton. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Brad Forbes said, “Sarah? Honey? Take a look at this.”
She didn’t reply, nor did she stir. He glanced at her, saw the wave of her brown hair above the sheet that was pulled up over her like a shroud. “Sarah?” he said again, and took a step toward the bed.
And suddenly Brad remembered what she’d said last night, when he’d sat up in a sleepy daze to watch the lightning crackle.
I’m cold, I’m cold.
He grasped the edge of the sheet and pulled it back.
A skeleton with tendrils of brittle brown hair attached to its skull lay where his wife had been sleeping last night.
The skeleton was wearing Sarah’s pale blue nightgown, and what looked like dried-up pieces of tree bark--skin, he realized, yes… her… skin--lay all around, on and between the white bones. The teeth grinned, and from the bed there was the bittersweet odor of a damp graveyard.
“Oh…” he whispered, and he stood staring down at what was left of his wife as his eyes began to bulge from their sockets and a pressure like his brain was about to explode grew in his head and blood trickled down from his lower lip where his teeth had pierced.
I’m cold, she’d said, in a voice that had sounded like a whimper of pain.
I’m cold.
And then Brad heard himself moan, and he let go of the sheet and staggered back across the room, tripped over a pair of his tennis shoes, and went down hard on the floor. The sheet settled back over the skeleton like a sigh.
Thunder rumbled outside, muffled by the fog. Brad stared at one skeletal foot that protruded from the lower end of the sheet, and he saw flakes of dried, dead flesh float down from it to the Sears deep-pile aqua-blue carpet.
He didn’t know how long he sat there just staring. He thought he might have giggled, or sobbed, or made some combination of both. He almost threw up, and he wanted to curl up into a ball and go back to sleep again; he did close his eyes for a few seconds, but when he opened them again the skeleton of his wife was still lying in the bed and the sound of thunder was nearer.
And he might have sat there until doomsday if the telephone beside the bed hadn’t started ringing.
Somehow, he was up and had the receiver in his hand. Tried not to look down at the brown-haired skull and remember how beautiful his wife--just twenty-eight years old, for God’s sake!--had been.
“Hello,” he said in a dead voice.
There was no reply. Brad could hear circuits clicking and humming deep in the wires.
“Hello?”
No answer. Except now there might have been--might have been--a soft, silken breathing.
“Hello?”
Brad shrieked into the phone. “Say something, damn you!”
Another series of clicks; then a tinny, disembodied voice: “We’re sorry, but we cannot place your call at this time. All lines are busy. Please hang up and try again later. Thank you. This is a recording…”
He slammed the receiver back into its cradle, and the motion of the air made flakes of skin fly from the skull’s cheekbones.
Brad ran out of the bedroom, barefoot and in only his pajama bottoms; he ran to the stairs, went down them screaming, “Help! Help me! Somebody!” He missed a step, slammed against the wall, and caught the banister before he broke his neck. Still screaming for help, he burst through the front door and out into the yard, where his feet crunched on dead leaves.
He stopped. The sound of his voice went echoing down Baylor Street. The air was still and wet, thick and stifling. He stared down at all the dead leaves around him, covering brown grass that had been green the day before. And then the wind suddenly moved, and more dead leaves swirled around him; he looked up, and saw bare gray branches where living oak trees had stood before he’d closed his eyes to sleep last night.
“Help me!” he screamed.
“Somebody please help me!”
But there was no answer; not from the house where the Pates lived, not from the Walkers’ house, not from the Crawfords’ or the Lehmans‘. Nothing human moved on Baylor Street, and as he stood amid the falling leaves on the seventh day of June, he felt something fall into his hair. He reached up, plucked it out, and looked at what he held in his hand.
The skeleton of a bird, with a few colorless feathers sticking to the bones.
He shook it from his hand and frantically wiped his palm on his pajamas--and then he heard the telephone ringing again in his house.
He ran to the downstairs phone, back in the kitchen, picked up the receiver, and said, “Help me! Please… I’m on Baylor Street! Please help--”
He stopped babbling, because he heard the clicking circuits and a sound like searching wind, and down deep inside the wires there might have been a silken breathing.
He was silent too, and the silence stretched. Finally he could stand it no longer. “Who is this?” he asked in a strained whisper. “Who’s on this phone?”
Click.
Buzzzzzz…
Brad punched the O. Almost at once that same terrible voice came on the line: “We’re sorry, but we cannot place your call at--” He smashed his fist down on the phone’s two prongs, dialed 911. “We’re sorry, but we cannot--” His fist went down again; he dialed the number of the Pates next door, screwed up, and started twice more. “We’re sorry, but--” His fingers went down on about five numbers at once. “We’re sorry--”
He screamed and wrenched the telephone from the wall, threw it across the kitchen, and it broke the window over the sink. Dead leaves began to drift in, and through the glass panes of the back door Brad saw something lying out in the fenced-in backyard. He went out there, his heart pounding and cold sweat beading on his face and chest.
Lying amid dead leaves, very close to its doghouse, was the skeleton of their collie, Socks. The dog looked as if it might have been stripped to the bone in mid-stride, and hunks of hair lay about the bones like snow.
In the roaring silence, Brad heard the upstairs phone begin to ring.
He ran.
Away from the house this time. Out through the backyard gate, up onto the Pates’ front porch. He hammered at the door, hollering for help until his voice was about to give out. Then he smashed a glass pane of the door with his fist and, heedless of the pain and blood, reached in and unsnapped the lock.
With his first step into the house, he smelled the graveyard reek. Like something had died a long time ago, and been mummified.
He found the skeletons in the master bedroom upstairs; they were clinging to each other. A third skeleton--Davy Pate, once a tow-headed twelve-year-old boy--lay on the bed in the room with posters of Prince and Quiet Riot tacked to the walls. In a fish tank on the far side of the room there were little bones lying in the red gravel on the bottom.
It was clear to him then. Yes, very clear. He knew what had happened, and he almost sank to his knees in Davy Pate’s mausoleum.
Death had come in the night. And stripped bare everyone and everything but him.
But if that were so… then who--or what--had dialed the telephone? What had been listening on the other end? What… oh, dear God, what?
He didn’t know, but he suddenly realized that he’d told whatever it was that he was still on Baylor Street. And maybe Death had missed him last night; maybe its scythe had cleaved everyone else and missed him, and now… and now it knew he was still on Baylor Street, and it would be coming after him.
Brad fled the house, ran through the dead leaves that clogged the gutters of Baylor Street, and headed east toward the center of town. The wind moved again, sluggishly and heavily; the wet fog shifted, and Brad could see that the sky had turned the color of blood. Thunder boomed behind him like approaching footsteps, and tears of terror streamed down Brad’s cheeks.
I’m cold,
Sarah had whispered.
I’m cold.
And that was when the finger of Death had touched her, had missed Brad and gone roaming through the night.
I’m cold, she’d said, and there would never be any warming her again.
He came to two cars smashed together in the street. Skeletons in clothes lay behind the steering wheels. Further on, the bones of a large dog were almost covered by leaves. Above him, the trees creaked and moaned as the wind picked up, ripping holes in the fog and showing the bloody sky through them.
It’s the end of the world, he thought. Judgment Day. All the sinners and saints alike turned to bones overnight. Just me left alive. Just me, and Death knows I’m on Baylor Street.
Mommy!“
The sobbing voice of a child pierced him, and he stopped in his tracks, skidding on leaves.
“Mommy!” the voice repeated, echoing and warped by the low-lying fog. “Daddy! Somebody… help me!”
It was the voice of a little girl crying somewhere nearby. Brad listened, trying to peg its direction. First he thought it was to the left, then to the right. In front of him, behind him… he couldn’t be sure. “I’m here!” he shouted. “Where are you?”
The child didn’t answer, but Brad could still hear her crying. “I’m not going to hurt you!” he called. “I’m standing right in the middle of the street! Come to me if you can!”
He waited. A flurry of brown, already-decaying leaves fell from overhead--and then he saw the figure of the little girl, hesitantly approaching him through the fog on his right. She had blond hair done up in pigtails with pale blue ribbons, and her pallid face was streaked with tears and distorted by terror; she was maybe five or six years old, wearing pink pajamas and clasping a Smurf doll tightly in her arms. She stopped about fifteen feet away from him, her eyes red and swollen and maybe insane too.
“Daddy?” she whispered.
“Where’d you come from?” he asked, still shocked at hearing another voice and seeing someone else alive on this last day of the world. “What house?”
“Our house,” she answered, her lower lip trembling. Her face looked like it was about to collapse. “Over there.” She pointed through the fog at a shape with a roof; then her eyes came back to Brad.
“Anyone else alive? Your mother or father?”
The little girl just stared.
“What’s your name?”
“Kelly Burch,” she answered dazedly. “My tel’phone number is… is… 555-6949. Could… you help me find… a p’liceman, please?”
It would be so easy, Brad thought, to curl up in the leaves on Baylor Street and let himself lose his mind; but if there was one little girl still left alive, then there might be other people too. Maybe this awful thing had only happened on Baylor Street… or maybe only in this part of town; maybe it was a chemical spill, radiation, something unholy in the lightning, some kind of Army weapon that had backfired. Whatever it was, maybe its effects were only limited to a small part of town. Sure! he thought, and when he grinned, the child abruptly took two steps back. “We’re going to be all right,” he told her. “I won’t hurt you. I’m going to walk to Main Street. Do you want to go with me?”
She didn’t reply, and Brad thought she’d truly gone over the edge, but then her lips moved and she said, “I’m looking for… for my mommy and daddy. They’re gone.” She caught back a sob, but new tears ran down her cheeks. “They just… they just… left bones in their bed and they’re gone.”
“Come on.” He held out his hand to her. “Come with me, okay? Let’s see if we can find anybody else.”
Kelly didn’t come any closer. Her little knuckles were white where she gripped the smiling blue Smurf. Brad heard thunder roaming somewhere to the south, and electric-blue lightning scrawled across the crimson sky like a crack in time. Brad couldn’t wait any longer; he started walking again, stopped, and looked back. Kelly stopped too, dead leaves snagged in her hair. “We’re going to be all right,” he told her again, and he heard how utterly ridiculous he sounded. Sarah was gone; beautiful Sarah was gone, and his life might as well be over. But no, no--he had to keep going, had to at least try to make some sense out of all this. He started off once more, east toward Main Street, and he didn’t look back, but he knew Kelly was following about fifteen or twenty feet behind.
At the intersection of Baylor and Ashley streets, a police car had smashed into an oak tree. The windshield was layered with leaves, but Brad saw the hunched-over bony thing in the police uniform sitting behind the wheel. And the most terrible thing was that its skeletal hands were still gripping that wheel, trying to guide the car. Whatever had happened--radiation, chemicals, or the devil striding through the streets of his town--had taken place in an instant. These people had been stripped to bones in the blink of a cold eye, and again Brad felt himself balanced precariously on the edge of madness.
“Ask the p’liceman to find Mommy and Daddy!” Kelly called from behind him.
“There’s a police station on Main Street,” he told her. “That’s where we’re going to go. Okay?”
She didn’t answer, and Brad set off.
They passed silent houses. Near the intersection of Baylor and Hilliard, where the traffic light was still obediently blinking yellow, a skeleton in jogging gear lay sprawled on the ground. Its Nike sneakers were too small for Brad’s feet, too large for Kelly’s. They kept going, and Kelly cried for a few minutes but then she hugged her doll tighter and stared straight ahead with eyes swollen almost shut.
And then Brad heard it, and his heart pounded with fear again.
Off in the fog somewhere.
The sound of a phone ringing.
Brad stopped. The phone kept on ringing, its sound thin and insistent.
“Somebody’s calling,” Kelly said, and Brad realized she was standing right beside him. “My tel’phone number is
-6949.“
He took a step forward. Another, and another. Through the fog ahead of him he could make out the shape of a pay phone there on the corner of Dayton Street.
The telephone kept on ringing, demanding an answer.
Slowly Brad approached the pay phone. He stared at the receiver as if it might be a cobra rearing back to strike. He did not want to answer it, but his arm lifted and his hand reached toward that receiver, and he knew that if he heard that silken breathing and the metallic recorded voice on the other end, he might start screaming and never be able to stop.
His hand closed around it. Started to lift it up.
“Hey, buddy!” someone said. “I wouldn’t answer that if I was you.”
Startled almost out of his skin, Brad whirled around.
A young man was sitting on the curb across the street, smoking a cigarette, his legs stretched out before him. “I wouldn’t,” he cautioned.
Brad was oddly shocked by the sight of a flesh-and-blood man, as if he’d already forgotten what one looked like. The young man was maybe in his early twenties, wearing scruffy jeans and a dark green shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He had sandy-brown hair that hung to his shoulders, and he looked to have a couple of days’ growth of beard. He pulled on the cigarette and said, “Don’t pick it up, man. Doom City.”
“What?”
“I said… Doom City.” The young man stood up; he was about six feet, thin and lanky. His workboots crunched leaves as he crossed the street, and Brad saw that he had a patch on the breast pocket of his shirt that identified him as a Sanitation Department workman. As the young man got closer, Kelly pressed her body against Brad’s legs and tried to hide behind the Smurf doll. “Let it ring,” the young man said. His eyes were pale green, deep-set, and dazed. “If you were to pick that damned thing up… Doom City.”
“Why do you keep saying that?”
“Because it is what it is. Somebody’s tryin‘ to find all the strays. Tryin’ to run us all down and finish the job. Sweep us all into the gutter, man. Close the world over our heads. Doom City.” He blew a plume of smoke into the air that hung between them, unmoving.
“Who are you? Where’d you come from?”
“Name’s Neil Spencer. Folks call me Spence. I’m a…” He paused for a few seconds, staring along Baylor Street. “I
used to be a garbage man. Till today, that is. Till I got to work and found skeletons sitting in the garbage trucks. That was about three hours ago, I guess. I’ve been doin‘ a lot of walking. Lot of poking around.“ His gaze rested on the little girl, then back to Brad. The pay phone was still ringing, and Brad felt the scream kicking behind his teeth. ”You’re the first two I’ve seen with skin,“ Spence said. ”I’ve been sittin’ over there for the last twenty minutes or so. Just waitin‘ for the world to end, I guess.“
“What… happened?” Brad asked. Tears burned his eyes. “My God… my God… what happened?”
“Something tore,” Spence said tonelessly. “Ripped open. Something won the fight, and I don’t think it was who the preachers said was gonna win. I don’t know… maybe Death got tired of waitin‘. Same thing happened to the dinosaurs. Maybe it’s happenin’ to people now.”
“There’s got to be other people somewhere!” Brad shouted. “We can’t be the only ones!”
“I don’t know about that.” Spence drew on his cigarette one last time and flicked the butt into the street. “All I know is, somethin‘ came in the night and had a feast, and when it was done it licked the plate clean. Only it’s still hungry.” He nodded toward the ringing phone. “Wants to suck on a few more bones. Like I said, man… Doom City. Doom City here, there, and everywhere.”
The phone gave a final shrilling shriek and went silent.
Brad heard the child crying again, and he put his hand on her head, stroked her hair to calm her. He realized he was doing it with his bloody hand. “We’ve… we’ve got to go somewhere… got to do something…”
“Do what?” Spence asked laconically. “Go where? I’m open to suggestions, man.”
From the next block came the distant sound of a telephone ringing. Brad stood with his bloody hand on Kelly’s head, and he didn’t know what to say.
“I want to take you somewhere, my friend,” Spence told him. “Want to show you something real interestin‘. Okay?”
Brad nodded, and he and the little girl followed Neil Spencer north along Dayton Street, past more silent houses and buildings.
Spence led them about four blocks to a 7-Eleven store, where a skeleton in a yellow dress splotched with blue and purple flowers lolled behind the cash register with a
National Enquirer open on its jutting knees. “There you go,” Spence said softly. He plucked a pack of Luckies off the display of cigarettes and nodded toward the small TV set on the counter. “Take a look at that, and tell me what we ought to do.”
The TV set was on. It was a color set, and Brad realized after a long, silent moment that the channel was tuned to one of those twenty-four-hour news networks. The picture showed two skeletons--one in a gray suit and the other in a wine-red dress--leaning crookedly over a news desk at center camera; the woman had placed her hand on the man’s shoulder, and yellow sheets of the night’s news were scattered all over the desktop. Behind the two figures were three or four out-of-focus skeletons, frozen forever at their desks as well.
Spence lit another cigarette. An occasional spark of static shot across the unmoving TV picture. “Doom City,” Spence said. “Not only here, man. It’s everywhere. See?”
The telephone behind the counter suddenly started ringing, and Brad put his hands to his ears and screamed.
The phone’s ringing stopped.
Brad lowered his hands, his breathing as rough and hoarse as a trapped animal’s.
He looked down at Kelly Burch, and saw that she was smiling.
“It’s all right,” she said. “You don’t have to answer. I found you, didn’t I?”
Brad whispered, “Wha--”
The little girl giggled, and as she continued to giggle, the laugh changed, grew in intensity and darkness, grew in power and evil until it became a triumphant roar that shook the windows of the 7-Eleven store. “DOOM CITY!” the thing with pigtails shrieked, and as the mouth strained open, the eyes became silver, cold, and dead, and from that awful crater of a mouth shot a blinding bolt of blue-white lightning that hit Neil Spencer and seemed to spin him like a top, throwing him off his feet and headlong through the 7Eleven’s plate-glass window. He struck the pavement on his belly, and as he tried to get up again Brad Forbes saw that the flesh was dissolving from the young man’s bones, falling away in chunks like dried-up tree bark.
Spence made a garbled moaning sound, and Brad went through the store’s door with such force that he almost tore it from its hinges. His feet slivered with glass, Brad ran past Spence and saw the other man’s skull grinning up at him as the body writhed and twitched.
“Can’t get away!” the thing behind him shouted. “Can’t! Can’t! Can’t!”
Brad looked back over his shoulder, and that was when he saw the lightning burst from her gaping mouth and hurtle through the broken window at him. He flung himself to the pavement, tried to crawl under a parked car.
Something hit him, covered him over like an ocean wave, and he heard the monster shout in a voice like the peal of thunder. He was blinded and stunned for a few seconds, but there was no pain… just a needles-and-pins prickling settling deep into his bones.
Brad got up, started running again. And as he ran he saw the flesh falling from his hands, saw pieces drifting down from his face; fissures ran through his legs, and as the flesh fell away he saw his own bones underneath.
“DOOM CITY!” he heard the monster calling. “DOOM CITY!”
Brad stumbled; he was running on bones, and had left the flesh of his feet behind him on the pavement. He fell, began to tremble and contort.
“I’m cold,” he heard himself moan. “I’m cold…”
She awakened with the memory of thunder in her bones.
The house was quiet. The alarm clock hadn’t gone off. Saturday, she realized. No work today. A rest day. But Lord, what a nightmare she’d had! It was fading now, all jumbled up and incoherent. There’d been a thunderstorm last night --she remembered waking up and seeing lightning flash. But whatever the nightmare had been, she couldn’t recall now; she thought she remembered Brad saying something too, but now she didn’t know what it was…
That light… so strange. Not like June light. More like… yes, like winter light.
Sarah got out of bed and walked across the room. She pushed aside the white curtain and peered out, squinting.
A gray fog hung in the trees and over the roofs of the houses on Baylor Street. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Sarah Forbes said, “Brad? Honey? Take a look at this.”
He didn’t reply, nor did he stir. She glanced at him, saw the wave of his dark hair above the sheet that was pulled up over him like a shroud. “Brad?” she said again, and took a step toward the bed.
And suddenly Sarah remembered what he’d said last night, when she’d sat up in a sleepy daze to watch the lightning crackle.
I’m cold, I’m cold.
She grasped the edge of the sheet and pulled it back.
Nightcrawlers
“Hard rain coming down,” Cheryl said, and I nodded in agreement.
Through the diner’s plate-glass windows, a dense curtain of rain flapped across the Gulf gas pumps and continued across the parking lot. It hit Big Bob’s with a force that made the glass rattle like uneasy bones. The red neon sign that said big bob’s! diesel fuel! eats! sat on top of a high steel pole above the diner so the truckers on the interstate could see it. Out in the night, the red-tinted rain thrashed in torrents across my old pickup truck and Cheryl’s baby-blue Volkswagen.
“Well,” I said, “I suppose that storm’ll either wash some folks in off the interstate or we can just about hang it up.” The curtain of rain parted for an instant, and I could see the treetops whipping back and forth in the woods on the other side of Highway 47. Wind whined around the front door like an animal trying to claw its way in. I glanced at the electric clock on the wall behind the counter. Twenty minutes before nine. We usually closed up at ten, but tonight--with tornado warnings in the weather forecast --I was tempted to turn the lock a little early. “Tell you what,” I said. “If we’re empty at nine, we skedaddle. ‘Kay?”
“No argument here,” she said. She watched the storm for a moment longer, then continued putting newly washed coffee cups, saucers, and plates away on the stainless-steel shelves.
Lightning flared from west to east like the strike of a burning bullwhip. The diner’s lights flickered, then came back to normal. A shudder of thunder seemed to come right up through my shoes. Late March is the beginning of tornado season in south Alabama, and we’ve had some whoppers spin past here in the last few years. I knew that Alma was at home, and she understood to get into the root cellar right quick if she spotted a twister, like that one we saw in ‘82 dancing through the woods about two miles from our farm.
“You got any love-ins planned this weekend, hippie?” I asked Cheryl, mostly to get my mind off the storm and to rib her too.
She was in her late thirties, but I swear that when she grinned she could’ve passed for a kid. “Wouldn’t you like to know, redneck?” she answered; she replied the same way to all my digs at her. Cheryl Lovesong--and I
know that couldn’t have been her real name--was a mighty able waitress, and she had hands that were no strangers to hard work. But I didn’t care that she wore her long silvery-blond hair in Indian braids with hippie headbands, or came to work in tie-dyed overalls. She was the best waitress who’d ever worked for me, and she got along with everybody just fine--even us rednecks. That’s what I am, and proud of it: I drink Rebel Yell whiskey straight, and my favorite songs are about good women gone bad and trains on the long track to nowhere. I keep my wife happy. I’ve raised my two boys to pray to God and to salute the flag, and if anybody don’t like it he can go a few rounds with Big Bob Clayton.
Cheryl would come right out and tell you she used to live in San Francisco in the late sixties, and that she went to love-ins and peace marches and all that stuff. When I reminded her it was 1984 and Ronnie Reagan was president, she’d look at me like I was walking cow-flop. I always figured she’d start thinking straight when all that hippiedust blew out of her head.
Alma said my tail was going to get burnt if I ever took a shine to Cheryl, but I’m a fifty-five-year-old redneck who stopped sowing his wild seed when he met the woman he married, more than thirty years ago.
Lightning crisscrossed the turbulent sky, followed by a boom of thunder. Cheryl said, “Wow! Look at that light show!”
“Light show, my ass,” I muttered. The diner was as solid as the Good Book, so I wasn’t too worried about the storm. But on a wild night like this, stuck out in the countryside like Big Bob’s was, you had a feeling of being a long way off from civilization--though Mobile was only twenty-seven miles south. On a wild night like this, you had a feeling that anything could happen, as quick as a streak of lightning out of the darkness. I picked up a copy of the Mobile
Press
Register that the last customer--a trucker on his way to Texas--had left on the counter a half-hour before, and I started plowing through the news, most of it bad: those A-rab countries were still squabbling like Hatfields and McCoys in white robes; two men had robbed a Qwik-Mart in Mobile and been killed by the police in a shoot-out; cops were investigating a massacre at a motel near Daytona Beach; an infant had been stolen from a maternity ward in Birmingham. The only good things on the front page were stories that said the economy was up and that Reagan swore we’d show the Commies who was boss in El Salvador and Lebanon.
The diner shook under a blast of thunder, and I looked up from the paper as a pair of headlights emerged from the rain into my parking lot.
The headlights were attached to an Alabama state-trooper car.
“Half-alive, hold the onion, extra brown the buns.” Cheryl was already writing on her pad in expectation of the order. I pushed the paper aside and went to the fridge for the hamburger meat.
When the door opened, a windblown spray of rain swept in and stung like buckshot. “Howdy, folks!” Dennis Wells peeled off his gray rain slicker and hung it on the rack next to the door. Over his Smokey the Bear trooper hat was a protective plastic covering, beaded with raindrops. He took off his hat, exposing the thinning blond hair on his pale scalp, as he approached the counter and sat on his usual stool, right next to the cash register. “Cup of black coffee and a rare--” Cheryl was already sliding the coffee in front of him, and the burger sizzled on the griddle. “Ya’ll are on the ball tonight!” Dennis said; he said the same thing when he came in, which was almost every night. Funny the kind of habits you fall into, without realizing it.
“Kinda wild out there, ain’t it?” I asked as I flipped the burger over.
“Lordy, yes! Wind just about flipped my car over three, four miles down the interstate. Thought I was gonna be eatin‘ a little pavement tonight.” Dennis was a husky young man in his early thirties, with thick blond brows over deep-set light brown eyes. He had a wife and three kids, and he was fast to flash a walletful of their pictures. “Don’t reckon I’ll be chasin’ any speeders tonight, but there’ll probably be a load of accidents. Cheryl, you sure look pretty this evenin‘.”
“Still the same old me.” Cheryl never wore a speck of makeup, though one day she’d come to work with glitter on her cheeks. She had a place a few miles away, and I guessed she was farming that funny weed up there. “Any trucks moving?”
“Seen a few, but not many. Truckers ain’t fools. Gonna get worse before it gets better, the radio says.” He sipped at his coffee and grimaced. “Lordy, that’s strong enough to jump out of the cup and dance a jig, darlin‘!”
I fixed the burger the way Dennis liked it, put it on a platter with some fries, and served it. “Bobby, how’s the wife treatin‘ you?” he asked.
“No complaints.”
“Good to hear. I’ll tell you, a fine woman is worth her weight in gold. Hey, Cheryl! How’d you like a handsome young man for a husband?”
Cheryl smiled, knowing what was coming. “The man I’m looking for hasn’t been made yet.”
“Yeah, but you ain’t met
Cecil yet, either! He asks me about you every time I see him, and I keep tellin‘ him I’m doin’ everything I can to get you two together.“ Cecil was Dennis’ brother-in-law and owned a Chevy dealership in Bay Minette. Dennis had been ribbing Cheryl about going on a date with Cecil for the past four months. ”You’d like him,“ Dennis promised. ”He’s got a lot of my qualities.“
“Well, that’s different. In that case, I’m certain
I don’t want to meet him.“
Dennis winced. “Oh, you’re a cruel woman! That’s what smokin‘ banana peels does to you--turns you mean. Anybody readin’ this rag?” He reached over for the newspaper.
“Waitin‘ here just for you,” I said. Thunder rumbled, closer to the diner. The lights flickered briefly once… then again before they returned to normal. Cheryl busied herself by fixing a fresh pot of coffee, and I watched the rain whipping against the windows. When the lightning flashed, I could see the trees swaying so hard they looked about to snap.
Dennis read and ate his hamburger. “Boy,” he said after a few minutes, “the world’s in some shape, huh? Those A-rab pig-stickers are itchin‘ for war. Mobile metro boys had a little gunplay last night. Good for them.” He paused and frowned, then tapped the paper with one thick finger. “This I can’t figure.”
“What’s that?”
“Thing in Florida couple of nights ago. Six people killed at the Pines Haven Motor Inn, near Daytona Beach. Motel was set off in the woods. Only a couple of cinder-block houses in the area, and nobody heard any gunshots. Says here one old man saw what he thought was a bright white star falling over the motel, and that was it. Funny, huh?”
“A UFO,” Cheryl offered. “Maybe he saw a UFO.”
“Yeah, and I’m a little green man from Mars,” Dennis scoffed. “I’m serious. This is weird. The motel was so blown full of holes it looked like a war had been going on. Everybody was dead--even a dog and a canary that belonged to the manager. The cars out in front of the rooms were blasted to pieces. The sound of one of them explodin‘ was what woke up the people in those houses, I reckon.” He skimmed the story again. “Two bodies were out in the parkin’ lot, one was holed up in a bathroom, one had crawled under a bed, and two had dragged every piece of furniture in the room over to block the door. Didn’t seem to help ‘em any, though.”
I grunted. “Guess not.”
“No motive, no witnesses. You better believe those Florida cops are shakin‘ the bushes for some kind of dangerous maniac--or maybe more than one, it says here.” He shoved the paper away and patted the service revolver holstered at his hip. “If I ever got hold of him--or them--he’d find out not to mess with a ’Bama trooper.” He glanced quickly over at Cheryl and smiled mischievously. “Probably some crazy hippie who’d been smokin‘ his tennis shoes.”
“Don’t knock it,” she said sweetly, “until you’ve tried it.” She looked past him, out the window into the storm. “Car’s pullin‘ in, Bobby.”
Headlights glared briefly off the wet windows. It was a station wagon with wood-grained panels on the sides; it veered around the gas pumps and parked next to Dennis’ trooper car. On the front bumper was a personalized license plate that said: Ray & Lindy. The headlights died, and all the doors opened at once. Out of the wagon came a whole family: a man and woman, a little girl and boy about eight or nine. Dennis got up and opened the diner door as they hurried inside from the rain.
All of them had gotten pretty well soaked between the station wagon and the diner, and they wore the dazed expressions of people who’d been on the road a long time. The man wore glasses and had curly gray hair, the woman was slim and dark-haired and pretty. The kids were sleepy-eyed. All of them were well-dressed, the man in a yellow sweater with one of those alligators on the chest. They had vacation tans, and I figured they were tourists heading north from the beach after spring break.
“Come on in and take a seat,” I said.
“Thank you,” the man said. They squeezed into one of the booths near the windows. “We saw your sign from the interstate.”
“Bad night to be on the highway,” Dennis told them. “Tornado warnings are out all over the place.”
“We heard it on the radio,” the woman--Lindy, if the license was right--said. “We’re on our way to Birmingham, and we thought we could drive right through the storm. We should’ve stopped at that Holiday Inn we passed about fifteen miles ago.”
“That would’ve been smart,” Dennis agreed. “No sense in pushin‘ your luck.” He returned to his stool.
The new arrivals ordered hamburgers, fries, and Cokes. Cheryl and I went to work. Lightning made the diner’s lights flicker again, and the sound of thunder caused the kids to jump. When the food was ready and Cheryl served them, Dennis said, “Tell you what. You folks finish your dinners and I’ll escort you back to the Holiday Inn. Then you can head out in the morning. How about that?”
“Fine,” Ray said gratefully. “I don’t think we could’ve gotten very much further, anyway.” He turned his attention to his food.
“Well,” Cheryl said quietly, standing beside me, “I don’t guess we get home early, do we?”
“I guess not. Sorry.”
She shrugged. “Goes with the job, right? Anyway, I can think of worse places to be stuck.”
I figured that Alma might be worried about me, so I went over to the pay phone to call her. I dropped a quarter in--and the dial tone sounded like a cat being stepped on. I hung up and tried again. The cat scream continued. “Damn!” I muttered. “Lines must be screwed up.”
“Ought to get yourself a place closer to town, Bobby,” Dennis said. “Never could figure out why you wanted a joint in the sticks. At least you’d get better phone service and good lights if you were nearer to Mo--”
He was interrupted by the sound of wet and shrieking brakes, and he swiveled around on his stool.
I looked up as a car hurtled into the parking lot, the tires swerving, throwing up plumes of water. For a few seconds I thought it was going to keep coming, right through the window into the diner--but then the brakes caught and the car almost grazed the side of my pickup as it jerked to a stop. In the neon’s red glow I could tell it was a beat-up old Ford Fairlane, either gray or a dingy beige. Steam was rising off the crumpled hood. The headlights stayed on for perhaps a minute before they winked off. A figure got out of the car and walked slowly--with a limp--toward the diner.
We watched the figure approach. Dennis’ body looked like a coiled spring ready to be triggered. “We got us a live one, Bobby boy,” he said.
The door opened, and in a stinging gust of wind and rain a man who looked like walking death stepped into my diner.
He was so wet he might well have been driving with his windows down. He was a skinny guy, maybe weighed all of a hundred and twenty pounds, even soaking wet. His unruly dark hair was plastered to his head, and he had gone a week or more without a shave. In his gaunt, pallid face his eyes were startlingly blue; his gaze flicked around the diner, lingered for a few seconds on Dennis. Then he limped on down to the far end of the counter and took a seat. He wiped the rain out of his eyes as Cheryl took a menu to him.
Dennis stared at the man. When he spoke, his voice bristled with authority. “Hey, fella.” The man didn’t look up from the menu. “Hey, I’m talkin‘ to you.”
The man pushed the menu away and pulled a damp packet of Kools out of the breast pocket of his patched Army fatigue jacket. “I can hear you,” he said; his voice was deep and husky, and didn’t go with his less-than-robust physical appearance.
“Drivin‘ kinda fast in this weather, don’t you think?”
The man flicked a cigarette lighter a few times before he got a flame, then lit one of his smokes and inhaled deeply. “Yeah,” he replied. “I was. Sorry. I saw the sign, and I was in a hurry to get here. Miss? I’d just like a cup of coffee, please. Hot and real strong, okay?”
Cheryl nodded and turned away from him, almost bumping into me as I strolled down behind the counter to check him out.
“That kind of hurry’ll get you killed,” Dennis cautioned.
“Right. Sorry.” He shivered and pushed the tangled hair back from his forehead with one hand. Up close, I could see deep cracks around his mouth and the corners of his eyes and I figured him to be in his late thirties or early forties. His wrists were as thin as a woman’s; he looked like he hadn’t eaten a good meal for more than a month. He stared at his hands through bloodshot eyes. Probably on drugs, I thought. The fella gave me the creeps. Then he looked at me with those eyes--so pale blue they were almost white--and I felt like I’d been nailed to the floor. “Something wrong?” he asked--not rudely, just curiously.
“Nope.” I shook my head. Cheryl gave him his coffee and then went over to give Ray and Lindy their check.
The man didn’t use either cream or sugar. The coffee was steaming, but he drank half of it down like mother’s milk. “That’s good,” he said. “Keep me awake, won’t it?”
“More than likely.” Over the breast pocket of his jacket was the faint outline of the name that had been sewn there once. I think it was Price, but I could’ve been wrong.
“That’s what I want. To stay awake as long as I can.” He finished the coffee. “Can I have another cup, please?”
I poured it for him. He drank that one down just as fast, then rubbed his eyes wearily.
“Been on the road a long time, huh?”
Price nodded. “Day and night. I don’t know which is more tired, my mind or my butt.” He lifted his gaze to me again. “Have you got anything else to drink? How about beer?”
“No, sorry. Couldn’t get a liquor license.”
He sighed. “Just as well. It might make me sleepy. But I
sure could go for a beer right now. One sip, to clean my mouth out.“
He picked up his coffee cup, and I smiled and started to turn away.
But then he wasn’t holding a cup. He was holding a Budweiser can, and for an instant I could smell the tang of a newly popped beer.
The mirage was there for only maybe two seconds. I blinked, and Price was holding a cup again. “Just as well,” he said, and put it down.
I glanced over at Cheryl, then at Dennis. Neither one was paying attention. Damn! I thought. I’m too young to be losin‘ either my eyesight or my senses! “Uh…” I said, or some other stupid noise.
“One more cup?” Price asked. “Then I’d better hit the road again.”
My hand was shaking as I picked it up, but if Price noticed, he didn’t say anything.
“Want anything to eat?” Cheryl asked him. “How about a bowl of beef stew?”
He shook his head. “No, thanks. The sooner I get back on the road, the better it’ll be.”
Suddenly Dennis swiveled toward him, giving him a cold stare that only cops and drill sergeants can muster. “Back on the road?”
He snorted. “Fella, you ever been in a tornado before? I’m gonna escort those nice people to the Holiday Inn about fifteen miles back. If you’re smart, that’s where you’ll spend the night too. No use in tryin‘ to--”
“No.”
Price’s voice was rock-steady. “I’ll be spending the night behind the wheel.”
Dennis’ eyes narrowed. “How come you’re in such a hurry? Not runnin‘ from anybody, are you?”
“Nightcrawlers,” Cheryl said.
Price turned toward her like he’d been slapped across the face, and I saw what might’ve been a spark of fear in his eyes.
Cheryl motioned toward the lighter Price had laid on the counter, beside the pack of Kools. It was a beat-up silver Zippo, and inscribed across it was nightcrawlers with the symbol of two crossed rifles beneath it. “Sorry,” she said. “I just noticed that, and I wondered what it was.”
Price put the lighter away. “I was in ‘Nam,” he told her. “Everybody in my unit got one.”
“Hey.” There was suddenly new respect in Dennis’ voice. “You a vet?”
Price paused so long I didn’t think he was going to answer. In the quiet, I heard the little girl tell her mother that the fries were “ucky.” Price said, “Yes.”
“How about that! Hey, I wanted to go myself, but I got a high number and things were windin‘ down about that time anyway. Did you see any action?”
A faint, bitter smile passed over Price’s mouth. “Too much.”
“What? Infantry? Marines? Rangers?”
Price picked up his third cup of coffee, swallowed some, and put it down. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, and when they opened they were vacant and fixed on nothing. “Nightcrawlers,” he said quietly. “Special unit. Deployed to recon Charlie positions in questionable villages.” He said it like he was reciting from a manual. “We did a lot of crawling through rice paddies and jungles in the dark.”
“Bet you laid a few of them Vietcong out, didn’t you?” Dennis got up and came over to sit a few places away from the man. “Man, I was behind you guys all the way. I wanted you to stay in there and fight it out!”
Price was silent. Thunder echoed over the diner. The lights weakened for a few seconds; when they came back on, they seemed to have lost some of their wattage. The place was dimmer than before. Price’s head slowly turned toward Dennis, with the inexorable motion of a machine. I was thankful I didn’t have to take the full force of Price’s dead blue eyes, and I saw Dennis wince. “I
should’ve stayed,“ he said. ”I should be there right now, buried in the mud of a rice paddy with the eight other men in my patrol.“
“Oh.” Dennis blinked. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to--”
“I came home,” Price continued calmly, “by stepping on the bodies of my friends. Do you want to know what that’s like, Mr. Trooper?”
“The war’s over,” I told him. “No need to bring it back.” Price smiled grimly, but his gaze remained fixed on Dennis. “Some say it’s over. I say it came back with the men who were there. Like me.
Especially like me.“ Price paused. The wind howled around the door, and the lightning illuminated for an instant the thrashing woods across the highway. ”The mud was up to our knees, Mr. Trooper,“ he said. ”We were moving across a rice paddy in the dark, being real careful not to step on the bamboo stakes we figured were planted there. Then the first shots started: pop pop pop--like firecrackers going off. One of the Nightcrawlers fired off a flare, and we saw the Cong ringing us. We’d walked right into hell, Mr. Trooper. Somebody shouted, ‘Charlie’s in the light!’ and we started firing, trying to punch a hole through them. But they were everywhere. As soon as one went down, three more took his place. Grenades were going off, and more flares, and people were screaming as they got hit. I took a bullet in the thigh and another through the hand. I lost my rifle, and somebody fell on top of me with half his head missing.“ ”Uh… listen,“ I said. ”You don’t have to--“ ”I
want to, friend.“ He glanced quickly at me, then back to Dennis. I think I cringed when his gaze pierced me. ”I want to tell it all. They were fighting and screaming and dying all around me, and I felt the bullets tug at my clothes as they passed through. I know I was screaming too, but what was coming out of my mouth sounded bestial. I ran. The only way I could save my own life was to step on their bodies and drive them down into the mud. I heard some of them choke and blubber as I put my boot on their faces. I knew all those guys like brothers… but at that moment they were only pieces of meat. I ran. A gunship chopper came over the paddy and laid down some fire, and that’s how I got out. Alone.“ He bent his face closer toward the other man’s. ”And you’d better believe I’m in that rice paddy in ‘Nam every time I close my eyes. You’d better believe the men I left back there don’t rest easy. So you keep your opinions about ’Nam and being ‘behind you guys’ to yourself, Mr. Trooper. I don’t want to hear that bullshit. Got it?“
Dennis sat very still. He wasn’t used to being talked to like that, not even from a ‘Nam vet, and I saw the shadow of anger pass over his face.
Price’s hands were trembling as he brought a little bottle out of his jeans pocket. He shook two blue-and-orange capsules out onto the counter, took them both with a swallow of coffee, and then recapped the bottle and put it away. The flesh of his face looked almost ashen in the dim light.
“I know you boys had a rough time,” Dennis said, “but that’s no call to show disrespect to the law.”
“The law,” Price repeated. “Yeah. Right.
Bullshit.“
“There are women and children present,” I reminded him. “Watch your language.”
Price rose from his seat. He looked like a skeleton with just a little extra skin on the bones. “Mister, I haven’t slept for more than thirty-six hours. My nerves are shot. I don’t mean to cause trouble, but when some fool says he understands,
I feel like kicking his teeth down his throat-- because no one who wasn’t there can pretend to understand.“ He glanced at Ray, Lindy, and the kids. ”Sorry, folks. Don’t mean to disturb you. Friend, how much do I owe?“ He started digging for his wallet.
Dennis slid slowly from his seat and stood with his hands on his hips. “Hold it.” He used his trooper’s voice again. “If you think I’m lettin‘ you walk out of here high on pills and needin’ sleep, you’re crazy. I don’t want to be scrapin‘ you off the highway.”
Price paid him no attention. He took a couple of dollars from his wallet and put them on the counter. I didn’t touch them. “Those pills will help keep me awake,” Price said. “Once I get on the road, I’ll be fine.”
“Fella, I wouldn’t let you go if it was high noon and not a cloud in the sky. I sure as hell don’t want to clean up after the accident you’re gonna have. Now, why don’t you come along to the Holiday Inn and--”
Price laughed grimly. “Mr. Trooper, the last place you want me staying is at a motel.” He cocked his head to one side. “I was in a motel in Florida a couple of nights ago, and I think I left my room a little untidy. Step aside and let me pass.”
“A motel in Florida?” Dennis nervously licked his lower lip. “What the hell you talkin‘ about?”
“Nightmares and reality, Mr. Trooper. The point where they cross. A couple of nights ago, they crossed at a motel. I wasn’t going to let myself sleep. I was just going to rest for a little while, but I didn’t know they’d come so fast.”
A mocking smile played at the edges of his mouth, but his eyes were tortured. “You don’t want me staying at that Holiday Inn, Mr. Trooper. You really don’t. Now, step aside.”
I saw Dennis’ hand settle on the butt of his revolver. His fingers unsnapped the fold of leather that secured the gun in the holster. I stared at him numbly. My God, I thought. What’s goin‘ on? My heart had started pounding so hard I was sure everybody could hear it. Ray and Lindy were watching, and Cheryl was backing away behind the counter.
Price and Dennis faced each other for a moment, as the rain whipped against the windows and thunder boomed like shellfire. Then Price sighed, as if resigning himself to something. He said, “I think I want a T-bone steak. Extra rare. How ‘bout it?” He looked at me.
“A steak?” My voice was shaking. “We don’t have any T-bone--”
Price’s gaze shifted to the counter right in front of me. I heard a sizzle. The aroma of cooking meat drifted up to me.
“Oh… wow,” Cheryl whispered.
A large T-bone steak lay on the countertop, pink and oozing blood. You could’ve fanned a menu in my face and I would’ve keeled over. Wisps of smoke were rising from the steak.
The steak began to fade, until it was only an outline on the counter. The lines of oozing blood vanished. After the mirage was gone, I could still smell the meat--and that’s how I knew I wasn’t crazy.
Dennis’ mouth hung open. Ray had stood up from the booth to look, and his wife’s face was the color of spoiled milk. The whole world seemed to be balanced on a point of silence--until the wail of the wind jarred me back to my senses.
“I’m getting good at it,” Price said softly. “I’m getting very, very good. Didn’t start happening to me until about a year ago. I’ve found four other ‘Nam vets who can do the same thing. What’s in your head comes true--as simple as that. Of course, the images only last for a few seconds--as long as I’m awake, I mean. I’ve found out that those other men were drenched by a chemical spray we called Howdy Doody--because it made you stiffen up and jerk like you were hanging on strings. I got hit with it near Khe Sahn. That shit almost suffocated me. It felt like black tar, and it burned the land down to a paved parking lot.” He stared at Dennis. “You don’t want me around here, Mr. Trooper. Not with the body count I’ve still got in my head.”
“You… were at… that motel, near Daytona Beach?”
Price closed his eyes. A vein had begun beating at his right temple, royal blue against the pallor of his flesh. “Oh, Jesus,” he whispered. “I fell asleep, and I couldn’t wake myself up. I was having the nightmare. The same one. I was locked in it, and I was trying to scream myself awake.” He shuddered, and two tears ran slowly down his cheeks.
“Oh,”
he said, and flinched as if remembering something horrible. “They… they were coming through the door when I woke up. Tearing the door right off its hinges. I woke up… just as one of them was pointing his rifle at me. And I saw his face. I saw his muddy, misshapen face.” His eyes suddenly jerked open. “I didn’t know they’d come so fast.”
“Who?” I asked him.
“Who came so fast?”
“The Nightcrawlers,” Price said, his face devoid of expression, mask-like. “Dear God… maybe if I’d stayed asleep a second more. But I ran again, and I left those people dead in that motel.”
“You’re gonna come with me.” Dennis started pulling his gun from the holster. Price’s head snapped toward him. “I don’t know what kinda fool game you’re--”
He stopped, staring at the gun he held.
It wasn’t a gun anymore. It was an oozing mass of hot rubber. Dennis cried out and slung the thing from his hand. The molten mess hit the floor with a pulpy splat.
“I’m leaving now.” Price’s voice was calm. “Thank you for the coffee.” He walked past Dennis, toward the door.
Dennis grasped a bottle of ketchup from the counter. Cheryl cried out,
“Don’t!”
but it was too late. Dennis was already swinging the bottle. It hit the back of Price’s skull and burst open, spewing ketchup everywhere. Price staggered forward, his knees buckling. When he went down, his skull hit the floor with a noise like a watermelon being dropped. His body began jerking involuntarily.
“Got him!” Dennis shouted triumphantly. “Got that crazy bastard, didn’t I?”
Lindy was holding the little girl in her arms. The boy craned his neck to see. Ray said nervously, “You didn’t kill him, did you?”
“He’s not dead,” I told him. I looked over at the gun; it was solid again. Dennis scooped it up and aimed it at Price, whose body continued to jerk. Just like Howdy Doody, I thought. Then Price stopped moving.
“He’s dead!” Cheryl’s voice was near-frantic. “Oh God, you killed him, Dennis!”
Dennis prodded the body with the toe of his boot, then bent down. “Naw. His eyes are movin‘ back and forth behind the lids.” Dennis touched his wrist to check the pulse, then abruptly pulled his own hand away. “Jesus Christ! He’s as cold as a meat locker!” He took Price’s pulse and whistled. “Goin’ like a racehorse at the Derby.”
I touched the place on the counter where the mirage steak had been. My fingers came away slightly greasy, and I could smell the cooked meat on them. At that instant Price twitched. Dennis scuttled away from him like a crab. Price made a gasping, choking noise.
“What’d he say?” Cheryl asked. “He said something!”
“No he didn’t.” Dennis stuck him in the ribs with his pistol. “Come on. Get up.”
“Get him out of here,” I said. “I don’t want him--”
Cheryl shushed me. “Listen. Can you hear that?”
I heard only the roar and crash of the storm.
“Don’t you hear it?” she asked me. Her eyes were getting scared and glassy.
“Yes!” Ray said. “Yes! Listen!”
Then I did hear something, over the noise of the keening wind. It was a distant chuk-chuk-chuk, steadily growing louder and closer. The wind covered the noise for a minute, then it came back: CHUK-CHUK-CHUK, almost overhead.
“It’s a helicopter!” Ray peered through the window. “Somebody’s got a helicopter out there!”
“Ain’t nobody can fly a chopper in a storm!” Dennis told him. The noise of rotors swelled and faded, swelled and faded… and stopped.
On the floor, Price shivered and began to contort into a fetal position. His mouth opened; his face twisted in what appeared to be agony.
Thunder spoke. A red fireball rose up from the woods across the road and hung lazily in the sky for a few seconds before it descended toward the diner. As it fell, the fireball exploded soundlessly into a white, glaring eye of light that almost blinded me.
Price said something in a garbled, panicked voice. His eyes were tightly closed, and he had squeezed up with his arms around his knees.
Dennis rose to his feet; he squinted as the eye of light fell toward the parking lot and winked out in a puddle of water. Another fireball floated up from the woods, and again blossomed into painful glare.
Dennis turned toward me. “I heard him.” His voice was raspy. “He said… ‘Charlie’s in the light.’”
As the second flare fell to the ground and illuminated the parking lot, I thought I saw figures crossing the road. They walked stiff-legged, in an eerie cadence. The flare went out.
“Wake him up,” I heard myself whisper. “Dennis… dear God…
wake him up.“
Dennis stared stupidly at me, and I started to jump across the counter to get to Price myself.
A gout of flame leapt in the parking lot. Sparks marched across the concrete. I shouted, “Get down!” and twisted around to push Cheryl back behind the shelter of the counter.
“What the hell--” Dennis said.
He didn’t finish. There was the metallic thumping of bullets hitting the gas pumps and the cars. I knew if that gas blew we were all dead. My truck shuddered with the impact of slugs, and I saw the whole thing explode as I ducked behind the counter. Then the windows blew inward with a god-awful crash, and the diner was full of flying glass, swirling wind, and sheets of rain. I heard Lindy scream, and both the kids were crying, and I think I was shouting something myself.
The lights had gone out, and the only illumination was the reflection of red neon off the concrete and the glow of the fluorescents over the gas pumps. Bullets whacked into the wall, and crockery shattered as if it had been hit with a hammer. Napkins and sugar packets were flying everywhere.
Cheryl was holding on to me as if her fingers were nails sunk to my bones. Her eyes were wide and dazed, and she kept trying to speak. Her mouth was working, but nothing came out.
There was another explosion as one of the other cars blew. The whole place shook, and I almost puked with fear.
Another hail of bullets hit the wall. They were tracers, and they jumped and ricocheted like white-hot cigarette butts. One of them sang off the edge of a shelf and fell to the floor about three feet away from me. The glowing slug began to fade, like the beer can and the mirage steak. I put my hand out to find it, but all I felt was splinters of glass and crockery.
A phantom bullet, I thought. Real enough to cause damage and death--and then gone.
You don’t want me around here, Mr. Trooper,
Price had warned.
Not with the body count I’ve got in my head.
The firing stopped. I got free of Cheryl and said, “You stay right here.”
Then I looked up over the counter and saw my truck and the station wagon on fire, the flames being whipped by the wind. Rain slapped me across the face as it swept in where the window glass used to be. I saw Price lying still huddled on the floor, with pieces of glass all around him. His hands were clawing the air, and in the flickering red neon his face was contorted, his eyes still closed. The pool of ketchup around his head made him look like his skull had been split open. He was peering into hell, and I averted my eyes before I lost my own mind.
Ray and Lindy and the two children had huddled under the table of their booth. The woman was sobbing brokenly. I looked at Dennis, lying a few feet from Price: he was sprawled on his face, and there were four holes punched through his back. It was not ketchup that ran in rivulets around Dennis’ body. His right arm was outflung, and the fingers twitched around the gun he gripped.
Another flare sailed up from the woods like a Fourth of July sparkler.
When the light brightened, I saw them: at least five figures, maybe more. They were crouched over, coming across the parking lot--but slowly, the speed of nightmares. Their clothes flapped and hung around them, and the flare’s light glanced off their helmets. They were carrying weapons-- rifles, I guessed. I couldn’t see their faces, and that was for the best.
On the floor, Price moaned. I heard him say “light… in the light…”
The flare hung right over the diner. And then I knew what was going on.
We were in the light. We were all caught in Price’s nightmare, and the Nightcrawlers that Price had left in the mud were fighting the battle again--the same way it had been fought at the Pines Haven Motor Inn. The
Nightcrawlers had come back to life, powered by Price’s guilt and whatever that Howdy Doody shit had done to him.
And we were in the light, where Charlie had been out in that rice paddy.
There was a noise like castanets clicking. Dots of fire arched through the broken windows and thudded into the counter. The stools squealed as they were hit and spun. The cash register rang and the drawer popped open, and then the entire register blew apart and bills and coins scattered. I ducked my head, but a wasp of fire--I don’t know what, a bit of metal or glass maybe--sliced my left cheek open from ear to upper lip. I fell to the floor behind the counter with blood running down my face.
A blast shook the rest of the cups, saucers, plates, and glasses off the shelves. The whole roof buckled inward, throwing loose ceiling tiles, light fixtures, and pieces of metal framework.
We were all going to die. I knew it, right then. Those things were going to destroy us. But I thought of the pistol in Dennis’ hand, and of Price lying near the door. If we were caught in Price’s nightmare and the blow from the ketchup bottle had broken something in his skull, then the only way to stop his dream was to kill him.
I’m no hero. I was about to piss in my pants, but I knew I was the only one who could move. I jumped up and scrambled over the counter, falling beside Dennis and wrenching at that pistol. Even in death, Dennis had a strong grip. Another blast came, along the wall to my right. The heat of it scorched me, and the shock wave skidded me across the floor through glass and rain and blood.
But I had that pistol in my hand.
I heard Ray shout, “Look out!”
In the doorway, silhouetted by flames, was a skeletal thing wearing muddy green rags. It wore a dented-in helmet and carried a corroded, slime-covered rifle. Its face was gaunt and shadowy, the features hidden behind a scum of rice paddy muck. It began to lift the rifle to fire at me--slowly, slowly…
I got the safety off“ the pistol and fired twice, without aiming. A spark leapt off the helmet as one of the bullets was deflected, but the figure staggered backward and into the conflagration of the station wagon, where it seemed to melt into ooze before it vanished.
More tracers were coming in. Cheryl’s Volkswagen shuddered, the tires blowing out almost in unison. The state trooper car was already bullet-riddled and sitting on flats.
Another Nightcrawler, this one without a helmet and with slime covering the skull where the hair had been, rose up beyond the window and fired it’s rifle. I heard the bullet whine past my ear, and as I took aim I saw its bony finger tightening on the trigger again.
A skillet flew over my head and hit the thing’s shoulder, spoiling its aim. For an instant the skillet stuck in the Nightcrawler’s body, as if the figure itself was made out of mud. I fired once… twice… and saw pieces of matter fly from the thing’s chest. What might’ve been a mouth opened in a soundless scream, and the thing slithered out of sight.
I looked around. Cheryl was standing behind the counter, weaving on her feet, her face white with shock. “Get down!” I shouted, and she ducked for cover.
I crawled to Price, shook him hard. His eyes would not open. “Wake up!” I begged him. “Wake up, damn you!” And then I pressed the barrel of the pistol against Price’s head. Dear God, I didn’t want to kill anybody, but I knew I was going to have to blow the Nightcrawlers right out of his brain. I hesitated--too long.
Something smashed into my left collarbone. I heard the bone snap like a broomstick being broken. The force of the shot slid me back against the counter and jammed me between two bullet-pocked stools. I lost the gun, and there was a roaring in my head that deafened me.
I don’t know how long I was out. My left arm felt like dead meat. All the cars in the lot were burning, and there was a hole in the diner’s roof that a tractor-trailer truck could’ve dropped through. Rain was sweeping into my face, and when I wiped my eyes clear I saw them, standing over Price.
There were eight of them. The two I thought I’d killed were back. They trailed weeds, and their boots and ragged clothes were covered with mud. They stood in silence, staring down at their living comrade.
I was too tired to scream. I couldn’t even whimper. I just watched.
Price’s hands lifted into the air. He reached for the Nightcrawlers, and then his eyes opened. His pupils were dead white, surrounded by scarlet.
“End it,” he whispered. “End it…”
One of the Nightcrawlers aimed its rifle and fired. Price jerked. Another Nightcrawler fired, and then they were all firing point-blank into Price’s body. Price thrashed and clutched at his head, but there was no blood; the phantom bullets weren’t hitting him.
The Nightcrawlers began to ripple and fade. I saw the flames of the burning cars through their bodies. The figures became transparent, floating in vague outlines. Price had awakened too fast at the Pines Haven Motor Inn, I realized; if he had remained asleep, the creatures of his nightmares would’ve ended it there, at that Florida motel. They were killing him in front of me--or he was allowing them to end it, and I think that’s what he must’ve wanted for a long, long time.
He shuddered, his mouth releasing a half-moan, half-sigh.
It sounded almost like relief.
The Nightcrawlers vanished. Price didn’t move anymore.
I saw his face. His eyes were closed, and I think he must’ve found peace at last.
A trucker hauling lumber from Mobile to Birmingham saw the burning cars. I don’t even remember what he looked like.
Ray was cut up by glass, but his wife and the kids were okay. Physically, I mean. Mentally, I couldn’t say.
Cheryl went into the hospital for a while. I got a postcard from her with the Golden Gate Bridge on the front. She promised she’d write and let me know how she was doing, but I doubt if I’ll ever hear from her. She was the best waitress I ever had, and I wish her luck.
The police asked me a thousand questions, and I told the story the same way every time. I found out later that no bullets or shrapnel were ever dug out of the walls or the cars or Dennis’ body--just like in the case of that motel massacre. There was no bullet in me, though my collarbone was snapped clean in two.
Price had died of a massive brain hemorrhage. It looked, the police told me, as if it had exploded in his skull.
I closed the diner. Farm life is fine. Alma understands, and we don’t talk about it.
But I never showed the police what I found, and I don’t know exactly why not.
I picked up Price’s wallet in the mess. Behind a picture of a smiling young woman holding a baby there was a folded piece of paper. On that paper were the names of four men.
Beside one name, Price had written “Dangerous.”
I’ve found four other ‘Nam vets who can do the same thing,
Price had said.
I sit up at night a lot, thinking about that and looking at those names. Those men had gotten a dose of that Howdy Doody shit in a foreign place they hadn’t wanted to be, fighting a war that turned out to be one of those crossroads of nightmare and reality. I’ve changed my mind about ‘Nam because I understand now that the worst of the fighting is still going on, in the battlefields of memory.
A Yankee who called himself Tompkins came to my house one May morning and flashed me an ID that said he worked for a veterans’ association. He was very soft-spoken and polite, but he had deep-set eyes that were almost black, and he never blinked. He asked me all about Price, seemed real interested in picking my brain of every detail. I told him the police had the story, and I couldn’t add any more to it. Then I turned the tables and asked him about Howdy Doody. He smiled in a puzzled kind of way and said he’d never heard of any chemical defoliant called that. No such thing, he said. Like I say, he was very polite.
But I know the shape of a gun tucked into a shoulder holster. Tompkins was wearing one under his seersucker coat. I never could find any veterans’ association that knew anything about him, either.
Maybe I should give that list of names to the police. Maybe I will. Or maybe I’ll try to find those four men myself, and try to make some sense out of what’s being hidden.
I don’t think Price was evil. No. He was just scared, and who can blame a man for running from his own nightmares? I like to believe that, in the end, Price had the courage to face the Nightcrawlers, and in committing suicide he saved our lives.
The newspapers, of course, never got the real story. They called Price a ‘Nam vet who’d gone crazy, killed six people in a Florida motel, and then killed a state trooper in a shoot-out at Big Bob’s diner and gas stop.
But I know where Price is buried. They sell little American flags at the five-and-dime in Mobile. I’m alive, and I can spare the change.
And then I’ve got to find out how much courage I have.
Pin
I’m going to do it.
Yes. I am.
I hold the pin in my hand, and tonight I’m going to peer into the inner sun.
Then, when I’m filled up with all that glare and heat and my brain is on fire like a four-alarm blaze, I’m going to take my Winchester rifle down to the McDonald’s on the corner and we’ll see who says what to who when.
There you go, talking to yourself. Well, there’s nobody else around, is there, so who am I supposed to talk to? No, no; my friend’s here. Right here, in my hand. You know. Pin.
I have a small sharp friend. Oh, look at that little point gleam. It hypnotizes you, Pin does. It says look at me look long and hard and in me you will see your future. It is a very sharp future, and there is pain in it. Pin is better than God, because I can hold Pin. God frets and moans in silence, somewhere… up there, somewhere. Way above the ceiling. Damn, I didn’t know that crack was there. No wonder this bitching place leaks.
Now, Johnny’s an okay guy. I mean, I wouldn’t shoot him. He’s okay. The others at the stop--bam bam bam, dead in two seconds flat. I don’t like the way they clam up when I walk past, like they’ve got secrets I’m not supposed to know anything about. Like you have secrets when you work on cars all day and fix tires and brake shoes and get that gunk under your fingernails that won’t ever wash out? Some secrets. Now, Pin… Pin does have secrets. Tonight I’m going to learn them, and I’m going to share my knowledge with those people down on the corner eating their hamburgers in the safe safe world. I’ll bet that damn roof doesn’t leak. I’ll make it leak I’ll put a bullet right through it, so there.
I’m sweating. Hot in here. Summer night, so what else is new?
Pin, you’re so pretty you make me want to cry.
The trick, I think, is not to blink. I’ve heard about people who did this before. They saw the inner sun, and they went out radiant. It’s always dark in here. It’s always dark in this town. I think they need a little sunlight, don’t you?
Who’re you talking to, anyway? Me myself and I. Pin makes four. Hell, I could play bridge if I wanted to. Lucas liked to play bridge, liked to cheat and call you names and what else did you have to do in that place anyway? Oh, those white white walls. I think white is Satan’s color, because it has no face. I saw that Baptist preacher on TV and he had on a white shirt with his sleeves rolled up. He said come down the aisle come on come on while you can and I’ll show you the door to heaven.
It’s a big white door, he said. And he smiled when he said it, and the way he smiled, oh, I knew I just knew he was really saying you’re watching me aren’t you, Joey? He was really saying, Joey you know all about big white doors, don’t you, and how when they swing shut you hear the latch fall and the key rattle and that big white door won’t open again until somebody comes and opens it. There was always a long time between the closing and the opening.
I’ve always wanted to be a star. Like on TV or movies, somebody important with a lot of people nodding around you and saying you make a lot of sense. People like that always look like they know where they’re going and they’re always in a hurry to get there. Well, I know where I’m going now. Right down to the corner, where the golden arches are. Look out my window, I can see it. There goes a car turning in. Going to be full up on a Saturday night. Full up. My Winchester has a seven-shot magazine. Checkered American walnut. Satin finish. Rubber butt plate. It weighs seven pounds, a good weight. I have more bullets, too. Full up on a Saturday night. Date night, oh yes, I hope she’s there that girl you know the one she drives a blue Camaro and she has long blond hair and eyes like diamonds. Diamonds are hard, but you hit one with a bullet and it’s not so hard anymore.
Pin, we won’t think about her, will we? Nope! If she’s there it’s fate. Maybe I won’t shoot her, and she’ll see I’m a nice guy.
Hold Pin close. Closer. Closer still. Up against the right eye. I’ve thought a long time about this. It was a tough decision. Left or right? I’m right-handed, so it makes sense to use my right eye. I can already see the sun sparkle on the end of Pin, like a promise.
Oh, what I could do with a machine gun. Eliot Ness, Untouchables, tommy-gun-type thing. I sure could send a lot of people behind that big white door, couldn’t I? See, the funny thing I mean really funny thing is that everybody wants to go to heaven but everybody’s scared to die. That’s what I’m going to say when the lights come on and that news guy sticks a microphone in my face. I need to shave first. I need to wear a tie. No, they won’t know me with a tie on. I need to wear my gray uniform--gray, now there’s a man’s color. Pick you up good on TV in gray.
Speak to me, Pin. Say it won’t hurt.
Oh, you lying little bitch.
It has to be in the center. In that black part. It has to go in deep. Real deep, and you have to keep pushing it in until you see the inner sun. You know, I’ll bet that part’s dead anyway. I’ll bet you can’t even feel any pain in the black part. Just push it in and keep pushing, and you’ll see that sunburst and then you can go down and have a hamburger when it’s all said and done.
Sweating. Hot night. That fan’s not worth a damn, it just makes a racket.
Are you ready?
Closer, Pin. Closer. I never knew the point could look so big. Closer. Almost touching. Don’t blink! Cowards blink, nobody can ever say Joey Shatterly’s a coward no sir!
Wait. Wait. I think I need a mirror for this.
I smell under my arms. Ban roll-on. You don’t want to smell when they turn the lights on you what if it’s not the guy but the girl who does the late news the one with big boobs and a smile like frostbite?
No, I don’t need to shave I look fine. Oh hell I’m out of Ban. Old Spice that’ll do. My dad used to use Old Spice everybody’s dad did. Now, that was a good day, when we saw the Reds play the Pirates and he bought me a bag of peanuts and said he was proud of me. That was a good day. Well, he was a fruitcake though a real Marine oh sure. I remember that Iwo Jima crap when he got crazy and drank all the time Iwo Jima Iwo Jima all the time I mean he lived it in his mind a million times. You got sick of hearing who all died at Iwo Jima and how come you ought to be proud to be an American and how things weren’t how they used to be. Nothing is, is it? Except Old Spice. They still sell it, and the bottle’s still the same. Iwo Jima Iwo Jima. And then he went and did it, put the rope up in the garage and stepped off the ladder and me coming in to get my bike and that grin on his face that said Iwo Jima.
Oh, Ma, I didn’t mean to find him. Why didn’t you go in there so you could hate yourself?
Now, that was a good day, when we saw the Reds play the Pirates and he bought me a bag of peanuts and said he was proud of me. He was a real Marine.
The black part looks small in the mirror, small as a dot. But Pin’s smaller. Sharp as truth. My Winchester holds seven bullets. Magnificent seven I always liked Steve McQueen with that little sawed-off shotgun he died of cancer I think.
Pin, you’re so beautiful. I want to learn things. I want to know secrets. In the glare of the inner sun I will walk tall and proud like a Marine on the hot sands of Iwo Jima. Closer, Pin. Closer still. Almost there. Close against the black part, the unblinking black. Look in the mirror, don’t look at Pin. Don’t blink! Closer. Steady, steady. Don’t…
Dropped. Don’t go down the sink! Get Pin, get it! Don’t let it go…
There you are. Sweet Pin, sweet friend. My fingers are sweating. Wipe them off nice and neat on a towel. Holiday Inn. When did I stay at a Holiday Inn? When I went and visited Ma oh yes that’s right. Somebody else lived in the old house a man and woman I never knew their names and Ma she just sat in that place with the rocking chairs and talked about Dad. She said Leo came to see her and I said Leo is in California and she said you hate Leo don’t you? I don’t hate Leo. Leo takes good care of Ma, sends her money and keeps her in that place, but I miss the old house. Nothing’s how it used to be the whole world is turning faster and faster and sometimes I hold on to my bed because I’m scared the world is going to throw me off like an old shoe. So I hang on and my knuckles get white and pretty soon I can stand up and walk again. Baby steps.
Who blew that horn? Camaro, wasn’t it? Blond girl at the wheel? Seven bullets. I’ll make a lot of horns blow.
How straight and strong Pin is, like a little silver arrow. How were you made, and who made you? There are millions and millions of pins, but there is only one Pin. My friend, my key to light and truth. You shine and wink, and you say look into the inner sun and take your Winchester to the golden arches where Marines fear to tread.
I’m going to do it.
Yes. I am.
Closer. Closer.
Right up against the black. Shining silver, full of truth. Pin, my friend.
Look at the mirror. Don’t blink. Oh… sweating… sweating. Don’t blink!
Closer. Almost there. Silver, filling up the black. Almost. Almost.
You will not blink. No. You will not. Pin will take care of you. Pin will lead you. You. Will. Not. Blink.
Think about something else. Think about… Iwo Jima.
Closer. Almost.
One jab. Quick.
Quick.
There.
Ow.
OW. Don’t. Don’t.
Don’t blink.
Don’t, okay? Yes. Got it now. Ow. Hurts. Little bit. Pin, my friend. All silver. Hurts like truth. Yes it does. Another jab. Quick.
Oh, Jesus.
Deeper. Little bit deeper. Oh, don’t blink please please don’t blink. Look right there, there yes in the mirror push it deeper I was wrong the black part isn’t dead.
Deeper.
Oh. Oh. Okay. Oh.
Get it out!
No. Deeper. Got to see the inner sun I’m sweating Joey Shatterly’s no coward no sir no sir. Deeper. Easy, easy. Oh. Streak of light that time. Blue light. Not a sunburst, a cold moon. Push it in. Oh. Oh. Hurting. Oh, it hurts. Blue light. Please don’t blink push it in oh oh Dad where’s my bike?
OH GOD GET IT OUT GET IT OUT OH IT HURTS GET IT…
No. Deeper.
My face. Twitching. Pain. Cold pain. Twitching. Seven bullets. Down to the golden arches and deeper still where is the inner s…
Oh… it… hurts… so… good…
Pin, sliding in. Slow. Cold steel. I love you, Dad. Pin, show me the truth show me show me show…
Deeper. Through the pulse. Center of the unblinking black. White’s turned red. Seven bullets, seven names. Deeper, to the center of the inner sun.
Oh! There!
I saw it! See! Right there! I saw a flash of it push it deeper into the brain where the inner sun is right there! A flash of light! Pin, take me there. Pin… take me there…
Please.
Deeper. Past pain. Cold. Inner sun burning. Makes you smile. Almost there.
Push it in. Using all of Pin up. A mighty pain.
White light. Flashbulb. Hi, Ma! Oh… there… right there…
Pin, sing to me.
Deeper.
I love you, Dad… Ma, I’m so sorry I had to find him I didn’t mean to I didn’t…
One more push. A little one. Pin is almost gone. My eye is heavy, freighted with sight…
Pin, sing to me.
Yellachile’s Cage
I kant write too good, but I wanted to get this down. On paper, where it seems more real than it does in your head. A pincil and erasore can be messy things, cant they? Well, I am gone start learnin me how to use that machine up in the liberry. Mister Wheeler say he gone teach me them keys and how to put that ribbon in and all, and he’s a truthful man.
Well, now that Im started I dont know where to go. Reckon you should always start at the first, huh? So thats a good place.
I did the crime they said I did, and I never said I didn’t. Mans gone cut you, you got to cut him first. I seen the blade grin when he jerked it out of his coat, and thank the Lord I’ve got a fast hand or Id be sitting in the clouds right now. My momma now, she’d be saying Id be sitting on a hot rock where the sun dont shine. I gave her a lot of trouble, I reckon. Gave everybody a lot of trouble. Well, you don’t get in prison for singing too loud in church, thats for damn sure.
I always heard things about the Brickyard. Bricknell Prison’s its real name, but nobody inside and few outside call it that. Its the kind of place you hear about when your a kid and you start sassin and crossing the line real early. You know what I mean. Lord, if I had ten cents for every time somebody in Masonville said, “Boy, you gone wind up in the Brickyard yet!” I sure as hell wouldn’t have got here in the first place. Masonvilles where I was born and raised, but it aint my home. I never felt much like I had a home. My old man run off when I was a kid. Mama say I look just like him and I got his bad blood too and I say you better quit that talking or Im gone tear this house up. And I would, too. Pretend I was crazy mean just to get her to stop that talking about how bad I was and how bad my old man was and all that such jive. To this day she say I got such a temper I could blow the Brickyard’s walls down, but I just pretended to get mad so I could get me some elbow room. Somebody thinks your crazy mean, they aint gone be hanging on your ass ragging you all the time.
Aint much to say about the Brickyard. Its gray, even when the bright sun comes in the winders. Long halls, lots of cages. Always smells like sweat, or piss, or that sick-smelling crap they use to wash down the walls and floors. Toilet backed up in the cell next to mine few days ago, you shoulda seen ol‘ Duke and Kingman doin the highstep in there and hollerin their heads off. This is an old prison, and at night it moans.
I turned twenty-one a week before they brought me here. Closed the gates behind me on March 24, at sixteen minutes after ten in the mornin. The clocks at the Brickyard work real good, and you remember things like that. Its been seventeen months, twelve days, and four hours since them gates closed and locked, and its been five days since Whitey passed on. I dont say die, cause Im startin to think theres no such thing. These last five days, well, theyve been real strange. I thought and thought of the right word to discribe them but I dont know words so good yet. When I walked in here I couldnt hardly read or write, and now look at me here with a pincil cuttin a buck.
Ive spent time in juve centers and workhomes and crap like that, but you say “Prison” and your talking a different animal. You walk in a prison like the Brickyard and you be twenty-one years old and you better keep a tight ass and your head tucked down real low to the ground or somebody he gone knock it off cause thats his kick. My first day I didnt answer when a plowboy said somethin to me and I got a fist upside my head and a size-ten boot in my jewlls. Im not such a big feller and I learned real quick that playin crazy mean don’t go too far in here. Theres plenty who are crazy mean for sure, and they love to do the fandango on your backbone. Anyways, I didnt pay a feller no respect and I was in the hospital bout three hours after the Cap’n dropped me down the chute.
I woke up to somebody pokin the bandage on my head, and I liked to jump out of that bed cause I thought oh Lord they gone bounce me again.
Old man standin next to my bed. Wearing the gray pajamas they give you when your sick or laid up. He say, “Boy, you look like you been killed, buried, and dug up.” His voice made me think of my momma’s knuckles scrubbin wet clothes on a washboard. He laughed, but I didn’t think it was too funny. He say, “Whats your name?” and I told him but he say, ‘The hell it is! You a Wanda, boy! A fresh-meat, dumb-ass Wanda is what you are!“
Wanda is what they called the new boys at the Brickyard. At least right then. The name changed every few weeks, always some girl’s name.
“You a big, bad Wanda, aint you?” he asked, just standing there and grinnin like a black ole fool. He was blacker than me, that African black that’s so black you can see blue through the skin. And his eyes were pale amber behind a little pair of wire glasses and he had a tight cap of white hair done in cornrows. His face looked like the bottom of a dried-up mud pond, and I swear there wasnt enough room for another wrinkle. I mean, he was old! Maybe like sixty-five or something, I figured. But he was skinny like me, just walkin bones, and those hospital duds hung on him like a tent.
“Go way and leave me alone,” I remember sayin to him. My head was aching fit to bust, I couldnt see straight, and all I wanted to do was sleep.
“Wanda says go way. Think we ought to?” Talkin to somebody else, only there wasnt nobody in the beds around.
“Crazy as hell,” I say, and he smile and say, “Yellachile, look at a prime cut of fool.”
Well, he holds up somethin out of them gray tent folds and
I saw what it was: a little yella bird. A canary, I guessed it was. My Aunt Mondy had a canary in a cage that she called Sweet Thang and a cat thought it was sweet too cause it gulped it down and didnt leave a feather. He holds it in one hand and its wings are flappin like its fixin to fly and I figured bird shit on my head was about all I needed. I say, “Get that thing outta here!” and he say, “Yes’m, Wanda. Just for you.” He put his other hand over it to keep it from flyin off, and back it went into the folds.
And then he leans over real close, and I saw his teeth were as yella as that bird, and he say soft like, “Wanda, you gone be in here for a long time. Cut a brother’s throat, didnt you?”
“He tried to cut me first,” I said. Didnt bother me that he knew. Aint no privacy in a prison.
“They all sing the same tune. Goes like this: tweet, tweet I didnt do it tweet tweet no sir not me tweet tweet…”
“Didnt say I didnt do it,” I told him. “Just say I didnt pull the knife first.”
“Yeah, and you stuck it in first too. Well, reckon the Brickyard’s better than the boneyard, aint it?” He laughed; it was a little chuckle, but it brought a cough out of him and that made another cough come up and another one and then his eyes were full of hurt and he was hackin his lungs out.
“Your sick,” I say when he stop that coughin.
“If I was well I wouldnt be in here with the likes of you, would I?” He wheezed a few times, and then whatever it was passed but he had a deep sickness in him. I could tell that right off. The whites of his eyes looked like cups of pus. “Come on, Yellachile,” he said to the canary, “let’s get on away from Wanda and let her get that beauty sleep she’s gone need.”
He didnt go too far, just to a bed across the aisle. He laid down on coarse linen like the King of Africa on a gold throne, and the sun was shining in through the bars hot and proper and somebody else was moppin the floor. I sits up and I saw that canary flying round and round over the African’s bed, and all of a suddens he reached up and caught that bird and he pulls it to his cheek. Started whistlin to it, makin love sounds to a bird. I knows he’s a number-one fool now! But after a while I got to enjoyin the sounds, and it seemed to me that him and the bird were talking back and forth in a language that was older than anythin Id ever heard. I laid my head back on a pillow and slept, and I dreamed of Aunt Mondy’s canary flyin in its cage and a catface lookin in.
Well, time passes even in here. You get a routine, and thats how you live. They put me on the garbage detail, which is bout the lowest you can get and not be belly-crawlin, cause a prison’s garbage sure aint perfumy. Lot of fellers wanted to fight me cause they heard I figured myself to be bad and suchlike, and plenty of times I got struck out but I hit me a few home runs too and that was all right. You dont fight back in prison, you might as well be sewing a gravesuit. The trick is not to hurt nobody too bad and cause a grudge. Grudges get you killed real quick. Anyway, I got me some friends and a new name. “Wanda” turned into “Wand,” cause I’m so skinny, and by that time we were callin new meat “Lucys.”
Every cellblock has a different schedool for time in the excercize yard. I was in Block D, and we went out at two-thirty. One day we were out there rappin and shooting some baskets and when we were resting we start talkin bout our first day in. Well, I told em about that old man and the canary, and Brightboy Stubbins say, “Lord, Wand! You done met Whitey and Yellachile!”
“Yellachile’s that bird’s name, I guess,” I said, “but that old man sure aint a whitey!”
“Shush up, boy!” Stretch say. “You dont wanna be disrespectful to Whitey, no sir!”
“Aint being disrespectful,” I say. “Aint being nothin. How come the hallboys let that old man keep a bird?” I remembered the Cap’n readin the rules in a roar that quaked my bones. “Aint supposed to be such a thing in here.”
“Whitey’s special,” McCook say. “The hallboys leave him alone.”
“Yeah, and you know why.” Brightboy leans his head down, like hes talkin to his shadow. “Whitey’s a voodoo man, thass why. Lord, yes! He speaks the conjure tongue!”
I laughed. “Hell, the conjure tongue didnt keep him out of this place, did it?”
They all looked at me like I was a roach on two legs. Stretch put his hand on my shoulder, and Stretch has got a mighty big hand. “You listen up,” he says, and the way his eyes were glintin I didnt think we were gonna be friends anymore. “Whitey Latrope is a mighty important feller around here. Dont matter if you dont believe in the power of the conjure tongue. He dont care. But dont you never show disrespect to Whitey, or you gone have to deal with ol‘ Stretch. Okay?”
I said okay real quick. Wouldnt want to knock heads with Stretch, no sir!
“Whitey Latrope’s a voodoo man,” Stretch said in that low quiet voice hes got, “and Yellachile aint just a bird. Yellachile knows things, and speaks em to Whitey.”
“What things?” I was brave enough to ask.
“Yellachile flies out of his cage at night,” Brightboy said, and it was funny to hear such a big man whisper. He looked past me, the sun slamming down on his moon-pie face. I saw he was staring at the tall fence topped with barbed wire, and the fence beyond that, and the gray stone wall that eight men had died tryin to get over, and the brown dusty hills and limp-limbed woods that surrounded the Brickyard for too many miles. “Yellachile flies,” he say. His shadow lay across the tight fence mesh. “Out of his cage, through a winder, out of Block A, and gone.”
“Gone?” I say. “Gone where?”
“Over the fence. Over the wall. To freedom and back again to his cage before the sun comes up and the whistle blows. And Yellachile tells Whitey where he’s flown, and what he’s seen out there. Tells him about the towns and the houses all full of light, and the people laughin‘ in the jukejoints and the music rollin out in the street like silver coins.” Brightboy smiled just thinkin about such things, and I saw them in my head and I kind of smiled too. “Oh, that Yellachile goes to some wondrous towns,” he said. “Places you never knowed about, but you always dreamed were there.”
It was a nice spell, but it didnt hold me too long. “How do you know?” I asked him. “If Whitey’s in Block A, how do you know?” There wasnt any mixing between the men in different blocks, see.
“Everybody knows,” Stretch answered, and the way he said it let me know I was the big fool. “Besides, they rotate you around here every six months. That’s to break up the doodle-dangers and the gangs. I was in Block E with him two years ago. Three cells down from mine.”
“Well, I was right crost from him in ‘81,” McCook say. “Block B. Yessir, I could look over there and see that bird flyin round like a little piece of sun every day!”
“Just hold on.” Somethin peculiar had come to me, and I ought to say it. “How long’s Whitey been in here?”
Stretch said goin on forty years. McCook said thirty-five. Brightboy believed it was between those numbers.
I say, “How long does a bird live? Cant no canary live forty years!”
“Yellachile’s always been there,” Stretch told me. “Always. Cant die. Whitey’s a voodoo man, and Yellachile’s his spirit.”
That shut me up, but I sure was talkin in myself while we went back to basketball.
I got promoted. Left the garbage cans and got a mop and broom. I had the machine shop, and Lordy there was a lot to sweep up in there! I never could figure out what the machine shop was for. Just men workin on little engines and cogs and gears with plenty of time on their hands. Guess some of them did electrical work round the Brickyard, stuff like that. But one day the rain was pourin down the barred winders and I was sweepin and all of a suddens Pell Donner he say, “Wand! Come on, boy! Whitey’s in the shop!”
I followed him, and there he was: the black African with white cornrow hair. Except he looked even skinnier in his prison duds. Looked like his face had grown more wrinkles, and his shirt and trousers hung on him, but I bet there wasnt no size smaller in the laundry. He was standin there with bout ten or eleven men round him, and he had his hands cupped together but I could see Yellachile in the cage of his fingers, every so often flappin his wings and tryin to peek out.
You never seen men with faces like children before if you werent there. And quiet--Lord yes. Even Roughhouse Clayton was quiet, and you couldnt shut him up if you knocked the mouth off his face. Whitey was talkin, and as he talked he kept liftin his hands and blowin little puffs of air in at Yellachile. But somethin was wrong with Whitey’s lungs. They gurgled like backed-up drains, and he was havin trouble breathin. I figured cancer, or somethin else wicked.
“Yellachile done some flyin last night,” Whitey said, raspy-soft, and his eyes shone behind those glasses like ghost lamps. “Yessir, done some fast and far flyin. Didnt ya?” He looked in at Yellachile, and the little bird cocked its head at him. “Where’d he go, I wonder?”
“Florida. Where it don’t rain every night for two months,” Billy Davis say.
“Flew to a big city,” Junior Murdock say, his voice like a muted New Orleans trumpet. “Where the lights stay on all night long and them ladies parade the streets.”
“The country.” That was a new man I didnt know. “Over a farm where you can smell the green.“
I said it. Dont know why. “Flew to Masonville.”
He looked up from Yellachile. The canary’s wings fluttered, and Whitey drew the bird against his sunken chest. “Masonville?” he ask. “Who say that?”
Junior Murdock motioned to me with a big black thumb. Somebody else moved aside, and another somebody else, and then I was lookin straight at Whitey and him at me. He nodded, smiled a little bit. “I know you,” he say. “You aint a Wanda no more, are you?”
“They call me Wand now.”
“I see why. Dont you eat?” he asked.
“Im still growin,” I say, and he laugh a coughy laugh and said, “Well, aint we all!”
Then he gets up close in my face, those eyes bright and burnin, and
I want to step back from them flames but I dont and all the machines are so quiet I can hear my heart beat. And he says, “Yessir, I do believe Yellachile flew to Masonville last night. Flew right over the heart of town. Lemme check.” He lifted the bird to his mouth and gave a few gasping whistles, and then he put the bird to his ear and Yellachile’s head cocked but I couldnt hear no song. “Yessir,” he say, cupping the canary close again. “Yellachile sure did go to Masonville, and let me tell you what he say: Masonville’s a town with two streets, one goin in and one goin out. Masonville’s got a park in it, aint a big park, but there are lanterns in it that shed a golden light. Got park benches, and Yellachile he saw lovers on them benches in the golden light. Handsome men and women, they were, talkin of love. And round that park is the town, and in the dark all their lights were on too, so theres never a real dark, and people come and go as they please. The stars shone over Masonville last night, and the moon came up. Such a moon as can only be seen in Masonville. Aint no other place in the world to see it, cause it just bout fills up the sky its so big. Its a warm moon, and Yellachile looked at it from the branch of a pine tree there in that park. Yellachile brought the smell of pine needles on a warm night back with him. There it is.” He inhaled. Everybody else did too. “Fresh pine needles,” he say. “Bright moon. Handsome men and women in the golden light, under a sky full of stars. That’s what Yellachile saw in Masonville. You see it too?”
He was asking me. I said, “Yes sir,” and it was the truth.
Whitey smiled. “That makes Yellachile real happy.” He stroked the canary with one finger, and the bird lay there content. “Tonight he might fly to Florida. Or over the country, where the land smells green. Never can tell where he’ll fly.” And then Whitey moved on, and it wasn’t until a minute or so had passed that I started smellin machine oil and seein the stone walls again. Overhead was not stars and moon but a tangle of pipes. But just for a few minutes I had been back in Masonville, a long long way from here.
The hallboys came over and broke us up, and we got back to work. Real funny how a simple thing can stay with you. I kept seein Masonville, only after a while I kind of figured out it wasnt the Masonville I knew. No, the real Masonville had a factory in it that went day and night, and the smoke out of its chimneys didnt let you see the stars.
But Whitey had taken me out of the Brickyard for just a few minutes. I was there with Yellachile in the quiet park. No such park in Masonville. Did it matter? I was there. The Masonville in my head was better than the real one. From that moment on I knew the power of voodoo, and why Whitey was so special. He could melt the Brickyard’s walls.
I couldnt figure the canary, though. How could a bird live for forty years?
Whitey came through the machine shop a lot of times. Always stopped. The hallboys let him talk, cause they seemed to enjoy it too. One night Yellachile went to Florida, and flew over Miami Beach. That was five hundred miles south, but Yellachile was a spirit and could go anywhere. I closed my eyes and saw all those big hotels and that ocean, and I aint never seen an ocean before cept on TV. Yellachile flew low over the waves, and I could smell the salt air. And one night Yellachile flew to the north and skimmed a field of snow where the tracks of deer led in all directions and the moon shone clear and so cold it made your teeth rattle. Over farms and orchards, deserts, big cities, rivers where barges hooted and tugged, woods lit by no gleam but starlight, islands where the water sounded like music and the air smelled like coconut and cinnamon. All those places and more. One night Yellachile flew through a window into a strip-tease club in New Orleans. Into a boxin arena, where two men battled to the roar of the crowd and the smell of cheap cigars and sweat hung at the roof. To a baseball game on a July night, and Lord I could taste the salted peanut that Yellachile stole from a white man’s hand.
I needed to know where Yellachile went every night. I started living to know.
In my cell, after the whistle blew and the lights went out, I lay on my bunk and watched it happen: Yellachile let free from the cage of Whitey’s fingers, flyin free and happy in a circle around his cornrowed hair, then flyin out through the bars in a flash of yella. Leavin the world of gray stone and barbed wire, out into the world of light and freedom. Over the Brickyard’s turrets, over the fences, over the walls, faster and faster the wings beatin, climbin up to meet the night wind and then a long, slow drift over hazy land that had no beginnin and no end. I did not know the world, but Yellachile did, and Yellachile showed me places I always dreamed were there, far beyond Masonville.
If thats not magic, I dont know what is.
Whitey came one steamin hot day and we all knew things werent right. Knew it first thing. Whitey was havin trouble breathin, and he was coughin bout to burst his lungs. Even Yellachile looked sick, lyin there in his hands not jumpin around like usual. But Whitey came cause he knew how much we wanted to hear, and Id found out he had a route round the prison and the hallboys and even the Cap’n let him alone. The machine-shop work stopped, and we gathers to hear, and he says Yellachile flew a long way last night. Long way, and thats why Yellachile was a little bit tired today. Flew to the Land of the Midnight Sun, he says. Got night and sun at the same time, and its at the top of the world. Yellachile had played in the cool breezes, danced over the ice, and felt the world turnin underneath him. Big old world, it was. So much and so many, worlds inside worlds. Cant you feel that cool wind on your face? Draw a breath. Your lungs are cold, got needles inside em. Aint no heat up there, no drippin wet swelter, no sir. Just cool and quiet, and under the ice life movin in blue water…
He fell.
His hands opened. Yellachile fell out, wings flutterin. Hit the floor. Whitey went down too, and I saw the knee that crushed Yellachile.
Better believe we were all right there with him. The hallboys came runnin up too, and somebody tried to turn Whitey over. He was coughing fierce, and stranglin. Through the strangle he say, “Yellachile, Yellachile,” like he was callin for a lost baby.
His knee moved. I was closest to him. Yellachile gave an awful smashed twitch. I put my hand around the canary real soft and picked him up. Yellachile twitched, lolled, lay still.
I knew.
Whitey’s eyes were on me. He coughed blood out of his mouth, and he say, “My Yellachile!” in such a thunder that I had to press the mangled thing into his hand. Then the hallboys took him away, and I went off behind a greasy machine that spat out cogs and sat there for a long time not sayin nothin, just thinkin.
I cried that night. I aint shamed to admit it. Damn you if you think Im not a man.
I never said nothin. Never. And wasnt a week later that a hallboy came to my cell. Said he was takin me to see Whitey, and that the Cap’n had given the okay.
Whitey’s cell had a green curtain cross the bars. I went in, and the hallboy left us alone, just me, the voodoo man and Yellachile.
“Sit down, Wand,” Whitey say. Lord, that was a tired voice. Almost used up. The light was dim in here. Somehow I always thought his cell would be full of light, but it wasnt no more than anybody elses. He was sittin at a little desk, and he looked pitiful frail. In front of him was a handkerchief with bloodspots all over it. I sat down on the bunk.
“Say hello, Yellachile.” Whitey opened his clasped hands, and the canary flew in a happy circle over his head. It went around three times before Whitey caught it, like he mustve done a thousand times before.
“Yellachiles all fixed now,” he say. “Good as new.”
“I see that,” I told him.
In his hands, the birds wings kept beatin. Its head twitched from side to side. After a little while, he let it wind down. The wings stopped, and the little thing lay without movin.
“I used to work in a jewllry store in Miami,” he says. “Long time back. I fixed wristwatches. Aint such a different thing.” He laid the yella body on the desktop. My fingers still felt the seam along the underside of the body, and the little gears and cogs inside, the metal rods of the skeleton and wings. In your hands it didn’t feel like a bird at all, and up close Id seen how the feathers were fallin out and the yella fabric was wearin away. It had been patched before, many times.
“Still do watch work,” he went on. “The hallboys think I can fix anythin. Sometimes I do, sometimes I pull out a gear here, a wheel there, and I say sorry this watch has ticked its last second. Lots of parts inside Yellachile. Needs oil from the machine shop. Sometimes I rub oil on my fingers, just passin through, and that’s enough to do the job. I can pick up little spare parts there too.” He opened a drawer and pulled out a small metal box. When he lifted the lid, I saw it held tiny gears and wheels--watchwork parts--and tools like dentists use. Also needles and yella fabric. “The Cap’n knows. Hes all right, just talks tough.”
I says, “Was there ever a real Yellachile?”
“Always was real!” He almost shouted it. “Still is!” The coughin came up, and he had to wait awhile and spit up a little drool of blood before he could talk again. “Yellachile flew into my cell my first month here. Wasnt much older than you. I trained that bird to fly up and down the cellblock and come back to me.” A feeble smile tugged at his mouth. “That’s how the voodoo talk started. I let it go on, cause I wasnt no fighter and I come mighty close to gettin my head split open number of times. Them bad boys heard I was a voodoo man and had myself a spirit bird, you damn be sure they left me be.” He took Yellachile back with shakin fingers, and at a distance in the dim light it was a sleeping canary again. “Bird died. I kept it secret for a while. If Yellachile was dead, how could I be a voodoo man? Friend of mine on the cellblock, boy name of Tommy Haywood, had a daddy who ran a taxidermy shop in Nashville. See, it was mostly Tommy’s idea cause he liked bein friends with a voodoo man. Get yourself lot of cigarettes and extra food that way. So Tommy packed Yellachile in a little box and mailed him up to Nashville, and in the meantimes I tell people Yellachile gone flyin on a long trip. I be goin up to the liberry and readin. Ever heard of the
National Geographic?“
I says I believed I had.
“Got em there by the carton load. Course, lot of men here cant read. Most dont want to. So you tell em stories-- beautiful stories, about places theyre never gone see or places theyve been to and wont never see again. Freedom places, far from these walls. You take em out of here for five minutes and you get to be a voodoo man. See?”
I did, but I was heartsick. Lord, what a tumble my soul had taken!
“Yellachile comes back bout a month later. Looked fine but still wasnt done. So I went to work as a watchfixer cause I knew the gears would have to be mighty small. Lots of times I bout gave it up. Fixin the wings to beat was hardest, and that took me a year or more. Workin all night by a candle, night after night. Messed up somethin, you start all over again. What else you got to do in the Brickyard, huh?”
I said I didnt know.
Whitey ran a finger over one of the tiny glass eyes. “Figured it was beyond me. Figured only God can make a bird, and I ought to just go ahead and tell em the truth. I was near bout to… but all of a suddens the word comes that somebody down in Block E saw Yellachille flyin over the fence pretty as you please. Somebody else says he seen Yellachile too, sittin on top of the wall like he owned heaven and earth. Fella says he dreamed about Yellachile the night before, saw that bird flyin over his hometown and over the house where his wife and baby were. Yellachile’s comin‘ back, they start sayin. Comin’ back from the hand of God.”
He lifted his palsied hand and stared at it. Then he reached with that same hand into the metal box and brought out a little silver key. He put that key into a place underneath Yellachile’s tailfeathers and gave it a few turns.
There was a tiny clicking, chimy sound. The canary’s body twitched, the wings started flappin. Whitey tossed the canary up into the air with a quick snap of his wrist, and the way he did it made it look as if Yellachile had taken off under his own power. The movement of the wings took it a couple of clumsy circles, not like a bird at all if you knew it wasnt and you hadnt seen birds for a while, and just as the body started to fall Whitey reached up and caught it. Whitey held it in the cage of his hands, and the little head seemed to be peckin at the fingers.
“He only sings to me now,” Whitey says, and he gave a soft whistle and held Yellachile up to his ear. He listened, smiled, and nodded. “Want to hear where Yellachile went?”
I didnt answer.
He says, “Yellachile flew a long way from here, to a land where there aint no cages: Aint no walls neither. Aint nothin to stop you from goin when you want to go and restin when you want to rest. Says its a mighty big land, and says theres room for everybody. Got peach trees there. Ever smelled peaches in an April breeze? Got rivers there, and all of em flow to the sea, and if you want you can have starlight at high noon and sunshine at midnight. Says theyve been askin about me there, askin why Im so late a-comin. Yellachile told em Id be along pretty soon, but first Ive got me a job to do.”
“Job?” I asked. “What kinda job?”
“Buildin a new cage for Yellachile,” Whitey says. “This aint it.” He held up his hands, with Yellachile moving within. “This was always Yellachile’s cage,” he says, and he tapped his cornrowed skull. “Always was. Such a cage as that cant never be locked.”
I listened. I thought I knew what he was gettin at, but I wasnt sure.
“I need you, Wand,” Whitey says, and his eyes were fierce and strong again, though there were flecks of blood on his lips. “You know I do.”
“I cant do nothin,” I told him.
“Cant do nothin if you say you cant. Your a young boy, and I think youve got some sense.” He gave a sly smile. “Maybe not much sense, but its in there. You let me teach you what I know, and you can be Yellachile’s cage. I can show you how to fix the gears and keep em oiled. I can show you how to hold Yellachile so wont nobody know he aint real. I can teach you things about the world, boy. Show you them books, and if you cant read em you can look at the pictures til they come alive in your head. I can teach you to
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listen and hear a mans life story in a sentence. You can keep Yellachile alive… and if you do, hes gone take you places you always dreamed were true.“
“No,” I said. “I couldnt do none of that.”
“Why not?” he asked me, and he let it hang.
It was up to me. Now I wont lie and tell you I said yes. I didnt. I got up and left, cause what he was talkin was way beyond me. I wasnt no voodoo man. Didnt particularly care to be, neither. But at night I had trouble sleepin. When I did, I dreamed about Yellachile flyin in the dark, lookin for a place to come down. Just flyin and flyin and no rest in sight, and gettin so tired and weak that the wind shoved it any old direction. Soon Yellachile would be so far from the Brickyard that he couldnt come back, not ever. Then those stone walls and those barbed-wire fences would be our world, and that would be the end of it.
I missed Yellachile so bad. I yearned, and I needed.
Whitey worked on the Brickyard’s clocks. Thats why they kept such good time. He told the Cap’n he needed a helper. Lots of clocks in the Brickyard, lots of chances to watch time crawlin past.
It wasnt no easy thing. Whitey tried to give me a lifetime of learnin in eight months. Some of it sank in, some of it I had to do my own way.
I dont show Yellachile so much as he did cause my hands aint as quick. Well, Im learnin. Gonna take time, and Ive sure enough got a lot of that.
I never said I was a voodoo man, but the word gets round. Whitey left Yellachile to me when he passed on, and people want to believe and so thats all right too. Ive had to get glasses, and readin’s easier. Still a lot to learn, though, but I feel alive in a way I aint never known before. Feel like I used to be a dead man just walkin around in skin.
Oh, them faces when they see Yellachile! They want to know where Yellachile went last night. They want to hear did Yellachile fly over the turrets and drop a spot on the stones for good measure? Did Yellachile go south, or north, or east, or west? Did he see mountains, rivers, orchards, fields, and hometowns? Did he fly over baseball fields and jukejoints, and did he hear hot jazz music and the silver laughter of women? I say yes, all of those and more. And then I tell them. Not so good as Whitey, but Yellachile’s cage is in me now, and I do the best I can.
Somethin in me has been set free from a cage I never knew was there. It flies with Yellachile at night, and we go together on the wind. Sometimes we pass over Masonville, over that park with the golden lamps, on and on and into the world of many worlds that lies before us. It is a mighty big land, and it makes the Brickyard’s walls seem like little threads of nothin.
Im gone stop writin now. Gone put these papers away in a safe place. Like I say, Mister Wheeler’s helpin me to read and write better, and Im curious bout that old typewriter over there. Maybe I ought to write down some of where Yellachile flies to. Maybe I will.
I aint no voodoo man. Im Yellachile’s cage, and thats plenty magic enough.
I Scream Man!
Chimes ring like church bells in the still, hot August night, down at the end of Briarwood Street. I know that sound. I Scream Man! I Scream Man’s on his way!
Saturday night. “The Love Boat” is on television, and in the living room the lamps are low. On the floor is the game of Scrabble we’ve been playing. As usual, I’m losing--which is ridiculous, since I’m an English teacher at the high school and if I know anything, it’s how to spell! But the kids always beat me at Scrabble, and Sandra’s pretty good at coming up with words that nobody’s ever heard of before. It’s a good game for a hot summer night.
“Malengine,” Sandra says, placing her tiles down on the board. She smiles up at me.
“That’s not a word!” Jeff says. “Challenge her, Dad!”
“Challenge her, Dad!” Bonnie echoes.
“Nope. Sorry. It’s a word,” I tell them. “It means ‘something created for the purpose of destruction.’ Like a bad engine or something. Sorry, gang.” I mentally total up Sandra’s points, and I see she’s almost got enough to win the game. “We’ve got to stop her!” I tell my kids. “She’s gonna beat us again! Bonnie, you’re next! Think hard!”
The screen door is open, and over the noise of the television’s laugh track I hear those chimes approaching from along the block. I Scream Man’s coming!
Bonnie’s small hand plucks up a tile. She considers the word she’s trying to put together in her head, but it won’t jell. I can always tell when she’s thinking hard, because two small parallel lines surface between her eyes. She has eyes like her mother’s--dark green. Jeff has my brown eyes.



I sit down on the floor and wait. “Come on, slowpoke!” Jeff says. “I’ve got a good word!”
Bonnie says, “Don’t rush me! I’m thinkin‘!”
“Lord, it’s a hot night.” Sandra rubs her hand across her forehead. “We’ve got to get that air conditioner fixed.”
“We will. Next week. I promise.”
“Uh-huh. You said that last week. I don’t think we can make it the rest of the summer like this. It must be ninety degrees in here!”
“More like a hundred and ninety,” Jeff says glumly. “My shirt’s stickin‘ to my back.”
I cock my head and listen to the still-distant chimes: ding ding ding!
When I was a kid, I loved that sound. Now it retains a powerful image of summer, of trees thick and green with summer leaves, of lightning bugs flashing in the dark, of hot dogs turning black over charcoal, and marshmallows charring, charring, char…
I Scream Man’s on his way!
That’s what Bonnie calls him: the I Scream Man. We all call him that now. When I think of him, I think of summer evenings--long, hot nights with nowhere to go and nothing to do. I think of my childhood, and running out into the purple twilight to hand over a quarter for a taste of cool heaven on a stick. Oh, the colors of those frozen ices: robin’s-egg blue, banana yellow, grape as deep as a bruise, red the color of fire. I sure do love the I Scream Man!
It is hot in the house. “Next week I’ll fix the air conditioner,” I tell Sandra and she nods. “I promise, okay?”
Something stirs over in the corner, where the stack of newspapers lies. I sit very still, listening, but the sound doesn’t repeat. I hear the ding ding ding!
“My word,” Bonnie announces gravely, “is
R… A… T.“
And she puts her tiles down on the yellowed board.
“Some word! Anybody can come up with a dumb word like that!” Jeff says with a hint of annoyance.
“Hey, be a sport. Okay, that’s a good word, Bonnie. Your turn, Jeff.”
He hunkers down on his stomach, his palms cradling his chin. He’s a handsome boy. I like to think that he looks like me when I was twelve years old.
Ding ding ding!
Getting closer.
“Oh, it’s hot!” Sandra fans herself with her hand. “I feel like I’m running a fever!”
Again, something rustles in the newspapers. I watch, very carefully. I have good eyes for a man my age. As Jeff ponders his tiles, I see the glint of small, greedy eyes in the corner. “He’s coming out again,” I tell them in a whisper, and I pick up the pistol on the floor at my side.
I’ve been waiting for him to make his move. I feel like Gary Cooper in
High Noon.
He pokes his head out, and that’s all the target I need. The noise of the pistol seems to shake the house, and more blood splatters the wall in the corner. “Fixed you, you bastard!” I shout gleefully.
As the echo of the gunshot dies, I realize the room is very quiet. Too quiet, I think. They’ve stopped playing, and they’re looking at me as if I’m a stranger. “Hey!” I tell them. “What we need is louder laughter!” So I get up and turn the volume control way up high. The house is full of laughter now, it sounds like a three-ring circus. Sandra said she’d like to take a cruise someday.
“Bermuda,” I say, and I put my hand on her shoulder. “That’d be a great place to take a cruise to, wouldn’t it? I hear it’s always nice and cool in Bermuda.”
She doesn’t speak for a while. She’s having trouble making her mouth work. Then she smiles again and says, “Sssssure! Bermuda would be a great place to visit!”
“Where are you gonna send us?” Jeff asks. “East Podunk? I’ve got a word.” He spells it out as he puts the little tiles down like tombstones:
“D… I… E… D.
That’s a neat word, isn’t it?“
I’m not sure about that one. It doesn’t seem like a very good word to me. I have an L in my group of letters, and I replace the first D with the L to make LIED. “There,” I say. “Now. That’s better.”
Ding ding ding!
The I Scream Man is almost in front of our house, and I can hear him calling, “Vanilla! Chocolate! Double-dip strawberry red!”
It’s my turn now. I look at my tiles, and they remind me of teeth. I’m afraid they’re going to snap at my fingers when I try to pick them up.
Ding ding ding!
“Vanilla! Chocolate! Double-dip strawberry red!”
“Daddy?” Bonnie says in a small, whispery voice. Her eyes are very large in her pale, fragile face. “The I Scream Man is almost here.”
“No he’s not. He’s a long way off. Let’s see, now.” I’m sweating. Jesus, it’s hot!
“Yes he is almost here,” Bonnie continues. She always was a willful child. It’s very hard sometimes to control willful children. But I love her so much. Oh, God, so very very much. And I love Jeff, and I love Sandra with all the life left in my body. I want to take her on a cruise to Bermuda. It’s not hot there; the air is always fresh and cool. “He’s almost outside, Daddy.”
“He is not!”
I shout, and my voice cracks. I see Bonnie’s face distort, and I hug her close to me before she has a chance to cry. I swore that I would never make my children cry. I’m a good father. I’m so very very proud of my family.
Something touches my shoulder, and my whole body jerks. I look around, and Sandra’s face is very close to mine. She says, “Honey? You know the right word, don’t you?”
“The right word? What right word?”
“You know,” she says, and the sounds of that damned I Scream Man’s chimes are about to drive me crazy. She reaches down to my letters; her thin fingers select what she’s looking for, and she slowly spells the word out on the board. “There,” she says, satisfied. “That’s the right word.”
The word my wife has spelled out is “radiation.”
I stare. My eyes feel like eggs boiling in my skull, and shut up shut up shut up!
“Vanilla! Chocolate! Double-dip strawberry red!”
“No,” I say. “No way!
That’s not a good word at all!“
The chimes stop. The I Scream Man is outside my front door, and now his call has changed. He says, “Attention! Attention! Bring out your dead!”
“Bring out your dead,” Sandra tells me.
“Bring out your dead,” Jeff whispers.
And Bonnie leans over and kisses my cheek, and she says in a soft little voice like the mewling of a kitten, “It’s time to take us out, Daddy.”
“No.” I put my arm around her and hold her tight. She feels like a bundle of dry sticks. “No. We’ve made it together this long. We’re going to stay here together. Right here. Right in our own house. There’s no radiation here!
The bombs fell a long way from here! No! We’re alive and safe, and we’ll be okay if we stay right--“
“Watch him,” somebody says. “He’s lost it.”
I look toward the screen door. Two men in white uniforms stand there; they wear white gloves and gas masks on their faces. They look like monsters, and I reach for my pistol. “Go away!” I warn them, standing up and holding Bonnie under one arm. “Get the hell away from here!”
They back away into the darkness, but I know they’re not gone. Oh, no; they’re crafty, just like the rats. “Sir?” one of them calls. “It’s not safe, sir. You’ve got to bring out your dead.”
They’re crazy!
After those damned bombs fell on New York, Chicago, Dallas, Atlanta, Miami, Houston, and on and on and on, everybody went crazy! Even on my own street, in my hometown where I grew up a child of summer and chased the I Scream Man down the block through the darkness with a quarter in my hand! Oh, God, what’s happened to people?
“They smell, sir,” the crazy voice continues. “The heat’s .. about to make them…” He hesitates, unsure of how to finish the lie. “Please, sir,” he says. “Let us bring them out. We’ll put them in the refrigerated truck, and we’ll carry them to the--”
J2?
“I swear to God I’ll blow your head off!” I warn them. And I mean it, too!
But they won’t go away, they won’t they won’t they won’t!
“Sir, you look pretty dosed up yourself. We can get you to the radiation center. Just put down the gun and let’s talk, okay? That smell is drawing rats. They’re crawling all over the yard and--”
I shoot at him. Once, twice, three times. Bastard! Dirty, lying, crazy bastard! I hope I killed him, because nobody’s going to take my wife and children away from me! This is still America, by God!
Something shifts wetly under my arm. Something makes a noise, like gas escaping. I look down. Bonnie. Bonnie. Oh, darling… my sweet little dar…
For a second, I think I’m losing my mind. Two things that… don’t look human anymore are arranged around the Scrabble board. There are dead rats everywhere. Static crackles and flickers across the white TV screen--but I can still hear the canned laughter in my head. Laugh louder? I think. Louder! Louder still! Pump your head full of canned laughter and LAUGH!
Under my arm is… I don’t know. What is it? It’s wearing a dress. But it’s… leaking…
The two monsters in white crash through the door. They rip Bonnie out of my arms, but I’ve still got my pistol. I’ll kill them, but one of them shoves me back. I think I step on something that cracks, and then…
Oh, I went to sleep. My head’s bleeding. I went to sleep, and I dreamed of summer like it used to be, when you could look up and see the moon and there were lights in all the houses, and in the mornings birds sang in the trees and crickets thrummed like harpstrings.
I stand up. There’s blood on the corner of the TV set. I hit my head. But the picture’s better than ever, and the laughter is deafening.
My wife and kids are gone. Yes. I see that clearly now. The monsters in white took my family. But I’ve still got my pistol, clamped in my hand. I’ll bet they couldn’t pry it loose. I’ve got a strong grip for a man my age.
I run out into the street, out into the hot darkness where steam lies close to the ground and the houses look like mausoleums. Things chatter and scurry around my shoes, and I kick them away before they can crawl up my legs.
I still have bullets in my pistol, but I’m not going to waste them on the rats. Oh, no. I’m not a wasteful person.
I listen. I cock my head and try to hear above the laughter.
And there it is, a long way off--maybe on the curve of Windsor Street, or Vernon Circle, or climbing the hill up Hightower Lane.
Ding ding ding!
I Scream Man’s on his way!
I know that sound. I know it very, very well.
My wife and children belong with me, at home. Watching television and playing Scrabble. Talking about the trips we’re going to take. Dreaming about the future. Having fun like families are supposed to. I won’t let my family be taken away from me--oh, no.
I call, “I Scream Man!” and listen to the reply of the chimes, like church bells in the night.
I know the way they’re going. I can catch them between Lynn and Douglas streets, over where the dark high school stands. But I have to hurry. I have to run very fast.
“I Scream Man!” I call as I take the first step. “Wait for me!” I run faster, with longer strides. I have to catch them, to get my family back.
“Hey, I Scream Man!” I shout, and I hold the pistol like a shiny new coin.
He answers back:
Ding ding ding!
I am the only child on the street tonight, and I know I’ll catch up. I know I will.
He’ll Come Knocking at Your Door
In the Deep South, Halloween Day is usually shirtsleeve weather. But when the sun begins to sink, there’s a foretaste of winter in the air. Pools of shadow deepen and lengthen, and the Alabama hills are transformed into moody tapestries of orange and black.
When Dan Burgess got home from the cement plant in Barrimore Crossing, he found Karen and Jaime working over a tray of homemade candies in the shape of pumpkins. Jaime, three years old and as curious as a chipmunk, was in a hurry to try out the candy. “Those are for the trick-or-treaters, hon,” Karen explained patiently, for the third or fourth time. Both mother and daughter were blond, though Jaime had inherited Dan’s dark brown eyes. Karen’s eyes were as blue as an Alabama lake on a sunny day.
As Dan hugged his wife from behind and peered over her shoulder at the candies, he felt a sense of satisfaction that made life seem deliciously complete. He was a tall man, his face lean and rugged from a life of hard, outdoor labor. He had curly dark brown hair and a beard in need of trimming. “Looks pretty Halloweeny around here, folks!” he drawled, and lifted Jaime into his arms when she reached up for him.
“Punkins!” Jaime said gleefully.
“Hope we get some trick-or-treaters tonight,” Dan said. “Hard to tell if we will or not, this far from town.” Their home, a rented two-bedroom farmhouse set off the main highway on a couple of acres of rolling woodland, was part of a subdivision of Barrimore Crossing called Essex. The business district of Barrimore Crossing was four miles to the east, and the thirty-five or so inhabitants of the Essex community lived in houses similar to Dan’s, comfortable places surrounded by woods where deer, quail, possum, and fox were common sights. At night, Dan could sit on his front porch and see the distant porch lights of other Essex houses up in the hills. It was a quiet, peaceful place. And lucky too, Dan knew. All sorts of good things had happened to them since they’d moved here from Birmingham, after the steel mill shut down in February.
“Might have a few.” Karen began to make eyes in the pumpkins with little silver dots of candy. “Mrs. Crosley said they always have a group of kids from town. If we didn’t have treats for them, they’d probably egg our house!”
“Halloween!” Jaime pointed excitedly toward the pumpkins, wriggling to be set down.
“Oh, I almost forgot!” Karen licked a silver dot from her finger and walked across the kitchen to the cork bulletin board next to the telephone. She took off one of the pieces of paper stuck there by a blue plastic pin. “Mr. Hathaway called at four.” She gave him the note, and he set Jaime down. “He wants you to go over to his place for some kind of meeting.”
“Meeting?” Dan looked at the note. It said:
Roy Hathaway. His house, 6:30.
Hathaway was the real-estate agent who’d rented them this house. He lived across the highway, up where the valley curved into the hills. “On Halloween? Did he say what for?”
“Nope. He did say it was important, though. He said you were expected, and it was something that couldn’t be explained over the phone.”
Dan grunted softly. He liked Roy Hathaway, who’d bent over backwards to find them this place. Dan glanced at his new Bulova wristwatch, which he’d won by being the thousandth person to buy a pickup truck from a dealership in Birmingham. It was almost five-thirty. Time enough for a shower and a ham sandwich, and then he’d go see what was so important. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll find out what he wants.”
“Somebody’ll be a clown by the time you get back,” Karen said, glancing slyly at Jaime.
“Me! Me’ll be a clown, Daddy!”
Dan grinned at her and, his heart full, went back to take his shower.
Darkness was falling fast as Dan drove his white pickup truck along the winding country road that led to Hathaway’s place. His headlights picked out a deer as it bolted in front of the truck. Beyond the ridge of hills to the west, the setting sun tinted the sky a vivid orange.
Meeting, Dan thought uneasily. What was it that couldn’t wait? He wondered if it might have something to do with the last rent check. No, no; his days of rubber checks and irate landlords were over. There was plenty of money in the bank. In August, Dan had received a letter that said they’d won five thousand dollars in a contest at the Food Giant store in Barrimore Crossing. Karen didn’t even recall filling out an entry slip. Dan had been able to pay off the new truck and buy Karen a color television she’d been wanting. He was making more money than ever before, since his promotion in April from gravel-shoveler to unit supervisor at the cement plant. So money wasn’t the problem. What was, then?
He loved the Essex community. It was fresh air and bird songs and a low-lying morning mist that clung like lace in the autumn trees. After the smog and harshness of Birmingham, after the trauma of losing his job and being on unemployment, Essex was a gentle, soul-soothing blessing.
Dan believed in luck. In hindsight, it was even good luck that he’d lost that job at the mill, because if he hadn’t he never would have found Essex. One day in May he’d walked into the hardware and sporting-goods store in Barrimore
Crossing and admired a double-barreled Remington shotgun in a display case. The manager had come over, and they’d talked about guns and hunting for the better part of an hour. As Dan had started to leave, the manager unlocked that display case and said: Dan, I want you to try this baby out. Go ahead, take it! It’s a new model, and the Remington people want to know how folks like it. You take it home with you. Bring me back a wild turkey or two, and if you like that gun, tell other folks where they can buy one, hear?
It was amazing, Dan thought. He and Karen were living some kind of fantastic dream. The promotion at the plant had come right out of the blue. People respected him. Karen and Jaime were happier than he’d ever seen them. Just last month, a woman Karen had met at the Baptist church gave them a rich harvest of garden vegetables that would last them through the autumn. The only remotely bad thing that had happened since they’d moved to Essex, Dan recalled, was when he’d made a fool of himself in Roy Hathaway’s office. He’d sliced his finger on a sliver of plastic in the pen he was using to sign the lease and had bled all over the paper. It was a stupid thing to remember, he knew, but it had stuck in his mind because he’d hoped it wasn’t a bad omen. Now he knew nothing could be further from the truth.
He rounded a corner and saw Roy’s house ahead. The front-porch lights were on, and lights showed through most of the windows. The driveway was packed with cars, most of which Dan recognized as belonging to other Essex residents. What’s going on? he wondered. A community meeting? On Halloween?
He parked his truck next to tom Paulsen’s new Cadillac and walked up the front-porch steps to the door. As he knocked, a long keening animal cry came from the woods behind Hathaway’s house. Bobcat, he thought. The woods are full of ‘em.
Laura Hathaway, an attractive gray-haired woman in her mid-fifties, answered the door with a cheerful, “Happy Halloween, Dan!”
“Hi! Happy Halloween.” He stepped into the house, and could smell the aromatic cherry pipe tobacco Roy favored. The Hathaways had some nice oil paintings on their walls, and all their furniture looked new. “What’s going on?”
“The men are down in the rumpus room,” she explained. “They’re having their little yearly get-together.” She started to lead him to another door that would take him downstairs. She limped a bit when she walked. Several years ago, Dan understood, a lawn mower had sliced off a few of the toes on her right foot.
“Looks like everybody in Essex is here, with all those cars outside.”
She smiled, her kindly face crinkling. “Everybody is here, now. Go on down and make yourself at home.”
He descended the stairs. He heard Roy’s husky voice down there: “… Jenny’s gold earrings, the ones with the little pearls. Carl, this year it’s one of Tiger’s new kittens-- the one with the black markings on its legs, and that ax you got at the hardware store last week. Phil, he wants one of your piglets and the pickled okra Marcy put in the cupboard…”
When Dan reached the bottom of the stairs, Roy stopped talking. The rumpus room, carpeted in bright red because Roy was a Crimson Tide fan, was filled with men from the Essex community. Roy, a hefty man with white hair and friendly, deep-set blue eyes, was sitting in a chair in the midst of them, reading from some kind of list. The others sat around him, listening intently. Roy looked up at Dan, as did the other men, and puffed thoughtfully on his pipe. “Howdy, Dan. Grab yourself a cup of coffee and sit a spell.”
“I got your message. What kind of meeting is this?” He glanced around, saw faces he knew: Steve Mallory, Phil Kane, Carl Lansing, Andy McCutcheon, and more. A pot of coffee, cups, and a platter of sandwiches were placed on a table on one side of the room.
“Be with you in a minute,” Roy said. While Dan, puzzled at what was so important on Halloween, poured himself a cup of coffee, he listened to Roy reading from the list he held. “Okay, where were we? Phil, that’s it for you, I reckon. Next is tom. This year it’s that ship model you put together, a pair of Ann’s shoes--the gray ones she bought in Birmingham--and tom Junior’s G.I. Joe doll. Andy, he wants…”
Huh? Dan thought as he sipped at the hot black coffee. He looked at tom, who seemed to have released a breath he’d been holding for a long time. Tom’s model of
Old Ironsides had taken him months to put together, Dan knew. Dan’s gaze snagged other eyes that quickly looked away. He noted that Mitch Brantley, whose wife had just had their first child in July, looked ill; Mitch’s face was the color of wet cotton. A haze of smoke hung in the air from Roy’s pipe and several other smokers’ cigarettes. Cups rattled against saucers. Dan looked at Aaron Greene, who stared back at him through strange, glassy eyes. Aaron’s wife, Dan had heard, had died of a heart attack last year about this time. Aaron had shown him pictures of her, a robust-looking brunette in her late thirties.
“… your golf clubs, your silver cufflinks, and Tweetybird,” Roy continued.
Andy McCutcheon laughed nervously. In his pallid, fleshy face his eyes were dark and troubled. “Roy, my little girl loves that canary. I mean… she’s real attached to it.”
Roy smiled. It was a tight, false smile, and something about it started a knot of tension growing in Dan’s stomach. “You can buy her another one, Andy,” he said. “Can’t you?”
“Sure, but she loves--”
“One canary’s just like another.” He drew at his pipe, and when he lifted a hand to hold the bowl, the overhead light glinted off the large diamond ring he wore.
“Excuse me, gents.” Dan stepped forward. “I sure would like for somebody to tell me what this is all about. My wife and little girl are getting ready for Halloween.”
“So are we,” Roy replied, and blew out a plume of smoke. “So are we.” He traced his finger down the list. Dan saw that the paper was mottled and dirty; it looked as if it had been used to wipe out the inside of a garbage can. The writing on it was scrawled and spiky. “Dan,” Roy said, and tapped the paper. “This year he wants two things from you. First is a set of fingernail clippings. Your own fingernails. The second is--”
“Hold on.” Dan tried to smile, but couldn’t find one. “I don’t get this. How about starting from the beginning.”
Roy stared at him for a long, silent moment. Dan felt other eyes on him, watching him carefully. On the opposite side of the room, Walter Ferguson suddenly began quietly sobbing. “Oh,” Roy said. “Sure. It’s your first Halloween in Essex, isn’t it?”
“Right. And?”
“Sit down, Dan.” Roy motioned toward an empty chair near him. “Come on, sit down and I’ll tell you.”
Dan didn’t like the feeling in this room; there was too much tension and fear in here. Walter’s sobbing was louder. “tom,” Roy said, “take Walter out for a breath of air, won’t you?” tom muttered an assent and helped the crying man out of his chair. When they had left the rumpus room, Roy struck a kitchen match to relight his pipe and looked calmly at Dan Burgess.
“So tell me,” Dan urged as he sat down. He did smile this time, but the smile would not stick.
“It’s Halloween,” Roy explained, as if speaking to a retarded child. “We’re going over the Halloween list.”
Dan laughed involuntarily. “Is this a joke, gents? What kind of Halloween list?”
Roy’s thick white brows came together as he gathered his thoughts. Dan realized the other man was wearing the same dark red sweater he’d worn the day Dan had signed that lease and cut his finger. “Call it… a trick-or-treat list, Dan. You know, we all like you. You’re a good man. We can’t think of a better neighbor to have in Essex.” He glanced around as some of the others nodded. “Essex is a very special place to live, Dan. You must know that by now.”
“Sure. It’s great. Karen and I love it here.”
“We all do. Some of us have lived here for a long time. We appreciate the good life we have here. And in Essex, Dan, Halloween is a very special night of the year.”
Dan frowned. “I’m not following you.”
Roy produced a gold pocket watch, popped it open to look at the time, then closed it again. When he lifted his gaze, his eyes seemed darker and more powerful than Dan had ever seen them. They made him shiver to his soul. “Do you believe in the Devil?” Roy asked.
Again Dan laughed. “What are we doing, telling spooky stories?” He looked around the room. No one else was laughing.
“When you came to Essex,” Roy said softly, “you were a loser. Down on your luck. No job. Your money was almost gone. Your credit rating was zero. You had an old car that was ready for the junkyard. Now I want you to think back on all the good things that have happened to you--all the things you might have taken as a run of good luck--since you’ve been part of our community. You’ve gotten everything you’ve wanted, haven’t you? Money’s come to you like never before. You got yourself a brand-new truck. A promotion at the plant. And there’ll be more good things to come in the years ahead--if you cooperate.”
“Cooperate?” He didn’t like the sound of that word. “Cooperate how?”
“With the list. Like we all do, every Halloween. Every October thirty-first I find a list just like this one under the welcome mat at the front door. Why I’ve been chosen to handle it, I don’t know. Maybe because I help bring new people in. These items on this list are to be left in front of your door on Halloween. In the morning, they’re gone. He comes during the night, Dan, and he takes them away with him.”
“This is a Halloween joke, isn’t it!” Dan grinned. “Jesus Christ, you gents had me going! That’s a hell of an act to put on just to scare the crap out of me!”
But Roy’s face remained impassive. Smoke seeped from a corner of his wrinkled mouth. “The list,” Roy continued evenly, “has to be collected and left out before midnight, Dan. If you don’t collect the items and leave them for him, he’ll come knocking at your door. And you don’t want that, Dan. You really don’t.”
A chunk of ice seemed to have jammed itself in Dan’s throat, while the rest of his body felt feverish. The Devil in Essex? Collecting things like golf clubs and cufflinks, ship models and pet canaries? “You’re crazy!” he managed to say. “If this isn’t a damned joke, you’ve dropped both your oars into the water!”
“It’s no joke, and he ain’t crazy,” Phil Kane said, sitting behind Roy. Phil was a large, humorless man who raised pigs on a farm about a mile away. “It’s just once a year. Just on Halloween. Hell, last year alone I won one of them magazine sweepstakes. It was fifteen thousand dollars at one whack! The year before that, an uncle I didn’t even know had died and left me a hundred acres of land in California. We get free stuff in the mail all the time. It’s just once a year we have to give him what he wants.”
“Laura and I go to art auctions in Birmingham,” Roy said. “We always get what we want for the lowest bid. And the paintings are always worth five or ten times what we pay. Last Halloween he asked for a lock of Laura’s hair and one of my old shirts with blood on it where I cut myself shaving. You remember that trip to Bermuda the real-estate company gave us last summer? I’ve been given a huge expense account, and no matter what I charge, nobody asks any questions. He gives us everything we want.”
Trick-or-treat! Dan thought crazily. He envisioned some hulking, monstrous form lugging off a set of golf clubs, one of Phil’s piglets, and Tom’s
Old Ironsides.
God, it was insane! Did these men really believe they were making sacrifices to a satanic trick-or-treater?
Roy lifted his eyebrows. “You didn’t return the shotgun, did you? Or the money. You didn’t refuse the promotion.”
“I
earned that promotion!“ Dan insisted, but his voice was strained and weak, and it shamed him.
“You signed the agreement in blood,” Roy said, and Dan remembered the drops of blood falling from his cut finger onto the white paper of the lease, right underneath his name. “Whether you knew it or not, you agreed to something that’s been going on in Essex for over a hundred years. You can have anything and everything you want, Dan, if you give him what he wants on one special night of the year.”
“My God,” Dan whispered. He felt dizzy and sick. If it was true… what had he stumbled into? “You said… he wants two things from me. The fingernail clippings and what else?”
Roy looked at the list and cleared his throat. “He wants the clippings, and… he wants the first joint of the little finger of your child’s left hand.”
Dan sat motionlessly. He stared straight ahead, and feared for an awful moment that he would start laughing and giggle himself all the way to an asylum.
“It’s really not much,” Roy said. “There won’t be a lot of blood, will there, Carl?”
Carl Lansing, who worked as a butcher at the Food Giant in Barrimore Crossing, raised his left hand to show Dan Burgess. “Not much pain if you do it quick, with a cleaver. One sharp blow’ll snap the bone. She won’t feel a whole lot of pain if you do it fast.”
Dan swallowed. Carl’s slicked-back black hair gleamed with Vitalis under the light. Dan had always wondered exactly how Carl had lost the thumb of his left hand.
“If you don’t put what he wants in front of your door,” Andy McCutcheon said, “he’ll come in after them. And then he’ll take more than he asked for in the first place, Dan. God help you if he has to knock at your door.”
Dan’s eyes felt like frozen stones in his rigid face; he stared across the room at Mitch Brantley, who appeared to be either about to faint or throw up. Dan thought of Mitch’s new son, and he did not want to think about what might be on the list beside either Mitch’s or Walter Ferguson’s name. He rose unsteadily from his chair. It was not that he believed the Devil was coming to his house tonight for a bizarre trick-or-treat that frightened him so deeply; it was that he knew they believed, and he didn’t know how to deal with it.
“Dan,” Roy Hathaway said gently, “we’re all in this together. It’s not so bad. Really it isn’t. Usually all he wants are little things. Things that don’t matter very much.” Mitch made a soft, strangled groaning sound. Dan flinched, but Roy paid no attention. Dan had the sudden urge to leap at
Roy and grab him by the front of that blood-red sweater and shake him until he split open. “Once in a while he… takes something of value,” Roy said, “but not very often. And he always gives us back so much more than he takes.”
“You’re crazy. All of you… are crazy.”
“Give him what he wants.” Steve Mallory spoke in the strong bass voice that was so distinctive in the Baptist church choir on Sunday mornings. “Do it, Dan. Don’t make him knock at your door.”
“Do it,” Roy told him. “For your own sake, and for your family’s.”
Dan backed away from them. Then he turned and ran up the stairs, ran out of the house as Laura Hathaway was coming out of the kitchen with a big bowl of pretzels, ran down the front steps and across the lawn to his pickup. Near Steve Mallory’s new silver Chevy, Walter and tom were standing together. Dan heard Walter sob “… not her ear, tom! Dear God, not her whole ear!”
Dan got into his truck and left twin streaks of rubber on the pavement as he drove away.
Dead leaves whirled through the turbulent, chilly air as Dan pulled up into his driveway, got out and ran up the front-porch steps. Karen had taped a cardboard skeleton to the door. His heart was pounding, and he’d decided to take no chances; if this was an elaborate joke, they could laugh their asses off at him, but he was getting Karen and Jaime out of here.
Halfway home, a thought had occurred to him that had almost made him pull off the road to puke: if the list had demanded a lock of Jaime’s hair, would he have given it without question? How about her fingernail clippings? A whole fingernail? An earlobe? And if he had given any of those things, what would be on the trick-or-treat list next year and the year after that?
Not much blood, if you do it quick.
“Karen!” he shouted as he unlocked the door and went in. The house was too quiet.
“Karen!”
“Lord, Dan! What are you yelling about?” She came into the front room from the hallway, followed by Jaime in clown makeup, an oversize red blouse, patched little blue jeans, and sneakers covered with round yellow happy-face stickers. Dan knew he must look like walking death, because Karen stopped as if she’d run into a wall when she saw him. “What’s happened?” she asked fearfully.
“Listen to me. Don’t ask any questions.” He wiped the sheen of sweat off his forehead with a trembling hand. Jaime’s soft brown eyes reflected the terror he’d brought into the house with him. “We’re leaving right now. We’re going to drive to Birmingham and check into a motel.”
“It’s Halloween!” Karen said. “We might have some trick-or-treaters!”
“Please… don’t argue with me! We’ve got to get out of here right now!” Dan jerked his gaze away from his child’s left hand; he’d been looking at the little finger and thinking terrible thoughts. “Right now,” he repeated.
Jaime was stunned, about to cry. On a table beside her was a plate with the Halloween candies on it--grinning pumpkins with silver eyes and licorice mouths. “We have to go,” Dan said hoarsely. “I can’t tell you why, but we have to.” Before Karen could say anything else, Dan told her to gather whatever she wanted--toothpaste, a jacket, underwear--while he went out and started the truck. But hurry!
he urged her. For God’s sake, hurry!
Outside, dead leaves snapped at his cheeks and sailed past his head. He slid behind the pickup’s wheel, put the key into the ignition, and turned it.
The engine made one long groaning noise, rattled, and died.
Christ! Dan thought, close to panic. He’d never had any problem with the truck before! He pumped the accelerator and tried again. The engine was stone-cold dead, and all the warning lights--brake fluid, engine oil, battery, even gasoline--flashed red on the instrument panel.
Of course, he realized. Of course. He had paid off the truck with the money he’d won. The truck had been given to him while he was a resident of Essex--and now whatever was coming to their house tonight didn’t want him driving that truck away from Essex.
They could run for it. Run along the road. But what if they ran into the Halloween visitor, there in the lonely darkness? What if it came up behind them on the road, demanding its trick-or-treat like a particularly nasty child?
He tried the truck again. Dead.
Inside the house, Dan slammed the door and locked it. He went to the kitchen door and locked that too, as his wife and daughter watched him as if he’d lost his mind. Dan shouted, “Karen, check all the windows! Make sure they’re shut tight! Hurry, damn it!” He went to the closet and took out his shotgun, got a box of shells off the shelf; he opened the box, put it on the table next to the pumpkin candies, broke open the gun’s breech, and stuffed two shells into the chambers. Then he closed the breech and looked up as Karen and Jaime returned, clinging to each other.
“All… the windows are shut,” Karen whispered, her scared blue eyes flickering back and forth from Dan’s face to the shotgun. “Dan, what’s wrong with you?”
“Something’s coming to our door tonight,” he replied. “Something terrible. We’re going to have to hold it off. I don’t know if we can, but we have to try. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
“It’s… Halloween,” she said, and he saw she thought he was totally cracked.
The telephone! he thought suddenly, and ran for it. He picked up the receiver and dialed for the operator in Barrimore Crossing to call for a police car.
Officer, the Devil’s on his way to our house tonight and we don’t have his favorite kind of candy.
But on the other end of the line was a piercing crackle of static that sounded like a peal of eerie laughter. Through the static Dan heard things that made him believe he’d truly hurtled over the edge: the crazy theme music from a Porky Pig cartoon, a crash of cymbals, the military drumming of a marching band, assorted gurgles and gasps and moans as if he’d been plugged into a graveyard party line. Dan dropped the receiver, and it dangled from its cord like a lynched corpse. Have to think, he told himself. Figure things out. Hold the bastard off. Got to hold him off. He looked at the fireplace and felt a new hammerblow of horror. “Dear God!” he shouted. “We’ve got to block up the chimney!”
Dan got on his knees, reached up the chimney, and closed the flue. There were already pine logs, kindling, and newspapers in the fireplace, ready for the first cold night of the year. He went into the kitchen, got a box of Red Top matches, and put them into the breast pocket of his shirt; when he came back into the room, Jaime was crying and Karen was holding her tightly, whispering, “Shhhhh, darling. Shhhhhh.” She watched her husband like one would watch a dog with foam on its mouth.
Dan pulled a chair about ten feet from the front door and sat down with the shotgun across his knees. His eyes were sunken into his head and ringed with purple. He looked at his new Bulova watch; somehow, the crystal had shattered. The hands had snapped off.
“Dan,” Karen said--and then she too started to cry.
“I love you, honey,” he told her. “You know I love both of you, don’t you? I swear I do. I won’t let him in. I won’t give him what he wants. Because if I do that, what will he take next year? I love you both, and I want you to remember that.”
“Oh, God… Dan…”
“They think I’m going to do it and leave it outside the door for him,” Dan said. His hands were gripped tightly around the shotgun, his knuckles white. “They think I could take a cleaver and--”
The lights flickered, and Karen screamed. Jaime’s wail joined hers.
Dan felt his face contorting with fear. The lights flickered, flickered--and went out.
“He’s coming,” Dan rasped. “He’s coming soon.” He stood up, walked to the fireplace, bent down, and struck a match. It took four matches to get the fire going right; its orange light turned the room into a Halloween chamber of horrors, and smoke repelled from the blocked flue swept around the walls like searching spirits. Karen was pressed against the wall, and Jaime’s clown makeup was streaming down her cheeks.
Dan returned to the chair, his eyes stinging with smoke, and watched the door.
He didn’t know how much longer it was when he sensed something on the front porch. Smoke was filling the house, but the room had suddenly become bone-achingly cold. He thought he heard something scratching out there on the porch, searching around the door for the items that weren’t there.
He’ll come knocking at your door. And you don’t want that. You really don’t.
“Dan--”
“Shhhh,” he warned her. “Listen! He’s out there.”
“Him?
Who?
I don’t hear--“
There was a knock at the door like a sledgehammer striking the wood. Dan saw the door tremble through the smoke-haze. The knock was followed by a second, with more force. Then a third that made the door bend inward like cardboard.
“Go away!” Dan shouted. “There’s nothing for you here!”
Silence.
It’s all a trick! he thought. Roy and tom and Carl and Steve and all the rest are out there in the dark, laughing fit to bust a gut!
But the room was getting viciously cold. Dan shivered, saw his breath float away past his face.
Something scraped on the roof above their heads, like claws seeking a weak chink in the shingles.
“Go away!”
Dan’s voice cracked.
“Go away, you bastard!”
The scraping stopped. After a long moment of silence, something smashed against the roof like an anvil being dropped. The entire house groaned. Jaime screamed, and Karen shouted, “What is it, Dan, what is it out there?”
Immediately following was a chorus of laughter from beyond the front door. Someone said, “Okay, I guess that’s enough!” A different voice called, “Hey, Dan! You can open up now! Just kiddin‘!” A third voice said, “Trick-or-treat, Danny boy!”
He recognized Carl Lansing’s voice. There was more laughter, more whooping cries of “Trick-or-treat!”
My God! Dan rose to his feet. It’s a joke. A brutal, ridiculous joke!
“Open the door!” Carl called. “We can’t wait to see your face!”
Dan almost cried, but there was rage building in him and he thought he might just aim the shotgun at them and threaten to shoot their balls off. Were they all crazy? How had they managed the phone and the lights? Was this some kind of insane initiation to Essex? He went to the door on shaky legs, unlocked it--
Behind him, Karen said suddenly, “Dan, don’t.”
--and opened the door.
Carl Lansing stood on the porch. His black hair was slicked back, his eyes as bright as new pennies. He looked like the cat that had swallowed the canary.
“You damned fools!” Dan raged. “Do you know what kind of scare you people put into me and my family? I ought to shoot your damned--”
And then he stopped, because he realized Carl was standing alone on the porch.
Carl grinned. His teeth were black. “Trick-or-treat,” he whispered, and raised the ax that he’d been holding behind his back.
With a cry of terror, Dan stumbled backward and lifted the shotgun. The thing that had assumed Carl’s shape oozed across the threshold; orange firelight glinted off the upraised ax blade.
Dan squeezed the shotgun’s trigger, but the gun didn’t go off. Neither barrel would fire. Jammed! he thought wildly, and broke open the breech to clear it.
There were no shells in the shotgun. Jammed into the chambers were Karen’s pumpkin candies.
“Trick-or-treat, Dan!”
the thing wailed.
“Trick-or-treat!”
Dan struck into the Carl-thing’s stomach with the butt of the shotgun. From its mouth sprayed a mess of yellow canary feathers, pieces of a kitten, and what might have been a piglet. Dan hit it again, and the entire body collapsed like an exploding gasbag. Then Dan grabbed Karen’s hand in a frantic blur of motion and was pulling her with him out the door. She held on to Jaime, and they ran down the porch steps and across the grass, along the driveway and the road and toward the main highway with the Halloween wind clutching around them.
Dan looked back, saw nothing but darkness. Jaime shrieked in tune with the wind. The distant lights of other Essex houses glinted in the hills like cold stars.
They reached the highway. Dan shouldered Jaime, and still they ran into the night, along the roadside where the high weeds caught at their ankles.
“Look!” Karen cried. “Somebody’s coming, Dan! Look!”
He did. Headlights were approaching. Dan stood in the middle of the road, frantically waving. The vehicle--a gray Volkswagen van--began to slow down. At the wheel was a woman in a witch costume, and two children dressed like ghosts peered out the window. People from Barrimore Crossing! Dan realized. Thank God! “Help us!” he begged. “Please! We’ve got to get out of here!”
“You in trouble?” the woman asked. “You have an accident or something?”
“Yes! An accident! Please, get us to the police station in Barrimore Crossing! I’ll pay you! Just please get us there!”
The woman looked at them uncertainly, glanced over at her own costumed kids, and then motioned toward the back. “Okay, get in.”
They gratefully scrambled into the back seat, and the woman accelerated. Karen cradled her sobbing child, and Dan’s voice shook as he said, “We’re all right now. We’re all right.” The two ghost-children stared curiously at them over the seat.
“You have a car accident?” the woman asked, and looked in the rearview mirror as Dan nodded. “Where’s your car?” One of the children giggled softly.
And then something wet and sticky hit Dan’s cheek and drooled down his face. He touched the liquid and looked at his fingers. Spit, he thought. That looks like--
Another drop hit his forehead.
He looked up, at the roof of the van.
The van had teeth. Long, jagged fangs were protruding from the wet gray roof of the van, and now they were rising from the floorboard too, drooling saliva.
Dan heard his wife scream, and then he started to laugh--a terrible, uncontrollable laughter that sent him spinning off the edge of sanity.
“Trick-or-treat, Dan,” the thing behind the wheel said.
And Dan’s last coherent thought was that the Devil sure could come up with one hell of a Halloween costume.
The fanged jaws slammed together and began to grind back and forth.
And then the van, now looking more like a huge cockroach, crawled off the road and began to scurry across a field toward the dark hills where the Halloween wind shrieked in triumph.
Chico
“Everythin‘,” Marcus Salomon said as he took another swig of wisdom, “is shit.” He finished his beer and thunked the bottle down on the beat-up little table beside his chair. The noise spooked a roach from its hiding place under the lip of an overflowing ashtray, and it fled for a safer haven. “Jesus!” Salomon shouted, because the roach--a shiny black one perhaps two inches long--had leapt to the arm of his chair and was skittering madly along it. Salomon whacked at it with his beer bottle, missed, the roach ran down the chair and got to the floor and shot toward one of many cracks along the baseboard. Salomon had a bulging beer belly and a number of jiggling chins, but he was still fast; at least, faster than the roach had anticipated. Salomon slid out of the chair, stomped across the room, and smashed his foot down on the roach before it could squeeze into the crack.
“Little bastard!” he seethed. “Little bastard!” He settled his weight down, and there was a satisfying crunch that changed his sneer to a grin. “Got your ass, didn’t I?” He ground his shoe down, as if grinding a cigarette butt, and then he lifted his foot to look at the carnage. The roach had been torn almost in half, its abdomen crushed into the floorboards. A single leg feebly twitched. “That’s what you get, you little bastard!” Salomon said--and it was no sooner spoken than another black roach shot out of a baseboard crack and ran past its dead mate in the opposite direction.
Salomon bellowed with rage--a shout that shook the flimsy walls and the dirty glass in the open fire-escape window-- and stomped after it. This one was faster and more cunning, trying to get under the threadbare brown rug between the apartment’s front room and the narrow hallway leading to the rear. But Salomon was an experienced killer; though he missed twice, his third stomp stunned the roach and made it lose its course. The fourth stomp mashed it, and the fifth one burst it open. Salomon settled his two hundred and thirty-seven pounds on the roach, grinding it into the boards. Someone hammered on the floor from below, probably with the end of a broom, and a voice shouted, “Stop that noise up there! You’re breakin‘ the damn place down!”
“I’ll break your ass, monkey lips!” Salomon hollered back at old Mrs. Cardinza in the apartment below.
And then came the frail, almost frantic voice of Mr. Cardinza: “You don’t talk to my wife like that! I’ll call the police on you, you bastard!”
“Yeah, call the cops!” Salomon shouted, and stomped the floor again. “Maybe they’ll want to talk to that nephew of yours about who’s sellin‘ all the drugs in this building! Go on and call ’em!” That quieted the Cardinzas, and Salomon stomped on the floor above their heads with both feet, his weight making the boards shriek and moan. And now Bridger, the drunk next door, started up: “Shut your mouths over there! Let a man sleep, damn you to hell!”
Salomon stalked to the wall and pounded on it. The apartment was thick with the steamy heat of mid-August, and sweat glistened on Salomon’s face and wet through his T-shirt. “You go to Hell! Who you tellin‘ to go to Hell? I’ll come over there and kick your skinny ass, you--” A motion caught his attention: a roach zooming over the floor like a haughty black limousine. “Sonofabitch!” Salomon shrieked, and he took two strides after the insect and brought his shoe down on it like Judgment Day. He pressed hard, his teeth gritted and sweat dripping from his chins: a crunch, and Salomon smeared the roach’s insides across the floor.
Another movement caught the corner of his eye. He turned, a wall of belly, and looked at what he considered a roach of a different kind. “What the hell do you want?”
Chico, of course, didn’t answer. He had crawled into the room on his hands and knees and now he sat on his haunches, his oversize head cocked slightly to one side.
“Hey!” Salomon said. “Want to see somethin‘ pretty?” He grinned, showing bad teeth.
Chico grinned too. In his fleshy brown face one eye was deep-set and dark, and the other was pure white--a dead, blind stone.
“Real pretty! Want to see it?” Salomon nodded, still grinning, and Chico grinned and nodded in emulation. “Come on over here, then. Right here.” He pointed to the glistening yellow insides of the crushed roach that lay on the floor.
Chico crawled, eager and unaware, toward Salomon. The man stepped back. “Right there,” Salomon said, and touched the glinting mess with his shoe. “It tastes like candy! Yum-yum! Go on and lick it!”
Chico was over the yellow smear. He looked at it, looked quizzically up at Salomon with his single dark eye.
“Yum-yum!” Salomon said, and rubbed his belly.
Chico lowered his head and stuck out his tongue.
“Chico!”
The woman’s voice, shrill and nervous, stopped him before he reached the smear. Chico lifted his head and sat up, looking at his mother. The weight of his head began to instantly strain his neck and make his skull tilt to one side.
“Don’t do that,” she told him, and shook her head.
“No.”
Chico’s eye blinked. His lips pursed; he mouthed no and crawled away from the dead roach.
Sophia trembled. She glared at Salomon, her thin arms dangling at her sides and her hands gripped into fists. “How could you do such a thing?”
He shrugged; his grin had gotten a little meaner, as if his mouth was a wound made by a very sharp knife. “I’m just kiddin‘ with him, that’s all. I wasn’t goin’ to let him do it.”
“Come here, Chico,” Sophia said, and the twelve-year-old boy crawled quickly to his mother. He rested his head against her leg, like a dog might, and she touched his curly black hair.
“You take everythin‘ too serious,” Salomon told her, and he kicked the crushed roach into a corner. He enjoyed killing them; picking up the dead ones was Sophia’s job. “Shut up!” he bellowed through the wall at Bridger, who was still shouting about a man never being able to get any sleep in this festering hellhole. Bridger fell silent, knowing when not to push his luck. In the apartment below, the Cardinzas were quiet too, lest the ceiling cave in on their heads. But other noises swarmed into the apartment, both from the open window and from the guts of the tenement itself: the relentless, maddening roar of traffic on East River Drive; a man and woman shouting curses at each other in the garbage-strewn square of concrete that the city called a “park”; a boom box blasting, turned up to its highest notch; the choked chugging of overloaded pipes; and the chatter of fans that were utterly useless in the sweltering heat. Salomon sat down in his favorite chair, the one that had a caved-in seat and springs hanging out the bottom. “Bring me a beer,” he said.
“Get it yourself.”
“I said… bring me a beer.” His head turned, and he stared at Sophia with eyes that threatened destruction.
Sophia held his gaze. She was a small dark-haired woman with a lifeless face, but her mouth tightened and she didn’t move; she looked like a tough reed, arching itself against an oncoming storm.
Salomon worked his big knuckles. “If I have to get out of this chair,” he said quietly, “you’re goin‘ to be real sorry.”
She’d been sorry before; once he’d slapped her across the face so hard her ears had rung like Santa Maria’s bells for three days. Another time, he’d thrown her against a wall and he might have broken her ribs had Bridger not threatened to go for the police. The worst time, though, was when he’d kicked Chico and left a bruise on the boy’s shoulder for a week. She had gotten them into this mess, not Chico, and anytime Chico was hurt, it carved her heart to pieces.
Salomon placed his hands on the armrests, in preparation to hoist his body out of the chair.
Sophia turned and walked the four steps into what served as a kitchen. She opened the stuttering refrigerator, which held a mixture of leftovers, things in sacks, and bottles of the cheapest beer Salomon could find. Salomon settled himself back in his chair, paying no attention to Chico crawling mindlessly back and forth across the floor. A big, useless roach, Salomon thought. Somebody ought to squash the little bastard. Put him out of his misery. Hell, wouldn’t that be better than bein‘ deaf, dumb, and half-blind? Anyway, Salomon reasoned, the kid was empty in the head. Couldn’t even walk. Just crawled around, a moron on hands and knees. Now, if he could get out and hustle some money somewhere, it might be different, but as far as Salomon could see, all Chico did was take up room, shit, and eat. “You ain’t nothin’,” he said, and looked at the boy. Chico had found his customary corner, and was crouched there, grinning.
“How come you think everything so damned funny?” Salomon sneered. “You go to work on those loadin‘ docks like I do every night and you won’t grin so damn much!”
Sophia brought him his beer, and he jerked it out of her hand, unscrewed the cap, and spun it away. He swigged beer down his throat. “Tell him to stop it,” he told her.
“Stop what?”
“That grinnin‘. Tell him to stop it, and to stop lookin’ at me.”
“Chico’s not hurtin‘ you.”
“It hurts me to look at his damn ugly face!” Salomon shouted. He saw a dark flash: a roach running past Chico’s foot along the cracked baseboard. A drop of sweat dripped down Salomon’s nose, and he wiped it off before it reached the tip. “Burnin‘ up,” he said. “I can’t take this heat. Makes my head ache.” Lately his head had been aching a lot. It was this place, he thought. It was these dirty walls and fire escape window. It was Sophia’s long black hair, streaked with gray at age thirty-two, and Chico’s remote grin. He needed a change, something different to keep him from going crazy. Why the hell had he ever taken in this woman and her idiot child anyway? The answer was clear enough: to fetch him his beer, wash his clothes, and spread her legs when he wanted them spread. Nobody else would have her, and the welfare people were about a signature away from putting Chico in a home with other idiots like him. Salomon ran the chilly bottle over his forehead. When he glanced at Chico in the corner, he saw the boy still grinning. Chico could sit like that for hours. That grin; there was something about it that grated Salomon’s nerves. A big black roach suddenly ran up the wall behind Chico, and like a fuse it set off Salomon’s charge. “Damn it to Hell!” he shouted, and he flung the half-full bottle of beer.
Sophia screamed. The bottle hit just below the roach, and about six or seven inches over Chico’s swollen skull. It didn’t break, but splattered beer everywhere. The bottle fell and rolled, and the roach darted up the wall and winnowed into a crack. Chico sat perfectly still, grinning.
“You’re crazy!” Sophia shouted. “You’re crazy!” She knelt down, putting her arms around her son, and Chico’s skinny brown arms embraced her.
“Make him stop lookin‘ at me!” Salomon was on his feet, his belly and chins trembling with rage--toward Chico, toward the black, shiny roaches that it seemed he had to kill over and over again, toward the crack-crazed walls and the roar of noise on East River Drive. “I’ll bash his face in, I swear it!”
Sophia grasped Chico’s chin. His head was heavy, resisting her. But then she got his face turned away from Salomon, and Chico rested his head against her shoulder and gave a soft, strengthless sigh.
“I’m goin‘ to take a leak,” Salomon announced. He was ashamed; not of throwing the bottle at Chico, but of wasting beer. He left the room, went out the door and toward the community bathroom at the end of the hall.
Sophia rocked her son. “Shut up that screamin‘!” Somebody shouted from along the corridor. A radio blasted rap music between the walls. A bittersweet smell drifted to her: someone free-basing in one of the abandoned apartments that now served the addicts and dealers. The noise of a distant siren caused a panicked scuttling beyond the door across the hall, but the siren faded and the scuttling ceased. How she’d come to this, she didn’t know. No, no; that wasn’t right, she decided. She knew very well. It was a story of poverty and abuse from her father--or, at least, the man her mother had said was her father. The story included turning tricks at age fourteen in Spanish Harlem, needles and cocaine and picking the pockets of tourists on 42nd Street. It was a story that, once spun out, could not be reeled back in. There had been corners of decision, and Sophia had always taken the dark street. She had been young then, and drawn to a thrill. Who Chico’s father was, she didn’t really know; maybe the salesman who said he was from Albany and whose wife had gone cold; maybe the hustler on 38th Street who wore pins through his nose; maybe any one of a number of faceless Johns who passed like shadows through her semi-consciousness. But she knew it was her sin that had swollen the infant’s head in her womb and turned him into a silent sufferer. That, and the time she’d been kicked down a flight of stairs with the baby in her arms. Such was life. She feared Salomon, but she feared losing Chico too. He was all she had, and all she’d ever have. Salomon might be cruel and brutal, but he wouldn’t throw them out into the street, nor would he beat them too badly; he enjoyed her welfare check too much, with the allowance she got for having a retarded child. She loved Chico; he needed her, and she would not turn him over to the cold hands of an institution. Sophia leaned her head against Chico’s and closed her eyes. She had dreamed of having a child, when she was a very young girl. And in those dreams that child was a perfect, happy, healthy boy, and he was full of love and goodness and… yes… and miracles. She smoothed Chico’s hair, and she felt his fingers on her cheek. Sophia opened her eyes and looked at him, at his single dark eye and the dead white one. His fingers floated across her face, and she grasped his hand and gently held it. He had long, slim fingers. The hands of a doctor, she thought. A healer. If only… if only…
Sophia looked through the window. In the sultry gray clouds over the East River there was a splinter of blue. “Goin‘ to be a change,” she whispered in Chico’s ear. “Won’t always be like this. Goin’ to be a change, when Jesus comes. It’ll happen in an instant, when you least expect it. Oh, he’ll come in white robes and he’ll put his hands on you, Chico. He’ll put his hands on both of us, and oh we’re goin‘ to fly so high up over this world. Do you believe that?”
Chico stared at her with his good eye, and his grin flickered off and on.
“It’s promised,” she whispered. “All things made new. All bodies whole, and everybody set free. You and me, Chico. You and me.”
The door opened and thudded shut. Salomon said, “What’re you whisperin‘ about? Me?”
“No,” she said. “Not you.”
“Better not be. I might have to whip some ass.” It was a hollow threat, and they both knew it. Salomon belched like a bass drumbeat. As he walked across the floor, another roach skittered past in front of him. “Damn it! Where are all these bastards comin‘ from?” He knew the walls must be full of the things, but no matter how many he killed, they were all over the place. A second roach, larger than the first, shot from under Salomon’s chair. Salomon bellowed, stepped forward, and stomped down. The roach, its back broken, spun in circles. Salomon’s shoe came down again, and when it lifted, the roach lay in an oozing yellow mass. “Things are drivin’ me crazy!” he said. “Everywhere I look, there’s another one!”
“It’s the heat,” Sophia told him. “They always come out in the heat.”
“Yeah.” He wiped sweat off his neck and glanced at Chico. There was that grin again. “What’s so funny? Come on, moron! What’s so damned funny?”
“Don’t talk to him like that! He can understand your voice!”
“The hell he can!” Salomon grunted. “He got a big hole where his brain ought to be!”
Sophia stood up. Her stomach was clenching, but there was life in her face now, and her eyes glittered. Being so near Chico--touching him--always made her feel so strong, so… hopeful. “Chico’s my son,” she said with quiet strength. “If you want us to leave, we will. Just say the word and we’ll get out.”
“Right. Tell me another one!”
“We’ve lived on the streets before.” Her heart pounded, but the words were seething out of her. “We can do it again.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet the welfare people would love that!”
“Everything’s going to work out,” Sophia said, and her heart kicked; for the first time in a long, long while, she actually believed it. “You’ll see. Everything’s going to work out.”
“Uh-huh. Show me another miracle, and I’ll make you a saint.” He laughed hollowly, but his laughter was forced. Sophia wasn’t backing down from him this time. She was standing with her chin lifted and her backbone straight. Sometimes she got like this, but it didn’t last for long. Another roach ran across the floor, almost under Salomon’s feet, and he stomped for it but it was a fast one.
“I mean it,” Sophia said. “My son is a human being. I want you to start treatin‘ him like one.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He waved her off. He didn’t like talking to her when she sounded strong; it made him feel weak. Anyway, it was too hot to fight. “I’ve gotta get ready for work,” he said, and he began pulling off his wet T-shirt as he walked into the hallway. His mind was already turning toward endless rows of crates coming off a conveyor belt, and trucks rumbling up to take them away. It was work, he knew, that he would do for the rest of his days. Everythin‘ is shit, he told himself. Even life itself.
Sophia stood in the room, with Chico crouched in his corner. Her heart was still beating hard. She had expected a blow, and been prepared to take it. Perhaps it would fall later… or perhaps not. She looked down at Chico; his face was peaceful, his head tilted far to one side, as if he heard music she could never hear. She looked out the window, at the clouds over the river. Not much blue in that sky. But maybe tomorrow. Salomon was going to work. He would need his dinner. Sophia went into the kitchen to make him a sandwich from the leftovers in the refrigerator.
Chico remained in his corner for a while longer. Then he stared at something on the floor, and he crawled to it. His head lolled, and he had a moment of difficulty when its weight threatened to capsize him.
“You want mustard?” Sophia called.
Chico picked up the dead roach that Salomon had just crushed. He held it in his palm, looked at it closely with his good eye. Then he closed his palm and grinned.
“What?” Salomon asked.
Chico’s hand trembled just a little bit.
He opened his palm, and the roach skittered over his fingers, dropped to the floor, and darted into a baseboard fissure.
“Mustard!” Sophia said. “On your sandwich!”
Chico crawled to the next dead roach. He picked it up, closed his palm around it. He grinned, his eye glittering. The roach squeezed between his fingers, darted away. Gone, back into the wall.
“Yeah,” Salomon decided. He sighed, heavy-laden. “Whatever.”
The relentless roar of traffic on East River Drive came through the fire-escape window. A boom box blared at its highest volume. Pipes chugged and moaned, fans chattered uselessly against the heat, and roaches returned to the cracks.
Night Calls the Green Falcon
Never Say Die
He was in the airplane again, falling toward the lights of Hollywood.
Seconds ago the craft had been a sleek silver beauty with two green-painted propellers, and now it was coming apart at the seams like wet cardboard. The controls went crazy, he couldn’t hold the stick level, and as the airplane fell he clinched his parachute pack tighter around his chest and reached up to pop the canopy out. But the canopy was jammed shut, its hinges red with clots of rust. The propellers had seized up, and black smoke whirled from the engines. The plane nosed toward the squat, ugly buildings that lined Hollywood Boulevard, a scream of wind passing over the fuselage.
He didn’t give up. That wasn’t his way. He kept pressing against the canopy, trying to force the hinges, but they were locked tight. The buildings were coming up fast, and there was no way to turn the airplane because the rudder and ailerons were gone too. He was sweating under his green suit, his heart beating so hard he couldn’t hear himself think. There had to be a way out of this; he was a never-say-die type of guy. His eyes in the slits of the green cowl ticked to the control panel, the jammed hinges, the dead stick, the smoking engines, back to the control panel in a frantic geometry.
The plane trembled; the port-side engine was ripping away from the wing. His green boots kicked at the dead rudder pedals. Another mighty heave at the canopy, another jerk of the limp control stick--and then he knew his luck had, at long last, run out. It was all over.
Going down fast now, the wings starting to tear away. Klieg lights swung back and forth over the boulevard, advertising somebody else’s premiere. He marked where the plane was going to hit: a mustard-yellow five-floored brick building about eight blocks east of the Chinese Theater. He was going to hit the top floor, go right into somebody’s apartment. His hands in their green gloves clenched the armrests. No way out… no way out…
He didn’t mourn for himself so much, but someone innocent was about to die, and that he couldn’t bear. Maybe there was a child in that apartment, and he could do nothing but sit in his trap of straps and glass and watch the scene unfold. No, he decided as the sweat ran down his face. No, I can’t kill a child. Not another one. I
won’t.
This script has to be rewritten. It wasn’t fair, that no one had told him how this scene would end. Surely the director was still in control. Wasn’t he? “Cut!” he called out as the mustard-yellow building filled up his horizon. “Cut!” he said again, louder --then screamed it:
“Cut!”
The airplane crashed into the building’s fifth floor, and he was engulfed by a wall of fire and agony.
An Old Relic
He awoke, his flesh wet with nightmare sweat and his stomach burning with the last flames of an enchilada TV dinner.
He lay in the darkness, the springs of his mattress biting into his back, and watched the lights from the boulevard-- reflections of light--move across the cracked ceiling. A fan stuttered atop his chest of drawers, and from down the hall he could hear the LaPrestas hollering at each other again. He lifted his head from the sodden pillow and looked at his alarm clock on the table beside his bed: twenty-six minutes past twelve, and the night had already gone on forever.
His bladder throbbed. Right now it was working, but sometimes it went haywire and he peed in his sheets. The laundromat on the corner of Cosmo Street was not a good place to spend a Saturday night. He roused himself out of bed, his joints clicking back into their sockets and the memory of the nightmare scorched in his mind. It was from Chapter One of
Night Calls the Green Falcon,
RKO Studios,
. He remembered how he’d panicked when he couldn’t get the plane’s canopy up, because he didn’t like close places. The director had said, “Cut!” and the canopy’s hinges had been oiled and the sequence had gone like clockwork the second time around.
The nightmare would be back, and so would the rest of them--a reel of car crashes, falls from buildings, gunshots, explosions, even a lion’s attack. He had survived all of them, but they kept trying to kill him again and again. Mr. Thatcher at the Burger King said he ought to have his head looked at, and maybe that was true. But Mr. Thatcher was only a kid, and the Green Falcon had died before Mr. Thatcher was born.
He stood up. Slid his feet into slippers. Picked his robe off a chair and shrugged into it, covering his pajamas. His eyes found the faded poster taped to the wall: night calls the green falcon, it said, and showed an assemblage of fistfights, car crashes, and various other action scenes. in ten exciting chapters! the poster promised, starring
CREIGHTON FLINT, “THE GREEN FALCON.”
“The Green Falcon has to piss now,” he said, and he unlocked the door and went out into the hallway.
The bathroom was on the other side of the building. He trudged past the elevator and the door where the LaPrestas were yelling. Somebody else shouted for them to shut up, but when they got going there was no stopping them. Seymour, the super’s cat, slinked past, hunting rats, and the old man knocked politely at the bathroom’s door before he entered. He clicked on the light, relieved himself at the urinal, and looked away from the hypodermic needles that were lying around the toilet. When he was finished, he picked up the needles and put them in the trashcan, then washed his hands in the rust-stained sink and walked back along the corridor to his apartment.
Old gears moaned. The elevator was coming up. It opened when he was almost even with it. Out walked his next-door neighbor, Julie Saufley, and a young man with close-cropped blond hair.
She almost bumped into him, but she stopped short. “Hi, Cray. You’re prowlin‘ around kinda late, aren’t you?”
“Guess so.” Cray glanced at the young man. Julie’s latest friend had pallid skin that was odd in sun-loving California, and his eyes were small and very dark. Looks like an extra in a Nazi flick, Cray thought, and then returned his gaze to Julie, whose dark brown hair was cut in a Mohawk and decorated with purple spray. Her spangled blouse and short leather skirt were so tight he couldn’t fathom how she could draw a breath. “Had to use the bathroom,” he said. Didn’t that just sound like an old fool? he asked himself. When he was forty years younger such a statement to a pretty girl would have been unthinkable.
“Cray was a movie star,” Julie explained to her friend. “Used to be in… what did they call them, Cray?”
“Serials,” he answered. Smiled wanly. “Cliff-hangers. I was the--”
“I’m not paying you for a tour of the wax museum, baby.” The young man’s voice was taut and mean, and the sound of it made Cray think of rusted barbed wire. A match flared along the side of a red matchbook; the young man lit a cigarette, and the quick yellow light made his eyes look like small ebony stones. “Let’s get done what we came here for,” he said, with a puff of smoke in Cray Flint’s direction.
“Sure.” Julie shrugged. “I just thought you might like to know he used to be famous, that’s all.”
“He can sign my autograph book later. Let’s go.” Spidery white fingers slid around her arm and drew her away.
Cray started to tell him to release her, but what was the use? There were no gentlemen anymore, and he was too old and used-up to be anyone’s champion. “Be careful, Julie,” he said as she guided the man to her apartment.
“My name’s Crystal this week,” she reminded him. Got her keys out of her clutch purse. “Coffee in the morning?”
“Right.” Julie’s door opened and closed. Cray went into his room and eased himself into a chair next to the window. The boulevard’s neon pulse painted red streaks across the walls. The street denizens were out, would be out until dawn, and every so often a police car would run them into the shadows, but they always returned. The night called them, and they had to obey. Like Julie did. She’d been in the building four months, was just twenty years old, and Cray couldn’t help but feel some grandfatherly concern for her. Maybe it was more than that, but so what? Lately he’d been trying to help her get off those pills she popped like candy, and encouraging her to write to her parents back in Minnesota. Last week she’d called herself Amber; such was the power of Hollywood, a city of masks.
Cray reached down beside his chair and picked up the well-worn leather book that lay there. He could hear the murmur of Julie’s voice through the paper-thin wall; then her customer’s, saying something. Silence. A police car’s siren on the boulevard, heading west. The squeak of mattress springs from Julie’s apartment. Over in the corner, the scuttling of a rat in the wall. Where was Seymour when you needed him? Cray opened his memory book, and looked at the yellowed newspaper clipping from the Belvedere, Indiana
Banner of March 21, 1946, that said hometown football hero Hollywood-bound. There was a picture of himself, when he was still handsome and had a headful of hair. Other clippings--his mother had saved them--were from his high-school and college days, and they had headlines like BOOMER WINS GYMNASTIC MEDAL and BOOMER BREAKS
track-meet record. That was his real name: Creighton Boomershine. The photographs were of a muscular, long-legged kid with a lopsided grin and the clear eyes of a dreamer. Long gone, Cray thought. Long gone.
He had had his moment in the sun. It had almost burned him blind, but it had been a lovely light. He had turned sixty-three in May, an old relic. Hollywood worshiped at the altar of youth. Anyway, nobody made his kind of pictures anymore. Four serials in four years, and then--
Cut, he thought. No use stirring up all that murky water. He had to get back to bed, because morning would find him mopping the floor in the Burger King three blocks west, and Mr. Thatcher liked clean floors.
He closed the memory book and put it aside. On the floor was a section of yesterday’s L.A.
Times; he’d already read the paper, but a headline caught his attention: fliptop killer challenges police. Beneath that was a story about the Fliptop, and eight photographs of the street people whose throats had been savagely slashed in the last two months. Cray had known one of them: a middle-aged woman called Auntie Sunglow, who rocketed along the boulevard on roller skates singing Beatles songs at the top of her lungs. She was crazy, yes, but she always had a kind tune for him. Last week she’d been found in a trash dumpster off Sierra Bonita, her head almost severed from her neck.
Bad times, Cray mused. Couldn’t think of any worse. Hopefully the police would nail the Fliptop before he--or she--killed again, but he didn’t count on it. All the street people he knew were watching their backs.
Something struck the wall in Julie’s apartment. It sounded like it might have been a fist.
Cray heard the springs squalling, like a cat being skinned alive. He didn’t know why she sold her body for such things, but he’d learned long ago that people did what they had to do to survive.
There was another blow against the wall. Something crashed over. A chair, maybe.
Cray stood up. Whatever was going on over there, it sounded rough. Way too rough. He heard no voices, just the awful noise of the springs. He went to the wall and pounded on it. “Julie?” he called. “You all right?”
No answer. He put his ear to the wall, and heard what he thought might have been a shuddering gasp.
The squall of the springs had ceased. Now he could hear only his own heartbeat. “Julie?” He pounded the wall again. “Julie, answer me!” When she didn’t respond, he knew something was terribly wrong. He went out to the corridor, sweat crawling down his neck, and as he reached out to grip the doorknob of Julie’s apartment he heard a scraping noise that he knew must be the window being pushed upward.
Julie’s window faced the alley. The fire escape, Cray realized. Julie’s customer was going down the fire escape.
“Julie!” he shouted. He kicked at the door, and his slipper flew off. Then he threw his shoulder against it, and the door cracked on its hinges but didn’t give way. Again he rammed into the door, and a third time. On the fourth blow the door’s hinges tore away from the wood and it crashed down, sending Cray sprawling into the apartment.
He got up on his hands and knees, his shoulder hurting like hell. The young man was across the untidy room, still struggling with the reluctant windowsill, and he paid Cray no attention. Cray stood up, and looked at the bed where Julie lay, naked, on her back.
He caught his breath as if he’d been punched in the stomach. The blood was still streaming from the scarlet mass of Julie Saufley’s throat, and it had splattered across the yellow wall like weird calligraphy. Her eyes were wet and aimed up at the ceiling, her hands gripped around the bars of the iron bedframe. Without clothes, her body was white and childlike, and she hardly had any breasts at all. The blood was everywhere. So red. Cray’s heart was laboring, and as he stared at the slashed throat he heard the window slide up. He blinked, everything hazy and dreamlike, and watched the young blond man climb through the window onto the fire escape.
Oh, God, Cray thought. He wavered on his feet, feared he was about to faint. Oh, my God…
Julie had brought the Fliptop Killer home to play.
His first impulse was to shout for help, but he squelched it. He knew the shout would rob his breath and strength, and right now he needed both of them. The LaPrestas were still fighting. What would one more shout be? He stepped forward. Another step, and a third one followed. With the rusty agility of a champion gymnast, he ran to the open window and slid out to the fire escape.
The Fliptop Killer was about to go down the ladder. Cray reached out, grasped the young man’s T-shirt in his freckled fist, and said hoarsely,
“No.”
The man twisted toward him. The small black eyes regarded him incuriously: the emotionless gaze of a clinician. There were a few spatters of blood on his face, but not many. Practice had honed his reflexes, and he knew how to avoid the jetting crimson. Cray gripped his shirt; they stared at each other for a few ticks of time, and then the killer’s right hand flashed up with an extra finger of metal.
The knife swung at Cray’s face, but Cray had already seen the blow coming in the tension of the man’s shoulder, and as he let go of the shirt and scrambled backward, the blade hissed past.
And now the Fliptop Killer stepped toward him--a long stride, knife upraised, the face cold and without expression, as if he were about to cut a hanging piece of beef. But a woman screamed from an open window, and as the man’s head darted to the side Cray grasped the wrist of his knife hand and shouted, “Call the po--”
A fist hit him in the face, crumpling his nose and mashing his lips. He pitched back, stunned--and he fell over the fire escape’s railing into empty space.
A Red Matchbook
His robe snagged on a jagged edge of metal. The cloth ripped, almost tore off him, and for three awful seconds he was dangling five floors over the alley, but then he reached upward and his fingers closed around the railing. The Fliptop Killer was already scrambling down the fire escape. The woman--Mrs. Sargenza, bless her soul--was still screaming, and now somebody else was hollering from another window and the Fliptop Killer clambered down to the alley with the speed and power of a born survivor.
Cray pulled himself up, his legs kicking and his shoulder muscles standing out in rigid relief. He collapsed onto his knees when he’d made it to the landing’s safety. He thought he might have to throw up enchiladas, and his stomach heaved, but mercifully there was no explosion. Blood was in his mouth, and his front teeth felt loose. He stood up, black motes buzzing before his eyes. Looked over the edge, gripping hard to the railing.
The Fliptop Killer was gone, back to the shadows.
“Call the police,” he said, but he didn’t know if Mrs. Sargenza had heard him, though she disappeared from her window and slammed it shut. He was trembling down to his gnarly toes, and after another moment he climbed back into the room where the corpse was.
Cray felt her wrist for a pulse. It seemed the sensible thing to do. But there was no pulse, and Julie’s eyes didn’t move. In the depths of the wound he could see the white bone of her spine. How many times had the killer slashed, and what was it inside him that gave him such a maniacal strength? “Wake up,” Cray said. He pulled at her arm. “Come on, Julie. Wake up.”
“Oh, Jesus!” Mr. Myers from across the hall stood in the doorway. His hand went to his mouth, and he made a retching sound and staggered back to his apartment. Other people were peering in. Cray said, “Julie needs a doctor,” though he knew she was dead and all a doctor could do was pull the bloodied sheet over her face. He still had her hand, and he was stroking it. Her fingers were closed around something; it worked loose and fell into Cray’s palm.
Cray looked at it. A red matchbook. The words grinderswitch bar printed on its side, and an address just off Hollywood and Vine, three blocks over.
He opened the red matchbook. Two matches were missing. One of them had been used to light the Fliptop Killer’s cigarette, out in the hallway. The Fliptop Killer had been to the Grinderswitch, a place Cray had walked past but never entered.
“Cops are on their way!” Mr. Gomez said, coming into the room. His wife stood at the door, her face smeared with blue anti-aging cream. “What happened here, Flint?”
Cray started to speak, but found no words. Others were entering the room, and suddenly the place with its reek of blood and spent passions was too tight for him; he had a feeling of suffocation, and a scream flailed behind his teeth. He walked past Mr. Gomez, out the door, and into his own apartment. And there he stood at the window, the brutal neon pulse flashing in his face and a red matchbook clenched in his hand.
The police would come and ask their questions. An ambulance without a siren would take Julie’s corpse away, to a cold vault. Her picture would be in the
Times tomorrow, and the headline would identify her as the Fliptop Killer’s ninth victim. Her claim to fame, he thought, and he almost wept.
I
saw him, he realized. I
saw the Fliptop. I had hold of the bastard.
And there in his hand was the matchbook Julie had given him. The bartender at the Grinderswitch might know the Fliptop. The bartender might be the Fliptop. It was a vital clue, Cray thought, and if he gave it up to the police it might be lost in shufflings of paper, envelopes, and plastic bags that went into what they called their evidence storage. The police didn’t care about Julie Saufley, and they hardly cared about the other street victims either. No, Julie was another statistic--a “crazy,” the cops would say. The Fliptop Killer loved to kill “crazies.”
Julie had given him a clue. Had, perhaps, fought to keep it with her dying breath. And now what was he going to do with it?
He knew, without fully knowing. It was a thing of instincts, just as his long-ago gymnastic training, track-and-field, and boxing championships were things of instinct.
Inner things that, once learned and believed in, could never be fully lost.
He opened the closet’s door.
A musty, mothball smell rolled out. And there it was, on its wooden hanger amid the cheap shirts and trousers of an old dreamer.
It had once been emerald green, but time had faded it to more of a dusky olive. Bleach stains had mottled the flowing green cape, and Cray had forgotten how that had happened. Still, he’d been a good caretaker: various rips had been patched over, the only really noticeable mar a poorly stitched tear across the left leg. The cowl, with its swept-back, crisply wing-like folds on either side of the head and its slits for the eyes, was in almost perfect condition. The green boots were there on the floor, both badly scuffed, and the green gloves were up on the shelf.
His Green Falcon costume had aged, just like its owner. The studio had let him keep it after he came out of the sanatarium in 1954. By then serials were dying anyway, and of what use was a green suit with a long cape and wings on the sides of its cowl? In the real world, there was no room for Green Falcons.
He touched the material. It was lighter than it appeared, and it made a secret--and dangerous--whispering noise. The Green Falcon had made mincemeat out of a gallery of villains, roughnecks, and killers every Saturday afternoon in the cathedrals of light and shadow all across America. Why, then, could the Green Falcon not track down the Fliptop Killer?
Because the Green Falcon is dead, Cray told himself. Forget it. Close the door. Step back. Leave it to the police.
But he didn’t close the door, nor did he step back. Because he knew, deep at his center, that the Green Falcon was not dead. Only sleeping, and yearning to awaken.
He was losing his mind. He knew that clearly enough, as if somebody had thrown ice water in his face and slapped him too. But he reached into the closet, and he brought the costume out.
The siren of a police car was approaching. Cray Flint began to pull the costume on over his pajamas. His body had thinned, not thickened, with age; the green tights were loose, and though his legs were knotty with muscles, they looked skinny and ill-nourished. His shoulders and chest still filled out the tunic portion of the costume, though, but his thin, wiry arms had lost the blocky muscularity of their youth. He got the costume zipped up, worked his feet into the scuffed boots, then put on the cape and laced it in place. The dust of a thousand moth wings shimmered gold against the green. He lifted the gloves off the shelf, but discovered the moths had enjoyed an orgy in them and they were riddled with holes. The gloves would have to stay behind. His heart was beating very hard now. He took the cowl off its hanger. The police car’s siren was nearing the building. Cray ran his fingers over the cowl, which still gleamed with a little iridescence, as it had in the old days.
I shouldn’t do this, he told himself.
I’m going crazy again, and I’m nothing but an Indiana boy who used to be an actor…
I shouldn’t…
He slipped the cowl over his head and drew its drawstring tight. And now he saw the world through cautious slits, the air coming to his nostrils through small holes and smelling of mothballs and… yes, and something else. Something indefinable: the brassy odor of a young man’s sweat, the sultry heat of daredevilry, maybe the blood of a split lip incurred during a fight scene with an overeager stuntman. Those aromas and more. His stomach tightened under the green skin.
Walk tall and think tall, he remembered a director telling him. His shoulders pulled back. How many times had he donned this costume and gone into the battle against hoodlums, thugs, and murderers? How many times had he stared Death in the face through these slits, and walked tall into the maelstrom?
I’m Creighton Flint, he thought. And then he looked at the faded poster that promised a world of thrills and saw
STARRING CREIGHTON FLINT, “THE GREEN FALCON.”
The one and only.
The police car’s siren stopped.
It was time to go, if he was going.
The Green Falcon held the matchbook up before his eye slits. The Grinderswitch was a short walk away. If the Fliptop Killer had been there tonight, someone might remember.
He knew he was one stride away from the loony bin, and if he went through that door dressed like this there was no turning back. But if the Green Falcon couldn’t track down the Fliptop, nobody could.
It was worth a try. Wasn’t it?
He took a deep breath, and then the one stride followed. He walked out into the hallway, and the residents gathered around Julie Saufley’s door saw him and every one of them recoiled as if they’d just seen a man from Mars. He didn’t hesitate; he went past them to the elevator. The little numerals above the door were on the upward march. The policemen were coming up, he realized. It would not be wise to let them see the Green Falcon.
“Hey!” Mr. Gomez shouted. “Hey, who the hell are you?”
“He must be nuts!” Mrs. LaPresta said, and her husband --in a rare moment--agreed.
But Cray was already heading toward the door marked stairs. The cape pinched his neck and the mask was stuffy; he didn’t remember the costume being so uncomfortable. But he pulled open the door and started quickly down the stairway, the matchbook clenched in his hand and the smell of Julie’s blood up his nostrils.
He was puffing by the time he reached the ground floor. But he crossed the cramped little lobby, went out the revolving door and onto Hollywood Boulevard, where the lights and the noise reminded him of a three-ring circus. But he knew full well that shadows lay at the fringes of those lights, and in those shadows it was dangerous to tread. He started walking west, toward Vine Street. A couple of kids zipped past him on skateboards, and one of them gave a fierce tug at his cape that almost strangled him. Horns were honking as cars passed, and ladies of the night waved and jiggled their wares from the street corner. A punk with his hair in long red spikes peered into Cray’s eyeholes and sneered. “Are you for real, man?” The Green Falcon kept going, a man with a mission. A black prostitute jabbed her colleague in the ribs, and both of them hooted and made obscene noises as he passed. Here came a group of Hare Krishnas, banging tambourines and chanting, and even their blank eyes widened as they saw him coming. But the Green Falcon, dodging drunks and leather-clad hustlers, left them all in the flap of his cape.
And then there was the Grinderswitch Bar, jammed between a porno theater and a wig shop. Its blinking neon sign was bright scarlet, and out in front of the place were six big Harley-Davidson motorcycles. Cray paused, fear fluttering around in the pit of his stomach. The Grinderswitch was a place of shadows; he could tell that right off. There was a meanness even in the neon’s buzz. Go home, he told himself. Forget this. Just go home and--
Do what? Vegetate? Sit in a lousy chair, look at clippings, and reflect on how lucky you are to have a job sweeping the floor at a Burger King?
No. He was wearing the armor of the Green Falcon now, and why should he fear? But still he paused. To go into that place would be like walking into a lion’s den after rolling around in fresh meat. Who was Julie Saufley, anyway? His friend, yes, but she was dead now, and what did it matter? Go home. Put the costume back on its hanger and forget. He looked at the door, and knew that beyond it the monsters waited. Go home. Just go home.
One-Eyed Skulls
He swallowed thickly.
Walk tall and think tall, he told himself. If he did not go in, the very name of the Green Falcon would be forever tainted. Pain he could take; shame he could not.
He grasped the door’s handle, and he entered the Grinderswitch.
The six motorcycle owners, husky bearded men wearing black jackets that identified them as members of the one-eyed skulls gang, looked up from their beers. One of them laughed, and the man sitting in the center seat gave a low whistle.
The Green Falcon paid them no attention. Bass-heavy music pounded from ceiling-mounted speakers, and on a small upraised stage a thin blond girl wearing a G-string gyrated to the beat with all the fervor of a zombie. A few other patrons watched the girl, and other topless girls in G-strings wandered around with trays of beers and cheerless smiles. The Green Falcon went to the bar, where a flabby man with many chins had halted in his pouring of a new set of brews. The bartender stared at him, round-eyed, as the Green Falcon slid onto a stool.
“I’m looking for a man,” Cray said.
“Wrong joint, Greenie,” the bartender answered. “Try the Brass Screw, over on Selma.”
“No, I don’t mean that.” He flushed red under his mask. Trying to talk over this hellacious noise was like screaming into a hurricane. “I’m looking for a man who might have been in here tonight.”
“I serve beer and liquor, not lonely-hearts-club news. Take a hike.”
Cray glanced to his left. There was a mug on the bar full of grinderswitch matchbooks. “The man I’m looking for is blond, maybe in his early or mid-twenties. He’s got pale skin and his eyes are very dark--either brown or black. Have you seen anybody who--”
“What in the hell are you doin‘ walking around in a friggin’ green suit?” the bartender asked. “It’s not St. Patrick’s Day. Did you jump out of a nuthouse wagon?”
“No. Please, try to think. Have you seen the man I just described?”
“Yeah. A hundred of’em. Now I said move it, and I’m not gonna say it again.”
“He took one of those matchbooks,” Cray persisted. “He might have been sitting on one of these stools not long ago. Are you sure you--”
A hand grasped his shoulder and swung him around. Three of the bikers had crowded in close, and the other three watched from a distance. A couple of go-go dancers rubbernecked at him, giggling. The bass throbbing was a physical presence, making the glasses shake on the shelves behind the bar. A broad, brown-bearded face with cruel blue eyes peered into Cray’s mask; the biker wore a bandanna wrapped around his skull and a necklace from which rusty razor blades dangled. “God Almighty, Dogmeat. There’s somebody inside it!”
The biker called Dogmeat, the one who’d whistled as Cray had entered, stepped forward. He was a burly, gray-bearded hulk with eyes like shotgun barrels and a face like a pissed-off pitbull. He thunked Cray on the skull with a thick forefinger. “Hey, man! You got some screws loose or what?”
Cray smelled stale beer and dirty armpits. “I’m all right,” he said with just a little quaver in his voice.
“I say you ain’t,”
Dogmeat told him. “What’s wrong with you, comin‘ into a respectable joint dressed up like a Halloween fruitcake?”
“Guy was just on his way out,” the bartender said. “Let him go.” The bikers glared at him, and he smiled weakly and added, “Okay?”
“No. Not okay,” Dogmeat answered. He thunked Cray’s skull again, harder. “I asked you a question. Let’s hear you speak, man.”
“I’m… looking for someone,” Cray said. “A young man. Blond, about twenty or twenty-five. Wearing a T-shirt and blue jeans. He’s got fair skin and dark eyes. I think he might have been in here not too long ago.”
“What’re you after this guy for? He steal your spaceship?]! The others laughed, but Dogmeat’s face remained serious. Another thunk of Cray’s skull. ”Come on, that was a joke. You’re supposed to laugh.“
“Please,” Cray said. “Don’t do that anymore.”
“Do what? This?” Dogmeat thunked him on the point of his chin.
“Yes. Please don’t do that anymore.”
“Oh. Okay.” Dogmeat smiled. “How about if I do this?” And he flung his half-full mug of beer into Cray’s face. The liquid blinded Cray for a few seconds, then washed out of his mask and ran down his neck. The other One-Eyed Skulls howled with laughter and clapped Dogmeat on the back.
“I think I’d better be going.” Cray started to get up, but Dogmeat’s hand clamped to his shoulder and forced him down with ridiculous ease.
“Who are you supposed to be, man?” Dogmeat asked, feigning real interest. “Like… a big bad superhero or somethin‘?”
“I’m nobo--” He stopped himself. They were watching and listening, smiling with gap-toothed smiles. And then Cray straightened up his shoulders, and it came out of him by instinct. “I’m the Green Falcon,” he said.
There was a moment of stunned silence, except for that thunderous music. Then they laughed again, and the laughter swelled. But Dogmeat didn’t laugh; his eyes narrowed, and when the laughter had faded he said, “Okay, Mr. Green Falcon, sir. How about takin‘ that mask off and… like… let’s see your secret identity.” Cray didn’t respond. Dogmeat leaned closer. “I
said,
Mr. Green Falcon, sir, that I want you to take your mask off. Do it.
Now.“
Cray was trembling. He clenched his fists in his lap. “I’m sorry. I can’t do that.”
Dogmeat smiled a savage smile. “If you won’t, I will. Hand it over.”
Cray shook his head. No matter what happened now, the die was cast. “No. I won’t.”
“Well,” Dogmeat said softly, “I’m really sorry to hear that.” And he grasped the front of Cray’s tunic, lifted him bodily off the stool, twisted and threw him across a table eight feet away. Cray went over the table, crashed into a couple of chairs, and sprawled to the floor. Stars and rockets fired in his brain. He got up on his knees, aware that Dogmeat was advancing toward him. Dogmeat’s booted foot drew back, the kick aimed at the Green Falcon’s face.
The Star and Question Mark
A shriek like the demons of hell singing Beastie Boys tunes came from the speakers. “Christ!” Dogmeat shouted, clapping his hands to his ears. He turned, and so did the other One-Eyed Skulls.
A figure stood over at the record’s turntable near the stage, calmly scratching the tone arm back and forth across the platter. The Green Falcon pulled himself up to his feet and stood shaking the explosions out of his head. The figure let the tone arm skid across the record with a last fingernails-on-chalkboard skreel, and then the speakers were silent.
“Let him be,” she said in a voice like velvet smoke.
The Green Falcon’s eyes were clear now, and he could see her as well as the others did. She was tall--maybe six-two or possibly an inch above that--and her amazonian body was pressed into a tigerskin one-piece bathing suit. She wore black high heels, and her hair was dyed orange and cropped close to her head. She smiled a red-lipped smile, her teeth startlingly white against her ebony flesh.
“What’d you say, bitch?” Dogmeat challenged.
“Grade!” the bartender said. “Keep out of it!”
She ignored him, her amber eyes fixed on Dogmeat. “Let him be,” she repeated. “He hasn’t done anything to you.”
“Lord, Lord.” Dogmeat shook his head with sarcastic wonder. “A talkin‘ female monkey! Hey, I ain’t seen you dance yet! Hop up on that stage and shake that black ass!”
“Go play in somebody else’s sandbox,” Grade told him. “Kiddie time’s over.”
“Damned right it is.” Dogmeat’s cheeks burned red, and he took a menacing step toward her. “Get up on that stage! Move your butt!”
She didn’t budge.
Dogmeat was almost upon her. The Green Falcon looked around, said, “Excuse me,” and lifted an empty beer mug off a table in front of a pie-eyed drunk. Then he cocked his arm back, took aim, and called out, “Hey, Mr. Dogmeat!”
The biker’s head swiveled toward him, eyes flashing with anger.
The Green Falcon threw the beer mug, as cleanly as if it were a shot put on an Indiana summer day. It sailed through the air, and Dogmeat lifted his hand to ward it off, but he was way too late. The mug hit him between the eyes, didn’t shatter but made a satisfying clunking sound against his skull. He took two steps forward and one back, his eyes rolled to show the bloodshot whites, and he fell like a chopped-down sequoia.
“Sonofabitch!” the brown-bearded one said, more in surprise than anything else. Then his face darkened like a storm cloud and he started toward the Green Falcon with two other bikers right behind him.
The Green Falcon stood his ground. There was no point in running; his old legs would not get him halfway to the door before the bikers pulled him down. No, he had to stand there and take whatever was coming. He let them get within ten feet, and then he said in a calm and steady voice, “Does your mother know where you are, son?”
Brown Beard stopped as if he’d run into an invisible wall. One of the others ran into him and bounced off.
“Huh?”
“Your mother,” the Green Falcon repeated. “Does she know where you are?”
“My… my mother? What’s she got to do with this, man?”
“She gave birth to you and raised you, didn’t she? Does she know where you are right now?” The Green Falcon waited, his heart hammering, but Brown Beard didn’t answer. “How do you think your mother would feel if she could see you?”
“His mother wouldn’t feel nothin‘,” another of them offered. “She’s in a home for old sots up in Oxnard.”
“You shut up!” Brown Beard said, turning on his companion. “She’s not an old sot, man! She’s just… like… a little sick. I’m gonna get her out of that place! You’ll see!”
“Quit the jawin‘!” a third biker said. “We gonna tear this green fruit apart or not?”
The Green Falcon stepped forward, and he didn’t know what he was about to say, but lines from old scripts were whirling through his recollection like moths through klieg lights. “Any son who loves his mother,” he said, “is a true American, and I’m proud to call him friend.” He held his hand out toward Brown Beard.
The other man stared at it and blinked uncertainly. “Who… who the hell are you?”
“I’m the Green Falcon. Defender of the underdog. Righter of wrongs and champion of justice.”
That’s not me talking, he realized.
It’s from
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But he realized also that his voice sounded different, in a strange way. It was not the voice of an old man anymore; it was a sturdy, rugged voice, with a bass undertone as strong as a fist. It was a hero’s voice, and it demanded respect.
No one laughed.
And the biker with the brown beard slid his hand into the Green Falcon’s and the Green Falcon gripped it hard and said, “Walk tall and think tall, son.”
At least for a few seconds, he had them. They were in a thrall of wonder, just like the little children who’d come to see him during the public-relations tour in the summer of
, when he’d shaken their hands and told them to respect their elders, put up their toys, and do right: the simple secret of success. Those children had wanted to believe in him, so badly; and now in this biker’s eyes there was that same glimmer--faint and faraway, yes--but as clear as a candle in the darkness. This was a little boy standing here, trapped in a grown-up skin. The Green Falcon nodded recognition, and when he relaxed his grip, the biker didn’t want to let go.
“I’m looking for a man who I think is the Fliptop Killer,” the Green Falcon told them. He described the blond man who’d escaped from the window of Julie Saufley’s apartment. “Have any of you seen a man who fits that description?”
Brown Beard shook his head. None of the others offered information either. Dogmeat moaned, starting to come around. “Where is he?” Dogmeat mumbled. “I’ll rip his head off.”
“Hey, this joint’s about as much fun as a mortician’s convention,” one of the bikers said. “Women are ugly as hell too. Let’s hit the road.”
“Yeah,” another agreed. “Ain’t nothin‘ happenin’ around here.” He bent down to help haul Dogmeat up. Their leader was still dazed, his eyes roaming in circles. The bikers guided Dogmeat toward the door, but the brown-bearded one hesitated.
“I’ve heard of you before,” he said. “Somewhere. Haven’t I?”
“Yes,” the Green Falcon answered. “I think you probably have.”
The man nodded. Pitched his voice lower, so the others couldn’t hear: “I used to have a big stack of
Batman comics. Read ‘em all the time. I used to think he was real, and I wanted to grow up just like him. Crazy, huh?“
“Not so crazy,” the Green Falcon said.
The other man smiled slightly, a wistful smile. “I hope you find who you’re lookin‘ for. Good luck.” He started after his friends, and the Green Falcon said, “Do right.”
And then they were gone, the sounds of their motorcycles roaring away. The Green Falcon glanced again at the bartender, still hoping for some information, but the man’s face remained a blank.
“You want a beer, Greenie?” someone asked, and the Green Falcon turned to face the tall black go-go dancer.
“No, thank you. I’ve got to go.” To where, he didn’t know, but the Grinderswitch was a dead end.
He had taken two steps toward the door when Grade said, “I’ve seen him. The guy you’re after.” The Green Falcon abruptly stopped. “I know that face,” Gracie went on. “He was in here maybe two, three hours ago.”
“Do you know his name?”
“No. But I know where he lives.”
His heart kicked. “Where?”
*
“Well… he might live there or he might not,” she amended. She came closer to him, and he figured she was in her late twenties, but it was hard to tell with all the makeup. “A motel on the Strip. The Palmetto. See, I used to… uh… work there. I was an escort.” She flashed a quick warning glance at the bartender, as if she just dared him to crack wise. Then back to the Green Falcon again. “I used to see this guy hanging out around there. He comes in here maybe two or three times a week. Asked me out one time, but I wouldn’t go.”
“Why not?”
She shrugged. “Too white. Amazin‘ Grace doesn’t have to go out with just anybody. I choose my own friends.”
“But you remember seeing him at the Palmetto?”
“Yeah. Or at least somebody who fits that description. I’m not saying it’s the same guy. Lots of creeps on the Strip, and those hot-springs motels lure most of them one time or another.” She licked her lower lip; the shine of excitement was in her eyes. “You really think he’s the Fliptop?”
“I do. Thank you for telling me, miss.” He started toward the door, but again her husky voice stopped him.
“Hey, hold on! The Palmetto’s about ten or twelve blocks east. You got a car?”
“No.”
“Neither do I, but there’s a cabstand down the street. I’m just clocking out. Right, Tony?”
“You’re the star,” the bartender said with a wave of his hand.
“You want some company, Greenie? I mean…” She narrowed her eyes. “You’re not a crazy yourself, are you?” Gracie laughed at her own question. “Hell, sure you are! You’ve got to be! But I’m heading that way, and I’ll show you the place if you want. For free.”
“Why would you want to help me?” he asked.
Gracie looked wounded. “I’ve got civic pride, that’s why! Hell, just because I strut my butt in this joint five nights a week doesn’t mean I’m not a humanitarian!”
The Green Falcon considered that, and nodded. Amazin‘ Grace was obviously intelligent, and she probably enjoyed the idea of a hunt. He figured he could use all the help he could get. “All right. I’ll wait while you get dressed.”
She frowned. “I
am dressed, fool! Let’s go!“
They left the Grinderswitch and started walking east along the boulevard. Gracie had a stride that threatened to leave him behind, and his green suit drew just as many double-takes as her lean ebony body in its tigerskin wrapping. The cabstand was just ahead, and a cab was there, engine running. A kid in jeans and a black leather jacket leaned against the hood; he was rail-thin, his head shaved bald except for a tuft of hair in the shape of a question mark on his scalp.
“You got a fare, kid,” Gracie said as she slid her mile-long legs in. “Move it!”
The kid said, “I’m waitin‘ for--”
“Your wait’s over,” Gracie interrupted. “Come on, we don’t have all night!”
The kid shrugged, his eyes vacant and disinterested, and got behind the wheel. As soon as the Green Falcon was in, the kid shot away from the curb with a shriek of burning rubber and entered the flow of westbound traffic.
“We want to go to the Palmetto Motel,” Gracie said. “You know where that is?”
“Sure.”
“Well, you’re going the wrong way. And start your meter, unless we’re going to ride for free.”
“Oh. Yeah.” The meter’s arm came down, and the mechanism started ticking. “You want to go east, huh?” he asked. And without warning he spun the wheel violently, throwing the Green Falcon and Gracie up against the cab’s side, and the vehicle careened in a tight U-turn that narrowly missed a collision with a BMW. Horns blared and tires screeched, but the kid swerved into the eastbound lane as if he owned Hollywood Boulevard. And the Green Falcon saw a motorcycle cop turn on his blue light and start after them, at the same time as a stout Hispanic man ran out of a Chock Full O’Nuts coffee shop yelling and gesturing frantically.
“Must be a caffeine fit,” Gracie commented. She heard the siren’s shrill note and glanced back. “Smart move, kid. You just got a blue-tailed fly on your ass.”
The kid laughed, sort of. The Green Falcon’s gut tightened; he’d already seen the little photograph on the dashboard that identified the cabdriver. It was a stout Hispanic face.
“Guy asked me to watch his cab while he ran in to pick up some coffee,” the kid said with a shrug. “Gave me a buck, too.” He looked in the rearview mirror. The motorcycle cop was waving him over. “What do you want me to do, folks?”
The Green Falcon had decided, just that fast. The police might be looking for him since he’d left the apartment building, and if they saw him like this they wouldn’t understand. They’d think he was just a crazy old man out for a joyride through fantasy, and they’d take the Green Falcon away from him.
And if anyone could find the Fliptop Killer and bring him to justice, the Green Falcon could.
He said, “Lose him.”
The kid looked back, and now his eyes were wide and thrilled. He grinned. “Roger wilco,” he said, and pressed his foot to the accelerator.
The cab’s engine roared, the vehicle surged forward with a power that pressed the Green Falcon and Gracie into their seats, and the kid whipped around a Mercedes and then up onto the curb, where people screamed and leapt aside. The cab, its exhaust pipe spitting fire, rocketed toward the plate-glass window of a lingerie store.
Gracie gave a stunned little cry, gripped the Green Falcon’s hand with knuckle-cracking force, and the Green Falcon braced for impact.
Handful of Straws
The kid spun the wheel to the left, and the cab’s fender knocked sparks off a brick wall as it grazed past the window. Then he veered quickly to the right, clipped away two parking meters, and turned the cab off Hollywood onto El Centra Avenue. He floorboarded the gas pedal.
“Let me outta here!” Gracie shouted, and she grasped the door’s handle but the cab’s speedometer needle was already nosing past forty. She decided she didn’t care for a close acquaintance with asphalt, and anyway, the Green Falcon had her other hand and wasn’t going to let her jump.
The motorcycle cop was following, the blue light spinning and the siren getting louder. The kid tapped the brakes and swerved in front of a gasoline truck, through an alley, and behind a row of buildings, then back onto El Centra and speeding southward. The motorcycle cop came out of the alley and got back on their tail, again closing the gap between them.
“What’s your name?” the Green Falcon asked.
“Me? Ques,” he answered. “Because of--”
“I can guess why. Ques, this is very important.” The Green Falcon leaned forward, his fingers clamped over the seat in front of him. “I don’t want the policeman to stop us. I’m--” Again, lines from the scripts danced through his mind. “I’m on a mission,” he said. “I don’t have time for the police. Do you understand?”
Ques nodded. “No,” he said. “But if you want to give the cop a run, I’m your man.” The speedometer’s needle was almost to sixty, and Ques was weaving in and out of traffic like an Indy racer. “Hold on,” he said.
Gracie screamed.
Ques suddenly veered to the left, almost grazing the fenders of cars just released from a red light at the intersection of El Centro and Fountain Avenue. Outraged horns hooted, but then the cab had cleared the intersection and was speeding away. Ques took a hard right onto Gordon Street, another left on Lexington, and then pulled into an alley behind a Taco Bell. He drew up close to a dumpster and cut the headlights.
Gracie found her voice: “Where the hell did you learn to drive? The Demolition Derby?”
Ques got himself turned around in the seat so he could look at his passengers. He smiled, and the smile made him almost handsome. “Close. I was a third-unit stunt driver in
Beverly Hills Cop II.
This was a piece of cake.“
“I’m getting out right here.” Gracie reached for the door’s handle. “You two never saw me before, okay?”
“Wait.” The Green Falcon grasped her elbow. The motorcycle cop was just passing, going east on Lexington. The siren had been turned off, and the blue light faded as he went on.
“Not in the clear yet,” Ques said. “There’ll be a lot of shellheads looking for us. We’d better sit here awhile.” He grinned at them. “Fun, huh?”
“Like screwing in a thornpatch.” Gracie opened the door. “I’m gone.”
“Please don’t go,” the Green Falcon said. “I need you.”
“You need a good shrink is what you need. Man, I must’ve been crazy myself to get into this! You thinking you could track down the Fliptop!” She snorted. “Green Falcon, my ass!”
“I need you,” he repeated firmly. “If you’ve got connections at the Palmetto, maybe you can find someone who’s seen him.”
“The Fliptop?” Ques asked, his interest perked again. “What about that sonofabitch?”
“I saw him tonight,” the Green Falcon said. “He killed a friend of mine, and Gracie knows where he might be.”
“I didn’t say that, man. I said I knew where I’d seen a guy who looked like the guy who’s been coming into the Grinderswitch. That’s a big difference.”
“Please stay. Help me. It’s the only lead I’ve got.”
Gracie looked away from him. The door was halfway open and she had one leg out. “Nobody cares about anybody else in this city,” she said. “Why should I stick around and get my ass in jail… or worse?”
“I’ll protect you,” he answered.
She laughed. “Oh, yeah! A guy in a green freaksuit’s going to protect me! Wow, my mind feels so much better! Let me go.” He hesitated, then did as she said. She sat on the seat’s edge, about to get out. About to. But a second ticked past, and another, and still she sat there. “I live on Olympic Boulevard,” she said. “Man, I am a long way from home.”
“Green Falcon, huh?” Ques asked. “That what you call yourself?”
“Yes. That’s…” A second or two of indecision. “That’s who I am.”
“You got information about the Fliptop, why don’t you give it to the cops?”
“Because…”
Why not, indeed?
he asked himself. “Because the Fliptop’s killed nine times and he’s going to kill again. Maybe tonight, even. The police aren’t even close to finding him.
We are.“
“No, we’re not!” Gracie objected. “Just because I saw a guy at a motel a few times doesn’t mean he’s the Fliptop! You’ve got a handful of straws, man!”
“Maybe I do. But it’s worth going to the Palmetto to find out, isn’t it?”
“You just don’t want to go to the cops because you’re afraid they’ll pitch you into the nuthouse,” Gracie said, and the way the Green Falcon settled back against the seat told her she’d hit the target. She was silent for a moment, watching him. “That’s right, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” he said, because he knew it was. “I…” He hesitated, but they were listening and he decided to tell it as it had been, a long time ago. “I’ve spent some time in a sanatarium. Not recently. Back in the early fifties. I had a nervous breakdown. It… wasn’t a nice place.”
“You used to be somebody, for real?” Ques inquired.
“The Green Falcon. I starred in serials.” The kid’s face showed no recognition. “They used to show them on Saturday afternoons,” Cray went on. “Chapter by chapter. Well, I guess both of you are too young to remember.” He clasped his hands together in his lap, his back bowed. “Yes, I used to be somebody. For real.”
“So how come you went off your rocker?” Gracie asked. “If you were a star and all, I mean?”
He sighed softly. “When I was a young man I thought the whole world was one big Indiana. That’s where I’m from. Some talent scouts came through my town one day, and somebody told them about me. Big athlete, they said. Won all the medals you can think of. Outstanding young American and all that.” His mouth twitched into a bitter smile. “Corny, but I guess it was true. Heck, the world was pretty corny back then. But it wasn’t such a bad place. Anyway, I came to Hollywood and I started doing the serials. I had a little talent. But I saw things…” He shook his head. “Things they didn’t even know about in Indiana. It seemed as if I was on another world, and I was never going to find my way back home. And everything happened so fast… it just got away from me, I guess. I was a star--whatever that means--and I was working hard and making money, but… Cray Boomershine was dying. I could feel him dying, a little bit more every day. And I wanted to bring him back, but he was just an Indiana kid and I was a Hollywood star. The Green Falcon, I mean. Me. Cray Flint. Does that make any sense to you?”
“Not a bit,” Gracie said. “Hell, everybody wants to be a star! What was wrong with you?”
His fingers twined together, and the old knuckles worked. “They wanted me to do a public-relations tour. I said I would. So they sent me all across the country… dressed up like this. And the children came out to see me, and they touched my cape and they asked for my autograph and they said they wanted to grow up just like me. Those faces… they gave off such an innocent light.” He was silent, thinking, and he drew a deep breath and continued because he could not turn back. “It was in Watertown, South Dakota. April 26, 1951. I went onstage at the Watertown
Palace theater, right after they showed the tenth and final chapter of
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That place was packed with kids, and all of them were laughing and happy.“ He closed his eyes, his hands gripped tightly together. ”There was a fire. It started in a storeroom in the basement.“ He smelled acrid smoke, felt the heat of flames on his face. ”It spread so fast.
And some of the kids… some of them even thought it was part of the show. Oh, God… oh, my God… the walls were on fire, and children were being crushed as they tried to get out… and I heard them screaming! ‘Green Falcon! Green Falcon!’“ His eyes opened, stared without seeing. ”But the Green Falcon couldn’t save them, and fourteen children died in that fire. He couldn’t save them. Couldn’t.“ He looked at Ques, then to Gracie, and back again, and his eyes were wet and sunken in the mask’s slits. ”When I came out of the sanatarium, the studio let me keep the costume. For a job well done, they said. But there weren’t going to be any more Green Falcon serials. Anyway, everybody was watching television, and that was that.“
Neither Ques nor Gracie spoke for a moment. Then Gracie said, “We’re going to take you home. Where do you live?”
“Please.” He put his hand over hers. “I can find the Fliptop Killer. I know I can.”
“You can’t.
Give it up.“
“What would it hurt?” Ques asked her. “Just to drive to that motel, I mean. Maybe he’s right.” He held up his hand before she could object.
“Maybe.
We could drive there and you could ask around, and then we’ll take him home. How about it?“
“It’s crazy,” she said. “And
I’m crazy.“ But then she pulled her leg back in and shut the door. ”Let’s try it.“
The Palmetto Motel was a broken-down stucco dump between Normandie and Mariposa, on the cheap end of Hollywood Boulevard. Ques pulled the cab into the trash-strewn parking lot, and he spoke his first impression: “Place is a crack gallery, folks.” He saw shadowy faces peering through the blinds of second-floor windows, and blue fire-light played across a wall. “Bullet holes in a door over there.” He motioned toward it. “From here on we watch our asses.” He stopped the cab next to a door marked office and cut the engine.
“It’s sure enough gone to hell since I worked here,” Gracie said. “Nothing like addicts to junk a place up.” Not far away stood the hulk of a car that looked as if it had been recently set afire. “Well, let’s see what we can see.” She got out, and so did the Green Falcon. Ques stayed behind the wheel, and when Gracie motioned him to come on, he said nervously, “I’ll give you moral support.”
“Thanks, jerkoff. Hey, hold on!” she said, because the Green Falcon was already striding toward the office door. He grasped the knob, turned it, and the door opened with a jingle of little bells. He stepped into a room where lights from the boulevard cut through slanted blinds, and the air was thick with the mingled odors of marijuana, a dirty carpet, and… What else was it?
Spoiled meat, he realized.
And that was when something stood up from a corner and bared its teeth.
The Green Falcon stopped. He was looking at a stocky black-and-white pit bull, its eyes bright with the prospect of violence.
“Oh, shit,” Gracie whispered.
Soundlessly the pit bull leapt at the Green Falcon, its jaws opened for a bone-crushing bite.
The Watchman
The Green Falcon stepped back, colliding with Gracie. The pit bull’s body came flying toward him, reached the end of its chain, and its teeth clacked together where a vital member of the Green Falcon’s anatomy had been a second before. Then the dog was yanked back to the wall, but it immediately regained its balance and lunged again. The Green Falcon stood in front of Gracie, picked up a chair to ward the beast off, but again the chain stopped the pit bull short of contact. As the animal thrashed against its collar, a figure rose up from behind the counter and pulled back the trigger on a double-barreled shotgun.
“Put it down,” the man told the Green Falcon. He motioned with the shotgun. “Do it or I swear to God I’ll blow your head off.” The man’s voice was high and nervous, and the Green Falcon slowly put the chair down. The pit bull was battling with its chain, trying to slide its head out of the collar. “Ain’t nobody gonna rob me again,” the man behind the counter vowed. Sweat glistened on his gaunt face. “You punks gonna learn some respect, you hear me?”
“Lester?” Gracie said. The man’s frightened eyes ticked toward her. “Lester Dent? It’s me.” She took a careful step forward, where the light could show him who she was. “Sabra Jones.” The Green Falcon stared at her. She said, “You remember me, don’t you, Lester?”
“Sabra? That really you?” The man blinked, reached into a drawer, and brought out a pair of round-lensed spectacles. He put them on, and the tension on his face immediately eased. “Sabra! Well, why didn’t you say so?” He uncocked the shotgun and said, “Down, Bucky!” to the pit bull. The animal stopped its thrashing, but it still regarded the Green Falcon with hungry eyes.
“This is a friend of mine, Lester. The Green Falcon.” She said it with all seriousness.
“Hi.” Lester lowered the shotgun and leaned it behind the counter. “Sorry I’m a little jumpy. Things have changed around here since you left. Lot of freaks in the neighborhood, and you can’t be too careful.”
“I guess not.” Gracie glanced at a couple of bullet holes in the wall. Flies were buzzing around the scraps of hamburger in Bucky’s feed bowl. “Used to be a decent joint. How come you’re still hanging around here?”
Lester shrugged. He was a small man, weighed maybe a hundred and thirty pounds, and he wore a Captain America T-shirt. “I crave excitement. What can I say?” He looked her up and down with true appreciation. “Life’s being pretty good to you, huh?”
“I can’t complain. Much. Lester, my friend and I are looking for somebody who used to hang around here.” She described the man. “I remember he used to like Dolly Winslow. Do you know the guy I mean?”
“I think I do, but I’m not sure. I’ve seen a lot of ‘em.”
“Yeah, I know, but this is important. Do you have any idea what the guy’s name might have been, or have you seen him around here lately?”
“No, I haven’t seen him for a while, but I know what his name was.” He grinned, gap-toothed. “John Smith. That’s what all their names were.” He glanced at the Green Falcon. “Can you breathe inside that thing?”
“The man we’re looking for is the Fliptop Killer,” the Green Falcon said, and Lester’s grin cracked. “Do you know where we can find Dolly Winslow?”
“She went to Vegas,” Gracie told him. “Changed her name, the last I heard. No telling where she is now.”
“You’re lookin‘ for the Fliptop Killer?” Lester asked. “You a cop or somethin’?”
“No. I’ve got… a personal interest.”
Lester drummed his fingers on the scarred countertop and thought for a moment. “The Fliptop, huh? Guy’s a mean one. I wouldn’t want to cross his path, no sir.”
“Anybody still around who used to hang out here?” Gracie asked. “Like Jellyroll? Or that weird guy who played the flute?”
“That weird guy who played the flute just signed a million-dollar contract at Capitol Records,” Lester said. “We should all be so weird. Jellyroll’s living uptown somewhere. Pearly’s got a boutique on the Strip, makin‘ money hand over fist. Bobby just drifted away.” He shook his head. “We had us a regular club here, didn’t we?”
“So everybody’s cleared out?”
“Well… not everybody. There’s me, and the Watch-man.
“The Watchman?” The Green Falcon came forward, and the pit bull glowered at him but didn’t attack. “Who’s that?”
“Crazy old guy, lives down in the basement,” Lester said. “Been here since the place was new. You won’t get anything out of him, though.”
“Why not?”
“The Watchman doesn’t speak. Never has, as far as I know. He goes out and walks, day and night, but he won’t tell you where he’s been. You remember him, don’t you, Sabra?”
“Yeah. Dolly told me she saw him walking over on the beach at Santa Monica one day, and Bobby saw him in downtown L.A. All he does is walk.”
“Can he speak?” the Green Falcon asked.
“No telling,” Lester said. “Whenever I’ve tried talkin‘ to him, he just sits like a wall.”
“So why do you call him the Watchman?”
“You know the way, Sabra.” Lester motioned toward the door. “Why don’t you show him?”
“You don’t want to see the Watchman,” she said. “Forget it. He’s out of his mind. Like me for getting into this. See you around, Lester.” She started out, and Lester said, “Don’t be such a stranger.”
Outside, Gracie continued walking to the cab. The Green Falcon caught up with her. “I’d like to see the Watchman. What would it hurt?”
“It would waste my time and yours. Besides, he’s probably not even here. Like I said, he walks all the time.” She reached the cab, where Ques was waiting nervously behind the wheel.
“Let’s go,” Ques said. “Cars have been going in and out Looks like a major deal’s about to go down.”
“Hold it.” The Green Falcon placed his hand against the door before she could open it. “If the Watchman’s been here so long, he might know something about the man we’re looking for. It’s worth asking, isn’t it?”
“No. He doesn’t speak to anybody.
Nobody knows where he came from, or who he is, and he likes it that way.“ She glanced around, saw several figures standing in a second-floor doorway. Others were walking across the lot toward a black Mercedes. ”I don’t like the smell around here. The faster we get out, the better.“
The Green Falcon stepped back and let her get into the cab. But he didn’t go around to the other door. “I’m going to talk to the Watchman,” he said. “How do I get to the basement?”
She paused, her eyelids at half-mast. “You’re a stubborn fool, aren’t you? There’s the way down.” She pointed at a door near the office. “You go through there, you’re on your own.”
“We shouldn’t leave him here,” Ques said. “We ought to stay--”
“Shut up, cueball. Lot of bad dudes around here, and I’m not getting shot for anybody.” She smiled grimly. “Not even the Green Falcon. Good luck.”
“Thanks for your help. I hope you--”
“Can it,” she interrupted. “Move out, Ques.”
He said, “Sorry,” to the Green Falcon, put the cab into reverse, and backed out of the lot. Turned left across the boulevard and headed west.
And the Green Falcon stood alone.
He waited, hoping they’d come back. They didn’t. Finally he turned and walked to the door that led to the Palmetto Motel’s basement, and he reached for the knob.
But somebody came out of another room before he could open the door, and the Green Falcon saw the flash of metal.
“Hey, amigo,”
the man said, and flame shot from the barrel of the small pistol he’d just drawn.
Yours Truly
The Hispanic man lit his cigarette with the flame, then put the pistol-shaped lighter back into his pocket. “What kinda party you dressed up fir?”
The Green Falcon didn’t answer. His nerves were still jangling, and he wasn’t sure he could speak even if he tried.
“You lookin‘ for a score or not?” the man persisted.
“I’m… looking for the Watchman,” he managed to say.
“Oh. Yeah, I should’ve figured you were. Didn’t know the old creep had any friends.”
Somebody called out, “Paco! Get your ass over here now!”
The man sneered. “When I’m ready!” and then he sauntered toward the group of others who stood around the Mercedes.
The Green Falcon went through the door and into darkness.
He stood on a narrow staircase, tried to find a light switch, but could not. Two steps down and his right hand found a light bulb overhead, with a dangling cord. He pulled it, and the light bulb illuminated with a dim yellow glow. The concrete stairs descended beyond the light’s range, the walls made of cracked gray cinder block. The Green Falcon went down, into a place that smelled as damp and musty as a long-closed crypt. Halfway down the steps, he halted.
There had been a sound of movement over on the right. “Anyone there?” he asked. No answer, and now the sound had ceased. Rats, he decided. Big ones. He came to the bottom of the stairs, darkness surrounding him. Again he felt for a light switch, again with no reward. The smell was putrid: wet and decaying paper, he thought. He took a few steps forward, reaching out to both sides; his right arm brushed what felt like a stack of magazines or newspapers. And then the fingers of his left hand found a wall and a light switch, and when he flicked it, a couple of naked bulbs came on.
He looked around at the Watchman’s domain.
The basement--a huge, cavernous chamber--might have put the periodicals department of the L.A. Public Library to shame. Neat stacks of books, newspapers, and magazines were piled against the walls and made corridors across the basement, their turns and windings as intricate as a carefully constructed maze. The Green Falcon had never seen anything like it before; there had to be thousands--no, hundreds of thousands--of items down here. Maps of Los Angeles, Hollywood, Santa Monica, Beverly Hills, and other municipalities were mounted on the walls, tinged with green mold but otherwise unmarred. Here stood a stack of telephone books six feet tall, there were multiple stacks of old
Hollywood Reporters.
The place was an immense repository of information, and the Green Falcon was stunned because he’d never expected anything like this. A bank of battered filing cabinets stood against one wall, more newspapers stacked on top of them. There had to be thirty years of accumulated magazines and papers just in this part of the basement alone, and the chamber stretched the length of the motel. He couldn’t restrain his curiosity; he went to one of the filing cabinets, which had precise little alphabet letters identifying their contents, and opened a drawer. Inside were hundreds of notebook pages covered with what appeared to be license-plate numbers and the make and color of the cars that carried them, all written in an elegant, almost calligraphic handwriting. Another drawer held lists of items found in various trashcans at scores of locations and dates. A third drawer bulged with pages that seemed to record the routes of pedestrians through the city streets, how long to the second they stayed in this or that store or restaurant, and so forth.
And it dawned on the Green Falcon that this was exactly what the Watchman did: he watched, recorded, filed away, all to the service of some bizarre inner logic, and he’d been doing it for years.
Something moved, back beyond the room in which the Green Falcon stood. There was a quick rustling sound of papers being disturbed… then silence. The Green Falcon wound his way through the maze, found another light switch that illuminated two more bulbs at the rear of the basement. Still more periodicals, maps, and filing cabinets stood in that area of the basement as well, but there was a cot too, and a desk with a blue blotter.
And a man in a long, dirty olive coat, huddled up with his back wedged into a corner, and his Peter Lorre eyes looked as if they were about to pop from their sockets.
“Hello,” the Green Falcon said quietly. The man, gray-bearded and almost emaciated, trembled and hugged his knees. The Green Falcon walked closer and stopped, because the Watchman was shaking so hard he might have a heart attack. “I’ve come to talk to you.”
The Watchman’s mouth opened in his sallow face, gave a soft gasp, and closed again.
“I’m looking for someone you might help me find.” The Green Falcon described the man. “I think he might be the Fliptop Killer, and I understand a man fitting that description used to come around here. He might have been friends with a girl named Dolly Winslow. Do you know the man I’m talking about?”
Still no response. The Watchman looked as if he were about to jump out of his skin.
“Don’t be afraid. I’m the Green Falcon, and I wish you no harm.”
The Watchman was so terrified there were tears in his eyes. The Green Falcon started to speak again, but he realized the futility of it. The Watchman was a human packrat, and Amazin‘ Grace had been right: there was nothing to be gained here.
He almost took off his mask and threw it aside in disgust. What had made him think he could track down the Fliptop? he asked himself. A red matchbook from a dead girl’s hand? A glimpse of the killer’s face, and an ill-founded yearning for a counterfeit past? It was ridiculous! He was standing in a motel’s dank basement with a drug deal going on over his head, and he’d better get out of here as fast as he could before he got his throat cut. “I’m sorry to have bothered you,” he told the Watchman, and he started walking toward the stairs. He heard the Watchman gasp and crawl across the floor, and he looked back to see the man rummaging with frantic speed inside an old mildewed cardboard box.
This is no place for me, the Green Falcon realized. In fact, there was no place at all left for the Green Falcon, but Cray Flint’s mop was waiting at the Burger King.
He kept going to the stairs, burdened with age.
“ ‘Dear Davy,’” the voice rang out. “ ‘I am sorry I can’t come to Center City this summer, but I’m working on a new mystery…’”
The Green Falcon stopped.
“‘… and I’m very busy. I just wanted you to know that I appreciate your letter, and I like to hear from my fans very much. Enclosed is something I want you to have, and I hope you’ll wear it with pride. Remember to respect your elders, put up your toys, and do right…’”
He turned, his heart pounding.
“ ‘Yours truly, the Green Falcon.’” And the Watchman looked up, smiling, from the yellowed, many-times-folded letter in his hands. “You signed it,” he said. “Right here. Remember?” He held it up. Then scrambled to the box again, rummaged, and came up with an old wallet covered in multicolored Indian beads. He flipped it open and showed what was pinned inside. “I kept it all this time. See?”
The plastic button said the green falconeers. “I see.” Cray’s voice cracked.
“I did right,” Davy said. “I always did right.”
“Yes.” The Green Falcon nodded. “I know you did.”
“We moved from Center City.” Davy stood up; he was at least six inches taller than the Green Falcon. “My dad got a new job, when I was twelve. That was…” He hesitated, trying to think. “A long time ago,” he decided. A frown slowly settled on his deeply lined face. “What happened to you?”
“I got old,” the Green Falcon said.
“Yes, sir. Me too.” His frown started to slip away, then took hold again. “Am I still a Falconeer?”
“Oh, yes. That’s a forever thing.”
“I thought it was,” Davy said, and his smile came back.
“You’ve got a nice collection down here.” The Green Falcon walked amid the stacks. “I guess gathering all this takes a lot of time.”
“I don’t mind. It’s my job.”
“Your job?”
“Sure. Everybody’s got a job. Mine is watching things, and writing them down. Keeping them, too.”
“Have you actually read all these papers and magazines?”
“Yes, sir. Well… most of them,” he amended. “And I remember what I read, too. I’ve got… like… a Kodak in my brain.”
Did he mean a photographic memory? the Green Falcon wondered. If so, might he recall the man Grade remembered? “Davy,” he said in his heroic voice, “I’ve come to you because I need your help. I’m trying to find the Fliptop Killer. Have you heard of him?”
Davy nodded without hesitation.
“Can you think of a man like the one I described? A man who was a friend of--”
“Dolly Winslow,” Davy finished for him. “Yes, sir. I remember him. I never liked him, either. He laughed at people when he didn’t think they were looking.”
So far, so good. The Green Falcon felt sweat on the back of his neck. “I want you to concentrate very hard, like a good Falconeer. Did you ever hear the man’s name?”
Davy rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand, and his eyes took on a steely glint. He walked to a filing cabinet, bent down, and opened the bottom drawer. Looked through dozens of envelopes. And then he pulled one of them out, and he brought it to the Green Falcon. On it Davy had written:
“Dolly’s room,” he said. “He cleaned his wallet out in her trashcan one night.”
The Green Falcon went to the desk and spilled the envelope’s contents out on the blotter. There was a torn-open Trojan wrapper, two dried-up sticks of Doublemint gum, a few cash-register receipts, a ticket stub to a Lakers game, and…
“His name’s Rod Bowers. It’s on the library card,” Davy said. “His address too.”
The library card had been torn into quarters, but Davy had taped it back together again. And there were the name and address: Rodney E. Bowers, 1416 D Jericho Street, Santa Monica.
“That was over a year ago, though. He might not be there now,” Davy said.
The Green Falcon’s hands were shaking. Davy had taped together another piece of paper a receipt that had been torn into many fragments. On that receipt was the name of a business: The House of Blades. On December 20, 1986, Rodney Bowers had bought himself a Christmas present of a John Wayne Commemorative Hunting knife.
“Did I do right?” Davy asked, peering over the Green Falcon’s shoulder.
“You sure did, son.” He grasped the younger man’s arm. “You’re…” He said the first thing that came to mind: “The number-one Falconeer. I have to go now. I’ve got a job to do.” He started striding, his pace quick, toward the stairs.
“Green Falcon, sir?” Davy called, and he paused. “I’ll be here if you ever need my help again.”
“I’ll remember,” the Green Falcon answered, and he climbed the stairs with the taped-together library card and the House of Blades receipt gripped in his hand.
He went through the door into the parking lot--and instantly heard someone shouting in Spanish. Somebody else was hollering from the second floor, and there were other angry voices. The man named Paco was standing next to the Mercedes, and suddenly he drew a pistol--not a cigarette lighter this time, but a .45 automatic. He shouted out a curse and began firing into the Mercedes, glass from the windshield exploding into the air. At the same time, two men got out of another car, flung themselves flat on the pavement, and started spraying Paco with gunfire. Paco’s body danced and writhed, the .45 going off into the air.
“Kill ‘em!” somebody yelled from the second floor. Machine-gun fire erupted, and bullets ricocheted off the concrete in a zigzagging line past the Green Falcon.
Oh, my God! Cray thought. And he realized he’d come out of the basement into the middle of a drug deal gone bad.
The two men on the pavement kept firing. Now figures were sprinting across the parking lot, shooting at the men on the second floor. Machine-gun bullets cut one of them down, and he fell in a twitching heap. The Green Falcon backed up, hit the wall, and stayed there--and then a man in a dark suit turned toward him, a smoking Uzi machine gun in his hand, his face sparkling with the sweat of terror. He lifted the weapon to spray a burst at the Green Falcon.
Hell or High Water
A black-and-white streak shot across the parking lot, and the pit bull hit the gunman like a miniature locomotive. The man screamed and went down, the Uzi firing an arc of tracers into the sky. And Lester ran past, stopped almost in front of the Green Falcon, fired a shotgun blast at another man, and then skidded on his belly behind the protection of a car.
The Green Falcon ran toward the street--and was almost struck by a cab that whipped into the lot with a shriek of burning rubber.
Ques hit the brake, and Gracie shouted, “Come on, fool!” as she threw the door open. The Green Falcon heard a bullet hiss past his head, and then he grasped the door and hung on as Ques reversed out of the lot and sped away on Hollywood.
Gracie pulled the Green Falcon in, and they got the door closed, but Ques still kept a leaden foot on the accelerator. “Slow down!” she told him. “We don’t want the cops stopping us!” He didn’t respond, and she slapped him on the question mark.
“Slow down!”
Ques did, but only by a little. “They had guns,” he said shakily.
“Real guns!”
“What’d you expect drug dealers to carry? Slingshots?” She looked at the Green Falcon. “You in one piece?” He nodded, his eyes huge behind his mask. “We were circling the block, waiting for you to come out. We figured you’d never get out of this neighborhood alive. We were almost right, huh?”
“Yes,” he croaked.
“Welcome to the big city. You find the Watchman?”
“I did.” He drew a couple of deep breaths, could still smell the gunsmoke. “And something else too.” He gave the library card to Ques. “That’s where we’re going. I think it’s the Fliptop Killer’s name and address.”
“Not that again!” Gracie protested. “Man, we’re taking you home!”
“No. We’re going to Santa Monica. You don’t have to get out of the cab if you don’t want to--in fact, I’d rather you didn’t. But I’m going to find the Fliptop, with you or without you.”
“It’ll be without me, all right,” she answered, but the way he’d said that let her know he was through talking about it. The man had a mission, and he was going to do it come hell or high water. She settled back into her seat, muttering, and Ques turned toward the Santa Monica Freeway.
The address was near the beach, so close they could smell the sea. The building was dark-bricked, one of those old art-deco places that probably used to be a hotel when Santa Monica was young. Ques pulled the cab to a halt in front of it and cut the engine.
“I want both of you to stay here,” The Green Falcon said. “I’m going in alone.” He started to get out, but Gracie caught his arm.
“Hey, listen. If the Fliptop’s really in there, this is the time to call the cops. No joke.”
“I don’t know that he’s in there. It’s an old library card; he might have moved. But if he’s there, I’ve got to see his face for myself. Then we can call the police.”
“She’s right,” Ques told him. “Listen, it’s crazy to go in there. You don’t have a gun or anything.”
“The Green Falcon,” he said adamantly, “never carries a gun.”
“Yeah, and the Green Falcon’s only got one life, fool!” Gracie didn’t release her grip. “Playtime’s over. I mean it. This isn’t some old serial, this is real life. You know what reality is?”
“Yes, I do.” He turned the full wattage of his gaze on her. “The reality is that… I think I’d rather die as the Green
Falcon than live as an old man with a screwed-up bladder and a book of memories. I want to walk tall, just once more. Is that so terrible?“
“It’s nuts,” she answered. “And you’re nuts.”
“So I am. I’m going.” He pulled loose from her and got out of the cab. He was scared, but not as much as he thought he’d be. It wasn’t as bad as indigestion, really. And then he went up the front steps into the building, and he checked the row of mailboxes in the alcove.
The one for apartment D had bowers on it.
Apartments A, B, and C were on the first floor. He climbed the stairs, aided by a red-shaded light fixture on the wall, and stood before Apartment D’s door.
He started to knock. Stopped his hand, the fist clenched. A thrill of fear coursed through him. He stood there facing the door, and he didn’t know if he could do it or not. He wasn’t the Green Falcon; there was no such entity, not really. It was all a fiction. But Julie’s death was not a fiction, and neither was what he’d been through tonight to reach this door. The sane thing was to back off, go down those stairs, get to a phone, and call the police. Of course it was.
He heard a car’s horn blare a quick tattoo. The cab, he thought. Ques, urging him to come back?
He knocked at the door and waited. His heart had lodged in his throat. He tensed for a voice, or the sudden opening of the door.
The stairs creaked.
He heard the cab’s horn again. This time Ques was leaning on it, and suddenly the Green Falcon knew why.
He turned, in awful slow motion, and saw the shadow looming on the wall.
And there he was: the young blond, dark-eyed man who’d slashed Julie’s throat. Coming up the staircase, step by step, not yet having seen the Green Falcon. But he would, at any second, and each step brought them closer.
The Green Falcon didn’t move. The killer’s weight made the risers moan, and he was smiling slightly--perhaps, the Green Falcon thought, musing over the feel of the blade piercing Julie’s flesh.
And then the Fliptop Killer looked up, saw the Green Falcon at the top of the stairs, and stopped.
They stared at each other, standing not quite an arm’s length apart. The killer’s dark eyes were startled, and in them the Green Falcon saw a glint of fear.
“I’ve found you,” the Green Falcon said.
The Fliptop Killer reached to his back, his hand a blur. It returned with the bright steel of the hunting knife, taken from a sheath that must fit down at his waistband. He moved fast, like an animal, and the Green Falcon saw the blade rising to strike him in the throat or chest.
“It’s him!”
Gracie shouted as she burst into the alcove and to the foot of the steps.
The killer looked around at her--and it was the Green Falcon’s turn to move fast. He grasped the man’s wrist and struck him hard in the jaw with his right fist, and he felt one of his knuckles break, but the killer toppled backward down the stairs.
The man caught the railing before he’d tumbled to the bottom, and he still had hold of the knife. A thread of blood spilled from his split lower lip, his eyes dazed from a bang of his skull against a riser. The Green Falcon was coming down the steps after him, and the Fliptop Killer struggled up and backed away.
“Watch out!” the Green Falcon yelled as Gracie tried to grab the man’s knife. The killer swung at her, but she jumped back and the blade narrowly missed her face. But she had courage, and she wasn’t about to give up; she darted in again, clutching his arm to keep the knife from another slash. The Green Falcon tensed to leap at the man, but suddenly the killer struck Gracie in the face with his left fist and she staggered back against the wall. Just that fast, the man fled toward the front door.
The Green Falcon stopped at Gracie’s side. Her nose was bleeding and she looked about to pass out. She said, “Get the bastard,” and the Green Falcon took off in pursuit.
Out front, the Fliptop Killer ran to the parked cab. Ques tried to fight him off, but a slash of the blade across Ques’s shoulder sprayed blood across the inside of the windshield; the Fliptop Killer looked up, saw the man in the green suit and cape coming after him. He hauled Ques out of the cab and leapt behind the wheel.
As the cab’s tires laid down streaks of rubber, the Green Falcon grasped the edge of the open window on the passenger side and just had an instant to lock his fingers, broken knuckle and all, before the cab shot forward. Then he was off his feet, his body streamlined to the cab’s side, and the vehicle was roaring north along serpentine Jericho Street at fifty miles an hour.
The Green Falcon hung on. The killer jerked the wheel back and forth, slammed into a row of garbage cans, and kept going. He made a screeching left turn at a red light that swung the Green Falcon’s body out from the cab’s side and all but tore his shoulders from their sockets, but still the Green Falcon hung on. And now the Fliptop Killer leaned over, one hand gripping the wheel, and jabbed at the Green Falcon’s fingers with the knife. Slashed two of them, but the Green Falcon’s right hand darted in and clamped around the wrist. The cab veered out of its lane, in front of a panel truck whose fender almost clipped the Green Falcon’s legs. The killer thrashed wildly, trying to get his knife hand free, but the Green Falcon smashed his wrist against the window’s frame and the fingers spasmed open; the knife fell down between the seat and the door.
Beachfront buildings and houses flashed by on either side. The cab tore through a barricade that said warning--no
VEHICLES BEYOND THIS POINT.
The Green Falcon tried to push himself through the window. A fist hit his chin and made alarm bells go off in his brain. And then the Fliptop Killer gripped the wheel with both hands, because the cab was speeding up a narrow wooden ramp. The Green Falcon had the taste of blood in his mouth, and now he could hear a strange thing: the excited shouts of children, the voices of ghosts on the wind. His fingers were weakening, his grip about to fail; the voices, overlapped and intermingled, said
Hold on, Green Falcon, hold on…
And then, before his strength collapsed, he lunged
I
through the window and grappled with the Fliptop Killer as the cab rocketed up onto a pier and early-morning fishermen leapt for their lives.
Fingers gouged for the Green Falcon’s eyes, could not get through the mask’s slits. The Green Falcon hit him in the face with a quick boxer’s left and right, and the killer let go of the wheel to clench both sinewy hands around the Green Falcon’s throat.
The cab reached the end of the pier, crashed through the wooden railing, and plummeted into the Pacific Ocean twenty feet below.
Nightmare Netherworld
The sea surged into the cab, and the vehicle angled down into the depths.
The Fliptop Killer screamed. The Green Falcon smashed him in the face with a blow that burst his nose, and then the sea came between them, rising rapidly toward the roof as the cab continued to sink.
The last bubbles of air exploded from the cab. One headlight still burned, pointing toward the bottom, and for a few seconds the instrument panel glowed with weird phosphorescence. And then the lights shorted out, and darkness claimed all.
The Green Falcon released his prey. Already his lungs strained for a breath, but still the cab was sinking. One of the killer’s thrashing legs hit his skull, a hand tearing at his tunic. The Green Falcon didn’t know which was up and which was down; the cab was rotating as it descended, like an out-of-control aircraft falling through a nightmare netherworld. The Green Falcon searched for an open window but found only the windshield’s glass. He slammed his fist against it, but it would take more strength than he had to break it.
Cut, he thought. Panic flared inside him, almost tore loose the last of the air in his lungs.
Cut!
But there was no director here, and he had to play this scene out to its end. He twisted and turned, seeking a way out. His cape was snagged around something--the gearshift, he thought it was. He ripped the cape off and let it fall, and then he pulled his cowl and mask off and it drifted past him like another face. His lungs heaved, bubbles coming out of his nostrils. And then his flailing hands found a window’s edge; as he pushed himself through, the Fliptop Killer’s fingers closed on his arm.
The Green Falcon grasped the man’s shirt and pulled him through the window too.
Somewhere below the surface, he lost his grip on the Fliptop Killer. His torn tunic split along the seams, and left him. He kicked toward the top with the legs that had won a gold medal in his junior-year swim meet, and as his lungs began to convulse his head broke the surface. He shuddered, drawing in night air.
People were shouting at him from the pier’s splintered rail. A wave caught him, washed him forward. The rough surface of a barnacled piling all but ripped the green tights off his legs. Another wave tossed him, and a third. The fourth crashed foam over him, and then a young arm got him around the neck and he was being guided to the beach.
A moment later, his knees touched sand. A wave cast him onto shore and took the last tatters of his Green Falcon costume back with it to the sea.
He was turned over. Somebody trying to squeeze water out of him. He said, “I’m all right,” in a husky voice, and he heard someone else shout, “The other one washed up over here!”
Cray sat up. “Is he alive?” he asked the tanned face. “Is he alive?”
“Yeah,” the boy answered. “He’s alive.”
“Good. Don’t let him go.” Cray snorted seaweed out of his nostrils. “He’s the Fliptop Killer.”
The boy stared at him. Then shouted to his friend, “Sit on that dude till the cops get here, man!”
It wasn’t long before the first police car came. The two officers hurried down to where Cray sat at the edge of the land, and one of them bent down and asked his name.
“Cray Fl…” He stopped. A piece of green cloth washed up beside him, was pulled back again just as quickly. “Cray Boomershine,” he answered. And then he told them the rest of it.
“This guy got the Fliptop!” one of the kids standing nearby called to his friend, and somebody else repeated it and it went up and down the beach. People crowded around, gawking at the old man who sat in his pajamas on the sand.
The second police car came, and the third one brought a black go-go dancer and a kid with a question mark on his scalp and a bandage around his shoulder. They pushed through the crowd, and Gracie called out, “Where is he? Where’s the Green Fal--”
She stopped, because the old man standing between two policemen was smiling at her. He said, “Hello, Gracie. It’s all over.”
She came toward him. Didn’t speak for a moment. Her hand rose up, and her fingers picked seaweed out of his hair. “Lord have mercy,” she said. “You look like a wet dog.”
“You got that sucker, didn’t you?” Ques watched the cops taking the Fliptop, in handcuffs, to one of the cars.
“We got him,” Cray said.
A TV news truck was pulling onto the beach. A red-haired woman with a microphone and a guy carrying a video camera and power pack got out, hurrying toward the center of the crowd. “No questions!” a policeman told her, but she was right there in Cray’s face before she could be restrained. The camera’s lights shone on him, Gracie, and Ques. “What happened here? Is it true that the Fliptop Killer was caught tonight?”
“No questions!” the policeman repeated, but Gracie’s teeth flashed as she grinned for the camera.
“What’s your name?” the woman persisted. She thrust the microphone up to Cray’s lips.
“Hey, lady!” Ques said. The microphone went to him. “Don’t you recognize the Green Falcon?”
The newswoman was too stunned to reply, and before she could find another question, a policeman herded her and the cameraman away.
“We’re going to the station and clear all this mess away,” the officer who had hold of Cray’s elbow said. “All three of you. Move it!”
They started up the beach, the crowd following and the newswoman trying to get at them again. Gracie and Ques got into one of the police cars, but Cray paused. The night air smelled sweet, like victory. The night had called, and the Green Falcon had answered. What would happen to him, Gracie and Ques from this moment on, he didn’t know. But of one thing he was certain: they had done right.
He got into the police car, and realized he still wore his green boots. He thought that maybe--just maybe--they still had places to go.
The police car carried them away, and the TV news truck followed.
On the beach, the crowd milled around for a while. Who was he? somebody asked. The Green Falcon? Did he used to be somebody? Yeah, a long time ago. I think I saw him on a rerun. He lives in Beverly Hills now, went into real estate and made about ten million bucks, but he still plays the Green Falcon on the side.
Oh, yeah, somebody else said. I heard that too.
And at the edge of the ocean a green mask and cowl washed up from the foam, started to slip back into the waves again.
A little boy picked it up. He and his dad had come to fish on the pier this morning, before the sun came up and the big ones went back to the depths. He had seen the cab go over the edge, and the sight of this mask made his heart beat harder.
It was a thing worth keeping.
He put it on. It was wet and heavy, but it made the world look different, kind of.
He ran back to his dad, his brown legs pumping in the sand, and for a moment he felt as if he could fly.
The Red House
--
I’ve got a story to tell, like everybody else in the world. Because that’s what makes up life, isn’t it? Sure. Everybody’s got a story--about somebody they met, or something that’s happened to them, something they’ve done, something they want to do, something they’ll never do. In the life of everybody on this old spinning ball there’s a story about a road not taken, or a love that went bad, or a ghost of some kind. You know what I mean. You’ve got one too.
Well, I want to tell you a story. Trouble is, there are so many things I remember about Greystone Bay. I could tell you about what Joey Hammers and I found in the wreck of an old Chevy down where the blind man lives amid the junked cars. I could tell you about the time the snakes started coming out of old lady Farrow’s faucets, and what she did with them. I could tell you about that Elvis Presley impersonator who came to town, and went crazy when he couldn’t get his makeup off. Oh, yeah, I know a lot about what goes on in Greystone Bay. Some things I wouldn’t want to tell you after the sun goes down, but I want to tell you a story about me.
You decide if it’s worth the telling.
My name’s Bob Deaken. Once upon a time, I was Bobby Deaken, and I lived with my Mom and Dad in one of the clapboard houses on Accardo Street, up near South Hill. There are a lot of clapboard houses up there, all the same shape and size and color--kind of a slate gray. A tombstone color. All of them have identical windows, front porches, and concrete steps leading up from the street. I swear to God, I think all of them have the same cracks in those steps, too! I mean, it’s like they built one of those houses and took a black-and-white picture of it and said, “This is the ideal house for Accardo Street,” and they put every one together just the same right down to the warped doors that stick in the summer and hang when it’s cold. I guess Mr. Lindquist figured those houses were good enough for the Greeks and Portuguese, Italians and Poles who live in them and work at his factory. Of course, a lot of plain old Americans live on Accardo Street too, and they work for Mr. Lindquist like my dad does.
Everybody up on Accardo pays rent to Mr. Lindquist, see. He owns all those houses. He’s one of the richest men in Greystone Bay, and his factory churns out cogs, gears, and wheels for heavy machinery. I worked as a “quality controller” there during summer break from high school. Dad got me the job, and I stood at a conveyor belt with a few other teenage guys and all we did day after day was make sure a certain size of gear fit into a perfect mold. If it was one hair off, we flipped it into a box and all the rejects were sent back to be melted down and stamped all over again. Sounds simple, I guess, but the conveyor belt pushed thousands of gears past us every hour and our supervisor, Mr. Gallagher, was a real bastard with an eagle eye for bad gears that slipped past. Whenever I had a complaint about the factory, Dad said I ought to be thankful I could get a job there at all, times being so bad and all; and Mom just shrugged her shoulders and said that Mr. Lindquist probably started out counting and checking gears somewhere too.
But you ask my Dad what kind of machines all those gears, cogs, and wheels went into, and he couldn’t tell you. He’d worked there since he was nineteen years old, but he still didn’t know. He wasn’t interested in what they did, or where they went when the crates left the loading docks; all he did was make them, and that’s the only thing that mattered to him--millions and millions of gears, bound for unknown machines in faraway cities, a long way off from Greystone Bay.
South Hill’s okay. I mean, it’s not the greatest place, but it’s not a slum either. I guess the worst thing about living on Accardo Street is that there are so many houses, and all of them the same. A lot of people are born in the houses on Accardo Street, maybe move two or three doors away when they get married, and they have kids who go to work at Mr. Lindquist’s factory, and then their kids move two or three doors away and it just goes on and on. Even Mr. Lindquist used to be Mr. Lindquist Junior, and he lives in the same big white house that his grandfather built.
But sometimes, when my Dad started drinking and yelling and Mom locked herself in the bathroom to get away from him, I used to go up to the end of Accardo Street. The hulk of what used to be a Catholic church stands up there; the church caught on fire in the late seventies, right in the middle of one of the worst snowstorms Greystone Bay ever saw. It was a hell of a mess, but the church wasn’t completely destroyed. The firemen never found Father Marion’s body. I don’t know the whole story, but I’ve heard things I shouldn’t repeat. Anyway, I found a way to climb up to what was left of the old bell tower, and the thing creaked and moaned like it was about to topple off, but the risk was worth it. Up there you could see the whole of Greystone Bay, the way the land curved to touch the sea, and you got a sense of where you were in the world. And out there on the ocean you could see yachts, workboats, and ships of all kinds passing by, heading for different harbors. At night their lights were especially pretty, and sometimes you could hear a distant whistle blow, like a voice that whispered,
Follow me.
And sometimes I wanted to. Oh, yeah, I did. But Dad said the world beyond Greystone Bay wasn’t worth a shit, and a bull should roam his own pasture. That was his favorite saying, and why everybody called him “Bull.” Mom said I was too young to know my own mind; she was always on my case to go out with “that nice Donna Raphaelli,” because the Raphaellis lived at the end of the block and Mr.
Raphaelli was Dad’s immediate supervisor at the factory. Nobody listens to a kid until he screams, and by then it’s too late.
Don’t let anybody tell you the summers aren’t hot in Greystone Bay. Come mid-July, the streets start to sizzle and the air is a stagnant haze. I swear I’ve seen seagulls have heat strokes and fall right out of the sky. Well, it was on one of those hot, steamy July mornings--a Saturday, because Dad and I didn’t have to work--when the painters pulled up onto Accardo Street in a white truck.
The house right across the street from ours had been vacant for about three weeks. Old Mr. Pappados had a heart attack in the middle of the night, and at his funeral Mr. Lindquist gave a little speech because the old man had worked at the factory for almost forty years. Mrs. Pappados went west to live with a relative. I wished her luck on the day she left, but Mom just closed the curtains and Dad turned the TV up louder.
But on this particular morning in July, all of us were on the front porch trying to catch a breeze. We were sweltering and sweating, and Dad was telling me how this was the year the Yankees were going to the World Series--and then the painters pulled up. They started setting up their ladders and getting ready to work.
“Going to have a new neighbor,” Mom said, fanning herself with a handkerchief. She turned her chair as if to accept a breeze, but actually it was to watch the house across the street.
“I hope they’re
American,“
Dad said, putting aside the newspaper. “God knows we’ve got enough foreigners living up here already.”
“I wonder what job Mr. Lindquist has given our new neighbor.” Mom’s glance flicked toward Dad and then away as fast as a fly can escape a swatter.
“The line. Mr. Lindquist always starts out new people on the line. I just hope to God whoever it is knows something about baseball, because your son sure don’t!”
“Come on, Dad,” I said weakly. It seems like my voice was always weak around him. I had graduated from high school in May, was working full time at the factory, but Dad had a way of making me feel twelve years old and stupid as a stone.
“Well, you don’t!” he shot back. “Thinkin‘ the
Cubs are gonna take the Series? Crap! The Cubs ain’t never gonna get to the--“
“I wonder if they have a daughter,” Mom said.
“Hey, don’t you talk when I’m talkin‘. What do you think I am, a wall?”
The painters were prying their paint cans open. One of them dipped his brush in.
“Oh, my God,” Mom whispered, her eyes widening. “Would you look at that?”
We did, and we were stunned speechless.
The paint was not the bland gray of all the other clapboard houses on Accardo Street. Oh, no--that paint was as scarlet as a robin’s breast. Redder than that: as red as the neon signs down where the bars stand on Harbor Road, crimson as the warning lights out on the bay where the breakers crash and boom on jagged rocks. Red as the party dress of a girl I saw at a dance but didn’t have enough nerve to meet.
Red as a cape swirled before the eyes of a bull.
As the painters began to cover the door of that house with screaming-scarlet, my dad came up out of his chair with a grunt as if he’d been kicked in the rear. If there was anything he hated in the world, it was the color red. It was a Communist color, he’d always said.
Red China. The Reds. Red Square. The Red Army. He thought the Cincinnati Reds was the lousiest team in baseball, and even the sight of a red shirt drove him to ranting fits. I don’t know what it was, maybe something in his mind or his chemistry, maybe. He just went into a screaming rage when he saw the color red.
“Hey!” he yelled across the street. The painters stopped working and looked up, because his shout had been loud enough to rattle the windows in their frames. “What do you think you’re doin‘ over there?”
“Ice-skatin‘,” came the reply. “What does it look like we’re doin’?”
“Get it off!” Dad roared, his eyes about to explode from his head. “Get that shit off right now!”
He started down the concrete steps, with Mom yelling at him not to lose his temper, and I knew somebody was going to get hurt if he got his hands on those painters. But he stopped at the edge of the street, and by this time people were coming out of their houses all around to see what the noise was all about. It was no big deal, though; there was always some kind of yelling and commotion on Accardo Street, especially when the weather turned hot and the walls of those clapboard houses closed in like cages. Dad hollered, “Mr. Lindquist owns these houses, you idiots! Look around! You see any of the others painted Commie red?”
“Nope,” one of them replied, while the other kept on painting.
“Then what the hell are you doin‘?”
“Followin‘ Mr. Lindquist’s direct orders,” the painter said. “He told us to come up here to 311 Accardo Street and paint the whole place Firehouse Red.” He tapped one of the cans with his foot. “This is Firehouse Red, and that’s 311 Accardo.” He pointed to the little metal numbers up above the front door. “Anymore questions, Einstein?”
“These houses are gray!”
Dad shouted, his face blotching with color. “They’ve been gray for a hundred years! You gonna paint every house on this street Commie red?”
“Nope. Firehouse Red. And we’re just painting this place right here. Inside and outside. But that’s the only house we’re supposed to touch.”
“It’s right in front of my door!
I’ll have to look at it! My God, a color like that screams to be looked at! I can’t stand that color!“
“Tough. Take it up with Mr. Lindquist.” And then he joined the other painter in the work, and when Dad returned to the house he started throwing around furniture and cursing like a madman. Mom locked herself in the bathroom with a magazine, and I went up to the church to watch the boats go by.
As it turned out, on Monday Dad gathered his courage to go see Mr. Lindquist on his lunch break. He only got as far as Mr. Lindquist’s secretary, who said she’d been the one to call Greystone Bay Painters and convey the orders. That was all she knew about it. On the drive home, Dad was so mad he almost wrecked the car. And there was the red house, right across the street from our own gray, dismal-looking clapboard house, the paint still so fresh that it smelled up the whole street. “He’s trying to get to me,” Dad said in a nervous voice at dinner. “Yeah. Sure. Mr. Lindquist wants to get rid of me, but he don’t have the guts of his father. He’s afraid of me, so he paints a house Commie red and sticks it in my face. Sure. That’s what it’s got to be!” He called Mr. Raphaelli up the street to find out what was going on, but learned only that a new man had been hired and would be reporting to work in a week.
I tell you, that was a crazy week. Like I say, I don’t know why the color red bothered my dad so much; maybe there’s a story in that too, but all I know is that my dad started climbing the walls. It took everything he had to open the front door in the morning and go to work, because the morning sunlight would lie on the walls of that red house and make it look like a four-alarm fire. And in the evening, the setting sun set it aflame from another direction. People started driving along Accardo
Street--tourists, yet!--just to take a look at the gaudy thing! Dad double-locked the doors and pulled the shades as if he thought the red house might rip itself off its foundations at night and come rattling across the street after him. Dad said he couldn’t breathe when he looked at that house, the awful red color stole the breath right out of his lungs, and he started going to bed early at night with the radio tuned to a baseball game and blaring right beside his head.
But in the dark, when there was no more noise from the room where my mom and dad slept in their separate beds, I sometimes unlocked the front door and went out on the porch to stand in the steamy night. I wouldn’t dare tell my mom or dad, but… I
liked the red house. I mean, it looked like an island of life in a gray sea. For a hundred years there had been only gray houses on Accardo Street, all of them exactly the same, not a nail or a joint different. And now this.
I didn’t know why, but I was about to find out in a big way.
Our new neighbors came to the red house exactly one week after the house had been painted. They made enough noise to wake the rich folks in their mansions up on North Hill, hollering and laughing on an ordinarily silent Saturday morning, and when I went out on the porch to see, my folks were already out there. My dad’s face was almost purple, and there was a mixture of rage and terror in his eyes. My mom was stunned, and she kept rubbing his arm and holding him from flinging himself down the steps.
The man had crew-cut hair the color of fire. He wore a red-checked shirt and trousers the shade of Italian wine. On his feet were red cowboy boots, and he was unloading a U-Haul trailer hooked to the back of a beat-up old red station wagon. The woman wore a pink blouse and crimson jeans, and her shoulder-length hair glinted strawberry blond in the strong morning light. A little boy and little girl, about six and seven, were scampering around underfoot, and both of them had hair that was almost the same color of the house they’d come to inhabit.
Well, suddenly the man in red looked up, saw us on the porch, and waved. “Howdy!” he called in a twanging voice that sounded like a cat being kicked. He put aside the crimson box he’d been carrying, strode across the street in his red cowboy boots and right up the steps onto our porch, and he stood there grinning. His complexion looked as if he’d been weaned on ketchup.
“Hello,” my mom said breathlessly, her hand digging into Dad’s arm. He was about to snort steam.
“Name’s Virgil Sikes,” the man announced. He had thick red eyebrows, an open, friendly face, and light brown eyes that were almost orange. He held a hand out toward my dad. “Pleased to meet you, I’m sure.”
Dad was trembling; he looked at Virgil Sikes’ hand like it was a cow flop in a bull’s pasture.
I don’t know why. I guess I was nervous. I didn’t think. I just reached out and shook the man’s hand. It was hot, like he was running a high fever. “Hi,” I said. “I’m Bobby Deaken.”
“Howdy, Bobby!” He looked over his shoulder at the woman and two kids. “Evie, bring Rory and Garnett up here and meet the Deakens!” His accent sounded foreign, slurred and drawled, and then I realized it was Deep South. He grinned wide and proud as the woman and two children came up the steps. “This is my wife and kids,” Virgil said. “We’re from Alabama. Long ways from here. I reckon we’re gonna be neighbors.”
All that red had just about paralyzed my dad. He made a croaking sound, and then he got the words out, “Get off my porch.”
“Pardon?” Virgil asked, still smiling.
“Get off,” Dad repeated. His voice was rising. “Get off my porch, you damned redneck hick!”
Virgil kept his smile, but his eyes narrowed just a fraction. I could see the hurt in them. He looked at me again. “Good to meet you, Bobby,” he said in a quieter voice. “Come on over and visit sometime, hear?”
“He will not!”
Dad told him.
“Ya’ll have a good day,” Virgil said, and he put his arm around Evie. They walked down the steps together, the kids right at their heels.
Dad pulled free from my mother. “Nobody around here lives in a red house!” he shouted at their backs. They didn’t stop. “Nobody with any sense wants to! Who do you think you are, comin‘ around here dressed like that? You a Commie or somethin’? You hick! Why don’t you go back where you belong, you damned--” And then he stopped suddenly, because I think he could feel me staring at him. He turned his head, and we stared at each other in silence.
I love my dad. When I was a kid, I used to think he hung the moon. I remember him letting me ride on his shoulders. He was a good man, and he tried to be a good father--but at that moment, on that hot July Saturday morning, I saw that there were things in him that he couldn’t help, things that had been stamped in the gears of his soul by the hands of ancestors he never even knew. Everybody has those things in them--little quirks, meannesses, and petty things that don’t get much light; that’s part of being human. But when you love somebody and you catch a glimpse of those things you’ve never seen before, it kind of makes your heart pound a little harder. I saw also, as if for the first time, that my dad had exactly the same shade of blue eyes as my own.
“What’re you lookin‘ at?” Dad asked, his face all screwed up and painful.
He looked so old. There was gray in his hair, and deep lines on his face. So old, and tired, and very much afraid.
I dropped my gaze like a dog about to be kicked, because my dad always made me feel weak. I shook my head and got back inside the house quick.
I heard my mom and dad talking out there. His voice was loud, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying; then, gradually, his voice settled down. I lay on my bed and stared at a crack in the ceiling that I’d seen a million times. And I wondered why I’d never tried to patch it up in all those years. I wasn’t a kid anymore; I was right on the edge of being a man. No, I hadn’t patched that crack because I was waiting for somebody else to do it, and it was never going to get done that way.
He knocked on the door after a while, but he didn’t wait for me to invite him in. That wasn’t his way. He stood in the doorway, and finally he shrugged his big heavy shoulders and said, “Sorry. I blew my top, huh? Well, do you blame me? It’s that damned red house, Bobby! It’s makin‘ me crazy! I can’t even think about nothin’ else! You understand that, don’t you?”
“It’s just a red house,” I said. “That’s all it is. Just a house with red paint.”
“It’s different!”
he replied sharply, and I flinched. “Accardo Street has been just fine for a hundred years the way it used to be! Why the hell does it have to change?”
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Damned right you don’t know! ‘Cause you don’t know about life!
You get ahead in this world by puttin‘ your nose to the wheel and sayin’ ‘yes sir’ and ‘no sir’ and towin‘ the line!“
“Whose line?”
“The line of anybody who pays you money! Now, don’t you get smart with me, either! You’re not man enough yet that I can’t tear you up if I want to!”
I looked at him, and something in my face made him wince. “I love you, Dad,” I said. “I’m not your enemy.”
He put a hand to his forehead for a minute, and leaned against the doorframe. “You don’t see it, do you?” he asked quietly. “One red house is all it takes. Then everything starts to change. They paint the houses, and the rent goes up. Then somebody thinks Accardo Street would be a nice place to put condos that overlook the bay. They bring machines in to do the work of men at the factory--and don’t you think they don’t have machines like that! One red house and everything starts to change. God knows I don’t understand why Mr. Lindquist painted it. He’s not like his old man was, not by a long shot.”
“Maybe things need to change,” I said. “Maybe they should change.”
“Yeah. Right. And where would I be? Where else am I going to find work, at my age? Want me to start collectin‘ garbage the tourists leave down at the beach? And where would you be? The factory’s your future too, y’know.”
I took a step then, over the line into forbidden territory. “I’d still like to go to college, Dad. My grades are good enough. The school counselor said--”
“I’ve told you we’ll talk about that later,” Dad said firmly. “Right now we need the extra money. Times are tough, Bobby! You’ve got to pull your weight and toe the line! Remember, a bull should roam his own pasture. Right?”
I guess I agreed. I don’t remember. Anyway, he left my room and I lay there for a long time, just thinking. I think I remember hearing a boat’s whistle blow, way off in the distance, and then I fell asleep.
On Monday morning we found out where Virgil Sikes was assigned. Not the line. Not the loading dock. He came right into the big room where my dad worked on one of the machines that smoothed and polished the gears until they were all exactly the same, and he started working on a machine about twenty feet away. I didn’t see him, because I worked on the loading dock that summer, but my dad was a nervous wreck at the end of the day. Seems Virgil Sikes was wearing all red again; and, as we were to learn, that’s the only color he would wear, crimson right down to his socks.
It began to drive my dad crazy. But I know one thing: the first week Virgil Sikes worked at the factory, I carted about twenty more crates than usual off that loading dock. The second week, the factory’s quota was up by at least thirty crates. I know, because my sore muscles took count.
The story finally came from Mr. Raphaelli: Virgil Sikes had hands as fast as fire, and he worked like no man Mr. Raphaelli had ever seen before. Rumor was circulating around the factory that Sikes had labored in a lot of different factories along the coast, and in every one of them he’d boosted production by from twenty to thirty percent. The man was never still, never slowed down or even took a water break. And somehow Mr. Lindquist had found out about him and hired him away from a factory down South, but to come to Greystone Bay Virgil Sikes had asked one thing: that the house he live in be painted as bright a red--inside and out--as the painters could find.
“That redneck’s a lot younger than me,” Dad said at dinner. “I could do that much work when I was his age!” But all of us knew that wasn’t true; all of us knew nobody at the factory could work like that. “He keeps on like this, he’s gonna blow up his damn machine! Then we’ll see what Lindquist thinks about him!”
But about a week after that, word came down to assign Virgil Sikes to two polishers at the same time. He handled them both with ease, his own speed gearing up to match the machines.
The red house began to haunt my dad’s dreams. Some nights he woke up in a cold sweat, yelling and thrashing around. When he got drunk, he ranted about painting our house bright blue or yellow--but all of us knew Mr. Lindquist wouldn’t let him do that. No, Virgil Sikes was special. He was different, and that’s why Mr. Lindquist let him live in a red house amid the gray ones.
And one night when Dad was drunk he said something that I knew had been on his mind for a long time. “Bobby boy,” he said, placing his hand on my shoulder and squeezing, “what if somethin‘
bad was to happen to that damn Commie-red house over there? What if somebody was to light a little bitty fire, and that red house was to go up like a--“
“Are you crazy?”
Mom interrupted. “You don’t know what you’re saying!”
“Shut up!” he bellowed. “We’re talkin‘ man-to-man!” And that started another yelling match. I got out of the house pretty quick, and went up to the church to be alone.
I didn’t go back home until one or two in the morning. It was quiet on Accardo Street, and all the houses were dark.
But I saw a flicker of light on the red house’s porch. A match. Somebody was sitting on the porch, lighting a cigarette.
“Howdy, Bobby,” Virgil Sikes’ voice said quietly, in its thick Southern drawl.
I stopped, wondering how he could see it was me. “Hi,” I said, and then I started to go up the steps to my own house, because I wasn’t supposed to be talking to him and he was kind of spooky anyway.
“Hold on,” he said. I stopped again. “Why don’t you come on over and sit a spell?”
“I can’t. It’s way too late.”
He laughed softly. “Oh, it’s never too late. Come on up. Let’s have us a talk.”
I hesitated, thought of my room with the cracked ceiling. In that gray house, Dad would be snoring, and Mom might be muttering in her sleep. I turned around, walked across the street and up to the red house’s porch.
“Have a seat, Bobby,” Virgil offered, and I sat down in a chair next to him. I couldn’t see very much in the dark, but I
knew the chair was painted red. The tip of his cigarette glowed bright orange and Virgil’s eyes seemed to shine like circles of flame.
We talked for a while about the factory. He asked me how I liked it, and I said it was okay. Oh, he asked me all sorts of questions about myself--what I liked, what I didn’t like, how I felt about Greystone Bay. Before long, I guess I was telling him everything about myself--things I suppose I’d never even told my folks. I don’t know why, but while I was talking to him, I felt as comfortable as if I were sitting in front of a warm, reassuring fireplace on a cold, uncertain night.
“Look at those stars!” Virgil said suddenly. “Did you ever see the like?”
Well, I hadn’t noticed them before, but now I looked. The sky was full of glittering dots, thousands and thousands of them strewn over Greystone Bay like diamonds on black velvet.
“Know what most of those are?” he asked me. “Worlds of fire. Oh, yes! They’re created out of fire, and they burn so bright before they go out--so very bright. You know, fire creates and it destroys too, and sometimes it can do both at the same time.” He looked at me, his orange eyes catching the light from his cigarette. “Your father doesn’t think too highly of me, does he?”
“No, I guess not. But part of it’s the house. He can’t stand the color red.”
“And I can’t stand to live without it,” he answered. “It’s the color of fire. I like that color. It’s the color of newness, and energy… and change. To me, it’s the color of life itself.”
“So that’s why you wanted the house changed from gray to red?”
“That’s right. I couldn’t live in a gray house. Neither could Evie or the kids. See, I figure houses are a lot like the people who live in them. You look around here at all these gray houses, and you know the people who live there have got gray souls. Maybe it’s not their choice, maybe it is. But what I’m sayin‘ is that everybody can choose, if he has the courage.”
“Mr. Lindquist wouldn’t let anybody else paint their house a different color. You’re different because you work so good.”
“I work so good because I live in a red house,” Virgil said. “I won’t go to any town where I can’t live in one. I spell that out good and proper before I take a man’s money. See, I’ve made my choice. Oh, maybe I won’t ever be a millionaire and I won’t live in a mansion--but in my own way, I’m rich. What more does a man need than to be able to make his own choices?”
“Easy for you to say.”
“Bobby,” Virgil said quietly, “everybody can choose what color to paint their own house. It don’t matter who you are, or how rich or poor--you’re the one who lives inside the walls. Some folks long to be red houses amid the gray, but they let somebody else do the paintin‘.” He stared at me in the dark. His cigarette had gone out, and he lit another with a thin red flame. “Greystone Bay’s got a lot of gray houses in it,” he said. “Lots of old ones, and ones yet to be.”
He was talking in riddles. Like I say, he was kind of spooky. We sat for a while in silence, and then I stood up and said I’d better be getting to bed because work came early the next morning. He said good night, and I started across the street.
It wasn’t until I was in my room that I realized I hadn’t seen any matches or a lighter when Virgil had lit that second cigarette. Was I crazy--or had the flame been growing from his index finger?
Lots of old ones,
Virgil had said.
And ones yet to be.
I went to sleep with that on my mind.
And it seemed like I’d just closed my eyes when I heard my dad say, “Up and at ‘em, Bobby! Factory whistle’s about to blow!”
The next week, the loading dock moved at least thirty-five more crates over quota. We could hardly keep up with them as they came out of the packing room. Dad couldn’t believe how fast Virgil Sikes worked; he said that the man moved so fast between those two machines that the air got hot and Virgil’s red clothes seemed to smoke.
One evening we came home and Mom was all shook up. It seems she got a telephone call from Mrs. Avery from two houses up Accardo. Mrs. Avery had gone nosing around the red house, and had looked into the kitchen window to see Evie Sikes standing over the range. Evie Sikes had turned all the burners on, and was holding her face above them like an ordinary person would accept a breeze from a fan. And Mrs. Avery swore she’d seen the other woman bend down and press her forehead to one of the burners as if it was a block of ice.
“My God,” Dad whispered. “They’re not human.
I knew something was wrong with them the first time I saw them! Somebody ought to run them out of Greystone Bay! Somebody ought to burn that damned red house to the ground!“
And this time Mom didn’t say anything.
God forgive me, I didn’t say anything either.
Lots of old ones. And ones yet to be.
Rumor got around the factory: Virgil Sikes was going to be in charge of three polishing machines. And somebody in that department was going to get a pink slip.
You know how rumors are. Sometimes they hold a kernel of truth, most times they’re just nervous air. Whatever the case, Dad started making a detour to the liquor store on the way home from work three nights a week. He broke out in a sweat when we turned onto Accardo and had to approach the red house. He could hardly sleep at night, and sometimes he sat in the front room with his head in his hands, and if either Mom or I spoke a word, he blew up like a firecracker.
And finally, on a hot August night, his face covered with sweat, he said quietly, “I can’t breathe anymore. It’s that red house. It’s stealin‘ the life right out of me. God Almighty, I can’t take it anymore!” He rose from his chair, looked at me, and said, “Come on, Bobby.”
“Where are we going?” I asked him as we walked down the steps to the car. Across the street, the lights of the red house were blazing.
“You don’t ask questions. You just do as I say. Get in, now. We’ve got places to go.”
I did as he said. And as we pulled away from the curb I looked over at the red house and thought I saw a figure standing at the window, peering out.
Dad drove out into the sticks and found a hardware store still open. He bought two three-gallon gasoline cans. He already had a third in the back. Then he drove to a gas station where nobody knew us and he filled up all three cans at the pumps. On the way home, the smell of the gasoline almost made me sick. “It has to be done, Bobby,” Dad said, his eyes glittering and his face blotched with color. “You and me have to do it. Us men have to stick together, right? It’s for the good of both of us, Bobby. Those Sikes people aren’t human.”
“They’re different, you mean,” I said. My heart was hammering, and I couldn’t think straight.
“Yes. Different. They don’t belong on Accardo Street. We don’t need any red houses on our street. Things have been fine for a hundred years, and we’re going to make them fine again, aren’t we?”
“You’re… going to kill them,” I whispered.
“No. Hell, no! I wouldn’t kill anybody! I’m gonna set the fire and then start yellin‘. They’ll wake up and run out the back door! Nobody’ll get hurt!”
“They’ll know it was you.”
“You’ll say we were watchin‘ a movie on TV. So will your mom. We’ll figure out what to say. Damn it, Bobby, are you with me or against me?”
I didn’t answer because I didn’t know what to say. What’s wrong and what’s right when you love somebody?
Dad waited until all the lights had gone out on Accardo Street. Mom sat with us in the front room; she didn’t say anything, and she wouldn’t look at either of us. We waited until the Johnny Carson show was over. Then Dad put his lighter in his pocket, picked up two of the gas cans, and told me to get the third. He had to tell me twice, but I did it. With all the lights off but the glow of the TV, I followed my father out of the room, across the street, and quietly up to the red house’s porch. Everything was silent and dark. My palms were sweating, and I almost dropped my gas can going up the steps.
Dad started pouring gas over the red-painted boards, just sloshing it everywhere. He poured all the gas out from two cans, and then he looked at me standing there. “Pour yours out!” he whispered. “Go on, Bobby!”
“Dad,” I said weakly. “Please… don’t do this.”
“Christ Almighty!” He jerked the can from my hand and sloshed it over the porch too.
“Dad… please. They don’t mean any harm. Just because they’re different… just because they live in a house that’s a different color-- ”
“They shouldn’t be different!” Dad told me. His voice was strained, and I knew he was right at the end of his rope. “We don’t like different people here! We don’t need different people!” He started fumbling for his lighter, took from his pocket a rag he’d brought from the kitchen.
“Please… don’t. They haven’t hurt us. Let’s just forget it, okay? We can just walk away--”
His lighter flared. He started to touch the flame to the rag.
Lots of old ones,
I thought.
And ones yet to be.
Me. Virgil Sikes had been talking about me.
I thought about gears at that instant. Millions and millions of gears going down a conveyor belt, and all of them exactly the same. I thought about the concrete walls of the factory. I thought about the machines and their constant pounding, damning rhythm. I thought about a cage of gray clapboard, and I looked at my dad’s scared face in the orange light and realized he was terrified of what lay outside the gray clapboards--opportunity, choices, chance, life.
He was scared to death, and I knew right then that I could not be my father’s son.
I reached out and grabbed his wrist. He looked at me like he’d never seen me before.
And I heard my voice--stronger now, the voice of a stranger--say,
“No.”
Before Dad could react, the red-painted front door opened.
And there was Virgil Sikes, his orange eyes glittering. He was smoking a cigarette. Behind him stood his wife and two kids--three more pairs of orange, glowing eyes like campfires in the night.
“Howdy,” Virgil said in his soft Southern drawl. “Ya’ll havin‘ fun?”
My dad started sputtering. I still had hold of his wrist.
Virgil smiled in the dark. “One less gray house in Greystone Bay, Bobby.”
And then he dropped the cigarette onto the gas-soaked boards at his feet.
The flames caught, burst up high. I tried to grab Virgil, but he pulled back. Then Dad was pulling me off the porch as the boards began to explode into flame. We ran down into the street, and both of us were yelling for the Sikes to get out the back door before the whole house caught.
But they didn’t. Oh, no. Virgil took one of the children in his arms and sat down in a red chair, and his wife took the other and sat down beside him in the midst of the flames. The porch caught, hot and bright, and as we watched in fascinated horror, we saw all four of the Sikeses burst into flame; but their fire-figures were just sitting there in the chairs, as if they were enjoying a nice day at the beach. I saw Virgil’s head nod. I saw Evie smile before fire filled up her face, the children became forms of flame--happy fires, bouncing and kicking joyfully in the laps of their parents.
I thought something then. Something that I shouldn’t think about too much.
I thought:
They were always made of fire. And now they’re going back to what they were.
Cinders spun into the air, flew up and glittered like stars, worlds on fire. The four figures began to disintegrate. There were no screams, no cries of pain--but I thought I heard Virgil Sikes laugh like the happiest man in the world.
Or something that had appeared to be a man.
Lights were coming on all up and down Accardo Street. The fires were shooting up high, and the red house was almost engulfed. I watched the sparks of what had been the Sikes family fly up high, so very high--and then they drifted off together over Greystone Bay, and whether they winked out or just kept going, I don’t know. I heard the siren of a fire truck coming. I looked at my dad, looked long and hard, because I wanted to remember his face. He looked so small. So small.
And then I turned and started walking along Accardo Street, away from the burning house. Dad grabbed at my arm, but I pulled free as easily as if I were being held by a shadow. I kept walking right to the end of Accardo--and then I just kept walking.
I love my mom and dad. I called them when the workboat I signed onto got to a port up the coast about thirty miles. They were okay. The red house was gone, but of course the firemen never found any bodies. All that was left was the red station wagon. I figured they’d haul that off to where the junked cars are, and the blind old man who lives there would have a new place to sleep.
Dad got into some trouble, but he pleaded temporary insanity. Everybody on Accardo knew Bull was half-crazy, that he’d been under a lot of pressure and drank a lot. Mr. Lindquist, I heard later, was puzzled by the whole thing, like everybody else, but the clapboard houses were cheap and he decided to build a white brick house across from my folks. Mr. Lindquist had wanted to get rid of those clapboard things and put up stronger houses for the factory workers anyway. This just started the ball rolling.
My folks asked me to come back, of course. Promised me everything. Said I could go to college whenever I wanted. All that stuff.
But their voices sounded weak. I heard the terror in those voices, and I felt so sorry for them, because they knew the walls of their cage were painted gray. Oh, I’ll go back to Greystone Bay sometime--but not until later. Not until I’ve found out who I am and what I am. I’m Bob Deaken now.
I still can’t figure it out. Was it planned? Was it happenstance? Did those creatures that loved fire just fit me into their lives by accident, or on purpose? You know, they say the Devil craves fire. But whatever the Sikeses were, they unlocked me from a cage. They weren’t evil. Like Virgil Sikes said: Fire creates as well as it destroys.
They’re not dead. Oh, no. They’re just… somewhere else. Maybe I’ll meet them again sometime. Anything’s possible.
I may not be a red house. I may be a blue one, or a green one, or some other color I haven’t even seen yet. But I know I’m not a gray house. I know that for sure.
And that’s my story.
Something Passed By
Johnny James was sitting on the front porch, sipping from a glass of gasoline in the December heat, when the doomscreamer came. Of course doomscreamers were nothing new; these days they were as common as blue moons. This one was of the usual variety: skinny-framed, with haunted dark eyes and a long black beard full of dust and filth. He wore dirty khaki trousers and a faded green Izod shirt, and on his feet were sandals made from tires with the emblem still showing: Michelin. Johnny sipped his Exxon Super Unleaded and pondered that the doomscreamer’s outfit must be the yuppie version of sackcloth and ashes.
“Prepare for the end! Prepare to meet your Maker!” The doomscreamer had a loud, booming voice that echoed in the stillness over the town that stood on the edge of Nebraskan cornfields. It floated over Grant Street, where the statues of town fathers stood, past the Victorian houses at the end of King’s Lane that had burned with such beautiful flames, past the empty playground at the silent Bloch school, over Bradbury park where paint flaked off the grinning carousel horses, down Koontz Street where the businesses used to thrive, over Ellison Field where no bat would ever smack another Softball. The doomscreamer’s voice filled the town, and ignited the ears of all who remained: “No refuge for the wicked! Prepare for the end! Prepare! Prepare!”
Johnny heard a screen door slam. His neighbor in the white house across the way stood on his own porch loading a rifle. Johnny called, “Hey! Gordon! What’re you doin‘, man?”
Gordon Mayfield continued to push bullets into his rifle. Between Johnny and Gordon, the air shimmered with hazy heat. “Target practice!” Gordon shouted; his voice cracked, and his hands were shaking. He was a big fleshy man with a shaved head, and he wore only blue jeans, his bare chest and shoulders glistening with sweat. “Gonna do me some target practice!” he said as he pushed the last shell into the rifle’s magazine and clicked the safety off.
Johnny swallowed gasoline and rocked in his chair. “Prepare! Prepare!” the doomscreamer hollered as he approached his end. The man was standing in front of the empty house next to Gordon’s, where the Carmichael family had lived before they fled with a wandering evangelist and his flock on his way to California. “Prepare!” The doomscreamer lifted his arms, sweat stains on his Izod, and shouted to the sky, “O ye sinners, prepare to--”
His voice faltered. He looked down at his Michelins, which had begun to sink into the street.
The doomscreamer made a small terrified squeak. He was not prepared. His ankles had sunk into the gray concrete, which sparkled like quicksilver in a circle around him. Swiftly he sank to his waist in the mire, his mouth open in a righteous O.
Gordon had lifted the rifle to put a bullet through the doomscreamer’s skull. Now he realized a pull of the trigger would be wasted energy, and might even increase his own risk of spontaneous combustion. He released the trigger and slowly lowered his gun.
“Help me!” The doomscreamer saw Johnny, and lifted his hands in supplication. “Help me, brother!” He was up to his alligator in the shimmering, hungry concrete. His eyes begged like those of a lost puppy. “Please… help me!”
Johnny was on his feet, though he didn’t remember standing. He had set the glass of gasoline aside, and he was about to walk down the porch steps, across the scorched yard, and offer his hand to the sinking doomscreamer. But he paused, because he knew he’d never get there in time, and when the concrete pooled like that, you never knew how firm the dirt would be either.
“Help me!” The doomscreamer had gone down to his chin. He stretched, trying to claw his way out, but quicksilver offers no handholds. “For God’s sake, hel--” His face went under. His head slid down, and the concrete swirled through his hair. Then--perhaps two seconds later--his clawing hands were all that was left of him, and as they slid down after him, the street suddenly solidified again in a ripple of hardening silver. Concrete locked around the ex-doomscreamer’s wrists, and his hands looked like white plants growing out of the center of the street. The fingers twitched a few times, then went rigid.
Gordon went down his steps and walked carefully to the upthrust hands, prodding his path with the rifle’s barrel. When he was certain, or as certain as he could be, that the street wouldn’t suck him under too, he knelt beside the hands and just sat there staring.
“What is it? What’s going on?” Brenda James had come out of the house, her light brown hair damp with sweat. Johnny pointed at the hands, and his wife whispered, “Oh, my God.”
“Got on a nice wristwatch,” Gordon said after another moment. He leaned closer, squinting at the dial. “It’s a Rolex. You want it, Johnny?”
“No,” Johnny said. “I don’t think so.”
“Brenda? You want it? Looks like it tells good time.”
She shook her head and grasped Johnny’s arm.
“It’d be a waste to leave it out here. First car that comes along, no more watch.” Gordon glanced up and down the street. It had been a long time since a car had passed this way, but you never knew. He decided, and took the Rolex off the dead man’s wrist. The crystal was cracked and there were flecks of dried concrete on it, but it was a nice shiny watch. He put it on and stood up. “Happened too fast to do anythin‘ about. Didn’t it, Johnny?”
“Yeah. Way too fast.” His throat was dry. He took the last sip of gasoline from the glass. His breath smelled like the pumps at Lansdale’s Exxon Station on DeLint Street.
Gordon started to walk away. Brenda said, “Are you… are you just going to leave him there?”
Gordon stopped. He looked down at the hands, wiped his brow with his forearm, and returned his gaze to Brenda and Johnny. “I’ve got an ax in my garage.”
“Just leave him there,” Johnny said, and Gordon nodded and walked up his porch steps, still testing the earth with the rifle’s barrel. He sighed with relief when he reached the porch’s sturdy floor.
“Poker game at Ray’s tonight,” Gordon reminded them. “You gonna make it?”
“Yeah. We’d planned on it.”
“Good.” His gaze slid toward the white hands, then quickly away again. “Nothin‘ like winnin’ a little cash to take your mind off your troubles, right?”
“Right,” Johnny agreed. “Except you’re the one who usually wins all the money.”
“Hey, what can I say?” Gordon shrugged. “I’m a lucky dude.”
“I thought I’d bring J.J. tonight,” Brenda offered in a high, merry voice. Both Johnny and Gordon flinched a little. “J.J. needs to get out of the house,” Brenda went on. “He likes to be around people.”
“Uh… sure.” Gordon glanced quickly at Johnny. “Sure, Brenda. Ray won’t mind. See you folks later, then.” He darted another look at the white hands sticking out of the street, and then he went into his house and the screen door slammed behind him.
Brenda began to sing softly as Johnny followed her into their house. An old nursery song, one she’d sung to J.J. when he was just an infant:
“Go to sleep, little baby, when you wake I’ll give you some cake and you can ride the pretty little poneeee…”
“Brenda? I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“What?” She turned toward him, smiling, her blue eyes without luster. “What’s not a good idea, hon?”
“Taking JJ. out of his room. You know how he likes it in there.”



Brenda’s smile fractured. “That’s what you say! You’re always trying to hurt me, and keep me from being with J.J. Why can’t I take J.J. outside? Why can’t I sit on the porch with my baby like other mothers do? Why can’t I? Answer me, Johnny?” Her face had reddened with anger.
“Why?”
Johnny’s expression remained calm. They’d been over this territory many times. “Go ask J.J. why,” he suggested, and he saw her eyes lose their focus, like ice forming over blue pools.
Brenda turned away from him and strode purposefully down the corridor. She stopped before the closed door to JJ.‘s room. Hanging on a wall hook next to the door was a small orange oxygen tank on a backpack, connected to a clear plastic oxygen mask. Brenda had had much practice in slipping the tank on, and she did it with little difficulty. Then she turned on the airflow and strapped the hissing oxygen mask over her nose and mouth. She picked up a crowbar, inserting it into a scarred furrow in the doorjamb of JJ.’s room. She pushed against it, but the door wouldn’t budge.
“I’ll help you,” Johnny said, and started toward her.
“No! No, I’ll do it!” Brenda strained against the crowbar with desperate strength, her oxygen mask fogging up. And then there was a small cracking noise followed by a whoosh that never failed to remind Johnny of a pop top coming off a vacuum-sealed pack of tennis balls. Air shrilled for a few seconds in the hallway, the suction staggering Johnny and Brenda off balance, and then the door to JJ.‘s room was unsealed. Brenda went in, and lodged the crowbar between the doorjamb and the door so it wouldn’t trap her when the air started to leak away again, which would be in less than two minutes.
Brenda sat down on Johnny Junior’s bed. The room’s wallpaper had airplanes on it, but the glue was cracking in the dry, airless heat and the paper sagged, the airplanes falling to earth. “J J?” Brenda said. “J.J? Wake up, J.J.” She reached out and touched the boy’s shoulder. He lay nestled under the sheet, having a good long sleep. “J.J, it’s Momma,” Brenda said, and stroked the limp dark hair back from the mummified, gasping face.
Johnny waited in the corridor. He could hear Brenda talking to the dead boy, her voice rising and falling, her words muffled by the oxygen mask. Johnny’s heart ached. He knew the routine. She would pick up the dry husk and hold him--carefully, because even in her madness she knew how fragile J.J. was--and maybe sing him that nursery rhyme a few times. But it would dawn on her that time was short, and the air was being sucked out of that room into a vacuum-sealed unknown dimension. The longer the door was left open, the harder the oxygen was pulled into the walls. If you stayed in there over two or three minutes, you could feel the walls pulling at you, as if they were trying to suck you right through the seams. The scientists had a name for it: the “pharaoh effect.” The scientists had a name for everything, like “concrete quicksand” and “gravity howitzers” and “hutomic blast,” among others. Oh, those scientists were a real smart bunch, weren’t they? Johnny heard Brenda begin to sing, in an oddly disconnected, wispy voice:
“Go to sleep, little baby, when you wake I’ll give you some cake
It had happened almost two months ago. J.J. was four years old. Of course, things were crazy by then, and Johnny and Brenda had heard about the “pharaoh effect” on the TV news, but you never thought such a thing could ever happen in your own house. J.J. had gone to bed, like any other night, and sometime before morning all the air had been sucked out of his room. Just like that. All gone. Air was the room’s enemy; the walls hated oxygen, and sucked it all into that unknown dimension before it could collect. They both had been too shocked to bury J.J., and it was Johnny who’d realized that J.J.‘s body was rapidly mummifying in the airless heat. So they let the body stay in that room, though they could never bring J.J. out because the corpse would surely fall apart after a few hours of exposure to oxygen.
Johnny felt the air swirling past him, being drawn into
JJ.‘s room. “Brenda?” he called. “You’d better come on out now.”
Brenda’s singing died. He heard her sob quietly. The air was beginning to whistle around the crowbar, a dangerous sound. Inside the room, Brenda’s hair danced and her clothes were plucked by invisible fingers. A storm of air whirled around her, being drawn into the walls. She was transfixed by the sight of J.J.‘s white baby teeth in his brown, wrinkled face: the face of an Egyptian prince. “Brenda!” Johnny’s voice was firm now. “Come on!”
She drew the sheet back up to J.J.‘s chin; the sheet crackled like a dead leaf. Then she smoothed his dried-out hair and backed toward the door with insane winds battering at her body.
They both had to strain to dislodge the crowbar. As soon as it came loose, Johnny grasped the door’s edge to keep it from slamming shut. He held it, his strength in jeopardy, as Brenda squeezed through. Then he let the door go. It slammed with a force that shook the house. Along the door’s edge was a quick whoooosh as it was sealed tight. Then silence.
Brenda stood in the dim light, her shoulders bowed. Johnny lifted the oxygen tank and backpack off her, then took the mask from her face. He checked the oxygen gauge; have to fill it up again pretty soon. He hung the equipment back on its hook. There was a shrill little steampipe whistle of air being drawn through the crack at the bottom of the door, and Johnny pressed a towel into it. The whistle ceased.
Brenda’s back straightened. “J.J. says he’s fine,” she told him. She was smiling again, and her eyes glinted with a false, horrible happiness. “He says he doesn’t want to go to Ray’s tonight. But he doesn’t mind that we go. Not one little bit.”
“That’s good,” Johnny said, and he walked to the front room. When he glanced at his wife, he saw Brenda still standing before the door to the room that ate oxygen. “Want to watch some TV?” he asked her.
“TV. Oh. Yes. Let’s watch some TV.” She turned away from the door and came back to him.
Brenda sat down on the den’s sofa, and Johnny turned on the Sony. Most of the channels showed static, but a few of them still worked: on them you could see the negative images of old shows like “Hawaiian Eye,” “My Mother the Car,” “Checkmate,” and “Amos Burke, Secret Agent.” The networks had gone off the air a month or so ago, and Johnny figured these shows were just bouncing around in space, maybe hurled to Earth out of the unknown dimension. Their eyes were used to the negative images by now. It beat listening to the radio, because on the only station they could get, Beatles songs were played backward at half-speed, over and over again.
Between “Checkmate” and a commercial for Brylcreem Hair Dressing--“A Little Dab’ll Do Ya!”--Brenda began to cry. Johnny put his arm around her, and she leaned her head against his shoulder. He smelled J.J. on her: the odor of dry corn husks, burning in the midsummer heat. Except it was almost Christmastime, ho ho ho.
Something passed by,
Johnny thought. That’s what the scientists had said, almost six months ago.
Something passed by.
That was the headline in the newspapers, and on the cover of every magazine that used to be sold over at Sarrantonio’s newsstand on Gresham Street. And what it was that passed by, the scientists didn’t know. They took some guesses, though: magnetic storm, black hole, time warp, gas cloud, a comet of some material that kinked the very fabric of physics. A scientist up in Oregon said he thought the universe had just stopped expanding and was now crushing inward on itself. Somebody else said he believed the cosmos was dying of old age. Galactic cancer. A tumor in the brain of Creation. Cosmic AIDS. Whatever. The fact was that things were not what they’d been six months ago, and nobody was saying it was going to get better. Or that six months from now there’d be an Earth, or a universe where it used to hang.
Something passed by.
Three words. A death sentence.
On this asylum planet called Earth, the molecules of matter had warped. Water had a disturbing tendency to explode like nitroglycerine, which had rearranged the intestines of a few hundred thousand people before the scientists figured it out. Gasoline, on the contrary, was now safe to drink, as well as engine oil, furniture polish, hydrochloric acid, and rat poison. Concrete melted into pools of quicksand, the clouds rained stones, and… well, there were other things too terrible to contemplate, like the day Johnny had been with Marty Chesley and Bo Duggan, finishing off a few bottles at one of the bars on Monteleone Street. Bo had complained of a headache, and the next minute his brains had spewed out of his ears like gray soup.
Something passed by.
And because of that, anything could happen.
We made somebody mad, Johnny thought; he watched the negative images of Doug McClure and Sebastian Cabot. We screwed it up, somehow. Walked where we shouldn’t have. Done what we didn’t need to do. We picked a fruit off a tree we had no business picking, and…
God help us, he thought. Brenda made a small sobbing sound.
Sometime later, red-bellied clouds came in from the prairie, their shadows sliding over the straight and empty highways. There was no thunder or lightning, just a slow, thick drizzle. The windows of the James house streamed crimson, and blood ran in the gutters. Pieces of raw flesh and entrails thunked down onto the roofs, fell onto the streets, lay steaming in the heat-scorched yards. A blizzard of flies followed the clouds, and buzzards followed the flies.
“Read ‘em and weep, gents,” Gordon said, showing his royal flush. He swept the pot of dimes and quarters toward him, and the other men at the round table moaned and muttered. “Like I say, I’m a lucky dude.”
“Too lucky.” Howard Caraes slapped his cards down--a measly aces and fours--and reached for the pitcher. He poured himself a glassful of high-octane.
“So I was sayin‘ to Danny,” Ray Barnett went on, speaking to the group as he waited for Gordon to shuffle and deal. “What’s the use of leavin’ town? I mean, it’s not like there’s gonna be anyplace different, right? Everything’s screwed up.” He pushed a plug of chewing tobacco into his mouth and offered the pack to Johnny.
Johnny shook his head. Nick Gleason said, “I heard there’s a place in South America that’s normal. A place in Brazil. The water’s still all right.”
“Aw, that’s bullshit.” Ike McCord picked up his newly dealt cards and examined them, keeping a true poker face on his hard, flinty features. “The whole damn Amazon River blew up. Bastard’s still on fire. That’s what I heard, before the networks went off. It was on CBS.” He rearranged a couple of cards. “Nowhere’s any different from here. The whole world’s the same.”
“You don’t know everything!” Nick shot back. A little red had begun to glow in his fat cheeks. “I’ll bet there’s someplace where things are normal! Maybe at the north pole or somewhere like that!”
“The north pole!” Ray laughed. “Who the hell wants to live at the damned north pole?”
“I could live there,” Nick went on. “Me and Terri could. Get us some tents and warm clothes, we’d be all right.”
“I don’t think Terri would want to wake up with an icicle on her nose,” Johnny said, looking at a hand full of nothing.
Gordon laughed. “Yeah! It’d be ol‘ Nick who’d have an icicle hangin’ off somethin‘, and it wouldn’t be his nose!” The other men chortled, but Nick remained silent, his cheeks reddening; he stared fixedly at his cards, which were just as bad as Johnny’s.
There was a peal of high, false, forced laughter from the front room, where Brenda sat with Terri Gleason, Jane McCord and her two kids, Rhonda Carnes and their fifteen-year-old daughter, Kathy, who lay on the floor listening to Bon Jovi tapes on her Walkman. Elderly Mrs. McCord, Ike’s mother, was needle-pointing, her glasses perched on the end of her nose and her wrinkled fingers diligent.
“So Danny says he and Paula want to go west,” Ray said. “I’ll open for a quarter.” He tossed it into the pot. “Danny says he’s never seen San Francisco, so that’s where they want to go.”
“I wouldn’t go west if you paid me.” Howard threw a quarter in. “I’d get on a boat and go to an island. Like Tahiti. One of those places where women dance with their stomachs.”
“Yeah, I could see Rhonda in a grass skirt! I’ll raise you a quarter, gents.” Gordon put his money into the pot. “Couldn’t you guys see Howard drinkin‘ out of a damn coconut? Man, he’d make a monkey look like a prince char--”
From the distance came a hollow boom that echoed over town and cut Gordon’s jaunty voice off. The talking and forced laughter ceased in the front room. Mrs. McCord missed a stitch, and Kathy Carnes sat up and took the Walkman earphones off.
There was another boom, closer this time. The house’s floor trembled. The men sat staring desperately at their cards. A third blast, further away. Then silence, in which hearts pounded and Gordon’s new Rolex ticked off the seconds.
“It’s over,” old Mrs. McCord announced. She was back in her rhythm again. “Wasn’t even close.”
“I wouldn’t go west if you paid me,” Howard repeated. His voice trembled. “Gimme three cards.”
“Three cards it is.” Gordon gave everybody what they needed, then said, “One card for the dealer.” His hands were shaking.
Johnny glanced out the window. Far away, over the rotting cornfields, there was a flash of jagged red. The percussion came within seconds: a muffled, powerful boom.
“I’m bumpin‘ everybody fifty cents,” Gordon announced. “Come on, come on! Let’s play cards!”
Ike McCord folded. Johnny had nothing, so he folded too. “Turn ‘em over!” Gordon said. Howard grinned and showed his kings and jacks. He started to rake in the pot, but
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Gordon said, “Hold on, Howie,” as he turned over his hand and showed his four tens and a deuce. “Sorry, gents. Read ‘em and weep.” He pulled the coins toward himself.
Howard’s face had gone chalky. Another blast echoed through the night. The floor trembled. Howard said, “You’re cheatin‘, you sonofabitch.”
Gordon stared at him, his mouth open. Sweat glistened on his face.
“Hold on, now, Howard,” Ike said. “You don’t want to say things like--”
“You must be helpin‘ him, damn it!” Howard’s voice was louder, more strident, and it stopped the voices of the women. “Hell, it’s plain as day he’s cheatin’! Ain’t nobody’s luck can be as good as his!”
“I’m not a cheater.” Gordon stood up; his chair fell over backward. “I won’t take that kind of talk from any man.”
“Come on, everybody!” Johnny said. “Let’s settle down and--”
“I’m not a cheater!” Gordon shouted. “I play ‘em honest!” A blast made the walls moan, and a red glow jumped at the window.
“You always win the big pots!” Howard stood up, trembling. “How come you always win the big pots, Gordon?”
Rhonda Carnes, Jane McCord, and Brenda were peering into the room, eyes wide and fearful. “Hush up in there!” old Mrs. McCord hollered. “Shut your traps, children!”
“Nobody calls me a cheater, damn you!” Gordon flinched as a blast pounded the earth. He stared at Howard, his fists clenched. “I deal ‘em honest and I play ’em honest, and by God, I ought to…” He reached out, his hand grasping for Howard’s shirt collar.
Before his hand could get there, Gordon Mayfield burst into flame.
“Jesus!” Ray shrieked, leaping back. The table upset, and cards and coins flew through the air. Jane McCord screamed, and so did her husband. Johnny staggered backward, tripped, and fell against the wall. Gordon’s flesh was aflame from bald skull to the bottom of his feet, and as his plaid shirt caught fire, Gordon thrashed and writhed. Two burning deuces spun from the inside of his shirt and snapped at Howard’s face. Gordon was screaming for help, the flesh running off him as incandescent heat built inside his body. He tore at his skin, trying to put out the fire that would not be extinguished.
“Help him!” Brenda shouted. “Somebody help him!” But Gordon staggered back against the wall, scorching it. The ceiling above his head was charred and smoking. His Rolex exploded with a small pop.
Johnny was on his knees in the protection of the overturned table, and as he rose he felt Gordon’s heat pucker his own face. Gordon was flailing, a mass of yellow flames, and Johnny leapt up and grasped Brenda’s hand, pulling her with him toward the front door. “Get out!” he yelled. “Everybody get out!”
Johnny didn’t wait for them; he pulled Brenda out the door, and they ran through the night, south on Silva Street. He looked back, saw a few more figures fleeing the house, but he couldn’t tell who they were. And then there was a white flare that dazzled his eyes and Ray Barnett’s house exploded, timbers and roof tiles flying through the sultry air. The shock wave knocked Brenda and Johnny to the pavement; she was screaming, and Johnny clasped his hand over her mouth because he knew that if he started to scream it was all over for him. Fragments of the house rained down around them, along with burning clumps of human flesh. Johnny and Brenda got up and ran, their knees bleeding.
They ran through the center of town, along the straight thoroughfare of Straub Street, past the Spector Theatre and the Skipp Religious Bookstore. Other shouts and screams echoed through the night, and red lightning danced in the cornfields. Johnny had no thought but to get them home, and hope that the earth wouldn’t suck them under before they got there.
They fled past the cemetery on McDowell Hill, and there was a crash and boom that dropped Johnny and Brenda to their knees again. Red lightning arced overhead, a sickly-sweet smell in the air. When Johnny looked at the cemetery again, he saw there was no longer a hill; the entire rise had been mashed flat, as if by a tremendous crushing fist. And then, three seconds later, broken tombstones and bits of coffins slammed down on the plain where a hill had sUx>d for two hundred years.
Gravity howitzer,
Johnny thought; he hauled Brenda to her feet, and they staggered on across Olson Lane and past the broken remnants of the Baptist church at the intersection of Daniels and Saul streets.
A brick house on Wright Street was crushed to the ground as they fled past it, slammed into the boiling dust by the invisible power of gravity gone mad. Johnny gripped Brenda’s hand and pulled her on, through the deserted streets. Gravity howitzers boomed all across town, from Schow Street on the west to Barker Promenade on the east. The red lightning cracked overhead, snapping through the air like cat-o‘-nine-tails. And then Johnny and Brenda staggered onto Streiber Circle, right at the edge of town, where you had a full view of the fields and the stars, and kids used to watch, wishfully, for UFOs.
There would be no UFOs tonight, and no deliverance from the Earth. Gravity howitzers smashed into the fields, making the stars shimmer. The ground shook, and in the glare of the red lightning Johnny and Brenda could see the effect of the gravity howitzers, the cornstalks mashed flat to the ground in circles twelve or fifteen feet around. The fist of God, Johnny thought. Another house was smashed to rubble on the street behind them; there was no pattern or reason for the gravity howitzers, but Johnny had seen what was left of Stan Haines after the man was hit by one on a sunny Sunday afternoon. Stan had been a mass of bloody tissue jammed into his crumpled shoes, like a dripping mushroom.
The howitzers marched back and forth across the fields. Two or three more houses were hit, over on the north edge of town. And then, quite abruptly, it was all over. There was the noise of people shouting and dogs barking; the sounds seemed to combine, until you couldn’t tell one from the other.
Johnny and Brenda sat on the curb gripping hands and trembling. The long night went on.
The sun turned violet. Even at midday the sun was a purple ball in a white, featureless sky. The air was always hot, but the sun itself no longer seemed warm. The first of a new year passed, and burning winter drifted toward springtime.
Johnny noticed them in Brenda’s hands first. Brown freckles. Age spots, he realized they were. Her skin was changing. It was becoming leathery, and deep wrinkles began to line her face. At twenty-seven years of age, her hair began to go gray.
And sometime later, as he was shaving with gasoline, he noticed his own face: the lines around his eyes were going away. His face was softening. And his clothes: his clothes just didn’t fit right anymore. They were getting baggy, his shirts beginning to swallow him up.
Of course Brenda noticed it too. How could she not, though she tried her best to deny it. Her bones ached. Her spine was starting to bow over, Her fingers hurt, and the worst was when she lost control of her hands and dropped J.J. and a piece of him cracked off like brittle clay. One day in March it became clear to her, when she looked in the mirror and saw the wrinkled, age-freckled face of an old woman staring back. And then she looked at Johnny and saw a nineteen-year-old boy where a thirty-year-old man used to be.
They sat on the porch together, Johnny fidgety and nervous, as young folks are when they’re around the gray-haired elderly. Brenda was stopped and silent, staring straight ahead with watery, faded blue eyes.
“We’re goin‘ in different directions,” Johnny said in a voice that was getting higher-pitched by the day. “I don’t know what happened, or why. But… it just did.” He reached out, took one of her wrinkled hands. Her bones felt fragile, birdlike. “I love you,” he said.
She smiled. “I love you,” she answered in her old woman’s quaver.
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They sat for a while in the purple glare. And then Johnny went down to the street and pitched stones at the side of Gordon Mayfield’s empty house while Brenda nodded and slept.
Something passed by, she thought in her cage of dreams. She remembered her wedding day, and she oozed a dribble of saliva as she smiled.
Something passed by.
What had it been, and where had it gone?
Johnny made friends with a dog, but Brenda wouldn’t let him keep it in the house. Johnny promised he’d clean up after it, and feed it, and all the other stuff you were supposed to do. Brenda said certainly not, that she wouldn’t have it shedding all over her furniture. Johnny cried some, but he got over it. He found a baseball and bat in an empty house, and he spent most of his time swatting the ball up and down the street. Brenda tried to take up needlepoint, but her fingers just weren’t up to it.
These are the final days, she thought as she sat on the porch and watched his small body as he chased the ball. She kept her Bible in her lap, and read it constantly, though her eyes burned and watered. The final days were here at last, and no man could stop the passage of their hours.
The day came when Johnny couldn’t crawl into her lap, and it hurt her shoulders to lift him, but she wanted him nestled against her. Johnny played with his fingers, and Brenda told him about paradise and the world yet to be. Johnny asked her what kind of toys they had there, and Brenda smiled a toothless grin and stroked his hair.
Something passed by, and Brenda knew what it was: time. Old clocks ticking down. Old planets slowing in their orbits. Old hearts laboring. The huge machine was winding to a finish now, and who could say that was a bad thing?
She held him in her arms as she rocked slowly on the front porch. She sang to him, an old, sweet song:
“Go to sleep, little baby, when you wake
She stopped, and squinted at the fields.
A huge wave of iridescent green and violet was undulating across the earth. It came on silently, almost… yes, Brenda decided. It came on with a lovely grace. The wave rolled slowly across the fields, and in its wake it left a gray blankness, like the wiping clean of a schoolboy’s slate. It would soon reach the town, their street, their house, their front porch. And then she and her beautiful child would know the puzzle’s answer.
It came on, with relentless power.
She had time to finish her song: “…
I’ll give you some cake and you can ride the pretty little poneeee.“
The wave reached them. It sang of distant shores. The infant in her arms looked up at her, eyes glowing, and the old woman smiled at him and stood up to meet the mystery.
His cowboy boots clocked on the wet pavement, where streams of neon oozed like the rivers of hell.
A fog had drifted over San Francisco, blanking out the stars. With it had come a stinging drizzle, and diamonds of Pacific rain glittered in the man’s sandy-blond crew-cut hair. He walked along Broadway, east into the heart of the tawdry Tenderloin, brushing past grinning Japanese businessmen, hayseed gawkers, and tourists with a taste for the wild life.
Here it was to be tasted. The neon signs and gaudy flashing lights stood like the gates into another world, announcing the wares that lay within the dark domains. The man in the cowboy boots stopped, a gust of wind riffling the knee-length brown canvas coat he wore. His dark brown, hollow-socketed eyes scanned the signs:
Girls and Boys Live Onstage! Dominant Females in Black Leather! Sorority Girls in Heat! All Sizes, All Flavors!
At the outer corners of his eyes were three small crimson teardrops, tattooed on the smooth pale flesh as if he were weeping drops of blood.
He went on, past the open doors that bellowed loud rock drumbeats and snared knots of gaping Japanese. His thumbs hooked in the ornate silver buckle of his belt, and his pace began to slow.
Just past the
All Nude! All Crude Honeys!
parlor was the sign he’d been seeking. It announced
Porno Queens Want to Meet Ya and had glossy pictures of attractive though heavily made-up young women covering the front window. Captions identified some of them, names like Tasha Knotty, Kitt Cattin, Easee Breeze, and Paula Bunyan. The man, who was of indeterminate age, possibly in his late twenties, regarded the photographs for a moment. Then he looked down at the sill, where dead flies lay and one was still feebly kicking.
This must be the place.
He strode through a red door into a corridor where a burly Chicano man sat reading a
Slash Maraud comic book behind a caged-in ticket booth. “Ten bucks,” the Chicano said in a bored voice. He didn’t put aside the comic. “You want to meet anybody special?”
“Yes,” the cowboy said in a toneless, whispery voice. “Easee Breeze.”
The sound--like the hiss of a snake--made the Chicano look up. He stared at the tattooed teardrops.
“You see somethin‘ you don’t like, amigo?”
“No. No, man.” The Chicano shook his head and sat up a little straighter. The crew-cut guy was lean, about six-two or six-three, and he looked like a dude you didn’t want to mess with. “Yeah, Easee’s in here, man. You want to party?”
“Maybe. Easee was in a movie called
Super Slick, wasn’t she?“
“She’s been in a lot of flicks, man. She’s a star!”
“I know that. I saw her in
Super Slick.“
He glanced toward another red door further along the corridor. From beyond it was a bass-heavy boom. “I want to meet her.”
“You go in there and sit down, man. Enjoy the show. If Easee’s onstage, you ring her number. If she’s not, she’ll be up in a few minutes. Ten bucks. Okay?” He tentatively tapped the countertop.
The cowboy took a wallet from the inside of his duster, opened it, brought out a ten-dollar bill, and slid it through the bars. A light sheen of sweat had begun to glisten on his bony face.
“Tippin’s extra, man,” the Chicano said. “Easee ain’t cheap.”
“Neither am I.” The cowboy smiled faintly, but it was a cold smile. Then he strode on toward the door, and the Chicano hit a switch that unlocked it. The cowboy went through, and the door locked again as it swung shut.
Speakers in the red-velvet-covered walls emitted a steady drumbeat. Three rows of tattered theater seats, where four other men sat in a smoky gloom, faced a large plate-glass window. Behind the glass gyrated three nude women, each with a numbered card hanging between her breasts. Easee Breeze was not among the dancers, and the cowboy took a seat on the back row and propped his boots up to wait.
After another moment one of the other men pressed a little button on the armrest of his chair. There were five alarm-bell rings, and the thin redhead with the numeral 5 on her card put on a false smile that looked like a death’s-head grimace and came out through a barred door to meet her date. The redhead led the grinning, beer-bellied tourist through another doorway at the other side of the room.
“Hope ya’ll have fun!” the cowboy shouted just before the door closed.
The dancing started again. Two more men--kids, really, probably college students--entered the room and took their seats, giggling and whispering nervously. The cowboy paid them no attention; he just sat back, watched the bouncing boobs, and waited.
A couple more girls reemerged from the back room and started listlessly dancing. Neither of them was the one the cowboy sought. The pounding rhythm, the red walls, the dim light, made him sleepy, as if he were sitting in a huge womb. But after four minutes or so he slid his boots off the seat back and leaned forward, smiling with renewed interest.
A slender, pretty blond had joined the dancers, and was grinding energetically. Around her neck was a card with the numeral on it. He started to press his button--but before he could, two rings came over the speakers. The cowboy looked around, startled, and saw one of the college kids sheepishly getting to his feet.
At once the cowboy was up, and he strode to the kid before Easee Breeze came out from behind the window. He clamped his hand firmly on the kid’s shoulder. “Easee’s my date, dude. Sit yourself down.”
The blood drained out of the kid’s face. He sat down fast, and the cowboy turned his best smile on Easee Breeze.
She didn’t touch him, but she gave him a wary smile and motioned him to follow. They went through the door, into a narrow red-lit corridor lined with cubicles. Moans and moist sucking noises came from behind some of the closed doors. A huge bald-headed man came along the corridor, jingling a ring of keys. “Twelve and thirteen,” the man said, tapping the doors.
“Listen,” Easee said, turning to the cowboy. She had produced a little tube of lip balm from somewhere, and she dabbed a bit on her index finger and swabbed her lips. “I’m kinda tired, okay? Like my jaws are really cramping bad.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Easee,” the cowboy said sympathetically.
Her eyes were pale blue, and they shone glassily. She had a cocaine stare, the painted eyes of a Kewpie doll. Easee’s lips were very red, and she kept working the balm in. “I’ll give you half-rate for half time. Fifty dollars for three minutes. Okay?”
“Three minutes will be plenty long enough,” the cowboy answered, and paid the bald-headed guy with two twenties and two fives.
“Good. I’m just about pooped. What’s your name?”
He glanced quickly at the bald-headed dude, who had returned along the aisle to his seat at the alley door. On that door was a sign reading this way out. “Travis,” he said. “Like that guy at the Alamo.”
“The Alamo what?” Easee asked. He didn’t respond. “I like your tattoos,” she said. “They’re funky.”
“Yeah, aren’t they.”
She motioned him into cubicle twelve, and she closed his door and then entered the next cubicle.
Between them was a thin piece of wallboard with a hole cut through it at crotch level. “Want me to get you up?” she asked. On her side was a little plastic trashcan, a chair, a stopwatch on a chain, and a box of Kleenex. She started the watch ticking.
“No. I’m ready.” The cowboy had dropped his pants, and he pushed through the hole.
Easee sat down in the chair and began, examining her chipped fingernail polish as she worked. “You ever see any of my movies, Travis?” she asked him between licks.
“I saw
Super Slick.
You were real good in it.“
“Thank you.” Silence, while Easee labored. “What was your favorite part?”
“When you went down on three guys. That was hot.”
“Yeah, I liked that too. Travis, do you like what I’m doing now?”
“Sure.” He smiled, his cheek pressed against the wallboard. “Keep it up.”
She glanced at the stopwatch. God, time crawled in this dump! Well, this was a temporary thing anyway. She was on her way back to L.A. on Friday. Her agent had a three-day film job lined up for her, and then she was flying to Hawaii to meet a rich Arab. Those Arab guys smelled a little bit, but they loved porno because they couldn’t get it in Arabia. Anyway, the Arabs always had a lot of money to throw around, and she’d even known two actresses who’d married sheiks and gone to live over there. Easee figured that was the life, lying around in a country that was just like a big Malibu Beach, doing your thing for some Arab and living in a castle. It could happen to her. Anything was possible.
“Bite it,” Travis requested. “Harder. Come on, Easee. Harder.”
She worked, staring at the stopwatch.
“I’m a big fan of yours, Easee,” Travis said. “I saw you in
Hustler last month. Harder. That ain’t bitin‘!
I saw you in
Hustler.
That was a real good layout. Man, I’d like to have me a job takin‘ them pictures. I sure would.“
She grunted. The second hand crept.
“I saw you at the Triple-X in L.A.,” he told her. “When you signed autographs. You signed my book.”
Something was wrong with the stopwatch, she thought. She felt him tremble, and pulled out a Kleenex.
“I love you, Easee,” Travis said. “Wait a minute. Hold on.” He scraped back through the hole. “I love you,” he repeated. “Hear me?”
“Sure,” she said. And put her mouth to the hole. “Come on, Travis. Let’s finish our party.”
“We will. Just hold on.” He removed the Colt .45 pistol from his silver-buckled gunbelt. It was intricately filigreed and had a mother-of-pearl handle. On the belt were loops holding at least thirty bullets. “I dream about you all the time. Hot dreams.”
“Come on, baby. Travis?” She heard a metallic click.
What the hell was the freak doing? “Come on, man!”
“Open wide,” he said, and he shoved the Colt’s barrel through the hole. “I loved Cheri Dane too,” he told her, and heard her gag.
He pulled the trigger.
The gunshot boomed hollowly, and the Colt bucked in his hand.
He heard her body thump off the chair. When he pulled the gun back in, its barrel was red and dripping.
Then, quickly, Travis zipped his fly and kicked the cubicle’s door open.
It banged out and tore off its flimsy hinges. The baldheaded dude was on his feet, a fleshy mountain of shock. One of the other cubicles opened; an Oriental girl peered out, saw the Colt, screamed shrilly, and slammed the door shut. A man looked out from another door, his jowly face contorted with horror.
Travis shot him. The bullet hit the man’s collarbone and knocked him off his feet. The whole cubicle collapsed, cheap walls folding in like cardboard. And then Travis, his eyes shining and glazed, began to stride toward the alley door, and as he walked he fired randomly through the cubicle doors. The shots boomed in the narrow space, sending bits of wallboard flying. The place was a bedlam of screams and calls for God. The bald-headed man was reaching into his pocket, and his hand came out with a switchblade.
“No,” Travis said calmly, and shot him through the throat. The dude strangled and fell back, the knife clattering to the linoleum. Travis brushed the bleeding bulk aside, but as he started to open the door a hand caught him by the hair and jerked his head back.
“You bastard!” the man gasped, eyes holes of rage and terror. “I’ll kill you, you lousy bas--”
Travis’s fingers moved on a hidden switch at the Colt’s handle. Four inches of serrated blue steel slid out from the mother-of-pearl, and Travis plunged the blade into the man’s fleshy cheek and tore brutally across it and out the mouth.
The man screamed, grasped his ripped face, and thunked to his knees.
Travis darted through the doorway and into the alley. The smell of blood and gunsmoke was up his nostrils, charging through his bones and nerves like a primal drug. He wiped the blade off on a discarded Burger King bag, triggered the switch again, and the knife slid back to its hidden sheath. Then he spun the pistol around his finger and returned it to the holster with a gunfighter’s grace.
He began to run, buttoning his coat as the wind whipped its folds around him. His face was pale and sweating, but his eyes were lazy and sated.
He ran on, away from the screams. The night and fog took him.
Blue World
Jesus wept.
A timeless reaction, the slimly built blond man mused as he read today’s study in the philosophical textbook. Jesus wept almost two thousand years ago, and would certainly shed tears today. But tears alone would change nothing, the man knew. If Jesus had wept at the immensity of spiritual poverty in the world, thrown up his hands and given up humanity as a lost cause, then the world and mankind would have truly been consumed by darkness. No, it was one thing to cry, but there had to be courage too.
He finished the passage he was reading, closed the textbook, and put it aside. The strong afternoon sunlight slanted through the window blinds and painted the beige wall where a crucifix and figure of Christ were mounted. A bookcase was filled with scholarly works on such subjects as redemption, the logic of religion, Catholicism and the third world, and temptation. Next to the bookcase was a portable TV hooked up to a VCR, and a collection of tapes, among them the titles
Victory over Sin, The Challenge of Urban Priesthood, and
The Road Warrior.
He rose from his chair and returned the textbook to its exact place in the bookcase. He checked his wristwatch: twelve minutes before three. At three he was on duty in the confessional. But he had time yet. He walked into the small kitchen, poured himself a cup of cold black coffee from the pot he’d made this morning, and took it back to the den with him. On the fireplace’s mantel, a clock ticked politely. In the den’s corner was the man’s ten-speed bicycle, its front tire mounted on a little set of ratchets and gears so he could do his stationary riding. He went to the window and opened the blinds, staring down onto Vallejo Street as the sunlight washed into his face.
He had the soft features of a choirboy, his eyes gentle and dark blue, his thinning blond hair brushed back from his high forehead and allowed to grow a little long in back. He was thirty-three years old, but he might have passed for five years younger. Small lines were beginning to creep from the corners of his eyes, and deeper lines bracketed his mouth. He had a long, aristocratic nose and a strong square chin, and he stood at just under six-feet-one. His skin was pale, because he didn’t get out much, but his strict regimen of bike riding and jogging on a treadmill kept his weight at one hundred and seventy pounds. He was a man of discipline and organization, and he knew deep in his heart that he would have trouble living in the outside world, with its dissonance and disorders and riotous confusion. He was born for the meditative life of a priest, with its rituals and cerebral passions. He had been a priest for more than twelve years, and before that a student of priestly disciplines.
Over a squatty gray building he could see a large red X, a symbol on a building on Broadway. He could also see part of another sign:
Girls and Boys.
Monsignor McDowell, at their conference this morning, had told him there was a shooting in one of the flesh parlors last night, but the details were unknown. The young priest had never walked down that street, a block away from the Cathedral of St. Francis, and thinking about its dens of lust and corruption made his stomach churn.
Well, everyone in the world had free choice as to what to do with his life. That was part of the majestic beauty of God’s creation. But the young priest wondered often why God allowed such carnality and sin to survive. Surely mankind would be better served if all those places were leveled to the ground. He stared at the huge red X for a moment longer, then grunted, shook his head, and turned away.
He sipped at his coffee and regarded the half-finished jigsaw puzzle that lay on a table nearby. It was a picture of thousands of multicolored jelly beans, and he’d been working on it steadily for about two weeks. He saw where two more pieces fitted, and slipped them into their notches.
Then it was time to go. He went into the bathroom, brushed his teeth, and gargled with Scope. Then he put on his dark shirt and white collar over his undershirt, went to the closet and got his black suit jacket. At the top of the closet was a shelf holding a dozen jigsaw puzzles in their boxes, some with the shrinkwraps still unbroken. He kissed his rosary, said a quick prayer before the Cross, put a pack of Certs in his pocket, and went out his apartment door. On the breast pocket of his jacket was a little plastic tag that identified him as Father John Lancaster.
Outside his door, a carpeted corridor led him from the rectory to a staircase. He descended it, went through another door and into the administrative wing of the church, where his own office and the other offices were.
Father Darryl Stafford, a dark-haired man in his early forties, came out of his office to the water fountain and saw Lancaster. “Hi, John. Almost that time, huh?”
“Almost.” John checked his watch. Two minutes before three. “I’m running a little late.”
“You? Late? Never happen.” Stafford took off his glasses and wiped the lenses on a white handkerchief. “I’ve got the preliminary budget figures almost ready. If you want to go over them tomorrow, my schedule’s clear.”
“Fine. How about nine o’clock sharp?”
“Nine sharp it is.” Stafford returned the glasses to his face. He had large, owlish, intelligent eyes. “You heard about the commotion last night, I guess?”
“I heard about it. That’s all.” John took a couple of steps toward the next door, feeling the pull of the confessional.
But Father Stafford was starved for conversation. “I talked to Jack this morning.” Jack Clayton was a police officer who patrolled the area. “He says two people were killed and one wounded. A lunatic shot up one of those parlors and ran out the back door. He got away. Somebody described the guy pretty well, though, and Jack left the report with me. He wants us to keep a lookout for… Now get this.” He smiled with a hint of wickedness. “A man with red tears tattooed on his cheeks. Face cheeks, I mean.”
“It’s a relief to know I won’t have to be pulling anybody’s pants down,” John said, and then he grasped the door’s handle and hurried into the church as Stafford said, “You and me both, pal!”
The chimes began to ring, announcing confessional. John’s shoes clicked on the white marble at the front of the church, and he was aware of several people sitting in the pews, but he kept his head down, his face away from them. He entered the confessional booth, closed the door, and sat down on a bench covered with red velvet. Then he slid open the small grilled partition between his cubicle and the next, popped a Cert into his mouth, and waited for the chimes to cease. He took his wristwatch off and placed it on a little shelf where he could see it. Confessional was over at four-thirty, and at five-thirty he had a dinner appointment with the mayor’s council on the homeless problem in the area.
As the chimes echoed away, the first person entered the cubicle and knelt down. A bearded mouth pressed toward the grille, and a man’s Hispanic-accented voice said, “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.”
It was the beginning of the ritual, and John listened. The man was an alcoholic, and had stolen money from his wife to buy liquor, then beaten her when she complained. John nodded, said occasionally, “Yes, go on,” but his gaze kept straying to the wristwatch. The man left, armed with his Hail Marys, and the next person--an elderly woman-- entered.
“Yes, go on,” John told her, as her rubbery red lips moved on the other side of the grille.
When the woman left, John put another Cert into his mouth. The next person--a man with a terrible wheeze in his lungs--left body odor behind him. There was a pause of about ten or twelve minutes before the next person, also a man, entered, and in that time John wondered if he was going to be able to pick up his other suit from the cleaners before five-thirty. Then he brought his mind back on track and tried to concentrate on a rambling tale of infidelities and misspent passions. But John wanted to listen; he honestly did. It was just that the seat was hard and the red velvet was thin, the confessional’s walls were starting to close around him, and he was aware of his stomach rumbling from the cold coffee. After a while the ritual became just that--a ritual. John would say, “Yes, go on,” and the confessor would continue with a list of sins and miseries that became terribly, sadly commonplace. He felt freighted with human ills, contaminated by the knowledge of good and evil. It was if Sin and the Devil reigned full sway over the world, and even the walls of the church creaked and showed hairline cracks against such hideous pressure. But John clasped his hands together, sucked on a Cert, and said, “Yes, go on.”
The man said, “Father, I’m through,” and sighed as if the telling had shrunk fifty pounds off him.
“Go with the grace of Christ,” John told him, and the sinner left.
More came and went. The watch showed four-sixteen. John waited, thinking about his report to be given to the mayor’s council tonight. He needed to look over it again, to make sure he hadn’t made any errors in the figures. Another two minutes crept past, and no one else came in. John shifted uncomfortably on the bench. Surely somebody could invent a more comfortable way to--
The cubicle’s door opened. Someone entered and knelt down.
John smelled a musky, cinnamony perfume. It was a welcome aroma, clearing away the last traces of body odor the third confessor had brought in. John took a deep breath of the perfume. He’d never smelled anything quite like it.
“Anybody in there?” a young woman’s voice asked. A long, red-polished fingernail tapped the grille.
“Yes, go on,” John said.
There was a pause. “Go on?
Shit, I haven’t started yet.“
“Please don’t curse,” John said sternly.
“So who’s cursin‘?” The woman hesitated again. Then: “Debbie, you’re one stupid jerk to think this would do a damn bit of good!”
She was talking to herself. He let that curse word slip past, because Darryl used it all the time and even the monsignor was prone to it. “It might do some good,” John said. “If you’re sincere.”
“Oh, sincere!” She laughed softly. She had a smoky voice with a strange accent. “Father, sincere’s my middle name!”
“I’m listening,” John told her.
“Yeah, but is
God listenin‘?“ she asked pointedly.
“I believe He is.”
“Good for you.”
John waited. The young woman didn’t say anything else for a moment. Gathering her thoughts? John wondered. She certainly sounded bitter, torn up internally, in need of confession. Her accent, he’d figured out, was Southern: Deep South, maybe Georgia, Alabama, or Louisiana. Whoever she was, she was a long way from home.
“I don’t have anything to confess,” she said suddenly. “I’m okay. It’s just… well…” She trailed off. “This is harder’n I thought it was gonna be.”
“Take your time,” he advised, but as he said it he glanced at the watch.
There was a longer pause. Then: “A friend of mine is dead.”
John didn’t reply, urging her to continue by his silence.
“She got killed. I told her not to work that scuzzbox. I
told her not to! Janey never listened to a damn thing anybody ever told her! Hell, you tell her not to do it and that just makes her want to even worse!“ She laughed harshly. ”Listen to me, babblin‘ on like I’m really talkin’
to somebody!“
“Go on,” John said quietly.
“Janey was somebody. Hell, she was a movie star! She did five flicks in two weeks, and I swear to God that’s got to be a record. We went to Acapulco together last year, and we met these two Mexican lifeguards. So Janey says, Debbie, let’s make us a Mexican double-decker sandwich and really get it on.”
John’s eyes had widened. The girl on the other side laughed, softly now, a laugh of remembrances. “Janey liked to live,” the girl said. “She wrote poetry. Most of it was crap, but some of it… some of it you could tell her was good and really mean it. Oh, Jesus…”
He heard something break inside her. Just that quick, the tough shell cracked. The girl began to sob--the heartcrushed sobbing of a lost child. He wanted to soothe her, reach through the grille between them and touch her, but of course that was forbidden. The girl caught back another soft sob. He heard her open her purse and fumble in it. There was the sound of a Kleenex being pulled out.
“Damn, my mascara’s all over the place,” she said. “I got it on this white cloth over here.”
“That’s all right.”
“Looks expensive. Man, you holy guys really know how to spend the bucks, don’t you?”
John heard her fighting against more tears. “I’m not such a holy guy,” he said.
“Sure you are. You’re plugged into God’s hotline, aren’t you? If you aren’t, then you’re in the wrong job.”
He didn’t respond. He had stopped looking at the wristwatch.
“Some freak killed my friend,” she went on quietly. “I called Janey’s folks. They live in Minnesota. You know what that sonofabitch told me? He says: We have no daughter. Then he hung up in my face. I even called before the rates went down, and that’s what he has to say!” She hesitated, battling a sob. Her voice had gotten full of grit and fire. “The county’s gonna bury her. That shit she had for an agent said she was just a lost investment. You ever hear anything to beat that?”
“No,” John said. “I never have.”
She blew her nose into the Kleenex and snuffled. “Shits,” she said. “Dirty, rotten shits.”
“When did your friend die? I can look into the funeral arrangements if you--”
“Janey hated the Catholics,” she interrupted. “No offense meant. She just thought you guys were screwin‘ everything up by not lettin’ people use birth control and all. So, thanks, but no thanks.” She snuffled again. “It happened last night, over on Broadway. Janey was workin‘. A freak shot her. That’s all I know.”
“Oh.” The realization hit him that Janey’s death was connected with the shooting at the porno parlor. And if Janey had been working over there, then this girl on the other side of the booth was probably involved in that business too. His heart had started beating a little harder, and her musky scent filled his nostrils. “I’ve never been over there,” he said.
“You ought to walk the strip sometime. It’ll give you an education.”
“I don’t believe I want that kind of knowledge.” He sat up a little straighter.
“Hell, you’re a man, aren’t you? And sex makes the world swing round.”
“Not my world.” He had the sensation of things getting out of control, of damp heat at the base of his spine.
“Everybody’s world,” she said. “Why does a priest hide his head in books all day, and take cold showers ten times a day? God made the world, right? He made sex too.”
“Miss…” he began, but he didn’t know what he was going to say. He just wanted to stop her. “That’ll be enough,” he managed.
She laughed again. “Can’t stand the heat, huh? I figured you guys were pretty close to the edge.”
Had it shown in his voice that quickly? he wondered. And shame hit him, hard and fast. He thought her perfume must be drugging him or something, because his brain gears were clogging up.
She leaned close to the grille. He could see her full, slightly parted red lips, the same color as her nails.
“Anybody ever asks you,” she whispered in that smoky, knowing voice, “you can tell them you met a real-live movie star. Debra Rocks. That’s me. I’ve got a movie showin‘ on the strip. Tell all your friends.” He watched as her tongue slid wetly along her lower lip, and he realized she was getting a real thrill out of baiting him. The realization angered him, but it started the clockwork mechanism that neither praying nor spiritual literature nor philosophical contemplation could halt. His groin began to throb.
She pulled her mouth away from the grille. “Sorry,” she said. Her voice had changed, gotten softer again. “It’s in my bones. Listen… all I’m askin‘ is that you… like… say a prayer or somethin’ for Janey. Okay?”
“Okay,” John answered. His voice sounded as if he’d been gargling with glass.
“I feel a lot better now,” Debra Rocks said, and then she got up and John heard the booth’s door open and close. Then the click of high heels on the marble floor. She was walking fast, in a hurry to go somewhere--or just in a hurry to get out of the church. The chimes began to ring, signaling the end of confession.
John had a sheen of sweat on his face, and his insides felt as hot as a blast furnace. She would be almost to the door by now, about to return to the street. The chimes rang on. He was not supposed to leave the confessional until they ended, at exactly four-thirty. But his hand reached for the latch, grasped it, and hung there. The pounding at his crotch was almost unbearable, a pain that he’d thought he’d forgotten.
He glanced at the watch. The seconds were moving too fast. The chimes went on.
John turned the handle and stepped out.
A slim girl with long black or dark brown hair, wearing a tight red dress, was just reaching for the door. It opened, letting in a glare of chilly sunlight, and then Debra Rocks was out the door and it closed behind her.
There were two more chimes. Then silence.
John took a deep breath, his heart hammering. He could still smell her perfume, and he thought it must be caught in his clothes. The palms of his hands were slick with cold sweat. He thought he might be about to faint, but surely he was made of stronger stuff than that. His black slacks had bulged at the crotch, and he knew he had to get to his bathroom shower and turn on that freezing water fast.
“God help me,” he whispered as he hurried out of the sanctuary.
Just when he least expected it, he would catch a hint of her fragrance. He was sitting in the Scaparelli Seafood Restaurant in North Beach, with Monsignor McDowell on his right and the mayor’s chief aide on his left, when he smelled it in the garlic-and-rosemary sauce. He was reading his report on the homeless figures and the soup kitchen’s budget when he caught it, and he quickly sniffed his fingers as if he were scratching his nose. Her scent was everywhere, yet nowhere.
And gradually it dawned on him that her aroma lingered in his mind.
A dark-haired woman wearing a red dress came in, and snagged his attention while the mayor’s aide was talking to him. John watched the woman, holding hands with a date or her husband, as she neared the table and passed it, and he heard her say something to the man in a voice that was nothing like Debra Rocks‘.
“See what I mean?” the aide, a somber-faced man named Vandervolk, asked him. John nodded yes, without really understanding the question.
“No, we do not see what you mean!” McDowell said quickly, his crusty, age-spotted face growing deep wrinkles as he scowled. “Either we get the matching funds, or we’ll have to shut down to half of what we’re doing now. That’s the bottom line.” He glared with his ice-blue eyes at John Lancaster.
The conversation went on, edging toward heat, and John’s attention drifted in and out. He sipped red wine and smelled her. He clasped his hands, and saw her lips behind the grille. He heard a woman laugh, and he looked around so fast McDowell said, “John, what the hell is wrong with you, boy?”
“Nothing. Sorry. I was thinking about something else.” When McDowell got mad, you better pay heed.
“Well, think about the business at hand!” the monsignor ordered, and continued his debate with Vandervolk and the other three men at the table.
John tried to. But it was a difficult task. He kept seeing swirls of red from the corners of his eyes, and then he was gone again. He had taken three cold showers--bang bang bang, one right after the other. Then he’d sat down and concentrated on his jigsaw puzzle, still dripping wet and shivering. He’d gotten four pieces mashed down into the wrong grooves before he gave it up. And then, as if in a sleepwalker’s daze, he’d found himself standing at the window, stark naked and broken out in goosebumps, staring at that red X in the sky.
I’ve got a movie showin‘ on the strip, she’d said.
“Isn’t it, Father Lancaster?”
John looked, alarmed, into the monsignor’s face.
“Isn’t it?” McDowell asked again, his eyes threatening rage.
“Yes, sir, it certainly is,” John answered, and McDowell smiled and nodded.
“We’ll tackle the porno problem at a later date,” Vandervolk said. “As both you gentlemen are well aware, the mayor is doing everything possible to clean that area up. But those people have got smart lawyers, and they slam the First Amendment in your face like a hot skillet.”
“Well, get better lawyers then!” McDowell thundered. “Pay ‘em more! Forgoing on twenty-five years I’ve had to sit on the edge of that filth and watch it grow like a cancer! You know, somebody went crazy over there last night and killed some people! Probably was teased to madness by some-- dare I say--whore with the morals of a packrat. When is the mayor going to get that filth out of my parish?”
John had lifted a fork of whitefish to his mouth. Now he paused and looked at McDowell. Looked at him long and hard, as the old monsignor continued to rage about the porno district. He thought he saw a callous face behind that age-spotted flesh that he’d never seen before. McDowell hit the table with his fist and made the silverware jump.
“She was a person,” John said.
McDowell’s mouth stopped. He stared at John. “What?”
John had spoken without thinking. He was trembling inside. He put the fork down, the whitefish uneaten. “She was… I mean, she must’ve been a person. The girl who was shot.”
“What do you know about it?” McDowell challenged.
Now was the moment to tell him about Debra Rocks. Here it was. But John reached for his glass of wine, and the moment slid forever past.
“I say load ‘em all up on a garbage barge and send them to sea!” McDowell stormed on. “Maybe you can get a good fishing reef in the bargain.”
John felt a little sick. It was the wine, he thought. Debra Rocks’ scent welled out of it. Someone opened a red menu two tables away. John thought he was sweating under his clothes, and his collar seemed too tight, starched way too stiff. It was rubbing blisters on the back of his neck. And then, terrifyingly fast, the image of Debra Rocks, faceless, and a second faceless girl on the beach with two Mexican lifeguards came into his mind and leeched there and he thought, simply,
I’m going crazy.
“What did you say?” Vandervolk asked him.
“I said… this wine’s making me feel a little hazy.” He hadn’t thought he’d spoken, and this new laxness of his discipline frightened him on a deep, primeval level. He felt like a clock without hands, his insides wound up and running but his face totally blank. The taste of garlic was powerful in his mouth, and he suddenly realized how cockeyed this was: men arguing about feeding the homeless from underbudgeted soup kitchens while eating twenty dollar meals off blue bone china. Something was skewed here, and very wrong, and that awareness coupled with the steamy image of Debra Rocks on a sun-splashed beach made him fear for a second that he was going to be spun off the very earth.
“Where would they go?” John asked, with an effort.
“Where would who go?” The monsignor was wiping his plate with a bread crust.
“The women in the porno district. Where would they go if everything shut down?”
“Not When.” McDowell frowned, the lines knotting between his bushy white eyebrows. “That’s a strange question, John.”
“It may be.” He looked around, uneasily, at the other men. “But I think it’s a fair question. What would happen to the women?”
“They’d be forced to find decent jobs, for one thing,” McDowell said. “And the important thing is that the filth would be off the streets where schoolchildren wouldn’t have to see it every day.”
“I know that’s important, but…” He paused, trying to figure out how to say this. “It seems to me… that maybe we ought to consider the women--and men too--who work over there. I mean… it’s one thing to say they’d be forced to find decent jobs, and it’s another to believe that they really would find them. I don’t think the city would spring for a fund to reeducate prostitutes and go-go dancers, a lot of whom are probably hooked on drugs.” He glanced at Vandervolk, who had stony eyes. Then back to McDowell, who sat with the bread crust frozen at his mouth. “They wouldn’t exactly become Catholics overnight.” He tried for a smile, but his face felt rubbery. “I guess… sir… that what I’m trying to say is… who’ll take those people in when we throw them out?”
A silence stretched. McDowell chewed on the bread and washed it down with a long swallow of wine. “Your question,” he answered finally, “is not based on the greater good. Those people have chosen their own paths, and we’re not responsible for them.”
“We’re not?” John asked, and in his voice--and soul-- there was a deep puzzlement and hurt.
“No,” McDowell said. He put his wineglass down. “We were talking about the homeless problem. How did we get off on this subject?”
No one told him he had sidetracked the conversation himself. The dinner and discussion went on, but from that point no questions were fielded to Father Lancaster. And that was fine with him, because he concentrated on finishing his wine and trying--unsuccessfully--to banish Debra Rocks’ voice from his fevered brain.
I’ve got a movie showin‘ on the strip.
John felt the sweat break out on him around two in the morning.
He lay very still, as if he were trapped in a body he no longer could control. He prayed again, and as he said the words he heard the wail of a police car’s siren over on Broadway.
This time praying didn’t work.
He tried concentrating on the textbook lesson he’d read today, reciting it from memory. Jesus wept. Jesus wept. Jesus…
It was a cruel thing, the Holy Bible.
He stared at patterns of light on the ceiling, thrown by cars passing on Vallejo. The Bible was a cruel thing. Oh, a great revolutionary work, to be sure. A miracle of language and perception. But cruel, nonetheless.
They had copped out when it came time for Jesus to have a sex life. They had simply skipped that part of Jesus’ life, and picked the story up when Christ knew where his life was heading and what he had to do. They had left out anything about Jesus being unsure of himself, or needful of female companionship, or interested in anything but saving souls.
And that was a strange thing, because Jesus was Christ, yes, but Jesus had also been born human. And why had the human race been robbed of answers to questions that must’ve perplexed even Christ?
He knew it was said that more wars had been fought, more innocent lives slaughtered, in the name of Christ than for any other reason. So, too, it was true that religion--at least, religion as interpreted by mankind--had fashioned chains to control the sexual urge. The Holy Bible spoke of sexuality in golden tones, yes--but what about the real world, where ordinary people lusted and needed and sweated in the night for a touch of forbidden flesh? The Bible said wait until marriage. No adultery. Be strong. Have faith. Do not covet your neighbor’s wife.
Fine. John understood all that.
But what did the Bible say about wanting the body of a porno star?
He was a virgin. Denial had been tough at first. Gradually he overcame all urges with his reading, his studies, his jigsaw puzzles. He poured his soul into his calling.
But something else was calling him now, something that had sneaked up from his blind side. Something forbidden, and very, very sweet.
“Dear God,” he whispered, “take these thoughts away. Please… take these thoughts away.” He knew that God did His share, but you had to meet God halfway. He concentrated on the lesson, but his memory of the pages he’d studied began to shred and fly apart. Behind the memories was another one: a pair of full red lips, and a tongue sliding slowly across the lower one in a beckoning challenge.
He couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t even pretend to sleep. He got up, just wearing his pajama bottoms, went to the exercise bike, and began to pedal furiously.
Sweat gleamed on his chest. Why was the heat turned up so high? He pedaled faster, and as he went nowhere he stared out the window at the huge, glowing red X.
“Dear God,” he whispered, bowed his head, and prayed again, reciting a litany of Hail Marys.
But when he lifted his head again, the red X was still there.
He’d never noticed it being so bright or so large before. Maybe every time he’d looked at it, a trapdoor had bolted itself into place in his mind so the dark, seething things wouldn’t creep out. But now the trapdoor’s bolts were sprung, and the things within were not priestly. Not worthy! Not worthy! he shouted at himself as he squeezed his eyes shut and pedaled until his lungs rasped and sweat trickled down his face.
At two-thirty, John was pacing the floor like a caged tiger. Touching himself--relieving his tension--was out of the question. Self-abuse was one of the worst sins of all. No, no; he couldn’t do that. He sat down at his jigsaw puzzle, couldn’t stay seated for over two minutes. Nothing on television. He’d seen all his videotapes. The books were dry strangers. Shame and anger warred within him: shame at his lust, anger that he couldn’t release it. It was building steadily inside him, pressing hotly at his groin. I’m a priest! he thought, horrified. Then: I’m a man. But a priest first. No, a man first. A priest… a man…
What would Jesus do in a situation like this?
For that there was simply no answer. And sometime just before three, John decided to get dressed and go out for a walk. In the cool air. Away from this stifling, oppressive heat.
He put on his black pants, black shirt, and white collar. Then a dark blue sweater and a beige jacket. A walk around the block would do him good, give him time to think. Maybe he could find a place that served decent coffee. So be it. John left his apartment, passed the library, the conference room, and the larger apartment where Darryl slept peacefully, went to the street door, unlocked it, and let himself out. Then locked it behind him with his key.
The morning breeze was chill. John put his hands into his pockets and, head lowered, walked briskly away from the towering white cathedral.
He went east on Vallejo, his shoes clocking on the wet pavement. A fine mist was falling, swept in from the Pacific. He passed an all-night coffeehouse, but he wasn’t in the mood for coffee yet. No, no; best to keep going.
A bright redness nagged at the corner of his eye. No need to look; he knew what it was.
And he knew, deep down, what his destination really was.
He turned south on Grant Avenue. A gust of wind hit him and glanced past. He gripped his hands into fists in his pockets--and then he came to a corner where his shadow pulsed.
John lifted his face to the sizzling neon. And there he stood, facing Broadway with its gaudy signs and open doors, its music quiet now, but still rumbling like a sleepy beast. He felt heat fill his cheeks, and he stood on the corner for a long time, just staring down that fiery length of territory where even angels feared to tread.
And then he saw it, on the next block ahead: a theater marquee, one of many, but this one particularly caught his eye. The Pacifica Adult Theater’s marquee announced, in glittery letters,
Animal Heat. Starring Debra Rocks. Eric Burke. Lisa DeLove. First Run!
Go home, he told himself. For Christ’s sake and the Holy Mother, go home!
His legs did not obey his mind.
They took him across the street. A few people still milled around the adult bookstores and the other movie houses, but not many. One of them saw his collar, did a double-take, and picked up his pace in the opposite direction. Two kids in black leather jackets hollered something at John, but he paid them no attention. He slowed his pace; the Pacifica Theater was coming up fast.
A middle-aged man slept in the ticket booth. And then John realized--thankfully--that there was no need to go in, because there was a big poster advertising
Animal Heat in the display window. He could see what Debra Rocks looked like and, his curiosity satisfied, go home. That’s what all this was about, wasn’t it? Curiosity? He prayed to God that she had a face that would shatter glass.
But the poster didn’t show Debra Rocks’ face. It showed a slim, long-legged woman with black hair spilling over her shoulders, her back to the camera. She was wearing a tight-fitting leopard-skin swimsuit that allowed most of her behind to show through. At her feet, their hands clawing at her legs, were three men who looked to be in the throes of insane passion.
Like me, John thought. He recognized the supple shape of Debra Rocks from his view of her at the church today; the way her body curved at the waist and swelled at the hips reminded him of a cello carved by a sensual master’s hand. That impression was heightened by the tan of her flesh, as smooth as if the healthy shade had been painted on. He stared for a moment at that poster, moving to another place on the sidewalk as if his change of angle might give him a three-dimensional view of her profile. He glanced at the ticket booth; a sign said it cost five dollars to get in.
He looked at the door. It was a door just like any other, but he knew he would be damned if he walked through it. Still… just one peek. Five minutes in there; ten minutes at most. He burned to see the face of Debra Rocks, so he could have an image to put those ruby lips on. Her voice came to him, smoldering like a flame that would not be extinguished:
God made the world, right? He made sex too.
True enough.
Maybe it would not be as bad in there as he feared. Maybe not. Maybe all the movie showed was playacting.
He had to see. He had to.
He took a five-dollar bill from his wallet, approached the booth, and tapped on the glass.
The man looked up, bleary-eyed, and finally focused on John’s collar. “You gotta be kiddin‘,”
the man said.
“One ticket.” John’s voice trembled.
“You really a priest? Or you just dressed up like one?”
“Give me a ticket, please,” John said.
“Is this a joke? Like ‘Candid Camera’?” The man glanced around, grinning, as if in search of Allen Funt.
“I’d like a ticket, please.” Suddenly there was a new horror: a man in a gray overcoat lined up behind him, and John thought that it might be someone who knew him. “Come on, come on!” John said.
The man grunted and shook his head. “This beats all! Well, the pope goes in free, so you might as well.” He jerked a thumb toward the door. “Hit it, padre.”
John shoved the money through the booth’s portal and, shivering from the wind, walked quickly into the Pacifica Adult Theater.
He heard the moaning as soon as he reached the concession stand. The sound of it, and the smell of stale popcorn, made him feel queasy. He kept going, into the darkness, but he stopped square in the doorway as if he’d run into a glass wall. On the huge screen was what looked at first like an exploratory surgery. It’s a medical movie! he thought, amazed and dumbfounded. But in the next second the camera moved back and showed a nude woman atop a nude man; her back was to the audience, and her body was arching in a frenzy of action.
“‘Scuse me,” said the man in the gray overcoat, and John almost leapt aside to let him pass.
John’s eyes gradually became adjusted to the darkness. He saw eight or nine other men sitting there, all seemingly absorbed by the on-screen movements. He took a few steps down the sticky-floored aisle, somehow got into a seat, and stared at the screen like all the others were doing.
The girl--who had shoulder-length black hair, a healthy tan, and a body like a sculptured cello--kept up her rhythm. She turned her profile quickly to the camera and then away, but it was too fast for John to see what she looked like. His heart was pounding, he felt as if his lungs had constricted, and he was brain-dazed. And then, from the right, another nude man entered the frame. He had a stick of melting butter in his hands, and he rubbed the stuff all over his fingers. As the girl continued to moan and work, the man with buttered fingers reached toward her arched behind.
A head came up from the seat directly in front of John. A man had been sitting there all along, slouched down. He turned toward John and, grinning, croaked, “It’s hotter’n hell, ain’t it?”
John’s nerve broke. He got up, turned, and fled as Debra Rocks gave a gasping moan that penetrated his stomach like a gut-punch.
“Hey!” the ticket seller called as John reached the sidewalk and kept running. “Didn’t you like the flick, padre?”
John’s face was flaming. The truth--the awful truth-- was that he had liked it.
He stopped running as soon as he was across the street from the Pacifica. His brain felt cracked open and oozing in his skull. A hundred cold showers couldn’t cool him off-- nor could they make him feel clean again. He felt contaminated to his soul, about to weep; but his crotch pounded, and there was no denying the power of its rhythm in his blood.
In the middle of the next block, John stopped again. To his left was a shop whose windows were covered with aluminum foil. A sign said
Vic’s Adult Books. 100s of Movies. VHS, Beta. Marital Aids. Adult Novelties. MasterCard and Visa Accepted.
The place pulled at him like a physical force. Now it seemed that a dark appetite within him had been whetted, and he could not shove it away.
He entered the store.
Hell, he discovered in another second, was not underground, a realm of burning caverns. Hell was Vic’s Adult
Books, on Broadway a block south of the Cathedral of St. Francis.
Racks of magazines displayed every possible sex act and perversion, and some that John had thought before this moment must be physically impossible. Some he knew he’d be damned to purgatory for simply considering. Behind the counter, where a fat guy smoking a cigar sat watching Dr. Ruth on his portable TV, was an assortment of… well, there was only one way to describe them: false members, in every size and color, ribbed, waited, convoluted, ridged, smooth. John stared at them, aghast; that anyone could use a thing like that shocked him beyond belief. And, turning, John found another display: this one a wall packed with VCR tapes.
“Help you, bud?” The cigar-smoker looked up. His gaze found the white collar as John turned toward him, but his face showed no reaction. “You tomcattin‘, Father?”
“No. No, I…” He shook his head. Everywhere he looked, he felt sick--but compelled to look, too. Compelled to fill his eyes up with these forbidden sights. He took a staggering step toward the VCR tapes.
And there it was. Right there. On the row to his right, fourth from the top.
Rough Diamonds. Starring Pam Ashley and Debra Rocks.
His hand went out with a will of its own. His fingers grasped the tapebox and pulled it from the rack. On the cover was a pretty, smiling redhead holding a palmful of diamonds. She was bare-breasted, and they were huge. The price tag read thirty-nine-ninety-five. He only had thirty dollars in his wallet, and he dared not use his Visa and sign his name.
“Half-price sale today,” Vic said around his cigar. “Sale goes on till Saturday.”
Oh, my Lord, John thought, and pressed his hand against his sweating forehead. Oh, my Lord…
“That’s a good one. Nice and juicy.” He returned his attention to the TV. “You ever see Dr. Ruth? She’s a scream.”
John wanted to put it back. Wanted to wash his hand in battery acid. But his fingers had clamped tight, and then he turned and walked to the counter, his face pale and eyes glazed.
“Call it an even fifteen bucks,” Vic told him. “I like to be a good businessman.”
“Put it in a bag, please.”
“Sure thing.” Vic accepted a twenty and gave John five dollars change. He slipped the tape into a bag that had vic’s adult books stamped on it. “Hey, you might be interested in this.” Vic turned a little hand-written sign on the counter around so John could see it.
The sign said:
Saturday Special! Two-thirty to Three! Debra Rocks Live in Person!
“She’s in
Rough Diamonds,“
Vic told him. “She’s a real looker. Promotin‘ her new flick, just opened at the Pacifica. You know, she lives right here in San Francisco. Yeah, really! Don’t know where, though. If I did, I sure as hell wouldn’t be sittin’ here watchin‘ Dr. Ruth, I’ll tell you that!” He laughed noisily, and ashes plummeted from his cigar.
John, his hands trembling, took the bag and put it under his arm. He hurried out of the store, and only when he was walking quickly in the wind did he allow himself a full breath.
In the bookstore, Vic heard the sound of cowboy boots clumping through the back doorway, from the area where the peep shows were. “You’re not gonna believe this, kid!” he said to the guy. “Just had a priest in here! No shittin‘!”
The man, who wore a long brown duster and had blond crew-cut hair, strode to the counter. He’d already seen the sign announcing the arrival of Debra Rocks on Saturday, but now he stared at it as if mesmerized. “I saw her in
Super Slick,“
he said dreamily. His dark brown, hollowed-out eyes with their tattooed crimson teardrops looked into Vic’s fleshy face. “I love her,” he said.
“Right! You and about ten thousand other horny bastards!”
“There’s a difference,” Travis said softly. “She loves me too.” And then he turned away and walked out the door into the night.
“Freak!” Vic muttered, and turned the TV’s volume up a little louder.
Obsession.
That’s what was going on here, John thought as he took the videotape out of its bag. The bag itself was incriminating enough, and would have to be shredded to pieces before it went into the trash. His hands shook as he fumbled to open the box and slip the cassette out.
Obsession.
But no, he decided momentarily, it wasn’t like that. Not really. He was simply curious. He wanted to see the face of Debra Rocks, that’s all. If he could just see her face, then he could throw the videotape away too. One good look at her face, and his curiosity would be satisfied.
He turned the TV on, set the volume low, and pushed the tape into its slot. The machine automatically began to play, and the opening credits of
Rough
Diamonds--the huge-glanded redhead, dancing lasciviously--appeared on the screen. And if anyone had ever told him such a sight would be playing on his home television set, he would have thought they were totally insane. But here it was, in living color, though the tape quality was grainy and marred. Here it was, and John wondered how he was going to confess this sin.
Inwardly trembling, he pulled a chair up in front of the screen and sat down to watch.
The movie had no plot. It was something about diamond smugglers, but it made no sense whatsoever. The lighting was terrible, the camerawork was done by a palsied hack, the sound was out of sync. The redhead paraded around, displaying her flesh at every possible angle to a group of supposed diamond smugglers, and finally the three men tossed aside their booty of diamonds and climbed onto the redhead with the single-minded purpose of tramps jumping aboard a moving freight train.
At first John thought that watching the gyrations and insertions was going to make him scream and leap out of his skin, to go running through the church in his naked bones. But after fifteen minutes or so, a strange lethargy settled in. He was no longer watching human beings have sex; he was watching the slamming of meat. He thought at one point that all of them had gone to sleep, because the three men and the redhead all had their eyes closed and it looked as if their hips moved like automated machines. Even the cameraman seemed to be sleeping, because the camera ceased its shaking and stayed fixed for an interminable length of time.
John kept staring at the screen, his eyes glazed and his mouth half-open. The three men finished their duty, mercifully for the viewer. The redhead stretched and smiled as if she had just known nirvana, and John saw that she didn’t shave under her arms.
Dreadful, he thought. This wasn’t even sexy any longer. He reached out to press the Fast Forward.
The scene changed.
A girl with tanned skin, shoulder-length black hair, and a body that would drive an angel to tears was reclining on the chest of a nude man, both of them lying in bed. Her face was averted from the camera, but she was talking to the man and John instantly stiffened again. It was the smoky, incredibly sensual voice of Debra Rocks.
She began to lower herself to the man’s crotch. The breath hitched in John’s lungs, and he thought: Oh, my Lord…
Debra Rocks turned her face to the camera.
She was wearing a feathered, glittery mask over the upper half of her face. A Mardi Gras mask, John realized. But he could see the color of her eyes: a dusky charcoal gray. Her hair flowed in rich black waves around her tanned shoulders, and her breasts… oh, Lord, her breasts were as beautiful as John had hoped--had feared--they would be.
Still, the mask prevented him from seeing exactly what she looked like. And then her full red lips strained toward the man’s crotch, and John thought lightning might split the ceiling and strike him dead between the eyes. But the ceiling remained solid, though John felt his own foundations starting to collapse.
The red lips of Debra Rocks worked with slow passion. The man held up an “Okay” sign to the camera, and grinned so lewdly that John wished he might see him on the street one day so he could bash his head with a brick. No, no, of course he wouldn’t do that. But why did the man have to grin like that?
John pulled his chair a little closer. Debra Rocks’ mouth filled the screen.
I’m going to die, John thought. Right here and now. They’ll come here in the morning and find a little sticky pool with my clothes lying in it…
And then Debra Rocks lifted her head and said softly to the man, “I want to shave you.”
Tiny beads of sweat had formed on John’s upper lip. He felt them crawling down his neck. Debra Rocks sprayed lather on the man’s groin and rubbed it all over. Then she took a straight razor and…
John jumped as the hot breath of Satan brushed the back of his neck. He realized the building’s heat had clicked on, and it was hot air from a ceiling vent.
Debra Rocks, if she ever decided to give up being a porno star, might become an excellent barber.
When the sequence had ended, John pressed Rewind. He watched it again. Pressed Rewind again. And Freeze Frame on Debra Rocks’ masked face.
Her beautiful gray eyes stared defiantly at the camera, her mouth parted in a whisper. John stared at that face for a long time, his heart hammering, his body damp with sweat.
And then, a bizarre thought: I
love her.
That was ridiculous, of course. He didn’t know her. Yet, again, he did know her. Maybe even more intimately than that grinning, freshly shaved bastard. I
love her, he thought, and pressed his hands against his forehead and knew he had to get that trapdoor bolted down again before he lost his mind. He pressed Fast Forward to the end. Debra Rocks did not reappear.
He let the videotape rewind all the way to the opening credits, and then he turned the TV and VCR off. Purple dawn light was beginning to stain the clouds. The night was ending.
He stood in twilight at the window watching the big red X.
He felt drained, worn-out, like he’d pedaled the bike a hundred miles away from home into uncharted, unknown wilderness. And the strangest thing was that he realized the wilderness had always been there, a block away from where he lived. It was another world out there, one block away yet incalculable distance from the white walls of the church.
If Monsignor McDowell ever found out about this, the rack and iron maiden would look like a kid’s toys compared to what would happen.
But still John hadn’t seen the face of Debra Rocks. He thought he would go crazy if he didn’t, and crazier still if he did.
He remembered the sign at Vic’s Adult Books:
Saturday Special! Two-thirty to Three! Debra Rocks Live In Person!
Two-thirty to three in the afternoon, John thought. There was no way he could set foot in that place in the daylight. Today was Thursday. Well, this was the end of it. On Saturday Debra Rocks would be at Vic’s store, a short walk away, but this was the end of it.
This was the end of it.
John went to bed and tried to sleep, still dressed. Sleep eluded him as he saw the lips of Debra Rocks in his mind. Oh, to touch her skin, to run his fingers through her raven hair, to kiss those lips and lie in her warm embrace… oh, that would be heaven.
Sleep finally accepted him, and his thoughts melted away.
When he sat up, groggy and shocked, he knew at once that he was late.
The sunlight was too strong. It was ten-thirty, maybe eleven-o’clock sunlight. He was supposed to meet with
Father Stafford at nine-o’clock sharp! John looked at his wristwatch, had to blink several times to get the fog away. Ten-forty-eight. He leapt out of bed, ran into the bathroom, crashed into the doorframe, and bruised his shoulder. No time to shave, and his eyes looked like fried eggs. He brushed his teeth, gargled with Scope, and hurried out of his apartment toward the church offices. About halfway there, he realized he hadn’t even paused to lock his apartment door. But that was all right; nobody was going to steal anything he had.
He burst, breathless, into Darryl’s office. Darryl’s secretary, Mrs. O’Mears, told John that Father Stafford had left about fifteen minutes before to get ready for a gathering of the North Beach Catholic Garden Club in Conference Room Two. Mrs. O’Mears said that Father Stafford would be back in the office around eleven-thirty.
Conference Room Two was on the lower floor of the rectory. John knew he needed to make some kind of explanation about why he’d missed the morning meeting, but he caught Mrs. O’Mears looking at him strangely and he knew he was wrinkled and shoddy, his beard a light blond grizzle. He decided he’d better take a shower, shave, and get cleaned up before the monsignor caught him. He thanked Mrs. O’Mears and hurried back to his apartment.
John walked through the door and headed directly for the bathroom. He glanced quickly at the videotape player-- that black box of temptation--as he passed.
His heart stopped. He swore he could feel it stop and swell like a furnace about to blow.
The VCR was gone.
Gone.
In its place was a piece of paper. Words on it, written in ink. John picked up the paper. A note, from Darryl.
It said: “ ‘Morning, sleepyhead! Sorry we missed connections. Thought you must be caught up in something. The VCR down in Con Room Two is on the blink. I’ve got thirty-eight elderly ladies who want to see a tape on crocuses and I have to borrow your machine. Your door was unlocked, so I hope you don’t mind. Buy you a burger for lunch. D.”
The truth dawned on John as the paper drifted from his nerveless fingers. He had not removed
Rough Diamonds from the machine. The VCR would start playing as soon as Darryl hooked it up to the TV and switched on the power. And thirty-eight garden-club ladies would see some bulbs and sprouts they hadn’t counted on…
“Oh, my Lord!” John almost shouted. The blood had drained from his face. He felt for a few seconds like one of those cartoon characters, his legs spinning madly and stretching his body like a rubber band as they raced for the door.
He had heard the term “hauling ass” before. Until this moment he’d never known its true meaning. He almost leapt down the stairs to the first floor, turned along a corridor, and raced toward the closed door of Conference Room Two.
He slipped, almost skidded on the linoleum. He ricocheted off the wall, and then he exploded through the conference-room door with a fury that made thirty-eight gray-, blue-and white-haired heads swivel toward him.
At the front of the room, Father Stafford had hooked the VCR to a big color television set. The TV’s power was on, and Darryl’s finger was poised at the VCR’s on button.
“Wait!” John shouted. Most of the elderly ladies jumped in their chairs.
Darryl’s finger paused, less than an inch from the button. He lifted his eyebrows. “In a hurry, Father Lancaster?”
“Yes! I mean… no, no hurry.” He smiled weakly at the garden-club members, most of whom he recognized. “ ‘Morning, ladies.”
“ ‘Morning, Father Lancaster,” they answered.
“I guess you got my note,” Darryl said. “I hope you don’t mind.”
“Me? Mind? Not a bit!” He smiled wider, but his face felt as if it were about to crack.
“Did you come to watch the show?” a little old blue-haired lady asked sweetly.
“I think Father Lancaster’s already seen this one,” Darryl said, and John gasped audibly as the on button was pressed.
The credits came on:
“The Crocus. Nature’s Hardy Spring Beauties.
Narrated by Percy Wellington.“
John stood there, stunned, as the screen filled with colorful flowers.
“I think I have something that belongs to you,” Darryl said quietly as he reached his friend’s side. “You ladies enjoy the tape,” he told them with a pleasant smile, and then the two priests went out into the hallway.
Father Stafford opened his coat, reached into his inside pocket, and brought out the videotape that had the title
Rough Diamonds, a Cavallero Adult Film printed on it’s top. He held it between two fingers, as he might hold a dead rat. “Ring a bell?” he asked.
John’s first response was to say he’d never seen such trash before--but he was already in too deep, and denying it would only make his soul heavier. He took it from Darryl, leaned back against the wall, and sighed. “Thank God you didn’t show it to the garden club.”
“Well, it probably would’ve perked up their meeting.” Darryl smiled, but his eyes remained dark. His smile faded. “You want to tell me about this, John?”
“I…” Where to begin? He paused, took another breath. “I… walked over to Broadway this morning. About three o’clock. I bought the tape at a shop over there.”
“Yes, go on.” Darryl nodded, staring at the floor.
“I went to a movie, too. An adult movie…”
“I didn’t think you meant a Disney flick,” Darryl said.
“But I only watched a minute or two of it. Then I had to get out.”
“A minute or two, huh? Did you see any… you know… ?” He let the rest go unspoken.
“Yeah. And on the tape too. Darryl, I’ve never in my life even dreamed such things went on! Maybe I’m naive, or stupid, but… why in the world would a place sell false penises that are at least two feet long?”
“I thought everybody was hung like that,” Darryl said with mock innocence. “Aren’t you?”
“I mean it!” John took a few paces away and then returned, his face furrowed with thought. “It’s… a different world over there! Everything’s for sale--and I
do mean everything!“ He shook his head. ”I just can’t believe such stuff goes on.“
“Did you like it?” Darryl asked him.
“What?”
“Did you like it?” Darryl repeated. “Do you want to go over there again?”
“No! Of course not!” John pressed his fingers to his forehead. The truth had to be told, even if it destroyed him. “Yes,” he said quietly. “I liked it.” His eyes were tortured. “And I want to go back.”
“Whoa,” Darryl said. “I think this is getting a little heavy.”
Again the opportunity to tell someone about Debra Rocks came into sight. John started to tell him, and earnestly wanted to, but suddenly he didn’t want to share her. And, anyway, what was said in the confessional was private, between sinner and priest. How could he betray what had obviously meant a great deal to her? “What would you do if you were me?” John asked.
Darryl leaned against the wall and thought about it. “Well,” he said momentarily, “I won’t say I haven’t been tempted to stroll over that way. You know, I could always say I was looking to save some souls. I could pop in and out of those movie houses and bookstores holding up my crucifix like I’m warding off vampires. But I don’t. And I’m not going to. I’m a priest, but I’m a man, and I know my limitations. So I’m not going to open myself up for temptation, John.”
“Meaning that those places are stronger than your power of will?”
“Not necessarily,” Darryl answered. “Just that… I’ve spent my life training myself to work for Christ, and training myself to think with my mind, not with my--excuse the crudeness--dingdong. My sex organs might sleep most of the time, but every once in a while they wake up. And they say I’m the dumbest idiot who ever lived. So I take my cold showers and I read and study and pray, but I do not open myself for temptation. It’s mind over matter.”
“Those people are in our parish,” John said. “It seems like… we should go over there.”
“And do what? Hand out spiritual literature? Pray on the street corners? Go into the porno dens and try to save lost and burned-out souls? No, those people are too far gone to listen to anything we might say. The almighty buck and the drugs rule over there, and Christ isn’t welcome.”
“We ought to try. I mean…” He didn’t know what he meant.
“And we would be consumed by the sin ourselves,” Darryl told him. “We would be driven mad by what we saw. Oh, Satan’s got a real good deal here, John! Satan knows those people aren’t going to come to us, and we can’t go to them without… well, putting ourselves in dire jeopardy.”
“Is that what I’m in? Dire jeopardy?”
“Yes,” Darryl said flatly.
And John knew his friend had spoken the truth. “What shall I do?” John asked.
“First thing, take that tape around to the dumpster. Pull it off its reels and bury it in the trash. And for God’s sake don’t let the monsignor see you. Then go to your room, take an ice-cold shower, and start copying the Bible in longhand.”
“Copying the Bible? Why?”
Darryl shrugged. “I don’t know, but it worked for the monks.”
John left the building and went around to the green dumpster. He wrenched the tape off its reels with a vengeance, getting his mind cleansed out again as he destroyed the evidence of sin. It occurred to him that he was destroying his only picture of Debra Rocks’ face too, and that realization slowed his work. But he kept going, doggedly tearing the tape out. Then he threw the tape into the dumpster and shoved it down into the mass of garbage.
And there, next to his left hand, smeared with pork-‘nbeans from a discarded can, was a blue leaflet that announced
Saturday Special at Vic’s Adult Books! Half-Price Sale on All Used Tapes! 100s of Movies! Erotic Star Debra Rocks Live in Person Two-thirty to Three!
“Erotic star,” John thought. Somehow that sounded better than “porno queen.”
He had a smear of beans on his hand. He wiped it off on the leaflet and slammed the dumpster’s door shut.
Saturday came. Between it and Thursday the cold water streamed frequently from the shower head in John Lancaster’s bathroom. Because he realized that he could destroy the tape and throw it away, but he could not erase the burning tape loop that played over and over in his mind.
He had lunch with Monsignor McDowell and Father Stafford. Then the monsignor went fishing with a friend of his, and Father Stafford went to visit his mother in Oakland. John sat down in his apartment to study a lesson on divine intervention; he read every word and every line as if he were chewing tough little bits of food, but he knew he was fooling neither himself nor God. He looked up every few minutes and watched the mantel clock as it ticked toward two-thirty.
At two-fifteen he closed his book and leaned his head forward to pray.
When he opened his eyes, he was looking at his bicycle. Of course! he thought. That was the answer! Take the ratchet-and-gear device off the bike’s front tire to convert it to street use, then get on it and go for a long ride--in the opposite direction of Vic’s Adult Books. Yes! That was the answer he’d been seeking!
John brushed his teeth and changed his clothes for a bike ride; he put on a pair of faded jeans, a plaid workshirt, and a brown wool sweater. No need to wear the collar today, or carry it with him. He was letting himself off-duty, for just an hour or so at least, and he hoped God would understand that he needed the break. Darryl would be back within thirty or forty minutes, so someone would be available in the church. Everything was fitting together. John put on his beat-up old Nikes--old basketball shoes--and then he took a screwdriver and removed the ratchets from the bike’s front tire. Now it was ready for the street, and so was he. He put on his beige windbreaker, zipped it up, and locked the door behind him as he walked his bike out into the hallway.
His watch showed two-twenty-seven.
On Vallejo Street he boarded the bike and started pedaling west. Then north. Then west again. The afternoon was crisp and sunny--a perfect October day--but it looked as if a lot of people had had the same idea as John; the streets had a lot of auto traffic, and here and there were traffic jams. But John breezed through the knots, the wind in his hair, and kept going, pedaling steadily away from Debra Rocks.
He looked at his watch. Two-thirty-nine. She would be there by now. Signing autographs. Talking to other men, in that smoky Southern accent. Smiling at them. His pedaling got a little faster. He hit a traffic jam, turned north again, and started up a moderate hill. Two-forty-two. Oh, yes, she would be there, smiling and talking. Maybe wearing a tight red dress. Blowing kisses. Maybe licking that lower lip to drive some other fool crazy. My God! he thought. He hoped Vic would have put away all those gargantuan members, so she wouldn’t be offended.
Then John had to laugh at his own stupidity, but the laugh was strained. Those awesome things would be no surprise for Debra Rocks. She probably… well, she probably knew what they were used for.
He pedaled on, as his wristwatch showed two-forty-four.
It was a beautiful day. Perfect for a bike ride. The wind was clean and fresh, and when he inhaled the sweet autumn air he…
He smelled her scent, and it almost made him go over the curb and wreck.
Two-forty-six.
His heart was beating very hard. Slow down, he told himself. Slow down, you’ll kill yourself.
And it came to him with brutal clarity: if he did not see Debra Rocks before three o’clock, he would never see her again in his life. And forever after--forever after--he would thrash in the sheets and wonder what her face, framed by that rich black hair, looked like.
Not worthy! Not worthy! he shrieked at himself as tears filled his eyes. He grazed past a pedestrian and made the man leap for his life. Not worthy! he raged inside.
His willpower collapsed, not in bits and pieces, but as suddenly as the walls of a sand castle under a foaming, thundering wave. It just simply vanished.
Ten minutes before three.
John turned the bike in a quick, jarring circle and pedaled frantically toward Broadway.
His lungs gasped and heaved. He was sweating profusely under his shirt. Still his legs pumped the pedals. Faster. Faster. He ran a red light, heard a cop’s whistle blow shrilly, but he hunkered down and kept flying.
Seven minutes before three.
Traffic was snarled ahead of him. He turned into an alley, raced through it and out the other side, leaving a wino grinning in his breeze. Then he was on Filbert Street, battling his way east, and then south, swerving through traffic and around pedestrians.
Four minutes before three.
I’m not going to make it, he realized. No way. I went too far to turn back. I went way too far…
He raced across Vallejo, a good three blocks west of the church. The next street sign said Broadway and Taylor. He swerved violently and headed east along Broadway, and he saw the big red X in the sky. He glanced quickly at his watch: two minutes before three.
A woman with shopping bags in her arms stepped out in front of him.
He yelled, “Watch out!” and swerved around her, but the abrupt motion made the bike’s frame shudder and then he clamped on the brakes because he was heading straight for the display window of a Chinese grocery.
The brakes bit in, and John got the bike under control again, inches away from the smashing of glass and slivering of flesh amid hanging greased ducks. But he’d lost precious speed, and he had to build up again. There were a lot of people on the sidewalk, and cars choked the street.
His wristwatch showed one minute after three.
And that was when he skidded to a stop across the street from Vic’s Adult Books.
He breathed hard, wiping his face with his sleeve. If he hadn’t been riding his bike steadily for more than two years, he never would’ve made it. A knot of men milled around the open doorway of the bookstore, grinning and looking around sheepishly. They obscured his vision, and he couldn’t see a thing. Move out of the way! he urged them mentally. Please move out of the way!
And then the knot of men untwined and parted, and a black-haired young woman wearing sunglasses and a white dress that sparkled with pearls walked sexily through the doorway onto the street.
John stopped breathing.
The way she walked said she knew she was being watched, and she enjoyed the attention. The white dress was so tight it might have been sprayed on. Her black hair had been brushed into glossy waves around her shoulders, the whiteness of the dress accenting her tan. She was slender and full-breasted, and her long legs took her to the curb with the grace of a woman who knows where she’s going. Even from across the street, John could see the dark red of her pouting lips.
She’s about to cross the street, John thought. She’s about to cross the street and pass right in front of me!
But a white Rolls-Royce sedan slid to the curb. One of the men--a big brawny guy in a brown leather jacket--opened the door for her, and with a wave and smile at the other men who watched, she eased into the back seat. The brown jacketed man got in with her, and so did another man in a denim jacket. The Rolls-Royce pulled away from the curb and merged with the traffic, slowly heading east toward the bay.
The men in front of Vic’s Adult Books stood waving and grinning like children. Then they dispersed, and Debra Rocks was gone.
Not yet, John thought. Not yet.
He could see the big white car up ahead. It was already being stalled by the Saturday-afternoon traffic. John cast all thoughts aside except one: to follow that car and catch a glimpse of Debra Rocks’ face. He started pedaling after it.
The Rolls-Royce turned on Montgomery Street, and began heading toward the Coit Tower. John lost it as it sped ahead, but he kept pedaling and found it two blocks away, caught in traffic. The Rolls turned west on Union Street, and John kept up the pace, determined not to let the car out of sight.
A block further, and John saw the sedan’s taillights flare. It pulled into a parking lot, and John stopped his bike in a shadow.
The two men and Debra Rocks got out. They walked her to another car: a dark green, beat-up old Fiat convertible with silver tape holding the top together. They talked for a moment, and the man in the denim jacket lit a cigarette and gave it to her. Then the other man brought out his wallet and counted a few bills--four of them--into the girl’s outstretched palm. She put them into her clasp purse--and then the man in the brown leather jacket put his hand firmly on Debra Rocks’ right behind cheek.
Let her go, you bastard, John thought.
Debra Rocks reached back, grasped the man’s wrist, and removed his hand.
Then she said something that made them laugh, and she unlocked the Fiat’s door and slipped behind the wheel, flashing a quick glimpse of brown thigh. John heard the engine mutter, growl, and finally roar to life. It sounded a little sick. The two men walked back to the Rolls, and Debra Rocks’ Fiat pulled out of the parking lot and sped away.
John pedaled out of the shadow and raced after her.
She was a fast driver, and she knew the winding, narrow streets. He would have lost her in the area of close-packed apartment buildings and town houses in North Beach, but she pulled to the curb to get a
Chronicle from a newspaper machine. Then the Fiat went on, slower now, zeroing in on a destination.
Finally she pulled to the curb in front of a dark red building with white trim. John stopped down the block and pretended to be checking his bike’s front tire. Debra Rocks got out of the Fiat, locked the door, and then entered the apartment building.
This is where she lives, John thought. It’s got to be. He was maybe two or two and a half miles from the Cathedral of St. Francis, but his legs felt as if he’d pedaled twenty-five. He gave it a few minutes, still pretending to inspect his bike, and then he slowly strolled up to the dark red apartment building. It had bay windows on all three floors; as he looked up at them, he suddenly saw the bamboo blinds being raised up from the third-floor windows. On the sill were what appeared to be large clay pots holding gnarled cacti.
John stepped back, out of sight of whoever might be at that window. The blinds remained open. He was trembling, his heart slamming in his chest. From this vantage point he could look down at the bay and see the brightly colored sails of boats against the blue water. He smelled the tang of ocean air, and he wondered when he had known he was going to follow Debra Rocks home.
He climbed up the first step. Then, that one conquered, he went all the way up the steps and into the building’s small vestibule. There were mailboxes with names identifying the occupants: six mailboxes, six apartments. His gaze scanned them: R. Ridgely, Doug and Susan McNabb, J. Meyer, Dwayne Miadenich, K & T Canady, D. Stoner.
D. Stoner.
Debra Rocks?
D. Stoner lived in apartment number six. That might be the one on the third floor, where the window blinds had just opened. And he was considering that possibility when he heard someone coming quickly down the stairs.
John got out just as fast, going to his bike and walking it away from the entrance. He slipped into a doorway two buildings up, and kept watch.
She came out. No longer in her white pearl-studded dress, but wearing tight, faded blue jeans, clunky boots, and a thick red sweater. Her hair was pulled back in a long ponytail, and again she wore her sunglasses. Still, John was too far away to clearly make out her features. He expected her to get into the Fiat and speed away again, but this time she dug her hands into the pockets of her sweater and began to walk briskly in the opposite direction, heading down the hill toward the bay.
He let her get a good distance in front of him, and then he swung up onto his bike and slowly followed.
She turned south on Bailey Street. Out for a walk? John wondered. Or going somewhere in particular? She had a battered-looking purse with leather fringe slung over her shoulder, and John noted how her walk had changed; it was still sexy, but in a natural way. She was not showing off for anybody, and that thrilled him even more. She walked with long strides; the walk of a woman who is used to going places and doing things for herself.
On the next corner was a small neighborhood grocery store called, appropriately, Giro’s Corner. John watched as the girl went inside and the door closed behind her.
Now was the moment. He knew it. Maybe he would never be able to get so close to her again. All he wanted to do was walk past her, glance at her face, maybe get a last whiff of her scent. Then he would leave, and it would be over. He would walk past her, and know who she was, and she would never know that he had been in the confessional as she sobbed over a murdered friend. It would take just a minute. Just one minute.
He parked his bike outside the grocery store, and he went inside too.
It was a small, cramped place with a cash register in front and narrow aisles packed with groceries. It smelled of Italian bread, and at the back was a little bakery. The wooden floorboards creaked under John’s shoes. A gray-haired woman with a friendly face and blue eyes smiled at him and said, “Come in!”
“Thank you.” He looked around, couldn’t see where the girl had gone. The aisles were piled high with canned goods, boxes, and bottles. A sign caught his eye:
Giro’s Monthly Contest! Will This Be YOU?
And handwritten in red Magic Marker was
-764.
John walked along the center aisle to the rear of the store, squeezing past an elderly woman in a brown coat and snood.
Two leather-jacketed punks, both of them shaved baldheaded, were appraising the wine selection. John realized one of them was a girl, but he tried hard not to stare; anyway, he was looking for someone else. He turned another corner, and caught a glimpse of her ponytail as she turned the corner at the end of the aisle. He walked after her. “Marsha!” a hefty, big-jowled man in a 49ers sweater called to someone out of sight. “I found the dill pickles, finally at last!”
John eased around the next aisle. And there she was about ten feet away, still wearing her sunglasses; she was squeezing peaches, and John abruptly stopped. She glanced over at him, and he picked up the first thing that came to hand: a huge cucumber. He immediately let it drop and pretended to examine some bottled eggplant. Debra Rocks put four peaches into a plastic bag and walked on to the far end of the aisle. She inspected cartons of eggs.
John took a deep breath. He felt dizzy, alarmingly lightheaded and out-of-control. And there it was, just the faintest hint of that cinnamony perfume he’d smelled in the confessional. Or maybe it was cinammon, because there were bundles of fresh cinammon sticks on the shelf in front of him. When he dared to look up at her again, she was gone.
He heard her boots thumping on the floorboards. In a hurry once more. Going to the cash register? He walked briskly around the aisle after her--and there he came face-to-face with the bald-headed male and female punks, who slipped by on either side of him. John caught a glimpse of red through a crack between the aisles. He picked up his pace, and then he heard the woman at the cash register say, “Got everything you need today, Debbie?”
She answered, in that voice that made his bones shake, “Yeah, this’ll do it. Oh, wait a sec. I need some raisin bran.”
And then, as John strode quickly down the aisle toward the register, he came into contact with Debra Rocks.
She was there in front of him, her arms burdened with groceries, before he could stop. They crashed together, and the impact staggered them both back. The girl said, “Shit!” and dropped her carton of eggs and they smacked hard on the floor. A package of Charmin tumbled out of her grip, and a plastic bottle of Wesson Lite hit the floorboards.
John Lancaster reeled back, stumbled into a rack of paperback books, and the things went everywhere. Then, trying to keep from falling on his ass, he grabbed hold of a rack of cigarette cartons and those too flew into destruction. He did go down on his butt, and he sat there stunned and red-faced.
“You… dumb shit!”
Debra Rocks shouted. “Look what you did! You broke my eggs!”
“I’m sorry. Really. I’m sorry,” he babbled, his cheeks flaming. “I didn’t mean to--”
“Oh, crap!” she said, waving away his apologies with an impatient hand. She glanced back at the cash register, where the two punks were buying six bottles of wine. The elderly woman with the snood had gotten in line behind them. “You made me lose my place in line!” Debra snapped. He couldn’t see her eyes behind the dark glasses, and maybe that was for the best, because the anger in them might have broken his heart.
He got to his feet. “Please… let me help you.” He picked up the carton of eggs, and yellow yolks oozed out.
“Forget it!” she said bitterly, and then she picked up her oil and Charmin and went back to get a fresh carton of eggs.
John sat there, in cigarette cartons and egg yolks. He looked down, saw ten or twelve packs of Luckies scattered around him. Luckies, he thought. Oh, yes, this was certainly his lucky day, all right! First he had followed a porno star and then he had broken her eggs and had her curse a blue streak at him. He felt disgusted with himself, totally sickened at what he’d done. Well, it was time to get up and go home. He had met Debra Rocks, and this was enough.
A Latino boy came to clean up the mess, his eyes shooting daggers at John. John got up, brushed off the seat of his jeans, and went past the cash register where Debra Rocks was angrily putting her items down to be checked. He didn’t look at her, but she glanced at him and said, “You’ve got eggs on your ass!”
He got out fast, his head lowered with shame.
“Can you beat that?” she asked Anna, Giro’s wife. “Guy busted hell out of the place and didn’t even buy anything!”
“I think he must be on drugs. Better to let him go than start a scene.”
“This neighborhood’s drawin‘ a lot of creeps.” She watched the total come up, and took the money from her purse. She paid the creep no attention as he began to walk the bike slowly, defeatedly, away up the slope of Raphael Street.
“How’s your acting coming along?” Anna asked as she counted out the change.
“Oh… fine. I’m up for a bit part in a soap opera. Might go to New York next month. And I just finished a commercial.”
“Really? For what?”
“Um… this right here.” She held up the Wesson bottle. “You don’t see me in it much, though. I’m just… like… sittin‘ at a table while the hubby and kids tell me how good a cook I am. That’s a laugh.” She nodded toward the half dozen frozen dinners Anna was sacking for her.
“I’ll look for it,” Anna said brightly. “You know, Giro’s nephew from Sacramento is coming next weekend. You remember, I showed you his picture. Handsome boy, right?”
“Oh, yeah. Real handsome.”
“I can maybe introduce you, if you like. He’s a popular boy with the ladies.”
Her brow furrowed. “Next weekend? Oh, I’m modelin‘ at a car show in Anaheim! Had it set up two months ago. Sorry.”
“You don’t worry, I’m going to get you and Julius together! A pretty young girl like you ought to have a steady boyfriend!”
“Yeah,” she agreed, picking up her groceries, “I ought to. See you next time.” She took two steps, and brushed a little metal rod attached to a counter on the cash register. The counter’s number had been 763. Now it clicked over to
--and an alarm bell went off.
Debbie jumped and almost said
What the fuck is that? but checked herself. She knew what it was, though she’d never won the contest before and never had expected to.
“Hey! Look at the number!” Anna said delightedly. “Well, it’s about time you won the contest!” She switched off the bell, picked up a microphone, and turned it on. “Giro! We got a winner! You know who it is? That nice girl Debbie Stoner!”
“I’ve… never won anything in my life!” she said, still a little dumbfounded. “I mean, never.”
“This must be your lucky day, then!” Anna opened the cash register and handed the girl her prize money: one hundred and fifty dollars. Giro, a thin man with curly gray hair, came up to the front with his Polaroid. “Debbie, stand over there!” He motioned toward a white background sheet taped to the wall that had giro’s corner on it and was covered with the Polaroid snapshots of previous monthly winners. “Come on, we’ve got to get a good picture!”
Debbie looked through the window. The man who had bumped into her was almost to the top of the hill. She saw him pause and rub his legs, as if his calves were cramping. She realized that she wouldn’t have won the money if she hadn’t had to go back for unbroken eggs.
“Stand right there, Debbie!” Giro directed, and she stood on a red X that had been taped to the floor in front of the other pictures. “Take your sunglasses off, now! And let’s have a big smile!”
She hesitated at taking off the shades. “The flash’ll hurt my eyes.”
“No, there’s no flash! Come on! Be proud of your beauty!”
Her hand slowly rose, and she removed the sunglasses. Her deeply tanned, lovely face had high, sculptured cheekbones, and her nose was thin-bridged and sharp. Her gorgeous charcoal-gray eyes held hints of deep blue, and they blazed with intense inner fires.
“Big smile now!” Giro urged.
Her lips, which were pale and only lightly glossed, made a pinched semismile.
“Think of something funny!” Anna said.
I could give you a smile, she thought, that would blow that camera apart. But she liked Giro and his wife, and she didn’t want to fuck them over. So she let the pinched, false smile remain on her face, and Giro said, “Cheese!” and snapped the picture.
“Julius is going to fall in love when he sees this picture!” Anna said excitedly.
Debbie looked toward the bike rider again. He had gone over the top of the hill and out of sight. Her heart had started beating a little harder. She shoved the hundred and fifty dollars into the pocket of her jeans. “Listen… I’ve gotta go. You folks take care now!” She headed quickly for the door.
“Don’t spend all that money in one place!” Giro told her, and she waved and left with her sackful of groceries. She began running up Raphael Street.
“Such a lovely girl,” Anna commented. “Gonna make somebody a fine wife.”
“Like Julius, you mean. Well, let’s see what we’ve got here.” Giro bent down to examine the box of magazines that had come in from the distributor about an hour ago. He moved aside copies of
GQ, Mother Earth News, All-Pro Wrestling, and the
Atlantic Monthly.
“Why do we get that trash?” Anna asked, and motioned distastefully toward one of the magazines.
“Because they sell, that’s why.” He pushed aside the six copies of
X-Rated Movie Review.
On its cover was “Today’s Hottest Stars! Sunny Honeycutt! Debra Rocks! Giselle Pariss!”
The aerobics classes Debbie took five days a week paid off for her. She reached the top of the hill and saw the blond-haired man walking down the reverse slope about sixty feet away.
John’s legs had stopped cramping. It was that last ride, following the speeding Fiat, that had knotted up his calf muscles. Still, they were going to be sore for quite a few days. He took three more paces, and then he got on his bike. It was going to be a painful ride home. But maybe he deserved the pain. Maybe it was God, reminding him to walk the straight-and-narrow. Not worthy! he thought, and he felt close to a sob. Oh, Jesus… not wor--
“Hey you! Hold up a minute!”
Her voice. By now he would recognize it anywhere. He looked around, and he saw her approaching him, walking along Raphael between the Victorian town houses and apartment buildings.
“Who…
me?“
was all he could think to say.
“I don’t see anybody else,” she answered. She had put on her sunglasses again. She came on toward him, her ponytail swinging.
Time seemed to freeze for him. It seemed to stop like a photograph, and if he lived to be a hundred years old he would never forget the sight of Debra Rocks coming toward him in the golden October sunlight. She got within fifteen feet.
“Want a buttered finger?” he thought he heard her ask.
He almost choked.
“What?”
“You know.” She reached him, stood right in front of him. She put her hand down into the grocery bag. “A Butterfinger,” she said, and offered him the candy bar.
He didn’t know if he flushed crimson or went white, but he managed to say, “Thanks,” and he took the candy from her.
“They’re my favorite. Used to be I liked Almond Joys best, but they did somethin‘ to the coconut. They don’t taste like they used to.”
There was a sense of unreality about this. John felt as if he were perspiring on the inside of his skin. His legs were still throbbing fiercely, and he didn’t know if he could pedal three blocks, much less make it back to the church. She watched as he peeled the Butterfinger’s wrapper back and took a nervous bite.
“What’s your name?” she asked.
“John,” he said before he could think about it.
“Oh, another John,” she said, mostly to herself, and she smiled slightly. Fine lines, as precise as if etched by an artist’s pen, bracketed her lips. “What’s the rest of it?”
“Uh…” What, indeed? And as his mind raced he remembered, crazily, the packs of cigarettes strewn around him in the grocery store. “Lucky.”
Her smile slipped a notch or two. “You’re kiddin,”
she said.
“Why? Isn’t that a good name?”
“John Lucky,” she repeated. Thought about it, and shook her head. “This has been one strange day!”
“I couldn’t agree more.”
“Lucky,” she said. “I like that. It kinda grows on you, huh?”
John shrugged, had the sensation that behind her dark glasses her eyes were picking him to pieces, seeing right through the pores of his skin to his soul. At any moment he expected her to say,
You’re a holy guy, aren’t you?
But instead, what Debra Rocks said was, “I live a block that way,” and she motioned in the direction of her building. She turned and started walking toward the corner. John just sat on his bike and stared. In another moment she stopped and looked around. “You comin‘, Lucky?”
He knew there were moments of great decision in life. Sometimes you were prepared for them, and you could handle them easily. Most times, though, they were like this: there without warning, and, once offered and refused, would never be offered again. The question hung in the air like a ripe fruit. Shame speared him; he thought: I
have seen your sexual organs, and somehow that seemed so indecent, as if he were a voyeur who’d peeped his eye through her keyhole. Well, he thought, I
am a voyeur. A wretched, unworthy…
“You want to come on, you’re welcome,” she said, and she began walking away again.
In another few seconds she heard--as she knew she would--the squeak of the bike’s tires as he walked it along behind her.
Debra Rocks unlocked the door to her third-floor apartment, and John stepped across the threshold.
Her apartment was not seedy, or nasty, or look as if she lived out of cardboard boxes. In fact, it was nice. The living room was small, but the furniture--sofa, chairs, and coffee table--were tasteful and clean. On the walls were not posters of porno movies but framed photographs of sunrises, sunsets, and the ocean. John could see a little slice of the bay from her window; the water was reddening as the afternoon aged. The room smelled vaguely of spices-- incense, he thought it must be. Or scented candles, because there were a lot of candles around. But what really amazed John was the number of potted cacti she owned. Not only were they standing like gnarled green sentinels on the sill of the high bay window, but there were at least fifteen more of varying sizes in clay pots around the room.
She set the sack of groceries on the pale green kitchen counter. “I guess you see I like cactus, huh?”
He nodded.
“They’re tough,” she said. “They grow even when nobody takes care of ‘em.” She started putting the groceries away. “You want a chain and padlock?”
“Pardon me?”
“A chain and padlock. For your bike.” They’d left it down in the vestibule. “You ought to lock it up or somebody’ll rip it off for sure.” She slid her sunglasses up onto her head, and John stared at her face. His heart had swollen again. Oh, that face! She glanced up at him, then rummaged in a drawer and offered him a slim chain, a padlock, and a key. “Better go down and lock it up right now.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “I’d better.” He took the chain, and felt an electric charge tingle up his arm as their fingers brushed. He walked to the door.
“You live around here, Lucky?” she asked, putting away the frozen dinners.
“Close by,” he answered.
That seemed to satisfy her. John went out, and eased down the stairs on his aching legs. He stood next to his bike, chain and padlock in hand. He could see that the shadows were growing on the street. The time was becoming late. There would be Mass in the morning, and he must pray and ready himself for its spiritual rigors. It was time--past time--to leave this place and go back to the church.
She was upstairs. Three flights up. Waiting for him. Yes, him alone. No one else in the theater now; just he and she, and a film yet to be created.
Stop it, he told himself. Stop it, you damned fool! If you dared to make love to that woman, you would be casting both yourself and her into eternal, wandering purgatory!
But it seemed to him suddenly that most of life itself was already purgatory--a wandering over cold, heartless landscapes. Surely both he and Debra Rocks were already occupants of that netherworld.
John fastened the chain and padlock together. He locked his bike to the stairs, and then he ascended to her again.
She had opened a can of tuna and was spooning chunks onto a flat brown tray. “Do you have a cat?” he asked her.
“No. I hate cats. They make me sneeze my head off. Come on, Unicorn!” she called into another room--the bedroom, he guessed it was. “Dinner’s on!” She set the tray with its tuna chunks onto the kitchen floor. “Well,” she said when nothing appeared to accept the food, “he’ll eat when he’s hungry. You want a ham frozen dinner or turkey? I’ll pop it in the microwave, just be a few minutes.”
“Debr--” He stopped, before the rest of it got out. He remembered the woman at the cash register calling her
Debbie.
“Debbie,” he said, “why did you ask me to come here with you?”
Something about her face had sharpened. Her eyes were hot gray pools. “How do you know my name?”
“That woman at Giro’s. I… guess I heard her use it.”
She stared at him for a moment. Then her face softened again, but there remained in it the wariness of an animal who might have smelled a trap. “Oh. I’ll buy that, I guess.” Again she looked up at him. “You’re not going to hurt me, are you?”
“No!” he said, shocked. “Certainly not!”
“Good.” She liked the way he said that; now her face lost its hardness and relaxed once more. She let her hand drift from the drawer where the knives were.
“I’d still like to know. Why did you ask me here? I mean… you don’t even know me.”
Debbie opened a ham dinner for herself and chose a ham for him too, since he didn’t seem to have a preference. She shrugged. “Intuition, maybe.”
“Intuition? Like how?”
“I won the monthly contest at Giro’s,” she explained. “Giro draws a number from a big bowl on the first Monday of every month. If you’re that number customer, you win a hundred and fifty bucks. I’ve been goin‘ to Giro’s for four years, and I never won the contest until today.”
“What’s that have to do with me?”
“Well,” she went on, and as she spoke, she took the sunglasses off her head and undid her ponytail and that magnificent black hair cascaded down over her shoulders with a suddenness that almost made John gasp, “if you hadn’t bumped into me I wouldn’t have won. See, I would’ve just bought my stuff and gone. Somebody else would’ve been that number. But I had to go back and get the eggs, and when I went through the register, the winnin‘ number was me. See?” She flashed a brief smile at him, and her teeth were startlingly white against her tan.
“I think so.”
“And then, you havin‘ the name Lucky and all. I mean… it’s like a sign, you know?”
“A sign of what?”
She looked at him, disappointed that he didn’t seem to grasp her meaning. “A sign,” she said, “that everything’s gonna go right for me from now on. That’s why I came after you. I couldn’t let you just walk on out of my life. And I knew it for sure when you told me your name.”
“Oh.” John felt a new heaviness inside him. “I see.”
She opened the refrigerator and checked to make sure she had enough white wine. “My birthday’s November third. What’s yours?”
“March eleventh,” he said, and he went to the window to look out and think about what was happening here at what felt like the speed of light.
“See? I
knew you weren’t in Giro’s by any old accident!“
“What?” He turned toward her.
“We’re soul mates!” she said. “Scorpio and Pisces! Two water signs!” She frowned slightly at his blank expression. “Don’t you read your horoscope?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Well, we’re soul mates. Take my word for it.” She got two of her nicest wineglasses out of a cabinet.
He had to ask the next question, and as soon as he did he damned himself for it: “Debbie… what do you do?”
She poured the glasses full of wine. “My job, you mean?”
“Yes. Your job.”
“I’m an actress,” she said with no hesitation. “Commercials and stuff. I do modeling too.” She went right on, though he didn’t wish to hear any more. “I do a lot of TV work. I did a commercial for this wine right here. Gallo. That’s why I drink it.”
His heart hurt, a deeper hurt than anything he’d ever experienced in his life. The false cheer of her voice almost squeezed the tears out of his eyes. “Here y’go,” she said, and offered him a glass. He took it, sipped, and was afraid to look at her for fear of what he might see--or what his own face might show. “Know what? I’m up for a movie part right now. Believe it!” Her voice was now full of genuine excitement, and John thought that at least this part of it might be true. “My agent, Solly Sapperstein in L.A., got a callback from my first readin‘. They want me to go back and read again on Thursday. It’s Bright Star Pictures, and they’ve done some real bitchin’ flicks. Ever see
Destruction Road?“
“I don’t go to movies very much,” John told her.
“Man, you must be from another planet!” She laughed, the sound like a stream flowing over smooth warm stones. She watched Lucky sip his wine, and she admired his profile. “So what do you do?”
“I’m a…” He paused. Tell her the truth, you gutless sonofabitch! “I’m… in public relations,” he said.
“Yeah, me too. Kind of.” She strode back into the kitchen. “You want some dinner now?”
“Yes,” he said. “That would be good.”
“Sorry I can’t cook worth a shit. I just pop the fuckin‘ frozen dinners in and that’s about it. Don’t taste worth a fuck, but--”
“Please don’t curse,” John said.
Debbie abruptly halted with a frozen dinner in each hand. Her back was to Lucky. Something about what he’d just said bothered her, but she couldn’t get a handle on it. Had somebody said that to her just recently? Where had it been? She couldn’t remember. The toot was burning out her memory cells. Well, fuck it! She looked at him, standing there in the slanting golden light, his shadow thrown across her floor. “You’re weird,” she said.
There was a scuttling noise. John stared down at the kitchen floor. A land crab the size of a dinner plate was moving across the linoleum tiles toward the tray of tuna chunks.
“There’s my baby Unicorn!” Debbie said. She put aside the TV dinners, gently picked up the huge crustacean, and kissed its plated back. “I call him Unicorn ‘cause he’s always so horny.” She laughed, but Lucky didn’t seem to get the joke. “Well, I thought it was funny,” she said, and lowered the crab to its food. “Eat ’em up, babe!”
When the TV dinners were ready, John and Debbie sat at the little circular table in her kitchen and ate. She ate fast, as if afraid someone was going to jerk the food away from her. He watched her lips move, and his crotch began to stiffen with the memory of her masked face in
Rough Diamonds and what her mouth was doing. He shifted uncomfortably, and asked her where in the South she came from.
“Louisiana. Town called De Ridder. Between Merryville and Sugartown.” The way she said it let him know she didn’t want to talk about it.
He shifted again. His legs were beginning to ache once more, the muscles knotted. He rubbed his calves and winced.
“Come on,” she said when she’d finished her food. “Let’s fix that right now.”
“Fix what?”
“Your legs are hurtin‘, aren’t they? Been ridin’ that bike too much. Come on, get up.”
He did.
“Shuck your pants off,” she said, and went into the kitchen.
“No. Listen… wait a minute.” He watched her return with a bottle of Wesson oil. “What are you going to do?” His voice trembled.
She blinked. “Give your legs a massage. Work those kinks out. Come on, shuck your pants and you can lie down right here on the carpet.” She got a pillow from the sofa and laid it down for his head. Then she knelt, waiting.
“I’m all right,” John said. He swallowed hard. “Really.”
“No you’re not. You’re hurtin‘. I can tell.”
He looked at her strong brown hands, then at the bottle of Wesson oil. Get out of here! he urged himself. Right now! But he stood where he was, and he said, “You don’t have to.”
“I want to,” Debbie told him, and patted the pillow. Then, before John could react, she reached up and unzipped his trousers. He sprang back as if fire had licked his crotch. Debbie laughed softly. “Wow!” she said, amazed. “You’re shy, aren’t you?”
“Listen… this is wrong. I’ve got to tell you--”
“I’ll tell you,”
she said firmly. She began to unbuckle his belt. “It’s right.”
And then he stood and squeezed his eyes shut while she tugged his trousers down to his knees. Now he was only a pair of Jockey briefs away from total, soul-searing damnation.
Debbie patted the pillow again. “Come on, put your head here.” She unscrewed the bottle, poured a little oil into the palm of her right hand, and rubbed both palms together. John felt his insides twist into a lump of Silly Putty. His willpower was water, and hers was flame; commingled, there would be steam. But his legs were hurting. What would be the harm in a massage that would last at the most two or three minutes? He could control himself; he could rein in his sensual urges.
He hoped.
He lay down on his stomach, his cheek against the pillow, and she said, “Cute ass,” and began to knead the knotted muscles of his calves with her warm, slick fingers. The first touch made him jump, and she laughed softly and said, “Relax.” Her hands dug down into the core of his soreness, fingers rippling in the muscles. There was a lot of pain for the first minute or so, but gradually her hands kneaded away the pain and got down to the pleasure.
She felt Lucky tremble under her hands. He was sure a strange dude. She’d never met anyone quite like him. He looked fine, but why was he so shy? Gay, maybe? No, she could tell those things. She liked the way he said “Pardon me” instead of just “Huh” when he didn’t understand about the chain and padlock. He was… God, it was corny, but Lucky was a gentleman. She didn’t see many of those; the breed was almost extinct.
She was working hard. “Lucky?” she said. “Would you take off my sweater for me? I don’t want to get oil on it.”
John slowly sat up. Debbie lifted her arms. His fingers burned when he touched her red sweater. Quickly, before he could change his mind, he pulled the sweater up over her arms and head. Underneath, she wore nothing but a black lacy bra, and over the rise of her jeans her stomach was hard and flat. Her shoulders and stomach gleamed a little with the sweat of her effort. “Thanks,” she said, and then John lay back down again with an inner groan, and her fingers began to work his calves once more.
“Just relax,” she urged him, her smoky voice gentle. “You’re too stiff!”
Oh, Lord, John thought. Oh Lord oh Lord oh Lord oh…
Debbie leaned her weight on his legs, her hands sliding across his flesh.
John closed his eyes. He couldn’t stand much more of this. Oh, God, he couldn’t take it! But he didn’t tell her to stop, nor did he try to get up. Her hands felt so good, so soothing; the pleasure was in his brain now, and he felt all his muscles unkinking. If this wasn’t paradise, it might be the closest earth had to offer. Even the memory of the porn scenes began to fade from his mind, and his brain relaxed. He thought about nothing but sensation, the sheer pleasure of warm flesh pressing yielding flesh.
He opened his eyes.
The pressure of her hands was no longer there.
He lifted his head from the pillow--and found himself looking into the face of the huge land crab, or as much of a face as the armored creature had. He sat up, startled, and the crab shot with surprising speed under the sofa, where it folded itself up and glowered at him.
John looked out the bay window. Night had fallen, and lights gleamed. The lamps were on in Debbie’s apartment, and some of the scented candles--vanilla and strawberry-- burned. He looked at his wristwatch, bleary-eyed. It was seventeen minutes before nine o’clock. He had slept for almost four hours!
He stood up. His pants were still down around his ankles, and instantly he tripped on them and fell to the floor again.
“Lucky?” Her voice came from the other room. “You okay?”
“Yeah. Yeah, fine.” He struggled to pull up his pants, zip his zipper, and fasten his belt. This was madness! Insane, sinful madness! He had to get out of here!
He looked at the floor. On the carpet lay Debbie’s red sweater, her blue jeans, wool socks, and the boots she’d been wearing.
“Lucky, will you come in here a minute?” she called.
He pressed his hand to his face. The crab scuttled past his feet and into the kitchen, crawling onto the last few tuna chunks.
“Lucky?” she urged.
He was midway between her bedroom door and the way out. He took two steps toward the way out--and then he stopped, his body trembling like a lightning rod. He smelled the electricity of his own need. At least he could tell her good-bye, he decided. He shouldn’t sneak out like a thief in the night. He turned and walked to the bedroom door, stood at the threshold, and peeked around the corner.
Debbie was sitting at her dresser, applying mascara while she watched herself in the mirror. She wore only the lacy black bra, black underwear and garters, and dark hose with black flowers on them. Her lips were wine-red with freshly applied lipstick, and her cheeks had a rouged glow against her tan. “Hi.” She put down the tube of mascara, one eye done, and smiled at him. “You must’ve been pooped.”
“I was.” His voice sounded strangled.
“I let you sleep. I hope that was okay.”
“Yeah. Fine.” He darted a glance at her breasts and his face bloomed red.
“Do you like to dance?”
“Pardon me?”
There it was again. The etched lines around her lips deepened. “You know: dance. Guess you haven’t heard of dancin‘ on your world, huh?”
“No… I mean… I don’t dance.”
“Well, you can fake it. I want to take you somewhere.” She began making up her other eye. “The Mile-High Club. It’s just a few blocks away.”
“A club? No… really. I don’t go to clubs.”
She had to ask it: “Lucky, are you gay?”
“No!”
That was emphasized firmly enough. “Bisexual?”
“No!”
This would be the worst possibility. “How about neuter?”
He paused, mulling that one over. “Maybe,” he finally said.
“Oh, you’re kiddin‘ me now! Nice-lookin’ guy like you can’t be neuter. It’d be too much of a fuckin‘ waste.” She finished her other eye, then picked up a brush and began to stroke her black mane back over her shoulders. John watched, transfixed; her face was becoming the face of Debra Rocks now, yet there was still something in it that was much softer, much less self-involved than the masked face he’d seen at work in
Rough Diamonds.
She stood up, walked to her bed, and picked up the black leather skirt that was folded there; she slipped into it and tugged it up over her thighs and rear. “Gainin‘ some weight,” she fretted, though she looked perfectly slim and trim to John. She put on a silver-glittered blouse. “Lucky, would you get me my jacket from the closet?” She motioned to it.
John opened the closet door. Inside was a variety of jackets--cloth, mottled camouflage, leather, feathered, leopard-skin. “Which one?”
“Guess.”
He knew. He took the leopard-skin jacket off its wooden hanger. But he noted something else hanging there: a man’s dark blue blazer, with a striped tie looped around the hanger’s neck. He gave the leopard-skin jacket to her, and she said, “See? I told you we were soul mates.” She slipped it on as if God had molded that particular leopard just for her. She caught his gaze and misinterpreted it. “Oh, it’s not real. I wouldn’t buy a real one. Anyway, somebody gave this to me.”
“Oh.” The man who fit that blue blazer? he wondered.
Debbie put on a pair of black high heels. She walked out of the bedroom, with John following. “You’re gonna like the Mile-High Club,” she told him as she went into the kitchen. “It’s hot. You can go there and dance and nobody fucks with you.” She opened an apple-shaped cookie jar on the kitchen’s counter and began to take out some vanilla wafers, Oreos, and Lorna Doones. “If you don’t want to dance, you can just hang out. No pressure.” She reached down deep into the jar, and her hand emerged with a little cellophane packet of white powder. “I like a club with hot music. Helps you go for the burn.” With a speed born of much practice she brought a small mirror, a razor blade, and a short straw out of a drawer, then carefully sifted some of the powder from the packet onto the glass and formed two thin lines with the blade. “I like the people there, too. They leave you alone when you want to be left alone.” She held her hair back as she sniffed up a line of what John had realized was cocaine.
“Please… Debbie, don’t do that,” he said quickly.
She looked up, a little smear of white at one nostril. “Do what?”
“That. What you’re doing.”
“Oh.” She smiled slyly. “Don’t worry, babe. I’ll leave some toot for you.” She offered him the mirror and cocaine.
He shook his head. “I don’t use drugs.”
Debbie stared at him, puzzled. “How do you live?”
she asked, and then she shrugged and inhaled the second white line. When she was done, she opened her black clasp purse, took out a little gold box, and sifted some more of the drug into it. Then put the gold box back into her purse and returned the remaining bit of cocaine in its packet to the cookie jar.
“Ready!” she said, her eyes ablaze with chemical fire.
They went down the stairs. In the vestibule, John paused at his bike--but then Debbie’s hand slid into his, the electric touch destroying his fleeting thought that he was walking on a dangerous edge. She led him to her Fiat, and after he’d gotten in she started the sputtery engine and pulled away from the curb.
About four seconds later, the headlights of a battered gray Volkswagen van parked down the block came on. The van left the curb and followed the Fiat at a steady distance. The van had an Oklahoma license plate.
The Mile-High Club was another dimension of hell. It was a cavern with black-painted brick walls, and hanging from the ceiling on thin wires were hundreds of plastic airplane models. They swung in the breeze of frenzied motion from the dance floor, and it took John a few minutes to figure out what was peculiar about the models: they all looked scorched, melted, burned-up, and wrecked. And on huge videoscreens, in accompaniment to slamming rock drumbeats and grunting bass guitars, were played over and over scenes of airplane-crash bulletins lifted from TV newscasts. As flames, wreckage, and death filled the screens, John felt Debbie take his hand.
“I want you to meet somebody!” she shouted over the pulsing thunder, and pulled him through the gyrating bodies. Strobe lights flashed, and a small spotlight at the ceiling swiveled to track a particular couple for a few seconds before its cold eye searched for fresh amusement.
John was shaken to the core. He saw women with crew cuts and muscles that would have made a 49er blanch with fear. He saw a man in black panty hose, and another man dancing with him cheek-to-cheek. He saw a leather-jacketed kid with six gold pins in his nose, whirling like a dervish on the dance floor. He saw a black woman kiss a white woman on the mouth, and then the wet gleam of their tongues as the spotlight caught them.
His knees almost gave way, but if he fell on that dance floor he knew he’d be trampled under combat boots, spike heels, and gladiator sandals. His hand tightened around Debbie’s, and she led him out of the confusion. Booths were crowded with shadowy figures, black light sparkling on Day-Glo-daubed, blown-up black-and-whites of airplanecrash pictures. She led him toward a booth and waved at somebody.
Four people were intertwined in a booth, legs and arms pretzeled together. “Big Georgia!” Debbie called. “I want you to meet my new friend! This is Lucky.”
John found himself staring at a beautiful, big-boned, red-haired woman who wore black eye shadow and lipstick. Her hair was the color of flame, and cascaded down over her breasts and shoulders. Big Georgia looked him up and down, starting with his crotch, and stared him forcefully in the eyes. She licked slowly along her pouting lower lip. “He looks like he enjoys sufferin‘,” she said.
Except it was a man’s husky voice, with a Deep South drawl.
“Lucky’s all right,” Debbie explained. “He’s my good luck charm.”
“Any friend of Debbie’s is a rear end of mine,” Big Georgia said, and batted his eyes at John. Then he turned his attention to Debbie. “Honey, you are lookin‘
soooo fine! You use those diet pills I gave you?“
“Oh, yeah. They were bitchin‘.”
“You got any more weight to lose?”
“Yeah.” Debbie patted her flat stomach. “A little bit right here.”
“Try these, then.” Big Georgia reached down into his beaded purse and the black-nailed hand came out with a little bottle. “They’ll melt that bad shit right off you, honey.”
John felt himself slipping into a trance, as if his mind had become a dial tone. Debbie immediately shook a small white pill into her mouth and sipped from the glass of chablis Big Georgia offered. The man sitting next to Big Georgia had a hand on a breast, and on that hand was a large tattooed spider.
“You workin‘, honey?” Big Georgia inquired, and Debbie said quickly, “Yeah! Commercials! You know. Like the other TV work I’ve been doin’.”
“Oh.” Big Georgia glanced at John, and the redhead’s heavy-lidded eyes narrowed with comprehension. “I like to do a little TV work myself.”
John realized Debbie didn’t want him knowing about the porno movies, though Big Georgia certainly seemed to understand her true line of work. They talked on, just chitchat about fashions and shoes and such, and then John had a new sensation.
Someone was staring holes through him.
He was certain of it. And it was no one at the booth, either; they were all either bored silly or listening to Debbie and Big Georgia. He looked to his left and looked to his right. Just shadows, merged and moving.
He turned and looked toward the dance floor.
A tall, lean figure stood there at the dance floor’s edge, silhouetted by the explosion of strobe lights.
A spotlight swept past, brushing the figure’s face. A man, John saw it was. Maybe. Anyway, whoever it was had blond crew-cut hair and wore a long coat. The man--presumably just stood there, hands resting on his hips. Maybe one of Debbie’s friends, John thought. He sincerely hoped not.
When John’s attention went to Debbie again, she was just putting the little gold box back in her purse. “Let’s dance!” she told him eagerly, flecks of white on her upper lip.
“No. Really, I can’t--” But she was already pulling him toward the dance floor. He saw that the man with the blond crew cut had vanished.
“Work his ass, Debbie!” Big Georgia hollered. Then, in a quieter voice to his companion, “I know I’d like to.”
Debbie guided him into the midst of the bodies that crashed and thrashed under the spinning lights. The music was deafening, and Debbie shouted something at him but he couldn’t hear a syllable of it. Then she stepped back, elbowing room for herself, put her hands behind her hips, and began to grind with a sensuous rhythm that would have knocked Lazarus dead again. All John could do was stand there and stare at her hips, as a high-pitched singer moaned about somebody dressed in peach and black and you’ve got the look.
John felt insane, standing at the center of insanity. The strobes flashed and the spotlights swept back and forth, and then the singer was wailing about slamming and ramming. Debbie grasped John’s hips and tried to get him shaking, but he had the movements of a swamp log.
Somebody shoved John aside.
A man stepped in front of him and began to thrust his pelvis energetically at Debbie. John saw a guy with curly black hair and a face like a chiseled Italian statue, wearing skintight jeans and a white sweater. Debbie glanced at John, then back to the new dancer--and in that instant John saw her face change.
The hardness poured back into it--but it was a sexy, ruthless hardness, and it made her mouth curl and sneer with cruel lust. Her tongue flicked along her lower lip, she arched her back and moaned, and her hands swept upward through her black hair, disrupting it into wild waves. Her eyes blazed with a fire that John feared would explode his bones if she ever turned its heat directly on him. He stepped back, stunned, and he knew he was seeing Debra Rocks emerge from the skin of Debbie Stoner.
The Italian guy pumped his hips, and Debra Rocks slid down his legs like a cat, her face level with his crotch.
A spotlight zigzagged across the crowd and locked on them. The other dancers melted back, as if they too had been scorched, and a ring of people gaped and shouted as Debra Rocks turned her power to full burn.
She was lying on the floor now, her body writhing, and the Italian guy was on top of her, right over her mouth, in a dancing display of oral lust. She came up off the floor, back arching with supple strength, pressing her thighs toward the man’s face. He grasped her hips, picked her up, and she locked her legs around him. They spun and twisted in the blue-tinged light, Debra Rocks gripping his hair and flicking her tongue across his forehead. The drumbeat rhythm was a primal call, animal to animal, and John saw her eyes flare with desire, her offered tongue straining toward the Italian’s. The heat of her glare blinded John as if he had looked at an atomic-bomb blast.
The place was going crazy, people hollering, clapping, and stomping to the beat. The floor shook, in danger of becoming the Mile-Low Club. Debra Rocks was on her feet again, her hips going around and around as she urged the Italian on. He clung to her legs, his tongue darting at her black flowers. Sweat glistened on her face, and on his too, and they locked fingers and Debra Rocks ground her crotch over the man’s gasping mouth.
John felt a tide of sickness in his stomach. Someone shoved him further away from the inner ring, and he staggered back. Collided with another body, and heard God’s name taken in vain as he was pushed off the dance floor like a loose sack of yesterday’s news.
He saw a sign on the wall--pee, followed by an arrow. He thought he was going to throw up, and he had to get to the men’s room fast. He hurried in the direction of the arrow, down a black corridor and through a red door, and there were the urinals and toilet stalls. He staggered into one of the stalls, closed the door, and leaned over the toilet. Cigarette butts floated in murky water before his face. He was shivering, covered with cold sweat, and he waited for what was going to happen as the brutal blast of drums made the walls tremble.
He heard the red door open and close. Heard the sound of boots clocking on the slick linoleum. The footsteps stopped.
Outside the stall, Travis slid the Colt .45 from his holster. His eyes were as dead as ashes, and they had watched this man enter the bathroom alone. Travis extended his arm, aiming the Colt at the center of the stall’s door. He eased back the hammer; it made a solid, powerful click.
John heard it and looked up from the toilet bowl. What was that noise?
The cowboy’s finger tightened on the trigger.
“Man, that’s one hot bitch!” somebody said, coming through the red door. His companion belched beer and said, “I’d lay her down and fuck her bowlegged, I swear it!” as he unzipped his pants en route to a urinal.
Just that fast, Travis considered the options. He would have to kill all three of them. Where was the back door here? How could he get out? In a split second he’d made his decision.
The pearl-handled pistol spun around his finger and slid back into the holster, and the two men who’d just entered with beer-swollen bladders hadn’t even seen a blur.
Travis knew there would be a next time.
He abruptly turned and stalked out of the bathroom.
John hadn’t thrown up yet. His stomach still raged, but he wasn’t going to be sick after all. Still, he waited to make sure all was clear in his digestive tract. Cold sweat sparkled on his face, but that began to subside too. He drew a few deep breaths to clear his head, but the toilet’s odors didn’t exactly help. He wiped his face with a piece of tissue, and then he left the stall and returned to the hellish den beyond.
Debbie was nowhere to be seen. And neither, John realized with mounting alarm, was the Italian stud. The dance floor was jammed again, the bodies moving like a hydra. John searched for Debbie, and found himself heading back toward the booth where Big Georgia held sway.
“Where’d Debbie go?” he asked, still light-headed.
“She was lookin‘ for you. Thought you’d left her. So she left too.” Big Georgia shrugged, and smiled mischievously. “And not alone.”
“Oh.” The bottom of his stomach seemed to fall away, and an immense pit opened. “I was just… gone for a few minutes!”
“What Debbie can do in a few minutes you wouldn’t want to know.” Big Georgia leaned forward, showing those pendulous breasts. She smiled sweetly. “Would you like a Southern girl, you big hunk of damn Yankee?”
John decided it would be expedient to be gone with the wind. He made his way out of the Mile-High Club and, at the curb, stood in the chilly dark staring at the empty space where Debbie’s Fiat had been. The breath whistled from his lungs like air from a punctured tire. Down deep, somewhere underneath the heart, he felt a knife-twist of pure agony.
Well, what did I expect? he asked himself. True love? He had eaten the apple, and was left was a seed-clogged throat. Even the very air around the Mile-High Club seemed fouled. To inhale much of it would poison the soul.
Damn, he thought, and began walking in search of a cab. I
thought she liked me.
About four blocks south of the club, he finally hailed a cab that would stop to pick him up. “Where to?” the cabbie asked. John hesitated only a second, then gave him the address--or close to it--of Debbie’s apartment building. The only thing to do now was to unlock his bike and get back to the church. He felt like a mangy mutt with a scalded ass.
He reached into his pocket for the padlock’s key.
His fingers couldn’t find it.
Well, the key had to be on him! He searched his other pocket. No padlock key. It occurred to him that it might have fallen out on the dance floor at the Mile-High Club, but to go back to that wretched sin den would make his blood curdle. Anyway, if anybody at that place found a key on the floor, they’d probably swallow it. He searched both pockets again; the key was not in his jeans.
“You lose somethin‘?” the driver asked.
“I’ve got my wallet,” John assured him. That was still in his back pocket--but the key, el zippo. He sat back, as the cab got closer to Debbie’s neighborhood, and wondered what to do. He couldn’t bring himself to ascend those stairs and knock at her door. If a grinning Italian stud’s face peered out, John would lose his Catholic manners. But he remembered putting that key in his right pocket! Why wasn’t it there?
“Hold it,” John said. The driver slowed down, smelling trouble. “Forget that first address. I need to go to the Cathedral of St. Francis, on Vallejo and--”
“Yeah, I know where it is. Pretty place.” The driver swung south, and John was headed home.
He decided he would have to deal with this problem tomorrow. Oh, Lord, tomorrow was Sunday! He was adrift in time, because his Saturday nights were usually spent in prayer and meditation. He stared out the window and caught his reflection in the glass. He wondered how he was going to sleep tonight, but he already felt the tingle of cold water on his flesh.
I’m possessed, he told himself, simply and frankly. I am totally possessed, and if my bed starts rocking tonight I’m going to blast through the wall and keep on running.
He sighed, and shook his head. He could still feel a little oil behind his knees.
“Now you can tell your friends you been fucked by the best,” the young, nude, and muscular man said as he sat on the edge of the rumpled bed and lit a cigarette. “Paulo D’Anthony, Italian stallion, hung and ready!” “You mean dumb and reedy,” she muttered.
“Huh? What’choo say, baby?”
“Oh, Pauuuulo,” she crooned, glancing quickly at her imitation Lady Rolex.
“That’s what I thought you said.” He inhaled cigarette smoke and then puffed out thick rings. “Baby, you’re good. You’re real good.” He stuck his finger into one of the rings and churned it around. “But I can teach you a lot more tricks, baby. Just hang with me.” He got up, walked--a little sorely--into the bathroom of his cluttered apartment. He gave a cigarette cough, then began urinating without closing the door.
Debbie sat up. Her clothes were all over the floor, scattered by the whirlwinds of passion. Or what masqueraded as passion on a drug-drowsed Saturday night. Damn it! she thought, running fingers through her damp, tangled hair. What kind of pill had Big Georgia given her? It must’ve been the pill that made her lose her mind and follow this pizza squeezer to his apartment! Paulo was a great dancer and he had a sexy body and he drove a gray Mercedes convertible, but…
He left me, she thought. Why did he leave me?
Big Georgia had said she saw him walk out. That big bitch oughta have her clock cleaned for handin‘ out Spanish fly and callin’ it a diet pill, she fumed. The coke, the wine, the pill… all of it had combined to land her right here, getting drilled by a strand of spaghetti. She had to get dressed and get out of here; she couldn’t stand sleeping in any bed but her own. She got her panties and bra on. Forget the hose, they were all ripped up anyway. Brutus Beefcake was in there gargling now, like he was trying to sing opera underwater. She picked up her blouse, put it on, and hurriedly buttoned it.
And from out of nowhere, she smelled his scent.
Maybe it was on her hands, she decided. There was still some residue of oil in the skin between her fingers. Maybe Lucky’s smell was caught in that. She couldn’t identify his aroma, but it smelled clean. The nearest thing she could think of was a brand-new copy of
Cosmo that nobody had even touched yet.
While Little Caesar was pronging her, a storm of half-remembered faces had swept through her mind. So many men, so little time: that had been her motto. And not just in the business, either. She liked sex; she enjoyed its funk and bump and pulsing heat, and afterward she liked to recline on a man’s body like a queen on a muscular throne. But there were so many faces, most of them without names. Or fake names at best, names like Bart and Glenn and Ranger and Ramrod. If they didn’t have huge ones, a lot of them would be grooming poodles.
It was funny, though. Real funny. Tonight, while Nero the Zero had been whispering some kind of gibberish in her ear, she had thought most clearly of Lucky. His face, while he’d been sleeping after the massage. He’d looked… so peaceful lying there. That’s why she hadn’t awakened him; she just sat down and stroked his hair, and had a memory of home.
It was all in black and white, like one of those classic movies they shouldn’t ought to colorize. She had been sitting on a grassy slope, with the town behind her and the huge white clouds floating in the sky, and she was picking dandelions and watching the wind blow them west. West, over the Louisiana forest toward the hills of California. Where those dandelion umbrellas would finally land, she didn’t know, but her hometown was too small for all of them. Her hometown grew mills and water tanks, railroads and rust. Dandelions would not root in iron; they needed the California sun.
And what she’d never realized, until that memory of home with the silk of Lucky’s hair under her fingers, was that she’d come to California as a dandelion blown on the wind, but her soul had grown its own iron.
Why did Lucky walk out on me? she asked herself. Nobody did that to Debra Rocks; nobody.
And maybe the fit of anger that had coursed through her had helped bring her to this bed too. Well, Lucky would come back, she knew. Oh, yeah, he’d be back.
If he wanted his bike, that is. While he’d been asleep, she’d taken the padlock key out of his jeans pocket and hidden it. This wasn’t the first time she’d started out with one guy and ended up with another, and she’d wanted to be prepared in case Lucky got lost in the shuffle. Such things happened.
She heard the noise of a tape being popped into the cassette player in Paulo’s bathroom. About four seconds later, the theme music of a
Rocky movie--“Eye of the Tiger,” she thought it was--blared from the tinny speaker, and Paulo leapt through the bathroom’s door wearing only a black velvet G-string and flexing his muscles.
“Double biceps shot!” he yelled, and flexed. “Look at these quads, baby!” Another exaggerated pose. “Crunched abs!” He made his stomach muscles stand out like a washboard.
“Oh, no,” Debbie said. “Oh, no!” She couldn’t help but giggle--and then the floodgate broke and she hollered with laughter. Paulo had combed and sprayed his hair into a stiff helmet of curls, and he was making such ridiculous faces as he shot his muscle poses that he looked like he was agonized with hemorrhoids.
“Stop it! Stop it!” Debbie shouted, holding her aching stomach as she laughed. “You’re killin‘ me!”
He shot one more flex that made his thigh muscles bulge enormously, and then he finally realized why she was laughing. “Hey! Bitch! I’m showin‘ you my muscles here! Pay some respect to a bodybuilder!”
Her laugh stopped fast. “Don’t you call me a bitch, chump! And stop tryin‘ to show off! I’ve seen better in the monkey house at the zoo!” She got up, really angry now--at herself, this dork, Big Georgia, and Lucky too--and pulled on her skirt.
“Where you think you’re goin‘? Huh?” He moved toward her, crowding her. “Where you think you’re goin’?”
“Don’t touch me. I’m goin‘ home.” She picked up her clasp purse and slid her hand into it.
“When I say you go home is when you go home. Me. Paulo D’Anthony.” He reached to grab her elbow. “Hear it, bit--”
Her hand flashed out of the purse and popped another finger; this one was long and steel-blue, and its point rested lightly on Paulo’s throat.
“Okay,” Paulo said, wide-eyed. “So you can go home already.”
“Turn off that damn music. I hated that movie.”
Paulo backed away from the switchblade, grinning weakly, all his muscles suddenly turned to fleshy dumplings. When he’d reached the bathroom and turned off the tape, he sneered. “Y’know what’s wrong with you? You ain’t had a good fuck in so long it made you go crazy!”
“Ha,” Debbie said softly, folded the switchblade up, and returned it to her purse. She put on her heels, secure that he wasn’t going to crowd her again. She left the bedroom, and Paulo followed her like a puppy, but at a respectful distance.
“You don’t have to go, baby,” he whined. “Come on. You want money? I’ll give you money.”
“No thanks.”
“Coke. I’ve got a real strong connection, baby. Get you all the blow you need.”
“I’ve got my own dealer.” She picked up her leopard-skin jacket where it lay on the floor, the first stop of the sex express.
“Shit!” Paulo said bitterly, his fragile ego starting to fall to ruins. “You don’t know a real man when you see one!”
“Do tell,” she said, shrugging into her jacket.
“Hey.” Paulo’s voice was softer now, and something in it was desperate. “Don’t leave me alone, okay?”
“You’re a sweet kid. Have a good life,” she said, and she had her Fiat keys in her hand as she went through the door out into the hallway.
He followed her, still G-string-clad. Now his face was swelling with rage. She was waiting for the elevator to come up. “You suck, you know that?” he shouted, oblivious of his neighbors at almost three-thirty in the morning. “You suck big ones!”
“That lets you off, then,” she answered calmly. The elevator doors slid open.
He couldn’t let her go without one last angry shot. “You ain’t nothin‘ but a fucked-up two-bit whore!”
She paused, her back to him and spine stiff, her hands holding the doors from closing. Slowly her head turned. Her beautiful face was as tight as metal, and the fierce fire in her gray eyes struck Paulo dumb. “Better get your mama to pop those pimples on your ass,” she said tautly, and let the doors hiss shut behind her.
Paulo stared at the sealed elevator, his face slack and a pulse beating at his temple. He had the urge to go after her, to chase her in the street, but he let it go. There was no use. A woman like that didn’t belong to anybody, and never would. Well, the bitch just didn’t know what she was missin‘. He pulled his chest up again and swaggered into the apartment, shut the door, and locked it.
A shadow disengaged itself from the other shadows at the far end of the corridor, near the stairwell. There was the steady noise of bootheels approaching Paulo’s door.
Paulo opened his refrigerator, popped a beer, and swigged half of it down. The doorbell buzzed. Now, who the hell could that be? Probably some dumb-ass neighbor called the cops, wants to make a big thing about the noise. Hell, life was noise!
He stormed to the door, reached out, and put his hand on the lock. Hold it, he thought. Can’t be too careful around here. He peered through the door’s spyhole, saw a blond crewcut guy he didn’t know. “Who’re you?”
The guy smiled coldly. “You lookin‘ at me, man?”
“Yeah, I see you.” Freaky tattoos at the corner of the guy’s eyes. “What do you want?”
“She’s my date,” the guy said.
“Huh?” Paulo saw the freak lift something. There was the glint of metal. The spyhole went dark. “Hey, what’re you tryin‘ to--”
The gun went off, and the bullet blasted through the spyhole’s glass and into Paulo’s right eye. It went through the back of his skull in a grisly shower of bone, brains, and curly black hair. The second bullet caught Paulo over the heart as he staggered back, and blood exploded from Paulo’s nose and mouth as his aorta ruptured. He slammed down on his back, his body continuing to twitch even though his brain knew nothing more of movement.
The cowboy had already reached the stairwell and was descending to the street.
At the curb, Debbie was pulling away in the green Fiat. She thought she’d heard a faint, muffled backfire, maybe from a car on the next street over. She headed for home and a good hot bath.
After two or three minutes, a gray Volkswagen van rounded the corner and drove in the direction of Debbie’s apartment. There was a scream from the floor where Paulo had lived.
Sunday passed, a day of torture.
John was busy at the church all day, and that night he went into his apartment and read about the temptations of Christ. There wasn’t much in the lesson that cooled his fever. He looked up D. Stoner in the telephone book; of course, as he’d known it would be, her number was unlisted. He popped the
Road Warrior into the VCR and sat down to watch it for about the eighth time. It was one of his favorite movies, but he couldn’t take it all the way through and it popped out again. He drew the blinds on the huge red X. He wasn’t interested in roaming Broadway’s dens; he needed only to see Debbie.
Not Debra. She scared him, but she drove him crazy too. That sight of her, dancing wildly at the Mile-High Club, still remained behind his eyes. He’d gotten maybe three hours of sleep between the time he’d witnessed that dance and the time for early Mass. He felt as if the gears of his brain had gone into overdrive and were beginning to spark and smoke with friction.
Sunday night he slept a grand total of four hours, give or take. He thought he must have awakened every ten minutes to her smoky voice calling his name: not John, but Lucky.
On Monday he had a meeting with Monsignor McDowell at ten o’clock. He pulled it off as best he could, but McDowell said he looked tired. Was he taking vitamins? John said no, and McDowell gave him a bottle of One-A-Days. At lunch he had a meeting with Mr. Richardson and Mrs. Lewandoski, co-chairpersons of the upcoming November fund-raising drive. He hung in to that one too, as figures and prospections were bandied about. He found himself writing lucky on his notepad.
It wasn’t until after three that his schedule was clear. Father Stafford was in the confessional this week. John went to his apartment, removed his collar, put on his jeans, a dark green flannel shirt, and a gray pullover. He sneaked down to the street, praying that the monsignor wouldn’t catch him. He hailed a cab two blocks away and gave the driver her address.
He told himself that all he wanted was his bike. But he knew better.
Debbie’s Fiat was not parked anywhere in sight. In the vestibule, his bicycle was still chained to the stairs. John walked up to her apartment.
Taped to the door was an envelope that had lucky on it. He sat down on the top step, opened the envelope, and began to read the handwritten letter.
It said:
Lucky. I knew you’d come back. At least, I hope you have. The key’s inside, in the cookie jar. Hope you’re not mad. Ha Ha.
I have a modeling assignment today (Monday) and I should be back around six. Why did you run out on me?
Me run out on her?
he thought. A little ember of anger-- or jealousy--stirred. He read on.
I need to talk to you. About important stuff. Please be here at six. Okay? I’ll give you back your bike. See ya.
It was signed
Your Soul Mate.
He stared at the two words that made him feel queasy.
Modeling assignment.
He knew what that must mean.
He was wondering where to kill the time for two hours or so when he heard someone coming up the steps. A heavy footfall, making slow progress. A gray-haired, balding man in a dark blue suit was coming up, gripping hard to the railing. He had the face of a weary basset hound, his gray eyebrows meeting between his eyes. He wore black horn-rimmed glasses, and he stopped for a second when he saw John.
“Can I help you?” the man asked.
“I’m waiting for someone.”
“Number six?” He nodded at the door.
“That’s right.” A little alarm bell began ringing in John’s mind.
“You’re Lucky. Right?” The thick eyebrows lifted.
“Right. How did you know?”
“Debra told me.” Not Debbie, John realized the man had said. “She said you might show up. I’m here to feed her crab.” He brought a key from his pocket and unlocked her door. “You can come in, if you want.”
John entered. The man closed the door. He trudged into the kitchen and went to the cabinet where the cans of tuna were.
“I’m kind of at a disadvantage here,” John said. “You seem to know who I am. Who’re you?”
“Joey Sinclair,” the man said as he used a can opener on the tuna. “I’m Debra’s manager.” He glanced at John over the rim of his glasses.
John grunted. He had seen the crab, up on the windowsill sunning itself amid the pots of cacti.
“Joey Sinclair and Sons,” the man added. “It’s a family business.” He scooped the tuna out onto the tray with a fork and set it down. Unicorn didn’t budge.
John had realized that was probably the man’s blue blazer and tie in the closet. And those were probably the man’s sons who’d escorted Debbie in the white Rolls.
“Harbor sewage,” Sinclair said, wiping his hands on a rag. “Tuna smells like harbor sewage, doesn’t it? Guess that’s why her crab likes it so much.”
“I’ve never met anybody who kept a land crab as a pet before.”
“Me neither.” Sinclair smiled slightly, but smiling seemed like a real effort for his heavily lined, large-jowled face. “Debra’s a real unusual girl. She tells me you’re in public relations.”
“That’s right.” Careful, he thought.
“With whom?”
“Well, I…” He was stuck. Joey Sinclair was watching him with old, sharp eyes. John knew a man named Palma, a member of the church, who was an account executive with an advertising company called Chambers, McClain, and Schell. So that’s the company he named.
“Uh-huh.” Sinclair went directly to the telephone book. John’s mouth had gotten dry, and his heart was pounding. “Let’s see here.” The man was turning the Yellow Pages. “Chambers, McClain, and Schell.” He tapped the listing. “On Pine Street. That’s expensive office space.” He picked up the telephone and started dialing with a gnarly finger.
When Joey Sinclair had dialed four numbers, John said, “Wait.”
The man stared at him, finger poised. “There’s something you’ve decided to tell me?”
“Yes. I… I’m not working in the office anymore. I’m free-lancing.”
“But they’ll know your name there, right? John Lucky?” He pressed the fifth number.
John took a breath, held and slowly released it. “No,” he admitted. “They won’t.”
“Oh, my. I’m sorry to hear that.” Sinclair gently returned the phone to its cradle. Then he turned toward John, and his eyes looked like the business end of pistol barrels. “Harbor sewage,” he said. “I smell it now worse than ever.” He approached John and slowly circled him. “Where do you live, John Lucky?”
John didn’t answer. There was no need to try to fool this smart operator.
“I knew I smelled shit when Debra told me about you.”
His voice had gotten ugly. “Debra’s usually a pretty good judge of character; I’m surprised she fucked up on this one. You think you’re real cute, don’t you?” Sinclair stepped between John and the door. He suddenly looked a lot bigger and meaner than he had when he’d come up the stairs, as if anger had nourished him. “I know what you are.”
“You do?” His voice shook.
“I do. A priest…”
John thought his heart was going to explode.
“… might be what you need right now, fuckhead,” Sinclair continued. “To give you the Last Rites.”
He’s Catholic, John realized. His heart was still slamming.
“So tell me why I shouldn’t go down to the car and get my son and let’s do a little boogie on your brainpan, Mr. Vice Cop?” Sinclair shoved John with rough, surprising strength. The crab scuttled quickly past John’s feet, almost tripping him up.
“Listen… wait… I’m not a cop.”
“Uh-huh.” Sinclair shoved him again, and John staggered back against the kitchen counter. “You ain’t got anything on Debra or me, or anybody else,” Sinclair said. “I run a clean modeling agency. It’s just that I came up here and found you prowling around my ladyfriend’s apartment. So I decided I’d better pull my gun, because you looked dangerous.” He opened his coat, reached in and drew a wicked little .38 revolver from a shoulder holster. John lifted his hands, stepped back, and almost knocked the cookie jar off the counter.
“I’m tired of being hassled by you vice fuckheads.” Sinclair raised the pistol and took aim at John’s skull. John had the sensation of flinching inside his skin; his hands lifted to protect his face. He heard the click of the hammer drawing back, and he thought:
I’ve heard that sound before.
“Please… all I want to do is… just get my bike keys and go.” John grasped the cookie jar, his hands shaking, opened it, and reached inside. No keys, just cookies. He turned the cookie jar over on the counter and everything dumped out--including three cellophane packets full of cocaine, right there in full view.
“Oh, shit,” Sinclair whispered, and now it was his voice that trembled.
A silence stretched. John saw the padlock key lying next to an Oreo, and he snatched it up.
“Hey, I’m a big kidder, huh?” Joey Sinclair said, and his grin showed a row of sparkling white capped teeth. “Bet I had you going, right? Look.” He flipped the .38’s cylinder open and shook it. No bullets fell out. “An old man and his toys!” Sinclair said, his eyes bright and scared. “My sons don’t let me carry bullets. They don’t want their senile old daddy to shoot his own cock off, right?”
The center of power had taken a violent and startling shift. John watched, amazed and stunned, as Joey Sinclair laid the gun down on the counter and lifted his hands in supplication. “I’m senile as hell! Ask anybody!” He glanced at the cocaine packets and then back to John, who hadn’t moved a muscle. “We can make a deal, right? You know, if Debra goes to the slammer, she’s not going to look so good when she comes out.”
It finally dawned on John what the man was talking about. He said, “I’m not a vice policeman.”
Sinclair looked like a man who’d been tickled with a feather and kicked in the crotch at the same time. “Huh?” Some of the meanness started to return to his eyes. “What kind of cop are you, then? A narc?”
“No. I’m… not a policeman at all.”
Sinclair lowered his hands. His mouth worked for a few seconds, but made no noise. John could see the wheels turning behind his eyes. Sinclair picked up the .38. “Okay, I’ll bite. You’re one of Rio’s boys, right? That sonofabitch is still trying to steal my business, is that it? Never! Rio couldn’t make a decent fuckflick if Cecil B. deMille came back from the dead and wanted to direct it!” He stabbed a finger at John. “And you’re not stud enough to take Debra away from me, either!”
“I don’t know anybody named Rio,” John said. The key was in his hand. He was ready to go. Why, then, did his legs not start moving?
Again Joey Sinclair was struck silent. His heavy-lidded eyes slowly blinked. “So that’s it. Yeah, I know your type. You’re either a private dick trying to dig up dirt on her, or you’re a rotten little hustler on the make. Which is it?” He didn’t give John time to answer. “I think you’re a hustler. Hell, if you were a private dick you’d have your ass covered. Anyway, Debra’s not fucking anybody’s husband right now. Yeah, you’re a hustler. God knows she’s had her fill of them too! I should’ve spotted you for a hustler right off.” He returned the pistol to his shoulder holster. “Maybe I
am getting senile.“
John didn’t care to debate that point. He headed for the door.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Sinclair asked sharply.
John stopped with his hand on the knob. “Out of here. I’m going down to get my bike, and I’m--”
“You’re staying right here until Debra gets home,” Sinclair said, glowering. “If you were a vice cop or one of Rio’s boys, I would’ve kicked your ass out. You might be a lousy hustler, but… Debra thinks you’re her good-luck charm.”
“What?”
“You heard me.
Lucky.“
He sneered it. Then shook his head, stepped over the feeding land crab, went to the refrigerator, and pulled out two bottles of beer. He threw one of them to John. “She begs for trouble,” he said, almost to himself. He popped the beer open and swigged it. “Debra believes in the supernatural. She’s… like… a real spiritual girl.” He wiped a froth of beer from his lips. “On Thursday she’s got a callback reading for a legit flick in L.A. You’re going with her.”
John felt his jaw drop like an anvil. “I… can’t…”
“I know you can’t pay for it, punk,” Sinclair said. “You probably haven’t got ten bucks to your name. I’m buying the tickets. You’ll get some money to take her to lunch too. I’ll make the reservations. Somewhere classy.” He looked at
John, eyes narrowed. “You own a coat and tie?” He grunted with disgust when John didn’t respond. “Damn hustler! Okay, I’ll spring for a suit too! What’re your sizes?”
“I… wear a size forty coat. Long. I…” His mind spun. “Size thirty-two waist. Thirty-three length.”
“What about your collar?” Sinclair asked.
“My… collar?”
“Yeah. You know, the thing that goes around your neck. What size collar, stupid?”
“Fifteen.”
“It’ll be a blue suit. You can pick it up here on Thursday morning. Nine sharp. And don’t wear those damned basketball sneakers. Wear black shoes, and make sure they’re polished. Your plane leaves at ten.”
“Why…” John waited for his senses to stop reeling. “Why are you doing this?”
“Because I want Debra to do good at her audition. She’s been wanting to get a shot at legit for a long time. My associate Solly Sapperstein’s been trying to find a movie for her. Of course, the legit boys don’t know Debra’s… uh… past experience. She’ll be auditioning under the name Debbie Stoner.” He chugged down the rest of the beer and dropped the bottle into the trash. “If she’s confident, she’ll do good. And she’ll be confident if she thinks she’s got her lucky-charm boy with her. If she gets the job, maybe I can start managing some legit actresses. You never know.”
“Does she… does she have a chance to get the part?”
“They called her back. That’s a good sign.” He belched. “I met Debra in L.A. about six years ago, at my other office. She was working the topless clubs, doing a few loops and bits on the side. That was before she got her nose fixed. I did it for her.”
“You did a good job.”
Sinclair looked at him and scowled. “I didn’t do the surgery, stupid. I paid for it. Anyway, it did a lot for her confidence. My wife showed her how to do her makeup and hair.”
“Your wife?”
“Yeah. She’s about Debra’s age.” He noted the hustler’s strange expression. “My third wife,” he explained. “Not the mother of my sons.” He opened the refrigerator again, found a carrot, and chewed on it. “Debra’s worked hard. She deserves a good shot. You’re going to make sure she gets it. Right?”
And John said it, quietly: “Right.”
“Good boy. Now, listen up.” Joey Sinclair walked to John and stopped, and John saw the deadly darkness in the other man’s eyes. “Debra’s got potential. Real potential. Maybe she’s not as good a judge of character as she thinks she is, but I’m going to tell you something, and you’d better understand it.” He leaned his face close to John’s. “I’ve seen your kind in every gutter I ever stepped over. You don’t give a shit for anybody in the world but yourself. Well, I understand that. Maybe I’m like that too. But… you hurt Debra in any way--you make her shed one tear--and I’ll start right here…” He placed his finger on John’s forehead. “… and I’ll split you open down to here.” He jabbed John’s testicles. “Get it?”
“Got it,” John answered.
“You’re stupid, but you’re not dumb.” He crunched on the carrot, and then he said, “Nine o’clock Thursday morning. I’ll send the Rolls. Be here.” Joey Sinclair walked to the door, opened it, and left without a backward glance.
John stood at the bay window in the golden afternoon light and slowly he sank to his knees.
He could say a hundred thousand times “Hail Mary, Mother of Grace,” he realized, and still the storm inside him would not be stilled. How had he come to this place, weak and on his knees in the apartment of a porno star? Oh, Holy Father… this was more than his soul could withstand…
He sensed a stealthy movement beside him, and looked to his right. The crab had joined him. It hunkered down on the carpet and just sat there.
John clasped his hands before him, closed his eyes, and offered his face to the sun. He began to pray for guidance, for the tumult in his soul to be soothed, for his blood to stop its fiery racing through the avenues of his veins. He must be delivered from this tangled web of ev--
There was the click of a key turning in the lock. The door came open, and there she was.
He twisted his head around, but didn’t have time to leap to his feet. Debbie wore her jeans and a bulky pale blue sweater. Her face looked a little used and tired, as if she’d gone several nights without decent rest. Her hair was damp--from a shower or bath? he wondered--and it was pulled back again into a raven ponytail.
She smiled, and it was like the sun emerging from gloom. “I saw the note was gone!” she said. “Uncle Joey must’ve let you in, right? I knew you’d come back! Lucky, I’m so glad to see you!” She closed the door behind her.
John stayed where he was, frozen in an attitude of prayer.
She bent over and kissed him on the forehead. Her lips seared his flesh. Then she got down on her knees beside him, facing the sun. Their arms rubbed. “I like to meditate too,” she said. “It’s a kick.” She closed her eyes, and began to intone, “Ommmmmmm…”
I’m going to scream, John thought. I’m going to scream so loud the windows will explode.
“Do you believe in reincarnation?” she asked him suddenly, her gray eyes soft and inquiring.
“I…” His tongue tangled.
“I’ve read all of Shirley MacLaine’s books,” she went on. “I had a dream once where I was an Egyptian queen, and I was watchin‘ them build the pyramids. It seemed like a real place. I mean… it was cosmic. So that’s why I read her books.” She turned her body toward him and took both his hands in hers. The golden light streamed around them and merged their shadows. “You know what she says? That people who loved each other in past lives always meet again. Somehow or other, they always get together. But sometimes you can miss your lover, and that’s why people live unhappy lives. So you’ve just got to hang in there, and maybe in the next life you’ll find your soul mate again. Do you believe that?”
He couldn’t lie about something like this. “No,” he said quietly, and he saw the disappointment well up in her eyes.
But it was quickly gone, like a little cloud past the sun. “I don’t either, not really,” she said. “But it would be nice to pretend, wouldn’t it?” She took his silence for agreement. “Anyway, I’ve found my soul mate this time around!” She squeezed his hands. “Lucky, I’m so glad you came back!”
“I couldn’t stay away,” he said, before he could think about it. And added, “You had the padlock key.”
“Yeah. Guess I pulled a fast one on you, huh? Forgive me?”
How could he not? “Of course.”
She got up and stretched her body. “Wow, I’ve had a day! Hi there, Unicorn! Uncle Joey come by and feed you yet?” She saw the tuna chunks, and also the spilled cookies and packets of cocaine on the counter. “You do that?” she asked him.
“Sorry. I was looking for the key. I was going to clean it up.”
“Aw, I’ll get it.” She went to the counter, put everything back into the jar but one packet of cocaine. She began to get out the mirror, straw, and razor blade again.
At once John was on his feet. Debbie formed two lines on the glass with the razor blade, and leaned forward with the straw to her nostril.
Before she could inhale, John reached out and grasped the straw away. She looked up, puzzled. “Hey! What’re you--”
“I don’t want you to do that anymore,” he said. He snapped the straw and dropped it into the trash. “That shit… that stuff… isn’t good for you.”
“Oh, it’s good shit,” she said. “It’s fresh. I got it yesterday.” She lifted the mirror to her nose and inhaled first one line, then licked her finger, put it into the other line, and worked the powder into her mouth and gums.
Hopeless, John thought. He felt as strong as a wrung-out rag.
“How come you left me?” she asked. Her gaze had sharpened. “At the Mile-High Club. How come you walked?”
“I didn’t leave. I went into the bathroom. When I came out, that transves… I mean, Big Georgia said you’d gone.” He avoided her eyes. “With that guy you were dancing with.”
“Oh.” It came clear to her. That Big Georgia wanted every man she saw! “Oh, he wasn’t anybody,” she said, putting her drug paraphernalia away. “Just a good dancer.” She frowned and touched between her legs. “Gee, I’m kind of hurtin‘.” Quickly she realized Lucky didn’t yet know about her line of work, and she turned away. “I… did some modelin’ at a gym today. You know, leotards and like that. I had to do a lot of stretchin‘.”
My soul, John thought, is the size of a cinder.
Debbie picked up Unicorn and took him to his sandbox in the bathroom. Then she caught her reflection in the mirror, and she stood staring at herself for a moment. Her lipstick was smeared, and there were dark circles under her eyes.
I have to tell him, she thought. I can’t lie to him anymore.
She tried to shove that thought away, but it lodged in her like a thorn. If he listened, and ran out… well, he wouldn’t do that. Lucky was her soul mate, right? Believe it. And anyway, what kind of man would run out after she told him what had to be said? If there was any such man on earth, she hadn’t met him yet. She ran a finger lightly over her lips; they were a little swollen.
It was time. Now or never.
She went to a closet in the bedroom, opened it, and reached to the top shelf, having to stand on her tiptoes. Her body felt like a well-used glove. She grasped the brown leather photo album, brought it down, and went out to Lucky.
He was sitting in a chair, facing the window, with his head in his hands. He looked as if he’d had a rough day too. She came up behind him, and when she touched his shoulders, he jumped.
“I didn’t know you were there,” he said.
“You’re tight. Your shoulders. Lot of stress in there, huh?”
“Oh, yeah.” Much of it had come from Joey Sinclair. He felt her fingers work deep into the stiff muscles, and he closed his eyes and tried to relax.
“I have to tell you some things,” she said after a long pause. Her fingers kept kneading Lucky’s shoulders with slow, steady power. “I’m an actress. Remember, I told you that before?” He nodded. “Well… I’ve got a different name, too. An actress name.”
His eyes opened, but he kept his head lowered.
“Debra.” She hesitated. Four or five seconds went past. “Rocks,” she said, almost like an afterthought. “Get it? Debbie Stoner? Debra Rocks?”
“I get it,” John said softly.
“I came up with that one myself.” Her fingers kept working, but Lucky’s shoulders didn’t seem to be getting any looser. “Have you… like… ever heard of me?”



“No,” John said, and his heart clenched. He heard her release a breath she’d been holding.
She placed a brown leather photo album in his lap, and then she turned away, walked into the kitchen, and poured herself a glass of white wine.
He stared at the leather as if it covered a secret door. Beyond this point, he thought, there lie monsters.
His fingers were damp. He opened the book.
On the first page, under a thin sheet of plastic, was a postcard-size picture of a movie poster. The movie was titled
Carny Girls, and showed a man and woman passionately kissing against the neon blaze of a carnival’s midway.
Starring Tawnee Wells, Debra Rocks, and Cyndy Funn, read the credit line.
John turned the page.
The next facsimile movie poster announced
Closest Encounters. Starring Paula Angel, Heather Scott, and Debra Rocks.
He turned the page again.
Wild and Wet. Starring Cheri Dane and Gina Alvarado. Special Guest Star Debra Rocks.
Another turn of the page.
Darkest Africa. Starring Debra Rocks and Black Venus.
Oh, my Lord, John thought. He felt as if his lungs were being squeezed by the weight of heaven.
Super Slick was the next poster.
Starring Cheri Dane, Debra Rocks, and Easee Breeze.
There were no actual depictions of sexual acts on these posters, but the poses, challenging stares, and red-lipped pouts were provocative enough. The bodies of the women were sleek and tanned, their faces and hair perfect. But there was something robotic about their expressions, as if they were staring at their own reflections instead of a camera lens, and mesmerized by what they saw. Even the face of Debra Rocks had that same blankness about it, a scrubbed sensual nothingness.
Cox Fox was on the following page.
Starring Raven Xaviera and Debra Rocks.
His heart stuttered. Debra Rocks--Debbie Stoner--had just walked into the room and stood beside his chair. He dared not look up at her. He kept turning pages:
She’s Willing; Acapulco Gold; Sweet Wet Honey; California Surfer Girls…
“You… must be very tired by now,” John said, his voice like the sound of air through a dry husk.
“I won’t do more than three guys at the same time,” she said quietly, as if reciting the terms of a contract from memory. “I won’t do bondage, or S-and-M. I won’t do animal acts, gangbangs, golden showers, or chocolate drops. I won’t do enemas or bi-three-ways or TV-threeways. I like to have location control too. No greasy garages or woods. I’m real allergic to ragweed and poison oak.”
He came to the last poster, after what seemed like twenty-five or thirty of them:
Animal Heat.
“That’s my new one. It just opened on the strip.”
He closed the book, and he sat there unable to say a word.
Her hands--oh, Lord, where had those beautiful hands been?--came down and took the book from his lap. He heard her walk back to her bedroom. Heard a closet door open and close. He felt lifeless, a puppet with broken strings.
“So what would you like for dinner?” she asked momentarily. There was just a hint of a nervous edge in her voice. “Ham or turkey?”
He stood up. It was time, now, for him to cast off his disguise as well.
But when he turned toward her he saw her not as a porno actress, a sex queen, a girl who survived by selling glimpses of false lust to unworthy strangers. Maybe he wanted to see her that way, so he could turn his back on her once and for all and grasp heaven’s ladder again for his torturous climb out of the basement. Maybe he did… but he could not.
He saw Debbie Stoner standing there, pony-tailed and weary-looking. And there was fear in her eyes too; a sharp, awful glint of it.
“You’re gonna stay for dinner, aren’t you, Lucky?” she asked.
I love you, he thought.
Oh, dear God… I love you.
“Ham,” he said. “That would be fine.”
She quickly turned away and took the dinners out of the freezer.
“Some guys might make a big deal out of it,” Debbie said as they sat at the kitchen table and ate their food. She’d lit candles, and the air was scented with vanilla. “You know. What I showed and told you.” Lucky hadn’t spoken much since he’d found out. She wasn’t sure he was all with her any longer, but at least most of him was still here. “I mean… it’s a job. Like anything else. Only…” She shrugged. “There’s not much of anything else I can do real well.” She ate a few more bites. “About the Mile-High Club,” Debbie ventured. “She goes a little crazy when the spotlight gets on her.”
“Her?” He looked up from the tasteless ham. “Who?”
“Debra Rocks. My actress self. See… sometimes I kind of feel like I can turn her off and on, like a switch in my brain. When the director says ‘Action,’ you’ve got to be right there, ready to go, because time’s money and… well…” Another shrug. “I’m a star.”
“How did you…” He stopped, altered his voice a little so the question wouldn’t sound so accusatory. “How’d you get into acting?”
“First off, I like sex. I mean, not twenty times a day like you might think. But it’s okay. I’d better like it, huh?”
He couldn’t suppress a quick smile.
“There you go! A smile makes you handsome.” She stared at the side of his head. “You’ve got nice lobes.”
“Pardon me?”
“Nice earlobes. They’re sexy. You need to have a pierced ear. I can do it for you, if you want.”
“No, I don’t think so.” That would be all the monsignor would need to see.
“How’d I get into acting?” she repeated, returning to his question after her brief avoidance of it. “I always liked attention, I guess. I thrived on it. I used to be a majorette. De Ridder High School. When I got out there and twirled, I could hear how quiet people got. Especially the guys. I knew I had a good body. Well, I wasn’t too pretty otherwise.”
“I can’t believe that,” John said. “I think you’re beautiful.”
“Nose job. Plus my hair was short and I didn’t wear it so good. Plus I had a lot of baby fat, but still I had a nice body. When you crave attention like I did, you do stupid things.” She stuck her fork into her ham a few times. “I had to get married when I was seventeen. I had two miscarriages.” She was silent for a moment. “He knocked me around some. Busted my nose and three ribs. Bastard was a truck driver. He went out on the road just before Christmas, high on coke and drunk too. Skidded across the interstate and went through the guardrail. Scratch one truck driver. Then all of a sudden I was a bad girl.”
“What about your parents?”
“I lived with my ma and grandmomma. My dad didn’t come around, and my ma… well, she kinda craved attention too. She still lives there, but I guess she’s older now. I went back home for my grandmomma’s funeral, but nobody recognized me. I just stayed one day.” She pushed the aluminum tray aside. “I loved my grandmomma. She was good to me. She’d say, ‘Debbie, you better stop readin’ them movie magazines! You don’t want to wind up in California, no ma’am!‘ But… I always thought California was a place where it was easy to be loved. You know? Everybody in California was always smilin’ and dressed up so nice, and they all looked like they had money and lots of friends.” She took a quick sip of wine. “I was wrong.”
“Not everybody can be a star,” John said.
Debbie laughed, and there was some bitterness in it. “Try tellin‘ that to a nineteen-year-old Louisiana girl standin’ in a bus station with ten dollars in her purse. I mean… I
am a star!“ she said, catching herself. Then her eyes hazed over again. ”I could dance. Couldn’t sing worth a shit, though. And I had the country-girl look. You know? I swear to God, I got out of a lot of scrapes by the skin of my teeth. But then… bein‘ wild got to be excitin’. And gettin‘
paid for it too? Not a whole lot, but still…“ She shook her head. ”It’s a crazy world.“
“Do you send any money to your mother?” John asked.
“Fuck, no!” she said with a snort. “She’d just drink it up! And not Gallo white wine, either! She goes for the rotgut!” Debbie looked into Lucky’s eyes. There was some pain in them; why was that? “How old do you think I am?”
He was reluctant to say, and he shook his head.
“Twenty-six. I’ll be twenty-seven next month. That’s old for this business. Younger ones ride the buses in every day. They start them off at eighteen, but those girls are just like me: by the time you fuck for a camera, there’s nothin‘ you haven’t done.” She played with the stem of her wineglass. “Sometimes I feel real old, like old inside. You get old and start puttin’ on weight, they pair you up to scabs and the action gets rough. That’s why I’ve got to get this part down in L.A. on Thursday. I’ve got to.” Her eyes blazed with determination.
“Joey Sinclair told me about the audition,” John admitted. “He told me about… the work you do, too.”
That threw her for a loop. “You mean… you already knew about me? Uncle Joey told you?”
“Yes. Not in detail. Just that the audition is important to you.”
She didn’t know whether to be angry at him, for saying he’d never heard of Debra Rocks before and making her spill her guts, or pleased that he had waited for her. She chose the second. “Then you’re gonna go to L.A. with me? To bring me good luck?”
“I’ll go with you. I don’t know about the luck.”
“Great!” She clasped his hand excitedly. “If you’re with me, I’ll get the part! I know I will!”
He saw it then, and he understood it. That’s what this was all about; Debbie thought he was lucky for her, and his presence would somehow assure that she got the role in a legitimate production.
“Would you like to take a bath?” she asked him.
“Uh…” His gears were stripped again. “Uh… I don’t…”
“It’s a nice big bathtub. Come on, I’ll show you.” Debbie stood up, still clasping his hand, and pulled him to his feet. John resisted just a little bit, but not very much.
It was an old claw-footed white tub. She turned on the hot water and poured in some bubblebath for him that had the cinnamony-perfume smell he remembered. The bubbles boiled up, white and frothy, under the flow of steamy water. She rubbed his tense shoulders. “You’re just full of kinks, aren’t you? Go ahead and get in, a good bath’ll do you wonders.”
“I’d better not.” He watched the water stream in. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d relaxed in a bathtub; his apartment’s bathroom was large enough for only a shower stall.
Debbie reached in and swirled the water, making the bubbles plump up. “I’m gonna go wash the wineglasses out. Go ahead, enjoy.” She kissed his cheek, her fingers caressing his chin; then she left him alone and closed the door. Alone, that is, except for Unicorn; the crab sat in a big detergent box full of sand over in the corner.
John sighed with relief. She wanted him to bathe by himself. Well, maybe that would be all right. Still, her touch and the idea of this bath had made his crotch stiffen and pound again. The smell was maddening, and deep down he relished the thought of wallowing in her scent. Steam welled into his face. He pulled his sweater off. Stop it! he told himself. He began to unbutton his shirt. No! You can’t! He shrugged his shirt off. The lathery bubbles had boiled up in waves. He unbuckled his belt, and he knew he had crossed the line.
He slipped into the hot water and winced as it embraced his testicles. He laid his head back against the porcelain, felt his muscles untense, smelled steam and cinammon.
In another moment the door opened, and she came in, nude.
He sat bolt upright, sloshing water out. Debbie had undone her hair, and it had fallen loosely around her shoulders. She had an all-over tan, and her body was magnificent. She was holding a straight razor and a can of Foamy. “I want to shave you,” she said.
“No!” he shouted. “For God’s sake, no!”
“You need a shave,” she said, somewhat taken aback. “I felt your beard when I kissed you.”
“Huh? Oh.
That beard.“ He touched the fine blond grizzle on his chin; he must’ve forgotten to shave this morning. His schedule was off, and his habits gone awry.
“You’re crazy,” Debbie said, and stepped into the water facing him.
She sat down straddling his lap, her smooth thighs pressed up against his sides. “I’m not gonna bite you,” she said, because Lucky looked as if he were about to leap up to the ceiling and cling there like a cat. “You are shy, aren’t you?” She shook up the can and squirted a gout of lather into her palm. “Well, that’s really refreshin‘.” Slowly, with tender attention, she began to smear the lather over his cheeks, chin, and throat. “Don’t worry,” she told him when he flinched again. “I used to be a barber. No foolin’. That was one of the jobs I had in L.A.” She leaned forward slightly, the razor ready, and her breasts brushed the hair on his chest. He dared not move, even as her breasts pressed against him, because she began shaving the left side of his face with long, slow strokes.
“You married, Lucky?” she asked him as she worked on his upper lip.
“No,” he said carefully.
“Got a girlfriend?”
“No.” He saw her look at him strangely. “I mean… I used to. What I mean is… we might be breaking up soon.”
“I figured you had to have a girlfriend. If you’re not gay, and you’re not bisexual, and I
know you’re not neuter, then you had to have a girlfriend.“ She focused on his chin and gently shifted her position. Her body was slick with bubblebath. ”Is she pretty?“
“Who?”
“Your girlfriend.
Man, you’ve got a concentration problem! Hold still, now.“
He did, as best he could. The razor slid over his throat like a feather. “Yes,” he said. “Very pretty.”
“What does she look like?”
“She… kind of looks like you,” he said.
The razor stopped. “You’re so sweet,” Debbie told him, looking into his eyes. “I swear to God, how come I never met anybody like you before?”
“I guess… we don’t move in the same circles.”
She started shaving the right side of his face, smoothly, slowly. “Well, we’ve hooked up now. Better late than never, huh? Believe it.”
He concentrated on staring at her eyes, shutting away the damp heat of her breasts against his chest and the firm pressure of her thighs on either side of him. The fire was still down in her eyes, but it was on a low burn now. Debra Rocks was sleeping.
Debbie finished the shave and washed the blade off in the bubbly water. Then she put the razor up beside the sink and slipped her arms around Lucky’s neck. “You can fuck me now,” she said softly.
“Please… don’t use that word.”
She frowned slightly. “What word?”
“You know.
That word.“
“Oh. You mean fu--” He put a finger to her lips, and she kissed it. “Okay. Just for you I won’t, Mr. Shy.” Her hand slipped down through the suds to his crotch. And lingered there.
She blinked slowly, staring at him. “Tell me one thing: why do you still have your underwear on?”
“I think bathtime’s over,” John said, and he worked loose from her and got out, the water streaming from his soaked Jockey shorts. He grasped a towel and wrapped it around himself.
“Wait a minute. Hold on.” She lifted a finger, as if trying to mark a sentence in the air where things had slipped out of her control. “Are you turnin‘
me down?“
“No. I’m just…” Think fast! “Like I said, I haven’t broken up with my girlfriend yet.”
“Wait. Just wait. You’re sayin‘ you’re not gonna fu… not gonna be with me because of your other girlfriend?”
“That’s right.” He scooped up his jeans and got into them, wet Jockeys and all. He tried as best as he could to keep his eyes averted from her body.
Debbie laughed and smacked the water with her palm. “You are weird!
I’m offerin‘ to you on a platter what a thousand guys would die to have, and you say no! Man, I was right! You’re not from this world!“
“I’m not a thousand guys,” he said, putting on his shirt. “I’m me.”
“I thought you said I was beautiful.”
“You are. But…” He pulled on his sweater. “This isn’t right.”
“Who says?” Her voice had taken on a hint of acid.
“You told me you were hurting when you came in from… uh… your work today. So the only reason you want me to make love to you is that you want to make sure I’ll be back on Thursday.” He saw her face tighten as he hit the truth nerve. “I told you I’d go with you to Los Angeles, and I will. Trust me.”
She was silent for a moment, and then she also got out of the tub. John handed her a towel, which she wrapped around her body as gracefully as if it were yet another piece of sexy clothing. “Sorry,” she said quietly. “Debra almost got out.” She watched as he sat on the edge of the tub to put on his socks and sneakers. “I’ve never met anybody like you before. You know what I want. What do you want?”
The question was as blunt as a baseball bat, and it swung hard against John’s brain. “I don’t know,” he admitted, and that was the truth too. He laced up his sneakers. “I think I’d better go now. Thanks for the dinner. And the shave too.” He touched his smooth chin.
Debbie followed him to the apartment’s door. “Listen… you can at least leave me your telephone number, can’t you? If… like… I wanted to call you?”
John hesitated. He had his own private line, of course, but there was another problem to consider: if Debbie heard his voice without seeing his face, might she remember the voice of a priest in a confessional? “I move around a lot,” he said lamely. “I’m hardly ever at home.”
“Okay.” Again there was a spark of pain in her eyes; she wasn’t used to being rejected by a man, and it hurt like hell. “Then you take my phone number and you call me whenever you… like… get the urge.” She went to a desk, opened a drawer, brought out a little card, and gave it to him. On it was printed simply D. Stoner and a telephone number. He tucked the card into his jeans pocket.
She caught his arm as he started through the door. “Lucky? You do… like me a little bit, don’t you?”
John looked into her face--that beautiful face with its smoldering gray eyes--and he thought: You just don’t know. “I like you a lot,” he answered, and she smiled and let him go.
Halfway down the stairs, it occurred to him to stop and check his pocket for the padlock key. It was right there where he’d put it. He went down to his bike, unlocked the padlock, and wrapped the chain around the handlebars. Then he walked the bike out onto the dark street, got on--his wet underwear wasn’t going to make this a pleasure trip--and began pedaling toward Vallejo Street.
A battered Volkswagen van pulled away from the curb a block up from the apartment building and followed.
The first tendrils of fog were beginning to drift in from the bay. John crested a hill and could see the fog-smeared lights on the Golden Gate Bridge; then he started down again, pedaling at a slow, easy pace and wondering how he was going to get away from the church all day Thursday.
A van brushed past him, dangerously close, and John had to swerve violently away. He went up onto the curb between two parked cars, and he shouted, “Watch it!” as the van rounded the corner ahead and disappeared.
Somebody was drinking and driving, he thought. That was much too close. He pedaled on the sidewalk, past multicolored Victorian houses, and then he swung back onto the street again.
The van rounded the corner behind him, and followed as he turned south.
Monsignor McDowell would absolutely freak out if he had an inkling of what had happened tonight, John mused. That is, what had almost happened. Well, the monsignor would freak out, nonetheless. He swerved to avoid a series of potholes. The streets in this area weren’t in such good shape, and some of the ornate streetlamps had burned out. Patches of fog rolled like ghost breath across the pavement.
He felt heat on the back of his neck.
He swiveled his head--and saw the van, right there, bearing down on him.
With a shout, he cut the handlebars to the right and narrowly missed crashing into the side of a parked Toyota; he skimmed past it, and the van skimmed past him by bare inches. He hit the curb, jarred up over it with a bounce that shook his teeth, and then he skidded to a stop just short of a wrought-iron fence.
The van went on about twenty yards. And then its brake lights flared. It stopped dead in the middle of the street.
John’s heart was pounding, and he smelled the electricity of his own fear. That van again. Its driver was drunk or crazy. In either case, John didn’t care to stick around. He saw the entrance to a narrow alley just ahead, and he pedaled toward it.
In the van’s darkness, Travis slipped three bullets into his
Colt and clicked the cylinder shut. Then he laid the gun on the stained seat beside him and drove on, turning sharply right at the next corner and picking up speed.
As John came out of the alley, he saw the van roar around the corner and come after him.
His first thought was
Oh, Jesus.
He stayed on the sidewalk, veered away from the van, and started pedaling fast. Faster. Faster.
The van’s tires jubbled over potholes, then hit smooth pavement again. Its engine snorted and popped like the ravenous, saliva-damp mouth of a hungry beast.
John’s legs pumped furiously, his body thrust forward, head over the handlebars. His eyes were wide and glittering, and he knew now that he was a long way from home.
The van pulled up level with him. There was a flash and crack!
from its interior.
John thought he heard a hornet zip past his head; he was aware of heat, the tang of scorched metal, his hair standing up at the back of his neck. He heard the glass of a window explode in the wake of his bicycle, and three seconds later he realized he’d just been shot at.
Maybe he peed in his pants; he didn’t know, since he was already soaked, but his bladder certainly gave a lurch. Another alley entrance was ahead; he veered into it, his rear tire skidding, and as the alley took him, another bullet ricocheted like a scream off the red bricks.
John shot out of the alley’s far side, swerved right, and sped across the street. Cold sweat had surfaced on his face. My God! he thought, amazed. My God, why would anybody want to kill me?
An engine roared. The van tore around the corner, coming out of the low-lying fog, and raced toward him.
John’s foot slipped off a pedal. He lost control of the handlebars, and then he was going up onto the curb, trying to drag his feet against the pavement. He skidded into a group of garbage cans around a burned-out streetlamp, and there he fell off the bike into the embrace of Hefty bags.
Travis slowed the van, lifted the Colt, and wedged his arm up on the driver’s door. The barrel glinted, steel-blue. He saw the man--the sonofabitching Satan who was trying to steal his date--get up on his knees and reach for his fallen bicycle. The bike rider looked up, and Travis grinned. He had a clear shot. Right between the eyes.
He squeezed the trigger.
The van’s front-left tire hit a pothole.
John saw the flash of gunfire. And there was a clang!
of metal against metal and sparks leapt off the streetlamp’s pole right in front of his face.
The van went on maybe fifteen yards before its brakes squealed. It stopped, and Travis shouted,
“Shit!”
and reached back to his gunbelt for more bullets.
John scrambled onto his bike, turned in the opposite direction from the stopped van, and started pedaling frantically down a hill.
Travis got another bullet into the Colt, and then he glanced into the sideview mirror. He thrust the gun out, taking aim at the rider’s back by the mirror’s reflection. But in the next second the bike rider descended the grade and vanished into a pocket of fog. Travis slammed his fist down on the steering wheel, and he started to back up, but here came another car behind him. Travis pulled his gun hand back in. The driver stopped and honked his horn.
Travis started to get out and kill him, but that would be a waste. Anyway, a siren was wailing. Most likely whoever owned that broken window had called the cops. If that Satan showed up again, he’d be sorry as dust, like they said in Oklahoma. Travis shot the car’s driver a bird, and then he sped on, turned left at the next corner, left again, and headed for safety.
“You’re not taking your vitamins,” the monsignor said sternly. “You look like you need some iron.”
“No, sir,” John said. “I’m fine.”
“I know when somebody needs iron.” McDowell opened a desk drawer and brought out a bottle of Iron Plus tablets.
“Here. I take ‘em all the time. A man gets to a certain age, he needs a lot of iron.”
“Yes, sir,” John said, and put the bottle in his pocket.
“Okay, let’s get down to business.” McDowell opened a schedule book. “As you know, Father Stafford and I are going to the state Catholic convention in San Diego. We’re leaving Saturday morning and we’ll be back on Wednesday.”
John blinked. “I… thought I was going to be a delegate too.”
“No, I decided to take Father Stafford along. I don’t think you’re up to politics, do you?” His thick brows lifted.
“No, sir, I suppose I’m not,” he had to agree. His bones were still trembling from what had happened last night, and he’d been able to sleep, fitfully, for only three hours.
“Right. So you’ll be manning the helm, so to speak. I expect you to be up to the task.”
John nodded, without fully hearing him. “Up to the task” meant strict office and consultation hours, duty in the confessional, on call and available at all hours for whatever might come up. That meant also, he realized, that from Saturday to Wednesday it would be impossible to see Debbie.
The hand of God had finally jerked him back to reality.
“Don’t nod. Say ‘yes,’” McDowell insisted.
“Yes, sir,” John answered.
“All right. Take this.” He handed John a list of functions and meetings scheduled between Saturday and Wednesday. They were all low-level priority, but required a Catholic presence. “I’ll have more information for you on Thursday. Be here at ten o’clock.”
“Yes, sir.” He stood up, and that’s when it hit him. “Ten o’clock? This Thursday?”
“There’s a problem?”
The walls seemed to spin around him. John clutched hold of the monsignor’s huge black desk. “No,” he said finally. “There’s no problem.”
“Okay, good. Have a nice day.”
John somehow got out of there, and he went straight to his apartment and took an iron pill. He stayed at the church all day, reading, studying, and praying with a vengeance. He didn’t glance at the red X even once, though he knew exactly where it was all the time. He wanted to fill his mind up with crisp holiness, because it had an inclination to wander in two directions: toward the memory of Debbie, shaving him in a bubblebath with her breasts pressed against his chest, and toward the memory of gunfire.
He’d almost called the police when he’d gotten home. But of course there would have been complications. The police might have come here to see him, and the monsignor would find out, and want to know where he’d been riding his bike at that time of night. Complications best avoided.
Whoever had shot at him was crazy or high on drugs. It had been a chance encounter. John was alive, though the first bullet had come so close he’d found slivers of glass in the back of his sweater when he got home. Leave it at that.
On Wednesday afternoon, when his work and studying were done, he took off his collar, put on some casual clothes, and walked his bike down to the street. He had to lean over and pretend to be adjusting something on his bike, because Garcia, the maintenance man, went past him and said, “‘Afternoon, Father.” Then, when Garcia was out of sight, John got on his bike and pedaled away.
He didn’t intend to go to Debbie’s. Maybe he didn’t. But that’s where the wheels took him. Her Fiat wasn’t at the curb. He drove past Giro’s, wandered around the sinuous streets for about an hour, and then back to Debbie’s. Still no Fiat. A working day, he thought. He felt a jab at his heart, and he went home.
He was wide-awake at six o’clock on Thursday morning, listening to the clock tick.
Monsignor McDowell expected him in his office at ten o’clock. That was when he would be on an airplane to Los Angeles, the lucky charm of a porno star who hoped today would be her big break. He got out of bed and took vitamins, and then he stood under the shower and just let it drench him. After his shower, he sat down and polished his black shoes.
The clock ticked on, and at a quarter to eight he dressed in jeans, shirt, and sweater and took his bike to the street. It would take him only fifteen to eighteen minutes to reach Debbie’s apartment if he pedaled at a steady pace, but he wanted to get out early, before Darryl and the monsignor were in their offices.
He locked his bike to her stairs and went up to her.
She answered the door with a smear of white powder at her nostrils. “Lucky!” she said breathlessly. When she hugged him, he felt how she was trembling. She pulled him in, her hand clenched around his with desperate strength. “It’s good you got here early, you can help calm me down. You want some coffee? I can’t cook worth a shit, but I can make bitchin‘ coffee. It’s black. You like yours black?”
“Black’s fine.”
She poured a cup for him, but she was shaking and the cup clattered on the saucer as she brought it to him. “I’m kind of nervous,” she apologized. “I didn’t spill any on you, did I?” He said no. “Uncle Joey told me he was bringin‘ you a suit. He said you and he had a real… how’d he put it… communion.”
“Yes,” John said, “I think we understood each other.” He watched as Debbie drank down a cup of coffee, took a bottle of some kind of pills from a cupboard and popped two of those, and generally behaved like a pinball knocked between flippers. She went into the bedroom, emerged a few seconds later having taken off her white gown; now she had one leg in hose and one leg bare, her breasts fully exposed. “Do I sound hoarse?” she asked him. “I think I sound hoarse. My God, if I’m gettin‘ a cold I’ll just die!”
“You sound fine,” he assured her, averting his eyes from her breasts.
She struggled with her black bra, couldn’t get the clasps done. “What time is it? Lucky, what time is it?”
“Eight-twenty-six.”
“Damn it, I can’t get this fuckin‘ thing on! I can’t…” He heard her voice choke. “I can’t… do anything right!”
He got up, walked to her, gently took the back of her bra, and clasped it. She was trembling, and she kept running her hands through her hair like fleshly brushes. “Shhhh,” he whispered to her, and he put his arms around her from behind. “Come on, settle down.”
Still shivering, she leaned her head back against his shoulder. The waves of her black hair floated before his face, and he could feel her heart beating--like a trapped bird trying to fly--through his hands. Lucky had a gentle touch, she thought, and she let his heat soothe her freezing bones. “I’m torn up,” she said. “Just hold me, okay?”
He tightened his grip on her, and he smelled the perfume of her hair. He kissed the soft nape of her neck, his lips stinging, and then he rested his head against hers.
“Damn, I’ve gotta get ready!” she remembered, and she pushed out of his arms. She raced into the bedroom again, where John could hear her tearing through the closet.
Unicorn came scuttling to his feet, passed him, and climbed up into a cactus pot, where it busied itself digging into the sand.
At seven minutes before nine the door buzzer was pressed, and John answered it because Debbie was still in the throes of decision between a skirt-and-sweater outfit or her red dress. At the door stood a broad-shouldered, dark-haired young man who had the same chilly, heavy-lidded eyes as his father. “You Lucky?” he said, and John nodded. “This is for you.” He thrust forward a dark blue suit, white shirt, and a paisley-print tie on a hanger. “To borrow,”
he added ominously. The young man bulled his way past John. “Hey, Debra!” he shouted toward the bedroom. “Pop’s in the car! Move your ass!” Then his gaze locked, disdainfully, on John. “Well, put it on, cockface! You think you’re supposed to just stand there and look at it?”
John took off his clothes and struggled into the suit; struggled because it was at least a size too small, and the shirt was starched as if it had been fashioned from platinum. He forced the gruesomely tight collar buttoned and put on the necktie. Had to tie it once, twice, a third time before Sinclair’s son said, “Shit! Don’t you know how to tie a fuckin‘
tie?
C’mere!“ He jerked John toward him by the paisley, roughly untied it, and started over again. ”Debra!“ the young man hollered. ”Pop’s parked in the handicapped zone!“
“I’m ready,” she answered as she emerged from the bedroom.
Both John and the young man stared at her.
She had chosen her red dress, the same curved glimpse of fire John had seen when he’d come out of the confessional. Her makeup was perfect, her black hair glossy and brushed back from her face, cascading softly over her tanned shoulders. Her face had the glow of life and energy, and her gray eyes were level and steady; she was in control.
Debbie put on a light red jacket, got her clutch purse, and went to the door. Sinclair’s son opened it for her, and John followed them down the stairs in his too-tight slacks.
The interior of the white Rolls reeked of cigar smoke. Joey Sinclair’s other son was behind the wheel, and Sinclair himself sat in the huge expanse of the rear seat. “Debra, you’re stunning,” he said as he kissed her hand. Then, to John: “Hey, Lucky! You must be putting on a little weight!” John smiled grimly, and Sinclair dug an elbow into his son’s side and laughed like a foghorn.
“This is the deal,” Sinclair said as they drove to the airport. “Solly’s meeting you in L.A. You’ve got reservations at Spago’s at one-thirty.” He glanced at John. “That’s a classy place,” he said, for Lucky’s benefit. “Your audition’s at three-thirty. Solly’ll get you there on time. Then he’ll get you back to LAX. Your plane leaves at eight-forty. I wanted to give you plenty of time, if the Bright Star boys want to take you to an early dinner.” He took Debra’s hands between his own. “Let’s look at you. Open your mouth. Brush your teeth good? Want a mint? Chuck, give her a mint!” The young man instantly handed her a pack of Clorets. “Your hands are like ice,” Sinclair said. “You toot some blow?”
“A little bit.” She put on her sunglasses.
“Good. It’ll keep you charged.” Sinclair’s head suddenly turned, and he stared forcefully at Lucky. He had felt the damn hustler watching him. “What’re you lookin‘ at, you little fuckhead?”
“Joey!” Debbie said, a little sharper than she’d intended. “Please… Lucky’s my friend.”
“Oh, I know what he wants.” Sinclair dug out his wallet and opened it, exposing a thick pad of green. He counted out four one-hundred-dollar bills, and then he slapped them down on John’s knee. “That’s Debra’s play money. She sees something she wants, she gets it.”
“Thank you, Uncle Joey,” she told him, but she was staring out the window.
John and Debbie were sitting on an airplane within twenty minutes. At two minutes before ten, the jet’s engines whined, and shortly afterward the shuttle-service craft began to taxi toward the runway.
Debbie grasped John’s hand. “I get scared on takeoff,” she explained.
He squeezed her hand, and he was looking at his watch as it ticked dead on ten o’clock and he knew Monsignor McDowell was glancing at his own watch.
The plane took off and headed south.
As they flew, Debbie took off her sunglasses and told him what movie she was auditioning for: “It’s called
The Rad Brigade.
Rad for Radiation. See, it’s a sci-fi movie about after a nuclear war, and these teenagers get all mutated and have super powers and stuff. Then they have to… like… fight the bad mutant gang. I’m up for the part of Toni, the hooker.“
John couldn’t help it; he smiled slightly and shook his head.
“It’s a big part!” Debbie said. “Toni’s a mutant too, see. Like… her boobs glow in the dark. But she protects the Rad Brigade from the Blaster Bunch, and she’s a hero. Or heroine. You know what I mean.”
He was afraid he did, and he figured the less he said about it, the better, so he kept his mouth shut.
The immense crazy-quilt sprawl of Los Angeles crept under the plane. Debbie put her sunglasses back on, took
Johns hand, and held it tight. “You’re gonna be lucky for me,” she said. “I know you are. I knew it from the first minute we met. Scorpio and Pisces. Soul mates. I’m gonna do good, aren’t I?”
“You’ll do great,” he told her, and he kissed her hand and rested it against his cheek.
The plane landed with a jolt. Solly Sapperstein--a thin, gangly man in his early forties, wearing a sharkskin suit and a brown Beatles-hair toupee--was waiting at the gate. He talked loud, with an abrasive northern accent, and kept looking everywhere else but at Debbie as he talked to her. To John he paid no attention at all. They went out to the huge crowded parking lot and got in Solly’s black Cadillac, which had rusted scrapes along the sides.
Spago’s, on Sunset Boulevard, was essentially a stratosphere-priced pizza parlor. The pizzas had things like goat cheese and rabbit livers on them. Debbie ordered only a salad, and kept her sunglasses on. John decided to go the salad route too, but Solly ordered a pizza with duck sausage and double garlic.
“So! Debra!” Solly said with a big-toothed grin. “I caught
Animal Heat last week. You’re hot, babe, totally nuclear.“
“Thank you,” Debbie said quietly, and she shifted a bit in her seat.
“You see it?” Solly asked John. Before John could decide what to say, Solly blasted on: “Got a guy in there with a schlong from here to Encino! If I had a schlong like that--whoa, baby!”
“Please keep your voice down,” John told him, feeling as if he had gravel churning in his stomach.
“What’s his problem?” Solly inquired of Debbie. “You did good in that flick, kid. Put on a real good show. You bring some of that fire into your reading today, you’ll walk off with the part.”
Debbie removed her sunglasses. Her eyes were building up to a blaze again; Debra Rocks was peering out. “Isn’t there anybody I can fuck to get it?” she asked.
“No, babe. Not these guys. They’re pros, and they don’t play that game.” He shrugged apologetically. “They put up five, six million bucks, they want to make sure they’re getting acting talent, not…” He stopped himself, cleared his throat, and took another bite of pizza. “They don’t play that game,” he repeated.
Debbie put her sunglasses back on, shielding the eyes of Debra Rocks. She stared out the window, and John watched her scrape the polish from her thumbnail. He placed his hand over hers. “Take it easy,” he said.
“Yeah, listen to your boyfriend,” Solly advised.
It was a long drive to where the audition was going to be held. John sat in the back beside Debbie, his arm around her, and every so often he felt her shake as if electricity had pulsed through her. All during the flight and lunch he’d been glancing at his wristwatch and thinking about what he would’ve been doing at church; but now all that was forgotten, and he concentrated on comforting her.
The Bright Star studios, in Burbank, looked like a warehouse in need of paint. But the parking lot held BMW’s, Mercedeses, and Jaguars, so John knew this must be the place.
“Stay with me,” Debbie whispered, her voice quavering. They got out and followed Solly Sapperstein’s quick stride into the building.
It was a quiet place, like a center of power. Solly announced who he was to the receptionist, and that he and Miss Debbie Stoner had an appointment with Mr. Carmine. The woman asked them to take a seat, and she pressed a buzzer and relayed Solly’s message.
As they waited, Solly touched Debbie’s shoulder and leaned across John to whisper, “I got your credits all fixed up. Not to worry, babe.”
“Thanks,” she said, her hands clasped in her lap.
Credits fixed up,
John thought. What did that mean? Credits? As in movie credits? He looked at Debbie, and the scrunched-up, tense way she was sitting made him remember something that knocked a soft breath out of him: the Bright Star studio was auditioning Debbie Stoner, not Debra Rocks. They didn’t know.
“Mr. Sapperstein? Miss Stoner?” the receptionist said. Debbie jumped. “Mr. Carmine will see you now. Room E, down the corridor to the right.”
“This is it,” Solly said. They stood up, and Debbie cleared her throat. She reached for Lucky’s hand and pulled him close as they walked.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Sapperstein,” the receptionist said as they started to pass her desk. “Just you and Miss Stoner.”
John felt her nails grip into his skin.
“What’s that mean? We’re three people here,” Solly said, smiling. “See? One, two, three.”
The woman checked her appointment sheet. “I have down Mr. Solly Sapperstein and Miss Debbie Stoner for Mr. Carmine at three-thirty. Two names.”
“Well… listen. He’s her boyfriend. You know. Moral support.”
“We’ve had this problem before, and Mr. Carmine is very specific.” The woman’s voice was cool, professional, and totally in charge. “No boyfriends, girlfriends, live-ins, or anyone in an audition but a legal representative. Those are the ground rules.”
“You can bend the rules. Just a little? Huh?” Solly was dancing on ice. He glanced weakly at Debbie. “Sorry, babe. Lucky stays here.”
“No! Solly… listen!” She grasped his hand with cold fingers. Behind her dark glasses, her eyes had panicked. “No! Lucky’s got to be with me, all the way!”
“What’s the big deal?” Solly shrugged and worked his hand away from her. “Lucky can sit right in here and wait. Then you can come out and give him the good news.”
Debbie shook her head adamantly. “No! He’s got to be with me!”
“Would you resolve this situation, please?” the receptionist prodded. “Mr. Carmine is waiting.”
“It’s all right,” John told her. “I’ll be right in here.”
“No! Lucky… I want you in the audition! You’ve got to be there!”
John glanced at the receptionist; she was sharpening a pencil, grinding it around and around. Then he took Debbie’s sunglasses off, and the abject fear in her eyes ripped his heart. He put his hands on her shoulders. “Listen to me.” She started to speak, and he said, “Listen. You’re an actress, aren’t you?” She nodded, terrified. “Then go in there and act.
Do the best acting you’ve ever done in your life, and know that I’m in there with you, all the way.“
“I… can’t…”
“You can!”
John told her, and waited until he saw it sink in.
“Let’s go, Debbie,” Solly urged.
“Go on,” John said softly. There was something else you were supposed to say. What was it? Oh yes. “Break a leg.”
Debbie stared into his eyes, trying to draw strength from his center. It seemed as if he was the only thing solid in a slippery world. And then Solly tugged at her, and she knew that her chance was on the line. And on her own shoulders, too. She drew a breath, held it--then let it go and followed Solly down the corridor and to the right.
John walked back to a chair, sat down, and started reading a
Time magazine. His own palms were wet.
Room E was a cluttered little soundstage, the dreary gray walls covered with cables and other equipment. Three men sat at a long table, and the one in the center--a young, fresh-faced man in a Hawaiian shirt and khakis--stood up as Solly and Debbie entered. His expression was a bit irritated, because he didn’t like to be kept waiting. “Mr. Sapperstein? Miss Stoner? Good to see you again. You already know Mr. Katzenwaite.” He indicated the gray-haired man on his left. “This is Mr. Royer.” He motioned to the bearded man on his right. “Mr. Sapperstein, if you’ll sit down back there, please?” Carmine nodded toward a chair at the rear of the room. “Miss Stoner.” A motion to the chair in the middle of the room.
“Go for it, babe,” Solly whispered, and left her alone.
On Debbie’s chair was a script:
The Rad Brigade.
She picked it up and sat down, her legs like rubber bands and the pounding of her heart making her entire body shake.
“Just relax now, Miss Stoner,” Carmine said. “We want to get a good reading from you, just sort of see what you can do. As I’m sure Mr. Sapperstein has told you, we were very impressed with your first audition. We think you’ve got a real grasp of Toni’s character.” He looked over at Royer, who had opened the girl’s resume and was skimming it. She’d done three films--sword-and-sorcery costume pieces --in Italy for Avanti Productions, and she had an impressive list of European modeling credits. “So let’s begin, shall we?”
Debbie couldn’t stop shaking. Damn it! she thought. God, I need some blow so bad!
“Just loosen up,” Carmine advised; she was sitting as if on cactus needles. He picked up his copy of the script and paged to a place he had marked. “Let’s start off with page thirty-nine. That’s Scene Eight, where Gato meets Toni. I’ll read Gato’s part. Ready?”
“Yes.” She wasn’t sure he’d heard her. “Ready.” Her voice sounded hoarse and unsteady. Straighten up, damn it! she thought. You’re a professional!
“Starting from the top of page thirty-nine,” Carmine said, sitting down again. “Okay, so what does it all mean, hotpants?”
“ ‘It…’” Read it with feeling, dummy! “ ‘It means, little boy, that… the Blaster Bunch won’t let it go at this. Fuck, no. They’re… going to come after you with all their guns blazing, and by the time they’re finished with you, they--’”
“Wait, wait,” Carmine interrupted. “Miss Stoner-- Debbie--we’d like for you to emphasize your Southern accent, not try to mask it. Just go with it. Start again.”
She nodded. “ ‘It means, little boy, that the Blaster Bunch won’t let it go at this. Fuck, no. They’re gonna come after you with all their guns blazin’, and by--”
“Would you stand up, please?” Katzenwaite asked. “We’d like to see how you stand and deliver the lines.”
“All right.” She stood up and smoothed her dress. “‘It means, little boy, that the Blaster Bunch won’t let it go at this.’” She looked up, trying to put some Scarlett in her face. “ ‘Fuck, no. They’re gonna come after ya’ll with all their--”
“Not ‘ya’ll,’” Carmine said. “ ‘You.’ Just read the lines as they’re written, please.”
“Sorry.” She cleared her throat, walked around the chair to get the blood circulating in her legs. Then took her spot and began again. This time they let her get beyond the third line. “ ‘And if I were you, I wouldn’t stick around. I’d find me a nice deep hole to crawl into.’”
“ ‘Is that an offer?’” Carmine read, his own delivery flat and rushed.
“ ‘If you’ve got the cash, I’ve got the si--’”
“Hold it, please.” Carmine was staring past her toward the door. “Who is that?”
She looked around with a gasp, hoping to see Lucky. Instead, it was another guy, this one wearing a black shirt with red polka dots. “It’s Keith, Bill. I’ve got something you might want to see. Like right now.”
“We’re auditioning in here.”
“Right now,”
Keith said, and he walked into the room, past Debbie, and toward the long table. He was carrying a satchel.
“Oh, for Christ’s sake!” Carmine threw up his hands. “Debbie, pick it up, please, and go on.”
“‘… the slash,’” she continued, really putting a Southern drawl into it. ‘“I can take you places you ain’t never dreamed of, little boy. I can grow you up in a real quick--’” She glanced up, and that’s when she saw Keith pop open the satchel and slide the magazines out on the table in front of Carmine, Katzenwaite, and Royer.
“‘--hurry,’” she whispered, and felt the world cave in on her head.
Carmine had put aside the script. He was looking at the magazines. One of them was a
Hustler, one was an
Erotic Stars in Review, and another was a cheapie she’d done a couple of years ago titled
Hot Cowgirl.
Carmine stared at a picture in the
Erotic Stars magazine. He showed it to the other two men, then whispered some-thing to them. Debbie jumped as Solly placed his hand on her shoulder. “Steady, steady,” he whispered.
Carmine looked up at her, his face pinched with anger. “This audition is over.”
She couldn’t make anything but a soft, stunned moan. Solly stepped forward, a frozen grin on his face. “Hey, chief! Hold on a sec! You’re not gonna jerk the rug out from under us, are you?”
“You’re damned straight I am,
Mr.
Sapperstein.“ Carmine shook his head incredulously. ”You’re either crazy or you’ve got iron balls, my friend. You know, your reputation had preceded you here. Was it last April you tried to pass off a stroke actress to Vista Pictures for a. family film? We’ve got a research and legal department to check people out, Mr. Sapperstein. They don’t just sit on their asses and draw fifty grand gratis.“
“Listen… come on. Bill, right? Be a pal, Bill. Look at Debbie.” He pushed his hand into her back to make her stand up straight. “She’s got presence, Bill. Star quality. Yeah, maybe she’s raw, but you put the time and money into her and you can develop--”
“We can develop a lot of money blown on coke,” Royer told him. “We’re not in the business of financing drug habits for porn stars. We’re working with millions of bucks here! You think we’re going to toss it to…” He glanced at the magazine again. “Debra Rocks? Man, you’re crazy to have even brought that in here!”
The pressure of Solly’s hand on her back was hurting her. That pain stirred up other, worse pains, until she was aflame with pain, suspended in a universe of it. She clenched her hands into fists at her sides and listened to these men talking about her as if she were a thing.
“You can use her,” Solly insisted. “Let the word leak who she really is. It’ll boost your box office.”
“Yeah, and destroy all our artistic integrity,” Katzenwaite said. “Forget it.”
“This audition is over,” Carmine repeated, and he picked up his script and started to stalk away.
Her voice cracked out like the sound of a whip on bloody flesh: “No, it is not!”
All of them stopped--Carmine, Katzenwaite, Royer, and Keith--and they stared at what stood before them.
She had felt the fire of Debra Rocks leap from her pores, and she saw that awesome heat scorch their faces. Even Solly stepped back, because her eyes blazed with determined power and the scared little Southern girl who had been there just a second before had vanished. Everyone jumped when she threw the script to the floor. Her backbone was as rigid as an iron bar, and as she walked toward the table she was all tiger and suffocating steam.
Debra Rocks picked up the copy of
Hustler, flipped it open to her nude centerfold, and pushed the pink right up into Carmine’s face. “Don’t you like it, Billy?” she asked, velvet-on-steel. “Oh, come on and tell me how much you like it.”
“Miss… Stoner,” he said, his eyes wide. “There’s no need to--”
“The name is
Rocks.
Oh, you know there’s a need, Billy. You know it.“ She licked her finger until it glistened, and then she ran that finger across his lower lip. Their saliva intermingled. ”What’re you thinkin‘, Billy? Thinkin’… hard thoughts?“ Her megawattage gaze wandered to Royer. She took a step forward and hooked two fingers up his nostrils. ”You got a coke sniffle, baby? You like a little blow now and then? Oh, big man, I can show you places to lick coke from that you never dared dream about.“ Another step, and she was in front of Katzenwaite. ”Oh, let’s you and me talk artistic integrity, baby. Like stirrin‘ up horny teenagers and makin’ ‘em think they’re dead if they’re not fuckin’ by fifteen.“ Her hips made a slow, grinding circle. ”Look at it, Katzy. Think about it.“ Her fingers flicked over her thighs. ”You’re standin‘ real close to the fire, Katzy. Ohhhhh… slide the wood in and let it burnnnn…“ She drifted to Keith, picked up
Hot Cowgirl, and opened it to a photograph that she knew was in there. “See that guy on top of me, Keithy baby? He was twelve inches, and I took him allll in. Every.” She grasped his hand and sucked a finger into her mouth. “Single. Inch,” she said, and spat his member out.
Keith moaned softly. Carmine’s hand had gone to his crotch.
Debra Rocks backed toward the doorway, her fingers beckoning them to follow if they dared. Katzenwaite looked as if he were about to leap over the table, and Royer’s face had frozen into a strained rictus. Solly staggered back and bumped into the wall. “I’m in a new movie,” she said huskily.
“Animal Heat.
It’s in one of those theaters with reallllll sticky floors. Now, when I walk out that door, you’re all gonna be thinkin‘ how soon can you get to that theater, and how soon can you be lickin’ your lips over what was just starin‘ you in the face. You remember my name, and you call it out when you get lonely. Hear, ya’ll?“ And with a sultry, soul-killing smile, she said,
“Now the audition is over,” turned her back on them, and walked proudly through the door.
Solly hurried after her, and caught up with her long-legged stride. “Whoa, baby!” he exclaimed, his cheeks slick with perspiration. “That was some job!”
Her face had tightened. The fire in her dark-hollowed eyes had dimmed, but it had burned a little more of her insides away. “I’m an artist,” she said, staring straight down the long chilly corridor. “My paintbrush is a man’s cock.”
John looked up from his magazine and saw them coming. Instantly he could tell that things had gone wrong. He stood up. Debbie strode past the receptionist, stuck a bird-finger right into the woman’s face, and kept going through the door. John followed, knowing the luck had run out.
“Where to? You want a drink?” Solly asked as he pulled the Cadillac out of the parking lot.
“No. Just drive.”
“What happened?” John asked. “You look--”
“You should’ve been in there with me!” she snapped, and something in her eyes went savage. “If you’d been in there, everything would’ve gone all right!”
“They found out about Debra Rocks,” Solly explained, “perverts must’ve combed the pom shops.”
“The part sucked, anyway,” Debbie said coldly. “They wanted me to play a slut.” She popped open her clutch purse. Her hand slid in and came out with a small gold box. Then she pulled out a straw. Her hands were shaking, and a sheen of sweat glistened on her face. “I don’t need the bastards,” she said. “I don’t need any of’em!” She started to slide the lid of the gold box open.
John had had enough. There was no way in Heaven or Hell that he could sit beside her and watch her snort up that crap again. His hand flashed out, grabbed the box away from her. Before she could move, John opened his door and flung it out. There was a puff of white on the roadside, and then they had left it behind. Debbie stared at him openmouthed. “You’re killing yourself with that stuff,” he said, his face aflame with anger. “I don’t want you to--”
“You bastard!”
she screamed, and attacked him.
It wasn’t a halfhearted attack. It was a clawing, shrieking, frenzied attack that drove John against the door and made Solly swerve the car and shout, “Hey! Cut the crap!” But Debbie was listening to no one now but her inner demons. She swung her fingers at Lucky’s eyes, grabbed his hair, and banged his head against the doorframe. She clutched at his throat, dug her nails in, hammered at his face and head with her fist, all the time screaming and cursing. Solly kept jerking the wheel, looking back over his shoulder to make sure the wild bitch didn’t jump his ass too; the Cadillac lurched drunkenly down Olive Avenue.
She punched John on the side of the face, a glancing blow, and that was it. He grabbed her wrist, shoved her back with his other hand, and threw his body on top of her, forcing her down against the seat. Her knees pounded at his ribs, but he got those down and then she reached up for his eyes, her face twisted with fury. He dodged just before he lost his vision, and she grabbed his collar and started trying to bang his head against the roof. “Stop it!” he shouted, gripping her wrists. “Debbie, stop it!”
He didn’t know exactly when it happened. But suddenly her arms were around his neck, trying to pull his mouth down on hers, and her body was hot and thrashing and the lips in her tormented, lust-puffed face moaned, “Hurt me, Lucky. Hurt me, hurt me, I want you to hurt me…”
John recoiled, breaking her grip. She sat up, reaching for him, saying, “Hurt me, hurt me.”
“I don’t want to hurt you!” he said. “I love you!”
And there it was, spilled out like a glassful of forbidden wine.
Her hands stopped short of clawing his suit jacket off. Her face was frozen between a sneer and a moan. It stayed that way for a second or two--and then he saw her lower lip tremble, and a single tear streaked down her left cheek.
“You… should’ve been with me,” she whispered brokenheartedly. “Why weren’t you with me?”
The tears came then, and she sobbed as if someone had delivered a brutal blow to her stomach. She reached for him, a drowning figure reaching for a life-ring, and he put his arms around her and pulled her close. She wedged her head against his neck, and her tears soaked his collar.
“Hanky?” Solly offered one over the seat, but it had green flecks on it and John said, “No. Thanks anyway.”
He put the handkerchief away. “Lucky, where you want me to drive to? I mean, it’s a big place.”
“I don’t care,” John answered. “Just somewhere pretty.”
As Debbie continued to sob, her hands clutching at John’s shoulders and her body bowed in defeat, John did what he had been unable to in the confessional. He gently stroked her hair, hugged her body tightly against his, squeezed his eyes shut as her sobs racked his own body. Finally, her despair quieted if not exhausted, she lay silently beside him, her head on his shoulder, and stared at the world through swollen eyes. John took off his paisley tie and offered that to her as a handkerchief, but she didn’t move to accept it.
“Malibu comin‘ up!” Solly told them, and his exuberance clued John that the man might have started out as a tour-bus driver.
I
John had never seen Malibu before, but he’d heard a great deal about it. The late-afternoon light, however, didn’t reveal what he’d expected. The beaches of Malibu were gray, and the houses looked to John simply like oversize weather-beaten shacks. Debbie perked up a little bit, lifted her head, and said, “I used to live there,” pointing to a dreary beach shack, one of what looked like hundreds jammed together on the continent’s edge. Then Debbie lay back against him again, drained by memories.
Solly kept driving, as the red sun began to sink. The beach had eroded, and cracks had winnowed across the highway. Finally Solly slowed, turned the Cadillac, and headed back to L.A. “That’s the beach,” Solly said. “Where to next, chief?”
Debbie spoke up: “Forest Lawn.” Solly laughed uneasily. “That’s a cemetery.” “I know it’s a cemetery, numb nuts.” Her voice was still weak, but it was regaining power. “Take me there.”
“Okay, okay. You don’t have to be rude.” And Solly drove toward her destination.
By the time they reached the particular plot Debbie guided Solly to in the huge expanse of Forest Lawn Cemetery, the sun had sunk low. The orange light had faded to purple, and now edged into blue.
Debbie said, “Stop here,” and she got out and walked through the headstones and ornate markers to the grave she sought. She stood over it, just staring down, and didn’t move when John reached her. He saw a name on a little bronze plate in the ground: Lynn Phillips. John saw also that she’d died in mid-August of this last summer, and she’d been twenty-three years old.
“Lynn was my roommate for a while,” Debbie explained. “We were best friends. I mean… we didn’t have sex or anything. We were like sisters. Pals.” She sighed, a pained sound. “I helped her pick out her name: Cheri Dane. Know why? ‘Cause she was hooked on cherry Danishes. She used to go out to the Farmers Market and bring back a sackload. So we really had a laugh over that name, because we knew all across America guys were turned on by a girl named after a cherry Danish.” She smiled faintly, but it didn’t stick.
“What happened to her? Drugs?”
“No!” Debbie looked sharply at him. “Cheri was clean! Well… she was gettin‘ that way. No, somebody got into her apartment, over in Santa Monica. Whoever it was… tied her up and drowned her in her bathtub.” She shrugged, but it was to hide a shudder. “The cops never found out who it was. I don’t think they looked too hard. You know what they call us? Freak fodder. I’m beginnin’ to believe it.”
“Why is that?”
“Oh… another friend of mine hit the dirt last week.” It was said with false bravado and masked a core of hurt. “Janey McCullough. And the real gut-clencher is that we all had a hit together:
Super Slick.
At least, it was a hit in the business. It played everywhere, and did six high figures in videotape. Not that we saw very many of the bucks. I mean, somebody’s gettin‘ rich, but it’s sure not us.“ She stared down at the marker. ”Lynn, how many times did I tell you? If you don’t know the face, don’t let ’em into your place. Hell, she would’ve given the devil a thousand bucks and waited for change.“ Debbie saw a bouquet of fresh flowers on another grave a few yards away; she went to it, picked some of the flowers out of the vase, and sprinkled them around Lynn’s marker. ”There you go, babe,“ Debbie said. ”Let’s get you pretty.“
John glanced at his wristwatch. “We’d better go, maybe grab a sandwich somewhere before we catch our plane.”
Debbie walked away from the grave, and then she abruptly stopped again. She looked around, to all points of the compass. “It’s the blue world now,” she said in a hushed and respectful voice.
“What?” He hadn’t fully understood her.
“The blue world,” she repeated. “Listen.” She put her finger to her lips.
He did. The cemetery was an oasis of silence. Dying light flared on the towers of buildings off in the haze, but cool blue shadows had pooled around the headstones and monuments, and even the air itself had turned to indigo. A solitary car moved along one of the cemetery’s streets, and the twilight breeze stirred a palm tree’s fronds.
“See?” Debbie said quietly. “When everything turns blue, and the whole world seems to be holdin‘ its breath. That’s the blue world. My grandmomma and me used to sit out on the porch in the twilight, and we’d rock in the glider and she’d sing me these songs her momma sang to her a long time before. Songs like that don’t change; just people’s voices do.” She turned her face and smiled, and John saw she was looking to the southeast.
“Grandmomma said the blue world was the entrance to the night, but it wasn’t anything to fear. Oh, no! She said the blue world came back again, at dawn, and then it was the way out of the night. She said… the blue world was God’s way of sayin‘ there would always be a new day.” Debbie looked at him and gave a bitter grimace. “I was raised a Baptist. Isn’t that a big damned hoot?”
John didn’t hoot; he didn’t speak either. He just let her go on, and watched her face as she drifted back into time.
“I haven’t thought about that for… it seems like forever,” she said. “The blue world. Maybe… I just stopped lookin‘. I don’t know.” She walked to a monument, leaned against it, and traced her fingers over the carved white marble. “It’s strange, huh? People live and die every day, and you never know a thing about ’em. Everybody just goes on about their business, like a big boilin‘ pot. I mean… we’re all in it together, aren’t we?” She gazed at Lucky, her eyes glittering in the blue half-light, and then she looked away. Her fingers tightened on the marble. “I’ve gotta get out of this,” she said. “I’ve gotta… figure things out. Somethin’ went wrong. It went wrong, and I don’t know where it went wrong.” She lowered her head, and John heard her choking on a sob. It was the same sound of a lost, crying child that he’d heard in the confessional, and his heart yearned to give her peace. He started toward her, to rest his hand on her shoulder and tell her his name was not Lucky but John Lancaster, and that he was a Catholic priest.
“Don’t touch me,” she said as he reached out. “Okay? Don’t touch me just yet.”
John stopped. He pulled his hand back, and the moment spun away like a dead leaf.
“I’m sorry.” She reached out and grasped his fingers. “I’m a bitch sometimes.” She examined his face and touched a place on his left cheek that made him wince. “I bruised you,” she said. “Hell, maybe I ought to get into foxy boxin‘ and oil-wrestlin’, huh?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised.”
“Listen… I’m not mad at you. I knew me gettin‘ that part was a real long shot. It wasn’t you that screwed me up. You’re still my Lucky, right? Soul mates?”
“Right,” John said.
She nodded. “Believe it.” She paused, staring toward the grave of her friend. The blue world was passing now, and night’s edge was coming over the horizon. “Come on,” she said, and tugged him toward Solly’s car. “I’ll buy you a burger.”
At eight-forty-six their jet was taking off from LAX. It turned above the hazy fire of the metropolis and arrowed north.
By ten o’clock they were leaving San Francisco International, heading along the Bayshore Freeway in Joey Sinclair’s white Rolls-Royce.
Sinclair lit a cigar, and the flame painted his face. His eyes glared at John for a moment; then his attention drifted to Debbie. “Solly called me after you left L.A.,” he said in a subdued voice. “That Solly.” He shook his head and puffed blue smoke. “You put him up to bat, and he can’t hit nothing but foul balls.”
“It wasn’t Solly’s fault,” Debbie told him. She had her sunglasses back on, staring at the red circle of Uncle Joey’s cigar. “They found out, that’s all.”
“Yeah.” Sinclair sat without moving for a long time, his eyes half-closed and the cigar’s fire glowing and waning. The lights of San Francisco gleamed ahead. John saw Sinclair’s hand slip to Debbie’s knee, and the older man patted it gently. “Don’t worry, baby. You’re a star. I snap my fingers, you’ve got a flick opening in three hundred theaters. What more could you want?”
She didn’t answer. Her dark glasses caught a spark of neon, and John saw her stare at her hands, clenched into fists in her lap.
“Chuck? See our friends upstairs, please,” Sinclair told his son when they’d parked in front of Debbie’s building. A light rain was falling, the street like black glass. Debbie got out, but as John started to, Sinclair’s hand closed on his sleeve. “Hey, Lucky,” the man said quietly and forcefully. John had no choice but to pause. “You queer?” Sinclair asked.
“No.”
“You got AIDS?”
“No.”
“Good, ‘cause Debra likes you. I can tell. She gets hot for a guy, it shows on her face. You ever done any film work?”
“No,” John said, his throat dry.
“Doesn’t matter. How about this deal: you and Debra in a movie together? It’d just be a bit part for you, but we’d do some photo spreads and get ‘em in the glossies like
Chic and
High Society.
Then we’d let it leak that you two are fucking each other in real life.“ He removed the cigar. ”See the beauty of it?“
John could do nothing but just stand and stare at him, his mouth partly open, as waves of disgust crashed through him.
“Yeah, I thought you might go for that idea. You think about it and let Uncle Joey know.” He released John’s sleeve. “I want the suit back, but you keep the money,” Sinclair said. “Call it a down payment, right?” He laughed and shut the door, and a little stinking whiff of cigar smoke floated past John’s nostrils before the rain shredded it.
Up in Debbie’s apartment, Chuck looked at John as he came through the door and said, “Off. The duds. Now.” John started to walk back to the bathroom, but Chuck caught his arm. “You deaf, Lucky? Take ‘em off. I
gotta go.“
John stripped off his borrowed suit, and in another moment he was standing in his underwear and socks. Chuck put the clothes back on their hanger and called, “I’m gone, Debra! See you tomorrow, babe!” He went out the door, and it thunked shut behind him.
“Tomorrow?” John heard water running in the bathroom. He walked in and found her vigorously brushing her teeth, stripped down to her hose, panties, and bra. “What’s tomorrow?”
“Working day,” she said, her mouth full of green foam. She spat into the sink. “We’re shootin‘ in Chinatown. Want to go with me, kinda hang out?”
“No.” He steadied himself against the bathroom door. Unicorn was in his sandbox, listening like a flat sphinx. “I’ve got to get dressed and go--”
“No!” Debbie said suddenly, her eyes widening. She spat the rest of the toothpaste foam out. “Lucky, no! You’re gonna stay the night with me, aren’t you?”
“I can’t. Really. My… uh… other girlfriend--”
“Screw your other girlfriend!” she said. “I mean…
don’t screw her. Lucky, I need you to be with me tonight. I don’t want to be alone. Okay?“
“Debbie… I…”
“I’ve got fresh sheets,” she told him. “Look. Let me show you.” She took his hand and pulled him into the bedroom before he could brace his legs to resist. The bed was made--one of the tasks she’d done when she’d been zipping around this morning--and now she threw back the spread to show him the crisp pale blue sheets. “I put these on ‘cause I kinda thought they went with your eyes and, you know, we could celebrate.”
“I don’t think there’s much to celebrate.”
“Yes there is!” She paused, thinking. “Our plane didn’t crash.”
He laughed in spite of himself, and she put her arms around him and held tightly. “If you don’t want to fu… if you don’t want to, like, be disloyal to your girlfriend, I can understand that. I don’t like it, but I understand it. Just come to bed with me and hold me, Lucky.” Her hands gripped into his shoulders. “Okay? Just hold me?”
“Okay,” John said, and this time nothing in him screamed that it was wrong.
He got into bed, still wearing his underwear, and she slid in beside him with her hose, bra, and panties on. “This’ll be like a pajama party, huh?” she asked him excitedly. He put his head on the pillow, and her head with its long black hair found his shoulder. Then she twisted her body around to face him, her hands stroking his chest. “We must’ve met in another life,” she said. “That’s why I feel so good around you. Maybe we were lovers in ancient Egypt, huh? I want to do you, Lucky.”
“What?”
“I want to do you.” She touched his left earlobe. “You know. I want to pierce your ear for you.”
“No, thanks.”
“It’ll be sexy! Come on, let me! I’ll put ice on it to get it numb, and--”
“No!”
“Either you let me pierce your ear,” she said defiantly, “or I’m gonna go to my cookie jar and have a white taste.”
He looked at her; she wasn’t fooling. Oh, my dear Lord…! he moaned inwardly. He closed his eyes. Opened them again. She was still waiting for his answer. “Will it hurt?” he asked.
“Sure. That’s what it’s all about.” Then she smacked him on the stomach. “No, dummy! The ice deadens your earlobe, and I’ll burn the needle before I use it.” She got up and hurried to the kitchen, where John could hear her scooping ice into a plastic bowl. He looked down at the floor. Unicorn had scuttled beside the bed and settled himself into a corner; the damned crab looked as if it were smiling in expectation of quite a spectacle.
Debbie returned with the bowl of ice, a cold wet cloth, and a needle. She lit a match and held it under the needle’s tip as John pressed two pieces of ice on either side of his lobe. Then she straddled his chest. “Okay, turn your head this way. You feel that?” She pinched his earlobe, and he said, “Yes. No. Wait. No, I didn’t feel it.”
“Good. Hold still, now, this’ll just take a sec.” She leaned forward, the needle ready.
He remembered a dentist saying that to him, just before the pain almost blasted his molars out.
The needle touched his flesh. John grasped hold of Debbie’s thighs. “Little sting,” she said, and then the needle slid in.
This, then, must be love.
Tears squeezed from his eyes, and he bit his lower lip. “Easy, easy,” she whispered. “Almost done.” The needle was in, and she was drawing it all the way through the lobe. She caught the drops of crimson on the cold cloth. “One more time through,” she told him. The needle entered the raw-edged hole. She let it stay there, half-in and half-out. “I knew a guy with five studs in one ear,” she told him. “You want to go for two?”
“No!” he said quickly, before that idea locked in her mind. “One’s plenty.”
“Well, I think you’re gonna look real good.” She leaned forward, her hair brushing his face, and worked the needle gently in and out for a moment. “Got to make sure it doesn’t clot up. You know, the hole’ll grow shut real soon if you don’t keep it open.” She removed the needle, and her hand went to her hair and shoveled it back. John could see that there were three studs in each of her earlobes. She took one out of her left lobe. “Wear this one. It’s a real diamond. A rough diamond, I mean. But it’s got a shine to it, see?” She showed him its hard glint, then pushed the stud into his ear--a new level of pain--and capped its sharp little point on the other side. “All done,” she told him.
Hail Mary, Mother of Grace, he thought. I didn’t scream.
She caught one of his tears on her fingertip, and she licked it off. Then she put the torture equipment away and rested her head against his shoulder, her fingers gliding back and forth across his chest.
Sometime during the night, when rain thrashed against the bay windows, John awakened to the sound of her crying.
She had turned away from him, her back pressed against his side, and she was sobbing--muffled, horrible sounds--into a pillow. When he shifted his position a half-inch, her crying immediately halted on a strangled note.
He lay where he was, his eyes closed and burning, and Debbie Stoner sobbed her soul out.
A knock at the door. An impatient knock, John thought. He went to the door and opened it.
Father Stafford stood there. “Well, the prodigal returns! John, where in the world were you yesterday? McDowell was tearing the place apart looking for you!” Darryl’s gaze was suddenly riveted, and John knew why. “John… tell me what that is in your ear.”
“A rough diamond,” he answered, and he went back into his bathroom to finish splashing cold water on his face. It was eight o’clock on Friday morning, and John had returned from Debbie’s apartment barely thirty minutes before.
“Oh.” Darryl stood in the doorway. “Great. Well, that explains everything. You disappear all day--and night-- without warning, and suddenly you’re back with a pierced ear. Would you explain--” He stopped, and looked quickly to his left. John felt a leap of terror, because Darryl had just glanced at the apartment door and John heard someone else walk in.
“Father Lancaster,” the monsignor said quietly. He pushed Darryl aside. “You missed our conference yesterday morning. I knocked at your door and there was no answer, so I had Garcia unlock it. Strange to say, you were not here. Neither were you in any of the other places I checked. Would you mind enlightening me as to your whereabouts?”
“I…” His heart boomed. What to say, when there was no explanation? Or, at least, not an explanation the monsignor would care to hear. “I… was with a sick friend.”
“Oh!” McDowell glanced at Darryl, his face expressing cynical sympathy. “John was with a sick friend! All day and all night, without a word, and not even a telephone number in case we had an emergency. Now, isn’t that a fine picture of responsibility?” He glared again at John, and behind the monsignor’s back Darryl made a throat-slashing gesture.
“My friend needed me.” John felt a touch of anger redden his cheeks. His heart was pounding hard.
“What if we needed you? Don’t you think you have a duty to-- What is that?”
“That what?”
“That. That! Right there! In your ear! What is that in your ear?”
McDowell was shouting, the harsh voice like explosions off the bathroom tiles. John touched his diamond stud, but of course there was no way to hide it. “Take it out!” McDowell commanded. “Take it out, this minute!”
The voice hurt his eardrums. It was a voice without sense or reason, just the snort of a bull about to charge a scarlet flag. John felt his face redden a deeper shade, which simply served to make the old bull’s eyes flare wider. And as he looked into those eyes and saw the callous stone behind them, John was aware of a jam in the river of his obedience, like logs crashing together and damming a flow that had always run the safe, well-ordered route.
“No, sir,” he said, surprisingly calm about it now that he’d made his decision. “I won’t take it out.”
McDowell gasped, absolutely gasped. John thought his eyes had bulged, and the small purple veins on his nose-- wine veins, John had always thought of them--swelled. “You will!”
McDowell thundered. “Or I’ll jerk it out myself!”
“If having a pierced ear makes me less of a priest,” John said, “you can flush yourself down the toilet and I’m walking out of here.”
Now even Darryl looked stricken, as if he was on the verge of a heart attack.
McDowell moaned, shivered, and stuttered like a furnace about to blow.
“This is my apartment. You had no right to come in here when I was absent.” He wanted to stop; he knew he had to stop, but his mind was casting out the long-stifled thoughts. “I was with a friend all day yesterday and last night. I’m sorry I couldn’t let you know where I was, but I just couldn’t. Does that make me less of a priest too? Can’t I have friends? Can’t I…
have freedom?“
“You’ve gone mad,” McDowell managed to say.
“No, sir. I’ve gone sane. Look at us! Three blackbirds in a golden cage! And we sit in here and study and read and do not connect with that!”
He emerged from the bathroom, passing McDowell, and pointed through his window. “The real world. Where everybody isn’t a saint, sir. Oh, we’re full of great advice and platitudes! We speak, and medieval iron falls out of our mouths! We’ve got to come to grips with the world, sir! With real people! Flesh and blood, not… marble statues and numbers on a damned budget sheet!”
“Holy Lord,” McDowell breathed, retreating. “I think we need an exorcist.”
“And that’s just what I mean!” John said. “We’ve got to stop putting all the blame on Satan, and start understanding why there’s evil in humans.
And when we do come eyeball-to-eyeball with Satan, we shouldn’t blink and run back to the church! No! We ought to have guts enough to follow the devil to hell and fight him on his own turf!“ He looked from the monsignor to Darryl and back again, his eyes anguished. ”If we don’t, who will?“
Darryl lowered his face and put his hand to his forehead. He guessed now what had sparked this tirade: John’s visit to the porno parlors of Broadway.
“I’m sorry,” John went on. Then corrected himself. “No, I’m not sorry. That’s how I feel. I’m not sorry at all.”
“I am,” the monsignor said, recovering his icy composure. “You’re in serious need of counseling, John. Serious need. At ten o’clock I’ll have a list for you of functions and meetings you’ll attend while Father Stafford and I are at our convention. When we return, you and I are going to have an in-depth discussion about your future at the Cathedral of St. Francis.” He started to stalk out, then halted. “Can I trust you to attend those functions and your duties as a priest in this parish, or shall I contact Bishop Hagan?”
“You can trust me,” John told him, and McDowell strode quickly away.
“Your can is in the jam,” Darryl said. “Have you flipped your lid, John? This isn’t like the old you!”
“The old me is dead,” John answered. “And thank God for it. I was deaf, dumb, and blind.”
“And now you think you can see?”
“Now I’m not afraid to look.”
Darryl started to respond, but the words crumpled to ashes before he could get them out. Their residue left a bad taste in his mouth. “I don’t know,” he finally said, and threw up his hands. “I just don’t know.” He walked away, befuddled and furiously trying to sort it all out.
John closed the door and returned to the bathroom. He took a One-A-Day and an iron pill. His eyes looked like red jellyfish. He’d slept hardly at all after awakening to hear her crying, but he hadn’t moved again all the long, rainy night. He’d known she didn’t want him to see her like that, defenseless and beaten, holding a pillow and sobbing into it. He wasn’t going to be able to see her today; nor tomorrow, nor any day through Wednesday. He yearned to tell her who he really was, but for that he needed to be with her, in person. It would be a shock, to say the least. No, no; she wasn’t ready for that yet, and neither was he.
He went to the window and peered out at the wet street. How was he going to stay in contact with Debbie--look after her, as it were--and still carry out his duties here? It was impossible! His first responsibility was here, yes, but still… there was no telling what she might get into if he wasn’t around.
Right. She’s a big girl, jerk! he told himself. She got along for twenty-six years without you, didn’t she? Yeah, he thought, and look at the mess she’s in. He feared she would do something rash, because she was torn up about not getting the movie part, or that she was going to overdose on cocaine, or… well, the list of what-ifs was endless and scary. I need to be in two places at once, he thought. Or at least I need another set of eyeballs.
Eyeballs. Hold it.
John went to the Yellow Pages. He found the listing for Detective Agencies, wedged between Designers, Underground Earth Houses, and Devotion for the Day. Then he looked through the agency listings until he found one close to the church; it was Investigations Unlimited, and its address was about four blocks north. The ad said the agency specialized in Missing Persons, Marriage and Business Suspicions, Runaways, Surveillance and Photography, Bodyguarding and Security. At the bottom of the ad was “The Hoss Is the Boss.”
Well, John thought, it was worth a shot. He particularly liked the Bodyguarding and Security part. He dialed the number.
A gruff, throaty voice answered on the third ring. “Investigations Unlimited. The Hoss Is the Boss.”
“I’d like to make an appointment, please. For today, if possible.”
“Hold on a minute. Let me check with my secretary.” There was a pause. Then: “How about thirty minutes?”
“No… it’ll have to be this afternoon. Say one or one thirty?”
“One it is, friend. Got you down on my schedule book in red ink. What’s the name?”
“Father John Lancaster.”
“Oh. I see,” the voice said carefully. “I’m Hoss Teegarten. You come on in at one, I’ll take care of you pronto.”
John hung up. Sat there for a moment wondering how he was going to pay for this. Well, he still had three hundred and sixty-two dollars of Joey Sinclair’s money. It would be put to good use after all. Then John looked up Florists, and he called one with an address in North Beach and ordered a dozen red roses to be delivered to the apartment of a Miss Debbie Stoner.
On Greenwich Street, a creaking elevator took John up to the fifth floor of a building that had so many patched earthquake cracks in it he was amazed it hadn’t slid apart like slices of cheese on a slick platter.
The office of Investigations Unlimited had one of those frosted-glass doors straight out of
The Maltese Falcon, and John felt a little like a hunched Peter Lorre as he rapped on the glass. He expected to hear a Bogart snarl.
Instead, there was nothing but an erratic thump… thump.
Then a pause. Another thump.
And another one, quickly following. He knocked on the glass again, louder. Still a thump.
A silence.
Thump… thump.
Followed by the squeal of a chair’s springs.
John turned the door’s handle and opened it.
It was a single small room with a desk, a file cabinet, and stacks of newspapers, letters, and other papers in cardboard boxes. There was no secretary, and the window was grimy. A coffee cup and an ashtray full of cigarette butts sat on the desk; a cigarette was still smoking. John craned his neck in and looked for signs of life.
A fat man in a red-striped shirt and overalls was plucking darts out of a taped-up, perforated photograph of Jim and Tammy Baker. He had a Walkman on his cueball-bald head, and even from this distance John could hear cranked up rock music. The man suddenly looked toward the door, his electric-blue eyes widening. He had a curly, unkempt ginger-hued beard. His gaze skidded toward the grinning dartboard and then back to John. “Friends of yours?” he asked.
“Certainly not.” He hesitated, about to turn and leave.
“Come on in!” Hoss Teegarten said with a broad smile. He stuck Tammy right between the eyes. Then he stripped off the Walkman--The Doors’ “Riders on the Storm” pounded out--and popped the tape out. “Sit down,
Father,“ he said, motioning with a big hand toward a dusty green chair. ”Right there in front of my desk!“
John entered reluctantly. The place looked like a crazed rat’s nest. Teegarten made a show of straightening papers that he then unceremoniously dumped into a box. He had three chins and a round moon face with a nose like a tulip bulb. His beard hung down over his chest. “Sit down! please!” Teegarten insisted, and John eased himself into the little-used chair.
“You’re a little early, aren’t you? I didn’t expect you until one.” Teegarten sat down, and the chair yelled.
“It’s six minutes after one,” John said patiently.
“Oh. It is?” He shook his wristwatch violently, then gave a weak smile. “Cheap watch.”
“I think I’m in the wrong place.” John started to rise.
“Now, hold on, Father! Just one minute, okay? Tell me who this is.” He swiveled laboriously around. Behind him was a rack with a multitude of hats. He plucked a huge cowboy hat off and put it on his head. “Who do I look like?”
The Pillsbury Doughboy, he thought, but of course he didn’t say it.
“Hoss!” Teegarten said. “You know! From
Bonanza!
Everybody always says I look like him. Dan Blocker. He died, but he was Hoss. That’s me too.“
“I think I’d better get back to the church.” John got up and went to the door.
“The Cathedral of St. Francis, you mean? Where you’ve been a priest for going on four years? And before that you were a priest at a small church in San Mateo for three years? And before that you were at the Grace of St. Mark Catholic Church in Fresno? Is that right?”
John stopped, hand on the knob. He turned slowly toward Hoss Teegarten.
The fat man leaned back, dangerously, in his chair and cupped his hands behind his Hoss-hatted head. “You were born in Medford, Oregon, your parents moved to Fresno when you were twelve years old. Neal and Elaine Lancaster still live there, do they?”
“Yes,” John said.
“And your dad owns part of a Ford dealership. Anything else I ought to know?” He grinned.
“How did you… get all that information?”
“It’s amazing what you can do over the phone, if you put your soul into it. I called the bishop. Hagan’s his name, right? I talked to his secretary, Mrs. Weaver. Bet you didn’t know you were talking to an eccentric old rich dude who wanted to donate some heavy cash to a young priest who helped his wife cross a busy intersection while her arms were all full of shopping bags.” He wiggled his eyebrows up and down.
“What was the point of going to all the trouble?”
Hoss laughed huskily, took off his hat, and sat up. “I don’t have such a great office, do I? Don’t have a whole lot of clients either. So I wanted you to know: you’ve got a job for me, I’ll do my damnedest… uh… darnedest.”
John stood there thinking it over.
“You want to tell me how I can help you, Father?” Teegarten urged.
John returned to his chair. He refused a cup of watery coffee from Teegarten and said, “I’d like someone watched. Protected, really. You do bodyguarding, right?”
“Plenty of it,” Teegarten said, smoking a fresh cigarette.
Somehow John didn’t believe him, but he plowed on. “It’s a girl. Her name is Debbie Stoner.” He gave him her address. “She’s… an actress.”
“Oh, yeah? What’s she in?”
John traced a scratch on the desk. “She’s…” Go ahead, he told himself. “She’s… an erotic actress.”
“You mean porno,” Teegarten said, and the O puffed a smoke ring.
“I want you to watch her. Protect her. I don’t know what I want… but…”
“You want her to have a guardian angel,” Teegarten supplied. He smiled beatifically.
The deal was struck. Teegarten agreed to keep tabs on Debbie from tonight until Wednesday morning. He would follow her--at a discreet distance, of course--and let John know where she went, whom she saw, and who went in and out of her apartment. Also, if she went to any clubs or discos--like the Mile-High Club--he would be nearby to keep an eye on her. And if she got in any trouble? “I don’t have a brown belt for nothing,” he said.
Teegarten gladly accepted the three hundred and sixty two dollars as a first payment, and then he put on his Sherlock Holmes deerstalker hat.
John got out before his better judgment overcame his need to be in contact with Debbie, if only through the eyes of Hoss Teegarten.
And as John left the office and stepped into the rickety elevator, Giro’s wife, Anna, plucked the photograph of Debbie Stoner off the display of contest winners. “This is her, Julius!” she said, beaming at the stocky dark-haired young man who stood before her. “Now, have you ever seen a more beautiful face than this?”
“Yeah, she looks fine. She’s a fox, huh?”
Giro grinned and slapped him on the back. “Since when do you know about foxes? He’s my blood, Anna! Watch out for him!”
“Aw, Uncle Giro,” Julius said, embarrassed by all this attention. He’d been dreading this visit for two months, ever since his father had made the arrangements for him. Uncle Giro and Aunt Anna had a nice apartment, up on the floor above the grocery, but Uncle Giro snored and Anna talked his head off when all he wanted to do was go out and score a little San Francisco action. He knew the story: they said a cable snapped every time a virgin crossed the Golden Gate Bridge, and it sure didn’t look to him as if it were in any danger of collapse.
“She’s a sweet girl!” Anna told him. “You should count your lucky stars you should ever meet such a sweet girl!”
“Does she live in the neighborhood?”
“Anna, he’s got that gleam in his eye!” Giro said. “Look at his brain turn!”
“She’s cute.” Julius stared at the photograph. He had a good eye for faces, and she really did look nice. Maybe it was the right decision to come to San Francisco, after all.
“She goes back with the rest of the winners!” Anna told him; she took the photograph and returned it to the display. Then a customer came in who wanted some marinated mushrooms, and Giro went back to get them for him. Anna had to tend to the register for a kid who was buying a Rolling Stone and a pack of Life-Savers.
Julius drifted to the magazine rack.
Now, here was the hot stuff! he thought, and instantly picked up a
Cavalier.
Paged quickly through it, found nothing of real interest. But next to it on the rack was another magazine, entitled
X-Rated Movie Review.
“Wow!” Julius breathed softly. He picked up the magazine and this time slowly turned the pages, taking in all the action.
Good lookers, all. Where’d they get these foxes? They must grow ‘em on trees in L.A., he thought. Whore orchards. He ate the tanned, lush, straining bodies with his eyes. And the names: Cyndy Funn, Paula Angel, Tiffany Glove, Debra Rocks, Heather…
Wait a minute. Wait. Just. One. Minute.
This face he’d seen before. Hadn’t he? It was…
Julius blinked. This had to be a mirage. Sure. It had to be.
But it was not. He took the magazine to the display of contest winners, and he snatched the picture Anna had been showing him off the wall.
He held the two pictures, one Polaroid, one pornoid, together for comparison.
His heart fell to his penis.
“Aunt Anna?” he called quietly. Then, louder: “Aunt Anna? Would you come over here for a minute?”
At four-forty-nine, Debbie Stoner pulled her green Fiat to the curb just down from her apartment building and put on the parking brake. She got out, a little stiff-legged. For such a skinny guy, he’d been… well, interesting.
Her skin seemed to be still hot from the camera’s lights. It wasn’t much fun, under those burning lights, grinding and smiling while a director was saying move this and move that and the makeup guy was fretting about a pimple and the sound guy was saying somebody was whistling as they breathed. But she’d thrown herself into her work today with grim energy, because she’d learned one thing from her experience at Bright Star studios: this was as far as she went.
Lucky would be over tonight. Of course, he hadn’t exactly said he would be, but he hadn’t said he wouldn’t be, either. She had another club she wanted to take him to, called the Golden Spike, over on Polk Street. If Lucky had liked the Mile-High Club, he was going to really get a kick from the Spike.
She started up the front steps. Hold it, she thought. What about dinner? The frozen eats were gone. And she wouldn’t mind a nice bottle of white wine, either. Lucky liked white wine. That clinched it; she started walking toward Giro’s, a pretty girl with her hair in a black ponytail, dressed in jeans, boots, and a white cableknit sweater.
“Hi, Anna!” Debbie said as she breezed through the door. Anna was counting out change for an elderly man and woman, and Debbie was past her before Anna could have a chance to answer. Debbie went on into the aisles, picked out a medium-expensive bottle of wine, and saw Giro behind the bakery’s counter. “Giro! Hi!” she called. He stood there staring at her, expressionless.
Must’ve been a bad day, she thought. “Hello! It’s me! Debbie Stoner! Your contest winner!”
Giro turned his back.
Debbie sensed a movement behind her; she swiveled around, and there was Anna.
The woman’s eyes looked as if they’d sunk into her face, and her entire face seemed to hang like a fleshy sack on the bones. She didn’t smile, and not smiling made her face look hard and wrinkled.
“Anna?” Debbie said. Something was very wrong. “What is--”
Anna lifted a can of Lysol spray, and without a word began to douse Debbie’s sweater.
Debbie stepped back, stumbling into the wine rack. Bottles clacked together and tumbled to the floor.
Anna sprayed Lysol into Debbie’s hair, sprayed it into her face and into her open mouth as the girl cried out, “Anna! Please… stop it! Stop it!”
And then the shout came, blasting from Anna’s mouth: “You dirty little whore! Get out of here! Get out of our store, you tramp!” She reached out, grabbed a handful of Debbie’s hair, and flung her along the aisle. “You’ve been laughing at us all this time, haven’t you! Laughing at two old fools! Get out! Get out, and go to Hell!”
Debbie tripped on a rolling wine bottle, had the sting of Lysol in her eyes and its chemical foulness on her tongue. She fell, and went to the floorboard on her knees. Now other customers were peering into the aisle, and they saw Anna take a broom from a rack of household items and begin vigorously, vengefully, sweeping the floor around the fallen girl. “Get out, you piece of trash!” Anna shrieked. “We saw those pictures! We know who you really are, you whore! Get out! Get out now!”
Debbie struggled to rise as the broom whacked at her and knocked her down again. And now, in the midst of dust and a cloud of Lysol, Debbie cleared her eyes and realized what must have happened. Somewhere… somehow… Giro and Anna had found out there was a woman named Debra Rocks, and that she had Debbie Stoner’s face.
“Get out!”
Anna shouted, her voice rattling the bottles. She swung the broom, and it hit Debbie on the side of the head.
Debbie scrambled up, tripped and staggered, slammed into a display of canned soup; then she got her balance and, the broom swinging behind her, ran for the door.
“You stay away from here, you little piece of nothing!” Anna raged as the foul whore ran up the hill. Oh, those pictures in that magazine were enough to make a decent person sick! And they had made Anna throw up, which was why her face was so pasty and loose. One more swing of the broom, through the settling Lysol cloud, and then Giro caught her shoulders. “It’s over,” he told her. “Anna, it’s over.”
Anna sobbed, clutched both hands to her mouth, and Giro--a good husband--pressed her to him.
Debbie ran. She crossed the street, almost ran headlong into a gray Volkswagen van slowly cruising past, and fell over the curb, skinning her palms. She moaned--the sound of a wounded animal--as she got up and staggered on, the tears streaming from her eyes and the brutal world a kaleidoscopic haze.
Her nose was flowing, her stomach pounded with pain, her right palm was bleeding. She crashed into somebody walking on the sidewalk, and the middle-aged man shoved her aside like a garbage bag. She careened into a wrought iron fence, fighting a scream.
You whore.
You trash.
You little piece of nothing.
She ran into her building, and fell on the stairs going up, twisting her ankle. But she pulled herself up with the willpower of Debra Rocks and climbed the stairs, blinded and hurting.
She fumbled with her keys, dropped them, finally jammed the right one into the lock, and burst into her apartment. Unicorn zipped away from under her feet, almost tripping her again. And then her pained ankle gave way and she did fall, crashing over the coffee table and scattering scented candles. She lay on the carpet clutching her ankle and rocked herself as she cried and moaned.
You whore.
You trash.
You little piece of nothing.
And then a new voice surfaced like jagged ice from her memory:
This audition is over.
A sob racked her. Hang on! she told herself, her teeth gritted. Tough it out! Tough it…!
But suddenly she didn’t feel so tough.
The tears flowed down her cheeks and dripped from her chin. Her stomach cramped, her heart ached, her soul yearned… for something. Call it peace.
This audition is over.
You got one shot, she knew. One shot. If you missed the target, the bus only went in one direction. No! she thought as she squeezed her eyes shut. No! You’re a star! You’re Debra Rocks!
She opened her eyes; they were blurred by tears, but she was looking inward. Her lip curled in a sneer. Debra Rocks sucked.
She was a fantasy, Debra Rocks was. A made-up, tight-dressed, high-heeled fiction. A pumping machine. A mask that held a false smile as the flesh of a stranger entered her. A pair of thighs with no shame, a pair of breasts thrust toward greedy teeth. Debra Rocks was not Debbie Stoner; but what was Debbie Stoner without Debra Rocks?
I screwed up, she thought. Her fingers gripped the carpet, and another sob forced the breath from her lungs. I screwed up… somewhere… I screwed up… and it all got away from me.
Her mind was taking a dangerous turn. It was opening itself up to a burst of agonizing light. She couldn’t allow that; Debra Rocks wouldn’t allow it. Where was Lucky? I need him! she almost screamed. Where was Lucky?
With his other girlfriend, she thought. The one he’s so loyal to.
Got to call somebody. Got to call somebody, and get some action going. She got up, hobbling and crying, and went to the telephone. Uncle Joey and his sons had left for Vegas this afternoon, on business, and wouldn’t be back until Thursday. Kathy Crenshaw--Cyndy Funn--had gone to Miami with Mitch, her boyfriend. Mike Laker was in Big Sur on a weekend shoot. Gary Sayles had gone back to his wife, and Bobby Barta was in prison on a three-to-five. She had already looked up the name of John Lucky in the telephone book, and come up empty, but now she grasped the book and flipped through it. Thousands of names went by, and she knew none of them.
Through the rising terror, a line came to her from that movie where the three guys chased ghosts:
Who ya gonna call?
She screamed--a mixture of rage and pain--and hurled the telephone book. It slammed into a cactus pot, and sand flew. Unicorn skittered under the sofa.
She opened the cookie jar and had her white taste.
But even that served not to damp the fires, but to feed them. They were lonely flames, and they burned cold. I can go out to a club, she decided. Sure. If I can’t dance, I can just hang out. Take your pick: the Mile-High, the Spike, Cell 60, Lobotomy, Advance Vision, the Tombs, the Certain Death…
She found herself in the bathroom staring at her swollen, scarlet-eyed face in the mirror. White crystals glittered at her nostrils, and her hair stank of Lysol. And of one thing she was certain at that moment when the dark basement of her soul collapsed into even deeper darkness: there was no God.
Her gaze ticked toward the sink, and there found the straight razor.
This audition is over.
She went to the medicine cabinet, opened a bottle, and took two pills. They were little blue pills, and they were supposed to help you get mellow.
She stared at the straight razor. It looked sharp and clean; it looked like a ticket out of this.
Because she knew what was ahead: you just got older, and keeping the weight off was tougher, and the younger ones came in by bus everyday to San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York, and in offices or bedrooms new stars were being made right now, at this very moment. For her there would be a downward spiral now, because this was as far as she went. There would be guys with bad teeth and zits on their asses, guys with rough thrusts and mean eyes, and sooner or later--sooner or later--she would say yes when somebody brought out a rope and alligator clips.
I want to start all over, she thought. Tears hung from her chin and dropped into the sink. I want to start all over, and next time I want Debbie Stoner to be a star.
She went to the bathtub and turned on the hot water, without bubblebath.
But of course she wouldn’t be Debbie Stoner in her next life, she thought. No, she would be… somebody beautiful. And she would meet her soul mate again too, and next time Lucky wouldn’t have another girlfriend. Next time he would be hers, and she would be loyal to him too.
She picked up the razor and ran her finger across the road home.
She shrugged off her sweater, and then she started to unzip her jeans as sweet steam filled the bathroom.
The door buzzer went off.
Lucky, she thought. It was Lucky! But still she hesitated, her hand clenched around the razor. Lucky was here, yes, but he wouldn’t stay. He’d leave her again, and the loneliness would pierce even deeper next time. Run, she thought. The razor glinted. Run home while you can still get there…
The buzzer went off again.
Debbie lowered her head. Two tears fell from her face into the hot water. And then, her hand trembling, she returned the razor to the sink, shut off the water, and limped to the door. She checked the spyhole. Her heart fell; it wasn’t Lucky. It was a black kid.
“What do you want?” she asked him in a weak and whispery voice.
“Miss Debbie Stoner?” the kid said. “Got something for you from North Beach Florist.” He held up the long white box so she could see.
She opened the door, took the box of flowers from him, and tipped him five dollars because she didn’t have any ones. Then she sat down on the floor, as Unicorn emerged cautiously from beneath the sofa, lifted the box’s lid, and stared at the dozen red roses.
There was a card, what Lucky must’ve either written or dictated. It said:
Debbie. Hi! I’m not going to be able to see you or call you for a few days. But I’m thinking about you. There’s something I need to tell you, and I hope you’ll understand. People do crazy things, don’t we? Stay out of trouble! I love you. Lucky.
She picked up the roses, not minding the sting of their thorns, and crushed them against her. Her head bowed, and her back trembled.
Unicorn came up beside her and sat in silent company.
That night she had a dream: it was in black and white, like one of those old movies they shouldn’t ought to colorize. She was standing on a hill, with Lucky beside her and the concrete towers of San Francisco at her back. The sky was full of drifting white clouds, and as Lucky put his hand on her shoulder, she lifted a dandelion. The wind blew it to pieces, and the dandelion’s white umbrellas spun away, toward the green, forgiving forests of Louisiana.
She knew then: dandelions could not grow in concrete.
And as Debbie dreamed, a vase full of bruised roses beside her bed, Hoss Teegarten sat in his beat-up brown Chevy just down the street. He lifted his automatic-shutter Nikon and, to check the mechanism in this meager light, aimed the lens at the doorway of the red brick apartment building and squeezed off a half-dozen shots.
“Father Lancaster?”
John had been speaking to Mr. and Mrs. Winthrop. Now he turned around and saw, standing in the center aisle of the Cathedral of St. Francis, Hoss Teegarten in his overalls, a loud red-checked shirt and a black Hell’s Angels motorcycle cap.
Sunday Mass had ended perhaps ten minutes before, and
John had been talking to members of the parish, his face composed and serious--a priest face. Now his priest face slipped right off like melting wax, and Teegarten said, “Hiya, Father.”
“Hello,” John answered, getting at least a modicum of his composure back. “One minute, please.” He continued his conversation with the Winthrops, and didn’t even mind how they kept being distracted by his pierced ear. He shook hands firmly with Mr. Winthrop and then the man and his wife left the church. John and Teegarten were alone except for a few people still on their way out.
“Got you a few things.” Teegarten held up a coffee-stained manila folder. “Want to take a look?” Without waiting for a response, the fat man went to the foremost pew and plopped himself down.
“I think we’d better do this in my--”
“What’s wrong?” Teegarten asked. “You ashamed of something?”
That jabbed him. “No,” he said, and sat down beside the man. Teegarten had a hint of body odor, but it wasn’t too bad.
“I wanted to make sure I got you, so I came on in after the Mass,” Teegarten explained. He began to open the folder with his pudgy fingers. “I think you’ll understand why it couldn’t wait.” He sifted out a group of grainy black-and-white photographs, all shot with an infrared lens and blown up to eight and a half by eleven. “Recognize this place?” He offered John the photograph on top; it was a simple shot of the doorway of Debbie’s apartment building.
“Yes,” John said. “That’s where she lives.”
“Uh-huh. Incidentally, she’s led a pretty quiet life for the last couple of days. She went out to the Supersaver Grocery on Montgomery Street Friday night around seven-thirty. I followed her, natch. She came out with her groceries and went straight home.”
That was strange, John thought. Why had she driven all the way to Montgomery Street, when she could have walked to Giro’s?
“She must be a late sleeper,” the man went on. “She didn’t leave her apartment until about three yesterday afternoon. She drove over to the Wharf and ate a clam chowder from a vendor. Then she strolled around Ghirardelli Square for about an hour. She went up to that dessert place and had a chocolate-mousse cheesecake.”
Chocolate-mousse cheesecake, John thought. It slowly sank in. That thing was surely loaded with calories. Wasn’t she paranoid about gaining even an extra ounce of weight?
Or, at least, she had been before yesterday afternoon.
“She’s a fine-looking lady,” Teegarten said. “I don’t know what I expected, but she’s different. You’ve got good taste, Father.” John glared at him, and Teegarten smiled meekly. “Just kidding, don’t get your collar wrinkled. Take a look at… let’s see… here. The fourth picture.” He slid it into John’s lap. “See anything there?”
It was another picture, as they all seemed to be, of the same angle facing Debbie’s apartment building, taken at night. Except now there were wisps of fog across the pavement, and most of the lights had gone out in the windows.
“No, I don’t see anything.”
“Well, neither did I, at first. Look here.” He pointed to the extreme right edge of the photograph. “See him?”
And then John did: a figure, standing in the misty fog near the building’s front steps. He couldn’t tell anything about the figure at all, just that there was a shape mostly consumed by darkness.
“That was Saturday morning, about one-thirty. This was Sunday morning, around one.” Teegarten slid the next photograph over.
In it, the figure had almost emerged from the fog. It was still a dark, hazy shape, but now it was definitely a human being. A man, tall and slim. At least, John thought it was a man; the hair was very short. Then again, that didn’t really say much.
“It’s a man, all right,” Teegarten said, as if reading his thoughts. He offered the next photograph, and in it the man--wearing a long, loose coat of some kind--had stridden out of the fog. He was standing in front of the building, arms hanging at his sides. His face--a gray blur--was tilted upward.
John felt his breath catch, as if his lungs had iced up. He knew.
“Yeah,” Teegarten said. “I think he’s looking up at the window of number six.” He pushed several more pictures over for John’s inspection. In them, John could see the tall blond man edging closer toward the apartment steps. Then the man actually started up them, and was about to enter the building.
And then the last photograph: the man was standing almost at the entrance, and his face--still a cloudy blur, the features indistinct--was turned, directly it seemed, toward the lens of Teegarten’s camera.
“I stopped shooting to put on a zoom lens,” Teegarten explained. “I wanted to get his face good and clear. But right after that shot, he turned and walked away. He went around the corner, too fast for a fat gut like me to catch up with.”
“So you think he saw you?”
“Saw me? Naw! I was hunkered down in my car with what looked like a basket of dirty laundry over my head. A car was coming. It must’ve spooked him, and he took off. Listen, when the Hoss wants to pull a camouflage job, he does it up right!”
“How long was this man standing there?” John asked, staring at the final photo. There was something oddly familiar about the figure--the stance, the coat… something--but he couldn’t figure out what it was.
“Wasn’t more than three minutes. But three minutes is a long time. You either go where you’re going or you don’t in three minutes. That dude didn’t want to be seen. A quiet creeper.”
“You mean… he wasn’t looking for an address? Or just walking around late at night?”
“Nope,” Teegarten said. He took the pictures back and returned them to the folder. “I think he knew the address already. And I think he knew who he was looking for.”
“Debbie,” John said, an ashy taste in his mouth.
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“You win the seegar.” He sealed up the folder. “Father Lancaster, it seems you’re not the only one keeping tabs on… What had he called her? ”… this erotic actress.“
John sat back and stared up at Christ awrithe on the Cross.
“I’ll be back in the trenches tonight.” Teegarten stood up. “With my trusty Nikon. We’ll see if our friend comes calling again.”
“And if he does?”
“If he does, I think we ought to get the cops in on it. Three nights in a row and you don’t call it creeping anymore.” He paused.
“What… do you call it?” John asked.
“Stalking,” Teegarten told him. He clapped John hard on the shoulder. “Leave it to the Hoss, Father! That guy goes into the building, I’ll get on his ass real quick. Fat gut and all.” He walked away a few paces up the aisle, then remembered something and halted. “Hey, Father! Where’d you get that ten-speed?”
“Bay Cycle, over on Pacific Avenue.” He was still stunned.
Stalking, he thought.
“I watched you pedal off after you left my office. That’s real good exercise, huh? I was thinking about maybe getting me a ten-speed. You can change the gears so the hills won’t break your ass?”
“Yes,” John said hollowly.
“That’s good. I’ve got a lot of ass to be broken. Well, maybe I’ll get me a bike and some of those tight black pants that look like sprayed-on rubber. That’d be a whopping sight, wouldn’t it?” This time the priest didn’t answer, and Teegarten knew the information had burrowed down to a deep place. “Don’t worry,” Teegarten said firmly; then he walked on along the aisle, pushed through the heavy oak doors and out into the misting rain of a gray Sunday.
John leaned forward and put his hands to his face. Don’t worry. Stalking. Don’t worry. Easy to say, but it was an impossibility. Oh, my God… oh, Holy Lord… if someone was stalking Debbie…
No, not Debbie, he realized. Someone was stalking Debra Rocks.
He remembered what she’d said at Forest Lawn, about the death of her friend in Los Angeles:
The cops never found out who it was. I don’t think they looked too hard. You know what they call us? Freak fodder.
And it seemed now that yet another freak had just crawled out of the woodwork.
“Father?”
John quickly looked up.
Garcia stood there. “I don’t mean to bother you during your prayer, Father, but do you want me to lock the doors?”
John hesitated. It was customary to lock the doors on Sunday afternoon, because of the gilded icons, the candleholders, and other expensive fixtures. Garcia waited for him to speak.
“No,” John said finally. “No, leave the doors unlocked.” If someone came in and made off with a heavy candleholder or two, they surely were in more dire need of money than the Catholic Church. John stood up, leaving Garcia blinking in puzzlement over the failure to turn a key that had been turned every Sunday for at least the nine years of his employment as a maintenance man. John went directly to his apartment, where he sat down in a chair, attacked a volume on the nature of evil, and tried desperately not to consider picking up the phone and calling Debbie.
Stalking, he thought. That word rattled in his brain like a cold stone, or a bullet.
Rain ticked on the window’s glass, and beyond it the red X was a savage smear. The afternoon passed on.
By twelve-thirty on Monday morning Hoss Teegarten had been sitting in his Chevy, watching Debbie Stoner’s apartment building, for over four hours. Her green Fiat was at the curb, and the lights of number six were on. He could look up, from under his camouflage cover of what appeared to be old newspapers, and see the shapes of cacti in her window. His butt had gone to sleep, but he was born to be a couch potato anyway. Or a car eggplant, at least.
Rain speckled the windshield. He had the driver’s window rolled down, and his hand ready with the Nikon. But so far there was no sign of Blondie. A few cars had passed by, but they were on their way somewhere else. Now the street was deserted of movement, just the low tendrils of fog beginning to roll up from the bay at about knee-height over the pavement.
He yawned. Stifle it! he thought. Got a long time to sit here. At times like these he wished he could afford to hire an assistant. Tonight had been another slow one; at around six-thirty, Debbie Stoner had walked down the hill to a Chinese restaurant. She’d taken her time, sitting in the window and watching the rain as she ate. He had some nice pictures of her face. What was a beautiful girl like that doing in porno? His not to question why. He himself used to ride with the Hell’s Angels, when he was twenty-one and seventy pounds lighter. Oh, those were the days! he mused. Now he’d bend a hog’s frame into a chrome street-scraper. Got to cut out the spaghetti and meatballs, he vowed for the fourth or fifth time that day. Get hooked on sushi, maybe.
He eased up a little bit, put his elbow on the doorframe, and squeezed off a couple of shots just to get the camera warmed up.
There was a metallic click.
And it did not come from the Nikon.
A gun barrel slid up into the window, right into Teegarten’s face.
“No sounds,” the man who’d crawled up beside the Chevy whispered.
“Is that real? That’s not real, is it?” Teegarten babbled.
“Shut.” The man’s blond-crew-cut head rose into view. “Up.”
“I’ve just got a camera, see? Just a camera. I’m just sitting here--”
“In deep shit,” the cowboy told him, and Teegarten saw the red teardrops tattooed at the outer corners of his eyes. “You took my picture, didn’t you?”
“Me? No. I never saw you before!” His voice shook, along with his chins, and he knew that the cowboy knew.
“Hands on the wheel. Do it. Grip tight.” The cowboy walked around the car, the Colt’s barrel still aimed through the glass at Hoss Teegarten, and then he slid smoothly into the passenger side and closed the door. The barrel pushed into the fat man’s blubbery side. “Drive,” Travis said.
“Oh… come on.” Jesus! Teegarten thought. Oh, Jesus… this guy’s not kidding! “Listen… I’m nobody. I’m just a private dick, right? Come on, give me a break.”
“I’ll break you, all right. Drive.”
By the time he scrambled out of the car, Teegarten realized, he’d be a fat Swiss cheese. He swallowed, cold sweat on his face and sparkling on his scalp. He started the engine and guided the Chevy away from the curb. “Where… do you want me to drive to? Around the block?”
“I’ll show you. Turn right at the next corner.”
Teegarten did. He could crash into another car, he thought. He could run up on the curb, or go right into a store’s window. He could yell like bloody hell at a stoplight. But he did none of those things, because he wanted to live. “I’m Hoss Teegarten,” he said, his voice shaking. “Like Hoss in ‘Bonanza.’ Right? What’s your name?”
“Death,” Travis said, and the car drove on.
They crossed Market Street and headed along Fourth Street toward the warehouses and wharfs of China Basin. “Give me a break,” Teegarten kept saying, his palms slick on the wheel. “Okay? I’d give you one. I used to be a Hell’s Angel. Can you dig it?”
“You’re not one anymore, though, are you?” Travis asked. “Turn left here. Now straight and another right at the light.”
Warehouses brooded on either side. The streets were empty, as if the city had turned her face away. They went on three more blocks, near the basin now, and Travis said, “In this alley and stop.”
Teegarten did. A bead of sweat ran from his forehead and dangled on the end of his nose. “Cut the lights,” Travis told him, and Teegarten obeyed with a soft, terrified moan. Then Travis got out and came around to the driver’s side. He opened Teegarten’s door for him. “Walk.” He motioned-- not with his gun hand--toward a doorway in the alley’s ugly wall. “Hold it.” Teegarten froze on the edge of getting out, his breath rasping. “Give me the keys.”
And the way the cowboy said that told Teegarten he would have no further use for them.
Travis put the keys in his jeans pocket. “Now, walk, Moby Dick.”
Teegarten entered the doorway. He smelled damp concrete and the tang of salt rust on metal. There was no light, not even a hint of it, and four paces behind him Travis ordered, “Stop.” The cowboy bent down and found the flashlight that he knew was hidden beneath an old orange crate three paces right of the door. The light came on, spearing into Teegarten’s back. “Keep walking.”
“I can’t… I can’t see where I’m going.” But he had no choice. He walked, his legs loggy, and his heart hammered behind his breastbone and his eyes bulged with terror. The warehouse--deserted, it appeared, for some time--was full of cavern-like rooms and corridors. “Turn left,” Travis said. They came in another moment to a staircase, going down.
“Oh, no. Please… listen…”
A hand shoved him forward, and Teegarten grasped at the iron railing before he tumbled like Humpty Dumpty. He went down into darkness. “I’ve got money,” he said. “Got a bank account. Crocker Bank. I swear to God, I’ll get you all the money I’ve got!”
“I think,” Travis said softly, “I hear a ghost talkin‘.”
The lower floor was puddled, and water dripped from corroded pipes overhead. Teegarten kept going, shoved along at the point of the flashlight. He splashed through a puddle and stepped on something that squished under his left sneaker.
“Right. Into there.” Travis motioned with the light; it swept across the concrete and toward an archway about ten feet ahead.
Teegarten caught his breath. He had seen something on the floor, in the sweep of that light. It had looked like a mangy dog, its head shot away, and beside the carcass a little mound of gray hamburger. He heard the hungry buzz of flies, and now he could smell rot. He hesitated, trembling-- and then the Colt’s barrel pressed into his spine. Its chill eagerness forced him through the archway and into a realm of the damned.
Dead rats, each dispatched with a single shot that had blasted their carcasses to pieces, lay around Teegarten’s feet. He walked on, stepping on mangle, and then abruptly stopped again as the light glanced past his shoulder and fell on something else that lay ahead.
It was a dead man, old and skinny. Wearing gray trousers and a tattered purple sweater with brown blotches. No, no, Teegarten realized. The brown blotches were not part of the sweater’s natural color. Flies clung to the bullet holes in the corpse’s chest, and spun like a dark blizzard over the gaping face.
“Walk to the wall,” Travis commanded. “Go on, Moby Dick.” He chuckled. “Moby Dick. Get it?”
Teegarten trudged forward in a zombie daze. The wall was of dark, wet bricks, and there was a chair. Around the chair were more brown blotches.
“Sit,” Travis said.
Teegarten did. The chair creaked. He was sitting not facing the cowboy but with the wall on his right. He stared into darkness, and every time he trembled, the chair groaned again.
A match flared. The cowboy was lighting candles set around the room, stuck with wax to paper plates. The match went out, and Travis struck another one and kept lighting candles until all fifteen of them were burning.
“Please don’t kill me,” Teegarten whispered, and a tear crawled from his right eye.
“My name is Travis,” the cowboy began, and Teegarten winced because he didn’t want to hear a name, he didn’t want to know anything, all he wanted to do was go home and pull the covers over his skull. “I’m from Oklahoma. Ever been there?”
“No. Please…”
“Hush. I’m talkin‘. Oklahoma’s the big country. Everything wide open. I used to be in the rodeo. You want a cigarette, Moby?”
“I… want to… go home.”
An unlit cigarette was pushed into Teegarten’s mouth. Then there was the clocking noise of the cowboy’s boots as he walked back toward the archway. He stopped, and when he spoke again his voice echoed: “Don’t move, now. This is my best trick.” He holstered his Colt and took a gunfighter’s stance. “Keep your chin up!” Travis said.
A drop of sweat rolled into Teegarten’s eye. He shivered, and started to scream.
The Colt came out of the cowboy’s holster in a blur, and its barrel spat fire.
The bullet ricocheted off the bricks beside Teegarten’s head and blasted the side of his face with clay splinters. The tip of the cigarette burst into flame, and an instant later the flame went out.
Smoke trickled between Teegarten’s clenched teeth.
Travis spun the Colt around his finger and lodged it home again. “There you go. Pull on that coffin nail. Don’t spit it out now, I don’t wanna have to light you another one.”
Teegarten’s teeth met through the filter.
“I used to be with the rodeo,” Travis went on. “Did I say that? I was a trick shot. You gimme anything, I can hit it. Don’t matter. I kinda like the movin‘ targets best.” The toe of his cowboy boot prodded a dead rat. “Sit up straight, Moby! We got some jawin’ to do.”
The fat man trembled, swallowed, bellowed smoke through his nostrils.
“So why were you sittin‘ there takin’ pictures in front of my girlfriend’s apartment?” Travis asked, kneeling down between two candles. “You can take the cigarette out for a second.”
Teegarten removed it, but his lips remained in a tight O.
“I don’t know… anything about your girlfriend, man. I was there to watch somebody for a client. A priest. Yeah, this eccentric priest, rides around on a ten-speed. He wanted me to watch--”
“Whoa,” Travis said quietly. “A ten-speed. Bicycle?”
“Yeah. Yeah. A bicycle. He wanted me to… like… keep tabs on this girl who lives in apartment number six. Her name is--”
“Debra Rocks,” Travis interrupted coldly. “She’s my girlfriend.”
Oh…
shit,
Teegarten thought. His mind skipped and lurched.
“I believe I’ve met a bike rider before. He ran me a little race. A priest?” He paused. “Oh, that’s wicked.” He held his gun hand palm-down over the candle’s flame on his right, and slowly worked the fingers. “What’s his name, and what church is he at?”
“His name is… is…” The detective’s heart pumped. “His name is Father Murphy, at the Church of St. Nicholas.”
Travis kept clenching and unclenching the long pale fingers. “What street?”
“Valle… Jones Street,” he corrected. “Jones and Jackson. It’s a big white place.”
“Ain’t they all?” Travis asked as the flame began to scorch his palm. His face was devoid of expression. He looked up from the candle. “Saint Nicholas. Ain’t he Santa Claus?”
“I swear to God,” Teegarten gasped, “if you let me go… I won’t say a thing. Nobody’ll ever know. I swear it. Okay?”
“You’ll know,” Travis answered. He removed his hand from the fire. “Put the cigarette back in your mouth, Moby.” He stood up.
“No… please…” He caught back a sob, and pushed the scorched cigarette into his mouth when he felt the awful force of the cowboy’s silence.
“Hold still, now. Real still. I don’t think I believe there’s a Santa Claus church.” His hand flashed to the Colt and wrenched it smoothly from the holster in an eye blink. The gun boomed, more brick splinters hit Teegarten’s face, and the cigarette was clipped in half. Teegarten wet his pants, his mouth clamped on the smoking butt.
“It’s the Cathedral of St. Francis!” he shouted. “I swear it! The Cathedral of St. Francis, on Vallejo Street!”
“Okie-dokie. Is that the priest’s real name, or is he made up too?”
Teegarten choked on smoke, and tasted hellfire.
He heard the Colt’s hammer click back.
“Lancaster,” Teegarten moaned, tears trickling down his face. “Father… John Lancaster. That’s his name.”
“Good,” Travis said, and pulled the trigger.
The bullet smashed into the fleshy bulb of Teegarten’s nose and took it away in a splatter of blood and flesh fragments. The shock threw him off the chair and against the bullet-pocked bricks; he cried out in agony and grasped his bleeding face.
“Shucks.” Travis blew smoke from the barrel’s tip. “I missed.” The Colt spun around his finger, was returned to the well-used leather. “Stop cryin‘. I hate that sound. I’m gonna tell you a story now,” he decided. “Once upon a time there was a cowboy who had so much love in him it busted his heart. Just--boom--blew it all to pieces. So Dr. Fields --oh, yeah, him, the bastard--said shut him away so he can’t never love nobody again. And I was doin’ so damned good before I heard that music. On a radio at night. Out there in that big country, where all the music floats in and tangles up in the air. Now, I told Bethy to behave. I swear I did. Oh, she was a willful thing!” He rubbed his hands together, trying to dry the palms. “Willful. I said you want me to cry blood, I’ll show you I can, by God, and then I went and had him do it. You know. The guy on Tenth Street out by the fairgrounds.”
Hoss Teegarten held his face as if trying to keep the rest of his dangling nose from falling off. His eyes were bright and staring with pain, and he began crawling away from the blotches of his own blood.
“I think he had a needle that made me sick,” Travis wandered on, through the haunted land. “Bethy and those red shoes, I swear!” He blinked, watching the fat man crawl. “No,” he said, and he pulled his gun out and shot the detective through the left knee. Then, as Teegarten sobbed and howled and sobbed some more, Travis opened the Colt’s cylinder and began to reload with bullets from his holster. “I always had a thing for blonds, but I like me brunettes too. Hell, redheads I won’t kick out of bed for eatin‘ crackers. Cheri Dane and Easee Breeze were blonds. Debra Rocks is a brunette. You see
Super Slick?“
Teegarten kept crawling, desperate and insane now, dragging his ruined leg across the wet concrete.
“There’s a scene where they all looked at me. Right at me. The three of them, together. And when they opened their mouths I heard that music, and I knew right then that California wasn’t such a long way from Oklahoma. See, the movie was made in California. So I came here. I mean, to Los Angeles first. Cheri Dane went to the openin‘ of her new movie.
Girl Trouble.
But that’s not near as good as
Super Slick.
So I followed her to her place, just like I followed Debra Rocks when she was at that bookstore. Oh, they try to change cars and all to shake you, but once ol‘ Travis gets his heart set…“ He watched the wounded man crawling, and then he lifted his reloaded gun and put a bullet squarely through the right elbow.
“I found out from this guy in a theater that he saw Easee Breeze in person at a place right here in San Francisco. So I came on to find her. I loved her, see. Like I loved Cheri Dane. And like I love Debra Rocks. I mean… they love me too, ‘cause I figured out the music.” He clicked the hammer back. “I knew what they were really sayin’, all the time.” He took aim. “They were sayin‘, ’Travis, come make us cry blood.‘”
The gun went off.
Hoss Teegarten lurched and fell on his face, his skull pierced at the right temple.
“And that’s the end of that story,” Travis said. He spun the Colt gracefully and sank it away. The barrel’s warmth bled through his jeans. “That wicked, wicked priest. We’re gonna have to do somethin‘ about him, ain’t we? She’s my date.” He went around blowing out the candles, but before he extinguished the last one he walked to his sleeping bag, surrounded by hamburger wrappers, and picked up a coil of rope. Then the final candle went dark, and he followed the flashlight’s beam out.
The telephone rang.
John almost fell out of bed in his haste to get to it. He grasped the receiver. “Hello?”
“Howdy.”
Whose voice was that? John had been expecting to hear from Hoss Teegarten…
“This Lancaster? Father John Lancaster?”
“Yes. Who is this?” Rain was still tapping at the window.
“Somebody who wants to see you.”
John glanced at his wristwatch on the small bedside table; he couldn’t make it out, so he switched on the lamp. Three minutes before two. “It’s a little early for games, isn’t it?”
“Not this game. The time’s just right. I’ve got a message for you from your girlfriend.”
“My…” His heart seized up. “Who is this?”
“I can bring the message to you, if that’s what you want.”
“Just tell me now.”
“Oh, I can’t do that.” The voice sounded as if the man might be smiling. “No, sir. You got a place we can meet… say, in about ten minutes?”
“The sanctuary,” John said. “What’s this about?”
“The sanctuary,” the man repeated. “I like the way that sounds. Safe. Listen, you a Catholic?”
“Of course I am.”
“You Catholics… like… have a little box you go into, don’t you? Thing about the size of a closet? You go in there and listen to people tellin‘ you what all they’ve done wrong?”
“A confessional, yes.”
“And you don’t see each other’s faces, do you?
It’s like one box talkin‘ to another box.“
“Roughly speaking.”
“That’s where I want you to be.”
John frowned.
“What?”
“In your box. In ten minutes. That’ll be… two-oh-seven. Whoops. Two-oh-eight. Then you leave the front door open, and I’ll come and get in my box. They’re right out where you can see them, ain’t they?”
“Yes,” John said cautiously. His skin was beginning to crawl.
“Well, that works out pretty as pink. You be there, and I will too. Oh. Hold on, now. Let’s get this straight up front: what I’ve got to say to you is between you and me. There ain’t gonna be nobody else there, right?”
“If there’s anybody else there, I won’t come in. I won’t tell you what your girlfriend in apartment number six with that pretty long black hair wants you to know. You be there alone, now.” The man hung up.
John’s first impulse was to call the police. But for what? Someone was coming to confessional; maybe the time was strange, but… And anyway, John wanted to hear what the man had to say. He was shaking like a wild leaf; if this really was a message from Debbie, had she found out about him? Oh, my God… had Teegarten told her?
Mysteries, mysteries.
John hurriedly put on his jeans. His black shirt with its stiff white collar was lying nearest to hand, so he put that on and buttoned it up. Then a thick beige cardigan pulled out of the closet. He slipped on his sneakers, without socks, and ran from his apartment to the sanctuary.
He checked the doors; they were still unlocked. The lights were low in the sanctuary, saving electricity, and he decided to leave them that way. He checked his watch. Almost time. This was ridiculous, but he had to find out what was going on. He walked to the confessional booth, entered it, and sat down on the velvet cushion to wait.
Two-oh-eight.
Two-oh-nine.
Two-ten.
And John sat alone, feeling like more of a fool every passing second.
Two-eleven.
Two-twelve.
He heard the hinge creak quietly as the front doors were pushed open. He sat up straight, his heart pounding, and put his hand on the latch.
“Which one you in, Father?” the man’s voice called.
“This one. Here, on your left.” He started to open the latch and peer out, but the man said, “You stay in there, now. Got somethin‘ real important to tell you.”
John’s fingers burned to open the door, but he sat listening to the sound of boots coming across the marble. Had he heard that sound somewhere before?
The footsteps halted. “You nice and snug in there, Father?”
“Come on and let’s get this over with!” John said, his nerves about to snap. “What do you want to tell me?”
“I want to confess,” the man said, and John heard him enter the confessor’s booth.
“Look. It’s late. Just tell me, all right?” What was that smell? John thought. A strange, pungent odor…
“I know all about your girlfriend, Father. A big fat dick told me.” The man bent down, and in the low light John could see a pair of pale lips at the screen.
A burnt smell, John thought. That’s what it was. “Meaning?”
“Meanin‘ your ass is cooked, Father John. I heard the music, not you.”
“Music?” Was this guy nuts, or what? “What music?”
The man laughed quietly. “Sure, you know what I mean. All you guys know the secret. That’s why you went after Debra.”
“I’d like to know who you…” He stopped.
Debra, the man had said. Not
Debbie.
His eyes widened.
“She’s my date,” the man said.
There was a metallic click.
Gunpowder, John thought. That’s what I smell.
He jerked his face back from the grille and instinctively lifted his right hand in a gesture of protection because he remembered hearing that click when he was inside a toilet stall, and now he knew what it--
The gun went off, a gout of fire blasting through the grille. The palm of John’s open hand exploded, blood spraying across the opposite wall. Pain seared him, and as he grabbed his wrist and fell off the velvet cushion the pistol went off a second time.
This bullet creased across the front of John’s throat, shocking his larynx like a punch. He grunted with pain and slid to the floor as the third bullet passed through the confessional over his head in a shower of wood splinters.
Travis peered through the broken grille, could see the bastard lying there and blood all over the wall. The bastard’s collar was turning crimson. Got him right in the neck, he thought. Bleed to death real quick. The priest’s eyelids were fluttering, but he was a goner for sure. “She’s my date,” Travis repeated, and he holstered his Colt, got out of the confining little closet, and ran for the doors. Then out into the rain, toward Moby Dick’s Chevy parked up on the curb.
He pulled away, heading for his girlfriend’s place.
And two minutes later, Father John Lancaster burst out of the confessional and fell to the hard marble, his bleeding hand clasped to his chest. He squeezed the wrist with the other hand, trying to constrict the veins and stop the ghastly flow. His face had gone white, and blood crept down his throat over the crimson collar. His first thought was to scream for help--not that anyone was around to hear him--but when he tried that, his voice came out as a pained croak.
Oh, my Christ, he thought. Oh, Holy Mother… I’ve got to get up.
Bleeding. Bleeding all over the floor. The monsignor was… going to… split a gut…
His consciousness ebbed, came back again, ebbed and returned. Pain throbbed up his wrist and through his shoulder; his hand felt as if it had been caught in a freezer, but his face was on fire.
She’s my date, the maniac had said.
My date.
“Oh, Lord,” he gasped, but it came out as the grunt of a wounded beast. Got to get up… got to get up…
now.
He got to his knees. His head was starting to clear a little, but dark pain still sought to drag him under. The smell of blood was sickening, and his palm kept oozing though he squeezed his wrist with all his strength.
Get up… get up… damn you, get up!
That maniac was stalking Debbie… no, stalking Debra Rocks. But Debbie was the one who wore her face.
John stood up, wavered on his feet, clenched his teeth, and staggered through the door that led him into the administrative wing. A telephone, he thought. Got to get to a telephone. The first office was locked. So was the second. His own office was locked, and his keys were in his apartment. He staggered on, leaving a trail of blood drops.
In his apartment, he couldn’t make his fingers close around the telephone’s receiver. They jittered and jumped, but would not obey. Nerve damage, he thought. He lifted the receiver with his left hand and jabbed at the O button with his elbow. Circuits clicked and whirred. “Operator.”
He wanted to say I
need the police, but nothing would come out. Sweat broke from his pores. “I… need…” he croaked.
“Is someone there?” the operator asked. “Hello?”
“I… need… the…” His bruised larynx refused to let the words come out as anything but a harsh moan.
“Hello? Is anyone…”
Blood was trickling down John’s right wrist, and he knew at that moment that if he did not get to Debbie she was doomed.
He looked at his bicycle, next to the door. The operator hung up.
He had to make it. He had to, wounded or not. By the time he got to the police, she might well be raped or… worse, much worse. Anybody who used a gun like that wasn’t going to be satisfied with rape. And now John had to pull whatever guts he had up from his shoes and reach Debbie, because the clock was ticking and time was fast running out.
He went to his black pants, hanging over a chair. He yanked the belt out and tied it as tightly as he could stand around his right wrist, using his left hand and his teeth. Then he shook the cobwebs out of his head, and he thought of Debbie coming face-to-face with that maniac--that killer, possibly--and he jumped on his bike and pedaled furiously down the hall to the stairs.
Blood spotted the floor behind him.
He went through the street door pedaling, out onto Vallejo and into the drizzle. The chilly air served to knock some of the sluggishness out of his legs, and he pedaled harder. His right hand twitched, the palm a red oozing mass and the rest of the hand bone-white. He sped across Broadway and into the night.
He went up the stairs, all the way to number six, and there he buzzed her door.
Debbie opened her eyes. What was that? Somebody at the door? She waited, not sure she’d heard anything at all but a wish. And there it was again: the buzzer.
She sat up in bed. “Lucky,” she whispered.
John was pedaling hard, but the world had slowed down. The streets were made of black, gleaming tar, and the air had thickened. He took a corner fast, and suddenly the tar let his tires go and he was slung into a group of garbage cans.
Debbie put on her white robe, stepped over Unicorn-- who liked to scuttle around in the darkness--and flipped on lights as she hurried to the door. On the kitchen counter was an airline ticket, and it was good Lucky had come because there were a lot of things she needed to say to him.
She started to open the door, in a rush to see his face. But at the last second she stopped herself and peered through the spyhole.
It was a guy with a blond crew cut, wearing a rain-damp canvas coat. He was studying his hands.
“What is it?” she asked, her voice sharp now that she realized it wasn’t him after all.
The guy looked up at the spyhole. He smiled, and she could see weird tattoos at the outer corners of his eyes.
Up again, and speeding onward.
Hurry! he told himself. His legs were cramping. Forget the pain. Hurry, damn it! His vision kept going in and out, but now he had control of himself and he wasn’t going to lose consciousness again. Still, he had a long way to go yet. He grabbed the belt with his teeth and gave it a tightening jerk. Then, his head over the handlebars, he raced toward North Beach.
“Howdy,” Travis said. His heart was thudding. Oh, she was so beautiful, so… within reach.
“You want me to call a cop?” she asked warily, ready to spring back from the door.
“No! Oh, no!” His smile went crooked. “I’ve got a message for you from your boyfriend.”
“My boyfriend?”
“Sure. You know. Fa…” He paused. “John.”
“John?” How many Johns did she know? she thought. This guy must be cracked! But then it dawned on her. “John. You mean Lucky?”
That seemed to turn a light on, he decided. “Lucky,” he repeated thickly. “Yeah, he’s sure lucky, knowin‘ you and all.”
Still, something wasn’t right. Debbie could smell it. “How do you know him?”
“Oh, we go way back. We’re just like this.” He held up a hand with two intertwined fingers.
Debbie still didn’t open the door. If you don’t know the face, she thought, don’t let ‘em into the place. “What’s the message?”
“Let me in and I’ll tell you.”
“No. Sorry. Tell me from out there.”
“I don’t think you want your neighbors hearin‘ this.”
“They’re heavy sleepers. Let’s hear it, Jack.”
“Travis,” he told her with a pained expression. “Travis, from Oklahoma.”
“Okay, great. What’s the message, Travis?”
He paused, studying his hands again. The warped wheels went round and round. Finally he looked up into the spyhole and gave her his best smile. “Your boyfriend’s a priest.”
Her mouth slowly opened. Her face contorted; then she shook her head and grinned. “Travis, you’re crazier’n a one-legged grasshopper!”
“Father John Lancaster,” he went on. “The Cathedral of St. Francis. It’s on Vallejo. A big white place.”
She whispered, “No.” Then, louder: “Hell, no! What kind of joke is this, man?”
“He’s got blond hair. Kind of tall and slim,” Travis said. “Like me. Oh, yeah: he rides around on a ten-speed.”
Debbie stared out at Travis for a moment. Her mouth worked, would release no words. Nothing she could consider saying would express what she was feeling: a war between tears and hysterical laughter. The Cathedral of St. Francis was where she’d gone to ask a priest to pray for Janey McCullough. And the priest in the confessional…
“Oh, no,” she said softly, as if slapped by a feather. “Oh, no.”
She remembered now:
Please don’t curse.
That had been said to her in the confessional, and repeated in her apartment while she was in the kitchen with a frozen dinner in each hand.
“Oh…” It was a pained, stunned, world-crashing gasp.
“…no.”
“Open up. I’ll tell you everythin‘,” Travis said.
Her hand drifted to the latch. Hung there, as Debbie shook her head and tried to make the room stop spinning.
She turned the latch, opened the door, and the cowboy boots clumped across the threshold.
A hill rose before him. It had never seemed so large, so damned monstrous, before. The earth was playing with him, he thought. Hills were rising to block his way. He shifted down to low gear, and fought the bicycle up it, his legs screaming for relief but the fresh pain cleaning all the haze out of his head. Her building was just a couple of blocks to the east now, and when he got up this hill he would take a sharp right and…
God, help me! he begged. Tears had filled his eyes. God, help me!
“A priest,” Debbie whispered. That word made her throat feel raw. “I talked to him when I went to the church. He was in the confession booth. Right there, beside me. And I never knew. I never knew.”
“Now you know,” Travis said. “It’s a hell of a kick, huh? You got any beer?”
“Beer? No. I’ve got wine. Oh, Jesus.” She felt faint, had to grasp hold of the kitchen counter. “I’ve got wine. I think I need a drink myself.” She turned toward the refrigerator, and that was when he came up behind her, slipping the rope out from around his arm, and clutched it around her throat.
She grasped his hands as the rope tightened, and she started to let out a scream, but his face got up right against her ear and the mouth whispered, “I love you, Debra. Even better than I loved Cheri and Easee.”
The scream faltered and stopped on a choke. The impact of what he’d just said, coupled with the realization that her lucky charm--her soul mate--was and always had been a Catholic priest, made her knees buckle.
His right hand left her throat. She heard the rustle of his canvas coat, and her body arched to wrench away from him, to reach the knife drawer and sink a dagger into his black heart. But she didn’t have time, because in the next second something slammed against the back of her skull and the kitchen floor came up like a bad dream.
John reached the top of the hill. And a police car sped past him, descending in the opposite direction. He started to lift his arms, but the car was going somewhere fast and he had no voice to make the officers understand. He looked away, his face grim and determined, and kept pedaling. It was up to him now. Up to him. God was in his heaven, and the angels were abed. It was up to him.
He took the sharp right, misjudged, and ran up over the curb with a spine-jarring bump. The handlebars shivered out of his one-handed grip, and the frame made a noise like guitar strings snapping. Suddenly he had no traction; his pedals were slipping, without engaging the tires. The chain, he realized with an inner shriek, had come off the gear wheels. Without hesitation he threw the bicycle aside in front of a Vietnamese restaurant and ran for Raphael Street.
Debbie opened her eyes. She was in a world of white, and her stomach muscles had cramped with tension. Pain throbbed, a dull bruise, at the back of her head. She trembled, about to throw up, and that was when she realized she was roped.
Not just roped. Bound and hog-tied, with expert knots. She was still in her white robe, but it was open and had ridden up over her hips. Her hands were tied at the wrists behind her, and the tough rope came up around her throat and head and was knotted above her face to…
She moaned; there was a washrag jammed into her mouth.
… to the bathtub’s faucet. She was lying in the bathtub, her face about six inches under the waterflow.
“Now we’re all ready,” Travis said, coming into view above her. He knelt down beside the tub, as Debbie thrashed and tried to get her ankles hooked around the towel rack. No use, she knew after a couple of tries. No use…
“Remember, in
Super Slick?“
Travis asked her excitedly. “You and Cheri did that scene in the tub with the two guys? That was hot, Debra. I couldn’t get that scene out of my mind, it was so hot. It was… like… it was just branded right in there. I put Cheri in a tub too. I’m kind of like a director, huh?”
She thrashed on, knowing it was useless but not ready to give up. Her head remained tautly secured under the faucet.
“Easee’s best scene was when she was on her knees doin‘ that black guy. I did the best I could with that one.” His hand went to the hot-water tap. “I loved you. I loved all of you. And I knew the music was for me. It called me to California.” His hand twisted, and Debbie thrashed anew but she wasn’t going anywhere. He added cold water to the flow so it wouldn’t burn her, and now the water was streaming forcefully into her face. She was able to turn her head maybe a half-inch or so, but the pain killed her neck and the water was still going up her nostrils. The washcloth soaked through and seemed to expand in her mouth. Gonna drown me, she knew. Oh, sweet Jesus… he’s gonna drown me! She blew water out of her nostrils and fought for a breath; she got a gulp of air, but the water was too strong. It went up her nostrils and down her throat.
“There you go,” Travis said. “We’ll wait a couple of minutes now.”
The door’s buzzer went off.
Travis stood up fast.
The door’s buzzer went off again. Then again. Then somebody was leaning on it.
“I don’t like that sound,” Travis told her, as water burst from her nostrils and she battled desperately for a breath. He walked into the front room, his hand going to the holstered Colt.
Outside, John took his finger off the buzzer. She should’ve answered by now. Her Fiat was at the curb. If she could have answered, she would have. He braced himself and kicked at the door, just below the knob. It was sturdy.
Travis started to ease the gun out, his eyes narrowing and his tongue flicking across his lower lip.
John kicked the door again, aiming at the exact same spot.
It burst inward, and he barreled through.
And there he stood, the blond man in the long canvas coat. Something was coming up, gripped in his hand in a blue-steel blur, and John saw the man’s face tighten with shock. John didn’t hesitate; the pistol was rising fast. He lunged across the threshold and right at the maniac.
The gun cracked, and the bullet zipped over John’s shoulder and took a chunk out of the doorframe. But then John’s left hand had gripped the gun-arm wrist, and his momentum took them both crashing over the coffee table and to the floor.
Travis clawed at John’s face, almost getting his fingers hooked in the priest’s eyes, but John averted his face and drove a knee hard into the man’s groin. Air whistled between Travis’ teeth. John’s fingers tightened on the gun arm wrist, trying to keep it pinned to the floor, knowing if that gun got free, he was dead.
He heard water running, back in the bathroom.
Oh, no. Oh, God, no!
A fist slammed into the side of his head and knocked him off. John kept his grip on the wrist, stars wheeling through his brain. And then another blow hit him on the forehead, as Travis roared with rage, and this time John fell backward and lost his hold.
The Colt came up, started to take aim into John’s face.
John kicked the man’s inner elbow. The gun went off, smashing a cactus pot, and then the man’s fingers spasmed open and the Colt sailed out, slamming against the wall and landing on the carpet.
Travis twisted like a snake, crawling madly after his gun.
John landed on his back, bellowing the wind out of him and hooking his left arm around the man’s throat, trying to keep him from reaching the Colt. Travis thrashed and strained, fingers grasping, the gun’s barrel carpeted inches away.
As the two figures struggled, so did Debbie Stoner. Water was gushing up her nostrils now, and coming through the washrag into her mouth. She was gasping, searching for air in the torrent. She blew water from her nose, but more of it came back. She was filling up with water, and there was no escape from the flood.
Travis reared back and slammed his elbow into John’s ribs. John, teeth clenched, hung on and squeezed, but Travis was thrashing again, wildly, and John couldn’t keep his grip. Travis lunged forward, and his right hand grasped the Colt’s barrel. He drew it to him like a true love.
John released the man’s throat and smashed him in the face with his left fist, a blow with the strength of near-madness behind it. Travis’s upper lip exploded, and two teeth went into his mouth. But Travis was twisting around again, throwing John off him, and the gun was coming up in a quick, deadly arc.
John leapt for the wrist, got his fingers around it as the Colt fired. The hot flash of the bullet seared his face. There was a noise like a hammer knocking the wall, and plaster dust bloomed beside the picture of a Malibu sunset.
Travis grabbed John’s hair, yanking his head back, trying to wrench the priest off his gun hand. But John hung on doggedly, and when the gun went off again it blew a hole through the bay window’s glass.
They struggled at close quarters. Travis’s fingers twitched on the Colt’s handle, and four inches of gleaming, serrated blue steel slid out in front of John’s face.
Travis slammed his fist into John’s stomach. Then again. John’s fingers weakened, his eyes going glassy and sweat glistening on his face. The knife blade slowly descended toward John’s bleeding throat.
John got a leg between them, and lodged his knee into the maniac’s chest. Travis was on top of him now, his weight bearing down.
John knew there was no other way. In seconds either the knife would go into his neck or the barrel would fire a bullet into his brain. He arched his body upward and cracked his skull into the man’s nose.
Travis howled and fell back, blowing blood. John scrambled away, his grip lost and his strength almost gone. Travis shook his head violently, blood dripping from his chin, and then he brought the Colt around to take aim and blow the priest to hell.
John saw the gun coming. There was no way to stop it. No way.
His gaze ticked to a thorny cactus in a small clay pot on his left. He grasped the pot and lifted the cactus off the floor.
Travis’ head had almost turned, eyes glittering. The Colt was about to find its target.
John swung out with the cactus.
And raked it across the other man’s eyes.
Travis screamed and recoiled, blinded. He rolled away, the bridge of his nose and his cheeks scoured with thorn gashes, his eyes punctured and oozing. He got up on his knees, screaming, and then to his feet. John saw Unicorn racing around the room, madly searching for cover in the frenzy. Travis lurched to right and left, the Colt extended and finger on the trigger. The barrel stared into John’s face for a second, then veered away about two feet and fired into the wall. John lay flat, his heart hammering, as Travis screamed, “Where are you! Where are you!” and took a backward step, the Colt swinging to the left again.
He stepped on the crab as it sped across the room under his feet.
Travis went backward, off-balance. The Colt fired a sixth time, the bullet breaking glass in the kitchen, and its recoil sealed the man’s fate.
He went back, back, over the sill, and into the bay windows.
The glass shattered behind him, and his mouth opened in a panicked zero. His fingers caught at broken edges and left smears of red, and then he was going out the window and his scream went down with him all the way.
There was a wham!
and the scream stopped.
John got up, staggering to the smashed window, and looked down. The man lay on the dented roof of a car, belly-up, and his head had snapped backward through the windshield. He still gripped the Colt. A death grip.
Lights were coming on across the street. People were peering out their own windows. Someone screamed out there. And then a man wearing glasses and a terry-cloth robe came into Debbie’s apartment, followed by a young blond woman, and both of them stopped dead at the splintered doorway.
Debbie! John thought. Oh, dear Lord!
He ran to the bathroom, as Unicorn started burying itself in the sand from an overturned cactus pot.
She was still alive, and still fighting for life. John got the taps turned off, and she blew and gurgled water and sobbed hysterically around the sopping gag. He wrenched at the rope with his left hand, got a crucial knot loosened from around the faucet. She saw him then, her eyes bloodshot and half-drowned, and she saw the bloody collar around Lucky’s neck.
He lifted her up, out of the white tomb, and crushed her to him, getting the rag out of her mouth so she could draw a full breath. Her head pressed against his shoulder, and he held her as she moaned and cried.
“Shhhhh, Debbie,” he told her in his mangled voice, as he rocked her shivering body. Whether she understood any of it, he didn’t know. “It’s all right, Debbie. It’s all right, my child. Shhhhhh. It’s all right. Shhhhhh, my child.”
He held her until the police came.
There were many days when San Francisco might be called the most beautiful city on earth, and this was one of them. The bay glittered in the golden sunlight of late October, and sailboats advanced before the wind. In the blue sky, airplanes brought some people here, and also took some people home.
That was Debbie Stoner’s destination.
Father John Lancaster waited with her at her gate for the plane to New Orleans. They sat side by side, and as the bustle of a busy airport went on around them their movements were slow and precise, the movements of two people who have already arrived.
She wore her traveling clothes: jeans, a pale blue blouse, and a white sweater that really accented her tan and the clear gray of her eyes. It was a light sweater, one that could be worn in a Southern climate. She wore no sunglasses, and the stripe of light that lay across her hands did not hurt her sight.
John wore his own traveling clothes; he was continuing his journey, and his white collar was fresh and not starched quite so stiffly. Around his right hand were the wrappings of bandages, and another small bandage covered the bullet crease at his throat.
Debbie sighed; her first sound in more than a minute. She looked up at him and then away, quickly. He waited, and he realized he was dreading something: the call that would be coming any minute, the call that would take her out of his life forever.
“I still don’t know what Uncle Joey’s gonna do,” she said quietly. “I left a message on his machine, but… well, you never know about Uncle Joey.”
“I’m sure Uncle Joey can take care of himself.” His voice was still a little croaky.
“You sound like a frog,” she said, and gave him a quick nervous smile. He returned it, and then they both looked away from each other again.
“I’ve got a long way to go,” she said finally.
“Not so far. New Orleans, first. Then you can rent a car to--”
“You know what I mean,” she said. “I’ve got a long way. I don’t know if I can go the distance.”
“You won’t know unless you try.”
“Right.” She nodded, and looked at her hands. She’d taken off her false red fingernails. “I’m scared,” she said softly. “I… I’m not the same as I used to be. I mean… going home… it’s scary.”
“I guess that’s part of going home, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. But I don’t know where I fit in anymore. I mean, my ma sounded glad to hear from me, and she says she’s tryin‘ to kick the bottle, but… it’s not gonna be easy.”
“No,” John agreed, watching her beautiful face. There were many questions behind it; they were questions that Debra Rocks wouldn’t have asked herself. “Nothing worth a damn is easy.”
“Guess not.” She was silent for a while longer. The loudspeaker paged somebody, and she jumped a little bit, all needles and pins. “I’ve got to kick the cocaine,” she said. “I know that. That place in New Orleans--”
“It’s a good place,” John told her. That face, that face! Oh, how it hurt his eyes to look at her. “They’ll take good care of you. But that won’t be easy either. They’ve got the facility, but you’ll have to work at it.”
“I always worked,” Debbie said. “I’m not afraid of a little work.” She smiled, and he thought it was a different smile; part of her was already facing southeast, maybe looking from the edge of the blue world, about to pass into day.
The loudspeaker’s metallic voice announced, “United’s flight 1714 to Dallas, Memphis, and New Orleans will soon begin boarding. All passengers with small children or who need extra care…”
“That ought to be me,” Debbie said nervously. “I feel like a little kid who needs a lot of extra care.”
John stood up. It was almost time. Debbie stood up too, and they walked together toward the gate.
“I might not stay there. Home, I mean,” she told him. She glanced at him, looked away again because she thought his face was like a blaze, and if she looked too long she’d start to cry. “It’s a small town, and I think I’ve outgrown it. But… it seems to me that that’s where I’ve got to go. To find out what happened to Debbie Stoner. I think I left her back there, a long time ago, and she’s due her chance too, don’t you think?”
“I do think,” he agreed. His throat caught. The wound was still hurting, that was it.
“Well, I… I’ve got to give it my best shot. Got to--” Her eyes saw something behind John, and they widened with stunned surprise.
“You fuckhead!” Joey Sinclair’s voice growled. “Hey,
Lucky! I’m talkin‘ to you! I got your message, Debra! What the hell kinda shit is--“ He grabbed John’s arm roughly and twisted him around.
“Hello, Uncle Joey,” John said calmly, and saw the man stare at his collar.
Joey Sinclair was flanked by his sons, two slabs of tough beef. But suddenly Sinclair himself was shrinking, as if he were melting into his suit, and his face took on the color of spoiled cheese. He took a backward step, slamming so hard into one of his sons he almost toppled the boy.
“You’re a…
priest,“
Sinclair whispered, strangling. “When did you become a priest?”
“I’ve always been a priest.”
“Always? Always?” He had shriveled, and John thought the man was going to become a gnarled little dwarf right there in front of his eyes. “Always?” He seemed to have that word caught in his throat. “Like… always?”
“Like always,” John told him.
“You mean… I called a priest a fu…” He stopped, diminished, and his eyes bulged with inner pressure.
“Miss Stoner is going home,” John said, and put his hand firmly on Joey Sinclair’s shoulder. “Is that all right with you?”
“Oh, yeah! It’s fine! You got the ticket yet? I’ll buy the ticket! First class!”
“Economy is good enough,” Debbie said.
Sinclair choked a little more, and then his gaze--softer now, and still frightened--fixed on Debbie. “You’re… you’ve always been a good kid. A hard worker. Star quality!”
“Stars burn out,” Debbie told him in a quiet and reasoned voice. “I think I want to just be a person now.”
“Oh, yeah! Just be a person! That’s fine enough!” His scared gaze skittered to John. Then back to Debbie, and it lingered. “Listen… Debbie. You… be the best person. You hear me?”
“I hear you, Uncle Joey.”
“Yeah, and you tell anybody gives you trouble that you’ve got high connections! Understand?”
She smiled, and nodded.
Then Sinclair regarded John again, still astonished, still cheese-faced.
“Always?”
“Always. I’m at the Cathedral of St. Francis, on Vallejo. You come by sometime, we’ll have lunch. I’ve got high connections.”
“Yeah. Sure, Father! Sure! High connections!” He grinned and dug an elbow into Chuck’s ribs with a force that made the boy wince. “High connections! He’s a funny man!”
“Good-bye, Uncle Joey,” Debbie told him, and she took his hand and squeezed it.
“‘Bye, kid. Father… I guess I’ll be seein’ you.”
“Sooner or later.”
“Yeah! Yeah, right!” He grinned again, and then he had to grasp hold of his sons’ shoulders and be supported as they left the gate.
“Now boarding United’s flight 1714 to Dallas, Memphis, and New Orleans,” the loudspeaker announced.
They walked closer to the door that led to the aircraft. Debbie had the ticket gripped hard in her hand. Passengers with carry-on luggage were passing back and forth, the airport full of noise.
“I guess it’s time,” John said, and he stared at the floor.
She took a deep breath. “Father… she wants to say good-bye.”
He looked up. “What?”
“Debra Rocks wants to say good-bye,” she repeated, and he saw it happen.
The fire came out of her, it leapt from her and engulfed him. Her eyes blazed with passion, and suddenly she was reaching for him and her arms went around his neck. Her lips, soft and burning, fastened on his, and he smelled cinnamon-scented bubblebath and thought he was going to swoon.
Her mouth opened, and her tongue pushed between his lips and entered his, sliding smoothly over wet, yielding flesh.
She locked her hands around his neck, her fingers going into his hair--and then she lifted one leg and put it around his hip. Then the other leg, and they were clamped together and kissing like the true meeting of souls.
“United’s flight 1714, now board--” The loudspeaker’s voice halted.
The airport went silent but for the noise of carry-on bags hitting the floor.
Her tongue swirled, teasing and ferocious, inside his mouth. They clung together, John oblivious of everyone and everything but this moment, a carving in time. Her tongue tickled the roof of his mouth, brushed past his tongue. Then began to ease out, and she sucked on his lower lip before she let it go.
Then she was unlocking her legs from around his hips, in the silence of the airport, and as her feet touched the floor she was Debbie Stoner again, a young girl with a plane to catch.
“That was Debra saying good-bye,” she told him, damp-eyed. “I don’t think she’ll be around much anymore. Now this is just me.” She hugged him, and put her head against his shoulder. Her raven hair floated against his face, and for the rest of his life he would remember its silk. “Thank you, Father,” she whispered. “Thank you… for loving me.”
His eyes filled up, and he had to let her go. She took a few paces and stopped, and when she looked back her face was streaked with tears. “Soul mates?” she asked.
“Believe it,” he answered.
“Pray for me,” she said, and she went out that door leading home.
A middle-aged woman with rouged cheeks and a pinched mouth sauntered up to him and looked at him with livid disgust. “And you call yourself a priest!”
He said, “Yes, ma’am. I do.”
He stayed until the plane took off. Sunlight flared silver on its wings. New Orleans wasn’t so far away, he thought. The telephone wires went there and back, and so did the mail. Not so far. Well, we’ll see…
In his apartment, he began working on a new jigsaw puzzle, of a green Southern landscape. It wasn’t too hard to imagine her in it.
Maybe someday he would get a letter, he thought. And in that letter she would say Debbie Stoner was doing just fine, and she’d met someone nice, someone who would love and respect her and wonder where Debbie Stoner had been all his life.
On that day, he thought his heart might break a little bit. Because he loved her.
But it would be a happy day.
Darryl came to the door. “John? Somebody wants to see you in the sanctuary.” He glanced, still a bit uneasily, at the crab in its sandbox over in the corner.
“Thanks.” He got up from his puzzle and hurried out.
She was waiting with Monsignor McDowell. She was a pretty blond girl, maybe nineteen or twenty, and behind her makeup her eyes were still fresh enough to be scared.
“Are you… Father Lucky?” she asked.
“You can call me that,” he said, casting a quick glance at the monsignor.
“My… name is Kathy Crenshaw.” She shivered, and John saw needle marks on her arms. “Debbie Stoner told me about you.” She reached out, a trembling hand, and her face collapsed. “Can you… help me?”
“We’ll see,” he answered, and he took her hand. They sat together, in a pew, while Father Lucky listened, and the rough diamond in his pierced ear threw a spark of light.
Monsignor McDowell stood nearby for a moment, and then he walked to the doors and opened them.
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The boy who was running ran into the rain.
He came suddenly into its stinging shower. Within seconds it became a small storm of torment, like the fierce prick of a hundred hot needles. He looked back as he ran and saw through the moving haze the tops of mountains explode in the distance. He saw chunks of rock as big as buildings fly into the diseased air, crash back upon the earth and crack into tumbling fragments. Above the mountains flickered the electric blue lightning that put terror into the heart of the bravest man and made the weaker man fall to his knees.
The boy kept running, into the rain.
The field was wide and long. The field was barren. Its mud 
 began to pull at the boy’s shoes. He was wearing dirty Pumas, once white. He couldn’t remember where they had come from, or when he’d put them on. He couldn’t remember where his dirty jeans had come from, or his grimy dark red shirt that was missing its right sleeve. He couldn’t remember much at all.
He knew, though, that he had to run. And he had to hope he would live through this day.
For though his memory flapped like a tattered flag, he knew what was behind him. He knew he was in Colorado. He knew why the mountains, as old as time, were being torn to jagged pieces. He knew what the blue lightning was, and why soon there would be pulses of red flame floating up from tortured earth to angry sky. They were fighting there. They had found another border to contest. And between them, they would destroy it all.
He ran on, breathing hard, and sweating in the sultry air, as the rain began to hammer down.
The mud took him. It trapped his shoes and made him stumble and down he went into its embrace. It was sticky and hot and got on his face and up his nose. Dark with mud, he struggled up to his knees. Through the curtains of rain, he saw the movements on both sides of him, to left and right in the wide barren field, and he knew one army was on the march.
The boy flattened himself in his muddy pool. He lay like the dead, though his heart was very much alive in its pounding and twisting on a root of terror. He wished he could cover himself with the mud, that he could sink into it and be protected by its darkness, but he lay still and curled up like an infant just out of the womb and stunned by life itself.
He had seen them before. Somewhere. His mind was wrecked. His mind had crashed into some event that had left him half-brainless and groping for memory. But to left and right he saw the blurred smears of their presence as they moved across the field like swirls of gray smoke, like formless but deadly ghosts.
He lay still, his hands gripped into the earth as if in fear of being flung into nothingness.
And suddenly he realized one of them had stopped its advance, and in stopping its body caught up with itself and took form, and suddenly one of them was standing only a few feet to his left and was staring at him.
The boy couldn’t help but stare back, his face freighted with mud. There was no protection to be found here. There was no protection to be found anywhere. The boy’s blue eyes stared into the black featureless slope of the creature’s face, or mask or helmet or whatever it might be. The creature was thin to the point of skeletal, its body about seven feet tall. It was similar to the human body in that it had two arms and two legs. Black-gloved hands with ten fingers. Black boots on human-shaped feet. Whether this was a construction or a real thing born from egg or womb, the boy did not know and could not guess. The black skin-tight suit showed no inch of flesh, and small veins laced the suit carrying rushes of dark reddish fluid. The creature did not seem to be breathing.
The creature held a weapon. It was black also, but it looked fleshy. It had two barrels, and was connected to the body by the fluid-carrying veins.
The weapon was held down at the creature’s side, but aimed at the boy. A finger was on a spiky pod that might be a trigger.
The boy knew his death was very close.
A vibration keened the air. It was felt rather than heard, and it made the hairs on the back of the boy’s neck ripple. It made his skin crawl and his scalp of unruly brown hair tighten, for he knew what was to come without knowing how he knew.
The creature looked behind it, and upward. Other creatures halted their blurred, ghostly motion and became solid. They too looked upward and their weapons raised in unison toward the enemy.
Then the boy heard it, through the noise of falling rain. He turned his head and angled his face up into the downpour, and through the low yellow clouds came the thing that made a noise like the quiet movement of gears in a fine wristwatch or the soft ticking of a time bomb.
It was huge, two hundred feet across in a triangle shape, and mottled with colors like the hide of a prehistoric predator: brown, yellow, and black. It was as thin as a razor and had no ports nor openings. It was all muscle. It glided forward with what the boy thought was an awesome and nearly silent power. Yellow tendrils of disturbed air flowed back from the flared wingtips, and four electric-blue orbs the size of manhole covers pulsed at its belly. As the craft continued to advance slowly and almost silently, one of the creatures on the ground fired its weapon. A double gout of flame that was not exactly flame, but had something white-hot at the center of its two scorching red trails, shot up toward the craft. Before it reached meat or metal—whatever the craft was made of—a blue spark erupted and snuffed out the flames and its two centers of destruction as easily as damp fingers on a matchhead.
Instantly, as the boy watched and shivered in spite of his frozen posture, the creatures turned their weapons on the craft and began to fire…faster and faster, the gouts of alien flame flaring up in dazzling incandescent ropes, hundreds of them, all to be extinguished by the leaping and sizzling blue spark.
The boy knew, without knowing how he knew. His mind echoed with things he could not exactly hear nor understand. He seemed to have come a long way from where he’d started, though where that had been he did not remember.
But he knew this, though he could not remember his own name or where he’d been running from or to or where his parents were: The creatures with the weapons…soldiers of the Cyphers.
The craft above…piloted by the Gorgons.
Names humans had given them. Their real names unknown. Their silence impenetrable.
The blue spark jumped and danced, putting out the white-hot flames with almost dismissive ease. The rain poured down and the yellow clouds swirled. The Cypher soldiers began to lower their ineffective weapons and vibrate again into blurs, and suddenly the boy was alone in the muddy field. The monstrous craft floated above him, its blue orbs pulsing. He felt as small as an insect on a windshield, about to be smashed into pulp. He tensed to jump up and run again, as far as he could get in this mud and downpour, and then the craft drifted on past him and he felt its force diminish as it gained speed. In his mouth there was the taste of mud and something like the tang of running the tongue across rusted metal. He heard a sharp sizzling noise—bacon in a frying pan—and turning his head in the direction of the parting craft he saw bolts of electric-blue energy striking out from the vehicle’s underside. Small explosions—bursts of black matter—showed hits on the Cypher soldiers even as they blurred themselves into near-invisibility.
The boy decided it was time to get up and run some more, in another direction.
He staggered to his feet and fled across the field, away from the battle. The rain struck his head and shoulders and the mud tried to pull him down. He fell to his knees once, but when he got up he vowed he would not fall again.
Onward through the rain and across the mud he ran, toward a yellow mist that hung across the horizon. He passed and leaped over smoking craters that held things at their bottoms that were burnt black and twisted like old tree roots. The breath was rasping hard in his lungs, which pained him as if they’d been punched by heavy fists; he coughed up a spool of red blood and kept going.
From the mist before him appeared a dozen or more Cypher soldiers, all thin and black-garbed in material that was not of this earth. They all held the weapons that seemed to be growing from their bodies, and they all wore the black featureless masks that might have been the faces of robots, for all the boy knew. Before he could change direction he was aware of something coming at him from behind with a metallic noise like piano wires being plucked in a high register. He veered to the left and dove into a fresh crater, while above him incandescent blue spheres of tight fire skimmed over his refuge at tremendous speed and tore into the Cyphers, spinning out whips that looked to be made of flaming barbed-wire. The boy crawled up to the crater’s edge to see the Cyphers being ripped to pieces by this new weapon, and though some of the Cyphers shot down a few of the fireballs with their own energy weapons or blurred away into the mist the battle was over in a matter of seconds. Twitching arms and legs lay upon the black-splattered battlefield and the fireballs like burning eyes powered on into the yellow mist beyond, seeking more victims.
A movement in the crater with him caught the boy’s attention. He felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck, and his heart pounded.
Across from him, a faceless mud-splattered Cypher soldier was reaching for its energy gun, which had been torn off its veins and lay shrivelled like dying flesh a few feet away. The black-gloved hands scrabbled to regain the diminished weapon, but could not quite reach it since some other encounter had nearly cut the creature in half. The legs were still twitching, the boots pushing futilely against the ravaged earth. In the body cavity glistened black intestines streaked with yellow and red like the bodies of the grasshoppers the boy remembered, yet did not know how he remembered. He smelled an acrid odor akin to the smell of the liquid the grasshoppers shot out upon rough fingers. Only this was maybe twice as strong. The Cypher lay in a pool of it. The creature still struggled to reach the weapon, but the severed body would not obey.
The boy spoke, in a voice he’d never heard before.
“I thought you were supposed to be so tough,” he said.
The faceless creature continued its struggle for the weapon. The boy got up in a crouch, mindful of other soldiers or flying things that might take his head off, and dared to touch the energy gun. It had a sticky feel, like rubber left out too long under a burning sun. The veins had ceased to pump fluid. The weapon was crumpling and collapsing inward on itself even as he watched. The Cypher soldier’s spidery hand reached for his ankle, and he feared the grip because he had the quick mental image of being paralyzed with pain. Avoiding the soldier’s hand, he stood up and ran again because he knew that sitting still in one place too long was death.
He also knew that he wanted to live. Knew that he needed to live, and so he’d better find himself a place of shelter before it was too late.
As he ran the rain thrashed into his face. From his pressured lungs he began to cough and spit up more threads of blood. He asked himself who he was and where he had come from, but to those questions only returned blankness. He had no memory beyond running across this field, as if his mind had been turned off and then on again by a jittery hand on a lightswitch. Father? Mother? Home? Brother or sister? Nothing, not even the shadow of a shadow.
He was hurting. His lungs, heart and stomach, yes, but his bones too. He felt rearranged. He felt as if in that weird old song about the thigh bone being connected to the kneebone and all that shit, his thigh bone was connected to his collarbone and his kneebone to his buttbone. Something about him was messed up, but he was good to run. For now, that was enough.
The monstrous triangular shape moved above him. He looked up and saw the massive Gorgon craft, mottled like a prehistorical reptile, gliding from the ugly yellow clouds. It was still firing its electric-blue bolts of energy to hit unseen figures on the ground. It was oblivious to him; he was nothing, worth not even a spark of destruction.
Suddenly the bright blue bolts began to flare out to the left and right, seeking other targets. The Gorgon craft might have given a shiver of dread, and in another few seconds the boy saw why.
From both sides came thin ebony missiles maybe twenty feet in length. There were ten of them, moving fast and silently. Four of them were hit by the bolts and exploded into flying black ribbons, but the remaining six grew claws and teeth as they pierced the meat of the Gorgon ship, and forming into shapes like voracious, glistening spiders, they began to rapidly eat and tear their way through the mottled hide.
Six more of the hungry missiles came at the ship, launched from somewhere beyond sight. Two were shot down, the other four became ebony spider-shapes that winnowed themselves into the alien flesh, if it could be called that. Chunks of the Gorgon ship began to fall away, revealing an interior of purplish-red meat veined with what looked like hexagonal corridors. The missile-spiders continued to claw and chew, faster and faster, as the blue bolts fired crazily in every direction. The boy dodged as an energy bolt sizzled the earth maybe forty feet to his right, but he couldn’t pull his gaze away from the hideous feast and the death of a giant.
Surely the Gorgon ship was dying. Its bulk shivered and writhed as the Cypher spiders penetrated deeper into the heart of the mystery. Dark red liquid was pouring out from a dozen wounds. Pieces of the craft fell to the earth and yet still writhed and convulsed. The machine screamed. There was a high-pitched sound that seemed to the boy a cross between fingernails on a blackboard and the sinister rattling of a timber viper. He had to put his hands to his ears, to block the noise out before it overcame him and made his knees buckle. A huge chunk of the craft fell away, spiralling fountains of the dark liquid. Within the cavity, the black spider-shapes were feasting, ripping through the alien meat and the inner corridors with claws and fangs that the boy thought could likely tear through concrete and metal. The Gorgon ship pitched to the right, spilling its insides in great falling sheets of liquid and fleshy pieces the Cypher-spiders had not fully consumed.
The machine-scream went on and on, as the ship crashed down upon the earth. The spiders swarmed over the twitching hide. The boy turned and fled.
Where there was any safety anymore, he didn’t know. The ear-piercing 
 noise ceased. Score one for the Cyphers, he thought. He ran through the yellow mist and onward, and suddenly found broken concrete under his feet.
He was in a parking lot. Around him in the thickened air were the rusted and weather-beaten hulks of eight abandoned vehicles. The rain had ceased. Puddles of water filled cracks and craters. A long building of red bricks stood before him, with not an unshattered window remaining. To the left was a sagging goalpost and the weeds of a football field. The bleachers had collapsed. A sign had stayed up in the parking lot, valiant in its declaration of a message from the past.
ethan gaines high school read the permanent black letters. And below those, the moveable red ones: Senior Pl y A ril 4-6 ‘The Ch ngeling’
The boy saw blurs approaching from his left, across the football field. A few of the Cypher soldiers stopped and regained their bodily forms for a few seconds before they sped up again. He thought there might be forty or fifty of them, coming like a dark wave. He started to run to the right, but even as the impulse hit him he knew he wouldn’t have time to escape; they would be on him too soon.
He slid to the concrete and under a smashed pickup truck that used to be black but was now more red with rust and still had a Denver Broncos decal on the remains of the broken rear window.
Dark blurs entered the parking lot. The Cypher soldiers were on the move, from somewhere to somewhere. The boy pressed himself against the cracked concrete. If any of them sensed him here…
Something was coming.
The boy felt it, in a shiver of his skin. He smelled some form of pulsing power in the tainted air. From his hiding place he saw the legs of several of the soldiers materialize, as they stood motionless; they too were feeling this yet-unknown approach.
There was silence but for the dripping of water from the car hulks. Then something passed overhead with a noise like a whisper of wind, and there was a bright flash of blue light that lit up the parking lot and made the boy squint and then whatever it was had gone.
The boy waited, blinking. Spots spun before his eyes. Some of the soldiers blurred out again, while others remained in cautious and stationary—and maybe stunned—visibility.
Above the boy, the pickup truck moved.
It gave a shudder that made its rusted seams groan, and the boy heard that same groaning of metal echo across the parking lot, and suddenly the underside of the pickup was changing from metal to red and brown scales, and its moldy tires were changing into stubby scaled legs from which grew red spikes tipped with gleaming black.
He realized the pickup truck was coming to life.
In a matter of seconds a breathing belly was over his head. He saw the shape over him broaden and thicken, with a noise that was a combination of bones slipping into sockets and metal crackling as it formed itself into flesh.
With a burst of panic he rolled out from under the thing, and found himself on his knees amid what was now not a parking lot of abandoned vehicles but a menagerie of creatures from the darkest depth of nightmares.
The boy realized that whatever had passed over and released its energy beam in its eye-stunning blue burst had the power to create life. And the life it had created here, from the rusted and abandoned hulks, were either born from real creatures of the Gorgons’ domain, or from the imagination of an alien warlord. Bulky, muscular shapes began to rise up from the concrete. The boy was in their midst, among their clawed feet and legs that seethed with red and black spikes. Horned heads with multiple eyes and gaping mouths scanned the battleground, as the Cypher soldiers opened fire. The red coils of otherworldly flame flailed out, striking and burning the newborn and monstrous flesh. The creatures that were hit roared and yowled, shaking the earth, and others rushed forward with tremendous speed upon the soldiers. As the boy watched in stunned horror while the Gorgon creations struck left and right with spiked arms and claws into the mass of soldiers, he noted that one of the thickly-muscled beasts had a Denver Broncos decal on the reddish scales at juncture of shoulders and neck. It appeared to be just underneath the armored flesh, like the faded remnant of an earthly tattoo.
The soldiers fired their weapons, scaled flesh burned and smoking, the creatures crushed and tore apart and trampled the long slim figures in their black uniforms, and intestines that smelled of grasshopper juice flew through the air and splattered where they hit. One monster’s triple-horned head with six deepset crimson eyes burst into flame from a Cypher weapon, and the creature rampaged around the parking lot blindly striking out as its craggy face melted like gray wax. The Cyphers were being overwhelmed and crushed beneath the monsters, and some blurred away but a few remained standing their ground and firing into the beasts until they too were ripped to dripping shreds. Some on all fours and some on two legs, the creatures began to give pursuit after the retreating soldiers. Three dying Gorgon beasts lay on the concrete being eaten up by the Cypher flames, and they shrieked and beat futilely at the alien fire and tried to rise up from their impending deaths. One got to its knees, its burning triangular head on a thick stalk of a neck turned, and its ebony eyes found the boy, who crawled backwards away from the thing even as the eyes burned out, the flames rippled across its scales and spikes and it fell back upon the concrete with a gasp of life released.
The boy got up, staggering, and ran again.
 

 
It was all he could do to stay upright, but as he entered the haze of yellow mist he knew he could not—must not—fall. He could hear the roaring of the monsters behind him, off in the distance, and his dirty Pumas nearly flew him off the ground. He was no longer on concrete, but again on a field of mud and weeds. Crumpled and smoking bodies of Cypher soldiers lay around him, where another battle had passed. Score one for the Gorgons, he thought.
He hadn’t gone another hundred yards when he knew something was coming up fast behind him.
He was terrified to look back. Terrified to slow down. Terrified, to know he was about to be destroyed in this muddy field.
Whatever it was, he sensed that it was almost upon him.
Then he did look back, to see what was after him, and he was about to juke to the right when a rider on a gray-dappled horse emerged from the mist, reached down and grabbed the boy’s arm in a lockgrip. He was pulled off his feet and upward, and a hard human voice growled, “Get up here!”
The boy got up behind the man and held on tightly to his waist, seeing the man was wearing at his left side a shoulder holster with what looked like an Uzi submachine gun in it. The horse and its two riders swept on across the field, while in the distance the Gorgon monsters roared like a chorus of funeral bells on the last day of the world.



Two.
 



But it was not the last day of the world.
It was a Thursday, the 10th of May. Some may have wished it was the last day of the world, some may have prayed for it to be and wept bitter tears that it would be so, but others had prepared for yet another day to follow this one, and so the boy found himself on horseback, approaching a fortress.
On the road that led up to this Colorado hilltop on the southern edge of Fort Collins was an aged and weather-battered sign that showed the stylized emblem of a prowling panther and the tarnished brass lettering Panther Ridge Apartments. At the top of the hill, with a panoramic view of all around, were the apartments themselves. There were four buildings constructed of bricks the color of sand with gray-painted balconies and sliding glass doors. Built in 1990 and at one time a desired address for swinging singles, the Panther Ridge Apartments had fallen on hard times since the crash of 2007, and the investment company that owned it had sold it off to another company in the beginning of a downward spiral for maintenance and managers. The boy knew none of this. He saw only four dismal-looking buildings surrounded by a fifteen-foot high wall of mortared rocks topped with thick coils of barbed wire. Wooden watchtowers with tarpaper roofs stood behind the wall at east and west, north and south. He couldn’t fail to note heavy machine guns set up on pivoting stands at each tower. As the horse and its riders continued up the road to the north, a green signal flag was flown from the south-facing tower. The boy saw a large wooden door covered with metal plates begin to open inward. As it opened wider the horse galloped through and immediately the men and women who had pulled the heavy door open began to push it shut. It was locked by two lengths of squared-off timber manhandled across the door through iron brackets and into grooves in the walls. But by this time the boy was being lifted from the horse by a husky man on the ground who had run up alongside to do just this task. The husky man had a long gray beard and wore leather gloves and held the boy before him like a sack of garbage as he ran deeper into the apartment complex and down a set of stairs. A door was opened, the boy was nearly thrown inside, and the door closed again. The boy heard a key turning in the lock.
He was, as he discovered within a few seconds, imprisoned.
The floor was bare white, scarred linoleum. The walls, painted a yellowish-gray, also bore scars. They looked to the boy, as he sat on the floor and examined his surroundings, like claw marks. And bullet holes here and there, too. The door was reinforced with metal plates, as the front gate had been. The sliding door to the balcony was covered with sheet metal and barbed wire. One small square of window allowed in a weak shaft of light. There was no furniture. The light fixtures had been removed but of course there was no electricity so the bare wires hanging down were just reminders of what had been. He saw on the walls and floor what might have been the faint brown remnants of bloodstains.
The boy said, “Okay,” just to hear his own voice again.
And it was more than that. Okay. If he had made it across that field and out of that parking lot with the Gorgons and Cyphers all around, then he was going to survive. He knew he had a survivor’s instinct, though he had no idea who he was or where he’d come from. So…okay. And okay because at least he was with humans, and maybe they were going to stick him in a pot, boil him, and eat him, but…well, maybe thinking that way wasn’t so okay, so he let that go. But at least he was with humans, right? And okay because for the moment—just for this moment—he felt safe here in this little apartment prison, and he didn’t have to do any more running right now, and he was tired and hurting and it was okay just to sit here and wait for what was coming next.
What was coming next was not very long in coming. Within a few minutes the boy heard the key in the lock again. His heartbeat quickened. He tensed and slid himself across the floor to press his back against the wall behind him, and he waited as the door opened and three men came into the dimly illuminated room. One of the men carried an old-timey black doctor’s bag and a burning oil lamp, which he held toward the boy as he entered. The other two men were armed with submachine guns, which they also aimed at the boy.
The door was closed and locked behind them.
“Stand up,” commanded one of the men with a machine gun. “Take off your clothes.”
“What?” the boy asked, still dazed from his run.
“Up,” came the rough voice. “And your clothes off.”
The boy got to his feet. The man who had spoken to him was the same who had heaved him up upon the horse. This man was maybe forty years old, was of medium build, but obviously strong for his size. He had a hard-lined face with a hawk’s beak of a nose and deep-set, wary, dark brown eyes. He looked like he’d never known what a smile felt like. Such a thing might break his face. The man wore faded jeans, brown workboots, a gray shirt with rolled-up sleeves, and on his head was a grimy dark blue baseball cap. He had a brown beard edged with gray. Around his left shoulder and hanging down close at his side was the holster for his very deadly weapon. On his left wrist was a battered-looking watch that had no crystal.
“Go ahead, son,” the man with the doctor’s bag urged. He was older, probably in his mid-sixties, was white-haired and clean-shaven, thin and dressed more neatly than either of the others in a blue shirt and faded khakis. He was holding onto whatever he could of his life as it had been. His face maybe had once been friendly and open, but now was strained and tense. The boy noted a holster around his waist with a revolver parked in it, and this man wore a wristwatch that looked to be in fairly good working order.
“Are you going to kill me?” the boy asked, speaking to the elder man.
“If we have to,” replied the hard-faced man. “Get your clothes off. Now.”
The third man, thin and sallow and black-bearded, stood aside near the door. The boy figured he was there in position to get a clear line of fire. The boy began to undress, slowly because his bones ached and he felt so weary he could sleep for a hundred years. When he was out of his clothes and they had dropped around him to the floor, he stood motionlessly while the three men stared at him in the light of the oil lamp.
“Where’d you get all those bruises?” asked the doctor-man, in a quiet voice.
The boy looked down at himself. He hadn’t realized. Across his chest was a massive, ugly black bruise. It covered from shoulder to shoulder. Black bruises were streaked across his sides, his stomach and his thighs. He had no memory of what had caused those injuries, but now he knew why he was aching and he was spitting up blood. Something had hit him, very hard.
“Please turn around,” said the doctor-man. “Let’s see your back.”
The boy did. The black-bearded man at the door gave a low grunt and the hard-faced man spoke in nearly a whisper to the third one.
“My question again,” said the doctor-man. “Where’d the bruises come from?”
“I don’t know,” came the still-stunned answer, as the boy turned to face them again.
“You have an equally large bruise across your back and down your spine. Your contusions look to be very severe. You’ve been through an extremely violent incident…not like falling down some stairs or skinning a knee. I mean…violent.” He stepped forward, shining the lamp into the boy’s eyes.
“Careful, doc!” warned the hard-faced man. His Uzi was trained on the boy’s midsection, and did not waver.
“Are you spitting up blood?”
“Yes sir.”
“I’m not surprised. What’s surprising me is that your lungs didn’t burst and that you still can breathe. Your hearing all right?” 
“Got a little ringing in my ears. They kind of feel stopped up. That’s all.” 
“Hm. Interesting. I think you’ve been through…well, I won’t say right now.” He offered a thin, crinkly smile, which was maybe the best he could do.
“Can I put my clothes back on?”
“Not yet. Hold your arms out to your sides, will you?”
The boy did as he was asked.
The doctor gave his medical bag to the hard-faced man and neared the boy again. He shone the lamp over the boy’s body, and seemed to be looking for something in particular. He frowned as he examined the huge black bruise across the boy’s chest. “You can lower your arms,” he said, and the boy did. Then the doctor reached back and opened the medical bag. From it he brought a hypodermic needle, which he uncapped ready for use. “Left arm, please,” he said.
The boy hesitated. “What’s this for?”
“A saline solution.”
“What’s it for?” the boy asked, with a little irritation.
“We’re checking to see,” said the doctor, “whether you’re fully human or not. The saline solution causes a reaction in the alien blood. It heats it up. Then things happen. Left arm, please.”
“I’m human,” the boy said.
“Do what you’re told,” the hard-faced man spoke up. “We don’t want to shoot you for no reason.”
“Okay.” The boy managed a tight smile. He offered his left arm. “Go ahead.”
The needle sank into a vein. The doctor stepped back. Both of the other men were ready with their weapons. The doctor checked the time on his wristwatch. About a minute slipped past. “Dave,” the doctor said to the hard-faced man, “I think he’s clean.”
“Sure about that?”
The doctor stared into the boy’s face. His eyes were blue, nested in wrinkles, but were very clear. “No nodules I can see. No abnormalities, no growths. No reaction to the saline. Let’s give a listen to the heart and take a bp reading.” The doctor retreived a stethoscope from his bag, checked the boy’s heartbeat and then used a blood pressure cuff. “Normal,” was the conclusion. “Under the circumstances.”
“What about the bruises?”
“Yes,” said the doctor. “What about those.” It was a statement, not a question. “Son, what’s your name?”
The boy hesitated. He was tired and hurting, and he could still taste blood in his mouth. A name? He had none to give. The men were waiting. He decided he’d better offer them something, and he thought of a name he’d recently seen. “Ethan Gaines,” he answered.
“Really?” Dave cocked his head to one side. “Funny about that. One of our lookouts spotted you through her binocs running into that high school parking lot. Funny, that it’s Ethan Gaines High School. Was, I mean. So that’s your name, huh?”
The boy shrugged.
“I think,” the doctor said, “he doesn’t know his name. He’s suffered a very violent concussive event. An explosion of some kind. Might have been caught in a shockwave. Where are your parents?”
“Don’t know,” the boy said. He frowned. “I just seemed to wake up, all of a sudden. I was running. That’s all I remember. I know I’m in Colorado…in Fort Collins, I think? But everything else…” He blinked and looked around the little prison. “What’s this place for? What did you mean…about the alien blood heating up?”
“That’s for later,” Dave said. “Right now, we’re the ones asking the questions…like where you came from?”
The boy had reached his limit with Dave. Whether the man was holding an Uzi on him on not, he didn’t care. He took a solid step forward, which made both guns train on him, and he thrust his chin out and his blue eyes glinted with anger and he said, “I told you. I don’t remember who I am, or where I came from. All I know is, I was running. From them. They were fighting over my head. All around me.” He had to pause to draw a breath into his sore lungs. “I don’t know who you people are. I’m real glad you got me out of where I was, but I don’t like guns aimed at me. Either yours or the Cyphers’.” He let that hang for a few seconds, and then he added, “Sir.”
The weapons were lowered. Dave glanced quickly at the doctor, who had stepped to one side and was wearing a small, amused smile.
“Well,” said the doctor. “Ethan, I think you can put on your clothes now. As for who we are, I am John Douglas. Was a pediatric surgeon in my previous life. Now, mostly an aspirin-pusher. This is Dave McKane,” he said, motioning toward the hard-faced man, “and Roger Pell.”
“Hi,” said Ethan, to all three of them. He started putting his clothes back on…dirty white socks, underwear that was the worse for wear, muddy jeans, the grimy dark red shirt with the torn-off right sleeve, and the dirt-caked Pumas. He thought to check the pockets of his jeans for anything that might be a clue, but searching them brought up nothing. “I don’t remember these clothes,” he told the men. And he felt something break inside him. It was sudden and quiet, and yet it was like an inner scream. He had been about to say I don’t remember who bought them for me, but it was lost and fell away. He trembled and his right hand came up to press against his forehead, to jar loose the memories that were not there, and his eyes burned and his throat closed up and everywhere he turned there seemed to be a wall.
“Hell,” Dave McKane said, “sometimes I forget my own name too.” His voice was quieter now, not so harsh. There was a quaver in it that he killed by clearing his throat. “It’s just the times. Right, Doc?”
“Right,” said John Douglas. He reached out and touched Ethan’s arm; it was the gentle touch of a pediatric surgeon. “The times,” he said, and Ethan blinked away his tears and nodded, because tears would win no battles and right no wrongs.
“She’ll want to see him,” Dave said, spreaking to the doc. “If you’re sure?”
“I’m sure. Ethan, you can call me JayDee. Okay?”
“Yes sir.”
“All right. Let’s get out of this hole.”
They took him out through the metal-reinforced door and into the yellow-misted light. A half-dozen people—thin, wearing clothes that had been patched many times and washed only a few—were standing around the door, waiting for the little drama within to play out, and they retreated up the stairs as Ethan emerged.
“This way.” JayDee directed Ethan to the left as they reached what had been the lowest building’s parking lot. The rain had stopped and the sun was hot through the jaundiced clouds. The air smelled of electricity before a thunderstorm. That and the air itself was heavy and humid. There was no hint of a breeze. As Ethan followed the three men across the parking lot, past a disused set of tennis courts and a swimming pool that had debris in it but only a small puddle of rainwater at its deepest end, he saw that people of many different generations were gathered here in the protection of this makeshift fortress. There were women of many ages holding babies and young children, there were older children and teenagers and on up to the elderly, people maybe in their seventies. Some of these people were working, the strong-backed chopping wood and stacking the lengths in neat piles, others laboring on the outer walls to strengthen places that looked damaged, and doing various other tasks in this fortress community. Most of the inhabitants paused in their work to watch Ethan and the men pass by. Everyone was thin and moved slowly, as if in a bad dream, their expressions blank and hollow-eyed, but they were survivors too. Ethan counted eight horses grazing in a corral on a brown-grassed, rocky hillside up near the highest point. A small wooden barn, surely not original to the apartment complex, stood nearby. With no gasoline available, true horsepower would be the only way to travel.
“Up here,” said JayDee, motioning Ethan up another flight of stairs at the central building. The walls had been painted with graffiti slogans in red, white and blue that proclaimed among other silent shouts We Will Not Die, This World Is Ours, and Tomorrow Is Another Day. Ethan wondered if the people who had painted those slogans were still alive.
He climbed the stairs behind JayDee, with Dave McKane and Roger Pell following him, and on the next level the doctor stopped at a door with the number 227 on it and knocked. Just before it opened something screamed past overhead, so fast it was nearly invisible, just the quickest impression of a yellow-and-brown-blotched triangular shape cutting through the air and then gone, and everyone but Ethan flinched because he was tired of running and if he was going to die today it would be without shrinking from his fate.
The door opened and a slim, pallid-faced man with a mass of curly reddish hair and a ginger-colored beard peered out. He was wearing glasses held together with electrical tape. The lenses magnified his gray eyes. He wore a pair of dirty overalls and a brown-checked shirt, and he was holding at his side a clipboard with a pad of yellow paper on which Ethan caught sight of lines of numbers. He had the stub of a much-chewed-upon pencil clenched in the left side of his mouth.
“Afternoon, Gary,” JayDee said. He motioned toward Ethan. “We have a new arrival.”
The man’s magnified eyes studied Ethan. His reddish brows went up. “Fell in some mud?” he asked, and Ethan nodded.
“Someone new?” came a woman’s voice from behind Gary, who wore a pistol in a holster at his waist just as did John Douglas. “Let’s have a look.”
Gary stepped aside. JayDee let Ethan enter the apartment first. There was a woman sitting behind a desk and behind her there was a wall with a large, expressionist painting of wild horses galloping across a field. The glass sliding door that led to the balcony and facing the distant mountains that had exploded behind Ethan not long ago was reinforced with a geometry of duct tape. On the floor was a crimson rug, there were two chairs, a coffee table and a brown sofa. Everything looked like junk shop stuff, but at least it made the place comfortable. Or maybe not. On another wall was a rack of three rifles, one with a scope. A few oil lamps were set about, their wicks burning low. A second woman was sitting in a chair in front of the desk, and before her was another clipboard and a pad of yellow paper with figures written on it. Evidently some kind of meeting had been in progress that involved number crunching, and as Ethan approached the desk he had the distinct feeling that the numbers were not good.
Both women stood up, as if he were worth the respect. He figured maybe he was, for getting here without being killed by either Gorgon monsters or Cypher soldiers. The woman who was behind the desk was the older of the two. She was dressed in a pale blue blouse and gray pants and around her neck she wore a necklace of turquoise stones with a silver crucifix in the middle. She said, “What do we have here?” Her dark brown eyes narrowed and quickly went to JayDee.
“He’s human,” the doctor said, answering her unspoken question. But in his voice there was something else. As far as I can tell, was what Ethan heard. “One problem, though. He doesn’t know his—”
“My name is Ethan Gaines,” said the boy, before JayDee could get that out.
“His history,” the doctor went on. The apartment door had been closed by Gary, after Dave and Roger had come in. The noise of work outside was muffled. “Ethan has no memory of where he came from or where his parents are. He is…shall we say…a mystery.”
“Hannah saw him through her binoculars,” Dave added. His voice was less gruff but still hard-edged. He removed his baseball cap, showing brown hair that stuck up with multiple cowlicks and had streaks of gray at the temples. “I made the decision to go out after him. Didn’t have time to bring it to you or anybody else.”
“Brave or crazy, which one is it?” said the woman behind the desk, speaking to Dave with a hint of irritation as if she valued his life greater than a horseback jaunt into the battlefield. Her gaze went to the boy again. “Ethan,” she said. “I am Olivia Quintero. I suppose I’m the leader here. At least that’s what they tell me. I guess I should say…welcome to Panther Ridge.”
Ethan nodded. He figured there were plenty of places worse to be. Like anywhere out there beyond the walls. He took a good long look at Olivia Quintero, who radiated a comforting confidence, or a strength of will and purpose. He thought that was why she was the leader here. She looked to be a tall woman, slimly built and likely made more slim by lack of food. But she was sinewy and tough in the way she held herself, her face placid and composed, her forehead high under a crown of short-cut white hair. Ethan thought she was maybe in her mid-fifties, her skin tone slightly darkened by her Hispanic heritage. Her forehead was lined and there were deeper lines at the corners of her eyes, but otherwise she wore the roads and travels of her life well. She looked like what he thought she must have been before all this happened: a high school principal, but one who had experienced some “stuff” in her own younger years and might let things slide if you explained yourself the right way. Maybe she’d been the principal at Ethan Gaines High, who knew? Or a businesswoman, maybe. Someone who had come up from a poor family and made a fortune selling real estate, the kind of houses that used to look like little castles before there was a need for fortresses. And how he knew this about the little castles he couldn’t remember, so he just let it go because no daylight was breaking through his night.
He felt her examining him, too. And she saw him as a muddied boy about fourteen or fifteen years old with a mop of unruly brown hair that hung over his forehead and nearly into his eyes, which were the light blue color of the early morning sky at the ranch she had owned with her deceased husband Vincent about twenty miles east of here, back when there was sanity in the world. She noted Ethan’s sharp nose and chin and the equally sharp—nearly piercing—expression in those eyes, and she thought he was an intelligent boy who must have been born under a very lucky star, to have survived what he must’ve gone through out there. Or…tal vez no tan afortunado, because maybe the lucky ones had all died early, along with their loved ones and their memories of what Earth had been.
Thinking about that too much was a dark path to Hell, and God only knew all of the survivors here had suffered aplenty, with more suffering yet to come. The suicide rate was getting higher. There was no way to stop someone who wanted to leave, and with so many guns around…
The loss of hope was the worst, Olivia knew. So she could let no one else know how close she was to taking a gun, putting it to her head in the middle of the night and joining her husband in what must surely be a better place than this.
But Panther Ridge needed a leader, someone who pressed on and organized things and said tomorrow is another day and would never show her terror and hopelessness. And she was it, though deep in her soul she wondered how much longer she could be, and why there was any point to any of it.
“Have you ever killed anyone?” Ethan suddenly asked her.
“What?” she replied, a little startled by the question.
“Killed anyone in that room I was put in,” Ethan went on. “I saw claw marks and bullet holes in the walls. What looked like bloodstains, too. I’m thinking people were taken in there and killed.”
Dave stepped closer, between Ethan and Olivia. “Yeah, we’ve killed some things in there. Maybe they were people once, but they sure weren’t when we killed them. It had to be done. Then we scrubbed up the blood the best we could. Don’t you know?”
“I know about the Gorgons and the Cyphers. I know they’re fighting. Tearing the world apart. That’s all I can remember.”
“And you don’t remember how you know?” Olivia asked. “Not anything?”
“Nothing,” said the boy.
Olivia glanced at John Douglas, who lifted his white eyebrows and shrugged, saying I have no idea. She directed her attention back to the new arrival. “I don’t know where you’ve been or how you survived out there, but I think there’s a lot you need to grasp. And much more than about the Cyphers and Gorgons. Are you hungry? I hope you don’t mind horse meat.”
“I don’t mind.”
“We do what we can here. Make do or do without. Mostly do without. But we keep going.” Why? she asked herself even as she said it. What is it that we think will change the way
things are? She quickly pushed those questions away. She also saw no point in mentioning yet that on some nights true Hell was visited upon the wrack and ruin of this Earth. “Dave, take him to the mess hall. Get him fed. Find him a place to stay.”
“Sure,” said Dave, stone-faced. “Another happy addition to our little family.”
“How many people are here?” Ethan asked the woman.
“A hundred and twelve by last count. It changes sometimes, day to day.”
Ethan’s gaze went to the yellow pad on the desk. He saw that numbers had been written, scratched out and scrawled again by a nervous hand.
“That’s not people,” Olivia said, noting Ethan’s interest. “That’s circumstances. We’ve been here nearly two years. Our supplies are running out.”
“Food and water?” Ethan asked.
“Canned food and bottled water, both stockpiles pretty low. That’s why we’ve had to start eating the horses, and we don’t trust the rainwater. So, that’s how things are,” she finished.
Bad, Ethan thought. He could see the end of things, deep in her eyes. As if she felt that, she looked away at Dave once more. “Take him and get him fed. Ethan, I’ll see you later. Okay?”
He nodded, and Dave and Roger led him out of the room and shut the door.
John Douglas stayed behind, as Kathy Mattson took her chair again and Gary Roosa regarded his clipboard and yellow pad with all the figures of doom upon them. Olivia sat down, but she knew there was a reason the doctor had stayed and so she said, “What is it?”
“Interesting young man,” said JayDee.
“Tough to think what he must’ve gone through. But others have made it too. We had a few survivors in a couple of a days ago, didn’t we?”
“We did. Hard to survive out there, but not impossible.” The doctor frowned. “It’s just that…I wish I had a decent lab set up. Wish I had some way to really give Ethan a thorough exam.”
“Why?” A trace of fear tightened her mouth. “Because you think he may not be—”
“I think,” JayDee interrupted, “he’s human and clean. But I also think—and this stays in this room, please—that he sustained some injuries that…well, I don’t know how he’s walking around, with all the bruises he has under his clothes. And ought to have, at least in my opinion, some major internal injuries. I think he was caught in a shockwave. It’s just…very strange, that he’s so…”
“Alive?” Olivia prompted.
“Maybe that,” JayDee admitted. “From the outside, it looks like he had a massive chest injury. That alone would be enough to…” He shrugged. “But I can’t really say, because I can’t do a proper exam.”
“Then do what you can do,” Olivia said, her gaze steady. “Watch him. If it turns out he’s a different kind of lifeform…good enough to get past the saline…then we’d better know that fast. So watch him, do you hear me?”
“I hear.” JayDee started for the door.
“Keep your gun loaded,” she reminded him, as she turned her attention to the numbers of the dwindling stockpiles and the ideas of further rationing that Kathy and Gary—both ex-accountants from the previous world—had advanced.
“Yes,” JayDee replied heavily, and he went out of the room into the sick sunlight.



Three.
 



Dave and JayDee watched the boy eat a small bowl of horsemeat stew at a table in the room that served as the mess hall. Meals were usually staggered so as not to overwhelm the three cooks, who were doing the best they could with what they had. Everything had to be cooked outside over woodfires, then brought in. Beyond the double-locked storage room doors, the canned foods were getting low and the bottled water was almost gone. Afternoon light filtered through two windows that were reinforced with duct tape. A few oil lamps and candle lanterns were set about on the other tables. It was a dreary-looking room, but across one wall someone had painted in bright red We Will Survive. The paint had been applied with fierce—or frantic—resolve, and had dripped down in red rivulets to the linoleum-tiled floor.
The boy ate as if there were no tomorrow. He’d been given a paper cup with three swallows of water and told it was all he could have, so he was taking it easy on that. The horsemeat stew, though, was quickly history.
“Take a deep breath,” said John Douglas.
Ethan paused in his licking of the bowl to do as the doctor said.
“No pain in your lungs?”
“A little tight. Sore right in here,” Ethan answered, touching the center of his chest. He went back to getting every shred of meat his fingers and tongue could find.
“Sore neck too, I’d think.”
“Little bit.”
“I’m surprised you aren’t in more pain.” The doctor rubbed his chin; unlike most of the other men, he tried to shave as often as possible and he used deodorant. He had been fastidious about his appearance and his habits as a younger man, and as an older man in the world that used to be. It was tougher now, and the point was unclear about why one would wish to maintain as many old habits as possible, but he was a creature of order and neatness and it kept him connected to the man he used to be. It also probably kept him sane and wanting to live. “I’d think,” he offered, ‘‘that you could hardly walk after such traumas, much less run. Then again, you are a young boy. Fifteen years old, would be my guess. But still…” He paused, unable to come to any conclusion about this without a proper examination lab, and that fact made him very uneasy. Though he was certain this boy was human. Almost certain. At least the saline test hadn’t set the boy’s blood burning, and made him burst into a spiked monstrosity or a howling spider-like nightmare as had happened in previous tests when so-called ‘humans’ were brought in.
“But still,” Dave growled, though it wasn’t meant as a growl, “your story is…can I say…fucked up.” A brickmason in his previous life, also a bouncer at a Fort Collins country music bar and an all-around rough-ass dude who didn’t mind throwing himself into any kind of action that called for a bad attitude, Dave McKane minced no words. He had dirty fingernails and dirty hair and dirt in the creases of his face and he carried his responsibilities in this fortress—this last stand—very, very seriously. “If you have no memory, how come you know about the Gorgons and Cyphers? How come that wasn’t blanked out?”
Ethan sipped at his cup of water. He met Dave’s stare. “I guess I haven’t got any memory of most things, but that…I know they’re fighting.”
“Then you know how it started? You remember it? The day?”
Ethan concentrated. Nothing was there. He sipped at his water again, and found with his tongue a shred of horsemeat between two teeth. “No, I don’t remember that.”
“The third day of April, two years ago?” said Dave. He folded his hands together atop the table, and recalled praying at a kitchen table similar to this one with his wife and two sons in the little house not many miles from here yet worlds away. He had gone out alone one morning a couple of months after getting here, riding the dappled gray horse Pilgrim, daring fate and maybe wishing to commit suicide by alien weapon. They didn’t fight over one place very long but you could never tell when they would come back. The battleground shifted, and nothing was ever resolved. As far as he knew, it was the same all over the world.
Dave had ridden Pilgrim to the piece of land he and Cheryl had owned, and stood at the crater where the charred debris of the house lay. He had seen the shards of that kitchen table down at the bottom, and then he had turned away and thrown up and gotten back on his horse because Panther Ridge was his home now and Cheryl and the boys were dead. And…a Gorgon ship was coming, sliding through the yellow air, which meant the Cyphers would not be far away either.
“April the third,” JayDee said, picking up the recollections and emotions. He felt a hammer blow to his heart, and he thought he had progressed past that pain, but he had not. There was so much pain, for everyone. His wife of thirty-two years had died in their apartment here, in March. He had watched her slowly lose her mind, cry for her mother and father and tremble like a little child when the aliens were fighting in this area and their explosions shook the earth. Deborah had stopped eating and dwindled away, a victim of lost hope. He had tried to feed her, tried his best, but she lay in bed day after day and stared at the stained ceiling and the part of her that had known joy and freedom was already gone. And as he sat at her bedside and held her hand in the deepening twilight with the oil lamps lit, she had looked at him with her weary and watery eyes and asked one question in the voice of a child imploring her father: Are we safe?
He had not known what he was about to say, but he had to say something. Though before he could speak he heard the wave of them coming, the shriek of their approach, the thunder of their headlong rush against the walls of Panther Ridge, and he heard the first rifle shots and the chatter of machine guns, and when he looked at Deborah again she had left this earth because she could no longer bear what it had become.
At that moment John Douglas had faced a choice. It involved either the rifle or the pistol he owned. It involved what he intended to do in the next few minutes, as he stared at the dead woman who had been the love of his life and had raised for them two daughters and a son. It involved whether he had the strength to go out there and join the fight, or whether he needed in his heart and soul to follow Deborah to whatever Promised Land lay beyond life, because this one had become a blighted and corrupted nightmare.
The minutes had passed slowly, and not without its thorny seconds. But in the end he had left Deborah sleeping alone, and he had taken his rifle and pistol out to defend his fortress.
“That day,” JayDee said quietly. “April the third. It was about ten in the morning. Oh, I remember the time exactly. It was eighteen minutes after ten. I was in my office, doing some paperwork. One of my nurses ran in, said for me to come look at the TV out in the waiting room. CNN, Fox, MSNBC, all the local channels were covering it. Huge explosions in the skies across the world. What looked like fiery meteors blowing up, and out of them were coming…those Gorgon ships. Nobody was calling them ‘Gorgon’ yet, I mean. That was later. But they were coming out of the blasts…just gliding out, and then the fighter planes went up and they were shot to pieces, and that went on for…I don’t remember how long.”
“Two days,” Dave offered. He flicked his Bic and lit a cigarette without asking permission, because nobody gave a damn anymore whether you smoked or not. “It was over in two days. I know you don’t remember Nine-Eleven,” he said, speaking to Ethan, “but this was…like…a thousand Nine-Elevens, one after another. The Gorgons finished off our Air Force and the Army and Navy, too.” He blew smoke through his nostrils, like a furious dragon, though his eyes were blank and nearly dead. “It was the same all over the world. Nothing could hurt those ships. At least nothing we had. Nothing created on earth. The Gorgons hit some of the cities, but not all. New York was blasted, so was Atlanta and Dallas and Los Angeles…Moscow…Tokyo…Berlin…Beijing. A show of power, is what the big dogs at the Pentagon said. But the big dogs were suddenly not so big. Suddenly…nobody was very big.” He focused once more on the boy through the drift of smoke. “You don’t remember any of this?”
“No,” said Ethan. If it had ever been there, it was all gone. And maybe, he thought, it was better that way.
“A cloaking device,” said JayDee, “is what the scientists said got the Gorgons close enough to our atmosphere to enter without being detected. And by then they were calling them ‘Gorgons’, so that name stuck.”
“Why that name?”
“Somebody at Fox News came up with it,” Dave answered. “Supposed to be so terrible to look at you’d turn to stone. The idea was there…that the Gorgons must be so different from us…it would drive a person insane to see one. Anyway, once that name was out there, it was used in all the newscasts.”
JayDee remembered images of the worldwide panic. People were running, but where would they run to? The President of the United States urged calm, and then he disappeared into a “secure location”, as did every other elected official in Washington. Elsewhere around the world, the so-called leaders fled their positions and roles. All civil order broke down and all police forces were overwhelmed. The television networks and radio stations hung on as long as they could. Within forty-eight hours of the first Gorgon ship being documented as it slid from its fiery womb, amateur videos were taken of what appeared to be swirling black portals opening in the air, and from them emerged the huge, sleek bat-like shapes of what came to be known as the Cypher ships.
“An enigma,” JayDee said, almost to himself. “The unknowable.” He blinked, bringing himself back to the moment. “The Cyphers,” he said to Ethan, “came from what looked like black holes opening in the sky. Then…those two forces went to war. Humans were puny. We’re the bugs to be stepped on…or played with,” he added. “But their battle is with each other. Soon after the Cyphers came, power grids around the world started failing. The cell towers went out. I suppose the communications satellites were destroyed. The Cyphers must’ve done that, to silence the chatter I guess. Or another display of power.”
Ethan finished his meager cup of water and was still thirsty but satisfied at least that he’d gotten this much. He was trying to take everything in, and it was a lot to take. Dave smoked his cigarette in silence for a moment, and then he said, “I talked to somebody who heard one of the last radio broadcasts.” He regarded the cigarette’s glowing tip, and blew on it to make it flare. “Some scientists and military men were talking. Giving their ideas on what was happening. That these two civilizations—whatever they are—have been at war…like…forever. And maybe it’s the Earth they’re fighting over, and maybe not, because—”
“It’s the border,” said Ethan, who heard himself speak those words as if from a distance.
Dave and JayDee said nothing, but they both stared at Ethan with renewed interest.
“The border,” Ethan repeated. “Between them. Their worlds, or their universe or dimension or wherever they come from. Earth is on the border, and that’s what they’re fighting over.” He realized, almost startled, that he he had no doubt what he was saying was true. “They’re going to keep fighting until one destroys the other. That may never happen, because…” He felt a sudden panic rise up inside him; he felt he was floating away from himself, into an area unknown. It took him a moment to draw a deep breath that hurt his lungs, and to calm himself. “They’re in an—” He cast about for the right term. “An arms race,” he said.
The silence went on, as the two men stared at the boy who had named himself after a high school.
It was JayDee who spoke first, in a tight and cautious voice. “Now…tell us…how would you believe all that, if you can’t remember anything else? Did you hear that from someone? One of your parents?”
“No.” Ethan felt hot and sweaty, uncomfortable in his own skin. His bones were aching like sore teeth. “I don’t know who told me. I just…” He met the doctor’s puzzled stare. His own blue eyes glinted with a nearly feverish intensity. “I just know that’s the truth. We’re on the border between them, and it’s not the Earth they want. It’s a line in space.”
Dave and JayDee looked at each other, and Ethan read their unspoken question: Are you
believing what you’re hearing?
“I’m really tired,” Ethan said. “Can I get some sleep somewhere?”
It took a few seconds for the spell of Ethan’s comments to break. Dave cleared his throat and said, “Sure. There are plenty of empty apartments.” He did not say that most of them had been occupied by people who had over time come to the end of their hope and killed themselves. A cemetery behind the third building held dozens of white-painted wooden crosses. Whole families had decided to let go of their lives, and who could blame them? There were two ministers—a male Presbyterian and a female Methodist—among the survivors at Panther Ridge, and they still led religious services and did what they could, but sometimes the voice of Christ could not be heard over the distant explosions and the shrieking of the nightime army.
Which Dave decided Ethan didn’t need to hear about right now. They didn’t come every night, but if they came tonight…the boy would find out soon enough.
“Come on, then.” Dave kept the stub of his cigarette between his teeth as he stood up. “Let’s get you settled in. Get you a bucket of sand to scrub some of that mud off, too.” Water being too precious a commodity to waste on washing. He would not yet tell Ethan any more about the things they had killed—exterminated would be the better word—in the Security Room, and what they had burned that at first had appeared to be human but was in reality nearly demonic.
His Uzi and its holster was never far away from him. He picked it up off the table and put it on, and he, JayDee, and the boy left the mess hall to find an apartment without human bloodstains somewhere on the walls, the floor or the furniture.



Four.
 



Ethan. 
He woke up. It seemed that someone had called him, in the name he had chosen for himself to give him some kind of identity. Not loudly, but quietly. Enough to make him lie on the bed in the apartment he’d been given, his eyes open, and listen to the dark.
It was not entirely dark in Apartment 246. Two candle lanterns burned low. The walls were a cheap brown plasterboard, the carpet the color of wheat. On one wall was a decoration of metal squares painted blue and silver. Someone’s artistic touch, he thought. He sat up on the bed, his back against the pillows. He was hungry, thirsty, and edgy. He was wearing the dark green p.j. bottoms of somebody who was probably dead. His bones still ached, and his bruises felt heavy with gathered blood. He wanted to return to sleep, back to its peace and stillness, but he could not…because something was on his mind…something important…and he couldn’t figure out what it was.
He felt like an empty hole, waiting to be filled. With what? Knowledge? Memory? There was nothing beyond his waking up, into running across that field in the rain. Water, he thought. Thirsty. But he understood that the last of the water was being rationed, and that the people here did not want to drink the rainwater because it brought with it chemicals or poisons. They were eating the horses; the horses ate grass, and the grass was watered by the rain. So they were getting chemicals in the rain anyway. He guessed that even boiling the rainwater over a fire wasn’t enough for them to fully trust it. So the bottled water was going down and down, and when it was gone they would have to drink the rain no matter what.
Ethan understood why they feared being caught in one of the battles between the Gorgons and Cyphers, but what else was it they feared that made them cower here behind the stone walls?
He had no idea how long he’d slept. JayDee had brought him the p.j.s and some other clothes, two pairs of jeans with patched knees and a couple of t-shirts, one gray and the other purple with the clenched fist logo of the band Black Destroyer, which Ethan had never heard…or never remembered hearing. He’d scrubbed the mud off himself in the yellow-tiled bathroom with a bucket of sand. He had looked at his injuries in the mirror, by the candle’s light. His chest was black, from shoulder to shoulder. And turning around, he could angle his head and see in the mirror the mass of black bruises on his back. They looked soul-deep. He thought that maybe it was best he had no memory of what had caused them, because it seemed to him he’d been through a world of pain.
Thirsty, he thought. But there was no water in the empty taps of either kitchen or bathroom and the toilet was a dry hole. Dave had told him he was supposed to do his business in the same bucket of sand he’d been given. To get any water, he’d have to go to the mess hall where the rations were given out, and that place—Dave had told him—was locked up tight and guarded by men with guns after the nighttime meal, such as it was.
Ethan found himself staring at the blue and silver squares on the wall opposite his bed.
He could imagine them melting, and becoming streams of clear, fresh and pure water that ran down the wall and puddled on the floor.
As he stared at them, the blue and silver squares seemed to shimmer and merge into a glistening pool.
The swimming pool, he thought. Something…about the swimming pool.
But he didn’t know what. The swimming pool was mostly empty, except for some debris that looked like broken lawn furniture and a few inches of murky rainwater in the deep end.
Still…he had a strong sensation that he should get up from this bed and go to the swimming pool, and there he might understand what was drawing him. He got up, pulled on the Black Destroyer t-shirt and his Pumas, and he went out of the apartment onto an exterior corridor that led to a concrete stairway. Halfway down the stairs he saw on the horizon blue flickers of what might have been lightning but might also have been the never-ending battle. He continued down to the parking lot and walked along the curving roadway in the direction of the pool.
Quiet had fallen upon Panther Ridge. It was a warm and humid night, with the threat of more rain coming. Through the windows of some of the apartments he saw the comforting sight of little flames of oil and candle lamps, and he knew he was not the only one awake. He saw lights up on the watchtowers too; the towers were likely manned around the clock, the watchers at their machine guns. He came upon a group of six people sitting in the parking lot, with a few oil lamps at the center of their circle. They were holding hands and praying, their heads bowed. He went on. He passed a man with shoulder-length hair and no shirt or shoes, just wearing a pair of jeans, sitting on the pavement with his knees pulled up to his chin. “They might be comin’ tonight,” he said to Ethan. “But they ain’t gonna eat me. No, they ain’t.” And so saying, he lifted the automatic pistol that lay at his side, and he put its barrel to his temple.
Ethan saw the man grin. There was madness in it, and Ethan went on.
He came in another moment to the swimming pool, which was surrounded by what had once been a decorative iron fence and gate. Most of it had been knocked down, all of it rusted by the corrosive rain. The gate was open, hanging by a hinge. Ethan thought that many of the people here were also hanging by a hinge. He went to the side of the pool and looked down into it, and saw only what he’d briefly seen when he’d passed by here before: what looked like broken pieces of wooden chairs and maybe some other junk in a few inches of water in the deep end—5 feet, no diving, the pockmarked sign read—otherwise nothing else.
Nothing here, he thought.
But still…
…something.
He had the image of the blue and silver squares in his mind, as they merged and glistened and became clear water.
Ethan walked down the steps into the pool’s shallow end. The blue paint covering the bottom had gone dark and scabby and was coming up in wrinkled sheets. Exposed beneath it was gray concrete. He walked in a straight line at the center of the pool, down the slight decline into the deep end. His shoes found about four inches of dirty rainwater around the drain.
What was here? he asked himself.
Nothing, was the answer.
His motion in the water caused the debris to float away from him. He sloshed in a circle around the drain, because it seemed to him the thing to do. Was there something here after all? he wondered. A deep, secret movement…like the flowing together of the blue and silver squares upon the wall? He stood for awhile in the deep end, his senses questing for something he wasn’t sure of, and then he walked back up to the shallow end along the middle of the pool. He had the distinct feeling that something hidden was very near, and yet…
“What in the name of Jack Shit are you doing out here?” a hard voice suddenly asked.
Ethan looked to his right, where the figure of Dave McKane stood with his Uzi at his side, pointed somewhere just east of the boy. “I heard your door open and close,” Dave said. “My place is next to yours. What are you doing? Getting water?”
“No, sir.” Ethan saw that Dave might not have done much sleeping tonight, because he was still dressed in what he’d been wearing today and he had his baseball cap on. “I just came out walking.”
“That’s a bag of bull’s balls.”
Ethan decided the truth was best. The truth, at least, as he understood it. “I felt like I needed to come here.”
“Yeah? Midnight swimming?”
“No, sir. I just needed to come here, that’s all.”
“What? To get a drink?”
Ethan shook his head. “I’m thirsty, but Olivia said not to trust the rainwater. That’s why you only drink the bottled water.” He thought of the prison room, and the inspection he’d endured. What John Douglas had said: We’re checking to see whether you’re
fully human or not. Ethan knew, but he wanted to hear it. “You think the rainwater’s poison, don’t you? Because of all the alien stuff up there?” He tilted his chin toward the lightning-shot sky. “What does it do to people? Turn them into things you have to kill?”
“We don’t know that yet,” Dave said. “We don’t know why some things come in here looking like humans. Maybe they were humans once, and they’re being engineered by them.” He made a motion toward the horizon’s flickering lightning. “Playing with the human toys, maybe. There’s just a hell of a lot we don’t know.”
“But that’s not all, is it?”
“No,” Dave said. “Not all.”
“Tell me.”
“First get out of there.” Dave aimed his Uzi at the ground and retreated a few paces as Ethan came up the pool’s steps.
“What else?” Ethan prompted.
Dave said, “The Gray Men come at night.” 
“The Gray Men,” Ethan repeated. He didn’t like the sound of that, not from Dave’s mouth or from his own. And then he had to ask: “What are they?”
“Mutated humans.” Dave pulled no punches and he wasn’t about to start now. “Some of them are…way mutated…into things that don’t look human anymore. We don’t know what causes it. Maybe it’s something in the atmosphere, in the rain, maybe it’s a disease they brought. The Gray Men come at night. Not every night, but when they do try to get in here…it’s bad. We think—JayDee thinks—their skin can’t take sunlight anymore. Or something that keeps them hidden during the day. Like I say, we don’t know for sure and we haven’t met anybody who does.”
Ethan had a jumble of questions in his mind, all trying to be first. He started with, “Why are they called Gray Men?”
“Because they are gray. Or near enough. They’ve lost all their flesh color. I don’t know who first called them that, but it suits ’em. They started coming about three months ago. Only a few at first…then more and more. I think they have some kind of radar or sense or whatever that draws them together…maybe they can smell each other.” Dave offered a thin, pained smile. “We don’t have much ammo left. Glad you joined our happy group?”
“Better than being out there.” 
“Uh-huh. Well, the Gray Men try to get at us because they’re meat eaters. They drag their dead away, so we figure they eat the corpses. That keeps them satisfied for awhile.”
Ethan nodded. “But I’m not gray and I’m not mutated. So why did you take me to that room where you’ve killed things?”
“We took you to the Secure Room because we’ve had…let’s call them intruders. They’re creatures who look like humans, and maybe they used to be or they still think they are…but now they’re another kind of lifeform. JayDee’s opinion—and Olivia’s too—is that they’re humans who’ve been picked up by the aliens and experimented on. Then they’re let loose. Like alien time-bombs, I guess. Let’s just say we’ve had some real interesting reactions to the saline. We had another doctor here. He killed himself and his wife and son last December, but it was his idea to get something in the bloodstream to test all new arrivals. Thank God he came up with that, or we would’ve let some real horrors in here without knowing it until too late.”
“The rain,” Ethan said. “You think that’s what makes the Gray Men? If that’s so, hasn’t anybody here ever started changing?”
“Yes, they have. It starts out as gray, ashy-looking blotches. The blotches get bigger, fast…and then the bones start changing. We kept the first victim under watch while it happened. We had to chain her up, which was cruel as hell but we had to.” Dave stared darkly at the boy before he went on. “After a couple of days, when she was twisted and deformed, she started growing a second head that was all mouth and little needle teeth. That’s when her father stepped in and shot her. She was twelve years old.”
“Oh,” said Ethan, or thought he did.
“We had four others. They had to be taken care of before it got too bad. There has to be poison in the atmosphere,” Dave said. “Sometimes the rain falls dirty brown or piss yellow, but we’re not sure that causes the mutations. Nobody’s sure of anything. But yeah…that’s why we’re depending on the bottled water. We shelter the horses but we know they’re getting exposed to the rain, and we’re eating the horses, and the rain’s eating through the roofs and walls and leaking in…so there’s no way to avoid it. The doc thinks it takes time for the effects to show up, and maybe it depends on a person’s chemistry too. Like any virus, or cancer. Some get it, some don’t.” Dave shrugged. “What are you gonna do?” He answered his own question: “Die, eventually. It’s just…how long you want to wait.”
“Why have you waited?” Ethan glanced pointedly at the submachine gun.
Dave held the Uzi up before his face and examined it as if it were a piece of deadly art. Then he let it fall back to his side. “Good question,” he allowed. “I’ve known a lot of people in here who decided not to wait. Decided that between the Gorgons, the Cyphers, the Gray Men and plain old hopelessness, it was best to pass on through the gates.” He paused for a moment, pondering an answer. “I guess,” he said at last, “I’m not ready yet. But tomorrow, I might be. Just depends on the—”
Weather, he was about to say, but he was interrupted by a red flare suddenly shooting skyward from the watchtower at the western corner of the wall.
It was followed within seconds by the wail of a crank-driven siren from somewhere else in the complex. Dave said, “Lucky you. They’re coming tonight,” in a voice both hollow and haunted.
As Dave started running toward the wall and others with pistols and rifles began to emerge from their dwellings wearing whatever had come quickly to hand, Ethan heard the sounds of the Gray Men.
It was distant at first, a strange murmur of discordant music, steadily growing louder. Ethan had already seen that wooden walkways had been built along the top of the wall a few feet below the coils of barbed wire, and now the defenders of Panther Ridge were using ladders to climb up. A second red flare shot from the southernmost watchtower, which Ethan figured meant the Gray Men were attacking from two directions. He had to see for himself, so he started running away from the pool, down the road and to the wall’s nearest ladder. Just as he reached it, a tall and slender older woman with a crown of short-cut gray hair got in his way to climb up first. She paused to look him in the face. Olivia Quintero had a rifle under her arm and a holstered revolver around the waist of her jeans. She had pulled on a yellow western-style blouse with blue cornflowers stitched across the shoulders.
“Get away from here.” Her dark brown eyes were nearly ebony. “Move!” She climbed up without waiting to see if he obeyed or not. Ethan let a man with another rifle go up next. Then he climbed up to the walkway himself, because he had to see.
The shrieking hit him like an oncoming wave. The rock wall was as high as his upper chest. As he stared out through the barbed-wire coils, he saw that the earth itself seemed to be in motion. Were there a hundred of them? More than that? They were scrabbling up the hillside toward the wall. A white star shell flare was fired from the southernmost watchtower. As it sizzled and drifted down Ethan saw that some of the attackers wore the rags of clothing but many were naked, and their nakedness revealed ashy gray flesh that drooped in gobbets off the bones like the dissolving of a nasty jelly, or ashy gray flesh that looked to be covered with scales, or ashy gray flesh that rippled with what looked to be spines or bony plate armor. The full impact of horror hit Ethan like a blow to the belly. Here were sinewy creatures with flattened skulls and hunched backs, like human battering rams. There were things that ran on legs as thick as tree trunks, things that hobbled on jellying limbs and things that crawled as decaying crablike torsos under the legs of the others.
From the front of the unhuman wave came leaping creatures with armored backs and clawed hooks for hands. They grappled the wall and began to scramble up toward the barbed wire. Frozen with shock, Ethan saw one of the climbers look up and grin in a gray, slit-eyed face with a nose that had collapsed inward and thin lips parted from teeth like little sawblades. Then the face exploded with one of the first machine-gun bursts and the body hung twitching a few feet below the barbed wire with its hooks driven into the mortar between the rocks.
The other rifles, pistols, and machine guns opened up. Though the bodies of the Gray Men were torn by the hail of bullets, the creatures continued onward in their crashing wave against the walls of the fortress of Panther Ridge. Something hit the metal-covered door with a force that made the walkway under Ethan’s feet tremble. Dust flew from between the stones. Shots were directed at whatever was down there, and that monstrous strength hit the door again but with less power and then more shots seemed to finish it off.
Before Ethan in the white flarelight was a sea of malformed, grotesque creatures that used to be human beings. He saw men, women, and children turned to hissing and shrieking monsters by either an alien disease or poison in the rainwater. He saw hump-backed shapes with greedy eyes and skeletal figures with gray, paper-thin flesh that looked like…
The Visible Man.
He remembered.
Building his model of the Visible Man, with its clear plastic skin that displayed all the internal organs, veins, and arteries of a human being. Got it from…where? Wal-Mart? No, Amazon. Sitting at his desk in his room…a house somewhere…under a green desklamp…the plastic organs lined up in the order he wanted to paint them…carefully because he wanted everything about the anatomy kit to be right…a school project…and a woman coming into the room…dark-haired…and saying—
“Get back!” shouted the woman at Ethan’s side. He realized a scale-skinned, thin monstrosity with black, sunken eyes in one head and a grapefruit-sized growth of a second head with white sightless eyes on the stalk of its neck had climbed up to the wire and was reaching through the coils for his throat, and then Olivia Quintero pushed him aside and shot the thing in the temple of its larger head so that its brains flew out and the second head chattered and gnashed its sharp little baby teeth as the body slithered down and away.
She gave Ethan a look that would’ve cracked a mirror, and then she chambered another bullet and fired again into the mass of Gray Men bodies that were climbing relentlessly up the wall with their spiked fingers and toes. Some were getting to the wire and reaching through to grasp at whatever their claws could find before they were shot down. A gray-fleshed froglike figure with bulging eyes and the long ebony hair of a woman suddenly came leaping up and landed in the barbed wire to Ethan’s left, crushing it down, and following it was a male creature with four arms—two normal-sized and two spindly things growing from its rib cage—that moved in a frenzy, tearing the wire from its frame. Ethan saw Dave McKane fire his Uzi right in the thing’s face, but as soon as that bloodied creature fell away it was replaced by two others, one rail-thin and its ashy flesh covered with small, sharp spines, and the other a thick behemoth with a distorted skull like a hammerhead and a face that looked to be all gaping sharp-toothed mouth with eyes the size of black beads.
The hammerhead monster gave from its hideous mouth a roar that no longer had a sound anywhere near human. It pushed itself over the barbed wire onto the walkway. Only a few feet to Ethan’s left, it grasped with spiked fingers the shoulders of a young man whose revolver went off into the monster’s chest, but the gaping mouth was already tearing hunks of flesh from the young man’s face. As the creature was shot by every weapon that could bear on it, its mouth expanded to engulf the man’s entire head, and with a violent and sickening twist, it ripped the head from the body. Then the lead storm finally sent the beast falling back over the barbed wire and the headless body toppled the other way to the ground.
Other things were clambering up, faster and faster. They were tearing the wire loose from its framing, taking bullets and falling, and then more climbed up to take their places.
Guns were starting to click empty. Desperate hands searched for bullets in holsters, pockets and ammo boxes. Some of the defenders had brought axes, and now they were reduced to flailing and chopping. Ethan could feel the cold spread of panic. Creatures that resembled human beings only in the depth of tortured nightmares were tearing the wire down and coming over the top. Dave McKane’s Uzi fired and fired and suddenly went silent as he frantically dug into his pockets for more clips. Olivia Quintero’s rifle spoke, knocking a dark spidery shape off the wall. She paused to slap another ammo clip into her weapon and was almost seized by a slim creature with long white hair, jellied flesh, and the jagged-toothed grin of a shark. She hit the thing in the chest with the rifle’s butt and followed that blow with a bullet to the forehead that sent it reeling off and downward, shrieking like the sound of fingernails across a chalkboard. The sweat of effort and fear glistened on Olivia’s face. She drew her pistol, took aim, and began firing slowly and methodically into the shapes that were relentlessly climbing up.
Ethan saw.
There were too many. Tonight the Gray Men were going to defeat this last stand at Panther Ridge. The watchtower machine guns were still firing and so too were the rifles and the pistols along the walls, but Ethan knew that soon the bullets would be gone and all guns reduced to clubs. He saw dozens of the things climbing up the walls, and dozens more out there swarming forward—a malignant army of them—so that again the earth itself seemed in turbulent motion.
They needed to be thrown off the walls, he thought. They needed to be shaken off the hillside, devoured by the earth itself, and what power could do that?
It came to him, amid the shooting and the shrieking and the screams as one of the female defenders near him was attacked, that he should press his hands against the rocks of the wall before him, as if touching the earth itself beyond the wall. Of shaping the earth, or molding it. Of commanding the earth and demanding from it, and seeing in his mind the vision of what he wanted to happen.
It was a sharp, clear inner voice that told him to do this, that it was the right thing, just as walking down into the swimming pool had been the right thing. Just touch the rocks, this voice—his own voice, but a stronger and surer voice—said; just touch the rocks, and see in your mind the power…
…of an earthquake.
I’m just a boy! he thought. I can’t! I can’t do that!
But even as he thought this, Ethan knew the Gray Men were coming over the wall and more were climbing up and the bullets were running out and time was short because in just a little while they would all be dead.
Earthquake, he thought.
You can, said the voice. His own, but different. An older voice, maybe. One that knew things he did not, and maybe he was afraid to know. Because the fact was, he was scared almost to immobility. Paralyzed, waiting for the end.
You can, said the voice. Obey. And try. Do it now, before the time is gone.
He had no idea how to do this, but he realized something was expected of him. And yes, it seemed crazy to him, but he had to try. He placed his palms against the stones. He looked out upon the seething mass. He drew a long deep breath into his still-sore lungs, and when he exhaled, he saw vividly in his mind the hillside moving like the skin of a snake, and he fixed firmly upon that, and a second went by and another and another and nothing happened but the clicking of the guns going empty and the shrieks of the Gray Men climbing up and the sound of axes hitting deformed flesh…nothing…nothing at all. And when he was about to take his hands away from the stones and prepare for his own death maybe he felt a startling heat suddenly rise up from his deepest part and seem to scorch his flesh from the inside, or maybe it was like a surge of electricity that burned his ears and crackled in his hair, or maybe it was like none of these things but a sense of firm belief that he could do this, if he wanted to save himself and the others, and just that fast in the midst of this tumult and violence Ethan felt some part of him—some mystery part he did not understand—gather ferocious strength. He felt it leave his body like a whirlwind and and cast its will upon the earth.
The earth groaned like the awakening of an old man from a long and troubled slumber. And then the old man stretched and tossed, and in that instant the entire hilltop shifted.
It was not a gentle shifting. Cracks shot across the roadway and glass shattered in apartment windows behind Ethan. The Panther Ridge Apartment buildings made noises of wood splintering and balconies popping loose from their supports. But the walls shook off a few of the climbers and blew rock dust and fragments into the deformed faces of those below. Many of the defenders fell to their knees and some fell off the walkway, and Ethan also went to his knees but staggered up, still with his hands pressed against the stones. He had the sense of being part of the earth himself, of directing its throes through the earth element of rock, but otherwise his heart was pounding like crazy and he had already bitten blood from his lower lip. One of the watchtowers crashed over, its machine-gunner leaping out to safety. The hilltop shook again, more violently still, and more of the Gray Men lost their grips on the wall. The Gray Men fell down, monstrosity tangled up with monstrosity. The third tremor was the most violent. Dozens of rocks in the walls broke apart with the noise of small explosions. More glass blew from the apartment windows. The whole of Panther Ridge shifted, with the noise of ancient mountain stones shattering to pieces. Fissures cracked open and snaked down the hillside. Some of the Gray Men staggered and stepped into them as the fissures widened two or three feet. Many were still caught within when the fissures closed again, rock grinding against malformed flesh and crushing the alien-infected bones. Clawed hands reached up from their new graves and grasped at the air until they were still.
This assault by the earth, which continued with more minor quakes, was enough to show that the Gray Men for the most part retained their survival instincts. They turned and fled down the hillside, many dragging dead bodies with them for later feasting. They had come shrieking but they departed silently, as if in shame. Some looked back over their spiny shoulders, and their message was nearly the same as the graffiti declaration written on the wall of the Panther Ridge Apartments: Tomorrow Is Another Night.
Then they were just a mass of misshapen figures running and hobbling and shambling across the nightscape down at the bottom of the hill, and in another moment they were gone from sight.
The quakes had ended.
Ethan had taken his hands away from the stones. His task—however incredible it had been—was done. His palms and fingers felt burning hot. He had broken out in a cold sweat and was breathing hard, he was scared to death, he was dazed and disoriented but he had felt the awesome power that had emerged slide back into its hiding place deep within himself and become still and silent. And whatever he had been for the last few moments, he was once again only the boy who had wanted to build a very cool Visible Man.



Five.
 



“Seven dead, twelve wounded,” said John Douglas in the yellow lamplight. “Got six people with broken bones. Jane Petersen is not going to survive her wounds. And I think we should move Mitch Vandervere’s body as soon as possible, don’t you?”
“Yes,” said Olivia, her eyes weary and dark-circled. She was sitting at the desk in her apartment, with the damning yellow legal pads before her and a few ballpoint pens in a black leather holder. She had taken from a bottom drawer of her desk something that Vincent had given her as a joke on her fiftieth birthday four years ago: the Magic Eight Ball with its black ink inside and its floating icosahedron. She had set it before her on the desk, just as an element of the past. An element that had survived many terrors and tumults up until now. An element of Vincent, and their life together that now seemed like a magical fantasy, a time of joy that was very hard to remember. Yet the Magic Eight Ball brought some of it back. A little bit. La parte más pequeña. She made no decisions using it, but sometimes…sometimes…she thought she might, because it could be Vincent trying to speak to her, to guide and comfort her, through the black ink of the unknown.
“I liked Jane very much,” she heard herself say, hollowly. “A very kind woman. Yes, we should move Mitch’s body. Will you take care of that?” She was asking Dave McKane, who had sprawled himself out on the tattered brown sofa and was staring up at the cracked ceiling. The series of bizarre quakes had knocked the hell out of the old buildings. Some of the stairs had given way, part of the eastern wall had crumbled, just about every window was broken and was held together only by the duct tape, and some of the roofs had fallen in. Dave had already seen the dozens of cracks in the walls of his own apartment. He figured it was only a matter of time before the damned place collapsed. The floor of his bedroom had gone so crooked it was like walking across the deck of a ship at sea pitched at a dangerous angle by a rogue wave.
“I’ll get to it,” he said listlessly.
JayDee had splotches and streaks of other people’s blood on his shirt and his khaki trousers. The hospital—two apartments with the wall removed between them—was in the lower building and was being staffed by two nurses, one who had worked for a veterinarian in Fort Collins and one who had been a dental assistant when she was a young woman in Boise, Idaho, about thirty years ago. The make-do medical resources consisted of Band-Aids in various sizes, bottles of aspirin and sedatives, antiseptic, some plaster bandages to make casts, some wooden splints, a few surgical instruments such as probes and forceps and some dental tools, and a few bottles of pain-killers like Demerol and Vicodin.
“We need to do another bullet count,” Olivia said. She was trying very hard to keep her voice strong and steady. There were three other people in the room beside Dave and JayDee, all of whom shared some measure of responsibility for keeping track of supplies and the ammo. “Find out what everybody’s got left.”
“I’ve got five clips,” Dave answered. “Thirty-two bullets each. After that, I’m done.” He sat up on the sofa and took his baseball cap off. His face was deeply lined and his eyes dazed. “We can’t take another one like that. There are too many now. If those quakes hadn’t happened…they would’ve gotten in. No way we could’ve turned ’em back.”
“The quakes,” said Carmen Niega, a thin Hispanic woman who’d been a tax attorney in Denver. She had lived here a little less than four months, arriving with a half-dozen other wanderers. “Has anything like that ever happened before?”
“Never,” Olivia said. She looked toward the door, which hung open because it was now impossible to close in the crooked frame. Ethan Gaines was standing on the threshold, peering in. Behind him, the first dank yellow light of dawn had begun to filter through the thick soup of clouds. “You all right?” she asked him.
He nodded, his face wan and rock dust whitening his hair and clothes.
“Told you to get away from there,” she said. She glanced at the doctor. “John, I think he’s in shock. Would you—”
“No, I’m not,” Ethan replied before JayDee could speak. He came into the room, stumbling a little bit because he realized he probably was in shock. “I wanted to tell you. Tell all of you.” He paused, trying to figure out exactly what it was he wanted to say.
“Tell us what?” Dave prompted, the harshness back in his voice because he was dead tired, and he had to go put together a detail to bury people including the headless body of a pretty good guy who used to remember a few jokes and play poker with him and some of the others.
Ethan said, “I think…I caused the earthquakes.” He frowned. “I know I caused them.”
There was a moment’s silence. Then JayDee said quietly, “Ethan, let’s go to the hospital where you can lie down and rest, and I can give you some water and a seda—”
“I said…I caused the quakes,” Ethan repeated.
“Sure you did.” Dave put his cap back on and ran a hand across his bearded chin. “Oh yeah, you did a great job. Ran the Gray Men off, yeah. Also almost destroyed our complex here, but…hey…I don’t mind sleeping in a room that’s about to fall in. If my ceiling doesn’t collapse first. What’s wrong with you, kid? You lost your marbles along with your memory?”
“Stop it, Dave,” Olivia cautioned. She stood up. “Ethan, I want you to go with the doctor. Will you—”
“No, I won’t go.” Ethan came forward into the room with such a deliberate stride and such a determined expression that Carmen Niega, Russ Whitcomb and Joel Shuster backed away to give him room. He passed JayDee and walked up to the edge of Olivia’s desk. In the lamplight his eyes were bright blue and nearly frightening to Olivia in their fierce intensity. “I’m telling you. I knew to touch the rocks in the wall and…I don’t know, exactly…but…I saw what would happen, in my head. It was like I was making a command, and the earth did what I wanted. What I saw. Only…it was stronger than I thought it would be. Does that make any sense?”
“No, Ethan…it doesn’t. It just happened, that’s all. Why it happened at that moment, I don’t know. We were very lucky. But you didn’t cause the quakes. Now, I really do want you to go to the hospital. I want you to be quiet and rest down there, if you can.”
JayDee gave a grunt. It was going to be hard to rest, with all those injured people in there needing attention. Still, he could give the boy a swallow of the precious bottled water and two sleeping pills and that would take care of him for about twelve hours.
“Hey…listen!” Kitt Falkenberg had come to the door. She was about thirty years of age, had dirty blonde hair and a tall, lean physique and had been a star volleyball outside hitter at the University of Colorado. In her voice was the high, breathless strain of both excitement and tension. “I heard it from Tommy Cordell and then I saw it myself! The swimming pool! The quakes cracked it right down the middle. Only…it’s filling up!”
“What?” Dave roused himself to his feet.
“The pool,” Kitt repeated, her green eyes nearly luminous in her dirt-smudged face. “Water’s flooding in…coming up through the crack! Come on, you’ve gotta see it!”
It took them a few minutes to get out of the crooked apartment and down the hill. Olivia was first. JayDee walked at the back of the group alongside Ethan. About forty people had already gathered around the pool. In the yellow light of oncoming dawn Olivia pushed through the throng, with Dave behind her. They saw what Kitt had already seen: the pool had a jagged crack right along its center, from the drain to the shallow end, and water was streaming up from below. A man—Dave and Olivia recognized him as Paul Edson, who in his previous life had been a musician in a jazz band and played a very mean saxophone—was standing in the shallow end, and was leaning over to touch the water as it gurgled up.
“It’s cold,” Paul said. He cupped a handful and tasted it. “My God!” he said. “I think it’s spring water!”
Others entered the pool to also touch and taste the water. Olivia descended the steps and cupped a handful, then put it to her mouth. Her eyes found Dave. She said, nearly as breathlessly as Kitt had spoken, “We’ve been living here with a spring under the swimming pool. All this time. Clean water.” She brought herself back to her leadership role, and she pulled herself up straight and took on the mask again. “Everyone, get bottles or buckets or whatever you can find and fill them! Come on, hurry! Tell everyone else you see to get over here!” She didn’t have to tell anyone twice, and from the strength of the water rising from its underground channel there was really no need to hurry, except to beat the next contaminated rainfall. She thought they needed some kind of covering for the pool, something to keep the rain out, and she looked to Dave again to tell him that but Dave had retreated from the pool’s edge.
He was standing a few feet to Ethan’s right, staring at the boy. It had occurred to Dave that Ethan had said I felt like I needed to come here after Dave had seen him walking the length of the pool. Dave had realized that the crack had followed Ethan’s trail; the pool had broken open directly where the boy had been walking.
Ethan watched, his eyes heavy-lidded, as the water continued to stream in. He felt very tired, drifting toward sleep. Is this what shock feels like? he wondered. He watched the other people moving quickly to go get their bottles and buckets, and then he was aware of Dave McKane standing at his side, staring fixedly at him as if he had never really seen the boy before.
“What is it?” Ethan asked.
“I’m just looking,” Dave answered.
“At what?”
“I don’t know yet,” said Dave, and it was the truth. He turned away to get to his misshapen apartment and find whatever bottles he could. There was still the task of burying Mitch to take care of, as well as burying the other dead. 
John Douglas decided it was time to guide the obviously dazed boy to the hospital and get him sedated and resting, and then with the help of his nurses tend to the broken bones and other wounds. It was going to be a rough morning…but then again, they all were. 
Olivia came out of the pool and asked a couple of the men to devise some kind of canopy that might deflect the rain, but even as she proposed this idea she thought of the dwindling supply of food and ammunition, the damaged walls and the growing hoardes of Gray Men. Panther Ridge could not hold out much longer, even with an unlimited supply of clean water. She looked up at the dull yellow clouds of dawn. Somewhere out there, and all around what remained of the world, the Cyphers and Gorgons were still fighting. Maybe it would be an endless war, she thought; at least it would be a war that she and likely none of the defenders of Panther Ridge would ever see ended.
“All right,” she said to herself. There was so much to do, so much to take care of. She could not break, on this misty yellow morning. The pool was yielding a bounty of fresh water. That was kind of a miracle, wasn’t it? Just a little pond of hope, growing deeper by the moment.
“All right,” Olivia repeated, because it sounded good and strong. And then she turned away from the pool and went off to find her own bottles with which to collect a little of a liquid miracle.
The dead were buried by a detail of men, among them Dave McKane, who thought they were used to such a task but they never were. Dave worked hard and steadily and spoke to none of the others, and when the new graves were filled he lit a cigarette and walked over to the pool to smoke in silence and watch the water gush forth. He liked the noise it made, like the sound of a stream moving through a quiet forest. He had six cigarettes left and he was down to his last Bic lighter. Nasty habit anyway, he thought; ought to give it up someday. A low peal of thunder echoed off in the clouds above. Either that, or one side had just scored a hit on the other.
At the hospital, Ethan slept in a darkened room with the aid of two zaleplon capsules. In another room, John Douglas and the two nurses worked on the injured. The morning moved on. The fallen watchtower was being rebuilt, and the eastern wall repaired, and workers began to fill in damaged places in the other walls with more rocks and mortar. The sun remained a faint smear. Around noon a light rain began to fall, but by then a green canvas canopy had been put up on a wooden frame over the pool, which continued to be filled by the underground spring.
In his apartment, Dave McKane had looked up at the pipes and dead wires that hung from the cracked ceiling over his bed and he had crossed the crooked floor to the closet and gotten out his sleeping bag. He had taken off his shoes and baseball cap, unrolled the sleeping bag onto his gray sofa and pushed himself into it. One hour after trying to get some sleep, he was still awake and thinking.
He had been born into a hardscrabble farmer’s life by no-nonsense parents who believed in God, the Devil, and the pride of a job well done. He’d worked for years in the family’s corn and soybean fields. When the Gorgons had appeared just after ten o’clock on the morning of April third, he’d called his mom and pop at the farm outside Cedar Rapids, Iowa, to tell them he, Cheryl, and the boys would be there in a couple of days, that everything was going to be all right and it was not the end of the world and it was crazy, sure, and scary as hell but the military was going to take care of business.
Then CNN had shown the jets bursting into flames and falling like dead leaves, and the missiles exploding as they hit some kind of force field that protected the crafts, and the President in the Oval Office telling everyone to remain calm before he and all the rest of the government officials vanished. Around the world, panicked mobs searched for leadership and found that no one was there. Police and military forces disbanded to protect and shelter their own families and find a way to survive. Then the Cypher ships had arrived, and all cell phones, landlines, the Internet, televisions, radios, and electric power had gone dead.
Dave, Cheryl, and his two sons had never made it to Cedar Rapids. Nor to her parents’ home south of Colorado Springs, and they had never found out what happened to them or to Cheryl’s sister in San Francisco. It had been so fast it was still unreal. It was night, they were packing to leave the house in the glow of candles and the battery-powered lanterns, and Dave was carrying a couple of suitcases through the front room out to the camper parked on the other side of their pickup truck. In the next instant faceless, black-suited soldiers with weapons growing out of them were not only in the house, but were moving through the walls like shimmering ghosts. Cheryl was in the back room with Mike and Steven, and Dave had shouted for everyone to get to the camper now, and he dropped the suitcases and was reaching for his shotgun next to the open door when a blue flash licked at the windows. He remembered an ear-cracking blast and a sensation of first being kicked in the back by a heavy boot and then falling as if into a black pit…a great distance, falling, falling…falling, it seemed, from one world into another…and when he came to he was lying on the ground next to the scorched camper with his clothes smoking, the burning house and the pickup truck had collapsed into a crater and every tree in the woods all around had become a torch that burned with an eerie blue flame.
He had tried to get up, but his body was trembling, his nerves out of control, he couldn’t make anything work. His nose was bleeding and blood was crawling from his eyesockets. He had grabbed fistfuls of dirt and dragged himself across the ground as best he could, screaming the names of his wife and sons. In the sky above his torment, things left glowing blue and red trails that some might have called beautiful as they zigzagged across the dark.
How long it was Dave stayed at the house, after the fire had died and he had crawled down into the crater and found the blackened bodies, he didn’t know. It was a murky light, he was sitting amid the bodies in the smoking ruins trying to remember where the camper’s keys were and how he could change the four melted tires when the Cypher soldiers moved through again, silent and ghostly, on some unknown mission to an unknown destination. A couple of them looked at him as they passed by the crater’s edge, or rather their faceless, helmeted heads turned toward him and downward for the briefest of seconds. But he was nothing for them to contend with, in his burned rags with his blood-crusted nose and his bloody half-insane eyes and his mouth hanging open drooling threads of saliva.
He was nothing, on the scale of this war.
He remembered thinking that it was time to move. Time to go, if he was going. And he had looked at the very nice Bulova wristwatch Cheryl had given him on their tenth anniversary and seen that the crystal was gone and the hands were frozen at 9:27, and that had nearly killed the last part of his mind. But something must have kicked in to get him moving, because after that he remembered staggering along the highway in what must have been the dark of another night, with the smoke of burning trees, houses, and fields shrouding the earth. Headlights stabbed through the smoke as cars and vans with panicked people inside missed him by inches. He kept walking to his own unknown destination, and maybe he was shouting and raving about the end of the world because he thought in his ravaged mind, yes it really is.
His path had eventually brought him here to the fortress that the Panther Ridge Apartments had become, and though every day he prodded himself to take some supplies, saddle up a horse and go out on a journey to Cedar Rapids to see if his mother and father were still alive, the truth was he thought they were dead and any journey out there would be a torturous trip through an unbelievable Hell. He figured he wouldn’t make it two nights out, with the Gray Men on their search for fresh meat. Either that, or he might be caught in some battle between the aliens, and he would die burned to black ashes as Cheryl, Mike, and Steven had died.
Did that mean he was at heart a coward? he had asked himself. That for all his bar fights and bad-assedness and bravado, he was inside a frightened little shadow of what he portrayed himself to be?
Because, really…he was afraid. He was terrified. His friends were here. He was useful in this place. It was where he knew he would die, eventually. And from the numbers of Gray Men that had stormed the fortress last night, death was only a matter of using up five Uzi clips. Then it would all be over for him. Would it be tonight? Tomorrow night? One night next week? Impossible to know, but soon. And when it was over for him, it would likely be over for everyone else here, because not for very long would even freak earthquakes banish hunger for human meat from the bellies of those monsters.
Dave lay in his sleeping bag on his sofa and wished he had the last bottle of Jim Beam he’d finished off about a month ago. He could not make himself sleep. He could not let go of two things.
Ethan, saying with fierce conviction The earth did what I wanted.
And the fact that where the boy had walked at the bottom of the swimming pool, a crack had opened up to give them clean water.
They didn’t have to worry about rationing the bottled water anymore. Sure, there was plenty to worry about, but…not about water anymore.
The earth did what I wanted, he’d said.
And only Dave knew about Ethan walking the length of the pool, and when challenged the reply was I felt like I needed to come here.
A simple statement. But…there was something more to it. Much more. Dave had his own feelings, and abruptly he got out of his sleeping bag and put on his shoes and cap. He had seen black-helmeted soldiers glide through the walls of his house and seen monstrous things that used to be God-fearing, hard-working American citizens tearing at barbed wire for the taste of human meat and seen the glowing trails of alien battleships in the night sky, and he realized that things he had never dreamt could possibly be true were true, and forevermore nothing in this nightmare world could be considered impossible. Dave left his apartment and started down the hill toward the hospital, because he had some questions to ask a mysterious boy.
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Even in the stronghold of sleep, Ethan was not safe.
He was standing atop the wall again, watching the multitude of distorted, disfigured and decaying figures swarming forward up the hillside. Guns were firing all around him and cut many of them down, but just as many of the Gray Men caught hold of the rocks, hooking spiked toes and fingers into the cracks and climbing up with the speed and determination of rabid hunger. They began to climb over the barbed wire, some pressing the coils down with their bodies so more could get over, others tearing with maddened fury through the wire to get at the defenders beyond.
The walls were about to be conquered. Guns were running out of ammo and falling silent. Some of the defenders were caught between ripping claws and torn by saw-blade teeth, others jumped in panic from the platform to the ground and fled to find shelter. Ethan backed away from spiny figures crawling over the wire before him. He was balanced on the edge of the platform, and suddenly an ashen-colored hand darted through the coils and caught him by the throat. Ethan saw a slender thing that might have been half-human and half-serpent pushing itself over the wire, and he was pulled toward it with terrible strength. A yellow-eyed face blotched with warty gray scales and topped with a shock of black hair stared into Ethan’s own face, and the thin-lipped mouth opened to show teeth already sharpened and broken by gnawing on human bones.
The mouth opened. The teeth glinted.
The creature spoke, in a rattling whisper.
“Go,” it said, “to the white mansion.” Then a bullet hit the side of its head and the black blood ran. The yellow eyes blinked, as if in indignant surprise. The hook-nailed hand released Ethan’s throat and the creature fell back across the barbed wire leaving pieces of gray flesh hanging from the barbs.
“Ethan? Ethan?”
Someone was shaking his shoulder. He felt himself flinch, and realized in his darkness that he was coming out of a solid sleep. He opened his eyes to the glow of an oil lamp on the table next to him. Curtains had been drawn over the windows to filter the afternoon’s hazy light. Rain was falling outside, thrashing at the broken glass which had been covered over with sheets of styrofoam. Water dripped from the ceiling at a half-dozen places. Ethan had no idea how long he’d been sleeping in this narrow bed in the small room that was part of the hospital. Someone had pulled a chair up next to his bed. Ethan saw a hard-lined face with a hawk’s beak of a nose. Dave McKane had removed his baseball cap, his multiple cowlicks sticking up. The man smelled like a wet dog.
“JayDee let me in,” Dave explained quietly. The door between this room and the other part of the hospital was closed, mostly. “Said you’d had enough rest, you oughta be okay.”
Ethan sat up on the bed. His body still ached and his mind was a little foggy. Three words were echoing around in his brain: the white mansion. He nodded. “I’m okay. Better, I guess.”
Dave grunted. He wore the pained expression of someone in desperate need of either a cigarette or a drink of whiskey, and the doctor had forbidden him to smoke in here and that last bottle of Beam was a golden memory. “I have to ask you some questions.” His voice was not harsh, but rather imploring. He paused and studied the knuckles of his hands for a moment. Rainwater glistened on the baseball cap, which was hung on the back of his chair. The rain itself had felt oily and hot on Dave’s skin as he’d walked from his apartment to the hospital, and he wondered how many alien poisons were in it.
“Go ahead,” Ethan said, sensing the man’s indecision of where to begin.
“Yeah,” Dave answered. “Okay. You said you caused the quakes. How is that possible? I mean…you’re a boy, right? A human? Aren’t you?”
“You must think so. You didn’t bring your machine gun.”
“I’m going to believe you’re human. Not something that looks human. Some experiment the Cyphers or the Gorgons made. But…if you caused the quakes, how did you do that?”
“I don’t really know,” Ethan said, and in his mind he thought the white mansion. He was trying to push that away, but it would not be pushed away, and stronger and stronger it was becoming. “I wanted it to happen. I put my hands on the wall. I wanted the earth to shake the Gray Men off. That’s all I could think to do.”
“You put your hands on the wall? And you just thought of what you wanted to happen, and it did?”
“Yes.”
“Uh-huh. Okay, then. Move my hat off the back of the chair and put it on my head.”
Ethan almost laughed, but the stony expression on Dave’s face said it would be a bad idea. “That would be a trick, wouldn’t it? I don’t think I can do that.”
“Why not? You caused a freakin’ earthquake! Using your mind, is that what you’re saying? And now you can’t use your mind to move a little hat?”
“I had to want to do it…like…because it was the only way. I don’t know how I did it. I just knew…right then…that minute…I had to try, because I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want anybody else to die. I had to do what I could…whatever I could. So…it just came out of me. I felt it. Then when it was over I felt it go back into me, and it went to sleep.”
“What did you feel? What came out of you and then went back in?” There was a note of sarcasm in the man’s voice.
“I guess…power. That’s all I can say.”
“Power.” Now the sarcasm dripped. “Yeah, right. A fifteen-year-old boy with the power to make an earthquake happen, but he can’t move a hat a couple of feet. Can you levitate yourself off the bed? See the future? Can you tell me how all this hell comes to a happy ending?”
“No,” Ethan said, his face shadowed in the lamplight. “No. And no, I can’t.”
Dave ran a hand across his forehead. He listened to the rain hammering down outside. He stared intensely into the boy’s eyes. “Did you know about the spring under the pool?”
“No.”
“Then what were you doing? Why were you walking around in there?”
“I thought it was where I ought to be.”
“Something told you that? Something spoke to you? Is that it?”
Ethan shrugged. “I don’t—”
“Why don’t you know?” Dave had almost shouted it, but he was holding himself back with a massive effort. “Or better yet…what the hell do you know? Not your real name, where you came from, or where your folks are. You just ‘woke up’ and you were running, isn’t that what you said? And suddenly you can make an earthquake, and a swimming pool cracks open right where you’ve been walking and clean water flows out? Because you thought it was where you ought to be?” Dave grinned crazily, with fury and frustration behind it. “Christ!” he said. “Okay, you found us some water! How about more food? More bullets, too. That’s what we need, because we’re not going to be able to hold off another attack. So conjure us up some more ammo, Ethan! Can you do that for us? If you can’t…we’re done for. Got it?”
Ethan frowned. He knew the seriousness of what Dave was saying, but something else was working at him and it was relentless. “The white mansion,” he said. “Have you ever heard of it?”
“What? Do you mean the White House? In Washington? What’s that got to do with—”
“The white mansion,” Ethan repeated. “Not the White House. I think it might be a real place, and I think I need to go there.”
“Really? Well, I think I need to go to the freakin’ moon. Are you crazy, kid? Is that it? You’re out of your mind?”
Ethan stared into the glow of the oil lamp. Who was he, really? Where had he come from? He didn’t know the answers to those questions, but he knew some truths and he decided to speak them. “I think I have to go there. I think something wants me to go. It’s important, but I don’t know why. This place…the apartments…it’s no good. No one can stay here. The next time they attack…it’s going to be all over for those who stay. But I believe the white mansion is a real place…and I think…I believe…something is telling me to go there.” He looked steadily into Dave’s eyes. “That name came to me in a dream. I keep thinking about it. Can you find out for me if it’s a real place, and where it is?”
“Oh, you’re having revelations in dreams now? What’s next? Water into wine? Make it whiskey, and I’m sold.”
“I’d settle for lemonade,” Ethan answered, his face solemn. “I’m telling you what you already know about Panther Ridge. Sir,” he said, so as not to sound disrespectful. “Can you please help me find out about the white mansion? Ask if anybody else has ever heard of it, and where it might be?”
“Oh, sure! We’ll check the Net, how about that?” Dave stood up. He put on his baseball cap, still damp with oily rain. He had no idea why he’d come here to ask the boy these questions, but there were no answers that suited him. Maybe he’d wanted there to be…something…some answer he could grasp and hold onto. Instead…the boy had to be crazy, and that was that.
Ethan got out of bed and followed Dave from the room. In the hospital, a few people were sitting in chairs either waiting for treatment or being treated. As in Dave’s apartment, pipes and wires dangled from the crooked ceiling. JayDee was busy applying a cast to the left arm of a weary-looking middle-aged man in a dirty white t-shirt and jeans, and the two nurses were tending to other patients.
“You okay to go?” JayDee asked Ethan as he worked on the man’s cast, and Ethan nodded. Dave was almost to the door, which like the one in Olivia’s apartment would not close in its damaged frame. “Be careful,” JayDee told Ethan. “Raining pretty hard out—”
“Hey! Just a minute! You…son!”
The man with the injured arm had spoken. He was staring at Ethan. “Wait. I know you from somewhere. Don’t I?”
Dave stopped just short of the door and looked back. Outside, the rain was slamming down.
Ethan didn’t recognize the man, who had curly gray hair, brown eyes and the patch of a bandage across his bruised forehead. “I don’t…think so.” A little spark jumped in his heart. “Do you know me?”
“From somewhere. I came in a few days ago, with my wife. It seems like I’ve seen you before. Damn, that’s hurting!” he protested to JayDee, and then he returned his attention to the boy. “I think I’ve seen you, but I can’t remember from where. Wait a minute…wait a minute…you had on…different clothes. A shirt…a dark red shirt, with one sleeve torn off.”
“That’s right.” Dave came back to stand nearer. “That’s what he was wearing when he was brought in yesterday. So where’d you see him?”
The man started to speak and then seemed to stop himself. He wore an expression of dismay.
“Go ahead, tell us,” JayDee urged, pausing in his wrapping of the plaster bandages.
“I remember,” the man said. “We were with another group. In a strip mall. Maybe six or seven miles from here. The place was wrecked. We were trying to find a new place to hide, because our other place was torn up. They were fighting up over us…and we were trying to find somewhere to crawl into. Then…” He looked from Ethan to Dave and back again, and once more he seemed not to know what to say. “The aliens must’ve just gone through. We came to a place where there were bodies. People dead maybe a few hours…lying in the bricks where the walls had been blown apart. And…you. You were lying there, too. That’s where I saw you. Only…you were dead. Like the others. Six people, all dead. Lying in those bricks, and that’s where you were.”
“Bullshit!” Dave snapped, with rising anger. “If it was him lying there, you can see he’s not dead!”
“Yeah, but…he was dead. It looked like an explosion had thrown them around the room and blasted the walls out, but…his face…he looked like he was just sleeping, and Kay said for me to check him and make sure…because he was only a boy and we shouldn’t leave him. So…I checked his heartbeat and his pulse, and there was nothing.” His gaze found the floor. “I did check. I did. There was—”
“You were wrong,” Dave interrupted. His face had reddened. “Damned wrong! Maybe his heart and pulse were slow, but…look at him! Does he look dead to you?” And then Dave caught JayDee staring at him, and Dave remembered he and the doc standing in the Secure Room looking at the ugly black bruises on Ethan’s chest and back, and JayDee saying I think he’s suffered a very violent concussive event. An explosion of some kind. Might have been caught in a shockwave. “Wrong,” Dave repeated to the man with the broken arm, and then he turned away and walked out because questions led to questions and there were no answers and even in a madhouse world like this had become a dead boy did not rise from the dead. He kept walking, faster and faster, out into the driving rain that felt like small lead weights striking his skull, back and shoulders.
The white mansion, he thought as he strode up the hill. It was crazy. Made no sense. Nothing did anymore. The white mansion, my ass, he thought.
But he also thought how resolute the boy’s voice had been, when Ethan had said I think I have
to go there.
And more unsettling…I believe something is telling me to go there.
Dave looked back and saw Ethan following, a slim figure almost obscured by the rain. He started to pause and wait for the boy, but he kept going. He didn’t know if he thought Ethan was crazy, or…
…something else?
Nobody could make an earthquake, Dave thought as he walked through the downpour. And that weirdness about the swimming pool, and the white mansion, and now the boy lying dead in the bricks of a destroyed strip mall, wearing the one-sleeved dark red shirt he’d had on yesterday.
But still…the boy, saying I believe something is telling me to go there.
Go where? And why? And how would anybody even figure out what the damned place was, and where it was?
Would be nice, Dave thought, for this so-called voice that Ethan is hearing to tell him the whole story and not just bits and pieces.
For all his toughness, for all his hardness and bitterness about what this world and his life—all their lives—had turned into, Dave McKane was suddenly overcome.
He felt himself stagger. He felt his knees buckle. He felt the hard rain beating on his back, driving him down. He had the crazed feeling that he was coming apart at the seams, himself becoming a Gray Man in this poisoned land, and once a certain threshold was crossed in that change he could never return to what he’d been.
Suddenly he was on his knees on the roadway, and he pressed his hands to his mouth to contain a cry for mercy, not just for himself but for all of them, all who had suffered and lost loved ones and become prisoners here waiting to die. He felt tears burning his eyes, but they were quickly washed away. He thought that if he let himself cry he would go over the edge, and all his pretend strength would fly away and be gone, baby, gone.
So he just knelt there in the pouring rain, and he hung on to whatever he had left.
“You need some help?”
Dave looked up. Ethan was standing over him. The boy offered a hand.
Dave wanted to believe in something. Anything, to get him to tomorrow. He asked himself if it was wrong to believe—at least in this moment—that Ethan Gaines could make the earth quake, that he had felt the movement of a spring beneath the pool’s concrete and earth’s rock, that he had been dead and brought back to life by some force unknown, and that he was being directed to go to a place called the white mansion?
Was it wrong, in this moment?
He didn’t know, but at least in this moment with aliens battling across the world and nightmare creatures being spawned from their energies and poisons, he did believe. Just a little, just enough to get him to tomorrow.
But even so, he rejected the hand and stood up on his own.
He began walking again up the hillside to his crumbling apartment, more slowly now, with the labor of intense deliberation, and after a moment meant to give Dave McKane his space, the boy followed nearly in his footsteps.



Seven.
 



Near midnight, Dave spoke the words he’d been trying to get out for awhile but they hadn’t come. They were ready now.
“What if there’s a real place called the white mansion?”
“Surely there is,” John Douglas answered. “A town somewhere. Or used to be a town. Could be in another country.” He placed his tiles upon the Scrabble board to spell the word oasis, and then he took five more tiles followed by a long drink from his full cup of fresh water. “But just because Ethan heard it supposedly spoken to him in a dream…that doesn’t mean very much. Does it?” He peered across the board at Dave. Two oil lamps and a candle lantern burned in the doctor’s apartment, number 108, which had sustained shattered windows and a half-dozen fissures down the walls. The door had been reshaped with a handsaw to fit the warped frame. In any other cirmcumstance, the entire apartment complex would have been evacuated and yellow-taped off as a condemned property, but the beggars here could not be choosers.
Olivia Quintero studied the board on the scarred table between them. A rifle leaned against the chair at her side. The Gray Men had not come tonight, in the pouring rain. They might yet attack before dawn, but for now they were quiet. She needed to go to sleep, but Dave had asked her to join him and the doctor here, and it was at least a way to relax a little. The best she could do was add an E and a L to the word bow. She chose two more tiles, a T and a blank. “What do you think about the story?” Her question was directed to JayDee. “About Ethan lying dead?”
“I think the man was in a mental state and he missed the heartbeat and pulse.”
“Maybe so. But after what you told me in my office…about the bruises. You were thinking the boy was caught in a shockwave and he ought to be dead. Isn’t that right?”
“I didn’t put it exactly like that.”
“You didn’t have to.” She watched as Dave put an R in front of oar. “That was your meaning. As I recall, you were amazed he didn’t at least have major internal injuries, and he could still walk.” She leaned back in her chair, the better to judge the expressions of both men. “Dave, what are you thinking?”
Dave took his time. He watched JayDee add with before
the word draw. Then he said, without looking at Olivia, “I’m not sure Ethan is what he seems to be. I don’t know what the hell he is, but I’d say…if he really did cause those quakes…somehow…by using some force we don’t—”
“Impossible!” scoffed the doctor.
“Is it?” Dave took a drink from his own cup of water. “Look, what do we know about anything anymore? What can we be sure of? All this the last two years…it defies everything humans ever believed in. And the Gray Men…mutating so fast. Who would have ever thought it was possible? And it wouldn’t have been possible, without the aliens. Without whatever it is they’ve infected the world with. Okay…” He turned his chair to more directly face the doctor. “What if…Ethan is something different. Maybe an experiment the Cyphers or Gorgons made—”
“His blood didn’t fry,” JayDee reminded him.
“That’s right, but still…something different. Something more advanced.”
“Not human?” Olivia asked. “He looks like a boy, but he’s not?”
“I don’t know. I’m just trying to—”
“Talk yourself into believing Ethan Gaines has come to Panther Ridge to save us?” JayDee’s white eyebrows went up. “To deliver the mighty earthquakes to keep the Gray Men from eating us alive? If that’s so, even Ethan has to understand that one more tremor like that, and Panther Ridge is a pile of rubble.”
“It’s a pile of rubble already,” Dave shot back. He took down another swallow of water and imagined it tasting like Beam, but it was plenty good enough as it was. “More than that. It’s a graveyard.”
Neither JayDee nor Olivia spoke. The doctor shifted uncomfortably in his chair, and Olivia regarded her little rack of letter tiles as if she actually was concentrating on the game and not just trying to avoid thinking too much about the onrushing future.
“We’re all going to die here,” Dave went on. “We can’t hold out. That’s what’s impossible.” He fired a quick dark glance at JayDee. “I’ve been asking around, if anybody has ever heard of ‘the white mansion.’ So far, nothing. I’ve asked if anybody’s got a road atlas, but again…no. Maybe somebody’ll come up with something, maybe not. In the meantime, I know there’s a library at the high school.” From the high school is where much of JayDee’s medical supplies had come, and some of the canned food, but Dave’s last trip there had been months ago. “I’m taking a horse over there in the morning, and I’m going to see if I can find anything…some maps, maybe…anything that could help.”
Olivia said, “You can’t go out alone. You shouldn’t have gone out alone after Ethan. It was foolish. And you know you shouldn’t go out at all, unless you’re looking for food and ammo.”
“Yeah, but I’m going anyway. I won’t ask anybody to go with me, I can handle it.”
Olivia paused, examining her tiles again. She decided to save her blank and placed dart on the board, then she chose three more tiles, one a dreaded Z. “You believe in this?” she asked quietly, as the oil lamps made soft guttering sounds. “That Ethan is wanting to go to a real place? That he’s feeling…what would the word be…summoned? And that this white mansion place isn’t halfway around the world?”
“Summoned?” JayDee managed a crooked smile but it quickly slipped away. “Summoned by what? A voice in a dream? That’s what you have to go on?” The question was aimed at Dave.
“I have to go on what the boy tells me,” Dave replied firmly. “Sure, that’s all I’ve got…but I do know I saw the earthquakes. Felt ’em, too. I believe he knew the spring was there before it came up. I think he sensed it. Don’t ask me, I can’t explain.” He leaned forward slightly, looking from John Douglas to Olivia and back again. “He’s asked me to help him find this place. He thinks it’s real enough, and he says it’s pulling at him. Can it be found?” Dave shrugged. “Is it fifty miles away? A hundred? A thousand? Don’t know. I have to get to that library tomorrow and try to find some maps. That’s the best I can do. And John…you know what those bruises looked like on his chest and back. You said it yourself…you were surprised his lungs hadn’t burst and he was still breathing.”
“True, I did,” JayDee answered, but there was a note of pity in his voice. “I am amazed he’s alive. But Dave…that doesn’t mean he died and has risen from the dead.”
Dave was silent for awhile. The rain thrashed harder against the crooked roofs and broken walls of the Panther Ridge Apartments, whose glory was a distant memory.
Dave looked directly into JayDee’s eyes. He said in a low, restrained voice, “But what if it does?”
JayDee slapped the edge of the table with both hands, upsetting all the little tiles of all the little words. He stood up, a frown etched across his face. “I’m not listening to this. Thank you for the company. I’m getting some sleep now, goodnight to you both.” He motioned toward the door. “Push hard, it sticks.”
Dave and Olivia said goodnight to JayDee. Dave picked his Uzi in its holster up from the floor beside his chair and Olivia hefted her rifle. Dave did have to push hard against the door. In the outside corridor, they walked together toward the stairs.
“It seems to me,” Olivia said, breaking their silence, “that you want to believe in something very badly.”
“Yeah, that’s probably right. Sad, huh?”
“Not sad. I have to say…I wonder about Ethan myself. John does too, only he doesn’t want to say so directly. It’s hard to believe in very much anymore. That there’s a purpose to anything.” She stopped walking, and so did Dave. “So you believe that Ethan has a purpose? And it’s beneficial to us, somehow? What might that be?”
“No idea. But the things he’s done so far have helped us. I don’t know what he is or why he’s here, but I say…if he can help us…then I need to help him do what he’s asking. If that means following a direction he heard in a dream, to the best of my ability…yeah, I’m for it. You should be too. We all should be. Otherwise, we’re just waiting to fill up the graveyard, and I don’t want to wait for that anymore.”
“Hm,” said Olivia, and she pondered that before she spoke again. Rain was pouring off the roof to their right. Lightning flickered across the troubled darkness. “I suppose…maybe I’m afraid to believe. That would mean opening yourself up again, wouldn’t it? I guess it’s safer to sit in a room with a picture of your dead husband and think…not too much longer now, and we’ll be together.”
“Don’t give up,” Dave said.
“Trust in a boy who has no memory? Trust in three words from a dream? That’s hanging on with your fingernails, I think.”
“Sure it is. But it is hanging on.”
Olivia nodded and smiled faintly. There was so much pain behind the smile that Dave had to lower his head and look away. “I’ll go with you tomorrow,” she told him.
“You don’t have to. No need for two of us to ride out.”
“Maybe I also want to hang on a little longer. Besides, they’re my horses.” The herd had come from the ranch she’d owned with Vincent. Watching them being slaughtered and eaten, one after the other, had been at first devastating, and now a matter of survival.
“Okay.” Dave put a hand on her shoulder. “Meet at the corral at eight?”
“I’ll be there.”
Dave had no doubt she would be. Shielding themselves as best they could from the downpour, they parted ways at the bottom of the steps. Dave returned to his apartment and his sleeping bag on the gray sofa. Olivia went to her apartment, touched a match to the wick of a lamp and sat at her desk, and there she picked up the Magic Eight Ball Vincent had given her. She turned it between her hands, remembering the day this had come to her wrapped in red paper with a silver ribbon. It had been, it seemed, a lifetime ago.
And now, against all logic and reason, she had to ask a question. It was whispered, as if into Vincent’s listening ear.
“Should I believe?”
She shook the ball and then turned it over.
The little white plastic die emerged from its inky soup.
Maybe it was Vincent answering her, maybe it was Fate, maybe it was only happenstance, which she certainly thought was the most likely.
But the answer was: You may rely on it.
She took the lamp with her, and she went into the next room and undressed. She slid into her bed where good dreams and belief in miracles did not come easily, but that always had a pistol tucked under the pillow.



Eight.
 



A brooding yellow sky stretched overhead. There was no 
  wind, but the air smelled burnt. The horses were skittish, nervous to the touch. Dave rode alongside Olivia as they went through the metal-plated door that had been opened for them. As soon as they were descending the road, the door was closed and locked again, according to Olivia’s orders. At each corner of the wall that had been rebuilt and fortified around the Panther Ridge Apartments the machine gunners sat behind their weapons, scanning both the silent sky and the ominous earth.
The two riders headed toward the high school down in the valley below. Occasionally on the hillside they passed a hand, arm, or head of a nightmarish creature, caught like strange flowers in fissures in the ground. The vultures were busy; Dave thought that they didn’t care what meat they ate, and so even those things were likely to be corrupted and turned into…what?
He had his Uzi in his shoulder holster and in a holster at his belt, a Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum revolver that had belonged to Mitch Vandervere. Mitch’s apartment had yielded four boxes of bullets, twenty each, and the gun held five rounds. That was the way of things. When someone fell, you drew straws or cards with whoever else was on the burial detail and took the departed’s weapons and ammo, no fighting or squabbling allowed, and Dave had won high card over Mitch’s headless corpse. So in Dave’s possession were 80 Magnum rounds and five clips of thirty-two slugs each for the Uzi, and that was it for now. Olivia had her rifle slung across her shoulder, along with a small black leather bag holding thirty more bullets.
They didn’t speak as they rode. They had not talked about their mission before they’d left. A few men had offered to ride with them, as extra protection, but the offerings had been half-hearted, and Olivia had said no, they’d manage this by themselves.
They crossed open ground scarred by craters with edges seared crusted and black by the alien weapons. The road’s asphalt was cracked and also cratered, and Olivia thought the Earth was being transformed into a planet the Cyphers and Gorgons perhaps better understood: a ruined charnel house of war that in another year or two would no longer be suitable for human life. Everything would be contaminated, if it wasn’t already. And now she had to stop these thoughts before they overwhelmed her, and she had tears in her eyes and a deep, sick sadness in her heart and that old ticking time bomb in her mind that said it would be so easy and so right to join Vincent. Her spirit was so near to being extinguished. Her life force, tattered and destroyed. She could feel it leaving her, day by day. When she and Dave got back behind the walls, she knew two or three more people would probably have shot themselves. They were losing more and more, and it was getting faster now.
The white mansion, she thought as they neared the high school. Ethan’s name right up there on the weather-beaten sign. The building itself a wreckage. And in the parking lot…what was that? Three huge…things…lying there covered with vultures like dark rippling skins…the thick, hideous bodies burned to crisps and seeping black fluids like scorched engine oil. And here and there the outlines of where smaller bodies had been lying, only now they were reduced to a residue of shiny ebony material like shreds of rubber. She knew what those were, she’d seen them before. The remnants of Cypher soldiers, bubbling and melting away to nothingness. But those creatures…those monsters…Olivia’s mind had to fix on something else, and quickly. “Dave?” she said in a weak voice, “what happened to the cars? The ones that used to be here?”
“Don’t ask,” he said, because Hannah Grimes had told him what she’d seen through the binoculars and he’d informed Hannah—a tough old bird if there ever was one—to keep that pinned under her wig, for the sake of Christ. So far Hannah wasn’t talking, but it was probably just a matter of time. Creating alien flesh out of earthly metal was a new one; when that got around Panther Ridge, Katie bar the fucking door.
The horses nickered and shivered and would not go into the parking lot. “Go on, go on,” said Dave to his mount but the animal’s eyes had gotten wild and it rumbled like an avalanche deep in its lungs, the message being You may be a damned fool but I am not. No further, bucko.
“What are those?” Olivia had finally made herself fix on the monsters, even as her horse began to back away as if fearful of stepping into a tarpit. “Dave?”
“Whatever they were, they’re dead.” He got down from the saddle and looked for a place to tie his horse. Last time he’d been here, a few months back, he’d used the front fender of a pickup truck. That same truck had recently walked away and might be lying over there plucked by vultures. He noted the impressions in the asphalt that might have been caused by the weight of those things. Flesh from metal. Life from an inanimate object. A good trick, if you could do it. He recalled something he’d read maybe in a book at his own high school, but it had stuck with him because he’d thought it had sounded cool. How did it go? Something like… “Any super-advanced technology seems like magic.” Was that it? No, but close enough. Well, here was the super-advanced technology on full magical display.
Damn ’em, he thought. Their weapons were getting stranger and more deadly. An arms
race, Ethan had said. “Yeah, and we’re stuck right in the fuckin’ middle,” Dave said to that thought, which made Olivia ask, “What?” and he just shrugged and walked the horse to a STOP sign that stood near the entrance to the lot. It had been bent almost in half by possibly the same concussion that had blown out the school’s windows. “You want to stay here, that’s fine with me,” he said. “I can find the library.”
Olivia was already dismounting. She walked her jittery horse over and tied it up to the sign as well. Her eyes were fixed on Dave, but they wanted to slide over to look at the dead creatures again, and she knew she couldn’t stay out here alone.
She unslung the rifle from her shoulder, a smooth move she was getting good at. Never in her life would she have believed she might become a warrior. But here she was, ready to fight if she had to.
“Let’s go,” she said. They followed a cracked concrete path up to stone stairs that entered the building. One door had been blown inward off its hinges, the other hung crookedly like a Saturday night drunk. Or, Dave mused, how Saturday night drunks used to hang. The light within was murky, stained yellow like the ugly sky. Glass crunched under their boots, a noise that seemed to Olivia to be terribly loud in this silent place.
But not quite silent. Water dripped from the ceiling in a hundred places. Wet papers had grown to the floor and turned the color of strong tea. The floor tiles gave a little as Dave and Olivia walked; the floor itself felt spongy, as if upheld by rotten beams just on the verge of collapse. They passed what had once been a trophy case, the pride of the high school’s sports teams, now shattered and the trophies darkened by waterstains. A huge mural on one wall that had likely been painted by students depicted the world and figures surrounding it linked arm in arm. The mural was blotched by large brown scabs where the wall’s plaster had fallen away, but the faded message “The Family Of Man” was still legible.
“That was the office,” Dave said as they passed an open doorway. “Lunchroom is up this way. I found the medical supplies in a room a little further along. The library must be past that.”
Olivia nodded. The falling water tap…tap…tapped. Puddles washed around discarded notebooks and debris that had spilled from open lockers in the students’ panic to get home on that day in April. She could imagine the teachers and the principal trying to keep order, the intercom system crackling, the parents swarming these halls in search of their children while the newscasts showed the Gorgon ships destroying cities all over the world. Only ghosts remained here now, she thought. The ghosts of a way of life; the ghosts of not only the American Dream, but the dream of the Family of Man.
“You okay?” Dave asked.
She said, “Yes,” but he knew she was not so he replied, “We won’t be in here too long,” and she said nothing else.
They kept moving forward into the yellowed gloom. A tarnished trumpet lay on the warped floor. Gideon has left the building, Olivia thought. That almost made her laugh, but there was too much sadness in this ruin, too much expectation and promise gone and lost. She dared not let herself think about what might have happened to many of the students, parents and teachers. Some of them might have been among the Gray Men…if not here, then somewhere else.
“This,” Dave said, “must be the place.”
He had stopped in the hallway just ahead of her. On either side of rows of lockers was a door marked library with a cracked glass inset. “Let’s take a look,” Dave told her, but before he opened the door he slid the .357 Magnum revolver out of his belt holster and clicked off the safety.
Olivia followed him in, and left the door open behind them.
It was a pretty mess. A complete disaster. The windows were broken out and the rain and wind had swept in and all the standing shelves had gone over. Everything was scattered and drenched. Yellow and green mold grew in patches on the walls and the floor, and both the visitors knew not to touch that. There was a sickly-sweet odor in the air, a vile miasma of corruption. Part of the ceiling had collapsed and wires and pipes were hanging down. On the floor the books were everywhere, locked together by dampness and mold.
They stood looking at the room in silence.
“Jeez,” Dave finally said. He frowned and wished he had a cigarette. “I guess none of the bastards like to read, huh?”
Now that did strike Olivia. She laughed, a pure and hearty laugh, and Dave liked the sound of it. He gave a tight, passing smile and shrugged. The light was bad in here. He didn’t like the idea of getting on his knees in that muck and weird mold and hunting for road maps. The place looked like somebody had turned it upside down and shaken it a few times. He thought they needed a shovel to go through all this, or at least rubber gloves. He cursed himself for not thinking of that. But they were here now, so where to begin?
Good question.
He began to try to move books aside with his foot, and this worked okay at first but at the lower level things had turned gluey and were stuck to the floor. Some of the books looked to have nearly melted away, and there was no telling what they once had been. He saw nothing of maps or road atlases, and he asked himself how would he know any if he saw them in this wet mess?
“Would this do?” Olivia had placed her foot on a battered world globe that lay on the floor.
“I don’t think so. I don’t know.” Dave heard a note of resignation in his voice. “Even if we found maps, I don’t know what we’d be looking for. Christ…this didn’t exactly turn out like I thought it would.” He kicked some melted books aside. “Stupid, I guess.”
“Not stupid,” said Olivia. “Hopeful.”
“Yeah. Well…maybe that’s as stupid as you can get these days.”
Olivia began moving the fragments and wet skeletons of books aside with her booted foot as well. So much for the ideas and intellect of men, she thought. She uncovered some blue-bound Hardy Boys mysteries, and at that she almost teared up again. Stay strong, she told herself. Easy to say, tough to do. “I’ve known you long enough,” she said, “to know you’re the kind of man who doesn’t believe in…let’s say…miracles. But this boy has changed your mind? Dave, if this is even a real place, it could be anywhere. And why? What’s telling him to go there?”
“He’s a weird kid,” was all Dave could offer, as he continued to search through the sodden mess.
“Yes, I get that. But sometimes…you know…dreams are just dreams. I’ve had plenty of bad ones. Sure you have too.”
“Yeah,” Dave said. He looked at Olivia in the dim yellow light. “I know it’s crazy. I know being here, doing this, is crazy. But still…you know Ethan is right. JayDee does too. We can’t hang on much longer. We’re going to have to move…find some other place, if we want to stay alive.”
“You think the White Mansion is that place?”
“Hell if I know, but Panther Ridge is about done.” He took his dirty baseball cap off, wiped the small beads of sweat from his forehead and then put the cap back on. “Ethan is different, Olivia. Whether that’s good or bad, I don’t know. But he’s helped us so far…I believe that. Call me stupid or crazy or whatever you like, but I’m here…that’s all I know.”
She had no answer for any of that. She saw the librarian’s office and the check-out counter across the room. A rack of DVD movies had fallen over and plastic cracked under her feet as she approached the counter. In all this chaos a small metal statue of a football player stood upright on the countertop, holding a little paper American flag in one fist and a football cradled in the other arm like a beloved child.
With Olivia’s next forward step, the floor beneath her suddenly sagged. There was a thick wet sound of something rotted giving way. She cried out as her right leg went through the floor. She thought she was going all the way through into the basement and she nearly let go of her rifle to grab at the tiles around her but then she stopped, just the one leg dangling down into darkness.
Dave was there at her side in an instant, helping her up. “Easy, easy,” he said. “You okay? Hurt your leg?”
“Bumped my knee pretty good. That’s about it. Watch the floor, it bites.”
“Yeah, I see.” Dave peered into the hole but could really see nothing but dark. Water dripped down there and from the basement rose an acrid, musty odor as if from a diseased garden of poison mushrooms. “Careful.”
“You too. Hey,” she said, having seen something of interest. “There’s a file cabinet behind the counter. Worth opening up.”
“Right. Come on, stay with me.”
They went around behind the check-out counter to the file cabinet, which appeared to have survived undamaged through whatever storm had raged in here. Dave opened the top drawer to find what appeared to be a couple of years’ worth of school newspapers, the Gazette. The second drawer held boxes of supplies like pencils, pens, rubber bands, gem clips and the like. The third drawer was mostly empty except for a few pads of printer paper, and the fourth and last drawer held two mousetraps.
“More drawers behind the check-out counter,” Olivia noted, and she found herself limping over there because she really had taken a hard shot to the knee. Thing’s going to swell up on me, she thought. Magnifico! Just what she needed, to have to hobble around for a few days like an old grandmother.
She opened the top drawer behind the counter and found another supply of pens, notepads, paper clips and someone’s stash of several flavors of Orbit gum. The next drawer held a thick red-and-gold yearbook The Mountaineer from the past year, a couple of old cell phones that must have been confiscated on The Day, and…nearly hidden under the yearbook was something else. She lifted The Mountaineer out and saw the cover of a highway twisting through a pine forest. It was a Rand-McNally United States Road Atlas, three years old. A dead roach had been smashed flat between The Mountaineer and McNally. “Here!” Olivia said, as she took the road atlas out. A librarian’s stern command was written across the cover in red Sharpie: Not To Leave This Room.
“Got what you need,” she told Dave, with not just a little measure of triumph.
Dave came over to see. “Yes!” He was aware he hadn’t sounded excited in a very long time, and this note in his voice surprised him. “Okay, then. Good! It’s a start, at least.” He rolled the atlas up and stuck it into the waistband of his jeans. “I don’t know what we’ll be looking for, but—”
The floor cracked. Just a quiet noise, but an ominous one.
“I think we should—” get out of here, Olivia was going to say, but she didn’t have the chance.
Something was crawling up from the hole in the library floor.
It came up, swaying like a cobra. It was thin and gray-fleshed and had been a woman at one time, for the sagging exposed breasts and the scraggly patches of long, white hair. The sunken eyes in the skull-like face darted here and there, seeking either the sources of the human voices or where the smell of the fresh meat was coming from. The claw-like hands scrabbled to pull the body completely free but something seemed to be obstructing it, and the thing’s mouth twisted with frustration and a little rattling noise came from the dry throat. Olivia started to cry out but checked herself. No time for that. Grim-lipped, she swung her rifle up to fire instead.
The library’s floor rippled and heaved like a dirty ocean wave. The wet tiles burst open as clawed hands pushed their way free. Dave thought at first that he and Olivia had stumbled across a sleeping nest of Gray Men, and this was partly true…but in the next few seconds, as the floor continued to split apart and the glistening gray flesh slid out he realized with another start of horror that something very different had been incubating in the basement of the Ethan Gaines High School.
Dave had worked as a teenager on a crew demolishing old houses and hauling the timbers and bricks away. Hey, hey! the foreman had called one hot August afternoon. Looky over here!
And so Dave had seen, caught within a wall that had just been broken open, the sight of a dozen or more rats squealing and scrambling in their attempt to escape, but they had been joined and nearly knotted tail-to-tail in a circle and could not go in any one direction, and a few had died and begun to rot while the living ones continued to thrash wildly, their teeth bared, eyes glittering and breath rasping in their desperation.
It’s a Rat King, the foreman had said. Seen only one of ’em before, my whole life. They
got stuck in a little space, peed on each other, and their tails growed together. Nasty!
The foreman had lifted his shovel and gone to work smashing the Rat King, which died in a bloody and chittering mess. To Dave had gone the honor of throwing the remains into a garbage can.
Now, many years later in this nightmare world, Dave McKane was watching a Rat King made up of Gray Men crawling from the broken floor.
Their legs had grown together into something resembling long, thin tentacles not unlike rat tails. Some of the bodies had been engulfed by other bodies so that they had nearly disappeared one into the other, cannibalized or absorbed, and maybe there were twenty or more of them in this Rat King circle, what had been men, women, and children, and heads and arms were not always where they were supposed to be. What remained of their clothes were sodden, dark-stained rags. Scabrous gray flesh pulled itself up from the basement. The ruined faces and misshapen heads strained on their necks. In some of the gaping mouths glinted teeth like little razor blades, and in others showed rows of sharklike rippers.
Dave realized at once that there were two problems.
This Rat King circle shared a common purpose and a direction, and the writhing monster lay between him, Olivia, and the way out.
Her face a rictus of terror, Olivia had backed up and was pressed against him. The thing struggled to get free from the basement, with wet books and moldy pages plastered upon its flesh. The Rat King of Gray Men made no noise but a hissing and a slithering, and now it appeared to be gathering its tentacles beneath itself in an effort to stand. Dave thought that if they were going to get out of here they had to go now.
He opened fire with his Magnum, which was incredibly loud and bright with its bloom of flame. Two shots, and two of the nightmarish faces were blasted away. Then Olivia’s rifle spoke, drilling a hole through the white-haired head of the female creature that had first begun to climb out. Black fluid spurted from the wound. Dave grasped Olivia’s shoulder, shouted, “Let’s move!” in the strongest voice he could summon and pulled her with him around the counter. The mass of melded-together Gray Men moved faster; it reached for them with serpentine arms. A gray mallet of a hand with seven fingers grasped Olivia’s right ankle and she would’ve fallen into the midst of them had Dave not held onto her with all his strength. Olivia sent a bullet into what might have once been a human shoulder, and she pulled free with the resolve that if she didn’t, she was dead. Dave fired again into one of the faces. Gray flesh and dark matter spattered the library walls. A low moaning like a chorus of the damned rose from the creature. The thing was hauling itself forward on elbows and gray bellies, the broken heads lolling. The tentacled appendages pushed at the floor. The bared teeth of the remaining heads snapped at Olivia and Dave, and a gray forest of arms reached out for bloody sustenance. The two humans in the room opened fire once more at a range of no further than four or five feet. Dave’s revolver went empty and he drew the Uzi from its holster, spraying the thing’s body with 9mm bullets.
With a high, eerie cry that came from each mouth at the same time, the mutated horror suddenly began to retreat, pulling itself back to its cavern beneath the floor. There was room enough to get past. Dave shoved Olivia toward the door, mindful of her knee but mindful also of keeping them both alive. He fired his last bullet of the clip into the gray body and saw what looked to be a child’s distorted face in its depths, either grown into or consumed by the others. The eyes were open and the mouth, which had no lower jaw, gaped wide as if in perpetual hunger or torment. Then Dave was out the door. They ran for daylight, Olivia damning her hurt knee and moving as fast as she could. Dave stayed beside her, giving her a shoulder to lean on. He thought that if either one of them dared to look back, it would prove their sanity had been permanently checked out in the Ethan Gaines library.
Neither one looked back, but Olivia was sobbing when she untied her horse and swung herself up. Dave was too tough to cry, but his stomach betrayed him. His breakfast of a pair of biscuits and a few spoonfuls of Spam came up. His horse smelled the mutated flesh on him and tried to run before he could get himself firmly in the saddle.
No one had to say Ride or Go or Let’s
get the hell out of here.
They rode. Behind them, as the horses galloped toward the uncertain safety of Panther Ridge, the vultures were disturbed by the commotion. Some flew up off the burned carcasses they were consuming, but after a few moments they settled down again over the dead monsters in the parking lot like a black shroud and fought for their places at the feast.
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Kidneys, stomach. Large intestine, small intestine, pancreas. Liver, spleen, lungs. Brain, heart. Ethan was sitting in a chair in his apartment. The chair was made of scuffed brown leather and used to be a recliner but the mechanism was jammed. A candle lantern burned on a small table beside him. The table was crooked because the floor was crooked. The first sickly light of morning had begun to creep through the duct-taped windows. Ethan wore his dark green p.j. bottoms and a gray t-shirt. He had slept a little during the night, maybe a couple of hours straight. Even asleep, he’d been listening for the siren that meant the Gray Men were coming back, but it had been four nights since he’d found out he could make earthquakes. He felt like a raw nerve and a twisted muscle. When he’d gotten out of bed the first time he’d gone into the bathroom with the candle lantern, lifted his t-shirt and inspected his chest in the mirror. Then as much of his back as he could see.
The doc was right.
He didn’t think he ought to be alive.
John Douglas had wanted him to come down to the hospital yesterday afternoon for another checkup. He didn’t want to because he knew what he looked like, but he did anyway. They did the shot of saline solution while a man with a shotgun stood nearby. Just a precaution, JayDee had said. Not that I don’t trust you.
Ethan’s blood pressure was checked. No problem. Then when JayDee asked Ethan to take off his shirt to check the heartbeat was when the doc made a noise between a choke and a gasp and it seemed for a minute that he was going to press his hand against his mouth to stop any more sounds from coming out, but then JayDee got his bearings back and he said in a tight voice, “You’ve seen yourself, I’m guessing.”
“Yes sir.”
“Turn around, if you please.”
“Same on my back,” Ethan said.
“Let’s take a look.”
Ethan obeyed. The bruises were worse. They were still as black as a midnight funeral and now they had converged. There was no area of unbruised flesh on his chest, stomach or back down to the bottom of his spine. His sides were mottled with purple and green, the tendrils of one huge bruise reaching around to connect with the other.
“Damn,” said the man with the shotgun, whose name Ethan thought was Lester.
JayDee approached Ethan with caution. “I’m going to listen to your heart,” he said, as if asking permission, and Ethan nodded. “Okay,” JayDee said when he’d finished that, but he still had the stethoscope plugged into his ears. “Now…I want to listen to your lungs. Just take a deep breath when I ask you, and let it out slowly. Right?”
“You’re the doctor,” Ethan said.
JayDee began his work. “Breathe. That hurt you any?”
“A little.”
He moved around to Ethan’s back. “Breathe. Coughing up anymore blood?”
“No sir.”
“Another deep breath, please.” When JayDee was finished he came back around to look into Ethan’s face. “Les,” he said quietly as he took off the stethoscope and put it aside, “you can leave us now.”
“Sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure. Go ahead.” He waited for Les to shut the warped door behind him, as much as it would shut. Cracks from the earthquake riddled the walls. JayDee said, “You can put your shirt back on,” and Ethan did. “Have a seat.” JayDee motioned toward a chair, but Ethan said, “I’m okay standing.”
“Well, I’m sitting down then.” JayDee eased himself into the chair. Something creaked; either the chair or his weary bones. The doc stretched his legs out before him and, staring at Ethan, rubbed his clean-shaven chin.
“You know what I’m going to say,” JayDee ventured.
Ethan shrugged, but he knew.
“At a time like this, a man needs a good stout drink of rye whiskey,” JayDee said. “That was my drink of choice. In the quiet of the evening, before a nice fire in the hearth…a little Frank Sinatra on the stereo…way before your time, I know…and all was right with the world. Deborah…my wife, bless her soul…would sit with me and listen to the music or read. Oh, maybe that sounds boring to you. Does it?” This time his white eyebrows did not go up; it was a question that did not expect an answer. “Well, it was a life,” he went on. “A damned good life.” He gave a sad, crooked smile. “What I wouldn’t give for that again, and as boring as you please. For two years now…Hell has visited earth. In many forms, too terrible to recount.” His smile that was not really a smile faded and the expression in his eyes sharpened. “Tell me about the white mansion,” he said. “I mean…Dave’s already told me. But you tell me. All right? Wait…before you say anything…I’ll tell you that a couple of days ago Dave and Olivia went down to the high school’s library to find maps to help figure out where this white mansion might be. Dave’s thinking it might be the name of a town. Somewhere.” He added a little sarcasm to that word. “They did find a road atlas. They won’t talk about what happened over there, but Olivia hurt her knee a little bit. While she was in here she started shaking and crying, and she was about to go to pieces. I gave her a sedative, the best I could do. Dave won’t talk about it either. So I want you to know, Ethan…that something terrible happened to them down there…while they were…let’s say…acting on your behalf. It had to be bad…because I saw how bad it was in Dave’s face. And when you can read that in his face…brother, it was a whole big bag of bad.”
Ethan nodded. He didn’t know what to say. The best he could manage was, “I didn’t ask them to do that.”
“No, you didn’t. But…you see…it’s this white mansion thing. And the earthquake you said you caused. And that Dave believes that somehow you knew the spring was there under the swimming pool. Those things. Kinda hard for a rational person to swallow, isn’t it?”
“I guess.”
“But,” JayDee went on, his brow furrowed, “Dave has a point. What’s rational anymore? What makes sense? I’ve seen what looks like a man explode into something covered with black spikes, right in that secure room you were locked up in when you first got here. Seen a teenaged girl’s face implode, and suddenly it was a mouth filled with greedy little teeth that tried to bite my head off, until Dave shot the thing to pieces. Does that make sense? Well…maybe it does if you’re a Gorgon or a Cypher. See, I think they’re making weapons out of what used to be human beings. Experimenting on them. On us. They’ve got a real slam-bang weapons program going on, they’re wanting to see what works and what doesn’t. Maybe they’re just doing it because they can, and that’s their way. What do you think, Ethan? You brought that up about the Gorgons and Cyphers fighting over the border. That’s what you said, right?”
“Yes,” said Ethan quietly.
“Why did you say that? What information do you have that I, Dave, Olivia and everyone else here doesn’t have?”
Ethan didn’t answer for a moment. Then he said, just as quietly, “I know it’s true. It’s what they’re fighting over. The border between their—”
“What are you?” JayDee suddenly asked, and he drew his legs back as if they might be in danger of black spikes or a mouthful of little daggers. “You and I both know…those injuries you have…they should’ve killed you. And the bruises are worse, aren’t they? Yet your blood pressure is fine, your lungs are in good shape, and your heart’s just ticking along. And let me tell you…your lungs ought to be so clogged full of blood you couldn’t draw a breath, and I still don’t know how you’re walking. God, if I only had an X-ray machine and some power to run it! So…young man who doesn’t know his name or remember anything about his life before he suddenly woke up running across a field…what exactly are you, because I don’t think you’re human.”
The statement tainted the air. Ethan felt a spark of anger grow into a flame. “You think I’m something they made? Like…a secret weapon? That I’m supposed to explode or grow two heads or something? Is that it?”
“I’d say somebody who can create an earthquake just by wanting to make it happen already has got a little secret weapon in him. My question is, what else is in there you don’t know about?”
Ethan stared at JayDee. Did a little heat ripple in the air between them? Ethan said, “Kidneys, stomach. Large intestine, small intestine, pancreas. Liver, spleen, lungs. Brain, heart. Those are things I know I have. I am human, sir. And I’m remembering something, too. It’s getting clearer and the details are filling in. I’m in a room, sitting at a desk under a green desk lamp, and I’m putting together a model of the Visible Man. You know what that is?”
“I had one. Every kid who ever grew up to be a doctor probably put that thing together.”
“Okay. I’m looking at my desk, and that’s what I see lying there. The parts. Kidneys, stomach, large intestine, small intestine, pancreas, liver, spleen, lungs, brain, and heart. I’ve got them arranged in that order, to be painted. My jars of paint are sitting there. The brand is Testors. A woman with dark hair comes into the room…and she starts to speak, but I can’t hear what she says.” Sadness pierced him like a blade; not only sadness, but a deep sense of desperation. Tears burned his eyes. “I want to hear, but I can’t. And…what I want most of all…most of all…is for her to speak my name, because I think she’s my mother, but…if she does say it, I can’t hear it. Or maybe I just can’t recognize it anymore.” He wiped his eyes and stared at the floor. A shiver passed through him, quick and then gone. “I’m human. I know I am.” And then he looked up into the careful eyes of John Douglas, and Ethan said what he was really thinking: “I’ve got to be.”
It was another moment before JayDee spoke. “You have no idea what the white mansion is? You just believe it’s a place you have to get to?”
Ethan nodded.
“Well,” said JayDee, as thickly as if he had a mouthful of sand, “Dave believes it too. Maybe Olivia does. She’s not saying much lately. But I know Dave’s been going through that road atlas. There’s no town in these United…in this country,” he corrected himself, “bearing that name. Dave took my magnifying glass—the last one I have, incidentally—and he’s been going through that atlas page by page. He must be nearly blind by now. I hear he’s not sleeping very much either. I just wanted you to know.”
“Okay,” said Ethan, who thought he should respond in some way.
“You can go now, if you want to. Me, I’m just going to sit here for awhile and think…or maybe try not to think.”
H
Kidneys, stomach. Large intestine, small intestine, pancreas. Liver, spleen, lungs. Brain, heart.
Sitting in the broken recliner in the apartment of a dead man, with the thin sickly light of morning coming through the duct-taped windows, Ethan can see those plastic organs lying before him on the desktop. The dark-haired woman comes in. She is smiling, and Ethan thinks she is pretty, but her face is really just a blur. And what he wants to say is Speak my name, but he does not and she does not, and he returns his gaze to the shell of the Visible Man that he so desires to make complete.
He heard a tapping at the door, which like so many others had been sawed so that it closed firmly in the misshapen frame.
“Who is it?” he called.
The voice was a tired mumble. “Dave. Got something.”
At once, Ethan was up and opening the door. Dave came in looking like he’d been on a three-day binge. He was wearing dirty jeans and a faded brown t-shirt that had so many holes in it a pitbull could have been using it as a chewrag. His hair was a touseled mess, and his eyes were weary, swollen maybe from deciphering too much small print. In his right hand was a page torn from the road atlas and in his left was the magnifying glass. “Might have something,” he amended, holding up the page. “Want you to take a look.” He came in as Ethan stepped aside. Dave went to the candle lantern. “Map of southeastern Utah,” he said. “You probably won’t need the magnifier, but I sure as hell did.”
Ethan took the page as Dave offered it.
Dave touched the map with a forefinger. “There. About midway between the two towns of Monticello and Blanding. It’s at the eastern edge of the Manti-La-Sal National Forest. See that?”
Ethan did. White Mansion Mtn., it read. 10,961 ft.
“It’s over three hundred miles from here as the eagle flies. But we’re not eagles.” Dave rubbed his eyes. “That’s what I found. Ring any bells?” 
“No, nothing. But maybe that’s it?” 
Dave gave a short bark of a laugh. “Maybe? Maybe? You know what’s it’s like searching those maps with a magnifying glass, hour after hour?”  Dave hadn’t realized until he and Olivia had gotten back to Panther Ridge that the last few maps and the index had been ripped out. It had been close work, and hoping the White Mansion wasn’t up in Canada because those were the missing maps. He had scoured everything remaining…all towns, military bases, lakes, bays, mountains, canyons, and at last had come to the name of the mountain in Utah. 
“I don’t know anything about that area,” he said, “but I know to get there would be…like…a miracle. Going south to Denver, crossing the Rockies on I-70, with the Gray Men and the aliens everywhere. So, when you say maybe that’s it…that doesn’t make me feel too very confident.”
“How am I supposed to know for sure?” was Ethan’s next question, delivered flatly and as a matter-of-fact.
Dave looked down at the floor as if he were trying to control an outburst. It took him a moment to get himself stabilized; he was tired, hungry, and thirsty, and he figured he’d aged his eyes by about five years in the past two days. But when he lifted his gaze to Ethan again and spoke, his face was calm, and his voice as quiet as he could force it to be under the circumstances. “That’s the only White Mansion I could find. Either that’s it or not. Either, like you say, something you don’t understand is trying to guide you there, or it was just a bad dream and it meant absolutely fucking nothing. But I’ve decided to believe in you, Ethan. I’ve decided to listen to you. Got that?”
Ethan stared into Dave’s eyes, his own face betraying no emotion. “Have you decided to follow me?” he asked. “If I go there, are you going with me? Is Olivia? Dr. Douglas? Anyone else?”
“You’ll never make that by yourself. God only knows how anybody could make that trip.”
“That’s no answer. Sir,” he added.
Dave took the map back from Ethan. He felt near collapse, near just lying down in a corner somewhere and peering into the Magnum’s barrel until he gathered enough courage to pull the trigger. But still…damn it…the White Mansion. And this boy…this damned strange boy who JayDee had said ought to be lying six feet under by now. This boy…maybe an experiment by either Cyphers or Gorgons? So why was he here, and what was to be done with him?
“You ask too many questions,” Dave said. “Right now I’m going back to my place and get some sleep. We’ll talk about this later…when I can think straight.” So saying, he turned away from Ethan and left the apartment, half-walking and half-staggering, with the map from the road atlas in one hand and the magnifying glass in the other.
The White Mansion, Ethan thought after Dave had gone.
Go there. It’s important. Somehow…really important.
And he asked himself, that if he knew it was somehow really important, then how come he didn’t know why? If his mind or whatever it was guiding him was only giving him bits and pieces, clues that right now made no sense…why wasn’t it giving him the whole picture, so he could understand?
Over three hundred miles from here as the eagle flies, Dave had said. But we’re not
eagles.
It was a long way, to depend on a voice in a dream and a voice inside himself urging him to go. A long way, with all that out there, the Gray Men hungering for meat, and the Gorgons and Cyphers forever at war. And how were they supposed to get there? By walking? By the horses, which meant taking the last food from these people? And what would they do for food on the journey? How
could it be done?
Ethan sat down and stared at the glow of the candle lantern. The morning’s light was getting stronger, a yellowish hue. Ethan figured it was going to be what people used to call a “nice day”, considering how screwed up the atmosphere was.
I should be dead, he thought. But I’m human. I know I am. I remember a mother and a house and a room with a desk lamp and on the table, bottles of Testors paint and the plastic organs lined up. But I should be dead…and instead of that I am here staring at a candle and wondering…
….who will go with me, when I go?
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With the passage of three more days, life as such went on at Panther Ridge. Water was collected from the spring that had filled up the swimming pool. Another horse was slaughtered, and on that day Olivia Quintero did not emerge from her apartment. John Douglas talked a weeping young man out of killing himself, his wife, and little boy, but while he was doing that, a middle-aged woman who used to be a watercolor artist in Loveland blew her head off with a shotgun in the dark confines of Apartment 278. Work went on to strengthen the wall, as always. Up in the machine-gun towers the nightwatchmen saw the distant flickering of either lightning or two worlds at war over the border.
On that same night, Ethan Gaines walked the perimeter, lost in thought. The pull from the White Mansion was stronger now, and it was hard to sleep. The complex was quiet; it was about two in the morning, he figured. A few other people were up, walking alone or talking in small groups. He saw a woman sobbing with her head against a man’s shoulder, and the man had a drawn, weary face and eyes that saw nothing. He saw a teen-aged girl lying on the ground staring up at the sky as if trying to pierce the mysteries there. She was hampered by that because she wore a black eyepatch over her left eye, but it was decorated with small stick-on rhinestones. She was about his age, he thought, and she had blonde hair and a pretty oval face with a small cleft in the chin. Maybe she was sixteen or seventeen, he decided. She didn’t look at him as he passed by; her study was the stars that could be seen faintly through the drifting clouds. He saw a circle of a dozen people on their knees in the grass, heads bowed and eyes squeezed tightly shut as if that would speed their prayers; maybe they stayed there all night praying, he didn’t know.
And that led to a question for him: where was God in all this?
Was the same God those people fervently prayed to the God who had created the Gorgons and Cyphers? Did God favor one civilization over the other, or were all left to the rolling of the celestial dice?
The White Mansion, he thought. It intruded upon him night and day, breaking in like an unwanted commercial in this ragged movie of his life. I’ve got to get there, somehow.
We’re not eagles, Dave had said. And Dave was not speaking to him lately, had not spoken to him since that early morning revelation. There was no plan, there was just the waiting. And Ethan saw very clearly, as he walked with the weight of the unknown burdening his shoulders, that these people were waiting to die. Their hope was running out like the sand in the hourglass. Everyone had their limit; when that limit was reached…blammo, off to meet the Maker.
This is shit, Ethan thought as he looked at the broken-down, crooked and messed-up apartment buildings. No one can stay here. If they want to live, they have to move because movement is life. Going somewhere is life. But here behind these stone walls that are worked on day and night…they are just waiting to find the limit of their hope, and it comes to everybody.
Even if you died on the road to somewhere, he thought…at least you tried.
H
“Hola,” someone said. “Can’t sleep?”
Ethan stopped. He’d almost walked right into Olivia, who was on her own circuit of the perimeter. She was carrying a lantern and was wearing faded jeans and a blue-patterned blouse. She had on a pair of sneakers the color of a bright yellow tennis ball, but dirtier. The candlelight showed a dazed look in her eyes. Ethan thought she was just barely holding herself together, but she was not too far gone to forget to wear her pistol in its holster around her waist.
“Oh,” Ethan said. “Hi. Yeah. I mean…no, I can’t sleep.”
“Me neither. Not lately. I’m out of sleeping pills. Been thinking of hitting myself in the head with a hammer, but I’m not ready for anything that drastic.”
Ethan gave her a guarded smile that did not hold very long, because there were important things to say. “Dave showed me the map. Did he tell you?”
“He did. White Mansion Mountain in southeastern Utah, a long way from here.”
“A pretty long way,” Ethan agreed.
“Maybe you and your parents visited that place once. Maybe that’s why you want to go there, because you’re remembering.”
“I don’t think so. There’s no father,” he said.
“What?”
“In the house I’m starting to remember, where I’m sitting at the desk putting together my Visible Man. Did JayDee tell you about that?”
“Yes.”
“I thought he would. Well…there’s a dark-haired woman who I think is my mother, but I don’t think I have a father. There’s just…not a presence there. I mean, I did have a father, but I think he left when I was a little boy.”
Olivia lifted the lantern to view his face as if she’d never really studied it before. Ethan’s sharp blue eyes glinted; his jaw was set. He looked ready for something, but she didn’t know what. He looked expectant. He shifted his weight from foot to foot, and seemed as uneasy as a horse sensing the killing blade. “Walk with me,” she said, and started off. She was still limping a little and her knee was taped up under the jeans, but otherwise she was okay if one didn’t consider the nightmares that had interrupted her sleep since that morning in the library. More than once she’d awakened in a cold sweat as a wave of mutated flesh and biting teeth had rolled up at her from a broken floor, and in those nightmares there was no Dave McKane to help her.
Ethan walked with her, noting the limp. “JayDee said you hurt your knee.”
“It’s nothing. Need to walk to keep the blood moving.”
They had gone only a few paces more when something glowing bright blue streaked across the sky above Panther Ridge. It was maybe four or five hundred feet up, and it moved in a blur but soundlessly. Ethan and Olivia watched it disappear into the clouds beyond. In about three seconds there was a faint hum that became louder and louder still until it became a high-pitched shriek that would have left no one in the complex asleep, and suddenly a red and pulsing sphere with a fiery halo around it came out of the clouds and darted after the blue object. It, too, was quickly lost from sight.
“They’re active tonight,” Olivia said tonelessly. She saw candles and oil lamps going on in what remained of windows across the complex. There would be no more sleeping this night. Many times they had seen the battling lights in the night sky, seen and heard distant explosions and the otherworldly sounds of alien weapons at work, but how could anyone get used to it? “Come on, let’s keep walking,” she told Ethan, since both of them had stopped to watch the quick and deadly spectacle. “Okay,” she said after a moment more. “About the White Mansion.”
“I have to get there.” In his voice there was no hesitation. “Soon.”
“All right.” Olivia wondered if the glint of his eyes meant he was feverish. “How do you figure on getting there? Walking?”
“It would take too long.” What he said next just came to him, like a memory, or like another voice speaking through him. “I have to get there soon or the chance might be lost.”
“Chance?” She frowned, a little unnerved by this word. “What chance do you mean?”
He opened his mouth, about to speak but not knowing exactly what he was going to say. He had no choice but to trust in whatever was guiding him, whatever was trying to pull—or push—him on this dangerous and maybe crazy journey. He opened his mouth, but before any words could come out a sizzling white-hot thing shot across the sky above Panther Ridge and then another and another and suddenly dozens of them, sounding like bacon fat in a skillet, until the sky was crisscrossed with them and they left trails that burned the eyeballs. Up in the clouds there was thunder and lightning and then lightning and thunder but the lightning was red and blue and the thunder was the deep boom of ocean waves crashing against a jagged shore…harder and harder, louder and louder.
“Jesus,” Olivia whispered, her eyes on the heavens. Beside her, Ethan’s muscles had tensed and his heart was pounding. His lungs did hurt, he thought. Have to tell the doc about that…but in the next instant he thought too late…too
late…
“Too late,” he heard himself say, as if from a vast and unfathomable distance.
“What?” she asked him, a frantic note in her voice. And again, when he didn’t answer: “What?”
From the clouds descended a monster.
Ethan figured it was nearly twice as big as the Gorgon ship he’d seen destroyed over the muddy field. It was the same triangular shape with the same prehistoric monster markings of brown, yellow, and black, but yet not wholly the same because each craft was different. It was razor-thin, had no openings nor ports and six of the eight electric-blue orbs that pulsed at its belly had gone dead black. Dozens of spheres of white-hot energy were attacking it from all sides, and the orbs tried to explode as many as they could but the ones getting through were burning red-edged holes in the reptilian hide. There was an electric smell in the air and the smell of charred meat that had been placed on a grill when it was already three days rotten. It was a swampy smell, the odor of firebombed rattlesnakes that had been left to decay under a hot August sun. There came the high-pitched, fingernail-on-blackboard and viper hiss of agony. The Gorgon ship was coming down upon the Panther Ridge Apartments. Olivia realized it a few seconds after Ethan, because her brain was stunned. It had seized up, run out of the lubrication of reality. Others realized what was about to happen too, for a sudden screaming and wailing arose from the apartment complex like voices of the doomed from the very center of Hell.
The tremendous bulk of the Gorgon ship shivered. Around it now could be seen maybe a hundred or more of the small black craft of the Cyphers, each hardly big enough to carry a human-sized pilot, with swept-back, vibrating wings, and a sharply pointed nosecone. Their skins glistened wetly, as they darted in and out and the white spheres of flame shot from the wings six at a time. They moved fast and silently, stopping to hover for a second or jink to one side or another like flying insects. Occasionally one was hit by a blue spark of energy and exploded into flying tatters, but there were too many.
Still screaming, the Gorgon ship had lost its equilibrium. It began to tilt to the left, and as it did some of the Cypher craft became blurs of incredible speed and speared themselves into the belly of the beast. They then exploded in white fireballs that scorched the eyes and burned more holes into the ship, and now from the craft’s belly came bursts of dark liquid that spattered down upon the bones of the vulture-plucked Gray Men still reaching from their graves in the earth.
One of the men in a machine-gun tower began to fire at the descending ship, which was like throwing wads of paper at concrete. Ethan’s mind was racing, putting together speeds and trajectories of which he had no knowledge of learning; he realized the ship was going to clear the wall but that the apartment complex was doomed. Even as he thought this and the Gorgon craft continued on in its death drop, he was aware of figures emerging through the stones of the wall like ghosts, then becoming solid again. The Cypher soldiers had arrived. There were dozens of them, skeleton-thin and seven feet tall. Their black featureless non-faces looked to neither right nor left. Their black fleshy weapons with two barrels connected to their bodies by fluid-carrying veins were held at the ready, as they likely always were. Some of them blurred onward toward the apartments, while others stalked forward at a more cautious pace. Now pistol and rifle shots were ringing out as the inhabitants of Panther Ridge tried to defend themselves, but the bullets—if any hit their targets—had no effect.
Olivia cringed down and held a scream behind her teeth as the Gorgon craft hissed overhead and plowed into the ground just short of the first level of apartments. Its mass and speed dug a plume of concrete and earth before it as it continued up the hillside, crossing the tennis courts and the swimming pool and slamming nearly dead center into the first building, which crumpled before it as if made of the cheapest cardboard. Both Ethan and Olivia realized the hospital and JayDee’s apartment had just been destroyed. The dying Gorgon ship cleaved completely through the first level and smashed into the second building. Ethan knew his own apartment—and Dave’s and Olivia’s too—had just been reduced to kindling. The dust of ages swirled up into the air. The Gorgon craft stopped just short of the third building, which like the fourth was unoccupied. The damage had been done. Now the Cypher soldiers were closing in to make sure there were no Gorgon survivors.
Something had caught fire in the crushed midsection of the second level. Red flames were starting to curl upward. Screams came from the shattered buildings, along with more gunshots. The Gorgon ship lay still, its life liquid pouring from burned holes in the skin and steam rising up around it.
Someone had opened the metal-plated door and people who could still move were running and hobbling out to escape the battleground. “Oh,” Ethan heard Olivia gasp, and she held onto his shoulders as if fearful of being flung off the world. “Oh no…oh no…”
“Come on!” he said, and took her hand to lead her toward the open door. Cypher soldiers were still coming in, blurring their way through the wall and then reforming. They moved past the terrified people trying to get out, and someone fired a pistol point-blank at one of them but it vibrated out to invisibility an instant before the slug could connect.
Olivia pulled free. Her face was drawn as tightly as a mask; her eyes wore the shine of near-madness and tears had run down to her chin. “No,” she said, her voice low and strained. “I’m not…not going.”
“Yes you are!” Ethan grabbed at her hand again but once more she pulled free.
“I have to…find something,” she told him, and she began to walk not toward the way out but toward the crumpled and burning apartments. In her mind Vincent was in Apartment 227, and he was holding for her something he wanted her to have, and she would have it and then go, after everyone else had left. She would take from him the Magic Eight Ball, that joke gift, the gift that had laughter and love attached to it, because she realized even in her fugue that she could survive no longer without love and laughter, and she must have that gift from him or she would this night perish of a doubly broken heart.
“Olivia!” Ethan cried out. “Don’t go back there!”
But if she heard him she did not respond; she was as much a determined wraith as the Cypher soldiers who blurred past her through the billowing yellow dust. She kept going, step after step, her eyes swollen with both desperate sadness and the rage she had pushed down and pushed down and pushed down and did not know what to do with for she could not fight these creatures from other worlds. She kept going with the smell of fire and the dead-snake smell of the Gorgon ship in her nostrils and in her lungs, and she kept going unaware that Ethan Gaines walked at her side, silent also in his anger, his blue eyes glinting like the edges of blades in a strong light.
Bloodied and staggering survivors passed them, struggling on toward the wall. A few stopped and tried to turn Olivia away from the wreckage, but they gave it up when they saw her sightless eyes. Through the dust and the smoke, she continued on with Ethan beside her, and they walked alongside the downed Gorgon ship with its mortal wounds of burnt holes and within them a glimpse of raw red meat formed into hexagonal-shaped corridors, wet and gleaming with unknown fluids. The way ahead was blocked by rubble. Olivia chose another way, and still Ethan followed. What had been a balcony was on fire. Glass crunched underfoot. A mass of timbers and a stainless steel kitchen sink lay ahead. A railing was twisted like a piece of melted licorice. In the smoky gloom the shadows of Cypher soldiers moved about as flames chewed on broken chairs and coffee tables.
“We can’t get through!” Ethan said. “There’s no way!”
But there was a way. Olivia knew there must be. Vincent was waiting for her, and he was all right, so there must be a way. She walked past the remnant of a standing wall on which still hung a metallic-looking plastic Horn Of Plenty. Ethan saw there was nothing but rubble, smoke, dust, and destruction ahead of them. Beside them loomed the dead Gorgon craft, and they passed a gaping hole from which the dark red liquid had poured to make a swamp of alien blood around the mangled belongings of men.
A Cypher soldier was standing in front of them, its weapon trained and ready.
“Go away,” Ethan said, his voice weak but carrying enough strength to be heard over the crackling of flames. The soldier did not move for a few seconds, and then it stalked off into the ruins. Ethan knew it hadn’t understood him, but what was working behind that faceless mask was the belief that the inhabitants of this world were not worth the waste of energy.
“We have to go back,” Ethan told the woman, who had begun to sob and stumble as her resolve collapsed. He reached out for her hand, caught it and held her. “Olivia. Please. We have to go back…get out of here.”
“Not yet,” she answered, weeping. “Not yet…I’ve got to…find…Vincent. Vincent?” she called, into the dark cavern of despair. And louder: “Vincent?”
And that was when Ethan saw it coming, behind Olivia.
Through the smoke and dust, through the bloody swamp, through the tangle of timbers and broken walls…
…and it was not Olivia’s Vincent.
It was crawling at first…slithering…and then it began to rise up from the wreckage, and it was not a Cypher soldier either. It moved with what might have been a serpentine grace, a strange kind of fascinating beauty, yet as it came closer a cold terror gripped Ethan’s heart and his face contorted, and though he could not fully see the thing he could see enough to know that such a creature was so alien to men that it caused fear to freeze the body and the soul, that the guts drew tight and the stomach lurched, and he wanted to run from this transfixing horror but he could not leave Olivia and she had not seen yet…she had not seen but she saw his face and she was just about to turn and see what should not be seen by human eyes lest they be burned blind.
“NO!” the boy shouted.
And his free hand came up, palm outward, just as Olivia was turning, and to save the last of her sanity he wanted the Gorgon pilot to disappear, to be wiped from the face of this earth, and just in that instant his brain seemed to catch fire and the fire whipped down along his arm and into his hand. His palm burned as if it had been splashed with a bucketful of boiling oil. Did the air between himself and the creature contort? Did it change shape, become solid like a battering ram? Did it sparkle with flames that shot between himself and the alien like a thousand burning bullets?
Maybe all those.
Because in the next second the creature blew to pieces and Ethan was thrown backward, as if slammed by the recoil of an elephant gun. He had the sense to release Olivia’s hand before he broke her arm. He went down into the debris, felt a nail go through his jeans into the back of his right thigh, felt the breath whoosh out of his lungs and his burning brain throb as if it were about to explode.
Olivia’s arm had been nearly jerked out of its socket and would have been had Ethan not let go. She was full up with pain and yet she knew something had been there that was no longer there. She blinked into the gloom as the tears ran from her eyes and her mouth drooled threads of saliva. “What is it?” she asked, clenching a hand to her shoulder. “What is it? What is
it?”
She dared not take another step forward, because something terrible had been there and now it was in pieces she did not want to see.
Ethan got himself loose from the nail, struggled up and fell again to his knees. His head was pounding, he felt sick to his stomach and in his mouth was the taste of bitter ashes. With a true force of will he commanded himself to stand, and he did. Olivia stared at him, wide-eyed; she shivered and wavered on her feet, as if about to pass out. Beyond her, just at the edge of recognition, Ethan saw something else slither away through the debris. He tried to speak, could not find his voice, tried again, and said, “We have to go now.”
“Go,” Olivia repeated dully. Then: “Yes. We have to go.”
Ethan looked at the palm of his hand that had seemingly been on fire. He expected to see it either covered with blisters or as one huge blister. Was the flesh a shade or two more red and maybe swollen a little? He couldn’t tell for sure. The burning sensation was gone from his hand, arm and shoulder. He was tired, and his brain ached. He didn’t look over at the thing that had been blown to bits; he just wanted to take Olivia’s hand and guide her out of here. He realized he had the alien blood—the ship’s blood—on his clothes. It smelled of the dead snake, and he wanted to be sick but there was no time for that because maybe the Cypher soldiers could smell it on him. They might swarm after him, and no insignificant humanity could save him.
He grasped Olivia’s hand and started them back the way they’d come, and now there were other figures walking near them but they were not Cyphers or Gorgons, they were bloodied and ragged survivors picking their way out of the debris. Ethan couldn’t recognize anyone. A man carried a little boy, and a woman staggered alongside, and all of them were battered and nearly nude for the clothes had been torn off them in the storm of destruction. An older man wearing a blood-covered shirt suddenly stopped walking and just sat down in a wicker chair as if waiting for the next bus to come along.
Olivia stared straight ahead, her crying now done, her face drawn and waxy. “We’ll be all right,” he told her, but he heard his voice tremble, and it sounded like the most stupid thing that had ever been said in the world. Where was Dave? What had happened to JayDee? What about Roger Pell, Kathy Mattson, Gary Roosa, Joel Schuster, and three or four other people he had at least spoken with? He doubted very many had lived through this…but…he was alive, and so was Olivia Quintero.
He thought that if the Gray Men came now, alerted by the noise and maybe the smell of blood, everything would be over. As it was…the Panther Ridge Apartments were finished as a refuge. The survivors were going to have to move, whether they wanted to or not.
The White Mansion, he thought.
Refuge or not, it was pulling at him harder than ever. He had to get there. Had to…but how? Who would help him on that journey, which seemed impossible? And he didn’t know what he would find there, but…
I just blew up a Gorgon, he thought. With my mind. Because I wanted to.
And he remembered John Douglas, in the hospital, sitting in that chair and asking What exactly are you, because I don’t think you’re human.
“I am,” said the boy, to no one, and Olivia was listening only to distant screams and cries for help and realizing she had come to her end as the leader of this sad fortress. “I am,” he said, and again with more force, “I am.”
But at the same time he knew.
No human could cause earthquakes by wanting them to happen. No human could destroy a horror as he had just done, by willing it hard enough.
Ethan began to cry, silently. He was lost, even as he guided Olivia onward. He was lost, and somehow…someway…
…he must find out who and what he was, or die trying.
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Even though they slept in separate beds, she knew when he got up. She knew why, without looking at the clock. She heard him draw a long, shuddering breath that spoke volumes. She kept her eyes closed, because she did not want to look at him, did not want him to know she was awake. She hated him. He was on his own.
The man who was known as Jefferson Jericho walked into the bathroom and closed the door before he turned on the light. His wife, Regina, remained exactly where she was. Maybe she squeezed her eyes shut a little tighter. She was remembering that morning in April, two years ago, when she decided she could take no more of it, not a minute more. He was out sitting in his blue Adirondack chair on the lawn, under the big oak, with his mug of coffee that had god is a high roller imprinted upon it. He drank his coffee black, with a half-spoonful of sugar. As always, he was sitting in that same place where the shadows cooled the Tennessee pasture. Horses pranced for him beyond the fence. She watched him stretch his legs out and grin at the sun and she thought I can’t take this anymore, not a minute, not a second.
So she left the porch that wound around the big English-styled manor of a house and she went to his office and opened the drawer where he kept his Smith & Wesson .38. She had watched him at his target practice, and she knew where the safety was and how to load the cylinder. She had been born on a farm, had come up the hard way into these riches that now tormented her, and by Christ she could fire a pistol if she had to.
And now Regina figured she had to.
With the gun loaded and ready and her yellow silk nightgown flagging around her in the morning’s sweet breeze, she walked off the porch and along the flagstone path that led past the decorative well and the gazebo. She dimly remembered that it was the third day of April and she had some dry cleaning to pick up, but fuck that.
Today was the day she was going to kill the preacherman.
The liar. The bastard. The twister of truth until you thought yourself a liar, and that your eyes and ears were no more than broken tools. She hated the way he grinned, hated the way he won everything, hated his luck and his handsomeness and his hand always outstretched to make some wayward young girl into a better Christian. And if she was pretty enough and pliable enough he could show her a glimpse of Heaven, but she had to be a High Roller, just like himself. Had to be a Dreamer and a Dare Taker and all those other buzzing buzz words and names and phrases meant to make people feel more important so they could be controlled just that much more easily.
Preacherman, Regina thought, and realized she was maybe crazy and maybe a little drunk still from the bourbon binge last night, my loyal husband and lover, companion and
fiend of the night…it’s time for you to pack that fucking grin away.
But most of all she was disappointed and destroyed, and she could not live like this or let him live another day. It was right, maybe, that they went together. The sixteen-year-old girl, the one who had the meth problem and had committed suicide, was the worst. That sad tear-stained piece of notebook paper Regina had found when she’d been gathering his suits for the dry cleaning. Had he wanted her to find that? Had he placed it there in the inner pocket so she would find it and realize how little she meant to him, and that she had better keep her mouth shut or all these High Roller riches would turn into smoke and ashes? And to find out he had been looting those girls and women, the ones who came to him burdened and life-beaten and begging his help? The ones from the drug program, and the unwed mothers, and the abused girls with the bruised eyes and the bleeding hearts that needed love?
Regina had known that girls who had trouble with their fathers were always looking for love, wherever they could find it. They were starved for it, and they needed to be filled. She knew, because she was one of them. And there grinning at the morning and all he surveyed from his favorite blue Adirondack chair sat the oh-so-handsome and oh-so-holy and oh-how-fucking-fatherly Jefferson Jericho, whose walls were about to fall because his farmgirl wife—older now, in her late thirties, ridden hard and put to bed wet—had suddenly found religion.
These walls were diseased. They were tainted and ugly, they were riddled with cracks and infested with vile creeping things.
A bullet would clean things right up. And then Regina would go back into the house, sit at the master’s desk and write the story of why she had done this and every dirty thing the detective agency had told her after their investigation, and at the end she would write down Jefferson’s real name so the world would know how the sins of Leon Kushman had taken him to a slab in the morgue.
She walked barefoot across the emerald Bermuda grass and came up silently behind him. She saw the vista he was seeing: below the hillock on which the Jericho house sat and beyond the pasture where the horses played was the town. His town, the one he’d envisioned and built. It was bathed this morning in sunlight and its copper-accented roofs glowed like heavenly gold. The town was named—appropriately for the woman who was about to cast the man out—New Eden. It was built to resemble an American town of the 1950s, though hardly anyone remembered what they had looked like anymore; it was a fantasy state of mind, if anything. The houses came in several different styles and sedate colors. They sat on small but expensive lots on streets that made radials all leading to the central, largest and most elaborate building, the Church of the High Rollers. From here, it seemed to Regina that the building was made not of milk-white stone but of milk-white wax, and to her it was worth about as much as a puddle of goo.
New Eden sat on what had been rolling hills and farmland thirty-six miles south of Nashville, Tennessee. Occasionally an entertainer who had been paid big bucks to embrace the High Roller doctrine came to give a concert on the equally big stage. That usually pulled in more of the artist’s fans. There was a waiting list to get into New Eden as long as a country road. There was even a waiting list to be hired as part of the groundskeeping service or the security patrols. Everybody, it seemed, wanted in through the gilded gates.
Today, Regina thought, there would be a vacancy in a very high place.
She started to speak, to say something like You greedy bastard, or I know everything, or I’m not
letting you do this any longer, but she decided to let the gun do the talking. As soon as the shot was heard down below, the security men in their golden Segway chariots would be racing up the long curving drive. So she wouldn’t have a lot of time to write her letter and finish herself off. It was time. Time time time…way past time.
She aimed the revolver at the top of Leon Kushman’s head of thick mink-brown hair and her finger started to squeeze the trigger. Her heart was beating very hard. She wondered if she should shield her face with her other hand, because she didn’t want any of his brains on her. No, no, she decided; she needed both hands to steady the gun.
Do it, she told herself.
Yes.
Now.
But just as Regina Jericho, the former Regina Clanton, began to put some strength into the trigger pull the sky blew up.
The noise was not the solemn voice of God speaking out to save the life of Jefferson Jericho. It was more like the ear-splitting blast of a thousand demonic voices shouting at once in harsh and unknown tongues, an explosion at the zenith of a Tower of Babel in Hell, and then it turned into the low dark mutterings of a madman in a basement, speaking in riddles.
Jefferson had fallen out of his chair. The entire chair had gone over. The noise had made Regina whirl around in time to see a fiery red flash in the sky to the west, maybe twelve thousand feet up over the green fields and rolling pastures. And from the center of this flash, as if making itself whole as it slid out of nothingness, was a huge triangular monster mottled with yellow, black, and brown. Staring at it, transfixed by this scene that froze her with a horror she had never known, not even when her father in his Baptist rages locked her in a dark closet while he beat his wife—her mother—with the buckle end of a belt, Regina felt the gun fall from her fingers into the yielding Bermuda grass.
And Jefferson’s voice rose up, the voice that thousands upon thousands depended on for wisdom, sustenance and wealth. Except now he spoke in what was almost a whimper. He said, “God save us.” Then he first looked into Regina’s face and next saw the gun on the ground. He reached for it with a shaky hand, and when he picked it up he gave her an expression that made her think of a closet door shutting in her face. And click went the lock.
Now, in her bed in that same English manor house overlooking the same yet terribly changed New Eden, Regina Jericho pressed her hand against her mouth because she wanted to scream. It would be daylight soon; the new gods would make it daylight, except it would be like the light Jefferson had just switched on in the bathroom. It would be a little too bright and a little too blue, and it would offer no real comfort or warmth. But the citizens of New Eden were alive, and they were well taken care of. They were accepted, in the new order of things. And now Regina heard the water running in the bathroom sink, and she knew also that the water was different; it was clean and clear, yes, but it left an oily texture on the skin that could not be towelled or wiped or scrubbed away. The water was running, and Jefferson was splashing his face before he shaved with his electric razor.
He had told Regina, in one of his hollow-eyed confessions of the thing, that she liked him to be clean-shaven when he arrived. After she called him, and that little tingling began at the back of his neck. Of course no one had any of those fancy razors with four or five blades anymore. Not even a razor with a single blade. There were knives in the kitchen, yes; but when Regina had tried to cut her throat with one last December, it had turned to something as soft as rubber and couldn’t have cut a chunk of melting ice cream. Then it had turned back to a sharp blade again when she’d returned it to the drawer.
They’re watching us, Jefferson had told her. Always watching. They won’t let us hurt
ourselves.
But why? she’d asked, in one of her panic states. Why? What do they want with us?
They like us, Jefferson had answered. She likes us.
And then he’d given the grin that might be a ghost of itself because his soulful dark brown eyes were so haunted, but it was still the grin of a High Roller who wanted always to be on the winning side, and he’d said quietly She likes me. And everything and everyone else is like…a child with an ant farm, I guess. Just watch the ants and see what they do. The ants go round and round and think they’re going somewhere. Think they have freedom. Or whatever that means to an ant. Baby, I think I’m going crazy.
No, Regina had said, with the fire of hatred and disgust in her eyes. I am not your baby
anymore.
She kept her eyes closed and lay as still as death. It was the only way to keep on living, if this was really life. The citizens of New Eden had no choice. They were all ants, and the ant farm was in its own little box somewhere far away from all that had been known before. Somewhere that made the mind want to stop thinking, because there was no answer to the question of where.
She heard Jefferson suddenly choke and throw up into the toilet. After a minute or so he flushed it and the fouled artificial water went to…where? He was afraid, she knew. Deathly afraid. If she reached over and touched his bed, she would feel the dampness of the sweat that had leaped from his pores as soon as he had heard—felt—the call. But he would go, because if he did not the pain would start at the back of his neck until it felt as if his skull might shatter. He’d told her this, as if she cared.
Go on, get dressed, she told him mentally. Get dressed and get the fuck out of here and go to the arms of your ultimate mistress…
She assumed the thing had arms. She had never asked, and Jefferson had never said. But when he got back—and that might be days, because he said time was messed up in that place beyond knowing—he would be sick again and cry like a little boy curled up in a corner, a little boy in a big man’s skin and suit. Regina would have no sympathy for him. Not an iota, because the real God of this Universe had decided to bring down the house on the High Rollers, and all of New Eden had been cast from the garden in the shadow of the snake.
Just let me sleep, she thought. Please…God…let me sleep.
But Regina would not sleep until her husband had emerged from the bathroom, had gotten himself dressed in a dark blue suit, white shirt, and tastefully-patterned tie—which he had a hell of a lot of trouble tying, as usual—and then left the room to go downstairs. He walked heavily in his shiny black wingtips, as if on the way to his own hanging.
Go to hell, she thought. You deserve it.
Then he was gone, and she did go back to sleep after a few long minutes of silent weeping, because the ant farm was a cruel, cruel place.
H
Jefferson Jericho opened the glass doors that led out to the rear terrace. He walked out upon the terrace and then down the stone steps to the backyard, which seemed to go on forever. Looking up into the dark, he saw no stars. There were never any stars. He continued to walk out further and further across the lawn, his heart racing, his mouth dry, his boyishly handsome face drawn into a tight mask and his teeth gritted so hard they might crack under the pressure. Several already had. His front teeth had broken into jagged edges, but in a few days they were just fine again.
He kept walking, and waiting for it to happen.
Then, with a single step, he walked into another world.
One second he was in the darkness of his own backyard, and the next…
Tonight it was a bedroom from what might have been a French mansion. It was maybe from around the year 1890 or so, he thought. But he was no student of historical furnishings; it just looked like something from a movie set…French mansion, 1890, white candles of many sizes burning all around, heavy purple drapes at the window, an opulent canopied bed also purple, on the wall a large tapestry of a woman offering an apple to a unicorn, about eight feet above his head a chandelier with a dozen more lighted candles in it. Under his shiny shoes, a thick, red rug, had been thrown down upon a hardwood floor. The walls were made of polished wood and across the room was a single door.
The summons at the back of his neck was still throbbing a little. His body felt as if it had been stretched and then compressed. His bones ached. His clothes smelled faintly burnt, as did his flesh. At the pit of his stomach was the same queasiness, and he was sweating again. He looked at the drapes that hid the window and wondered what he would see if he moved them aside. The last time, the room had been all-white, futuristic, with pulsing rays of light crisscrossing the ceiling. He wondered if they had somehow captured old movies and were watching them for ideas, or if they were reading minds or if…whatever they were doing, they were very good at creating these elaborate fantasies.
Jefferson Jericho stood waiting. He decided to take a backward step, to see if he would return from whence he came. He took the step but no, he did not return. God was punishing him big time, he thought. Big time for putting New Eden together in a series of Ponzi schemes. Big time for his calculations and deceptions and desires. If he saw something—or someone—he wanted, he took it. That was his way. And if God had wanted to punish him for that, he thought, then why had God given him the tongue and personality to talk anyone into doing anything he wanted, and why had God given him the will to find an outlet for his raging sexual fevers at every opportunity, and why had God given him this firm body and handsome face that could cause investors to open their wallets without question and teenage virgins to open their legs as if hypnotized by his glowing male persona?
The thing was, he was good. Good at every damned thing he did. Good at planning, at money management, at public speaking, at persuasion, at sex. Very good at that. Very inventive, and always wanting to experiment on new flesh. And if God was punishing him for all this, then why had God made so many frustrated women who were looking for the kind of thrills he enjoyed giving? Why had God made so many gullible people who listened, but did not hear, and so gave Jefferson Jericho just the challenge he desired to pick their pockets clean?
And everything had been so easy. Since the rainy Monday fourteen years ago at the car lot in Little Rock, Arkansas, when the shimmering rainbow had come out and the thirty-year-old Number One Salesman Of The Month Leon Kushman had stared at it from the window in his cramped little office and had a revelation.
To Hell with selling cars. If a man wants to make himself some real money, he gives the people rainbows.
What he does is…he creates a religion.
He rolls the dice for high stakes, and he gets people to believe in the words that flow from his mouth like a torrent of sweet wine.
I can do that, Leon Kushman decided. Me, the son of a failed furniture salesman who wrecked our family and went out feet first on a week-long alcohol binge in a cheap little motel.
By God, I can rise above. I can give them rainbows…I can make them high rollers, masters of their own destinies. Well…let’s say they will think of themselves in that way…but isn’t that what a good leader does?
Yes. Yes. Regina will go for it, and she might have some good ideas too.
Yes!
The door across the room slowly opened, like a tease.
Jefferson Jericho felt the sweat bead on his forehead. He felt a cold shiver travel the length of his spine. He couldn’t help it; his six-foot-two-inch, husky body trembled with fear.
She had come to play with her toy.
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She came into the room elegantly, dressed in a gown of black and gold. Tonight she was a brunette…long black hair in curly ringlets, her eyes pale blue under arched brows, her full, lush lips wet with a promising smile. She had been blonde last time, except she had had Asiatic almond-shaped brown eyes and heavy breasts. The time before that…brown hair in a ponytail, tawny flesh, petite, something between a Brazilian beach girl and a California Gidget. He understood that she was trying on different skins just as he might try on different clothes to match his mood. But surely they were watching movies, in some strange theater in the sky, and their inspiration came from the world’s shadowplays.
“My Jefferson,” she said, and maybe he imagined a slight hiss in that name, or maybe not. She approached him in what was nearly a gliding motion. Suddenly she was standing before him as if frames had been removed from the scene. She was as tall as he tonight, and nearly too slim. Her eyelashes were very thick. He wondered if they were also reading the fashion magazines of the 1970s and storing the images away for later use.
She was beautiful, in this disguise. Yet Jefferson knew that sometimes the disguises slipped, and when that happened he felt the fear curdle within himself and something abhorrent stir in the most primitive part of his being. As he looked into her face he thought that her eyes were too pale. They were almost white, and the pupils were more catlike than round. As soon as he thought this, the color of her eyes became more warmly blue and the slits of the pupils rounded.
“Is that more pleasing?” she asked, in a voice that mixed a husky taunt with a little girl’s high, soft register.
Sometimes, also, she couldn’t get the voice right at first.
He thought he said yes. He didn’t know for sure, because this was all dreamlike to him and blurred around the edges and very often he only heard himself speak as if in an echo from an unfathomable distance.
“You are looking much pleasing yourself,” she told him. She fingered the knot of his necktie. Her fingers were maybe a little bit too long and the nails looked like white plastic. “Much pleasing for me to look upon.” The face came closer to his and the intense blue eyes peered deeply, as if choosing a starting point for dissection. “My Jefferson, come to play with his harlot.” Her mouth gave a twitch. “I mean to say…starlet.”
Yes, he thought he answered. Starlet.
Her hands—had the fingers corrected themselves?—fluttered to his face and slowly ran over his cheeks and down to his jawline. Her smile never changed, but it was a cunningly human smile, with cunningly perfect human teeth behind the lips. What most unnerved him was that she never blinked. Never. And maybe she couldn’t, because even though he sometimes thought Please blink…please blink in a kind of panic-edged plea, she did not, and she didn’t mention it though he knew she was always reading his mind.
He could feel her in there, exploring. Always curious. Lifting up the rocks of his life and observing what scuttled from beneath. She knew everything about him, had likely known from their very first meeting. When was that? Time was rubbery, a foreign object. Two months after that day with Regina and the pistol? When he, Alex Smith, Doug Hammerfield and Andy Warren had taken one of the pickup trucks out of New Eden to try to find gasoline somewhere. That night in late June, when the sky was streaked with blue lightning and after a few miles heading south Doug said nervously from the backseat, “Jeff…we’d better turn around. We’ve gone too far. Don’t you think?”
Everything was dark except for flashes in the sky. They had containers in the back and hoses to siphon gas with if they found any. The regular stations around New Eden had long before gone dry and shut down. And the problem was, the men from New Eden were using up too much gasoline in the search for more, having to go further and further away from their refuge. Everything was dark in the world but for the cones of the headlights, and one of those was growing dim.
“Let’s go back,” Alex had said. “There’s nothing out here.”
“Try again tomorrow,” Doug added. “When we can see something.”
“Yeah,” Jefferson agreed. “Yeah, okay.”
He steered the truck onto a dirt road to back up and turn around, and suddenly there in front of them, standing in the glare of the dim-eyed headlights, was a group of twelve faceless, black-garbed Cypher soldiers. The creatures were staring up at the tortured sky, their weapons also upraised.
“Oh shit!” Andy shouted, and Doug shouted frantically Shut up, shut up. Jefferson tried to slam the truck into reverse and peel Firestones, but something slipped, and the gears ground together with a noise to wake the Confederate dead in their moss-covered graves. Several of the Cyphers took note of this, and turned their faceplates and their weapons upon the shuddering truck.
“They’re gonna kill us!” Alex yelled, nearly in Jefferson’s ear.
Jefferson saw no way out but the way he had always known: plow forward and damn it all. He found first gear and sank his foot to the floorboard. The truck crashed into some of the Cyphers even as others were blurring away, into whatever zone or dimension they were able to enter. Brown liquid splattered across the windshield. The dim headlight blew out. “Go, go, go!” Alex shouted. They were speeding along a dirt road at over seventy miles an hour, hitting every bump between here and the lap of Jesus.
Looking back through the swirl of dust, Doug gave a strangled moan.
Jefferson saw in the sideview mirror a rush of white-hot flame coming at the truck, like a floodwater of fire. In an instant it was upon them, too fast for him to avoid; there was no outrunning the speed of that flame, no way to escape it. The fire ate the back of the truck and melted the tires and exploded the gas tank, and as it turned the interior into a blast furnace Jefferson Jericho…
…found himself sitting on a terrace overlooking a green-shadowed garden. At the center of the garden was a silvery pond. Yellow and red fruit that resembled apples, but were strangely shaped, hung from the trees. The air smelled of air conditioning, a little metallic. He realized he was wearing a white robe of some kind of silky material, and on his feet were white sandals that might have been rubber. He looked at his unburnt hands and ran a hand through his unburnt hair, and he gasped aloud at the idea that indeed—in spite of all of his sins—he had been admitted to Heaven. He nearly wept.
And that was when she glided out onto the terrace, wearing a gown that sparkled with a million colors under the artificial sun, and she smiled at him with a mouth that still needed some work, and she said in a voice that was like listening to a dozen voices in a dozen registers at once, “I have been reading. It is written…the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Is that not correct, Leon Kush Man? Or prefer you do Jeffer Son Jericho?”
As Jefferson tried to stand up and, off-balance, fell to the glistening stones that floored the terrace, she stood over him with a blinding white glare at her back, and she lifted her too-long arms toward him and said, “No fear of me. I have saved you. Do I speak well?”
Yes…yes…you speak well…yes.
“I am learned. Learn ing,” she corrected herself. “So much to…” She cast about for the right word. “Absorb,” she said. “I am a…” Again there was a pause while she gathered her words. “…lowly student,” she went on, her voices rising and falling while Jefferson Jericho thought he had not entered Heaven but had been pulled into Hell. “Ah!” she said, with a faint smile below the unblinking red-tinged eyes. “You must explain to me that concept.”
Somewhere in that time, he slept. When he awakened he was sitting in his blue Adirondack chair overlooking New Eden in the morning light, dressed in the same clothes he’d been wearing when he and the three other men had left the night before, and there was a little irritation—like a Tennessee mosquito bite—at the back of his neck. He felt woozy and weak; what was wrong with the sunlight? Where was the sun? The light had a blue cast, and the sky was white and featureless. And the clothes he had on…the same, but not the same. The material of his shirt…the same gray-on-white stripes, but…the fabric had a faintly oily feel, as did the khaki trousers, as if they’d been manufactured from an unknown synthetic.
“Regina!” he called as he stood up and stumbled toward the house. “Regina…baby!”
He learned he’d been gone for two days. Doug Hammerfield, Alex Smith and Andy Warren had not returned. And something had changed about New Eden. It was soon discovered that trying to drive, walk, or bike out of New Eden brought you right back to New Eden. There was no way out. It was an eternal circle, one for Dante’s appreciation. And the damnedest thing was, you were just turned around without realizing it, and there you were…home again, in the realm of the High Rollers.
At six o’clock in the morning, twelve noon and six o’clock in the evening white squares of what appeared to be chunks of tofu appeared on the dinner tables, along with smooth metal receptacles of a chalky milk-like substance. No one could stand and watch the items appear; they were just there, between breaths and eyeblinks. No one could likewise watch the receptacles disappear and yet they did, even put in a box and locked away in a cupboard. They could not be dented or crushed. The food and drink had a slightly bitter taste, yet they filled the stomach and even became habit-forming. Some said they believed this food gave them the most beautiful dreams, and they began to sleep their lives away.
There was no rain, no storms, no change of weather. It was always a blue-tinged sunny day with a featureless white sky. The light bloomed in the morning and faded in the evening. The grass stopped growing but remained green, like artificial turf. The leaves on the trees never changed, and never fell. The Fourth of July was Halloween was Thanksgiving was Christmas was New Year’s Day was Valentine’s Day, no difference. New Eden had running water and electricity. Bulbs never burned out. Toilets never stopped up or overflowed. Nothing needed painting, unless you wanted to paint. Nothing in the houses—dishwashers, garage doors, clocks, DVD players, washing machines—ever broke down. When the garbage was taken out, it was removed from the green bins by unseen and unheard maintenance crews.
New Eden had become the most perfect place not of this earth, for Jefferson Jericho and the others had come to grasp the truth through many late night council sessions. Their dream town now existed in some other dimension, some other slice of space and time, protected by the Gorgons from the war that ravaged the real world.
Protected, as well, from the Cyphers. From all pressures and worries of the tormented earth. Food and drink were supplied, and all the essentials of human life down to soap and dishwashing detergent. Even the toilet paper never ran out, but was on a continuous roll that replenished itself when necessary. Some found the paper to be very thin, and smelling somewhat like the disinfectant of a hospital room.
No woman had become pregnant, in the time since New Eden had been transported. No one had died, not human nor pet. Marianne Dawson’s cervical cancer had simply vanished, and Glenn O’Hara’s emphysema had gone away. Though eighty-four-year-old Will Donneridge still walked with a cane due to his hip implant, he was doing fine and walked the streets almost every day.
Many people walked the streets, almost every day.
And some, sleepless, also walked at night. Sometimes the dogs howled at night too, but it was a noise one had to get used to.
Our ant farm, Jefferson thought as he looked upon the creature in her elegant gown of black and gold, with her long black hair and her pale blue eyes that, unblinking, saw and knew everything. Here is our creator.
Whether she was one entity or many in one flesh, he did not know. Whether she was truly female or not, he dared not guess. And what she really looked like, without the disguise…he dreaded the thought and had to banish it as best he could.
Because here she was, his harlot starlet from the stars, and as she stroked his cheeks and played with the heroic-looking cleft in his strong and noble chin, she also began to feed him the mind-pictures that were his undoing. She knew all of his past deeds and misdeeds; she knew the face, aroma, and touch of every MILF and every drug- or pain-addled teenaged girl in every motel room he had ever paid for with his hidden account Visa card. She now offered them up to him, the ferrago of fleshly feasts that had over time become the central obsession of his life, and so potent were these pictures of his passionate past that—alien creature or not, female or not—Jefferson Jericho was responding to these mental images, and this was the true power he had come to know because it was not so much about the sinning as it was about the winning.
You know I compel to disrobe you.
Had she spoken with words, or with her mind? Her mouth had not moved; her understanding of the human language was still fractured, but her understanding of her toy was perfection itself.
Her fingers were working at his tie. He knew she enjoyed undressing him; it seemed almost an ecstatic ritual to her, for as she let his Ben Silver tie drop, took off his coat, and began to unbutton his Brooks Brothers shirt, her eyes were aflame like meteors in the night. As she unbuckled his belt and unzipped his trousers, her face in her ecstasy seemed to suddenly become like soft wax and shift on its bones, and Jefferson had to quickly look away lest he lose his hard-on…but she sensed this in an instant, and flooded his mind so thoroughly with memories of past conquests, moans, and orgasmic shivers from a legion of females who had fallen under his spell, that he quite simply was himself spellbound.
My Jefferson. Take my hand.
He held up his trousers with one hand and with the other took hers. It was, as always, almost the feel of human flesh but not quite. She led him to the bed, where he sat down to allow her to remove his polished shoes and his socks, which she did slowly…again, almost as an ecstatic ritual. Then she—slowly, slowly—pulled off his trousers and his blue-checked boxers, and she commanded him mentally to lie on his back upon the bed while she slid down beside him. Once in position, she began to play with that large part of him that she seemed to find as fascinating as any female who had never flown between the stars.
When Jefferson’s mind began to betray him, the Gorgon mistress injected him with fresh memories. She made the dalliances of twenty years ago as real as the moment, and all he could do was drift in a territory of heated sexual dreams while she pulled and stretched and twisted him between her hands as if testing the strength of the material he was made of. Then suddenly the frames skipped once more and she was undressed, and her not-quite-human-flesh was pressed hard against him. When he dared to look into her face in the yellow candlelight he saw unwanted shadows there and he quickly looked away, but all the time she was feeding him his own past, the parade of images from a life of lustful debauchery, scenes contained within the walls of countless motels and apartments and the occasional back room of a strip club. She gave him back the world he had made for himself, and he was proud of his accomplishments, proud of his power to move at his whim any female object, proud of his abilities and attributes and gifts from God, proud of his silver tongue and golden persona, proud proud proud until he was nearly bursting aflame with pride.
The flame lit him up. She was trying to kiss him but she didn’t know how to kiss, it was all open mouth that belonged to a hollow mask but he couldn’t think that, couldn’t go there that this creature mounting him was not human and oh oh back to a steamy shower in a Motel Six with a German exchange student named Jana who had come in wanting a good deal on a used Jeep Wrangler, and the wetness and softness and murmuring enveloped him and stole him away.
He was inside her now, pounding her as he would have any human female, a mindless rhythm that built to an explosive release. She was damp within, and it passed through his feverish mind that this was false too, part of the disguise, some kind of artificial lubricant developed in an alien lab…and then he was plunged back into a memory, examining a birthmark in the shape of a cat’s paw on the left breast of a blonde woman named Georgia May who used to work at his bank in Little Rock.
As he turned her over on the bed or she turned him over, which was difficult to say who did what because the frames were skipping, Jefferson plunged deeply inside her and heard her give a soft hissing noise. He kept driving into her with all his strength and with all his past amours tumbling through his mind. He had endurance, he could keep this up until he decided they both had had enough; it had never been love, with anyone, it had always been the winning of something or someone, the praise, the attention, the admiration that had kept him going from one to the next to the next. And so too, did he perversely enjoy this admiration from his starlet harlot.
Then, as sometimes happened, as Jefferson plunged into his Gorgon mistress, a hot fleshy thing clamped upon him, there in her wet depths, and held him fast. He felt a shiver of panic, of terror, that passed away in the wiry embrace of a small-boned Asian stripper named Kitten who always smelled to him of burning leaves. And then, as sometimes happened in the heat of their encounters, small tentacle-like things began to slide around the backs of his thighs to hold him more firmly still, and here he squeezed his eyes shut and gave himself up fully to the memories she offered, for even in the bedrooms of the past, Jefferson Jericho could feel her coming apart at her seams, and things slithering out of her false body to snake-grip his own.
No memory she offered up, however lush, was enough to overcome this part of it. But she tried, and as she pumped his mind full of decadent opiates of his own making, a tentacle wound around the base of his balls and tightened there while another flicked and played with them, and deep inside her the fleshy thing clamped hard once…twice…a third time and he came to the tune of a blonde vagabond named Marigold sitting on a bed naked playing “Greensleeves” on a beat-up acoustic guitar.
The thing inside his Gorgon mistress—as strong as another hand—milked him. The tentacles writhed and whipped. He had never seen these things, but he knew what they must be. She was gracious enough to put them away when she was done with him. When she had wrung him out the fleshy clamp released him, and in a dazed and drifting dream-state he wondered if they were using his seed to make hybrids of human and…what? But it was no matter to him now, for though he feared this creature, and when she called him by that device planted in the back of his neck, he had to go into the bathroom and throw up, he was so afraid…he had to admit in the long-lingering afterglow that she was one great lay.
He had screwed women who needed to have bags over their heads. At least this one—this pretend woman—was beautiful and changed her skin and hair and eyes and always made him come like a champ. She liked him. What was so bad about that?
He would think that way until she sent him back, and then the reality would hit him and he would go into his ant farm house, throw up in his ant farm toilet, strip off the clothes that always smelled a little burnt and crawl into a corner. He would stay there, hollow-eyed and shivering as if from the most terrible nightmare, until Regina said Get up, you pig. Or something worse.
“My Jefferson?”
He was lying naked on his back on the rumpled bed. His eyes had been closed. Now he opened them to the dim candlelight. She was standing beside the bed, dressed again in her elegant gown of gold and black. Her face was a pool of shadows, but he could see her eyes glinting. Maybe he imagined it, but the pupils seemed to be blood-red. He thought that her disguise was beginning to melt.
“For you we have a task,” she said.
He lay still, listening, yet too weak and drained to move.
“There has been…” She paused, rapidly searching through what she knew of his language. “An incident,” she went on. “Four of your hours ago.”
Was she taller than before? Larger? A looming presence that was as hard and cold as the darkness of the universe? All those, it seemed. And her voice…many voices in one, many registers and echoes, many ghosts upon ghosts.
“We require you,” she said, “to help us.” When he didn’t respond, the voices asked sharply, “Hearing us?”
“Yes,” he answered, newly unnerved. And again, so she—it—knew he was paying attention, though he did not want to look at her. “Yes, I am.”
“What you would call a boy has…disturbed us. He has aided our enemy. We wish to know more about this boy. You will find him and bring him back to us.”
“What?” Jefferson sat up, still groggy but clear-headed enough to process what she was saying. Her eyes with their red pupils—slit-shaped, now—seemed to hang in the dark over a large and strangely misshapen body in a gown that had changed dimensions to fit the form, and he felt the stirrings of dread and terror in the roots of his guts. He had started sweating; he had to look away again. “A boy? What boy?”
“Our questions must be answered,” came the reply, in many octaves. “He is with others of your kind. They protect him. You are a…” Again, there was a pause while she searched. “Persuader,” she said. “Grow their trust.”
Gain their trust, he thought.
“Yes,” she said. “Exactly that.”
“I don’t…I don’t know…what you’re—”
“You do know. Penetrate their protection. Reach this boy. Put your hands upon him and bring him back to us.”
“I…can’t…listen…listen…why can’t you do it, if he’s so important?”
“This needs,” she replied, “the human touch. We would be…how would you say…exposed. My Jefferson, you are very good at what you do. You are very…” A pause of a few seconds, searching. “Skilled. Put your hands upon him, flesh to flesh. Then you will bring him back to us.”
“Bring him back to you? How can I do that?”
“We will manage the journey. My Jefferson, how you tremble! Be not feared, we will watch over you.”
“How?” He shook his head, defying the hurtful device buried in the back of his neck. “I can’t do this! You’re saying…you want to send me out there? Out in that war?”
Did she sigh, as if with human exasperation? Her voices were cold when she replied. “We require the boy. We require you to bring him to us. You will have protection. One of our own, and one of yours. This male has been…” Once more the search of language. “Modified. He will react to a certain level of threat. You need not worry yourself over this. Am I not speaking well?”
“Yes,” he said, as he always did when she asked this question. He could not look at her; he was too afraid of seeing some part of what she might truly be under the disguise.
“The boy,” she continued, “is in a place called Col O Raydo. Do you know this place?”
“Colorado,” he corrected her. “Listen…no…please, I can’t—”
“You can and you will. We have given you much, my Jefferson. Much. And much given can be much taken away. You will be removed from this place and sent to find the boy. It will be up to you to carry out our command.” She was silent for a moment, and then the voices said, “Our wish. Once this is done, you may go home and all will be well.”
Jefferson almost laughed at that one, but what came out was more of a choked gasp. “All will never be well,” he managed to say.
“We intend to win this conflict.” The Gorgon’s face was shadowed in the candlelight, her voices rising and falling. “We will be beneficent rulers. But now…we need the boy, and you must sleep for a time.”
Jefferson was aware that the thing at the nape of his neck had begun a soft throbbing. It was like having his neck and shoulders rubbed by warm hands, and the sensation began to move down his back and along his arms, down his spine, into his hips and his legs.
“Sleep,” said the Gorgon. And Jefferson darted a glance up into where the face must be but saw only a black hole above the shimmering gown. “Sleep,” urged a thousand voices. The comforting warmth of the implant soothed him, lulled him, filled his head with the memory of the beauty this female creature had been a short while ago. He felt sleep coming upon him and he couldn’t fight it; he didn’t want to fight it. He lay down upon the bed of this fictitious French mansion room again, stretched himself out and closed his eyes, and breathing deeply and steadily the last thing he heard her say—and maybe this was spoken in his mind directly from hers—was:
You will know the boy when you find him, my Jefferson. Now sleep in peace. You have
earned it.
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“Oh,” Olivia whispered, and in that soft, terrible sound was the noise of a world falling to pieces.
The smoky light of a weak sunrise revealed all. It was disaster upon disaster. It was fire and dust and death. It was a massive dead reptile in the living room, and no one could take it out to the garbage. As the wounded continued to stumble out and the dead were carried out, Olivia sat down on the cracked parking lot pavement almost in the shadow of the crashed Gorgon craft, and she put her hands to her face and wanted to cry, wanted to let everything go, but Ethan was still with her and so she did not because she was still the leader of this wreckage. Ethan had not left her side, and he was standing nearby watching bloody and dust-covered figures emerge from the murk.
Ethan had seen a few Cypher soldiers still moving about. He knew there was another Gorgon up in the complex somewhere, probably hidden low in the ruins, and the Cyphers were not going to leave until they’d destroyed the creature. He was dusty and tired and his damp clothes smelled of Gorgon-reek. Already the craft was losing its markings, the colors fading into a grim, grayish cast. In a few days, the odor of rot would be unbearable. Even so, tonight the Gray Men might come looking for meat and even a dead alien ship might do for a feast. He shuddered at the thought of that, and at the memory of what his brief glimpse of the Gorgon had been.
He had blown the thing up. Completely destroyed it, just by wanting it to happen. His hand was back to normal, his arm, his brain, everything. Back to normal. But he was thinking that normal for him was far different than for anyone else who had survived that crash. He thought he remembered seeing what looked like fiery wasps or burning bullets striking the Gorgon and tearing the thing to shreds. And that recoil, knocking him down as if he’d actually fired a wickedly powerful rifle. He examined the palm of his right hand again, as he had several times already. Nothing there but the lines of fate.
And then Ethan let himself think it, and let it sink deep.
I am not just a boy. JayDee is right. I’m something different.
Something…but not totally human anymore.
Survivors were still emerging from the ruins. A few of them, bloodied and battered, stood around Olivia waiting for her to speak, to take control, to make Panther Ridge a secure fortress again, but she could not, and so they passed on. The wooden door covered with metal plates was opened, and people began to leave. Some refused, even as they were urged on by friends or loved ones; dazed and hopeless, they sat down on the ground and could not be moved. An occasional shot was fired up in the remaining apartments, but whether someone was shooting at Cypher soldiers or the slithering Gorgon or taking their own lives was unknown.
“Oh my God! Olivia!” A figure wearing a blood-spattered white t-shirt and khaki trousers came hobbling toward Olivia and Ethan. John Douglas had found a rusted length of rebar and was maintaining a precarious balance on a sprained right ankle. He had a few bumps and bruises, but otherwise he was all right. The blood on his shirt had come from others he’d helped out of the ruins. He had escaped death by going out his front door to watch the show of alien fireworks, had seen the ship coming down, and with a shout of warning to anyone who could hear, he’d thought to get into the hospital for whatever he could grab. The door was chained and padlocked, as usual after dark. The ship seemed to be coming right at him. There was no time to get the key. Other people were already running past him. A collision with Paul Edson had twisted his ankle, but Paul had helped him get clear of the crash. “Jesus,” he said to Olivia, his voice hoarse and harsh. “I thought you were likely dead!” His swollen eyes went to Ethan. “You,” he said, and maybe there was a hint of accusation in it. But then he took a long breath to regain his composure and his focus, and he asked, “You all right?”
“Yes sir,” Ethan answered. The nail-puncture wound at the back of his thigh was nothing, not compared to the wounds he’d seen on people coming out of the ruins…and there were eleven dead bodies covered with bloody sheets and blankets lying about twenty feet away.
“John!” said Olivia, as if she’d just recognized him. “I was trying to find Vincent. He was calling for me. I heard him calling…but I couldn’t find him. Did you hear him?”
JayDee glanced quickly at Ethan and then back to the woman. “No, Olivia, I didn’t.”
“Ethan was with me,” she explained, her voice steady and earnest but her eyes sunken and wild. “He took care of me. I think…there was something bad up in there. Something…” She struggled to find meaning. “Bad,” she repeated. “I think Ethan…kept it away from me.”
“A Gorgon from the ship,” Ethan told the doctor. “Up in the ruins.”
“You kept it away from her? How?”
It was time to tell the truth, no matter how incredible it might sound. When Ethan spoke, he stared directly into the doctor’s eyes, and he spoke like a man instead of a boy. “I killed it. I tore it to pieces.” He followed that up with, “I wanted it to be destroyed, and it was. But there’s another one up there somewhere. The Cyphers are looking for it. I wouldn’t want to see one of those again.”
JayDee gave no reply. His face was pallid except for a purple bruise on his chin where someone’s elbow had hit him in the confusion of escape. “Well,” he managed to say, “I’ve never seen one, and I sure as hell don’t want to. Spare me any more details, won’t you?”
Ethan nodded, and that seemed to close the subject.
Someone suddenly moved past Ethan and sat down beside Olivia, hugging her and then beginning to sob. It was the young blonde girl with the eyepatch that Ethan had seen lying on the ground, studying the stars last night. He saw now that the stick-on rhinestones formed a star on her eyepatch. It was, he thought, an effort at making the best of a bad thing. An eyepatch as a fashion statement, or a statement of attitude. Her long blonde hair and her face were dirty with dust and smoke. She was wearing jeans, a dark red blouse and blue Nikes that were all the worse for wear but maybe as clean as any clothes Ethan had seen on anyone so far. As the girl hugged Olivia and continued to cry, Olivia sobbed a little bit too and then she got herself under control; she put her arms around the girl and asked in a voice that was nearly strong, “Nikki, are you hurt?”
The girl shook her head, her face buried against Olivia’s shoulder.
“All right,” Olivia said. “That’s good.” She gently stroked the girl’s hair, her own eyes reddened by tears. “We’re going to get out of this,” she said. “We’re not done yet.”
Ethan took stock of the apartment complex, while JayDee hobbled over to give whatever aid he could to a bloodied Hispanic couple who was being helped along the road toward them. A little boy about seven or eight was holding onto his mother’s hand. The father had suffered a gash across his face, his hair whitened by dust. Ethan said quietly, “We have to leave here. We have to get out before dark.”
“Just where are we going to go?”
It had been spoken by the girl with the eyepatch. She was staring up at Ethan as if she thought he was insane. “Who are you?” she asked sharply. Then: “Wait…wait. You’re the boy they brought in a few days ago. Your name is…Ethan?”
“Yeah. Ethan Gaines. Well…” He shrugged. “It’s a made-up name. I can’t remember my real one.” He tried to find the semblance of a smile, but could not. 
“I was a sophomore at the high school,” she replied. “How’d you pick that name?” 
“Just did. Saw the sign, I guess. As good as any. You’re Nikki…what?”
“Stanwick.” Her good eye, though bloodshot from dust and smoke, was chocolate brown.
“Where are your folks?”
“Both dead,” she answered, without emotion. Ethan figured it had happened in the early days. “My older sister, too.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Me too. How about yours?” It was asked matter-of-factly, as if they were discussing brands of sneakers. It had become a hard world, Ethan thought, and those who survived had seen and endured much. If they weren’t hard by now, they would have already died.
“I can’t remember that, either.” Ethan noted a scar just above her eyepatch and several small scars on her cheeks. A deeper scar on her chin ran up to just beneath her lower lip.
“Nikki’s been with us a long time,” Olivia said. “She came in that first summer. I need to stand up. Can you help me?”
Both Ethan and Nikki helped Olivia to her feet. Olivia wavered a little bit, and Ethan was ready if she fell, but she held herself steady. “Thank you,” the woman said. She saw a group of six people walking down the road in their direction, two of them nearly carrying a third. She recognized among them Joel Schuster, Hannah Grimes, Gary Roosa, and…
“Dear God,” she said, her voice choked with emotion. “There’s Dave!”
Ethan’s heart gave a jump. Dave McKane was one of those supporting a thin elderly man with a white beard and long white hair braided into a ponytail. Dave was dusty and dishevelled but he looked like he’d come through the catastrophe intact; he was wearing his jeans, a black t-shirt torn almost to tatters and his usual dark blue baseball cap. His brown beard edged with gray was made more gray by dust. He had his Uzi in its holster at his side and, around his waist, the holster with the .357 Magnum in it. His face was grim and there was a bloody cut across the bridge of his nose. He saw Olivia, Ethan, Nikki Stanwick, and JayDee and nothing about his face changed; he gave them a nod of recognition and said in a husky voice, “Let’s set Billy down here. JayDee, I think his right leg’s broken. How about you?” 
“Twisted ankle. Nothing much.” JayDee shrugged, but in truth his ankle hurt like blazes. “Billy, how’re you feeling?”
“Like shit on a cracker,” the old man said through gritted teeth. “Fellas with broke legs usually don’t feel so good. Don’t need a doc to know that. Ow, Jesus…be careful with my old ass!”
Olivia hugged Dave and wound up squeezing him so hard he gave a grunt of pain. Dust puffed off him in the embrace. “Oh my God, I thought you were dead!”
“I might’ve been,” he said, returning the hug but not so firmly in respect of her bones. “I was sitting on my balcony, thinking. I saw the spheres, and then I heard that thing plowing in and getting louder and louder. I had time to get my guns and then I jumped. After that, I don’t know what happened. I do remember running like a jack rabbit.” His eyes found Ethan. He would not tell Ethan that he’d jumped not from his own balcony but from Ethan’s after he’d kicked the door open to try to get the boy out. He stared darkly at the row of bodies under the sheets and blankets. “Any idea how many?”
“No idea yet,” she said. “But many.”
“Shit! Shit! Shit!” Billy Bancroft had been lowered to the grass and was fuming as the fingers of a gnarled hand felt along his injured leg. “Seventy-six years old and I never had a fuckin’ broken bone in my life!” His eyes, bright blue, turned upon the row of corpses. He was silent for awhile, and then he said, speaking to everyone and no one in particular, “Jake Keller in there anywhere? Joel, take a look for me, will you?”
“I’ll do it,” Dave offered. He went about the task quickly and efficiently. The third body was particularly bad, and the fifth was worse. The ninth body was…“Jake’s here.”
“Damn it.” Billy’s voice was tight. “Little bastard got away owin’ me fifty dollars from our last poker game. Well,” he said, “rest in peace. Cheater.”
“We can’t stay here,” Ethan said, and was surprised at the power of his own voice; again, it carried the strength of a man’s. He fixed his attention on Dave. “You know we can’t. We don’t even have time to bring all the bodies out and—”
“Where are we going to go?” Nikki sounded on the edge of panic. “Out there? This is our home…our protection…we can’t…we can’t…” And then she looked at the huge Gorgon craft sitting at the center of the destruction, and her remaining eye went glassy. Her knees buckled. Before she fell, Ethan reached her first and then Joel Schuster, and together they lowered her gently to the ground as she moaned and put her hands to her face. She began to cry again, and once more Olivia sat down beside her to stroke her hair and soothe her.
“She lived a few miles away, in a regular neighborhood,” Olivia said, speaking mostly to Ethan. “Westview Avenue, she told me. She said the whole area caught fire one night. The houses started blowing up. When she walked in, she was in rags, in shock, and badly injured. So…this was her home. At least her shelter, for whatever it was worth.”
“Ethan’s right.”
Dave had not spoken, though he’d been about to.
John Douglas limped forward on his makeshift crutch. “That thing…that smell…of dead meat. It’s going to bring the Gray Men tonight. We’ve got to get out while we can. Find some other place. We won’t have time to bury the bodies or do much more searching through the wreckage.” He frowned. “All these wounded people can’t be left behind. Damn if I know how they’re going to travel, though. And myself included in that.” He looked up at the top of the hill, where the seven horses grazed. They were jumpy, and when two brushed each other one kicked and galloped away. Seven horses…but no magnificent seven in this bunch.
Everyone was silent. Then Ethan knew what he should say, and he said it. “We’ve got to find a truck. Something big enough to carry…I don’t know…fifty or sixty people, I guess.”
“You mean a semi?” Dave asked. “With a trailer big enough? Yeah, right! Like we’re going to find one…” He was about to say sitting around out there, but he stopped himself. It might be possible to find a tractor-trailer truck at a loading dock or parked near a warehouse. An industrial area wasn’t but about three miles away. And as for fuel…
“Diesel,” he said. “I’ll bet there’s still diesel left in some of the gas stations’ tanks. Or maybe at the truck terminals. If we can find a barrel pump somewhere we can get fuel from a diesel tank. Have to find ten to twelve feet of hose. Maybe there’s a hardware store that hasn’t been cleaned out. Have to be careful, though. There are other people hiding in their holes and they’re armed and scared. Crazed, too. You remember.” He directed this to Olivia, referring to a time last August when he’d gone out with Cal Norris searching for food and water, and Cal had been shot in the neck from the window of a house and bled to death on West Skyway.
“We don’t necessarily need a truck,” Olivia said. Her face had taken on a firmness once more and there was life in her eyes. “We can use a school bus or a metro bus. Whatever we can find that maybe still has some gas in it, and a battery that works.”
“Right.” A battery that works, he thought. That was going to be a trick. But he couldn’t let it throw him, not yet. “Hold on. We? No, ma’am, you’re not going out on this one. Joel, can you ride a horse?”
“Haven’t since I was a kid, but I’m game.”
“I can ride,” Nikki said. She had wiped her face and no longer needed to lean on Olivia. “I had a horse before all this.”
“I need somebody with a gun.” He had already noted the .45 in Joel’s belt holster. “I’d like a third rider, though. Gary, you’re elected.”
“Okay, but I hate horses and they hate me.”
“I’ll go,” the wizened older woman named Hannah Grimes said. Her hair was white and wild, as if perpetually blown by a tempest. She held up a pistol that looked as big as her head, locked in a hand full of blue veins. “This elect me, Mr. President?”
“By a landslide.” Or earthquake, Dave thought. He looked at Ethan and could almost see the gears turning in the boy’s mind. White Mansion mountain. Got to get there, somehow. “Finding a hand crank pump is going to be a tough one right there. Then we find a truck. The battery’s going to be long dead, but pray we can find a spare,” he said, and found himself speaking only to Ethan. “If we can find a truck that’s already got some gas in it, enough to get to a station with some diesel left, all the better.” Tall orders, he thought. Little wonder they hadn’t tried this before. But before, there was no Gorgon ship sitting on top of them. “After that,” he went on doggedly, “we find medical supplies in a hospital, a pharmacy, or a Doc-in-the-Box. We may have to head south. Got that?”
“Got it,” said Ethan, who understood exactly what Dave was talking about.
“Have to get all this done before dark,” Dave said to Olivia. “Better gather up all the food, water, and weapons we can find. Anything else of use.” He cast a doubtful eye toward the smoky ruins and the huge rotting carcass of the Gorgon ship. A storm of vultures was beginning to gather overhead. “Don’t let anybody go too far in, though,” he told Olivia, who quickly nodded agreement. He added, “There’s been enough people dead for one day.”
He hoped.



Fourteen.
 



Jefferson Jericho, past master of New Eden, awakened on a park bench in an unknown city, under a sick yellow sun and a leprous gray sky. He sat bolt upright, catching from skin and clothes the burnt smell that he was so familiar with. Only he realized that maybe the smell was not just coming from whatever transformative power the Gorgons possessed, for around him were the black, twisted skeletons of burned trees and, further on, a mass of ashes and broken structures that might once have been a neighborhood.
As soon as he stood up, he threw up…but there was nothing in his stomach, so nothing came up. Then, wiping the saliva from his mouth, he realized he had a beard…not a large one, but scraggly…maybe two weeks’ worth. Had he been “out” that long, or was the beard something the Gorgons could force from his pores just as she forced him to take that last step into the realm of the unknown? And his clothes…
“Jesus!” he said, in utter amazement. He was wearing a sweat-stained brown t-shirt and a pair of dirty jeans. On his feet were sneakers with holes in them. He was wearing no socks. He looked at his hands and arms. The fingernails were caked with dirt and his arms were grimy. When he looked at his palms he saw the lines there were like filthy roads leading across the plains. He had never been so dirty in all his life. He was sure that if he had a mirror he would see the rest of the disguise the Gorgons had given him; he probably still looked like himself under the beard, but they had made him appear to be a homeless survivor of the cosmic war. The clothes felt slippery somehow…the fabric was not quite right. He had the feeling that he was trapped in snakeskin, and terror leaped up within him. Nearly whimpering, he started to pull the offending t-shirt off and over his head.
There was a noise, and Jefferson stopped with the t-shirt halfway off because something had just happened that he knew he and his hammering heart would not like.
It was hard to say what the noise was. Maybe it was a soft whistling, like the displacement of air. Maybe it was a whirring sound, like a little machine in motion. Whatever it was, it came from behind him—very close—and Jefferson pulled the t-shirt back down off his eyes so he could see, and he turned to face his future.
A man was there, standing beside the skeleton of a burned tree. He was a large man, square-built and broad-shouldered, though his face had taken on the appearance of someone in need of food; his cheekbones and eyes were beginning to hollow out. He had a flat-nosed boxer’s face, a tangle of shoulder-length black hair, and two months’ growth of black beard. His dark blue t-shirt, gray trousers, and black sneakers were just as filthy as Jefferson’s clothes, if not more so. The eyes in the hungry face were small and dark, like chips of flint. He wore a backpack, an olive green one, likely from an Army surplus store.
The man just stared at him impassively, and he did not blink.
“Who are you?” Jefferson’s voice was far from the strong baritone bell that tolled for the congregation of the High Rollers, that had been caught and carried on the GHR network to a hundred and fifty-six markets. God’s High Rollers. That seemed like an age ago…him on the podium with the dozen-screened light show going on behind him, his inspired grin casting further illumination, his arms outspread, and the message delivered as only a salesman as himself could deliver it… The secret to being rich—just tearing that ol’ stock market up—is a code in the Bible that I have deciphered…
“Vope,” said the man.
“Vope? What kind of name is that?”
“It is the one,” came the answer, “you can pronounce.”
“You’re a Gorgon? Sent to protect me?”
“I am a creation,” Vope said. “What I am does concern you not. But…yes, I am here to protect and guide you.” The small flinty eyes scanned the sky. “There are no enemies in this sector, in this frame of time. We can move freely.”
“To where? Where are we going?”
“Follow,” said Vope, and he began striding quickly and purposefully across the destroyed park, past an overturned swing set and a group of seesaws turned black by alien fire. Jefferson followed. They crossed a street and went past burned and wrecked houses and crossed another street, the same. Jefferson knew they were walking in the direction of a metropolitan area because he could see larger buildings. A couple of them had been sheared off as if by a gigantic and very sharp blade.
“Where are we? What town?”
“Fort Col lins,” Vope answered, putting a pause where there should be none. “Col O Raydo.”
“What do you know about this boy I’m supposed to find?” He was having to hurry to keep up, and—enemies in the sector or not—he kept scanning the sky and the ground around them. “I’m a salesman,” he said, before Vope could reply. “I shouldn’t be out here. I’m not a soldier!” Vope didn’t respond. “I sell things,” Jefferson went on, sounding desperate even to himself. “Do you even know what that means?”
Vope was silent. Doesn’t give a shit, Jefferson thought. They were going through another neighborhood that had survived total destruction; only a few houses here and there were demolished. Some were boarded up, or had been boarded up. The boards had been broken into. To Jefferson, most of the houses looked like coffins. Like so many others, this was a town of the dead.
“Stop,” Vope suddenly said, and immediately Jefferson halted.
They were standing in front of a wood-framed house with six steps leading up to a porch. On the porch was a single rocking chair. The address was 1439. The windows were broken out, and the darkness was very deep within.
“It will happen here,” Vope announced.
“What will happen?”
There was no answer from the Gorgon in its disguise of human flesh.
A moment slipped past. In the distance Jefferson heard dogs barking and then howling, and he thought that wild dogs could kill a person just as easily as a death ray.
The rocking chair moved, just a fraction. It creaked. And as Jefferson Jericho watched, a form began to materialize in the chair. It began first as a barely discernible whorl, as if the air itself was becoming solid and an invisible finger had stirred it. There was that soft hissing or whispering or metallic sound that Jefferson had heard in the park. This is Star Trek shit, he thought…but within three seconds—and in total silence—a body came into being in the chair, first as a ghostly, paled-out form outlined by what might have been flickers of blue energy, and then fully realized and solid. The rocking chair creaked back and forth, and the man in it stared at both Jefferson and Vope with huge frightened eyes under a bald dome that sparkled with sweat.
“Lemme alone!” he croaked. “Please…Jesus…lemme alone!” Looking about himself and getting some idea of where he was, his hairy hands gripped hold of the chair’s arms and locked his body there.
“Come with us,” Vope commanded.
“Listen…listen…I don’t know where I am. Okay? I don’t know who you are. I’m stayin’ right where I am, I ain’t movin’.”
“You will move,” said Vope.
“No,” the new arrival protested, and instantly he winced and grasped at the back of his neck. “Please…please lemme alone,” he begged, as tears bloomed in his eyes. “Don’t hurt me anymore.”
“You will move,” Vope repeated, with a robotic tone in his—its?—voice.
The man gritted his teeth. He frantically rubbed the back of his neck, as if that would cancel the pain spreading through him from the implanted device. But Jefferson knew it would not. Two more heartbeats, and the man stood up and gasped, “Okay! Yeah…make it stop!” He came down the steps, breathing hard and wheezing just a bit. “Christ…oh my God…what a world,” he said, as his terrified brown eyes surveyed the scene. He was a short man, maybe five-foot-seven, and he had been fat at one time because he had heavy-hanging jowls that quivered as he spoke. Under his dirty white shirt and black pants, the man’s flesh seemed to be loose and hanging off him. He, too, was in need of food. Or…maybe, Jefferson thought, the Gorgons wanted him to look that way. He had a grizzled gray beard and was probably in his late forties. He had spoken with a Brooklyn accent, or at least that’s what it sounded like to Jefferson. On the man’s feet were black loafers, scuffed all to hell and back, that probably at one time had been expensive.
“Nice shoes,” Jefferson said. “Used to be, I mean. You need some sneakers. More comfortable.”
“Yeah, right.” The man narrowed his eyes, taking Jefferson in. “Who are you? You human?”
“Jeff,” came the answer. “From Nashville, Tennessee,” he decided to say. “I’m human.” Don’t ask Regina that question, he thought. Don’t ask Amy Vickson, either. But Amy was dead, killed herself “but left my undying love,” the note had said. Lucky little bitch, is what she was.
“Burt Ratcoff,” said the man. “From Queens, New York.” Burt’s gaze moved to Vope. “Yeah, you’re one of them. Where you from? Fuckin’ Mars?”
“You make no sense,” said the Gorgon. “You will call me Vope. From this point on, both of you will do as I command.” The flinty eyes were lifeless, and horrible in their unblinking fixation on his subjects. “To fail to obey is to receive pain. Follow me.” He turned and began walking toward the metropolitan area again, and Jefferson and Ratcoff obeyed.
“How’d they get you?” Ratcoff asked.
“It’s a long story.”
“They got me when my apartment buildin’ was shot to hell. They lifted me out of it, as it was fallin’ down around my head. I woke up…” He stopped speaking and shook his head. “They did things to me. You know you used to hear when people got abducted and all that, they got needles put in their bellies and metal rods up their asses? Well…I remember a table. Freezin’ cold. Maybe metal, but different. But…it was like the table was alive…’cause it moved underneath me. Like it…shifted. It rippled, like flesh. I was on that table and there was nothin’ holdin’ me down but I couldn’t move. And…the figures around me. More like shadows than real. They didn’t walk…they just…like…I don’t know…it was like bein’ in a room with snakes that could stand up…or slither, or glide, or whatever the hell. But they did things to me, Jeff…can I call you Jeff?”
“Yes.”
“They did things. They opened me up. I think…I remember seein’ somethin’ pullin’ my insides out…like ropes. Bloody. I think they hollowed me out…and put somethin’ else inside me.”
“I’ve got that implant at the back of my neck too.”
“No…no. More than that. More,” Ratcoff said forcefully. And then, quietly, “That kind of thing could drive a man crazy. You know?”
“I know,” Jefferson answered.
“Silence,” Vope said. “Your chatter urinates me.”
“You’d better get your language straight,” Jefferson dared to say. “You want to pass as a human, you need some more lessons.” And those unblinking eyes…a dead giveaway. So the Gorgons weren’t as smart as they thought they were, at least not in the area of disguise.
For this remark, there was a little twinge of pain at the back of Jefferson’s neck, just a pinch and a quick burning of nerves to let him know who was the master and who was the slave.
They were nearly halfway along the next street when a door banged open. Two thin, bearded, and dirtied men with rifles emerged from a dilapidated house. “Hold it, hold it!” the taller of the two said. “Not a step more, mister!”
Vope did understand this much English. He stopped, and so did Jefferson and Ratcoff.
“Inside,” the man said, motioning quickly with his weapon. “Come on, move it!”
“Sir,” Jefferson began, “we don’t—”
“Shut up! Get your asses inside that house! Go!”
“You are interfering,” said Vope. “That is not permitted.” 
“Hell, I’ll shoot you all down right here! Who’s first?” The rifle swung toward Ratcoff. Jefferson could tell the little man wanted to run for it, and he said in his most golden salesman’s tone, “I don’t believe that would be wise, Burt. Vope, I personally do not want to be shot down in the street today. We should do what they say. You need us.”
Vope stared at him for what seemed an eternity. Jefferson thought the rifles were going to go off at any damned second. Then Vope said, “Correct.” They entered the house, with Vope leading the way. In the dingy little front room, empty food cans and other trash littered the floor. A third man was in there, brandishing a revolver. He had a burn scar across the left side of his face, and his sunken eyes were either wild or crazy. A skinny woman also occupied the dismal room, with its faded and peeling wallpaper the color of dust; it was hard to tell her age or anything about her because her lank brown hair hung in her face and she held her arms around herself. Every so often she shivered as if at a memory of winter.
“Where’d you come from?” The leader’s rifle went up under Vope’s throat.
“A distance.”
“Where from, idjit?”
“Fuck that,” said the man with the revolver. He held the gun against Vope’s head. “You got food? Take off that backpack and let’s have a look.”
“Hey, I’m from Queens, New York,” said Ratcoff, holding his hands up. The sweat glistened on his head. “I don’t want—”
“Shut up!” the second man with the rifle snapped. He was gray-haired, long-jawed, and wore glasses held together with duct tape. The right lens was cracked. “Did you hear what Jimmy told you? Take off the backpack!”
“There is food,” Vope said. “For you, not.”
“The hell you say! We’re starvin’ in here! Take it off now or we’ll kill you where you stand!”
“No,” Vope answered.
“How come he don’t blink?” the woman suddenly spoke up, in a thin, high, and possibly also crazed voice. “His eyes…he don’t blink.”
The leader lowered his rifle, grasped Vope’s backpack and started to wrench it off him. Vope stood motionlessly, unblinking, with Jimmy’s pistol against the right side of his head.
“I wouldn’t do that,” said Jefferson gently, but he could not sell them on this. They were too desperate, and they couldn’t eat words. The manufactured framework of Vope’s face seemed to shift and change for the briefest of seconds; it looked to Jefferson as if the mask was beginning to slip and what was underneath it was trying to push its way out. Jefferson felt some kind of power coiling in the room, something getting ready to strike, and he began to hunch his shoulders forward in an effort to brace himself against it.
Suddenly a boy came into the room from a hallway. He was about fourteen, Jefferson judged, and he had shoulder-length blonde hair. There was a dirty bandage on his jaw and his left arm was in an equally dirty sling. His eyes were dazed and dark-circled, and he went to the woman and put his good arm around her.
Jefferson asked, “Is he the boy?”
Vope didn’t answer. The backpack was being pulled off him. His face had stopped moving. His eyes staring at nothing.
“Is he the boy?” Jefferson asked again, louder.
Vope’s right arm changed. It became a mottled, scaly yellow thing striped with black and brown. Where the hand was there was no longer a hand but a yellow spike that erupted with small black spikes, and those smaller spikes were barbed and writhing as if each one was a separate living weapon. The arm that was no longer an arm punched forward with ferocious power and the spiked thing that was no longer a hand ripped into Jimmy’s guts and on through his body to come out the other side in an explosion of gore that spattered the dusty wallpaper with bits of lungs, kidney, stomach, and all the makings of man. The vertebrae broke with a noise like a broomstick, and as Jimmy collapsed his finger spasmed on the trigger and the revolver fired into the side of Vope’s face. What looked like human blood ran from the wound, but still the Gorgon did not blink nor did it register pain.
Vope’s appendage picked Jimmy up off his feet and, as the leader and the others fell back in stupefied horror, Vope threw Jimmy’s body so hard against the opposite wall that the broken young man smashed through it.
The leader had his back to another wall and raised his rifle. Vope’s left arm, also transfigured into a killing machine with the yellow, black and brown markings, struck out like a snake and lengthened by at least four feet. The hand of this arm had become a black reptilian head with slitted red pupils and fangs that gleamed like metal. The teeth caught the man’s rifle, wrenched it from his grip in a heartbeat, and destroyed his face with one tremendous blow from the rifle’s butt, at the same time the spiked weapon of the right arm whipped out to pierce the other rifleman’s chest and on out his back like a twisting buzzsaw. Again, Vope threw the body aside like a piece of bloody garbage.
As Jefferson and Ratcoff watched in frozen terror, Vope’s snake-hand closed on the woman’s head as she turned to run with the boy. The jaws crushed her skull and facial bones with obscene ease. The brains ran out onto the floor as she fell, her face compressed to a knotty bleeding lump.
The boy was running, trying to get into the hallway. He was whimpering. Jefferson thought it was the worst sound he’d ever heard. Something went dark inside his mind as if to turn off the lights to spare him any more.
Because he knew Vope was not done.
The spiked arm lengthened, a scaly mottled python sliding out of Vope’s shoulder, going after the boy, and so fast it was nearly a blur the spike drove through the boy’s back, through his chest, and impaled him. His legs were kicking, and his body twitched as the Gorgon lifted him up, and then—almost gracefully, with a smooth show of power—the boy was thrown through the next wall, which Jefferson did not fail to notice was decorated with a faded portrait of Jesus in prayer. The impact caused the portrait to fall and the dusty glass to shatter.
The man with the destroyed face was lying on his back, moaning through a distorted mouth that had neither lips nor teeth.
Vope’s left arm drew itself back in and began to return to counterfeit flesh. The black reptilian head with the metallic teeth became a fist, which Vope opened and closed several times as if to test its elasticity.
The right arm drew itself back into the shoulder. The spiked murder weapon began to change to something that resembled a forceps, still mottled with the color of what was maybe the true Gorgon flesh. The forceps entered the wound in Vope’s head and searched there. Vope’s face did not change, and registered nothing. In another moment the forceps emerged with a slug. Vope examined this with interest. Then he walked to the ex-leader on the floor. His small eyes stared down at the man on the floor as someone would consider a roach about to be crushed.
With incredible speed and power, the forceps-hand whipped forward and sent the used slug into the man’s forehead with easily the velocity of a gun, if not many more times so. The man shivered once, and moved no more.
Vope’s right arm and hand returned themselves to what passed for normality in a matter of seconds. Then Vope drooled slimy spittle into the cup of his right hand and began to rub the liquid into the bullet wound. It took him a few drools and the hand rubbed in maybe two dozen circles, but when he was done the wound was no longer there, just the remnant of Gorgon blood that had leaked down his neck and onto his t-shirt.
“Now we go,” Vope said to Jefferson of Tennessee and Ratcoff of New York, who had pressed themselves against the far wall as if to push their own bodies through the wallpaper and plaster. “And…no,” he told Jefferson as he straightened his backpack like any day hiker would, “that was the boy, not.”



Fifteen.
 



The boy in question was waiting. He stood up on a guard tower with Gary Roosa, watching the road that led from town to the ruins of Panther Ridge. Dave, Joel, and Hannah had been gone almost eight hours. The yellow sunlight had gotten hotter. There was a sticky, otherworldly dampness in the air. Somewhere in the distance, thunder echoed in the low gray sky. Ethan’s eyes ticked in the direction of the noise. Just thunder, he thought. Presently no enemies in this sector.
He caught himself.
What?
I don’t talk like that, he thought. I don’t think like that. But how come I know it was just thunder and not the sounds of their war?
He just knew.
A memory came upon him…or a dream of a memory. It came upon him so fast he was left nearly breathless.
He was in a classroom. The sun—bright sun in an unblighted blue sky—shone through the windows. He was sitting at his desk. The girl in front of him had red hair. Her name was…that was lost. At the front of the classroom was the teacher’s desk, and at it sat a man wearing a white shirt and a dark blue bowtie with gold stripes. The man’s name was…
Think hard.
The man was slim, had a sharp chin, and wore horn-rimmed glasses. He had brown hair with a lock of white at the very front, as if a finger dusted in flour had touched there. His name was…Nova-something? Novak?
Science teacher.
Yes, Ethan thought. A science teacher, at…what was the school? And where was the school? Lost…all lost. But on the desk before Ethan was his Visible Man, ready for the demonstration. All the organs painted, the veins painted, everything ready. In a few minutes, he would stand up and take his Visible Man to the front of the class, where he would remove the organs and explain their function one by one as he rebuilt his human…wouldn’t he? Wasn’t that right? Or was this a tainted dream, and it had never happened?
Up at the front already, casting a shadow in the golden sunlight, was a boy wearing a black jersey with something in silver written across it. The boy was Hispanic and had long black hair and thick eyebrows. Written on the jersey was…
Remember…remember…please remember…
And there it was, as if through a dark glass: Jaguars.
The boy was talking, and gesturing over a model of…the universe? No…not the universe as it is…but the universe as someone in ancient Rome had envisioned it. The earth was the center of the universe. The boy had rigged an electric motor to his model, and turning on a little switch showed how the painted Styrofoam balls of planets revolved around the earth on their wires. A geocentric universe, it was called. Ethan remembered that. Somebody named Claudius something had come up with it. Ethan thought that the Hispanic boy—no name, no name—had done a pretty good job, and this would be a hard act to follow and he needed at least a B for his presentation. Ethan’s eye followed the shadow of a gesturing hand, and it fell upon a calendar page that read April 3. He would be going up soon, the presentation of the geocentric universe was almost done.
Ethan—not his name, his name was something else—looked at the clock and saw it was four minutes after ten. Ethan would be the second up; they were going in alphabetical order.
Alphabetical order, he remembered. It was the first day of science project presentations.
The Hispanic boy’s name was…what?
Last name… ‘A’?
It came to him like a blow to the stomach. Allendes.
First name…no, that was lost. But Ethan realized his real last name must end in either an ‘A’ or a ‘B’, because there were twenty-six other students in the class and—
“Can I come up?”
Both Gary and Ethan turned around to see Nikki Stanwick hanging onto the ladder that led up. She was just a couple of rungs shy of pulling herself onto the platform.
“Come on,” Gary said, and he went over to help her.
She came up smoothly and spent a moment brushing the dust off the knees of her jeans. Then she walked over beside Ethan and looked along the road, the rhinestones of the star in her eyepatch glittering with a fragment of captured light.
“They’ve been gone a long time,” she said.
Ethan nodded. The wounded were being cared for as best as possible, but there were some like Billy Bancroft who just couldn’t walk. There were a few dying ones, and a number who’d passed away since they’d been found in the wreckage. Ethan figured there were maybe sixty people left and half of those were wounded in some way, about ten in really bad shape. Seventeen people, including Roger Pell, Roger’s wife, and their surviving child had started off on their own with their guns and remaining ammunition, a few plastic jugs of water and some of the last of the canned food. They had taken, as well, the rest of the horses. No one had tried to stop them. They were going cross-country, heading east toward…they knew not what, but they didn’t put much faith in the search team finding a vehicle or any fuel, and they didn’t want to wait any longer.
“I hear that if they find a truck, we’re going to Denver.” Nikki was speaking to Ethan.
“Who told you that?”
“Olivia.”
“Hm,” Ethan said. He remembered what Dave had told him after finding White Mansion Mountain in the road atlas: Going south to Denver, crossing the Rockies on I-70, with the Gray
Men and the aliens everywhere. Did that mean Olivia and Dave were going to take him there? That they believed, as he believed, that he must find this place?
“Denver is gone. They started fighting over Denver and tore it up about three months after the war started. Don’t you know that?” 
“I don’t know much of anything.” 
“That’s what people who got out of Denver said. Some survivors who came here. You can ask Mrs. Niega. She saw the buildings fall. There’s nothing left, so why do we want to go to Denver?”
The gateway to I-70, Ethan thought. “Where would you like to go?” he asked her.
“Out of this nightmare. Home again. With everything like it was. My Mom and Dad, and my sister. All of them alive again.” Nikki’s voice was getting strained and her face had flushed. “I’d like my eye back. So, I guess I’d like to go to the one place nobody can go.”
Ethan waited without speaking.
“The past,” she said. “But that’s gone, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Ethan agreed. “It’s gone.”
“Hey, something’s coming,” Gary said. “Look there!” He gave over his binoculars to Ethan. 
H
Nearly eight hours before, a rifle bullet struck the left side of Hannah Grimes’ horse and a follow-up whined off the pavement of Windom Street, about two miles from Panther Ridge. Hannah jumped clear as her mount fell. The sniper was in a boarded-up house among rows of boarded-up or abandoned homes, but exactly where the slug had come from was impossible to tell. Hannah braved another attack to put the horse down with a shot to the head, then she took Dave’s hand and pulled herself up behind him, and they went on, and that was how things were these days. After another twenty minutes, they came across four tractor-trailer trucks parked at a lumber company at the intersection of South College Avenue and Carpenter Road, but no keys were in the ignitions, and the facility’s main office was locked. A brick through a pane of smoked glass cleared that obstacle, but a search still turned up no keys and there were too many locked desk drawers to tackle.
“Listen,” Hannah said, “I wanted to come along because Olivia said we could use a school bus. I drove one for a couple of years as a volunteer. I know where the depot is, and I know there’s a diesel tank. Got a workshop there too, and I figure they may have some kind of pump we can use. It’s a ways from here, but I think that’s our best bet.”
“Hell, yes!” Dave answered, and so they started off under Hannah’s direction north toward the school bus depot on LaPorte Avenue. They were getting into areas that had been ripped apart by alien weapons, whole neighborhoods burned to ashes, cars melted into shapeless hunks of metal, shopping malls and stores gutted and merchandise spilled out over the flame-scorched parking lots, a few larger buildings chopped in half as if by surgical lasers and debris blocking the streets. They passed three abandoned metro buses, the first lying on its side, the second with three flat tires and a shattered windshield, and a third with most of the two upper floors of the First National Bank covering it. The downtown Ace Hardware store on South College Avenue was crushed as if by a gigantic boot, ending Dave’s hopes of finding a barrel pump before they reached the depot.
“We’ve got another mile to go,” Hannah announced, and nothing more needed to be said.
Though in an area of burned buildings, charred trees, and more wreckage, the depot had escaped the flames of war. There were twelve buses in the lot, rusted by the rain and parked haphazardly by their rattled drivers. Four of them were sitting on flats, so those were out. Either someone had already gone at the gates with a chain-cutter, or the gates had been left unlocked on what had seemed like the last day of the world.
First problem: finding the keys to these vehicles. Were there any in the ignitions or up under the sun visors? No, there were not. But the door to the office had been broken open, likely in a search for firearms. Hannah went to a metal cabinet on the wall and tried to open that but the lock was secure. “Keys are in there on hooks with numbers that go with the numbers of the buses.” She’d drawn her six-shooter. “Seen this done in the movies plenty of times, but in real life I figure you can blow your own head off if you’re not careful. Both of you step back.”
It was a wise move. It took two bullets to do the job, and even then the lock was more mangled than agreeable and the whole thing had to be nearly torn off the wall. But there were the keys, and the numbers, and the buses outside. It didn’t take long for another problem to assert itself as they’d started opening up the hoods and looking at the engines: the two large, heavy-duty batteries in every bus was gunked up with yellow sulphur deposits and likely stone-cold dead.
“Damn it!” Dave fumed, as reality bit deep. “We’re not going anywhere in one of these!” 
“Okay, son,” Hannah said, a little caustically. “You think there’s never been dead batteries in this lot before? Think nobody’s ever screwed up and left batteries in a school bus over a Christmas holiday or a spring break? How about all summer? Yeah, it’s happened. They keep spare batteries in the workshop.” She motioned toward a long flat-roofed red brick building with closed-up garage bays. There were no windows. A green-painted metal door was closed at the top of a set of cement stairs. Dave figured that if all these entrances were locked, it was going to be a bitch to break into. Alongside the building were two diesel fuel pumps, and in the oil-stained concrete, a yellow fill cap that indicated the underground tank. “You want to stop wastin’ time, get in there, and see what’s what?” Hannah asked.
“Yeah. Have you got any explosives on you?” Dave looked at Joel. “You got any ideas?”
“We can try the door,” Joel answered with a shrug. “If it’s locked, try to blow it open, the Hannah Grimes way.”
“Or maybe,” Hannah said, “we can walk around to the other side of the building. There’s one window in this place, and it’s in the shop manager’s office. Used to overlook a flower garden.”
“How do you know all this?” Dave asked.
She smiled, the deep lines crinkling up around her eyes. The smile was of a memory, and Dave thought it softened her hard face enough to reveal someone who had once been almost pretty. Almost. “Kenny Ray was my honey for awhile,” she said. “I planted the flowers so he’d have somethin’ nice to look at when I wasn’t around.”
“So that’s why you volunteered to begin with, I’m figuring?” Joel asked.
“Maybe. Never know who you’ll meet at your neighborhood bar. Time’s movin’, friends.”
The window was positioned just above Dave’s head and was broken out. The flower garden had long gone to the corrosive rain and the twists of time. Dave figured that if someone had broken in this way, they’d probably come out through the door but had closed it behind them. A scavenger with a sense of order, in a mad, disordered world.
“Let’s try the door,” he said.
As he went up the steps, Dave felt like asking God for a favor. He wasn’t religious, was far from it, and if he’d been at all religious before the death of his family, that terrible event had wiped the visions of Heaven out of his head. He knew Hell existed, though. No doubt about that. It was everywhere now, burst from its realm of space and time. God, Dave thought as he reached the top of the stairs, if there’s anything to you,
how about giving us a break? How about manning up and helping us?
They needed so much to get one of those buses moving. They needed luck and about eight feet of hose, a hand crank pump of some kind, and two new batteries. They needed a probe to find out if there was already fuel in any of the buses, tanks so they wouldn’t be wasting their time on a dry hole. They needed so much, and there were so many people depending on them.
But right now they needed for that door to open.
Dave reached out for the handle.
He felt his face tighten in preparation for disappointment. But even if this damned door is locked, he thought, we’ve got the broken window. Old Kenny Ray’s window, looking out at the flowers of love.
Help us, he thought, and tears stung his eyes. Please.
He grasped the door’s handle and pulled. 
H
Through the binoculars, Ethan saw what was coming.
It had once been a yellow school bus, but the rain had done its damage. The top of the bus was rusted brown, and brown streaks of rust had dripped down the sides. Poudre
School District was imprinted on the bus in faded letters, and the number 712. The bus was going slow, in allowance for the two horses whose reins were tied to the rear bumper.
“They found a school bus!” Gary shouted to the people who waited below. There was a stir of activity as even some of the severely wounded managed to haul themselves to their feet. JayDee, Olivia, and and a few of the others had been trying to give them comfort, as much as could be done without medical supplies. Gary took the binoculars from Ethan once more and watched the bus approach. “Christ, I never thought they’d find anything!”
Ethan said, “I believe in Dave.”
In another moment, the bus pulled into the open entranceway, came up the quake-cracked road, and stopped where the survivors had gathered near the swimming pool, in the shadow of the dead Gorgon ship.
The doors opened, and Joel was the first one off, followed by Dave and then Hannah. All of them were dirtier than before, if that was possible. They looked wrecked. Dave staggered and had to catch hold of Joel’s shoulder to keep from falling. As those who could walk crowded around, Dave caught sight of Ethan standing up on the tower with Gary and Nikki, and he gave a slight nod that said, I haven’t forgotten.
“Let’s get these people on board,” Dave said to Olivia, who came up to him with a plastic jug of water. He took a swig and passed it to Hannah. “Sorry, we lost one of your horses.”
“We lost the rest to a group who decided to go on. No matter, we can’t keep them.” Her eyes looked bruised, but her voice was steady. “I’m going to untie those two.”
Dave nodded. The important thing now was getting everyone out of here. Bus 712 had had a little more than a quarter tank of fuel already in it before Dave had used the pry bar, rubber hose, and metal containers he’d found to siphon diesel out of the underground tank. There had been four boxed-up heavy-duty batteries in the workshop; now two were in the bus and two were still in their boxes at the back of the bus. While they were at it, they’d put new oil in the engine, and though the thing still ran rough after being awakened from its long sleep, it did run, the wheels turned, it had an uncracked windshield, and six pretty good tires, and Dave thanked God for the Blue Bird bus company. He thanked God also for Hannah, who had gotten them around a lot of debris without tearing up the tires.
“Couldn’t get to Poudre Valley North. Every way we tried was blocked,” he told JayDee as he helped get people aboard. “We went to Poudre Valley South, but every drug in the storeroom was gone. Hell, I wouldn’t know what to get if there’d been anything there but empty shelves. We stopped at a CVS and two Walgreen’s, both cleared out. Figure we might do better down the road.” Billy Bancroft was still cursing as he was carried on, but Dave knew it was to mask a lot of pain. A small number of canned goods had been recovered, as well as a few pistols, rifles, and some ammunition. Four oil lamps and two bottles of fuel made the cut. A dozen plastic jugs of water were put aboard. There was not going to be room in the bus for the heavy machine guns, and the ammunition was almost gone for those, so Dave and Olivia made the tough decision to leave them. 
Ethan, Nikki, and Gary stood up on the tower as the bus was being loaded, and finally Gary gave a sigh and said, “I’m not going to say I’ll miss this place, but it kept us alive.” He put a hand out to stroke the machine gun on its swivel. “I’d take this, if I had my way. Just hope we don’t wish we had it, wherever we’re going.” He cast one more look around at the sorry fate of the Panther Ridge Apartments, and then he went down the ladder.
Ethan was alone with Nikki.
She was staring at him, and her silence was making him nervous. “We’d better go,” he said. He started for the ladder.
“I’ve heard things about you,” she said, and he stopped. “I’ve heard somebody say you think you caused the quakes that night.”
He shrugged, but he didn’t look at her. “Who told you that?”
“Somebody who heard it from somebody who heard it from somebody else. People think you must be…like…whacko.”
“Good word,” he said. “Maybe that fits.” He remembered he had said I think I caused the
earthquakes in front of a roomful of people. No, more than that. He’d said I know I caused them.
“People say you’re spooky,” Nikki went on, her single eye fixed on him.
“Yeah, another good word.” He turned to face her, and he pulled up a smile and gave it to her. “If I’m so whacko and spooky, why did you climb up here to see me?”
She said nothing for a moment. Then she blinked, and it was her turn to shrug. “Maybe…I like whacko and spooky. ’Cause maybe I am, too.” She rubbed at an imaginary spot on the boards with the toe of a dirty blue Nike. “My folks said I was. After I got my third tattoo. They’re like…skulls and vines and stuff, on my back. You know, a little freaky. A friend of mine was studying to be a tat artist, so he did ’em for free. But I don’t have a tramp stamp,” she said quickly. “That would be a little much.”
“I guess so,” Ethan agreed.
“You got any?”
“Tattoos? No.”
She approached him. “You’ve got a bad bruise…right there.” She could see the dark purple of it just above the neck of his t-shirt, and she touched her own neck. “I mean…it looks real bad. What happened?”
“I’m not sure. That’s something I can’t remember.” Or don’t want to remember, he thought.
“Does it hurt?” Maybe impulsively, Nikki reached out with her right hand and the index finger touched the bruise. Then, immediately, she gasped and stepped back. Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh…wow,” she said. “I mean…look at that!”
He tried to, but he couldn’t see it. He didn’t like the tremor in her voice. “What is
it?” His own voice had climbed.
“Where I touched…my finger…the place turned silver. It’s starting to fade now. Wow,” she repeated. Her eye was wide. “Pull up your shirt.”
Ethan did. Exposed was the ebony bruise that covered his chest.
“Can I touch you again?” she asked.
“Go ahead, it doesn’t hurt,” he answered, but he was scared, and his heart was pounding.
Nikki reached out again, slowly, spread her fingers, and touched them to Ethan’s chest. Ethan felt nothing but her touch, though it appeared that the flesh seemed to shimmer around her fingertips. When she pulled her hand away, the fingermarks remained there in silver.
Quickly, they began to fade. Ethan saw the look of wonder on Nikki’s face abruptly change. She stepped back from him in fear, as if she were about to leap from the tower, and he said in an outpouring, “I’m human. I am. It’s just…there’s something different about me that I don’t understand. I’m okay, I’m not going to hurt you.” He pressed a thumb into his chest and watched the silver mark it left melt back into the darkness of the bruise. “Listen,” he told her, “I’m not an alien. Like…one of their experiments. I’m not.”
Her voice was very quiet when she spoke. “If you don’t know who you are or where you came from…how do you know what you are?”
That was a question Ethan couldn’t answer. He lowered his shirt. “Please don’t tell anybody about this. Not yet. Okay?”
She didn’t reply; she had backed away and was almost to the platform’s edge.
“Please,” he said, and didn’t care that he was begging. “I feel like there’s someplace I have to go, and something I have to do. It’s so strong in me, I can hardly sleep. The place is White Mansion Mountain, and it’s in Utah. Dave found out where it is for me. I have got to get there. Nikki…I think maybe…there’s something that wants me to go, because there can be an end to this.”
“An end? An end to what?”
“Their war. I’m just saying…I feel like if I can get to that mountain, and find out why I’m being called to go there…there can be an end to it. Do you understand?”
“No,” she said, very quickly.
“Ethan!” It was Dave, calling for him from below. “We’re loading up! Come on!”
“Okay, I don’t either,” he told the girl, “but please…please…don’t say anything about this.”
“Maybe you’re turning into a Gray Man,” Nikki answered. “Maybe that’s what’s happening to you, and I ought to go down there right now and tell them, and they’ll take care of you before we pull out.”
“You mean shoot me? Listen…Dave trusts me. So does Olivia…and I think Dr. Douglas kind of does. I’m telling you…I have got to get to that mountain, and if I do…when I do…I think something important is there for me. Either to have, or to know.”
“What, you think you’re Jesus or somebody? Like you’re supposed to lead your believers out of this…this shit…somehow?”
“I’m not Jesus,” Ethan said. And I’m not really Ethan either, he thought. “Just give me a chance, okay? You tell people about this, and it’ll scare them. I don’t need that. Nobody does.”
“Maybe we should all be scared of you.”
He was done. He could go no further with her. He said grimly, “Do what you want to do. Either tell them, or not. But I’m saying…I feel like I have a purpose. A reason to be here. Maybe we all do, but we don’t know yet what it is. The only things I want to hurt are the Cyphers and the Gorgons. I want them gone off this earth.”
“We all want that.”
“Yeah, I know.” Ethan had to look away from her frightened and accusing eye. “I’m going down to the bus,” he told her, in as calm a voice as he could manage. “Whatever you want to do…do it.”
She didn’t wait for him. She was down the ladder so fast she nearly blurred out like a Cypher. I’ve freaked out the freak, he thought. He climbed down, expecting…he didn’t know what to expect. But the last group of people were being helped or herded into the bus, and Nikki Stanwick was among them. She didn’t look back at Ethan or speak to Dave as she went past him and Olivia.
“Let’s go,” Dave said to Ethan as he approached. “Squeeze in back there.” Seats had been removed starting from about the middle of the bus back to the rear, thanks to the toolkit Darnell Macombe had saved from destruction, but still the bus was packed. The badly wounded were lying down or being supported by other people. The hardest part of this was the fact that JayDee had pronounced three wounded too severely torn up or bone-crushed to travel, and that their deaths were imminent. No other way, JayDee had said as he held himself up on his crutch. They may pass in an hour or two, or they
may hold on for another five or six hours, but they don’t know where they are. It’s reality. There’s nothing I can do for them but suggest mercy.
And just who’s going to do that, Doc? Dave had asked. Who’s going to pull the trigger
three times and live with that?
They shouldn’t be left alive here, JayDee had answered. In the dark, alone.
Shit, Dave had said. Is there absolutely nothing you can do?
I can’t even give them any pain pills. Only thing I’ve got is one bottle of hydrogen peroxide. I can’t fix Neal’s punctured lungs, and I can’t fix Dina’s broken back and her shattered legs, and I can’t give Asa a new brain to fix the one inside his crushed skull. I’ve got too many others that I can at least help…but…I guess what I should do…is…give out the medicine of mercy, because we don’t want any of our friends left behind—alive—if the Gray Men come tonight. So I’m going to take a pistol, and I’m going to walk over there where they’re lying, and I’m going to do what a doctor is sometimes called upon to do…play God. An imperfect, tortured, and feeble God…but someone has to do this. Now excuse me, Dave, while I finish my rounds.
Inside the cramped bus with the last residents of Panther Ridge, Ethan heard three shots. No one spoke about them, and no one asked any questions of JayDee when Dave helped him up into the bus. Last on was Olivia, who eyes were bloodshot and who looked as if twenty years of heartache and despair had been burdened on her overnight, which Ethan thought was probably true. He stood up so others could sit. He caught a glimpse of Nikki, standing further at the back and staring a hole through him, but he quickly looked away.
The terrible thing was…he knew he was changing. He was becoming something unknown…some kind of nightmare creature…and if he was anything human at all, he was in defiance of the Visible Man, because he figured he had died in the shockblast of a strip mall, and his bruises told the story, but he was not yet dead—as humans used to know death to be—and now his injuries were beginning to speak to him in another language, with a tongue of silver.
“Everybody hold on to somethin’ or someone,” said Hannah as she slid behind the wheel. She turned the lever that closed the door, as she must’ve done a thousand times. She started the engine and heard it knock and complain, but then the wheels started turning, and they were moving away from Panther Ridge, moving out through the wall and the metal-plated door, out into the violent world of cosmic war, out upon the road that led south to Denver and hopefully to pharmacies or hospitals that had not yet been fully looted. And hopefully, then, to some kind of refuge from the madhouse that had claimed the earth, and some kind of safety, wherever that might be. JayDee, sitting with his injured knee outstretched, stared into empty space, and Ethan noted that his blue eyes were moist, and where they had been very clear, they were now dimmed and clouded.
They passed within sight of a neighborhood burned black, everything looking like a firestorm had whirled through. Ethan saw Nikki staring out at it, and he figured her house used to be out there and now there were only ashes and bones, like the rest of the world.
“Looky here, looky here,” said Hannah. She was speaking to Olivia and Dave, who stood near her as the bus rumbled and jounced along. “Three fellas walking our way in the road. One of ’em’s waving us down. Want to stop, or go right on through ’em?”
Both Dave and Olivia could see the three figures ahead, walking in the middle of the road. The one at the center was waving his arms. On one side was a stocky man with long black hair and a beard and on the other a short bald-headed gent in a white shirt who might have been a banker out for his afternoon stroll, except he was filthy and staggering.
“Run ’em down?” Hannah asked. “Take no chances?” She was keeping her foot on the accelerator.
It came to both Olivia and Dave that three people had just been executed—and call it mercy if you want to, but that didn’t make it any easier. Three friends of theirs who had pulled the weight just like everyone else and at the end had been crushed by it. The bus hardly had room for one more person, let alone three…and there was always the chance that these were only counterfeit humans.
But there they were, right in front of the bus, and they weren’t getting off the road and Hannah wasn’t slowing down, and the decision had to be made in a matter of seconds.
Olivia took a deep breath to clear her head, and she made it.
They were not animals yet, and certainly not killers of human beings who could be helped. They had a dozen loaded guns if they needed to use them. They had accepted plenty of wanderers into Panther Ridge. What was the difference now?
“Stop for them,” Olivia said. “Let’s see what the story is. But,” she added, “let’s keep our guns ready.”
Hannah let up on the gas and mashed the brake pedal. The bus neared the three figures and began to slow down. Toward the back of the bus, Ethan was standing in the aisle with people packed all around him, and he could see nothing, but someone passed the word back that there were three men on the road. As the bus stopped with a squeal of protest, Hannah opened the door and pointed her big-ass pistol at the doorway. She called out matter-of-factly, “Any trouble and the first bullet comes from my cannon!”
The three men were talking and made no effort to approach the bus. Olivia said, “Dave, let’s find out what they want,” and they went out, cautiously, with Dave’s Uzi drawn and a .45 Colt automatic in Olivia’s right hand. Her finger was on the trigger, and her mind was set that they could spend only a few minutes here, and whatever these three wanted, they’d better have a good salesman among them.
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“I used to be…like they say…pretty well fixed,” said Burt Ratcoff, as he and Jefferson Jericho followed Vope on the long road that led through destroyed suburbs where no lawnmower would ever growl again and no summer lemonade would ever be poured. “My wife left me six years ago, but I learned to live with it. Kept in touch with our son. Lives in Glendale, California, he’s an insurance adjuster. That one with the talkin’ gecko.” Ratcoff nodded. “Yeah. I bet he’s okay. Him, Jenny, and the girls. They’re okay, I bet. They found someplace to hide, they’re gonna make it. Hey, spaceman! You’re killin’ my legs, I can’t keep up with you! Can you slow down a little…shit!” he said, wincing, and touched the back of his neck.
“I wouldn’t get him angry,” Jefferson said, but he too was short of breath, and his legs were starting to cramp. Had they walked across this entire damned city? It seemed like it. Vope had picked up the pace in the last half hour, as if eager to get to a certain place at a certain time. “Vope!” Jefferson called. “We’re going to have to rest awhile.” There was no response, and the pace did not falter. Jefferson said, “Vope, we’re only human. We’re not…as strong as you are. Our bodies give out, because we’re weak. Will you have some pity on us and let us rest for a few minutes?”
Vope suddenly stopped and turned toward them, and on the disguised face there was a second’s fleeting expression of haughty disdain. “You are weak,” he answered. “You do not deserve a world you are unable to hold. Even…” He paused, searching for a word from his inner dictionary of their language “…slaves are stronger than you.”
“I bow before you knowing I am weaker than a slave,” said Jefferson, keeping his voice light and easy. “But may I ask if we can rest? We’ll be useless to you if our fragile bodies are worn out.”
Vope’s small dark eyes slid toward Ratcoff.
“What he said,” was the New Yorker’s comment.
“Rest, then,” said Vope. “Eat.” He shrugged off his backpack, opened it and brought out two small cubes of the white tofu-like substance that Jefferson knew so well. He held them out to his captives.
“That shit again?” Ratcoff moaned. “What is this, your kind of dog food?”
“Take it and eat it,” Jefferson advised. “I don’t know what it is, but it’ll keep your energy up.” He took one and Ratcoff took the other, and they stood eating the manufactured nutrients under the low yellow sky in the land of the dead. The sun, a faint glow in the humid murk, was on its descent. Jefferson could feel darkness coming, and he didn’t care to be out here with a Gorgon—even one who was supposed to be his protector but had taken the role of master—when night fell.
“Vope,” he said as he ate the alien fodder, “who’s this boy you’re after? Why’s he so important?”
“What boy?” Ratcoff asked. Obviously he knew nothing about the parameters of this mission.
“They,” Jefferson said with emphasis, “want me to bring a certain boy back to them. He’s supposed to be here, somewhere.” He cast his gaze around at the desolation. “So who is he, Vope? And if you can do what you did back at that house…then why don’t you find the boy and take him yourself?”
“My orders stand,” said the Gorgon.
“I don’t care how many humans are protecting him,” Jefferson went on. “You could destroy them all, if you wanted to. Why do you need me?”
Vope didn’t reply, and Jefferson thought he was going to remain silent, but after a few seconds the alien spoke. “He would resist force.”
“So? Maybe he would, but…” And then it struck Jefferson Jericho, quite clearly. “Oh my God,” he said. “You—she—whatever you are…you’re afraid of him, aren’t you?”
Vope’s face turned away, his gaze directed to the distance.
“You’re afraid,” Jefferson continued. “And that must mean…is he a Cypher in disguise?”
“No sense is made of that.”
“Your enemy. Whatever you call it. Is he the enemy, in disguise? He must’ve done something really—” Awesome, he was about to say, “—bad, to get you—her, it—so bound to lay your hands on him. My hands, I mean. What did he do? Kill a couple dozen of—”
“Refrain your curiosity,” the Gorgon interrupted, “or I will give you pain. We are moving now.” He began to stride away, and Jefferson and Ratcoff felt little sharp tinglings at the backs of their necks and so were compelled to follow.
Jefferson thought he would never survive this. If the boy was a Cypher in disguise he must be like a special forces soldier, and if the Gorgons were afraid of him…no telling what destructive powers this so-called ‘boy’ was capable of. Lay hands on a Cypher commando and expect to whisk him back to Gorgon-land for a little torture session? Right. The first thing that would happen is, an ex-car salesman named Leon Kushman was going to be blasted out of this world as quickly as if he’d taken a gunshot to the back of the head.
“They keep me in a place that looks like a suburb with little houses like from the fifties,” Ratcoff said as he struggled to walk alongside Jefferson. Ratcoff’s head was wet with sweat and sweat stained the front of his shirt and his armpits. Jefferson knew the man was terrified and had the need to talk, so he just listened as best he could with his own death sentence hanging over his head. “There’re seventy-eight people in that place, brought from all over the States. We call it—” 
“The Ant Farm?” Jefferson asked. 
“Huh? No. We call it Microscope Meadows. Know why?” 
“Because you always feel you’re being watched from above?” 
“Yeah, that’s right. But we’ve got everything we need to live. Electricity, water, cars that don’t need gasoline or oil anymore, that white shit they feed us with and some other weird stuff you drink…and the weather never changes. It’s like…always early summer. But know somethin’ really weird?”
You can never leave, Jefferson thought.
“You can’t get out,” Ratcoff said. “You can drive and drive, and pretend you’re goin’ somewhere…but all of a sudden you turn a corner and you’re right back where you started from. Weird, huh?”
“Yes,” said Jefferson. The Ant Farm, Microscope Meadows…he wondered what the Japanese, the Russians, the Norwegians and Brazilians called their prisons. The Gorgons were students of humans, just as some scientists were students of insects. He wondered also what they had done to Ratcoff when they’d taken him apart, and what they’d added to make him so valuable to this little jaunt. He hoped he wouldn’t have to find out.
“I miss the stars,” Ratcoff said, in a quietly reverential voice. “My Dad and me…long time back…used to camp out in our backyard, in Jersey. Used to put up a tent. I was a Boy Scout, believe that or not. So after we cooked our hotdogs and had our Indian blood—that’s what my Dad used to call mixing up grape juice, Pepsi, and root beer—we would say goodnight to Mom when she came out to the back porch, and then we’d go to sleep. Us guys. You know?”
“Sure,” said Jefferson, whose memory of his father involved breath that smelled like cheap whiskey, a crooked grin on a slack-jawed face and a salesman’s empty promise that tomorrow would be a better day.
“But…long after midnight,” Ratcoff went on, “I always crawled out of that tent and lay on my back looking up to count the stars. And where we lived…you could see a lot of ’em. Just shining and shining, like rivers of light. I thought I was the luckiest kid in the world, to be where I was. Only now…when I go out to my backyard and lie down in the dark…I can’t see any stars. Not one, in all that dark. My Dad died a few years back and my Mom had a condo in Sarasota. I called her that first day, to make sure she was okay. I wanted to fly down there, but you know all the airplanes were grounded. I told her to get to one of the shelters the National Guard was setting up. That was the last I heard from her. I hope she made it. You think maybe she made it, Jeff?”
Jefferson Jericho heard the pleading. He was many things in this life—a manipulator, a con man, a man who always put his needs and desires first, a man who disdained the weaknesses of others and played upon them, a money-hungry and power-hungry and sex-hungry ‘fiend of the night’, as Regina would have said—but at this moment, in this fearful world with a Gorgon leading him onward to what was possibly his death and at his side another human being wounded in heart and soul—he found something in himself he did not recognize, and it was so foreign to him he could not name what it was.
He said, “Sure she made it, Burt. No doubt. The National Guard…those guys knew what they were doing. They got people to safety. Lots of people. And your mom too, no doubt.”
“Yeah,” said Ratcoff, with a quick smile. “That’s what I think too.”
Jefferson Jericho was always amazed at how easily people could be led. How when they wanted to believe, the job was halfway done. It was even easier if they needed to believe. Sometimes you met a rock who refused to be turned, but mostly it was like this, especially when he wore his minister’s suit. And that scam about finding and deciphering verses in the Bible that told an investor what stocks to buy and sell…well, it was helpful to have inside traders working for you, and maybe when the info was faulty and money was lost by the High Rollers, Jefferson could say it was the will of God, the teaching of humility and above all patience, and that even he—Jefferson Jericho—was being taught a lesson too. But mostly things went as planned, and when the High Rollers paid the Jericho Foundation the voluntary yearly fifteen percent commission off their God-given and Bible-verse-directed earnings, as well as whatever they wished to give from the heart, the used-to-be Leon Kushman looked at the stained-glass window in his office and regarded the rainbow depicted there.
The last he’d heard, those shelters the Guard had set up had first been pits of panic that descended into chaos and violence among the human kind. It was likely some had been destroyed in the battles between Cypher and Gorgon. It was very likely Burt Ratcoff’s mother had perished in the first few months, if not the first few weeks, and like hundreds of thousands—millions?—of others around the world, the bones and ashes would be found only when the war was over and the human survivors crawled out of whatever hole they’d been hiding in. To be what? Slaves for the victors? Experiments in human genetics and mutations? The creation of new weapons for new wars on more worlds?
My brothers and sisters, Jefferson thought, there are no rainbows in this window. We are caught in the middle of two power-mad forces, and no matter who wins we are screwed.
“Yes,” said the preacherman, “I’m sure your mom is just fine.”
And then he saw something on the road ahead, approaching.
He thought he was seeing things. A mirage, maybe. But…a yellow school bus?
Vope halted. His head seemed to vibrate so fast that for two seconds he was headless.
“We will stop that vehicle,” he said.
“The boy’s in it?” Jefferson asked.
“Yes,” came the answer. And again: “We will stop that vehicle.”
To Jefferson it didn’t look at if the driver of that bus intended to stop. Vope began striding forward again, with Jefferson beside him and just behind, and on the other side Ratcoff winced and staggered along on his blistered feet and aching legs. Jefferson lifted his arms and waved them back and forth as the bus drew nearer.
“They’re not stoppin’,” said Ratcoff. “We better get off this road.”
But Jefferson continued to wave and suddenly the bus began to slow down. He heard the shriek of old brakes engaging.
Vope said, “Hear me. Do as you’re instructed. If there is any…” He paused, searching for the word. “Difficulty,” he continued, “I will kill every one of your kind in that vehicle.”
“It may not be that easy,” Jefferson answered.
“We will take the boy,” Vope repeated. “If there is any difficulty I will kill—”
“No, you will not,” said the preacherman, and the alien turned toward him with a blank face but Jefferson knew what was going on behind it. The pain couldn’t be delivered as Vope would like, or the humans in that bus would see him fall to his knees. “I’m supposed to put my hands on him, isn’t that right?” The bus was stopping a dozen yards in front of them. “Then we’ll be teleported or whatever back to…wherever? If I’m supposed to get past whoever is protecting him, you have to leave it to me. You want that boy delivered alive. Yes?”
“Yes.”
“Then don’t set off any alarms. Do you know what that means? It means you stand back and let me do what I do.”
Vope seemed to be thinking about this; Jefferson could tell the alien gears were turning.
The bus’s door was opening. A woman’s rough voice called out, “Any trouble and the first bullet comes from my cannon!”
“They have weapons,” Jefferson said. “Primitive to you, deadly to me and Burt. You don’t have to worry about being shot in the head, but we do. You’re going to let me take charge of this if you want it to be successful. Hear me?”
Vope said nothing, but neither did his arms grow to be snakelike monsters nor did any pain clench the back of Jefferson’s neck.
“Do you understand that a human being blinks his eyes every few seconds?” Jefferson asked. He saw a man and woman coming out of the bus; the man had a submachine gun and the woman carried a .45 automatic. “You don’t blink, they’re going to know you’re not human real quick. So do it, keep quiet, and let me talk.”
Then he turned his full attention to the man and the woman, and he said with a great exhalation of relief, “Thank God we’ve found somebody who’s not totally insane! We’ve been wandering all day, trying to—”
“What are you doing out here?” Dave asked sharply, keeping the Uzi’s barrel pointed at the ground between himself and Olivia and the three men.
“Well,” said Jefferson, “we’re not walking for our health, sir. We’ve been trying to find safe shelter before nightfall.”
“Is that so? And where the hell have you come from?”
Jefferson realized this rough-edged man in his torn black t-shirt, his faded jeans and a dirty dark blue baseball cap would rather shoot them all than spend any more time jawing. The man had a crust of blood from a cut across the bridge of his nose, and he might be a rock that refused to be turned. “We have come from Hell,” Jefferson answered, in a voice as grim as the grave. He kept his eyes fixed on the man’s. “A few days ago there were ten of us. We’re what’s left, after…” He lifted his chin just a fraction, as if in defiance of the world and this man’s Uzi. “After we were attacked on the road from Denver. I guess you know there are gangs of men driven insane out there. They fell on us and they shot our friends to pieces. We got away with one backpack, but we lost the rest of our supplies, our clothes, everything.” He made a point of eyeing the Uzi and the automatic. “I wish we’d had more guns, we could’ve fought back.”
“You don’t have guns? Why not?”
“I did have a gun,” Jefferson offered. “A Smith & Wesson .38. A nice piece.” He let his gaze slip toward the tall, slim woman, who was Hispanic and probably in her fifties. She had short-cut white hair and her face was tense, but Jefferson thought she’d been very attractive in the life that used to be. “When I ran out of bullets and couldn’t find any more, I traded my gun for a few cans of vegetables and some canned soup to keep my wife and daughter alive. That was in Kansas, four months ago.” The lies came so easily when one had a story-line. He gave the woman a sad and bitter smile. “I wish I could say my wife and daughter had made it out of Kansas with us, but…”
“What happened to them? Exactly,” growled the man, who still looked as if he wanted to shoot first and ask questions later.
Jefferson decided to go for the high roll, a shocker quickly conceived to back the bastard off. “Regina was raped and murdered in a basement by a madman who hit me over the head with a shovel and tried to bury me alive,” he said, his gaze steady. “When I crawled out of there and got to my gun, I used my last bullets on him. Amy wasted away. After her mother died, she lost the will to live. You want more details, sir?” He turned his full and intense power on the woman, who he perceived to be more malleable than the hard-ass. “My name is Jeff Kushman. This is Burt Ratcoff, and…” Don’t pause, he told himself. “Jack Vope.”
He had not earned his place in the world by being slow of mind or timid at launching tales to suit his purpose, and with two guns pointed in his direction his mind was going a hundred miles a second. He intended to stay alive as long as possible. He looked at Vope and launched not a tale but a searing thought that reached out like a slap to the face: Blink, idiot!
Vope returned the gaze. Something must have clicked, because suddenly Vope started blinking as if he had eyes full of gnats or the worst facial tic ever recorded. Slow down, Jefferson thought. Once every seven or eight seconds! He hoped the Gorgons were smart enough to understand Earth time, but maybe not.
“What’s wrong with him?” Dave asked. He’d seen the black-haired man start blinking like his eyes were on fire. Otherwise, the guy’s face was emotionless.
“Jack’s still in shock,” Jefferson said quickly. “He’s lost his family too.”
The blinking was still out of control. Dave thought the guy was about to have a fit. “Can’t he talk?”
“He needs some time. He’ll be all right. Settle down, Jack, you’re among friends.”
“Friends?” Dave asked. “How do you figure that?”
Jefferson brought up an expression that was partly quizzical and partly hurt. He asked the woman, “You are going to help us, aren’t you? Please say you’re not going to just leave us.”
“Yeah,” Ratcoff spoke up, finding his nerve and realizing he had to follow Jeff’s lead to get on that bus and do whatever it was the Gorgons demanded. Then at least he could get back to Microscope Meadows. “Don’t leave us, okay?”
Olivia looked from one man to the other. Jack Vope had stopped his rapid-fire blinking and he seemed to be controlling that better but still…his face was devoid of any expression, like a painted mask. She said, “Dave, let’s talk,” and she motioned him over nearer the bus.
Dave didn’t care to turn his back on these three so he retreated toward Olivia, all the time keeping watchful and ready for anything.
Olivia said quietly, “We can’t leave them. We have to—”
“Take them with us?” Dave interrupted. “Why? We don’t know them, why should we care?”
“Because they’re human beings and they’re in need, that’s why. We never turned anyone away from Panther Ridge.”
“Sure we did. We killed the ones who weren’t really human. How do we know these three are? And how about that Vope guy? Gives me the creeps. He looks like he might go nuts any minute.” Dave shook his head. “Olivia, we can’t test them with the saline. There’s no way we can know if they’re really human or not.”
Jefferson had seen the man shake his head. The rock was holding steady. Jefferson said, “Can I ask where you’re going?”
“To Denver,” Olivia answered. “We’ve got a lot of wounded people on board and we’re trying to find medical supplies.”
“Maybe I can help,” said the salesman, who had already decided his pitch when he heard the word wounded. “I’m a doctor.” He decided to give the lie more texture. “I was a cardiologist in Little Rock.”
“I’ve been to Arkansas,” Dave said, which was his own lie. “Who’s the President who was governor there?”
“William Jefferson Clinton,” said Leon Kushman, who had taken the name ‘Jefferson’ from that very person, after getting an autographed picture of himself as a seventeen-year-old, grinning political volunteer standing between Bill and Hillary at a fund-raising banquet. He would always remember what Clinton had said to him: You’re a comet with your tail on fire, aren’t you? That was the same weekend he’d wound up at a party smoking weed and discussing porn films with a law student named Andy Beale, who had become a Missouri senator and now—or was—President of these Used To Be United States. “Otherwise known as ‘Bubba’ or ‘Slick Willie’,” Jefferson went on. He frowned. “Is this a test?”
This joker was a human, Dave thought. Had to be. Still…he had a bad feeling about this. The weird guy blinked a few more times in rapid succession. The short bald guy was moving from foot to foot as if standing on a hot griddle. “Damn,” Dave said under his breath. They had to get moving, the sun was going down.
“We’ve got to go.” Olivia had read the situation just as he had. “All right, get aboard,” she told the three.
“But you’ll stand at the front,” Dave added. “Where I can watch you.”
“Thank you,” Jefferson said. He gave more texture to the spin: “I don’t really care to go back to Denver, but I guess there’s not too much ahead, is there?”
“Just get on the bus and keep quiet. And watch your buddy there, I don’t want him freaking out and hurting anybody. Any trouble from him and you’re all off.”
“As you say.” If you only knew, Jefferson thought. Idiot.
“I’m Olivia Quintero and he’s Dave McKane,” Olivia said as they walked to the bus. “We’ve been holed up in an apartment complex. Early this morning a Gorgon ship crashed into it.” She shuddered inwardly, with a memory of something half-seen and totally repulsive. She asked, “You men have your own food and water in the backpack?”
“Food, yes,” Jefferson said. “Water, no.”
“I’ll get you some. I guess you need it.”
“We sure do!” Ratcoff gasped. “I’m parched!”
They got aboard. Hannah gave the three newcomers the evil eye and when Olivia nodded she put her pistol away and closed the door. “We’re movin’!” she called to everyone, and then she started them forward again on the long road that in a few miles curved to a ramp onto I-25 south to Denver.
Olivia passed the word back to send up a plastic jug of water. Dave stood right behind the three men and he kept his Uzi in hand just in case. “Where’d you stay last night?” he asked, directing the question to Ratcoff.
“A farmhouse,” Jefferson said. “But—”
“I asked him. You shut up until I tell you to talk.”
“Look.” Jefferson turned toward Dave. Their faces were only inches apart. The preacherman glanced down at the submachine gun that was aimed somewhere south of his navel, into God’s country. “What’s your point, Dave? Can I call you Dave?”
“You can call me Mister Careful. We’ve seen things that try to pass themselves off as human, and they ain’t pretty. They’re things either the Gorgons or the Cyphers have made in their Frankenstein labs. So that’s why this gun is still out and it’s staying out.”
“I hope you have the safety on. You could make a real mess when we hit the next bump, Dave.”
“Ratcoff, where’d you stay last night?” Dave persisted.
To his credit, Ratcoff hesitated only a few seconds. “Like Jeff said…a farmhouse. I don’t know how many miles away it was, but we walked a long time. My feet are killin’ me.”
“Why didn’t you stay there?”
Ratcoff shrugged, still keeping his composure. “The place was half burned down. We were tryin’ to find people. Not crazy ones. And…you know…just us three alone…how long were we gonna make it?”
Good man, Jefferson thought. Listen and learn from the master.
Vope was immobile at his side. That was good too, Jefferson decided. Let everybody think the idiot was in shock and couldn’t talk. The Gorgons didn’t understand contractions, and everything Vope said came out as stiff as a high schooler trying to speak Shakespeare’s English. At least he had the blinking part taken care of, mostly. So just let him keep his mouth shut. When the plastic jug of water arrived, Jefferson took a drink and also took the opportunity to look around. The bus was so crowded it was hard to see beyond the people standing behind McKane and the woman. He saw a young blonde-haired kid who was maybe nineteen or so, with a bloody rag wrapped around his head, his eyes bleary, but that wasn’t who they were seeking. He remembered his starlet harlot saying You will know the boy when you find him, my Jefferson as he drifted into a dreamless narcotic sleep in the room that was not a room in the false French mansion. He wondered if in that sleep they had added some sensor device to him along with the pain stimulator in his neck, because he was absolutely sure the young man with the injured head was not the boy. He could see no one else who might be the boy, so the boy must be further at the back. The kid was here, though; if he wasn’t, Vope wouldn’t have wanted to stop the bus. Oh yeah, he was here. When the chance to take him came, Jefferson would know that too. Only he hoped the Gorgons would teleport them out of range of that Uzi before McKane could get the safety off.
“One drink and pass it on,” Dave said.
“Sure.” Jefferson gave the jug to Ratcoff, who drank noisily. Then came the moment when Ratcoff put the red cap back on the jug and offered it to Vope, and the Gorgon just stood there looking at it like it was a half-gallon of Cypher piss.
“Don’t you want a drink, Jack?” Jefferson asked, his voice full of concern for a brother of the road who had lost his mental bearings. “Here, let me open it.” He was aware that not only McKane and the woman were watching, but others were too. He removed the red cap and said as if to a pitiful imbecile, “Open your mouth, Jack.”
Vope’s hands came up. He took the jug. There might have been a little angry spark deep in the black eyes.
“I know what to do,” Vope said. “Idiot.”
The Gorgon tipped the jug into his open mouth, as he’d seen the two humans do. Only Jefferson saw the creature flinch just a fraction, as if the liquid tasted vile. A small amount was taken and then allowed to slowly dribble from the sides of the mouth down into the black beard.
Vope gave the jug back to Jefferson, who recapped it and returned it to Olivia. “Thank you kindly,” he said, giving her just a glimpse of his Southern charm but not enough to fire anyone’s jets. The bus was moving on, curving toward the I-25 ramp. Jefferson noted that McKane’s gun had moved away from his proud parts. “I imagine you people have been through a lot,” he said to Olivia. “Like we have. Like everyone has.”
She nodded. “We’re glad you came along. You can help JayDee with some of these people when we find supplies. He’s our doctor.”
“Oh.” His blink was maybe a little too slow. “Right.”
About fifteen feet away from Jefferson Jericho, standing amid other survivors who hung onto whatever handhold they could find as the bus turned onto I-25, Ethan couldn’t see the three new arrivals for the crush of bodies around him, but his heartbeat had picked up and the flesh of his chest and back had begun tingling. The bruised parts, he thought.
It came to him very clearly.
An alarm had been set off.
Why? he wondered.
He had not seen the three men, but he thought that they were not who—or what—they appeared to be. His first impulse was to pass it forward that he needed to talk to Dave, but in another moment he decided against it. Dave likely couldn’t get back to him, and he would have to leave Olivia, and whatever the “men” were, they might have alarms too. If those went off, they might…what? Tear the bus apart and kill everyone?
No, Ethan thought. They’re not here to do that.
He was certain they were here for an unknown reason, but destroying the bus was not it.
Best to wait, he told himself. Give it time, get a look at these three and try to figure them out.
His heartbeat began to slow and the tingling went away, which was good because he was just about to start scratching himself and he could hardly move amid the others packed around him. He wondered what would happen if he lifted up his shirt and played tic-tac-toe in silver on the blackboard of his chest.
Nikki was still watching him from where she stood behind him. He could feel her eye on him, drilling into his head for an answer. He knew she was still not comfortable with keeping to herself what she’d seen. She might yet crack and start shouting that in their midst there was a freak, a danger to them all, a creature that had to be thrown off the bus and shot down on the side of the road…
…an alien among them.
Ethan steadied himself. They passed a few wrecked cars and a bread truck that had turned onto its side. Something crunched under the tires, and Ethan wondered if Hannah had just run them over a skeleton or two the Gray Men had left behind.
Denver lay ahead. So also did White Mansion Mountain. The boy who had been raised from the dead and was no longer fully human felt the pull of that place on him, never ceasing and growing more urgent.
An answer was there, he thought. But it was not the answer. And why he knew this to be so he had no idea, but there it was like a flash of light in his mind. An answer was at White Mansion Mountain, but there too, were more questions.
But first Denver, as dark began to fall and somewhere out there the Gray Men stirred, hungry for the meat of pilgrims searching for a place of peace.
Hannah turned on the headlights. The one on the left side failed to illuminate.
“Figures,” she muttered.
The bus went on into the falling dark, tires occasionally crushing bones that lay scattered on the cracked pavement like ancient runes pointing the way to the heart of the mystery.
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Steering the one-eyed bus through the debris scattered along I-25 was no easy task, even for a driver who’d once gotten a wad of bubble gum pushed into her hair while at the wheel and another time had a kid throw oatmeal up in her lap on a rainy Monday morning. Beyond the reach of the single headlight was dark upon dark. Occasionally the shape of a wrecked and burned car loomed up, and there were many skeletons or parts of skeletons, but Hannah Grimes kept her nerves steady and the bus moving forward at about ten miles an hour. The slow speed saved their lives when the light fell upon a black-edged crater burned into the pavement. Hannah said “Shit,” under her breath and deftly got them onto the median and past the danger. She had switched on the interior safety lights, which cast a yellow glow upon her passengers.
Dave McKane was standing watch over the three new arrivals. He didn’t like the smell of them. He didn’t like the cardiologist who talked like a car salesman, having a smooth and quick answer for every question. He didn’t like the little bald Ratcoff, who was sweating and nervous and looked to be in utter torment, and he didn’t like Jack Dope, who stood like a statue and stared ahead into the darkness with that weird double-and-triple blinking he was doing. That guy looked to Dave to be a basket case in the offering, somebody who might go berserk and start flailing at the people around him. Dave almost hoped he would so he could cold-cock the freak into the next century. But that wouldn’t happen, because he was so tired he was near collapse.
“We ought to be seeing Denver by now,” Hannah announced. “If there were any lights, I mean.”
Ahead lay only the night and on the pavement in front of the bus a ribcage and a skull that Hannah could not avoid. It popped like a gunshot under the right front tire.
Jefferson Jericho had not prepared himself for this. All these human remains that littered the highway…most of them not complete skeletons, but scattered by…what? Animals that came out of their lairs to feast on the fallen? Yes, that had to be it. He stared ahead into the dark where the city of Denver should be, and he fully realized now what the Gorgons had shielded him and the residents of New Eden from. This hideous reality was nearly more than the human spirit could bear, it buckled the knees with its brutality and hopelessness. He found himself wanting to get back to New Eden, to the running water and the electricity and the false sun and everything else that might be false but was at least a comfort and a shelter. Even back to Regina’s hatred, because he thought that someday—after this war had ended—she would come around again, and understand that he was only using the gifts God had given him.
He remembered what his harlot starlet had said in that false French bedroom: We have given you much, my Jefferson. Much. And much given can be much taken away.
He shivered. Dear Jesus, he thought as the bus moved on into the endless night. I couldn’t survive out here in this world.
So the boy must be taken. Whatever the boy was and whatever power he possessed, he must be taken and the sooner the better.
Jefferson realized Vope had turned his head slightly to gaze upon him, reading the thoughts as they crashed between the walls of a fearful mind. Was there the hint of an arrogant smile upon the Gorgon’s mouth, or was it Jefferson’s imagination? Did Vope even know how to smile?
Whatever. It was gone now, and Vope looked away from him.
Behind Dave and Olivia, in the middle of the crowded bus, Ethan had come to the conclusion that he had to do something. He could not wait for the three men to strike, because that was the feeling he was getting: a poisonous snake about to strike from the depth of shadows. And just like that he knew: one of them is a Gorgon, hiding in human form.
Everyone in the bus was in danger. He had to do something, and he had to do it now.
He started pushing his way forward. “Sorry,” he said. “Excuse me. Can I get past, please? Sorry…sorry…”
And on between the survivors of Panther Ridge until he reached Dave and Olivia, and then he saw the three men standing at the front of the bus facing toward the blacked-out city, and slowly one of the men turned his head and a pair of small dark eyes like pieces of flint above a black beard caught and held him, and Ethan knew the enemy on sight.
“Dave?” Ethan said.
“What is it?” Dave asked, a note of tension in his voice because he could hear the tension in the boy’s.
The Gorgon stared at him, and suddenly one of the other men turned to also take Ethan in. This man had unruly brown hair and a growth of brown beard, and he was dirty and haggard-looking, but Ethan thought there was something about his face that was too soft, too handsome, to have fully known the hardships of life during wartime. He looked like he, too, was cloaked in a disguise. But this man was human…as was the third man, with the bald and sweating head…and yet…
“What’s wrong?” Olivia asked, when Ethan didn’t reply to Dave’s question.
The human with the brown beard had a look of recognition in his eyes. His face was frozen for a few seconds, and then he smiled like the parting of clouds before the sun. “Hi there,” he said. “What’s your name?”
“Big effing crater ahead,” Hannah announced loudly. “I’m dodgin’ it. Everybody hang on!”
The bus veered to the right. The light revealed a UPS tractor-trailer truck that had crashed through the railing on the right lane, and as Hannah gritted her teeth and steered for safety the bus scraped along the rear of the UPS trailer with a ragged shriek of distressed metal. A few people cried out in alarm, if they had the energy to do so, and Hannah called back, “Hush up, you babies!”
“You want to come up front?” Jefferson Jericho asked Ethan. Here is the boy, he knew. Nothing particularly special about him…or was there? “Come on, then!” He beckoned with the fingers of an upraised hand, though the hand trembled just a bit with frightened anticipation of what might happen.
“Don’t talk to him,” Dave told the man. “He doesn’t know you, and you don’t know him. Just don’t.”
“I thought he might want to come up here where he can breathe better. It looks mighty tight back there.”
“He can breathe fine. What do you want, Ethan?”
Ethan, Jefferson thought. His eyes narrowed. Come on, Ethan, let me get my hands on you.
The Gorgon was staring at Ethan again. The creature blinked rapidly…one two three…and again…one two three. Ethan felt a shock…something like cold fingers reaching into his brain and trying to rummage through it as a burglar might rummage through drawers in a search for valuables.
I won’t let you go there, he thought, and instantly something like a metallic wall of tight bricks appeared in his mind, and though he could still feel the fingers scrabbling at the bricks, trying to find a weak place, the Gorgon was unable to reach in and pluck out what he wanted.
Ethan found he could give his attention to Dave, formulate thoughts, and the wall of bricks remained solid. The fingers were getting more insistent, and stronger and stronger, but they could not break through.
He was about to say The man with the black beard is a Gorgon but he checked himself. Instead he envisioned his own hand, but the hand he saw glowed silver, was long-fingered and more slender than the one at the end of his own arm. He envisioned the silver-glowing hand reaching out like a coil of mist past Dave and Olivia, and the long slim fingers probing into the head of the creature that wore a black beard, and then piercing through the alien-constructed skull of some unknown material he saw—
—a landscape of swamp with yellow and brown tree-like growths protruding up through a soup of wet fog, their forms tortured into shapes more like cactus and having skins across which rippled spikes rose and fell as if the vegetation breathed the miasmic air. Birds of prey with gray flesh and long beaks studded with teeth roamed the clouds, swooping down upon things that resembled crabs and eels sliding through the red-tinged liquid, which shimmered not like water but like quicksilver. There was a change of scene…the skipping of frames as if a movie had suddenly sped up…and there stood under double moons a massive city with thousands of low-slung buildings like sculpted adobe mud-dwellings, but engineered by an alien eye and created by alien tools. Blue globes of light moved back and forth across the city, illuminating figures half-walking, half-slithering through narrow alleys. Another skipping of frames and change of scene…and there a darkness, a cavity, a place where machines thrummed and creations strange and fearful to the eyes of an earthman took shape. Ethan had the sensation that it was deep underground, in what might have been a nest, now becoming a place of shadows and flickering blue light, a place of explorations into the imaginations of warriors ever-seeking new and more powerful weapons of destruction, a place of power unknown to the human mind where the walls breathed with artificial life and were mottled with the colors of their warships.
In the nerve center of pulsing machines and the flicker of blue energy stood a form that seemed to be beckoning him with a scaly, five-clawed hand, a figure draped in leathery black robes. Above the robes was a dark, dimly seen head and face that brought sweat out upon Ethan’s flesh even as he knew he was only probing the memory pictures of a Gorgon, and in that face was a pair of narrow eyes with hypnotic, red-slitted pupils that, unblinking, bade him mentally to come closer and closer, until he was drawn in so near he saw a cobra-like grin that exposed sharp, wet fangs and felt a freezing terror that might well have turned a human to stone.
He could take no more. He got out but it was not easy, as if having to pull the silver hand out of a mass of clinging mud.
He felt a tremendous power coiled within the Gorgon who stood only a few feet away from him, with Dave and Olivia between them. He felt a destruction that could savage everyone in the bus, that could destroy the bus itself as completely as if it were a child’s playtoy. But as their eyes held, Ethan had a sudden strange thought that broke through his fear, and almost without his bidding the thought seeped through the metallic wall and on toward the Gorgon’s mind, and that thought was: I can destroy you.
The Gorgon blinked blinked blinked.
“Hey!” Hannah said suddenly. “I think I see a light! There’s a glow in the sky over—” Something hit the right side of the bus with a jarring thump.
“What the hell…?” she said, interrupted in her directions. She weaved the bus back and forth a little. “What’d we hit?”
A small, spindly figure crawled up the side of the bus and stuck to one of the windows about midway back. There was a stunned silence from the passengers. The creature’s fingers and toes had flattened into suction cups. The thing looked to be a nine- or ten-year-old boy, dressed in tattered rags and with a completely bald and mallet-shaped head, its eyes sunken so deeply into the face they could not be seen. The creature was as gray as the ash from an all-consuming fire, and looking through the window into the bus the thing suddenly grinned as if delighted to see all the traveling meat, and then its head struck forward and shattered the window to pieces.
The screaming began.
“Holy Christ!” Ratcoff yelled, and Jefferson Jericho’s infamous member peed into his jeans. Ethan saw the Gray Man—Gray Child, in this instance—climbing through the window, still grinning to show sharp little rows of serrated teeth.
“Somebody shoot it!” Dave shouted. He drew his Uzi but there were too many people in the way. “Shoot it!” he shouted again, as the thing reached out and grabbed Carmen Niega by the hair.
A .45 automatic cracked twice and the Gray Child shuddered, two holes in its chest, but still it drew Carmen, screaming, towards its open mouth. Then a piece of rusted rebar smashed the thing across the face and Joel Schuster followed JayDee up by shooting the creature a third time in its bony head at point-blank distance. The Gray Child fell backward through the window, hissing, and took a handful of Carmen’s hair with it.
Something hit the back of the bus with a force that bent the emergency exit inward and cracked the middle of the three rear windows like another gunshot. Hannah yelled, “Shit!” and stomped the gas pedal, no matter what obstacles lay ahead.
The gnarled hands of another Gray Man gripped the bottom of the window broken out by the child and pulled the body up. This one was a stocky, muscular beast with curved red spikes growing out of its head, naked shoulders and chest. It made a low, rasping noise and flung itself into the bus even as Joel and Paul Edson shot it, and as the jammed-in passengers tried to get away from it the thing leaped upon Gary Roosa, impaling him on its chest spikes. A savage set of fangs ripped Gary’s throat open and began to chew through his neck until a Hispanic man with a white-streaked beard put a shotgun to the side of the monster’s head and gave it both barrels.
Another creature, thin and wiry with a grotesque and misshapen face that was nearly all mouth with an eye just off the center of its forehead and the second on its right cheek, was clambering in through the window. Clinging to its back was a gray-haired female with a face like an axeblade and another female head growing out of her left shoulder. The passengers were trying to get away but there was nowhere to go. Those without weapons were crushing themselves up against the far side of the bus. Handguns and rifles were firing, combined with the screams a tremendous noise, but before these horrors were killed another man’s arm was nearly chewed off at the elbow and a young woman’s face gnawed to bloody tatters by the Gray Woman and her ingrown sister.
Hannah swerved the bus wildly back and forth. Dave was trying to get back to the broken window and Ethan had gotten out of his way. Olivia stood beside Ethan, her back to the three new arrivals. Suddenly the handsome man with the brown beard gritted his teeth and started forward, his hands reaching out as if to grasp Ethan’s forearms, and in that moment Ethan looked into his eyes and saw behind them what he could only describe as a whirlpool of terror.
“Jesus Christ!” Hannah shouted. She hit the brakes.
Jefferson Jericho stumbled past Ethan, who had dodged aside and grabbed the back of the seat nearest him. One of the preacherman’s hands grazed the boy’s left arm and the other closed on empty air. He crashed into Olivia and fell to his knees in the aisle. The single headlight showed Hannah dozens of Gray Men swarming toward the bus, a tide of monstrosities flooding across the highway…not dozens, she realized in another moment, but hundreds. They ran and crawled and hobbled, some with jellied and hanging skin and others mutated into killing machines with clawed hands and flesh like spiny plate armor.
In a matter of seconds they were all over the front of the bus and climbing up toward the windshield. Ratcoff had fallen to the floorboard, whimpering, while Vope stared impassively at the onrushing mass of inhuman humanity.
“Go!” Olivia shouted at Hannah, as she saw the bus’s yellow snout being covered over by gray bodies.
Hannah floored the thing. Bus number 712 backfired a blast of black smoke and lunged forward like a whipped horse. Gray Men tumbled off the front of the bus and the wheels jubbled as if running over a dozen speedbumps. The bumper and front grill slammed into more and more bodies and the tires slipped over their slime, but ahead there was a solid wall of horrors. Two of the larger and stronger Gray Men had kept their holds on edges of metal and one of them crawled up to slam a knotty fist against the windshield. The fist came through in a shower of glass and Burt Ratcoff screamed like a woman.
“Get off my bus!” Hannah shouted. She followed that demand with two booming shots from her six-gun that pierced the windshield and sent the mutant flying backward off the hood. She shot the other Gray Man in the head before it could use its fists, but the bullet left a hole almost in front of her face and cracks snaked across the windshield.
Olivia realized there were too many, just as Ethan did. The things were running at the bus from all directions, and it seemed that hundreds of them were directly ahead.
“Keep going! Keep going!” Dave yelled as he pushed his way up front. Jefferson Jericho had crawled out of the aisle on his knees, curling up on the floorboard to seek some kind of safety among the other bodies, but there was still enough of him exposed for Dave to step on the man’s right hand as he passed. There was a crunch of knuckles breaking beneath a hard-soled workboot, and in the burning flare of pain that followed the super salesman and fiend of the night realized he had just lost the use of all his fingers.
Hannah was trying to keep going, but the bus was jamming itself up on Gray Men beneath the wheels and the undercarriage. The engine shrieked as the tires lost traction over jellied flesh and crushed armor. More were climbing up over the hood, and one with hands like bludgeons and two stubby extra arms was coming up to finish the job on the windshield.
In the chaos, Ethan looked back to find one person.
He saw Nikki, crushed in with others who had gotten as far away as they could from that broken window and the still-twitching bodies of the Gray Men. At least she was all right, but this battle was far from—
A blinding white light flooded the bus.
It was followed almost immediately by the chatter of double machine guns, and first hit were the Gray Men on the hood. Red tracers zipped through the air in front of the windshield, and now Hannah did slam her foot on the brake pedal because those slugs were just too damned close. But whoever was shooting knew their business, because the Gray Men fell away and the one with the bludgeon-hands had its head half shot off, yet no bullet hit the glass or the hood. The machine guns kept firing, mowing down the Gray Men in rows. They began to turn and run, climbing over each other to get away, while the bullets continued to tear them to pieces.
Squinting into the harsh glare, Ethan was able to make out a vehicle coming up from the right, huge tires crunching over the guardrail.
“Good Christ!” Dave breathed. “An armored car!”
The vehicle’s dazzling searchlight turned to follow a knot of ten or more Gray Men running for the cover of a burned-out Yellow Cab. The double-barreled machine guns, firing from an armored turret, caught eight of them but the others scurried into the shadows on the far side of the cab. There was a hollow-sounding whump! and about three seconds later the Yellow Cab blew up into a fireball and burning gray body parts were tossed into the air.
“Grenade launcher!” Dave said, his voice rough and ragged.
The armored car was painted steel-gray and had a massive front bumper-cage defended by iron spikes. The machine guns were still firing as the searchlight revealed more mutants running along the highway. A second grenade was launched and exploded about fifty yards away. Then the guns were silent and the armored car turned so it was directly in front of bus number 712, its heavy-duty ribbed tires crunching over malformed bones and heads and smashing hard armored flesh into paste. The searchlight swung over to illuminate the interior of the bus brighter than daylight had been for a long time.
A loudspeaker crackled.
“Nice night for a firefight.” It was a woman’s sarcastic voice. “Somebody come out and talk to us, but watch out for shit on your shoes.”
Dave said to Olivia, “I’ll go.” He glanced quickly at a grim-faced Ethan, then took stock of the other passengers. Some were sobbing, but most were in shock. He saw JayDee, who was being helped by Joel Schuster and Diego Carvazos down to give aid to Gary Roosa, though it was obvious Gary had escaped this madhouse by a tough way to go, but escaped it nevertheless. A belt had been used as a tourniquet for Aaron Ramsey’s chewed-up arm, and two women were tending to Lila Conti’s face, but the wounds were severe.
Ethan saw that the Gorgon had not moved. Dave was going to have to pass him to get out of the bus. Look at me, he commanded.
The Gorgon did.
Touch this man and you’ll die, Ethan said in his mind. How he would do that he didn’t know…but he was sure beyond a doubt that he could wish this creature to an explosion just as he’d blown the Gorgon pilot to pieces, and to demonstrate it he sent an image of that moment into the Gorgon’s head on its mist of silver fingers.
The creature remained still, nothing to be read on the hard, expressionless face.
Dave went past Jack Vope and out of the bus when Hannah cranked the door open.
The highway was a mess of gray bodies, some half-smashed and still trying to crawl away. “Put your weapon on the hood and stay in the light,” the woman on the speaker said. He obeyed the first command, and the second one as he picked a path through a grisly landscape of gray arms, legs, torsos and heads.
A hatch opened next to the armored car’s turret. A slim figure in Army camouflage and wearing an olive-green helmet with a headset microphone pulled itself out and then came down a series of foot-and-handgrips to the pavement. The searchlight shifted a few degrees, out of Dave’s face, but the soldier switched on a small flashlight and kept that directed at him.
“Good shooting,” Dave said. Inside, he felt like crumpling into a shivering ball at the soldier’s boots, but he kept all fear out of his face and shakiness out of his voice, which was very hard to do after the last few minutes.
“That wasn’t me at the guns,” said the woman who’d addressed them over the loudspeaker. “I’ll pass the compliment on to Juggy. Any casualties?”
“One dead. One man with nearly a severed arm and a woman with facial wounds. But we’ve got a lot of wounded on board, some very bad. Can you help us?”
“Copy that.” She was speaking not to him, but into her headset. “Okay, what’s your name?”
“Dave McKane.”
“Follow us, Dave. We’ll keep it slow and we’ll keep the guns ready. There are thousands of those freakies in this city. What used to be a city. Mount up,” she said, and as she turned toward the armored car something that pulsed bright blue shrieked across the sky about a mile high, followed by four red balls of flame that were spinning around and around each other like atoms in a molecule. The female soldier never looked up.
Welcome to Denver, Dave thought. He was so glad to see an American soldier with some firepower that he wanted to sob with relief, but that wouldn’t do for anyone to witness, so as he picked his way back through the gray garden of death, he wiped the wet from his eyes with the back of a hand. He retrieved his Uzi from the bus’s hood. Weary to his bones, but knowing he had to keep going a little longer, he mounted up.



Eighteen.
 



There was indeed a glow in the sky. Beneath it had once been a large shopping mall. Now it was a fortress that dwarfed by many times the puny fort of Panther Ridge.
Tangles of concertina wire surrounded the place except for the road in. Beyond the wire were log barricades and beyond that a twenty-foot high wall of bricks, stones, pieces of jagged metal, broken bottles, and whatever else was strong, sharp, and nasty. The moldering corpses of a dozen or so Gray Men lay amid the concertina wire’s razors. A few had been flattened into gray jelly on the road. Flat-roofed watchtowers with machine guns stood all along the walls. Generators were at work, powering two searchlights that followed the armored car and the school bus in their approach. A huge door covered with metal spikes was hauled upward on chains, like that of a medieval castle, for the vehicles to pass under and then allowed to settle back into place.
Part of the mall was lit up. There were many cars and several Army trucks in the parking lot, as well as a second armored car. As Hannah followed the first armored car toward what appeared to be the mall’s main entrance, she—as well as Dave, Olivia, and Ethan—saw a welcoming committee of ten soldiers with automatic rifles waiting for them. There was a sobbing of relief from many in the bus, but Ethan was watching both the Gorgon and the man who it seemed had been trying to grab hold of him. The human was sitting in a seat nursing what looked to be an injured right hand, while the Gorgon had hardly moved during the journey from the highway to this refuge. The bald-headed man who remained huddled on the floorboard next to Hannah was also a human, Ethan thought, but he felt some kind of strange vibration from him and saw in the man’s mind a terrified confusion of darkness and half-glimpsed, gliding shapes.
The man with the injured hand kept glancing at Ethan and then clasping his knuckles. Sweat was on his face. Broken fingers? Ethan wondered. He had sent the silver hand out to explore and discovered an impenetrable sphere that seemed to be protecting the man’s thoughts: past, present, and future. The sphere was incandescent blue, and so bright it burned the mind’s eye. He’d had to call the silver hand back, but he knew now…this man was for some reason helping the Gorgons and they were shielding his mind with immense power, because…why?
Because, Ethan thought as his gaze slid from the Gorgon’s pawn to the Gorgon and back again, they didn’t want someone like him seeing why the man was really here?
Something to do with me, Ethan decided. The man had tried to grab hold of my arms. What would have happened if he had?
He was so close to telling Dave. To saying it was probably better that all three of these creatures were dumped off the bus, or now turned over to whoever was running this place. But he thought that if he did, the Gorgon might not like it…and, for now, he had the Gorgon in control. They wanted something that must be very important, to have put on all these disguises of body and mind.
Me? he wondered.
And then: Yeah. Me.
The bus stopped. Hannah opened the door. Immediately two soldiers with their automatic rifles came up the steps to cover everyone. They were followed by a Hispanic man with a black goatee and a stubble of hair. He was wearing civilian clothes and had a pen in the pocket of his tan-colored shirt. “Who’s in charge here?” 
“I…guess I still am,” said Olivia. “I’m Olivia Quintero.” 
“Okay. I’m Dr. Hernandez. Any other doctors here?” 
“Right here. John Douglas,” JayDee answered. “Sprained ankle and all.” 
Jefferson Jericho had no choice but to lift his injured hand. “And here. Jeff Kushman…with a few broken fingers, I think. Going to be a little tough for me to do anything for awhile.” He cast a quick hard glance at Dave McKane, but inwardly he was thinking this had saved him from discovery…but how might it affect what he was supposed to do? 
“We want to get the most severely wounded off first,” Hernandez said. “Clear the aisle as best you can, let’s get this done.” He gave a grimace as he saw the dead Gray Men. “No…first get this garbage out of here.”
The process continued. More soldiers were on hand to help with the wounded. Gary Roosa’s body was taken off, and the injured Lila Conti and Aaron Ramsey. Billy Bancroft cursed like a drunken sailor when he was picked up, but he sailed on into the mall where Dr. Hernandez told Olivia a hospital was set up, with plenty of medical supplies. Then the female soldier who’d been in the armored car came aboard the bus, and removing her helmet, she showed a tangle of auburn-colored hair, like the last of the leaves to catch flame in autumn. She was about thirty-five and had a haggard but strong-jawed face with high cheekbones and dark blue eyes. Her uniform bore the name Cpt. Walsh.
Ethan saw that she was standing about three feet from the Gorgon, who blandly stared at her and blinked his eyes a few times. Ethan felt the power in the creature, but no immediate threat. Tell Dave or not? he asked himself. The Gorgon then turned his head slightly to stare at Ethan, and the boy who realized he was something more than a boy thought he would be quiet for now, and let this play out as it would. He could defend his friends if he had to…that was enough to know for now.
“I’m Captain Ellen Walsh,” said the soldier. “I’m second-in-
 command here. Beautiful place to hole up for a year or two, if you like malls.” There was no hint of a smile. “Or if you like safety. Relative safety,” she amended, with a quick glance at Dave. “We’ve got about three hundred civilians here and forty-two soldiers. First thing: everybody on this bus gives up their firearm when they hit the pavement. It’ll be numbered and tagged and it’ll go into a plastic bin. You can pick it up when we say so. Second thing: everybody goes to an area where you strip down and you’re inspected. We don’t worry much about privacy here. Everybody’s going to walk single-file to the entrance, and you’ll be escorted by soldiers with guns who know how to use them real well. Where’d you come from?” The question was directed at Dave.
“Fort Collins.”
“From the frying pan into the fire. We’ve got three infrared heat sensor cameras up on towers on the roof. We picked you up about a mile out. You people are lucky, Dave. Sometimes we don’t get there quick enough. Okay, let’s move.”
Ratcoff and Vope were first and second off the bus. “You!” The captain, standing on the pavement, reached out to put a hand against Vope’s chest. “Open the backpack and let’s see what you’ve got.”
Ratcoff stopped. He almost said Nothin’ special in there but he figured that would only antagonize the woman. Vope hesitated only a few seconds. He removed the backpack and opened it, showing Captain Walsh three dirty shirts and two pairs of jeans. She patted the backpack’s sides, feeling for a firearm this Silent Sam might be trying to sneak past, and found nothing. “Okay,” she said, “pass on.” Unconsciously, she wiped her hand on her fatigues.
Ethan was following Hannah out and wondered what was going to happen when the Gorgon was stripped down. He decided to stay away from Jeff Kushman, whose index and second finger of the right hand were discolored and swollen; he didn’t want to be touched by the man, he thought there was a danger in that, but exactly what it was he did not know. The blue sphere was keeping it from him. It was powerful energy he could not crack…or, maybe, he wasn’t strong enough yet to crack.
“Ethan?” Dave said when they were off the bus and he was giving up his Uzi to a couple of soldiers at a folding table to number, tag and then put into the plastic bin. “Hold up a minute. Captain, can I speak to you?”
“Speak.”
“Where we can have some privacy.”
“I said we don’t worry much about that here.”
Dave had one hand on Ethan’s shoulder. He took the receipt tag that was given to him, and he looked into Ellen Walsh’s eyes and said, “It’s important. Something you’ll want to know before we get inside.”
She looked from Dave to the boy and back again. Her face was hard and her eyes had seen sights that had left burn scars on her brain. She figured she’d better listen. “Over here,” she said, and motioned them both a few yards to the side.
“When this boy is stripped down,” Dave began, “you’re going to find something real different about him.” He caught sight of JayDee, limping on his rebar cane toward the entrance, and he called, “John! Come over here, will you? Olivia? You too, please.”
“What are we having?” Walsh asked. “A parking lot party?”
“Dr. Douglas can explain some things to you, maybe better than I can.” He waited for JayDee and Olivia to join them, and then he said, “You want to lift your shirt and show her, Ethan?”
“I guess,” Ethan answered, though he wasn’t too thrilled about it, and he realized if he was touched he would display the silver element, but he did it anyway.
“What the hell is that…?” The captain’s flashlight came on, directed at the area just above Ethan’s heart.
“Christ!” Dave eyes had widened. “I wanted you to see the bruises, but that’s new!”
“What is it?” Alarmed, Ethan looked down at the area touched by the captain’s light.
There were what appeared to be upraised silver tattoos above his heart. The tattoos were not large, but they stood out clearly against the black bruise.
There were four of them, and they read: GUAR.
JayDee dared to look closer. “Ethan, can I touch those?”
“Yes sir.” The same question Nikki had asked. “Go ahead.”
The doctor traced his finger over the symbols. They became slightly brighter with his touch. Ethan felt no pain, no sensation at all. A fifth symbol seemed to be coming up, a faint bit of silver rising from a dark pool, but it was impossible yet to make out its shape.
“We have a lot to tell you about this young man,” Olivia said. She offered him a faint smile and then gave it also to the captain. “Our hero,” she added.
Ethan dropped his shirt. He felt more like a freak than a hero. Now he could tell Nikki that he had tattoos too…but how they’d been delivered to him, he had no idea.
“Okay,” the captain said. And repeated it: “Okay.” She sounded shaken, which she was. “Let’s go see the doc. I’ll bring Major Fleming, and we’ll hear the story. I’ve seen a lot of freakies out here, but this one…okay.” She moved her flashlight to peer into Ethan’s eyes. She held his gaze for a few seconds, the flashlight roaming over his face, and then she switched it off. “Gotta be careful, folks,” she decided. “Juggy!” she called to one of the soldiers. “Come over here and bring your rifle. On the double!”
Dave nodded. He would’ve done the same. He gave a pat to Ethan’s back.
Under guard, Ethan walked across the parking lot with his companions. My protectors, he thought. Or was he the one protecting them? A light rain began to fall, oily to the skin. In the distance, there was a red flash: a streak of light, going somewhere. At the center of his friends, Captain Walsh and the guards, Ethan entered the lit-up section of the mall into a crowd of curious onlookers—survivors all, thin and weary from the constant war—and knew now he was on a journey into the unknown that he must at all cost complete.
H
“I see it,” said the major. He was studying a map in an atlas on the desk before him. He looked up at Ethan, Olivia, JayDee, Dave and Captain Walsh. The cut across the bridge of Dave’s nose had been cleaned, an antiseptic applied, and then a bandage. JayDee’s sprained ankle had been strengthened with a tight wrapping of gauze and the pain diminished with two Tylenol tablets. Major Fleming’s office lamp, powered like the other lights by the mall’s generators and some solar cells the troops had scavenged when they’d holed up in here after the Cyphers and Gorgons had destroyed most of Denver over a year ago, threw a pool of illumination upon Utah, but the major was far from illuminated.
He was a tall, square-shouldered man who’d been born for the United States Army. He had lost a lot of weight in the last year but the loss had just made him tougher, as it had all the men and women under his command. He was bald but meticulously shaven, had a pair of thick brown eyebrows and steel-gray eyes under his wire-rimmed glasses. He was forty-two years old, but the network of deep worry lines that cut across his face aged him by ten years.
“So you don’t know what’s there?” He directed this question to Ethan. “In fact, you don’t know if anything is there, do you?”
“No sir.” It was spoken quietly.
“What?” Ray Fleming had the habit of not liking to be spoken to quietly; he liked to hear and be heard.
“No sir, I don’t,” Ethan answered, “but I believe I have to go there. That’s all I can say.”
“You took a blood sample?” The major threw this at Dr. Hernandez, who stood in the corner.
“Yes sir. It’s normal, type A positive. His lungs are fine, his heart’s in good shape, his blood pressure is fine too. In all other ways he’s a normal fourteen- or fifteen-year-old boy.”
“Anybody fail their exam?”
“None.”
Ethan gave a soft grunt that no one else heard. At last the Gorgons had perfected their disguise. They had created artificial blood and organs that could pass for human. They had made their own lifelike Visible Man, but visible only to him. He wondered how many humans had been laid open by Gorgon surgical tools before the right chemistry was achieved.
“If I had a better lab, I could do a better job,” the doctor said, indicating maybe a persistent argument between the two. “I have to make do with—”
“What you have, yes,” Fleming finished for him. The hard and careful eyes returned to Ethan. “You say you killed a Gorgon without weapons. Exactly how?”
“I wanted it gone. It blew up into pieces.”
“Not enough. Let’s hear an explanation that makes sense.”
Dave suddenly reached over and pulled up the boy’s t-shirt to expose the four strange symbols that had emerged from the darkness of the bruise. Fleming had already seen them, but Dave wanted to drive home a point. “Does this make sense? Does any of it? Like I say, he made an earthquake happen. So…killing a Gorgon without weapons…I believe that, yeah.” He let Ethan’s shirt fall back down again, which Ethan was grateful for because he still couldn’t wrap his head around the freakishness of what was changing him. Though he was outwardly calm, a little place deep within himself was a crunched-up ball of terror.
“Do all of you believe that?” The major lifted his eyebrows and waited.
“I do,” Olivia answered. “Yes, I know I do.”
JayDee smiled thinly at the major. He leaned his weight on the rebar. “I think,” he said, “that Ethan is not a Gorgon or a Cypher, nor anything created by them. I think he used to be a boy, but he’s no longer just that. I think…what he is…what he’s becoming…is something different.”
“Explain.”
“I wish I could, sir. Ethan’s condition defied all medical sense when we found him. Now…with those symbols, which look to me like ancient runes…maybe Nordic, I don’t know…I can’t explain anything.”
“Reassuring,” said the major.
“I believe,” JayDee went on, his voice stronger, “that Ethan is being called to go to that mountain. And I believe, sir, that we ought to trust whatever is calling him.”
Again the major’s penetrating gaze speared Ethan. “Do you have any idea why you would be…” He paused, deliberating before he went on. “Compelled to go to this place?” 
“I do have an idea,” Ethan replied. “I think it has something to do with stopping this war.” 
“Oh…you can stop the war?” Fleming gave Captain Walsh a quick sharp glance. “A kid can stop the war between aliens fighting over—” 
“The border,” said Ethan. “That’s what they’re fighting over. The border between what they believe they own. And I don’t know if I can stop the war or not…but…” The next thing was hard to say, but it had been working on him since leaving Panther Ridge, and knowing the disguised Gorgon and the human Kushman were after him. “But,” he went on, “maybe what I’m turning into can.” 
Fleming said nothing for awhile. He studied the map again, took another long appraisal of the boy, and then his eyes went back to the map. “That’s a long way. Tough road up in those mountains, once you get off I-70. If there’s much left of I-70.” He balled up a fist and knocked gently at the mountain on the map, as if knocking at a secret door that only Ethan Gaines could open. “So you’re wanting to continue your trip in that school bus, is that correct?”
“Yes,” said Olivia.
“Who’s going?”
“All of us,” Dave said. “We’ve talked, and we’ve agreed.”
“You too, Doc?” Fleming’s eyes went to JayDee. “On a bad ankle?”
“Me too,” John Douglas replied. “Bad ankle or not.”
“Well,” was the major’s next comment. He took off his glasses and spent a moment polishing the lenses with a white cloth before he put them back on and spoke again. “I can’t spare you any soldiers. We have responsibilities here. Your bus has taken some damage, yes?”
“A little bit,” Dave said.
“We can fix that for you, maybe make some improvements. How are you doing for fuel? We’re down pretty low ourselves, I don’t know if I can give you any.”
“We’ll make do. Find diesel tanks at stations along the way and siphon it out.”
“Got the tools you need? The containers?”
“I could use a longer hose, say about twelve feet.”
The major nodded. “We can find one of those. Your bus is going to eat up a lot of fuel on those grades. You know that, right?”
“We know it,” Dave said. “Look…Major…I’m going to have to get some sleep. We’re all dog-tired. Can we bunk down somewhere?” They had already gone through the search procedure, and now the need for sleep was dragging Dave down. “Set us all up together?”
“We’ve got extra sleeping bags, but you ought to get some food before you crash.”
“Sleep first,” Dave said, and the others nodded agreement. Except for Ethan, who had business to tend to.
“Right. Captain Walsh, find these people a place to sack out. Mr. McKane, you don’t mind that I post a guard over this young man for the rest of the night.” It was a statement, and there was to be no argument.
“No problem.”
Ethan said nothing; it was to be expected. “All right, then. At least get yourself some water. There’s bread and soup in the food court if you change your minds.” He checked his wristwatch. “It’ll be open for about another hour. Captain, you’re in charge of them now. Find someone to stand guard duty. You’re all dismissed…except you, Carlos. Stick here a little longer.”
When Captain Walsh had escorted the group out, the major steepled his fingers and peered through the desklamp’s glow at Carlos Hernandez. “Honest answer. Am I crazy or are they?”
“Sir?”
“I want to believe,” Fleming said. “Dear God…I want to believe.” He gave a sigh that sounded to him like wind past a tomb, but maybe…maybe…there were seeds of hope in that wind, and they would be scattered and take root on fertile earth. The border, the kid had said. That’s what they’re fighting over. The thing was…that sounded right. Fleming did believe him. And only something from beyond this world would know that. “You’ve got patients to take care of,” he said. “Long night ahead.”
“Yes sir,” the doctor answered, and left the office.
Fleming sat for awhile, staring at that particular landmark on the map of Utah. After a few more minutes he switched off the desklamp with a hand that no one ever saw tremble. It would be lights out in two hours, except for the hospital that was set up in what used to be a Gap store, and then the mall would be patrolled by soldiers with flashlights. He sat in the dark, thinking of what his hometown of Seattle used to be, and the wreckage of what it was now. He imagined that the rest of the world was like that, and how could it ever return to what it had been? Without comm to the outside, there was no way to know. Had all the nuclear plants been shut down by the book, or had a few of them been abandoned and melted down with no humans to control the cooling elements? And what about the hundreds of thousands—millions?—of “freakies,” as Captain Walsh termed them, loose in the ruins of the cities? Even if the war was stopped, what about all that?
But did the fate of the earth depend on the boy who had been standing before him?
If so…if it was at all possible…Major Fleming would not be the one to stand in his way. There would be plenty of things eager and hungry to do that job.
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Ethan found he couldn’t go to the bathroom without the soldier following him. No water was running, so in the green-tiled bathroom between what had been an Abercrombie and an American Eagle aluminum cans stood in for urinals and black garbage bags for toilets. The smell was rank, but at least there was toilet paper. The soldier looked away while Ethan was doing his business, but when it was done the young trooper was all bird-dog again.
The lights were still on in this section of the mall where the generators were working. A mass of people occupied tents, cots and sleeping bags. Some were playing cards or dominoes, some were reading, talking or praying, others just lying and staring blankly at the walls or the ceiling. Children played with toys taken from the Learning Center or the Disney Store. As it had been at Panther Ridge, there were all ages and seemingly all races: a true melting pot, in this Land That Had Been Plenty. It appeared that the mall had been ransacked in the early days of the war, because some of the windows were broken out and all the clothing and shoe stores were empty holes, even the mannequins picked clean.
Ethan slowed his pace. The soldier was right behind him. “Just a minute,” he said, as he saw who he was looking for. He went past the dry fountain and stood before the Gorgon, Jeff Kushman, and the short bald man. Kushman had popsicle-stick splints and tape wrapped around the two broken fingers; he had already staked out his area and was sliding into his sleeping bag. The Gorgon stood with a rolled-up sleeping bag as if he intended to stand there all night, and the bald man was sitting on the floor with his shoes off, rubbing his feet and grimacing.
Of course the soldier followed Ethan’s footsteps, but he knew that would happen. Kushman, eyes heavy, looked up at him from the sleeping bag. The Gorgon’s head turned, and the flinty black eyes took him in. The bald man paid him no attention, so intent was he on his own two problems.
“You men all right?” Ethan asked. Before anyone could answer, he spoke to the Gorgon: “Don’t you know how to use a sleeping bag?”
“Sure he does,” Kushman said. “Just put it down anywhere, Jack. Right over here would be fine.”
The Gorgon obeyed, moving slowly and stiffly as if the lubrication of his joints was drying out.
“Jack?” Ethan repeated. “That’s funny, he doesn’t look like a ‘Jack’.”
“Shouldn’t you be getting some sleep, Ethan?” Jefferson Jericho offered a smile that didn’t have a lot of wattage behind it. “Is that your real name?”
“Real enough. Dave told me you three came from Denver. Right?”
“That’s right, son.”
“How’d you make it past all the Gray Men?”
“We were lucky.” Jefferson had already asked Joel Schuster what those horrors had been. There were none of those monsters in New Eden, and being so close to the things gave him extra incentive, if any more was needed. “We never saw any.”
“Captain Walsh said there are thousands here. You must’ve been lucky.”
“Yeah.” Jefferson watched Vope figuring out how to unroll and unzip the sleeping bag. He wondered if the Gorgon even needed sleep. One thing, they could mimic human habits pretty quickly.
“So everybody passed the blood test,” Ethan continued. He tried to probe Kushman’s mind with the silver hand, but again the bright blue sphere would not be pierced. “That’s a good thing. I wouldn’t want to think we were traveling with any aliens in human skin.”
“Me neither. That would be very disturbing, wouldn’t it? Listen…Ethan…I’m really tired, okay? Let’s talk tomorrow, I’ve got to get some sleep.” Jefferson saw that, to Vope’s credit, there had been no reaction and no reaction from Ratcoff either. But he thought: Ethan knows. The question being: if the boy knows, why hasn’t he done anything about it? He zipped up his sleeping bag as best he could, one-handed. “Goodnight,” he said as he settled in, and he gratefully closed his eyes against the overhead lights though there was still more than an hour before lights out. He would get another chance at the boy later, he thought, but at the moment the pain pills were putting him under.
“Night, Mr. Kushman,” Ethan said, and with the soldier at his back he walked toward the area where Olivia, Dave, and JayDee were sacked out. Dave had already been asleep when Ethan announced his bathroom trip to the trooper, and Olivia had been drifting that way. He was almost to them when someone touched his right arm.
He turned to face Nikki. The soldier stopped also, and being a sensible guy he backed up a few paces to give them a little more of that precious privacy.
“Hi,” Ethan said.
“Hi.” The overheads made the rhinestone star on her eyepatch glitter. “You found a place?”
“Yeah, I’m over there. You?”
“Over that way. Not far.”
He nodded. “Good to be in a safe place tonight.”
“Yeah. You get some food?”
“Somebody brought me a couple of pieces of bread and a can of Sprite. That’s all I need right now.” The somebody being a runner for Captain Walsh.
Nikki didn’t say anything for awhile. They both looked around at the people getting themselves and their children ready for a night’s rest. Then Nikki said, “It was bad…what happened to Mr. Roosa. I was standing right there almost beside him. He was a pretty good guy. It was bad, wasn’t it?”
“Yes,” said Ethan. “Real bad.”
“Do you think they’ll come here tonight?”
He heard the fear in her voice. She looked pale and shaken, and maybe she was just hanging on. “I don’t think so,” Ethan answered. “No, probably not.”
“I don’t think so either.” She seemed to relax a little, at the confidence in Ethan’s voice. “Seems like if anybody would know, you would.”
He didn’t care to follow up that comment, which for sure dealt with his being—in her eye, at least—part alien. He had a sudden thought, though, and it involved a need to know. He said, “Would you come with me for just a minute? Let’s get away from some of these people?”
“Why?”
“I want to show you something and I want to ask you something. It’ll just take a minute. Okay?”
Nikki hesitated. She looked from him to the trooper and back again. “I don’t know, Ethan. Where would we go?”
“One of the bathrooms. I just need a minute.”
“No way,” the trooper said. “You had your bathroom time.”
Ethan had had enough. He gave the young soldier a look that might’ve melted iron. “Listen, I know you’re doing your job, but I need to ask this girl something in as private a place as there is around here. You can come in and stand there, if you want to, but I’m doing this. Shoot me if you need to.” His anger welled up. “I don’t give a fuck,” he said. And he took the girl’s elbow and began steering her back toward the bathroom. Amazingly for Ethan, Nikki let him guide her. The soldier started to say something else but closed his mouth and followed along right at their heels.
In the less-than-fragrant bathroom, with the soldier standing back a distance to give them the privacy Ethan had requested, Ethan said to Nikki, “Get ready. Okay?”
“Ready for what?”
“This.” Ethan lifted his t-shirt to show her the four upraised silver symbols. She gave a quiet gasp and stepped back a couple of paces, and for a few seconds she stared at the markings without speaking.
Then she said, with sort of a dazed but true admiration, “Cool.”
“They just happened,” he explained. “I was itching on the bus, maybe they came up then. But what I want to ask you…you said your friend was studying to be a tattoo artist, right?”
“Yeah.”
“So I guess you saw some of his tattoo books and stuff? Have you ever seen anything like this?”
“Well…maybe. I remember him showing me…like…way old lettering. Like ancient, I’m saying. But something like that exactly, I don’t remember. That one there…it looks like an ‘R’.”
The soldier was trying to edge closer to take a peek. Ethan let his t-shirt fall back into place. “They don’t hurt,” he said. “But they’re upraised, almost like they were burned on.” He felt a place within himself start to crack and break, and he feared that if it happened he would fall to pieces in front of Nikki and the guard. All he could do was stare at the floor until he could shake the feeling off and get control again. “I’m some kind of big time freak now, huh?” he said, not without bitterness.
“I guess Olivia and the others know about this? That’s why you’ve got the guard on you?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I wish I could help you more.”
“It’s okay.” Ethan shrugged. “I mean…it is what it is, right? That’s what my mom used to tell me, whenever I was feeling down about anything.” He had a sudden start, because he remembered that…his mother’s voice, speaking to him. It is what it is. And did she speak his name when she said that? Yes, she did. It was so close…so close…yet still so far away. “Nikki,” he said, quietly choked, “I don’t know what I’m turning into but I swear to you—I swear—I used to be just a regular guy. I am human. Was human, I mean. Now…what am I?” Pain leaped from him, and he felt it enter her.
Nikki took a step forward.
She put a finger to his lips.
She said, “You’ll figure it out. Don’t let it knock you down, Ethan. One thing I do believe…whatever you are, you’re on our side.”
He nodded. When Nikki withdrew her finger, he could feel the burn of it across his mouth.
“Meeting done?” the trooper asked.
“Done,” Ethan answered, though he would’ve wished to talk to Nikki longer, to get to know her…really know her…but he thought black bruises and silver tattoos and general weirdness was not going to endear him to anyone.
“Out of here, then,” came the command.
They obeyed. Out in the mall, Ethan walked with Nikki back to where her sleeping bag was. He said goodnight and then returned to his own place. Dave and Olivia were both gone to the world. JayDee was staring up at the ceiling, lost in thought, but his eyelids were drooping. Ethan crawled into his sleeping bag with a final glance toward the area where the Gorgon, Kushman, and the short bald dude were sacked out. The guard took a position nearby, leaning against a wall and cradling his rifle. He had a flashlight on his belt, which he would use many times during the night to check on his charge.
Rain began to hammer on the roof, the noise thrumming through the mall. It sounded as if they were all trapped within a gigantic bass drum. Ethan’s eyes were starting to close, but before he gave himself up fully to sleep some mechanism within him was triggered and also went on guard-duty, so he would know instantly if while he was in a sleep-state any threat got too near.
He was slipping away. Again he asked himself…why not tell Dave or Olivia or JayDee or Captain Walsh or Major Fleming what he knew to be true about the Gorgon, and about the blue sphere that protected Kushman’s mind? It wasn’t that they wouldn’t believe him. So…why not?
He knew.
If they had come to find him, then they had some idea of what he was, or what he might be. If he revealed them to anyone, his chance to know might be lost. And, also, people might be injured by the powerful serpentine presence he felt coiled within Jack the Gorgon. He thought that he shouldn’t tell what he knew just yet, for the sake of the safety of others. But he could handle the Gorgon; he was sure he could. He didn’t fear the thing, and he understood that Jack the Gorgon knew it.
So…wait. Just wait, and see what happens tomorrow.
The rain beat down. Ethan’s eyes closed. After awhile someone on a loudspeaker announced lights out, and the mall’s overheads went dark. The flashlights of patrolling soldiers played back and forth over the sleeping survivors of many days and nights of alien war, and like the survivors of any war some cried out and moaned and wept in their restless slumber while the earth turned toward another morning. 
H
It was barely the dawn of a stormy day when Ethan felt his alarms going off. His body tingled and his brain said wake up and defend. He came fully awake almost instantly, and it seemed he recalled for just a few seconds a boy who liked to curl up in his bed and sleep late on a Saturday morning until his mother coaxed him out with breakfast of a waffle and bacon.
That boy was nearly gone.
The rain was still pouring down on the roof. Thunder boomed—real thunder, not alien weapons. Yet Ethan knew the alien presence was very close, and this sensation of alarm was not coming from the black-bearded Gorgon, Jeff Kushman, or the short bald guy. Other people were waking up, but not with Ethan’s sense of urgency. His guard was sitting cross-legged on the floor against the wall with his rifle beside him. The man was awake, either had just awakened—improbable—or had been watching Ethan and occasionally checking the boy with his flashlight all night, which was likely the case.
Ethan heard the crackle of walkie-talkies and several other soldiers rushed past, heading for the mall’s main entrance. This flurry of activity caused a stir of unease among others who had awakened, and they in turn awakened their family members or friends around them. One soldier came running along the pathway that was kept clear of sleeping bags and tents on the far side of the corridor; he was talking on his walkie-talkie in a voice that though unintelligible was charged with tension. Ethan’s guard stood up; he seemed torn between his duty here and his desire to go find out what was happening. He clicked on his own walkie-talkie, which had been hooked to his belt. “Chris, you there? What’s going on?”
Dave was waking up. He unzipped his sleeping bag and stretched so hard his joints cracked. Then he was aware of the commotion and he looked dazedly around, his need for sleep still not fully supplied. Olivia, too, had begun to stir. “What’s up?” Dave asked Ethan, who shook his head.
The soldier listened to his friend, and then he said to Ethan, “I’m off guard duty now. Something’s going on outside.”
“What is it?” Dave asked, reaching for his cap. His hair was a mass of cowlicks.
“Don’t know yet. You folks just stay here.” With that, the soldier was striding away.
“Hell if I’ll stay here.” Dave put his cap and his workboots on and stood up. Other people were moving toward the entrance, drawn by the unknown. Olivia was getting out of her sleeping bag and JayDee said in a voice still husky with sleep, “What’s wrong? What’s happening?”
“I’m going to find out.”
Ethan saw Kushman, Jack the Gorgon, and the short bald dude joining the throng of people who moved past. Kushman gave him a quick glance, as if to note his position, and then walked on. Ethan sat watching the procession of humanity. He saw mothers holding children, teenagers so burdened they had aged prematurely far beyond their years, men who had likely lost their entire families, women bedraggled and thin with hunger and sorrow, elderly people struggling onward. An old woman on a walker was being helped by a man about her age, and a young boy about sixteen or so was helping both of them. Here was a middle-aged man on crutches, missing his left leg from the knee down. There a man with long gray hair and beard and the look of a suffering saint. A wizened woman who was likely only in her early thirties held the hand of a little girl and clutched a baby to her chest. A black man with a bandage covering half his face staggered past, his hand gripped in the hand of a skinny white man who urged him along in a quiet, patient voice.
The survivors, Ethan thought. And what made them want to live a day or an hour or a minute longer? Why had they not left this earth already by their own hands, as so many had at Panther Ridge? What did they believe in that made them struggle on, as painfully as that might be? Many had given up, faced with what they believed to be hopeless odds, but many had stayed too, holding onto some measure of hope, however fantastic it might be.
He respected these people. These humans, struggling on in the darkest of hours. They wanted to live, and they were fighting for whatever scrap of life they could claw from this battle of ancient foes. They deserved the chance to live without the shadows of Cyphers and Gorgons oppressing them, he thought. They had been through much and suffered much, just as humanity all across this world had suffered, and now they deserved freedom.
He stood up.
“Going with you,” said JayDee as he steadied himself with his rebar cane, and both Ethan and Dave helped him to his feet. Olivia still looked dazed from an uneasy sleep, dark circles under her eyes, and Ethan went to her side to make sure she didn’t fall because she looked so frail and unsteady, but she said, “I’m all right. Just hold my hand, okay?”
“I will,” he promised.
They made their way through the growing crowd to the mall’s entrance, where soldiers were trying to maintain some kind of order and failing miserably. Ethan saw people looking and pointing through the glass at something that seemed to be up in the dark, rainswept sky. He let go of Olivia’s hand and pushed his way toward the front, avoiding Kushman and the other two who stood nearby also peering through the glass. Captain Walsh was there, communicating with another soldier on her walkie-talkie, and Ethan was about to ask what was going on when he saw it himself.
A sphere of glowing red flames about five feet in diameter was hanging over the parking lot. As Ethan watched, what appeared to be red lightning bolts crackled out from it in all directions a distance of ten or twelve feet. Though the rain was still pouring down, the sphere was unaffected.
“You have any idea what that is?” the captain asked Ethan, pausing in her use of the walkie-talkie.
“I know it’s from the Cyphers.”
“How?”
“Red and blue. The Cyphers’ weapons put out red flames, the Gorgons’ blue. It’s different forms of energy.”
“Thing’s been sitting right there for the last fifteen minutes.” She levelled her gaze at him. “Any more ideas? The major’s out there with a recon team. He’d be real interested.”
He did have an idea, but how it came to him was another mystery. He just knew. “Recon,” he said, as he watched the sphere, “is right. That’s what it’s here for. It’s found something and it’s reporting back to wherever their command center is.”
“Found what? Us?” She didn’t hesitate, but shouted at another couple of soldiers, “Move these people back! Get them away from this glass!”
“You heard the captain! Come on, everybody move back! Let’s go!”
“Not us,” said Ethan, who was aware that Dave was coming up beside him.
“What?”
“They doesn’t care about us. They’ve found a—” Gorgon, he almost said. But he knew it was the truth. The Cyphers had sent out their own form of reconnaisance, searching the ruins of Denver for the enemy, and in this mall they had found one in human disguise who called himself Jack.
“Found what?” the captain asked. Suddenly dark shapes appeared out of the rain and Major Fleming came through the doors with four other soldiers, all of them wearing hooded ponchos and all dripping wet.
“Get these civilians back from here!” Fleming, his face strained and pallid, had nearly shouted it at Captain Walsh. “Away from this glass, now!”
“Back! Move back everybody!” another of the soldiers was yelling. He was using his rifle, held sideways, as a tool to push several people away from the doors but the crush was too thick.
Dave took hold of Ethan’s elbow. “Come on,” he said, “let’s move—”
Ethan saw something coming through the rain. His guts knotted up, because though it was moving very fast he thought he recognized what it was.
“It’s here,” he heard himself say, and Major Fleming spun around to look toward the parking lot, his eyes narrowed against the sphere’s glare.
A thin black missile about twenty feet long plowed into the parking lot just to the left of the sphere. Chunks of concrete flew up into the air. A second missile came in and hit about ten feet to the left of that one, digging itself a small ragged-edged crater. A third and fourth missile sped in, hitting the parking lot so close to the doors that pieces of concrete cracked the glass and caused the crowd to fall back trailing shouts and screams.
“Shit!” the major cried out. “What the—”
He never got to finish that sentence, because in the next instant four thin-legged, glistening black spider-shapes, each as big as a pickup truck, scrabbled out of the rain pursued by machine-gun bullets from the watchtowers. They crashed through the doors and sent them flying, even as the crowd retreated and then turned to run. Dave pulled Ethan with him, almost picking the boy up under his arm. The major and the captain had their pistols out and the soldiers were backpedalling but firing their rifles as fast as they could. The Cypher spiders were unharmed by bullets. The claws at the ends of their legs left grooves in the tiles, and the multiple rows of sharp teeth in the crimson slashes of their mouths were searching for meat, if not Gorgon then human, for all now were at the mercy of the Cyphers.
Which, Ethan realized as Dave pulled him away, was no mercy at all.
“Let me go!” he said, and just that quickly he wrenched loose from Dave, found his footing, and stood before the spiders as they scuttled forward.
“Come on! Don’t be a fool!” Dave shouted, still pulling at him, but Ethan would not be moved. The soldiers were still firing, using up clip after clip, and Ethan noted that before the slugs could hit little sparks of red jumped out of the creatures and seemed to either incinerate or evaporate the bullets. The Cypher spiders carried their own force fields with them.
Two of the things were almost upon him, as the crowd and the soldiers drew back. Dave tried to pick Ethan up, but the boy fought free, and now Dave had to retreat too because it was certain death to stay where he was. Ethan remembered these things eating the Gorgon ship, and he recalled thinking that the claws and fangs could likely tear through concrete and metal. He heard Olivia screaming his name, and suddenly Major Fleming was beside him firing a .45, and Captain Walsh was on his other side firing a pistol, but the red sparks flared and jumped and there was no stopping these monsters.
Ethan braced himself and thrust his right hand out, his palm aimed at the closest spider. He was his own weapon, his own force of destruction, and now in needing to destroy these things he felt the awesome power move and build within him from its secret place, only a matter of seconds, until he thought he himself would explode into flaming, bloody pieces.
The air between them rippled, as with tremendous heat. A swarm of a thousand burning hornets shot out between his hand, and the spider he had targeted, and maybe no one else could see it, but to Ethan the thrust of deadly energy was clear.
Every hornet was incinerated by the thing’s force field before any one of them could penetrate, and suddenly Ethan realized he was not yet strong enough to kill these things.
They were upon him. The major had the back of his t-shirt and was pulling him away as Fleming emptied his clip, and Captain Walsh continued to fire as she scrambled back.
In the crowd behind them, Burt Ratcoff felt a tremendous pain that began in his midsection and coursed through his arms and legs. He cried out in agony, a pain that made the tears burst from his eyes. He had a sudden vision of himself striding down Fifth Avenue in his life that used to be, happy to be alive, with his wife beside him and their son healthy and well and studying to be an insurance adjuster, and just that quickly the human being who had been Burt Ratcoff was gone and in its place stood a Gorgon-engineered weapon.
The body burst into blue flame. The body elongated, the blue-burning clothes flying away as the people around him screamed and tried to put distance between them and a thin figure that was growing to be seven…eight…nine…ten feet tall.
The burning, featureless giant strode forward as Ethan, Major Fleming and Captain Walsh retreated, and standing to one side of them it began to fling from its flaming hands blue spheres that exploded against the Cypher spiders’ force fields, sending blue and red sparks of energy spinning into the air. One of the spiders was overwhelmed and caught blue flame, and as it sizzled it began to turn in a tight circle of what might have been agony and panic, around and around, as the three others scrabbled past it.
Ethan stood his ground, shaking off the major’s hand clasped to his shoulder. He tried again, summoning up power from a well he knew was full but that terrified him with its fearful depths. It was there when he needed it, and he needed it now. Sweat broke out on his face in an instant. He felt the surge of storms within him. From his fingers or from the palm of his hand—possibly from his entire body, he wasn’t sure—came thousands of the small, flaming bullet-shaped projectiles and what looked like jagged silver bolts of lightning. The force field around the spider he had targeted sparked a thousand times in two seconds and then was breached. As the creature advanced across the tiles between the remnants of a Brookstone and a Foot Locker, it blew apart into black fragments that smashed into the walls oozing ebony fluids.
The burning blue giant had grown to twelve feet tall, as thin as a shadow, and was throwing fiery spheres past Ethan at the remaining two spider-shapes. Ethan felt no heat from them, but as they zipped past him with their soundless power, he felt the flesh crawl on his bones. One missed its spider target and punctured a hole with melting, dripping edges in the concrete wall next to the Build-A-Bear Workshop, a seccond, third, and fourth sizzled out in the creature’s force field, but the fifth got through and lit the thing up in blue fire. The first spider that had been hit was collapsing in a black puddle, making a tock…tock…tock noise like a machine running down.
The fourth spider scrabbled toward Ethan; at the same time Cypher soldiers began to materialize through the walls.
“Back! Get back!” Major Fleming was shouting to his own men. He didn’t need to issue the order twice. Captain Walsh was down on one knee emptying another pistol clip at the Cypher spider, but again the bullets were quickly incinerated. Ethan willed loose another burst of concentrated energy, which once more might have issued from the center of his body but was being directed to its target by his hand; he was aware of his runaway heartbeat, what seemed like a stream of heat flowing out of him to warp the air between himself and the spider-shape, and thousands more burning bullets and silver spears of lightning flew into the creature’s force-field. At the same time, one of the blue giant’s spheres penetrated and a dozen or more of Ethan’s flaming projectiles got through, and as the red maw opened to consume Ethan’s head, the monster burst into blue fire and then exploded into pieces.
Eight faceless Cypher soldiers had emerged from the walls. As one they fired their fleshy black weapons at the blue giant that had once been a human being. Fourteen orbs of white-hot flame hit the thin twelve-foot-tall figure at the same time, two missing the target and whirling over the heads of the Army soldiers, the civilians and Jack the Gorgon to blast holes through the mall’s ceiling.
Ethan had little time to think, just to act. A swarm of the little fiery bullets and the silver bolts of energy crackled out to blow one, two, three and four Cypher soldiers to smoking shreds that smelled of grasshopper juice. Two of the white-hot orbs hissed over Ethan as he threw himself to the floor, and just that quickly he took aim with the weapon of mass destruction that his hand had become and destroyed the fifth, sixth, and seventh Cypher in spinning, burning fragments. The eighth turned, disappeared into a wall, and was gone.
The blue giant staggered. Its flame was going out. Ethan saw the last of the blue fire flicker and go dark. Exposed there was a tall thin figure made of gray ash. With a sound like a quiet sigh, the ash collapsed into a pile, and that was the end of whoever and whatever the short bald dude had been.
Back in the stunned crowd, among those who had crouched down on the floor to find whatever cover they could, Jefferson Jericho looked up at Vope, who had remained standing during this confrontation. Only Jefferson had seen the prickling of small black spikes and a yellow discoloration on Vope’s hands, as if the Gorgon wanted to join the fight but was constrained by his mission. Then the spikes were gone and the false flesh color returned, and Vope looked down at Jefferson Jericho with a faint sneer of derision at the earthman’s puny lack of courage.
Ethan felt a wave of exhaustion pass over him. He sank to his knees. He heard behind him the confusion and terror of the crowd. A hand grasped his shoulder and helped him up, but his knees were weak, and he nearly toppled again.
Olivia had come to help him. Behind her were Dave and a little further back Nikki. JayDee was limping forward on his rebar cane, and following close behind him was Hannah Grimes. The second burning Cypher spider was still, its body crisping away. The mall smelled of acrid burnt plastic and grasshopper juice. Major Fleming was approaching Ethan. Captain Walsh and three other soldiers were standing over the pile of ashes that had once been a human being.
Olivia looked into Ethan’s face and suddenly drew back, her own face tightening, but to the credit of her courage she kept her hand fixed to his shoulder.
“What is it?” he asked her, because he sensed that something about himself had further changed.
She said, as matter-of-factly as she could, “Your left eye has turned silver.”



Twenty.
 



In the holocaust that the world had become, in the battle between star-faring races that had begun before memory and might last into eternity, the city of Chicago had been reduced to ruins nearly two years ago but the battle lines were always shifting, and it was not ruins that the warring races fought over but territory. They had burned Chicago and most of its suburbs to ash and melted wreckage, the great buildings fallen, the streets pocked with blackened craters and covered with the stones and shattered glass of man’s creations, now lost to the constant warfare. It was the same all over this world, one of many that lay on the line of dispute. It would so forever be, the ravaging of planet after planet, some populated by higher forms of life and others just awakening to life in whatever bizarre form it might take to crawl from the slime of beginnings.
The wreckage of Chicago lay under pouring rain from a low sky of ugly yellow, and on this grim morning the Gorgon and the Cypher ships battled in the turbulent air and their soldiers fought amid the fallen buildings, crushed cars, human skeletons, and the few remaining mutants hiding in their holes. Whatever there was to burn had already burned, in this city that had long ago known the tragedy of fire, and yet now the flames were red and blue and created by alien minds devoted to the study of destruction. Hundreds of Cypher soldiers moved through the gloom firing their fleshy blasters at furtive, sliding shapes, and then hundreds of small blue spheres emitting piercing shrieks came flying from an unknown source and with flaming whips tore the Cyphers into pieces that gushed brown fluid and oozed black intestines streaked with yellow and red. Above the battlefield, explosions flashed in the clouds. Burning Cypher ships came crashing down, some to explode themselves in the rubble and others to sink, hissing with heat, into the fetid, lifeless water of Lake Michigan.
After one of the shrieking spheres had passed, five Cypher soldiers climbed from a crater near where the Willis Tower had stood before it was blasted to pieces by a Gorgon energy beam on the first day of their arrival. They drifted through the rain-swept ruins, ghosting in and out, their black and featureless heads swiveling back and forth in search of the quick reptilian movements of the enemy. The human kind could not understand the communication signals sent to these soldiers, or from where, or what these creatures truly were; it was beyond human knowledge, and thus as much magic as it was technology far advanced.
The five soldiers were identified by a small red glyph on the lower right slope of their faceplates: 
It was a symbol of great honor and equally great prowess in battle, and though no human could fully understand its meaning the closest human language could decipher it would be First Born Of The Blessed Machine. The soldier who led them had one more addition to its glyph, a second crescent beneath the first, and the nearest meaning in the human language would be: Bringer Of Ignoble Death.
Neither male nor female, neither truly born nor wholly constructed in the weapon pods, the First Born moved through the wet rubble with the careful stealth of ancient warriors. Behind their faceplates worked calculations, soundlessly and rapidly, in no mathematics that could be fathomed on Earth. Distant sensors sparked pinpoints of light on floating grids, marking the proximity of kindred forces and the despised enemy of all that was correct and true. Above them a huge battleship of that enemy emerged from the clouds and began to fire its destructive beams at another target on the ground. Explosions, dust, and debris plumed into the dirty air some leagues distant. The First Born moved on, seeking enemy contact and fully aware that their foes were masters of camouflage, had learned the art of becoming one with any surface that afforded a hiding place, and that this foe had also learned to trick the spatial sensors by projecting a multitude of false images.
Through the rubble they went, silently calculating in their alien mathematics built on the geometrics of the tenth dimension. The First Born entered the dark hulk of a fallen building, where sheets of gold-colored glass had shattered on the stones. Human bones, skulls and ribcages lay scattered about, some bearing teeth marks. The First Born recognized them as the interior foundations of the denizens of this world. They did not know they were walking in what used to be an international bank, and underfoot were hundreds of pieces of paper currency from many nations of the world, now moldering in puddles of diseased rain.
Deathbringer suddenly stood still. The creature was receiving a message from the high command. The other First Born stopped as well, standing motionless on a floor of broken tiles.
The language was also mathematics. Behind the faceplate it pieced together an image of a burning blue giant throwing spheres of enemy fire at crawler weapons as seen through the viewpoint of a podmate…and then a denizen of this world attacking other podmates and destroying them with what seemed impossible ease.
The orders came. The nearest proximation of human understanding would have been: Capture this specimen. High altitude tracker on station. Begin immediate deployment.
This was surely a task to heighten the honor of the First Born of the Blessed Machine.
Deathbringer’s faceplate grid showed a concentration of enemies at a measure of what would have been two hundred yards in human distance. The count of enemy soldiers might have had different root structures, but there appeared to be twenty of them.
Therefore when the monsters erupted from the cracked gray walls all around the First Born, exposing themselves as having been disguised by the stonework, Deathbringer was not caught unaware because this creature had seen the pulsing, wet red oval of the camouflage organ in many field dissections. It was a mystery yet to be conquered.
They knew no fear, neither First Born nor the reptilian attackers with their scaly flesh of yellow banded with black or brown, or black banded with yellow and red, or brown banded with black and yellow, no two exactly alike. To an inhabitant of the earth this would have been a hypnotic beauty, as God might have created the serpent before cursing it to crawl on its belly after the Fall of Man. Yet their quick and slithering movements and the visage that was too close to that of a king cobra was terror beyond terror, and to be caught by the slitted red pupils in narrow eyes that never blinked was more than enough to paralyze a human being.
The weapons of these soldiers were simple. They had been bred for this war. Beyond the claws, fangs, and speed to tear their enemy apart at close range, at long range some could spit spears of acid that would eat through any earthly material short of tungsten steel. Six of the twenty had been bred as creations that could extend their upper appendages a length of seven feet in human distance, and their claws would transmutate into any number of deadly implements according to the creature’s braincore.
Instantly the First Born pressed back-to-back. They began to fire their double-barreled weapons as they spun in a rapid wheeling motion. They turned so fast they were ghostly imprints, nothing solid about them but the white-hot gouts of energy streaking out across what used to be a refined lobby of commerce, now a battleground where reptilian forms exploded into burning pieces. 
Still the enemy darted forward, diminished now by half their force. The spears of acid came sizzling through the air at the First Born. They blurred out almost as one, and yet acid hit a faceplate before all had displaced themselves. The one struck lost its distortion and vibrated back into focus, its faceplate being melted away and beneath it a sparking of red schematics. An elongated yellow-and-black arm with a spinning yellow spearhead for a hand pierced the chest and a black-and-brown-banded arm that ended in a dozen crimson spikes drove into the lower body and tore loose a slide of glistening black intestines. As the dying creature crumpled to its knees, its acid-burned head was ripped from the neck by the brute strength of a reptilian commander with a growth of three thorny spikes on each shoulder. The remaining four First Born blurred back in across the chamber behind their enemy. Their weapons cut apart another six of the hated foe. Four enemy soldiers were left, among them their commander. There was no retreat; all knew this was a battle to the death.
A stream of acid spittle came at one of the First Born, who vibrated out and left the viscous slime burning into the concrete wall. The four reptilians streaked forward with incredible speed upon the other three First Born. The energy blasters fired, missed, and blew the far wall to pieces as their targets went into slither mode across the floor. An elongated arm with a barb-covered mallet at the end of it swung within inches of Deathbringer’s faceplate. Deathbringer’s weapon destroyed the offending enemy. The fourth First Born ghosted back in a few feet away and blasted a second enemy into burning pieces. The reptilian commander sent a spear of acid flying at Deathbringer, who went to one knee the liquid passed over its left shoulder. Deathbringer fired but missed as the commander snaked aside. Then, as another First Born’s energy bolts blew the third reptilian apart, the commander camouflaged itself amid the rubble and vanished, leaving not a blip on the faceplate search grids.
The orders must be obeyed. Capture this specimen. High altitude tracker on station. Begin immediate deployment.
A shift of Deathbringer’s search grid showed their destination. It was a distance from where the four First Born of the Blessed Machine stood, but what was such a distance to an interstellar traveller who could enter and leave the fourth dimension at will? A mathematical picture of the specimen could be brought up, but that information was already burned into Deathbringer’s numeric code and the codes of the other soldiers. If the specimen moved during the time it would take to reach this destination, the tracker would maintain contact if it was not destroyed by enemy action, for the skycraft battleships fought even at the edge of this world’s atmosphere.
Deathbringer transmitted the coordinates and the path to the other soldiers. They took no notice of the headless body lying nearby, for that one had become a negative. They began to ghost out, one after the other. As Deathbringer began to vibrate into distortion a claw attached to a scaly and sinewy arm with a shoulder adorned by three spikes reached from the gray stones on the floor. It seized the ankle of Deathbringer’s left boot. Then the rest of the reptilian commander began to restore itself from the state of camouflage and rise up from the rubble, its facial hood flaring wide to show the same violent scarlet as the slitted pupils, its mouth opening to spew acid into the black faceplate.
Deathbringer knew two things that might be termed emotions: loyalty to the Blessed Machine and hatred of the enemy. In its complex mathematics, there was no room for anything else. Except, perhaps, an integer’s sliver of cruelty. Deathbringer fired its weapon at point-blank range, a single energy orb, and severed the left arm at the shoulder, thrusting the commander backward to the floor as a spool of acid flew into the air. The right arm was burned away by the next single burst. The legs were burned off one after the other, and the flesh of the reptilian commander’s scorched and squirming torso changed back and forth from the gray of the rubble stones to its yellow-and-black banding, the camouflage organ overcome with the chemicals of agony.
The black faceplate with its small red glyph of glory angled down at the tortured commander and drew in a numerical picture of the scene. Then, satisfied with its work, Deathbringer did not bring death but instead ghosted out.
A specimen had to be captured for the honor of the First Born, and for the triumph of the Blessed Machine.



Twenty-One.
 



“Let’s hear it,” said Major Fleming, his jaw set like a chunk of granite. “The truth.”
The mall’s maintenance room bristled with guns: automatic rifles, machine guns and pistols. The ashen-faced soldiers who held these weapons aimed them at two figures seated on metal folding chairs: Jefferson Jericho and Jack Vope. Ropes had been lashed around the prisoners, tying them together back-to-back under a harsh incandescent light. Standing out of the line of fire were Dave, Olivia, and Ethan, who had one blue eye and one silver with no discernible pupil. JayDee had come down on the elevator and stood leaning on his cane behind Olivia.
After the chaos was over, Ethan had gone into the bathroom to check out his silver eye in the mirror. He’d thought he would’ve been afraid to see it, but he was no longer afraid. Instead, he was simply fascinated. The feeling of power that had flowed through him during that encounter had been incredible…impossible for the part of him that was still a human boy to understand, but for the other part of him…whatever that was, and was going to be…an immense satisfaction at having been able to save human lives. There in the bathroom, with an armed guard still at his back, he had lifted up his t-shirt and seen that a new figure had appeared in the silver tattoo just above his heart. Now it read GUARD, with another symbol just beginning to come up from the dark slate.
He’d had no choice but to go to the major and tell him.
The Cyphers sent a recon probe and those weapons, because there’s a Gorgon here disguised as a man. I haven’t said anything because I can handle him. Do you believe that?
And the hard-assed major who thought he’d seen everything in this nightmarish war had said, Yes I do.
I’m sorry for not telling you, but I wanted to watch him. The man with him…Kushman…is a human, but he’s being protected by the Gorgons. I don’t know why, but I need to know. When you take these two men, I’ll need to be with you. The Gorgon is afraid of me, and so is the man.
Hell, the major had said, I’m afraid of you too.
You don’t have to be. My task is somewhere else, but as long as that Gorgon is here this place is in danger from the Cyphers. I should’ve expected that, but I’m thankful no one was hurt.
Except that…man who got burned up, said the major. What was that?
A Gorgon-engineered weapon. We should be glad for that, because those spiders were nearly too much for me.
Okay. Right. Well…how old did you say you were?
And here was the question, because Ethan knew whatever was in him was old. Whatever was in him, growing stronger and taking control of everything, was so ancient these runes on his chest might have been its most recent communication with the inhabitants of this world. What- ever it was, it knew the cosmic dust and dark matter that blew between the stars to seed the lifeless spheres of raw planets into new life; it knew how cold and remote could be the outer reaches of space whose distances and dimensions defied the minds of men to imagine, and it knew how ruthless these two enemies were, and how military men and women of Earth might wish to stop this war but it was the only entity who could, and it was not from around here.
I’m fifteen, going on way more than you can count, Ethan said, and the major asked no more questions.
“Waiting to hear something that makes sense,” Fleming said to the two figures tied together on chairs in the maintenance room. “Kushman? You want to say anything?”
“Sir?” said one of the soldiers. He was young and lean and had a Southern accent. “Pardon, sir…but I think I’ve seen this man before. I mean…not here, but somewhere else.”
“How would that be, Private?”
“I don’t know, sir. He just looks real familiar. Like…somebody I remember from television. My mom used to watch him, back in Birmingham…or who he looks like.”
“I doubt this bastard was ever a television star,” Fleming answered, and then he returned to his business by pulling back the bolt of his .45 automatic and levelling the barrel at the man’s head. “I’ll kill you, friend. And if your Gorgon buddy moves, I’m leaving that up to Ethan. So let’s hear it.”
“Major,” said Jefferson Jericho, his eyes wide and set with an expression of puzzlement and pleading, “this is a big mistake. I hardly knew either of these men. I just met them on the road. Hey, I’m from the South too,” he told the young Southern soldier. “I used to live in—”
“Shut it,” Fleming interrupted. “Ethan knows the Gorgons are protecting you. Why do you need protection?”
“Protecting me?” Jefferson brought up a crooked smile. “If that’s so, they haven’t done a very good job, have they?”
Dave was watching Vope, who blinked…blinked…blinked.
“Major,” Dave said, “I think you ought to go ahead and put that sonofabitch there out of our misery. I’ll do it, if you like. Glad to.”
“No,” Ethan said. “Besides, you wouldn’t know how.”
“Would you?”
“Yes,” Ethan answered, sure in that knowledge, and looking into the silver eye made Dave go silent.
“I have let you restrain me,” Jack the Gorgon suddenly said. “I have allowed this indignity, but I could easily break loose from these bonds. The boy could destroy me, but not before you, called Major, are dead.”
“This guy’s crazy,” Jefferson spoke up. “Mental. But how does that mean he’s a Gorgon?”
“You want to tell him what you’ve told me?” Fleming asked the boy with the silver eye.
Ethan stared for a moment at Jeff Kushman. Looking into the man’s face, at the softness that seemed only lately to have been touched by this brutal war, he had the feeling that there was something wrong with the name…that it was an alias to an alias, that this man was a walking lie but he was good at lying, he was very skilled at it, and he may have been able to convince and persuade someone who could not see the hard blue sphere that shielded the images in his mind. Ethan said, “I can read the Gorgon’s mind. I can see things in there.” He decided to try his luck at persuasion. “I can read yours too, Mr. Kushman…but that’s not the name you really use, is it?”
Jefferson’s face flushed; he looked around for help and found only hard faces and accusing eyes. “Listen to me,” he said, speaking to everyone, “I’m human! I’m one of you! Look at this boy and tell me what he is! You’re not going to trust a…an alien over a human, are you?”
“I know who and what you are,” Ethan said. “Denying it just makes you smaller.”
“This isn’t a boy!” Jefferson had almost shouted it. His eyes were shiny with fear. “I don’t know what he is, but he’s not one of us! Listen, listen…okay?” He directed this to Major Fleming, and specifically to the hand that held the pistol. “I didn’t want to get involved in this, I was somewhere else! It’s not me that wants him!” He felt the ropes tighten as the Gorgon shifted in his chair. He looked to Dave and Olivia. “I swear to God, I don’t want to hurt him! I don’t care, I just want to get back to where I was! Back to my people! You know?” It was all pouring out of him, he felt that his dam had broken and he couldn’t hold back the floodwaters but he thought that he could be killed three ways now: by this weird boy, by the Gorgon he was roped to, or by the major’s pistol. “I was pushed into this!” he said. “I was forced to do it, I didn’t want to be here!”
“Forced to do what?” the major asked, and he looked as if he were so ready to use that gun.
“I was forced to—”
“I will speak,” said the Gorgon.
Everyone was silent. Jefferson Jericho looked at the floor, his heart pounding and his mind racing.
Vope couldn’t turn his head enough to look at anyone directly, so he stared impassively at the far wall. “The boy is a curiosity to us. How he kills without weapons. He is something that should not be, yet he is. We wish to know his internals and systems. You would do the same, Major, if you were fighting an enemy such as we are.”
“We are fighting your enemy,” Fleming answered. “And we’re fighting you, too.”
“You have lost both those wars long ago. The only chance your kind has for survival is to nest with us. Release us from these bonds, Major. We will take the boy and consider him an offering.”
“Like hell!” Dave growled. “Nobody’s taking Ethan!”
Vope was silent. Then his head cocked slightly to one side and he said, “Your refusal has been noted. You ask for an attack that will burn you all to the ground. In the end, we shall have what we want.”
“Then maybe I should blow your damn head off right now,” said Fleming, who stepped closer to press the pistol’s barrel against Vope’s temple.
“Good luck with that,” Jefferson said bitterly. He tensed himself for what he feared was to come, the sweat running down his sides under his shirt.
“Yes,” said the Gorgon, as if in agreement with that last statement. Jefferson Jericho couldn’t see what happened next, but the others could. The Gorgon’s body shimmered and began to lose its substance. There was a sound like a soft whistling, as if air was being displaced. Maybe it was a whirring sound, like a little machine in motion. As Vope faded out and the ropes that had bound him fell slack, the black-bearded and dark-eyed face angled to look up at Major Fleming, and it seemed to the major that something behind that face was struggling to get out, to cast off its disguise, because the face was as distorted as if made of melting wax, or like an empty rubber mask seen in a funhouse mirror. There came the harsh, otherworldly echo of the Gorgon’s final word to him: “Idiot.”
Then the body was gone, but perhaps there remained for a second or two the faintest impression of a dark aura where the body had been…and that too passed away, and the barrel of Fleming’s automatic was aimed at empty air.
“Jesus!” Jefferson Jericho shouted, as he realized the ropes had fallen from him and Vope had been teleported from the room. “Don’t leave me here!” Jefferson stood up from his chair, causing all the guns in the room to train on him. “Don’t leave me!” he called into the air, with a voice like that of a broken child. There was no reply to his plea, not even the merest pinch of pain from the device buried in the back of his neck.
“I can’t live out here! I can’t survive it!” he babbled to the major, as tears of terror burned his eyes. “This is all wrong! I’ve got to get back to where I was!” He turned his agonized appeal upon Ethan, Dave, Olivia and JayDee. “Please…you’ve got to help me get back!”
“I’ll help you into a fucking grave, if that suits you,” Dave said.
Ethan sent out the silver hand again—it was easy now, so easy, as if he’d been doing it all his life—to probe into the head of the man who called himself Jeff Kushman, but the incandescent blue sphere still protected the man’s memories. Whatever the Gorgons had done to him, they were still shielding him. It was a strong force. Ethan’s force couldn’t remain in there very long without feeling that it was sapping his strength; he had to pull out, and he brought the silver hand back to rest within himself. From beginning to end it had taken less than three seconds.
“What are you talking about?” Olivia asked the frantic Kushman. “Help you get back to where?”
Jefferson Jericho decided the time had come. Even with all these guns trained on him, even if it meant his death in the next thirty seconds. He had to get back to Her protection, back to the Ant Farm, and there was only one way to do that…broken fingers or not.
Flesh to flesh, She had said. He figured that must trigger the process of transportation or whatever the hell it was that would get him out of here.
He stepped out of the ropes and with the courage of desperation lunged past Major Fleming before the man could stop him.
He grabbed hold of Ethan’s forearms, flesh to flesh except for the splints around his broken fingers. Now! he thought as he peered into the depths of the boy’s silver eye, though he was calling mentally to Her, Queen of the Gorgons. Get me out of here NOW!
Ethan clearly heard that call, as if the man was speaking it to him. The room began to fade. He was aware of Dave reaching for him, but it was too late. It was as if the light was simply going out, the walls dissolving, and Ethan knew it was his own body—and Kushman’s too—that was leaving the room, bound for an unknown destination.
Ethan had the impression of a figure standing behind Jeff Kushman—a large, leathery shape with a dark and dimly seen face, and set there were the fearsome, hypnotic eyes of the Gorgon, commanding him to obey but that was the last thing he wanted to do, and as he felt the Other Realm beginning to close in upon him he thought no, I will not be taken…I will not be taken, I’m going back to
where I was. He didn’t know how he did it. He just knew he needed to fight, and he was not going to be removed from his friends and the task he had to do. He felt a tremendous pressure, pulling at him as if drawing him into a whirlpool, or over a waterfall to dash him to pieces on the rocks below. But he thought no, no…you’re not taking me…and his strength of will—the strength of will worlds beyond that of the human boy he used to be—was enough to break the power of what was transporting them; it was enough to scramble the signal or block the portal or do whatever was needed to be done, for the figure of the Gorgon behind Jeff Kushman faded away and the presence of the Other Realm was gone, and quite suddenly they were standing in the maintenance room of the mall again, with the light shining down upon all those guns in the hands of the soldiers.
It had happened so quickly that Dave was still moving. It had appeared to Dave and everyone else in the room that the bodies of Ethan and Jeff Kushman had faded almost to shadows and then had come back into focus in the space of time it took for two anxious heartbeats. Dave wrenched Ethan out of the man’s grip, and pushing Ethan aside he laid a right hook into Jefferson Jericho’s jaw with every bit of wiry muscle a tough-assed ex-bouncer, brickmason, and general owner of a bad attitude could throw.
The Tennessee stallion went down so hard most of the people in the room, including John Douglas, thought he was dead.
But the dead man returned to life after a few seconds with a spitting of blood and a moan that seemed to emanate from the center of a tortured soul, and Dave McKane stood over him with fists clenched and shouted, “Stay down, you sonofabitch! Just stay down!” all the while wishing the bastard would at least try to get to his knees.
“We’ll take it from here,” the major said. “You all right?” he asked the boy, who nodded. It was all Fleming could do not to ask Ethan where he had gone—or almost gone—but he didn’t want to know.
Olivia pulled Ethan to her and hugged him. Then it came out of her. Everything…the loss of Vincent, the loss of her world, the tragedy and senselessness of this war, the hardship and struggle, the deaths of so many people she had known and cared for, and though she knew she hugged in her arms a boy who harbored a presence in him that was not of this earth, she didn’t care because she needed someone to love and protect, and just that fast she broke. She began to sob, to weep for the dead and for the living, for those who had long ago given up hope and for those who still hung on to what tomorrow might bring, for those who had lost everything and for those who had kept their families intact only by good luck or the determination of the damned. She wept for those who, like her, kept their loved ones alive by a treasured picture or a memory held like a candle on the darkest night or some kind of Magic Eight Ball to ease their loss. It seemed in that moment that she wept for the young students of Ethan Gaines High School, who had painted a mural upon a wall proclaiming the dream of the Family of Man that had been torn to pieces by the terrible, arrogant power of red and blue fire.
And she wept also for the boy who knew no name but Ethan Gaines, who had once been alive and in the care of a mother who loved him, but was now embraced and guided by an alien force, raised from the dead to carry out a task only that force could understand. He could never go back to what he’d been, before. Never. And neither could anyone else, because even if the war was ended tomorrow…the world was not a computer, and it could not be rebooted. 
JayDee put an arm around her shoulders. He leaned his head against hers. He wished he could find something to say, but there were no words. He wished he could weep himself, could get rid of the pain of having to put those three poor souls out of their misery back at Panther Ridge. He looked at Dave, who was rubbing the knuckles of the fist that had almost knocked Jefferson Jericho out of this world.
“We need to get Ethan to the White Mansion,” JayDee said. “The sooner the better, I think.”
“Yeah,” Dave agreed. “How about it, Major? When can we leave?”
“I told you we’d make some improvements to your bus. You’ll need ’em. If you’ll give me the rest of today and tonight, you can head off in the morning.”
Ethan gently pulled away from Olivia. “That would be good,” he said. “Thank you.” He felt weary and a little lightheaded. The joints of his body ached. He knew he was paying a price for the force that was using him. He wondered when it would happen that the part of him that was still human would be completely gone, and the alien within him took total control. He figured he was halfway there already. Would he even know when it happened? Would it be like going to sleep, or dying, or would it be like being a bystander in his own supercharged body?
He didn’t want to think about these things too much, because they scared him. “I think I need to get something to eat and then lie down and rest for awhile,” he said, running a hand across his forehead. “Someplace quiet.”
“What about me?” asked the man on the floor. Still groggy, he crawled away to put more distance between himself and Dave McKane’s fist. His tongue found two loose teeth and tasted blood. “What’s going to happen to me?”
“We’ll find a place to lock you up nice and tight,” Fleming said. “If I’m understanding all this, you’ve been aiding and abetting the enemy. The Gorgons wanted the boy and they got you to help? Save your speech, I don’t care to hear it,” he said, before Kushman could speak again. “In my Army, that’s reason enough for an execution.”
“Kill me? Just like that?”
“Execute you,” said the major. “Just like that.”
“Ethan, listen to me!” Jefferson Jericho started to struggle to his feet, but he saw that McKane wanted to hit him again so he stayed where he was. “I was forced to do this! I didn’t want to! Who would want to help the Gorgons or the Cyphers unless they had to?” He probed his teeth again; one was so loose it was just about to come out. “I can’t…I can’t explain it all to you, but they were protecting me and my people. They were keeping us out of the war. So…it was either find you and take you back—and I don’t know how they do that, that’s way beyond me—or lose our protection. Do you understand?”
“Why’d they choose you?” Dave asked.
“They chose me because they thought a real human could get to him easier. Just like Vope said, they want to study him. But they’re afraid of him, too.” Jefferson tensed, ready for pain to be delivered to him at any second for his failure and his betrayal, but no pain came. He realized he had truly been abandoned, She had turned Her back on him, and probably everybody in New Eden had been destroyed like ants beneath a crushing boot, the Ant Farm whirled away into space or some other dimension and burned into nothingness. “I thought…he must be a Cypher weapon or something, but…what he did out there…killing those soldiers…he can’t be one of them.”
“Ethan is something different,” said Olivia, who had regained her composure. “Becoming something different,” she corrected herself.
“A third kind of alien,” JayDee said, and surprised himself by voicing the thought. “He believes he can stop this war. I say, give him the chance.”
“Right.” Jefferson nodded strenuously. “A chance. Yes. Absolutely. But…listen…nobody can stay here. Vope says they’ll be coming to burn this place to the ground. They can do it. They will do it.”
“I’ll know when they’re coming,” said Ethan.
“How will you know? ESP or something?”
“You can call it that. I’ll just know when they get close enough.” Ethan turned his attention to the major. “If I’m gone, there’s no need for them to attack this place. They may do it just because they can, but like JayDee said…the sooner we get on the road, the better.”
“Okay, but give us time to work tonight. If I were you I wouldn’t want to head off after dark, anyway. It’s too risky.”
“It’s a risk to stay here,” Ethan said, but he knew that night travel was pushing even his powers of survival and certainly they didn’t want to run into any more armies of Gray Men.
“I’m not staying here!” Jefferson Jericho stood up and staggered but held himself upright. “Hell, no! I didn’t ask for any of this! You want to lock me up with the Gorgons coming to kill everybody? And execute me, for trying to save the lives of my people? How was I supposed to know that the boy wasn’t a Cypher weapon? I didn’t know he was a human!” He glanced at Ethan and the boy’s silver eye, which sent a shiver up his spine. “If you can call that human!”
“Before we go,” Dave said to Major Fleming, “I’d like the job of putting a bullet through this scumbag’s head.”
“What do you mean, your people?” Olivia asked, disregarding Dave’s remark. “What people? And where?”
“In Tennessee. I…had a housing development, near Nashville.” Jefferson decided not to reveal too much about himself, in case the Southern soldier’s mother had lost her bankroll betting on the book and DVD of God’s High Rollers’ System For Riches And Happiness, forty-nine dollars and ninety-nine cents but for a few dollars more could be delivered overnight by Federal Express. “The whole development…everything…was scooped up by the Gorgons. Put somewhere so they could study us. I was taken by one of them…she looked like a woman, she could change her face and her shape…and she told me if I didn’t bring the boy back, our protection would be gone. That’s why I did it. For my people, like I said. And I swear to God I thought he was a Cypher weapon. I thought that’s why they wanted him.” He turned his agonized eyes upon Ethan and figured if he ever needed an iota of salesmanship he needed a ton of it now. First, the build-up: “I know you’ve got a fantastic power…I’ve never seen anything like that…what you did out there. You saved everybody.” He brought upon his face the expression of a desperate supplicant, which was closer to reality than he cared to admit. “Can you stop this war?”
Ethan probed the man’s mind and found that, not surprisingly, the blue sphere was gone. His Gorgon keeper had left him to his own resources in penalty for failure. The silver hand of Ethan’s curiosity roamed through a landscape of scenes from the man’s past that in some places were hard to view; he found bits and scraps that told him the real name was Leon Kushman but the man went by another—Jefferson Jericho—and there were scenes of adoring crowds and stacks of money being counted and women, many women, who—
Ethan had the complete picture of Jefferson Jericho in the time it took between the words Can and war. He saw the Gorgon creature in its many guises and knew all. He saw a rainbow through a window and knew the sudden elation of a car salesman with a grand idea to make himself rich. He saw Jericho’s wife—her name Ramona? No…Regina—with a pistol, and knew how close this man had come to paying for his many sins with a bullet to the head…but saved by the Gorgon ship blasting into view over the Tennessee pastures.
“You were lucky that day she was going to shoot you,” Ethan said, and saw the blood drain from the man’s face. “Or maybe not, because here you are with us.”
Jefferson touched his right temple, as if he could feel Ethan moving around in there but the silver hand had already gone. “You know what I’m telling you is true, don’t you?” He heard a little begging in his voice, but that was all right; the boy might respond to it.
“That part is true. Some of the rest of it, not so much. And to answer your other question: I’ll know more about that when we get where we’re going, White Mansion Mountain in Utah.”
“Are you done bulling the shit?” Dave asked, speaking to Jefferson. “Time you got locked up or put down with a bullet.” He looked again to the major. “I’ll do it, if nobody else will.”
“This man has done some bad things,” Ethan agreed, “but he doesn’t deserve to be killed for this one. His real name is Jefferson Jericho, and he was a—”
“God dog it!” said the Southern soldier. “I knew he was familiar! My momma watched him, nine o’clock every Sunday night, bought his book too! I should’ve known from his voice!”
“A preacher, of a kind,” Ethan went on. “He sold dreams. Some turned out good and some went wrong. There’s no point in locking him up, either. His Gorgon protection is gone. He has nowhere left to go.”
“That,” said Jefferson, “is unfortunately correct.” He maintained eye contact with the boy, as difficult as that was for him. “By this time, my people and my town are gone, too.” His tongue finally worked the loose tooth out and he spat it to the floor along with a spatter of blood. “You know what we called my town?”
“New Eden,” Ethan said.
“Why did I even have to ask?” Jefferson worked up a tight smile. “Well, the snake got in it.”
“You mean another snake got in it?”
“Yeah. That’s what I mean.” The preacherman should’ve felt trapped, backed into a corner, but instead he felt strangely free and strangely strong. With this boy able to read his mind, there was no longer any reason to pretend, to put on a show, to hide behind any façade. It was almost, in a way, a relief. “I didn’t ask to be here. So do whatever you want with me. Like you say, I have nowhere else to go. A rifle bullet now or blown to pieces by the Gorgons later…what’s the difference?”
“None,” said Dave. “So I say the rifle bullet.”
“You give up very easily,” Ethan said, “to be such a good talker.”
“What?” This had come almost simultaneously from Dave and Jefferson.
“Your skill is talking people into doing things. Sometimes things they don’t really want to do, but you make them believe. That’s what your life has been, hasn’t it?”
“Some might say.”
“I say, because I know.” Ethan was getting a feeling he couldn’t shake. It was true that the man was a user of other people, that he had crushed others down for his own needs and left many impoverished, but many enriched as well. He did have a gift of persuasion, though it was no match for the silver hand that uncovered all truths. He had talked his way onto the bus over Dave’s objections, and he had hidden a Gorgon and a Gorgon-engineered human under their noses, and he might have spirited Ethan away to the Gorgon realm if the alien presence hadn’t been so powerful. Ethan had no idea what was waiting at their destination, but this feeling he could not shake made him look at Dave and say in a voice that was direct and forceful and far older than the years he portrayed, “We might need this man.”
“What?” Dave repeated. “Why in hell would we need him?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Ethan answered, “but I might not be enough.”
“Enough for what?” Olivia asked, as puzzled as both Dave, JayDee, and even Jefferson Jericho.
“For the task. What that is, I don’t know yet, but this man…” Ethan paused, trying to read this feeling but unable yet to decipher it. “He’s too valuable to leave behind. He’s seen a creature who might be the Gorgon queen…if she really is a female. He’s been favored by her,” he said. No need to go into the other details he had uncovered, he decided. “I believe he should go with us, no matter what else he’s done.”
There was a moment of silence. Jefferson couldn’t decide if going to this mountain Ethan was talking about was any safer than staying here, but he did know one thing: as long as he was with this boy, he would be more protected than by the soldiers with all their useless guns. On the other hand, Ethan was a target for the Gorgons, and they weren’t giving up; they would find him, wherever he was. And out there were the Gray Men, too. Thousands of those things…
Still…what was the tradeoff?
“I’ll tell you everything I know,” Jefferson said, speaking to Dave because the rock needed to be turned. It wouldn’t take much; the boy was in command here. He turned his focus on the woman. “Things about Vope and Ratcoff you’d probably want to know too. I can make myself useful, I promise you that.”
Dave’s eyes were dark and dangerous. “You make a move toward Ethan again and I’ll kill you,” he said, “and that’s my promise to you, scumbag.”
“Fair enough,” said the preacherman, with a slight bow of his head. Maybe it did register in him that he might still have a chance to seize Ethan and be transported to the Gorgon queen, might still have a chance to save his people and his town and himself, but he felt the boy’s eyes on him, imagined he felt the boy’s alien power taking his brain apart and examining those thoughts one by one to test their weight, and so he let them fly away.
“I’ll know,” Ethan said. That was enough for Jefferson Jericho to hear.
I’ll be a good boy, Jefferson thought, and Ethan answered, “I’ll count on that.”
Major Fleming and the other soldiers had work to do. Dave vowed to keep himself between Ethan and Jefferson Jericho at all times. Olivia took JayDee’s hand and helped him to the service elevator. There were supplies to be gathered for the trip, and Hannah Grimes had to be approached about driving the bus because Dave didn’t think he could handle a rig that size, not on the roads they would face when they left I-70 in Utah. The interstate itself might be a cratered challenge; who knew what was out there, in those mountains that must be crossed?
But something was out there that Ethan had to find. No one doubted it. They would be leaving as soon as the work was done on the bus, out into the world again, out into the war.
Jefferson Jericho realized everything he had ever built was likely destroyed. Regina, also destroyed. Or maybe New Eden was returned to its original plot on the Earth and left for the ravages of the war or the Gray Men to tear it to pieces. Which did he think was the better fate? He didn’t want to think, but he figured he would never see the place again. He was throwing in his lot with this boy and the others, and maybe Dave McKane would kill him before they got to this mountain that seemed for some reason to be so special, or the Gorgon queen would transport him out of here and kill him in retribution, or something was waiting on the road that could overcome even the boy’s power and kill them all. But at least he was alive today. He was not going to be locked up or executed.
The boy might have a use for him. That made him a little nervous, but for now Jefferson counted that as a victory. And for now, it was the best payoff a High Roller could hope for.
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Ethan was prepared for what awaited him in the mall. A boy with a silver eye who could blow apart Cypher spiders and soldiers by the power of a mind-weapon was going to find people cringing from him as if he carried a plague. They would be terrified of him, and who could blame them? He would be terrified of himself, if he wasn’t in this suit of skin. Dave went to find Hannah Grimes and took Jefferson Jericho with him. Ethan, Olivia, and JayDee went to the food court to get something to eat. The people who were already there left in a hurry, and that included a few nervous soldiers. The three survivors of Panther Ridge, alone in the food court, served themselves bowls of thin vegetable soup from a big metal pot and cups of water from plastic jugs and then sat down at one of the bright orange tables.
They hadn’t been there very long when Olivia motioned to her right and said, “We have company.”
Ethan saw Nikki approaching. She, at least, seemed to have no fear of him anymore. She came up to the table. For a moment she looked with true wonder into the silver eye that had no pupil and then she asked, “Does it hurt?”
“No. It’s not any different from the other one.”
“That is…so freaky,” she said, and she gave a quick little laugh that she tried to stop with a hand over her mouth, but too late. “I mean…it looks kind of cool. It doesn’t make you have…like…X-ray vision or something?”
“Not that I can tell.” Worrying about if I can see through her clothes? he wondered, but he didn’t care to violate her privacy by wandering around in her mind.
“Get yourself something to eat, sit down and join us,” JayDee said, nodding toward the fourth chair. “Looks like we’ve scared everybody else away.”
“Thank you,” Nikki told him, “but I just need to speak to Ethan for a few minutes.”
“Is that our cue to disappear?” JayDee asked, with a spoonful of soup halfway to his mouth.
“No sir,” said Ethan, “we’ll move to another table.” He took his soup bowl and his cup of water and followed Nikki to a table across the food court, because though he didn’t want to peer into her mind, he knew this was something she needed to speak to him alone about. When they were settled, sitting across from each other, Nikki looked from one eye to the next as if trying to figure out which one to talk to.
“I can see through both of them,” he explained. “One’s just…like you said, freaky.”
“How did that happen? Did you feel it happen?”
“No, I didn’t.” Just more evidence, he thought, of the change he was going through. Whatever the alien force was inside him, it was asserting itself more and more. “I didn’t feel anything. I was too busy.”
“Wow,” she said. She pushed a drift of blonde hair off her forehead. “That was like crazy amazing! But…do you mind if I ask you something?”
What does it feel like? she was going to ask, but he nodded and let her ask it anyway.
“It feels…like all I have to do is concentrate on something, and I can do it. It’s getting easier, but I wouldn’t say it’s really easy. I just have to want to do it…in a way I can’t explain. Like…life or death. You know?”
“I guess.”
“Let me ask you a question. When I killed those spider things, and the Cypher soldiers, did you see anything come out of me? Like come out of my hand, I mean. Where it was aimed at those things. Did you see anything?”
“No, there was nothing.”
“To me it looked like bolts of lightning or…I don’t know…burning bullets is how I would describe them, I guess. Thousands of them. They just come out of me when I need them. And the air does something funny too. It seems like it twists between me and what I’m aiming at. It’s like my whole body’s a gun, or an energy weapon…and everything comes out here.” He showed her his right palm, which looked like the ordinary palm of any teenaged boy. “I’m thinking I’m the only one who can see that?”
“I couldn’t see it,” she said. “I was right there, and I couldn’t.”
Ethan figured what he was seeing might be beyond the range of normal human vision. Maybe that had something to do with the change in his eye, and his visual spectrum was also changing. “That dude who caught fire and started flinging it,” he said. “If he hadn’t done that…I’m not sure I would’ve been able to handle them all. His name was Ratcoff. I just found that out. He was a human—mostly—but the Gorgons got to him and made him like that.” Ethan took a sip of water and put the cup aside. He looked into her good eye. He asked quietly, “How come you’re not afraid of me? Really.” He thought her eye was the color of a chocolate brownie, which made him hungry for something sweet. “Everybody else is, except for my friends. How come you’re not?”
Because I’m your friend, she said.
But Ethan did not reply until Nikki actually spoke it: “Because I’m your friend.”
I am, right?
“Sure you are,” he said, before the words came out. “It’s just…you know…how I’m changing. It’s way beyond weird. And now, with this eye…”
He knew what she was getting ready to say, the words were there in her mind, and he made himself focus just on her face and her mouth because it wasn’t right to be there in her head, but he couldn’t help it, it was too easy, it was becoming so natural for him…
“You want to see mine?” she asked, in a small voice.
He knew she wanted him to, so he answered, “Yes.”
She took a long deep breath of courage, and then she started to lift up her eyepatch, but then she stopped and there was a lopsided grin on her mouth but a terrible sadness in her good eye, and she said…
“I’m sure,” Ethan told her.
“It’s not very pretty,” Nikki said.
He shrugged. “Do you think mine is pretty? When I went to the bathroom and looked in the mirror I almost fell down. Hey, I don’t even know how I can see through it!”
She nearly laughed at his inflection of helplessness, but a laugh was hard to come by. She still felt dazed by what had happened in the mall, and by the attack of the Gray Men and Gary Roosa’s death last night, and sometimes she thought she had to go numb to deal with all the horrors of life now, and with all the bad and sad memories, all the people she knew who had died. But what happened when you went too numb, and you lost all your feeling, and you couldn’t find your way back from that dark and empty place?
She wanted him to see what the eyepatch hid, because she needed a connection with someone. She needed someone to know the pain she had gone through…not that it was any worse than what most had experienced…but she needed Ethan to see it, maybe as a way to keep the numbness from taking over more and more of her until she was just a mindless, soulless cinder on this burned and wrecked earth. She needed a human touch, from this boy who was no longer truly human…or maybe, more human than most because he had an aim and a purpose, and she needed that too.
“Go ahead,” he told her.
She lifted the eyepatch and showed him the crimped socket where the destroyed orb had been removed by Dr. Douglas before infection set in. The scar began just below the socket and continued up almost to her eyebrow. “A piece of glass got me, is what the doctor says. I don’t remember that. I just remember fire and houses blowing up on Westview Avenue.
“It was at night and they were fighting in the sky. I was cut up pretty bad in other places—my face a little bit—but most of the worst are under my clothes. Some of my hair was burned off, they told me, but it grew back. I guess I was lucky, huh? Not to be all burned up.”
“Yeah,” Ethan said.
Nikki let the eyepatch down again. The little rhinestone star sparkled. “Some people came in to the apartments, early on, who were really burned. They didn’t last very long. A family came in with two little boys who were twins, and they were both burned really bad on their arms and legs. One died during the day, and the other one died almost exactly twelve hours later. I heard Olivia and Dr. Douglas talking about it. It was like…when one twin died, the other one quit wanting to live. The mother and father didn’t live very long after that, either. A lot of people killed themselves. I almost did, too, but Olivia stopped me. Twice.”
“I’m glad she did,” said Ethan.
“Hm,” the girl answered, in a way that told Ethan she wasn’t sure if she was glad or not. “Olivia brought these rhinestones for me, for my patch. Know who had them? The mother of those twins. Where she got them from, I don’t know. A Dollar General, maybe. Just picked up a pack of something she thought was pretty. People do crazy things when they need to hold on to something, I guess.”
Ethan nodded. It was the truth, and what was there to say? He knew what Nikki needed: a listener, and so he waited for her to go on without reading the scenes of her story before she could tell them.
“My sister’s name was Nina,” Nikki said. “She was a year older. Wow, could she ride a horse! Well, we both could…but she was way better than me. She was a junior at the high school. Was going to go to Colorado State and major in fun, is what she told me. But she really wanted to be a vet and work with horses. Maybe she would’ve gotten there, she was good at math and chemistry and stuff. I was a dud at those things, ’cause I was the real partier.” Nikki stared off into space for a moment, and Ethan let her take her time.
“Sometimes,” Nikki said, “I see my sister in my dreams. She’s always pretty and smiling and happy…not burned up or hurt at all, and she says, Nikki-tick, you can make it out of this. You’re not one to be wanting to give up, so tell Olivia about those sleeping pills you found after Mr. and Mrs. Estevez passed on. And tell her about the knife with the serrated blade in the bottom drawer of your dresser, under the red blanket. And I say back, Quit bossin’ me, you always liked to do that and who made you the queen of me? But she just grins a big queenly grin and she answers, Put a cork in it, ’cause you’re the last of our family…the Stanwick family of 1733 Westview Avenue, and Dad always said he didn’t raise quitters.
So, she says, find your way. And I didn’t know what she meant, until now.”
Ethan was silent; he allowed himself not a peek into her thoughts, but he had an idea of where she was headed.
“If a person doesn’t have hope,” she said, “they die. Inside, first. If they don’t find a way, they’re finished.” Her chocolate-brown eye focused on him. “I don’t want to stay here and wait to die, Ethan. If I’m going out, I want to go trying to find my way. I know you need to get to this mountain in Utah. I know it’s important.” She paused, maybe readying herself if he denied her this path. “Will you let me go with you?”
He had no hesitation. He said, “I want you to go.”
“You do? Really?” It was spoken with an outrush of breath. “I know it won’t be safe, but—”
“No place is safe,” he reminded her. “No place will ever be safe while this goes on.”
She nodded. “Do you know what’s on the mountain?”
“No. I don’t think I’ll know until we get there, and it reveals itself.” It reveals itself? He realized his thinking was changing too, and the way he spoke…it wasn’t how a human boy thought or spoke…it was the alien thinking and speaking, becoming more and more dominant. “I may be really different soon,” he told her, and offered a faint smile. “Like I’m not already. But I may not be Ethan Gaines much longer. That part of me may just go away, or go to sleep…I don’t know. But I don’t want you to sit here and wait to die, either. Your sister is right. We’ve got to find our way, so…I’m glad you want to come with us.” He motioned toward the unattended pot of soup. “You’d better get something to eat while you can.”
“I will, thanks.”
Ethan was weary and needed to find a place to rest. The battle against the spider-shapes and the Cypher soldiers had depleted him. There was some part of him now that was always on alert, and he trusted that to let him know if the Gorgons or the Cyphers were anywhere near. For the moment, he felt they were not. He wound up taking his sleeping bag into the empty storeroom of the Brookstone and stretching out on the floor there, and he was asleep within a few minutes.
But something within him did not sleep, did not need the solace of rest in this realm of misery, and it spoke to Ethan with four words: This is my world.
Ethan saw in the eye of his mind a rugged gray landscape strewn with boulders and cut by wide crevasses. The sky was milky white, shot through with streaks of vivid purple lightning, and just visible through the stormy atmosphere was a massive, clouded planet encompassed by three shimmering rings of debris and dust. Ethan had the sensation of standing on a mountaintop with a fierce, dry wind that smelled of alkali blowing into his face, and looking out across a wide valley, he could see a huge silver obelisk, thin but thousands of feet tall, with a spire that was slowly and silently rotating. Ethan had the sense that it was a watchtower of a kind, or a lighthouse sending out not beams of light but energy and messages that were far beyond his understanding. Messages were also coming in to this particular way station, and why he thought of the tower as a way station between worlds or dimensions he did not know, but he was sure there were others of its kind on more planets. It was a lonely place. He was struck by its loneliness and desolation, and he knew that the keeper here was an ancient creature who had either been chosen or had chosen itself to give up another kind of life for this duty it carried out. It was a double-edged sword: an honor to be a soldier in this service, but a lifelong responsibility. Time here was not Earthtime, nor Life governed by the laws of Earth. Ethan was unsure that the creature who was hosting him, and who he hosted, was capable of a physical body or not. The creature might be the construct of pure energy and intelligence, and though this part of its origin and nature was not allowed to be known, Ethan was sure that it did possess two things that made it akin to the human kind: what would be termed compassion, and a sense of justice. Those seemed to be its driving forces, as well as an innate curiosity about the workings of the universe that even it was not allowed to be fully understood by the wisdom of a higher power.
The spire rotated. The wind blew and purple lightning streaked across the milky sky, but the image was fading. When that vision of another world vanished entirely, the human part of Ethan fell deeper into a dreamless sleep, yet the alien being within him remained silently and tirelessly vigilant, for that was the only way it had ever known.
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“Is this really necessary?” Jefferson Jericho asked as Dave McKane fastened the black plastic zipcuffs to his wrists, basically tying the man’s hands together. Dave didn’t answer. He pushed Jefferson up the steps into the bus and wished the bastard would fall down and break his beak.
Hannah Grimes was sitting behind the wheel. She had decided that driving this bus to their destination in Utah might be the last driving she would ever do, but there was not much else on her social calendar that seemed important, and Dave had convinced her that this indeed was an important trip. So she was in it, for better or for worse; she figured Dave would’ve driven the bus off the road at the first hairy curve, anyway. The meager light of a rainy dawn had begun to crawl across the horizon. Already aboard were JayDee and Olivia, and they were waiting now for Ethan and Nikki. Major Fleming had returned their guns, canned food, and jugs of water to them and told them he wished he could do more, that he could spare some soldiers and one of the armored cars as an escort but he couldn’t abandon the people here. He’d decided to top off the bus’s tank from their own dwindling supply. Otherwise the most he could do was give them a longer hose to help siphon fuel along the way, scavenge a headlight from one of the trucks and make repairs and improvements to the bus.
A work team had labored all night under the glare of generator-powered arc lamps. They’d replaced the shattered windshield with a piece of metal that had a rectangular glass inset through which the driver could see the road. Nothing could be done about the window the Gray Child had broken through, except for a sheet of plastic duct-taped over the aperture. Other windows bore bullet holes from all the firing that had gone on, but again nothing could be done for those. The main work had been the construction and welding of a cowcatcher-like cage attached to the front of the bus and studded with iron spikes. All the metal was going to make the bus heavier and so use more fuel, the major had told Dave, but if they ran into any more Gray Men this might help them get through without the cavalry coming to their rescue…which, out there in the Rockies on I-70, was definitely not happening. He said if they’d had time and ammunition to spare he would’ve put a machine-gun turret up top, but again there was the weight to consider, and they needed the ammo and every available M240 at the watchtowers. A wiper blade had been fixed to keep the glass inset clear, and the last thing the major and his troops could do was clean the interior of the bus of all bloodstains and fleshy parts, both human and gray. Sorry we don’t have any air freshener, Fleming had said, but maybe you can find a pine strip when you stop for gas.
What the major had not told any of them, and they’d only seen this on their way to the bus from the mall, was that every soldier had signed his or her name on the sides of the bus in black or red spray paint, and maybe every soldier didn’t fully understand the importance of this journey, but both Fleming and Captain Walsh did and they had been the first to sign. From the major also had come the wrist zipcuffs, a pair of shears, and a suggestion to keep Jefferson Jericho bound up for awhile, just in case.
“Sit there,” Dave said, pushing the preacherman into a seat on the left side of the bus a few rows behind Hannah. Olivia and JayDee had taken seats on the right side, and Dave sat down behind Jefferson Jericho, so he could slap the dude on the back of the head if he needed to, or just wanted to. His Uzi felt good in its shoulder-holster, and in his belt holster was the .357 Magnum revolver that had helped save him and Olivia from the Gray Men in the high school library. He figured these weapons might not stop a Cypher or a Gorgon, but they would do the job on anything else and…if he really wanted to be truthful about it…they would save their owner from capture by the aliens if they came in numbers too many for Ethan to hold back, and they would save Ethan, Olivia, and the rest of them too if it came to that.
He reached forward and slapped Jefferson across the back of the head. “Shut up!”
“Ow, Jesus! Did I say anything?”
“No, but you’re thinking of talking. So shut up.”
Olivia’s .45 automatic had been returned, along with a supply of two packs of ammo given up by Joel Schuster, who had the same make and model of weapon. John Douglas got an Army-issue M9 Beretta that had not been his, since his weapons were lost at Panther Ridge, but Captain Walsh had given the gun to him as well as four extra clips. A couple of rifles and boxes of bullets had been “confiscated” by the soldiers and left aboard, along with two high-powered flashlights. Hannah Grimes had her hogleg revolver and a few cylinder loads. A machine-gun turret would’ve been a nice extra, Dave thought, but they had to go with what they had. At the back of the bus were plastic containers, a hand pump and a twelve-foot hose for siphoning fuel, along with the prybar Dave had used to crack the underground diesel tank’s fill cap.
In a few minutes Ethan came across the parking lot from the mall, followed by Nikki and Major Fleming. The major was carrying a small olive-green drawstring bag.
“Okay,” Fleming said, as Ethan and Nikki took seats behind Olivia and JayDee. “Good luck to you.” He focused on the boy, who still scared the shit out of him, but his rock-solid demeanor would never show it. “I hope you find whatever you need to find.” He gave the bag to Dave. “Four fragmentation grenades in there, model M67. Just pull the pin and throw, like in the movies. You can throw ’em about forty meters, but get in cover because the pieces can travel more than two hundred meters. Don’t blow yourselves up, save ’em for the enemy.”
“Thanks,” Dave said.
“We appreciate everything,” Olivia told him. “Especially the work on the bus, and the fuel.”
“Did what we could. Ethan, take care of these people if you can.”
“I will, sir,” Ethan answered. He was feeling the Cypher presence, had felt it since long before dawn and their breakfast of bread and canned pork’n beans, but he knew what it was and there was no point in mentioning it until they got on the road west. It was not a forthcoming attack, it was something different.
“Right,” said Major Fleming. “Wish us luck, too. We’re going to hold out here until somebody says otherwise.” He gave them a quick salute. “Good-bye, folks,” he said, and when he left the bus Hannah closed the door and started the engine. It fussed and rumbled, just like Hannah had when she’d been awakened around four o’clock, but like her, it was ready to go.
The metal-spiked entrance doorway to the fortress was hauled up-
 ward on its chains and the yellow school bus with the names of forty-two soldiers and a captain and a major on its sides passed underneath and along the road lined with concertina wire. Vultures were picking at the half-eaten Gray Men corpses splayed amid the coils. The sun shot crimson rays through holes in malignant-looking black clouds. The broken towers of Denver lay to the south, and so also did the ramp onto I-70.
The fortress doorway was lowered. Hannah said, “We’re on our own now, kiddies.”
Ethan could still feel the Cypher presence. It was like a prickling of his skin, a shadow in his mind, and he knew what it was because the alien within him knew.
“We’re being followed,” he said. “It’s a Cypher tracking device. High altitude.”
“Christ!” Jefferson swivelled around to face the boy as best he could. “Are they coming after us?”
“Just following, for now. But it’s sending out signals, so…they’ll be along, sooner or later.”
“The Cyphers want you too?”
“Yes,” said Ethan. “The one that got away probably communicated with its central command. They want me just like the Gorgons do.” He offered the man the semblance of a smile. “They don’t know what I am, and they’re trying to figure me out. But…it’s good to know that they’re afraid of me.”
“They’re not stupid,” said Jefferson. “But do you even know what you are?”
“Not everything. I think I—what’s in me—must be a soldier, too.” Ethan tapped the symbols over his heart. “I think I’m growing my own uniform, and this is my designation. I’m—it—is getting stronger by the day. Maybe by the hour. Which means…when they come after me, they’re going to send their best.”
“Yeah, and the worst for us!” Jefferson was beginning to think he would’ve been better off staying at the mall, getting a gun or two and putting his back into a corner, but Ethan said, “I’m going to need you before this is done. I don’t know how, but you’re going to have a chance to help me. To help us. Do you believe that?”
“I don’t know what to believe. But why bring the girl?” He directed his attention to Nikki. “What’s your story?”
“I want to be with Ethan. I trust him. That’s all.”
“No, I mean your eye. What happened?”
“Shut your mouth now, Jericho,” Dave said, leaning forward, “or I’ll shut it for you. How many more teeth would you like to lose?”
“The war happened,” said Nikki, with queenly dignity. “I’m lucky to be alive.”
“Lucky,” Jefferson repeated, and he gave a bitter laugh. “Yeah, we’re all really lucky, aren’t we?”
“We’re alive and we have a chance to do something important,” said JayDee. “I trust Ethan too. Now maybe you’d be better off if you did shut up for awhile.”
“Good thing, so I can concentrate through this damned viewslit,” Hannah told them. “We’ve got a mess of wrecked and abandoned cars in front of us. Gonna have to slow down and ease our way through, so everybody just sit tight.”
It was a torturous route. Fifty or so cars, SUVs and trucks jammed this stretch of Federal Boulevard. A few had caught fire and burned into unrecognizable masses of metal. A thirty-foot-wide crater near the intersection of Federal and West 80th Avenue told the story of damage done by either Gorgon or Cypher weapons that had heightened the panic and caused people to leave their vehicles. Buildings had been burned out on either side of the boulevard and some had collapsed into piles of melted black rubble. Hannah had to thread the needle several times, scraping the bus between cars, erasing some of the names on the paint. “Come on baby, come on baby,” Hannah urged Number 712, as she had no choice but to guide the bus over dangerous shoals of broken glass and pieces of metal. It occurred not only to her but to everyone else on the bus that this could be a very short trip if a couple of tires blew.
“Hang on, this one’s nasty,” Hannah said, as Number 712 slowly scraped between a burned metro bus and an overturned Hormel meats truck. She got hung up on something, and she had to back up and try the approach again. The sound of rending metal made Jefferson Jericho lean his head forward and squeeze his eyes shut in a vain attempt to escape the noise. Nikki clutched Ethan’s hand in a grip that he thought could crush a Jaguars linebacker’s hand at—
“D’Evelyn High School,” he said suddenly, with a flash of recognition. “Right here in Denver. That’s where I went to school.”
“What?” Olivia asked.
“I remember,” Ethan said. “The science class was at D’Evelyn High School. Where I was going to show my Visible Man.” Was he babbling now? He didn’t know. “The teacher’s name was Mr.…” It was close, but still not there. “My mom’s name was…” That, too, was not there. But something was there. “I’m from Lakewood,” he said. “I lived at…it was a number with two eights in it. My house—” He was trying hard to remember, while the scraping sound of metal went on and on and the school bus shuddered as Hannah pushed their way through. “There was a park down the street. A huge park, with a lake in it. I think it was called…Belmar Park.” He nodded, as the name came back to him. “Kountze Lake. I remember that. I used to go fishing there.” He looked into Nikki’s face and felt the return of a small amount of joy. “I can remember a little bit!” he said, almost tearfully. “I know where I’m from!”
The horrendous sound of metal against metal ceased. Hannah let loose a whoosh of breath. “We’re through! Damned if this road’s not a mess. Dave, I’m seeing signs to I-70 West but everything’s blocked up pretty bad.”
“Figured it would be. Just do the best you can.”
While Ethan tried to struggle to recall more of the life he used to know, he was also aware that the alien part of him was alert and questing for the presence of enemies. It was like he was a highly sophisticated radar, searching for many miles in all directions for approaching blips on a mental screen. He could envision the Cypher tracker: a glowing red triangular shape about half the size of the bus, slowly rotating around and around near the edge of the atmosphere, its crimson eye of energy directed down upon him and a multitude of calculations going out across the Cypher network. They would have already sent a team after him. They would strike at their own time, at the place they felt held the most advantage, but for the moment he couldn’t feel them anywhere near. Neither were the Gorgons anywhere near, but neither would they give up trying to capture him. It helped that they feared him, for sure, and they weren’t going to blunder into the range of his weapons without calculating the odds of success. They were coming, though; it was only a matter of time. And if they could figure out what he was and what he was trying to do…they weren’t going to slink quietly away, they would try to destroy him with everything they had.
“Ramp’s blocked,” Hannah announced after awhile longer of weaving in and out of tight places. “Maybe we can get up the next one.”
“You can’t levitate the bus out of here, can you?” Dave asked Ethan, only half jokingly.
Ethan thought about it. Could he? The answer was quick in coming. “No, sorry. I can’t do that. I can’t move us by any kind of mental transportation, either. Hannah’s in charge of this trip.”
“Thanks, Spacekid,” she replied.
“So let me ask you a question or two, Ethan,” Jefferson said. “If you don’t mind?” He had asked this of Dave, who shrugged his shoulders in such a way that told the preacherman to go ahead but to be careful with his mouth. “We’re going to this mountain that you feel you need to get to, but you don’t know why. You started out a human boy but now you and everybody knows there’s a…a thing in you that’s not Gorgon or Cypher, and they’re afraid of you because you…this thing in you…has the power to destroy them and they don’t understand it. Am I right so far?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. You say this thing in you is a soldier. How do you know that?”
“It’s just what I feel. What it lets me understand, if that’s the right way to put it. Only…maybe…it’s not a soldier in the way we would think of.”
“I think of a tough-assed bastard who’s trained to fight and to win a war. What other kind of soldier is there?”
“There’s another kind,” said JayDee, who’d been thinking about this ever since Ethan had used the word. “There’s a peacekeeper. Like the soldiers who wear the blue helmets for the United Nations. They have to be tough too, but they don’t fight to win wars…if they have to fight, their purpose is to end a conflict.” He nodded toward Ethan. “If Ethan…if the being that’s keeping Ethan going, when he should’ve by all rights been dead a long time ago, is trying to stop this war, I’d say he…it…whatever…is like a universal peacekeeper. A galactic United Nations soldier, I guess I’m trying to say.” JayDee shrugged. “Maybe this war upsets the balance of things, on a cosmic scale. Maybe the Gorgons and Cyphers have been at this for hundreds or thousands of years, and this United Nations of the cosmos has decided it’s gone far enough. So…why did the peacekeeper pick a young boy instead of a man? I don’t know, and who can say? Maybe it was a good fit. Possibly there were things already in Ethan’s personality that the soldier could use. Hey, I’m just from Earth…I don’t know the answers to the mysteries and I’m not saying all this is fact, but…there it is: my opinion, and that only.”
“God, this is crazy,” Jefferson said. But he couldn’t think it was too very crazy, because of what he’d experienced himself. The boy with the silver eye was staring at him, likely reading his mind again, tromping through the memory of all the rotten flowers in there. “So how did this thing get into you?” he asked. “How’d it get here? By flying saucer or what? And if it really wants to stop this war, why didn’t it come with an army? And why doesn’t it just tell you what it wants you to find, if it knows so much? Doesn’t this thing know what we’re supposed to be looking for? Why doesn’t it just spell everything out for you?”
“Maybe it doesn’t know everything,” Olivia offered. She’d been thinking about this question too, and why Ethan seemed to be being fed by bits and pieces from the alien intelligence. “Maybe it has an idea, but doesn’t know for sure. Maybe, too…it doesn’t want to overload Ethan too much, because he’s still got the mind of a boy. A limited mind, as any human mind would be. That’s why it’s been a gradual process, and the thing didn’t take him over all at once.”
“Didn’t want to shellshock him,” Dave said. “I get that.”
Ethan said nothing. It was interesting, in a way, to be talked about like this, but disturbing too. There was so many questions; he doubted there would ever be answers to them all, because Olivia was right. The limited human mind could not fully understand this alien force, how it had arrived here and chosen him and how it was growing stronger, no more than he could understand how the power exploded out of him to create an earthquake or to blow Cyphers and Gorgons to pieces. It just was there when he—when the alien inside him—demanded it. He noted that this last encounter with the spider-shapes and the Cypher soldiers had left some pain and stiffness in his joints, like he was becoming an old man, so there was a price to be paid from the human flesh. He wondered if he could use his left hand too, as a double-barreled weapon. Anyway, it seemed to him that even though the alien power within him was incredibly strong, there was still a physical weakness inherent in the human body that was wearing him down. But if he was dead and the alien was keeping him alive…had taken control of this version of the Visible Man and was powering heart, lungs, blood pressure, digestion, and all the rest of the systems, he figured when the soldier had completed its mission—if that was possible—he was done for, and no doctor on Earth could change that. At last Ethan said, “I don’t think it needs an army, but I do think it needs us.”
“Needs us? How?” Jefferson asked.
“It needs us to…” Ethan paused, considering how to phrase this. “It needs us to give a damn,” he went on. “As humans, I mean. I think…it wanted to know first if any of us even wanted to fight back. If we were strong enough to keep going. Dave, I think that’s why it didn’t tell me where the White Mansion was. It needed…it needs…to know that any of us care enough to stand up and fight, instead of waiting to die in a hole somewhere. So if you and Olivia hadn’t gone out that day to find a map…if you’d said I was crazy and the earthquakes and finding the water were just things that happened, and I couldn’t make you believe anything else…then maybe it would’ve figured we weren’t worth helping. Maybe it would’ve just gone away, and I would’ve died and the Cyphers and Gorgons would keep on fighting until the whole world was destroyed, because nobody here cared anymore.” He looked from Dave to Olivia, to JayDee, to Nikki and then back again to Dave. “That’s what I think,” he finished.
“This conversation is way over my wintry head, gents,” Hannah said. “I’m just along for the ride. And I’m lettin’ you know I’m lookin’ at another on-ramp right now that’s a jammed-up parkin’ lot, no way are we gettin’ up that.” She wheeled the bus in another direction. “Well…no cops around, so let’s try the off-ramp.”
That was how Hannah got them up onto I-70 and westbound. The eastbound traffic during the incident that had caused all this chaos—likely the first battle that had devastated the central part of the city—had been virtually nil. There were a few wrecked cars and a big tractor-trailer truck that had slid into three other wrecks and caught fire, but Hannah was able to get them around the mangled blockage. She worried most about the glass and pieces of metal in the roadway, but the streetsweepers had been off-duty for a good long while and there wasn’t a damned thing she could do but to grit her teeth and dance the bus along as best she could.
The interstate started a slow ascent. Mountains stood on both sides, and ahead were the looming giants of peaks—now partially obscured by an ugly yellow mist—that had been born eighty million years ago. Ethan wondered how old the being was inside him, what it had seen and where and how it had been born, if the Rockies had been specks in the eye of God when it had first come to life, and what Life meant to it. He had the feeling from what it had shown him that it was a lonely creature, one of a limited or dying race, but above all it clung to its duty. And here was its truth and its meaning of existence, as clear as if the alien was sitting at his side telling him these things: the futility of wars was known to all but never accepted by those who held power as their God. Pride, arrogance, and stupidity were not just the worst traits of the human kind but were spread across the span of galaxies as the price to be paid for the desire to be held in esteem, or recognized as better than any other civilization, or simply the appetite to conquer and control. Ethan felt a sadness and heaviness in what might have been the heart and mind of the alien—now becoming his heart and mind as well—in that it knew it fought a losing battle. Yet here, right here on the border—this young world that might not make much difference in the unfolding of a galaxy old beyond the meaning of Time—a stand must be made, and with that stand a message to be sent to the warlords of Now and Forever who assemble soldiers, weapons and ships for dispatch to destinations of destruction and misery.
That message might be futile, but it was the creature’s duty to make it known: I am the guardian of this sector. I was old before your civilization took root in swamp or was created by machine. If you reject peace and insist upon the satisfaction of horror, then prepare you to be satisfied in the horror of your own making.
Ethan could feel the tracker following them, far above at the atmosphere’s edge. Its Cypher eye was fixed directly upon him.
They would be coming soon. They would find their place and time to try to take him…but he knew it would be soon.
And the Gorgons?
They would be coming soon too. What the controllers could not control, they would attempt to contain or destroy.
He was not ending up on the dissection table of any reptile or robot, and neither were the people he knew to be his friends on this endangered planet.
I will be—
“Ready,” said Ethan.
Nikki asked him what he had said, and he shrugged and explained that he was thinking out loud, and then he smiled at her and squeezed her hand and thought that nothing Cypher or Gorgon was going to harm these creatures that had been hurt so much already. A great battle was ahead…he could feel their forces of destruction massing, for they too would be ready.
The bus went on, westbound in the eastbound lanes, as I-70 steepened toward the gigantic mountains, and the boy with a silver eye now realized he was more alien than human, and so mused upon both the question of destiny and what his mother would think if she could see him now.



Twenty-Four.
 



Lightning struck so close it filled the bus with dazzling blue light, and then the following crash of thunder made Number 712 shiver to its rusted bolts.
“Great night to be out on a drive,” said Jefferson Jericho in a hollow voice. No one answered him. Hannah was concentrating on the highway ahead through her viewpane and the others were in their own worlds or else too tensed by this building storm to have any use for talking. Jefferson shrugged; he couldn’t do a thing about his circumstances, and he figured he was better off here under Ethan’s protection than at the mall. The device at the back of his neck was not filling him up with the flames of agony, he felt he was—for the moment at least—out of Her reach, and so what was a little thunderstorm? Still…Hannah was having a tough time, creeping along I-70 at about fifteen miles an hour because of the thickness of this yellow mist they’d run into up here at the high altitude with the jagged mountains all around. Beyond the guardrails were steep dropoffs that could swallow up earthmen and spacekids alike.
“Hey, Ethan!” he called back.
“Yes?” The boy had been mentally observing the Cypher tracker, which continued to pinpoint his location even as the large battlecraft of both sides fought each other at the threshold of space.
“This storm natural? Or is it them?”
“Natural,” Ethan replied. “But their weapons have screwed up the atmosphere. So all storms will be many times amplified in violence.”
Amplified in violence, Jefferson thought. That wasn’t how a kid talked. That was the alien talking. How did it know English? Reading the boy’s mind, he figured. An alien who could come to this world without a spaceship and enter a boy’s dead body…that had to be some kind of weird. Well, no weirder than Her. Or the Ant Farm. Or Microscope Meadows. He had not allowed himself to think much about Burt Ratcoff. He remembered the guy saying I think they hollowed me out and put somethin’ else inside me. Poor dumb bastard, Jefferson thought. But Ratcoff probably didn’t know what hit him and he was out of this nightmare now, so…good for him.
Jefferson scratched his beard. His hands were free. A few hours ago, the conversation between he and Dave was: Okay, I have to pee. Want me to go ahead and do it here, or can we
pull the bus over for a minute?
Good idea, Hannah had said. I’ve gotta go too. Might as well pull over while we can, everybody take a break.
So, Jefferson had asked Dave, are you going to cut these things off my wrists or do you want to hold it for me?
They had stopped at a lookout point with a view to the forest below, and one by one they all saw the wreckage of the crashed United States Air Force fighter jet amid the burned trees.
Jefferson flinched at the next strike of lightning, because it too had been close. Up here in the high mountains, the weather had gone berserk. He’d tried hard not to think too much about Regina or the people at the Ant Farm. There was nothing he could do for them. They might all be dead by now, swept away into space, or left on their unprotected own. Which would be the better fate? He wished he’d had a chance to smooth things with Regina, to make her understand that a special man like himself with special gifts could not be expected to live a normal life, constrained by a society of dumb sheep. No, he had to make his mark and take what he needed when he needed it; that was just how he’d been born, and who could change that? But…it was too late now with Regina. Maybe that day she’d nearly shot him in the back of the head would’ve been the best, he thought. Wouldn’t be here right now, in this bus in a rising storm with a damned itchy beard and an alien boy, heading for God only knew what. He hoped Regina had died quickly. She was all right, she just hadn’t recognized that the gifts he’d been given had to be used. He hoped she had died in one quick second of being cast off into airless space, because in his way he had loved her. Whether he could ever come to tears about her passing, he didn’t know nor did he care to dwell on it very much longer; after all, if she was dead she—like Burt Ratcoff—was in a hell of a better place and he was still here in this shitmess.
No rainbows here, folks, not even after the hardest rain. Move along…nothing to see.
Sitting a few rows behind Jefferson Jericho, Ethan felt himself drifting away. It was like he was becoming a spectator to his own life. He realized his speech was changing, no way he talked or thought like an earthkid anymore. Maybe he hadn’t, really, since all this had started. It was really weird now, though, because he knew the Big Change was happening. There was nothing he could do about it, it was for the best but…the Big Change was death for him, for the boy who’d called himself Ethan Gaines, and when the alien—the peacekeeper—had done what it needed to do, Ethan Gaines was finished. As the lightning flashed and the thunder crashed outside the bus, Ethan tried very hard to concentrate on that day at D’Evelyn High School—the third of April, the morning the first sonic booms had announced the coming of the Gorgons—when he had been waiting to take his Visible Man to the front of the class and make his presentation. The details of that had always been hazy; now they were becoming truly clouded, and more and more out of reach. He tried very hard to hold onto that morning and onto the memory of his dark-haired mother looking in on him in his room the night before, but it was all slipping away. His father…was there even a memory of him? The man had been gone a long time, it seemed. There were no memories of fights or shouting or anything that spelled out divorce. There was just the feeling that his father had left many years ago, and his mother had not remarried. She had soldiered on and given the boy the best life she could. Who could ask for much more than that?
As the alien’s powers strengthened and what had been the personality of a human boy continued to disappear, Ethan found himself trying to hang on, but knowing it was like being very tired and trying to stay awake after a very hard day. Sooner or later, he must give himself fully up to sleep; it would take him, no matter how hard he tried to fight it. And fighting it was not only useless, but wrong. The peacekeeper had a job to do. This body was just a vessel. The peacekeeper had raised him from the dead, had kept him alive so far, but the boy who called himself Ethan Gaines was a small grain of sand in the cosmos. He was a means to an end, and he understood this and accepted it. Not without sadness, though; he was still human enough to feel that, and he knew he would miss life no matter what it had become.
The alien presence within him gave him strange benefits. Not only could he clearly envision the Cypher tracker and sense the heat of its eye directed on him, or know how close or far away the Gorgon and Cypher armies and ships were, but he could feel the huddled humanity in a few of the small towns they’d passed, nestled up within the mountains on roads off I-70. He could see rooftops and a church steeple or two, and just in a matter of seconds he could know there were humans hiding there, always in some central location where community meant survival and isolation was death. The peacekeeper had great respect for these humans, who had held out so much longer than they should have against such overwhelming odds. The peacekeeper would have liked to have stopped and made sure these ragged and weary humans had enough food and water, but the larger picture was what needed attention. And Ethan was aware that there was a time factor involved…a need to get to the White Mansion as quickly as possible, though maybe even the peacekeeper itself did not fully understand why.
Most of the small towns they’d passed, and which could be seen from the interstate, felt to Ethan cold and lifeless. To him they gave off the rusted iron smell of violence, of human turned against human in the battle for food and shelter. Or they gave off the rotting flesh smell of Gray Men, hiding in the basements and in the dark damp places.
Beside Ethan, Nikki shifted uneasily in her seat in the aftermath of another close lightning strike. She couldn’t see anything out there, darkness had claimed the world. Her hand found Ethan’s again. She had been very afraid of him at one time, and so close to telling Olivia that she thought he should be put off the bus and left behind. Now she felt ashamed of that. She’d been so afraid that he was a Gorgon or a Cypher in disguise, and now she understood he was a human boy but not really, that he’d been a human boy, and he was now working for another alien who was trying to stop the war, but this was all so beyond her it spun her head. It was like looking up at the stars and trying to imagine how big the universe was. She longed for the simplicity of planning her next tattoo, hitting the Bowl-A-Rama on Saturday nights, flirting with hot guys, and sneaking a beer or a joint with her friends Kelly and Rita and Charmaine who were all probably very much dead. Or worse.
She missed her family. Who’d have ever thunk she would miss her mother’s sharp-edged voice getting after her for whatever reason and her father in his recliner with a beer in his hand and his eyes glued to the football game on the fifty-two-inch flatscreen? Or her older sister’s snitty ways of getting her in trouble with the Duke and Duchess of Denial, as they called their parents. But she missed them, because they were her blood and now they were all gone and nobody—nobody—deserved to die like that.
“No, they don’t,” said Ethan quietly, and Nikki did not answer. At first she thought she must’ve spoken aloud but then she realized she had not, and how long he’d been reading her mind she didn’t know but now she—
“Not long,” he told her. “Don’t worry, I’m not in there all the time. It just happens.”
She pulled her hand away and he let her. He understood. The mind was a sacred place, it should not be spied upon but it was one of the least of the peacekeeper’s powers. That’s why you live
alone, he told the entity. You scared everybody else away.
And the answer came back to him, in his own voice but different, a little more adult, sadder and darker in that way: I wish it were so simple
as that.
Rain suddenly began to pelt down. It was not a shower, it was a deluge.
Hannah turned the wiper on and found that the Army meant well but this was not their specialty. The motor sounded like a man moaning with a toothache and the wiper’s action couldn’t keep the glass clear. “I can’t see a damned thing!” she growled. “We’re gonna have to stop and wait it out!”
No one tried to second guess Hannah, who put on the brakes and eased the bus to a halt. She cut the engine, noting that with the bus’s extra weight and the inclines they’d been climbing, they were getting about six miles to a gallon. “Light us up a couple of lamps, somebody,” she said. “No need to run the battery down.”
Dave got up, went to the back of the bus where some oil lamps were stored in a box, and used his Bic to light two of them. He brought them up front and set them where the glow would be a comfort, and Hannah turned off the interior safety lights. Rain was hammering down on the roof, a noise that further tested the nerves. Dave returned to his seat and stretched his legs out in the aisle. “I figure we’re about seventy or so miles from the turnoff to Highway 191.” That was the road in Utah that would take them south to the White Mansion. From I-70, the distance to their destination was about one hundred miles. “That what you figure?”
“Near it,” said Hannah. She stood up and stretched her back. “We’ll need to fuel up again real soon.”
“Right.” Dave had had no illusions that they’d be able to get to the White Mansion on a full tank of fifty gallons. “We’re about a quarter tank now?”
“Little less.”
“Okay.” Dave looked out the window nearest him and saw only rainswept darkness; they were vulnerable here to whatever might be lurking in the night, but in this downpour they couldn’t move. “You all right?” he asked Olivia.
“I’ve been better. But…yes, I’m all right.”
“JayDee? How you holding up?”
John Douglas had known Dave was going to ask him this, and the truth was that he was not holding up well at all. His bones ached. His joints seemed to be on fire. It had begun early this morning as little jabs of knife-like pain here and there and had gotten worse through the day. He’d tried to let it go as his age or being worn out or whatever…but he was afraid it was much more than that. Pain was shooting up his right leg, and it was more than the sprained ankle. He said, “I don’t think I’m doing so well. Would you bring one of those lamps a little closer?”
Dave did. JayDee caught Ethan watching him, and he thought the boy knows. Just as I know, because I’ve seen it happen. JayDee pulled up his pants leg to check his injured ankle.
There on the thin calf of his leg was a splotch of gray. It was about eight inches in length and four in width. It was upraised just a bit, like a keloid scar.
No one said anything.
JayDee stood up. “I’m going to take off my shirt,” he said in a calm and quiet voice though his heart was pounding. “Let’s check my chest and back.”
His chest was clear. But when he turned around to let Olivia and Dave check his back he knew because he heard her catch her breath.
“Is it just one or many?” he asked.
It was a moment before anyone answered. Then Dave said, “Just one.”
“How large?”
“I guess…twelve or thirteen inches across. About ten inches long. Almost right between your shoulder blades.”
JayDee made a noise—a mumble of assent, a grunt, a muffled curse. Even he didn’t know exactly what it was. The rain was a torrent and a torment. He felt light-headed but was keenly aware of all the pricklings of pain in his body. “I don’t think there’s any need to take my pants off,” he said, trying for some levity that did not lift off. He put his shirt back on, buttoned it with hands that were remarkably steady, and tucked the shirttail neatly into his pants. He said, “Thank you, Dave. You can put the lamp down now.”
“What is it?” Jefferson asked, his voice tense. “What’s that thing on his back?”
“Shut up,” Dave told him. “Nobody said you could talk.”
“Yeah, well…I think I have a right to—”
“I said SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Dave roared, and was on Jefferson Jericho before anyone could stop him. Both Olivia and Hannah tried to get in the way, but Dave had hold of the man’s dirty brown t-shirt and was shaking him like a mad dog with a bloody bone. For a moment it looked as if Dave might smash him in the face with the oil lamp he was holding. “Shut up shut up shut up!” Dave shouted, and Jefferson cringed down in his seat because he thought the guy had gone crazy, and both the women were pulling at Dave and over the noise of Dave’s shouting and the rainfall crashing down JayDee said, “It’s not his fault. It’s not anyone’s fault. Let him go, Dave. Come on, let him go.”
Dave did not, though he stopped making the brain rattle in Jefferson’s skull.
“Let him go,” JayDee repeated, and this time it was spoken with a grim finality that made Dave remove his hand from the other man’s shirt and step back.
“Why?” Dave asked. It was not a question directed to anyone on the bus, for no one could answer it. It was directed to God, or Fate, or whatever threw the dice in this insane game of Life. Ethan had seen the gray patches on JayDee’s leg and back as clearly as anyone else, and he knew what that meant. It looked as if the blood had stopped circulating on those places and the flesh had begun to die. A new Gray Man was about to be born; this was just the beginning of the changes.
“Well,” said JayDee, and he couldn’t look at anyone so he stared at the floor. He gave a quiet sigh of resignation. “My friends…I don’t think I’ll be finishing this trip with you.”
“Do something.”
Dave had fired this command at Ethan, who stared blankly at him not knowing how to respond. “Yes,” Dave said. “You. Master of the Universe or whatever the fuck you are.” Dave’s eyes were black and his mouth twisted with helpless anger. “Heal him. Fix him. Whatever. Don’t let him be one of them.”
All attention was concentrated on Ethan, who felt their nearly overwhelming pain. John Douglas was more than a friend to Dave, Olivia, Hannah and Nikki; he was as dear to them as the loved ones they had lost. He had been a journeyer with them over this landscape of despair, and he had been there when they needed him. They could not bear this moment, it crushed their hearts because they did love him, and they knew…they knew…
“He can’t fix this,” said JayDee, who lifted his gaze to Dave. “Don’t put that on him.”
“He’s from outer space,” came the answer, as if it was really an answer. “If he can make earthquakes and kill monsters with his mind…he can heal you. Can’t you, Ethan?” The last three words had left the sound of begging in the bus, which might have been the supreme gesture from a man with the stony countenance of Dave McKane.
And Ethan’s answer, the answer he was given when he asked himself if he could do this, was No, you cannot. He didn’t have to speak it out loud, though, because John Douglas spoke it for him. “He can’t do that, Dave. God…I wish he could. But if he could do that…he would’ve helped those three people I had to…” He stopped for a moment, steadying himself. Rain thrashed the bus and lightning streaked amid the mountains. “I had to leave behind,” the doctor finished. “Don’t ask him about this anymore. It’s not what he’s here to do.”
Dave started to protest, to keep going like a bull the only way he knew how to go, but he looked back and forth to Ethan and JayDee and he saw that, no, the alien could do things that were miraculous, could come to this planet on a beam of light or through the door of a different dimension, could raise an earth boy from the dead or from near-death and keep him breathing and powered like a puppet on galactic strings for the task it had to carry out, could sense fresh water and cause the earth to quake and do other things that were so far beyond the human kind it made all the technological advances and scientific miracles of this planet seem pathethic and childlike in contrast, but—no—the alien could not save Dr. John Douglas from becoming a Gray Man, and don’t ask him about this anymore, said the doomed man, because it’s not what
he’s here to—
“I want you to try,” Dave said to Ethan. “I’m telling you to try. Heal him. Don’t let him turn into one of those things.”
Ethan didn’t know what to say to this, so suddenly the peacekeeper spoke.
It was his voice, but different in its inflections and its knowledge, and Ethan was made an observer to the moment.
“I’m not sure how you become infected with this, but the doctor is right. Once it…takes hold, let’s say…there’s no stopping it. Or healing that can be done.”
“What…you can destroy life, but you can’t create it?” Dave was fully aware who he was speaking to now, and he gave the creature both barrels. “You’re in the body of a dead boy! You raised it up, didn’t you?”
“He was almost dead,” said the peacekeeper. “His will to live, his youth, and strength of mind suited my purpose.”
“Okay, whatever. Are you like a spirit or something? Is that it?”
“I am an entity you wouldn’t comprehend. I needed flesh to work with, and I took the opportunity. I knew that our destination was close. More than that would be damaging to your mind to hear, because it’s beyond your limits.”
“I’ll second that,” said JayDee. “I figure we’re not very intelligent as a species, compared to you.”
“Olivia is also right,” came the reply. “I don’t know everything and I am not infallible. I know something of importance is on this mountain…in the mountain, actually, but I’m not sure what it is, and I’m not sure why it’s so vital. But it is, and that’s what I know.”
“In the mountain?” Jefferson asked. “What does that mean?”
“Exactly what I say. It’s something inside the mountain. It will only be revealed when we get there.” The peacekeeper turned one blue eye and one silver eye upon John Douglas, and said with a depth of sadness, “I’m sorry, JayDee. I can’t stop what’s going to happen to you.”
The doctor nodded. Thunder rumbled so heavily the bus vibrated with the bass boom of it. Rain was still thrashing against the roof and the windows. JayDee knew from seeing the progress of this—and he was aware that Dave and Olivia also knew—that by tomorrow morning he would be in agonizing pain as the changes in his bones and bodily structure progressed. Then the changes would speed up, as if the humanity had been conquered and the disease was in a rush of victory to distort the body into an alien horror show. Two or three days at most, and those spent in increasing torment. JayDee recalled watching the transformation happen to the first person at Panther Ridge, the twelve-year-old girl whose father had shot her when she began to grow a second head. He was having none of that. It was time to take a walk in the rain.
“Damn it,” he said quietly. He had been through so much—they all had, of course—and he felt cheated at this last moment, of not being able to witness what the White Mansion held for the peacekeeper. He could hang on, maybe, as he lost his human structure, but it seemed to him that now he ought to get off this bus and go find Deborah while he could still walk like a man. Limp like a man, that is.
He said, “I’ll trade you the Beretta for one of those grenades in the bag.”
“You don’t have to do anything right now,” Olivia said. “No, JayDee. Please. Not right now.”
“Hush,” he told her, but gently. “I’m not sure there’s ever a good time for this. But…my God…I took the lives of those three people back at Panther Ridge because there was nothing else I could do for them. I made the decision for them…now I need to make it for myself.”
“Please,” Olivia repeated, though she knew there was nothing else to say.
“Christ on a cracker!” said Hannah. “Why don’t you at least wait until the rain stops, you old fool?”
JayDee had to smile at that and give a crippled little laugh. He was aware of the pain beginning to lance through his nerves and muscles. He recalled that the little girl had been unable to stand up after the first day, but he’d wanted to observe what was happening to her in a safe place and her father had agreed. They’d chained her up in the Secure Room and he had made notes as the changes progressed. Which seemed terribly cruel and medieval both then and now, but it had been important to give him a reference as to how these fractures and rearrangments of bones and growth of new and strange flesh happened.
He was aware also of fiery sensations and stitches of sharp pain on his back, on his left calf, and at the back of his left thigh. The gray tissue there was growing, leeching deep.
“Let me have a grenade,” he said.
“What if I say no?”
“I’d answer that I’d do it with the gun, but you may need it and the grenade will do the job just fine. Also that…” He felt something close to breaking inside him—maybe his heart, but that had been broken so many times it must look like a specimen from Frankenstein’s lab. He had to wait a moment to compose himself with decorum. “Also,” he went on, “that I want to go out remembering all of you, and remembering who I am. I don’t know when my memory would start going, or what my thought processes would be. I don’t know what this does to the brain. It may be that when the changes really begin, the disease removes all thought but that of animal survival…so one of you would have to kill me, just as we’ve had to kill the others. Which one of you would do that very necessary job?”
“If you say one word,” Dave told Jefferson, “I swear to God I will kill you and drag your body out on the road.”
“I’m not saying anything! Did you hear me speak?”
Dave ignored him. “I’ll do it when the time comes,” he told JayDee. “The time is not now.”
“Maybe it would be tomorrow, then?” JayDee gave up a sad smile. In the lamplight, he thought his old skinny, wan and worn-out self must already appear to be a ghost. “After eight o’clock and before noon?” He nodded toward the peacekeeper. “He’ll get you where you’re going, God willing. I’m getting off the bus here.”
“Jesus,” said Dave, but he could say nothing more.
“Give me a grenade. Dave, do I have to say please?”
Dave hesitated, but he knew the exchange had to be made. It was a mercy, really. The Beretta was given for the grenade. JayDee inspected it, making sure it was as simple a procedure as he hoped it would be. The rain was still falling hard; it was a hard rain everywhere these days.
“I’ll walk with you,” Dave said.
“No, you won’t. There’s no use in both of us getting out there.”
“I will walk with you.”
The peacekeeper had spoken in a voice that was decisive.
“All right,” JayDee answered after a short pause of thought. Maybe it wouldn’t do to be jumped by anything out in the dark before he could pull that pin. “Just a little ways, though. No need to drag this out.”
Olivia had begun to weep. She put her arms around John Douglas and he hugged her, and he told her to stop crying, but she couldn’t stop, and he told her that he was proud to have known her and proud to have known Dave and Hannah and Nikki too, and that she and Dave had been right about Ethan and good thing they hadn’t listened to his scientific objections, because all this was far beyond any science he’d ever learned in school. And now, if the alien within the body of Ethan could stop this war, it would be a second chance for Earth given from the stars or from a realm unknown to the human mind. So be it, said JayDee. He reached out to shake Dave’s hand, but Dave pulled him in and hugged him too, and Hannah and Nikki said their goodbyes, both tearfully, as Jefferson Jericho watched from his seat and figured one word from him would be his death sentence because the rock was ready to roll over him.
Then the peacekeeper was there at JayDee’s side with a flashlight, and the boy who had been known as Ethan was looking out as if through a window edged with fog. He had had a moment of being afraid, as the alien took him over, but now…it was not fear he felt, but peace.
He remembered his mother’s name. It was Nancy, otherwise known as Nan. And his own name?
He had a memory of the science class at D’Evelyn High School on that third day of April, just before a shaken Mrs. Bergeson from the office had come to Mr. Novotny’s room to tell him that the “kids,” as she put it, were going to be leaving school early. Something is happening, she’d told Mr. Novotny. It’s on all the news, everywhere. Something is happening, and the kids will be leaving
school early.
Which interrupted his demonstration of the Visible Man right as he was talking about the brain, and it pissed him off mightily but it scared him too, because Mrs. Bergeson’s voice was trembling, and she looked very afraid.
“I’ll open the door myself,” JayDee told Hannah, and he did. Then he looked with watery eyes at the others and he said, “What we’ve been through…this is a walk in the park. Good luck and God bless and keep you.” He gave them a tough old smile. “You are all my heroes,” he said, and then he went down the steps on his rebar cane into the force of the driving downpour. The peacekeeper followed just behind him, directing the light so JayDee could see his way.
Somewhere on their walk into the turbulent darkness on the strip of I-70 that no car had traveled in a very long time, the boy who had called himself Ethan Gaines went off upon his own journey. It was a journey, like the one JayDee was about to take, that no human expected to return from. It was a voyage into mystery, but the peacekeeper told Ethan he was going to be all right, and there was nothing for him to fear anymore, nothing at all.
I thank you for your help, the entity told him. You are a creature of strength and honor. There is a place where heroes rest, after their battles are done. Both you and the doctor will find
comfort and peace there. I promise you.
I’m okay, said the boy. I’m a little afraid, but I’m okay.
I am going to set you free now. What remains to be done, I have to do in full command of
this form. Do you understand?
I do. But…don’t I ever get to know about the White Mansion?
You’ll know, the entity replied. Both of you will. Again…my promise.
The boy started to reply, to say he knew the promise would be kept, but at the same time, he knew he didn’t have to say it…and then he went to sleep, just like in a warm bed on a cold winter’s night, and knowing that when he awakened there would be someone there to love you and say good morning to the bright new day.
“I guess this is as far as I need to go,” said the doctor, loudly against the storm. 
“Yes.” 
“I wish I could know what you really are. What you look like, inside there.” 
“You would be surprised,” said the entity.
“Will we be okay?” JayDee asked, steadying himself as the rain beat down. “Will we survive this?”
“That’s my hope,” was the answer.
“Mine too,” said JayDee. “Protect them if you can.”
“I can.”
“Goodbye, then. Let me do this and get it over with before I drown.”
The boy’s hand clutched JayDee’s arm for a moment as a reassurance.
“You have earned my greatest respect,” said the peacekeeper. “Goodbye, my friend.” Then there was nothing else to be said, and he turned and walked away.
JayDee stood strong, holding his balance against the forces that raged around him. He thought of Deborah, and their beautiful life together before all this had happened. He hoped that someway, somehow, they could pick up where they’d been interrupted.
He dropped the rebar. It made a clanging noise against the concrete that sounded to him like a church bell in the town of his childhood.
He held the grenade against his heart.
He took in a last breath of rain-thick air, of the earth that he was leaving.
The border, he thought. And was relieved, finally, to be about to cross another border to what he was certain beyond a doubt would be a better place than this.
JayDee pulled the pin.



Twenty-Five.
 



They heard the explosion and saw the flash about a hundred yards away.
Olivia had returned to her seat. She put her hands to her face and lowered her head, and she mourned John Douglas in agonized silence.
Hannah opened the door. Dripping wet, the alien in the form of a boy came up the steps, his head also lowered. Hannah closed the door behind him. When the creature looked at her she saw, as Dave and Jefferson and Nikki did by the lamplight and the flashlight’s reflected glare, that both his eyes now glinted silver. The face of the earth boy was grim, something about it more gaunt yet more resolute.
“I want to know this,” Dave said. “What do we call you?”
The alien replied, “Ethan. What else?”
“But you’re not him anymore, are you? Is he gone?”
“Yes.”
Olivia looked up then and saw his eyes, and she returned to her posture of silent bereavement. Ethan switched off the flashlight to save the batteries and started toward his seat.
“Your chest,” Dave said, before Ethan could sit down. “Let’s see it.” He held a lamp up to take a look as Ethan lifted his t-shirt, and there against the dark-bruised flesh the upraised silver letters just above his heart were GUARDIAN. It seemed to be finished, for no other letters were begin-
 ning to emerge from the depths. “What does that mean?” Dave asked.
“My designation,” Ethan said. “I am a soldier.”
“What are you? Like…special forces from outer space or something?” Jefferson asked, risking a fist to the teeth.
“Something like that,” Ethan answered. He noted that the rain was beginning to ease up; he noted also a new sensation, which to him was the shimmer of an image in his mind. “We’re being followed.”
“Yeah,” said Dave. “The Cyphers.”
“Your name for them. Their species name is based on mathematics of a nature unknown to you. No…this is what you call the Gorgons.”
“Following us?” That had set Jefferson’s heart pounding like a ten-ton drum. “How close are they?”
“At a safe distance yet. It’s a warship. Its tracker is focused on the device implanted in the back of your neck, Mr. Jericho.”
“Shit!” Dave exploded. He reached out to grab Jefferson’s shirt, but this time the preacherman got his hands up to ward off the punishment. Dave slapped them aside, bringing a cry of pain from Jefferson as two broken fingers took the impact. He took hold of the man’s bearded chin. “You didn’t tell us about that? Why not? Because you’re still spying for them?”
“He’s no longer a spy,” Ethan said calmly. “The device was implanted when he was first taken. They were collecting humans as subjects for experiments.”
“Yeah, I know all about those damned experiments.”
“For whatever reason,” Ethan went on, “the Gorgon queen found our Jefferson very interesting.” He knew the reason; it had to do with a curiosity about human anatomy and he didn’t care to go there. “He was spared being turned into a weapon, but a control and monitoring device was implanted. It’s likely small, the size of a pinhead in your experience, but it is powerful. He had no idea how else it could be used, except for giving him pain when he was disobedient.”
“Listen to him…listen to him,” Jefferson pleaded.
“Can we find a knife somewhere and let me cut it out of the bastard?”
“I don’t think you’d ever locate it. If you…got lucky, I think is the expression?—touching it would probably cause instant death for both of you.”
“You sure we need him? I swear I’d as soon take him out and shoot him.”
“Let him go, Dave,” Ethan said. “Whatever he was…he’s on our side now.”
“I always was. I swear, I—”
“Shut your hole,” Dave told him, and he was tempted to loosen the preacherman’s remaining teeth, but he released his grip and stepped back. “So what do we do?” he asked Ethan.
“We go on when we can. I believe the Gorgons are curious about where we’re going. The queen probably would like to know, because she must understand we wouldn’t be out in the open unless it was vital. And we have to find fuel soon, I think.” Ethan put his hand on Olivia’s shoulder, and when she looked into the strange silver eyes she saw not the coldness of space there, but the warmth of compassion. “I’m truly sorry about JayDee, and I’m sorry I couldn’t help. It was what he wanted and needed to do, whether we agreed with it or not. We have to go on as soon as we’re able.”
“You mean when I can see shit through this glass,” said Hannah. At least she had two headlights now, though the right one burned dimmer than the left.
“Yes, when you can see shit,” Ethan replied. He went along the aisle to the seat he’d left, but before he got there Nikki stood up. She was afraid of him now, really afraid, because she understood he was not the Ethan who had left the bus with John Douglas. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her—he saw that clearly—but still, there was the strangeness about him that she could not quite manage to handle anymore.
There was a tear in her eye.
“You took him away,” she said, “and you didn’t even let him say goodbye.”
“It was time,” he explained in a quiet voice. He watched the tear roll down her cheek to her chin, and the beating heart within him that kept the blood flowing and all the systems in operation felt heavy with grief, that this girl had held onto the human Ethan as long as she could and now she knew she had to let go. She had lost so much already. The images in her mind were horrific and tragic. He touched there only briefly and lightly, and then drew away, because his duty was clear.
“He understood that I’m ready,” said the new Ethan.
“I don’t. I never will. It was cruel not to let him live.”
How could he make her see that without his power, the human Ethan would’ve been dead long ago? That this thing of great cosmic importance—call it cruelty, yes—must be done to bring the end of a war, and for a race to survive?
He couldn’t. “From this point on I’ve got to be in total charge of the body and mind. The reflexes, the nervous system…everything. I can’t share those with him, Nikki.”
“Don’t speak my name.” She recoiled from him, even standing still. “You creep me out.”
There was no possible reply to that. It was the plain truth, plainly and truthfully spoken.
“I’m going to sit over there,” Nikki told him, and she turned away with what might be a shudder and went to sit directly behind Dave.
Ethan returned to his seat. Through his window, he saw that the rain was stopping. The storm had passed, but there would be others.
Hannah started the engine, turned on the headlights, and tried the wiper. The motor still made an ugly sound, but the blade was keeping the glass inset clear. She doubted it was going to hold up very long scraping across all that metal. “I guess we can move on. Everybody ready?”
No one answered.
“Giddyup,” said Hannah, speaking to herself in a raspy whisper. At a slow crawl, she put distance between themselves and the body that lay over on the westbound lanes.
They had to find a gas station, and soon. The good thing about the interstate was that, even crossing the Rockies, there were many exits and many gas stations with diesel for the long-haul truckers. It wasn’t but about another twenty minutes before the headlights made out an exit—an entrance ramp, really, since they were still traveling in the eastbound lanes—and when Hannah asked Dave if he wanted to try there he said, “Yeah, go ahead.”
Hannah pulled the bus into a truck stop. There were still some abandoned rigs and cars in the lot, and who knew what had happened to their owners? It didn’t take long for Dave’s flashlight to find that both of the stop’s diesel tanks had already been uncapped and emptied, so Hannah went on down the road to a Shell station. Again, the diesel tank had been drained. Dave recovered his hose and came back into the bus, and told Hannah to drive on.
On the other side of the interstate was a Phillips 66 station. Beyond it the headlights picked out the shapes of a few small houses in a little community, all dark. Ethan smelled the foul, sickly-sweet odors of rot and pestilence coming from one of the houses. It was something the others could not detect. “There are Gray Men here,” he said.
“Don’t stop, for God’s sake!” said Jefferson, his eyes wide. “Let’s get the hell out!”
“We’re needy, gents,” Hannah said. “Gas gauge is lookin’ sorrowful. What do you want to do, Dave?”
“Damn,” he answered. Hannah had pulled the bus to a halt under the station’s roof that overhung the two diesel pumps. Dave felt the flesh at the back of his neck crawl; he had no doubt that if the alien said there were Gray Men here, it was a fact. “How many?”
“I can’t tell. More than one, for sure.”
“Jesus!” said the preacherman. “Why are we still here?”
“Your call, Dave,” said Hannah. “We’re burnin’ fuel, just sittin’ still.”
“We shouldn’t stay,” Nikki said. Her voice quavered. “Really. We need to get out.”
“Olivia?” Dave prompted. “What do you think?”
She shook her head, her face still drawn and downcast. “I don’t know. I’m not thinking so well right now, but if we’re stuck without gas further on…it’ll be bad.”
“Right.” Dave was loading a fresh clip into his Uzi. His hand shook a little, but not too much. It had to be done. “I’m going to check first to see if the tank’s empty or not. Ethan, will you come with me? I may need some protection.” 
“Yes.” 
“You’re crazy!” The shine of fear sweat was already on Jefferson’s face. “Those things will smell us! It’ll be like the dinner bell ringing!” 
“Just sit tight.” Dave slid the loaded Uzi into its holster. “Back in a minute.” Dave and Ethan took both flashlights out. Rainwater dripped from the roof, which slanted precariously to one side. It didn’t take but fifteen seconds for their lights to fall upon the yellow cap of the underground diesel tank. It was still in place and looked to have been undisturbed.
“Cut the engine,” Dave told Hannah when he and Ethan returned to the bus. “Jericho, I need your help.”
“Not me, I’m not getting out there! I’ve got two broken fingers, thanks to you!”
“Listen up! The faster we get this done, the better! We don’t have to fill the tank. Just get us enough to make it further along. Come on now, put your balls on.”
“No way!”
“Hell, if he won’t help you I will!” Hannah got up from behind the wheel. She already had her hogleg Colt in hand. “What do you need me to do, Dave?”
“I need you to stay right here and take a break. You’re the driver, not the mule. Jefferson, get your mule-ass off that seat!”
“I’ll do what needs to be done,” said Ethan. He already knew. Dave needed somebody to cover him while he did the work of popping open the fill cap on the tank and using the hose and hand pump to bring fuel up into the containers. He just needed Jericho as the mule to help carry the stuff out there.
“Here.” Dave loaded the Beretta and held it out to Jefferson. “Can you use one of these without shooting your pecker off?”
“God forbid,” said the preacherman. He stood up, took the pistol with his left hand and hefted it to get used to the weight. “Yeah, I can handle this.” Then he aimed the gun directly at Dave’s chest. “You know, I don’t like being treated like dirt.”
“Lower your weapon,” Ethan said, his voice quiet but sternly persuasive.
“Can you stop a bullet from this distance?” Jefferson asked him. “I’d like to see that trick.”
“You’re not going to shoot me.” Dave turned his flashlight right into Jefferson’s eyes. “Number one, Hannah would take you down in about half a second, because she’s already got her gun pointed at you. Number two, you don’t have a damned place to go and I really don’t think you want to stay here. And…number three, we’re the only friends you’ve got right now. So Mr. Jefferson Jericho the TV star, I’d say you ought to do as Ethan says. We’ve got to put gas in this bus, and we’ve got to do it fast. You’re wasting time. Now come on, let’s get the gear.” Dave started walking toward the rear of the bus.
“Please,” said Olivia, who looked to Ethan to be in a state of numbed shock. “Just do what he asks, all right?”
Jefferson hesitated for a few seconds. He glanced at Ethan and then lowered the pistol, which was aimed at empty air where Dave had been standing. “All right,” he told Olivia, in a voice that was partly forlorn and partly belligerent. “Because you asked me nicely.” He found the Beretta’s safety, thumbed it on and slid the gun into the waistband of his dirty and pee-stained jeans.
They got the containers, the hose, and the hand pump out, and Dave used the prybar to crack open the tank’s fill cap. While Dave cranked up diesel into one of the containers, Jefferson nervously watched the darkness where the houses lay, and Ethan stood nearby, his senses probing for any movement beyond. He was satisfied he could protect everyone from the Gray Men if need be; the question for him was, what could this physical body withstand? The heartbeat was good and the lungs were working, everything was all right for the moment, but Ethan knew that this body was not built for the strain of such combat even though the energy was only mental until it left the body, and then became a physical force on its way to a target. “You see anything?” Jefferson asked, as Dave continued to draw the fuel up.
“Nothing. Relax. I’ll let you know if something’s coming.”
“Relax, he says. Right!” Jefferson had his pistol out and aimed toward the houses. “How’d you get here without a spaceship? Did you ride in on a beam of light or something?”
“A close proximation,” Ethan answered. “There are dimensions you can’t comprehend and methods of traveling that are also beyond you.”
“Forgive us for being so backward and stupid.”
“It’s not that. It’s just that you’re a very young civilization. You’re focused on issues that speak to your youth. You couldn’t be expected to understand these things for…oh…a few hundred more years.”
“If we last that long,” said Jefferson.
“Yes,” Ethan agreed. “Very true.”
“Jericho, help me get this gas in the tank!” Dave said, and the preacherman left Ethan’s side to oblige.
Ethan scanned the darkness, left to right and back again. He could smell the foulness of the Gray Men, he knew they were in those houses, but how many, he couldn’t say.
“Hold it steady, don’t spill it!” Dave told Jefferson.
Suddenly Ethan felt them in a prickling of the boy’s flesh and maybe what was an electric charge up the spine.
It was a strange movement in the dark. Low to the ground. Not moving as a human being would. He picked out three shapes, running fast toward them. There was a glint of wet eyes that his flashlight caught…again, low to the ground.
They were very hungry.
“They’re coming,” he said, facing the attack. “Three. Not human-sized, though.”
“What are they?” Jefferson asked, and as he tried to turn around he caused fuel to be spilled from the container down the side of the bus.
“Careful, damn it!” Dave said.
The shapes were almost upon them, but they were avoiding the cone of Ethan’s light. They were circling around to attack from another angle.
“They’re dogs,” said Ethan. “What used to be, I mean.”
Jefferson tried to draw his gun. Dave commanded, “Keep your mind on this!”
Ethan followed the arc of their movement. Three dogs, somebody’s pets. Two were faster than the third, which seemed to be heavier and bulkier, likely burdened under plate armor. Ethan imagined that over the span of two years, humans in that community might have become Gray Men too, and the animals had eaten them and probably any other dogs there. In a matter of time, they would probably turn on each other. Ethan jabbed his light in the direction from which they were coming, and they veered away from contact with it. Again the wet eyes glistened…five of them. The third creature had not yet caught up with the first two.
“Let’s go, let’s go!” Jefferson urged, but the fuel into the tank would not be hurried.
“We need to draw up some more,” Dave said. “Ethan, you got an eye on those things?” 
“I’m watching them. Right now they’re afraid of the light.” Jefferson drew his pistol, thumbed the safety off and fired two shots in the direction Ethan’s flashlight was aimed. A bullet ricocheted off concrete but there were no animal cries of pain.
“Let’s move, the faster the better,” Dave urged, and Ethan went with them back to the opening of the underground tank while more fuel was siphoned up.
The things began to growl, out just beyond the edge of the light. They’d been joined now by the third dog. Ethan couldn’t see the bodies but he saw the shine of seven eyes. The growling was low and ragged, more like the sounds of cement mixers in action. Whatever kind of dogs they were, they were big.
“Come on, man!” Jefferson said, but Dave was doing the best he could. Another five gallons in each of the two containers and then in the bus’s tank, and they’d be done.
Hannah came off the bus with her hogleg. She saw what the situation was and positioned herself beside Ethan, aiming her Colt toward the ominous noise of mutated beasts ravenous for fresh meat.
A shape ran through the light. It was gray and hairless and looked to have a row of spines protruding along its backbone. A second distorted and hairless gray shape came darting in, its teeth bared and drooling saliva. Its three eyes glinted red. Before Hannah could get off a shot, it turned back and sped away.
“I think that thing had two mouths,” Hannah said, visibly shaken.
“It did,” Ethan answered.
“Hurry it up, gents,” Hannah advised quietly, as she held the Colt steady with both veiny hands.
The creatures were coming in from another direction. Ethan swivelled around to use his light as a weapon, but something was there at the edge of illumination even as he aimed the flashlight. It was the third beast, what might have been an Alaskan Husky at one time, now gray and hairless and wrinkled, its back and sides covered with interlocking scales of plate armor. The creature’s face had distorted, the jaw underslung and showing rows of sharklike teeth, the eyes not exactly what they should have been, and an extra two legs growing from the armor of its left flank. As the thing rushed in toward Ethan and Hannah, its extra legs also moved as if in a dream of running.
Hannah made a choking noise and fired twice, the Colt spitting flame. One bullet whined off the concrete and the second went to parts unknown, and the creature was right there upon them, its underslung jaw opening and the teeth sliding out to take hold of Hannah’s leg.
Ethan thrust his right hand forward. All the alien had to do was visualize the force necessary, and it was delivered. There was a heated shimmer of air between his palm and the mutated dog, and in the next instant the beast was hurled backward head over scabrous tail and into the darkness again.
“Thank you,” Hannah managed to say.
“I think you should go back inside,” Ethan told her, and she went.
As Dave was getting the second five-gallon container full, Jefferson poured gas from the first container into the bus’s tank. Some spilled, but not much; Jefferson was fixed on the task as single-mindedly as he could be with the monsters—silent now in their hunger—roaming the dark.
Another one darted in, coming at Dave. This one was smaller but had the row of spines along its back. Its teeth snapped at the air in anticipation of a feast. Ethan extended his arm, saw the creature hurtling backward and it was done. He envisioned the beast blowing apart in midair; it was done so quickly, with a burst of energy from the alien’s reserve of power, that the animal likely had no time to register pain. The pieces fell upon the concrete beyond the pumps, and the other two creatures fought each other for the scraps.
“Okay, last five gallons,” Dave said, bringing the container. “Jericho, get the gear and put it aboard.”
There was no argument.
The last of the gas went into the tank. Dave, Jefferson and Ethan went aboard the bus, the door was closed and the gear was stowed away at the back.
“Let’s go,” Dave said. He pulled his Uzi from its holster and pointed it at Jefferson’s belly. “Hand the gun over.” 
“Okay, okay, take it easy.” He gave the Beretta up without complaint, and Dave took a seat beside Olivia. Ethan heard Nikki let out the breath she’d caught.
Hannah had never been so glad to start an engine. The gas gauge did not show Full, but it was enough to make another hundred and forty miles, God willing.
She switched on the headlights and started pulling out, back toward I-70. Before they could get out of the station one of the Gray Dogs—the largest one, Ethan figured—threw itself at the side of the bus in a frenzy. There was a whump that shook everyone, but then Hannah was picking up speed and they were on their way again.
Jefferson Jericho came back along the aisle toward Ethan.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Dave stood up to block his way. “Get in your seat.”
“I’d like to speak to Ethan.”
“Get in your seat,” Dave repeated.
“I’m not going to hurt—”
“I won’t tell you again.” A hand went to the Uzi’s grip.
“It’s all right,” Ethan spoke up. “He just wants to ask me a few questions.”
“I don’t want him near you,” Dave said firmly.
“I can ask you from here,” Jefferson decided. “But maybe you already know what I want to ask?”
“I do.” It was simple now to read their minds, a matter of seconds. “Dave, he wants to know about my power. Where it comes from and how I control it. Jefferson has a keen interest in power.”
“Damn straight I do,” Jefferson said. “And that’s exactly what I want to know. How do you do that?”
“Directed energy,” Ethan answered. “I can modulate the intensity. The human hand is an efficient director of energy. It’s a good aiming device. Both hands, in fact. I am a being of what you would think of as concentrated energy. I can inhabit various forms as need be. If I give a desire enough focus, it’s done. The earthquake was difficult. The boy had to be convinced that he could do it, but I wasn’t ready yet to take full control of the organism. Neither was he ready. So I led him along as best I could, and as gently as I could.”
“Organism,” Dave repeated, with a shade of bitterness. It was weird to be hearing these words come out of the mouth of what appeared to be a fifteen-year-old. “You make that sound so clinical. He was a human boy and a good person. He didn’t ask for this.”
“Should I regret my choice?” Ethan asked, and let the question hang.
“No,” Olivia replied. Her voice was still soft and sad. “It seems so unfair, after all he went through, to throw him aside.”
“As I told Nikki, there’s no room for him here. He knew eventually I was going to have to take everything. He suited my purpose, and he did what I asked of him.”
“Organism,” Dave said again, like something nasty was caught in his mouth. “We’re a hell of a lot more than bodies for the taking.”
“I know you are, but sacrifice was required for the greater good. Surely you understand that.”
Dave did, but damned if he was going to admit it. Anyway, he figured the alien already knew what he was thinking.
“Yes,” said the peacekeeper.
“Were you born? Created? How?” Jefferson had to ask.
“Created, by a greater power. I know my duty and that I’m ancient in your measure of time, but more than that about myself I don’t know.”
“And you’re alone out there?” Olivia asked. “For all that length of time?”
Ethan didn’t reply for a moment. The silver eyes were downcast, the face solemn. “There are others like me, but distant. I receive information, process it, and send it on, and I know my duty,” he repeated.
“Your power has to have a limit,” Jefferson said. “It can’t be infinite. Can it?”
“Infinite is a matter of definition. Whatever power I have is more limited in this body than in my original form, but I need the body as a means of communication.”
“We’re back on I-70, gents,” Hannah announced. Her voice was a little shaky, after hearing these things spoken from the boy’s mouth. “She thanks you for the gas, let’s just hope our tires hold out.”
“Is there a God?” Jefferson asked quietly, his gaze fixed on Ethan. “You know…I’ve traded on Him for years. I’ve done…some pretty bad things, in the name of God. I’m kind of surprised I haven’t been struck dead by lightning or something before now, but I just kept going. And it’s like…I was testing God, maybe, because He let me keep going. So tell me if you can…is there a God?”
Ethan didn’t reply. How to explain to them that his knowledge was limited too, and there were things he was not allowed to know? They were waiting for an answer, and they thought he must’ve seen the face of the entity they called God, and maybe they believed he was what they called an ‘angel,’ in their understanding of the mysteries. He gathered his thoughts, and he said, “I can tell you that there is intelligence and direction in the cosmos. As I have seen, much is left to the will of the civilization…even to the individual, to rise or fall. Is your God the same as that known by the Cyphers and the Gorgons, or by any of the—can I tell you—billions of other civilizations ‘out there,’ as you put it? Each has its own mythology and meaning, its own structure of values. The entity you know as ‘God’ I would think would have as many names as there are languages, hearts, and minds. Understand me…I don’t have all your answers. I would likely present to you more questions, and some might be beyond the scope of your intellect to grasp. No offense meant,” he added. 
“But,” Ethan continued, “I am here. I was summoned here by a power I can barely grasp myself. I was created by that power. I was given a duty and directives. My intent—and the intent of my being summoned here—is to stop this war and save your world. I am not given precise instructions as to how to achieve that, but I am given what you might call a waypoint…White Mansion Mountain. It’s up to me—and a test of your willingness to fight for survival—to reach that waypoint and proceed from there.”
“A test?” Dave said. “You mean all this…the war and all of it…could have been just a test to see if we were worthy to keep on living or not? That doesn’t sound much like God’s love, does it? And even if you can stop the war…what about the world? Our world. It’s fucked up, man! All the people that we knew and loved, dead! All those Gray Men out there, and who knows how many millions around the world! It’ll never go back to what it was!”
Ethan nodded. His mouth was tight-lipped. The silver eyes fixed on Dave.
“One thing I’ve learned in my long existence,” said the peacekeeper, “is patience. Trust that the intelligence that summoned me here and allowed the journey has a purpose. I do. If you believe anything, now is not the time to let it go.” He directed his gaze to Jefferson. “This body and its systems need rest. Is there anything else?”
“No,” Jefferson answered. “That’s all.” He returned to his seat and found himself staring at nothing, but thinking of the progress of his life and what it had meant. He couldn’t crack up now, that was for sure, and weighing too much of the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ in his past might crack him, so he would put those things aside, try to blank them out, and go on as any man must…from where he was.
Silence ruled on Number 712.
The bus went on into the fitful dark. Rain fell again, but not hard enough to overpower the wiper. Mile after mile, the distance rolled away.
Olivia slept, and dreamed of sitting with JayDee on the balcony of her apartment. JayDee took her hand, and he leaned his head close and said quietly There’s a way out of this, Olivia. There must be a way to fix things, to make things right. 
Do you believe that, John? her dream-self asked. Do you really believe? He squeezed her hand and smiled, and his blue eyes glinted with not a dirty yellow sky but one that was clear and clean, and something about his face seemed much younger than she remembered.
Oh my Olivia, he said gently, you may rely on it.



Twenty-Six.
 



The sun was coming up, a slash of red to the east beyond the Rockies.
Number 712 was sitting on the interstate at the exit to Utah State Highway 191 south. Hannah had pulled them over after another gas stop short of the Utah line. It had been an isolated station with an uncracked diesel tank, and unlike the last stop they’d had the luxury of time to fuel the bus to its capacity. Hannah had told Dave she was tired and needed sleep, and it would be best to continue on 191 at dawn. He didn’t argue, because he needed sleep too, but he’d gotten very little of it. Ethan had awakened after about an hour and told Dave he could rest soundly, that the trackers weren’t close enough to be alarmed and he’d let everyone know if that changed.
Olivia had slept, and so had Nikki and Jefferson. Dave had drowsed for awhile and then jerked himself awake as if he were about to fall into a bottomless pit. He figured another hundred miles, give or take, to the White Mansion. Then who knew if there was even a road up the thing. Highway 191 was a four-lane and looked totally deserted from where he sat, not a single abandoned car or truck on it as far as he could see. The morning light reddening the sky showed a vista of what used to be called a western paradise, a land of low scrub and crimson rocks, distant mesas and mountains rising in the distance, arches and cathedrals of stone standing as they had for eons. It could be the surface of another planet, torn and shaped by ancient cataclysms. What a creation Earth was, Dave thought. He’d never stopped to think much about it before this war had begun, because making a living got in the way of philosophical appreciation, and he was never inclined to that, but Earth was an amazing world. From warm seas to frozen tundra, from lush grasslands and pine forests to the red rock mountains that rose from the plains along Highway 191, it was an incredibly diverse creation. And all the life it held…stunning, when you really considered it. Maybe when you lost something, Dave thought, it became that much more valuable. The life forms that would die or be malformed under this alien poison…probably in the thousands. So even if Ethan could stop the war, which Dave couldn’t imagine even as powerful an entity as Ethan being able to do, what would be Earth’s future? It looked to him like continued wrack and ruin. The world was never going to be able to recover from this.
He realized that Ethan was awake and was staring silently out a window. If the alien was reading his thoughts, there was no response.
He doesn’t know either, Dave thought. Do you? he asked, but still there was no reply. You may be a hell of a lot more powerful than us and know secrets of the universe and all kinds of shit that would knock us to our knees…but you’re not sure of anything either, are you? You’re just groping in the dark, like any ordinary human. Like this with the mountain…you don’t know what’s there because if this is a test for humanity you’re being tested too. Is that what Life really is, Ethan? A test designed by some alien we think of as God? That would be a fine laugh on the race of mankind, wouldn’t it? All the centuries of struggle and misery and everything people have had to go through, and at the end they find out whether the teacher gives them a passing grade or not?
“Centuries also,” Ethan suddenly said, “of invention, perserverance, and in many cases genius. Your race seems to always find a way to push through obstacles. That’s why you’re still here.”
“What?” Jefferson had awakened and was squinting in the morning light. “What are you talking about?”
Ethan said, “Dave and I are having a conversation.”
“Oh,” said the preacherman, and he looked puzzled, but he didn’t ask anything else.
The others began to awaken. This morning Ethan noted that Olivia was hollow-eyed and haggard. She was still mourning John Douglas, could not accept the fact that he was gone. She was also mourning the loss of the human boy known as Ethan Gaines, and maybe she’d let herself feel motherly and protective of him, so that loss was doubly painful. He could not pretend that any part of the boy was left in this shell. What could he say to soothe her that she would understand? Nothing, so she must be allowed to grieve her way to finality.
When everyone was awake, they took turns going outside the bus to relieve themselves, which Ethan had already of course observed through the boy. It was an interesting process, but in his experience all species had the need for elimination. Almost all: the half-flesh, half-robotic soldiers of what the humans called the Cyphers did not, they absorbed and recycled any wastes from the nutrition that fueled them, and he knew of three more civilizations that were machine-based, but on the whole all shared this need. He participated in it when his time came.
Afterward a jug of water was passed around, which Ethan in his true form did not need but knew it was vital to keep the body going. Dave opened up a couple of cans of pork ’n beans, a jar of peanut butter, and some stale crackers, and that was their breakfast.
The sun had climbed toward eight o’clock, but yellow-tinged clouds were closing in and the light was dimming. Ethan tried to speak to Nikki, to console her however he could, but she turned her face away from him, and he realized it was useless. She, too, had to work through her grief—what seemed in her mind to be a world of grief—and he was helpless to give her any comfort. He took his seat, knowing that everyone on the bus needed him and counted on him, but he was a strange intruder to them nonetheless and they were all, as Nikki had put it so truthfully, “creeped out.”
At last Dave regarded the deserted stretch of Highway 191 again, and he said, “Hannah, let’s move on.”
She started the engine and guided the bus off I-70 onto the road to the White Mansion.
“Ethan?” Jefferson said. “The trackers still there?”
“The Cypher tracker is nearly overhead. The Gorgon ship is…” He paused to get a correct reading on it, calculating distances from its harmonic signature. “Seventy-two miles to the east, at an altitude of…I would say…between forty-seven and forty-eight thousand feet. It’s keeping its distance, but also keeping its tracker on you.”
Jefferson nodded but said nothing else. Ethan knew he was as worried about this as everyone else, but he detected a subtle change in an element of Jericho’s thoughts. The man now was not entirely focused on himself, but had opened the cavern of his soul a little bit to allow in concern for the others and the mission ahead. Still…the man had known selfishness all his life, it was part of his being, and he used it as both sword and shield.
Number 712 rumbled on, across a landscape of surreal beauty with its red rock cliffs and formations of stone that seemed fashioned by an alien hand. Mesas and mountains loomed in the misty distance, across a plain of gray-stubbled vegetation. Ethan took it all in with as much interest as any tourist. He’d been aware of Dave’s ruminations on the planet but had lingered there only briefly. If these people knew what he had observed of worlds across the cosmos, they would be amazed by the variety but also frightened, because the physics of this planet did not hold true on others. Some of the civilizations had evolved into pure cerebral energy, others were animalish and still fighting from the mud of their beginnings. Some had found their way to interstellar travel and use of the dimensional portals, others lived in caves. There were great cities and noble rulers, there were harsh prison-states, and males and females who existed as leeches on the societies they commanded. It was out there, a billionfold. And the languages and mathematics, clothing styles and entertainments, fields of study and commerce, rites of passage and customs, mythologies and rituals, sexual practices, births and deaths…beyond counting.
Yet for all this, he was alone.
He was rarely summoned to intervene, but always for a cause that involved the death of a world by conquest. Sometimes the greater power that had created him did not summon him, but the vast network of information that he was tuned to told him civilizations were being destroyed by others either greedy, envious, or in a religious fervor. He understood that he was not called to intervene in the politics and progress of a world, but rather to keep a world from being destroyed by an external force. The Gorgons and Cyphers, their real names impossible for the humans to speak or understand, had been at war over unpopulated planets for eons. They had fought each other across space, over dead pieces of rock and worlds of ice and flame, but in all that time this Earth was the first populated world they had contested. Their self-proclaimed border between what they considered their territories passed directly through the planet.
It could not be allowed, that this world should be destroyed. And why? Was it so important, in the view of the greater power that the peacekeeper obeyed? He had wondered about this but had received no answer. In its silence, the greater power could be very cryptic at times, and also unsettling even to Ethan’s steady nature. He didn’t understand it, but he was not expected to. The ways and plans of the greater power were unknown to him; he was a small part of a massive undertaking that left even his thought processes numbed. He did what he was called to do, though it was left to him to decide the course of action. A test, as Dave had put it? A test of both himself and the will of the inhabitants of this world? He couldn’t say. There was some element of curiosity in the greater power as to how civilizations progressed, he knew that, but even to him, there were many mysteries that would never be revealed.
He kept watch on the trackers. The Cypher tracker remained at the edge of the atmosphere. The Gorgon warship kept its distance of around seventy miles. He had the feeling of many Gorgon eyes and Cypher sensors directed at the bus, as it moved slowly along the highway between cliffs banded with a dozen shades of red. They feared him, but they must have him. They would choose the time and place.
From a pocket of his jeans, Dave drew the many-times-folded and dirty Utah map torn from the road atlas. There were several mountains in the area to which they were headed; they’d have to figure out which one was the White Mansion, because he doubted very much that it would be marked with any kind of sign.
It was a slow progress southward. Hannah was afraid to push the engine or the tires too hard, but at least they were good for fuel. The land flattened out and then rose again toward a mountain range. What appeared to be rugged badlands stretched out on both sides. They passed the black hulks of a tractor-trailer truck and two cars that had collided in what must have been a terrible fireball, but otherwise the highway was empty.
Just after ten o’clock they passed through the center of the town of Monticello, which appeared to be deserted. Highway 191 became Main Street. Dave had given the map plenty of study and knew they had to get into the Manti-La-Sal National Forest, which was off to the west of Monticello. A smaller road, 101, was their way in. A weather-beaten sign in front of the post office at the corner of 191 and West 200 directed them to turn there for the National Forest. In another few minutes West 200 became Abajo Drive, which became 101 and began to climb toward the forested foothills.
Much of the forest had turned brown and died. Pine and birch trees stood bony and bare. Through them, as they continued to climb, Olivia caught sight to their left of a looming mountain with a peak of white stone. All the surrounding mountains were covered with a brown blanket of dead forests. “You see that?” she asked Dave, and pointed.
“I see it. Maybe ten miles away. I don’t know exactly how the hell to get there, but that looks promising. Ethan, is that the mountain?”
“I think it is,” Ethan answered. “It must be.”
“He can sense a spaceship seventy-two miles away and a tracker in outer space but he doesn’t know if that’s the right mountain or not, right in front of him,” Jefferson said. “Great.”
“The tracker is not in outer space,” Ethan corrected him. “As for the mountain, I only know what’s on Dave’s map.”
“There might not be a road,” Hannah said. The engine was straining as 101 steepened. “Looks pretty rugged over that way.”
“We’ll keep going until we can’t go any further,” Dave told her. “Then we’ll figure something else out.”
The road crested and the mountain was in full view. It might have been majestic but for many thousands of dead trees. It was definitely the only peak of white stone in sight. Then the road descended for a stretch, with diseased forests on either side, before it began to climb once more and took a turn to the left.
“She’s chuggin’,” Hannah said, but everyone could already feel the bus shuddering as it fought its way up. Again Highway 101 crested, with another swing to the south, and began a long winding journey down among the foothills from which the white-peaked mountain rose. Hannah was trying to put as light a foot on the brakes as possible, but she couldn’t allow the bus to get out of control descending this road. “I might be burnin’ the brakes up,” she worried. “They’re soggy enough already, and she’s pullin’ to the right.”
“You’re doing fine,” Dave said. He was alert for the smell of burning brakes, though; it would be a long way down if they gave out.
In about four miles or so 101 straightened out again and ran south parallel to the mountain in question. Everyone on the bus was looking for a way up, but there were only thousands of acres of brown trees unbroken by another road.
“I don’t see a way to get any closer,” Hannah said. “From here it’d be one hell of a walk.”
“Keep going,” Dave urged. “Could be a road up on the other side.”
Another two miles passed. A more narrow road branched off from 101 to the right, and Dave told Hannah to take that one. They began climbing again, though moving more to the northwest and away from the white rock peak. Dave said, “I’m not sure this is the way but let’s stick it out for awhile.”
They had traveled for over twenty minutes, seemingly going in the wrong direction, when Hannah caught sight of a dirt road that went off to the left on a more southwesterly course. It was surrounded by dead forest and was likely very hard to see when the trees were full. She slowed the bus and stopped near the road’s entrance. “What say?” she asked. “You want to try this? Might lead to a dead end, but it could take us a lot closer.”
“Yeah. Let’s try it.”
Hannah turned them onto the road and they started up again, leaving whorls of dust behind the tires. The bus jubbled over loose stones, which put them all on edge. A little more than two hundred yards up the road, they came to a chainlink fence about eight feet high. It was topped by a coil of barbed wire, and the fence went in both directions through the woods as far as they could see.
On the gate, which bore a sturdy-looking padlock, was a sign that read PRIVATE PROPERTY, NO TRESPASSING.
They sat with the engine idling. “What do you think, bossman?” Hannah asked.
“I think it’s strange. This is a national forest. How can it be private property?”
“Don’t know, but that’s what the sign says.”
“Yeah.” Dave turned to look at Ethan. “What do you think?”
The expression was determined and the silver eyes were intense. “I think we need to go through that gate.”
Dave nodded. “There’s no such thing as private property anymore, is there? Odd, though, to be in a national forest. Hannah, can you push us through?”
“I could, but I don’t want to. Get anything tangled up underneath or blow the tires…wouldn’t be good.”
“I’ll do it.” Ethan stood up. Hannah opened the door for him and he stepped off the bus. As the others watched, it took maybe ten seconds for the peacekeeper to take aim at the gate with the palm of his right hand and the entire gate to separate from its padlock and chain and go flying through the air; in midair it curved and sailed into the woods on the right. The coil of barbed wire hung down over the entrance but would only scratch a little paint off the bus. Ethan came back aboard and returned to his seat as if the merest amount of energy had been required, though he was opening and closing a hand whose bones and tendons throbbed with a dull ache.
“Easy enough,” Hannah said. “I wish I could’ve done that to my ex-husband. All right, we’re movin’.”
She drove them through. They had taken two curves, still ascending, when another fence blocked the road. It was not made of chainlink; it was at least six feet high and made of what appeared to be a gridwork of thin white wires. Again Hannah stopped the bus before a padlocked gate, because she knew what it was even as Dave said it out loud.
“That’s an electric fence. Damn…somebody doesn’t want people going up this road, that’s for sure.”
“Which means,” Olivia said, “there’s something up there that’s supposed to stay hidden.”
“Right. Well…Ethan, can you knock that gate down?”
“I can,” Ethan said, “but I think you should know that the electricity has been activated.”
“No way!” said Jefferson. “All the power’s knocked out, and why would anybody use up gas for a generator to run that thing?”
“Power is running through the fence and the gate. I can feel the movement of energy. Touching that would be enough to kill any human.”
No one spoke for a moment. Dave scratched his beard and saw that, like the chainlink fence, this one also extended into the forest on both sides as far as could be seen. He thought it was likely the fence went around the entire mountain. Somebody had gone to great lengths and great expense to protect their property, but why?
“We have to keep going,” Ethan said. “I’ll open the gate.” He got off the bus again and made another ten seconds’ work of the gate, breaking it open and folding it back against the fence so no wires were torn. It was a minimal use of his power. He was keenly aware of the sensation of being watched by something other than the Cypher and Gorgon trackers, and scanning the trees he quickly made out two small optical devices in the branches up over his head, painted in gray camouflage. They were both aimed directly at the gate. He assumed someone had just witnessed an action that would immediately cause alarms to go off.
“There are cameras in the trees,” he reported when he got back aboard. “Two that I saw, probably more. I would think someone knows we’re here, and they’re not going to like it.”
With a hard edge in his voice, Dave said, “No reason to stop now. Let’s go on.”
Ethan returned to his seat. Hannah started them forward again and didn’t breathe easily until they were way past the fence. The road steepened in its ascent and once more the bus chugged, the tires struggling for traction in the dust and stones. After a hard pull of perhaps a quarter of a mile they came to a place where the dead trees fell away and above them towered the mountain’s white peak. The road leveled off. Directly ahead it ended at a guardrail overlooking the valley below, with a solid wall of white stone to their right.
Hannah stopped about ten feet from the guardrail. “This is as far as we go, folks.”
They sat in silence, as the hot engine ticked.
“What now?” Jefferson asked. “There’s nothing here!”
“You’re wrong,” Dave said, standing up. “That guardrail…what’s it up here for? To keep a car from going over, so somebody’s been driving that road. Damned if I know, but I can’t see anyplace wide enough to turn around and it would be mighty tough to back down. Which says to me that—”
“Stay where you are,” came a man’s magnified voice from a loudspeaker. “If you step off that, bus you will be executed. Repeat: stay where you are.”
The voice was flat, calm, and deadly in its resolve. It was the voice of a trained professional who Dave figured would have no qualms putting everyone on the bus to death. Whoever it was, he had a big surprise coming.
And then Dave finished what he was saying, as a section of the rock wall at least ten feet wide began to tilt inward and open up on smooth and nearly soundless machinery. “Which says to me that there’s a way in, and it’s big enough for a car.”



Twenty-Seven.
 



“Are they going to kill us?” Nikki asked, her voice trembling.
Five men with weapons had emerged from the opening doorway in the white stone. Three wore regular t-shirts and jeans and carried automatic rifles, one wore gray trousers and a pale blue shirt with rolled-up sleeves and the fifth was dressed in a black suit with a white shirt and a gray-striped tie. Both these men were carrying automatic pistols. The one in the suit was a black man with close-cropped hair and the one wearing the gray trousers was Asian. All were maybe in their late twenties or early thirties, were clean-shaven, healthy in appearance, and moved quickly. They looked to Dave like very capable killers. They came toward the bus with what appeared to be deadly intent.
“Open up,” said the man in the suit, who seemed to be the leader. He was used to issuing commands; his voice, though not necessarily loud, carried the demand for instant obedience. He took aim at Hannah through the door’s glass. “I will repeat that once, ma’am: open up.”
The others had taken up stations at various points around the bus. All the weapons were trained on the passengers.
“Open it,” Dave said.
Hannah did. The black man came aboard, followed by one of the others with an automatic rifle. “Stand up, ma’am. Leave the key in the ignition and your weapon in the seat and move back.” She obeyed, realizing this was not a man to be messed with. “The rest of you stay very still.” He was holding his pistol in a two-handed grip. His deep-set, olive-colored eyes darted here and there, taking everything in; they stopped on Ethan and remained there for a few seconds before he went on. “You’re going to move slowly now and put your weapons in the aisle. If I don’t like a quick movement, I will kill you. Everyone tell me they understand that.”
Everyone told him, except Ethan who remained silent and watchful. The black man’s wary gaze kept coming back to Ethan, but both the pistol and the rifle were aimed along the aisle so as to swing fast upon anyone they chose to target.
The guns were laid in the aisle. “Thank you,” the man said. “Now folks…you are all going to put your hands behind your head and you are going to walk off this bus single file. Again, I don’t like quick movements and neither do the agents outside. So be very, very careful as you leave and we’ll have no problem. When you get off the bus, you’ll be told what to do.”
Jefferson had heard something that snagged in his head. “Agents? What kind of agents?”
“Secret Service, sir. Now…I want no talking, either. Everyone just be quiet, move carefully and slowly and follow instructions.”
When they got outside, the man in the suit urged everyone along toward the entrance into the White Mansion, which was not only big enough to admit a car, but probably big enough to let a tank rumble through. He stopped Ethan by putting an arm in his way. Ethan kept his hands behind his head as instructed.
“Will, take them all inside,” the man told the Asian. “You just stand where you are,” he said to Ethan.
“Listen,” said Olivia, “we have a lot to tell you.”
“I’m sure you do, and we have a lot of questions to ask you as well. Please go along with the others now. Don, stick here with me for a minute.” One of the men armed with an automatic rifle took a position just beside Ethan.
“Sir, would you tell me your name?” Ethan asked, as his friends were escorted through the opening.
“Bennett Jackson. Yours?”
“Ethan Gaines. Mr. Jackson, I need to tell you that there is a Gorgon warship about forty miles northeast of this position and moving closer. I don’t know if they’re preparing an attack or not, but it would be wise to be ready if possible.”
“A human-looking boy with silver eyes who talks like a fifty-year-old man. That’s a first. Are you a Cypher?”
“No sir.”
“The cameras saw you destroy two gates without a weapon. How’d you do that?”
“I am a weapon,” Ethan said. “May I put my hands down? This is an uncomfortable posture.”
“Frisk him,” Jackson told the other man. It was done quickly and efficiently. Eye contact was kept during the procedure. “Okay Ethan, you can put your hands down.” Jackson looked toward the milky sky to the northeast and then back to the boy. “You’re not a Gorgon or a Cypher—you say—but you’re not human, either. You say you’re a weapon, and I believe what I’ve seen. So what side are you a weapon for?”
“Your side.”
“Uh-huh.” Jackson gave him a thin, cold smile absolutely devoid of humor. “I have seen a lot of things I would never have believed possible two years ago. My wife and my six-year-old daughter are likely dead, back in Washington.” Flames flickered in the olive-green eyes; they were highly dangerous, but they didn’t last long. Ethan knew this man kept his emotions in a tightly sealed box, for fear that letting anything out might tear him to pieces. The loss of his wife had solidified Jackson’s marriage to his job, which Ethan saw in an instant had been a constant demand to him and a point of pride. There were the memories in there of a rough background in a rough neighborhood, scenes of hard military training and a medal of some kind being presented to him. “At least,” Jackson continued, “I hope they died before things got really bad. You’re some kind of creature made by either the Gorgons or the Cyphers, is what I think. You have to be. Are you bringing the Gorgons here? Is that what this is about?”
“No, it’s not.”
“How did you find this place?”
Ethan traveled across the tortured landscape of Bennett Jackson’s mind. He saw within seconds what this mountain held.
“This is the secure location for the President,” Ethan said. “And he’s here.”
“You’ve come to kill him? Or guide the ship in to kill everyone?”
“No. As my friend Olivia said, we have a lot to tell you.”
Jackson removed a small black communications device from within his coat. It had a keypad on it and a yellow, green and red button. He pressed the red one. “Waiting for instructions,” he said into the speaker. Then, to Ethan, “If I took you inside without permission they’d put me in a rubber room before I was shot.”
“If someone here doesn’t listen to me,” said Ethan calmly, “there will be no more they for you to be involved with, if you’re speaking of your human race. The Cyphers and Gorgons won’t stop fighting until this planet is destroyed. Even then they might not stop. Mr. Jackson, I’m here to help you and I’ve come a very long way. Please take me to your President.” 
Jackson scanned the northeastern sky once more. A muscle clenched in his jaw. “How do you know the warship’s out there?”
“I can feel its harmonic signature getting stronger.”
“Its what?”
“The composition of its matter sends out a frequency. A vibrational signal I can pick up. All matter does this. The Gorgon ships are easily recognizable from this signal.”
Jackson just stood there like a statue, staring at him.
Ethan finally tapped his skull and said, “I have a radar in here.”
“Jesus Christ,” Jackson said, and narrowed his eyes. “What’re we going to do with you?”
“The wise thing, I hope,” Ethan answered.
Bennett Jackson wore an expression of dismay. He looked to the other man, Don, for some kind of help and got only a shrug. He then seemed to be searching all points of the compass for something to steady his own course. He rubbed at a spot on his forehead as if trying to make the gears in his brain mesh a little better.
A voice came from the communications device: “Bring him in. Room 5A.” 
“All right, Ethan,” Jackson said. “Now when we go inside, you’re not going to turn into a creature I’ll have to kill, will you? I would dislike putting a bullet into the head of anything that looks like a human boy, but I’ll do it in an instant. Also, there will be men inside who’ll shoot you to pieces even if you’re quick enough to kill me. So be careful in your movements and walk ahead of me, and I would ask that you return your hands to the back of your head, fingers locked together, and everyone will feel much better. Agreed?”
“Yes,” Ethan said. He did as Jackson told him, and walked toward the opening with Jackson two paces behind him and the other man with the automatic rifle just off to his left.
They entered the White Mansion. The initial chamber looked like a spotless high-tech garage forty feet wide, with a shiny black-painted concrete floor and a ceiling about twenty feet high. Tubes of light ran along the ceiling amid industrial-looking pipes. A metal staircase ascended to a second level. Three black SUVs and a jeep were parked on the garage floor. There were gas pumps, both regular fuel and diesel, a supply of oil drums, tires in racks and batteries on shelves. Ethan saw that his traveling companions had already been spirited away somewhere, and ten or so men—some dressed informally, some in suits, but all clean-shaven and well-fed—had gathered to watch the entrance of the new arrivals, and he figured especially himself. Among them were two uniformed and helmeted soldiers with machine guns. Ethan sensed the low hum of power and felt a great source of energy here, and it both perplexed and interested him.
“What’s running your power?” he asked.
Jackson ignored him so completely Ethan couldn’t even read the man’s mind on the subject. Jackson called over one of the jeans-clad Secret Service agents who’d returned to the area and told him to get a detail and clean the bus out of guns and whatever else was on there, but not to bring the bus inside until that order was given. Then Ethan was marched up the metal stairs by Jackson and the man named Don, along a corridor and to another set of stairs that led up to a beige-carpeted area of closed doors. Jackson unlocked a door marked 5A with a key from a keyring, reached in and flipped on a light switch. He stepped back as Ethan entered. It was a single room with a bed, a dresser, a writing table, lamp and chair and beyond that a small white-tiled bathroom. The wallpaper showed artwork of eagles in flight. There were no windows, since they were well inside the mountain. Cool air was circulating from a wall vent. Jackson closed the door and he and the other man took positions on either side of it.
“You’re going to have a visitor in a few minutes,” Jackson said. “He’ll be very interested to hear your story.”
“That’s fine.” Ethan looked up at the overhead tube-light and the lamp on the table before he sat down on the bed. “You have a lot of power available here. What’s the source?”
Jackson again would not answer, but Ethan got the flicker of a mental image from him: a bright glowing piece of white crystal about the size of a man’s hand, suspended in a transparent cylinder and slowly revolving. Cables ran from the base of the cylinder into machinery in a room that felt to Ethan to be on a lower level below the garage.
Ethan was about to remark on this when the door opened and a man in a gray suit entered, accompanied by another man in a dark blue uniform and cap with many multi-colored bars over his heart. The man in the gray suit wore a white shirt and a blue-patterned tie, he was clean-shaven and slim but healthy in appearance. He looked combative, as if he’d lived every day with his teeth clenched, his lower jaw jutting out just a little too much. He was bald but for a fringe of light brown hair with gray at the temples. He wore horn-rimmed glasses, and his eyes were so pale blue, they were nearly colorless. On his lapel was an American flag pin. The pallid eyes took Ethan in with absolutely no expression on his face, but the military man behind him had a start and actually backed up a pace before Jackson closed the door.
“Sir, this is Ethan Gaines,” Jackson announced. “He tells me he is neither Cypher nor Gorgon, but he does admit to being an alien weapon in the form of a human boy. He says there’s a Gorgon warship closing in from the northeast. He also says he’s—”
“I’ll take it from here, thank you,” said the man in the gray suit, with a quick, clipped manner of speech that Ethan thought could easily become abrasive. “Ethan, why don’t our radars pick this ship up?”
“They have cloaking devices that easily hide them from your systems. May I ask what your name is, and your position?” Vance Derryman, Chief of Staff, came the mental response.
“We’re not here to interview me.”
“All right, Mr. Derryman,” Ethan said. “As chief of staff you have immediate access to the President. May I speak with him?”
It was a moment before Derryman answered, and when he did it was with a thin-lipped smile. His eyes were even more cautious than before. He brought from a pocket a communications device like the one Jackson had used. He pressed a sequence on the keyboard. “Ambler Seven Seven,” he said quietly. “Go to code yellow and scan to the northeast. Also get a team of eyes up top.” He waited for a voice to answer, “Copy that, sir,” and then he put the device away. Ethan picked up Weapons Control from someone. He glanced at the military man, who was scared to death of him, and got the name Winslett, first name Patrick, nicknamed Foggy for some reason. Oh…he used to chain-smoke so much he carried around his own fogbank. Derryman took a seat in the chair and folded his hands together. Then he simply stared at Ethan as if trying out his own powers of mental perception.
“I guess,” Ethan said to the silence, “that my friends have been put in separate rooms and they’re also being interviewed?” He knew it was true, so he went on. “You’ll get the same story from everyone, but please listen closely to what Dave McKane and Olivia Quintero will explain. Also you’ll find Jefferson Jericho of interest. He’s had occasion to be in the presence of the Gorgon queen.”
The silence remained unbroken, but Foggy Winslett looked as nervous as if he expected either Ethan to grow two heads and six arms at any instant, or the roof to crash in on his skull.
“How close is the Gorgon ship now?” Derryman asked, almost as if posing a casual question.
Ethan spent a few seconds in concentration. The mass of this mountain was a little interference, though not enough to mask the ship from him. “Thirty miles, but it’s holding its position.”
“You’re telling them to hold there?”
“No. As you’ll learn from the others, I am a threat to both Gorgons and Cyphers. I want this war to be ended, sir. They don’t understand what I am, and they both want to either capture me, take me apart on their dissection tables, or kill me. I believe they’re thinking they can harness my energy in some way to create new weapons.”
“Your energy,” said Derryman. He nodded. “I’ve seen that in action on the visual feed. Tell me, then…what are you, and why should you want the war to be ended?”
“I have a question to ask you first, before we go any further.” Ethan had been unaware of what he might find here, but his realization of what was running the power at this installation had given him a clue. “Your power source here is not of human design. Where did it come from?”
Derryman hesitated. Ethan could read his mind, but he wanted to hear it, and he knew Derryman was a very intelligent man who fully understood that.
“You’re correct. It’s of alien design. And you knew about that, how?”
“Mr. Jackson didn’t realize he was telling me when I asked.”
“Of course. Well, that’s a very interesting ability you have there, Ethan. I like the silver eyes. They’re a little disconcerting at first, but impressive. I’m assuming there’s some reason for that, maybe you can see a spectrum we can’t?”
“Yes.”
“Nothing is purposeless in the universe, is it? The crystal that powers everything here—and seems to the physicists who have studied it to have unlimited power—comes from Area 51,” Derryman said. “Do you know what that is?”
The knowledge of that, sketchy at best, was in the boy’s brain, but Ethan wanted to hear Derryman’s explanation of it. “I am aware that this planet has been visited many times by other civilizations. I’d like you to tell me the details.”
“Sir,” Winslett said tersely, “I would advise that you—”
“I hear your advice, General, and it is noted.” Derryman’s eyes never left Ethan. “I think our visitor here could pick out every detail of Area 51 from your mind or mine anyway. He’s being gracious in not tromping around in our heads. Also he wants to hear an earthman’s understanding of it. Am I correct there, Ethan?”
“Yes sir.”
“This is the point where I ought to stand up and walk out of here,” Derryman said. “I ought to consider you a threat of the highest magnitude and figure out some way to dispose of you, but that might be a little difficult. It also might be the wrong choice. I’m thinking that you’re an energy source yourself, and you’ve incorporated a human body? Or is that a manufactured form?”
“A human body,” Ethan replied. “I regret that the boy is gone, but it had to be done.”
“Vance, I need a drink,” Winslett said. Sweat glistened on his forehead and his dark brown, defeated eyes looked bloodshot already.
“Area 51,” Derryman said, “is in New Mexico, about five hundred miles from here. It’s a base where new fighter and surveillance aircraft are created and tested. There’s a section of Area 51, called S-4, that holds what used to be lead and silver mines in the 1870s. Those mines have now been occupied, modernized, and powered as an interlocked research center. We research there any alien mechanism, device, or flesh we can get our hands on. This has been going on for over sixty years. Needless to say we’ve learned a lot we’ve been trying to keep other countries from knowing. Russia had its own program and a few other countries with the right facilities and the luck to get hold of an alien craft or artifact did as well. All that is the worst-kept secret in the world, because we can’t control all the sightings or the crashes. And let me ask you this while I can, Ethan: if the aliens who have been able to reach us have such fantastic machines, why do they sometimes crash? We’ve helped a couple come down by pilots who got scared enough to fire missiles at close range without the proper authority, but we’ve seen four crashes that seem to be mechanical error. Why is that?”
“Intricate machinery no matter how advanced can sometimes fail, no matter what the propulsion system or the intelligence behind it. That’s true all across the cosmos.”
“My God,” said Derryman, as if he’d just realized the enormity of the moment. “I’m sitting here talking to an entity who can answer the questions.” He looked at Jackson and Don, who both were stoic, and then to Winslett who appeared shaken and in desperate need of his drink. For a moment Derryman seemed about to be overcome, and then he got himself under control once more, and the hard-souled, tough-minded ex-lawyer from Connecticut came back. “Now answer my questions: what are you, where are you from and if you’re neither Gorgon nor Cypher why do you have any interest in stopping their war?”
“I am…” Ethan thought JayDee had captured it best. “I am a peacekeeper, comparable to the soldiers of your United Nations. I’ve come from a great distance. My interest in stopping their war is to save your world.” Something was intruding on his mental flow…what was it? He realized in another few seconds. “Another Gorgon warship has joined the first. A third is within sixty miles, approaching from the west. There’s a fourth…over a hundred miles away yet, coming from the southeast, but slowly. What weapons do you have?”
“ERAM surface-to-air missiles, fired remotely from a launcher up top about two hundred feet. A second launcher firing Patriots, and two radar-controlled anti-aircraft guns on rotating turrets at the peak.” Derryman paused, and Ethan knew what he was going to ask next but did not interrupt. “Will it be enough?”
“No.”
“I didn’t think so. Those weapons were designed to knock down enemy aircraft built by humans, not those things.” Derryman stood up; in spite of his steady demeanor and the movement of cool air in the room, a sheen of sweat glistened on his head. “Foggy, you and I need to get the other officers together.”
“Area 51,” Ethan said. “There are many alien artifacts there, removed from the ships?”
“As I understand.”
“And weapons?”
“I’ve never been there. My briefing didn’t give me the details of the layout. I really didn’t want to know.”
“Did your briefing tell you how to get in?”
Derryman was slow in replying. “Now why would you want to do that, Ethan?”
“Obviously, your weapons are not sufficient. I’m not sure, but something might be there I can use.”
That statement caused silence to fall again. Derryman studied the knuckles of his right hand and then his closely trimmed fingernails.
“You’re going to have to trust me,” Ethan said.
Derryman looked up and asked sharply, “Are we?”
“Your world is on the brink of destruction right now. I’m your best hope, but I believe you’re coming to that conclusion yourself.”
“Quite a supposition, that we should trust any alien lifeform.”
“Your choices,” Ethan said, his silver eyes aimed like energy beams at Vance Derryman, “are limited. Your time is limited too. No, that’s not a threat, sir. It’s reality. Do you want to think about this for awhile? I’d like to at least have the chance to offer the idea to your President.”
Derryman stared back at Ethan. His facial expression and cold eyes gave the others no clue as to what he was thinking but Ethan knew he was just as frightened as Foggy Winslett.
At last Derryman sat down again. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes for a few seconds. When he opened them again he said, “General Winslett, you have my authority to detail to this individual any information you have concerning Area 51.”
“Vance…listen…I don’t think we—”
“Do it,” came the command, and it was final.
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Winslett’s red-veined cheeks and nose already spoke of an intimate relationship with a supply of mind-numbing whiskey. His uniform and position did not shield him from terrors in the night.
He began, with an obvious effort and a distaste for the order. “I have been there,” he said, as he stared at the beige carpet. “The base was evacuated two years ago. A security system would’ve automatically gone on-line. That’s also powered by alien technology, so it’s still active. The place is sealed up tight. Any try at breaking in would trigger defense mechanisms and ultimately blow the S-4 site to pieces. There’s a nuclear device buried underneath it. I don’t have the code to open the complex. The Vice President did. The Secretary of Defense had it, but I understand his plane went down over Virginia. The officials and scientists in the research group had blue badge clearances. They’re all missing.”
“The President has it,” Ethan said.
“He does. The code gets you in, but to go deeper requires a handprint against a recognition scanner on every level.”
“I believe I need to get inside and see what’s there. As I asked before, may I offer this idea to the President?”
Derryman and the military man exchanged glances, and Ethan knew.
“There’s something wrong with the President,” he said. “Mentally wrong?”
After a hesitation, Derryman said, “He comes and goes. He’s tried to commit suicide twice. One was last week, with sleeping pills. He…doesn’t know the full scope of what’s happened. We’ve kept it from him so he doesn’t crack completely. The First Lady keeps it from him too.”
“And the only way into the research area at S-4 without triggering the defense system is with his handprint.” It was not a question from the peacekeeper, but a statement.
“Correct. We can’t risk the President leaving this facility. He would lose his mind if he really knew, and we need him…as a symbol, if nothing else. We give him false military news. Hopeful news, Ethan, to keep him sane.” Derryman stood up again. The interview was over. He said to Jackson, “You two stay with our visitor for awhile. You’re not a prisoner, Ethan, but we would all appreciate it if you would confine yourself to this room until we get ourselves in order.”
Ethan was aware of something else now, another sensation, another set of harmonic signatures from which he drew a mental picture. His human heartbeat quickened. “I have to tell you…the Gorgon ships are converging but keeping their range…and…there are two…three…four…Cypher warships taking up position ninety…eighty-six miles to the south. Not the small Cypher craft. These are battleships. Very big.”
“Thank you for that.” Derryman sounded a little choked. “We may need your help in weapons control if our radars can’t pick up any targets. In the meantime…welcome to the White Mansion.”
He and the General left the room. Bennett Jackson eased himself into the chair Derryman had vacated, his pistol still in hand. Both he and the other man seemed to want to look anywhere but directly at the alien who wore the body of a human boy.
Ethan took the opportunity to stretch out on the bed. There was no use closing his eyes; he saw Gorgon and Cypher warships hovering in the air. Would they attack each other, or the White Mansion? They might fight for him as the prize, because one would not want the other to get him. He was too valuable a research tool. All he could do now, like any ordinary human, was to wait, and for the first time in his ancient existence, he felt absolutely powerless.



Twenty-Eight.
 



“Something’s coming,” Ethan suddenly said, and he sat up with a burning blue sphere in his mind. It had been only a few minutes since Derryman and General Winslett had left the room. “It’s Gorgon…but not a warship. It’s something else…a weapon.”
Jackson was on his comm device before Ethan had finished speaking. “Ambler Seven Seven, this is Jackson. Do you read me?”
“Go ahead, Bennett.”
“Sir, Ethan says there’s a Gorgon weapon of some kind on the way. Coming from what direction?” he asked the peacekeeper.
“South. Launched from a ship.”
Jackson relayed this information.
Ethan saw the blue sphere coming, speeding over a desert landscape. It was bright and getting brighter every second like a minature blue sun. It held a tremendous amount of energy. The warships were still keeping their distance. Ethan thought this oncoming weapon was a test of the stronghold’s defenses. He realized he had seen this eye-dazzling blue glow before, and he knew what it was.
He stood up, startling both men and causing them to train their weapons on him.
“Is the bus inside?” he asked. He knew, from Jackson’s mental answer: Not yet. “Bring the bus in right now,” he said. Jackson was still on the comm device with Derryman, he didn’t know how to respond to this command or what the bus had to do with the weapon streaking toward them.
“You’re going to be too late,” Ethan said. “It’s almost here. I’m going out, please let me pass.”
“No, Ethan, you’ll have to—”
The peacekeeper brushed them aside with two flicks of his left hand, from which he saw the slightest leap of a mild silver-colored electrical charge. Both men hit opposite walls with maybe a little too much force than Ethan had intended. Jackson’s gun went off and the bullet plowed upward through the ceiling. The other man’s head clunked solidly against the American eagles. Before Jackson could get to his feet, Ethan was out the door and running toward the stairs.
As he reached the stairs and started down, heading to the garage level, he heard a high-pitched alarm go off. Whether this was because of him or because of the oncoming weapon, he didn’t know nor did he particularly care. He saw a soldier who’d taken a position at the bottom of the stairs. The young man lifted an automatic rifle and took a shooter’s stance. Just that fast Ethan brushed him aside, and the soldier went skidding across the floor, the rifle torn from his hands and flying in the opposite direction.
Ethan ran along the corridor to the metal stairs and started down. The alarm was still going off, a pulsing sound that echoed between the garage level’s walls. He saw that at least the entrance had been closed, but the bus was still outside. When he reached the garage floor someone shouted at him and suddenly there were men in his way, grabbing at him and trying to pin him down. He restrained his power, not wanting to let it flail out and possibly kill one or more of these men. “Wait! Wait!” he cried out, but they were not listening and they were full up with fear; they got him to his knees and one of them had a rifle in Ethan’s face and that was when Ethan felt the blue sphere pass over, in a bright mental flash and a crawling of the flesh at the back of his neck.
He recalled when he’d seen that before. When he, within the boy, was hiding under the pickup truck in the high school parking lot. When the sphere had briefly flared out its energy beams born from the darkest territory of the Gorgon mind, and then the truck and the other abandoned vehicles in the parking lot had—
Something crashed against the slab of rock that sealed the White Mansion. A booming echo filled the garage. All shouting ceased. The hands that were holding Ethan to the concrete were gone as the men stared at the entrance.
Ethan stood up. Again something massive slammed against the stone. The alarm was going off like a madman’s scream. Ethan realized that if the Gorgons could create life in a matter of seconds, they could in the same amount of time program a purpose for that life, and this purpose was to smash into the humans’ stronghold.
A third time, a body hit the stone wall. Dust puffed from it. The floor shook and the vehicles jumped. Something cracked and shattered in the far reaches of the garage. Comm devices were going off, voices asking for details. The shuddering of this chamber had been felt all through the mountain, on every level. Once more a tremendous strength battered the stone. There was a cracking noise like a broomstick being broken. Pieces of rock flew from the wall and slid across the concrete.
“Give me a picture!” a voice shouted from a comm device. “What’s happening?”
“We need firepower at Level Two!” It was Jackson’s voice. Ethan looked back to see the man standing just behind him on his own communicator, his pistol in hand. “This is Code Red at Level Two! Send us some guns, Rusty!”
Ethan had another mental image of four huge mottled warships picking up speed. “The Gorgon ships are coming in!” he told Jackson, who relayed the information, got back a garbled voice and then said to Ethan, “There’s nothing on radar!”
“Eyes open up top! Get your guns ready!” Derryman and Winslett had just come down the stairs. Derryman was giving the command over his communicator. Right behind them were six uniformed and helmeted soldiers with machine guns. The soldiers spread out in a fan shape. They took aim at the entranceway as it was hit again and again, and the rock broke apart in jagged cracks, and the floor shivered and moaned like a man having a bad dream.
“What is that?” Derryman asked Ethan. His glasses were askew, sweat glistened on his face and his voice was thinned by fear. “Do you know?”
“Yes,” Ethan answered. “It used to be a school bus.”
With the next assault the remnants of the cracked slab of rock crashed inward. From the roiling dust a huge shape crawled into the garage. It was nearly the same color yellow as Number 712 had been but was now banded with black and red striping. Ethan caught sight of a bony red protuberance jutting out several feet from a triangular head with an underslung jaw full of glistening, razor-sharp teeth. A bulbous crimson eye was set at the triangle’s three points. The natural battering ram was covered with black-tipped spikes, some broken by the impact against stone and dripping a milky-looking fluid. Ethan realized it was what the life-giving energy beam had done to the iron cage the soldiers had welded onto the front of the bus in Denver.
Number 712 was a three-eyed beast now all leathery flesh and bunched, rippling muscle. It pulled itself into the garage on hooked ebony claws that carved grooves in the concrete. The body had to be at least as long as the bus had been, about forty feet and another five for its battering-ram. It was equally as thick around as the bus, the side of it that Ethan could see patterned with dark square-shaped blotches that might have been an impression of the bus’s windows.
As the soldiers and everyone else in the garage looked on in stunned horror, the creature began to rise up from the concrete, a forked tail whipping back and forth behind it. Its head and shoulders crashed into the ceiling, shattering some of the glass light tubes. “Open fire!” Winslett shouted, and with a cacophony of noise and eye-startling flares of flame six machine guns and every other weapon in the chamber began to tear at the beast with bullets.
The creature drew back, swatting at the air with its foreclaws. From its cavernous mouth beneath the bony battering ram came a shriek that started loud and grew in high-pitched intensity until it broke the windows in the SUVs and caused everyone in the garage to drop their weapons and clasp their hands to their ears. A couple of the soldiers fell to their knees. Ethan too had to protect his ears; the sound was mind-stunning, an aural assault that could break the will of any human to stand before it. When the sound ceased the weapons were grabbed up again and the firing continued, but two of the soldiers and three of the other men had fallen to the floor and lay there in dazed shock.
“Fire! Fire! Fire!” Winslett shouted. Even to Ethan the man’s voice was muffled, his ears still ringing with the creature’s sonic weapon.
The beast’s flesh was oozing dark fluid in a hundred places. Its tail lashed out and knocked one SUV into the others. Facing the humans it let out a second shriek that again drove aural spikes of pain into the head and overpowered the senses. This time Derryman was driven to his knees, and Winslett staggered back with his hands clutched to his ears. Jackson tried to withstand it and keep firing but he couldn’t; the pistol fell from his grip and he went down also. Ethan was staggered too, his hands to his ears and feeling as if his entire body was enveloped in searing flame. It came to him, even in the midst of this torment, that the creature’s sonic shrieks were not only at a mind-stunning pitch and volume but triggered the area of the human nervous system that registered pain. He fell to his knees and then onto his right side, his teeth clenched and eyes involuntarily squeezed shut. In spite of all the power he commanded, he drew his knees up against his chest, and his body shivered as agony beat at him in vicious waves. 
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Dave had felt a vibration in Room 3A and so had the man with the automatic rifle who’d been stationed there to guard him. “What the hell was that?” he asked. An alarm was still going off, after the sound of a gunshot which a few moments before had caused Dave to emerge from the bathroom where he’d gone to get a drink of water.
“Saber Four Eight,” the man said into his communicator. “What’s happening, Jonesy?”
“We’re at Code Red on Level Two,” came the terse and nervous answer. “Some kind of breach. Sketchy yet.”
“Do tell,” Dave said.
“Can’t talk, I’m gone,” said the man on the other end of the communicator, and Dave’s guard replied, “Copy that.”
“A breach?” Dave felt the floor shudder again. “Whatever’s gotten in, it’s big.”
“Just relax. Our orders are to sit tight.”
“Relax? Are you crazy? When do I get to see somebody who’s able to listen to me?”
“Sir, now is not the time to—”
“It is the time.” Dave took a step toward the door and his guard swung the rifle’s barrel up into his face. Dave looked into the barrel with disgust and then into the man’s eyes with the same expression. “I’m going out to see what the hell is happening. If you want to go, fine. If you want to shoot me, go right ahead because that’s the only way you’ll keep me in this room.”
“Sir, my orders are clear.” A finger went to the trigger.
Once again a vibration came through the floor. The alarm was still wailing. Dave said, “Shoot me if you have to.” He reached out to turn the door’s lock the guard had engaged and the young, hard-faced Secret Service agent stepped in front of him with the rifle still aimed at his head. Dave had the urge to throw a punch, but he thought as soon as he drew his fist back he would likely be shot, not a killing placement but one to the leg or shoulder that would instantly drop him.
A voice came from the man’s comm device: “Mike, Code Red on Level Two! They need guns! Get down there, stat!”
“I’m watching one of the new arrivals!”
“Scrub that! Leave ’em locked in and get down there!”
“You’re not lockin’ me in!” Dave said. “No way! I’ll kick that damned door down!”
“Copy that.” The agent lowered his communicator but kept the rifle aimed. “Step back, sir.”
“I’m going through that door one way or the other. I swear I’ll kick it down. Shoot me now, if you have to.”
The young man paused, his well-scrubbed face impassive. Then suddenly it became contorted with conflict. “Damn it!” he said. “You must be human, to be so fucking stubborn!” He unlocked the door. “I may be put in the brig for this, but come on and stay out of my way!”
They went into the corridor, where they found that Jefferson Jericho had used his skills to also talk his guard into letting him out of 1A. Jefferson and the young man were just coming through the door. Dave figured Jericho’s guard had been informed of the need for guns too, and the slimebag didn’t want to be left in that room while it felt like the place was falling to pieces.
The two guards rushed on along the corridor to the stairs. “What’s going on?” Jefferson asked Dave over the noise of the alarm.
“Some kind of breach downstairs.”
“A breach? What’s gotten in?”
“Don’t know. Whatever it is, it’s making the floor—”
Dave caught a strange movement, like a disturbance of air to Jefferson’s left and about eight feet further toward the stairs. Dave felt the skin on the back of his neck crawl. Above the shrill noise of the alarm something made a sound whose echo came up the stairwell and along the corridor and made both men wince with pain.
From the shimmer of air, a body formed.
It was a large man, square-built and broad-shouldered though his cheekbones and small ebony chips of eyes were hollowed out from hunger. He had a tangle of shoulder-length black hair and two month’s growth of beard. He wore a dark blue t-shirt, gray trousers and dirty black sneakers.
Vope said, tonelessly, “I have come for the boy, but I have been given permission to know ecstasy in killing both of you first.”
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When the monster ceased its aural attack, Ethan got to his knees. His body was aflame, it was hard to focus beyond the pain and the feeling that his brain was about to explode. He saw the creature stalking toward them, crouched under the ceiling. Its triangular head shattered some of the light tubes, and the forked tail swept back and forth across the concrete, now hitting the oil drums and sending them flying into the shelves where the batteries were stored.
The soldiers were paralyzed, unable to pick up their weapons. Jackson was on the ground and so were Derryman and General Winslett, all of them in agony. There were other men on the stairs. They stopped where they were to fire automatic rifles at the beast, and though the bullets drew puffs of alien blood, they did nothing to halt the thing’s advance.
Before the creature could deliver another assault the peacekeeper took aim, both hands outthrust. With a concentrated thought that cut through the pain, he sent bolts of crackling energy and a thousand fiery projectiles that only he could see toward the monster at nearly the speed of light. The beast was hit in the chest, which burned black in an instant and caved in, then burst into flame. The thing staggered backward, the tail crashed into one of the SUVs and sent it tumbling end-over-end into the opposite wall not a dozen feet from Ethan and the others. As its chest burned, the monster let loose another sonic scream, the power of which was nearly a physical force that flung Ethan backward to the floor and stopped all firing of rifles from the men on the stairs.
Through the haze of pain and pressure, Ethan saw the beast lurching forward once more, its chest dripping chunks of flaming meat. It was coming to crush him and the other men, and Ethan could not focus on fighting back with this unearthly scream pounding him down. Still he tried to get to his knees, to turn his power upon the oncoming monster, and still the shriek went on, exploding more of the light tubes along the garage’s roof.
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In the corridor above, Jefferson spoke one word to Dave.
“Run.”
Vope’s face rippled, as if his mask was about to fall away. In the space of time it had taken for Jefferson to speak the word, Vope’s right arm had become a mottled, scaly yellow thing striped with black and brown. The hand was no longer a hand but a yellow spike covered with smaller black spikes, each one barbed and writhing.
Vope took two strides toward them and the deadly appendage shot forward as Jefferson and Dave retreated. Jefferson saw the arm lengthening and the spike coming at his chest with ferocious power. He realized he was going to be hit, even if he turned to run it was going to get him in the back…
…and then the door of 2A opened between them and intercepted the Gorgon’s arm, the spike smashing through the door in a shower of wood splinters. There was a shout of terror from the Secret Service agent who was coming out, as the alien weapon had narrowly missed cleaving through his own chest. He had an instant to fully recognize the threat, turn his rifle upon the creature and get off three shots to the area where a human heart would be before the left arm with its black reptilian head and metallic fangs seized his skull and crushed it. Within the room, Hannah saw the young man’s brains explode from his head and she dove like an Olympian into the bathroom, where she locked the door and pulled the shower curtain down over herself in the tub.
Between Dave, Jefferson, and Vope the other doors opened and two agents, alerted by the gunshots, came out with their rifles ready. “Shoot it!” Dave shouted. One man seemed transfixed at the sight of a creature whose arms snaked along the corridor, but the other got off two bullets that blew pieces out of Vope’s forehead. What appeared to be human blood streamed down the alien’s face. The shots had exposed something pulsating and malignant-looking within the wounds, like the misshapen knuckles of a leprous hand being clenched and unclenched.
The seething spike-arm had been withdrawn, and now it lunged forward again at the man who’d shot holes in Vope’s head, but this human was more canny and quicker than the wretched ones Jefferson had seen slaughtered in Fort Collins. The man dodged aside and the spike crashed once more through the door at his back. The other agent had regained his senses and started firing with his own rifle at a distance of only a few feet. A bullet struck Vope’s lower jaw and tore it away, a slug pierced his throat, and another ripped a chunk from his left cheek. The snake-head flailed out even as the spike-hand was retracted, but from where they stood further along the corridor behind the safety of the two rifles, Dave and Jefferson saw that Vope’s actions were out of control. The snakehead’s metallic fangs bit the Celotex ceiling tiles and the spike-hand did not fully retract but lay on the beige carpeting like a defeated python.
As the first Secret Service agent began firing again, aiming once more at Vope’s head and piercing it with bullet after bullet, the Gorgon’s ruined face rippled and contorted, one eye shot out and the nose a hole through which the hideous alien tissue pulsated.
Vope turned and fled for the stairway, dragging the spike-hand on the floor. The two agents pursued at a fast walk, side by side, both firing at the figure that staggered and retreated before them.
From below came the echo of an ear-piercing shriek that caused both agents to stop in their tracks, stunned even by the reverberation. Dave and Jefferson felt a knife-jab of pain at their eardrums and a feeling of flame burning along the spine. Dave was speechless, but he knew that whatever was going on down there, it was bad. Vope disappeared into the stairwell, and the two agents cautiously followed.
There came the sound of a crash of metal from the garage level and again the floor trembled. Jefferson yelled, “I’m going up!” He ran for another stairwell at the far end of the corridor, thinking to get as much space as he could between himself and what was attacking the level below.
Dave let him go. His concern was the condition of his friends. The echo of that shriek came rolling up the stairwell and along the corridor once more. This time the pain was so strong at eardrums and spine—like a flame scorching his nerves—he fell against the wall and clasped his hands to his ears. He made his way into the nearest room, seeking any of his companions and also shelter for himself. 
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In the garage, the burning monster’s scream was shrill and strong enough to shred a brain and destroy all will to resist. Ethan’s human senses were overcome, his pain equally as severe as any of the men who lay nearly unconscious around him. He felt the floor shake as the creature came toward them, its claws extended to rend whatever flesh they seized upon.
The beast’s shriek stopped, but the memory of it still inflamed Ethan’s brain and body. The soldiers and other men were completely helpless. Ethan struggled to his knees with a massive effort, his vision clouded by a red mist. Though its chest area was burning away and liquified meat spattered onto the concrete, the monster was almost upon them. He thought it would tear the humans apart and this body too, regardless of how much the Gorgons wanted him alive.
The peacekeeper thrust both hands forward in what might have been a final attempt to blast the creature to pieces.
Through the jangled and jittery pain, he realized something was behind him.
He turned his head to see what he thought he recognized as Jack Vope staggering toward him, but a Vope whose human face was nearly destroyed and covered with counterfeit blood. The Gorgon’s arms were misshapen lengths of mottled tissue that hung from the sleeves of his blood-wet t-shirt and dragged on the floor. They were changing from an approximation of human flesh and human hands to a bristle of spikes and a distorted reptilian head and then back again.
Ethan tore his focus away from that grotesque sight. From the aiming points of both palms he sent white missiles of energy at the head of the monster that loomed over him. Behind his teeth was locked an all-too-human scream.
The beast’s head burst into flame and then swelled and exploded, pieces flying through the rank and smoky air. Its hind legs crumpled and the headless body crashed down upon one of the SUVs and the jeep, smashing both vehicles to junk.
One of Vope’s elongated arms had a human hand at the end of it with six fingers and two thumbs, while the other still bore the snake’s head. The hand flopped about like a dying fish as the Gorgon’s damaged braincore tried to command it to grip hold of Ethan’s neck.
From the opposite wall of the battered garage, Ethan saw the emergence of four ghostly figures. The seven-foot-tall, spindly Cypher soldiers took solid form within a heartbeat, and the one who had come through first fired his blaster with no hesitation. Twin fireballs flew over Ethan and hit Vope squarely in the midsection. Ethan looked back to see the Gorgon falling, on fire with an eye-searing red flame and torn nearly in half, but just before the body hit the floor it began to shimmer and fade out, and when it did hit the floor it was almost transparent. Then there was just the dark aura left, the faintest impression of a body imprinted upon the air, and that too faded away and was gone.
The Queen saved him, Ethan thought, his mind dazed and seemingly every fiber of this body on fire. She took him back where they could make him whole again.
Now he had to turn his disjointed focus upon the four Cypher soldiers striding across the bloody concrete toward him. He knew they were there as Vope had been, to take him to a chamber where their dissection blades would destroy this body in their quest to find out what he was and how he could be used.
He could not permit that. No. Could not.
His ears were still ringing but over that noise he heard the faint pop pop pop of what he realized were gunshots. He looked back and saw that two more men with rifles had come down the metal stairs and were on their bellies on the concrete, firing at the Cyphers. Jackson had also gotten to his knees, and though his ears were bleeding and his eyes were bloodshot and swollen he was taking steady aim and firing his pistol at the intruders.
Through the haze of smoke curling up from the dead monster’s burned chest and ragged neck stump, Ethan saw the soldiers vibrating in and out, the bullets passing through their ghosts and ricocheting off the wall behind them. A round from Jackson’s pistol happened to hit one of the Cyphers’ faceplates as the soldier vibrated back into a solid but that too glanced off, leaving only a small scar on the black material. Then Jackson was out of bullets, and in desperation he went for a rifle that one of the other stricken men had dropped.
The soldiers were near enough that Ethan could make out a small red glyph at the lower right of their faceplates, what he reasoned was a mark of honor. The one in the lead wore an additional glyph, a mark of higher honor. As Jackson took aim with his rifle, this Cypher leader stopped in its advance and fired a blast with its energy weapon. The double fireballs streaked out toward Jackson, but just that fast Ethan with a resurgence of will turned them off their deadly course and sent them sizzling through the wall.
Using both hands again, he fired two blasts of his own at the Cypher leader. The effort cost him more pain and a feeling that the organs and bones of this body were nearing meltdown, but double whirling storms of a thousand fiery spheres left him and flew at the alien. The Cypher leader vibrated out at incredible speed. The soldier behind him was not so quick, and it was this creature who was blown into burning pieces by Ethan’s directed energy. The two other soldiers blurred out and in again, appearing at different places and more widely spaced. Ethan sensed an electrical disturbance just to his right and there the Cypher leader vibrated back into a solid, reaching for him to clamp a spidery hand upon his shoulder. The peacekeeper feared that grip, for he thought a charge of power from it could paralyze this body with pain and render it uncontrollable, which he knew was its aim. Before the Cypher could take hold of him, it had to blur out once more because of the bullets that were being fired from both Jackson and the two men with rifles; a couple of the rifle slugs ricocheted off the concrete dangerously close to Ethan and the others who were still fighting off the effects of the monster’s sonic shriek.
One of the other Cyphers vibrated back in fast enough to fire its weapon at the two riflemen, and again Ethan was able to veer the fireballs off their trajectory. A bullet from Jackson’s rifle hit the soldier in the chest and knocked it backward, but it ghosted back out before it fell and did not return. Ethan sent a stream of flaming spheres and bolts of energy at the remaining soldier, who was caught before it could defend itself or dematerialize. It was blown to burning pieces as the other had been.
The Cypher leader reappeared about six feet to Ethan’s left and behind him, almost on top of Bennett Jackson. As Ethan turned and summoned up the power to destroy this creature, the soldier blasted Jackson at point-blank range and the double fireballs blew the man apart. The upper portion of Jackson’s body from head to waist was thrown across the garage by the impact, and just as Ethan let loose another barrage of explosive spheres and energy bolts the Cypher leader vibrated out and the far wall was cratered by the blast, which flung pieces of rock and plumes of dust into the air.
Ethan searched the roiling miasma of dust, the breath harsh in this body’s lungs and his head still full of pain. He scanned the garage, expectant that the Cypher leader might come at him from any direction.
There was no reappearance. The seconds ticked past. Ethan reasoned that the Cyphers orders had been to capture him but not kill or maim him. They had just learned he would not be taken alive. A minute passed. The peacekeeper waited, but the Cypher leader did not vibrate back into solid form. He looked at the grisly remains of Bennett Jackson. The upper portion of the body was on fire, the lower sprawled out only a short distance away. Extreme heat had cauterized both halves of the corpse. That execution had been vengeance for the death of the Cypher leader’s soldiers. Ethan thought it had become a personal battle, if the Cyphers could think in that way. What the Cyphers could not capture they would have to destroy, and Ethan knew they realized that now…he was too powerful to be allowed to live, no matter what weapons they might be able to create from him.
The Cypher leader would be back at any time, and with orders to kill. Ethan was sure of it. But for the moment…his radar was clear.
Except for the ships.
He stood up, shakily, and fell again with his first step. The world seemed to be revolving around him at a dizzying speed. He pulled himself up and walked slowly, as if burdened in a dream, through the destroyed entrance to the White Mansion.
His vision was still clouded with a red mist and his ears still rang. But he could look up at the yellow clouds and see two worlds at war.
They were fighting up there. The Cypher ships had attacked the Gorgon ships. Streaks of incandescent red and blue shot across the heavens. He couldn’t see with these eyes any of the ships nor could he hear any of their battle beyond a low rumble, but he could see them with his mind: the huge triangular mottled shapes of the Gorgons and the even more massive sleek black craft of the Cyphers, now pouring out hundreds of the smaller, single-pilot ships that darted in to either be destroyed by Gorgon energy orbs or, getting past those, to impale themselves upon Gorgon meat and explode with deadly force. The Gorgons were fighting back, though, because as Ethan watched he saw one of the Cypher warcraft, eight hundred feet wide, careen down from the clouds with blue-burning holes along its length and crash into the mountains ten or so miles distant. A red energy beam lanced from the sky and seared the top off another peak, throwing huge chunks of rock into the air.
The peacekeeper stood alone.
How he could stop this, he wasn’t sure. Area 51 might hold the key. He realized he had been compelled to reach this place before the President of the United States could commit suicide, because that man was the only one who could get entrance to the complex.
If there was something in Area 51 that might help him…something of alien creation, that could stop this senseless war and save the planet from destruction…
Someone touched his shoulder.
He turned to face Dave, who was ashen and haggard-looking. Behind him was Olivia, and behind her, Hannah and Nikki.
His friends, on this turbulent and troubled world.
Derryman staggered out. His face and hair were whitened by rock dust, his glasses were crooked and blood leaked from his right ear. He was shaking his head back and forth as if to deny the nightmare his life had become.
Ethan started to speak to Dave, but words failed him. There was nothing he could say; the horror spoke for itself.
They stood on what seemed the edge of the earth, watching the beams of energy weapons streak back and forth, seeing explosions in the clouds, until the sky itself ruptured and rain fell upon the vast landscape of dead trees and broken rock where no human dared walk.
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Jefferson Jericho had fled up the stairs and now found himself standing before the automatic rifles of two soldiers who wore immaculate dark blue Marine dress uniforms, white caps and white gloves. They looked for all the world as if they were born to blast him into nothingness. Their fingers were on the triggers and the laser targeting put red dots on Jefferson’s chest near the heart. One of the Marines was using his communicator.
“Axe Two Zero,” said the young man, who was maybe in his early twenties but had the hard, composed face of someone who had both seen and delivered violent death. He was having to speak loudly because the alarm was still ringing. “One of the new arrivals is on Level Four! What’s the story down there?”
No answer was returned.
“Greg? Where are you?”
Jefferson had lifted his hands and put them behind his head on their command. “Something got in,” he told them. His voice was weak and shaky. “That’s what they said. I don’t know what, but something got in.”
“We know there was a breach,” the soldier answered. Then, into the comm device again, “Greg? Come back, man! What’s going on?”
“There was a Gorgon down below,” Jefferson managed to say. “Level Three. Down below.”
“Greg, answer up!”
Jefferson saw another corridor beyond the two soldiers. He had just come out of the stairwell when these men had stepped in front of him with their weapons ready. Another set of stairs continued up along the stairwell to one or more higher levels.
The young soldier pressed another combination on the keypad. “Axe Two Zero,” he repeated. “Frisco, you copy?”
“The Gorgon,” Jefferson said. “He looks like a man. Something else got in, I don’t know what.” He had the feeling of hot blood pounding in his face and cold sweat making the rest of his body shiver, and he thought he was about to pass out, but he feared any movement because he thought these two would shoot him with no hesitation. He wavered on his feet, dark motes spinning before his eyes.
“Frisco, talk to me!”
“Can I get some water?” Jefferson asked. He dared to look behind himself at the stairwell, fearful that even though shot to pieces Vope was coming after him. “Please…I think I—”
“Shut him up,” the Marine told his companion, who stepped forward to spin Jefferson around and slam him against the wall. Then with a rifle barrel between his shoulder blades, Jefferson was frisked though this had already been done when he and the others had entered the garage. “Frisco,” said the Marine into his comm unit, “come back!”
“He’s not gonna answer,” the other Marine said. “Shit’s hit the fan down there.”
“What’s happening?” the voice of another man asked, loudly over the alarm. “Sergeant Akers, tell me!”
“I’m finding out the situation now, sir, but everything’s under control.”
He was a good liar, Jefferson thought. Sergeant Akers was probably scared shitless, but his voice conveyed firm authority. Jefferson turned his head to see who the new man was, though he already knew. He recognized that man’s voice, and there was only one reason this installation was here and guarded by both Secret Service agents and Marines.
The President of the United States stood in the corridor.
“Jason!” Jefferson said to President Beale. The one and only time he had seen this man in person had been many years ago, when Jefferson was known as Leon Kushman and was working in Arkansas as a volunteer for Bill Clinton. Jason Beale had been a young law student in Missouri, four years older than Jefferson, and both the self-confident and rather devil-may-care firebrands had found themselves at a party where they smoked weed and talked about Leon’s penchant for sneaking into porn theaters, which led to a rambling discussion of the attributes of several actresses in that profession.
“It’s me! Leon Kushman! Don’t you remember me?”
Jason Beale wore a dark blue suit, a white shirt, and a red-patterned tie with a knot so tight it looked near to strangulation. An American flag pin gleamed at his lapel. He was thin, the suit and the shirt a little too large for his shrunken frame. His mane of blonde hair had gone all gray and was thinning in front, but combed with careful precision and likely sprayed in place. He was still a handsome man, very photogenic, but there were circles as dark as bruises under the wary blue eyes. Deep lines cut across a high and noble forehead. His jaw sagged, and as Jefferson awaited an answer, a tic started at the corner of Beale’s left eye and made that entire side of his face twitch as if he’d taken a blow there, or as if he expected a blow to be delivered and he was already flinching from it.
“Leon Kushman!” Jefferson repeated. “The party at Ginger Wright’s condo, May of 1992!”
The First Lady, who was not Ginger Wright, was standing behind her man. Her name was Amanda, maiden name Gale, daughter of the president of an influential Missouri financial group and herself the founder of a public relations agency that had helped Jason Beale along to the Oval Office from the state senate. She was helping him now, it seemed, by holding onto him as if steadying him from a fall.
“Who is this man?” Beale asked his guards. There was something slow and mushy about his speech. The tic continued, getting stronger. “Why is he here?”
“Sir, please return to your quarters,” Akers said. “We have everything under control.”
“I demand to know. The alarm’s going off. Vance doesn’t answer when I call and neither does Bennett. I demand to know what the situation is.”
“Sir, please—”
“Sergeant, I go on television within the hour to speak to the American people. They deserve to know what the situation is.” He looked up at the ceiling, his face twitching badly on the left side. “That alarm. Can’t you stop it?”
“Yes sir,” Akers replied. Jefferson saw the young Marine glance at the First Lady and give an almost imperceptible nod. “If you’ll allow yourself to be taken back to your quarters, sir, we’ll get that alarm shut off and everything in order.”
“They’ll be coming to do my makeup soon,” Beale said.
“Jason!” Jefferson tried again. “I wrote you! I asked you to autograph a picture!” He realized what name he’d last used on the several requests he’d made for a personally autographed picture to impress potential High Rollers. “Jefferson Jericho! Don’t you remember?”
The President’s mouth opened and then closed again. An opaque film seemed to fall across his eyes.
“Let’s go back home, Mandy,” he told the First Lady, who was herself heavily lined and weary-looking though she’d been very beautiful, a sportswoman as well as a business brain, back in the day. Her long dark brown hair was streaked with gray, and her eyes, sunken down into a face that carried no expression, were the color of ashes. She led her husband away along the corridor toward a set of double doors at the far end.
“Axe Two Zero,” Akers said into his communicator. “God damn that alarm!” he told the other Marine, and then back into the comm device, “Keith, you there? Answer me, man!”
“Danny, copy that!” The voice sounded out of breath, and behind it was the noise of confusion as if people were rushing past the speaker and jostling him. “You secure?”
“Got an intruder up here, one of the new arrivals. He’s babbling about a Gorgon on Level Three. What’s the story?”
“We had a breach.”
“Copy that. What came in?”
“You’ll have to see it to believe it. I can hardly hear you, my ears are fucked up. We’ve got a shitmess down here. Doc’s on his way. We lost Jackson, and we’ve got five others in pretty bad shape.”
“Lost Jackson? How?”
“I can’t talk, Danny. My head’s killin’ me.”
“Copy that, but what am I supposed to do with this sonofabitch up here?”
“Hold him. We’re gonna do a sweep on all levels, we’ll get somebody there as soon as we can. Out.”
“There’s a dead man on Level Three,” Jefferson said. “One of the agents. The Gorgon killed him.”
“You sit down,” Akers told him. “Do everything real slowly. Put your back against that wall. Keep your hands behind your head. Cross your legs in front of you and sit still.”
“I know the President. I knew him when he was a law student. What did he mean about going on tele—”
“Shut your hole and sit down.” The second Marine put his rifle’s barrel right in Jefferson’s face and the little red laser dot glowed on his forehead.
Jefferson sat down. There would be time later to try to contact Jason Beale, if the President could remember who he was, but for now the preacherman decided to ask no further questions. He wanted to stay alive, and if two Marines with rifles were standing guard over him, it suited him just fine to stay exactly where he was.
H
“Damn,” said Vance Derryman as he took stock of the decimated garage level. How the hell were they going to get that carcass out of here? And how would the entrance be repaired? Bennett was dead, some of the others had been carried to the infirmary, the level was wrecked, and up in the sky the Gorgon and Cypher ships were still fighting though the boy—check that, the alien who looked like a boy—had told him their battle was moving away from the White Mansion. His head was pounding and his nerves were shot, everything was muffled, and he thought his insides had been hurt because he’d thrown up blood a few minutes ago. That alarm…piercing even through the damage to his hearing. “Somebody cut the alarm!” he shouted. His voice sounded like the murmur of someone speaking underwater. “Jesus, stop that noise!” He couldn’t think, he couldn’t reason any of this out. Reasoning had been his strong suit before the aliens had brought their war to this world. Everything was cut-and-dried, everything had a rational explanation. When he was briefed about Area 51, he had closed his mind to it. That was someone else’s responsibility; he could listen to the briefing and hear about extraterrestrials and ships from other planets and artifacts that were being researched at S-4 for the military, but he could be masking all that with mentally replaying a golf game at Hidden Creek or thoughts on why Rachmaninoff’s First Symphony had been so savagely panned by the critics in 1897. On the third day of April two years ago, the steadiness of his life had been destroyed. He’d asked his younger brother to get Linda to a shelter, because he had a duty to the President, and he had no time. He’d gotten a cell call that they’d made it and were with the National Guard in a warehouse complex outside Reston, but then the satellites had come down and the towers went out and that was the end of all communication.
General Winslett staggered up to him and said something. Derryman only caught bits and pieces of it that made no sense. Winslett’s face was florid and sweating. His eyes looked like they were swimming in blood. The general stood staring at the headless monstrosity that lay across the floor, and very suddenly he turned away and made a couple of steps before he threw up. One of the soldiers came to help him, and Foggy let himself be guided to the infirmary.
They were going to have to chop that thing up, he decided. Have to chop it into a thousand pieces and haul it out of here piece by piece.
Dave McKane was at his side. He spoke, but Derryman shook his head.
Dave tried again, leaning in and speaking louder: “Can we talk?”
Derryman pointed to an ear. “I can hardly hear a damned thing!” The alarm had ceased, though; its shriek had stopped driving a spike into his brain. There were too many there already. “Give me some time!”
Dave nodded and moved away. He went carefully across the chunks of rubble and then outside, where the air did not smell of smoke or burned reptilian flesh but instead of bitter ozone. Ethan and Olivia were standing together at the guardrail, watching the distant flashes of blue and red bursts up in the clouds. Hannah and Nikki had both been taken to the infirmary not long ago. Both had been holding themselves together pretty well considering, but it was the huge carcass in the garage and the man’s grisly remains that finally did them in. Nikki had collapsed soon after she’d seen the carnage and might have hurt herself in the fall if Ethan hadn’t caught her, and after realizing what the monster had been Hannah said she thought she needed a little something to steady her nerves. Then the tough old bird sat down on the mountain’s edge and began to sob, and Olivia had gone to find someone to help. As she was being led away, Hannah had given them a crooked smile from the wrinkled, tear-damp face, and said if she could get half a bottle of whiskey she would be as right as rain, which sounded good until you thought about what was in the rain these days.
“Has Jefferson turned up?” Olivia asked when Dave reached them.
“I’m sure he will. Bad pennies always do.” Dave watched the flashes of light. In the far distance, pieces of something rippling with blue flame fell into the forest, and almost at once, smoke began to curl up from amid the dead trees. “Are they getting any closer?”
“Still moving away,” Ethan said. His head pounded, the nerves of this body were still on fire and his hearing impaired, but he was able to ‘hear’ with his mind much more clearly than with his damaged audio receptors. “I believe they’re too occupied with each other to think about me. For the moment,” he added. His voice was muffled, alien even to himself. He thought also he should tell them what else he believed to be true. “They know now that they can’t take me alive. The next time they come, it will be to destroy me.”
Ethan let that sit for a few seconds and then he turned to face Dave. “That’s why I have to get to this Area 51 as soon as possible.” He’d already explained to both Dave and Olivia that he suspected—but was not sure—there might be something at the S-4 installation he could use. What that might be, he didn’t know, but human weapons would not stop this war. In fact, Ethan doubted that any weapon could stop the war, short of a device that would blow up the world…but then again, it was the line in space that the Cyphers and Gorgons fought over, so even if this planet was blown to pieces the contested border would still remain.
“I don’t know how you think you can stop this,” Dave said, as astutely as if he’d learned how to read Ethan’s mind. “To do that you’d have to destroy both of them, wouldn’t you? I mean…both their civilizations. Or even their worlds. How are you going to do that? Wouldn’t that be…like…against your purpose or something?”
“Yes,” the peacekeeper said. “My purpose is not to destroy worlds, but to save them.”
“So…if you’re looking for an alien weapon…how is that going to help you stop the war?”
Ethan shook his head. “What I believe…is that I was brought here for a purpose by the greater power. The only further purpose I can see is persuading your President to get me into the S-4 installation.” He was silent for a moment, watching the fires of battle in the sky and calculating that their conflict was moving them further and further away from the White Mansion. “It’s the only thing that makes sense to me,” he said. “Something of value I can use must be there. Only the President can get me in, and as I told you, he’s both mentally impaired and suicidal.”
“I think it’s hopeless,” Olivia said.
“Don’t talk like that.” Dave saw how dark her eyes were, how they were sunken in pools of darkness, how her expression was blank with shock and grief and how close she was to falling over the edge of her own cliff. He put his arm around her shoulders, because it occurred to him that one step and she would be gone. “We can’t give up,” he said. “We have to trust Ethan.”
“Trust Ethan,” she repeated tonelessly. “There must be many millions of Gray Men out there. Around the world,” she said. “China…Russia…South America…everywhere. Maybe a billion or more. Even if Ethan can stop this…what about the Gray Men? And millions more who’ve been driven to madness, or have had to live like animals these last two years. What about them, Dave? How can even Ethan fix that? Things can never go back to what they were, before.” She stared at the guardrail, and Dave imagined she was thinking that crossing it and throwing herself from this height would at least take her away from the misery. “We’ve lost too much,” she said. “Way too much.”
Dave looked to Ethan for help, but the peacekeeper was silent. It was left up to him to bring Olivia back from the precipice.
“Yeah, we’ve lost too much,” he said. “Me, my wife, and sons. You, your husband, and the life you knew. Look at me, Olivia. Will you do that?”
She did, and Dave thought that Olivia’s eyes were nearly dead, her spirit too.
“We haven’t lost each other,” he said. “We’ve got to hang on. If Ethan believes he needs to get to Area 51, then I believe it too. Olivia, we’ve come too far to let go now.” He nodded toward the flare of energy weapons in the clouds beyond. “They win everything if we let go. Please…stay with me…with us…just a little longer.”
“Tell me,” she said, still listlessly, “how we would get to that place? The cars here are wrecked. Our bus is…” She hesitated, trying to think how to phrase it. “No longer useable,” she said. “I don’t know the exact distance, but I’d say that Roswell, New Mexico is a long way from here. So how would we get there, Dave? Ethan? Any ideas?”
“Not just yet. We need to speak to Mr. Derryman.”
They were interrupted by the presence of Jefferson Jericho, who bashed his shin against a piece of broken stone and let loose a curse as he came through the opening. He was pallid and his eyes looked dazed; he was walking like he’d gotten into the bottle of whiskey Hannah craved. “What is that thing in there?” he asked, and then: “The bus…where’s the bus?”
“That thing was the bus,” Dave told him as he reached them. “The Gorgons have a weapon that creates life from—”
“I don’t want to know that,” Jefferson interrupted. “Christ, what a mess!” He focused on Ethan. “Did you kill it?”
“Yes.”
“Vope,” Jefferson said to Dave. “What happened to him?”
“He—it—vanished, or transported away or whatever they do. Where have you been?”
Jefferson heard distant thunder and was suddenly aware of the battle that raged in the sky many miles away. For a moment his attention was taken by the flashes of light. “I was up on Level Four,” he explained. “President Beale and the First Lady are up there. A couple of Marines played a little rough with me, but they got the order to let me go.” He frowned. “Everybody okay? Hannah and Nikki? Are they all right?”
“Both in the infirmary, which I think is on this level but back in the mountain somewhere. They’re okay physically, but their nerves are shot.”
“Yeah, mine too.” Jefferson took a long look at Olivia and saw that she was just hanging on. “How about you?” he asked her.
“I have been better. Ethan’s been talking about getting to Area 51 to find…I don’t know what…something he might be able to use to stop that.” She motioned toward the flares and flashes in the yellow clouds. “I don’t see how it can be stopped, no matter what he can find.”
“Area 51,” Jefferson said to Ethan. “Where the flying saucers are.” Three years ago he would’ve given a good belly laugh and maybe a middle finger to the crackpots who talked about government conspiracies and the dissection of bulbous-headed spacemen in underground labs. 
“I want to get into the research facility and see what artifacts are there. Mr. Derryman has told me that the only person who can get me in is your President, but he’s—”
“Pretty much out of his mind, yeah. I met him once, a long time ago, when he was a law student working for Clinton. We smoked weed at a party in Little Rock. I guess we could’ve blackmailed each other.” Jefferson had actually considered that at one point, but he figured an army of lawyers would grind him to powder and investigations into his own past could derail everything he’d built. So, to hell with the autographed picture. His blurry gaze returned to Dave. “They’ve got a weapon that turned our bus into that thing?”
“Inanimate objects into living tissue,” Ethan said. “Highly advanced and rapid creation of cells using the object as a framework. In easier terms, a life beam.”
“Holy shit!” said Jefferson. “And I thought 3D printing was way out there!”
“The President,” Ethan said, getting them back on track. “You’ve seen him.”
“I have. He didn’t recognize me, but then again I look one hell of a lot different than I used to. I’m not sure in his present condition Beale would recognize his own mother.”
“At least you have a connection to him. If we can remind him of that, so much the better.”
“But you have to get through Derryman first,” Dave said.
“Yes.” Ethan stood silently for awhile, watching the battle drift further from the White Mansion, which was a good thing. There was a tremendous blue flash in the clouds, blue streaks seeming to shoot in all directions, and far away a huge black shape came slowly spinning down through the clouds and crashed somewhere beyond the mountain peaks. Score one for the Gorgons, he thought, but the Cyphers would have their revenge. That was another reason their war was never-ending; revenge begat revenge, and so it would be into eternity.
It wasn’t long before one of the soldiers and a Secret Service agent emerged from the White Mansion Mountain and, at the point of automatic rifles, herded the group back inside. Men were in there trying to clean the place up, but it was going to be a Herculean task. What they were going to do about the destroyed entranceway was anyone’s guess. The nearness of the beast’s carcass made Olivia stagger and clutch at Dave for support.
“Can you get her to the infirmary?” he asked the soldier. “She’s in shock, she needs some medical attention.”
“Do it,” said the agent, who was one of the jeans-clad, less formal men who’d brought them in from the bus. He understood shock. He’d been assigned to stand watch over the teenaged girl with the eyepatch, and he’d stayed right where he was supposed to be until he heard shooting in the corridor, and then he’d been shocked into immobility for a precious few seconds by the sight of a man-shaped thing with snakelike arms. He’d been one of the men who had gotten on his belly on the concrete and opened fire at the Cypher soldiers. After he’d thrown up blood and his ears and nose had stopped bleeding, he’d gotten some Valium from the infirmary. There had been a run on Valium. He was more in control of himself now, but his hearing was still muffled and there was a pain in his left ear that shot through that side of his face and down into his neck.
“We need to see Mr. Derryman,” Ethan told him when the soldier had helped Olivia away.
“My orders are to escort you back to your rooms.”
“It is urgent,” Ethan said. “The Gorgons and the Cyphers are going to come again. The next time you won’t be able to survive.”
The agent could not look into Ethan’s silver eyes. He stared at the dead, headless carcass for a long moment. Then he took his comm device from his pocket and keyed in some numbers. “Tempest One One,” he said into it. “Sergeant Akers, is Derryman up there?”
“Affirm that. He’s getting the boss ready. You okay?”
“I’m here. Listen…I’m bringing three of the new arrivals up. It’s on my head. The spooky one wants to speak to Derryman.”
“Ambler’s in bad shape, Johnny. He needs the doc to take a look at him, but he’s wanting to get the speech done.”
“We’re all in bad shape. The spook says it’s urgent and I believe him. If you’d seen what happened down here you’d believe it too. I’m bringing them up. Out.” He put his communicator away. “Let’s go, but understand this: I am empowered to kill any and all of you if I don’t like a single movement you make.” It sounded like a hollow threat delivered from the agency’s manual, because it was clear the spook had saved the installation from unrecoverable destruction. “Walk ahead of me, single file,” he said.



Thirty.
 



“They’re about to start rolling,” Sergeant Akers said to the Secret Service agent when they had reached Level Four. “Ambler won’t like the interruption.” He’d seen the alien’s silver eyes and felt a shiver of not fear—he was far beyond fear—but wonder and anticipation. He was about to ask Can’t it wait, but he knew it could not.
“My responsibility,” Tempest One One said, and he motioned Dave, Ethan and Jefferson on along the corridor. Jefferson couldn’t help but give both the Marine guards a little flippant salute as he passed them.
The group reached a door marked studio and the agent told Dave to go in. Dave opened the door to a brightly lit room with softly colored green walls, a vanilla-colored sofa, a coffee table, and various overstuffed chairs. Through small speakers in the ceiling played music that Dave equated to a Main Street parade, but Jefferson correctly identified the piece as a John Phillips Souza march, all American with bursting pride and shiny buttons. He had used such music to stir patriotism and open wallets at Fourth of July celebrations in New Eden. Three rooms went off from this central chamber, all with closed doors. The Secret Service agent went to the furthermost door on the left and knocked at it. Almost at once it was opened and there stood a sharp-chinned man in a dark blue suit, white shirt, gray-striped necktie, and an American flag pin on his lapel. Ethan had seen this man on the garage level as he’d been brought in, but had not seen him since.
“They want to speak to Derryman,” the agent said, moving aside so this new man could see them. “Urgent, they say.”
The sharp-chinned man gave Ethan a hard, cold stare before he spoke. There were equal measures of repugnance and fear in it. “You know he’s busy. Beale’s just out of makeup, they’re going to be rolling in about three minutes.”
“Yeah, I know that. Just tell him they’re here. Tell him the alien says the Gorgons and Cyphers are going to attack again.”
“Hell of a time.”
“Screw the protocol,” said Tempest One One, reaching a ragged edge. “Everything’s gone out the fucking window. Tell Derryman.”
The other man withdrew into the room and closed the door without another word.
“Just wait,” the agent told his charges, as the John Phillips Souza tune marched along with bass drumbeats and cymbals and shiny notes from long-dead trombones.
Nearly a minute passed. When the door opened again, Vance Derryman’s face was strained with tension and pain that Ethan could feel like a blade drawn along his own spine. Behind the glasses, Derryman’s eyes were red and swollen. He had changed into a black suit because the gray one he’d worn previously had been marred by rock dust.
“I said I needed time,” he told Dave. His voice was slow and deliberate and a little too loud because his hearing was still impaired.
“We don’t have that luxury,” Ethan said. “I want to know…how did you get here?” He saw his answer in Derryman’s mind in a matter of seconds. “Where’s the helicopter?”
Derryman had thought the entire trip through—Air Force One from Washington to Salt Lake City, from the airport by black SUV to the secure hangar and helipad, then the flight here. He knew of course the alien would’ve picked it from his mind as quickly as he saw the mental images. Ethan surely already knew where the VH-71 Kestrel was kept, but Derryman spoke for the benefit of the others. “We have a helipad on the other side of the mountain. It’s camouflaged. The ’copter’s in a hangar there.”
“That can get us to the S-4 area,” Ethan said, a statement of fact.
“In about three hours. But I told you already…” Derryman paused. His jaw worked. The pain and pressure in his head were still killing him, fouling up his thought processes. “You want to see one reason he can’t leave this place? Come in and follow me.”
Derryman took Dave, Ethan and Jefferson through another seating area to a door with a red light above it and a sign that read on air, but it was not illuminated. He opened the door and ushered them into a dimly lit space where there were a couple of rows of theater seats. Three men wearing headphones sat at a large mixing console and control panel that sparkled with small green lights. Beyond a large glass window, the President of the United States stood behind a podium that bore the Presidential seal. A bank of spotlights was aimed at him, along with a pair of professional-looking television cameras. The two camera technicians also wore headphones. Up on a ladder, another man was adjusting the spotlight beams. A gray-haired woman wearing jeans and a blue paisley blouse was dabbing powder on Jason Beale’s damp forehead. Behind the President and the podium was a set of library shelves that held not only a few dozen hardcover books but items like a small bust of Abraham Lincoln, a set of praying hands cast in bronze with a Bible leaning against them, framed color photographs of Beale and the First Lady along with their two college-aged children James and Natalie, a world globe, and other items as might be found in the White House. Everything was displayed on shelves high enough so the cameras could catch them.
“What is this?” Dave asked. “How is—”
“Sit down,” Derryman said. “He’ll be giving his speech in about a minute.” He pointed at a digital clock counting off the seconds just above the window.
One of the men at the control console pressed a button. “Kathy, he’s still got some shine on his nose.” He sounded tired and lackluster, as if he’d gone through this a hundred times but it was his job and he was performing it to the best of his ability. The woman nodded and applied the powder brush.
Derryman sat down in the first row beside Dave, with Ethan between Dave and Jefferson. At the end of the row sat the First Lady, who spared them not a glance. She was drinking from a glass with liquid and icecubes in it. Dave smelled alcohol.
“Am I all right?” Beale asked, looking upward at what must’ve been a speaker mounted on the wall on his side of the glass.
“You’re fine, sir,” said the console controller.
“Mandy? Am I all right?” Beale’s voice was thin and fragile, a far cry from what both Jefferson and Dave remembered of previous speeches, though Dave hadn’t heard many of them, and he was not fond of politics. Before the aliens had come, his opinion was that politicians disdained the public until they needed votes.
“Yes, you’re all right,” the First Lady said, but she wasn’t looking at him and she was taking another drink.
“My most trustworthy critic,” Beale announced, with a nervous laugh, to anyone who was listening. He was wearing the same dark blue suit, white shirt and red-patterned tie Jefferson had seen him in previously. He was immaculate in his clothing and his makeup was expertly applied. The dark circles under Beale’s eyes and the deep lines in his face could be hidden, but no makeup could hide the feeling of sad and tragic desperation that Ethan knew everyone in the room could sense.
“Sir,” said the console controller, “any glare on the teleprompter?” The way the man spoke this, it sounded like a rote question.
“No glare. It’s good.”
“We’ll give you a countdown to showtime, as usual. Kathy, finish him up. George, you’re done. The lights look fine.” The makeup lady instantly stopped her work and the technician came down the ladder and folded it up to prop it against the stage set’s far wall.
Jefferson leaned forward. “What’s going on here?” he asked Derryman.
“The President’s address to the nation. He does this twice a month.”
“To the nation? What nation?”
“The one he believes is still out there.”
“He doesn’t know the truth? He thinks people have power and cable TV?”
“Gentlemen, I’m going to press the Talk button,” said the man at the controls, as a warning that they should be careful of what they were saying.
“Go ahead,” Derryman told him. “We’re just here to watch.”
“Ready on Camera One. Ready on Camera Two. Mr. President, let’s start at five…four…three…two…one…and you’re on the air.”
Jason Beale stood straight and tall in the convergence of the spotlights. He did not smile at the cameras, nor was his expression forlorn. He was a politician, and he had manufactured upon his thin and sallow face an expression of the deepest, most sincere resolve.
“My fellow Americans,” he read from the teleprompter, “my cherished citizens of this noble country that will never be broken by any invader earthly or otherwise, I bring you news of hope today. According to the latest military reports, your United States Army and your United States Air Force have destroyed in battle a stronghold of what we know as the Cyphers west of the Mississippi River near Alexandria, Louisiana. Your United States Navy and Marines are currently in action against a Gorgon stronghold near Seattle, Washington, and I am told by my Chief of Staff that the Gorgons are on the retreat.” President Beale paused. The tic began at his left eye, making that side of his face wince. He kept his head lowered. “Pardon me,” he said thickly into his microphone. “I am overwhelmed with emotion…as I’m sure we all are…all of us, in these hard days of trial and tribulation.” This was not being read from the teleprompter, but was coming from the torment of his soul. He didn’t speak for maybe ten or fifteen more seconds, during which the filming continued. When Beale at last lifted his face toward the lens the tic was still there but it had lessened, displaying perhaps a remnant of the man’s strength of will. He began to read again from the teleprompter. “I am happy—gratified—to say that the following cities are near liberation from this unprecedented threat, though not without heavy loss of American heroes: Charlotte, North Carolina; Baltimore, Maryland; Providence, Rhode Island; Chicago, Illinois; Cedar Rapids, Iowa; Omaha, Nebraska; Denver, Colorado; Phoenix, Arizona; and Portland, Oregon. Be advised to stay in your shelters in those cities until the All Clear signal is given, that signal to be determined at a later date. On a darker note, I am informed by my chief of staff that there is still no word from the other capitals and leaders of the world, but we will continue to monitor all satellites and send forth messages of support and the blessings of God twenty-four hours a day.”
Derryman shifted in his seat. Ethan understood that of course this was all a fiction designed to give the President hope and to prevent him from finding a way to kill himself. What leader of any nation could bear to see their country—their responsibility—torn away, broken and conquered on their watch?
“We are still here,” Beale went on, in his forceful and Presidential voice though the tic on the left side of his face betrayed all. “We are still the United States of America. I am receiving updates every few hours from my commanders in the field. As I told you last time we spoke, we have lost many good men and women, but just as many remain in the service of this country. We extend our heartfelt wishes for success to the other nations of this world, and we hope they are receiving this broadcast. Let me repeat as I have said many times: remain in your shelters until you are given the All Clear signal. The armed forces are fighting for you and I believe they will conquer both these threats to our way of life. I want to say to my children James and Natalie, stay in your safe area and hold onto the faith that very soon we will all see the dawning of a new day. I will say that to all the children of the world and to all the families who have bound together to withstand this assault. I will say to every soldier in the field and every sailor at sea, God be with you when you go into harm’s way, and never forget that you are the pride of this nation, you are the best of the best, and we know you will not give up the fight no matter what. We too, here at this safe location, will never give up the fight.” He paused for a moment, to let those stirring words resonate, and the new arrivals in the audience wondered how much of that he really believed.
The ice cubes made a hollow sound in the First Lady’s glass as she took another drink.
“I will report back in two weeks, same day and same time,” said the man at the podium, whose forehead had begun to show the sparkles of sweat again though cool air was blowing quietly from the vents. “This is the President of your United States, Jason Beale, signing off as always: be brave.”
Then Beale stood motionless except for the tic in his face until the console controller said, “And out. That’s it, sir.”
“Did I do all right? Mandy, how did I look?”
“Tell him,” she said between swallows, “that he looked very handsome.” Her voice was just a shade slurred.
“She says you looked great, sir.”
“I was worried. It’s hot in here. Is it hot to you?”
“It’s the lights. It’s always the lights, sir.”
Dave had turned his head toward Vance Derryman and leaned closer to the man’s ear. “How do you get away with this? I can tell you that for damned sure Denver hasn’t been fucking liberated!”
“Indeed,” Derryman said.
“Yeah, indeed! He thinks the satellites are still up there? And people have electricity?”
“Watch your voice, he’s coming out.” Derryman stood up. “Excellent, Jason. That told them what they needed to know.”
Beale took stock of Dave, Ethan and Jefferson, who also had risen to their feet. When he looked into Ethan’s silver eyes he rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth. The tic was more severe now. “Is he safe?”
“I believe he is.”
“Vance told me about the video. How you broke open the gates without any weapon,” Beale said. “What are you and where did you come from?”
“I’m neither Gorgon nor Cypher, if that eases your mind. We came from Denver. Where I am from is hard to explain, but I am here on a mission to stop their war.”
“We’re winning,” the President said. “It may take awhile…it may cause the loss of many thousands…hundreds of thousands…but we’re winning. Aren’t we, Vance?”
“The field commanders are optimistic,” Derryman replied.
“Look…sir,” Dave began. “I think you—”
“That’s good to hear,” Ethan interrupted, not wanting the plain hard truth that Dave was about to present to the President to unhinge the man’s mind any further. A quick glance into that mind showed a tangle of emotions and self-recriminations, guilts, frustrations, and fears that flew like dark birds through a haunted forest. The sadness and sense of loss there was nearly crushing. Ethan withdrew, realizing that Jason Beale really did believe the lies he had read from the teleprompter to what he thought was his American people.
“We have the power grid back up in some areas,” Beale said. “The northeast and the west coast. I know not very many people can see and hear my encouragement to hang on…not right now…but I think it helps. Don’t you, Vance?”
“I do, sir.”
Beale couldn’t stop staring at Ethan. “You…look like a human boy, except for…those. You say…you’ve come to stop the war? How? And…who sent you here?”
“My commander-in-chief,” Ethan answered. “Consider me a peacekeeper, like your United Nations soldiers. I need to ask you one question, sir. Will you help me get into the S-4 research facility at Area 51?”
Beale immediately looked to Derryman. “What’s he talking about, Vance? Why does he want to get into there?”
“He has some idea that he can find a weapon of use among the artifacts. I’ve told him we have no intention of leaving this installation. It’s too much of a risk for you, sir.”
“That may be,” said Ethan, “but if we can use the helicopter…I think it’s a risk worth taking.”
“Flying through that sky?” Derryman cast a cold eye in his direction. “You don’t know what it was like in Air Force One from Washington to Salt Lake. Now it would be even worse. That’s a no-go, as far as I’m concerned.”
Dave said, “Mr. President, you need to listen to Ethan. Give him the chance to do what he needs to do.”
“Ethan,” Beale repeated. “That’s a quaint name for a creature not of this world.”
“Sir,” Ethan continued, “I ask you to believe in me. I want to stop this war, and the only way I can do that is with help. Your help, sir. I need to get into—”
“This conversation is done,” said Derryman. “We’re not letting the President leave here. Period, end of story.”
“It’s not the end of it. The Cyphers and Gorgons are going to attack this mountain again, once they’ve finished their own fighting. The next time they’re going to destroy everything.”
“Believe what he says, Jason,” said Jefferson Jericho. “Listen…don’t you remember me? Little Rock, the fund-raising dinner for Bill Clinton in May of 1992. Ginger Wright’s party. I was going by the name of Leon Kushman then. Remember?”
Beale blinked slowly. He seemed to be trying to focus on Jefferson but was having trouble. “I don’t…I don’t think I know you. Kushman?”
“Yes.”
“I’ve met…so many people. So many names and faces. They run together. Excuse me…I have a headache,” he said to the group. “Mandy? Mandy?” He was calling to the First Lady as if she was no longer in her seat, yet she was no more than ten feet away at the end of the row. She finished off her drink and got up, with an air about her of weariness and despondency. Ethan thought that she had simply ceased to care, because in a matter of seconds he gathered the information that she believed both their children to be dead. The alcohol dulled a world of pain.
“I’m here,” she said. “Never far away.” She spoke it like a person in prison chains. She regarded Ethan as one might examine a strange form of vegetation growing from a crack in the sidewalk. Ethan knew she was about to ask What the hell are you supposed to be but even that seemed to be too much of an effort for her. She let the caustic question die.
“You did a very good job, sir,” Derryman told him. He clasped the President’s thin shoulder. Jason Beale was a shadow of himself. The President had to be reminded and encouraged to eat even one meal a day. “You always do a good job,” Derryman said. “Go rest now. Listen to some music. Amanda, please remind him to take his meds at five o’clock.” Ethan picked up the thought from Derryman that Beale was on a number of medications, including an antidepressant, and that the First Lady’s medicine was found in a bottle of whiskey. The supply of that was almost gone; she’d been going through it faster and faster. Of the original two cases there were only three bottles left. Derryman was worried about what was going to happen to the First Lady’s mental health when she could no longer self-medicate.
She took her husband’s arm and started to lead him out of the studio, her own balance precarious. Beale turned back toward his chief of staff. “Vance,” he said, with a quick darting look at the alien peacekeeper, “we’re safe, aren’t we? I mean…what he said…about the Gorgons and the Cyphers attacking. We’re safe, aren’t we?”
“I told you, sir, that the breach was taken care of. We did have some intruders, as I explained, but they were turned away.” Derryman gave extra emphasis to that word. “There is no safer place for you and the First Lady to be.”
“Thank you.” Beale’s tormented eyes in the wrecked face found Ethan again. Like a frightened child he asked, “You won’t hurt us, will you?”
“No sir. I want to help, not hurt.”
“I guess…we can’t lock you up, can we? What you did to the gates…no use locking you up.”
“That’s correct.”
Beale could add nothing more to that; his mind was already nearly overwhelmed. He nodded at his wife and together they approached the door. It was unclear who was holding who up, and which was in the better shape of the two.
“Leon Kushman!” Jefferson said before they could get out. “Now my name is Jefferson Jericho! I was an evangelist, on television! Remember me?”
The President suddenly stopped just short of the door. He glanced back. “Oh…yes…that man. I do know that name from somewhere.”
“It’s me! I’m him!”
“Go rest, sir,” Derryman said. “There’ll be time to talk later.” After the President and the First Lady had gone and the door had closed behind them, Derryman let go a long sigh. He rubbed the side of his head that was still in pain. “It has been very, very difficult,” he said.
“It’s not going to get any easier,” Dave answered. “Do you really film him, or is it just for show?”
“He likes us to burn a DVD of the telecast so he can watch it back and critique himself. This has been going on since we got here, every two weeks. I put together the reports. He thinks there’s still some organization to the armed forces, and they’re out there fighting. If he didn’t have that belief…he’d be long gone by now.”
“When they come again,” Ethan said forcefully, “they will destroy this mountain and everyone in it. I’ll try my best to protect you, but I am not infallible. I regret the death of Mr. Jackson, that I couldn’t save him. When are you going to tell the President about that?” Derryman did not reply, but the peacekeeper had his full attention. “Both the Cyphers and the Gorgons want me, because they know I’m something different that they don’t understand,” Ethan said. “If they can’t capture me—which they can’t—they’ll have to make sure I am contained…another word for dead. This body can be destroyed, but not the essence of what I am.” Ethan answered Derryman’s next question before he could ask it. “No, I can’t just leap from body to body…I need time to integrate myself into the form. And time is what we don’t have, sir. It is important—essential—that I get into the S-4 installation. Looking for what, I don’t know, but there must be something I can use.”
“I’ve told you, the President can’t—”
“Your world is going to die,” Ethan said. “All of you—your entire civilization—will die. I can understand that you don’t want to put him at risk, but there is no other way.”
“Listen to him,” Jefferson urged, almost pleading. “Please…listen.”
“No,” Derryman said firmly. “You listen. I have worked for Jason Beale for the greater part of fifteen years. I’ve seen the ups and downs, I’ve seen everything. He is barely hanging on, and so is she. They both know their children are probably dead. I am not going to send him out there in a helicopter flying to New Mexico with those things in the sky. If they’re so bent on destroying you, they’ll shoot that ’copter down in a matter of seconds. No. Now…I’ll take you to the cafeteria, you can get some food. Do you eat?” he asked Ethan.
“The body requires it.”
“If my high school biology teacher could see this!” Derryman said. His face contorted for a few seconds, and Dave thought he was close to jumping his tracks too. “I hope she died in her sleep before all this started!”
“Is this how your world ends?” Ethan asked.
“What?”
“Does your world end not with a bang, but with a whimper?”
Derryman didn’t reply for awhile. He stared at the floor. Then he adjusted his glasses and said, “The cafeteria. I’m going. I suggest you come along, because the guards won’t let you stay up here without me.” He went to the door, opened it, and waited until they obeyed him like good little mindless soldiers.
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The peacekeeper had discovered something he thought he might miss, when all was said and done. It was called ‘coffee’. As soon as he tasted his first sip, he decided this was quite a drink. It was hot and black, a little bitter, and it made him feel energized, if that was the right term. He imagined he could feel the power of this liquid thrumming through the veins of his appropriated body, and sitting at a table in the cafeteria with Dave, Jefferson, and Olivia, he thought he needed the jolt.
Olivia had joined them after a short stay in the infirmary. The doctor, a no-nonsense military man with close-cropped hair like grains of dark sand covering his scalp, had appraised her, taken her blood pressure, checked her heart and lungs, asked her to follow a moving light by keeping her head motionless, and in the end had given her a Valium and told her she could rest in one of the rooms. He had promptly gone off to give care to his many other patients who’d either been brought in or who had staggered in after the attack. Olivia had taken to a bed for about thirty minutes but had decided she was feeling calmer thanks to the Valium, and she was ready to leave. Before she’d left she had checked on both Nikki and Hannah, who also occupied beds in rooms there. Nikki was coming around, feeling better though she wanted to stay right where she was. Hannah was sleeping, looking now in repose like a very old, thin, and tired woman, and Olivia had asked one of the nurses for a notecard and written on it Hannah, I’ll
check on you later. Rest while you can and don’t worry about anything. Have faith. Love you, Olivia.
The cafeteria was brightly lit and bore on its pale blue-painted walls framed photographs of American scenes: Times Square aglow with neon and crowded with people, the Golden Gate catching rays of sunlight that pierced through San Francisco fog, giant redwoods and vivid green moss-covered earth in the John Muir Woods, Boston Harbor on the day of a parade of various red-white-and-blue-decorated boats, a Kansas wheatfield that stretched as far as one could see under the blazing blue sky of summer, massive oaks lining the gravel roadway that led to a restored plantation house somewhere in the South, and other pictures of what used to be. Ethan regarded them in silence and wondered how those could possibly help the morale of the officials and soldiers who had been forced to take refuge here. This was the last stop, he thought. The last station of the line, the place to hunker down after some terrible war or disaster had claimed not only this country, but the entire earth.
There were a couple of dozen other people in the cafeteria, soldiers and civilians alike. They kept their distance from the new arrivals. The food today was chicken noodle soup in a small plastic cup, one yeast roll, and a little orange juice in a second plastic cup. There was a bin for the recycling of the cups. Dave got up for a second helping and was told by a surly cook that he couldn’t have any more, so that was that.
However, there was plenty of coffee. Dave had a plastic cup of it and wondered if there were drugs in it. He couldn’t figure how anybody here could get through a day, much less a week, or a month, without some kind of either stimulant or antidepressant. Without windows, the place felt like a prison; the men and the women here moved slowly and deliberately, and their expressions were mostly blank. They had all lost family members, friends, homes, and the security of their own lives. They had received their death sentence, and they were waiting for the execution.
How much longer they thought they could hold out here, he didn’t know. The alien attack must’ve driven home the futility of this place. It was going to take one hell of a lot of effort to get that garage cleaned up, and he doubted the entranceway could be sealed again. Maybe that was how they got along from day to day, Dave thought. They just concentrated on the task right in front of them and did it, eight-hour shift after eight-hour shift.
The group ate in silence. Ethan heard their thoughts but gave no comment, not wanting to intrude. Olivia was still wan-looking and sometimes sat staring at nothing, her mind freighted with the death of John Douglas and the reality of their seemingly hopeless situation. She was fooling herself that she was doing better; she was really ready to crawl into a corner and pull the walls around her as protection. Ethan saw that two pictures played over and over in her brain: the young Secret Service agent lying in the corridor with his skull horribly crushed, and the headless monster in the garage with smoke rising from its burning chest.
She was nearly at the bitter end of her rope. Ethan didn’t know what he could say to her that would give her some comfort. In fact there was nothing he could say, so he remained silent.
“Look who’s coming to visit,” said Jefferson.
Vance Derryman was approaching. He stopped at another table to talk briefly with a man in a gray-striped shirt with the sleeves rolled up. During the conversation, Derryman motioned toward the table of new arrivals, and the man nodded and looked at them, his face gaunt and hard and revealing absolutely nothing. Then Derryman continued on his path, and when he reached them he took a white handkerchief from within his suit jacket and polished the lenses of his glasses.
“He wants to see us,” said Ethan.
“That’s right.”
“What does he want to see us about?” Dave asked.
“Not all of us,” Ethan explained. “Only Jefferson and me.”
“Right again.” Derryman put his glasses back on. “Of course I’ll be with you.”
“Don’t mind us,” said Dave, with a shrug. “We’ll just stay here with the peons.” The cafeteria was on Level Two but further back in the mountain from the garage. Ethan and Jefferson followed Derryman out to a second stairwell. On Level Four, they were entering the President’s living area from another direction. The Marine Sergeant Akers was waiting there with his automatic rifle to escort them.
They went along the corridor a short distance to the double doors that Jefferson had seen previously. “Thank you, Sergeant,” Derryman said, as dismissal to the Marine. Then Derryman pressed the white button of a doorbell on the wall, and a simple, single chime sounded from within.
“I was expecting ‘Hail To The Chief’,” Jefferson said with a nervous laugh, but Derryman did not respond.
One of the doors was opened almost as soon as the chime ended. Amanda Beale stood there, bleary-eyed but a little more stable than she’d been at the taping an hour ago. She was wearing the same clothes, a pair of brown slacks and a white blouse that was beginning to yellow from a few too many washings. “In,” she said, and turned away from them, her job done.
With Derryman going first, they crossed the threshold into a homey apartment with a dark blue throw rug on the hardwood floor, plenty of solid-looking American-crafted furniture and on the walls pieces of framed nature-themed artwork that Jefferson Jericho figured could be bought by the yard at any Pottery Barn. He couldn’t help but watch the roll of Amanda Beale’s hips as she walked away and wonder if she still shagged the top guy or if they played musical beds around here when they weren’t thinking about aliens and the end of the world. He wouldn’t mind giving that a shot, so to speak.
Then he felt the silver eyes upon him, and he ducked his head a little bit.
“Good afternoon,” said the President as he came through a hallway in dramatic fashion. He was smiling, but it was a terrible thing to see because there was so much pain in his eyes. He wore the pleated trousers of his suit, and his white shirt was open at the neck. He stopped well short of them and did not offer his hand. “Thank you for coming up. Let’s go in the study.”
The study was off the hallway. One wall was a huge photographic mural of an aerial view of Washington, which obviously tried to make up for the lack of windows. On another wall was a large corkboard with a map of the entire United States pinned on it and also several smaller regional maps. Somebody had gone a little overboard making circles and arrows with a black Magic Marker, and Jefferson figured those were the movements of troops, tanks and fighter jets that weren’t really there. Shelves held books that seemed to be more for decoration than for reading, just like the stage set, because everything was lined up and stacked just so. A massive antique desk was the centerpoint of the room; it had an American flag carved into the wood on front and two carved eagles, one on either side. A pair of black leather chairs had been pulled up to the desk and behind it was a third. There was a fourth black leather chair in the corner and a fabric-covered sofa that tricked the eye into a question of whether it was gray or green. In any case, Jefferson thought this must’ve been carted from the Goodwill store in Salt Lake City when they ran out of taxpayer money for black leather.
“Close the door, Vance.” Beale settled himself into the swivel chair behind his desk. “Sit down here, please.” He was speaking to Ethan and Jefferson, and he motioned toward the two chairs that faced him. “Is it cool enough in here for you? We can get the air turned down, if you like.”
“I’m not from a frozen world,” said Ethan.
“Oh…right. Well…your eyes…it’s a cold color.”
Derryman sat down on the sofa, crossed his legs and prepared himself for anything, because he had no idea what Beale wanted with these two other than a declaration that the President was “curious” about them.
“We have fruit juice,” Beale said. “Apple and orange. I’d offer you something stronger, but we’re having to conserve that.” He had spoken it to Jefferson.
“Do you have coffee?” Ethan asked. Then he thought better of it, that maybe it wouldn’t be good if he had any more and he had to eliminate the liquid waste up here in the President’s bathroom. That just didn’t seem right. “Never mind, I’m fine with nothing.”
“All right.” Beale leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling, as if something very important there had caught his attention. He seemed to be drifting away right before their eyes, and Jefferson had to follow the line of the man’s gaze to see if he was studying a spider or had been mesmerized by a cobweb that wafted back and forth in the breeze from the ceiling vent.
“Sorry, I’m just thinking,” said Beale, bringing himself back to the moment. “Jefferson Jericho. Yes, I remember you. It took awhile for that to click in. You know…there’s a lot on my mind these days, you understand.”
“I do.”
“But we’re not going to lie down and die,” the President said. A small tic surfaced at his left eye like a disturbance on a still pond. His hand came up and, whether unconsciously or not, rubbed the offending place as if to make it stop. “Too many have died already. Brave men and women, fighting for us. And children…they’ve died too. Do you think we should give up, lie down and die? Then…what would have been the purpose?”
“We’re a long way from giving up,” said Derryman.
“Yes, we are. The cities are coming back. You heard my speech, didn’t you?”
Jefferson nodded carefully.
“The reports I’m getting…there are people out there…not soldiers, just ordinary civilians…who are fighting back. Thank God they have guns, and two years ago I never would’ve said this but thank God some people know how to make bombs.”
“Right,” said Jefferson.
“We’ll win, eventually. The Cyphers and the Gorgons…they can’t grind us under. I’ll tell you what’s going to happen. This is being worked on right this minute. Should I tell them about the G-bombs, Vance?”
Both Ethan and Jefferson saw that Derryman’s face had darkened. Ethan was able to know what was coming because the President’s mind was a tattered flag blown full of holes, but he remained silent.
“If you like,” Derryman answered, his voice barely audible.
“The G-bombs are being put together in Kentucky. In some of the caves,” Beale said, all his focus on Jefferson. “There are going to be thousands when the project is finished. It’s germ warfare. We’re going to drop those bombs on the Gorgon and Cypher strongholds. Ordinary earth bacteria, harmless to us because we’re used to them. We’re immune. But the aliens…they won’t know what hit them. Thousands of G-bombs, falling on them. You see?”
No one spoke.
“That’s how the earth was saved in War Of The Worlds,” Beale said. “We can make it happen. Then we burn the corpses and use bulldozers to bury what’s left. Corpses,” he repeated, and he frowned. “Would you say ‘carcasses’, Vance? What’s your take on that?”
The peacekeeper had to speak. “Sir, where are their strongholds?”
“Pardon?”
“Their strongholds.” Ethan felt Derryman about to interrupt, so he held up an index finger to gain himself another moment. “Where are they, on the map?”
“It doesn’t matter where they are right now,” Derryman said. “By the time the project is completed, we’ll have to reassess the situation.”
Ethan turned his head to take the man in. “Do you really believe you’re doing the correct thing?”
Again, a silence stretched. Jefferson had to shift his position and clear his throat, because suddenly the atmosphere in the room had become uncomfortably heavy.
“Jefferson Jericho!” said the President, bringing up another labored smile. “I watched your broadcast a few times. Well…twice. Amanda enjoyed the music. You had a choir on from Atlanta, one time I watched. I have to say…I never would’ve recognized you. Even now…hard to see you in there.”
“I’ll have to shave and get a shower. That’ll help.”
“And…you said the name Leon Kushman. I was thinking, trying to remember. So many people, so many faces. But then I did connect it. The party at Ginger Wright’s condo, May of 1992. We were in Little Rock for Clinton’s benefit dinner. Sure, I remember you. My God, that seems like a long time ago!”
“A lifetime,” Jefferson agreed.
“We kicked back. Everything going on around us, all kinds of crazy, and we kicked back. I remember…you seemed like a guy who was going places. Had a lot of ambition. And you made something of yourself, didn’t you?”
“I did try.”
“You did a lot more than try, Leon. But I guess I should call you Jefferson, right?”
“That’s the name on my driver’s license now.”
The comment brought forth another silence. The President abruptly swiveled his chair around to gaze at the photographic mural. It was a time before he spoke again. It was his study and maybe all that was left to him in the world, so no one rushed him or prodded.
“What a great city,” he said, and his voice seemed hushed and faraway. “All the beautiful buildings. All the monuments to dead people. I was thinking last night…just lying in bed and thinking…about the Library of Congress, and the Smithsonian. Those treasures…those magnificent things. What’s happened to them, Vance?”
“I’m sure they’re still there, sir.”
“But they may not be. They may all be burned up. Everything gone. Some of those buildings were on fire when we left. By now…ashes upon ashes.”
“Don’t trouble your mind, Jason. You need to keep your head clear.”
“My head clear,” he said, and something about it sounded choked. His face was still turned toward the mural. His hands gripped the armrests. The knuckles were white. “Ethan,” he said.
“Yes sir?”
“I could ask you so many questions. But I know…I wouldn’t be able to understand all the answers. Maybe not any of them. And you might not want to give me the answers, because you realize I—we—are not capable. We’re just children, aren’t we?”
“Early teens,” Ethan said.
“I want this country to survive. Christ in Heaven…I want this world to survive.”
“Jason?” Derryman said. “I think you should—”
“Be quiet,” the President told him, but gently. “I have heard enough reports.” He turned his chair to peer into the silver eyes, and though the nervous tic still afflicted his face Beale looked calmer, more steady, yet older than he’d been a few moments before. “Tell me exactly why you believe you need to get into S-4.”
“Jason!” Derryman started to get to his feet, but the President waved any objections aside.
“This is on my watch, Vance. Mine. I’m sitting in here like a fucking dummy on a ventriloquist’s lap. Sure, I know what the commanders say and about the G-bombs and all the other stuff you bring me, but I have got to do something. So…go ahead, Ethan. Why get into S-4?”
“I protest this,” said Derryman. “It’s not necessary.”
“Sit there and be quiet or leave. I mean it, Vance. By God, I mean it. One more word and you’re out the door.”
Derryman said nothing else, but he pressed his fingers to both temples and looked like he wanted to let go a good loud scream.
“S-4,” the President prompted. “Speak.”
“As I told you, I’m here to stop this war. I can’t do that alone or unaided. I believe I was brought here to meet you, and to convince you to use your handprint to get me into that facility. Of the artifacts there, something may be of use.”
“But you can’t be certain of that,” was Beale’s next statement. “Why not?”
“I can read the human mind and I can sense many things. I am more powerful in my true form than in this one, but I needed the…call it…camouflage, to be able to communicate and move among you. There are many things I know and many things I can do, but one thing I can’t do is read the future. That book is yet to be written.” Ethan paused for the President to fully grasp what he’d just said. “I would tell you, though, that our best chance of stopping this war is not going to be found in commanders’ reports or in G-bombs. It’s going to be in what you would call alien technology. You have proof of the power of that, here in this installation. It’s worth going to the S-4 location to at least let me see what’s there.”
“Three hours’ flight on the helicopter,” Derryman dared to say, “through skies ruled by the Gorgons and the Cyphers, for the purpose of a fishing trip?” His jutting jaw announced that he was ready for any kind of fight to protect his charge and his territory. “Jason, do you know the risk of that? This…whatever he is…admits the aliens want him dead. They’ll come after the ’copter and swat us down as soon as we get airborne!”
“They will come after us,” Ethan agreed. “The Cyphers have a tracker in the atmosphere that’s aimed at me. They’ll know when we leave, and they’ll do one of two things: either attack us in the air or follow us to where we’re going. They’ll be curious about our destination, and so will the Gorgons. I believe that may keep them from interfering with the flight.”
“This is a choice?” Derryman asked bitterly. “I’m not hearing any positives!”
“Absolutes are difficult to predict. The odds, as you might say, are stacked against us. But I’ll give you two predictions: This installation will be attacked again, more fiercely the next time. And without some means of stopping this war that I don’t yet have, your world is finished. But you won’t care, sir, because none of you here will live beyond tomorrow or the following day.”
“Because they want you. If you left here, they’d leave us alone.”
“They might, but I’m sure you’re already aware that neither side cares to make peace with your civilization. The reason they want me destroyed, Mr. Derryman, is reason enough for you to help me get into S-4.”
“No. Wrong. We’ve got to stay where we are. Conserve,” he said. His face seemed to have grown a harder skin. “Conserve,” he repeated, now desperately, and his eyes behind the glassses darted between Beale and Ethan with a wet shine of not only anger but a touch of madness.
The President lowered his head. The tic was still bothering him. He rubbed at the place of its origin, where the nerves were corrupted. Ethan could read the confusion of the man’s thoughts, the need to get into action against a crippling fear that he would find he could do nothing, that he was useless and ineffectual and the country had been lost on his watch. That was the worst thing in the tormented mind, the knowledge that for all the power of his office, he was nearly insignificant against the might of the Gorgons and Cyphers.
At last Beale looked up.
Not at Ethan, but at Jefferson Jericho.
“You’re a man of God,” the President said. “I trust you. What should I do?”
For once in his life, Jefferson was unable to speak.
He saw it then. The purpose of his being here. The real purpose, it seemed, of his measure of days. He was being given a second chance, what might be called a shot at redemption, and maybe the peacekeeper couldn’t see the future, that book was yet to be written, but he remembered Ethan saying to Dave We might need this man, so there had been some inkling that he should not be thrown aside or executed or left to die out on the highway like a diseased dog.
At least that’s what Jefferson wanted to believe, in this moment that came upon him with an overwhelming, nearly heart-stopping force. He felt pushed back into his chair as if all the old air was being forced from a small puncture in his soul.
“You should trust Ethan,” he said. “Do what he asks.”
The President sat silently, staring into Jefferson’s eyes.
“Jason.” Derryman’s voice had weakened. “You can’t go out there. If we lose you, it’s all over.”
“When can the helicopter be ready?” Beale asked.
“Please…we can figure something out. You don’t have to—”
“The helicopter. When can it be ready?”
The reply was awhile in coming, because Vance Derryman clasped his hands together and worked his knuckles and did not want to surrender. The President waited.
“Two hours, give or take,” Derryman finally said. He looked like a man in severe conflict, but he’d realized that his first duty was to obey. “It’s been a long time since Garrett or Neilsen have flown. I’d like to put them in the simulator first.”
“Do that,” Beale said. No one could mistake that it was an official command.
“If I can’t talk you out of this in the next two hours,” Derryman told him, “I’m going with you. No argument on that point.”
“No argument, but my mind is made up. Fuel the ’copter, get the pilots ready, get whatever we need. Let’s find out what’s in S-4.”
“Thank you, sir,” said Ethan. “And thank you,” he said to Jefferson Jericho, who also had decided to go on the flight. Jefferson had come so far, it was not something he wanted to miss no matter what the danger. He thought Dave would feel the same way, and maybe Olivia would too.
There was much to be done. President Beale dismissed them, and they left the apartment to get themselves ready for a journey into the unknown.



Thirty-Two.
 



A heavy-duty tractor towed the big, dark green VH-71 
  Kestrel helicopter from its hangar onto the helipad on the western side of the White Mansion. This version of Marine One carried only the identification number ‘AA3’ just aft of the cockpit. Small blue lamps outlined the helipad’s edges. A wind had picked up from the northwest bringing an acidic smell of poisoned rain. The clouds had thickened to blot out the last of the sun’s rays, and the light was cut to a dim, grayish cast.
The passengers were already aboard. Along with President Beale and Vance Derryman were Foggy Winslett, Ethan, Dave, Olivia, and sitting at the back of the cabin two uniformed and helmeted Marines armed with 9mm Colt submachine guns, frag grenades and automatic pistols. The seats were beige-colored fabric and there were two sofas along the left wall the same color and fabric. The windows were covered with dark blue curtains. Light strips glowed along the ceiling, and there was a small table with a lamp on it. The lampshade, Ethan noted, still wore its plastic dust cover. Dignifying the President’s armchair was the Presidential seal. Soon there came the low growl of the three turboshaft engines warming up. The noise grew in power. None of the passengers spoke; this was going to be a trip that tested the nerves, and no one felt like talking. The two Marines had volunteered for the assignment and the pilots, Garrett and Neilsen, had flown Super Stallion transport ’copters from aircraft carriers off Iraq. Everyone knew their job and was professional, though it had been so long since the pilots had been up, they welcomed some time in the simulator.
Dave pulled a curtain aside for a look out. Beyond the window was a bleak and threatening sky, but the light show of battling warships had ceased. Either their combat had ended in the defeat of one side, or the fight had whirled on many miles distant.
Everyone was buckled in. Garrett’s voice came over the intercom: “We’re three minutes from liftoff, lady and gentlemen. Welcome aboard, it’s our privilege to serve.” To his credit, he sounded perfectly in control and perfectly at peace with the idea of flying Marine One into the teeth of the alien enemy.
The rotors started up. Their noise was muffled to a civilized rumble by the construction of the helicopter, made to allow the President to attend to business while in flight.
Though there was no conversation, Ethan could look at a person, give them his full attention, and ‘hear’ their thoughts like a voice in a dark room. Scanning the people here, he was nearly overwhelmed. What human emotion was not riding in this helicopter? He did the best thing he could; he leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and allowed everyone their privacy, and himself a chance to rest.
The Kestrel lifted smoothly off from its helipad and rose above the White Mansion. Keeping just below the clouds, it took a southeasterly turn and flew toward its destination at one hundred and seventy miles per hour.
H
Ethan, Dave, and Olivia had gone to the infirmary to visit Hannah and Nikki. Hannah was drugged and haggard. She looked ninety years old and as lost as an orphan child. She didn’t make much sense when she talked, but she lay in her bed and at least seemed to be listening when Olivia had told her where they were going.
“Will you be back?” Hannah had asked in a slow murmur, as if afraid a louder voice might bring a monster back from the dead. She grasped the other woman’s offered hand. “Say you’ll be back, Olivia. We can’t keep going without you.”
“We’ll be back,” Olivia promised. She herself was in need of more rest and another Valium or two, but she had, as Dave had once said to Jefferson, put her balls on. No matter what was ahead, she had to be there to see it, and she thought Vincent would have approved.
“Panther Ridge can’t hold on without you,” Hannah continued. She shivered as if struck by a thought like a bullet and her hand tightened on Olivia’s. “Where’s JayDee? I need to see JayDee.” 
“He’s around somewhere,” Olivia said. “Not far.”
“You’re the leader,” Hannah told her. “You’ve always been the leader. You have to come back. You and Dave both. Is that Ethan there? My eyes are so screwed up.”
“It’s me,” Ethan said.
“I saw you…when you ran into that parking lot. The high school. I saw what happened to the cars and the trucks.” She tried to focus on Olivia again. “They came alive,” she said, as if sharing the most awesome and terrible secret. “Dave said keep that quiet, so I did. Ethan?”
“Yes?”
“Protect them. They have to come back to Panther Ridge. All of you do.”
“I know he’ll do his best,” Olivia said. “You rest now, just try to sleep. Can we get anything for you before we go?”
“Time,” the old woman said weakly. “More time.” She was already drifting away from them, into what Olivia hoped was the safety of her dreams. They stayed with her until her hand fell away from Olivia’s, the drugs took her down again, and for at least a little while she had left this embattled world.
“I have to see Nikki,” Ethan said. “I’ll be along in a few minutes.”
He found her in a bed in another room where the walls were painted pale green and there were framed prints of flowers. She had a table and a lamp beside her. She was sitting up against two pillows, there was a plastic cup of orange juice on the table and the remnants of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich on a small blue plate. She’d been paging through an old copy of a magazine called Elle when Ethan looked into the room.
“Hi,” he said, in his closest emulation of a fifteen-year-old boy’s tone of voice. “Can I come in?”
Her single chocolate-colored eye stared at him. The star of her eyepatch glittered under the overhead light, which was powered by a technology a thousand times older than her. Some color had returned to her face, she had taken a shower and the waves of her blonde hair were clean and freshly brushed. The peacekeeper thought it was very good that she was drinking and eating and reading, though reading about the world that used to be and seeing the pretty pictures did nothing to lighten the sadness in her soul.
He knew she missed Ethan. She had come with him on this trip because she had trusted him, and he’d left her without a word of goodbye. It was not the boy’s fault, it was his own necessity, the way the plan had always been since the moment of his arrival. It was indeed not fair, it was indeed a cruelty, and though the peacekeeper’s intent was on the benefit of the Many he did have feeling for the emotions of the One.
He had existed a long time, longer than Nikki Stanwick could comprehend. He was nothing she could fully understand. But in all that time he had never faced a situation such as this, and he didn’t know what to say.
He could feel her deciding whether to invite him in or not, and he almost backed off and went away to spare her any more of him, but then she said, quietly, still uncertain but willing to give him a chance, “Sure.”
He went in.
“Nice room,” he said.
“It’s okay.”
“Got everything you need?”
“I guess.”
“Weird not to have windows.”
“Weird,” she said. “That’s funny, coming from you.”
“Yes…” He hesitated and tried that again: “Yeah, I know it is.”
“Don’t try to talk like him,” she said. “You’re not him. Don’t pretend.”
“Oh. Yes. Okay.” He nodded. “You’re right, I could never be him.”
“Did you come here for some reason?”
“I did. Dave, Olivia, and I are leaving here in a couple of hours. We’re going with President Beale in his helicopter to Area 51. Well…an area called S-4. It’s where research is done on alien artifacts.” He decided to simplify that. “Things taken from flying saucers that have crashed. I think—I hope—something may be there I can use.”
“You mean…like…a ray gun or something?”
“I’m not sure a ray gun would stop this war, but I’ll take what I can get.”
“Hm,” she said. It was a moment before she spoke again, and Ethan heard the words as they formed in her mind. “Actually…that’s kind of cool.”
Ethan didn’t know where to rest his silver eyes. He knew they creeped her out. One had been ‘kind of cool’, but two were too much.
“What do those letters on your chest mean?” she asked. “Why did they come up? How come when you’re touched your skin turns silver there?”
Everything came from the greater power, Ethan thought. Everything to remind him that he was in the service of that power, and though he wore a suit of skin he was not permitted to believe he was one of them, even for an instant.
“General Winslett wears colored bars on his chest to signify battles he’s been in, or medals he’s been given,” the peacekeeper said. “These are mine. Each symbol has a meaning, and together they spell out my purpose: Guardian, in your language.”
“I’ve seen runes like that before. Don’t they come from Earth?”
“They’re very ancient. I imagine they found their way to this world somehow, maybe in a crashed ship or as a gift. I’m sure other symbols did, and are considered now to be ancient or unknown languages. Sorry…I know I’m sounding kind of…” He searched for the word. “Weird,” was what he came up with. “As for my skin—Ethan’s skin—turning silver at the touch…I believe it’s a chemical reaction.” Living tissue to tissue that I am keeping alive by my own life force, he thought, but he didn’t want to speak this because to Nikki this would be way beyond the boundaries of weird.
“I understand,” she replied. Then she frowned. “I guess. Wow,” she said. “What my buds at the Bowl-A-Rama would have thought about this!”
“They would never have believed it, even if I was standing next to you. They’d think I was made up for…” He shrugged.
“A horror movie,” Nikki said.
He smiled a little bit. “Am I that bad?” 
“With those eyes, you’re as scary as hell,” she said, giving him the truth.
“Let’s hope I can scare the Gorgons and Cyphers into ending this war.”
“Yeah,” she said, “let’s hope.”
Again he searched for the right language. Communication on this world seemed to be a matter of figuring out what sequence of words would hurt someone the least. “I’m sorry I took him away so suddenly,” he said at last.
“You said it was time, and I guess he knew that. You don’t have to tell me you’re sorry. Anyway…you’re something—somebody, I mean—special. Like astral. So who I am to say you did wrong?”
“Because even something astral can make a mistake. You came with us because you trusted him. I took him away from you. From all of you. I should’ve allowed him more time.”
“Well,” she said, “he’s out of this now, isn’t he?”
“Yes.”
“So I ought to be happy…but I really do miss him. He was a pretty cool guy.” She gave him back a tender, wistful smile. “And you’re pretty cool too, but you’re not him.”
“Weird, scary, but cool,” the peacekeeper said. “What more can an astral entity ask for?”
She was able to laugh, and he thought it was a beautiful sound. She had a distance to go, but she was going to be all right. Now he had to find a way to do what was needed, for Nikki and Olivia, for Dave and JayDee and Hannah, for everyone who had struggled on and lived with fading hope. Even for the memory of those who had withered away and died in barren misery, and even for Jefferson Jericho, who’d fulfilled a role that Ethan had not fully realized was waiting for him.
“Can I bring you anything?” he asked.
“No, I’m good.”
“Well…I suppose I should go now.”
“Ethan?” she said as he started to withdraw. He hesitated. “I forgive you, if you want to hear that,” she said. “But you did the right thing.”
“Thank you, Nikki,” he answered, because though he was not human and was far from being so he did need to hear that, just as much as if he’d been born from this Earth and not created in what seemed like a dream in the unknowable mind of the greater power.
Then he left her, and he continued on to where he needed to go.
H
The VH-71 Kestrel was in sure and steady hands. It flew into the gathering darkness, all its identification strobes turned off, the noise of the rotors a muffled hum within the helicopter’s soundproofed cabin.
They had been flying over an hour. Ethan opened his eyes and felt the Cypher tracker on him like a hot spot at the top of his head. It was always on him, and had been following since the Kestrel had left its helipad. Now there were other things out there, too. It only took him a few seconds to process the harmonic signals of two Gorgon warships, one to the east and one to the west, on courses parallel to their flight path. They were drifting along, following the tracker embedded in the back of Jefferson’s neck. Each ship was still over a hundred miles away; that distance was nothing to them, they could eat that distance up in less than ten seconds if they went to a higher speed, but Ethan sensed that they were moving slowly, not wanting to get too close. Of course, they reasoned he could feel them. There might be a specialized entity on board each craft who could sense Ethan’s awareness of them. They were in no hurry. And they were being cautious too, because on his own highly-tuned mental radar, he could “see” the movements of the sleek black Cypher warships prowling through the clouds at a higher altitude. There were five of them in a precise V-shaped formation. Those also were over a hundred miles distant, yet could speed across the miles in less than the time it would take for Ethan to tell Vance Derryman that they were being stalked.
But Ethan knew that Derryman already figured the Cyphers and Gorgons were not very far away. No one in this helicopter doubted that they were being followed. So Ethan closed his eyes again and rested while he kept his mental eye open for any change of speed in the warships. It would do no good to increase the anxiety of anyone here, particularly not Derryman, General Winslett, the President, or the pilots. They were aware; that was enough.
The flight continued without incident. Everyone was free to get up, to use the bathroom, to get a drink of water or a canned soft drink from the bar. At one point the President got up and stretched, and he went through the door into the cockpit and stayed there awhile. Derryman and Winslett talked in hushed whispers. Ethan declined to listen either to their words or the creation of those words in their minds. But they were deeply afraid, that was apparent. Neither one had dared to pull aside a curtain and look out a window since the flight had begun.
Dave slept, or pretended to, while Jefferson went back to talk nervously but earnestly with the two Marines. Olivia got up to use the bathroom, then she returned to her seat and remained quiet, lost in her thoughts. Ethan once did penetrate Olivia’s mind to see what was there and found the image of a lean, handsome, and sun-browned man with a gray goatee smiling as she opened a present at a party. There were many other happy people in the room, where flames crackled in the fireplace and the furniture was fine but not ostentatious. A birthday cake with pink icing sat on a table, next to the cameo of a horse’s head carved into a piece of white stone. When Olivia finished opening the present—not tearing the gold-colored wrapping but being as careful with it and the white ribbon as if those too were part of the gift—she opened a box and withdrew a black sphere with the number eight on it in a white circle.
“Just what I need!” Olivia said. “A ball full of answers to every question!” She was much younger-looking and fifteen pounds healthily heavier than her current condition. She held the Magic Eight Ball up for everyone to see, and Vincent raised a glass of wine and started to make a toast and that was when the moment crumbled because Olivia was losing the memory of what his voice had exactly sounded like. So in Olivia’s silent distress, Ethan had left her mind as she jumped ahead and was blowing out five white candles on a strawberry cake, her favorite.
The President returned to his seat. He had been occupying himself by trading dirty jokes with the pilots. He knew a million of them. Ethan saw that he was pallid, and his eyes were still dark-circled, but he moved with a purpose and resolve that had been reawakened by this misson; the risk actually had energized him. Ethan calculated another half hour of flight time. His body was relaxed, everything was progressing as he’d hoped. Then within the next minute, he sat up straighter in his seat and all his alarms were going off because one of the Cypher ships had left its formation and was speeding toward them to intercept.
It was coming from the southwest. The peacekeeper felt it as a human might feel a storm cloud passing before the sun. He could not hold back what he knew. He stood up so abruptly, the two Marines changed their grips on their rifles and came to full alert. Leaning toward Derryman’s ear, he said, “A Cypher ship is coming. Very fast from the southwest. It’s going to be here before—”
I can finish speaking, he was going to say.
But this time he had miscalculated.
A terrible bright red light filled the cabin from the right side, making the drawn curtains seem like flimsy, porous paper. Ethan’s vision saw waves of darker red, nearly violet energy in it that made the air spark and tremble. The walls of the Kestral creaked and popped. Then a massive jolt took Ethan off his feet and threw him forward to crash against the cockpit door. He tasted blood, saw stars not of this universe, and felt a crushing pain in his left shoulder and along the ribs on that side. As he fought against his brain malfunctioning and sliding into darkness, he realized in an instant that the helicopter had been seized as if by a gigantic hand to slow its progress. Everyone else was buckled in except for one of the Marines, who had unsnapped himself when Ethan had stood up; he too was thrown forward along the aisle like a boneless doll and hit the far bulkhead, collapsing in a broken heap beside Ethan.
The lamp went flying like a deadly weapon and so did everything else that wasn’t fastened down by government-issued screws and bolts. Cans of soft drinks were flung out of the bar and would’ve beheaded people like cannonshot if the bar had been facing the other way; as it was they smashed into the bulkhead four feet away and exploded. Olivia had the sensation of being sawed in half by her seatbelt. Dave lost his breath and a burst of panic made him feel as if he were drowning underwater. Jefferson cried out as he was jerked forward and then back again, the pain making him think his bones had jumped from their sockets.
The interior of Marine One was a scene of chaos for about six seconds as everyone went through their own little experience of hell. Then, in the stunned silence that followed, the body of the helicopter was slowed to half speed…slowed half again…and then held fast by the bright red beam though both main and tail rotors continued to spin. The turboshafts screamed and cracks began snaking up the walls as the Kestrel’s engines started shuddering themselves to pieces.
Ethan was on his knees. He was no longer all together. Some of the bones of this body were broken. His left shoulder burned with pain and would not obey a command for movement. His lower lip was gashed by his own teeth and bleeding. Around him the air blazed with fiery waves of energy only the alien-transformed eyes could see. Then he felt the helicopter vibrate from its nosecone sensor array to its tail rotor blade, the engines shrieked their ragged notes of despair, and the Kestrel began to be pulled sideways through the sky.
Ethan knew it was what the humans would call a tractor beam. He tried to stand up and failed. The helicopter sounded like a thousand fingernails being scraped across a hundred-foot-long chalkboard. Alarms were gonging and chiming beyond the cockpit door, and Ethan could hear a woman’s mechanical voice repeating “Warning…warning…warning” but even the machine seemed not to know what the warning was about. Were the pilots conscious, or even still alive?
He staggered to his feet, lurched to the right side of the Kestrel and tore the curtains away from the nearest window. The beam was blinding. He had to sense rather than see the huge black Cypher battlecraft out there, maybe two hundred yards away, itself motionless and dragging them into its belly. Sweat had burst out upon Ethan’s face and the peacekeeper was again nearly pulled down into a dark pool. His back…was something broken there too? He could hardly stand up. He had to act fast, before either he passed out, the helicopter shook itself to pieces or the Cypher ship engulfed them.
He flicked the index finger of his right hand at the window. What appeared to him to be a small white-glowing ball-bearing left the finger at blurred speed and smashed the glass into dust. Then there was nothing between him and the Cypher ship but the tractor beam and a hundred and eighty yards of night.
The pain was taking his attention. The left arm of this body was useless, broken at the elbow, the shoulder also broken. It was more than the human boy could ever have endured, but the peacekeeper would not fall.
Now, he thought, his teeth clenched and beads of sweat on his face. Now.
You want destruction? Now you’ll get it.
He spread his fingers and formed a vision of what he needed to do. Instantly five glowing white marbles left the tips of fingers and thumb and shot away along the path of the tractor beam. He could follow them if he liked; he could be in any one of them. Any weapon he created came from him as its source of power, and so he was these five small glowing balls that now grew larger and glowed brighter and seethed and pulsed with the anger that he was feeling, the rage at the stupidity of these creatures who thought they owned Eternity, and now…now they were going to get their full measure.
The balls were each ten feet in diameter when they struck, and they glowed so brightly with destructive energy that if a human eye had been able to see these it would have been burned to a cinder, but fortunately their fierce intensity was beyond the spectrum of human vision.
They hit exactly in the places where Ethan had envisioned them striking, and they hit exactly in unison, not a millisecond apart, at a speed of over 60 million feet a second.
If an Earth scientist had calculated the effect, he might have been interested to know that a result equal to the power of a two-megaton atomic explosion had just been achieved without flame, radiation, or a blast radius. One instant the Cypher warship was hovering in place, steady as a black stone, eight hundred feet across its shiny metallic back, and the next instant, it was not there. It had been torn to pieces, dissolved, and liquified with only the noise of a high wind passing through. The tractor beam was gone. The Kestrel kicked forward again at a quarter of its cruising speed, its damaged engines still howling for mercy. A newly poisonous rain fell toward the earth. The liquid was ebony in color but carried a strong smell of the brown fluid grasshoppers shot out when disturbed by the rude fingers of boys on hot summer days. It sizzled upon the red rocks and was absorbed by the sand and low shrubs that for centuries had covered the New Mexican desert between Santa Fe and Roswell.
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The Kestrel made two ragged circles in the air, first falling in altitude and then rising again. On its third revolution, Garrett got his machine and his heartbeat under control once more and secretly thanked God for the simulator. Neilsen turned off all alarms and checked the systems. The electrics were okay, but he saw the fuel and hydraulic leaks indicated on the control panel. The rotors felt like they would hold up. Maybe. The ride had turned as rough as a buckboard over a cobblestoned road.
Their destination was about forty miles ahead. They were going to have to creep to it, but the two pilots were the kind of men who kept flying even when the vibration shook the fillings out of their teeth, and unless the ’copter went down hard and fast, they intended to reach the appointed place. It wasn’t all bravery; where else were they going to set down, out here in this nightmare world?
“Take her,” Garrett told Neilsen, and he went back to check on his passengers. He found the cabin in shambles, a Marine dead with a broken neck, the alien boy with a broken left arm and shoulder and probably more. The alien was being supported between the man with the baseball cap and the Hispanic woman. The President was all right, though he was sucking on a cylinder of oxygen through a plastic mask. Derryman and the general were ashen-faced, and from the way Winslett’s eyes darted around, he looked ready to squeeze himself out the broken window. The other man, whom he’d heard was a televangelist of some fame, was sitting in his seat with his eyes shut looking like he was communing with Jesus. The second Marine was okay, he was twenty-three years old and a tough little fireplug of a guy and thought everybody in the world would die before it was his turn, so his attitude carried him through.
Garrett opened a compartment and slid the med kit out. A packet of pain pills was in there amid items such as antiseptic hand cleanser, a roll of elastic bandages, scissors, and insect bite swabs. The alien shook his head—no, no, he didn’t want to ingest chemicals—but the man and the woman convinced him, and he swallowed two with a cup of water. Winslett asked for a couple, though it didn’t appear he was injured anywhere, and Garrett complied. When Garrett asked the President if he needed any, he got back a “Hell, no, just fly this fucker.”
Garrett decided he could help the boy—what looked like a boy—a little further, and he quickly fashioned a sling out of the elastic bandages. He didn’t know whether the alien would be in more discomfort with the sling than without it, but at least that broken arm wouldn’t be dangling. “Let’s try this out,” he said, and to the man with the baseball cap: “Help me with this. Easy with his arm…easy, easy.”
They got Ethan’s arm into the sling. The breath hissed out from between Ethan’s teeth. The pain was severe but he would deal with it, as long as he could hold onto consciousness. It occurred to him how much of the human life involved pain; it was part of their existence, either physical pain or pain of the soul. They were strong, to inhabit such fragile bodies; to be sure, they were stronger than their bodies, for those who appeared to be weak could be the strongest in will and heart. That was why he was attracted to this body, because the boy had fought so hard to live. Now, though, Ethan realized quite certainly that the damage this body had sustained was severe, and he was running out of time. He could keep injured systems going, injured lungs breathing, and the heart pumping blood through dead tissues, but he could not repair the fractures; his left arm was useless.
And there was another thing, alarming even to him.
“They’re coming again,” he said, to anyone who would listen.
“How many?” Dave asked.
“The other four. And…the Gorgon ships are coming in too, very fast. The Cyphers will be here in…they’re here now,” he said. “Two on each side.”
With a start of terror, Jefferson tore his curtain aside to look out. There was no movement in the dark, no lights, nothing. The helicopter juddered along on its southwesterly course.
“Let me go!” Ethan told Dave and the pilot. “Let me get to a window! They’re about to open—”
The warships opened fire.
But it was not the Cyphers who began firing, it was the Gorgons, and their targets were the Cypher ships. Suddenly hundreds of burning blue streaks came from the clouds and hit the Cyphers on both sides of the helicopter. Blue explosions and bursts of shimmering flame shot up. An instant later hundreds of red streaks showed the return fire from the Cyphers, and caught in the midst of the battle was Marine One.
Fiery red spheres and bolts of blue lightning crisscrossed the sky. Blasts echoed through the night, which was no longer dark. Clearly seen in the leaping light of the explosions were the massive Cypher ships, but the Gorgons were up in the clouds and out of sight. Neilsen was dancing the Kestrel through the turbulence of alien fire. Through the window that Jefferson had uncurtained, Ethan saw a red sphere that had missed its original target coming right at the helicopter. It was going to cut them in two. He had an instant to react, and in that instant he shattered the window glass outward with the thrust of an index finger and with the twist of his hand turned the sphere aside so it sizzled past just above the helicopter’s tail rotor.
“Land it! Land it!” Derryman was shouting, but there was no place to land down there.
Some of the spheres and energy bolts were hitting the earth beneath them, punching blackened craters into the ground, and throwing into the air slabs of rock the size of trucks. Hillsides either convulsed or collapsed and storms of dust plumed up. Though terrified, Jefferson was transfixed by the sight of the hundreds of glowing trails and spears of alien firepower; the battle held a mesmerizing beauty, like the most gaudy and expensive fireworks show that had ever blazed the night over New Eden. The sight of pieces of a Cypher warship burning with blue fire and spinning down two thousand feet to the ground broke the spell, but still Jefferson was held in awe.
Suddenly the remaining three Cypher ships levitated themselves straight up into the clouds, moving silently and with a speed that made mockery of any earthly aircraft. The battle continued with bursts of flame back and forth, but the crippled helicopter was out of the line of fire. Neilsen put the landing gear down and headed them toward the ground, their destination only a few miles away.
Garrett had done all he could. He returned to the cockpit, while Dave helped Ethan into a seat and buckled him up.
“Hang on!” Dave had to shout over the shriek of the engines through the broken windows. He knew it was a weak statement, but he had no idea what else to say; Ethan was sweating and shivering and obviously in a lot of pain, so—
“Yes I am,” the peacekeeper answered, “but I will hang on.”
Dave and Olivia both buckled up. The Kestrel shuddered and groaned as it neared the ground, stirring up whirlwinds of dust. Jefferson thought that there was no way this busted bird could get back to the White Mansion; whenever and wherever this thing touched down, that was where they were planted for a long time to come unless there was another ’copter or a plane they could use. But he didn’t want to think about that right now. He was part of the team, and he wasn’t giving up on Ethan.
“Touchdown coming up!” Garrett said over the intercom, which had been cranked to full volume. “Don’t know how we’ll land, so brace yourselves!”
The Kestrel went in, its rotors blowing dust in all directions. The pilot showed his mettle by touching down with hardly a thump.
“Easy-peasey,” Garrett said, with what was maybe an audible exhalation of breath. “Right on target, Mr. President.”
The engines were cut, the rotors whined down, the exit door was opened and the stairs lowered. First out into the dusty dark was the remaining soldier, who scanned all around through a pair of night-
 vision goggles and then took up a position where he could open fire on any threat. Before anyone else descended the stairs, Dave paused to retrieve the dead Marine’s rifle and slide the pistol into the waistband of his jeans. Derryman, pale and shaken from the flight, started to protest but Beale said, “Tell Corporal Suarez this man is coming off the ’copter armed, and I’ve given my approval.” The President’s facial tic had returned, and he too was shaky, but his voice was surprisingly strong. Derryman went off to obey the command, and Winslett followed him.
“Lean on me,” Dave said to Ethan, but the peacekeeper answered, “I can move on my own, thank you.” He had to, though the pain was gnawing at him from a dozen places. He could walk but only at a slow hobble. Going down the stairs, Olivia offered him her arm, and he took it just for the sake of balance.
Then all of them—Ethan, Dave, Olivia, Jefferson, the President, Derryman, Winslett, and Corporal Suarez—stood on a flat plain that rose to rugged foothills, discernible by the flare of explosions and streaks of flame through the clouds above. Ethan noted that more Cypher and Gorgon ships were converging to the battle. Fleets of them were coming in at high speed from all directions. A blast with the noise of a dozen sonic booms crackled across the sky and made everyone in the group wince. They saw, miles away across the plain, an injured Gorgon ship punctured by red-glowing wounds drop down beneath the clouds. It was hit by a dozen more spheres and wobbled to the northwest on an uncertain and likely short course.
The President began to stride away from the helicopter. Everyone else followed. The two pilots remained with the Kestrel. Ethan doubted that they would be able to make suitable repairs, but maybe they were going to try their best. He followed along, moving like the aged human he suddenly felt himself to be, between Dave and Olivia with Jefferson walking behind him and to the left.
Beale walked a distance of about seventy yards and stopped. He faced only the flat plain, the foothills and the dark splashed with the flashes and flares of the war above them. Ethan saw him reach into his suit jacket and bring out a small black device not unlike the communication unit. He pressed a series of buttons on it.
And waited.
Nothing happened.
A blazing blue streak of energy speared down into the foothills about two miles away and tossed earth into the air. The ground trembled beneath their feet.
Beale pressed the buttons again. Still nothing happened. Ethan had to rest his right hand against Dave’s shoulder for support, and on his other side he was supported by Olivia’s arm.
The President looked to Derryman. His face rippled with the nervous tic and his voice had weakened. “Vance…I know I’m in the right place. Maybe I’ve forgotten the sequence?”
“Let’s try fresh batteries,” Derryman said, and he brought from his own pocket four small Duracells he’d taken from a package in the storeroom.
“I should’ve thought of that.”
“My job is to think for you when your mind is full.” Derryman was illuminated by the bursts of deadly flame in the sky as he took the device and popped it open. He removed the old batteries and inserted the new. “Here, try it now.”
Beale repeated the procedure, a pattern of six numbers, a star, and six numbers once more.
For a moment, again nothing happened. Ethan was the first to feel the thrum of machinery moving in the earth.
A section of the plain was angling downward to make a ramp wide enough for a military truck. Small blue guidelights flickered on in the concrete walls. Drifts of dust were pulled into what sounded like air intakes, but it appeared that the rectangle of earth concealing the ramp was a fabrication of some kind of weather-resistant material. Fake sand and pebbles were part of the camouflage. A soft blue glow grew stronger in the opening. The ramp stopped at a fifteen-degree angle and the rumble of machinery ceased.
“Watch your step going down,” Beale advised. “The surface was meant for tires, not shoes. Ethan, grab hold of someone, I don’t want you falling.”
“Yes sir,” Ethan said, because after all Beale was the President of the United States. He again found support between Dave and Olivia, with Jefferson behind him to catch if either one of them stumbled. The rubbery artificial surface gripped shoe soles better than Beale had suggested. On his way down the ramp, Ethan looked up at the battle. The clouds pulsed with fire. A huge explosion sent pieces of Cypher ship whirling to Earth beyond a range of distant mountains. A few seconds after that, the triangular shape of a Gorgon craft swept over the plain about five hundred feet up. It was nearly sliced in two, fluids pouring from the hexagonal passages. Something shimmering and shaped like a child’s top spun rapidly across the sky, shooting red energy spheres in all directions before it too exploded, or rather imploded because there was no sound in its destruction.
Ethan could feel them gathering, could sense the harmonics in the hundreds of warships that were answering the call of Gorgons and Cyphers. The clouds boiled like dirty yellow water in a pot. Energy bolts whipped down like jagged lightning and cracked upon the mountains. Red spheres that had missed their targets or been deflected in some way streaked on toward the horizons. Ethan thought of the last stand at Panther Ridge, and wondered if the alien forces had decided their last stand against each other would be in the sky here, thousands of feet above Area 51.
The group reached the bottom, which was a small parking garage and loading docks for trucks. Everything was illuminated in the soft blue glow. The President used his control device again and the ramp began to close. Just before the opening was sealed, Ethan and the others saw the massive underside of a Cypher ship, like a shiny black roach, pass only a hundred feet or so overhead. It was pocked with smoking holes, each one large enough to fly the Kestrel into. It moved on, its propulsion silent but an eerie high-pitched electronic chatter coming from dying systems.
The instant the ramp closed up, brighter white tubes of light illuminated at the ceiling. They were the same light tubes Ethan had seen at the White Mansion installation. Alien technology, as Derryman had explained, powered the S-4 center as well. Down here there was no sound of the war above but rather only the polite hissing of an air-filtration system scrubbing away any dust that might have drifted in. Lights had come on in a glassed-in guard’s station, empty of a guard. Two traffic barriers painted yellow with black diagonal stripes stood on either side of the guard’s station, but they were easily walked around. Beale led the way deeper into the complex with Corporal Suarez right at his side and Derryman and Winslett only a couple of paces behind. Twice Beale stopped to allow Ethan, helped along by Olivia and Dave, to catch up.
They came to an elevator with stainless steel doors. Beside it was an illuminated keypad and above it a flat black screen like a computer monitor. Beale keyed in a string of numbers. The attempt did nothing, the monitor remained blank. “Damn,” the President said, “I can’t remember all this shit.” He tried again, visibly concentrating, pausing after each number.
The monitor screen brightened. An outline of a hand appeared, with palm upward, fingers slightly spread and thumb to the left.
“Good evening, Mr. President,” said a cool and efficient female voice from a speaker slit along the bottom of the monitor. “Please verify.”
Beale placed his palm, fingers and thumb directly against the outline. The monitor blinked very quickly, like a picture being taken, and went dark again. “Thank you, sir,” said the voice.
The elevator doors opened. It was a large car, more than enough to hold a dozen people comfortably with space to spare. The numbers on the control panel went from One down to Five. When everyone was aboard, Beale pressed the Five button, the elevator doors closed, and they descended with a speed that made the stomach flip.
“You doing all right?” Dave asked Ethan.
Ethan nodded, but he was not. The body had been injured more severely than when he’d entered it. Though there’d been internal damage in that blast concussion there had been no fractured bones. The dark-haired woman with the boy—his mother, but that had to be concealed from him because it was better to let his mind work with questions rather than to be overcome with answers—had pulled him close. She and the four others had taken the full impact of a Cypher strike that had missed its Gorgon target. If the concussion of that blast in the strip mall had not ended the boy’s life, this surely would have done it. His left arm was dead and cold now from the shoulder down, but his broken ribs on that side were hurting him, and pain flared through the muscles along his spine. He felt the pressure of liquid in the lungs, a sensation that they were laboring. He had to cough into his free hand, and then he regarded the ugly red scrawl of blood cupped there.
Everyone else had seen too. The peacekeeper looked at Dave and smiled tightly. “I guess I’m back where Ethan began,” he said, and he wiped his hand on the leg of his jeans. Dave had to shift his gaze to the floor.
The elevator slowed and stopped. The doors slid open. Ahead of them was a long corridor that looked to be made of stainless steel and was rounded like a vein through a body. Corporal Suarez left the elevator first, then Derryman and Winslett. Beale followed them and then the others with Jefferson last.
The President led them forward. The corridor branched to both left and right. He took the group to the left and continued forty more yards to a solid slab of a door also made of stainless steel. Another keypad and a monitor screen were mounted in the wall. Beale went through the process of keying in the numbers once more and the crisp female voice said, “Good evening again, Mr. President. Please verify.” The screen came on, the outline of the hand appeared and the verification was made. There came the sound of two locks disengaging.
The door appeared heavy, but obviously it was not, because Beale was able to pull it open with its rubber-coated handle using a minimum of effort. The door seemed to float open. Tube lights at the ceiling were already on. Cool air began to be circulated, but Olivia thought even before crossing the threshold—which had an electric eye implanted in it—that she smelled the dry, medicinal odor of a hospital.
They entered, and when the door closed behind them, the two locks engaged.
The first chamber was a glassed-in space with three rows of theater seats much like the President’s television studio, but here the seats faced two large flatscreens. A door led into a larger room, sixty feet long if an inch. Pale green tiles covered the walls and the floor was made of gray tiles. The overhead light fixtures were round, like flying saucers. A digital clock on the wall was still running and reported the time as 20:38 in white numerals. Another stainless steel door stood at the far end of the room, with a square red warning light of some kind above it. The surgery, Ethan thought, picking it up from the mind of Foggy Winslett. And more from the general, a flare of fear: Don’t want to go in there hell no, no way. Too many bad memories of the bodies…
“Here,” said President Beale, “are the artifacts.”
He was standing before the glass double doors of a smaller room off to the right. Jefferson figured it to be about the size of a nice walk-in cigar humidor. Within the room, under the glow of the light tubes, were lucite shelves on which eight different items rested. Below the items were little identifying letters and numbers printed on clear stick-on labels: FL12255 under what appeared to be an ordinary piece of dark-colored iron, IA240873 beneath a metallic sphere not much larger than a baseball, AR060579 beneath a featureless black cube, and so on.
“Those came from crashed spaceships?” Jefferson asked, his sense of wonder now in overdrive. “Jesus!”
“A couple of them,” Beale said, “were shot down by missiles. The responsibility of other presidents. One collided with a private jet at night in a thunderstorm, over Indiana. The identifiers signify what state these were found in, the day, the month, and the year they were recovered. There have been seven others that self-destructed after awhile, but again that was before my time. All the records, the ships, and the bodies are kept somewhere else.” Beale turned to look at Ethan. “We’ve gone over these things with the best possible minds available, which is not easy considering the security involved. We don’t think any of these are weapons, but do you think differently?”
“I need to get closer,” the peacekeeper said.
Beale opened one of the doors for him, and he hobbled through on his own power. “Come in if you want to,” he told Dave, Olivia, and Jefferson. “You’ve come this far…take a few more steps.”
They went in. Beale followed and shut the door behind him, and neither Derryman nor Winslett showed any inclination to want to enter. Ethan scanned the objects.
He didn’t know exactly what each one was, but he sensed no warlike energy. “Can I touch anything?”
“If you can’t, who could? Pick up that piece of FL12255. But before you do, think of an earthly material…a texture, the skin of something…whatever. Go ahead.”
Ethan visualized water as he remembered it rising from the bottom of the swimming pool at Panther Ridge. When he put his hand on the piece of iron, it became a puddle of iron-colored liquid. When he withdrew his hand, it crawled itself back into its original shape. Dust, he thought, and putting his hand on the object it became a powdery iron-colored substance. As soon as the touch was broken, it turned back into what it had been…which the peacekeeper realized was a transmutable material tuned to the thoughts of whoever had physical contact with it.
“My Lord,” Olivia said softly.
Ethan picked up the metallic sphere. It looked as if it were jointed together in about a dozen places. It was heavy, but not too much for one hand.
“Balance it on the tip of a finger,” Beale said.
It seemed too heavy for that, but Ethan tried using his index finger. When it should have fallen, it did not; it balanced there and was perfectly weightless. In another few seconds, the ball lifted off his finger three inches and hung there. Then it started rotating. The joints began to open and close with rapid succession, but soundlessly, and suddenly there was a sixth entity in the room.
It stood slim and tall, a little over seven feet, in appearance a male humanoid albino with pale eyes and shoulder-length white hair. Jewels sparkled along the edges of both ears, which were again very much similar to those of humans but curled just slightly inward. The being wore a long white gown decorated with dozens of shining gold figures that made Olivia think of ancient Aztec pictographs she’d seen with Vincent in the National Museum of History in Mexico City. The being smiled beatifically, offered his long-fingered hands in an obvious attitude of friendship and began to speak in a quiet voice that was like no language the Earth-dwellers had ever heard; it was full of pops and clicks and what sounded like stuttering. When he was finished, in about half a minute, the entity bowed his head and faded out. The sphere stopped its rotation and settled back onto the tip of Ethan’s finger, where it remained until Beale took it and returned it to its proper place.
“We’ve tried to decipher the message,” the President said. “We think it’s something to do with medicine. There’s a sound in there that means the same as in a language known as ‘Comecrudan’, but that was extinct by the mid-1880s.”
“You’re exactly right,” Ethan said.
“What?”
“It’s about medicine. I know that language, and I know that civilization. He was offering your world the cure for cancer.”
Beale didn’t speak, and neither did anyone else from planet Earth.
“He was telling you,” Ethan went on, “that the cure for cancer is depicted in the symbols on his gown. Is this from one of the ships that was shot down?”
“It happened a long time ago,” the President said.
“I see,” Ethan replied. His hand went to his left side to try to ease some of the pain there of fractured ribs and raw nerves.
He took stock of the other objects: a small humanoid-looking figurine fashioned from a metal that shimmered with many colors, a square of what appeared to be ordinary window glass but was only a few millimeters in thickness, a coil of delicately fine silver-colored wire, and the rest of them.
“There are no weapons here,” the peacekeeper said. “These are gifts.”
“Gifts,” the President repeated, hollowly.
“Brought to you—foolishly—by civilizations wanting to make contact. You weren’t ready for that. You were far from ready, and they learned that lesson.”
“No weapons?” Jefferson sounded distraught. “None? Ethan, there’s nothing here?”
Ethan didn’t answer.
“What is that?” he asked President Beale. He lifted his hand to point at the small black cube. Arizona, the sixth day of May, 1979.
“A mystery,” the President said.
Ethan picked it up. It was light, and again it could be easily managed with one hand, and could sit right in the palm. The sides were smooth and featureless, the dimensions perfect.
“No substance that we know of on Earth,” Beale said, “can drill into it or leave a mark on it. X-rays can’t see into it. No medical or military device we have can look inside that thing. So it just sits there doing nothing. The scientists figured that if it was going to blow up the world it would have already, but they were so afraid of it they kept it in a lead-lined vault for over twenty years.”
“Maybe you’re supposed to paint white dots on it and hang it from your rearview mirror,” said Dave, who was beginning to realize that there was truly nothing here, that the Cyphers and Gorgons were having one hell of a battle over their heads, and there was probably no way to get back to the White Mansion, which itself was as safe as an open wound.
Ethan pondered the object. Neither could he penetrate what was inside it, but…
“This is a gift too,” he said. “It has to be. The question is…what was it created to give?”
“We’ll never know,” said Beale.
“It looks like fear,” Ethan decided.
“What?” This time it was Jefferson who posed the question.
“Like fear. A small black cube of fear.” That statement caused the seed of an idea to grow roots. “Tell me…any one of you…what do the people of your planet collectively fear?”
“Alien invasion,” Dave said. “Or for two alien tribes to be fighting over us.”
“More than that,” Ethan urged. “Some fear that’s been a real possibility for a long time, much longer than their war.” 
“Total destruction,” Olivia offered.
“How?” Ethan kept examining the cube as he waited for an answer.
“Nuclear bombs,” Jefferson said. “Or…I don’t know…The End, I guess. Like what killed the dinosaurs.”
“The strike of a huge asteroid,” the President added. “Even now…I mean, before all this…we know they’re out there. Some have passed pretty close, but we’ve kept it secret. We thought that if one of those hit us again, it could be the end of all life.”
“And you were defenseless against those,” said Ethan, who already knew the answer.
“We had emergency plans, but we would’ve only gotten one chance, and if we failed, it would be all over.”
Ethan felt he needed to cough up blood again. How long could he keep this body going? He didn’t know.
Fear…an asteroid strike…the end of all life…one chance and if we failed it would be all over.
Something resonated within him. He could not see into the cube, could not discern its alien workings or its purpose, but like the idea of the White Mansion, he could not put out of his consciousness the progression of fear…an asteroid strike…the end of all life…one chance and if we failed it would be all over…
“I have to find a way into this,” the peacekeeper said, his voice thick.
He had just finished saying this when a siren went off and the cool female voice said from a speaker in the ceiling: “Intruder on Level One…Intruder on Level Two…Intruder on all levels…multiple intruders…warning…warning…multiple intruders on all levels…”
Ethan knew they had come to kill him. Time was running out for everyone in this room and for every human who huddled in a shelter all across this world. They were on their way, and they would not wait for this form to fall and his true essence to break free.
The black cube sat in his palm. Fear, he thought. End of all life. One chance. One.
They were coming.



Thirty-Four.
 



“It’s impossible!” Beale’s eyes were wild. “Nothing can get in here!” 
“Warning…warning…multiple intruders on all levels,” said the female voice, its cool computerized cheerfulness now completely out of place. “Echo Sierra. Repeat…Echo Sierra.”
“What does that mean?” Dave demanded.
“Worst case scenario. Everybody stays on lockdown while the Special Ops soldiers work…but there aren’t any here.” Beale left them in the artifacts room to confer with Derryman and Winslett, who both looked as if they were ready to climb the walls. Corporal Suarez had taken a position where he could watch the steel door, his rifle at the ready.
“He says nothing can get in here,” Jefferson said. His face had become a swamp of sweat. “That’s what he thought about the White Mansion too. Ethan, do you know where they are and how many?”
“Many signals,” Ethan answered, but he was giving most of his concentration to the black cube. The siren was still sounding, a high oscillating noise. Pain nagged at him, pulling him away from his task. “They’re not far from this room,” he added. “They’re fighting each other right now, which gives us some time.”
Dave thumbed the safety off his automatic rifle. He offered the pistol to Olivia, who gladly took it.
“I know this cube is a gift,” Ethan said. “It has to open up, somehow.”
“By the time you figure that out we’ll be dead.” Jefferson looked with some consternation at the pistol in Olivia’s hand. “Don’t I get a gun? How about letting me hold that one?”
“I’m fine as it is, thanks,” she told him.
“You can hold this.” Ethan held the cube out to Jefferson.
“I don’t want that damned thing. It scares the hell out of me.”
“Please hold it. I need a free hand.”
Reluctantly, Jefferson took the cube and held it before him in his right palm. “Echo Sierra…Echo Sierra,” the computerized voice repeated, but no Special Ops soldiers were coming to their rescue.
“How much time do you think we have?” Dave asked, watching the door and the walls.
“I have no…” Idea, Ethan was about to say. But an idea did pierce through, and that idea was: Time.
The greatest gift.
A thousand permutations went through his mind in a matter of seconds. A thousand odds were weighed, a thousand combinations and possibilities. He looked at the digital clock on the far wall, which had just changed over to 20:52.
“I’m going to try something,” he said. “Every civilization recognizes the concept of a positive and a null, which would be to you one and zero. In your language, binary code. Whatever happens,” he told Jefferson, “don’t drop it.”
“What’s going to happen?”
Ethan ignored him. The clock still showed 20:52.
He spoke the number calmly and clearly in binary code: “One, zero zero zero, zero zero zero, zero zero one, zero zero.”
The cube did not open.
Jefferson felt nothing, no movement nor heat from the object.
Two small squares suddenly illuminated on the top. Jefferson gave a little yelp but he didn’t drop it.
Within each square were two symbols that pulsed with white light. Jefferson thought they looked like Chinese markings. The other sides of the cube remained black.
“What is it?” Dave asked. “How’d you know to do that?”
“It’s a timepiece,” Ethan said. “I spoke the current time in binary code. It’s set itself to recognize the time system here and react to a human voice. And…I didn’t know for certain, but I assumed that the cube might respond to something other than touch.” He saw that Beale, Derryman and Winslett had noticed the glowing cube and they were coming in, with the President leading the way.
“What’s that thing doing?” Winslett asked, a frantic note in his voice, before Beale could speak. “Is it a bomb?”
“No. It’s…an alien clock,” Ethan decided to say for the sake of simplicity and simple minds. “I woke it up.”
“A clock? What the hell good is that?” Derryman asked sharply.
“Warning…warning…multiple intruders on all levels,” said the female voice. “Echo Sierra…Echo Sierra.” It sounded now as if the computer had begun to plead for help.
“We’re going to be under attack very soon,” the peacekeeper said. “Cyphers are going to be coming through the walls. Before they do, I need to tell you about this.” He held his hand out for it and Jefferson gladly gave it up. “I know where it came from. I recognize the symbols. And it’s a little more than just a clock.”
“What, then?” Beale prompted.
“This is the greatest gift you’ve been given, sir. It’s your world’s second chance.”
“Explain that.”
“The civilization that brought this to you is very old. They were the first to use the dimensional lightpaths. They might have witnessed an asteroid strike to your planet, eons ago. They brought this as a gift to prevent the destruction of your world in the repeat of such a strike or some other catastrophe. We can use it now. I can read the symbols, I can activate the power in this.”
“Power? What power?” Beale eyed the cube warily. “What does it do?”
Ethan smiled faintly, in spite of the pain that was steadily breaking this body down. Oh, there was so much they did not know and could not yet understand…
“It’s a time machine,” he said.
No one spoke. It was a frozen moment, though from beyond the steel door there came the muffled noise of what might have been an explosion. Ethan could envision the Cyphers and Gorgons fighting out there, locked in deadly close-quarters combat.
“Such a thing doesn’t exist,” said Derryman. “It can’t exist.”
“This has its limitations,” Ethan went on. “It can reverse time but not leap it forward. That’s the point of the gift. To go back and have a second chance…a gift of time to destroy an asteroid, to avert a war, or prevent any other disaster.”
“You’re saying…with this thing we can erase what’s happened?” Beale asked. “Go back in time?”
“With limitations. As I understand this creation, it can be used only once. And…I think going back more than two years is…how would you say…pushing the envelope. Your minds are such that the reversal of that much time may cause memory holes. Some will be able to remember and some not.”
Something slammed against the steel door, but for the moment it held.
“Echo Sierra…Echo Sierra…” It was a lost voice calling out for a lost cause.
“There may be other repercussions,” the peacekeeper said. “Honestly, I just don’t know.”
Beale drew a long breath, held it and then exhaled. “Can you program it?”
“Yes.”
“For when?”
“To be as safe as possible…the latest date. The third day of your April month, two years ago. I can program the device to…” Ethan paused to study the symbols. “I think…to revert time back to within a few minutes before the Gorgons came through the portals.”
“That’s cutting it damned close, if it even works!” Winslett said.
“And what if it does work?” Jefferson asked. “So what if you can reel back time? You can’t stop the Gorgons from coming through! They destroyed the armies of the world in a couple of days! What’s to keep everything from happening all over again?”
Ethan nodded, the silver eyes intense but under them the dark circles of exhaustion and physical injury. A smear of blood showed at the left corner of his mouth.
“I can,” he said.
“How?”
“In my true form…I can leave you with another gift. I can use my energy to create for you a permanent protective web around your planet. It can be tuned like the strings of an instrument to the harmonics of both Gorgon and Cypher warships. But if the Gorgons can’t get through,” he said, “the Cyphers will never come here. There will never be a fight for the border. Some will know it happened…some will have their memories of this erased.” He looked at Dave and Olivia and then back to the President. “It’ll make for a very interesting and challenging future.”
“My God,” Beale said. “If it works like you say, how will the world handle this?”
“I hope as what it’s supposed to be, a second chance.”
The President looked to Derryman and Winslett for help, but they were as lost as the lost voice and the lost cause. It was his decision to make, and what was the alternative?
He was about to say Do it when the first Cypher soldier blurred through the wall into the chamber outside the artifacts room. The creature was behind Corporal Suarez, who swiveled around and immediately opened fire.
The second Cypher soldier that followed blew Suarez apart with a double bolt of death from its energy weapon.
“Do it,” Beale ordered.
What Ethan needed was his own gift of time. The two Cypher soldiers were striding toward the artifacts room. Three more of them were ghosting from the wall. Dave fired through the glass, breaking it to pieces, and Olivia opened up with the pistol.
“Take it!” Ethan told Jefferson, holding the cube out. The creature that had killed Suarez was turning, bringing its blaster to bear on them. Jefferson scooped the cube from Ethan’s hand. The peacekeeper’s arm thrust forward and from the palm five spears of lightning shot out, one for each Cypher. The soldiers were hit, lifted off their feet and burned into black scarecrows when they slammed against the wall, where they flowed to the floor like streams of grease.
More were ghosting in. Dave and Olivia were still shooting through the broken glass but the Cyphers vibrated so fast the bullets passed through their bodies. Two of the soldiers fired as they materialized and four red orbs of flame with white-hot centers flew at the artifacts room. Ethan was able to deflect all four, sending them sizzling through the wall, but he realized even he in this weakened body was going to soon be overpowered. Five more soldiers were sliding into the chamber. Thirteen Cyphers were there within twenty feet, and all of them aimed their blasters in unison at the seven targets.
With human sweat on his face and human blood on his mouth, the peacekeeper swept his hand in a rapid motion across the row of soldiers.
How many thousands of burning bullets left him? So many that, to him, he saw only a solid wall of them, flying outward with awesome velocity. They tore into and through the Cyphers, ripped them into flaming black pieces and splattered the walls and ceiling with clots of glistening red-and-yellow-streaked intestines. The last soldier to be obliterated was able to fire its weapon, but since half of the creature was already gone by the time the black-gloved finger twitched on the fleshy trigger, the double spheres shot up through the reinforced metal ceiling into the original rock of the silver mine. A rain of small stones fell amid a storm of dust. Two soldiers that had been coming through a wall now gleaming with Cypher guts slid away, as if deciding in their robotic logic that retreat was advance in a different direction.
“They’ll be back,” said Ethan, who coughed blood into a hand that was his gunsight. He staggered, and the President caught him. “I need time to program it,” he said, the voice raspy and weak. “We’re not safe here. Get into that room.” He nodded in the direction of the steel door that led to the surgery.
“Let’s go,” Beale said. Then, to Jefferson, “Hold onto that thing.”
They left the shattered artifact room and moved through the pall of rock dust, with Beale in the lead and Dave guarding the rear. Ethan was helped along by Olivia. He was aware of entities pressing in, of things not fully formed lurking in the haze, but whether they were Cypher or Gorgon, he didn’t know. Whichever it was, a terrible danger was very close.
They were about fifteen feet from the door when Dave heard what might have been a soft whistling like the displacement of air; or maybe it was a whirring sound, like a little machine in motion.
It was coming from his left.
He turned in that direction, his rifle barrel coming up because he knew already.
Vope had materialized only a few feet away. Vope was perfect again, as perfect as the Gorgons could create the masquerade of a human being.
Dave fired into the thing’s face and blew its right cheek off. Before he could take a second shot he saw the mouth hitch into what might have been a smile of triumph, just as the mottled spike drove itself into the right side of his chest. It wrenched free, and Dave fell to his knees.
There was no time for shock. With a cry of outrage and pain, Olivia emptied her last three bullets into the creature’s head. Vope staggered back, counterfeit human blood flowing down the face. The spiked arm and the arm with the ebony snake-head writhed in the air, the snake’s metal fangs darting out to seize and crush Olivia’s skull.
Ethan did not let that happen.
His rage emerged as a massive silver whip of energy that tore Vope to shreds in the blink of an eye. The face, now devoid of emotion, disintegrated. What little remained of the body was thrown backwards into the haze, and that small part ignited into white flame and exploded into nothingness.
“Help him…help him,” Ethan pleaded. Derryman and Winslett reached down and dragged Dave through the steel door. Beale slammed it shut and threw two locks.
Olivia had burst into tears, her knuckles white on the empty pistol. Ethan knelt down beside Dave, who reached out for him and grasped the front of his t-shirt.
“Damn,” Dave whispered, more in frustration than in pain. He was a ruin. He was his own Visible Man, open to the world. His hand trembled, and his face had gone deathly pale. He had lost his rifle and the baseball cap. His sweat-damp hair was sticking up in wild cowlicks.
Ethan searched his eyes and saw the dying of the light.
“Rest,” the peacekeeper said.
“I…I…” Dave couldn’t speak, he couldn’t get anything out. Yet he had so much to say. A coldness was creeping up. So much to say, to both Ethan and Olivia. To Jefferson, as well. He wanted to put his arms around Olivia one last time and tell her how much he loved and respected her, but he knew it was not to be. He hoped she knew; he thought she did. She knelt beside him too and took his other hand, and she held it tightly. It was getting hard for him to think, hard to realize exactly where he was and what had happened. It had been so fast. He thought as as he started to drift away…one thing he had learned…life was not fair and there were hard blows you had to take on the chin, like it or not. A test, he thought. Was that really what it was all about? If so…he hoped he’d scored at least a passing grade. His sunken eyes found the glowing cube in Jefferson’s hand. He pulled Ethan close, his mouth against the ear of a human boy.
“I believe in you,” he whispered.
And he left the world with the small sigh of a man who had worked hard all his life, seen much trial and tribulation, but had known joy and love too, in what used to be. He left the world holding tight to a being from another planet or another dimension or another reality, and as the life departed and the hand fell away, the peacekeeper stood up with Beale’s help. Ethan was himself dazed and unsteady but not defeated, and he touched his silver eyes where they were wet. Then he knew fully what it was to be a human, and he was in awe of them.
Olivia got to her feet. She stared down at Dave for a moment, and when she looked into Ethan’s eyes again she was stone-faced and resolute. “Do what you need to do,” she told him. “Do what you can.”
They stood in an area where surgeons prepared themselves to explore the bodies of beings from other worlds. There was a long green ceramic sink where the surgeons scrubbed their hands before they put on the rubber gloves and took up their scalpels. A pair of doors led into the operating room, and a large plate-glass window afforded a view to the two stainless steel operating tables, the concave mirror lights and the other necessary equipment. Ethan noted two cameras set up to capture all the details.
“Hold it out,” Ethan said to Jefferson.
There came the muffled noise of another explosion, a massive one, from somewhere else on the level. The floor shook beneath their feet. The Gorgons and Cyphers were still at their forever war, and they would fight each other into eternity on balls of rock, ice, and fire that sat astride the border.
“Hurry,” the President urged.
But it could not be hurried, because even though the peacekeeper knew the symbols, the task still had to be done with care. The creature who had brought this gift had intended to absorb the earthly languages, which would be child’s play for that advanced civilization. Then detailed instruction would be given to whoever was chosen to receive it, and hopefully that person was wise enough to grasp the power in this timepiece.
But that hadn’t happened, and Ethan figured the bearer of this had wound up being dissected on one of those operating room tables.
Ethan recognized that the upper symbols on the two squares stood for the representation of Furthermost Distance, which would be the year. The lower symbols stood for one and zero, again the binary code. Ethan entered the year by pressing the squares a total of eleven times. They turned from glowing white to red. That designation of the Year—the furthermost distance in time away from the present moment—was accepted.
The squares became white again. The upper symbols changed to the representation of Middle Distance, which would be the day. April 3rd was the 93rd day of the Earth year, thus Ethan entered the binary code of 1011101. The squares turned red, accepting the day.
Once more the squares turned white. The upper symbols altered themselves to the representation of Nearest Distance, which would be the time in hours and minutes.
Ethan recalled JayDee saying I remember the time exactly. It was eighteen minutes after ten.
That was when John Douglas had been alerted by a nurse to watch the explosions in the sky on the television newcasts and the Gorgon ships were beginning their ominous arrival around the planet. Ethan decided to input the time as ten o’clock, 1111101000 in binary code. The timepiece was aligned to the S-4 installation’s twenty-four-hour clock and would correctly read that number as morning and not night.
“When I enter this,” he told them, “the process will start. I don’t know what it will feel like to you. I do know I’ll have no more need for this body, and I’ll release it. Are you ready?”
“Ready,” said the President. His facial tic had stopped, but a muscle worked in his jaw.
“I am,” Jefferson said. He was glassy-eyed. “Christ…I hope this does what you say it will.”
Foggy Winslett nodded. 
“Yes,” Derryman said.
Ethan looked at Olivia. “Are you ready?”
She stared down at Dave and then she lifted her weary, shocked eyes to his. “Will…everyone who died…will they be alive again?”
“That’s the plan,” he answered.
“Vincent,” she said, “and Dave too. All of them.” The tears crept down her cheeks. “Oh, my God.”
“I’m going to finish this.” He sensed activity beyond the steel door. “Goodbye, Olivia,” he said, and he wanted to hug her and thank her for all she had done but the river of time was moving. He quickly reached out to the cube in Jefferson’s hand to input the final code.
He had entered seven digits when the enemy came.
Before Ethan could react, two Cypher energy spheres tore into the room through the door. One hit Derryman in its passage, blasting away most of the upper part of his body. Derryman’s legs and lower torso staggered and the single remaining arm reached around as if searching for its missing parts, the rags of its suit jacket on fire. The next two spheres blew the mangled door inward along with much of the wall. The slab of steel and chunks of broken concrete edged with fire hurtled into the room. A shockwave took everyone off their feet and the sheet of plateglass shattered. Jefferson went down as a fist-sized piece of concrete broke his collarbone on the right side. The cube fell to a floor that was suddenly littered with flaming debris.
Ethan was on his knees. Blood streamed from a gash above his left eye, and a small fragment of concrete had scorched a streak across his left cheek. His broken arm had come out of its sling and hung uselessly. The pain that thrummed through him was nearly paralyzing. He was stunned, just on the edge of losing consciousness. He made out a figure striding through the ragged opening: a single Cypher soldier, its blaster ready for another burst of double fire. He recognized the small red glyph of an honored killing machine etched on the lower right slope of the faceplate; this was the soldier that had executed Bennett Jackson.
Deathbringer’s circuits worked. The soldier was aware of its primary target ahead and slightly to the left, in a posture of helplessness though that was deceiving. But there was something else of importance here; it gave off an electrical vibration Deathbringer had never before experienced. This object was shaped like a cube and was lying near the primary target. The object bore two illuminated squares. In an instant Deathbringer’s schematics identified this object as an unknown threat to be destroyed, and the Cypher soldier altered the aim of its blaster to burn this cube into melted ruin.
A piece of concrete hit Deathbringer’s faceplate and caused a second’s disruption.
“No,” the President gasped from where he’d pulled himself up from the rubble, half of his face a mask of blood. Ethan felt something else enter the room. It was behind him. It was cold, deadly, and unspeakable.
The Cypher soldier felt it too and swiveled to take aim with its energy weapon, but before that could happen a spear of liquid was already in the air and had passed over the peacekeeper.
Deathbringer began to vibrate out. It was quick, but this time it was not quick enough. The liquid splattered across its faceplate and instantly started burning through it. The vibration ceased; the Cypher ghosted back in, and as the acid melted through the faceplate material and destroyed the underlying schematics and life directives, the soldier’s body began to writhe and twist as if to tear itself to pieces. The blaster fired as the trigger finger convulsed. A pair of burning spheres shot between Ethan and Jefferson and smashed into the operating room’s equipment. The soldier twisted in two directions as if upper and lower parts of its body were coming unscrewed in the middle. The energy weapon fired again, and the spheres tore through the wall behind Olivia, who clung to the floor and to the tattered remnants of her sanity.
As Deathbringer spun and convulsed and the acid ate its lifeforce away, Ethan turned his head and caught sight of what stood behind him.
It was only a brief glimpse before it changed into the image of a human woman with long, lank brown hair and sad eyes in a face that used to be pretty. She wore jeans and a white blouse edged with pink around the collar. An instant before the illusion was created, the creature had been a nightmare thing whose scaly yellow flesh was banded with black and red. It had worn a shapeless, leathery black gown, and the scarlet pupils of the unblinking eyes were both repulsive and hypnotic.
The sad-eyed woman spoke.
“My Jefferson,” she said, with a Southern accent. “Betrayed his lover. Such a bad boy.”
Jefferson saw Regina standing there, but he knew what this really was and so did the peacekeeper. A pulsing pain began at the back of Jefferson’s neck; in another heartbeat it had grown to a force that squeezed the tears of agony from his swollen eyes. He thought it was about to blow his head off.
“You,” said the Gorgon queen. Her gaze shifted to Ethan. “Caused us concern. What are you?”
Ethan was barely able to answer. There was blood in his mouth, his lungs were hitching for breath and this body was all but done.
“Not your toy,” he managed to whisper. “Your master.”
She smiled faintly and with great contempt.
But her smile faltered when four more Cypher soldiers came through the broken wall, and the peacekeeper knew it was his moment.
The cube was within reach. There were three digits of the binary code to enter: three zeroes. The illuminated squares were on top of the cube; they were always on top, no matter how the cube lay.
He reached out and was able to enter two zeroes before the queen realized that what he was doing was a threat. The face rippled, and the mask fell away like a shimmering mirage. Revealed there was the hideous, cobra-like visage that could freeze the heart of any human, and as Jefferson Jericho’s head pulsed toward explosion and the Cypher soldiers aimed their energy weapons, the queen of the Gorgons hissed a stream of acid from her fanged mouth, flying at the face of the boy who defied her.
The peacekeeper entered the final digit as acid splattered across the forehead, nose and into the silver eyes.
He saw the squares turn red before his eyes were burned out.
He burst free from the ruined body, a being of total energy like a writhing electrical storm that shot out bolts of lightning in all directions and grew larger to fill the room, the level, the entire installation, the sky from horizon to horizon, and to envelop the entirety of the embattled planet Earth.
The walls of reality warped.
Holes began to break through the construction that separated the Present and the Past. Olivia had the sensation of her body no longer on the floor of this destroyed room. It seemed to her that her body had not moved, but the room itself had suddenly fallen away. She was drifting in a twilight world where unrecognizable shapes and images rushed past her, and their motion caused her to spin as if all gravity had ceased to exist. She was on a Tilt-A-Whirl at a carnival, spinning so fast she couldn’t catch her breath, and she wanted someone to stop it…stop it
please…but it didn’t stop, and she tried to cry out, but her voice was gone, everything had become a gray blur, and all sounds were muffled thunder.
She spun and spun and spun, and she thought she would sue someone when this was over, she would sue the owners and Vincent would help her, because nobody could stand this, she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t speak, it wasn’t right that someone didn’t stop this, no human could bear it, and as strange and horrible pictures tumbled through her mind she feared for her sanity, and she thought in panic God help me I’m coming apart…



Thirty-Five.
 



He was working on the wooden fence on the western edge of his property that the March wind had gnawed down last week. He wore his dark blue baseball cap, old comfortable jeans, a brown t-shirt, and a tan-colored jacket. In like a lamb, out like a lion, he thought. It had been one hell of a lion this—
And then Dave McKane staggered and dropped his hammer, because something terrible was coming. He looked at his wristwatch, a gift from Cheryl on their tenth anniversary. It was one minute after ten. Something was coming from the sky. It was crazy, yeah…crazy…because the sky was cloudless and blue and the sun was warming up and…
Something was coming.
He ran for the house, calling his wife’s name. He ran past the pickup truck and the camper, which for some strange reason he envisioned scorched with flame and sitting on four melted tires. He was losing his mind. Right out of the blue, on a beautiful day, he was going insane.
“Dave! What’s wrong with you?” Cheryl said when he burst like a wild man through the screened door and took it off its hinges on his way into the kitchen. He tossed it aside. He was all nerves, had the shakes, needed a drink, a cigarette, wow was he screwed up. Thank Christ the boys were in school, they couldn’t see their old man the bad-ass scared shitless because he was, and that was God’s truth.
“Dave? Dave?” Cheryl, a small-boned woman who had the biggest heart Dave had ever known, followed her husband through the house to the front room. He kept checking his watch, but he wasn’t sure why. He picked up the remote control, dropped it, fumbled to pick it up again, and turned on the flatscreen.
“What is wrong with you?” she asked. “You’re actin’ crazy!”
“Uh-huh.” He turned the channel to CNN. The newscaster was talking about a protest movement in Washington, a few thousand people had gathered who wanted to go to a flat tax, and spokesmen for both parties were saying they liked that idea, but Dave knew they were lying, both parties were full of liars who didn’t care about anything but their own wallets and their grip on power, they were fighting all the time and it was an endless war with the citizens caught in the middle. “Wait,” he told Cheryl, and he checked the Bulova again. “Just wait.”
He changed the channel to Fox News. Over there two men and a woman were arguing that the President shouldn’t go on his European trip with all these problems at home, he was shirking his duty to the American people, he was pandering to Europe, he was a Missouri Democrat who didn’t know the meaning of responsibility, he was weak-willed and anyway his wife was no Jackie Kennedy, Laura Bush, or for that matter no Michelle Obama. Then they ended with laughter over the statement that Beale had better get ready for a “Repeal” and they went on to the stock market reports from Indonesia.
Dave turned back to CNN. The timestamp on the network said it was 10:09. His watch was one minute slow. Now the newscaster had gone on to a report of an American cargo ship being threatened by Somalian pirates last night but they’d been turned away by a patrol boat.
“Lordy!” Cheryl said. “What’s so important about watching the news today?”
“Something’s coming,” he told her before he could stop it from getting out.
“What?”
“Coming from the sky. Listen…I don’t know…I feel messed up.”
“You’re scaring me,” she said. “Cut it out.”
He lit a cigarette with his Bic and drew it in as if it were the last smoke he would have in this world.
“What happened out there? Dave, talk to me!” She put her arm around his shoulders and found he was trembling, which really put the fear in her. Her husband wasn’t scared of anything, he would fight the Devil if he thought it was right. But now…
“This is the third of April?” he asked.
“You know it is! Your birthday is in two weeks, you’ve been—”
“Wait.” Dave blew smoke through his nostrils. “Wait and watch.”
She waited, her heart pounding and her arm around the trembling shoulders. He made a soft noise like a cry down deep in his soul, and that sound almost put her on the cell phone for an ambulance because she had never, ever seen him like this before.
Another long and terrible minute went past, during which Dave smoked in silence and Cheryl said nothing.
The CNN newscaster then began to talk to a specialist in the housing market about mortgage rates and such, and what would happen if this or that took place and how people were going to cope.
“I don’t know what we’re supposed to be waiting for,” Cheryl said.
Dave rubbed a hand across his forehead. Bits and pieces were coming back; it was like a big jigsaw puzzle of memories in his head, and some slid right in but some wouldn’t fit. He wanted to throw up because his stomach roiled, but he was afraid to leave the TV.
That portion of the news ended, and the newscaster turned to the anti-government protests in Bangkok that had started last week and had so far caused three deaths and twelve injuries in clashes between protesters and police. A young man with slicked-back black hair and wearing studious-looking glasses came on; it was night, with a few lights burning behind him. Dave didn’t know how many hours Thailand was ahead of Colorado but he figured it had to be nearly the next day over there.
The young man was asked the question, “What’s the situation there tonight, Craig?”
Craig started to speak into his microphone but then stopped; his face was pale and his eyes were both dazed and terrified behind the glasses. He looked up toward the sky and then back to the camera, and suddenly there was a noise like two or three sonic booms overlapping each other, and Craig threw up a hand as if to shield his face from some horrible sight. “Oh Jesus, oh Jesus!” he cried out, nearly sobbing, and he lurched from the scene as the camera turned from him to scan the sky. At first there was nothing in the sky but darkness. The camera searched back and forth, enough to make any viewer ill with motion sickness. It found the half moon and what appeared to be the lights of a passing jetliner.
“We’re having a situation there, evidently,” the newcaster said over the visual, his voice tight but measured and calm in the way that all newscasters must sound to ease the fears of their audience. “Some kind of situation. We may have just heard a bomb explosion. Craig, are you there? Craig?”
The camera jiggled back and forth, turning the nightime lights into blurry ribbons of color. It picked out Thai people on the street, some standing in groups talking, others walking around as if just waking up from a bad dream. A man who appeared to be wearing a sleep robe suddenly ran past the camera hollering and shrieking with his hands in the air.
Craig was back on-camera. “Jim?” he said. He spoke with a British accent. A lock of black hair had come free and hung over one eye. “Jim, can you hear me?”
“We can hear you, go ahead.”
“This is crazy,” Cheryl said, and Dave drew hard on his cigarette again.
“They didn’t come!” Craig sounded choked. “Jim, they didn’t come!”
“I’m sorry, I’m not getting that! What?”
“They didn’t come!” Craig repeated, and now he had begun to weep. “Oh Christ…Jesus…they didn’t come…like they did last time, and I was standing right here…right here, the very same. I heard the noise, but they didn’t come!”
Ethan, Dave thought. The peacekeeper. The alien timepiece at the S-4 installation. It worked. And he
said he would keep the Gorgons from coming
through, and if they didn’t come neither would the Cyphers.
“Jim, don’t you remember?” Craig called out. Behind him a car rocketed along the street, its driver wildly honking the horn.
The scene went to black.
It stayed that way for maybe six seconds.
Then Jim the CNN newscaster came back on, and he was talking to someone off to the right but there was no sound. He shrugged and made a gesture with his arms that said I have no damned idea what’s wrong with Craig, and then the network went to a commercial for SafeLite autoglass repair.
Dave looked at his wife through the screen of cigarette smoke. A little worry line between her eyes seemed to be a mile deep. He was about to ask her if she remembered any of it but of course she didn’t, because if she had she would’ve known that time had been reeled back, they’d been given a second chance, and the Gorgons weren’t coming. Maybe they were trying to get through, and that’s what caused the noise over Bangkok, but they were hitting the protective web the peacekeeper had created. Dave checked his watch. It was 10:17. They weren’t coming, because by this time on that morning of April third, he and Cheryl had been standing here watching the first amateur videos of the Gorgon ships sliding through the blasts, and then Cheryl had said Dear God we’ve
got to go get the boys.
Cheryl’s cell chimed. “It’s the school,” she said, and she answered it.
Dave turned to Fox News. “…a little confused here,” said the blonde woman who sat at the desk between the two men. She was holding an earpiece in her ear with one finger, trying to get information and relay it as quickly as possible. “Okay…what we’re getting is…”
“We’ve got to get to the school right now,” Cheryl said. She was already going for her jacket and purse.
“What is it, baby?”
“It’s Mike. That was Mrs. Serling in the office. Mike’s crying, he’s having some kind of fit. He’s begging to come home. Dave, what’s happening?”
Mike remembers, Dave realized. Maybe it’s not all clear to him, but he’s remembering something.
“…dementia going on,” the blonde woman on Fox said. “We’re getting…just a minute…reports of…I’m sorry, I’ve lost that connection.”
“Hold on.” One of the men also was listening through an earpiece. “We’re putting up a crawl, it should be up in just a few seconds. A bit of odd news, I guess.”
“What’s not odd news these days?” asked the other man, and he gave a nervous laugh.
“Not an emergency,” the first man went on, holding up a hand as if to restrain the audience from reaching for their cellphones in a panic. “Reports coming in of…get this, odd news like I said…multiple sonic booms in the sky over Chicago, Atlanta, and New York…well, I didn’t hear anything, did you?”
“Not me,” said the other man. “There’s the crawl.”
Across the bottom of the screen, the words were as the man had already said: Multiple
sonic booms reported over several cities, unknown origin.
“I’m getting…what?” The blonde woman was no longer on her earpiece, but was talking to someone off-camera. She returned her attention to the audience, and she was cool and collected when she said, “We’re getting preliminary reports that the sounds—and they’re being identified as sonic booms—have been heard over Moscow and Helsinki. We’ll be getting more details on this later, I’m sure, but we’ll have to let the scientists figure this one out, folks.”
“I’m no scientist but one thing I’m pretty sure of,” said the man who’d given the nervous laugh. He was smiling, and for the moment he was everyone’s good friend and hand-holder. “It’s not the end of the world. We’re going to go to break and then we’re coming right back with investment tips from Doctor Money.”
“Let’s go,” Cheryl urged. “Mike needs us.”
“Yeah,” Dave said. He turned the flatscreen off. Cheryl was alive. The boys were alive. The world was alive, and there were no Gray Men. A rush of emotion almost knocked him down. Cheryl was moving toward the door, in a hurry to go get their younger son. “Yesterday,” he said before she could reach for the doorknob. “What happened yesterday?”
“What? Yesterday? You don’t remember?” 
“Tell me.” 
She gave him a look now that told him she was really frightened, and that either he was out of his head—unlikely, for such a steady head as his—or that…she didn’t really know, but she thought whatever it was had something to do with that craziness on TV. And that hooking those things together sounded crazy, too. “We got up,” she said in a quiet voice, “I took the boys to school, you cut down the rest of the dead tree, and then you went to work. You said Hank Lockhart’s new porch was going to be an easy project. I talked to Mom about Ann’s insurance settlement from the wreck. UPS brought that package from Amazon about two o’clock.”
“Oh yeah,” he recalled. “The Civil War book.”
“You came home, we had dinner—meatloaf, turnip greens, and mashed potatoes, if you don’t remember my cooking—and then we watched a little TV. You helped Steven with his math homework. About ten o’clock Randall called to ask you to work at the bar this weekend. Then we turned in. It was just a normal day and night.” Her blonde eyebrows went up. “Am I missing anything?”
Dave looked down at the floor of the house he loved. He thought that if he started laughing he might not be able to stop and then it might turn to tears and…oh Christ, what was he going to do with the memories that were becoming clearer and clearer in his mind? He remembered the pain of that spiked arm going into him; he remembered the helpless frustration of being taken from that nightmare world before he was ready, of not being able to see the thing through with the alien timepiece. After that, he didn’t remember anything…but who knew whether he might recall something of being dead or not?
The peacekeeper had said it: Some will know it happened…some will have their
memories of this erased.
He wondered how many would remember. One in fifty? One in a hundred, or one in a thousand? Would the President remember, or the First Lady? And how about the unknown boy who had taken the name of Ethan Gaines? Would he ever know what he had been such a crucial part of? How many would recall that they had died, or found gray splotches on their bodies before the agony set in that transformed their flesh and bones? He hoped no one would remember past that point. He hoped the greater power at least was kinder than that. He was sure he would find out, in time.
Time.
It was what Hannah had asked for. Her request in the bed at the White Mansion.
More time.
“Let me hold you for a minute,” Dave said, and he took a few steps and put his arms around Cheryl, and he thought he could squeeze her so hard she could merge right into him, become so close heart-to-heart and soul-to-soul that never for a moment would they ever truly be apart again. He would hug the boys the same way, and they were going to travel and do some things that were fun, things they’d wanted to do and been putting off, because what was the point of getting a second chance if you didn’t use it? He would have a good long talk with Mike, and he would make sure the boy knew those things were not coming back, not ever, and he had the promise of a very special Spacekid that it was so.
“I love you so much,” he told her, and his eyes filled with tears but he didn’t let her see; that would send her way over the edge. He was able to wipe his eyes on the sleeve of his jacket and then he kissed her cheek and her forehead and her lips, her body warm and alive against his, but it was time…time…time to go get their boy.
As they walked to the pickup truck from the house, hand in hand, Dave heard the tolling of a distant church bell. It carried through the bright, clear air. Someone else remembers, he thought. They are telling the world, in their own way. It was not a funereal sound, it was not a sound of sadness or loss or surrender. It was the sound of a new beginning.
Just like Ethan said, Dave thought as Cheryl got behind the wheel and he climbed into the passenger side…this was going to make for an interesting and challenging future.
He wouldn’t miss it for the world.
H
Olivia and Victor Quintero were riding horses on their ranch just after ten o’clock in the morning. They had a dinner party to attend tomorrow night, a group of friends they got together with every couple of months. It was going to be at The Melting Pot on East Mountain Avenue. Olivia and Victor were talking about planning a cruise to the Greek islands in the autumn, because both of them had always wanted to see the blue Aegean and the home of the heroes.
They stopped for awhile and sat under some trees that were just about to start blooming. The world was waking up again from what had seemed like a very long winter. They had so much to look forward to. Tonight they were looking forward to lighting up the chiminea and watching the stars come out, having a glass of wine and just talking about life in the way that lovers who are also great friends do.
Simple pleasures were very often the best. Both Olivia and Victor understood that time was a gift to be cherished. And if anyone doubted that, they could always get a straight answer from the Magic Eight Ball. 
H
At eighteen minutes after ten, Dr. John Douglas was doing paperwork in his office, catching up with insurance forms, when one of his nurses knocked on the door and looked in.
“Can I get you some coffee?” she asked.
“No, thanks. I’m fine. Just have this stuff to do. Oh…will you do me a big favor and call Deborah for me? Ask her if she wants me to stop by the Whole Foods and pick up some pasta for…no, check that…I’ll call her myself, in just a few minutes.”
“All right.” She frowned, and he knew something was wrong.
“What is it, Sophie?”
“Well…it’s strange. It’s on TV, on all the stations. They’re saying people are hearing these sonic booms everywhere. Like all around the world. Just sonic booms, and that’s all.”
“Hm,” JayDee said. “I’ve never heard of anything like that before.”
“I know, it’s really strange. It’s getting people freaked out.”
“Could be a meteor blowing up in the atmosphere, I guess. But that wouldn’t be all around the world, would it? I don’t know, I’m just an old doctor.”
“Do you want to come take a look? They’re playing videos people have taken, and you can hear the sounds.”
He surveyed the dreaded paperwork. Any excuse to get up and away from his desk. But…no.
“I’d better stick with this for right now. Maybe later, thank you.”
Sophie hadn’t been gone but a few minutes when the phone rang. It was Deborah, calling from home. Her younger sister in San Fransisco had just phoned with the weirdest story she’d ever heard in her life, something about spaceships and aliens and a war being fought and…it was just weird. Deborah said she thought the two hits of LSD Sissy took back at Berkeley must be showing up now, after all these years.
“I wouldn’t doubt that,” JayDee said. “Listen…I may be home early. Do you want me to stop by Whole Foods and pick up some pasta?”
Deborah said that would be great, and she was going to call Sissy back to try to settle her down.
“Good for you,” he told her. “And tell her if she’s smoking pot, to cut back on that too.” Then he said he loved her, and he hung up the phone, and there was still all that darn paperwork to get done.
H
When the ungodly blast went off in the sky almost over her head, Regina Jericho dropped the pistol in the grass and looked up.
There was nothing. Only sky, with a few slowly drifting clouds.
Jefferson sat in the blue Adirondack chair, overlooking the pasture and his kingdom of New Eden. The shadows of the big oak moved in a soft wind. He looked at the gun and then into Regina’s face, and she thought that something was different about his eyes…something…but she didn’t know what it was, because she thought she had never really known this man at all. She thought about reaching for the gun again and finishing the job. That hadn’t been the voice of God up there saving Jefferson Jericho from paying for his sins; it had just been an Air Force jet or something breaking the sound barrier.
He said quietly, “Don’t throw your life away, Regina.”
She paused with her hand outstretched to retrieve the pistol. But then she straightened up, because he was right.
“I’ll ruin you,” she said. “I’ll call every lawyer in Nashville, I’ll get the detective’s testimony, I’ll tear you to pieces. I won’t let you hurt anybody else, Jefferson. You’re done. Do you hear me? You are done.”
He gave her the faintest trace of a smile.
“All right,” he said.
“I mean it! I’m going in and make some calls and there’s not a damned thing you can do to stop me, you bastard! I know where all the skeletons are buried!”
“Yes, you do,” he agreed. When she started to pick up the pistol again, to take it back to the desk in his office because she realized killing him that way would be suicide and there were other ways to kill him, he said, “You can leave the gun where it is.”
“You’re going to be so sorry!” she promised. “So sorry you were ever born!” Without looking at him again, without soiling her eyes on his dirty presence, she turned away and walked back along the path to the English-style mansion of his dreams, in the land of his crooked rainbows, and when she was on her cell phone in the hallway she heard a small pop that might have been—must have been—a car backfiring down in New Eden, where the sunlight made the copper-accented roofs glow like heavenly gold and the Church of the High Rollers might have been made of white wax, on the verge of melting.
H
“Kevin Austin,” said Mr. Novotny. “You’re up!”
The boy stood up from his desk. His heart was beating hard. He was nervous, even after all his careful work and preparation. He picked up the model of the Visible Man and took it to the front of the classroom to begin.
Kidneys, stomach. Large intestine, small intestine, pancreas. Liver, spleen, lungs. Brain, heart.
It had occurred to him, as he’d constructed the model and put the project together, that the Visible Man was lacking something very important, and it was such a vital part of a human being but it could never be shown in any science class because it was a thing intangible, unable to be weighed or measured, yet without this component Man was truly an empty shell.
That intangible thing was called a soul. When any of these organs were damaged and life was threatened, it was the power of the soul that kicked in to keep the flesh going. It was the driving force that said a person either lie down, gave up hope and died, or had the strength to live one more day…and one more…and one more again.
For some reason Kevin had had strength of purpose on his mind lately. He had been thinking about the soul, about how some people fell under hardship and some people got up dusty and bloody and kept going no matter what. His mom, for instance, after the very tough divorce. The Visible Man could show all the wonders of the human body, all the magnificent constructions and connections, but it could not reveal what made up a hero, who fought the good fight from day to day and never gave up.
He was talking about the brain, the seat of intelligence, when the door opened and Mrs. Bergeson looked in. She wore a frightened expression, which put Kevin and the entire class instantly on edge.
“Something is happening,” she told Mr. Novotny. “It’s on all the news, everywhere. Something is happening.”
“What is it?”
“Strange sounds in the sky,” she said. “Sonic booms. Hundreds of them, all around the world. I thought…you being a science teacher, you might want to come look at the newscasts.”
Mr. Novotny paused, his hand up to his chin and a finger tapping. Then he said, “I’m sure there’s a rational explanation, and I’m sure the news people will work it to death. Right now, Kevin’s giving his presentation.”
“You mean you—”
“Will catch it later, yes, and thank you for the information,” he said, and when she’d retreated he told Kevin to continue.
Kidneys, stomach. Large intestine, small intestine, pancreas. Liver, spleen, lungs. Brain, heart.
Not nearly all that made up a human being.
Not nearly all.
He’d never thought about what he was going to do with his life, but he wondered what being a doctor would be like. He seemed to remember somebody saying—and maybe this was on TV—that Every kid who ever grew up to be a doctor probably put that thing together.
He couldn’t remember exactly where he’d heard that said, but it sounded right.
As Kevin continued—the report was not long enough to be boring nor short enough to be skimpy on the facts, his mom had helped him time it—he had a strange experience.
Some part of his brain said he ought to go bowling one Saturday night. And he ought to go up to Fort Collins, to the Bowl-A-Rama there.
Now that was strange.
When he finished, he didn’t know what else to say. He thought he’d done well; he’d done the best he could, and what more could anyone ask?
Kevin picked up the Visible Man. He said, “I guess I’m done.”
Then he went back to his seat, and the day went on.
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ONE
NEAR THE BLACK SEA, 1965
The woman's shadow, falling across the diagrams spread out on a folding metal table, made the men look up. 
In the air were the thick smells of heat and dust, sweat, sweet Turkish tobacco; the sun baked the droppings of the stray, slat-ribbed dogs that occasionally yapped around the timber-enforced excavation, and dark circles of flies danced above the menʼs heads, nipping at unprotected ears and cheeks. Had it not been for the large timber-stilt-supported roof of corrugated tin over the excavation, the sun would have driven the men insane weeks before. From the main excavation, a rectangle that sloped from six feet to over twenty, trenches snaked out in all directions, angling around huge boulders and mounds of broken stone. There were the noises of digging: picks striking rock, shovels pushing aside coarse, stubborn earth. 
Occasionally the wind brought the sharp salt tang of the Black Sea rolling across the pit like a breath from another world. It was hot July, and the sun was the blazing eye of a cyclops in a face of azure. 
"Good morning," Dr. Vodantis greeted the woman, nodding his head slightly. Sweat had collected in the pockets beneath his dark-rimmed eyes. He had been at the site since six-thirty, and while the Hotel Imperiale in the four-mile-distant village of Caraminya was hot, it was nothing like the heavy heat out here in the hill country. 
He felt scorched and covered with dust, though his khaki suit was relatively clean compared to those worn by the others. 
The woman returned the nod. She was tall and large-boned, with a deeply tanned face framed by a well-groomed mane of loosely curled hair the color of midnight shadows. She wore old, faded denims and brown work boots, a cotton blouse, and a simple gold chain around her throat. An olive-green backpack was strapped around her shoulders. 
"Here. This is what I wanted you to see. Excuse, please." Dr. 
Vodantis leaned across his young field assistant and turned one of the diagrams toward the woman. There were distinct lines to indicate the trenches and the central pit, and broken lines in circular and rectangular and oblong shapes. He traced a finger along one of the trenches. "Here" he said. The finger angled to the left and tapped at a broken-lined square with a question mark at the center of it. “It's perhaps...oh...a hundred yards from this amphitheater. One of the Turkish workers found it yesterday morning.” 
The other men watched her. Her eyes—stunning, deep sapphire against the darkness of her flesh—narrowed very slightly. In the distance there was the rumble of a bulldozer. "I see," the woman said finally. "An opening? Into what?" 
"How far back into the mountain it goes we don't know yet," 
Dr. Vodantis said. "Dr. Markos's assistant crawled into it for a distance yesterday." He glanced across at Dr. Markos, a gaunt man with a shock of white hair and a bristle of beard. 
"For only four meters," Dr. Markos said, addressing the woman. 
"I called him back because I feel the tunnel is too dangerous to explore fully yet. The ceiling is unstable; weʼll need hydraulic supports before we can send anyone in." 
"What did he find?" 
"That it has a gradual downward slope. It began to constrict before he turned back." He tried to keep his gaze steady, but it was difficult because in this woman's eyes there was a piercing kind of...yes, power. He knew her reputation well; he had worked on a Crete dig with her three years before, and though he did not like her techniques, he respected her intelligence. He'd seen firelight reflected in her eyes once, on a night when the stars were strung like a vast tapestry across the sky and the voices of ghosts whispered in the corridors of a ruined temple; some dark and awesome determination had crept across her face, shadowing her features, and he had thought in that instant that the spiderish hand of the oracle had been laid upon her shoulder. "Before I send any of my team in," 
he told her, "I want to make certain of their safety. A shift of stones could bring the mountain down into that tunnel. After all"—he smiled slightly while the woman's face remained expressionless— 
"whatever lies inside has been there since 1200 b.c. I think it will wait." He glanced over at the others for support. 
"An approximate date," the woman said quietly, her eyes expressionless. "And it would seem to me as an archaeologist you would be more...willing...to take necessary risks." 
"Necessary. Ah. there's the key word." Dr. Markos took a chipped briar pipe from a breast pocket, struck a match, and touched it to the already charred tobacco. "Has it occurred to you that it might be a natural cave with no connection to these ruins at all? If that's the case, there could be a drop-off, a wall of solid rock, a winding labyrinth of passages from which no man could ever find his way out again. I find nothing about that particular site so remarkable that it merits a hasty and dangerous exploration." He tapped another square on the diagram. "Now, here where the weapons were found..." 
"I disagree," the woman said, still calm. "I say that the city was built in a semicircle around the mountain's base for two reasons: strategy, in case of attack, and..." 
Dr. Markos raised his eyebrows; a tendril of tobacco smoke wound itself above his head. 
"...as protection," she said, "perhaps for what lies within that tunnel." 
"Pure speculation," Dr. Markos said, smiling slightly. 
"I'm sorry, but I'll have to agree," Dr. Vodantis said. 
"You have a right to disagree with me," she told them. "I have a right to believe in what I feel is true. Dr. Vodantis, I'd like to see that opening now." Without waiting for him, she turned her back on the group of men and began walking down into the pit toward the trenches. Each step took her backward in time. Teams of Turkish and Greek workers huddled around the gradual, painstaking uncovering of rough, time-etched brickworks; there were tables of chalk-numbered stones and fragments of stones, each part of the multilayered puzzle of this ancient place. At the far side of the pit a long stone stairway was beginning to emerge from the earth. Dr. 
Vodantis stepped in front of her. 
"This way, please," he said, entering a trench that sloped downward at a thirty-degree angle. 
The earth has moved in its wary sleep, the woman thought as she followed Dr. Vodantis down; the earth has shrugged its shoulders, drawn a deep breath, shifted beneath the harsh touch of nature and the harsher touch of men. On each side of the trench the brickworks were slowly asserting themselves again through the walls of yellow dirt. There were windows and doorways, clogged with rock and ancient debris; on one of the walls there was a great black scorch mark, the signature of flame. The woman paused and touched it, her eyes glittering. And then she followed the man into the maw of time. 
Her blood was racing. High above her there was an open space in the makeshift ceiling, and she could see the blinding blue sky and the ominous, purple black outline of the mountain towering overhead. Something dark sailed across her field of vision toward the rim of the nearest cliff. An eagle, flying to its aerie overlooking the emerald plain of the sea. "Watch your step, please," Dr. Vodantis said. "A wall's just taking shape here." They stepped over black-crusted rubble and continued down. 
Who has walked here before me? she asked herself. Whose flesh and blood moved through the narrow corridors of this sprawling fortress? For that's what it was; she'd known as soon as she'd read the excavation progress reports and seen the diagrams and photographs at her hotel. A huge walled fortress with its back to the mountains and its stern face to the Black Sea. Built by whose hand? 
This city would have remained lost had it not been for the earthquake in December, a tremor that had jarred most of Caraminya into rubble and killed more than thirty people. Now the streets of Caraminya looked haunted and silent, just like this centuries-older place. A split in the earth had uncovered a single wall of ancient bricks, blackened by flame but with a soul jarring story to tell. 
For the woman already knew. 
Not just hoped, no, because hope had an element of fear in it as well. And she was not a person to feel fear. She knew. 
She had the sudden feeling that the mountain was looming before her like a huge house of solid rock. A house waiting to welcome her home. A cloud of flies hovered greedily above her head, as if their collective genetic memory recalled a heap of rotting, sunbaked, sword-hacked corpses lying in these pathways. A stagnant breeze, filled with the breath of the dead, blew across her and then was gone. In its wake she thought she heard the clash of weapons and the harsh, high laughter of warrior hordes, but it was only the noise of shovels scraping stone and two of the university volunteers laughing over a private joke. 
"Here," Dr. Vodantis said. 
Where the trench ended lay a jumble of large broken-edged boulders. A pile of irregularly shaped stones had been marked with chalk and covered with a sheet of clear plastic, and two young workers in denims and T-shirts were busy brushing the loose earth away from an emerging wall; they glanced up and nodded at Dr. 
Vodantis. He motioned toward the jigsaw of boulders. "You can see where the opening's been cleared," he told the woman. 
She moved closer to it. There was a dark, triangular hole between two of the largest stones; she knelt before it and reached in with one arm, feeling the jagged rocks wedged together at the ceiling. She shrugged off her backpack, unstrapped a compartment, and withdrew a plastic flashlight. Switching on the light, she peered into the tunnel. It continued far beyond the lightʼs range, like an empty eye socket leading into the black recesses of a time-ravaged skull; jagged teeth of stone glittered, and she saw that the tunnel was perhaps two feet high and barely the width of her shoulders. "Iʼm going inside," she said after another moment. 
"Please," the man said, stepping toward her. "I can't allow that. 
At least wait until the safety equipment arrives, perhaps three days at most...” 
But she hadn't heard because she was already moving forward. 
Before Dr. Vodantis could stop her, she had slipped into the opening, working her shoulders in and then pushing with her legs. In another moment the ribbed soles of her work boots had vanished into darkness. 
"God in Heaven," Dr. Vodantis muttered, shaking his head from side to side. He felt the eyes of the student volunteers on him, and he turned toward them and threw up his hands in frustration. 
Within the cramped tunnel the woman crawled behind the thin beam of light. Dr. Vodantis was a fool, she thought; worse, he was as much a coward as Markos. Archaeologists all, and on the verge of a discovery that might very well rock the world. It was foolish not to take necessary risks to uncover the truth, if it was the truth these men were seeking. She worked her way deeper. The walls and ceiling were ragged rims of rock; something caught at her sleeve, and with her next movement she heard the cloth rip. Farther ahead the tunnel turned to the right, and she was aware of descending, a degree every few feet. Poised above her like a waiting juggernaut was the mountain, all the many thousand tons of it, and she could smell the cold, iron-dry smell of the rock itself. The tunnel began to constrict gradually; rock scraped her shoulders with every movement until her raw flesh screamed. In the distance she heard a voice, and she stopped, letting the echoes wash over her like ocean waves. It was Dr. Vodantis, calling her name from the tunnel's entrance. She hunched her shoulders together and continued on. For ahead of her, buried in tons of stone, buried by the deceptions and lies and crooked paths of time, lay the past. And today she would uncover the truth. 
She stopped after a few meters because her shoulder had scraped something strange. She shone the light on the wall to her left, ran a hand across it. Smooth stone, cold to the touch. A wall fashioned by human hands. Before thousands of years of rockslides and earthquakes, this had been a passageway into the heart of the mountain. The hand of mystery was on this place, and as she crawled forward she thought she could hear the powerful voice of a Jason shouting orders to his Argonauts, the thundering gait of a Heracles striding a battlefield, the rumble and clash of a storm of armored warriors fighting face-to-face in a sea of carnage. Her blood was singing ancient songs. A cold chill grasped her spine and slowly worked its way through her. 
For ahead, outlined in the cold touch of the light, was another hole. 
The breath hissed through her teeth. Shoulders scraped and bleeding, she pushed herself toward the tunnelʼs end. There was another jam of rocks, and the hole was so small she couldn't look into it and probe with the light at the same time. A musty, dry reek of age hung within that hole, beckoning her with a skeletal finger. She realized she was having trouble breathing because of the denseness of the air, and she was going to have to work fast. She placed the palm of her hand against one of the smaller stones bordering the hole and pushed against it; it wouldn't budge. She tried another. There had to be a keystone here, a rock that would slide off balance and loosen the others so she could move through into...what? Her heart hammered. She put her shoulder against stone and pushed, the effort raising beads of sweat across her face. Harder. Harder. It was solid; there was no way. Her shoulder and spine ached, and she planted her feet against the tunnel walls for more strength. Something shifted. 
She gasped, held her breath, pushed again. There was the noise of rock grinding over rock. 
And when it gave way—abruptly, as if something on the other side had suddenly ripped the stones away in an effortless grip—she fell forward, unable to keep her balance within the tunnel. Rocks, both large and small, crashed down around her in a thunderous cacophony, and curtains of crushed-rock dust descended on her in yellowish folds. She dropped the light, opened her mouth to cry out; a rock struck her elbow, numbing her arm; her chin hit stone, clicking her teeth together and opening a small gash in her upper lip. 
She had fallen onto a smooth surface, and for a long while she lay and let the echoes of the rockfall thunder around her like marching armies; dust whitened her hair and flesh, and to her it smelled like sweat and blood. 
Before her the flashlight's beam was splayed across an unbroken stone floor. When she was ready to move again, she crawled to the flashlight, gripped it in a white-knuckled hand, and rose to her feet. 
Slowly, she shone the light in all directions; her eyes glittered above it. 
A long, smooth·walled chamber. Swirls of dust around shadowy forms. 
She had left the outside world—that place of automobiles and towering skyscrapers and huge ocean liners—and stepped into the world of the ancients, so different and stunning it made the blood icy in her veins. And so silent. So very, very silent. She moved into the chamber, and before her the waves of dust undulated. 
There were figures on either side of her. Life-size statues, frozen in poses of combat, bearing spears and swords. Impassive, blank-eyed faces stared back at the light. "Beautiful," she heard herself say, and the voice echoed beautiful-beautiful-beautiful a hundred times over, each time fainter than the last. These statues had been carved of glowing marble, and as she neared one of them, playing the light along its surfaces of battle dress, she saw that they were—
Her blood trilled. 
Yes. Yes. They are. They....are... 
The flashlight trembled in her hand, making the shadows dance darkly. 
With another few steps she saw the remnants of battlefield murals on the walls, cracked by age but still retaining some of the original, bold reds and greens and blues: warriors raising swords over the fallen; huge war·horses trampling down rows of armored enemies; archers firing arrows toward the sun; scenes of slaughter—
broken limbs and decapitated heads with ragged necks, slaves bound by chains and dragged behind golden horses. Her heart pounded in her head; the air smelled of ancient, secret, terrible things, but she could not bring herself to leave this chamber, with its exquisite beauty and horror. 
She thought she heard Dr. Vodantis calling her name again, over and over, but in another instant the sound had faded into the walls and she was alone. She stepped forward, into darkness, the noise of her footsteps echoing as if someone followed close behind. Someone or some thing, avoiding the light. 
And at the far end of the chamber the light fell upon something that gleamed blackly. A large, dark, rough edged slab of stone, waist-high. The woman moved forward, her shoes stirring more of the thick dust, and then stopped. She aimed the light down at the floor. 
Scattered about were dozens of crudely forged metal objects, rust flaked and falling to pieces, recognizable only to a trained eye. The hilt of a sword; what might have been the point of a spear; a few ravaged helmets, one of them completely flattened; scarred and rusted fragments of armor, bleeding in the mounds of white dust. 
She searched with the light, moving it back and forth: more weapons, lying as if suddenly discarded, among them the ragged remnants of ax blades, dully reflecting the light into her eyes. She blinked; the beam of light tripped and fell over something on the floor She found it again in another moment. 
A bone. 
And now, as she moved toward it, she began to see other bones lying among the weapons and dust. A scattering of bones, lying intertwined in the long and terrible darkness. Here a broken skull grinned at her. She moved the flashlight up above the bones, saw that the walls and ceiling were thick with black char. And then she staggered back a step, drawing in her breath with an audible gasp. 
For there was a pedestal jutting out from the far wall, above that black stone, and another figure stood, arms seemingly outstretched to her. Frozen, to watch forever over the dead. The eyes of the idol were upon her, and the statue was so lifelike and intricate, the woman thought for an instant that those sightless orbs moved. 
Shadows fled the light. And she was certain she heard her name called now; Dr. Vodantis calling for her from a strange time and place. No. Not Dr. Vodantis... 
But another. A rustle of shadows, gathering shape, gathering strength. She drew a lungful of air, found it bittersweet and...strange. 
Whirling, she played the light on the honor guard of statues. Had they moved? Had they drawn themselves toward her? Had those heads turned slightly on their marble necks? One of them, a figure armed with a bow, seemed to be watching her. The blank white gaze burned through to her soul and marked it with fire. 
A whisper. Her name, spoken from vast distances. 
Poised above the black stone—an altar?—the protective idol seemed to be waiting, and around it the dust spun and swirled like something alive. A voice, clearer now, borne to her by a cold wind that stirred dust into patterns that merged and broke and remerged kaleidoscopically, scrawling strange shadows before the path of the flashlight. The language was unfamiliar—no, it was some kind of garbled Greek. A crude, ancient Greek, a dialect filled with a rising urgency and raw, brute strength. She dare not let the light fall to the floor, but it seemed a tremendous effort to hold on to it. She could understand only fragments of the message, above the pounding noise in her head that sounded like the beat of an army's war drums. 
Backing away from the black stone, from the idol poised overhead, she swung the light from side to side; the voice was stronger now, imploring, becoming many voices, powerful and inescapable, echoing from all sides. She cast the light upon those haunted faces, and when the voice came to her again, it carried a power that made her stumble, fall onto her knees in supplication to the idol; in that instant she thought she saw the idol's head turn slightly, very slightly, and she thought she saw blue flames flicker across those marble sockets, there and then gone in the briefest of seconds. 
And something moved within the thick, smoky folds of dust, like someone slowly walking out of a fire. The figure, a thing of shadow and light, dust and stone, approached the woman with vaporish strides and undulated before her; where the face would have been there was a dark outline. Orbs of glittering blue, like burning diamonds, flashed with a power that rocked the womanʼs head back; she felt that same terrible, awesome power wrench at her heart, exposing blood and bones and muscle. Ages passed between them, and when she opened her. mouth to cry out, she failed to recognize her own voice. The figure wavered before her, and the shadowy outline of what might have been an arm brushed past her face, leaving the odors of dust and dry, brittle age. And then the dust welled up again, an ocean of it, obscuring whatever it was that the woman had thought she'd seen; she found the strength to rise to her feet and began back ing away, her senses raw and screaming. The voice—no, many voices merged into one—fading now, gradually, back beyond the wall it had slipped through. And finally gone. 
Reaching the opening to the tunnel, she pulled herself up through it and sucked at the fresher air until her lungs were filled. 
Her body felt strange; her nerves vibrated, and her muscles twitched as though she had lost control over them. She wanted to look back into the cavern, to see for one more moment the commanding murals and the black stone and the protective idol, but there was no room to turn her head in the tunnel; she began to crawl back toward where Dr. Vodantis waited for her, toward a world of madness and pollution, crime and brutality. 
The voices were gone, but in the depths of her soul she could hear the echo, again and again and again... 
Flames of electric blue danced briefly through the womanʼs eyes, and she followed the tunnel back to where the men waited. 





TWO
VIETNAM, 1970
Hc had been bound to the coarse-clothed cot by harsh wires around his wrists and ankles, and now, naked and spread-eagled, he waited. 
Sweat had beaded and trickled and beaded again over his body, and beneath him the cot was as wet as the rain-filled hole he'd huddled in while the mortars had ripped the jungle into black shreds all around him. But this was worse, because it was quiet and there was no way to know when the next shell would fall or where it would hit. One by one, they had taken them all from the bamboo cages: Endicott, Lyttle, the nameless corporal who had dysentery and cried all the time, Vinzant, Dickerson, and now him. He hadn't wanted to be last. He'd wanted to get it over with, because he'd heard their screams and seen their faces when they'd been dumped back into the cages, left to whimper and moan or contort their bodies, fetus-like, to escape the unendurable reality of torture. 
He'd prayed to God that he wouldn't be last. But hearing his prayers, God must have laughed and turned away. 
Because now it was his time to be alone. To wait. 
He tried to gather memories; he tried to relive them to take his mind off this dark hut that had been built of black-painted boards and then camouflaged with green netting so that it blended in with the jungle. Faces: his mother and father in the front room of their
small house in Ohio, snow falling steadily outside the windows, a
Christmas tree freshly cut and glittering with ornaments in the
corner. His brother...no, Eric was dead that year, but bring him into
the memory anyway, make everything right, as it should have been. 
How do they torture you? Beatings? Bring Eric into the room; let
him sit down in front of the fire the way he liked to; let the flakes of
snow clinging to his hair and jacket slowly melt away. Let the fire
touch his face and Mother's and Father's faces, too. No, not beatings. The others hadn't been beaten, had they? At least not where the wounds and bruises showed. The recollection of the Christmas pine stirred younger, fresher memories. His mother knitting that
forest green sweater she'd given him that year. Even though he'd
known what his present was, she'd wrapped it in a box with golden
comets on the paper. Now count all the corners. One. Two. Three. 
But if they didn't beat you, then how was it done? He hadn't seen the othersʼ fingers; had they driven the bamboo spikes under the nails, or was that only done in black-and-white war movies? Four. five. 
Six. Seven. Eight corners. firelight licking the walls. He—hadn't Eric
gone, too?—had helped his father cut wood out in the deep forest for
the fire that morning, and his father had knelt down in the snow and
showed him the path a deer had taken as it made its way toward the
protection of the hills. “Progress makin' 'em run.” Father had said. 
“They know the towns are eatin' up the forest land, and it's not
right.”  How do they do it, then? Why had they taken off his clothes like this? Why did they make him wait? 
And in the light of the fire Eric—dead Eric—turns his head very
slowly. His eyes are white and filled with fluid, like the liquid eyes of
a doe Father had shot once by mistake in the fiery days of autumn. 
His eyes are unseeing, yet they pierce through souls like shrapnel
and they uncover the secrets lying there. 
“You did this,” Eric says in a whisper. The fire snaps behind
him, like the closing of a steel trap or the sound a tripwire makes
when you trigger it and you know Holy Christ my number's up. “You
skilled me because you knew. You killed me, and l'm never going to
let you forget it.” That dead, familiar yet horrible face grins. The
teeth are flecked with grave dirt. 
“Now, Eric,” Mother says quietly, absorbed in her knit
ting. “Stop that kind of talk. Let's have a nice Christmas.” 
The man on the cot trembled, squeezing his eyes tightly shut because his efforts to avoid torture had turned into a deeper, more terrifying ordeal than they could ever dream up. He shook his head from side to side, letting the images fade into blue and then vanish, like pictures drawn in disappearing ink. 
"Lieutenant Reid?" A manʼs voice, and Evan knew immediately who it was: the tall, lean Vietcong officer who always wore a clean uniform, the one who detested even going near the filth-covered prisoners. The one with a cat's smile, and eyes that could bore through steel; the Smiling Gentleman, Dickerson called him. 
And now the man stepped into Evan's line of vision. In the light of the single overhead bulb the manʼs bald head glittered with pinpoints of perspiration; he mopped his head with a white handkerchief and then smiled into Evan's eyes, very slightly, the cheekbones jutting out from the rest of his skull and dark hollows beneath. "Lieutenant Reid," he said, nodding. "finally we meet without cages between us." 
Evan said nothing. He closed his eyes to escape that light-haloed face. Was that why his clothes had been taken away—
because they were filthy with mud and excrement, and the Gentleman might have been offended? 
"Why do Americans find a strength in silence?" the Gentleman asked softly. "In unfriendliness? Surely you know that for you the war is ended. Why insist...? Ah, well. I expect you'll be like all the others were at first. Except for the young corporal, and unfortunately he's too...ill...to be coherent." 
Evan ground his teeth. 
"Iʼd like to ask some things of you," the man said, trying hard to enunciate correctly. “Iʼd like to get to know you better. Would that be agreeable?" 
Donʼt speak, Evan warned himself. Donʼt let him in, donʼt. 
"Iʼd like to know where you're from, where.you were born," the Gentleman said. "Surely you can answer me that? Ah, well. 
Wherever it was, I'm sure you miss it very much, donʼt you? I have a wife and two girls. A fine family. Do you have a family as well? 
Lieutenant Reid, I don't care for monologues." 
Evan opened his eyes and looked deeply into the face of the man who stood over him. Deeper. His gaze probed through the facial muscles, back through bone. The Gentleman was smiling like a long-lost friend or brother. And as Evan concentrated, he watched that face suddenly change, begin to melt like the face of a waxwork figure. The teeth lengthened, became fang-like; the eyes were centers of a seething red hate that seemed to grip at Evan's heart. 
Yes. This was the true man behind the facade of smiles. 
"You see?" the Gentleman said. "Iʼm your friend. I wish you no harm." 
"Go to hell," Evan said, immediately wishing he'd remained silent. The Gentleman laughed. "Ah. A response. Not a good one, but a response. How did you join your military, Lieutenant? Were you—
what is it called?—inducted? Or did you join by choice, out of a misguided patriotism? That doesn't mean very much now, does it? 
Im sure it doesn't mean very much to the young corporal. I fear he may die." 
"Then why don't you get a doctor for him?" Evan asked. 
“Youʼll all have doctors for your injuries,” the man said in an even tone of voice. “Youʼll all have good food and drink and real beds. If you show your worth. We wonʼt waste our time and effort on those who would be...unappreciative. I was hoping you would show your worth, Lieutenant, because I like you and I—“
"Liar," Evan said. I can see through you. I know what you are. 
He could see himself, bleary-eyed and shaken, standing before a whirring camera to denounce the evil military imperialism of the United States. Or would they parade him through the streets of Hanoi with a rope around his neck and let the little children throw filth at him? 
The Gentleman stepped nearer. "There's no point in this. I can make things good for you, or I can make them bad. We have some things we would like you to do for us. It's your choice, really. I can see you're afraid because you do not know what is ahead for you. 
Neither do I, because soon the matter will be out of my hands. There is another here who wishes to harm you." His eyes glittered tigerishly. "Someone skilled in the arts of fear. Now, Lieutenant Reid, why don't we talk as civilized men?” 
A drop of sweat rolled into Evan's eye and burned as if it were a torch. He remained silent. 
"Do you hate yourself so much?" the Gentleman asked softly. 
"Ah, then. I'm very much sorry for you.” He stood over the cot a moment longer, and then he disappeared into the shadows like a wraith. 
And for a long time—an hour? two hours?—nothing moved. 
When the next shadow came, it came quietly, standing in the circle of light over Evanʼs cot before he'd even known it was there. 
"Lieutenant Reid," the figure said, a voice of silk that made a chill work its way up his spine. "Let us consider for a moment the female of the species." 
Evan blinked. The wires were red-hot at his wrists and ankles, and he couldn't feel his hands or feet anymore. 
A woman stood over him; she was Vietcong, dressed in a neat uniform with a black scarf around her throat. Her hair was gathered into a sleek black bun, and the eyes in that face were almond slits of cold contempt. She ran her gaze across his body. "Most dangerous is the female," she said softly, "because she strikes without warning. 
She appears soft, and weak, and directionless, but that is the basis of her power. When the time is right”—she drew a fingernail across his stomach, and a red welt rose slowly—"the female has no hesitation.ʼ
She paused for long moments, her eyes motionless; one hand left her side, moved beyond the circle of light. "The female's capacity for revenge and retaliation is legendary, Lieutenant; why else does the male try to control and placate her? Because he is afraid." The hand came back; something dangled from the fingers. 
"The bite of the female can be excruciating. And deadly as well. For instance, this"—the woman held a small bamboo cage in her hand, dangling it over Evanʼs stomach—“female here. You see?" In her other hand there was a jagged bamboo shoot. She jabbed it several times into the cage and began to smile. Something scuttled within the cage. "Now she has received an injury that will make her senses scream for revenge." Once again she jabbed the shoot into the cage; Evan thought he heard a sharp squeal, and a strand of dark liquid oozed from the bottom of the cage onto the floor. Not blood, no, but—
Venom. 
"If you do not wish to talk," the woman said, “perhaps you wish to scream..." She unsnapped a latch and, holding the cage at armʼs length, shook it over Evanʼs cringing, sweat-filmed body. 
And what fell out onto his thigh drove a whine of pure terror from his throat. A jungle spider perhaps half the size of his hand, flecked with sleek, greenish brown hairs. Black eyes the size of pencil points searched for the source of its agony. It scrabbled forward, through the risen blisters of sweat, along his thigh; he lifted his head, eyes distorted and wild, and saw the red cup of the spiderʼs mouth centered be tween black mandibles. He wanted to scream and thrash, but with his last threads of willpower he kept himself still. 
The woman stepped back, the light splayed across her shoulders, and he could hear the noise of her ragged, excited breathing. 
The spider moved onto his testicles and poised there, eyes twitching. "Get off me, you bastard," Evan breathed at the thing, feeling his nerves beginning to give way. "Get off get off get off..." 
The spider crawled forward, across the testicles onto his stomach, through the forest of light brown hair. 
"Do you still wish to be silent?" the woman asked. 
The black eyes twitching in all directions, the spider began crawling for Evanʼs chest; it paused on his breast bone for a moment, tasting his sweat. Evan felt his pulse pounding, and inwardly he screamed a scream that left him hollow and on the edge of black madness. The spider crawled upward. For the vein that throbbed in his throat. 
"Silence will kill you," the woman whispered, cloaked in darkness, only her mouth moving—and it as red cupped as the spider's. 
The spider moved to the base of his throat and stopped there. A drop of fluid oozed onto the manʼs flesh. He smelled the sickly—
sweet aroma of the poison, and his body began to tremble, out of control. 
The spider waited. 
And in the next instant the woman stepped forward. Her shadow fell across the man on the cot, blighting him. She raised her hand, the one with the bamboo shoot in it, and jabbed it down onto the spider. There was a quick squeal and a thick, sour odor; the spider fixed itself onto Evan's throat. He felt a razor touch of icy pain and then a sticky warmth, as the venom flooded from the sacs; the spider shook, emptying its fluid into the white beast below it. 
The man cried out in animal fear and wrenched violently at the wires; the spider scuttled across his throat, leaving a thin, brownish trail, dropped to the floor, and scurried for the darkness. But the woman crunched her shoe down onto it and ground it into a bloody mass. 
The man was still screaming and writhing; blood smeared his wrists and ankles. The Gentleman stepped into the light, eyes narrowed and eager, two armed soldiers accompanying him. One of them grinned. 
The woman was fascinated by Evan's reaction to pain. Her tongue came out, licked along the lower lip. In another moment Evan lifted his head, the cords in his neck straining and a small red puncture marking the spider's bite. When his head slumped back, his breathing was harsh and irregular, and beneath the half-closed lids his eyes rolled back and forth like bone-white marbles. The Gentleman motioned for the wires to be loosened. 
“The one called En-di-cott has possibilities,” the woman told him. "A1so the one called Vin-zant. They will cooperate. The others are useless." She nodded curtly at the Gentleman and watched the other two unbind the American, then turned and vanished into the shadows. 
After she was gone the Vietcong officer looked distastefully down at the mangled spider and shuddered. Using the spiders had been her idea. He saw with a rise of disgust that a strand of venom lay across his shoe, and he hurried away to his quarters to clean it before the French leather was ruined. 
II
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THREE
IN THE DARKNESS, 1980
In the darkness he listened to the distant, hollow sound of a dog barking, and, his brain still misted with the need for sleep, he wondered why that noise made his flesh crawl. 
Is it because, he thought, that dog has to be barking at someone? Or something? A presence that prowls the midnight streets of Bethany's Sin like an avenging juggernaut? He turned his head slightly to look at the digital clock on his night table. Twenty minutes after three. The longest hours of the night yet to come, the quietest, the hours when nightmares tremble on the edge of reality. 
He waited, not willing to return himself to that dark place of sleep, because fear gnawed at him now and there seemed to be a growth of thick tension in his stomach, like a knot of twisted muscle and intestine. 
Because he knew when they came for him, they would come in the night. 
Abruptly, as if the earth had swallowed it up, the dog stopped barking. The man lay still beneath pale blue sheets, stripes of moonlight like bands of softly glowing neon splayed across the bed through the open curtains. Clear skies for the next few days, the weather report had said; good weather for the first weekend of June, but showers probable by Tuesday. He saw the silhouette of a tree in the moonlight, a thing with many heads, a Hydra swaying and hissing and waiting just outside his window. With the next breath of breeze he could almost hear the thing whisper: Come outside, Paul, where the stars and the moon are bright, where the night is thick, where no one will see while I rip you to pieces. 
Dear God, he thought suddenly. They're coming for me. 
No. No, stop it! There's nothing out there but darkness and trees and barking dogs and the familiar streets of the village. Why didn't I leave today? he asked himself. Why didn't I get in my car and drive to Johnstown, get a room at the Holiday Inn, read, watch television, feel safe? Because, he heard the stricter voice of reason within him say, you cannot be certain. Your home is here. Your work is here. 
Your responsibilities. When he'd gone to Dr. Mabry last week for his physical—he'd put it off as long as he could, but since Elaine's death three years ago he'd been lethargic and had experienced stomach pains—he had felt compelled to open up, to spill some of these things that had taken root inside him and now grew wild and tangled. 
The doctor had listened quietly, nodding in all the right places, eyes attentive and concerned. 
I've heard clicks on my telephone, he'd told Dr. Mabry. As if someone is monitoring my conversations. I've heard them several times, but only very faintly. And then there are the prowlers... 
Prowlers? Dr. Mabry had raised an eyebrow. 
Not every night, but I know when they're there. I have insomnia sometimes, so I've been awake to hear the noises. 
Have you ever seen anyone lurking around your house at night? 
No. But I've seen shadows, things that move in the corner of my eye when I stand at the window looking out. And there's a dog that barks down at the end of McClain Terrace; I know it sounds funny to you that a dog should bother me, but it's like...an early warning. That the dog has seen or sensed something...terrible. 
Well, the doctor had said, why don't I prescribe some pills for you that will help you sleep? Maybe you're over working at the bank, and not getting enough exercise; that could be causing your insomnia. You already know what the problem is with your ulcers. 
Have you thought about taking up golf again? 
Too many things had built up within him, too many noises and skeletal shadows in the darkness. The raindrops of suspicion and unease had become pools, streams, rivers, oceans surging behind a weakening dam. The pressure was about to blow him wide open. Of course he'd gone to Wysinger, but the man was little or no help. 
Sure, Wysinger had told him, I'll bring the patrol car down McClain Terrace a couple of times a day if you think that'll help. My number's in the phone book, too, and you can reach me at night if anything happens. How about that? 
Please, he'd told the man. Whatever you can do. 
But he knew Wysinger wouldn't find them. No, no. They were too smart, too cunning to be caught. 
And now a word burned in his brain: paranoid, paranoid, paranoid, like a childʼs strange rhyme, a jump rope singsong. You let little things bother you too much, Paul, Elaine had always told him, even when they were living in Philadelphia. Learn to relax. Learn to take things as they come. 
Yes. And now theyʼre coming for me. 
Suddenly he craved light. Snapping on the night-table lamp, he squinted until he could see. My eyes are going fast, he thought, feeling a new pincer of panic. They were myopic and weak from years of reading fine print on loan applications. He took his thick-lensed glasses from the night table, put them on, threw aside the sheets, and stood on the floor. He crossed the room and looked out the window to where the rectangle of yellow light from his own bedroom lay on the green lawn. Craning his neck, he looked right and left along McClain Terrace. Dark, empty, silent as the grave. 
Darkest before the dawn, he thought, glancing back to the digital clock. Returning his gaze to the window, he thought he saw the glimmer of a light in a house far up the street, but instead of being comforted by that light, he felt a new seed of fear burst into raw bloom. But it wasn't a light after all, he realized in another moment; it was the shimmering white reflection of the moon on window glass. Everyone was sleeping. 
Except him. And whatever had disturbed the dog at the end of the street. 
Stop it! he told himself. You're wrong! Am I losing my mind, going crazy in middle age? Paranoid, paranoid, paranoid: that was a word used for nuts, wasn't it? He went out into the hallway, turning on the overhead light, walking barefoot to the staircase and descending. Then through the downstairs den, pausing to snap on the color television. Of course there was nothing on the screen but a blizzard of multicolored snowflakes, but somehow the noise of it reassured him just as when he'd been a child left alone in his parents' 
house, watched over by the flickering black-and-white guardian. He walked into the kitchen. 
Bathed in the stark white light of the refrigerator, he rummaged through leftovers. That was the only part of living alone that still gave him trouble: cooking, making use of what was at hand. The refrigerator was full of little Tupperware bowls holding leftovers, cans of beer, a pitcher of two-day-old iced tea, a blue platter with slices of roast beef wrapped in aluminum foil. He smeared mustard on two pieces of bread for a roast beef sandwich. He'd taken one bite of the sandwich when the lights flickered. 
Fading to brown, as if the darkness outside were finally and inevitably slithering in through door and window chinks. He was staring at the lightbulb in the open refrigerator when the house went black and the refrigerator's motor wound down like a long human moan. And then he stood in darkness, surrounded by a silence like the aftermath of a gunshot, or the spaces between ticks of the clock. 
Christ! he thought, stunned for a second, his heart giving a violent kick in his chest. He heard something plop onto the kitchen floor, and the noise startled him until he realized that he'd dropped the sandwich. What now? he wondered, waiting without moving, hoping the lights would flicker on again. The damn fuses had been overloaded. Or maybe it was a power blackout; he thought he'd read an article in the paper that said Pennsylvania Power was going to be doing some work on the lines this week and next. He turned, groped in a drawer, and found a flashlight, but the batteries were weak and cast only a dim brownish beam. Strange, he thought, how familiar objects look foreign in the half-light; in the den the furniture seemed to crawl, to twist into hideous shapes awaiting his passage. If there was a bad fuse, or the fuses had blown, he'd have to take care of it before the food in the refrigerator went bad; when he reached the door under the staircase that led down into the basement, he paused. 
Shouldn't he call the power company to check first? He put a hand on the doorknob and felt its coldness travel through his veins all the way to the heart. Call the power company. No, they'll think you're stupid! Theyʼll think you're paranoid, and if you keep this up, sooner or later the people at the bank are going to be talking about you in whispers. 
He turned the knob, pierced musty-smelling darkness with the flashlight, and began to descend the series of wooden steps. It was cooler down here, and quiet as a tomb. The stone floor of the basement was cold against his bare feet. He came down here infrequently, using the basement as a storeroom for things from his past: old trunks filled with ill-fitting clothes, a chair with a broken arm, a cracked ceramic-base lamp, a few pasteboard boxes that held some of Elaineʼs old clothes, musty books and Life and National
Geographic magazines. he'd paneled two walls in pine; the other two were bare brick, and there were circular concrete columns as supports for a ceiling crisscrossed by pipes and copper tubing. On the far side was a door with four glass panes, and on either side of it, windows looked out onto a small backyard. The dark mass of the furnace stood silent; metal reflected the light into his eyes. He swung the flashlight beam around toward the fusebox, mounted on a wall just beyond the staircase; the light brushed past the doorway of a utility room filled with paint cans and dirty tarpaulins. He glimpsed a naked lightbulb, dangling from its cord like a severed head. 
The fusebox was stubborn; rusted hinges squealed. On both sides of the flashlight beam, the darkness had begun to creep in, like slow waves of a black ocean. He wrenched at the box, shaking off a cold hand that seemed to be poised over the back of his neck. 
The fusebox came open. He fumbled with the light, shone it inside. 
And it was then that he saw the fuses had been ripped away. 
He sensed rather than heard the movement behind him, and as he whirled around to see his arm coming up defensively with the flashlight, he heard something shrieking at him from the darkness, from the doorway of the utility room. He had a split-second glimpse of something glowing a hard electric blue, turning over and over as it cleaved the air, but he had no time to step back, nor to breathe, nor to scream. 
For in the next instant a shimmering, neon blue, double-bladed ax struck him directly between the eyes. Shattered from the inhuman force of the blow, his eyeglasses parted over the bridge of the nose and fell away on each side of the head, while the ax blade tore through flesh and bone and brain. His body was slammed against the wall, the head snapping back so fast there was a sharp crack!  as the neck broke. Blood streaming through the nostrils and the widened, horror—struck eye sockets, the corpse sagged down onto the floor like a mass of gore-splattered rags. It twitched spasmodically, the death dance of the muscles and nerves, and through the severed tongue, teeth clicked like bones thrown by ancient oracles. 
And then the corpse lay still, in pooling red, the flflashlight still gripped in a slowly whitening hand. But before dawn the batteries would be drained as well. 
And through the basement, making glass rattle in the windows, echoing through the house and off along McClain Terrace, rose the savage shriek of a blood-hungry, victorious eagle. 
When the last echoes had faded minutes later, a dog began to bark somewhere, frenziedly, like Cerberus at the gates of Hades. 
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THE VILLAGE 
Bethany's SIN, the roadside sign read, in white letters against a background of green. And below that; POP. 811. The sign looked immaculately clean, gleaming with the morning sun; Evan Reid remembered the contrasting sign that had marked the LaGrange town limits: pocked with bullet holes, bleeding rust, bent crazily out of shape by an errant car fender. 
Good damned riddance to that place, he thought bitterly, as the dark blue station wagon swept along a blacktopped highway overhung by the spreading green arms of elm trees, toward the life that lay ahead, toward the village of Bethany's Sin. 
"Weʼre here!" Laurie said from the backseat, pulling herself up between the man and woman in front to see. Her face was filled with the honest excitement of a six year-old who has seen the sun streaming out from behind swollen—bellied storm clouds; it was finally summer, after a long and terrible time of freezing weather, and her expectant eyes were as blue and soft as the Pennsylvania sky. She had been absorbed for most of the morning in a coloring book, but when theyʼd reached the green and rolling hills, the forests shadow-dappled and surely filled with the white·bearded elves of bedtime stories, Laurie had laid aside her Crayolas and let her mind drift. Beside her on the seat, her rag doll, Miss Prissy, nodded silently with the movement of the car. 
What was especially good, she thought, watching a crow turning lazy circles in the sky, was that Mommy and Daddy hadn't been mad at each other for a long time. 
"Not there quite yet," Kay Reid said, turning her head to glance back and smile at her little girl. She had the same blue eyes as Laurie, set in an attractive oval face framed by auburn hair that fell softly onto her shoulders. "You'd better be putting away those crayons, though; it won't be long." 
"Okay." Laurie began lining them up in the green and-yellow box, her golden hair blowing in the air that circulated through the open windows. 
Kay looked across at her husband; she knew he was weary from the driving, and concerned about threads showing in a couple of places on the left front tire. Almost home," she said, and he smiled a little bit. Home: the word sounded strange because she'd said it before, in different times and places; now it was like one of those words that lose meaning after you repeat them over and over again. 
There had been no permanence in those other places she'd called home, neither the cramped upstairs apartment with its clattering radiator pipes nor the shingle-roofed house that had always seemed thick with the reek of the steel mills. Those had both been places of suffocation, gritty no matter how often Kay cleaned and vacuumed, bad places for a little girl to grow up in, hopeless places in which to try to heal strained scars. No. Don't think about that. Her mind sheered away from the black drop-offs of memory. She watched him, saw his eyes follow the white line in the center of the road. What is it I see there? she wondered. Hope? Or fear? She thought suddenly how much older than his thirty-two years he looked; how the lines had spread around his deep-set gray eyes and around the mouth, how minute traces of gray had prematurely speckled the temples of his unruly sandy—brown hair. It was the creep of stress and pain, of anxious times when the world with its dark, outstretched claws seemed to be closing in on them, confining them, trapping them. 
He felt her gaze on him. “What is it?”he asked. 
"Just nervous," she said, and smiled. 
"No need to be. Everythingʼs going to be fine." 
Rising up from the forests on either side now were white picket fences, mailboxes, and driveways leading to unseen houses. Around the next curve was a white painted brick wall, a black wrought-iron gate with a scrolled D at its center, the roofs looming over the woods behind. As they drove past that house, Kay could see black and white and dappled horses grazing in a distant pasture; some of them lifted their heads to watch the station wagon sweep by. 
They came to an intersection with a blinking yellow caution light; there was a Gulf station with a banner proclaiming TIRE-SALE—Have to remember that, Evan thought as he stopped at the intersection—and across the street from it a large sign with an array of medallions and lettering: THE LION'S CLUB** THE 
CIVITAN** THE ROTARIANS** WELCOME YOU TO Bethany's SIN. And then they were driving along a street lined with elms and oaks; there were spacious, well-kept green lawns and dignified-looking brick and stone houses. More picket fences and gates and driveways, quiet streets, the hint of a breeze ruffling leaves overhead. A mailman in shorts, carrying a shoulder bag, making his rounds; a young blond woman in denims pushing a baby stroller; a summer-tanned teenage boy mowing a lawn, sweat glistening on his bare shoulders. A yellow Volkswagen, newly waxed, passed them going in the opposite direction. On the block ahead, a dark brown Buick was turning into a driveway. Evan suddenly felt ashamed of his station wagon; he wished it looked better. It was riddled with dents and nicks from five years of hard use and seemed like a vehicle from another world in this neat, everything-in-its-proper-place residential neighborhood; if there were a roadside sign in that other world, it would read JUST SCRAPING BY—POP. 3. 
They passed a McDonald's on the right, and then the street they were on, Fredonia, carried them directly into the main part of the village. Quaint little stores were ringed around a street called, appropriately, the Circle; it was a beautifully planned community, Kay thought, glancing around at the shops: Eveʼs Florists, Brysonʼs Gifts and Crafts, the Lamplighter Restaurant, the Talmadge Rexall drugstore, the Perky Pot coffee shop. But what was loveliest of all to her, and filled the air with the sweet scent of summer flowers, was the small park in the Circle's center; peonies and marigolds and daisies, three different varieties of roses, violets of deep, sun-splashed color, were all planted in orderly rows at the villageʼs heart. 
There was a stunning range of hues, from pale white to flaming red to dark purple, the colors reflected in the window glass of the shops. 
Streets led out from the Circle in all directions, like spokes from the center of a huge wheel. 
"it's soooooo pretty," Laurie said, pulling Miss Prissy up into the window to see. "And it smells so nice, too. Are we near our new house yet?" 
"Almost," Evan said, following the curve of the Circle past the blue-and-green-striped canopy of the Village Thrifty Delicatessen, past a swapshop bookstore called Chapter One. He turned onto Paragon Street and drove away from the center of the village, passing the sheriffʼs office, a red-brick building with white-trimmed windows and door, and the modernistic glass-and-marble Wallace Perkins Public Library. Evan and Kay had visited Bethany's Sin three times: the first in April, when she'd gotten the job at George Ross Junior College, the second in May to hunt for an affordable house, the third during the first week of June to make final arrangements. Though it was smaller by far than the surrounding villages on Highway 2l9—Spangler, Barnesboro, Saint Benedict, and Carrolltown—Bethany's Sin had a refreshing character that both Evan and Kay found appealing. The lawns were as green as emeralds, the streets free of litter, the houses cozy and inviting. 
Fringes of woodland were allowed to grow wild within the village limits, so that there would be a block of homes right on the edge of the forest, or a vale of pine and wild honeysuckle separating one street from the next. And lining the streets, like summer's sentinels, were the trees, looming high over the Bethany's Sin rooftops to throw kaleidoscopic patterns of shade. 
As he drove, Evan checked a map Marcia Giles had made for him on their last visit. Bethany's Sin stretched barely two miles from north to south, but there were many turn-offs and narrow, meandering streets that Evan hadn't yet learned to navigate; they passed the old flagstone Douglas Elementary School on Knollwood Street, turned right on Blair Lane. He looked down at the map again: Blair connected with Cowlington Street, then a left on Deer Cross Lane and up a small hill onto McClain Terrace. It would gradually become familiar to him, but now it was a maze of houses and greenery. Off beyond Deer Cross Lane, Kay saw a couple of shaded tennis courts and a covered-over barbecue pit; there was a concrete jogging track, on which a solitary figure in red running shorts was loping around the far turn. 
They reached McClain Terrace, as immaculate and fresh-looking as all the rest of the village. Perhaps the houses were a little newer and smaller, but Kay didn't mind; they were going to live in one of them, and that made all the difference. She mentally checked off the names on the mailboxes: Haversham, Kincaid, Rice, Demargeon. And then there was one with no name on it yet. 
Evan swung into the driveway. "Here we are, troops," he said. 
The house was two-storied, white with dark green trim and a dark green front door. Elms grew in the front yard, and there was a walkway to the door, lined with monkey grass. Though the backyard wasn't visible from the street, Evan knew it sloped gently downward to where a chainlink fence ended the property; beyond the fence there was a concrete drainage ditch and then the wild green tangle of the forest, unbroken until almost Marsteller, the nearest town, over two miles west. As Evan stopped the car, he was thinking about what Mrs. Giles had told him: It's a very quiet neighborhood, Mr. Reid, and in your line of work I know how highly you must value peace and quiet. In this day and age it's a vanishing commodity. He cut the engine, took the keys out of the ignition; the key chain had been made heavier by two after he'd come to terms with Mrs. Giles, over in her real-estate office on Kinderdine Street. 
"Are there deers around here?" Laurie asked him as he lugged two heavy suitcases out of the back of the station wagon. 
"Mrs. Giles says they've been seen a couple of times,” Kay told her. "Here. Why don't you put Miss Prissy in this box and carry it in for me, okay? Be careful now, '" there's glass in it. She took the cardboard box. "How about wolves? Any of them? 
"I doubt it," Evan said. "We're not far enough north.” 
Kay took the keys from Evan and carried a box filled with kitchen utensils up the three steps to the front door; a brass knocker reflected golden sunlight. She waited for Laurie and her husband and then slipped the key into the lock, turned it to the left. There was a quiet click!  And she smiled, then opened the door and held it for them. 
Evan stood in the doorway, a suitcase gripped in each hand; there was an entrance foyer with a parquet floor, and off to the left a large, high-ceilinged living room carpeted in beige. It still looked bare, even with the new sofa and the coffee table and chairs they'd brought over from LaGrange in a U-Haul. Pictures were needed on the walls, knickknacks on the table; but that would all be done in time, he told himself. Right now it looked as good as anything in the home-decorating magazines Kay had begun buying as she feverishly counted the the days until they were to move in. God, he realized suddenly, this entrance foyer and the living room combined are probably about the same size as that entire house in LaGrange, under the towering smokestacks, where the siding was the color of rust and the rain on the roof sounded like gunshots. 
"Well," Evan said, his voice giving life to the room as it floated up the white-banistered staircase and echoed back down again, I think we're home." He turned, gave Kay and Laurie a half-smile because smiles still did not come easy, and then carried the suitcases across the threshold. He set them down in the living room and stood for a moment looking out the picture window onto McClain Terrace while Kay and Laurie went back to the kitchen; he knew the layout of the house by heart now , after negotiating those stairs with lamps and mattresses and pasteboard boxes that held the accumulated odds and ends of a ten-year marriage: paneled den, a small dining area and kitchen in the back, a porch with stairs leading down to the backyard; upstairs, two bedrooms, a bathroom and a half. Plenty of closet space. Even a full basement. The doorway beneath the staircase led down into it. Evan looked at the houses across the street and wondered who lived over there; he heard Kay talking in the kitchen, and Laurie giggling at something she said. 
There would be time later to meet the neighbors. Right now there were two more suitcases in the car. He went outside, hearing the distant breeze making its way lazily through the overhang of branches. Shade-dappled sun fell upon him, warming his shoulders as he reached into the back of the station wagon and pulled out the battered cases. Here were their lives, he thought; packed away into suitcases and pasteboard boxes, folded over, tucked into place, pushed down deep and covered over with newspaper so they wouldn't rattle. It had been a long, hard road from LaGrange; the memory of that terrible place was like the jab of an ice pick in his soul. Let it go, he told himself; let it go because that part of our lives is finally over. It's going to be good now, here in Bethany's Sin, everything as it should be. Iʼ1l make it be good. He glanced across the lawn at his house and felt proud for the first time in a very long while. Evan saw curtains being pulled aside in a window at the back, where the kitchen was, and Kay peered out and waved to him. He gave a little broken·back pantomime and shuffled toward the door with the suitcases, and he saw her smile before she let the curtains drop back again. He heard a lawn mower start up perhaps two streets over, the drone of insects rising in harmony with it. 
And then the flesh at the back of his neck crawled, as it did whenever he sensed things without form or name, and he turned his head to gaze across the street. The houses there were sun-splashed hulks of wood and stone. Each one a little different, trimmed in dark brown, blue, painted white and forest green and burnt umber; but each one similar to the others in its silence. He narrowed his eyes slightly. Had a curtain been pulled aside at a window in the brown-and—white house two doors up the street? No, he decided after another moment; nothing had moved over there. And when he started for the house again, he caught the figure out of the corner of an eye. 
Someone sitting in the shadows of a front porch next door. Staring at him, hands clasped in the lap, chin slightly upraised. Across the roof of the porch the shadows of tree limbs were intertwined like the bodies of pythons. Evan knew it had been the gaze of that figure, fixed on the back of his neck, that had given him a brief, needlelike chill. 
Evan took a step forward. "Hello!" he called out. 
The figure, wearing shadow robes, did not move. Evan couldn't tell if it was a man or a woman; his eyes slid toward the street, to the name on the mailbox: DEMARGEON. “We're just moving in," Evan said; the figure remained motionless, and Evan imagined himself trying to carry on a conversation with a department-store dummy. He started to put the suitcases down and step toward the Demargeon house but suddenly the figure moved, turning noiselessly in its chair; as Evan watched, the entire chair swiveled and began to glide smoothly forward. Then the figure vanished within the house and there was the noise of a door closing quietly. He stood for a moment, still gripping the suitcases, staring at that front porch; it hadn't been an ordinary piece of porch furniture that figure had been sitting in. It had been a wheelchair. 
“Jesus H. Christ!" Evan said under his breath. He shook his head and turned back for his own doorway. But before he reached it there was the quick honking of a horn and a black, shining Buick swerved to the curb. The woman inside waved and cut the engine, sliding out from underneath the steering wheel
"Good morning," Mrs. Giles said, coming up the walkway toward him. She was very tall, almost as tall as he, and looked skeletal, as if she'd gone a little too far with her faddish liquid-protein diet. The last time he'd seen her she'd been wearing a blouse and skirt, but now she wore a short-sleeved navy blue jumpsuit; bracelets dangled noisily from her wrists. "How long have you been here?" 
"Not very long. We're still unloading the station wagon.” 
"I see." She had darting dark eyes that reminded Evan of some kind of insect, a high forehead crowned with light brown hair that held ribbons of gray. She was smiling, her face full of even white teeth. "How was your drive?" 
"Fine. Please, come inside. Kay and Laurie are in there exploring.” He followed her through the doorway and set the suitcases down near the stairs. “Kay!" he called. "Mrs. Giles is here!" 
"Okay; be right down!" Kayʼs voice floated from the master bedroom. 
Evan ushered the woman into the living room, and she sat down on the sofa. "I can only stay for a minute," she said as he took a seat in a chair across from her. "I wanted to come by and officially welcome you to the village, also to ask if there's anything I can do to help you get settled." 
"Thank you," Evan said, "but we're almost in. There's still some furniture on our shopping list—“
"You might try Broomeʼs Furniture over at the Westbury Mall; it's not far from here." 
"We'll probably take our time about it. There's no hurry." 
"Indeed," Mrs. Giles said, “there isn't. I think you'll find that you've made an excellent investment; there's no point anymore in renting apartments when you can put your money into solid property. 
At least not around Bethany's Sin. there's a rumor circulating that International Chemco may be buying land near Nanty Glo for a new research facility; if thatʼs true, Bethany's Sinʼs going to be sharing in the areaʼs growth, and all property owners are going to benefit—
Listen to me go on! Isnʼt that how I talked you out of renting that apartment in Johnstown?" 
Evan smiled and nodded. "I believe it is." 
"Well," she said, and shrugged, "progress would be nice, but just between you and me, I hope the village wonʼt ever become much larger than it is right now. There's a character and a mood here that I would hate to see altered by the crush of huge industrial complexes; I expect you had enough of that in LaGrange. For myself, I couldn't have stood that nasty air and the noises—ah, hereʼs that pretty little girl with the golden hair..." She had glanced over as Kay came into the living room, holding Laurieʼs hand. "How do you like having your own room, dear?" she asked the little girl. 
"it's very nice," Laurie said. 
“But she thinks the bedʼs too big for her," Kay said. “I've explained that when people get their own bedrooms they can expect to sleep on full-sized beds. Anyway"— she smoothed Laurie's hair
—"now there's room for Miss Prissy, isn't there?" 
"Yes," Laurie said, "but she always sleeps on the same pillow as me." 
Mrs. Giles smiled. "I think that can probably be arranged. 
Well”—she glanced up at Kay—"I expect you'll have quite a lot to do before the beginning of the summer session.” 
"So much I don't know where to start. I'm driving over to George Ross in the morning to check with Dr. Wexler. Do you know him?" 
"I donʼt believe I do." 
"Then, on Wednesday morning, there's a conference for the new instructors and some kind of luncheon. Workshops after that. I'm glad I won't be thrown into it cold." 
“Even if you were," Mrs. Giles said, "I'm certain you could handle the situation. You're a very intelligent woman, and this seems like a perfect opportunity for you. “
"It is," Kay said. "Of course, I'm nervous because I've never taught at a school anywhere as large as George Ross. But at the very least it'll be a good experience." 
She glanced quickly over at Evan. "For both of us." 
“I'm certain." Mrs. Giles stood up from the sofa. "I'd better be running along now; there are some calls I have to make at the office. 
You have my number; if there's anything I can do for you, please call me. All right?" 
“Yes,” Kay said, “we will. Thank you." 
Mrs. Giles moved out into the entrance foyer, with Evan behind her; she stopped and turned toward the little girl. “Such beautiful golden hair," she said softly. "It glows in the sunlight, doesn't it? 
You're going to break some hearts when you get .a little older, I'll tell you that." She smiled into Laurie's eyes and then stepped through the open door. 
"Thanks for stopping by," Evan said as he walked her out to the car. He looked over toward that front porch; a shaft of sunlight now lay like a fork of lightning upon the porch's flagstone door. "By the way," Evan said as they reached her Buick, "I saw one of my neighbors this morning, just before you drove up. There was someone sitting on that porch over there. In a wheelchair, I think. Do you know who that was?" 
Mrs. Giles looked over at the Demargeon house, one hand on the door handle. "Harris Demargeon," she said, her voice taking on a darker tone. The tone, Evan thought, of calamities and accidents. A hospital-and graveyard tone. "Poor man. Several years ago he was involved in a...rather nasty accident over on the Kingʼs Bridge Road, to the north of Bethany's Sin. There's a roadhouse up there called The Cock's Crow, and they're not above selling a few beers to minors on a slow Saturday night. A drunken young boy in one of those painted vans hit his car, almost head-on. The poor man's paralyzed from the waist down.” 
"Oh," Evan said. "I see." An image dashed through his mind like a multicolored comet: a red semi with ALLEN LINES on the cab door, crashing over a freeway median. Kay screaming. "I tried to speak to him," he told the woman, "but evidently he felt like being alone.” 
"He stays to himself." She opened the car door. Pent-up heat rolled out. "Iʼm sure youʼll be meeting Mrs. Demargeon; she's a good friend of mine." She slid beneath the wheel, turned the key in the ignition. "In fact, they bought their house through me." The engine roared to life. "Good luck to you and your wife, Mr. Reid," 
she said. "Weʼre so happy to have you in Bethany's Sin.” 
“Thanks again," Evan said, and when he stepped back from the car, she pulled away and disappeared at the far end of McClain, turning left toward the village. Some thing caught his eye as he turned back toward the house, and he looked again in order to locate it. Through the jigsaw of elm branches cutting the sky, there were the gables of a slate-colored roof; Evan judged it to be just this side of the Circle. A large building or house of some kind, though he hadn't noticed it before. Now, for some reason, he felt transfixed by it. Felt his heartbeat increase. Felt the blood bum like bile in his veins. 
Heard, as if in a mist-shrouded dream, his own voice screaming inside his head: Stop it! Stop it! Stop it! Stop... 
The elm branches, moved by the breeze, intertwined themselves into leafy new patterns; shade fell across his eyes, and for an instant that gabled roof was out of sight. 
"Evan!” Someone was calling. Someone close. Some one. Kay. 
"Evan, I'm putting coffee on! Do you want any? Evan, what's wrong?" 
He tried to turn his head toward her, but his neck was stiff. His shoulder was throbbing. 
"Evan?" There was a familiar panic in her voice now. 
Answer her, he told himself. Turn toward her and answer her. 
"Evan!" Kay called from the doorway. She could see his back, could see his head tilted slightly upward and to the side, in that strange way he had of staring at things, of sinking his soul into things, of becoming one with them. She started down the steps and across the lawn. 
But before she reached him he had turned and smiled, his eyes clear of any disturbance, his brow calm. "It's okay," he told her. "I was just...letting my mind drift, I guess." 
Kay felt her lungs heave. Thank Christ, she told herself. Thank Whoever listens to my prayers about...that thing. "Come inside." She held out her hand to him, and he nodded and took it. "You're hot," 
she said. 
"Is that an invitation to something?" 
"No," she said, leading him toward the open door, "I mean it. 
Your body feels hot. Are you okay?" 
"Sure," he said. "Why wou1dnʼt I be?" She didn't answer. 
When they reached the house he realized how badly he was sweating; perspiration covered his face and neck in tiny blisterlike beads. Funny, he thought. Damned funny. But not funny enough to make him laugh, for his face burned and felt swollen. 
As if seared by a huge, a1l—consuming fire. 
FIVE 





THE GIFT AND THE CURSE 
Sleep waited for Evan, and he was afraid. 
The remainder of the day had been spent settling into the new house: unpacking the suitcases and pasteboard boxes, hanging up clothes in the closets, sorting silver ware and putting pots and pans away in kitchen cabinets, sweeping and mopping floors, stocking the refrigerator and pantry with what theyʼd brought with them from LaGrange. During the afternoon Evan had taken the car down past the Circle again, to that Gulf station with the tire sale, and had passed the better part of thirty minutes trying to talk the manager, a slim man with a shock of unruly red hair and the name Jess sewn onto his shirt, into coming down on his price. He finally agreed to, by five dollars, since Evan was new in town and he wanted the manʼs business in the future. Jess pulled the station wagon into the garage, and while a teenage boy with close-cropped red hair—the same shade as his fatherʼs—put the new tire on, Jess and Evan sat down in the office and had a quiet talk. 
Good to have you here, Jess had told him. Bethany's Sinʼs a real nice place. Kind of quiet around here for me—me and my family live over in Spangler. Been there for the last four years. What do you do for a living? 
I'm a writer, Evan had told him. Or trying to be. 
Books, huh? 
Not yet. Short stories, magazine articles. Whatever. 
Good work if you can get it. Me, I guess I've done just about everything. Drove trucks for a few years. Construction work. Went into the house-building business with my brother-in-law, but that kind of fizzled. Tried my hand on the rodeo circuit back when I was a kid, growing up in South Dakota. Yeah, that was a rough way to make a buck. You take those big horses, they're mean. The bigger, the meaner; and they donʼt have any love for humans. It was all I could do just to grit my teeth and hang on. Well, there you go. Looks like Billyʼs got that new whitewall on for you. Come back anytime, we'll just sit around and shoot the breeze, 'cause I don't get much of a chance to talk with the Bethany's Sin folk. 
Driving back home, Evan made a wrong turn and found himself on Ashaway Road, a street that circled back into Highway 219 and northward. At the northern limit of the village stood a grassy knoll studded with elm and oak trees. Also gravestones. It was the Shady Grove Hill Cemetery, bordered along Ashaway Road by a low rock wall. Evan turned the car around in a driveway before he reached the junction of 219 and wound his way, still uncertainly, toward McClain. At the comer of Blair and Stevenson he happened to turn his head slightly to the right to look for oncoming traffic—of which there always seemed to be miraculously little—and that was when he saw it framed by the backdrop of a white glowing cloud: the gabled roof he'd seen that morning, now only a single street over. What street? he wondered. Cowlington? He could see windows just beneath the roof, glazed with reflections of other roofs and windows, of streets and houses and perhaps even the Circle itself. Like eyes that saw everything, set in a face of dark, weathered stone. 
Behind him, the driver of a white Ford honked; Evan blinked, snapping his gaze away from that house, and turned toward home. 
And now he lay in the bed beside Kay, she with her eyes closed and her warm body pressed against him, he feeling a heavy weariness but unwilling yet to let go. Distrustful of that time of rest because for him it was often not rest, but like sitting in the front row of a movie theater in the dark, waiting for the show to begin and dreading it. He remembered as a child, in New Concord, Ohio, going to the Lyric Theater on Hanover Street on Saturday afternoons. Eric with him, hand digging into a red-and-white-striped bag of popcorn; around him the chatter of children cut loose from the real world for a couple of hours, free to lose themselves in the shadows that would soon crawl or creep or slither across the time worn screen. And when the monster appeared, slobbering vile fluids or gnashing vampiric teeth, the hail of popcorn would continue until the red-jacketed usher paced up and down the aisles with his flashlight, threatening expulsion from the school of silver dreams. Some of those monsters were fake and funny, men in rubber suits zapping fleeing earthlings with bizarre rayguns, Japanese centipedes crawling through underground tunnels, hunchbacks with popping eyes that looked oddly like sunnyside up eggs. You could laugh at those, and trust that all would be okay when you got up out of your seat and turned your back on them in favor of some Red Hots or Chocolate Soldiers. 
But there was one Evan still remembered. Still feared. It had been one of those old, flickering, black-and white serials, the chapters ending terrifyingly at a moment of excruciating danger. It had drawn him back to that theater again and again to see each episode because no sane person would have 'dared to turn away from the thing that crawled across that screen. Each Saturday you had to reassure yourself that it would still be there, that it wasn't gone, hadn't broken free from that movie to slither like the cold fall of night through New Concord. The Hand of Evil. Something never quite seen, and always felt too late. Something that could have been man or woman, or not even human, but the frozen, coagulated breath of a demon. Something that struck without warning, and what it was, no man knew or dared to guess. But some ventured that in its passing it...scuttled. 
Like a spider. 
And you never never never turned your back on it, or let it get behind you. Because when you did, it would either consume you or, if unable yet to sink its fangs into your throat, would devour whoever was at hand and bide its time. At the end of the serial the Hand of Evil escaped, oozing through a box the hero—Jon Hall? 
Richard Arlen?—had captured it in and thrown into the river. Such was the stuff of nightmares, of things that would resurface later in life and grip at throats and spines. Because even as a child in that theater Evan Reid had known there really was such a thing as the Hand of Evil; not called that, no, because that was just a story, but darkness and evil and terror in some black, hideous, lunatic form that stalked its victims in absolute silence. 
Beside him, Kay moved slightly on her pillow. He was only dimly aware that he was drifting into a place of thick darkness, where things waited. 
The place he found himself in might have been some dream counterpart of the Lyric, but it was very cold; so cold he could see the floating breath in front of his face. There was absolute, ear-cracking silence, and his first thought was: Where are the other children? It's Saturday afternoon, isn't it? The show's about to start. 
Where are they? At first he thought he was alone, but very slowly something was taking shape just beside him. A form of many shadows and colors, merging into the illusion of solidity. Cold. Very, very cold. In the briefest of instants Eric's features slid across the face of the form, then were gone. Other eyes, noses, jaws, cheekbones, emerged from that face and then slipped away; some Evan recognized, some he did not. It was like watching photographs of the dead being flipped by at high speed. Some of those eyes and mouths gaped in ragged terror. 
Perhaps shadowy ushers had tom tickets for this theater; perhaps it was wholly within Evan Reid's mind, or perhaps it actually stood somewhere along the line of demarkation between reality and dreams, between facts and premonitions. Wherever it existed, he now waited for the beginning. 
Because he knew there was something they wanted him to see. 
It began within him, a tremble of red across his mind that began to grow, to stretch out feelers that touched nerves here, and here, and here. It grew into a spiderish form that gnawed at his brain with a red-cupped mouth, and he was unable to scream or draw away. The thing crawled over him, inflicting pinpricks of pain with its furred claws. In a whirl of color the pictures loomed out at him, blinding him momentarily with a burst of white light: a barren, weed-choked woodland field and the sudden, terrifying noise of cracking wood. A flight of crows taking to the blue sky like a black pentagram. A sharp scream, abruptly ending. Then rising again, a demonic shriek that made him want to cry out in pure terror; earth exploding, spewing geysers of dirt and jungle vines and tree branches. Mortar shells. 
Faces shadowed by the bars of bamboo cages, watching him struggle with two black-garbed guards. An American face over him, peering down, saying take it easy, you're okay, you're okay, you're okay now. 
A brief glimpse of Kay and Laurie, both younger, Laurie as a baby in her mother's arms. Steam-pipe rattles. Angry voices and someone cry ing. Crumpled wads of paper being thrown into a wastebasket, and a searing pool of yellow light. 
And then, finally and most disturbingly, a roadside sign that read Bethany's SIN. 
Followed by utter darkness. 
He shook his head, wanting to escape, to scream himself out of this place; but he realized after another moment that they weren't finished with him. No, not quite yet. Because, after all, he had been brought to see the next episode. 
The darkness whitened, very gradually. Until it was the color of sunlight, and there were the streets and houses of the village, laid out in an orderly and pleasing pattern. He could see the colors of the flowers in the Circle, and all the shops ringing it, but it seemed that the streets were deserted and the houses empty, because nothing moved. He walked alone, following his beckoning shadow, surrounded by silence. 
And he stood before that large, dark-stoned, gabled house. 
Moving through a wrought-iron fence topped with spear points, walking along a concrete pathway toward an imposing door of solid oak. He could taste a dry fear in his throat, but there was no turning back, no running. Not here, in this place. His hand slowly reached out, gripped the brass knob and pushed. The door opened noiselessly, and he stood on the threshold. 
Darkness within; cold, the smell of ages past and bones dissolved into ashes. The sun burned on his back; the shadows ahead froze his face. And as he watched, unable to move, dust boiled in a long corridor that seemed to stretch into eternity before him. It finally came together like a curtain, and it was through this curtain that Evan saw a shadowy figure moving, slowly and steadily. 
Formless, ancient, terrible. Striding closer. Closer. And closer. One arm coming up, fingers piercing that maelstrom of dust, clawing it away as if it were the sheerest fabric or the thick webs of a huge and lurking spider. The fingers stretched out toward him, and Evan threw up his arms before his face, but he could not step away, could not find the strength to move, could not slam that massive door upon whatever evil thing it was that neared him in that corridor. The hand began to come through the dust for him. 
And the faceless shape of a head, cloaked in darkness. 
He thrust his arms out against it to hold it back, his mouth coming open in a cry of terror. He gripped something, pushed at it. 
Hands on his wrists; someone shaking him. The lights coming on, stinging his eyes. Someone saying... 
"Evan!"  Kay. Shaking him. His fingers clamped around her wrists, and her hands on his shoulders. "Evan! Come on, wake up! 
Wake up! What's wrong with you?" Her eyes were sleep-puffed and wild, and she shook him harder to make him see her. 
He wiped away the webs of sleep and sat up on the pillow. 
Beads of sweat clung to his cheeks and forehead, drying now. He blinked, trying to remember where he was. That house. No. Our house. Kay beside me. Outside, the sleeping village. All is well in the world. That other place, where they showed him the things, had faded and was gone. He waited a moment, trying to regain his equilibrium; his breathing was ragged. "Iʼm...okay," Evan said finally. "I'm okay." He looked into Kay's eyes, and she nodded. 
"Was it a bad one?" she asked him. 
From the bedroom across the hall, Laurie's frightened voice: 
"Mommy? Daddy?" 
"it's nothing,” Evan called to her. "Just a bad dream. Go back to sleep." 
Silence. 
"Do you want a glass of water or something?" Kay asked him. 
He shook his head. "It's over now. Jesus, some first night in our new house!" 
"Please..." Kay touched his lips with a linger. "Don't talk about it. Everythingʼs all right now. Can you go back to sleep?" 
"I donʼt—no, I donʼt think so. Not yet, at least." He waited a long while, aware that she was watching him, and then he turned his head toward her. "I don't want to ruin things," he said. 
"You won't. You never have. Don't even think anything like that.” 
"Hey," he said, looking into her eyes. "I'm your husband, remember? You don't have to kid yourself, and you certainly donʼt have to kid me. We both know." 
"You blame yourself for too much. There's no need for it." She felt uneasy saying that, as if she were fully aware it was a lie. She could see that his eyes looked distant and haunted, as if he'd seen something terrible that he'd failed to fully recognize. 
"I want things to be good," Evan said, "I want them to work out.” 
"They will," she said. "Please..." 
“But they haven't before, have they?" he asked her, and her silence stung him. "Always these dreams. I can't get away from them. I can't make them stop! Jesus, when are they going to stop? 
Now they've caught up with me, ' and I'm having nightmares about Bethany's Sin.ʼ 
"Bethany's Sin?" Kayʼs eyes iced and narrowed. "What about it?" 
"I can't make any sense out of it. I never can. But this seemed... 
worse than any I've ever had before.” 
Kay stared at him without speaking, because she didn't know what to say, because there was nothing to say. His eyes said everything. Torment. Pain. Guilt. She had the sudden sure feeling that in the other bedroom Laurie wasn't asleep at all, but was listening, perhaps fearfully. Laurie had heard her father cry out in the night too many times not to be afraid. 
Evan was making an effort to control his breathing. The details of the nightmare were fading rapidly; just the cold terror remained lodged like a thorn down around his stomach. "I can't deal with this," 
he said finally. "I've never been able to. All my life I've cried out in my sleep; I've gone through insomnia and sleeping pills and stay awake pills. But I just canʼt shake the damned dreams!” He threw aside the sheets and sat up on the edge of the bed. Kay found herself staring at a small semicircular scar on the muscular curve of his lower back where his pajama top had bunched up. Shrapnel from a world away. That was what had brought him home from the war. 
Purple Heart and all. She touched it very slightly, as if afraid it might burst open again and spill bright red blood across the blue sheets. It seemed foreign to her, as many things still did, even after all this time. "I donʼt even know what the hell they mean," he said. "When I try to examine them as bits and pieces, my brain turns to slush. The fragments escape me just as I try to grab at them. And this time... 
this time they were about Bethany's Sin. God knows why. But they were." 
"They're only dreams," Kay said, trying to keep her voice calm. 
How many times had she said that exact same thing to him in the middle of the night? Only dreams. Not real. They can't hurt. “There's nothing to them; I can't understand why you let them... worry you so much." Careful, careful, she thought; this is tricky, have to choose the right words, like picking flowers in a bed of nettles. She stared at the back of his head, the unruly hair standing out from the top and sides. He ran one hand through it, and she saw his shoulders sag forward a fraction. "They don't mean anything, Evan," she said quietly and calmly. "Just maybe that you put too much mustard and a pickle too many on your meatloaf sandwich. Come on, lie back down. What time is it, anyway?" She turned her head to look at the night-table clock. "My God," she said. "Almost five." She yawned, still squinting from the lampʼs whitish glare. 
"They mean something," he said in a dull, empty voice. "The one about the truck meant something, didn't it? And the ones before that...” 
"Evan," Kay said. "Please..." She heard herself: weary, irritated. 
Perhaps more than a little frightened as well. Yes. Admit it, she told herself. Through the cold layers of skepticism she had slowly troweled down over the years as a protection against things she failed to comprehend, that twinge of unease, of unreasoning fear, had often penetrated. But only for a moment, because then she'd been able to gain control again, to say no, no, it's only coincidence, there's no such thing as—
"I'm sorry if I frightened you," Evan said. "Jesus, I'm going to have to start sleeping with a strip of tape over my mouth so you and Laurie can get some decent rest for a change." 
—what did they call it—
"I thought I'd left them behind," he told her, without looking at her. "I thought they were still in LaGrange. Maybe lurking under the bed, or something like that. The last one was about Harlin, and a month after it I'd lost my job at the journal." 
—second sight? 
"I remember," Kay said, without bitterness now because, after all, things had worked out well, hadn't they? Coincidence; all of it was coincidence. "I want to turn out the light," she said. "Okay?" 
"Okay," he told her. "Sure." 
She reached over, switched it off. Darkness reclaimed the room except for a single shaft of clear moonlight that filtered through the curtains. She lay on her back, her eyelids weighted by weariness, but did not immediately return to sleep. Instead, she listened to his breathing. It reminded her, oddly, of a frightened animal she had watched in a cage at the zoo when she was a little girl. She lifted her hand and touched his shoulder. "Arenʼt you going to try to sleep?" 
"In a few minutes,” Evan replied. He wasn't ready yet. The old fears had resurfaced, laced like scars across white flesh. The whole thing was unreal, like Poeʼs dream within the dream. Why wonʼt they leave me alone? he asked himself. This is a new start. I want everything to be right. I don't want the dreams anymore! From the distance of time Jerniganʼs voice came to him: Old Reid can see! 
Bastard can fuckin see! Said he saw that tripwire stretched across
the trail in a dream, saw it glowing blue like it was on fire or
somethin'. And Bookman on point found that goddamned thing,
stretched tight, smeared with mud, just waitin' for us, because old
Reid told him to watch for it! So Bookman traces it up into the trees
and there's this fuckin' Claymore, and after everybody's got his ass
hid we yank that wire and there she goes like a Roman candle,
boom! When the Cong came in to loot deadmen, they caught some
lead between their teeth. 
Sure. Evan stared at the blank wall, feeling the darkness and silence of the house like an alien marrow in his bones. This dream he'd had tonight was....very different from any he'd ever had. 
Shifting shapes, formless things lurking in a dark maelstrom: what were they? What did it mean? Or did it mean anything at all? Like everyone else, he had dreams that were only insensible fragments, sometimes comedic, sometimes chilling. Dreams that were, as Kay had pointed out, brought on by too much mustard or spicy chili or things remembered from midnight television flicks. But through experience Evan had learned to tell the difference. If they—the formless escort things that brought him to the movie in his mind—
wanted him to see, then there was a purpose to it. A deadly serious purpose. And he had learned not to dismiss lightly the images they allowed him to see; that sight had saved their lives before, more than once. Of course he knew that Kay turned her back on it; she dismissed those happenings as coincidence because she couldn't understand, and she feared it as well. He hadn't told her about it before they were married, because in those days he was still trying to come to grips with it himself, to understand why he was burdened with a strange half-enlightenment, half-affliction. His motherʼs voice: a gift. His fathers harder voice: a curse. Yes. Both of those. 
He decided he did want a glass of cold water, so he rose up from the bed, switched on the light in the blue tiled bathroom, and drew tap water into a plastic cup. In the bathroom mirror his face looked haunted by the things that lived behind it: dark circles beneath the grayish green eyes, lines deepening on his forehead and around his mouth, premature flecks of gray glinting at his temples. 
On his left cheek, just above the line of the cheekbone, was a small, crooked scar; there was another over his left eyebrow. He had ignored a dream once, in the fatigue of jungle fighting, in the day-today hell of survival; in that dream they had shown him a red sky filled with flaming wasps. When the mortar shells had come that morning, he was out in the open, and the shrapnel had pierced his left side, one piece imbedding itself dangerously close to his heart. 
Remembering that was difficult; it was a jumble of noise and faces and blood smells and hospital smells. How the medic, a young man named Dawes, had kept him from bleeding to death he never knew. 
He remembered, dimly, whirling copter blades and men shouting. 
Then there was blackness until a glaring white light shone over his face at a field hospital; he heard someone moaning and, weeks later, realized that it must have been himself. Now, standing before the mirror, he knew that the fine lines of the scars across his chest and ribs would look somewhat like a roadmap underneath his pajama top. Before the war he had slept with Kay in the nude. Now he didn't, though Kay said she didn't mind, and he thought she meant it, but that field of crisscrossed flesh made the images well up in his mind like burning drops of blood
Four years before, when he was still inside the barbed-wire cocoon of cold terror the war had closed around him, he had tried to grow a beard. He wanted to hide: he didn't particularly like Evan Reid anymore; he didn't know the man, wouldn't have known him if he'd met Evan Reid on the streets of LaGrange. In the war he had killed human beings at first with sick horror and revulsion, later with an empty feeling, as if he were the M-16 itself, hot and smoking. 
And at the end, after what had been done to him in a Cong prisoner-of-war holding camp, he even found himself hunting them, every impulse and nerve vibrating with the killer instinct. The hardened men, the ones whose eyes looked funny, slitted, and who never liked people to stand behind them, said that after you got the killer instinct you never lost it. He had prayed to God that he would; and perhaps that was why he chose to ignore the dream and freeze in his tracks when he heard the mortar shells screaming in. Because it was time to stop. Or be stopped
The beard was gone a week after it was begun because the hair grew ragged around the scar on his jaw, branding him with memories. Another reminder of what he had been and what he had done. 
He drank down the water, drew another half·glass and drank that as well. In the mirror his eyes stared back at him over the rim of the glass. Then he turned off the light and walked into the bedroom, where Kay's sleeping form lay motionless in the sheets. As he crossed the room the beam of moonlight fell upon him. 
Abruptly, in the distance, a dog began to bark. Perhaps, Evan thought, from a backyard at the far end of McClain Terrace. 
He paused, stepped toward the window, and drew aside the curtains with one hand. 
Evan peered through the glass. Leafy elm branches cut the moon's pearly luminescence into jagged shards of ice. The dog began to bay. Something moved past the window, the flash of a phantom wraith there and then gone along the street. Evan, craning his neck but unable to see because of the trees, had the split-second impression of something black. And huge. For an instant his flesh had crawled and the hair at the back of his neck had risen. Now he could hear his heart hammering in his chest, and he strained to see through the night, his senses questing for the slightest movement. 
But there was nothing. If there had been anything at all. 
Shadows? He glanced quickly up at the sky. A cloud passing briefly over the face of the moon? Possibly, but . if not that, then what? All along McClain the houses were dark; nothing moved, no lights shone, nothing nothing nothing... He felt bitterly cold, and he shivered suddenly. And drew away from the window, letting the curtains fall back. He slipped beneath the sheets, and Kay murmured, moving closer to him. For a long time he could feel his heartbeat as it seemed to strum his body like an off-key guitar. What had that been? he asked himself on the borderline of sleep. What was out there on the night-lit Bethany's Sin streets? 
And why was he certain he would not have gone outside to see it for any price on earth? Falling into the black crater of sleep, he heard that dog bark again. Again. 
And again. 
SIX 





LITTLE FEARS 
Bird song filled the morning air along McClain Terrace, and fingers of sunlight moved in the forest beyond Kayʼs kitchen windows as she started breakfast. Laurie wasn't yet awake, but that was okay because starting next week she'd have to be getting up around seven-thirty to go to the day-care center while Kay drove on to George Ross Junior College, a few miles north of Ebensburg. Evan was showering upstairs, and as Kay put the water on to boil for coffee, she heard the noise of the shower cease. 
When she was getting the cups—white with a dark blue band around the rim—out of the cupboard, her hands suddenly trembled and she dropped one of them onto the linoleum-tiled floor. It cracked, teethlike chips flying out in all directions, and she called herself a stupid ass and put the broken cup into the trash can. 
But the truth was that a spring had begun winding itself tight within her. 
She envisioned the inside of a pocket watch her grandfather Emory had once shown her, all the tiny gears clicking and turning, the mainspring coiling itself tighter and tighter as he wound it with his age-spotted hand. Won't it break, Pa-Pa? she'd asked him. And then it won't be good anymore? But he'd only smiled and wound it as tight as it would wind, and then he'd let her hold it and watch the gears go around, choking in what seemed to her a mechanical frenzy. 
Perhaps now, she thought, the main spring that controlled her nerves and heartbeat and even the workings of her mind was being wound by an invisible hand. An invisible Pa-Pa. Wound and wound and wound until she could feel the first threatening throb of pain erupt at her temples. She opened a drawer, searched through it for the bottle of Bufferin she'd placed there the day before; she took two with a glass of water. That helped a little bit. But they were tension headaches, stubborn and painful, and very often so bad the Bufferin did nothing against them. She shrugged her shoulders to ease the tight band across her back. The water began to boil on the stove. To her the kettle's whistle sounded like a shriek. She reached for the pot, feeling the heat on her hand, and lifted it off the glowing eye. At the same time she concentrated on dismissing the nagging fears that seemed to have crept up around her, vaporish things that might have stepped through the woodwork. Things that had followed them from LaGrange and now sat watching her, grinning and chuckling, from perches atop the counter or the cupboards. In the war of nerves they always won. 
In another few minutes she heard Evan coming down the stairs. 
He came into the kitchen wearing a pale blue short·sleeved shirt and gray slacks, and kissed her on the cheek as she fried bacon. He smelled of soap, and his hair was still damp. "Good morning," he said. 
“ 'Morning." She swept a mental hand across the kitchen, and those little fears scuttled away into nooks and crevices to wait. She smiled and returned his kiss. "Breakfast is almost ready." 
"Great," he said, and looked out the windows across the sun-and-shadow-dappled woodland. "It's going to be a pretty day. Isn't Laurie awake yet?” 
"No," Kay said. "There's no reason for her not to sleep late." 
Evan nodded. He glanced toward the sky, half-expecting to see looming factory chimneys and a reddish tinge of industrial smoke, but there were only the distant clouds against a soft blue. How many mornings, he wondered, had he stood at the single kitchen window in that LaGrange house and seen that smudge of blood in the sky? 
Those cramped, low-ceilinged rooms had been like a cage, except the bars were of wood instead of bamboo. And in that dark brick building far beyond the company parking lot the Gentleman waited, except this time the Gentleman had a name and his name was Harlin. 
Evanʼs mind sheered away from all that, and he let the sunlight reflected off the trees warm his face; but in backing away from those thoughts he remembered the nightmare, with its Bethany's Sin road sign and its shadowy thing emerging from a cloud of dust. 
Something tightened suddenly at the base of his spine. What could that dream-form have been? he wondered; what evil, twisted thing reaching for him? Only the Shadow knows, he told himself. And even the Shadow can be wrong. 
"Here we are," Kay said, putting the breakfast dishes on the small circular table in the kitchen. 
Evan sat down, and Kay joined him. They ate in silence for a few minutes; in an elm tree in the backyard a blue jay screeched and then wheeled for the sky. After a while Evan cleared his throat and looked up at her from his plate; he caught her gaze and held it. "I'd like to tell you what my dream was last night...” 
She shook her head. "Please. I don't want to hear it..." 
"Kay," he said quietly, "I want to talk about it. I've got to get it out in the open where I can see it clearly and try to understand it." 
He put his fork down and sat silently for a moment. "I know my... 
dreams frighten you. I know they make you uncomfortable. But they frighten me much, much more, because I have to live with them. I wish to God I didn't; I wish I could turn my back on them or run away from them or...something, but I can't. All I'm asking is that you help me understand." 
"I don't want to hear it," Kay said firmly. "There's no sense in talking about your dreams with me, because I refuse to see them as you do. For Christ's sake, Evan, you torture yourself with them!" She leaned slightly over the table toward him, ignoring that haunted, pleading look in his eyes that she had seen so often. "And you insist on trying to torture Laurie and me with them as well! Everyone has dreams, but not everyone believes that their dreams are going to influence their lives somehow! When you start doing that, you"—
she searched carefully for the correct words—"make them come true yourself!" 
Evan sipped at his coffee and put the cup back in its saucer; there was a tiny chip on the rim. "I don't dream like a normal person does," he said. "You must realize that by now. Iʻll sleep without dreaming for months at a time, and when they finally come they're... 
very strange. And real. Terrible and threatening; different from ordinary dreams. And always they try to tell me something...” 
"Evan!" Kay said sharply, more sharply than she'd intended. 
Slashed, Evan looked at her and blinked, and she dropped her fork down onto the table. "I don't care what you say or think," she told him, trying hard to keep herself under control. Her temples throbbed. 
Oh, no! she told herself. Damn it damn it here come those headaches! "They are not premonitions. There are no such things as premonitions." She held his gaze, wouldn't let him look away. "You make those things come true by your own actions, don't you see that? Can't you realize that it's you?" Bitterness rose in her throat, tasting like an amalgam of salt water, bile and blood. "Or are you too blind to see it?" 
He kept staring at her, his face frozen into the mask he wore when she struck out at him. In the backyard a robin warbled on and on. 
Kay rose and took her plate over to the sink. There was no use in talking to him about this thing; of all the tiny day-to-day thorns that pricked their marriage, this was the largest and the sharpest. 
This had drawn blood and tears. And what was most terrible, Kay thought, was that it was a hopeless situation: Evan was never going to stop seeing his dreams as a window onto some other world, and she was never going to agree with his often utterly ridiculous 
"premonitions." Those things that had come true in the past had come about due only to him, not to anything supernatural. Not to Destiny, nor to Evil, but only to Evan Reid. And the simple truth of the matter was for her the most painful: he had allowed those dreams to shape his own life and, worse, their life together. Middle·class gypsies, she told herself, almost humorously. Carrying our crystal ball with us. Living in fear when the dreams told Evan there was going to be a fire in the apartment building—he'd left the electric heater on one morning, a frayed wire had shot sparks, a lot of smoke but not much damage. His fault again. Living in fear under Eddie Harlin—don't think about that! —and so many other times. 
And now it's begun again, she told herself. Only one day here, where there are so many opportunities for all of us, and it's already started. And why? Yes. Because he's afraid. Isn't that what the Veterans Administration psychologist, Dr. Gellert, had said years ago? Evan has a problem trusting people, the doctor had told her in one of those terrible sessions. There's a great deal of stress within Evan, Mrs. Reid; it's a result of the war, his feelings about himself, his idea that he's personally responsible for many of the things that happened. It seems to be a complex problem; it goes back to his relationship with his parents and, especially, his older brother, Eric... 
Evan finished his coffee and brought the plates over to the sink. 
"Okay," he said. "I know they disturb you; I know they frighten you. 
So we wonʼt talk about them anymore." He waited for her response, and finally she turned toward him. 
"They do scare me," Kay said. "And you scare me when you believe in them so much. I'm sorry I get upset, Evan; I'm sorry I don't understand, but...we've both got to put those bad things behind us." She paused for a moment, watching his eyes. "All right?" 
"Yes," Evan said, nodding. "All right." 
Kay reached out and took his hand, drawing him toward the windows. "Look at that," she said. "A whole forest for us to wake up to in the mornings. And that clear, blue sky. Did you ever make cloud-pictures when you were a child? What does that large one over there look like to you?" 
Evan looked at it. "I don't know," he said. "What do you think?" 
"A face," Kay said. "Someone smiling. See the eyes and the mouth?" 
To Evan it looked like an archer, but he didn't say anything. 
“I wonder what the rain looks like through these windows? Or the snow?" 
Evan smiled and put his arm around her. "I doubt if we'll see very much snow this summer.” 
"It must be entirely white," Kay said. "And the branches thick with icicles. And in the spring and the fall it'll be different again." 
She turned toward him and looked into his eyes; he'd pushed away the haunted darkness, for a little while at least, and for this she was grateful. She put her arms around him. "It's going to be good," she said. "Just like we've always wanted every thing to be. I've got my teaching position, you'll be writing, Laurie's going to be meeting new friends and having a real home; thatʼs very important to her right now." 
"Yes, I know it is." He held onto her and looked out across the forest. It would be beautiful under a cover of snow. And then in the spring, as the first green buds appeared on the thousands of bare brown limbs, there would be nothing in sight but fresh green and the slow and sure growth of new thicket; and in the autumn, as the weather cooled day by day, the trees would take on the appearance of fire, the leaves scorched with gold and red and yellow, slowly turning brown and curling, dropping to the earth. Beyond those windows Nature would be constantly changing her colors, like a beautiful woman with many dresses. It pleased Evan that there was so·much beauty to look forward to, for in the past few years there had been achingly little. 
There was a sudden bing-bong!  from the entrance foyer. The doorbell, Evan realized. 
"I'll see who it is," Kay said; she squeezed her husband's hand briefly and then turned away from the kitchen windows, going out through the den and a connecting corridor to the entrance foyer. 
Through the panes of frosted glass set into the door she saw the head of the person on the other side; she unlocked and opened the door. 
It was a woman, perhaps in her late thirties, wearing a canary yellow tennis outfit; a locket initialed with the letters J and D hung around her neck. Her flesh sun-tanned but amazingly unlined, she looked as if she practically lived outdoors, and in her rather square-jawed but attractive face her gaze was steady and calm. She held a basket of tomatoes. "Mrs. Reid?" she said. 
"Yes, that's right." 
"It's so good to meet you. I'm Janet Demargeon." The woman motioned with a tilt of her head. “Your next door neighbor." 
"Oh, yes," Kay said, "of course. Please come in, won't you?" 
She stepped back and the woman came into the entrance foyer. 
The aroma of freshly mown grass wafted in through the open door, reminding Kay of wide, luxuriously green pastures. 
"I see you're all moved in," Mrs. Demargeon said, swinging her- gaze in toward the living room. "How pretty." 
"Not quite," Kay told her. "there's still some furniture to buy." 
"Well, it's coming along nicely." The woman smiled again and offered her the basket. "From my garden. I thought you might like some fresh tomatoes this morning." 
"Oh, theyʼre beautiful," Kay said as she took them. They were, too; large and red and unblemished. Mrs. Demargeon walked past her into the living room and · looked around. "Just a hobby," she said. "Everyone should have a hobby, and gardening's mine." 
Kay motioned for her to sit down, and she did, in a chair near the picture window. "it's so nice and cool in here," Mrs. Demargeon said, fanning her face with a red-nailed hand. "My air conditioning has been breaking down since the first of June; it's a real problem getting the Sears serviceman over from the Mall." 
" 
“Can I get you something? A cup of coffee?” 
"Iʼd love some iced tea. With plenty of ice." 
Evan, hearing the voices, came through the foyer into the living room. Kay introduced them and showed him the tomatoes; Evan took the womanʼs outstretched hand and shook it, finding it as hard and dry as a manʼs. Her eyes were very attractive though, green veined with hazel, and her dark brown hair was swept back from her face. Glints of blond showed in it. Kay took the tomatoes back to the kitchen and left them alone. 
"Where are you and your wife from, Mr. Reid?" Mrs. 
Demargeon asked him when he'd settled himself on the sofa. 
"We've been living in LaGrange; it's a small mill town near Bethlehem." 
Mrs. Demargeon nodded. "I've heard of it. Were you with the mill?" 
"In a way. I was a writer and copy editor for Iron Man, the mill's public-relations journal. Mostly I wrote headlines." 
"A writer'?" She raised her eyebrows. "Well! I don't think we've ever had a writer in the village before. Have you ever had anything published?" 
"A few things. I had a short story in fiction magazine in April, and before that an article on truck drivers in a CBerʼs publication. 
There've been some other articles and short stories, all in .minor markets. Things like that." 
"Interesting. At least you've seen some money from your efforts; I'm sure that's a lot more than most can say. Do you have a job here in the village, or in Johnstown?" 
Evan shook his head. "I'm looking. We left LaGrange because of some...well, complications. And Kayʼs going to be teaching during the summer session at George Ross." 
"Oh? Teaching what?" 
"Basic algebra," Kay said, bringing Mrs. Demargeon's glass of tea across the room to her. The woman sipped at it gratefully. 
"Strictly a summer-session course, but Iʼm hoping for a math concepts course in the fal1." She sat down beside Evan. 
"That sounds way over my head," Mrs. Demargeon said. 
"Anyone who can handle that has my immediate respect. I saw you drive in yesterday; wasn't there a little girl with you?" 
"Our daughter, Laurie," Kay said. "I think sheʼs still sleeping." 
"Too bad. I'd like to meet her sometime. She looked like such a pretty, sweet little child. How old is she?" 
"Just turned six in May," Kay told her. 
"Six." The woman smiled, looked from Kay to Evan. "A beautiful age. Then sheʼll be attending first grade at Douglas in September? That's a fine school." 
"Mrs. Demargeon..." Evan began, leaning forward slightly. 
“Please. Janet." 
"Okay; Janet. I noticed the street was very dark last night. Are all the houses on McClain Terrace occupied?" 
"Yes, they are. But most of the people on the Terrace are early-to-bed, early-to-rise types. A bit sedate, if you get my meaning. Also, I believe the Rices are on vacation this month; they drive up into the Allegheny forest to do some camping every summer.” 
"What about the house directly across the street from us?" Evan asked her. "I didn't see any lights at all over there last night." 
"Oh? Well, I suppose Mr. Keating may be on vacation, too. As a matter of fact, I ·haven't seen his car there for a few days. He's a widower, but I believe he has relatives living in New York; he may be visiting them. Heʼs a very nice man; Iʼm sure youʼll like him." 
She smiled and sipped at her tea. "Oh, how cooling that is! Of course, June isnʼt really our hot month in Bethany's Sin. It's August you have to watch out for. That's the killer month; everything wilts. 
And dry. My God, is it dry! She swung her gaze over toward Kay. 
"So. Have you met many of the villagers yet?" 
"Youʼre the first neighbor we've met,” Kay said. "Of course, we know Mrs. Giles, but that's about it." 
"It takes time, Iʼm sure. I wouldn't worry. Theyʼre friendly people." She shifted her eyes to Evan. "Most of them are, at least; some of them, the ones who live in those large houses down near the Circle, stay to themselves. Their families have lived in the village for a few generations, and, Jesus Christ, they're more family conscious than the DAR!" 
Kay smiled; she felt relaxed with this woman, and glad that she'd‘ come over to make them feel welcome. It was, after all, an indication that they were being accepted into the village, if only by one neighbor. And acceptance was always a good feeling. 
"The Circleʼs very beautiful," Evan was saying. 
"Someone's gone to a lot of trouble and expense to keep those flowers looking nice." 
"The Beautification Committee does it. Letʼs see. Mr. and Mrs. 
Holland, Mrs. Omarian, Mr. and Mrs. Brecker, Mr. Quarles. A few others. They take turns planting and watering and weeding and such as that. They wanted me on the committee last year, but I had to turn it down. That garden of mine keeps me close enough to the earth." 
"I'm sure it does," Evan said. "I was wondering: what's that large house over on Cowlington? I can see its roof from my front yard." 
Mrs. Demargeon paused for a moment. "Large house? Let's see. 
Oh, right! That's the museum." 
“Museum?" She nodded. "Built by the historical society." 
"What kinds of things are in there?" Kay asked her. 
Mrs. Demargeon smiled wryly. "Junk, dear. Just junk.Those society ladies think junk and dust make history. Donʼt even waste your time going over there, because usually the place is locked up tighter than a drum! Do you play tennis, Mrs. Reid?" 
"Please call me Kay. Oh, I used to play a little bit, but I havenʼt in quite some time." "Great! This place could use another tennis player! At least we do. Iʼm in a tennis club—the Dynamos—and we play every Tuesday morning at ten over on the courts just down the hill. There're five of us: Linda Paulson, Anne Grantham, Leigh Hunt, Jean Quarles, and me. Maybe you'd like to play some Tuesday?" 
"Maybe," Kay said. "It depends on my classes." 
"Of course." The woman finished her tea and put the empty glass on a table beside her. The ice cubes clicked together. She rose, and Evan and Kay did the same. "Iʼd better be getting on," Mrs. 
Demargeon said, moving toward the front door. Stopping to look back, she asked, "Are you two bridge players?" 
"Afraid not," Evan said. 
"How about canasta? Poker? It doesn't matter. I want both of you over at my house on Friday night. Can you do that?" 
Kay glanced at Evan; he nodded. "Yes,” she said. "Of course." 
"Perfect." She looked down at her wristwatch and made an irritated face. "Oops! Iʼm running late! Leighʼs waiting for me over at Westbury. Kay, I'll call you later on in the week and weʼll set up things for Friday, all right?" She opened the front door, moved out onto the steps, "Well, have a good day. And I hope you enjoy the tomatoes." She waved a hand, gave them one last smile, and then walked off along the pathway to the sidewalk. Kay watched her for a moment and then closed the door. She put her arm around Evan. 
"She's very nice. I'll take something over there on Friday. How about potato salad?" 
He nodded. "Okay." 
There was a noise on the stairs, and Laurie came down, still in her pea green pajamas, rubbing sleep from her eyes. 
"Hi, honey," Kay said. "Do you want some breakfast?" 
She yawned. "Cheerios." 
"Cheerios it is. How about some banana slices on top?" Kay took the little girlʼs hand and moved toward the den. 
"Mrs. Demargeon didn't say anything about her husband," Evan said, and Kay looked back at him quizzically. 
"Her husband? What about him?" 
He shrugged. "Nothing, really. I saw him on their front porch yesterday, and Mrs. Giles told me he'd been in an accident several years ago. Heʼs paralyzed and in a wheelchair." 
"Mrs. Demargeon is probably sensitive about his condition," 
Kay said. "What kind of accident was it?” 
"Car crash." 
"God," Kay said softly. "That's awful." Brief flickering images of ripped metal, blank staring headlights, gashed flesh and nerves, swept over her. That could have happened to us once, she heard a voice inside her say. Stop that! "Iʼm sure weʼll meet him on Friday." 
She tugged at Laurie's hand. "Come on, honey, let's get your breakfast." They disappeared into the den, and for a moment Evan stood where he was in the corridor, surrounded by shadow and shards of sunlight. After a while he realized he was working his knuckles, and he remembered doing that a long time ago, while he'd waited inside a bamboo cage. While he'd waited for them to come for him and make him scream. He shrugged his shoulders, almost unconsciously, as if shrugging off an uncomfortable coat or an old, age·wrinkled skin. He moved into the living room, stood where he could draw aside a curtain and look out the window at the Demargeon house next door. 
"Evan?" Kay was calling him from the kitchen. "Where are you?" 
He didn't answer, thinking numbly that she was trying to keep track of him as she would Laurie. The Demargeonsʼ driveway was on the other side of the house, and in another moment he saw their car—a white Honda Civic—back out and then turn away in the direction of the Circle. Only one person was in it. 
And as he watched, Evan thought he saw a shadow move across one of the windows facing his house. Moving slowly and with effort. 
Moving in a wheelchair. 
"Evan?" Kay called, the hint of disturbance in her voice barely hidden. 
He looked up. “In the living room," he said. And she was quiet. 
He heard Laurie ask something about how many children would be at the day-care center. Kay said she didn't know, but she was sure theyʼd all be nice. 
The shadow was gone from the window. Evan turned away. 
Out in the cradling branches of an elm in the front yard, a bird began to sing. The notes rang out across McClain Terrace and echoed away into silence. 





SEVEN







THE LAW IN BETHANY'S SIN
At noon Oren Wysinger turned his white-and-blue Oldsmobile patrol car off Fredonia Street and into the McDonaldʼs parking lot. 
Watching from under the brim of his hat, he saw a few people stop eating to stare at him; only when they were certain the blue light wasn't flashing round and round the rooftop glass bubble did they return to their lunches. That feeling of power made Oren Wysinger happy, as if he'd just been reminded that he was an important man. 
Maybe even the most important man in the village. He circled the restaurant slowly, looking at the cars parked in their yellow-outlined slots. Mostly locals. There was a red sports car he didn't recognize; somebody out for a drive, maybe some young guy from Spangler or Barnesboro trying to pick up girls. He parked his own car and watched that red job for a few minutes. After a while a teenage boy and girl, both wearing blue jeans, she in a halter top and he in a short-sleeved white shirt, came out of the restaurant and got into the car. The boy noticed Wysinger and nodded, and Wysinger tipped a finger to the brim of his hat. The sports car pulled out of the parking lot slowly, but Wysinger had the distinct feeling that boy would get out on Highway 219 and drive like a devil with a pitchfork up his ass. 
Oren Wysinger was forty-six years old. He had the face of a man toughened by the weather: squint lines around eyes so deeply brown they were almost black, creases and cracks and gullies in the flesh that looked like dried-up riverbeds. Gray sideburns, close-cropped, came down from underneath the hat, and below it the hair looked like so much salt and pepper sprinkled across pale skin. His hooked nose was made even more hooked by a large bump of bone on the bridge, where he'd been caught by a beer bottle during a fight three years ago at the Cockʼs Crow. He looked wary and cautious and dangerous, distrustful of strangers and fiercely protective of Bethany's Sin. Because that was his job as sheriff. On both seamed hands the fingernails were bitten to the quick. 
Wysinger stretched, his six-foot-three bulk completely filling the driver's side of the front seat, and his ornate belt buckle scraping up against the steering wheel. He was hungry as all hell; he'd had scrambled eggs and ham at five-thirty this morning in his small brick house on Deer Cross Lane, and during his morning rounds he'd chewed on fig Newtons and Cracker Jacks and drunk a couple of pints of milk. The wrappers and containers lay on the rear floorboard. He got out of the car, walked across the lot into the restaurant. He knew the counter girls because he was a man of strict habits. They were cute little high-schoolers, two from Barnesboro and the other, the prettiest one, whose name was Kim, from Elmora. 
Kim had his lunch waiting for him: three ham burgers, French fries, and a large Coke. She smiled and asked him how he was doing, and he lied and told her he'd run down a speeder over on Cowlington just an hour before. He took his food, nodded or spoke to a few of the people at the tables, and then went back outside to his car. He switched on his radio and listened to the troopers while he ate. One of them was asking about a registration on a pickup truck. Codes were talked back and forth. Static, different voices, during one transmission the unmistakable scream of a siren. He found himself idly fingering the roll of fat at his midsection; it was no more than a bicycle tire, but it bothered him nonetheless. He could press all the way down through the fat to where the muscle was still firm; at one time the muscles and sinews had stood out like piano wires all along his body, and when he moved he could swear they vibrated. But now he wasn't getting enough exercise; he used to be able to walk his rounds, but in the past few years the village had been expanding outward and he found it more practical to take the patrol car. He thought of the troopers out on the highway, hard-muscled men in their streamlined metal-and-glass machines. They would be wearing green or gray-tinted sunglasses to ward off the reflection of sun from asphalt, and those Smoky Bear hats that gave them impressive profiles. He'd wanted to be a trooper, and many years ago enrolled in the program, but things hadn't worked out. It was his attitude, he's been told; his reflexes were too slow as well. That was a fine thing for a pencil pusher to tell a man whoʼd been All-State halfback at Slattery High in Conemaugh, his hometown, about seven miles northeast of Johnstown. Slow reflexes. Shit. And that bullshit about attitude, too. What did attitude ever count for, anyway? They had it in for his ass because he was from a small town and hadn't lived in Johnstown like the rest of them; they didn't like him because his picture and a story about the ex-football star joining the state trooper program had been in the Conemaugh Crier. Theyʼd laughed at him for that. The sons of bitches. Whole goddamn program wasn't worth shit anyway. And he had nothing in Conemaugh, all of his friends having died or moved away, all the landmarks of his boyhood fallen to progress and concrete. 
He wolfed down his last hamburger and, after finishing the Coke, crumpled the cup in one large hand. So what? Those bastards could have the open road, and they could run their asses ragged on it for all he cared. In another few minutes he heard the troopers talking about a red Jaguar convertible out on 219, clocked at sixty-eight. 
That would be the sports car he'd just seen; he nodded and smiled to 
·himself. At least his instincts were still sharp. He turned the key in the ignition, and the engine growled. As he pulled out of the McDonald's lot, he was thinking of the fine light down on Kim's bare arms. What was her last name? Granger. Pretty girl. Probably had a lot of boyfriends, too. All of them football players. 
As he drove, his eyes flicked from side to side; he drove along the Circle, nodding as a couple of people waved from the sidewalk, and he turned toward his office. Tree branch shadows, cool and dark, moved over his car, engulfing him. He could still hear the troopers on the radio. They sounded very near, but he knew they were actually many miles distant, absorbed in their own lives. How simple it would be to break into one of those transmissions, to scream into that radio, to startle them from their daily rounds, to shout out wildly, This is Oren Wysinger in Bethany's Sin: we need some cars
up here and some help because... 
No. No, couldn't do that. 
There was no microphone on his radio. 
As he listened, the voices seemed to be fading away until there was only an occasional muffled sentence or two. Voices from another world, fading in and out through thick clouds of static. On Cowlington Street a huge shadow loomed over the patrol car, and Wysinger felt a brief chill in its presence. He pressed his foot down a fraction on the accelerator. When he turned right at the next intersection, he glanced quickly into the rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of the three-storied stone house before it was covered over again by the maze of leafy branches. He didn't like to pass by there, though that was part of his job, too. It reminded him of the Fletcher house on the outskirts of Conemaugh; that house had been smaller, but it still stayed in his memory after ten long years, like someone lurking in the dark basement of his soul. 
He'd been driving a patrol car in Conemaugh then, working with two other local men as part-time deputies. And it had been a cold morning in February when he'd gone to that house on the hill, summoned there by Mrs. Kahane, a teacher at Slattery, whoʼd told him something was wrong. Tim and Ray, Cyrus Fletcher's boys, had been absent for three days, and no one answered the telephone or the door. He tried the front door and found it locked; all the windows were closed and curtained, and he couldn't see in. But the back door swung open at his touch. And when he stepped in, he smelled something high and sweetish, not unlike the odor dead dogs gave off when he pulled their car-flattened, brain-crushed carcasses off the highway. It was cold in the house, though, and it wasn't a rotten-meat smell or a blood smell, but the scarlet smell of Death. He found everything in order in the kitchen. Tepid coffee in two white cups on the kitchen table. Plates set in their proper places; four of them: for the boys, Fletcher's wife, Dora, and Cyrus himself. Bacon and green-veined eggs on the plates. Hècalled out for Cyrus and Dora, but no one answered, and after a long time he climbed the oak-banistered staircase to the second floor, where the bedrooms were. Somewhere a clock ticked in that house; he remembered that very distinctly, even now long afterward. Somebody must be here,he'd thought; somebody had to wind that clock. 
He found the boys in their beds, with quilts and a blanket still over them. They had no faces anymore; their features had been hacked away. One of them—Tim?—had his mouth open, and Wysinger could see the glittering teeth were streaked with thick, dried blood. 
Their throats had been slashed, too. 
In the other, larger bedroom, it was worse. Dora, in the robe she wore every morning as she made breakfast for the family in the predawn hours, lay on the floor on a mat of blood. Her head had been almost severed from the body, and one leg had been cut off and lay in a corner now, like a discarded walking stick. It was then that he became sick, and he struggled to get to the bathroom without puking his guts out on the rug. 
But in the bathroom lay Cyrus. Parts of him were scattered on the floor, and Cyrus Fletcher had been a large, strong man who cut firewood and hauled it into town for his customers. Now it seemed that there was very little left of him except strings of flesh and muscle, jagged white shards of bone. The remnants of a staring, screaming face, and even that had been crushed by the blow of a heavy object. Long afterward, when Wysinger had stopped shaking and throwing up, he noticed the marks in the bathroom walls. 
Slashes. Like the blows of an ax. Those same slashes in the room where Dora lay. And as he ran to his car to call for help he realized the ticking of the clock, not wound for three days, had suddenly stopped. 
From that moment on, unknown to him then, the true horror had begun. Like the spinning of huge, time spanning webs. But he knew it now, and he disliked passing that stone house on Cowlington because it was filled with dead things, too, dead relics and things he didn't understand. Things from a strange, ancient past. His car was covered by shadows, and he felt cold, though the sun was burning brightly beyond the overhang of trees, and birds sang, and the wind breathed through the leaves like ancient whispers that no mane could understand. 
Nearing the small red brick building that was the sheriff's office, Wysinger instinctively put his foot to the brake. Parked in front of his office was a battered old Ford pickup, a crazy quilt of rust-eaten paint. The tailgate was down, and a young man was sitting in the truck's bed, his legs dangling. Wysinger narrowed his eyes slightly as he pulled into the parking space with the sign that said RESERVED FOR SHERIFF. He didn't know the man—at least he didn't think he'd ever seen him before—and he was suddenly both curious and suspicious. But he took his time getting out of the car, pretending to check the radio and the contents of the glove compartment before he swung his legs out and stood up; he closed the door and locked it, then glanced over toward the young man with a careful eye. 
"Good afternoon," the man said. A flat accent unfamiliar to Wysinger. Beneath aviator-style eyeglasses his eyes were light brown and friendly-looking, as if he expected Wysinger to stride across the few feet of pavement that separated them and give him a hardy, good-to-meet-you handshake. 
Wysinger nodded; he looked at the license plate. Nebraska. 
Filed it away in his mind. The man looked to be about twenty-eight or twenty-nine, certainly no older than that. He had curly brown hair and a brown mustache; his hair was unruly but clean, and the mustache looked newly trimmed. But the Nebraska tag and the young man's denims and blue workshirt immediately told Wysinger what he was: a drifter. Somebody looking for handouts; one of the legions of people who roamed the country, often living out of their cars or trucks, looking for odd jobs, anything to get them by. People who had left home early, lured by the call of the open road, searching for something only they seemed able to understand. 
"I'm the sheriff," Wysinger said unnecessarily, but he wanted this young man to know exactly who he was dealing with, right here and now. 
“Yes sir," the man said, with a cheerful air that immediately irritated him. "That's just who I want to see." He got down out of the truck and neared Wysinger; in the bed Wysinger could see an assortment of tools, odds and ends of wood and brick, a folded tarpaulin. 
"What can I do for you?" Wysinger asked. 
"I'm Neely Ames," the man said, offering a hand. Wysinger took it slowly, and they shook. 
"Do I know you or something?" Wysinger eyed him. 
"No," the man said. “Unless you were in Greenwood yesterday, 
'cause that's where I was. No, really I'm just sort of passing through, on my way up north." 
“Uh-huh," Wysinger said. 
"I do odd jobs," the man said, nodding toward his truck. "Hall off stumps, cut grass along the roadside, take garbage to the dump—
whatever needs doing. I was passing through and I noticed you had a pretty little town here, and I was wondering if any of the folks needed some work done. But before I asked around I figured I'd check with the sheriff so there wouldn't be any misunderstandings, you know?" 
"Right," Wysinger said. 
Neely could read the distrust in the sheriff's eyes. That was nothing new to him; he'd seen it before, plenty of times, in towns like Hollyfork and Whiting and Beaumont and a hundred others. It was a little drama he'd gotten used to playing out, and it required him to stand with a serious yet imploring expression on his face. Not too imploring, though, because then they thought you were making fun of them. He had to look honest, too, not the kind of person who would break into the bank in the middle of the night and run away with the town's life savings. Neely disliked posturing for people like this, but a man had to eat and rest from the road sometimes, and that meant having folding money in your wallet. And often that was hard to come by. But in four years of traveling he'd never stolen; once, in Banner, Texas, he'd found one of those small plastic wallets that come open in the middle and there had been a little over a hundred dollars in it but no identification. He'd kept the money but never thought of it as stealing. Just getting lucky. But he'd been unlucky, too, like the time he'd been thrown into a putrid smelling jail cell in Hamilton, Louisiana, on suspicion of robbing a Majik Market of seventy-five dollars. The teenage girl who'd been working the counter said she thought he was the one but she couldn't be sure. 
After a day he was released for lack of evidence and told by a square-jawed policeman to hit the road and doan you eveh come back this way, you heah? He was grateful to get out, and though he hadn't been anywhere near that Majik Market, he had a sudden mean impulse to swing by it and rob the place of every damned penny in the register. But he hadn't, because the road, stretching out ahead until it vanished from sight, beckoned him on like the line of his destiny. 
But in those four years he'd learned two things: all towns are basically alike; and all officers of the law are basically alike. Two lessons of the road that had been drilled by repetition into his head. 
“So you want work, do you?" Wysinger asked him. The sheriff's expression had never changed. 
"I thought I might find some here, yes," Neely replied. He sensed he was about to get the old we-don't-like drifters-around-here speech; he'd heard that before, too. 
Wysinger motioned toward the pickup. "Where are you on your way to? You got a home up north?" 
"No. I'm just traveling. Seeing the country." 
"What for?" Neely shrugged. "Seems like a good way to pass sometime. And it's something I've always wanted to do." 
"Seems more like a waste of time to me." He narrowed his eyes like a wolf. "Whatʼd you do, run out on a wife and three or four kids?" 
"No," Neely said easily. "Iʼm not married. No kids, either." 
"In trouble with the law somewhere? Whatʼd you say your name was again?" 
"Ames. Like the brothers." He could tell this was a lost cause. 
He made a move toward his truck. "Well, Sheriff, I've got some miles to travel yet, to borrow loosely from the poem." 
"Poem? What poem?" 
"Frost," Neely said, opening the door on the driverʼs side and starting to climb in. He could move on north to Spangler, Barnesboro, Emeigh, Stiiflertown, dozens of tiny dots on the red ribbon of 219. There'd be work ahead. The hell with this guy. 
"Talk about the law scare you a little bit?" Wysinger said, coming around to the side of the pickup. "Make you run?" 
Neely put the key in the ignition and started the engine. 
"I thought you wanted some work," Wysinger said. "Where you goinʼ? Why donʼt you get out and weʼll talk about it, and maybe I'll make a few telephone calls and End out what you've been up to?" 
"Sorry," Neely said. "I've changed my mind." 
"Well, maybe you'd just better—" Wysinger stopped in mid-sentence. 
Neely looked at him. The sheriff was gazing off to the right, his mouth half-open, his eyes glazed. Neely glanced into the rearview mirror. There was a black Cadillac parked across the street, and he could see the outline of a figure sitting behind the wheel. Motionless. 
Watching. Wysinger, without speaking to Neely again, walked across the street to that car, went around to the driver's side, bent to the window. Neely could see his mouth moving. The figure nodded its head. Then Wysinger seemed to be listening. Neely shook his head, put the pickup in reverse, and started to back out. 
"Hey! Hold on a minute!" It was Wysinger, calling out from beside that car. The sheriff's head bent back down; he was listening again. In another minute the black Cadillac pulled smoothly away from the curb and vanished down the street, and the sheriff unhurriedly walked back across the street to where Neely waited. 
Wysinger ran a hand across his mouth, and his eyes were dark and uneasy. 
"What's going on?" Neely asked him. 
Wysinger chewed at a thumbnail; "Seems you've got yourself a friend in this village, Ames. Somebody wants you to go to work.' 
"Who?" 
"The mayor," Wysinger said. "If you want to work, youʼll be put on the village payroll. It wonʼt be much, though, I can tell you that from experience. And you'll be working long hours, too." 
"Just what is it I'm supposed to be doing?' 
" 
Anything and everything. Hauling trash, cutting down weeds, keeping grass mowed, picking up litter on two-nineteen, such like as that. The pay's a hundred a week. Youʼll be on call from me whenever there's something needs doing." He glanced up in the direction the Cadillac had gone. "What do you think?" 
Neely shrugged. The money sounded pretty good, and he was in no hurry to get anywhere. Bethany's Sin was a pretty little village, inviting and clean. No sense in not trying to make a couple of hundred dollars before he headed up into the New England states. 
“Why not?” he said. "Sounds okay to me." 
Wysinger nodded. His eyes were like black mirrors, and Neely thought he could see himself reflected in those orbs. "There's a boardinghouse on the corner of Kittridge and Grant, one street behind the Circle. Lady by the name of Bartlett runs it. It's clean and not too expensive. Why don't you drive on over there and tell her I sent you. Tell her you're working for the village now, and she'll give you a nice room." His eyes were strange and motionless. Dead, Neely thought suddenly; his eyes look dead. 
It was then, looking into the sheriff's black and fathomless eyes, that Neely almost said no, don't think I'll· take it. Think I'll drive on north and try my luck there. But he didn't because he needed the money. He said, "Okay. Sure. I'll go on over there right now." 
Wysinger held his gaze for a moment, and then the sheriff said, 
"Go on. And then come on back here as quick as you can. There's a dead tree needs cutting down ' a couple of streets from here; I've been scared its going to fall across the road some morning." He stepped away from the truck and glanced both ways. "It's clear," he said. "You can back up now." 
Neely raised a hand and pulled the truck out into the street, then drove back toward the center of the village. Then it had been the mayor in the black Cadillac, he told himself. He hadn't been able to see the man's face. He grunted. Never had a mayor give him a job before. He felt uneasy, though, around that sheriff. He'd have to watch that guy, because he sensed a cruel streak in Wysinger, and when you give a cruel man a badge you only sanction his cruelty. 
But what else had he sensed in the man, just moments before? 
Something dark and intangible, something like...fear? Yes, it probably was true that Wysinger was afraid of the mayor. Obviously the mayor of Bethany's Sin holds a lot of clout. Good to have him on my side, Ames told himself. 
Wysinger watched the truck disappear from sight around a corner. His teeth tore at the nail of his left index finger. Within him his heart beat like the noise of a fist whacking an empty container. 
He didn't like very many people, and he didn't care much for that Neely Ames, either, because he didn't like those who had no responsibilities, who took life pretty much as it came. He didn't like people who didn't live in cages. So the feeling inside him now was more akin to pity than to anything else. 
"May God save your soul," Wysinger said, and then he turned away and vanished into his office. 





EIGHT
KAY, GETTING IT TOGETHER
Kay had spent most of the day at George Ross Junior College, and now, on the drive back to Bethany's Sin, she reflected on what had gone before. 
She'd had lunch in the college cafeteria with Dr. Kenneth Wexler, the gray-haired, fiftyish head of the mathematics department, and discussed her algebra courses that would begin next Monday. She was going to be helping during registration on Friday and Saturday, and Dr. Wexler told her there would probably be between twenty and twenty-five students in each of her three classes. 
It's going to be a snap, Dr. Wexler had said, and good experience as well. 
Dr. Wexler had shown her to her office; actually, it was a cubicle in the new brick-and-glass Arts and Sciences Building, with a desk and a chair and a window. On the other side of a partition was a Mr. Pierce, a gaunt-looking man in a dark suit who, Dr. Wexler told her, taught a class in calculus. Mr. Pierce came over to say hello and then returned to the papers he was filing away. Kay had gazed at the beige-colored walls of her office, at the cork bulletin board above her desk. Pictures were needed, she decided. Something to brighten it up. A few potted plants on the windowsill. On the bulletin board were about a dozen of those little red and blue and green and yellow pegs with needle-sharp tips. Some of them impaled small pieces of paper, and Kay wondered what had hung there before. Looking through the desk drawers, she'd found paper clips and pens and a memo pad marked FROM THE DESK OF GERALD MEACHAM. 
Her predecessor. When she'd asked Dr. Wexler about the man. he'd been evasive, and it puzzled her. 
In Room 119, the classroom she was going to be using, Kay had stood at the lectern beneath the overhead fluorescent lighting and looked across the empty desks. She even practiced writing her name on the blackboard, in yellow chalk: MRS. REID. It still stunned her that what she'd dreamed about for so long was within reach. The chance for a full-time teaching job if her summer work was acceptable. Jesus, she thought. It's not real. It can't be. While Evan had worked on the mill journal in La Grange, she'd been teaching a couple of classes. at Clarke Community College and taking advanced courses herself in the afternoon. Her doctorate was still a long way off, but she'd decided she had plenty of time. She could settle in here, teach her algebra classes and maybe tutor some students in the afternoons, and work gradually toward her degree. 
No rush. After a long time she'd switched on the lights in Room 119 
and walked along the linoleum-floored corridor to the soft-drink machine in the teachers' lounge. 
As she drank her Coke at a table in the corner, she kept her eye on the door, and watched other teachers who came in for a cigarette or just a conversation break. There was an elderly woman who wore her white hair in a tight bun; she bought a grape drink and introduced herself as Mrs. Edith Marsh. She taught poetry and smiled sweetly at almost everything Kay said. Mr. Pierce came in and lit a cigarette, but he spoke with Kay for only a moment before sitting in a chair across the room and gazing out the window onto the nearly empty parking lot. A man in his thirties, wearing blue jeans and a dark blue sport coat, came in and lost a quarter to the soft-drink machine. Kay gave him change for a dollar, and the man puffed on a battered pipe and told her he was a professor in the classics department when she told him it would be her first semester. 
He wished her good luck and lost another quarter in the machine, and after that, threw up his hands in mock rage and stalked out of the room, leaving a trail of smoke. 
She'd returned to her office one last time, to try to figure out what sort of pictures to bring—still lifes? abstract posters? pastoral scenes?—and then had left the building. And now, reaching the limits of Bethany's Sin and winding her way toward the Sunshine School nursery and kindergarten where she'd left Laurie for a few hours, she wondered who Gerald Meacham had been. A mathematics instructor, of course. A very fine, intelligent man, Dr. Wexler had said; Mr. Meacham had lived in Spangler. He'd either been fired or had left of his own accord, but there had been a strange look in Dr. 
Wexler's eyes when she'd asked which. He seemed not to want to talk about the man. But why not? A scandal or something? Had Mr. 
Meacham been grading his tests with an eye glued to his female students' skirts? Anyway, Kay thought, thank God for what had happened to Gerald Meacham; if she hadn't gotten this teaching job, the family would be on the rocks by now. 
The Sunshine School was a yellow-and-white house on Blair Street; there was a fenced-in backyard, and as Kay got out of the car and walked up the pathway to the front door, she saw a few children swinging on jungle bars . She could hear their laughter, like the noise of brook water running across flat stones in cool forests. There had been a brook near her house when she was growing up, and she had called it her secret brook and gone there every day one summer to watch that water run. She had thrown rocks into it and made wishes. 
One for a happy life. Two for a handsome prince. Three for a beautiful castle to live in. The next winter the construction men came and began clearing for a new highway, and they swept away the pine and oak trees with machines that got hungry at six o'clock every morning. When she had gone back with the first touch of spring to make more wishes, concrete had been poured over her secret brook, and staring at the smooth concrete, she had the distinct and lasting thought that at that precise moment someone she didn't know and would never know had laughed. Because that someone had stolen something that had belonged, at least for the fleeting days of a seven year-old's summer, to her. 
And perhaps, even then, she had become a little bitter. And a little afraid. 
She rang the doorbell; through the panes of clear glass in the door she could see some of the rooms within: walls covered with children's drawings of horses, scare crows, stick-people, buildings, and cars; a small table ringed by six small chairs; a bookcase filled with Golden Books and Dr. Seuss Cat in the Hat stories; an aquarium with guppies. Two little girls, one dark-haired and the other with long, beautiful red hair, sat reading at the table, and now they were looking up at Kay. Through the hallway came a slender woman wearing a white, uniformlike pantsuit. She smiled at Kay and opened the door. 
Kay had met Mrs. Omarian, who operated the Sunshine School, on their last trip to Bethany's Sin, before theyʼd left LaGrange for good. Mrs. Omarian, whose first name was Monica, looked to Kay to be about thirty; the woman had a friendly, attractive face framed by a full mane of dark hair, and she carried herself calmly, as if running a day-care center was indeed child's play. 
When the door came open, Kay felt the cool touch of the air conditioning. It was very quiet inside the Sunshine School, as if all the children were napping somewhere. 
"Hi there," Mrs. Omarian said. "How was your morning at school?" 
"Fine. Better than I expected." 
"Were you nervous?" 
Kay smiled. "Very much so, I'm afraid." 
"I guess that's to be expected," Mrs. Omarian said. She opened the door wider, and Kay stepped into the house. The two children at the table went back to their reading. "I taught for a few semesters at George Ross myself," she told Kay. 
"Oh? In what department? 
"Psychology, under Dr. Anderson. It was just an introductory course in child psychology, nothing very challenging. But fun, anyway." She gave a quick shrug. “That was about four years ago, and I miss the academic life sometimes. The teachers' conferences, luncheons, and all that." She gazed at Kay without speaking for a few seconds. "I really envy you." 
“I donʼt see why. Iʼd say you have your hands full right here," 
Kay said. "And you seem to be doing a good business." 
"I am. There are more working mothers in Bethany's Sin than youʼd think. Just a minute and I'll get Laurie; she's in the back, p1aying." Mrs. Omarian turned away from Kay and moved through a corridor to the back door. After another moment Kay felt a tingling sensation at the back of her neck, and she looked behind her. 
The little girl with red hair was staring at her. The other child was reading Black Beauty. The red-haired girl said, "Are you Laurie Reid's mother?" 
"Yes, I am." 
“I'm Amy Grantham." 
“It's good to meet you, Amy," Kay said. 
The child was silent for a few seconds, but her eyes never left Kayʼs. "Is Laurie new here?" she asked. 
"That's right. We just moved to the village yesterday.” 
"it's nice here," Amy said. Her eyes were blue, like deep tunnels to the soul. They were unblinking. "My mommy says it's the best place in the world.' 
Kay smiled. She heard footsteps in the corridor. Mrs. Omarian was holding Laurie's hand. 
"Hi, honey," Kay said, smoothing her little girlʼs hair and giving her a kiss on the forehead. "Did you have good time today?" 
Laurie nodded. "We had fun..We played on the swings, and we played with some dolls and saw cartoons.” 
“Cartoons?" Kay said. 
"There's a projector in the back," Mrs. Omarian explained. 
"What did we see today, Laurie?" 
“Roadrunner. And chipmunks. And...Daffy Duck. 
Mrs. Omarian smiled and winked at Kay over Laurie's head. 
"That's right." 
"Well"—Kay took Laurieʼs hand—-"we've got to be going. Tell Mrs. Omarian we'll see her again on Friday morning, all right?" 
They moved toward the front door. 
“Bye, Laurie," Amy Grantham said. The other little girl looked up and said good-bye, too. " 
“Bye," Laurie said. "See you Friday." 
At the front door Mrs. Omarian said, "Thatʼs a beautifully behaved little girl you have there. If the others were as good as she is, I could watch shows like ʻRyanʼs Hopeʼ and ʻOne Life to Liveʼ 
all day.” 
They said good-bye to Mrs. Omarian, and in another few minutes Kay was driving again toward McClain Terrace while Laurie talked about the other children she'd met. She seemed to have had a good time, and that pleased Kay because Laurie would be spending most of the summer there. Kay wished Laurie could have stayed at home with Evan, but she knew Evan was going to be putting together an office down in the basement and he'd want as much time as possible to work. So it was best that Laurie stayed at the Sunshine School. 
On the way home they passed a modernistic-looking brick building with a glass front, on a corner lot where the overhanging trees cast black shadow·shapes. A simple white-on-black sign outside read MABRY CLINIC. Kay knew it was what served as the hospital in Bethany's Sin, but she'd never been inside and had never met any of the doctors. She'd been concerned about the quality of health care in the village when theyʼd first been thinking of moving, but Mrs. Giles has assured both her and Evan that the clinic was fully staffed and well equipped, and that Dr. Mabry, the director of the clinic, was the type of physician who insisted on house calls in emergency cases. 
Coming through the front door of their house, Kay heard the muffled machine-gun chatter of Evanʼs battered black typewriter from the basement. Laurie went up to her room to play, and Kay opened the basement door and descended the staircase. Evan sat at the rolltop desk they'd bought at a garage sale several years before; it was nicked and scarred in places, and Evan had replaced three of the four legs, but he'd hand-sanded some of the worst spots and refinished it until it was a beautiful dark oak color that glowed beneath a couple of coats of varnish. he'd positioned the desk on the far side of the basement, near a screened window that he could pull up so he could both look out across the backyard and enjoy the fresh air. Boxes of books were piled up alongside him, awaiting the shelves he'd planned to build since the first day he'd stepped down into the basement and seen its possibilities. He'd brought down two framed posters—one a replica of a Graf Zeppelin travel poster from the thirties, and the other an authentic Harry Blackstone magic show ad, also a garage sale find—and hung them on either side of the window. A metallic desk lamp cast a pool of light over his right shoulder onto the paper in the typewriter, and beside him there was a pad of clean paper and several sheets of what he'd written that day. 
On the floor beside the desk was a wicker trash basket, and near that, a couple of pieces of crumpled paper. Kay stood behind him for a moment, watching him work. He would type a few lines and then stop, staring at the paper without moving. Then type a few more. 
Then, with a burst of speed, a dozen or more lines. Followed by silence. 
After a few minutes Evan suddenly straightened up in his chair. 
He seemed to be listening for something. And then he looked around at her, his eyes wide, and his sudden movement frightened her. 
"What is it?" Kay asked, taking a step backward. 
Evan's eyes cleared at once. "Sorry. I didn't mean to scare you. 
But the truth is, you scared the hell out of me. How long have you been standing there?" 
"Only a little while. I wanted to watch." 
"I felt something down here with me, but I couldn't figure out what it was. Did you have a good day? Meet everyone you're supposed to meet?" 
She nodded and came over to him, putting her hands on his shoulders and kissing the top of his head, right on one of his funny cowlicks. She knew those cowlicks drove him nuts when he was trying to comb his hair, and usually he just gave up and let it go wild, which to her looked sexy. "I checked in with Dr. Wexler," she said. "And I've even got my own office, too.' 
"Great," he said, and motioned toward his desk. "Is it as plush as mine?” 
"What yours lacks in comfort it makes up for in charm," she said, and kissed him again. "I had a very good day, Evan. I felt like I really belonged there." 
"And you do," he told her. "I'm very glad for you, and Iʼm proud of you.” 
She glanced over his shoulder at the paper in the type writer. 
"What are you doing?' 
"Nothing, really. Just some writer's doodling. I've been getting down on paper my first impressions of the village. You know, colors, sounds, smells,—that sort of thing." 
"Interesting." She looked over the paper, saw it was an impression of the ring of flowers in the Circle. "Thatʼs very nice. 
What are you doing it for?' 
"I'm playing with an idea," Evan said. "There's a small magazine in Philadelphia called Pennsylvania Progress, and from time to time it runs stories about the smaller towns in the state. 
History, type of people, businesses, outlook for the future. I was wondering if they'd consider something on Bethany's Sin." 
Kay grunted. "I think they probably would," she said . "But you're a newcomer here; how are you going to get your story together?” 
"Old-fashioned research," Evan said. "And legwork.. I'm sure there's historical information at the library, and certainly a lot of the older people living here know something of the village's beginnings.” He shrugged. "I don't know; maybe it won't go anywhere, maybe Progress wont buy it, but I think it's worth working on." 
“Then do it,” Kay said. 
He paused for a moment, looking at the paper in the typewriter. 
Besides,he said, looking back at her, “wouldn't you be interested in finding out what the sin was?" 
"The sin? What sin?" 
"Whatever Bethany's sin was. You'll have to admit it's an unusual and intriguing name for a village. I'd like to find the meaning behind it." 
She smiled. "Maybe it has no meaning. Why should it?” 
"Why shouldn't it? Most towns and cities are named after something specific. An event, .a person, a season. Whatever. Take the name Bethany. A person's name? First name or last name? I'd like to find out." 
Do you think the library would have that information?" 
"I don't know. But I suppose that's where I'll start" 
Kay fingered her husband's hair. "What would you like for dinner? I've got pork chops in the refrigerator." 
“Sounds like pork chops would be fine." 
"Okay. That's the menu for tonight, then. And I'd better get started on it, too. I like your idea about the story. Really I do.” She moved toward the staircase. 
"Good. I'm glad.” He turned back to his typewriter and sat in silence. 
She watched him for another moment, and when he began typing again, she went upstairs and through the den to the kitchen. 
After dinner they drove over to Broomeʼs Furniture in Westbury Mall, but most of that store's goods were a little too expensive for them. They walked through the Mall for an hour or so, browsing in the shops, and Evan bought Kay and Laurie ice-cream cones at the Baskin Robbins. Then there was a stop at the supermarket to buy groceries for the rest of the week, and they were on their way back to Bethany's Sin on Highway 219, the head lights of the station wagon cutting yellow holes in the black curtain of night. Laurie said she could see stars, and Kay helped her count them. They passed a few cars and a large truck heading north, but as they neared the turn-off onto Ashaway, and Bethany's Sin, Evan noticed that the traffic was sparse. It was very dark without the headlights of other cars to help light the way, and the trees and tangle of wild vegetation along the highway reminded Evan of impenetrable walls. The moon was white and full, like a luminous silver disk floating spirit-like above them. 
Laurie said it looked like the face of a princess who lived high among the stars and watched everything on earth. Kay smiled and stroked her hair, and Evan watched the road because something within him was drawing back. He tried to shrug it off, as one would shrug off the tightening of a muscle across the shoulder blades. The wind shrilled through the open windows; the headlights picked out the crushed carcass of a large dog on the side of the road. Its teeth glittered briefly, and the eyes were rotting black sockets. Evan instinctively turned the wheel, and it was then that Kay asked him if he were all right. 
"Yes," he said, smiling. "I'm fine." But in another few seconds the smile had faded and was gone. He narrowed his eyes slightly, feeling rather than seeing the twisted trees that bordered the road. 
Ahead, finally, was a blinking yellow light that marked the turn-off onto Ashaway. Evan slowed the station wagon and swung off to the left, and then they were moving past the cemetery with its tiers of tombstones. On the streets of Bethany's Sin, lights burned in most of the houses; in a living room here, a bathroom, a bedroom, a kitchen. 
Porch lights glowed white or pale yellow. Evan felt comforted by the knowledge that the residents of Bethany's Sin were settling down for the night: reading the newspaper, watching television, talking over what had happened during the day,preparing themselves for the next. 
He thought for an instant that he could see through those walls and observe the many families of Bethany's Sin, all secure and comfortable in their attractive brick and wood homes, all going about the daily business of their lives. But something deeper within him nagged, and he couldn't figure out what it was. 
After another moment, when they were a couple of streets away from McClain, Kay sighed and said, "It's really quiet out tonight, isnʼt it?" 
And then he knew. 
He slowed the car gradually. Kay looked at him, first amused, then irritated, then concerned. He pulled the car to the curb in front of a white, two-story house with a chimney. A light burned behind white curtains in a large picture window. The upstairs of the house was dark. Evan cut the engine and listened. 
" 
Daddy?" Laurie said from the backseat. "Why did you stop here?" 
"Shhhhhhh," Evan whispered. Kay started to speak, but he shook his head. She watched his eyes, feeling a pincer of fear grab her guts. 
When she could no longer stand the silence she said, "What are you doing?" 
"Listening," he said. 
"To what?" 
"What do you hear?" Evan asked her. 
"Nothing. There's nothing to listen to out here." 
"Right," he said, nodding. When he looked at her, he saw she didn't understand. "No noise," he told her. "No sound of cars. No radio or television noise. No conversation leaking through open windows and around us. No one humming or talking or arguing or—" 
"Evan," Kay said, in that voice she used when she thought he was acting childish. "What are you talking " about? 
"Listen!" he said, trying to keep his voice low. "Just be quiet and listen." 
She did. From the woodland came the quiet drone of crickets. A night bird chirped sharply from perhaps a street over. But that was all. Thatʼs odd, she told her self. Really odd. No. Iʼm getting like Evan. it's not odd at all. it's simply a quiet village, with quiet people, at a quiet time of the night. She waited for a few more minutes without speaking, and then she thought of the frozen steaks theyʼd bought, now slowly thawing in the back of the car. "Letʼs go, Evan," 
she said. 
" 
Can we go home now, Daddy?" Laurie asked. 
Evan looked into his wife's eyes. She was waiting for him to tum the key in the ignition. Beyond her shoulder something moved. 
Evan's eyes focused on it. A shadow had moved slowly across that picture window, silhouetted against murky light, and paused for just an instant to draw the curtain back a fraction. Then it was gone. 
Evan blinked, not knowing what he'd seen. 
"Hey!" Kay was tugging on his sleeve. "Remember me? Your long-suffering wife? We've got frozen meat and ice cream and milk in three bags back there, and weʼd better be getting our tails home." 
He paused another moment. The shadow did not return. He said, "Okay. We're going." He turned the key in the ignition and the engine started; they, pulled away from the curb, and Evan threaded his way toward McClain. 
Evanʼs right, Kay thought as they got within sight of their house, dark in a row of lights. It is very silent tonight. Strangely silent. But...better silent than noisy as all hell. Isn't that one of the reasons we moved to Bethany's Sin? 
As they pulled into their driveway, Evan was trying to conjure that shadow in his mind. Something funny about it. Something unsettling. Something...something not right. 
"Here we are," Kay said, getting out of the car. "Who's going to be good and help with the groceries?" 
"I will!" Laurie volunteered. 
"Okay, there's one Good Samaritan," Kay said. "Evan, aren't you going to get out?" 
He sat motionless for another second. And then his head turned toward her. "Yes," he said. He went around to the back of the car to get a bag, and suddenly shivered because he realized what had disturbed him about that shadow. 
When it had turned toward the window, with the light streaming from behind, Evan had seen that the figure was missing its left arm. 
He didn't know why, but that made his nerves tingle as if an ice cube had been dropped down his back. 
Kay, carrying a bag, walked on to the door. Laurie, with a smaller bag, followed. Kay turned her head to ward him. "Come on, slowpoke!" she called out. 
And at that instant, if Evan had been listening to the faint sounds carried on the breezes of night, he would have heard a noise from three streets over, where Blair and Cowlington met. 
The sound of hoofbeats. 
NINE





VISITING
“...and every Labor Day there's a village festival in the Circle," Mrs. 
Demargeon was saying. "The merchants close up their shops and all but a few streets are blocked off; there are picnic tables and a bandstand and prizes for the best cake and cookies and relishes. Two years ago my tomatoes won first prize in their category, but last Labor Day, Darcy McCullough got the blue ribbon. Oh well, we've all got to have some competition, I suppose. Keeps us alert. But autumn is a fine time of year in Bethany's Sin; by mid-September the winds are cooling, and the frosts come toward the first of October. 
All the trees are yellow and gold and deep red. it's truly beautiful. 
You'll see." She took a sip from her coffee cup with its monogram of J and D and then glanced at Evan to make certain he was paying attention. He was. "And then there's winter. The sky grays almost overnight, and the snows come around Christmas. But it's a powdery, sugar white snow, not that wet, heavy mess they get up in New England. Bethany's Sin goes all out for Christmas. The clubs compete with each other in raising funds for the children's homes in Johnstown, and there's a contest with a fifty-dollar prize for best lawn and house decoration. We won that"—she gave a quick glance at the man sitting on her left—"oh, four years ago. Yes, that's right. 
Four years. We strung little blinking white lights through the trees, and it was really very pretty." 
"It sounds beautiful," Kay said. 
"Oh, yes." Mrs. Demargeon nodded. "Christmas is always a nice time of year. But winter lasts a long time here, and there's usually snow on the ground through the first of March. By early spring you'll be ready for those flower buds to come popping out again. Evan, can I get you something else to drink?” 
He'd been fingering the handle of his empty cup. "No, thank you," he said. "I've had enough." 
"It's the decaffeinated kind, so you donʼt have to worry about staying up all hours of the night," Mrs. Demargeon explained. She gave Kay a quick smile. "I know how it is not to be able to sleep after you've had too much coffee." She turned her head to look at her husband. "Would you like something else, Harris?" 
The man in the wheelchair pushed himself past her. "Only some fruit," he said. He reached a small table where a green bowl of apples and grapes had been set, and, picking up an apple, he bit into it and then rolled back to join the others. 
"One thing I've been wondering about," Evan said, and Mrs. 
Demargeon looked at him and smiled in anticipation. "What churches do most of the people here attend? I've noticed a Presbyterian church to the south, just beyond Bethany's Sin limits, and another off Highway Two-nineteen about a quarter-mile north. I didn't notice what denomination that one was...” 
"Methodist," she said. "The Methodist church. Thatʼs where Harris and I go. I suppose it's split pretty much down the middle between Methodists and Presbyterians here. What church do you attend?” 
"Actually," Evan said, "we don't—" 
"Episcopal," Kay said. "Oh. Well, letʼs see. there's a nice Episcopal church in Spangler, I think. Just a few minutes' drive." 
"I was wondering," Evan said, "because I hadn't seen any churches within the village itself, and I thought that was a little odd." 
"Odd?" Mrs. Demargeon gave a brief laugh. "No, no. The churches are nearby. Most people here are deeply religious." 
"Oh, I see." 
"Ten years ago, this village was nothing," Mrs. Demargeon said, turning her head toward Kay. "Just a spot on the map, with only four or five families and a store or two. Now look at it. And it's doubling every year. Think of what it's going to be in another five years, or even in three. Of course I'd hate to see the basic character of the village change. It seems to me if we keep a rein on so-called progress and we're not in such a hurry to invite any-old-body here, we'll come out better in the long run. What do you think?" 
And while they talked, Evan found himself watching Harris Demargeon. 
The man was sitting across the cheerfully decorated living room, to the left of the floral-print-covered chair his wife occupied, and it seemed that his attention kept drifting during their conversation. He would be polite and interested for a few moments, then Evan could see his pale gray eyes slide over toward the picture window; the man's gaze would darken perceptibly, as if he'd seen something beyond the closed curtains that no one else could discern. 
Mr. Demargeon had been a large man once, because he was big-boned, but now it looked to Evan as if he'd wasted away over a number of years. His cheekbones jutted, and around the rather deep-set eyes were webs of wrinkles and cracks. His hair was still dark, but it was thinning rapidly, and there was a circular bald spot at the crown of his head. He was dressed well, in dark slacks, white short-sleeved shirt, and striped tie. The knot of the tie was awry, and a button on the shirt unfastened, leaving Evan with the impression that perhaps the man had allowed himself to be dressed like some sort of department store mannequin; a picture of Mrs. Demargeon dressing her husband dashed through Evan's mind like the streak of a meteor. 
Struggling with the pants on his paralyzed legs, pulling them up and belting them around his paralyzed waist. God, how terrible that would be, Evan thought. For a brief instant he imagined Kay dressing him, and he in the place of Harris Demargeon. Unable to walk or run, unable to do a multitude of things that Evan took for granted. Unable to make love. Half a man. 
Mr. Demargeon glanced at him, as if he could see through Evan's skull to his brain. His eyes lingered only a second and then moved away. 
Evan hadn't known what to say to the man. Mr. Demargeon was very quiet, anyway, seemingly withdrawn in comparison to his wifeʼs personality. He was friendly in a reserved way though, and he'd answered Evan's questions about the other people on the street readily, but Evan sensed something in the man that he couldn't put his finger on. Hesitation? Aloofness? The man rarely smiled, but when he did, there were the clear indentations of laugh-lines around his mouth, the traces of earlier, happier years. For some reason, that disturbed Evan more than anything else. 
They'd eaten dinner with the Demargeons, and Kay had provided a bowl of potato salad and a pretty cherry gelatin dessert with chunks of apples and orange sections suspended in it. Mrs. 
Demargeon was a charming hostess and a good conversationalist, and she'd been openly admiring of both Kay's position at George Ross and the fact that Evan had sold several stories. With Laurie she'd been adoring, and Laurie had basked in the attention for a while before going back to the Demargeons' den to watch television; Kay had looked in on her a few minutes earlier and found the child sleeping peacefully on the sofa, so she'd let her be. Kay had noticed that Mrs. Demargeon was a fastidious housekeeper: everything looked clean and fresh; the silverware, glasses, and dishes sparkled, and the expensive looking furniture in her house was tasteful and well maintained. The house made her feel very comfortable indeed, and it made her want to get her own home into shape even more. 
Mrs. Demargeon had given a brief history of her life with her husband: theyʼd met and married in Philadelphia, where she was a legal secretary and he was a consultant with a financial firm called Merrill-O'Day. Her first marriage, his second. he'd branched off on his own a few years after they were married and had made quite a bit of money, but handling a large business was bothersome to him and he wanted to step back and play the market. Theyʼd decided to leave the city and had seen the listing for their present house in a real-estate guide. After two visits to Bethany's Sin they'd·decided to buy in; Harris had thought it would be a good investment, and Mrs. 
Demargeon thought it would simply be a wonderful place to live. 
"Now," she asked, "how did you two meet?" 
"At Ohio Central University,” Kay explained. “Evan was there on a creative writing scholarship, and I was studying for my master's in math. Ours was kind of a storybook romance, I guess. We had to share a table in a crowded cafeteria, and as we talked we found out we shared an elective course in early civilizations. And we were both from the New Concord area. So we started dating. I don't really see what he saw in me then; I was pretty much of a bookworm, and I was very shy. But anyway, one thing led to another. After Evan's graduation"—here her face darkened slightly, but only Evan saw it— 
"he...had to go overseas for a couple of years. To fight. We were married when he got back. And Laurie was born about four years afterward." She touched Evan's hand and squeezed it. "I guess you could say we've been through a lot together.” 
Mrs. Demargeon smiled. "Who hasn't? In this day and time its a miracle that young couples like you stay together at all. So many, many pressures. Money and all that.” 
"Lack of money," Evan put in good-naturedly. Every one laughed. 
Then, watching Mr. Demargeon, that strange, cold, uneasy feeling began to creep over Evan again. Something lurking behind the man's face. Behind those eyes. In that brain. 
Something was said. Mrs. Demargeon and Kay were looking at him. 
Evan said, "I'm sorry. What did you say?" 
"What are your plans?" Mrs. Demargeon asked. "Now that you're in Bethany's Sin? 
"I'm going to be putting together an office in our basement," he told her. "And writing. Also I'm going to be looking for some sort of an outside job. Maybe with the newspaper in Johnstown. I don't know; I haven't looked into that yet." 
"There's a community paper in Spangler," she offered. "And in Barnesboro, too.” 
He smiled. "Maybe I should start one here.” 
" 
Quite an ambition," Mis. Demargeon said, glancing over at Kay and then back to him. "It's never been done before." 
"Something I've been thinking about. Really." He leaned toward her slightly, feeling her husbandʼs gaze on him. "Iʼd like to know more about Bethany's Sin itself, and about the people here." 
"Oh? And why is that?" 
Evan explained to her his idea of doing an article on the history of the village for Pennsylvania Progress. She listened as if intrigued, nodding her head at all the right places. "Interesting," she said when he'd finished. "Have you begun your research yet?" 
"No. I thought Iʼd talk the idea around a little first." 
"I donʼt know that the village really has that much of a history," 
she said. "it's been incorporated for only—oh, about ten years. I donʼt think we have any famous residents or landmarks or particularly historic buildings. If it's history you're looking for, you might drive up to Saint Lawrence, to the Seldom Seen Valley Mine. 
Now thatʼs something to—" 
“Bethany's Sin," Evan said, trying to bring her back on track. 
"Where did that name come from?" 
She screwed up her eyes, glanced at her husband. “I donʼt really know. Harris, do you?” 
He thought for a moment. "No, I've never heard," be said finally. 
"Weren't you ever curious about it‘I" Evan asked the man. 
"Oh, sure," he replied. "I was when we first moved here. But no one seemed to know." He gave a shrug. "I guess it's one of those names that donʼt mean anything; it just sticks and thatʼs that." 
Evan grunted, feeling a twinge of disappointment. he'd envisioned a tantalizing story behind the village's name, something rooted in a mysterious past, but now, he thought, maybe there was nothing to it after all. His imagination had run away with him. Isnʼt that what Kay always said? That he lived on the rim of his imagination and someday he'd fall totally into it and nothing would be real anymore? Yes. Yes, she was probably right. 
"If you'd like," Mrs. Demargeon offered, "I'll ask around for you. You know, try to find out something you could use in your article. But on the whole, all I know is that Bethany's Sin is a quiet, peaceful little village. Maybe there's nothing more than that about it." She smiled at Kay. "Actually, I prefer it that way. I don't want history or notoriety or anything else. And I'm probably echoing the feelings of most of the villagers." 
"Do you think, then, that the others might be opposed to my doing anything on the village?" 
“No, not opposed. Just...perhaps a bit reluctant. They value their privacy a great deal, and you've got to remember that most of them moved here, like Harris and I did, seeking a place to get away from the cities.A restful place, you see, certainly not one thrust into the public eye." 
Evan paused for a moment, thinking over what the woman had said. Mrs. Demargeon finished her coffee and put aside the empty cup. He shrugged. "I don't think any article I would write could ever disrupt the village as much as all that. I even thought that maybe the people here would enjoy seeing something on Bethany's Sin in print." 
“Well," the woman said, "I'm not so sure about that. But I'm not saying it isn't a fine idea. On the contrary. I'm just telling you that you might run into some resistance.” 
"I guess I'd better think it over some more, then," Evan said. 
"Please don't listen to me," Mrs. Demargeon told him. "Do what you feel is best.” 
Evan looked at his wristwatch and saw it was after eleven. 
“Kay,” he said, “I think weʼd better get Laurie and head back home. 
It's getting late.” 
"Nonsense!" Mrs. Demargeon said. "it's early yet!" 
"No, Iʼm afraid Evan's right,” Kay said, rising from the sofa. 
“I'm a little tired from this morning; I never saw so many students in one building before in my life!" 
They- awakened Laurie, who sleepily followed them to the door as they said their good-byes to the Demargeons. Kay took Laurie's hand and went out onto the porch; Mrs. Demargeon followed, telling Kay she could come over anytime for conversation or fresh vegetables from her garden . 
And Evan was about to step across the threshold of the front door when he felt Harris Demargeon wheel up very close behind him, almost on his heels. Evan turned and looked down at the man. 
Harris was staring at him, his eyes pale pools that hid strange, freezing depths. Evan felt himself drawn into that stare, and inwardly he shivered. The man's mouth twitched, started to come open. 
"Harris?" Mrs. Demargeon, smiling, peered into the doorway. 
"We'd better not keep them if they're tired." 
"I...I'm very glad you came," he told Evan. “I enjoyed our conversation very much." 
"Thank you. So did I," Evan said. "Weʼll have to continue it sometime." 
Mrs. Demargeon took Evanʼs hand; her flesh was cool, and there were calluses on her fingers. From gardening, Evan thought. 
He allowed her to pull him out onto the porch, and it was then, with an instant of pressure she applied to her grasp, that he realized how very strong she was. He felt as if he'd briefly put his hand into a vise, but there was no pain because it was over so fast. 
"Come back and see us again," Mrs. Demargeon said from her porch steps. Behind her, Harris was framed in the light streaming through the doorway. "Come see us real soon." 
"We will,” Kay told her. "We really enjoyed it. Good night." 
"Goodnight," the woman said, and then disappeared into the doorway. The door closed, but the white light on the porch stayed on. 
They walked over to their house. Evan realized he was unconsciously massaging his hand. 
"It was a nice night," Kay said when they reached their door. 
"Yes," he said. "It was." He brought his keys out of his pocket and unlocked the door, and they stepped through into darkness. Kay turned on the entrance-foyer and living-room lights. Laurie could hardly keep her eyes open, so Evan picked her up in his arms and carried her up the stairs to her bedroom. Kay changed her into her nightclothes and tucked her in while Evan went back downstairs to snap off the lights. 
He checked the front door to make sure it was locked, turned off the foyer light and then the light in the living room. And then, standing in the grip of darkness, he drew aside the curtains and gazed out at McClain Terrace. The Demargeons had turned out their porch light, and now the street was returned to silence and the night, except for the golden squares cast on the lawn from his and Kayʼs bedroom. He stood there for a long time, seeing nothing, until he gazed across at that dark shape on the other side of the street. Who had Mrs. Demargeon said lived there? Yes. A widower named Keating. On vacation, she'd said. Where do widowers go on vacation? Evan wondered. Visiting places where better memories lay in wait like gentle traps? Places where he'd taken his wife? Evan was curious about the man and interested in meeting him. He wondered when he'd be back from his vacation. 
There was the glow of a white light from a window a few houses down. No, not a light, but that silver sphere of the moon, gazing down with benevolent eyes onto the sleeping village, reflected off glass. He ran one hand over the knuckles of the other, unconsciously. 
Bethany's Sin: the two words came to him without warning from the back of his brain as he stared into the cold eye of the moon. 
It had to have meaning. His curiosity insisted on it. But what was it? Something from ten years ago, when the village was incorporated? Or something further back, buried in the smoky folds of time? 
He decided he would have to find out. 
And as he went up to where Kay waited for him in the bedroom, he realized, suddenly and numbingly, that he was afraid to sleep. 
Because he feared what his dreams might show him. 





TEN
NO WAY TO DIE IS ANY GOOD
For Muscadine John, the night was a friend. Maybe the night was his only friend, now that Old Mack Tucker and Salty Reese were dead. 
At least he thought Mack Tucker was dead. Tucker had missed their meeting at the campground under the railroad trestle three miles south of Latrobe, and asking around about the man, Muscadine John had learned from a sallow-looking ʼbo named Wintzell that Mack had fallen from a northbound freight only a week earlier, outside Charleston, West Virginia. 
"Yeah," Wintzell had said as he rolled a cigarette between browned fingers, "I seen it happen. Frail old man, he was. 
Couldn't've stood the road much longer, any ways." Light from the cooking fire touched his face. It looked like the leather pouch he carried his tobacco in. "He was up jumpin' and dancin' around, don't you see? Happy, like. Said he was headin' up toward where he was born and he was goin' to see some old friends, Anyways, he slipped. 
Fell right out through the door, and us burnin' the tracks at fifty, fifty-five miles an hour. Sharp gravel bed, too. We jumped up and looked out, tried to see him, but by then we was on around a curve, and it was too dark, anyways." 
For a long time Muscadine John said nothing; he stroked his long silver beard and sat staring into the fire, his legs crossed in front of him. Across the foliage surrounded campground the other 'boes played cards or talked quietly, catching up on stories or mapping out rail road routes. "You sure his name was Tucker?" Muscadine John asked finally. 
"Tucker?". Wintzell narrowed his eyes in thought. He scratched the bridge of a nose that had once been badly broken and never properly set. "Now wait a minute. Wait just a minute. Tucker, you say? Well, I think this here fellow's name was Tuckey. Or maybe it was Tucker, now I'm thinking of it." 
There was no use in trying to match a description because Mack Tucker had looked different every time his and Muscadine John's paths had crossed. Once the older man had sported thick white hair and a walrus mustache; the next time John had seen him, Mack had shaved his head bald and had grown a stringy goatee. So there was no way to know the real fate—death on the tracks? small-town jail? 
vagrantsʼ work farm?—of Old Mack Tucker. All Muscadine John knew was that the man had failed to show at that particular connection point for the first time in seven years. 
Which saddened him, because he knew that friends were few and hard to come by, and there would probably be no more real ones in his life. 
He talked of the road with the other 'boes gathered around the fire; he was heading up into New England, he told them, and then probably over toward the Lakes. 
" 
You goinʼ northeast from here?" a lean, taut-jawed man named Dan asked. 
"Thatʼs right. Up through Pennsylvania." 
"Uh-huh." Dan chewed on a weed and seemed to be examining him; he seemed intrigued by the battered olive-green Army surplus knapsack John carried with him, and John made a mental note to sleep on the opposite side of the camp from this man. "You best watch yourself," Dan said quietly. 
"What's that supposed to mean?" 
“No offense. Just thinkinʼ about something I heard once. You movinʼ up into the state kinda reminds me of it." He glanced around the ring of hollow-eyed men. "Any of you know Mike Hooker? 
Tommy Jessup?" 
"Heard of Jessup," one of them said. "Four fingers, they called him." 
“'That's him," Dan said, nodding. "Crossed their paths right here, two, three years ago. They were takin' the route up to Maine. 
Had big plans. Hooker was goinʼ into the lumberin' business with his brother-in-law. I sat right here and talked to them and wished them good luck, and then they were gone. And by God that's the last anybody ever heard of 'em." 
“Law?" Muscadine John asked. 
Dan shrugged. "Nobody knows. I mean, hell, it was funny. 
Sooner or later you hear tales on the road of just about everybody you know. You listen and you pass ʼem on. But in all that time nobody knows what's happened to Hooker and Jessup. They're just...gone." 
"Same with Perkins Casey," said a younger man with longish brown hair as he rolled a cigarette, tucked it, and licked it. "Good old fellow, too. He was moving cross country through Pennsylvania last time I saw him, maybe eight mouths ago. I've asked around about him, but...well..." He shrugged and was silent. 
Firelight played across the faces of the listening men. Someone coughed, and someone else tipped up a bottle that glinted orange. 
"Yeah," Dan said. "I'll tell you men what I hear. And I hear it from more men than one or two, men who ain't scared of the law, either. Tough, smart men. there's a place up northeast of here swallows 'boes whole. That's what they say, and you can laugh if you like, but I know what I hear. Little town by the name of...I don't know, Brittany or somethinʼ like that. Swallows ʼboes up. You go through there, you don't come out again." 
"Ain't Brittany," another man said from where he sat on a stump. "It's a funny name. Bostany. Bostany's...Sin." 
"Sin?" John raised furry eyebrows. "Seems like I've heard of that place somewhere before." 
"Well, listen to what you hear," Dan told him. "If I were you, goin' up that way, I'd stay plenty. far from there. Got some bad-assed troopers hang their hats around those parts, too." 
"Hey," one of the others said, "we got some hot cards over here getting cold. You men going to spin tall tales or you want in on a matchstick pot?' 
All this Muscadine John remembered at the same time he remembered that the night was his friend. It protected and shielded him, and he preferred traveling when it was cooler, when the night birds were singing hobo lullabies. The midnight breezes nestled against him, and the weight of the knapsack—filled with an odd assortment of rags, shirts, socks, an extra pair of shoes, a red golfing cap he'd found on the side of the road, a couple of empty muscadine wine bottles—was familiar and reassuring rather than cumbersome. 
He wore his road uniform: black, threadbare trousers, sneakers with dirty laces, a Coors Beer T-shirt, won in a beer-drinking contest in a California bar and one of his proudest possessions. His silver hair was still luxuriant on the sides of his head but had almost disappeared from the top; he took pains to keep his long beard looking good. He combed it and washed it whenever necessary, and it never failed to get comments most everywhere he traveled, which had been many times across the face of the United States and twice into Mexico. 
Walking northeast along a narrow Somerset County road, Muscadine John stared into the face of darkness and wondered where he was. He'd seen only a few cars going south in the past three hours, and he'd seen no road signs at all. There was a map somewhere in that knapsack, but he didn't want to take the time to find it. The road unfolded at its own speed; he knew that from experience. Overhead, the sky was a canopy of stars, some bright, some distant, like memories. The moon lay over his right shoulder, as if protecting him, and he could see the faint outline of his moon-shadow walking ahead of him on the concrete. On all sides lay a thick black blanket of forest, and from it Muscadine John could hear a dozen different kinds of noises: shrill bird cries, crickets sawing, small nocturnal animals skulking through thicket. His own footfalls were all but silent, and as he walked he felt himself truly part of the night world, a passing shadow, perhaps, the rustle of the breeze through leafy branches, the chirruping of insects bedded down in high roadside weeds. In another hour or so he would find a spot off in the forest to sleep, and then, in the morning, maybe he could scout out some good neighbor who would part with fifty cents or directions to the nearest soup kitchen. 
He had taken three more steps when he froze. His heart leaped, beating furiously, and his eyes widened involuntarily. 
Perhaps twenty yards ahead, a figure stood at the side of the road, framed against the outreaching arms of the trees. Muscadine John stood motionless, eyes narrowing slightly to see better in the darkness. The figure did not move. 
He took a tentative step forward. Then another. 
" 
Jesus God," he muttered after another moment. "Damned eyes are shot to hell." He rubbed them and looked again at the roadside sign. It had appeared briefly as a tall, gaunt human being, and the sight of it had sent a cold chill up John's back. Now he muttered under his breath at his stupidity and neared the sign. He dug in a pocket for a book of matches and lit one; it blew out, and he lit another to read the white lettering: COLVER—2. ELMORA—7. 
BETHANY'S SIN—9. Never been through Colver, he told himself; might be a friendly little town. Have to see. His eyes dropped to the last name. Bethany's Sin. Heard of that one somewhere, haven't I? 
Yeah, somewhere. And then it came to him like the rush of blood to his face after a three-day drunk. Around the hobo campfire. What Dan had said. Place swallows 'boes up. Stay away from there. Bad
place.  He ran the back of his hand across his mouth, still staring at the name. The match went out. He flicked it to the side and continued walking, a little faster now, not knowing why but remembering what Dan had said and the way that man's eyes had looked dark and strange when he'd said it. Maybe it was time to bed down for the night, get an early start with the birds. 
He'd walked perhaps another mile when he decided to make camp, and he pushed his way off into a maze of trees and sharp thornbeds in search of a hidden clearing. No use letting the troopers see his coffee fire. As he walked he thought of Mack Tucker. He hoped the man wasn't dead; he hoped they'd meet again somewhere, but if he was dead, John wished him well in that next and better world. But that would be a bad way to go: head cracked open on stones and the brains oozing out as a freight howled lamentations above the corpse. His mind sheered away from that thought. No way to die was any good. 
Muscadine John glanced back. The road was gone, hidden by dense foliage. He smelled the sweet green smell of the woods, of the rough tree bark, of the charcoal black sky with glittering diamonds strewn across it. He continued deeper into the forest, thorns catching at his shirt and trousers. 
And then he stopped; he cocked his head to one side, listening. 
His eyes glittered. 
He'd heard something strange.Something distant; The echo of a noise. But from what direction it had come he couldn't be certain. 
The high, shrill cry of...sure, he knew that sound. An eagle. 
Hunting. 
And that was funny, Muscadine John thought, because there weren't a lot of eagles in this part of the country. And they didn't hunt in darkness. 
He listened, his ears burning, but the sound did not repeat itself. 
He moved on, only dimly aware that the palms of his hands were wet. 
In a few more minutes he thought he heard it again, but he couldn't be sure if it was his imagination. Yet it sounded nearer, over to his right. He turned toward the left, pushing aside thicket. A thorn scraped across his forearm, drawing a thread of blood. "Shit!" he said. 
Another eagle cry. Or was it? Damn it to hell, John thought; I can't tell. I hear it, but I can't tell where it's comin' from. He was facing into the moon now, and that white orb burned down on him as if he were struggling in the heat of a searchlight. He glanced up at it, realizing that tonight the man in the moon looked more like a woman. Too bad about Old Mack; too damned bad. Woods are plenty thick. Maybe I'd better get my ass back to the road. What do you say, old-timer? A cry catching in the night breezes, closer now, much closer; moving over his head and gone. His flesh crawled, and he abruptly stopped pushing through the brush. Yeah. Get back to the road, troopers or no. Go on, right now. He turned, lighting his shirt free of thorns, and struggled back the way he'd come; he thought he could feel the touch of the moon, soft and hot, on the back of his neck. He shrugged it off. 
Damn these friggin' woods, he thought. I'll take my chances on the road. That fella Dan was probably crazy. Bethany's Sin. What kind of a name for a place was that? What the hell did that fella Dan know, anyway? He craned his neck, looking for the familiar ribbon of concrete. A clump of high foliage stood before him, dark and shapeless. 
He stepped forward. 
And realized too late. 
It was not foliage, no. Not foliage, but—
In the next instant something roared a challenge that almost shattered his eardrums and .made him stagger backward, his heart beating in cold, absolute terror. The thing leaped forward, rising, rising on muscle-corded rear legs, its front legs pawing the sky; moonlight glittered off piston like hooves and from red, distended eyes on either side of a massive, triangular head. 
Muscadine John's nerves screamed. A horse. A god-awful huge, solid-black horse. 
And something more terrible astride it. 
A human figure, one hand in the short-cropped mane. The eyes staring at him fixedly from a shadowy face: eyes of burning electric blue that uncapped the terror boiling within John's throat and drove out the scream that ripped at his vocal cords. He spun around, his flesh tingling. Another dark shape. Another. Another. And more, ringing him in. All of them with eyes like furnaces, burning now beyond blue to a hideous, terrible white-hot hatred. Gossamer robes billowed about the bodies, colored silver by the moonlight, and in that instant John knew he had stepped into a place where time stood still, and if he could somehow break free of that ring and run for the road, it might not be there, nor would Colver or Elmora. There were human-seeming forms astride those huge black horses, but they were not human. No, not human anymore. But things of nightmarish evil and hideous intent. 
Johnʼs foot caught in a tree root; he staggered and fell, pulled down finally by the weight of the knapsack. Empty bottles clinked together. He held out his arms for mercy, crouched on his knees, sweat rising in beads on his face, and all of them reflecting the moon as they rolled down and glistened in his beard. His heart hammered. 
Around him the riders were silent, but the horses rumbled like the thunder of storms worlds away. The eyes, unblinking, scorched his soul. 
He searched for his voice, found it in a deep cavern within himself. "Who...are you?" he whispered. "Who are you?" 
They said nothing. He could hear them breathing. 
"Please," he said, his voice cracking now. "Iʼm just an old man. 
I don't...want to hurt nobody." His outstretched arms were trembling. 
"I donʼt want no trouble," he said. 
And it was then that the figure behind Muscadine John leaned slightly forward; one arm dashed out, leaving a trail of bright and brittle blue, the color of raw, unchained power. 
John felt the hot sear of pain, and a tremor rocked his body. He gritted his teeth, and tears trickled from his eyes. He heard water running. Peed myself, he thought; fuck inʼ peed myself. But no. It wasn't that. It was the blood running from the stump where his right hand had been. The full impact of the pain hadn't reached his brain yet. 
Another figure raised its ax; moonlight burned on the killing edge. The blade fell with a hissing, metallic sound. Muscadine Johnʼs right arm fell off at the elbow. He found himself staring at the threads of flesh and the ghostly white, wet glimmer of bone. His hand clutched air a few feet away. And it was then, as the sick heat set fire to his veins and nerves and the marrow of his bones, as his mouth opened and his eyes bulged from their sockets, that his scream filled the night like the sound of a wounded and dying animal. An ax fell. 
The stump of his right shoulder gushed thick, glimmering red blood. Red rain spattered the trees. Muscadine John's body trembled as if touched by an electric wire; he saw their eyes on him and he knew he must get to his feet, must get to his feet and run, run, run for the highway. Screaming in horror and pain, he staggered up and forward, off balance, then fell against the side of one of the horses and down into a clump of spined thorns. The things turned toward him, their axes rising. He ran for his life, tripping, screaming, staggering from tree to tree; but they were only footfalls behind him, slowed by the dense foliage but not slowed enough. Bleeding. 
Bleeding too much. Oh God oh sweet Jesus God bleeding too much put hand in that socket hold the veins oh God bleeding too much JESUS HELP ME BLEEDING BLEEDING TOO MUCH...! 
They guided their horses expertly around the trees and the thicker growth; their faces were split by moon light and shadow, and their fingers were clamped like vises around the hafts of their glowing axes. 
He tripped again, almost fell, but caught himself. His legs were weakening; there was a buzzing in his brain and a numbness that had claimed more of him with each step. One side of the knapsack dragged because there was no arm to secure the strap. And then he turned his head, sweat burning on his face, to see them. 
And it was then that the thing just behind him bent down and, with an almost effortless blow, cleaved the head from the fleeing, bloodied body of the man. It sailed out into the night, turning over and over, the silver beard catching moonlight, the eyes staring and seeing nothing. The body staggered on, jerking crazily, and in another second crumpled down in a gore-splattered mass of rags. 
With eaglelike screeches of hatred and vengeance, the things urged their horses forward. Hooves pounded the body into a bone-crushed jelly. One of them found the head, and it shattered like a porcelain bowl that had held a wine-soaked sponge. For almost ten minutes the things screamed and their mounts danced the dance of the death-giver, and when they were finished, nothing was recognizable except a battered, split-seamed Army surplus knapsack. 
With one final, chilling cry they turned their horses northward and slipped into the forest like wraiths. For a long time after they had gone, no animal in the forest dared move, and even the insects sensed the quick, consuming presence of ax-wielding Evil. 
In the sky the moon hung as mute witness. Very slowly it began to sink toward the horizon as gray light crept over the rim of the world. A few trucks passed on the road, heading for distant cities to the north that might have been eons away from the forest surrounding Bethany's Sin. 
And in the forest the flies gathered for a feast. 





ELEVEN
THE OUTSIDER, LOOKING IN
Because the neighborhood had been so deathly quiet all morning, Evan distinctly heard the noise of a lawn mower. He was working on a short story in his basement office, now complete with mounted bookshelves packed with aged paperbacks, a few valuable first-edition Hemingways and Faulkners, and assorted odds and ends; he'd left the windows open to catch the morning breezes. 
The high whine of the lawn mower came from across the street, he realized after a moment of listening. Keating's house. 
Today, the last day of June, marked two weeks theyʼd lived in the house on McClain Terrace. Working on a regular schedule, he'd completed one short story and mailed it the day before to Harpers, but he'd had two rejection slips from them and was prepared for a third. No matter; he was certain his material was good, and it was just a matter of time. Kay seemed happy indeed now that the term at George Ross had begun; when Evan sensed in her an insecurity about her abilities as a teacher, he helped her talk those feelings away, and eventually her mood would lighten. He was glad to see that Laurie had adjusted very easily to their new home; she actually seemed to look forward to going to the Sunshine School every weekday, and in the evenings she bubbled over about the games she and the other children played. It pleased him to see both his wife and his daughter so happy, because they had come down a long, grinding road and thank God all those bad times were in the past. They had bought some new furniture, drawing the money from the savings account Evan had built up while working in LaGrange, and Kay was making plans to repaint the living room in soft peach. 
It was only when he was alone and allowed his thoughts to drift that Evan felt the old, clinging spider touches of doubt. They hadn't met that many of the families in Bethany's Sin, and though they'd seen the Demargeons a total of three times, Evan was beginning to sense, and fear, a lack of acceptance. He'd tried to talk his feelings out to Kay, but she'd laughed and said getting to know new people in any town takes time. There's no need to push it or to worry about it, she'd said; it'll happen in time. He'd finally agreed she was probably right. 
The outsider, Evan thought; always the outsider, looking in. 
Imagination, he'd tried to tell himself. Only the imagination and nothing more. But he was different from other people because there were things he some times saw that others could not, and perhaps they sensed that about him and that was why he had trouble making friends or trusting people. Because of the feelings he'd sensed, Evan had postponed his research on Bethany's Sin; Mrs. Demargeon was so halfhearted in her encouragement that Evan was afraid to risk the disapproval of the other villagers. Afraid: that was the key word, the key emotion. Afraid of many things, some glittering in the light, some hidden in the dark. Afraid of failure and hate and violence and...yes, even afraid of the sight that lay behind his eyes. 
He'd had no more dreams since that first night in Bethany's Sin, but the lingering intensity of that one still nagged at him. In the eye of his mind he saw the letters across a road sign: BETHANY' SIN. 
And something approaching from a maelstrom of choking dust. He had no idea what it was, but the raw memory of it plucked painfully at his nerves. he'd tried to forget about it, telling himself it was caused by anxiety or weariness or whatever, but instead of forgetting he had only dug a grave for the nightmare—without warning, it often came back, bringing with it the small of death and dark glittering terrors. 
But there were other things that disturbed him as well, not all of them confined to the sleeper's world. One day he'd left the house and walked the streets of the village for the sake of curiosity, admiring the flowers in the Circle, watching the tennis players on the courts off Deer Cross Lane, listening to the soft voice of the breezes through the treetops. Winding his way deeper into the village, he'd found himself standing near the corner of Cowlington Street, frozen to the spot. Ahead of him a shadow stretched across the earth, a thing of sharp angles. and massed blackness; beyond a spear-topped wrought iron fence stood that dark-stoned house, the roof of which he'd seen from McClain Terrace. The windows blazed with reflected sunlight, like white-hot eyes with orange pupils. From the street to the doorway was a concrete walk, lined on either side by neatly trimmed hedges, but along the windows on the ground level the shrubs had been allowed to grow thick and wild. The grounds were green and slightly rolling with large oak trees placed at intervals, casting mosaics of shade. Nothing moved around that house, and Evan could see nothing beyond the windows. After a few minutes Evan had felt a sudden, spine-rippling chill, even though he was standing in the full sun. His pulse throbbed, and when he raised his hand to his forehead, he found a light sheen of perspiration ready to break. He turned away quickly and retraced his steps until he'd left that place behind. 
But why he'd felt a sudden surge of fear he didn't know. 
And there were other things as well: the shadow of a one-armed figure, a shape that had moved rapidly past his bedroom window and on down the street, the barking of a dog in the still hours of the night. The haunted eyes of Harris Demargeon. 
Imagination? 
Nothing is real but what you perceive, Evan told himself as he listened to the drone of that lawn mower. But is what I perceive real? 
Nagging doubts bred of old insecurities and fears? Or something very different? Kay wouldn't listen; there was no need to burden her with the things that churned inside him anyway, but whether those demons were imaginary or real, they were beginning to scream within his soul. 
And now they had taken on the voice of a lawn mower. 
Evan stood up, climbed the stairs out of the basement , and stood in the front doorway, looking across the street at the Keating house. 
Keating looked to be a younger man than Evan had envisioned; he was dressed in faded jeans and a sweat soaked T-shirt, and as Evan watched, Keating paused momentarily behind his red mower to mop at his face with a white handkerchief. In the driveway there was a battered-looking, paint-smeared pickup truck with its tailgate down. Not exactly the kind of vehicle he would've associated with the man. Evan closed his door and walked across the street; he stood on the sidewalk watching him work. Keating wore eyeglasses patched together with adhesive tape. The man glanced up, saw Evan, and nodded a greeting. 
"Hot day to have to do that," Evan called over the mower's noise. 
The man looked at him, squinted, and shook his head because he hadn't heard. He reached down and cut the engine, and as it died, the silence came slithering back. “What'd you say?” he asked. 
"I said it's a hot day to have to cut grass.” 
Keating wiped his face with a forearm. "Hotter than hell," he said. "In the shade it's not so bad, though." 
Evan stepped forward. "I'm Evan Reid," he said. “I live across the street there. Are you Mr. Keating?" 
"Keating?” The man paused a few seconds, glanced over at the mailbox: KEA, it read, the rest of the letters gone. "Oh. No, Iʼm not Keating. Iʼm Neely Ames." 
"Oh, I see," Evan said, but he didn't, really. He looked toward the attractive split-level house, saw it was quiet and seemingly deserted. "I guess he's not back from his vacation yet, then." 
“Guess not," Neely said. He drew a package of cigarettes from a back pocket and lit one with a battered Zippo lighter. 
"Are you a relative or something, taking care of his house while he's gone?" 
"No. I work for the village. I do whatever they tell me to do and so here I am." 
Evan smiled. "I noticed the grass over here was getting a little high, but I didn't think the village would send somebody out to cut it.” 
"You'd be surprised," Neely said around his cigarette. “In the last couple of weeks I've done just about everything. They're trying to break my ass around here." 
Evan was moving toward the house. He stepped up to the front door as the other man watched him, and peered through a window. It was a typical living room, with chairs, a brown sofa, lamps, a coffee table. Magazines lay on the table: Sports Afield, Time, Newsweek. 
Evan saw two flies spinning around near the ceiling; they dropped down onto the coffee table and crawled across the cover of the Sports Afield. 
"Nobody's home," Neely said. 
"Yes, I see. Too bad." He turned back toward the man, then froze. In the distant sky, close to the horizon, was a grayish layer of smoke. "Something's on fire out there!” Evan said, pointing. 
Neely looked, shook his head after a few seconds. "That's the landfill, a couple of miles on the other side of the woods. Most of the villages around here use it as a garbage dump. Somebody's just burning trash." 
"Won't the fire spread?" 
“I doubt it. The landfillʼs as barren as the moon. But if it did spread I can tell you whoʼd be fighting it. Me, either with a garden hose or my bare hands, because Id have to be the whole damned fire department around here." 
Evan looked at him and smiled. "That bad, huh?" The other man nodded vigorously. "I've been looking forward to meeting the man who lives here," Evan said. 
"I kind of got the impression that whoever lived here has moved away." 
“Why?” 
"I went around to the back for a drink from the outside faucet. 
The basement doorʼs open. And wide open, too. Like I say, nobody's home.” 
"Shouldn't the sheriff know about that?" 
"I went inside," Neely continued, "on up to the hallway. There was a phone, and I called the sheriff because I thought somebody had broken in, maybe stolen something. Anyway, he told me not to worry about it, said he'd have it taken care of. But he raised hell at me for going inside.” 
Evan narrowed his eyes slightly, looked over his shoulder at the Keating house. "That's strange," he said quietly. 
"There's furniture inside,” Neely told him, "but not much more. 
The closets are all open and empty. And another thing: there are no fuses in the fusebox.” 
Evan looked at him. "No...fuses?" he said, almost to himself. 
Neely shrugged. "I donʼt know. Maybe...whatʼs his name? 
Keating...maybe Keating decided to move and just took off. A lot of people do that, you know.” 
"But why would he?" Evan asked, turning and gazing along the street at the other houses. The smudge in the sky seemed nearer. But the unasked question burned at him: Why would anyone want to leave the perfect village of Bethany's Sin? 
"No telling," Neely said, watching the man. He drew on his cigarette again and then said, “Well, if youʼll excuse me now, Iʼd better finish this lawn." He pulled a couple of times on the starter cord, and the mower kicked to life; guiding the mower toward an uncut section on the far side of the lawn, he concentrated on how good a beer was going to taste after this job was done. 
Evan stood where he was for a moment more; from the corner of his eye he caught a brief glimpse of that high roof before the tree limbs covered it over again in the wake of a breeze. The museum. 
He turned away, crossing the street again and disappearing into his own house. 
And after he was gone, Neely Ames stared in the direction he'd gone. What was the man's name? Reid? He seemed okay, worlds better than most of the people he'd met so far. At least the man hadn't looked at him with something akin to disdain, as the others did. 
Neely swung the lawn mower around, cutting a swath through knee high weeds. He hadn't told Evan Reid everything he'd found inside; he hadn't told him of that wide, dark stain on the basement floor, just below the empty fusebox. That he'd decided to keep to himself. He wiped sweat out of his eyes and put his back into the mower. 
Day cooled into evening. The noise of the lawn mower stopped, and slowly the subtle blues of nightfall shaded the far forest, creeping toward Bethany's Sin. Evan watched them coming as he stood at a window in the den. He watched them as Kay made dinner in the kitchen, as Laurie laughed at a Soupy Sales rerun on television. It seemed to him that out there a tidal wave of darkness was gathering, gathering, taking awesome form and hideous strength, rolling across the woods, driving down the earth beneath blackness, rolling nearer and nearer and nearer. He tore himself away from the window and helped Kay make iced tea in the kitchen. 
"…some really smart kids," Kay was saying. "Theyʼre asking me questions that I find tough to answer sometimes. But God, that feels good. Being challenged like that is...well, it's one of the most fulfilling things in the world.” 
"I'm glad," he said, popping ice from their trays. “It sounds terrific.” 
"It is. You know, itʼd be great if you could come over and have lunch with me someday. Iʼd like to show you around and introduce you to the other teachers." 
He nodded. "I'd like that. Maybe some day next week." 
"Thursday would be good," Kay said. She stirred the rice, listening to his silence. He'd been very quiet since she and Laurie had gotten home, and at first Kay had thought Evan had gotten a rejection slip in-the mail, but all that had come was an electric bill and a Penney's mail-order catalogue. He was often quiet when his work wasn't going well, when he felt at odds with a character or a situation in a story. But this was somehow different. This was like...yes, like the morning after one of those...dreams he had. Oh God, no. 
"Arenʼt you feeling well?" she asked him finally, not looking at him but rather into the rice. 
And he heard the trepidation in her voice. The fear of what was to come. He said, "A little tired, I guess.” 
"Trouble with your story?" 
“Yes.” 
"Anything I can help you with?" 
"No," he said. "I donʼt think so." 
But of course she knew that wasn't it. 
"I went across the street today," he said. "To Keating's house. 
You know, the widower Mrs. Demargeon told us about? There was a guy over there cutting the grass. He said the back door was open, the lock broken. He said he didn't think anyone lived there anymore. 
"Who was he?" 
"Someone the village hired. A handyman, I suppose.” He gazed out the kitchen window, saw black. Blackness creeping, spider-forms in the clouds. "I looked in through a window myself, and I—" Say it. 
You've got to say it and get it out by God or your soul will scream. 
"I didn't like what I felt." 
"What did you see?" 
He shrugged. "Furniture, magazines. Flies.” 
"Flies?" She looked at him questioningly. 
"Two of them," Evan said, "circling the living room. I donʼt know why, but that bothers me. 
"Oh, come on," Kay said, trying to keep it light and easy. "Why should that upset you so much?" 
Evan knew why, but wouldn't tell her. Because he'd seen many, many corpses in the war. And most of them had been specked with greedily eating flies. Around the lips of rictus-grinning death masks, around the bullet holes and ripped arteries. Since then, he'd always equated flies with death, just as he equated spiders with rank, crawling evil. 
They sat down to dinner. Evan thought he could hear the darkness breathing beyond the windowpanes. 
"We watched cartoons today, Daddy," Laurie said. “We had a fun time. And Mrs. Omartian told us some stories." 
"Omarian," Kay corrected. 
“What kinds of stories?" Evan asked her between forkfuls of beef stew. 
She gave a little-girl shrug. "Funny stories. About old things. 
"Old things, huh? Like what?" 
She paused a moment, gathering her thoughts. Mrs. Omartian was such a nice lady; she never talked loud and never got angry, no matter what any of them did, no matter if they swung too hard or laughed too loud or threw rocks. The only time she'd ever seen Mrs. 
Omartian get upset was when Patty Foster had fallen down and cut her knee real bad. “About an old place,” Laurie told her father. 
"Funnier even than Oz." 
"I'll have to meet this Mrs. Omarian sometime," Evan said, glancing over at Kay. "I'd like to hear these stories." He smiled at Laurie and continued eating. 
When they'd finished dinner, Kay and Evan did the dishes, and then she settled down in the den with a stack of mathematics texts she'd brought home from the George Ross library. Evan played a game of Crazy Eights with Laurie at the kitchen table, but his mind kept drifting from the cards he held; He kept thinking of the darkness outside the walls, and how the moon would be shining now on the windows in that looming house on Cowlington Street. 
And when Laurie was sleeping and the lights were out, Evan and Kay made unhurried love in their bedroom, entwining and falling apart and entwining again. Kay breathed steadily beneath him, and clutched at his firm back and shoulders, but even in the ebbing warmth of their afterglow, when on the rim of sleep they both held to each other, Evan's mind turned and twisted into the corridors of the past. 
Eric. The cracking of a high, decayed branch. A falling body, thudding to earth in a golden field. Crows taking to the sky, fleeing death. And Evan, young Evan, who had seen his brother clutching at empty space in a dream but hadn't recognized it as a premonition, standing over him, seeing the blood trickle from both sides of his mouth, seeing the small chest heave for air. 
Eric had made a move to grasp his arm, but Evan had spoken. 
"I'll go and get Dad I'll go and I'l1 hurry and get him I'll hurry!" And then he'd run, stumbling all the way back to the small house on the hill, screaming for his mother and father to help because Eric had been hurt badly, he'd fallen while branch-walking and now he was broken on the ground like some sort of carnival puppet. He'd shown them the way, afraid afraid afraid that he was taking them along the wrong path, afraid he couldn't find that place again, afraid... 
And when they'd gotten there, Eric's eyes had been glazed and steady, staring at the hot orb of the sun, and the flies were already tasting the blood around the young boy's mouth, like water from red fountains. 
Evan's mind, tumbling through a labyrinth. 
Faces peering through bamboo bars. Evan, dazed and weak, fighting off two black-garbed guards with all the strength left in his body. Gripping a knife and slashing, one of them swinging at his head with a rifle stock, the other falling back with liquid gushing from a torn jugular. The noise of screams and shouts, more guards coming from the jungle-camouflaged compound, the shadows converging toward the bamboo cages. Evan grabbing at the rifle stock, knocking it aside, driving the knife deep through the rib cage up into the lungs. Throwing the Cong aside, turning toward the cages where the crazed men babbled and frothed. Machine gun fire, bullets streaking across the ground between Evan and the cages. Searing flame across his left shoulder as a bullet whined past. And then he'd turned away from the cages and run for the jungle with the guards behind him, firing at his shadow; he'd dived into dense foliage and hidden there for what seemed like hours until the shouting had died away, and then he'd made his way back to where he knew his own camp lay, miles to the south. 
He'd reported the capture of his recon patrol, and a rescue mission had been organized. He'd led the men back through the jungle, relying on his memory and his instincts, and the next day theyʼd found the Cong camp
But only the dead remained. The others had been executed in their cages, their bodies riddled with bullets, and the stench of death hung there like a dark mist. And already the flies had come in swarms, ancient armies always victorious. 
And it was then that Evan had known. 
Yes, there was something like the Hand of Evil that crawled over the world, spiderish and dripping with venom. Seeking bodies and souls. Twice Evan had been in its presence and escaped, and twice that hideous thing had taken the lives of others instead of his. 
But whatever it was waited, and watched, and breathed the breath of night. 
Because someday it would come for. him again. 
He opened his eyes, pulled Kay to him, and kissed her forehead. 
She smiled sleepily, and then he let his mind topple over the brink. 
Into a terrible, familiar place where the show was about to start, and he could not be late. 
For they had something to show him. 
A roadsign, with light blazing behind it: Bethany's SIN. Images of the village: neat houses in rows, spreading elm trees, the Circle. 
And that house: the museum on Cowlington Street. The opening door; fear thundering in his soul. A sudden whirlwind of dust, a darkening of the light, a coldness that made his bones ache. 
And that movement in the dust, a figure draped in shadows coming slowly nearer and nearer, walking soundlessly and with coiled, terrible strength. He wanted to cry out but could not; he wanted to run but could not. And now the figure parting the curtain of dust, reaching through it for him, coming closer, closer, fingers grasping for his throat. 
And now Evan could see only the eyes in a dark, hovering face. 
Electric blue, crackling with power that threatened to rip him to pieces. Unblinking. Below them, lips parted in the snarl of hate, showing glittering teeth. 
Evan screamed, felt the scream tear at his throat like a claw; he fought his way out of it, Kay beside him now saying dear God dear God not again please no no not again no Evannnnnnnn... 
"Okay..." he breathed finally, trying to steady his nerves. He felt wet and clammy, cold and alone. "Donʼt worry. I'm okay. Really. I am." 
"Dear God in Heaven!" she said, and it was then he realized she had moved away from him and wasn't touching him anymore. 
He looked into her eyes, saw them widened and afraid. He ran a hand over his face and shook his head. "Go back to sleep." 
She stared at him in silence, as if she were staring at someone with a terminal disease: sadness mixed with fear. 
"I said go back to sleep," Evan said, his gaze drilling a hole through to her brain. 
She shuddered inwardly from the expression in his eyes. She'd seen something like it before, when he'd awakened and told her there was going to be an accident and they might get hurt, there was going to be a red tractor-trailer truck marked ALLEN LINES that would lose its brakes and veer across a median toward them. But no, this was worse, and it frightened her to the very core of her being. His eyes were hollow and haunted, lit by an internal fire to banish the terrible cold that had crept through his bones. 
"Go to sleep," Evan whispered. 
She started to speak, thought better of it, and laid her head back down on the pillow. Through the window she could see the moon, and it seemed to her in that instant that the moon was...grinning. 
"My God," Evan said softly. "Oh, my God." He settled back, his heart pounding in his chest like a sledge hammer. There was no waiting for sleep; it had passed him by this night, discarding him like a cracked, useless container. He threw aside the sheets and let the air cool the sweat on his body; beside him, Kay stirred, but she neither touched him nor dared to speak. 
Those eyes burned in his brain; when he closed his own, he saw them still, orbs of fire somewhere within his forehead. 
And now, with this second dream, he knew. And feared the hideous knowledge. 
Something in the peaceful village of Bethany's Sin was stalking him. 
Drawing closer. 
And as they lay like fearful strangers, June slipped into July. 
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TWELVE
NIGHT ON THE KINGʼS BRIDGE ROAD
"We're closing up, hon,” the woman with the bun of bleached-blond hair said. Neely Ames glanced up at her from behind his glasses and nodded, and she turned away, moving from his table back toward the bar. Light glinted off the amber glass of four empty beer bottles precariously stacked two-on-two before him; another beer bottle, half-drained, lay on the floor beside his chair. He watched the woman what'd she say her name was? Ginger?—go back behind the bar and start counting money out of the cash register. 
He strummed a few more chords on the time-worn twelve string Gibson guitar in his lap, and Ginger looked up, gave him a quick and tentative smile, then continued counting where she'd left off. Vic, the bartender, a burly man with a reddish beard and a gut that preceded him by a foot or so, cleaned beer mugs with a cloth and listened to the younger man play. 
They were old songs, but of course neither Ginger nor Vic had ever heard them before because Neely had written them himself. 
Some of them had lyrics, some didn't; some were complete, some were fragments; but each one in its own way was special; and each one sprang from a particular event or feeling in his life, something that had burned through his gut and finally made its way out, with much pain and often confusion, through his fingertips, to be voiced by that guitar. He was good at it, and he'd left home in Nebraska years ago to join a group of musicians called the Midnight Ramblers, but nothing had ever really broken for them and eventually theyʼd gone their separate ways. For some time after that, he'd made a fair amount of money playing in clubs and roadhouses like this one, but he didn't really know a lot of the new, popular songs, and people seemed to want to drink rather than listen to music, anyway. Most times, he'd play a couple of his tunes for club managers and they'd shrug and say sorry, that kind of guitar music doesn't sell too good anymore. And of course that was true, but he'd decided a long time ago that he'd play his own music or nothing, and he'd paid for that rather brash vow by a succession of menial jobs like the ones he'd been doing in Bethany's Sin. It was money in the pocket though, and there was no use complaining
From time to time, when he sat in a darkened bar with an ashtray full of stubs before him and empty bottles lined up like friends who've come and gone, something came to Neely: the memory of a voice, a sight, a taste, an aroma that made his mind slip back. Back through the years, back through lifetimes. He remembered his father, a strapping man with a crew cut and a preference for red cowboy shirts, playing guitar with a band called the Tru-Tones on the country carnival circuit; through him Neely had learned about music and pain. Neely's father had been an alcoholic, a man who drank at night and screamed at the moon like a wounded dog; his mother, a graceful and intelligent woman who had been a ministerʼs daughter, became in time both a borderline drinker and a tent revivalist who passed out pamphlets on the saving mercy of Christ. Neely remembered her praying beside her man as he hung his head down in a pool of vomit that smelled of moonshine. But his mother had slipped, too, giving up the almost impossible task of trying to get him on the wagon in favor of crawling through the ruts at his side. Theirs had been true love. 
And now Neely sometimes found that drinking helped the creative juices flow: he wasn't an alcoholic, he wasn't bound to it, but by God it eased some of those bad memories, and took him through lonely nights, and mostly just helped him forget the day his aunt and uncle had come for him and had his mother and father taken away to one of those white-walled hospitals where everyone's eyes looked like holes that had been drilled through to the brain. he'd grown up fast, taut and smart with lessons no school could ever teach him. Sometimes when he drank raw whiskey, which wasn't often, he thought he could see the same vision his father must have seen: that real life started tomorrow, down the road, around the next bend. Real life was waiting ahead. 
After a few minutes more, Neely clutched his guitar by the neck and stood up. The beer bottles wavered, making the light dance a jig. 
Ginger smiled at him again, and Neely wondered what would happen if he asked her to go home with him. She was probably ten years older than he, but what the hell? No, no. Shouldn't do that. 
Maybe she was the bartender's wife; he'd seen Vic put his arm around her waist a couple of times that night. 
He watched her for a moment more and then moved toward the door. 
"Hey," Vic said, "you okay?" 
He nodded. "Yeah." 
"You got a long way to drive?" "Bethany's Sin," Neely said. "I work over there." His tongue felt a little swollen, but other than that, he felt fine
“Well," Vic said, "you take it easy on the way home." 
"Thanks. I will.” 
"Good night," Ginger said. "I like the way you play that guitar." 
Neely smiled at her and then was through the door, walking in the glow of the red neon sign that said COCK'S CROW; above it was a rooster, outlined in neon, crowing toward the sky. Only his truck and a Chevrolet station wagon remained in the red-neon-licked gravel parking lot. He slipped into the truck, eased his guitar onto the seat next to him, started the engine, and turned toward Bethany's Sin. As he drove, he glanced at his wristwatch, saw it was only a few minutes before two. Breathing the night air as it swept in through the truck's open windows, he was feeling pleasantly light-headed; he didn't want to think about six oʼclock when Wysinger would probably be calling him with some work to do. The King's Bridge Road stretched out before his headlights, a smooth asphalt ribbon that was one of the better-kept roads in the area surrounding the village; it led him past the darkened Westbury Mall and intersected with 219 for the last few miles into Bethany's Sin. At this time of the morning there were no other cars, and the night ran before the truck's lights. 
He found himself thinking about that yard he'd cut today. 
Whoever lived there was gone; there was no doubt about it. All the clothes gone from the closets, nothing left but the furniture. That bothered him: why cut the lawn of an abandoned house? In the last couple of weeks he'd seen two other houses like that one, both dark and silent, one over on Blair Street and the other on Ashaway. Of course it was summer, vacation time for those who could afford it. 
After all, there'd still been names on the mailboxes. The locals were fanatics for keeping their village looking immaculate, and of course there was nothing wrong with that, but Neely wondered if a great deal of it wasn't just to impress those who happened to drive through the village. Or maybe to entice more families into Bethany's Sin. 
Whatever. It wasn't his concern anyway. 
His ears were filled with the insect songs of the forest. There was a bend in the road coming up ahead, and Neely decreased his speed—no need to run off into a ' gully and get in trouble with the troopers. They'd sure as hell smell the beer on him because he could smell it himself. Hell, I'm okay, he told himself. I‘m doing damned fine. 
And as if to emphasize that point, he hit the accelerator a fraction as he rounded the wooded bend. Too late he realized that something was in the road. 
The glare of headlights off something dark and moving. Several figures. Black things. Animals. He heard a low-pitched rumble and realized only then that they were horses; they scattered before the truck, hooves flashing, and then he was through them and around another bend. He glanced quickly into the rearview mirror, tapping the brakes. Horses? What the hell were horses doing out here in the middle of the night? He hadn't been able to take a good look at the riders because he'd gone through them so fast, but he'd had the split-second impression of torsos and head turning swiftly toward him. 
The headlights had gleamed sharply off eyes that had been widened and unblinking and...yes, by God, as blue as raw electricity passing through power cables. He shivered suddenly, staring into the mirror, the truck slowing, slowing, slowing.... 
Stopping. 
Night birds cried off to the left. Crickets shrilled with their buzz-saw voices and then died away. Beyond the range of his headlights the road was so dark as to be nonexistent. He watched the rearview mirror, saw the splay of red from the truckʼs taillights. 
And that was when he saw them coming. 
Shadows, approaching through the red. Sweat glistening off the flanks of those huge, muscle-corded horses. The riders bent forward slightly, cleaving the wind. Some thing catching moonlight, gleaming. Something metallic. 
His hands tightened involuntarily around the wheel. 
He plunged his foot down on the accelerator. The truck coughed, backfired, began to pick up speed. Now he couldn't see them following but he knew they were there, and though he didn't know how many or what they were, he had no thought now but to get back to Bethany's Sin. The truck's aged engine rattled and groaned like an old, rheumatic man; the wind roared in through the windows, tangling his hair. In another moment he thought he could hear the wild, hoarse breathing of those horses bearing down behind him. He glanced in the rearview mirror, saw nothing; looked over his shoulder, saw nothing. But they were there; he knew it. Coming closer. And closer. The engine racketed, and he gritted his teeth and mentally urged it on. With one hand on the wheel he leaned over, rolled up the far window. Then the window beside him. He could smell his own sweat. Something screamed just behind him: a wild, high cry that made his heart thunder with fear, and in that second he knew that something out on this shadowed road was alive and dripping with a terrible, vibrating hate. He could feel the tendrils of it reaching for him like so many black fingers gripping at his throat. 
On both sides of the road the tangled silhouette of the forest swept past, dark against dark. The speedometer needle quivered between forty-five and fifty. And again Neely heard that cry, apparently from just behind his head; he flinched from the eerie, piercing whine of it. 
The noise seemed to be driven through him like icy steel. A hand clutched at his stomach and he hovered on the brink of nausea. He felt like screaming and laughing at the same time, laughing wildly and hysterically until his voice cracked, because he knew this had to be the DTs or beer jitters or something like that; it couldn't be real, no, it couldn't actually be happening. He'd scared a group of deer crossing the road, that was it, and then his imagination had taken over. Glance in the mirror. Nothing back there. Everything dark. 
Nothing. Deer. Long gone by now, all scared as shitless as he'd been. 
You're drunk, by God. 
Another curve in the road, a wicked one. He put his foot to the brakes, heard the tires begin a squeal. The speedometer needle dropped to thirty-five. 
A movement beside him that made his nerves cry out in alarm. 
He twisted his head to the side. And stared, his mouth coming open to release a horrified, guttural croak. 
One of the riders had pulled up beside his window. 
The figure's raven-black hair streamed like the mane of the huge, frothing horse it rode. The figure was hunched over, one hand at the base of the massive, muscular neck, urging the horse faster and faster. There was no saddle, no harness. And then the riderʼs face came around and stared in at Neely. The lips were contorted in a terrible scream of hate, teeth glittering with moonlight. And those eyes: orbs of fierce, glowing blue, a power deep in those sockets that almost literally jerked Neely's head back to snap his neck. Cold terror flooded his body, and he fought to maintain control over the steering wheel. And in the blink of a second the rider's other arm whipped out, carrying with it an object of metal, something that brought another cry from him and made him throw one arm up across his face. 
Which saved his eyes. Because in the next instant the ax blade smashed through the window glass, filling the truckʼs cab with stinging wasps. The arm rose and fell again with blinding, terrible strength; he heard the blade bite metal on the doorjamb and then scrape off. Neely twisted the wheel, his foot going for the accelerator but hitting the brake instead; the truck began to swerve, then fishtailed off the road, crashing through brush and wild vegetation, glancing off a thin poplar, shaking Neely as if he were the dice in a cup held by an ancient, laughing god. He hit the accelerator again, felt a bone-jarring crash as the truck smashed down a scraggly mass of thorns; he heard glass break, and one of the headlights went out, leaving him in murky semidarkness. Neely could hear the breathing of the horses now, and could see the figures all around him. How many? Ten? Twelve? Twenty? He braced his arms and twisted; the truck screamed, battering its way through the brush like a fear-maddened cyclops, and regained the road. Another ax blade struck his door, glanced off. He sank his foot to the floor; his glasses had fallen off and lay somewhere on the floorboard, and his guitar had slipped down as well, making moaning noises as the tires slammed against asphalt. The speedometer needle reached fifty and vibrated crazily. 
And there, perhaps half a mile ahead, was the blinking caution light that was the turn-off onto Ashaway. He took it at fifty, the tires shrieking so loud he was certain the noise echoed across Bethany's Sin like a bansheeʼs wail. He whipped the truck through the village's darkened streets, past silent houses, through the Circle, and toward the two-story wooden boardinghouse where a middle-aged woman named Grace Bartlett rented him a room for twenty-five dollars a week. When he pulled up before the boardinghouse, the noise of his tires made windows vibrate. 
Fearfully he looked over his shoulder, his breathing harsh and forced, his heartbeat out of control. 
Nothing had followed. 
Shaking, he ran a hand over his face. Nausea rushed him, almost overtaking him before he could open his door and lean out. 
Glass tinkled off the seat and out of the doorjamb. Jesus, he told himself, trying to steady his nerves; Jesus Christ, what did I see out there? The sour stench of beer rose into his face, and he turned his head away. Noises seemed to be gathering over him like dust stirring in heavy folds. The sounds of insects in trees; the lone calling of a bird over toward the Circle; the gentle stirring of branches in a hint of warm breeze; a dog barking repeatedly in the distance. Neely found his glasses, put them on and stared into the night for a moment, then took his guitar and slid out of the truck, his head still spinning and his limbs leaden. With a nerveless hand he traced the scrapes along the driver's door; bare metal showed through the layers of paint, and he could see the dents where the powerful blows had been struck. If it were not for those ax-blow signatures and the broken glass, Neely would have talked himself into believing he'd had some kind of nightmare on the road, that he'd drifted into a beer-induced sleep where something terrible and evil had struck. 
But no. 
The window.was shattered, and tiny bits of glass speckled the underside of the arm he'd thrown up in self protection. He looked again into the darkness, felt his spine crawl, then heard a voice within him shout out, Get inside quickly quickly quickly!  Neely turned away from the truck and almost ran into the house. Climbing the hallway stairs, he fumbled for his key and then twisted it in the lock of his door. He switched on the overhead light, illuminating the bedroom papered in a dark brown bamboo design. After setting the guitar in a corner, he crossed the room and slid open a window overlooking the street. And there he stood for perhaps fifteen minutes, watching and listening—for what, he didn't know. 
But nothing moved down there. 
He ran a hand over his face; there was glass in the palm. 
Wysinger should know about this, he decided finally. Something. 
tried to kill me, and I saw its face; I saw those eyes, and I know what it was. 
Something hideous and breathing hatred. Something in the form of a woman. But...no, not human. Not really human at all. 
After a while he shut the window, picked the glass from his arm and hand with a pair of tweezers, and finally tried to sleep. It came to him shrieking and bearing a moon-glittering battle-ax. 
Just before dawn a shadow climbed the stairs, paused at Neely's door. Quietly tried the doorknob. Then vanished the way it had come. 
THIRTEEN





WHAT NEELY SAW
Sheriff Wysinger leaned forward slightly, his feral eyes narrowed above the cigarette stub in his mouth. Behind his desk there was an oiled walnut rifle cabinet and a shelf with gleaming football trophies. 
The goldflake paint had begun to crack on several of them, exposing ugly and valueless metal. He took the cigarette from his mouth and laid it on the rim of a red plastic ashtray. "Ames," he said quietly, 
"it's a little early in the morninʼ for these kind of stories, donʼt you think?" 
"What kind of stories?" Neely asked him from where he stood on the other side of the desk, his hands resting on his hips. 
“Yarns. Fairy tales." Wysinger drew on the cigarette again, exhaled smoke through his nostrils in a dragonish stream, and then crushed it out in the ashtray. Tiny red embers flared, glittered, died. 
"Now just what sort of shit are you trying to hand me?" 
"Hey!" Neely said, lifting his arm so the other man could see the cuts. "And look at these!" He pointed out two small gashes he'd found on his chin that morning. "You want to come out and have a look at my damned truck?" He stood waiting for the man to move; he could see the overhead lights glittering on the pink flesh of Wysinger's scalp. 
Wysinger sat still for a moment. finally he shrugged with disdain and hefted his bulk out of the swivelchair. Outside the sheriff's office the light of morning was pearlish, and a thin haze of wet ground-fog still haunted the curbs. Neely walked around to the other side of his pick up truck, and Wysinger followed at his own pace. 
"There," Neely said, motioning toward the scrapes and the broken window; in the morning light, the ax-blade gashes were clearly visible. 
Wysinger moved past him, ran a hand across one of the cuts. 
“What'd you say you were doing last night?" he asked. 
"I was at the Cock's Crow until they closed," Neely explained again. "On the way back to the village I drove through a group of horses and riders, crossing the road, I guess; I slowed to see who they were, and then they came after me. You can see for yourself what they did." 
"Yeah, I see. What time did you say this happened?" 
"Around two." 
"Twoʻ?" Wysinger grunted. "Awful late for people to be ridin' 
their horses on a country road. How many were there?" 
"I donʼt know. Jesus, I was just trying to get my ass out of there!" 
"Uh-huh." He stepped over to the window, examined the jagged edge. “What'd you say they were using? Hammers?" 
"No. Axes. One of them was, at least." 
"Axes?" Wysinger turned from the window and looked into Neely's face. "You know that sounds wilder'n hell, don't you?" 
Neely stepped toward him, his jaw grim. "Now listen to me," he said, not caring about Wysinger's position in the village anymore, not caring about the damned job he held, not caring about anything but making this ox of a man believe. "I know what I saw last night. 
Riders, chasing me down. And by God one of them smashed my window with an ax! Tried to fucking run me off the road!" 
"Watch your language," Wysinger said quietly as a car drove past. 
"They were trying to kill me!" Neely said, louder than he'd wanted to; he could hear his voice echo off the side of the truck. "I don't see that you understand that yet!” 
"I understand it. I just don't understand who they were, or why they should try to hurt you. You hit one of their horses? That why your headlight's broken and the grille's all smashed to hell and back?" 
"No," Neely said, shaking his head. "I didn't hit any of them. 
That happened when I went off the road." 
Wysinger smiled slightly, sensing that he had Neely where he wanted him. “Well, now," he said, watching the other man. "Maybe all of it happened when you went off the road? Huh? Maybe you had a bit too much to drink last night and you slammed your heap into a gully, broke that window, and beat up the driverʼs door? So to keep me from finding' out you were drunk-drivin' and had a wreck, this morning you made up a cock-and-bull story in your sleep and ran over here to—" 
"No," Neely said, his voice firm and cold as steel, his gaze matching the flint of Wysinger's. "That's not how it happened at all." 
"Youʼre sticking to this shit about horses in the middle of the road? Jesus!" Wysinger snorted. He turned away from Neely and moved toward the door. His lungs ached for the second cigarette of the morning. 
"Wait a minute! Wait!" Neely stepped forward, put his hand on Wysingerʼs shoulder, and twisted the man around. Wysinger's eyes blazed briefly, and Neely dropped his hand away. "I haven't told you everything yet. I saw one of the riders. I looked into her face—" 
"Her? What the hell do you mean, ʻher?" 
"It was a woman. But I've...I've never seen a woman who looked like that before. It was like. . . like looking into a blast furnace. Or a volcano. I could feel the heat from those eyes, like they were burning holes through me. I've never seen anything like that in my life, and Jesus Christ, I hope I never see it again." 
Wysinger waited for a moment, his gaze probing. When he spoke, his voice was hard and emotionless. "Okay," he said. "You want me to take a drive up Two-nineteen to have a look, I will. But I'll tell you one thing. I don't like you. I don't like fuckin' drifters on the make with their hands out for money. And worst of all, I don't like drifters who drink in the middle of the night and then lie like rugs to stay out of trouble. I donʼt believe a word of this shit you've been spreading, and nobody else will, either: If I could prove you were haulinʼ ass down Two nineteen last night with a bellyful of beer, Iʼd either throw you in jail or kick your ass out of this place!" 
Fleshy lids shawled his eyes. "Now get on over to the tool shed and get the mower. Cemetery's weeded up." Without waiting for Neely to speak again, Wysinger turned his back, strode toward the door, and disappeared into his office. 
"Son of a bitch!" Neely growled under his breath. But he'd known even before he'd left Mrs. Bartlett's that his story was strange and unbelievable, and that Wysinger would probably laugh in his face. At breakfast, in Mrs. Barlett's yellow-walled kitchen, the ample, rather motherly woman had eyed him with concern and asked him what time he'd gotten to bed the night before. It's not right staying out all hours, she'd told him, moving about the kitchen in her peach-colored robe; when my Willy was alive, she'd said, he was early to bed and early to a rise. He was a hardworking man, too, and a good man. I can see in your eyes that you didn't get a good night's sleep, and that's what a body needs most. You're feeling all right, arenʼt you? 
He'd told her he was feeling fine, but he hardly touched his breakfast. He'd told her nothing of what had happened on the road. 
Now Neely shook his head in disgust and went around to the other side of the sheriff's office, where a chain-link fence surrounded a metal shed. Neely used one key to unlock the fenceʼs gate and another to unlock the door of the shed; inside were various hand tools, cans of gasoline, shovels and hoes, the red lawn mower Neely had grown so familiar with. He found a swingblade and wheeled the mower out, locking everything behind him because he was responsible for all the tools and thereʼd be hell to pay if anything happened to them. His biceps and forearms already sore, he loaded the mower into the truck bed, then threw the swingblade into the front and drove off in the direction of Shady Grove Hill. He felt a gray, desolate mood coming over him; alone, that was what he felt. 
Utterly alone. So perhaps it was fitting, in his desolation, that he spend the hottest part of the day in the cemetery. 
As Neely drove away, Oren Wysinger let the blinds fall back across the window. He turned the lock on the door, crossed behind his desk, and took a key from the middle drawer. Then he walked to the file cabinet on the other side of the office and knelt down to unlock the lowest drawer. At the back of it, buried beneath blank sheets of typewriter paper, was a dark-brown book about the size of a photo album. Wysinger took the book out, laid it on his desk, and snapped on the gooseneck desk lamp. Sitting down, he drew on his cigarette and let the smoke dribble liquidlike from one side of his mouth. Then he opened the book. 
Taped across the first page was a yellowed newspaper clipping with the headline CONBMAUGH FAMILY SLAIN. There was a picture of the Fletcher house. He turned the page. Another newspaper clipping: SPANGLER RESIDENT KILLED. A mug shot of a smiling middle-aged man wearing a tie, the name Ronald Biggs beneath it. On the next page two smaller items: WIDOWER SLAIN 
and BARNESBORO MAN KILLED. The book was filled with grim reminders of murder: photographs of houses where bodies had been found, of cars that had been discovered on the sides of country roads, of blankets covering what could only be horribly mutilated corpses. Like those of the Fletchers. They covered a span of ten years; the last one was a few paragraphs on how a Barnesboro woman had discovered the mutilated body of a George Ross mathematics teacher named Gerald Meacham. That had been a little over three months ago. 
Wysinger smoked in silence for a few minutes, looking at the next blank page. When he felt the sudden heat on his fingers, he crushed the cigarette out. There was a dull, heavy feeling within him, as if his bodily fluids had pooled into a lake that became more stagnant every day, thickly slimed with some kind of evil filth. He knew the thread that ran through these killings. Most of them men living alone. All killed by tremendous blows of a sharp, heavy object. All killed in the night, between midnight and dawn. Three years after the mayor of Bethany's Sin had given him the job of sheriff, Wysinger had sat down with a bottle of Jim Beam and a map of the county. For a long time before that, he'd been clipping the articles about the slayings from the small local community papers, probably because nothing in his life had shocked and sickened him so much as seeing the Fletchers ripped to pieces like they'd been. 
Possibly it was curiosity about the other murders, or a strange and sure feeling that they were all some how connected, or a feeling of terrible destiny, but he'd clipped and saved and studied for years, while the police in other villages blamed maniacs or drifters or hoboes armed with bludgeons. And that night, his spine stiffened by Beam, Sheriff Wysinger had drawn circles around the towns on the map where they'd found bodies or, in some cases, just empty cars on the roadside or off in the woods. Then connected those circles with lines. 
And it was then he saw that Bethany's Sin lay in the center, like a spider hanging in the midst of a web. 
Now he touched that next, empty page in the brown book. His fingers felt contaminated, blighted, diseased. Often he awakened in the night, alone in his house, listening to the dark speak. The disease had crept into the marrow of his bones and festered there; sometimes the sores boiled over, and he wanted to scream. But he never did, because he was too afraid. 
There would have been a new entry had Neely Amesʼs truck crashed into the roadside thicket. The troopers would have found the man's corpse battered beyond recognition. If they'd found it at all. 
Christ! he thought. Too close to Bethany's Sin. Too damned close. 
Investigations, troopers probing around, people asking questions. 
Too damned close. He closed the book and turned off the light but did not move from his desk. He dreaded what was to come because now he'd have to talk to the mayor. And even though he knew from the calculations he rigidly kept that the moon was beginning to wane, he was deathly and numbingly afraid. 
Kay thought: At three oʼclock, silence is the instructor in the classrooms, teaching lessons on how time can slip away. She was sitting in her small office with test papers from her morning class before her, waiting to be graded. Most of the classes at George Ross were held in the morning and early afternoon, and by this time of the day almost all of the students and teachers were gone. About fifteen minutes before, she'd walked down the corridor to the teachers' 
lounge and that unpredictable soft-drink machine that always had indignant notes taped to it. The halls had been silent and empty, doors closed, fluorescent lights switched off. She'd brought her Coke back to her office and continued working because to her there was something strange and slightly...yes, forbidding about a large building when all the noise had seeped out of it, when all the people had gone away. Silly, she told herself. Thatʼs silly. I can work better when it's quiet; I can get these papers finished and then pick up Laurie at the Sun shine School and go home to Evan. She was glad Pierce had gone home early. That man made her nervous. 
Kay turned to the next paper. Roy Sanderson's. Nice, bright young man. He did well on the pop tests Kay sometimes threw at them. She checked through the first few problems, found an error in the fourth one, and circled it with her red pen; she reached across the desk to her right for the half-drained Coke can. 
At first Kay saw it from the corner of her eye and wasn't certain what it was. When she turned her head to look, she shivered and gasped in amazement. 
There was a human figure standing on the other side of the pebbled-glass door to her office. It stood motionless, and how long it had been there Kay had no way of knowing. She expected the doorknob to turn and the door to come open, but for frozen seconds she was certain a pair of eyes watched her own form there at the desk. 
"Whoʼs there?" Kay asked, realizing her voice sounded strained. 
In the blink of an eye the figure had slipped away. 
Kay put aside her pen, opened the door, and looked out. The corridor was empty. Off to the right, where another hallway angled out, she thought she could hear footsteps drawing away. "Whoʼs there?" she called out again. The footsteps stopped. When Kay, her own footsteps echoing, moved forward to see around the corner, she heard whoever it was ahead begin walking again. Kay turned the corner into a corridor that would have been completely dark but for sunlight streaming through the slats of a drawn window blind. Ahead she saw a door just swinging shut. Kay stopped, the heat of the bands of sun light on her like fiery fingers, and stared at that door. 
Who had it been? she wondered, her eyes narrowing slightly. One of the other teachers? A student, perhaps? She started to step forward and then paused. A sudden chill had passed through her. Go back to your office, she told herself. You've got a lot of work to do yet. Go back. Go back. Go back. You're being damned ridiculous, she heard another voice within her say. Are you getting scared of shadows now, like...Evan? No. I'm not. She moved forward and quietly pushed the door open. 
Into another corridor. 
The dim glow of fluorescents. Closed doors with numbers. 
Silence. No, not silence, Kay realized after another moment. She could faintly hear the noise of metal clattering, then a rhythmic slapping sound. A wet sound. Kay let the door swing closed behind her, and then, trying to walk as swiftly as possible, she followed those noises. Windows with drawn blinds. A series of frosted glass doors, like hers, with names on them: DR. CLIFFORD, DR. 
HEARN, DR. PERRY, others. Kay thought for a moment. History professors, weren't they? Yes, this was the history wing of the Arts and Sciences Building. She moved on, listening, feeling that chill working within her again, wanting to turn back yet curious about who it had been standing like a statue before her office door. Those noises of metal just ahead, the rhythmic sound echoing from wall to wall. Kay realized they were coming from the end of the corridor, just around the next corner, where a pocket of afternoon shadows had gathered in wait. 
Go back, she told herself. 
Then, in the next instant: No, Iʼm not like Evan. Iʼm not afraid of shadows. 
And then she had gone around the corner, and too late she realized there was someone there, hunched over. A face looked up, eyes widened, mouth coming open. 
"Jesus!"  the woman cried out shrilly, stepping back and dropping her mop at the same time. The mop handle whacked dully against the floor. She almost lost her balance across the metal bucket that lay at her feet, filled with sudsy water. "Jesus!" the cleaning woman said again, trying to recover herself. "Oh, you scared the very life out of me, creeping up on me like that out of nowhere! Oh, my heart's just pounding!" 
"I...I'm sorry," Kay said, her face flushing. "I didn't mean to frighten you. I'm terribly sorry. Are you okay?" 
"Oh, God, I've got to get my breath." She put her shoulder against the wall and took a few deep lungfuls of air. She was a stocky woman with white hair and a heavily lined face. "Usually there's nobody around here this time of the afternoon," she said. "I don't expect anybody to come creepin' up on me like one of those haunts on the late show!" 
"Please,” Kay said, feeling foolish and embarrassed. "I didn't mean to scare you or anything like that. I was just...looking around." 
"Been a long time working here," the cleaning woman said, 
"and nobody's ever scared the life out of me like that! What were you walking so soft for?" 
"I didn't know I was." 
"You sure were! Oh, Lord have mercy!" She suddenly looked full into Kayʼs face with dark eyes. "Are you a student here? All the teachers are gone home for the day." 
"No, I'm not a student. I'm Kay Reid, and I'm a math teacher." 
The woman nodded. "Oh. Well, Myrna Jacobsen cleans up the math wing. I didn't remember ever seeing you before. No need for me to have." She paused a moment more, shook her head,. and bent to pick up her mop. " My back's not like it used to be. Guess my nerves are shot, too. But it's so quiet here in the afternoons, you see, I just naturally thought that nobody was around” 
"I see," Kay said. "Really, Iʼm sorry." 
"It's okay, it's okay," the woman said, taking another deep breath and then going back to her mopping. 
Kay started to tum away and then stopped herself. "You weren't over in the math wing by any chance, were you?" 
"Me? No, not me." She looked at Kay with caution in her eyes. 
"Myrna works over there, like I said. Nothing's missing, is it?" 
Kay shook her head. 
Relief flooded back. "That's good to hear. Myrna's a pretty nice lady, and a good worker, too." She threw herself back into the circular swirling of the mop; the wet strands slapped against the tiles. 
“Someone was over there a few minutes ago," Kay persisted. "I was just curious." 
"You must mean Dr. Drago," the woman said. 
"Dr.—who?" 
"Drago." The woman motioned with her head." She came through here a minute ago. Only she was walking loud, so I could hear. Her classroom's just down there, number one-oh-two." 
"Who is she?" 
"I don't know what she does. Just teaches, I guess. History." 
More mopping, the mop slap-slapping on the floor. 
Kay didn't know the name, but then she didn't know any of the history staff. She could see the door with 102 on it just ahead. "Is this Dr. Drago in her classroom right now?" 
The woman shrugged, more interested in her work now. "Donʼt know. I saw her go in, though." 
Kay moved past her. "Watch the wet floor!" the woman called after her. Kay stepped over wet smears and pushed open the door of 102. What she saw stunned her for a moment. It was a large amphitheater-type class, with seats in a semicircle around a lectern. 
Long windows were now curtained, and glass spheres suspended from the ceiling glowed with pale white light. Kay stood at the top of the amphitheater for a few seconds, looking around, and then slowly walked down the carpet-covered steps toward the lectern. 
This classroom made her own look minuscule, and the temptation to stand at that lectern, gazing out across the seats, was too strong. She stepped up onto the speaker's platform and ran her hand along the face of the wooden lectern. Then she stood as a teacher would, hands gripping the lectern's sides, looking out upon the empty amphitheater. How many students would sit in this classroom? Over a hundred, certainly. She gazed across the room. There was no one here at all; if Dr. Drago had come into the room, she'd left before Kay had entered. On the far side of the dais where the lectern stood there was another door, and above it a green-glowing exit sign, probably leading out into the parking lot. 
And Kay was about to step down from the platform when a cool, unhurried voice said, "No, Stay there. You look very natural." 
Kay's head came up sharply, but she couldn't see who'd spoken. 
Nevertheless, she didn't move from where she stood. "I...I can't see where you are," Kay said. 
There was silence for a few seconds. Then, "lʼm here." Kay looked to the right. There was a woman walking down from the top of the amphitheater; Kay knew she hadn't seen the woman because one of those glass spheres had been in the way, and it unnerved her now that she'd been observed without realizing it. 
The woman approached Kay. "You seem very comfortable there. As if you're at home behind that lectern." Her voice was well-modulated and compelling, with a hint of a foreign accent that Kay found difficult to identify. 
"I was just...curious," Kay said, watching her as she came nearer. "I wanted to know what it felt like." 
"Yes. I began like that as well. Quite interesting, isnʼt it? Now imagine one hundred and twenty students watching and listening. 
Does that stir something within you? I think it probably does." Still coming nearer, light beginning to rest on her features. 
Kay nodded, tried to smile and found it difficult. "I didn't mean to...to wander in here. I was looking for someone." 
"Oh? Who?" 
"Dr. Drago," Kay said. 
The woman stood just below her, at the foot of the dais. "Then I believe you've found me," she said quietly. And Kay found herself looking into the womanʼs eyes. Dr. Drago was, Kay guessed, in her early forties; she was a tall, large-boned woman, but she moved with the fluid grace of an athlete, smoothly and powerfully. A mane of ebony hair was swept back from a rather square-jawed face, and veins of gray swirled from the temples toward the back of the head. 
Her face was tawny-colored and smooth, with only a few lines around the eyes and the mouth; she looked to Kay as if she spent a great deal of time outside in the sun, but without the premature aging that prolonged exposure to the sun brought on. In this woman's face there was a purpose and a strength of will that Kay could almost feel physically. But it was Dr. Drago's eyes that, oddly, both disturbed and compelled her; they were deep-set and clear, an aquamarine color like the depths of distant oceans. Kayʼs own gaze seemed locked with this woman's, and she felt her heartbeat suddenly increase. Though Dr. Drago was dressed simply, in pressed denims and a powder blue blouse, she wore the ornaments of the wealthy: glittering gold bracelets on both arms, a couple of gold chains about her throat, a dazzling sapphire ring on her right hand. No wedding ring. 
"Kathryn Drago," the woman said. She smiled and offered her hand. Bracelets clinked together. "And please call me Kathryn!” 
Kay took the womanʼs hand, found it rough-fleshed and cold. 
"I'm—" 
"Kay Reid," the woman said. "You live in Bethany's Sin, don't you?" 
"Yes, thatʼs right. On McClain Terrace. How did you know?" 
"I live there too. And Iʼm always interested in the newcomers to our village. Youʼre married, arenʼt you? And your husbandʼs name is...?" She waited for the answer. 
"Evan." Kay picked up the cue, trying to look away from Dr. 
Drago's gaze and finding it all but impossible. 
"Evan," she repeated, letting the name rest on her tongue as if it were food to savor. "A nice name. Do you have children?" 
"A little girl," Kay told her. "Laurie." She thought Dr. Dragoʼs eyes widened, very slightly, but she couldn't be certain. "We've only been in the village for about a month." Those eyes riveted her; she couldn't blink, and she felt her own eyes going dry. 
"Oh? And how do you find life in the village?" 
"Quiet. Restful. Very nice.” 
Dr. Drago nodded. "Good. Thatʼs good to hear. Many families come to Bethany's Sin and yearn for the cities again. That I've never been able to understand.' 
"No," Kay said. "I wouldn't understand that, either. Bethany's Sin seems...perfect." What was it about this woman that made her heart beat so hard, hammering in her chest? What was it that made her blood thick and sluggish? She started to step down. 
“Please," the woman said. "Stay there, won't you? Imagine yourself here with all those seats filled. Imagine them waiting for you to speak. Imagine them wanting a part of your knowledge for themselves.” 
Kay blinked. Dr. Drago was smiling slightly, a friendly smile, but those eyes above her mouth were...strange and cold. Burning through her now. Strange. Very strange. I'm not like Evan. No, I'm not. Not afraid of shadows. Who is this woman? Why does she...look at me like that? 
"This is my classroom,” Dr. Drago ,said matter-of-factly. "Iʼm the head of the history department here.” Kay nodded, impressed. 
"That must be a big responsibility." Eyes burning. What was it? 
"Yes, it is. But a great deal of reward as well. I find a great pleasure in exploring the mysteries of the past. And passing those mysteries along to my students." 
Kayʼs heart was beating fast, and her face felt hot. "Isnʼt it air-conditioned in here?" she asked, or thought she asked, because Dr. 
Drago didn't answer, only continued smiling at her. 
"Whatʼs your field?" she asked Kay after another moment. 
"Math," Kay said, or thought she said. She put a hand to her cheek. Her flesh wasn't hot, as she expected, but cool. "I'm teaching an algebra class.' 
"I see. You shouldn't have much difficulty with that. The summer semester's very quiet." 
...very quiet very quiet very quiet. The words seemed to be ringing within Kayʼs head. Damn it! she thought suddenly. I'm coming down with something. A cold? Dr. Dragoʼs eyes gleamed like beacons. "I live outside the village," the woman said. "One of the first houses you pass on the way in.” 
"Which house?” 
"You can see it from the road. there's a pasture with—" 
"Horses," Kay said. "Yes, I see it every day. It's beautiful; I donʼt think I've ever seen a house quite like that one before.” 
"Thank you." The woman paused for a few seconds, examining Kay. She touched Kay's hand again with her own. "Aren't you feeling well?" 
"I'm fine," Kay lied. She felt chilled and hot at the same time, and unable still to look away from the woman who stood before her. 
Her heart beat fast, like a captured bird's. "I seem to be a little dizzy, that's all.' 
She patted Kay's hand in a sisterly fashion. "I'm sure it's nothing to be concerned about," she said. And then she blinked and the link between them was broken. Kay felt as if a burden had been taken off her shoulders; she felt weary though, and still strangely cold. She looked away quickly from the woman's face, and stepped off the speaker's platform. "You're all right now?" Dr. Drago asked, softly. 
"Yes. I am. But I've got test papers to grade back in my office. 
Iʼd better be going. It was very good to meet you, and I hope I'll see you again." She wanted to hurry out of there, hurry out of the history wing; she wasn't going to grade any more papers. She was going to get to her car and drive home and lie down. Her blood seemed to be cold, and there was some kind of strange tingling sensation at the base of her neck, as if Dr. Dragoʼs rough fingers caressed her there. 
Kay began walking up the stairs, and the woman followed her. 
"I hope you continue to find the village to your liking," she said when they reached the top. "Where did you and your husband move here from?" 
“LaGrange," Kay told her. "It's a mill town." They walked together out into the hallway. Dr. Drago loomed over her, her face now daubed with shadows around the eyes and in the hollows of the cheeks. 
"I've heard of it," she replied, and smiled again. "A smudge pot, isn't it?" 
"An accurate description." Kay almost caught. Those eyes again, and instinctively looked away. I'm not afraid. What's wrong with you? She thought she was getting one of her headaches again, but it was just that tingling at her neck. Fading now. Fading. Thank God; I thought I was going to be sick there for a minute. "I'd better get back to work now." 
“Of course,” Dr. Drago said. Kay turned away and began walking back toward the math wing, but suddenly the other woman said, 
“Mrs. Reid? Kay? I'd like to ask something of you.” 
Kay turned; shadows had gathered across the woman's face, obscuring those eyes. Strange. Very strange. "Yes? 
"I was wondering...well, Iʼm having a few faculty members over on Saturday evening. If you could, Iʼd very much like to have you and your husband over.” 
"A party? I donʼt know...." 
"Not really a party. Just a little informal gathering. 
Conversation and coffee." She paused for a few seconds. "It would give you a chance to meet some of the others.” 
"It sounds nice, but I'll have to talk to Evan about it. I could let you know.” 
"My number's in the book. I'd love to have both of you over." 
Kay hesitated. She was feeling okay now, the tingling and the chill subsiding. Her heartbeat slowing to normal. You were nervous, she rationalized to herself. Nervous as hell. 
"Thank you," she said finally. “I'll call you.” 
“Please do," Dr. Drago said. She stood without moving for a moment. Behind the veils of shadow, those strange aquamarine eyes were glittering. And without speaking again, Dr. Drago turned away and disappeared toward the other end of the corridor. 
For a long time Kay didn't move. She was staring fixedly in the direction the woman had gone. I want to go to that party, she told herself. I want to meet the others. She was certain Evan would say it was okay, but even if he didn't, she would still go—alone if she had to. 
Because in the last few minutes Kathryn Drago had made Kay feel that she belonged in Bethany's Sin, perhaps more than she'd belonged anywhere else. Ever. 
FOURTEEN





TALES SPOKEN IN A WHISPER
"Bethany's Sin?" Jess screwed his diamond blue eyes up in thought and grunted. "No, I donʼt guess I've ever really sat down and done much thinking about it. Just seems like a name to me." 
"Sure," Evan said, and leaned forward slightly in his chair. "But whatʼs behind the name? What does it mean?" Jess was silent for a moment, rolling a cigarette from a pouch of tobacco. They were sitting together in the office of the Gulf service station on Fredonia, drinking Cokes from the machine out front. In the garage Jess's son was muttering over a red Volkswagen, every once in a while circling it as if sizing up an opponent before attacking it again with his wrenches. Only a few cars had come in while Jess and Evan talked; a family had driven in for directions, and Evan had seen in the eyes of the manʼs wife that same expression he'd seen in Kayʼs the first day theyʼd driven through the village. Of course Evan knew why; it was a beautiful place, and its beauty would naturally appeal to women
Evan had gotten some important mail that morning. Fiction magazine had accepted his short story about two former lovers, elderly now, meeting by chance on a train. And as they talked, reliving old memories, the train began to stop at stations farther and farther back in time, until at last, when they realized their love was still strong, the train stopped at Niven Crossing, their old hometown, back in the year theyʼd first fallen in love under summer stars on the shore of Bowman's Lake. 
Evanʼs other mail wasn't good. A rejection from Esquire. That story, about a Vietnam veteran whose wife and friends had begun to take on the appearance of people he'd killed during the war, had been terrifying for Evan because it probed at those raw, unhealed scars where the nerves of fear and guilt lay so close to the surface. He'd decided that he needed the distance of time to be able to say anything articulate about Vietnam; every thing he'd written so far had emerged as disorganized, ragged screams of pain. 
Perhaps he would always carry that scream within him; it was his burden from the war, his memory of young men ripped down like wheat beneath the dark master's scythe, of bodies without faces or arms or legs, of shell-shocked soldiers screaming without voices, of himself lashed to a cot with the touch of a spider on his skin and, much later, standing alone amid mortar fire, waiting for God's next blow to fall. It had been very difficult readjusting to the world after he'd come home, because it all seemed so unreal. No one leaped for cover from incoming mail; no one screamed for medics to help hold their falling intestines in place; no one counted the stars in the sky and wondered if tomorrow night theyʼd still be there to repeat the exercise. No one seemed to really know what was going on, or for that matter really to give a damn. And that both infuriated and crushed Evan, that so many had died like little patriotic Jesuses while all the Judases at home counted their coins. That was how he remembered Harlin, his editor at Iron Man: a fucking Judas of the worst kind. From the very start of that job, Harlin, a hulking man with a crew cut and a long lower jaw, had made it tough for him. 
"You were over in Vet-Nam, huh? See much action?" Evan had said yes. "I took on the Nazis in World War Two. Fought in France. Got those goddamned Nazis by the balls. Damn, but those were good times.” Evan had remained silent. "Yes sir, you can say anything you want. But by God there's nothing better than fighting for your country." After a long while Harlin had turned interrogator, wanting to know how many Cong Evan had killed, if he'd ever used napalm on any in their hutches, if he'd ever killed any of those villagers, because by God they all fucking look alike, anyway, donʼt they? 
Evan had pointedly ignored him, and by degrees Harlin had grown surly and then savage, asking him if he was certain he'd done any fighting and why he never liked to talk about it and why he hadn't at least brought his wife home a fucking earlobe, for Christ's sakes? 
And through this veil of savagery Evan began to see glimmers of the truth in his dreams: Harlin standing before him, his face as pale as chalk and of the consistency of clay. Very slowly Harlinʼs face began to melt, as if bubbling from a vast center of volcanic hatred within the man; cheesy strings of flesh fell, sections of his face splitting away and dropping to the floor: a hooked nose, a lower lip, a jaw. Until all that was left were two hideously staring eyes set in a skull with the scalp still attached to it.·And that Harlin-thing, drooling vile, dark fluids, was moving toward Kay as she slept in the bedroom of the house she and Evan had rented in LaGrange. The Harlin-thing unzipped its pants and a scaled, erect penis had risen into view, throbbing for Kay's flesh. And just as Harlin was about to throw the sheets back from Kay, Evan had awakened, gasping for breath. 
It had been at a Christmas party for Iron Man staffers and their wives that the terror within Evan had come to a head, like a boil about to break. Harlin had begun badgering him about the war, wanting to know how many of his friends had died, and then, after Harlin had drunk a half-bottle of whiskey, wanting to know how much “little gook cunt” Evan had scored, Evan had pushed him away, and Harlin's twisted emotions had risen quickly, like a snake whipping up from a dark hole. “You're a goddamned liar," Harlin had said menacingly, as people stopped talking and drinking and turned to listen. “What d'you think you are, some kind of war hero or somethin'? I did more than you by God and you know what they give me? A pat on the back and a kick in the ass. And by God my son Jerry bless him bless my son Jerry was raised right, raised to fight for his country like a man ʼ ought to do, and he volunteered to go to Vet-Nam, didn't want to be fucking drafted, no, but volunteered because his old man said that was the right thing to do. I saw him off on the train, and we shook hands like men because when a boy's eighteen then he is a man. And you know where he is now?" Harlin's eyes had glistened for an instant, just an instant, then had burned into Evan's brain with renewed fire. "That VA hospital in Philadelphia. 
Half his head gone. Just sits there, never says a word, can't feed himself, pisses his pants like a goddamned baby! And the last time I went to see him he just sat at the window and didn't look at me, like he blamed me and hated me. Hated me! And look at you, by God, standing here with a fucking eggnog in your hand and a tweed coat and a tie on and you think you're a fucking war hero, don't you?" 
Here the others tried to quiet him, and Evan took Kay's hand for them to go, but the man wouldn't stop. "You're not a man!" Harlin croaked. "If you were youʼd be proud of killing those goddamned gooks that shot my Jerry! You're not a man, you cockless bastard! 
Hey!" He focused his eyes on Kay. "Hey! Maybe I'll show you what a real cock looks like someday, huh?" 
And here the dream image had burst into Evan's mind, and he'd moved with relentless, terrifying speed, past Kay before she could stop him, past two other people in the way, his face contorting as the terrible things began to come up and take control of him. His arm had whipped out, faster than anyone's eyes could follow, and he'd gripped Harlin around the throat, spun him backward, and knelt to snap his spine over his knee. He'd heard and dimly remembered someone screaming and realized that madman's voice was his own. 
And Kay had screamed "Nooooooo!” in the instant Evan, had started to apply pressure to kill Harlin in the same fashion he'd killed a young Cong who had probably been no older than nineteen. They'd wrestled Evan away from Harlin, and it was then that Kay had dissolved into soul-wracking tears. Not long after that, Evan had lost his job, been fired for "sloppiness and neglect of duty," and they'd left LaGrange. 
My God, Evan thought now, in the Gulf station office, that seems like ages ago. But he knew that killer instinct he'd shown had never and would never go away; it was too deeply ingrained now, it was the black part of him that he kept hidden away, under strict lock and key. 
In the past few days he'd again turned his attention to a story on the village. He'd written a letter of inquiry to Pennsylvania Progress, asking them if they'd be interested in something on Bethany's Sin. 
He'd had no answer yet, but why not try to find out what he could in the meantime? So he'd found himself guiding the conversation with Jess onto the subject of Bethany's Sin, particularly anything the man might know about the origin of that name. 
Jess lit his cigarette and pulled at it. "I donʼt know," he said. 
"Do you think maybe they've got some records or something over at the library?" 
"Maybe so," Evan said; he'd already decided to check the library on the walk home. "But I thought perhaps, working here, you might have heard stories, gossip, something that could help me out." 
Jess grunted and smoked in silence for a while. Evan didn't think he was going to reply, and the next time Evan glanced over at him, Jessʼs eyes seemed to have darkened a few shades, retreated back into his head as if shrinking from the sunlight. Smoke dribbled from his nostrils, and he leaned back against a couple of crates of Valvoline oil. There's a place up on the Kingʼs Bridge Road a few miles," he said finally. "Lot of locals hang around there. A roadhouse called the Cock's Crow. A man can hear some pretty interesting tales if heʼs got his ears open. Some of ʼem tall tales, some of ʼem...well, worth thinking about, if you know what I mean." 
Evan didn't. "What kind of tales?" 
"Man named Muncey ran this station before I came here," Jess said quietly, his eyes hooded and distant, avoiding Evanʼs. "I got the job because one day the man just didn't show up. He had a wife and two kids, lived in a trailer a couple of miles east of here. They didn't know where he was, either. A few weeks afterward, the troopers found the manʼs car, pulled out into the woods and covered over with brush." He paused, smoking his cigarette. 
"What about the man?" Evan urged. 
"Never found him. At first, see, they thought he'd run off with the cash receipts, just left his wife and kids and run for it." Jess shook his head. "But that wasn't so. The troopers found the cash, all bundled up in those bags the bank gives you for delivery, underneath the front seat. The window on the driverʼs side was broken out, and the windshield was cracked—that's what I heard from some of the locals at the Cock's Crow, and maybe they're wrong. But maybe they're not." 
"That's bad," Evan said, "but I guess people disappear all the time. it's an unfortunate fact of life." 
"Unfortunate. Right." Jess smiled slightly, and then the smile slithered away. "No, more than that. The sort of thing that happened to Muncey—whatever it was—has happened before around here. 
And more than two or three times. Enough to make a man wonder." 
"Wonder? About what?" 
"About what he doesn't know," Jess said, still speaking quietly and calmly, but his eyes brooding. "You hang around up at the Cockʼs Crow, you'll hear those stories. And you'll wonder about them the same as me. Some of the locals have seen things at night. 
Strange things; and they've heard strange callings in the woods, too, and heard things moving fast through the brush. Things they were scared of seeing too close." 
Evan felt a chill run along his spine. He remembered the first night in his house, the fleeting image he'd seen pass the window. 
What had that been? 
"Yes sir," Jess said. "The Cock's Crow. You hang around there a few nights and you'll know what I mean." 
"Sounds like somebody has an overactive imagination," Evan said, probing for more details. Overactive imagination: how many times had Kay applied that phrase to him? More times than he could count. 
"Not imagination," Jess said. "No. Me, I've never seen any of these things they tell me about. Couple of times on the drive home, my boy and me thought we'd heard peculiar cries out in the woods, but we passed it off as birds or some kind of animal. But you get close to some body who's had a brush with the things and you look deep into their eyes and then you come back and talk about imagination. No. What youʼll see there is fear, pure and simple. Now I'm not saying that Bethany's Sin isn't a nice and pretty little place. 
But I've been working here for a while and I've gotten a feeling about it. A feeling I donʼt like. That something...well, that something's not right around here. Like too much paint and varnish over wood that's gone rotten." Jess turned his head slightly and looked into Evan's eyes. "I stay away from this place after night falls," he said. "And I stay off the back roads." 
For a long while Evan said nothing. Words weren't needed; he could see a message in this man's face. A warning, perhaps? 
Troubled currents churned within him, icy, gathering force. Abruptly, Jess turned away. A car was pulling into the station, and Jess left his chair to pump gas. 
On the walk home, Evan stopped at the library. The librarian, a pretty young brunette with ANNE on her name tag, listened to Evan's questions about the origin of the name Bethany's Sin and jotted down his request on a piece of paper. Then she came out from behind her desk and led him over to a shelf marked REGIONAL 
INTEREST. She pulled down the worst of three ratty-looking books and gave it to him; it was titled Names and Places: Pennsylvania's
Village Heritage. Bethany's Sin wasn't listed in the index, though, and turning to the date of publication, Evan found the book was published in the late thirties. He returned it to the librarian with a polite thank-you and asked her if she knew of any place he might be able to find records on the history of Bethany's Sin; she smiled and said that was a new one on her, but perhaps there might be some old papers in the basement. Why don't you give me your name and telephone number? she asked him; lʼ1l take a look and call if anything turns up. 
On the way out, Evanʼs attention was caught by a framed etching that hung near the front door. He paused for a moment, then approached it for a better look. It showed a woman bearing a bow with a quiver of arrows hanging at her side; at her feet what looked like wolves followed her, not menacingly but with expressions of loyalty. Forest filled the background, and above her left shoulder was the pale oval of the moon. Beneath the etching there was a brass plaque: PRESENTED TO THE WALLACE PARKINS PUBLIC 
LIBRARY BY DR. KATHRYN DRAGO. Evan looked into the face of the woman in the etching; it was calm and purposeful, the eyes mirroring an inner strength of will. He glanced down at the plaque again. Dr. Kathryn Drago? He wasn't familiar with the name, but the etching she'd donated strangely compelled him. 
"It's from the seventeenth century," Anne the librarian told him; she'd come up from behind while he'd been staring at the etching. "If you're interested in art, we have quite a large selection...” 
"Who is that supposed to be?" Evan asked her. 
"The Greek goddess Artemis," Anne said. "I think. Iʼm not up on my mythology like I should be." She smiled apologetically. 
"Mythology?" Evan paused for a moment, looking into those eyes that stared out from the etching. "I once took a course in that. A long time ago. But I canʼt remember anything about this one. It seems like Greek deities crawled out of the woodwork. Whoʼs this Kathryn Drago?" 
"Dr. Drago," Anne corrected. "She was voted in as mayor a few years ago, and she founded the village's historical society back in...oh, I guess that's got to be five or six years." 
"Mayor?" Evan raised an eyebrow. "I didn't realize Bethany's Sin's mayor was a woman." 
"She lives outside the village," Anne told him. "And she raises horses." 
Horses? Evan thought for a moment, remembering that strange house and the horses grazing on the wide swath of pastureland. "Oh, yes,” he said. "I've seen that place. That etching must have been a very expensive gift." 
"I'm sure it was. Now. Can I show you our art books?" 
"No, thanks," he said. "Some other time, maybe." And then he was out the door and walking in the sunlight again, his mind turning in angles like a runner trying to find his way through a darkened labyrinth. Horses? Mythology? Something working in his brain, then slipping quickly away before he could grasp it. The Greek goddess Artemis. He caught himself, almost turned back to the library to ask the librarian if they had any books on mythology, and then shrugged off the impulse, continued walking back toward McClain Terrace. 
Other things weighed too heavily on him right now. Like the origin of Bethany's Sin. If he couldn't find out about it by reading, he'd have to find out by listening to some of those tales Jess said circulated around the Cock's Crow. His mind began to wander, and he found himself thinking about horses again. His experience with them had been limited to riding shuffling, broken-spirited ponies at county fairs when he was a child. But another memory pricked his brain like a thorn. The shape he'd seen from his bedroom window that first night: dark, moving rapidly, almost out of view before he'd been able to register it. Could that have been a horse and rider? 
Possibly, he thought. Possibly. 
His face began to burn. The sunlight assaulted it as if searing flesh already burned raw. He looked around, saw horses, trees, streets, but he seemed not to be able to recognize where he was. 
Blair? No, not yet. Walking deeper into the village as if drawn into it, one leg following the next. The sun glinting sharply through the trees, hurting his eyes. His heartbeat picking up, a heat circulating across his face with the flow of blood, burning, burning, burning... 
And abruptly he stopped. 
The museum lay before him. 
For a few minutes Evan couldn't move; his muscles wouldn't respond to the commands of his brain, and everything around him seemed ablaze with light. He remembered his dreams, and a finger of ice slipped through the curtain of heat to touch his throat very gently. Coming true? Coming true like they all did, eventually, in one way or another? The house waited for his approach in dark, grave silence. He wanted to turn away, to retrace his steps, to start again somehow from the library; but his path had been predetermined, and his steps had led him here to this waiting, beckoning house. He was afraid of it, and the fear writhed inside him, a dark, formless shape gone out of control; in the next moment he started to cross Cowlington toward the museum, and a car honked and veered away from him. Evan walked slowly and laboriously, his breath coming raggedly; he stopped for a moment at the gate and then pushed it open. As he stepped through, he felt the heat on his face even more intensely. His movements seemed heavy and dreamlike; his eyes were focused on the doorway centered beneath a columned arch, and though a voice in his soul screamed for him to turn back, he knew he must follow the directions of his dream. He must reach that door and...yes, open it. To see. To see what lay within. 
He stood before the door, his senses vibrating, his face pinpointed with sweat. Above him loomed the museum, casting a spiderish shadow on the impeccable green lawn. Very slowly he lifted his arm, his eyes widening, widening because he knew what lay inside: a thing with gleaming, hate-filled eyes that would reach out to him with a clawlike hand. He put his hand against the door, feeling his nerves shriek. And he pushed. 
But the door wouldn't open. It was locked from within. 
He pushed again, harder, then took his fist and struck the wood; he could hear the sound of the blow echoing inside, echoing through long corridors filled with...what? Junk, Mrs. Demargeon had said. 
Just old junk. 
Evan struck the door again. And again. No, this wasn't in the dream. Something was wrong. This wasn't the way it was supposed to be. Open and let me see you. Open. Open, damn you. Open! 
"Hey!" someone called out. "What are you doing there?” 
Evan turned toward the voice, blinking his eyes into focus. 
There was a police car pulling up to the curb in front of the house. A man in uniform got out and began to stride hurriedly toward him. "What are you doing there?" the man asked again. 
"I'm...Nothing," Evan said, his voice sounding strained and distant. "Nothing." 
"Yeah? Well, what are you doing here, then?" The man wore a sheriff's uniform, and in his broad face, hard ' eyes caught Evans and held them. 
"I was just...going inside," Evan said. 
"Inside?" Oren Wysinger's eyes narrowed. “They're closed for the day. They're not open on a regular schedule, anyway.He paused for a moment, looking into the mans eyes and seeing something there that disturbed him, as if a pool of, water had begun rippling suddenly and there was no way of knowing what had moved beneath the surface. "Who are you?" Wysinger asked quietly. 
"Reid, Evan Reid. I...live over on McClain Terrace.” 
"Reid? The new family just moved in?" 
"That's right." 
"Oh." Wysinger dropped his gaze away from Evan's. "Sorry I was so abrupt, Mr. Reid. But not many people come here, and when I saw you hammering at the door I didn't know what was going on. 
"It's okay." Evan ran a hand over his face, feeling the heat in his flesh dying away now, degree by degree. “I understand. I was curious about this place.” 
Wysinger nodded. "It's closed up," he said. "Hey, are you feeling all right?" 
"Iʼm...tired. Thatʼs all. 
"I donʼt see a car. Are you walking? 
Evan nodded. "I was on my way back to McClain." 
"You want a lift? I was driving that way." 
“All right," Evan said. "That would be fine." 
They walked back across to the police car. Evan turned and stared at the museum for a moment, then tore his gaze away and closed the car door behind him. Wysinger started the engine and drove toward McClain. “I'm Oren Wysinger," he said, offering Evan one large, rough, seamed hand. "I'm sheriff in the village; sorry I didn't recognize you back there. Guess I'm just distrustful by nature." 
"You were doing your job. 
"Well, yeah," Wysinger said, "but sometimes I suppose I can get carried away. You feeling any better now.” 
"Yes, thanks. I don't know what was wrong with me. I was very tired and I...anyway, I'm okay now.” 
"Good." Wysinger turned his head slightly, glanced at the man's profile and then back at the street. “The museum opens at nine on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Sometimes on Tuesdays, too. It just depends on a lot of things: the weather, how many people are working on the staff that particular day, things like that. You sure seemed in a hurry to get in there.” 
"I didn't know it was locked," Evan said. He could feel Wysinger's eyes on him; then the man looked away again. "I'd like to see what's inside," he said. 
"It's pretty interesting, if you like that kind of thing,” Wysinger told him. "Statues and stuff. I find it on the dry side myself.” 
"What kind of statues?" 
Wysinger shrugged. "To me a statue's a statue. There are other things, too. Old stuff." 
"Tell me something," Evan said. "Bethany's Sin is such a small village, I find it strange that there should be such a large museum. Or a museum at all, for that matter. Who built it?" 
"The house itself's been here for a long time," Wysinger said. 
"The historical society went in and remodeled it, tore out a lot of the smaller rooms and widened the hallways. Added another floor, too." 
He turned onto McClain. "It's the white house with the green, isn't it?" 
"That's right. So where did the historical society get those things to display inside?” 
"I don't really know, Mr. Reid. To tell you the truth, I don't turn in the same circles with those ladies in the society. I'm kind of out of touch, I guess you could say." 
He slowed the car and turned toward the curb. 
"Are they local relics?" Evan persisted. "Indian artifacts?" 
Wysinger smiled slightly. "I couldn't tell you Indian from Japanese, Mr. Reid. You'll have to go over there when they're open sometime and see for yourself." He stopped the car at the curb in front of Evanʼs house. "Here we are. Nice house you've got yourself there." 
Evan climbed out and closed the door, and Wysinger leaned over to roll down the window. "Sorry I havenʼt been by to welcome you to the village. My work keeps me pretty well wrapped up, though. I'll look forward to meeting your wife and kids sometime." 
"Just one," Evan said. “A little girl." 
"Oh. Again"—Wysinger shrugged- "sorry I came on strong over at the museum." 
"That's okay." 
“Fine, then. I'd better get back. You take care of yourself, now. 
Be seeing you." Wysinger raised a hand and then drove away along McClain, turning back for the village and disappearing. 
Evan walked along the path toward his front door, glancing over at the Demargeon house. No car in the driveway. The house silent. He wondered if Harris Demargeon was home, almost walked over there, decided not to disturb the man. He took his house key from his pocket and unlocked the front door, stepped into the entrance foyer, closed the door behind him. Kay and Laurie would be home in about a half hour. He went into the kitchen, drank a glass of water, and then sat down in a chair in the den. The manuscript returned by Esquire lay on a table beside him and he kept his gaze away from it. He tried to relax but found his muscles still stiff, a strange tingling in his arms and legs as if the blood had just flowed back into them from reservoirs in his heart. For a long time he sat still, his mind weaving together the pieces of a tapestry that he could not yet understand. Imagination? Were his feelings all imagination, just like Kay said? What's this fear inside me? he asked himself. And why in God's name does it seem to be growing stronger day by day, and me weaker? 
His mind's eye saw the museum at the center of the village, and everything else turning around it. Then blinked. Jess's eyes, hooded and distant. Blinked again. That picture on the wall in the library, the plaque beneath it. Dr. Kathryn Drago? Another blink. A shadow across a curtained window, the figure missing its left arm. And even when he closed his eyes and leaned his head back, the eye in his mind that saw with a much more terrible clarity remained staring at the picture fragments whirling through his head like sparks thrown off a pinwheel. 
For he knew what had happened this afternoon, knew why he'd been drawn to the museum, knew and dreaded the knowledge with·an awful certainty. As his premonitions—imagination, Kay would say; imagination you know it's only that and nothing more I don't like to hear you cry out in the middle of the night it makes my head ache—as his premonitions were growing stronger, they were beginning to affect more than his dreams. They were beginning to seep through that curtain between two worlds. The second sight—a gift, his mother had said; a curse, his father had muttered, Eric is dead found him in the field Evan Why didn't you help him? —that had come down to him through generations, from his grandfather Frederick and his great-great-grandfather Ephran and God only knew how many others hidden away in the tangle of the family tree, was sharpening, intensifying, frighteningly so. That had never happened before, never, and he wasn't sure how to deal with it. Or where it would lead. As his premonitions became more immediate, would they take control of him, finally breaking entirely free of his dreams and shadowing his steps in the world of the living? Jesus, he thought: he would see everything through the eye of his mind, good or evil, beautiful or dripping with soulless horror. He didn't want to think about that because it made him afraid of what lay ahead. No. 
Have to control myself, have to keep those things out of myself because if I were overpowered by them what would...Kay' s reaction be? Horror? Disgust? Pity? 
And so he sat in the den, in company with those quick and fleeting visions, until he heard the door come open and Kay and Laurie were home, both smiling and happy and unaware. 







FIFTEEN
KAYʼS DREAM
"We were invited to a party today," Kay told Evan from the bed; he stood in the bathroom brushing his teeth. "On Saturday night," she added after a few seconds. 
He rinsed out his mouth, looked at his teeth in the mirror. 
Straight and even. He'd never had any problems at all with his teeth, no braces and very few cavities. "Whose party?" he asked. 
"The head of the history department at George Ross. Her name is Dr. Drago." 
Evan stiffened suddenly, then relaxed and put his toothbrush in its proper place near the drinking cup. He grunted and said, "Did you meet her?" 
"Yes, I did. A very strange meeting, too. Someone was prowling around my office this afternoon; or I thought someone was, but I'm probably wrong. Anyway, I met her in her classroom and we talked for a few minutes. Do you remember that large house just outside the village? That's hers." 
Evan switched off the bathroom light and walked into the bedroom. Kay sat in bed with her knees up, supporting the July issue of Redbook. The soft glow of the night table lamp at her side cast a canopy of shadows across the ceiling. "A formal party?" he asked her, crossing to the bed. 
"No, nothing like that. She said it's just going to be a get-together for some of the faculty members." 
He drew aside the sheets and slid into bed, sitting up against his pillow. "What does she look like?' 
"Oh, sheʼs dark-haired. Kind of a big woman, I guess." She was silent for a moment, and Evan looked at her. "Her eyes," Kay said. 
"They're very...striking and...its funny...." 
"What's funny?" 
She shrugged. "Nothing. She's a very distinctive woman. Her gaze is...direct, strong. And her eyes are the most beautiful greenish blue I've ever seen. Really." 
Evan smiled. "You sound like someone else I talked to today." 
"Oh? Who?" 
"A woman named Anne, who works over at the library. I've already heard about this Kathryn Drago from her. Did you know she is also the mayor of Bethany's Sin?" 
"My God," Kay said in amazement. "How does she find time to plan parties?' 
"And she began the historical society that operates that museum over on Cowlington Street. I'd say she has a pretty full schedule, wouldn't you?" 
"For sure. But she seems like a very composed, well organized woman." 
"I'd say she has to be. You know, I'm catching in your voice something I heard in that librarian's. A swelling admiration. Of course, I agree the woman's to be admired and respected, but you should have heard the lady at the library. It bordered on hero worship." 
Kay was silent for a moment. "There's something about that woman," she said finally, "that commands respect. Yes, that's the word I was looking for, commands. When I stood before her I felt... 
small. As if she were of a huge, looming stature and I was absolutely insignificant. Does that make any sense to you?" 
"Awe," Evan said. "It was sheer awe. And maybe a little nervousness about being the new kid on the block." Kay closed her magazine and put it aside, but she didn't move to turn off the light. 
Instead, she sat very still for a while, and Evan took her hand and held it gently. "Sorry," she said. "I was thinking about something." 
Then she lapsed into silence again. 
"School? Got some bad boys and girls in your classes?" He saw she was distant, her eyes unfocused and glassy. "Hey," he said softly. 
"What's wrong?" He waited, then nudged her. "What's wrong?" he asked when she looked at him. 
"Thinking. About—and I don't know why—that woman's eyes. 
The way she stared at me." 
Evan stroked her arm, feeling there a tension that seemed to radiate out of her as if a spring were being wound at the center of her soul. Tighter and tighter and tighter. "Her eyes?" he asked, watching her carefully. What is it Iʼm feeling? he asked himself. Something's wrong. 
"Yes. When she stared at me I...couldn't move. I really couldn't. 
Those eyes were so incredibly beautiful and so...incredibly strong. I felt very strange on the drive home, as if even my bones were trembling, but by the time I picked up Laurie and got home, the feeling had gone, and instead everything seemed...especially right, as if everything's moving as it's supposed to." 
"Everything is." Evan said, and kissed her cheek. Her flesh was tight and cool. “Do you want to go to Dr. Dragoʼs party?" 
Kay paused. "Yes," she said Finally. "I do." 
"Okay. Weʼll go. Iʼd like to see what this superwoman looks like, anyway. Why donʼt you turn off the light now?" She nodded and reached over, switched it off. Darkness eagerly filled the room. 
Evan moved beneath the sheets for Kay, kissing her cheek again and then her lips, very lightly and gently at first, in the way he knew she liked. Melding his body against hers, holding her tight and soothingly, he kissed her lips and waited for her to respond. 
But she didn't. She drew the sheet up around her and, without saying a word to him, moved very slightly away. 
He was stung and confused. He wondered if he'd done something wrong: hurt her feelings? inadvertently forgotten something? He started to ask her what was wrong when he realized her flesh was cooling; it startled him at first, but he lay motionless beside her with a hand on her bare shoulder and thought he could actually feel the warmth being drawn from her flesh. She was silent and breathing regularly, but because he couldn't see her face, he didn't know if her eyes were open or closed. "Kay?" he said softly. 
No answer. "Kay?" Silence. 
She didn't move. Evan lay awake beside her for a long time. 
Her flesh felt strange: cool and clammy, like the wrinkled flesh of a person who has sat for hours in a tub of tepid water. Or like the cooling flesh of a corpse. Still, her breathing was normal, shallowing now as she slept. Evan leaned over, gently moved Kay's hair away from her face, and looked down at her features. She was a beautiful woman: sensitive, highly intelligent, tender and caring. He knew that he loved her, had always loved her, and he knew also how much he'd hurt her in the last few years, and despised himself for it. She sought above all permanence and security, and Evan realized he'd broken her dreams again and again because of his own insecurities and the raging inner fears that threatened sometimes to leap from his throat. 
He'd led both Kay and Laurie down one terrible cul-de-sac after another, and the bitter realization of how much he'd shaken both their lives cut to the marrow of his bones. They deserved better than what he'd been able to give them; sometimes he wondered if they might be in better shape without him. But he'd never voiced those thoughts; he'd only considered them. 
He looked at Kay awhile longer, then lay back and closed his eyes. As he drifted toward sleep, he thought he felt Kay move suddenly beside him, as if something had disturbed her, but in another moment he decided it must have been his imagination. As the darkness took him, he suddenly envisioned that etching of Artemis in the library. Saw the staring eyes. Thought of Kayʼs reaction to Kathryn Drago. Drago. Drago. The name thundered hollowly within him. 
And then, finally, he slept without dreaming. 
But Kay did not. 
She had found herself in a strange and foreign place where the sun burned red and high and vultures spun in dark circles above a death-littered plain. Bodies were strewn in bloody heaps, and the trash of battle lay scattered about her feet. But the implements were...different. Swords and spears, crushed helmets, battered shields, breastplates. And other things. Dead and dying horses , human arms and legs ripped from their sockets, decapitated trunks of bodies. Here a black-bearded warrior begging for mercy, the blood oozing from a gash in his belly. And Kay found herself approaching the man, and as her shadow lengthened and fell across him, he looked at her with blind terror in his eyes and held up his hands before his face. She stood over him, watching. 
And knew that she wanted to destroy him. To reach inside and wrench out his dripping intestines. To grind him beneath her boot. 
He spoke, in a dialect Kay didn't understand at first, but then the words seemed to take meaning inside her head: "...spare my life...in the name of the gods spare my life ...." 
Kay knew the others were watching. She felt the hate rise within her like bitter bile. "Here is my mercy," she said, her voice sounding low and guttural and not like her own at all. And in the next instant her arm had come down, the weapon grasped in her hand cleaving the air with an eerie whistling noise. The ax blade bit into the warriorʼs throat, bit deeper, deeper, as a spray of blood arced into the air and the manʼs mouth came open in a silent scream, deeper, deeper, the blade singing in her grip, deeper. 
The head toppled into the bloody sand, mouth still open, rolled a few feet, then lay still. At her feet the body began a death-dance trembling, the neck stump still pumping blood. Until slowly the heart ceased beating. Kay stepped across the corpse, picked up the head by the hair, and lifted it high above her. Blood dripped down onto her shoulder, making an old spear scar appear fresh again. She held the head up before the others and opened her mouth, and from her mouth there came a scream that both terrified and thrilled her, a long, wild, piercing scream that echoed off across the plain. The others took up the war cry until the earth shook with it and there was no other noise in the world. Then she whirled the head above her and flung it to the ground with a force that shattered the skull, making the brains ooze out like brown jelly . 
Her horse, huge and lean-flanked, was waiting for her. She reached it in a few strides, swung onto it, and slipped the ax into a lion's-skin pouch that hung across her mountʼs shoulder. Ahead there was a pall of dust against the horizon. The three point riders were approaching from the horizon, the hooves of their horses throwing up spirals of sand and stepping nimbly, with experience, amid the clutter of war. The riders drew up their mounts, their eyes glittering with excitement and blood lust, and one of them, Demondae the Dark, pointed to the west and said the last of the enemy were crawling on their bellies in the heat now, gnawing sand between their teeth and crying for the touch of death. We can give them death in a single shadow of the sun, Demondae said, her face still splattered with gore from the ax blow that had cleaved an enemy warrior to the spine. Under her the black, gleaming horse moved excitedly, senses still keened by the clash and bellow of battle. 
They began to track the enemy into the west, their approach frightening the vultures, which immediately took to the sky, wheeling about the half-eaten corpses of men and beasts. 
Kay felt the singing blood and knew it was not her blood that sang. Through eyes slitted against the harsh rays of the sun she looked disdainfully down upon shattered bodies and knew it was not her eyes that saw. A long, jagged scar ran down her left thigh to the knee, the mark of earlier battle, but she knew it was not her flesh that bore the scar. No, no. The blood and eyes and flesh of another. 
Someone fierce and terrible and hungering for destruction as one hungers for food and drink. Someone who had hacked off a man's head and shouted a war cry ages old. Someone else within her. 
Now hunting down prey in the red, streaming rays of the sun. 
Looking from side to side like an animal scanning the wilds for danger. Drawing a breath: sweet breath, sweet stench of decay and men's blood. Feeling the raw power of the steed between her smooth-muscled thighs. Kay could read this entity's mind, could hear its thoughts and feel its blood flowing through her veins like rivers of carnage. Perhaps I shall take one of them. I shall claim the strongest and drag him back behind my horse like baggage. And then I shall slowly strip the flesh from him as one would strip the flesh... 
No. Kay heard her own voice as if through a distant, time-lost tunnel. No....from a piece of rotted fruit. Until he screams... 
Please. No. Please. I want to...I can't breathe...I want to wake up I want to wake up... 
...for mercy, and then I shall split his skull... 
Please. Please. Let me go. Let me go. 
...and eat the warriorʼs brains from the cup of bone. I canʼt breathe I canʼt...I want to...I canʼt...please... 
"Please..." Kay heard her voice echoing echoing echoing within her head, and suddenly the field of battle and the searing sun began to melt like an oil painting that had started to run together, the colors merging into a gray ness unlike either life or death, and she was coming through a cold, cavernlike place. Something clicked. An orb of light. Not the sun. No more bodies. No field of carnage. Where am I? I don't know I'm lost I'm lost I don't know where I am or who I am or why... 
"Kay?" Someone spoke softly. A man. The enemy is here, the destroyer of all things good and beautiful. Men. "Kay?" 
She tried to focus on him, tried to bring the picture fragments together. For an instant she saw him with a dark beard and eyes widened in horror of her, and a cold, pure, lightning-like hatred ripped through her, but then she heard herself say I'm Kay Reid and I've been sleeping and I've awakened. The dream feeling rippled within her, leaving a tenuous heat in her blood, and then was gone. 
"Oh, my God," she heard herself say, and realized she was staring fixedly at the lamp he'd switched on. "Hey," Evan said, his eyes swollen with sleep. He nudged her lightly. "Where have you been?" 
"Where have I...been?" 
"Yes," he said. "What were you dreaming about? You started thrashing around there, and you were saying something, but it was too low for me to hear." 
Kay suddenly reached out for him and held to him tightly. He could feel her heart pounding in her chest. 
"Was it a nightmare?" he asked her, genuinely concerned now. 
"Oh, God, yes," Kay said. "Just hold me for a minute. Don't say anything, just hold me." 
They lay together quietly for a long while. The silence was broken when that dog down the street began to bark. "Damn dog," 
Evan said irritably. "Whoever owns it should muzzle the thing at midnight. Are you feeling better now?" 
She nodded, but was lying. She felt very cold inside, as if part of her soul had remained in the cavern that had opened for her when she'd first fallen asleep. She felt weak and drained; the same feeling, she realized, that had overtaken her when she'd met Kathryn Drago in the amphitheater. Stop it! she told herself harshly. That doesn't make any sense! It was a nightmare and that's all! But for the first time in her life a sliver of her brain refused to believe that totally, and fear flooded through her like waters that have been swelling behind a dam for years until the dam begins to crack. Just a little bit, but enough to weaken the concrete of reason. 
"I thought nightmares were my department," Evan said, trying to cheer her up but realizing at once that he'd said the wrong thing. 
Her face clouded over with doubt. He was silent awhile longer, still holding her, still feeling the beating of her heart. Whatever it had been had frightened the hell out of her. He said, "Want to talk about it?' 
"Not yet. Please." 
"Okay. Whenever you're ready." He'd never seen her so disturbed about a dream, for God's sake, because she wasn't like him, and seeing her this way bothered him a great deal because she had always been so strong and logical before. 
"You...asked me where I'd been," Kay said. "And it seemed like I was really somewhere...very different.Or part of me was. I donʼt know; it's so strange I donʼt know how to explain it." She paused. 
The dog barked. Barked. Barked. "I was on a...battlefield of some kind. There were bodies and swords and shields lying on the ground. 
The bodies were...mutilated. Headless." She shuddered, and he began to stroke the back of her neck to calm her. "I even...killed a man." She tried to smile , but the muscles wouldn't respond; her face felt frozen. "I cut his head off. God, it was so...real. Everything was " 
so real." 
"Just a dream," he told her. "Not real at all." 
"But I could even feel the heat of the sun on me. My body was different; my voice was different. I remember..." She pushed back the sheets suddenly to look at her left thigh. 
"What is it?" Evan asked, his eyes narrowing. 
Her thigh was smooth and unmarked except for a few freckles near the knee. "I had a terrible scar on my leg in that dream. Right there." She touched the leg. "It was so real, so very real! And we were hunting down other men to kill them." 
"We? Who else?" 
"Some others." She shook her head. "I canʼt remember now. 
But I do know that part of me...wanted to find those men. Part of me wanted to destroy them because I hated them as I've never hated anyone in my life. Not just to kill but to tear them to pieces. To...oh, it's just too terrible to think about!" 
"Okay, okay. Then donʼt think about it. Come on, lie back on the pillow. That's right. Now. I'm going to turn out the light, okay? 
And weʼ1l go back to sleep? It was a dream, that's all." 
"Funny," Kay said softly. "I remember saying that to you so many times." 
Fragments of his own dreams came back to him in a flurry of hideous shapes, like things crawling out of a murk. He shoved them back, closed a mental door against them. Behind that door they roiled malevolently. "Lightʼs going out," he said, and turned it off. 
Kay drew nearer to him, afraid of that vast empty space between them. 
Down McClain Terrace that dog barked on, its voice rising. 
Then abruptly stopped. 
"Thank God for small favors," Evan muttered. 
"It was so real!" Kay said, unable to shake the dream images. "I could feel the weight of that ax in my hand! And I could feel the horse moving beneath me!" 
Evan lay motionless. “What?' 
"I was riding a horse," she said. "A large one. I could feel that strength underneath me..". 
"A horse?" he whispered. 
She looked at him, hearing something in his voice that she didn't understand. His eyes were open; he was staring blankly at the ceiling. 
"Were the others...riding horses as well?" Evan asked after what seemed to Kay like long minutes. 
"Yes." 
He was silent. 
"Why does that particularly interest you?" she asked. 
"It's nothing. You did know that Dr. Kathryn Drago raises horses, didn't you?" 
"Yes, I did." 
"There you go, then," he said. "That explains your dream. Or at least part of it. Maybe you're overanxious about attending that party or something; was Dr. Drago in your dream?" 
Kay thought for a moment. "No, she wasn't." 
"Well, anyway, that explains the part about the horses." He yawned and glanced over at the night-table clock. Ten minutes after four. 
Overanxious? Kay wondered, her brow knitting. She had to admit she was nervous about Saturday night; nervous about meeting those people, and nervous, strangely, about being so close to Kathryn Drago again. It was the aura of power that woman radiated, she decided, that unsettled her so much. What would it be like to possess that much power? To have that much influence over other people? 
She wondered what Dr. Drago's husband would be like. A large man with a powerful, imposing personality? Or the opposite of her: rather small and mild? Certainly wealthy, in either case. It would be interesting to see. 
The terror and revulsion of her dream had faded now, and she was sleepy again. Evan hadn't moved for a long while, and Kay assumed he'd fallen asleep. She moved as close as she could to him and let herself drift. 
But in the darkness Evan's eyes were still open. 
Every so often they moved, as if at the ceiling could be found the way out of a hideous and closing cage. 





SIXTEEN
DR. DRAGO'S HOUSE
Long before they reached the wall between the Drago property and the highway, Kay and Evan could see the reflection of lights in the night sky. The wrought-iron gate with the scroll D stood open, and Evan turned into the private drive that led through the woods to the house. Ahead, rainbow-colored lanterns were strung through the lower branches of the trees, sparkling like fireflies. And then, where the drive curved slightly, the house came into full view. 
The size of it stunned them. They'd seen only the roof that first day on the road, and the view had been misleading: the stone-columned house reminded Evan of some kind of sprawling Greek or Roman fortress, with four two-storyed towers at each corner. he'd never seen anything as large before; his first thought was how much money had been put into it. A million dollars? Two million? More than that? Lights blazed like fires from a myriad windows, reflected again and again from the many cars parked along the drive. Kay felt the ants in her stomach start dancing the two-step. She wondered if it was right for her to have accepted the invitation. There were going to be important people here, influential people who dressed well and spoke the language of stocks and bonds, people of intelligence and ambition with a grip on the turnings of the world. She didn't think her hair looked right, though she'd combed it until it absolutely shone; she didn't think the new beige pantsuit she'd bought the day before at the Westbury Mall did anything for her complexion, though Evan had told her again and again how stunning it looked on her; she didn't think she would fit in with these people, and she was afraid of imagined disasters: perspiration spots beneath her arms, bad breath (the Lavoris bottle in the bathroom, three days old, was already half-empty), ill-chosen remarks in the effort to be charmingly witty. 
Evan had told her to relax, that these people wouldn't be any different from them, but she refused to believe it. Evan had bought a new tie to go with his navy blue blazer, gray slacks, and light blue shirt. he'd searched all over Westbury Mall until he'd found one with small gray horses on a field of dark blue. 
At the last minute Kay had thought they wouldn't be able to make the party because they hadn't found a suitable sitter for Laurie. 
Kay had called Mrs. Demargeon to ask if she knew anyone, maybe a teenager who might like to earn ten dollars, but Mrs. Demargeon had insisted on sitting with Laurie herself, and nothing Kay could say would dissuade her. Go ahead and enjoy your party, Mrs. 
Demargeon had said cheerily. Laurie and I will get along just fine. 
And now Evan pulled the station wagon to a halt and cut the engine. "Okay," he said, and squeezed her hand reassuringly, "here we are." 
There was a long walkway between immaculate hedges to the large, imposing front door. Evan put his arm around Kay, worked the gleaming brass knocker, waited. They could hear the noise of conversation, laughter, music. A movement behind the door. On the driveway a set of approaching headlights flickered, and a slight breeze made wind chimes tinkle merrily. 
The door came open, letting out the chatter and mirth. A figure filled the opening. "Ah, so there you are!" it said. "I was beginning to think you weren't coming . Please..." The door opened wider; the figure motioned them in. 
Kay-and Evan stepped past the woman into a large , high-ceilinged foyer with a beautiful green-and-blue-tiled floor. Evan could see chandeliers glowing through a series of magnificent rooms filled with obviously expensive furniture and much greenery. There were a few guests milling about in the foyer, all with drinks in hand, but most seemed to be congregating toward the rear of the house. 
"Dr. Drago," Kay was saying, "I'd like you to meet my husband, Evan." 
And Evan turned toward the woman. 
She wore a black floor-length gown and golden bracelets on her wrists; her hair was swept back from her face, and Evan found himself staring with frank fascination into the depths of the most beautiful eyes he'd ever seen. They were unblinking and held his gaze steadily until the woman smiled and held out a red-nailed hand. 
"Kathryn Drago. Very nice to meet you." He took her hand, felt his bones grind in her grip, but he kept his expression pleasant. Kay realized then how very large a woman she really was: her shoulders were square and almost as broad as Evan's, and she seemed at least an inch taller than he. Now she released Evan's hand, and Evan, still smiling, rubbed the knuckles. 
"I'll show you back to the patio," Kathryn Drago said, and led them along a tiled corridor. "Kay, how were your classes this week?' 
"Fine," she said. The noise of conversation was nearer. 
"They haven't driven you crazy yet, I hope?" 
"I think I'll make it." 
"Yes," the other woman said, and smiled. "I think you will indeed." 
Evan had noticed something strange about the house. There were no framed pictures on the walls; instead, the walls and most of the high ceilings were covered with brightly colored murals depicting pastoral scenes, ruins that might have been ancient Greek temples, sleek flanked horses running in herds. He'd seen Drago's eyes flicker down briefly to his tie, narrow just a fraction, then move back to his face. And though the woman had been smiling pleasantly enough, Evan imagined he'd caught just a glimmer of something counter to her smile. Something cold and foreign. He watched her as she moved gracefully ahead of him; she was a beautiful woman, there was no doubt about that. But it was more than her beauty that Evan found attractive: from the first he'd sensed a raw sensuality underlying her cool composure. It was something he could almost reach out and touch, and he thought for a moment that he could smell a sexual musk enveloping him there in the mural-walled corridor. He realized suddenly that he was aroused, his senses sharp and alert. 
"It's a beautiful house," Kay told the other woman. " Did your husband buy it or have it built?" 
Drago laughed huskily. "Husband? No. I'm not married. I had this house built myself." 
They came into a wide, stone-floored room with marble columns. There was a bar, behind which a professional looking bartender in a white jacket was mixing a drink in an electric blender. 
A few well·dressed couples stood talking around the bar like satellites around a planet, hardly noticing Kay or Evan as they came out of the corridor. But Evan noticed all eyes flickered respectfully toward Dr. Drago. Over in a corner, near a huge fireplace with insets of carved human figures, a trio of musicians—mandolin, guitar, flute
—played a foreign-sounding melody—perhaps Spanish or Greek, Evan decided. The music seemed to give life to the forest murals that adorned the walls. Glass doors opened out onto a flagstone patio, where Evan could see forty or fifty other guests; around the perimeter of the patio, torches flickered in the wake of a sudden breeze, their light adding to the ethereal glow of the tree-strung lanterns. 
Drago guided them over to the bar. "A drink?" she asked. Evan shook his head no; Kay asked for a gin and tonic. The other woman gazed across the room for a few seconds, and then her eyes met Evan's. "What's your occupation, Mr. Reid?" 
"I'm a writer," he told her. 
"He's had. quite a few stories published," Kay said, taking her gin and tonic as the bartender offered it. 
"I see." Again Dr. Drago's eyes moved, very quickly, to Evan's tie. Then back to his face. She was smiling, but Evan could sense a very definite power behind her eyes; now he knew what Kay had been talking about. It seemed that this woman was trying to pick his brain with her gaze. And nearly succeeding, because Evan felt the sudden urge to tell her about his Bethany's Sin project. But he resisted. And imagined for an instant that he saw something flicker in Dr. Drago's gaze—something very brief and sharp, like the dancing of deep blue flames across a gas stove. Evan blinked in spite of himself, and then that strange illusion vanished. The noise of the music seemed louder, more irritating to his senses. 
"I didn't realize until recently that you're the mayor of Bethany's Sin," Kay said. "How in the world can you handle that and your duties at George Ross, too?" 
"Not without much effort, I promise you," she said, looking at Kay now. "But I suppose that, in all honesty, there's not that much difficulty in managing the affairs of a village the size of this one. 
And the villagers are all so willing to help, as well." She smiled. "I delegate ninety-nine percent of the work to others." 
"What about the historical society?" Evan asked. "That has to take up a lot of time, too, doesn't it?" 
She slowly turned her head toward him. Her eyes suddenly seemed heavy-lidded, as if she were regarding him with disdain. She was still smiling, but the smile now appeared cold and calculated. 
"Ah," she said quietly. "You know more about me than I thought." 
Evan shrugged. "Just information I've picked up here and there." 
She nodded. "Yes. That's part of your profession, isn't it? 
Digging, I mean? The historical society...takes care of itself." 
"I went to the museum a few days ago," Evan continued, watching for this woman's reactions, "but it was locked. Neither Kay nor I have had a chance to tour it. I'm very interested in historical artifacts." 
"Are you?" That's Wonderful. History's a fascinating subject. 
My life, as a matter of fact. After all, what would the present and the future be without the foundation of the past?" 
"I agree. But exactly what kind of relics are inside there? From what period of history?" 
She gazed into his eyes for no more than a few seconds. But to Evan it seemed like an eternity. Again he thought he saw that electric flame dance, and mental fingers seemed to be clawing at his skull. 
The scorching intensity of this woman's gaze caused a pain behind his own eyes. "Very old and valuable artifacts from an archaeological excavation I supervised in 1965, on the southern shore of the Black Sea. They're on extended loan from the Turkish government" 
"Archaeology? I understood you were a professor of history." 
"Quite so. But archaeology was my first love. When I left field work I drifted more into the study of history." She looked over at Kay for a moment. "Kay, wouldn't you like another drink?" 
Kay paused for a few seconds, blinked, then said, "Yes. I would." She gave her glass, still half-filled, to Dr. Drago, who turned away from them to the bar. 
"Mr. and Mrs. Reid!" someone said behind them. "How nice to see you!" 
They turned to face Mrs. Giles, wearing a flowing gown with golden threads running through it; behind her there was a dark-haired man of medium height in a light brown suit. "This is my husband, David," Mrs. Giles said, making introductions all around. 
Evan reached out to shake the man's right hand, and David Giles offered his left, turning it around to clasp Evan's hand firmly. It was then that Evan realized, with an icy rush through his veins, that the sleeve of David Gilesʼs right arm was pinned up just below the elbow. He stared at that sleeve for a few seconds dumbly, hearing his heart beat within him like a distant pagan drum of warning. 
"Your gin and tonic," Dr. Drago said, giving the glass back to Kay. "Hello, Marcia, David," she said, nodding to them. "I suppose you know the Reids." 
"Yes," Mrs. Giles said, "we do." 
"Help yourself to whatever you want at the bar," Drago told them. "If you'll excuse me, I'd better make the rounds of my guests. 
Enjoy yourselves." And then she had gone out onto the patio, leaving that lingering odor of musk around Evan like an invisible, sweet-scented noose. 
Kay and Marcia Giles made small talk about the village for a few minutes while Evan studied David Giles; the man seemed ill at ease, his shoulders hunched up as if he were expecting a blow across the back of his neck. He looked to be in his late forties, with dark brown eyes and cheeks that were almost gaunt. He never allowed his gaze to be held by Evan's; always he evaded Evan's eyes, as if fearful of looking at the other man. But it was that pinned right sleeve that disturbed Evan. He remembered the armless figure he'd seen silhouetted against window curtains, and he felt a cold finger, like the touch of steel, along his spine. 
"What do you do for a living?" Evan asked the man Giles looked up at him as if he hadn't heard. "Pardon me?" 
"Your work. What do you do?" 
"I...sell insurance for Pennsylvania State Equity. We're the company with the big umbrella that covers everything." 
"Right," Evan said, and smiled. "I've seen the television commercials. Do you have an office in the village?" 
“No, I work out of my home." He paused for a moment, looking around the room. "Marcia's told me about you and your wife. You moved into a house on McClain Terrace?" 
"Thatʼs right." 
"A fine neighborhood," he said. Another pause. "I hope you've found the village to your liking." 
"It's an interesting place," Evan said. "Of course, for me any place with secrets is interesting." He said it calmly and slowly, watching the manʼs face. It showed no reaction, though from the comer of his eye Evan saw Mrs. Giles's head tum slightly toward him. 
"Secrets?" Mrs. Giles asked, smiling pleasantly. “What kinds of secrets?" 
"I've been doing some research for an article on the village," 
Evan explained. "There seems to be a secret behind the village's name. Or let's just say it's damned difficult finding out anything about it." 
Mrs. Giles laughed softly. What kind of insect does she remind me of? Evan wondered. Something cunning and aggressive. Yes. A praying mantis. "I'm sorry if you've found that to be so," she said. "I could've saved you some bother, I suppose. In the fifties there was nothing here but a few clapboard houses and a general store. But there was one important resident: his name was George Bethany, and he owned a...well, lets just say he was a self made businessman with an eye for the ladies. Some of those ladies he put to profitable labor. 
On their backs." 
Evan raised an eyebrow. "Prostitution?" 
"I'm afraid so. His ladies served the farmers and woodsmen in the Johnstown area until the police ran him out of the state. Someone
——I don't know who—came up with the name Bethany's Sin in dubious honor of the man. The name stuck, though we've been trying to get it changed for some time now." 
Evan shrugged. "Why change it? I think it's very interesting." 
“Not quite the image we'd like the rest of the state to see, though." She smiled her praying-mantis smile. "And certainly not what we'd want all Pennsylvania to read about." 
"It was just an idea he was working on," Kay said defensively. 
"An idea I am working on," he corrected her. Then looked again at Mrs. Giles. "How did you find out about all this?" 
"Property is my business. I was searching for some old records of ownership in Johnstown when I came across some of the man's...professional records. They're stored in the basement of the Johnstown municipal building. At least they were there three—no, four years ago. Might not be there now." 
"I'll have to have a look sometime.ʼ
"Well, good luck." Mrs. Giles reached over for her husband, touched the stump of his severed arm. and began to caress it. 
"Though I must say I hope your article remains unwritten. I'm afraid the villagers aren't as open~minded as you might think." 
Meaning what? Evan wondered, looking into her flat, stony gaze. That Kay and I might be tarred and feathered and run out of the village? That we'd become social outcasts? Whatever the penalty, the veiled threat was there. Interesting in itself. Evan took Kay's hand. "I think we'll mix and mingle," he told the woman. "It was very good to see you again. And good to meet you." He nodded to ward David Giles and saw in that man's eyes an unfathomable and disturbing darkness. He'd seen that empty stare before, and he searched his memory. Yes, of course. The eyes of Harris Demargeon. 
And the eyes of the men who'd been caged behind bamboo bars in a Vietcong POW holding camp. What could they possibly have in common? 
Evan led Kay toward the patio. "What's wrong?" she asked him as they stepped outside. "You're acting strange." 
"Oh? How?" 
"Preoccupied. And you were a little rude to Mrs. Giles, weren't you?" 
"I wasn't aware of it," he said. "If I was rude, I'm sorry." 
"And you stared at her husband's arm as though you'd never seen an amputee before." 
Evan grunted. "That's the trouble," he said quietly. "I have." 
She looked at him, not understanding. His gaze had darkened, and she quickly looked away so she wouldn't see those strange, haunted things surfacing from the hiding places in his soul. Not here! she told him mentally. Please, for God's sake! Not here! 
He put his arm around her. "I'm okay," he said, as if he'd sensed her growing fear. "Really I am." It was a lie. The clockwork mechanisms in his brain had begun to turn around the angles of questions, vague premonitions, feelings he was unable to shake. 
Canʼt let her see it, he said to himself. Got to keep myself under control. 
And suddenly, from out of the throng of people on the wide, wrought-iron railed patio, another couple stood before them. The man was shorter and stockier than Evan, and perhaps a few years older, with longish sandy brown hair and alert, intelligent-looking blue eyes. A briar pipe was clenched between his teeth, but it didn't seem to be lit. Beside him stood a pretty, petite woman with honey blond hair and attractive green eyes that reflected the lanternsʼ light from the trees. Somehow they seemed to fit together, though Evan could tell with one glance that they were opposites: he gregarious and outspoken, she more sensitive and thoughtful. 
"Donʼt I know you?" the man asked, looking at Kay quizzically. 
"I donʼt think so...." 
"Oh, yes, I do! You're the new math teacher at George Ross, aren't you?" 
She nodded, thinking that his face looked oddly familiar. And then, seeing that patched pipe, she remembered. "Of course! You're the man who lost money in the Coke machine in the teachers' lounge one day. You're a professor of—" 
"The classics," he said, and smiled, turning to Evan and thrusting out a hand. "I'm Doug Blackburn, and this is my wife, Christie." Evan shook hands with him and introduced Kay and himself. "They still haven't given me my money back yet," the man told Kay. "Cheap bastards pick your pockets over there. Have you eaten in the cafeteria yet? If you haven't, let me warn you about it. 
Don't go without a physician at your side. And make sure he brings a stomach pump Better still, bring your own lunch from home!" They laughed, and the man looked around at the other people on the patio. 
"So many people here, but not very many we know." He put his arm around his wife. "Where do you two live?" 
“Bethany's Sin," Evan said. 
“We've driven through there a few times," Christie said. "it's a very beautiful village." 
"Do you live near here?" Kay asked them. 
"In Whittington/' Blackburn said. "Boring as all hell over there. 
They roll the sidewalks up at five o'clock. So"—he paused for a few seconds while he lit his pipe with a match—"are your classes all right?" 
"It's still touch and go," she explained. "If I can make it through August, I think everything will be fine." 
"Let's hope we all make it through August. Little bastards in my eight o'clock class are driving me crazy. Never do their outside reading, never answer questions in class; they wouldn't know a Gorgon if Medusa herself gave them the eye. I'm going to flunk every damned one of them. No, I'd better not do that. At least, not for spite." He struck another match and held it above the pipe's bowl. 
“Mythology?" Evan asked. "'Ìhatʼs one of your subjects?" 
“That's right. Mythology, Roman history, Latin, Greek. Are you interested in it?" 
"In a manner of speaking, yes. I saw an etching over at the library in Bethany's Sin; it shows a woman with a bow and arrow in a forest setting. She's some sort of Greek deity, and I was wondering..." 
"Artemis," Blackburn said. "But sheʼs recognized by other names as well: Diana, Cybele, Demeter." 
"Oh. What's she the goddess of?" 
Blackburn smiled and shrugged. "A little of everything. Those Greeks had a tendency to complicate things, including the powers of their deities, you know. Artemis was the goddess and protector of women, overseer of the harvest, and goddess of the moon. But sheʼs most commonly known as the Huntress." 
"The...Huntress?" Evan asked quietly. 
Kay took his arm. "What's all this about?" she asked. "I didn't know you were so interested in mythology." 
"I wasn't until just recently." 
"Then you've probably been talking to Kathryn Drago," 
Blackburn said. "She's cornered me more than a few times, too. And since you live in Bethany's Sin, I'm not surprised you're curious about Artemis." 
Evan paused for a few seconds. "I don't understand," he said finally. 
"The museum in Bethany's Sin!" Blackburn said. "Artemis was the goddess of the—" 
"Here you are," someone said, a figure moving alongside Evan and taking his arm. "I've been looking for you." Dr. Drago nodded toward Blackburn and his wife. She held a cut-crystal glass filled with a thick-looking red wine. "Dr. Blackburn. I see you and your wife have met the Reids?" 
"Yes, and we were talking about a subject you should be interested in," he said offhandedly. "Mr. Reid was asking about the goddess Artemis. I donʼt suppose you've given him the grand tour of your museum yet?" He smiled thinly. 
Dr. Drago was silent for a moment as she swirled the wine around in the glass. Ominously silent. Evan could feel a hostile tension building between her and the other man, and he knew Kay could feel it too, because Kayʼs muscles seemed to have tightened. 
"Youʼre mocking me," Drago said quietly. "I'm not sure I like that." 
Blackburn stood perfectly still, as if transfixed. Perhaps he felt the same thing that Evan did: the presence of something dangerous within the woman that might suddenly leap without warning. 
"Your private opinions are, of course, your own," the woman said calmly. "But when you choose to make them public, in my house, you tread on dangerous ground. Dr. Blackburn, for a man of intellect you are surprisingly...myopic. Perhaps this autumn we'll schedule that debate we've been considering?" 
"I have the feeling our debate's already begun," Blackburn said, glancing uneasily at a few of the guests who'd moved in a circle around them. 
Drago smiled. Her eyes were like blazing blue bits of glass, seconds out of the kiln, still glowing with unrestrained power. But there was no heat from them; only a numbing cold. "I'll destroy you," she said. "You'll stand on your opinions, and I'll stand on my evidence." 
"Evidence?" Blackburn shook his head incredulously. "What evidence? Those fragments and weapons you've put under glass in your museum? Surely not!" 
A group of people had gathered, drawn by the man and woman standing like combatants beside Kay and Evan. Kay found herself staring at Blackburn's head as if she could see the skull. 
"I have truth," Drago said. 
"No. Only myths. And dreams." 
Drago leaned toward the man. Evan thought for an instant that her hand, still clutching his arm, had begun to tighten its grip. He could feel the strength behind it, as if her fingers were flesh-covered bands of metal. "In a cavern on the shores of the Black Sea," she said very quietly, but all ears could hear her because her voice had taken on a. low, threatening quality, "I found what I'd been searching for all my life. Not dreams. Not myths. But reality. I touched the cold stone walls of that tomb, Dr. Blackburn. And no man on earth can mock what I know to be true." Her eyes glinted. 
It seemed to Evan that the circle of people around them had become larger and tighter. When he looked up, he saw that, oddly, they were all women. 
"Iʼm not mocking your beliefs," Dr. Blackburn persisted, though his wife was gripping his sleeve now, "and of course your Black Sea excavation was important by anyone's standards. But I'm telling you as a professor of classics, you have no basis on which to
—" 
"No basis!" The woman spoke sharply and, Evan thought, bitterly. He sensed raging emotions within her, and he sensed also that she was holding herself back with tremendous willpower. "For over ten years I've been trying to prove my beliefs," she said. "I've gone back to both Greece and Turkey several times to follow whatever threads of information I could uncover—" 
"Well, I'm afraid you'll follow those threads right into the ground. There's simply no hard evidence." 
A chill skittered down Evan's spine. Of course he didn't understand what the man and woman were arguing about, but he now had a feeling of deep dread and sudden, inexplicable panic. The music was still playing from the house, but it sounded distant now, worlds away. The group of women who had ringed them out of mere curiosity now seemed threatening. Beside him, Kay trembled. Dr. 
Drago released his arm, and he was certain her grip had left bruises. 
"You're an utter fool," she told the man who stood before her. 
"All men have closed their eyes to the truth I've uncovered, and that is a very dangerous thing." 
"Dangerous?" Blackburn almost smiled. "How?" 
Evan was looking around at the ring of women. Some of them he'd seen before, in the village; others he didn't know. But on all their faces there was now an eerie, shared expression: in the flickering light of the torches around the patio, Evan could see their cold hatred. Their eyes glittered darkly, and the flesh seemed to be stretched tight over their facial bones. And when he glanced to the side he realized Kay was staring at the back of Blackburn's head with the same intense, barely restrained ferocity. He turned his head, caught another man's gaze across the patio. The man seemed to be transfixed, and as Evan's eyes met his, he immediately stared down into the glass he held. Evan felt the hate rising from these women, streaming from their eyes, from the pores of their flesh, quickly, quickly, directed toward Dr. Blackburn. Suddenly he was afraid to move, as if he were standing amid a pack of savage animals. 
A freezing wave had washed over Kay, numbing her brain and her reactions. She wanted to call out to Evan but found her voice paralyzed. Fear welled up in her when she realized she was no longer in control of her own body. She couldn't move, couldn't breathe, couldn't grasp Evan's arm and say let's go home something's wrong something's terribly wrong. It was if someone else, some one strange and terrible, had slid into her skin and even now clutched at her soul with ancient hands. She wanted to scream. Couldn't. Her eyes—were they her eyes now? or someone else's?—measured the size of Dr. Blackburn's skull. The width of the neck. And in the next moment she'd realized she—or the thing inside her, wearing her flesh like robes—was thinking of murder. 
Her right hand came up slowly. 
Reached out. Slowly. 
Evan stared at her, opening his mouth to speak. 
And suddenly Dr. Drago was reaching out toward Blackburn as well, and firelight flamed in the crystal glass she held. Her long-fingered hand seemed to tense, and then there was a sharp crack! 
that made Blackburn blink and jerk his head back. 
"Jesus!" he said, startled. 
Kay's hand was still raised just behind his neck. She had felt the hate within her rage out of control, throwing sparks like a live electric cable blown in a wind. In the image that had seeded itself in her brain and grown to bitter fruition, she was cupping her extended hand around the base of his head and squeezing until there was the brittle cracking of bone and the brains slithered out onto the ground. 
But now, with Drago's movement, the power that had thrashed within her seemed to be ebbing, leaving a cold emptiness behind, as if it had torn away a section of her soul in greedy, dripping claws. 
Suddenly she remembered where she was—Dr. Drago's party—and who she was—Kay Reid I'm Kay Reid—and that the man who stood beside her was watching her with sharp, probing eyes. She slowly brought her hand down and stared into the palm, at the crisscrossed lines dotted with pin pricks of perspiration. 
Dr. Drago opened her hand and let the glass clink down onto the stones. Wine had sprayed her dress and dripped down her chest into the cleavage between her breasts like thick blood droplets. 
Liquid dripped from the tips of her fingers to the ground, and Evan could see several cuts in her palm, slivered with glass. 
"Jesus," the man said again, staring at her. "You've...hurt yourself." 
Her expression hadn't changed. She was half-smiling at him, though her eyes were still hard, allowing no quarter. "Iʼm afraid...discussions of this nature get the better of my temper. 
Forgive me." 
Blackburn stood still for a minute; then he seemed to realize how close the ring of women were around him, because he turned his head from side to side like an animal seeking a way out of a trap. 
But Evan had seen a change come over them, just as he'd seen a change come over his wife; their expressions were placid now, no longer mirroring Drago's hatred of Blackburn. Mrs. Giles came toward Dr. Drago and took her arm. "Please," she said, "allow me to get a bandage for you." 
"No," Drago said, pulling her arm free. Blood spattered the stones at her feet. 
"We...we'd better be going, I think," Blackburn said; he held his wife's hand and she nodded quickly, her eyes still wide with shock. 
"I'm sorry if I...if I caused you to...do that. I didn't mean to... 
"It's nothing," the woman said. 
"Yes.· Well,"—he paused, looking from Drago to Evan and back again—"I...thank you for inviting us. Thanks very much." 
"Marcia," Dr. Drago said, "will you show the Blackburns to the door?" 
"Good-bye. Nice meeting you," Blackburn said to Kay and Evan, and then he and his wife were gone, following Marcia Giles to the front of the house. 
The ring of women had melted away. Lights glinted off glasses. 
Across the patio someone laughed. Conversation swelled. 
Drago lifted her hand and seemed to be examining the gashes. 
Another woman—a slender blonde Evan thought he'd seen at the village drugstore—brought her a white hand towel soaked in cold water. Drago began picking out the glass. "Foolish of me," she said. 
"That man goads me too easily." 
"What...was all that about?" Evan asked her. 
"His stupidity." She turned her gaze on him and then smiled. 
"His fears. But fortunately nothing to upset my party. I'd rather not talk about it anymore. Kay, there are some others I want you to meet. 
Evan, will you excuse us?" 
He nodded. "Sure." Then, to Kay, "Are you all right?" She stared at him, nodded. 
"We'll only be a few minutes. There are other professors from George Ross here that Kay should know." She took Kay's arm with her unbloodied hand. "Come on," she said, and they disappeared across the patio. 
Evan felt like a drink. A strong one. Scotch, maybe. He went back to the bar and ordered it. He realized his pulse was pounding. 
What had happened out there seemed like some kind of strange dream, something beyond his control or understanding. And what had happened to Kay? What was she going to do? That look of pure hatred in her eyes still burned in his brain. I've never seen her look like that before, he thought. She looked wild and savage and...yes, deadly. He shook his head and sipped at his Scotch. 
And looking across the room, saw what those carved figures were on the fireplace. 
Warriors in armor, astride huge, rearing horses. Bearing battle-axes, some with spears and quivers of arrows about their shoulders. 
He stepped toward it. Then stopped. 
The music played on. Someone behind him laughed. A female voice, light and high and free. 
But he didn't hear. 
Because he'd seen that those warriors were women. 
SEVENTEEN





AFTER THE PARTY
On the drive back to McClain Terrace, Evan asked Kay what had been wrong. 
"Wrong?" she asked. "What do you mean? Nothing was wrong. 
"Oh, yes, it was. I saw the way you were staring at Dr. 
Blackburn. I saw you reaching for him. What were you going to do?" 
She was silent for a long while; beyond the headlights the many layers of darkness swept by. She took a deep breath, let it out. How to make sense of what she'd been feeling? How to explain it to him? 
And to herself? 
"Well‘?" he prompted, waiting. 
"I'm tired," she said. "I didn't know there'd be so many people there." 
"Kay," Evan said quietly. "You're keeping your feelings from me. I want to know because it's important!" 
She glanced at him quickly, then averted her eyes. "Important? 
How?" 
"You recently told me about a nightmare, something about...killing a man. Do you remember? You said you were on a battlefield, and you were riding a horse, and you carried a battle-ax..". 
"I remember," she said dully. 
"Since then I've heard you whimper in your sleep more than once. You never awakened, and I never talked to you about it. But I want to know now. Have you had anymore of the same kind of nightmare?" 
"I donʼt know," she said, realizing immediately she'd said it too quickly. Liar. Liar. Liar. There had been other nightmares, but she could recall only disjointed fragments. The last one had been particularly bad. She'd been fighting with spear and battle-ax against hordes of dark-bearded, armored warriors. There had been others of her own kind all around her, and as they struck left and right with their axes, chopping flesh, splintering bone, crushing skulls, she'd heard the war cry rising, rising, the most terrible and powerful sound she'd ever heard. The warriors had fallen back for a while, heaps of mutilated bodies everywhere, but then they'd flooded forward against swords flashing red in the harsh sun, screams and shouts and wild cries of pain echoing off into the mountains to startle the wary eagles from their clifftop nests. At that moment she'd wanted to wake up, to fight her way out of this nightmare, but she seemed trapped in it, forced to finish this frenzied, blood-soaked battle as if it were truly a part of her own memory. Fragments of faces, battle blows, ringing weapons, swept past her. She remembered lifting her gore-slick ax, and, screaming in rage and hate, she'd brought the weapon whistling down to cleave the shoulder of a warrior. Then darkness, darkness, the noise and clamor of the battle fading, darkness claiming all. And she'd known she'd gotten away from that terrible place once again, and dear God, dear God, she didn't want to have to return there when sleep overcame her once more. 
"Have you?" Evan asked her. They were driving through the village, nearing Blair Street. 
"Yes," she said finally. "A couple of times." 
He was quiet for a while. They turned onto McClain. Lights were on in their house and in the Demargeon house. "Do you know what Dr. Drago and Blackburn were arguing about tonight?" he asked her. 
"No." 
"Neither do I. But Iʼm going to find out. Iʼm going to call Blackburn tomorrow." 
"Why?" Kay asked. "I donʼt see that it's any of our business." 
"Maybe not, but there's something going on around here that I can't figure out. And it has to do with—" 
"Evan, please..." Kay began. 
He turned the car into the driveway, cut the engine, and switched off the headlights. "It has to do with that damned museum," 
he continued, "and with Bethany's Sin itself." 
"Evan...” 
He looked at her full in the face. "Listen to me!" he said, more harshly than he'd intended. "At the party tonight, when those women began to surround Blackburn like wolves gathering around a sheep, I saw a glimmer of hatred in their eyes unlike anything I've ever seen before. As if they...wanted to protect Kathryn Drago. And if they could've torn that man limb from limb, I believe they would have." 
"You don't know what you're saying, Evan! You're not making any sense!" 
"I could feel the hate in them,” Evan told her, trying to grasp the emotions that now writhed wildly within him. "And for a moment I felt the hate in you." 
She looked at him, openmouthed. "Hate?" she said. “I donʼt... 
hate anyone. 
"But you wanted to hurt him, didn't you? Because you reached out for his throat, and God knows what you were trying to do, or what you were thinking of, but I saw in your face the same thing I saw in the others!" 
"Oh, Christ!" Kay said. Anger had flamed within her, and she knew she was purposely trying to cover over that seed of violence in her that Evan had seen taking root. She reached for the door handle, opened the door. "I don?t want to listen to any more of these...dreams of yours." 
He got out of the car and followed her toward the house. "My dreams are one thing. What I see is something else. And I see something happening here that...I can't understand." 
“It's your imagination!" she said, turning toward him when they reached the door. 
"It's not my goddamned imagination!"  Evan's voice was raw and shaken. 
"Keep your voice down! Mrs. Demargeon is—" 
"I donʼt care!"  They stared at each other apprehensively for a moment. Evan ran a hand across his face; that Drago woman's gaze haunted his brain, making it feverish and setting his senses on the knife edge of frenzy. "God," he said after he'd regained control. 
"God. Iʼm sorry. I didn't mean to shout at you. But what Iʼm feeling now, what Iʼm seeing, is not my imagination. I know it's not!" When he looked back into her face, her eyes were glazed and distant, and he knew she'd blocked him out again. She waited for him to open the door; he fumbled with the keys. 
He was about to slip the key into the lock when the door came open. Mrs. Demargeon stood there, her eyes slightly puffed, looking as though she'd just awakened. "Oh,” she said. "You're home. I thought I heard someone out here." She put a hand to her mouth to stifle a yawn. “How was the party?" 
"Fine," Kay said, moving past her into the house. Evan followed and closed the door. In the den there was an indentation on the sofa where Mrs. Demargeon had sat, and a stack of Redbook s and House Beautiful s on the coffee table. A half-cup of coffee, an open potato-chip bag, a few of Laurie's books and toys, lay around the room. 
"Oh, me," Mrs. Demargeon said, rubbing her eyes. "I fell asleep. And when I sleep, I'm like a dead woman." 
"Is Laurie upstairs?" Kay asked. 
"Yes. I put her to bed around eight-thirty." 
"I hope she wasn't any trouble." 
"No trouble at all. She's such a sweet child. We had quite a good time just reading and watching television." She turned her head and looked at Evan. "I hope your evening went well." 
"It was a crowded party," he said, running a hand through his hair. "Most of the people were teachers over at George Ross. Christ, I'm tired!" 
"Can I make you a sandwich?" Kay asked Mrs. Demargeon. 
"Something to drink?" 
"Oh, God, no! I drank enough coffee to float a battleship!" She glanced at her wristwatch. "I'd better be getting home." 
While Kay talked with Mrs. Demargeon, Evan climbed the stairs wearily and took off his coat and tie in the master bedroom. He could hear the women's muffled voices from downstairs. It was going to be a bad night; he could feel it. The bed waited for him, a place where horrific dreams and twisted memories would scuttle spiderlike through his mind. And also through Kay's? he wondered. 
Weeks ago he'd felt certain that some terrible force in Bethany's Sin, a presence beyond his understanding, was slowly stalking him. Now that force seemed nearer; much, much nearer. And nearer to Kay as well? he asked himself. Manifesting itself in her dreams just as it did in his own? He started to unbutton his shirt. Voices through the wall. 
Kay speaking. Then Mrs. Demargeon. He took his shirt off and then decided to look in on Laurie. 
A sliver of light from the hallway fell upon the little girl as she lay snuggled in the covers of her bed; Evan stood looking down at her, saw her line golden hair spread out on the pillow like a beautiful Oriental fan. He sat on the side of the bed, very carefully so as not to disturb her, and softly touched her cheek. She stirred very slightly and smiled. He felt a warm glow begin to spread through him, chasing away the fears of the night. "My princess," he whispered, and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. 
But there was something lying on the bed beside her. It took him a moment to realize what it was, but when he did, he picked up the object and rose to his feet as slowly as a man trapped in the terrifying half-speed of a still-unfolding nightmare. 
A toy. Thatʼs all. Just a toy. A little bright blue bow, strung with a white cord. Something bought at a dime store. Plastic. His heart thumped. On the night table, below a Snoopy lamp, smaller objects. 
Three little arrows with those harmless suction-cup tips. Lying on the floor, at his feet, a cardboard target with 100, 200, 300, 400, around the rings, and 500 at the.bull's eye. He gripped the bow in his hand, tightly, turned away from the bed, and found himself walking back downstairs, toward the sound of Mrs. Demargeon's voice. 
"...just any time," Mrs. Demargeon was saying, yawning again as she stood with Kay at the front door. 
"Really. I enjoy being with children, and Laurieʼs not one bit of trouble. So the next time you—” She stopped speaking suddenly because she'd seen the shirtless man coming up behind Kay. Her eyes widened slightly, and Kay whirled around. 
"Evan?" Kay said softly, her eyes moving from that terrible plain of scars to his hollowed-out, haunted gaze and back again. 
Evan held out the bow. "What is this?” he asked. "Where did it come from?" 
Mrs. Demargeon tried to smile, faltered, glanced quickly over at Kay. "I...well, we drove over to the Westbury Mall around eight. We had some ice cream, and we went into the toy store, Thurmondʼs Toys. She saw that little bow-and-arrow set, and she said she liked it, so—" 
"So you bought it for her," he said quietly. 
"Yes, I did. It's nothing, really. Only cost a couple of dollars." 
She dropped her eyes to his chest, to the scars that ran like a ragged tapestry across the flesh. Evan saw her eyes glisten. Her tongue darted out, licked her lower lip, then disappeared. 
"I donʼt want it in this house," he told her, trying to keep his voice steady. "I don't want anything like it in my house." 
"Evan!" Kay's voice. "It was a gift for Laurie!" 
He shook his head. "I don't care. Here. Take this thing back." 
"Really," Mrs. Demargeon said, backing away a step, her gaze still fixed on his scars, as if she were transfixed by them. "I meant no harm. It's just a toy. Just a toy." 
"It's a toy, for Godʼs sake!" Kay echoed. 
"No. it's more than that. Please, Mrs. Demargeon. Take it back." 
"I don't see what you're so upset about, Mr. Reid." 
"Take it back, I said!" He thrust it out at her, and Kay grasped his wrist. Her eyes shone with anger. 
Mrs. Demargeon didn't take it. She said, "I meant no harm. It's just a toy." And she began backing away, still tracing those scars with her eyes, as if physically caressing them. "Keep it for her, please," she said. Her voice lower, something harsher in it. Strained. 
"Keep it. I've got to go. I've got to—" And then she'd quickly turned away and was hurrying toward her own house, and they both stood where they were until they heard Mrs. Demargeon close her door in the night's stillness. 
"Evan!" Kay said sharply. "What's wrong with—" She stopped, stared. 
He had begun to twist the bow in his hands. The plastic whitened, cracked. The bow snapped into two pieces, and Evan flung the broken toy out into the street. Then he looked at her with a wild, hot gaze. "I don't want that thing in my house!" he told her, as if daring her to contradict him. 
Abruptly, her face flushing, she turned her back on him and went up the stairs. The bedroom door closed. Hard. He slammed his hand against the wall. Damn it to hell! he breathed, and shook his head from side to side. What's happening to me? Am I losing my mind? He could see the pieces of the plastic bow, still connected by the cord. He closed the front door and turned the lock, his nerves tingling. A child's toy, that's all it was. Just a toy. No. No. A toy. No. 
Because nothing was simple in Bethany's Sin; everything was complicated and secretive and connected by a darkness that seemed to be grinning just beyond the windows. Coincidence? Imagination? 
When he'd seen that bow, he'd immediately recalled the etching of Artemis, with her bow and arrows, and the carved frieze of warriors on Dr. Drago's fireplace, some of them bearing quivers of arrows. 
Coincidence? Or something strange and savage and merciless, reaching from the core of Bethany's Sin toward him, and Kay, and even Laurie? 
By God I'm going to get into that museum and see for myself, he said, his hands clenched into helpless fists at his sides. 
But not tonight; Tonight I've got to rest. And to think. 
After a while, Evan climbed the stairs to the master bedroom. 
Where Kay was dreaming fitfully of blood-dripping slaughter. 





EIGHTEEN
BEHIND THE MUSEUM'S DOOR
On Sunday Laurie cried when Kay told her that her father had accidentally broken her new toy. Donʼt worry, Kay said. We'll get you another one. 
Evan found Doug Blackburn's number through Whittington information and made his call. No answer. He spent the rest of the day in the basement, trying to work on a new story, and crumpling page after page into the wastebasket. 
Kay slept badly again that night. Evan lay beside her and heard her whimper, and when he took her hand he found the flesh corpse-cold. Just past midnight he tried to wake her up because she'd cried out sharply, but he couldn't rouse her by shaking her or calling out her name or even by putting a cold facecloth against her temples. 
Beads of sweat had broken out on her forehead. Finally she was quiet, and Evan settled back on his pillow. 
And at nine o'clock on Monday morning he stood across Cowlington Street from the museum. It was a hot, oppressive day, and sweat had already risen across his back. He stood looking at the forbidding house for a minute, and then, steeling himself, he crossed the street, moved through the gate and up the walkway. His pulse pounded, and as he reached that large oak doorway, his blood felt like liquid fire. He tried the door. Locked. He hammered on it, hearing the echoes within the house like a hoarse, bellowing voice. A trickle of sweat ran down his face, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand. 
Movements behind the door. Tentative footsteps. A pause. Then the noise of a bolt sliding back. 
The door slowly came open. 
"Good morning!" a gray-haired woman with sharp features said cheerily. She was dressed well, in a navy blue pantsuit, and she looked fresh and alert. She opened the door wide to admit him. 
"Please, come in!" 
He entered. There was a corridor with glass display cases, a desk with a guest book. The floor was of blue tile, and the walls were cream-colored. Similar to that corridor he'd seen in his dreams, yes, but...different, too. There were rooms branching off from the corridor and, at the corridor's end, a wide staircase with polished banisters leading to the second floor. Behind him the gray haired woman closed the door. He felt air conditioning begin to loosen the shirt from his back. 
"I'm Leigh Hunt," the woman said, smiling, extending a hand. A firm, cool grip. "Will you sign our book over here?" 
He nodded, took an offered pen, and signed it. 
"Sorry we were locked up," she said. "Iʼm alone here for the day, and it's rare that we have a visitor so early in the morning. It's certainly going to be a scorcher to day, isn't it? The radio said in the middle nineties. And still no rain in sight. That makes for dangerous conditions, I'll tell you." She peered over at his signature. "Mr. 
Reid?" She looked into his face, seemed to be examining his features. "Oh, yes! Your wife is on the George Ross faculty, isnʼt she? Weren't you and she at Dr. Drago's home on Saturday night?" 
"Yes, we were." 
"I thought I'd seen you before. My husband and I were there, but we didn't have an opportunity to meet you. Are you interested in our historical society?" 
"Curious," he said. 
She smiled. "I see. Well, weʼre glad to have you. Iʼm surprised you and your wife haven't come to see us sooner." 
"We've both been busy. Settling into the village and all that." 
"Of course. Can I get you a cup of coffee?" 
He shook his head. 
"Well, then, let me give you a brief explanation of what these artifacts are. They were unearthed in 1965 and 1966, in an archaeological dig Dr. Drago supervised on the southeastern shore of the Black Sea, in Turkey. The fragments of statues, of pottery, coins, and the weapons you'll see in the display cases date from approximately 1192 B.C. Around the era of the Trojan War. This particular region of Turkey is now geologically unstable; there've been several killer earthquakes there in the last century, and the most recent one, in 1964, exposed a wall of earth and uniformly cut stones. Archaeologists began digging in early 1965." She began walking along the corridor, her footsteps echoing from wall to wall. 
Evan followed at a distance. "Dr. Drago held an archaeology post in Athens at that particular time, and for years she'd been petitioning the Turkish government to conduct a series of exploratory digs near the mouth of the Kelkit River. She'd been turned down up to that point, but Dr. Drago learned of this new discovery and petitioned the government again for permission to lead a team of Greek archaeologists in work on Ashava." 
"Ashava?" 
"Yes. That's the name the Turkish archaeologists gave the new site. After some professor or somebody. Anyway, Dr. Drago and her team were accepted. As a matter of fact, they made most if not all of the significant finds. The items you'll see here were all unearthed by the Greek scientists." 
Evan stepped over to a display case and looked in . There were bits of pottery, all of them numbered; most were undecorated, but on several there were intricate scrollwork designs. 
"Those were found on an upper stratum. In fact, the museum's laid out in order of the particular discoveries. The third floor holds those items found in the lower, and oldest, portion of the dig." 
Other display cases held more pottery. Here was a fragment of what must have been a statue: it was one arm, the hand curiously curled, as if reaching for him through the glass. 
"So what did Ashava turn out to be?" he asked the woman, seeing her reflection watching him in the display case. 
"A city," Mrs. Hunt said. "Or, to be more accurate, a fortress. 
Buried by the shifting of the earth, buried from human eyes for possibly a thousand years or more. And a sheer caprice of nature uncovered its inner walls." 
Evan peered into one of the rooms. A headless statue stood flanked by shadows. One hand held a spear that seemed as if it were about to be thrown at him. There were other displays: large, cracked vases, small medal lions in a sealed case. "Ashava, huh?" he said, turning to ward Mrs. Hunt. "I'm afraid I've never heard of it, but then I wouldn't consider myself any authority on ancient history." 
"Few people are. Ashava was the name applied by the Turkish scientists. Dr. Drago identified the city by a different name. 
Themiscrya" 
He shook his head. "Sorry. Doesn't ring a bell." 
"No matter," she said. "I didn't know anything about it myself until Dr. Drago explained it to me. Themiscrya was a very ancient city, and a fabled one as well. Its origins are...lost in the past, but we can infer from its ruins and artifacts that it was primarily a farming community. It was a fortress, as I've said, but built as a fortress for purposes of defense against roving bands of barbarians. Of which there were quite a few. In 72 B.C. Roman legions attacked Themiscrya and destroyed it." 
Evan realized there was a smell of dust in the house. Of age. Of ancient secrets, and perhaps new ones as well. "Why are these artifacts here?" he asked her as they neared the stairway. "Why not in Turkey?" 
Mrs. Hunt smiled a cat-smile. "The Turkish government was in need of...financial aid in the late sixties. As Iʼm sure you're aware, Dr. Drago is quite wealthy. She...arranged for a loan in exchange for these relics." 
"They must mean a great deal to her.' 
"They do, And to all of us as well.' 
"Oh? Why?" 
"Because having this museum here makes Bethany's Sin quite a special place. An important place. There's a great deal of civic pride centered on it." 
He nodded, looked up the staircase. He could see the battered torso of another statue, lights arranged around it to cast long shadows on the wall behind. "How did Dr. Drago make her money?" 
he asked, looking into Mrs. Hunt's face. 
"She was a very lucky woman. And intelligent, too. In...1967, I think it was, she married Nicholas Drago. She was his third wife." 
"I'm not familiar with the name." 
“The Greek financier," she explained. "The one with the shipping line and the chain of hotels. Unfortunately, Mr. Drago died in a fall barely a year after they were married. They were living in a villa on one of those volcanic Greek islands. I don't know all the details, but apparently it was a pretty grim accident." She shook her head. "Poor woman. She was supposed to have been the love of his life; he left her most of his holdings, and for a while she managed his businesses herself before she came back to America." 
"Back to America?" 
"Oh, yes. She was born in this country." She glanced up the stairs. "Are you going to see the rest of the museum?" 
He nodded. 
"Good. I'll let you go ahead, then. I've got some correspondence to answer. If you have any questions, any at all, please ask them. All right?" 
"Yes, I will." He started up the staircase, and heard her footsteps retreating toward the other end of the corridor. 
For more than half an hour he prowled the upper floors of the museum. There were more display cases, more fragments of statues. 
On the third floor there were two things of interest: bronze disks, pierced with holes, which Evan thought might have been used as currency, and a display case containing a few stone spearheads, a metallic shield shaped like a crescent moon with an angered face embossed upon it, and a battered helmet with a half deteriorated nose guard. Evan stared at that shield and helmet for a long while, intrigued by them, and then continued through the third-floor rooms. 
More urns, decorated with fighting figures. A pottery fragment with a hand holding a sword. A large stone slab with part of a mural on it: he could see the outline of a man's bearded face, the eyes wide and staring and...yes, terrified. Those eyes seemed to be seeking his own. 
The expression chilled him. Strange, he thought. Mrs..Hunt had said Themiscrya was a farming community. But where were the farming implements? It seemed a community more attuned to war than anything else. He continued through another room, taking his time, and then found his progress stopped. 
By a large, slablike black door. 
He put his hand on the gleaming brass knob. It wouldn't turn. 
Behind it lay probably more than half of the third floor, he guessed. 
Storage space? No. Wouldn't the storage area be in the basement? 
Possibly, possibly not. He paused for a moment and then retraced his way back downstairs. 
Mrs. Hunt, pen in hand, looked up from her desk. "Everything all right?" 
"Yes. Very interesting. But I was wondering about something? 
"What's that?" 
"On the third floor. There seems to be a locked door up there. 
What's behind it?" 
"Everybody asks that question," she said, and smiled cheerily again. "It's a special exhibit weʼre in the process of setting up. A panoramic reconstruction of Themiscrya; there'll be spotlights and a slide show—that sort of thing." 
"Good. When's it going to be finished?" 
She thought for a moment. "Sometime in November. We hope." 
He stood before her desk for a while longer, and she finally said, "I hope you've' enjoyed your visit, Mr. Reid. Maybe you'll bring your wife and little girl next time?" 
"Certainly," he said, and started for the front door. “Thank you. 
Have a good day." 
"Same to you. I hope you can find some shade out there." 
Evan left the museum. Reaching the street and turning toward home, he felt the harsh touch of the sun on his face. In his chest his heart beat steadily and slowly, but he felt a tension begin to radiate and spread through him from the back of his neck. He turned, looked back at the museum. So. Thatʼs all there was to it. The last vestiges of a farming community that had existed over three thousand years ago on the southeastern shore of the Black Sea. He remembered the argument between Dr. Drago and Doug Blackburn; of course they'd been arguing about the items in the museum, but why? And what did mythology have to do with it? He made a mental note to call Blackburn's house again. 
But what about the dreams? he asked himself, staring at the windows of the museum. What had they been trying to tell him? 
That there was danger here, something reaching for him from a swirl of dust? If so, he hadn't seen it. Hadn't felt it at all. Paranoia? Maybe. 
God, what if all these premonitions and feelings were only his imagination, after all? What if there were nothing whatsoever to fear in Bethany's Sin, and he'd been slowly unraveling because it was his nature to be afraid, to question, to probe. 
He began walking toward McClain Terrace again. He wanted to check the mail and get started on the bones of a new story. 
And then he had a curious, sudden thought: How had Leigh Hunt known he had a little girl? he'd never met the woman before, and she'd never been introduced to Kay, either. Possibly someone had told her. 
Yes, that was it. There were no secrets in Bethany's Sin. 
Kay had determined to put Sunday night's eerie dreams in the back of her mind and was in a better mood when she got home. 
Laurie seemed to have forgotten about losing her toy. Evan felt ridiculous about that incident now, and ashamed, knowing he'd embarrassed Kay in front of Mrs. Demargeon. Over dinner he told them he'd visited the museum, and Kay listened with interest while he described the artifacts inside. 
He almost didn't call Doug Blackburn. Wasn't Kay right, he reasoned, in saying that it was none of his business? Wasn't it interfering where he didn't belong? But he did make the call, at ten-thirty, and Blackburn answered, sounding sleepy. 
"Sure I know who this is," Blackburn said. "Mr. Reid, isn't it?" 
"That's right. Sorry if I awakened you, but I wanted to ask something. Would it be possible for us to get together and talk sometime this week?" 
"Whatʼs on your mind?" 
"Iʼd like to talk to you about Dr. Drago." 
Silence. Then, "Well...I'm giving mid-terms this week, and I'm going to be very busy. How about—wait a minute—how about a week from Thursday? Come on over to the house and bring your wife. We'11 make an evening of it." 
"No, I'd better come alone.” 
There was a pause, and then Blackburn's voice took on a more serious note. "Hey, what's this all about?" 
"It concerns Dr. Dragoʼs museum and her archaeological dig. 
But Iʼd rather talk face-to-face." 
"Okay, then. Whatever. How about making it around seven or so on Thursday?" 
“That's fine." 
"All right. See you then." 
"Good-bye. And thanks." Returning to the den, Evan kissed Laurie goodnight before Kay put her to bed, then sat down on the sofa to watch the nightly newscast from Johnstown. The newscaster was finishing up a story on a local politician, and then he began talking about the discovery of a decomposed, unidentified corpse in the woods near Elmora. 
And across the village, in Mrs. Bartlettʼs boarding house, Neely Ames heard a knock at his door over the rock music on his transistor radio. He said, "Just a minute!" turned off the radio, grabbed his blue jeans from the chair where he'd thrown them, and put them on. 
It was Mrs. Bartlett, carrying a tray with a white tea pot and a glass filled with ice cubes. "I brought you a surprise," she said, coming into the room and glancing around. She didn't seem to mind the clothes strewn about. "I know how tired you said you were at dinner, and sometimes a body can be so tired he can't even sleep. So I made some of my good sassafras tea for you. It'll help you relax." 
She put the tray on a table near his bed. 
"That's very nice of you," he said; the pungent, earthy perfume of the sassafras had entered the room with Mrs. Bartlett. 
"Here we are," Mrs. Bartlett said, pouring the tea. The ice cubes cracked, and the noise reminded Neely disturbingly of a night when something had smashed his truck window. "It should be cool in just a minute." 
He took the glass and sat in a chair near the windows. The slightest breath of a breeze was coming through, but it was a stale, hot breath. His shoulder muscles and legs still ached from the work he'd done that day; it was almost as if that bastard Wysinger had been trying to wear him out. He'd spent the hot, muggy morning picking up litter on the outskirts of Bethany's Sin, loading plastic bags with beer cans and blown newspaper and paper cups and all manner of debris. Then, in the scorching afternoon, he'd cut down a dead tree on Fredonia Street, sawed it into small pieces, and hauled the whole thing over to the landfill. He always hated going out to that landfill; it was a filthy place, layered with garbage and inhabited by hundreds of black, biting flies. 
"You look tired," Mrs. Bartlett said. "A young man needs his rest." 
"Young? No, I'm not so young anymore," he told her. The glass felt deliciously cool in his hand. "I worked at the landfill today. Do you know where that is?" 
She shook her head. 
"It's way out in the woods, in the middle of nowhere. I hate that place. As barren as the damn moon,..and hot as hell .... " 
"I donʼt believe Iʼd like to see it," Mis. Bartlett said. 
"No, you wou1dn't." He sipped at the tea. It was very sweet. 
"But I'm getting paid to haul myself out there, so I guess I shouldn't complain." 
She smiled sympathetically. 
"Must've been over a hundred out there today," he said. "And the ground's beginning to crack, like some sort of dried-up riverbed." 
He drank again. Almost too sweet for him. "It's good," he told her. 
"Thanks for bringing it." 
"I hoped youʼd like it. Most of my visitors do." 
He nodded, drank. Sweet over bitter. 
“Summers are always fierce in Bethany's Sin," the woman said. 
"I can't bear to go out in the midday sun myself. They say the sun brings up all the wrinkles." 
He grunted, touched the cold glass to his forehead. "Then I'd better not look in a mirror," he said. "I'd look like I was eighty years old." 
"Everything'll be fine in the morning, after a good night's sleep." 
"I suppose it will be. It'll have to be." 
She watched him drink. "I'll let you get your rest now," she said, and moved toward the door. "We'll have pancakes for breakfast." 
"That'll be great." 
"Good night." She closed the door behind her, and he heard her slowly descending the staircase. In the bowels of the house another door closed. He finished the tea, touched the cool glass to both sides of his face, and then walked across the room to turn the lock in the door. When he'd switched off the ceiling light and taken off his jeans again, he lay down on the bed and tried to sleep. It was too hot, and he kicked away the sheet; the faint stirrings of breeze played across him like supple, mercurial fingers. There was a bitterish aftertaste in his mouth, and he swallowed a couple of times to get rid of it. What kind of tea had that been? Sassafras. He could still smell it in the room. His mind began to drift; sleep seemed closer, like a beautiful woman in night black robes. When he closed his eyes he had the sensation of slowly tumbling head over heels down a chill passage way. A sensation, he realized, not unlike being drunk. But different, too. Jesus, he told himself, Iʼm tired! Need to sleep, need to rest, just let every damned thing go. Forget about that damned hot sun, forget about the landill, forget about Wysinger's bellyaching voice. That's right. Yes. Forget. Let sleep come. He waited for what seemed like a long time, but still he clung to that nebulous ledge between sleep and awakening. From some distant place he heard the first few lines of a song he'd been working on for several weeks: I'll fade away into the night/I'll be long gone before twilight/ And I won't hear if you call my name/There's nothing but the road to blame. So much for that. 
Through the curtains of his eyelids Neely saw what looked like figures standing amid the darkness of his room. Standing in silence. 
Watching. Waiting. They had burning blue eyes like the eyes of that thing he'd seen on the highway, and he wanted his mind to sheer away from those terrible thoughts but his brain refused to obey his commands: the things with burning eyes stepped nearer his bed. 
Then began to fade, very slowly, until they had disappeared again into blackness. The memory of that night on the highway set in motion the churning wheels of fear in his stomach. He'd had the truck window replaced, but every morning those long rents in the metal greeted him like the nagging remnants of nightmares. If it weren't for those marks he would've shrugged off that incident as a prime example of the DTs. But he couldn't, and though he'd driven back along the King's Bridge Road to the Cock's Crow a few times since then, he'd never talked about that night, and he always took care to leave when someone else was driving toward Bethany's Sin. 
Now he was falling. Falling into a corridor at the far end of which was a black abyss. Falling rapidly. Tumbling head over heels. 
Brackish, bitterish taste in his mouth. Sassafras tea? Or something else? Was Mrs. Bartlett—dear old Mrs. Bartlett, so much like his own mother before she'd started drinking so bad—spiking the tea? 
Trying to get him drunk? Preying on his weakness? Have to scold her about that. No fair. 
The sudden, sharp sound of metal against metal came to him, and he knew he was still awake. It was difficult to open his eyes; he finally opened them to slits, and he could feel the light sheen of sweat covering his body from the heat that seemed to have filled the room like a living thing. What moved? he wondered. What moved? 
That noise again. A quiet noise. Barely audible. 
The lock. 
He turned his head with an effort and stared through the darkness at the door. Though he couldn't see it, he realized the lock was turning. Someone on the other side had a key. 
Neely tried to lift himself up on his elbows but only half-succeeded. His head seemed heavy, his neck barely able to hold its weight. He stared at that door, his mouth slack and hanging open. 
There was a quiet click!  and he knew the lock had been turned. 
He tried to call out and couldn't find his voice. Drugged, he realized. 
Mrs. Bartlett's drugged me with something! The door began to come open; a sliver of white light from the hallway entered first, growing larger and longer and brighter, falling across the bed and blinding Neely where he lay. Until, when the door was finally open, the light stung his eyes with pure pain. 
And three figures were silhouetted there, two standing in front, one behind. "He's ready," someone said; Neely heard two voices at the same time, one overlapping the other. One in English—Mrs. 
Bartlett's voice—and one in a hoarse, guttural language he had never heard before. That second voice, the more powerful, filled him with a dread that ate at the linings of his guts. The figures slipped through the doorway and neared him. Stood over his bed. Silent. 
But now he could see their eyes in the dark blanks of their faces. 
Three pairs of eyes. All unblinking. All shimmering with electric blue flame that seemed to blaze out for him. He tried to crawl away, couldn't make his muscles respond; the windows were open: he could scream and someone would hear. When he tried to scream he heard himself whine instead. Those eyes moved, examining his naked body. A hand reached down; Evan saw a bracelet of an animal claws on the wrist. The fingers traced the length of his penis. He tried to cringe from them, couldn't. Another hand came down, and the cool-fleshed fingers swirled in circles across his stomach. The Bartlett-thing stepped back toward the door and closed it. 
Neely's heart hammered. He could hear the things breathing in the darkness, like the steady action of a bellows. Hands touched chest and arm and thigh and throat; he smelled female musk, heavy and demanding, filling the room with sexual need. Fingers at his penis, stroking the flesh. Beneath those burning, haunting eyes he knew the mouths were open, taut with fired lust. One of the forms sat on the bed beside him, bent forward, and licked at his testicles. 
Another one crossed to the opposite side of the bed and crawled toward him, gripped at his shoulders, bit lightly at his chest, then harder with mounting desire. 
Turning his head with an effort that brought the sweat up in beads on his face, Neely saw the eyes of the Bartlett-thing, still standing beside the closed door. She was grinning. And to his own horror he felt his body begin to respond to the caresses of the two women around the bed. It excited them even more, and they jealously shoved for position near his sexual organ. A mouth gripped him, claw-nailed hands stroked his thighs from hips to knees, leaving rising welts. Physical need shook him, setting his nerves afire. His testicles ached for release. And then he was aware that one of them, the woman-thing with the animal-claw bracelet, was standing up, slowly taking off the coarse-clothed gown she wore. 
Even in the darkness he could see the smoothness of her stomach, her firm, tight thighs, the triangle of dark hair between them. The fever boiled in his brain, and now he had only one need and one desire in the world. She sensed it, and moved with maddening slowness. Then the other woman-thing backed away from the bed and disrobed; he could feel the mingled heat of their bodies, and he didn't care that those hideous eyes watched him almost incuriously, didn't care that these things were nightmare visions, didn't care didn't care didn't... 
The one with the bracelet caressed his body like the searing touch of fire. Thick dark hair hung down over her shoulders, and he could smell a wild forest-smell in it. She mounted him, her legs pressed tight against his body. Moved forward, guiding him in with her hand. Urgently. She gasped softly and began to move, slowly at first, then with increasing passion. Her nails gouged his shoulders, and her unblinking eyes stared into his face with eerie unconcern. 
Neely grasped her arms, felt smooth, firm flesh; he lifted himself up and she ground down on him at the same time, mixing his pleasure with pain. In another moment he exploded inside her, with a half-human whine that he hardly recognized as his own voice. Her wetness engulfed him, throbbing against him with a strength that wouldn't let him free. She ground down on him again, locking him inside her with her legs. Orgasm ripped him like lightning, and still she moved atop him, her grasp milking him dry. As she trembled violently in the throes of her own orgasm, Neely played his fingers along her shoulders and then dropped them to her nipples. 
One of them was hard and taut. The other was missing. 
And Neely realized, with a new surge of confusion and fear, that this woman had only one breast. The right one was gone, and his lingers felt the hard ridges of a star shaped scar in its place. 
The woman released him and silently climbed off his body. 
Before she slipped back into her gown, Neely saw jewels of sweat and semen suspended in the fine down between her thighs. 
At the door the Bartlett-thing hadn't moved. Her eyes, fiery blue, burned through his skull. 
They waited for him to regain his strength. His body felt drained, and in his hand there was the memory of that strange and vivid scar. 
And then the second woman came for him. She was lithe and blond, and her mouth and fingers played games with his body until once again he was erect and throbbing. She descended onto Neely with feverish intensity, biting at his shoulders and throat, her hips battering him. And seconds before another orgasm shivered through him, he realized this woman also lacked a right breast, because he could feel the scar pressed tight to his own chest. She lay atop him for a moment, breathing harshly, and then her weight was gone. 
Neely, his body aching and exhausted, saw the three women standing over his bed, staring down at him as if examining an insignificant curiosity. 
"He'll sleep now." Two voices speaking. One Mrs. Bartlett's, one that guttural, foreign voice that made Neely's flesh crawl. The Bartlett-thing's hand came from the darkness, stroked his fevered forehead. And then the women slipped through the door like the rustle of cloth, into the blinding white light of the hallway. The door closed behind them; a key was turned. Footsteps on the staircase. 
Another door closed in the depths of the house. Then nothing but silence. 
And abruptly the mountainous black wave of sleep reared up for Neely, crashing over him with the urgent touch of a lover, scorching and soothing him. Taking him down and down and down, deeper deeper deeper.... 
NINETEEN





THINGS UNEARTHED
Behind a layer of clouds the color of corpse flesh, the sun burned, scorching the earth, browning grasses and bowing trees, searing away shade and lying like a fiery weight across Neely Ames's shoulders. 
The stench of the landfill had risen up around him, enfolding him in a sickly-sweet grip. It was a wide, barren plain of dirt heaped with garbage of every description, the large mounds breeding black flies that circled hungrily around Neely's head, darting in to taste the trickles that ran down his face and arms, finding the salt taste good, circling again. Far across the landfill there were several trash fires, and from them an acrid, grayish smoke had wafted with the stagnant breeze, clinging to Neely's work clothes and making his eyes tear beneath his glasses. When he walked, his boots stirred up clouds of dust, and he stepped carefully over widening cracks in the ground, like the remnants of sudden earthquakes. God only knew how many tons of garbage lay buried beneath the ground; now it seemed to be shifting, the layers and layers of filth expanding under the fierce summer sun. At one place he could stand and peer down almost six feet at an incredible morass of rotting garbage, old bottles, baby diapers, even discarded clothes and shoes. Beneath the landfill's surface was a hideous muck emitting a stench that turned Neely's stomach inside out. Passing a mound of pasteboard boxes and glittering glass shards, he heard a high squealing from a nest of rats; he'd seen them before, usually in the early morning when it was a fraction cooler, dark shapes scurrying from garbage mound to mound in search of scraps of food. He hated this place because it was as filthy and vile as Bethany's Sin was beautiful and spotless. 
And now he carried a plastic garbage bag with a half decapitated gray cat in it. He'd shoveled it up from where it had been stuck to 219; a truck had probably barreled right over the thing during the night, and the driver in his high cab had felt only the slightest jarring of a tire. The carcass had already been bloated by the time he'd gotten to it in mid-afternoon, and of course the flies had gathered in sheets. As he walked on, taking the garbage bag to a trash mound deeper within the landfill, his boot crunched through weakened earth and plunged ankle-deep. Neely cursed and staggered forward a few feet before he could regain his balance. Through the thin pall of smoke he could see cracks zigzagging crazily across the plain; he envisioned holes opening at his feet and sucking him quicksand-like down into the mire of accumulated garbage, where he would die choking on the refuse of·Bethany's Sin. He quickly shrugged the image off and tossed the plastic bag on the trash mound; rats squealed and ran. The stench here was infernal because here was where he dumped the carcasses of animals—dogs, cats, squirrels, once even a good-sized bobcat—struck down by cars either on 219 or in the village itself. It was a grisly job, but he'd signed on to do it and that was that. As Wysinger had reminded him several times. 
He took a handkerchief from his back pocket to clean his glasses of specks of ash. Wisps of smoke swirled around him; he could taste it at the back of his throat. Bitter. Like the aftertaste of Mrs. Bartlettʼs tea. He suddenly shivered, though the sun was burning his face. Something began to surge in his memory—dark shapes standing over him, eyes like pools of bluish flame, hands reaching for him from the blackness—and then it slipped away before he could grasp it. All day something strange had been haunting him, shadowy images that flashed through his mind and then vanished, and though he was left with a feeling of dread, there was also a...yes, a feeling of strong sexual desire. He couldn't remember dreaming; in fact, it seemed that the world had gone dark after Mrs. Bartlett had left his room. He'd probably just rolled over and fallen asleep like a dead man until dawn. But when he'd awakened, his body had ached, and he'd thought for just a moment that the lingering aroma of female musk lay on his bed. No, no. Only wishful thinking. 
But one thing did bother him. While he was showering he'd noticed scratches on his thighs. He'd tried to think where he could have been scratched. Possibly, when he was sawing that dead tree to pieces, the limbs had scraped across his legs without his realizing it. 
But funny he hadn't noticed those scratches earlier. He put his glasses back on, his eyes stinging from the smoke, and started walking across the landfill toward his pickup truck. He stopped to peer into that hole his boot had made. Jesus Christ! he thought. This whole damned place is slowly caving in. No telling how many years the locals have been using it as a dump; no telling how many tons of garbage lay underneath there. He kicked at the dirt; it was bone-dry and loose, and the hole widened. 
And within it something glittered. Neely bent down, peered in, brushed dirt and filth away. A tiny squarish object, silverish. Other things, yellow white. He picked one up and looked at it closely for a moment, trying to decide what it was. 
Abruptly, he stood up, found a stick lying nearby, and probed the hole. Dirt cascaded down the sides in sheets. Flies circled him, greedy for what he might uncover. But there was nothing; only dirt and clots of filth and garbage. He threw the stick aside, wiped his hand on his trouser leg, and looked again at the object he held. 
He knew what it was, and seeing it made his heart hammer in his chest. What the hell was it doing out here, in the garbage dump? 
Unless...Jesus, no! He wrapped it in his handkerchief, bent down and looked for the others. He found two more, and then he stepped back from that hole and walked quickly to his truck. 
On McClain Terrace, Evan stood up from his typewriter and stretched. he'd finished about a third of the new short story he was working on, and he needed a break. Beside the typewriter there was a half-cup of tepid black coffee and a couple of chewed pencils; he took the cup, went upstairs to the kitchen, rinsed it out in the sink, and put a pot of water on the stove to boil. As the ring heated he thought about what was ahead for him: soon, he knew, he'd have to find within himself the guts to start a novel. It would be about the war, about the scarred and maimed veterans who came home and found that they'd only left one battleground for another. And here, in this broader, fiercer battleground, there was no recognizing friend from enemy until it was too late. Here the enemy wore many faces: the VA doctor explaining how in time the scars would fade; the psychiatrist with an ill-fitting toupee who said you must not blame anyone, not yourself, not those who sent you to fight, not anyone; the smiling employment agency lady who said sorry, we don't have anything for you today; people like Harlin who fell upon you and leeched your blood as a transfusion for their own tormented, decaying souls. 
All that would have to come out someday. 
But not now. No, now it was enough to write these smaller cries in the dark and hope that someone heard them and understood. Now it was enough to try to control the battle that waged within himself: the fight against his fears and his often unreasoning anger, the fight against those premonitions that he realized now had done so much to shake his life apart. 
The pot began to whistle. He took it off the ring and then happened to glance through the window. 
He could see a figure at a window toward the front of the Demargeon house. It was Harris, in his wheelchair, peering through the curtains at the street. The man's eyes looked like dark holes in his pale flesh. In another moment the curtains fell back and the figure was gone. 
He could imagine what Mrs. Demargeon had told her husband about that night Evan had let his fears and suspicions grind him under. That Evan Reid's losing his mind. Took a toy I bought for his little girl and made something...terrible out of it, when I only meant to be kind. I tell you, I donʼt believe we should associate with those people anymore; that man's too unstable. 
Evan switched off the eye of the stove. Unstable. Yes, that was probably right. And now, inadvertently, he'd hurt Kay again by cutting off other people. Mrs. Demargeon would probably never speak to her again. Jesus! He shook his head at his own stupidity. 
No. I can make it right. I can go over there and apologize. Right now. 
Hc hesitated for just a moment, and then he was going out the front and along the sidewalk to the Demargeon house. The car wasn't in the driveway, but at least he'd have a chance to talk with Harris, to try to explain that sometimes he lost control of himself, let his fears and premonitions rip parts of him away. But your wife shouldn't blame Kay, he'd tell the man. She wants friends; she wants to be a part of the village. 
He stepped up onto the Demargeons' porch and rang the doorbell. Waited for a moment. There was silence within the house, and he was beginning to think the man wouldn't answer the door. He rang again, and then he could hear the quiet squeak of the wheelchair slowly approaching. 
The door came open, latched by a chain. Harris Demargeon's eyes widened very slightly. "Mr. Reid," he said. “What can I do for you?" 
"Well, I...was hoping I could come in and talk to you for a few minutes." 
The other man didn't move. He said, "My wife's away." 
"Yes, I know," Evan said. "But I thought...perhaps you and I could talk." 
Demargeon looked at him, seemingly hesitant to let him in. I donʼt blame him, Evan thought. After all, everybody knows war vets are killers. Crazy killers, at that. Jesus! The man's really afraid of me! 
But then the man reached up. There was a click!  and the latch fell away. Demargeon wheeled backward, and the door came open. 
"Come in," he said. 
Evan entered. The harsh glare of the sun had filled the living room with stale heat. 
Demargeon wheeled across the room and then sat watching Evan. "Please," he said quietly. "Close the door behind you. And put the chain back on." 
Evan did. "I saw you from my kitchen window, and I thought now would be a good time to apologize.” 
The other man motioned toward the sofa, and Evan sat down. 
"Apologize?" Demargeon asked. “What for?" 
"For my bad manners toward your wife a few nights ago." He paused, watching for the manʼs reaction. He didn't seem to know what Evan was talking about. "She bought my little girl a toy bow-and-arrow set.” He shrugged. "I don't know. I was rattled, I associated that toy with...some things that had been bothering me, and I'm afraid, I lost my temper. As he talked, he studied Mr. 
Demargeon. White, short-sleeved shirt, dark trousers, black wingtips. His face a pale, pasty color. His eyes dark and darting. “So, anyway, I didn't mean to hurt your wife's feelings," Evan said. "It was very kind of her to sit with Laurie, and very kind of her to buy that toy, too. I don't know what came over me...I just lost control. I hope you understand." 
Demargeon was silent. 
"Of course you have a right to be angry," Evan said, knowing he deserved everything he was going to get. "I can see you're upset. 
But please, my wife likes Mrs. Demargeon very much. I wouldn't want to see their friendship—" 
"Get out of here," the man whispered. 
Evan wasn't sure he'd heard him. “What?" 
"Get out of here," Demargeon repeated, his voice hoarse and strained. He wheeled forward and then stopped, and Evan could see his eyes were wild. "Take your wife and your child and get out. Now. 
Today" 
"I'm sorry," Evan said. "I don't understand what you're—" 
"Get out of Bethany's Sin!" the man said in a half-shout, half-sob. "Don't worry about your clothes, or your furniture, or your house! Just take them and go!" 
Evan, staring into the man's frenzied eyes, felt the gnawing chill of fear rising within him. He still didn't know what Demargeon was talking about, but he thought in that instant that the man looked like a hideous, animated corpse. 
"Listen to me!” Demargeon said, visibly trying to keep himself under control. He was trembling. He wheeled closer to Evan, his eyes wide and pleading. “You donʼt know. You don't understand. But what you're feeling is right; you donʼt see that yet, but it is! Now, for Christ's sake and all that's holy you've got to save your wife and child and yourself—" 
"Wait a minute!" Evan said. "What the hell are you—" 
Demargeon looked sharply to the door, as if he'd heard something. His face set into a rigid mask, he swallowed, and then looked back to Evan. "'Ìhey know you think something's wrong," he said. "They're watching you, and they're waiting. And when they come for you they'll come in the night, and then it'll be too late—" 
"Who?" Evan said. "Who'll come?" 
"Them!" Demargeon said, his hands trembling on the chair's gray armrests. "By God, haven't you seen that no man walks the streets of Bethany's Sin after nightfall? Haven't you seen?" 
"No, I—" 
"They killed Paul Keating in the night,” Demargeon said hurriedly. "And they took his body where they take all the bodies. I heard the war cry after they killed him; I heard it and I tried to cut my throat with a kitchen knife but she wouldn't let me, she said no, no I wasn't going to get away from them like that and oh God her eyes oh Jesus God her eyes burned me..." 
He's crazy, Evan realized. Or been driven crazy. And what was all this about Keating? What was this man talk ing about...? 
"They'll come for you! Oh yes they'll come for you just like they came for me!" A thread of saliva had broken from the man's lip, and now it hung down over his chin onto his shirt. "In the night! 
They'll come in the night when the moon's strong and full and theyʼll take you to that place—God, that awful place!" 
Evan shook his head, started to rise from the sofa to move toward the door. 
"You don't believe me!" Demargeon said. "You don't understand!" Something dark and hideous flashed through his eyes. 
"I'1l show you. I'll show you what they'll do!" And then he was rolling up one leg of his trousers, tugging at the cloth. His breathing was harsh and ragged, his muttering too jumbled for Evan to understand. His trouser leg ripped. Then his fingers fumbled, pulling at the knee. Evan could see sunlight glinting off plastic. 
Demargeon's fingers worked at a strap. Then, the exertion showing on the man's face, he kicked out with one knee. The leg slithered out and lay on the floor beside the wheelchair. And then Demargeon was ripping the cloth away from his right leg, his teeth gritted, a sheen of sweat on his forehead. Another strap. He kicked out, breathing hard. The right leg fell to the other side of the chair, and the empty, tattered trouser legs dangled from Demargeon's mutilated torso. 
Evan was on his feet, backing toward the door. His mouth was open but he could find no words; he stumbled, almost fell backward over the coffee table. 
Sweat streaked Demargeon's face. The prosthetic legs lay akimbo, black wingtips gleaming, dark socks around plastic. 
Demargeon raised his haunted gaze to Evan's. 
And began to laugh, hysterically, madly. And as he laughed, the tears brimmed in his eyes and dripped down over his cheeks, splattering onto his white shirt. The laugh ringed the room, strident and terrible, the laugh of someone beyond saving. "God, no..." Evan said, shaking his head from side to side, backing away even as Demargeon wheeled toward him. "God in Heaven, no, no, no! 
Keys in the door, jingling. The door came open, then stopped abruptly at the end of the chain. A woman's face peered through the crack. “Let me in!Mrs. Demargeons voice, urgent, commanding. 
Evan reached for the chain. 
"Sheʼll kill me!" Demargeon said, trying to stop laughing, tears still dripping from the point of his chin. "They'll all kill me!" 
Evan paused, his blood like ice, fingers inches away from the latch. 
"Mr. Reid? Is that you? Let me in, please." 
"Sheʼll kill me!" Mr. Demargeon hissed. 
"Mr. Reid? The door, please." He hesitated, held by the look of pure terror in the man's eyes. 
"I have to see my husband!" Mrs. Demargeon said sharply. 
Evan tore his gaze away from the man and unlocked the door. 
Behind him, Demargeon whined like an animal caught in a trap. 
The woman came through into the living room, carrying a sack of groceries; she glanced quickly at her husband, then at Evan, and set the groceries down on the table. Demargeon wheeled his chair backward, bumping over one of the discarded legs. The man's expression of terror chilled Evan, and brought back a stabbing memory: himself wired to a cot, and a silkily smiling woman holding a small cage over him in which something evil scuttled. 
Mrs. Demargeon stood staring at those false legs on the floor. 
Very slowly she raised her eyes to her husband's face. "Harris," she said calmly "you've been a very bad boy, haven't you?' 
He stared at her, wide-eyed, shook his head. 
"What the hellʼs going on around here?" Evan demanded, realizing his voice sounded strained. 
"Iʼd appreciate it if youʼd leave now, Mr. Reid," the woman said, her back to him. 
"No! I wonʼt leave until I know whatʼs going on!" 
Finally she turned toward him, regarded him with hooded, intense eyes. "My husband is a sick man," she said. "I don't think you're helping the situation." 
"Sick?" Evan echoed incredulously. "Heʼs...mutilated! His legs are...missing at the knees!" 
"Mr. Reid!"  Mrs. Demargeon said, her eyes flaming. 
Beyond her, Harris Demargeon was trembling, his mouth moving but making no noise. She paused a moment, put a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. "God," she said quietly. "Mr. Reid, you don't understand the situation." 
"You're damn right I don't understand it! I was told by Mrs. 
Giles that your husband was paralyzed, not carved up like a slab of meat!" 
She looked at him with a flat, stony gaze that made his flesh crawl. "All right," she said. "All right. Come out to the porch with me." As they left the living room he heard the man begin to sob openly. 
"My husband was...hurt very badly in a car crash on the King's Bridge Road," Mrs. Demargeon said on the front porch. "Only he wasn't paralyzed. His legs were destroyed." She frowned and shook her head. "Ever since that accident Harris has been slipping away. A gradual and terrible process, and very painful to have to watch. But what can I do?" She looked up at Evan. "I couldn't have him put in a hospital; I couldn't have him locked away." 
"He acts more afraid than insane," Evan said. 
"Sometimes it's worse than others. But I donʼt like to leave him alone, you see. When he's alone he acts like...what you saw in,there." 
Bullshit! Evan thought. Total goddamned bullshit! "Mrs. Giles told me he was paralyzed from the waist down." 
"Mrs. Giles doesn't know everything!" the woman snapped. 
"You know how you reacted! Do you think I want everyone in the village to look at my husband as if he's some kind of damned freak? 
Well, do you? Jesus Christ, I've gone through enough agony!" She paused for a moment, getting herself under control again. "After the accident he was taken to a hospital in Johnstown. He stayed there for months. And when he came home I decided it was best not to talk to anyone else about his...injuries." She looked into Evan's eyes. “I hope youʼll respect my feelings." 
You're a liar, he thought. But why? He nodded. "Of course." 
"Good. I'm sorry I lost my temper, but the shock of seeing that...I know, I should be used to Harris's moods by now, but it's still difficult." She moved toward the door. “I'd better take care of him now. Good-bye." And the door closed. He heard the chain being fastened. Heard her voice, muffled. The squeaking of the chair's wheels. He left the porch, his head pounding and dread like a sickness deep in his stomach, and walked quickly back to his house. 
And all the time something that frightened, half-crazed man had said echoed in his brain like an oracle's warning:
Theyʼll come for you in the night. 





TWENTY
THE COCKʼS CROW
At dinner, sitting with Kay and Laurie around the kitchen table, Evan realized the hand holding his fork was trembling. 
Darkness was streaming down the windows, blacking over the woodland, reducing the houses of Bethany's Sin to malevolent shapes in which lights gleamed like cunning eyes. Evan could see the white sickle of the rising moon; he thought of that half-moon-shaped metal shield on the third floor of the museum, the enraged face embossed upon it, thought of those wide, staring eyes on the fragment of pottery. And he realized now that their expression of terror was similar to what he'd seen in the eyes of Harris Demargeon. 
"Are your pork chops all right?" Kay asked him, seeing he hadn't eaten very much. 
"What?" He looked over at her. 
"You're not eating." 
"Oh." He took a bite of creamed potatoes. "I'm thinking, that's all." 
"About what? Something that happened today?" 
He wavered, about to tell her everything, about to tell her he thought Mrs. Demargeon had lied to him purposely, about to tell her there was a clenching fear within him now that he couldn't begin to describe. But he already knew what she'd say: you're going to have to see a doctor about these irrational fears you're wrecking our lives with these premonitions or whatever the hell they are oh God my head my head aches... 
"No," Evan said, averting his gaze. "I'm worried about a story I'm working on." 
"I'd like to hear it." 
"He·smiled, a thin, transparent smile. "You know I can't talk about them until I've finished." 
She watched him for a moment, thinking how he looked so...what was it? Weary? Afraid? Burdened down? She touched his hand, could almost feel the throbbing of his pulse through the flesh. 
"You know," he said, putting down his fork and looking at her, then at Laurie where she sat picking at her peas and carrots, "I've been thinking about something for a few days. It's been so hot here for the past week, and so dry, I was wondering if maybe we should all get in the car and drive over to the Jersey coast next weekend. 
How about that?" 
Laurie's eyes brightened. "The ocean!" she said. 
"Right. The ocean. Remember the summer we went to Beach Haven?" 
Laurie nodded. "That was fun. But I got sunburned." 
"Remember that wrecked ship that was sticking up out of the sand? We could go see that again. Remember the lighthouse that looked like a candy cane?" 
Kay squeezed his hand. "That'd be nice, Evan. But I've got tests to give next week. I couldn't possibly go." 
"Come on! You could go for a weekend!" 
She smiled. "That's a long drive for just two days. Why don't we wait until the end of the term?" 
"Awwwwwww!" Laurie said, not at all interested in her peas and carrots anymore. 
“Well," Evan persisted, "maybe there's somewhere nearer we could go. Up into the mountains where it'd be cooler. Just for a weekend, then we'd be right back here on Monday morning." 
"Yeah!" Laurie said. 
Kay was looking at him strangely. What was all this about a vacation? she wondered. Usually it was she and Laurie who had to pull him away from his typewriter for a couple of days. Now it seemed that he was eager, even anxious, to get away from the village. "I guess I'll have to be a party-pooper," she said, watching him. "But those tests take priority right now." 
"Well, when can you go?" he asked her, and now she knew that something was wrong. 
"I just can't say," she told him. "When the term ends in August..." 
He was silent, his eyes staring through her. 
"August isn't that far away," Kay reminded him. "Just two weeks." 
"I'm concerned about you," he said. "I think we should...leave this place for a while." 
"Concerned about me?" 
"That's right. Those dreams you've been having..." 
"Please," she said, and put her fork down very carefully on her plate. "Let's don't talk about those." 
"It's important!" he said, and realized he'd said it too strongly because he saw Laurie's eyes widen, as if she were expecting them to argue. He said more quietly, "Any recurring dream means something. Believe me, I know...." 
"It's not a recurring dream!" she said. "I mean, I seem to be the same person in those dreams, and I seem to be familiar with the surroundings, but...what happens is never the same." 
"Okay. But Iʼm still concerned." 
"Anxiety," Kay said. "You told me yourself you thought that's what it was." She narrowed her eyes as that terrible, wretched truth hit her. "So now you think this village has something to do with my dreams?" 
"I think a vacation would be good for everyone." 
"Let's go to Beach Haven!" Laurie said. "Please, let's go!" 
"No. I canʼt." Kay was inwardly trembling because now she knew. She'd seen that awful, too-familiar look in Evan's face: that lost and helpless and fearful look, the look of a drowning man who can find nothing to cling to. "Evan," she said calmly, "this is the nicest place we've ever lived in. We have a chance here, a real chance to make something of ourselves. Don't you understand that?" 
He sat still, then pushed his plate away like a chastised child. 
You've been a very bad boy, Mrs. Demargeon had said. 
"This may be the last chance we have," Kay said. 
He nodded, rose from the table. 
"Where are you going?" 
"Out," he said, his voice not angry but tense and hollow. 
"Out? Out where?" 
"I want to go for a drive. Where are the car keys?" 
"I want to go for a drive, too!" Laurie said. 
"They're...in my purse on the bed." She watched as he moved through the den. "Do you want us to go with you?" 
"No," he said, and then he was climbing the stairs toward the bedroom. 
"Eat your food," Kay told the little girl. "Those carrots are good for you." She listened, heard him coming back downstairs, heard the front door open and close. And after another minute she heard the station wagon start and pull out of the driveway. Heard it moving along McClain Terrace. 
"What's wrong with Daddy?" Laurie asked. "He acted funny." 
And only then did Kay feel the burning of tears in her eyes. 
"Your daddy...isn't well, Laurie. He isn't well at all." Tears broke, dripped hotly. Laurie stared. 
The Cock's Crow, Evan thought as he turned the station wagon northward, driving along darkened, silent streets. A good place to drink tonight. And maybe a good place to ask some questions. He passed the black hump of the cemetery, his headlights grazing tombstones. And then he was surrounded by blackness, driving toward the King's Bridge Road, his brain filled with uncertainties that streaked like white-hot meteors behind his eyes. They'll come for you in the night, that man had said, just like they came for me. 
Take your wife and your little girl and get out. Now. And Kay's calm, controlled voice: August isn't that far away. This may be the last chance we have. This may be the last chance we have. He realized he was driving faster and faster, his foot steadily settling to the floorboard. Headlights .gleamed off a roadside sign: SPEED 
LIMIT 40. His speedometer read fifty-five already. Running? he asked himself. Are you running from Bethany's Sin? The tires squealed around a curve. He passed the Westbury Mall, where comforting lights glowed, where cars were parked; it seemed part of a distant world, ages away from Bethany's Sin. In another instant, darkness took the road again. 
He veered off 219 onto the King's Bridge Road, and in another few minutes he could see the glowing of a red neon sign in the sky. 
It was a smaller place than he'd envisioned, just an old cinder-block joint with a red slate roof and windows stickered with Falstaff and Budweiser beer decals. Above the door the neon rooster craned its head upward in a silent cry, retreated, craned again. There were only a few cars and a pickup truck in the gravel lot; Evan turned in, parked the station wagon alongside the building, and cut the engine. 
Faces glanced up quickly as he came through the door into the dimly lit room, then looked away. A few dungareed farmer sat at tables or sitting at the bar, nursing beers. Behind the bar a hefty man with a reddish beard, wiping glasses with a white cloth. A woman with platinum blond hair drawing beer from a keg, handing it across to a gaunt-looking farmer with bushy gray sideburns. She caught Evan's gaze, nodded and smiled. "Good evenin'," she said. 
He sat on a bar stool and asked for a Schlitz. "Right up," the woman said, and turned away. While she drew his beer into a frosted mug, he glanced around at the place. There were more tables in the back, and shapes sitting at them. Laughter. A white-haired man in a coat and tie with a woman who could have been his daughter. She patted his hand, and he nuzzled her ear. Other men sitting together, talking quietly. Cigarette smoke drifted to the ceiling in layers. Evan caught fragments of conversation: worries about the heat, that damn politician Meyerman and his county road program, the market price of soybeans, engine in that Ford ain't worth a damn I tell you. 
The woman slid his beer across. "There you go." 
"Thanks." He sipped at it, enjoying the sharp, tangy cold. When his eyes were more accustomed to the dimness he turned on the stool and looked toward the rear of the roadhouse again. The shapes were now people, mostly weathered-looking men who were probably local farmers. Evan wondered what this heat was doing to their land. 
Burning, cracking, drying it up so they'd have another hard year to face. His father had owned and worked land, and so he recognized these vacant, wearied faces. What the heat was doing to the earth it was also doing to these men. Cracking and withering their flesh, drawing it as tight as leather over sun-scorched bones. They drank as if trying to replace some of the fluids the sun had taken from them. 
And back there Evan saw a pyramid of beer bottles stacked on a table. Light filtered goldenly through them, and he could see a form sitting behind the bottles. He thought something about the man was familiar, and he took his mug and walked back toward him. As he neared the table a voice said, "Careful. There's a loose floor board over there. Step on it and my creation goes to hell." The voice, too, was familiar, though slightly drunk. 
Evan walked around the table. The man glanced up, beer bottles reflected in his eyeglasses. "Don't I know you from somewhere?” 
Evan asked. 
The man paused, squinting. "You're...the man who lives on McClain Terrace, aren't you? Mr. Rice?" 
"No. Evan Reid. And you're..." 
"Neely Ames." The man held out a hand and they shook. "Good to see you again. Grab a chair and sit down. Buy you a beer?" 
"I've got one, thanks." Evan pulled a chair over from another table and sat down. "Looks like you've been doing some drinking." 
"Some," Neely said. "More to do yet before this place closes. 
Hey, I don't smell like garbage, do I? Or smoke‘?" 
"Not that I can notice." 
"Good," he said. "Good. I thought I had that god damned landfill in the pores of my skin. Guess Iʼm the only one who can still smell it." He lifted a half-full beer bottle and swigged from it. "Hell of a day," he said. 
"For both of us," Evan said, and drank from his mug. "You ever find out about your friend? The one that lives across the street?" 
Demargeon's strained-to-cracking face, saying they killed Paul Keating in the night. Evan said, "No. I never did." 
"Too bad. I guess he moved away. Can't say as I blame him." 
"Why do you say that?" 
He shook his head. "Don't mind me. Sometimes this tries to do my talking for me." He motioned toward the bottles, which seemed to tremble very slightly under Evanʼs gaze. "Tell me," Neely said after another moment. "What is it about that village that keeps you there?" 
"Circumstances," Evan said, and the other man glanced over at him. "It's a nice little place; my wife and I got a very good deal on our house..." 
"Yeah, I like your house," Neely agreed. He smiled. "I haven't lived in a house for a long time .... Boarding houses, of course, but nothing I could call my own. That must be a good feeling, to have a family like that." 
"It is." 
"You know, it wasn't that I needed money so badly that I took the job in Bethany's Sin. I was driving through, and the village seemed so clean and quiet and beautiful. It seemed that if I'd kept on driving I'd never see another place like it again. Iʼm a drifter, and that's all there is to me, but I thought that if ever I was going to try to find a home, then Bethany's Sin might be the place." He lifted the bottle again. "Do you understand that?" 
"Yes. I think I do." 
"I thought I could fit in around here," Neely said. "At first I thought it might really work out. But the way those people look at me on the street, like I'm something they could grind under if they really wanted to. And that damned sheriff is the worst of them all. 
That bastard would like to break me in two." 
"I think he's just got a chip on his shoulder," Evan said. 
"Maybe." He looked into Evan's face as if recognizing something there. "You must've run into him yourself." 
"I did." 
Neely nodded. "Then you probably know what I mean." He finished his beer and then was silent for a moment, staring into the amber depths of the bottle. "Now I've decided to get out of that place," he said very quietly. 
"Why? I thought you said you liked it.' 
"I do. Are you a poker player, Mr. Reid?" 
"Just occasionally." 
He set the bottle down before him, as if deciding whether or not to risk the crashing avalanche of the pyramid. "There's a feeling you get sometimes in a game where the stakes are high, Mr. Reid. As if something is closing in on you from behind. Maybe you've played out your streak of luck, or you're getting a bad deal, or someone's a better player than you and he's letting you think you're winning until he snaps the trap shut on your throat. Thatʼs the feeling I've got now. 
Somebody's pushed the stakes up high, maybe higher than I can afford, and the final card's about to be turned. I don't know if I want to wait around to see what that card's going to be." 
“I donʼt understand what you're getting at," Evan said. 
"That's okay." Neely smiled slightly. "Nobody else would, either." When he looked at Evan again, his eyes were dark and distant, seeing shadowy forms on horse back chasing down his truck. 
"Something happened to me," he said quietly, not wanting anyone around them to hear, “out on the road near Bethany's Sin. I've been thinking about that for a long time, and every time I remember it I feel a little more afraid; I donʼt know what was going on, and I donʼt want to know; but Iʼm sure now that they would've killed me." 
Evan leaned slightly forward over the table. Bottles clinked. " 
'They'? Who are you talking about?" 
"I don't know who they were. Or what they were. But by God they didn't look human, I'll tell you that. Listen to me!" He shook his head in disgust. You must think you're sitting here with a real basket case!" 
"No," Evan said. "Please, tell me the rest of it. What did they look like?" 
"Women," Neely told him, "but not like any women I've ever seen except in my nightmares. There were maybe ten or twelve of them, and they were on horseback in the middle of the road, as if. 
they were crossing into the forest on the other side. I left here after closing—I'd had a few beers but not enough to make me hallucinate. 
Anyway, Iʼd driven right through them before I could stop, and when I slowed down to see who they were, they...attacked me." 
Evan was silent, his heartbeat thundering in his head. 
"With axes," Neely continued, his voice still low. "One of them broke the window out of my truck. Christ Almighty, I'd never seen anything like that before! I...looked into the face of one of them. I'll never forget what that thing looked like. It wanted to rip me to pieces, and if theyʼd forced me off the road well, I wouldn't be sitting here now." He paused for a moment, wiped a hand across his mouth. "Most of all, I remember that woman's eyes. 
They burned right through me; it was as if I was looking into blue flame, and by God I'll never be able to forget that." 
Evan watched him, said nothing. 
"I wasn't drunk," Neely said. "Those things were real." 
Evan let his breath hiss through his teeth. He sat back in his chair, thoughts whirling through his brain, so many things so close to locking together and revealing a dark, terrifying picture. 
"I told Wysinger," Neely said. "He almost laughed in my face. 
You're the only other person I've told." 
Evan ran a hand over his forehead. He felt fevered and shaken, unable to piece any of it together. Get out, Demargeon had said. Get out now. Now. Now. 
"I can see you think I'm crazy, too," Neely said. "Okay. Here's something else that's got me spooked." He reached into his back pocket and brought out a wadded handkerchief. He placed it on the table before him—the pyramid clink-clink-clinked—and began to straighten it out. There were tiny objects caught in the cloth. Neely lifted them out one by one, and Evan peered down at them. Neely held one up to the light; it glittered silverish and yellow. 
"What is it?" Evan asked him. 
"A tooth," Neely said, "with a filling. And these others are teeth, too, all broken to pieces.' 
Evan started to touch the tooth fragment Neely held, ` then withdrew his hand. "Where did you find those?" 
"That's what's so strange: the landfill." He turned his gaze toward Evan. "Now what in God's name are human teeth doing lying around in the landfill?" 
"No," Evan said, his voice hollow. "Youʼre wrong." 
"About what?" 
"I donʼt think...God has anything to do with it." 
Neely's eyes narrowed. "What?" 
"Nothing. Iʼm just thinking aloud." 
Neely began to wrap the tooth shards back in the handkerchief. 
"I was going to show these to Wysinger. Maybe have him check out the landfill or something, because I've got a hell of a bad feeling about it. Now I'm not so sure if I should even bother." He looked hard and long at Evan. "Hey, are you all right? Wait a minute, I'll buy you a beer." And then he was up on his feet, shoving the handkerchief back into his pocket, moving toward the bar. As he moved away from the table a floorboard squealed. The pyramid swayed right, swayed left, cutting swaths of amber light. Swayed right, swayed left. 
And broke apart like the falling of an ancient, dark starred city. 
TWENTY-ONE





SECRETS
On Friday Kay stayed home from her classes, calling Dr. Wexler to tell him she was suffering from a migraine headache. I'll be fine by Monday, she told the man, and he said he hoped she felt better soon and wished her a good weekend. 
Kay put the receiver down and lay in the bed, the curtains closed, the room darkened. She'd switched on the light a few minutes before and then hurriedly turned it off again, finding it stung her eyes. Evan and Laurie were down in the kitchen making breakfast for her; hearing them clattering around, she knew she'd have to clean up. after them later. But it was nice of them, and no matter what was burned she was going to pretend to enjoy it. 
She hadn't really lied to Dr. Wexler; her head was pounding. 
But she knew it wasn't migraine. She felt as if her nerves were trembling, felt as if an icy hand caressed her shoulders. She'd tried for weeks now to pretend that nothing was wrong, that what she was feeling inside was anxiety, that soon the anxiety would pass and she'd be the same sensible, practical Kay Reid she'd always been. 
But now she couldn't do that anymore. 
Something was happening to her that she cou1dn't explain away as anxiety or anything remotely familiar. It had begun with those strange dreams. At first she'd been an interested, if fearful, observer in them, but now, as they intensified and drew her slowly into them, she'd become a participant unable to escape. And it always seemed that she was locked within another body, one with a ragged scar on the thigh, and she viewed scenes of carnage and merciless battle through hard, slitted eyes that were not her own. She'd wanted to talk about those dreams to Evan, to tell him that fear and confusion were writhing within her, but she'd been ashamed to admit she was becoming more and more afraid of something shadowy and intangible. After all, wouldn't that be admitting that there might be something to fear in Evan's dreams as well? No. She couldn't do that. 
Evan seemed too preoccupied with something else to listen to her, anyway. In the past few days he'd eaten hardly any dinner at all; his eyes looked tired and hollow because he'd been staying up so late, watching television or trying to work downstairs in the basement. 
But Kay could have counted on both her hands the number of keys she'd heard strike paper. Those were familiar symptoms, and they were setting her nerves on edge as badly as were her nightmares. 
The one the night before had been the worst yet. She'd awakened in the gray hours with a cry of pain caught in her throat. 
Through the whorls of smoke and dust, the hordes of swarthy, black-bearded invaders had advanced, swinging blood-edged swords; archers on horse back wheeled across fallen walls and around roaring fires where corpses crackled and split. She and three comrades had fought back to back, swinging their gore-splattered axes from side to side like a ferocious, maddened fighting machine. 
She'd cleaved one of the enemy with a blow that had burst his skull into fragments, and then she'd heard a name—Oliviadre—which she'd recognized as her own, called in warning. Whirling to the side, she'd met the strike of the sword with her battle-ax and slashed the invader's hand off at the wrist. The stump had gouted blood, and it had been a simple blow to end his life. Behind her, Coliae·had fallen with an arrow in her throat; Demusa shrieked her war cry even as a blade struck her shoulder and a second blade pierced her chest; Antibre was struck in the face by a dashing sword, and even as she fell to her knees, she cleaved the head from the warrior who'd struck her down. Through the smoke the warriors came forward, shoulder to shoulder, their chests heaving. Oliviadre backed over a heap of fallen comrades, hand clenched around the handle of her weapon. 
All around burned fires of defeat: the great city, the great nation, finally trodden down beneath the boot of the destroyer. Torn bodies littered the stone pathways, and blood splattered murals of glorious, breathtaking color. 
And now Oliviadre, her gaze sliding from side to side like a cunning animal's, saw the fear in their eyes, but knew the time of her own death was fast approaching. One of the warriors, a large man both courageous and foolhardy, rushed forward, his arm coming back to fling a spear. Oliviadre shrieked in rage, felt the hot graze of the spear as she stepped quickly to the side; at once she was upon the man, striking, striking, striking. The mutilated body fell, head hanging from strings. She spat upon it and readied herself for the others. They hesitated, sensing in her the fury that had almost brought Athens to its knees over a hundred years before. A bow hissed, and an arrow flashed over the heads of the men. It struck Oliviadre in the shoulder, forcing her back a few paces. The warriors, seeing the stream of blood, pushed forward. 
Until Oliviadre's wary retreat was stopped by a firescorched, broken ruin of a wall. The warriors paused, looking for an opening. 
But Oliviadre gave them no chance. At once she screamed the chilling war cry of the eagle, and then she was leaping over the mounds of corpses onto the terrified men. She struck one down with a single blow, slashed out and saw an arm fall, still gripping a sword; a searing, burning pain at her spine; slashing, slashing, spraying red droplets across crumbling faces, slashing; volcanic pain at the back of her head; still slashing, the ax heavier now, the warriors crowding in closer as she fell to her knees; one of them lifting his sword high, and then... 
Darkness. 
Gray light. 
Morning on McClain Terrace. God, my head! Got to call Dr. 
Wexler... 
"Breakfast!" Laurie said, coming into the room with Evan close behind her, carrying a plate with bacon and eggs and a glass of orange juice on a tray. She put the tray carefully across her mother's lap. "We burned the toast up, though," Laurie said cheerily. 
"Oh, that's all right. It looks very good." 
"Don't you want a light on in here?" Evan asked her. 
"No. Please. My headʼs still aching." She reached to the night table for a bottle of Tylenol. Two tablets remained; she swallowed them with the orange juice. 
"You're not feeling any better at all?" 
She shook her head. The final image in her dream remained fixed behind her eyes: a warrior lifting his sword, muscles rippling in his arms, to strike across her skull. No. That wasn't me. That was...Oliviadre. Oliviadre was struck by that sword, not me. So why do I feel this terrible, throbbing pain? She winced and touched her forehead. 
"Does it hurt bad, Mommy?" Laurie asked. 
"Yes, it does." 
Evan picked up the empty Tylenol bottle. "I'd better drive down to the drugstore and get you another bottle of these, then." He looked at her for a moment, seeing her obvious pain in the lines around her eyes. "Do you want to see a doctor?" 
"Oh, it's not that bad," Kay said quickly. She took a tentative bite of an egg, reached for the salt shaker on the tray. "I'll be just fine." 
"You've been working too hard," Evan said. "Probably reading too much." 
"That's probably it. It'll be good for me to rest today because I've got those tests to give next week." 
"Am I going to school today?" Laurie asked. 
"No," Kay said. "Why donʼt you stay home and keep me company?" 
"But Daddy can do that!" Laurie protested. "Mrs. Omarian was going to finish her story today!" 
Kay grasped her little girl's hand. "I thought you'd want to stay home, honey. You can watch television, and go outside to play, and
—" 
"The queen!" Laurie said. "Iʼm going to miss the part about the queen!" 
Evan's eyes flickered quickly over to Kay, then back to Laurie's face again. "What queen?” 
"The real queen!" Laurie said. "The one right here in this place!" 
"In this place? What place do you mean?" 
The little girl shook her head, irritated that her father didn't understand. "Right here!" she said emphatically. "She lives in a big castle!" 
Kay began to stroke the child's hair. "Stay home with me, honey. We'll have a good time together." 
Laurie paused for a moment. “Awwwwww, I miss out on everything!" 
"Tell you what, princess," Evan said. "Why don't you drive with me over to the drugstore? Okay?" 
Another pause, and then she finally nodded. "I guess so." As they crossed the lawn to the driveway, Evan found himself staring at the Demargeon house. Nothing moved over there; the Demargeonsʼ 
car was gone. Evan, with Laurie on the seat beside him, backed the station wagon into the street and turned toward the Circle. 
"You must like Mrs. Omarian a lot," Evan said while he drove. 
"I do. She's nice." 
"Are there many others who go to the Sunshine School?" 
She nodded. "It's hot. Can I roll my window down?" 
"Sure. Go ahead." Evan came to a stop sign, slowed and stopped, looked both ways, and. then drove on, past silent houses. 
"Mrs. Omarian must tell you some good stories," he said in another moment. 
"Oh, she tells very good stories. Just to us and not to the boys, either, because she says we're special. 
"Of course you're special," Evan said. "How many little boys go to the Sunshine School?" 
"Oh...four or five. It's mostly girls like me." 
He nodded, glanced in his rearview mirror, got a quick glimpse of the museum's roof before he looked away. 
"I'd like to hear some of Mrs. Omarian's stories," he said. 
"Especially about this queen who lives in a castle." 
"Canʼt," Laurie said. "Mrs. Omarian said theyʼre just for us because we're special. She said daddies aren't supposed to know." 
"Oh," Evan said easily. "Secrets, huh?" 
"It's fun to have secrets." 
Evanʼs vision clouded over. He was only dimly aware that he was still driving through the streets of Bethany's Sin, because some other part of him stood in a corridor, surrounded by swirling dust and heat, watching a dark shape with burning eyes slowly come closer and closer to stand just before him now. A hand pierced the veil of dust, reaching out for him. Took his arm in a cold, hard grip, pulled him forward. Daddy, someone said. His heart pounded, but there was nothing he could do to resist; the thing pulled him onward, along the corridor to a huge room where others waited. Daddy! A voice, very close. The floor of rough stones, the ceiling of glass and the moon burning white in a black sky. Things with flaming, hideous eyes ringing the room. A slab of black rock in the center, and someone standing there. Daddy, please!  Laurie's voice. Kay. Kay standing there, but a...different Kay. A Kay with two faces: one half snarling, the single eye blazing blue and filled with hate; the other half screaming, eye widened in fear. Behind her, other figures, waiting. Daddy, you're...Kay lifting one arm, the hand holding a battle-ax that glowed with the same spectral power; her other hand clenched for him, the fingers trembling in a frenzy... 
"...going too fast!"  Laurie screamed, close to his ear. 
And then he jerked himself back away from the hideous place and saw the stop sign coming up fast and knew that even as he jammed on the brakes the car's momentum would carry them across and he prayed to God there would be no other cars coming into that intersection. The tires squealed, squealed, squealed. The car shuddered violently. Ahead a looming black figure, twisting aside. 
"Christ!" Evan said, gritting his teeth and easing the station wagon to a halt in the middle of the intersection. He looked to Laurie, who was shaking and biting her lip, her, eyes wide. "I'm sorry, princess," 
he said. "Christ, I'm sorry! Are you all right?" 
She nodded, her eyes darting. 
"Christ, I'm sorry," he said again. "I didn't mean to do that. I donʼt know what I was thinking." And suddenly he was aware of another presence, and eyes drilling through him. He smelled an animal smell and looked sharply to the side. 
Beside the station wagon there was a gleaming, massive-flanked black horse, nostrils wide, still nervously tossing its huge triangular head. Red fire seemed to burn in that horse's eyes. And astride the animal, riding bare back, was Kathryn Drago, her hand clenched in the horse's mane. "Steady, Joker," she was saying softly. 
"Steady. Steady." The horse jerked its head and then stood quiet while the woman stroked its neck. And then she gazed across at Evan. "That was very careless of you, ' Mr. Reid," she said coldly. 
"Y0u could've killed my horse while we were crossing the road." 
"I'm sorry," he told her. "I didn't see you there." 
“We were in full view," the woman said. "Do you make it a point to break traffic laws?" 
"My wife's not feeling well," Evan said, for lack of a better excuse. "I'm on my way to the drugstore." 
The woman continued stroking the horse's neck. The animal rumbled with pleasure and seemed calm now. "Kay's ill?" she said, her visage softening a fraction. "Is it serious?" 
"Headache," he said. "But she's staying home from school today" 
"I see." She peered through the window, beyond Evan. "Thatʼs your little girl?" 
"Yes, it is.” 
"She's very beautiful. Hello, there." 
" 'Lo," Laurie said. 
Drago's eyes moved back to Evan's. "You should be more careful. Someone could have been hurt." 
"Is that your horse?” Laurie asked her, leaning forward to peer up at her. 
"His name's Joker," Drago said. The horse's ears twitched. "I've been exercising him this morning. He's a fine horse, isnʼt he?" 
"He's so pretty!" Laurie said, the near-accident now fading into the past. "I like horses!" 
"That's good. I have twenty horses at my stables. Perhaps your mother and father will bring you to go riding someday soon." 
"Could I, Daddy?" Laurie looked to him. 
"We'll see," he said, smoothing her hair. When he looked into Drago's eyes he saw something Hash there, something quick and dark and dangerous
"I hope you'll bring her out," Drago said. "Every woman should know how to master a horse." 
"She's got time for that." 
"Indeed she does," the woman said, and smiled very slightly. 
A car's horn blew for Evan to clear the intersection. 
He said, “I'm sorry this happened, Dr. Drago. I'll take more care in the future." 
"Yes," she said. "You should." And then she expertly wheeled the horse around with one hand and her heels, and rode off in the opposite direction. Evan waved to the driver of the other car and then drove on toward the Circle. 
"She's so nice," Laurie said. "Iʼd like to go see her horses." 
Evan was silent. The Circle was ahead, with its neat little shops. 
In the center he noticed that most of the flowers had died under the extreme heat. 
And on the outskirts of Bethany's Sin, near the large welcoming sign, Neely Ames paused behind the red lawn mower to mop his face with his arm. The sun was searing him, and there was a lot more ground to cover before he'd be finished. He felt as if his eyelids were puffed from the heat, and around him trees drooped toward the earth. 
He was beginning to look forward to that special sassafras tea Mrs. 
Bartlett had ready for him almost every night now. 
It was always so cold, and made him sleep so well. 
TWENTY-TWO
WYSINGER, AFRAID, AND EVAN SEEKING
The patrol car with BETHANY'S SIN POLICE on the driver's door rolled to a halt before the massive black gate with the large D in it. 
Wysinger left the car and walked over to a speaker imbedded in the wall beside the gate; he pressed a button and waited. 
A metallic voice, female: "Yes?" 
He cleared his throat nervously. "It’s Sheriff Wysinger. I'd like to see Dr. Drago." 
"On what business?" 
"Itʼs personal." 
There was a long pause, and Wysinger shifted his stance several times. Then, "Very well. Return to your car and drive through." The speaker clicked off, and the gate came open, slowly, with the hum of concealed machinery. Wysinger did as he was told, then drove toward the house. Unease always crept into his bones like a disease when he came here; he avoided the place as much as possible, though sometimes he found it necessary to speak to Dr. Drago in person. He disliked her, even hated her, because she had money and land, because she was well-educated and had traveled so much, because she was intelligent and powerful. 
But far beyond the boundaries of his hate was a fear that now gnawed at him, slowly eating away whatever semblance of courage remained inside him, until when he reached the door to the house he would be so much walking, breathing, blood-filled jelly. He always wished he'd had a drink before he saw her; he wished he carried a pint of Beam in the glove compartment. But no. She'd smell it. Shit, she could smell the odor of a man a quarter of a mile away, couldn't she? She could smell his fear, too; he knew it, knew the way she—
and all of those others who were like she was—could sharpen her senses by releasing that strange and terrible power lying deep within her soul. 
His fears were heightened now by the fact that evening was fast falling into limitless night. Through the trees he could see the shadowy hulk of that huge house waiting ahead. His skin crawled beneath the sweat stains on his shirt. He craned his neck, scanning the sky. No moon tonight; it had waned away to blackness. God in Heaven, he thought, I dread going inside that womanʼs house! 
Stepping across her threshold was like stepping into a different, terrifying world where her word was law, over and above the laws of men. The house was dark and seemed deserted, but as Wysinger parked his car before it and walked slowly toward the door, a light came on in a front window. The door came open, and a slender young blond woman in violet robes awaited him. Wordlessly, he followed her inside, along the dim corridors with their earth·hued murals, toward the rear of the house. 
"Wait here," the woman told him when they reached a pair of gleaming oak doors. She went inside; Wysinger took off his hat, his heart already beating fast, and glanced up and down the corridor. A herd of horses, muscles straining, raced along one wall. 
The blond woman reappeared and held the door open for him. 
He moved past her into the room, and the door swung closed behind him. Instantly he felt trapped. 
He stood in Dr. Drago's study, a room of rough stone walls with a huge fireplace and ghost-eyed, life-size statues standing in the four corners. Beside a large picture window that looked out across the pasture was a highly polished walnut desk adorned with intricately carved human figures; Dr. Drago, in black robes, sat there, writing on a sheet of pale blue stationery. A single lamp burned beside her shoulder. "What do you want?" she asked coldly, without looking up. 
Wysinger approached her desk. When he got within six feet of it the woman's head came up and her eyes froze him where he was. 
"I want to...to talk to you about...the others," he said quietly. 
And carefully." 
"What about them?" 
"I hadn't said anything...before, but the hunting time's coming soon, and I..." 
Her eyes narrowed. "What have you got to do with hunting time?" 
He paused a moment, seemed about to give way. “It's not safe," 
he said. "That workman, Ames, saw them on the King's Bridge Road. He's the only one who ever saw them and lived. They attacked him too close to the village. I don't like that." 
She was silent. She put down her pen and folded her hands before her. "I'm not concerned with what you do or don't like, Wysinger. It's of no importance." 
"Yes it is, by God!" he said, his voice whipping out of control. 
"I've had to deal before with state police nosin' around here looking for people! Somebody finds another truck or another body out in the woods near the village, they're going to start putting it together!" 
"As you did?" 
"Like I did!" Wysinger said. "I took a real personal interest in it because I found the first ones, the Fletchers; but somebody else, some smart son of a bitchin' trooper, is going to put it together sometime too!" 
"That's part of your job," Drago said quietly. "To keep them away." 
"Sure, I know that's my job, but if there's too many questions, I won't be able to handle the situation." 
"What are you suggesting?" 
He took a deep breath. "Keep them off the King's Bridge Road. 
Keep them off all the country roads. Let them do their hunting in the woods, or on the back roads, far away from the village." 
"I was unaware that the workman was involved," Drago said. 
"He was chosen for a purpose, not for the pleasure of the others." 
"I don't care what happens to that little bastard, but he saw them and can describe them. And he's been spending time up at the Cock's Crow, probably shooting his mouth off to anybody who'll listen." 
"No one will believe him." 
"I wouldn't be so certain about that," Wysinger said. "From what I hear, someone else has been asking a hell of a lot of questions about the museum and—" 
"Yes," Drago said. "I know. Mr. Reid." 
"He may know something," Wysinger said. "If he does, what's going to happen?" 
Drago's eyes glittered. "Patience," she said. “Mr. Reid is a curious man, but he's groping in the dark." 
"I think you ought to get rid of him," Wysinger said. 
"I'll decide that!" Drago said sharply. "When the time is right. 
Mrs. Reid is undergoing the transformation now. Soon she'll be ready for the rite, but until that time she'll be unstable, slipping back and forth from what she is to what she will be. Killing her husband now would be...unwise." 
Wysinger ran a hand over his face. "He's dangerous. He's asking too many questions." 
"Mr. Reid is being taken care of. Mrs. Hunt satisfied his curiosity about the museum, and Mrs. Giles gave him a perfect story about"—she smiled slightly—"Bethany's Sin. Did you know that Mr. 
Reid was a military man? He served in the Marines. That makes him a much more interesting opponent." 
"That manʼs trouble," Wysinger persisted. "I found him hammering at the museum door one day, like he was in...a damned trance or something." 
"Strange," the woman said, darkness lying in the hollows of her eyes. "Several days ago he ran a stop sign and almost struck my horse. I caught a glimpse of his eyes through the windshield. They were...distant, unfocused. A trance? Interesting. Very interesting.” 
She picked up her pen and tapped it several times on the blotter before her. "Perhaps there's more to Mr. Reid than I've suspected." 
She raised her eyes to the man before her. "I'll take your suggestion into consideration. Now leave." 
He nodded and turned toward the door, his heart still beating fast; no matter what the damned bitch decided, he thought, he'd be glad to get behind the safety of his own walls tonight. 
"Wysinger," Drago said. The man shivered involuntarily and looked back. "We have two new arrivals in the village. Mrs. Jensen and Mrs. Berryman had baby girls last week at the clinic. Mrs. 
Gresham had a baby boy on Wednesday night; I want you to look in on Mr. Gresham from time to time to make certain...everything remains in control. Now you may go.” She returned to her correspondence
In the police car, with his hat back on his head and his heartbeat slowly returning to normal, Wysinger drove along the road to the gate, waited for it to swing slowly open, then turned toward Bethany's Sin. In his rearview mirror he saw that gate begin to close again, like a barrier between worlds. He breathed an almost audible sigh of relief at getting away from that damned place. Of course Dr. 
Drago paid him well, and had given him the house on Deer Cross Lane, but he knew all too well that she could easily have him killed. 
And God, what a horrible way to die that would be! Like Paul Keating, or like any of the dozens of others. Like the Fletchers, mutilated in the gray dawn hours just before they were going to sit down for breakfast. They voted him in as sheriff term after term, but he knew that in their hearts they despised him; he knew that in their hearts they wished they could get their hands on him and tear him into grisly, dripping pieces. That scrapbook of murders had become a good insurance policy. Now, if he sensed any threat, he could seal it up and hide it somewhere safe, maybe in a Johnstown bus locker, even; or he could send it to his cousin Hal in Wisconsin, with strict orders not to open it unless something happened to him. That way he'd have an edge over them. He wondered what they'd do if that scrapbook were found. Kill him? No, probably not. They needed him for the sake of appearances. All's well in Bethany's Sin; no dark deeds in this village. Bullshit. 
Night had fallen over the village. Stars glittered in the sky. No moon tonight. No moon. Thank God. He was approaching the Gresham house; it was dark, but he knew Mr. Gresham sat inside, staring at a wall or ceiling. There would be an empty bottle on the floor beside him, and the television or the radio would be on, filling those rooms with phantom figures, phantom voices. Mr. Gresham would be drunkenly mourning the death of his infant son. Perhaps contemplating suicide? No. Gresham didn't have the courage. 
Wysinger left the Gresham house behind. Suddenly a pair of headlights rounded a curve and passed him, fast but within the posted speed limit. He watched the red taillights recede in his rearview mirror, then disappear, A station wagon? Whose? Except for that car the streets of Bethany's Sin were deserted; in the forest the insects began to whine, louder and louder, and the heat had already settled to ground level, like a steaming fog. Wysinger turned onto Deer Cross Lane, then into the driveway of his house. For him the day was over. 
But for Evan the most important part of it lay ahead. He was on his way out of Bethany's Sin, past the Drago property, and along Highway 219 toward Whittington where Dr. Blackburn was expecting him. He'd almost called the man to postpone their conversation because Kay wasn't feeling very well, but he'd decided that talking to Blackburn was vital. Kay had missed two more days of school; that disturbed him deeply because it wasn't like her to take time off from work. She certainly wasn't a hypochondriac, nor was she especially prone to illnesses barring an occasional bout with the flu. But now she was staying in bed most of the time, eating very little and practically living on those damned Tylenols. Evan wanted her to go to the Mabry Clinic for a checkup, but she said she didn't have time right now, she'd do it as soon as the term ended. It seemed to Evan that in just the last couple of days her face had begun to change; she'd paled, and purplish shadows had crept beneath her eyes and into the hollows of her cheeks. At night she cried out in her sleep but refused to talk about what was haunting her. Evan had brought her some vitamins from the drug store, thinking that perhaps she wasn't eating well enough, but those bottles sat unopened in the bathroom medicine cabinet. He felt ineffectual, helplessly watching his wife...yes, waste away before his eyes. She'd been sleeping when he'd left home for Whittington. 
Evan found 114 Morgan Lane in the quiet little community of Whittington; Blackburn's house was smaller than his own, of weathered red brick with a white picket fence. When Evan rang the doorbell a dog began to bark inside. Blackburn's voice, nearing the door, said, Be quiet, Hercules!” and the dog stopped. The door opened and Blackburn, in jeans and a casual pullover shirt, smiled and said, "Come on in!' 
The house was decorated well, if inexpensively; in the living room were a brown plaid sofa and a couple of chairs, a dark gold carpet, a glass-topped table with National Geographic s and Smithsonian magazines arranged on it. Christie, also in casual clothes, looked up from the sofa and smiled; at Evan's feet a small brown bulldog sniffed, sniffed, sniffed. 
"Good to see you again," Blackburn said, shaking Evan's hand. 
"Here you go. Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink? A beer, maybe?" 
He sat in one of the chairs. "No, thank you." 
"We've got wine," Christie said. "Boone's Farm." 
"That sounds good." 
"Fine. Doug, do you want a glass?" She rose from the sofa. 
"A small one." Christie left the room, and Blackburn took her place on the sofa; the bulldog jumped up beside him, still eyeing the stranger. "Well," he said, "how are things in Bethany's Sin?" 
"It's still there," Evan said. "Other than that..." He shrugged. 
Blackburn stroked the bulldog's back, and it stretched out lazily. 
"You can see what goes on in Whittington. Seven o'clock and lights out, by municipal decree. No, really, it's a nice little place. Christie and I prefer peace and quiet. And Hercules does, too." He scratched the dog's head. 
Christie came with a strawberry wine; Evan took a glass from her, and she settled herself on the other side of her husband. "I'm sorry your wife couldn't come with you, Mr. Reid. I'd like to see her again." 
"She's not feeling too well these days." 
"Oh, that's too bad," Christie said. "What is it? A virus or something?" 
He sipped at the wine. "To tell you the truth, I don't know what it is. I think perhaps she's overworking." That lie stung him. 
"Probably so," Blackburn said. “This is her first term; I suppose she's breaking her back to do a good job." 
"Yes," Evan said, "I guess that's it." 
Blackburn drank from his glass and then put it down on the table before him. He reached into his shirt pocket for that briar pipe and began to fill it from a tobacco pouch. "Now," he said after he'd gotten it lit, "what exactly's on your mind? I'll tell you, you sounded very anxious over the phone. And concerned. I hope I can help you with whatever your problem is." 
"I hope you can, too." Evan leaned forward slightly. "At Dr. 
Drago;s party you and she...well, you got into an argument over her museum exhibit. I didn't quite understand what was going on, but I saw clearly how disturbed Dr. Drago was. Since then, I've been through the museum myself; I've seen the artifacts from Themiscrya and now I have a question." 
"Shoot," Blackburn said. 
"Why all the disagreement between you and her over a three-thousand-year-old farming community?" 
Blackburn stared at him, blinked, smiled slightly. Then the smile broadened. "Oh, come on! Who told you Themiscrya was a farming community? Not Dr. Drago herself, surely!" 
"No. A woman at the museum, a member of the historical society." 
"I don't understand that," Blackburn said, his brow knitting. 
"Maybe some of those ladies in that so-called society have got some common sense after all." 
Evan shook his head., "I'm afraid I don't understand what you mean." 
"Since l965," Blackburn said, a wreath of pipe smoke above his head, "Kathryn Drago has maintained that the city of Thermiscrya was the capital of the Amazon nation. A center of warfare, not a damned settlement of farmers!" 
"Amazons?" Evan smiled slightly. "Like Wonder Woman?” 
"No." Surprisingly, Blackburn's voice was grave. "Thatʼs pure fiction, and ludicrous at that. The Amazons were glorified in Greek mythology; if they ever existed—and that's a huge if—they were bloodthirsty female killers who looked upon battle as recreation. 
Men were their sworn enemies; those they didn't slaughter on the battlefields, they mutilated and kept as sexual slaves—" 
“Wait a minute!” Evan said. That word had thudded into him with the force of a blow, ripping the smile off his face and exposing the raw nerves beneath. "What do you mean ‘mutilated'?" 
"Crippled them in some way. They held the barbaric belief that cutting off an arm or a leg would strengthen the male's sexual organs. Of course, they didn't particularly crave the attentions of men, but they needed female babies to keep their tribe strong. 
Usually the Amazons slaughtered the men after they weren't needed any longer." He paused for a moment, seeing something odd in Evan's eyes. "Is something wrong?" he asked. 
"No," Evan said. "Nothing's wrong." Silhouette behind a curtain. Reaching for a hand that wasn't there. Legs falling away from a torso. Nothings wrong nothings wrong.... 
"Mythologically," Blackburn was saying, "Dr. Drago's correct. 
Throughout the fables that have come down from the Greeks, the city of Themiscrya was a massive Amazon fortress, from which the female warriors planned their marches on the Greek state. 
Realistically, it just simply wasn't the case, much as it would thrill me and countless other mythologists if it were. Oh, Themiscrya existed, all right; that's a historical fact. The Romans attacked and destroyed the city in 72 B.C., but no Amazons were found in the ruins. Only men. So..." 
"What about the earlier inhabitants of Themiscrya?" Evan asked. "The ones those artifacts in the museum belonged to?" 
“Ah!" Blackburn said, the pipe clenched in his teeth now. 
"That's where it gets a little tricky. Historians don't really know that much about the beginnings of Themiscrya; that's why Dr. Drago's finds were so important. Since 1965 a picture of the early Themiscryan civilization has been slowly emerging: they were a warlike culture who raised horses and some staple crops, and who worshiped the deities Ares and Artemis. There's evidence in some remaining wall paintings that it was at one time a very beautiful, well-planned city. But somewhere through the ages it gradually began to decay, as most cities did and still do; when the Romans attacked, there probably wasn't much left of it." 
"And there's no evidence at all to support Dr. Drago's belief?" 
Blackburn smiled. "Inconclusive evidence. And that's not good enough." 
"Such as?" 
"Pottery adorned with Amazon-like figures. Fragments of wall paintings showing figures that might be female warriors standing over their fallen foes. That sort of thing. But at that time, you see, the Amazon legend was very popular; a great many sculptors and painters of the period used them as subjects. Amazons popped up on drinking cups, vases, pots and pans, even the Parthenon. So why shouldn't they be depicted at Themiscrya as well? But Dr. Drago found something that's made the historians wonder a little bit. She crawled through a tunnel of fallen rock into a cavern, and there she found a primitive statue of Artemis over an altar of black stone. This Artemis was covered. with what were clearly female breasts. Dozens of them." 
Evan raised an eyebrow. 
"There's speculation among mythologists, mostly unfounded, that the Amazons may have seared off their right breasts with either a heated sword or some kind of branding-iron-like thing. It was done as a test of courage and as a sacrifice to the goddess. Also, some say, the right breast might have interfered with the drawing back of the bowstring." He traced a star on the right side of his chest. "Scar's supposed to have looked like that. That statue's over at the museum in Bethany's Sin. didn't you see it?" 
Evan shook his head, remembering a black door that ·cut off his progress. Remembering a black altar stone in a vision, and women waiting. 
"One interesting thing," Blackburn said as he struck another match to his pipe. "Themiscrya was rumored to be haunted." 
Evan locked eyes with the other man. "Haunted?" 
"Right." The tobacco fired; he exhaled smoke. "There was a village called Caraminya near the dig site; from what I've gathered, the villagers thought the area's earthquakes were caused by the wrath of the slain Amazons. Soon after the excavations began, some of the Caraminya women...went off the deep end, I guess you'd say." 
"How?" 
"Tried to kill their husbands, ranted and raved in a language nobody could understand. Anyway, Caraminya isn't there anymore. 
After the quake of 'sixty-live, and after Themiscrya began to reappear out of the earth, those villagers packed up their belongings and left." 
"This cavern that Dr. Drago found," Evan said quietly. "What else was in it?" 
"Scorched statues. Evidence that a huge fire had burned there at one time. A lot of ashes; mounds and mounds of ashes that everyone at first thought were only dust. That cavern had been closed up for God knows how long; the quake broke it open again." 
Evan sipped thoughtfully at his wine. "Ashes? Of what?" 
"Bones," Blackburn replied, watching Evanʼs eyes. "The cavern had been used as a huge funeral pyre, ages ago. The historians are still working on that one." 
Evan ran a hand across his forehead, finished his wine, set the glass aside. 
"Would you like more, Mr. Reid?" Christie asked. Evan shook his head. 
"Now, how about explaining to me what this is all about?" 
Blackburn asked. 
Careful, Evan cautioned himself. Careful. "Do you believe the Amazons ever existed?" he asked the man. "Anywhere?" 
Blackburn smiled again, but the smile wasn't reflected in his eyes. "If you want to believe, then yes, they did exist. Homer says they did. Arrian says they did. Herodotus does, too. Historical records say Amazons attacked and almost overcame the city of Athens around 1256 B.C. The last great Amazon queen, Penthesilea, is supposed to have been killed by Achilles at Troy. And Troy did exist. Who knows? The only thing that endures is the legend—of wild, cunning female fighters who came out of the mists and returned to the mists. But imagine if you can, Mr. Reid, hearing across the plain of battle the long and fierce war cry that would freeze the marrow in your bones; in the distance you could see the dust boiling as their horses approached, and long before they reached your ranks, the skies would sizzle with arrows. Then it would be hand-to-hand combat, sword and spear against the bipennis, the Amazonian double-bladed battle-ax; their horses would twist aside from spear thrusts, or a bipennis would shatter the arm that gripped a blade. And during the terrible din of bloodletting, their eyes would be wild and shining; their senses would sing with the stimulation and tumult of war, as necessary for them as breathing. There would be no end to the fighting until the last man had been beheaded or dragged back to camp to be mutilated. That would be a horrifying way to die, Mr. Reid; and I thank God that, if the Amazons did live, our destinies never met." He raised his wineglass, drank, returned it to the table. 
Evan rose from his chair. There seemed to be an abyss inside him, somewhere between the soul and the physical body; within that cold darkness, terror churned, about to break free and flood like bile from his lips. He moved toward the door. 
Blackburn stood up. "Youʼre not leaving, are you? I imagine there's most of a bottle of Boone's Farm left." 
"I've got to go," Evan said; he placed his hand on the doorknob. 
"You know, I still don't understand what's going on," Blackburn said. "I assume you're not going to tell me?" 
"What happened to the male babies?" Evan asked him. "Surely some of the Amazons did have baby boys?' 
"Of course." Blackburn took the pipe from between his teeth and examined Evan's face, not certain precisely what he was seeing. 
"That couldn't be helped. The Amazons kept some of the males, to be used as breeding stock later on. Most of the male infants they killed. Why are you so interested in the Amazon civilization? I want to know." 
"Sometime I'll tell you. For now, let's just chalk it up to curiosity." Evan opened the door; stale heat waited to embrace him. 
Hercules yipped once, twice, and Christie put a hand on him to quiet him. "Thanks for having me over," Evan said. "And thanks for the wine." 
"Bring Mrs. Reid next time," Christie said. 
"Yes, I will. Good night." 
"Good night," Blackburn said. 
Evan drove toward Bethany's Sin, his mind working furiously, sheering away from the terrible truth, but always, always coming back because there was no other way out of the labyrinth. 
And at the Reid house on McClain Terrace the thing moved in the dark, down the stairs, through the den, toward the kitchen. Where the knives were. It could smell the fetid stench of man in these rooms; the man this pitifully weak woman named Kay lived with, slept with, allowed to touch this mansion of flesh. The girl-child, sleeping upstairs. A sheet wadded under the door to jam it shut and muffle noise. The thing moved into the kitchen, senses tingling. 
Almost able to see in the dark. Almost. Glasses, dishes stacked on the counter next to the sink. An arm swept through them, scattering most of them to the floor. Opening drawers, wrenching them out, spilling their contents. And then it found what it sought. A large bladed butcher knife, hardly used. The blade was so keen it drew a thread of blood from a testing finger. 
In the darkness the thing waited for the man to come home, as the cheery yellow kitchen clock showed three minutes into August. 
IV





AUGUST
TWENTY-THREE







HOME
From the blackness shadow-shapes slowly materialized. Headlights gleamed briefly off windows, awakening the squat, heavy-lidded, unnamable, malignant creatures lying indolent on their jealousy guarded square plots of lawn. As Evan swept past those houses he wasn't altogether certain the eyes of the beasts didn't shift in their wooden and brick frames to follow him; when he glanced quickly into his rearview mirror, he saw that the blackness had swelled again, midnight currents engulfing Bethany's Sin. 
He switched on the radio, searched for stations. Rock music, Mick Jagger's snarl rising and then fading away into static; soft piano playing "Moon River"; a woman breathily talking about the action at Jimmy K's in Johnstown; crackles and shrill static from the real world beyond the boundaries of the village. Dear God, Evan said suddenly, afraid that something inside him was about to give way as if he stood on flooring that could hardly bear the strain of more weight. He ran a hand across his face. Dear God. Oh Christ oh God in Heaven. Fear and disbelief ran through him, almost splitting him apart. Dark Bethany's Sin streets. Dark Bethany's Sin houses. 
Dark Bethany's Sin forest. Blending, merging into one greater darkness, lapping at the windows of they station wagon, trying to get in at him. 
By the time he reached silent McClain Terrace, the full weight of the terror had clamped itself to his back like some huge, venom-dripping spider. That he and Kay and Laurie had stumbled into the nest of some unholy, murderous Amazon-like cult. He turned into his driveway, stopped the car, switched off the radio and the headlights, then sat still for a few minutes, gathering his thoughts together as best he could while the heat slithered in around him. Was this what his premonitions had been warning him of, he wondered, ever since the first day they'd arrived here? That the evil in Bethany's Sin was centered around the museum·with its remnants of long-dead Themiscrya? Or was there something even more incredibly terrible yet to come? He shivered suddenly, felt his mind slip out of control for an instant. Am I going crazy? He asked himself. No. lʼm all right. 
I'm all right. But I've got to get Kay and Laurie out of here. And I've got to be very careful. He took the keys out of the ignition, left the car. 
He unlocked the front door and, stepping inside, switched on the light in the entrance foyer. Shadows scuttled. Was there anything to drink in the house? Yes. Beer in the refrigerator. He turned on the living-room light on his way to the kitchen, stopped in the kitchen doorway, stepped forward, stopped, stepped forward, like a marionette pulled on by strings held by claw-nailed hands. His shoes crunched on fragments of broken glass and dishes. He reached for the light switch, then paused and dropped his hand; his heart had begun to beat faster, and the cold noose of uncertainty had dropped around his throat. Had Kay been up since he'd left, and had there been an accident here in the kitchen? He stood looking around at the breakage, his back to the pantry door. 
Could these dishes have slid off the counter by themselves? he wondered. The house was so quiet; unnervingly so. It was a quiet not of peace but of events hanging in time by a slowly unraveling thread. 
Evan pushed some of the glass fragments out of the center of the door with his shoe. Then, the beer forgotten, he retraced his way back through the living room, turned off the light, and climbed the stairs; one of them squealed beneath his weight. 
Both bedroom doors were closed. Moving in the dark, Evan opened the door to the master bedroom and slipped in. 
Table shape. Lamp shape. Bed shape. And in the bed the hills and valleys of Kay's body in the sheets; she was lying on her left side, facing away from him. He could see the darkness of her hair fanned across the pillow. Wake her, he told himself. Wake her and tell her everything you suspect and take her and Laurie out of this godforsaken place. Wake her now. Now. Now. His hand moved toward the hill of her shoulder. No. Wait. She'll think you've lost your mind; she'll think you're drunk or you're raving or that finally the threads of your fragile sanity have snapped. Goddamn it wake
her now this may be your last chance!  He hesitated. No. Not tonight. 
In the morning. In the morning I'll tell her, and maybe, just maybe, I can make her understand we've got to get out of here. 
Evan undressed in silence, put on his pajamas, slid into bed beside his wife; through her back he could feel her heartbeat, strong and steady. For a while he stared at the ceiling, seeing the eyes of Harris Demargeon hanging faceless above him, and to escape that vision he closed his own eyes and sought sleep. 
The slow shifting of weight on the bed. An inch at a time. 
Something leaped behind Evan's eyelids, trembling with fire. 
Like the sudden reflection of light on the blade of a knife. 
Evan's eyes came open. 
And he could see the faint outline of his wife standing over him. He lifted his head, started to ask her what was wrong. But found no voice. 
For in Kay's face tendrils of blue flame burned in a terrible, unblinking gaze. In that searing instant Evan knew that the woman-thing before him was no longer truly Kay. 
She shrieked—a cry that rattled the window glass and ripped at Evan's soul-and drove down with a knife she'd raised high above her head. As Evan leaped to one side, the nerves in his shoulder and back cringed; the knife plunged into the pillow where his head had been, the tearing of cloth electric, filling the room. Evan had rolled to the floor, was now rising to a crouch, moving backward. The Kay-thing turned her head, eyes piercing him; she ripped the knife through the pillow, lifted it again, and came for him, her breathing harsh now, and rapid. 
“Kay!"  Evan screamed. "What in Godʼs name are you...?" 
And then she leaped forward, was almost upon him before he could even think to grasp for the doorknob. The knife glinted, swung for his face in a vicious, hissing arc. As Evan jerked his head back, he felt a hot, grazing pain just above his left eyebrow. She came forward, snarling like an animal, quickly adjusting her grip so she could stab with the blade. He realized she was backing him away from the door, and blind panic surged through him. 
"Kay!"  he shouted at her , but those eyes, those eyes, those terrible, unblinking, flaming eyes scorching him with utter hatred. 
Not Kay, no. Something else. Not even human. Something beyond the black door of nightmares. A wetness, collecting in his eyebrow. 
Streaming down. He wiped it out of his eye. When he did, she leaped forward again, her hand darting in with the speed of a cobra, the fang of the knife yearning for his blood. He twisted aside, felt the metal rake his ribs. The Kay-thing's free hand whipped out, clutched him around the throat, and began to squeeze with a power he'd never imagined could harbored within that body; he gripped her wrist, tried to struggle free. The knife rose, a cold glimmer of stainless steel in the darkness. Fingers dug into Evan's throat, and now he found breathing difficult. He balled up his fist to strike her in the face; the knife rose, rose; his knuckles whitened; knife blade gleamed. Strike
her!  No. Strike her!  No. Strike her...! 
The knife reached its zenith. Arm trembled slightly, gathering strength for a blow that would drive the blade through his heart. 
Something pounding. Pounding. Pounding. "Mommy?" Laurie's voice from behind her bedroom door. "Mommy? Daddy?" The tremor of panic, of tears about to break. 
The knife hesitated. Strike her this is not Kay this is something
within her body but not her dear God not her dear God not her... 
His fist came forward almost involuntarily. He struck her on the cheekbone and her head rocked back, but still the eyes did not blink; her fingers loosened a fraction, and then Evan struck again, hammering into the crook of her arm, fighting his way out of the grip that had almost crushed his windpipe. The knife whistled down for him, missing by inches; she shrieked again, a bloodcurdling, savage shriek, and before the next blow came, Evan had picked up a chair, holding the legs out to ward her off. 
"Mommy!"  Laurie screamed. "Daddy open the door!' 
As the Kay-thing reared back to strike again, a guttural growl rumbling from her throat, Evan thrust forward with the chair. It caught her off-balance, staggered her; something ripped, and the knife blade tore through the cushion of the chair toward Evan's face. 
He pushed against her with all his strength, shoulder muscles cracking. She slipped, the folds of her nightgown flying around her, and went down in a corner, her head slamming hard against the wall. 
Evan threw the chair aside, the knife still piercing it, and spun toward the light switch. 
Clicked it on. Blinding light. "Daddy!"  Laurie was almost hoarse now. "Daddy please let me out let me out!" 
In the corner, Kay lay with her eyes closed, her face as pale and drawn as that of a corpse. She seemed to be laboring to breathe; her chest was heaving, and beads of perspiration clung to her face. He bent over her carefully and felt for her pulse. It was racing. A drop of blood splattered down onto her chest. Followed by another. Evan put a hand to the cut above his eye to stop the bleeding; the blood trickled in a thin line between Kay's breasts. Her head lolled to one side, and Evan could see the eyes moving quickly back and forth behind the lids. He shook her for a moment, trying to wake her, but she was unresponsive. He stepped across the chair toward the telephone on the night table, paged quickly through the phone book. 
What's that doctor's name? Myers? No. Mabry. Hurry. Hurry. Laurie sobbed across the hall. He found the listing: Mabry, Eleanor, physician. Two numbers: home and office. Blood drops on the page. 
He chose the home number, misdialed, tried it again. Kay moaned softly from the corner. 
The doctor was alert when she answered. Evan, trying to keep his voice calm, told her who he was and where he was calling from, and that his wife had had an accident. Dr. Mabry asked for no other details. She said she'd be there in fifteen minutes. 
Evan mopped at his forehead with his pajama shirt tail, pulled the knife out of the chair, and laid it on the bed, out of Kay's reach; he put the chair back where it had been, and then he crossed the hall, finding Laurieʼs door jammed. When he wrenched that wadded-up sheet out, the child leaped into his arms. "I couldn't get out," she sobbed. "I heard something awful I heard you shouting Mommy's name and I couldn't get out cause the door was stuck!" 
"Shhhhhh," he whispered, holding her close, feeling the tiny heart beating in her chest. "Everything's all right." 
She drew back, looked at him, saw the blood. New tears welled, and her lower lip trembled. 
"Daddy hit his head," Evan told her quietly. "I had another one of those old nightmares. You know, the kind I always have? And I bumped my head on the night table. It's just a little scrape" 
"Where's Mommy?" She tried to look over his shoulder. 
"She's in the bathroom getting a Band-Aid for my hurt. A doctor's going to be coming here in a few minutes to look at me." He peered into his daughter's eyes, tried to keep his own gaze steady. 
"Now. Will you do something for me?" 
"Is Mommy all right?" 
"Sure she is. But you know how she gets mad at me for having those dreams. I want you to go downstairs in the den and stay there until the doctor leaves. Will you do that for me?" 
She paused, wiped away tears, finally nodded. 
"Good. I think there are some cookies down in the kitchen, and some Kool-Aid. I don't think your mom would mind if you had some. Go on, now." He waited until she went reluctantly down the stairs; the lights came on in the den. Evan turned away; in the master bedroom Kay was still lying where she'd been, moaning very softy. 
Dr. Mabry was a slender, fiftyish woman with slightly disarrayed gray hair and a high, heavily lined forehead. As Evan led her quickly up the stairs, her hazel eyes moved behind thick-lensed eyeglasses like fish in watery bowls. "In here," Evan said, leading her into the bedroom. 
She looked down at Kay and saw the knife on the bed; she put her medical bag on the night table and popped it open. "What happened here?" she asked, in a cool, evenly modulated voice. 
"My wife's been having some strange dreams lately," Evan said, his hand still pressed to his wound. It had stopped bleeding, and blood was crusted in his eyebrow. 
"I think I must've disturbed her during one of them, and she...attacked me. I don't think she knew what she was doing." 
"Does your wife always sleep with a knife in her bed?" 
Evan was silent. Dr. Mabry took a stethoscope from her bag and listened to different places on Kay's chest for a moment; she carefully moved Kayʼs hand to the side and felt through her hair. 
"Nasty bump there," she said softly. "And what's this?" She placed a finger alongside the purpling bruise on her cheekbone. 
"I had to defend myself." 
"I see. How has your wife been feeling lately, generally speaking?" 
"Tired. She's hardly been eating at all; I can tell she's losing weight, and she doesn't sleep very well anymore." 
Kay trembled, moaned. 
Dr. Mabry reached quickly into her bag, brought out an ampul and snapped it open under Kay's nose; Evan smelled the aroma of ammonia. Kayʼs eyelids fluttered, and she shook her head from side to side. "She'll come around now," Dr. Mabry said. 
"I know this looks bad," Evan said, "but Iʼd prefer that you not tell Sheriff Wysinger.ʼ
"I have no intention of telling him anything," the woman said, lifting first Kay's right eyelid, then her left. White rolling to blue. 
Kay moaned again, louder now, and gradually her eyes opened, squeezing tears from the corners. She struggled up, winced, and felt at the back of her head. "Oh, God, I'm hurt," she said. "I'm going to be sick. Iʼm going to—" 
"Mr. Reid," Dr. Mabry said, "I want you to go down stairs to your kitchen and boil some water. Pour the hot water into a cup and bring it back up for us, will you?" 
He left them and did as the woman asked, telling Laurie downstairs that everything was just fine, but he saw all too clearly that she didn't believe him. When he returned to the bedroom he smelled the reek of vomit; Kay had thrown up into the toilet, and Dr. 
Mabry was saying softly, like a mother to a child, "There, there. 
Now youʼll be fine. Are you feeling better now?ʼ
"My head," Kay muttered, wiping her face with a wet washcloth. "My head is hurting." 
"Here's your hot water," Evan said. 
"Fine. Put it down out there, will you?" 
Dr. Mabry led Kay, looking paler and more feeble than ever, back to the bed. Kay lay her head gingerly on the pillow. She was still trembling, and Evan wasn't certain yet that she really knew where she was or what happened. Dr. Mabry reached into the bottom of medical bag and brought out an amber-colored, unlabled bottle. 
She unscrewed the cap and poured into the hot water what looked like a mixture of honey and herbs; it had a sweetish smell to it, and bits of herbs floated on the top. "I want you to drink this," Dr. Mabry said, offering the cup to Kay. 
"What's in that?" Evan asked her. 
"It's a home remedy," Dr. Mabry replied without looking at him. 
"Something to calm her nerves. That's right, dear. Drink it all down. 
finish the last of it." 
Kay did. The doctor took the cup back and laid it aside. "How do you feel now?" 
"Funny. Still a little sick. Where's my husband?" Kay gazed into Dr. Mabry's eyes as if she didn't Evan was in the room. 
"Here, Kay. I'm right here." He sat beside her and took her hand. Cold. Pulse still fast, but gradually slowing. 
"What happened to your head?" she asked him, lifting a finger to touch his eyebrow. "Thats blood!" 
"Mr. Reid." Dr. Mabry rose to her feet, snapped her medical bag closed. "I'd like to talk with you in the hall, please." 
"What's wrong with my wife?" Evan asked the doctor quietly when the bedroom door was shut behind them. She doesn't seem to remember anything of what happened." 
"I believe she's in a mild state of shock; there's disorientation due to that blow to her head. But to be perfectly honest with you, I'm not certain what her overall condition is. She seems to be relatively healthy, and yet you say her appetite's fallen off, she's tired and doesn't sleep well. I'd like to do some tests on your wife at my clinic. 
Starting tomorrow morning." 
"What kinds of tests?" 
"Blood, urine, cardiogram. And electroencephalogram." 
"Her brain? Do you think something's wrong with her—" 
"Iʼd like to find out," Dr. Mabry said. "As quickly as possible. 
Can you bring her to the clinic in the morning? Around nine?" 
No, Evan thought. I want to take my wife and child and get out of this place in the morning. 
"Her condition may be serious," Dr. Mabry said, her voice cool but emphatic. "There's a possibility she might have to stay at the clinic for several days." 
"I donʼt know..." Evan said. 
"If it's a question of payment..." 
"It's not!" he said sharply. No. Hold on. Hold on. Kay's sick; she's really sick after all. He paused for a moment; Dr; Mabry watched him. A thought sizzled in his brain: Theyʼll come for you in the night. He tore it out of himself, as if it were diseased tissue. 
Nodded. "I'll bring her in the morning." 
For the first time the hint of a smile flickered across her face. 
·"That's the wise thing to do. Your wife will be sleeping soon. I'll find my own way out. Oh"—she paused, popped open her bag again, and brought out an adhesive bandage—"this is for your forehead; I can tell just by looking that it's a graze. No stitches necessary. You might clean it with alcohol and then put this bandage on, though." 
And then she'd turned from him and was making her way down the stairs. The front door opened, closed. 
In the bedroom Evan sat down beside Kay; she was on the verge of slumber now, her eyelids heavy. Evan grasped her hand and held it. "Kay?" he said softly. "Can you hear me?" 
She stirred; her eyes were half·open. "Sleepy..." she whispered. 
"When I came in, when I climbed into bed with you, I think you were dreaming again. Do you remember if you were? And what it was about?" 
"Can't," she whispered. 
"Try. Please. It's important." 
"No." She winced, shook her head. "Terrible.” 
"Just relax. Think, now, and try to remember." 
"My head hurts." She tried to lift her hand toward her face, but the hand fell to her side before she could. Her eyelids squeezed close very tightly, as if dark things were surfacing inside her that were tearing her to pieces. "I couldn't get out," she whispered. "She wouldn't let me out." 
"Out? Who wouldn't let you out?" He leaned forward to hear. 
"Her. Oliviadre. Her. Because I was her, and she was me. And she had me and wouldn't let me out." 
“Oliviadre? Kay, what are you talking about?" 
"My dreams. That's who I a, in my dreams." She was quiet for a long time, and Evan thought she'd fallen asleep. But then her lips moved again. "Oliviadre is me, and I am her. And this time she wouldn't let me come back." Her eyelids squeezed. Wetness at the corners. "I was alone in the dark, and I couldn't...get back to here because...she's too strong now." Wetness thickening. 
"Were you dreaming again?" he asked her; out of the corner of his eye he saw Laurie standing at the door.. 
"Yes. Oliviadre was...dead, and those men those men dragged her body by the hair where they dragged the bodies of the others. 
Sleep. I want to sleep." 
Tears broke. 
"What men?" 
"The ones with swords. The awful ones. They dragged Oliviadre and...left her on the heap of corpses. And then they... set fire to us and we burned and I felt us all burning." The tears trickled slowly down her cheeks. "But after we were burned to bones, and after our bones were...burned, too, we lived...we lived still..." 
"Kay?" Evan whispered. 
“But we were in darkness." Her voice had dwindled to a sigh. 
"All of us like wisps of smoke, still there, waiting. Waiting. Terrible Darkness. Cold and terrible." 
"Where were you?" Evan asked her. "Can you tell me that?" 
"All dead, all dead but not gone. Still waiting. A long time waiting." A tear dripped from her chin. "Until the light. And the...woman." 
"What woman? Kay, what.woman?" 
"Don't know. Sleepy. They were all around her, like dust, and they...went into her." 
Evan's mouth was dry. "Went...into her?" 
"Oliviadre wouldn't let me come back,” Kay whispered; a breath escaped her like a slow, tortured gasp, and as another tear slipped down her cheek she was silent and motionless. 
"Daddy?" Laurie said softly. 
He stood up, his face touched by shadows. "Mommy's sleeping," he said. "Let's tuck you into bed now. Okay?" 
TWENTY-FOUR





IN ROOM 36
The wide halls of the Mabry Clinic were spotless. How does the saying go? Evan thought as he walked, Laurie's hand in his. So clean a baby could eat off the floor. Yes. that was it. Tiles gleamed beneath the circular ceiling lights; the walls were two-toned, flat pale green and beige. On many of the walls hung framed original oil paintings or watercolors: sailboats running before a breeze, bright yellow daisies in a sun-dappled field, two puppies with wide, innocent eyes, a wistful clown playing a flute. Antiseptic odors wafted through the hallways: soap smells, detergent smells, Lysol smells. 
It was Saturday afternoon, and beyond the air-conditioned halls of the clinic the sun scorched Bethany's Sin, softening pitch on the roofs of the buildings in the Circle, glancing off windows in rays of solid heat, shimmering above the ground like burning tides. Evan could feel sweat drying on his face, and his shirt slowly separating from the skin on his back. 
Dr. Mabry had told him the day before, Kay's first day, that there were five full-time nurses at the clinic and five ladies who worked part-time in the afternoons, but now the place seemed deserted. Many of the rooms on either side of the hall were open; there were empty beds, blankets folded at the bottom. Yesterday Evan had seen two patients: a man lying on his back in bed, staring at the ceiling, in Room 36, and a pregnant woman in Room 27. She'd been watching “The Price Is Right" on her television, and had stared quietly at Evan as he'd walked past her open door. But there were closed doors as well, with INTENSIVE CARE and POST OP and SURGERY in burnished metallic letters. 
Kay was in Room 30, a nice room at the front of the clinic with a wide window and beige curtains. The afternoon before, she'd wanted to come home and had started to climb out of bed, asking Evan and Laurie to help her get dressed, saying that nothing in the world was wrong with her and she was missing too many of her classes. But a slim young black nurse had come in to take her blood pressure, and Kay had been told rather severely to get back into bed. 
Immediately. 
In her book-lined office on Friday afternoon, Dr. Mabry's gaze had been cool and direct across the black blotter-topped desk. 
Possibly by Monday or Tuesday, she'd replied when Evan had asked what day his wife could come home. We're not finished with our tests by any means, she'd said, and it takes time to evaluate them. 
And if we do find something, we'll recheck ourselves to make certain, of course. 
Do you suspect anything in particular? Evan had asked her. 
Please, she'd said. Let's wait until the results are in, shall we? 
"Here we are," Evan told Laurie, and rapped on the door marked 30. 
"Come in." Kay sounded tired. 
Inside, Evan's first impression was that, yes, Kay was looking worse. Her eyes seemed to be retreating into her head, and they'd taken on a sharp, shiny look, as if they were bits of polished glass. 
Her cheekbones protruded now, as if the flesh were tightening around her skull. 
"Hi there," Kay said, and smiled at both of them. 
“Hi," Laurie said softly. Uneasily. 
“Come here and give me a kiss." Kay sat up against the pillows, held her daughter to her; Laurie kissed her on the cheek. "Are you being a good girl?" 
Laurie nodded. "How are you feeling?" Evan said, sitting beside her on the bed and taking her hand. 
"Fine, just fine. Nothing's wrong with me. Have you talked with Dr. Mabry?" 
"Yesterday afternoon, after I left you." 
"What did she say?" Evan told her, and she shook her head. 
“Those tests are pointless; they're not going to show anything. All they're doing is sticking me with a few needles and taking my blood pressure at all hours of the night. At two o'clock this morning that nurse gave me the most horrible thing I ever drank in my life. It looked like orange juice, but it was just awful." 
"Do the shots hurt?" Laurie asked. 
"Like bee stings," Kay said. "Not too bad." 
"How's the food?" Evan asked her. She looked as though she hadn't eaten a bite in a week. 
"Okay. A little chalky-tasting. But my nurse, Mrs. Becker, went over to the delicatessen for me last night and brought back a pastrami sandwich. She said if Dr. Mabry found out she'd be in real trouble because I'm supposed to be on a special diet. For the tests, you know." 
"Laurie and I both miss you," he said, squeezing her hand. "A lot." 
"It's nice to know you're missed," Kay said, and smiled. 
Evan caressed the back of her hand, where he could see blue veins snaking underneath statue white skin. "I have to ask you something," he said quietly. "Do you remember anything of what happened Thursday night?" 
A shade passed briefly across her eyes. She lay her head back. 
"I remember putting Laurie to bed around nine. I went to bed a little before eleven. And then the lights were on and Dr. Mabry was standing over me." 
"Nothing else? Please, think hard." 
She shook her head. "No, nothing else." 
Evan leaned forward, held her gaze with his own. "That's not what you told me before. You were drugged and sleepy, and you were telling me that you'd been dreaming...." 
"Dreams!" Kay said, so harshly that Laurie blinked, stepped away from the bed. "No one in the world puts so much faith in dreams as you do, Evan! For Godʼs sake!" 
"You spoke a name," he continued, still holding her hand. 
"Oliviadre. Do you know who that is?" 
"Of course I don't." 
"I do," he said calmly. "it's the woman you see in those dreams. 
And more. It's who you are in them." 
She looked at him incredulously, but he could see in her face the fear and the realization that he'd nicked the dark, shapeless thing that passed for truth in Bethany's Sin, drawing yellowish ichor. For a long while she was silent, her eyes flickering nervously over toward where Laurie stood. "Yes," she said finally. "In my dreams I'm a woman called Oliviadre. But what difference can that possibly make?" 
"What kind of woman is she?" 
"A...warrior of some kind," Kay said. "Proud. Merciless. For God's sake, listen to me! I'm talking like she really exists!" 
"You said something else, Kay. That Oliviadre wouldn't let you free; that she's too strong now...." 
"I never said anything like that!" Kay said sharply. 
He paused for a moment, watching her. "Yes. You did." 
"She's not real, damn it!" the woman said, not caring now what Laurie heard or saw. "She's a shadow, not flesh and blood! What's wrong with you, Evan? Are you losing your—" She stopped abruptly, her mouth already curled around the word. 
"My mind?" he prompted. "Losing my mind? No. Now listen to me. Donʼt turn your face away! Listen!" She looked at him with the eyes that had flamed in the darkness of their bedroom. "Something terrible is happening in this village. Don't say anything, just listen! 
There are forces in this place, Kay, forces I don't understand and never will, but by God Iʼm afraid for all of us. When this terrible thing gathers itself, it won't come only for me but for you and Laurie as well." He gripped her shoulders and peered into her face. "Believe me this time Kay. Please believe me." 
Her eyes were hooded. She said very quietly, "You're frightening Laurie." 
"I want to make you believe!" he said, and she recoiled slightly because his eyes had been wild for the briefest instant and his voice lay on the cracking edge. "I'm afraid that they've. already done something to you, and we've got to leave here before it's too late!" 
"Evan," Kay said softly. "Evan, let me go. Let me go, please." 
"No!" Evan hissed. "I won't let you go! They're killers, they're all killers, and somehow they're making you into what they are!You attacked me with a knife, Kay! And you never knew what you were doing because you weren't in control! Don't you see? It wasn't you!" 
"Daddy!" Laurie said, grasping at his arm. "Mommy doesn't like this!" 
"They're all like the woman in your dreams!" Evan said. "All of them!" 
“Daddy!" Laurie whined. "Please let go!" 
"Yes," Kay said quietly, her tone hollow and weary. “Let go of me." 
He stood over her a moment longer, seeing that she thought the fear inside him had finally and irreversibly brought him to the edge of the abyss. He released her, put his hand to his forehead; the bandaged wound on his head was throbbing. "This isn't like the other times," he told her. "I've talked to Doug Blackburn, and I know now what they are..." 
Kay drew the sheet around her, stared at him vacantly as if finally the remnants of love she'd felt for him had been scattered by the winds of reason. She was wondering what to do about him: he'd never gotten really violent before, or anything like that, but still it worried her that Laurie would be in the house alone with him. No! 
No! she told herself. This is my husband standing here; this isn't some damned stranger! He's kind and good and wants only the best for us, but...dear God, Evan needs help. He needs help so badly. 
"Donʼt turn away from me," he said, window-blind-striped sunlight across his face. "I need you now more than I ever have. Just let me in a little bit. Just admit to me that this...this thing in your dreams is—" 
"No!" Kay said, and winced at the vulnerability in her own voice. Her mother hadn't raised her to be weak; her mother had taught her the virtues of reason and common sense to shut out the demons that came in the night bearing doubts and fears and superstitious. And that's how she'd always planned to raise Laurie. 
"No," she told the man who stood before her. "You're wrong." 
There was nothing more he could say. Kay .turned her head, held her hand out for her little girl. "We're going to have to get you registered for real school in a couple of weeks," Kay said. “Won't that be fun?" 
Laurie nodded, her eyes still wide. 
Evan left the room abruptly, his head throbbing dully. His shoes clattered in the spotless hallway. There was a water fountain up ahead somewhere, and he needed to clear out the ashen taste in his mouth. He found it, drank, and then stood over it with his head bowed, like a man awaiting the executioner. Or executioness? As he walked back along the empty corridor with its mindlessly cheerful pictures, he saw that one of the doors was cracked slightly open. 
Room 36, where he'd seen that man the day before. He paused, almost walked on, paused again; looked up and down the hallway and then approached the room. And standing before the door he felt a sharp, tingling in his veins, his vision was beginning to mist, quickly, quickly, as it had that day he'd almost run Kathryn Drago down. He tried to step away, found instead that he was stepping forward purposefully, his hand coming up. 
And then he was in the room—into a wall of light that streamed thick and hot through a window. As he stared, stared, stared, the light faded quickly until the heat had cooled and the room lay in the grip of darkness. 
There was a wheelchair, empty, in a comer of the room. Three figures. Two women standing, a man lying naked on the bed, arms and legs spread-eagled, wrists and ankles strapped. One of the women was taping the man's mouth shut so he couldn't scream, and above that white slash of adhesive tape, his eyes were bulging from his face in stark horror. A grinning oil-painted figure hung framed above the bed, dangling a spider from red nailed hands. The second woman held an ax. Double edged and gleaming, catching the blue light that night cast on the walls like dripping paintings done by a darker hand. The man thrashed, veins standing out on his neck. His eyes rolled back, whitened. The woman reached out and touched his penis, fondled it lovingly, touched the testicles,·and then lifted the ax. 
The man's body arced. 
The ax fell. 
Droplets of blood were flung across Evan's face. Flesh blued and withered, and one leg rolled off the bed, severed at the knee. 
The ax rose. Fell again. 
The other leg jerked; gouts of blood flowed across the sheets. 
Evan opened his mouth to scream, and droplets of blood dripped down, thickly and slowly, to his chin. 
And when he blinked and tried to step backward, the light increased, flooding in until he realized it was not blood on his face, no not blood not blood, but rather drops of sweat. Through the window the fierce August sun clawed at his flesh. August is our killer month, Mrs. Demargeon had told him a long time ago. In the room the bed was neatly made, covered with a white spread. No wheelchair. He stepped out quickly, closed the door behind him, and stood leaning against the wall, for a moment, one hand pressed to his face. 
God. God in Heaven. 
He'd recognized the man on the bed. 
Himself. 
They're not wrong, he told himself. My premonitions are never wrong, and now they've taken me over, growing more and more insistent. Warning me. Warning me that this is what could happen. 
No! Yes. This is what could happen to you if you don't take Laurie and get her away from this village. What about Kay? What if you're
wrong and she's really ill?  They'll come for you in the night. 
Burning blue eyes: the merciless gaze of the Amazon. No no no no! 
His mind reeled, and he thought for an instant that his knees would buckle there in the clinic corridor. Losing my mind losing my goddamned min! Hold on. No no no!  Hold on. I cannot leave
Bethany's Sin while Kay is sick!  The image of Harris Demargeon casting off those legs slashed his brain like a jagged-edged razor. Of course. This is where they did it, in the clinic. And this is where they'd bring him when they were ready to cripple him to keep him from ever escaping Bethany's Sin. Yes. Dr. Mabry had brought Kay here for two purposes: to prevent him from seeing the terrible woman thing that was crawling out to wear her body like a robe of flesh, and to prevent him from leaving the village before they were ready. And when the thing called Oliviadre had taken over Kay, they'd come for him in the night. And Laurie? What would they do with Laurie? 
A hand reached for him. Clasped his shoulder. "Mr. Reid?" 
He spun around. 
Dr. Mabry's eyes searched his face. "Aren't you feeling well?" 
"Iʼm fine," he said quickly. 
"You look a little pale," she said. 
"I felt dizzy for a minute. I'm okay now." She paused, her hand still gripping his shoulder. "I hope so. I was just on my way to tell you that your wife has some more tests scheduled for this afternoon. 
It might be best if you and your daughter went home." She smiled, dropped her hand. "I'm sorry because I know how much you enjoy visiting with her." 
"Will she be able to come home on Monday?" 
"I think we can safely say that by Monday she'll be at home on McClain Terrace," the woman said. 
Evan looked into her eyes. Haunted. Themiscrya was haunted. 
The smile stayed in place. "We'll be running our last tests in the morning. Mrs. Reid may be under some medication, so it may be best if you..." 
Haunted. Themiscrya. Bethany's Sin? 
"...just plan on calling Monday morning. If anything comes up, I'll let you know then. All right?" 
He nodded. Haunted. Both haunted. Themiscrya, then. 
Bethany's Sin, now. 
"Good," Dr. Mabry said. 
Evan ran a trembling hand across his face. 
"You look tired, Mr. Reid. I have something you could take that would help you..." 
The queen, Laurie was saying inside his skull; the real queen. 
She lives in a big castle.... 
"...sleep," Dr. Mabry said. 
Dr. Drago. 
"Can I prescribe some of those pills for you?" she asked him. 
He finally was able to focus on her. "No," he said. "I'm fine. Iʼd better go get Laurie now, and take her home." 
"Yes." Shifting shadows across her face. "That might be best." 
Evan thanked her, turned away, walked back to Kay's room. 
"We're leaving now," he told the little girl, and took her hand. 
"Where did you go?" Kay asked him. 
"Just down the hall." He stood framed in the doorway, Laurie beside him. "Don't worry about me," he said, managing a tight smile. 
"I'm not going off my rocker." 
"I never said you were," she replied nervously. 
"You didn't have to. But I want you to know one thing, whatever happens. I love you. I always have, and I always will. 
You're a strong, special person; God knows, you're a stronger person than I've ever been. Just remember that I love you, alright?" 
"Evan..." Kay began, but it was too late. Her husband and child were gone. 
In the car on the drive home, Laurie sat very still on the seat next to her father. "I hope Mommy gets all better," she said. "She's so sick." 
"She'll be better," Evan said hollowly. Home by Monday, Dr. 
Mabry had said. Yes. But would it truly be the Kay Reid he'd just left in that clinic room? 
"Mommy acts funny," Laurie said softly. "Will she be okay when she gets home?” He reached over and pressed his daughter close to him. Tiny objects had begun to glitter behind his eyes. 
Silverish and yellow. Stained with bits of dirt, like Eric's dead grin when he turns his face from the fire. Evan accelerated slightly; they'd turned onto McClain Terrace, and now he drove past their house without even glancing at it. 
"Daddy!" Laurie said. "You're passing home!" 
"Well," he said easily, "I thought we'd drive out. to the Westbury Mall, princess. I thought maybe you could use an ice-cream cone." 
"Oh, yes. I could. I wish Mommy could be with us." 
"I want to get something from the hardware store, too," he said. 
And then he was quiet as they turned away from Bethany's Sin. 
Because he'd already decided what had to be done. For the sake of his sanity. For the sake of knowing whether the Hand of Evil had scuttled spider-like through Bethany's Sin or if it had grasped his mind in a death grip and there would never, never be any escaping it again. For the sake of knowing whether either the things inhabiting Bethany's Sin or he should die beneath God's stern, wrathful eye. 
What the hell are human teeth doing lying around in the landfill? Neely Ames had asked him at the Cock's Crow. 
Thank God·the moon would be out tonight, Evan thought. 
There would be enough light to dig by. 
TWENTY-FIVE
MRS. BARTLETT'S KITCHEN
"Mrs. Bartlett?" Evan asked the matronly, gray-haired woman who answered the door. 
"That's right." She stood half-in, half-out of the door, as if she suspected he were some kind of brush or appliance salesman. 
"I'm Evan Reid," he said. "Iʼm sure you don't know me, but I live over on McClain Terrace. Doesn't a man named Neely Ames have a room here?" 
"Mr. Ames? Yes, he does." 
"Is he in right now?" 
She glanced down at her wristwatch. "No, I don't believe he is. 
You didn't see his truck parked around back, did you?" 
Evan shook his head. 
"Neely doesn't get back from work until after six o'clock; he works for the village, you know. Sometimes it's way after seven when I hear his truck drive up. Can I give him a message for you?" 
Now it was Evanʼs turn to look at his watch. Five fifteen. "I'd like to wait, if I could. it's really very important." 
"The sheriff might be able to tell you where Neely is." Her eyes examined him from head to toe. 
"I'd probably have better luck catching him here," Evan said. 
"May I come in?" 
Mrs. Bartlett smiled, stepped back, and opened the door wider for him. "Surely. Oh, that sunʼs still ferocious out there, isn't it?" 
"Yes, it is," he said, stepping across the threshold into the boardinghouse. Instantly he was met by a musty odor, the combination of life smells and heat bound up behind the walls of this house. There was a large sitting room with a brown-and-green Oriental carpet thrown across a hardwood floor, chairs and a sofa arranged around a scorched brick fireplace, lamps on low tables, a few Sears prints hanging on the walls. Sunlight streamed whitely through curtains drawn across a high bay window. "Please sit down," 
Mrs. Bartlett said, motioning to ward a chair. "I was just mixing some lemonade in the kitchen. Let me get you a glass." 
"No, thanks. I'm fine as I am." 
She sat down across from him; her legs were varicose veined and puffing beneath grayish-looking hose. "Are you a friend of Neely's?" 
"In a way." 
“Oh?" She raised an eyebrow. "I don't recall Neely saying he'd made any friends here in the village." 
"We met one day over on McClain Terrace," he explained. "And then we ran into each other at the Cock's Crow." 
Mrs. Bartlett frowned. "Oh, that's a nasty place, that Cock's Crow. Shame on you two decent men to be going up there. It's got a bad reputation, I'll tell you." 
Evan shrugged. "It's not all that bad." 
"I can't understand those places where adult men go to act like children. Seems to me like a waste of time." She fanned her face with a Good Housekeeping magazine she'd picked up from the sofa beside her. "Goodness, it's been hot these last few days. Unmerciful hot. Going to get hotter, too. Always does around here at the last of the summer. Gives us one more good bite and then it's gone into autumn. Sure I can't get you anything to drink?" 
He smiled, shook his head. 
"No telling when Neely might get home," Mrs. Bartlett said after a few minutes. "Maybe he's going out to the Cock's Crow again; maybe he won't be home until after midnight. Why don't you just leave a message for him, or I could have him call you?" 
"I need to talk to him in person." 
She grunted. "Must be something serious, then." She gave him a little sly smile. "Man-talk, is it? Things us women don't have any business knowing?" 
"No," he said politely, "that's not quite it." 
"Oh, I know all about menfolk's secrets." She laughed and shook her head. "Just like little boys." 
"How long have you been running this boarding house?" Evan asked her. 
"The better part of six years now. Of course, I don't do a whopping big business. But you'd be surprised how many traveling salesmen and insurance men come through Bethany's Sin. There's a Holiday Inn about ten miles north of here, on past the Cock's Crow, but I'll tell you they charge a lot for a room, and here I throw in meals with the rent. So I do all right." 
"I'm sure you do. Does your husband work in the village?" 
"My husband? No, I'm afraid my husband passed away soon after we moved here." 
"I'm sorry." He was watching her carefully now. 
"He had a bad heart," Mrs. Bartlett said. "Dr. Mabry told him he needed one of those pacemaker things, but he just waited too long. 
Thank God he died peacefully, in his bed one night." 
Evan stood up from his chair, walked over to the window, and moved the curtain aside. Sunlight stung him. The street was deserted. Houses on the other side: neat boxes of wood and brick, neat lawns, smooth, clean carports. Evan turned away from the window, his cheeks tingling from the touch of the sun, and saw on the fire place mantel a group of photographs. The first one was a wedding photo, snapped in front of a church, showing an attractive dark-haired woman kissing a stocky man in an ill-fitting powder blue tuxedo. Everyone was smiling. In the second photograph the woman was lying in bed, holding in the folds of a blanket a newborn baby; a shadow the man's?—had fallen across a wall. The same woman stood holding a baby—the same one or a different one?—on the neatly trimmed lawn of a white house in the third photograph. 
Something about this picture disturbed Evan; he stepped forward, picked it up. The woman's eyes were harder, sunken deeper into her head; her mouth was smiling, but those eyes mirrored a soul in which all smiles had faded. There was something else in this photograph, too: an object just on the edge of it, beside the woman. 
And staring at it Evan realized it was a hand clutching an armrest. 
There was a slice of wheel rim. A few spokes. A shadow. 
"That's my daughter, Emily," Mrs. Bartlett said. "Em for short. 
She's a fine young woman." 
"This is your grandchild, then?" he asked, holding up the photograph. 
"My granddaughter, Jenny. She'll be eight months old in October. Jenny's my second grandchild. See that other picture, the first one on the mantel?" Evan reached for it, and Mrs. Bartlett nodded. "That's it. Her name's Karen, d ' and she'll be two years old in April. Do you have any children of your own?" 
"A little girl named Laurie," Evan said; he replaced the photographs as they'd been. "Where does your daughter live?" 
"Just a few streets over from here. She and her husband, Ray, have a beautiful little house on Warwick Lane." She fanned herself with the magazine. "Oh, that sun's made it so hot in this house! I'll thank God when it's autumn, I'll tell you! This year I won't mind the blizzards. Are you sure I can't get you a good glass of lemonade with plenty of ice?" 
He checked his wristwatch again. "All right," he said. "I'd like that." 
"Good." She smiled, rose from the sofa, disappeared toward the back of the house. He heard a cupboard opening, then another. 
Evan turned toward the mantel, stared for a few minutes at the photographs. How simple and normal they looked. But dear God what a terrible story they told. He could look into the eyes of the woman in that third picture and see the change that had come over her. The same change now enfolding Kay. Evan left the mantel, peered back through the corridor that connected the front of the house with the back; there was a narrow stairway leading up to a series of closed doors. The boarders' rooms. At the end of the corridor a door stood open, and Evan could see Mrs. Bartlett moving around back there. He could see shelves, a stove, potted plants in a window, wallpaper with apples and oranges and cherries on it. Glass clinked. He moved quietly along the corridor toward the kitchen. 
An instant before Mrs. Bartlett realized he was there, Evan saw bottles and vials in an open cabinet. All unmarked, they held bluish green, brown, grayish liquids, viscous-looking. There were solid substances in a few of the vials: white powder, something that looked like wet ashes, something else that looked like shards of charcoal. Beside the glass of lemonade that Mrs. Bartlett was laboriously stirring was a vial of slightly yellowish liquid. The cap was off. Mrs. Bartlett spun around; her eyes widened. But in the next second she composed herself. Her mouth smiling tightly, she reached up ever so casually and closed the cupboard. “I hope you don't mind artificial sweetener," she said, standing with the vial be hind her. 
"Not, not at all," Evan said. 
"You must be thirstier than you thought. I was going to bring it out to you." She stirred again, dropped in a couple of cubes from an ice tray, held the glass out to him. "Here we are." When he took it she walked past him back toward the sitting room; he followed her, wondering what sort of hellish substance she'd mixed into it. He could trust none of them now, none of them. Perhaps this old, unassuming woman was the true druggist of Bethany's Sin, mixing strange and ancient elixirs here in this house, in that kitchen with the tacky wallpaper. What would she concoct in there? Potions for strength? Sleep potions? Aphrodisiacs? Remedies passed down from the Amazonian culture, liquids distilled from night black roots and the marrow of men's bones? And if he drank this brew, what would it do to him? Make him physically ill? Make him sleep? Or simply pierce his brain, drawing from it the desire to defend himself against them when they finally came for him? 
In the other room she sat down on the sofa again, smiled, fanned herself, waited for him to drink. Her eyes gave no indication that she realized he'd seen. 
"Hot," she said. "That's all it is, just plain hot." 
Evan heard the squealing of aged brakes from outside. Looking through the window again, he saw Neely Amesʼs battered truck pulling up at the curb. "Well," he said, setting the full glass of lemonade aside. “I think Mr. Ames is home." 
"He'll be using the rear entrance," the woman said quietly. 
"There are stairs up to his room." Her eyes glittered; she glanced from him to the glass and back again. 
"Thank you, Mrs. Bartlett,” Evan said at the front door. "I appreciate your hospitality." 
"Surely, Mr. Reid." The woman rose, winced at pain in her legs, and approached him. "Please come back and sit some other time, will you?" 
"I will," he said, and then he was out the door and walking toward the pickup truck. Ames, his T-shirt soaked with sweat and his face burned raw by the sun, swung out of the cab and onto the ground. He looked up, saw Evan, and continued rubbing lawnmower oil out of his hands with a stained rag. 
" 'Evening," Neely said; there were dark hollows under his eyes, and his cheeks were gaunt. He massaged a kinked muscle in his right shoulder. "What are you doing over here?" 
"Waiting for you," Evan said. He turned his head toward the house. The curtain at the window moved very slightly. "I have to ask your help in something." 
"My help?" He took off his glasses, cleaned the lenses with a dry spot on his shirt. "Doing what?" 
"Why donʼt we go up to your room? It might be better." Evan motioned toward the rear of the house. 
"Excuse the mess," Neely said when they were upstairs. "Just throw those damned clothes out of that chair and sit down. You want a beer? Sorry, but they'll be warm." 
"No, thanks." Evan sat down. 
Neely shrugged, pulled the last remaining Schlitz from a carton on his night table, and popped it open. Drank, closed his eyes, sat down in a chair, and threw his legs up on the bed. "Christ. Jesus Holy Christ I burned my ass off out there today. God Almighty!" He drank again from the can. 
Evan glanced around the room. There was a guitar case propped against a wall; what looked like songs on sheets of paper lying on a desk; an open, empty suitcase on the floor. 
"So," Neely said after another moment. "What can I do for you?" 
"Is that door locked?" Evan motioned toward it. 
"Yes." He looked at Evan quizzically. "Why?" 
Evan leaned forward, watching the man's face. "Do you still have those teeth you showed me? The ones you found in the landfill?" 
"No. I threw them away." 
"Did you ever tell the sheriff about them?” 
"Was going to. Decided he'd only blow hot air my way. Besides, I started figuring that maybe there's a reasonable explanation for them. Maybe they came out of some dentist's garbage can; hell, maybe somebody got his jaw busted and spit his teeth out. I don't really care anymore." 
"That's bullshit," Evan said. "You don't believe that any more than I do." He glanced over at the suitcase. "Are you planning on leaving?" 
Neely drank from the can, crushed it, tossed it into the wastebasket. "Tomorrow morning," he said. "I'm settling with Mrs. 
Bartlett tonight." 
"Does she know yet?" 
He shook his head. 
"How about Wysinger?" 
"Fuck that bastard," Neely snarled. "That son of a bitch has given me nothing but grief since I've been here. Today was payday." 
He patted his back pocket. "This will take me a long way from Bethany's Sin." 
"Where are you going?” 
"North. Into New England. Who knows? I'm going to try to find myself a nice, dark little club to play my music in. If I can still pick a guitar with these damned blisters on my hands. No. I'm through here. 
I'll be heading out at daylight." 
"Finding those teeth in the landfill didn't have any thing to do with this decision, did it?" 
"Hell, no. People throw away every kind of thing. More junk than you can imagine." He paused, looked into Evan's face. "Maybe it did. Maybe. Like I told you before, at the Cock's Crow, I've got a bad feeling about this village. I want to get out of here. You probably can't understand what I'm talking about, but I feel like...like something's coming closer to me. And I don't mind telling you that it scares the shit out of me." He reached for a pack of cigarettes from the night table, lit one, and inhaled. "Iʼm not going to stay and wait for it." 
"I need your help," Evan` said, keeping his gaze steady. 
"Tonight." 
"How?" 
"I want you to take me to the landfill. I want you to show me where you found those teeth." 
"Huh?" Neely narrowed his eyes over the burning cigarette. 
"What for?" 
"Because I'm going to be looking for someone. Paul Keating." 
"Keatingʻ? The guy that lives across the street from you...?" His voice trailed off. 
"Lived across the street. Lived. I believe heʼs dead, and I believe his body's buried in the landfill." 
Smoke streamed from Neelyʼs nostrils. He took the cigarette out of his mouth and stared across the room. "What the hell are you talking about?" 
"You heard me right. Now listen to me. I believed your story about those women who attacked you on the road; I think they've attacked and killed a great many others. Now, I ask you to believe what Iʼm saying, and I ask you to help me. I can't search across the landfill without you." 
"Iʼm getting my ass out of here in the morning," Neely said. 
"Okay. fine. Do what you want. But I have to stay here, and by God I've got to know the truth about this place. Just lead me out there, thatʼs all I ask. And help me dig." 
"Jesus," Neely whispered; he drew from the cigarette, exhaled smoke, crushed the butt out in an ashtray beside him. "You're going hunting for a body?" 
"Or bodies," Evan said. And from the corner of his eye he caught the swift sliding of a shadow, moving across the strip of light at the bottom of the door. He rose quietly to his feet, was across the room in a few strides as Neely watched him from the other chair; Evan unlocked the door, turned the knob, and opened it. 
There was no one in the stairway leading downstairs. The other doors along the corridor were closed. He wondered behind which of them the cunning old bitch was hiding. He shut the door again, locked it, stood with his ear pressed to the door for a moment. Heard silence. 
Neely had lit another cigarette. He drew on it as if the smoke would chase away the nagging fears that now were chewing steadily at his stomach. When Evan looked at him again, Neely saw that his eyes were slitted and steady. 
“Are you going to help me?" Evan asked, still standing against the door. 
The cigarette burned toward Neely's fingers. He shivered suddenly because he'd felt that a figure with flaming blue eyes was standing just behind him, and it was slowly lifting an ax. 
Evan waited. 
Neely muttered, "I don't know who's crazier, you or me. What time?" 
"Two o'clock." 
"What? Christ Almighty!" 
"I don't want anyone to know." 
"Okay, okay," Neely said, and stood up from his chair. "Then you'd better let me get some sleep. Do you have a couple of shovels?" 
"A shovel and a pickax. I bought them this afternoon." 
"Good. That should do it." 
Evan opened the rear door and then turned back to him. 
"Something else. If I were you, I wouldn't eat or drink anything Mrs. 
Bartlett tries to give you tonight. I'll meet you out front at two o'clock sharp.And then he'd turned away and was going down the back stairs. 
Neely watched him go. Not eat or drink anything Mrs. Bartlett offered? What the hell was that all about? A voice within him screamed no don't do this!  but he brushed it aside, refused to listen. 
It faded away. He closed the door and stood looking down at the suitcase. The man needed his help. What would one more day mean? 
But by God when he'd finished at that vile, stinking place he was going to fill that suitcase with his meager belongings, take his guitar and his songs, and get out of this village. Fast. 
He pulled his T-shirt over his head, rolled it up, and tossed it into the suitcase. He was hungry, but he decided not to ask Mrs. 
Bartlett to make him anything for dinner. Maybe that man wasn't as crazy as he appeared to be. He touched his shoulder gingerly, the fingers running across the scabbed line of a scratch that he'd first noticed in the bathroom mirror a few days before. 
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TO THE LANDFILL
Wearing dark clothes and the thick-soled combat boots he'd found in a dust-covered trunk in the basement, Evan quietly climbed the stairs. He eased Laurie's door open; a shaft of light fell across the child in her bed. Evan stepped in and stood looking at her. She was sleeping peacefully, her face untroubled; beside her lay the rag doll, grinning up at him as if they shared a secret. 
Evan reached out and gently touched her cheek. She stirred very slightly, and he drew his hand back. My princess, he thought. 
My beautiful princess. I pray to God you always sleep the sleep of the innocent. He leaned over, kissed her forehead softly, then backed away from her and closed the door to her bedroom. 
It was time to go. 
Through the den windows he could see the moon, not completely oval yet, but as white as ice and casting a clear light. A sluggish night wind was blowing large, silver-edged clouds across the sky, and when they crossed the moon's cunning face, the light became murky, twisted with shadows that looked like figures on horses of gargantuan scale. And now Evan felt as he had so often during the war: leaving the safety of camp for a recon mission under cover of night, trusting his instincts to keep him alive, knowing that all eyes were enemy eyes and morning was ages away. Perhaps it was best, he thought now, that he'd been captured those many years ago, and forced to lie on a cot beneath the contemptuous gaze of that female officer; now he knew that he couldn't underestimate these women of Bethany's Sin because if he did he could expect no mercy. 
With them it was either kill or be killed. He took his keys, left and locked the house. McClain Terrace lay cloaked in darkness. He slid into the station wagon and started the engine, switching on the parking lights instead of the full headlights. As he backed out of the driveway, slowly, slowly, the new shovel and pickax clinked together behind him. 
As Evan drove away from the house on McClain Terrace he never saw curtains move from a window at the front of the Demargeon house. Never saw the flaming eyes that peered through. 
On the drive to the boardinghouse, following the yellow glow of the parking lights, Evan wondered what he would do if he found the bones, of Paul Keating. Go to Sheriff Wysinger? To the state police? He realized there was danger in going to Wysinger; he didn't know on which side the man stood. Was it possible these terrible events were swirling around Wysinger without his even knowing it? 
Perhaps, but Evan had decided he couldn't take that chance. There was too much to lose. But how in God's name could he ever explain to anyone what he thought to be true of Bethany's Sin, that it was as haunted as ancient Themiscrya had been, that the deathless essence of the Amazon nation had taken root here, in this village, and one by one the women had been taken over by a fierce, nameless evil that reveled and rejoiced in the slaughter and mutilation of men? The secrets of Bethany's Sin were layered, and dripping with black filth; a beautiful village on the outside, all-perfect, designed to lure its victims closer, and closer, and closer, until they were inescapably entangled. Those things-beyond-death, those bloodthirsty warrior-shadows had clutched leechlike to the soul of Kathryn Drago, and she had brought them out of that ancient cavern and now released them like sparks from a huge blaze to burn within other souls. The queen, Laurie had said. The real queen. Dr. Drago. Was it possible that the bones of an Amazon queen had lain in that cavern and been burned to ashes with the rest? And now that fierce lioness of a woman had claimed Kathryn Drago's body for her own, as a fitting receptacle for a hate and power that had spanned the ages? 
Silent streets unwound before him. Mrs. Bartlett's boardinghouse ahead. He slowed, pulled to the curb, and stopped. A figure coming across the lawn. 
Neely, beads of sweat already shining on his face, slid in and quietly closed the door. Evan accelerated, turned in a circle, and drove away from the village. 
"It's west—" Neely began. 
"I can find it," Evan said. At the limits of the village he reached over and switched on the headlights. The road leaped up at him. 
Neely could almost grasp the tension radiating from the other man. His own heart was thundering dully within his rib cage. He fumbled at his shirt pocket. "Mind if I smoke?" 
Evan shook his head. 
Neely took a cigarette out, stared for a few seconds at the climbing match flame, then blew it out. The green lights on the dashboard dials glowed in the ovals of his glasses. "One cigarette is all it would take," he said, mostly to himself. 
But Evan had heard. "What? 
"One cigarette. Toss it out the window, and poof!  Sun's burned and dried out everything around here for miles. The woods are so dry they're crackling. No rain for weeks. Yes sir. Just one cigarette." 
He regarded the red-glowing tip. 
There was a fork in the road ahead. 
"Take the right one," Neely said, and put the cigarette back in his mouth. In another moment he shifted on the seat and said, “What makes you so sure you're going to find anything out here? And why all this damned secrecy?" 
"You didn't say anything about this to Mrs. Bartlett, did you?" 
Evan twisted his head to the side to look at him. 
"No. Nothing." 
"Good." Evan was silent, watching the road. A deer burst out of the brush ahead, leaped into thicket, and was gone. "I'm not certain I'll find what I'm looking for in the landfill. As a matter of fact, I'm hoping I don't. I'm hoping I'm stark raving mad; I'm hoping that I'm so crazy I'm not seeing or thinking straight." He paused. “But that's not how it is." 
"You're not making any sense." 
“This has to do with those women you saw on the King's Bridge Road," Evan told him. "I believe they broke into Paul Keating's house and killed him. And I believe they brought his body to the landfill. As for the secrecy"—his eyes flickered over toward Neely—"we don't want to end up like Keating, now, do we?" 
"Turn to the left here," Neely said quietly. He had begun to smell the sweet-and-sour-and-a-thousand-vile-odors smell of the landfill, and he dreaded what was to come. Digging through that mess? Actually lifting out layer after layer? Jesus Christ what have I gotten myself into! 
Tendrils of smoke lay across the road, shifting like gray-scaled serpents. "Slow down," Neely said, his nostrils full of the putrid stench of baking garbage. "We're here." 
Evan put his foot to the brake and pulled the station wagon off onto the side of the road. He cut the engine, switched off the lights. 
To the right he could see a flat, unbroken blackness and, in the distance, the red gleamings of minute fires. They got out of the car, went around to the back; Evan hefted the shovel, handed Neely the pickax and a bull's-eye lantern he'd bought at Western Auto. "Now show me," he said. 
"Okay. Watch your step." Neely clicked on the lantern, shouldered the moon-gleaming pickax, and made his way carefully across the black plain. Evan followed in his footprints, his boots cracking earth and awakening thick swirls of dust. Acrid smoke wafted around them, clutching at their hair and clothes like something alive; garbage mounds took vague shapes; rats squealed on all sides. The stench assailed Evan; he ground his teeth and forced back a wave of nausea, thinking only of what he had to do. 
Great cracks had split the earth, and by the moon's light Evan could see in those cracks a steaming morass of garbage, layer after layer of it, shifting by degrees as the sun had mercilessly burned, burned, burned. Now it seemed to him that even the moon was brutal, searing his face with a cold fire that made his nerves shriek. Ahead, Neely moved the lantern's beam back and forth across the ground, his shoes crunching dead earth in a no-man's-land; the heat had fallen upon them, cloaking them, and sweat beaded their flesh. 
And like whirling, buzzing clouds of darker dust, the flies came. A dozen of them struck Neely in the face, tangled in his hair, spun around his head. "Christ!" he said in disgust, and waved at the things with his lantern. They parted, buzzed, came at him again. 
Flies attached themselves to the drops of sweat on Evan's face and arms, drinking greedily of human fluids. 
"Wait a minute," Neely said; he stopped, waved at flies, waved again. His eyes followed the track of the lantern on the ground. A huge mound of decaying garbage stood just to the left, topped with bald tires and automobile fenders. A battered, rusted refrigerator lay on its side like an open coffin. Neely moved forward a few yards, looking around to get his bearings; he shone the beam from side to side, searching for that wide crack in which he'd found the teeth. But Christ in heaven the earth was jigsawed with cracks out here, but there was no way to be sure where it had been. I should be packing my suitcase right now, he told himself, not out here in this miserable place. God, the stench of it! And these fucking flies! 
"What's wrong?" Evan said behind him. 
Neely walked a few steps to where the dry ground had split; glass gleamed in the crack: beer bottles. Why not let this guy do his digging right here, he thought. Get this over with so I can get my ass out of this place? "This is it," he said without looking at the other man. 
"You're certain?" 
"Yes, I'm certain!" he said, placing the lantern on the upturned side of the refrigerator so the beam would shine down into the split. 
Might as well get this over with! He waved flies away that had been dancing before his eyes. "Stand back," he told Evan, and, bracing himself, he lifted the pickax, brought it down into the earth with a smooth, strong swing. Glass cracked; Evan heard the noise of metal scraping metal. Neely pulled the pickax out and struck again, and again, and again. Then he wiped a drop of sweat from the point of his chin and stepped away. "It's all yours." 
Evan dug in with the shovel, uncovering bits of glass, empty tin cans, flattened milk cartons, fragments of magazines and newspapers. He dug deeper, putting his shoulders against the shovel; uncovered more glass, cans, Bethany's Sin trash. 
"What's that?" Neely said suddenly. 
Evan thought the man was talking about a clump of rusted steel wool. He turned and said, "Nothing. Just junk." 
But Neely wasn't staring into the deepening hole; instead he was staring off to the right, into the darkness. "No," Neely said quietly. "I heard something." The moon glistened across his glasses. 
"A long way off." 
"What did it sound like?" Evan rested on his shovel. 
"I don't know. Like a whine or something." 
A train whistle? Evan thought. He glanced off in the direction the other man was looking, then turned back to the hole. Thrust in with the shovel again. Met harder earth. "Need the pickax again." 
Neely swung into the hole, broke earth; a boil of dust engulfed them, then the flies. Death's here, Evan thought, his blood chilling. 
Death's here somewhere. He stepped forward after Neely was through and began to dig again. In a few minutes more, he uncovered what at first appeared to be a whole shirt, but holding it up he realized it had been tom into rags for some household chore; he threw it aside, shoveled dirt. 
The moon's light lay heavily on Neely's face; he stared into the distance, listening. What had that noise reminded him of? he wondered. Yes. Something he'd heard before. 
"Pickax," Evan said. When he'd finished, Neely said, "This is pretty pointless, don't you think? I mean, if you're looking for bones, there's a hell of a lot of territory to cover." 
Evan said nothing; he thrust downward, lifted dirt and held it up to the light, cast it aside. Thrust, lifted. Thrust, lifted. Flies gathered around his sweating face, and he shook his head to get rid of them. 
Death. Death. Death somewhere. And then, abruptly, he froze. He'd heard a high, screeching noise in the distance; he looked up, scanned the dark, forest-studded horizon. 
"You heard that, didn't you?" Neely said. "What the hell was it?" His eyes were wide and shining behind his glasses. 
"Some kind of animal off in the woods," Evan replied evenly. 
His gaze shifted, searched, saw nothing but moonlight and garbage mounds and shadow. "Pickax." 
"Animal, my ass!" Neely said sharply. "That didn't sound like any damned animal I've ever heard before!" 
"I need some more earth broken," Evan told him, stepping up out of the deepening trench. 
Neely, muttering, stepped down. The pickax rose, fell, rose, fell, rose, fell. In the distance something screeched. Pickax flashed with moonlight. "Theres nothing here, by God!" Neely said. "Christ, I don't know if this is the right place or not! How can I tell?" He pulled himself out from a morass of dirt and trash. 
Evan, his shirt soaked, sifted dirt. Coke bottles, crushed beer cans, Tide detergent boxes, clumps of tissue paper, Lysol cans. A strengthening, sickening stench. The flies swarmed, waiting. 
Screeeeeech.  Nearer. Off from the left now. An eerie whine that made Neely's stomach tighten. 
Evan dug in, lifted. A dark, solid object came free from the dirt. 
He bent and picked it up, held it to the light. A dirt-and-filth-clumped loafer, creased from wear. While he held it, flies dropped down to examine it, then whirled away. He tossed it out of the trench, now hip-deep, and continued digging. 
"You're not going to find anything," Neely said, his voice tense. 
"Let's get out of here!" 
"In a minute," Evan said. Digging. Digging. Digging. The sides of the trench were beginning to crumble. Dirt rolled around his boots. The flies hovered above him, all of them heralds of Death and scavengers of flesh. His shoulders were aching fiercely, and he hardly heard the next half-human shriek when it came from the right, closer than any of the others had been. 
Neely whirled toward the sound, his heart pounding. He'd heard that noise before, on the King's Bridge Road, when a woman with scorching blue eyes had peered at him through the window of his truck an instant before an ax had flashed. The heat had surrounded him, and now he found it difficult to breathe. 
"Pickax," Evan said. Neely didn't move. "Pickax, damn it!"  He reached up, took the pickax from the fear-frozen man, and began to strike at the earth in a sweat-flinging frenzy. 
"They're coming," Neely whispered, staring into blackness, afraid of what he might see. "Dear God, they're coming .... " 
The trench had deepened to Evan's waist; he closed his ears to the approaching war cries, closed his mind to the horror that was now racing on horseback toward them, axes glittering blue with moonlight. "Goddamn it I know they're here!"  Evan shrieked, his voice shredding, and struck with all-his strength into one of the walls of the trench. The wall cracked, crumbled, split, and began to fall to pieces around him. 
And the bones began to spill out like an obscene flood breaking the walls of an earthen dam. 
Full skeletons in rotted clothes, broken skulls, pelvises, arms and legs with remnants of gray flesh still clinging, spines that looked like hideous staircases, tumbled out around Evan‘s legs; he spun, a scream gagging his throat, and struck deeper into the trench with every ounce of strength he could summon. More household trash: boxes, cans, bottles. Struck again. Bones. Grinning, toothless skulls. 
Again. Dirt cascaded. Shattered femurs, broken fingers, jawbones, here a skull with a scalp of black hair still clinging, here a rib cage, clotted with dirt, wearing a blue-checked shirt. Struck again, the scream ripping him. The tiny bones of skulls and spines of infants poured out of the dirt. Yes. Yes. Terror gripped his heart and tore at it. The little boys. This is where the little boys come to rest and sleep forever. His mind, reeling with pure shock, groped: a line from a Beatles' song came insanely to him. All good children go to Heaven. 
All good·children go to Heaven. He swallowed dust; the flies encircled him, feasting on the Death smells, feasting on dried flesh still dangling from human bones. This was the unholy place of Death in Bethany's Sin; not the cemetery, no, because that was a holy place and probably only women lay there. No, this was where the murdered men and the male infants were brought, thrown in with the rest of the garbage, covered over with filth, forgotten. This was the slaughter ground of the Amazons, the corpses heaped here like bodies on blood·drenched, smoke-drifting ancient battlefields. 
"...they're coming!"  Neely screamed at him, had been screaming because he'd seen the first of the rapidly moving shadows approaching, but Evan hadn't heard. 
Evan felt his mind slip. He couldn't find the strength to climb out of this godforsaken slaughter pit. My wife and child; got to get my wife and child... 
"Come on, damn it!'  Neely shouted, and held out his hand for Evan to grasp. "Come on! Hurry!"  He glanced back over his shoulder. Shadows taking shape. The rumbling of horse's hooves, a trembling of the earth; burning blue orbs hunting him down. He looked back to Evan, saw that the man had been overcome by shock. 
Neely reached down, his nerves screaming, and grasped Evan's wrist, pulled at him. 
And in the next instant there came an earsplitting screeeeeeech just behind Neely Ames; he twisted around, his mouth coming open to scream. The night black horse loomed over him like a storm cloud, and an ax blade that glittered with a power like live electric cables whistled down for him. He heard the shriek of air as the metal parted it. 
Neely's head, throwing spirals of blood, was flung over Evan's shoulder by the blow; blood spattered his face. The decapitated body, still gripping Evan's wrist, crumpled to its knees and slid down into the trench. The hot droplets of blood brought Evan back to where he was, and to the reality of the nightmare things that were closing in. 
Evan jerked his hand free of the death grip and reached for the pickax. The Amazon on the black horse was rearing back for a blow that would split his skull; Evan, his shoulders hunched, swung the pickax into the horse's front legs. The horse shrilled, staggered, lost its balance, and fell heavily, crushing the woman-thing underneath it; there was the sharp, brittle sound of bone breaking and an inhuman, guttural cry of pain. 
And then Evan had heaved himself out of the trench and was running across the landfill for his station wagon. The others wheeled their horses toward him, eyes flaming with hatred, axes swinging high; they dug in their heels, and dirt spun from the hooves of their mounts. He glanced over his shoulder as he ran. The one in the lead, on a dappled horse, would catch him before he made the car. He ran on, his legs pumping against the earth; he could feel the ground trembling as the horse gained. He spun around as the ax blade shrieked for him. It whistled past his cheek, and he fell on his stomach to the ground, dug his fist into the earth, ran again; the horse wheeled alongside him, and the Amazon's arm came up for a second blow. Evan stood his ground and flung the handful of dirt into her face; when the ax fell it shaved past his left arm, peeling back the cloth of his shirt . The horse spun in a wild circle as its rider tried to clear her eyes, and the others were fast approaching. 
But Evan had reached the station wagon. He flung himself behind the wheel, locked all the doors, rammed the keys into the ignition. His tires threw chunks of earth as he slammed down on the accelerator. Behind him he heard the shrill, bloodcurdling war cry, and he knew they were after him. Bethany's Sin, he thought, his brain throbbing with his heartbeat. Got to get back there. Got to get Laurie and get away. And Kay? What about Kay? No, I'll come back. 
Get the state police first. Then bring them back. First get Laurie. 
Laurie. 
He wrenched the wheel to the left, and the station wagon spun, tires shredding, in a circle that almost threw the car into a ditch on the far side of the road. Then he was accelerating again, his teeth gritted, the headlights showing deserted highway ahead. He heard the next Amazon shriek almost directly in his ear, and then there was a figure on the road before him: a large-flanked chestnut horse bearing a rider whose burning gaze pierced him to the bone. The Amazon's teeth were bared and he had an instant to realize that this woman was the librarian who'd inquired if he wanted to see any art books. But now she wore a different, mask-like face, and hatred screamed from her open mouth. Evan slammed on the brakes, but the horse was too close; the station wagon smashed hard into the animal, staggering it backward and to the side. He heard the grille shatter, and one of the headlights flickered out; but then the Amazon's body, thrown from the horse by the impact, came flying across the car's hood, struck the windshield, and sprayed jagged glass that whined around Evan's face, nicking his cheeks and forehead and neck. The body, face slashed, throat pumping thick blood from a sliced jugular vein, dangled down over the dashboard; the sightless eyes mirrored for another moment the tremendous power of the entity within that form of flesh, and then the blue darkened. The eyes looked like black, empty holes, and the flesh seemed to have withered around the face, giving it the look of a long-dead skull. 
Evan pressed his foot to the floor, wound his way back toward Bethany's Sin, back into the vile, evil nest of... them. This time he made no attempt at silence; his tires squealed as he took corners, and the station wagon's engine screamed at the limits of its power. 
Dark streets. Dark houses. A terrible, gathering darkness. The moon, grinning in window and window and window. 
McClain Terrace. His own house, pitch-black and silent. He drove the car up onto the lawn, leaving treadmarks on the grass, and leaped out, running for the front door. They would be after him, of course, and in minutes they'd find him. He fumbled with his keys in the lock. Hurry. Have to hurry. Have to. They're coming. They're coming. His key slid home. A dog barked, barked, barked. 
And in the next instant the door was ripped from his grasp. A hand with manicured nails grasped his wrist, wrenched him into the darkened entrance foyer with a strength that threw him to the floor. 
From the darkness a figure reaching, reaching, eyes aflame and terrible, and he heard himself whine like a trapped animal. He was hauled up, pushed through parting darkness, and thrown onto the floor in the moon-dappled den. 
Evan, crouched on the floor awaiting the fiery blow of an ax, looked wildly around. 
Four figures touched by moon-shadows. Four women. Four sets of merciless, murder-hungry eyes. 
One of them sat in a chair on the other side of the coffee table, watching him without speaking. 
Dear God, he thought, his mouth as dry as landfill dirt and the image of a crumpling headless body flashing through his head. They were waiting for me all the time. They were waiting. 
From the chair the Drago-thing spoke, with two voices: one her own, in her Greek-accented English, the other a guttural harsh language that was the strange tongue of the Amazon, both voices meshing perfectly from the same throat. "Now," she said softly, the Amazon tongue sounding hollow and eerie within the confines of the den. "We shall talk." 
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THE WOMEN
"You're a much more intelligent man than I'd at first believed," the Drago-thing said from her chair. "I admire intelligence. I admire strength of purpose as well." 
Evan's eyes moved slightly. Mrs. Giles—or what had once been Mrs. Giles—standing in a corner of the den; No-longer-Mrs. 
Demargeon standing at the foot of the stairs; a young blond woman wearing a mask of callous hatred standing to the left of Drago's chair. He measured inches against seconds. 
"Don't be a fool," the woman in the chair said. 
He glanced up at her. The woman-thing's eyes burned bright and fierce. Laurie. The fear slashed at him like a gleaming ax blade. 
"Where's my child?" 
"Sleeping." 
His gaze moved toward the stairs. 
"Not here," the woman said, the rumble of the Amazon language echoing from wall to wall, as if the words had been spoken within a time-lost cavern and not within the den of a wood-framed house. "Somewhere else." 
"Where is she?" He forced himself to keep his gaze steady, but even so, he felt the power within this woman as surely as if he stood before a white-hot blaze. 
"Safe, I promise you. Interesting. The end of your own existence may be seconds away. Why do you concern yourself with the child?" 
"Because I'm a human being," Evan said, choosing his words carefully. "I doubt if you know much about the feelings of real humans anymore." 
The Drago-thing paused, regarded him for a moment without speaking. "Oh, yes," she said finally. "You're referring to the maternal instinct. Unnecessary. The strong will always see to themselves. The weak must be weeded out as a threat to the perpetuation of the race." 
Evan's eyes narrowed. "I saw an example tonight of what you've ‘weeded out.' " 
"Yes," the woman said. "So you did. You went into the Field of Bones, where our enemies lie fallen by the will of Artemis...." 
"Enemies?" Evan said incredulously. "Men and infants?" 
"Men and men-to-be," Drago said softly, her voice velvet and iron, the Amazon voice lower and harsh. "Two of you went into the Field of Bones. Only you returned; where is the workman?" 
"He's dead. Killed by one of those...things on horseback." 
"Warriors. A pity Mr. Ames was struck down; he'll never see his children now." 
"Children?" 
She responded with a tilt of the head. "Two women are pregnant by his seed. We hope one of them will bear us a daughter. Of course, Mr. Ames never knew; Antigatha's potions strengthened his sexual potency and blanked his memory." 
"Antigatha?" Evan's heart pounded. "Mrs. Bartlett?" 
"The one you call Bartlett, yes. You underestimated our superior senses of sight, of smell, and of hearing. Antigatha easily overheard your conversation behind that locked door. But unfortunate about the man; the younger warriors have yet to learn restraint, even against the enemy. I had hoped that the man would be a successful breeder." 
"Then they weren't sent out there to kill us?" 
"No. Only to"—she paused, searching for the proper word
—"herd both of you back to the village. I assure you, if I had ordered you dead, you would now in fact be dead. And buried by now, along with the others." She shook her head, eyes blazing eerily. "I don't want you dead. Not yet." 
Evan looked quickly around the room; the other women hadn't moved. They watched him like animals eager for the kill. A shudder rippled up his spine; he could see the spiderish shadows cast across the walls by the moonlight. Creeping nearer and nearer. "What in the name of God are you?" he asked her, his voice trembling. "What are all of you?" 
"We are...survivors," the Drago-thing said, two voices echoing, intertwining. "Survivors by the sheer force of our individual wills, gathered together in a place of cold darkness for...a long time of waiting. We are the chosen of Artemis, the vanguard of Her might, and our hatred sustained us when we were broken to our knees and cast into the maw of Hades." She closed her eyes for a moment, opened them and stared down at the man on the floor before her. 
"We are warriors first and always, and one can fight in Hades as fiercely as on the steppes of Athens. One can fight Master Death in a clash of wills, and with the divine help of Artemis, win. Yes! Win!" 
Her eyes flamed; the power seared Evan's face, and he drew back. 
"You know nothing of the desire to survive," she said, her lips curling as if she were snarling at him. "You know nothing of the will to live, to walk the earth and the forests, to smell the sea again, to stand beneath a burning sun and scream toward the sky! We know all that, and we know bitter, limitless cold and dark, and we know wanting to shriek but having no voices, and wanting to see but having no eyes!" Her voice rose, rose, hammering at the walls. "We know the grip of Thanatos, with his scaled hands and his red burning eyes, and we know what it is to fight that grip as one raging power fights another! And we know what it is to wait and to wait and to
wait!"  Her arm flashed out, golden bracelet gleaming around the forearm; the fist crashed down on the coffee table, and there was a piercing craaaaaack!  as the table split from one end to the other. She blinked, as if for an instant the power within that flesh sought to burst free, out of control. She brought her hand back and sat staring at him over the broken table. 
His mind slipped, slipped; he gritted his teeth, tried to quiet the scream that had begun in his soul. "You're not Kathryn Drago any longer," he said after another moment. "Who are you?" 
The woman-thing lifted her fist up, clenched tightly. It trembled with repressed rage. "The last of the royal blood," she whispered. 
"After Troy"—she spat the word out—"after the murder of Penthesilea, the Chair of Power fell to me. But that was in the last days, and we were weak from the wars that had depleted our ranks." 
Her eyes were half-closed now, hooded with memories. "And so the cowards came, horde after horde of them; black-bearded destroyers lapping at our shores, at the gates. of our city. We fought them back again and again; Artemis lifted up corpses and gave them life to fight still, and we battled day and night without rest. Until the end. Until the end." Her voice had dropped to a whisper. 
"The end came in that cavern, didn't it?" he asked her. 
She looked at him sharply. "The corpses were heaped together and burned. The cavern was sealed, and the invaders took over Themiscrya..." 
"Enough!"  the Drago-thing shrieked, the word a hoarse bark in the Amazon tongue. Not-Mrs. Giles stepped forward a few paces, as did not-Mrs. Demargeon. 
"Why gather within Kathryn Drago's body?" he asked her, watching her carefully, ready to leap backward if she attacked him. 
Knives. There were knives in the kitchen. Could he get to them in time? 
But she didn't move. Instead, she smiled—a thin, haunting smile that drew the flesh tight across her cheekbones, giving her a look of a flaming-eyed death's-head. "Because this one had been brought to us by the will of Artemis. Because this one was fulfilling her own destiny, drawn to where we waited in darkness. And this one had already delivered justice to the destroyer. " 
Evan didn't move; his mind was racing. Knives. Knives in the kitchen. 
"Perhaps you would understand if I told you her maiden name. 
Bethany Katrina Nikos. Her father and mother emigrated to America from Greece in 1924; the father purchased a plot of farming land and built a wood frame house, and in 1932 his daughter was born. But he was a rough, uneducated man, and he knew only how to work with his hands; his wife was frail and intelligent, but she bent to his wrath because she knew no better. When his crops began to fail, he spent his rages by drinking and beating her bloody; very often the little girl was awakened in the night by the sound of blows and piercing, terrible screams." She blinked suddenly, and Evan knew that the small portion of Kathryn Drago that served as a disguise for the fiercer power was remembering. "Terrible screams," she hissed. "By this time a village was beginning to spring up. Everyone knew that the man beat his wife, but what could they do? It was his business. 
And at night I remember...I remember my mother, her face puffed by bruises, sitting on the edge of my bed, telling me stories of a land where men did not dare inflict these pains on women, of a land where women were the masters, and men in their rightful place. She told me the legends of the Amazons when we were alone, when he was drunk and sleeping, and those stories seemed to take fire in my soul...." She blinked again; the face contorted, grinning. "He killed her on a night when the winds howled around the house and snow had frozen the earth. He hit her, and hit her, and she fell down a stairway and her neck snapped. The little girl heard the bones breaking." She gritted her teeth, stared into his face. "Of course the police came, but the little girl was afraid to speak. He told them they'd had a fight over his drinking and she'd slipped and fallen. 
Those men all...grinned at each other, as if they shared a secret with"—she blinked again, and a shade passed over the eyes—"my mother at the center. Oh, yes. A fine, fine secret. And so I lived in the house with him, as he drank more and more and began to seek someone else's flesh to strike his hand against. But I knew what I must do, and I...waited... 
"Until he was drunk with wine again, and he lay in a bathtub filled with tepid water." The power had returned to her eyes again; her lips were curled savagely. "The little girl waited until he'd fallen asleep, and she took his straight razor and stood over him in the bathtub." The tongue flashed out like a lizard's, licked across the lips. "Slashed. Slashed. Slashed while the bitter tears streamed down her face. The water ran red with his blood, and the walls were streaked with it. And then she went to the police to tell them what she'd done, and why she'd done it. Justice. She'd wanted justice. She was sent to live with relatives in Athens. And from there she began her search." 
"Bethany's sin was murder," Evan said tonelessly. "The villagers named this place after what she'd done." 
"Not murder!"  the Drago-thing hissed, leaning forward. 
"Justice!  The true justice of the Amazons!" She paused for a moment, gaze glittering, pockets of moonlight caught beneath her cheekbones. "When we returned with her, she purchased that land and built the temple of Artemis on the foundations of her father's house. And to give thanks to Artemis we directed her to begin the hunting time. We found other suitable vessels, and some unsuitable, which we destroyed. Now the youngest of us gather at the estate and ride in Artemis's honor when the moon is at its height." 
The heat seemed to be slowly strangling Evan; he shook his head, dazed, unable to think what it was he should do. Run for the kitchen? fight here? What? His brain shrieked, and above that noise he could hear the other things breathing. 
"This world is strange," the Drago-thing whispered. "So very strange. filled with mysteries we did not even dare to imagine. But still the same; you and your kind are our enemies, and we will have no rest until we destroy you." 
"What are you going to do with me?" he heard himself ask. 
"We need your intelligence and stamina in our daughters," she said quietly. "We wish to use you for breeding purposes." 
Images of mutilation streaked through his mind: slashed and severed arms and legs, screaming faces. He shook his head. "No! 
No, I wonʼt!" 
"It can be good for you, if you donʼt try to resist. We'll honor you as a special captive..." 
“No!"  Evan shrieked.  "No by God no!" 
The woman stared at him, fury churning in her face. Stared at him until he thought he would either scream or go mad. "You·have a second choice," she whispered, and reached down to the floor beside her chair; the golden bracelet caught moonlight, reflected it briefly into Evan's face. 
She lifted up Harris Demargeon's severed head by the hair and placed it before her on the cracked coffee table. The dead eyes were rolled back to white, like the unseeing orbs of a statue; the mouth hung limply open. 
"Now decide," the Amazon said. 
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THE DECISION
Even as the woman's menacing words were echoing from the den walls, Evan threw himself forward, knowing that if he didn't move with lightning speed the others would be upon him like avenging lionesses. He gripped the edge of the coffee table and jerked upward on it, sending it flying backward onto Drago; Harris Demargeon's head spun into shadows, thumped against a wall, the Giles thing screamed a scream of dripping hatred and dashed toward him; Drago slammed out with one hand, her teeth bared, knocking the table aside. But by then Evan had crossed the room, bent, picked up a chair, and used it to shatter the picture window; glass exploded from the casement. When Evan looked back over his shoulder, he saw them reaching, reaching, reaching as if in a slow-motion nightmare, and the Drago-thing had risen to her feet and was pointing toward him in a command to the others. Evan flung the chair into their midst, saw the Giles-thing brush it away as if it were made of papier-maché. And then he spun around and leaped into space through the broken window. 
He ran through the down-sloping backyard, not daring to look back. He reached the chain-link fence, climbed it, and leaped over into the concrete-bottomed drainage ditch. Then he glanced back, expecting to see them coming across the yard for him, but saw only the form of Kathryn Drago, standing in the broken window frame, watching him. He stared at her for a few seconds; their eyes met, burned. And then Evan was running into the forest. 
His legs pumped. Brush stung his face, and shadows loomed heavily on all sides. His only thought now was to get away, to thread a path out of these woods somehow and get to Spangler or Barnesboro—anyplace with lights, telephones, real people. Anyplace where he could get help. He ran on, the moonlight flashing whitely through the dense overhang of trees like a searchlight stabbing for him. And then he felt his boot catch in a clump of low brush, and he was pitching forward to the ground. He slammed down hard, the breath whooshing from his lungs, and he lay with his face pressed against ashen-smelling earth. He was panting like an animal, his chest burning with the stale heat that pressed at him from all sides like a searing vise. His head throbbing with pain and confusion, he drew himself up against the trunk of a tree and clung to it. 
And then, abruptly, he realized what he was doing. Running. 
Running again, like all the other times he'd turned his back on the evil that crawled through this world; like the time he'd turned his back on his own brother, lying broken in a golden field while the specter of Death crept closer; like the time he'd turned his back on ragged men behind bamboo cages, leaving them to the mercy of their captors. Evan's mind staggered, like a man trying to run with weights strapped to his shoulders. Yes. The Hand of Evil was real; it was real, and it had been waiting for him all this time in Bethany's Sin. And all these years, when he thought he'd been escaping its grip, he'd only been running nearer and nearer to it. Until now, finally, it was reaching for him again. 
And, clinging to the tree, Evan felt his sanity begin to unravel. 
Oh God, he breathed. Oh God help me help me help me! Like red slashes of a razor blade, the visions streaked through his mind, one after the other: an Amazon with scorching eyes, reaching for him with one hand while the other raised a blood·dripping ax; a place where hollow-eyed statues stood, casting spiderish shadows on stone walls, where the moon burned fiercely down through a ceiling of glass, where Amazons crowded around and came nearer, nearer, nearer; Kay standing with her eyes closed and her breasts bared, and smoke swirling around her; the Drago-thing's face, grinning; and himself burning in what must have been the leaping fires of Hades. 
He jerked himself back to reality, sweat dripping from his chin to the ground. God help me. God help me. His sanity ripped, ripped. 
No!  he screamed at himself. No! Hold on! For Godʼs sake hold on! 
Because through the veil of those horrible visions he had seen what he must do. He must go back among them, and get his wife and child away from them. For if he turned away, if he ran on to Barnesboro or Spangler or Marsteller or wherever, they would be forever lost to him. He clung to the tree as if it were the last solid, real thing in his life, and a thought of cold crystal clarity came to him: Why had they let him get away at all? Why had they let him run? 
In the next instant he knew. 
He heard the high shriek of the Amazon riders off to the right, and he knew they were less than a mile away. They would be able to see in the dark in these woods, and their horses would know the shadowed paths by instinct. So even here, in the silence and darkness, there would be no hiding. His heart pounded; he rose to his feet, looked around. Another shriek, to the left and nearer than the first. They were closing in on him, hunting him down. Bamesboro and Spangler were cut off to him now, and behind him lay Bethany's Sin, an evil-pregnant spider in the center of her web. 
Now enfolding his wife and child. 
He peered into the darkness a moment longer, listening. Cries from the left and right, as they moved relentlessly toward a vertex where he stood, utterly defenseless. And then his decision was made. 
He turned and began to run back for the village, his head turning from side to side to pierce the darkness; he stayed close to the trees, avoiding the white slashes of moonlight, and in a few minutes he had crawled down into the drainage ditch behind his own house. Another war cry, rippling through the night, perhaps a half-mile away and closing in. The sound hammered at his eardrums. He crawled on his belly up against the chain-link fence and stared across his backyard. 
His house was full of the night, as if it, too, had been consumed by utter evil. Moonlight sparkled on glass edges in the broken window. 
He thought he heard the snapping of a branch just behind him, and he whirled around, ready to leap to the side. But nothing was there. 
Then he lay perfectly still, a shadow among a thousand others. His brain burned; of course they were waiting for him, and of course they would expect that he might try to return to his own house when he realized the riders had cut off his escape route, either to seek a weapon or to try to use the telephone to call for help. His eyes, narrowed into slits, slid to the left. 
The Demargeon house, dark. He could see the door leading into their basement: four panes of glass, just like his own basement door. 
Behind him another war cry rolled across the forest. Near. Very near. 
He couldn't stay out in the open any longer. Would they expect him to break into the Demargeon house? Would they expect him to try to hide there until daylight cleansed these streets? 
He crawled along the fence, steeled himself and quickly climbed over, dropped down into the yard. Crouched there, listening. 
All still, all quiet. Then he was running from shadow to shadow, staying low to the ground; he moved through Mrs. Demargeon's vegetable garden, now withered and dry from the heat. When he reached the basement door Evan balled his fist and struck the bottom glass pane; it starred and cracked. He picked out the pieces, let them fall to the grass, groped for the doorknob. Pressed the button that unlocked the door, twisted the knob, and then he was inside. 
Evan closed and locked the door behind him and, breathing raggedly, let himself sink down along one of the basement walls. For a long time he listened and heard nothing but the occasional shrieking of the warriors in the woods; eventually those cries faded and died like half remembered echoes. The basement was about the same as his own, with a wooden stairway leading up to a closed door into the house. There were stacks of boxes with junk in them: old clothes, musty-smelling magazines, a broken lamp, a heap of cracked flower pots. A chair missing its left leg sagged in a corner, and beside it there was a barbecue grill on rollers and a couple of cans of lighter fluid for charcoal. Near the basement door there was a rack with garden implements dangling from it: a Weed-Eater, a hand trowel, a rolled-up green hose. In the corner beside Evan was a sack of chalky-smelling fertilizer. 
Now there was nothing to do but wait for dawn, still hours away. He put his face in his hands and tried to sleep, but every few minutes he'd imagine a nightmare shape had slithered down into the basement and was slowly stalking across the floor toward him, and he'd open his eyes with a cry about to burst from his lips. When he did sleep, Evan dreamed of fire. A great roaring red-and-orange conflagration, a sky filled with churning ashes and shards of wood. 
And then embers flaming amid ruins, houses black-charred, bricks toppling from walls as a stain of purplish smoke slowly obscured the horizon. And after that, a place of ghosts, where ashes stirred in sluggish spirals and no grass or flowers grew among the cracked, scorched walls and blackened fields. Even as he dreamed, Evan realized that was the fate of Spangler, or Marsteller, or Saint Benedict, or any of the dozens of small towns ringing Bethany's Sin, when the warriors began to ride in full strength. When the Amazons taught their daughters how to wield the fire-edged ax of wrath, and those daughters taught their own, and the legacy of evil and murder and rage passed on from generation to generation, their lust for violence would turn against whole communities. They would strike in the night, swift and without warning, and this would be a place of ghost towns where dogs howled in darkness and the cry of eagles shrilled among the broken ruins. Whispered tales of night terror would make this a desolate, haunted land, but still there would be those who by accident or curiosity drove along the stretch of Pennsylvania Highway 219 that swept past the village of Bethany's Sin. And for those people there would be no turning back. 
The dreams faded. 
Hot white sunlight striped Evan's face; he came awake as he had during the war—senses sharp and questing, vision clear, his brain already working out the steps needed to stay alive. He pulled himself out of the light, into shadow where he'd be hidden. Birds sang in the trees, and Evan heard the distant sound of a car's horn, probably at the Circle. He glanced through the four-paned door—no, three-paned door—and looked for the sun. It was probably a little before eight o'clock. Something sparkled silver against the blue sky: an airplane, coming in for the airport in Johnstown. He wondered what the things thought of planes, of skyscrapers, of cars and ocean liners, of televisions and electric can openers and lawn mowers and all the thousands of items he took for granted. What could the things understand of the modern world, and how could they cope with it? 
But it seemed to Evan that in possessing the body they must possess also the memory, the intelligence, and to some degree the personality as well; he'd seen the woman sitting before him in the den slip back and forth between two worlds, from Kathryn Drago to the power that had lodged itself within her. Possibly the Amazon entity lay hidden away, using Drago's personality as a disguise, until there was the need for its savagery to surface from that pool of flesh in full force. 
Perhaps that was true of all the rest of them, too. Even the language lay between two worlds, the English·speaking voice and that guttural, chilling growl
And now he thought of Kay, lying in a bed in the clinic while the Amazon known as Oliviadre slowly claimed her soul. He ran his hands over his face. When the transformation was complete, would the Kay he knew and loved still be locked within that form, or would Oliviadre crush out her life-spark entirely?  I've got to go to her!  a voice screamed inside him .I've got to go now and get her out of
there!  No. No, not yet. They'll kill you before you can get away from McClain Terrace. But how, then? How in Godʼs name am I going to get my wife free of them? And what's happened to Laurie? He was confident they hadn't harmed her, but the idea of what they might be planning for her made his flesh crawl. 
He jumped suddenly. He'd heard a phone ringing up stairs. 
Ringing. Ringing. Ringing. Then a door-muffled voice. 
Evan quietly rose and moved toward the stairway. Then stopped, realizing he needed some kind of weapon; he reached over to the rack of garden tools and took the trowel. He slipped up the stairs carefully and put his ear against the door. 
"...I've heard nothing from any of them." Not-Mrs. Demargeon was speaking in her Mrs. Demargeon voice now, and Evan pictured her in a robe and slippers; the Amazon entity within her lay submerged now, waiting. A long pause. "Yes, that's right." Another pause. "He could not have gotten very far from the village. This we know. They've been searching the forest between his house and the highway all night. If he's there, they'll find him." Pause. She cleared her throat. Evan started to crack the door open and decided against it. "No. Cybella says we're in no danger; I stayed with her until early this morning, waiting for reports. The man has not reached the highway." 
Come here and open this door, bitch, Evan breathed. Come here. 
The woman listened, said, "No." Listened again. "No," 
emphatically. Then, in a more soothing tone of voice, "We shall wait and see. The man poses no problem. In the meantime, we shall proceed with the Rite of fire and Iron. Tonight; Oliviadre grows restless." 
Evan's throat tightened. What was that about a rite? And Oliviadre? He leaned forward, pressed his ear tightly against the door. The wood made a slight creaking noise, and Evan winced. 
"...met a young couple at the Westbury Mall yesterday," the woman was saying. "The Daniels. He's an insurance executive with Hartford in Bamesboro; she's a housewife, five months' pregnant. 
Very nice people, I understand. Bremusa believes they would fit into the village very well; she's going to show them that empty house on Deer Cross Lane next week." A pause. "Yes. Yes, I will." Then, "I have to go now. Good-bye." The sound of the receiver being placed on its cradle, footsteps moving away. 
Evan stood pressed against the door for another moment. 
Bethany's Sin was going to beckon and ensnare a couple called the Daniels; Bremusa—Mrs. Giles? had plans for them. Oh, yes; just as she'd had plans for Kay and Evan. Show them a beautiful house on a beautiful street in a beautiful village, offer it to them at an unbelievable price, and then—
The door came open so quickly Evan had no time to react, and there stood the woman, her face still lined with sleep, wearing a bright canary yellow robe. Her eyes were dark and staring, but in a split second the power began to flood into them, fierce and blue and wild with the unleashed strength of the Amazon; in another instant they were orbs of flaming hatred, and with a guttural snarl of pure rage the woman lifted the ax she held and brought it whistling down toward Evan's shoulder. 
But he hunched over and drove himself into her with all his strength; the ax crashed down and split the railing at the top of the stairway. They clawed at each other, falling to the floor and rolling, upsetting table and lamp and telephone. As she retrieved the ax he grasped at her wrist, caught it before she could strike at him again; she twisted, snarling like an animal, gripped the wrist of his hand that held the trowel, and began to squeeze. He dropped the trowel as he felt his bones grind together, and he cried out in pain. They rolled back and forth, slammed into a wall. She spat into his face and tried to jerk her arm free, but he held onto it for dear life. Then she twisted again and got one slippered foot between them; she kicked out, throwing Evan off her and halfway into the living room. He fell over a chair, regained his footing and picked up the trowel just as she leaped at him, the ax flashing for his head. 
When he jerked his head back, he saw the reflection of his own face in the ax blade, and he was certain it had cleaved away the hair that hung over his forehead. He gritted his teeth, feeling rage and anguish screaming with in him, feeling the killer instinct rising within him now, rising, rising. Evan stepped in, drove upward with the trowel. But the woman was faster; she gripped that wrist again, twisted his arm to the side. Pain flooded through him, and his fingers involuntarily opened, dropping the trowel again. The woman-thing struck a backhanded blow at him that caught him alongside the jaw and almost broke his neck. Evan staggered. She rushed in, gripped at his shoulder with flesh-clawing nails, and tore half his shirt away, exposing the plain of ragged scars. He fell backward, his head still ringing from her blow, and dropped down to his knees. The thing that had been Janet Demargeon loomed over him, lifting the ax for a death blow. When he was able to look up into her face, he saw the blood hunger in her eyes, saw the way she stared at the scars crisscrossing his chest; it was the way she'd looked at them that night in the entrance foyer, and he realized now those scars must've brought back memories of gore-splattered battle to the entity within her, and she'd gotten away quickly that night before she'd been compelled to attack him. Now the ax rose, rose; its shadow fell across him, and he felt too weak and beaten to move. 
The killer instinct took over. It bared his teeth in a snarl, made his right hand whip out to grasp the trowel that lay only a few feet away. Made him dig his heels into the carpet and plunge toward her even as the ax reached its gleaming zenith and hesitated there for a fraction of a second. Made him thrust out and upward with that garden trowel with all the strength of his shoulders and back behind it. Canary yellow cloth stopped his hand. 
The woman threw her head back and screamed, a scream not entirely of pain but of anger as well. The canary yellow reddened. 
Reddened quickly. 
She tried to stagger back to deliver her blow, but Evan chopped at her ankles with his free hand, and she fell, still gripping the ax in waxen white hands. At once he withdrew the trowel and, snarling, drove it in again. She screamed, struggled, screamed, clawed at his face and missed; Evan threw his weight against the makeshift weapon and felt it sink deeper. The body beneath him thrashed wildly, seemingly stronger now; her arm came up with the ax and slashed wickedly past his left shoulder. Then her other hand flashed out, caught his cheek, nails digging rents in the flesh. He shook away from her; struck again and again and again. 
Until finally he realized he was stabbing a dead woman. 
He fell back away from her, his hands sticky with blood; the trowel was buried in her midsection up to the handle, and a pool of red had collected around it. Evan crawled away, shaken and sick, and threw up in a corner of the living room. For a long time he lay on his back, unable to move, thin red rivulets trickling down his cheek from three deep scratches. He realized the woman must have heard that door creak, and sensed him hiding there; perhaps she'd smelled his sweat or fear. When he could look at the corpse again, he saw that her eyes were dark and lifeless, the face shrunken and skull-like, all the terrible power gone now. But still he was afraid to turn his back on her. He stared down at his bloody hands; the fingers twitched and trembled. After a while he staggered into the bathroom to clean himself, and saw in the medicine-cabinet mirror a face that shocked him: hollow eyed, pale, a blackening bruise at his jawline, another on his right cheek, the three bloody scratches. Red gouges in both shoulders, a long, jagged scratch across his chest. His torn shirt flagged around him. He washed his face in cold water, almost threw up again, and then explored the rest of the Demargeon house. 
The rooms were small, neatly decorated, as if from a Sears furniture catalogue. In a room at the very back of the house he found Harris Demargeon's headless body, still sitting in that wheelchair. 
There were no windows in the room, and no furniture but a bed with a dark brown spread. 
Evan closed the door quickly. 
In the living room he sat down on the sofa and found himself staring with curiosity at the woman's corpse. So, he told himself. 
When the body dies, they die. Or do they? He couldn't be certain. 
But he knew one thing for sure: there must be a physical hand to hold the ax, and this woman's hand would never hold another one. 
He rose up from the sofa, bent beside the body, and loosened the robe. 
The left breast sagged, the nipple flattened and gray looking; where the right breast had been there was a brown, starlike scar that indicated a severe burn. 
The Rite of Fire and Iron, this woman had said. Tonight; Oliviadre grows restless. Evan closed the robe because he didn't want to look at that scar anymore. The woman's dead eyes, half-closed, stared at the ceiling. 
And now Evan, sitting on the floor in the presence of Death, put his head in his hands and saw clearly what it was be must do to save his wife and child. 
TWENTY-NINE
EVAN, WAITING. FOR THE NIGHT
Evan's search of the Demargeon house turned up six empty Coke bottles beneath the kitchen sink. He withdrew two of them, carried them downstairs to the basement, and began to sift through the assortment of boxes for suitable rags—not too dirty, thin enough to be jammed into the necks of the bottles. When he found two rags he could use, he filled the bottles about three-fourths of the way to the top with lighter fluid. He twisted the rags and fit them into the Coke bottles as fuses for his makeshift firebombs. 
Then he went back upstairs to wait. At the top of the stairs, he recradled the telephone, afraid a prolonged busy signal would attract suspicion. 
He was going to have to create a diversion, something that would allow him time to get to the Mabry Clinic and find Kay; he'd already decided he was going to set fire to the Demargeon house, and with those two firebombs he could pick a couple of other targets and unleash enough confusion to shield him. But there was another problem: where was Laurie? The Drago house? The Sunshine School? Yes. Possibly there, under the watchful eye of whatever hideous entity lay within Mrs. Omarian's form. And now, as the hours moved sluggishly through the afternoon, Evan kept a surreptitious watch from the living room, moving the window curtains aside perhaps half an inch, one eye peering through at McClain Terrace. 
At first it seemed deserted, but as Evan looked he caught the shadowy outline of a figure sitting before a window in a house diagonally across the street. And another figure in the house next door to where Keating had been murdered. They were both sentries, watching the street. Probably Mrs. Demargeon was supposed to be watching for him as well. Damn them all to hell, he breathed. 
The light began to fade. As evening crept across Bethany's Sin, Evan saw several cars drive slowly along McClain Terrace, heading toward the Circle. Across the street no lights showed in houses, but he knew they were still there, watching and waiting. There was a plastic-based table lighter on the floor, thrown from the overturned coffee table during the fight; Evan bent and picked it up, sat on the sofa, and clicked the dame on and off a couple of times. Fire reflected dully from the eyes of the corpse at his feet. 
Night fell. 
Bethany's Sin lay silent; but somewhere in the depths of the Demargeon house a clock ticked, ticked, ticked. Evan wiped his face with the back of his hand, wincing as droplets of sweat touched the raw scratches. Now he was alone, totally alone, and whatever happened in this place tonight depended solely on his own instincts, on his ability to slip quietly from shadow to shadow, on his will to survive. Tonight he must face the Hand of Evil, and there would never be any running again. His heart beat echoed the ticks of the clock. 
At twenty minutes after eight the phone rang. He tensed, stared at it as it rang again. Again. Again. 
Let them know. Yes. Let them know Iʼm ready to fight them. 
The phone rang on. 
Evan stood up, crossed to the phone, and ripped it from the wall. 
And now it was time to go. 
He took the lighter down into the basement, used the remainder of a can of fluid to soak magazines and news papers and cast-off clothing in boxes, then dragged the boxes to a spot beneath the stairs. He broke the crippled chair into pieces and threw them onto the fluid-gleaming pile; there was enough fluid remaining in the second can to douse the stairs themselves. Then he clicked the flame on, touched it to the edge of a scrapped dress; the cloth smoked, sputtered, burst into tire. The newspapers and magazines caught quickly, pages curling and blackening; tendrils of fire snaked upward toward the stairs and bluish flame rippled across the wood. Evan waited until the pile of boxes had caught completely, the fire hot enough to make him step back a few paces, and he watched the steps begin to blacken; then the lowest step caught, and the dangling railing. Grayish, sour-smelling smoke swirled thickly around the basement. Evan put the lighter in his back pocket, picked up the two firebombs, and slipped through the basement door into the backyard. 
Ran for the fence and climbed over, cradling the two sloshing bottles in the crook of one arm. He glanced back, could see red light streaming through the door panes, and then he was running along the ditch in the darkness, planning to circle the perimeter of the village until he reached the clinic. Overhead, the near-perfect orb of the moon bathed him in hot, lunatic light. He ran on, keeping his body low, looking from side to side for any trace of movement; to his right lay the backs of houses, to his left the solid darkness of the forest. 
And in another moment there came a terrible, high pitched shriek, and three Amazons on horseback burst toward him from that darkness, axes swinging. This time he knew they would kill him, for he recognized the death look in their eyes. 
Evan reached for the lighter, flicked it on, touched that yellow flame to one of the fluid-sopped fuses. He took no time to aim, but threw the bottle into their midst. When the bottle hit, there was a brief, white-startling ball of fire and the horses screamed, rearing. 
Two of them collided and went down, and the third spun in a fearful circle as the fire leaped along bone-dry brush and tangles of thicket. 
And then Evan was past them and gone, his legs churning. He looked back for an instant, saw a patch of woodland trembling with flame and the dark horse-shapes caught in it. Then he didn't look back anymore. He ran on, knowing he was still on the perimeter of Bethany's Sin but not exactly certain how far away the clinic was. 
From the abyss of the forest he thought he heard more shrieks, closing in, and he kept one hand firm around the remaining bomb. 
Shadows leaped at him; the night was a mad house of moonlight and darkness, fighting each other and the man who struggled through them. He tripped, almost fell, kept running; if that bottle should break, his last weapon would be gone. 
And then, his chest heaving and his lungs burning for oxygen, Evan abruptly stopped. Peered into the blackness ahead. Listened. 
What was that sound? What was that terrible, hellish sound? 
Hoofbeats. Four or five horses. Coming along the ditch toward him. 
And before Evan could leap for the fence, they were upon him: four Amazons with hate-twisted faces, axes shimmering with moonlight and the eerie, pulsating power of the things that gripped them. The red-eyed horses rumbled like world-splitting earthquakes. 
Shrieks from five raging throats tore at him, and even as he was stepping back he was touching the flame to his last fuse; it sputtered, leaped. He reared back and threw the bottle among them; it glanced off an elbow, off a shoulder, leaving ripples of flames, finally exploded like a hand-grenade blast. Fire and glass shards pierced the air, into the hair and eyes of the woman-things. One of them screamed wildly, began chopping the air while her eyes caught fire; another ripped at her flaming gown; a third clutched to a rearing horse with a burning mane. Evan turned away, leaped for the fence and caught his fingers in it, pulled himself up. An ax slammed the mesh beside him. Evan pushed against the top of the fence, landed in grass, ran through a backyard toward the street, his nerves screaming. 
When he reached the street he saw it was Fredonia; he'd completely circled Bethany's Sin, gone past the clinic. In the distance he could hear the pain-screams of the horses, and toward McClain Terrace the sky was beginning to redden very slightly. He knew they'd have found the fire, and would be trying to put it out. 
He stood where he was for a moment, trying to get his bearings; he'd have to go through the village to get to the clinic, and they would be waiting there for him. Evan looked around: there was the Gulf station, a few silent houses, the road leading out of Bethany's Sin toward safety, and... 
...something lying across that road. 
Lights came on. Evan was caught between them, like a moth frozen by double flames. He squinted, tried to see beyond those lights. Realized they were headlights. A car had blocked the road. 
"Mr. Reid," someone said. A man's voice. "Mr. Reid, I think you'd best step on over here now. Come on. And be real careful how you move." A figure stepped out of the car, walked forward so it was framed against the headlights. Sheriff Wysinger, holding a gun loosely at his side. "Come on, now," he said, as if coaxing a little boy out from his hiding place. "There's no use in running. You ought to know that by now, Mr. Reid." 
Evan didn't move. "I'm going to find my wife and child," he said, his mouth bitter-dry. 
"Oh, no, you're not. That's not what they want. Your wife's one of them now, Mr. Reid, or she soon will be. You can't fight them. 
Nobody can." 
"I can fight them!"  Evan shouted, trembling; his voice echoed along the street. "For Godʼs sake help me!" 
"God's no good in this place," Wysinger said quietly. "At least, not the God you and I pray to." He smiled like a lizard. "Used to pray to. No. Even God stays out of Bethany's Sin." 
"You and I can fight them together!"  Evan said desperately. 
Wysinger shook his head, brought the gun up, and pointed it at Evan. "I'm too old, and I'm too weak. You're just a fool. And mister, my little niche in Hell is all carved out for me and waiting, and I'm in no hurry to get there." 
"What's wrong with you?" Evan raged. "You're the sheriff here, and you're sitting in a nest of murderesses!" 
"I'm alive because they need me,” Wysinger said, his eyes glittering over the gun barrel. "If they didn't need me, I'd be out in that place by now, my bones rotting with all the rest: It's a matter of survival, Mr. Reid; either you do or you don't. Now step on over here, and hurry up about it." He motioned with the gun. 
Evan, his mind racing, walked slowly toward the man. 
Wysinger suddenly cocked his head to the side; Evan had caught the smell of fire in a stale, sluggish breeze, and he knew the other man had smelled it too. Wysinger's eyes widened; he'd seen the faint red smear in the distance, over on McClain, and the brighter burst of light where the forest had caught fire. "You...set a...fire..." Wysinger whispered incredulously. His face reddened with fury. "You son of a
bitch! 
You crazy son of a bitch!"  He reached out, gripped the remnants of Evan's shirt and wrenched him forward, holding the gun up under his throat. "I ought to blast your fucking head of right here
and now! 
That forest'll burn like dry tinder!"  He shook Evan mindlessly. "Do you know what you've done? 
Do you know...?" 

"Yes," Evan said. "I know." He locked eyes with the man. "You don't have the equipment to battle a blaze like that. Neely Ames told me so. When they can see the fire from Spangler or Barnesboro, they'll send their trucks to help you. And then they'll find you, and me, and...those women." 
"Goddamn you!"  Wysinger breathed, his teeth gritting. His eyes slid over toward the forest. Sparks were spinning toward the sky, flaring out across the sunbaked woods and setting new fires. He shoved Evan toward the police car. "Get in there!"  he roared, fear cracking his voice. "Hurry!" 
Evan slid across the seat. Wysinger, his face drawn and sweat-beaded, climbed beneath the wheel, keeping the gun aimed into Evan's side; he started the engine. "I'll kill you if you move," he said fiercely. "I swear I'll kill you." 
"Where are you taking me?" 
"To them. To that...temple." He put the car into gear with his free hand. "They'll know what to do about that goddamned fire." He gritted his teeth. "And they'll know what to do about you!" He put his foot to the floor, and the car leaped forward. 
Evan spun, gripped the man's bearish wrist, jerked it upward; the gun cracked and cracked again; glass shattered; Wysinger lost his grip on the wheel, reached for Evan's throat, and Evan, clinging to the gun hand, threw his weight against the slipping wheel. The tires screamed into the night, banshee wails, and the car rocketed across the street toward the gas station. Too late, Wysinger realized what was about to happen; he cursed, tried to get control of the car again, but in a fraction of a second Evan had slammed his own foot down atop Wysinger's, forcing the accelerator to the floorboard. 
The police car struck the gasoline pumps with a rending shriek of metal against metal; the pump housings shattered, were thrown to each side by the passage of the car, and then the car was going forward, forward, smashing through the glass front of the main office, where Evan had sat talking with Jess the manager. Evan was jerked forward and then backward, forward again, striking his forehead on the dashboard, striking his shoulder against the door; he caught a glimpse of Wysinger's sweating face, open mouthed, screaming. The car ground over a sea of glass and slammed heavily into a wooden counter, splitting it into two sections; the cash register spun away, crashed into a wall, and exploded. And then the car stopped, engine grinding grinding grinding. 
Through a red haze of pain Evan saw the first tongues of fire licking around the hood. He couldn't make himself move: pretty fire, he thought. Pretty red fire burn everything down. His shoulder throbbed, and he thought it must certainly be broken, but when he tried he could move all the fingers of that hand except his thumb. 
Pretty red fire, he thought, staring as it grew. Burn. Burn. Burn. After another moment he could turn his head. 
A livid blue bruise, blackening, covered one side of Wysinger's face; half of the steering wheel had been broken off and lay in the man's lap. He moaned softly but didn't move. 
The fire had bubbled paint on the hood. Evan watched the bubbles burst. And then he was moving again, slowly, painfully, trying to get out of the car. He pushed against the door and it ground open, and then he was falling out, onto his injured shoulder, and then crawling, crawling through glass and oil and flattened cans. He crawled out through the broken window, blood streaming from his shattered nose; crawled out across the gas station pavement; crawled, trailing blood, into the street, and lay there, unable to crawl anymore. 
There was a quiet whump!  and then an explosion of glass and metal. A ragged scream that went on and on and on. Evan turned his head to look. Wysinger's gas tank had blown, and flames covered the car; as Evan watched he saw the swirling fires churn within the station office and then snake in long red tendrils toward the remnants of the shattered pumps, following the path of the rising fumes from the open tanks, disappearing into the ground. 
The explosion that followed cracked Evan's eardrums. Metal and glass and slabs of pavement burst high, and sheets of flaming gasoline sprayed out in a deadly mist. The station office and the police car disappeared in a column of white fire, and Evan saw what looked like a burning human body explode into minute pieces. He curled himself into a ball as the debris came down, striking all around him. The flaming gasoline spattered trees and rooftops and lawns, and the air was filled with the reeking stink of it, like a thick perfume or a wine that has turned to vinegar in the bottle. 
Just as Evan remembered where he was, he realized his shirt had almost been burned off him, and his hair and eyebrows were singed. He wiped his face, and the hand came away bloody. He lay against hot concrete, hearing the growing roar of Hades lapping at the shore of Themiscrya. 
The Rite of Fire and Iron. Oliviadre. The temple, Wysinger had said; that's where they are. The temple. All there for the rite. We're having a party. And everyone's invited. Even you, Mr. Reid. Oh, yes. 
Especially you. Come on, now. We're waiting for you. Come on. You don't want to be late, now, do you? 
"No," Evan said between cracked lips. "No." He heaved himself up, stood on unsteady legs, staggered. We're waiting. All of us. Your wife, too. Your wife, Oliviadre, she of the burning eyes and wicked grin. Standing amid the heat and the smoke and the far-scattered flames, Evan could see the museum through distant treetops. It was blazing, too, but blazing with light-the only house in Bethany's Sin that looked alive tonight. Alive and waiting for him; he thought for a fleeting instant that those windows did indeed look like blank, cold eyes, the eyes of a statue, perhaps, or of an all-sleeping spiderish monstrosity that sat in the center of Bethany's Sin waiting for its next offering of flesh. 
Evan summoned his last reserves of strength. I'm okay, he told himself. I can make it. I can. I can make it because if I don't they will have won. I can. Yes. They will have won and the Hand of Evil will have my wife and child. I'm okay. I can. 
I can. 
Something within him laughed long and loud, the laugh becoming hysterical and twisted. We're waiting. Come on. Come on to the paaaaaarrrrrttttttyyyyyyy. 
The eyes of that house sought him, beckoning him on. And Evan staggered forward, through the streets of fire. 
THIRTY





FIRE AND IRON
By the time Evan reached the museum his muscles were twisted into aching knots of pure adrenaline. He could look back over his shoulder and see the trees burning near the circle, their leaves spinning from black branches, leaving flaming scrawls of red against the sky. Glass shattered in the distance; a huge gout of fire shot toward the stars, followed by what might have been a rise of bats with flame-edged wings. Roofing tiles, Evan realized; one of the buildings across the Circle had caved in. He thought of those beautiful flowers arranged in the Circle's center; now they would be wispy ashes, and around them the fires would be crawling up and down the trees, across the grass, licking at windows and front porches, sitting rooms and kitchens. 
Evan turned his head, looked to the right. A hideous red rent in the darkness: the forest was burning, and it wouldn't be very much longer before the firemen from Barnesboro and Spangler came. He looked toward McClain Terrace, could see more trees outlined in livid orange flame. And carried on the waves of smoke and heat coming from the direction of McClain, screams and shouts were audible now; they were trying to fight the fire themselves, and they were most certainly losing. A dark green Buick, tires shrieking, turned onto Cowlington and roared past Evan, almost striking him down; he heard the scream of brakes as the driver skidded before the fire that burned at the other side of Bethany's Sin. Another car swept past, turned off Cowlington, and disappeared into the night. 
Followed by another. 
Evan wiped his face, breathing through his open mouth rather than his broken nose, and neared the museum's gate. Six cars had been parked along Cowlington before the looming building, and Evan recognized a gleaming black Buick as Mrs. Giles's. As he went through the gate and up onto the lawn, red embers and ashes wafted around him, and he was engulfed by a pall of smoke. In the distance he heard a car screech and crash with a sound of rending metal. 
Good. Good. Let them all die. 
And then he realized that his vision of charred ruins had not been the fate of any other village, but instead what lay ahead for Bethany's Sin. Even on the first day, when he'd stared at the museum through the trees, he'd felt the raging heat of the conflagration that would consume this place of utter evil. Now it was coming true: fires burning at each side of Bethany's Sin, slowly coming together like advancing armies. The pawn of Hades, he thought suddenly, gripping the gate and looking up at the looming house. I was the pawn of Hades all along. 
A figure appeared at a window on the upper floor, stared out for a few seconds, and then disappeared. Perhaps, he thought, that hellish rite was already in progress and, once begun, wouldn't be interrupted until the end; or perhaps they're simply waiting for me. 
Another car roared past and vanished into a tunnel of flame and smoke. 
Evan went through the gate, his heart· pounding, and reached the door. It was locked from within, and though he slammed against it with his uninjured shoulder, it wouldn't budge. He heard a sudden whooomph!  and twisted around, seeing that one of the trees across Cowlington had burst into flames; droplets of fire rained down onto a rooftop, snaked across the tiles. Beside that house shrubbery was flaming, and lawns were blacktopped with ash. Evan stepped back, away from the door, and looked up at the museum, no footholds or handholds on the walls, nothing to help him climb to the top floor, where Kay now lay at their mercy. Could he climb along a gutter? he wondered frantically, feeling the heat at his back now. No, no; it wouldn't hold his weight. Ashes spun into his face and hair. I've got
to get up there!  the voice screamed within him. I've got to find some
way to get in!  He ran alongside the house, eyes scanning the walls; his boots crunched on browning grass. And then he stopped, staring up at the huge oak tree that stood directly behind the museum; those branches, scorching now, touched the roof. 
A bellowing breath of fire reached for his back; the trees on Cowlington and beyond were traced with orange white flame. A burning branch cracked, split, fell onto a roof, followed by another. 
Houses were enveloped in fiery webs, and now Evan could see an occasional figure running through the streets. 
We're waiting. Come on to the party. We're waiting just for you, and we have your lovely wife here with us... 
Evan turned away from the flames, ran for that oak tree, and pulled himself up through the lowest branches. Climbed, his muscles shrieking; climbed, climbed, climbed toward the roof. Burning ashes stung him, and around him the foliage was smoking, bursting into flame even as he struggled through it. And as he made his way along the uppermost branches, not caring about the pain or the fire anymore, he tore off the last of his scorched shirt and let it drop. He leaped for the roof and landed on it just as the oak, filled with burning debris, burst into a searing ball of fire. 
And he found himself staring down through a skylight into the section of the museum that had been closed off by the black door. 
It was a wide, hardwood-floored room. At the center was a dark slab of stone, and on it lay Kay, naked, her flesh pale and translucent against the stone. She seemed to be asleep, or drugged, because she wan't moving. Beside the stone altar stood a red-glowing brazier with iron instruments heating within it. Around the room stood fully intact statues, all frozen in positions of combat, gripping sharp-pointed swords or axes or bows; another statue, its back to Evan, stood poised on a pedestal directly at Kay's feet. 
And the Amazons, draped in black robes, ringed the naked woman; they were chanting something in that unintelligible language, and as Evan watched they knelt before the poised statue and extended their hands out to it. And it was only then that he saw their hands were dripping with blood. Blood stained their mouths like an obscene lipstick; Evan, his heart hammering, craned his neck. 
At Kay's head there was a copper pot brimming with blood and six copper cups. And just above that pot there was a macabre iron post on which had been placed the severed triangular head of a black horse, still dripping blood. 
The chanting continued, a drone of voices. Evan could see their flaming, cruel eyes. Ashes and sparks swirled around him, touching the museum's roof. A shard of wood stung his shoulder. The Amazons seemed to have no fear of the conflagration, nor did they seem to care that soon the fire brigades would most certainly be coming; in that instant Evan felt a grudging respect for their courage, however evil and twisted they were, for these women feared nothing, not even Death in its gaudy robe of fire. 
The Drago-thing, her black robe dragging the floor, came into his field of vision. Around her the things that had gnawed away the souls of Mrs. Giles, Mrs. Bartlett, Dr. Mabry, and others he'd seen before but didn't know bowed their heads slightly in deference to their queen. Drago stood before the higher statue, spoke a few sentences in a singsong dialect, and then stepped toward the glowing brazier; her right hand, clad in a metal glove, reached out and withdrew one of the iron instruments. A scissors-like pincer pulsated a deep, terrible red. Then she turned again toward Kay. 
The other Amazons rose, their eyes gleaming. Dr. Mabry stepped beside Drago to assist her. 
The pincer opened, dropped down toward the swell of Kay's right breast. Kay, her eyes still closed, opened her mouth and writhed silently as the glowing pincer came down. 
Her breast, Evan realized. They were going to take her breast! 
And then he struck out with one boot, smashing through the skylight. Shards of glass rained down; the Amazons looked upward, faces contorting. Evan kicked out again and then leaped through the shattered opening. Landing beside the stone altar, he went to his knees and struggled upward. They closed in, breathing hatred, their hands clawing for him. Evan threw his weight against the brazier, and coals tumbled out as it hit the floor, driving them backward for an instant. The coals began to smolder and spark; Evan turned his head, gazed upon the statue on its pedestal. It was of a woman, arms outstretched, one hand broken away. Around the neck and shoulders were draped row upon row of marbled, taut-nippled female breasts; in the solemn face of the statue blank eyes burned a fiery, unholy blue, that fire leaping now, leaping, leaping... 
And Evan realized he gazed upon the terrible visage of Artemis, goddess of the Amazons, bearing her symbolic sacrificial gifts from the women who had devoted their lives and beings to the destruction of men. 
Those eyes flamed his skull, made him almost reel back and drop to his knees. No!  the voice within him screamed raggedly. And then he threw himself at that statue, upsetting the pedestal; the statue wavered, wavered, crashed to the floor. The head and left arm cracked away, but in that severed head the eyes still flamed. 
A hissing sound behind him; the shriek of air parting. 
He ducked down, stepped back as the red-hot pincers swung past his face. The Drago-thing, her face a mask of cold and absolute hatred, rushed him, forcing him backward and into the arms of the two Amazons who stood on the other side of him; they gripped him across the chest and throat, arms like steel bands. 
Drago held the hissing pincers before his face. "Now your time has come," she whispered, two voices whispering, intertwining, echoing. On the altar Kay stirred slightly. "Hold him while I finish," 
she commanded the women; they tightened their arms around him until he could barely breathe. And then she turned again toward his wife. 
"Leave her alone, goddamn you!"  Evan shouted. He struggled, found he couldn't move. "Get away from her!"  Tears of rage and terror sprang to his eyes. 
The pincers, gripped by that metal glove, were lowered toward Kay's white body. 
"Stop it! Stop it!"  he shrieked, his throat shredding. "If you want
a sacrifice, take me!" 
Drago blinked, held the pincers just above Kay's breast. She slowly turned her head toward him; her evilly grinning visage froze the marrow in his bones. 
"Leave her alone!" Evan said, daring to stare back into her face. 
"Take me as your sacrifice, unless you're afraid..." 
Drago didn’t move. 
In the distance a siren began to wail. Then another. Smoke had swirled into the room, and Evan heard the flames gnawing at the museum's roof. The sirens grew louder. 
"You and me," Evan taunted. "Alone. Come on, you gutless bitch!" 
Drago's lips parted in a snarl, but still she didn’t move. 
"You haven't got much time," he said. "They're coming soon. 
Themiscrya is burning, bitch, and I set the first flame." A hand tightened at his throat. "Come on, damn you! Decide!"  Smoke swirled between them; somewhere within the house, glass shattered. 
"Take Oliviadre and leave," Drago whispered to the others, her eyes not leaving Evan's face. "All of you leave, and quickly. Make certain the children are gotten out and away from the village." The other women paused. "Go on now!"  Drago said, her voice vibrating with power. 
The Amazons released Evan, backed away. The Giles thing and another blond woman began to try to rouse Kay; she stirred, mumbled, sat up on the altar. The Giles thing helped her to her feet, and it was then that Evan saw.his wife's face. One eye burned with the terrible, spectral power, and one side of the face was twisted with hatred as she turned her gaze upon him; the other eye was clear and terrified. And he realized that without the rite the transformation wasn't complete; without the blessing of the bitch-goddess Artemis she was still partly Kay after all. But partly Oliviadre as well—
caught between two worlds. 
"Take her out!"  Drago commanded. 
"Kay," Evan said. 
She stared at him, one eye flaming blue. Her mouth began to work, but no words came out. 
"Don't let them have you, Kay," he whispered. "Please, for the sake of all that's holy, don't let them have you. I love you. Please remember I love you..." 
Drago stepped toward him with the pincers. "Get her out of here now," she told the Amazons. "Hurry!"  The last word was a bark in the Amazon language. 
Kay's face contorted, rage fighting love. A tear streamed from the unclouded eye, broke over her cheek. "Ev—an—?" she whispered hoarsely. "Evan? Ev—?" And then the women spun her around, one of them giving her a black robe to hide her nakedness; they took her out through the door into the museum, and Dr. Mabry paused for an instant to stare back at the man. 
Then the black door closed. 
Sealing Evan in with this blood-eyed warrior. 
Evan backed away from her; she gripped the pincers and followed, like a lioness stalking her victim, one step at a time, slowly, slowly.... 
"No man can stop us," she hissed. "No man." 
And then she struck, faster than Evan's eye could follow; the pincers whistled down, struck across his chest, drawing a line of bubbling blood. He threw back his head and screamed a scream of piercing pain; Drago lifted the pincers again, stepped in quickly for another blow. But Evan, fever about to blow his brain apart, met her attack. They crashed together with a fury that shook the floor, Evan reaching for and grabbing the wrist that held the weapon; Drago's free hand shot out, the fingers groping for his eyes, finding one of them. She wrenched at his face, tore him in two with pain, and then Evan was screaming with blood-mad rage and backing her toward the altar, one hand gripping that wrist, the other clamped about her throat. She spun him around as if he were a toy, leering into his face, and he was picked up bodily and slammed against the far wall. 
He fought for breath. Through his unbloodied eye he saw fire leaking down through cracks in the roof, saw pools of fire gathering on the floor. The rest of the skylight exploded into ruby red slivers, and through the opening he saw the face of the oval moon. Then Drago was upon him again, swinging those pincers for his head; he jerked backward, and the burning iron seared a line across his cheekbone. He struck out at her with his fist, caught her full in the face but didn't stagger her; then he struck again, and again before she could bring that weapon back. Her head finally went to the side, and Evan struck with all his strength at the point of her chin. Her teeth clicked together, and blood drooled from one corner of her mouth; she spat out flesh, and Evan realized she'd bitten her tongue in two. 
But still the eyes burned, more fiercely now, and she grinned at him the crazed grin of a warrior who has seen Death and dares it to strike. Evan clamped both hands around her throat and squeezed; they fell to the floor, rolled through fire and glass, the woman's free hand striking at his forehead and temples, her other hand, white-knuckled, gripping the pincers. Above them the roof cracked, and streamers of fire, like party confetti, fell through. 
Drago twisted, flung him against one of the combat frozen statues. A stone spear grazed his side. The pincers sang for him, whistled past his head again. This time he reached up and put his hands against the scorching iron, ripping the weapon from her grasp and throwing it aside. She shrieked with rage and struck him with that metal glove, knocking him to his knees. He lay there, pain arcing along his rib cage, head battered and throbbing. Fire chewed at the floor all around, and in its glow he saw the woman's shadow on a wall: a huge, distorted thing that dripped with the venom of nightmarish evil. 
The Amazon stood over him, panting for breath, blood streaking a face that seemed as fierce and inhuman as those of the warrior·women statues. She wiped thick blood from her mouth, looked down with disdain upon the man, and spat at him, bloodily. 
Then she turned, groping for the fallen pincers to sever her enemy's head from his body. She reached down for it, gripped it, started to turn for Evan again. 
But he had already leaped from the floor and launched himself at her like a human projectile. Drago grunted as the air was forced from her lungs, and screamed out as he gripped her throat and drove her backward, backward, backward, off balance... 
Toward that statue in the far corner. The one with the drawn, sharply tipped sword. 
Drago's eyes writhed with blue fire; Evan drove her back with every shredding fiber in his body. 
And then Drago's shriek of bloodcurdling fury was intermingled with a cry of pure pain. The stone sword pierced her back and then her stomach; the gleaming point of it emerged from her body, red against black robes, and the woman-thing thrashed against it, still try ing to strike him with the pincers; she got a hand on his shoulder and wrenched him forward, and before he could jerk away, he felt a white·hot pain lance his own stomach. And then he realized, with sharp and sudden clarity, that she had driven him onto that part of the sword that protruded from her own body. 
Drago gripped him, wouldn't let him free. The flame in her eyes wavered. "Die," she breathed, the word as mangled as her tongue. 
Red-flecked spittle clung to her lips. "Die. Die. Die. Die..." 
Evan sagged, the pain brighter and hotter than a thousand August suns. But even as he sagged he pushed forward, driving her back father upon the merciless Amazon blade. Her mouth opened, opened, and remained open even as that terrible flame of spectral power flickered, flickered, and died from her eyes. Then he was looking into the black eyes of a corpse, and a red mist of pain and fire swept between him and the dead woman, obscuring his vision. 
Replacing it with the soft and silent sheen of a golden field where a dead tree stood, naked branches reaching toward the sky. A body lay in that field, near a branch that had broken and toppled to the earth. A young body, a boy's body, lying motionless. And Evan standing over it, grown-up Evan now, but still the Evan he always was. I'll run get help, he thinks. I'll hurry and get Dad and then he'll say that Eric's okay, he's okay, he's not dead after all. But the grown-up Evan knows now that one cannot run from Death, not really, and that one must fight the Hand of Evil wherever it is, even on its own pestilent ground. 
Evan steps forward, puts a hand to the young boy's shoulder. 
And Eric looks up, grinning widely. "Fooled you, didn't I?" he says impishly. "Whooey, I took a fall! ʼBout knocked the stuffing out of me! 
"You're...all right?" the grown-up Evan asks softly. 
"Me? Sure!" Eric stands up, little-boy Eric who has never changed at all, and rubs the dirt from his knees. "But that sure scared me, I'll tell you!" 
"That was...dangerous," Evan says, squinting in the warm sunlight. "You shouldn't do that anymore." 
"Oh, I won't. Just once is enough, I'll tell you! Whooey!" Eric suddenly looks past his brother, into the distance. "Hear that?" 
"No. Hear what?" 
Eric grins. "Aw, come on! Mom and Dad! Theyʼre calling for us to come home! It's time, y'know." 
"Yes," Evan nods. "I guess it is." 
"Let's go then!" 
But Evan still stands staring, as if he's trying to remember something just beyond the reach of his memory. 
"Come on, slowpoke!" Eric shouts, laughing. "They'll be along in a while, you'll see! Come on! I'll race you!" 
And grown-up Evan turns toward his still-small brother, and he smiles and says, "I always could beat you in a race," and together they run laughing toward the edge of a golden field that seems to stretch on forever. 
From fire-ravaged Cowlington Street Kay saw the museum roof collapse, sending up a geyser of sparks and flame. There was a great, earthshaking rumble as if the museum itself were about to fall into a fast-opening bottomless fissure. She blinked, the flame scorching her face; two women stood on either side of her, pulling; their hands were ice-cold. Like corpse hands. My hus—band, she thought. No
no not your husband anymore!  another, more terrible voice within her shrieked. Yes. My husband. Evan. No no not your husband! 
Evan's...in there. Heʼs inside that place! Let him die let him die let
him....  My husband! Oh dear God where's my husband!  She tried to jerk free of those women, but she couldn't move her arms, and they were pulling her along, faster and faster, and everywhere there was fire and smoke and a high, wailing noise. Where's Evan I've got to
find Evan!  The heat puffed her face, and within her that more terrible voice seemed distant now, and fearful: Go with the others hurry go
with the others! 
She shook her head from side to side, both eyes leaking hot tears. Tried to pull away, was wrenched on. "Evan!" she called out, trying to fight them. "I've got to find him!" Windows in the museum exploded, a hideous cacophony that split her head with pain. The voice within her, dying, dying: Get away! Hurry! Get away! 
"Where's my husband?" Kay shouted, struggling from something that lay upon her like the cold, clammy grip of an unseen hand. A voice, fading to nothingness, screaming within her soul. "I want to find my husband!" The voice gone. 
And through the wall of smoke and fire that lay across Cowlington emerged a monster with blazing white eyes, its voice an eerie, rising wail. White light froze Kay where she stood, and suddenly the two women who had been beside her—who had they been?—were gone, running in opposite directions through the smoke, vanishing from sight. There was a long, heart-stopping squeal of brakes, and the firemen were leaping from their truck toward the dazed woman who staggered in black robes. 
"You okay?" one of them, a burly man with thick black sideburns, yelled above the noise. "What's your name?" 
" "Kay," she said, trying to think. "I'm Kay Reid." 
"Jesus Holy Christ!" another fireman shouted beside her. "This whole damned village is burnin' to the ground!"Where'd this damned fire start?" 
Kay shook her head, tried to focus on the men. 
"She's out of it, Jimmy," the black sideburned fireman said to the other. "Come on, ma'am, let's get you to the truck!" 
"Jesus Holy Christ!" Jimmy said again; his double-chinned face was streaked with ashes. "Where are all the people? Where are all the damned people?" 
They led her quickly to the truck. Behind them a tree crashed flaming across Cowlington. 
"My husband," Kay said, fighting to breathe through the smoke. 
"I have to find him." She turned, stared back at the house as it began to melt and run. "My husband was in there!" 
"It's okay, it's okay," Black Sideburns said soothingly. "We'll find your husband. Right now we've got to get you out of here. 
Come on, just lean on us and you'll be—" 
“Laurie!" Kay shouted, gripping at the man's shoulders, new panic welling within her. "Where's my little girl? " 
"Hold on, now," Jimmy said. "She's probably fine and waiting for you." A roof exploded into a million cinders. He ducked his shoulders slightly, hurried her toward the truck. "The emergency unit found a bunch of little girls over at a house a couple of streets over. 
The nursery school." 
"Oh, God," Kay sobbed, feeling her legs give way beneath her. 
The firemen caught her, guiding her forward. "Oh my God oh my God oh my God..." 
"You're gonna be just fine," Jimmy said. "Here you go, get up into there. Holy Christ, how'd this damned fire start?" He blinked a couple of times, glanced over at the other firemen, said in a low voice, "Christ, Steve! This lady doesn't have a stitch on underneath that robe!" He took off his coat, gave it to her as he sat beside her in the truck's cab; she bundled up in it, hardly realizing that it smelled of sweat and acrid smoke. 
And then she began to cry. Couldn't stop. 
"There, there," Jimmy said. "'There, there." 
V
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RUINS AND BEGINNINGS
Two figures standing on a plain of charred ruins. A woman and a little girl, holding hands. The September breeze, cooling into autumn, whispering through cracks in freestanding walls, sighing eerily around jutting black chimneys and the ashen stumps of trees long hauled away. 
What little remained of Bethany's Sin had been cordoned off for weeks by the police and fire departments as they sifted through the sea of ashes looking for clues that might explain the sudden and terrible holocaust. Kay had been questioned repeatedly, first by the police and then by reporters. To all of them she said the same thing: I don't know. In the last week or so, the reporters had started calling the small, one-bedroom apartment Kay was renting in Johnstown—
God only knew how they'd managed to get the telephone number—
badgering her day and night, treating her like some sort of macabre celebrity. Recently they'd even begun hanging around the private school Laurie was attending, hoping to ask questions of her; but Mrs. 
Abercrombie, bless her soul, was a smart lady, and she could spot those reporters a mile away. On several occasions she'd called Kay at George Ross and told her that Laurie would be waiting at the back door today, because you-know-who's outside again this afternoon. 
Kay's last session had been with a Lieutenant Knowles,a fiftyish man with curly gray hair and blue-as-flint eyes. He'd offered her coffee, a cigarette. No thank you, no thank you. Let's just get this over with, shall we? 
"Right," the man had said; he'd smiled apologetically and then eased himself down into a black-vinyl swivel chair. "I know how painful this is for you..." 
"Then why do you keep asking me to come back? Of course it's painful!" 
"Well, I'm really sorry," Knowles said. "Really I am." His eyes meant it. "But it seems that you're just about the only person who came out of that fire. Well, you and the children, of course. But the children don't know anything...." 
"And neither do I." 
"Mind if I smoke?" 
Kay shook her head. 
Knowles reached for a pack of Trues and a lighter. "This whole thing is so...crazy. So really crazy." He lit the cigarette, pushed the pack away across his desk. Pictures of a smiling wife and two children were placed to his right, Kay's left. "The sheriff's car crashed into the gas station, nothing left of him to speak of; that crazy place with all the statues and old junk; a few skeletons lying around..." 
She shifted uneasily. 
"Sorry," Knowles said over his cigarette. "But that's the truth. 
One skeleton even missing its head! Another one with a spade or something stuck in its gut. And you know how the firemen found your husband and that Dr.—" He paused, flipped through a few pages of notes he had before him. 
"Drago," Kay said. Something about that name made her skin crawl now. 
"Right. Well, I'll tell you, nothing makes sense." He looked at her, narrowed his eyes. "And you still can't remember? I mean, nothing's come back to you at all?" 
"I've already told you people what I remember. I've told you again and again. I remember seeing my husband inside that museum. 
Then I donʼt remember anything else until I was out in the street." 
"How about up to that point? Anything?" 
She took a deep breath. Oh, God, this was where it got confusing. It seemed that she recalled lying in a bed in the clinic, staring at the shadows on the ceiling; the nurse had just brought her some of that awful, chalky tasting orange juice, and she remembered thinking that orange juice isn't for nighttime, it's supposed to be for breakfast. She remembered worrying about Evan, about what he might do in his present state of mind—she'd told no one that—and then she'd felt suddenly and strangely cold, unable to reach for the buzzer beside her bed when she wanted to call for another blanket. 
Nothing after that, at all. Just empty darkness. "No," she said, and Knowles looked disappointed. 
The man drew on his cigarette, tapped it into an ashtray; his brow was furrowed, had been furrowed ever since this nasty business had begun. There were so many damned unanswered questions! The gas station explosion; the skeletons of the man and woman, melded together by the heat, found in the ruins of that museum; a few female skeletons in the ashen forest, along with the charred remains of horses, of all things; other fire-ravaged corpses in several of the houses, where they'd been trapped by fallen debris; the fact that Bethany's Sin had been deserted but for the children, this woman who sat before him, and assorted bits and pieces of burned-beyond-recognition bodies. The coroner was still counting; he'd already passed fifty. The other people who'd lived in that village had just vanished. Strange. Maybe the strangest thing he'd ever heard of. 
Other things bothered him, too, made him sit awake nights now trying to figure them out, but he realized that he'd probably never grasp the whole picture, no matter how long he and his team investigated. Fragments of some kind of scrapbook had been found in the sheriff's office; clippings of murders and disappearances dating years back. In another half-charred notebook, calculations of when the moon would be full, the lunar sequence painstakingly worked out through December. Who the hell could explain that? 
What had Wysinger been, some sort of astronomy nut or something? 
And from the reports he'd seen, Kay Reid had lain in a hospital bed for three days after the fire, alternately feverish and shivering, hysterical and silent. Complaints of recurrent nightmare, of seeing figures standing over her bed, some doctor had written on one of her medical forms. Nightmares vague, but indicative of severe trauma. 
And now this woman, possibly the key to whatever had happened that August night in Bethany's Sin, sat here in his office and insisted she could remember nothing. He could look into her face and see the new lines around her eyes, and he knew she'd come a long, hard way back from Bethany's Sin, but was she lying to him? 
Trying to pretend she knew less than she really did? 
So he decided to take a gamble. "Are you still having those nightmares, Mrs. Reid?" Knowles asked her, watching for her reaction as he stabbed his cigarette out. 
She winced, quickly regained her composure. “What do you mean?" 
"The nightmares you were having in the hospital. Do they still bother you?" 
Kay paused for a moment. "No," she said finally. "No, they don't." 
"That's good to hear. What were they about?" 
"Have you decided to trade your badge in for a psychiatrist's couch?" 
Knowles smiled, shook his head. "No. Just curious." 
For a long while she pretended to examine her nails, still uncertain whether to tell him or not. And then she seemed to relax visibly, as if ridding herself of a haunting, terrible weight. She looked up at him. "Yes," she said softly, "the nightmares. I was afraid to sleep at first be cause they came every night. They were...especially bad when I was in the hospital because being there reminded me of somewhere else. The clinic in Bethany's Sin. I was...sick, and the doctor put me in a room there." 
"What was wrong with you?" the man asked. 
She shook her head. "I don't know. When I try to remember what happened to me from then on, my mind just...well, it's like my memory's blanked out or something. I know it sounds strange, but it's as if I...ceased to exist entirely. I was cold, terribly, terribly cold, and in a place of utter darkness." Kay looked into the man's face, her own gaze intense and fearful. Knowles clicked his lighter, lit another cigarette. "I couldn't find my way back," she said, "until I heard Evan call my name, as if he were off in the distance somewhere and trying to help me. And then I began to fight toward where the light was; I began to repeat my own name over and over again, and I tried to remember everything in my life that had made me who I am." She saw that Knowles's eyes were vacant above his cigarette, and she knew he couldn't possibly understand or believe. "It was like drowning in a bright blue pool, and trying to struggle toward the surface where the sun was shining." She saw him blink suddenly, and she lapsed into silence. 
Knowles cleared his throat uneasily, shifted in his chair. "All that was part of your nightmares?" 
Kay smiled thinly. "Yes, thatʼs right." She wouldn't tell him what she'd really seen in those night visitations: herself in black robes, drifting along a wide, stone-floored corridor, flanked on both sides by grinning statues with volcanic, half-human eyes; and at the far end of that corridor stood a black rectangle. A mirror, Kay realized as she neared it, but reflecting nothing but its own dark, evil-glowing self. And as Kay leaned forward to peer into that mirror, she saw a shape within it, something ancient and scabrous, wafting like dust, turning in on itself, churning like a maelstrom of agonized hatred. As she stared, unable to tear herself away, the shape coagulated, became something mimicking human form, with blue-burning, unblinking eyes that touched her to the soul. 
And from the mirror the hand of a skeleton reached out, gripping her around the wrist and pulling. It was then that she realized, in numb-beyond-thinking terror, that this was not a mirror, no, not a mirror, but instead a doorway to that region of entities drifting in the bodiless void between Life and Death. The skeleton had tightened, tightened, pulling her slowly toward the doorway. But always she found her voice and screamed, wrenched away from the nameless horror, turned and ran back along the corridor even as the statues began to shamble toward her, raising their swords and axes and spears to strike her down. 
She always escaped. 
And in time those nightmares had faded. Thank God. 
"What are your plans now?" Knowles asked her. 
"I have an apartment," Kay said. "I've been given the opportunity to stay on at George Ross. Laurie...still cries, but I think she'll be all right." Kay smiled; or tried to, because her lips trembled. 
"I never realized how very much I loved and needed Evan until he was gone. Sometimes in the night I still reach over to the other side of the bed for him." Her eyes glistened. "I want him so much to be there. Love's funny, isn't it? What's the old saying? You never know how much you've got until it's gone. But he's not really gone, not really. No one's ever really gone unless you forget." 
Knowles sat still for a moment, examining her face. No, he decided. This woman wasn't lying. He felt more certain now than ever that whatever had happened in Bethany's Sin was locked away from him. Perhaps forever. No, no, he thought, scratch that. I'm a police officer, and maybe someday I'll dig up something. He rose to his feet. "I suppose that about wraps it up, Mrs. Reid. Thank you very much for coming in." 
Two figures standing on a plain of charred ruins. A woman and a little girl, holding hands. 
"I don't like this, Mommy," Laurie said. "Let's go home." 
"We will, sweetheart," Kay told her softly. "In just a little while, we will." They stood on what remained of McClain Terrace: blackened facades of houses with collapsed roofs. Nothing but timbers left of the Demargeon house, as if it had been struck by God Himself. The house where the Reid family had lived was a charred shell: roof sagging; windows empty, gaping holes. Kay had wanted to come to this place one last time; after today she would not return here again, and their lives would start fresh from this place and point in time. It was such a beautiful house, she thought, looking at the ruins. Such a beautiful village. She moved closer, shoes crunching ashes and shards of glass. Something fluttered on the ground, and Kay bent to pick it up. 
It was a page from one of Evan's short stories. She could see the typewritten characters only faintly, and before she could read it the breeze had crisped it into ashes that spun out of her grasp, floating, floating, floating away. That same breeze made ghost-voices moan from empty doorways. 
Kay wiped her face—quickly so Laurie wouldn't see and become disturbed—and then said, "Come on. We'd better be getting home now." They crossed the lawn of ashes toward Kay's second-hand Vega, climbed in with ashes still clinging to their shoes. Kay hugged Laurie to her for a moment, then started the car and left McClain Terrace behind. 
Yellow lights blinked on Blair Street. A detour: a maze of trash and fallen trees still awaited the cleanup crews. Kay had to turn onto Cowlington. 
And as they passed the burned-out hulk of the museum, Kay slowed, staring up at it. She pulled the Vega to the curb and sat for a few minutes, her heart slowly beating, beating, beating. Evan's tomb, she thought. But why? What had happened in those last days? What kept hammering at the door of her mind, even now the memories trying to force their way in? Something that Evan had been trying to warn her of, all along? Something she'd dismissed with a wave of her hand and an accusation? The breeze whispered around the corners of the house. Spirals of ash spun up, twisted, dancing back and forth; one of the spirals, caught in the teeth of the breeze, whirled down toward the Vega. Kay smelled a hot, scorched smell. 
"I don't like it here, Mommy," Laurie said. 
"We're going," Kay said. She put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb, accelerating. "We won't come back to this place anymore." Someday I'll know, Kay told herself. Someday I'll be strong enough to let those memories in, and I'll see what it was that Evan saw. She stroked Laurie's hair. "Home in just a few minutes," 
she said, and glanced down at her child. 
Laurie smiled. For the briefest instant Kay thought she saw something strange in the little girl's eyes, but then Laurie blinked and that half-seen, half-recognized glimmer was gone. Laurie slid across the seat against her mother, thinking of how much she was going to miss Mrs. Omarian. Mrs. Omarian with those funny stories about those funny women, those stories that were too funny for daddies to know. 
But, somehow, Laurie didn't feel like laughing anymore. 
They left Bethany's Sin. 
And turned toward the city. 
Time shall come when the female shall conquer the male, and
shall chase him far away.... 
—ANCIENT ORACLE
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’Cause it’s a bittersweet symphony, this life.
Try to make ends meet,
You’re a slave to money then you die.
I’ll take you down the only road I’ve ever been down.
You know the one that takes you to the places
where all the veins meet.

Bittersweet Symphony
The Verve





DEATH OF A BAND



ONE.
Nomad decided he would have to kill the waitress.
< >
How he would do it, he didn’t know. But it would have to be done soon, because in another minute he was going to go off like that dude in The Thing whose alien blood bubbled and shrieked under the touch of a hot wire. His neck was going to grow six feet long and spikes would shoot out of his arms before he tore the room apart. The waitress was cheerful and talky. Nomad hated cheerful and talky. He wasn’t a particularly good guy, nor a very bad one. He was a musician.
Besides, he wasn’t worth a damn before noon, and here he was at ten in the morning sitting in a booth at a Denny’s restaurant just off I-35 at Round Rock, about twenty miles north of Austin. Everything was too bright for him in here. Everything was yellow and red and the sun was blasting between the blinds of the east-facing windows. His sunglasses helped a little, but underneath them his eyes were tired. And now here came the fucking waitress again, her third swoop past in as many minutes. She was an old hippie chick somewhere in the human wasteland of her late forties, he figured. She looked like she’d been somebody’s groupie, back in the day. She was too thin and too old to be wearing her copper-colored hair in braids like some kind of Pippi Longstocking wannabe. She was bringing the coffee pot, she in her goldenrod yellow uniform, smiling, a big-toothed goddess of breakfast. Her nametag said Hi I’m Laurie.
“Oh, my God,” Nomad said, to no one in particular.
“Fill ’em up?” Laurie asked, coffee pot poised.
There were various noises of assent. “Thanks,” Mike said, when his cup was brimmed, and then Laurie answered, “No problem,” and Nomad looked at the ketchup bottle as a weapon of murder because she’d just stepped on the nuts of one of his worst pet peeves. Where that damned No Problem had started he didn’t know, but he wished he had two minutes in a locked room with the sonofabitch who’d first said it. Like a waitress or waiter was saying Oh it’s no problem that you’re asking me to do something that I’m fucking paid to do, and that is part of my job description, and that if I didn’t do I would be kicked in the ass out the door by whoever pays me to do it. Oh no, it’s no problem at all.
Then Laurie took a long look at all of them, at Nomad and Ariel and Terry in the first booth and Mike and Berke in the one just behind, and she gave a lopsided little grin and came up with the familiar question: “Are ya’ll in a band?”
Nomad, whose given name was John Charles, did not rate breakfast at the top of his daily needs. Some of the others liked it. Mike and Terry did, especially, and had wanted to stop here before they headed up to Waco. Usually they stopped at a barbecue joint just outside Austin called Smitty’s, where the one-eyed ex-Marine cook put eggs and beef hash in a blender with hellacious homemade hot sauce and called it a Texas Tornado, but Smitty had closed up shop at the first of the summer and so Denny’s got the vote. They had never been in here before and had never met Laurie, but of course she knew. Probably because if there were thirteen hundred and fifty-two guitar players in Nashville there had to be fourteen hundred and sixty-three bands in and around Austin, so seeing musicians sitting in a Denny’s was no biggie. But more clues were the bracelets of green vines and music notes—the opening bars of ‘Amazing Grace’—tattooed around Ariel Collier’s wrists, or maybe Terry Spitzenham’s soul patch and shaved skull, or Mike Davis’s heavily-tattooed arms, or Berke Bonnevey’s silver nose ring and in general her do-not-fuck-with-me attitude, or Nomad’s own shoulder-length black hair, sunglasses designed to shut out the world, and his dark demeanor.
Take all that together and you had either a band or a freak show, and some would say there was very little difference.
“We are,” Ariel answered, and she offered the waitress the encouragement of a direct gaze and a smile, which Nomad had known was coming because Ariel—sweet, simple child—could never turn her face from a stranger.
“What’s your name? Your band’s name, I mean?”
“The Five,” Ariel said.
There was just the briefest of pauses, and then Laurie wrinkled her brow and cocked her head to one side as if she’d missed part of that. “The five what?”
“Aces,” Mike mumbled, into his coffee cup.
“Asses,” Berke corrected.
But Laurie’s attention was still on Ariel, as if she knew Ariel was probably the only person in this group who wouldn’t steer her into a ditch.
“Just The Five,” Ariel said. “We wanted to keep it easy to remember.”
“Oh, yeah. Like the Fab Five, right?”
“Fab Four,” Terry spoke up. The sunlight sparked off his round-lensed wire-rimmed glasses, which were suitably Lennonesque. “That was the Beatles.”
“Right, right.” Laurie nodded, and again she swept her eyes across the assembled Five, in all their glory of an early-morning saddle-up and an impending ride into the great unknown. “How come there are six of you?” She motioned with the coffee pot toward the place next to Berke where the sixth member had been sitting until about ninety seconds ago.
“He’s the manager,” Ariel replied.
“The slave driver,” Mike said. “Keeper of the keys and the money bags.”
“The boss, huh?” Laurie asked. “Well, I guess everybody’s got to have one.” She caught sight of another customer flagging her down for a refill, and she said, “’Scuse me,” and moved away.
Terry started back in where he’d left off on his pancakes. Berke worked on buttered toast and a glass of water. Mike ate his scrambled eggs, Ariel sipped her apple juice and Nomad parted the window blinds a fraction so he could peer out against the glare into the parking lot.
The Little Genius was out there, talking on his cellphone. George Emerson by name, road manager, sound mixer, crisis mender, argument mediator, bean counter, and what have you. He was standing by their van, a battleship-gray 1995 Ford Econoline, three doors, with a U-Haul trailer hooked up behind. He was intent on his conversation, and he’d lit a cigarette. Nomad watched him, as he talked and smoked. George was five feet, six inches tall, had curly light brown hair—losing it on the crown a little bit, to be honest—and he wore horn-rimmed glasses and his usual button-down pale blue short-sleeved shirt and chinos. God only knew why George wore brown loafers with shiny pennies in them. Maybe it was for the shock effect. George was strolling back and forth now as he talked, trailing a plume of smoke. Not only was he a little genius, he was a little locomotive.
I think I can…I think I can…I think—
“Ya’ll playin’ here tonight?”
Laurie had returned, toothy and bright and braidy. She had posed this question to Ariel, who said, “We were at the Saxon Pub last night. Tonight we’re at Common Grounds in Waco.”
“Ya’ll are from around here, then?”
“Yeah, we’ve been living here…how long, Terry?”
“Years and years,” Terry answered.
“Our tour’s just started up,” Ariel said, in anticipation of Laurie’s next question. “That was the first show.”
“I’ll be. What do you play?”
“Guitar. And I sing some.”
“Oh, I would’ve known that,” Laurie said. “You’ve got a nice speakin’ voice.”
Nomad had let the blinds go and was drinking his bitter black coffee, but he was thinking about George and the cellphone and the smoke signals in the air.
“My daughter plays the guitar,” the waitress went on. “Just turned sixteen. She sings, too. Any advice I can pass along?”
“Stay sixteen,” Berke said, without looking up.
“Move to an island,” Mike offered, in his low raspy growl, “where agents and promoters are shot on sight.”
Laurie nodded, as if this made perfect sense to her. “One thing I’d like to ask, if I could. Then I’ll leave you guys alone. I’ve seen…like…musicians on stage do this.” She transferred the coffee pot to her left hand, balled up her right fist and did the heart thump and then the peace sign. “What’s that mean?”
Nomad studied her through his dark glasses. She was probably five or six years younger than she looked. It was the hard Texas sun that aged the skin so much. She was probably a little dense, too. Happy with her lot in life, and dense. Maybe you had to be a little dense to be truly happy. Or oblivious enough to think you were. He couldn’t help himself; he said, “Bullshit.”
“Pardon?” Laurie asked.
“It means,” Ariel said evenly, “solidarity with the audience. You know. We love you, and we wish you peace.”
“Like I said: Bullshit.” Nomad ignored Ariel, who likewise ignored him, and then he swigged down the rest of his coffee. “I’m done.” He slid out of the booth, put a buck down on the table, and walked out of the Denny’s into the hot sunshine. In this mid-July of 2008, the fierce heat was unrelenting, day after day. Drought scorched the land. The air was hazy and carried the acrid tang of a brush fire, maybe from the next county. But where was George? The Little Genius was not standing beside the Scumbucket, which was the name Mike had given their van. Then Nomad saw a wisp of smoke rise up and waft away, and he walked over to the edge of the parking lot where George was sitting on a low brick wall, still involved with his cell conversation. Or, really, George was just listening, and taking a drag off his cigarette every few seconds as cars and trucks blew past on the long straight corridor of I-35.
Nomad quietly came up behind him. George must have felt the presence of a black aura because he suddenly turned his head, looked right at Nomad, and said, “Hey, listen. I’ve gotta go, I’ll call you back, okay?” His phone buddy seemed hesitant to give it up, so George said, “I’ll let you know tomorrow. Right. Early, before ten.Yeah. Okay, then.” He put his phone away in its small clipcase on his belt, and then he drew the cigarette in as if it were oxygen to an air-starved man and spewed the smoke out through his nostrils.
Nomad said nothing. Finally George asked, “They ready yet?”
“No.”
George continued to watch the passing traffic. Nomad sat on the wall a few feet away from him without being asked, because it was a free fucking country.
They were both wearing their uniforms, Nomad thought. George’s was the uniform of the guy in control, the guy who met the accountants, if there were any accountants to be met. The guy who spoke to the banker about the loan for the new gear, if there was a banker and a loan and new gear to be had. Though George had three small silver rings in each earlobe, he still projected the conservative front, the voice of reason, the leash on these madmen and mad women who called themselves The Five. Nomad’s uniform was his Army-green T-shirt, his well-worn black jeans, his black Chuck high tops and his black glasses that cut the glare and shunned the world until he was ready to let any of it in. His was the uniform of the fighter, the rager against the machine, the take-no-prisoners bard and bastard. The teller of truths, if there were any truths to be told. As if he knew any real truths, which he doubted. But you had to dress the part of whatever play you were in, that was for sure.
He had turned twenty-nine two weeks ago. They’d given him dairy-free birthday cake and soy milk ice cream, since he was allergic to dairy. They’d taken him paint-balling. Everybody got a birthday celebration, that was part of the deal. Not a written deal, but one that was understood. Just as on stage, everybody got their time. Their appreciation, for what they did. That was an important thing, Nomad thought; to feel appreciated, like you meant something in the world and your life and work wasn’t just like a big busted-up truck spinning its tires in a mudhole. Like what you did mattered to somebody.
He was the good front man: six-one, lean and rangy, the hungry-as-the-wolf look. He could do the curled lip and the attitude as well as anybody on the knife and gun circuit. His nose had been broken in a bar fight in Memphis and he had a small scar on his chin courtesy of a thrown beer bottle in Jacksonville. He had been born in Detroit, and he had been down enough rough streets to know when to look over his shoulder and check what might be coming up on him from behind.
That was what he had decided to do now, with the Little Genius.
“Business call?” Nomad asked.
George didn’t answer, which told Nomad all he needed to know.
But in time—ten seconds, fifteen, whatever—George did reply, because he was a stand-up guy and part of the family. He said, “John, I’m thirty-three years old.”
“Okay.” That was no news; Nomad remembered George’s thirty-third back in April. “And?”
“Thirty-three,” George went on. “Ten years ago, I was ready to climb mountains. I thought I was going to have it all. You know?”
“Yes,” Nomad said, but it sounded more like a question.
“Ten years is a long time, man. In this business, it’s like dog years. And I’ve been on the road with somebody since I was twenty. First gig, with the Survivors out of Chicago.” George was a Windy City boy, born and bred. “They lasted about four months before they exploded. No survivors.” He didn’t pause to see if Nomad had cracked a smile, but that wasn’t going to happen anyway. “Then with the Bobby Apple Band, out of Urbana. Have I told you this before?”
“No.” There’d been many stories from George’s complicated past, but not this one. Nomad wondered if he’d been saving it.
“The band was lame, just frat boys really. Bobby Apple—Bobby Koskavitch—was a skinny computer geek at Illinois, but he could belt it like a fifty-year-old black dude raised on misery. I saw him lift the gigs on his shoulders and just fly with them. Just take off, and leave the band behind. He was in some other space and time, you know?”
“Yeah.” It was what every musician longed for: the rapture when nothing in the world mattered but the sound and it carried you away with a mindrush that was better than sex with sixteen women.
“They recorded two CDs in the drummer’s basement,” George said. “Solid songs, most of them original. Had some airplay on a local station. Swapped up musicians, people came and went. Tried a horn section for a bigger sound. But that force—the stage magic—in Bobby never translated.” Not an uncommon thing, Nomad knew. If you didn’t translate to CDs or mp3s or vinyl sooner or later the road would wear you out. “I mean, they had plenty of live gigs. We were making money, and Bobby was a trooper, and we had a few nibbles from A&R dudes but no bites. Then one day…he just woke up and asked me what town he was in, and he said he was going to do the gig that night at the Armory and to pay everybody up afterward, because he was going home. I tried to talk him out of it. We all did. I said, Keep going, man.
Don’t give it up. I said, You’ve got a huge talent,
man. Don’t walk away from it. But, you know, he was tired. He’d hit his wall. I guess I was tired too, because I didn’t try harder. I guess I figured…really, there’s always the next band.” George took another draw from his cigarette and regarded the burning stub as if figuring it was time to kill it. “I’ve been thinking about him a lot lately. He went back to computer programming. Anti-virus shit. Probably mucho rich right now, laughing his ass off in Silicon Valley.”
“Maybe.” Nomad said, and shrugged. “Or maybe he lost his ass and wishes he was back in his old band.”
“You ever wish you were back in your old band?”
“Which one?” Nomad asked, his face impassive.
“The one that made you the happiest,” said George.
“That would be the current situation, so your question is null.”
George pulled up a pinched smile. “I didn’t realize how little it takes to make you happy.”
“This isn’t about me, or whether I’m happy or not, is it?” Nomad waited for George to speak again, but when the Little Genius did not, Nomad leaned toward him and said, “I do have eyes. I’ve got some sense. I’ve gone through enough bands to know when somebody’s got the wanders. So be brother enough to tell me the truth. Who’s making the offer?”
“Not what you think.”
“Tell me.”
A pained expression passed across George’s face. He took in the last of his cigarette, blew out gray smoke that scrolled away like a banner of mysterious calligraphy, and crushed the butt into the bricks.
“My first cousin Jeff, in Chicago,” George said, “owns a business called Audio Advances. They do the setups for auditoriums, town halls, churches…you name it. Mixing boards, effects racks, speakers, whatever they need. Plus training in how to run everything. He’s doing real well.” George stopped to watch a Harley speed past on the highway, its driver wearing a bright red helmet. “He needs a new Midwestern rep. He wants to know by ten tomorrow morning if I’m in or out.”
Nomad said nothing. He was sitting in the frozen moment, thinking that he’d had it all wrong. He was thinking that George was being hustled—courted, if you wanted to put it that way—by some other band. That the GinGins or the Austin Tribe or the Sky Walkers or any of a hundred others they’d shared a stage with had fired a manager and come to steal George away with promises of bright lights, choice weed and semi-conscious nookie.
But no, this was worse. Because it was the real world calling, not this fiction of life, and Nomad could see in George’s eyes that ten in the morning could not arrive too soon.
“Jesus.” Nomad’s tongue felt parched. “Are you giving it up?”
George kept his face averted. He stared down at the ground. Small beads of sweat had gathered at his temples in the rising heat. “What can I say?” was all he could find.
“You can say it, or not. You’re giving it up.”
“Yeah.” George nodded, just a slight lift of the chin.
“We had a good night!” It was said with force, but not with volume. Nomad was leaning closer, his face strained. He took off his sunglasses, his eyes the fierce blue of the Texas sky and intense with both anger and dismay. “Listen to me, will you? We sold some tickets last night! We rocked the house, man! Come on!”
“Yeah, we did okay,” George agreed, his face still downcast. “We sold some tickets, some CDs and some T-shirts. Made some new fans. Put on a tight show. Sure. And we’re going to do the same in Waco, and the same in Dallas. And after that, in El Paso and Tucson, and San Diego and L.A, and Phoenix and Albuquerque and everywhere else…sure, we’ll do fine. Usual fuckups and miscues, broken strings, sound problems, lights blowing out, drunks looking for a fight and jailbait looking to get laid. Sure.” And now George turned his head and looked directly into Nomad’s eyes, and Nomad wondered when it was that the Little Genius had hit his wall. On the last tour through the Southeast, when two clubs had cancelled at the last minute and they were left to scramble for gigs, to basically beg to play for gas money? Was it in that grunge-hole in Daytona Beach, under the fishnets and plastic swordfish, where drunk bikers throwing their cups of beer had brought a quick end to the show and the appearance of the cops was the opener to a collision between billyclubs and bald skulls? How about the Scumbucket’s blown tire on a freeway south of Miami, with the sick sky turning purple and the winds picking up and off in the distance a hurricane siren starting to wail? Or had it been something simple, something quiet and sudden, like a gremlin in the fusebox or the death of a microphone? A floor slick with beer and vomit? A bed with no sheets and a stained mattress? Had George’s wall been made of gray cinderblock, with sad brown waterstains on the tiles overhead and the grit of desolation on the tiles underfoot?
Maybe, just maybe, George’s wall had been human, and had been one too many A&R no-shows at the comp ticket counter.
Just maybe.
“Like I said, I’m thirty-three years old.” George’s voice was quiet and tired and small. He squinted against the sun. “My clock is ticking, John. Yours is too, if you’ll be truthful.”
“I’m not too fucking old to do what I love to do,” came the reply, like a whipstrike. “And we’ve got the video! Jesus Christ, man, we’ve got the video!”
“The video. Yeah, we’ve got that. Okay. We’ve had videos before. Tell me how this is such a magic bullet.”
Nomad felt anger twist south of his heart. He felt the blood pounding in his face. He wanted to reach out and grab George’s shirt collar and slap that blank businessman’s stare away, because he wanted his friend back. But he stayed his hand, with the greatest effort, and he said in an acid voice, “You’re the one who wanted the video the most. Have you forgotten?”
“I haven’t. It’s a good song. It’s a great song. And the video is great, too. We needed the visual, and it’s worth every cent. But I’m not sure it’s going to change the game, John. Not in the way you’re thinking.”
“Well hell, how about telling me that before we spent the two thousand dollars?”
“I can’t tell you anything you don’t already know,” George said. “Everything’s a gamble, man. You know that. Everything’s just throwing dice. So we’ve got the great song, and the great video. And I’m hoping for the best, man. You know I am. I’m hoping this tour is the one that lights the jets. But what I’m telling you now is that this is my last time out.” He paused, letting that register. When Nomad didn’t punch him or go for his throat in one of his infamous white-hot supernova explosions, which was what George had feared might happen when John heard it, George said, “I’m going to go for the rep job with my cousin. Until then, I promise—I swear to you, man, as a brother—that I will perform my duties exactly as always. I will jump when I need to jump, and I jump upon any sonofabitch who needs to be jumped. I will take care of you guys, just like always. Okay?”
There was a few seconds’ pause, and then the person who’d come up behind them spoke: “Okay. Whatever.”
George did jump a little bit, but Nomad kept his cool. They looked around—taking it easy, neither man showing surprise nor any hint of what they’d been discussing—and there was Berke, who offered them her own expression of absolute detachment. She wore faded jeans and a wine-red tanktop. She was twenty-six years old, born in San Diego, stood about five-nine, had short-cut curly black hair so thick it was a struggle to pull a brush through it, and eyes almost as dark under unplucked black brows. On the right side of her neck was a small vertical Sanskrit tattoo that, she’d told them, meant ‘Open To The Moment’, though her persona suggested more of a deadbolted door. She had sturdy hands with the strong fingers of the French farmers who swam in her blood. The veins carrying it were prominent in her forearms and wrists, blue channels beneath the white flesh. She was the drummer. Her arms were tight and sculpted, leaving no doubt her profession demanded physical exertion. She was a ‘brickhouse’, as Mike liked to say, due to good genes and the fact that she laced up her New Balances and ran a few miles every chance she got.
“Hey,” Berke said, “Ariel wants to give our waitress a T-shirt.”
George stood up, fished the keys out of his pocket and tossed them to her. “Tell her no free CDs. Got it?”
Berke retreated without comment. A couple of boxes of T-shirts and CDs were in the U-Haul trailer, along with the gear. In sizes of Small, Medium, Large and ExtraLarge, the T-shirt was red with a black handprint splayed across the front, fingers outstretched, and the legend The Five printed on the palm in a font that looked like embossed Dymo plastic label tape.
When Nomad put his sunglasses back on and got to his feet, George asked, “How much do you think she heard?”
“I don’t know, but you should tell everybody before she does. Were you going to wait until the tour was done?”
“No.” George frowned. “Jesus, no. I was just…you know…trying to figure things out.”
“I hope they are figured out.”
“Yeah,” George agreed, and then he walked back to the van with Nomad following. Everybody else had already climbed in through the passenger door on the right side of the van except Ariel, who was coming across the parking lot from the restaurant.
“Those aren’t freebies,” Nomad told her, as George went around to get behind the wheel.
Ariel gave him a look that reminded Nomad of how the teachers in high school had regarded him just before banishing him to the office. “One giveaway won’t break us. It’s for her daughter. And you didn’t have to be rude.”
He climbed up into the shotgun seat beside George, who had retrieved the keys from Berke by way of Terry. Berke was sitting way in the back, with Mike; Terry was sitting behind George, and Ariel slid into the seat next to Terry. It was the usual arrangement, and only varied according to whose turn it was to drive. Jammed into every other available space were the suitcases, duffle bags and carry-alls of six individuals. George started the engine, switched on the air conditioning that stuttered and racketed and smelled of wet socks before it settled more or less into a hum, and then he pulled out of the parking lot and took the ramp back to I-35 North.
They were due at Common Grounds in Waco at three o’clock for load-in and sound check. It was Friday, the 18th of July. On a Friday night, the show would start about ten, give or take. First, though, they had the thing with Felix Gogo, up north of Waco. The instructions had been given by email to George: turn off I-35 onto East Lake Shore Drive and keep going west until he reached North 19th Street, turn right at the intersection and go past Bosqueville on China Spring Road about six miles, couldn’t miss the place.
As they continued away from Round Rock, Nomad was waiting for George to come out with it. The Scumbucket rattled and wheezed across the flat landscape, passing apartment complexes, banks and stripmalls. Passing huge low-roofed warehouses with immense parking lots. Passing farmland now, cows grazing out in the distant pastures that seemed to go on forever.
Nomad was thinking that George might have changed his mind. Just in the last few minutes. That George had decided he wasn’t going to give it up, no way. Give up the dream? After all the work they’d put into this? No fucking way. Nomad felt relief; George had decided to stick to the plan, no matter what lay ahead on what was—as always—a journey into the unknown.
And then, from the back of the van, Berke said casually, “Guys, George has something to tell us. Don’t you, George?”




TWO.
To his credit, George didn’t let the question hang. He had no choice, because only a few seconds after Berke asked it, Mike hesitated in plugging in the earbuds of his iPod and followed it up: “What’s the word, chief?”
A good drummer and bass player were always in sync, George thought. They put down the floor the house was built on. So it ought to be even now, one playing off the other.
But before he said what had to be spoken, before he opened his mouth and let the future tumble out of it, for better or for worse, he had an instant of feeling lost. Of wondering if he was advancing toward a goal or retreating from one, because in this business—in any of the arts, really—success was always a lightning strike away. Yeah, he would do fine as the rep selling audio units on the road. He would get to know the products so well he would know what the client needed before he eyeballed the venue. But was that going to be enough? Was he going to wake up one night when he was forty years old, listening to a clock tick and thinking If I had only stuck it out…
Because that was the sharpest thorn in this tangled bush where the roses always seemed so close and yet so hard to reach, and everybody in the Scumbucket knew it. How long did you give your life to the dream, before it took your life?
“I have nothing,” he said, which he had not meant to say and wished he could reel back in, but it was gone. He could feel John Charles watching him from behind the sunglasses with those eyes that could bore holes through a concrete block. Everyone else was silent, waiting. George shifted in his seat. “I mean…” He didn’t know what he meant, and he was letting the Scumbucket wander over into the left lane so he corrected its path. “I’ve been doing this too long,” he said, and again confused himself. But he had the wheels in control now, and his direction was set. “This is my last time out,” he went on. “I told John, back at the Denny’s. I’m giving it up.” And there it was, the confession of…what? Shame, or resolve? “I’ve got a job,” he said. “I mean, a new job. If I want it, which I do. In Chicago.” He glanced quickly into the rearview mirror and saw that everyone was watching him but Berke, who gazed solemnly out the window. He was aware that he was looking at not just one band but a couple of dozen. Mike alone had played bass in six bands, most of them workmanlike, just solid craftsmen plying their trade, but one—Beelzefudd—that had shown flashes of brilliance and had opened for Alice Cooper on tour in the fall of 2002. It passed through George’s mind that if anybody had paid their dues, these guys had, in bands like Simple Truth, Jake Money, The Black Roses, Garden Of Joe, Wrek, Dillon, The Venomaires, The Wang Danglers, Satellite Eight, Strobe, The Blessed Hours, and on and on. And because of that long list of experiences, they would know only too well—as he did—that people came and went all the time, due to burnout, exhaustion, frustration, drug addiction, death, or whatever. It was just life, cranked up to eleven.
He told them about his cousin Jeff, and Audio Advances, and his intentions. “But I’m telling you like I told John,” he added, into their silence, “I’m not bailing on you.” He didn’t think that sounded exactly right, so he tried it again. “I’m not leaving until the tour’s done. Okay? And even then, I’ll stick until Ash finds a replacement.” He hoped he could keep that last vow, because the Chicago job needed him by the middle of September. ‘Ash’ was their agent Ashwatthama Vallampati, with RCA—the Roger Chester Agency—in Austin.
“Well, damn,” Mike said when George was done. It was stated flatly, more of an expression of surprise than of opinion.
“Listen, man, I was going to tell you—tell all of you—further down the road. I wasn’t going to throw it at you, like, the last night or something.”
“You’re sure about that?” Berke asked, without turning her face from the window.
“Yes, I am. I want the tour to be a success. Got it? I wouldn’t have pushed for the video if I hadn’t.” George glanced over to get John’s reaction, but Nomad was staring straight ahead, watching the road unspool.
Nomad had decided to neither help George nor hurt him. This was George’s choice. George had to live by it.
Another silence settled in. Then Mike broke it: “Sounds like a plan. I wish you well, bro.”
“Same here,” Terry said.
George was so relieved he almost swivelled around to thank them, but as there was a black-and-white Texas State Trooper Crown Victoria parked over on the right where it could clock the passing traffic he thought it would not be in the best interest of the band. “Thanks,” he said. “Really.”
“You’re wrong, George,” Ariel suddenly told him, and the cool clarity of her voice popped his bubble.
“Wrong? How?”
“About having nothing. You have the Scumbucket. And you have us, too.”
“Oh. Yeah, right. That’s true.”
“Yeah, we’ll come to Chicago and move in with you,” Mike said, and George caught his lopsided grin in the rearview mirror. “Get a house with a big basement.”
“Home theater with a candy counter,” Terry suggested.
“Popcorn popper,” said Ariel.
“Automatic joint roller,” Mike continued. “We’ll have to come see you, man, because in a couple of months you’ll forget we ever existed.”
“Besides,” Ariel said, “it’s not like you couldn’t come back, if you wanted to. I mean…if things didn’t work out, you could come back. Right, John?”
Nomad wanted to say Leave me out of this, but instead he thought about it for a few seconds and replied, “Probably not as our manager. By then, Ash would’ve found somebody else for us. I’m not saying it couldn’t be worked out, but…who knows?” Ariel must not have liked that answer, because she didn’t say anything else. “But George could get back in the game, sure,” Nomad added. He figured he ought to lighten things up, before the cloud he felt he was under rained on everyone else. After all, he was the leader of this band, so he should act like a leader and buck it up. “Hey, we’re putting the cart in front of the horse, aren’t we?”
“Before the horse,” Ariel corrected.
“That’s what I meant. George isn’t gone yet, we’ve got a tour ahead of us, we’ve got an awesome video and song to promote, and anything can happen. So we go from where we are. Right?”
“What he said,” was Mike’s affirmation.
“Yes,” Ariel answered.
There was no response from Berke. Nomad looked back to see her curled up on her side of the seat, her head against the tan-colored cushion and her eyes closed. “Berke?” he prompted.
“What?” She didn’t bother to open her eyes.
“Anything to say?”
“I’ll wait for the written exam.”
Nomad knew there was no use in pushing Berke for an opinion. When she wanted to disappear, she went deep. She closed her eyes and submerged into a realm no one else was able to follow. The word “loner” had been created with Berke in mind, but Nomad respected that, it was cool. Everybody needed their space. The only thing was, Berke’s seemed to be so empty.
The highway stretched on between fenced-off fields in various shades of brown, with stands of bony trees here and there but nothing much to speak of except a few houses and barns in the distance. The route would take the Scumbucket past the small towns of Jarrell, Prairie Dell, Salado and Midway, then through the city of Temple and into Waco. The sky was bright and hot now, heat waves shimmered on the pavement, and dead armadillos drew the circling crows that dove in to tear off a swallow before the next tractor-trailer truck could scatter the feast.
“I’ve got something to say,” Terry announced, when they were about three miles past the Prairie Dell exit.
Nomad turned around to look at him. There had been an unaccustomed note of urgency in Terry’s voice. That wasn’t like Terry; he could be excitable, sure, but he was usually calm and measured, as precise in his speech as in his playing.
Terry adjusted his round-lensed glasses, pushing them back up his nose with one finger. The air-conditioner was working all right, but Terry’s face looked to be damp, and his full round cheeks—“chipmunk cheeks”, Ariel called them—were blotched with red. His light brown eyes, slightly magnified by the lenses, appeared larger still, and his shaved skull was shiny with a faint sheen of perspiration.
Nomad’s first thought was that Terry was having a heart attack, though Terry was in reasonably good shape except he was a little chunky and he had the beginnings of a potbelly, but he was only twenty-seven. Still, the sight of Terry in obvious distress unnerved him. He took off his shades, and there was a rasp of tension in his voice when he said, “Hey, man, are you okay?”
“Yeah. I’m okay. I just…I don’t want you to blow up at me.”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because,” Terry answered, and he blinked rapidly a few times as if he feared being struck, “I’m leaving the band too. After this tour.”
Beyond Terry, Berke had opened her eyes and sat up straight. She reached over to Mike, who had slid down in his seat and put his iPod on Shuffle, and pulled out the nearest earbud. He frowned at Berke and said, “What the fuck…?” but her attention was directed up front and he knew she wouldn’t have disturbed him for no good reason.
“Oh my God,” Ariel said, more of a breathless gasp. “Why?”
George glanced at Terry in the rearview mirror but did not speak; he figured his revelation had spurred Terry to make his own, and it was best he keep his mouth shut.
Terry looked agonized. He searched Nomad’s eyes for the red candles of rage before he spoke again. “I was going to tell you last night. After the gig. But…we did so fine…and you were so up, man. I…thought I’d wait a while. But I swear I was going to tell you before—”
“What are you talking about? Have you gone fucking crazy?” Nomad’s voice was angry and full of grit, but inside he just felt scared. If The Five had a retro/rock/folk vibe—as the promo materials from RCA said—then Terry Spitzenham supplied the retro component. Terry was the keyboard player who had his mind in 2008 and his heart somewhere in the mid-sixties, a time he lamented missing. He was particularly into the organ sounds of that era, the soul-stirring rumble of the B3, the high keening of the Farfisa, the gravelly snarl of the Vox and all their thousands of different voices. On tour he played a Hammond XB2 and a Roland JV80 with a tonewheel organ sound card, and he carried the Voce soundbox and enough effects boxes to generate whatever tone he could imagine. Terry could make his instruments scream, holler, growl or sob, as the song required. He could fill up a room with an immense throbbing pulse, or back it down to a nasty little chuckle. Nomad couldn’t imagine The Five without Terry’s keyboards, without his distinctive style and energy propelling everything forward. It was just goddamned unthinkable. Nomad had to draw a panicked breath, because he felt like all the oxygen had suddenly been sucked out of the Scumbucket. “No,” he said, when he could find words again. “No way you’re pulling out.”
“Can I explain myself?”
“No way you’re pulling out,” Nomad repeated. “You go, the band goes.”
“That’s not true.” Terry was speaking carefully. His tongue were testing every word for sharp edges. His armpits were damp under his blue-and-purple paisley shirt, one of many vintage shirts in his wardrobe. “I go, the band changes. Can I explain myself? Please?”
“Yeah, we’d like to hear it,” Berke said. “Are you going into business with George’s cousin, too? Well, shit, how about me being the California rep? Just show me where to sign.”
“Cut it out, let him talk,” Mike told her, and she made a noise of disgust and curled up again in her seat.
Terry glanced at Ariel, whose dark gray eyes were wide with shock. “Jesus,” Terry said, with a quick nervous smile that hurt the tight corners of his mouth, “I didn’t kill anybody. I made a decision, that’s all.”
“What, a decision to kill the band?” Berke countered.
“A decision,” Terry said, focusing his attention on Nomad, “to go into business for myself.” When no one spoke, he forged ahead. “Not my own band, if that’s what you’re thinking. I need a break from this. I’ve been at it a long time, John. You know I have.”
Nomad did know. He and Terry had been together in the Venomaires—a tough ride—for over a year, and then in The Five for the last three. Terry had been through a half-dozen bands before the Venomaires, had gone through a divorce last summer that had weighed heavily on him during their Southeastern tour, and had had a brief flirtation with OxyContin before his band-mates helped him close the door on that dangerous romance.
Looking into Terry’s face, Nomad thought he might be seeing his own. Or Mike’s, or George’s, or Berke’s or—if you got past the blush of youth that was still fresh on her cheeks—Ariel’s too. They were all tired. Not physically, no; they had strength enough to keep pulling the plow all right, and they would do their jobs and be professional, but it was a mental weariness. A soul weariness, born from the death of expectations. There were so many bands out there, so many. And so many really good ones, too, that were never going to get the break. Everybody could record CDs on the little portable eight and twelve-tracks these days; everybody could put up a half-assed video on YouTube, and make a MySpace page for their creations. There was just so much noise. How did anybody ever get listened to? Not just landing on a playlist as more noise, but listened to, in the way that people put down their cellphones and tuned out the fast chatter of the world for a minute and actually heard you? But there was so much noise, so much chatter, and faster and faster, and so much music—good and bad—going out into the air, but for all the purpose it served—all the worth it had—it might just as well be played on low-volume continual loops in elevators, or as background buzz for shoppers.
“Can I explain?” Terry asked.
Nomad nodded.
“I want to go into the vintage instrument business. I’ve got some money saved up, and my dad says he’ll help me with a loan.” The way Terry said it—a rush of words, an outpouring, a release—told Nomad that this decision had been working on him for a long time. Maybe it had begun as a passing thought, way back when they were with the Venomaires. Maybe it had just evolved over the years until it had grown wings and purpose, and now it was big enough to fly Terry away.
Terry went on, obviously relieved to rid himself of what he’d been keeping. His plan, he said, was to go back home, to Oklahoma City. To set himself up there in a business that would buy old keyboards in any condition—vintage Hammond organs in their many variations, aged Farfisas, Rhodes pianos, the Hohner keyboards, the Gems, Kustoms, Cordovoxes, the Elkas and the Ace Tones, the Doric and Ekosonic lines, and other proud ancient warriors—and bring them back to life. He already had most of the manuals, he said, and he’d always been good with fixing the vintage keyboards in his own collection. He thought he could repair just about anything that came along, and if he couldn’t find the parts he could make them. These old keys were collector’s items now, he said. They were a dying breed, and really most of the makes and models had died when disco boogied in. But there were those who wanted to either find instruments they’d played on as teenagers in garage bands or repair the ones moldering in the basement, he said. And he’d begun hearing some of them on new songs, too. He believed he could start an Internet search service for musicians or collectors looking for a particular electric keyboard, he told them. Some of the details had to be figured out yet, but he thought it would be a good start.
When Terry was done plotting his future course, Nomad didn’t know what to say. He saw a billboard up ahead on the right, as they neared the outskirts of Temple. It showed from the waist up a trim Hispanic man with a silver mustache and thick silver muttonchop sideburns; he was wearing a black cowboy hat, a black tuxedo jacket, a black ruffled shirt and black bolo tie with a turquoise clasp, and he was smiling and pointing to the legend Sometimes Good Guys Don’t Wear White. Over his head were the big words, in red, Felix Gogo Toyota and next to that Temple…Waco…Fort Worth…Dallas. At the bottom of the overcrowded ad were the words “Walk In, Drive Out!”
“So,” Terry prodded, “what do you think?”
Nomad didn’t answer, because he was pondering the many ways a band could die.
He’d seen nearly all of them. The war of egos that ultimately exploded, the simmering resentments that built up over time, the quick flare of anger that hid exhaustion at its heart, the hard and final bang of a door slamming, the parking lot scuffle, the on-stage implosion, the rehearsal walk-out, the accusations of betrayal as cutting as the death throes of a marriage, the silence that screamed, the guitar flung across a motel room like a flying scythe, the fist into the wall and the broken fingers, Black Tar and Buzzard Dust, Twack and Shiznit, New Jack Swing and all the other combinations of heroin, crack, meth and whatever could be cooked, smoked, inhaled or injected.
Nothing was pretty about the death of a band.
He was staring into space, his eyes unfocused, but he thought he was looking into an abyss. Sure, they could go on without Terry. Have to find another keyboard player, if that’s the way they wanted to go. But Terry provided a sound integral to The Five, ranging from raw and rowdy to the swirling of psychedelic colors to a dark bluesy wail that particularly complimented Nomad’s own rough-edged, smoke-and-whiskey singing voice. Sure, they could go on without Terry. But it wouldn’t be The Five anymore, not even with another keyboard player. It would be another band, but not this one.
And Nomad realized he would mourn this death, maybe more than any other. When it was running on all cylinders, The Five was tight and clean and everybody had their space. Everybody had their job to do, and they did it like professionals. They did it with pride. And though the life was tough and the money not much to speak of, the gigs could lift you up. There was nothing like being in the groove, like feeling the energy of the audience and the heat of the lights and the pure electric heart of the moment. It was so real. But more than that, Nomad had thought—had hoped—that The Five was going to find a way through the wall, that this band of any band he’d ever played in was going to get the record deal. Was going to get the moneymen behind it, with their engine of promotion and contacts and open doors.
Johnny, spoke the old familiar voice somewhere deep inside his head, there’s no roadmap.
He could still see the little crooked smile surface on his father’s mouth, and those blue eyes shining like Beale Street neon at midnight.
“Well,” Terry said, “don’t everybody speak at once.”
Nomad knew what the silence was saying. Everyone was thinking the same thing: after this tour, when they trekked west through Arizona into California and came back through New Mexico to do a last show in Austin on the 16th of August, little less than a month away, The Five was finished.
“You can find somebody to fill my place.” Terry proved he could read minds, if he had to. “It’s not like I’m the one and only.”
“I can’t believe this.” It was Ariel’s voice, still hushed with shock.
“I can think of five or six keyboard players right now,” Terry went on. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It’s not the end of the band.”
George gave a faint noise, something between a sigh and a grunt, that only Nomad caught.
“You have anything to say?” Nomad asked him, more sharply than he’d intended, but George shook his head and concentrated on his driving.
“That’s a great big load of hot mess for us to wade through,” Berke said, and if anybody could sound more acerbic than Nomad, she took the prize. “Fucking great.”
“Hold on, now.” Terry turned around to face her. “I can be replaced. Look, there’s nobody who’s so all-that they can’t be replaced.”
“What are you going to do when you get tired of cleaning the cobwebs out of little plastic keyboards? Get a gig at the Holiday Inn bar? You going to put out your tipbowl with the five-dollar bill in it? Start playing Billy Joel requests?”
“Don’t knock Billy Joel,” Terry cautioned.
“I’m knocking you. Thinking you can walk away from music and be happy about it.”
“I’m not walking away, I’m—”
“Repositionin’,” said Mike, which caused Terry to shut up because it sounded good, or at least better than what he was fumbling to get out. “Yeah, I get it.” Mike nodded and rubbed his chin. There were scrolled tattoos on the knuckles of each finger. “Repositionin’. Seems to me like everybody ought to reposition from time to time. Shake things up, see what falls out.”
Berke scowled and was about to say something back to him, and maybe it would have been What the
fuck do you know about it but in fact Mike Davis did know a whole hell of a lot about repositioning so she let it slide.
Nomad figured that for every bright star and flaming asshole in a band, there were a dozen Mike Davises. The solid guy, the workman. The man who steps back out of the spotlight to play, because he doesn’t like the glare. Mike was thirty-three years old, stood about five-ten, but he was a small-framed guy—skinny, really—who looked like he was always in need of a good meal, though he ate like a grizzly bear just out of hibernation. He was tough and weathered and wiry in the way that said do not mess with me for
I will take your fucking head off and use it as a planter. Nomad had seen Mike stare down a murder clique of drunk football players from the University of Tennessee, in a dismal little club in Knoxville, and something had passed between Mike and those three mouthy, swaggering young men—something dangerous, some message between animals—that warned them off before they made a very bad mistake. Maybe it was the long beak of a nose, the cement slab chin always stained with stubble, or the dark brown eyes hollowed back in a chiselled face that generally betrayed no emotion. He nearly always won in their poker games on the road, because it was like trying to read the expressions of a crab. He had shoulder-length dark brown hair that was showing streaks of gray at the temples. He would say he’d earned it, and more, for all he’d been through. Eight bands that Nomad knew of, and probably more Mike didn’t care to talk about. Two ex-wives, one in Nashville and one with their six-year-old daughter in Covington, Louisiana. Mike had been born just up the road from there, early Christmas morning, 1974, in Bogalusa. His life had been anything but holy.
It was the tattoos on his arms that people saw first, and those either scared the shit out of you and made you keep your distance or entranced you into approaching nearer, if you dared. He wore sleeveless T-shirts to show off his sleeves. Moby Dick rising from the sea was the first art on the knob of his right shoulder, and on the left was the grinning freckled face of a boy who Mike said was his older brother Wayne, killed eighteen years ago in a lumberyard accident. His first bandmate. Played a mean Fender Telecaster, Mike said. Blue fire, like a cut diamond. The Tele, not the brother. It was also there, underneath the boy’s face, angled like a bowtie gone awry.
Nomad had always thought that people carried worlds within them. Whatever they had experienced, whatever they saw or felt, whatever joys or sorrows, those things could never be exactly duplicated by anyone else, so everybody carried their own world. In Mike’s case, the tattoo artists—more than a half-dozen, in often jarringly-different styles—had depicted his world on his arms. From shoulders to wrists, it was all there in vibrant ink of many colors: faces of women and men copied from photographs, a variety of bad-ass or sorry-ass cars and—as Mike put it—pick-me-up trucks, numbers that had some meaning for him, a whiskey bottle here, a burning joint there, the bars of a cell, a long country road, a skull spitting fire, bass axes he had loved or lost or pawned, a white dog, a black dog, a devil, an angel, his little Sara’s face, the names of the bands he wanted to remember which did include The Five, declarations such as Trust Is Earned and Live Before You Die and everything in a progression from the past to the present, shoulders to wrists. Everything, as well, underlaid by a phantasmagoric deep blue star-speckled background against which the trails of fiery red and yellow comets passed between the artwork. It had occurred to Nomad, as it surely must have to Mike, that he was running out of room.
Moby Dick? The first book Mike had read that he liked. Actually, he’d stolen it from the Bogalusa Public Library when the librarian said he was too young to check it out. He’d rooted for the white whale to make it out alive.
“Right,” Terry said when it seemed safe to speak again. He was talking directly to Mike. “Repositioning is just what I’m doing.”
“Why shouldn’t we pull over and let you reposition your butt on the side of the road right now?” Berke asked, in her charming way.
“Because,” he answered with great dignity, “I’m in it just like George is. For the tour. I’m going to do what I’ve always done. Nobody’s going to say I’m slacking, don’t worry about it.”
“I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it,” Ariel was saying, and Nomad thought he’d never heard her sound so hurt before. “It’s over when you go, Terry. Nobody can step in for you, no matter who it is.”
“I don’t know about that,” George offered. “There are—”
“I think you ought to shut up,” Nomad interrupted, and George’s mouth closed.
“Fucking tell him,” Berke said.
“Plug your lava-hole too,” Nomad shot back.
“Happy happy joy joy!” said Mike, with a gravedigger’s cackle. “Ain’t nothin’ like the real thing, bro!”
Nomad put his fingers against his temples and slid down in his seat. The air-conditioner was racketing, but was it working? He put his right hand against the nearest vent. A weak breath of cool air, but not cold. Hadn’t George taken the Scumbucket in for a road check last week, like he was supposed to? That low, grating hum—sounded to him like an E minor chord strummed on a cheap Singapore guitar—seemed to have amped up in volume, and it was going to drive everybody batshitty by the time they reached Waco. Bastard was already screwing up on his job, and they were hardly out of the gate.
“So,” Terry said with a quaver in his voice, “Does everybody hate me now?”
God, it was going to be a long tour.
The last tour, with this lineup. Maybe the last tour with any of them together, because once a band started unravelling the emperor got naked real quick.
The thing is, he was the emperor. He’d never asked to be. Never wanted to be. But he was, and that was it.
He realized, as he listened to the hum from the dashboard and felt the oppressive silence at his back, that this shit could tear the band apart before they even finished up the weekend. At best, they were in for heavy weather. What could he do right now—right this fucking minute, while it counted—to show them he was still the emperor, and that The Five was still a band until he said it was not?
He found something amid the chaos, and he latched onto it.
< >
Nobody hates you. I ought to, but I don’t. I guess everybody has to do what they think is right,” he said. “And I’m thinking we ought to write a new song.”
No one else spoke.
“A new song,” Nomad repeated, and he turned around to gauge the response. Berke’s eyes were closed, Mike was staring vacantly out his window, and Terry was polishing his glasses on the front of his shirt.
Only Ariel was paying attention. “What about?”
“I don’t know. Just something new.”
“What’s your idea?”
“I don’t have any ideas. I’m just saying, we ought to write a new song.”
“Hm,” Ariel said, and she frowned. “You mean pull something out of the air?”
“No.” Nomad understood Ariel’s question, because this wasn’t the way they worked. Most of the original songs The Five played—tunes like ‘The Let Down’, ‘Pain Parade’, ‘I Don’t Need Your Sympathy’, ‘Another Man’, and ‘Pale Echo’—had been written jointly by Nomad and Ariel. Terry had written a few more, both alone and with either of the two lead singers. But the way they worked was that Nomad or Ariel would come up with an idea and start kicking it around with each other, and it might go somewhere or stall and die, you never could tell about songwriting. The others would be asked their opinion, and for ideas on tempo or key, or Terry might come up with an organ motif or solo. Mike was quick to come up with an inventive bass line, and he might go through a few variations before he settled on what he wanted to offer. Berke supplied the core beat, the fills and embellishments, and sometimes she went for what was asked of her and other times she kicked it and went off in an unexpected direction. However it worked—and sometimes it was hard to say exactly how it worked—the result was another song for the set, though from beginning to end of the process might be anywhere from a couple of days to many weeks.
“Not just something out of the air,” Nomad continued. “I’d like everybody to think about it. Put our heads together.”
“Our heads?” That had brought Berke out of her sham sleep. “What do you mean, ‘everybody’?”
“I mean what I said. I think we all ought to work on a new song, together. Not just Ariel and me, but the whole band. Start with the words, maybe. Everybody does a few lines.”
Mike’s thick eyebrows jumped. “Say what?”
“We all contribute to the lyrics. Is that so hard to follow?”
“Hell yes, it is,” Mike answered. “I ain’t no poet. Never written a line in my life.”
“Me neither,” Berke said. “That’s not my job.”
“Can I speak?” George asked, and in the space that followed he went on. “I think it’s a good idea. I mean, why not at least try?”
“Yeah, I’m glad you think so,” Nomad told him, “because you ought to contribute to the song, too.”
“Me? Come on! I’m the last man in the world who could write a song!”
“Have you ever tried?”
“No, and that’s because I can’t. I know sound, but I am completely unmusical, man.”
“But like you said, why not at least try?”
Before George could respond, Berke said, “Okay, we get it.” Her voice carried a patronizing note that made Nomad think he ought to have punched her in the face a long time ago, and been done with it. “You’re looking for some way to keep us together, right? Keep our minds straight for the tour? What is this…like…busy work for the soul or something?”
“Maybe it is.” His throat felt constricted like it did when he had an allergic reaction, which was why he stayed away from all dairy. “Or maybe it’s a productive thing for people to get their heads around.”
“Good try, bro,” said Mike, “but I know my limits.”
“Yeah,” Berke agreed, “me too. And it’s not going to make me forget. Look, even if we all sat down in a circle around the campfire and wrote another ‘Kumbaya’, we’re still going to know it’s over. I mean, really. With George and Terry out, we’re not who we were anymore. Yeah, we can find another road manager and audition for a keyboard player, but…” She paused, and in that instant of hesitation Nomad thought he saw pain disturb her features like a ripple across a pond that held its secrets deep. Then it was gone, leaving Nomad with the impression that he was not the only one who’d already begun to mourn a death.
“It won’t work,” Berke said quietly, and she looked at him with what might have been sadness in those dark chocolate eyes. In contrast to that, a quick and nasty smile flashed across her mouth. Nomad thought she was torn up inside, just like himself, and she didn’t know whether to cry or curse. But Berke was Berke, and so she said, “Fuck it” before she turned her gaze away.




THREE.
For a while they didn’t seem to be anywhere, and then suddenly they were where they needed to be.
< >
Must be the place,” George said, as he pulled the Scumbucket and the U-Haul trailer off China Spring Road into a parking lot. They had passed through a nondescript area north of Lake Waco and the Waco regional airport surrounded by scrubby fields and scabby warehouses. He’d been directed by email from Felix Gogo to look for the red-and-yellow Delgado Cable van, and there it was, sitting next to a shiny black Toyota Land Cruiser from which the sun radiated like a blazing mirror.
“Watch out for glass,” Terry warned. Jagged bits of it glittered on the heat-cracked pavement. Not only that, but broken beer bottles lay scattered about, and one of those under a tire would not only sound like a roadside bomb in Iraq going off but might lame their ride.
“Jeez.” Berke was not impressed. “I thought we were going to a studio.”
“Well, the guy evidently knows what he’s doing.” George eased the Scumbucket up next to the pristine Land Cruiser. He could imagine the Toyota saying to his van, in snobbish car-language, Have you ever
heard of something called a wash? He cut the engine, put it in Park and pulled up the handbrake, and then he sat looking at what might have been a small stripmall before a meteor the size of a freight train must’ve crashed down onto it.
Nomad was thinking that a plane had arrowed in, short of the airport’s runway. Blackened walls testified to fire. Windows were broken out and red metal roofs sagged. Here and there, on remaining sections of gray cinderblock, were the elaborate black and blue swirls of gang symbols. Looked to him as if two gangs had fought over the turf, and nobody won. But then he realized the place may never have been actually finished, because nearby stood two abandoned Port-A-Potties and beyond them, back where the thicket boiled up, were pieces of machinery that appeared to be part of a cement-mixing truck. A pile of old tires lay beside those, and a few beatup garbage cans full of burned lumber. Rags and other bits of trash hung in the brush like a hermit’s laundry.
“This can’t be it,” Nomad said, but George was already getting out. Heat from Hell’s oven rolled into the Scumbucket. And here came the hermit himself from one of the crooked doorways. He was a chunky Hispanic dude, a kid really, maybe nineteen or twenty, and he was wearing a baggy pair of brown shorts and a white T-shirt damp with sweat. His arms were crisscrossed with tats and his scalp was shaved except for a black stripe going back along the middle of his head. Nomad thought they were about to get jumped by a cholo until he saw the light meter hanging on a cord around the guy’s neck.
“Hey, man,” the dude said to George. “We’re almost set up.” He motioned with a thumb toward the doorway from which he’d just emerged, and he continued to the cable company van to fish something out of the back.
“Ohhhhkay,” Mike said, mostly to himself. “Let’s do this.”
They climbed out of the Scumbucket. Sweat immediately popped from their pores. Their shadows were ebony on the bleached pavement, and as Terry, Mike and Berke followed George through the doorway Nomad stopped to wait for Ariel.
“Careful,” he told her, because the broken glass had crunched ominously under his own sneakers. Where the others had gone was in relative darkness. He felt her hand grasp his arm, to steady her path over the glittering rubble. He thought this place looked like a fucking warzone, and why they’d come here to do the interview instead of a comfortable air-conditioned studio was beyond him.
“Listen,” Ariel said, when she got up right beside him. “I like your idea about the song. I think it would be good for everybody.”
“Yeah.” He hadn’t said anymore about it since they’d been south of Waco.
She still had hold of his arm, and she was stopping him from going any further since she wanted a moment with him. “I’ve got some ideas in my notebook. Fragments, really. But maybe we can find something to start it off?”
Ariel and her notebook, Nomad thought. It was decorated with glued-on gemstones of a dozen colors. Some of her song ideas began with a single word, or a descriptive line, or a question to herself. He’d never looked inside her notebook, but he knew how she worked. He was the fiery energy of a song, the hot red anger and the will to fight. She was the ocean depths, the cool blue mysticism of the currents, the surrender to the inevitable will of the tides. He presented a snarl and a fist; she offered a smile shaded with sadness and an open hand. She was twenty-four years old, of medium height and slender build, and she’d been born in Manchester, Massachusetts, just up the coast from Boston. She wore her strawberry-blonde hair in curly ringlets that fell across her forehead and down around her shoulders like, Nomad thought, a heroine in one of those Victorian novels who is doomed to fall in love with the callous cad. She dressed in that fashion, too: lace-trimmed blouses, lacy-puffed sleeves, fine etchings of lace on the necks of her T-shirts and sewn on the cuffs of her distressed jeans. Not that he knew a whole hell of a lot about Victorian novels, but he knew he hated them from high school English.
Ariel was pretty, in that old English way. Or maybe it was Irish; the scatter of freckles across her nose and the pale cream of her skin made him think of that country the green soap was named for. She did smell nice, he couldn’t deny that. Sort of a faint honeysuckle aroma, caught sometimes when they were working close and she leaned past him. Everybody had a smell, of course. Take Berke, who smelled of friction.
But the thing that stood out particularly about Ariel Collier—leaving aside the fact that Nomad was grudgingly aware she left him in the dust on acoustic guitar, and her voice was a beautiful mezzo-soprano tessitura (which, she said, she’d learned when her parents had paid for operatic singing lessons)—was that the color of her eyes changed. Depending on the light, or her emotions, they could be gray from dove-to-dark, or show hints of sapphire blue, or sometimes display just faintly the sea-green of shallows where the reef almost touches the surface. He knew she was the baby of her family, with an older brother and sister, the former a corporate attorney in Boston and the latter a saleswoman with a yacht brokerage firm in Fort Lauderdale. Her father was an investment company executive. Her mother sold real estate. She was the baby of this family too, but she was no child to the hardships—challenges?—of the musician’s life. Neal Tapley, the leader of the band she’d been in before she joined The Five, had driven his car off a county two-lane south of Austin and launched into a stand of trees at a speed, the police later said, of a hundred and thirteen miles an hour. Which surprised everyone who followed Neal and his band The Blessed Hours because Neal was a genuinely decent guy except for some bad choices involving crack cocaine and 3rd Street loan sharks, and nobody had ever figured his old Volvo clunker could get up much over sixty.
Hell of a guitar player, Neal had been. Another world, gone down in flames.
“Yeah,” Nomad told her. “We ought to find something to start with.” But he wasn’t sure they could, and he heard his own uncertainty. He wasn’t sure it was such a good idea, after all. What was the point? But directing everybody’s mind to a new tune would give them a task to focus on, and pushing them to do what they’d never done before—a song with lyrics written by everyone, even the ones who thought they couldn’t write—might ease the feeling of dissolution that could rip any band apart. And there was another reason: Nomad hoped, deep in his heart, that with such a song that was a testament to The Five in the band’s darkest hour Terry would decide to stay, and George might find his own inner poet—however bad it turned out to be—and decide that he too was not ready to walk away.
Could, would, should…
Shit.
“Comin’ through, man,” said the tech dude. Nomad and Ariel stepped aside to let him pass carrying a coil of bright orange electrical cable, a can of Sherwin-Williams paint and a paintbrush.
“Little too late to be remodelling this dump,” Nomad said, but the guy didn’t respond on his way into the building. The darkness swallowed him up.
Nomad followed Ariel in. Once over the threshold he removed his sunglasses. The air was sweltering in here, in a rectangular room with a dirty concrete floor and gang graffiti spray-painted across every area of drywall that wasn’t punched full of holes. Or shot full of holes, because it looked like guns had been at work in here. There was no furniture. A piece of metal tubing dangled from the ceiling and hung down to the floor like the cock of a giant robot. To emphasize that image, a few used condoms were stuck to the concrete. Over in the left corner, a garbage can overflowed and on top of the mess was a Shipley’s Do-Nuts box. Good combination, Nomad thought: the tagbangers had sex first, got their blood sugar up with the doughnuts, and then finished off with a Glock orgy.
On the floor, off to the right, was a portable Honda generator mounted on a handcart. It was one of those super-quiet deals, rumbling like a cat getting scratched. Orange and yellow cables were hooked up to the generator, and snaked across the floor through another doorway about midway back and also on the right.
George appeared. “Back here, guys.”
They went through the door, watching their step on the cables, and into a smaller room that was no less defiled. The others were in there already. Many impressions crowded in on Nomad: more graffiti and bullet holes, and places where it looked as if machetes had hacked the drywall; the sunlight streamed down through several bullet holes that had punctured the roof; the rear wall had been scorched shiny black by fire, and upon it was pinned a large clean American flag; cigarette butts, crushed beer cans and other trash littered the floor, but areas had been cleared to accomodate the tripod legs of two floodlight stands, their illumination powered by the generator. The tech dude was plugging in a plastic fan on a waist-high stand with the cable he’d brought, and a second young guy with a brown beard and a suffering expression had opened the paint can and was brushing bright blood-red over the gang symbols. Two pro camcorders outfitted with lights and microphones were situated on the floor, protected from the nastiness by virtue of sitting atop their individual Delgado Cable yellow canvas bags.
“We’d better do this quick,” said the man who turned the fan’s control knob up to Fast with a thick brown hand adorned with three diamond rings. He angled the breeze up into his face. “Fucking warm in here, huh?” When no one answered, he looked at them from under his black cowboy hat and scanned them all except for George, who stood beside him. “I’m Felix Gogo,” he said. “But you already know that, huh? Seen my show before?” He answered his own question. “‘Course you have. Who hasn’t? I can tell you the numbers, week-by-week. Always going up. Amazing how many people tune in, late nights. Fuckers can’t sleep, they’re all worried and shit. They can watch me, I make them happy.” He grinned, showing a blast of white teeth that had to be some dentist’s dream house. “Hey, amigos! You get happy too, huh?”
Happiness, Berke thought, was different things to different people. She saw the glint of his eyes and some accusation came at her like a bullet, and then he’d swept his gaze past her and she stared at the American flag on the flame-licked wall and wondered whose god they had offended to wind up here, on such a happy day.
Felix Gogo, whose real name—according to Ashwatthama Vallampati—was Felix Goganazaiga, was obviously not only one of the biggest Toyota dealers in central Texas and the metroplex, and not only saw himself as the central Texas and metroplex late-night cable TV show Dick Clark—check that, make it Ryan Seacrest—but he had more than a passing familiarity with the term “photoshopping”. He was about twice the width he appeared to be on his billboards. Black could not make slim he who would not lay off the enchiladas. He was maybe in his early fifties, with the same thick silver muttonchop sideburns and the silver mustache. Besides the black cowboy hat, he wore the black tuxedo jacket, the black ruffled shirt and black bolo tie with a triangular topaz clasp. On the jacket’s right lapel was an American flag pin. Topside he was camera-ready, but bottomside was casual: he was wearing a pair of khaki shorts, gray anklet socks and a pair of expensive Nikes. He had spindly legs for such a hefty dude, Mike noted. Gogo’s gut would’ve made a decent tractor tire.
“Can I ask a question?” George sounded timid in the presence of such celebrity. After all, the half-hour Felix Gogo Show had been an eleven o’clock Friday night—rerun, two-thirty Saturday afternoon—event for over ten years. It was on Delgado Cable in Austin, Temple, Waco and the metroplex. The guy had run music videos and interviewed hundreds of bands. He’d also interviewed stars such as William Shatner and Jenna Jameson, and there was still a video on YouTube of a shell-shocked Sandra Bullock watching a possibly inebriated Felix shimmy to Rod Stewart’s ‘Do Ya Think I’m Sexy?’ back in 2002 on the studio set. There were the Gogo Dancers to keep things lively between segments. He was a showman and a character and a very rich man, and above all he seemed real happy.
“Go right ahead, George.” Gogo spoke with the sincerity of a new best buddy. Nomad figured George had either talked to him by phone before the directions had been emailed, or George had shaken Gogo’s hand and introduced himself just a minute or so ago.
“I’m wondering…how come we’re not in the studio? I mean…isn’t this—”
“A hellhole, yeah it is,” Gogo agreed. “Well, the main studio’s in Dallas. See, the thing is, I had my crew here scout a location. Find just the right place, suitable for your band. The interview, I’m saying. This was going to be the first stage of an office park, huh? New subdivision up the road. It went bust, and no more office park either. Then the bangers moved in. I wanted to find a place that went along with your video. Did I not succeed?” Before George could answer, Gogo said to the wall-painter, “Hey Benjy, just do from yay-high to yay-low. We’re doing close shots, none of that area’s going to light up. And we don’t want to suffocate on the fumes, okay? Let it drip some, get that bloody look.”
“Sir,” said Benjy, obediently brushing.
“I tell you what, put that poster up there. Just stick it up right there next to the bullet holes and fling some paint on it. Kinda put it at an angle.”
Benjy dutifully crossed the room and retrieved from one of the canvas bags a crumpled and wrinkled The Five poster, which showed their faces—all as serious as sin, couldn’t have a musician smiling, that would be instant death—with the signature black handprint in the middle. Nomad knew Ash had sent Gogo a press kit, with their pictures and bios and shit, when he sent the video. “Angle it like so,” Gogo directed. Benjy pushed the poster up against the wet paint as he was told. “Okay, fuck it up some,” said Gogo, and Benjy flung droplets of red paint across it. “One more time. Yeah, there you go. Art for the artists,” Gogo said.
“We’re ready,” the tech guy with the skunk-shave hairdo announced. He’d been shifting the floodlights around and checking his meter, and now everything was as he wanted.
“Let me tell you how we’re going to do this.” Gogo took a black handkerchief from an inner jacket pocket and wiped the sparkles of sweat from his cheeks, even though the fan’s air was fluttering his bolo. “We’re going to get you placed, and then I’m going to gab with you for about a minute in front of this wall,” and here he indicated the red-spattered poster and the bullet holes. “Then we’ll move you back there,” a nod toward Old Glory against the shiny burn, “and gab for about two more minutes. That’s your spot, three minutes. You really get more than that, ’cause remember, we’re showing the video in between the backdrop changes. George, how about introducing me around real quick, huh?”
“Hey…can I ask something?” Nomad spoke up, before any introductions could be started. He didn’t wait to be invited. The heat, a solid prickly thing, was making sweat itch the back of his neck and trickle down his sides. Gogo stared at Nomad blankly, as he put his handkerchief away. “I’m not getting what this place has to do with our video.”
“I’ll tell you, then.” Gogo didn’t miss a beat. His tone was flat and his eyes were still blank, as if he were conserving all his energy for the interview. “I watched your video, okay? Very technically well done. Who shot it for you?”
“Some film students at UT,” George answered.
“The actors were students?”
“Yeah, but we hired local actors too.” It was amazing how quickly a video project could eat up two thousand dollars, if you really wanted it to look pro: the costumes, the props, the smoke pots and blank ammo, the special effects and the editing work. In the end, as they were running out of cash, George sold an old reel-to-reel tapedeck he had in a closet, Nomad tapped the account that held the money he earned as a house-painter, Mike ditched an axe on eBay, Berke gave an afternoon of drum lessons to teenage wannabees at the Oakclaire Drive YMCA for twenty bucks, Ariel played for change several days running on the UT campus, and Terry donated from his gig giving piano lessons at the Episcopal Student Center on 27th Street.
“And it was shot where?” Gogo asked, still staring at Nomad. “Looked like some kind of abandoned building, about as fucked up as this one.”
“An apartment complex,” Nomad said, getting the point. “Turned into a crackhouse. A few days away from the wrecking-ball.”
“There you go, huh? I wanted the interviews to have the same kind of backdrop as the video. Wanted it to be edgy. See, I even found you some bullet holes, so you should be grateful. They’ll look good in the shot, won’t they, Hector?”
“Yeah, muy bueno,”
said Hector.
“Okay, then. Christ, I’m melting. Introductions, Georgie. Who does what?”
George did a quick job of the intros, because it was obvious Gogo wanted to get to business. That was fine for everyone else, because they were all sweating and miserable in this mean little room. Then Gogo said, “Ready,” the two techs got their camcorders, switched on the cam lights and checked the volume settings on the microphones. The generator’s low drone in the other room wasn’t loud enough to kill anything in here, and Nomad figured it helped the vibe.
“Okay, everybody move against this wall. Watch the paint…what’s your name again?”
“Ariel.”
“Wet paint, Ariel. Scruffy, move to your left about a foot. We want the poster to show.” Mike obeyed without comment. “How’s it look?” This question was aimed at the techs, who were peering through their rubber-rimmed eyepieces.
“Tall dude needs to shift to the right,” Hector said, and Nomad moved. “That’s got it. I think we’re set.”
“Count it down,” Gogo directed. He turned off his personal fan.
“In five…four…three…two…one.”
“I’m here,” said Gogo with a dazzling smile and forceful emphasis, speaking into Benjy’s camcorder, “with the Austin-based band, The Five. These guys have just started their new tour, and they’re bringing us a look at their fresh redhot video. The song’s called ‘When The Storm Breaks’. We’ll get to that video in just a minute, but first…you know…heh heh…I’ve got to ask a question.” He turned his attention to the band. Benjy’s camcorder stayed on his face, while Hector’s was pointed at The Five. Nomad was aware of being at the center of bright light and black shadows. “Take a look at that poster,” Gogo said. “Give us a tight closeup on that, Hector.” Obviously, the techs were not only the crew but also part of the cast. “Okay, this is my question: which one of you is the thumb?”
There followed a few seconds of deafening silence. Nomad thought it was probably the most asinine question he’d ever heard. Their first minute was ticking away. He said, “I don’t know who the thumb is, but I can be the middle finger.”
“Cut it,” Gogo told the techs. The lights on their camcorders went dark. Gogo scratched his chin and smiled without warmth. “Listen,” he said, “let’s understand that I’m the host, huh? I’m going for some humor. I’m not challenging anybody to a big dick contest. Now, to be honest with you, I’m doing this for Roger because he’s a decent guy and he’s sent me a lot of business. So save your attitude for the stage, and we’ll all go home happy. Count it down,” he told Hector.
The camcorders lit up again. “In five…four…three…two…one.”
“I’m here—right here, wherever we are—with the Austin-based band, The Five. These guys have just started their new tour and we’re going to get a look at their video, ‘When The Storm Breaks’, in just a minute, but first I want to remind you to check out our Weekend Special Deals coming up, see what Felix Gogo can do for you, doesn’t have to be just the weekend, we’ve got deals every day of the week, walk in, drive out, and remember, my friends, sometimes good guys don’t wear white.” He’d been speaking directly into Benjy’s lens, and now he looked at the band and gave an expression of exaggerated astonishment as if the light-washed figures had suddenly materialized before him like floating spirits. “There are five of you!” he said, clownishly. “I don’ know what I wass es-pectin’!” He gave a big grin into the lens, put an index finger against the side of his head, lolled his tongue out and staggered like the village idiot, and Nomad just clenched his teeth and looked down at the trashy floor.
Ariel laughed, but it was all nerves. Beside her, Terry wore a frozen smile. His eyes were hot and sweat glistened on his scalp.
“Take you a long time to come up with that name?” was the next question. “Ariel?”
“No,” she answered. “Not really.” She felt herself trying to recoil from the lights, but there was wet red paint on the wall at her back.
“We thought about The Four, or The Six,” Berke suddenly said, her voice calm and controlled, “but for some reason it didn’t seem right.”
“Duh!” said Gogo, with another fanatical grin into the camcorder. “See folks, you think my job iss heeesey? We got some great minds in here tonight! Okay, somebody set up the video. You went to Iraq to shoot this, right?”
“It’s about the war,” Nomad managed to say.
“Song’s called ‘When The Storm Breaks’, by The—” Gogo held up his own hand, palm out and fingers spread, for Hector’s camcorder to focus on.
“And cut,” Gogo said. He walked a couple of steps to turn the fan back on, and he took the black handkerchief from his inside jacket pocket and mopped his face and did not give a glance at George, who stood about three feet away.
Gogo lifted his double chins to catch the breeze. “Have you people ever done a fucking television interview before? Pardon the truth, but you are slow. Benjy, get me some water.”
“I don’t think we got our full minute,” Nomad said.
“What?”
“I said,” Nomad repeated, “that we didn’t get our full minute.” He came forward, brushing between Ariel and Terry. George was shaking his head, warning him: no…no…no. Nomad stopped, but he had no intention of backing down. “You used our time for a commercial. That’s not right.”
“Oh, Jesus,” Gogo said, as he took the bottled water that Benjy had brought him from one of the bags. He uncapped it, drank but did not offer any liquid relief to anyone else. “This whole show is a commercial. What’d you say you called yourself? Nomad? Okay, when you get the Nomad Show on cable, you can do what you please. Until then, the Felix Gogo Show is the name of this one, and I do what I please. Somebody fucks up, or acts like a moron, or doesn’t appreciate the humor…” He shrugged. “There’s the door. We can shut this down right now.” He turned to George. “You want to shut this down right now, George? I can go sell some cars, huh?”
The tech guys were waiting to see how this turned out before they moved the floodlights. George looked from Gogo to Nomad and then back again, and he lowered his head and said, “Nobody wants to shut it down.”
Still the tech guys waited. Gogo drank about half the water. Then he recapped it with a flourish, victor of this particular battle. “Okay,” he announced, and the tech guys started working again.
Nomad caught Berke’s gaze. Her eyes were slightly narrowed. She was asking him, Do you believe we have to put up with this shit? He didn’t want to, anymore than she did, but they needed this. Even though the show would run too late to put anybody in the audience at Common Grounds, it and the Saturday afternoon rerun would bring people into The Curtain Club for their Saturday night gig in Dallas.
“Do you want to talk about the video?” Gogo asked them. “Or do you want to talk about your tour?”
“The tour,” Nomad said, after a quick questioning glance at the others.
“Fine with me. That video’s going to be about as popular around here as a cactus sandwich covered with turd sauce. But that’s just my opinion. Okay, I want you all standing in front of the flag.”
The band was in place (like mannequins in a store window advertising a small and hollow version of patriotism, Nomad thought), the floodlights were on, the camcorders lit up, the countdown done, and Felix Gogo got on the right track by mentioning their gig at the Curtain Club in Dallas’ Deep Ellum. Doors at eight-thirty, other gators on the bill the Naugahydes, the Critters, and Gina Fayne and the Mudstaynes. Gogo asked Mike about the tattoos, and Mike said they were a history of his life. Gogo asked Ariel how long she’d been a musician, and she said she couldn’t remember not hearing some kind of music and wanting to write down what she heard. Gogo asked Terry what his favorite song was that The Five had done, and Terry said it was a tough question but he probably had two favorites that were very different from each other and displayed their range: the slithery ‘This Song Is A Snake’ and the hard-edged ‘Desperate Ain’t Pretty’, which they sometimes did as an encore. Gogo was a fly, landing here and there, long enough to start an itch, quick enough to slip a swatter.
Then Gogo looked directly at Nomad and asked, “You guys have been together three years, right? So how come you don’t have a record deal?”
It sounded so sincere and sincerely interested, but Nomad knew they were having a big dick contest, after all, and Gogo had just pulled Nomad’s jeans down to show the shrivelled little member that hung there.
In his allotted time, Nomad could not explain that Don Kee Records in Nashville had gone belly-up a month before their first CD was supposed to be distributed. He could not explain that their slick A&R rep with Electric Fusion Records in Los Angeles had been caught screwing the money-man’s wife in a hot tub, and thus not only was Slick kicked, but every band Slick had picked was kicked. Nomad could not explain, in this happy moment, that the music business was a devastated landscape and that the sale of CDs fell every year and bands were fighting to survive on gigs that at best put a hundred dollars in the pot to be divided, but then again Gogo already knew this, and what was truth to working gators in the industry could sound like sour grapes to the paying audience. Anyway, Nomad decided, desperate ain’t pretty.
He pulled up an easy smile. It was probably one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do because it felt so hideously, rottenly false, and he said, “We’re working on it,” which he’d heard many others say when they were sliding down the tubes.
“Well, good luck with that,” said Gogo. He looked at Terry again. “Where you going after Dallas?”
“We’ll be at the Spinhouse in El Paso on Friday night, the 25th. After that, we’re at—”
“So I guess your fans can find you on the web, right?” Gogo interrupted.
“Uh…yeah. And we’ve got a MySpace page.”
“Good enough. I want to give you a great big Gogo thanks for being here tonight, and I know you guys are heading for great things.” He grinned into Benjy’s lens. “And speaking of great, my friends, let’s take a look at these great Weekend Special Deals. Felix Gogo Toyota makes it eeeeeasy to walk in, drive out any day of the week. Comin’ at you right now.” He pointed his finger into the lens and made his eyes pop and he pursed his lips as if trying to kiss the customer—or, at least, the customer’s wallet.
“And out,” said Hector.
The camcorder lights were switched off. Gogo mopped his face with his handkerchief again. “We’re done,” he said to no one in particular. “We’ll edit it this afternoon. Check it out tonight, see what you think.”
“We’re working tonight,” Nomad reminded him.
“Catch the rerun, then. Whatever. Fuck it.”
The tech guys were unplugging. Ariel, Berke and Mike had already gone out as soon as the cams had darkened. Gogo left the room, followed by George, Terry and Nomad. Outside, in the parking lot, the air was only a few degrees cooler than the stifling room but at least there was the stale breath of a breeze. Gogo got on his cellphone and stood next to the Land Cruiser; the interview was finished, the favor to Roger Chester done, and what more was there?
“Thanks,” George said as he went around to get in the Scumbucket, but Gogo stuck a finger in his free ear and concentrated on his conversation.
“I haven’t had so much fun,” Berke told Ariel as they climbed into their seats, “since the last time I puked on my boots.”
“You’re makin’ me hungry,” Mike said. “Anybody want a hamburger? We passed a McD’s up the road.”
Nomad was about to get in when Gogo closed his cell and said, “Hey! You! Nomad, come here a minute!”
Nomad’s first impulse was to show him he really could be a middle finger, and a double middle finger at that, but he walked the few paces to where Gogo stood next to the Land Cruiser. The black cowboy hat was cocked to one side. Gogo watched him warily, animal to animal.
“The promo stuff I got from Roger says you wrote that song,” Gogo said. “You and the girl.”
“The song for the video?”
“Yeah. The anti-American anti-war shit.”
Here we go, Nomad thought. He steeled himself for an argument. “I don’t think it’s anti-American.”
Gogo looked at the ground and pushed rubble around with the toe of a Nike. “You don’t? You think it says something worthwhile? Something noble? You trying to make some kind of political statement?”
“It’s a song,” Nomad answered.
“Let me tell you.” Gogo stared into Nomad’s eyes, and there was something about his expression that was at the same time both angry and weirdly fatherly. “I’ve seen bands come and go. Seen the bigshots and the blowhards pass through by the dozens. And they were all talented in some way, yeah, but talent’s no big thing. Shit, talent’s a piss-poor third to ambition, and ambition is second to personality. So I’m going to give you some free advice, huh? Don’t get into political shit. Don’t stir up anybody’s water. You’re an entertainer, that’s what you do. I interviewed The Rock a couple of years ago. Remember when he was a wrestler? His motto was ‘Know Your Role’. That’s what I’m saying to you. Know your role, and you might get somewhere.”
“Where would that be?” Nomad asked.
“Not in the crapper, which is where ninety-nine percent of you people end up. Listen, you’ve got a good voice and a good presence. I like you. I’m just saying, the reason blacks rule music these days is because their songs are about fun and sex. The guys sing about getting bling and finding fresh pussy, and the girls sing about getting bling and cutting the nuts off the guys who screwed them over, huh?” Gogo waited for that point to sink in. “White musicians are singing about angst and the cruel world and how nothing’s any damned good. What’s the fun in that? Who’s going to dance to that beat, huh? Now you want to be fucking political. I’m telling you, don’t go that way.”
“Maybe I don’t have a choice.”
“What, because you’re such an artist? Because you’re going to teach the world to sing? Yeah, right.” His face got up closer to Nomad’s, and Nomad could feel the heat coming off it. “Everybody’s got a choice. And if you’ve got any brains, you’ll know your role. Comprende?”
Nomad didn’t answer for a few seconds. He was feeling his own heat. “I think I’d better go,” he said.
“One more piece of free advice,” Gogo offered. “Ditch the dyke.”
Nomad turned his back on the man, and he walked to the Scumbucket where his family was waiting.




FOUR.
The McD’s that Mike had mentioned was about two miles back toward Waco along East Lake Shore. It was connected to a gas station, but it did have a drive-up window. George gave the orders: two cheeseburgers, Coke and double fries for Mike; a burger and a Coke for Nomad, and the same for himself. The others didn’t want anything. They hadn’t done much talking since the interview. The Scumbucket’s air-conditioning continued its off-key humming, the sun beat down mercilessly upon the hood and windshield, the sky was almost white with heat, and all was not right with this world.
They were waiting for their order to come up at the window. Berke took a drink from her bottle of tepid water. “I’ll bet he screws us over. I’ll bet when we see the segment we won’t even recognize ourselves.”
“I don’t want to see it,” said Ariel, picking the silver polish off her fingernails.
“It’ll be okay,” George told them. “He won’t screw us over. It was a favor for Roger, remember?” As if he knew Roger Chester well enough to call him by his first name.
“I’m sick of rude mechanicals,” Terry said, frowning toward a distant field where cattle searched for shade. “They run the world.”
“Yeah, but it’s the only world we’ve got.” Mike was watching for the sack of burgers to appear. “Have to live in it, bro.”
Nomad had his sunglasses back on. He offered no comment. He felt worn out, his energy sapped by the heat, and it was hardly noon. Before they headed over to Common Grounds they were due to check in at the Motel 6 in South Waco. Two rooms, three and three, at forty dollars each. If they didn’t sell enough T-shirts and CDs tonight, they’d already be behind the curve.
The chow came. George handed the stuff out and started off, turning right on East Lake Shore. Distractedly, Nomad put the Coke on the seat between his legs and started unwrapping his burger.
“So what’d he talk to you about?” George asked.
“Nothing.”
“Had to be something, man.”
“I guess he was warning me. Us, I mean.”
“Yeah? About what?” Terry asked.
Nomad took a bite of his sandwich. “About knowing our—” Roles, he was going to say, but just as he swallowed he caught the tang of the melted cheese tucked under the meat and smelled it and he looked at the sandwich and saw it in there, yellow and gooey. He realized the guy at the window had screwed up the order, because his burger was wrapped in white paper and not yellow. It was down his gullet now, too late to spit it up, and he knew one bite of cheese was not going to lay him low, it would just cause his throat to itch, but it was one more thing to deal with and he yelled, “Shit!”
Startled, George hit the brake. Nomad grabbed for his drink, the plastic lid popped off, and suddenly his seat was awash in Coca-Cola.
“What is it?” George asked, steering toward the shoulder. “What the hell…?”
“Fucking shit!” Nomad shouted, as he crushed the offending hamburger in one hand. “Let me out! Stop the van, let me out!”
“Cool it, bro!” Mike said, his mouth full. “Come on!”
“Out!” Nomad repeated, and this time it was almost a shriek. He felt Ariel’s hand on his shoulder and he shook it off, and he realized as if looking down on himself in a dream that he was cracking up, he was about to fly to pieces, he had been blindsided by a fucking cheeseburger but that wasn’t all of it, no, not by a long shot, he was about to flail out and hurt somebody and he had to get out of this van…RIGHT…FUCKING….NOW!
“Okay, okay, okay!” George steered the Scumbucket off onto a dirt road that led into a thicket of pines and scrub-brush. Before George could stop, Nomad was out the door, Coke dripping from his crotch and the seat of his jeans, and he threw the balled-up burger as far as he could with an effort that he knew his shoulder was going to feel tomorrow morning.
This is a comedy, he thought. A comedy of errors, large and small. A guy standing on a dirt road in wet jeans, his fists clenched at his sides, his feet stomping the dust, rage in his heart and nobody to fight. It should be funny, he thought, and worth a real laugh on down the line.
Only he did not laugh, and in the next instant the tears welled up hot and blinding in his eyes and his chest shuddered with a sob.
He had to get away. But to where, he didn’t know.
Just away.
“Hey, John!” George called from the van. “We’ll get it cleaned up, man! No biggie!”
But Nomad, who had always thought his given name of John Charles made him sound incomplete, began to walk away along the road as if he were really going somewhere. He briefly took his sunglasses off to wipe his eyes; what a way to blow an image, he told himself. Big tough bad-ass reduced to a snivelling pussy. He was aware that the Scumbucket was following right at his heels, like an ugly dog begging for attention. A banner of dust floated up into the air behind the U-Haul trailer, and above the dark pines the sky was milky-white.
“Come on, John,” George said. “Shake it off.”
Nomad kept his head down. He kept walking. Space was what he needed. He needed to find a place to curl up and think. His heart was hurting. He kicked at his shadow, to get it out of his way. With George and Terry leaving, the band was done. It would be only a matter of time before the center could not hold. Know your role, he thought.
My clock is ticking, John. Yours is too, if you’ll be truthful.
Behind him, George tapped the horn, but Nomad did not look back.
He was following this road for which there was no roadmap. His father had been right. It was the musician’s path. His father had been right, even on the night of August 10th, 1991, when John Charles had seen him shot to death outside the Shenanigans Club in Louisville, Kentucky. And so rest in peace, Dean Charles and the Roadmen.
Know your role.
Someone tell me what that is, he thought. Someone. Please. Someone please please tell me where I fit, and where I am going.
Because I am lost.
“John?”
The voice had startled him. He hadn’t heard her get out of the van, but Ariel was walking at his side. He kept his face averted from her.
“It’s okay,” she told him. She tried to take his hand.
“I don’t need you,” he said, and he pulled away.
She blinked back her hurt. She knew from experience that sometimes pain must suffer alone, but she kept walking beside him.
A bell began to ring.
It was a crisp sound, the ringing of bright metal. Not the low, sad tolling of a funeral bell, but a calling.
Nomad and Ariel came out along the road through the pines, and there before them was a wide field that held some kind of shoulder-high plants. Not a pot field, as was Nomad’s first thought. It was more of an arrangement of thickets. And from among them people were emerging, as if answering the call of the bell. Nomad saw that all of them wore hats, some wore netting around their faces to keep away the bugs, and all wore gloves and carried baskets. A berry field, Nomad decided. He could see the dark berries in the baskets. Blackberries, most likely. Patches of the field were brown, but most of it thrived even in this ungodly furnace.
It was a small farm community, tucked away back here behind the trees about a hundred yards off the main road. Not so much a town as a Joadville, Nomad thought. Something straight out of The Grapes Of Wrath. Maybe fifteen yards from where he and Ariel stood the dirt road curved toward a building that looked to be made out of tarpaper and green plastic siding, with a wooden cross painted gold up over the arched doorway. In front of this building a large-hipped Hispanic woman with gray hair bound by a red bandana was holding a bell and methodically swinging it back and forth. Around her, other women were setting out platters of tortillas, beans and enchiladas onto a table under the shade of a huge oak tree. Before the church, on the sparse grass, stood a well made of brown stones.
It was lunch time, Nomad realized. They were calling the workers in from the field.
He saw on the far side of the church a dozen more tarpaper shacks and structures protected by the shade of other oak trees. The buildings were made of what looked like things wealthier people had cast aside: patio tiles, water-stained awnings, sheets of corrugated metal and plasterboard, multicolored chunks of glass melted together to make windows. Little concrete statues that maybe had once been lawn ornaments in some other world decorated the plots of dirt: a rabbit with one ear cracked off, a greyhound looking around as if in search of its lost hind leg, a cherub with arms ready to fire the arrow but for the missing bow and hand that had gone with it. Nomad wondered if there wasn’t a dump somewhere nearby, where the people here found what they needed. A few old pickup trucks and cars stood about, sharing the indignity of rusted fenders and sun-cracked skins like the rough hides of alligators.
Nomad watched the figures in sweat-soaked hats and clothes coming out of the blackberry brambles. Even in this heat, most of them wore long-sleeved work shirts to ward off the thorns. He didn’t know how they could bear it. He would’ve been crawling out on his knees. A chocolate-colored dog came trotting closer to Nomad and Ariel, followed at a distance by two other mutts. It stopped short, splayed its legs and greeted them with a series of ear-splitting barks that went on until one of the women spoke to it chidingly and threw out a tortilla for the dogs to tussel over.
Other than that, no one seemed to pay the two intruders much attention except for a passing glance, followed by a comment or a shrug.
“We’d better go,” Ariel told him.
“In a minute.” He was waiting for his jeans to dry out a little more, which wouldn’t take too much longer in this heavy heat.
“Everybody okay?” Mike walked up on the other side of Nomad. “John, you past your fit?”
“I’m past it.” His fit had been eclipsed by this scene of hardship. Nomad knew that things were rough, with his personal disappointments and the band breaking up and all, but at least he didn’t have to labor in a blackberry field and live in a shack. Maybe he was heading that way, but not yet. He glanced back and saw that George had stopped the Scumbucket and had come around to the passenger side. George was using a towel from somebody’s bag to mop up the seat. Terry had gotten out too and was walking toward Nomad, shaking his head and showing a wry grin.
Someone came out of the field and crossed the road in front of Nomad. He felt himself being examined. When he returned the attention, he saw it was a slender young girl with long, glossy black hair. On her head was a raggedy old wide-brimmed straw hat. The small buds of her breasts were visible under the open workshirt and sweat-wet gray tee beneath that, and she wore sun-bleached khakis with patched-up knees. On her feet were dusty sandals. Before he could catch her face, she had looked away; all he was left with was an impression of penetrating eyes in a pool of shadow.
He watched her take her basket of blackberries to one of the pickup trucks and give it to a man who dumped its contents into one of several smaller flat plastic containers. She said something to the man, who smiled and showed a silver glint of teeth. Then she removed her stained leather gloves and shrugged off her workshirt and put them on the ground, and she passed by the table that held the platters of food and also a supply of paper cups that one of the other women had brought. She went to the well, where she cranked the handle that pulled up the pail. She took a ladle from a hook and dipped it full. Instead of drinking it, as Nomad had thought she would, she turned around and filled the offered paper cup of an older, sweat-drenched woman who had followed her out of the brambles and had likewise given her blackberries to the man at the pickup truck. The girl spoke and touched the woman’s arm. The woman’s heavily-lined face smiled, and she nodded at the comment and went to get her food.
Then the next person, a white-haired older man who displayed thick, tattooed forearms after he’d removed his own workshirt, came forward with his offered cup. The girl filled it, and she leaned forward and said something and patted his shoulder, just a quick light touch, and when the man turned around to go get his lunch Nomad thought he could see a boy looking out from the wrinkled face.
“We’re good to go!” George called, wringing the towel out on the ground. Two children about seven or eight years old were standing beside him, monitoring his progress. Their arms were crossed over their chests and their expressions as serious as any lord of the domain.
But Nomad was watching the procession. Between thirty and forty people had come out of the field. They were all ages, from early teens to elderly. All of them were burned dark by the sun, and all of them walked with a weary step until they reached the girl at the well, whose smile and touch seemed to revive them in some way Nomad could not understand.
Their day was most likely only half over. When their lunch was done, they would go back into the brambles. Maybe they kept at it until all the containers were full. Maybe they’d been at it since sunrise. Nomad figured the berries would be driven to a farmer’s market, or to a winery, or somewhere to be processed into jelly or jam. It was a hard day’s work, in anybody’s book. He thought, watching the girl and the people who filed past, that she was giving them more than just the water. A pat on the shoulder here, a touch on the elbow there, a leaning-in, a nod, a comment that urged a laugh. Maybe her real offering was human kindness, he thought, which also quenched thirst.
He knew that, in her own way, she was giving them the strength they needed to keep going.
And the thing was…the thing was…she didn’t pause in her work to get her own drink, though she was surely parched and thirsty like all the others. She had decided she was going to give everyone else their water first, and she would be the last to take one for herself.
Maybe it was just a small sacrifice, on this brutally hot day. Maybe it didn’t mean much, really, but a sacrifice of any kind wasn’t something Nomad saw very often.
“Let’s saddle up, people!” George said, about to climb behind the wheel.
“You guys ready?” Terry asked.
“No,” Nomad answered. “I’m not ready yet.”
He was fascinated by the scene before him. How the girl—maybe fifteen or sixteen?—picked everyone up as they came past her. It seemed so effortless for her, and so important. Everyone got a few seconds of undivided attention. They were not rushed along. Most of them carried their own canteens, or half-empty water bottles pushed into pockets of work-aprons, but it was clear that they wanted—needed, maybe—water from the girl at the well.
He was struck by the desire to see her face. He had the feeling that if he did not see her face, he might never again have the chance. And then he asked himself what the big deal was. It was just a young Hispanic girl in a floppy straw hat giving people water. So what?
But he wanted to see her face, because he had the feeling that he would see in it a beauty he had forgotten existed.
“Will you dumb-asses move it?” Berke had gotten out and was standing next to the Scumbucket, one hand on her hip and the other holding her own bottle of water, which had about two good swallows left in it. The children had retreated a few paces. “You want to get heat stroke?”
“We’re coming,” Ariel said, but she did not leave Nomad’s side.
And then the last person got his cup filled and went to join the workers who sat on the ground under the oak tree talking with each other and eating their lunches, and the girl at the well dipped her ladle into the pail and looked directly at the band members.
She held the ladle toward them, offering a drink.
No one moved or spoke for a few seconds, and then Mike said, “Well, shit, I’ll get me some if she’s givin’ it out.” He walked forward.
“It might not be clean,” Ariel warned.
Mike said, “Hey, I was raised on well water. Didn’t stunt my growth too bad.” He nodded a greeting to the women who’d brought the food and cups, and took one of the cups from the table. Then he walked to the well, said, “Buenos dias,” to the girl and held out his cup. Nomad saw the girl say something to Mike as she filled it, but it was spoken so quietly Nomad could not hear. Mike swigged the water down and came back to the group.
“It’s cold,” he said. “She says to tell you everybody’s welcome, and not to be afraid.”
“Afraid of what?” Nomad asked. He watched the girl, who seemed to be waiting for them. She still had not taken a drink herself.
“I don’t know. That it’s not clean, I guess.”
“I think we’d better stick to bottled,” said Ariel.
“Hey, we’re cooking over here!” Berke came closer. “What the fuck’s wrong with you guys?”
“Let me wash my mouth out,” Nomad said.
He took Mike’s cup and approached the girl.
She dipped the ladle anew and held it out for him. He could not make out her face in the shadow of her straw hat, only the shape of a face. As he got nearer, he took off his sunglasses so he could see what she looked like, but even then he only caught the shine of her eyes.
And then within reach of her he abruptly stopped, because something that was not fear but was very close to fear had shot through him and he was stunned by the intensity of it. He could go no further.
She was staring at him, from the shadow pool beneath the ragged straw hat.
The ladle was still offered, and from it a few drops of water fell to the dirt.
It seemed to Nomad that, yes, he was thirsty, and he wanted to get the taste of that cheeseburger out of his mouth but—as crazy as he felt it to be—he thought there was a price to be paid for accepting, and he feared knowing what that price might be. He was focused entirely on her, still trying to distinguish the hidden details of her face, but he could not. He felt also that she was focused entirely upon him too, and it terrified him even more. Her attention seemed to be almost a physical thing; he imagined he could feel it probing around in the innermost parts of himself, mind and soul, as if he were a puzzle to be figured out, or a walking Rubik’s Cube to be assembled. But it was more than that, too; it was like a stranger rummaging through your dirty laundry, or getting too close to the box of porn DVDs up on the closet’s shelf behind the folded-up hoodies.
She didn’t speak. She only waited, and it seemed she had plenty of time.
He felt the sweat oozing from his pores. Well, who wouldn’t be sweating in hundred-degree heat? He said to himself No, I am not going out into those thorns. Because that’s what he thought she was asking him to do. There’s a trick to it, he thought. Always a fucking trick to everything, because nothing is free. If he took that water from her, he would have to go out into that field and labor like a zombie, and maybe he hadn’t looked hard enough, maybe those people he’d imagined were needful of her strength and grateful of her kindness were only stupid fucking zombies, and at one time or another all of them had simply been passing by on the road of their own lives until she’d lured them here and given them drugged-up water that blasted their brains and put them to work in the brambles. Made them want to go back, even when they were out. Made them happy with their misery. It was crazy what he was thinking, because she was just a kid, she was nobody to him, he could swat her down with one hand if he had to. And her sacrifice was false too, because she probably was the type who always had to be the center of attention, like Madonna of the junkyard or something, and so all this deal of standing at the well and giving to the others was a self-serving sham. He hated falsehood, even more than he hated bad waitresses. Nothing is free in this world, he thought. Not even a cup of water. And now all sounds were becoming muffled, as if from a great distance, and everything around them—the church, the well itself, the other structures, the trucks and cars, the dogs and children, the people underneath the oak tree—shimmered in the heatwaves and began to blur and melt together like the chunks of multicolored glass that made up the windows of the tarpaper shacks.
Oh no, he thought. Not me.
He took a backward step.
Everything came into sharp focus again, and all the sounds—dogs barking, the kids yelling at each other as they played, the voices of the workers talking under the tree—returned in a jarring crash. The girl was still staring at him, and as he stepped back another pace he crumpled the paper cup in his fist and let it drop to the dirt.
“What’s wrong with you?” Berke asked as she passed him. She went to the girl, offered her the nearly-empty bottle of water and asked in Spanish, “Would you fill that for me?” When it was done, Berke came back with the cool bottle pressed against her forehead and she went past Nomad as if he were invisible.
George was standing between Ariel and Mike, bright beads of perspiration on his face. “Hi, how are you?” he said to the girl. “Guys, we shouldn’t be bothering these people. Let’s go, man!” This last entreaty was directed at Nomad.
“Did you see that?” Nomad asked them. His voice, upon which he depended so much, sounded like a cat being strangled.
“See what?” George frowned. He looked over Nomad’s shoulder at the girl, who had turned away to refill someone else’s cup.
“What happened just then.”
“Um….” George gave Mike a brief glance. “Listen, you ready to hit it?” Berke and Terry were already walking back to the van.
“I saw what happened,” Ariel said, giving him her patented look of disapproval. “You left your trash on the ground.” She walked to the crumpled cup, picked it up and took it to the girl at the well, who held her hand out and accepted it in her palm. “¡Perdón,” Ariel said. Even if she hadn’t taken Spanish in both high school and college, life in Texas had a way of teaching you the language. “El tiene maneras muy malas.” An apology for Nomad’s bad manners.
The girl angled her head to one side, and Ariel caught a glint of ebony eyes in a dark face with a flat, broad nose. It was a face that might have been carved on ancient stone in a Mayan jungle, except for the outbursts of teenaged acne on both cheeks.
“Gracias, senorita,” said the girl, and then she added in English with a heavy accent, “You are very kind.”
“I just try to clean up the mess,” Ariel answered, which she realized she had been doing, one way or another, for most of her life. She saw the girl look past her. Ariel followed her line of sight to track the others who were returning to the Scumbucket. Nomad was backing up as if he feared being jumped from behind.
“You have a long journey,” the girl said, a statement instead of a question.
“Yes.” The U-Haul trailer spoke for itself. Ariel felt the need to add, “We’re musicians, on tour.”
Her eyes were on Ariel again, and she gave a broad, warm smile that made Ariel want to move in closer, to bask in it. Her teeth were white, but she needed braces. “Oh!” she said. “What is your…” She paused, seeking the correct word. “Place?”
“I play guitar and I sing.”
“I also like music,” the girl said. “Very happy.”
Behind Ariel, George tapped the Scumbucket’s horn twice. Come on, come on!
Ariel thought that this life she’d chosen—or that had chosen her—was like what they said about the military: hurry up and wait. But everyone else was in the van now, she was the one holding things up, and she ought to go.
A movement caught Ariel’s attention, and when she looked toward the blackberry field she saw the dark shapes of crows circling, circling, and then darting in to steal the fruit. They were coming in faster and faster, from all directions of the compass. Some of the other workers were already standing up, putting their workshirts back on. The labor had to be finished, or the crows would take the rest.
< >
Ariel returned her gaze to the girl. She said, “Adiós.”
“I wish you safe travel,” said the girl, and she frowned in search of translation for her next remark but settled on “y a valor cuando usted lo necesita.”
“Gracias.” Ariel figured the expression of care probably went back in the girl’s family for generations. She turned around and walked away from the girl and the well, away from the tarpaper-covered church and the hopeful houses, away from the shade of the oak tree and the sun-scorched field of blackberry brambles, away from the past into the future.
But first there was the Scumbucket and the rest of the crew. Ariel got into her seat, George backed up being careful not to plow the trailer into a tree, and in another couple of minutes they were pulling away from the road in a plume of dust and onto the pavement of East Lake Shore again.
“Some life they’ve got,” Terry said. “Not much of a place, was it?”
“Maybe they came from a worse one,” Berke said. “You never know.”
Nomad hit the dashboard with the flat of his hand, to try to silence the troubling hum.
“You’re going to break it,” George warned.
“Thing needs to be killed,” Mike said. “Put out of its misery. Didn’t you get it checked last week?”
“It’s putting out cool air, man, that’s all I know.”
“Barely cool,” said Berke. “We can hardly feel it back here.”
Nomad swivelled around to face Ariel. “What did she say to you?” When Ariel paused, taken aback, Nomad continued in an aggravated tone: “She was talking to you. What did she say?”
“Just…stuff. She said she liked music.” Ariel shrugged. “I told her we were musicians.”
“Were musicians.” Berke’s voice was hollow, an intonation of doom. “I like that.”
“She was weird,” Nomad said. “Anybody else feel it?”
Nobody spoke for a few seconds, and then George asked, “Weird how?”
“I don’t know.” Obviously, no one else had shared his jolt of vertigo or the first stage of heat stroke or whatever it had been. He wondered if he ought to have a physical when they got back to Austin. Check his brain for a tumor, maybe. He’d read about shit like this.
“You’re on the ball today, bro,” Mike told him. “Anybody’s actin’ weird around here, it’s you.”
“Oh,” Ariel remembered. “It’s not weird, really, but she did say something kind of interesting. Right when I was leaving.”
“What was it?” Nomad asked.
“She said, ‘I wish you safe travel, and courage when you need it’.”
“Nice,” said George. “Could be a song in that.”
“Hm.” Ariel considered it. “Could be.”
Nomad turned around, facing the road again. He slid down in his seat. Jesus, he thought, I hope I don’t have a fucking brain tumor. That had been a way-freaky minute right there. Shake it off, he told himself. Get the focus back, and jack yourself up.
One thing about what he’d seen back there, he thought, was that he ought to cast aside his pissy self-pity and concentrate on where he was and what he had. Things might be bad, things were not as he wanted them to be, but at least he was moving, he was on the road, he was going somewhere. The apartment he shared in Austin with two other working musicians had cable TV and good air-conditioning, and though he slept on a futon on the floor it was his own space, which suited him just fine. He was doing something he loved, something he felt had worth. He wasn’t trudging out under the burning sun and tearing himself up in a bramble patch. Hell, no. There were lots of things to be thankful for. And they had the tour going on and the video, and Felix Gogo might have been a shit but it was okay, it was the plug for the Dallas gig that counted.
Things could be worse, Nomad thought. And who knows? Either George or Terry could change their minds. Both of them could. Nothing was written in stone. So it was wait and see, but in the meantime just try to put everything else aside but what was really important: the music.
In about two hours, they’d be going through their sound check at Common Grounds. It was a long, somewhat tedious process that was absolutely vital to run a show, because it ironed out potential problems. During the actual gig, there would be different problems from those ironed out by the sound check. It was worse than Murphy’s Law, it was Finagle’s corollary to Murphy’s Law: Anything that can go wrong will go wrong in the worst possible way at the worst possible time.
Hi, guys. Thanks for coming out tonight, and we hope you enjoy the BZZZZZZPPPP.
This life made Spinal Tap look like a Bergman film.
Behind Nomad, Ariel leaned her head back and closed her eyes. She had a mild headache, from the heat. In her mind she saw the crows circling over the blackberry field, and the workers standing up to go in again, and the sun beating down from the pale sky and the shadow of the girl at the well lying across the ground at Ariel’s feet.
You have a long journey, she heard the girl say.
Yes, Ariel answered. And then she was aware of the shadows of the crows on the ground as well, circling above them, and more and more, gathering together into a darkness, more and more, from all directions of the compass, and thickening the sky in their whirling eager hunger.
Courage when you need it, Ariel thought, and she opened her eyes because she imagined she could hear the vibration of black wings around her, about to fall upon her like an ebony cloak.
But it was just the Scumbucket’s rumble and hum.
Just that, and nothing else.
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FIVE.
The night has taken Jeremy Pett. If there really is a Beast, he is in its belly, and he is already half-digested.
He lies naked in warm water, stretched out as much as he can in the stark white bathtub. The soles of his feet are pressed against the tiles, which are the color of wet sand. The water holds him around the torso, across the stomach, and up under his chin. He has gone days without a shave, and his face feels heavy. How many days? He’s not sure, because time has turned on itself. It has become spasmodic, at times sluggish and then frenzied. Sometimes it seems as if hours crawl, and sometimes they whirl away like ashes in a hot wind. He believes it to be Friday night, because the movie Gladiator with Russell Crowe was on cable like the schedule said. He watched it, for maybe the fourth or fifth time, because he could relate to it; he used to have the dvd, but he gave it away to somebody, he can’t remember who. Somebody borrowed it and never brought it back. But he can relate to it, to the man in the arena, the bloodied man, the man forsaken and cast aside, betrayed, yet the warrior spirit never broken. Never broken, because of his sheer willpower. The TV is still on in the other room, and shadows dance in its cold blue light.
Jeremy Pett takes another two Tylenol tablets into his mouth, and washes them down with another drink from the bottle of Nyquil. Those would be tablets number five and six. The extra strength kind, 500 milligrams each. He has read on the Internet that 7000 milligrams might put him over, but he’s a big guy, fleshy. Weighs about two-thirty, stands a little over six feet. He’s not sure exactly how many tablets and swigs of Nyquil he would need to do the job, but he’s not going that way. He just wants to feel sleepy, wants the warm blanket to start to cover him over, and when that happens he’s going to pick up the box-cutter that lies on the edge of the tub, near his right hand. He will start with the left wrist. He wants to watch himself bleed out, wants to test that willpower of which he’s so proud. It seems to him like a good way for a warrior to go out, quietly, under the blade.
He is making the choice to go. It’s done. The fork has been stuck in it. Tonight he is travelling to the Elysian Fields. Through the walls he can hear noises in the other apartments around him: the gurgle of a toilet being flushed, the hollow bass beat of music. They seem to be sounds from a different world, one that he no longer is connected to. His apartment is on the second floor. Number Eight, the Vanguard Apartments, southeast Temple, Texas. It is an area of abandonment, both of houses and people, where angry young men cruise in thugged-out rides looking for a reason to defend their territory. There always seems to be a pall of gray smoke in the air, and gunfire at night brings the shrieks of police cars. The one-bedroom apartment with its small kitchen has been cheap, and it’s been comfortable enough though the carpet has smelled funky, especially in winter when the damp mist curls up against the bricks outside. But even so, the time has come to leave. He takes two more Tylenol and another drink of the Nyquil, and he waits. He’s getting sleepy now, starting to feel the warmth creeping in, numbing his brain. That’s what he wants most of all: an end to the echoes of the haunted house inside his head.
His stomach growls. I’m hungry, he thinks. But when did he last eat? A few hours ago? I ought to get up and get me some potato chips, he thinks. He believes there is still most of half a bag in the pantry. What would a few potato chips hurt?
But no, no…just lie still. You’ve had your last meal, boy. Chicken pot pie from the freezer. Microwaved as pretty as you please, but not much taste. He sure would like a few potato chips, just for the salt. But the warmth is creeping in, everything is getting dull and hazy around the edges, and he decides he is fine just where he lies.
He wonders who will find him, and when. It will most likely be Mr. Salazar, the manager, and Jeremy regrets that because Mr. Salazar has always been nice to him. Cut him some slack, went to bat for him with the realty company the last two months. Brought him a sack of tamales on the fifth of January, the day Jeremy turned thirty. Mr. Salazar has a crown of white hair and a heavily-lined face and a cigarette cough, and he says it’s one hell of a world, amigo, when a hero like you has to live here like a dog in a cage.
But Jeremy has smiled at Mr. Salazar’s kindness and answered, Well sir, I’m really no hero, and I’m just passing through.
Jeremy knows where the heroes are. He knows where the dead ones are buried, and where the ones who still breathe sit watching the sun rise and the sun go down. He knows all about the heroes, yes sir, and he knows he is not one of them. But thank you, sir, for thinking of me in
that way.
He went to the hospital to see Chris Montalvo this week. He has gone every week since he moved to Temple from Houston, early last year. He always goes on Wednesdays. He recalls the day he went this week, because it was the day he put the unpaid bills and the Cancellation Of Service notices in a stack and decided he had gone far enough, he was not going any farther, and he ought to start making his plans. So then after he visited Chris he went to the pharmacy and got his pills and his Nyquil, and he went to the Wal-Mart Supercenter on 31st Street and bought the box-cutter. Then it was just a matter of when.
As he lies in the tub getting sleepy, drifting away from the world, Jeremy thinks of Chris at the hospital. The building with all the flags out front, on Veterans Memorial Drive. He thinks of the attendant wheeling Chris in, into the room with the wide windows where the morning sun streams through the blinds, and as always Jeremy leans down to his buddy and he sings in a soft whisper to the side of Chris’s head that is not crushed inward, “Nice day for a white wedding.”
< >
That never fails to make Chris smile, as much as he can.
It was what Chris always said when they went out on a mission, the two of them out there in the dust and heat against a world of ragheads for who knew how long, until the bullet was sent. Nice day for a
white wedding. And Chris was awesome, because he could really snarl it just like Billy Idol. So, sure, Chris recognizes it, and he recognizes Jeremy too, and Jeremy dares anybody to tell him his buddy doesn’t.
In his life Jeremy has loved only a few people. He has loved his mother and father in Nevada; he has loved the young woman and the little boy who smile at him from the framed photograph he has propped up against the sink, to look at as he passes over; and he has loved Lance Corporal Chris Montalvo, his spotter. People outside the Glorious Green Machine couldn’t understand the kind of love he has felt for Chris. And that’s okay, because it’s a private thing, something he wouldn’t talk about with anyone except another Marine. Only someone who’d been there would understand it, the way you love your brother in the Corps, the way you depend on each other, you watch each others’ backs, you eat the same dust and smell the same blood and hope it’s always Johnny Jihad who’s lying there emptying out like a broken bottle. Once you hear the roar of hell with your brother at your side, and feel the fire lick your face, you are one person, indivisible, because that is the only way you are going to survive it.
So after things went wrong in Houston, Jeremy came to Temple to be near Chris, to go visit him every Wednesday and lean down to say Nice day for a white wedding and get that faint flicker of recognition. Maybe nobody else can see it, but Jeremy can. Any maybe Chris can’t talk, and won’t ever talk again, and maybe he just sits in the chair staring at nothing, but Jeremy knows his buddy—his friend, his loved one—is aware of him, in that room up high over the boulevard of flags. And he knows there was a reaction—just a movement of a corner of Chris’s mouth, as if forming a reply—when Jeremy told him what he was planning to do, that it was time he was going to find Karen and Nick, and that the doctors here were good people, they knew their jobs, and they would always take the best care of him. I’ll see you on the other side, Jeremy had said. I’m gonna go on ahead, and scout it out for you. Okay?
Jeremy had hugged Chris before he left, and he thought of how frail Chris was, how the bones felt as thin as a child’s beneath the papery flesh. Chris had been such a strong guy, with the neck of a bull. Had played linebacker in high school, and had liked to work alongside his Dad on his father’s vintage 1973 Pontiac Firebird. It was an incredible and fearsome thing, how quickly a human being could be wrecked. Jeremy had to stop in the men’s room to wipe his eyes with a paper towel, but then what he had dreaded was done and he was all right with leaving Chris, it was okay. He believed in God, and he believed that God was okay with it too.
He takes a long, deep breath, and releases it as a sigh. The pills and the Nyquil are working, sinking him deeper. He knows the box-cutter will hurt, at first, but he has been through pain and it has to be done. He is sorry, though, that Mr. Salazar will have to deal with the mess. With a heavy hand he picks up the blade. He places the cutting edge against his left wrist, where the life flows. He wishes he’d lit a candle or something for the moment, because the bathroom’s white light is way too harsh. He pauses a few seconds, the blade’s edge pressing into his flesh; this is where the
old life ends, he thinks, and whatever’s next for me is about to start.
Help me across, he says to the woman in the picture, and then he pushes the blade into his wrist—a sharp, hot pain, but not too bad—and the blood wells up and trickles down his forearm, and he watches in a kind of hypnotic wonder as it drips into the water. He is creating his own crimson tide. He bites his lower lip as he presses the blade deeper, and then he begins to drag it across his wrist toward the veins, and he keeps his eyes on the picture of his wife and son because soon he’ll be meeting them on that road that reaches the Elysian Fields, just as Maximus was reunited with his family at the end of Gladiator.
But Jeremy’s hand suddenly stops, before the veins are severed. He pauses in his path to suicide, as the blood trickles down along his forearm and drips and drops into the water.
Something at the end of the hallway, in the other room, has demanded his attention.
In the chair that Jeremy had pulled up before the TV to watch the movie, a figure is sitting. It seems to be a man whose head is turned toward him, but whose face is a shifting mass of shadow. A hand is upraised, a finger crooked: Come here, is the instruction.
My God, Jeremy thinks, and maybe he’s said it out loud. For the angel of death has arrived at Number Eight, the Vanguard Apartments, southeast Temple, Texas.
Come here, the instruction repeats.
“Give me a minute,” Jeremy says, his voice slurred and hollow against the tiles. He intends to finish what he’s started, and he’s not really afraid of the death angel because in one way or another the death angel has been with him, riding shotgun, for a long, long time. So he says, “One minute,” just to make himself clear.
But in the space of time it has taken Jeremy to speak, the death angel has created for itself the face of Chris Montalvo, complete with crumpled skull and childlike eyes that gleam in the TV’s light, and the finger beckons Jeremy to come with an urgency that cannot be delayed.
Now, Jeremy knows he’s got a lot of Tylenol and Nyquil in his system, and he knows the blood is running freely down his arm, and he knows his head is not right and his time is running out, and he knows this visitation is not really Chris Montalvo but maybe a costume of Chris Montalvo worn over a figure fearsome for human eyes—even blurred and cloudy human eyes—to behold, but still…it wants him to get out of the tub and come in there. It wants him, right now.
“Shit,” Jeremy says, because it seems like such an inconvenient moment. It seems that for him to stand up and walk along the hallway into that room would be like rolling out of a bunk on the darkest oh-dark-thirty of his life, or reaching up and pushing away from a grave the stones he has nearly finished covering himself with. It seems like the hardest thing he could ever imagine doing, on this final night, yet with a gasp of breath, a strain of muscles and a wobble of belly fat he sits up, puts the box-cutter on the soap dish, and in a slosh of bloody water he steps out of the tub onto something resembling solidity.
Halfway along the hall he stumbles and crashes into the wall, and leaves a red streak there under the framed fake-oil painting of a desert scene that must’ve been the previous tenant’s eBay Special. His knees nearly buckle; he is staggering back and forth, on his uncertain journey from bathroom to chair where the figure with Chris’s face is sitting. He thinks how out of breath he feels, how lost he seems to be in this sack of skin. Use it or lose it, he thinks; five years ago he could run three miles in a little over eighteen minutes, do one-hundred crunches under two minutes and swim five hundred meters like Aquaman. Only thing super about him now was his appetite for junk food and the size of the junk he left in the toilet.
Oorah, motherfucker, oorah!
He makes his tortured way into the room. There the creature who occupies the chair turns its constructed Chris-face away from him toward the TV screen, and Jeremy hears a man’s voice speak.
“It’s about the war.”
He looks at the screen, and sees there a dimly-recognized figure dressed in black and wearing a black cowboy hat looking back at him. “Song’s called ‘When The Storm Breaks’, by The—” A hand is held up in front of the camera, palm out and fingers spread, and what appears to be an electric-blue flame ripples around the fingertips.
A few seconds of darkness appears, with small type down on the bottom left: “When The Storm Breaks” and underneath that, The Five.
Then what might be a flash of lightning or a camera’s flash pops, and as a drum beats and guitar chords start growling, the scene changes to a herky-jerky handheld camera and what could be five or six or seven soldiers in full battle-rattle are advancing down a street between broken concrete walls. The color is washed-out, grimy, the sick pale yellow of Iraq. But it’s not Iraq, and these fools aren’t soldiers, because Jeremy instantly sees that some of them are wearing imitation desert pattern MARPAT camo and others are wearing imitation desert pattern ARPAT camo. So they’re stupid fucking actors with pretend gear, and they’re not any good anyway because they don’t move with the caution of knowing your head could be blown off at any second, they’re all twisting around and looking every fucking whichaway, a picture of chaos instead of control. Meat for Mookie, Jeremy thinks. Come right on down the street like that, old ladies, and get your asses handed to you.
The scene jumps to a band set up in the street: long-haired punk playing lead guitar, bass player with tattooed arms, skinhead fucker with glasses playing a piano or something on metal legs, hippie chick with reddish-blonde ringlets working a white guitar and another chick with short-cut curly black hair pounding the shit out of a drum kit, the cymbals flashing in the sun. Then it goes up close to the punk’s face, right up in his angry baby blues, and he sings like a half-drunk black man whose throat has been worked over with a razor:

“I was walking on a street under a burning sun,
Put my visor down, thumbed the safety off my gun.
Heard a rumble, might be thunder in the sky,
Might be cannons or an F-18 fly-by.”

Visor, Jeremy thinks. His lip curls. Guy doesn’t know what he’s talking about.
Now intercut with the singer’s face and glimpses of the band are scenes of a house and some young dude’s father showing him an old picture of a soldier, and in the background an American flag is flying from the front porch.
Then the punk goes again:

“I was raised to think my blood’s red, white and blue.
I was raised to do what I was told to do.
Somehow in all that time I never did ask why,
It’s the young men like me who go to kill and die.”

Yeah, well, shit, Jeremy thinks. Get a clue. He believes he needs to sit down, his knees are weak and his stomach feels like it’s got fish swimming in it.
With an explosion of drums, bass and guitar that sounds like a freight train crashing through a building, the scene goes to the face of one of the soldiers on the street and Jeremy sees it’s the kid from the house, and now the herky-jerky shit goes wild because ragheads are shooting from windows and smoke curls up and the supposed soldiers run into another building except for one who goes down on his belly and jerks his legs like he’s hit, and the singer goes:

“When the storm breaks and the rain falls down,
And the mighty laugh with a hollow sound,
We got money for oil, you got battles to fight,
And the heroes come home in the dead of the night.”

Jeremy realizes the chair is empty. As he sinks into it, he is aware that the disturbed air around him smells like the hospital.
He doesn’t know a whole lot about music, but this isn’t bad. It’s got a strong beat. It sounds muscular and hard-assed. The guitars sound like bands of sharp steel flying through the air. There’s a firefight going on between the buildings, and then there’s a blast of flame and tendrils of black smoke whirl up and that, right there, looks pretty real. Then another of the good guys gets shot and claws at his throat and Jeremy leans forward because the shadows in this part are dark.
Everything stops but the drums, and over their thud and rumble the punk growls:

“This was somebody’s child, this was somebody’s dream,
I hope they bury it where the grass is green.”

And a second time, while the drums speak:

“This was somebody’s child, this was somebody’s dream,
I hope they bury it where the grass is green.”

The music swells again, the bass and the guitars come up and so does a trembly organ part that is half tough snarl and half sad murmur. The young guy who’s the hero of the video has somehow lost his helmet, he’s got blood on the side of his face, and around him lie the bodies of his brothers. And then the singer goes:

“I’m not saying this world will ever get along,
Not saying everything is right when it’s so wrong,
But I do believe that war makes some men rich,
And too many of them love that wicked bitch,
When the storm breaks, and the rain falls down…”

And now the young dude has lost it and broken cover, and wild-eyed he crosses the street alone and kicks in a door and nobody’s in there except a figure on the rubbled floor who looks up at him, and the camera shows that it’s an Iraqi kid maybe twelve or thirteen years old, who lifts his arms and crouches against the wall as the soldier raises his rifle and takes aim.

“We got money for oil,
You got battles to fight,
And the heroes come home in the dead of the night.”

The camera backs out of the room and the soldier staggers from the doorway with an expression of shock on his dust-white, blood-streaked face, and he throws his rifle down and begins to run along the street in the direction he came from.

“This was someone’s child, this was someone’s dream,
When the storm breaks,
This was someone’s child, this was someone’s dream,
When the storm, when the storm, storm breaks,
This was someone’s child, this was someone’s dream,
When the storm, when the storm, storm breaks, yeah when it breaks,
This was someone’s child, this was someone’s dream…”

And then the music stops and the punk’s face fills the screen and he sings, in his husky razor-burned voice: “I hope they bury it where the grass is green.”
Fade-in to what Jeremy realizes now is the Felix Gogo Show. He’s seen this a few times, has seen Felix Gogo up on the billboards. Felix Gogo is standing with the band—The Five, is that what they call themselves?—in a room of bright light and black shadows, and behind them on the wall is an American flag. He says they’re going to play at the Curtain Club in Dallas on Saturday night. As Gogo asks them questions, their names come up underneath their faces. Mike Davis talks about his tattoos, and then the camera briefly shows Berke Bonnevey but she doesn’t say anything, and Ariel Collier starts answering a question about how long she’s been a musician, and suddenly the screen breaks apart into multicolored squares like the cable’s about to go out, but the audio’s still going and through a hiss of digital distress he hears the hippie chick say, “I wanted to be a musician so I can tell the truth.”
“What truth?” Gogo asks, a distorted shape on the tormented screen.
“Like this,” she answers, and there’s a weird echo: this…this…this. “The truth about murder,” she says, her image washed-out in a mosaic of pallid green squares.
Then the screen comes back like it ought to be, everything’s fine, and Jeremy sees that Terry Spitzenham is speaking but now the audio is down and nothing is coming from his mouth. The screen ripples and breaks apart again, goes completely to black. The audio lets loose a burst of static and then picks up and the guy is saying, “…what this war’s about is training killers, just a training ground for murder. You know how many kids have been killed by our so-called heroes?”
“Don’t go there,” Jeremy says numbly, to the black screen. “Don’t you go there.”
“Ashamed,” says another voice, crackling with static. “They should all be ashamed, and they all deserve to suffer.”
The picture reappears but everything is gray and ghostly, and the ghostly image of Felix Gogo says in a voice that sounds high-pitched and indignant, “So you want to make people believe our soldiers are shooting kids over there? That for everything they’ve done for this country, every sacrifice they’ve made, you’re making them out to be child-killers?”
Another spirit image flickers in the gloom. Suddenly the picture clears and the singing punk is standing there with a fake smile on his face, and underneath it is the name Nomad—what kind of fucking name is that, anyway?—and he says, very clearly, “We’re working on it.”
“Well, good luck with that,” Felix Gogo replies, and the way he’s said it makes Jeremy know that if Felix had a gun he might have shot that long-haired, smirking bastard on the spot.
Jeremy loses the rest of it, because he’s seen all he wants to see yet he does not have the strength to turn the set off. Where’s the remote, anyway? In the kitchen, or the bathroom? A wave of weary sickness washes over him; he smells his own blood, leaking from the blade-cut on his wrist, dripping into a dark circle on the tan carpet. Now that, he thinks, is going to be one bitch to explain to Mr. Salazar.
Wait a minute, he tells himself. Hold on. I’m leaving tonight. Going back in there and finishing what I started.
Yet he does not get up. Nor does he even try.
It occurs to him, somewhere far back in his brain like a distant voice shouting for him to put it in gear and move, that he ought to get this wound bound up while he can still walk.
This is a weird world, he thinks. When you try to climb up a ladder, it breaks underneath you; but when you decide to jump off a cliff, a hook comes out of nowhere and grabs your miserable ass.
He doesn’t fully understand this song and video, or why the death angel wanted him to see it. Death angel? Whose death? His, or…
He thinks the song was about rich men who never go to war making money off war, or maybe even starting wars to make money. Duh. Who didn’t already know that? And nobody cared, even if they did know it. It was how the world worked, and so what? Like, maybe, it was news back in the days of the Civil War or ancient history. Yeah, and like that band wasn’t trying to make some money off the war, too? Make me laugh.
But that crap about the storm breaking, and somebody’s child and burying it and everything. Maybe that was talking about what was going to happen when the soldiers came home, and started thinking about…what? Doing the jobs we were trained to do?
Jeremy can feel the sweat rising from him like a hot mist. He feels sick to his stomach, he knows he’s going to have to puke here real soon, and it is going to be an effort to get to the bathroom before his own storm breaks.
You know how many kids have been killed by our so-called heroes?
“What do you know about it?” he asks the TV screen, which by now has gone into another segment in which Felix Gogo is behind his desk in the studio, chatting up some huge-boobed Hispanic actress who sits on a red sofa shaped like a pair of lips.
The thing is, the video didn’t actually show the soldier shoot the boy. Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t. All Jeremy knows is that every block was a battleground. Especially in Fallujah, after the Blackwater dudes got waxed. If Jeremy had been the soldier in that video, he would’ve shot the boy. Damn straight. You shoot at me, I take you down. Then again…where was the boy’s weapon? Maybe he’d just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. It happened. A casualty of the mission, no big whoop. You just put your head down and kept going.
So you want to make people believe our soldiers are shooting kids over there? That for everything they’ve done for this country, every sacrifice they’ve made, you’re making them out to be child-killers?
We’re working on it, that punk had said.
Jeremy lowers his head and closes his eyes, very tightly. An old rage has begun to awaken, and he thinks that if he had those lying scummy pieces of shit right here, he would wax them all, one after the fucking other. Just to shut their lying mouths.
And someone standing behind his right shoulder leans forward and says, in a bitter whisper that conveys both sarcasm and challenge, Are you my pet?
Jeremy’s head comes up and he looks around, but no one else is there. It was what his old Gunnery Sergeant used to say to him, when Jeremy’s lungs heaved from miles of uphill running, or when he was crawling through the mud in full gear, or doing the endless pushups, or whatever else the Gunny threw at him. Are you my pet? Translation: guy with a pussy last name ain’t gone be no pussy, not in this man’s Corps.
He can’t wait any longer. He hauls himself up, staggers, crabs sideways, collides with the TV, gets his knees turned the way he wants to go, and starts for the bathroom. The hallway becomes the twisting corridor of a carnival funhouse he thinks he remembers going to as a kid, but this is no fun. Another collision, this time with the wall, and then he gets into the bathroom and falls to his knees in time to throw up about eighty percent of his troubled freight into the toilet, the other twenty percent going onto the floor.
After it’s over and done and his retching has settled down, Jeremy struggles to focus on his wound. He is too tired to do much about it, and maybe he needs a few stitches but it looks to him as if the blood is crusting over. He can hear the old man in the apartment below knocking on the ceiling with what is likely a broom handle. Probably freaking about all the noise, thought his bathroom was about to cave in. The knocking stops after a few seconds, and Jeremy slowly gets up off the floor, turns on the sink tap and splashes cold water into his face. He wraps a towel around his left wrist. He blinks heavily, looking at the blood-stained water in the tub, the rivulets of blood on the white porcelain, the mess on the floor.
A job well screwed, he thinks grimly.
There will not be a journey to the Elysian Fields tonight. There are some things he has to think about, to get straight in his head. He takes the picture of Karen and Nick with him as he totters unsteadily to the bedroom. He flips on the overhead light. He places the picture on the bedside table, and then he takes his Remington 700 rifle with its attached Tasco scope from the closet and he lies in bed, staring blankly at the ceiling, with the weapon cradled across his chest.
This is my rifle, he thinks. There are many like it, but this one is mine. My rifle is my best
friend. It is my life. I must master it as I must master my life. My rifle without me is useless.
Without my rifle, I am useless. I must fire my rifle true. I must shoot straighter than my enemy who is trying to kill me. I must shoot him before he shoots me.
Since his honorable discharge, Jeremy has been through the jobs of construction worker, roofing man, yard workman, building supply warehouse security guard, mall security guard, video store clerk, car wash attendant, 7-Eleven clerk, and for the last four months garbage man until he was laid off two weeks ago because of cutbacks in the city budget.
It has become clear to him, before this night, that the task he is best suited for involves the tool that lies against his chest. The question is: how does someone use that talent—his God-given talent as a Marine Corps sniper—in the world beyond the battlefield? But this night, and the appearance of the death angel wearing Chris Montalvo’s face, has made him think his task is not finished. And that video he saw has made him think he might have an answer to the question.
A hit man.
He could be a hit man.
People needed them, to get rid of their problems. Governments and corporations needed them, to make sure secrets stayed secure and enemies were silenced. Battered wives needed them, to get rid of abusive husbands. There were plenty of movies with hit men in them, doing the necessary thing. Where did they come from? The military, most likely. They were men just like him, trained to set up the target and send the bullet. One shot, one kill. Why not?
Maximus in Gladiator was a hit man, really. Trained for war, betrayed by his superiors, bloodied but unbowed, the man in the arena sent out to kill or perish.
That’s me, Jeremy thinks. I can do that.
He has his rifle and a .45 automatic he bought for personal protection. Plenty of ammo for both of them, right up there on the closet’s shelf. The Remington is not very different from the rifle he used in Iraq. The sight isn’t as powerful, but at the shooting range up north of Temple he could still hit a target at five hundred yards, on most days. He has some money, not a whole lot, but he has a valid credit card. He has his dark blue pickup truck, banged and dented and seven years old but it can still get him where he wants to go.
All he needs to start his resume is a target.
Or targets.
Five of them, maybe.
If he hit them all, he could write his own ticket. In Mexico, maybe. God knows they could use his talent down there, against the drug lords. Because if he was a hit man, he would only want to work for the right side. And this band…this bunch of punks going on television talking about how United States of America soldiers are killing children in Iraq, about how they should be ashamed and suffer for what they do in the line of duty, just following orders, and sacrificing their futures and the futures of their wives and sons…they are throwing shit on the memory of Chris Montalvo, and every good man who puts his life on the line over there.
That band is definitely on the wrong side.
He thinks he needs to sleep now, to let himself rest. He thinks he might go to the pharmacy in the morning, get some disinfectant, gauze and bandages to tend to his wound. He might go eat a good breakfast at the Cracker Barrel on General Bruce Drive. He might head over to the library, go to the Internet room and look up The Five’s website. Check them out, check out their tour dates. Come up with a plan. He thinks he might take his guns and the rest of his money and his credit card to Dallas, to where that band is playing tomorrow night. Scope them out, so to speak.
A hit man could make a lot of money these days. But first he would have to show any potential employers how good he was at the job. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have enough experience already.
That band…with their lies…they shouldn’t be allowed to spread their poison. Sure, it’s a free country, God bless it, and everybody could have their own opinion, but this…this goes beyond free speech into hate.
We’re working on it, that bastard had said.
It is enemy action, clear and simple. It is a cancer that destroys from within.
Lying still and quiet, Jeremy suddenly knows he has found a reason to live.
He closes his eyes, listening to the thrum of blood through his veins.
And when the quiet, sarcastic challenge in his head whispers Are you my pet? Jeremy does not hesitate in his answer.
“Yes,” he says. “Yes, I am.”




SIX.
Nomad saw that they had left a porch light on for him. He wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not. He got out of the cab on the dark suburban street and paid the driver. The cab pulled away from the curb. It was on the weeping side of three o’clock. In fact, that was the name of a song Ariel and Terry had written for the CD The Five had recorded last year.

On the weeping side of three o’clock,
I walk alone down the city block,
I don’t know where I’m going and I don’t care,
’Cause I know when I go home you won’t be there.

Had kind of a Loretta Lynn feel to it, made a little jumpy and strange by a pulsing B-52s-type Farfisa sound. Or it might have been something Joe “King” Carrasco and the Crowns could have recorded back in the mid-’80s.
Anyway, it was that time on Sunday morning.
The thing about Sunday mornings, Nomad thought as he walked toward the porch steps of a small house in this southwest Dallas neighborhood, is that they followed Saturday nights. It was quiet except for a dog barking maybe a couple of blocks away. The breeze was soft and the moon, just past full, shone down through the trees. The Scumbucket and trailer were parked in front of the house, across from a playground where this afternoon he’d watched Ariel on the swingset. He’d been standing at a window, just watching. He knew she’d tried to get Neal Tapley off the pipe. He knew also that she had cared for Neal in a dangerous way, had let herself be too drawn into his trials and tribulations. She had cared too much for him, is all. People broke your heart, if you let them. If you got too close, and cared too much, you were just asking for it. He had seen too many bands destroyed in the aftermath of what passed as attraction, or need, or love, or whatever you wanted to call it. So as long as he was the emperor, there would be none of that in this band. No matter if you were sleeping in the same room, or in the same bed, and you were together more often than you were not, and you liked the way somebody smelled and you liked their smile and their voice and something about them spoke to the things you were not but wanted to be.
There would be none of that in this band.
He went up the steps, opened the screened door and was careful not to let it slam behind him. He hoped the front door was not locked; if it was, he’d be sleeping on the floor out here instead of on the floor in there. He’d find out in another few seconds which it was to be.
Five hours ago, he’d been in a totally different scene.
The boom and echo of his electrified voice over the heads of the Curtain Club audience: Hi, guys. Thanks for coming out tonight, and we hope you enjoy the show.
A quick flurry of drums from Berke, then into the kick-drum tempo at one hundred and twelve beats per minute, a hiss of hi-hat and the first chord, a monstrous D, crashed from Nomad’s tobacco-colored Stratocaster. Ariel met him on the F chord and slid with him to the G on her glossy white Schecter Tempest. Mike took the bottom with his fire-red vintage 1978 Fender. Terry hung back, waiting. Many in the audience knew what song they were hearing, they knew it from the beginning chords because it had been on The Five’s first, self-titled CD, and so they put up a shout as Nomad got up next to the microphone and sang it in his roughest, darkest snarl with a crimson spotlight in his face:

“Drivin’ south down Main Street, I was takin’ it real slow,
But in my pimped-up candy-colored ride, how slow could I go?
Saw the lights flashin’, heard the siren start to blow,
Didn’t know it then, Lady Law was gonna lay me low.
Bad cop,
She was a bad cop,
She said I was top of my class at bustin’ bad boy ass,
She was a bad cop!”

Everytime Nomad sang the words “Bad cop!” their fans in the crowd shouted it back and swigged their beers, a ritual of sorts for this particular song that had started during their first tour. How those things began was anybody’s guess, but Nomad glanced at Ariel and nodded with satisfaction because the wave of energy was lifting him up. Multicolored lights played over him, the different heats of blue, yellow and bright orange. The surface of the microphone on its stand before him glinted and flared as if made of exploding stars. He looked out upon his world.

“Now lemme tell you, officer, I think you’re mighty fine.
She said whoa there, boy, I’m smellin’ seven different kinds of wine.
And if you think a silver tongue’s gonna save your sad behind,
Step out here right now, and you walk this crooked line.
Bad cop,
She was a bad cop…”

They were the second band on stage tonight, coming up after the Critters. Following their forty-five-minute set would be local favorites Gina Fayne and the Mudstaynes, and headlining at midnight were the Naugahydes, from Los Angeles, had a record deal with Interscope, had a song in the new Adam Sandler flick, and who sprawled around in the Green Room as if they owned it. Nomad used to be able to wear tight leather pants too, when he was twenty. Let them have their moment.

“You sure do look good, you sure do fill out your blues,
Now baby, I’m swearin’ it, I haven’t had that much booze.
She said, stop talkin’ while you can, you got a lot to lose.
Get down on your knees and count to ninety-nine by twos.
Bad cop,
She was a bad cop…”

The beams of yellow and blue lights crossed in the air above the audience. Everybody was standing, some holding up cameras. Nomad didn’t care if so-called unauthorized videos got onto YouTube. There was a party going on; it was all good. Maybe most of the people here had come to see the headliners, but for right now The Five was front and center, it was their time to show their stuff. Berke’s drums were pounding the room, and then Terry started playing an organ tone that began as high-pitched and beautiful as a cherub’s voice and suddenly dropped as low and nasty as the fevered gibberings of a meth-charged demon.

“Bad cop!
She was a bad cop!”

On the heels of the opener, Terry started up the pulsing Vox-toned intro to one of the ’60s songs he’d brought in, ‘Your Body Not Your Soul’ by the Dutch band Cuby and the Blizzards from 1968, and Nomad launched himself at it as Berke’s Ludwigs thundered at his back and spinning red lights descended from the ceiling. It was another fan favorite, suited to Nomad’s persona and voice, and he could rip the motherlovin’ shit out of it. Ariel stepped out front just after the chorus to demonstrate that her white Schecter Tempest could shred up a storm. The band moved on into the next song on which Nomad and Ariel shared lead vocals, a slow tempo bluesy tune titled ‘Called Your Number’.

“Called your number,
Nobody was there,
Loving you is leading nowhere.
Called your number,

Won’t you answer please?
Or cut loose this pain that is holding me.”

It ended with a primal scream of guitars, Nomad and Ariel playing in harmony and then at dissonance. Next up was ‘When the Storm Breaks’, which Nomad introduced as their new video from their third and latest CD, called Catch As Kukulkan, on sale at the back with the other merchandise. “I hope we can get everybody out of the warzones and bring ’em back home,” he told the audience as he stood in the white spotlight. He was going to let it go at that, but he couldn’t. “Bush and Cheney are fucking liars, man,” he added, and braced for the impact. Most in the audience whooped and hollered what Nomad took to be agreement; some were silent, and maybe too drunk already to disagree. Then Berke started the beat, Mike came in with the bass and they powered into the tune. It got a pretty good response, which Nomad appreciated since the song was so different from what they usually did.
At the set’s midpoint, Nomad and Ariel stepped aside for Berke to do her drum solo that became a duel with Mike’s bassline, and Terry brought the organ growling in to battle with both of them. This display of musical chops always went over well, and Nomad noted that Berke’s female fans—also fans of Gina Fayne, an outspoken citizen of their Nation—were exuberant in their dancing over on the left side of the stage.
Nomad had read an article on Yahoo once that said Finnish scientists had run a test on a rock band to see how strenuous the work was. They’d found out it was as tough as being a manual laborer for the comparable amount of time. The job of being a guitarist and lead vocalist was like digging a ditch or moving furniture; the drummer worked as hard as a bricklayer, and the bass player’s exertions were similar to those of a butcher. The body temperature went up to a hundred degrees, beads of sweat popped, and the pulse varied between one-hundred-twenty-eight and one-hundred-forty-four beats per minute. As the show wound down, he was feeling every bit of that and they still had the last number and encore—if the crowd wanted one—to do. They finished their regular set with ‘Desperate Ain’t Pretty’, which was a high-octane rocker that ended with a furious rolling blast of toms and cymbals from Berke, then they went off-stage for a couple of minutes to let the stew boil. When they returned and took their places, Nomad thanked the crowd for their response, reminded them that The Five CDs and T-shirts were on sale at the back, and then he intoned into the mike: “The universe is permeated with the odor of kerosene”, which was the opening of the second retro song that Terry had brought in, ‘The Blackout of Gretely’ by the garage rock band Gonn from 1966. It was a dinosaur-stomping earthquaker that Nomad sometimes feared could send a club crowd out into the street in a riot, if they were drunk enough. The song finished up in a dirty fuzz of distorted guitars, Nomad shouted, “Thank you, Dallas, and party on!” into his microphone, Berke threw the drumsticks into her throng of admirers, and The Five abandoned the stage for the next band’s setup, leaving the club’s crew to move their equipment to a holding area.
They were backstage in a dressing-room for only a few minutes, chugging down bottled water and hitting the tray of raw vegetables and three pepperoni pizzas, one without cheese, before George came to the door. “Great show, great show!” he told them, which if he said he meant. “Hey, John! There’s somebody out front who wants to talk to you.”
“Later,” Nomad said, settled in a folding chair with cheeseless pizza between his teeth.
“Yeah, well…I told him you’d be tired, but he says he’s got to hit the road. Drove a couple of hundred miles just to see you, he says. He’s asking you to sign six CDs and four T-shirts.”
“Later,” Nomad repeated. He frowned when George didn’t leave. “Come on, man! Give me a break!”
“Six CDs and four T-shirts,” George said. “Won’t take long.”
“Send the guy back if he’s so eager. We’ll all sign for him.”
“I already asked him. He says you have to come out there, and he just wants you.”
“What’s the dude’s story?” Mike was sitting with his bootheels up on the pizza table. “Sounds weird.”
“I don’t have to do anything,” Nomad said to George, countering his last statement. “I’m eating right now, tell him to wait.”
“You should go ahead,” Ariel told him. She was sitting next to Terry, both of them on folding chairs, and Berke was slumped over on a wooden bench, kneading the tight muscles at the back of her neck. “Maybe he runs a fan page.”
“All I know is, it’s money,” George said. “And it wouldn’t hurt any of you to come out of the cave and meet your fans.”
“This isn’t a meet-and-greet,” Nomad reminded him. He realized George wasn’t going to leave without some kind of compromise. “Okay,” he said, raising his hands in surrender, “give me five minutes.”
“I’ll tell him.” George started to leave but caught himself. The staff handled the merchandise sales in the larger clubs like this one, true, but it might help if the band just walked out to the counter for a couple of minutes. “Listen,” he added, “you’d better pray the day never comes when nobody asks you for an autograph. I mean it.” He left before any further comments could be thrown at him.
Nomad let seven minutes go past, and then he stood up and said, “Okay, let me go do this.”
“Nice to be the chosen one,” Berke told him. “He’s probably a freak, got a doll in his bed with your face on it.”
“Look who’s talkin’,” Mike said.
Nomad went out of the room, down a short flight of stairs and through a door past the burly black-clothed security guard into the main part of the club, where knots of people were standing around talking and drinking, waiting for the next band. Instantly he was seen, recognized and shouted at, toasted with uplifted beer cups, focused upon by a half-dozen cellphone cameras, slapped on the shoulder, high-fived, all of it. Some girls rushed toward him, grinning, while their dates stood back at a distance. Nomad kept moving, even as the path before him began to close up. This was why he didn’t particularly like to come out into the audience area after a show in a large venue, and why really very few musicians did: you never knew if somebody’s drunk girlfriend would try to grab your ass, and the equally drunk boyfriend would start swinging on you, or some high-flying cowboy type decided he didn’t like all the attention you were getting and he wanted to see if you were really as tough as you thought you were, or some nutjob had decided you’d stolen a song he wrote in a dream and he wanted to let you and everybody else in the club know about it, or somebody clung to you like you were made of superglue and started telling you how great you were and how there’ll never be another voice like yours and could you please listen to this homemade CD that’s got some kickin’ shit on it, or…well, you just never knew. All those things had already happened to him, and more.
He saw George standing back by the counter where the merchandise was being sold. Keeping tabs on the action, for sure. A hand grabbed Nomad’s shoulder and he turned around to bump fists with a wild-haired dude in a Kings Of Leon T-shirt. Then he was through another group of people who smelled like they’d taken a bath in beer and George said, “The guy’s over here,” and led him past three girls who looked as if they wore their dresses spray-painted on, all in different shades of red.
Suddenly Nomad was right up in front of a big, bulky dude with close-cropped brown hair and a long, unshaven jaw. The guy wore baggy jeans and a long-sleeved dark blue shirt with white stripes. His eyes were sunken in, almost as if he’d just awakened from a heavy sleep. In his arms was a green plastic bag.
“Here he is,” George said. Nomad didn’t know which one of them he was speaking to.
“Hi,” the guy said.
“How’s it going?” Nomad asked, aware that the three girls were coming up on him from the right. Two blondes, neither of them natural in hair color or boob-size, but the girl in the middle with auburn hair was the real hottie.
“Good, real good,” the guy said. He blinked furiously, as if he was really nervous or he really needed glasses. And then he abruptly stepped aside and the thin woman who was standing behind him said, “John Charles!” She smiled, but only one side of her mouth worked very well. “Go Shamrocks!”
Shamrocks? he thought. East Detroit High School? Those Shamrocks? He had no idea who this person might be. She was a small, emaciated woman maybe in her mid-thirties. She leaned on the support of one of those curved metal walking-sticks with a black rubber tip that old people hobble on in hospitals. A bright, cheerful purple scarf was wrapped turban-style around her head, and fixed at the front with a gold-colored pin in the shape of a butterfly. Chemo, Nomad thought, because she had no hair. Her cheekbones and chin were so sharp they looked about to break the skin. She wore shapeless jeans and a white peasant-blouse top. A pink sweater was draped around her shoulders.
“I know you don’t remember me,” she said. “I’m Cheryl Buoniconti. I mean, I was. I’m Cheryl Capriata now. This is my husband, Ray.”
“Heard a lot about you.” Ray shook Nomad’s hand. “You put on a great show.”
“Thanks.” Nomad felt as if he’d been knocked to the floor and he was still trying to get up. He’d gone to school with Cheryl Buoniconti, grades six through eight at Oakwood Middle School and then freshman and sophomore years at East Detroit. They were the same age. Cheryl and her family had moved away, summer before the junior year. The Cheryl he’d known had been a flirt, in fact one of the group called the Flirty Four, had been a whiz at math, a reporter on the school paper, had been—in all honesty—really kind of a snooty bitch who’d looked down on the hoods, thugs and sad-ass cases John Charles had hung with.
“Thank you,” Cheryl said, “for coming out here. I don’t do so well getting around in crowds.”
“No problem,” Nomad answered, and nearly choked when he heard himself say it. “Uh… Cheryl. Jesus. Do you live in Dallas?”
“No. We live just east of Shreveport. In Minden. Ray teaches algebra at the high school. I…I mean we…follow you on your webpage. Your band, I mean. Well, we don’t exactly follow you, this is the first show we’ve been to, but…”
“We keep up,” Ray said, helpfully.
“We do keep up.” Cheryl smiled again, and this time Nomad saw a trace of the flirty teenaged girl way down in her dark brown eyes. But only a trace, and too quickly it was gone. “And we’re not the only ones. I’m on Facebook with a lot of people from East Detroit.” She mentioned several names, most of whom Nomad recalled as being in a different, higher atmosphere than himself. “Everybody’s rooting for you. I remember that talent show when we were freshmen. When you got up on stage with your band. What was their name?”
“The Unwanted,” Nomad said.
“I remember thinking you were going places. I remember thinking I wished I could find something as important to me as music was to you. But I guess I found it. Can I show you a picture of our daughter?”
“Absolutely,” Nomad said.
From his wallet Ray produced a picture of a girl eight or nine years old. She had her mother’s dark brown eyes, she wore her hair in bangs across the front, and she had an open, confident smile.
“That’s my angel,” Cheryl said. “Her name’s Courtney, she’s just turned nine.”
“Awesome,” Nomad told her, and it seemed to him that everybody needed an angel, of some kind. He returned the picture to Ray.
“I had to leave that summer before we were juniors. My dad lost his job at the Firestone plant. I didn’t really get a chance to say goodbye to my friends, we just came down to Louisiana to live with my Uncle Burt for a little while, I thought we were going back after the summer. You know?”
“I guess that was tough,” Nomad said, because he could tell it was important to her not only to explain this to him, but to get 
 a response.
“Well…it was, but…I know it wasn’t like…what happened to you, in the sixth grade. To your dad. I remember my folks talking about it. Listen to me, I sound like my mom chattering away in line at the Publix. Would you sign those for us? Ray, have you got the pen?”
“I do,” said Ray, who brought from his pocket a silver permanent marker.
Inside the green bag were the CDs and the T-shirts. As Ray handed the first CD over to be signed, Nomad looked at Cheryl and asked, “Do you want my real name or my stage name?”
“Whatever you want to put. I’m just so glad to see somebody from East Detroit way down here. We had a good time, didn’t we?”
“We did,” he said, and he signed John ‘Nomad’ Charles. He wondered how long Cheryl had been sick, or what her prognosis was. He didn’t want to ask, but she looked bad. At one point, as Nomad did the signatures, he heard Ray quietly ask her, “You all right?” and she said, “Oh, yeah.” Ray put his arm around her, to steady her, and Nomad kept on signing.
The last T-shirt he signed, he put Go Shamrocks! under his name.
“Can we get a picture?” Cheryl asked, and Nomad said that was fine, as many as she wanted. As Ray took the shots, Nomad put his arm around Cheryl’s frail shoulders and his face against hers. He was aware of the three girls coming up right beside him to take their own pictures with the ever-present cellphone cameras. They began to laugh loud and drunkenly, to jostle him with their shoulders and their hips and he told them as politely as he could to step back, that they were crowding him, and one of the fake blondes called him a dumb fuck and the other fake blonde put up the middle finger right in his face and the first fake blonde took a picture of it. But they moved off and away into the crowd, and when Ray finished up the pictures Cheryl said, “I brought something for you,” and she reached into a pocket of her jeans and put into Nomad’s hand a small piece of clear quartz crystal. He instantly recognized it as a type of crystal people carried when they were into natural healing.
“Thanks,” Nomad said. “I appreciate you coming to the show.”
“We wouldn’t have missed it for anything. We can’t stay, though, we’ve got to get back home tonight. I’ll put the pictures up on Facebook. I know lots of people would love to see them. And if you ever come through Minden, we’re in the directory. Under Raymond Capriata.” She spelled the last name. Then she squeezed his hand with her thin fingers, and she smiled up at him. “I’m so happy to know,” she said, “that somebody from East Detroit High School is living out their dream. Most people aren’t able to do that, John. And I am proud to say I knew you back in the day.”
Nomad nodded. Back in the day. His bitter sense of sarcasm welled up, and he wanted to ask, Which day was that? The Tuesday when Quince Massey and two of his dickwads jumped me from behind in the parking lot, and when they were done they threw me into a garbage dumpster and slammed the lid shut? Or the Friday the booger-smeared note was left in my locker telling me that if I even looked at Sofia Chandrette again I could kiss my nuts goodbye? How about the Saturday, when I saw the knife in Quince Massey’s hand outside the Olive Garden and I hit him as hard as I could in the throat and put him in the hospital and the police came to my house to arrest me for battery? Yeah, back in the day.
But he did not ask these things, because by the time they had happened Cheryl was down in Louisiana, and maybe even then the cancer was a small darkness in her body.
Instead, he leaned forward and kissed Cheryl on the cheek, and he said, “You take care, okay?”
“I will.” She had turned a little bit pink. A flash of flirty came up, very suddenly, from the depths of the soulful eyes. “Nomad,” she said, and then her husband took her free hand and helped her through the crowd. She walked with a slow, careful step and she depended on the metal stick, and Nomad was struck by how very young all the other people in the room seemed to be, how young they moved and talked and looked, though by years they were not so much younger than Cheryl, nor so much younger than himself. He felt like twenty-nine had become the new fifty. But Cheryl was going home with her husband at her side, and a daughter when she got there. That wasn’t so bad, was it?
When he turned away, he was shoulder-grazed by a big dude in a dark gray hoodie who kept going, on his way out the front door. Nomad started to say, Where’s the fire? but he had the mental image of somebody hearing him and shouting Fire! out of drunken mischief or plain stupidity and that would not do. So he kept his mouth shut, a guy came up to him, said, “Fuckin’ mighty show, man!” and flashed a camera in his face, and Nomad sought out the Little Genius, who had returned again to monitor the merchandise sales.
George was not only keeping count of the sales, but was tracking other numbers on his cellphone. “Hits on the new video,” he told Nomad. “Three hundred and thirty-eight on YouTube, three hundred and sixty-one on MySpace, four hundred and twenty-six on the webpage. Not bad, it’s still early.”
“How many times have you watched it?”
“A few. Not many. You work everything out with those people? She told me she’d gone to school with you, wanted it to be a surprise. Was it?” George looked at him over the rims of his glasses.
“It was.”
“You want to sign some T-shirts while you’re over here?”
“I’m on my way to over there,” Nomad said, and entered the main room where in a few minutes, give or take, Gina Fayne’s band was going to start playing. He caught sight of Berke at the center of a group of five or six women down front, laughing and chatting each other up, and he noted—as he always did when he saw Berke mingling with her sisters—that a couple of them had shoulders like Longhorn tackles, were grim-lipped and fearsome in appearance while the others never failed to be hot enough to melt a steel dildo. It had to be the idea that they didn’t need men that was such a turn-on, Nomad thought. Maybe it was the fact that unless they were going for the butch style they never overplayed their sexuality like straight women sometimes did. Nomad had seen Berke in the company of some stunning women who made you want to, as Mike had put it, “try and cry”. It was the way they looked at you, too; either lingering, their eyes cool and remote, as if to dare you to cross an invisible line, or they sliced you up with a few quick glances and cut your throat with a knife-edged half-smile.
“Hi,” said the girl who stood next to his left elbow. She was holding a beer and she leaned in closer, because of the noise. “Sorry they acted like assholes.”
It was the auburn-haired girl who’d been with the two fake blondes. She looked to be about twenty or so, had light green eyes and a cute pug nose and the tattoo of a blue star on her right shoulder. “You’re in that band that just played,” she said, as if she wanted to make sure. Her eyelids were a little heavy. Maybe she’d been hitting more than just the beer tonight.
“Yeah,” Nomad said.
“You wanna go somewhere?” she asked, and she held up a set of car keys that had a silver Playboy rabbit head on the chain.
The thing about being in a touring band was, people didn’t realize what a grind it could be. They didn’t realize that the only glamor in it was manufactured. They didn’t realize that most of being on a tour was the miles and miles and hours and hours of travelling, and if not that then the waiting. There were three things that made the grind bearable: the actual gig, which could be either Paradise or Pandemonium; the frequent use of somewhat illegal but naturally-growing substances to ease the flow of electric energy given off by the Paradise so that one could sleep that night or the following day, or to lighten the self-anger or rage at one’s bandmates following the disaster of a Pandemonium.
The third thing?
Nomad was looking at it.
“Sure,” he said, as it had been said so many times before. “What about your friends?”
“Fuck ’em, they’re bitches,” the girl slurred. “And it’s my car, anyway.”
“Okay, but I think I should drive.”
“Yeah,” she said, and she gave him the keys, and it was that easy.
During the three hours that followed, Nomad was in an apartment off Amesbury Drive in North Dallas. There was evidence of a female roommate and a second bedroom with a closed door, but nobody came out of it. He smoked some weed with the girl, whose name was Tiffany and who worked somewhere at the Galleria doing something, he never could figure it out, and they made some margaritas in her blender and she showed him her collection of Barbie Birthstone dolls lined up on a shelf, they were real expensive she said and the only one she didn’t have yet was Miss Opal of October, and then she asked him if he wanted to take a shower. He recalled that Ninja Warrior was on TV when he said he thought that was an awesome idea.
When they were wet and soapy Tiffany asked him if it would be a big deal if she got her video camera and took some clips in the bedroom, that it got her hot all over again to watch the replay and anyway she liked to be directed. Nomad, who had already seen the dolphin tattoo leaping up from the pink cleft between her thighs and had thought Another fucking Flipper, just shrugged his shoulders. This was not a first. In fact, years ago he’d considered bringing along a black mask to situations like this. More than once, a girl had gotten her friend to hide in a closet with a videocam. The techno thing was becoming ridiculous, it was like people couldn’t survive without having some gadget near at hand. But there was no time for a rumination over the future of a civilization addicted to either porn or the electronic capture of special moments, because Tiffany was on her knees.
They progressed to the bedroom, where Tiffany proved to be an experienced participant and also a loud one, as she announced to her neighbors, the city of Dallas and most of north-central Texas how rough she wanted it, and in what orifice. Either her neighbors were deaf or they just rolled over in bed and said, “Oh, that’s Tiffany being Tiffany,” because nobody banged on the wall. Tiffany wanted to do things that would’ve made her Barbies blush, but Nomad hung in there. But as Tiffany thrashed about on top of him, he had the disturbing image of Ariel on stage, bathed in blue light, playing her acoustic guitar and singing,

This song is a snake, winding through the woods,
It’s full of bitter venom and it would bite you if it could.
This song is a snake, coiled beneath the bed,
And if you love another girl there it will rattle by your head.

“Harder, harder, harder!” Tiffany shouted, but he could still hear the rattle.
When all was screamed and done, they slept. Then Nomad awakened when the man was standing next to the bed.
“Who are you?” His voice cracked. He grabbed the sheet and pulled it up to his chin like a naughty fop in a British sex comedy. But it wasn’t funny, because this kind of scene was why his father was dead. Nomad was ready to fight for his life if the guy pulled a gun.
The dude was skinny, had a mass of tangled blonde hair and wore glasses. He had good musical taste, though, because he was wearing a black T-shirt with the symbols on it, in white, from Led Zeppelin’s Zoso album. He was also either drunk or high, from the frozen grin on his face and the way he couldn’t keep from drifting side-to-side. “Tiffany?” he said, shaking her starry shoulder. “Come on, Tiff, talk to me. Okay?”
She was wiped, and she muttered something into her pink pillow and swatted at him as if he were a tsetse fly. He kept on pleading for her attention like a sad child.
Nomad decided it was time to pull on his drawyas and get out. He slid from the bed, got dressed in a hurry, but careful not to make too much noise in case the punk went ballistic. Before Nomad could get out of the room, Tiffany sat up, rubbed her eyes and started talking to the guy. It was one of those do you really really want another chance and why should I give you one conversations, made totally bizarre when Tiffany seemed to remember Nomad was there and she said, “You can use the phonebook in the kitchen…call a cab.”
“What’s the address here?”
She shook her head, unable to process the numbers, and the Zeppelin fan who obviously had apartment key privileges said without looking at Nomad, “Just tell ’em the Zone apartments on Amesbury Drive. They’ll know the place.”
Nomad just bet they would. He remembered passing a twenty-four-hour Arby’s near the entrance to the apartment complex, and when he called the cab company he said he’d be there waiting. He went out the door to the sounds of Tiffany’s voice whiplashing the guy and the poor sucker nearly sobbing.
Rock’n roll, baby!
So it was that Nomad approached the door of the suburban house on the weeping side of three o’clock. He tried the doorknob and found it was, sensibly, locked against people like him. He was about to turn his thoughts toward curling up on the porch when the door cracked open and a familiar face peered out.
“Hey, bro,” Mike whispered. He opened the door wider. “Heard a car pull up, figured it was either you or Berke.”
“Berke? She’s not here?”
“Must be a good party they’re havin’. She and her friends left not too long after you went off with your chiquita. George saw you go. Watch it!” Mike warned, because in the dim light coming from a hallway he saw that John had almost stepped on Terry, who was wrapped up in a sleeping-bag on the carpeted floor. A few feet away from Terry, Ariel was also in a sleeping-bag. George was on the sofa since he knew the guy who owned the house and had worked it out for them to spend the night here.
Nomad saw that a backyard light was on, and that the sliding glass door that led out was partway open. “You sleeping outside?”
“Nope. Woke up a while ago. I was just sittin’ out there, thinkin’.”
“Sounds heavy.”
Mike shrugged. Ariel suddenly stirred and lifted her head, and she looked groggily at the two figures, squinting to make out who it was. “John?” she said.
“Yeah.”
“Some of us are asleep,” she told him, and then she returned to her slumber.
Nomad thought that all fucking decent citizens were asleep at this hour, and everybody else was just thrashing around in their cages.
< >
Hey,” Mike whispered, “you want a cigarette?”
Nomad nodded. He followed Mike out through the glass door and slid it shut. Out back, in the glare of a pair of security floodlights mounted on the underhang of the roof, a few concrete steps led down to a fenced-in area with a small lawn. There was a picnic table, a playhouse meant to look like a wilderness fort, and a kid-sized plastic pool decorated with decals of smiling seahorses. The family who owned the house had two children, both under ten. They were sleeping in a back room, safely away from the scummy musicians. In fact, their father had been a roadie a few years ago, had travelled with some bands who were successful enough to need roadies and actually pay them money, but that was then and now he was the manager of an AMC theater that he was proud to say had sixteen movie screens.
On the picnic table was a coffee cup that Mike had been using for an ashtray. Beside it was his pack of smokes, his Zippo lighter bearing the logo of the New Orleans Saints, a small notebook with a green cover, and a ballpoint pen. By the light of the floods, Nomad saw three or four butts in the cup. He knew that Mike was waiting for Berke to come home, or what for the moment served as home.
“She can take care of herself,” Nomad said, and realized this was a remark he’d made several times in the past, on occasions just like this.
And Mike’s answer was the same, too: “Oh yeah, I don’t worry about her, bro.”
They sat at the table, one on either side. Mike offered Nomad a cigarette, took one for himself, and he lit both of them up with the Zippo.
Nomad blew smoke into the night air. “You guys hang around much longer?”
“Not much. Caught about half of Gina Fayne’s set. Tight band, and she’s got some pipes, I swanee.”
“Yeah.” She was compared to Janis Joplin on the Mudstaynes’ website. Maybe not so much roughness in her voice, but she was only twenty. Nomad heard she was catching up to Janis in the department of drinking and drugs, and he hoped somebody wasn’t stupid enough to let her try heroin to complete the picture. He glanced at the pen and notebook. “You writing something?”
Mike frowned, as if this question was improper. “Just playin’ around.”
“With what?”
“My dick,” Mike replied, which meant it was not to be talked about any further. He smoked his cigarette some and listened for the noise of a car pulling up out front. That dog started barking in the distance again and another answered, but otherwise the neighborhood was Sunday-morning silent. “Nice house they got here,” he said. “I like that pool. Hot night, you could curl up right there.”
“Yeah,” Nomad said.
Mike drew on his cigarette, exhaled and regarded the little red glow, as people will. Then he reached out, trying not to be so obvious about it but being obvious all the same, and slid the notebook away from Nomad about four or five inches. “Did you know,” he said, “that Berke’s stepdad died last month?”
“Huh? No, I didn’t.” Nomad smiled thinly. “Hey, she only talks to you, man.”
“Heart attack. Had one about ten years ago. He had a pacemaker, took high blood pressure pills and all that, but the ticker got him. You know they weren’t too close.”
“I know she doesn’t talk about him very much.” Floyd Fisk had been his name.
“Yeah, well, the only reason I know is that she told me her mother called her. From San Diego. Said Floyd left her something he wanted her to have. The dude must’ve felt his time runnin’ out, or maybe he was just gettin’ ready. But Berke says he left a letter…like…stipulatin’ his wishes and shit.”
“What’d he leave her?”
“She don’t know. Her mother don’t know, either. Whatever it is, it’s in three big sealed-up boxes in their garage. Letter said only Berke’s supposed to crack ’em open. Anyhow, her mom wants her to come pick ’em up.”
The Five were scheduled to play at the Casbah in San Diego on August 1st, a Friday night, opening for The Mindfockers and the Mad Lads. Nomad said, “Whatever,” because that just seemed like a suitable, neutral comment.
They didn’t speak for a while. Their cigarettes burned down. The dogs quietened. Mike shifted on the bench seat and said, “I’ve been thinkin’. You know that place with the blackberries? Somethin’ wasn’t right.”
“What?” Nomad had heard him well enough, but the statement took him by surprise.
“Wasn’t right,” Mike repeated.
Damn straight it wasn’t, Nomad thought. He’d been rubbing his skull for two days, searching for the swelling of a tumor. Could you even find them that way? He didn’t know.
Mike took another draw on his cigarette, almost burning it to his fingers. In the glare of the floods, the pictures on his arms moved with the shifting of his ropy muscles. “Ever picked blackberries?” he asked, and Nomad shook his head. “Second time I ran away from home, I found work on a farm. Fella grew blackberries, one of his crops. Well, I remember the season ended up…oh…last part of June, first week of July at the latest. I mean, they’re like…kinda fragile. The berry, not the fuckin’ thorns. But they need a lot of rain, and this heat should’ve shrivelled ’em up to nothin’. I’ve been thinkin’…wonderin’, I guess is the right word…how there could’ve been any blackberries at all in those brambles, it bein’ so dry and so hot. Get me?”
“No, not really,” Nomad admitted. “Maybe they were…like…resistant or something.”
“I think they were just wild blackberries,” Mike said quietly. “Growin’ when they shouldn’t be.”
“Yeah.” Whatever, Nomad almost said, but that might sound like disrespect and you did not, no way, no how, want to throw a diss at Mike Davis.
“That girl at the well,” Mike went on, after a short pause, “spoke to me.”
Nomad nodded. He recalled what Mike had relayed from her: She says to tell you everybody’s welcome, and not to be afraid. “You told us.”
“Not that.” Mike turned his head slightly, and through a haze of smoke Nomad caught the sharp glint of the deep-set dark brown eyes aimed at him, like the first quick display of a weapon that had best not be ignored. “To me,” Mike said. “Just to me. In English.”
Nomad was almost afraid to ask, but Mike was waiting. “What was it?”
“She said…welcome.” Mike started to crush his dying cigarette in the cup, but he took from it one more pull. “And…I could tell…I could…” He made a small gasping noise, and suddenly Nomad saw wetness bloom around Mike’s eyes, and he looked away and Mike looked away and it was a shocking moment, really, for both of them.
“I could tell,” Mike continued, when he got his voice steadied, “that she meant it.”
Nomad didn’t know what to say, so he made the wise decision and remained silent. He stared at the pool, at the surface of the still water.
“Do you know,” Mike said in a distant voice, as if asking himself the question, “how many times somebody has said that to me, and meant it? How about…that was probably number one? I’m used to being thrown out of places, bro. At least, they fuckin’ try to throw me out. And someplaces I say, okay, I’ll go easy, and other places I say, let’s see you make me. Like that all my life, John. Ever was, ever will be. Except that girl…she was like…glad to see me. Does that make any sense to you?”
“I can’t say,” seemed like the reasonable response.
“One thing I do know is that I can tell when somebody’s shittin’ me or not, and right now you can’t figure out what the hell I’m talkin’ about, because she was just a little Mexican girl passin’ out water, and what of it, and you kinda think I’m dumb to begin with, and that’s where we’re at. Right?”
“I don’t think you’re dumb,” Nomad said. “Where’d you get that idea?”
Mike blinked slowly and crushed what was left of the cigarette into the cup. “Because,” he answered, “I am dumb. Oh yeah, I’m good with the bass axe. I do my part. I’m a pro, whatever that means. But as far as smarts take me, I’ve pretty much been hitchin’ rides for a long time.”
“I don’t think anybody who read Moby Dick when he was a little boy can be dumb, do you?”
“Oh. That.” Mike nodded. “It was more about the stealin’ than the readin’. I figured if I could make myself get through a book that size, and understand it, I could…” He stopped abruptly and took another smoke from the pack. “I could be as smart as Wayne was,” he said, as he fired up the Zippo and lit his cigarette.
Mike’s dead older brother, killed in a lumberyard accident. The boy’s face was tattooed there on his left shoulder. Nomad said nothing; he just waited.
When it came, Mike’s voice was hushed and sad. “Wayne was everybody’s golden boy. Star football runnin’ back, A-student, popular…he was the bomb, bro. Gonna go to college. Scholarship lined up to McNeese State. And then he got a summer job at the yard. Same kind of job kids have been doin’ there for years, summer after summer. A chain came loose, a safety gear that was supposed to lock up didn’t catch, a load of timber fell…all she wrote, as they say. Only he didn’t die for a while, he was busted and broken and they tried to put him back together in the hospital but he just…kinda gave up, I guess. He never came to all the way, but I mean…he wasn’t gonna be able to fuckin’ walk, his spine was so tore up. That was a bad day, that one was. I loved my brother. He was gonna be the kind of man who turns out to be a good dad. You know? The dependable one.”
“Sure,” Nomad said.
“You mind if I talk about this?” Mike asked, his eyes narrowed. “This is on me tonight. You mind if I talk?”
“Oh, yeah. I mean…yeah, go ahead.”
“It ain’t pretty,” Mike said.
“Well, neither are you,” Nomad told him, and he saw Mike give a grim smile that did not last very long but at least was there for a few seconds.
Mike smoked and thought for a little while. Then he said, “See, he covered me. I just coasted in his shadow, and nobody ever had any expectations or shit for me. He made it easy for me to slide on by. But without him bein’ around, my folks…they grieved for him, let’s put it that way. They grieved for him, and they grieved for him, and they grieved for him, and our house was a fuckin’ pit of grief, just seemed like the lightbulbs went out of the lamps one after another, and nobody put any new ones in. It wasn’t long before I was hatin’ him, and what he’d been, and I felt like they hated me, too, because I was the dumbshit brother, I was the pothead, the troublemaker, the musician. When they looked at me—wasn’t too often—I knew they were seein’ what was left. Wasn’t gonna be no football star in our house anymore, no smart honor roll student, and no McNeese State graduate either. No sir, that bird had flown. And I knew that I had to get away from that house and those people, so I could love Wayne like I used to. So I could think of him like a mountain holdin’ up the sky, with the clouds in his teeth. My big brother.” Mike took a drag and blew smoke from his nostrils like the exhalation of a dragon. “And he would have been the first one to tell me to go. So I went. Came back a couple of times, when I ran into trouble. But then I left one night, to get away from the hate and the hollerin’, and I got a ride on the highway with a black dude about a hundred and twenty years old, in a righteous old gold Cadillac with tailfins. He told me his name was Grover McFarland, and he was on his way to New Orleans from Montgomery, Alabama, to play in a blues festival. But he said he went by the stage name of Catfish McFarland, because he could play bass so deep he could just lie right there at the muddy bottom and grin.” Mike himself grinned at that memory. “He was a drunk, cheated at cards, had two wives at once and had shot a preacher in Pascagoula in 1959. But that sumbitch, rest his soul, was not a liar. At least not about playin’ bass.” He touched one of the guitars tattooed on his right arm. “This one was his, the best I remember it. The one he taught me on. He called her ‘Elvira, Mistress of the Darkies’.”
Mike looked up suddenly, toward the street. “You hear a car?”
Nomad listened. “No,” he decided. “She’s not back yet.”
“That girl needs a good girl to look after her,” Mike said. “Drives me crazy sometimes.”
Nomad had finished his cigarette and put it out in the cup, and he wanted to stand and stagger off to get a few hours of sleep before they loaded up to go to El Paso. Their gig wasn’t until Friday night, but they might as well get on the road and have a few days to lie around a pool somewhere. He hoped the T-shirt and CD sales had made them enough money for a friendly neighborhood Motel 6. But he didn’t go, because he felt that Mike still needed him.
“I never thought about playin’ music for a livin’,” Mike went on after a short pause to strain an ear for the car that was not there. “When I was a kid, I wanted to be a vet. I liked animals, I always got along with ’em. But you have to know math, chemistry…all that. I wasn’t smart enough. Even my teachers told me I wasn’t…and then the woman at the library, behind that desk, said…you’re a little boy, you’re not smart enough to read that big ol’ book. She said, go put it on the red shelf over there, and you get yourself a book you can actually read. And then she said… wait a minute, wait a minute…you’re Wayne Davis’s brother, aren’t you? Oh, is that book for him?”
Mike leaned his head forward and closed his eyes for a few seconds, and Nomad again looked away, at some invisible thing in the distance.
“It’s a good word, huh?” Mike asked. When Nomad didn’t respond, Mike said, “Welcome. It’s a good word.”
“Yeah, it is.”
“Good place to start, maybe.” Mike didn’t elaborate on what that meant, and Nomad didn’t want to push him. There was too much pain out here to be pushed.
At last, Nomad said, “I’d better hit it.” He waited for Mike to answer, “Okay,” before he stood up, just as a matter of courtesy.
A few steps toward the house, and Nomad turned back and said, “You don’t have to wait up. You ought to—”
“I’m fine,” came the reply. “Right where I am.”
“’Night, then,” Nomad told him.
“Mornin’,” Mike corrected.
Nomad went up the steps, opened the sliding glass door, entered the house on quiet cat feet and slid the door shut behind him, and in the backyard Mike put the cigarette between his teeth and reached for the notebook and pen.




SEVEN.
Westward went the Scumbucket and its U-Haul trailer, following I-20 across the sunburnt landscape toward El Paso.
Everybody was present and accounted for. A red pickup truck with an International Gay Rodeo Association sticker on the back window had delivered Berke to the house just after seven o’clock. She’d climbed into a sleeping bag and hadn’t budged until ten-thirty, which was why the Scumbucket hadn’t gotten on the highway until noon. But they had plenty of time, it was all good.
“Three hundred eighty-two on YouTube, four hundred and six on MySpace, four hundred and fifty-four on the webpage,” George announced, checking the video hits numbers on his cell. “It’s early, man, still early.” He was glowing today, freshly-showered and wearing his khakis and a crisp lemon-colored short-sleeved shirt. He felt like a million euros. Part of it was that he was so glad and relieved to have told everybody what his future plans were, and that they were past that, no hating going on, no name-calling or spiteful shit. Jeff in Chicago was good with the timeframe, no problem there. The Curtain Club gig had brought in three hundred dollars and change, a pretty decent haul. He felt like he wasn’t leaving them in the lurch; he felt like something solid was in the making, something that was going to take The Five to a new place. The video had been expensive, sure, but he’d heard a lot of comments about it last night, and anything that got people talking was good. Media was the key. Once you got the media interested, that was half the battle right there. Which was why he was okay with them spending money on a few days in a motel in the Paso, because they had an interview set up with the Times on Tuesday afternoon, six minutes on the KTSM morning show on Wednesday, a drop-in visit on KTEP’s local radio talkshow on Wednesday afternoon, and on Thursday afternoon an appearance at Freaky Frontier Comics, Books and CDs on Pebble Hills Boulevard. You had to get the media shine, had to get the people interested and the talk going. So, yeah, he thought he was going to be able to leave them in a better place than when he came aboard, and that was important for him to believe.
Terry was behind the wheel. The iPods and the Gameboys had come out, each to their own to make the time pass. Terry drew George and Nomad into a discussion of which Who rock-opera was better, Tommy or Quadrophenia, with George going for the pinball wizard and Terry and Nomad for Jimmy’s four personalities. Then they curved into talking about famous one-hit wonders, of which Berke thought the most obvious was The Knack and ‘My Sharona’, a song she remembered hearing over and over again at a bowling-alley birthday party when she was ten, about thirteen years after the song was first recorded. They realized they were getting into dangerous country, because Terry had an encylopedic knowledge of old dead bands and at any moment he could set off on a journey across what Berke called the Moldy Territory.
With eyes aflame behind his Lennon specs and passion rising in his voice, Terry would say that for sure bands like Kings Of Leon and Badly Drawn Boy and Band Of Horses were awesome, no doubt, but until you heard the Montells doing ‘You Can’t Make Me’ or the Humans’ ‘Warning’ or ‘Real Fine Lady’ by the Warlords you didn’t know the fire and fever of pure garage rock. You didn’t know what raw power could sound like in music. If you didn’t move to ‘Dinah Wants Religion’ by The Fabs, or ‘L.S.D.’ by the Pretty Things, the coffin lid might as well be closed because you were one dead motherfucker. And then Terry would get onto the subject of “the rock star”, who in his estimation could only be Phil May of the Pretty Things, and to see him in his finest sneering form there was a video of ‘L.S.D.’ on YouTube, the vid faded and gray and old and amateurish, but when Phil May in his striped Mod jacket glances past the camera and swings his long black hair away from his face and seems to chew the words to tatters before he spits them out, you know you have seen The Star.
According to Terry.
As the Scumbucket rumbled on and the air-conditioning hacked and wheezed, the highway speared straight between land colored both yellow and brown, with occasional stands of trees holding onto their faded green like desperate misers onto money, surrounded by thorn-bushes and waist-high scrub and dirt as dry as gunpowder. They passed Abilene around two-thirty. Ahead of them heatwaves shimmered and the pavement glistened like gray liquid.
“Weird bands,” the Little Genius said, introducing another round of debate.
They came up with several. Uncle Fucker, described as “psychobilly country music on crystal meth”, was Nomad’s pick. Ariel said she’d seen A Band Of Orcs play in San Francisco; they were a heavy-metal band who dressed as Lord Of The Rings-style orcs, complete with battle armor and fearsome makeup. George said he thought ArnoCorps was pretty weird; they mostly did songs based on Schwartzenegger action movies, and they dressed the part. Berke mentioned Empire Of The Sun, with their off-the-wall costumes and strange but compelling electropop warblings. Mike had his eyes closed listening to his iPod, so he had no opinion.
“The 13th Floors,” Terry said.
“We’re not talking about prehistoric,” George reminded him. “Current bands only.”
“Don’t care. The 13th Floors. And I’ll say that the 13th Floors could blow us and every band we ever heard of off any stage anywhere.”
“Oh, Jesus,” Berke said. “Moldy Territory-time.”
“Maybe.” Terry glanced back at her in the rearview mirror. “But show me another band who actually created their own instruments. Show me another band who came up with such awesome sounds. And then they wrote songs from them that no other band in the world could’ve written. Show me—”
“Show me any remaining remnant of the 13th Floors,” George interrupted, “except some warped LP in a collector’s storeroom. Maybe they’re legends, but those guys are long gone. How about we keep the discussion to working bands?”
Terry didn’t reply for a few seconds. Then he asked Nomad, who sat shotgun, “Would you hold the wheel a minute?” When Nomad did, Terry dug the wallet from the back pocket of his jeans. “You guys know the name Eric Gherosimini?”
“Sure,” George answered. “He was the keyboard player and front man. Flying high on acid all the time, wasn’t he? And he vanished after the band split in…I don’t know the year.”
“1968,” Terry said. “November.” He brought a many-times-folded piece of paper from his wallet, passed it back to George and then took the wheel again. “You want to read that out loud?”
As the others looked on, and even Mike opened his eyes because he sensed he was missing out on something, George quickly scanned the paper. “Shit,” he said quietly. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
“Read it.”
“Terry,” George read, “I don’t have a computer out here but I went to the library in town.
I looked up your band and I
watched your videos. I found a CD
in a store. There’s some groovy keyboard shit on it. If you went to all the hassle to find me, and you
want to hear her so bad, come see me. Not the best host, I can’t put you up, but I’m
working on something real. Like you to hear some of it, get a young ear. If you’re coming from Albuquerque, follow 66 west for thirty-two miles, you’ll see a road on the right with a sign to—” He blinked and looked up. “These are directions to Eric Gherosimini’s house?”
“You got it. He signed at the bottom, didn’t he?”
“I’m not following this,” Ariel said. “Who are we talking about?”
“The 13th Floors were—” George began, but Terry stepped on him: “I’ll tell it.”
Terry reached a hand back and waited for George to return the letter. Then he said, “The 13th Floors were together from 1965 to 1968. They did three LPs on the Polydor label and had a couple of singles that sold okay but didn’t set the world on fire. If you can find those LPs now, and they’re in good shape, you could make a lot of money. The 13th Floors did experimental rock, acid rock I guess you’d call it. They used weird effects, wrote off-the-wall lyrics and they made instruments out of things like gourds and metal pipes. Eric Gherosimini played a Rhodes piano, a Vox organ and a Mellotron, and he was always tinkering with them, taking them apart, rebuilding them, putting them together with parts from other keyboards. But George is right…the band played stoned most of the time. They were heavy acid hitters. It got to where they were hard to work with. They dropped gigs left and right. Their drummer jumped out the window of a Holiday Inn in Bathesda, Maryland—”
“Go, drummer!” said Berke, with a fist pump.
“—and he landed on a woman in the swimming pool and broke her back, and that was about the end of their road. They split and just merged with the giant whirlpool, man. Just got sucked down the drain, and gone.” Terry shrugged. “But their stuff started showing up as samples in the ’80s. Record collectors shot their LP prices up. A few critics who’d never heard of them got interested, and all of a sudden they were ranked with Procul Harum, Cream, The Doors…bands like those. Only stranger. Somebody found a fragment of a home movie in color of them doing a gig in Oakland in ’68, a couple of months before the breakup…and on it, Eric Gherosimini was playing a white keyboard that nobody could identify. Vox? No. Rhodes? Mellotron? No. Too bad the fragment had no sound. But I think it must have been a keyboard he’d built from pieces of other instruments. I’d heard about it, it was kind of a rumor that floated in and out among the LP collectors. The keyboard was never on any record, there’s no evidence it was ever used in any gig other than Oakland. But he had a name for it. Or, a name for ‘her’, I mean. Lady Frankenstein.”
“Wait a minute, hold on!” George said. “If this is really the guy, how’d you find him?”
“Last year I was talking with one of my piano students at the Episcopal Center. We were just shooting the bull, and we started talking about old bands. This guy’s only twenty, but he knows his retro. So he asks if I’ve ever heard of this band and that band…and I say yeah, yeah, and then he hits me with the fact that his grandfather was a roadie out on the West Coast in the mid- to late-sixties, that’s how he got his interest. Then he hits me with the fact that Grandpa was not only a roadie, but was selling magic mushrooms, hash, acid and whatever to the bands he was working with. This dude was like…their Doctor Feelgood, man. So Grandson says Grandpa got busted in ’67 getting high with a guy named Nate Cleave, that they were good buddies and they still kept in touch.” Terry saw by the gas gauge that they’d better start looking for a station, because the needle hovered just above the E.
“Nate Cleave was the bass player for the 13th Floors,” Terry continued. “Now he’s Dr. Nathan Cleave, a professor of Astronomy at the University of Florida. I didn’t find that out until later, but I figured I could start with Grandpa. I pleaded my case with Cleave, told him why I was so interested, and he said he knew where Eric Gherosimini was but the dude was a hermit, he didn’t want visitors. Didn’t have the Internet, didn’t have a cellphone. Finally he said he’d write him for me. Snail mail, to a post office box. It took a few months, but back in May I got that letter. Inviting me to come see him. Me.” Some emotion got in his throat and tightened it up. “Man, this is like the Holy Grail to a keyboard player. One of the greatest acid rock keyboard players ever is inviting me to come see an instrument he created. It’s like.. the legend of legends. That’s why I’ve got to go. I’ve got to go see it for myself.”
“Okay, I get that,” Nomad said. “But what’s so special about it?”
“It sings like a woman’s voice,” Terry answered. “And more than that. Dr. Cleave says it was built to be like…a mood ring of instruments. Says somehow Gherosimini engineered life into it, that the tones change depending on your mood, on the state of your mind. He says it spooked everybody out, but the few times he heard it played no two people could get the same sound from it. And we’re talking early tech, guys. Like primitive, before the big synthesizers that came along. I want to hear it. Just hear it, that’s all.”
A silence fell. The Five was scheduled for a gig at Staind Glass in Albuquerque on Saturday, the ninth of August. George figured, as he knew Terry already had, that if this visit to Eric Gherosimini was going to happen, it would probably be the following day, Sunday the tenth. And then Ariel broke the silence by saying, “I don’t think that’s all, Terry. I think that more than anything, you want to play it.”
Terry nodded. “Yeah,” he replied quietly. “That would be the truth.” He saw a Shell gas station over on the right, at the next exit. “Gas time,” he said, and took the ramp. As he left the highway, he noted in the sideview mirror that the dark blue pickup that had been behind them for many miles also took the exit. Terry turned again to the right at the end of the offramp; the pickup turned to the left, and drove away across the overpass.
“Get me somethin’ to eat,” Mike said, stretching forward so his back cracked. He had removed his earbuds and had heard most of Terry’s story. “Terry,” he said as the Scumbucket pulled up to the pumps under a yellow plastic sunshade, “it’s been a long time since ’68. I hope Lady Frankenstein don’t turn out to be a snaggle-toothed hag that couldn’t hum for her supper, bro.”
Terry didn’t respond; he was thinking of something Dr. Cleave had told him over the telephone, in one of their early conversations: I’ll have to caution you that sometimes
the past is best left alone. But…if you really want me to write him…if you really do…I will.
It was time for bathroom breaks and for getting replenished with soft drinks or coffee, candy bars, popcorn or whatever was available in the station’s store. The place was painted yellow with red trim around the windows. Out in front was an ice machine and next to it a gizmo with a hose and nozzle to dispense air for fifty cents. Written on the plate-glass window in white soap-chalk were prices for sixpacks of various beer brands, liters of Coke and quarts of motor oil. There was a stack of tires for sale, though there was no garage facility. George had the credit card they used for gas, so he started pumping while the others stretched their legs, used the bathrooms around back or went in to buy something.
The station was being run by a heavy-set Hispanic woman and her teenaged son, who wore a black baseball cap bearing the purple Nine Inch Nails logo. Nomad bought a bottle of water from the cooler and drank half of it down as he walked back and forth alongside the Scumbucket and trailer, from shadow to searing sun and back again. The heat today was a beast, probably a hundred degrees in the shade. Ariel emerged from the station with a bottle of cold water and also an Almond Joy candy bar, which melted in its wrapper before she could eat both pieces. As she came over to join Nomad, she saw a Texas Highway Patrol cruiser slide up to the pumps opposite the Scumbucket, and a trooper got out.
Inside the station, where the air-conditioning rattled as much as the Scumbucket’s but worked at least twice as well, Terry bought a Coke and Butterfinger, and behind him Mike was ready with a ginger ale, a half-dozen glazed doughnuts and a bag of beef jerky. At the back, Berke had decided she didn’t want coffee and was making a choice among the brands of bottled tea in the cooler.
She had had an interesting night. After her drumkit was safely packed up in the trailer and the Mudstaynes’ set had ended, she’d gone off with some friends from Dallas and some friends of friends, two girls who knew Victoria Madden from Victoria’s Inkbox tattoo parlor in Austin. They were numero uno fans of the Mudstaynes, and they were going to a party at this other girl’s condo up in Highland Park, and later on Gina Fayne was supposed to drop by. So, since Berke was always open to the moment, she had climbed into the back of a cream-colored Mercedes CLK-350 convertible and, jammed in with sisters who smelled of Miss Dior Cherie and Amber Romance, went racing with the moon.
The party was full-on by the time Berke got there, maybe sixty women strong. Little lights twinkled in the indoor trees, candles burned where they wouldn’t get knocked over and burn holes in the Persian rugs, Gina Fayne snarled from Bose speakers, the scent of weed swirled around, Cosmos and Appletinis were poured into glasses with Glowstick stirrers, and caps popped from bottles repping a dozen microbreweries. Berke watched a fashion parade of beaters and plaid board shorts dance past. Somebody put a girly gangbang video on the TV, but it was hollered off. Second up was some gay male porn, again shouted off. The next time Berke glanced at the flatscreen, somebody had put on 13 Going on 30, and it was the part where Jennifer Garner starts doing the “Thriller” dance. That seemed to strike the right chord.
Berke was hit on almost continuously, by one or two or three at a time. She knew it was her cut guns, mostly. And though she was always open to the moment and had no problem instigating things, sometimes she just liked to find a place to sit, drink a beer, and observe. So she got a seat on the brown leather sofa, fashionably distressed, and watched the drama unfold. With sixty—and more coming in every few minutes, it seemed—lesbians in one condo, the alcohol flowing and the grass freely available, lethal drama was inevitable. Berke figured there had to be at least two hundred and twenty-four personalities in the place, and half of those would be derranged or embittered in a way that just saying “Chi Ku!”—swallow the bitterness—could not soothe. It might start with a rupture between two dyke-a-likes, or over the noise and music you’d hear somebody shout “I am Switzerland!” which meant war had been declared or a peace treaty broken and the girl in the middle was trying for diplomacy. A liplock might be attempted, an avoidance or pushaway countering it, and then the anger would uncoil like somebody’s black snake. Or, on the other hand, a successful public liplock and tongue massage might be for the benefit of an ex, show her she’s not the only game, and Berke had seen an ice-bucket dumped over firehouse-red curls due to that particular twist of the stiletto-heel.
It was a very entertaining show, this show after the show.
Berke noted that there were lots of young chicks in here. Like nineteen, twenty, twenty-one years old. Some really beautiful girls. Carried themselves with style and attitude. But everybody was looking for something, and hardly anybody knew what it was. Sex? Sure, but that was just the flesh-deep layer. It was hot flesh, it was freckled and moon-white, it was tanned and smooth, it was ebony and lustrous, it was young and soft and pliable. It was why everyone was here, it called the sisters together, and many would say this was what life was all about, this was the whole picture, this was the reality and essence of sex and domination and at the end of the night a last tender kiss or a caustic comment thrown like a slap. But, Berke thought, hardly anybody here really knows what they’re looking for…which puts us right where straights are.
Maybe it was to hang on to something as long as you could. Youth, beauty, coolness…whatever. Maybe it was about power over other people, making them dance to your tune. Striking back at people, for past indignities and pain. Whatever that thing was that you needed to find, sex was just the outer skin of it.
Sitting on this sofa, watching the bodies go past and the games be played out, Berke thought of a card her father had sent her. Not Floyd fucking Fisk, but her real father, Warren Bonnevey. It had been sent to her on the eve of her first gig, when she was seventeen. Its colors were faded, it was spotted with yellow and looked like it dated from the ’50s. On the cover were feminine-looking bees with long eyelashes flying around a hive. Where it had said Congratu-lations On Your First Job, the word Job had been marked out and Gig written in.
And inside, the verse had been: 

Congratulations on your new position,
I know it’s just what you’ve been wishin’.
I’d like to say a whole lot more,
But that’s what cards like this are for.
Try and try,
Grow and thrive,
You’ll be the busiest bee in a honey of a hive.

Only the last line had also been marked out, and written in her father’s hand was: Remember no one here gets out alive. Love, Warren.
Strange, yes. Unsettling, for sure. But then again, her father was insane.
“Hi, I’m Noble,” said the darkly-tanned woman with blonde-streaked hair who held a bottle of Sierra Nevada Pale in one hand and offered the other out toward Berke. She was maybe twenty-eight, twenty-nine. Had very beautiful green eyes, a confident voice. Wore a black tank top, slim-leg jeans and brown, scuffed cowboy boots. Nothing sparkly about her. Good enough.
Berke shook her hand, and when Noble asked if anybody was sitting next to her, Berke said no, she was welcome to park it.
“Hey, lemme ask you somethin’.”
Berke turned from the cooler and her perplexing choice of bottled teas. Mike had come up behind her, clutching his ginger ale, box of doughtnuts and bag of beef jerky, which he’d already broken into. “Go,” Berke said when Mike hesitated.
Mike glanced toward the door. Berke saw that a state trooper had just entered, a young very clean-cut looking Hispanic guy, and he came straight back to the cooler and got himself a bottle of apple juice. He nodded at them, Mike said, “How’s it goin’?” and then the trooper took his drink to the counter and started a conversation in Spanish with the woman, whom he seemed to know pretty well.
“What’re you gettin’?” Mike asked her.
“I don’t know. Is that what you wanted to ask?” She knew it wasn’t; he always approached things sideways, like a crab.
“Ever try the V8 Fusion stuff? The tropical orange is good.”
She looked him in the eyes, because he seemed awfully nervous. “What’s up?”
Mike watched the trooper leave. Except for the woman and the boy, they were alone in here. “Hey…I was wonderin’…have you thought anymore about that song idea?”
“John’s idea,” Mike explained. “You know, what he said. About everybody writin’ words to a new song.”
“Oh, that bullshit.” Berke gave him a thin smile. “The Kumbaya song, right?” She decided to give the tropical orange a try, and reached into the cooler for it.
“Well…yeah, okay…but…you know, maybe it ain’t such a bad idea.” Mike followed her to the counter. “I know what he’s gettin’ at, but—”
“Busy work, that’s what he’s getting at,” Berke interrupted, as she put her money up.
“Yeah, but…” Mike glanced out the window, through all the backwards soap-chalk words and prices written there. The fuelling was done. George had paid at the pump and was probably in the bathroom. Terry was getting back into the Scumbucket; it was Nomad’s turn to drive. Nomad and Ariel were standing in the shade, a distance apart. The trooper had raised the cruiser’s hood and looked like he was pouring water from a red plastic pitcher into the reservoir for his windshield-wash fluid. “Maybe it’s a good idea,” Mike said. “You know, to keep everybody together.”
“We are together,” she reminded him, and pocketed her change. “How could we be on tour and not be together?”
“Together…like…not gettin’ pissed at each other. Not blamin’ each other for the breakup. Like on the same wavelength or somethin’.”
Berke had been about to go out the door, and now she stopped and stared at him very carefully, as if searching his face for a third eye. “Maybe I am pissed,” she said.
He shrugged. The shrug said maybe he was pissed too, deep down, but repositioning was a fact of the musician’s life. Take it or leave it.
“And who says we’re breaking up?” Berke went on. “So George and Terry are leaving. We’ll replace them and we’ll keep going.” Before Mike could respond to this wishful thinking, she narrowed her eyes. “Wavelength?” she asked. “What are you now, a pop psychologist?”
She again started to push through the door, and a little heat rolled in but Mike stopped her by saying, “I’ve started writin’ a song. I don’t have a whole lot of it, but…I was kinda hopin’ you’d take a look at it, before I showed it to anybody else.”
Berke was silent. For a few seconds she couldn’t think of anything to say. Her face revealed no emotion—her barrier against the world, and everything that was in it—but her heart was touched. She thought for a quick fleeting instant that she might tear up, but no way she was going to let that happen. The truth was, she loved Mike Davis as much as she could love anyone. They were a team, the backbone, the foundation, the rhythm twins. He gave her a rough elbow to hold onto, and she gave him a punch in the ribs to show she needed it. They had clicked from the very first, if clicking meant the sharing of fart jokes and beer from the same bottle. And now here he stood, asking her to do this for him. It was important to him, she could see that in his eyes. Before I showed it to anybody else, he’d said.
But she was who she was, and even this could not be made easy. “You’re not falling for this song-writing crap, are you? Tell me you’re not that stupid.”
He smiled, but the corners of his mouth were tight. “Maybe what I’ve written is no good…likely it’s not…but nobody ever asked me to write words before. Yeah, I know it ain’t what I do. What I’m supposed to do, I mean. But who says I can’t give it a try?” He saw the flicker of derision in her faintest of half-smiles and he picked up his tempo like a double thumb slap. “If it was to be okay, and maybe start off a new song everybody could be part of…then I’d be doin’ a good thing for the band, right? And…hey…you could maybe add your part, too.”
“We’re not the writers.” Berke’s voice was low and patient, as if speaking to a small child or a dog. “John, Ariel and Terry are the writers. I have no idea—none, nada—about how to write song lyrics. Come on, let’s hit it.” She went out, with Mike following right after her.
The trooper had lowered his hood, and with a squeegee was washing a layer of dust from his windshield that the malfunctioning fluid reservoir had failed to clear.
“Please,” Mike said.
Berke had only taken a couple of strides from the door. Once more she stopped, because she realized there was a time to play the game of cruelty and a time not to be afraid to be kind. And this definitely, undeniably, was that.
She faced him. “Okay,” she said with a sigh, “show me what you’ve got.”
“In my back pocket. The notebook.” Cradling his ginger ale and snacks, Mike turned around so she could get to it. “Listen, really…I appreciate it. But keep it to yourself, okay? For right now, I’m sayin’.”
“Right.” She was having trouble getting the green notebook out. With jeans that tight, his balls must be either the size of raisins or swollen up like apples. “Jesus! How do you get these damned things on?”
“Just pull.”
“Hard ass,” she commented, and then the notebook came free. The effort of it caused her to stagger away from him a few feet.
Something hit the window between them.
There was a sharp high crack, and suddenly a hole appeared next to the soap-chalk dollar sign of the price on a Budweiser sixpack. Berke saw it, and Mike saw it, and they watched as silver creepers spread across the glass from the edges of the hole. Then Mike turned his face toward Berke, to ask her what the hell just happened, and Berke saw a second hole appear as if by magic—fucking wicked magic, she thought in an instant of slow-motion shock—in Mike’s forehead about an inch above his left eyebrow. The left temple bulged outward, as if a fist had struck it from within, his mouth remained open in what he’d been meaning to ask Berke, and at his feet the bottle of ginger ale burst like a bomb against the concrete.
Mike was aware of a great pressure in his head, and suddenly he was falling away from Berke, falling away from the Texas heat, falling away from the Scumbucket at the pumps and his friends who waited there, falling backward in time.
It was the damnedest thing. He was falling backward as if on a reverse rollercoaster, a fast trip, a breathtaking trip, and there was nothing he could do but fall. And in this falling, this ultimate repositioning, he possessed a life in rewind. He passed through a whirlwind of bands and gigs and smoky clubs; he went back past a table full of whiskey bottles, back past a jail cell that smelled of swampy August; he passed his daughter Sara, and he thought to try to touch her cheek, or her hair, or her shoulder, but too late, too late, she was gone; he went back past bad-ass cars and sorry-ass cars and pick-me-up trucks, and bass axes of many colors; he passed a white dog and a black dog and the face of Grover McFarland watching him with stern disapproval under a yellow lamp; he fell backward past many faces, many shadows, through a place of darkness and despair, and then in what seemed the last light of summer, the sad light, the light of saying goodbye to all that was, a hand with freckles across the back of it reached out of nowhere and grasped his hand, and a familiar voice said, very clearly: Gotcha.
He was dead before he hit the ground.
There was a second or two of silence, while Berke stared at the fine mist of blood that reddened the air where Mike had been standing. She saw that he’d dropped the doughnuts, but he had clamped hard to the beef jerky. His left eye had turned a vicious shade of crimson, and blood had begun to trickle from the hole in his head.
Even as Berke made a noise—a scream, choked sob or anguished moan, whatever it was she couldn’t hear it—the young trooper was running toward her, and when he saw the wound in the fallen man’s head and the bullet hole in the window he drew his own Sig Saur .357 semi-automatic service pistol. His eyes were wild; he was well-trained, yes, but two bullets from the blue had a way of turning anyone’s Sunday afternoon a little chaotic. He shouted, “Everybody on the ground!” as he made a rotating scan with the pistol held in a double-handed firing grip. Nomad took a step forward, and the trooper levelled the pistol at him and yelled, “I said on the ground now!” because he didn’t know who had a gun or not, where the shots had come from, or really what the shit was happening. So Nomad dropped, Ariel dropped, Berke fell to her knees beside Mike’s body and, numbly, grasped his arm to shake him conscious, and alerted by the noise George came out of the bathroom pulling his pants up. “Get down! Down!” the trooper commanded behind his weapon. George went down, holding his arms out in a posture of surrender.
“You! Out of the van!” the trooper shouted at Terry, who immediately slithered from it and lay spread-eagled on the pavement. When the woman who ran the station emerged, with the boy behind her, the trooper told her in Spanish to get back inside, and she was trying to tell him that a piece of flying glass had hit Carlos and he was bleeding from the chin. Then she saw the body on the concrete and she backed up and the boy with the gashed chin gawked and started taking pictures with a cellphone camera.
“Get down! Get down! Get down!” the trooper hollered, his voice ragged, as he advanced on Berke with his pistol aimed and ready.
She was shivering. There were tears in her eyes, and she couldn’t seem to draw a whole breath. But it occurred to her, in a blank cold place beyond the horror, that she ought to tell him disco was dead.
And so too, she realized, was her buddy, her rhythm twin, her rough elbow to cling to.
She lay down beside him, on the hot pavement, and suddenly she was aware of a breakage within herself, a rupture, a failure of a weak seam that had never before known such pressure. She began to weep quietly at first, and then began to openly and brokenly sob as she had not cried since she was a girl too young to keep a cold lid on her cup of pain.
Her friend was dead, and dead too was The Five.
Dead, dead, deader than dead.




EIGHT.
George stared at the black telephone. Your basic landline, no nonsense here.
“Nine to get out?” he asked, and the chunky detective, the guy who was always wearing the cowboy hat, nodded. The second detective, a foxy Hispanic woman in her mid-thirties with manicured red fingernails and eyes like pools of bittersweet chocolate, was watching him from her chair across the table.
George punched the nine, got the outside line and then dialed the rest of the number. He made a note of the time from the clock on the white plaster wall. They didn’t want him to use his cellphone. They were going to sit in here and listen, and George figured the call was going to be recorded. The detectives were smalltown, but there was nothing soft or lax about them; they were interested in all the details, even what George was about to say. They made him as nervous as hell, and he hadn’t even done anything.
The number rang in Austin. On the third ring, Ash’s machine answered and left the usual message: I can’t pick up right now, but after the tone leave a yadda yadda yadda. George had realized before that Ash had a little bit of a lisp, but it was very pronounced on the machine.
“Ash, it’s George,” he said when the tone sounded. “If you’re there, pick up.” He waited a couple of seconds. “I mean it, man. Really. Pick up like right now.”
There was a click and Ash was there. A problem? Ash wanted to know.
“Listen,” George said. And something about his voice made Ash repeat the question, only now in his firmest big boy agent inflection. “Mike Davis…” How to say this? Just the truth and nothing but. “Mike Davis has been shot,” George went on. “He’s been killed. He’s dead.” Like it had to be repeated. There was utter silence from Austin. “It happened about a hour and a half ago, a few miles east of Sweetwater. We’re at the police station right now. In Sweetwater. Wait, wait, wait,” George said, when Ash started asking questions so fast the clipped Indian accent was getting in the way. “Let me tell you. We were at a gas station. Mike and Berke were talking out front and all of a sudden…a bullet got him in the head.” God, that sounded weird! Like something from any number of action flicks, but when it was real it was stomach-churning. George had already taken his turn at puking in the bathroom. “They say he was probably dead…like…right then.” Ash started throwing more questions at him, rapid-fire, and the truth was that George had always had difficulty understanding him and now everything sounded like a freaking mashup of English and Hindi.
“About an hour and a half ago,” George said again, because he caught that question. “Yeah, yeah…everybody else is okay. I mean…we’re mindfucked, but we’re okay.” He paused, trying to grasp what Ash was asking. “No, they didn’t catch anybody. They think…” He looked across the table at the woman. “Can I tell him?”
She nodded.
“They think maybe it was an accident. They don’t know exactly yet where the bullets came from, but they’re thinking it was from some woods across the highway. Yeah, I said bullets. There were two shots. They think maybe somebody was in there shooting a rifle, just dicking around.” The detectives had told George that the little cluster of thorny scrub-brush and trees, maybe sixty yards wide on the other side of a cinderblock building where truck engines were repaired, drew shooters after what they called ‘varmints’. There were rats, gophers and snakes in that mess, and kids with rifles shot it up. The repair shop had been closed, so nobody had seen or heard anything, and likewise from a few ramshackle old houses over there. “No, right now they have no idea who it was,” George said.
The deal was, though George felt no need to say this, the detectives thought it might be an accident just from the distance involved. The repair shop was two hundred yards on the other side of I-20 and the varmint woods was another hundred and fifty yards, at least. So it looked like an errant, careless couple of shots—high-velocity, for sure, but that wasn’t so unusual, they said—that had carried right across the highway.
“They’ll know more later,” George said. “They’ve got cops swarming all over the place.” When the Scumbucket had pulled away from the pumps, following the car the two detectives were in, the gas station had been secured with the yellow crime scene tape and it looked like a parking lot for police cars and paramedic vehicles. A slim yellow metal tube had been pushed through the hole in the window to show the angle of entry. What looked like a surveyor’s tripod with a monocular attached had been set up in line with the yellow tube, aimed at the varmint woods across I-20. Over there were more police cars. The cops were prying the first bullet out of the station’s rear wall. George assumed they would also remove the second bullet from Mike’s brain, but when the Scumbucket had pulled out The Five—ex-Five—had left their bass player under a sheet on the pavement. George had been glad to be leaving, because he’d seen a body bag being taken out of the back of a white truck and the way Berke was so torn up…it was for the best they were getting out.
“The thing is,” George went on, “they want to notify the next-of-kin. No, they want to do it from here. Right. So…I don’t have that information. I know his parents still live in Bogalusa, but…yeah, right. Would you do that?” He put his hand over the mouthpiece and said to the detectives, “He’s looking it up on his laptop.”
They waited.
“You guys were on the way to El Paso,” the woman said, without expression. It had been explained to her, the whole story, and she’d already checked their website, but around the station she was called ‘the Digger’, with those long red spade-shaped nails. The title was on her coffee cup. She could not stop until she got to the bottom. They were a team: Lucky Luke and the Digger, known to the general public as detectives Luke Halprey and Ramona Rios.
“Yeah,” George answered.
“Going straight through, then,” Lucky Luke said, chewing on a toothpick.
“That’s right.”
“Mr. Emerson, I have to ask you…do any of you owe money to anyone here? And by ‘anyone’, I mean a person who might feel they’re not going to be repaid and may be…um…a little vindictive about it?” asked the Digger.
“No. Well…I don’t. Owe anybody money,” he clarified. “What’re you saying? That this was a ‘hit’? Over money? I thought you said it was an accident.”
It was Luke’s turn to clarify. “Might be an accident, that’s what was said.”
“How about drugs?” The Digger’s arched black eyebrows went up. “Anybody gotten on the wrong side of a dealer?”
“No! Hell, no! We’ve never played this area before. How would a shooter even know we were here?”
“That would my next question,” said the lucky one. “Did you stop at that station because maybe you had a meeting planned with somebody?”
“Think about that before you answer, Mr. Emerson,” the Digger cautioned.
“No. I mean…we didn’t have any meeting planned. Wait a minute…go ahead,” George told Ash, who gave him the number in Bogalusa. He relayed the number to the detectives, and Luke wrote it down on a notepad that advertised Big Boys Barbecue. Then came the moment that George had known was coming and that had to be done. “I guess that’s it,” he said, and when Ash didn’t respond George spoke with what felt like a stone sitting in his gut, “We’ll work out how to get Mike back, and then we’ll come on in.”
“We’d like you to stay here tonight,” the Digger told him. “Let us call around, just to check some things.”
“Stay here?” George asked, stricken by the thought of sleeping in a police station.
“A motel,” Luke supplied. “Get a good night’s rest.”
“Oh. Okay.” George turned his attention back to the matter at hand. “They want us to stay here tonight. And listen…you might as well start making the calls.” Ash said he would, and that he was so sorry for this senseless tragedy and there would never be another bass player like Mike Davis, and for George to tell everyone else how sorry he felt. “One more thing,” George said. “A woman from the local paper was here and asked us some questions. She said she wouldn’t file the story until the cops gave her the go-ahead. I just wanted you to know.”
Ash thanked him for that, then said he would immediately call Roger Chester.
“Are we done here?” George asked, and Luke told him the band members could follow them over to the Lariat Motel on East Broadway, get them checked in, and that there was a Subway nearby where they could eat dinner. Not said, but what George certainly felt, was that the detectives wanted to keep a rope around them and that the questions were far from finished.
He had his own questions. Who on this God’s earth would have wanted to kill Mike Davis? And in Sweetwater? No, it had to have been an accident. A kid in the varmint woods. Had to be.
< >
In another room, a TV was tuned to the Weather Channel. The four people who sat on the orange plastic chairs in this room pretended to be watching it. Nomad had always thought that the Weather Channel was a kind of Zen; it emptied your head with its colorful images and soothed your mind with the illusion of control. Right now they needed all the Zen they could get.
A policeman came through to ask something of Lucky Luke and the Digger. Berke, who sat apart from the others and was wearing Nomad’s sunglasses on her pallid face, sat up straight and called out in a strident voice, “Did you find it yet?”
The policeman, unnerved, looked to the detectives for help. The Digger said calmly, “We’ll let you know when we find it. I promise.”
Berke settled back in her chair. Her lips tightened. A weather map sparkling with sun symbols reflected in her glasses.
Nomad glanced quickly at Ariel, who sat a few chairs away with Terry on her other side. She was hollow-eyed and wan, and she occasionally made a catching sound in her throat as if awakening with a start from a very bad dream. Terry stared alternately at the television and at the floor, his eyes heavy-lidded behind his specs.
“We’re going to a motel,” the Little Genius announced. “Stay there tonight.”
“You take them over,” the Digger said to her partner, in a quiet voice. She took the Big Boys Barbecue pad with the phone number on it. “I’ll do this one.”
Nomad didn’t think he could stand up. To an outsider, he might have appeared the most composed of the shattered group. He might have seemed the least in shock, the most able to bear this tragedy and to rebound the fastest from it. But the outsider would have been criminally incorrect.
In the past ninety minutes, he had relived his own personal nightmare a hundred times over.
< >
Johnny, there’s no roadmap.
But.
It had been different that night. That August 10th, 1991. A Saturday, outside the Shenanigans Club in Louisville. Nearing midnight, and in a parking lot bathed in blue and green neon Dean Charles and the Roadmen starting to pack up the van after opening for the Street Preachers. John was a boy, a son, a fan. Dad was the bomb, the Killer. Played a gold-colored Strat that could cut through an arrangement like a razor through a hamhock. And sing…that man could wail. He was a bottle full of lightning. Up there on stage, front-and-center in the godly glow, all that power coming off him, all that energy and life. He was one of a kind.
And then out in that parking lot, when they saw the two flat tires on the van, the old blue cat sitting crooked on her paws, and somebody said, “Oh, shit,” and somebody else growled, “Motherfucker!” because John was one of them, he had heard it all, he was a veteran of the road even at twelve years old.
Dean had looked at his son and shrugged and grinned in that way he had of saying nothing in this world was such a big deal that it tugged you out of shape, you could always find your way back to the center of the cool world the musician lived in, and he said as he always did in such situations, “Johnny, there’s no roadmap.” Then he’d paused just a second or two, maybe thinking it over for the first time, and he’d said to his son with that slip-sided smile, “But…”
“I’m gonna end it now,” said the man who had just stepped out from his crouch behind a parked car, and Dean had regarded him only with mild surprise, as if expecting a visitor who was late in coming.
< >
John had been standing next to his father when the pistol in the man’s hand spoke. It had shouted into his father’s left ear, and John remembered how his father had winced at the loud noise, because his father had always cautioned John to guard his hearing, he only had one set of ears.
The pistol had gone off twice more as Dean Charles was falling, a whiff of gunpowder and a smell of blood in John’s nostrils, the boy falling back in shock, falling as his father fell, one to be called dead four hours later in the hospital and the other left behind to relive the moment over and over again.
“I have to find it,” Berke said, but to whom she was speaking was unclear. She hadn’t moved from her chair.
“It’ll turn up.” George stood over her. “Come on, it’s time to go.”
Nomad counted slowly to three, and then he got to his feet. As he followed the others out of the police station into the solid heat of late afternoon, he thought how ridiculous this situation was. How utterly fucking ridiculous. Two days ago he’d been burdened with the fact that The Five would end their last tour in Austin on the 16th of August—the Month of Death, as far as he was concerned—and then it would be back to putting another band together, another name, another vibe, another set of personalities—and here he was, here they were, on the real last day come way too soon. And Mike dead. Dead. He had experience with sudden death, yeah, but at least he’d found out later that his father, one of the wiliest tomcatters to ever sneak in a housewife’s back door, was responsible for a Louisville beauty-shop operator divorcing an out-of-work husband who owned ten guns. It would have made a farce, a black comedy directed by the Coen brothers starring George Clooney, but with blue contacts, and to complete the tragedy the man who had shot Dean Charles had walked about five yards away and shot himself under the chin, leaving behind two more children who would always feel an empty hole at their birthday parties. So as terrible as that was, it had made sense. But this…if he believed in God, which he did not, he would have heard the sound of cruel cosmic laughter, funny to no one else. Now he had to stop seeing Mike fall down over and over again in his mind, and he had to stop hearing Berke’s strangled scream or he was going to lose it right here on the Sweetwater street.
George took the wheel and followed the detective’s car. Berke sat way in back, by herself. The sunglasses stayed on. Nobody could look at anybody else. Nomad stared blankly ahead and silently chewed on his insides.
On the drive from the gas station into town, Berke had suddenly come out of her state of coma and cried out, “The notebook! I left the notebook!”
“Hold on!” George had said. He was already about to jump out of his skin, and this outburst had nearly started the rip along his spine. “What notebook?”
“Oh Jesus, oh Christ! I dropped it! I had it in my hand, I must’ve dropped it!” Berke sounded close to hysteria, which put everybody else nearer the edge. “Did you see it?” she asked Ariel, who shook her head. “We’ve got to go back!” she told George. “Turn around, we’ve got to go back!” The last two words had been almost a shriek.
“Take it easy!” Nomad had said. “We can’t go back right now!” They were following the two detectives, who might not have understood or appreciated the Scumbucket pulling off and turning around.
“You shut up!” Berke spat at him, her eyes enraged. “You fucking shut up!”
“Hey, hey, hey!” Ariel had turned around and grasped one of Berke’s hands, and Terry was trying to console her as best he could, but Berke wasn’t finished. She tried to jerk her hand away from Ariel’s, nearly spraining Ariel’s wrist, and she snarled, “Fuck you! Fuck you!” but Ariel kept hold of her and kept calmly repeating, “Settle down, come on, settle down,” until some of the fight-against-the-world went out of Berke. When it went it went hard. Berke’s shoulders trembled, she lowered her head so no one could see her face, and she began to weep—almost silently, but not silently enough. Through it all, Ariel did not let her go.
Nomad and George had exchanged quick glances. Berke Bonnevey, who made an art of detachment, was caught in the open with nothing to hide behind. No flippant remarks, no casual scorn, no big bitchin’ set of Ludwigs. Just her, torn open. Witnessing it was almost as much of a shock as the shooting had been.
In another moment Berke’s crying seemed to stop, because she sniffled and ran her free hand across her eyes. Nomad had said, “Here,” and that’s how she got his sunglasses.
At the police station, the story had emerged about the green notebook, which Nomad had remembered was on the picnic table next to Mike. “Something he wanted me to read,” Berke explained. “It was important to him.”
A call had been made to the scene, but Luke—maybe explaining the origin of his luck—reported back, “No dice. It’s not there.” Then, sensing Berke’s slow and painful retreat into the sanctity of herself, he’d offered, “It’ll turn up, though. When everything gets catalogued.”
Nomad had taken that to mean it might have been thrown in with Mike’s box of doughnuts and bag of blood-spattered beef jerky on the meat wagon, but he kept his mouth shut.
The Lariat Motel on East Broadway was small but clean, with a swimming pool behind a white fence and a sign that said Guests Only, Swim At Your Own Risk. The place had maybe a dozen rooms, all on one level. It was built to resemble a ranch house, with different brands burned into every door. George checked them in, got two rooms adjoining with free cable and complimentary Cattleman’s breakfast of biscuits and jelly with coffee or orange juice in the morning. Luke waited for them to take their bags in. Before he left he said he’d check back with them around ten o’clock that night.
They ate at the Subway, which was in a stripmall about half a mile away. Picked at their food, really, but they knew they had to get something down. Berke kept the sunglasses on, even past the point where the sun began to set. She ate half a small bag of chips. No one talked very much; it seemed somehow disrepectful to talk about any subject but Mike, and that subject could not be touched.
Finally, when everyone had eaten as much as they could and the time had come to go back to the Lariat for a night of quiet Hell and mindnumbing cable fare, Terry said, “John…”
…there’s no roadmap…
But no, Terry did not say that, as Nomad might have heard a ghost speak from a corner of the Subway where the sun had already left town.
Terry said, “What’re you going to do?”
“Going to do? When? Like in the next minute? Five minutes? A fucking hour from now?” He felt the heat rising in his face, and he saw Terry’s eyes widen behind the glasses and Terry shrank back a little from the table because the dynamite’s fuse had been lit. “Is that what you mean?”
“No, I just mean—”
“Then what do you fucking mean?”
“Sir!” said the middle-aged black man behind the counter. “Please watch the profanity.” He motioned toward a young couple with a little girl and an infant at another booth. Three sets of eyes were on Nomad.
“Oh. I’m sorry,” Nomad said, to both the counterman and the other customers. The heat of anger became a blush of shame. He took a deep breath to get himself under control, and then he levelled his gaze at Terry again. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do,” he answered. “I’m going back to Austin tomorrow, and I’m going to go home and sleep for a couple of days. Then when I can think straight I’m going to call Ariel and Berke and see if they’re still in. If they are…and they don’t need to tell me yea or nay right now…I’m going to work with Ash to find replacements for you and for Mike. And for you,” he said to George, who sat impassively. George had a little dab of mustard on his lower lip. “Then we’ll go from there, with whoever works out. We’ll come up with a new name, we’ll start rehearsing, and coming up with some new material. If Ariel and Berke want to be in, fine. If not, fine. But I’m going to keep on doing what I do. So that’s my plan. What’s yours?”
Terry hesitated. He felt himself falter. He liked peace, liked for everybody to get along. He liked to be liked. He knew that if he came across as calm and measured, it was because nine times out of ten he was stealthily backing away from confrontation. It had been one of the hardest things ever to tell them he was leaving the band. How many weeks had it taken to get those words out of his mouth? And he might have gone many weeks more, if George hadn’t opened up first. One thing he truly feared, and he’d feared it since being in the Venomaires, was stepping into John Charles’s rage radar, of being the target of the anger he’d seen erupt way too many times. There had been some pretty hideous scenes between John and Kevin Keeler, before Kevin had suffered his mental breakdown on stage in Atlanta. But now Terry, who had thought Mike was one of the best bass players he’d ever heard and not only that but a real friend whom he would mourn in his own way, alone with one of his keyboards, decided that John was not going to blow up here in the Subway. There was no point to it; what was done was done, and even John Charles knew he couldn’t roll back time before some kid with a rifle had fired two stupid bullets.
“When we get back,” Terry replied, “I’m going to pack up my car and drive to Albuquerque. I’m going to visit Eric Gherosimini. After that, I’m driving home and take the loan from my dad. To start my business.”
Nomad took the last drink of his Coke. What could he say to that? It was a plan. He realized that Berke would probably be wanting to get to San Diego, to open those boxes her stepfather had left her. Another plan. The Little Genius had a plan too, the bastard. Nomad caught Ariel’s gaze from where she sat with George at the next table.
She said, “I’m still with you.”
Something about that, he didn’t know what it was, almost made him cry.
When they got back to the motel, twilight had deepened enough so the yellow neon sign out front was in its full glory. It was the kind rapidly disappearing from the landscape, an honest-to-God 1950s-style animated display of a smiling cowboy twirling a lariat over his head and then, in the next frame or step or whatever it was called in the neon sign lingo, twirling it around his boots. Ariel said she thought it should be in a book of photographs about motel signs, and Terry said maybe it already was, they should ask the manager. Yellow bulbs glowed in glass squares above every door. The Five had stayed in a lot of ratholes, a lot of dirty little motels where dawn brought forth a scurrying of disheveled women and sleepy-looking men to their separate vehicles of escape, but this place was all right. Nomad couldn’t help but wonder what Mike would’ve said about the lariat-twirling cowpoke. Looks like he’s aimin’ to rope hisself a big ol’ dick, bro.
Ariel and Berke took a room together. In the next room, a coin was flipped for the first elimination, and then the second coin flip pitting Nomad and George for the remaining bed earned George the small rollaway. But within a few minutes the door that connected the rooms was open and Ariel and Berke came in to watch HBO. Berke had removed the sunglasses; she looked like a swollen-eyed wreck, but she made a comment about George having to sleep on a baby bed that said she was coming back.
They weren’t in there more than half-an-hour, watching TV sprawled on chairs and beds like the members of any family on a road trip, when they heard a knock at the door. Not their door, it seemed, but the door to Berke and Ariel’s room, which was closer to the office. Ariel got up from her chair, drew aside the tan-colored curtain and peered through the blinds out the window.
“It’s a guy,” she announced. “I think…it’s the guy from today. The trooper.”
George opened their door. “Hi, can I help you?”
The trooper no longer looked so official, or so threatening. He was wearing dark brown trousers with freshly-pressed creases. Tucked neatly into the pants was a white polo shirt bearing what George recognized as the flag-and-eagle logo of the Penney’s American Living brand, since he owned a few of those himself. A brown leather belt and brown lace-up shoes completed the wardrobe. The young man’s combed hair was as shiny as fresh tar. No razor, not even the ones with four freaking blades, had ever scraped a chin closer. He looked like a nervous highschool kid but he must have been in his mid-twenties, or so George supposed.
“Um,” was the trooper’s first utterance, which did not bode well. Then: “Is the girl here? The black-haired girl?”
George almost said Who? But then he looked over his shoulder at Berke, who was the only female presence in the room with black hair, but to call her a girl was so very, very wrong. Just not feelin’ it. He said, “I think he wants to see you.”
“Me?” Berke stood up. Nomad was not the only one to note that she took a quick glance at herself in the mirror over the dresser as she passed it, and winced a little at what she saw.
“Hello,” said the young man, when she peered out. If her eyes were swollen, her face blotchy and she looked like a five-car pileup, which she knew she did, his boyish smile didn’t show he noticed or cared. “Um…how’re you doin’?”
“Better.”
“Good, good,” he said. “I wanted to tell you…tell all of you,” he prompted, and she moved away from the door and opened it wider so everyone could see him all neat and scrubbed in the yellow bulb’s light, “that I apologize for losin’ my cool out there. Wavin’ my gun around and hollerin’ at you. Not my best day.”
“Hey, not ours either,” George answered. “But you just did what you had to, we know that.”
“Yeah.” He looked down at the ground and moved some invisible grit with the toe of a shined shoe. “I’m supposed to keep things under control. Supposed to make sure nobody’s got any guns I can’t see. You know, you train for the worst…but when it happens, it’s so fast.”
“Did they find out yet who did it?” Terry asked.
“No sir, but they’re still workin’. They’re out in the woods right now, goin’ through it with searchlights.” His eyes examined Berke’s face again and then he said into the room, speaking to all of them, “One thing I’ll say…and maybe I shouldn’t say it, but maybe I owe you…is that they haven’t found the brass yet.”
“The brass? You mean the shells?” George asked. His interest in Cops had just paid off.
“Yes sir, the ejected casings. There should be two. They’ve found some old ones, but not what they’re lookin’ for.”
“So,” Nomad spoke up, “what does that mean? They haven’t found the right place?”
“They’re where they calculated the shots came from, but…” The young man shrugged, indicating that was as far as he could go. He once more turned his attention to Berke. “Um…I know this is kind of a bad time…but…I was wonderin’…just maybe…if you’d want to go down the street and get a beer. The place isn’t too far, I’d get you back in an hour, or…whenever you say. Just thought you might like to talk. But I’m sayin’…I know it’s a bad time, I was just wonderin’.”
The others in the room were riveted by this display of bravery. The trooper had come to ask Berke out on a date. At least a semi kind of date, of the beer-and-talk-in-the-dark-bar variety.
There seemed to be a common stillness of breath.
Oh, what tricks time could play. What a slow river the seconds could become, flowing down to the sandy sea.
At last Berke said, very firmly, “Thank you, but no.”
“Okay, then.” The trooper nodded, and maybe there was a shadow of disappointment on his close-shaved face but no harm was done. “I found this on the pavement,” he said, and lifted his right hand from his side in what might have otherwise been a gesture to offer a bouquet of flowers or a box of candy. “I think it’s yours?”
She looked at the green notebook, there in his hand.
“I got a radio call before I could give it to you,” he explained. “I probably was supposed to hand it over to the detectives, but I looked through it and it’s just your recipes.”
“My recipes?”
“Yeah. It is yours, right?”
“Yes,” she said, and accepted it. She realized that if he hadn’t wanted a date with her, the notebook might have ended up in a trashcan. “Thanks, I thought I’d lost it.” She opened it, and on the first page was a handwritten recipe for Sunshine Lemon Cookies. A woman’s hand, certainly not Mike’s. The next page had the instructions and ingredients for White Chicken Chili.
What a
dumb-ass, Berke thought. Mike had taken the notebook from the kitchen of the house they’d stayed in last night.
“Some of these…have been handed down in my family,” Berke said, figuring the trooper needed a stroke or two. “I guess I took it out to write something, I can’t remember.” She turned the pages. Chickpea and Red Lentil Stew…Cornflake-Crusted
Baked Chicken…Amy’s Favorite Coconut Cake. “Lot of love in here,” Berke told him. “Thanks again.”
“I’ll head on,” he said. “Sorry about your friend, and I hope I’ve helped a little bit.”
“You have.” She offered him a faint smile; she was thinking what must have sparked in his mind: I’ve got to try for any female who can cook this stuff up.
He said goodnight, Berke closed the door and locked it, and as she turned toward the others she thought to say to Mike, News to the Street! I’m a lesbian!
But Mike wasn’t there.
“What’s in the book?” Ariel asked.
“Recipes, just like he said.” Berke began to flip through the pages. Chicken dishes, stews, soups and cakes flashed past. It was only a few pages from the back that she found where Mike had been writing. “Here,” she said, and she read it to herself. I’ve started writin’ a song, Mike had told her. “The Kumbaya song,” Berke announced. “Looks like he started it.” She held it out for them to see.
The page was a mess. Things written and scratched out. Written and scratched out again. Girl at the well written there, crookedly. Welcome written there. Welcome written once more. The third time it became a doodle, with tiny eyes in the ‘o’ and a devil’s tail on the last ‘e’. The demon of creativity, hard at work in Mike’s mind; Nomad, Ariel and Terry knew that devil, very well. Another line written down and scratched out, the word Shyte!! scrawled beside it.
Then there was a line complete and unmarred: Welcome to the world, and everything
that’s in it.
On the next page, there were two more attempts, two more scratch-outs and then: Write a song about
it, just keep it under four minutes.
“That’s it?” George asked, peering over Terry’s shoulder.
“Girl at the well,” Terry read, and frowned. “Is that supposed to be a title?” He looked up at Berke. “What was he doing, writing a song about that girl?”
“I don’t know what he was doing. All I know is, before he…” Go on, she told herself. It’s done. “Before he got shot, he said he was writing…this, whatever it is. You know. The…” Kumbaya song didn’t sound right anymore. It was not respectful to Mike. “The communal song that John wanted everybody to write. The one I said was busy-work shit.” Berke started to close the notebook, but Nomad held out his hand for it and she gave it to him.
Nomad read it again, first and second pages. Ariel slid over, sitting on the end of the bed next to him. They read it together. He was aware of the warmth of her cheek, nearly touching his own. He smelled her, the soft honeysuckle aroma. Maybe he had walked across a field sometime in his life where honeysuckles grew in wild and tangled profusion, and maybe he had paused there to take stock of where he was going. Her cheek was very close to his own. They were about to share a cheek-kiss. And then Nomad pulled away a few inches, looked at her and asked, “Do anything for you?” The words, he meant.
She also pulled away an equal distance, and kept her eyes on the tortured paper. One corner of her mouth pressed tight, as it did when she was thinking. “I don’t know where he was going with it. But maybe…we could do something.”
“Guys.” George’s was the somber voice of reality. “We’re going home in the morning. Tour cancelled. All done.”
Berke flared up. “Maybe they want to write a song for his service. Maybe we should have a last show, for him. A benefit. For his daughter, at least.”
“We could do that,” Ariel said. Then, to George, “Couldn’t we?”
“Absolutely,” he answered. “I’ll run that by Ash first thing.”
Nomad returned the notebook to Berke. Welcome, Mike had said last night in the Dallas backyard. Good place to start. Nomad didn’t see any destination in those words, but Ariel and Terry might take them somewhere. Right now, all he wanted to do was go home to his own futon on the floor, curl up and leave the world until he either had to eat or had to…
It was going to be a bad night, in this motel with the lariat-twirling cowboy outside. They would probably all wind up in one room, piled around like ferrets in a cage, breathing and jumping and gasping in their ferret-like slumber. If anyone could sleep.
He did, well after midnight. Among his last thoughts before he went under was that somehow—for some reason—that girl at the well had gotten into Mike’s mind. Had planted a seed in it. Just as she’d been trying to get into his own. Making him believe he had a fucking brain tumor, when he didn’t let her in.
Oh no, he vowed. Not me.
Only he wasn’t quite sure what he was vowing against. And, really, he didn’t want to know. Whatever it was, he was too small for it.
About two o’clock, Ariel got up from her hour or so of sleep, put on her shoes, quietly unlocked the door, went outside and closed the door behind her. The neon sign had been turned off. East Broadway was silent, and stars covered the sky in a breathtaking panorama. By the yellow bulbs she saw that several more guests had checked in: along with the Scumbucket and trailer there was a white SUV, a silver or light gray Subaru and a black or dark blue pickup truck. The SUV had a New Mexico tag, the other two were from Texas. She noted on the pickup’s rear bumper a metallic sticker that said Semper Fi. She wanted to walk, to breathe the night air, to feel the soft breeze on her cheek like a lover’s touch. She started toward the swimming pool, and as she neared it she heard the quiet sound of movement in water.
Someone was in there, alone in the dark. Swimming back and forth, it sounded like. Not kicking, just pulling the water past them in a slow crawl. It seemed to her like a lonely thing, to be swimming back and forth in dark water under the canopy of night. She hesitated for a moment, listening, and then she decided to wander over that way, maybe to speak or maybe not, because she knew very, terribly well what it was like to be lonely.
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When the sun was an hour old Berke was lacing up her running shoes, the black New Balances that had already taken her more than two hundred miles. Her oufit was spartan, meant to get sweaty. She tugged a black sweatband over the obstacle of her hair and got it positioned on her forehead. The streamers of sun coming between the blinds already carried a bite. This was going to be the hottest day yet, in a long summer of hot days.
The last time someone had died in her life, someone she’d cared about deeply, she’d gotten up from her bed the following morning, laced her shoes and gritted her teeth and gone out for a six-mile run. She didn’t know if she could do that today, but she was going to try. Everyone else was still asleep. She couldn’t believe that Mike wasn’t here this morning, stretched out on his back with his hands behind his head because he hated the feel of a pillow. She’d never asked him why, thinking it must’ve had something to do with the number of hicktown jails he’d been hosted in, and lice or ticks or bedbugs or something like that. She couldn’t believe she would never hear the rusty rumble of his voice again, and maybe that was the worst thing. He was really gone. He really, really was.
It looked to her as if she hadn’t been the only one whose night was tortured. The guys had wound themselves up in their sheets, and George had nearly worked himself off the baby bed. And Ariel? Ariel wasn’t in either room, or in either bathroom. She must’ve gone out walking, before the sun had even started to come up. Wherever she was, she wasn’t here.
Okay, Berke said to herself. Let’s get to it.
Out in the parking lot, she saw the three new arrivals: white SUV, silver Subaru, dark blue pickup. The air was still, and smelled of hot metal. There were a few cars on East Broadway, but only a few. Monday morning here wasn’t quite like Austin. She stopped next to the U-Haul trailer for about five minutes to do a few stretches—Hang Tens, Lunges and Flamingoes, holding each one for thirty seconds—and noted the movement of a windowblind, in the room the pickup truck was parked in front of. Somebody else was an early riser, or else they wanted to be first up for the Cattleman’s breakfast. She decided to go to her left and follow East Broadway toward the northeast. She would walk a little while first, work her pace up to running speed, and so she passed by the swimming pool beyond the white fence, and there was Ariel.
Ariel was lying beside the pool on a blue lounge chair. She was on her right side, facing away from Berke. Her knees were bent, her legs curled up beneath her. One shoe was on, the other lay on the cement beside the chair. Berke thought that Ariel’s neck was going to be stiff today, the way her head was turned and her shoulders hunched up. That couldn’t be comfortable. She thought briefly of going over and waking Ariel up, but she decided no, she wouldn’t; Ariel might have had a tough time getting to sleep, and maybe had found some peace out here alone in the dark. So Berke walked on, picking up her pace, faster and faster. About two hundred yards along the street she started her run, heading away from the Lariat at a steady clip.
The detective with the cowboy hat had called last night at ten o’clock sharp. George had spoken to him. Any word on who did it? They
can’t say much right now, George had reported back. But they’re going to come talk to us in the morning. And that had been the extent of it.
Berke ran on, her breathing measured, everything easy. The red fireball was sitting two hands above the horizon, aimed between her jawline and her right shoulder. She passed the usual sights of any small town, in any American state: small businesses, parking lots, churches and strip malls. She passed the Subway they’d eaten at last night, and a half mile further on there was a Dairy Queen which she wished she’d known about because she did like ice cream. Then she came upon an area of small houses, and past that some car lots and places where cars and trucks were serviced, a litter of car hulks and tires and the like. In this area was where a man in a passing white pickup truck shouted, “Hey, muchacha caliente!” but she kept her head down and her pace unchanged. She was hot, that was true enough; she was sweating pretty good now, the sun searing her right side. A few cars and trucks passed by in both directions, and somebody else honked at her but she looked neither right nor left. She stared only at the cracked brown concrete one stride ahead, and that was how you got through any demanding run.
She was thinking of Mike, and how senseless it had been, and how much she was going to miss him. It was still unbelieveable to her, something from someone else’s bad dream. But so too had been the death of her running and rock-climbing bud, Melissa Cavanaugh, six years ago when Berke was living in Seattle and playing with the short-lived band Time Keeps Secrets. She had met Melissa at a coffee shop, a friend of a friend, and they’d immediately hit it off. Melissa had been a basketball player in college way down in Georgia, had been all-everything, an A-student, track star, student newspaper reporter, environmental activist, volunteer at a homeless shelter, lover of stray dogs and Kona coffee and The Clash’s Sandinista. So why was it that Melissa Cavanaugh, twenty-two years old and with a great future ahead of her in graphic design in the Emerald City, had tied a cord around a support in her closet of stylish but tasteful clothes and with the other end of the cord around her neck strangled herself to death on a Sunday evening?
There had been no sex between them, no kissing, no hand-holding. They didn’t talk about being gay, because in fact Berke was never sure Melissa was gay. She dated guys, and talked about how awful some of them were, and how some were really hot and fun but somehow…somehow…they weren’t what she was searching for. Berke figured that if Melissa was gay, she would find her own way to it, eventually. But they were good friends, and they enjoyed being together. My folks are so conservative, Melissa had said. And I’ve never disappointed them. I’d die before I’d disappoint them, they’re looking for me
to be perfect at whatever I do, only perfection for our family, you can go back generations and see our accomplishments, our lists of awards and honors.
You can’t
disappoint a family of people
who throw themselves at challenges and always win. You know?
Yes, Berke had said. I do.
I know you’re not very religious, but I thank God we met, Melissa had confided. We can talk about anything.
Except for that thing. The thing that was slowly killing her, and making her take notes in her mind of the strengths of different cords, and the perfect length she would need. Then when the time was perfect, and her mind perfectly fixed on this particular challenge, she had left this world because something in her could not abide the truth of her own heart, and she was too much the good girl to ever disappoint her family.
Berke had had no clue. Their last phone conversation, on that Saturday, had been about where they were going to eat pizza after they saw Rabbit-Proof Fence on Tuesday, their movie night. Melissa had said she was thinking about going down to Macon and spending a few days with her family. But everything had been bright, light, upbeat. Everything had been about the future, that blue-skyed place where all dreams come true and anybody can be who they want to be because This Is America. Melissa’s roommate had found the body, on Monday afternoon. There had been no note, no blame, no incrimination: just a silence, to endure the generations.
The sun was hotter. Berke quickly looked around to get her bearings. She was in an area of dry brown fields, rusted barbed wire fences, and distant farmhouses that appeared abandoned. A few scraggly trees reached up from the miserable earth. It was time to turn around and head back. She was coming to a dirt road ahead that snaked off to the left across a plain of weeds. The air smelled bitter, with the drifting scent of roadkill. She decided she would turn around at the road.
Berke had never doubted her journey. Given the choice between a dress and a flannel shirt, she was glad in plaid. Not that she hadn’t tried sex with guys, just to see what it was like. There had been three different guys, in three different states, in three different seasons. Three times, and three times only. Fuelled probably by alcohol or drugs, or maybe they were all mercy fucks. She couldn’t really remember many details except the rough hands that didn’t know what they were doing, the neanderthalic grunts that made her crush a laugh behind her teeth and at last—oh suffering Jesus, at long last!—the most godawful mess ever to scrawl across a bedsheet. You want
to put that thing where? Uh uh, Bluto, my mercy’s used up.
She wanted nothing to do with those kings of artless sex, those preening princes who thought they were a gift to all women of every size, shape and color and who fell apart in whines, tears and rages at the sound of “No”. She did recall her three prizes as being ridiculously heavy, lying atop her like concrete suits. Their hairy backs and pimply asses…urk, she was going to have to stop thinking about this, or she would go over to the roadside and throw up.
She missed Melissa. She missed Mike, and she was going to miss him more as time went on. Maybe that was how the world worked, taking people you loved away from you with no warning, but if that was the best God could come up with She needed to rethink Her game.
Berke was almost to the dirt road. She looked along it and saw what appeared to be a haze of dust floating in the air, as if a vehicle had only recently driven that way. A sun-faded sign that used to be red, white and blue proclaimed Land For Sale. In the distance, a couple of hundred yards or so away and framed by skeleton trees, was a farmhouse the same color as the brown dry brush that surrounded it. The windows looked to be broken out, the chimney reduced to an iron pipe. But, oddly enough, a battered mailbox remained at the turnoff onto the dirt road, and on the mailbox was the name Sam
Dodge.
She caught a quick flare of light from a front window. Sun on metal, she thought.
She heard a firecracker go off, not very loud of a pop.
Something zipped past her, a hornet or wasp, about level with her collarbone. She smelled the scorched air under her nose. She looked to her right and saw a plume of dust rising from the barren earth beyond a barbed-wire fence. And then it came to her very clearly that someone had just taken a shot at her, from the window of that house in the field.
Dodge, she thought.
She did better than that: she flung herself to the road and crawled into the weeds on the right. In a matter of seconds, her well-trained heart was pounding, her lungs gasped for air and a new bloom of sweat had burst from her pores.
Berke tensed for a second bullet. Her legs were still in the road. She pulled herself deeper into the weeds. When she looked toward the house again, she could no longer see it. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t be seen. A rush of emotions wheeled through her mind, culminating in anger: who the fuck was shooting? Her New Balances, her knees and her elbows pushed against the ground; she crawled through the brush along the barbed-wire fence. Then there was something right in front of her face that she thought at first was a piece of discarded rope, but since when did rope have scales and alternating light and dark brown bands? She couldn’t see a head and she didn’t hear a rattle but suddenly the thing shot away from her as if it had been touched with a hot iron, and just that fast it slithered through the brush and was gone. She thought she had peed a cup’s worth in her lycra shorts.
She heard a car coming. She lifted her head as much as she dared. A pickup truck that might have been welded together from four or five other wrecked trucks of various colors was approaching over in the left lane, on its way into town. Two men were in the truck, their windows down, and in the back was a piece of machinery that maybe was an air-conditioning unit. On the driver’s dented door was Baumgartner Heating & Cooling with a phone number. In another few seconds the truck was going to pass by. She thought that if she got up and ran for the truck, whoever was in that house was going to have another chance to kill her. But staying here was not an option, and even a snake had that much sense.
When the pickup was almost between her and the house, she jumped up and ran toward it with her arms waving. “Hey!” she shouted. “Stop! Stop!”
The driver hit his brake and the truck skidded to a halt. He had a mop of gray hair and a gray mustache, and the red letters in a white circle on his sweat-stained brown shirt said his name was Roy.
“Can you give me a ride?” Berke asked. Her voice was shaking. “To the motel?” Roy and his partner, a thin Hispanic man burned nearly black by the sun, just stared at her. “The Lariat motel,” Berke explained. “I need a ride.” She glanced through the cab toward the farmhouse, but it looked only empty and forlorn.
“You need a ride?” Roy obviously was the type to deliberate at his own speed. “What’re you doin’ out here?” He took stock of her outfit. “You runnin’ in this heat?”
“Can I get in?”
Roy made a sucking noise with his lips against his teeth. His slow deliberation obviously also included sound effects. “Yeah,” he decided, “get on in.”
She edged around the truck. The Hispanic dude opened the door and scooted over. As Berke climbed in, the flesh on the back of her neck tingled in expectation of the bullet, but nothing hit it except a few gnats interested in her salt. She slammed the door shut, glanced again at the farmhouse and saw nothing move, no glint of metal, nothing. “Who lives there?” she asked.
“Land’s for sale,” Roy said. “Suppose it’s vacant. You a buyer?”
By the time Berke shook her head, Roy had put a boot on the accelerator and with a tired groan the patched-up truck rolled on toward town.
“You ain’t from around here, are you?” Roy asked, and Berke told him no, she was not. “Where you from, then?” Austin, Berke said, and added that she was going back to Austin today. “Big city,” Roy remarked, after which he began to tell her about the time he went to his sister’s wedding in Fort Worth, which was another big city but he didn’t care for big cities, he had been here in this town for all his life and made a good living, had a wife and three sons, one worked on an oil rig in the Gulf and boy howdy did that little rooster make a wad of dough.
Berke had stopped listening about the time she’d said she was going back to Austin today. She knew someone had fired a shot at her. She knew it. Had felt the bullet go past, had smelled it. But…Jesus Christ…why? A bullet fired from an empty farmhouse? Yeah, well, it must not have been so fucking empty. What had she done, gotten some trigger-happy hermit mad at her? But this was too weird…Mike getting shot yesterday, and now this…
Roy and the silent Hispanic stick-man were looking at her. She’d missed something. “What?” she asked.
“Did you fall down?” Roy repeated. “You’re dusty, I figured you fell down.”
“Yeah, I fell down.”
They were getting close to the Lariat. Berke’s fingers were on the door handle.
“Better be careful,” Roy advised as he pulled the truck into the parking lot. Berke saw that the guest list had thinned; the silver Subaru and the dark blue pickup were gone. “Fella got shot dead out on I-20 yesterday afternoon,” Roy said. “In the paper this mornin’. This is crazy times.”
“Okay. Thanks for the ride.” She got out while the truck was still rolling. The Hispanic guy raised a hand in farewell as Roy drove away. Berke was close enough to the swimming pool to see that Ariel was still lying on the blue lounge chair in exactly the same position she’d occupied about forty minutes ago. Berke opened the gate. She walked with long strides around the pool to Ariel’s chair and touched her shoulder.
“Hey, wake up,” Berke said. “Ariel! Wake up!”
Ariel’s eyes opened. She turned her head toward Berke and immediately made a noise of pain. She pressed a hand to the side of her neck. “Ow,” she said, massaging the cramped muscle. Her shoulder was stiff too; these loungers definitely were not meant to take the place of a bed, but it had been so nice out here, with the sound of the water and the panorama of the stars overhead. It was hot and bright out here now, though. Who was standing over her? She squinted to see. “Berke? What is it?”
“Somebody shot at me.”
“Somebody…what?”
“Listen to me. Wake up. Somebody shot at me, when I went out running.”
Ariel sat up, still working the offending muscle in her neck. She realized one of her shoes had fallen off during the night. “Went out running?”
Berke abruptly turned away and headed toward the room. Ariel was cute, smart, talented with lyrics and melody, a real trooper when it came to the grind, but before she got her bowl of granola and cup of silver needle tea in the mornings she could be as thick as a brick. Berke opened the door and went into the room, where George was sitting on one of the chairs staring at his cellphone’s screen. Nomad and Terry were still laid out on their beds, asleep. Berke felt the heat of fresh tears at her eyes, because Mike wasn’t there, and she wasn’t sure she was ever going to get past this tragedy.
“I got—” shot at, she was going to say.
But before Berke could finish her sentence, George said, “Amazing. This is just…awesome.”
“Listen to me. Okay? I got—”
“We sold one hundred and sixty-three CDs last night,” George went on. “That’s just figures for Catch. One sixty three,” he repeated, for emphasis. He didn’t have to tell her the CDs were ten dollars a pop, payable through PayPal. He consulted some more awesome numbers. “The video’s up to five hundred and nineteen hits on YouTube, six hundred and thirty-eight on MySpace and…get this…seven hundred and twelve on the webpage.” Behind his glasses, his eyes were shining. “Jesus!” he said. “What happened?”
“Yeah, great, I’m glad, but—”
“Guys!” George started shaking the others awake. “Get up! Come on, you’ve got to hear this!” They responded with snorts and snarls, like animals being dragged from their dens of refuge. “I mean it!” George almost shouted. “We made some fucking numbers last night!”
Nomad was the first to reply, his voice husky with sleep. “What the shit…?”
George’s cell buzzed. He checked the caller. It was Ash. “Yeah!” George said, and listened as Nomad and Terry fought out of the bands of bedsheets that had wrapped around them during the night. Nomad staggered off to the bathroom. “I saw the numbers, yeah,” George said. “What’s the deal?” He was silent, letting Ash speak.
“Somebody took a shot at me,” Berke told Terry. She didn’t know if he’d heard her or not, because he was fumbling for his specs on the bedside table. The door opened again, letting in a blinding burst of sunlight from which Ariel emerged, still working her neck.
“Oh. Okay, right.” George had eased down into the chair again. Something had changed in his voice; some of the happiness had evaporated.
“What’s going on?” Ariel asked.
“Somebody took a—” Berke stopped herself. She could still hear the sound of that bullet zipping past, but now the whole event seemed dreamlike, surreal, mixed up with the crack of the slug hitting the gas station’s window yesterday. She thought that the heat had gotten to her out in front of that empty farmhouse, or that she must be going crazy. Why would anybody be shooting at her? Did that make any sense? But had it made any sense that a bullet had hit Mike in the head and now he was lying stretched out on a slab somewhere?
“Really,” George said. It was a reaction to something Ash had just told him. “No, we haven’t seen it. Wow. That’s all I can say, man…just…wow.”
Berke put a hand to her forehead to see if she’d overheated. If anything, she felt clammy. Maybe she had overheated. Maybe she was going to throw up in another minute, because her stomach was roiling. This is like that syndrome soldiers have, she thought. That delayed stress syndrome deal. She felt cold sweat crawling on her cheeks.
“You okay?” Ariel asked. She’d heard Berke clearly enough outside—Somebody shot at
me—and now Berke’s face had gone gray. She thought Berke was having a nervous reaction from yesterday, and who could fault her for going to pieces?
Berke rushed away to the other bathroom beyond the connecting door, where she turned on the tap, splashed water into her face and then, trembling violently, leaned over the toilet and wracked herself with a series of dry heaves audible at least two rooms away. Ariel followed to stand outside the door if Berke called for help.
“Hold it, wait a minute,” George told Ash. “Is she sick?” he called to Ariel.
“I’m fucking fine!” Berke shouted back through the cardboard door. “I’m fucking peachy-keen fabulous!”
“Who’s puking?” asked Nomad as he came out of the other bathroom, his eyes sleep-stung and squinty.
“We’re having an episode here,” George said to Ash. “Go on, I’m listening.”
“What the hell’s happening?” Terry asked of no one in particular, then he hauled himself up and went to the bathroom Nomad had just vacated. Nomad returned to bed and lay there on his back, staring up at the ceiling tiles and wondering if Mike’s daughter had been told the news yet. It was going to be a bad ride back to Austin, and not much to look forward to when they got there, regardless of his big plans from last night.
“Why are they calling it that?” The Little Genius’s question into the phone snagged Nomad’s attention. George was silent again as Ash spoke. Nomad propped himself up on a pillow, watching George’s facial expressions to get some clue of the conversation. “We’re supposed to hear from them this morning,” George said. “I guess they’ll tell us we can leave.”
Talking about the detectives, Nomad thought.
“So…what’s the deal?” At this question, Nomad’s ears again went up. “Better than what? Fifty percent?”
Berke and Ariel returned to the room, one with a hand pressed to her stomach and the other rubbing the side of her neck. In the bathroom, Berke had gotten down a couple of glasses of water and felt a little better. She was deciding whether or not to pursue this tale of the farmhouse shooter.
“Jesus,” George said. “Is he really serious?”
The toilet’s flush announced Terry’s exit from the bathroom. He looked quizzically at Nomad, who replied with a shrug.
George scratched his chin. “Can he go to seventy-five percent on the merchandise?”
“What’s he talking about?” Berke asked, but no one could respond.
Nomad didn’t want to say, but it sounded to him as if George and Ash were talking about a gig. He remembered, not without some bitterness, George’s voice of reason in the Subway last night: We’re going home in the morning. Tour cancelled. All done.
Well, it was morning, the tour was cancelled and The Five were all done. So what was this shit about?
“I hear you. I understand,” said the voice of reason. “I’ll run it by everybody. Yeah.” He nodded, as more instructions came through the digital air from Austin. “Okay, thanks,” he said, and put his cellphone away. Then he sat exactly where he was without moving, staring at the floor, as second after second ticked past.
“Are you going to make us guess?” Berke asked sharply, which was a very good sign.
“You would never,” George answered in a quiet, measured voice, “guess this in the proverbial million years.” He looked first at Nomad, then at the others. “Trey Yeager left a message for Ash last night. He wants us to keep the date at the Spinhouse.” Yeager was the Spinhouse’s booking manager, had been in the business for about thirty years at various clubs across the Southwest. “That’s not all. They want to bump us up to headliner. It’s a little more money, but Ash thinks we can get a way better percentage on merchandise.”
Nobody spoke, because they just didn’t know what to say. Then Nomad struck at the heart of the problem: “If you remember…we lost our bass player yesterday.”
“Yeah, there’s that. Ash says he can get Butch Munger to meet us in El Paso, or Trey can supply a local talent.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Berke said. “I’m not playing with a gator off the street!”
“Not Butch Munger!” Nomad’s tone was just as vehement. He was up off the bed and crouched like a fighter about to throw a right hook. “That bastard wrecked Hemp For Shemp last year!” Not only that, but Munger had a reputation for temper and had been arrested for breaking his girlfriend’s nose, charges dropped because she just loved him so fucking much.
“Guys?” said Terry.
“Look, it’s just the one show,” George said. “I know Munger’s rep, but he is good. And he kind of plays in Mike’s style—”
“Don’t you say that!” Berke came forward, crowding him, and George feared he was about to be torn apart by a ferocious lesbian. “Nobody plays like Mike! You hear it? Nobody!”
“Guys?” said Terry.
“Not Butch Munger!” Nomad almost shouted. “I won’t step on a stage with him!”
The telephone on the bedside table rang, a shrill A above high C. George reached carefully between Nomad and Berke and picked it up. “Yes? Oh, sure. We would like the Cattleman’s complimentary breakfast this morning, absolutely. Uh…that would be six. I’m sorry…that would be five. Just a minute.” He put his hand over the mouthpiece. “Who wants coffee and who wants orange juice?”
“Orange juice,” said Terry, and then he added, “Guys, I can pick up the bassline.”
“Two orange juices so far,” George reported into the telephone.
“Coffee. Black,” Nomad said.
George paused with his ear to the receiver. “Yeah, that’d be great. Thank you.” He hung up. “She says they’re not real busy, so she’ll bring a pot of coffee, five cups and five glasses of juice.”
“Did you hear what I said?” Terry asked. “I can play the bass parts.”
George didn’t answer, waiting for Berke’s reaction. She looked down at the floor for a long time, as if pondering whether Terry was strong enough to carry Mike’s weight. Conflicting emotions fought on her face.
Then she lifted her gaze to George and said firmly, “That works with me.”
Nomad nodded. “Me too.”
“I can’t believe this! We’re going to go on without Mike?” Ariel’s was not the voice of reason, but a cry of bewilderment. “I don’t care if it’s just one show!” she said before George could respond. “Shouldn’t we…like…go home and…mourn him or something? It doesn’t seem right to keep on playing!”
“I think,” George answered, “you’re wrong about that. Let me tell you what’s happened, according to Ash. The story about Mike is in this morning’s newspaper here. It’s also in the Abilene paper. But last night it got picked up by the Associated Press and wound up on Yahoo in the news items. You know what the headline was? Sniper Kills Member of Touring Band.”
“Sniper?” Terry frowned. “Who said anything about a sniper?”
“I’m just saying what Ash told me. The newspapers reported it as a ‘rifle shot’. When it got on Yahoo, it became a ‘sniper’. Let me just tell you…a lot of people have seen that item on the web. So even though they called us ‘The Fives’ on Yahoo, we sold a hundred and sixty-three CDs of Catch last night. In one night.” The Little Genius waited for that to sink in. “We got some awesome numbers of hits, and I’ll bet if I looked at the numbers again right now they would’ve gone up…who knows how many. Ash had a call in to cancel at the Spinhouse, but they want us because suddenly we are newsworthy.” He caught Ariel’s pained expression and he didn’t dare even look at Berke. “Okay, I know it’s a shitty way to get some media shine, but why do you think all of a sudden they want us to headline? Huh?”
No one answered, so George plowed on. “Any media shine sells tickets. We can think of ourselves as great and sensitive musicians, or rebels without a cause, or raging flames of angry righteousness, or whatever…but all the business cares about is, do you sell tickets? Okay, what I’m saying is—and we don’t have to like it, but that’s life—we need to buckle up and act like professionals. If we can headline and get a good merchandise split from the Spinhouse, we go play there. Any disagreements with that?” There were no replies, but George had one more point to make. “You think Mike would disagree? After working his ass off so long, and now we’re invited to headline?” He directed the next question to Berke. “You think he’d say pack it in and go back to Austin?”
Berke was staring across the room, at the green notebook sitting atop the vanity. As far as she knew, Mike had never written a verse in his life, nor had he ever wanted to. Why suddenly now, just before he’d been shot dead by a…
…sniper?
“Mike would say go to El Paso and play the Spinhouse,” Berke answered, speaking more to herself than to the others. “He’d say…”
No one here gets out alive?
“…buckle up,” she went on, “but maybe not in those exact words.”
“It doesn’t seem right,” Ariel said, but her conviction was wavering.
“We play the gig, and we tear the roof off the place, and I say Mike’s family gets his cut just the same as if he were here.” George’s eyebrows lifted. “Everybody cool with that?”
They were, and Nomad spoke for them all: “Sure.”
“Then it is right,” George told Ariel. “Anything else would be wrong.”
To that, Ariel had no reply.
Their complimentary breakfasts came, the biscuits, the jelly, the coffee and the orange juice. The woman who brought the tray looked quickly around the room to make sure it hadn’t been trashed by this bunch, whom the police had told her were musicians, and she went back to her office relieved. There was no further mention of Mike as they ate, but Berke put the green notebook in her own bag for safekeeping. She had decided not to say anymore about her experience on the road; it was just too weird to kick around, and George might want her to tell the cops, and now she wasn’t sure of her own mind and she just wanted to get out of here. So she stayed quiet, and she went to the bathroom to take a shower and wash the dust out of her hair.
Around ten-thirty, with the sun up high and heat pressing against the window, the two detectives knocked at their door and came in to talk. Lucky Luke and the Digger both looked tired; it had been a long night and a hot morning in those scraggly woods, and neither luck nor digging had revealed more than they’d known before sundown. “I’ll tell you,” said Detective Rios as she and her partner stood next to the air-conditioner to catch a breeze, “that we haven’t found fresh casings on the ground where we think the shooter was positioned. So either we’re wrong about the location, or the brass was cleaned up. And that’s kind of puzzling, because it’s not something a kid in need of a course on rifle safety would do.”
“Where does that put us?” George asked.
“In between theories, until we find the brass or somebody tells us something.” Luke had his toothpick in his mouth and his cowboy hat sat on his head cocked a little to one side. “We may find the casings today, or they may be rattling around in the floorboard of junior’s ATV. Hard to say.”
That statement brought a flush of anger up in Nomad’s cheeks. “Hard to say? Our friend’s dead, and that’s all you’ve got?”
“Easy, man, take it easy,” George cautioned.
“See, this is our situation,” Luke went on, his voice unhurried. “Was it an accident, or was it intentional? Was it a kid out dicking around or a random shooting, with intent to kill? If that’s so, we’ve got a real problem.”
Berke knew now was the time to speak up, if she was going to; but the moment passed and she kept her mouth shut because she wanted out of this town right now and they would get all tangled up with something she wasn’t even positive had happened. The open road had never before seemed so inviting. Or so safe, for that matter.
“There are other possibilities,” Detective Rios said, focusing on Nomad. “Somebody with a grudge against the gas station’s owner. Or the oil company. We’re bringing in for questioning some people you might call ‘sketchy’. Got their guns and their anger issues. So we’ll see if that leads us anywhere.”
“Get the wrong person upset over any little thing, and that’s why we’ve got jobs,” Luke added.
“Sorry we can’t offer you more,” the woman said. Her voice carried a tone of finality. “You’re going back to Austin?”
“No, on to El Paso,” George told her. When she looked blankly at him, he decided to say, “We’ve got a gig there on Friday night, it’s a pretty good deal.”
“I guess you have to be dedicated to your music,” she said, but no one replied.
What the detectives had really come to say, the Digger went on, was that the family had worked out transfer of the body back to Bogalusa from the mortuary, and that if anything further developed the Sweetwater police department would be in touch with 
 Mr. Vallampati at the Austin number George had given them. She said Mr. Davis’s belongings could be shipped from Sweetwater to Bogalusa at the UPS office, or that could be done in El Paso or wherever was most convenient. George said they’d do it in El Paso. He was thinking that he wanted to get on the road as soon as possible and that the bag of Blue Mystic weed in Mike’s duffel ought not to be in there when the family got his stuff.
“We’re very sorry about this,” Detective Rios said, speaking for both of them. “I hope we’ll have some news for you soon.” With that, their visit had come to its conclusion. The two detectives left, closed the door behind them, and George scratched the back of his neck and said as he had said so many times before in so many different motel rooms, “Let’s saddle up, people.”
They paid their bill, Nomad took the Scumbucket’s wheel because it was his turn to drive, Ariel rode shotgun with George and Terry in the seats behind, and in the back Berke sat next to an empty place.
They pulled out of the Lariat Motel’s parking lot, and beneath the scorching sun they took the entrance to I-20 West on toward El Paso. They were silent for a while, and then Terry began to talk about a particularly memorable gig they’d done last June in Myrtle Beach, it was a club right on the beach, and it was early evening with the breeze blowing salty off the sea and the light was soft and blue and the place was crowded, everybody appreciative and cheering for the songs and only rowdy enough to be fun, and in the brief quiet between numbers Mike had come over to him, leaned close and said, Bro, drink it up
’cause this is as good as it gets.
Yes, the others said. They did remember the gig. They remembered it very well. And everyone agreed that now that Terry mentioned it, it seemed like it was only yesterday.



TEN.
When White Wedding’ blasts from the speakers, Jeremy Pett allows himself a passing smile because he knows that he is in the right place.
“Are you a captain?” he asks the black-haired girl with the two silver bars piercing her nipples as she leans her head down to him (she smells like bubblegum and coconut suntan lotion, he thinks) and she returns the smile that she believes is for her and tells him he can call her anything if he’ll buy another beer. He says yeah, sure, and she goes away into the purple light that is edged with crimson. He returns his attention not to the other black-haired girl who is coiled around the pole ten feet from him but to a table over on the right side where he saw Gunny sitting a minute ago but Gunny is not there anymore. Gunny is a prowler, and can’t stay still very long. But Jeremy knows by now that Gunny is never far away, and this knowledge gives him comfort.
Damn straight, does he know! Gunny was all over his ass when he missed that first shot at the gas station. Jeremy could say it was a cold bore shot, he had no spotter to verify the range and the wind drift and maybe he had been unnerved when the trooper pulled in. He could say that he’d first taken aim at the lead singer, but the guy was walking back and forth from deep shadow into eye-zapping sunlight and that had thrown him off, and his second target—the guy pumping gas—had been obscured by the trooper’s raised hood, and then also there was the traffic on I-20 to consider and it wasn’t so easy to shoot between cars and trucks flashing past on a highway, but Gunny accepts no excuses. Then…oh Jesus, then…when Jeremy had heard someone walking past his door and looked out through the blinds thinking it was the old woman bringing his complimentary breakfast, but it was her, the drummer girl, all decked out in her jogging duds, and Jeremy had given some thought to the situation and decided he might could finish her off if the place and time were right, so he’d checked out, gotten into the pickup truck and actually passed her on the road looking for a shelter to set up his rifle and bipod. Maybe she would come this far, maybe not, but if she did he was locked and loaded.
It was another cold bore shot. The sun was in his eyes this time, too. That bullet couldn’t have missed her by half-an-inch. It must’ve burned the tip of her nose on the way past.
But oh, Jesus, did Gunny give it to him when he drove out of there and swung east on I-20. I thought you were supposed to be an expert, Gunny had said, quietly at first but with a nasty bite of rising rage. Supposed to be such hot shit at this. Killed how many ragheads over there?
“Thirty-eight confirmed,” Jeremy had answered, because he knew the count.
Great for you, Pett, but tell me this then…how many of ’em weren’t kids?
Jeremy’s foot had stomped down on the brake pedal and the pickup travelling at nearly sixty-five miles per hour had shivered and shrieked as if all the bolts were coming loose at once, and suddenly the truck was turning sideways and sliding, leaving smoking black streaks on the asphalt. He was aware of Gunny, the sarcastic shotgun rider, fading out to a gray presence. Jeremy thought for a second that he should go ahead and die, he should have died in the bathtub and this was just marking time, but then the survivor’s will—the Marine spirit, the gladiator’s fight, call it any of these—kicked in. He took hold of the wheel and fought to keep the truck from going over, a struggle that seemed epic but only lasted for a husky inhalation of burnt-rubber air. Then with a shudder and moan the truck gave its life back to him to control and it was slowing down, slowing down, its tires going into the weeds on the right-side shoulder…and WHAM came the burst of air and the indignant wail of a semi’s horn as the beast whipped past, followed by a white BMW whose driver shook his head in disbelief at Jeremy’s skill of four-wheel Mexican hat dancing.
Jeremy looked into the sideview mirror. No troopers yet, but they might be coming if they saw the dark pall of smoke rising off the treadmarks.
Drive, said Gunny, who was himself again. When Jeremy hesitated, Gunny said, Get your
mind back where it needs to be. Drive.
He started off. The engine gave a rattle like a bagful of broken plates, but then everything must have fitted itself together again, God bless the American auto industry, and the pickup truck rolled on more lamb than lion.
The girl with the silver captain’s bars through her nipples emerges from the gaudy glare, bringing his beer. She has the tattoos of thorny vines and roses on both arms and a small sad teddybear on her belly beneath the navel ring. He pays her from his wallet of dwindling money and then she leans her head toward him again, the better to be heard over the thundering music—a rap song, somebody Jeremy doesn’t recognize singing about getting pussy twenty-fo’ seven—and as she asks if he wants a lap dance she reaches down to place a hand on his right thigh. But instantly Jeremy has intercepted the hand and turned it away, earning from her a puzzled look in the sparkling dark. “Maybe later, okay?” she prompts. Her accent is strange; she appears to be a mixture of Hispanic, black, and Asian. They all do, except for the one with the flame-red hair and the thin blonde with the ponytail.
He says maybe later without meaning it, and she goes away again. He drinks his beer-flavored water and checks his wristwatch to see that Wednesday night has turned into Thursday morning. He does not want the girl touching him because she might feel the lump in his pants, hidden by the folds of his extra-large black T-shirt. The crowd—was there ever a crowd in here?—is thinning out, but the pole dancer is still energetic and the music is loud enough to churn a brain into oatmeal. He is watching Miss Ponytail give a lap dance to a Hispanic man in a dark suit who was in here when Jeremy arrived about an hour ago. The man is maybe forty, forty-five or so, with a bald brown pate and gray hair on the sides. There is a little gray tuft up top that Miss Ponytail plays with as she gyrates her ass on his crotch. The man is sleepy-eyed and grins too much. His teeth are very white, and Jeremy wonders if he’s a dentist out on the town or visiting El Paso for a convention or something. Whatever he is, he likes to show Miss Ponytail his heavy wad of cash and she likes to lighten it for him, and Jeremy has been entertained by watching her set her lower jaw like a bulldog and scare off the other chiquitas who wander over behind their implants and try to score some of what he’s throwing down.
Pull off
where you can see the highway, Gunny had said. It was not a request, it was a command.
Jeremy had bristled up. Had clenched his fists on the wheel and given the engine more gas. Yesterday he had killed one of the members of that band, he had shot at another one today and he wasn’t too happy with his record of one hit out of three bullets. The fact was, he wasn’t nearly as good as he used to be. Couldn’t even hit a slow-moving target at about two-hundred yards. Pitiful. But more than that…he couldn’t remember exactly why he had followed that van and U-Haul trailer from the club in Dallas, had parked overnight in some suburban neighborhood to keep watch, and when they’d left Dallas he’d gotten on the highway behind them, knowing they were playing next in El Paso from the schedule on their website. He couldn’t remember exactly why he needed to kill them, except for the fact that on that cable show they’d made some pretty vile comments and accusations about the soldiers in Iraq—which they hadn’t repeated during their show at the Curtain Club—and that maybe he was going to embark on a new career as a hitman for the federales in Mexico. Call it training, then. But still…what had they ever done to him, really? It wasn’t like lying in wait, hour after hour, for the enemy in Iraq. You knew then what your purpose was. You knew then that every bullet you sent would save the life of a brother, or maybe many lives. But this…he felt lost in his own mind.
You’re not lost, Gunny had said, but Jeremy hadn’t recalled speaking aloud. You’ve been
found. Don’t you get that?
Maybe Jeremy shook his head; he didn’t know.
Pull off where you can see the highway, Gunny repeated. The voice was soft, caring, almost fatherly. Then we’ll straighten some things out.
Jeremy sped past another exit.
Gunny said, Oh, my. Don’t you know yet that without me
you’re nothing? So…if you want
to be nothing again, you can stop at the next gas station and let me out.
Jeremy stared straight ahead. In another moment he realized he was alone, because he could no longer see Gunny from the corner of his eye. Yet he knew he’d always been alone; what he saw and heard as the image of his gunnery sergeant from training school wasn’t there and had never been. It was something from within, just like when a lonely person starts talking to the mirror. He remembered some line from a movie, maybe he’d seen it on the base in Iraq, where the guy says you’re not crazy if you talk to yourself in the mirror, but if you answer back you’ve gotta be fucking nuts.
He thought his image of Gunny, just as regulation spit-polished, side-walled and crisply buttoned-up as the man had been in real life, had to do with perfection. Maybe it was how he himself had wanted to be…had planned on being, until things messed up. He could’ve been an instructor at the school, no doubt about it. He could’ve served a long and useful life in the Corps. Semper Fi, that’s what it was all about. So he knew that Gunny wasn’t there, could never really be there, but he would accept any part of Gunny he could get because it took him back to when he was somebody, doing something important in this world.
It occurred to him as he was driving eastward, about midway between Sweetwater and Abilene, that his fingers on the steering-wheel seemed longer than he recalled. The knuckles were thicker, too. He wasn’t excusing himself for those poor shots—no way, he was a professional—but his long fingers might have fouled up his trigger pull. It was something he hadn’t noticed until now, and it hit him like a small shock that he did not recognize his own hands. When he moved the fingers, they rippled on the steering-wheel like the legs of a spider touched by a hot needle. He looked into the rearview mirror and saw with a strike of terror that one eye was the wrong color, and then he started talking himself down, muttering and gasping things that had meaning for him, like grape popsicle and their daughter Judy and my name is Gladiator, my name is Gladiator, my name is Gladiator. Until finally his spider-fingered hands pulled the pickup off at the next exit and Jeremy stopped at a gas station to get a cup of coffee.
He left the truck parked at the far corner of the lot, its bug-smeared grill aimed toward I-20.
It is nearly one o’clock by Jeremy’s watch. In this pretend playhouse, with the Rolling Stones’ ‘Brown Sugar’ now cranking from the speakers and the flamehaired girl taking her turn on the pole, the Hispanic dentist has had enough beers, even of the watered variety, to be swaying in his chair. Miss Ponytail is always a tit’s touch away from him, guarding her gold mine. Jeremy has been to three other joints like this tonight. The first and second had a security guard out front, patrolling the parking lot, the third had floodlights and video cameras up on the corners of the building, but this one out in an industrial area is a windowless cinderblock slab designated by a portable sign on wheels to be Club Salvaje, Where The Wild Angels Play. There are lights in the parking lot, but they’re angled so they throw huge pools of black shadow amid the cars, SUVs and trucks. Up on the building itself are two video cameras aimed down at the front door, which might have been a problem except for the fact that Jeremy thinks they’re fakes because no red Record lights are showing. He thinks this joint is too cheap, too temporary, to afford a real video security system. The batteries for the false lights have probably burned out.
He needs money. He’s used his credit card too much as it is, for gas, food and motel rooms; it was on the critical list when he left Temple, and pretty soon it’s going to be shut down. If he doesn’t have enough cash, the police will be called and that won’t help him any. He was out last night, hitting some other strip clubs, spending his money on the crappy beer because they won’t let him sit in these places if he doesn’t buy something. But no opportunities had come up. He hasn’t eaten today, saving his last few dollars for tonight. He watches the Hispanic dentist, and he wonders where in the lot is the man’s car parked.
If you have any doubt about what you’re doing, Gunny had said when Jeremy was back in the pickup with a styrofoam cup of coffee and a Milky Way bar, know that you’re making a
new life for yourself. You’re coming out of retirement. How does that feel?
Jeremy hadn’t answered, because if he did he would be talking to himself. His fingers were okay now, his hands back to what they were. He checked his eye in the rearview mirror and found that it too had returned to normal.
You’ve missed being useful, said Gunny. Being needed for a task. A mission. Being the go-to guy. That was everything to you, wasn’t it?
Jeremy slid down a little in his seat and watched the passage of traffic going east and west on I-20.
Everything, Gunny repeated. Well, you’ve got a mission again. Maybe you’re not as good as you used to be, but hey…who is? This time Gunny didn’t pause for a response. You’re still very talented. Very able. And you still enjoy the hunt, don’t you?
“Yes,” Jeremy said, before he could think not to.
They trained you and fed you and built you and set you loose. They created you to be
what you are. What did they expect you to do, after they didn’t need you anymore?
“I don’t know,” said Jeremy.
But they do still need you. They need men like you to step up and defend the honor of every veteran who put their boots in that dust over there. Who left their families, and who came back changed from when they went. Who died over there, or who came back as good as dead, like Chris. You think anybody in that band ever fought for their country? You think they
ever would? So they
get up on their stage, on their platform, and make their accusations and their pronouncements, and
play their music—which is shitty music, really—and
people like them screw everything up until the flag looks dirty and fighting for your country
looks like the act of a criminal. Are you a criminal because you carried out your missons? Does following orders make you a criminal?
Jeremy shook his head. No, it does not. Definitely not.
He wasn’t sure if he’d spoken aloud or if he hadn’t, but Gunny could hear him.
This is not just about that shitty band, Gunny said after a stretch of silence. Not just about smearing garbage on the memory of men like Chris. This is about you. Are you listening?
From Jeremy: I am.
Gunny said, This is your new beginning. You do this right—you be smart and careful—and you can live the dream. Every once in a while they bring you out of that white stone villa on the beach in Mexico somewhere, give you a target and you go hunting. You spend three or four days in the field, you send the bullet, and they heap praise and money on your head. And you perform a service for them, something they can’t do on their own. Something they have to keep off the books. Dangerous? Sure. Could you get yourself killed, or strung up by the heels and cut up so bad you’d want to die? Absolutely. But where were you on Friday night, Jeremy? Cutting yourself up, weren’t you? Living in misery and dying in sadness. So what do you have to lose from this point onward? And weigh that very carefully against what there is to be gained, won’t you?
That Gunny had a silver tongue, Jeremy thought as he stared at the highway through the waves of shimmering heat. That Gunny made everything sound so possible. No…inevitable would be the right word.
To get where you want to go, Gunny continued, you have to earn your passage. It’s not enough that one of them is dead. Not nearly enough. Think of them as being target
practice. But don’t fuck up again, Jeremy. Do you hear?
“I hear,” Jeremy answered. He had a question to ask, and now was the time: “How many do I need to kill?”
I’ll tell you when to stop. Did you know that your candy is melting?
Jeremy looked down. The Milky Way, which he’d unpeeled from its wrapper, was oozing in dark sticky strands along his hand. When he looked to the right, he knew that Gunny would no longer be there; Gunny, after all, was a prowler and couldn’t stay still very long.
Gunny had come to him on Saturday morning, after the failed suicide of Friday night. It had been a slow insertion, much as a sniper might creep in yard after yard under a ghillie suit that resembled nothing more than a bed of dry grass and dead leaves. At first Gunny had been a faint image in the bathroom mirror, next a pallid shape against a sand-colored wall, then a quickly-glimpsed human figure standing in a corner, and finally a revelation of the death angel’s art, sitting in the chair where it had masqueraded as Chris the night before.
Jeremy had stared at Gunny, at the handsome sharp features and slightly-twisted mouth ready to snap out a command, at the straight-backed posture and slim wiry musculature in the ever-pressed uniform. Jeremy was more fascinated than fearful, more awed than afraid. He stood his ground in the dim room, and he said calmly, “You’re not real.”
Gunny’s eyes had just fixed on him, the direct gaze of a man who is supremely confident of his own physical power. Seconds passed, yet the mouth did not speak.
“Not real,” Jeremy repeated.
And then Gunny had smiled in that way Jeremy remembered; it was almost startling, like seeing a block of ice suddenly crack. It didn’t hold very long, and Gunny’s face settled back into its blank rigidity. Pett, said Gunny in the exact same voice Jeremy knew, I’m as real as you need me to be. Now don’t you have some work to get done?
Gunny had lingered there for a short while, but in the space of a ragged breath or a slow eyeblink the figure was gone and Jeremy was left staring dumbly at an empty chair.
He knew what he wanted, and he knew what he needed to do. He wanted to live, and he needed to prove he was still worth something to someone…even if just to the shade of Gunny. The work to get done: packing some clothes in a bag, putting his rifle in its carrying case, taking the ammo and his automatic pistol and everything he needed out to the metal storage box in the back of his truck. Then going to the library, checking the Internet for The Five’s website and writing down their schedule. The Curtain Club in Dallas tonight. El Paso next Friday night.
What was life, without a purpose?
Sitting in the truck facing I-20 with the melted candy bar all over his hand, Jeremy thought of something Gunny had just said: And you still enjoy the hunt, don’t you?
For a sniper, the hunt was everything. It was what you had trained so hard for. What you lived, ate, and breathed for. What you dreamed about, when you slept. And when you had known what it was like to hunt a man, and had lived through it and been victorious as many times as Jeremy had, there was nothing better. Not even peace.
So, for sure…he still enjoyed the hunt.
He knew exactly why he was sitting with his truck facing I-20. He was watching for their van and their trailer. Wouldn’t be hard to spot. He expected they would be leaving Sweetwater today before eleven o’clock, which was the Lariat’s checkout time. They would be travelling east, back toward Austin, where their website said they were based. He would wait for them, and follow when they passed.
He did enjoy the hunt.
When he was in the swimming pool, there in the dark, the girl had crept up on him.
“Hi,” she’d said, and he’d known who it was from her voice. Instantly he’d stopped his slow stroke through the water and glided over to the far side, where he’d hooked his elbows up on the concrete and hung there, his face hidden from her.
But she came nearer still, and after a few more seconds she’d said, “Lots of stars up there.”
He hadn’t answered. Wouldn’t answer. He had nothing to speak to her that his rifle could not say better. But it was so close on his lips, so close, for him to say bitterly, You think you
know
the truth about Iraq, bitch?You have no fucking idea.
After a while, when he’d realized the girl had walked away, Jeremy had gotten out of the pool in his wet Fruit-Of-The-Looms and gone back to his room, where he’d expected—or hoped—to find Gunny waiting for him, but the room had been empty. So he’d channel-surfed across a TV-scape of movies and infomercials and reality shows until he’d gotten weary of looking, but he’d slept with the Made In China remote control in his hand and the TV soundlessly displaying a world in constant motion.
At the center of the pulse of purple light and throbbing noise that passes as music, Jeremy watches Miss Ponytail and the Hispanic dentist. A guy in a wife-beater T-shirt and chinos, a dark-colored ball cap on his head and chains around his neck, comes over to say something to Miss Ponytail, maybe wave a bill at her for a lapdance, but she gives him a tight catty look and says something back and he shrugs and moves away in apparent rejection, heading into the further darkness. The Hispanic dentist grins wider, glad to be her one-and-only. He peels off some more money for her, and again she grinds his front yard with an expert ass.
On that Sunday Jeremy sat in his pickup truck watching I-20, the van and the U-Haul never went past. He’d waited until almost sunset, and then he’d decided he should drive back to the Lariat. Their ride was gone. Where were they? I think I left my cellphone by the pool, Jeremy had told the woman at the front desk. I was talking to a girl out there last night, she said she was a musician
with a
band. Did she
check out?
This mornin’, came the reply. No, nobody found a cellphone anywhere.
Jeremy had thanked her and walked back to the truck.
He didn’t have to ask for Gunny’s opinion. He already figured they’d gone on to El Paso. Forward, instead of backward. Their website had said they were playing on Friday night at a place called the Spinhouse. He was surprised, because he’d expected them to pack up and go home.
It’s not enough that one of them is dead, he’d thought as he’d started off westward again. Not nearly enough.
He’d found a cheap little motel on the eastern edge of El Paso, had spent most of Monday sleeping and watching TV and had called the Spinhouse that afternoon. His question had been: Is The Five still playing there on Friday?
Yeah, the guy had told him. The Soul Cages start up about eight-thirty, The Five ought to be
up around ten. It’s
ten bucks before Friday, twelve at the door. Gonna be a good time, come on by.
Jeremy had said he would look forward to it.
Now, something has changed in the little play he is observing. The Hispanic dentist is leaning in, watching Miss Ponytail write with a pen on the inside of what appears to be a book of matches. Giving him her phone number? Setting up something more than a lapdance? Then she gives him a quick kiss on the cheek, a see-you-later kind of thing, and he stands up and staggers his way between the tables to the door. As soon as he’s out, Miss Ponytail slides herself down beside a heavy-set gray-haired man in a UTEP T-shirt and puts her flirt on at full beam, but by then Jeremy is on his feet and heading across the room. He tries to make himself invisible, a slow-moving nobody in no hurry to go anywhere, but the truth is that he’s tense inside, his stomach is roiling, and he’s not just a little bit scared of what he has to do.
He steps outside, lets the door close but stands tight against it for a moment. If someone else comes out in the next couple of minutes, he’ll need to scrub this particular mission. In the parking lot are eleven cars, pickups and SUVs including his own truck. Jeremy’s target is walking among the vehicles, heading toward the right. Jeremy has no more time to think about it. He takes two quick strides forward, crouches down alongside a red Chevy Tahoe and spends a few seconds listening to the hammer of his heartbeat. Then he creeps after the man, and as he moves he takes from his pocket what he didn’t want the stripclub girl to feel: a cake of heavy soap knotted up in a gym sock.
He peers up across a windshield and sees the Hispanic dentist standing beside a red Lexus, fumbling with his keys. Sweat is on Jeremy’s face; after all the times he’s set up shots with his sniper rifle, after all his association with violence and sudden death, he’s never assaulted and robbed anyone before and never dreamed in his life that he ever would. But the time has come, and he has to move right now.
The man presses a button on his keychain and the lights blink as the doors unlock. Jeremy starts to stand up and rush forward, swinging his makeshift cudgel at the back of the man’s skull, but before he can do that another figure suddenly comes out alongside Jeremy’s own truck, which is parked just across from the Lexus, and a voice says, “Hey, man, got a light?”
The Hispanic dentist turns toward the sound and weaves a little on his feet.
Jeremy waits, the sock gripped in his fist.
“A light, man,” says the guy with the wife-beater T-shirt, the dark-colored ball cap and the chains around his neck. He is holding out a cigarette.
The Hispanic dentist of course does have a light. He brings forth the book of matches Miss Ponytail just gave him, and as he offers it to the guy in the ball cap the third man in this drama, who wears a dark green knit cap and has shoulder-length brown hair, comes up behind the Hispanic dentist from where he’s circled around and delivers a vicious blow to the back of his quarry’s head with what Jeremy figures must be a blackjack of some kind. Before the man can fall, the two jackals are on him, and Jeremy watches them drag the body through a broken section of chainlink fence and down into a culvert on this side of a darkened warehouse with big trucks parked at the loading docks.
It has taken only a few seconds. Jeremy crouches down again and ponders the situation. A signal was passed from Miss Ponytail to the guy in the ball cap, for sure. The matchbook was given not to arrange a meeting, but to set up a robbery. Jeremy wonders if it’s the girl’s last night at this particular club, and if a police check might find other men were knocked out and robbed just before she pulled up her g-string and hit the road with her two buddies. Whatever, the problem is that Jeremy’s money is being stolen while Jeremy crouches here against the side of a Ford Explorer trying to figure out what to do.
Fuck this, Jeremy thinks, as anger sets in. I’m not letting them take what’s mine.
They’re going to be fast about it. Get his wallet and maybe his watch too, if it’s got any resale value. Hope the dumb fuck doesn’t have any gold teeth.
Jeremy knows he has three weapons: the soap in the sock, his Corps training, and the element of surprise. If he wants the money, he has to get the job done. So he moves forward, his teeth gritted, and when he reaches the broken section of fence he can see them down there in the culvert, one going through the man’s pants pockets and the other taking the watch off the right wrist.
One says something to the other, and the guy spoken to gives a short, wheezy laugh.
Before the laugh can end, Jeremy has slid down the side of the culvert and swung the soap-cake weapon against the side of the guy’s green-knit capped head. There is a very satisfying thunk like woodblocks hitting together. The laughing thief is not laughing any more. He makes a strangled sound and as the man falls Jeremy sees blood drooling from his mouth and figures part of a bitten-off tongue has gone down his throat. The thief in the ball cap looks up and freezes, but he proves to be faster than Jeremy would’ve thought because in the next instant he scuttles away from the body before Jeremy can swing at him; then he turns and runs like flaming hell along the culvert in the opposite direction.
At once Jeremy is after him, because if that bastard’s got the wallet then all this would be for shit.
The guy is fast, no doubt about it. Fear tends to speed the feet. But Jeremy is determined, and though he starts gasping for breath within the next ten seconds he can’t let the thief steal his money. He tries his hardest to overtake the man, yet he can’t quite get the boost of power his legs need. He is a very long way from his memory—fond, now—of running six miles in the rain at Camp Pendleton as fast as he could haul it.
If the Corps taught him any one thing, it was tenacity. It was stick to something until the something gives. The culvert keeps going on and on, but suddenly Jeremy’s tenacity pays off, because the thief breaks his rhythm and tries to scramble up the sloping side on the left to get out. He reaches up and grabs a handful of weeds, one basketball sneaker slides on the dusty concrete seeking a grip, and then Jeremy is upon him. A swing of the soap cracks against the thief’s left knee and buckles the leg. The guy says, “Oh man, oh man, come on,” in a boyishly pleading voice, and Jeremy figures he must be just a kid, really, but that doesn’t matter; this will be a night for the kid’s education.
Jeremy hauls the thief down by his neckchains, and when the kid turns and kicks at him with his good leg and hits Jeremy a glancing blow on the left ribcage it does not go well for him.
Jeremy avoids a fist, twists his body to deflect a knee to the groin, and then he hits the guy across the face with his cake of soap and there is a popping noise as a nose explodes. He swings again, hits him below the black streaming mass on his face and from the sound of it probably has claimed all of his front teeth. A third strike bangs into the guy’s shoulder, but by then the body is sinking down without resistance and the thief starts crying and puking at the same time there at the bottom of the endless culvert.
“Oh man…oh man,” the kid is saying. If Jeremy didn’t know what it was he wouldn’t recognize it as English.
Jeremy tries to speak. First he has to get his wind back. His ribs are going to be bruised tomorrow. He almost swings the weapon again, out of pure rage, but he decides the thief has had enough education for one night. “You got his wallet?” Jeremy asks.
“OhmanI’mfucked,” comes the garbled answer.
“His wallet, douchebag. Where is it?”
A trembling, bloody hand that has been clasped over a face unfit for public viewing digs into a pocket and comes up with a thin little piece of leather. Jeremy takes it. When he removes the money he realizes that this is not the Hispanic dentist’s wallet, but the thief’s own because he’s holding a measly trio of bills that he can’t make out in the dark.
“Where’s his wallet?” Jeremy demands. “The guy in the suit.”
But he’s lost his audience, because the kid has leaned back against the culvert’s side with both hands pressed to his face. Jeremy pats him down, finds some change in one pocket, a set of car keys in another. He keeps the change. The empty wallet goes into the weeds. Jeremy turns away and walks back to where the Hispanic man is still lying unconscious and the other thief is curled up on his side.
Beside the man’s right leg is the dropped wallet. It has a satisfying weight of cash, which Jeremy promptly removes. Somebody could make some money off all the credit cards in there, but Jeremy’s not that kind of player. He tosses the emptied wallet aside and then he kneels down and checks the man’s heartbeat. It’s strong enough; better a headache than a heart attack. The man begins to groan and stir, and Jeremy decides it’s time to make an exit.
First, though, he takes the other thief’s wallet and comes up with four bills. There are another two bills and change in the right pocket, along with a very nasty little length of black leather with a lead cylinder sewn up inside. He’ll count his money when he gets back to the motel.
He throws the bloodied gym sock with its weight of soap as far as he can into the night, and then he climbs out of the culvert, goes through the broken section of fence, walks to his truck as if strolling through an English garden, and drives away. He expects Gunny to be there, to say Good work or Nice job or something, but Gunny does not show. It’s okay, Jeremy thinks. Another thing they taught him in the Corps was the value of self-reliance.
On the drive back, through streets nearly empty, Jeremy has to pull over into a restaurant’s parking lot because a fit of shaking has come upon him and cold sweat has exploded from his flesh. He can’t get his breath, he thinks maybe he’s got a cracked rib and what is he going to do now? But he sits holding onto the steering wheel, his knuckles turning white, and when at last he takes a deep breath and sees he’s pulled up in front of a Popeye’s Fried Chicken joint he has to give out a broken laugh because God has such a twisted sense of humor. A mean streak, really.
He decides he’s all right. No cracked rib. Just the thrumming of violence through his nerves and the smell of blood up his nose.
In his motel room, under the light bar in the bathroom, Jeremy finds himself richer by three hundred twenty-eight dollars and seventeen cents. Not a bad night’s work.
He congratulates himself by buying a Dr Pepper and two bags of barbecue-flavored potato chips from the vending machines down by the office, and when at last he passes into a twilight sleep he feels well-fed.





ELEVEN.
At six o’clock on Saturday morning the Scumbucket pulled away from the La Quinta Inn on Remcon Circle in El Paso. George was at the wheel, Ariel sat in the front passenger seat, Nomad and Terry were behind them and Berke had her usual place. There was no joking around, no cutting comments flying back and forth; in fact, it was way too early to do anything but mutter. It had been a hard gig at the Spinhouse last night, a series of frustrations. Today they had about two hundred and eighty miles to travel before three o’clock. They were heading in a northwesterly direction up I-10 into New Mexico, and would follow it when it turned off almost due west for Tucson.
The call from Ash had come on Wednesday afternoon, about an hour after their interview on KTEP’s local radio talkshow. The Saturday night gig at Fortunato’s in Tucson was still open if they wanted it, he’d told George. And if they went that far, they might as well go on to San Diego and the rest of the venues, finish up the tour, but it was the band’s decision so if they needed some time to think about it they could let him know in the morning.
“How about the situation in Sweetwater?” George had asked as he lay on the bed in the room he shared with Nomad and Terry. This time, John Charles got the rollaway. “Did they find the shooter?”
There’d been no progress, Ash had told him. He said he had another call in to Detective Rios but was waiting to hear back.
George had thanked him, and when Ash had ended the call George said to his roomies, “We need to get Ariel and Berke in here and figure out what we’re going to do after the Spinhouse. We’re still on the schedule in Tucson and Ash is talking about us finishing the tour. What do you think?”
“Okay with me,” Nomad had said. “If everybody else says yes.” He’d lived in Tucson for two years in his early twenties, working at Budget Rent-A-Car at the airport and playing with a couple of bands that never got off the ground. It pleased him to go back to his old stomping grounds with some success under his wings.
“Me too,” Terry agreed, but what was foremost on his mind was getting to Eric Gherosimini’s house outside Albuquerque and seeing Lady Frankenstein.
“Let’s find out what they say.” George had reached back and knocked twice on the wall, and in a few seconds Ariel had opened the connecting door.
It had not been such a tough decision. They were professionals, and the show must go on.
That didn’t mean the show was going to go perfectly, or even well. As George drove the Scumbucket under the glare of a cloudless sky and between craggy brown mountain ranges, the band lay back in a silent reflection of the night before.
The Spinhouse had been packed, the merchandise and CDs had sold at a brisk pace, but the troubles had started when the lead singer of the Soul Cages—angry at being displaced as headliners for the night and not a little bit drunk—made a remark to Nomad backstage that a lot of Mike Davis’s fans were out there, they would’ve been smart to sell Beelzefudd CDs and T-shirts instead of The Five’s shit. Nomad had given him a glare that could melt glass, though he’d held his tongue and temper. He’d been in bands that had been knocked down from headliner status before, he knew what that felt like, but for two nickels and a cup of warm piss from a leper he would’ve punched the oh-so-groovy young fucker’s RayBans right off his face.
Then there was the show itself. Nomad had decided not to do the party song ‘Bad Cop’ and start it off with ‘Something From Nothing’, which rocked pretty hard but slowed down for a quieter chorus:

When things fall apart and the story comes to its end,
You have to make something out of nothing again.

Which was about the way they all felt.
Within a few minutes, Nomad had nearly put a foot through his malfunctioning monitor speaker before Ariel could calm him down. Her own monitor started going out during the third song, she couldn’t hear herself and she was drifting off-key and screwing up the rhythm too. George had huddled with the tech guy, a well-meaning aged hippie who had tripped over the fantastic light way too many times and as a result moved in slow-motion suitable for an alternate plane of existence, trying to make sense out of the tangle of cables and connections in the beatup mixing console. Everything had looked and sounded good in the light of day at sound check, but in the dark with six mirrorballs spinning at the ceiling, the noise of contained thunder from Berke’s drums, the hollering of beer-stewed fans and the speaker system throwing out shrieks and growls as it neared imminent overload and fuse blowout, the console revealed itself to be as addled and time-warped as its kaftan-clad master.
While George rode the sick console, Terry was trying to cover Mike’s line on the songs they’d agreed really needed the bass bottom, and he’d missed a couple of cues for his own keyboard parts. That was shocking in itself, because Terry never screwed up his parts; the realization came pretty quickly that he was trying too hard, and Nomad told him to concentrate on his usual job and forget the bass, which pissed Berke off because she thought it was disrespectful to Mike’s memory, like his part could just be thrown away and nobody would care.
But when the time came for Berke’s drum solo, at the midpoint of ‘I Don’t Need Your Sympathy’, she turned her anger into energy. With the opening blasts from her double crash cymbals the others knew to step back out of range. The stage was hers, and for almost three minutes she owned not only that platform but every ounce of turbulent air between the Spinhouse’s black-painted walls. She put her head down and became a machine, starting up a funk groove with kick and snare, complicating it with hi-hats, buzz rolling, double stroke hits, then breaking into a free-form conversation between the ride cymbal, the kick and the high crack of snare rimshots, speeding up and slowing down, speeding up and slowing down, slower, slower, now into a brassy click-clack clockwork of hi-hats with the kick drum thudding below them, adding a display of triplets and single stroke sevens and returning to a strutting funk groove in the tradition of her father’s soulful style before he lost his mind. With a brief shake of her head she waved Terry off at the two-minute mark when he came back onstage to add his keyboard part, and he drew away from the blue and red spotlights. Whatever she needed to say, she was determined to make it heard by her effort alone.
In the forty seconds or so that followed, Berke took her playing to the edge. She sat astride her throne at the center of a storm, and as her hands and her drumsticks blurred she went into a complex pattern between her floor toms, her snare, the kick and the sheet-brass Zildjian crashes. Nomad saw from his position the little lights of cellphone cameras sparkling out there in the dark. She was going so hard he thought she was going to destroy her kit, and as one drumstick snapped on the edge of the snare she reached into her holster of spares, drew another one out and kept going without missing a half-beat. Sweat gleamed on her face, her eyes were closed, she was a red-lit torch high somewhere in the drummer’s nirvana. The pitching hard-struck cymbals shimmered with blue and purple light, the black walls spoke back to her the thunder she was speaking, and the other members of The Five understood that furious wild language: I am somebody, I am here, I am somebody, I am here
and I have earned this moment.
Dig it.
Berke pounded a military tattoo on the snare like a machine-gun burst, and then she suddenly raised her arms with the sticks clenched in her hands and there was only silence. In the next second it was filled by the applause and shouts of approval from the audience—which was a good thing, because many audiences didn’t give a shit about drum solos—but as the alcohol-fuelled admiration went on Berke did not lower her arms. The others knew: she was waiting for the low thump of Mike’s bass guitar to bring her back to the steady 4/4 beat of ‘I Don’t Need Your Sympathy’. But it didn’t come, the seconds passed, and just as Nomad, Ariel and Terry walked back onstage Berke lowered her arms and picked up the song as if she’d been listening to her bandmate lay down the bottom like he’d done in nearly three hundred gigs across thirty-six states and five Canadian provinces.
From then on, Berke had returned to her role in The Five: the engine of rhythm driving the music forward, supplying the fills and an occasional quick display of flash just for the hell of it. But whatever the tempo, she was always where she needed to be.
When the show was over there came the people asking to get backstage, who were the same everywhere except for wearing different faces. First were the honest-to-God true fans, the ones who bought the CDs and merchandise and knew the songs, and they wanted to take pictures and say how sorry they were about Mike and to ask how Catch As Kukulkan was selling because that was great, man, really great, the best ever. Thank you for being here, they said, and they meant it. Then came the people who knew the Spinhouse manager or had connections with this or that local entertainment rag and just wanted to be seen going backstage, and from this group there might be comments about how absolutely fucking amazing the new Death Cab For Cutie CD was, or how they’d really come to see The Soul Cages but you guys were right up there, almost as good. In this group there would always be several hot girls looking for action with whomever they could snatch, and a couple of snaky guys wanting to see if the band “needed anything”, and usually one fugly bitch with bad breath and charcoal black around her eyes asking up in Nomad’s face why they weren’t as popular as some band like Ra Ra Riot.
Unlike the night in Dallas, The Five had packed up their equipment and driven back to the La Quinta Inn without any further distractions. They had gone to sleep like tired old geezers, because tomorrow—today, by now—was going to be tough.
They went through a McDonald’s drive-in at an exit about sixteen miles out of El Paso to get breakfast. Nomad insisted on opening the wrapper to check that his Egg McMuffin was cheeseless, as ordered, before they went on. Then George got the Scumbucket back on I-10, hauling the trailer, and on both sides of the highway the sun shone hot and glaring off the hard yellow earth stubbled with spiny brown vegetation and the sparse thin triumph of an ironwood tree.
Ariel unwrapped and ate one of the granola bars she’d brought along. She washed it down with a drink from her bottle of silver needle tea, and then she looked back and said, “Berke, can I see Mike’s song?”
Berke roused herself to activity, unzipped her travel bag and brought out the green notebook. She leaned forward to pass it to Ariel, but Nomad—his eyes obscured by his sunglasses— intercepted it before it changed hands.
Ariel waited while Nomad opened the notebook to the last few pages and re-read what Mike had written:

Welcome to the world, and everything that’s in it.
Write a song about it, just keep it under four minutes.

Nomad looked at all the scratched-out lines that had given birth to the surviving two. His eyes went to the Girl at the well written there, like a phrase of…
“Inspiration,” he said.
“What?” Ariel asked.
“Here. Where he wrote Girl at the well.” Nomad showed her, and Terry tilted forward to get a look at it too. “I don’t think that’s a title. I mean…it doesn’t have to be. I think it’s something he wrote down for inspiration.” He decided to tell them the rest of it. “Early Sunday morning, after the Curtain Club, Mike told me that girl spoke to him. Said ‘welcome’ to him, and it got to him because…” Nomad shrugged. “Because he said he felt like she was glad to see him. I guess he didn’t get that from his family very much. Maybe it’s why he started with that one word, out of anything else he could’ve chosen.”
“He wrote that because of the girl?” George asked, glancing at them in the rearview mirror.
“I’m just saying, I think he chose that word because she spoke to him. Because that’s what she said, and he got something out of it.”
“Or made something out of it, you mean,” Berke countered.
“Whatever. I know as much about this as you do.” He continued the notebook’s journey to Ariel.
There followed a few seconds of silence, during which Ariel studied the lines. George thought there was a lot of traffic on I-10 this morning, and most of it was passing him. The Scumbucket was pulling as hard as it could. He looked into the sideview mirror and saw behind him an array of tractor-trailer trucks, SUVs, pickups and cars all heading to points west.
“Kinda strange,” Terry said quietly. Today he was wearing one of his favorite vintage shirts, a psychedelic eyeshock of blue paisleys against an orange background. “You travel with a guy so long, but you realize there’s so much you didn’t know about him. I never knew Mike wanted to write a song.”
Berke took a drink of her bottled water before she spoke. “At the gas station…” Her voice sounded strained, so she stopped and tried again. “At the gas station, he said nobody had ever asked him to try writing. He said…if he started a new song everybody could be part of, it would be good for the band. I guess he liked your idea, John.”
Nomad didn’t return a comment. He was thinking about that girl. That damned girl with her ladle of well-water and her face hidden in the shadow of her raggedy straw hat. She was creepy, even now, even at this distance. He wished he’d never thrown his fit and gotten out anywhere near that place.
“Hey, Berke,” Terry said, and twisted around to look at her. “Have you ever wanted to write a song?”
“Never. It’s not what I do.”
“You could write a few lines. Add something to what Mike set down. We all could, and we could come up with…” He stopped, because he realized where he was going.
“The last song,” Nomad finished for him. His original idea had been for them to work on a song together to keep from falling into the squabbling that he’d seen poison the final weeks of many band’s careers. As the emperor of this band, to give them a common purpose over and above the grind of the gigs. And—a wild desperate hope—to change both Terry’s mind and that of the Little Genius by creating what Berke called, and maybe rightly, a ‘Kumbaya song’.
Now, though, the idea seemed more like creating a legacy for Mike, something that would go on without him. But something that he had been courageous enough to start, and for sure it had taken courage for Mike to step out of his comfort zone and put those words on paper.
Nobody wanted to be rejected, or laughed at, or thought a fool. Nomad knew that was what you risked when you threw yourself into the wilds of creation, where often you didn’t know where you were going but hoped you’d find the right path somewhere to lead you out. Nomad had been there many times, and so had Ariel and Terry. It was some scary shit, to feel lost in yourself.
But—bottom line—that was the life he’d chosen. Or had chosen him, he wasn’t sure which. Had chosen all of them, the same. Deal with it or not, make or break, do or die, the world still went on. Just as the world would go on without Mike.
“We should finish it,” Nomad said. “All of us, adding something.”
“All of us?” George frowned. “I already told you, I can’t write anything!”
“You can try. Mike did.”
“And the point of this is…?”
“The point is, you might think of yourself as a manager only, but I think of you as a pretty valuable member of this band. Until you pack up and leave, I mean. So because I’m the boss of the band, I say you contribute to this song. I don’t care what it is. Two or three lines, or two or three words. But this is going to be a group effort.” Nomad took off his sunglasses, the better to match stares with Berke. “If it’s our last song as the current lineup—and I guess it will be—then I want a part of everybody in the lyrics.” He had a sudden energizing idea: “We can play it at our last concert back in Austin. Last show, last song. How about that?”
“It won’t make any sense,” Berke said. “It’ll end up in fucking chaos.”
“Mike didn’t seem to think so,” he reminded her. “You said he told you it would be good for us.”
“Yeah, well, Mike isn’t here to tell us where he was going with it.”
“I have some ideas,” Ariel said, and everybody else shut up. Nomad knew he might be The Five’s leader and frontman, but Ariel was no doubt the band’s creative soul. “I was thinking…maybe…” After writing or co-writing nearly seventy songs with Blue Fly, The Shamans, Strobe, The Blessed Hours and The Five, she still always felt a little uncomfortable being in the spotlight of attention, as if she feared embracing it would open her to the hurt of it being taken away. “I was thinking,” she went on, because they were all expecting something, “that Mike might’ve been writing about the music business. The limitations, maybe. This part about keeping the song under four minutes.” They all knew every music producer wanted singles, which rarely tracked over three-fifty-nine. “See, he’s wanting to write a song about the world and everything in it, but he’s limited by the four minutes,” Ariel said. “Or…it might be a song about change, or choices.”
Everybody was still listening. Some loose flap inside the air-conditioner went thwack…
thwack…thwack.
“Change,” Ariel continued, “in that he’s saying it’s impossible to write about everything in the world inside four minutes, so to make it fit…either the world itself has to be changed…or perceived in a different way…and that choices have to be made as to what to…wait, let me try something.” She opened her fringed-leather bag and brought out her pen, which wrote with purple ink, and her own gemstone-decorated notebook. She found an empty page, paused in thought for only a few seconds, wrote a line, scratched it out, wrote again, then another short scratch-out, after which the purple ink flowed without interruption. “Okay,” she said. “How does this sound as a next line?” She read: “Got to figure what to keep, and what to leave behind, and like life it’s never easy.” When she looked up, she found Nomad’s face. “Rough draft,” she said, and he noted that today her eyes seemed to be the blue where a continent ends at the mysterious deep.
Thwrip…thwrip…thwrip, spoke the air-conditioner.
“See?” Nomad said to George, and included Berke in his appraisal. “How hard is that?”
They declined to respond. Nomad slid his sunglasses on, Berke leaned back in her seat, folded her arms across her chest and closed her eyes, Terry listened to his iPod and George whacked the air-conditioner with the palm of his hand to clear its congestion.
Ariel gave her attention once more to the song.
She thought it needed something here, after the like life, it’s never easy. Before you went into the second verse, it needed another line or two. Some other statement of choice, or change. Something short and decisive.
Whatever it ought to be, she couldn’t find it yet. But she had time. They all had plenty of time to work on it. Tomorrow…the next day…next week…it would come together, in time.
She closed both the green notebook and her own, and she put her pen away. She gazed out at the brilliant azure sky, the yellow earth blotched with browns and grays, the march of mountains across the horizon. I have come a long way, she thought. We all have…but me, especially me. She caught Nomad’s reflection in a trick of sun and glass. I love my family, she thought. I love them, just the way they are. What am I going to do without them?
Because choice and change were in the air. The choices of Terry and George to go their own ways, and change that could not be stopped. Already it had begun, with Mike’s death. John and Berke would try to put together a new band, with a new name, and she would stand with them but it would never be the same as it was now. Could never be. The same river can never be crossed twice, she knew. The flowing water has no memory of footprints.
When she closed her eyes against the glare, Ariel saw what she had left behind: a large two-story brick house with a wide green lawn and a curving driveway made of paving stones, and at the end of that driveway a white Jaguar and a dark blue BMW convertible. A house that was not a home, for inside it she had drifted from room to room like a passing shadow. In that house, among those people who had birthed her and raised her and sought to have influence over her, she had been insubstantial. They all fit together—father, mother, older brother and sister—because they spoke the same language, they measured wealth by the thickness of folding green and happiness by the size of the television screen (which happened to be a line from one of the first songs she’d written). They were always so busy. It had been a house of furious ambition, nothing could be still and calm, surely no time for the weakness of introspection. Life was a combat against competitors, a battle of shiny possessions and numbers in bank accounts, and that was the only life they knew.
But Ariel had been the strange one. The one who didn’t ‘get it’, as her father often said. The lazy girl with no ambition. The time-wasting daydreamer. Oh sure, she liked to write her stories and her poems, and pick on that guitar, but really…she’s so quiet, so passive, she can melt into a wall, you don’t know she’s there until you trip over her. Professional young men want vivacious girls, girls with charm and sociability. Well, there was always the hope that the girl would wake up from her lethargy, or her somnambulism, or whatever, and if she’s at all seriously interested in training her voice she’ll apply herself to the operatic disciplines. After all, Madame Giordano did say she has a malleable tone.
Her sister had been the closest to her in age, but six years can become a vast distance. Her brother, the Boston lawyer, rarely visited because their mother hated his wife, a situation that caused rancorous arguments between her parents since the girl was the daughter of one of Edward Collier’s partners. Ariel—christened ‘Susan’, but who’d taken that name from a British nanny who used to play guitar for her when she was a little girl—watched her parents descend into a pattern of chaos, a script of drinking and fighting that made her believe things had gone wrong between them years before she was born. It seemed to center around Ariel’s brother, Andrew. But nothing was ever solved in the uneasy calm after the turbulence, and Ariel came to realize at an early age that her mother and father both needed the other to flail them with recriminations, to atone for some secret guilt or acts of disloyalty.
Except for the presence of a number of nannies, she was alone for as long as she could recall. Alone in the deepest sense, alone as if she had been left in a basket at the front gate of this house within salt-scent of Manchester harbor and taken in by strangers who thought they could put their thumbprints upon a spirit. She had nothing against possessions, against the shiny and the beautiful and the faddish, but she did have something against becoming a slave to them.
Wasn’t there more to life than an existence, fevered by this year’s model and passion for a cellphone?
Wasn’t there?
She thought there was. Why she sought peace when her family revelled in chaos, why she valued books that told quiet, meaningful stories and were not written to encourage the application of Genghis Khan’s methods to modern business, why she heard music in the night breeze and saw poems on paper before they were written, she didn’t know. But she did, and what she’d told Felix Gogo was true; she couldn’t remember not hearing some kind of music and wanting to write down what she heard. Or, rather, capture what she heard, which was very often a difficult task because some tunes—like wild animals, or like John Charles for instance—resisted being put into neat small boxes for the pleasure of the public.
Ariel believed that a song was a living thing. It could burst into the world prematurely, ragged and half-formed, yes, but she thought the best of them—the most fully-realized, the most able to go the distance—grew slowly from a seed, gradually developing its heart and mind, over time becoming male or female in its attitude, its swagger or its contemplation. It grew skin lusty or lustrous, it preferred night or day for its rambles, it dressed itself in the leather or suede or gossamer of a million colors. And the ones she remembered being touched by when she was alone and lonely among strangers had some message to give to her. To her, even though it might have been written for a different generation, like ‘Wait For An Answer’ by Heart or ‘The Lady’ by Sandy Denny. They offered her some secret solace, some friendship like a hand on the shoulder, a whisper of I have been where you are, and now where are you going?
Or they gave her a rap to the side of the head, to say Wake up, girl, and get your ass in gear, because the thing that kills is a thing called fear.
Which was also a line from one of her early tunes.
She had been gone from that house and the people who lived there long before she left. It had taken a handsome young man she’d met when she was playing her twelve-string Gibson in the Starbucks on Church Street in Cambridge to actually cut the last ties that held her to her old life. He was starting up a band, had a couple of players together who’d paid their dues in other bands, they were calling this band Blue Fly, and did she maybe want to audition. And he wasn’t promising anything, he’d said, but they had some interest from guys who actually managed hot bands like Big Top and Adam Raised A Cain, so there was that.
Awesome, she remembered saying.
She thought it had been a relief to her mother and father, the day she’d told them she was quitting her job at Barnes & Noble in Brookline, that she was leaving the apartment she shared with two other young women, and that she was driving to Nashville with three ex-members of Blue Fly to start another band. She hoped she might get some session work there, too. She thought it had been a relief for her parents because they never once asked her to reconsider, or said that she was travelling too far from home, or that she wasn’t wise yet to the ways of the world.
Maybe her father was glad that at last she’d discovered her ambition, even if it was unfathomable to him as to how she would make any money; maybe her mother wanted to mourn in solitude the loss of years that no plastic surgeon could replace. Maybe they both too were alone, each in themselves; maybe it was a state of being for the Colliers of Manchester.
Whatever it was, Ariel could not help them, and so she put aside the thing called fear and went out to help herself.
That had been the spring of 2003. Her stay in Nashville had been little more than a year, working with the bands The Shamen and Strobe, before she’d headed to Austin with a new band who called themselves The Blessed Hours, and the rest was herstory.
The morning moved on. In front of the Scumbucket, the long gray stretch of I-10 baked and shimmered. They passed across the desert where it lapped up against truckstops and small towns built around cemeteries. Always mountains stood hazy against the horizon, the sky was cloudless and more white than blue as if the very color of heaven was burning away.
Since Mike’s death, a stop at the gas pumps to fill the Scumbucket’s tank brought everything back in terrifying detail. Berke would no longer leave the van, somebody else had to go get her bottled water for her and whatever else she wanted. Whoever was pumping the gas couldn’t help but look uneasily over their shoulder and scan the far distance, but what they were looking for they didn’t know. Everybody breathed better when the transaction was done and they were back in the Scumbucket pulling away, because the Scumbucket—ugly as it was, worn down and beaten up by the thousands of miles it had carried them—was their protection. But from what, no one could say.
Except for a twenty-minute creepy-crawl when traffic on I-10 was backed up by one of those situations where a car or a truck has broken down and everybody and their dashboard Jesus has to gawk at the wrecker, they made the Tucson city limits in plenty of time. Nomad had always liked Tucson when he’d lived there; it was a beautiful city, artsy-craftsy, bright Mexican colors, the San Xavier del Bac mission, the dry mesquite smell of the Sonoran desert, lots of golf courses drinking that precious water and lots of old people, sure, because it was a retirement haven, but there were lots of goths and metalheads in Tucson too. The University of Arizona kept the funk going. There was a pretty hot music scene, a healthy variety of clubs showcasing different styles, some very good and cheap restaurants and some way cool bars like the Surly Wench Pub and Snuffy’s. So in a way he felt he was back at his second home, though he didn’t care to revisit the grimy “musician’s special” apartment he’d lived in out on South Herbert Avenue.
Nomad had found them a way to save some money this time into Tucson, and he reminded George of the address and how to get there. They were staying for the night with the cousin of one of his old bandmates from Uppercut, which had lived and died within the space of six months, but the cousin was cool, he’d let them rehearse in his garage. The house was in a development northwest of the city. They got there without a problem, said their hellos to the cousin and his wife, unpacked their bags and had time to eat the ham sandwiches and taco chips that were graciously provided for their lunch. Then they turned around again and headed downtown, to the brown brick Fortunato’s on North Fourth Avenue, for their three-o’clock load-in and sound check.
The gear was unloaded, the check went well, management said the ticket sales were off the heezy, and everybody was in their groove. Their boxes of merchandise went into the same room where merchandise boxes of the other bands on the gig, The Yogi Barons and The Bella Kersey Band, were stored. The Five wasn’t on until around nine, so they climbed back into the Scumbucket and returned to the cousin’s house to grab a few hours of sleep, drink a beer or two, meditate over a candle, watch cage fight matches on cable and do whatever they needed to do to get up for the gig, each to their own.
Following a high-energy show by the Yogi Barons, The Five took the stage a little after nine and the pumped-up crowd gave a full-throated response to ‘Something From Nothing’. Without interruption the band went into ‘The Let Down’, another hard rocker opened by Ariel on her white Tempest. The gig was going like clockwork, everybody was loose and easy, the crowd was hollering when you wanted them to let loose and quieter when you wanted them to listen. Berke did her drum solo, cutting back on the time and the frenetics, and she allowed Terry to enter with his keyboard part when he was supposed to. Nomad broke an A string during ‘Your Body Not Your Soul’ but it was okay, he was playing for the angels tonight. Forty minutes later they did ‘When The Storm Breaks’, which earned a big positive, then they left the stage, waited for the audience buildup and returned to finish with a thunderous, wall-shaking version of ‘Blackout of Gretely’.
They met some fans backstage, had pictures taken, and did a quick question-and-answer with entertainment reporter Brad Lowell from The Daily Star, whom they knew from past trips through town. He praised their new CD, said he thought they were on their way to a breakthrough, and he would be the first to say I told you so. He touched only briefly on Mike’s death, but they couldn’t add anything he didn’t already know.
They settled in backstage to watch some of Bella Kersey’s band. They’d played several gigs with her before, and Ariel in particular was a big fan. Bella was in her mid-thirties, had long prematurely gray hair and the face of a serene earth mother, but she could kick out the jams and lay down some howling firepower with her cherry-red 1975 Gretsch Streamliner. The band was a family thing and they lived in Tucson; her husband played bass and her brother played drums. It was awesome to watch Bella work the crowd, her sultry voice soaring over the flaming chords. She punched the air with a fist and kicked it with a bright red cowboy boot. Then after a riotous rocker she went to her pedal steel and, bathed in blue light, did a slow, achingly-beautiful version of Shane McGowan’s ‘If I Should Fall From Grace With God’.
While Bella was playing, the Little Genius quietly said to Nomad, “I’ll go bring the trailer around.” He went out the stage door and back through the alley where the gear would be loaded.
The Scumbucket was parked in a lot on the next street over. Despite the tragic loss, George was feeling good about things. Anybody who might have been watching would have said he was walking like a man with places to go. The band had been hot tonight, very tight, the merchandise was moving, a check on the website said the CDs were selling now in the hundreds of copies, and the YouTube and MySpace hits were through the roof. Yeah, maybe it did have something to do with the kind of media shine that no band wanted, but there it was. Now there was the Casbah in San Diego to get ready for, and after that on Saturday the 2nd came the Big Show, the make or break, at the Cobra Club in Hollywood. The Sunset Strip, baby! What he had not told them—not yet, but he would—was that two A&R guys, one from Sonic Boom and the other from Manticore, were going to be in the audience. Supposed to be. Let’s hope.
He was going to leave them in good shape, with a future ahead of them. He owed them that much.
He showed his parking pass to the attendant on duty and walked across the lot, under the bright yellow security lights. He fished his keys from his pocket, unlocked the driver’s door and opened it, and he was thinking of finding a supermarket and buying a bottle of wine for their hosts when a hammerblow crashed into his right shoulder.
He thought that somebody had actually come up from behind and struck him, but when he spun around, gasping, no one was there.
George put his left hand to his shoulder. His shirt was wet. There was a hot throbbing pain, rapidly escalating. His shoulder felt knocked out of joint. He looked around, stunned. His glasses hung by one ear. It was getting harder to breathe; the breath had been knocked out of him, too. His heart…Jesus, it was really pumping…
He looked toward the attendant’s hut. Saw the blurred shape of the man sitting on a stool, watching the screen of a small TV.
It came to George’s mind to call out Sir, I need some help please.
But the words never left him, because another hammerblow hit him in the chest and he fell back against the Scumbucket. He tried to draw a breath but all he found was a gurgle of liquid. Something in his chest burned like a white-hot coal. He had to get it out, had to get rid of it, and he put both hands against his chest but he couldn’t reach what he needed to find, his fingers were wet, he couldn’t get his fingers deep enough. He clawed at his chest and he opened his mouth to shout for help but nothing came out, he no longer had a voice.
George staggered. His knees were giving way. He reached out to grab hold of the Scumbucket to keep him on his feet but it was no good, he was falling toward the pavement, and as he twisted and went down he saw in the last of his light his own splayed handprint dark against the battleship gray.
It was just like the logo on their T-shirt, except this one was melting in the warm Tucson night.



TWELVE.
No, I don’t,” said Nomad.
He was weary and red-eyed. The video camera lights were not kind. Neither were the questions that came from behind them, and the one that had just been thrown at Nomad was John, do you
have any idea who might have wanted to kill him?
“Dumb question, Dave,” the Hispanic police captain sitting at the table between Nomad and Ariel said. “Don’t you think we’ve been over this?”
“All for the public, sir,” Dave the reporter from Fox-KMSB answered. He flashed a thin and humorless smile. “Doing my job.”
“Miss…Bonneway, is it?”
Berke blinked heavily and directed her attention to the young woman who’d spoken. “Bonnevay. With a ‘v’.”
“Okay, got it. Am I hearing you’ve reported to Captain Garza that you were shot at by this sniper when you were in Sweetwater? After your bass player was killed?” The woman, blonde and sharp-featured and maybe twenty-two at the oldest, wore a nametag on the jacket of her beige suit that identified her as being a reporter from the Tucson Citizen.
“That’s right.” Berke had a blinding headache. She’d been sick to her stomach for the past two hours. “Yeah.”
“So can I ask if you reported this to the police in Sweetwater or not?”
“I didn’t, no. I thought…I wasn’t sure it happened.”
“Pardon me? You weren’t sure you were shot at?”
“Jamie, this isn’t an interrogation,” said the public information officer, a dark-haired woman in her mid-forties named Ann Hamilton. She was sitting at the end of the conference room table, beside Terry. Her demeanor was quiet but obviously she could pull up some steel when it was needed. “Miss Bonnevay has explained that to Captain Garza. Next question, please.”
The reporter from KVOA raised his hand, but the Citizen reporter wouldn’t yield. “I’m just thinking out loud, maybe, that we have a sniper on the loose here because the police weren’t properly notified in Texas. Am I wrong about that?”
“Let me answer,” said Garza, whose deep-set ebony eyes fixed upon Jamie Layne and had the effect of nailing her to her chair. He had a jaw like a brick and a pock-marked face and his voice sounded like gravel being churned into cement. “First off, we’re only starting our investigation. Where it’ll take us, we can’t say. Secondly, you’re assuming that Mr. Emerson was shot by the same individual who killed Mr. Davis, which is far from being proven. And, Jamie, tossing around terms like ‘sniper’ is not going to endear you to the police department, I can tell you.”
“It’s a little premature,” the PIO lady added, as a softener.
“Sir?” said the KVOA reporter. “Are you saying this was a coincidence?” It sounded ridiculous, the way he said it.
“I’m saying we have a young man who is fighting for his life.” Garza would not rise to the bait. His expression was Buddha-calm, if Buddha had been born the son of a Juarez cop. The hospital public relations rep had only a few minutes ago left this room on the first floor of University Medical Center, after telling the assembled group of reporters, camera crews and various techs that George Emerson had been delivered by ambulance at eleven forty-eight in critical condition, a little more than two hours ago, and was currently in surgery with two gunshot wounds, one to the right shoulder and one to the upper chest. “Until we have more to go on, we can’t draw any conclusions about anything,” Garza said.
“But they were long range shots, is that correct?” asked the black female reporter from, ironically enough, KGUN.
“I can’t comment on that.”
“Mr. Castillo says he didn’t hear any shots. He was right there when Mr. Emerson was hit. If they weren’t fired at long range, then—”
“Under investigation. No comment.” Garza pointed to the Daily Star reporter whose hand was up. “Go ahead, Paul.”
“Thanks. How about some background on Mr. Emerson? What’s his age, and where’s he from?”
The others looked to Nomad to answer, but Nomad just stared at his own hands clenched together on the table before him. He wasn’t feeling much like an emperor at the moment. He was feeling small and impoverished and lost again on the unmapped road. He was feeling caught between tears and rage and if he was to move his head one inch to the left he might start to weep and one inch to the right he might stand up and throw this fucking table over.
So he sat very, very still.
Terry cleared his throat. “George is thirty-three. He’s from Chicago.”
“Can I get a rundown of all your ages and where you’re from?”
“Old,” Nomad said when it was his turn. He wished he’d kept his sunglasses on, but Garza had told him to take them off when speaking to the press. Just grit your teeth and get
through it, Ms. Hamilton had said. He could still feel the stiffnesss of dried stage-sweat in his red T-shirt. “Detroit city,” he added, without looking up or moving his head.
“I think we ought to wind this up,” Ms. Hamilton told the reporters after everyone else had answered the question. “You can imagine what these people are going through.”
“Captain, are you planning on asking the FBI to help the investigation?” It was the woman from the Citizen again.
“That’s not been discussed yet.”
“Sir? Let me rephrase a question,” said the Fox guy. “Does anybody at that table have any idea about why a sniper might be—might be—stalking your band?” He ignored both the abrupt birth of Garza’s fearsome scowl and the outstretched palm of Ms. Hamilton’s hand. “Or are we talking about music critics taking up arms?”
Nomad had had enough of this. His face impassive, he stood up and walked out the door behind Ms. Hamilton. Before he reached the elevators at the end of the hall, he was aware that three other people were walking with him. The police captain caught up with them and eased into the elevator just as the doors were closing. They began rising to the second floor, where they’d been given a private waiting area and a cop was on-duty to keep any reporters from intruding.
“As much as I don’t want to hear that word or see it in print,” Garza said before they reached their floor, “I know the media. They’re going to be talking about a sniper all over this town by sunup, so get used to it. When it goes on the Internet and the networks, it’s everywhere.”
“This is crazy.” Berke had dark purple hollows under her eyes. “Why would somebody be trying to kill us?”
“That’s the question, isn’t it?”
The doors opened. The cop was on a sofa in a small seating area, facing the bank of elevators. He put aside his Sports Illustrated magazine and sat up straight as a display of vigilance. On the table beside him was a stack of magazines and a dark blue coffee cup bearing a red ‘A’ outlined in white. Garza nodded at him and walked with Nomad, Terry, Ariel and Berke down the long hallway past a nurses’ station to another door. He opened it for them and followed them in.
It was nothing special, just a room with a few gray upholstered chairs, a sofa, a couple of low tables and lamps, and a TV. On the cream-colored walls were framed paintings of sunwashed adobe houses and orange-tinted desert scenes.
“Okay,” Garza said as the bandmembers got themselves settled. “Now I guess all you can do is wait. Unless you want to pray,” he added. “If not here, there’s a chapel at the far end of the hall and take a right.”
“Thank you,” Terry said. He pushed his specs back up the bridge of his nose. “Um…we can leave and walk around, can’t we? If we want to take the elevator down to the vending machines? Like…we’re not under arrest, are we?”
“You can go wherever you please. Just remember that if the reporters are hanging around, they can get to you downstairs. But probably most of them are going back to the crime scene.” Garza checked his watch. “Which is where I need to be.” He moved toward the door. “Anything else I can do for you?”
Nobody answered, but then Ariel spoke up: “I’d like to know,” she said. “Where the shots came from. They were from long range, weren’t they?”
“Miss, I just can’t say. It’s true Mr. Castillo didn’t hear them. He didn’t see anybody else in the lot but Mr. Emerson. So…the only thing we’re sure of is that it wasn’t a drive-by. Other than that…” He let the sentence die. “We have a lot of work to do,” he finished.
“Thank you for doing what you can,” Ariel told him. Her eyes were swollen and had the shine of shell-shock.
“Yeah. Well, the trauma team here is the best in the country. That’s not just my opinion.” He glanced quickly at Nomad, who was sitting in a chair slumped over with his hands to his face. “Hang in,” he said, and then he left the room and shut the door behind him.
For a while no one said anything. At last Terry quietly breathed, “Wow,” which served to sum up their collective inability to grasp the fact that the Little Genius lay on an operating table with surgeons trying to keep him alive. Also, they were so tired they could hardly move. It was a bad dream, and at its center a worse one. How long George had been bleeding out on the ground before the attendant had seen him was still unknown, though the police thought it had only been ten or fifteen seconds. Still…ten or fifteen fucking seconds? While George had been down with two bullets in him, and one right in his chest near the heart? It was more than they could bear to think about.
The attendant—Castillo—had recognized the blue parking pass as being from Fortunato’s. Musicians parked their vans and trailers over there all the time, in a special area in the back. He’d called nine-one-one, reported a man down and unconscious and his chest covered with blood. About the time the ambulance and the first police cruiser had come screaming up, Nomad had walked out Fortunato’s stage door into the alley to see where George was, and when he heard the sirens he later told Ariel that he’d felt like a knife had ripped open his guts because he knew something very bad had happened to 
 their friend.
At the hospital, Nomad had called Ash on his cell and had gotten the I can’t pick up right now, but—
“Pick up, you dumb shit!” Nomad had shouted into the cell. “It’s John Charles! Pick up!”
“Hey, hold on with that language!” There had been some hot spice in Ash’s heavily-accented voice. Little did he know how close he was walking to a burning crater in Hell. “Who do you think you’re talking—”
“Shut up and listen!” the emperor had commanded, and Ash had shut.
Ash was coming to Tucson, would try to get a flight out by afternoon or at the latest by Monday morning. In the meantime, he would make the call to George’s mother and father in Chicago. Ash had sounded stunned, and when he asked Nomad, “What is going on?” Nomad knew he was asking why two members of The Five had been cut down by bullets and to that there was no good or easy answer.
Nomad lowered his hands from his face. Terry was standing in front of him.
“Maybe we ought to pray for George,” Terry said, and he looked at Ariel and Berke to gauge their reactions. “Don’t you think?”
“I think we should,” Ariel agreed.
Nomad closed his eyes and shook his head and masked his pain with his hands again. Berke said, “I’m not what you’d call religious.”
“Can’t you be? For just a minute?” Terry asked, but Berke turned her face away. Terry went over and sat beside Ariel, and they grasped hands and put their heads together, and when Terry began with “Dear God,” Berke got up and left the room.
When their prayer was finished, Nomad sat back in his chair and rubbed his temples. If he’d only gone to get the van with George, he thought. Maybe it wouldn’t have happened. If only, if only…
“John?”
“What is it?” Nomad watched as Terry pulled a chair up in front of him and sat down.
“Don’t you believe in God?”
“No,” came the reply. “I believe in myself.” He saw his lamplit face reflected in Terry’s Lennon-specs. “God is a myth made up to keep people from freaking out about death.” Terry was silent, as if waiting for something else. “Listen,” Nomad said irritably, because Ariel was watching him too, in that expectant way she had when they were writing a song together and she was waiting for him to supply a line. “I want to rest. How about leaving me alone.”
“I’m just asking.”
“Don’t ask.”
Terry started to slide his chair back, and then he seemed to think better of it. He drew a long breath, as if preparing himself.
“What do you want from me?” Nomad asked, again on the verge of either anger or tears. “You want me to get down on my knees and pray for George’s life? You want me to promise I’ll be a good boy or some shit like that, so George will come out of that operating room alive?” He felt his mouth start to twist into a snarl. “It doesn’t happen that way. Praying to a myth doesn’t get it. Either he lives or he doesn’t. Okay? And anyway…if God wasn’t a myth, why should He care about George? Why should He care about anybody in this room, or this city, or on this fucking earth? Huh?”
“I don’t know,” Terry said, but the way he said it told Nomad that maybe Terry had already asked himself these questions, many times over.
“Damn straight you don’t know.” Nomad looked to Ariel for support, but she was staring down at the floor. “Nobody knows, and for damn sure those fucking preachers don’t know. So what are we sitting here talking about?”
Terry’s face was impassive. Whatever he had been preparing himself for, he was ready. He said, “Can I tell you a story?”
“What kind of story?”
“A true story. Something that really happened to me, in a church about—”
“Oh, shit!” Nomad interrupted, scowling. “Come off it, man!”
“Terry?” Ariel’s voice was quiet but firm. “You can tell me.”
Terry nodded, but when he spoke again he was still staring at Nomad. “In a church about forty miles northwest of Oklahoma City,” he went on. “A small town called Kingfisher. Did I ever tell you about my dad?”
Nomad didn’t speak. Ariel said, “You told us he has a furniture store.”
“Not just a furniture store. He’s the White Knight there. That’s his chain of stores. White Knight Discount Furniture. Two locations in Oklahoma City, and four other stores across the state. One in Little Rock and one in St. Louis. My dad’s loaded. I mean, his dad started the business, but he really made it go. He’s a hard worker. He puts his nose to that grindstone, man. But it takes its due from him, I can tell you. With that many people working for you, and jumping when you say jump…it makes you into a bully, always pushing for what you want. Which he was, when I was growing up. It was his way or the highway, know what I’m saying?”
“Everybody has it tough,” Nomad commented.
“Yeah, that’s right. Ever hear this: Be kind to everybody you meet, because everybody’s fighting some kind of battle?” Terry paused for a response, but Nomad made none. “My dad was fighting one. His dad was, and back and back. But the deal was…you never said ‘no’ to Clayton Spitzenham. The White Knight just wouldn’t hear it. So I was seventeen years old and I’d been taking piano lessons since I was ten, and I told my dad I wanted to be a musician because music just…spoke to me…it was like food to me. I said I wanted to make music. Maybe join a band, or start one. I said I didn’t want to go into the family business. But you think he listened to me? You think he heard me?” A bemused and slightly bitter smile moved across Terry’s face. “Don’t think so. He said I’d outgrow all that. He said, Terry, you don’t know your own mind. You don’t know what’s good for you. You look around yourself, he said, and you’ll see that everything you have comes from that business you seem to want to turn your back on. This is a family business, he said. You have to realize what your place is in this family.”
Know your role, Nomad thought, remembering Felix Gogo’s advice.
“We really went at it,” Terry continued. “I was sticking to my guns and my dad was making the plans for me to get a business education.” He shrugged. “Hey, maybe it would’ve been good for me. Maybe I would’ve come to it myself, in time, but it wasn’t what I wanted. But he was pressuring me day and night, cutting down my music, cutting me down…everything he could do to get me in the box.”
The dreaded box, Nomad thought. For an artist, it was the worst thing. The safe, predictable thing that can lead a creative person to boredom, drugs, insanity and early death. Wasn’t that the point of the box? To kill risk, which was the life and soul of creation?
“He said everybody needs furniture,” Terry said. “But the world can go on just fine without music.”
“Oh,” Ariel said, as if she’d been punched in the stomach.
“I told him that wasn’t a world I wanted to live in. Without music? Without…my food? I mean, it’s like bread and wine to me, and you know what I’m saying. But there was nothing I could tell him, because when Clayton Spitzenham makes up his mind, it’s a done deal. And I guess I could’ve left home, just hit the road and gone, but I didn’t want it to be that way.” Terry hesitated, and now he was staring past Nomad at a distant place, his eyes lit up with lamplight behind the round lenses. “I guess I wanted him to give me his blessing, because for whatever he is, I did love him. I do love him. But like that was ever going to happen. Then…something did happen. On a Sunday morning, in a church in Kingfisher. And nobody knows about this but my folks, I’ve never told anybody because it just sounds so…” He trailed off, searching for a word.
“Holy-rolly?” Nomad prompted.
Terry gave a faint smile. “No, not that.” He found his word. “So awesome,” he said. “Maybe scary-awesome. But it did happen to me, just as I’m telling it. See, this church was building a camp for kids. They were going to be buying furniture for the cabins and the main building, and my dad wanted to get the contract. So he loaded me up, I guess to show how great of a family-man he was that he would bring his son with him to church even though he never set foot in one in Oklahoma City and neither did my mom, and we drove there and went in. He wanted to be seen, and to gladhand people, but neither one of us knew anybody there. I mean, it was forty-something miles from our house. So we’re sitting there in the pew, about midway in, and it’s a nice big church, modern, still smelled new, and the pastor gets up front and says there’s a special speaker that day.”
Terry was silent for a moment, working his fingers together. “When it came time for the speaker,” Terry said quietly, “the guy stood up at the lectern and looked out at the congregation. I don’t remember his name, but I remember that he was just real ordinary-looking. Kind of flabby and going bald, and he was wearing a tan suit. It was late June, warm outside. So he said hello to the people, and cracked a joke or something, and said he was going to talk about some mission work somewhere. And all of a sudden…just like that…he leaned over the podium and I remember…he trembled. His eyes closed, and he trembled, as if he was about to pass out. I remember that people gasped. Then the pastor jumped up to help him, and some other men at the front stood up…but then…that man lifted his face. He opened his eyes, and he’d gone pale and he was sweating, and he said, ‘I’m speaking to Terry’.”
“Oh, right!” Nomad said, with a crooked grin. “Did he like…have one of those booming voices that made the walls shake, and sawdust fell from the rafters?”
“No,” Terry answered, his own voice still quiet and controlled. “It was the same as it had been before. Just the voice of an ordinary man. I’m telling you what happened, John. It’s no joke, and it’s no lie.”
They stared at each other, until Nomad’s mocking smile faded away.
“Go on,” Ariel urged.
“The man spoke my name.” Terry turned his attention to Ariel and then back to Nomad once more. “And, sure, maybe there were other Terrys in the church. I think there were maybe eighty or a hundred people in there, so there could’ve been other Terrys. And he never looked at me, he just seemed to be staring at the back wall. But then he said, ‘Don’t be turned aside. Music will be your life’. And let me tell you guys…when you hear that from a stranger in a church you’ve never been in before…far from your home…what you feel is fear. The awesomeness came later. Right then, I just wanted to put my head down and hide, because I was afraid.”
Terry waited for that to sink in. From Nomad there was no sign of interest or emotion. “He didn’t speak to me only. He spoke to two or three other people, but I can’t tell you what he said. Told them stuff he never should’ve known, is my guess. Then he just seemed to get tired, and he lowered his face again and he kind of staggered back, and the pastor got up and told the people to stay where they were, that everything was all right. He helped the man to his seat, and the man put a hand to his face and I could tell he was crying. Then my dad said to me, ‘We’re getting out of here’, and his face was the color of spit on a sidewalk. I mean, he was gray. So he got up and I got up and we went, and that was the end of him wanting that contract. I don’t think he ever went back there. I know I didn’t.”
Terry’s specs had slid down his nose a little bit, so he pushed them back into place with a forefinger. “We never talked about it. I guess he told my mom. Maybe he didn’t. But the thing is…after that happened, he was done trying to force his will on me. Whatever I wanted to do with music—whatever I wanted to try—he stepped aside and let me go my own way. I don’t think he was ever happy about it, but he accepted it. He still does. That’s why he’s helping me start the vintage keyboard business. He likes that word, business. But it took a stranger in a church for him to respect me, and what I wanted to do with my life. We didn’t know anybody there, John. There was no way it could have been anything but…” Again, he searched for his destination.
“The voice of God?” Nomad’s voice had a cutting edge. “Is that what you’re saying you heard?”
“I heard a man speaking,” Terry answered. “I’m not going to pretend to know where the words were coming from. But he said something that was meant for me and me alone. I’m sure of that. And the deal is…all I’ve ever wanted is to build a life with music in it, John. That was always my dream. Not to play on a stage in front of thousands of people or make tons of cash, or be anybody’s superstar.” He included Ariel with another glance. “I’ve gotten what I wanted…and more, really.”
“Okay, so you’re saying everything is like…preordained, right?” Nomad challenged. “It’s all written in the fucking stars?”
“He said ‘Don’t be turned aside’,” Terry answered. “So no, I don’t think it was preordained. I think I had a choice. He was just telling me how to get where I wanted to be.”
Nomad shook his head. “That’s bullshit.”
Terry grinned at Ariel, but his eyes were sad. “Now you see why I’ve never told anybody. Not even Julia.” His flighty, ethereal ex-wife, to whom he was married for less than a year before she took off from Austin to Florida with an old boyfriend. Nobody had known what he saw in her, except she was very pretty, she played classical piano and made great crepe St. Jacques when she wasn’t popping little blue Xanax tabs.
“Bullshit,” Nomad repeated, for emphasis.
“Do you think you know every-fucking-thing?” Terry asked, and now the sadness was gone; now he had some heat in his face and his eyes were bright with the beginning of anger and he had decided that right this minute—this minute—he was through backing down from John Charles because he knew what he’d seen and heard and—”Nobody on earth is going to say I’m a liar,” he said, his voice tight. He blinked rapidly; maybe he was still a little afraid of John, but this was important enough to fight for. “You don’t know everything. Not nearly. And I’m telling you I don’t either, because I don’t understand it and I never will, and I’m not trying to holy-roll anybody, but there’s a lot more to all this than we can see and hold. I mean, there’s like a world beyond this one. A dimension or something that we can’t get our minds around.”
“Oh, you’re talking about Heaven now? With the angels and the harps?”
“You make it sound stupid.”
“It is stupid, Terry. It’s stupid for stupid people.” When Terry paused, Nomad said, “Go on, let’s hear some more. Set it up so I can knock it down.”
But Terry stared at the floor and worked his hands together, and he didn’t answer as outside in the hallway there was the bing-bing of an intercom followed by a woman’s voice paging what sounded like ‘Dr. Pajiwong’.
At last Terry said, “It’s not as simple as you make it out to be. Or as simple-minded. See, you laugh and say it’s ‘bullshit’ because you’ve never heard a stranger speak your name in a church before. Nothing’s ever happened to you that shook your foundations, or made you think that you don’t know everything. I’m a human being, I can’t see through the dark glass. My personal belief is that there’s a Heaven and Hell of some kind, but—”
“Pitchforks and golden halos,” Nomad interrupted. “When I die I want to go south where the action is. I want a slut from Hell giving me an eternal—” Blow-job, he almost said, but he felt Ariel’s presence and he amended it to, “Lap dance.”
“Are you afraid,” Terry asked, as he lifted his gaze to Nomad’s, “to even let yourself wonder? Does that scare you so much?”
“No, it doesn’t scare me.” Nomad’s eyes narrowed. “I just don’t want to spend any time wondering about being nothing. Because that’s what you are after you die. Everything you were and thought, gone to nothing. Just like the dark blank before you were born. How come your stranger in the church didn’t help you out a little more with these kinds of questions, Terry? How come he like…hit and ran, without saying what everybody in that church really wanted to know. Huh? How come he just didn’t say, ‘I’m speaking with the voice of God, and I’m telling all of you there’s an eternity where everybody finds happiness…whatever that is’. How come he just picked out three or four people and left the others feeling like they were skinny kids in a schoolyard too nerdy to join the cool team?” He let that hang, and then he asked, “How come your stranger didn’t tell you why innocent children and good people like Mike get killed every day of every week, every month and every year? Now that would’ve been worth hearing. So if you’re saying it was the voice of God…he’s going to have to speak a whole hell of a lot louder before I’ll listen.”
Terry stared at him for a few seconds longer, with the reflection of Nomad’s face suspended on the lenses of his specs. Nomad stretched his legs out, leaned his head back and closed his eyes as an instruction for Terry to go find another place to sit. After a while Terry got up and pulled his chair over nearer Ariel, who gave him a faint smile and a nod but who saw that he’d been defeated in his purpose of making John Charles grasp the possibility of the Unknown Hand. That was how she’d always pictured God. An Unknown Hand, moving for the greater benefit of human beings. It seemed to her that when it could move it did, but there were times it could not, or for some unrevealed reason it did not.
John had asked some good questions, she thought as she watched him either feigning sleep or searching for it. Some questions that were asked by believers and non-believers alike. Believing didn’t mean the questions should be silenced, she thought.
She didn’t have the answers. No one on this side did, and if they pretended to they were probably lying to make money from frightened people, which made them deceivers that the Unknown Hand should have crushed…but it did not. Just as the Unknown Hand did not move to bring justice against the wicked, or stop evil, or eliminate suffering in an outpouring of miracles.
Because, she thought, that work depended upon known hands, the hands of men. Maybe the Unknown Hand moved things beyond the understanding of men, or set things into motion that asked men to make choices, and whatever choices men made they had to live with for better or worse. Maybe the Unknown Hand directed men, or prodded them, or presented them with problems to be solved and men were unaware of its presence in the chaotic life of day-to-day. But maybe the world belonged to men, it had been given to them as a gift, and whatever they did with that trust was their burden and responsibility, and the Unknown Hand—like the voice of a stranger in a church—could guide but not compel.
She didn’t have the answers. Like everyone else, all she could do was wonder.
Berke came back in with a can of Coke she’d gotten from the first-floor vending machines. “All done with the prayer meeting?” she asked, but no one bothered to reply. She sat down on the sofa and propped her feet up on the table that held a stack of months-old magazines. What she didn’t intend to tell them was that, though she was far from being religious, she’d been curious about the chapel and had walked down that way to take a look. She’d stood on the threshold of a small, dimly-lit room with two pews, a lectern and a picture of Jesus kneeling in a garden. Maybe she’d said something in her mind about George. Maybe. It had been quick, just a passing thing. For good luck, if anything else. She’d always figured Jesus was kind of like a four-leaf-clover. A tip wouldn’t hurt either, she’d thought, so she’d put a buck in the slot of a little white lockbox screwed to the top of a table. Next to it was a white book where people wrote down the names of who they were praying for.
Better make it two bucks, she’d decided, but in the end it had been five.
About forty minutes after Berke’s return, an Asian doctor wearing blue scrubs and a surgeon’s cap came into the room. He told them in perfect English, his calm quiet doctor’s voice tinged with a trace of Southern accent, that George was out of surgery and in the ICU, and that the next twelve hours would be, as he put it, ‘the crucial period’. More than that, he couldn’t say. Nomad took that to mean the doctors had done all they were able to and now it was George’s fight.
They thanked him, and after he left they settled back into their places to wait some more. They were good at waiting; they did far more waiting than playing, so they’d made their peace with that necessary aspect of the musician’s life. But never before had they waited out the life or death of a bandmate, and it was going to be a trial for all of them.
And maybe most of all for Nomad. The walls were closing in on him. He hadn’t particularly liked hospitals before his father was shot, but afterwards…when he’d sat in a room similar to this, smelling the hospital’s odors and sensing the impending news, in front of him some dog-eared Batman, Green Lantern and Captain America comics a nurse had found for him, until one of the other Roadmen had come in and told him his dad was gone…
The Month of Death had arrived early this year.
As Ariel and Terry dozed and Berke watched through heavy-lidded eyes an old black-and-white TCM movie with Bette Davis on TV, Nomad stood up. He told Berke he was going downstairs to the machines, and did she want anything. She said no, she was okay.
He left.
At first he’d only intended to walk outside and breathe some non-hospital air, some air without bad memories in it. Then he decided to walk a little ways, not very far, just to get the blood moving. That waiting-room was killing him. To go back to it…no, not right now. He would walk a while down the city block, on this weeping side of three-o’clock.
Exactly when he’d decided to step out and hail the cab he saw coming, he didn’t know. But there it was, he waved an arm and it veered over to pick him up.
“Where to?” the driver asked.
Nomad sat thinking. Where to? was the question. What was open twenty-four hours downtown, say within two or three miles? Where had he used to hang out, at all hours, over a cup of black coffee, a steak sandwich and a platter of…
Greek potatoes, he remembered.
“The Argonaut,” Nomad said. He gave the driver the address, on East Congress Street, and the cab took him away.




THIRTEEN.
Walking into the Argonaut was like returning home to a house your family had sold and moved out of without letting you know. Sure, it had been years since he’d set foot in here, and it looked pretty much the same and had that same aroma of charred lamb kabobs and peppery fish soup he remembered so distinctly. But there were differences. The exterior that used to be painted soft ‘Aegean blue’ was now a hard yellow, making Nomad think of the color he saw in his mind when he closed his eyes and belted out the sustained A note at the end of ‘I Don’t Need Your Sympathy’, because it was true he did see mental colors when he sang. Another difference was that when you used to step into the place, a series of small bells chimed over the door; now there was only the whirring of the ceiling fans, but at least those were still there.
The cash register sat atop an unchanged and probably immovable scarred and battered wooden desk that looked as if it had been deck planking from one of those fighting Greek ships, but where was Jimmy? Short, barrel-chested Jimmy with his black crewcut and his mile-wide grin, and from his mouth a rusty barbed-wire voice that always launched the same words when you came in—Hey, ya hungry? and when you left, Howja like ya food?
Fine, Jimmy, just fine.
But Jimmy was not there, his place taken by a somber-looking girl with long dark hair who was texting somebody on her cell.
“Sit anywhere,” she told him, her eyes never leaving the blue screen.
There were lots of wheres to sit. The seven or eight tables were empty, but a few people sat in the red vinyl booths. Lamps with gold-colored shades shed light upon the early-morning patrons. Nomad counted three guys—college students, they looked to be—in one booth, a young couple cuddling close in another and in a third a solitary middle-aged man reading a book and drinking iced tea. Nomad took a booth away from everyone else, near the windows that gave a view onto East Congress, and he waited for a waitress to show up. From his seat he had the full impact of the mural of a Greek galley painted on the opposite wall, next to the kitchen door. It was a thing of beauty, and it had sailed through the years with only minor modifications to the original, which according to Jimmy had been painted in 1978, the year the Argonaut had opened.
It was of course the Argo, the ship built to carry Jason and the Argonauts to find the Golden Fleece. Under a sunlit sky decorated with lacy streamers of clouds, the Argo’s sharp prow cut through the dark blue waves. Seagulls flew before it, and a dolphin’s gray dorsal fin emerged from the white-capped water. The sturdy Argonauts pulled at their oars, in this rendition twenty on either side. Standing before the mast with its billowing russet-colored sail was the dark-bearded Jason, his right arm outthrust and index finger pointed to indicate the destination ahead. Nomad had always thought it was a really cool mural, its style similar to the beautifully luminous works of Maxfield Parrish he’d seen in one of Ariel’s art books. At the bottom, where the sea waves began, was signed the name ‘Myalodeon’, though whether that was the original artist or a later restorer Nomad didn’t know.
He was still waiting. Somebody had to be working in here, because the other customers had food and drink. He wished he’d thought to bring a magazine from the hospital, but then again, no: hospital magazines smelled like hospitals. He needed something to look at but his own hands, so he shifted a little in his seat, reached into the pocket of his jeans and brought out an object of interest he’d been carrying since that night at the Curtain Club.
It was the piece of clear quartz crystal Cheryl Buoniconti—now Cheryl Capriata—had given to him. He set it on the table before him and just stared at it. He was trying to understand the depths of belief. Somehow, Cheryl believed healing crystals might intercede for her in her fight against cancer; somehow, Terry and Ariel believed God or Jesus Christ or whoever might help George in his fight for life. What was the difference? To him, he’d go for the crystal, because you could hold the fucking thing in your hand, and whether it did any good or not it was real, it had weight and it was solid. At the very least, it was a pretty cool paperweight.
He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. Who had shot George? The same person who’d killed Mike? Different snipers, at different times in different places? Was there any possible sense to be made of that? And Berke saying she thought she’d been shot at, too? Was it open season on The Five, and if it was—and here he realized he might be sitting too close to the window—who was going to be next in the sniperscope?
He was tired, he needed some coffee. He saw a waitress come out of the kitchen door, and she saw him and then she retreated back into the kitchen. So much for that. Come on, damn it! He looked again at the crystal and wondered what his father would have thought about it. Dean Charles, in his never-ending—some might say fanatical—quest for women, would have spun a romantic story about it, a tale of it holding the image of a future lover, and when a man peered into it just right, and held it just so, he could see the face of a beautiful—not to say sexy—angel in it, and baby oh baby…there you are.
From what he knew of his father now, and what in time the other Roadmen told him, Nomad thought that everything Dean Charles had done was for the purpose of dipping the wick in as many honeypots as he could find. Except the music. Or maybe that’s what Nomad wanted to believe, so he had his own depths of belief too. He wanted to believe that the music had mattered, and that when his father threw flaming guitar chords at the audience and got the microphone up close to his sweating face to holler the lyrics to ‘Memphis’ it was for pure love of the music. But those women had been everywhere. Up front and backstage and in the restaurant after the gig and hanging out by the van and just ‘happening by’ the motel. There were bar girls and secretaries and housewives and waitresses and shy girls who wanted to show him their songs and brassy girls who wanted to crash into show business. There were quiet girls and loud girls and blondes and brunettes, redheads and streaked heads and the occasional soul queen. Nomad had been taken for a lot of ice cream cones, pizzas and to see a lot of movies by the other Roadmen in a lot of towns both big and small, and the number of Do Not Disturb Signs hanging on the doorknobs of Dean Charles’s motel rooms had been legion.
They’d never really talked about it, but gradually the kid who adored his dad grew up enough to notice how women dragged their gaze across him, how they talked to each other while looking at him from the corners of their eyes, how they grinned at him and touched him and got up close to breathe his hot musician’s sweat and his soured English Leather.
Johnny? his father had said one Friday night in a Best Western in Mansfield, Ohio, while they were watching The Dirty Dozen on cable TV. Would you mind goin’ over to finish this flick
with the guys?
A few minutes before he’d spoken, there’d been a quick check of the wristwatch.
No, Dad, Johnny had said, as he’d sat on the edge of the bed and put on his shoes. I don’t
mind.
But when the son had turned to look at his father, on his way out the door to a room down the hall, both of them knew what they were looking at.
Dad? John had asked. Don’t you love Mom anymore?
Are you kiddin’? came the answer, with a quick harsh laugh. ’Course I love your mother! Know why I love her so much? ’Cause she gave you to me, that’s why. Us two men, on the road. Freedom and music, what could be better? Hey, you go tell Danny I said you guys call out for pizzas. ’Kay?
Okay, Dad, the son had said, because Dean Charles was the light of his world and for years now in that little house in East Detroit, between Center Line and Roseville, Michelle Charles had been sitting on the living-room floor surrounded by her many Bibles and religious pamphlets, her brow furrowed in concentrated study, her eyes moving desperately from line to line to find something she could believe in, for she had discovered the letters in her husband’s shoebox.
But like Butch Munger’s girlfriend after he’d beaten her half-dead, Nomad thought as he waited for service, Michelle Charles was loyal and faithful and true and what was a woman like that doing with Dean-a-rino? Giving him space, Nomad mused. Letting him wander, knowing he would always come back home, if just to restring his guitar.
His mother was okay now. She lived in an apartment near her sister’s family in Sanford, Florida, and she worked in hospice care and had taken up tennis with a group of friends. She didn’t mind telling them her son was a “rock’n rolla”. Life, like the show, must go on.
Suddenly there was a waitress standing next to his booth, watching him think. He realized she wasn’t the same waitress he’d seen at the kitchen door, because that one was pouring iced tea for the middle-aged man.
“Um…I’d like a cup of coffee, please,” he told her. “Just black.”
“Is that all you want?” She was about forty or so, on the short side, had dark hair and dark eyes and she looked either very tired or supremely bored, as if she wanted to be anywhere on earth but the Argonaut at about three-thirty in the morning.
“No, I’d like the steak sandwich special.”
She didn’t write it down. “Steamed vegetables, Greek potatoes, or au gratin potatoes?”
“The Greek.” He felt he had to say the next thing, because the first time he’d ever come in here and ordered those they’d been way too oily, and because the waitress turnover was high, almost everytime he came in he had to say the same thing. “Can you ask the cook to hold back on the oil?”
“He just makes ’em one way,” she said.
“Yeah, but…you know…I’ve had them before and there was too much oil, so—”
“He just makes ’em one way,” she said, and this time there was a grim belligerence in her voice that made Nomad set his mouth in a hard line and stare up at her.
“Hey,” he told her, “trust your cook, okay?” He tried to smile but it wouldn’t happen. “He’ll get it right, if you ask him. Just trust your cook.”
She was silent for a few seconds, her mouth partly open. Her face was an expressionless mask, her eyes two small bits of unshining coal. “I’ll ask him,” she said tightly. “I know what I’m doing. I’m telling you he only makes ’em one way.”
“Alright, thanks,” Nomad said.
She said, “No problem,” as she was turning away from him, and he felt the hair on the back of his neck stir as if from a hot breeze.
OhmyGawd, Nomad thought when she had gone. Shimatta! What a bitch! Whatever was going on with her, he hoped she didn’t spit in his coffee before she brought it to him. His heart was beating a little hard. He thought he could write a song about this. A ballad, maybe. Right. Call it ‘The Ballad of the Greek Potatoes’.

First verse: He stumbled in for want of food,
And found a waitress fucked-up and rude.
A steak sandwich, he asked for, and potatoes Greek.
She glared at him like he was a two-headed freak.

Or something like that.
Here she came again, bringing him a cup of coffee. He noted she didn’t make eye-contact with him. The cup was banged down, and some sloshed over onto the table. But then she’d turned around again and headed into the kitchen, and Nomad thought,


He asked the waitress to trust her cook,
And got for his trouble a dirty look.
This used to be a place he liked to go,
But now the service in this fucking joint doth blow.

Well, the meter was screwed up, but it got the point across.
He would eat his food, call a cab and get out. Simple enough. He stared again at the lump of crystal. Something to believe in, he thought.
He used to believe he was going somewhere in this business. He used to believe that one day all his dues would be paid. That he would come up with the Right Song, at the Right Time. With the Right Band, of course. He’d thought—believed, wished, whatever—that The Five was the Right Band. That in The Five the talents and the personalities and the desires meshed, as much as they could in any band. Were they perfect? No. Was The Five perfect, as a band? Absolutely not. But they had tried, so so hard…
He remembered what Felix Gogo had said, and it was the bitter truth: Talent’s a piss-poor
third to ambition, and ambition is second to personality.
And add these necessary ingredients: connections and luck. But even with all those things combined, something could still go horribly wrong.
He imagined a splitting of himself, a division between the Nomad and the John Charles. In his imagination the John Charles stood up from the Nomad and sat down on the other side of the booth.
“A shitty, shitty deal,” John Charles said. “You know what I’m talking about.”
“Yeah,” Nomad said in his mind, to his mental boothmate. He was talking about the new music the Austin band Ezra’s Jawbone had finished back in February. Nomad was friends with both the lead singer and the keyboard player, who also wrote all their songs. They had wrapped up a project they called Dustin Daye, had given him a copy of the test CD to hear and then sent the package off to their label, MTBF Records. Dustin Daye had been a rock opera, about a young man who suddenly awakens in a hotel room in an unknown city and has no idea who he is or where he’s come from. As the music progresses, the idea is raised that Dustin Daye, who gets his name from the faint impression of a signature on a notepad in his room, might be the Second Coming or he might be the Devil in human flesh, and even he doesn’t know which one, but someone out there—or more than one person—is trying to kill him before he can accomplish what he feels he has to do, which he doesn’t know will ultimately be for Good or for Evil. Or is he just an escaped lunatic? Nomad wasn’t religious, but he understood the light versus dark concept. It was in all the best horror movies.
“That’s some awesome music,” John Charles said, and Nomad had to agree. The fifteen songs, two nearing the seven-minute mark and one up there over ten minutes, were absolutely mindblowing. They flowed from and into each other, they went in unexpected and amazing directions, the arrangements and vocals were off the hook and there were mid-song key and tempo changes that should never have worked but to Nomad sounded like some of the freshest, most vibrant music he’d ever heard. Plus it had a last song, ‘The Last Song’, that made Nomad lie awake at night hearing it over and over in his head and thinking this was going to be a huge breakthrough biggie for Ezra’s Jawbone.
“You know how that went,” John Charles reminded him.
“The fucking suits,” Nomad answered. He remembered hearing from his shell-shocked friend the lead singer that the first impression of Dustin Daye from MTBF was that there were no singles. That some of the tunes—fucking ‘tunes’, they called them—were way too long, that kids wouldn’t listen to tunes that long. That this really was, and sorry but we have to be truthful, one of the worst, most confusing collection of tunes we’ve ever heard. That Ezra’s Jawbone had already set up its hard rock/country funk vibe on its first two releases, so this attempt at a product does not play to the market. That there’s no sense to be made of people sitting talking to themselves, or having ghosts—or whatever the fuck they are—roaming around. And then there’s the religion angle, and we’ll be the first to say we respect all views and opinions but this is really where the shit starts to slide. MTBF is not a contemporary Christian label; have you seen our iTunes hit list lately? No religious tunes on there, nada. So when you get into this area, you are walking on sinking sand. Your audience wants to be entertained, not preached to. This is an entertainment business. So we have to say, and we’re all in full agreement on this, that Dustin Daye is not releaseable as it is. Now, having made that clear…we can hook you up with a proven production team we have in mind who can help rework this record, but you’re going to have to give them more control to do what needs to be done, because Bogdan Anastasio and Ji Chao require complete authority.
“Those sick fucks,” sneered John Charles.
“Can you imagine that scene?” Nomad asked. “The suits sitting in a conference room listening to Dustin Daye and saying it’s shit because there aren’t any singles? And these are the same guys who’ve driven the whole fucking business over the cliff, you know.”
“Right,” said John Charles.
“Didn’t lower the cost of CDs when they could have,” Nomad said. “Should’ve dropped them to half-price. So there go the independent CD and vinyl stores down the tubes, and those indie stores were the lifeblood, man.” He stopped to sip his black coffee. “It won’t ever come back to what it was,” he told himself, in his mental voice.
“You have to keep on keeping on,” John Charles said.
“Do I?” Nomad asked, and then he saw the waitress coming with his food and John Charles slipped back into him because they both were hungry.
She again offered him no eye-contact. She thumped the steak sandwich plate down and then the platter of…
“What’s this?” Nomad asked.
Her eyes became slits when she looked at him. “It’s the au gratin potatoes, just like you asked for.”
He had smelled the yellow cheese striped across the top of the potatoes before he saw it. “I can’t eat that,” he said.
“You ordered it,” she answered.
“No, I ordered the Greek potatoes.”
“You ordered the au gratin.”
“Listen, ma’am,” Nomad said, feeling his guts start to clench. George would’ve said Easy, take it easy. “I know what I ordered.” She just stood there staring at him, her coal-black eyes fierce and her head cocked to one side as if it were getting ready to fly from her neck and bite his dick off. “Okay,” he said, and he put up both hands palm-outward to keep the peace. The other customers were watching. “Just forget it, okay?” He pushed the offending potatoes aside. “I’ll sit here and eat my sandwich, that’s really all I—”
“No, if you want Greek potatoes, I’ll get you Greek potatoes!” said the waitress, as she snatched up the au gratin. Her face was all screwed up and getting red, the anger about to burst forth like snot from her nose and spittle from her mouth. “I’ll get you Greek potatoes, but you didn’t order ’em!” It had almost been a shout.
You dumb shit, you didn’t write it down, Nomad nearly said. But he did not. He took a long deep breath and he grasped the edge of the table with both hands and he tried to force a smile that did not take. “Listen,” he began.
“Quit telling me to listen! I can hear you, you think I’m deaf?”
“No, I’m just saying—”
“You want Greek potatoes, I’m gonna get ’em for you!” She began backing away from him, as the other waitress rubbernecked out from the kitchen and the cashier girl poked her head around the corner.
It came from Nomad with surprising force: his rough whiskey voice, demanding “Stop!”
She took two more steps in retreat before she obeyed, and then she seemed to hunch her shoulders forward like a pit bull bitch about to attack.
“Please.” Nomad heard his voice tremble, as rough as it was. “Please.” He was starting to shake, he was starting to come apart at the seams. Mike was dead. George might be dead within the next twelve hours. The crucial period, the doctor had said. But right now, right this minute, this felt pretty crucial too. The Five was staggering toward its grave. Nomad thought his heart was beating too hard, he needed to calm down, easy take it easy George would say but the Little Genius was not at his side and might never be there again.
“Please,” Nomad breathed, “just let me eat my sandwich. Leave me alone and let me eat my sandwich. Alright?”
A burly sandy-haired man in a cook’s apron had come to the kitchen door and was looking over the top of the other waitress’s head.
Nomad’s waitress gave a tight little grin, a nasty little smirk of victory, and she said in a voice like a hammer driving a nail into Nomad’s skull, three beats: “No. Prob. Lem.”
Then she turned around with a dramatic sweep like Bette Davis in that movie Berke had been watching and carried the platter of cheesy potatoes away. The cook and the other waitress retreated before her. The kitchen door closed.
Nomad started eating, but he couldn’t taste anything. Whatever war he’d walked into the middle of, whatever was eating at this dominatrix waitress and made her flail out at him, he wanted none of it.
“Stay cool, man,” said one of the students, who must’ve thought Nomad was the cause of the trouble. When Nomad glanced at their table, all three of them were staring at him so he couldn’t tell which dork had spoken. He returned to chewing his way through the sandwich, and then one of the guys made the mistake of letting out a chortle, a slobbery laugh hidden behind a fratboy’s greasy hand.
Nomad felt the flashfire burn across his face. He turned his head toward them, picked out the heftiest one to aim his full beams at and said, loudly enough to be perfectly understood, “Hey, are you Moe, Larry, or that fat fuck who gets his ass whipped?”
They all glared back at him without speaking. Suddenly the couple got up from their booth and, hand-in-hand, headed for the cashier.
He wanted to tell them not to worry, that nobody was going to get hurt, that he had his spike of anger under control and they didn’t have to rush out the—
Something was slammed down upon his table so hard it made him jump.
He looked up into the face of his waitress, who had come up on him so fast he hadn’t realized she was out of the kitchen.
“There,” she said, with a twisted smile. Her eyes were small black circles of rage, but at the center of their darkness was a red glint of triumph. “That suit you?” Medusa couldn’t have hissed it better.
Nomad saw that she’d brought him a platter of Greek potatoes.
Oil kept to a minimum.
Just as he’d asked.
They were perfect.
She grinned at him.
He could not let this stand.
George was not here to talk him down. Ariel was not here, to be at his side whether he wanted her there or not. The memory of Mike’s body being put into a white coroner’s van and George’s body being lifted into the back of an ambulance and Dean Charles’s body lying sprawled on the pavement mixed together, bled into each other like the songs on Dustin Daye, and from that neon-lit, heat-stroked Hell Felix Gogo told him to know his role and a sniper in a suit reloaded his rifle and three fratboys laughed behind his back and the waitress gave him perfect Greek potatoes and said it was no problem.
He was a mass of clanging alarms and trapped terrors, and just like that he broke.
It was a quiet breakage.
He said, with sweat sparkling on his cheeks and forehead, “Ma’am?” Whose voice was that? He didn’t know it. He was aware of the other waitress, standing again at the kitchen door to watch.
Well…it was showtime.
“Ma’am?” Nomad said again. “There’s something in my food.”
“What?”
He picked up the platter of Greek potatoes and slid out of the booth with a slow, smooth motion, and he said, “Your fucking face,” in a mild matter-of-fact tone before he grasped the back of her head and pushed the platter into her stunned mug.
She shouldn’t have screamed as she did, like a wild animal. She shouldn’t have reached out and clawed at his face and kicked at his shins. Because he would’ve thrown down a tenner and walked out, but with lines of blood rising from the scratches on his left cheek and one of his shins nearly cracked he also gave an animalish roar and shoved her away from him, and she fell back over a table and chair and went down on the floor still screaming.
The three stooges should not have jumped him from behind, either. They should not have tried to catch his arms and pin them at his sides and drop him to the floor by kicking his legs out from under him. All that just made Nomad punch loose from them, pick up a chair and start swinging. “Come on, man! Come on!” shouted one of the guys, but whether he was wanting Nomad to stop fighting or to advance on him was unknown, because the chair crunched him across the left shoulder, he grabbed at his injury and scuttled away and he didn’t say much after that.
The middle-aged man fled with his book. The other waitress was screaming Call the
cops! Call the cops! The waitress with lightly-oiled Greek potatoes on her face came rushing at Nomad with a dinner knife raised in a stabbing position, and Nomad in his red rictus of rage got the chair between them and drove her back across another table. “Jesus Christ! Stop it!” someone shouted, and Nomad saw the cook standing in the kitchen door. Then the bravest or most stupid of the young men caught him around the neck from behind and tried to wrestle him to the floor. Nomad dropped the chair and thrashed like a maniac to get loose. The blood was pounding in his head and dark spots swirled before his eyes. He gave the guy an elbow shot in the ribs, followed up with another one that drew a grunt of pain, and then he broke free, turned around and swung a right fist that popped a jaw crooked. A second punch to the face ended the discussion because the guy ran for the door holding a bloody mouth.
It might have finished there, if the waitress had not thrown the ketchup bottle at Nomad’s head.
“Fuck you, you motherfucker!” she shrieked just before she threw it, giving Nomad enough time to dodge it and save his skull, but the bottle crashed through the front window. Then Nomad, who heard George’s voice in his head begging him to stop but who was now locked into what seemed almost a catharsis of hallucinatory violence, picked up another chair and threw it at her, and she ducked down as it passed overhead. The chair crashed into the Argo, the painted ship upon the painted sea, and knocked a plate-sized hole in the mural’s wall just above the waterline.
Two seconds after that, the cook came out of the kitchen holding the pistol.
He was red-faced and shaking and he held the gun out toward Nomad with his finger on the trigger and he bellowed, “I’ll shoot you, you sonofabitch! I’ll—”
Nomad only had an instant in which to flinch, because then the bullet had sizzled through the air past his left ear and followed the ketchup bottle through the glass onto East Congress. The cook was looking at the pistol with horror, as if he were grasping a spitting cobra. Nomad staggered to the side, against the booth he’d been occupying, as he saw the cook bringing the gun back to bear on him.
“Don’t move!” the cook shouted, but by then the coffee cup that Nomad had thrown was on its way, and as the man lifted an arm to deflect it he—by accident or by intention—fired again.
The bullet punched a neat round hole in the booth’s red vinyl seat. Nomad saw the pistol’s barrel searching for him. In either desperation or madness he picked something else up from the table and flung it and the lump of healing crystal hit the cook smack on the collarbone, causing him to stagger back against the wounded Argo.
Nomad attacked. He propelled himself at the cook with his head down and his shoulders ready for collision. He was his own bullet.
Before Nomad got to his target, the waitress on the floor grabbed at his legs and tripped him up. Still, his momentum was enough to hurl him forward, and before the cook could get the pistol between them Nomad hit him so hard they almost crashed straight through the Argo into ancient Greece, or at least the kitchen. They fought face-to-face, the cook trying to get the gun in position and Nomad trying to pin the gunhand. Then Nomad head-butted him and suddenly all the fight jumped out of the other man, his fingers opened and Nomad was holding the pistol.
“Run! Run!” the cook shouted, as he—a truly brave soul—tried to push Nomad back so the waitress could get out. She ran for her life, trailing a shriek, and then the cook let go of Nomad’s shirt and he ran too.
And then Nomad was alone in the Argonaut with three lines of blood on his face and a gun in his hand.
He heard the sirens coming.
His fire had diminished, but it was not yet embers. He put the pistol down on a table and listened to the sirens. Music, of a sort. Ariel could do something with this situation. She could write it out so you could feel the pain and frustration and sadness as if you were living it yourself. Because, really and truthfully, she was so much better a songcrafter than he.
Now there were red and blue lights spinning out on East Congress, beyond the broken window. He didn’t know how many police cars were out there, but it looked like a cop convention. He could hear people shouting. Heard what might have been the voice of that damned bitch of a waitress, raised to ear-breaking decibels.
He had been a bad, bad boy.
“Oh my God,” he said, and though he did not believe in God, who were you gonna call on when the shit hit the fan?
A bullhorn spoke from the street: “Attention in there! Throw your firearm out the window and come to the door with your hands locked behind your head! Nobody’s going to get hurt!”
Nomad just stared at the busted wall and the broken mural, as his shadow danced in a world of red and blue spinning lights. Poor fucked-up Jason, he thought. Standing at that mast, directing a ship that never moved. Believing he was actually going somewhere, getting closer to a golden fleece.
He thought he would put Jason and the other Argonauts out of their misery.
The bullhorn repeated its message, but this time it left out the last line.
Nomad picked up a chair and began to demolish the mural and destroy the wall. When that chair broke to pieces he picked up another one and kept on knocking holes in Jason’s stupid dream. With the breaking of the second chair he picked up a third, and this was hard work now, very hard, but he was determined to finish what he’d begun, he wasn’t a quitter, no way Dean and Michelle Charles had raised a quitter, and so he was still working hard when the two small torpedo-shaped canisters came through the window and he didn’t even turn around, he didn’t even care because he was involved in his emancipation of Jason, and when the gas swirled up around him like purple snakes and his skin began to burn and his eyes involuntarily shut tight because they were full of wet fire he kept swinging in the dark because it was all he knew how to do.
He was on his knees, surrounded by broken chairs, when they came in. They entered as if from another world. They looked like mad combinations of frogmen and masked wrestlers from parts unknown.
They drew his arms back behind him, snapped white plastic restraints on his wrists and ankles, and they hauled him out like yesterday’s garbage.
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FOURTEEN.
It wasn’t so bad. He’d paid money to stay in motels that were worse than this. But the bright orange jumpsuit…now, that was ridiculous. The thing had its own inner glow, and you still saw it pulsing when you closed your eyes. The huge black-lettered word JAIL across the back wasn’t too cool, either.
The situation being what it was, though, Nomad was impressed by the Pima County jail. It was clean, well-managed and seemed more like a strictly-run—very strictly-run—dorm for wayward men. The roach-overrun lockup was dead in the modern era of physical confinement. Now the “cells” were cubicles fronted with impact-resistant glass. Each cell held eight inmates, and eight cells made up what was called a “pod”, each pod with its own dayroom. The place was cheerfully lit and the air conditioning was kept on the chilly side. Books, magazines and a TV were provided. He’d already seen himself on the television screen, several times in fact, and he was a real celebrity around here.
It was nearing ten o’clock on Tuesday morning. He’d been in jail for about fifty-four hours, but who was counting? He didn’t care that he’d come to the end of this particular road; at his arraignment he’d been so tight-lipped and uncaring about the whole thing that the judge had wanted to run him through a battery of psychiatric tests. Nomad had just shrugged. “Whatever you want to do, man,” he’d told Your Honor. “Fuck it.”
Which had not gone over so well. He wasn’t going anywhere soon, because Your Honor had decided to postpone a decision on setting bail until the nutbag questions were done and some mental health geek had filed three hundred and thirty-three reports on the state of Nomad’s mind. But Nomad didn’t have anyplace he really needed to be, The Five was over, everything was done, so why not just stick here for a while?
His call had been to the University Medical Center. He’d asked to have Ariel Collier paged.
“John?” she’d answered. “Where are you?”
“Around. Any word on George?”
“They think he’s going to make it. They’re not sure yet, but they’re saying his vital signs are looking good. John, tell me where you are.”
“I went out to get something to eat. Maybe I went a little too far.” He heard a drunk guy shouting and raging over in the booking area. The cops would take care of that outburst in a hurry, but he figured Ariel had probably heard it too. “I might not be able to get back for a while.”
“What’s that noise?”
“Loud party goin’ on.”
“On a Sunday morning? What’s the number there? And what’s wrong with your voice?”
“Listen to me.” His voice was tired and scratchy. Tear gas was not gentle on the vocal chords. He’d been scrubbed clean, all the purple dye washed out of his hair, and he’d been allowed to curl up in a holding cell and rest until he had enough strength to talk, but it had taken some time. “I’m glad George is going to make it. I’m just going to hang out where I am, so don’t worry. Okay?”
“John.” The way she spoke his name told him she knew. “Are you in trouble?”
“A little.”
“Tell me where you are,” she said tersely. “I mean it.”
Nomad allowed himself a slight smile. It tugged at the scratches on his left cheek, which wore a pink shine of disinfectant. He’d never seen Ariel angry, never heard her lose her temper. She sounded close to it, right now. That would be a sight, he thought; Ariel Collier, in sympathy with the vibrations of the cosmos, going batshit. “You need to get back to Austin,” he said. “You, Terry and Berke. When Ash gets there, tell him…I don’t know, just tell him to get you guys home.” The drunk dude was really hollering now, about his rights and all that, as three cops were dragging him into a holding cell. “Go back and start over,” he said.
“Start over? What do you mean, start over? We’re still The Five, John. We don’t have to start over.”
“Oh yes, you do. Believe me.”
“What’ve you done?”
“I don’t want to talk about that. Get home,” he told her. And then he was silent and she was silent and he didn’t know what she was thinking but he was thinking he had really let them down this time, he had screwed up when they needed him the most and he couldn’t stand to look into her face again and see her disappointment. He couldn’t stand to look into the faces of any of them again, but especially not hers, because…because he thought she really didn’t need The Five, she was talented enough to go out on her own, and in these last three years he had known that and had never said anything. Never encouraged her to at least think about it, because he was the emperor and emperors could hide their jealousy under their crowns of tarnished tin.
He remembered her saying I’m still with you back in Sweetwater. Her loyalty was like a knife to his heart. She was wasting time in this party band, and that’s what The Five was. A band pumping out pablum to be washed down by a flood of cheap beer. A broken-down, sad merchandise machine. One song like ‘When The Storm Breaks’ didn’t make any difference. He knew she was a better guitarist and a better singer and a better songwriter than he, and he believed his leaden earthbound influence was keeping her from finding her own path, because—Christ love her—she meant it when she said I’m still with you.
So now was the time for him to find his guts and say it.
He did.
“You ought to go out on your own.” He had to pause for a few seconds, to clear his throat. “Put your own band together. You front it. Audition the players, make the sound you want. You can do it. You could’ve done it straight out of The Blessed Hours, if you’d wanted to.”
“Oh, no,” she answered, in a quietly stunned voice like a child being told to leave the house. “Oh, no.”
“You can,” he said. “It would be all yours. What would be wrong with that?” He recalled all the times they’d been working together on songs and he’d steamrolled her, just plowed her under when she’d made a suggestion to transpose it to a different key or add this or take away that or whatever. Even though down in his deep dark grudge he’d known she was right—usually right—he couldn’t have let her take control. Once she figured out she didn’t really need him, then where would he be?
But now it was different. Day was night and up was down. Mike was dead and George was shot, the Argo had sunken in a sea of broken drywall, The Five had played its final gig and Johnny, there is no roadmap.
“I couldn’t do that,” Ariel replied. “I couldn’t leave my family.”
“Your family?” It was said with incredulous sarcasm. “Oh, a few people travelling together in a busted-up van? That family?” He hesitated, but when she didn’t respond he went on, because his blood was up and he was ready to hurt her to make her let go. “Musicians are a fucking dime a dozen,” he said. “Bands fall apart every day, so what’s the big deal? When it happens, you just go latch onto some other group of nobodies. So we were together a while, we went through some good shit and some bad shit, but that doesn’t make us a family. Far from it.”
“What, then? What does it make us?”
“It makes us nothing. Because we’re over. Don’t you get that? Now, if you want to live in your land of rainbows and moonbeams, that’s up to you. But I’m not living there. I’m telling you, The Five is finished. Okay? And I’m not coming back, so you and Berke and Terry get yourselves to Austin and do whatever the fuck you need to do. I’m out of it.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“Listen, stop holding onto me!” he said, with maybe more vitriol than he’d intended. “Either put your own band together or go home to Massachusetts, but quit fucking around with losers like Neal Tapley. If you want to try to save sick animals, go be a vet.” He knew that was a hard punch, because Ariel had tried her best to get Neal off the crack, the speedballs and everything else he was loading himself up with to fight his depression, but she couldn’t hold him strongly enough to keep him from flying off that two-lane in his Volvo clunker. Nomad didn’t know if there was more to that story, if there’d been a “romance”—that’s how they would’ve put it in those godawful old English novels, “romance”—but he’d figured long ago that Ariel was searching for someone to believe in, to trust and to follow.
It ain’t me, babe.
“Go back to Austin,” he said, wearily now. “Just go.”
Still she didn’t leave him.
She spoke softly, but with grit in her voice: “Don’t you know that we’re all over the news? Front page of the morning Star, with pictures. We’re on NBC, CBS, ABC, Fox and CNN. The sniper story has gone nationwide. Haven’t you seen a TV?”
“No.”
“We need you back here with us. I’m speaking for Berke and Terry, too. Wherever you are, come back.”
“No,” he repeated, very firmly, and with that he had hung up the phone.
Hey, amigo! You that guy on the TV? Right there! You that guy?
Early Sunday afternoon, an officer had come to get him from his cell. Police Captain Garza was here, he was told. Wants to talk to you.
“No,” Nomad had said again, and had stretched out on his bunk. The officer had gone away, and there had been no further word from Captain Garza or, for that matter, anyone else.
So, it wasn’t bad. A clean bunk, good food, plenty of people to talk to when he decided he was ready to talk. Didn’t a lot of cool musicians pay their dues in jail? Not so bad. Except for the Day-Glo orange jumpsuit with the JAIL stenciled across the back. But he would bear that indignity, too.
He was out in the dayroom sweeping the floor when two of the badasses came up behind him. Not prisoners, but guards. Moates, the one with the bald skull and a mole on his forehead, the one Nomad had been warned by some of the other dudes not to look at because he really really really did not like to be looked at by pond scum such as themselves; and Kingston, the thin black guy with the goatee, the constant unsettling half-smile on his face and the snakes tattooed on his ropy forearms.
“Charles,” said Kingston, “somebody wants to see you.”
“Right now,” said Moates.
“Who is it?” Nomad asked.
“Move,” said baldie-with-a-mole, and he hooked a thumb toward a red-painted steel door across the dayroom.
“I don’t want to see anybody,” Nomad said.
“Ain’t askin’ you,” said Kingston. “Put the broom aside. Let’s go!”
Nomad weighed his options. The two men planted themselves before him, relaxed but ready. They were the real deal, citizens of the world of hurt. Nomad put his broom aside, and he followed Kingston with the bald dude right at his heels.
A plastic pass card was used on a slot in the door, followed by a key. Nomad was led into a stark hallway painted off-white, with several doors on either side. The door was closed and locked behind him. Moates gave him a shove just because he could.
Kingston opened another door without having to use a key. “Get in there,” he directed. “Sit down and wait.”
Overhead fluorescents spread even light on a table and three chairs, one across from two. The walls were the same stark blankness as the hallway. A cork bulletin board held no bulletins or pushpins. There was a smell in here as if it were a place the guards sneaked in to smoke cigarettes.
“Who am I—?” Waiting for, he was going to say, but Moates and Kingston were already going out and the door closed. Nomad didn’t hear a lock turn.
He sat down on the side of the table that faced the door. Damned if he knew what this was about. Whatever it was, he didn’t like it. He had the feeling that if he walked to that door and opened it, he might return to his cell in the shape of a pretzel.
In about thirty seconds, the door did open. A man entered. He was carrying a brown folder. He shut the door behind him and he did not look into Nomad’s eyes until he was sitting down on the other side of the table.
They stared at each other.
“You’re in some trouble, John,” the man said.
Nomad’s first urge was to shrug off the comment, to present a stone face like he’d seen the other inmates do when they were trying to act all-that in the presence of pressure or despair, but he didn’t because he knew the man was right, and the way the man had spoken was no-nonsense and required respect. But Nomad didn’t answer, and he spent a few seconds putting together impressions of his visitor.
The man was about fifty or so years old, in very good physical shape. He had a ruddy, outdoors coloring. His gray, close-cropped hair was retreating at the temples and sat on his head like a tight cap. He was so clean-shaven a razor might have been his religion. A military man? Nomad wondered. The man’s thick eyebrows were still black, his eyes a pale sky-blue. He had the square chin of a comic-book hero but the crooked nose of a boxer who has gone a few bad rounds in his life. He was wearing khaki trousers and a dark gray polo shirt. Nomad had seen that he was wearing a black belt and black wingtip shoes. The man stood maybe six-one, had wide shoulders and forearms that looked as if he could chop wood for a living. His hands were veiny, one of the few signs of the toll of years. He had a few deep lines in his face, bracketing his mouth and at the corners of his eyes, but he didn’t have the saggy look that old people get. He didn’t have their sad look, of lost chances and yesterdays receding into the rearview mirror. In fact, this dude didn’t look like he’d lost any chance that came his way. The pale blue eyes were keen and careful. He wore a thin gold wedding ring and a nice but not flashy wristwatch. He kept both hands pressed flat against the brown folder on the table in front of him.
“Who are you?” Nomad asked.
“My name is Truitt Allen. I’m an agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, based here in Tucson. Want to see my ID?” He made a move for his wallet.
FBI, Nomad thought. Almost military. This dude was a tough old hoss. But he said, “Yeah, I do,” and he waited as the wallet was opened to display a gold-colored shield and the official identification card that bore a picture of Allen’s unsmiling, all-business visage.
“Okay. Now…do you want to see who killed Mike Davis and shot George Emerson?”
That question hit Nomad like a double blow to both heart and stomach. “What?” he managed to croak.
“Here he is.” Allen slid from the folder a sheet of paper and pushed it toward Nomad. On it was the color photograph of a man’s face, his eyes hooded in shadow. “This is his most recent driver’s license photo. His name is Jeremy Parker Pett, born January 5th, 1978 in Reno, Nevada. Ever seen him?”
Nomad was in a daze. He thought he shook his head. “No.”
Allen let him stare at the face in the picture for a few more seconds, and then he returned it to the folder. “The doctors are giving Mr. Emerson an eighty percent chance to pull through.”
“That’s good. Thank…um…why…” Nomad couldn’t make sense of what he was trying to ask, so he waited for it to come together. “Why…is this…Pett guy after us?”
“You’ve figured that out, have you? That Jeremy Pett is following you? Stalking your band, I guess would be the better way to describe it.”
Nomad swallowed thickly. “What’s he got against us?”
“We’ll talk about that,” Allen said, his gaze steady. “First we have to talk about some other things. You’re pale. Want some water?”
“I’m all right.”
“Sure about that?”
“Yeah,” Nomad said, and he meant it. He drew a long breath and let it out. “This isn’t…what I expected to be happening today. So how did you find out this was the guy?”
“Later. Right now we have to talk about your future. I understand you refused to see Captain Garza when he came here. I’ve talked to Miss Collier about the phone conversation you had. One would think you wanted to curl up in here and try to make the world stop turning. Is that what you want, John?”
“I want to be left alone.”
“Hm,” Allen said. “Sorry, I can’t do that. You’re much too important to me to be left alone.”
Allen leaned forward slightly, his hands still on the brown folder that held the picture of Jeremy Pett. “I want you to walk out of here with me,” he said. “Today. In fact…” He checked his wristwatch. “Within the next half-hour.”
“Oh, right!” Nomad couldn’t supress a crazed grin. “Just walk out of jail! After the shit I stirred up? Right!”
“Yes,” Allen said. “Right.”
Nomad searched the man’s eyes, which had taken on a flinty color. “Are you serious? How the fuck can I just walk out of here? I’m a prisoner!”
“I can take you out. Simple as that.”
“You can…take me out? Uh uh!” Nomad leaned back in his chair; he wanted to laugh, but he didn’t think Truitt Allen would like the sound of it and he decided he’d better not piss off Truitt Allen. “It’s not simple, man. I don’t know what this is about, but I know it’s not simple.”
“You did cause some damage, yeah. You did kind of fly off the handle. But, some things have come to light since you were brought in here.”
“What things?”
Now it was Allen’s turn to lean back, and cross one leg at the ankle. Nomad saw he was wearing socks the same color as his shirt. “Number one: the wall you tore down. With the mural on it.”
“Okay, so what?”
“The building inspector found an electrical wiring hazard behind it. If you hadn’t broken the wall up and exposed it, the place might have caught fire sooner or later. So maybe you saved the restaurant, and maybe the owner is grateful to you.”
“I’m sure he is,” Nomad said sarcastically.
“The nightshift cook had no permit for his pistol,” Allen went on, his expression nearly the same as in his picture ID. “So he’s in a little trouble himself. The waitress you attacked turned out to have a few skeletons in her own cupboard. One big one, like being wanted under her real name for the sale of crystal meth in Amarillo two years ago. Seems her current boyfriend has been cooking the stuff in a rented house on North Edith Boulevard.”
“What’ve you been doing?” Nomad asked. “Beating the bushes?”
“Beating them ’til they bleed,” Allen said.
“I hit a guy in the mouth. I think I might have broken his jaw.” Nomad cocked his head to one side. “Are you going to tell me he needed oral surgery anyway and I saved his folks some money?”
“No. He’s an honor student at UA with a father in the banking business. Big Wildcats supporter. The other kid whose shoulder you dislocated is a trombone player in the marching band. So…you’re still up for assault and battery, aren’t you?”
“I don’t know. Am I?”
A slow smile crept across Allen’s mouth, but his eyes remained cool. “A real tough guy, huh? Mad at the world? Think it owes you something?”
“Wrong. Nobody owes me a fucking thing.”
“I wish you wouldn’t use that word.”
“What word?”
“The four-letter word, and don’t play stupid. How come you people use that word all the time? You use it so much it doesn’t mean anything. Noun, verb, adjective…using it says your mind is lazy because you can’t come up with another descriptive.”
“What people are you talking about?” Nomad asked, doing his best Clint Eastwood squint.
“Young people,” said Allen. “If this is the voice of the future, I’m glad I won’t be around a whole lot longer to hear it.”
“That’s your problem,” Nomad said, and he wished he had a cigarette because in the time-honored tradition of prison movies he would’ve spewed smoke in the old fucker’s face.
Or maybe not, because he didn’t particularly care to wind up in the infirmary today, and anybody with the first name of Truitt probably had a lot of practice putting people in plaster casts and bandages. And to tangle with an FBI agent, even a geezer like this? No way.
After a long pause during which Nomad thought he could hear the geezer’s wristwatch ticking, Allen said, “Let’s talk about your problem, John. Which I think is not going to go away anytime soon.”
“What would that be?”
“Jeremy Pett,” came the answer. “You know, we think the bullets that hit Mr. Emerson were fired from the top level of a parking deck. We didn’t find any brass, he cleaned up after himself, but we believe we’ve calculated the firing angle pretty well. It definitely was a downward shot. A difficult shot. You know how far away that parking deck is from where Mr. Emerson was hit?” He didn’t wait for a guess, which wasn’t coming anyway. “Across the street and three blocks away. He had a sliver of a view to work with, but he found a position to watch the van, and he might’ve been sitting there for hours. Just waiting for somebody to come get it after the show. Probably didn’t matter who it was, as long as it was a member of your band.”
“George is our manager,” Nomad said. “He’s not on stage. How could this fu…how could this guy recognize George?”
“He may have seen him at one of your shows, or—”
“Gigs,” Nomad corrected, for the sake of it.
“Okay, thank you for that. Or, as I was about to say, he probably got a good look at Mr. Emerson when he was scoping you at that gas station outside Sweetwater. Bear in mind, Pett has likely—I’d say without a doubt—gone to your Internet site and made note of your stops during this tour. Am I getting anywhere with you? Impressing you on how serious this young man is?”
He was. Nomad frowned and looked down at the green-tiled floor, but no answers lay there. “Why does he want to kill us? We haven’t done anything to him.”
“That you know of,” Allen said.
Nomad lifted his gaze back to meet the other man’s. “What’s that mean?”
“It means,” Allen said, in a slow and deliberate voice, “that Jeremy Pett is probably not going to stop what he’s doing—for whatever reason he has, whatever grudge he’s holding—until he’s satisfied. I’m telling you that Mr. Emerson—”
“George. That’s his name.” Nomad felt both clammy and feverish. Wasn’t the air-conditioning working in this part of the jail?
“George, then. I’m telling you that George is very, very lucky. It helped him that UMC has one of the best trauma teams in the country, and they got him within what they call ‘the golden hour’. But in time he’ll be wheeled out of here, and—”
“Whoa! ‘Wheeled out’? You mean he’s going to be crippled?”
“No, he’ll walk again, but that bullet to his upper chest did tremendous damage. It’ll be a slow process for him to come back.”
“Oh, shit,” Nomad breathed, and came close to slamming his fist on the table. But he didn’t, because there’d been enough of that just lately.
“He will come back,” Allen said. “But at the very best, he’ll be in the ICU for several weeks, and they’ll be watching him for infection or other complications.”
“You sound like you’ve been there.”
“Not me personally, but I know some who have.” He checked his wristwatch again. “In a minute or two there’s going to be a knock at the door. It’ll be someone bringing your clothes and shoes wrapped up in brown paper and the contents of your pockets in a plastic bag. There’ll be some forms for you to fill out and sign. I’ll step into the hallway and give you some privacy. Just leave the jumpsuit and the jailhouse clogs on the table. Then we’re going to walk down the hallway to another door, we’re going to go through that, past a guard at a security station—who you will not speak to or look at—and out into the parking lot to my car. You understand that I’ve pulled a lot of strings and called in a lot of debts to get you out of here?”
“Yeah, I do. But why?”
Allen stood up from his chair, gripping the folder between his hands. “You come with me, and I’ll tell you. Not only that, but I’ll tell you Jeremy Pett’s story.” He walked to the door and then stopped. Nomad thought he moved with the crisp economy of a man who could without a doubt take care of himself in a fight. Again…military? Maybe more than the FBI?
“I’m not sure I want to go,” Nomad said. “Seems like it’s safer in here than out there with a sniper trying to kill me.”
“One big problem with your attitude, son.”
Son? Nomad had almost winced at that particular cheese sandwich.
“Your three bandmates aren’t in here with you,” Allen continued. “So to save them… you’re going to help me catch Jeremy Pett.”
Came the knock at the door. Allen opened it and went out, Kingston entered and dumped the package of clothes and shoes and the plastic bag of pocket stuff onto the table in front of Nomad. Kingston put down a ballpoint pen and a clipboard with some forms in it. Then he also left the room, without speaking a word.
Nomad sat looking at his belongings.
For better or for worse, the emperor had his clothes back.
He tore open the package. Then he got himself out of the jailhouse suit.




FIFTEEN.
Nomad realized he might be out of jail, but he was still definitely in custody. This message was sent to him by the sound of the doorlocks engaging on Truitt Allen’s black Acura TL sedan as soon as the engine started. The interior of the car was to Nomad disturbingly spotless, not an errant Kleenex nor crushed paper cup nor old hamburger wrapper in sight. Even the dashboard had been polished, and everything metal gleamed with psychotic perfection.
“Where’re we going?” Nomad asked as they pulled out of the lot.
“The medical center.” Allen had his sunglasses on against the glare. In profile he looked like a hawk with a lopsided beak. “Everybody’s waiting for you.”
“For me? Who’s waiting?”
“Sit back and relax,” Allen said, a command both benign and emphatic.
Nomad obeyed, figuring he couldn’t do much of anything else. As they approached the medical center, he saw a crowd of maybe forty or so people across Ring Road from UMC. They were gathered around two camera trucks, one from KVOA and the other from KMSB. Some of the people were dressed in long white robes and held handlettered signs. Nomad caught sight of what a few of the signs said as Allen drove past them, things like ‘God Hates The Devil’s Music’ and ‘Secular Music Praises Satan’.
“Are they protesting us?” Nomad asked.
“Protesting your music in general, I guess,” Allen replied, steering for the parking deck. “Any chance to be on camera, and people get themselves worked up.”
Nomad nodded. He had a secret. It would have amazed the other members of The Five, at least as much as it had astounded them that Mike Davis was a fan of Moby Dick, to learn that from age twelve, just after the death of his father, to about age fourteen John Charles had been an interested listener to WQRS-FM classical radio in Detroit. He’d discovered it after listening to the Cramps’ Stay Sick late one night on
his record player and his mother had come into his room and asked him—begged him, really—to cut out the loud noise. So he’d gone radio surfing, hitting the FM rock stations, until suddenly he’d found a man talking about a piece of music called the Resurrection Symphony, which he’d learned later was Gustav Mahler’s Symphony Number Two. The man—a music professor—was talking about the vocal parts of the Fifth Movement, translating them from German to English, and what stopped Nomad’s travels across the dial was the man’s calm, measured voice saying, O believe, You were not born for nothing.
Sometimes in the dark and the quiet, especially after his father was gone, he’d wondered what he’d been born for. Where was he going? What was he supposed to do with his life? They were heavy questions for someone his age, and there were no answers, and in the dark and quiet he could hear his mother reading Bible verses to herself in her own room, and sometimes crying a little bit as if what the Bible had to give her was not nearly enough of what she needed, and that was why he grew to despise the dark and the quiet.
But that weird music with the strings and the piano and the horns and the harps on WQRS pulled him in. Some of it could put you to sleep for a hundred years. But some of it sounded like war. Some of it sounded like the questions he asked himself about his life, if he were to put them to music. Here and there would jump up a piece that made him think of his dad swaggering across a stage, and then there would be music that sounded like a procession of ghosts carrying their lamps through a cemetery at midnight.
Kind of like the Cramps, only not as loud.
From the public library he’d checked out a book called The Lives of the Composers. He’d kept it way overdue until he’d finished it. Now, some of those fuckers had waded through swamps of deep shit. Writing by candlelight and thrown out into the street when they couldn’t pay their rent, and people hating them and acting like they had no place on earth because they heard things in their heads the mundanes didn’t.
Those protesters back there. Nothing new about them, Nomad thought. People hated that Resurrection symphony, the first time they’d heard it in Berlin. That Russian guy Stravinsky, the first time his Rite of Spring was played, in 1913, there was a huge riot. And there was that story about Mozart, the Michael Jackson and the Prince of his era, writing an opera for an emperor and the emperor saying, when it was over, “Too many notes, my dear Mozart!”
To which Mozart had replied, “Just as many as are necessary, Your Majesty.”
Even Mozart had had to deal with the suits, Nomad thought. The dudes who timed the songs and checked the notes in search of a single. The Dustin Daye-killers.
Same as it ever was.
Nomad couldn’t fail to note a police presence around the hospital. A cruiser was prowling slowly along Ring Road and a second was sitting at the front of the hospital where its occupants could see and be seen. Allen found a slot about mid-level up in the parking deck and pulled in. The door locks clicked open. Nomad got out and followed his new warden into the hospital. Allen carried the brown folder with him. They went past the elevators and took the stairs. Allen paused in the hallway to show a police officer his ID, and then they entered the waiting room that Nomad had walked out of early Sunday morning.
It was reunion-time. Ariel, Terry and Berke were there, all of them looking as tired and haggard as if they’d been the ones spending two nights in the lockup. Also present were three other people: a brown-haired young man in a dark blue suit and a red-striped tie whom Nomad didn’t recognize, and two others he did—Ashwatthama Vallampati and, unexpectedly, Roger Chester, the ‘RC’ of RCA. Everybody but the unknown young man, who wore a Bluetooth headset, had been sitting down when Allen and Nomad walked in, and now they stood up to show their good Texan, Oklahoman, Massachusetts, Californian and New Delhi manners.
“Dude!” said Terry, smiling as he came forward to bump shoulders and knuckles. “You enjoy your state-paid vacation?”
“No swimming pool,” Nomad said. “Not a lot of chance to sunbathe, either.” It was obvious they knew where he’d been; Captain Garza had probably told them on Sunday. Nomad saw sleeping bags folded up in a corner. He guessed the floor and sofa were not very comfortable. Maybe his bandmates had changed clothes and cleaned up in the public bathroom, but a scatter of soft drink cans, water bottles, candy and granola bar wrappers completed the story. They had been right here at UMC since Sunday morning.
Berke came over to slap him a high-five and comment on the bitch kiss he’d taken to the cheek. Suddenly Ariel was standing right in front of him. He looked into her eyes. Today—this moment—they were dark gray, the color of rain from a troubled sky. He recalled the things he’d said to her from the Pima County Jail. Your land of
rainbows and moonbeams. Do whatever the fuck you need to do. If you want to try to save sick
animals, go be a vet.
And maybe the worst: Stop holding onto me.
Because he knew it was the other way around, and without Ariel’s presence he feared his anger—at the world, at his father for betraying his mother and being so damned good at it, and at himself for being not nearly as talented as he pretended to be—might rise up and eat him alive.
She hugged him.
She put her arms around him and leaned her head against his shoulder, and he realized that the most awesome thing…the most totally amazing thing…
…was that he did not pull away.
Then after a few seconds she looked at him and nodded, to welcome him back to his family, and he said a little nervously, “I missed you guys.”
“John?” Roger Chester thrust a brown hand at him, and Nomad shook it. “Glad we could get you out of that situation.” He had the kind of voice that takes over a room. He was trim, in his early sixties, and was tanned year-round from either playing golf or spending time at his second home in Cozumel. He wore tortoise-shell glasses that slightly magnified his dark brown eyes. He had curly white hair and a neatly-trimmed beard. His blue jeans were the trendy dirty denims, and he wore a red cowboy-style shirt with pearl-snap buttons under a dark blue blazer. Nomad had met him only once before, on the day he and the others had signed the contract for representation, and even then it had been brief because Roger Chester had just stopped by Creedy’s office to ask a question about the new CD from Creedy’s hot zombie-goth band I Died Yesterday. Creedy was Ethan Creed, who’d been The Five’s agent for about three months before he took off for another talent group in Miami. Then The Five’s career was handed over to the new man at the agency, Ashwatthama Vallampati.
“Hello, Ash,” Nomad said, and Ash said in his clipped accent, “Hello, John.”
He didn’t really care much for Ash, and he didn’t think Ash cared much for The Five. Ash was twenty-six years old, tall and fashionably slender, was handsome in an exotic way that could slay the Texas chicks—or the Texas dicks, because it was unclear which way he swung—and he always wore black suits and white shirts with neon-colored ties. His blue-black hair was always combed straight back and fixed with glistening pomade. He always smelled of bitter lemons. He always looked to Nomad as if he wore a faint half-smile of smug arrogance. The Roger Chester Agency handled maybe thirty bands and another dozen or so single acts. They had a couple of country-western heavy hitters, the Austin All-Nighters and the Trailblazers, both of whom had won Grammys. Roger Chester handled those personally, as well as the monster heavy-metal thrash band Shatter The Sky, who’d just recently returned from a European tour. Of the rest of the bands fighting for attention and a place in the public sun, The Five was probably down in the basement with the mutts. Or at least that’s how Nomad felt Ash viewed them. To Nomad, Ash was all talk, big plans and no energy, and when something fizzled Ash just shrugged and let it go like he wasn’t responsible.
Nomad figured Ash was on his way to Los Angeles, and thought of his job as more of a babysitter for spoiled wailing brats than a professional working to break a band out. Yeah, he did some things, like getting the spot with Felix Gogo, and obviously he was doing something for the other five or six bands he handled, but Nomad always remembered that one time in Ash’s office Ash had said to him, “Your band doesn’t really make any money for us, but we keep you around because we personally like you.”
Nomad and Ash didn’t shake hands.
“I am grieved about this tragedy.” Roger Chester was standing so close to Nomad that Nomad could smell the orange Tic-Tac on his breath. “Mike Davis was a great bass player, a great musician. As for George Emerson…thank God he’s going to live.”
Nomad doubted that Roger Chester even knew who George was. “Are his parents here?” He’d directed the question to Allen.
“They flew in Sunday night. I’ve spoken to them, they’re good people.”
“Like I say, thank God he’s going to live,” Roger Chester repeated, as a way of gaining control of the room again. “All right then, Mr. Allen—or should I say Agent Allen?—where do we go from here?”
Nomad had already assumed that Allen had previously paid a visit to this room, speaking to Berke, Terry and Ariel as well as to George’s parents, but he had no idea what Chester was talking about. Nomad frowned. “Go from here? Back to Austin, that’s where. The tour’s over.” He got no response from anyone. “Listen, if we’ve got a fu…” He decided he didn’t care what Allen thought about his language. “If we’ve got a fucking sniper after us, I think we’d better go home! Don’t you?” He looked back and forth between Chester and Allen.
“It’s not that simple,” Allen told him, and those four words had the sound of doom. “Why don’t you sit down?” He motioned toward one of the folding chairs that had been brought in for the extra people. “Everyone take a seat. I want to tell you what you’re facing.”
Nomad sat down in a chair beside Ariel. He was thinking of what Allen had said at the jail: You’re going to help me catch Jeremy Pett. When all the others had settled, except the young man in the dark blue suit who remained unintroduced and who stood silently by the door, Allen took the central position in the room and opened the brown folder.
“I’ve already told you who he is, but I haven’t told you what he is,” Allen said to the group. “He’s a veteran Marine. He served two tours of duty in Iraq as a sniper, so he knows his business. Training to be a sniper is the toughest discipline in the Corps. They teach the doctrine of one bullet, one kill.” He paused for emphasis. “That’s the ideal. It doesn’t always go that way on the battlefield. But Pett’s record says he had thirty-eight confirmed kills and another forty-two probables. His last kill was in 2004, though, and now is now. He’s been through some hardships. They’ve worked on him. He’s probably let himself slide physically. Mentally, too. So he’s not nearly as sharp as he used to be…but…he’s given himself a cause of some kind. He’s invented a mission. Which obviously involves killing the members of your band. He followed you to Sweetwater and got himself in position across from that gas station. He must have been right behind you all the way from Dallas.”
“Hold it!” Berke said, lifting a hand. “How do you know all this? How do you even know this guy is the one?” She’d seen Jeremy Pett’s driver’s license photo when Allen had introduced himself to them this morning, and he’d told them he would explain everything later but he had to go get John Charles out of jail first.
“The police passed along to us some information from a Detective Rios in Sweetwater. She did some digging after you’d left town. Nothing was making sense to her, but the fact remained that the shooting looked professional. So she went to your website and saw your latest video. She started thinking that maybe the video had triggered somebody with a military history, somebody who had experience with long-range shooting. If that was true, then this person might have decided to follow you to your gigs.” Allen glanced quickly at Nomad, to show he had a good memory for a guy his age. “To stalk you, and to set up his shots. That sounded to her like a military sniper. The question was: where did he start from? So…she took it upon herself to make calls first to the Austin PD and then she spread out to the PDs of the towns between Austin and Dallas.”
“Looking for what?” Nomad asked.
“A recent missing person report, filed around the 20th. The problem was that, if this sniper fits a psychological profile, he’ll probably live alone in a rented house or apartment, he’ll have trouble making social contacts and trouble keeping a job. So if he’s taken off on the road to follow you, there might not be anybody left behind to notice he’s gone. But…in this case, Jeremy Pett had made a contact, and there was a missing person report that caught her interest, filed on Monday the 21st, in Temple, Texas.”
Allen pulled up another sheet of paper from the folder to be sure he got the name right. “Pett’s apartment manager, Teyo Salazar, told the Temple police he went into the apartment with his key to leave a sack of tamales because, as he said, Jeremy was very depressed about his finances. Inside, he found blood on the carpet, on the wall and in the bathroom. The tub had been drained, but there was blood evidence in there as well. Also a box cutter, and some drugs in the apartment. So Mr. Salazar calls the police, and they start looking for Jeremy Pett but he’s nowhere to be found. They relayed this information to Detective Rios, who started a search of Pett’s personal history. She discovered that Pett was a decorated Marine sniper, discharged in January of 2005 after the second battle of Fallujah. Then she turned to his credit card history. She learned he’d used his credit card to buy gas at a station about ten miles west of the one where Mike Davis was killed. The time on that transaction was twenty-some minutes after Mr. Davis’s death.”
“Oh, shit,” Terry said, a stunned exhalation of breath.
“That’s not the kicker.” Allen’s cool blue eyes scanned his audience. “He used his credit card again on the night of the 20th, to pay for a room at the Lariat Motel.”
Berke made a noise, kind of a soft gasp, but no one looked at her.
Nomad said with a mixture of shock and anger, “The fucker was right in the motel with us? Christ, man! What the fuck have we done to him?”
Roger Chester stood up. “Take it easy, John.” The real reason he’d stood up was that his hemorrhoids had flared on the flight from Austin and his folding chair wasn’t making him feel any better. He looked at Truitt Allen. “It’s got to be more than a video. Who kills somebody because they don’t like a video?”
“I can’t say. But I do know from experience that people can create extraordinary circumstances in their own minds. Especially disturbed individuals, which I think is fair to say is the case here. They can create scenarios that would boggle the imagination of anyone we consider ‘normal’. Do you remember the Beltway sniper shootings in 2002? In Washington DC, Virginia and Maryland?”
“I do.”
“Ten people were killed and three critically injured,” Allen went on. “Four people were killed in a single morning, during a two-hour time span. As you may recall, it turned out to be the work of one man and a boy. The man was an Army sergeant in the Gulf War, qualified as an expert with the M16 rifle. After he was caught, he explained his motives. He’d planned to kill six people a day for thirty days. He was going to extort millions of dollars from the government to stop the killings, and then he was planning on travelling to Canada, stopping at YMCAs and orphanages to recruit children who could also be trained as snipers.” He raised his black eyebrows. “He was going to be a father figure to an army of young snipers. They would then be sent to major cities across the United States to carry out mass shootings. Insane? To us, yes, but to him it made perfect sense. It was an achievable goal. It gave him something to—shall I say—shoot for.”
That’s not fucking funny, Nomad wanted to say, but he kept his mouth shut.
“I’ll point out that a check of Jeremy Pett’s firearms licenses shows that he owns a Remington Model 700 SPS rifle, which fires the same .308 Winchester caliber long-range bullet that killed Mike Davis and hit George Emerson. The rifle is similar to what he would’ve used in Iraq, and with a decent scope and an open field he can make shots at over five-hundred yards. Maybe not every shot,
because he’s lost some of his ability and he doesn’t have a spotter. He also owns a .45 automatic, so he can be deadly at close range too, but I think he trusts his sniper skills more than his pistol ability.” Allen managed a sad smile. “It’s what he’s good at.”
“So find him, then!” Nomad realized his voice was a little too strident. “Trace his credit card or something! Do you know what kind of car he’s driving?”
“Just before I came to get you, his license tag number and a description of both him and his pickup truck were released to the media. It should start showing up on the local channels this afternoon and on the national broadcasts as soon as they’re ready to put it in rotation. As for the credit card, he’s stopped using it. The last credit purchase was again for gasoline in El Paso, on the afternoon of the 23rd. He’s gotten himself some money. Maybe pawned the pistol…who knows?”
“Okay, great,” said Terry. “But can’t you…like…call around to the front desk of every motel in town and try to find him? I mean, could it be that hard?”
“We’re working on that. Nothing’s turned up yet,” Allen answered. “I love my town, but I’ll be the first to tell you that there are some pay-by-the-hour holes here he can disappear into, and if he’s paying up front with cash nobody’s going to ask for an ID or write down his plate number. He might have decided not to use his real name. Understand that this man may not be who he once was, but he still has his Marine training and he knows how to improvise.”
“Maybe he’s gone,” Ariel ventured. “Maybe shooting Mike and George was enough.”
“Maybe. It depends on what’s happening in his head.”
“But he could be gone?” Roger Chester’s gaze had sharpened. “It’s a possibility?”
“A possibility,” Allen agreed, but cautiously. “He could be in Mexico by now.”
“That would be a good thing for The Five.” Chester looked at the bandmembers in turn and then directed his attention to Nomad, because Ashwatthama had briefed him on who the leader and decision-maker was. “John, are you aware that in the last forty-eight hours, your band has sold almost twenty thousand CDs?”
Nomad couldn’t speak. He thought he’d heard a voice talking to him from another world.
“Twenty thousand?” It was Berke, sounding choked. Her throat was not used to such a number.
“Eighteen thousand, three hundred and forty-six at last count about an hour ago, and that’s just the new CD,” Chester said. His voice was growing muscles, taking over the room once more. “We’re getting orders from all over the country, Canada and Mexico. We’re starting now to see orders from England, France, the Netherlands and Germany. Your backlist has picked up and is also selling in the thousands, and your single downloads on iTunes at nine o’clock this morning was more than forty thousand. Your YouTube and MySpace hits are off the chart and your website crashed with the traffic on Sunday night. You’re a lead story—most viewed and most emailed—on Yahoo. It’s in newspapers everywhere. People magazine called the office this morning. Yesterday the sniper story was running every hour on CNN and Fox News. It’s on the World News Network.” He paused to catch his breath; his face had become flushed. “I don’t have to tell you what national—correction: international—media exposure can do for product and for artists,” he said. “We’re all lucky you guys look so good on television.”
Nomad felt light-headed and woozy. He felt a little bit sick, really. How could he be happy, at a time like this? He realized that The Five was suddenly a success, though the only thing that had changed in two days was the fact that a sniper was after them, the media had jumped on it and the public was intrigued. He figured a lot of those CDs were being sold as morbid collector’s items, or to be resold on eBay after…what? After all of them were dead?
That damned Little Genius, Nomad thought. Got that media shine going bigtime, but I don’t want it this way.
“Can’t you people say anything?” Ash prompted, and Nomad nearly got up and smashed him in his bag of curried nuts.
“What do you want us to say?” Ariel stood up. For a few seconds the glint of volcanic flame beneath the sea in her eyes made Nomad think she was going to do the job of smashing Ash herself, which amazed him so much all he could do was sit there and gape. “Thank you? For what? We did all the work. And the thing is, we’re no different a band than we were on Saturday night, but suddenly we’re famous? Because Mike is dead and George is in the ICU? What are we supposed to say?”
Roger Chester cleared his throat to get her attention. “You can say,” he answered calmly, “that you’ll keep going to the end of your tour. You have…what?…eight more dates? What’s the schedule, Ash? San Diego on Friday and Los Angeles on Saturday, I think you said.”
“Yes sir…but there’s the other thing, if they want it.”
“What other thing?” Berke asked.
“Stone Church.” Ash chose to look at Nomad instead of the woman. “An invitation to play Stone Church came into the office yesterday afternoon. They’re offering—”
“No,” Ariel interrupted. “Not Stone Church.”
“May I finish?”
“Not Stone Church,” Ariel said again, defiantly. “I won’t play there.”
Nomad realized something of what he’d said to her over the phone had taken hold. You
ought to go out on your own. Put your own band together. You could’ve done it straight out of
The Blessed Hours, if you’d wanted to.
He saw in her face—the set of her jaw, the new fire in her eyes—that she believed him.
But the new Ariel Collier wasn’t yet ready to take the stage on her own after all, because the old one peered out like a little child and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Chester.”
“I’ve heard of Stone Church,” Allen said. “Used to be a mining town, wasn’t it? Up near Gila Bend?”
“Yeah, now it’s an outdoors music festival.” Nomad gave him a sardonic glance. “If your idea of a music festival includes badass biker gangs, death cultists and Satan worshippers, that’s your nirvana.”
“What are we talking about?” Berke demanded. “Somebody’s trying to kill us and we’re just going to go out and play more gigs? Not me. I’m heading—” She abruptly stopped. To San
Diego, she realized she was about to say. To open Floyd fucking Fisk’s boxes in her mother’s garage. Her mother was going mental; she’d been calling Berke every few hours to make sure she was okay.
When it was apparent Berke was not about to finish her declaration, Roger Chester said, “Let me spread this out for you. They’re offering six hundred dollars for one show. The festival opens up on noon Thursday. You’ll be the headliner on Thursday night. We can negotiate with them on the merchandise split.” He aimed his attention at Nomad. “One show, six hundred dollars. Local and national media will be there. You play an hour and a half and you’re done. They need to know by two o’clock today, to put you on the promos. We’ll find you a new road manager. You say the word, and Ash goes out to buy a new van; you just tell me what you need.”
The Scumbucket belonged to George. There would be no more Scumbucket in the lives of The Five. Nomad didn’t know what to say. He could feel Ariel urging him to reject it. “The only reason they want us there,” he said, meeting Chester’s gaze, “is because of the death thing. You know that.”
“They won’t like our kind of music,” Ariel added. “We don’t play what they want to hear.”
“Garth Brickenfield wants you there.” Chester was unyielding. “He’s asked for you personally.”
“Who’s Garth Brickenfield?” Allen asked.
Chester told him. Nomad knew that Garth Brickenfield was the Big Dipper in the Southwest promoter’s sky; he ran his business out of Tucson and had created the Stone Church festival. He was in his sixties, a hermit in his sunset years, and legend had it he’d twice attempted to climb Mt. Everest, he had a private airstrip and a collection of vintage planes, and he owned an alligator farm in Louisiana. When he was a top gun in the record business, he’d had long-standing bad blood with Bob Dylan and once had challenged Mick Jagger to a swordfight.
“Let me ask you a question.” Allen was speaking not only to Nomad but to Terry and Berke. “If I can get you eight hundred dollars and I can provide security, would you play? And we’re talking about an afternoon spot, not night time.”
“Sir?” The tone of Roger Chester’s voice was a little frosty. “We’re in control of this, thank you. I’ve dealt with Garth Brickenfield many times, and when he makes a money offer, that’s it. Also, no way in Hell is he going to pay that much for an afternoon…spot, as you call it. Those are for the hasbeens and wannabees. The Five is star material.”
“How about letting the stars talk?” Nomad asked, dripping acid. He got to his feet, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Ariel. “What’s this about, man?” He was addressing Roger Chester. He’d been gentleman enough to leave out the old. “A crazy guy’s killed one of us and almost killed another, and he may be in Mexico or he may still be after our asses, and you’re wanting us to finish our tour? Why? Because we’re worth more to you dead than we are alive?”
Berke and Terry remained seated; one was thinking about the contents of three boxes in San Diego, the other about a rock legend with a strange keyboard in a house outside Albuquerque.
“Continuing your tour is my idea.” Truitt Allen was speaking to the floor. “I ran all this past Mr. Chester this morning.” He looked up into Nomad’s eyes. “Why do you think I got you out of jail? I told you already, I need your help to catch Jeremy Pett.”
“Oh, I get it! We’re supposed to be fucking bait, right?”
“Cheese for a mousetrap,” Allen said.
“I’m allergic to cheese,” said Nomad. “Especially the kind that can get me—us—killed.”
Allen shrugged. “Okay, so you go back to Austin. Go back to your routines. If Pett’s still hunting you, how does that make you any safer? He can pick you off one by one, when you’re alone. Until he’s found, believe me…you’re safer together, on the road. Especially if you do what I say.”
Nomad scowled. “Yeah, right! What are you gonna do, be our new road manager?”
The man scratched his perfectly-shaved chin. “Well,” he said, “that would solve one of your problems.”
This was too much for Berke. “You’re a whackjob, man! We don’t need an FBI agent as a road manager!” It had taken all her willpower not to drop the f-bomb on him.
“Yes,” Allen answered, “you do. Because you need the security I can put together for you. You need a team of my men trailing you on the highway, watching your backs. You need a team travelling in front of you, to check out where you’re going. And this Stone Church thing…you need to play there on Thursday afternoon, and there need to be promos flooding local TV and radio and items on the newscasts building it up, so Jeremy Pett will see them and bring his rifle to Gila Bend, where I’ll have tac teams up in the hills waiting for him. That’s why you need to play in daylight. And that’s why I jumped through hoops to get you released into my custody…Mr. Charles,” he finished.
“Un…fucking…real,” said Berke, but she sounded resigned to whatever lay ahead.
Ariel tried her protest again. It, too, had weakened. “That’s not our kind of crowd. We shouldn’t play there. Not Stone Church.”
“Your being their road manager aside,” said Roger Chester to Allen. “The elephant in this room is that Garth Brickenfield wants them at night. Once he makes up his mind, it’s done.”
Allen nodded thoughtfully. “How about if I give him a call and ask him? And while I’m at it, I also ask for eight hundred dollars instead of six? Just to show I can do my new job.”
Ash gave a mocking laugh. “Nobody calls Garth Brickenfield! You call his office and talk to his people!”
“Really?” Allen looked at the young man standing next to the door. “Ken?”
“Yes sir?”
“Get the home phone number of Garth Brickenfield. Then get him on the phone for me, please,” Allen told the young man, who started talking to someone on his Bluetooth.
“That’s ridiculous!” Ash said. “You’re not going to find a number for him. It’s unlisted and his people make sure that no one gets through without—”
“They’re bringing it up now, sir,” Ken announced. “Garth Orwell Brickenfield, on North Summer Moon Place. Call’s going through.”
“He owns several houses,” Roger Chester said; his face had gotten flushed again. “I doubt if—”
“Hello ma’am, I’m Agent Kenneth McGuire with the Federal Bureau of Investigation here in Tucson. I’m trying to reach Mr. Garth Orwell Brickenfield. Is he in?” There was just a short pause. “Would you tell him that Special Agent Truitt Allen would like to speak with him, please? It’s very important.” Ken gave a nod to his boss. “Yes ma’am, I’ll hold.” He said to Allen, “She’s calling him out at the hangar; he’s been working on his planes today. She says it should just be a few minutes.”
The door opened.
A young auburn-haired woman wearing blue scrubs looked in. “Excuse me,” she said. “Mr. Emerson is awake. He’s asking to speak to his friends.”
They knew who they were.
On the way to the ICU, they were briefed that they were not to touch anything in George’s room and that they could stay only a few minutes. They came to a middle-aged man and woman standing in the hallway just outside the unit’s cream-colored doors. Nomad stopped to speak to them in his most decent and caring tone of voice. They thanked him for what he said about their son. Nomad would’ve recognized George’s father anywhere: not by his short stature, but by the shiny pennies in his loafers.
Nomad, Ariel, Terry and Berke followed the young woman through the doors. It was cooler and quieter in this area of the hospital. There was the low hiss of respirators in action and the electronic beep of crucial machines, but otherwise everything was hushed. Doctors and nurses in scrubs moved about, either talking calmly to each other or checking their clipboards. Along the corridor between rooms separated by closed curtains there was a blue-cast underwater light.
“This way,” said their escort. She took them to one of the rooms on the left and drew aside the curtain.
They moved into the room, Nomad first and Ariel right behind him. Terry was last in, and his thought when he saw George lying in the bed at the center of all the monitor screens and gray wires and IV drips and black rubber cables was that George was now more machine than man.
Nomad had the feeling that he was not looking at George, but at a wax replica of the Little Genius. Surely this moon-colored face wasn’t the real thing. George was wearing an oxygen mask, he was packed into the bed with the sheet up to his neck and there was something over his chest, bandages or medical dressings or whatever, that made it bulge like a muscle man’s. Tubes snaked out of the bed to and from various receptacles. Clear fluid was dripping in and yellow fluid was dripping out. A vertical bank of monitors about six feet tall stood next to the bed. Things chirped and beeped and suddenly George’s legs rustled the sheet—a heavy, painful sound—and he looked at them with his bleary, swollen red eyes and said in a voice like the scrape of a dead leaf blown by the wind along a sidewalk, “Hi, team.”
Ariel turned away from the bed. Berke put a hand on her shoulder and left it there like a steel clamp until Ariel could get control of herself again.
“You’re all wired up,” Terry said, and he gave a weak little laugh.
“Oh yeah,” George answered, more of a breath with words than a regular voice. The sound was made hollow by the mask. “Getting tuned,” he said. “Weird thing. I can see better now.”
Nomad walked to the side of the bed, wary of all the life-sustaining machinery. He didn’t know what to say, so he said what welled up when he looked into the pale, waxen face. “They’re going to get the bastard, George.”
“Same guy,” George said; it was not a question, because he knew.
“Yeah. We’re going to finish the tour.” Just that fast, smelling the lingering burned scent of a critical wound that he recalled had hazed the air around his father’s body there in the Louisville parking lot, Nomad had made his decision. “We’re going to help get him.”
“Finish…?” George blinked, maybe thinking he was more out of his mind than he’d realized. “The tour?”
“Thanks for asking us,” Berke said, but when both Nomad and George looked at her, she frowned as if she’d stepped on the crack that broke her mother’s back. “Shit.” The lines on her forehead only deepened. “Okay, screw it. I’m in.”
Terry said, with a shifting of his shoulders that was not quite a shrug, “I guess I’m in too.”
Ariel didn’t speak.
“Crazy.” It was a distant voice from a faded man. “All of you.”
A silence stretched. Nomad was not good with hospitals; this was torture, wanting to be gone but needing to be here.
“I almost let go,” George said.
Ariel had composed herself. Her eyes were red, but she came forward to stand where she thought she should be, beside John Charles.
“It was up there.” George lifted his chin toward the ceiling. Toward the corner of the ceiling, up on the right where the curtain guide was.
“What was there?” Nomad glanced up to where George had indicated. Ceiling, curtain guide, nothing else.
“Folded up,” said George. “Sharp edges.” He took a few slow breaths before he spoke again. “I couldn’t see a head. No face. But I knew. It was watching me. It was like…the wings of a crow. Or like black origami. It was waiting. Right up there.”
“Waiting for what?” Ariel asked.
And George answered, “For me to die.”
Terry gave that nervous laugh again. “You’re not going to die, man! Get real!”
“You’re not going to die,” Berke said. “You’re past the worst part.” She hoped. “Listen, we probably need to go so you can rest. Okay?”
“That’s not all,” George said. “I was fighting. Really fighting. Hard. And I don’t know…when it was…but I heard somebody speak my name. It was like…a voice I knew. Maybe… a teacher I used to have. Somebody who cared about me. I knew that voice.” He made a noise that sounded as if he were struggling to breathe, and Nomad almost went for the nurse’s call button but then George said, “I opened my eyes and that girl was here.”
“Who?” Ariel asked.
“That girl,” he repeated. “Where they were picking the blackberries.You know.”
Nomad and Ariel exchanged glances. Terry looked quickly at Berke, but Berke was just staring down at the floor.
“Standing in the corner. There.” George lifted his chin toward the left-hand corner. “She said, ‘I believe in you, George,’ and then…she smiled at me…and she nodded. That voice…somebody else’s voice…I don’t know whose. I was afraid. Closed my eyes. Tight. I thought…if I burst a blood vessel…least I’m in the hospital already.” He had to stop and take a breather. “She was gone when I looked,” he said. His eyes found Nomad’s. “John…I thought…she was the angel of death. But now…I think she was the angel of life.”
“You had a dream,” Berke said quietly. “That’s all.”
“Right. A dream. But listen…if you guys…drove back there. To that place. She’d still be there…right? That whole place…it would still be there. Right?”
“Yeah,” Nomad told him. “It would.”
“Go back…and find out,” George said.
Nomad had no idea what he was talking about. It was time to leave; past time, really.
“Take the Scumbucket,” George said. “Old warhorse. Good for nothing…but following the music.”
“We can’t do that,” Ariel said. “It’s your van.”
“Done with me. ’Member, John?” His voice was getting weaker. His eyes were wanting to close and stay shut. “I said…I was with you guys. Said I’d take care of you. Like always.” He moved his legs again under the sheet, seeking some kind of comfort. “Dad’s got the keys. I’ll tell him.”
The young woman with the auburn hair came in. “George,” she said in a light, friendly tone, “I’m afraid your visitors are going to need to leave.” She made a quick visual check of the monitors and systems.
“Hey.” George roused himself from his impending slumber. “The song. Don’t you want my part?”
“The song?” Nomad shook his head.
Ariel knew. The song Mike started, probably the last song they would ever write. “Yes, George,” she said. “We do want your part.”
“I’m adding…what the girl said. To you, Ariel. I wish you…safe travel…courage when
you need it.” The Little Genius offered them a wistful smile. His eyes glistened. “You need it now,” he said.
“I’ll see you on the other side of this,” Nomad vowed.
They said their goodbyes. Terry, who had been last going into the room, was the last out. Berke walked on ahead, moving quickly, her head lowered.
Ariel kept pace with Nomad. Heavy-burdened, they went back to the room where the suits were waiting, and where their new road manager had just gotten them eight hundred dollars for ninety minutes in the afternoon sun at Stone Church.




SIXTEEN.
Tell me what I don’t already know about Stone Church,” said Truitt Allen.
“What do you already know?” Nomad fired back, from his seat behind Ariel.
“Damn, look at that fool!” Allen tapped the Scumbucket’s brake. The purple-and-blue spray-painted camper just ahead had swerved into the right lane without a turn signal. “Nothing pisses me off worse than a careless driver.” There were maybe a dozen stickers on the camper’s rear bumper, things like Eat Me, Not Meat and What Would Jesus Shoot?
Nomad thought Mr. Driver’s Education had better get used to it, because the train of huge recreational vehicles, campers, Volkswagen vans, pickup trucks and motley rusted-out mutts on four tires heading up I-10 was only going to get longer and more piss-worthy the closer they got to the junction of I-8 and the straight shot to Gila Bend.
The U-Haul trailer was an orange thumb that indicated they were on their way to Garth Brickenfield’s little bitty ole festival, as he’d described it to Allen over the phone. It was indeed thirteen years old, but it was no longer little bitty. The highway, at ten o’clock on Thursday morning, was already a demolition derby in the making. The troopers were out in force but so were the wreckmakers. A few minutes earlier, they’d passed the blinking lights at a fresh mess and seen crashed in a ditch one of those gargantuan black pickup trucks meant to carry Paul Bunyan’s lumber. Around it on the ground sat seven or eight people who looked to be made out of tattoos. One of the shirtless baldheaded young men was raging at the troopers as the plastic cuffs were being locked on his wrists, and none of The Five could fail to note on the man’s sunburned back a tattoo of a downward-facing pentagram with a red goat’s head at its center.
Have fun in the Pima County Jail, Nomad had thought. But what concerned him was that there were many more music-lovers just like that guy who weren’t going to crash their rides today.
It was going to be crazy on the two-lane road that left I-8 a few miles west of Gila Bend and twisted up into the mountains on its way to Apache Leap. The weathergirl on KVOA had said it was going to be cloudless skies and a hundred degrees at noon, so maybe at three o’clock, when The Five took the stage, it would be in the upper nineties. But it was dry heat, so they would bake instead of steam.
“I have a question for you.” It was the first time Berke had spoken since she’d climbed into the back seat about thirty minutes ago. She was dressed, appropriately for the weather of this 31st day of July and her current state of mind, in black jeans and a black wifebeater T-shirt. One thing new she was wearing was a small silver pin in the shape of a bass guitar that she’d bought yesterday in a crafts shop on North Campbell Avenue. “What handle are we supposed to give you?”
“What handle?” A pair of intense blue eyes glanced back in the rearview mirror.
“Your name,” Berke clarified. “Like…what? Allen? Mr. Allen? Truitt? I mean, if you’re pretending to be our road manager, then—”
“No,” he interrupted, and she stopped dead because she could tell when he spoke that word he meant it. “I’m not pretending. If I’m asking you to do…what I’m asking you to do…then you need to make some money off it. And if Pett doesn’t show up here, we’ll be ready for him in San Diego. Or Los Angeles, or wherever. But believe me…are you listening?” He’d seen her look away with a pained expression.
“I am,” Berke said, but she still stared out her window at the white sea of sand and clumps of spiny vegetation, darkened green by the newly-tinted glass.
“Believe me,” he repeated, “I’m going to do a real job.” He didn’t have to tell her he’d gone over his new role very thoroughly with Roger Chester. Organization was his mantra; how difficult could this be? “By the way, are you feeling the air-conditioning back there?”
“It feels great,” Terry said.
Nomad grunted. He had to give credit where credit was due. Mr. Pep Boy had taken the Scumbucket somewhere—maybe the agency garage—and had the van scrubbed and detailed, though scrubbing and detailing didn’t do much for beat-up battleship gray. Still, it was amazing that there wasn’t a single crumb of last year’s marijuana brownies anywhere on the floorboards, not a forgotten straw nor a plastic cup lid. In fact, there were new rubber mats, still with the new rubbery smell. The multitudinous variety of soft drink, tea, beer, mustard, hot sauce and other stains that had blotched the seats for years like a collection of Rorschach inkblots was gone as if absorbed by a magic ShamWow. The air-conditioning worked like an oil sheik’s dream. And it was nearly silent.
But what really blew the top off the Awesome Meter was the fact that Mr. Dark Glasses At Night had gotten that tint job done within a single day. For the ordinary man, it would’ve been a week on the wait. Windshield, side windows and back glass: all were pimped with the cool green, which made sunglasses unnecessary and also helped the air-conditioning.
Nomad knew the reason for that, as they all did: somebody—Jeremy Pett by name—wanting to fire a shot into the van wouldn’t have as clear a target as before.
On first seeing it, Nomad had asked their Scumbucket benefactor if the pop-up machine-guns, the oilslick shooters and the automated armor shields were in working order, and which seat was the ejector?
“I’m not sure of that other stuff,” came the reply, “but how about riding shotgun today?”
Which was how Ariel had wound up in that front passenger seat, though of course Nomad had known Mr. Fit-At-Fifty was just pulling his chain.
He hadn’t slept very soundly the last couple of nights, and today he was feeling it. When he closed his eyes, he saw George’s face with the oxygen mask strapped to it, in that bed in the hospital whose smell took him back to a death in Louisville. He saw George looking into one corner of the room—It was waiting. Right up there—and then into the other.
I opened my eyes and that girl was here.
Why would George have dreamed about that girl? Of all people…her?
I believe in you, George.
It was creepy, Nomad thought. Way creepy. And then adding that line about safe travel and courage to the song. Ariel had written it down in her notebook, with the other lines begun by the word Welcome.
That single word had been powerful enough to bring tears to Mike’s eyes. And powerful enough for him to dare to start writing a song.
Creepy, he thought. But it could be explained. Dreams were just dreams and Mike had been a lot more sentimental than he’d let on. So there was really no big deal. It was a song. And what else would it be?
“So how about it?” Berke persisted, speaking to their driver. “What do we call you?”
He thought it over. There had been a name for him, back in the day. Before he’d gotten so serious…well, no, he’d always been serious…but, still…
It had been given to him…no, he’d earned it, as he’d earned everything in his life, the hard way…by his fraternity brothers at the University of Oregon. He decided it was good enough for now, as well.
“True,” he said. “With an ‘e’. Opposite of ‘false’.”
Berke tried it out, to see how it sounded and felt: “True. Okay, I guess that works.”
“I can’t see calling you that,” Ariel said.
True frowned. A big fat-assed red SUV was right in front of him, he couldn’t spare even a quick glance at her. “Why not?”
“I don’t know, I just can’t.”
“Oh.” He got it. “Right. Because I’m old. Because you’re thinking you need to be saying ‘sir’ to me, and calling me ‘mister’?”
“I didn’t say you were old.” She paused, trying to figure out exactly what she was trying to say. After a moment more of uncomfortable silence, she asked, “How old are you?”
“Fifty-three. Coming up to fifty-four in November. My story: met my wife in college, at Oregon, married her after graduation, been married—very happily—for thirty years. We have two daughters, one in enviromental science for the city of Tucson, and another an FBI agent in Dallas. We have one grandchild, a boy named Wesley Truitt Adams. My wife and I like to go on cruises when we can, and we enjoy river rafting and mountain biking. I like reading military history. I have a stereo room, and I listen to a lot of Bruce Springsteen and the Eagles but I also like Tony Bennett and bluegrass. What am I leaving out that you might like to know?”
“Big jump from Oregon to Arizona,” Nomad said. “How’d that happen?”
“I was actually born in Yuma. Went to high school there. Played football with the Criminals. Senior quarterback until a Kofa High King got through the defense and knocked me into orbit, three games from the end of the season. But I guess I wanted to see something green. I wanted to see a forest and hear rain and…you know…do something that you feel you need to do. So you go do it. Anything else?”
“You were a policeman before you joined the FBI?” Ariel asked.
“Oh, yeah. Did all that grunt work.” True was trying to read the white-on-black sticker on the bumper of that red SUV. He sped up a little bit, getting closer. The SUV had a Texas tag. The part of the sticker he could read said Have Some Fun. Underneath that were small words he couldn’t make out. Nun? He gave it some more gas.
Nomad asked, “You were a cop in Tucson?”
“Hold it, hold it, I’m trying to—” And then he was close enough to read the smaller words. The second line read Fuck A Nun. About two seconds after seeing that, he saw a black decal with an upside-down cross on it at a corner of the rear glass, and then he realized something was staring at him from the back of the SUV.
He could see the whites of two eyes and below them a gleam of bared teeth. It was a black dog, he thought. A big dog. Its eyes were fixed upon him as if it could see him clearly and distinctly through the green tint. Maybe it could. The way the thing stared at him, immobile though both the van and the SUV were doing about sixty miles an hour and the highway was flashing past underneath, made True think that if that dog could get at him it would rip his throat open from ear-to-ear.
A Melville quote came to him: I saw the opening maw of hell.
True felt the small hairs on the back of his neck tingle. Suddenly a white arm braided with a barbed-wire tattoo emerged from the dark within, hooked around the animal’s neck and pulled the dog away from the glass…
…and then the SUV’s brakelights flared red, True saw a rear-end collision about to destroy his perfect driving record and perhaps the way his head sat upon his spine, and he swerved the van and trailer into the left-hand lane directly in front of a Winnebago painted a sand-colored camo scheme. He came within inches of scraping that hideous sticker off the metal and he felt the whipsaw of the trailer shudder through the van’s frame. The trailer swayed back and forth a few times, as True cut his speed to keep the rig from dragging them off the interstate. The shriek of tires and blare of horns followed.
“Jesus Christ!” Nomad hollered.
“Hey, man!” Terry said, righting himself after his seatbelt had nearly cut him in half. It was a pain, wearing these seatbelts, but with an FBI agent at the wheel, what were you gonna do? “I thought you could drive!”
“Sorry.” True checked the sideview mirrors. Thank God, he was leaving no accidents in his wake. The driver of the red SUV dropped back, turned on the blinker and merged smoothly into the left-hand lane a few vehicles behind the Scumbucket.
“That was different,” Berke said. “I used to have a drum kit back in that fucking trailer instead of shit and splinters.”
“It’ll be all right,” he told her. He felt such animosity from her, he couldn’t resist saying, “It would’ve been busted up if it hadn’t been repacked.”
“Repacked?” Terry asked; it had also gone through his mind that his keyboards, even in their hard cases, weren’t up to that kind of rock-and-rolling.
“I had everything repacked by experts,” True said, feeling a little superior. “They filled in the empty spaces with styrofoam cubes and put color-key labels on everything.”
“Color-key labels?” Berke leaned forward as far as her sealtbelt would let her. “What for?”
“There’s a diagram taped to the inside of the trailer. It shows how everything should be packed, according to the colors.” When no one spoke for a time, True said, “More efficient this way.”
“Yeah, well, George had a system.” Berke wasn’t ready to let it go. This guy with his pressed khaki trousers and his dark burgundy-colored polo shirt and his white sidewalls and fucking control-freak attitude was starting to crawl up her butt. “He just knew where everything went. He didn’t need…like…an agency full of government flunkies figuring out what color label ought to be stuck on my snare.”
“I’m sure he did a great job.” True’s voice was cool; he was somewhere else now, though, concentrating on the task ahead.
“He was one of us,” Berke said, and let the obvious rest of it hang out there. No further comment came from the government man. She leaned back and closed her eyes to escape the moment and recharge her batteries. There would be a huge sunshade awning up over the stage, she’d been told, but hot was hot and drumming made its own heat. Fuck it, she’d be ready; she always was.
“If your boys had seen that move,” Nomad said to True, “they might take your Good Driver’s badge away. That wasn’t them crashed in that ditch back there, was it?”
“No.” His ‘boys’, dressed the part of Stone Church music fans, were in two vehicles ahead of them and two vehicles behind. Another team of ‘boys’ had gone to the site early this morning to get everything organized, and more ‘boys’ were at this moment setting up on their stations. True had had an interesting meeting with his site coordinator yesterday, when True had said he needed metal detectors in operation between what they called the ‘Midway’ and the entrance to the ‘Amphitheater’.
Metal detectors, sir? The site coordinator was thirty-two years old, an ex-SWAT guy and a big fan of a band called Green Day, which True had never heard of. Sir…do you realize how many times those detectors are going to go
off with this crowd? It’ll be a constant buzz. And…begging your pardon, sir, but some of these
people are going to be carrying metal in places you’d rather not know about. Male and female both.
True had taken it upon himself to find on the Internet some examples of what was being talked about, and when he was looking at a picture of a split cock with metal rings dangling from both halves his wife had happened to come up behind him in the study and spilled his nightly Ovaltine all over the carpet.
So much for the metal detectors. The undercover guys were going to have to eyeball the crowd, but it was unlikely Pett would try to get in close for a shot. The rifle was his instrument, and long range his protection. The biggest responsiblity would be with the tac teams surrounding the venue. But to this point, everything had been going as planned. Pett’s picture, his tag number and a description of his dark blue pickup truck had been on the local news and on CNN and Fox. Last night Nancy Grace had put up the information before every commercial break; she was a bulldog about such things and could be counted on to help. On the other hand, the media was always hungry for hot stories and the sniper story had lost some of its heat, being knocked off centerstage by new developments about the missing little girl in Florida and the fourth rape by the so-called Duct Tape Rapist in Los Angeles.
The local TV stations had been helpful in promoting Stone Church. They’d been running the frenzied, quick-cut video ads that Garth Brickenfield had paid for, and also getting in on the newcasts mention that The Five—you’ll remember they’re the rock band that’s been
struck twice in sniper attacks both in Arizona and Texas—would be playing there for one show at three o’clock on Thursday afternoon. Promoter Garth Brickenfield assures us that of
course
security will be tight
and every precaution will be taken. Brickenfield had insisted on that last bit, and he said he didn’t give a shit if the FBI or the IRS or GWB himself had some questions about his last three years’ tax returns, he couldn’t scare off his paying customers.
Didn’t really matter, True thought. For sure Pett knew security would be tight. Would he see it as a challenge? A way to show what he could do, now that he was back in the arena?
Time would tell.
By the looks of the crowd on this highway, nobody was being scared off. They’d be pouring in from the eastbound side too, coming from California. Brickenfield’s promotional efforts—on TV, radio, and newspapers—covered the entire southwest and half of the left coast, and the website was slick and professional but the band pictures were nearly as disturbing as the image of the cock with two half-heads. In True’s day, bands had wanted their faces to be seen; they didn’t want to wear over their heads executioner’s masks, wire cages and coiled things that looked like French sex toys.
The first band started up at noon. Stone Church went until midnight Sunday with bands playing around the clock. He’d gone over the roster, but he didn’t know any of the names: Triumph Of The Dark, Skullsplitter, FTW, The Black Dahlias, Rat Scab, Monster Ripper, Anus And Candy, The Descenders, Mjöllnir, The Bleeding Brains, The Luciferians, Dear Mother’s Blood, Fist Deep, Dreams Of Sharp Teeth, The Sick Crabs, The Slain, and on and on.
He recalled thinking how weird Adam and the Ants seemed back at the beginning of New Wave. Now they were as quaint as the sound of the Mitch Miller records his own father used to listen to after dinner.
The question was…what was coming next, to give these current bands the scent of moldy age? His tac leader had called them ‘death-thrash bands’. True remembered what John Charles had said to Roger Chester: The only reason they want us
there is because of the death thing.
Garth Brickenfield had not gotten where he was by being dumb. Or being caught napping in an easy chair. He knew what his paying audience would pay to see. Those other bands might thrash all they wanted to about death…but The Five had seen it up close, in its bloody truth.
They were going to be real celebrities at this shindig.
“Jeremy Pett,” Terry began, and then he let that sit for a few seconds. “He might have headed to Mexico. Right?”
“Maybe,” True answered, watching the road and all the vehicles in front of him. He was dreading that traffic on the two-lane. “Like I told you, it depends on what’s in his head.”
“You mean if he decides killing one of us and putting another one in the ICU is enough?” Nomad prodded. “To satisfy him, I mean?”
“That’s right.”
“Well, what is so fucking bad about that video? Okay, it criticizes the war. Other bands do videos criticizing the war, but they don’t get popped because of it! Why us?”
“You’d have to ask him.”
“I’m asking you!” Some fire jumped into Nomad’s face. “You’ve seen it! What’s so bad about it that we should get killed?”
“John,” said Ariel, in a soothing voice, “he can’t answer that. He doesn’t know. Nobody knows but Jeremy Pett, and he must be out of his mind. Maybe he saw something in the video that reminded him of what he went through. Maybe something he doesn’t want to be reminded of. That’s what I think.”
“Yes,” True agreed. “I’m thinking that, too.”
“Should I go on TV and apologize?” Nomad asked, speaking to both of them. “Should I get up on the stage and say I’m sorry we did this video and got Mike killed for it? Or maybe it’s the song? Should I say I’m sorry we wrote this song, and never again will there ever be another song written in the world that has the power to piss anybody off? You know what you get when that happens?”
“Yeah,” Berke said. “Lame Van Halen tunes. Which I’m sad to say we’ve done a lot of. Like ‘Bad Cop’.”
“What’s wrong with Van Halen?” True asked.
“What’s wrong with ‘Bad Cop’?” Nomad twisted around in his seat to the limit of his restraining belt. “It’s a party song, people like it.”
“Drunks like it,” said Berke, with a wicked little smirk. “The bartenders like it.”
“And the club owners like it.”
“It’s not going to fly with this audience,” she pointed out. “We go out doing shit like that and they’ll bum rush the stage. You want to join George in that ICU? Not me, bro.”
“What?”
She realized what she’d said; a message delivered from another world. “I mean…not me. Period.”
“I like Van Halen,” True said to Ariel.
“I’m just saying,” Berke went on, now that she was geared to go, “is that we need to play for this crowd. If we don’t connect with them in a hurry, they’re going to take out their fucking power drills and give us new assholes right in our foreheads. So I’m thinking…maybe we ought to kick it off with ‘Bedlam A-Go-Go’. Distort the shit out of it. Go fucking monster loud. In fact, distort and go freak wild on everything. And when you sing, John, get your mouth right up on the mike and scream it out so nobody can hear what you’re saying. Just eat the fucking mike. How about it?”
There was a silence.
After a while, Nomad nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”
“Distortion is my name,” Terry said.
“And we ought to pick the tempo up on everything,” Berke told them. “What was slow gets fast and what was fast gets ridiculous. Okay? You guys follow my lead and I’ll carry you through.”
< >
My kind of gig,” said Ariel. “If my hands fall off in the middle of ‘Sympathy’, will somebody please put them in a refrigerated box?”
“We’ve got this knocked,” Nomad said, with a smile that might have been described as jittery. “Yeah. Ninety minutes of noise, distortion, and speed. We may have to play some songs twice, but we’ve got this knocked.”
I-10 curved into I-8. About six miles past Gila Ridge, True and nearly everybody else heading westbound turned off on the two-lane that stretched out flat for a distance and then began its climb into the heat-hazed, brick-red mountains toward Stone Church. The road was jammed and traffic slowed to a crawl. In front of them the passenger of a gray van lowered their window and threw yellow liquid from a bucket onto the pavement, where it bubbled and steamed. Young men wearing umbrella caps that bore the red legend Stone Church 9-2008 began appearing, walking among the vehicles to sell bottled water, T-shirts and umbrella caps that bore the red legend Stone Church 9-2008.
“A decorated Marine,” Ariel suddenly said. It had come to her as she was thinking about George lying in his hospital bed. “You said Detective Rios told you Pett was a decorated Marine.” She waited for True to acknowledge her with a glance. “What decoration?”
“The Bronze star for valor.” True stared straight ahead, guiding the Scumbucket ever onward. The mountains had grown rugged and huge. “It happened in Fallujah, in November of 2004. He was in position in an abandoned building with his spotter, looking for targets. Evidently they’d been seen and tracked by an insurgent scout. The report I read says that a rocket-propelled grenade was fired into their hide. The blast wounded Pett’s spotter. It was a cranial wound, ended up being severe brain damage that put him in the Veteran’s Hospital in Temple for life. Right after the RPG came in, an estimated thirty to forty insurgents with assault rifles stormed the building.”
True’s jaw was set. In it, a muscle twitched. Ariel thought his blue eyes had turned the color of steel.
“According to the report, Pett was in shock and bleeding from his own wounds, but he started making shots,” the man continued, in a slow and even voice. “He hit a few of them. Knocked them back on their heels. Then they brought in a truck loaded with more RPGs, and they started blowing the building apart room by room. According to the report, Pett dragged his spotter with him as he kept on the move. Gave him whatever first aid he could. Pett was calling for help on his radio, but by that time the building was surrounded and there was no way out.” The steely gaze wandered toward Ariel. “Can you imagine what that must’ve been like? What that young man must’ve been thinking? He was trained, sure…but that kind of warfare…trapped like a dog in a cage…the RPGs tearing in and blowing holes in the walls all around you and your buddy with his brains falling out of his head…what does a man do, in a situation like that?”
After a short pause, True said, “What he did, was to get himself and his spotter down to the basement, in the dark, and find a protected area where he could get his back to the wall. Then he waited. There were battles going on all over the city. Help was coming, but it wasn’t going to get there quick and it was going to have to fight to get to him. So, according to the report, Pett stayed in that basement with his spotter for nearly three hours, with his buddy’s head cradled in his lap and his rifle aimed at the square of a doorway at the top of the stairs. They kept firing the RPGs in, but they wouldn’t come in after him. It was almost night when a squad got him out. He had killed six insurgents, likely wounded twice that many. The squad had trouble separating him from his buddy, so they let Pett carry him with them up the steps. That was Pett’s last combat mission. For staying with his friend and showing heroism under fire, he was awarded the Bronze Star. The Temple police found it in his apartment, up on a closet shelf in a box with letters from his wife.”
“His wife?” Nomad was amazed to hear this fact. “Where is she?”
True didn’t answer for a time. He was watching the mountains come nearer, and now they looked to him like a massive line of broken teeth.
“One night in February of 2004,” he said, “Pett’s wife and his seven-year-old son—Nick was the boy’s name—drove out of a mall’s parking lot. They were hit at the next intersection by an SUV travelling at what the Houston police say had to be nearly seventy miles an hour. The two teenaged girls were high on pot and the driver was arguing with her boyfriend on her cellphone. Witnesses said she never braked for the red light. I read the police reports and the newspaper article.” The picture in the Chronicle had been horrendous, showing what used to be a minivan reduced to a shapeless mass of metal, the impact having spun the wreckage through the front window of a Popeye’s Fried Chicken restaurant. “Pett’s wife died at the scene. The little boy lingered until the next day. As for the teenaged girls, the driver died a few days later and the passenger was crippled. Pett went home to the funerals of his family, but he turned around and went back to active duty a few weeks later.”
“Why?” Terry asked, sounding stunned.
“I’m sure,” True said, “he knew they needed him in Iraq. They were his second family. I’m supposing from everything I’ve read that Pett intended to make the Marines his life career. He was very good at his fieldwork, but I doubt you can sustain that too long. I’m thinking he wanted to be a gunny. A gunnery sergeant. Teaching the discipline to the new boots. Maybe training new snipers. But after what happened in Fallujah…the sad thing is that you can be tested and pass the test, but something fundamental is changed about you. Something is pulled out of shape. I’ve seen the same thing happen to agents in violent situations. They do everything right, they go by the book, maybe they even win citations for bravery, but you look in their eyes—you look deep—and you see…something has gotten down in the dark, in that basement, and it presses its back against the wall for protection and it knows…it knows…that next time, the fear might win. And it’s the fear that causes you to make an error and get yourself killed. I’m thinking that after Fallujah, the next time Jeremy Pett fired a rifle he couldn’t hit a red barn at two hundred yards, because when he held that weapon everything came flooding back. So the Marines discharged him with his Bronze Star and sent him home to Houston where the bodies of his wife and son were lying in the cemetery. It wasn’t too much longer before he moved to Temple. Obviously he wanted to be close to the VA hospital. The visitors’ records say he went to see his buddy every Wednesday.”
“Wow,” was Berke’s quiet response. If anything, she could relate to loyalty.
Nomad was having none of it. “Are we supposed to feel sorry for him?”
A grim smile moved across True’s mouth, and then it went away. He said in an empty voice, “Feel the way you need to feel. No skin off my back.”
They were climbing into the jagged brown teeth. The traffic would move for a few minutes and then it would clog again with an exclamation of brakelights all down the long line. A helicopter swooped low over the road.
“Hey, a chopper!” Terry said. “I’m impressed!”
“Not mine,” True told him. “Might be media or Brickenfield’s security men making a display. My guys aren’t meant to be noticed.”
Nomad thought that was an understatement, considering how smoothly Truitt Allen had stashed a small soft leather bag down beside the driver’s seat when he’d gotten behind the wheel. Cellphone? Walkie-Talkie? Compact handgun? Probably all three.
“Question?” True asked, as if he were reading Nomad’s mind.
“I don’t have a question, man.”
“I’m saying I do have a question. I was about to ask…what’s the story behind Stone Church? It didn’t start out with that name.” True knew that much; it had been the Apache Leap Festival when it began in 1995. In the year 2000, it became Stone Church. “The highest peak up here is called Apache Leap, correct?”
“I guess.”
“Well, who knows? I’m interested in why the name changed.” He’d never thought to ask Garth Brickenfield or Roger Chester or even his own tac leader, with all the other million details that had to be worked out for this operation, and anyway it was hardly an essential point. But still, he was curious. “Anybody help me out?”
“I’ve read about it,” Ariel said, though she was underestimating her knowledge. She’d talked to other musicians who’d played Stone Church, and from their experiences she’d dug into the subject like Detective Ramona Rios on the track of a missing persons report. “The legend about Apache Leap is that—”
“A brave climbed up there to fight an evil spirit,” True interrupted. “He jumped off the peak when he realized the evil couldn’t be beaten, because it was part of himself. Yeah, that’s schoolboy stuff. I want to know about Stone Church.”
“The legend and Stone Church tie together,” she explained. “It’s been a place of evil spirits for a very long time.”
“You’re quoting someone?” He gave the Scumbucket some gas; they were moving again, but once more the line of brakelights flared ahead. The helicopter passed, throwing its shadow like a huge dark bird. “Or is that your opinion?”
“I’ll tell you what I’ve read and what I’ve heard, if you want to listen.”
“Shoot,” he said, and instantly thought that was a very poor choice of words.
Ariel began.




SEVENTEEN.
She was good at painting pictures with words, and so now Ariel painted them for Truitt Allen: yellow dust blowing through the mountain air, the stillness of the red-rimmed stone, the sun burning hot upon the cracks and fissures of a dry, old earth, and deep down below that baked brown crust the men sweating in the light of their lanterns as they swung pickaxes in the sweltering rooms of Silver Mine Number Three.
The Spanish had worked the mine before, using Indians as slaves, but not until 1887 did the industrious white men find the hole in the ground and haul up a taste of what was in it. They brought their pack mules, their tent canvas, their lumber boards and their picks and shovels by the hundreds, and then with the arrival of the barrels of nails and a proper team of construction surveyors paid for by the San Francisco investment company, wooden buildings took shape. The two whorehouses were given painted signs. The four bars earned their solidity, their batwing doors and their brass spittoons. Wagons began bringing in the wives and children. At night the wind picked up, and under the stars it sang through the telegraph wires that stretched down along the poles to Gila Ridge. A school was built, well away from the saloons and houses of ill repute. It was the third silver mine owned by the Company, and by now the managers knew how to build a town around a dream of wealth.
A lot of silver was coming out of that mine. Some other things too: a little lead, a flash of zinc, enough gold to quicken the pulse and cause women to crave the gleam and men to go buy a pocket pistol, just for protection. But a lot of silver was coming up, and Silver Mine Number Three was going to make a lot of people very rich.
A man of God arrived, in the summer of 1890. He introduced himself at a town meeting as the Reverend Daniel Kiley. He brought with him his own wife, his two young sons, his baby daughter and a wagon full of Bibles and hymn books. He was a good man. He was an intelligent man. He was a man who had his own dreams, of making a difference in a world that needed salvation.
He was a man.
Daniel Kiley had had some difficulty in Denver, their last place of residence. It might have had to do with the power of whiskey, or the power of a woman who whispered things in a man’s ear that a wife would not dare to speak, and who did those things laughingly and then laughingly watched a man’s face crumble along with the plans for a new church on Blake Street. He had been cast out of that Eden, and had wandered long in search of a purpose to redeem himself in the eyes of God, in the eyes of his wife and in the hearts of his children. He had to win his way back, and the only way he knew to do that was to build something holy, something that would last, something like a beacon to lead sinners home from the dark path. Because he knew what lay at the end of that; he had seen his destruction in a pair of green eyes and a pair of green-gloved hands. He had seen it in the distorted reflection of his own face in a mirror down along the hallway where a red curtain hid his secrets.
It was to laugh at.
The Company was all for what Daniel Kiley proposed: a church to settle the community, to give the beginnings to the law and order that towns needed, to give the people a place to wed, a place to bring their babies for baptism, a place to prepare for the journey that every man and woman must make. The church kept workers satisfied. It would go up at the center of the fledgling business district of Silver Mine Number Three, and at Daniel Kiley’s urging the Company would build this church not of ordinary timber and tar, nor of bricks fired from the town’s new kiln, but from the stone of the mountain itself. It would be built to last a hundred years, and in mid-1891 a great hurrah rose into the red-dusted air as the shovels bit first earth, after which there was a pause while the photographer loaded his glass plates into the camera, repositioned the scene and memorialized the moment with a bright flare of magnesium powder.
When the church was finished, it was a thing of beauty. A thing of pride and of promise. The stones were tight and precise, the mortar as white as God’s beard. In front of the door, stone steps stood chiseled and firm underfoot, to guide the needy to their places. Who knew what the future of the town might be? The silver was still coming up, and much more to be found. This town of over four hundred people might be a city one day. A city on a mountaintop, to rival even Denver.
Oh yes, said the Reverend Daniel Kiley, from his new pinewood pulpit to his congregation in their pews. That’s a nice thought.
Within a month of the church going up, the mayor called a meeting. With the Company’s permission, he was suggesting a new name for their town. He was suggesting Stone Church, and may it stand for a hundred years as the beacon of this community.
“No one knows exactly how it started,” Ariel said, as the Scumbucket crept up the mountain road. “But it did start.”
“What started?” True asked.
“The end,” she said.
Maybe it started with the mine itself. But it wasn’t that the silver ran out. It didn’t stop gleaming in the walls when the lantern light touched it. But the streams of silver ran deeper down, and to get to them the miners went deeper too, and day after day—week after week and month after month—the miners went deeper. And deeper still.
Who was it who first had a nervous drink at a saloon and said he’d seen something, down in the passageways and gloomy rooms where heaving pumps brought in the gritty air? What had he seen? What did others see, that made them come up from that hole, pack into their wagons their picks, their shovels, their wives and their children, and leave their houses with bedspreads still on the bed and dishes in the cupboard?
Some talked, before they left. Not going back down in that hole, they said. No sir, not for any coin on this earth. Because there are things down there. There are things that watch me from the dark, and when I hold my lantern up I only see their shadows as they pull back into the rock. Did you hear me, sir? I said…into the rock.
The town’s doctor was an old man named Leon Lewis who had seen his own share of visions among the lotus eaters of San Francisco. He told the mayor and the council that he thought these hallucinations were a result of bad air down in the chambers. The bellows pumps were outdated and inefficient at the depth the mine had reached, he said, and it was time to present the Company with a plan for a steam boiler that would run a new air circulation system.
The Company’s response was to study the plan. In the meantime, more men were emerging from the rooms and vowing never to go back. Most would not talk, not for money or whiskey. When one of them spilled his story to a prostitute, it was likely the town would be less both one miner and one prostitute in the next day or two.
More than the shadows, more than the glimpses of figures standing where they should not be, more than the quick shine of eyes in the dark, it was the music that began to shred their nerves.
It was always faint. Always just at the edge of hearing. But all who did hear it were sure it was a brass band playing a march. Down in the deep dark of the mine, down in a place where picks and shovels had just begun to pierce the earth, a brass band was playing a John Philip Sousa march. There was some difference of opinion over whether it was ‘The Washington Post’ or ‘The Gladiator’ or some combination of the two, because there were only seconds of it to be heard, drifting amid the wheeze of the pumps and the scrape of the shovels.
Doc Lewis said working at that depth could affect a man’s inner ear, in such a way that phantom music might indeed be heard. He volunteered to go down himself, with Sheriff McKee and the head foreman.
“Ariel, you’re creeping me out,” Berke said. “You’re making half this shit up, anyway.”
“I wish. There are three books I know of on the subject, and last April there was a documentary on the History Channel.”
“What’ve you been doing? Studying this?” Nomad asked. Christ, he wished he had a cigarette! The higher they climbed up this freaking mountain, the more nervous he was getting, and he did not as a rule get nervous.
True followed the car ahead through an open orange metal gate. A small adobe-style building stood next to it and out front were a couple of guys in white shirts and sand-colored shorts. They wore caps that had GB Promotions on them. The security men looked like fleshy ex-football players, and one was making the devil horns hand to four girls in a Jeep while the other was hollering at somebody over a cell phone. True saw a sign ahead: Campgrounds. An arrow pointed to the left. He was supposed to keep going straight on, to the artists’ area.
“I think maybe you’ve been reading too much Stephen King,” he told Ariel. “But go ahead.”
She did.
When the doctor, the sheriff and the foreman came back up from the mine, they spoke to none of the other men waiting at the entrance. They walked straight to the stone church, and it was seen that Sheriff McKee had to help Doc Lewis because the doctor’s knees buckled at the foot of the steps. Then they went inside and didn’t come out for a while. Nobody followed them in, but one of the miners ran to get Daniel Kiley, and when the reverend arrived and went into his church he didn’t come out for a while, either. Finally everybody went home, and that was the first night the telegraph in the Company office started tapping out the message News! News! News!
Stone Church has been destroyed over and over again from somewhere down the mountain, but nobody in Gila Ridge was sending it.
What got out, over the next few days, and what was whispered in the saloons over the half-guzzled bottles and the forgotten whores, was that the three men who’d gone down into the mine had followed the faint snippets of music, the ‘Washington Post’ or the ‘Gladiator’, whatever it was, the kind of music that ordinarily would have made a man doff his hat and salute his flag in a fine frenzy of patriotism. They had followed the music from chamber to chamber, armed with lanterns and in Sheriff McKee’s big ruddy paw of a hand a Colt Navy revolver. And, the whispers went, the music drew them deeper and deeper, until suddenly it stopped and the woman stepped out into the lantern light.
She was a striking-looking woman. A beautiful woman, in an elegant dress. She wore green gloves, and—so the whispers went—she told the three men she wanted to speak to the Reverend Daniel Kiley. She said it would go hard for the town, if he wouldn’t see her. She said it would go hard for the town even if he would see her, because that was how things were. But, she said, at least from such a righteous gentleman as him she expected a courtesy call.
The wagons began to roll out. The head foreman and his wife were gone the next morning after it had happened, left everything behind that couldn’t be thrown into a single trunk. Sheriff McKee had to be awakened from a drunken stupor by the thin Chinese girl who slept on his porch like a lovesick mongrel. Even Doc Lewis thought about running for it, but he was on his last legs anyway, he had no family, he was a horse waiting to be shot. He decided to stick it out, with a little lotus leaf to steady his nerves.
Daniel Kiley called a gathering in front of the stone church. It had to be in broad daylight, because no one walked the streets after sundown. He addressed the remaining seventy or so frightened people in what many considered a voice carved from the Rock Of Ages. He stood firm before them, with his family at his side, and commanded the crowd to also stand firm. He lifted up his Bible and told them he had found his purpose here, his calling, his truth. He had found what he’d been looking for, in one way or another, all his weak and miserable life.
He had found a fight with Satan. And by God he was not going to let Satan take his town.
At that point, about thirty more people headed to their wagons at a pretty quick clip, but the forty who stood their ground spat their tobacco and scratched their balls and hollered back at the reverend in the Greek language, in Chinese, in the Nordic tongue, in the brogues of old Ireland and the burrs of Scotland and in the toughened timbres of men who have learned to sleep standing up with one eye open.
They would send their wives and children down the mountain to safety—if they could, because some of the wives spat their tobacco and the children scratched their balls just like Papa did. But what was life if it was lived like a scared sheep?
“Now that’s where it runs off the tracks,” Nomad said. “Nobody would’ve stayed in that town. Nobody. My ass would be going down that road.” He realized, quite suddenly, that his ass was currently going up that road.
“Maybe.” Ariel saw, as True did, a double sign pointing to a turnoff on the right. The top sign said Vendors and the bottom one Artists. “But, according to what I read, the people who elected to stay were told the Company was sending a bonus for every man who would go back into the mine. The Company didn’t know what was happening—they thought it was a work stoppage over the air pumps—but they were sending a strongbox of gold dust from San Francisco. And no one had been hurt yet. There was the music, the woman, and the threat of harm from the telegraph, but the telegraph had stopped its chattering.”
“What do you mean, no one had been hurt ‘yet’?” Berke frowned. “That sounds fucking ominous.”
“For a few weeks, nothing else happened. The miners went back to work. The music had stopped. There were no more half-seen figures in the dark. Even some of those people who’d left came back. Then whatever it was…evil, Satan, whatever you want to call that force…left the mine and entered the town.”
Did Daniel Kiley want to go into the mine, to meet the woman—the creature—who called him? Did the reverend’s wife throw herself in his way, and beg him not to go? He didn’t go. Then…one morning they found their little girl dead in her bed. There were bruises on her face. The reverend’s sons woke up to the noise of horror…and one of them said he’d had a dream, a bad bad dream, in which he’d walked quietly into their room while they were sleeping and looked into his sister’s bed and had seen a snake coiled next to her head. And in this dream he’d had a pillow already in his hands, and he’d smashed it down upon the reptile, had pressed down hard with all his strength, and when he’d tried to call for help…the strangest thing…his voice was gone. His voice had been stolen from him, there in the night. But he kept pressing down, and pressing down, and at last he’d lifted up the pillow and seen that the snake was dead. He’d told his father that he thought he was a real hero, in that dream, and maybe he ought to earn a medal.
A Company wagon bearing the strongbox of gold dust from San Francisco arrived the next day. It was accompanied by four men with the names of Barton Taggett, Miles Branco, Jerrod Spade and Duke Chanderley. They wore dirty Stetsons on their heads and notched Colts in their holsters. They were ready to declare war, in the name of the Company, on sluggards and malingerers and weak-willed sonsofbitches who didn’t want to dig for silver just because of an old air pump. When they found fifty or so people where four hundred used to be, and the new head foreman a red-bearded Scotsman with one leg, they changed their attitude. When they heard the stories and talked to Sheriff McKee and Doc Lewis and Daniel Kiley, and when they saw the body of the little girl in its casket and the haunted eyes of the boy who’d suffocated her in a bad dream, they sat down for a while in the last remaining saloon with the last of the soiled doves looking on, and they drank some whiskey and smoked some cigars and figured they were getting too old for this shit.
But the thing was, they were moral men who had had immoralities thrust upon them. So as the night went on and the lamps burned across Stone Church, and the church itself stood silent and solid in the center of the town, the Company enforcers decided they didn’t know if demons could bleed, red blood or black, but maybe it was up to four Civil War hellraisers to find out.
“They went down into the mine with Daniel Kiley and Sheriff McKee,” Ariel said, as the Scumbucket passed a huge gated parking lot full of trucks, vans and trailers. Vendors Park Here, a sign directed. “They went down to find the woman. The thing. Whatever she was. It was. And that’s the end of the story.”
“The fuck it is!” Berke had nearly yelled it.
“Come on!” Terry said. “That can’t be the end!”
“There’s no good end,” Ariel clarified.
True scanned the vehicles in the vendors’ lot. Rings Of Saturn Tattoos, Inc. Body Art by
Sarafina. ShockIt Tattoos. Tribal Attitudes. The Living Needle.
“Finish it,” he said, as he drove on.
“I’ve heard and read about a daily journal in a library somewhere. Kept under lock-and-key, available for study only to parapsychologists and the clergy.” Ariel said quietly. “It was written by one of the Stone Church prostitutes. The story is that she and all but two others of her profession left on a wagon as the enforcers, the sheriff and the reverend were walking into the mine. The women didn’t look back. But all the details come from that journal. They talked about it in that documentary on the History Channel. The women heard nothing. They just kept going. But when the Company didn’t hear anything more, they sent a Pinkerton’s detective from Tucson to find out what was happening with their investment. The detective found…nothing and no one. Fifty-something people, and the four enforcers, were gone. There was no evidence of a fight. The horses, mules, cows and pigs…all gone. There was not a living thing left in Stone Church. But clothes still hung on lines, dishes were stacked up in washbasins, and mops and brooms leaned in corners as if their owners had just stepped out for a minute. A pan of browned biscuits sat on a table. Some of the doors to the houses were open, some closed. The strongbox was locked in a cell in the sheriff’s office. All the sacks of gold dust were still there. An empty casket was found in the parlor of the reverend’s house. Child-sized. Two other things…the Pinkerton detective found that all the gravestones in the cemetery had been knocked flat, and the windows had been blown out of the church from the inside.” She’d been looking to her right, through the green tint, and now she narrowed her eyes slightly. “There it is,” she said.
They saw what she was seeing.
It was maybe two or three miles away, commanding a slightly higher elevation. The roof had collapsed; if there ever had been a steeple, there was not one now. The stone walls formed a shell around a hollow center. Even at this distance, in the midday sun, some of the lines of mortar could be made out. Below the walls the earth was an ashen color. Here and there piles of timbers lay jumbled about. The open frame of a building that the wind had gnawed to pieces was still standing, but its days were numbered. But the stone church itself…it had lasted for a hundred years, and might last a hundred more though its congregation now was likely only the lizards and the scorpions. Nomad could see a massive iron gate across the road that wound up to Stone Church. It was secured by what might have been a dark fester of chains and coils of barbed-wire. The wire was strung all around the mountaintop, like spiky hair circling a scabby pate. Day-Glo orange signs were set at intervals in the ground. He couldn’t read them, but he imagined what they probably said: Danger. No Trespassing. Proceed At Your Own Risk. Trespassers Will Be—
What? he wondered.
Swallowed up by Hell?
“That whole story’s some jimcrack bullshit,” he said, but he didn’t say it very loudly.
A wall of brown rock stubbled with brush came up between the Scumbucket and the stone church, and it was gone from view.




EIGHTEEN.
True was thinking. The answer to his original question was that Garth Brickenfield had decided to retire the name ‘Apache Leap’ for a darker image for his annual music festival. It was the kind of story you could email ten people about and a hundred—several hundred?—would know it by the end of the day. Publicity, publicity, publicity. That and a note of weirdness, a smell of Satanic brimstone, and bringing in the vendors that Brickenfield cultivated for this thing and there you had it: an old guy pretending to putter around with antique airplanes while he was building a flying zoopalooza.
Around the next bend, they could feel the music.
It was always the bass, first. It vibrated through the Scumbucket before they could hear it. Somebody’s big huge speakers were cranked up to big huge numbers. The amphitheater’s gates had opened at noon, and by the schedule True had gotten the first band to take the stage was The Bleeding Brains.
They were very, very loud.
True slowed the van down. It rolled toward the orange gate where the GB Promotions security boys were checking the entry passes with hand scanners. True lowered his window and caught the full thunder of bass guitar and bass drum echoing off rock walls and maybe a couple of hundred shaved skulls. He felt like one of the Company’s enforcers; he was way too old for this kind of mess, but to call himself a man he was going to have to go down into that mine.
“Thank you, sir,” the security guy with blue sunscreen on his face said to True when the passes were scanned, and then he looked past True into the van and shouted, “Kick some ass!” as he pumped his fist into the air.
They drove onto the dirt lot behind the huge stage, which like any lot behind a festival stage was a phantasmorama of many elements: the military encampment, the neighborhood block party, the mad scientist’s cluttered lab of crates and boxes and strange electronic gizmos, the power station in a constant state of emergency, the lineup of battered trucks, trailers and vans from that seedy auto dealership in the bad part of town, the grimy place behind the colorful banners at the state fair where all the half-eaten candied apples seem to end up.
True found a place to stop, in between a line of green Port-A-Potties and a purple van painted with grinning silver death’s heads. They had arrived.
The first thing for The Five to do was to go to the large black hospitality trailer with GB Promotions in red on the sides, get their stage passes and some bottled water, eat whatever sandwich and chips they were offering, and figure out exactly what the set was going to be. They had about two hours to settle in. The equipment would have to be unloaded, everything plugged in and checked as best as possible in this environment. They wouldn’t have to worry about unloading any merchandise, because that had already been shipped from RCA to Brickenfield’s company and would be for sale up on the ‘Midway’ where the sea of vendors was located. But it would be barely-controlled chaos, no matter how it was sliced.
True’s first task was to take his leather bag out of the van, walk to the other side of the Port-A-Potties to get some relative quiet from the Bleeding Brains, unzip the bag and reach in next to the lightweight aluminum Charter Arms .38 Special. He removed his small black Motorola Walkie-Talkie with its eighteen-mile range and secure codes. He turned on the voice activation capability.
“This is Prime setting up shop,” True said. “Scout, you guys out there?”
“Affirmative.” The reception was so clear Tony Escobar could’ve been standing right next to him.
“Knave, you copy?”
“Affirmative.”
He went through Lance, Logic, Shelter and Signet. He’d chosen the names from the Admirable Class of minesweeping ships in World War II; the guys rolled their eyes at him, but he was the big dog. “All I can tell you is to stay sharp,” he said when the teams had reported. They knew their business, they had their high-powered binoculars and wore camouflage suits that blended them in with the mountain terrain. Their rifles, all Remingtons with scopes similar to what Jeremy Pett would be carrying, were also camouflaged with earth colors. The tac teams were spread out around the clockface of the amphitheater, and were experts at staying invisible. A thought struck True. “Hey, Clark!”
“Yes, sir?”
Clark Griffin was the leader of the Shelter team. He and his men would be hunkered down in a position nearest to that place up on the higher elevation. That place.
Watch your backs, he almost said.
But that would’ve sounded stupid. It would not be wise for the operation leader to sound stupid. So he said, “This is your kind of music down here.”
“Nobody in that lineup can hold a candle to Buckethead,” Clark answered back. “I’ll make you a fan yet, sir.”
“I’m still in my Crosby, Stills and Nash period,” True said. “Okay, let’s put on our bigboy faces. One reminder: we are not shooting to kill. Check you.” He switched off the voice control. Then, satisfied at least that everyone was where they ought to be, he walked back around the line of portable toilets and went into the nearest one to relieve his aching bladder.
On their way to the hospitality trailer, Nomad’s pace slowed. Ariel noticed and also slowed down. He was staring at something off to the right. “John?” she said, and followed his gaze to an Airstream trailer where a nearly-naked man with tattoos on his arms and chest and long hair the color of butter was sitting on a lawn chair in the sun, his face offered to the rays. Nomad told her to go on ahead, that he’d be there in a few minutes. She hesitated only briefly, as Nomad began to walk toward the Airstream, and then she followed Terry and Berke across a landscape strewn with cables.
Nomad had known this man was going to be at Stone Church. His band Mjöllnir—pronounced “Mole Near”—was scheduled to take the stage at eight o’clock tonight. He had gotten here early, to kick back, mix and mingle, to check out the flashy young tail, to score some good dope, to listen to the new bands. Maybe also because his tour calendar was a lot lighter than it had been ten, twenty years ago. Mjöllnir was the name of Thor’s mythical hammer. The man in that lawn chair, catching sun with his eyes closed against the glare, was a fallen god.
Nomad came up on him silently, as the Bleeding Brains thrashed and screamed onstage about a hundred yards away, but fallen gods still retain their sixth sense, and the man opened eyes as green as new emeralds and with The Look speared Nomad in his tracks.
“You just passing through, or what?” Nomad asked, unable to keep a grin off his face.
“There’s the kid!” said the blonde-haired man, in a raspy growl that used to be known by the millions and imitated by dozens of lesser vocalists. He stood up, matched Nomad’s grin and opened his arms wide, permitting entrance. “Come on over here, you little motherfucker!”
The man was wearing only a black Speedo and brown sandals. The lump at his crotch was huge. Nomad said, “I’m not getting any nearer to that thing.”
“It’s been tamed,” the man said. “Hey, I’m not wasting it on you. Come on, gimme a hug.”
Nomad walked forward. Suddenly the long-haired man with the black Speedo and the huge crotch-log crouched over and rushed him. In the next instant a shoulder as hard as reinforced concrete hit Nomad before he could brace himself. He staggered back. He would have gone down had not the buttery-haired bastard grabbed him around the waist to keep him from falling. Then he swung Nomad around like a ragdoll and neatly set him down in the lawn chair.
Thor Bronson gave an explosive cat squall of a laugh into Nomad’s face. “That’s for fucking my mind, Johnny! I thought I was opening for you tonight! How come I’m not?”
“Ow! Jesus! You trying to break my ribs?”
“I ought to break your ass! Come ’ere, I love ya!” Thor grabbed the back of Nomad’s neck and gave him a big wet kiss right on the forehead. “You little shit, you never heard of email?” A shadow passed over his face; the half-crazed grin slid away and the emerald eyes darkened. “About Mike and George. Oh man oh man, is that a bad scene. Who the fuck is Jeremy Pett and what did you do to him?”
“You saw that on TV?”
“Every fucking
station. For a while. Then the world spun on. Did you know the fucking Duct Tape Rapist nailed somebody I used to date? A secretary at Rhino Records. Man, I do not like the way things are headed. Beer. You want a beer? Sure you do.”
“No beer,” Nomad said. He saw a pack of Winstons and a lighter on a little table next to the chair. “I’ll take a cigarette and some bottled water, if you’ve got it.”
“Light it up. Let me go get another chair.” Thor went into the trailer, leaving Nomad sitting alone in the harsh sun. Nomad got his cigarette going. In another minute Thor came back out, gripping two bottles of beer by the necks and carrying a second lawn chair under his arm. He handed Nomad one of the cold brews and set up his own chair. “Hey, we can’t have a pale pussy like you getting a little sunburned!” he said. “Here you go.” He reached over into a plastic bin and brought out a large red-striped umbrella, which had a rubber vise-grip on the handle. He opened the umbrella and screwed the grip to one of Nomad’s armrests so his guest would be sitting in the shade.
“Comforts of home,” Thor said. He sat down and clinked his bottle against Nomad’s. They both drank, and then Thor stretched his wiry legs out and uptilted his sun-lined, rough-weathered face to the celestial Sol.
Nomad’s gaze slipped toward the man on his right and then away again. He took another drink. He hadn’t seen Thor in a couple of years; the last time had been at an outdoor festival in Santa Cruz in June of 2006. Thor was about forty-five years old, give or take. His website said he’d been born in 1963, but that was up for debate. His website also said his own musical influences growing up as a rebellious kid in Bayonne, New Jersey included Judas Priest, Blue Oyster Cult, Mountain, Black Sabbath and of course Led Zeppelin, with special props to Mark Farner of Grand Funk Railroad, Peter Wolf of the J.Geils Band, and Jim Dandy of Black Oak Arkansas. That part was true, but Thor Bronson was a fiction.
He’d been born Saul Brightman to a father named Maury, also known as ‘The Lighthouse’. Many beers, tequila shots and spliffs of whackyweed had gone into these revelations, drawn out over the course of several months when John Charles had been a hanger-on and band wannabe in Hollywood in 1997. At age 18, Nomad had taken the bus from Detroit with great expectations of quickly finding a band and making his mark; within a couple of weeks he was walking the streets looking for any place to play, living on chili dogs and crashing in a dumpy apartment on North Mariposa Avenue with four other big shots like himself. He had finally found semi-steady work as a house painter. And lucky to get that, too. But he had wound up painting an apartment for a young woman in Hermosa Beach who, when she’d found out he wanted to be a musician, had told him her sister was dating an “old guy” who used to be somebody famous in music. Like he was named after that dude in the comic book, that guy with the helmet and the horns.
That guy was playing on Saturday night at the Addiction in Downey, and maybe if a girl could get a discount from her handsome painter there might be an introduction?
That guy was on the cover of many of the old records John Charles had left behind in his teenaged bedroom, in there along with the Aerosmith, AC/DC, Guns N’ Roses and Motley Crue vinyl. That guy used to take the stage with his heavy-metal band, him with his long flowing Nordic-blonde hair, his bared chest thrust out to the world, his body lean and ripped and his voice “a dark broth of pure grimy rock mixed with black-lacquered soul mixed with red mud field hollers mixed with the primal scream of urban desperation”.
That had been straight from the back copy of Mjöllnir’s first album, Hit It, which had done some monster sales, especially in Germany, Norway and Sweden.
“They’ll find the sonofabitch,” Thor said after another swig of beer. “Nobody gets away clean these days. They’ll find him on a satellite picture or something.”
“Yeah, they probably will,” Nomad agreed.
“I like it hot,” Thor said, and then he grinned at Nomad because the Bleeding Brains had come to the end of a song and up rose the ragged voices of the multitude, the throng, the infernal engine that kept the wheels of rock ’n roll on the burning rails to Hell. The voices, hundreds strong, merged together into a mass of knotted noise and came rolling across the lot behind the stage like the thunder of a medieval siege machine. “Listen…listen,” said Thor. Nomad saw him close his eyes for a few seconds as if he were hearing a choir of angels, be they however deranged. The sound rolled over them and past, and before it was gone The Bleeding Brains’ drummer started pounding his bass and two guitars shredded the air as they fought for supremacy.
“New band,” Thor told him. “Young dudes, scared shitless. I told the lead singer that if he ever felt things getting out of control, he ought to drop his jeans and moon the crowd. Nothing like an asshole on display to show ’em who’s in charge of the party.”
“I think you gave me the same advice.”
“I guess I did, huh?” Thor turned his chair slightly so he could face the kid, which was what he’d always called John Charles. Where’s the kid with my fucking water? Where’s the kid with the fucking Phillips screwdriver? Where’s the kid with the fucking electrical tape?
That’s what John Charles was, at first: the gofer, unfit as yet to move speakers and carry equipment alongside the guys who’d been with Mjöllnir for years. He had started at the bottom of the crazy birdcage, where all the shit dropped down on a young punk’s feathers.
“How’re you doing?” Thor asked him. “Really.”
Nomad could’ve asked Thor the same question. His old friend—the first person who’d given him a chance to show what he could do, after that long hard summer of grunt work—was looking much older than his years. But then, rock years were like dog years. Thor had been an iron-pumping brute in his prime; now he was more shrivelled than ripped. Coiled around the remains of his biceps were bands of jagged black tattoos. Over his heart and much of his left shoulder was the black-and-red tattoo of the Viking symbol for Mjöllnir, topped with a skull. He hadn’t had those adornments until he’d needed them to stay current. True, he could still knock Nomad sprawling, yet he seemed thin and diminished. Knots and veins stood out under the burnished, sunfreckled skin. The hair plugs were showing in the front, the dreaded “doll’s-hair” effect. His expensive set of teeth had worn down, like those of an old lion that has chewed up too many calcified bones. But he still had the gleaming green eyes, and he still had The Look, and with those two things alone you could go a long, long way.
“This has been tough,” Nomad answered. “About Mike and George. I don’t know if you heard, but George is going to be okay.”
“That’s good. You’ve got guts, kid. Keeping on keeping on. I wouldn’t be out here, if I was you. I’ll get my little tight ass home.”
“Would you?” Nomad asked, and blew out a long stream of cigarette smoke.
Thor didn’t respond. He just gave a small laugh and shrugged his shoulders and drank some more, and then he said in a lighter tone of voice, “I see you’re still riding with the lesbo, the geek and the hippie.”
“Still am.”
“You fix me up thirty—fuck, no—fifteen minutes with that butch babe and I’d leave her blinkin’ and thinkin’.”
“I don’t think that’ll ever happen.” Nomad listened to the Brains bleeding on the stage. He drank his beer and heard all sorts of clams coming out of those widowmakers. “Who’s with you tonight?”
“Guys you don’t know. More fucking kids. But they can’t—” and here he balled up his fist and gave Nomad a painful shot to the right arm “—keep up with the sugardaddy. It’s like fucking music kindergarten with those guys behind you. But they’ve got great hair, I’ll say that for ’em.”
“Here’s to great hair,” Nomad said, and lifted his bottle.
“Used to have it, now I buy it,” Thor said. He clinked Nomad’s bottle and drank his beer almost empty. “You want another?”
“No, I’ve still got plenty.”
“Okay.” Again Thor lifted his face toward the sun. After a moment of silence he said, “My dad passed away last December. If you ever emailed or called people who give a shit about you, I would’ve let you know.”
“I’m sorry.” Nomad had heard the stories about Maury ‘The Lighthouse’ Brightman, drawn from the memories of the son who’d tramped along with his father and mother to the hotels and clubs in the fading sunset of the Borscht Belt, the Jewish Alps, otherwise known as the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York. The Lighthouse had played such resorts as Grossinger’s, The Concord, the Friar Tuck Inn, and Kutsher’s Hotel and Country Club. His show had been called “The Boardroom”, in which he sang and did skits in the voices of Tom Jones, Ray Charles, Vic Damone, Al Martino, Jerry Vale, Sammy Davis, Jr., Billy Eckstine and Steve Lawrence, among others, ending of course with Mr. Sinatra the Chairman.
“I bought a black suit, a black tie and a white shirt at Penney’s,” Thor said. “I stood up front and sang ‘My Way’ for my father. Blasted that mother out, made the fucking walls shake. I think he would’ve liked it.”
Nomad nodded. Maury’s gift of vocal prowess to his son was Saul’s ability to speak with no accent at all, or to pull up a dirty drawl in the South or conjure a New England drone or a Midwestern nose-horn or for that matter a British street cockney or a German staccato. His voice was a citizen of the world. All you had to do to hear it was listen to his stage patter, connecting with his audiences like a hometown boy wherever he was, on the Mjöllnir Circles The Globe double album released in 1986.
John Charles recalled something this man had said to him once, after sound check in an empty Long Beach club ten years ago: You want to be like me, kid? Four ex-wives, a taste for the white lady, about sixteen ulcers in my fucking gut and debt up to my ass? You want to be like a fucking nomad wandering the desert? Okay, then, if it means so much to you…and you can take it, which is real doubtful…then you pick up that fucking guitar, you stand up there and sing me something. And you better make it good, because I am not about to let you enter my world if you’re just a fucking slacker.
“Funny,” Thor said after a while, as he looked at the world through his bottle’s amber glass. “A dream I’m having lately.”
Nomad smoked his cigarette down and tapped ashes on the red dirt.
“I can see a woman dancing in a club. All alone. And everything’s dark in there, I can’t make out her face…the color of her hair…nothing. Just occasionally a light passes behind her, so she’s like…outlined. You know.”
“Silhouetted,” Nomad offered.
“Yeah. That. So she’s dancing…slow…like she’s waiting for somebody. The music…it’s not my music. Maybe she keeps looking toward the door…expecting somebody to come in, and when they don’t she just keeps dancing, but there’s something about the way her shoulders slump, or the way she brushes her hair back from her face with one hand…that says she’s getting tired of waiting.” Thor angled his face toward the stage, where a particularly bloody B-minor chord had just been launched from the quivering strings. “I don’t know,” he said. “I think I lost my time.”
“Lost your time? Get real, man!” Nomad tried to bring up a caustic laugh, but nothing would emerge.
“I’m not talking about the so-called fucking golden days. Can’t remember half of ’em, anyway. I mean that I lost my time to find my soulmate.”
Nomad didn’t know what to say, so he stared silently across the lot at the vans and trailers that continued to pull in. A Fox News truck was among them.
“I’m incomplete, man,” said Thor. “That’s my fucking problem, right there.”
“Incomplete? What’ve you been smoking today?”
“Not anything nearly strong enough.” Thor’s eyes had again taken on a deep green shine. “Listen, Johnny. I’m serious. I think this woman in my dream is my soulmate, but I don’t know where she is. I don’t know where to go to find her. And she’s waiting for me, but she doesn’t know she’s waiting, and pretty soon…real soon now…she’s going to give up waiting because it’s been years and years…and I never came to her. Maybe I met her somewhere, but she didn’t have any flash about her, and back then it was all about the flash, and I didn’t see her for what she was so I just brushed her off. Or maybe 
 I never met her. Maybe it’s not my music she’s dancing to in the dream, because she doesn’t even know me. Never even fucking heard of me. But my dream is telling me she’s out there, but the time I spent…the time I lost…it may be too late for me to find her before she just…goes away.”
“Soulmate,” Nomad said, and he took the last draw from his cigarette before it burned his fingers. “I never understood if you’re supposed to…like…instantly know your soulmate, or if this person—saying there is a person who fits you like that—grows on you over time, or what. I don’t even know if I believe in that 
 or not.”
“Oh, I do,” Thor said, his face getting animated. “Absolutely. It’s your Bashert, man. The Zohar talks about it. You know, the Kabbalah. It’s like…when God makes a soul, He creates the male and female together as one, but as it enters this world it like…gets fucking ripped apart. A whole soul is the combination of male and female, those two that got torn away from each other. God Himself is supposed to bring the two halves together again. See?”
“I don’t mean any disrespect for what you believe,” Nomad said, “but I’m not sure that idea’s been working out so well in the last few thousand years.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, but this is how it’s supposed to be. I mean…you’re supposed to find your missing half, and when you find it…
if you find it…you’re not incomplete anymore.”
“So how come God doesn’t put a big neon sign over your soulmate’s head? How come He doesn’t tell you in that dream exactly where she is? Huh?” Nomad didn’t wait for an answer. “That’s kind of cruel, not to let you know something so important. Right?”
Thor heard an element of the music that he liked, and he listened to that for a moment with his head tilted to one side. The sun was radiant in his hair. Then he said, “God is not a nice guy. He’s a hard teacher, Johnny. He’s tough, nothing soft about Him. Oh yeah, He can show mercy. He’s all about mercy. But He’s all about teaching, too. He’s the hardest fucking teacher you could ever have. Sometimes you don’t want to hear it, so you turn your back. Sometimes the lessons are pushed right in your face, you can’t turn away. What we call cruel, maybe He calls…necessary, in some way we can’t wrap our minds around because we only know the right here, right now. How come He won’t put a sign over her head in that dream and say, ‘There she is, Saul, there’s your missing half, and go to this exact address and find her and then marry her like you did those four other women and go crazy in the middle of the night and fuck your soulmate up with drugs and bad shit because that’s who you are, Saul, and you would even screw up this thing if I was to let it happen.’”
Thor seemed to catch himself, to hear what he was saying as if some voice other than his had spoken it.
He blinked and looked at his own right hand, and curled the fingers up before his face as if trying to envision it holding something that was not there.
“So,” he said. “‘Here is your lesson, Saul. And it is that I will let you know that there was a person meant for you, you alone out of every other person in this world, but you’re so fucked up with yourself that you would destroy even your soulmate. She’s better off walking alone than with you, and I’m not going to help you find her, Saul. I’m going to let you know she’s there somewhere, and she’s getting tired of waiting, and maybe…maybe…if you do ever find her by that time maybe…maybe…you will have learned how to be a man, you brainless wasteful piece of flesh’.” Thor gave Nomad a startling, ferocious and terrifying grin. “Class dismissed.”
Nomad may have made a noise. A quiet murmur, a hiss of breath, whatever. At last, when Thor looked away from him, Nomad dropped his cigarette butt into the beer bottle.
“I guess I’d better go check in,” he said, and he got out from beneath the umbrella and stood up. “Jesus, it is hot out here.”
“The deal is,” Thor told him in a quieter voice, “I should’ve found somebody who wanted to help me drive the car.”
Nomad had no idea what that meant, so he waited patiently for the rest of it. God might not be a nice guy and He might not be so patient, but God hadn’t been given his first chance on stage by Thor Bronson, nor had Thor Bronson given God the names of some dudes he knew in Tucson who were looking for a solid lead vocalist/guitar player.
“Every woman I ever found,” Thor said, “wanted to ride in the car. Wanted to kick back and let the sugar daddy do it all. And driving that car…it gets mighty fucking hard. Mighty fucking lonely. Yeah, they wanted the money, the clothes, the parties, the drugs, the glamor.” That last word had come out like a drool of disgust. “But not one of ’em wanted to help me drive the car. Hey, maybe that’s why I had so many fucking wrecks.” When he looked up at Nomad he was now not so much a lion as a puppy begging for affection.
Nomad smiled. “Maybe.” He was thinking of one wreck in particular, the one with the blue Porsche Targa on the Pacific Coast Highway that had happened years before John Charles had met him, the one that broke both of Saul Brightman’s legs, shattered his jaw and injured his spine, ending his onstage gymnastics and his amazing and fabled leaps from the thundering speakers through walls of pyrotechnic flame. The doctors thought he’d be lucky if he ever again managed to hobble on crutches, but that long-haired Jew from Bayonne, New Jersey…he was one tough shtarker.
“The one who wants to help you drive the car,” Thor said. “Maybe she’s the soulmate, maybe not…but she’s definitely the keeper.” He reached out to rub his scarred kneecaps, which felt so much better in the heat of the sun. “Having a party after our gig. Fun to be had by all. Bring your condoms and your fucking youth.”
“We’re pulling out after we play,” Nomad replied. “Hitting the Casbah in San Diego tomorrow night.”
“Okay, yeah, I saw that on your website. Hey, how about checking out my site? And before you pull out, let’s exchange email addresses. Of course, I’m not up in your range anymore, fuckers like you getting eight hundred smacks for ninety minutes on an afternoon gig. Yeah, everybody knows about that, man, so don’t try to look dumb, and don’t shrug like a gutless motherfucker either. You’re either worth it or you’re not, and you’ve got to believe you’re worth it to be worth it. Anyway, you guys have been chosen by somebody up in the penthouse, some Jew momzer smoking a big Cuban and looking for his next meal ticket. So go and enjoy it and work like a sonofabitch and don’t fuck it up, and what is there left to say?”
“I guess that says it all.” But Nomad knew it didn’t. He knew he should say this is our last
ride or we’re ending it after Austin or I’m going to hunker down for a while and figure out what to
do next, but then Thor would’ve gotten up on his wiry legs and scarred knees and blasted him with Norse fire and the statement Don’t give me that, Johnny, because you know just like I do that the
show must go on.
To which Nomad would’ve answered with a question: But does it have to go on and on
and on and on?
Thor stood up. He and Nomad exchanged high-fives, bumped fists and shoulders and then, running out of affectations, they hugged each other.
“Think about me out there, kid,” Thor said.
How could it be otherwise? How could Nomad go onstage and not think about Thor Bronson and the long shadows of the road warriors who had gone before?
“Catch you later,” Nomad told him, and he walked toward the hospitality trailer. Before he got there, he looked back over his shoulder and saw Saul Brightman, the dutiful son of a great and loving father, sitting in his lawn chair again with his legs outstretched, like any middle-aged fan at an outdoor concert. Nomad saw him give a fist pump, at some part of the music that he thought particularly deserving.
Then Nomad turned his face away, and he went on.




NINETEEN.
You guys ready for your intro?” asked the skull-faced clown in the red Stone Church 9 T-shirt, the sparkly green shorts, cowboy boots and black tophat. The curls of his orange fright-wig boiled out from under the hat. He wore a red nose with a blinking light powered by the battery pack at his waist.
“Ready,” Nomad said, speaking for them all.
The clown, whose handle at this gig was Eezy Duzit, headed out onto the stage through a corridor lined with black curtains. A chorus of whistles and a roar of anticipation went up from the audience, which Nomad hadn’t seen yet. The clown had said he estimated about eight or nine hundred people were out there, and more would be coming in from the ‘Midway’ as their show went on. There were no seats; the audience brought their own or stood up, and the front half of the place was a mosh pit where people danced or thrashed or fought as they pleased. However many there were, they sounded hungry.
As Eezy Duzit went to one of the mike stands, a ragged chant started up and gained both strength and volume: The Five…The
Five…The Five…The Five…
“Are they saying ‘You Die’?” Berke asked.
In the space between Duzit picking up his mike and the chant quieting down, somebody out in the midst of the crowd shouted, very clearly, “The Five fuckin’ sucks!” which brought a storm of laughter and more wicked shouts and catcalls concerning The Five’s abilities to suck donkeymeat, eat shit and take cocks up their collective ass.
Nomad turned around and looked into the faces of his friends. On Terry’s scalp and chipmunk cheeks shone an oily sheen of sweat, his eyes huge and frightened behind his Lennon specs. Ariel’s mouth was a grim line, her face pale but her eyes the dark gray of a stormy sea. Though Berke wore a faintly bemused expression, her eyes were dead black and her hands were on her hips in an attitude of somebody ready to kick dogturds off the sidewalk.
Nomad was the emperor. He had to say something in this moment of heat and pressure. He had time for only three words, spoken in a whiskied rasp that even Thor Bronson would have admired: “Tear them up.”
“You’ve heard about ’em!” Eezy Duzit’s amplified voice came out of the huge speaker stacks capable of sixty thousand watts of mind-blowing power. The voice hit rock and came echoing back. “You’ve seen ’em on TV! Welcome to the Stone Church stage, from Austin, Texas, the band that will not die….The Five!”
As a raucous and not altogether sober cheer went up, Berke pulled in a deep breath, squared her shoulders and walked out through the corridor. Nomad stared into Ariel’s face, and she into his. They were following a short set by the Cannibal Cult, whose Asian female lead singer Kitty Kones had, at a breakthroat tempo, screamed songs into the Electrovoice that seemed to be the Korean language mixed with a shrill outpouring of English profanity, as far as Nomad could tell. Whatever she was saying, the crowd had responded with basso woofs and the kind of noise that could bend metal. Her response to their response was to throw her microphone on the stage in the middle of Cannibal Cult’s fifth song and storm off, teeth bared in her white-powdered face.
The stage crew had come on to clear away Cannibal Cult’s mess and set up for The Five. While the band got themselves ready in whatever way they needed to, the crew swarmed the stage to move the Cult’s drumkit off and bring in The Five’s, set up the keyboards, plug everything in, check the sound levels and the stage monitors, and generally get the transition from band to band done as smoothly and quickly as possible.
As Nomad had been waiting for the crew to finish, he’d thought of an incident that had happened in the hospitality trailer just after he’d left Thor. He’d gone into the trailer’s air-conditioned chill and walked between the chow tables set up with pre-packaged sandwiches, chips, fruit, candy bars, soft drinks and the like. His available choices of sandwich had been chicken covered with melted American cheese, turkey with melted provolone cheese, ham and melted Swiss, and some kind of pimento cheese nightmare. Pizzas were on display, all layered with his throat-closing favorite. But when he’d gone to the check-in table to get his stage pass, the very nice older lady on duty had looked at the green mark next to his name and said, “I see you get a special lunch. Are you allergic to dairy?”
“I am, yeah.”
“I’ve got a couple of sandwiches without cheese set aside for you.”
“Oh…okay. Well, that’s great. Um…how did you know?”
“Your manager told us,” she’d said.
Nomad remembered saying to Truitt Allen at the hospital: I’m allergic to cheese.
Where was he, anyway? There’d been no sign of him since he’d unlocked the trailer and they’d taken the gear out, over an hour ago. He hadn’t even walked them to the stage.
Some manager he was.
Over the surly noise of the crowd, Berke started her drum intro to ‘Bedlam A-Go-Go’. It was a snap of snare, a flurry of toms and a bright hiss of cymbals. Then on the bass she pounded a beat that was nearly double what they’d done on the original song, from their first CD.
It was time to get it done. Nomad nodded at Ariel, who walked out along the corridor; he clapped Terry on the shoulder and Terry walked out, and then Nomad got in step right behind him.
The light was a harsh white glare. A dry wind blew into their faces. Above them, a huge canopy of black cloth flapped and twisted. The crowd hollered again, and surged forward against the waist-high chainlink fence that stood about twenty feet from the stage. Uniformed GB Promotions security guards were waving them back, while between the chainlink and the stage, photographers were snapping pictures and news teams were aiming their video cameras.
The band that will not die, Nomad thought as he crossed the stage to his position and picked up his Strat from its stand.
He kinda liked that.
Terry slid behind his Hammond, with the Roland on his left and a rack of effects boxes on his right. He turned up the Fuzz and Distortion settings to their max. On the other side of the stage, Ariel stood in front of her mike and picked up her Tempest. She adjusted for tone. Without looking at the audience she hit the song’s first howling chords—B-flat, D-minor, G—which brought Nomad in to repeat them and add an F chord to the structure. Terry came in with an ear-piercing little stab of notes, and then Nomad got his mouth up to the microphone and half-sang, half-shouted the words as Berke drove the drums into a frenetic, warped disco beat.

“In my dream I had a third eye.
My dog and I we liked to fly
High above the wasted earth,
High above the dirty surf.
We saw a city burning red.
We heard some voices
And what they said,
Come join us it’s party time,
Come join us the party’s fine.
Come on down we never close,
Come on down enjoy the show.
We live it, we love it
But we never can rise above it.
Bedlam A-Go-Go.
We live here, we love it.
The kings and queens of nowhere scenes,
In Bedlam, Bedlam A-Go-Go.”

Nomad looked out across the audience as Terry launched into a short instrumental strut—a demonic boogaloo—between the choruses. He saw the oval shape of the natural amphitheater, which was about the size of two football fields. A control tower stood at its center, topped with a glassed-in booth and bristling with multicolored parcans, follow spots, strobes and other special effects lights. Back and to the left were the turnstiles of the entrance area, and beyond it the ‘Midway’, where vendors from all over the southwest and California had come to display their artistry.
Business was booming among this demographic. He saw blue, red and purple flames tattooed on bald heads. He saw faces transformed into Escher artwork. He saw the calligraphy of a hundred hues written across shoulders and chests and breasts and stomachs, each man and woman their own Book of Life. Here, dancing and capering, was a bearded figure whose original color of birthflesh had disappeared beneath the new skin of blue ink and black proclamations; there whirling ’round and ’round was a topless female with red pigtails and an intricate painting of a multicolored dragon clinging to her back, its arms extending down across her shoulders and the black nails of its claws circling her nipples. Technicolor serpents coiled around throats, arms, thighs and calves. Flowers grew from navels and foreheads were crowned by shooting stars and pentagrams. Marilyn Monroe, Charlie Chaplin, Alice Cooper and Hitler pushed their faces forth from sweat-glistening meat. And there in the crowd…and there…and over there…stood in this blur of constant motion the few motionless figures who stood staring at the performers on the stage with eyes in a visage no longer recognizable as being earthly; they were creations from another realm, a strange and frightening beauty of human matter carved upon and recolored by needles both insane and awesome. There was the face made of layered scales like the gray hide of a desert lizard; there was the face created from a dozen interlocking other faces like a grotesque human jigsaw puzzle; and there was the face that was none at all, but rather a pair of eyes, nostrils and a mouth suspended against a bruise-colored, crackled parchment of indecipherable markings. It seemed to Nomad to be a document of rage.
He almost missed his cue. The disco beat became nearly a slippery-slidey rap, echoed back to him as if the mountain itself had a voice:

“Bedlam A-Go-Go!
Two wrongs, they make a right.
Peacekeepers, they want to fight.”

The song had been their first video. The Five had danced down a Soul Train of demons and angels. A UT computer graphics major had digitized James Brown dancing down the line, followed by, among other public figures, George W. Bush, Bill Gates, Saddam Hussein, Mother Teresa, Oprah Winfrey, a black-and-white leering Satan from an old movie called ‘Dante’s Inferno’, Godzilla and John Barrymore’s hunchbacked Mr. Hyde from the silent film. The video had been up for two days on YouTube before the plug was pulled, in a big way.

“Vampires, they sleep at night.
My straitjacket, it’s way too tight!
Bedlam A-Go-Go!
Mad mister murder he came to play,
Brought a butcher knife and he carved away.
The homeless sit on barren fields
While the bankers sit on their golden steals.
President says to embrace that fear,
But he’s on the first plane out of here.
Bedlam A-Go-Go-Go!”

At the end of the song, sweaty and energized, Nomad stood at the edge of the stage as he took in the response, so far so good, and he shouted into his mike a statement for that other Gogo, the Felix, over in Dallas or Fort Worth or Temple or Waco or wherever he was today, selling his cars and grinning his grins: “Fuck your role!”
Which got, really, a stronger response than the song had.
By the end of the third song, the Terry-penned ‘Don’t Bleed On My Paisley Shirt’, Ariel was dropping chords and lagging behind the beat. Her concentration was out of the groove and it wasn’t just because of the speed and intensity. Those she could handle; it was the feeling here that was eating at her. It was the atmosphere of Stone Church itself, a hard steely dark sense of…what was it? Hatred? Contempt? She was out of her element here, she felt vulnerable and threatened. She felt, quite simply, like an easy target. She’d realized, as well, that the stage’s backdrop and wings were painted to look like mortar lines and red stones.
Everybody else was going full-throttle. Occasionally she would get a questioning glance from John or Terry, a lift of the eyebrows to urge her to tighten up, but her nerves were betraying her talent. As the show went on and the hot wind blew around the folds of the black canopy above their heads and more and more bodies came through those turnstiles and ran to join the slam-dancing, bone-smashing tribe, Ariel felt herself falling away from her friends.
It had bothered her so much, since that visit to George in the ICU. Day or night, bright or dark, she couldn’t shake it.
It was up there, George had said. Folded up. Sharp edges. The wings of a crow.
< >
Waiting for him to die, he’d told them.
And then…the appearance of that girl.
I believe in you, George.
I thought she was the angel of death, he’d said.
But now I think she was the angel of life.
Ariel dropped another chord and stumbled over a trill in the first chorus of ‘Your Body Not Your Soul’, which really earned her a puzzled look from John Charles. She had a solo coming up at the bridge of this song, she had to focus, but…why had George seen that girl from the well in his hospital room? Of all people he might have dreamed of seeing? Of all the people he had ever met?
Why her?
And that thing about driving back and finding out if the place would still be there…why wouldn’t it be there? It was there, they saw it, why wouldn’t it be there?
Don’t you want my part? George had asked.
The song.
She thought about Mike, writing the first word: Welcome.
Again, drawn from that girl at the well.
And George’s part: I wish you safe travel…courage when you need it.
The song.
Her solo was upon her.
She was a half-step late, but she swung her Tempest up and stepped toward the edge of the stage, and she was shredding metal and flailing it out in thick dripping incandescent blue-white coils above the heads of the Stone Church crowd when some of the people on the left side started sliding over the chainlink fence.
She faltered in her playing, mangled a hot handful of notes and stepped back, but then she picked it up again because she was a professional. Nomad, Terry and Berke had also seen the tattooed bodies coming over the fence. Garth Brickenfield’s security men were trying to push them back but now on the right hand side they started coming across, and over there the security men were shoving back and shouting but Ariel could only hear the voice of her guitar through her stage monitor. There was a human crush against the fence, a straining of flesh against chainlink, and suddenly the fence collapsed. It just went down and disappeared under the boiling wall. The bodies rushed forward, swarming around the security guards who were caught up in small battles of their own. The camera crews struggled to get out of the way, but there was no way to get out of the way; they were caught in a floodtide and shoved hard against the stage, and when there was no more empty space before the stage the real party, the hard-core crash of tattooed, sunburned and red-eyed music fiends, could begin.
< >
Prime, this is Shelter.”
“Go ahead, Clark.”
“We’ve got a vehicle coming up the road behind us. Black Range Rover. We’ll get a visual on the tag in just a few seconds. Yeah…okay, it’s an Arizona tag. Driver’s stopping at the gate. Doors opening. Looks like…three males and a female. Two males, two females. Not quite sure there.”
Join the club, True thought. He’d been walking around the lot, checking things out with his Walkie-Talkie ready, strolling in between the trucks, vans and trailers, and so far he’d seen plenty of unidentifiables. True stopped alongside a small U-Haul truck and faced in a southeasterly direction, where the Shelter team was located. The gate Clark mentioned was the one festooned with chains and barbed wire. “What’re they doing?”
“Um…well…it looks like they’re wanting to climb the gate. One’s trying it. No go, he’s backing off.”
“Kids who ought to know better,” said True, though he could remember climbing over plenty of barbed wire and locked gates when he was one of those who ought to know better. He started walking again, his black wingtips stirring up puffs of red dust. “They moving on?”
“Still in place, sir. Looks like…checking with the glasses…looks like they’re smoking some pot now.”
“Prime, this is Signet,” another voice came in. “Fly on the wall. Do you copy?”
True felt his face tighten. All joviality at pot-smoking unidentifiables vanished in the fraction of an instant. “Copy that,” True said. “Got a distance?” He was already turning toward the northwest. The music was thundering from that direction. The fly was coming up from the opposite side of the mountain, and would seek a clear shot at the stage.
“Three hundred and twenty-seven yards.”
That distance, calculated by a range-finder, would put the fly more than five hundred yards off the stage. Still climbing up, unable to get a shot yet until he reached Signet team’s height. True said, “Give me some details.”
“Definitely carrying a rifle,” said the Signet leader.
True wasted only the time to swallow. “Go get him. You know what I want. Logic, you’re on standby. Copy?”
“Copy that,” said the Logic leader.
True kept walking. After a few minutes he realized he was going in circles. He checked his wristwatch. He checked the sun. He walked past a nearly-naked guy with long brown hair and a topless, scrawny girl sprawled together in the water of a small blue inflatable baby pool. He brought the Walkie-Talkie to his mouth.
“Signet, you copy?”
No answer. They might be a little busy right now.
“Signet, this is Prime. Copy, please.”
He heard a sound from the amphitheater. The sound of wailing guitars, the driving drums, the fiery keyboard and the raw voice of John Charles, yes, but something else too. It was a sound like the wings of a thousand birds. When True looked up he saw only a sky of white fire.
John Charles abruptly stopped singing. There was an explosive boom and feedback shrieked. Something made a horrendous crash and twang.
True heard the next two noises and knew exactly what they were.
Crack. Crack.
Gunshots.
He ran for the stage.
< >
Ariel had seen the goose-steppers. There were six of them, bald-headed and pale, wearing white T-shirts, black jeans and shiny black boots. They were going back and forth through the crowd at full-speed, doing their Nazi salutes as they jammed into other people and fought through the crowd like battering-rams. No one was listening anymore; no one in her range of sight was actually paying them any attention, but they were hearing the music like escaping prisoners hear the sirens at their backs, and all they wanted to do was smash through every obstacle in front of them.
She was playing rhythm guitar to ‘Desperate Ain’t Pretty’ and trying to keep up with Berke’s frenetic beat. Terry sounded like he was playing the Hammond with his fists, and even John had started to miss notes. He had his mouth right up on the microphone, he was bellowing it out like a hundred-year old field hand scarred by a Georgia bullwhip.

“Some fine woman you made yourself out to be,
If you had your evil way they could hang me from a tree.
You take my money and then you spit in my face,
Somebody ought to take you from this human race.
Won’t be me, not today, not me,
‘Cause I want you to live to see me go free,
Want you to live to see your pretty face fall,
Want you to cry before that mirror in the hall.
‘Cause desperate ain’t pretty, baby, you’re gonna know that’s true,
Desperate ain’t pretty, baby, ugly’s gonna show on you.”

Nomad stepped back from the microphone while Terry went into his organ solo. The hard, heavy vibrato was full of glittering golden pain. Nomad looked out at the audience, at the figures who slammed into each other and, snarling, twisted away again. He saw at the very edge of the stage a few people who had ceased their warfare for the moment and were staring at him with glazed eyes. When they saw him looking, they reached out to him their tattooed hands and arms, and the inked figures and shapes moved on their necks and shoulders and shifted on their naked chests as if a multitude of souls were confined in each body and trying to climb out by using him as their ladder. He saw a big burly dude with close-cropped black hair staggering around, clipping people left and right with dangerous elbows. His red T-shirt read Nug Nug Nug. Another formidable guy with a goatee and Celtic tattoos blackening his throat ran head-on into one of the Nazi freaks and knocked the goose-stepper on his ass. Nomad thought of something his mother used to say: It’s all fun until somebody starts to cry. In this case, starts swinging fists.
As Terry ended his solo and Ariel picked up her rhythm part again, Nomad stepped up to his mike. He caught sight of a slim kid with neatly-trimmed blonde hair pushing through the crowd to the front of the stage, moving slowly but avoiding elbows, knees and skulls with the grace of a dancer. The guy was wearing jeans and a loose-fitting gray T-shirt with a color travel picture screened on the front and the green legend Vietnam Golf Vacations.com. He had his eyes fixed on Nomad, who got his mouth right on the mike once more.

“This part you’ve been playin’, you know it has to end,
Nothing worse in the world than the murder of a friend.
Could’ve been so much to you, been the steady one,
But what I have to say to you won’t be spoken from a—”

Gun.
The sun sparked off metal.
The wind rustled through the black canopy overhead. Nomad stopped singing.
He saw it in the blonde kid’s hand. It was a small pistol. It had come up from underneath the T-shirt. The barrel’s eye looked at him.
Then the kid blinked, his eyelids maybe freighted with drugs, and he turned the pistol toward Ariel.
Nomad had no time to think; he just jumped.
He knocked the mike stand over and carried with him the guitar on its strap around his shoulder. There was a hollow reverberating boom as the mike slammed down, followed by a squeal of feedback. An effects box or something crashed to the stage and made a noise through the speakers like a Strat in its death agony.
His guitar hit the kid first, and then Nomad. From the pistol in the outstretched hand came two shots, but the shooter was already going down to the dirt. Nomad was on top of him and fighting for control of the dude’s arm, which snaked this way and that and then suddenly the kid’s head came up and slammed against Nomad’s right eye. Sizzling lights and pain zigzagged through his head; he thought his skull had been fractured, but he had to get that fucking gun. He just started beating the kid, started whamming at him with both fists, every damned thing he had.
Somebody grabbed him under the arms and pulled him up and somebody fell on the shooter like a blanket. The blanket was wearing a red T-shirt, and as he pinned the kid’s gunhand to the ground with one knee, he looked up at Nomad and the guy holding him and said tersely, “Get him on the stage! Now!” His T-shirt read Nug Nug Nug. Another figure knelt down and started twisting the kid’s white fingers off the pistol’s grip. He had a spiderweb tattooed—painted?—on one side of his face and hexagonal steel gauges—definitely real—in his ears.
“Back! Everybody get back!” shouted the dude who was helping Nomad climb up over the edge of the stage. Ariel was there, her face drained of blood; she reached down and grasped his hand, and Terry leaned forward to grab hold of his shirt.
Nomad scrambled up onto the stage and then fell to his knees. The socket of his right eye was throbbing. Maybe it was already swelling shut. God, that was going to get black! Fucking took a shot! He felt like he was going to puke, the smell of gunpowder was still in his nose. He saw that the guy who’d helped him had a headful of spiky brown hair, a brown beard and on his bare chest a—fake?—tattoo of a horned red devil sitting astride a Harley. The bearded devilish Harley fan was holding out an open wallet and showing a badge to the crowd.
Berke knelt down beside Nomad and said something. It was all gibberish, he couldn’t make it out. “I think I’m going to puke,” he told her, or thought he did because he could hardly hear himself either. He began to try to fight free from his guitar, but it wouldn’t let him go.
Ariel was trembling. She backed away from the crowd. She could feel what was coming just about to break; she saw it in their faces, in their clenched fists, in their rage at having been born between the wasted earth and dirty surf. As the young man who’d tried to shoot her was being pulled to his feet, his gun now in the possession of Agent Nug, one of the Nazi Six stormed in and kicked the kid in the ribs with a black boot.
Maybe their anger was spilling over because he’d screwed up the show. Maybe they just wanted to beat somebody to death. Whichever it was, they started coming in at him and in another moment the FBI agents were fighting for the life of their prisoner.
Nomad sat on the stage. Ariel turned away, and thinking she too was going to be sick she headed through the corridor lined with black curtains. She ran into Truitt Allen, who looked questioningly at her and then ran past her to the stage. His .38 Special was in one hand, his Walkie-Talkie in the other.
Berke sat down behind her drumkit, where she felt the most comfortable in the world. She stared into the distance, at nothing. Terry stood watching fights break out across the amphitheater. He saw a young man in a blue shirt being knocked back and forth between two tattooed and grinning bruisers; the young man fell to his knees, blood streaming from his nose. Another dude, thin and bearded, was being stomped on by a guy in a Wildcats T-shirt.
Terry went to Ariel’s mike. Through it he shouted, “Stop it! Please, stop it!” but no one listened, and no one stopped.
True came to the edge of the stage, and looking out upon the madness he raised his gun into the air and began to fire bullet after bullet toward the silent red mountain.




TWENTY.
When Jeremy Pett finishes the job of shaving his hair off with the new electric clippers he’s just bought, he emerges from the men’s room at the Triple-T Truck Stop just off I-10 about nine miles southeast of Tucson.
He has taken a shower and used the facilities, and now—clean and refreshed and shaven to the pink—he goes out to the grocery section to buy some food. He needs items that don’t have to be cooked or even heated up, because there’s no electricity in his hidey-hole. The truck stop is only a few miles from where he’s been living since seeing his face, the description of his pickup and his tag number on television. He saw it yesterday when he was lying on the bed in Room 15 at the Rest-A-While Motel on South Nogales Highway, and after he saw it he stood up, quickly got his gear together, paid the old Hispanic man who’d asked him when he’d checked in on Saturday if he wanted a nice young college girl for company that night, and then he had hit the road. But not too fast, because he wanted to stay invisible.
He roams the aisles, picking up a few cans of pork ’n’ beans, a can of chili, three bottles of water, a pack of doughnuts and a bag of potato chips. He needs the sugar and salt, because it’s very hot where he’s living. He sees a rack of ball caps, and chooses a tan-colored one that has the red Triple-T logo. A candy bar or two would be good. He has parked around back, in among the protection of the semis at rest. His eye is always on the front entrance. In the waistband of his jeans beneath his light blue cotton shirt is his automatic pistol, loaded with a clip of eight.
At the Rest-A-While, which came equipped with many nice young college girls who knocked on his door after dark and smiled at him with meth-rotted teeth, he kept up on the news. The cable reception was fuzzy, hard to look at, but it had shown him what he’d needed to see.
One dead in Sweetwater, one in the ICU in Tucson. Sniper Stalks Rock Band. Tucson police and the FBI need community help in finding this man, a Marine veteran who served in Iraq and may still be in the area. GB Promotions Presents Stone Church Nine at Gila Bend Thursday July 31st through Sunday August 3rd. The Five Appearing Thursday July 31st at 3:00, one show only. Tickets on sale at the site or available online through Ticketmaster. GB Promotions assures the fans that security will be tight and every precaution taken.
Don’t go there, Gunny had told him in Room 15, as Jeremy had been packing his stuff. Gunny had been standing in the bathroom door, his boots in the puddles of the toilet overflow from last night, the soggy towels lying like dead white dogs. I want you to rest today and tomorrow, Gunny had said.
“I’ve got to get out. They’re on me.” Jeremy was thinking one word and one destination: Mexico…Mexico…Mexico.
Gunny had told him they were not on him until they had him. Now, it was true they knew his name and face and the make and color of his pickup truck and his tag number, but…they’re not here, are they?
“Matter of time,” Jeremy had said.
Then you know what you need to do, Gunny had answered as he moved across the room. Dig yourself in.
“Mexico, Mexico, Mexico,” Jeremy had said. He’d zipped up his rifle case.
You’re not ready. Jeremy? Dig. Yourself. In.
And the way Gunny had said that, with all the iron-hand-in-the-velvet-glove persuasion that made a man admire another man, caused Jeremy to look toward the corner where Gunny was standing, just at the edge of the blazing light that slipped around the crooked curtains.
“Dig yourself in,” Jeremy had repeated, as if he’d come up with the idea. “How? Where?”
You’re supposed to be the Marine, Gunny had reminded him, with a dark stare.
Translation: guy with a pussy last name ain’t gone be no pussy, not in this man’s Corps.
Jeremy stands at the Triple-T Truck Stop’s cash register, waiting as the lady bags his groceries. She is also talking on a cellphone, so she’s working one-handed. And slowwwww. Up on a shelf behind the counter is a small TV for her entertainment, and it is from a KGUN-9 News Minute that he sees a young female reporter holding a microphone. At the bottom of the scene is the legend Violent Afternoon At Stone Church. That sounds like one of the many paperback Westerns Jeremy had read at Camp Fallujah.
“It happened about an hour ago, Guy,” the reporter is saying to, presumably, the anchorman. Her mane of brown hair whips in the wind and she makes a move to control it but no luck. Behind her, people with tattoos are milling around, mugging at the camera over her shoulders, showing the devil horns and sticking their tongues out. “During a performance by The Five band, a man drew a handgun and fired two shots. There were some minor injuries in a scuffle, but no one was seriously hurt and the shooter was taken into custody. We have some pretty startling video to show you.”
There is just a brief clip of bodies flailing around, the camera getting knocked back and forth, a glint of what may be a gun in someone’s hand, and then a figure with shoulder-length black hair jumps off the stage into the crowd.
Jeremy knows who that is.
“Guy, we’ll have more of this video, more details on this story and interviews with the actual Five band members at six o’clock. For now, a GB Promotions spokesman says Stone Church will continue as planned through Sunday night.”
“Amazing video, just amazing,” says Guy.
“Cap?” asks the woman behind the counter.
Jeremy focuses on her and realizes what she’s asking. “I’ll wear it,” he answers, and then he breaks eye contact because that’s one way to stay invisible. But she’s back on her cellphone as soon as he has the bag in hand, and he walks out into the hot yellow sunlight of late afternoon and goes around to his truck. He drives away, slowly and unhurriedly, but he keeps watching all his mirrors for a flashing light.
Jeremy drives to the southeast, toward what he found yesterday afternoon when he left the Rest-A-While in search of a place to dig in. He found it when he followed a series of signs that said Houses For Sale and repeated underneath it was Casas para la venta. It is not quite four miles from the truck stop. It is on a main road past a residential area of middle-class homes with cactus gardens and red tile roofs, three different types to choose from. Many of the houses here are For Sale. Some appear to have been For Sale for a long time. It is past a stripmall with a drugstore and a Mexican takeout joint and a consignment shop and a nail parlor, but the grocery store and the video rental store are For Rent though their signs still hang in place over empty windows. It is the next turnoff on the right, within sight of the dying mall. It is built upon God’s own country, hard desert earth under a stark blue sky with cactus-stubbled foothills and gray mountains to the east. At the turnoff, there is a stand of mesquite trees and among them a rock wall with the words LaPaz Estates hammered into it with tarnished brass letters.
And beyond the turnoff and the trees and the wall are dusty streets with no names that lead to the empty driveways and bare garages of nine small houses built in the adobe style, three different types to choose from, all with red tile roofs. Beyond the nine houses, there are two more half-built and one hardly started. The streets wander a distance past wooden stakes that define the borders of their estates. Here and there are sacks of concrete and forgotten wheelbarrows and black garbage bags melting in the sun. Past the last estate where any work has been attempted, marked by piles of stones and brown cactus, the streets surrender to the desert, and that is the end of someone’s dead dream.
Dead it is. Jeremy steers toward his very own adobe-style piece of heaven, which stands back off the main road far enough to be careful. The For Sale signs are everywhere, though some have collapsed due to wind and fatigue. Open House, some of them proclaim. New Low Price, some of them plead. He has seen a coyote here this morning, trotting down the middle of his street.
No one is home in any of these houses. Jeremy figures it was a construction deal gone bad, or somebody ran out of money, or the bank stopped throwing away good cash until some of the existing LaPaz estates started selling. Whatever. Somebody’s loss, his place to dig in.
He has to go there now, and think. Figure things out. He is so close to Mexico he can smell the freedom in the breeze. He can smell the new beginnings, like the odor of onions frying in a pan. He pulls into the driveway, the ninth of nine, and he lets the truck idle as he gets out and pulls up the garage door, which normally would be opened by someone’s electronic garage door opener but that person is not coming here today and Jeremy has previously disengaged the latch.
Then he drives in and pulls the garage door shut again, and when he takes his bag of groceries into the kitchen he almost feels like calling out Honey, I’m home.
There is no kitchen yet, really. There is a white counter and some cupboards, you can tell this is supposed to be a kitchen, but there are no appliances. The new linoleum floor is protected from workmen’s dusty boots and spatters of paint by a bright blue tarp. The same sheet of blue in every room, protecting the carpets. The money must have run out suddenly, because the painting was never finished and several empty paint cans lie around.
There is something about this color that bothers him. There is something about it that makes him want to run away, and in the room where he sleeps he has taken up the blue tarp and gotten it out of there, so he can curl up on the thin sand-colored carpet with a pillow of clothes under his head and find some rest.
He thinks maybe he remembers it as the color of a body bag. He remembers seeing it on the roofs of New Orleans houses on TV. Or…maybe…something else…something…
He wants and needs and badly desires a nice powdered doughnut.
You need a car, says Gunny, whose face slides in across Jeremy’s shoulder.
It is hot in this house. The air is still, the sound of humanity absent.
A car, Gunny repeats, as if to a mentally-deficient child. Do you understand why?
Jeremy does. He’s been lucky so far, going back and forth to the truck stop. He hasn’t seen a police cruiser, and neither has one seen him. But the thing about digging in is, digging in can be a trap of your own making. He can’t get out on the highway to Mexico in his pickup truck. He can’t make it to freedom and lose himself in his future. So, yeah, he needs a car.
Gunny asks him, in that quiet and penetrating way that Gunny has, where Jeremy thinks he might find a car.
“A car dealership?” Jeremy asks, but he knows the correct answer.
Some place where cars are parked.
He takes his powdered doughnut and his bag of chips and a bottle of water into the room where he sleeps. Before he sits down in his corner he removes the .45 from his waistband and puts it on the floor at his side. Then he eats a little and drinks a little and thinks as he stares at the gun.
He is proficient with his rifle, but a pistol is a different animal. You have to be close. You can so easily miss with a pistol, unless you’re really close. He has always thought of a pistol as a defensive weapon, a rifle as offensive. That’s why he didn’t try to use his pistol on the drummer girl back in Sweetwater. Sure, he could’ve just driven up beside her and shot her, but what if she’d been quick enough to dodge a killing bullet? Then she’s got his face behind her eyes, and if she’s able to talk the police have his face too. And if somebody drives up before he can finish her off…wow, that’s messy. Well, they’ve got his face now—and how that happened he couldn’t figure out—but still, at the time he didn’t think he should risk a close encounter. Look what happened to that amateur at Stone Church. Two pistol shots, wasted.
Kind of an interesting thing, though, why somebody else would’ve wanted to take those fuckers out. Maybe he wasn’t the only one their lies had stirred up?
He can feel that Gunny has entered the room, and is standing right over there.
Jeremy eats and drinks and stares at the gun.
The rifle is a creature of dignity. To die by a long-range rifle shot is, really, a dignified death. It is the coming together of engineering, geometry, and God-given talent. But death by pistol is nasty and brutish, and way below his standards.
What he does is art.
But he knows what Gunny wants him to do.
“Do I have to kill an innocent person?” Jeremy asks, with powdered sugar on his chin.
Gunny tells him again that he needs a car.
Jeremy remembers a day when he had some downtime and he was connected through the Internet with Karen and Nick on her laptop. It was morning in Iraq and near midnight in Houston. He remembers that she had put on makeup for him, and how pretty her hair looked. He remembers that Nick had stared at him through the screen seven thousand six hundred and a few miles away and asked him one question: Daddy, when
can you come home?
And Jeremy had answered, I can come home when the good guys win.
“Don’t make me kill an innocent person,” says Jeremy, but there is no begging in it. A Marine does not beg. A Marine gets the job done, and then he can go home.
Gunny tells him that he doesn’t have to kill anyone today. What he has to do is get a car, and if that means taking a person out in the desert two or three miles from a road, giving them a bottle of water and directions in which to go and making them walk in the cool of the evening, then what is the problem with that?
“You make it sound so easy,” Jeremy remarks.
Gunny says that the sooner he gets this task done, the safer he will be and he will not be trapped in this place with those blue shoes on the floor.
Jeremy doesn’t move; he’s not sure he heard what he thought he heard.
Gunny asks to be forgiven. He says he meant to say blue sheets.
Neither of them say anything more for a while after that.
Jeremy knows that Gunny is right. There’s not much use in arguing with Gunny. If he wants to get out of here, he needs a car and he needs to go to a place where cars are parked.
Like that stripmall up the road.
He picks up the gun. He stands up and puts the gun in between his flesh and the waist of his jeans, under the shirt’s flagging tail. He needs to get this done in a hurry, but it occurs to him that he should leave his pickup hidden right where it is. He will need time to transfer his gear from the truck to whatever car he can jack. So with the Triple-T cap on his head and the .45 automatic under his shirt he leaves the house through the back door and sets out, walking around the house to the street and then along the street toward the stripmall.
A few cars pass him, but not many. This could go very, very bad. Or very good. Or it might not happen at all. Maybe when he gets to that stripmall, he’ll decide to buy a burrito and go back to his hide. He walks not briskly, but he doesn’t amble either. He is a man with a purpose, but to anyone passing by it wouldn’t look very important.
When he reaches the parking lot there are ten cars in it, most in front of the drugstore. They look to be grandpa cars. Sedans with lots of room and old American gas guzzlers, except for one white Honda Accord. As Jeremy stops and pretends to examine the sole of his right shoe, a man and woman in their fifties come out of the drug store. The woman is carrying a bag and the man has his arm around her shoulders; he looks toward Jeremy and nods, his eyes cautious. Jeremy nods back and moves on as if he’s heading for Mexican food, and the couple get into a silver Buick and lock their doors before the engine starts. Jeremy pauses at the door of the Mexican joint as the car pulls away.
Maybe he will get a burrito after all, he decides, because his heart is beating hard and he thinks he needs to sit down in some air-conditioning.
As he starts to go in, a woman with shoulder-length gray hair emerges carrying a brown paper bag. He waits for her to pass. The interior of the Mexican place is dark, nothing much to see in there but an old dude walking back through a swinging door into a kitchen. Then Jeremy sees that the woman is heading toward the Honda. She is well-dressed, crisp like someone who works in a bank or a real estate office. She is wearing sunglasses, and has the strap of a dark blue leather handbag around one shoulder. A red-white-and-blue scarf is tied around her throat. A real Grandmother America.
She is not very much overweight and has a young walk. She probably has young legs under her turquoise-colored pants suit. Jeremy decides she’s the kind of woman who could walk herself out of the desert.
She is unlocking the driver’s door when Jeremy comes up beside her and says in an easy, nonthreatening voice, “Excuse me, ma’am. Ask you something?”
She is startled just a little bit, and when she turns her face to him Jeremy sees a slight quiver of her pale pink lips that means she doesn’t know whether to be afraid or not. He quickly says, “I’m lost, can you help me?”
“Lost?” she asks. She has the throaty voice of a lifetime cigarette smoker. Maybe she’s in her middle sixties, with a sharp chin and deep lines bracketing her mouth. Lots of worry lines across her forehead. “What’re you looking for?”
“LaPaz Estates,” he answers, and instantly—instantly—he knows this is something he should not have said.
“Well…it’s—” She glances in that direction, and then Jeremy takes the gun out and holds it just south of her takeout food, and he says, “I’ll shoot you if you scream. Get in the car.” And he’s had to say this as if he really means it, because she must obey him before somebody else comes out to the lot.
She trembles all over. Her mouth is slightly open. Her teeth are also gray. “Put that bag in the car, down on the floor,” he tells her. “Get behind the wheel. Do it now.” She doesn’t move; maybe she can’t move. “Ma’am,” Jeremy says, the sweat crawling on his neck, “I’m not going to hurt you. I want your car.” She starts to give him the keys. “No, you’re going to drive and I’ll let you out up the road.”
“Please don’t hurt me,” she says in a smoky gasp.
“I’m going to let you out up the road,” Jeremy repeats, and he says, “Go on, now, be a good girl. Unlock the other side. If you touch that horn, I’ll get very upset. Okay?”
“Please don’t hurt me,” she says again. “I’m going to my sister’s.” She unlocks the passenger door and puts the paper bag on the floorboard as Jeremy quickly walks around to the other side, keeping his eyes on her. She gets in and he gets in, and neither of her trembling hands touches the horn. She is being a very good girl.
Jeremy closes the door, and when he feels her suddenly tense up as if she’s decided she needs to make a break for it, he says calmly, “Just do what I tell you.” He keeps the gun down low, so she can see it from the corner of her eye. “Start the engine and drive.”
“Alright,” she says, and something catches in her throat. “I will.”
Just then a heavy-set woman comes out of the consignment shop carrying a red table lamp with a shade that appears to be decorated with Indian symbols. Jeremy’s captive turns her head toward this other woman, who has paused to pick up a shopper’s newspaper from a wire rack.
“Start the engine and drive,” Jeremy repeats, and now he aims the gun at her side.
Grandmother America does as she’s told. The other woman with her red lamp and her shopper’s paper walks past the Accord, and continues on to her Ford Taurus a few spaces away.
“Which way do you want me to go?” Grandmother America asks, and now it sounds as if she can barely get the words squeezed out.
Jeremy realizes he’s made a big mistake. A big omission. He has forgotten something very important. He could grind his teeth down over this one.
He has forgotten to bring a bottle of water for her to drink in the desert.
He can’t just put her out somewhere nearby. Can’t put her out on one of these streets. So he decides he has to go get a bottle of water for her, so nobody can ever say he was a bad guy.
“Turn left,” he tells her.
Then, about a mile further on, at the stand of mesquite trees and the rock wall with the tarnished brass letters: “Turn right.”
He directs her to his street and his house. He directs her to pull the Accord up alongside the house where its blinding sunlit whiteness can be hidden. And then he tells her they need to go inside because he’s going to get her a bottle of water before he sets her free out in the desert.
“Alright,” she says, in that weak old smoky voice. “I’m going to my sister’s, she’s waiting for me.”
“This will just take a minute,” he tells her.
In the house, in the kitchen with its floor covering of disturbingly bright blue, Jeremy picks up a bottle of water as Grandmother America stands with her back in a corner. He has a thought, and he gives it a voice: “Do you need to go to the bathroom?”
“Please,” she whispers. “Don’t hurt me.”
“It’s okay, it’s okay.” The way she’s standing, as if she’s trying to press herself into the wall, to also become invisible just as he wishes to be, touches Jeremy. “My name is…Chris,” he decides to say. He takes his cap off, to show her his shaven head. When the police find her, she will say a shaven-headed man named Chris took her car. “What’s your name?”
She doesn’t reply. Her head is down, her hair stringy over her shoulders, her crispness all burnt up and gone.
Gunny comes to stand in the doorway on the other side of the kitchen, just looking in, just marking the progress. Then he goes away again.
Jeremy can’t see her eyes behind the sunglasses, and this bothers him. “Would you take your sunglasses off, please?” He motions with the gun.
Those thin, veiny, trembling hands come up and remove them. She has brown eyes, sunken down in nests of wrinkles. She will not or can not look at him.
“I’m from Texas,” Jeremy says, but why he tells her this he doesn’t know. “Do you live around here?”
She makes a noise that sounds like muh, like her lips are stuck together, and a slow tear courses down through the wrinkles on her left cheek.
“I’m in a little trouble.” Jeremy realizes this is the first person he’s spoken to, for any length at least, for…how long? Really speaking, that is. Human to human. Gunny is his angel, but Grandmother America looks to him like she would be a very good listener. “There are some bad people in this world,” he contiunues. “Some liars, about what happened in Iraq. They’re carrying lies around with them, and they’re poisoning the air. And you can bet…you can fucking bet…they wouldn’t have lasted one day over there. Because, you know, sometimes you don’t get a choice about the things you have to do. No, ma’am, you don’t. You go right along following the road, doing what you’re supposed to do…what you’ve been trained to do…and all of a sudden, wham!”
Grandmother America flinches at this, and tries to push herself further into that corner, and another tear slides down her face but on the other cheek.
“All of a sudden, something crashes into you from the side and you never saw it coming,” Jeremy says. “That’s what.”
He stops speaking, because he feels there is a movement in his face that he can’t control. He feels like insects are in the muscles and bones of his face, winnowing down in there, breaking up all the structures that make him appear to be a human being, and when they are through eating at him, when they are finished eating and laying their eggs and destroying his face in their eagerness to consume him so that they might live, whatever will be born inside him will be a monster that used to be a really good guy.
He stares down at the blue tarp on the floor, at the sickeningly bright blue, and he remembers. In remembering, there is a hot passing flash and a shockwave that tells him exactly why he is here.
The young lieutenant that everybody knew as a Fobbit came in the middle of the night to get Jeremy and Chris out of their bunks. They were taken to an Ops tent at the center of the base, and at a table with directional lights around it sat a captain neither of them knew, and a civilian in his mid-thirties, wearing a khaki jacket, a white shirt and jeans. He looked like cowboy material, or maybe a Christian In Action.
Color photographs and the map of a section of Baghdad were arranged on the table. This is the task, said the civilian, who was not introduced. You will be accompanied by a squad to this position at
oh-five-hundred. You’ll make your way here, to this building, and set up by oh-five-thirty. The target will walk along this alley between oh-seven and oh-eight hundred.
Our source tells
us he will in all probability be wearing either black or gray cargo shorts, a red, black or camo T-shirt that might bear a Nike swoosh and either a red Houston Rockets cap or an orange cap with a Fanta logo. I understand Houston is your home, Sergeant Pett, so this might be called ‘fate’, if you believe in that. The target will be moving toward this opening here, in this building on the northeast corner. He should be removed before he reaches it. I can’t answer or acknowledge any questions, but I can say that the removal of this target will help us put a stop to some of these goddamned IEDs. One more thing: we need positive verification of the kill. That can be done by bringing back an article of clothing. His cap will do. One more thing, gentlemen: however this mission turns out, our meeting never happened. Good luck and good hunting.
At the site, hunkered down in the yellow building under the dust-hazed sun at oh-seven-forty-one, Chris had been watching the alley through his spotter scope when he said quietly, “Target. Orange cap.”
Jeremy had peered through his own scope. Yeah, there he was. A gangly little bastard wearing black cargo shorts, a camo T-shirt—plain, no swoosh—and the orange Fanta cap. That little dickwhacker wanted to be seen, because in addition to the orange topper he was wearing bright blue plastic sandals, a common type of cheap footwear for these ragheads. That little dillweed was lit up like fucking neon, and he was burdened under a black backpack that was not built for speed.
It was barely a two-hundred yard shot, easy squeezy, but Chris started feeding in the ballistics numbers to his small PDA. Chris took another scope-look, and then another, and the target was walking along getting ever closer to the opening in that building he was not supposed to enter before he was hit, and then Chris looked over at Jeremy and said, “That’s a little kid.”
“A kid? No, he’s—” One of those really small Johnnies, he was about to say, and then Jeremy had adjusted his scope to get a sharper view of the face, and he saw that their target was maybe ten years old. He pulled his eye back as if a hot ember had spun into it.
The kid in the orange cap was walking right along. Maybe thirty feet now from that opening, a square dark hole in the rubbled building on the northeast corner.
“That’s our target,” Chris had said, in the grim voice of finality. “The motherfuckers have sent us out here to kill a kid.”
“No way.” Jeremy had exhaled it. “No way, no way. No.”
“He’s moving, man. What are you gonna do?”
“That’s not the target.”
“The fuck it’s not. Man, he’s almost to his hole. You want the wind call?”
“Don’t push me,” Jeremy had said, with only a hint of the panic that was rushing upon him. Kill a kid? Somebody had to be fucking insane. Who was this kid, Saddam’s baby brother? Was he a messenger, about to go down into a lamplit pit where the IEDs were being loaded with nails, broken glass and ball bearings? Did he have a couple of dozen cheap cellphones in that backpack, to be used as triggering devices?
The kid was there, and now he started to bend over to get into the hole because it was a narrow opening not much bigger than himself
“Jeremy, do you want the wind call?” Chris asked, also feeling the panic.
The kid was going in.
“Shit,” Jeremy whispered. His finger rested on the trigger. He put his eye to the scope and readjusted, bringing his target in for the kill. “Shit shit shit shit,” was all he could think to say.
The kid was almost all the way in, almost gone.
Jeremy’s finger did not move. God help me, he thought, and he wanted to weep.
Those IEDs. Those IEDs were cruel bastards, and the people who put them together and the kids who brought them backpacks full of American tragedy should not be allowed to live.
The kid stopped. He was backing out. A strap on his backpack had been caught by a piece of exposed pipe. He reached up to free himself, and that was when Jeremy sent the bullet.
“They don’t know, they don’t know,” Jeremy says to Grandmother America. “What that’s like. They don’t know. They don’t want to know.”
“What…what is like?” she asks, because he has voiced none of this.
He draws a long, sad breath, and he tells his captive that he would like for her to go into the bathroom. He would like for her to get on her knees in the bathtub, because the plan has changed. The new plan, he tells her, is that he will have to hit her on the back of the head with his gun, and then he will leave her and go away. He says all this with the gleam of sweat on his brow, and he has begun to fidget with the safety.
She goes, stumbling along in front of him, her hair in her face. On the way, Jeremy gently takes her handbag from her and lets it drop to the blue-covered floor in the unfinished hall. She is sobbing, but not very loud. “I’ll try not to hurt you,” he tells her. “I’m a good guy, really I am. I’m just…you know…in a little trouble.”
In the bathtub, when she is on her knees in the cream-colored tub with her back to him, she gasps, “I’m going to be sick,” and then she shivers and heaves and throws up. “Please,” she says, as she struggles for whatever dignity and hope she can hold onto. “Please, please, please.”
A shadow moves across the mirror. Gunny is standing behind Jeremy; Jeremy sees the reflection, beside his own.
Jeremy aims the gun at the back of Grandmother America’s head. When Jeremy retracts and releases the slide to cock the pistol, feeding the first round into the chamber, Grandmother America suddenly turns toward him with hot rage in her eyes, as if she is condemning him for telling such a lie. The bullet he fires digs a smoking groove across the side of her jaw. She does not scream so much as make a catlike mewling, but she is no meek pussy; in the next instant she comes up out of the tub with a bitter snarl and tries to claw her way past him and out of her death chamber. He shoots her again, somewhere in the midsection, but she keeps going, a desperate woman leaking out her life and trying to get to her sister’s.
Jeremy shoots her a third time, in the back in the hallway on the blue-tarp floor lah de dah de dah la boom. She is made of strong stuff, because though she nearly collapses against the wall she still keeps going, and he thinks of himself back at his apartment in Temple, staggering along a hallway between life and death.
Oh, how far we have come.
In the front room, she goes for the door. She is making a high whining sound now, not unlike air escaping a tire at several punctured places. She falls upon the bright blue before she gets there, and yet amazingly—and there are some hardcore members of the Green Machine who could learn from this lady—she continues to crawl and reach and wheeze.
At last, so very close to the door yet so very far from who she was an hour ago, Grandmother America flops over on her back and looks up with hateful reproach at Jeremy, who puts a bullet between her eyes.
This is one big mess, Gunny tells him from the gory hallway.
Jeremy realizes he did not finish his story. He did not tell her that when the bullet was sent, it hit the kid in the side of the neck and the kid had slithered into the hole in the building and out of sight. And that he and Chris had to go through those streets, turkey-peeking over every wall and around every corner, and raghead men and raghead women were gawking at them and screaming like they were from another world. Then right in front of that hole was one of the kid’s blue sandals, a bright blue, a happy blue, unforgettable. Lots of blood, too. And going in after that kid, they’d found his other blue shoe on the broken concrete. And him too, lying curled up. His orange Fanta cap was still on his head and he hadn’t yet left this life, and over in the corner was—would you believe this, lady?—a fucking goat tethered to an iron bar, and a water bowl next to it. And—get this, now—the kid is crying, and bleeding from the mouth and the neck, and somebody—a woman—at the entrance really starts wailing, and Chris says Man, we’ve got to get our asses out. So, an order being an order and because I am the prince of my profession, I shoot the kid in the head and take his cap, and then we haul ass out but you know the woman, his mother it must be, is silent now, just staring at us as we go past, and she is holding that fucking blue sandal against her cheek like it was the perfect rose of Araby. See what you missed, lady?
And then…and then…at the base we get flash-blasted by that captain we don’t know. Done in the middle of the night, in a secure place where nobody else can hear. He roars at us, Did anybody tell you to take out any secondary targets?
Secondary targets? Oh…I know what he means. The goat. He’s pissed because after I killed a kid who had gone to feed and water his pet goat, I shot the goat in the head since there was no civilian Christian In Action standing around for me to kill. See, I figure…and I’ve thought about this a long time, I’ve had a lot of time to think…that the whole shitbag was about the goat. A feud between families, maybe, or between tribes. Was information about IEDs passed along because I killed a kid who stole another kid’s goat? Or did I kill the kid who stole back the goat that some kid stole from him? Did I do somebody’s dirty work for them to exchange for info on the IEDs, and I brought back the cap to prove it?
“I don’t know, lady,” Jeremy says to the body on the floor. “They don’t tell you everything over there. They just say some things are fate.”
He sighs deeply. He’s going to miss having someone to talk to. But there’s always Gunny.
In the bathroom, Jeremy looks at himself in the mirror and sees the bones and muscles of his face moving beneath the flesh. A lump comes up on his right cheek and subsides; another rises, squirming, on his forehead. A third bulges up alongside his left eye, and it appears his jaw is trying to break loose from its hinges.
Gunny was right, he thinks. I’m not ready yet for Mexico. Before I get there, I have to—
Shut their mouths, Gunny says from behind him. Somehow, they know. That video speaks
volumes, Jeremy, and all it can do is hurt you and the good soldiers who carry out their jobs. Now here is the thing…they have to be silenced, because they’re doing
something that is going to hurt so many, many other people. They don’t even know what they’re doing. That amateur today had his chance. But you…you are the professional, Jeremy. You have a car now. It’s time to get packed, and get serious.
Jeremy agrees. He will leave the pickup in the garage, right where it is. How long will it be before anybody finds it? How about…a month of Sundays?
Time to get serious. If they played at Stone Church, they might be going on to their next date. The list he wrote down from their website said The Casbah in San Diego, tomorrow night. If not there, then the Cobra Club in Hollywood on Saturday night. He figures he ought to go through Grandmother America’s handbag, check it out for cash. It would be for a very patriotic cause.
Yeah.
Time to get real serious.
Jeremy’s face has stopped moving, for now. He is himself again. He almost sobs, almost lets out a wail that would’ve echoed in this little bathroom and scared him enough to keep him sweating and sleepless every night for the rest of his life, but the feeling of dark despair soon passes. He forces it to pass, because a person can’t live with that kind of feeling inside him. She was collateral damage. She’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. It happened. A casualty of the mission, no big whoop. You just put your head down and keep going. And one thing he knows is that after he’s completed this mission he’ll be doing the good guy work against the druglords of Mexico and saving thousands of lives, so it all evens out. It is called fate.
Gunny gets up close, cheek-to-cheek in the mirror, and he says that there is one more thing Jeremy should know. That the new police advancements in computer and forensic science make it possible for them to cut open a victim’s eyeballs and see the face of a killer burned on the retina by the inflamed optic nerves, and maybe it would be wise if Jeremy did something about that.
Jeremy thinks about it, and then he agrees with that too.
Time to get way fucking serious.





This Seat is Saved



TWENTY-ONE.
Ariel had lost her way.
She was wandering in a place unfamiliar. It was a hot thicket of leafy green vines that nearly blotted out the sun. What she could see of the sky was a white glare. She knew only that she had to get from where she was to some other place, that she couldn’t stay where she stood, and so she pushed onward through the wall of vegetation ahead as another closed at her back.
There were thorns in here. They were stabbing her and cutting across her skin whenever and wherever she moved. It was treacherous, this going forward. It was painful and almost unbearable, but she had no choice; she must bear it, to reach the other side.
She smelled earth, and heat, and the raw green growth that surrounded her. She was aware also of another smell, a sweet aroma, a rich scent nearly like wine, perfuming the air. She saw small dark berries hanging from the thorned vines by the hundreds, some wholly black and others touched with red, and she realized she stood in a dense thicket of blackberry brambles that went on in all directions.
The question was: which way led out? Or, another question, and more troubling: was there any way out?
She continued onward, in the direction she had chosen though she couldn’t remember making such a decision. It had been made for her, it seemed. She could always stop, turn and go another way, but it seemed to her that sometimes in this world you just have to trust something.
She had not gone very far when the man came through the brambles, and stood before her as if to block her path.
Ariel knew him. She knew his face, from a driver’s license picture. She knew what he’d done to two friends of hers, and she knew now what he wanted to do to her.
As she backed away, he followed. He wore no expression. Fear tightened around her heart and hobbled her legs. He came on unhurriedly, with a supreme and terrifying confidence, and as he closed the distance between them his face began to change.
Ariel saw the flesh ripple and move, like clay being reshaped by a phantom hand. The bones began to shift beneath it. With a series of cracking noises the features distorted and destroyed themselves as one cheek swelled outward and the other caved in, as the nose collapsed into a widening fissure and the forehead lengthened like a slab of veined stone. One eye retreated into the dark while the other burst out like the eye of a fish popped by a hook.
All this, while his lower jaw slid forward. Then with a sound like sticks being broken it began to unhinge itself from the upper jaw, and as Ariel backed away through the slashing thorns she put her hand up before her own face to push aside the image of a reptilian mouth yawning open, stretching itself to impossible size, dwarfing even the misshapen head upon which it had grown. The grotesque body lurched toward her, staggering through the brambles, its arms at its side and hands gripped into fists, its single eye wet and gleaming on the edge of the voracious mouth.
Something dark flew out of that gaping hole. It was followed by another, and another still, and then three at a time and five at a time, ten and then twenty, a vomiting forth of dark sleek projectiles that in an instant grew wings and black feathers and spun around Ariel like a living whirlwind.
The crows flew in black swarms from Jeremy Pett’s straining mouth. Some of them came at Ariel, jabbing and clawing, their small red eyes ticking this way and that, but most of them fell upon the fruit, and this they tore from the vines and swallowed in dripping beaks as they fought each other for the next swallow. They tumbled through the black-stained air in vicious struggling knots, their shrill cries nearly human in their expressions of greed, triumph and frustrated anguish.
Thousands of crows blighted the air. They battered themselves into Ariel’s face, they battered into each other and, still fighting and tearing at each other over the sweet pulp, flapped on broken wings in their death spirals. Through chinks in the black walls that circled her, Ariel saw Jeremy Pett spinning around and around, his arms outstretched wide like the cylinders of a bizarre machine, the engine of a carnival ride that has popped its rivets and burned out its regulators and now must spin and spin until it spins itself to pieces or shatters itself in a blast and roar. As the crows streamed out of him, he had shriveled. His clothes had fallen away, revealing a body that had become an emaciated horror of gray flesh. The hideous head with its gaping mouth had darkened like an old wart and was flagging back and forth, boneless, on the spindly neck. It began to implode, and as the last few black feathered things struggled out blinking their red eyes and already tearing at each other, the head collapsed like an airless balloon.
In all this shrieking noise, in all this flurry of feathers and chaos of claws, Ariel watched the skeletal body fall, still locked in its spinning circle, and she thought, He is a vessel.
The crows came at her. They tangled in her hair and jammed against her nostrils. They squirmed against her eyes and thrashed across her mouth. But as she staggered back, seeking some place to protect herself in this field of life that had become the province of hell, she realized that they were only coming at her because she was between them and the few vines of fruit that remained unseized, and they would not stop until they had it all, every last bit of it.
Look at me, someone said.
Ariel turned her head. Standing beside her was the girl.
She looked exactly as Ariel remembered her. She wore the same clothes and the same raggedy straw hat, and she stared at Ariel through ebony eyes that were both serene and impassioned. Her cheeks were marred by scatters of teenaged acne, the same as before.
Walk with me, the girl said. Her voice had no accent yet it reminded Ariel of a voice she had once heard and trusted, somewhere in the long-ago.
When the girl held out her hand Ariel took it.
The crows continued to swirl around them, but none penetrated the space between.
Whether the girl moved first or she herself did, Ariel didn’t know. But they were walking together side-by-side through the brambles, hand holding hand, as the black curtains of crows flapped in their faces and hissed at their backs. Still, not one entered the space they occupied, and as Ariel and the girl walked forward the crows retreated before them. Speaking in shrill tongues of indignation, the solid walls of feathers and glinting crimson eyes began to break apart like so many crumbling leaves shaken off a dead tree.
Ariel awakened and lay staring at the ceiling. A fan was lazily turning up there, creaking very softly. The sunlight was bright through the pale yellow window curtains. A dog barked somewhere along Benton Place, and a motorcycle went past. She turned her head on the pillow in search of a clock. The one on the bedside table said it was about ten minutes after ten, the hands in a pleasing symmetry. She stretched and heard her backbone pop, and she started to push aside the sheet but she decided she would lie there until ten-fifteen and try to absorb her dream.
She was in bed in the guest bedroom at Berke’s mother’s house, in an area of small but neatly-kept homes in the northeast section of San Diego, perched on a hill above Interstate 15. They’d gotten here last night, after a two-hundred-and-eighty mile drive from Stone Church. When they’d reached the house, they were so wrung out by their experience that all they could do was mumble some pleasantries to Mrs. Fisk and find a place to stow their bags before they crashed. Truitt Allen, though he’d driven the whole distance, had gone into the den with his laptop, cellphone and a cup of coffee and shut the door. Ariel assumed the white GMC Yukon with dark-tinted windows that had trailed them up through the winding streets and parked in front of the house was still there; she would check, just out of curiosity, when she got out of bed.
It was interesting, she thought, how they handled the gas situation. Last night when they needed to fill up, True had given some kind of code over his cellphone. When the Scumbucket had pulled up to the pumps at a Texaco station, the white Yukon and another Yukon, this one a metallic gray, had stopped on either side of The Five’s van and trailer. From each SUV two men dressed like True, in casual slacks and shirts, had gotten out to stand facing the darkness on the far side of I-8. They would have looked like ordinary business travellers stretching their legs except for the weirdly-shaped pairs of binoculars they were using as they scanned back and forth. “Night vision,” Nomad had told her. “Either that, or thermal.”
True had pumped their gas. A third man from both the SUVs had filled those tanks as well. There’d been a brief discussion among the agents and a pair of them went into the gas station and came out each carrying two bags of popcorn and four cups of coffee in a styrofoam tray. True had asked if anybody needed to use the restrooms, and when all the band members said they did, they got an FBI escort who waited outside the doors. Never was there a time when two of the agents did not keep watch with their night vision or thermal or whatever it was. Ariel had the impression that there was a fourth man in each Yukon, riding in the back, just from some movement she thought she detected and from the fourth coffee. Nine men on duty, including True. Ariel figured that had to be a lot of taxpayer money being spent, to safeguard the lives of four musicians whose deodorant had worn off a long time ago. Plus True had put their gasoline on his own—or his agency’s—credit card. No wonder this country was so deep in debt.
Ariel lifted her head and looked at the other single bed in the room. John Charles was still asleep, tangled up in his sheet as if he too had dreamed of blackberry brambles and the striding specter of Jeremy Pett. His face was turned away from her, toward the window. She hated to see what his right eye looked like today, because last night it had been swollen shut as tight as an oyster and colored a curious mingled palette of black with purple edges and olive-green highlights. The icepack they’d given him at the medical trailer had helped some, she guessed, and so had the supply of Excedrin Extra Strength.
He had saved her life.
She still couldn’t get her mind around yesterday afternoon. It had been just like the cliché: everything happened so fast. When John had stopped singing and the music had faltered, and then John had stage-dived like a lunatic…it was too much to handle. And later learning that the young man—nineteen years old on his California driver’s license, True had told them—had been aiming that gun at her…too much to handle.
The shooter had been taken away very quickly and efficiently. After The Five had gotten offstage and the techs had cleared their gear, Monster Ripper had started setting up about an hour later, but soon after that—past a visit to the medical trailer and brief interviews with reporters from the Tucson TV stations and Brad Lowell from The Daily Star—the Scumbucket had pulled out of that particular circus with True behind the wheel. On I-8 West, the two Yukons had gotten into position, the metallic gray in front and the white behind them, and that was how they rolled.
He had saved her life.
It was going to take her a long time to put this gift on a shelf, if ever.
He snorted a little bit, as if reading her thoughts. His hand came up to touch his eye, but even in sleep his brain figured he probably shouldn’t do that and his hand sank back down again across his chest.
True hadn’t told them the young man’s name yet, though he’d certainly seen it on the license. He’d said he would let them know what developed, and that was last night before he’d secluded himself in the den.
Ariel allowed herself to return to the dream, and play it back again. It was so bright and sunny and cheerful in the bedroom. There was the spicy odor of air fragrance, which maybe Mrs. Fisk had sprayed around this morning to counter their need for showers. It was difficult to think of dark things, in here, but now she must.
He is a vessel.
She remembered thinking that. What did it mean, exactly? She retained the vivid image of the crows, swarming at the fruit and tearing it from the vines. And she retained the vivid image of the girl.
The girl.
Walk with me.
Ariel was struck with a desire—a need—to see the song. The Kumbaya song, Berke had called it. She leaned over to the floor, where her fringed-leather bag was parked next to her blue suitcase. She opened the bag, removed from it her notebook with its glued-on gemstones of a dozen colors, and then turned to the page upon which she’d written what they had of the communal song. The last song, it was supposed to be. Performed at the last show in Austin, on Saturday the 16th of August. The song that was a testament to The Five, that was written by all of them together, that held a little of their souls in its words and music.

Welcome to the world, and everything
that’s in it.
Write a song about
it, just keep it under four minutes.
Got to figure what to keep, and what to leave behind, and like life it’s never easy.
I wish you safe travel and courage when
you need it.

And that was it, so far.
Unremarkable.
A song in progress.
Something in progress.
Ariel scanned the lines again. What she’d written down, she realized, began and ended—to this point, at least—with words spoken by the girl at the well.
Sitting up on the bed with a pillow at her back, with a dog barking down the street and the sunlight streaming through the yellow curtains, Ariel felt a transcendent truth come upon her, a sense of wonder that had some fear mixed in with it too, yes, but it was like being locked in a tight and exhilarating groove of rhythm and tempo, the knowledge that everything was right, was flowing as it should, and that to break this rhythm, this strange and somewhat frightening connection, this forward motion that led to an unknown counterpoint, would not only be unprofessional, it would be tragic.
Ariel thought that the girl—whoever and whatever she might be—was helping them write this song.
“John?” she said. And again: “John?”
“No,” he mumbled, “I don’t want any.”
She was relieved, in a way. What was she going to tell him? How was she going to explain what she felt? And it was just a feeling, that’s all it was.
Walk with me, the girl had said.
Ariel decided she needed to get up. Like right now. She needed to take a shower and wash the red dust of Stone Church out of her hair, and then she needed to get dressed and find a quiet place to work on this song.
It was time to get serious.
Terry was still asleep on the floor, in his sleeping bag. Berke had taken the sofa in the basement’s little junkroom. It’s
good enough for me, Ariel had heard Berke tell her mother before she’d carried her suitcase down the steps. Ariel figured Berke had wanted to sleep as far as possible from the room where her mother and stepfather had lain together for nearly ten years. As Ariel understood the story, Berke had been fourteen when her mother and father had divorced, and later her mother had sold the house where Berke had been born and she and her daughter had moved in with Floyd Fisk, the divorced father of a twenty-year-old nursing student, after the wedding.
Ariel took her shower, washed her hair and got dressed in jeans and a purple long-sleeved peasant blouse with a floral print and ruffles of white lace at the cuffs and neck. One of her many finds from vintage clothes shops, though now these were nearly as expensive as the newer items. When she emerged from the bathroom she ran into a bleary-eyed Terry, who just grunted a greeting and shambled past in his tatty gray bathrobe.
Ariel saw that John was still conked out. Maybe that was for the best. She took her notebook and her purple-inked pen and walked through the hallway into the kitchen, where she found Berke’s mother monitoring a crockpot while she was watching a soap opera on a small TV.
“Good morning!” Berke’s mother had been born Kim Chapman, but somewhere in her days as a thespian and cheerleader at Patrick Henry High School she’d been called ‘Chappie’, and it had stuck. Her face lit up with the presence of someone else in the room. She was an attractive woman, tall and lean with her daughter’s strong bone structure. But her brown eyes, many shades lighter than Berke’s, were sad. Ariel had met Chappie on several occasions when they’d played San Diego but had never been to this house. She knew that Chappie was forty-nine, that she was the middle child between two brothers, that her own father was a retired technical worker for Northrup Grumman who had once shaken the hand of Howard Hughes, and that she used Clairol Medium Brown to cover up the creeping gray in her long, still-silky hair. She was wearing a pair of beige slacks and a black sleeveless blouse.
“Morning,” Ariel replied. “Smells good.”
“Veggie stew for lunch. Do you want breakfast? I can make just about anything.”
“Really, all I’d like is a glass of orange juice.” She reconsidered. “Maybe some toast would be nice. And some jam?”
“Juice, two slices of whole-wheat toast and some strawberry jam. Does that sound all right?”
“Great. I’ll get the juice.” Ariel made a move toward the refrigerator, which was covered with bright little flowery magnets in different hues holding a variety of color photos, some faded with age. She saw glimpses of a different world: a smiling, balding heavy-set man wearing horn-rimmed glasses and sitting amid piles of books; a slim girl about sixteen years old with thick, curly black hair pounding away at a drum set with her eyes closed; a terrier of some kind, head cocked and looking quizzically at the camera; a scene in a bar with maybe a dozen people, most of them long-haired and gray-haired, lifting their beer bottles; the balding heavy-set man, now in sunglasses, standing with his arm around a happier Chappie Fisk and behind them the natural wonder of the Grand Canyon.
“Oh, I’ll get it,” Chappie said, and she swooped in as mothers will and got the container of orange juice out before Ariel could even register exactly where it was.
“I guess Berke’s still asleep?” Ariel asked as Chappie poured juice into a glass.
“Haven’t heard from her. Here you go. Now, for your toast.”
“Thank you.” Ariel drank some of the juice and gazed around the kitchen. Like the rest of the house, it was a sunny place. A homey place, with homey knickknacks collected from different tourist destinations. Everything neat and clean, everything orderly. It was difficult to grasp, in this sunny kitchen with the soap on TV and Chappie busy loading up the toaster, that Chappie’s husband—her second husband—and Berke’s stepdad had died last month, yet there was a feeling in this house, however bright and neat it was, that someone was missing and would not be coming home.
Ariel, and none of the other band members as far as she knew, had ever met Floyd Fisk. Berke had told her mother well in advance of their gigs in San Diego that she didn’t want him anywhere near her, and so he’d never shown his face.
Floyd fucking Fisk, Berke had said to Ariel one day at rehearsal when they were talking about—or talking around, really—their parents. Don’t you think that sounds like the fucking dumb-ass
barber in Mayberry? You know, the Opie show?
What’s so bad about him? Ariel had asked. I mean…is he like…cruel to your mother?
Cruel to my mother, Berke had repeated, as if trying that on as a reason. No, he’s not
cruel to her. She loves him.
But he’s not my dad. You know?
Ariel wasn’t sure she did know, but Berke’s mood had gotten black-cloud stormy and that was a good sign not to travel any further without a lightning rod.
“Can I ask you a question?” Chappie asked as she spread strawberry jam on the two pieces of toast. “This…is kind of weird to ask, but…are you…Berke’s friend?”
“I’m her friend, yes.”
“Well…I mean…” Chappie gave her a quick sidelong glance. “Are you her good friend?”
“Oh!” Ariel realized what the subject of this was. “Oh, no. Not that kind of friend.”
A blush of color rose into the woman’s cheeks. She shrugged. “I didn’t know. I don’t ask Berke very much.” She offered Ariel the toast on a yellow plate with brown ceramic flowers around the rim. “She can snap your head off when she’s in a bad mood. But I don’t have to tell you, do I?”
“We all get edgy sometimes.”
“Oh…I’m supposed to let you know…Mr. Allen went downtown this morning. He said he’d be back by early afternoon.”
“Did he take the van?”
“No, he got into one of those huge SUVs. Do you know he ate four eggs and just about finished off all my bacon? He said he’d reimburse me, but still…that man can eat.” Chappie pretended to watch her soap opera for a moment, but Ariel could tell she was formulating either another statement or question because the corners of her mouth moved. “Let me ask you something else,” she finally said. “Do you trust that man to protect you? I mean to protect all of you. The whole band. I watched that video over and over. I saw how close you came to getting shot. Aren’t your parents worried about you? Haven’t you heard from them?”
“I’ve called them,” Ariel answered. “When it first happened, in Sweetwater. I called them again from Tucson.”
“And…what? They don’t want you to come home?”
“They didn’t mention that. I didn’t expect them to.” Ariel took a bite of toast and chewed it. “Anyway, I wouldn’t go, because that’s not my home anymore. I live in Austin. But…next year…it may be somewhere else.”
“Berke did tell me that the band is breaking up,” Chappie said matter-of-factly. “I’m sorry to hear that, because she always…” Here she paused, as if deciding whether she was betraying a confidence or not. She went on. “Always believed in you guys,” she said. “More I think than she’s believed in any of her other bands. She particularly believed in John and in you. That you would find success. Make a hit record. Get the recording deal. Whatever. Jesus, I am old, but I swear I didn’t date Elvis Presley.”
Ariel smiled.
“But I did date Todd Rundgren,” Chappie said. “I had a little thing going on with Joe Strummer. I used to give backrubs to Iggy Pop. And Robert Plant kissed my hand one night in Hollywood, standing right on the Sunset Strip, and something like that you never forget.”
“I guess not,” Ariel said.
“Wow, the music scene back then…it was in—” There was just the briefest of pauses and Ariel thought she was about to hear the f-bomb dropped, but Chappie caught herself. “—credible,” she finished. “So much going on, so many bands. It was just electric. And we were right in there. People wouldn’t believe how many songs were written about the sisters.”
Ariel nodded. Chappie wasn’t hesitant to admit her membership in the sisterhood of groupies. To hear her tell it, as she’d told it before, Chappie and the ‘sisters of comfort’ were all about maintaining the sanity of their rocker men and keeping them well-supplied so the great works could keep on coming. Flowing. Being created. Ariel finished her orange juice and again said thank you.
“I’ve got coffee. Do you want some?” Chappie motioned toward the pot. Her own cup, a piece of merchandise—maybe an original—that bore a picture of The Eagles, sat on the counter. “Oh…you’re a tea drinker, aren’t you?”
“Right.”
Chappie refilled her cup. “So you think Mr. Allen and those men out there can protect you?” She reached up to a cupboard, opened it and with a smooth, unhurried and completely unselfconscious motion she brought out a half-bottle of Jack Daniels. It was the most natural thing in the world to pour a small bite of Jack into your coffee before noon, which she did. “You trust the FBI?”
“I guess I do, so far.”
“So far, you’re not dead.” Chappie capped the Jack bottle and put it away. She sipped at her high-octane fuel. “Neither is my daughter. But you know that was a close call yesterday, don’t you? Nancy Grace said last night on TV that this guy at Stone Church was probably copycatting Jeremy Pett, and she thinks there’ll be others. Listen, if you were my blood, I’d get on a plane and come collect you. I’d say no tour or music or ticket sales are worth getting killed for. I’d say put it all away until that nut is in jail.”
“Have you said any of this to Berke?” Ariel asked, knowing what the answer would be.
Chappie took another drink before she replied. “This is the biggest cliché in the world, what I’m about to say. But Berke has always walked to her own beat. She’s her own different drummer. She might be scared, but she’s not going to show it and she won’t back down from anybody…not even that…” Again, the f-bomb was poised to drop. But no. “Nut,” Chappie finished.
“Berke is a strong person,” Ariel agreed. “I envy her strength. Her knowing how to get what she wants.”
“Yeah, it’d be a great world if everybody was like her.” Chappie attempted a smile that didn’t quite work due to the bitterness at its core. Then she walked a few steps away to check on the crockpot.
Ariel decided it was time to move on. “I think I’ll go outside for a while.” Last night she’d seen, in the front yard, the wooden park bench under the eucalyptus tree. “Thanks for the—”
“I’m surprised she even agreed to come here,” Chappie interrupted, and Ariel braced for an onslaught. “Even with Floyd gone. I’m surprised, that’s all.”
“Well…” Ariel felt as if she were walking on treacherous ground. “I guess she wanted to make sure you were okay.”
“I had to almost beg her to come. To get what he left her. He said to me very plainly, early last year, that if anything happened to him he wanted her to have what he’d saved for her. It was very important to him.” She nodded. “Very important. And the letter too. I told him, nothing was going to happen, he was fine and he was going to have another checkup to make sure. Mandy came over twice a week to watch him take his medicine and check his blood pressure. But…he said he was tired sometimes. Just tired. Everybody gets tired.” She started to take another drink, but lowered the cup before it reached her mouth. “They did what they could for him. The emergency team. I watched them work, so I know they did what they could. But oh my God, how I miss him.” Her hand came up and the fingers pressed against her lips. Her eyes glistened. “And the thing was…he tried so hard…so hard…to be a father to Berke, but she wouldn’t let him in. She turned her back on everything he tried to do for her. Okay, so he wasn’t…like…the world’s greatest drummer, like Warren thought he was. Floyd didn’t know music, and he didn’t keep up with bands, and he liked most of all just reading, or sitting on the couch watching football or old movies, and he wasn’t flash…but he was substance. Do you understand what I mean?” She looked hopefully at Ariel, and Ariel said she absolutely understood.
When Chappie spoke again it was in a tone of reverence. “Floyd was no Todd Rundgren. He was no Joe Strummer or Iggy Pop. He was no Warren Bonnevey, either. He didn’t say he was going out for cigarettes and three days later he was calling you from Los Angeles asking you to send money because he was on the edge—right on the edge, he said—of getting a gig with the latest hitmaker, whoever was high on the chart that week. He didn’t knock holes in the walls because he didn’t get a callback. Jesus, if that house Berke grew up in could talk, it would fucking scream. Excuse my mouth, but it would. Floyd didn’t holler and yell and go on a rampage at three o’clock in the morning because he thought I was stealing his sticks and burying them in the back yard. And then he didn’t go sit in the bathtub and start shouting that if he had a gun he’d kill everybody in the house and then himself. Oh, those were some choice days and nights, Ariel. And the terrible thing was…Warren really was good. He had a great talent. He had the fire inside, you know? But it was a horrible thing, to watch someone you loved burn alive from the inside out.”
Ariel had no idea what to say, so she said what she felt: “I’m so sorry.”
Chappie blew air between her lips and waved Ariel’s comment away and took another drink of Jack and java. “Life,” she said. “It’s not bubblegum. See, the deal is…Berke asked me one time—oh, she asked many times, in that very nice way she has of asking—why I would give up on her father and marry—her description—a total loser. The Mayberry barber, she called him. The bookworm, that was another one. She said, Mom, he’s just so nothing. And I looked her right in the face, I stared her down, and I said I love Floyd Fisk because he loves me, and because he loved her, whether she wanted to accept that or not, and because they call it ‘flash’ for the reason that it goes up in smoke so fast, but you can hold onto ‘substance’, and it holds onto you. ‘Substance’ honors responsibility, and you can say…oh, man, that’s so old…but the truth is, I wanted to be happy and I wanted to be loved. I wanted things to be settled. If that’s old, you can wrap it up for me because I’ll take as much of that as I can carry.”
Chappie’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. “Oh,” she said softly, and brokenly.
Ariel saw a box of Kleenex on the counter. She pulled a couple of tissues out and gave them to Berke’s mother.
“Thanks,” Chappie said as she dabbed her eyes. “You’re sweet.”
Ariel stood with her a while longer until it was clear Chappie had unburdened herself as much as she was able, and now Chappie was focusing back on the soap opera again, and she had finished her Jacked-up coffee and put the cup aside. Ariel said she was going to go sit outside and think about some things. Chappie told her to enjoy the bench out there, it had been where Floyd liked to sit and read when he got home from the bookstore in the afternoons.
The house was a light tan with darker brown trim around the windows. A picket fence guarded the property. There was a rock garden in front, and the eucalyptus tree threw shade over the park bench. The Scumbucket and the trailer stood in the short driveway, behind Chappie’s vanilla-colored VW Beetle. When Ariel emerged from the house and started down the front steps, two agents got out of the white Yukon parked on the street and began talking to each other as if discussing baseball scores or some other interest between men. Ariel saw that they were wearing sunglasses and they didn’t really look at each other as they spoke; they were scanning the street and the houses and hills. She approached them, and when one of the men recognized her presence she asked if she could bring them something to drink but the man said, “No, miss, we’re good, but thank you.”
Ariel wondered if there was a toilet in the rear of that giant SUV. It was likely there was some sanitary setup for their convenience. She sat down on the bench, under the tree, and opened her notebook to the lines of the song again as the men, no longer talking, stood with their backs to her.
It was a puzzle to her. What this could possibly mean. She had no idea where it was supposed to go or what it was supposed to say. She considered the idea that if she closed her eyes very, very tightly and thought very, very hard, maybe the girl would come to her again from the green mist of the blackberry brambles and tell her exactly what it was supposed to mean, or if the girl was feeling particularly salvatious today she would offer up the next line or two.
But deep down Ariel knew it was not going to work that way. The Unknown Hand was not going to write this for them. The song, like any other act of creativity, was no good if it wasn’t strained through the joys and woes of human experience. It was no good if it was not in some way personal. It would not come fully-formed from a girl in a dream. It would have to be worked on, trial and error, writing and scratching out, searching for rhyme and struggling for reason.
Just as it always was, no different.
“Inspiration?”
Ariel looked up at Terry, who had taken his own shower and was dressed in gray shorts and a seagreen shirt covered with small blue and gray paisleys, circa 1969. “Going over our song,” she told.
“You mean the song, right?” He nodded toward the empty half of the bench. “Can I sit?”
“This seat is saved,” she said, “just for you.”
Terry sat down. He angled his head to read the lines and Ariel cocked the notebook toward him so he had a better view.
“Say anything to you?” she asked.
“No, not really. To you?”
“I guess it’s about change. A summing up of things. Where you stand,” she decided. “Like…where are you in your life. What do you need to keep and what do you need to let go of, in order to move on. Does that make sense?”
“Yeah,” Terry said. “I can see that. So you’re wanting another couple of verses and a chorus?”
She thought about it. “I don’t know what I want,” she said. What she meant was: I don’t know the why of this song, much less the what. It sounded so crazy, so spooky-oooky, to say that the girl at the well was directing them. That maybe John had come up with the idea of the communal song on his own, it was something he felt was necessary to keep the band on the same page, but the girl had…what?…read his mind, or planted a seed in Mike’s head, and made a passing statement of care that had struck George strongly enough to remember it in his ICU bed, and maybe…planted the desire to finish this song in Ariel’s own psyche?
But if that were true, in a Twilight Zoney way, then what was the why of it?
“I have to ask you something,” she told him. “This is going to sound strange, but have you had any weird dreams lately?”
His eyes blinked behind the specs. “The night before Stone Church. I was pretty tense about that gig. I had a weird dream that I was playing the Hammond and it bit my hands off at the wrists.”
“That’s not what I mean. I know you believe in God and a Heaven of some kind—whatever that is—and you believe in the other side of that, too. Right?” She waited for him to nod. “I want to tell you about a dream I had last night…or this morning, or whenever it was. I just want you to sit and listen, and then I want to talk to you about some things that are on my mind, and if you think I’m losing it…okay, fair enough. Maybe I am losing it. Maybe I’m the one who ought to be hanging it up for a while and taking a break.” She stared directly into his eyes. “But I don’t think so.” She hesitated, to underscore her resolve at this statement. Then: “Can I tell you?”
“Yeah, sure. Go ahead,” Terry said.
How trustingly he said that, Ariel thought. How bravely he said it. In the next few minutes, she would find out how trusting Terry was of his system of belief, and how bravely he could handle her interpretation of the Unknown Hand at work.
Because she was already thinking that the other side also had its unknown hand.
And it too might be at work.




TWENTY-TWO.
When Ariel had finished and they’d talked it back and forth for about ten minutes, Terry felt either that the incident at Stone Church had snapped her strings or something was happening to The Five that he could not explain or understand. He didn’t know which he believed. It was one thing to hear your voice spoken in a church by a man you could not possibly know, and that was strange and frightening enough, but this…
This was like looking at your reflection in a mirror and putting your hand up against it, and suddenly your hand pushes through the mirror like it’s a thin pane of ice and beyond it is a world that was right there all the time, and maybe you suspected it was right there all the time, and you talked about it and made theories about it, but to actually look into it, to actually see the fearsome wonder that lies hidden beyond the mirror…
Or it was like swimming in the sea at night, under a million stars, and swimming further and further out from the lights of shore until a current takes you and you can’t get back, and you swim and swim against the current until you’re tired, but you have to rest for a while, have to tread water and get your strength back, and then in that night-black water something massive and covered with the scars of time slides along under your feet, and it just keeps sliding on and on, an entity too awesome to look at, and you know the leviathan has either come to eat you or give you a place to stand with your head just above the waves.
What Ariel had told him, and her thoughts about that girl and the song, about George seeing her in his hospital room and calling her an angel of life, about crows flying from the mouth of Jeremy Pett in the blackberry bramble battleground…it was too much for even a believer. It was too much for even someone who had heard his name spoken by a stranger in a church far from home.
“I don’t know,” he told her, sitting on the park bench in the fragrant shade of the eucalyptus tree. She had just asked him if he thought they should talk this over with John and Berke. He could tell that she wanted to, but she needed him to agree. “I’m not sure they’re ready for this.”
“You mean, you’re not ready.”
“Ariel…listen…I’m trying to make sense of this, okay?” Terry felt himself floundering, like that swimmer in the night far from shore. “You saying this song is…like…divinely inspired, right? By that girl, and she was something other than an ordinary girl? But John had the idea for all of us to write the song before we got to that place.”
“No, he had the idea for all of us to write a song before we got there. He came up with the idea, but she…” Ariel hesitated, as lost as she’d been in her dream. What exactly was she trying to get at? “…is refining it,” she said, for want of a better term.
“Is refining it? Is? Ariel, here are the lines of the song, right here on this page. In this notebook. Your notebook. And you came up with this line about figuring what to keep and what to leave behind, didn’t you? You did, not…her. So how can she be refining the song? How can she have anything to do with it? Okay, maybe George had a dream about her in the hospital, just like you did last night, but I don’t see—”
“Why would George have had a dream about her? He hardly spoke to her that day.”
“That’s the way dreams work. Things pop in and out. Look, I haven’t had any dreams about her. As far as I know, neither have John or Berke. If she was like…some kind of supernatural force or something, then why wouldn’t she speak to all of us at the same time?”
Ariel almost said it, but she didn’t: Maybe she spoke to the one who would listen, and maybe she trusted that listener to carry the message forward.
“What would be the reason for it?” Terry had his hand on her shoulder, like someone might do to calm a deranged person. “Honestly, now. Are we supposed to write a song that brings about whirled peas? Come on! Are we supposed to write a song that makes us…like…a huge success and suddenly we’re the great big music stars? If you’ve noticed, we’re all over the news right now, and you know who made that possible? It wasn’t that girl.” He leaned in closer, as if confiding a secret, but Ariel already knew what he was going to say. “It was Jeremy Pett. It was Mike’s murder, and George getting shot. It was some nut with a .25 at Stone Church. Yeah, I believe there’s a God, and I believe there’s a Satan too. I believe in a Heaven and a Hell, and all the stuff that a lot of people laugh at. But this is just a few lines of a song.”
“A .25?” Ariel asked. That was the first she’d heard of it. “True didn’t say what kind of gun it was.”
“It sounded like a .25 to me. A small gun. My dad’s a collector. Handguns, not rifles. He took me out to a pistol range a few times.” Terry shrugged. “It’s one of the man things he was pushing on me.” He reached out for the notebook and the pen. “Can I show you something?”
She gave the two items up.
Terry sat for a while looking at the lines, and then beneath the last line he wrote in the purple ink Won’t you
move my hand, please tell me what to write.
Then he waited, pen poised.
“Okay already,” Ariel said. “I get it.”
Terry’s hand moved, and he began to write.
I’m sitting here like a candle on the darkest night.
I’ve got my hot flame, got my flicker on, but where am I when my light is gone?
I wish you safe travel, courage, you’re gonna need it.
Terry looked up and handed her back the pen. “Second verse. Did that girl write it, or did I?”
Ariel took the pen and also the notebook. She closed it.
He was right. Of course he was right. But she couldn’t help thinking that if she hadn’t been sitting out here on this bench, saving a seat just for Terry, and if she hadn’t told him what was on her mind, this second verse would not have been born today.
“What a way to earn a living.” Terry was looking at the two FBI agents who were still scanning the street, the houses and the hills. When he spoke again, his tone was a little wistful. “I’m so sorry about Mike and George. But the awful thing—the thing that makes you really sick—is that the media attention has already made us a success, if you want to use that word for it. It’s already sold thousands of CDs that we wouldn’t have sold just going on like we were. No telling what doors are about to open. And we’re just doing exactly what we were doing before.” He gave a small bitter smile. “Because before all this press and shit, where were we going? Around in a circle.” He didn’t have to remind her of what they’d shared for the last three years: the grinding road trips, the gigs where you hoped to sell enough T-shirts to pay for a motel room, the indignity of opening for bands—some younger and much less experienced—who got the lucky break of a record deal early on, and you never saw your own break coming, no matter how hard you worked or what you did. “That just wears you down,” Terry said. “You know? It wore me down. Way down. And before that I was there with the Venomaires, watching that death battle between John and Kevin Keeler over who was going to run the band, and then Kevin having his nervous breakdown on stage in Atlanta. With all that, and then Julia and the pain pills.”
When he sighed, it was the sound of a man whose joy has become a burden. “I don’t know what you guys are planning to do, whether or not you’ll keep the name and soldier on with some new faces. I’m leaving because I want to do the vintage keyboards thing, sure, but the other part is…where am I when my light is gone? What have I done? What am I going to do? Have I mattered to anybody?” He paused for a moment, and he straightened his glasses on his face as if to be able to see a little more clearly. “I need some time and space, all my own. I need to get off the bus and find out where I am.”
Ariel said, “The man in the church. The voice. About music being your life.”
“I’ll always play, if just for myself. I’ll always write songs. Maybe I’ll kick in with another band someday. Maybe I’ll record at home. I’m not doubting what he told me. I just want to know why he took the time to speak to me, if that’s all there is.” Terry sat staring at the ground, where the edge of the eucalyptus shade met the promise of the California sun. “Well,” he said at last, and he stood up a bit creakily, like an old codger artfully disguised in a young skin. “That stew smelled pretty good in there. I’m starving.”
Ariel also got to her feet, holding the notebook close to her side. “Let’s get at it,” she suggested. She took his hand and they walked into the house together, and behind them the FBI agents returned to their Yukon.
In the kitchen, the two lovely birds of morning had emerged from their slumber nests and had already been served with bowls of veggie stew. One bird had touselled, curly black hair and dark hollows under her equally dark eyes, she wore a loose-fitting T-shirt and a pair of camo-print men’s boxer shorts and she was sullenly nursing a cup of coffee that may or may not have been spiked like momma’s own. The other, wearing the Five tee and the gray PJ bottoms in which he’d slept, had an even more wildly cockscrewed bedhead of long black hair and—
“Christ, what an eye!” Terry said, not without admiration.
“Thanks, and go eff yourself,” Nomad replied, being a gentleman in front of the older lady.
The first thing that had jumped into Terry’s mind upon seeing that eye was the title of King Crimson’s 1974 album Starless and Bible Black. Except the swollen-shut lump of head-butted flesh wasn’t completely black, it contained splotches and streaks of green in maybe four different sick shades. It had been bad last night but today…whoa! It was time for the phantom to put his mask back on.
“Are you going to be able to do the gig?” Ariel asked.
“Yes, I am.” Nomad’s voice was huskier than usual. His good eye looked bloodshot. “Don’t worry about me.” He kept eating his stew, though his spoon seemed to have trouble finding his mouth.
Ariel nodded, but the fact remained that she did worry about him. She remembered apologizing for John’s behavior to the girl at the well, and telling her I just try to clean up the mess. It was her path, it seemed. She had tried to clean up the mess for many people, most of them guys she’d been involved with. Most all of them musicians, the messiest of the bunch. Like Neal Tapley, and before him Jess Vandergriff, who was one of the best acoustic guitarists on the East Coast but one of the worst in believing everything was either perfection or crap, nothing in between. And before him, others. After Neal had driven himself off a county road to his death, in the aftermath of one of the messiest drug scenes/breakups/breakdowns Ariel had ever tearfully and agonizingly witnessed, she had sworn off men of the music. There was not going to be any involvement with any guy in any band she was in ever again, no romance, not any little funky and innocent—mostly—fun fuelled by a few vodka shooters when she knew she ought to be drinking silver needle tea and getting the broom ready. Nothing.
And yet.
She had looked at the shape lying in the other bed last night, his shoulder and the wounded side of his face touched by the faintest iridescence of moonlight, and it had crossed her mind that if Terry was not lying on the floor in the sleeping bag she might have drawn aside her sheet, gotten up and gone to John, as silent as a spirit.
She might have slipped in beside him, and gently touched his forehead as if to draw from it the fever of his pain. She would bear that for him, if he would let her. She would ease the trouble in his bones and smooth the worry from his mind. She would take the fire of his anger in her hands, and make of it a candle.
He had so much potential. He was so very good, in so many ways, without knowing he was. She thought maybe that was a great part of why she admired him so much; he didn’t strut or brag, he just did. She wished she had a few embers of his flame, to heat up the sometimes too-cool hallways of her own house. She knew he could be abrasive, he could be childish, he could throw his tantrums and say things his mouth wished seconds later had never tumbled out. He could be terribly human, is what he could be. Human, cranked up to eleven. But she wished she had his ability to go full-throttle, to open up his engines and let the roar of life thunder out. If he made a mistake, the same kind of mistake that would have paralyzed her with the fear she might commit it again, he kicked it aside like an old sack full of ashes. He just kept going forward, even if he didn’t know exactly where he was going. To be honest, sometimes he played his guitar like that, too. But his passion and energy always made up for his lack of direction. At least, in her opinion.
She had asked herself if she was falling in love with him. Love. That was not a word used by members of a gigging band for each other, unless it was in the concept of I love my brother or I love my sister or I love my whole dysfunctional road-crazed family. She wasn’t sure, but she did feel for him—what would be the word used in those old Victorian novels by the Brontë sisters that she liked to read in school?—oh, yes….‘stirrings’.
But only stirrings, because she had tried—and failed, mostly—to clean up so many messes, and her own heartbreak was not a mess she was eager to tackle, her own weeping side of three o’clock had come and gone so many mornings when John had left a club with one or two girls laughing and rubbing themselves all over him, but that was the Nomad part of John, the persona, and she had tried very hard and so far successfully to sing and play ‘This Song Is A Snake’ with no hint of a hiss.
Anyway, there was not going to be any involvement with any guy in any band she was ever in again. No romance. No little funky fun.
But something Terry had said out under the eucalyptus tree had made her heart sink: I
don’t know what you guys are planning to do, whether or not you’ll keep the name and soldier on with some new faces.
Three could not be Five. Changes were coming. If two new players came in, the chemistry would be altered. If it didn’t work, John might even decide to join another band. After all, this was a business. Wasn’t it? Berke might split and go her own way. A business, that’s what it was. Not really a family, after all.
She thought she should be considering what to keep and what to leave behind, because this life was never easy.
After his statement to Ariel, Nomad put down his spoon and very gingerly touched the piece of puff pastry that seemed stuck to his face with searing hot Super-Glue. “Maybe you should stretch your acoustic set out tonight. Do two or three extra songs. Since this is such an acoustic crowd.”
The Casbah, on the corner of Laurel Street and Kettner Boulevard in Little Italy, was one of their favorite venues. The music room was small and the club sat under the noisy flight path of aircraft in and out of San Diego International, but it was a fun and friendly place and in the three times they’d played there the reception had always been stellar. One thing Ariel particularly liked is that her acoustic set, usually a couple of quiet songs delivered soon after Berke’s drum solo, went over well at the Casbah. The audience really paid attention unlike at a lot of other clubs where the cry was for louder and louder. “Sure,” Ariel said, pleased at this suggestion. “I’d be glad to.”
A cellphone’s ring tone burbled a couple of bars of The Clash’s ‘London Calling’. Chappie checked the incoming number, which she didn’t recognize, and then she answered, “Hello?” She listened for a few seconds, as Terry walked over to stick his nose into the crockpot’s aroma. “Any of you guys know a DJ Talk It Up?” Chappie asked with the phone at her ear. “From Rock The Net? Pardon?” She was speaking to the caller. Then, to her houseguests again: “Rock Da Net.”
“Fuck, no,” said Nomad, his gentlemanly demeanor over and done.
“He wants to talk to you.” Chappie held the phone toward Ariel.
“Me? No, I don’t want to talk to anyone.”
“She doesn’t want to talk to anyone,” Chappie told DJ Talk It Up. “That’s right. Okay, I’ll let them know. Uh huh. Listen, how did you get this number?” Evidently that question was not to be answered, because Chappie put the cell down and said, “I guess they’ve found you. Mr. Allen told me they might. Anyway, DJ says to tell you he does a podcast from Los Angeles. He says to check out his website. Rock Da Net.” She couldn’t hold back a grin. “Have you ever heard anything so fucking lame?”
“Got that right,” Nomad said, aiming his spoon in what he hoped was the vicinity of his mouth.
“Says he’ll be at sound check today and would like to do an interview. Get ready for it. That place is going to be crawling with media. But that’s what you want, right?”
No one replied. Because Nomad was the emperor, sometimes his thoughts exactly mirrored those of his subjects, and that was now the case. He was thinking, as they all were, that success—if it meant acceptance, or fame, or money, or revenge on those who looked down on you as if you’d just crawled out of a gutter—was not worth the death and injury of two bandmates. All those things would be great, the dream of every working band, but this price tag was way too steep.
“What I want,” said Berke, and she let that hang for a few seconds before she finished it, “is to get this over with.” She turned her haggard face toward her mother. “The boxes.”
Chappie left the kitchen and came back with an envelope. She put it down on the table next to Berke’s coffee cup. Written in block letters on the front was Berke—Open The Boxes
First. The word First was underlined.
“They’re waiting for you,” Chappie said, her voice betraying no emotion.
Berke took the envelope. She stood up and headed for the back door. She was wearing her running shoes without socks. When she realized nobody was following, she said with forced and farcical cheer, “Come on! Let’s make it a party!”
It was a small free-standing garage whose contents, Berke knew, had gradually choked off enough room for a car. When Chappie unlatched the door and pulled it open, the odor that rolled out was not of old oil and grease but instead of old library stacks. Sunlight had already revealed the dozens of boxes, the precariously-leaning metal shelves jammed full of books and the layers of newspapers and magazines that stood everywhere, but Chappie switched on an overhead light to complete the illumination.
Berke looked around, with her mother at her side and her bandmates behind her. Floyd fucking Fisk had really laid his crap heavy in this hole, she thought. It was a paradise for cockroaches and silverfish, probably for mice too. That smell…she remembered that sickeningly-sweet smell of decaying bindings and newsprint from Floyd fucking Fisk’s downtown store, Second Chance Books. It had been there since before she was born; he’d bought it from the retiring owner who’d had it like since Abraham Lincoln stopped shaving.
This shit was so fucked-up. She looked high and low, at all the murder of trees. An open box to her left invited a glance. It was full of moldering magazines in plastic bags. The covers of the ones she could see were adorned with spaceships and weird alien-looking faces and had the titles Galaxy, Worlds Of If, Analog and Astounding Science Fiction. That figured, she thought. Floyd fucking Fisk probably didn’t even know what really good sci-fi was, like Star Trek and Star Wars. In other boxes and on other shelves she saw titles like Argosy, Esquire, Ellery Queen and Alfred Hitchcock. And who the fuck ever needed so many sets of encyclopedias? They were bound up with cords and looked like weapons of mass destruction. And then there was the ancient stuff in here, the books that appeared to be bound from slabs of wood or crinkly cowhide. There had to be a book of dirty jokes written by Nero around somewhere: The One-Handed
Fiddler and 101 More, Or: Pluck It Baby!
But this was no fucking joke in here, this was a serious place. It was where the family car had alternated with Berke’s early—”junior”, the ad had called it—drumkit. It was where she busted some sticks and hammered some heads. It was where she’d been, many times, when the police car pulled up and the cop who got to know the Fisk family said if the girl just didn’t play so late at night, they could work this out with the neighbors. It was the bass beat that was coming through the closed garage door, so maybe they could muffle it with a few pillows?
Sweet sound of rolling thunder, crashing above the mediocre sea of the whitebread world. Dad would have understood. Dad would have said, Pump up the volume, kid, and don’t ever let it
get so quiet that you have to hear yourself think.
“There they are.” Chappie motioned toward three large cardboard boxes lying side-by-side-by-side on the floor toward the back of the garage. Berke saw that the one on the left bore the black marker numeral 1, the middle 2 and the one on the right 3. They were sealed with regular white masking tape, but it wouldn’t be any kind of job ripping them open.
“Man, this is a lot of books,” Terry said, as he turned in a circle between Ariel and Nomad. “Wonder if there are any old keyboard manuals in here. Would you know?” he asked Chappie.
“I wouldn’t. This is special stuff that Floyd wanted to keep. You should see the backroom at the bookstore.”
“Did he make a good living?” Nomad asked. “Just selling old books?”
“He got orders from everywhere once he started selling on eBay. We weren’t getting rich, but he was able to pay off the house.”
There was an abrupt tearing noise as Berke stripped the tape off the top seam of Box Number 1.
“You got it?” Nomad asked.
She didn’t answer. She stripped the tape off the edges and pulled the box open.
Chappie stepped forward to see, because she had no idea what Floyd had left their girl.
Berke didn’t know what she was looking at. That pungence of old newsprint drifted up into her face, and she thought if she blew her nose the snot would be yellow. Whatever they were—papers of some kind—they were protected in the plastic bags and backed with cardboard. She brought the first of them out into the light.
It had a strange fold. She removed it from its plastic, and a few tiny pieces of paper spun out around her. Almost dust, but not quite.
There was a gray field of newsprint and a headline The High Cost Of Music and Love:
Where’s The Money From Monterey?
There was a black-and-white photograph of John Lennon, unmistakably John Lennon in specs just like Terry’s, dressed as a British soldier with a webbing on his helmet, his eyes narrowed against the glare of the sun, his lips pursed in either surprise or the beginning of a whistle.
Above the photograph there was a logo that read Rolling Stone. And beside it was the date: November 9, 1967.
She handed it to Terry, who had also come forward to see. She took the next paper from its plastic. This Rolling Stone bore a cover photograph of Tina Turner—it said this young woman was Tina Turner, right there in the caption—caught in a blurred moment of dramatic intensity on stage, and there was a story with the headline Bob Dylan Alive In Nashville: Work Starts On
New LP. The date was November 23, 1967.
“My God,” said Terry in a stunned voice, as he peered into the box of treasures. “It’s a mint set. The golden age of Rolling Stone.”
The third issue that Berke brought up had a photograph of a group of about thirty or so people in all manner of clothes sitting on a series of steps in front of a building. She spotted the Fab Four—Paul McCartney was so young—among them. The headline was New Thing For Beatles: Magical Mystery Tour. The date was December 14, 1967.
“Mint,” Terry said again. He shook his head in awe. But for the aging of the paper itself, each Rolling Stone looked to be right off the press.
Berke continued to bring them up from the darkness of the box, into the light. She looked at the papers, at the covers and at some of the pages within, and then she passed them back for her friends to see. A lost age revealed itself to her. It was captured in gritty and startling black-and-white pictures with colored borders. It was held in headlines like The Los Angeles Scene and American Revolution 1969 and Forty Pages Full Of Dope, Sex and Cheap Thrills. It was offered up from the past by the announcements that Cream had broken up, that the Rolling Stones were on the verge of the great comeback of their career, that Johnny Cash was playing a concert at San Quentin, that Janis Joplin might be the Judy Garland of Rock, that Fillmore West was closing, that Paul Is Not Dead, that the Underground Press of America was alive and well, that Chicago’s Conspiracy Eight was the Trial Of The New Culture, that contained in these pages was All The News That Fits, and that this publication would steadfastly present its Continuing Coverage Of The Apocalypse in this turbulent summer of 1970.
The second box held more, all pristine, all protected in plastic. In the third box, the front covers became full color and the paper quality slicker. As Chappie returned to the house to get some more coffee, Terry encouraged Berke to keep going to the bottom. It took Berke a while to get to the last paper, which was dated April 29, 1982, and had on its cover the black-and-white photo of a very sad-looking dark-eyed, dark-haired man whom the caption identified as John Belushi.
“An interview with Sun Ra,” Terry said, carefully holding one of the early papers open. The images and typeface bloomed large in his specs. He sounded like he might be about to faint from ecstacy. “Oh my God.”
Nomad was regarding a cover picture of Elvis Presley decked out in black leather. Ariel had just turned a few pages in the Stone she was holding and abruptly stopped. On the page before her was the wild, ink-spattered drawing of a distorted, one-eyed, American-flag-draped figure whose mouth was stretched impossibly wide, and from that cavernous drooling hole spurted forth a vomit of spiky missiles and speeding jet airplanes. The artist had signed a name in crazed and crooked letters at the bottom of the art, and that name was Steadman.
She closed the paper. It was a little too disturbing.
“Three hundred and forty five issues, give or take,” Terry said when he’d recovered himself. Most of them had been replaced in their plastic and returned to the boxes, though not in order this time. A few of the older papers were still lying about. “You’re gonna need another U-Haul.”
“Yeah.” Berke nodded. “I guess I am.” Her mind was reeling from the faces and names these boxes had yielded up to her: Van Morrison, Jeff Beck, Frank Zappa, Marvin Gaye, the Jefferson Airplane, Joe Cocker, The Grateful Dead, David Bowie, Cat Stevens, Joan Baez, MC5, the Doors, Steely Dan, Brian Wilson, James Taylor, Steve Winwood, Elton John, Pete Townsend and Roger Daltry and Keith Moon and John Paul Jones and…it just went on and on.
Ariel picked up another issue, because on the cover she recognized the face of a very young Joni Mitchell, whom she’d liked to listen to as a teenager in the solace of her room and who actually had influenced her own playing and writing. The date was May 17, 1969. Joni Mitchell looked out at the viewer with a hint of anger in her eyes, as if adamant that her private space not be invaded. In purple hippie-type letters was the headline The Swan Song of Folk
Music.
“The letter.” Chappie had returned with her Eagles cup. “Aren’t you going to read the letter?”
“Oh. Yeah, I am.” Berke picked up the envelope from atop a set of encyclopedias where she’d put it aside. As she tore it open—carefully, so as not to damage the letter—she realized her fingerprints were being left upon it in forty-year-old ink. Chappie stepped back to give her privacy, and the others quietly continued their inspection of the long-dead counterculture, and from the two-page letter that was probably printed out on the computer in the den, Berke heard the voice of her stepfather.
Dear Berke, I hope you enjoy these. I found them years ago in a warehouse in San Francisco, and I’ve been saving them for you. I guess I’m dead now. Ha ha.
I didn’t really have a premonition of when it would happen. I just had a feeling that my time was running out. Through the hourglass, like on that soap opera your Mom watches. My hourglass was getting empty.
I’m no musician or expert on music, and I can’t say that I care much for the modern stuff. (When I say ‘stuff’, I don’t mean to be disrespectful :) I was a pretty conservative young man, everything Rah Rah and Apple Pie. I voted for Nixon. You can imagine.
But I did know what the Rolling Stone is. I read some of these from cover to cover, and they made me realize how proud I am of you. I know you didn’t want me around very much, or to come to your shows, and I understand that, but I hope that now you’ll give me a chance to speak.
You can look at these and see what you’re a part of. This world you have chosen to live in. I guess you chose it, but maybe it chose you???? I think you should know, if you don’t already, that you’re a citizen of a blessed and magic world, though I’m sure sometimes blessings can seem like curses, and there’s not much magic to be found in a dingy old motel room. (Your mom has clued in me on The Road. At least as much as a stodge like me can handle :)
I remember when we went to the Battle of The Bands in August of 1996. It was at the auditorium.
Oh yeah, Berke thought. She remembered it was something she’d decided to forget. Her mom and Floyd Fisk had just met and he was trying to get to know her.
I remember you were watching one of those bands and the drummer was going strong, and I saw you start playing along with him on your knees, just using your thumbs, and your foot was tapping the bass. He really tore it up (at least I thought he did) and when I asked you what you thought of him you looked me right in the eyes and you said, “He was good, but I can do better.”
You said it so positively, from that moment on I believed you.
I’ve seen you on those YouTube videos. You were right. But I never doubted you.
I wish you could have been my real daughter. Then again, I couldn’t have given you the talent that your Dad gave you, but I’d like to think that I gave you something.
So…these papers in the boxes.
If you ever doubt what your place is in your profession, or if you ever doubt what changes for the better music can make in this world, open these and start reading. Oh yeah, there’s the sex and drugs and rock and roll part of it, but I mean the soul of it.
I believe that at its best music exists to give a voice to people who sometimes can’t speak on their own. I believe it helps weak people find their strength, and frightened people find their courage. I believe it helps people understand with their hearts what their minds can’t comprehend. I think it may be the truest link to a higher power, if you believe in that. (And I know you don’t, but I had to get that last one in ;)
Never, ever doubt that you have an important place in this world. Look at these papers and see who came before you, and then think about who came before them, and on back to the hornpipe players and the troubadours and the poor man who played a Jew’s harp in a cold house for the pleasure of his family.
This may be hard to think about, but someday someone is going to watch you playing, either at one of your shows or on your videos, and they’ll say ‘She was good, but I can do better’. And that’s how your blessed and magic world works.
Please take care of yourself and your Mom. She’s the most fun woman in the world.
Love, Floyd.
Berke read again the final five paragraphs. Then she returned the pages to the envelope, and she sat down on a box full of dead men’s ideas and turned her face toward the wall, and she sat there so long without moving that her mother asked her if she was okay.
“Yeah,” Berke answered, her voice very soft and very distant. “Okay.”
It had occurred to her, sitting in this garage she’d not visited for many years, that pain had a way of pushing everything else out of a person. It had a way of owning you, and you didn’t even know you were being owned. She felt she had a long road ahead of her, to escape from that particular master, and maybe she never would—not completely—but it seemed to her that to recognize how it had enslaved you day-in and day-out for so many years was a first step in breaking the chain.
“Ariel,” Berke said, because sitting here holding the letter in her hand and surrounded by all these old decaying books and magazines that were once so new she’d had a sudden clear and pressing thought.
“What is it?” Ariel asked.
“Our song.” Berke turned around to face her bandmates and her mother. Berke’s eyes were red, but she was a big girl, a tough girl, a strong girl, and she was not going to cry today. “My part for our song,” she said, and she drew it up from memory: “Try and try, grow and
thrive,” she recited. She decided to alter one word. “Because no one here gets out alive.”
“Weird,” said Terry, and Berke thought that was exactly how Mike would’ve expressed it.
“Have I missed anything?”
They all turned to see Truitt Allen, wearing a white polo shirt and gray slacks, standing in the open doorway. Before anyone could answer, True took stock of Nomad’s eye. “Ouch,” he said. “That even hurts me.”
“Where’ve you been?” Nomad asked.
“Why? Did you miss me?” True was carrying a leather satchel that held his laptop.
“Like salt misses pepper in vanilla ice cream,” Nomad told him. He still felt dazed and his eye was throbbing. “If I even liked ice cream.”
“I think you need to go back to bed for a few days,” True said. “But not starting today.” His voice had gotten serious, and he looked from one bandmember to another. “Come on, let’s go inside and I’ll tell you how you music stars are going to handle this…” He glanced again at Nomad. “Gig.”




TWENTY-THREE.
I can tell you more about him now.” True was eating a bowl of vegetarian stew and having a glass of iced tea at the kitchen table. Joining him at lunch were Terry and Ariel, while Nomad, Berke and Chappie stood at various points in the kitchen. “His name and address on the driver’s license checked out, and his parents were notified yesterday evening. The information was released to the press while I was there, so it’ll probably be on the next news cycle.” By there, he meant the FBI field office on the corner of Aero Drive and Ruffin Road. He’d spent the morning planning security for the ‘gig’ tonight and smoothing everything out with the San Diego police, at the same time keeping a call in for details from the FBI and the police in Tucson.
“I told you already he was nineteen and from California.” True spent a few seconds to wipe his mouth with a red-checked napkin. “His name is Connor Addison. He’s from a nice middle-class neighborhood in Oceanside. From what we’ve learned, Connor took his father’s car on Wednesday afternoon, hit the San Diego Freeway using the dad’s credit card for a fillup, and headed to Stone Church. Where he got the pistol from, no one knows.”
“It was a .25, right?” Terry asked.
“Yeah, a .25 Beretta Jetfire. You’ve had experience?”
“I just figured, from the sound. My dad’s a pistol collector. He took me to the range a few times.”
“Small gun,” True said, speaking to all of them again. “Easily concealed.” He didn’t say that when he’d heard the pistol fire at Stone Church he thought it had been at least a .38, due to the sound being amplified by the microphone Nomad had knocked over. “Anyway, Connor lives at home with his parents. He doesn’t have a car of his own. He’s gotten into some trouble with meth and cocaine, flunked out of community college, lost a couple of jobs, wrecked his car last year…kind of a mess.”
“He was copycatting Jeremy Pett, wasn’t he?” Chappie asked. “That’s what Nancy Grace said last night.”
“Maybe.” True took a sip of iced tea, which was very cold and very minty. It had been released to the press right after the incident that the shooter was not Jeremy Pett, but Addison’s name hadn’t been put out there for the media until the details were taken care of. “He’s not talking. They can’t get him to utter a word.”
“He’s a nut,” Nomad said. “They ought to go ahead and throw him in the nuthouse.” He was a nut with a hard fucking head, though.
“Addison has an interesting story.” True continued to eat his stew, taking small spoonfuls and then some of the wheat bread that had been offered with his lunch. The agents outside, God bless ’em, would have to make do with trips to the nearest fast food window. “His family was in the news there in Oceanside in 2003. One evening his parents went out and left him at home to watch his eight-year-old sister. Addison evidently got pissed, called some friends over to do drugs, and he told the little sister to go out and ride her bike. She did, and that was the last anybody saw of her until her bones were found in a trashbag in the marsh just off Jefferson Street, five months later.” He took another drink of tea, to wash down the bread. “Some material in the bag was traced to a laundry, and they got a Russian immigrant who lived maybe five miles from Addison’s house. This individual’s great pleasure in life was driving through neighborhoods searching for little girls to kidnap, rape and murder, which he had enjoyed doing in Portland and in Sacramento. And oh boy, did he enjoy talking about it to the Oceanside cops. Just painted a very beautiful picture of it, which wound up in some of the sleazier news rags.” True decided he’d had enough lunch, because he’d seen the digitized articles the field office guys had pulled up for him.
“So what does this have to do with a scumbag druggie nut trying to kill Ariel?” Nomad asked. “And where’s Jeremy Pett?”
Good questions, True thought. He’d been going over both of them at the field office, in a conference call connection with the Tucson office, the Tucson police, the San Diego badges, the city attorneys and, it seemed, everybody else with any splinter of a stake in this. He’d even gotten a call from Austin about an hour ago, and that brought him to his next statement.
“Hold onto your questions,” he said. “Roger Chester called me. You’re headlining at the Casbah tonight.”
“Oh whoopie whoopie yay yay!” Nomad was nearly back to his bristling, snarly self. “Where’s that fucking Jeremy Pett, is what I want to know!”
“Just listen for a minute.” True couldn’t begin to tell John Charles what he’d been going through with the Casbah management to meet the security standards. One big problem was that, being out by the airport, the area was full of parking decks. There were a couple of them right across the street, and he was going to have to put men on every level. “After the Casbah is what I’m talking about now. Tomorrow night. The tickets have sold out at the Cobra Club, and you’re headlining there too, by the way. They’re wanting you to headline again on Sunday night. Then, on Monday night, you’re booked into…wait, let me get this.” He reached for his wallet, a slimline, and brought out the piece of paper with the FBI seal at the top that he’d used to write down The Five’s new schedule. “Okay. You’re booked into the Sound Machine on Santa Monica Boulevard on Monday night. Headlining with—I cannot believe I’m saying this—Sack Of Buttholes.” True looked at Ariel. “Is that for real or did I get set up?”
“It’s for real,” she told him. The SOBs were also out of Austin and were repped by the Roger Chester Agency.
“Jeez,” True said. “Alright, then. Pardon this paper, I’ll get all the info to my PDA. Now…on Tuesday night, you’re playing at Magic Monty’s in Anaheim. Chester thinks you’ll sell out of merchandise tonight, so he’s making direct shipments to Hollywood and Anaheim. You still with me?” He looked up at his charges.
“This is crazy,” Chappie said, her eyes wide. “Are you wanting them to get killed?”
“Mom,” Berke cautioned. “It’s our job, okay?”
“You don’t need to be killed for it! Christ Almighty! Get back to Austin and wait until they catch him!”
“Go ahead,” Berke said to True. “What else?”
“Then you’re back to the regular schedule: the Red Door in Phoenix on the 8th; the next night Staind Glass in Albuquerque; on the 15th the Lizard Lounge in Dallas; and on the 16th back in Austin at the Vista Futura.” True had realized, after speaking with Roger Chester, that he was facing a massive endeavor in scouting out all these locations and setting up security, much less keeping the mobile teams rolling. City lawyers were not so keen on putting their citizens at risk, the police departments didn’t want to feel they were being pushed around by the FBI, and for the first time today True had heard from the Tucson office the mention of all the money that was sinking into this operation. Though True was the big dog, he was not the only big dog and there were large hands on the leashes. Also today, the large hand on the leash in Tucson had pointed out that, while reports were coming in of Jeremy Pett being sighted in a dozen states including Alaska and Florida, if Pett had any sense of survival he would have headed straight to Mexico while he was so close to the border. Had he made it in soon after his description had gone public? Had he already gone before? The pickup truck’s tag hadn’t been seen on any of the cameras at the border crossings, but a man who wanted to get through could walk it.
Careful with this one, Truitt, the warning had been delivered. This could really
blow up in your face.
This road managing job was hard work. He was a detail guy, sure, but planning the gas stops and the meal stops and where the band was going to stay in all those cities, and then putting together the security both outside and inside the clubs and clearing his operation with the local police and mobilizing agents from different field offices…it was tougher than he’d expected.
He wouldn’t be doing this, if he wasn’t—
“How about Pett’s family?” Nomad asked, breaking into True’s thoughts. “His mother and father. Have you checked his house?”
“The first day,” True answered. “We’re watching the house and we got their okay to set up a tap and an intercept. They haven’t heard from their son since the accident in Houston. He briefly visited them before he went back to Iraq. I’ll tell you that Mr. Pett is also a veteran Marine, of the hard-bitten old school, who I am told seems to think his son lacked the toughness to make it a career. Pett’s mother, I also am told, is hardly a presence in the house. The agent who went there described her as ‘trying to make herself invisible’.”
“I think he’s probably gone to Mexico.” Terry finished his stew and put the spoon aside. “I think he’s done what he wanted to do, and he’s gone.”
“You don’t know that!” Chappie said. “I think it’s insane, you putting yourself out there like—” The Clash played their little snippet of ‘London Calling’ again, and Chappie looked at another number she didn’t know on her cellphone screen. “Sitting ducks,” she finished, before she answered. “Hello? Oh, Jesus. Wait a minute.” She asked the gathering if anyone wanted to talk to the National Star.
“Another thing,” True said when Chappie had refused the call. “At your sound check this afternoon—in about ninety minutes from now—there are going to be all sorts of media folks present. Roger Chester clued me in that People magazine is sending a reporter and photographer. The local news will be there. Maybe some other magazines and who knows who else.”
“DJ Talk It Up will be there,” Nomad said. “Trying to get a little piece of Ariel.”
“Who?”
“Don’t mind John,” Ariel advised. “It’s a guy with a podcast. He called this morning.”
“Nobody gets past me.” True’s blue eyes were burning bright. “That’s what I want you to know. I see all credentials and talk to everybody who wants a piece of whomever. Right?”
“You’re the road manager,” Berke said.
“And I thought I used to be fucking crazy,” Chappie muttered into her coffee cup.
True grunted but said nothing more. All this talk about crazy and insane.
He had decided not to tell them the rest of it, either about Connor Addison or the guy with the .22 rifle who’d been captured making his torturous climb up Hell Mountain. No, best not to tell them. He didn’t want anybody to get—what was the term Berke had used?—‘creeped out’.
“I’m going to take a nap for an hour,” True said as he stood up. He took his bowl and glass to the sink, and he realized he was avoiding eye contact with everyone. Then he went directly to the couch in the den, where he had set up his ‘command center’ on the desk next to the computer and wireless cable modem that Floyd Fisk had used.
When the Scumbucket pulled up to the Casbah just before three o’clock with True at the wheel, it was clear the circus had come to town. Satellite trucks bearing TV news logos were nearly blocking Kettner Avenue, and the police were on hand to try to keep everybody moving. The Casbah’s crew helped with unloading the gear. The music room was small—intimate, they would say—and only held about a hundred and thirty or so patrons, but there were at least forty news media people milling around waiting for The Five. The ceiling was low and the stage was backed with a wall of what appeared to True to be black leather seat cushions. He introduced himself to the owner and the manager and talked to them for a few minutes, and then as the equipment was set up on stage True put himself between the band and the media hounds and tried to maintain some order.
Ariel was amazed at this turnout, at the shouting for attention and the glare of the camera lights that followed her as she made her way across the room. Berke didn’t look right or left. Terry ducked his head down, suddenly a lot shyer in a spotlight than he’d ever thought he would be. Nomad just laughed; here were all these cameras grabbing his image for national exposure, and instead of a young long-haired, street-tough Elvis he looked like the loser in a four-man cage fight.
The Casbah’s owner, a bearded man named Tim Mays, got up on stage and told the assembly that they were welcome to do their interviews for one hour—starting now—but after that they had to clear out so the checks could be done and everything prepped for the show tonight.
True was true to his word and started asking to see credentials—business cards, personal identification, whatever—of people lining up for interviews, which seemed to piss some of them off but he couldn’t care less about that; the way he blocked the path to the table where The Five had parked themselves said he was the big dog in this room, and if anybody didn’t like it they might as well pack up their digital capture gear into their black bags—which had to be searched, for the sake of security—and move their asses on out da doah.
The People magazine team, a young Asian-American woman wearing pink eyeglasses and a lanky guy with curly brown hair who carried his expensive Nikon like it was a five-dollar basketball, came on in and set up to do their interview. How does it feel to suddenly be so
successful?
Now, how long have you guys been together? John, what did you think about when
you made that jump?
Oh…yeah…you go by the name Nomad, right? Do you guys have any idea how you got on Jeremy Pett’s radar? What about Connor Addison? Tell me a little bit about yourselves, just a brief bio. What’s your plan after this tour is over?
Everybody looked to Nomad for the answer to that one. He said, “We’re working on it.”
“Good luck,” said the People reporter, after the pictures had been taken of The Five on stage against the black cushion background, their faces pressed together as if they were one single entity, their right hands extended, palms out, each five fingers strong. No smiling, exude confidence and toughness, and let your shiner and the fading scratches on your cheek speak to every poor man’s son.
“Ariel? Hi, there.”
The voice caught her as she was returning to her seat at the table and her bandmates were in their own conversations with other reporters. A hand touched her elbow. She looked to her left, at a smiling, heavy-set young man wearing a white ball cap with DJ on the front in gold glitter.
“How ya doin’? Okay if I set up and get a couple’a questions in? Your manager passed me through, I’m clean.” His smile never quit. His wide shoulders strained against a white nylon jacket that was really a couple of sizes too small; he stood about five feet seven and had big front teeth. The cap was pushed down low and tight on his head, with a huge curved bill. His hair was a sandy color on the sides and his deepset eyes were light brown. He had a bulbous nose that could round a corner before his Pumas did. “Just be a minute,” he told her. He was already setting up a tripod for a video camera next to the table. A black camera bag lay at his sneakered feet. “Go ahead, siddown.” Somebody else behind him told him to hurry up, and he shot a dark glance at the guy and said, “We’re all pros here, right? You shoulda got here early.” Then he switched his smile back on for Ariel, and he reached in to help her with her chair.
“DJ Talk It Up,” he said when Ariel was sitting. “A.K.A. Dominic Jankowski, but don’t let that get out. Pleased to meet ’cha.” He offered his hand and she shook it; he was wearing a ring on every finger. “Lemme get this thing ready, we’ll be off and runnin’.” He was attaching the camera to the tripod, which had seen heavy use and suffered some mishaps. One of the banged-up legs looked to be secured by a thick winding of duct tape. “I didn’t mean to cause nobody no worry when I made that call,” he explained as he worked. “I just believe in goin’ for what you want. Got to, all this competition out here. You know what I mean.”
“Yeah, I guess,” she said.
“You are a talented person,” he said, throwing another smile at her. “I saw your videos. Got a fan-fuckin’-tastic one of you on YouTube doin’ the snake song. You wrote that?”
“I did.”
“I like what that says. Very beautiful. Okay, we’re ready.” The camera was positioned on her face. “Just…lemme…get this little fuck turned on.” The switch was fighting his finger.
Ariel shifted in her seat. The next two people behind him were trying to get her attention, waving cameras at her. “Can I ask what this is for?”
“My website, Rock Da Net Dot Com. Didn’t you check it out?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “It’s where DJ Talk It Up lives, my lady. Where he fries the night wires, talkin’ it up. There ya go.” The red light came on. “In business.”
“Talking up exactly what?”
“Ariel!” DJ Talk It Up spoke to her as if they were dear friends who hadn’t seen each other in years. “Talkin’ about you. And your band. And every other band I think is shootin’ straight for the stars. We’re recordin’ now, this’ll be for my Sunday night show.” He came around to peer into the lens over her shoulder, his cheek next to hers. She thought he was wearing a cologne that smelled like Band-Aids. “DJ Talk It Up on da Sunday night, yo yo yo!” He slung the fozzie finger. “We’re down here in San Diego at da Casbah, talkin’ to Ariel Collier, she be da dream girl of Da Five, check ’em out on this clip right here.” He straightened up and adjusted his cap. “I’ll edit the clip in, you’ll like it. You from up Boston way?”
“Manchester.”
“Philly,” he said, with a heart thump that went into a peace sign.
“Detroit,” said Nomad, who suddenly came up beside the DJ. “Can whip Philly’s ass.”
“Hey, my man!” DJ Talk It Up gave a crooked grin and balled up his fist to bump knuckles, but he only punched air. “Mr. Nomad, lookin’ mean!” He dropped his ghetto-by-way-of-bad-acting-lessons accent. “We’re recording here, see the light?”
“Rock Da Net Dot Com,” Ariel said, lifting her eyebrows.
“Excuse me, I’m with the Globe magazine.” A bearded man in a dark blue coat and open-necked shirt leaned in, a camera ready. His voice was a little testy. “Do I have to make an appointment to ask a few simple questions, or should—”
“Don’t push me!” DJ Talk It Up spun on him with a ferocity that even made Nomad step back. “I’m standin’ here, don’t push me!”
“I’m a professional, don’t you raise your—”
“Get your motherfuckin’ ass to the back of the line, dickweed! I’ve been waitin’ here for hours!”
“What the hell is this about?” True shouldered the Globe reporter, or freelancer or whatever he was, to one side. “Anybody causes any trouble in here, they’re going out. Are you causing trouble?” He directed this question to the Globe man.
“Sir, I am waiting my turn. That is all. This individual is wasting the hour that we professionals have been given to—”
“Bite my dick,” said DJ Talk It Up.
The upshot of all this was that the Globe spun toward the door, True walked away rubbing his temples because he had a ferocious headache, and after the crimson heat receded from DJ Talk It Up’s face he said this video would go over great on the website, his fans would go crazier than shithouse rats.
The interview went on for about seven more minutes, during which Nomad learned that DJ Talk It Up recorded the podcast in his aunt’s basement in L.A., where he was staying until his new crib in Westwood was redecorated. DJ Talk It Up said he’d just put the finishing touch on track number finito for his new CD, his own style of music he called grindhop, and both Dizzy D at Walkaround Records and Jasper Jack at Mutha’s Angry Boy were interested, and he’d used lots of samples from bands like Insane Clown Posse to make his statement. Maybe Ariel and Nomad would like copies? He could bring them to the Cobra Club tomorrow night.
“I don’t really have a lot of time to—” Nomad began, but Ariel said, “Sure, I’ll listen to your music.”
DJ Talk It Up smiled. “Okay,” he replied. “Yeah. Great. I’ll get it, like, cleaned up.” He stood silently for a few seconds, staring at her. Nomad thought the dude was zoning out. Or maybe he was in love. Then the DJ’s smile widened and he said, “I guess that does it.” He turned off the camera. “Hey,” he said before either of them could turn to the next person waiting. “Ariel, can I ask a big favor? I might have some more questions for you. Could you—and you might say no, and I’d understand—work me a backstage pass? Since I’m coming anyway. I could shoot some more video.” His grin showed the big front teeth. “Swear to God I won’t bring my fucking Uzi.”
“No can do,” Nomad said. “And you know, that’s not very funny.”
DJ Talk It Up smiled broadly at Nomad, but his eyes were vacant. “Sorry, man,” he amended. “Us Philly guys, we don’t got no class.”
“I can get you a pre-show pass,” Ariel told him, as Nomad looked on in astonishment. “You can come back before our set. Will that do?”
“Like honey on money,” he answered, which Nomad thought must’ve been something this guy had heard in a ’70s black exploitation flick, something like Super Fly Goes To Hell Up In
Harlem.
When DJ Talk It Up had packed his camera and taken his tripod and gone, Nomad asked Ariel if she had lost her mind today, if she didn’t smell the whiff of bozo like he did, and if they wanted a loser like that anywhere near the Cobra Club, much less backstage.
“Pre-show won’t hurt,” she said, and her voice was firm. “Everybody deserves a chance.”
Nomad didn’t reply, but he knew the City of Angels. It made people want things before they’d earned them. And anyway, deserve was not a word in his dictionary.




TWENTY-FOUR.
The hour passed and the sound check went on. They returned to Chappie’s, rested as True went into the den and hit his cellphone making sure all the last-minute security details were in place, they ate the dinner Chappie made for them, whoever wanted to change clothes and shower did so, and then they headed back to the Casbah. The place was overflowing. First up were the Mindfockers, six guys from the San Francisco area who delivered heavy-guitar distorto-and-vibrato-drenched head-banging rock, and after the Mindfockers’ double encores the Mad Lads got up there in front of the black leather seat cushions and the big clunky air-conditioner that looked like it was about to fall out of the wall and those four dudes laid down some serious vibe with funky guitars and a bright red Elka X-705 combo organ that made Terry salivate. The Mad Lads’ lead singer opened a music case, brought out an accordion and knocked the house down with a rollicking Cajun-peppered version of ‘In The Midnight Hour’.
It was half past the midnight hour before The Five took the stage. They started the gig with ‘Bedlam A-Go-Go’, slowed to its original tempo. By the middle of the show, when Berke did her drum solo and Terry came in on the gutsy growling Hammond to trade back and forth with her, they were a smooth and powerful engine of sonic flight, up in the orbit of the spinning spheres, way up where the music looked to the mind of the player like geometric shapes constantly changing themselves against the pure black of space, collapsing inward and reforming like a multitude of kaleidoscopes or, the best that Nomad could describe this sensation of being one with the music, as existing for a short time within a Kenner Spirograph drawing set, where you put the tip of your colored pen in a series of interlocked wheels placed on a piece of paper, and when your talent and discipline took you where you were supposed to be—with guitar, or vocals, or drums, or keyboard—again and again and again, an intricate design began to appear that was a perfect and stunning combination of both mathematics and art. After going that far into the dream, the applause and appreciation of the audience was like a call to let go and return to earth, because no one could stay at that height very long, and wanting to get up there once more was part of the drug called creativity.
They were back at Chappie’s house around three-thirty, drained of energy but satisfied—like good sex—after two encores and a version of ‘Blackout of Gretely’ that had nearly lifted the roof off the Casbah. Chappie had some cold cans of beers on hand, and passed them around as everyone sprawled, half-dead, in the living room. Terry was sitting on the sofa between Ariel and Berke, with Chappie in a wicker chair and Nomad lying on his back on the gold-colored carpet. True sat in a green chair and gratefully accepted a beer; the night had passed with no incidents, and all the agents who’d put their lives on the line for him and The Five were by now at home with their families. Except, of course, the ones in the Yukons on sentry duty out front.
He drank his beer and listened to them talk. They were tired, sure, but they were still ‘up’, as they would call it. Terry was fretting about an intro he thought he’d flubbed, and Nomad told him to forget about it. Then Nomad sat up, turned his lasers on Berke and said he thought some of the songs were still running fast, and she said he was wrong, the beat was right in the pocket. He faced her down for a few seconds, and then they both shrugged and returned to their beers and that was the end of it but the point was delivered for Berke to rethink her timing. The small talk came back up, they laughed at the recollection of the Mad Lads’ lead singer going buck wild with his accordion, and suddenly Chappie got to her feet and asked, “Anybody want a nightcap? Something a little stronger than beer?”
“Mom,” Berke said, “don’t get started on that so late.”
“What’s late? Jesus, I hardly ever see you and you’re here two nights and leaving again at…what?…ten in the morning?”
“We can stay until eleven,” True said.
“Okay, eleven then! You! Mr. Secret Agent Man. You want a Jack and Coke?”
“Um…well…”
“Coca-Cola,” she told him, in case he was that much of a stranger to the human race.
“I’ll take one,” Terry said.
“What the hell,” Berke said. She shrugged and leaned back, throwing her sneakered feet up on the coffee table and in the process kicking some magazines off to the floor. “Sign me up.”
“That’s my girl. Anybody else?”
True looked at the others in the room. They were so young. He had the sudden feeling that he was very far from home, and after this was over all of him might not want to go home. It had been, to him, an amazing night. Maybe most of it had been senseless noise and barely-controlled chaos, but still…all that youth, and passion, and life under one roof…it was eye-opening, is what it was. In his day, it would have been ‘consciousness-expanding’. If you believed in that.
“I’ll take a little drink in a shotglass, if you have one,” True decided.
“Do I have a shotglass?” Chappie grinned at him. “What color, and from which bar?”
“Mom,” Berke said. “Stop fucking around.”
“You ought to help your mother,” True told her when Chappie had gone to the kitchen. “With the drinks, I mean.” He glanced at her well-worn sneakers. “And you probably ought to take your feet off the table.”
“Oh my God!” Berke spoke with breathless mock surprise. Her eyes had widened with pretend shock. “Guys, our road manager has become our barracks sergeant! Yeah, I knew that was coming. It doesn’t bother my mom, why should it bother you?” She did recall, however, that it had bothered Floyd.
“It’s not ladylike,” True said.
Countdown to blastoff, Nomad thought. Five…four…three…two…
“Go help your mother,” True said, and this time his voice carried the hard stamp of official business. “She needs you.”
One, the loneliest number, never fell.
Berke’s face seemed frozen, her mouth partly open and her black eyes as shiny as new glass. She slowly blinked, she said, “Okay,” with a quiet that nearly blew her bandmates’ minds, and then she got up and left the room.
“‘Danger’ is your middle name, huh?” Nomad asked True.
“My middle name is Elmer,” he said, as he retrieved the magazines from the floor and put them in a neat stack back where they were, and Nomad, Ariel and Terry thought that name sounded just fine.
True finished his beer. The drinks were served from a wooden tray painted watermelon green. True’s shotglass was full to the brim and had a logo that said it was from the Funky Pirate on Bourbon Street in New Orleans. He took half of it down and did not fail to note that Chappie had opened a fresh bottle of Jack Daniels and it was on the coffee table where her daughter’s feet used to be. Berke returned to her place on the sofa with her drink, and nary a hiss was hissed nor a curse unfurled like a battleflag.
But those fucking drums would sure take a beating tomorrow night, Nomad thought as he settled in with his potion. Or…maybe not.
True came to the bottom of his glass. He was still thinking about the Casbah, and how the audience—a decent audience, an appreciative audience, not like that mob at Stone Church—had responded to The Five’s music. This was a different world. He couldn’t imagine how courageous a person would have to be, to get up for the first time on stage in front of strangers who could cut your dream to pieces. Chappie was offering him another pour, and he accepted it. They were talking about the gig tomorrow night, how they needed to tighten up here or stretch it out a little bit there—‘let it breathe’, Nomad said, as if the song were a living thing—and the talk was easy and relaxed, the conversation of people who respected each other and, it was clear, really did share a strong bond of family, of professionalism, of…honor, really.
He understood that kind of bond.
He’d almost gone through his second shotglass when he said, “I used to be in a band.” It had come out of him so abruptly he hadn’t heard it coming, even in his own head.
The easy and relaxed talk silenced.
“Look at all those eyes,” True said, and when he smiled he thought his mouth felt heavy. “It’s true. I mean, I’m True. But it is true. Really.”
“What’d you play?” Nomad asked, with a semi-smirk. “Bone fiddle for the Cavemen?”
“No, honest to God.” He was aware of Chappie refilling his shotglass, and that was okay, they weren’t leaving until eleven. He would sleep until eight, he never needed much sleep anyway, this was a nice night and it was okay. “I played acoustic guitar in a band called the Honest Johns. Three guys. And me. I mean, three guys in all. When I was a junior in high school.” He took another drink, and boy was he going to sleep well tonight. This morning. Whenever. Time got weird when you were in a band. “Well, we never actually played anywhere. We just rehearsed in my friend’s rumpus room.”
“Say what?” Nomad asked.
“Downstairs room,” True explained. Jeez, these kids acted like adults but they knew as little about the world as children did. “My friend had an eight-track reel-to-reel. Tape recorder.”
“Cool,” said Terry.
“We played…let’s see…Buffalo Springfield’s ‘For What It’s Worth’. We did ‘One Toke Over The Line’, by Brewer and Shipley—”
“My man,” said Terry with admiration.
“We did ‘Blackbird’, by the Beatles. And I guess the nearest we came to perfection was ‘Suite: Judy Blue Eyes’ by—”
“Crosby, Stills and Nash!” Ariel was nursing a glass of orange juice. Her smile was sunny. “Oh, wow! I used to play that song all the time!”
“Really? I remember it had a strange tuning.”
“Oh yeah, the E modal tuning.”
Nomad just had to ask the next question: “Who sang the lyrics?”
“We all did,” True said, not realizing what kind of trap he was stepping into. “We did the three-part harmony.” He took another drink, and thought of himself as a young man in a rumpus room, two friends on either side, singing into a microphone while the reels of a huge tape recorder caught the moment, to be forever lost except for the imprint in his mind.
“Sing the first few lines for us,” Nomad said.
“Huh? Oh, no. I haven’t sung that song for years.”
“Don’t you remember the words? You’re not that old.”
“John!” Ariel caught his gaze and shook her head.
“You’ve got to remember the tune,” Nomad went on. And why he was pushing like this, why he was showing a little streak of mean he didn’t know, except for the fact that the gig tonight had been a big success, the media thought they were a big success, the People magazine article would say they were going to be a big success, the future for this dead band said Big Success in huge flashing neon with dollar signs twenty feet tall, and he felt like a creepy-crawly piece of shit because it wasn’t about the music, it wasn’t about their talent and dedication to their craft, it was about death and sniper’s bullets, and how could a person with any ounce of self-respect call that a big success? He thought that the others, for all their smiles tonight and their afterglow of accomplishment, had to be feeling the same, or they just weren’t letting themselves think about it.
“If you remember the tune,” Nomad said, unyielding, “the words may come back.”
True nodded. “I do remember the tune.” His shotglass was empty once again, and Chappie moved to refill it because it was fun having a new drinking buddy, even if it was an FBI agent, but she stopped when she looked into her daughter’s face and those steady black eyes said No more.
“I’d like to hear some singing.” Nomad drew his knees up to his chin. “Man, you might be like…a lost talent or something.”
“Come on, John,” Terry said, and Nomad looked at him fiercely and asked, “Where are we going?”
Without warning, without an intake of breath or an explanation that his voice was rusty or that he couldn’t do this in public and he was sorry he’d even brought any of this to light, True began to sing.
His pitch was perfect. His voice was softer and higher than they would’ve expected. It had an element of a junior high schooler in it, singing for his friends in a downstairs room.

“It’s getting to the point,
Where I’m no fun anymore.
I am sorry.
Sometimes it hurts so badly
I must cry out loud.
I am lonely.
I am yours, you are mine, you are what you—”

True’s voice faltered. He stopped and looked at his audience, who were all staring at him. He started to take a drink and realized the shotglass in his hand had nothing in it. Now I’ve gone and made a damn fool out of myself, he thought. Damn old man, he thought.
Damn old man.
Maybe someone should have clapped, to break the silence. Ariel thought about it, and came close to doing it, but she did not.
It was Berke who stepped into the breech. “I bet John hopes he can sing like that when he gets your age,” she said to True.
“Well,” True said, and shrugged, and looked at his polished black wingtips.
“Not bad,” Nomad had to admit, after a few more seconds had drifted past. “You want to sign up for vocal lessons sometime, I’ll only charge you a hundred dollars an hour.”
True turned the shotglass between his palms. He had forgotten himself, he realized. He had forgotten why he was here, and what he was about. It was time, maybe, to let them know so he wouldn’t be allowed to forget again.
“In the van,” he said. “On the way to Stone Church.” He was still staring at his shoes, but he was speaking to John Charles. “You asked if you were supposed to feel sorry for Jeremy Pett.”
“Yeah, I remember.”
True nodded. He felt a pulse beating at his temple. “Have you ever fought in a war?”
“No.”
“Ever been in the military? Ever served your country?”
“Served my country?” Nomad’s voice had taken on a defensive edge. “Like how? Getting killed so a contractor can make big bucks and the flag-maker’s stock goes up on Wall Street?”
True lifted his gaze to Nomad’s. The agent’s eyes were sad. “Don’t you believe in anything?” He directed the question again, to all of them. “Don’t any of you believe in a higher calling than…what you’re doing?”
“A higher calling?” Terry asked. “I believe in God, if that’s what you’re—”
“I’m talking about service to your country,” True emphasized. “To the fight for freedom. Not just here, but around the world.” His gaze fixed again on Nomad. Maybe he was still feeling a little light-headed and stupid from the Jack, but he had to get this out. “You can say whatever you want to about Jeremy Pett, and I’m not going to defend him for what’s he done, but that young man…that young Marine has served his country to the best of his ability, and no matter what he’s done or what he’s planning to do, no man who refuses to be a Blue Falcon can be all bad.”
“A Blue Falcon?” Ariel asked, frowning. “What’s that?”
“A military term for a soldier who leaves a wounded buddy on the battlefield. It means Buddy—” He just couldn’t say that word, it was undignified. “Effer.”
It hit Nomad. Hit him hard and square, right in the brainpot. Our
barracks sergeant, Berke had said.
“You never told us where you were a cop before you joined the FBI.” Nomad’s voice sounded thick. “You were in the military, weren’t you?”
True’s gaze did not waver. “Military Police. United States Marine Corps.” He had joined right after college, knowing the MP experience would put him on the fast track for the job he really wanted.
Nomad saw the whole picture, even as it came clear for the others. “This isn’t about saving us. It’s about saving him.”
“That’s right,” said True.
“Shit,” was Berke’s caustic response. She leaned toward him in full attack mode, her teeth clenched. “You’re hoping he’ll try to kill us?”
“Planning for it,” True corrected.
True is False, Nomad thought. “Our road manager,” he said, the old familiar rage growing in his heart, “wants to save his boy. His little wayward nutbag Marine. Doesn’t matter if one or two or all of us get drilled. Is that it, Gomer?”
“Not exactly, but close.” True again stared at his shoes. He liked to keep them well-polished. He liked everything neat and clean and polished, but unfortunately life had a habit of getting very messy. He could feel, of all them, the girl staring at him with hurt on her face. He liked the girl. Really, he liked everyone in this room. Life had a habit of getting so very messy. “No one wants any of you to be injured,” he said, keeping his face lowered. “I knew there was a chance Pett might come after you at Stone Church. Every possible precaution was taken.”
“Yeah, except for one fucker getting in with a pistol.” Nomad’s voice was a whipstrike.
“Every possible precaution, except metal detectors. And, yes, I was hoping he’d show. I was hoping he’d try something when we stopped on the highway.”
“Christ!” said Berke. “Are we that worthless?”
“With the gear they’ve got—what you’ve seen and what you haven’t seen—my men only need a single shot from the dark to pinpoint a location. I’ve already told you how good a sniper Pett used to be. He set up that shot on Mike Davis with some of his old precision, but he didn’t hit with the first bullet. Did he?” True watched Chappie pour herself another drink. Her hand was slightly trembling. True waited until she was finished before he went on. The way the girl was looking at him—he could see her with his peripheral vision—made him wish this hour had never arrived.
“So Pett’s skills have diminished,” he told them. “It’s unlikely he can make a kill with a first shot, unless he gets lucky or close, which he doesn’t want to do. You knew you were bait when you agreed to do this. I believed then and I believe now that if Pett is still in this country, if he’s still following us and he wants to kill any one of you, he’ll try again. It doesn’t matter where. You go back to Austin and call it a day…guess what? It’s his call.” True aimed his cool blue eyes at Nomad, whose mouth was twisted with disgust. “But you’re absolutely right, John. My first priority in this situation is capturing Pett alive and getting him the help he needs.” He paused long enough for Nomad—for all of them—to absorb that. “That’s why I’m here, and not an agent from the office who wasn’t a Marine. Let’s just say, veterans look out for each other. For life. Or let me say…they should. What this young man has gone through, both in Iraq and here after he was discharged…that’s a tragedy I’m not willing to let continue by having someone shoot him in the head and drag him off like a piece of filth. Which he is not.” True felt the heat rising in his face, and maybe it was the Jack or maybe it was because he was just plain effing angry.
“I want to get this straight,” said Berke. “You’re saying you value his life over ours? And if he pops up somewhere, your people won’t shoot to kill?”
“My men are well-trained in what I expect them to do,” came the answer. “I want him in a mental hospital, getting the best possible care. Not in a cemetery.”
“Our government in action,” Chappie said, with a bitter smile. Her eyes had gotten small. “Fuck the people!” She lifted her glass in a toast.
Nomad had finished his own drink. He wondered how quick the old man’s reflexes were, and if he could dodge a glass thrown at his skull. “If your men sighted Pett before he could get off a shot at any one of us, they wouldn’t try to put him down for good? They’ve been ordered not to kill him if it comes to that?”
“Pretty much,” True said. “Yeah.”
Ariel got up from the sofa and carried her empty glass to the kitchen. True avoided looking at her, and she did not immediately return.
Silence filled the room. Or, rather, it hollowed out the room.
“You don’t understand,” True said, with a harsh note of steadily increasing anger, “what those young men have gone through. You don’t understand what they’ve seen. You can’t understand, because you take everything for granted. Everything you have. You’ve never fought for anything worth dying for, have you? Answer me!”
“Who gets to say what that is?” Nomad fired back. “You? The President? Some corporate chairman who’s got plans to build a shopping mall and a megaplex in the middle of Baghdad? Who?”
“See?” True gave a crooked smile, but his cheeks were flushed. “You don’t get it. Some things, like freedom, are worth dying for whether you think so or not. If everybody turned their backs on their responsibility, where would they be?”
“A lot of them,” Terry said, “would be alive.”
“Easy to sit here and not have to do anything. Nothing required of you. Just sit and take.” True almost got up and put an end to this, because it was about to get very messy and it was not going anywhere, but he had something important to say. Something he wanted John Charles and everyone else to hear, whether they wanted to hear it or not. He was aware that Ariel was standing in the kitchen doorway. Good. She should hear this, too.
“What you don’t understand and can never understand is that the young men and women over there are fighting for you,” he said. “For your future.”
“Oil for my car?” Nomad returned a ferocious grin. “Is that what you mean?”
“That’s part of it. Our way of life, until we can get other energy sources going. But you don’t get that Jeremy Pett and young men like him went over there with courage and purpose, to do a job they were obligated to do as soldiers in the service of this country. It didn’t matter if they wanted to go or not; they weren’t asked, and they didn’t want to be asked, because this is what they were trained to do. And I can tell you, Pett’s training as a sniper was far harder than most. It’s incredibly difficult, and only the best of the best pass through. You couldn’t qualify to carry his socks.” A stabbing finger drove that point. “So he’s the best of the best, doing what he’s been trained to do, and then something terrible happens to him there and at home and the spirit drains out of him and leaves him basically a broken shell. But he has no serious and long-lasting physical injuries, and maybe he can cover up his psychological wounds because he’s been trained to be tough and to deny pain, and his own father has taught him a lot of that, so nobody follows up on Sergeant Pett. No, the VA hospitals are understaffed and overworked, so solid, tough guys like Jeremy Pett are given a certificate that says how much the Marine Corps appreciates their service. Maybe they’re awarded a medal too, like Pett was, so they can remember what sets them apart from men like you. Then this broken young veteran who’s been trained to kill people at over eight hundred yards goes out into the world looking for work.” True’s blue eyes were no longer cool; they were aflame, and they dared Nomad to interrupt him.
The dare was not taken.
“Well, it’s a tough world out here,” True continued. “We all know that. We use whatever skills we have, don’t we? And there’s so much competition for jobs, and people having to take whatever they can get. And maybe, if you were Jeremy Pett, you’d had plans set out for your entire life, that you were going to work harder than anyone else—I mean bone-hurting, back-breaking hard—and earn yourself and your family a home in the Corps. But you know, plans sometimes just don’t work out. Little things go wrong, here and there. Oops, sorry. Here’s your certificate, and this fine medal for you to look at and remember the day you were somebody. But now, you need to go out in that world of civilians and find yourself a job, you with your training to be the best of the best and to kill people at over eight hundred yards.”
True leaned forward in his chair. “And maybe in time…after you keep hitting a wall that will not move…and after you realize you live in a world that can’t ever measure up to what you once knew…you start trying to find a new enemy, because only a battlefield makes you feel worth living.” True nodded. “I think that’s his story, and I won’t be another bastard who’s kicked him to the curb. If it’s within my power, I’m going to save his life.”
True stood up, with the shotglass in his hand. “Thank you for your hospitality, Mrs. Fisk. I’m going to bed now.” The couch in the den, he meant. “I’ll set my alarm.” There was no need to set his alarm, he woke up at whatever time he decided to awaken the night before, but he wanted them to have confidence that he would not oversleep. He never overslept. He headed for the kitchen, to place the shotglass in the sink, and Ariel retreated to give him room.
Before True entered the den and closed the door, Nomad said, “One question, man. What if Jeremy Pett aims the rifle at you first? Still figuring to save his life if that happens?”
True didn’t answer. The door closed at his back.
Near six in the morning, True’s cellphone buzzed. He was on it at once, his eyes bleary and his mouth tasting like wood shavings from a barroom floor but his senses already sharpening.
< >
Good morning, Truitt,” said the familiar voice. “I’m sending you an email attachment. It’s something you need to see post haste.”
“What is it?”
“Connor Addison started talking around midnight. It’s all on the video.”
“Okay.” True rubbed his eyes with one hand. “Send it over.”
“Go ahead.”
“We’ve got a few dozen Pett sightings to go through, but there were two yesterday in Nogales. Made within hours of each other. One by a local policeman. We’ve got some people asking questions down there, strictly unofficial and very low-key.”
“Alright. Good.”
“He could’ve made it over,” said the man at the office in Tucson. “You know, we might need to talk here pretty soon about cutting back. This is taking a lot of resources.”
“Yeah, I’m aware of that.”
“A lot of manpower. I’ve got other things going on.”
“Sure, I know,” True said. He had slept in his clothes. Every part of him felt wrinkled.
The question came, as he’d known it was going to: “Can you make do with one team?”
True sighed. Heavily, so it could be heard.
“Just asking. Would you consider it and get back to me?”
“Yeah,” True said. He worked a tight muscle in his left shoulder. “I’ll get back.”
When the caller had finished, True put his laptop on the desk and turned it on. He checked that all the lights were where they were supposed to be on the den’s wireless cable modem, and then he yawned so wide his jaw muscles cracked and he went to work.




TWENTY-FIVE.
True didn’t like their two rooms at the Days Inn Motel on West Sunset. He thought the windows were too open to a parking lot on the east side of the building, and though the teams in the Yukons would be sitting out there taking turns on shift with their day binoculars and night goggles he just didn’t feel good about it. He had their rooms changed to the west side, where the windows were blocked by another structure. Then he went to his own room down the hall, unpacked his gear, splashed some cold water in his face from the bathroom tap, and lay on his back on the bed while he called his wife and asked her how her day was going.
Everything’s good here, he told her. California sunshine. Traffic wasn’t so bad. The band’s doing a remote interview from the Cobra Club—yeah, that’s the name of it—with Nancy Grace this afternoon, you might want to watch that show tonight. You remember the talent agency guy I was telling you about? Roger Chester? He set it up. Greta van Susteren’s people are supposed to call me. We’re doing a couple of radio interviews before the gig. Do you like that word? So, anyway, it’s shaping up to be another mad minute like yesterday.
Her phrase: mad minute. A period of chaotic activity where you just put your head down and held on like a cat in the curtains.
He told her everything was under control. He had what he needed. Yes, he knew he’d forgotten his fish oil supplements, he’d left them on the vitamin shelf. His clothes steamer wasn’t working like it should, he thought they’d gotten a bum one from that whole stack of them at Target. But he had what he needed. He told her there were palm trees lining the boulevard outside just like in the movies, and she would go crazy to see the huge Off Broadway shoe warehouse that was almost right across the street. He said for her not to worry, he was going to find a place with a good salad bar.
He didn’t tell her about the IHOP across the way, because she knew how he liked to mix syrupy pancakes, crumbled-up bacon and yellow-drippy eggs into a scrumpdiliumptous feast that laughed a hearty big fat man’s laugh at Omega-3 pills, but he didn’t have that very often. Only when there was an IHOP within range.
Love you, she told him.
Love you, he answered. I’ll call tomorrow.
Needless to say. He called her every day he was out of town.
Be careful, she said.
Always, he answered.
Their ritual, their touching of hands over distance.
He put the phone down and lay back on the bed, and he stared at the cottage-cheese ceiling and wondered if and when he should do it.
Before their sound check? After the gig?
Should he do it at all?
Would he want to know, if he were one of them?
This was one of the decisions they paid him to make. It was his call. Those young people up the hall were adults. It wasn’t right, keeping this from them, but then again…what good
did it do, to show them?
He asked himself another question: if he was the father to any one of them, would he want his son or daughter to know?
He lay there a while longer, turning his decision this way and that to give himself an out if he wanted it. Then he got up, took his laptop and left the room.
“Mr. True,” said Nomad when he answered the knock. “How do you do?” The air had been a little tight today, a little frosty on that drive up from San Diego, but True had survived tighter and colder climates.
“I have something to show you,” True said. “While I set up, would you go get the girls?”
“The women,” True corrected.
When everybody was in the one room and True had the laptop powered up, sitting atop a writing desk that had never seen a pen put to a letter, he asked if all of them could see the screen clearly. It was displaying the white seal of the FBI against a black background.
“What is this, show and tell?” Berke asked, sitting cross-legged on a bed.
“Yes.” True guided the trackball pointer over the shortcut to his image program and clicked. He hit the Browse All Images and a series of fifteen color thumbnails came up. He had gotten these pictures in a secured email attachment from Tucson yesterday morning, when he was at the field office in San Diego. “These are graphic,” he warned, and found himself looking at Ariel.
“I think we can handle graphic,” Nomad said with a hint of a sneer. His eye was mostly green today, and he could see out of it. He was still burning about that mess unloaded on them last night. To tell the honest truth he was deeply and bitterly disappointed in Mr. Half-True.
“Okay. First picture.” He clicked on a thumbnail and an image filled the screen in high resolution.
They didn’t know what they were looking at. From his chair, Terry asked, “What is that?” The image showed what looked like…pale, freckled flesh? And on it was…what? A shiny brown tattoo of some kind? The depiction of a wine glass with an ‘X’ at its center, and a ‘V’ at the bottom under two curling tails?
“It’s a brand,” True said. “It would be right about here.” He touched an area just above his left shoulder blade. “Those who know this kind of stuff say it’s a portion of the seal of Lucifer from a book called ‘The Grimorium Verum’, printed in the 18th century.” He clicked on the next image. Again there was a shiny brown mark against pale flesh, but the flesh was puckered by long ragged scars.
“Somebody’s been using a whip on him,” True said before he could be asked. “Somebody who really likes to use a whip. This symbol is supposed to be an all-seeing eye, again as related to Satanism.”
“Hold it!” Nomad had been sitting on the other bed, next to Ariel, and now he stood up. “What is this shit?”
“These are brands, the scars of several different kinds of whips, razor slashes, wounds made by fish hooks and broken glass—and other implements the experts haven’t figured out yet—on the back and chest of Connor Addison. They found them when they took him to the medical trailer after that melee. The Tucson police took these pictures.” True clicked on the third image, which showed in closeup more scars, these crisscrossed as if inflicted by the furious digging of a small metal object in the shape of a sharp-tipped, five-fingered claw.
“Je…sus,” Berke breathed.
“On his lower back, right side,” True said. The images were tagged with the locations of where they’d been found on the body.
The next image caused Ariel to shrink back, Nomad to narrow his eyes and Terry to whisper, “Oh, man.”
It was the brand of a large downward-pointing pentagram, with the head of a half-animal, half-human goat at its center, the eyes completely blackened burn marks, the horns outlined and quite artfully decorated in burn, a ‘666’ burned across the forehead, everything done with detail and obvious passion and creativity, if working with red-hot irons and electric pyrography chisels was the artist’s joy.
“This one is at the center of his chest,” True said. “You can see that his nipples have been burned off, as well.”
“I can’t look at any more.” Ariel put her hand up and averted her face.
“Okay, we don’t have to go through all these, but I wanted you to see a few.” True closed the image program and navigated to another file. “Now…this is Connor Addison speaking to the police around midnight, last night. He suddenly wanted to talk, so they wanted to hear what he had to say. You ready?”
Nomad was still on his feet. He’d moved between Ariel and the laptop as if to shield her from these hideous images of tortured meat. “Why are you showing this to us?”
“Because you need to know what’s out there,” True replied calmly.
“We already know, man!” Terry said.
“No,” said True. “No, you don’t.”
He double-clicked on the video file, and it began to play.
The scene was a view of one of those small interrogation rooms from every reality cop show on the planet, taken from a camera positioned in an upper corner. Two men, a gray-haired dude in a white shirt with a red-patterned tie, the other in a dark blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up, sat on one side of the table. The gray-haired cop was rubbing his eyes, as if it had been a long hard slog to midnight. The man in the blue shirt had short-cut brown hair and was husky, with the broad back and shoulders of a wrestler. A notepad, pens and what looked to be a voice recorder was placed between them. On the other side of the table sat a thin, pale young man wearing the eye-shocking orange jumpsuit that Nomad had known and loved so well. Addison’s hands were folded on the table in an attitude of prayer. His neatly-combed blonde hair looked damp, as if he’d just taken a shower before coming clean.
Time and date stamps sat down on the lower left of the frame, and a frame counter on the right. The time was twelve-oh-nine.
“Let’s get started, then,” said the older cop. He had a radio rumble of a voice, like the bass presence was turned up a little too loud. “You can state your name.”
“Apollyon,” said the young man. He spoke with composed authority, in a soft voice that suited his looks but not the raging nightmare under his jumpsuit.
“Say ’gain?” asked the second cop, who sounded like a hardcore cowboy type: careful there, feller, I got five beans in the wheel.
“Apollyon,” the soft voice repeated, and then he spelled it out.
Cowboy wrote it down on the notepad.
Radio’s fingers tapped the tabletop. “And what’s your home address?”
“You know all that,” said the young man, Connor Addison or Apollyon or whatever he was calling himself.
“We’d like to hear it from you.”
The young man looked up directly at the video camera. He had a black and swollen left eye. A bandage covered his chin and his lower lip was puffed up. Nomad suddenly felt awfully proud of himself, though he knew most of the damage had been done by the Nazi Six.
“Call me Apollyon,” said the soft voice to the camera. “I am not from this place.”
Cowboy tore the page off the notepad and started to leave his chair.
“I can tell you what it means, you don’t have to go look it up on the Internet.”
Cowboy paused, thought about it, almost went anyway because his horses were restless, and then he sat down again, smoothed the page out on the table and stared across at Apollyon.
“I am the destroyer,” said the pale young man. “I am everything you fear, and I am everything you would like to be.”
“That so?” Cowboy asked, and he looked down at his piece of paper.
“That is so,” said Apollyon.
“Would I like to be in jail facing a very serious charge of attempted murder, Connor?” Radio rumbled.
Apollyon looked up again at the camera, and his battered face beamed. “They need their ears checked here.”
“Okay, then. Apollyon.” The way Radio said that, he could be announcing an ’80s hair band. “You wanted to talk, so we’re listening.” His chair creaked as he leaned back. He spread his arms out, palms open. “Let’s hear it.”
“I’d like a candy bar. Something sweet.”
“After you talk to us. Let me start you out a little bit, with a question. Why did you intend to commit murder on Thursday afternoon? That was your intention, correct? To shoot as many people on that stage as you could?”
“That’s three questions,” said Apollyon.
“Answer the first one, how ’bout it?” Cowboy directed.
“I’d like a Snickers. Really, anything chocolate.”
“Okay, let’s stop this foolishness.” Radio stood up. “Come on, we’re through here.”
Apollyon didn’t move. After a few seconds, he said, “The seventh mansion the Furies possess.”
“What?” Cowboy asked, straining to understand.
“I was told to go to Stone Church,” said the young man. He folded his arms around himself, around that thin body bearing the savage multitude of scars and burns. “I saw the ads on TV. I saw who was going to be there. That band the sniper’s after. Playing on Thursday afternoon, at three o’clock. One show. I looked them up on their website. I looked up the website for Stone Church.” Then he stopped speaking.
“Go ahead,” said Radio. He sat down once more, but he perched on the edge of his chair ready to jump up and rattle the sword again if he needed to.
Apollyon remained silent.
Cowboy tried his hand: “Who was it told you to go to Stone Church?”
Apollyon began to very slightly rock himself back and forth. He had a fixed smile on his face. Looking at it, even from this distance of time and space, made Ariel’s flesh crawl.
“Who was it told you to go to Stone Church, Apollyon?” Cowboy repeated.
The young man said something. It was so soft they couldn’t make it out.
“What was that?” Radio asked. “Who?”
Apollyon spoke a little louder. A name, spoken quickly. Spoken like something that even a destroyer should be afraid of.
A girl’s name.
True froze the video.
“Bethy was—” he began, but Ariel interrupted him because she already knew.
“His sister,” she said. “His raped and murdered sister.”
True stared at her as if seeing something in her face he’d never seen before, or hearing in her voice a firm certainty that he didn’t quite understand, and Ariel was aware of the others staring at her too, and she didn’t fully understand her own feeling either, but watching this video—seeing this young man’s sick smile and hearing his eerily soft voice speaking the name of a dead little girl—made her aware of places in this very room where the light did not completely settle, and where a shadow seemed to shift and shudder at the edge of the corner of the eye.
“This kid’s a lunatic,” Nomad said. “A fucking nutbag.” Even as he made that statement, he was wondering about the lunatics and fucking nutbags who’d decorated Apollyon’s body with fire and blood.
“There’s more,” True told him.
“Show it,” Ariel said.
True clicked on the small circle with the Play arrow in it.
“Who’s Bethy?” Cowboy asked, proving he hadn’t fully done his homework, but as Apollyon sat silent and motionless Radio wrote something on the pad. He slid it in front of his partner, and Cowboy read it and gave a brief nod.
“Bethy told you to go to Stone Church and kill people. Is that correct?” Radio asked.
Apollyon didn’t reply and it looked like he wasn’t going to, as the time counter displayed the passage of twelve seconds. Then he answered, “She told me to find a gun, to steal one if I needed to from Cal Holland’s house, and go kill the girl.”
“What girl?”
“The girl in the band.” Apollyon’s bruised mouth showed the faintest curl of annoyance. “The girl singer. Bethy told me to kill her, because if she dies they won’t finish it.”
“Finish what, Apollyon?” Cowboy asked.
“What they’re doing.” He continued to rock himself back and forth. “Bethy says they don’t even know.”
“Hm,” Radio said. “So…did Bethy tell you what it is?”
“Oh, no.” Apollyon shook his head. He gave a sad smile, the smile of an intelligent but nerdy high school kid who has been snubbed by the cool dudes at the cool table, and who finally and forever knows his role. “I’m not allowed.”
“Stop it!” Nomad commanded. True’s finger was slow. “Stop it now!”
The video froze.
True looked at Nomad, his dark eyebrows upraised.
“How do you figure this is helpful to us?” Nomad’s face was fearsome with its angry mouth and swollen sick-green eye. “You think this is helping us go out to the sound check, meet-and-greet the news people, do interviews and keep ourselves together? This is supposed to pick us up for what we have to do?”
“John?” Ariel said softly. “We need to watch this.”
“No, we don’t.” He pointed at the video frame. “This is a crazy, pain-addicted Satan freak. Nothing else. Okay?”
“What else would he be, John?” asked Terry, and in that question Ariel realized Terry was sitting next to her again, in that seat she’d saved for him on the bench under the eucalyptus tree, but now he was listening to her. He was listening to every single word.
Nomad was unable to answer. He looked from Ariel to Terry and back again, and then to Berke for her caustic acid that dripped upon every unmanagable thought or uncomfortable idea and melted them down to Silly Putty.
This time, it didn’t drip. This time, Berke chewed on her lower lip, and she gave a small nervous laugh and shook her head as if to say she had nothing to say.
“Finish what?” True asked, directing the question to all of them. “Just for interest’s sake. Do you think that’s a reference to your tour, or—”
“The dead don’t speak!” Nomad had nearly shouted it. “Ghosts don’t come back and tell people to do things! The dead are dead! They’re nothing!”
But as he said it, he heard his own ghost tell him that Johnny, there was no roadmap.
No, that was different, he thought. That was a memory. His father was not a ghost telling him to steal a gun and kill a girl because if she was dead, a song would not be finished.
Oh, yeah. Here we go, he thought. Here we go. The communal song. And that girl at the well. That girl in her raggedy straw hat with her ladle of water, trying to stuff him into her sack of buttholes. The angel of life, George had said. God’s voice speaking to Terry in church, and Heaven and Hell and all that garbage for people who were afraid to think for themselves. Oh, yeah; here we go.
“Set it up,” he told them, “so I can knock it down.”
Ariel’s eyes were dark gray with hints of sapphire blue, like gleams of something mysterious in motion just beneath the surface of a sea. “You know what this is about, John. You know best of all, because it was your idea.”
“It’s a song,” he said, almost pleadingly. “Not even finished yet. No music to it. It’s just some words strung out in lines. There are no hidden meanings. No big flash of light. It was just…a way to keep…”
“Us together,” Ariel said, helping him. “I know that’s how it began, but now I think it’s more.”
“A new song?” True asked. “You’re writing a new song? Is there mention of it on your website?”
“No,” Terry said. “We just started thinking about it when we left Austin.”
“How would Connor Addison know about it, then? And according to him…according to his sister…you don’t know what you’re doing. So how can that be?”
“That freak’s sister is dead! Stop talking about his sister!” Nomad feared he was about to blow his circuits; they were going to have to load him into an ambulance and take him to the Hollywood ICU, and maybe the girl would come to him in his room and say I believe in you and he could shout back, Fuck you, I don’t
believe in you!
True said, as calmly as he could, “There are just a few more minutes of the video. I’d like to show you the rest of it.”
“Berke!” Nomad said. “Come on, let’s go find us a fucking bar!”
“No,” she told him, and she glanced quickly at him and then away. “I think I’ll stick here. Anyway…it wouldn’t be safe, just walking around.”
True clicked the Play arrow. Nomad did not leave.
Cowboy tap-tap-tapped his pen on the edge of the table. Radio rubbed his mouth, readying it for another rumble.
“Who gave you those marks, Apollyon?” Radio asked. “They’re Satanist symbols, aren’t they?”
“Two questions, one answer: the seventh mansion the Furies possess.”
“Yeah, we heard that already. Is there a meaning to it, or is it gibberish?”
“It has a meaning to me,” said Apollyon.
“Enlighten us.”
“Would I ever like to,” came the reply, “but you wouldn’t understand the game.”
Cowboy jumped in with both boots. “Game? What game would that be?”
Silence from the destroyer.
Tap-tap-tap went Cowboy’s pen. Radio cleared his throat like a burst of static. “Your father told me yesterday that you used to be a model student—”
“I’m still a model student, but I’ve changed schools.”
“We’ll get to that. He said you were active in the chess club. Is that the game you’re talking about?”
“You wish,” said Apollyon, with a crimped smile. “Am I ever going to get my candy? I would talk so much better with something sweet in my mouth.”
“Uh-huh.” For a few seconds Radio searched the young man’s bandaged face, and then he said with the resigned air of a weary soul who really, really wants to go home. “Billy, would you go get him something? What do you want? A Snickers bar?”
“Anything chocolate,” Apollyon said.
Billy the Cowboy got up, dug for change in his pocket and left the room.
“Bad idea,” Nomad heard True say under his breath.
No one spoke on the video until Cowboy returned. “This suit you?” He put a small bag of M&Ms down in front of Apollyon.
“Fine, thanks.” Apollyon delicately tore open the bag and dumped its contents into a pile. He began to separate the candies into areas of blue, green, yellow, red, brown and orange. He took a yellow and a green and chewed them.
“Would you tell us,” said Radio, “how Bethy told you to go to Stone Church?”
Apollyon kept arranging the colors, eating a candy or two or three.
“Did you hear that question?” Cowboy asked, his patience growing thinner than a snake on a dust diet.
When Radio spoke again, his bass voice was dangerous. He was done playing. “Your sister is not among the living. So how can you sit there and tell us—and try to make us believe—that she told you to steal a gun and kill someone? That just kind of defies logic, don’t you think?”
Apollyon ate a few more candies, and then he met the cop’s gaze. “Logic,” he said. “is a creation of men. It’s a narrow door to a very large house. In that house are lots of rooms. Some you’d want to live in, others…not so much. Logic is a shirt that’s been dried too hot, so when it comes out of the machine it’s too tight around your neck, it chokes you and it binds your shoulders, and your mom tells you you’re going to wear it no matter what, because you were wearing it that night and she’s never going to let you throw it away. Then when you do outgrow it, and there’s no way you can fit it on you, she makes a pillowcase out of it for your bed. Is that logical? To make a pillowcase from a shirt?”
Neither cop said anything for a few seconds. Cowboy shifted his weight in his chair. Radio rubbed his fingers together, his elbows supported by the table. He said, “We’re talking about your sister. How did she come tell you to do this? Did she…like…materialize? Out of the air?”
“She just comes. She’s there and then she’s not.” Apollyon continued to eat the M&Ms, as if he had all the time in the world.
“And you do whatever she’s tellin’ you to do, right?” Cowboy asked. “This is her fault, is that it?”
Apollyon stopped chewing.
He did not move nor speak, as the seconds ticked past.
The two cops looked at each other, as if they suspected a trigger had been pulled, or a rope twisted, or a shirt tightened enough to make a person scream.
“Her fault,” said Apollyon, staring at nothing. And again: “Her fault.”
They waited, and in the Days Inn Motel room the viewers could see that the young man’s face had become shiny with sweat, and his smile flickered on and off with erratic speed, and he had placed his index fingers on two M&M candies like they were the opposite poles of the battery that was keeping him alive.
“I was about to hang myself,” he said hollowly, “when she came the first time. I was about to step off the chair. And then Bethy was sitting on my bed looking up at me, and she said, ‘Connor, don’t do that.’ She said, ‘Someone likes you a whole lot, Connor, and they want you to know how much. But you have to show them how strong you are, Connor. They don’t like weak.’ So she told me to go to a place in front of a carwash and wait and somebody would pick me up, and it was a man who gave me a drink from a water bottle and then he drove, and I got sleepy. When I woke up…I was in a room in a house, and the people there asked me if they could do things to me. They were very polite. They were smart people, I could tell that. At first I had to drink a lot from the bottle, but…after a few times, it was all right. When my mom and dad saw, they were going to go to the police but I told them what Bethy said to me, that if they didn’t test my strength here, they were going to test hers there. And she told me all of it. She told me how much that man had hurt her, and what he’d done, and she was afraid they would find out she wasn’t strong enough and they would cast her out where the weak things walked, and she begged, ‘Connor, would you please please pretty please take it for me?’”
“I said I would,” the young man told them. “And she said, for that, she would try to forgive me.” His eyes moved from Radio to Cowboy and back. His smile flickered: on, off, on, off. “They gave me a new name, and they birthed me. They told me why I was born. They made sense out of everything. And when you finally, finally see the sense of things…you know a power that is beyond…” He paused, searching. “Logic,” he said.
Apollyon continued eating his M&Ms, crunching them a few at the time.
When Radio spoke again, some of his bass presence had been muted. “Why’d you say Bethy told you to go kill that girl?”
“She was upset. Bethy was. Early Wednesday morning, when she came. She said it was something I had to do to show I was strong. She said Connor had died, and Apollyon had been born. Born in pain. I was the destroyer now, and that was my job. To destroy.” He frowned, with a red M&M held to his lips. “I think I fucked up, though.” He slowly eased the candy into his mouth. “I was going to shoot the lead singer first. I hated his voice. Then…I thought I’d better do what Bethy wanted, or they might get mad at her. They might hurt her, and I couldn’t…I couldn’t take that. Because…you know…she’s such a little girl. So I think I fucked up.”
“I think I fucked up,” he repeated.
“I think I fucked up,” he said again.
“I think I—”
With sudden terrible speed he grasped a handful of M&Ms, threw them into his mouth, crunched down and inhaled with a hideous rasping howl. He took hold of his own throat and squeezed with both hands. He went sideways off his chair and the two cops scrambled around and over the table to get at him before his airway was blocked. Cowboy started trying to get the hands loosened as the body kicked and writhed beneath him, and Radio ran out the door shouting a garbled unintelligible shout that sounded like he was hollering through a boom box.
True clicked the video off.
Nomad suddenly realized where he was.
He was nearly in the corner. He’d been backing up, a few inches at a time, until the corner was right behind him and there was nowhere else to go.
He felt an incredible pressure, as if he was in one of those centrifuge things the astronauts use, he was spinning around faster and faster and the flesh was being pushed back from his skull. He thought of a crazy thing. The thing that musicians shouted when everything went wrong, when the fuses blew, when the speakers made everything sound like muddy shit, when the lights malfunctioned, when half the CDs were broken in their cases, when the crowd lost their patience and hollered for blood or refunds, when every note you hit was a clam and every word you sang was lost in a looping shriek of feedback.
He thought: More cowbell.
But down below that, down deep in a horrible place, he was thinking that he had never dared to consider the possibility of an afterlife, the possibility of something human beings called in their limited knowledge Heaven and Hell, never dared to, because if he considered those things, if he let them in, then he would have to believe that his hero…his idol…that man…would be called upon to suffer for the pain he had inflicted on a woman who’d loved only him.
And John Charles would remember that when they told him in the Louisville hospital his father had died from a trinity of gunshot wounds, his first silent judgement and ever to remain silent had been: He deserved it.
Oh my God, John thought, behind the hand he’d put up to cover his mouth. Oh my God.
“They rushed him to the hospital,” True explained. “He’s all right. Physically, that is. If you can look beyond…all that damage. But he’s gone inward. They’ve got him on suicide watch.”
Terry breathed out with a whooshing noise. Berke couldn’t look anywhere but at the floor. Ariel’s gaze went to John.
“We caught another man,” True told them. “Coming up the side of the mountain with a .22 rifle. Obviously he was intending to get in position for a shot, though I can tell you he probably would’ve shot himself first, by accident. He’s a part-time handyman and full-time…what was your term, John?…nutbag. Lives in a trailer park about forty miles north of Stone Church. His neighbors say he’s always talking about hearing voices. He’s mounted all sorts of homemade antennas up on the roof of his trailer, says he was an electronics expert in the Navy. Not verified. Anyway, his neighbors say he thinks his trailer is sitting on what he calls a ‘comm line’. Know how he described it to the police? An ‘angel line’.” True’s smile didn’t stick. “He says there must be a really important reason for the girl in that Five band to be dead, because the angels are very disturbed with her. Disturbed with the whole band, really. He says the angels are putting it out on the line everywhere, every second of every minute of the night and the day, to everyone who can hear. He says they’re getting a little…his word…frantic. Kind of like a telegraph line of the spirits, I suppose,” True said, and he shrugged. “If you believe in that. So this guy, he decides if the angels want her dead, this is a good way to show what side he’s on. If you believe in that.”
He closed his laptop.
He arranged the notepaper on the writing desk that had never seen a pen put to a letter.
Then he turned to The Five, and very clearly and as forcefully as possible without sounding—as Berke would say—‘creeped out’, he said, “I want you to tell me—right now, nothing held back—what you people have gotten yourselves involved with. Whatever it is, and it may sound strange, or…illogical, or whatever. You may not even know what kind of boundary you’ve crossed. But listen…do not hold anything back. Anyone want to speak?”
“They’re two crazy people,” Nomad said, but for one time in his life his voice was weak because he knew he was lying. He was still standing with his back against the corner, his hands up at his sides and curled into fists, ready to knock something down.
“I’ll speak,” said Ariel.




TWENTY-SIX.
From the front on the sparkling, electric-bright Sunset Boulevard the Cobra Club was a dreary brown-painted building with no windows, no sign and no evidence that it was in use except for clear plastic displays on the walls showing band posters and an ornate black gate that was locked over the entrance until eight o’clock.
Inside, at a little past midnight, the club’s stage crew had finished setting up for The Five. The place was packed and noisy. It was another black box club, the walls deepest ebony. The bar in the lounge was lit by yellow bulbs behind ceramic fixtures shaped like cobras. Behind the stage was a backdrop of a large red-eyed cobra rising from a basket, painted on black velvet. The big, silent black-and-silver JBL speakers, still cooling down from the hard harmonics of the previous band, Twenty Million Miles To Earth, promised the moving, chattering crowd a continuation of mind-blowing entertainment to go along with the three-dollar beer, the mixed drinks and the house specialty, the Cobra Cock.
Rock and roll, baby.
The particular difference on this night, of any other night of the club’s checkered and sometimes violent existence, was that everybody who wanted to come in had to stand just beyond that open black gate while two men in Cobra Club T-shirts scanned their bodies with metal detecting wands. The women had to open their handbags. Everyone and everything coming in had to be scanned. If a nipple ring or a Nefertiti piercing or a labia bead made the wands squeal, or in the case of the male a dydoe, a dolphin, an ampallang or any of the other insertions into or through the summer sausage, then it was either go let the female or male police officers stationed inside pat you down in a curtained-off room or take your metalled pride somewhere else, like the Viper Room further along the boulevard. No likee, no have to stayee.
Some left. Most stayed, because they wanted to say that not only had they been felt up by the cops, they had seen the Band That Will Not Die.
It was a hectic scene backstage. The road manager and four members of Twenty Million Miles To Earth were still moving their gear out along the narrow green-painted corridor to the stage door while being trailed and delayed by a knot of various people who wanted something. There had been a problem with the Lekolites and the techs were going over the wiring. Two of the crew were arguing with the stage manager about who had last had possession of a missing gobo, and someone had left a handcart full of coiled elecrtrical cables out where its metal edge nicked the ankles of anybody going past, like a cobra bite.
Through this confusion, Ariel moved in a hurry because she had to pee.
The several bottles of silver needle tea she’d consumed during the long afternoon and at dinner had been going right through her. It was nerves, she thought. It was from the video of Connor Addison’s attempted suicide by M&Ms and True’s story of the man who heard voices in the trailer park. It was from her own revelation of what she believed the song to be, and her belief that the girl at the well was using them to write it for reasons unknown. It was from her retelling of the dream, and her revisiting the image of Jeremy Pett vomiting forth his dark air force. It was from the interviews with the news media here at sound check, and from the guy who’d shown up with a business card saying he was the head of A&R at Manticore, and he had some great ideas for their future but since there were no longer five of them they shouldn’t be called The Five, they should be named Death Ride. It was from talking John down when he wanted to tear the guy’s head off his neck, because John was in a fragile state, and she would never have said that about him but he wore the sick and uneasy look of a little boy caught walking through a cemetery at sundown. It was from warding off other A&R people with other business cards and other great ideas, and from the radio interviews and the throngs of people who were waiting outside the radio stations with CDs to be signed and more questions to be answered.
And it was from True’s instruction, given in his very clear and forceful voice, that nothing seen or spoken about in that room at the Days Inn should be discussed with anyone outside it.
Silver needle tea in, silver needle tea out.
She got past the handcart without being bitten and she went into the bathroom.
It was small and the white-tiled floor was not the cleanest in the world, but neither were musicians. It was unisex with two stalls and a pair of urinals, one sink and a mirror. The ceiling light, a simple glass bowl, was stark and harshly unflattering, as a glance in the mirror told her. She entered the stall furthermost from the door, closed the stall door and latched it, unzipped her jeans, pulled down her lace-edged panties, sat down on the toilet and went “Ahhhhhh.” She had a sudden fright and looked to make sure there was paper. About half a roll, so she was okay.
As she relieved herself of the silver needle pressure, she worked her hands, moving her fingers back and forth, getting them ready for the guitar.
There was always the guitar. And the wonderful thing was that it always waited for her.
She had to get all this off her mind and focus on the show. That’s what it came down to, no matter what. Focus on one performance at a time. Actually, it was focus on one song at a time. No, down to even smaller increments than that. One bar at a time…one note. That was how you did it, when you were troubled or anxious or scared. One note after another, and then suddenly you were free.
What was really bothering her, apart from Jeremy Pett and Connor Addison and the idea that the spirit line was lit up and the angels were very disturbed with her and her bandmates, frantic even in their disturbance, was that she hoped she could hold her next pee until Berke’s drum solo.
She heard the bathroom door open and close.
She heard the lock on that door turn.
She heard the click of a dirty switch, and the light went dark.
“Hi, I’m in here!” she called out.
No one answered.
“Hello! I’m in here!”
She heard someone walking across the tiles. The squeak of sneakers.
“Please turn the light back on!” Ariel said, and she fumbled to find paper. The roll moved on its cylinder with a metallic squeal.
Music began.
It was a thump…pathump…thump…pathump. Low bass beat, low-fi, scratchy. Maybe from a voice recorder?
Ariel blotted herself, grasped her panties and jeans and stood up. She wriggled her bottoms back on. She was about to ask whoever this was to stop playing around when the gasping, gutteral echo-enhanced male vocal kicked in, backed by a clattery rhythm of tambourine, cabasa, and drumsticks being cracked together.

“When I come ta kill ya,
I’ll come right through ya door.
I’ll bring my best man and my little midget whore.
We’ll cut off ya face, won’t it be groovy,
then we’ll sit down and watch a shemale porn movie.
That’s right…that’s right…that’s right…that’s right.”

“Hey, stop it!” Ariel said. She heard her voice quaver. “Turn the light back on!”

“When I come ta kill ya,
I think I’ll eat ya brain,
then I’ll stand with my bloody teeth out in da rain.
I’ll curse da sky above and da fool who made me,
then I’ll go kill another one, or two, or three.
That’s right…that’s right…that’s right…that’s—”

The music abruptly stopped.
He came right through the door.
It burst open in her face, propelled by a single savage kick. The door hit her and knocked her back over the toilet, she thought her nose had been smashed and her lips split open, and before she could do anything but make a soft bleat of terror he was upon her. She put her arms up for protection, as if from a whirling mass of crows coming at her through the dark. A hand flailed for her and caught her hair. A fist crashed into the side of her head. She saw stars and lightning bolts and tasted blood. Her knees gave way, and she felt something sticky being wrapped around her mouth. Around her head. Catching in her hair. Around and around and around.
She realized it smelled like Band-Aids.
He grabbed her by the neck and threw her, and she skidded out in the dark on the dirty tiles. She was on her stomach, she tried to get her knees under herself and stand up, but her arms were wrenched behind her to their breaking point. She screamed beneath the tape that sealed her mouth. He had her arms, and he was wrapping the tape around her wrists, binding them together.
He was very fast and he was very strong and he had done this before.
He grasped her jeans and yanked them down, scraping her flesh with his fingernails.
Then he started pulling off her panties.
Dazed, bleeding, her mind full of cold shock, she thought someone was going to come save her. Someone was going to put a stop to this. It was ridiculous, is what it was. She had a show to do. One note after another, and then suddenly you were free.
She felt his hard penis, pressing against her vagina from behind.
No, she said but her mouth would not repeat it. No.
His grasped her hair with both hands, and he began to push himself in.
No one was going to save her. She realized that, finally and fully. She could lie here and be raped waiting for the rescuer who would not arrive, or she could fight until this man killed her.
Ariel twisted her body away from him. He wrenched back on her hair and kept driving in. She twisted once more, and she heard him say, “You fuckin’ bitch,” and then he hit her again, an open-handed, disdainful slap swung against the right side of her head just above the ear. Hard harmonics buzzed in her brain. Tears were hot in her eyes, they were spilling over down her cheeks, but when he tried to push into her a third time she arched her body backward and flung her head up as hard as she could and the back of her skull hit something—collarbone, shoulder, chin, something—and his weight was suddenly off her.
She pushed forward, feet and knees, across the floor.
“You dirty little fuck,” he said from the dark. “You little shit.”
She heard the squeak of his sneakers, coming after her. She turned over, the weight on her trapped arms causing her to gasp with agony behind the tape, and she kicked out with both feet toward the sound.
Her right shoe hit something solid. A shin? A knee?
“Fuck,” he said quietly, a painful sound. “You’re fuckin’ dead.”
She recognized that voice, only now it was a gutteral growl dripping with snide menace. It was the voice of a thousand horrorcore and death rap songs. She kicked at him again but found nothing. He was coming at her from the side; she thought she could see the smear of his movement. She scrabbled backward and clunked her head against what felt like a metal pipe. She was up under the sink. A shoe grazed her ankle. She kicked at it and missed. She was pulling her leg back when his fingers caught her foot. He jerked her out from her little unsafe haven and dragged her across the floor, and she kicked out with her other foot, swung it wide and hard, missed on the first swing but tried again with the heel, and this time she hit bone and he made a hissing noise but held on tight. His shoe came down into her crotch and started pushing there as he wrenched at her leg, and she thought he was trying to tear away the part of her that interested him and take it home to his aunt’s basement.
Someone was at the door. Ariel heard the knob being worked.
“Ariel!” It was Berke. “We’re on! Let’s go!”
He released her.
“Ariel?” The knob was turned back and forth. “You okay?”
Ariel got up on her knees, facing the door. She tried to scream, tried as hard as she could. The sound came out as a muffled moan, and then he was down on the floor with her, one arm snaking around her throat from behind and his face buried in her hair. He was breathing raggedly into her ear. As he breathed, the pressure of his arm steadily tightened.
“Open up!” said Berke.
Ariel felt pressure building in her head. Felt it begin to push her eyes out of their sockets. His arm was crushing her windpipe.
The doorknob rattled once more, back and forth.
And then Berke was gone.
Outside in the hall, Berke was about to go back and get John. She thought Ariel must be sick, and what were they going to do?
Then she saw a camera tripod leaning against the wall next to the door. It was a pitiful thing. One leg of it was wrapped with duct tape. On the floor beside it was a black camera bag. She unzipped it. The video camera was in there. It was a nice one, it said ten-point-six megapixels on the side. Who would leave something like this sitting around? With a light meter in there, and a battery pack, extra lenses, filters, the works. Ripe for the stealing.
She knew tech people swore by it and used it in all sorts of situations, but, she wondered, who really needed to carry around four fucking rolls of duct tape?
In the bathroom, behind the locked door, he was choking Ariel to death.
She tried to fight him. She tried to twist, to arch her back, to thrash him off, to strike with a backwards blow of her head. But he had her, and he breathed in her ear as he was killing her, and his free hand was working on himself, fast fast fast, and he started to make the noise that men make when they have mistaken possession for love and pornography for sex, a high keening whimper and to the world an announcement of, “Oh yeah, I’m gonna cum, oh yeah I’m gonna—”
The bathroom door blew off its hinges.
Berke hurtled through, shoulder-first.
The light that streamed in fell upon the swollen-eyed face of DJ Talk It Up, his lips wet with saliva and his hair sticking up in spikes stiffened with product. He was wearing a dark brown hoodie, the jacket twisted on his torso and the hood lying down across his shoulder. Tonight he had left his rings at home, because he’d wanted to dress down.
Berke saw the duct tape over Ariel’s mouth, saw the terror in her eyes and the guy’s arm squeezing her throat. She saw blood streaming from both of Ariel’s nostrils, making a mess of her pretty lavender-colored blouse with the puffy sleeves that Berke herself would never have been caught dead in.
Berke thought she was going to have to kill him. She was ready.
He shuddered, came to himself and his current predicament with a jolt, and he let Ariel go. He pushed her aside and sprang up, like a stocky panther searching for escape. The zipper of his jeans was open. Before Berke could think to shout for help, DJ Talk It Up charged her and swung a fist at her face, but Berke saw it coming and warded it off with one arm while the other punched five into the fool’s bulbous nose.
She gave it all she had, and she had one hell of a lot to give.
His nose exploded like a blood balloon. But that didn’t stop him, he was enraged and desperate and so he kept flailing at her, grabbing at her hair, her breasts, trying to claw her eyes out.
Fucker fights like a girl, Berke thought just before she drove a knee right up into his balls.
Maybe that did hurt him, from the way he whined, but he was running on nerves and adrenaline and he was not going to be stopped by a bagful of smashed nuts. His face might have gone ghost-white, but he still wanted out. He clawed his way past Berke and through the door, tearing himself out of his jacket as Berke grabbed hold of the hood, and then in his flagging white T-shirt stained with tonight’s Hungry Man dinner he started to limp to the left but there were still people who’d gotten backstage passes from Twenty Million Miles To Earth in the corridor, jamming things up, and now they were gaping at him and Berke was shouting, “Stop him! Stop him!”
So DJ Talk It Up turned to the right and tried to get past the handcart that nearly tripped him up and took a bite from one of his ankles as he passed. Two more ball-dragging staggers in search of a way out and suddenly from a door in front of him stepped the Detroit dude.
“Stop him, John!” Berke shouted, holding a dark brown hoodie with nobody in it.
Maybe Detroit couldn’t always beat Philly’s ass. It had been a general statement.
Tonight, though, it was pretty much true.
Nomad got three punches in before DJ Talk It Up realized he was being pounded. They weren’t just ordinary back-behind-the-bar or parking lot disagreement shots; they had some meaning behind them, some muscle, and they were well-placed to make DJ Talk It Up understand he was on his way to the hospital. Another trio of punches, fast fast fast, and DJ was speechless and also toothless in front.
Nomad gave him one to the throat, not as hard as he’d given Quince Massey in front of the Olive Garden that day years ago, but one that would be remembered.
Then the DJ was on his knees. His face was not so much a face as a model for an abstract painting. Nomad stood over the Study In Scarlet With Nose On Forehead. Terry looked out from the door at his back, his eyes wide behind his specs, and he determined to stay right where he was, out of harm’s way.
There was a frozen moment, as happens in the aftermath of sudden violence.
“John! Terry! Help me!” Berke called, and the way her voice trembled pierced Nomad’s heart.
He looked along the corridor. Berke was supporting someone he could not possibly recognize. They were walking slowly, painfully, toward him, and the crew and techs and people with backstage passes and even members of Twenty Million Miles To Earth were around them trying to help.
Nomad saw the duct tape across her mouth, wound around her head and caught in her tangled hair. He saw the blood. He saw her rubbing her wrists, and how a long silver ribbon of tape hung down from one of them. He saw how the lavender-colored blouse with the puffy sleeves had been ruined. One of her favorites, he knew. She lowered her face when she saw him looking, as if in shame to let herself be seen like this.
“Oh, Jesus!” Terry cried out, and he rushed past Nomad to go to Ariel.
< >
Somebody flashed a camera.
Nomad would have torn that person’s eyeballs from their skull and made them examine their own asshole, but he didn’t have to. One of the stage crew darted in and grabbed the camera. There was a protest and two Cobra Club guys suddenly were taking out the garbage.
Nomad looked again at Ariel, being supported by Berke as Terry worked to get the tape off her mouth and out of her hair. The people around them were stunned into silence. When the tape came off, Ariel took a step forward and then she bent over and vomited on the floor. “It’s okay, it’s okay,” Berke said, rubbing her back. Ariel had to lean against the wall, and somebody offered a towel to hold against her bloody face.
Beyond the door that led to the stage, the audience began to chant for The Five.
Nomad stared down at DJ Talk It Up.
The rage came up in him. It sizzled through his veins like life’s blood. Maybe for him, it was. He decided he would end it now.
He reared his right foot back to kick the DJ’s brains out of his head.
The young man lifted his chin. The bleeding face was weeping. Tears mixed with blood coursed along the corners of the mangled mouth. His eyes were sightless, fixed on something far beyond the dude from Detroit.
Nomad was about to let swing.
He wondered what more he could add to this cup of suffering. He heard the DJ’s chest rattle as the sobs rolled out. He saw the DJ put his hands up to his eyes as if to hide from the blinding light. Nomad wondered what kind of shrunken shirt this young man had had to wear, and what had been burned and scarred into his mind and soul. He could imagine this kid leaving Philly with a big-lid ball cap and big dreams. Gonna be a big star, Mom. Gonna set ’em on fire.
Instead, he came to the place where people want things before they’ve earned them, where you are nobody without power and money, where the heat of the dreams melt you down to size, and hey, Mom, lookit me now.
It was not for Nomad to add anything more.
He lowered his foot. When he turned back toward Ariel, he saw that True and two cops had come into the corridor, along with the club’s manager, a spindly guy wearing all black with a trimmed black goatee. True was talking quietly to Ariel, his face close to hers, and Nomad saw her nod. The two cops came over and pulled DJ Talk It Up to his feet. His knees promptly gave way, so they half-dragged, half-guided him into the Green Room. True said tersely, “Call an ambulance!” but Ariel shook her head and grabbed at the manager’s sleeve.
“No,” she said. “No ambulance.”
“Go ahead,” True directed.
“No!” Ariel’s voice was louder. “I’m not going to the hospital!”
Berke said, “Listen, baby, you’ve got to go. We’ll be right there with you.”
“No,” Ariel repeated. “No, I’m going on.”
“Going on?” Terry shot a quick glance at Berke and then at True, whose flesh seemed to have tightened over the facial bones just in the last half-minute. “Going on where?”
“On stage,” Ariel answered, holding the towel against her bleeding nose. It was numb, she didn’t know if it was broken or not. She’d already explored with her tongue to make sure her teeth were still there, and though she’d discovered a few unfamiliar edges she thought she was okay. “They’re calling for us,” she said. “He hurt me, but he didn’t rape me.” She repeated it to make sure they understood. “He didn’t rape me.”
“You’re going to the hospital,” True said, searching her eyes. “Whether you want to or not. Go call the ambulance,” he told the manager.
Ariel took the towel away from her face and screamed.
It was a word.
The word was: No.
The manager stopped and no one else moved either, not even the dude who was mopping up the mess. Out front, the chanting went on, louder and louder and time to
get this party started.
Nomad walked to her. He saw her eyes tick toward him, and they were her eyes, yes, but they were different now. They had seen things he wished she’d never had to see. They were bloodshot and they were frightened down in their gray depths, but most of all they were angry.
“Nobody’s stopping me!” Ariel said, to all of them, and maybe to the world too. Her teeth clenched; she could taste her own blood and feel all her new sharp edges. “Nobody’s going to stop me from doing this! Nobody!”
She pulled loose from Berke and from Terry. She stood on her own.
“This is what I do!” she cried. “I was born to do this!”
When Berke reached out to touch her shoulder, Ariel pushed the hand away.
“No, just let me…let me…” Ariel shook her head and put the towel to her nose again, and when more of the blood was captured she dropped the towel to her side and her eyes blazed into True’s. “Nobody’s stopping me,” she told him, “from doing what I was born to do. This. Music. I didn’t work this hard…I didn’t come all this way…all the bands…the people…everything…to have someone tell me I can’t go on when I say I can.”
And there was more to it, but she was about to sob and she feared breaking apart and not being able to pick up her pieces, so she didn’t say that she thought the darkness that had just tried to destroy her wanted her to tuck her tail between her legs and go speechless and spineless to the hospital. She didn’t say that she thought the darkness revelled in the wounded silence of broken hearts and raped spirits, that it grew strong on the bitter memory of the crushed dream. She didn’t say that she thought to not go on would be the biggest surrender of her life, because to fight that darkness, to push back its encroachment, meant you had to be determined to stand up. You had to play your guitar and sing, if that’s what you were born to do. You had to go out there, bruised and bloody, and let them know you were where you were supposed to be in this world, and nobody—surely not that greedy, stupid-minded little thing that had tried to throw you out of it—was going to stop you.
She didn’t say any of this. But she did say, “Now listen to me. My nose might be broken. There might be a doctor or a nurse or a med student out in the crowd. Somebody who can look at me. I know there’s got to be a first-aid kit here. My head’s hurting, maybe he can find out if I have a concussion. The doctor,” she said, so they’d understand. “I need one hour. If I pass out or keep throwing up, then okay…call an ambulance. But I need one hour. And I…shit…I need a new top.”
“You can’t be serious,” True said.
“I need to get cleaned up,” she continued, as if he’d never spoken. “Wash my face. I can’t go back in there, though.” They knew what she meant. “Oh Jesus,” she said wearily, “I’ve got to pee again.”
“You’re in shock,” True said.
“No,” she answered. “Too much tea.”
True was about to say something, to deflect her crazy arrow, but he couldn’t remember what it was going to be. He didn’t smile, he kept his face as grim as a rock. But the determination on this girl’s face got to him. He knew why he liked her. She was probably the toughest one of the bunch, but before this moment she’d never needed to be.
“Will you let me—allow me to—take you to the emergency room after we’re done?”
“Yes.”
“You need one hour? That’s all?”
“That’s all,” she said, and he knew she meant it.
“Suit you?” True asked the manager.
“You got it.”
“You guys okay with this?” True asked his band.
Terry and Berke looked to Nomad.
“Solid,” he replied. If Ariel could go on with her busted nose, he could go on with his swollen knuckles. This was going to be a gig for the ages.
< >
The corridor was clearing out. In the Green Room, the cops had called for a cruiser to take into custody a suspect they thought was most likely the Duct Tape Rapist. The manager went out on stage, faced the happy beer-sodden and Cobra-Cocked crowd and got to speak into the microphone a question he never thought in a million years he would ever ask: “Is there a doctor in the house?”
Suddenly, when True and Terry and Berke moved away, Nomad was right there in front of Ariel. He stared at her, as a wry and admiring smile slowly crept over his face. He didn’t understand about Jeremy Pett, about that girl at the well, about that song or what it meant, but he did understand that he could fall in love with Ariel, if he let himself.
And maybe he was halfway there.
He touched his bad eye and then he tapped his nose. He said, “I think we’re two of a kind.”
Who reached for whom first? It was too close to call.
He hugged her and she held tightly to him, and he found himself crying, just small tears squeezed out between his eyelids, because he was so very very sorry that this terrible thing, this soul-sickening thing, had happened to her, that though—thank God—the DJ had not violated her, some part of her had to have been touched by his ugliness, by the vileness that had been shaped by his suffering, whatever the cause. But those were things of the world, and he couldn’t protect her from them any more than he could protect himself, or any of them. Besides, all that went into the stew they called ‘writing’.
He put his head against her shoulder and breathed in her aroma. It was a faint smell of honeysuckle, like a sunlit summer meadow. It was the proper aroma for a heroine in one of those Victorian novels who is doomed to fall in love with the callous cad.
But that would not be him, because though he was his father’s son he was not his father, and he would never be.
Ariel pressed her hands against his back, and when she heard him sniffle like a little boy she whispered in his ear, “It’s all right.”
And again, so he’d be certain of it.




TWENTY-SEVEN.
The wheels on the bus go round and round…round and round…round and round.
A children’s song, Terry thought. He wondered if that was how it had begun, for all of them.
Music, heard when they were children. A tune from a local TV show, one of those disappearing breed where the host in a captain’s cap shows cartoons to kids and does magic with balloons and napkins, somebody always named ‘Cousin’ or ‘Cappy’. A snippet of a Christmas carol in a department store, with all the festive lights ablaze and Santa on his way. A tinkling outpouring of silver notes from a music box that holds a tiny dancer, slowly pirouetting. A guy playing a harmonica in one of those old black-and-white westerns or war movies. The distant keening of a train’s whistle, lonely in the rainy night.
Something had been awakened in them early, of that Terry was sure. Something that other children might hear, but not keep. He was sure they all had heard something and kept it, and had it still, hidden away in a place of safety. He knew what his was. He knew very well.
True tapped the brake. The Scumbucket slowed at the top of a rise. Not much of a rise, on this straight and flat stretch of Interstate 40, also known as Route 66, but enough of one. He checked his sideview mirror, looking past the U-Haul trailer.
That white car was still there.
Maybe half a mile behind? Now this was kind of ridiculous, he thought, because there was all sorts of traffic heading west from Albuquerque this Sunday afternoon. There were small cars and big SUVs and tractor-trailer trucks and vans and pickups, all makes and all colors. But that white car—a foreign make, maybe a Honda?—had for a while been close enough for True to catch a glimpse of a man behind the wheel. Wearing sunglasses—duh, heading west into the sun, right?—and a ball cap bearing some kind of logo. But then the white car had slowed down and dropped back, had let three or four cars get in between them, and now seemed to be maintaining a constant speed. Or, rather, matching the Scumbucket’s speed.
Which was slow.
A white car. Foreign make. Young driver, he looked to be.
How come he didn’t blow right on past?
“What’re you slowing down for?” Nomad asked, from the seat behind Terry.
“Resting my foot, I guess,” True answered, and he gave the old engine some more gas.
A white car. Foreign make. Not a dark blue pickup truck.
True looked straight ahead again. The first layer of this highway could have been laid down using a single gigantic rubber band stretched on stakes across the New Mexico desert. Just pull it tight and pour the asphalt in its shadow. He didn’t know if they’d had rubber bands back then, but they could’ve done it that way if they’d had them.
He was getting loopy, he thought. Life on the road. No wonder these people started smoking dope, drinking too much and throwing television sets out of motel windows. He jumped a little bit—just a hair, nobody noticed—when a tractor-trailer truck roared by, sending an insulting wind slapping against the Scumbucket. True noted it was a Hormel meats truck. A meatwagon, he thought.
He’d never smoked dope before. He wondered if anybody in this van had some in their possession. He’d never asked; he didn’t really want to know, but at least they hadn’t lit up in his presence. This highway was so straight it was hypnotic. On both sides the desert was stubbled with small brown clumps of vegetation that he figured could stab thorns in your ankles at the slightest graze. He wondered how many rattlesnakes were out there, coiled under those ugly clumps, their forked tongues vibrating on the scent of prey.
He knew he was going loopy, because he was starting to think about asking his band what marijuana tasted like.
He shifted in his seat.
“You okay?” Terry asked from the passenger side, and True said he was fine.
True glanced quickly in his rearview mirror. Ariel was drowsing. The bandage was still across her nose, hiding the bruise, but the darkness under her eyes had gone away. Her sniffer hadn’t been broken, though it had really swelled up and hurt her the next day and she’d blown out dried krispies of blood until after Anaheim. She had two cracked front teeth that were going to need some work. She was one hell of a trooper. John Charles was staring into space, thinking. His right eye was ringed with pale green. He had a lot to think about. In the back, Berke was listening to her iPod, eyes closed, head slightly nodding to the beat pumping through the earbuds. That girl could play drums like a machine, but True had made the mistake of asking her what she thought about drum machines and for that he’d gotten a year’s supply of f-bombs packed into his ears. Terry was alert and excited, of course. This was his day.
There were lots of cars on this highway. Every sort of make and model, big and small. But that white car back there…well, he couldn’t see it now, but he knew it was still there.
What was making True so jittery was the fact of the slow decay. The reality of the money pit, even for the FBI. The large hand on the leash, pulling the little dogs home.
After Anaheim, that next morning, the call had found him.
He would have to make do with one team. The money this was costing was out of all proportion to the situation, he was told. He just loved that bean-counting language. He was told, and to be truthful the voice that told him was not as warm and ole-buddy-buddy as usual, that this whole thing might well be a wash. I know this was important to you, but—
Ouch. It hurt when you realized you weren’t as big a dog as you’d thought you were. And, really, nobody was that big of a dog.
The team in the metallic gray Yukon had peeled off the caravan. So long, guys. We’re going on.
And then, this morning, after the gig at Staind Glass last night.
True had been shaving in his bathroom at the Comfort Inn when the call had found him this time. “Good morning,” True had said, with lather on his upper lip. “Are you being a heathen
and skipping church today?”
“Truitt, we need to talk.”
“Obviously. You’ve called me.”
“Are you sitting down?”
“No, but I have a razor in my hand.” He’d known what it had to be. He’d hoped a phone call was going to lead a team of agents to a motel where Jeremy Pett was holed up, afraid to open his curtains or door to let in a sliver of sunlight, afraid to leave his crummy flea circus of a room for a takeout pizza because of the media noise, but hoping wasn’t about to make it happen. Pett had plain and simply vanished. Gone to Mexico? That was the theory. But where was his truck? It hadn’t shown up, so where was it? Abandoned somewhere on the border, was the theory. Driven into a gulley, or parked amid the mesquite trees and head-high sticker bushes just north of many of the paths grooved into the earth by the shoes of Mexican illegals. After all, those paths went both ways. Another theory: maybe Pett, trained in the art of going to ground, had actually gone underground. Maybe he’d found a tunnel across. Those things were out there.
Jeremy Pett would have to be totally insane to stay in this country with his face and his license number all over TV. That was the theorists talking. He would have to want to be caught. And why in this world should he follow that damned band to California when he could slide right into Mexico from Tucson?
“Truitt,” said the Sunday morning heathen, “we’re pulling the second team.”
Ouch. True had nicked himself under his left nostril.
“There’s no need for you to stay out. Call it off and bring them in.”
“Slow down, take it easy.” He’d realized he was talking to his heart. “The tour ends six days from now, and they’ve only got two more gigs, in Dallas on the 15th and in Austin on the 16th. Then it’s done. We’re checking out this afternoon and driving to see somebody Terry wants to visit. That’s the keyboard player.”
“I saw the story in People. Hell, I know their names.”
“Okay. We’re hitting the road right after that and driving to Amarillo. Then, tomorrow, on to Dallas. I figured they could hang out in Dallas for—”
“Excuse me, did you say ‘hang out’?”
True had heard himself sigh. It was a sound of exasperation; those mundanes—Terry’s word—just don’t get it. “They’re good people,” he’d said. “Hard workers. You wouldn’t believe how hard.”
“I know they’re a big hit now. Selling thousands of CDs, aren’t they?”
“Yeah.” Not only that, but every gig since that night at the Cobra Club had been jammed solid. Which actually put a strain on him, trying to get the security locked down. The news that The Five had aided in the capture of the Duct Tape Rapist had really made the engines rev. Roger Chester was calling him, giddy with glee, saying he had offers from three networks to do a The Five reality series and publishers were calling with quickie book deals and somebody wanted them to be spokespeople for a new energy drink. It was off the hook, as John said. Yet he didn’t say it with a convincing display of joy. So what was up with that?
“Six days, two more gigs,” True had said into his cell, as he’d dabbed the small red dot under his left nostril with a bit of tissue paper. “Can I finish it with them? And can I get some support from the field offices?” Boy, did that sound like begging.
“Truitt,” said the voice attached to the large hand that held the leash. “You do understand you’re not really their manager. Right? You do understand your role, don’t you?”
“I do. But…you know…I told them I’d finish it out.” He’d paused, trying to think of something else to say to pierce the silence on the other side. “They really are good people.”
“I heard that the first time.”
“I can’t leave them,” True had said.
“I hear the word won’t in that, Truitt.”
“Yes, sir,” True had replied. “That’s correct.”
The silence had stretched a little longer this time, and had been a little more solid.
During it, True had wondered if he should tell his old friend and compatriot and superior that Ariel Collier thought the song they were writing was being directed—well, not really directed exactly, but guided in a way, but not exactly that either—by a girl who was not exactly human, but something more than human if you believe in that, and this song they were writing was just a regular song, nobody could see any big thumbprint on it, no hidden meanings or mystical codes as far as they could tell, and if it was supposed to break them through into being a success it was a little late, because the song wasn’t finished yet there was The Five in People magazine and their CD catalog was going back for a hundred thousand more pressings, and they were selling big numbers now all over the world, so they were already a success, and by the way Terry Spitzenham—oh, I forgot you know their names—believes the same thing, that this song has a divine inspiration, and Berke Bonnevey and John Charles don’t quite know what to make of it but they’ve come around to admitting nothing ever shook their foundations but this was putting some cracks in the mortar, and also—a big also—Ariel thinks there’s a link between Jeremy Pett, Connor Addison and our trailer park communications wizard, maybe even the Duct Tape Rapist too, because this thing—this greedy king
crow, she calls it, only she says that’s not exactly what she means—wants to stop the song from being finished so it has reached out to human hands to do the dirty work.
And that’s my story and I’m stickin’ to it.
“Truitt?”
“Yes, sir?”
“One of your best qualities is that you’re determined to see a situation through to the end. I appreciate that. I’m going to tell you that you can see this one through, but you’ll have to go it alone.” The voice had paused for True’s reaction. None was forthcoming. “I’ve told the second team to stand down. As of thirty minutes ago, they were relieved of duty and instructed to come home as soon as they can pack up. I imagine Casey’s going to be knocking at your door any minute now. You say you have an errand to run this afternoon?”
“Right.”
“I can’t justify the cost, Truitt. Now, I can work with you on providing security at the venues in Dallas and Austin. But as far as having that caravan burn money and time on the highway…I just don’t see the point.”
True had known there was no use in arguing. When the large hand on the leash didn’t see the point, there was no point. It wasn’t as if he could single out anything that had happened in the past week as a reason to keep one team on the road. Everything had gone like oiled clockwork except for that incident at Magic Monty’s in Anaheim last Tuesday night, where a young man stoned on pot had set off a string of firecrackers in the crowd. The Five had stopped playing just long enough for the cops to haul the kid off to jail, and then they’d picked it right up again.
When Agent Casey had come to the door to announce what he knew True already knew, True had told him he appreciated the good work and attention to detail, and he would make sure everybody involved got gold stars on the reports. True had been so tempted to ask Casey to wait two hours, until the band had roused themselves from their late night gig at the converted church, and follow them out along Route 66 before taking off for Tucson, but he couldn’t do it. The orders had been given. The men were anxious to get home to their families.
So long, guys. We’re going on.
But after Casey had gone, True had had trouble steaming the wrinkles out of the gray slacks he intended to wear, the steam just wouldn’t come out of the nozzles, and suddenly he’d felt a hot surge of anger and when he banged the steamer against the bathroom counter he was holding a piece of broken plastic dripping water all over the floor. He realized he was hanging on the edge, and it was not a good place to be.
That was why he kept watch on the white car back there. That was why he wondered who was driving it, and why it kept such a constant speed. He thought about giving the troopers a call on his cell, identifying himself and asking for a little help in checking out a plate number.
“Who’re you calling?” Terry asked when True took the cell out of his leather bag.
“Hang on a minute.” But in only a few seconds True realized he wasn’t calling anyone. No bars, no service out in this expanse of desert. He said, “Just checking something,” and then he put the cellphone away.
“We ought to be almost there,” Terry told him. “The sign’ll say Blue Chalk.”
“Okay,” True answered, and he tried to concentrate on his driving.
Terry knew very well what he’d heard and kept when he was a child, and knew he had it still, hidden away in a place of safety. It was something from his grandparents’ house. His mother’s parents lived in a brick house a few blocks from his grammar school. They were still there, Granddad Gerald in his mid-seventies and Grandmother Mimi just turned seventy. Some days after school, Terry had gone there to get a cold drink and sit on the screened-in porch as his grandfather listened to the early autumn baseball games on the radio and smoked a pipe with a face carved on the bowl that GeeGee said was a musketeer. His grandfather played board games with him, too. Any excuse to pull from the closet the old Milton Bradley Dogfight or the Mattel Lie Detector or the really cool Transogram 52-variety game chest with all the different colored boards. And then as the afternoon wore on, and Terry didn’t want to leave because this house was small and warm and not like his own at all, Grandmother Mimi brought from the closet a small plastic keyboard that she plugged in and placed in her lap as she sat in the front room. He would never forget the sound of that keyboard coming to life when she flipped a switch. It was like hearing an orchestra warm up, the violins, the oboes, the flutes and trumpets just softly starting to awaken. An orchestra contained in a small plastic box. And then she played it with her supple fingers, and he was sure that her fingers were supple because she did play it, and maybe it called to her to play it, day after day, because they needed each other to stay young.
What stories that keyboard told! When Terry closed his eyes and listened, he could see the image in his mind of a boy on a raft with a beautiful girl clinging to him, and in the river the rapids ran fast over dangerous rocks and the boy would have to be quick and smart to get them through that treacherous stretch. Or he saw a hundred Cossacks on their horses, driving forward through the snow under a moon as bright as a new quarter. Or he saw himself, older but still young, playing that very same keyboard before a vast audience, in a great concert hall, and then the Cossack chief rode in right down the aisle and awarded him an official sword and the beautiful girl stood up from the front row and said she would be his forever.
And then, of course, GeeGee cleared his throat across the game table, and when Terry opened his eyes GeeGee puffed smoke from the musketeer’s feathered hat and slapped down the dogfight’s ‘5 Bursts’ card, which meant Terry’s Spad was going down in flames.
He began to think they were teaming up on him.
“Terry,” said Grandmother Mimi, “do you want me to show you some chords?”
Chords? You mean…like…ropes?
“Sort of,” she’d answered. “Only these ropes never wear out, and they always keep you connected to something wonderful.”
Years later, the small portable organ just didn’t wake up on one day. It was a Hohner Organetta, not the kind of instrument found in every neighborhood music store. It sat silent in the closet, gathering dust. Was it for that reason Grandmother Mimi’s fingers began to swell and twist with the onset of arthritis?
“Let me try to fix it,” said Terry Spitzenham, the high school freshman.
There was no owner’s manual. No electronics diagram. Maybe somewhere in Germany there lived a Hohner Organetta expert, but he wasn’t in Oklahoma City. Terry opened the keyboard up, and looked at the old wiring and the reeds. He replaced the electric cord, but no go. It had to be a voltage problem, according to his electronics books. Not enough voltage was being generated to produce sound. He tried this and that, and that and this, but the keyboard remained mute. Finally he decided to take it all apart, every last bit of it, and rebuild it.
It regained its voice too late for Grandmother Mimi, whose fingers would no longer let her play. But, she said, she would love to listen, because she said that when she closed her eyes and he was playing—just that small keyboard with its twelve black keys and seventeen white—she felt like she was right there with him.
His first vintage keyboard buy had been a Hohner Symphonic 320, a real nasal-sounding and nasty-ass bastard found in the back of a garage. If those old brutes weren’t the heart and soul of rock, he didn’t know what rock was.
And now, he was minutes away from seeing—touching, playing if he could—the legend of legends, Lady Frankenstein.
“There’s the sign,” he said, and he heard in himself the excited voice of a little boy.
Blue Chalk, it read. True noted that it was defaced by a pair of close-set bullet holes. He took the exit off Route 66 and started north along a cracked and uneven asphalt road. Ahead stood a mesa, purple above the burnt brown of the desert floor. True drove sixty feet and slowed the Scumbucket to a halt. He peered into the sideview mirror.
“What’s the problem?” Nomad asked. True was acting shady this afternoon; something was up, and it wasn’t just because of the second security team leaving, as True had told the band at lunch.
True was holding his breath. In his lap was the leather bag that held his pistol. He watched the exit curve very carefully.
“True, what is it?” Ariel had awakened when the van stopped, and now Berke opened her eyes and removed the earbuds.
“Where are we?” Berke asked.
True could see cars speeding by on the highway. He watched the curve for a white car that might suddenly take the same turn to Blue Chalk.
Nobody said anything else, because they realized True was not only working, he was a two-hundred pound tuning fork that had just been struck into vibration.
He saw the white car pass.
Then he let his breath go.
He gave the Scumbucket some gas and it rumbled onward.
“What was that about?” Nomad looked back, but of course could see nothing beyond the trailer’s bulk.
“I wanted to make sure we weren’t being followed.”
“Why?” Berke’s voice was tight. “Did you see something?”
“We’re good,” he told her, and drove on toward the distant mesa.
The road began to undulate, to rise up on small scrub-covered hillocks and then to fall into rock-walled gullies. Here and there were trailers with external generators because the power poles that marched this way no longer held electrical lines. They passed several houses that had collapsed under the weight of time. Maybe this had been a community when Route 66 was a leisurely scenic road, the theater of Buz and Tod in their red Corvette convertible, but now it was a footnote to progress.
The road curved in and out. If there was any blue chalk in these red walls of rock, it was hiding under camouflage paint. This place was so far off the track it was refreshingly clean, not a beer can or broken bottle or spray of graffiti to be found. An undiscovered country, True thought. Well, it had been discovered once, but in the end nature always won.
They rounded a curve and there stood the brown stone building Eric Gherosimini had told Terry to watch for in his letter. It was a hollow shell, really. An abandoned gas station. Long abandoned, from the looks of the two rusted-out antique pumps in front. A few tires that might have been perfect for a 1959 Ranchero lay in a dust-whitened stack.
“Damn!” Berke said, looking out her window. “Was gas ever twenty-five cents a gallon?”
A barely-legible metal sign leaning against a broken wall said it was.
“And who’s Ethel?” she asked, but True didn’t tell her.
Across the road were a half-dozen remnants of houses, not much left but the roofs and frames, and around them stood the boulders and shale that had over the years—decades?—drifted down from the rugged hill behind. Between two of the ruins was a rusted swingset, a slide and a seesaw. Once upon a time, a children’s playground.
The Scumbucket negotiated another sharp turn, another descent into a washed-out gully, and there the asphalt ended. Ahead the road turned to dirt.
“Your boy wanted to get away from it all, didn’t he?” True asked, easing on the brake. “You sure about this?”
“He said he lives a half-mile past the pumps,” Terry said. “We’re almost there.”
“I think if I’d wanted to be a hermit I would’ve chosen an island in the Caribbean,” True replied, but he pressed the pedal and the wheels of the van went round and round, raising whorls of dust behind them. “Maybe I’m crazy, but that’s just me.”
They continued on. True had been glancing every so often in the sideview mirror. It disturbed him that he couldn’t see anything through the dust. They rounded one more snakespine of a curve and Terry said, “That’s it.”
On the right was a small, regular-looking adobe-style house, nothing special about it at all. It might have been plucked from any Southwestern city suburb, with a minimalist and rock-loving landscaper in charge. But then again, most adobe-style houses in city suburbs were connected to power lines and didn’t have a pair of big metal boxes that could only be heavy-duty generators cabled up alongside. As they got nearer, they could hear a rumble like an old aircraft engine turning its propellor. An honest-to-God outhouse stood out back, along with a raised wooden platform that held a showerhead and some kind of waterbucket device operated by a pullchain. A sagging pickup truck the dun color of mole’s skin was parked on the shale in front of the house. Berke thought that it had probably used its share of twenty-five-cents-a-gallon gas.
True was getting the picture of where they were. He could see two trailers standing maybe a hundred yards further on, where the dirt road ended at a rock wall that angled toward the sky. He figured the Zen masters of hermitry lived in those trailers. Either that, or they were cooking meth and hiding from the IRS.
“You guys ever watch Western movies?” he asked. They gave him blank expressions. “Know what a box canyon is?” When there was no reply, he wondered what young people were learning in schools these days. “Well,” said True, “we’re in one.”
He stopped the Scumbucket in front of the house. A reddish-brown dog came rocketing off the shady porch, planted its paws in the stones and gave them a reception that could be heard even over the rumble of aircraft props.
Terry saw a man emerge from the house. The man stood on the porch, watching them climb out of the van. He looked as if he were trying to decide if he knew them or not. True clutched his leather bag close to his side.
Over the dog’s barking and the generator noise, Terry called out, “Mr. Gherosimini? I’m Terry Spitzenham! You remember? From The Five? You wrote me a letter saying I could come—”
“My brother!” the man shouted, and lifted his hands in the air. He had a gray beard that hung over the chest of his overalls and was decorated with what appeared to be small metallic beads. His deeply-seamed face grinned. “Finally come home!” He came striding off the porch with the gait of an energetic younger man. The barking dog put itself between him and the visitors in a posture of defense.
Eric Gherosimini was making music as he walked, though they couldn’t hear it. Tied in his beard with white and gold-colored cords were little bells. He was barefoot. Nomad thought the soles of those horny-toed feet must have been an inch thick to survive all the wicked edges. Gherosimini was thin and stoop-shouldered and bald on the top of his scalp except for a few remaining wild sprigs of gray, while the hair on the sides and back flowed down over his shoulders like opaque curtains. He wore wire-rimmed glasses that were not very different from Terry’s.
My brother. Finally come home.
Oh my God, Nomad thought. This dude’s going to ask Terry to change places with him so he can go out and paint the world red, and Terry will have to be the guardian of the secret fucking keyboards until the next sucker comes along.
But Eric Gherosimini raised his index finger to the dog and said sternly, “Stereo!” The mongrel stopped barking. Then the frail genius of the 13th Floors looked Terry full in the face, blinked his electric-blue eyes and touched Terry’s shirt, which today was black-and-purple paisleys on a background of dove gray.
“Boss shirt,” he said with admiration. “Vintage, ‘66? H.I.S.?”
“You got it.” Terry remembered who he was talking to. “Sir.”
Gherosimini put an arm around Terry’s shoulder. “Come on inside. All of you. Come see the madman’s dreams.”
They followed him, with Stereo sniffing at their shadows.




TWENTY-EIGHT.
 I didn’t know if you’d be here or not,” Terry said, when he didn’t know what else to say.
“Usually here, man. Don’t get out much, but…how do you guys say it?..it’s all good.”
“Can I ask something?” True waited for Eric Gherosimini’s eyes to focus on him. It looked to True as if the man had some difficulty in that department. “Why do you live so far from town? There’s just nothing around here.”
Gherosimini’s gaze floated down along the creases of True’s slacks to take aim at the black wingtips. An impish smile worked at the corners of his mouth. “Man, I know I’ve been out of action a lonnngggg time, but they sure don’t make road managers like they used to.”
They were sitting in what passed as the man’s living room. It contained inflatable chairs in Day-Glo colors and a plaid sofa that must have come all the way from Scotland’s Salvation Army. On the woodplank floor was a blue rug with the image of the moon and sun woven into it. Some type of scrawny leafless tree in a rusted metal pot stood in a corner, its limbs bearing a strange fruit of several different kinds of multi-colored glass windchimes. A fan powered by the generator continually stirred the chimes into musical tinklings. A blue cone of incense burned in a metal cup on a table made out of what True thought might be compressed telephone books. The faintly sweet smell of the incense reminded Ariel of the way the air smelled at Singing Beach, in Manchester, after a summer rain. Several unlit candle lanterns in an ornate Moroccan style stood about, indicating that the generators were not always running. Stereo sprawled on the floor at his master’s bare feet, chewing on a green dental hygiene bone.
And it was not every living room that had walls covered, every inch except the front window, with white sound-dampening acoustic tiles. Bamboo blinds hung over the window. Tacked up in several places on the wall tiles were posters of San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge, the rugged majesty of the Big Sur coast and the skyline of Seattle showing the Space Needle.
Gherosimini had brought them small ceramic cups of reddish-hued water that he’d said was sent to him by a fellow shapeshifter from the Lion’s Head Fountain at a place called Chalice Well, in England. He offered a part-toast, part-prayer that the world should be healed by the power of mystic waters, and that it should begin right here in this room.
Nomad thought the water tasted like it had been soaking rusty nails. He took a couple of sips and decided, mystic waters or not, he wasn’t going to run the risk of getting lockjaw.
“So far from town,” Gherosimini said, repeating a portion of True’s question. He was lounging in a bright orange inflatable chair. The windchimes tinkled softly as the fan’s breeze touched them, and Stereo gnawed on his chewie. “Nothing around here. Why do you think that, Mr. Manager Man?”
“Because I have two working eyes.”
“You sure they’re working?”
“Pretty much.” True took another sip of the water stained with iron oxide. It wasn’t so bad, but what he would pay right now for a glass of iced tea!
“How about you?” Gherosimini’s attention turned to Ariel. “You’re very quiet. Do you think there’s nothing around here?”
She shrugged, not sure how he wanted her to respond. “I guess I—”
“No,” he interrupted. “Say what you really think.”
“I think…” She saw he was forming an appraisal of her, and she decided to tell him what she really thought. “I think there’s the wind at night, and when you walk in it you can hear music, or voices, or both. I think there’s a silence that asks you who you are. I think there’s a sky of stars that would knock a person’s eyes out. I think the colors of the sunset and sunrise are never exactly the same. I think you could swim in the moonlight if you wanted to. I think you could stand in the blue cool of the evening and smell the ocean waves that used to roll here.” She could smell those right now, from the smoky cone of incense. “I think the rocks might move when you’re not looking, but if you keep looking one day you’ll see it happen. I think you could see a hundred thousand pictures in the clouds and never the same one twice. I think maybe you could see angels out here, if you tried hard enough.”
“And devils?” Gherosimini’s thick gray eyebrows shot up. “Could I see those too, if I tried hard enough?”
She nodded. “Yes. But I wouldn’t want to try that hard.”
He looked at his other guests with a smile that told them the quiet ones always ran the deepest. “What do you think about that, Mr. Manager Man?”
“I think I must be nearsighted,” he said, which really was the truth.
That made the genius of the 13th Floors laugh. The sound must’ve been unusual, because Stereo looked up from his chewie and made a weird questioning noise between a whine and a growl. Call it a whrowl. Then he went right back to chewing.
“My turn for a question,” Nomad announced. He realized Terry was looking at him with fear on his face, not knowing what John was going to throw at his hero. Nomad had heard of the 13th Floors before, sure, and Gherosimini had earned his respect for blazing a trail, but this bell-bearded sixty-something-year-old bag of hippie dust was just plain ol’ Jack to him. “You called Terry your brother and said he’d finally come home. What was that supposed to mean?”
“I don’t have a computer here,” Gherosimini answered, and then he sat there so silently and for so long that Nomad thought the tons of acid he’d swallowed back in the dark ages had come back to drop a psychedelic bomb on his brain. But then the man finished his cup of weird water. “After I got Terry’s letter, I went to the Internet room at the library in town. I went to your website. Nice site, man. Very cool, easy to navigate. I watched your videos. I wrote Terry that I bought one of your CDs. They’re hard to find. But…you know…I knew you before you were born.”
“Really?” Uh huh, he thought. Acid bomb, bigtime.
“Really. You were the lead singer of the Mojo Ghandis. And you were the lead singer of Freight Train South. You were up on stage fronting The Souljers, and man did you work your ass off for Proud Pete and the Prophets. Oh yeah, I knew you. Watched you burn up a stage, work up a crowd, many nights. Many, many gigs.” The wispy-haired head nodded, the blue eyes fixed on Nomad and unyielding. “I knew Ariel, too. She was the girl you went to when you needed to come down to earth. When it got real floaty and spooky up there in the high dark, and you needed a safe place to land. She was the one who told you what you didn’t want to hear, because she was one of the few people—the very few—who gave a shit whether you lived or died. And Terry…oh, yeah. He was there. In how many bands and behind how many keyboards, who can count? But he was always where he needed to be, when he needed to be there.”
Gherosimini looked at Berke. “I’m not sure,” he said, “if I ever knew you. Not in my era. The female drummer was a freak. Shit, you may be a freak too. But I do know one thing: you can bust it up with anybody who ever sat behind me. So take that compliment from a gator who drove drummers so fucking crazy they’d do anything to get out of the band, including jumping out of windows. And that guy you’ve probably heard about, who jumped into a pool at a Holiday Inn and broke a woman’s back?” Gherosimini grinned. “That spaz thought we were on the parking lot side.”
A frown suddenly surfaced. “Your bass player. Where is he?”
It hit them all, at that moment, that Eric Gherosimini had no idea what The Five had been through in the past twenty-four days. Without a computer, without the Internet, possibly without a television or a radio, maybe adverse to reading newspapers and magazines…he truly had decided to put many miles between himself and modern civilization. Maybe, Nomad thought, he just didn’t like the music anymore.
“Mike’s not with us,” Berke said. “But we’ll catch up with him later on.”
“Outta sight,” was Gherosimini’s comment, with an upraised thumb. “Oh, yeah…your question.” He focused on Nomad. “Terry’s my brother ’cause he feels the love. Of what we do. What we feel when we’re playing. And I say he’s finally come home, because he’s wanted to come here for a long time. Not necessarily this place, man, but to wherever I am. I know what I’ve done. I know who I am. Terry’s like family. He’s finally come home, and I know the why of that, too. He wants to meet the lady. Isn’t that right, Terry?”
The question made Terry’s heart race. The moment was near. “Yes,” he said.
Gherosimini stood up, and so did Stereo. “Let me introduce you.”
They followed him into the small kitchen and then through a sliding metal door into a larger room at the back of the house. He flipped a light switch. When the fluorescents came on, Terry thought this must be the first step on the stairway to Heaven.
It was another room whose walls were covered with the white acoustic tiles. The floor was of gray concrete. Within the room were several sets of speakers of different sizes, a twenty-four-track mixing board on a desk, a chair for the board rider, and cables connected to an item True certainly recognized, a multitrack reel-to-reel tape recorder. Next to the console was a wooden rack holding what the others knew to be echo and effects boxes, compressors, limiters, and other studio necessities. None of the equipment looked very new, and most of it was definitely vintage, from the late ’60s or early ’70s. If any of this stuff still worked, Nomad thought, gear collectors would piss their pants with excitement in here. Various vintage microphones were on their stands waiting for use. A plastic crate held a rat’s nest of cables, wallwarts and power cords.
On the left side of the studio stood a second desk, smaller than the one holding the mixer, on which sat a typewriter. A piece of paper was held in the rollers, with typing on it. Near at hand was a sheaf of paper, a tin cup holding some pens and pencils, and an ashtray with half of a plump brown cigarette in it that True decided he wouldn’t stroll over and examine. On the right side of the studio was a workbench with various pieces of circuitry and wiring lying atop it.
Terry was focused straight ahead. Nothing in Eric Gherosimini’s studio pulled at him but the array of mind-blowing vintage organs and electric pianos on their stands that dominated the space.
He felt for a few seconds that he couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t draw a breath. Something in his brain was so hit with the electric pleasure prod, and so deeply, that his automatic life-functions had gone on the fritz. But then he figured he really should concentrate on drawing in a long lungful of air, to clear his head and keep himself from passing out, because there never ever in his life would be another moment like this.
He went through a quick assessment of what he was looking at: a Vox Continental UK Version 1 with the cool black keys from about 1962; a fire-engine red Vox Jaguar 304, built to start a blaze on a dance floor; a silver-top Rhodes electric piano from 1968; a 1975 Rhodes Mark 1, a battered warrior; an ARP synthesizer…no, two ARPs, one opened up to show its internals and probably being cannibalized; a beautiful Roland Jupiter 8; a Minimoog Voyager and a Moog Sonic 6; a Prophet 600 with some missing keys on the high end; a Rhodes Chroma; an unknown thing labelled ‘Sonick’ in a suitcase with a blue keyboard and a control board with different colored knobs and what looked like a pegboard to chart the ocillators; a gorgeous wood-grained, double-keyboard early Mellotron; a glossy black Panther Duo 2200, the stage instrument of ‘The Partridge Family’ but capable of doing the nasty in any biker bar; an elegant, slightly arrogant gray Doric; two of the weird slabs of Kustom Kombos, the Naugahyde-padded “Zodiac” combined keyboard-and-stage-speakers, one in blue and the other yellow.
He saw sleek Farfisas and Cordovoxes with the ‘AstroSound’ effect. He saw a hundred-and-thirty-two pounds of double-keyboard vintage Yamaha, circa 1972. He saw the Gems: a Caravan, a Sprinter and a Joker 61. And then he came to the instruments he did not know, the ones that held no names or trademarks. The ones that were born from the acid-stretched mind of Eric Gherosimini.
He saw a sleek silver keyboard with wings, like a fighter jet awaiting takeoff. On the wings that curved back on either side of the player were dozens of rocker switches. Next to it stood a hulking black synthesizer five feet tall and about four feet wide. Above the blood-red keyboard were many banks of toggles, multi-colored cables plugged from one connection to another, knobs by the dozens and—ominously—a single broken wine glass sitting on a metal foil tray atop the brutish instrument’s ledge.
He saw an instrument shaped like a hand, with rows of gray circular buttons designed to be pressed or played or whatever by each finger. A one-handed symphony. He saw a thing that looked like a harp crossed with a washboard. He saw a five-note keyboard, three whites and two blacks, with a control console that resembled a peacock’s fan. Next to it was a red-painted upright acoustic piano with garishly-colored keys and desert plants and cacti bursting out of the open top. Was Gherosimini experimenting with organic sound-dampeners? Trying to create a naturalist sound using elements from nature?
“What’s this one?” Terry asked.
Gherosimini craned his neck to see. “Oh, that’s my planter,” he said.
And there…right there…only fifteen feet away, on the other side of the planter, she was standing white and pure on four shining aluminum legs.
Gherosimini crossed to the wall, opened a metal box and pulled a lever. They couldn’t hear the second generator kick into action, but they could feel its vibration in the floor. Green lights came on in a central command box. Lights of many colors, some steady and others pulsing like heartbeats, began to appear on the instruments. And there was a glorious hum of life.
“My brother,” Gherosimini said to Terry, “you can play anything you like. This is your home.”
Terry lowered his head.
Silently he wept tears of joy.
“Mr. Gherosimini?” Ariel was speaking from across the studio, where she’d wandered over to the typewriter to see, curious and writer-to-writer, what he was doing. “You have a new project?” She remembered the letter Terry had read. I’m working on something real, Gherosimini had told him.
“I do.” He walked to her side through the maze. He knew every taped-down cable on the floor, and every plug pushed into every multi-plug floor unit; he could walk through here in pitch dark and not be tripped up. “It’s something I’ve been writing for a while.”
Ariel didn’t want to look at what was typed on the paper, or what she’d glimpsed was typed and struck-out and retyped in the agony of creation on some of the other papers. She didn’t want to be influenced by anyone else’s lyrics, not with their song still unfinished. Mike had given his part, George had given his, Terry and Berke theirs. But not John. Not yet. And though she’d already added a line she felt it was going to fall to her to complete the song, to put it together from the different elements. To find a meaning in it, if a meaning was to be found. So far, in her nightly study of the words, nothing had come to her. Terry had tried to write a few more lines, but he’d ended up scratching them out. It seemed his part was done. Or was it? Berke was having nothing more to do with it, though she’d wished Ariel good luck.
Ariel thought John was afraid of the song. He didn’t want to talk about it. He didn’t want to even look at it. He had told her this morning that today, the 10th of August, was the seventeenth-year anniversary of the death of his father in Louisville, Kentucky. He’d said that he missed his father, and that Dean Charles had been a very good musician. Dean Charles had known how to play to a crowd. How to give them their money’s worth. Dean Charles had known his role as a musician, he’d told her. But, John had said, his father had never quite figured out how to be a very good person, at least not to the people who’d cared about him the most.
I am not my father, John had said to Ariel.
I know you’re not, she’d replied.
He’d said that someday he would tell her the whole story, and she’d said she would wait until he was ready to tell it.
But that song…John, who feared nothing, feared that song.
Yet he didn’t say throw it away. He didn’t say crumple the paper and burn it, or tear it into strips and leave it in a motel’s trashcan when they drove away.
No. Ariel understood he was giving it to her to finish.
But she had fear too, and her fear was that she might make a mistake, that she might mess it up in some way, that the meaning and purpose of it might be ruined because of a slip of the human hand, or an imperfection of the human mind. Nothing created by a human was perfect and nothing could be perfect. But what did the girl at the well want this song to say? What did she want it to be?
“It’s called Ground Zero.”
“What?” Ariel asked.
“That’s the title of my new project. My rock opera.” Gherosimini was standing beside her, and a few feet away Nomad stopped in his inspection of all this old junk to listen, and True walked over to hear, and Berke had been scowling at the presence of a drum machine in the effects rack but she too cocked an ear in the old hippie’s direction, and across the studio Terry had been about to touch the cool white beauty of Lady Frankenstein when he heard the words my rock
opera. He turned away from her, and walked nearer her creator so he might hear.
“It’s a work-in-progress,” Gherosimini said. “I’ve got some bits and pieces done. You want to hear them?”
“No,” Ariel said, and Terry almost hit the floor. But he understood when she added, “We’re working on something very important. I don’t think we should have anyone else’s lyrics and music in our heads right now. Thank you anyway.”
“Okay.” Gherosimini looked disappointed, but he shrugged. “I understand. You don’t want to muddy up the well.”
“Yes, that’s right,” she answered.
“Ground Zero,” said True. “It’s about Nine-Eleven?”
“Oh yeah, man. It’s about Nine-Eleven, and Nine-Ten, and Nine-Twelve, and Nine-Nine, and every day.”
“Every day?”
“Right. It’s about the war that goes on every day, Mr. Manager Man. Every hour, every minute. It’s about the quiet war. The one that doesn’t make headlines until something terrible happens, and people are left trying to make sense of why it happened. They’re left wondering how they thought they could’ve known the nice guy who lives down the street. The same guy who woke up one morning and took a gun over to the shopping mall. The student who barricades other kids in a classroom and opens up with an assault rifle. The decent woman who can’t stand the pressure anymore, and she hears voices in her head telling her to drown her children to give them a better life. That’s Ground Zero.”
“What’s Ground Zero?” Nomad asked.
“Human suffering,” said Gherosimini. “Ground Zero of the soul.”
Nomad glanced quickly at Ariel but her gaze was fixed on their host, who said to Terry, “Go ahead. Don’t be shy. You’re not the first one to find her, but you’re probably the youngest. She’ll appreciate a young touch.”
Terry didn’t move. He was still registering what Gherosimini had said about his rock opera.
True spoke up. “What war are you talking about?”
“The war.” Gherosimini stared at True for a few seconds. He wore a faint sad smile. “The spiritual war,” he said. “The war between the spirits, man. For the souls of people. For their minds and hearts. For their hands, because that’s what they really want. One to build, and one to destroy. Without human hands, they’re nothing. Don’t you get it?”
“You mean good versus evil, right?” Berke asked. “The cosmic wrestling match?”
“This one isn’t fixed. It isn’t predetermined. And okay, call it good versus evil. The light against the dark. The creation versus the destruction. I don’t know what it is…but I believe it is.”
Ordinarily Nomad would’ve thought the acid bomb was about to drop again, but now… after what they’d been through…especially that Connor Addison freak…
The angels are very disturbed with her, that trailer park nut had said.
It seemed to Nomad that the trailer park nut thought he was listening to a higher frequency than what was actually running through his comm line. He was picking up the low-down from Radio Stone Church, or from wherever the dark things on the other side of the glass sent out their bulletins to the branded.
As much as he hated hospitals, he thought he needed to check into one when they got back to Austin. He was going to have his head checked for brain tumors and even if they didn’t find anything he wanted to lie on one of those beds that move up and down and get plenty of sleeping pills and feel-good drugs and watch simple-minded television until all this was the hazy memory of a particularly bad dream.
“At Ground Zero,” Gherosimini said, speaking now to Ariel, “is where the war really happens. Everybody in the world suffers. Everybody knows some kind of pain, of disappointment or frustration. Because that’s the world. Things don’t go like you want them to. The richest man in the world and the most beautiful movie star…they know it. Nobody gets out without knowing it. And see, one side tries to winnow in, and drive a wedge to widen the crack that pain makes. Get in there, in the soul and the mind, and tell you you’re a failure, and everybody else is taking your share, and people are laughing at you behind your back because you’re a fucked-up old has-been with a heart full of regrets. Whatever they need to say, however they need to say it. And ohhhh yeah…they are real pros at what they do. But the other side wants to heal the crack. Not going to tell you there’s never going to be any more pain or disappointments, or unfairness, because that would be a lie. It’s a world of humans, so you’ve got to expect human failings. And that’s just how it is.”
“But,” Gherosimini continued, in a quieter voice, “the side that wants to heal the crack won’t do it for you. Maybe it’ll nudge you a little bit, or show you the first step on a path, but it’s not going to hold your hand and take you all the way. That’s your decision, and you’ve got to do that yourself. Why?” He turned his bright lights upon True and let the question hang.
“You tell me,” said True when Gherosimini’s silence went on.
“Because,” the genius of the 13th Floors said, “one side wants you to be weak and spread weakness around like a plague, and one side wants you to be strong and help other people find their own strength. But first you have to find it in yourself. That’s my opinion, Kemosabe.”
“Why should they even care?” Berke asked. Her voice sounded ragged. There was wildness in her eyes. “If these things are really out there, why should they even fucking care about us?”
“You’d have to ask them that question, sister. I doubt you’d get an answer. I never have. Maybe it’s a game, but that would only be our word for it. Maybe it’s a struggle of honor. Maybe it really does mean something, in the scheme of things. But I’ll tell you, I don’t think it’s for nothing. If I did…I wouldn’t be writing a rock opera about it, would I?”
Nomad looked at Ariel again, and this time she met his gaze.
“I need to ask you two,” said Gherosimini. “Have you been fighting? Like with the fists? And the eye and the nose got in the way? Yeah, one thing about being in a band never changes: the more passion, the more smashin’. But, you know, you need to feel the love.” He turned away and walked over the cables and between the keyboards to Terry. “Go on, man. What’re you waiting for? She needs some attention.” He pulled the swivel chair from his workbench and parked it in front of Lady Frankenstein, and Terry sat down.
The small red lights on the console burned steady, except for one at its center that slowly beat…beat…beat.
Terry began to play, just a testing of chords the way his grandmother had taught him.
Lady Frankenstein spoke. At first her voice was like one fresh from slumber, a little slurry, a little slow. She was, after all, up in her years. Her action was not the quickest. She had been in her prime long before the disco era, and now hers was the voice of a woman who had lived fully and freely with her long hair wild in the hot sparkle of the lights, her eyes glittering with expectations and opportunities, yet now she was graying and a little somber, and she wore a scarf of black velvet around her neck because she didn’t really like the way her neck was evolving, darling, and she thought she would sit over there away from the lights and tonight—one night only—just be content to watch the dancers pass.
As Terry played first a variety of chords to get the feeling of the keys and then went into his self-written song ‘Under My Window’, about a young man who watches a beautiful girl go past everyday but can’t find the courage to speak to her, he noted the red light at the center of Lady Frankenstein’s console had begun to beat faster. And faster still.
What Eric Gherosimini had said was the truth. She did appreciate a young touch.
Her voice—feminine, warm and knowing—flowed from two external speakers, one on each side of her. It was like someone singing, a cool clear tone, but then he could hear a voice beneath a voice. Suddenly there were multiple voices, and he realized it was how much pressure he put on the keys. Soft, a single voice; harder, harmonic doublings and triplings. Lady Frankenstein was not just one woman; she was a female universe.
And then the most amazing thing. Eric Gherosimini came forward and stood at Terry’s side and began to play right-handed along with him, and the voice was different—darker, maybe a little more rude—under his fingers, and Terry thought there might be heat-sensors in the keys themselves, something that transferred personal energy into the circuits and created the mood ring effect he’d heard about, that Lady Frankenstein’s voice—many voices—changed according to the emotional state of her player.
He wanted to stop playing and ask Gherosimini how this could be. He wanted to know if within Lady Frankenstein’s rapidly-beating heart there was a thermoacoustic element that translated human heat into sound. He wanted to know how her circuits were laid out, and he wanted to see for himself the intricate bundles of wiring that veined her together.
But no.
No, really, he did not.
Because she was what he knew to be the reason something had been awakened in them all, as children. Something they had heard and kept that other children had not. Something they still had, hidden away in a place of safety.
She was magic.
Listening to the music, hearing the voices of an angelic choir with a few bad girls among the bunch, True grunted and said, “Just when you think there’s nothing new in this old world.”
Ariel turned her head, as if to catch those words in her ears before they evaporated for all eternity. “What’d you say?”
“I said just when you think there’s nothing new.”
“No,” she told him. “That’s not all of it.”
He had no idea what she was talking about. He was rewinding his memory when Stereo dropped the chewie and started barking furiously toward the front of the house. The dog jumped over cables and multi-plug boxes like a champ and ran through the open door, still barking his lungs out.
Terry and Gherosimini kept playing, and Lady Frankenstein kept singing in a dozen swirling harmonies.
“What’s wrong with your dog?” True asked. “Doesn’t like music?”
“He loves music.” Gherosimini’s eyes were heavy-lidded, drugged by the voices. “Got great ears. But he doesn’t like cars.”
“Oh,” said True, and then it hit him.
“Neighbor drove by,” Gherosimini said. “Maybe Wally on his ’cycle. Stereo hates it.”
But he was speaking to empty space, because True had already moved and was on his way out of the studio. True looked to neither left nor right. He was unzipping his leather bag and putting his hand on the .38’s grip as he reached the front door, where Stereo was raising canine hell in an effort to get out. That had likely been how Gherosimini had heard their arrival. True went to the window, pulled aside the bamboo blinds and saw nothing but brown waves of dust floating in the air.
He eased the safety off his pistol and cracked the door open. Stereo wasn’t in a mood for caution; he pushed out like a barking battering-ram. Then True walked onto the shaded porch and looked for the car that wasn’t there.
Only dust, and Stereo in the middle of the road, legs splayed, barker aimed toward the south.
The two generators created a continuous thunder. It echoed off the rocks. True looked to his right at the pair of trailers. The dust didn’t go that far. He might be a little nearsighted, but he could see a VW van parked in front of one trailer. Alongside the other was an ugly old hulk that looked like an AMC Gremlin, up on four blocks. A friend of his had owned one of those in college. A death-trap, True had called it when parts fell out of the engine one day as it was being driven. Parked beyond the Gremlin was a motorcycle.
He turned his face toward the south. Stereo had stopped barking and was sniffing at something that scuttled from one rock to another.
Stereo was used to the muffled noise of the generators inside the house, True thought. But only a dog with great ears could detect the sound frequencies of a car or motorcycle through the acoustic tiles.
A car had pulled up in front of the house and then backed away. Probably had turned around on the other side of the snakespine curve. Its driver had surely noted the end of the road where the trailers sat.
True rechecked his cell. No bars, no service in this box canyon.
“What’s the problem?” Nomad peered out through the door. He had to talk loud.
“Do me a favor. See if you can get a signal on your phone.”
Nomad tried it. “Nope,” he reported. He saw a shadow pass over True’s eyes. His heart gave a kick. “What is it?”
“Listen,” True said. “We probably need to leave here. Right now.”
“You’re starting to freak me out, man.”
“My job is to keep you alive. If I need to freak you out to do that, I will.”
“I thought your job numero uno was to catch Jeremy Pett alive and put him in a psych ward.”
True watched the curve. Dust was still floating up from the road. Wasn’t there a song called ‘Dead Man’s Curve’? He wished he hadn’t remembered that. He made a move for the door, Nomad retreated to let him pass, and as True walked back to the studio where a chorus of ladies still sang he zipped his bag up.
“Guys,” he said, “we’d better hit the road.”
“Oh, man!” Terry cried out. He stopped playing and Gherosimini stopped and Lady Frankenstein stood silent but her red heart was still pumping hard. “We can’t go now!”
“What’s wrong?” Ariel asked, getting the distinct feeling from both True and John that all was not right in Blue Chalk.
“We need to hit the road,” True repeated. “Yes. Now.”
“Man, come on!” Gherosimini approached him. “You need to stay for dinner. I make a mean pot of chili and I’ve got some fabuloso magic mushrooms to share.”
“We can’t stay for dinner, thank you. Terry, let’s go.”
“Please, True!” Terry had swivelled his chair around, unwilling to leave it. “One hour! Please!”
Berke said tersely, “Shit’s hit the fan. Am I right?”
True looked at the faces that watched him. They were waiting for an answer. He worked his hand on the leather bag, feeling the reassuring shape of the gun. Not much use against a rifle at long range, though. But they couldn’t stay here. Not forever. Maybe it had been somebody lost, just driving. Yeah, right! But it might have been. Everybody believed Jeremy Pett was in Mexico. So why did he think that Jeremy Pett was sitting in his car on the other side of that snakespine curve? His car? The white car that had gone past the turnoff? Then what had happened to Pett’s dark blue pickup truck?
“Cool it, Mr. Manager Man,” Gherosimini urged. “Give Terry his hour. Anyway, if you don’t like mushies I want you to try some kickin’ ganja I got last time I was in Jamaica.”
“Jamaica?” Nomad asked incredulously. “You?”
“Yeah, me.” An expression of understanding spread across the old acid-head’s face. He gave a wide grin. “Oh, man! Did you think I was…like…destitute or something? Far out! Listen, back in the ’80s I sold a few of my ideas to Roland and they built some keyboards around them. My accountant says I’m worth more than the Six Million Dollar Man. I’ve never let any of my bandmates know. They’re good guys, but some of ’em are slackers and they’d be on me for money. I take Stereo to Jamaica every year for a couple of months. Love the ocean. Deep-sea fishing, rum, good smokes, all that. Next year I’m having a contractor come out and remodel the place while we’re gone. Converting to solar power. Terry, you play any Roland gear?”
“I’ve got a JV80.”
“I’m in that,” said Gherosimini. “Like I told you, it’s all good.”
True looked down at the floor, at his black wingtips.
He didn’t know what to tell his band. He hoped his mouth would figure it out when he started speaking, because his brain was only doing a half-ass job.
“Berke,” he said, “we’re good here for a while. You know me. I just get a little anxious when we’re not moving.” He directed a quick glance at Ariel, who also knew him. Then he looked at Terry.
“How about thirty minutes?”
Terry thought about it. He cast an eye over the beautiful keyboards that most people in the world never knew existed. So many to play, and so little time.
“I can live with that,” he decided.
“Good. That’s very good.” True nodded, and again he touched the shape of the .38 in his leather bag. It wasn’t much use against a rifle at long range, but it was all he had. A thought came to him. “Ever do any hunting?” he asked Gherosimini. If he was a fisherman, he might be a—
“Hate guns,” Gherosimini answered. “Worse than Stereo hates cars.”
“Okay. Just curious.” True smiled at Ariel. “I’m going to go for a walk. Not far. You know I get a little anxious.”
Then he turned away from his band, and he walked toward the front door and the road that led south.
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He had dust on his wingtips. It was puffing up with every stride. Small stones grated underfoot. Then he caught sight of a second shadow on the ground, coming up behind him, rapidly closing the distance.
When the shadow got in step with True’s, Nomad said, “Are you fucking crazy?”
True’s gun was out, held in the right hand down at his side. He kept walking briskly toward the snakespine curve, the sun hot on the right side of his face, his back and his shoulder. Nomad kept up.
“You probably need to go back,” True said.
“You think he’s out there? You think he followed us and he’s sitting out there waiting? If that’s so, what good is it going to do to let him see you? You think you’re going to walk right up to him, ask him to surrender to the FBI, and then it’s hero time? Oh, yeah! Make me laugh, man. He’ll blow your fucking head off before you can—”
True abruptly stopped and turned on him. “I’ve told you to stop that cursing,” he said, his eyes intense. “You don’t need that to communicate. It’s low, and you are not low. Get yourself out of the gutter, how about it?”
They stared at each other for a few seconds, mano-a-mano.
Then True started walking south again, and Nomad lost a step but caught up.
“How’s it going to help us if you get shot?” was the next question. “If you get killed, what are we supposed to do?”
“I’m just going to take a look. Very cautiously. I’m going to turkey-peek around that curve.”
“Okay, fine, but if he sees you before you see him—and from what you say about him, that’s what’s going to happen—he’ll put you down, reload and come after us. He might not know your face, but he’ll know you’re with the band. Gun in your hand…he’ll figure it out. Maybe he followed us from the club last night and he parked close enough to watch the motel. Maybe he saw the Yukon leave, and he’s figured that out too. Or maybe—maybe—he’s not sitting out there at all. But I wouldn’t want to walk around that curve and find out, because those fu…those bullets can run a lot faster than me.”
True kept going. Nomad said urgently, “How about asking Gherosimini to drive his truck out and scout for us? If he sees anybody waiting, he can get to a phone. Call for help.”
“If Pett’s there, he’s going to figure he has us in a prime position. I don’t think he’ll let anyone through. Would you like to be responsible for that man’s death?”
“The way this is heading, we won’t live much longer to be responsible for anything. Anyfuckingthing,” Nomad said, with gritty emphasis.
“This was a big mistake,” said True. “Coming here. A big, big mistake.”
“You want to tell that to Terry? Hold it.” Nomad caught at True’s white polo shirt and stopped his progress. The sun was fierce. Sweat sparkled on True’s forehead and Nomad felt it on his neck and the back of his Army-green T-shirt. “Don’t go any further. I’m asking you. Please will you not go any further?”
“John, I have to do my job.”
“Your job, Mr. Manager Man, is to get us through.” Nomad got his face right up into True’s. “Whatever it is. Keeping the van going, finding a place to sleep, a place for us to wash our clothes. Making sure nobody gets food poisoning, or if they have to see a doctor on the road you work that out too. Doing the best you can with a fucked-up sound system, or club owners who just don’t give a shit. You tell us we did really well when we all know we sucked, but we’ll do it better the next time. You get us through, man. The day-to-day grind. That’s your job. Because you signed on here as much a manager as you did an FBI gun.”
True wore a pained expression. He kept his eyes down. “John—”
“I’m not finished,” Nomad asserted. “Maybe your gung-ho hero boy is around that curve. Maybe he’s not. I hope to God he’s not. You want to save him because he’s sacrificed himself for a cause, because he’s seen the hard battles that took so much out of him. Something you say we’ve never done. Are you sure we haven’t? Are you sure we’ve never fought for a cause worth dying for?”
“And what would that be? To make music?”
Nomad shook his head. “To be heard,” he said.
They stood together without speaking, their shadows on the earth, the snakespine curve on one side and on the other rocks that echoed the thunder of a storm about to break.
“Get us through,” Nomad told him.
True looked toward the curve. Maybe Pett wasn’t there. If he was…
“I’ll try,” True said. “But if he’s set up with his rifle and he’s ready, he can kill somebody today. Maybe more than one. Even with the tinted glass. We can’t get a lot of speed out of that van, not with the trailer on it. Not much more speed even with it unhooked. He might go for the driver first, or for the tires. Do you hear what I’m saying?”
“I hear.”
“Will you tell the others that, or do you want me to?”
“We don’t want Gherosimini involved. He’ll think he has to do something to help, and he’ll either get himself killed or slow us down. I’m planning on driving as fast as I can out of here. Everybody else needs to get small, as much as they can. That’s not much of a plan, but it’s all I’ve got.”
“Okay.”
“Okay,” True said. He retreated from the curve, regarding it with a watchful eye, and Nomad did the same. Then at a distance they turned around and walked back to the house, the black wingtips and the black Chucks stirring up dust in equal measures.
When they got to the studio, Terry was playing Procul Harum’s ‘A Whiter Shade Of Pale’ on the Vox Continental, and Nomad thought that beautiful song had never sounded so amazing. It brought tears to his eyes, watching Terry put his soul into it. Gherosimini was standing a few paces away, eyes closed, feeling the love.
< >
True beckoned Berke and Ariel over to him, and he began talking to them in a very quiet and serious voice.
After it was done, Nomad saw Ariel nod. She lifted her chin up like a fighter, daring fate. Berke walked away a few feet and put one hand against the wall; she stayed like that for a minute, her face downcast, and then Ariel put an arm around her shoulders and Berke nodded too.
< >
Terry kept playing. Nomad saw True check his wristwatch. Thirty minutes had gone past. True bent down, because one of his shoes must’ve come untied. Then the other’s laces needed some attention too.
Terry finished the song, one of the greatest ever written for the keyboard. He blinked, as if emerging from shadow into sun. He looked around at True and asked if it was time to go, and True said it was, but first he needed to speak to him in the front room. They left the studio, and Gherosimini turned off the central switch, and all the voices went back to sleep.
Outside, as Stereo eyed the Scumbucket and readied himself for the hated sound of the engine, they wished Gherosimini well. Ariel told him she hoped he finished Ground Zero, and he said again that it was a work-in-progress. He asked them if they wanted any smokes for the road, and True had never been so tempted in his life but he said no thanks. They got into the van: True behind the wheel, Terry in the passenger seat, Ariel behind him and Nomad on the other side, with Berke in the back. Nobody spoke about the arrangement; it just happened. They would go out the same way they came in.
The engine fired, Stereo barked, Gherosimini waved, and True drove ahead to a place where he could back the trailer up and turn them around. Stereo kept barking and Gherosimini waved again—no, a salute this time—as they passed by. The dust welled up. Gherosimini and his dog were lost from view. True put his gun in his lap. He said, “All this may be for nothing. He may not be there, okay? But when I come out of that curve, I’m going to have my foot to the floor.” He was already gaining speed. The trailer groaned. “I want everybody small. Down on the floorboard. Tuck your elbows in and get your knees up. Hell, get your heads up your butts if you can.”
“Kinky,” said Berke, but her voice trembled.
“Thank you,” Terry said, as they entered the curve.
“For what?” True asked. The engine was roaring, as much as it could. The Scumbucket vibrated and the trailer slewed.
“For giving me time,” came the answer.
True was fighting the wheel. The trailer pulled at the van and wanted to go sideslipping off into the rocks, but he held it on the edge.
< >
They came out of the curve.
Jeremy Pett was not there.
Ariel started to lift her head. True said sharply, “Everybody stay down!” The Scumbucket’s speedometer needle gave up the ghost and started flipping back and forth across the numbers like a runaway metronome. Banners of dust flew back beneath the wheels. They went into another curve and then up a rise from the bottom of a gully. Loose rocks clattered against the Scumbucket’s sides. True kept the speed up, as something in the engine began to emit a high-pitched whine.
They crossed the rough divide between dirt road and cracked asphalt, a jolt that made the van shudder and the trailer wag like Stereo’s tail. Then they were coming around a sharp bend, and True didn’t know if he could hold the van on it at this speed, so he tapped the brake just a fraction, just enough to keep them from flying off into the rocks, and as they whipped around the bend there was the abandoned gas station with its antique pumps and parked at an angle blocking the road in front of it a white car.
A Honda, True thought as he clenched his teeth, determined in the next onrushing second to jerk the wheel to the left and get by that car even if he scraped both vehicles down to the smoking metal.
Bastard stole himself an Accord.
A bullet came through the windshield.
It made a hollow pop as it pierced the glass, and a second pop as it continued through Nomad’s window. With that, True realized Pett was on the right, maybe among the remains of the houses. He heard the front right tire blow, and then the Scumbucket pitched down on that side like a lamed horse and True lost control of the wheel.
They ran up over shale and rubble and crashed into the gas pumps, which sheared away in red whirlwinds of rust. Something metal caught up under the van’s belly and seized it, and the engine screamed like a voice in agony. Another bullet shattered Terry’s window and sent fragments of glass flying over him at True. The Scumbucket dragged itself to a halt, throwing sparks from beneath.
“Stay down! Stay down!” True shouted. He thrust his arm over Terry’s glass-cut scalp and fired two shots at the ruins and the rocks, just to let the sergeant know he was packing. But exactly where the sergeant was, he couldn’t tell, and he thought that by the time his eyes found Jeremy Pett he would be dead.
Berke, the tough girl, was gasping for breath. Nomad called out, “Berke? You okay?” but she didn’t answer. A bullet came through Ariel’s window, making a neat round hole.
True feared Pett was going to pick them to pieces. He felt blood trickling from a glass cut over his right eye. They had to get out of here. Get inside the building. Most of the front of it was wide open to the world. The interior was shadowy, but he could make out a tangle of stone rubble and collapsed roof beams. Make Pett come to him, so he could use the .38 at close range.
Some plan, he thought. And the idea of taking Pett alive, and getting him help…
“Listen up!” he shouted. “We’re going to—”
He paused as a streak of heat zipped past his mouth and put a hole through his window that spread out a spider’s web of silver cracks. He heard the whine of the ricochet off the building’s stones. He slid down in his seat.
“We’re going to get inside there!” he continued. They had a distance of about fourteen feet from the van to the building. “I’ll get out first and cover you! Everybody’s going to have to slide through my door! Fast as you can!” The other option was for them to go out the door on the right side, which would put them directly in Pett’s sights. “Wait for me to tell you to move! Got it?” He burned a few seconds getting his nerves in order, and then his next-best plan went up in smoke because he couldn’t get the driver’s door open. The handle had no tension; the cable was broken. A knifeblade of panic twisted in him. This was the moment every man responsible for human life dreaded. He had to do something, and do it fast.
“John! Watch your eyes!” True put two more bullet holes through the large window on Nomad’s side, and then Nomad got the idea and used both feet to kick the rest of the tinted glass out. True slid down again, opened his bag for more ammo and reloaded four chambers. He had another box of bullets, so he was okay there. “Terry, you stay where you are! I’m shooting over your head! Everybody else out! Go!”
As they scrambled out as best they could, True got off five shots. Pett would know what kind of pistol he had, from the sound. It wasn’t going to put the fear in him, but it might keep his head down. Might.
True reloaded. He heard Pett’s rifle fire, but where the slug went he didn’t know. Shooting into the building, maybe. Shooting at the Band That Will Not Die. This time, they might.
“Terry! You okay, buddy?”
“Yeah. I think.” His voice was shaking. “I’m cut up a little bit.”
“Me too. I want you to crawl between the seats and get out. I’ll cover you. Ready?”
“Yeah.”
“Go!”
Terry crawled back and pushed himself through the window. True began firing through the passenger side, three shots at a ghost. Terry tumbled to the ground like a laundry bag. As he stood up to run for shelter, he was hit in the upper back on the right side and he gave a cry, almost of nothing more urgent than surprise, as he went down.
< >
He is where he needs to be. He is where he has been coming to. He has arrived, and today will belong to him. Gunny is with him in the rocks, close by his shoulder. His rifle is warm and it smells good. He is very glad that their van didn’t hit his car, because he needs it to get to Mexico. His journey will begin after this is ended. Like they say…today is the first day of the rest of your life.
It has been a challenging hunt. Tracking them from city to city, driving past the clubs, marking where they stay, and being very careful not to let those men in the Yukons get a good look at him. He has not been trained for nothing. He knows his business, and he is a prince of his profession. A hero. The Bronze Star says so, and so does Mr. Salazar.
Gunny thinks very highly of him too.
Jeremy wears his Triple-T Truck Stop ball cap. He has taken his sunglasses off, the better to acquire his targets through the scope. The sunglasses had belonged to Grandmother America. They didn’t look like an old lady’s sunglasses, they were pretty cool. In the Accord’s locked glovebox he’d found a hundred and sixty dollars in a bank withdrawal envelope. Why did they call it a ‘glovebox’? Just wondering; it had been on his mind during the long drive from Tucson to San Diego. Gunny had occupied the backseat on part of that drive, but he had no opinion.
Now, Jeremy sees that they’ve gotten out of the van into that building. He feels a pressure here, because even though this place is a perfect shooting gallery—except for that van being in the way—somebody may come along at any minute and that would not be pretty. So he does feel a pressure. He felt that same pressure when he saw the van and the trailer go off the highway and he figured he’d better drive on a distance since the van was just sitting there, he didn’t want to spook them, but then the next chance to turn around had been fifteen fucking miles west because a trooper got behind him and to cross the sandy median would have made him visible.
So here they are. He has just shifted his position a dozen yards, and it paid off because the different angle gave him a clear shot at the guy with the skinned head. He thinks that was a good shot, right through a lung. He’s waiting for the man with the .38 pistol to get out. Okay… okay…here he comes, out the window the others shimmied through. And now he’s leaning over trying to help the guy on the ground. The pistol in his right hand. Little piece of shit.
Jeremy sights and fires, just to let that man know what he thinks of the pistol, and he sees the man’s right elbow explode and the pistol drop from the shot-stunned fingers.
Bite that, motherfucker, Jeremy thinks.
Oh, here comes the long-hair. The lead singer. Running out of the building. Jeremy wants to know if that dude, that fucking Nomad, thinks he’s walking on a street under a burning sun. If he thinks that his blood is red, white, and blue.
“Hope they bury you where the grass is green,” Jeremy says to the image in his scope. His finger is on the trigger.
Nomad has emerged from the building to help the man with the shattered elbow, whose arm is out of the action, Jackson. Now they both try to help the skinhead. Terry, that’s his name. Spitzenfucken or something. Terry is up on his knees. They are trying to get him on his feet. Now, look at this: here comes the hippie chick to help, and the drummer girl stands at the edge of sun and shadow for a few seconds and then she comes out too, and Jeremy can hear their voices drifting toward him, telling each other to hurry.
He has a shot right on Nomad’s head. Right between the eyes.
Gunny tells him to hit the hippie first. Gunny has gotten very troubled about that girl, though he won’t say exactly why. He says hit her now, stupid!
Jeremy has a shot, but he hesitates.
Say what you will, those people are not Blue Falcons.
They’ve almost gotten Terry standing.
Jeremy shifts his aim and sends another bullet into Terry’s back, and as Terry falls on his belly again and the others are frozen in shock Jeremy resights on the hippie chick’s head but the drummer girl has her by the arm and is dragging her toward the building, and—shit, that bitch must be strong, because she’s picking the hippie up and running with her the last few feet.
Then Nomad gets his head under the man’s broken arm and drags his ass into the building too, and Jeremy fires twice more into the shadows that have covered them.
It is time to reload.
Gunny asks what he thinks he’s doing. Gunny sometimes doesn’t seem to understand who is in charge here. Gunny doesn’t appreciate patience or understand that you can respect the bad guys, no matter how bad they are. Jeremy knows he would have been an outstanding gunnery sergeant, if they’d given him the chance. He would have been an example for the men. Of how you fight back from adversity. How you never say die.
Only they didn’t want him, did they?
No, Gunny is quick to remind him. They did not. He tells Jeremy to get his mind back on his business, and that he is going to have to go down there and finish the job with the .45 that is tucked in his jeans. And he is going to have to go down like right now, because this is what you call a Mexican standoff, except for the fact that Jeremy has two guns and the man who had one gun now has a broken arm and is bleeding torrents, so move before somebody comes along that road.
Jeremy wants to know what’s so special about that hippie chick. She’s a fucking girl, and maybe she’s a liar and dark-spirited, but why is she so special?
Gunny tells him that it’s over his head, that he’s on a mission he needs to finish before he can start his new life in Mexico. That he just needs to go down there and kill her, and then he can leave the rest of them to rot, as far as he cares.
But why? Jeremy wants to know. What’s the big deal about her?
Gunny seems a little agitated. A little pissed, really. He looks like he wants to spit blood and fire.
It’s about the war, he says.
Yeah, Jeremy knows that already. It’s about that lying video. About the lies that say we went over there and killed children. Just shot them right out of their shoes. Shot them knowing it was murder. And then came back over here and didn’t tell a single solitary soul, because we were good guys, loyal and patriotic, and that’s not something you can talk about, not even to your buddy who does nothing but offer you an empty smile from his wheelchair at the Veteran’s Hospital in Temple.
Nice day for a white wedding.
Yes it is, he thinks.
Jeremy stands up like a soldier. He begins walking through the rocks toward the road, and the building beyond. He is hot and thirsty and ready to finish his mission. With two more strides he goes crash into the first moment of the rest of his life and he walked to the white car. He held the rifle at the ready, and his other hand went under his shirt to touch the automatic pistol. He could feel Gunny, walking at his side. He passed the skinhead, lying on his belly alongside the crumpled van. Where was the pistol? It had fallen somewhere around here.
One of the others must’ve picked it up. He drew his .45 and, holding it ready before him, he eased toward the building, step after step. Gunny was beside him, and Gunny began to chatter about killing the girl like an excited kid on his way to a carnival.
< >
Terry heard music. It was himself, playing ‘A Whiter Shade Of Pale’ on the Vox Continental. He was hurting. He was fading in and out, like a broken speaker. His wires were severely damaged. But oh, that music he could hear. He knew he was dying, but if he could hear music to the very last…then what was death, but an all-access pass to a bigger stage?
But this thing underneath him, whatever it was, hurt like fucking hell.
It was underneath his left side, pressing into his ribs.
He slowly shifted his body. His breathing gurgled like the pipes in a motel he remembered. He felt under himself to move that hard pain so he could listen to the music in peace, and his hand fell upon something metal. His fingers made out what it was: True’s pistol.
He was aware of someone moving past him. Walking toward the building where his friends had gone. It was a man wearing a ball cap. It took Terry a few seconds to focus because his Lennon specs were gone and everything was blurry and turning red, but he could make out that the man was carrying a rifle and a handgun.
Terry thought he didn’t have a whole lot of time or a whole lot of strength left. But maybe he was where he needed to be, when he needed to be there. He put his hand on the grip and found the trigger.
He sucked in his breath and rolled over to bring the gun up, and as the man caught the movement and started to turn Terry squeezed the trigger just as he used to do on the firing range in Oklahoma City. The bullet went in low on the left side, a few inches away from the spine, and when he felt the jagged ripping pain Jeremy knew he was in deep shit, because it had been a killing shot. He staggered, and he heard Gunny give a sigh of exasperation, as if this was the stupidest thing that could ever have happened in the world, but Jeremy thought Gunny had been too busy crowing about killing that girl to be watching his back.
Terry tried to pull the trigger again, but his finger and hand would not obey. His arm gave it up too. The pistol fell to the ground. Jeremy walked to him, more angry at Gunny than anything else. He thrust the .45 out at Terry’s face, about to blow the head apart, and then he saw Terry faintly smile and Terry’s eyes glaze over as he died.
Fucker looked like he was hearing something that could not be heard.
Gunny told him to get in there and finish it, because now he knew where the gun was. Kill the girl, Gunny said. Okay, kill them all, but kill the girl first.
Jeremy nodded. He could feel the blood running out of him. His shirt was wet back there. Maybe a nicked artery. Sonofabitch. Fucking amateur had gotten off a pro shot. He wanted to laugh, but he feared he might start crying, and that was not how he wanted to go out. Besides, he did have the mission to finish. But he wasn’t getting to Mexico in this lifetime. Neither in this lifetime would he be working for the federales, or have a house on the beach, or find a new career as a hit man, or be much of anything in a very short while.
He did cry, just a few tears. He was crying when he walked to the edge of sun and shadow, and he saw them in there because they had nowhere else to go. Most of the roof had fallen in and the timbers and rubble blocked the way to the windows at the rear. The man with the shattered elbow was lying with his back against the stones, his face bleached by pain, a glass cut bleeding over his right eye, one arm supporting the shattered elbow. His polo shirt used to be white. The drummer girl was beside him, her eyes fixed upon Jeremy with terror. In her hand was a rock, like she was about to throw it. He said, “Don’t do that.” His voice sounded distant.
Nomad shifted his position. He was standing where he’d been desperately trying to dig through the debris to one of the windows, but it was hopeless. His right ankle had twisted as he’d tried to support Terry, and had twisted more severely when he’d helped True. Beside him was Ariel, her hands scraped and dirty from working at the same mound of rubble.
Jeremy sighed. He decided he would not finish them with the pistol after all. They were not Blue Falcons, and so he would take them out with respect. The pistol was so ugly, but the rifle was a work of art. He pushed the .45 into his jeans, and touched the wound at his back. His hand came back looking like a crimson glove. He chambered a round and saw with disgust that he was getting blood all over his weapon.
On the ground, True said hoarsely, “Jeremy. Sergeant Pett. No.”
< >
Kill the girl first, Gunny instructed, as if Jeremy had forgotten already.
Ariel had realized two things: Jeremy Pett was probably bleeding to death from the wound Terry had delivered, and he was going to kill them all.
Those were the facts. Another fact was: she knew what had brought him here.
Though her knees trembled and she peed a little bit in her panties, Ariel stepped forward.
“You want me,” she said.
Because it was the truth, and it was the only way.
“Ariel!” Nomad reached for her and limped after her but she didn’t even look at him. When he grasped her shoulder and tried to turn her to face him, she pushed him back.
“Yes, you do,” she told Jeremy. Her voice was calmer, now that she’d decided. She could look him right in the eyes and accept it. “I am what you want to kill. You and whatever’s with you.”
“Shit,” he said, amazed. “That’s Gunny. Can you see him?”
Ariel said. “I’ll go with you, out of here. If you kill me, would you let my friends live?”
A
trick, Gunny said with a wary sneer. Kill her where she stands.
But Jeremy, who felt his time streaming from him, frowned and said, “Maybe.”
“No way! No way!” Berke’s face was streaked with tears. She stood up, still gripping her rock.
It had occurred to Ariel that if she could get him far enough away from the others, even if he killed her—when he killed her—he might not be able to get back.
“I’m ready,” Ariel told Jeremy. Her voice threatened to crack; she wouldn’t allow it. “The thing that’s with you wants me dead. So if you need to do that, I’m ready. I’m just asking you… please, to let my friends live.”
A
trick, Gunny repeated.
< >
Nomad picked up a board with nails sticking out of it. His face was gray and bits of glass were caught in his hair. He tensed, about to lunge forward as fast as he could—if he could—and start swinging. Ariel saw Jeremy’s bleary eyes fix on him, and she said quietly, “John, don’t.”
She came closer to Jeremy Pett. She came right up next to him. She looked into his face without fear, and she said the three hardest words she’d ever spoken in her life.
“Walk with me.”
She reached out to take his bloody hand, and to guide him away from her family.
Jeremy stepped back.
Something is wrong here, he thought.
Something was all mixed up. The good and the bad and the weak and the strong, all mixed up. It seemed to him that she should be sobbing and begging for her life. He had the rifle. She had nothing. He didn’t understand this; it went against all his training, that a weak unarmed enemy could look at a rifle and see their death in it, and not fall terrified before it. And she was weak. She was a weak, dark-spirited…
…liar?
He felt like he was about to pass out. It was close on him, this oncoming darkness. He could feel himself not only bleeding, but filling up with blood on the inside. He was a bladder, and something was about to burst.
I did kill a child, he thought. I did. I committed murder. I did.
It had eaten at him for so long. It had chewed and chewed at him, down in the belly of the beast. It had misshapen him, and warped time into a long midnight that never moved. It had driven itself into his bones, and made a nest in his heart.
It was pecking at him, even now. It never stopped.
Peck.
Peck.
Peck.
God had punished him for that murder. He was certain of it. Call it fate, if you wanted to, but it was God who made him pay. But Jeremy thought, as the world began to slowly turn around him and the taste of blood was thick in his mouth, that if only…if only he’d been able to tell someone about it. To tell Karen, and ask her to pray for him, but the accident took her away before he could. To tell his father, and get a kind hand on the shoulder, but it would only be another fist. To tell any of the officers, or the men, or any of the doctors at the hospital where he hoped one Wednesday somebody would ask him how he was doing. To have someone…anyone…listen, and say what he needed to hear most in this world. But, as the Christian In Action had said, our meeting never happened.
And now, in a place where it was the least expected, the person he’d least expected to help him with this burden was listening. Of all people, it was the hippie chick. She was standing before him, unafraid of his rifle, and he could tell she’d made up her mind to die for the others, and what more could you say about a person?
< >
I murdered a child.” Jeremy said to Ariel. “In Iraq.” The words came out with thorns on them. They were tough to dislodge. “I’m not a good guy. But the others…the soldiers…they weren’t all like me. You were wrong to say those things. We didn’t go over there to kill children. We went to do our job. They weren’t all like me.” His voice shattered, and fresh tears began to course down his face. “Do you hear?”
She felt what he wanted. His eyes were frightened, and he was starting to waver on his feet. She focused on this moment, this moment alone, and with an effort that redefined the limits of her willpower she put aside her grief at the things this man had done.
She knew. And she knew that whatever was with him in this place, whatever had brought him on his long journey, whatever it had promised him, whatever it had proclaimed, it could not give him what she was about to offer. It was so simple, yet so important that the lack of it could crush a soul.
“I
hear you,” she said.
Oh my God, Jeremy thought. Oh Jesus…I have killed innocent people. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
Maybe this band had been harsh in their interview with Felix Gogo. Maybe they’d been wrong in their judgement of his fellow soldiers…but how did the video itself lie? How was it not an accurate depiction of the choices that a soldier had to make, and no matter how tough you were trained you only had seconds to decide matters of life and death? How was it not the truth, showing the darkness that can swirl down in an instant and peck you to pieces?
I am the liar, he thought. Me.
And Gunny.
Gunny’s a liar, too.
There is no need to kill anyone else today, he thought. This battle is over.
< >
Jeremy felt his face begin to come apart. A knot rose, writhing, on his forehead. He reached up and pushed it down. His right eye began to sag from its socket. He took his fingers and put it back in its place. His mouth opened, wider and wider, and his jaw began to unhinge, but he pushed his jaw up with one firm hand and his mouth closed and the little ripplings and tremors that moved across the plains of flesh and bone ceased to be.
< >
He shivered. He lowered his rifle, and when he did a small figure stepped out from behind Ariel Collier, and held onto the edge of her dirty blouse with one hand, and from the shadowed face the voice of a little boy said, Daddy? You can come home now.
Gunny screamed in Jeremy’s ear that this thing lied.
Screamed that it was not what he thought. Screamed that it was a trick, that he should not—could not—let his eyes fuck up his brain. Screamed You have a mission, you dumb
fuckstick.
But for a brief moment, as Gunny shrieked and babbled in first one ear and then the other, Jeremy Pett was allowed to see beyond the glass.
They were not alone in this ruined place.
There were other figures, at the edge of sun and shadow. They stood amid the rubble, behind Ariel Collier, John Charles, Berke Bonnevey and Truitt Allen. They stood silently, only watching. But Jeremy heard Gunny give a cry that began with bitterness and ended with ache. Jeremy looked from the hippie chick to the long hair to the drummer girl and then to the man on the ground. He looked at the small figure, whose eyes held centers of light that made Jeremy think of candles.
“Please forgive me,” he said to all of them, to every listening ear. He backed away. He dropped his rifle.
He walked a distance, to get his bearings, and then he began to slowly and painfully climb a small rise of shale and stones that stood behind the building. Halfway up he took the .45 from his jeans and dropped that too, and then at the top of the rise he faced a huge expanse of open desert, brown-dusted and white-streaked under the hot blue sky.
He went on.
He was sure the Elysian Fields lay in the direction he was travelling. He wouldn’t get there today, though. It would be a long, hard journey to—
He fell. He felt no weight on him, but he had the impression of hearing wings and the dry rattle of claws, and the sensation of something gripping his back and chewing at his neck. He tried to get up and could not. Tried again, but failed. He felt scrabblings at his flesh, and the noise of huge wings thrashing the air just behind his head.
Maybe on one side ten thousand times ten thousand screamed and capered, and on the other side ten thousand times ten thousand shouted and cheered for the man in the arena, the bloodied man, the man forsaken and cast aside, betrayed, yet the warrior spirit never broken.
It all came down to sharp edges, the wings of a crow, black origami.
That, against a Marine who was determined to stand.
Jeremy cast it off like an old skin. He walked on, staggering. The horizon was lost in the red descending mist. He knew he wouldn’t get to the Elysian Fields today. He had too much to account for. Too much innocent blood on his hands, to be allowed entrance today to the Elysian Fields. But wherever he was going, it would be a step toward the Elysian Fields. He told himself that whatever he had to do to get there, even if it was the impossible, he would find a way. He would never give up the fight to reach his wife and son—whatever they had become—on the other side of this.
The thing descended upon him again, but this time did not drive him down. As he staggered forward it beat at him, and clawed his back, and tore at his head with a beak like a piston.
His back bowed but unbroken, Jeremy remembered something Gunny had said to him, in the truck on the highway outside Sweetwater. That had been a lie, too. Its opposite was the truth.
“Without me,” Jeremy whispered to the enraged air, “you’re nothing.”
He shrugged the thing off. It whirled around him in a dark blur.
Gradually, whirl by whirl, the dark blur subsided. It did not vanish so much as it melted, oozing itself away in tendrils and chunks that also melted away into smaller and smaller pieces.
Jeremy fell to his knees.
He drew a breath, and he had a good look at the land that lay before him. Black clouds were rushing toward him, shot through with terrifying pulses of electricity. He smelled the ozone of war, the burnt scent of calamity and chaos. He figured he was in for a long hitch.
And in the last few seconds until his next mission began, he braced himself for the storm.





The Last Song



THIRTY.
 Guys, we want to thank you for being here tonight,” said Nomad into his microphone.
They had come to the end of their show at the Vista Futura, in Austin on Saturday night, the 16th of August. It was a packed house in this club, another black box on the knife and gun circuit. People had been turned away when the doors closed. It had been advertised as a free concert for those who came wearing a The Five T-shirt, which meant they’d been to another of their gigs or had bought the shirt off the website. All ages were welcome. It was approaching midnight, and it was nearly done.
Nomad stood cradling his Strat in a cone of clear white light. At his side, a few feet away, was Ariel with her acoustic Ovation. Behind them was Berke, at the center of her Ludwigs. Amazingly, only her snare and a floor tom had been damaged in the trailer. She was a firm believer now in styrofoam cubes and color-key labels.
Tonight there was no bass player, and there were no keyboards on the stage. It was just the three of them, and they’d had to improvise and fill in and do what they’d needed to do, but they were professionals and the show must go on.
But not, as Nomad had realized, on and on and on.
He looked out at the small lights of cellphone cameras. Some people had brought video rigs and set them up, but the space was tight. It was okay with the band that the whole concert was filmed. Put up on YouTube. Used to show the grandkids what grandmom and granddad did back in that long-ago summer of 2008, before musicians played everything in the air on virtual instruments.
It had been a quiet show. Nomad had done a couple of hot movers but his heart really wasn’t in them, and they didn’t sound so hot without Terry’s keys swirling in and out. Tonight belonged to Ariel’s voice. It belonged to her acoustic guitar, which she played with the precise passion of someone who wants not only to be clearly heard, but to clearly speak.
“I guess everybody knows, this is our last show.” He held up a hand, palm outward, when the predictable moaning and groaning came from the audience, but they knew it already and they were just doing what they thought the band expected. It was like a heart thump that went into a peace sign.
“The Band That Will Not Die!” someone shouted, over on the right.
“Yeah!” another voice hollered, and then the crowd erupted into whoops and whistles and whatever they needed to do to express themselves, and Nomad waited until they were done until he smiled out at all the faces revealed by the reflection of stage lights and said, “Thank you.”
He cleared his throat. “We lost three of our friends last time out,” he said. It was the first he’d spoken of this tonight. There’d been a brief introduction from the MC, and then The Five had started right into ‘When The Storm Breaks’. The songs had gone past with just a brief intro from either Nomad or Ariel between them. He didn’t make any jokes about limping around like an old man, because his sprained right ankle was still bothering him though it was taped up under his jeans. Ariel said nothing about her slightly purpled nose. Neither did Berke offer any explanation about the bass guitar pin she wore on one lapel of her black jacket, and the keyboard pin on the other. The news stories had told everything, to everyone who wanted to know. Nancy Grace had done her interview and so had Greta van Susteren. Berke had done a telephone interview with Rachel Maddow on her radio show and was going to be featured in The Advocate next month. She would go again to the obvious tag the press wanted: Deranged Iraq war veteran stalks rock band, is killed in the New Mexico desert, hi ho.
That was the line they had pushed, with True’s help.
The magazines and newspapers and networks and bloggers had emerged by their multiple thousands. Even Wally was a celebrity who found reporters hammering on his trailer door. Wally on his motorcycle, coming upon what appeared to be a wreck in front of the old Pure station that had once served the community of Blue Chalk, and then the people staggering out to the road, and all that blood.
Eric Gherosimini had been discovered by one of those tenacious door-knocking reporters. Rediscovered. The genius of the 13th Floors, one of the most influential acid-rock bands of the ’60s. Justin Timberlake said he’d been looking for him for years, to get permission to re-do a song in modern style. Lily Allen said she had all his old shit in a box in her closet. Eric Gherosimini announced through a spokesman that he was moving to Jamaica.
But not before he left a boocoodle of money to the University of Oklahoma to offer music scholarships at the American Organ Institute in the name of Terry Spitzenham.
They specialized in maintaining the tradition of the magnificent pipe organs that were played in churches, cathedrals and in the grand movie theaters, the kinds of keyboards most people never knew still existed.
George called them from the hospital when they were being interviewed by remote on MSNBC. He was doing some therapy now, he said. He was out of the woods. He was home free. He sounded strong. Nomad took the opportunity to ask him, on the air, why he wore pennies in his loafers, and George said that was easy to answer: for good luck.
“This is our last show,” Nomad repeated to the audience. “We have one more song to do.” He had to pause for just a few seconds, and Ariel wanted to touch his shoulder but she stayed her hand. He was a big boy now. “This will be the last song,” he said. “We’re not going to do an encore. It’s late, and from the looks of some in this crowd it’s past your bedtime. Kidding,” he said to the exaggerated boos, but he really wasn’t. “This song is one we wrote together on the road, all of us adding some lyrics. Ariel’s going to sing it, and it’s called ‘New Old World’. Thanks again, guys.” He stepped back, so Ariel could be front and center, and the audience applauded and waited as Berke started a steady beat, smack on 126 beats per minute, relying on the dark voice of the bass and the bright snap of a hi-hat.
Ariel strummed the intro on her Ovation. She was dressed tonight more funky than lacy, because she wanted to try something different. She had on a pink blouse, black jeans and a sleeveless blue vest with large red and pink polkadots. She wore a blue porkpie hat, tilted jauntily to one side on her strawberry-blonde ringlets. She had made the decision that it was time for her to start having fun at this, her calling. She thought there’d been enough pain, and now it was time to let some pleasure in. Starting with her closet full of hippie duds. She would always go vintage, but she needed more and brighter colors. Like the song said, some things do change, and they change with you.
She began on the A chord. The song had a triumphant sound. It suggested just a hint of strut. It bore in its bones the strength of English ballads and smoldered with the earthy heat of Tejano. At its heart there was a touch of Soul, but at its heart of hearts classic rock ’n roll.
She sang in her warm, full voice.

“Welcome to the world, and everything that’s in it.
Write a song about it, just keep it under four minutes.
Got to figure what to keep, what to leave behind, and like life it’s never easy.
I wish you safe travel, and courage when you need it,
I wish you safe travel, and courage when you need it.
You’ll need it. Oh, you’ll need it.
Won’t you move my hand, please tell me what to write.
I’m sitting here like a candle on the darkest night.
I’ve got my hot flame, got my flicker on, but where am I when my light is gone?
I wish you safe travel, courage, you’re gonna need it.
I wish you safe travel, courage, you’re gonna need it.
Gonna need it. Oh, gonna need it.”

There had been a meeting in Roger Chester’s office.
It had been yesterday afternoon, up on the fourth floor in the gray building on Brazos Street. The Five had cancelled their Friday night gig in Dallas. They’d stayed with True in the hospital in Albuquerque until his wife could get there. The Albuquerque FBI had been very helpful. They’d arranged for the contents of the wrecked U-Haul trailer to be truck-shipped to Austin, they’d taken care of Terry’s body and brought Jeremy Pett in from the desert where he’d died, and The Five had flown from Albuquerque to Austin courtesy of Roger Chester’s checkbook.
“I want you to look me in the face,” said Roger Chester, sitting behind his desk in his office with a picture window onto The Live Music Capital Of The World at his back, and Ash sitting elegant, composed and expressionless in a brown leather chair to his left. “I want you to look me right here,” he said, pointing with one hand, two fingers, into his own dark brown eyes slightly magnified by the tortoise-shell glasses. “And tell me why Ash says you won’t do a reality show.”
Nomad, Berke and Ariel were all sitting together on one brown leather sofa. Before them was a glass-topped coffee table with magazines on it like Money, Texas Monthly, Billboard and of course the People with them in a small box at the upper right. Nomad wished Berke would put her black high-heeled boots up on it and sweep the magazines aside, but she didn’t. His gaze kept being drawn to the huge horns on the bighorn sheep head mounted on the panelled wall between the picture window and the ceiling. If something like that fell, it could knock a man’s brains out.
“Don’t everybody talk at once,” Roger Chester said. He glanced at Ash. “How come they’ll spread it out thick to you, but to me it’s as thin as a spick’s wallet?”
Nomad almost said Mr. Chester ought to ask his pal Felix Gogo if his wallet was so thin, but he kept his mouth shut.
“Okay, I know you’ve been through some heavy…” Chester hesitated, seeking the right word for a man of his standing. He settled on, “Shit. Everybody knows it was rough. And I absolutely think you ought to take some time off. I guess you’re shell-shocked. Well, who the hell wouldn’t be? Right?”
“Exactly,” Ash agreed.
“But we have to talk about your future. We have to get serious about it. We have to strike while the iron is hot.”
Berke shifted her position. Nomad thought for an instant that she really was going to put up her boots and knock the magazines off, but the moment passed. He couldn’t help it. He had to say, “That’s a term used in branding cattle, isn’t it?”
Roger Chester peered at him over the rims of his glasses. “Oh, mercy!” he said. “Mercy me and Johnny Jehosophat! What’s your problem?” His voice not only took over the room, it nearly broke the picture window.
No problem, Nomad almost answered, but it would be a lie and that phrase could still send him into a rage thinking about a crazed waitress in Tucson. “We’re breaking up,” Nomad said. “Tomorrow night’s the last gig.”
“Yeah, I heard that from Ash.” Roger Chester drank from a coffee mug with a UT logo. “Didn’t listen to it, though. Didn’t listen, because it didn’t make any goddamned sense. You’re telling me you’re calling it quits, after all you’ve been through, all the shit, all the work, and now you’ve got network TV people interested in following you around with cameras and broadcasting your life to the world, and publishers wanting to do quickie books that ghost writers will write for you, and promoters crying out for you all over this country and in three foreign lands, and record deals hanging from money trees ready to be plucked, and you’re calling it quits. Quits,” he said to Ash, as if the suave fellow from New Delhi had forgotten his clipped English.
Ash just shrugged and smiled, showing some front teeth that Nomad thought would look so pretty on the floor.
“We need time,” Ariel spoke up, “to decide what we want to do.” She started to say Sir, but her lips would not let it through.
“And we definitely no way want to be in any fucking reality show,” said Berke.
“Oh, is that beneath you? That’s what this is about? You think it’s crass?”
“I think it’s unnecessary,” Nomad said. “We all do.”
“Do you think making money is unnecessary? Hm? Because that’s what it would be. A whole big truckload of money. Plus super exposure, an opportunity to promote new songs and CDs, maybe a tie-in to a televised concert special, and—” He slapped the edge of his desk. “Jesus Christ, I don’t believe I’m having to spell all this out! Look, you’re on top right now! You’re somebodies, instead of the nobodies you used to be. Your powder’s hot and you’re about to make one hell of a flash.”
“Yeah,” Nomad said. “Flash. That’s kind of what I was thinking, too.”
“Is there some cryptic meaning to that, or will you enlighten me?”
“I’ll ask you a question.” Nomad stared across the desk into the man’s eyes. “Can you name one song we’ve ever done?”
“‘When The Storm Breaks’,” said Ash.
“Not you. I’d like Mr. Chester to answer that. Any song titles come to mind?”
Roger Chester stared back. He took a drink from his coffee mug.
“Any lines from any of our songs?” No response. “How about CD titles?” Nomad asked. He raised his eyebrows. “Anything?”
In the Vista Futura, on the Saturday night stage in a shaft of yellow light, Ariel sang.

“You might be in a place where the old skin won’t fit.
You might feel as worthless as a cup full of spit.
Well some things don’t change, you know they never do,
but some things do change, they change with you.
In this old world.
In this tough old world.
In this hard old world.
In this old world.”

And now Berke’s drums strengthened in volume, the cymbals spoke with their shimmering voices, and Nomad stepped forward to lay down a solo with his Strat. The solo was loose and easy, almost with a bluesy vibe. It sounded like something that might have spilled onto the rainslick street from a club where the sign said One Night Only. Dean And The Roadmen.
He was nervous, not because of the solo—he had that knocked—but because the verse he’d written was coming up next, and because deep down he feared this song.
“One CD title,” Nomad had said to Roger Chester, in the fourth-floor office. “I’ll give you the first two words of our newest CD. Catch As—”
“I don’t need to know,” the man across the desk replied. “That’s Ash’s job.”
Nomad nodded. The way Roger Chester had said that spoke volumes.
“Do you even like music?” Nomad asked.
There was no longer any need for pretense. “Not your kind, no. Not particularly.”
“Do you like any kind?”
“Listen, don’t get smart. My grandfather started this business, friend. Started it from a travelling caravan of country singers who played places you people wouldn’t piss in. And my grandfather was the barker, standing in the back of a pickup truck hollering through a megaphone. Bringing in the customers from the fields and the barns, and charging them a little money for a lot of entertainment.” His voice was making the glass rattle. Nomad thought it was just a matter of time before the bighorn sheep had its revenge.
“Ohhhhh, now I get it,” Roger Chester said, his eyes gleaming. But not in a good way. “Ash, take at look at these three. You know what you’re looking at?”
Ash must’ve thought it was a trick question, because he refrained to commit.
“Arteests,” said the big voice. “I run into them occasionally. They go out to change the world and make grand statements, and they wind up living in their cars and playing on the street corner for lunch money. Well, can I tell you something?” He waited, but not very long. “Nobody gives one good fuck about art. About messages. It was true in my grandfather’s day, and it is for hell sure today. People want to be entertained.” He stressed that word with three distinct syllables, as if his guests had never heard it before. “They don’t care what music says. They don’t even listen. They want to go out to a bar on the weekend, have fun, drink some beer, maybe meet a girl or guy, and you know what you are to that? Background noise.”
Berke put one boot up on the table.
Roger Chester glanced at it, but he was a mouth in motion now, a speeding fireball of truth, and he’d decided he was going to give these people what they’d asked for.
“This business is about money,” he said. “Not art. Fuck art. Unless I can make a lot of money from it, and then I say ‘Bring me more art!’ But the profit on selling messages to people is mighty paltry. If it can’t be branded, and packaged, and promoted, and sold to a demographic, as far as I’m concerned, friend…it doesn’t exist.”
It was the second ‘friend’ that almost sent Nomad over the edge. But he held himself back. He held himself. He put his hands on his knees and gripped hard, and he tried for a tight smile but it emerged as a grimace. He had nothing against entertainment. Entertainment was fine. The Five’s material was mostly party band stuff, feelgood rockers or ballads, but still…to be told they had a boundary, a line they were not supposed to cross, a box they were supposed to be happy and glad and pleased not to ever climb out of. That seemed like a kind of death, in itself. The death of experimenting, the death of the noble failure from reaching too high. The death of caring whether what you did was good or bad. You just wanted to get paid, and to go home to your big TV, because nothing was more important than the cash.
“Mr. Chester,” Nomad said, “you don’t know anything about our music, do you? But it’s the same as it’s always been. A month ago…you’re right, hardly anybody knew us. We were working, and we had fans, but—”
“You weren’t going anywhere. I’ve seen your numbers.”
“Right,” Nomad said carefully. “So…what’s changed? We’re suddenly famous and all these people want a part of us—and you want to push us into everybody’s living room and iPod—because two of our members are dead? And one was put in the hospital? What about the music? That’s the same. We work, and we work, and we try our best, and we can’t get anywhere unless we trade on the deaths of our friends?” His voice broke. He thought the rest of himself would fly to pieces at any second. “You didn’t do these things for us before. That’s not right. We agree on this, sir. The Five is done, because if we’re ever successful again we want it to be for our music, not because of tragedy.”
“John.” Roger Chester let the name sit out there like an egg being fried. He smiled; it went away; he smiled again. “Nice speech, but pointless. Let’s say you three walk out of here today, mad as hornets, and you decide that’s it with this agency. You decide to fire me, for trying to make you lots of money and be very successful. Well…the thing is…I run this show. Not just me. Others like me, everywhere. See, we kind of guard the gate. We look for musical talent, sure. Got to have that. But there are lots of folks with musical talent. Then we look for the pretty people, or the people with something quirky about ’em. The people with attitude and personality. Something the mass audience would buy. We look for the rebels, or we create ’em. We line up the critics and the mentions in the magazines. We water grass, not weeds. So if we’ve let you in and you don’t click, if you don’t have the amount of sales we’re looking for, if it’s just not right, then…we kind of push you toward that gate again. And we’ll hang with you for a while, but if it looks to us like our time can be used more productively…then we have to push you out the gate, and we hope you do real well in the future. So you can walk out of here, but where will you go? Oh, I forgot the Internet! Like you can ever make any real money, or a real career, off half-assed bloggers and low-rent CD pressers.”
Roger Chester took a long sip of his coffee.
Then another long sip.
“Where will you go?” he asked.
Nomad’s solo was finished. It was echoing off along the black walls. Ariel stepped to her microphone again, and sang.

“So welcome to the world, and everything that’s in it,
It’d be a poor old world, described in just four minutes.
You got to get out there, see what’s in it, don’t let life make you crazy.
I wish you safe travel, courage, you can find it.
I wish you safe travel, courage, you can find it.
Was the old world,
Today the new old world.
Was the old world,
Today the new old world.”

And then the drums quietened again, to the beat of the bass and the snap of the hi-hat, and Ariel sang softly, as if reciting a children’s rhyme.

“Try and try, grow and thrive,
Because no one here gets out alive.
Try and try, grow and thrive,
Because no one here gets out alive.”

Sitting on the brown leather sofa with Berke and Ariel, Nomad thought of the plight of Ezra’s Jawbone, and the men in the suits saying that the awesome rock opera Dustin Daye, which followed no model nor copied any current sound, was no good because it lacked a single the kids would buy. And they made the members of Ezra’s Jawbone think they had failed, when it was the suits who couldn’t hear the music.
Nomad knew. It was partly why the man’s speaking volume was so loud and uncontrolled. “You have a tin ear,” he told Roger Chester. “Your hearing’s fucked up. So you wait for someone else to say music is worthwhile, it has value, and then you rush around and gladhand people and say you knew it all along. Maybe you’re afraid, because you have investors who are looking for quick money, and you can’t—won’t—support anything but the sure thing. But you make more money with the sure thing, right? The comfortable thing? So if you don’t like music anyway, if you don’t see the value in it beyond money, then how can you lose? And there we are…one day nobodies, the next day as sure a thing as you can get. Because tragedy struck, and we got some attention.”
“Sounds like a golden opportunity to me,” said Roger Chester.
“How you got yourself in control of people who really care about music, I have no idea. And you,” Nomad said to Ash. “You’ve got your ears up your butthole.”
Roger Chester took his glasses off and wiped the lenses with a white hankerchief. He still wore a slim smile. “All I can say to that is, we’re talking about the age-old war between business and art. Correct? Friend, business won that war a long time ago. And if you don’t already know that to be the truth, then…” He put his glasses back on, the better to see the face of the vanquished. “Welcome to the world,” he said.
Nomad told Berke and Ariel that he thought it was time to go. They all stood up, and then Roger Chester went a buttkick too far.
“I guess this means your friends died for nothing.”
Nomad stared at him across the desk. One month ago he would have thrown himself at the man, no matter who the fuck he was or how old he was, and he would’ve made that mouth regret its lips. He would’ve folded this man up at the joints and made him smile where the sun did not shine.
But not today.
He said, “You know where to send the checks.”
“I certainly do, Mr. Charles. Minus our fifteen percent commission, and minus expenses for travel, various promotional considerations and extra expenditures as specified in the agreement. I certainly do.”
They started out of the office. Before the door closed, Roger Chester said, “You’ll be back.”
On stage, Nomad couldn’t help but wonder what this song would’ve sounded like with Mike’s bass thumping at the bottom, and Terry’s keyboards floating in and out like golden smoke. They were almost done, it was almost finished, and Nomad still feared this song because he didn’t understand it, not the why of it, and he didn’t know what was going to happen when the last note was played.
Ariel, her mouth up close to the silver microphone, repeated the rhyme once more.

“Try and try, grow and thrive,
Because no one here gets out alive.”

Then the drums came in full-voiced again, Berke put her muscle into it, Nomad launched some soaring lines into the multi-colored air, and Ariel finished it out with an impassioned cry.

“Oh yeah, from this old world,
Could be a new world.
Could be a new old world.
Could be a new world,
Could be a new old world.
Might be a new world.
Just not the same old world.
It was the old world,
Today the new old world.
Might be a new world.”

And she let the last line stretch out until her opera-trained voice roughened and rasped and held on to its control by the thickness of a thinned-out vocal cord.

“Just not the same old world.”

They approached the end, a few seconds away. The music began to quiet, and with one last sweep of electric guitar like a sword through the air Nomad was done, and Ariel went out with the same progression that had opened the song, and Berke hit the bass and snapped a hi-hat, and it was over.
As far as Nomad could tell, nothing changed in this old world.
The audience cheered and clapped, the cameras flashed and the videos were captured, the cries instantly went up for more, Berke threw her drumsticks into the crowd, Nomad said, “Goodnight, and thank you,” and he unplugged his Strat and walked off with it. Ariel followed him, and then Berke. The house lights came up, saying the concert was done. Recorded music spilled from the speakers, the voices of some other band. The audience, nearly all of them wearing The Five T-shirts, began to file out in small groups. They were happy; it had been a good show.
Thor Bronson came backstage. He wore a white suit and his Five T-shirt. His tan glowed and his hair was lemon-yellow. Hanging on his arm was a blonde fox who could’ve been his teenaged daughter, and she was dressed like a Catholic schoolgirl and kept a BlowPop in her mouth. Nomad figured that Thor was now tapping the porn dolls. “You’re one cheap sonofabitch,” Nomad told him, referring to the fact that Thor had saved himself ten dollars by wearing the shirt, and Thor said that now the little prissy motherfucker had time on his hands he ought to come out to Cali and kick it with him. Nomad said he’d think about it, and Thor said don’t think, do. He said he was staying at the Driskill, going to meet some studio people and party for the next few days, catch some Texas sun, hear some new bands, and he said that if Nomad didn’t come visit him he would roast a pair of balls over a campfire and though he was not gay he would eat them on a slab of Texas toast with habanero sauce.
“Okay,” Nomad said.
True and his wife passed Thor and his pony in the doorway to the Green Room, and Nomad thought that if the old world didn’t crack itself wide open on that one, we were solid for the next few thousand years.
True and his wife sat in the Green Room with Nomad, Ariel, Berke, the Vista Futura’s owner, a couple of guys who ran Internet fan sites, a sound tech, and the old bearded dude who wore a beret and owned Play It Again, Man, which was a vintage vinyl and CD store out on West Anderson Lane. He’d wheeled in a handcart bearing two big boxes full of The Five CDs he was wanting to get signed, in silver marker, by the remaining members. A few other people came in and out, to meet-and-greet and take pictures. Someone, a kind soul, brought cold beers to the band. Two silver markers ran dry. The old dude supplied more from his massive backpack that smelled slightly suspicious to True. Sewn into the stained fabric was the depiction of a big marijuana leaf. True’s wife, a small-boned, attractive woman named Kate, kept glancing uneasily at the bearded dude, who had the habit of staring at people, herself included, and not blinking his bulbous eyes for what seemed to her minutes at a time. He also had the habit of getting up, pacing around the room a few times, and then sitting down again in his chair with his legs crossed under himself Indian-style. She whispered to her husband that she didn’t think that man was from earth. But True didn’t say anything. He had a bandage over his right eye. His elbow was aching under the cast, and it was time they were getting back to the Radisson because they had an early morning flight home.
“Better head in,” True announced. Ariel hugged him, and Berke came up stone-faced and sullen, and he didn’t know what she was going to do. She balled up her fist and hung it in the air and he gave her one of those fist-bump things and then she grinned at him like the dumbass he was and she hugged him too.
“Glad it’s not me having to sign all those,” True said to Nomad, motioning with his good hand toward the boxes.
“Yeah,” Nomad said. “Managers get off easy.”
True nodded. He looked at Kate and saw her staring at the bearded man and the bearded man staring back at her, a battle of the X-ray eyeballs. “Do you have a card?” True asked Nomad.
“A car? I’ve got a car.”
“A card,” True corrected. He had one of those in his left pocket, ready to give Nomad, and he took it out. “A business card, with your phone number on it.”
“Oh. No, I don’t have one of those.” Nomad accepted the card, which had True’s office number and extension on the front, and on the back, in scribbly left-hand-written ink, his H.P. number.
“You should. People need to know how to get in touch with you.” True knew that if he ever did want to get in touch with Nomad, he had the whole network of the FBI behind him as his White Pages. “Why’d you think I said ‘car’? Are your ears ringing?”
“No, it’s because nobody ever asked me if I had a card before.”
“You might think about some kind of ear protection. All of you need that. You know, your hearing is very important.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard that.”
True stared at him. “You’re a little asshole,” he said, but he couldn’t do it straight-faced, he couldn’t keep the smile from creeping in.
“Yeah,” Nomad said. “I’ve heard that too.”
“You owe me some money, by the way. For certain dental expenses and mess cleanup on damage done at a Greek restaurant in Tucson, and the less you know about that the better. But I’m going to collect it from you someday. By then you’ll be rich enough to pay me back.”
“Maybe.” Nomad shrugged. “We’ll see.”
“Well,” True said, “better head in.”
Nomad’s heart ached. He put his arms around Truitt Allen and pulled him close, and True said, “Watch the elbow,” but his voice cracked when he said it. Kate stepped away a few feet, and the old bearded dude blinked and aimed his eyes at the silver-signed CD in his lap, a picture of The Five standing against a statue of one of the descending snakes on the pyramid of El Castillo at Chichen Itza, a washed-out purple-tinged glow of light all around them, and the title in dark purple lettering Catch As Kukulkan. The old dude had no way of knowing it was all computer-generated and photoshopped—no way could they afford the trip to the Yucatan—and had come from a dream Ariel had after eating a Mexican TV-dinner that evidently did not agree with her. She’s been left with a compelling and somewhat frightening image of travelling through space and time on the back of a feathered flying serpent, Kukulkan the link between the gods and human nobility, the overseer of human sacrifice. The Catch As part came from the term ‘Catch As Catch Can’, which meant getting through a situation however you could, using whatever happened to be lying around that could help. It was just something she’d come up with.
“Keep it real,” True said to Nomad, a statement he’d been planning on saying at this moment because it sounded like something a rocker would appreciate.
“Real, cranked to eleven,” Nomad answered.
Which True couldn’t make heads or tails of, but that was okay. This was where two worlds, having converged for a brief time in a circumstance of necessity, now by necessity moved again into their separate orbits.
“Thanks for getting us through,” Nomad said, and that made sense enough, though True would have many nights to wonder if there had been any other way to get them through, and if somehow Terry Spitzenham didn’t have to be dead. But he would never forget Terry playing in that studio, the voice of Lady Frankenstein rising from the speakers, and Terry saying thank you for giving me
time.
He knew, though, that Ariel was the one who’d really gotten them through, and he’d told her so. Standing up to Jeremy Pett and his rifle as she had was probably the bravest—or most foolhardy—act he’d ever witnessed in his life. There ought to be civilian medals for something like that, but as Kate would be the only person on earth to hear the whole story, or what Ariel had impressed upon him to be the truth as she understood it, an FBI Certificate Of Appreciation was the best he could get for her. It was the best he could get for the others in helping put an end, however tragic, to a dangerous individual who had been a brother Marine. But behind the scenes he could have John Charles’s money obligations taken care of and his record expunged. In his own case, he was to be awarded the FBI Star and the Medal of Valor at a ceremony next week.
< >
True felt honored to have known them all. He felt like one of them. After all, Ariel had told him she’d realized what the song was about from that off-handed statement he’d made. Just when you think there’s nothing new in this old world. She’d told him that after hearing those words, it was all clear to her. So part of him was in the song, too. He was a songwriter.
Sort of.
His wife took his left hand, because he was not moving and in his heart he wanted to stay until all the CDs were signed, every one, and the lights went out.
She led him from the Green Room, and when he looked back it was with the idea to tell them he planned to take up the guitar again when his arm was healed. But he let it go, because they needed to finish up their night and get home to bed, and so indeed did he.




THIRTY-ONE.
They were nearly done signing the CDs when a tall young man, maybe all of twenty, walked into the Green Room. He wore a The Five T-shirt under his red-striped jacket. He had long sandy-brown hair and gray eyes. He was handsome, but he was thin and angular and he had a darkly troubled expression. When Berke looked at him her first thought was that Gina Fayne, the new Janis Joplin and outspoken voice of the Nation, had died of too much life.
The young man’s name was Ben Rivington. He was the bass player for the Mudstaynes. He came right up to Berke, and he said, “Can I talk to you?”
“Shoot,” she told him, as she continued to sign the last two dozen.
He looked around at Nomad and Ariel, who knew who he was but didn’t exactly know him personally. Berke had never spoken to the guy in her life.
“I’d rather talk in private,” Rivington said.
“Okay,” Berke decided. “Let me finish these first.”
“It was a great show,” he told Nomad and Ariel. “I’m a big fan, have been since your first CD. I wanted to speak to you at the Curtain Club, but…you know…sometimes you get hung up. People get in your face. You know.”
“Do I ever,” said Nomad, signing away.
“I bought the shirt online.”
“Looks good on you,” Ariel said. She was wondering, as Nomad was, why this gator wasn’t playing somewhere tonight. Gina Fayne and the Mudstaynes were hot and hugely talented, they were young—the oldest being the twenty-two-year-old drummer XB4Y—and they had energy to burn. “I didn’t know you guys were in town. Did you have an early gig?”
“No,” he said. “I drove down from Dallas when I found out about this. Um…Gina’s not feeling too well.”
“What’s wrong?”
“She’s not well,” he repeated, his eyes haunted, and Ariel knew not to go any further. He watched Ariel sign her name on a CD and then reach for another. “You really came through the fire,” he said. “I don’t know how you survived it.”
“We were lucky.”
“I heard you were more than lucky. I heard you were…” He looked down, and Ariel waited for him to find what he searched for. “Blessed,” he said. “You’d have to be blessed to get through that. Does that sound fucking stupid?”
“No, not really,” Nomad told him. “I mean…I can handle that.”
“I liked that last song,” Rivington said. “The ‘New Old World’. It spoke to me.”
Ariel lifted her eyes to his. She could tell he needed something, a desperate need, and he would not have come here if he didn’t hope he could find it.
“After the gig, I was going to come back and speak but you had people on you, and I know how that goes. So I took off. Went to another club and had a beer. Heard another band finishing up. But that last song spoke to me. It told me to come back here. That part about, you know, changing things. That you’ve got to, like, step up to the plate if you want to get anything done. Take responsibility.” He grinned suddenly, like a shy kid, and he actually blushed. “Man, does that sound fucking dorky. Me saying it that way, not the song,” he corrected. “All props to the song, dudes.”
“Thanks,” Nomad said. He was still signing, but he was also listening very carefully.
“I believe a song can speak to a person. Like just jab a finger right in their throat, man, and say, like, ‘Yo, wake up!’ You know?”
“Got that right,” Nomad agreed.
“Yeah,” Rivington said with a kind of relief, as if an important bridge had been crossed.
They finished signing the last of the CDs. The bearded dude with the beret and the bulbous eyes gave them a million thanks and kissed Ariel’s hand and started to kiss Berke’s hand until he thought better of it. He pulled his handcart away to be unloaded. Everybody else was gone but the Vista Futura’s owner and the manager, who were clearing things up in the office and writing down orders for more beer. Berke’s drums had been loaded into the bed of her little black pickup truck, parked in the lot across the street. Nomad’s three guitars and variety of stompboxes were in his 2001 red Ford Focus, also waiting in the same lot. Ariel’s Ovation and her Tempest were packed in her silver-blue Corolla.
“Hey,” Berke said to Ben Rivington as they walked with Nomad and Ariel through the club toward the door, “whatever you want to say, you can say it in front of my friends.”
Rivington stopped. He was illuminated by the harsh light of the floods up at the corners of the room, the light of real life after the show is over and the fans have gone.
“Okay,” he said. “Gina’s sick. She’s on smack.”
No one spoke. Nomad remembered hearing that Gina Fayne was catching up to Janis in the department of drinking and drugs, and he’d hoped somebody wasn’t stupid enough to let her try heroin to complete the picture.
“She needs help.” He was speaking to Berke. “You know, she’s fucking crazy. She’s got all that voice, and the talent and the looks, and she fucking loves music more than anything, but it’s eating at her. It’s going to kill her, if she doesn’t get help.”
“Then get her help,” Berke said.
“That’s what the song said for me to do,” Rivington answered. “To come back here, and ask for you to help save Gina’s life.”
“Me? Why me?”
“We’ve got a tour to do starting in two weeks. Going to England. First overseas gig, it’s going to be a fucking grind. Gina’s being Gina. Taking her shit, climbing into a hole and pulling the hole in with her. And let me tell you, when she wants to go deep, she can go to a place nobody else can get to. But a few days ago Lawrence walked out.”
“Lawrence? Who’s that?”
“XB4Y,” Rivington said. “Lawrence Jolly. That’s his real name. He says he’s done with her shit, he’s already hooked up with the fucking Beastie Crew. That’s more his style, anyway. So our guy at PPK Management’s looking for a drummer, but…it has to be somebody with maturity. And road experience too, you know what I mean?”
Berke thought she did. She wasn’t certain she liked it either. “I’m only twenty-six.”
“Well…that’s like…older than everybody else. But I’m saying, we need…Gina needs… somebody she can count on. Somebody who, like, knows where she is.”
“And you think that would be me?”
Rivington shifted his weight from foot to foot. For a few seconds he didn’t dare meet the thundercloud where her face should be, and then he did.
“I was hoping,” he said.
Berke turned her head and gazed across at where Nomad and Ariel stood, within earshot but far enough away to show that, if she wanted to be, she was free.
“The really weird thing,” Rivington went on, “is that Gina’s from a conservative family, and she rebelled and all that, she threw her talent and…you know…herself in their faces, but she loves them. I think she needs her family. She just doesn’t know how to go home again.”
Berke stared at the floor for a long time.
“Can I buy you a beer somewhere? Sit down and talk about it?”
When Berke looked up, Nomad and Ariel saw a muscle clench in her jaw.
“If you or anybody else ever calls me ‘ma’am’,” she said, “I will knock some fucking heads together. Got that?”
“Yeah.” He nodded, very vigorously. “Sure.”
Berke turned her attention once more to her friends. She gave them a wicked smile that Ben Rivington could not see. “And I mean it.” she added.
“Understood,” said Rivington.
“You can buy me a beer,” Berke told him.
She cast one more look back at the darkened stage.
In the parking lot, she gave Nomad a high-five. She kissed Ariel’s cheek. “Call you guys later,” she said, maybe too brightly, as Rivington got into his Honda Pilot and started the engine. Then the brickhouse walked to her pickup, swung herself up under the wheel with easy grace, and she shot them a peace sign as she followed Rivington into her future.
Nomad and Ariel stood together, and alone.
“Cup of coffee?” he asked.
“I know a place I can get some silver needle.”
“Lead the way.”
< >
Kate Allen woke up when she realized her husband was not in the bed. It was dark in the Radisson room. She reached over to the table to find the lamp, but her husband said, “No need for that.”
He was sitting in a chair at the window, in his crisp blue pajamas. The curtains were open. The lights of the city still glowed and winked, and up in the night sky a plane was passing.
“What time is it?” she asked.
“Late. Or early. Be dawn soon.”
“Is it your arm? Hurting you?”
“Oh, it hurts all right.” He had the cast propped up. She could see his profile against the glass. “But I’m okay. Just thinking, really. You go back to sleep.”
She knew he had a lot to think about. He’d told her of going to visit Jeremy Pett’s family in Reno. It was something he said he had to do. It had been a one day flight, there in the morning and back in the evening. He’d told her of going to the small house in a sad part of town, a place that he said had a sour smell in the air, a bitter burnt smell. He’d told her how Jeremy Pett’s father, a decorated Marine, had never once looked in his eyes as they spoke, even as Truitt had expressed his deepest sympathy and his deepest respect for a young man who had lost his way.
Jeremy Pett’s father had kept his right hand continually closed in a fist so tight the knuckles were whitened. Three fingers were missing from the left hand. Jeremy Pett’s father had been a Marine sergeant who’d served in Operation Desert Storm, in 1991. Jeremy Pett’s mother, Truitt had told his wife, wore a blank mask for a face, and when she’d very slowly moved around the room she seemed to be clinging to the walls, and once or twice she had appeared in a chair where she wasn’t sitting a few seconds before, or she was no longer standing in a doorway where his last glance in a previous instant had placed her.
She had perfected the art of becoming invisible.
“Thanks for comin’ by,” Jeremy Pett’s father had said at the door, his sunken eyes fixed on a patch of earth where no grass grew.
Kate lay with her head on the pillow, watching her husband in the dark. “I guess we could get to the airport early.”
He nodded, but it was a small movement. He asked, “Would you listen to something?”
She said of course she would.
“Stone Church,” he said. “It’s on my mind. Has been for a couple of days.” He’d told her all about that. The story Ariel had spun. It was disturbing enough to Kate, so he didn’t know how he was going to tell her the rest of it, about Connor Addison and all, but he felt as her husband and her best friend, he needed to in time. She was his best friend too.
“Stone Church,” he repeated. “Wouldn’t it be amazing? Just incredible? If someday, who knows when, thirty or forty people came walking down the road from Stone Church?”
And, he said, wouldn’t it be amazing if they were bruised and cut from climbing over chains and barbed-wire, and they wore old outfits that weren’t costumes, and they blinked in a sun that they’d forgotten they had ever seen before, because all their lives had seemed to be a bad dream? They walked down that road, on this far future day, and among them were an old doctor, and a big bear of a sheriff with a thin Chinese girl holding him up, and four Civil War hellraisers who had come to fight a skirmish and found another war, and a couple of prostitutes with French perfume still fresh on their throats, and rough men and their rough wives and children. And right in among them, right at the center, walked two young boys, a woman who had endured much, and a dazed reverend carrying the body of a little girl wrapped carefully in his coat.
“A bad dream, they thought,” said True from the dark. “A nightmare visit to a nightmare world. Like going to sleep in an instant, and waking up groggy, fogged, unable to figure out where you are. And that didn’t pass, it went on and on. And maybe they stayed together, trying to find a way out of their nightmare, and maybe the reverend had the most reason to keep going, to urge others to keep going too. He had the most reason, because even in his fog and despair he wanted to give his child a Christian burial.”
Wouldn’t it have been amazing, True said, if as those people struggled onward through a land that had no horizon and no compass, no sunlight and no moon, from the deeper dark a figure came forward, misshapen and diseased, and whispered through cracked lips, Follow me.
What kind of journey would that have been? From where to where? Across what unknown plains, across what desolate mountains and valleys writhing with shadows? And time had no meaning, there was no time. Some might have fallen away, or drifted off, or been lured to follow other paths, and they were lost. The figure had to keep the rest moving. Because the figure had found a way out. Not for himself. His life was done. For them, because they had not yet lived their full lives, and that was the crack in the glass.
How would they get out? In the same nightmare haze that had brought them there? Like a clap of thunder, jolting them awake in the middle of the night? Was there, far ahead, a thousand miles ahead, a small hole of light against the darkness, and they followed that like the eye of a candle?
Would they find themselves and their clothes dusted with red rock, as if they’d been reformed, squeezed through the walls of the mountain and remade on the other side? Would they find little glimmers of silver in their hair? And what might the reverend say to the misshapen figure on the last day, at the last instant before escape? What is your name?
And he might answer, in a voice from the depths of suffering: My name is—
“Stop it,” Kate said. “Really.”
True breathed softly. His elbow was hurting, but it would be better soon.
“Something like that,” he said, “would shake the foundations of the world.”
“Well, you’ve got a big imagination. I’ve always known that. When you retire, you ought to write the story.”
“No. I’ll just wait for it to happen.” True stared out the window, at the lights of humanity. Blue dawn was beginning to assert itself against the night. Interesting, he thought, to consider retirement. His injury would probably hasten it. And it might be good to go out as a big dog, with a big Medal Of Valor as his chewtoy.
“I’m thinking of a career in management,” he said.
Kate dared not ask what that meant. But she thought she’d go ahead and get up and take him to the IHOP out by the airport for one of his favorite meals: the syrupy pancakes, crumbled-up bacon and yellow-drippy eggs all mixed together.
She decided she was going to stop worrying so much about his heart.
At least, for one day.
< >
Nomad and Ariel were on the road. She had left her car at their last stop, a place to watch freshly-baked doughnuts ride along a conveyor belt, becoming sprinkled with sugar or cinammon or sparkling with fresh glaze at the end of the line. They had climbed into his Focus, which was a blood brother to the Scumbucket with its crumpled front fender, its scrapes along the passenger’s side, its dents and dings and bangs and bumps. He’d bought it cheap from another musician, with some of these imperfections already there, but he’d added a lot himself too. He realized now, as they followed the crooked headlights along a Texas road with the windows down and the pre-dawn air sweetened by night, that he probably could afford a new set of wheels.
It had been a full night, for sure. A mug of black coffee, not so bitter, and a cup of silver needle tea at a little downtown place called Selma’s, which had about a dozen tables and served great chocolate brownies, though Ariel declined to order one. They’d started talking there, about the song. Then Nomad had decided he was really hungry, so they’d met again at the Magnolia Café, and this time Ariel had ordered a veggie Reuben when Nomad asked for a hamburger, and please make sure there’s no cheese on it, and could the waitress make it, like, medium rare so it’s a little pink in the middle?
And the waitress had said, “You got it.”
They had continued talking about the song.
“So,” Nomad had said, as the late-night crowd ate and drank and the waitresses buzzed around, “what happened, then?”
“I don’t know that anything happened.” They’d been over this ground at Selma’s, but Ariel knew it was important for him to backtrack and go over it again, looking for what he might have missed.
“Something had to have happened. Really.” He put his elbows on the table and looked her square in her mystic eyes. His ankle was sore from standing and sore from driving, but if the day ever came that he couldn’t take a little pain, he would be ready to kick out of this strange old world. Which was definitely not new. Or was it? He didn’t know. According to Ariel’s belief, they’d been given the task of writing a song by a girl who was something other than human. They hadn’t asked for it, but there it was. Then, according to Ariel’s belief, Jeremy Pett had been given the task of stopping the song from being finished, by something he called ‘Gunny’. Or was Pett just totally insane? What about Connor Addison, and the nutbag in the trailer park?
Nomad wondered about that trailer, parked in the flat hot desert on the ‘angel line’ radiating from the north side of Stone Church, or Apache Leap as it used to be called. That dumb fuck, the so-called Navy electronics expert, couldn’t tell his angels from his demons. Nomad wondered if someone who—and this sounded like Ariel thinking—was able to pick up vibes and shit could stand in that trailer, in the room the nutbag had used as his comm central, and listen, or feel, or sense, or whatever, a quiet in the wires. Maybe a few scattered mutterings passed, like distant voices heard from a pirate radio station through a wallplug, just faintly there, or maybe a squeal of static that was not static at all but an ungodly voice raised in anger, and then drifting away in a whimper like a whipped dog. And maybe chatterings passed, like teeth being ground down to nubs, or a sudden “You!” jumping out, all fucked-up sounding and muddy, as if in recrimination for a battleplan defeated.
But, most of all, a quiet in the wires.
Maybe an ominous quiet. One that said there were other battleplans to be made, because it was a forever war.
It had been a bitch writing that song. Ariel had been adamant that he needed to write a verse. He wanted nothing to do with it. He feared that when it was done, and played as their last song, the whole of Vista Futura would be sucked down a cosmic drain—gurgle, gurgle, gurgle—to Hell, to Heaven, or to some dimension in between, and they’d have to be fighting off crows in the eternal blackberry brambles when they weren’t filling baskets for Jesus. He just had no idea what was about to happen.
You need to write a verse, Ariel had told him with fire in her voice. It came from you first, do you understand that? Mike started it, but it came from you first. You have to write a verse.
In the Albuquerque hospital where they were waiting for True’s wife to arrive, he’d looked at what she’d written, at the title she’d given it, and he’d asked, “What’s this about?”
“Don’t you know yet?”
He did, really.
It was about acceptance, he realized. Accepting who you are, within the limitations of a hard old world. It was realizing that sometimes things in the tough old world squeezed you, and crushed you, and drove you down into the dirt. But to survive, to keep going, you had to lighten yourself. To cast off things that no longer mattered, things that wore you down or weighed heavy on you. You needed courage to keep going, and sometimes you found it in yourself and sometimes in others. And it might seem hopeless, it might seem a fool’s path, and it was never safe travel even though an angel might wish it were so for you, and some things never changed, they never would, but nothing ever changed unless you believed they could.
And it was still the same old world as it had been yesterday. It was still a hard old world, a tough old world. It would always remain so. But it was a world that could not be described in just four minutes, with all its universe of good and evil, strong and weak, light and dark. It was the world, as it would ever be.
People lived and people died, and the lives of people were precious; their time to create and exist, live and love, was also precious. The song said, keep trying, keep living in the fullness of life, keep growing and creating, because no one here gets out alive. It was not a cry of fear; it was a declaration. You are here today, said the song. One tomorrow you will not be.
The song asked: Between those days, what will you do? Who will you become?
Could it be a new world, in this old one?
It could be.
Might it be a new world, in this old one?
That was for each person to decide. Travelling there was an inward journey, across an often fearsome land. The world within each person, the private world held deeply within. That was where the change happened, where a world could be made new in the midst of the old.
And that journey took all the courage you had.
< >
But for certain, Nomad thought as he sat with Ariel’s notebook in his lap, for himself it was not and would never again be the same old world.
That’s what it was about.
In the end, he’d repeated Mike’s opening with a variation, and added what he thought suited the song. He didn’t think his part was very good. He had listened to Ariel’s ideas about the music, the intro, the chord structure and the chorus. He’d given suggestions that he thought worked, but Berke didn’t like his idea about speeding up the beat, and Ariel thought he was wrong about some of the chord changes. He was deadset on throwing a B-sharp in there at a particular point, but she didn’t like that at all.
“Are we writing a fucking church song?” he’d asked in frustration. “We’re a rock band, guys!”
“It’ll come out well,” Ariel had told him. “When it’s finished. It will.”
“Okay, you finish it, then! Shit! I’m going out to get a smoke!”
But the deal was, he feared the song.
“What was supposed to happen?” he asked Ariel again, at their table in the Magnolia Café.
She shook her head.
“Do you have any opinion? I mean, what was it for? Yeah, I know what it’s about. Or at least I think I know what it’s about, but we don’t really know, do we? We’re not sure, are we?”
“No,” Ariel said, “we’re not sure. How could we be sure?”
“Maybe it was for Gina Fayne. Maybe it was for that guy to hear, and for him to ask Berke to help keep Gina Fayne from overdosing on smack. Does that make sense?”
She could tell he didn’t believe what he’d just said, but she answered, “Maybe it was.”
“Uh huh. Tell me, then: You think the angels are that bent out of shape about Gina Fayne’s heroin habit? You think they set up this whole thing to save Gina Fayne’s life, so she could go on and be the next Janis Joplin? And you think whatever wanted to stop us—to fucking kill us—wanted to make sure Gina Fayne never became the next Janis Joplin?” Nomad almost pounded his fist on the table. He held himself back. “No way!” He was getting worked up, he had to eat his hamburger and ease down again. “I don’t see the point,” he said. “I wish somebody would tell me what it is. Or was. How come that girl, that…whatever she was…just didn’t tell us what she wanted? What we were supposed to do. She could speak English. I mean, Jesus, I guess she could speak every language in the world, if she was what you think she was! So how come she didn’t just tell us?”
“Because,” Ariel said, “we would never have believed her. And how would you like to write a song knowing something we can’t understand—something awesome, John—is asking for a command performance? She did want us to write a song. We wrote the song she wanted.”
“You’re sure of that?”
“Yes. And we wrote the song we wanted. It was as much for us, as it was for—” She stopped, because she couldn’t finish the sentence.
“Gina Fayne?” Nomad asked.
Ariel ate some of her sandwich and drank from her bottled water.
Nomad watched her. There were so many things he wanted to ask her about all this. One question was: Why us? Another was: Are those things in this café right now, only we can’t see
them? And: Are they everywhere all the time, and when I’m sitting on the toilet I ought to be a little more modest? And, maybe the questions he wanted to ask the most: Do they know
everything? What don’t they know?
Do they sleep, do they eat, do they screw?
Is everything
around us a fucking illusion, the dream within the dream?
And, oh yeah, one more: Where do they come from?
But she was eating her Reuben, really getting into it, and Nomad thought she could answer those questions no better than he could, no better than they’d been answered since the beginnings of time by scholars, priests, philosophers and thousands of others.
They were not allowed to know.
Nomad figured it was like the cosmos. You could only go so far, thinking about how many stars there were, and space going on into eternity. Where were the walls of the box?
“I just want to make music,” he said, and Ariel looked at him over her sandwich and gave him a crooked half-smile, and before he could monitor his mouth the question jumped out of him: “Do you still need me?”
“What?”
“Do you still need me?” he repeated, and he answered it. “You really don’t. You’re ready to go out on your own. Maybe I was hard on you in Tucson, but I was telling you the truth. You could put your own band together. The Ariel Collier Band.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Oh, that sucks.”
“The Ariels. The ACBs. The Blue Porkpies. That’s a good one. I like that look, it’s cool. Okay, back to naming your new band. The—”
“Two,” she said, and she gave him the mystic blast.
“I’m out of this for a while,” he told her, averting his gaze. “I need some time. Just to think.”
“I need the same thing.”
The moment had come. It felt so natural now, so right to do this. The new old world, at this table in the Magnolia.
“You’re better than I am,” he said. “You’re a better guitarist, a better singer, and I know for sure a better songwriter. And you’re only going to get better still. I’m a party band type of guy.”
“‘When The Storm Breaks’ isn’t a party band song. You’ve written plenty of songs that aren’t.”
“You wrote all the parts that really said something. You wrote the parts that touched people. Their emotions, and all. I just hung on. You know what was driving me? Anger. At a lot of things, and I’ll explain if you want to hear it. Anger’s a tame word for it. More like fucking white-hot volcanic rage, which I guess you guys saw a lot of.” He took a drink of his Pibb. “You can only go so far on that. I figured out, when we started getting the big crowds and the media attention…I started losing my anger. I started feeling like…you know…we were a success, which is what the lack of was making me even more angry. Without that in me, what do I have? I’m not nearly as good as I need to be. I know that. So what do I have?”
“You are good,” she said. “Ask the fans if you are or not.”
“I’m not good enough,” Nomad said.
She sighed heavily and threw him a look of exasperation. “No one’s good enough! Everybody has to push, and push, and try to break through some kind of wall. I know I’m not good enough. But I hope—I plan—on being better tomorrow, or the next time out. You start from where you are. You’ve broken through a lot of walls. Yes,” she said when he made a scoffing noise, “you have. But maybe the next wall you have to break through will be with your talent, not your fists.”
He thought about that, and he progressed a step further into his own new world. “Will you help me?”
“What? Like, give you lessons? I can see that happening!”
“No,” he said. “Will you help me push myself?”
She looked at him across the table, across the half-eaten Reuben and the remains of a burger. It occurred to her that you might call this a ‘date’.
“Yes,” she said.
They sat for a while longer, until two young couples came up asking if they were who they thought they were, and Nomad wanted to ask Who do we think we are? but he was nice about it, he and Ariel had their pictures taken and the couples explained they wanted to get into the show at the Vista Futura but the doors closed, the fire code or something, and so they wound up over at Antone’s hearing The Crop Circles. Nomad picked up the check and paid it—My God, it really is a date, Ariel thought—and then they were out of the café and Nomad said he wanted to take her one more place and it wasn’t very far.
They watched the doughnuts file one after the other along the line. He ate a glazed and she ate a cruller. Then he asked her if he could tell her his story, about his father, and that he would like to drive as he told it, just drive, and keep driving toward morning.
They left the highway several miles out of Austin and followed the Texas roads. They passed towns waking up before the dawn. They passed dark fields and the lights of distant houses that seemed to be sitting on the edge of the world.
Nomad told his story, with the windows down and the pre-dawn air sweetened by night, and when he’d finished, when everything that needed to be said was said, Ariel leaned over and kissed him lightly, at the corner of his mouth, and she told him that yes, she did need him.
She needed the fighter, she said. She needed the rager against the machine. She needed the teller of truths, as he understood them to be. And if indeed some of his anger had dissipated, what had left him was self-anger, a crippling anger, directed at his own soul. She needed the man he was going to become, who dug deeply within himself, and pushed himself to create and to speak, to hear and to be heard, the man who said being just good was never enough. She thought she could love that man, if she didn’t already. And she told him never, ever, to forget that.
< >
Besides, she said, he was just such a sexy bastard.
They had to get some gas. At an intersection of four roads there stood a small station, lights on, a Mom-and-Pop kind of place. Looked like a miniature bunkhouse. Still a little swoony from what he’d just heard, Nomad pulled up to the pumps. Ariel got out to stretch her legs. The air was still and silent; it was turning blue, and the last of the stars sparkled overhead. Nomad was about to unhook the nozzle from the nearest pump when a man’s voice said, “No credit. Cash only. And here you pay up front.”
Nomad and Ariel found the source of that voice. An overhead bug light shone on a man sitting in a chair next to the front door. Beyond him, in the interior, were shelves of stuff: paper towels, bags of chips, motor oil, detergent and the like. A mini-grocery, too. The man wore a cowboy hat, a faded workshirt, jeans and boots. He held an acoustic guitar, had obviously been playing it when they’d pulled in.
“Pay up front,” he said again, his voice as harsh as dry wind. He strummed the guitar.
“I’ll want to get twenty bucks worth.” Nomad limped toward the man, taking out his wallet for the cash. He slowed down as he neared the cowboy, because though he couldn’t fully see the face beneath the wide shadow of the brim, he had the impression of looking at someone who was older than the hills beneath the hills. Someone fence-post lean and shaved-leather raw, someone who looked meaner than a broken bottle of five-dollar whiskey.
The cowboy continued strumming his guitar—it had a nice full tone—and then took the money in one sinewy hand.
“Get your gas,” he said. He began playing once more, a Tejano-flavored tune that Nomad did not recognize.
Nomad worked the nozzle. The gas flowed. Ariel walked a distance away. She lifted her face toward the fading stars, her hands on her hips. He thought she looked really hot in that outfit. He thought he might take her somewhere for breakfast. But he wasn’t quite sure where they were, and he didn’t see any signs.
“Sir?” he asked the man. “Where does that road go?” He motioned toward the intersection and the road that stretched east.
The guitar strumming stopped. Then it started up again, a slow, leisurely playing, all the time in the world.
“The road goes on,” the cowboy said.
Nomad felt a slight tremor pass through him, like something waking up deep inside.
“What say?” he asked.
The cowboy continued playing, some trills up and down the neck. Just showing off.
“Got some cotton swabs in there if you want to clean your ears out,” he said.
“John?” Ariel asked, coming nearer. “What is it?”
Nomad didn’t reply. He couldn’t speak.
It was the answer to a seventeen-year-old mystery. Maybe, too, it was a gift.
Johnny, there’s no roadmap…but…
…the road goes on.
If it was not an answer, it was as near as John Charles knew he would ever find.
< >
He smiled at Ariel. He felt himself smile widely. He felt a weight leave him.
It was a very good feeling.
“You okay?” she asked.
He nodded, and he replaced the nozzle when he was done. He closed the gas tank’s port. He stepped back and regarded his busted-up car as if seeing it in a new light.
“Sir?” he asked the cowboy, who kept his face lowered. “Do you have any spraypaint?”
“Cans of red, white, and blue. All out of red and white. Take your pick.”
Nomad chose the blue. He paid for it, said for the cowboy to keep the change, and then as the guitar strummed at his back he shook the can of paint, popped the top off, and sprayed four letters first on one side, under the driver’s window, and then on the other. Ariel stood beside him, incredulous, as the bright blue paint streamed down from the ends of the letters.
“You’re crazy!” she said, with a grin.
“I’m a musician,” he answered. That explained it all. His ankle was hurting him, not so badly but enough to want to rest it. He decided he needed some help. “Will you drive?”
“Sure,” she said, and she took the offered keys.
John Charles climbed into the passenger seat. Ariel Collier got behind the wheel. He suggested they drive east, toward morning. As they pulled out, the cowboy was still playing his guitar, and he never looked up from the strings.
John thought every ship needed two captains. One to take the wheel when the other got tired, or heartsick, or ever doubted their destination. Maybe the two captains of this ship would never know what the song was about, or who it was for. But maybe it was enough to know that it was out there, on fan web sites and on YouTube, and in the memories of the audience. The Five would be out there, too, on those videos and CDs. You just had to look to find them.
Still gigging, still alive, after all these years.
The Argo, blood brother to the Scumbucket, headed east toward morning.
The indigo light of dawn cast a transformation upon the earth. It created waves from sand hills and whitecaps from pale stones.
And somewhere ahead, it washed clean against a distant shore.




THIRTY-TWO.
She awakened to the sound of a guitar, drifting through the wall between them.
Her heart beat harder. What time was it? Quarter ’til four, by the alarm clock. She would have to be getting up in a few minutes anyway.
A guitar. Imagine that.
She switched on the bedside lamp. She stood up, wrapped her cotton robe around herself, and left her room to go to Jenn’s, which was two steps away.
The door was closed. She knocked.
The guitar playing immediately stopped.
“Open up!” she said.
There was a hesitation. She could feel Jenn inside the room, maybe sitting on her bed, staring at the door.
“I heard you playin’, hon. It sounded nice.”
Footsteps. Quiet ones. Jenn was light on her feet.
The door opened, and her daughter peered out.
“I didn’t mean to wake you up,” Jenn said.
“Aw, baby! You don’t worry about that! I was glad to hear it.” And that, she thought, was the biggest fish that ever passed as a minnow. She saw that Jenn must not have gone to sleep last night. She was still wearing her jeans and the T-shirt she’d worn to the concert. Jenn looked tired, her brown eyes were a little hazy. “Were you up all night?”
“I’m okay,” Jenn said.
“Hm.” She glanced into the room, at the posters on the walls. It was a typical room for a sixteen-year-old girl. Jenn’s guitar, the old Washburn Joel had bought for her at the downtown pawn shop three years ago, was sitting on its stand next to the bed. “Well, then.” Did she dare to ask the next question? She did. “You want a little breakfast? An egg? Slice of bacon?”
Jenn was thinking about it. She had a way of compressing her lips tightly together when she was thinking. “Can I have two slices?” she asked.
“Comin’ up,” said the woman, and when she turned away from her daughter to go to the kitchen in the small house on Lancelot Lane her mouth trembled and tears had jumped into her eyes.
Jenn retreated into her room, but she left the door cracked open.
She picked up her guitar. She sat on her bed and played a little bit. Nothing special, just strumming some chords. Hearing the ring of the notes. They looked copper-colored, like her mother’s hair. She tried some hammer-ons and pull-offs, gradually picking up the speed. Those were okay, but her fingers were so stiff. She tried some tapping, again increasing the speed.
Ouch. That sounded like Pop Rocks dropped into a big bowl of mess.
Try it one more time.
No, she had a ways to go yet.
She returned to strumming, slowly, letting the copper orbs fly around the room and bounce off the walls. At least, in her mind they did. Some of them bounced off the posters. They evaporated in the air, after they were done singing.
She turned her head. She gazed past her ugly reflection in the mirror over the dresser to the cork bulletin board with pictures of herself and her dad on it. In those pictures, they were both playing guitars. She was fourteen, and he was still alive. In a corner of the board was a blue ribbon that said First Place Winner, Talent Show, Cedar Park High School, 2006.
Her eyes returned to the face of her father. He had been so handsome. A big man, and rugged. He had been an auto mechanic at the Felix Gogo Toyota dealership in Temple. He’d said there wasn’t an engine made he couldn’t fix. He’d driven fifty-seven miles there in the morning, and fifty-seven miles back at night. Every weekday for as long as she could remember. He had called her Birdy.
“Birdy,” he said, “the crows will fly.”
And that was exactly as he said it, the will pushed down like a thumb on a sore spot.
It was what he said to explain that bad things are going to happen, no matter how much you pray for them not to. No matter how much you ask God to save your father. No matter how much you cry in your room, and lie there on the bed thinking about how handsome he was, and how big and how rugged, before the cancer starting eating at him and shrinking him down. Those crows, they’re gonna fly.
“You know what, Birdy?” he said in the hospital room, with the afternoon light streaming through the window and those tubes up his nose. “Have to take me down in size some. So I can get through the Pearly Gates. Aw, honey, it ain’t nothin’. Come on, wipe your eyes. Laurie, get her a tissue. Listen, listen.” He gave her the stern look, the one that always worked. “Get yourself together. Mom tells me you’re not eatin’. Is that right?”
“Not hungry,” Jenn had answered.
“You better get hungry, girl. One thing for a big ol’ hoss like me to shrink down, and it’s another for a twig like you.”
“Dad,” Jenn had said, and her eyes had almost flooded out of her head.
And he was such a good guitar player, too. His hands were big, sure, but they moved so lightly on the strings. Together they sat on the porch, and they played songs like America’s ‘A Horse With No Name’, and Waylon Jennings’s ‘Luckenbach, Texas’, and his ‘Mama, Don’t Let Your Babies Grow Up To Be Cowboys’. And so many, many others.
She was named after Waylon Jennings, who had taken the time to shake her father’s hand and talk to him like a regular person at a concert in Austin long before she was born. Her name wasn’t ‘Jennifer’, it was just ‘Jenn’. Jenn Stewart, that was her.
“Birdy,” he’d said one day in July on the porch, and this was just before he’d gotten sick, “you are a natural-born guitar player. And I swear, you’ve got lightning in those fingers. I can’t even do licks like those! Lord girl, you put me to shame!”
But that was his way of saying he was proud.
Her nickname, Birdy, came from him too. He said she could sing the birds out of the trees. Said she must be half-bird herself, to sing like that. That voice going up and up, right to the clouds. Up and up, right to God’s ear. You must be half-bird, Birdy. The other half’s an ol’ stinkbug! Ain’t that right, Laurie?
And her mother Laurie would grin and say, “Just like her daddy!”
Jenn had her father’s eyes, but she mostly resembled her mother. She was thin—much thinner now—and wiry, with the same copper-colored hair. She was a pretty girl—used to be—with high cheekbones and an elegant nose, again like her mother’s. That was a good thing, because many of the Stewarts and the Ingrahams had honkers. She could be funny, she had a quick wit and she liked to dance, but there was a side of her that had some of the hard earth of Texas in it. That side was serious and sometimes moody. That side didn’t go in for a lot of foolishness. An old soul, her mother called her when that side showed itself. Old beyond her years. That was the side that told her not to smoke pot or cigarettes, though her mother had admitted smoking pot herself back in the days when she was—and she said this with some pride in her voice—“kind of a hippie”. Jenn had tried beer at a party after the Crosstown Showdown, but she went back to her sweet tea.
Sometimes she wore her hair like her mother did, in braids. Today, though, it lay loose about her shoulders. It didn’t shine, though. It was dull.
She strummed the guitar some more, just trying it out again. Her fingers were not what they used to be. How long had it been since she’d brought this guitar out of its case in the closet? Three, four months? Half a year? Maybe so.
It had been a good concert last night at the Vista Futura. Her mom had told her about meeting The Five at the Denny’s, where she was a waitress.
You know what one of them said when I asked him what that thing with the fist and the peace sign meant? He said ‘Bullshit!’ His exact word. I almost pooted, tryin’ to hold back a laugh. But the girl was nice. She seemed kind. She’s the one who gave me the shirt.
Won’t you eat just a little dinner, honey?
< >
Jenn had seen them on television. She’d followed their progress, and in a way shared their tribulations. First off, the sniper shooting the bass player in Sweetwater. Her grandmother lived in Sweetwater, so it had riveted her attention. Then what had happened to their road manager in Tucson. And that Stone Church thing, and finally two deaths in the New Mexico desert.
It was a tragic story. She’d gone to their website, heard their songs and watched their videos. She thought they were very strong, very talented, especially Ariel Collier, and she thought Nomad’s voice was as good as Waylon’s. So when her mom had brought in a newspaper ad saying The Five was doing a last show at the Vista Futura, and all ages were welcome and you could get in free if you wore the T-shirt, well…
No, Mom, I can’t go. I just don’t feel like it.
Jenn stood up, returned the guitar to its stand, and looked at herself in the mirror.
That hateful mirror. That ugly, ugly mirror. It showed her that the crows will fly, even if you stay in your own room and stop going outside. They will fly if you stop eating. They will fly if you shun food, because at first the sight of it makes you think of your father throwing up his dinners and shrinking down to a sick, dying sack of bones, and you don’t want to eat, either, if he can’t. And then, later…you think…really…I want to be with him, and play guitars, and be a family like we used to be, and I love my mom with all my heart but I need my dad, and maybe if I get right to the edge…right to the very edge of slipping into a sweet sleep, he will come as a spirit, whole and well again, to tell me you better eat, girl, and I can let him know how much I miss him, and how since he’s been gone all the music is gone too.
But he never came. He never could get through.
They call it anorexia. The doctor said: anorexia nervosa.
Jenn looked at herself. She really was a twig, now. Half of a twig. A sprig. Her bones could be counted.
No, Mom, I can’t go.
Her mother had said she might enjoy it, if she let herself. Nobody was going to know her there, if that’s what she was worried about. I’ll pick you up when it’s over. Jenn, go.
That band had gone through so much. Had seen so much death and tragedy. Yet still they kept going. They were unstoppable. So maybe…okay, Mom, I’ll go.
She almost didn’t make it in. She’d been outside the club waiting with about eighteen thousand people, it seemed like, and had started talking to another girl her age whose mother had let her off. The girl, whose name was Diane, wore very thick glasses and had a kind smile. She was wearing a The Five T-shirt and she said she was their Number One Fan. She said her mother had brought her from Waco. Then the doors had opened up and the crowd had started rushing in, and everybody was moving forward in a mob and there stood a man counting people on a little metal clicker, and when Jenn got up to the door with Diane behind her some people had pushed Diane back to get in front of her, and Jenn heard the man call out to someone inside, “We’re about at the limit!”
So Jenn had reached a scrawny arm back through the surging crowd and caught Diane’s hand and at first pulled her through and then pushed her forward so she could enter the door first, because Waco was a lot further away than Cedar Park, and Jenn had a cellphone she could call her mother with and Diane had just been kind of let out on the street.
But they’d both gotten in. The doors had closed about six people after Jenn.
“Breakfast’s almost ready!” her mother called from the kitchen. “Orange juice? Milk?” It was a hopeful question.
Jenn stared at herself in the mirror.
She heard that song again.
The last song.
She heard the words I’m sitting here like a candle on the darkest night.
“Jenn, listen to me, now. Listen real close.” It was her father’s voice, speaking to her in the hospital room on one of the final days. “I don’t want you to get sick. Do you hear me? You have life ahead of you. Hear me? I want you to be somebody’s candle, Jenn. I want you to show somebody your light. I think, with your talent and your heart, that’s what you’re gonna do. But you can’t get sick. You can’t follow me. Do you understand that?”
She did understand, but it was something she couldn’t control now. The crows were flying, and they destroyed little birdies.
But that last song…
And the part Try and try, grow and thrive, because no one here gets out alive.
Her father’s voice once more, on maybe the very last day?
“Jenn,” he whispered. “My beautiful Birdy. Don’t cry, baby. Laurie, you don’t cry either. It’s all right. Do you think people get out of life alive? No, they don’t. That’s why you have to make every day…every minute…count. I love my girls. God bless you both.”
And hearing that line in the song, in the Vista Futura, had made tears bloom in Jenn’s eyes. Had made them trickle down her cheeks, until Diane had looked at her and said maybe Jenn ought to be the Number One Fan, if that song moved her so much.
Jenn had thought—had known—that at last, her father had found a way to get through.
It had been a good song. A really, really good song. It had deeply touched her. It had spoken to her in a way she thought it could speak to no other person in the audience.
But she thought she could do better.
She looked at her posters on the walls.
There was Gwen Stefani, who Jenn thought was one of the most beautiful and talented women in the world. Gwen Stefani had a sweet heart. Jenn could tell that about a person.
There was a woman named Joni Mitchell, standing on a stage before a huge crowd with her arms upraised. A vintage poster, bought off eBay. These two women, on the CDs she owned, were separate and distinct talents. Both had fire and passion in their voices. Joni Mitchell wanted to get things done. She wanted to give a voice to people who had none. She wanted to speak clearly, and to clearly be heard. And to do that, you also had to clearly hear.
Gwen Stefani used her talent as an entertainer. To enthrall and delight, to dance to a beat, to have fun, to laugh and help people shrug off the worries of the world for a little while. To help them find strength when the crows came flying.
Jenn enjoyed them equally, as she enjoyed listening to all the many different musicians in her collection. But these two…these two separate and distinct talents, were the ones she went back to again and again.
She thought…if someone could merge them together, could meld them into one talent, one voice, a single personality. The seeker of truth and the joyful entertainer.
And both of them, the combination, writing songs from the heart.
What music that would be.
Jenn thought she maybe should eat some breakfast today. At least try it.
You couldn’t sing on an empty stomach.
You sure couldn’t dance on one, either.
“Milk,” she answered her mother.
“Alright, angel,” her mother said, and her voice was husky.
That last song, Jenn thought. It had spoken to her, in about as clear a voice as anybody could wish to hear.

Some things don’t change, they never do.
Some things do change, they change with you.

She looked again at the pictures of herself and her father, thinking about how much courage he’d shown when he was getting ready for his journey.
She thought she needed some too, for her own.
“Orange juice, too,” she said toward the kitchen. And added, “Please, ma’am.”
At breakfast, Jenn ate sparingly, like a bird, but at least Laurie thought it was a start. Just so long as she didn’t go into the bathroom and throw it up. Laurie asked her what she planned to do today, it would be another clear hot day, and Jenn said she thought she was going to mess around on the guitar, and she might call Noreen Velasco and Anna Cope and ask them if they wanted to bring their guitars over. It had been a while since they’d done that.
“Will you try to eat some lunch?” Laurie asked.
Jenn crunched on a piece of bacon. “Do we have any peanut butter?”
Laurie got dressed for work, in her Denny’s uniform. She would put on the tag that said Hi I’m Laurie when she got there. She put her hair in braids. She brushed her teeth. Thank the Lord Jenn don’t have my big ol’ choppers, she thought. The sun was about to come up.
She could hear her daughter playing her guitar again. Music was a beautiful gift.
She went in to say goodbye, and Jenn said, “Mom, I was thinking. Could I maybe start my lessons back?”
“I think you absolutely could. Absolutely.” Jenn had quit her lessons months ago. Jenn was good, very good, but she was the kind of person—or used to be, before she got so sad and sick—who always wanted to be better.
“Can we afford ’em? I could probably find a job at the mall.”
“Yes, we can afford ’em. And we’ll talk about that later. You just enjoy your day.” And don’t worry so much, Laurie almost said, but today she didn’t think she had to. She started to close the door.
Jenn said, “You can leave it open, Mom.”
“Okay.” Laurie listened to her daughter playing. Watched her hands moving on the strings. Sending music into the air. Who could say where it would go? “Love you,” she said.
“Love you, too,” said Jenn. “Thanks for breakfast.”
“You can leave a tip on the table,” Laurie told her, and she met her daughter’s quick smile with one of her own, and then she left the house with music in her ears.
On the way to the car, she thought that money was tight, it always was, but she would figure out how to get those guitar lessons for Jenn. It seemed very important to her, and it seemed very right.
Because for someone you loved, sacrifice was no problem.
For someone you loved, it was no problem at all.
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Robert R. McCammon "A gothic picaresque that mixes gritty plot and black comedy....
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... Utterly absorbing."

-@a (OK) World "GONE SOUTH is a punch in the gut, a bullet whizzing by the ear.

Fierce, driving action shoves the book along at a breakneck pace....

McCammon's storytelling ability has its usual high quality; the characters-especially the two bounty hunters-are compelling.... GONE

SOUTH is almost film noir in its approach, with descriptions that make you prickle with the sweat-drenched heat of Louisiana summer and the equally sweaty desperation of people at their wits' end.... N"at McCammon seems to be aiming at is a hybrid form of Southern fiction, a combination of William Faulkner's distinct characterization, Tennessee Williams' deviant and dark underpinnings, and McCammon's own personal twists of plot."
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@,20 The Good Son it was hell's season, and the air smelled of burning children.

This smell was what had destroyed Dan Lambert's taste for barbecued pork sandwiches.  Before August of 1969, the year he'd turned twenty, his favorite food had been barbecue crispy at the edges and drenched with sloppy red sauce.

After the eleventh day of that month, the smell of it was enough to make him sick to death.

He was driving east through Shreveport on 70th Street, into the glare of the morning sun.  It glanced off the hood of his gray pickup truck and stabbed his eyes, inflaming the slow ache in his skull.  He knew this pain, and its vagaries.

Sometimes it came upon him like a brute with a hammer, sometimes like a surgeon with a precise scalpel.  During the worst times it hit and ran like a Mack truck and all he could do was chew on his rage and lie there until his body came back to him.

It was a hard thing, dying was.

In this August of 1991, a summer that had been one of the hottest in Louisiana's long history of hellish seasons, Dan was fortytwo years old.  He looked ten years older, his rawboned, heavily lined face a testament to his ceaseless combat with pain.  It was a fight he knew he couldn't win.  if he knew for certain he would live three more years, he wasn't sure if he'd be happy about it.  Right now it was day-to-day.

Some days were all right, some weren't worth a bucket of warm spit.

 

But it wasn't in his nature to give up, no matter how tough things got.  His father, the quitter, had not raised a quitter.  In this, at least, Dan could find strength.

He drove on along the arrow-straight line of 70th Street, past strip malls and car lots and fast-food joints.  He drove on into the merciless sun and the smell of murdered innocents.

Lining the commercial carnival of 70th Street was a score of barbecue restaurants, and it was from their kitchen chimneys that this odor of burned flesh rose into the scalded sky.  It was just after nine, and already the temperature sign in front of the Friendship Bank of Louisiana read eighty-six degrees.  The sky was cloudless, but was more white than blue, as if all the color had been bleached from it.  The sun was a burnished ball of pewter, a promise of another day of misery across the Gulf states.  Yesterday the temperature had hit a hundred and two, and Dan figured that today it was going to be hot enough to fry pigeons on the wing.

Afternoon showers passed through every few days, but it was just enough to steam the streets.  The Red River flowed its muddy course through Shreveport to the bayou country and the air shimmered over the larger buildings that stood iron-gray against the horizon.

Dan had to stop for a red light.  The pickup's brakes squealed a little, in need of new pads.  A job replacing rotten lumber on a patio deck last week had made him enough to pay the month's rent and utilities, and he'd had a few dollars left over for groceries.  Still, somethings had to slide.  He'd missed two payments on the pickup, and he needed to go in and see Mr.  Jarrett to work something out.  Mr.

Jarrett, the loan manager at the First Commercial Bank, understood that Dan had fallen on hard times, and cut him some slack.

The pain was back behind his eyes.  It lived there, like a hermit crab.  Dan reached beside himself on the seat, picked up the white bottle of Excedrin, and popped it open.  He shook two tablets onto his tongue and chewed them.  The light turned green and he drove on, toward Death Valley.

Dan wore a rust-colored shortsleeve shirt and blue jeans with patches on the knees.  Under a faded blue baseball his thinning brown hair was combed back from his fore and spilled over his shoulders; haircuts were not high on his list of priorities.  He had light brown eyes and a closecropped beard that was almost all gray.  On his left wrist was a Timex and on his feet was a sturdy pair of brown, much-scuffed workboots.  On his right forearm was the bluish-green ghost of a snake tattoo, a reminder of a burly kid who'd had one too many cheap and potent zombies with his buddies on a night of leave in Saigon.  That kid was long gone, and Dan was left with the tattoo.  The Snake Handlers, that's what they'd been.  Not afraid to stick their hands in the jungle's holes and pull out whatever horror might be coiled up and waiting in there.  They had not known, then, that the entire world was a snake hole, and that the snakes just kept getting bigger and meaner.  They had not known, in their raucous rush toward the future, that the snakes were lying in wait not only in the holes but in the mowed green grass of the American Dream.  They got your legs first, wound around your ankles, and slowed you down.  They slithered into your guts and made you sick and afraid, and then you were easy to kill.

In the years since that Day-Glo memory of a night in Saigon, Dan Lambert had shrunken.  At his chest-thumping, Charlie-whomping best he'd stood six-two and carried two hundred and twelve pounds of Parris Island-trained muscle.  Back then, he'd felt as if he could swallow 

bullets and shit iron.  He weighed about a hundred and seventy pounds now, and he didn't think he was much over six feet.  There was a gauntness in his face that made him think of some of the old Vietnamese people who'd huddled in their hootches with eyes as terrified as those of mongrel dogs expecting a boot.  His cheekbones jutted, his chin was as sharp as a can opener under the beard.  It was the fact that he rarely ate three meals a day, and of course a lot of his shrinkage was due to the sickness, too.

Gravity and time were the giant killers, he thought as he drove along the sun-washed highway with the back of his sweat-wet shirt stuck to the seat.  Gravity shrank you and time pulled you into the grave, and not even the Snake Handlers could beat such fearsome enemies as those.

He drove through pale smoke that had drifted from the chimney of Hungry Bob's Barbecue Shack, the cook getting all that meat good and black for the lunch crowd.  A tire hit a pothole, and in the truck's bed his box of tools jangled.  They were the hammers, nails, levels and saws of a carpenter.

At the next intersection he turned right and drove south into an area of warehouses.  It was a world of chainlink fences, loading docks, and brick walls.  Between the buildings the heat lay trapped and vengeful.  Up ahead a halfdozen pickup trucks and a few cars were parked in an empty lot.  Dan could see some of the men standing around talking.

Another man was sitting in a folding chair reading a newspaper, his CAT hat throwing a slice of shade across his face.  Standing near one of the cars was a man who had a sign hanging around his neck, and on that sign was handlettered WILL WORK FOR FOOD.

This was Death Valley.

Dan pulled his truck into the lot and cut the engine.  He unpeeled his damp shirt from the backrest, slipped the bottle of aspirin into his pocket, and got out.  "There's Dan the man!"  Steve Lynam called from where he stood talking with Darryl Glennon and Curtis Nowell, and Dan raised a hand in greeting.

"Mornin, Dan," Joe Yates said, laying his newspaper in his lap.

"How's it hangin'?"

"It's still there," Dan answered.  "I think."

"Got iced tea."  A plastic jug and a bag of Dixie cups sat on the ground next to Joe's folding chair.  "Come on over."

Dan joined him.  He drew iced tea into a cup and eased himself down beside Joe's shadow.  "Terry got a ticket," Joe said as he offered Dan some of the newspaper.  "Fella came by 'bout ten minutes ago, lookin' for a man to set some Sheetrock.  Picked Terry and off they went."

"That's good."  Terry Palmeter had a wife and two kids to feed.

"Fella say he might be needin' some more help later on?"

"Just the one Sheetrock man."  Joe squinted up toward the sun.  He was a lean, hard-faced man with a nose that had been broken and flattened by a vicious fist somewhere down the line.  He'd been coming here to Death Valley for over a year, about as long as Dan had been.

On most days Joe was an amiable gent, but on others he sat brooding and darkspirited and was not to be approached.  Like the other men who came to Death Valley, Joe had never revealed much about himself, though Dan had learned the man had been married and divorced the same as he had.

Most of the men were from towns other than Shreveport.  They were wanderers, following the promise of work, and for them the roads on the map led not so much from city to city as from hot-tarred roofs to 

mortared walls to the raw frameworks of new houses with pinewood so fresh the timbers wept yellow tears.  "God, it's gonna be a cooker today," Joe said, and he lowered his head and returned to his reading and waiting.

Dan drank the iced tea and felt sweat pricker* the back of his neck.  He didn't want to stare, but his eyes kept returning to the man who wore the desperate handlettered sign.  The an had sandy-blond hair, was probably in s lite twenties, and wore a checked shirt and stained overalls.  His face was @ boyish, though it was starting to take on the tautness of true hunger.  It reminded Dan of someone he'd known a long time ago.  A name came to him: Farrow.  He let it go, and the memory drifted away like the acrid barbecue smoke.

"Looky here, Dan."  Joe thumped an article in the Oaper.

"President's economics honcho says the recession's over and everybody ought to be in fine shape by Christmas.  Says new construction's already up thirty percent."

"Do tell," Dan said.

"Got all sorts of graphs in here to show how happy we oughta be."

He showed them to Dan, who glanced at the meaningless bars and arrows and then watched the man with the sign again.  "Yeah, things are sure getting' better all over, ain't they.?"  Joe nodded, answering his own cynical question.  "Yessir.  Too bad they forgot to tell the workman."

"Joe, who's that fella over there?"  Dan asked.  "The guy with the sign."

"I don't know."  He didn't lift his gaze from the paper.

"He was there when I got here.  Young fella, looks to be.  Hell, ve

man jack of us would work for food if it came to that, b% e don't wear signs advertisin' it, do we?"

"Maybe we're not hungry enough yet."

"Maybe not," Joe agreed, and then he said nothing else.

More men were arriving in their pickups and cars, some with wives who let them out and drove off.  Dan recognized others he knew, like Andy Slane and Jim Neilds.  They were a community of sorts, scholars in the college of hard knocks.

Fourteen months ago Dan had been working on the payroll of the A&A Construction Company.  Their motto had been We Build the Best for Less.

Even so, the company hadn't been strong enough to survive the bottom falling out of the building business.  Dan had lost his job of five years and quickly found that nobody was hiring carpenters full-time.

The first thing to go had been his house, in favor of a cheaper apartment.  His savings had dwindled amazingly-and frighteningly-fast.

Since his divorce in 1984 he'd been paying child support to Susan, so his bank account had never been well padded.  But he'd never been a man who needed or expected luxuries, anyway.  The nicest thing in his possession was his Chevy pickup-"metallic mist" was the correct name of its color, according to the salesman-which he'd bought three months prior to the crash of A&A Construction.  Being behind the two payments bothered him; Mr.  Jarrett was a fair man, and Dan was not one to take advantage of fairness.  He was going to have to find a way to scrape some cash together.

He didn't like looking at the man who wore the handlettered sign, but he couldn't help it.  He knew what trying to find a steady job was like.  With all the layoffs and businesses going under, the help-wanted ads had dried up to nothing.

 

Skilled laborers like Dan and the others who came to Death Valley were the first to feel the hurt.  He didn't like looking at the man with the desperate sign because he feared he might be seeing his own future.

Death Valley was where men who wanted to work came to wait for a "ticket."  Getting a ticket meant being picked for a job by anyone who needed labor.  The contractors who were still in business knew about Death Valley, and would go there to find help when a regular crewman was sick or they needed extra hands for a day or two.  Regular homeowners sometimes drove by as well, to hire somebody to do such jobs as patching a roof or building a fence.  The citizens of Death Valley worked cheap.

And the hell of it, Dan had learned by talking to the others, was that places like Death Valley existed in every city.  It had become clear to him that thousands of men and women lived clinging to the edge of poverty through no fawt of their own but because of the times and the luck of the draw.  The recession had been a beast with a cold eye, and it had wrenched families young and old from their homes and shattered their lives with equal dispassion.

"Hey, Dan!  How many'd ya kill?"

Two shadows had fallen across him.  He looked up and made out Steve Lynam and Curtis Nowell standing beside him with the sun at their backs.  "What?"  he asked.

"How many'd ya kill?"  Curtis had posed the question.

He was in his early thirties, had curly dark brown hair, and wore a yellow T-shirt with no stenciled on it.  "How many chinks?  More than twenty or less than twenty?"

"Chinks?"  Dan repeated, not quite grasping the point.

"yeah Curtis dug a pack of Winstons and a lighter from his jeans pocket.  "Charlies.  Gooks.  Whatever you dudes called 'em back then.

You kill more than twenty of 'em?"

Joe pushed the brim of his cap up.  "You fellas don't have anythin'

better to do than invade a man's privacy?"

"No," Curtis said as he lit up.  "We ain't hurtin'anythin' by askin, are we, Dan?  I mean, you're proud to be a vet, ain't you?"

"Yes, I am."  Dan sipped his" tea again.  Most of the Death Valley regulars knew about his tour of duty, not because he particularly cared to crow about it but because Curtis had asked him where held gotten the tattoo.  @is @ a big mouth and he was on the dumb side: a bad combination.

"I'm proud I served my country," Dan said.

"Yeah, you didn't run to Canada like them draft-dodgin' fuckers did, huh?"  Steve asked.  He was a few years older than Curtis, had keen blue eyes and a chest as big as a beer keg.

"No," Dan answered, "I did what I was told."

"So how many?"  Curtis urged.  "More than twenty?"

Dan released a long, weary breath.  The sun was beating down on his skull, even through the baseball cap.  "Does it really matter?"

"We want to know," Curtis said, the cigarette clenched between his teeth and his mouth leaking smoke.  "You kept a body count, didn't you?"

Dan stared straight ahead.  He was looking at a chainlink fence.

Beyond it was a wall of brown bricks.  Sun and shadow lay worlds apart on that wall.  In the air Dan could smell the burning.

"Talked to this vet once in Mobile," Curtis plowed on.

 

"Fella was one-legged.  He said he kept a body count.  Said he knew how many chinks he'd killed right to the man."

"Jesus Christ!"  Joe said.  "Why don't you two go on and pester the shit outta somebody else?  Can't you see Dan don't want to talk about it?"

"He's got a voice," Steve replied.  "He can say if he wants to talk about it or not."

Dan could sense Joe was about to stand up from his chair.

When Joe stood up, it was either to go after a ticket or knock the ugly out of somebody.  "I didn't keep a body count," Dan said before Joe could leave the folding chair.  "I just did my job."

"But you can kinda figure out how many, right?"  Curtis wasn't about to give up until he'd gnawed all the meat off this particular bone.  "Like more or less than twenty?"

A slow pinwheel of memories had begun to turn in Dan's mind.

These memories were never far from him, even on the best of days.  in that slow pinwheel were fragments of scenes and events: mortar shells blasting dirt showers in a jungle where the sunlight was cut to a murky gloom; rice paddies a

The Good Son shimmering in the noonday heat; helicopters circling overhead while soldiers screamed for help over their radios and sniper bullets ripped the air; the false neon joy of Saigon's streets and bars; dark shapes unseen yet felt, and human excrement lying within the perimeter wire to mark the contempt the Cong had for Uncle Sam's young men; rockets scrawling white and red across the twilight sky; AnnMargret in thigh-high boots and pink hot pants, dancing the frug at a USO show; the body of a Cong soldier, a boy maybe fifteen years old, who had stepped on a mine and been blown apart and flies forming a black mask on his bloody face; a firelight in a muddy clearing, and a terrified voice yelling motherfucker motherfucker motherfucker like a strange mantra; the silver rain, drenching the trees and vines and grass, the hair and skin and eyes and not one drop of it clean; and the village.

Oh, yes.  The village.

Dan's mouth was very dry.  He took another swallow of tea.  The ice was almost gone.  He could feel the men waiting for him to speak, and he knew they wouldn't leave him alone until he did.  "More than twenty."

"Hot damn, I knew it!"  Grinning, Curtis elbowed Steve in the ribs and held out his palm.  "Cough it up, friend!"

"Okay, okay."  Steve brought out a battered wallet, opened it, and slapped a five-dollar bill into Curtis Nowell's hand.  "I'll get it back sooner or later."

"You boys ain't got trouble enough, you gotta gamble your money away?"  Joe sneered.

Dan set his cup down.  A hot pulse had begun beating at his temples.  "You laid a bet," he said as he lifted a wintry gaze to the two men, "on how many corpses I left in 'Nam?"

"Yeah, I bet it'd be more than twenty," Curtis said, "and Steve bet it'd be-' , I "I get the drift."  Dan stood up.  It was a slow, easy movement though it hurt his knees.  "You used me and what I did to win you some cash, Curtis?"

"Sure did."  It was said proudly.  Curtis started to push the river into his pocket.

"Let me see the money."

Still grinning, Curtis held the bill out.

 

Dan didn't smile.  His hand whipped forward, took the money, and had it in his grip before Curtis's grin could drop.  "Whoa!"  Curtis said.  "Give it here, man!"

"You used me and what I did?  What I lived through?  I think I deserve half of this, don't you?"  Without hesitation, Dan tore the bill in two.

"Hey, man!  It's against the fuckin'law to tear up money!"

"Sue me.  Here's your half."

Curtis's face had reddened.  "I oughta bust your fuckin, head is what I oughta do!"

"Maybe you ought to.  Try, at least."

Sensing trouble, a few of the other men had started edging closer.

Curtis's grin returned, only this time it was mean.  "I could take you with one hand, you skinny old bastard."

'You might be right about that."  Dan watched the younger man's eyes, knowing that in them he would see the punch coming before Curtis's arm was cocked for the strike.

"Might be.  But before you try, I want you to know that I haven't raised my hand in anger to a man since I left'Nam.  I wasn't the best soldier, but I did my job and nobody could ever say I'd gone south."

Dan saw a nerve in Curries left eyelid begin to tick.  Curtis was close to swinging.  "If you swing on me," Dan said calmly, "you'll have to kill me to put me down.  I won't be used or made a fool of, and I won't have you winnin' a bet on how many bodies I left in my footprints.  Do you understand that, Curtis?"

"I think you're full of shit," Curtis said, but his grin had weakened.  Blisters of sweat glistened on his cheeks and forehead.  He glanced to the right and left, taking in the halfdozen or so onlookers, then back to Dan.  "You think you're something' special 'cause you're a vet?"

"Nothin' special about me," Dan answered.  "I just want you to know that I learned how to kill over there.  I got better at it than I wanted to be.  I didn't kill all those Cong with a gun or a knife.  Some of 'em I had to use my hands.  Curtis, I love peace more than any man alive, but I won't take disrespect.  So go on and swing if you want to, I'm not goin' anywhere."

"Man, I could break your damn neck with one punch," Curtis said, but the way he said it told Dan he was trying to decide whether to push this thing any further.

Dan waited.  The decision was not his to make.

A few seconds ticked past.  Dan and Curtis stared at each other.

"Awful hot to be fightin'," Joe said.  "Grown men, I swear!"

"Hell, it's only five dollars," Steve added.

Curtis took a deep drag on his cigarette and exhaled smoke through his nostrils.  Dan kept watching him, his gaze steady and his face placid though the pain in his skull had racheted up a notch.

"Shit," Curtis said at last.  He spat out a shred of tobacco.

"Give it here, then."  He took the half that Dan offered.

"Keep you from tapin' it back together and spendin' it, at least."

"There ya go.  Ya'll kiss and make up," Joe suggested.

Curtis laughed, and Dan allowed a smile.  The men who'd thronged around began moving away.  Dan knew that Curtis wasn't a bad fellow; Curtis just had a bad attitude sometimes and needed a little sense knocked into him.  But on this day, with the sun burning down and no breeze stirring the weeds of Death Valley, Dan was very glad push had not come to shove.

"Sorry," Steve told him.  "Guess we didn't think it'd bother you.

The bet, I mean."

 

"Now you know.  Let's forget it, all right?"

Curtis and Steve moved off.  Dan took the Excedrin bottle from his pocket and popped another aspirin.  His palms were damp, not from fear of Curtis, but from fear of what he might have done had that particular demon been loosed.

"You okay?"  Joe was watching him carefully.

"Yeah.  Headache."

"You get a lot of those, don't you?"

"A few."

"You seen a doctor?"

"Yeah."  Dan put the bottle away.  "Says it's migraine."

"Is that so?"

"Uh-huh."  He knows I'm lyin', Dan thought.  There was no need to tell any of the men here about his sickness.  He crunched the aspirin between his teeth and washed it down with the last of his iced tea.

"Curtis is gonna get his clock cleaned one fine day", im said.

"Fella don't have no sense."

"He hasn't @ved enough, that's his problem."

"Right.  Not like us old relics, huh?"  Joe looked up at the sky, measuring the journey of the sun.  "Did you see some hell over there, Dan?"

Dan settled himself back down beside his friend's chair.

He let the question hang for a moment, and then he said, "I did.

We all did."

"I just missed getting' drafted.  I supported you fellas all the way, though.  I didn't march in the streets or nothin'."

"Might've been better if you had.  We were over there way too long."

"We could've won it," Joe said.  "Yessir.  We could've swept the floor with them bastards if we'd just-" "That's what I used to think,"

Dan interrupted quietly.  "I used to think if it wasn't for the protesters, we could've turned that damn country into a big asphalt parkin'lot."  He drew his knees up to his chest.  The aspirin was kicking in now, dulling the pain.  "Then I went up to Washington, and I walked along that wall.  You know, where the names are.

Lots of names up there.  Fellas I knew.  Young boys, eighteen and nineteen, and what was left of 'em wouldn't fill a bucket.  I've thought and thought about it, but I can't fipre out what we would've had if we'd won.  If we'd killed every Charlie to a man, if we'd marched right into Hanoi and torched it to the ground, if we'd come home the heroes like the Desert Storm boys did ... what would we have won?"

"Respect, I guess," Joe said.

"No, not even that.  It was past time to get out.  I knew it when I saw all those names on that black wall.  When I saw mothers and fathers tracin' their dead sons' names on paper to take home with 'em because that's all they had left, I knew the protesters were right.  We never could've won it.

Never."

"Gone south," Joe said.

"What?"

@'Gone south.  You told Curtis nobody could ever say you'd gone south.  What's that mean?"

Dan realized he'd used the term, but hearing it from the mouth of another man had taken him by surprise.

 

"Somethin' we said in 'Nam," he explained.  "Somebody screwed up-or cracked up-we said he'd gone south."

"And you never screwed up?"

"Not enough to get myself or anybody else killed.  That was all we wanted: to get out alive."

Joe grunted.  "Some life you came back to, huh?"

"Yeah," Dan said, "some life."

Joe lapsed into silence, and Dan offered nothing else.

Vietnam was not a subject Dan willingly talked about.

If anyone wanted to know and they pressed it, he might tell them hesitantly about the Snake Handlers and their exploits, the childlike bar girls of Saigon and the jungle snipers he'd been trained to hunt and kill, but never could he utter a word about two things: the village and the dirty silver rain.

The sun rose higher and the morning grew old.  It was a slow day for tickets.  Near ten-thirty a man in a white panel truck stopped at Death Valley and the call went up for two men who had experience in house-painting.  Jimmy Staggs and Curtis Nowell got a ticket, and after they left in the panel truck everybody else settled down to waiting again.

Dan felt the brutal heat sapping him.  He had to go sit in his truck for a while to get out of the sun.  A couple of the younger bucks had brought baseball gloves and a ball, and they peeled off their wet shirts and pitched some as Dan and the older men watched.  The guy with the handlettered sign around his neck was sitting on the curb, looking expectantly in the direction from which the ticket givers would be coming like God's emissaries.  Dan wanted to go over and tell him to take that sign off, that he shouldn't beg, but he decided against it.  You did what you had to do to get by.

Again the young man reminded Dan of someone else.

Farrow was the name.  It was the color of the hair and the boyish face, Dan thought.  Farrow, the kid from Boston.

Well, they'd all been kids back in those days, hadn't they?

But thinking about Farrow stirred up old, deep pain, and Dan shunted the haunting images aside.

Dan had been born in Shreveport on the fifth of May in 1950.  His father, who had been a sergeant in the Marine Corps but who liked to be called "Major" by his fellow workers at the Pepsi bottling plant, had departed this life in 1973 by route of a revolver bullet to the roof of the mouth.

Dan's mother, never in the best of health, had gone to south Florida to live with an older sister.  Dan understood she had part interest in a flower shop and was doing all right.  His sister, Kathy, older than he by three years, lived in Taos, New Mexico, where she made copper-and-turquoise jewelry.  Of the two of them, Kathy had been the rebel against the major's rigid love-it-or-leave-it patriotism.  She'd escaped just past her seventeenth birthday, jumping into a van with a band of folksingers-"scum of the earth," the major had called them-and hitting the road to the golden West.  Dan, the good @had finished high school, kept his hair cut short, had become a carpenter's apprentice, and had been driven by his father to the Marine recruiting center to do his duty as a "good American."

And now Dan was waiting, in the city of his birth, for a ticket in the hot stillness of Death Valley.

Around eleven-thirty another panel truck pulled up.  Dan was always amazed at how quickly everybody could move when the day was 

passing and tickets were in short supply.

Like hungry animals the men jostled for position around the panel truck.  Dan was among them.  This time the call was for four laborers to patch and tar a warehouse's roof.  Joe Yates got a ticket, but Dan was left behind when the panel truck drove away.

As twelve noon passed, some of the men began leaving.

Experience taught that if you hadn't gotten a ticket by noon, you'd struck out.  There was always tomorrow.  Rain or shine, Death Valley and its citizens would be here.  As one o'clock approached, Dan got into his pickup, started the The Good Son engine, and drove through the charred-meat smoke for home.

He lived in a small apartment complex about six miles from Death Valley, but on the same side of town.  Near his apartment stood a combination gas station and grocery store, and Dan stopped to go inside and check the store's bulletin board.  On it he'd placed an ad that said "Carpenter Needs Work, Reasonable Rates" with his telephone number duplicated on little tags to be torn off by potential customers.  He wanted to make sure all the tags weren't gone; they were not.  He spent a few minutes talking to Leon, the store's clerk, and asked again if Mr.  Khasab, the SaudiArabian man who owned the store, needed any help.

As usual, Leon said Mr.  Khasab had Dan's application on file.

The apartment building was made of tawny-colored bricks, and on these blistering days the little rooms held heat like closed fists.

Dan got out of his truck, his back sopping wet, and opened his mailbox with his key.  He was running an ad in the Jobs Wanted section of the classifieds this week, with his phone number and address, and he was hoping for any response.  Inside the mailbox were two envelopes.  The first, addressed to "Occupant," was from a city councilman running for reelection.  The second had his full name on it-Mr.  Daniel Lewis Lambert-and its return address was the First Commercial Bank of Shreveport.

"Confidential Information" was typed across the envelope in the lower left corner.  Dan didn't like the looks of that.  He tore open the envelope, unfolded the crisp white sheet of paper within, and read it.

It was from the bank's loan department.  He'd already assumed as much, though this stiff formality was not Mr.

Jarrett's style.  It took him only a few seconds to read the paragraph under the Dear Mr.  Lambert, and when he'd finished he felt as if he'd just taken a punch to the heart.

... valued loan customer, however ... action as we see proper at this time ... due to your past erratic record of payment and current delinquency ... surrender the keys, registration, and appropriate papers ... 1990 Chevrolet pickup truck, color metallic mist, engine serial number ... 2

"Oh my God," Dan whispered.

... immediate repossession ...

Dan blinked, dazed in the white glare of the scorching Tickin,q sun.

They were taking his truck away from him.

When he pushed through the revolving door into the First Commercial Bank at ten minutes before two, Dan was wearing his best clothes: a shortsleeve white shirt, a tie with pale blue stripes, and dark gray slacks.  He'd removed his baseball cap and combed his hair, and on his feet were black shoes instead of the workman's boots.  He'd 

expected the usual cold job of full-blast airconditioning, but the bank's interior wasn't much cooler than the street.  The airconditioning had conked out, the tellers sweating in their booths.

Dan walked to the elevator, his fresh shirt already soaked.  In his right hand was the envelope, and in the envelope was the letter of repossession.

He was terrified.

The loan department was on the second floor.  Before he went through the solemn oak door, Dan stopped at a water fountain to take another aspirin.  His hands had started trembling.  The time of reckoning had arrived.

The signature on the letter was not that of Robert "Bud" Jarrett.

A man named Emory Blanchard had siped it.

Beneath Blanchard's signature was a title: Manager.  Two months ago Bud Jarrett had been the loan department's manager.  As much as he could, Dan steeled himself for whatever lay ahead, and he opened the door and walked through.

In the reception area was a sofa, a grouping of chairs, and a magazine rack.  The Secretary, whose name was Mrs.  Faye Duvall, was on the telephone at her desk, a computer's screen glowing blue before her.  She was forty-nine, grayhaired, fit, and tanned, and Dan had talked to her enough to know she played tennis every Saturday at Lakeside Park.

She had taken off the jacket of her peach-hued suit and draped it over the back of her chair, and a fan aimed directly at her whirred atop a filing cabinet.

Dan saw that the closed door behind her no longer had Mr.

Jarrett's name on it.  On the door was embossed MR.  E.

BLANCHARD.  "One minute," Mrs.  Duvall said to Dan, and returned to her phone conversation.  It was something to do with refinancing.  Dan waited, standing before her desk.  The window's blinds had been closed to seal out the sun, but the heat was stifling even with the fan in motion.  At last Mrs.

Duvall said good-bye and hung up the phone, and she smiled at Dan but he could see the edginess in it.  She knew, of course; she'd typed the letter.

"'Afternoon," she said.  "Hot enough for you?"

"I've known worse."

"We need a good rain, is what we need.  Rain would take the sufferin' out of that sky."

"Mr.  Jarrett," Dan said.  "What happened to him?"

She leaned back in her chair and frowned, the corners of her mouth crinkling.  "Well, it was sudden, that's for sure.  They called him upstairs a week ago Monday, he cleaned out his desk on Tuesday, and he was gone.  They brought in this new fella, a real hard charger."  She angled her head toward Blanchard's door.  "I just couldn't believe it myself.  Bud was here eight years; I figured he'd stay till he retired."

"Why'd they let him go?"

"I can't say."  The inflection of her voice, however, told Dan she was well aware of the reasons.  "What I hear is, Mr.

Blanchard was a real fireball at a bank in Baton Rouge.

Turned their loan department around in a year."  She shrugged.

"Bud was the nicest fella you'd ever hope to meet.

But maybe he was too nice."

"He sure helped me out a lot."  Dan held up the letter.  "I got this today."


Ticking

"Oh.  Yes."  Her eyes became a little flinty, and she sat up straighter.  The time for personal conversation was over.

"Did you follow the instructions?"

"I'd like to see Mr.  Blanchard," Dan said.  "Maybe I can work something' out."

"Well, he's not here right now."  She glanced at a small clock on her desk, "I don't expect him back for another hour."

"I'll wait."

"Go ahead and sit down, then.  We're not exactly crowded at the minute."  Dan took a seat, and Mrs.  Duvall returned to her task on the computer screen.  After a few moments, during which Dan was lost in his thoughts about how he was going to plead his case, Mrs.  Duvall cleared her throat and said, "I'm sorry about this.  Do you have enough money to make one payment?"

"No."  He'd gone through his apartment like a whirlwind in search of cash, but all he'd been able to come up with was thirty-eight dollars and sixty-two cents.

"Any friends you could borrow it from?"

He shook his head.  This was his problem, and he wasn'ting to &ag anybody else into it.

"Don't you have a steady job yet?"

"No.  Not that, either."

Mrs.  Duvall was silent, working on the keyboard.  Dan put the letter in his pocket, laced his fingers together, and waited.  He didn't have to be told that he was up Shit Creek without a paddle and that his boat had just sprung a leak.

The heat weighed on him.  Mrs.  Duvall got up from her chair and angled the fan a little so some of the breeze came Dan's way.  She asked if he wanted a cold drink from the machine down the hall, but he said he was fine.

"I tell you, this damn heat in here is somethingjawfW!"  she said as she backed the cursor up to correct a mistake.

"Airconditionin' busted first thing this mornin', can you believe it?"

"It's bad, all right."

"Listen, Mr.  Lambert."  She looked at him, and he winced inside because he could see pity in her expression.  "I've gotta tell you that Mr.  Blanchard doesn't go for hard-luck stories.  If you could make up for one payment, that might help a whole lot."

"I can't," Dan said.  "No work's been comin' in.  But if I lose my truck, there's no way I can get to a job if somebody calls me.  That truck.  . . it's the only thing I've got left."

"Do you know anythin' about guns?"

'Pardon?"

"Guns," she repeated.  "Mr.  Blanchard loves to go huntin', and he collects guns.  If you know anythin' about guns, you might get him talkin' about 'em before you make your pitch."

Dan smiled faintly.  The last gun he'd had anything to do with was an M-16. "Thank you," he said.  "I'll remember that."

An hour crept past.  Dan paged through all the magazines, looking up whenever the door to the hallway opened, but it was only to admit other loan customers who came and went.

He was aware of the clock on Mrs.  Duvall's desk ticking.  His nerves were beginning to fray.  At three-fifteen he stood up to go get a drink of water from the fountain, and that was when the door opened 

and two men entered the office.

"Hello, Mr.  Blanchard!"  Mrs.  Duvall said cheerfully, cueing Dan that the boss had arrived.

"Faye, get me Perry Griffin on the phone, please."  Emory Blanchard carried the jacket of his ri&t blue I seersucker suit over his right arm.  He wore a white shirt and a yellow tie with little blue dots on it.  There were sweat stains at his armpits.  He was a heavyset, fleshy man, his face ruddy and gleaming with moisture.  Dan figured he was in his midthirties, at least ten years younger than Bud Jarrett.  Blanchard had closecropped brown hair that was receding in front, and his square and chunky face coupled with powerful shoulders made Dan think the man might've played college football before the beers had overtaken his belly.  He wore silver-wire-rimmed glasses and he was chewing gum.

The second man had likewise stripped off the coat of his tan-colored suit, and he had curly blond hair going gray on the sides.  "Step on in here, Jerome," Blanchard raid as he headed for his office, "and let's do us a little badness."

"Uh ... Mr.  Blanchard?"  Mrs.  Duvall had the telephone to her ear.  She glanced at Dan and then back to Blanchard, who had paused with one hand on the doorknob.  "Mr.

Lambert's been waitin' to see you."

Who?"

Dan stepped forward.  "Dan Lambert.  I need to talk to you, please."

The force of Blanchard's full pze was a sturdy thing.  His eyes were steely blue, and they provided the first chill Dan had felt all day.  In three seconds Blanchard had taken Dan in from shoetips to the crown of his head.  14 I'm sorry?"  fris eyebrows rose.

"Repossession," Mrs.  Duvall explained.  "Chevrolet pickup truck"

"Right!"  Blanchard snapped his fingers.  "Got it now.

Your letter went out yesterday, I recall."

"Yes sir, I've got it here with me.  That's what I need to talk to you about."

Blanchard frowned, if s teeth had found a fly in his as his chewing gum.  "I believe the instructions in that letter were clear, weren't they' "They were, yeah.  But can I just have two minutes of your time?"

"Mr.  Griffin's on the line," the secretary announced.

"Two minutes," Dan said.  Don't beg, he thought.  But he couldn't help it; the truck was his freedom, and if it was taken from him, he'd have nothing.  "Then I'll be gone, I swear.'s "I'm a busy man."

"YeS sir, I know you are.  But could you just please hear me outr'

The chilly blue eyes remained impassive, and Dan feared it was all over.  But then Blanchard ghed ansi d &dd resipedly, "All right, sit down and I'll get to you.

Faye, pipe al' Perry into my office, will you? "Yes sir."

Dan settled into his chair again as Blanchard and the other man went into the inner office.  When the door had firmly closed, Mrs.

 

Duvall said quietly, "He's in a good mood.  You might be able to get somewhere with him."

"We'll see."  His heart felt like a bagful of twisting worms.

He took a long, deep breath.  There was pain in his skull, but he could tough it out.  After a few minutes had passed, Dan heard Blanchard laugh behind the door; it was a hearty, gut-felt laugh, the kind of laugh a man makes when he's got money in his pockets and a steak in his belly.  Dan waited, his hands gripped together and sweat leaking from his pores.

It was half an hour later when the door opened again.

Jerome emerged.  He looked happy, and Dan figured their business had been successful.  He closed the door behind him.  "See ya later on, Faye," he told Mrs.  Duvall, and she said, "You take care, now."

Jerome left, and Dan continued to wait with tension pawing his nerves.

A buzzer went off on Mrs.  Duvall's desk, and Dan almost jumped out of his chair.  She pressed a button.  "Yes sir?"

"Send Mr.  Lambert in," the voice said through the interCOM.

"Good luck," Mrs.  Duvall told Dan as he approached the door, and he nodded.

Emory Blanchard's office was at a corner of the building, and had two high windows.  The blinds were drawn but shards of sunlight arrowed white and fierce between the slats.  Blanchard was sitting behind his desk like a lion in his den, imperial and remote.  "Shut the door and have a seat," he said.  Dan did, sitting in one of two black leather chairs that faced the desk.  Blanchard removed his glasses and wiped the round lenses with a handkerchief.  He was still chewing gum.  The sweat stains at his armpits had grown; moisture glistened on his cheeks and forehead.  "Summertime."  He spoke the word like a grunt.  "Sure not my favorite season."

"It's been a hot one, all right." Dan glanced around the office, noting how this man had altered it from Bud Jarrett's homey simplicity.

The carpet was a red-and-gold Oriental, and behind Blanchard on oak shelves that still smelled of the sawmill were thick leather-bound books, meticulously arranged tomes that were for display more than for reading.

A stag's head with a four-point rack of antlers was mounted on a wall and beneath it a brass plaque read nm BUCY, nm HERE.  Prints of fox hunts were hung on either side of the stopped buck.  On the wide, smooth expanse of Blanchard's desk were it=ed photographs of an attractive but handy made-up blond woman and two children, a girl of seven or eight and a boy who looked to be ten.  The boy had his fathers cool blue eyes and his regal bearing, the girl was all bows and white lace.

"My kids," Blanchard said.

.'Nice-lookin' family."

Blanchard returned the glasses to his face.  He picked up the boy's picture and regarded it with admiration.  -yance made all-American on his team last year.  Got an arm @ Joe Montana.  He sure raised a holler when we left Baton Rouge, but he'll do fine."

"I've got a son," Dan said.

"Yessir."  Blanchard put the photograph back in its place next to a small Lucite cube that had a little plastic American flag mounted inside it.  Written on the cube in red, white, and blue were the words I Supported Desert Storm.

wait about nine more years, you'll see Yance Blanchard it.

brealdn' some passin' records at LSU, I @tee He swiveled his chair 

around to where a computer a telephone, and the intercom were set up.

He smtched the computer on, pressed a few keys, and black lines of information appeared.  "Okay, there's your file," he said.  "You a Cajun, Mr.  Lambert?"

"No."

derin metimes can "Just won '. SO you can't tell who's a Cajun and who's not.  Allrighty, let's see what we've got here."

Carpenter, are you?  Employed at A&A Construction, are you?"

were employed at A&A Construction until November of this year."

"The company went bankrupt."  He'd told mr.  Jarrett about it, of course, and it had gone into his file.

"Construction bidness hit the rocks, that's for sure.  You freelancin' now, is that it?"

"Yes sir."

"I see Jarrett was lattin' you slide some months.  Delinquent two payments.  See, that's not a good thing.  We can let you get by sometimes if you're one payment behind, but two payments is a whole different story."

"Yes sir, I know that, but I ... kind of had an understandin' with Mr.  Jarrett."

Even as he said it, Dan knew it was the wrong thing to say.

Blanchard's big shoulders hunched up almost imperceptibly, and he slowly swiveled his chair around from the computer screen to face Dan.

Blanchard wore a tight, strained smile.  "See, there's a problem," he said.  "There is no Mr.  Jarrett at this bank anymore.  So any understandin'

you might've had with him isn't valid as far as I'm concerned."

Dan's cheeks were stinging.  "I didn't mean to be-" "Your record speaks for itself," the other man interrupted.  "Can you make at least one payment today.?"

"No sir, I can't.  But that's what I wanted to talk to you about.

If I could ... maybe ... pay you fifteen dollars a week until a job comes along.  Then I could start makin' the regular payments again.

I've never been so long between jobs before.  But I figure things'll pick up again when the weather cools off."

"Uh-huh," Blanchard said.  "Mr.  Lambert, when you lost your job did you look for any other kind of work?"

"I looked for other jobs, yeah.  But I'm a carpenter.  That's what I've always done."

"You subscribe to the paper?"

"No."  His subscription had been one of the first items to be cut.

"They run classified ads in there every day.  Page after page of 'em.  All kinds of jobs, just beggin'."

"Not for carpenters.  I've looked, plenty of times."  He saw Blanchard's gaze fix on his snake tattoo for a few seconds, then veer away with obvious distaste.

"When the goin' gets tough," Blanchard said, "the tough get goin'.

Ever hear that sayin'?  If more people lived by it, we wouldn't be headin' for a welfare state."

"I've never been on welfare."  The pain flared, like an engine being started, deep in Dan's skull.  "Not one day in my life."

Blanchard swiveled to face the computer's screen again.

He gave a grunt.  "Vietnam vet, huh?  well, that's one point in your favor.  I wish you fellas had cleaned house like the boys did over in Iraq."

"It was a different kind of war."  Dan swallowed thickly.

 

He thought he could taste ashes.  "A different time."

"Hell, fightin's fightin'.  Jungle or desert, what's the difference?"

The pain was getting bad now.  Dan's guts were clenched up.  "A lot," he said.  "In the desert you can see who's shootin' at you."  His gaze ticked to the Lucite cube that held the plastic flag.  Something small was stamped on its lower left corner.  Three words.  He leaned forward to read them.

Made in China.

"Health problem," Blanchard said.

"What?" "Health problem.  Says so right here.  What's your health problem, Mr.  Lambert?"

Dan remained silent.

Blanchard turned around.  "You sick, or not?"

Dan put one hand up against his forehead.  Oh, Jesus, he thought.

To have to bare himself before a stranger this way was almost too much for him.

"You aren't on drugs, are you?"  Blanchard's voice had taken on a cutting edge.  "We could've cleaned house over there if so many of you fellas hadn't been on drugs."

Dan looked into Blanchard's sweating, heat-puffed face.  A jolt of true rage twisted him inside, but he jammed it back down again, where it had been drowsing so long.  He in that moment that Blanchard was the kind of man who enjoyed kicking a body when it was beaten.  He leaned toward Blanchard's desk, and slowly he pulled himself out of the black leather chair.  "No, sir," he said tersely, "I'm not on drugs.  But yeah, I am sick.  If you really want to know, I'll tell you."

"I'm listenin'."

"I've got leukemia," Dan said.  "It's a slow kind, and some days I feel just fine.  Other days I can hardly get out of bed.

I've got a tumor the size of a walnut right about here."  He tapped the left side of his forehead.  "The doctor says he can operate, but because of where the tumor lies I might lose the feelin' on my right side.  Now, what kind of carpenter would I be if I couldn't use my right hand or leg.?"

"I'm sorry to hear that, but-" "I'm not finished," Dan said, and Blanchard was quiet"You wanted to know what was wrong with me, you oughta have the manners to hear the whole story."  Blanchard chose that moment to glance at the gold Rolex watch on his wrist, and Dan came very close to reaching across the desk and grabbing him by his yellow necktie.  "I want to tell you about a soldier."  Dan's voice was roughened by the sandpaper of raw emotion.  "He was a kid, really.  The kind of kid who always did what he was told.  He drew duty in a sector of jungle that hid an enemy supply route.  And it was always rainin' on that jungle.  It was always drippin' wet, and the ground stayed muddy.

It was a silver rain.  Sometimes it fell right out of a clear blue sky, and afterward the jungle smelled like flowers gone over to rot.  The silver rain fell in torrents, and this young soldier got drenched by it day after day.  It was slick and oily, like grease off the bottom of a fryin' pan.  There was no way to get it off the skin, and the heat and the steam just cooked it in deeper."  Dan drew up a tight, terrible smile.  "He asked his platoon leader about it.

His platoon leader said it was harmless, unless you were a tree or a vine.  Said you could bathe in it and you'd be all right, but if you dipped a blade of sawgrass in it, that sawgrass would blotch up brown and crispy as quick as you please.  Said it was to clear the jungle so we could find the supply route.  And this young soldier ... you know what he did?"

 

"No," Blanchard said.

"He went back out in that jungle again.  Back out in that dirty rain, whenever they told him to.  He could see the jungle dyin'.  All of it was shrivelin' away, being' burned up without fire.  He didn't feel right about it because he knew a chemical as strong as that had to be bad for skin and bones.

He knew it.  But he was a good soldier, and he was proud to fight for his country.  Do you see?"

"I think so.  Agent Orange?"

"It could kill a jungle in a week," Dan said.  "What it could do to a man didn't show up until a long time later.

That's what being' a good soldier did to me, Mr.  Blanchard.  I came home full of poison, and nobody blew a trumpet or held a parade.

I don't like being' out of wort I don't like feelin' I'm not worth a damn sometimes.  But that's what my LIFE is right now."

Blanchard nodded.  He wouldn't meet Dan's eyes.  "I really, truly, am sorry.  I swear I am.  I know things are tough out there."

"Yes sir, they are.  That's why I have to ask you to give me one more week before you take my truck.  Without my truck, I don't have any way to get to a job if one comes open.  Can you please help me out?"

Blanchard rested his elbows on his desk and laced his fingers together.  He wore a big LSU ring on his right hand.

His brows knitted, and he gave a long, heavy sigh.  "I feel for you, Mr.  Lambert.  God knows I do.  But I just can't give you an extension."

Dan's heart had started pounding.  He knew he was facing disaster of the darkest shade.

"Look at my position."  Blanchard's chewing gum was going ninety miles a minute.  "My superiors kicked Bud Jarrett out of here because of the bad loans he made.  They hired me because I don't make bad loans, and part of my job is to fix the mess Jarrett left behind.  One week or one month: I don't think it would really matter very much, do you?"

"I need my truck," Dan rasped.

"You need a social.  worker, not a loan officer.  You could get yourself chocked into the VA hospital."

"I've been there.  I'm not ready to roll over and die yet."

"I'm@rry, but there's nothin' I can do for you.  It's bidness, you see?  You can bring the keys and the paperwork tomorrow mornin'.  I'll be in the office by ten."  He swiveled around and switched the computer's screen off, telling Dan that their conversation was over.

"I won't do it," Dan said.  "I won't."

"You will, Mr.  Lambert, or you'll find yourself in some serious trouble."

"Jesus Christ, man!  Don't you think I'm already in serious trouble?  I don't even have enough money to buy decent groceries!  How am I gonna get around without my truck?"

"We're finished, I think.  I'd like you to leave now."

Maybe it was the pain building in Dan's skull; maybe it was this final flat command from the man who was squeezing the last of the dignity from his life.  Whatever it was, it shoved Dan over the edge.

He knew he should not.  Knew it.  But suddenly he was reaching out toward the photographs and the Made in China American flag, and as he gritted his teeth the rage flew from him like a dark bird and he swept everything off the top of Blanchard's desk in a swelling crash and clatter.

 

"Hey!  Hey!"  Blanchard shouted.  "What're you doin'?"

"Serious trouble," Dan said.  "You want to see some serious trouble, mister?"  He halted the chair he'd been sitting on and slammed it against the wall.  The sign that said The Buck Stops Here fell to the floor, and books jittered on the perfect shelves.  Dan picked up the wastebasket, tears of frustration and shame stinging his eyes, and he threw its contents over Blanchard, then flung the wastebasket against the stag's head.  A small voice inside Dan screamed at him to stop, that this was childish and stupid and would earn him nothing, but his body was moving on the power of singleminded fury.  If this man was going to take his freedom from him, he would tear the office apart.

Blanchard had picked up the telephone.  "Security!"  he yelled.

"Quick!"

Dan grabbed the phone and jerked it away from him, and it too went flying into the shelves.  As Dan attacked the fox-hunt pictures, he was aware in a cold, distant place that this was not only about the truck.  It was about the cancer in his bones and the growth in his brain, the brutal heart of Death Valley, the jostling for tickets, the dirty silver rain, the major, the village, his failed marriage, the son who had been infected with his father's poison.  It was all those things and more, and Dan tore the pictures off the walls, his face contorted, as Blanchard kept shouting for him to stop.  A good soldier, Dan thought as he began pulling the books off the shelves and fringing them wildly around the office.  A good soldier good soldier I've always been a goodSomeone grabbed him from behind.

"Get him out!"  Blanchard hollered.  "He's gone crazy!"

A pair of husky arms had clamped around Dan's chest, pinning his own arms at his sides.  Dan thrashed to break free, but the security guard was strong.  The grip tightened, forcing the air from Dan's lungs.  "Get him outta here!"

Blanchard had wedged himself into a corner, his face mottled with red.  "Faye, call the police!"

"Yes, sir!"  She'd been standing in the open door, and she hurried to the phone on her desk.

Dan kept fighting.  He couldn't stand to be confined, the pressure on his chest driving him to further heights of frenzy.  "Hold still, damn it!"  the guard said, and he began dragging Dan to the door.

"Come on, you're goin' with-" Panic made Dan snap his head backward, and the guard's nose popped as bone met cartilage.  The man gave a wounded grunt, and suddenly Dan was free.  As Dan turned toward him, he saw the guard-a man as big as a football linebacker, wearing a gray uniform-sitting on his knees on the carpet.  His cap had spun away, his black hair cropped in a severe crew cut, his hands cupped over his nose with blood leaking between the sausage-thick fingers.  "You busted my nose!" he gasped, his eyes slatted and wet with pain.  "You sumbitch, you busted my nose!"

The sight of blood skidded Dan back to reality.  He hadn't meant to hurt anyone; he hadn't meant to tear up this man's office.  He was in a bad dream, and surely he must soon wake UP.

But the bad dream took another, more wicked turn.

"You sumbitch," the guard said again, and he reached with bloody fingers to the pistol in a holster at his waist.  He pulled the gun loose, snapping off the safety as it cleared the leather.

Going to shoot me, Dan thought.  He saw the man's finger on the trigger.  For an instant the smell of ozone came to him-a memory of 

danger in the silver-dripping jungle and the flesh prickled at the back of his neck.

He lunged for the guard, seized the man's wrist, and twisted the gun aside.  The guard reached up with his free hand to claw at Dan's eyes, but Dan hung on.  He heard Mrs.

Duvall shout, "The police are comin'!"  The guard was trying to get to his feet; a punch caught Dan in the rib cage and almost toppled him, but still he held on to the guard's wrist.  Another punch was coming, and Dan snapped his left hand forward with the palm out and smashed the man's bleeding nose.  As the guard bellowed and fell back, Dan wrenched the pistol loose.  He got his hand on the grip and fumbled to snap the safety on again.

He heard a click behind him.

He knew that sound.

Death had found him.  It had slid from its hole here in this sweltering office, and it was about to sink its fangs.

Dan whirled around.  Blanchard had opened a desk drawer and was lifting a pistol to take aim, the hammer cocked back and a finger on the trigger.  Blanchard's face was terrified, and Dan knew the man meant to kill him.

It took a second.

One second.

Something as old as survival took hold of Dan.  Something ancient and unthinking, and it swept Dan's sense aside in a feverish rush.

He fired without aiming.  The pistol's crack vibrated through his hand, up his snake-tattooed forearm and into his shoulder.

"Uh," Blanchard said.

Blood spurted from a hole in his throat.

Blanchard staggered back, his yellow necktie turning scarlet.  His gun went off, and Dan flinched as he heard the bullet hiss past his head and thunk into the door jamb.  Then Blanchard crashed to the floor amid the family photographs, fox-hunt prints, and leather-bound books.

Mrs.  Duvall screamed.

Dan heard someone moan.  It was not Blanchard, nor the guard.  He looked at the pistol in his hand, then at the splatter of red that lay across Blanchard's desk.  "Oh, God," Dan said as the horror of what he'd just done hit him full force.  "Oh, my God ... no .  . ."

The gears of the universe seemed to shift.  Everything shut down.to a hazy slow-motion.  Dan was aware of the guard cowering against a wall.  Mrs.  Duvall fled into the corridor, still shrieking.

Then Dan felt himself moving around the desk toward Blanchard, and though he knew he was moving as fast as he could, it was more like a strange, disembodied drifting.  Bright red arterial blood was pulsing from Blanchard's throat in rhythm with his heart.  Dan dropped the pistol, got down on his knees, and pressed ]Iis hands against the wound.  "No!"  Dan said, as if to a disobedient child.  "No!"

Blanchard stared up at him, his chilly blue eyes glazed and his mouth half open.  The blood kept spurting, flowing between Dan's fingers.

Blanchard shuddered, his legs moving feebly, his heels plowing the carpet.  He coughed once.  A red glob of chewing gum rolled from his mouth, followed by rivulets of blood that streamed over his lower lip.

"No oh God no please no don't die," Dan began to beg.

Something broke inside him, and the tears ran out.  He was trying to stop the bleeding, trying to hold the blood back, but it was a tide that would not be turned.  "Call an ambulance!"  he shouted.  The guard didn't move; without his gun the man's courage had crumpled like cheap tin.

 

"Somebody call an ambulance!"  Dan pleaded.  "Hang on!"

he told Blanchard.  "Do you hear?  Hang on!"

Blanchard had begun making a harsh hitching noise deep in his chest.  The sound filled Dan with fresh terror.  He knew what it was.

He heard it before, in 'Nam: the death watch, ticking.

The police, Mrs.  Duvall had said.

The police are comin'.

Blanchard's face was white and waxen, his tie and shirt soaked with gore.  The blood was still pulsing, but Blanchard's eyes stared at nothing.

Murder, Dan realized.  Oh Jesus, I've murdered him.

No ambulance could make it in time.  He knew it.  The bullet had done too much damage.  "I'm sorry, I'm sorry," Dan said, his voice cracking.  His eyes blurred up with tears.

"I'm sorry, dear God I'm sorry."

The police are comin'.

The image of handcuffs and iron bars came to him.  He saw his future, confined behind stone walls topped with barbed wire.

There was nothing more he could do.

Dan stood up, the room slowly spinning around him.  He looked at his bloodied hands, and smelled the odor of a slaughterhouse.

He ran, past the guard and out of the office.  Standing in the corridor were people who'd emerged from their own offices, but when they saw Dan's bloody shirt and his gray-tinged face they scurried out of his way.  He ran past the elevator, heading for the stairwell.

At the bottom of the stairwell were two doors, one leading back into the teller's area and another with a sign that said EMERGENCY Exrr ONLY!  ALARM WILL SOUND!  As Dan shoved the exit door open, a high-pitched alarm went off in his ear.

Searing sunlight hit him; he was facing the parking lot beside the bank.  His truck was in a space twenty yards away, past the automatic teller machine and the drive-up windows.  There was no sign yet of a police car.  He ran to his truck, frantically unlocked the door, and slid behind the wheel.  TWo men, neither of them a police officer, came out of the emergency exit and stood gawking as Dan started the engine, put the truck into reverse, and backed out of the parking space.  His brakes shrieked when he stomped on the pedal to keep from smashing the car parked behind him.

Then he twisted the wheel and sped out of the lot, and with another scream of brakes and tires he took a left on the street.  A glance in his rearview mirror showed a police car, its bubble lights spinning, pulling up to the curb in front of the building.  He had no sooner focused his attention on the street ahead than a second police car flashed past him, trailing a siren's wail, in the direction of the bank.

Dan didn't know how much time he had.  His apartment was five miles to the west.  Beads of sweat clung to his face, blood smeared all over the steering wheel.

A sob welled up and clutched his throat.

He cried, silently.

He had always tried to live right.  To be fair.  To obey orders and be a good soldier no matter what slid out of this world full of snake holes.

As he drove to his apartment, fighting the awful urge to sink his foot to the floorboard, he realized what one stupid, senseless second had wrought.

 

I've gone south, he thought.  He wiped his eyes with his snake-clad forearm, the metallic smell of blood sickening him in the hellish August heat.  Gone south, after all this time.

And he knew, as well, that he'd just taken the first step of a journey from which there could be no return.

Mark of Cain Hurry!  Dan told himself as he pulled clothes from a dresser drawer and jammed them into a duffel bag.  Mavin'too slow huny they'll be here soon any minute now ...

The sound of a distant siren shocked his heart.  He stood still, listening, as his pulse rioted.  A precious few seconds passed before he realized the sound was coming through the wall from Mr.  Wycoffs apartment.  The television set.  Mr.

Wycoff, a retired steelworker, always watched the Starsky and Hutch reruns that came on every day at three-thirty.

Dan turned his mind away from the sound and kept packing, pain like an iron spike throbbing in his skull.

He had torn off the bloody shirt, hastily scrubbed his hands in the bathroom's sink, and struggled into a clean white T-shirt.  He didn't have time to change his pants or his shoes,l his nerves were shredding with each lost second.  He pushed a pair of blue jeans into the duffel bag, then picked up his dark blue baseball cap from the dressers top and put it on.  A framed photograph of his son, Chad, taken ten years ago when the boy was seven, caught his attention and it too went into the bag.  Dan went to the closet, reached UP to the top shelf, and brought down the shoebox that held thirty-eight dollars, all his money in the world.  As he was shoving the money into his pocket, the telephone rang.

The answering machine-a Radio Shack special Mark of Cain clicked on after three rings.  Dan heard his own voice asking the caller to leave a message.

"I'm callin' about your ad in the paper," a man said.  "I need my backyard fenced in, and I was wonderin'-" Dan might have laughed if he didn't feel the rage of the law bearing down on him.

could th -if you d do e job and what you'd charge.  If you'd call me back sometime today I'd appreciate it.  My number's .  .

Too late.  Much, much too late.

He zipped the bag shut, picked it up, and got out.

There were no sounds yet of sirens in the air.  Dan threw the bag into the back of his truck, next to the toolbox and he got behind the wheel and tore out of the parking'lot.  He crossed the railroad tracks, drove six blocks east, and saw the signs for Interstate 49 ahead.  He swung the pickup onto the ramp that had a sign saying 1-49 SOUTHBOUND.

Then he steadily gave the truck more gas, and he merged with the afternoon traffic, leaving the industrial haze of Shreveport at their backs.

Killer, he thought.  The image of blood spurting from Blanchard's throat and the man's waxen face was in his brain, unshakable as gospel.

It had all happened SO fast, he felt still in a strange, dreamlike trance.  They would lock him away forever for this crime; he would die 

behind prison walls.

But first they had to catch him, because he sure as hell wasn't giving himself up.

He switched on his radio and turned the dial, searching Shreveport's stations for the news.  There was country music, rock 'n'

roll, rap, and advertisements but no bulletin yet about a shooting at the First Commercial Bank.  But he knew it wouldn't take long; soon his description and the description of his truck would be all over the airwaves.  Not many men bore the tattoo of a snake on their right forearms.

He realized that what he'd worn as a badge of pride and courage in 'Nam now was akin to the mark of Cain.

Tears were scorching his eyes again.  He blinked them away.  The time for weeping was over.  He had committed the most stupid, insane act of his life; he had gone south in a way he would never have thought possible.  His gaze kept flicking to the rearview mirror, and he expected to see flashing lights coming after him.  They weren't there yet, but they were hunting for him by now.

The first place they'd go would be the apartment.  They would've gotten all the information about him from the bank's computer records.

How long would it take for the state troopers to get his license number and be on the lookout for a metallic-mist Chevrolet pickup truck with a killer at the wheel?

A desperate thought hit him: maybe Blanchard hadn't died.

Maybe an ambulance had gotten there in time.  Maybe the paramedics had somehow been able to stop the bleeding and get Blanchard to the hospital.  Then the charge wouldn't be murder, would it?  In a couple of weeks Blanchard could leave the hospital and go home to his wife and children.  Dan could plead temporary insanity, because that's surely what it had been.  He would spend some time in jail, yes, but there'd be a light at the end of the tunnel.  Maybe.  MayA horn blew, jarring him back to reality.  He'd been drifting into the next lane, and a cream-colored Buick swept past him with a furious whoosh.

He passed the intersection of the Industrial Loop Expressway, and was moving through the outskirts of Shreveport.

Subdivisions of blocky tract houses, strip mall, and apartment complexes stood near warehouses and factories with vast parking lots.

The land was flat, its summer green bleached to a grayish hue by the merciless sun.  Ahead of him, the long, straight highway shimmered and crows circled over small animals that had been mangled by heavy wheels.

It came to Dan that he didn't know where he was going.

He knew the direction, yes, but not the destination.  Does it matter?  he asked himself.  All he knew is, he had to get as far from Shreveport as he could.  A glance at the gas gauge showed him the tank was a little over a quarter full.  The Chevy got good gas mileage for a pickup truck; that was one Mark of cain of the reasons he'd bought it.  But how far could he get with thirty-eight dollars and some change in his pocket?

His heart jumped.  A state trooper's car was approaching, heading north on the other side of the median.  He watched it come nearer, all the spit drying up in his mouth.  Then the car was passing him, doing a steady fifty-five.  Had the trooper b him d the wh I looked at m?  D

kept watch, the rearview mirrOr, but the trooper car's brake lights didn't 

flare.  But what if the trooper had recognized the pickup truck and radioed to another highway patrol car waiting farther south?  on this interstate the troopers could be massing in a roadblock just through the next heat shimmer.

He was going to have to get off 1-49 and take a lesser-traveled Parish road.  Another four miles rolled under the tires before he saw the exit Of highway 175, heading south toward the town Of Mansfield.

Dan slowed his speed and eared onto the ramp, which turned into a two-lane road bordered by thick stands of pines and palmettos.  As he'd figured, this route was all but deserted, just a couple of cars visible far ahead and none at his back.  Still, he drove the speed limit and watched warily for the highway patrol.

Now he was going to have to decide where to go.  The Texas line was about twenty miles to the west.  He could be in Mexico in fifteen hours or so.  If he continued on this road, he would reach the bayous and swampland on the edge of the Gulf in a little over three hours.  He could get to the Gulf and head either west to Port Arthur or east to New Orleans.  And what then?  Go into hiding?

Find a job?  Make up a new identity, shave Off his beard, bleach out the tattoo?

He could go to Alexandria, he thought.  That city was less than a hundred miles away, just below the heart of louisiana.  He'd lived there for nine years, when he'd been working with FOrdham construction.

His ex-wife and son lived there still, in the house on Jackson Avenue.

Right.  His mouthed into a grim line.  The police would have that address too, from the bank's recorcls.  Dan had faithfully made his child support payments every month.  If he went to that house, the POlice would swarm all over him.  And besides, Susan was so afraid of him anyway that she wouldn't let him in the door even if he came as a choirboy instead of a killer.  He hadn't seen his ex-wife and seventeen-year-old son in over six years.  It had been better that way, because his divorce was still an open wound.

He wondered what the other Snake Handlers would think of a father who had attacked his own little boy in the middle of the night.  Did it matter that in those days Dan had been half crazy and suffered nightmarish flashbacks?  Did it matter that when he'd put his hands around the boy's throat he'd believed he was trying to choke to death a VietCong sniper in the silver-puddled mud?

No, it didn't.  He remembered coming out of the flashback to Susan's scream; he remembered the stark terror on Chad's tear-streaked face.  Ten seconds more-just tenand he might have killed his own son.

He couldn't blame Susan for wanting to be rid of him, and so he hadn't contested the divorce.

He caught himself-, the truck was drifting toward the centerline again as his attention wandered, He saw some dried blood between his fingers that he'd missed with the soap and rag, and the image of Blanchard's bleached face stabbed him.

A glance in the rearview mirror almost stopped his heart entirely.

Speeding after him was a vehicle with its lights flashing.  Dan hesitated between jamming the accelerator and hitting the brake, but before he could decide to do either, a cherry-red pickup truck with two grinning teenagers in the cab roared past him and the boy on the passenger side stuck a hand out with the middle finger pointed skyward.

Dan started trembling.  He couldn't stop it.  Sickness roiled in his stomach, a maniacal drumbeat trapped in his skull.  He thought for a few seconds that he was going to pass out as dark motes spun before his eyes like flecks of ash.

Around the next bend he saw a narrow dirt road going off into the woods on his right.  He turned onto it and followed it fifty yards into the sheltering forest, his rear tires throwing up plumes of yellow 

dust.

Mark of Cain Then he stopped the truck, cut the engine, and sat there under the pines with beads of cold sweat on his face, His stomach lurched.  As the fire rose up his throat, Dan scrambled out of the truck and was able to reach the weeds before he threw up.  He retched and retched until there was nothing left, and then he sat on his knees, breathing sour steam as birds sang in the trees above him.

He pulled the tail of his T-shirt out and blotted the sweat from his cheeks and forehead.  Dust hung in the air, the sunlight lying in shards amid the trees.  He tried to clear his mind enough to grapple with the problem of where to go.  To Texas and MexiCO?  To the Gulf and New Orleans?  Or should he turn the truck around, return to Shreveport, and give himself up?

That was the sensible thing, wasn't it?  Go back to Shreveport and try to explain to the police that he'd thought Blanchard was about to kill him, that he hadnt meant to lose his temper, that he was so very, very sorry.

Stone walls, he thought.  stone walls waiting.

At last he stood up and walked unsteadily back to truck.  He got in, started the engine, and turned on the radio.

He began to move the dial through the stations; they were weaker now, diminished by distance.  Seven or eight minutes @ and then Dan came upon a woman's coot matterof-fact voice.

"- - - shooting at the First Commercial Bank of ShrevePort just after three-thirty this afternoon .  .

Dan turned it up.

... accOrding to police, a disturbed Vietnam veteran entered the bank with a gun and shot Emory Blanchard, the bank's loan manager.

Blanchard was pronounced dead on arrival at All Saints Hospital.  We'll have more details as this story develops.  In other news, the city council and the waterworks board found themselves at odds again today when ... "

Dan stared at nothing, his mouth opening to release a soft, agonized gasp.

Dead on arrival It was official now.  He was a murderer.

But what was that about entering the bank with a gun?

"That's wrong," he said thickly.  "It's wrong."  The way it sounded, he'd gone to the bank intent on killing somebody.

Of course they had to put the "disturbed Vietnam veteran" in there, too.  Might as well make him sound like a psycho while they were at it.

But he knew what the bank was doing.  What would their customers think if they knew Blanchard had been killed with a security guard's gun?  Wasn't it better, then, to say that the crazy Vietnam veteran had come in packing a gun and hunting a victim?  He kept searching the stations, and in another couple of minutes he found a snippet: ". . .

rushed to All Saints Hospital, where he was pronounced dead on arrival.

Police caution that Lambert should be considered armed and dangerous.

.

"Bullshit!"  Dan said.  "I didn't go there to kill anybody!"

He saw what would happen if he gave himself up.  They wouldn't listen to him.  They'd put him in a hole and drop a rock on it for the rest of his life.  Maybe he might hve only three more years, but he wasn't planning to die in prison and be buried in a pauper's grave.

 

He engaged the gears.  Head to the bayou country, he decided.

From there he could go either to New Orleans or Port Arthur.  Maybe he could find a freighter captain who needed cheap labor and didn't care to ask questions.  He turned the truck around and then he drove back to Highway 175.  He took a right, southbound again.

The truck's cab was a sweat box, even with both windows down.  The heat was weighing on him, wearing him out.  He thought about Susan and Chad.  If the news was on the radio, it wouldn't be long before it hit the local TV stations.  Susan might already have gotten a call from the police.  He didn't particularly care what she thought of him; it was Chad's opinion that mattered.  The boy was going to think his father was a cold-blooded killer, and this fact pained Dan's soul.

The question was: what could be done about it?

He heard an engine gunning behind him.

He looked in the rearview mirror.

'Mark of Cain And there was a state trooper's car right on his tail, its blue bubble lights spinning.

Dan had known true terror before, in the jungles of Vietnam and when he'd seen Blanchard's gun leveling to take aim.  This instant, though, froze his blood and stiffened him up like a dime-store dummy.

The siren yowled.

He was caught.

He jerked the wheel to the right, panic sputtering through his nerves.

The trooper whipped past him and was gone around the next curve in a matter of seconds.

Before he could think to stop and turn around, Dan was into the curve and saw the trooper pulling off onto the road's shoulder.  A cherry-red pickup truck was down in a ditch, and one of the teenage boys was standing on the black scrawl the, tires had left when he'd lost control of the wheel.  The other boy was sitting in the weeds, his head lowered and his left arm clasped against his chest.  As Dan glided past the accident scene, he saw the trooper get out of the car and shake his head as if he knew the boys were lucky they wereret scattered like bloody rags amid the pines.

When the trooper's car was well behind, Dan picked up his speed again.  Dark motes were still drifting in and out of his vision, the sun's glare still fierce even as the afternoon shadows lengthened.  He'd had not a bite of food since breakfast, and he'd lost the meager contents of his stomach.

He considered stopping at a gas station to buy a candy bar and a soft drink, but the thought of pulling off while a state trooper was so close behind him put an end to that idea.  He kept going, following the sun-baked road as it twisted like the serpent on his forearm.

Mile after mile passed.  The traffic was sparse, both in front and behind, but the strain of watching in either direction began to take its toll.  The shooting replayed itself over and over in his mind.  He thought of Blanchard's wife-widow, that is-and the two children, and what they must be going through right now.  He began to fear what might be lying in wait for him around the curves.  his headache returned with a vengeance, as did his tremors.  The heat was sapping his last reserves'of strength, and soon it became clear to him that he had to stop somewhere to rest.

Another few miles @, the highway running between pine forest broken by an occasional dusty field, and then Dan saw a gravel road on his right.

As he slowed down, prepared to turn into the woods and sleep in his 

truck, he saw that the road widened into a parking lot.  There was a small whitewashed church standing beneath a pair of huge weeping willow trees.  A linle wooden sign in need of repainting said.

VICTORY IN THE BLADOD BApTist.

It was as good a place as any.  Dan pulled into the gravel lot, which was de@, and he drove the track around to the back of the church.

When he was hidden from the road, he cut the engine and slid the key out.  He pulled his wet shirt away from the backrest and lay down on the seat.  He closed his eyes, but Blanchard's death leapt at him to keep him from finding sleep.

He'd been lying down for only a few minutes when someone mpped twice against the side of his truck Dan bolted upright, blinking dazedly.  Standing there beside his open window was a shin black man with a longjawed face and a tight cap of white hair.  Over the man's deepset ebony eyes, the thick white brows had merged together.  "You Okay, mister?"  he asked.

"Yeah."  Dan nodded, still a little disoriented.  "Just needed to rest."

"Heard you pull up.  Looked out the winda and there you were."

"I didn't know anybody was around."

"Well," the man said, and when he smiled he showed alabaster teeth that looked as long as piano keys, "just me and God sittin' inside talkin'."

Dan started to slide the key back into the ignition.  "I'd better head on."

"Now, hold on a minute, I ain't mnnin'you off.  You don't mind me sayin', you don't appear to be up to snuff.  You travelin' far?"

Mark of Cain "Yes." "Seems to me that if a fella wants to rest, he oughta rest.  If you'd like to come in, you're welcome."

"I'm ... not a religious man," Dan said.

"Well, I didn't say I was gonna preach to you.  'Course, some would say listenin' to my sermons is a surefire way to catch up on your sleep.  Name's Nathan Gwinn."  He thrust a hand toward Dan, who took it.

"Dan .  . ."  His mind skipped tracks for a few seconds.  A name came to him.  "Farrow," he said.

"Pleased to meet you.  Come on in, there's room to stretch out on a pew if you'd like."

Dan looked at the church.  It had been years since he'd set foot in one.  Some of the things he'd seen, both in Vietnam and afterward, had convinced him that if any supernatural force was the master of this world, it smelled of brimstone and devoured innocent flesh as its sacrament.

"Cooler inside," Gwinn told him.  "The fans are workin' this week."

After a moment of deliberation, Dan opened the door and got out.

"I'm obliged," he said, and he followed Gwinnwho wore black trousers and a plain light blue shortsleeve shirt-through the church's back door.  The interior of the church was Spartan, with an unvarnished wooden floor that had felt the Sunday shoes of several generations.  "I was writin' my sermon when I heard you," Gwinn said, and he motioned into a cubicle of an office whose open window overlooked the rear lot.

Two chairs, a desk and lamp, a file cabinet, and a couple of peach crates full of religious books had been squeezed into the little room.

On the desk was a pad of paper and a cup containing a number of ballpoint pens.  "Not havin' much luck, I'm a'fearca" he confided.

"Sometimes you dig deep and just wind up scrapin' the bottom.  But 

I ain't worried, something'll come to me.  Al, ways does.  You want some water, there's a fountain this way."

Gwinn led him through a corridor lined with other small rooms, the floor creaking underfoot.  A ceiling fan stirred the heat.  There was a water fountain, and Dan went to work satisfying his thirst.  "You a regular camel, ain't you?"

Gwinn asked.  "Come on in here, you can stretch yourself out."

Dan followed him through another doorway, into the chapel.  A dozen pews faced the preacher's podium, and the sunlight that entered was cut to an underwater haze by the pale green glass of the stained windows.

Overhead, two fans muttered like elderly ladies as they turned, fighting a lost cause.  Dan sat down on a pew toward the middle of the church, and he pressed his palms against his eyes to ease the pain throbbing in his skull.

"Nice tattoo," Gwinn said.  "You get that around here?"

"No.  Someplace else."

"Mind if I ask where you're headin' from and where you're gain I'm "From Shreveport," Dan said.  "I'm goin' to-" He paused.  "I'm just goin'."

"Your home in Shreveport, is it?"

"Used to be."  Dan took his hands away from his eyes.

"I'm not real sure where I belong right now."  A thought struck him.  "I didn't see your car outside."

"Oh, I walked from my house.  I just live 'bout a half-mile up the road.  You hungry, Mr.  Farrow?"

"I could do with something', yeah."  Hearing that name was strange, after all this time.  He didn't know why he'd chosen it; probably it was from seeing the young man who was begging work at Death Valley.

"You like crullers?  I got some in my office; my wife baked term just this mornin'."

Dan told him that sounded fine, and Gwinn went to his office and returned with three sugar-frosted crullers in a brown paper bag.  It took about four seconds for Dan to consume one of them.  "Have another," Gwinn offered as he sat on the pew in front of Dan.  "I believe you ain't et in a while."

A second pastry went down the hatch.  Gwinn scratched his longjaw and said, "Take the other one, too.  My wife sure would be tickled to see a fefla enjoyin' her bakin' so much."

When the third one was history, Dan licked the sugar from his fingers.  Gwinn laughed, the sound like the msp of a rusty Mark of Cain saw blade.  "Part camel, part goat," he said.  "Don't you go chemin' on that bag, now."

"You can tell your wife she makes good crullers."

Gwinn reached into a trouser pocket, pulled out a silver watch, and checked the time.  "'Bout quarter to five.  You can tell Lavinia yourself if you want to."

"Pardon?"

"Supper's at six.  You want to eat with Lavinia and me, you're welcome."  He returned the watch to his pocket.

"Won't be no fancy feast, but it'll warm your belly up.  I can go call her, tell her to put another plate on the table."

"Thanks, but I've gotta get back on the road after I rest some.  "

 

"Oh."  Gwinn lifted his shaggy white brows.  "Decide where ygu're goin', have you?"

Dan was silent, his hands clasped together.

"The road'Il still be there, Mr.  Farrow," Gwinn said quietly.

"Don't you think?"

Dan looked into the preacher's eyes.  "You don't know me.

I could be .  . . somebody you wouldn't want in your house."

"True enough.  But my Lord Jesus Christ says we should feed the wayfarin' stranger."  Gwinn's voice had taken on some of the singsong inflections of his calling.  "'Pears to me that's what you are.  So if you want a taste of fried chicken that'll make you hear the heavenly choir, you just say the word and you got it."

.1 Dan didn't have to think very long to make a decision.

All right.  I'd be grateful."

"Just be hungry!  Lavinia always makes a whoppin' supper on Thursday nights anyhow."  Gwinn stood up.  "Lemme go on back and call her.  Why don't you rest some and I'll fetch you when I'm ready to go."

"Thank you," Dan said.  "I really do appreciate this."  He lay down on the pew as Gwinn walked back to his office.  The pew was no mattress, but just being able to relax for a little while was glorious.

He closed his eyes, the sweat cooling on his body, and he searched for a few minutes of sleep that might shield him from the image of Emory Blanchard bleeding to death.

In his office, Reverend Gwinn was on the telephone to his wife.

She stoically took the news that a white stranger named Dan Farrow was joining them for supper, even though Thursday was always the night their son and daughter-in-law came to visit from Mansfield.  But everything would work out fine, Lavinia told her husband, because Terrence had called a few minutes before to let her know he and AmeHa wouldn't be there until after seven.

There'd been a raid on a house where drugs were being sold, she told Nathan, and Terrence had some paperwork to do at the jail.

"That's our boy," Gwinn said.  "Gonna get elected sheriff yet."

When he hung up, the reverend turned his attention again to the unwritten sermon.  A light came on in his brain.

Kindness for the wayfarin' strange.  Yessir, that would do quite nicely!

They always amazed him, the mysterious workings of God did.  You never knew when an answer to a problem would come right out of the blue; or, in this case, out of a gray Chevy pickup truck.

He picked up a pen, opened a Bible for reference, and began to write an outline of his message for Sunday morning.@

The Hand of Clint "Two cards."

"I'll take three."

"Two for me."

"One card."

"Oh, oh!  I don't like the sound of that, Bents.  Well, dealers gonna take three and see what we got."

The poker game in the back room of Leopol4's Pool Hall, on the rough west end of Caddo Street in Shreveport, had started around two 

o'clock It was now five forty-nine, according to the Regulator clock hanging on the cracked sea-Ween wall.  Beneath a gray haze of cigarette and stogie smoke, a quintet of men regarded their cards in silence poo es around the felt-topped table.  Out where the I table were, balls struck together like a pistol shot, and from the aged Wurlitzer jukebox Cleveland Crochet hollered about Sugar Bee to the wail of a Cajun accordion.

The room was a hotbox.  Three of the men were in shirtsleeves, the fourth in a damp T-shirt.  The fifth man, however, had never removed the rather bulky jacket of his iridescent, violet-blue sharkskin suit.

In respect of the heat, though, he'd loosened the knot of his necktie and unbuttoned the starched collar of his white shirt.  A glass of melting ice and pale, cloudy liquid was placed near his right hand.  Also within reach was a stack of chips worth three hundred and nineteen dollars.

His fortunes had risen and fallen and risen again during the progress of the game, and right now he was on a definite winning jag.  He was the man who'd requested one card, so sure was he that he owned a hand no one else could touch.

The dealer, a baldheaded black man named Ambrose, finally cleared his throat.  "It's up to you, Royce."

"I'm in for five."  Royce, a big-bellied man with a flamecolored beard and a voice like a rodent's squeak, tossed a red chip on top of the ante.

"I fold."  The next man, whose name was Vincent, laid his cards facedown with an emphatic thump of disgust.

There was a pause.  "Come on, Junior," Ambrose prodded.

"I'm thinkin'."  At age twentyeight, Junior was the youngest of the players.  He had a sallow, heavy-jawed face and unruly reddish-brown hair, sweat gleaming on his cheeks and blotching his T-shirt.  He stared at his cards, a cigarette clenched between his teeth.  His lightless eyes ticked to the player next to him.  "I believe I got you this time, Mr.

Lucky.  "

The man in the sharkskin suit was engrossed in his own cards.  His eyes were pallid blue, his face so pale the purple-tinged veins were visible at his temples.  He looked to be in his midthirties, his body as lean as a drawn blade.  His black hair was perfectly combed, the part straight to the point of obsessiveness.  At the center of his hairline a streak of white showed like a touch of lightning.

"Put up or fold 'em," Ambrose said.

"See the five and raise you ten."  The chips clattered down.

'Fifteen dollars," the man in the sharkskin suit said, his voice so soft it neared a whisper, "and fifteen more."  He tossed the chips in with a flick of his right wrist.

"Oh, lawwwwdy!"  Ambrose studied his cards with heightened interest.  "Talk to me, chillen, talk to me!"  He picked up his cigar stub from an ashtray and puffed on it as if trying to divine the future in smoke signals.

Nick, the pool hall's bartender, came in while Ambrose was deliberating and asked if anybody needed their drinks freshened.  Junior said he wanted another Budweiser, and Vincent said he'd have a refill of iced tea.  The man in the sharkskin suit downed his cloudy drink in two long swallows and said, "I'll have another of the same."

"lib ... you sure you don't want some sugar in that?"

Nick asked.

 

"No supr.  Just straight lemon juice."

Nick returned to the front room.  Ambrose puffed out a last question mark and put his cards facedown.  "Nope.  My wife's gone have my ass as it is."

Royce stayed in and raised another five spot.  Junior chewed his lower lip.  "Damn it, I've gotta stay in!"  he decided.  "Hell, I'll raise five to you!"

"And fifteen more," came the reply.

"Sheeeeyit!"  Ambrose grinned.  "We gots us a showdown here!"

"I'm out."  Royce's cards went on the table.

Junior leaned back in his chair, his cards close to his chest and fresh sweat sparkling on his face.  He glowered long and hard at the man beside him, whom he'd come to detest in the last two hours.

"You're fuckin' bluffin," he said.  "I caught you last time you tried to bluff me, didn't I?"

"Fifteen dollars to you, Junior," Ambrose said.

"What'cha gone do?"

"Don't rush me, man!"  Junior had two red chips in front of him.

He'd come into the game with over a hundred dollars.  "You're tryin' to fox me, ain't you, Mr.  Lucky?"

The man's head turned.  The pale blue eyes fixed upon Junior, and the whispery voice said, "The name is Flint."

"I don't give a shit!  You're tryin' to rob me, I figure I can call you whatever I please!"

"Hey, Junior!"  Royce cautioned.  "Watch that tongue, now!"

"Well, who the hell knows this guy, anyhow?  He comes in here, gets in our game, and takes us all for a ride!  How do we know he ain't a pro?"

"I paid for my seat," Flint said.  "You didn't holler when you took my money."

"Maybe I'm hollerin' now!"  Junior sneered.  "Does anybody know him?"  he asked the others.  Nick came in with the drinks on a tray.

"Hey, Nick!  You ever see this here dude before?"

"Can't say I have."

"So how come he just wandered in off the street lookin' to play poker?  How come he's sittin' there with all our damn money?"

Flint snapped the cards shut in his left hand, drank some of the fresh lemon juice, and rubbed the cold glass across his forehead.

"Meet the raise," he said, "or go home and cry to your mommy."

Junior exhaled sworls of smoke.  Crimson had risen in his cheeks.

"Maybe you and me oughta go dance in the alley, what do you think about that?"

"Come on, Junior!"  Ambrose said.  "Play or fold!"

"Nick, loan me five dollars."

"No way!"  Nick retreated toward the door.  "This ain't no bank in here, man!"

"Somebody loan me five dollars," Junior said to the others.  This demand was met with a silence that might have made stones weep.  "Five dollars!  What's wrong with you guys?"

"We don't loan money in this room," Ambrose reminded him.  "Never have and never will.  You know the house rules."

"I'd loan it to you if you were in a tight!"

"No you Wouldn't.  And I wouldn't ask.  The rule is: you play with your own money."

"Well, it's sure nice to know who your friends are!"  Junior wrenched the cheap wristwatch off his arm and slid it in front of Flint.  "Here, damn it!  'that's gotta be worth fifteen or twenty bucks!"

Flint picked up the watch and examined it.  Then he returned it to 

the table and leaned back, his cards fanned out again and resting against his chest.  "Merchandise isn't money, but since you're so eager to walk out of here a loser, I'll grant you the favor."

"Favor.  " Junior almost spat the word.  "Yeah, right!  Come on, let's see what you've got!"

"Lay yours down first," Flint said.

"Glad to!"  Slap went the cards on the table.  "Three queens!  I always was lucky with the women!"  Junior grinned, one hand already reaching out to rake in the chips and his watch.

But before his hand got there, it was blocked by three aces.

"I was always smart at poker," Flint said.  "And smart beats lucky any day."

Junior's grin evaporated.  He stared at the trio of aces, his mouth crimping around the cigarette.

Flint scooped up the chips and put the wristwatch into his inside coat pocket.  While Nick didn't loan money, he did sell poker chips.

It was time, Flint knew, to cash in and be on his way.  "That does it for me."  He pocketed the rest of his winnings and stood up.  "Thank you for the game, gentlemen."

"Cheater.

"Junior!"  Ambrose snapped.  "Hush up!"

"Cheater!"  Junior scraped his chair back and rose to his feet.

His sweating face was gorged with blood.  "You cheated me, by God!"

"Did I?"  Flint's eyes were heavy-lidded.  "How?"

"I don't know how!  I just know you won a few too many hands today!  Oh, yeah, maybe you lost some, but you never lost enough to put you too far behind, did you?  Nosir!  You lost just to keep us playin', so you could set me up for this shit!"

"Sit down, Junior," Vincent told him.  "Some people gotta win, some gotta lose.  That's why they call it gamblin'."

"Hell, can't you see it?  He's a pro is what he is!  He came in here off the street, got in our game, and made fools outta every damn one of us!"

"I see," Ambrose said wearily, "that it's almost six o'clock.

Honey'll skin my butt if I don't get home."

"Gone skin your butt anyhow for losin' that paycheck," Royce said with a high giggle.

"Humility keeps me an honest man, my friends."  Ambrose stood up and stretched.  "Junior, that look on your face could scare eight lives out of a cat.  Forget it now, hear?

You can't win every day, or it wouldn't be no fun when you did."

Junior watched Flint, who was buttoning his jacket.

Beneath Flint's arms were dark half-moons of sweat.  "I say that bastard cheated!  There's something' not right about him!"

Flint suddenly turned, took two strides forward, and his face and Junior's were only inches apart.  "I'll ask you once more.  Tell me how I cheated, sonny boy."

"You know you did!  Maybe you're just slicker'n owl shit, but I know you cheated somehow!"

"Prove it," Flint said, and only Junior saw the faint smile that rippled across his thin4ipped mouth.

"You dirty sonora-" Junior hauled back his arm to deliver a punch, but Ambrose and Royce both grabbed him and pulled him away.  "Lemme go!"  Junior hollered as he thrashed with impotent rage.  "I'll tear him apart, I swear to God!"

"Mister," Ambrose said, "it might be best if you don't come 'round here again."

 

"I wasn't plannin' on it."  Flint finished off his lemon juice, his face impassive.  Then he turned his back on the other men and walked out to the bar to cash in his chips.  His stride was as slow and deliberate as smoke drifting.  While Nick was counting the money, Junior was escorted to the street by Ambrose, Vincent, and Royce.

"You'll get yours, Mr.  Lucky!"  was Junior's parting shot before the door closed.

"He flies off the handle sometimes, but he's okay."  Nick laid the crisp green winnings in Flint's pale palm.  "Better not walk around with that kinda cash in this neighborhood."

"Thank you."  He gave Nick a twenty.  "For the advice."

He started walking toward the door, his hand finding the car keys in his pocket, and over the zydeco music on the jukebox he heard the telephone ring.

"Okay, hold on a minute.  Hey, your name Murtaugh?"

Nick called.

Flint stopped at the door, dying sunlight flaring through the fly-specked windows.  "Yes."

"It's for you."

"Murtaugh," Flint said into the phone.

"You seen the TV in the last half hour?"  It was a husky, ear-hurting voice: Smoates, calling from the shop.

"No.  I've been busy."

"Well, wrap up your bidness and get on over here.  Ten minutes."

Click, and Smoates was gone.

Even as six o'clock moved past and the blue shadows lengthened, the heat was suffocating.  Flint could smell the lemon juice in his perspiration as he strode along the sidewalk.  When Smoates said ten minutes, he meant eight.

It had to be another job, of course.  Flint had just brought a skin back for Smoates this morning and collected his commission-forty percent-on four thousand dollars.

Smoates, who was the kind of man who had an ear on every corner and in every back room, had told him about the Thursday afternoon poker pine at Leopold's, and with some time to kill before going back to his motel Flint had eased himself into what had turned out to be child's play.  If he had any passion, it was for the snap of cards being shuffled, the clack of spinning roulette wheels, the soft thump of dice tumbling across sweet green felt; it was for the smells of smoky rooms where stacks of chips rose and fell, where cold sweat collected under the collar and an ace made the heartbeat quicken.  Today's winnings had been small change, but a game was a game and Flint's thirst for risk had been temporarily quenched.

He reached his ride: a black 1978 Cadillac Eldorado that had seen three or four used car lots.  The car had a broken right front headlight, the rear bumper was secured with burlap twine, the passenger door was crumpled in, and the southern sun had cracked and jigsawed the old black paint.

The interior smelled of mildew and the chassis moaned over potholes like a funeral bell.  Flint's appetite for gambling didn't always leave him a winner, the horses, greyhounds, and the casinos of Vegas took his money with a frequency that would have terrified an ordinary man.  Flint Murtaugh, however, could by no stretch of the imagination be called ordinary.

He slipped his key into the door's lock.  As it clicked open, he heard another noise-a metallic snap-very close behind him, and he realized quite suddenly that he would have to pay for his inattention.

 

"Easy, Mr.  Lucky."

Flint felt the switchblade's tip press at his right kidney.

He let the breath hiss from between his teeth.  "You're makina real big mistake."

Do tell.  Let's walk.  Turn in that alley up there."

Flint obeyed.  There weren't many people on the sidewalk, and Junior kept close.  "Keep welkin'," Junior said as Fl@nt turned into the alley.  Ahead, in the shadows between buildings, was a chainlink fence and beyond it a parking garage.  "Stop," Junior said.  "Turn around and look at me."

Flint did, his back to the fence.  Junior stood between him and the street, the knife low at his side.  It was a meanlooking switchblade, and Junior held it as if he had used it before.  "I believe your luck's run out."  Junior's eyes were still ashine with anger.  "Gimme my money."

Flint smiled coldly.  He unbuttoned his sharkskin jacket, and in so doing he tapped a finger twice on his belt buckle, which bore his initials in scrolled letters.  He lifted his hands.

"It's inside my coat.  Come get it, sonny boy."

"I'll cut you, damn it!  I'll give you some shit like you never had before, man!"

"Will you?  Sonny boy, I'm gonna give you three pieces of wisdom.

One."  He raised a finger of his left hand.  "Never play poker with a stranger.  Two."  Two fingers of his right hand went up.  "Never raise against a man who asks for a single card.  And three .  .

Something moved at Flint's chest, underneath the white linen shirt.

Flint's necktie was pushed aside.  Through the opening of an undone button emerged a dwarf-sized hand and a slim, hairless white arm.  The hand gripped a small doublebarreled derringer aimed at Junior's midsection.

"Wh@n you've got the drop on a man," Flint continued, "never, never let him face you."

Junior's mouth hung open.  "Jesus, " he whispered.

"You've ... got ... three ...

"Clint.  Steady.  " Flint's voice was sharp; the derringer had wobbled a few inches to the right.  "Drop the knife, sonny boy."  But Junior was too stunned to respond.  "Clint.  Down.

Down.  Down."  The arm obeyed, and now the derringer was pointed in the vicinity of Junior's knees.  "You'll be a cripple in three seconds," Flint promised.

The knife clattered to the gritty pavement.

Flint frowned, sliding his two hands into his pants pockets.  The third hand held the derringer steady.  "I should've figured on this,"

Flint said, mostly to himself.

"Clint.  Holster."

The wiry arm retreated into his shirt.  Flint felt the gun slide into the small holster under his right shoulder.  The arm twitched once, a muscle spasm, and then lay pressed against Flint's chest with the fingers wedged beneath his belt buckle.  "Good Clint," Flint said, and he walked quickly toward Junior, who still stood shocked and pping.

Flint withdrew his right hand, which now wore the set of brass knuckles that had been in his pocket.  The blow that followed was fast and decisive, hitting Junior on the chin and snapping his head back Junior gave a garbled cry and staggered into some garbage cans, and then Flint swung again-a graceful, almost balletic motion-and the brass knuckles crunched into the cheekbone on the left side of Junior's face.

Gasping, Junior fell to his knees.  He stayed there, his head 

swaying from side to side and the anger washed from his eyes by the tears of pain.

"You know," Flint observed, "what you said about givin' me some shit is really funny.  It really, truly is."  Flint touched the knuckles of Junior's right hand with the toe of his polished black wingtip.  The cheap wristwatch fell to the pavement beside Junior's fingers.  "See, nobody on this earth can give me any more shit than I've already had to endure.

Do you understand?"

"Ahhhhplleesh," Junior managed.

"I've been where you are," Flint said.  "It made me meaner.  But it made me smarter, too.  Whatever doesn't kill you makes you smarter.

Do you believe that?"

"Immmmaeuff," Junior said.

"Take your watch," Flint told him.  "Go on.  Pick it up."

Slowly, Junior's hand closed around the watch.

"There you go."  The cold smile had never left Flint's face.

"Now I'm gonna help your education along."

He summoned up his rage.

It was an easy thing to find.  It had grinning faces in it, and harsh, jeering laughter.  It had the memory of a bad night at the blackjack table, and of a loan shark's silky threats.  It had Smoates'

voice in it, commanding Ten minutes.  It had a lifetime of torment and bitterness in it, and when it emerged from Flint it was explosive.  The hand of Clint felt that rage and clenched into a knotty fist.  Flint inhaled, lifted his foot, exhaled in a whoosh, and stomped Junior's fingers beneath his shoe.

The watch broke.  So did two of the fingers and the thumb.

Junior gave a wail that shattered into croaking, and he lay writhing on his side with his hand clasped to his chest and bits of watch crystal sticking into his palm.

Flint stepped back, sweat on his face and the blood pounding in his cheeks.  It took him a few seconds to find his voice, and it came out thick and raw.  "You can tell the police about this if you want to."  Flint returned the brass knuckles to his pocket.  "Tell 'em a freak with three arms did it, and listen to 'em laugh."

Junior continued to writhe, his attention elsewhere.

"Fare thee well," Flint said.  He stepped over Junior, walked out of the alley, and got into his car.  In another moment he had fired up the rough and rumbling engine and pulled away from the curb en route to the Twilight Zone Pawn Shoppe on Stoner Avenue.

As he drove, Flint felt sick to his stomach.  The rage was gone, and in its place was shame.  Breaking the boy's fingers had been cruel and petty; he'd lost control of himself, had let his baser nature rule him.  Control was important to Flint.

Without control, men fell to the level of animals.  He pushed a cassette tape into the deck and listened to the cool, clean sound of Chopin's piano preludes, some of his favorite music.  It made him think of his dream.  In the dream, he stood on a rolling, beautiful emerald@n lawn, looking toward a white stone mansion with four chimneys and a huge stained-glass window in front.

He believed it was his home, but he didn't know where it was.

"I'm not an animal."  His voice was still coarse with emotion.

"I'm not."

A dwarf-sized left hand suddenly rose up before his face, swatting at his cheek with the ace of spades.

"Stop that, you bastard," Flint said, and he pushed Clint's arm back 

down where it belonged.

The twilight Zone Pawn Shoppe stood between Uncle Joe's @s and the Little Saigon Takeout Restaurant.  Flint drove around back and parked next to Eddie Smoates's late-model Mercedes-Benz.  The door at the rear of the pawn shop had a sign identifying it as Dam BA& BoNm MD CouzcmoNs.

Clint was moving around under Flint's shirt, getting hungry, so Flint reached into the backseat for a box of Ritz crackers before he got out of the car.  He pushed a button on the brick wall beside the door, and a few seconds @ Smoates's voice growled through an intercom mounted there: "You're late."

"I came as soon as A buzzer cut him off, announcing that the door had been electronically unlocked.  Flint pushed through it into the airconditioning.  The door locked again at has back, Smoates kept a lot of valuables around, and he was a careful man.  There was a small reception area with a few plastic chairs, but the office had closed for regular business an hour ago.  Flint knew where he was going; this place was as familiar to him as his brother's arm.  He walked past the reception desk and knocked on a door behind it.

"In!" Smoafts @ and @t entered.

As usual, Eddie Smoates sat at the center of a rat's nest of piled-up papers and Me folders.  The office smelled of @c, onions, and grease: the prime ingredients of the Little Saigon @ut dinner that lay in S@foam plates and CUPS atoP Smoates's untidy desk.  The man was stuffing the rubber-lipped mouth in his moon-round face with @ chicken.  Smoates had the quick, dark eyes of a ferret, his broad wdp shaved bald and a gray goatee adorning his chin.

He had massive forearms and shoulders that maed his lime-green Polo shirt, though his belly was becoming voluminous as well.  Twenty years ago Smoates had been a profesional wrestler, wearing a mask and going by the name X the Unimown.  He said, "Siddahn" as he sucked piem of gallic chicken off the bones, and Flint sat in one of the two chou-s that faced the desk.  behind Smoates was a metal door that led into the pawn shop, which he also owned.  On a rack of shelves pushed precariously against a wall were a halfdozen TV wb, ten VCRS, and a dozen or so swm amps.

The TV sets were on, all tuned to different channels though their volumes were too low to be audible.

Smoates, a noisy eater, lwt f@.  Grease on his chin and in his 

goatee.  Flint was repelled by Smoates's lack of manners.  He @ stared fixedly at  his employer's prized collection of what Smoates called his "

pretties."

Hold in a glass cuno cabinet were such items as a mumnufied cat with two heads, a severed human hand with seven fingers in a jar of murky preservative, the skull of a baby with an extra eyehole in the center of its forehead, and-the cruelest trick, it seemed to Flint-an embalmed monkey  with a third arm protruding from its neck!  On a shelf above the "MWee, were the photo albums that contained the pictures Smoates had collected of what seemed to be his driving passion next to making money and that Smoates was a connoseur of freaks.  As other men enjoyed vintage wine, fine paintings, or , Smoates craved @ue oddities of flesh and bone.  Flint, who lived in an apartment in the town of Monroe a hundred miles east of Shreveport, had never visited his employer's home in the six years he'd been on the Dixie payroll, but he understood from one of his fellows that Smoates kept a basement full of freak memorabilia gleaned from five decades of carnival sideshows.  Whatever it was that made a man long to gaze upon the most bizarre and hideous of malformed creations, it ran dark and twisted right to the roots of Smoates's 

soul.

Such fascination disgusted Flint, who considered himself a well-bred gentleman.  But then, Flint himself might still be an object of disgusting fascination had Smoates not visited the sideshow tent that advertised, among other attractions, Flint and Clint, the Two in One.  Smoates had paid Flint to go with him to a photography studio and pose shirtless for a series of pictures, which had presumably wound up with the others in the photo albums.  Flint had no desire to page through the albums; he'd seen enough freaks in the flesh to last him a lifetime.

"You win or lose?"  Smoates asked, not looking up from his garuc chicken.

tti won."

"How much?"

"Around three hundred and fifty."

"That's good.  I like when you win, Flint.  When you're happy, I'm happy.  You are happy, right?"

"I am," Flint said gravely.

"I like for my boys to be happy."  Smoates paused, searching his plate of bones for a shred of meat.  "Don't @ like them to be late, though.

Ten minutes ain't fifteen.  You need a new watch?"

"No."  Clint's arm suddenly slid from the front of Flint's shirt and began scratching and tickling at his chin.  Flint took a @tz cracker from the box and put it into the fingers.

Immediately the arm withdrew, and from beneath Flint's shirt came the sound of crunching.

Smoates pushed his plate aside, his fingers gleaming with grease.

His eyes had taken on a feverish glint.  "Open your @," he commanded.

"I like to watch him eat."

As much as he detested to, Flint obeyed.  Smoates was the man with the wallet, and he didn't tolerate disobedience from his "boys."

Flint's fingers undid the buttons, len*

Smoates have a clear view of the slim white dwarfish arm that was connected at the elbow to an area just beneath Flint's solar plexus.

"Feed him," Smoates said.  Flint took another cracker from the box.  He reft the soft bones of his brother move within lum, a slow shifting that pressed against his own organs.  Flint could smell the cracker and his hand searched the air for it, but Flint guided it the fist-siwd growth that protruded from his right side.  Sumtes was leaning forward, watching.  The growth was as pale as the arm, was hairless and eyeless but had a set of @ nostrils, ears @ tiny seashells, and a pair of thin Hps.  As the cracker came nearer, the lips parted with a soft, wet noise to show the small, sharp teeth and tongue that might have belonged to a ldtten.  The mouth accepted the cracker, the teeth crunched down, and Flint pulled his fingers back to avoid being nicked.

Sometimes Clint was overeager in his feeding.

"Amazin'."  Smoates wore a dreamy smile.  "I swear, I don't know how your wires got crossed, but they sure did, didn't they" Flint rebuttoned his shirt, except for the one button at the center he usually left open.  His face was impassive.

"What did you want to see me about?"

"Take a look at this."  Smoates picked up a remote control from his desk, pressed down with a big, greasy thumb, and one of the VCRs clicked into Play mode.  Static sizzled on one of the TV screens for a few seconds, then the grave face of a dark-haired newswoman appeared.

She was speaking into a microphone, while behind her was a police car and a knot of people standing around a building's revolving door.  Smoates 

used a second remote control to boost the volume.

this afternoon in what police are saying was the act of a d te and disturbed man," the newswoman said.

"Emory B who was the loan manager of the First Commercial Bank, was pronounced dead on @ at All Saints Hospital.  This was the scene just a few moments ago when Clifton Lyies, the bank's president, made a public statement."


so

The picture changed.  A grim-faced man with white hair was standing in front of the building, reporters holding a forest of microphones around him.  "I want to say we don't intend to sit still for this outrage," Lyles said.  "I'm announcin' right now a reward in the amount of fifteen thousand dollars for Lambert's capture."  He held up a hand to ward off the shouts.  "No, I'm not takin' questions.

There'll be a full statement for the press later.  I just hope and pray that man is caught before he kills anybody else.

Thank you very much."

The newswoman came on again.  "That was Clifton Lyles, president of the First Commercial Bank.  As you can see behind me, there's still a lot of activity here as the police continue to-" The videotaped image stopped.  Smoates turned the volume down.  "Crazy fucker went in there and shot Blanchard.

Fella lost his marbles when he found out his pickup truck was being' repossessed.  You up to goin' after this skin?"

Flint had been feeding Clint during the videotape.  Now he chewed on a cracker himself, leaving his brother's fingers searching through the opening of the undone button.  "I always am," he answered.

"Figured so.  I got a call in."  Smoates had a connection in the police department who, for a fee, fed him all the information he required.  "Have to move fast on this one.

Tell you the truth, I don't think there's much chance of getting'

him.  Every badge in the state'll be gunnin' for him.

But there's nothin' else on the docket, so you might as well give it a try."  He struck a kitchen match and lit a black cheroot, which he gripped between his teeth.  He leaned back in his chair and spewed smoke toward the ceiling.  "Give you a chance to take the new man out on a trainin' run."

"The new man?  What new man?"

"The new man I'm thinkin' of hirin' on.  Name's Eisley.

Came in to see me this afternoon.  He's got potential, but he's green.  I need to see what he's made of."

"We work alone," Flint said quietly.

"Eisley's stayin' at the 0" Plantation Motel out by the airport."

Smoates fished for his notepad on the cluttered desktop.  "Room Number Twenty-three," he said when he'd found it.

"We work alone," Flint repeated, a little more forcibly.

"Uh-huh.  That may be, but I want you to take Eisley along this time."

Flint shifted uneasily in his chair.  A small terror had begun building within him.  "I don't ... I don't allow anyone else into my car."

"Are you jivin' me?"  Smoates scowled across the desk, and his scowl was not pretty.  "I've seen that bucket of bolts.

Nothin' special about it."

"I know, but ... I'm particular about who I ride with."

"Well, Eisley ain't a nigger, if that's what bothers you."

 

"No, that's not it.  I just ... Clint and me ... we'd rather work alone."

"Yeah, you already said that.  But you're elected.  Billy Lee's in Arkansas on a job, Dwayne's still laid up with the flu, and I ain't heard from Tiny Boy in two weeks.  Figure he must've gone back to the sideshow, so we need some fresh blood 'round here.  Eisley might work out just fine."

Flint choked.  He lived alone-if a man whose brother was trapped inside his body in a wicked twist of genetics could ever be truly alone-and preferred it that way.

Having to deal with another person at close quarters might drive him right up the wall.  "What's wrong with him?"

"Who?"

"Eisley," Flint said, speaking slowly and carefully.

"Somethin' must be wrong with him, or you wouldn't want to hire him on."

Smoates drew on his cheroot and tapped ashes to the floor.  "I like his personality," he said at last.  "Reminds me of a fella I used to think real highly of."

"But he's a freak, right?  You don't hire anybody but freaks."

"Now, that ain't exactly correct.  I hire-" He paused, mulling it over.  "Special talents," he decided.  "People who impress me, for one reason or 'mother.  Take Billy Lee, for instance.  He don't have to say a word, all he has to do is stand there and show his stuff, and he gets the job done.  Am I right?"

Flint didn't answer.  Billy Lee Klaggens was a six-foot-sixinch-tall black man who had paid his dues on the freak-show circuit under the name of Popeye.  Klaggens, a fearsome visage, could stand there and stare at you and the only thing moving about him would be his eyeballs as blood pressure slowly squeezed them almost out of his skull.  Faced with such a sight, the skins KIMens hunted became as hypnotized as rabbits watching a cobra flare its hood-and then Klaggens sprayed a burst of Mace in their eyes, snapped on the handcuffs, and that was all she wrote.  Klaggens had worked for Smoates for over ten years, and he had taught Flint the ropes.

"Eisley's got a special talent, if that's what you're getting' at."

A little thread of smoke leaked from the gap between his front teeth.

"He's a born communicator.  I think he could make the fuckin' sphim talk.  He knows how to work people.

Used to be in show business."

"Didn't we all," Flint said.

"Yeah, but Eisley's got the gift of pb.  You and him, you'll make a good team."

"I'll take him out on a trainin' run, but I'm not teamin'up with him.  Or with anybody.

"Okay, okay."  Smoates grinned, but on his face it looked more like a sneer.  "Flint, you gotta loosen up, boy!  You gotta get over this antisocial problem, you'll be a lot happier-" The telephone half buried beneath file folders rang, and Smoates snatched up the receiver.

"Dixie Bail Bonds and Collections ... well, you took your sweet fuckin' time, didn't you?  Let's have the story."  He tossed Flint the notepad and a ballpoint pen.  "Daniel Lewis Lambert ...

Vietnam veteran ... unemployed carpenter.  . ."  He snorted smoke through his nostrils.  "Shit, m%an, gimme something' I can use!"  He listened, the cheroot at a jaunty angle in his mouth.  "Cops think he's 

left town.  Armed and dangerous.  Ex-wife and son in Alexandria.

What's the address?"  He relayed it to Flint, who wrote it down.  "No other relatives in state?  Sumbitches are gonna be waitin' for him to show up in Alexandria then, right?  Hell, they gone get him 'fore I even send my boy out.  But gimme the license number and a description of his truck anyhow-, we might get lucky."  Flint wrote that down as well.

"What's Lambert look like?"  was the next question, and Lambert's description went on the notepad's page.  "Anythin' else?  Okay, then.

Yeah, yeah, you'll get your money this week.  You hear that they've picked Lambert up, you gimme a call pronto.  I'll be home.

Yeah, same to you."  He hung up.  "Cops figure he might be on his way to Alexandria.  They'll have the house staked out, for sure."

"Doesn't sound to me like I've got a snowball's chance in Hell of grabbin' him."  Flint tore off the page and folded it "Too many cops in the picture."

"It's worth a shot.  Fifteen thousand smacks ain't hay.  If you're lucky, you might catch him 'fore he gets to the house."

"I'd agree with you if I didn't have to haul freight."

Smoates drew on his cheroot and released a ragged smoke ring that floated toward the ceiling.  "Flint," he said, "you been with me-what?-six years, goin' on seven?  You're one of the best trackers I ever had.  You're smart, you can think ahead.  But you got this attitude problem, boy.  YOU forget who pulled you out of that sideshow and who pays your bills."

"No, I don't," Flint answered crisply.  "You won't let me."

Smoates was silent for a few seconds, during which he stared without blinking at Flint through a haze of smoke.

"You tired of this job?"  he asked.  "If you are, you can quit anytime you please.  Go on and find yourself some other line of work.

I ain't stoppin' you."

Flint's mouth was dry.  He held Smoates's haughty stare as long as he could, and then he looked away.

"You work for me, you follow my orders," Smoates continued.  "You do what I say, you draw a paycheck.  That make sense to you?"

"Yeah," Flint managed to say.

"Maybe you can grab Lambert, maybe you can't.  I think Eisley's got potential, and I want to see what he's made of.

Only way to do that is to send him out on a run with somebody, and I say that somebody is you.  So go get him and hit the road.  You're wastin' my time and money."

Flint took the box of crackers and stood up.  He pushed his brother's arm down under his shirt and held it there.  Now that he'd been fed, Clint would be asleep in a few minutes; unless he was called upon, all he basically did was eat and sleep.  Flint's eyes found the three-armed monkey in the curio cabinet, and the same surge of anger that had made him break Junior's fingers swelled up in him and almost spilled out.

"I'll give Eisley a call and tell him you're on the way," Smoates said.  "Check in with me from the motel."

I'm not an anima4 Flint thought.  Blood pulsed in his face.

He felt Clint's bones twitch within him like the movement of someone trapped in a very bad dream.

"Standin' there ain't gonna get you nowhere," Smoates told him.

Flint turned away from the three-armed monkey and the baldheaded man behind the desk.  When the door had closed at Flint's back, Smoates released a harsh little hiccup of a laugh.  His belly shook.  He crushed his cheroot out in the plate of grease and bones, and it 

perished with a bubbly hiss.  His laughter gurgled and swelled.

Flint Murtaugh was on his way to meet the Pelvis.




-7

A Ways to Go

Three hours after shooting a man to death, Dan Lambert found himself sitting on a screened porch, a ceiling fan creaking overhead, with a glass of honeysuckle tea in his hand and a black woman offering him a refill from a purple pitcher.

"No ma'am, thank you," he said.

"Lemme get on back to the kitchen, then."  Lavinia Gwinn put the pitcher down on the wicker table between Dan and Reverend Gwinn.

"Terrence and Amelia oughta be here 'bout another half hour."

"I hope you don't mind me stayin'.  I didn't know your son was comin' over when your husband invited me."

"Oh, don't you worry, we gots plenty.  Always cook up a feast on Thursday nights."  She left the porch, and Dan sipped his tea and listened to the cicadas droning in the green woods around the reverend's white clapboard house.

The sun was sinking lower, the shadows growing between the trees.

Reverend Gwinn occupied a wicker rocking chair, his fingers laced around his tea glass and his face set with the expression of a man who is calm and comfortable with life.

"You have a nice house," Dan said.

"We like it.  Had a place in the city once, but it was like livin'

in an alarm clock.  Lavinia and me don't need much to get by on@

"I used to have a house.  In Alexandria.  My ex-wife and son still live there."

"Is that where you're headed, then?"

Dan took a moment to think about his answer.  It seemed to him now that all along he'd known the house on Jackson Avenue was his destination.  The police would be waiting for him there, of course.

But he had to see Chad, had to tell his son that it had been an accident, a terrible collision of time and circumstance, and that he wasn't the cold-blooded killer the newspapers were going to make him out to be.

"Yes," he said.  "I believe I am."

"Good for a man to know where he's goin'.  Helps you figure out where you've been."

"That's for damn sure."  Dan caught himself.  "lib ...

sorry.

"Oh, I don't think the Lord minds a little rough language now and again, long as you keep His commandments."

Dan said nothing.  Thou shalt not kill, he was thinking.

"Tell me about your son," Gwinn said.  "How old is her "Seventeen.

His name's Chad.  He's... a mighty good boy.

"You see a lot of him?"

"No, I don't.  His mother thought it was for the best."

Owinn grunted thoughtfully.  "Boy needs a father, I'd "Maybe so.  But I'm not the father Chad needs."

"How's that, Mr.  Farrow?"

"I messed up some things," Dan said, but he didn't care to elaborate.

A moment passed during which the smell of frying chicken drifted out onto the porch and made the hunger pangs sharpen in Dan's belly.

Then Reverend Gwinn said, "Mr.  Farrow, excuse me for sayin' so, but you look @ a man who's seen some trouble."

"Yes sir."  Dan nodded.  "That's about right."

 

"You care to unburden it?"

Dan looked into the reverend's face.  "I wish I could.  I wish I could tell you everythin' I've been through, in Vietnam and after I left that damned place, but that's no excuse for what I did today."  He looked away again, shamed by Gwinn's compassion.

"Whatever you did, it can be forgiven."

"Not by me.  Not by the law, either."  He lifted the cool glass and pressed it against his forehead for a few seconds, his eyes closed.

"I wish I could go back and make everythin' right.  I wish I could wake up and it'd be mornin'again, and I could have another chance."  He opened his eyes.  "That's not how life works though, is it?"

"No," Gwinn said.  "Not this life, at least."

"I'm not much of a religious man.  Maybe I saw too many young boys get blasted to pieces you couldn't have recognized as part of anythin'

human.  Maybe I heard too many cries for God that went unanswered."

Dan swigged down the rest of his tea and set the glass aside.  "That might sound cynical to you, Reverend, but to me it's a fact."

"Seems to me no one's life is easy," Gwinn said, a frown settling over his features.  "Not the richest nor the poorest."

He rocked gently back and forth, the runners creaking.  "You say you've broken the law, Mr.  Farrow?"

"Yes."

"Can you tell me what you've done?"

Dan took a long breath and let it go slowly.  The cicadas trilled in the woods, two of them in close harmony.  "I killed a man today," he answered, and he noted that Gwinn ceased his rocking.  "A man at a bank in Shreveport.  I didn't mean to.  it just happened in a second.  It was .  . . like a bad dream, and I wanted to get out of it but I couldn't.  Hell, I was never even a very good shot.  One bullet was all it took, and he was gone.  I knew it, soon as I saw where I'd hit him."

"What had this man done to you?"

Dan had the sudden realization that he was confessing to a stranger, but Gwinn's sincere tone of voice urged him on.

"Nothin', really.  I mean ... the bank was repossessin' my pickup.

I snapped.  Just like that.  I started tearin' up his office.  Then all of a sudden a guard was there, and when he pulled a gun on me I got it away from him.  Blanchard-the man I shot-brought a pistol out of his desk and aimed it at me.  I heard the hammer of his gun click.  Then I pulled the trigger."  Dan's fingers gripped the armrests, his )muckles white.

"I tried to stop the bleedin', but there wasn't much I could do.  I'd cut an artery in his neck.  I heard on the radio that he was dead on arrival at the hospital.  I figure the police are gonna catch me sooner or later, but I've got to see my son first.  There are some things I need to tell him."  "Lord have mercy," Gwinn said very quietly.

"Oh, I'm not deservin' of mercy," Dan told him.  "I'd just like some time, that's all" "Time," the reverend repeated.  He took the silver watch from his pocket, snapped it open, and looked at the numerals.

"If you don't want me sittin' at your table," E)an said, -1

can tm&rstand."

Gwinn's watch was returned to the pocket.  "My son," he said, "will be here any minute now.  You didn't ask what kinda work Terrence does."

"Never thought to."

"My son is a deputy sheriff in Mansfield," Gwinn said, and those words caused the flesh to tighten at the back of Dan's neck. "Your description on the radio?"  ac "Yes."

 

"Terrence might not have heard about it.  Then again, he might've."

Gwinn held Dan's gaze with his dark, intense eyes- "Is what you've told me the truth, Mr.  FamvO" "It is.  Except my name's not Farrow.

It's Lambert."

" Fair enough.  I believe you."  Gwinn stood up, leaving the chair rocldng.  He went into the house, calling for his wife.

Dan left his chair as well, his heart beating hard.  He hmm the reverend say, "Yeah, Mr.  FarrovVs got a ways to go and he's not gonna be stayin' for dinner after all."

"Oh, that's a shame," lavinia answered.  11IMe chic@s all done!"

"Mr.  Farrow?"  There was just a trace of tension in Gwinn's voice- "You care to take some chicken for the roadt' "Yes sir," Dan said from the front door.  "I sure would." The reverend returned carrying a paper bag with some grease stains on the bottom.  fris wife was following behind him.  "What's your hurry, Mr.  Farrow.?  Our boy oughta be here directly!"

"Mr.  Farrow can't stay."  Gwinn pushed the paper bag into Dan's hand.  "He's gotta get to ... New Orleans, didn't you say, Mr.

Farrow?"

"I believe I might have," Dan said as he accepted the fried chicken.

"Well, I'm awful sorry you're not gonna be joinin' us at the table," Lavinia told him.  "You gots family waitin' for Your, "Yes, he does," Gwinn said.  "Come on, Dan, I'll walk you to your truck."

"You take care on that road now," Lavinia continued, but she didn't leave the porch.  "Crazy things can happen out there.

"Yes ma'am, I will.  Thank you."  When he and the reverend had reached the pickup and Lavinia had gone back inside, Dan asked, "Why are you helpin' me like this?"

"You wanted some time, didn't you?  I'm givin' you a little bit.

You better get on in there."

Dan slid into the driver's seat and started the engine.  He realized that some of Blanchard's dried blood still streaked the steering wheel.  "You could've waited.  Just turned me in when your son got here."

"What?  And scare Lavinia half to death?  Take a chance on my boy getting' hurt?  Nosir.  Anyhow, seems like you've had enough trouble today without me makin' more for you.  But you listen to me now: the sensible thing to do is turn yourself in after you see your son.  The police ain't savages; they'll give an ear to your story.  All runnin's gonna do is make things worse."

"I know that."

"One more thing," Gwinn said, his hand on the window frame.

"Maybe you're not a religious man, but I'll tell you something' true: God can take a man along many roads and through many mansions.  It's not where you are that's important; it's where you're goin' that counts.  Hear what I'm sayin'?"

"I think so."

"Well, you keep it to heart.  Go on now, and good luck to YOU.  "

"Thanks."  I'll need it, he thought.  He put the Chevy into reverse.

"So Ion&" Gwinn let go of the truck and stepped back.

"The Lord be with you."

Dan nodded and reversed the truck along the dn-t drive that led 

from the reverend's house to the cracked concrete of Highway 175.

Gwinn ftW watching him go as Dan backed onto the road and then put the truck's gearr, into first.  The reverend lifted his hand in a farewell and Dan drove away, hWM southbound again but @s soon @ bs head clear and for the moment ri-re of pain and a paper bag full of fried chicken on the seat beside him.  He had driven perhaps a mile from Gwinn's house when a car came around the bend and passed him, going north, and he saw a young black man at the wheel and a black woman on the side.  Then he was around the curve hunself, and he gave the truck a little more gas.

The Lord be with yo,4 he thin&t.  BW where had the Lord been at three o'clock @s afternoon?

Dan reached into the bag and found a drumstick, and he chewed on it as he followed the curvy country road deeper into the Loumm h d. As the sun continued to @ in the west and the miles clicked off, Dan f hu thoughts on what lay ahead of him.  If he mM east and got on the freeway apm he would reach Alexandria in about an hour.  If he @ stayed on this

slower route, it would take double that-The sun would be gone in another five minutes or so.

The police would surely be watching out the house on J Avenue, and those prowl cars had mighty strong still He couldn't even risk driving past the house.  How long would it take before the police decked off their surve ?

He might @ about giving lumself up after he'd @ to @ but he wasn't going to let the boy see him handcuffs.  So the question was: how was he going to set to Chad without the police jumping all over him first?

South of a small hamlet called Behnont, @ pard into a Texaco station, bought five dollars worth of gas, a Buffalo Rock ginger ale to wash down the excellent fried chicken, and a Louisiana roadmap.  The grayhaired woman who took his money was too interested in her Soap Opera Digest to pay him much attention.  In the steamy blue evening Dan switched on the pickup's headlights and followed Highway 175 as it connected with Highway 171 and became a little smoother.  At the town of Leesville, where he found himself stopped at a traffic light right in front of the police station, he took a left onto Highway 28 East, which was a straight shot into Alexandria.  He had about thirty miles to go.

Fear started clawing at him again.  The dull throbbing in his head returned.  Full dark had fallen, a sickle moon rising over the trees.

Traffic was sparse on the road, but every set of headlights in his rearview mirror stretched Dan's nerves.

The nearer he got to Alexandria, the more he doubted this mission could be accomplished.  But he had to try; if he didn't at least try, he wouldn't be worth a damn.

He passed a sign that said AuxANDm i8 Nu.

The police are gonna be there, he told himself.  They'll get me before I can walk up the front steps.  Would they have the telephone tapped, too?  If I called Susan, would she put Chad on the phone or would she hang up?

He decided he couldn't drive up to the house.  There had to be another way.  But he couldn't drive around in circles, either.

NDRm io im.  the next sign said.

He didn't know what to do.  He could see the glow of Alexandria's lights on the horizon.  Two more miles reeled off the odometer.  And then he saw a blinking sign through the trm on his right-HIDEAWAY M TOR

coRT-and he lifted his foot from the accelerator.  Dan slowed down as the turnoff to the motor court approached.  He had another instant of 

indecision, but then he turned off I-lighway 28 and guided the pickup along a dirt road bordered by scraggly pines and palmettos.  The headlights revealed gin-en-painted cottages tucked back amid the trees.

A red wooden arrow with oFncE on it pointed in the dimdion he was going.  Dan saw no lights in any of the cottages, and a couple of them looked as if their roofs were an ill wind away from collapse.

The grounds were weeded-up and forlorn, a swing set rusted and drooping next to an area of decaying picnic tables.  Then the driveway stopped at a house painted the same shade of vomito green as the cottages, a rust-splotched station wagon parked alongside.  A yellow buglight burned on the front porch, and other lights showed in the windows.  The ledeaway, it appeared, was open for business.

As Dan cut the engine, he saw a figure peer through a window at him, then withdraw.  He'd just gotten out when he heard a screen door's hinges skreek.

"Howdy," a man said.  "How're you doin'?"

"I'm all right," Dan lied.  He was facing a slim, bucktoothed gent who must've stood six-four, his dark hair cut as if a bowl had been placed on his head as a guide for the ragged scissors.  "You got a vacancy?"

The man, who wore blue jeans and a black Hawm=print shirt with orange flowers on it, gave a snorty @. 

"Nothin' but," he said.  "Come on in and we'll fix you up."

Dan followed the man up a set of creaky stairs onto the porch.  He was aware of a deep, slow rumbling noise on the sultry air', frogs, he thought it must be.  Sounded like hundreds of them, not very far away.

Dan went into the house behind the man, who walked to a desk in the dingy little front room and brought out a Nifty notebook and a ballpoint Pen.  "AMghty," the man said, offering a grin that could've popped a bottle top.  "Now we're ready to do some bidness."  He opened the notebook, which Dan saw was a repstmtion log that held only a few @bbled names.  "I'm Harmon DeCayne, glad you decided to stop over with us."

"Dan Farrow."  They shook hands.  DeCayne's palm felt oily.

"How many nights, Mr.  FarrowT' t'imt one.  @ 9

I'm YOU from?"

"Baton Rouge," he decided to say.

"Well, you're a long way from home to@t, @'t your, DeCayne wrote down the fake information.  He seemed so excited, his hand was trembling.  "We got some nice cottages, real nice and comftable."

"That's good."  Dan hoped the cottages were cooler than the house, which might've served as a steam bath.  A small fan on a scarred coffee table was chattering, obviously overmatched.  'How much?"  He reached for his wallet.

"Uh-" DeCayne paused, his narrow brow "Does six dolim suit you?"

"Seven do@.  Paid in advance, if you please." 

DeCayne jumped.  The woman's voice had been a high, nasty whiplash.  She had come through a corridor that led to the rear of the house, and she stood watching Dan with small, dark eyes.

"Seven do@," she repeated.  "We don't take no checks or plgmtic.09

"My wife," DeCayne said; his grin had expired.  "Hannah.  "

 

She had red hair that flowed over her thick@ shoulden in a torrent of @ curls.  Her face was about as as a chunk of limestone, all sharp edges and forbidding angles.  She wore a shapeless lavender-colored shift and rubber flipflops, and she stood maybe five feet tall, her body compact and vnde-tupped and her legs @ white tree . She was holding a meat cleaver, her fingers ghstemng with blood.

"Seven dollars it is," Dan agreed, and he paid the man.

The money went into a metal tin that was instantly locked by one of the keys on a key ring attached to DeCaynes belt.

Hannah DeCayne said, "Give him Number Four.  It's cimimt.pl "Yes, bon."  De Cayne plucked the proper key from a wan plaque where six other keys were hangm& "Get him a fan," she instructed her husband.  He opened a closet and brought out a fan similar to the one that fought the steam currents.  "A pffla, too."

"Yes, bon."  He leaned into the closet again and emerged with a bare prow.  He gave Dan a nervous smile that didn't do much to hide a glint of pain in his eyes.  "Nice and comftable cottage, Number Four is."

"Does it have a phone?"  Dan asked.

"Phone's right here," the woman said, and she motioned with the meat cleaver toward a telephone on a table in the corner.  "Local calls cost fifty cents."

"Are Alexandria numbers long distance?"

"We ain't in Alexandria.  Cost you a dollar a minute."

And she'd time him to the second, too, he figured.  He couldn't call Susan with this harpy listening over his shoulder.  "Is there a pay phone around anywhere?"

"One at the gas station couple of miles up the road," she said.

"If it's workin'."' Dan nodded.  He stared at the cleaver in the woman's fist.

"Been choppin' some meat?"

"Froglegs," she said.

"Oh."  He nodded again, as if this made perfect sense.

"That's what we live on," she continued, and her lower lip curled.

"Ain't no money in this damn place.  We sell froglegs to a restaurant in town.  Come out of the pond back that way."  She motioned with the cleaver again, toward the rear of the house.  Dan saw jewels of blood on the blade.  "What'd you say your name was?"

"Farrow.  Dan Farrow."

"Uh-huh.  Well, Mr.  Farrow, you ever seen a cockeyed fool before?"  She didn't wait for an answer.  "There's one, standin' right beside you.  Ever heard of a cockeyed fool buyin' a damn motel on the edge of a swamp pond?  And then puttin' every damn penny into a damn fairyland?"

"Han?"  Harmon's voice was very quiet.  "Please."

"Please, my ass," she hissed.  "I thought we was gonna be makin'

some money by now, but no, I gotta damn fool for a husband and I'm up to my elbows in froglegs!"

"I'll show you to your cottage."  Harmon started for the door.

"Watch where you step!"  Hannah DeCayne warned Dan.

"Damn frogs are breedin' back in that pond.  There's hundreds of 'em 'round here.  Show our guest the fairyland while you're at it, why don'tcha?"  This last statement had been hurled at her husband like a bucketful of battery acid.

 

He ducked his shoulders and got out of the house, and Dan darted another glance at the woman's meat cleaver before he followed.

"Enjoy your stay," she said as he went through the door.

Holding the fan and the pillow, Harmon climbed into the pickup truck and Dan got behind the wheel.  Harmon made a slight nasal whistling sound as he breathed, kind of Mo a steam kettle on a slow boil.  "Number Four's up that rind," he said with an upward jerk of his chin.  "Turn right."

Dan did.  "Woman's always on me," Harmon said bitterly.

"So I messed up, so what?  Ain't the @ first man in the world to mess  up.  Won't be the last neither."

"That's true," Dan agreed.

"It's that way."  Harmon motioned to a weed-grown pathway meandering off into the woods.

What is?  The cottage?"

"No.  The fairyland.  There's your cottage up road."

The headlights showed a dismal-looking green-daubed dump waiting ahead, but at least the roof appeared sturdy.

Also revealed by the headlights was a squattage of frogs, maybe two dozen or more, on the dirt road between Dan's truck and the cottage.  Dan hit the brake, but Harmon said, "Hell, run 'em over, I don't give a damn."

Dan tried to ease through them.  Some squawked and leapt for safety, but others seemed hypnotized by the lights and met their maker in a flattened condition.  Dan parked in front of the cottage and followed DeCayne inside, the noise of the frogs a low, throbbing rumble.

He hadn't expected much, so he wasn't disappointed.  The cottage smelled of mildew and Lysol, and the pent-up heat inside stole the breath from his lungs.  DeCayne turned on the lights and plugged in the fan, which made a rackrting sound as if its blades were about to come loose and fly apart.

The bed's mattress had no sheet, and none was offered.  Dan checked the bathroom and found two fist-size frogs croaking on the shower tiles.  DeCayne scooped them up and tossed them out the back door.  Then he presented the key to Dan.

"Checkout time's twelve noon.  'Course, we're not expectin' a rush, so you can take your time."

"I'll be leavin' early anyway-" "Okay."  He'd already put the pillowcase on the pillow and directed the fan's sullen breeze toward the bed.  "You need anythin' else?"

"Not that I can think of."  Dan didn't plan to steep here; he was going to bide his time for a few hours and then call Susan from the gas station's pay phone.  He walked outside with DeCayne and got his duffel bag from the truck.

"Hannah's right about watchin'where you step," the man said.

"They can make an awful mess.  And if you find any more in the cottage, just pitch 'em out back."  DeCayne looked toward his own house, which stood fifty yards or so away, the lights just visible through the woods.  "Well, I'd better get on back.  You married, Mr.  Farrow?"

"Used to be."

"I knew you were a free man.  Got the look of freedom about you.

I swear, sometimes I'd give anythin' to be free."

"All it takes is a judge."

DeCayne grunted.  "And let her steal me blind?  Oh, she laughs at me and calls me a fool, but someday I'll show her.

Yessir.  I'll fix up the fairyland the way it oughta be and the tourists'll come from miles around.  You know, I bought all that stuff for a song."

That stuff  " "In the fairyland.  The statues and stuff.  It's all 

in there: Cinderella's castle, Hansel and Gretel, the whale that swallowed Jonah.  All they need is patchin' and paint, they'll be like new."

Dan nodded.  It was obvious the man had constructed some kind of half-baked tourist attraction along that weeded-up pathway, and obvious too that the tourists had failed to arrive.

"One of these days I'll show her who's a fool and who's smart,"

DeCayne muttered, mostly to himself.  He sighed resignedly.  "Well, hope you have a good night's sleep."  He began walking back to his house, frogs jumping around his shoes.

Dan carried his duffel bag into the cottage.  In the bathroom he found a sliver of soap on the sink, and he removed his baseball cap and damp shirt and washed his face and hands with cool water.  He was careful to get rid of the last traces of blood between his fingers and under his nails.  Then he took a wet piece of toilet paper outside and cleaned the pickup's steering wheel.  When he returned to the cottage, he discovered in the bedside table's drawer a six-month-old Newsweek magazine with Saddam Hussein's face on the cover.  Beneath the magazine was the more useful discovery of a deck of cards.  He sat down on the bed, leaning back against the plastic headboard, and he took off his wristwatch and laid it beside him.  It was twelve minutes after nine; he'd decided that he'd go make the call at eleven o'clock.

He dealt himself a hand of solitaire, the first of many, and he tried with little success to get Blanchard's dying face out of his mind.  In a couple of hours he might either see Chad or be in the back of a police car heading for jail.  Was it worth the risk?  He thought it was.  For now, though, all he could do was wait and play out the cards before him.  The wristwatch's second hand was moving, and the future would not be denied.

Meet the Pelvis As Dan had been driving away from Reverend Gwinn's house, a black 1978 Cadillac Eldorado with a broken right headlight and a crumpled passenger door turned into the parking lot of the Old Plantation Motel 'near Shreveport's regional airport.

In the sultry twilight gloom, the place looked as if Sherman had already passed through.  Flint Murtaugh guided his car past a rusted cannon that defiantly faced the north.  A tattered Confederate flag drooped on its warped pole.  The motel's office was constructed to resemble a miniature plantation manor, but the rest of the place was definitely meant for the slaves.  Trash floated on the brown surface of the swimming pool's water, and two men sat sharing a bottle beside an old Lincoln up on cinder blocks.

Flint stopped his car before the door marked twenty-three and got out.  Beneath Flint's shirt, Clint twitched in an uneasy sleep.  Flint heard a man's and woman's voices tangled in argument through an open door, cursing each other purple.  Beer cans and garbage littered the parched grass.  Flint thought that the South wasn't what it used to be.

He knocked on the door of number twenty-three.  A dog began barking from within, a high-pitched yap yap yap yap.

"It's all right, Mama," he heard a man say.

That voice.  Familiar, wasn't it?

A latch clicked.  The door opened a few inches before the chain stopped it.

Flint was looking at a slice of pudgy face and a sapphireblue eye.

An oily comma of dark brown hair hung down over the man's forehead.

"Yes sir?"  that deep, slightly raspy, oh-so-familiar voice asked as the dog continued to yap in the background.

"I'm Flint Murtaugh.  Smoates sent me."

"Oh, yessir!  Come on in!"  The man took the chain off, opened the 

door wider, and Flint caught his breath with a startled gasp.

Standing before him, wearing a pair of black pants and a red shirt with a wide, tall collar and silver spangles on the shoulders, was a man who had died fourteen years before.

"Don't mind Mama," Elvis Presley said with a nervous grin.  "She's got a bark, but she don't have no bite."

"You're.  . ."  No, of course it wasn't!  "Who the hell are you?"

"Pelvis Eisley's the name."  He offered a fleshy hand, the fingers of which were laden with gaudy fake diamond rings.

Flint just looked at it, and the other man withdrew it after a few seconds as if fearful he'd caused offense.  "Mama, get on back now!

Give him some room!  Come on in, pardon the mess!"

Flint crossed the threshold as if in a daze.  Pelvis Eisleythe big-bellied, fat-jowled twin of Elvis Presley as he'd been the year of his death at Graceland-closed the door, relocked it, and scooped up a grocery sack from the nearest chair.  It was filled, Flint saw, with potato chip bags, boxes of doughnuts, and other junk food.  "There you go, Mr.  Murtaugh, you can set yourself right here."

"This is a joke, isn't it?"  Flint asked.

"Sir?"

A spring jabbed his butt, and only then did Flint realize he'd sat down in the chair.  "This has got to be a-" Before he could finish, a little barking thing covered with brownand-white splotches leapt onto his lap, its wet pug nose mashed flat and its eyes bulbous.  It began yapping in his face.

Meet the Pelvis "Mama!"  Pelvis scolded.  "You mind your manners!"  He lifted the bulldog off Flint and put her down, but the animal was instantly up on Flint's lap again.

"I reckon she likes you," Pelvis said, smiling an Elvis sneer.

"I ... hate ... dogs," Flint replied in his chill whisper.

"Get it off me.  Now.

"Lordy, Mama!"  Pelvis picked the dog up and held her against his jiggling belly while the animal continued to bark and struggle.  "Don't everbody in this world enjoy your shenanigans, you hear?  Hold still!"

The dog's thrashings made Flint think of a Slinky.  Its watery eyes remained fixed on him as he used his handkerchief to brush the dog hairs from the knees of his pants.

"You want something'to drink, Mr.  Murtaugh?  How 'bout some buttermilk?"

"No.  " The very smell of buttermilk made him deathly ill.

"Got some pickled pig's feet, if you want a bite to-" "Eisley,"

Flint interrupted, "how much did that bastard pay you?"

"sir?9t "Smoates.  How much did he pay you to pull this joke on me?"  !

Pelvis frowned.  He and the struggling dog wore the same expression.  "I don't believe I know what you mean, sir."

"Okay, it was a good joke!  See, I'm laughin'!"  Flint stood up, his face grim.  He glanced around the cramped little room and saw that Eisley's living habits were the equivalent of buttermilk and pickled pig's feet.  On one wall a large poster of Elvis Presley had been thumb-tacked up; it was the dangerous, cat-sneer face of the young Elvis before Las Vegas stole the Memphis from his soul.  On a table was a beggar's banquet of cheap plaster Elvis statues and busts; a 

cardboard replica of Graceland; a framed photograph of Elvis standing with his gloomy, hollow-eyed mother, and a dozen other Elvis knickknacks and geegaws that Flint found utterly repugnant.  Another wall held a black velvet portrait of Elvis and Jesus playing games on the steps of what was presumably heaven.  Flint felt nauseated.  "How can you stand to live in all this crap?"

Pelvis looked stunned for a few seconds.  Then his grin flooded back.  "Oh, now you're joshin' me!"  The dog got away from him and slipped to the floor, then leapt up onto the bed amid empty Oreo and Chips Ahoy coolde bags and started yapping again.

"Listen, I've got a job to do, so I'll just say fare thee well and get out."  Flint started for the door.

"Mr.  Smoates said you and me was gonna be partners," Pelvis said with a hurt whine.  "Said you was gonna teach me eveethin' you knew."

Flint stopped with his hand on the latch.

"Said you and me was gonna track a skin together," Pelvis went on.

"Hush, Mama!"

Flint wheeled around, his face bleached to the shade of the white streak in his hair.  "You mean ... you're tellin' me ... this is not a joke?"

"No sir.  I mean, yes sir.  Mr.  Smoates from the office to get me, 'cause that's where the phone is.

Mr.  Smoates said you was on your way, and we was gonna track a skin together.  Uh ... is that the same as being' a bounty hunter?"

Pelvis took the other man's shocked silence as agreement.  "See, that's what I w:anna be.  I took a detective course by mail from one of thera magazines.  I was livin' in Vicksburg then.  Fe@ who runs a detective agency in Vicksburg said he didn't have a job for me, but he told me all about Mr.  Smoates.  Like how Mr.  Smoates was always on the lookout @or-let's see, how'd he put it?-special talent, I think he said.  Anyhow, I come from Vicksburg to see Mr.

Smoates and we had us a talk this afternoon.  He said for me to hang 'round town a few days, maybe he'd give me a tryout.  So I guess this is what this is, huh?"

"You've got to be insane," Flint rasped.

Pelvis kept grinning.  "Been called worse, I reckon."

Flint shook his head.  The walls seemed to be closing in on him, and on all sides there was an Elvis.  The dog was yapping, the noise splitting his skull.  The awful stench of Fella come Meet the Pelyls buttermilk wafted in the air.  Something close to panic grabbed Flint around the throat.  He whirled toward the door, wrenched the latch back, and leapt out of the foul Elvisized room.  As he ran along the breezeway toward the office with Clint twitching under his shirt, he heard the nightmare calling behind him: "Mr.  Murtaugh, sir?  You all right?"

In the office, where a Confederate flag was nailed to the wall next to an oil portrait of Robert E. Lee, Flint all but attacked the pay phone.  "Hey, careful there!"  the manager warned.  He wore blue jeans, a Monster Truck T-shirt, and a Rebel cap.  "That's motel property!"

Flint shoved a quarter into the slot and punched Smoates's home number.  After four rings Smoates answered- "Yeah?"

"I'm not goin' out with that big shit sack!"  Flint sputtered.

 

"No way in Hell!"

"Ha," Smoates said.

"You tryin' to be funny, or what?"

"Take it easy, Flint.  What's ratin, you? "You know what, damn it!  That Eisley!  Hell, he thinks he's Elvis!  I'm a professional!  I'm not goin' on the road with somebody who belongs in an asylum!"

"Eisley's sane as you or me.  He's one of them Elvis impersonators."  Smoates let out a laugh that so inflamed Flint, he almost jerked the phone off the wall.  "Looks just like him, don't he?"

"Yeah, he looks like a big shit sack!"

"Hey!" Smoates's voice had taken on a chill.  "I was a fan of Elvis's.  Drilled my first piece of pussy with 'Jailhouse Rock' playin'

on the radio, so watch your mouth!"

"I can't believe you'd even think about hirin'him on!  He'r, as green as grass!  Did you know he took a detective course by mail?"

"Uh-huh.  That puts him ahead of where you were when I hired you.

And as I recall, you were pretty green yourself.

Billy Lee raised hell about havin' to take you out your first time."

"Maybe so, but I didn't look like a damn fool!"

"Flint," Smoates said, "I like the way he looks.  That's why I want to give him a chance."

"Are you crazy, or am I?"

"I hire people I think can get the job done.  I hired you cause I figured you were the kind of man who could get on a skin's track and not let loose no matter what.  I figured a man with three arms was gonna have to be tough, and he was gonna have something' to prove, too.

And I was right about that, wasn't I?  Well, I've got the same feelin'

about Eisley.  A man who walks and talks and looks like Elvis Presley's gotta have a lot of guts, and he's already been down a damn hard road.

So you ain't the one to be sittin' in judgment of him and what he can or can't do.  Hear?"

"I can't stand being' around him!  He makes me so nervous I can't think straight!"

"Is that so?  Well, that's just what Billy Lee said about you, as I remember.  Now, cut out the bellyachin' and you and Eisley get on your way.  Call me when you get to Alexandria."

Flint opened his mouth to protest again, but he realized he would be speaking to a deaf ear because Smoates had already hung up.  "Shit!"

Flint seethed as he slammed the receiver back onto its hook.

"Watch your language there!"  the manager said.  "I run a refined place!"  Flint shot him a glance that might've felled the walls of Fort Sumter, and wisely the manager spoke no more.

At Number Twenty-three Flint had to wait for Eisley to unlock the door again.  The heat hung on him like a heavy cloak, anger churning in his constricted belly.  He understood the discomfort of pregnancy, only he had carried this particular child every day of his thirty-three years.  Inside the room, the little bulldog barked around Flint's shoes but was smart enough not to get in range of a kick.  "You okay, Mr.

Murtaugh?"  Eisley asked, and the dumb innocence of vis-voice was the match that ignited Flint's powder kegHe grasped Eisley's collar with both hands and slammed his bulk up against the Elvis poster.  "Ouch," Pelvis said, showing a scared grin.  "That ldnda smarted."

"I @ you," Flint said icily.  "I dislike you, your hair, your clothes, your dead fat hillbilly, and your damn ugly dog."  He heard the mutt growling and felt it plucking at his trouser leg, but his 

anger was focused on Eisley.  "I believe I've never met anybody I dislike worse.  And Clint doesn*t care for you worth a shit, either."  He let go of Pelvws conu to unhook a button.  "Clintl Out!"  Ms brother's hand and arm slid it-re @ a shin white serpent.  The fingers found Pelvis's face and began to explore his features.  Pelvis made a noise @

a squashed frog.  "You know what you are to mer, Flint asked.  "Dirt.

if you get under my feet, I'll step on you.

Got it?"

"Lordy, lardy, lardy."  Pelvis stared transfixed at Flint's's roving hand.

"You have a car?"  "Sir?"

"A car!  Do you have one?"

"Yes sir.  I mean, I did.  0" Priscilla broke down on me when I was co@ back from semng Mr.  SmoateL Had to get her towed to the shop."

His eyes followed the @. "Is that ... ... a magic trick or somethinr' 

Flint had hoped that if he had to take this fool with him Eisley would at least be confined to his own car Then, without warning, @ did the unthinkable thing.

"Mr.  M " he said, "that's the damnedest best trick I ever seen"

And he reached out, took Clint's hand in his own, and shook it "Howdy there, pardnerl" Flint Passed out from shock.  He couldn't remember anyone ever touching Clint.  The sensation of a s hand c@ to Clint's was like a buzz saw raked up his spine.

"I men you could go on television with a trick as good as that!"

Eisley continued to pump Clint's arm, oblivious to the danger that coded before him.

Flint gasped for breath and staggered bac@ contact between Eisley and his brother.  Clint's arm bobbing up and down, the htfle hand so cupped& "You ... you Words could not convey Flint's indignation.  Mama had seen this new development and had skittered away from Flint's legs, bouncing up onto the bed where she mpid-fired barks at the bobbing appendage.

"You ... don't touch me!"  Flint said.  "Don't you ever dare touch me again!"  Eisley was still grinning.  This.man, Flint realized, had the power to drive him stark mving insane.

"Get packed," he said, his voice choked.  "We're leaven' in five minutes.  And that mutt's stayin' here."

"Oh ... Mr.  Murtaugh, sir."  At last Eisley's face showed genuine concern.  "Mama and me go everywhere together."

"Not in my car."  He shoved Clint's arm back down inside his shirt, but Clint came out again and kept warching around as if he wanted to continue the hand shaking.  "I'm not carryin' a damn mutt in my car!"

"Well, I can't go, then."  Pelvis sat down on the bed, his expression petulant, and at once Mama was in his lap, licking his double chins.  "I don't go nowhere without Mama."

"Okay, good!  Forget it!  I'm leaven'!"

Flint had his hand on the doorknob when Pelvis asked, in all innocence, "You want me to call Mr.  Smoates and tell him it didn't work out?"

Flint stopped.  He squeezed his eyes shut for a few seconds.  The rage had leapt up again from where it lived and festered, and it was beating like a dark fist behind the door of his face.

"I'll call him," Pelvis said.  "Ain't no use you wastin' the quarter."

Leave the hillbilly jerk, Flint thought To hell with Smoates, 

too.  I don't need him or his lousy job.  I don't need anybody.

But his anger began to recede like a bayou tide, and beneath it was the twisted, busted-up truth: he could not go back to the sideshow, and without Smoates, what would he do?

Flint turned toward Pelvis.  Mama sat in Pelvis's lap, warily watching Flint.  "Do you even know what this job is about?"  Flint asked.  "Do you have any idea?"

"You mean bounty huntin?  Yes sir.  It's @ on TV, where-" "Wrong!"

Flint had come close to shoufln it, and Mama stiffened her back and began a low grow@ Pelvis stroked her a couple of times and she quieted down again.  -It's not like on TV.  It's dirty and dangerous, and you're out there on your own with nobody to help you if @ up.  You can't ask the cops for help, 'cause to them yolere @ you have to walk-or crawl-hellholes you wouldnt even imagine.  Most of the time all you're gonna do is spend hours sittin' in a car, waitin'.  You're gonna be it*' to Vt infOrmatiOn @ the kind of who'd just as soon be cuttin' your fl" to see your blood rtm."

"'Oh, I can take care of myself," Pelvis --i aint got a gun, but I know how to use one.  That was chapter four in the manual."

"Chapter four in the manual."  Flint's voice dripped sarcasm.

'&Uh-huh.  WelL being' a gun@ in it businessD either get you killed or be@d bars.  You cimlt use firepower on a"Wy unless it's in self-Mense and yowve got wi , otherwise it's you who's goin' to @ And let me tell you, a bounty hunter in prison would be @ a T-bone fta in a dog pound."

"You mean if the felws runmn, away @ you, you cant shoot him?"

"Right.  You nail somebody in the back and he die% it's your neck in the noose.  So you have to ure your wits and be a good poker player."

Clsir?tl "You've 80t to know how to Muk the deck in yDur favor,Mnt exphfted.  "I've got my own tricks.  At close range I use a can of Mace.  Know what that is?,' "Yes sir.  It's that spray Mff that burns your sidn.  "The kind I use can b@d a man for about thn-ty second& By that time you ought to have the cuffs on him and he's on the ground, &We as a little imb."

,well, ru bet-, Pelvis said.  -mr.  smoates told me you were @ be a @ty @ teacher.' Flint had to endure another wave of nW, he lowered hen head and waited it out.  "Eisley," he said, "you know what a loan shark is?"

"Yes sir, I do."

"That's what Smoates is.  He owns five or six loan companies in Louisiana and Arkansas and ninety percent of the work he'll expect you to do is collectin' money.  And that's not pretty work either, I promise you, 'cause you have to shut your eyes to people's misfortunes and either scare the cash out of them or get rough, if it comes to that.  The bountyhuntin'thing is just kind of a sideline.  You can some good money out of it if the reward's high enough, but it's no game.  Every time you go out after a skin, you're riskin'your life.

I've been shot at, swung on with knives and billy clubs, I've had a Doberman set on me, and one @ even tried to take my head off with a samurai sword.  You don't get a lot of second chances in this business, Eisley.

And I don't care how many mail-order detective courses you took, if you're not cold-blooded enough, you'll never survive your first skin 

hunt."  Flint watched the other man's eyes to see if his message was getting through, but all he saw was dumb admiration.  "You know anydiin' about the skin we're supposed to collect?"

"No sir."

"His name's Lambert.  He's a Vietnam veteran.  Killed a man at a bank this afternoon.  He's probably half crazy and armed to the teeth.

I wouldn't care to meet him if there wasn't a chance of some big money in it.  And if I were you, I'd just go call Smoates and tell him you've thought this thing over and you've decided to pass."

Pelvis nodded.  From the glint in Pelv&s eye, Flint could tell that a spark had fired in the man's brain like a bolt of lightning over Lonely Street.

"Is that what you're gonna do, then?"

"Well, I just figured it out," PL-Ivis said.  "That ain't no trick, is it?  You really do have three arms, don't YOU?"

The better to strangle you with, Flint thought.  "That's right-I, "I never saw such a thing before!  I swear, I thought it was a trick at first, but then I got to lookin' at it and I could tell it was real!  What does your wife have to say about it?"

"I've never been married."  Why did I tell him that?  Flint asked himself.  There was no reason for me to tell him about myself! "Listen to me, Eisley.  You don't want to go with me after this skin.  Believe me, you don't."

"Yes sir, I do," Pelvis answered firmly.  "I want to learn everythin' I can.  Mr.  Smoates said you was the best bounty hunter there is, and I was to listen to you like you was God hisself.  You say jump, I'll ask how high.  And don't you worry about Mama, she don't have accidents in the car.

When she wants to pee or dookie, she lets out a howl." He shook his head, awestruck.  "Three arms.  Now I've seen it all.  Ain't we, Mama?  Ain't we seen it all now?"

Flint drew a long breath and let it out.  Time was wasting.

"Get up," he said, and those were two of the hardest words he'd ever uttered.  "Pack enough for two nights."

"Yes sir, yes sir" Pelvis fairly jumped up from the bed.

He started throwing clothes into a brown suitcase covered with Graceland, Memphis, and Las Veps stickers.  Mama had sensed Pelvis's excitement, and she began running in circles around the room.  For the first time, Flint saw that Pelvis was wearing a pair of honest-to-god blue suede shoes that were run down at the heels.

"I can't believe I'm doin' this," he muttered.  "I must be out of my mind."

"Don't you worry, I'll do whatever you say," Pelvis promised.

Underwear, socks, and gaudy shirts were flying into the suitcase.

"I'll be so quiet, you'll hardly know I'm there!"

"I'll bet."

"Whatever you say, that's my command.  Uh ... you mind if I load up some groceries?  I get kinda hungry when I travel."

"Just do it in a hurry."

Pelvis stuffed another grocery sack with @ dough nuts, peanut butter crackers, Oreos, and dog biscuits.  He smiled broadly, his idol sneering at Flint over his shoulder.

"We're ready!"

"One very, very important rule."  Flint stepped toward Pelvis and stared at him face-to-face.  "You're not to touch me.  Understand?  And if that dog touches me, I'm throwin' it out the window.  Hear!?"

"Yes sir, loud and clear."  Pelvis's breath made Flint Big 0"

 

Frog wince; it smelled of buttermilk.

Flint turned away, pushed Clint's arm under his shirt, and stalked out of the wretched room.  Pelvis hafted the suitcase and the groceries, and with a stubby, wagging to, Mama followed her king.

Dan pushed a quarter into the pay phone's slot outside an Amoco gas station on Highway 28, less than seven miles west of Alexandria.

It was twenty minutes after eleven, and the gas station was closed.  He pressed the 0 and told the operator his name was Daniel Lewis and he wanted to make a collect call to Susan Lambert at 1219 Jackson Avenue in Alexandria.

He waited while the number clicked through.  Pain thrummed in his skull, and when he licked his rips his tonpe scraped,like sandpaper.

One ring.  Two.  Three.  Four.

TheYre not home, he thought.  They're gone, because Susan knew Id want to seeFive rings.  Six.

"Hello?"  Her voice was as tight as barbed wire.

"I have a collect call for Susan Lambert from Daniel @s," the operator said.  "Will you accept the charges?"

Silence.

"Ma'am?"  the operator urged.

The silence stretched.  Dan heard his heartbeat pounding.

Then: "Yes, I'll accept the charges."

"Th@ you," Dan said when the operator had hung up.

"The police are here.  They're waitin' to see if you'll show."

"I knew they would be.  Are they listenin' in?"

"Not from in here.  They asked me if I thought you'd can and I said no, we hadn't talked for years.  It has been years, you know."

"I know."  He paused, listening for clicks on the line.  He heard none, and he'd have to take the risk that the police had not gone through the process of tapping the wires.

"How's Chad?"

"How would you think he is, to find out his father's shot a man dead?"

That one hurt.  Dan said, "I don't know what you've heard, but would you like to hear my side of it?"

Again she was silent.  Susan had always had a way of making silence feel like a chunk of granite pressed down on your skull.  At least she hadn't hung up yet.  "The bank fired Mr.  Jarrett, their loan manager," he began.  "They hired a new man, and he was gonna repossess my truck.  He said some bad things to me, Susan.  I know that's no excuse, but-I' "You're right about that," she interrupted.

"I just went crazy for a minute.  I started tearin' his office up.

AB I could think of was that without my truck I was one more step down the hole.  A guard came in and he pulled a gun on me.  I got it away from him, and then all of a sudden Blanchard had a pistol too and I knew he was gonna shoot me.  I swear I didn't mean to kill him.

Everythin' was happenin' so fast, it was like falhn' off a train.  No matter what the TV or radio says, I didn't go to that bank lookin'to kill somebody.  Do you believe me?"

No answer.

"We've had our troubles," Dan said.  His knuckles were aching, he was gripping the receiver so tightly.  "I know ...

you got afraid of me, and I can't blame you.  I should've gotten help a long time ago, but I was afraid to.  I didn't know what was wrong with me, I thought I was losin' my mind.  I had a lot to work through.  Maybe you won't believe me, but.  I never Red to you, did I?"

"No," she replied.  "You never lied to me."

.411M not lyin' now.  When I saw the gun in Blanchard's hand, I 

didn't have time to think.  It was either him or me.

After it waS done, I ran because I knew I'd killed him.  I swear to God that's how it happened."

"Oh, Jesus," Susan said in a pained voice.  "Where are your Here was the question Dan had known she would ask.

Did he trust her that the police were not listening?  Wouldn't she have had to sign forms or something to permit them to mn a tap?  They were no longer man and wife and had a troubled history, so why would the police assume she wouldn't tell them if he called?  "Are you going to tell them?"  he asked.

"They said if I heard from you, I was to let them know."

"Are you?"

"They told me you'd be armed and dangerous.  They said you might be out of your mind, and you'd probably want money from me."

"not's a crock of bullshit.  I'm not carryin' a gun, and I didn't call you for money."

"Why did you call me, Dan?"

"I ... I'd like to see Chad."

"No," she said at once.  "Absolutely not."

"I know you don't care much for me.  I don't blame you.

But please believe me, Susan.  I don't want to hurt anybody.

I'm not dangerous.  I made a mistake.  Hell, I've made a lot of mistakes.'

"You can fix this one," she said.  "You can give yourself up and plead selfdefense."

"Who's gonna listen to me?  Hell, that guard's gonna say I had the gun stashed in my clothes.  The bank'll stand behind him, 'cause they sure won't admit a sick old vet could get a pistol away from-" "Sick?

What do you mean, sick?"

He hadn't wanted this thing to come up, because he needed no sympathy.  "I've got leukemia," he said.  "From the Agent Orange, I think.  The doctors say I can last maybe two years.  Three at the most."

Susan didn't respond, but he could hear her breathing.

"If the police take me, I'll die in prison," he went on.  "I can't spend the last two years of my LIFE witherin' away behind bars.  I just can't."

"You ... you damn fool!"  she suddenly exploded.  "My God!  Why didn't you let me know?"

"It's not your concern."

"I could've given you some money!  We could've worked something'

out if you were in trouble!  Why'd you keep sendin' the money for Chad every month?"

"Because he's my son.  Because I owe you.  Because I owe him.  "

"You were always too stubborn to ask for help!  That was always your problem!  Why in the name of God couldn't you"-her voice cracked, a sound of emotion that astonished Dan-"couldn't you break down just a little bit and call me?"

"I'm callin' you now," Dan said.  "Is it too late?"

She was silent.  Dan waited.  Only when he heard her sniffle and clear her throat did he realize she was weeping.

"I'll put Chad on," she said.

"Please," he said before she could leave, "can't I see him?

Just for five minutes?  Before I called I thought it'd be enough to hear his voice, but I need to see him, Susan.  Isn't there some way?"

"No.  The police told me they're gonna watch the house all night-"

 

"Are they out front?  Could I slip in the back?"

"I don't know where they are or how many.  All I've got is a phone number they gave me.  I figure it's to a mobile phone, and they're sittin' in a car somewhere on the street."

"The thing is," Dan said, "I'd like to see both of you.

After tonight I'm hitting the road.  Maybe I can get out of the country if I'm lucky."

"Your name and picture's all over the news.  How long do you think it'll be before somebody recognizes you and the law either tracks you down or shoots you down?  You do know about the reward, don't you?"

"What reward?"

"The president of that banics put fifteen thousand dollars on your head."

Dan couldn't hold back an edgy laugh.  "Hell, all I was askin' for was a week's extension.  Now they're ready to spend fifteen thousand dollars on me?  No wonder the economy's so screwed up."

"You think this is funny'.?"  Susan snapped, and again her voice was thick with emotion.  "It's not a damn bit funny!

Your son's gonna always know his father was a killer!  You think that's funny, too?"

"No, I don't.  But that's why I want to see him.  I want to expltin things.  I want to see his face, and I want him to see mine.

"There's no way, unless you want to give yourself up Dan."

"Listen ... maybe there is," he said, his shoulder pressed against a wall of rough bricks.  "If you're willing, I mean.  It depends on you."

A few seconds passed in which Susan made, no response.

"You want to hear the idea?"  he urged.

"I can't make any promises."

"Just hear me out.  When I hang up, dial that number and tell 'em I called."

"What?"

"Tell 'em they were right.  I've got two or three guns and I sound like I'm out of my head.  Tell 'em I said I was comin' over to see you as soon as I could get there.  Then tell 'em you're afraid to stay in the house and you want to spend the night at a motel."

", "That won't work.  They'll know I'm lyin.

"Why will they?  They're not watchin' you, they're watching the house.  They already believe I'm carrying a load of guns and I'm ravin'

mad, so they'll want you to get out.

They'll probably clear the whole block."

"They'd follow me, Dan.  No, it wouldn't work."

"It's worth a try.  They might send a man to follow you to the motel and make sure you get checked in, but likely as not he won't stay around very long.  The only thing is, you've got to make 'em believe you're scared to death of me."

"That used to be true," she said.

"You're not still scared of me, are YOU?"

"No, not anymore."

"All I'm askin' for is five minutes," Dan said.  "Then I'm gone."

She paused, and Dan knew he'd said all he could.  At last she sighed heavily.  "I'll need some time to get a suitcase packed.  You want me to call you when we get settled?"

"No, I shouldn't stay where I am and I don't have a phone in my room.  Can we meet somewhere?"

"All right.  How about Basile Park?  At the amphitheater?"

 

Basile Park was about three miles from the house.

"That'll do.  What time?"

"An hour or so, I guess.  But listen: if a policeman comes with me, or they won't let me take my own car, I won't be there.  They might follow me without me knowin'.  Are you willin' to " chance it?"

"I am.

"All right.  I'm crazy for doin' it, but all right.  I'll try to make it, but if I'm not there-" "I'll wait as long as I can," Dan said.

"Thank you, Susan.

You don't know how much this means to me."

"I'll try," she repeated, and then she hung up.

He returned the receiver to its cradle.  His spirit felt lightened.

He and Susan had gone to several outdoor concerts at Basile Park, and he knew the amphitheater there.  He checked his watch to give himself an hour, then he got back into the pickup truck and drove toward the Hideaway.  He thought about the fifteen thousand dollars, and he wished he'd seen that much money in a year's time.  They wanted him caught fast, that was for sure.

Before he reached the turnoff to the motor court, it crossed Dan's mind that Susan might be setting him up.  The police might have been listening after all, and would be waiting for him at the park.  There was no way to know for certain.  He and Susan had parted on bitter terms, yes, but there had been some good times, hadn't there?  A few good memories to hold on to?  He remembered some, and he hoped she did.

He was Chad's father, and that was a link to Susan that could never be broken.  He would have to take the risk that she wasn't planning on turning him in.  If she was ...

well, he'd cross that bridge when he came to it.

He drove past the DeCaynes' house on the way to his cottage, and he was unaware that the sound of his engine awakened Hannah from a troubled sleep.

She wasn't surt what had wakened her.  Harmon was snoring in the other bed, his mouth a cavern.  Hannah got up from under the sweat-damp sheet, her red hair-the texture of a Brillo pad-confined by a shower cap.  She recalled bits and pieces of a nightmare she'd had; the monster in it had been a warty frog with skinny human legs.  Wearing only a bra and panties that barely held her jiggling mounds in check, she padded, into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator's freezer, and got an ice cube to rub over her face.  The kitchen still smelled of blood and frog guts, and in the freezer were dozens of froglegs wrapped in butchers paper for delivery to the restaurant.  While she was at it, Hannah opened the carton of vanilla ice cream that was in the freezer as well, and she got a spoon and took the carton with her to the front room to gorge herself until she was sleepy again.

She switched on the radio, which was tuned to the local country music station.  Garth Brooks was singing about Texas girls.  Hannah walked to a window and pushed aside the curtain.

The lights were on in Number Four.  Something about that man she didn't like, she'd decided.  Of course, she didn't @ too many people to begin with, but that man in Number Four gave her a creepy feeling.  He looked sick, for one thing.  Skinny and pale, like he might have AIDS

or something.  She didn't like his tattoo, either.  Her first husband had been in the merchant marine, was illustrated from wrists to shoulders, and she couldn't abide anything that reminded her of that shiftless sonofabitch.

Well, he'd be gone soon enough.  They'd be seven dollars richer, and every cent helped.  Hannah plopped down on the sofa, her spoon strip-mining the ice cream.  Reba McEntire serenaded her, and Hannah 

saw the bottom of the carton.

The news came on, the newscaster talking about a fire last night in Pineville.  The Alexandria town council was meeting to discuss pollution in the Red River.  An Anandale woman had been arrested for abandoning her baby in the bus station's bathroom.  A mentally disturbed Vietnam veteran had shot to death an official at a bank in Shreveport, and". . . fifteen thousand dollars reward has been offered .  . .'$ Hannah's spoon paused in its digging.

". . . by the First Commercial Bank for the capture of Daniel Lewis Lambert.  Police consider Lambert armed and extremely dangerous.

Lambert was last seen driving a gray 1989 Chevrolet pickup truck.  He is fortytwo years old, six-feet-one with a slim build; he wears a beard and .  . ."

Hannah had a mouthful of ice cream.  She stared at the radio, her eyes widening.

". . . has the tattoo of a snake on his right forearm.  Police advise extreme caution if Lambert is sighted.  The number to call is.

. ."

She couldn't swallow.  Her throat had seized up.  As she bolted to her feet, she spat the contents of her mouth onto the floor and a cry spiraled out: "Ha on!  Harmon, get up this minute!"

Harmon wasn't fast enough for her.  He found himself being grabbed by both ankles and hauled out of bed.  "You crazy?"  he yelped.

"Whatzamatter "He's a killer!"  Hannah's hair, which had a will of its own, had burst free from the shower cap.  Her hair went wild, her mouth rimmed with ice cream foam.  "I knew something'was wrong with him I knew it when I seen him he killed a man in Shreveport got that tattoo on Ins arm fifteen thousand dollars reward Hear me?"

"Huh?"  Harmon said.

Hannah grasped him by the collar of his redchecked pajamas.

"Fifteen thousand dollars!"  she shrieked into his face.  "By God, we're gonna get us that money!  Now, stand up and put your clothes on!"

As Harmon pulled on his pants and Hannah struggled into her shapeless shift, she managed to drill the story through his thick skull.  Harmon's face blanched, his fingers working his shirt buttons into the wrong holes.  He started for the telephone.  "I'll go call the law right n-" A viselike hand clamped to his shoulder.  "You listen to me!"  she thundered.  "You want to throw that money out the window?  You think the cops won't cheat us outta every damn penny, you're dumber than a post!  We're gonna catch him and take him in ourselves!"

"But ... Hannah ... he's a killer!"

'.He ain't nothin' but a big al' frog!"  she glowered, her hands on her stocky hips.  "'Cept his legs are worth fifteen thousand dollars, and you and me are gonna take him to market!  So you just shut up and do what I say!  Understand?"

Harmon shut up, his thin shoulders bowed under the redheaded pressure.  Hannah left the room, and Harmon heard her rummaging around in the hallway's closet.

Harmon got his ring of keys from the bureau and hooked them around a belt loop, his fingers trembling.  When he looked up, Hannah was holding the doublebarreled shotgun that was their protection against burglars.  He said, "That gun's so old, I don't know if it'll even-"

She squelched him with a stare that would freeze time.  Hannah also held a box of shells; there were five inside, and she loaded the shotiun and then pushed the other three shells into a pocket.

"We gotta got him out in the open," she said.  "Get him outside where he can't get to his guns."

 

We ought to call the law, Hannah!  Jesus, I think I'm 'bout to heave!"

"Do it later!"  she snarled.  "He might be a crazy killer, but I don't know many men who can do much killin' when they've got their legs blowed off! Now, you just do what I say and we'll be rich as Midas!"

She snapped the shotgan's breech shut, slid her feet into her rubber flipflops, and stalked toward the front door.  "Come on, damn it!"  she ordered when she realized Harmon wasn't following, and he came slinking after her as pale as death.

Mysterious Ways In Number Four, Dan checked his watch and saw it was time to go.

He'd swallowed two aspirin and laid down for a while, then had put on clean underwear and socks and the pair of blue jeans from his duffel bag.  Now he stood before the bathroom's dark-streaked mirror, wetting his comb and slicking his hair back.  He put on his baseball cap and studied his face with its deep lines and jutting cheekbones.

Susan wasn't going to recognize him.  He was afraid again, the same kind of pawing fear as when he'd walked into the bank.  More than likely, this was the last time he would ever see his son.  He hoped he could find the words he needed.

First things first: getting to Basile Park without being stopped by the police.  Dan halted the duffel bag over his shoulder, picked up the cottage's key, and opened the front door into the humid night.  The frogs had quieted except for a few low burps.  Dan went to hit the wall switch to turn off the ceiling's bulb when he heard a metallic clink from the direction of his pickup truck, and he realized with a jolt that someone was standing there at the light's edge, watching him.

Dan whipped his head toward the sound.  "Hey, hey!"  a man said nervously.  It was Harmon DeCayne, sweat sparkling on his cheeks.  He lifted his hands to show the palms.

"Don't do nothin' rash, now!"

"You scared the hell out of me!  What're you doin' here?"

"Nothin'l I mean to say ... I saw the lights."  He kept his hands upraised.  "Thought you might need something'."

"I'm pullin' out," Dan said, his nerves still jangling.  "I was gonna stop at your house and leave the key on the porch."

"Where you headin'?  It's awful late to be on the road, don't you think?"

"No, I've got places to go."  He advanced on DeCayne, intending to stow his duffel bag in the rear of the truck, and the other man retreated, that clinking noise coming from the key ring that Dan saw was fixed to one of DeCayne's belt loops.  Dan abruptly stopped.  His radars had gone up.  He smelled a snake coiled in its hole.  "You all right?"

"Sure I'm all right!  Why wouldn't I be all right?"

Dan watched the man's eyes; they were glassy with fear.

He knows, Dan thought.  Somehow, he knows.  "Here's the key," he said, and he held it out.

"Okay.  Sure.  That's ri-" Dan saw DeCayne's eyes dart at something behind him.

The woman, Dan realized.  He had the mental image of a meat cleaver coming at him.

He set himself and whirled around, bringing the duffel bag off his shoulder in a swinging blow.

 

BOOM!  went a gun seemingly right in his face.  He felt the heat and the shock wave and suddenly the burning rags of the duffel bag were ripped from his hands and the fiery shreds of his clothes were flying out of it like luminous bats Hannah DeCayne Marred backward holding a shotgun with smolm ho@ from the breech.  Dan had an instant to register that the duffel bag had absorbed a point-blank b@, and then the woman righted herself and a holler burst from her sweat-shining face.  Dan saw the shotgun leveled at his mi@on.  He jumped away from its dark 

double eyes a heartbeat before a gout of fire spewed forth and he landed on his belly in the weeds.  His ears were ringing, but over that tintinnabulation he heard a wet smack and the c?ump of buckshot hitmw metal.  He scrambled into the woods that lay alongside the cottage, his mind shocked loose of everything but the need to run like hell.

Behind Dan, Harmon DeCayne was watching his shirt turn red.  The impact had lifted him up and slammed him back against the pickup truck, but he was still on his feet.  He pressed his hands against his stomach, and the blood ran between his fingers.  He stared, blinking rapidly, through the haze of smoke that swirled between him and his wife.

"Now you've done it," he said, and it amazed him that his voice was so calm.  He couldn't feel any pain yet; from his stomach to his groin was as cold as January.

Hannah gasped with horror.  She hadn't meant to fire the first time; she'd meant to lay the barrels up against the killer's skull, but his bag had hit the gun and her finger had twitched.  The second time she'd been aiming to take him down before he could rush her.  Harmon kept staring at her as his knees began to buckle.  And then the rage overcame Hannah's shock and she bellowed, "I told you to get out of the way!  Didn't you hear what I told your' Harmon's knees hit the ground.

He swallowed thiddy, the taste of blood in his mouth.  "Shot me," he rasped.  "You ...

damn bitch.  Shot me."

"It's not my fault!  I told you to move! You stupid ass, I told you to move!"

"Ahhhhhh," Harmon groaned as the first real pain tore at his tattered guts.  Blood was pooling in the dust below him.

Hannah turned toward the woods, her face made even uglier by its rubber-lipped contortion.  'You ain't getting' away!"  she yelled into the dart She popped the shotgun open and reloaded both barrels.  "You think I'm lattin' fifteen thousand dollars get away in my woods, you're crazy!

You hear me, Mr.  Killer?"

Dan heard her.  He was lying on his stomach in the underbrush and stubbly palmettos forty feet from where the woman was standing.  He'd seen Harmon fall to his knees, had seen the woman reloading her shotgun.  Now he watched as Hannah walked to her husband's side.

She looked down at Harmon's damp, agownd face.  "You mess up every damn thing," she said coldly, and then she lifted the shotgun and fired a shell into the pickup's left front tire.  The tire exploded with a whoosh of air and the pickup lurched @ a poleaxed horse.  Dan almost cried out, but he clasped a hand over his mouth to prevent it.

"You ain't goin' nowhere in your truck!"  Hannah shouted toward the woods.  "You might as well come on out!" Dan still wore his baseball cap, beads of sweat coming to his face.  AD his, other clothes were blown to rags, his metallic-mist Chevrolet pickup crippled, his hopes of 

getting to Basile Park blown to pieces, too.  The red-haired witch held the shotgun at hip level, its barrels aimed in his direction.  "Come on out, Mr.  Killer!"  she yelled.  Beside her, Harmon was still on his knees, his hands pressed to the wet mess of his midsection and his head drooping.  "All right then!" she said.  "I can play hide-and@k if you want to, and first chance I get I'll blow your damn brains outt" She suddenly began swidng into the woods almost directly toward where Dan was stretched out.  Pawc stuttered through lum; there was no way he could fight a loaded shotgun.  He bolted up and ran again, dwM into the thicket.  His spine crawled in expectation of the blast.  "I hear you!"

Hannah squalled.  He heard the noise of her stocky body smashing through the foliage.  "Don't you mn, you twtardl" She was coming like a hell-bound freight train.  Low pine branches whipped into Dan's face as he ran, thorns grabbing at his trousers.  Under his feet, frogs grumped and jumped.

His right shoe caught a root and he staggered, coming PeWously close to f@g.  The underbrush was dense, and the noise he was making 

would've brought his Vietnam platoon leader down on his head like a fifty-pound anvil.  He had neither the quick legs nor the balance of his youth.  All he cared about at the moment was putting distance between himself and a shotgun shen.

And then he smelled oily stapance and his shoes splashed into water.  Mud bogged him down.  It was the hill pond.

"You wanna go swimmin'?"  Hannah shouted from behind him.

Dan couldn't see how large the pond was, but he knew he didn't din try to get across it.  The woman would shoot him whUe he was knee-deep in muck.  He backed out of the water to firmer earth and set off again through weeds and brush that edged the pond.  No longer could he hear the woman following him, and it leapt through his mind that she knew these woods and might be bunkered down somewhere ahead.  He pushed through a tangle of vines.  Up beyond the canopy of pines and willow trees he caught sight of a few stars, as distant as Basile Park seemed to be.  And then he entered a stand of waist-high weeds and he walked right into the arms of the figure that stood in front of him.

In that instant he probably gained a dozen or so new gray hairs.

He came close to wetting his pants.  But he swung at the figure's head and pain shot through his imuckles when he connected with its jaw.  The figure toppled over, and it was then that Dan realized it was a plaster mannequin.

He stood over it, wringing his bruised hand.  He could make out two more mannequins nearby as if frozen in hushed conversation, their clothes weatherbeaten @. 

Dark shapes lay before him,.but he was able to discern what seemed to be a carousel half covered with kudzu.  He had stumbled into Harmon DeCayne's fairyland.

He went on, past the rotting facade of a miniature castle.

There was a broken-down Conestoga wagon and a couple of rusted car hulks.  Bricks were underfoot, and Dan figured this was supposed to have been the main street of an enchanted village.  Other mannequins dressed as cowboys and Indisanq stood about, the citizens of DeCayne's imagination.  Dan moved past a huge tattered fabric shape with rotting wooden ribs that he thought might have been Jonah's whale, and suddenly he was looking at a high mesh fence topped with barbed wire that marked the edge of DeCayne's propertyI can climb the fence, he decided.  The barbs'fl be tough, but they'll be kinder than that dsimn shotgun.  Once I get over, I canCan what?  he asked himself.  Without my truck I'm not getting' very far.

 

But there was another set of wheels close by, wasn't there?

The station wagon parked next to the DeCayne@ house.

He remembered the key ring on Harmon's belt loop.

Would the station wagon's key be on it?  Would the car even run?

It had to; how else did they get their froglegs to market?

But to get the key ring he would have to double back through the woods and avoid the woman, and that was a tall and dangerous order.

He stood there for a moment, his hands grasping the fence's mesh.

Beyond the fence was just more dark woods.

If he had any hope of getting to Basile Park, he would have to go back for the key ring.

Dan let go of the fence.  He drew a deep breath and released it.

His head was hurting again, but the ringing in his ears had .  He turned away from the fence and started back the way he'd come, creeping slowly and carefully, his senses questing for sound or motion.

A on ed mannequin wearing a crown or tiara of some kind-a deformed fairy princess-stood on his right in the high weeds as he neared Jonah's whale.  And suddenly Dan caught a sinuous movement from the corner of his eye, over beside a crumbling structure festooned with kudzu.  He was ah-eady diving into the weeds as the shotgun boomed, and a split second later the princess's head and neck exploded in a shower of plaster.  He lay on his side, breathing hard.  "Got you, didn't I?"

Hannah shouted.  "I know I winged you that time!"

He heard the shotgun snap open and then shut again.  The woman was striding toward him, her flipflops maidng a smacking noise on the bricks.  Dan felt what seemed to be a length of pipe next to his shoulder.  He reached out and touched cold fingers.  It was the princess's missing arm.

He picked it up and rose to his feet.  There was Hannah DeCayne, ten feet in front of him, the shotglm aimed just to his left.  He flung the plaster arm at her, saw it pinwheel around and slam into her collarbone, and she bellowed with pain and fell on her rump, the shotgun going off into the air.

Then Dan tore away through the weeds with the speed of desperation, leaving the woman cursing at his back.

He found the pond again, and ran along its boggy edge.  In another few minutes he pushed out of the underbrush twenty yuds away from his lamed pickup truck Harmon DeCayne was still in the same position, kneeling with his head bowed and his hands clasping his bloody middle.

Dan leaned over the man and grasped the ring.

DeCayne's eyes were closed, his breathing ghastly.  Dan pulled the keys loose, and suddenly DeCayne's eyes opened and he lifted his head, blood leaking from the corner of his mouth.

"HannahT' DeCayne gasped.

"Be still," Dan told him.  "Which key starts the station wagonri "Don't ... don't hurt me."

"I'm not gonna hurt you.  Which key starts the-I' DeCayne's mouth stretched open.  He shrieked in a voice that sliced the night: "Hannah!

He's got the keysf" Dan would've slugged lum if the man hadn't been gutshot.  He stood up as DeCayne continued to sound the alarm.  In a couple of minutes the woman would beaR over him.  Dan ran along the road toward the DeCayn& house.

Harmon's shoufin faded, but the damage was done.  Reaching the station wagon, Dan opened the door on its groaning hinges and slid behind the wheel.  The inside of the car smelled like the it-og pond.

He tried to jam a key into the ignition, but it refused.  The next key 

balked as well.  He saw a blurred movement, and by the house lights made out Hannah DeCayne runwng toward him on the road, her hair flying behind her, her sweating face a nctus of rage.  She was holding the shotgun like a club, and Dan she must be out of shells but she still could knock his brains out of his ear& The third Imy would not fit.

tin "You ain't getting' away!" she roared.  "You @t get away!t.

Dan's fingers were slippery with sweat.  He chose not the fourth key, but the fifth.

It slid in.

He turned it and pressed his foot down on the gas pedal.

The station wagon went ehehehehBOOM and a gout of black smoke flew from the exhaust.  Dan jammed the Mysterious Ways gearshift into reverse and the car obeyed @ a glacier, and then Hannah DeCayne was right there beside him and she jerked his door open and swung at his @ with the shotpu's stocl Dan had seen the blow coming, and he ducked down in the seat as the shotgun slammed against the door frame.  Then Hannah was lunging into the car after him even as Dan picked up speed in reverse, and she tried to claw at his eyes with one hand while the other beat at him with the gun.  He kicked out at her, caught her right hip, and she staggered back.  Then he swerved the car around in a bone-jarring half circle and dust bloomed up between him and the woman.  Dan shoved the g@it into drive, floored the accelerator, and the car rattled forward.  One of the side vnndows suddenly shattered inward from another blow of the shotgun's stock, bits of glass stinging Dan's neck.  He looked back, saw Hannah DeCayne running after him as the station wagon picked up speed, and she cursed his mother and tried to grab hold of the open door again.  Then he was leaving her behind and he found the headlight switch an instant before he would've smashed into a weeping willow tree.  As it was, he jerked the wheel and scraped a dent along the passenger side.  He got the door closed l@

looked in the rearview mirror but could see nothing through the swirling dust.  It wouldn't have surprised him, though, if Hannah DeCayne had been hanging on to the exhaust pipe with her teeth.

Then he reached Highway 28 and steered toward Alexandria and Basile Park.  The woman had given him a blow on the left shoulder with the shotgun's stock, and though it hurt like hell, it wasn't broken.

Better that than a cracked skull He debated stopping at the Amoco station to call an ambulance, but he figured Hannah would run into the house first thing and do it.  The station wagon's tank was a little less than three-quarters full, which was a real blessing.  He had his wallet, the clothes on his back, and his baseball cap.  He @ had his skin on, too.  He counted himself lucky.

H@ had stopped running.  There was no use in it, and her lungs were on fire.  She watched the station wagon's lights move away.  For a long time she stood in the dark, her hands clenching and loosening again on the empty shotgun.

She heard his voice-a weak voice now-calling her.

"Hannah?  Hannah?"

At last she turned her back on the highway and limpedpainfully, a braise blackening on her right hip-to where Harmon was crouched on his knees.

"Hannah," he groaned, "I'm hurt bad."

She'd lost her flipflops.  She looked at the bottom of her left foot, which had been cut by a shard of glass.  The sight of that wound, with its angry edges, made something start ticking @ a bomb in her brain.

 

"Call somebody," Harmon said.  His eyelids were at half mast, his hands clasped together in the gory swamp of his stomach.  "You ...

gotta .  . ."

"Lost us fifteen thousand dollars."  Hannah's voice was hollow and weary.  "You mess up every damn @" "No ... I didn't.  It was you ...

messed up."

She shook her head.  "He read you, Harmon.  He )mew.  I told you to get out of the way, didn't I?  And there went fifteen thousand do@

down the road.  Oh my God, what I could've done with that mo-" She stopped speaking and stared blankly at the dust, a pulse beating at her temple.

"I'm hurtin'," Harmon said.

"Uh-huh.  The thing is, they could prob'ly sew you up at the hospital."

He reached up a bloody hand for her.  "Hannah ... I need help."

"Yes, you do," she answered.  "But from now on I think I'm gonna help myself."  Her eyes had taken on the glitter of small, hard stones.

"Too bad that killer stopped here.  Too bad we found out who he was.

Too bad he fought the shotgun away from you."

What?- Harmon whispered.

"I tried to help you, but I couldn't.  I ran into the woods and hid, and then I seen what he done to you."

"Have you ... lost your mind?"

"My mama always told me the Lord moves in mysterious ways," H@

mid.  "I never believed her tffl @ very minute."

Harmon watched his wife lift the shotgun over her head like a club.

He made a soft, mewling noise.

The shotgun's stock swung down with all the woman's bitter fury behind it.  There was a noise like an overripe melon being crushed.

The shotgun rose up again.  Sometime during the next halfdozen blows, the stock splintered and broke away.  When it was done, Hsinnah DeCayne was bathed in sweat and gasping, and she had bitten into her lower lip.

She looked down at the ruins and wondered what she had ever seen there.  She wiped the shotgun's barrel off with the hem of her shift, dropped it on the ground beside the crumpled form, andthen she limped into the house to make the call.

Time the Thief The rust-splotched station wagon crept through the of Alexandria, past the dark and quiet houses, past the teardrop-shaped streetlamps, past sprinklers hissing on the parched brown lawns.

Dan drove slowly, alert for the police.  His shoulder was stiffening, his body felt as if he'd been tumbled a few times inside a cement mixer, but he was alive and free and Basile Park was less than a mile away.

He'd seen no police cars and only a few other vehicles out at this late hour.  He turned onto a street that led into the manicured park, following it past an area of picnic tables and tennis courts.  A sign pointed the way to the amphitheater, beyond the public parking lot.

His heart sank; the lot was empty.  But maybe she hadn't been able to shake the police.  Maybe a lot of things.  Or maybe she'd just &dded not to show up.

He decided to wait.  He stopw , @ station wagon, cut the lights and the engine, and',i*'there in the dark, the song of cicadas reaching him f@ a nearby stand of pines.

What had happened to his pickup track still speared him.

 

This whole nightmare was accountable to the truck, and it had taken that red-haired witch two seconds to destroy its usefulness.

Damn, but he was going to miss it.  A real workingman's truck, he recalled the salesman saying.  Easy payments, good warranty, made in America.

Dan wondered what Blanchard's wife and children were feeling like about now, and he let the thoughts of his pickup truck go.

Time ticked past.  After thirty minutes Dan decided to give her fifteen more.  @en the fifteen vm gone, he stop@ loo@g at his watch.

She wasn't coming.

Five more minutes.  Five more, and then he'd a@ it and leave.

He leaned back and closed his eyes, listening to the night sounds.

It took only a few heartbeats, only a few breaths, and he was back m the @ The name of the v@e 'was Cho Yat It was in the lowlands, where rwe padches ed under the August sun and the jungle hid sniper nests and snake holes.  The platoon had stopped at Cho Yat while Captain Aubrey and the South Vietnamese translator bunkered down in the shade to ask the YWage elders about Cong activity in the sector.  The elders answcxed reluctantly, and in riddle& It was not their war.  As the other Snake Handlers waited, eight or nine children gathered around for a closer look at the foreign giants.  A new man-green as grass, just in a few days before-sitting next to Dan opened his knapsack and gave one litue boy a chocolate bar.  "Hershey," the man said.  He was from Boston, and he had a clipped Yankee accent.  "Can you say that?

Hershey."

"Hishee, " the child answered.

"Good enough.  Why don't you give some of that to your-" But the little boy was ah-eady running away, peeling the tinfoil back and jamming the chocolate into his mouth, with other children yeBM in pursuit.  The Bostonian-his eyes cornflower blue in a young, ununed face, his hair as yellow as the sun-had looked at Dan and shrugged.  "I guess they don't go in for sharing around here."

"Nope," Dan had replied.  "If I were you, rd leave it to the captain to do the talking.  You'll be wanting that in a few hours."

The rust-splotched station wagon crept through the streets of Alexandria, past the dark and quiet houses, past the teardrop-shaped streetlamps, past sprinklers hissing on the parched brown lawns.

Dan drove slowly, alert for the police.  His shoulder was stiffening, his body felt as if he'd been tumbled a few times inside a cement mixer, but he was alive and free and Basile Park was less than a mile away.

He'd seen no police cars and only a few other vehicles out at this late hour.  He turned onto a street that led into the manicured park, following it past an area of picnic tables and tennis courts.  A sign pointed the way to the amphitheater, beyond the public parking lot.

His heart sank, the lot was empty.  But maybe she hadn't been able to shake the police.  Maybe a lot of things.  Or maybe she'd just derided not to show up.  I -A He decided to wait.  He stopped the station wagon, cut the lights and the engine, and,"* there in the dark, the song of cicadas reaching him f@'@a nearby stand of pines.

What had happened to his pickup truck still speared him.

This whole nightmare was accountable to the truck, and it had taken that red-haired witch two seconds to destroy its usefulness.

Damn, but he was going to miss it.  A real workingman's truck, he 

recalled the salesman saying.  Easy payments, good warranty, made in America.

Dan wondered what Blanchard's wife and children were feeling like about now, and he let the thoughts of his pickup truck go.

Time ticked past.  After thirty minutes Dan decided to give her fifteen more.  When the fifteen was gone, he stopped looking at his watch.

She wasn't coming.

Five more minutes.  Five more, and then he'd accept it and leave.

He leajaed back and closed his eyes, listening to the night sounds.

It took only a few heartbeats, only a few breaths, and he was back m the @ ' .

The name of the v@e was Cho Yat.  It was in the lowlands, where nce padches steamed under the August sun and the jungle hid sniper nests and snake holes.  The platoon had stopped at Cho Yat while Captain Aubrey and the South Vietnamese translator bunkered down in the shade to ask the @ elders about Cong activity in the sector The elders answered reluctantly, and in riddles.  It was not their war.  As the other Snake Handlers wated, eight or mne children gathered around for a closer look at the formp giants.  A new man-green as grass, just in a few days before-sitting next to Dan opened his knapsack and gave one little boy a chocolate bar.  "Hershey," the man said.  He was from Boston, and he had a clipped Yankee accent.  "Can you say that?

Hershey."

"Hishee, " the child answered.

"Good enough.  Why don't you give some of that to your-" But the little boy was already running away, peeling the tinfoil back and jamming the chocolate into his mouth, with other children yelling in pursuit.  The Bostonian-his eyes cornflower blue in a young, unlined face, his hair as yellow as the sun-had looked at Dan and shrugged.  "I guess they don't go in for sharing around here." "Nope," Dan had replied.  "If I were you, I'd leave it to the captain to do the tradin'.

You'll be wanting it in a few horn."

"I'll survive."

"Uh-huh.  Well, if I were you, I'd do what I was told and no more.

Don't offer, don't volunteer, and don't be givin' away your food."

"It was just a chocolate bar.  So what?"

"You'll find out in a minute."

It was actually less than a minute before the green Bostonian was surrounded by shouting children with their hands thrust out.  Some of the other villagers came over to see what they might scrounge from the bountiful knapsacks of the foreign giants.  The commotion interrupted Captain Aubrey's questioning of the elders, and he came storming at the Bostonian like a monsoon cloud.  It was explained to the soldier that he was not to be giving away his food or any other item in his possession, that the elders didn't want gifts because the Cong had been known to slaughter whole villages when they found canned goods, mirrors, or other trinkets.  All this had been said with Captain Aubrey's face about two inches from the Bostonian's, and by the time the captain was finished speaking in his voice that could curl a chopper's rotors, the Bostonian's face had gone chalky under his fresh sunburn.

"It was just a piece of candy," the young man had said when Captain Aubrey returned to his business and the children had been scattered away.  "It's no big deal."

Dan had looked at the Bostonian's sweat-damp shirt and seen his 

name printed there in black stencil over the pocket: Farrow.  "Out here everythin's a big deal," Dan had told him.  "Just lay low, do what you're supposed to, and don't go south, you might live for a week or two."

The platoon had left Cho Yat, moving across the flat, gleaming rice paddies toward the dark wall of jungle that lay beyond.  Their patrol had lasted four hours and discovered not so much as the print of a Goodyear-soled sandal It was on the way out when the point team had radioed to Captain Aubrey with the message that something was burning in Cho Yat.

Emerging from the jungle with the others, Dan had seen the dark scrawl of smoke in the ugly yellow sky.  A harsh, hot wind had washed over him, and in it he'd smelled a sickly-sweet odor like pork barbecue.

He'd known what the odor was.  He'd smelled it before, after a flamethrower had done its work on a snake hole.

Captain Aubrey had ordered them to double-time it to the village, and Dan had done what he was told because he'd always been a good soldier, the smell of burning flesh swirling around him in the pungent air and his boots slogging through rice-paddy mud.

His eyes opened in the dark.

He peered into the rearview mirror.

Headlights were approaching along the park road.

He stopped breathing.  If it was a police car ... His fingers weift to the key in the ignition switch.  The headlights came closer.

Dan watched them coming, sweat glistening on his face.  Then the car stopped about twenty feet away and the lights went out.

His breathing resumed on a ragged note.  It was a darkcolored Toyota, not a police car.  Dan watched the rearview mirror for a few seconds longer, but he saw no other lights.

He sat there waiting.  So did the Toyota's driver.  Well, he would have to make the first move.  He got out and stood beside the station wagon.  The driver's door of the Toyota opened, and a woman got out.

The courtesy light gave Dan a brief glimpse of the young man who sat in the passenger seat.

"Dan?"  If the sound of her voice had been glass, it would have cut his throat.

"It's me," he answered.  His palms were wet.  His nerves seemed twisted together in the pit of his stomach.

She came toward him.  She stopped suddenly, when she could see his face a little better.  "You've changed," she said.

"Lost some weight, I guess."

Susan had never been one to shrink from a challenge.  She showed him she still had her grit.  She continued to walk toward him, toward the man who had suffered midnight mges and deliriums, who had attacked their son in his bed, who had brought some of the hell of that war back with him when the last helicopter left Saigon.  Susan stopped n when she was an arm's length away.

"You look good," he told her, and it was the truth.  Susan had been on the thin side when they'd divorced, but now she looked fit and healthy.  He figured her nerves were a lot steadier without him around.

She'd cut her dark brown hair to just above her shoulders, and Dan could tell that there was a lot of gray in it.  Her face was still firm-jawed and more attractive than he remembered.  More confident, too.

There was some pain in her eyes, which were a shade between gray and 

green.  She wore jeans and a shortsleeved pale blue blouse.  Susan was still Susan: a minimum of makeup, no flashy jewelry, nothing to announce that she was anything other than a woman who accepted no pretense.  "You must be doin' all right," he said.

"I am.  We both are."

He looked anxiously toward the park road.  Susan said, "I didn't bring the police."

"I believe you."

"I told 'em you called, and that I was afraid to stay at the house.  I wouldn't have taken so long, but they had one of their men follow me to the Holiday Inn.  He sat out in the parkin' lot for about an hour.  Then all of a sudden he raced off, and I thought for sure they'd caught you."

Dan figured the man had gotten a radio call.  By now the police must be swarming all over the Hideaway Motor Court.

"I thought you'd be in a pickup truck," Susan said.

"I stopped at a motel outside town and the couple who own the place found out who I was.  They tried to get the reward by blastin' me with a shotgun.  The woman gutshot her own husband by accident and then blew out one of the truck's tires.  Only way I could get here was by takin' their car."

"Dan-" Susan's voice cracked.  "Dan, what're you gonna do?"

"I don't know.  Keep from getting' caught, I hope.  Maybe find a place where I can rest awhile and think some things through."  He offered a grim smile.  "This hasn't been one of my best days."

"Why didn't you tell me you needed money?  Why didn't you tell me you were sick?  I would've helped you!"

"We're not man and wife anymore.  It's not your problem."

"Oh, that's just great!"  Her eyes flashed with anger.  "It's not my problem, so you get yourselfjammed in a corner and You wind up killing somebody!  You think it's always you against the world, you never would let anybody help you!  I could've given you a loan if you'd asked!

Didn't you ever think about that?"

"I thought about it," he admitted.  "Not very long, though."

"Bullheaded and stubborn!  Where'd it get you?  Tell me that!"

"Susan?"  he said quietly.  "It's too late for us to be fightin', don't you think?"

"The stubbornest man in this world!"  Susan went on, but the anger was leaving her.  She put a hand up against her forehead.  "Oh Jesus.

Oh my God.  I don't ... I can't even believe this is real."  "You ought to see it from where I'm standin'."

"The leukemia.  When'd you find out?"

"In January.  I figure it had to be the Agent Orange.  I knew it was gonna show up in me sooner or later."  Heed to tell her about the knot in his brain-that, too, he felt had to do with the chemical-but he let it slide.  I-They ran some tests at the V.A. hospital.  Doctors wanted me to stay there, but I'm not gonna lie in a bed and wait to die.  At least I could work.  When I had a job, I mean."

"I'm sorry," she said.  "I swear to God I am."

"Well, it's the hand I got dealt.  What happened at that bank was my own damn fault.  I went south, Susan.  Like we used to say in 'Nam.

I screwed up, the second passed and there was no bringin' it back again."  He frowned, staring at the pavement between them.  "I don't 

want to spend whatever time I have left in prison.  Worse yet, in a prison hospital.

So I don't know where I'm goin', but I know I can't go back."  He leveled his gaze at her again.  "Did you tell Chad my side of it?"

She nodded.

"You took a big chance comin' out here to meet me.  I know it's not easy for you, the way I used to be and all.  But I couldn't just say a few words to him over the phone and leave it like that.  Lettin'

me see him is the kindest thing you ever could've done for me."

"He's your son, too," she said.  "You've got the right."

"You mind if I sit in the car with him for a few minutes?

Just the two of us?"

She motioned toward the Toyota.  Dan walked past her, his heart pounding.  He opened the driver's side door and looked in at the boy.

Hi, Chad, he meant to say, but-he couldn't speak.  At seventeen years, Chad was hardly a boy anymore.  He was husky and broad-shouldered, as Dan himself used to be.  He was so changed from the picture Dan had-the picture left behind at the Hideaway Motor Court-that the sight of him was like a punch to Dan's chest.  Chad's face had lost its baby fat and taken on the angles and planes of manhood.

His sandy-brown hair was cut short, and the sun had burnished his skin.  Dan caught the scent of Aqua Velva; the young man must've shaved before they'd left the motel.

Chad wore khaki trousers and a blue-and-red tie-dyed T-shirt, the muscles in his arms defined.  Dan figured he did outdoor work, maybe light construction or yardkeeping.  He looked fine, and Dan realized this was going to be a lot tougher than he'd thought.

"Do you recognize me?"  he asked.

"Kinda," Chad said.  He paused, thinking it over.  "Kinda not."

Dan eased into the driver's seat, but he left the door ajar to keep the courtesy light on.  "It's been a long time."

"Yes sir," Chad said.

"You workin' this summer?"

"Yes sir.  Helpin' Mr.  McCullough."

"What kind of work?"

"He's got a landscapin' business.  Puts in swimmin' pools, too."

"That's good.  You helpin' your mom around the house?"

"Yes sir.  I keep the grass cut."

Dan nodded.  Chad's speech was a little hesitant and there was a dullness in his eyes.  Otherwise, there was no outward sign of Chad's mental disability.  Their son had been bornas the counselor put it-"learning disabled."  Which meant his thinking processes were always going to be labored, and tasks involving intricate detail would be difficult for him.

This fact of life had added to the fuel of Dan's anger in those bad years, had made him curse God and strike out at Susan.

Now, tempered by time, he thought that the Agent Orange might have afflicted Chad.  The poison that had seeped into Dan had d@:in his sperm for years, like a beast in a basement, and:@ from him through Susan into their son.  None of what he suspected could be proven in any court of law, but Dan thought it was true as surely as he remembered the oily feel of the dirty silver rain on his skin.

Watching Chad try to put his thoughts together was like someone s to open a rusted lock.  Most times the tumblers feff into place, but Dan remembered that when they didn't, the boy's face became an agony of 

frustration.

"You've really grown up," Dan said.  "I swear, time's a thief."

"Sir?"  Chad frowned; the abstract statement had passed him by.

Dan rubbed the bruised knuckles of his right hand.  The moment had arrived.  "Your mom told you what I did, didn't she?"

"Yes sir.  She said the police are after you.  That's why they came to the door."

"Right.  You'll probably hear a lot of bad things about me.

You're gonna hear people say that I'm crazy, that I walked into that bank with a gun, lookin' to kill somebody."  Dan was speaking slowly and carefuly, and keeping eye contact with his son.  "But I wanted to tell you, face-to-face, that it's not true.  I did shoot and kill a man, but it was an accident.  It happened so fast it was like a bad dream.  Now, that doesn't excuse what I did.  There's no excuse for such a thing."  He paused, not knowing what else to say.  "I just wanted you to hear it from me,"

he added.

Chad looked away from him and worked his hands together.  "Did ...

that man you killed... did he do something' bad to you?"

"I wish I could say he did, but he was just doin' his job."

"You gonna give yourself up?"

'No.

Chad's gaze came back to him.  His eyes seemed more focused and intense.  "Mom says you can't get away.  She says they'll find you sooner or later."

"Well," Dan said, "I'm p@in' on it being' later."

They sat in silence for a moment, neither one looking at the other.  Dan had to say this next thing he couldn't recall his father-the spit-and-polish major-ever saying it to him, which made saying it doubly difficult and doubly important.  "I wasn't such a good father," he began.  "I had some things inside me that wouldn't let go.

They made me blind and scared.  I wasn't strong enough to get help, either.

When your mom told me she wanted a divorce, it was the best thing she could've done for all of us."  Tears suddenly burned his eyes, and he felt a brick wedged in his throat.

"But not one day goes by that I don't think about you, and wonder how you're doin'.  I know I should've called, or written you a letter, but ... I guess I didn't know what to say.  Now I do."  He cleared his throat with an effort.  "I just wanted you to know I love you very, very much, and I hope you don't think too badly of me."

Chad didn't respond.  Dan had said everything he needed to.  It was time to go.  "You gonna take good care of your mom?"

"Yes sir."  Chad's voice was thick.

"Okay."  He put his hand on his son's shoulder, and it crossed his mind that he would never do this again.  "You hang tough, hear.9" Chad said, "I've got a picture."

"A picture?  Of what?"


lis

"You."  Chad reached into his back pocket and brought out his wallet.  He slid from it a creased photograph.

"See?"

Dan took it.  The photo, which Dan recalled was snapped at a Sears studio, showed the Lambert family in 1978.

Dan-burly and beardless, his face sunburned from some outdoors carpentry job but his eyes deepset and hauntedand Susan were sitting 

against a paper backdrop of summer mountains, the four-year-old Chad smiling between them.

Chad's arms were clutched to their shoulders.  Susan, who appeared frail and tired, wore a brave smile.  Looking at the picture, Dan realized it was the image of a man who hadn't yet learned that the past was a more implacable enemy than any VietCong crouched in a snake hole.  He had given his nightmares power over him, had re@ to seek help because a man-a good soldier-did not admit weakness.

And in the end that war he'd survived had taken everything of worth away from him.

It was the picture, he thought, of a man who'd gone south a long, long time ago.

"You have a picture of me?"  Chad asked.  Dan shook his head, and Chad took a folded piece of paper from the wallet.

"You can have this one if you want it."

Dan unfolded the paper.  It was a picture of Chad in a football uniform, the number fifty-nine across his chest.  The camera had caught him in a posed lunge, his teeth gritted and his arms reaching for an off-frame opponent.

"I cut it out of last YaWs annual," Chad explained.  "That was the day the whole team got their pictures taken.  Coach Pierce said to look mean, so that's what I did."You did a good job of it.  I wouldn't' care to line up against you."  He gave his son a smile.  "I do want this.

Thank you."  He refolded the picture and put it in his own pocket, and he rewmed the Sears studio photograph to Chad.  And now, as much as he wished it weren't so, he had to leave.

Chad knew it, too.  "You ever comin' back? he asked.

"No," Dan said.  He didn't know quite how to end this.

Awkwardly, he offered his hand.  "So long."

Chad leaned into him and put his arms around his father's shoulders.

Dan's heart swelled.  He hugged his son, and he wished for the impossible-a rolling-back of the years.  He wished the dirty silver rain had never fallen on him.  He wished Chad had never been contaminated, that things could've been patched up with Susan, and that he'd been strong enough to seek help for the nightmares and flashbacks.

He guessed he was vnshing for a miracle.

Chad said, up close to his ear, "So long, Dad."

Dan let his son go and got out of the car.  His eyes were wet.  He wiped them with his forearm as he walked to the station wagon, where Susan waited.  He'd almost reached her when he heard a dog barking, a high-pitched yap yap yap.

Dan stopped in his tracks.  The sound had drifted across the park, its direction hard to pinpoint.  It was close enough, though, to instantly set Dan's nerves on edge.  Where had it come from?  Was somebody walking a dog in the park at this hour.9 Wherever it was, the dog had stopped barking.  Dan glanced around, saw nothing but the dark shapes of pine trees that stood in clusters surrounding the parking lot.

"You all right?"  Susan looked as if she'd aged five years in the last few minutes.

"Yeah."  A tear had trickled down his cheek into his beard.  for bringin' him."

"Did you think I wouldn't?"

"I didn't know.  You took a chance, that's for sure."

"Chad needed to see you as much as you needed to see him."  Susan reached into her jeans pocket.  "I want you to have this."  Her hand emerged with some greenbacks.  "I raided the cookie jar before we left the house."

"Put it away," Dan said.  "I'm not a charity case."

 

"This isn't the time to be proud or stupid."  She grabbed his hand and slapped the money into it.  "I don't know how much cash you've got, but you can use another sixty dollars."

He started to protest, but thought better of it.  An extra sixty dollars was, in its own way, a small miracle.  "I'll call it a loan."

"Call it whatever you please.  Where're you goin' from here?"

"I don't know yet.  Maybe I'll head to New Orleans and sign on a freighter.  I can still do a day's work."

Susan's face had taken on the grave expression Dan remembered that meant she had something important to say but she was working up to it.

"Listen," she said after a moment, "you mentioned findin' a place to rest.  I've been seem' a fella for the past year.  He works for an oil company, and we've talked about ... maybe getting' more serious."

"You mean married serious?"  He frowned, not exactly sure how he felt about this bolt from the blue.  "Well, you picked a fine time to tell me."

"Just hear me out.  He's got a cabin in a fishin' camp, down in the bayou country south of Houma.  The camp's called Vermilion.  Gary's in Houston, he won't be back till next week."

It took a few seconds for what Susan was saying to get through to him.  Before Dan could respond, Susan went on.

"Gary's taken Chad and me down there a few weekends.  He checks on the oil rigs and we do some fishin'.  There's no alarm system.  Nothin'

much there to steal.  The nearest neighbors a mile or so away."

"Bringin' Chad was enough," Dan told her.  "You don't have to-" "I want to," she interrupted.  "The cabin's two or three miles past the bridge, up a turnoff on the left.  It's on the road that's a straight shot out of Vermilion.  Painted gray with a screenedin porch.

Wouldn't be hard to get past the screen and break a windowpane."

"What would Gary say about that?"

"I'll explain things.  There'll be food in the pantry; you wouldn't have to go out."

Dan grasped the door's handle, but he wasn't yet ready to leave.

The police would be out there, hunting him in the night, and he was going to have to be very, very careful.  "I could use a day or two of rest.  Figure out what to do next."

He hesitated.  "Is this fella ... Gary ... is he good to you?"

"He is.  He and Chad get along real well, too."

Dan grunted.  It was going to take him some time to digest this news.  "Chad needs a father," he said in spite of the pain it caused him.  "Somebody who takes him fishin'.  Stuff like that."

""I'm sorry," Susan said.  "I wish I could do more for you."

"You've done enough.  More than enough."  He pushed the money into his pocket.  "This is my problem, and I'll handle it."

"Stubborn as hell."  Her voice had softened.  "Always were, always will be."

He opened the station wagon's door.  "Well, I guess this is good-"

A flashlight clicked on.

Its dazzling beam hit Dan's eyes and blinded him.

"Freeze, Lambert!" a man's voice ordered.

@e of Fire The shock paralyzed Dan.  Susan caught her breath with a harsh psp and spun around to face the intruder.

"Easy, easy," the man behind the flashlight cautioned.  He had a 

whisPery, genteel southern accent.  "Don't do anythin' foolish, Lambert.

"I'm armed."

He was standing about twenty feet away.  Dan expected to be hit by a second light, and then the policemen would nish in, slam him against the car, and frisk him.  He lifted his hands to shield his face from the stabbing white beam.  'I,m not packin' a gun."

"That's good."  It was a relief to Flint urt gh t M all , who had crePt up from the edge of the parking lot by keeping the woman's car between himself and the fugitive.  He'd been standing there for a couple of minutes in the darkness, listening to their conversation.  In his left hand was the flashlight, in his right was a .45 automatic aimed just to Lambert's side.  "Put your hands behind your head and lock your fingers."

It's Over, Dan thought.  He could run, maybe, but he wouldn't get very far.  Where were the other policemen, though?  Surely there wasn't just the one.  He obeyed the command.

Susan was squinting into the light.  She'd talked to the policemen in-charge of the stakeout on her house and to the one who'd followed her to the Holiday Inn; she hadn't heard this man's voice before.  "Don't hurt him," she said.  "It was selfdefense, he's not a cold-blooded killer."

Flint ignored her.  "Lambert, walk toward me.  Slowly."

Dan paused.  Something was wrong; he could feel it in the silence.

Where were the backup policemen?  Where were the police cars, the spinning bubble lights and the crackling radios?  They should've converged on him by now, if they were even here.  "Come on, move it," Flint said.  step out of the way."

Lady, Susan thought.  The other policemen had addressed her as Mrs.  Lambert.  "Who are you?"

"Flint Murtaugh.  Pleased to meet you.  Lambert, come on."

"Wait, Dan."  Susan stepped in front of him to take the full force of the light.  'Show me your badge."

Flint clenched his teeth.  His patience was already stretched tinn from the hellish drive with Pelvis Eisley and Mama.  He was in no mood for complications.  Flint had never cared to know the names of all the characters Elvis Presley had played in his wretched movies.  Trying to @ Eisley cease jabbering about Presley was as futile as trying to make that dsamn mutt stop pawing at fleas.  Flint was @ and his sharkskin suit was damp with sweat, Clint was agitated by the beat and kept twitching, and it was long past time for a cold shower and a glass of lemon juice.

"I'd @ to see your badge," Susan repeated, the man's hesitation rue@ her doubt.  Flint Murtaugh, he'd said.

Why hadn't he said Offiw Murtaugh?

"Listen, I'm not plannin' on a long relationship with YOU people, so let's cut the chatter."  Flint had taken a sidestep so the light hit Lambert's face again.  Susan moved to shield her ex-husband once more.

"Lady, I told you to step out of the way.1% "Do you have a badge, or not?tl Flint's composure was fast unraveling.  He wanted Lambert to come to him because he didn't want to have to Pass the woman; if she grabbed for the flashlight or the gun, things could get messy.  He wished he'd circled around the other side and crept up on Lambert from behind to keep the woman from being between them.  It was Eisley's fault, he decided, for screwing up his concentration.  Flint had a small spray can of Mace in his inside coat pocket, and he suspected that he might have to use it.

 

"Lady," he replied, "that man standin' there is worth fifteen thousand dollars to me.  I've come from Shreveport to find him, and I've had a hard night.  You really don't want to get yourself involved in this."

"He's not a policeman," Dan said to Susan.  "He's a bounty hunter.

You workin' for the bank?"

"Independent contract.  Keep your fingers locked, now, let's don't cause anymore trouble."

"You mind if I ask how you found me?"

"Time for that when we're drivin'.  Come on, real slow and easy."

It had been a lucky break, actually.  Flint had driven along Jackson Avenue and had seen the police surveillance teams, one at either end of the block.  Held parked two streets away and sat beside a hedge in someone's Yard, watching the house to see what developed.  Then the woman had pulled out of her garage, followed by another policeman in an unmarked car, and Flint had decided to tag along at a distance.  At the Holiday Inn he'd been on the verge of calling it quits when her watchdog had rushed off, obviously answering a radio summons, but then the woman had emerged again and Flint had smelled an opportunity.

"Don't do it," Susan said before Dan could move.  "if he doesn't work for the state of Louisiana, he doesn't have any right to take you in."

"I've got a gun!"  Flint was about ready to snort steam.

"You understand me?"

"I know a gun's not a badge.  You're not gonna be shootin' an unarmed man."

"Mom?"  Chad called from the car.  "You need some help?"

"No!  Just stay where you are!"  Susan directed her attention at the bounty hunter again.  She took two steps toward him.

"Susan!"  Dan said.  "You'd better keep-"

"Hush.  Ixt somebody help you, for God's sake."  She advanced another step on Flint.  "You're a vulture, aren't you?  Swoopin' in on whatever meat you can snatch.

"Lady, you're tryin' to make me forget MY manners.

You ready to shoot a woman, too?  You and Dan could share the same cell."  She moved forward two more paces, and Flint retreated one.

"Dan?"  Susan said calmly.  "He's not takin' you anywhere.  Get in your car and go."

"No!  No, goddamn it!"  Flint shouted.  "Lambert, don't you move!

I won't kill you, but I'll sure as hell put some hurt on you!"

"He's empty talk, Dan."  Susan had decided what needed to be done, and she was getting herself into position to do it.

She took one more step toward the bounty hunter.  "Go on, get in the car and drive away."

Flint hollered, "No, you don't!"  It was time to put i I Lambert on the ground.  Flint jammed the automatic into his waistband and plucked the small red can of Mace from inside his coat.  He popped the cap off with his thumb and put his index finger on the nozzle.  The concentrated spray had a range of fifteen feet, and Flint realized he was going to have to shove the woman aside to get a clear shot at Lambert.  He was so enraged he almost fired a burst into her eyes, but he'd never Maced a woman and he wasn't going to start now.  He stalked toward her and was amazed when she stood her ground.  "To hell with this!"  he snarled, and he jabbed an elbow at her shoulder to drive her out of the @e of fire.

But suddenly she was moving.  I She was moving very, very fast.

She clamped a wiry hand to his right wrist, stepped into him with 

her own shoulder, and pivoted, her elbow thunking upward into FUnt's chin and rattling his brains.

His black wingtips left the pavement.  His trapped wrist was turned in on itself, pain shooting up his arm.  Somewhere in midair he lost both the flashlight and the Mace.  As he went over the woman's hip, one word blazed in Flint's consciousness: sucker.  Then the ground came up fast and hard and he slammed down on his back with a force that whooshed the Line of Fire breath from his lungs and made stars and comets pinwheel through his skull.  Susan stepped back from the fallen man and scooped up the flashlight.  "Way to go, Mom!"  Chad yelled, leaning out of the Toyota's window.

"Damn" was all Dan could think to say.  It had happened so quickly that his hands were Stan locked behind his head.

"How did you-" "Tar kwon do," Susan said.  She wasn't even breathing hard.  "I've got a brown belt."

. Now Dan understood why Susan hadn't been afraid to meet him.  He lowered his hands and walked to her side, where he looked down the @light's beam at the bounty hunters pained and pallid face.  A comma of white-streaked hair hung over Flint Murtaugh's sweat-glistening forehead, and he'd curled up on his side and was clutching his right wrist.

Dan saw the automatic and freed it from the man's waistband.

"Brown belt or not, that was a damn fool thing to do.  You could've gotten yourself killed."  He removed the, bullet clip, threw it in one direction and the gun in another.

"He had something' in his other hand."  Susan shone the light around.  "I couldn't tell what it was, but I heard him drop it."  She steadied the beam on Murtaugh again.  "I can't figure out where he came from.  I thought I made sure nobody was follow-" She stopped speaking.

Then, her voice tight: "Dan.  What is that?"

He looked.  The front of the man's white shirt was twitching, as if his heart were about to beat through his chest.  Dan stared at it, transfixed, and then he reached down to touch it.

"Mr.  Murtaugh!  Mr.  Murtaugh, you all right?"

Dan straightened up.  Another man was out there in the dark.  Both Dan and Susan had the eerie sensation that they recognized the voice's deep, snarly resonance, but neither one of them could place it.  A dog began to yap again, and on the pavement Flint gave a muffled half-groan, half e.

tti Susan switched the light off.  "You'd better hit it.  Ge n'

kind of crowded around here."

Dan hurried to the station wagon and Susan followed him, and so neither of them saw the slim, pale third arm push free from Flint Murtaugh's shirt and flail angrily in the air.  Dan got behind the wheel, started the engine, and turned on the headlights.

Susan reached in and grasped his shoulder.  "Good luck," she said over the engine's rumbling.

"Thanks for everything."

"I did love you," she told him.

"I know you did."  He put his hand over hers and squeezed it.

"Take care of Chad."

"I will.  And you take care of yourself."

"So long," Dan said, and he put the station wagon in reverse and backed away past the bounty hunter.  Flint pulled himself up to his knees, pain stabbing through his lower back and his right wrist surely 

sprained.  Clint's was thrashing around, the hand clenched in a fighting fist.

Through a dreamlike haze Flint watched the fifteenthousand-dollar skin twist the station wagon around and drive across the parking lot.

Flint tried to summon up a yell but a hoarse rasp emerged: "Eisley!

He's comin' at you!"

In another moment Dan had to stomp on the brake.  He feared he must be losing his mind, because right there in front of the pickup stood a big-bellied, pompadour-haired -up black Cadillac behind him blocking Elvis Presley, a beat the road.  Elvis-a credible impersonator for sure-was holding on to a squirming little bulldog.  "Where's Mr.

Murtaugh?"  Elvis shouted in that husky Memphis drawl.

"What'cha done to him?"

Dan had seen everything now.  He hit the gas pedal taking the station wagon up over the curb onto the park's grass.  The rear tires fislrtailed and threw up clods of earth.

Elvis scrambled out of the way, bellowing for Mr.  Murtaugh.

Flint had gotten to his feet and was hobbling in the dion of the Cadillac.  His left shoe hit something that clattered and rolled away: the can of Mace.  "Eisley, stop him!"  he hollered as he paused to retrieve the spray can, the bruised muscles of his back stiffening.

"Don't let him get-awwwww, shit!"  He'd seen the station wagon maneuvering around the Caddy, and he watched with helpless it"

as it bumped over the curb again onto the road, something underneath the vehicle banging with a noise like a dropped washtub.

Then the skin war, picking up speed and at the park's entrance turned right with a shriek of flayed rubber onto the street.

"Mr.  Murtaugh!"  Pelvis cried out with relief as Flint reached him.

"Thank the Lord!  I thought that killer had done-I, "Shut up and get in the car!"  Flint shouted.  "Move your fat ass!"  Flint flung himself behind the wheel, started the engine, and as he jammed down on the gas pedal Pelvis anaged to heave his bulk and Mama into the passenger side-Flint got the Cadillac turned around with a necktwisting spin in the parking lot, the single headlight's beam grazing Past the woman who stood beside her car.  He had an instant to see that her son had reached out for her and their hands were clasped.

Then Flint, his face a perfect picture of he@cious rage, took the Cadillac roaring out of Basile Park in pursuit.

"I thought sure he'd done killed you!"  Pelvis hollered gh ca rozen over the hot wind whipping throu the r. His f pompadour was immobile.  Mama had slipped from his grasp and was wildly bounding from backseat to front and back again, her high-pitched barks like hot nails being driven into the base of Flint's skull.

Clint's arm was still thrashing, angry as a stomped cobra.  Pelvis shouted, "You see that fella try to run me down?  If I'd've been a step slower, I'd be lookin' like a big al' waffle 'bout now!  But I foxed him, 'cause when I jigged to one side he jagged to the other and I just kept on jiggin'.  You saw it, didn't you?  When that fella tried to run me-I, Flint pressed his right fist against Pelvis's lips.  Momma seized Flint's sleeve between her teeth, her eyes wide and wet and a guttural growl rumbling in her throat.  "I swear to Jesus," Flint seithed, "if you don't shut that mouth I'm puttin' you out right here!"

"It's shut."  Pelvis caught Mama and pulled her against him.

Reluctantly, she let go of Flint's sleeve.  Flint returned both hands to the steering wheel, the speedometer's needle trembling toward sixty.  He saw the station wagon's taillights a 

quarter-mile ahead.

"You want me to shut up," Pelvis said with an air of wounded dignity, "all you have to do is ask me kindly.  No need to jump down my throat jus' 'cause I was tellin' you how I stared Death square in the face and-" "Eisley.  " Tears of frustration sprang to Flint's eyes, which utterly amazed him; he couldn't remember the last time he'd shed a tear.  His nerves were jangling like fire alarms, and he felt a hair away from a rubber room.

The speedometers needle was passing sixty-five, the Cadillac's aged frame starting to shudder.  But they were gaining on the station wagon, and in another few seconds they'd be right up on its rear fender.

Dan had the gas pedal pressed to the floor, but he couldn't kick any more power out of the engine.  The thing was making an unearthly metallic roar as if on the verge of blowing its cylinders.  He saw in his rearview mirror the one-eyed Cadillac speeding up on his tail, and he braced for collision.  There was a blinking caution light ahead, marking an intersection.  Dan had no time to think about it; he twisted the wheel violently to the left.  As the station wagon sluggishly obeyed, its worn tires skidding across the pavement, the Cadillac hit him, a grazing blow from behind, and sparks shot between their crumpled fenders.  Then, as Dan fought the wheel to keep from sliding over the curb into somebody's front yard, the Cadillac zoomed past the intersection.

"Hold on!"  Flint shouted, his foot jamming the brake pedal.  The Eldorado was heavy, and would not slow down without screaming, smoking protest from the tires.  Pelvis clung to Mama, who was trying her damnedest to jump into the backseat.  Flint reversed to the intersection, the bitter smoke of burned rubber swirling through the windows, and turned left onto a winding street bordered by brick homes with manicured lawns and honest-to-God white picket fences.  He sped after Lambert, but there was no sign of the station wagon's taillights.

Other streets veered off on either side, and it became clear after a few seconds that Lambert had turned onto one of them.

"I'll find you, you bastard!"  Flint said between clenched teeth, and he whipped the car to the right at the next street.

It, too, was dark.

"He's done gone," Pelvis said.

"Shut up!  Hear me?  Just shut your mouth!"

"Statin' a fact,' Pelvis said.

Flint took the Cadillac roaring to the next intersection and turned left.  His palms were wet on the wheel, sweat clinging to his face.

Clint's hand came up and stroked his chin, and Flint cuffed his brother aside.  Flint took the next right, the tires squealing.  He was in a mazelike residential area, the streets going in all directions.  Anger throbbed like drumbeats at his temples, pain lancing his lower back He tasted panic like cold copper in his mouth.  Then he turned right onto another street and his heart kicked.

Three blocks away was a pair of red taillights.

Flint hit the accelerator so hard the Cadillac leapt forward like a scalded dog.  He roared up behind Lambert's car, intending to swerve around him and cut him off.  But in the next instant Flint's triumph shriveled into terror.  The Cadillac's headlight revealed the car was not a rust-eaten old station wagon but a new Chevrolet Caprice.  Across its fast-approaching rear end was silver lettering that spelled Out AUXAND@ POLICE.

Flint stood on the brake pedal.  A thousand cries for God, Jesus, and Mother Mary rang @ crazy bells in his brain.  As the Cadillac's 

tires left a quarter-inch of black rubber on the pavement, the prowl cars driver punched it and the Caprice shot forward to avoid the crash.

The Caddy stewed to one side before it stopped, the engine rattled and died, and the police cruiser's bubble lights started spinning.  It backed up, halting a couple of feet from Flint's busted bumper.  A spotlight on the drivers side swiveled around and into Flint's face @

an angry Cyclopean eye.

"Well," Pelvis drawled, "now we've done shit and stepped in it."

Over nearer the intersection with the flashing caution light, Dan started the station wagon's engine and backed out of the driveway he'd pulled into.  He eased onto the street, his headlights still off.  The black Cadillac had sped past about two minutes before, and Dan had expected it to come flying back at any second.  As the saying went, it was time to git while the gittin' was good.  He switched on his lights and at the caution sipal took a left toward Interstate 49 and the route south.  There were no cars ahead of him, nor any in his rearview mirror.  But it was going to be a long night, and a long drive yet before he could rest.  He breathed a good-bye to Alexandria, and a good riddance to the bounty hunters.

Flint, still stunned by the sudden turn of events, was watching the red and blue lights spin around.  "Eisley, you're a jinx," he said hoarsely.  "That's what you are.  A jinx."  Two policemen were getting out of the car.  Flint pushed the can of Mace under his seat.  Clint's arm resisted him, but he forced it inside his shirt and buttoned his coat.  The two officers both had young, rawboned faces, and they didn't appear happy.  Before they reached the Cadillac, Flint dug his wallet out and pre&sed his left arm over his chest to pin Clint down.  "Keep your mouth zipped," he told Pelvis.  "I'll do all the talkin'."

The policeman who walked up on Flint's side of the car had a fresh crew cut and a jaw that looked as if it could chop wood.  He shone a flashlight into Flint's eyes.  "You near 'bout broke our necks, you know that?  Look what you did to my cap."  He held up a crushed and formless thing.

"I'm awful sorry, sir."  Flint's voice was a masterpiece of studied remorse.  "I'm not from around here, and I'm lost.  I guess I panicked, 'cause I couldn't find my way out."

"Uh-huh.  You had to be goin' at least sixty.  Sign back there says fifteen miles an hour.  This is a residential zone."

"I didn't see the sign-', "Well, you seen the houses, didn't you?

You seen our car in front of you.  Seems to me you're either drunk, crazy, or mighty stupid."  He shifted the light, and its beam fell upon Pelvis.  "Lordy, Walt!  Look what we've got here!"

"How you fellas doin'?"  Pelvis asked, grinning.  In his arms Mama had begun a low, menacing growl.

"I bet this'll be a real interestin' story," the policeman with the light said.  "Let's see a driver's license.  Your ID, too, Mr.  Presley sir."

Flint fumbled to remove the license from his eelskin wallet and hold Clint immobile at the same time.  His wrist was still hurting @

hell.  Eisley produced a battered wallet that had the face of Elvis on it in brightly colored Indian beads.  "I never did believe he was dead, did you, Randy?, Walt said with un@sed mirth.  He was taller than his partner and not quite as husky.  "I always knew it was a wax body in that coffin!"

 

"Yeah, we might get ourselves on Geraldo Riviera for this," Randy said.  "This is better'n seem' green men from Mars, ain't it?  Call the tag in."  Walt walked around back to write it down and then returned to the cruiser.  Randy inspected the licenws under the light.  ,@t M

From Monroe, huh?  What're you doin'here in the middle of the night?"

"Uh .  . . well, I'm .  . . Flint's mind went blank.  He tried to pull up something, anything- "I'm ... that is to say .  . ."Officer, sir?"  Pelvis spoke up, and Flint winced.  "We're tryin' to find the Holiday Inn.  I believe we must've took the wrong turn."

The "light settled on Pelvis's face.  "The Holiday Inn's over toward the interstate.  The sign's lit up; it's hard to miss."

"I reckon we did, though.1

Randy spent a moment examining Pelvis's license.  Clint gave a twitch under Flint's shirt, and Flint felt sweat dripping from his armpits.  "Pelvis Eisley," Randy said.

"That can't be your born name. "No sir, but it's my legal name."

"What's your born name?

"Uh ... well, sir, I go by the name that's written dovm right-"

"Pelvis ain't a name, it's a bone.  What name did your mama and daddy give you?  Or was you hatched?"

. Flint didn't care for the nasty edge in the policeman's voice.

"Hey, I don't think there's any call to be-

"Hush up.  I'll come back to you, don't you worry about it.

I asked for your born name, sir."

"Cecil," came the quiet reply.  "Cecil Eisley."

"Cecil."  Randy slurred the name, making it sound like something that had crawled out from under a swamp log.

"You dress like that all the time, Cecil?"

"Yes sir," Pelvis answered in all honesty.  In his lap @a continued her low growling.

"Well, you're 'bout the damnedest sight I ever laid eyes on.  You mind tellin' me what you're in costume for?"

"Listen, Officer," Flint said.  He was terrified Pelvis was going to start blabbering about being a bounty hunter, or about the fact that Lambert was somewhere close by.  "I was the one driven', not him."

"Mr.  Murtaugh?"  Randy leaned his head nearer, and Flint had the startling thought that he'd seen the policeman's face before, when its thin-lipped mouth was twisted into a cruel girin and the garish midway lights threw shadows into the deepset eye sockets.  "When I want you to speak, I'll ask you a question.  Hear me?"

His was the face of a thousand others who had come to the it-eak show to leer and laugh, to fondle their girlfriends in front of the stage and spit tobacco on Flint's polished shoes.

Flint felt a hard nut of dispst in his throat.  Clint lurched under his shirt, but luckily Flint had a firm grip and the policeman didn't see.  "There's no reason to be rude," Flint said.

Randy laughed, which was probably the worst thing he could've done.  It was a humorless, harsh laugh, and it made Flint want to smash it back through the man's teeth.  "You want to see rude, you keep on pushin' me.  You come flyin' up on my rear end and almost wreck my car, I'm not about to kiss you for it.  Now you're real, real close to a night in jail, so you'd best just sit there and keep your mouth shut."

Flint stared sullenly at him, and the policeman gjared back.

"It's a clean tag," Walt said, returning from the cruiser's radio.

 

" I'm just about to get the story from Cecil," Randy told him.

"Let's hear it."

@pp

"Well, sir .  . ."  Pelvis cleared his throat.  Flint waited, his head lowered.  "We're on our way to New Orleans.  Going'to a convention there, at the Hyatt Hotel.  It's for Elvis interpemtors like me."

"Now I can retire.  I've heard everythin'," Randy sod, and Walt laughed.

"Yes sir."  Pelvis wore his stupid smile like a badge of honor.

"See, the convention kicks off tomorrow." "If that's so, how come you're lookin' for the Holiday Inn?"

"Well ... see, we're supposed to meet some other fellas goin' to the convention, too.  We're all gonna travel together.

I reckon we just missed seem' the sign, and then we got all turned around.  You know how it is, being' in a strange place not knowin' where you are and it so late and everythin'.

Couldn't find no phone, and I'm te@, you we were getting9

mighty scared 'cause these days you gotta be careful where you wind up, all them murders you see on the newr every time you turn on the-I' "All right, all right."  Randy gasped like a man surfacing for air.  He stabbed the light into Flint's eyes again.  "You an Elvis impersonater too?"

" No sir, he's my manager," Pelvis said.  "We're like two peas in a pod."

Flint felt queasy.  Clint's arm jumped and almost got away from him.

"Walt?  You got any ideas on what to do with these two?

Should we take 'em in?"

"That's the thing to do, seems to me."

"Yeah."  The light was still aimed at Flint's face.

lost is no excuse for speedin' through a residential area.  You could've killed somebody."

"Us, for instance," Walt Ndd.

"Right.  You need to spend a night in jail, to get your thinkin'

straight."

Great, Flint thought bitterly.  When they searched him down before Putting him in the cell, they were going to jump out of their jackboots.

"'COurse," Randy went on, "if everybody at the station i 135

was to find out we almost got rear-ended by Elvis Presley, we'd be takin' it in the shorts for God only knows how long.

So, Mr.  Manager Man, you'd best be real glad he's with you, cause I don't like your face and if I had my druthers I'd put you smack-dab under the jail.  Here."  The policeman handed him the licenses.  For a few seconds Flint was too dumbfounded to take them.

"Mr.  Murtaugh, sir?"  Pelvis said.  "I believe he's lettin' us "With a major wamin'," Randy added sternly.  "Hold the speed down.  Next time you might be goin' to a cemetery instead of a convention."

Flint summoned up his wits and took the licenses.

"Thank you," he forced himself to say.  "It won't happen again."

 

"Damn straight it won't.  You follow us, we'll take you to the Holiday Inn.  But I want Cecil to drive."

"Sir?"

"I want Cecil where you're sittin'," Randy said.  "I don't trust you behind my car.  Come on, get out and let him take the wheel."

"But ... it's ... my car," Flint sputtered.

"He's got a valid driver's license.  Anyway, the Holiday Inn's not very far.  Come on, do like I'm tellin' you."

"No ... listen ... I don't let anybody else drive my-" Pelvis put a hand on Flint's shoulder, and Flint jumped as if he'd received an electric shock.  "Mr.  Murtaugh?  Don't you worry, I'll be real careful."

"Move it," Randy said.  "We've got other places to be."

Pelvis put Mama into the backseat and came around to the drivers side.  With an effort that bordered on the superhuman, Flint got out and, holding Clint's arm firmly against his chest, eased into the passenger seat.  In another moment they were following the police cruiser out of the maze of residential streets, and Pelvis smiled and said, "I never drove me a Cadillac before.  You know, Elvis loved Cadillacs.  Gave 'em away every chance he got.  He seen some people lookin' at a Cadillac in a showroom one time, he pulled out a big wad of cash and bought it for'em right there on the spot.  Yessir."  He nodded vigorously.  "I believe I could get to like drivin' a Cadillac."

"Is that so?"  Flint had broken out in a cold sweat, and he couldn't help but stare at Eisley's fleshy hands guiding the car.

"You'd better enjoy it, then, because ten seconds after those hick cops drive off will be the last time you sit behind MY steerin'wheel!  Do you have a cement block for a brain?  I told you to keep your mouth shut and leave the talkin' to me!  Now we've gotta go back to that damn Holiday Inn when we could've been on Lambert's ass!  I could've talked our way out of trouble if you hadn't opened your big mouth!

Jesus Christ!  All that crap about an Elvis convention in New Orleans!  We're lucky they didn't call the men with the butterfly nets right then and there!"

"Oh, I went to that convention last year," Pelvis said.  "At the Hyatt Hotel, just like I said.  'Bout two hundred Elvises showed up, and we had us a high old time."

"This is a nightmare." Flint pressed his fingers against his forehead to see if he was running a fever.  Reality, it seemed, had become entangled with delirium.  I'llm at home in my bed, and this is the chili peppers I ate on my pizza."

Pelvis wheezed out a laugh.  "Nice to know you still got your sense of humor, seem'as how we lost Lambert and all."

"We haven't lost him.  Not yet."

"But ... he's gone.  How're we gonna find him again?"

"You're ridin' with a professional Eisley!"  Flint said pointedly.

"First thing you learn in this business is to keep your eyes and ears open.  I got close enough to hear Lambert and his ex-wife talkin'.  She was tellin'him about a cabin in a fishin' camp south of Houma.

Vermilion, she said the camp was called.  I heard her tell him where it is.  She said to break a windowpane, and that there'd be food in the pantry.  SO that might be where he's headed."

"I swanee!"  Pelvis gushed.  "Mr.  Smoates said you was gonna be a good partner!"

"Get that partners shit out of your head!"  Flint snapped.

"We're not partners!  I'm saddled with you for this one skin hunt, and that's all!  You've already screwed up big-time when I told you to 

keep that mutt quiet back in the park; That damn harkin' aim op on me, and that's how ost shot me out of my shoes!  Made me so nervous I let him get the dr he got away!"

"I was meanin'to ask you about that," Pelvis said.  "What happened?"

That damn woman-" Flint paused.  No, he thought; being knocked on your ass by a woman was not a thing Smoates needed to hear about.

"She distracted me," he said.

"Then Lambert charged in before I could use the Mace.

He's a Vietnam vet, he put me down with some kind ofjudo throw.

"

"Lucky he didn't take your gun and shoot you," Pelvis said.  "Him being' such a crazy killer, I mean."

"Yeah." Flint nodded.  "Lucky."

Which led him to a question: why hadn't Lambert used the gun on him when he was lying helpless on the ground?

Maybe because he hadn't wanted to commit another murder in front of his ex-wife and son, Flint decided.  Whatever the reason, Flint could indeed count himself fortunate to still be alive.

At the Holiday Inn-the same motel where Flint and Pelvis had sat in the parking lot watching the door to Susan Lambert's room-the two Alexandria policemen gave them a further warning about getting the broken heat re Flint took the Cadillac's wheel and b paired, and as soon as the police cruiser had driven away, anished Pelvis and Mama to the rear seat.  In another five minutes Flint was back on Interstate 49, heading south again.  He, kept his speed below sixty-five.  There was no point courting trouble from the highway patrol, and if Lambert was going to the fishing camp cabin, he'd still be there by the time Flint found the place.  If the troopers didn't stop Lambert first, and i@mbert hadn't headed off in another direction.

But it was a gamble worth taking, just as Flint had gambled on following Lambert's ex-wife.

The way ahead was dark.  Houma was down in swamp and Cajun territory.  Flint had never heard of Vermilion before, but he'd find it when they got down there.  It wasn't an area Flint would've ventured into without a good reason, though.

Line of Fire and best left h Those swamp dwellers were a roug breed, an alone.  At least-thank God-Eisley was quiet d Flint could get his thoughts in order.

Something that sounded like a warped buzz saw started whining in the backseat.

Flint looked into the rearview mirror.  Pelvis was stretched out and snoring, with Mama's head cradled on his shoulder.  The bulldog added to the noise by growling in her sleep.

A thought came to Flint unbidden: At least he's got something' that gives a' damn about him.

Which was more than he could say for himself.

But then, there was always Clint.  Good al'blind and mute Clint, who had ruined his life as surely as if he had been born a leper.

 

The waY ahead was dark.  Flint was determined to find Lambert now; this was a matter of honor.  He wasn't afraid of anything on this earth, least of all a crazy killer too stupid to shoot a man who was down and defenseless.  This was a gone to be played out to the last card, winner take all.  He was going to drag that skin back to Smoates and show that bastard what being a professional was all about.

Flint thought of the mansion in his dream, the white stone mansion with four chimneys and a huge stained-glass winre dow in front.  His home, he believed.  The place whe his mother and father lived.  The rich, refined people who had seen a mass of twitching flesh growing from their baby's chest and, horrified, had given the baby up to the four winds of adoption.  His home.  It had to be, because he dreamed of it so often.  He would find it yet, and he would find that man and woman and show them he was their son, born of refinement into a cold and dirty world.  Maybe it lay to the south-maybe it lay somewhere at the end of this road, and if he'd gone south long before this he would've found it like a hidden treasure, an answer, a shining lamp.

Maybe.

But right now the way ahead was dark.

 

Traveling by Night Forty-six miles south of Alexandria, as the sultry nightwind swept in through the station wagon, Dan felt sleep pulling at him.

He was on Highway 167, which paralleled 1-49 and twisted through cane-field country.  It was all but deserted.

Dan had seen no trooper cars since leaving Basile Park, and there'd been no headlights behind him for the last twenty minutes.

Houma was still a good seventy miles away, and Vermilion maybe twelve or fifteen miles beyond that.  He had to find another roadmap; his last one had been left in his pickup truck.  But the fishing camp cabin would be worth the extra miles.  He could hide there for a couple of days, get some decent rest, and decide where to go.

His eyelids were heavy, the drone of the tires hypnotic.

He'd tried the radio, but it was lifeless.  The pain in his skull was building again, and maybe this was the only thing keeping him awake.  He needed a cup of coffee, but on this road the few cafes he passed looked to have been closed up since nightfall.  After three more miles he came to a crossroads that had a sign pointing east to 1-49.

He sat there, weighing the risk of trying to find a truckstop on the interstate.  It won out over the chance of nodding off at the wheel and running into a ditch.

The interstate was a dangerous place, because the troopers prowled there.  At this time of the morning, though nearing three o'clock-the truck drivers in their big, sn ing ngs were masters of the four-lane.  Dan passed a sign that said Lafayette-"the heart of Acadiana"-was thirty miles ahead.  Five miles later he saw green neon that announced CAJUN COUNTRY TRUCK STOP 24

HOURS and he took the next exit.  The truck stop was a gray cinder-block building, not much to look at, but he could see a waitress at work through the restaurant's plate-glass window.  A tractor-trailer truck was parked at the diesel pumps, its tank being filled by an attendant.  In front of the restaurant was a red Camaro with a Texas vanity plate that proclaimed its owner to be AN Al s'rud.  Dan drove around back and parked next to two other cars, an old brown Bonneville and a dark blue Mazda, both with Louisiana plates, that probably belonged to the employees.  He felt light-headed with weariness as he trudged into the restaurant, which had a long counter and stools and a row of red vinyl booths.

"How you be doin'?"  the waitress asked from behind the counter in -thick Cajun dialect.  "Goon set yourself anywhere."  She was a heavyset blond woman, maybe in her mid-forties, and she wore a redchecked apron over a white uniform.  She returned to her conversation with a grayhaired gent in overalls who sat at the counter nursing a cup of coffee and a glazed doughnut.

Dan chose a booth beside the window so he had full view of the parking lot.  Sitting three booths in front of him were a young man and woman.  Her back was to Dan, her wavy shoulder-length hair the color of summer wheat.  The young man, who Dan figured was twenty-seven or twentyeight, wore his dark brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, and he had a sallow, longjawed face and deepset ebony eyes that fixed Dan with a hard stare over his companion's shoulder.

Dan nodded toward him, and the young man blinked sullenly and looked away.

The waitress came with a menu.  Her name tag read DONNA Lu- "Just a cup of coffee," Dan told her.  "As strong as you can make it."

"HonI can make it jump out the cup and two-step," she 

promised, and she left him to go back through a swinging door to the kitchen.

Dan took off his baseball cap and ran a hand over his forehead to collect the sheen that had gathered there, Fans were turning at the ceiling, their cool breezes welcome on his skin.  He leaned against the backrest and closed his eyes.  But he couldn't keep them shut because the death of Emory Blanchard was still repeating itself in the haunted house of his mind.  He rubbed his stiff shoulder and then reached back to massage his neck.  He'd escaped two tight squeezes since midnight, but if a state trooper car pulled up right then, he didn't know if he would have the energy to get up from his seat.

"You know what I think?  I think the whole thing's a pile of shit!"  It was the young man in the booth, talking to the woman.  His voice dripped venom.  "I thought you said I was gonna make some money out of this!"

"I said I'd pay you."  Her voice was smoky and careful.

"Keep it down, all right?"

"No, it ain't all right!  I don't know why the hell I said I'd do this!  It's a bunch of lies is what it is!"

"It's not lies.  Don't worry, you'll get your money."

The young man looked as if he were about to spit something back at her, but his piercing gaze suddenly shifted, locking onto Dan.  "Hey!

What're you starin' at?"

"I'm just waitin' for a cup of coffee."

"Well look somewhere else while you do it!"

"Fine with me."  Dan averted his eyes, but not before he'd noted that the young man wore a black T-shirt imprinted with yellow skulls and the legend @ai i .  The woman got him to quiet down a little, but he was still mouthing off about money.  He kept cutting his eyes at Dan.  Lookin' for trouble, Dan thought.  Pissed off about something and ready to pick a fight.

The waitress brought his coffee.  Donna Lee had been right; this java had legs.  "Keep the pot warm, will you?"

Dan suggested as he sipped the high octane.  She answered, "Goon do it," and walked behind the cash register to take the grayhaired man's money.  "See you next run-through,"

she told him, and Dan watched him walk out to his tractor-trailer rig at the diesel pumps.

"Made a fool of me is what you did-I" the young man started up again.  "Come all this way to find a fuckin' fairy tale!"

"Joey, come on.  Calm down, all right? "You think I'm supposed to be happy?  Drive all this way, and then you gimme this big load of shit and ask me to calm down?"  His voice was getting louder and harsher, and suddenly he reached out across the table and seized his companion's wrist.  "You played me for a fuckin' fool, didn't you?"

"Ease up there, friend!"  Donna Lee cautioned from behind the counter.

"I ain't talkin' to you!"  Joey snapped.  "So just shut up!"

"Hey, listen here!"  She strode toward their booth on her chunky legs, her cheeks reddening.  You can get your sassy tail gone, I won't cry."

 

"It's okay," the Young woman said, and Dan saw her pug-nosed profile as she glanced to the left at Donna Lee.

.'We're just talkin'."

"TaM kinda rough, don't he?"

"Gimme the damn check, how @ut it?"  Joey said.

"Pleased to."  Donna Lee pulled the checkpad and a pencil from a pocket of her apron and totaled up their order.

"Han, you need any help?"

"No."  She'd worked her wrist free and was rubbing where his fingers had been.  "Thanks anyhow."

Dan happened to catch Joey's glare again for a split second, and the young man said, "God damn!"  and stood up from the booth.  His cowboy boots clacked on the linoleum, approaching Dan.  "Joey, don't!"

the young woman called, but then Joey was sliding into the seat across from him.

Dan drank down the rest of his coffee, paying him no attention.

Inside, he was steeling himself for the encounter.

"I thought I told you to quit starin' at me," Joey said with quiet menace.

Dan lifted his gaze to meet Joey's.  The young man's eyes were redrimmed, his gaunt face strained by whatever inner demons were torturing him.  A little tarnished silver skeleton hung from the lobe of his left ear.  Dan had met his kind before: a walking hair-trigger, always a hot flash away from explosion.  Dan said calmly, "I don't want any trouble."

"Oh, I think you're askin' for a whole truckload of it, old man."

Dan was in no shape to be fighting, but damned if he'd take this kind of disrespect.  If he was going down, he was going down swinging.

"I'd like to be left alone."

"I'll leave you alone.  After I take you out in the parkin' lot and beat the shit outta-" Joey didn't finish his threat, because Dan's right hand shot out, grasped the silver skeleton, and tore it from his earlobe.  As Joey shouted with pain, Dan caught a left handful of T-shirt and jerked the young man's chest hard against the table's edge.

Dan leaned forward, their faces almost touching.  "You need some manners knocked into you, boy.  Now, I'd suggest that you stand up and walk out of here, get in your car, and go wherever you're goin'.  If you don't want to do that, I'd be glad to separate you from your teeth."

A drop of blood was welling from Joey's ripped earlobe.

He sneered and started to fire another taunt into Dan's face, which might have cost the young punk at least a broken nose.

whack! Something had just slammed onto the tabletop.

Dan turned his head and looked at a baseball bat that had eight or nine wicked nails stuck through it.

"Pay attention," Donna Lee said.  She was speaking to Joey, who had abruptly become an excellent listener.  "You goon stand up, pay your check, leave me two dollars tip, and haul ass out, my sight.

Mister, let him loose."

Dan did.  Joey stood up, his nervous gaze on the brainbuster.

Donna Lee stepped back and then followed him to the cash register.

"Get you 'mother cup in a minute" she told Dan.

"Sorry.  He gets like that sometimes."

 

It was the Young woman, standing next to his booth.  Dan looked up at her, said, "No harm d-" and then he stopped because of her face.

The left side of it, the side he'd seen in profile, was very pretty.

Across the bridge of her pug nose was a scatter of freckles.  Her mouth had the, lush lips lonely men kissed in their dreams, and her blond hair was thick and beautiful Her eyes were soft blue, the blue of a cool mountain @. 

But the,right side of her face was another story, and not a kind one.

It was covered by a'huge purplish-red birthmark that began up in her hair and continued all the way down onto her throat.  The mark had ragged edges like the coast on a map Of some strange and unexplored territory.  Because the left side of her f achingly perfect righ side ace was so , the t was that much harder to look at.  "Done," Dan finished, his gaze following the maroon inlets and coves.  Then he met her eyes, and he recognized in them the same kind of deep, soul-anchored pain he'd seen in his own mirror.

The instant of an inner glimpse passed.  She glanced at empty coffee cup.  "You'd better get something, to eat, mister," she said in that voice Mo velvet and smoke.  "You don't look so hot."

"Been a rough day."  Dan noted that she wore no makeup and her clothes were simple: a violet floral-patterned shortsleeve blouse and a pair of lived-in blue jeans.  She carried a small chestnut-colored purse, its strap around her left shoulder.  She was a slim girl, not a whole lot of meat on her bones, and she had that wiry, hardscrabble Texar, look.

maybe she stood five-two, if that..  Dan tried to envision her without the birthmark; lacking it, she might resemble the kind of fresh-faced girl-next-door in magazine ads.  With it, though, she was traveling by night in the company of Joey the punt "Arden!" His money had been slapped down beside the cash register.  "You comin' or not?"

"I am."  She started to walk away, but Dan said, "Hey, you think he wants this?"  and he offered her the silver skeleton.

"Reckon he does," she answered as she took it from his palm.

"Fuck it, I'm goin'!"  Joey shouted, and he stormed through the front door.

"He's got a mouth on him," Dan told the girl.

"Yeah, he does get a little profane now and again.  Sorry for the trouble."

"No apology needed."

She followed Joey, taking long strides with her dusty brown boots, and Donna Lee said to her, "Honey, don't you suffer no shit, hear?"

After the girl was gone, Donna Lee brought the coffeepot over to Dan and refilled his cup.  "I hate a bastard think he can stomp on a woman,"

she confided.  "Remind me of my ex-husband.  Didn't have a pot to pee in the way he laid 'round all day, and he had that mean mouth, too.

You travelin' far?"

"A distance," Dan said.

"Where to?@' Dan watched her set the coffeepot down on his table, a sure sign she wanted to stick around and talk.  "South," he decided to say.

"Such a shame, huh?"

"What is?"

"That girl.  You know.  Her face.  Never seen a birthmark so bad before.  No tellin' what that do to a person."

Dan nodded and tasted his fresh cup.

 

"Listen," Donna Lee continued, "you don't mind me being' so personal, you don't look to be feelin'well.  You up to drivin'?"

"I'm all right."  He felt, however, as if he had the strength of a wrung-out dishrag.

"How 'bout a piece of strawberry pie?  On the house?"

He was about to say that sounded fine, when Donna Lee's eyes suddenly flicked up from him and she stared out the window.  "Uh-oh.

Looky there, he's at it again!"

Dan turned his head and saw Joey the punk and the girl named Arden arguing beside the red Camaro.  She must've said something that made his hair-trigger flare, because he lifted his arm as if to strike her a backhanded blow and.she retreated a few steps.  His face was contorted with anger, and now Dan and Donna Lee could hear his shouting through the glass.

"I swear to God Lee ai res ed!

gumbo, a s dip y, I,l knew when I stuck eye on him he was gonna be trouble.

Lemme go get my slugger."  She went behind the counter, where she'd stashed the nail-studded baseball bat.

Outside, Joey had stopped short of attacking the girl.  Dan watched him throw open the Camaro's trunk and toss a battered brown suitcase onto the pavement.  Its latches popped, the suitcase spilling clothes in a multicolored spiral.  A 'small pink drawstring bag fell out, and Joey attacked it with relish.  He charged it and gave it a vicious kick, and Arden Scooped it up and backed away, holding it protectively against her chest, her mouth crimped bitterness.

"You get on outta here!"  Donna Lee yelled from the door, her slugger ready for action.  Two attendants from the gas station were coming over to see what the ruckus was about, and they looked like fellows who could chew joey up at least as well as the slugger could.

"Go on, 'fore I call the law!"

"Kiss my ass, YOU Old bitch!"  Joey hollered back, but he'd seen the two men coming and he started moving faster.  He banged the trunk shut and climbed into the car.  "Arden, i,m quits with you!  Hear me?

"Go on, then!  Here, take it and go on!"  She had some money in her fist, and she flung the bills at him through the Camaro's window.

The engine boomed.  joey shouted something else at her, but it was drowned by the engine's noise.

Then he threw the Camaro into reverse, spun the car around in a half circle facing the way out, and laid on the horn at the same time as he hit the accelerator.  The wide rear tires shrieked and smoked, and when they bit pavement they left black teethmarks-As the Camaro roared forward, the two gas station attendants had to jump for their lives.

Dan watched through the window as the studmobile tore off across the parking lot and in three eyeblinks it had dwindled to the size Of its red lights.  The car headed for the I49

northbound ramp, and very soon it was lost from sight sao as ro gh Dan took a drink Of coffee and watched the girl.

She didn't cry, which is what he'd expected.  Her expression was grim but resolute as she opened her purse and put the pink drawstring bag into it, and then she began to pick up her scattered items of clothing and return them to the suitcase.  Donna Lee had a few words with the gas station boys, the nail-pierced slugger 

held at her side.  Arden kept glancing in the direction the Camaro had gone as she retrieved her belongings.  Donna Lee helped her round up the last few items, and then the girl snapped her suitcase shut and stood there with her birthmarked face aimed toward the northern dark.

The two attendants returned to their building, Donna Ize came back into the restaurant and put the slugger away behind the counter, but Arden stood alone in the parking lot.

"She okay?"  Dan asked.

"Say he'll be back," Donna Lee told him.  "Say he got a bad temper and sometime it make him get crazy, but after a few minute he come to his sense."

"Takes all kinds, I guess."

"Yes, it do.  I swear I would've brained him if I'd got close enough to swing.  Knocked some that meanness out his cars."  Donna Lee walked over to Dan's booth and motioned with a lift of her chin.  "Look at her out there.  Hell, if a man treat me that way, I swanee I wouldn't stand 'round waitin' on him.  Would you?"

"No, I sure wouldn't."

Donna Lee gave him a smile of approval.  "I'm gonna get you that strawberry pie, on the house.  That suit you?"

"Sounds fine."

"You got it, then!"

The pie was mostly sugary meringue, but the strawberries were fresh.  Dan was about halfway through it when Arden came back into the restaurant, lugging her suitcase.  "Awful warm out there," she said.

"Mind if I sit and wait?"

"'Course you can, bon!  Sit down and rest you'seIP" Donna Lee had found a stray to mother, it seemed, and she hurriedly poured a glass of iced tea and took it to Arden, who chose a booth near the door.  Donna Lee sat down across from her, willing to lend an ear to the girl's plight, and Dan couldn't help but overhear since they were sitting Traveling by Might just a couple of booths away.  No, Joey wasn't her husband, Arden told Donna Lee.  Wasn't even really her boyfriend, though they'd gone out together a few times.  They lived in the same apartment complex in Fort worth, and they'd been on their way to Lafayette.  joey played bass guitar in a band called the Hanoi lanes, and Arden had worked the sound board and lights for them on weekends.  Mosay fraternity parties and such.  Joey was so high-strung because he had an artistic temperament, Arden said.  He threw a fit every once in a while, to let off steam, and this wasn't the first time he'd ditched her on the roadside.  But he'd be back He always came back.

Dan looked out the window.  just dark out there, and nothing else.

"HonI wouldn't wait for him, myself," Donna Lee said.

"I'd just as soon take the bus back home."

"He'll be here.  He'll get about ten miles up the road, then he'll cool off."

"Ain't no ldnda man throw a girl out his car to take her chance.

I'd go on home and tell that sucker to kiss my Dixie cup.  You got business in Lafayette?"

"Yeah, I do."

"Family live there?"

"No," Arden said.  "I'm goin' to meet somebody."

"That's where I'd go, then.  I wouldn't trust no fella threw me out the car.  Next time he might throw you out where there's not a soul to help you."

"Joey'll be back."  Arden kept watching through the window.  "Any minute now."

 

"Damned if I'd be waitin' here for him.  Hey, friend!" Dan turned his head.

"You goin' south, aren't you?  Gotta go through Lafayette.

YOu want to give this young lady a ride?"

"Sorry," Dan answered.  "I'm not carryin I passengers.tl "Thanks anyway," Arden said to Donna Lee, "but I wouldn't ride with a stranger."

"Well, I'll tell you something"bout Donna Lee Boudreax.

I've worked here goin' on nine year,.  I've seen a lot of folk come and go, and I've got to where I can read em real good.

I knew your friend was trouble first sight, and if I say that fe@

over there's a gentleman, you can write it in the book.

Friend, you wouldn't harm this young lady, would you?"

"No," Dan said, "but if I was her father I sure wouldn't want her ridin' with a stranger in the middle of the night."

"See there?"  Donna Lee @ her penciled-on eyebrows.

'He's a gentleman.  You, want to go to Lafayette, you'd be safe with him."

"I'd better stay here and wait," Arden insisted.  "Joey'd really blow up if he came back and found me gone."

"Hell, girl, do he own you?  I wouldn't give him the satisfaction of findin' me waitin'."

Dan took the last bite of his pie.  It was time to get moving again, before this booth got too comfortable.  He put his baseball cap back on and stood up.  "How much do I owe Your, "Not a thing, if you'll help this young lady out." He looked out the window.  Still no sign of a Camaro's headlights.  "Listen, I'd like to, but I can't.  I've got to get on down the road."

"Road goes south," Donna Lee said.  "Both of you headin' that way.

Ain't no skin off your snout, is it?"

"I think she's old enough to make up her own mind."  Dan saw that Arden was still mfing out at the dark highway.  He felt a pang of sadness for her.  If the right side of her face were as pretty as the left, she sure wouldn't have to be waiting for a punk who cursed her and left her to fend for herself.  But he had enough problems without taking on another one.  He put two dollars down on the table for the coffee, said "Thanks for the pie," and heed for the door.  1 out."

"Speak up, bon," Donna lie urged.  'Train's pullin But Arden remained silent.  Dan walked out of the restaurant into humidity that steamed the sweat from his pores before he'd even reached the station wagon.  He drove over to the self-serve pumps, where he intended to top off the tank.  He needed another roadmap as well, and when the gas stopped flowing he went into the office, bought a Louisiana map, and paid what he owed for the fill-up.


iso

He was standing under the lights, searching the map south of Houma for a place called Vermilion, when he heard the sound Of bOOts coming up behind him.  He looked around and there she stood, suitcase in hand, her birthmark dark purple in the fluorescent glow.

"I don't think he's comin'back this time," she said.  I-you got room?"

 

"I thought you said you wouldn't ride with a stranger.@

"EverYbody's a stranger when you're a long way from home.  I don't want to wait around here anymore-If you give me a ride, I'll pay you ten dollars.

"Sorry."  Dan folded the map and got behind the steering wheel.

"It's a birthmark, not leprosy, Arden said with some grit in her voice.  "You won't catch it.

Dan paused with his hand on the ignition.  "A southbound trucker ought to be along PrettY soon.  You can hitch a ride with him."

"If I wait for a trucker, no tellin' what might turn up.  you look too damn tired to try anythin', and even if believe I could outrun you. you did, He couldn't argue with her logic.  Even with all that caffeine in his system, he still felt as weak as a whipped pup, his joints ached like bad teeth, and a glance into the rearview mirror had shown him a PastY-white face with what looked like dark bruism under his eyes.  In truth, he ust used Thd-gir was i about up-I was waiting for his answer.

Lafayette was about twenty-five miles.  Maybe it would be good to have somebody along to keep him awake, and then he could find a place to rest until nightfall.

"Climb in, he Wd.

Arden halted her suitcase into the rear seat.  stgot a lot of glass back here.


eah

"Y - Window was broken, I haven't had a chance to clean it outt

She took the passenger seat.  Dan started the engine and followed the ramp to I-49 southbound.  The truck stop fell behind, and in a couple of minutes the glow of green neon was gone

Arden looked back only once, then she straight ahead as if she'd decided that where she was going was more important than where she'd been.

Dan imagined that her birthmark would bleach white if she knew who she was riding with.  Donna Lee would've taken the slugger to him rather than put this girl in his care.

Dan kept his speed at fifty-five, the engine laboring.  State troopers were lurking somewhere on the interstate; maybe waiting around the next curve, looking for a stolen station wagon with a killer worth 

fifteen thousand dollars behind the wheel.

He never had put much faith in prayer.

Right now, with the dark pressing all around, his strength tattering away, and his future a question mark, a silent prayer seemed to be the only shield at hand.


Jupiter

The first lights of LafaYette were ahead.  Dan said, "We,re almost there.  Where do you need to go?"

Arden had been quiet during the drive, her eyes closed and her head tilted to one side.  Now she sat up straight and took her bearings.  She opened her purse, unfolded a piece of paper, and started to read by the highway lights what was written there.  "Turn off on Darcy Avenue.  Then youln go two miles east and turn right on planters Road. "What are you lookin' for?  Somebody's house?"

"The T%yin O@ nursin' home."

Dan glanced quickly at her.  "A nursin'home?  That's why YOu came all the way from Fort Worth?"

"Flint's right."

"You have a relative livin' there?"

..No, just somebody I have to see."

Must be somebody mighty important, Dan thought.  Well, it wasn't his business.  He took the turn onto Darcy Avenue and drove east along a wide thoroughfare lined with fast f joints, strip malls, a 00d nd restaurants with names like King Crawdaddy and Whistlin'

Willie's Cajun Hut.  Everything was closed but an Occasional gas station, and only a couple of other cars passed by.  Dan turned right on planters Road, which ran Past apartment complexes and various small businesses.  "How far is it from here?"

"Not far.

His curiosity about the nursing home was starting to get the best of him.  If she hadn't come the distance from Fort Worth on account of a relative, then who was it she needed to see?  He had his own problems, for sure, but the situation intrigued him.  "Mind if I ask who you're goin' to visit?"

"Somebody I used to know, growin' up."

"This person know you're comin'?"

'No.  V9

"You think quarter to four in the mornin' is a good time to visit somebody in a rest home?"

"Jupiter always liked early mornin'.  If he's not up yet, I'll @t." 

"Jupiter?"  Dan asked.

"That's his name.  Jupiter Krenshaw."  Arden stared at him.  "How come you've taken such an interest?"

"No special reason.  I guess I just wanted to know."

"All right, I reckon that's only fair.  I used to know Jupiter when I was fifteen, sixteen years old.  He worked on the farm where I was livin'.  Groomed the horses.  He used to tell me stories.  Thinp about his growin' up, down in the bayou.

Some of 'em made-up stories, some of 'em true.  I haven't seen him for ten years, but I remember those stories.  I tracked down his nearest relative, and I found out Jupiter was in the nursin'home."  She watched Planters Road unreal in the headlights.  "There's something' I 

need to talk to him about.  Somethin' that's very, very important to me."

"Must be," Dan commented.  "I mean, you came a long way to see him."

She was silent for a moment, the warm wind blowing in around them.

"You ever hear of somebody called the Bright girl?" Dan shook his head.  "No, can't say I have.  Who is she?"

"I think that might be it," Arden said, lifting her chin to indicate a low-dung brick building on the right.  In another moment Dan could see the small, tastefully lit sign that announced it was indeed the Twin Oaks Retirement Home.

The pl= was across from a strip mall, but it didn't look too bad; it had a lot of windows, a long porch with white wicker furniture, and two huge oak trees stood on either side of the entrance.  Dan pulled up to the front, where there w wheelchair ramp and steps carpeted with Astroturf.  l,okay," he said.  "This is your stop."

She didn't get out.  "Can I ask a favor of you?"

"You can ask."

:'How much of a hurry are you in?"

'I'm not hurryin', but I'm not dawdlin', either."

"Do You have time to wait for me?  It shouldn't take too long, and I sure would appreciate a lift to a motel."

He thought about it, his hands on the wheel.  A motel room was what he needed, too; he was just too tired to make it the rest of the way to Vermilion.  He'd found the fishing camp on the roadmap: a speck on Highway 57 about fifteen miles south of Houma, near where the pavement ended in the huge baYOU swamp of Terrebonne Parish.  "I'll wait," he decided.

"Thanks."  She leveled her gaze at him.  "I'm gonna leave my suitcase.  You won't run off soon as I walk in the door, will you?"

"NO, I'll stick."  And maybe catch some sleep while he waited, he thought.

"Okay."  She nodded; he seemed trustworthy, and she counted herself lucky that she'd met him.  --i don-t even know your name."

'Dan," he said.

'I'm Arden Halliday."  She offered her hand, and Dan shook it.  "I appreciate you helpin' me like this.  Hope I didn't take you too far out of your way."

He shrugged.  "I'm headed down south of Houma any.

how."  Instantly he regretted telling her that, because if she happened to find out who he was, that information would go straight to the police.  He was so tired, he was forgetting a slip of the lip could lead him to prison.

"I won't be long," she promised, and she got out and walked up the steps, entering the building through a door with etchedi0ass panels.

It occurred to him that the smart thing to do might be to set her suitcase on the porch and hit the accelerator, but he dismissed the idea.  Weariness was creeping through his bones, his eyes heavy-lidded.  He was going to ask her to get behind the wheel when she was finished inside.  He cut the engine and folded his arms across his chest.  His eyes closed, and he listened to the soft humming of insects in the steamy night.

"Mister?"

Dan opened his eyes and sat bolt upright.  A man was standing 

beside his window, peering in.  Dan had an instant of cold terror because the man wore a cap and uniform with a badge at his breast pocket.

"Mister.?"  the policeman said again.  "You can't park here."

"Sir?"  It was all Dan could get out.

"Can't park here, right in front of the door.  It's against the fire code."

Dan blinked, his vision blurred.  But he could make out that the face was young enough to have acne eruptions, and on the bw%e was stamped TWIN OAKS SECURITY.

"You can park 'round the side there," the security guard said.

"If you don't mind, I mean."

"No.  No, I don't mind."  He almost laughed; a lanky kid who was probably all of nineteen had just about scared his hair white.  "I'll move it."  He reached down -to restart the engine, and at that moment Arden came out of the building and down the steps.

"@y problem?"  she asked when she saw the security guard, and the kid looked at her and started to answer, but then his eyes got fixed on the birthmark and his voice failed him.

"I was about to move the car," Dan exph-fined.  "Fire code.  You finished almdy?"

"No.  Lady at the front desk says Jupiter usually wakes up around five.  I told her he'd want to see me, but she won't get him up any earlier.  That's about another hour."

Dan rubbed his eyes.  An hour wasn't going to make much difference one way or another, he figured.  "Okay.  I'll park the car and try to get some sleep."

'Well, there's a waitin' area inside.  Got a sofa you might stretch out on, and it's sure a lot cooler in there."  Arden suddenly looked into the security guard's face.  "You want to tell me what you're starin' at?"

"Uh ... uh .  . ."  the kid stammered.

Arden stepped toward him, her chin uplifted in defiance.

"It's called a port-wine stain," she said.  "I was born wearin' it.

go on and take a good long look, just satisfy the hell out of yourself You want to touch it?"

"No ma'am," he answered, taking a quick backward step.

"I mean ... no thank you, ma'am."

Arden continued to lock his gaze with her own, but she'd decided he meant no disrespect.  Her voice was calmer when she spoke again.  "I guess I wouldn't want to touch it, either, if I didn't have to."  She returned her attention to Dan, who could see the anger fading from her eyes like the last embers of a wind-whipped fire.  "Probably be more comfortable inside."

"Yeah, I guru so."  He figured he could've slept in a cement mixer, but the sofa would be kinder to his bones.  He fired up the engine, which sounded as rugged as he felt.  "I'H pull around to the side and come on in."  The security guard moved away and Dan parked the station wagon in a small lot next to the Twin Oaks.  It was a tribulation to walk the distance back to the front door.  Inside, though, the airconditioning was a breath from heaven.  A thin, middle-aged woman with a hairdo like a double-dip of vanilla ice cream sat behind a reception desk, her lips pursed as she absorbed the contents of a paperback romance.  Arden was sitting nearby in a waiting area that held a number of overstuffed chairs, brass reading lamps, and a magazine rack, and there was the full-length sofa as pretty as a vision of the Promised Land.

Dan eased himself down, took off his shoes, and stretched out.

 

Arden had a dog-eared National Geographic in her lap, but she looked needful of some sleep, too.  The place was quiet, the corridors only dimly lit.  From somewhere came the sound of a low, muffled coughing.  Dan had the thought that no policeman in Louisiana would think to look for him

at a Lafayette nursing home.  Then his mind and body relaxed, as much as was possible, and he slept a dreamless sleep.

Voices brought him back to the land of the living.

"Ma'am?  I believe Mr.  Krenshaw's awake by now.  Can I tell him who you are?"

"Just tell him Arden.  He'll know."

"Yes ma'am."  There was the sound of rubber-soled shoes squeaking on the linoleum.

Dan opened his eyes and looked out the nearest window.

Violet light was showing at the horizon.  Nearing six o'clock, he figured.  His mouth was as dry as a dust bowl.  He saw a water fountain a few steps away, and he summoned his strength and sat up, his joints as stiff as rusty hinges.  The girl was still sitting in the chair, her face turned toward a corridor that went off past the reception desk.

She'd opened her purse, Dan noted, and she had removed the small pink drawstring bag from it.  The bag was in her lap, both her hands clutched together around it in an attitude that struck Dan as being either of protection or prayer.  As he stood up to walk to the water fountain, he saw her pull the drawstring tight and push it into her purse again.

Then she rose to her feet as well, because someone was coming along the corridor.

There were two people, one standing and one sitting.  A brown-haired woman in a white uniform was pushing a wheelchair, her shoes squeaking with every step, and in the wheelchair sat a frail-looking black man wearing a redchecked robe and slippers with yellow-and@n argyle socks.  Dan took a drink of water and watched Arden walk forward to meet the man she'd come so far to see.

Jupiter was seventy-eight years old now, his face was a cracked riverbed of wrinkles, and his white hair had dwindled to a few remaining tufts.  Arden was sure she'd changed just as much, but he would have to be blind not to know her, and the stroke he'd suffered two years before had not robbed him of his eyes.  They were ashine, and their excitement jumped into Arden like an electric'sparklEs nephew had told Arden about the stroke, which had happened just five months after the death of Jupiter's wife, and so Arden had been prepared for the palsy of his head and hands and the severe downturn of the right side of his mouth.  Still, it was hard because she remembered how he used to be, and ten years could do a lot of damage.  She took the few last @ to meet him, grasped one of his palsied hands as he reached up tar her, and with an effort he opened his mouth to speak.

"Miz Arden," he said.  His voice was @ a gill, almost painful to he@.  "Done growed up." 

She Pve him the best smile she had.  "Hello, Jupiter.

How're they treatin' you?"

"Like I'm worn out.  Which I ain't.  Gone be back to work again soon as I get on my feet."  He shook his head with wonder, his hand still gripping Arden's.  "My, my!  you have surely become a young lady!

Doreen would be so proud to see you!"

"I heard what happened.  I'm sorry."

"I was awful down at first.  Awful down.  But Doreen's the pride of the angels now, and I'm happy for her.  Gone get on my feet again.

Louis thinks I'm worn out can't do a thing for m'self."  He snorted.

 

"I said you gimme the money they chargin' you, I'll show you how a man can pull hiswif up.  I ain't through, no ma'am."  Jupiters rheumy eyes slid toward Dan.  "WhO is that there?  I can't-" He caught his breath.

"Lord have mercy!  Is that ... is that Mr.  Richards?"

"That's the man who brought me-" "Mr.  Richards!"  The old man let go of Arden and wheeled himself toward Dan before the nurse could stop him.  Dan stePPed back, but the wheelchair was suddenly right there in front of him and the old man's crooked mouth was split by an ecstatic grin.  "You come to see me, too?"

"Uh ... I think you've got me mixed up with some-" "Don't you worry, now I know I'm gone get up out this thing!  My, my, this is a happy day!  Mr.  Richards, you still got that horse eats oranges skin and all?  I was th nkin"bout that horse th'other day.  Name right on the tip of my tongue, right there it was but I couldn't spit it out.  What was that horse's name?"

"Jupiter.9" Arden said quietly, coming up behind him.

She put a hand on one of his thin shoulders.  "That's not Mr.

Richards.

"Well, sure it is!  Right here he is, flesh and bone!  I may be down, but I ain't out!  Mr.  Richards, what was the name of that horse eats oranges skin and all?"

Dan looked into Arden's face, seeking help.  It was obvious the old man had decided he was someone else, and to him the matter was settled.  Arden said, "I think the horse's name was Fortune."

"Fortune!  That's it!"  Jupiter nodded, his eyes fixed on Dan.

"You still got that al' wicked horse?"

"I'm not who you-" But Dan paused before he went any further.

There seemed to be no point in it.  "Yeah," he said.

"I guess I do."

"I'll teach him some manners' God may make the horse, but I'm the one takes off the rough edges, ain't that right, Miz Arden?"

"That's right," she said.

Jupiter grunted, satisfied with the answer.  He turned his attention away from Dan and stared out the window.  "Sun's comin' up directly.  Be dry and hot.  Horses need extra water today, can't work 'em too hard."

Arden motioned the nurse aside for a moment and spoke to her, and the nurse nodded agreement and withdrew to give them privacy.  Dan started to move away, too, but the old man reached out with steely fingers and caught his wrist.

"Louis don't think I'm worth a damn no more," he confided.  "You talk to Louis?"

"No, I didn't."

"MY nephew.  Put me in here.  I said Louis, you gimme the money they're chargin' you, I'll show you how a man can pull himself up."

Arden drew up a chair beside the old man and sat down.

Through the window the sky was becoming streaked with pink.  "You always did like to watch the sun rise, didn't you?@, "Got to get an early start, you want to make something' of you'self.  Mr.  Richards kngws that's gospel.  Water them horses good @, yessir."

"You want me to step outside?"  Dan asked the girl .  But Jupiter didn't let go of him, and Arden shook her head.  Dan frowned; he felt as if he'd walked on stage in the middle of a play without knowing the title or what the damn thing was about.

.41 gain SO P@" Jupiter said, "that you both come to see me.  I 

think a lot 'bout them days.  I dream 'bout em.  I close my eyes and I can see everythin', just like it was.  It was a golden time, that's what I believe.  A golden time. He drew a long, ragged breath.

"Well, I ain't done yet.  I may be down, but I ain't out!"

Arden took Jupitet's other hand.  "I came to see you," she said, "because I need your help-"

He didn't respond for a moment, and Arden thought he hadn't heard. But then Jupiter's head turn d he bin ea ed an quizzically at her.  "My help?"

She nodded.  "I'm goin' to find the Bright Girl."

Jupiter's mouth slowly opened, as if he were about to speak, but nothing came out.

"I remember the stories you used to tell me," Arden went on.  "I never forgot'em, all this time.  Instead of ladin, away, they kept getting' more and more real.  Especially what you told me about the Bright Girl.  Jupiter, I need to find her.

YOU remember, YOu told me what she could do for me?  You used to say she could touch my face and the mark would come off on her hands.

Then she'd wash her hands with water and it'd be gone forever and ever."

The birthmark, Dan realized she was talking about.  He stared at Arden, but her whole being seemed to be focused on the old roan.

"Where is sher, Arden urged.

"Where she always was," Jupiter answered.  Iwhere she always will be.  Road runs Out, meets the swamp.  Bfiot e Girl's in ther,.') "I remember YOU used to tell me about growin, up in LaPierre-Is that where I need to start from? "LaPierre," he Minted, and he nodded.  "That's right.

Start from LaPierre-They know 'bout the Bright Girl there, 

they'll tell you.

"Beg pardon," Dan said, "but can I ask who ya'll are talkin'

about?"

"The Bright Girl's a faith healer," Arden told him- "She lives in the swamp south of where Jupiter grew up."

It came clear to Dan.  Arden was searching for a faith healer to take the birthmark off her face, and she'd come to see this old man to help point the way.  Dan was tired and cranky, his joints hurt, and his head was throbbing; it it-ankly pissed him off that he'd taken a detour and risked traveling on the interstate because of such no .  'What is she, some kind of voodoo woman lights incense and throws bones around?"

"It's not voodoo," Arden said testily.  "She's a holy woman."

"Holy, yes she is.  Carries the lamp of God," Jupiter said to no one in particular.

'I had you figwred for a sensible person.  There's no such thing as a faith healer."  A thought struck Dan like an ax between the eyes.

"Is that why Joey left you?  'Cause he figured out you were chasin' a fairy tale?"

 

"Oh, Mr.  Richards sir!"  Jupiters hand squeezed Dan's harder.

"Bright Girl ain't no fairy tale!  She's as real as you and me!  Been livin'in that swamp long 'fore my daddy was a little boy, and she'll be there long after my bones done Mowed away.  I seen her when I was eight year old.  Here come the Bright Girl down the street!"  He smiled at the memory, the warm pink light of the early sun seaped into the lines of his face.  "Young white girl, pretty as you please.  That's why she called bright.  But she carries a lamp, too.  Carries a lamp from God that burns inside her, and that's how she gets her healin' touch.

Yessir, here come the Bright Girl down the street and a crowd of people followin'her.  She on the way to Miz Wardell's house, Miz Warden so sick with cancer she just lyin' in bed, waitin' to die.  She see me standin' there and she smile under her big purple hat and I know who she is, 'cause my mama say Bright Girl was comin'.  I sing out Bright Girl!  Bright Girl!  and she touch my hand when I reach for her.  I feel that lamp she carryin' in her, that healin'

lamp from God."  He lifted his eyes to Dan's face.  I never felt r-uch light before, Mr.  Richards.  Never felt it since.

said the Bright Girl laid her hands on Miz Warden and up come the black bile, all that cancer flowin' out.  Said it took twO days and two nights, and when it was done the Bright Girl was so tired she had to be carried back to her boat.  But Miz Warden outlived two husbands and was dancin, when she was ninety.  And that ain't all the Bright Girl did for people 'round LaPierre, neither.  You ask 'em down there, they'll tell you 'bout all the folks she healed of can@ tumors, and sicknesses.

So nosir, all due respect, but Bright Girl ain't nO fair' tale 'cause I seen her with my own iivin, eyes."

"I believe you," Arden said.  "I always did."

"That's the first step," he answered.  "You go to Lapie rre.

GO south, You'll find her.  She'll touch your face and make things right.  You won't never see that mark no more.

"I want things made right.  More than anythin' in this world, I do."

"Miz Arden," Jupiter said , "I 'member how you used to fret 'bout you'self, and how them others treated you.  I member them names they called you, them nanes that made You cry.  Then you'd wipe your eyes, stick your chin Out again, and keep on goin'.  But it seems to me you might still be cryin'on the inside."  He looked earnestly up at DalL "You gone take care of Miz Arden?"

"No" Dan said.  "I'm not who you think I am."

"I know who You are," Jupiter replied.  "You the man God sent Miz Arden."

"Come again?"

"That's right.  You the man God provided to @ miz Arden to the Bright Girl.  You His hands, you gone have to steer her the right direction."

Dan didn't know what to ray, but he'd had enough of this.

He pulled loose from the old man's spidery fingers.  "I'n be waitin'outside," he growled at Arden, and he turned toward the door.

"GOOd-bYe!" Jupiter called after him.  "You heed what I say now, hear?"

Outside, the eW= horizon was the color of burnished 

copper.  Akeady the air smelled of wet, agonizing heat.  Dan stalked to the station wagon, got behind the wheel, and sat there while the sweat began to bloom from his pores.  Apin the road, but the heat chased such thoughts away; in his present condition he wouldn't get more than a few miles before he fell asleep at the wheel.  He was nodding off when the girl opened the passenger door.  "You look pretty bad," she said.  "Want me to drive?"

"No," he said.  Don't be stupid, he told himself.  Weaving all over the road was a sure way to get stopped by a police car.  "Wait,"

he said as she started to climb in.  "Yeah, I think you'd better drive."

They started off, Arden retracing the way they'd come.  To Dan's aching bones the pitch and sway of the station wagon's creaking frame was pure torture.  "Gonna have to pull over," he said when they were back on Darcy Avenue.

He made out a small motel coming up on the right; its sign proclaimed it the Rest Well Inn, which sounded mighty good to him.

"Turn in there."

She did as he said, and she drove up under a green awning in front of the motel's office.  A sign in the window said that all rooms were ten dollars a night, there were phones in all of them, and the cable TV

was free.  "You want me to check us in?"

Dan narrowed his eyes at her.  "What do you mean, check us in?  We ain't a couple .

"I meant separate rooms.  I could do with some sleep, too."

"Oh.  Yeah, okay.  Fine with me."

She cut the engine and got out.  "What's your last name?"

'Huh?"

"Your last name.  They'll want it on the register."

"Farrow," he said.  "From Shreveport, if they need that, too."

"Back in a couple of minutes."

Dan leaned his head back and waited.  Stopping here seemed the only thing to do; he wouldn't have driven the rest of the way to Vermilion in daylight even if he'd felt able.

tting he pondered ditching her suitcase and his He was fading fast.  That crazy old man, he thought.  Here come the Bright Girl down the street.  Laid her hands on miz Wardell.  All that cancer flowin' out.  I never felt such light before, Mr.

Rich"Here's your key."

Dan got his eyes open and took the key Arden offered.  The sun had gotten brighter.  Arden drove them a short dice, and then somehow he was fitting the key into a door and waking into'a small but clean room with beige-painted cinder-block waus-He locked the door behind him, w@

right to the bed, and climbed onto it without removing his cap or shoes.  If the Police were to suddenly burst into the room, they would've had to pour him into handcuffs.

Pain was throbbing through his body.  He had pushed himself too far.  But there was still a distance to go, and he couldn't give up.

Get seven or eight hours of sleep, he'd feel better.  Drive after dark, down into the swampland.  They know 'bout the Bright Girl there.  Go south, you,U find her.

You His hands, you gone have to steer her the right direction.

Crazy old man.  I'm a killer, that's what I am.

Dan turned over onto his side and curled his knees up toward his chest.

 

You His hands.

And with that thought he slipped away into merciful and silent darkness.

Satan's Paradise "You know, Elvis almost gave up singing , when he was a young boy.

Signed on as a truck driver, and that's what he figured on being'.  Did I tell you I used to be a truck driver?"

"Yes, Eisley," Flint said wearily.  "TWo hours ago."

,-Well, what I was meanin' is that you never know where you,re goin' in this Ufe-Elvis thought he was gonna be a truck driver, and look where he went.  Same with me.  Only I guess I ain't got to where I'm goin' yet."

Um," Flint said, and he let his eyes slide shut againThe sun was hot enough to make a shadow melt.  The ElDorado's windows were down but the air was calm, not a whisper of a breeze.  The car was parked on a side road under the shade of weeping willow trees, otherwise they couldn't have stayed in it as they had for almost twelve hours.  Even so, Flint had been forced to take off his coat and unbutton his shirt, and Clint's arm dangled from its rOOt just below the conjunction of Flint's rib cage, the hand clenching every so often as if in lethargic Protest of the heat.

The reflexes of Clint's hand had kept Mama entertained fOr a while, but now she lay asleep in the backseat, her pink tongue flopped out and a little puddle of drool forming On the black vinyl.

There was one cracked and potholed highway from Houma to Vermilion, no other road in or out.  It had brought Flint and Pelvis along its winding spine south through the s.t..'s P.'. dise bayou country in the predawn darkness, and though hadn't been able to see much but the occasional glimmer of an early morning fisherman's lamp upon the water, they could smell the swamp itself, a heavy, pungent odor of intermingled sweet blossoms and sickly wet decay.  They had crossed a long, concrete bridge and come through the town of Vermilion, which was a shuttered cluster of ramshackle stores and clapboard houses.  Three miles past the bridge, on the left, was a dirt road that led through a forest of stimted pines and needle-tipped palmettos to a gray-painted cabin with a screenedin porch.  The cabin had been dark, Lambert's car nowhere around.  While Pelvis and Mama had peed in the woods, Flint had walked behind the cabin and found a pier that went out over a lake, but of the darkness he couldn't tell how large or small the @ was.  A boathouse stood nearby, its doors secured by a padlocl Lambert might or might not be on his way here, Flint decided, but it was fairly certain he hadn't shown up yet.

Which was for the best, because Pelvis let out a loud yelp when a palmetto pricked him in a tender spot and then Mama started rapid-&M

those ingh-pitched yips and yaps that made Flint's skin crawl.

They'd driven back to Vermilion and Flint had used the phone booth in front of a bait-and-tackle shop.  He'd called Smoates's answering service and been told by the operator on duty that the light was still green, which meant that so far as Smoates imew, Lambert hadn't been caught.  Flint had found a dirt side road about fifty yards south of the tumor to the cabin that he could back the Cadillac onto and still 

have a view through the woods.  It was here that they'd been sitting since four o'clock, alternately keeping watch, sleeping, or eating the 9WW doughnuts, Oreo cookies, Slim Jims, and other deadly snacks from Eisley's grocery sacil They had shipped at a gas station just south of Lafayette to fLU up and get something to drink, and there Flint had bought a plastic jug of water while Pelvis had opened his wallet for a sixpack of canned Yoo-Hoos.

"I swear," Pelvis said between sips from the can, Flint's an Flint remained silent; he was wise to Eisley's methods of drawing him into pointless talk.

"I swear it is," Pelvis tried again.  "That little fella inside you, I mean.  You know, I went to a freak show one time and saw a two-headed bull, but you take the cake."

Flint pressed his lips together tightly.

"Yessir."  Slilurrrrp went the final swallow of the Yoo-Hoo.

"Peopled pay to see you, they surely would.  I know I would.

I mean, if I couldn't see you for free.  M@'YOU some money that way.  You ever want to give up bountyhuntin' and go into show business, I'll tell you everythin' you need to-" "Shut-your-mouth."

Flint had whispered it, and instantly he regretted it because Eisley had worn him down yet again.

Pelvis dug down into the bottom of the sack and came up with the last three Oreos.  Three bites and they were history.

He wiped his lips with the back of his hand.  "Really, now.

You ever think about show business?  All jokin' aside.  You could get to be famous.?'

Flint opened his eyes and stared into Pelvis's sweatbeaded face.

"For your information," he said coldly, "I grew up in the carnival life.  I had a stomach full of 'show I business, so just drop it, understand?"

"You was with the carnival?  You mean a freak show, is that right?"

Flint lifted a hand to his face and pressed index finger and thumb against his temples.  "Oh, Jesus, what have I done to deserve this?"

"I'm interested.  Really I am.  I never met nobody was a real live freak before."

"Don't use that word."

"What word?"

"Freak-I" Flint snapped, and Mama jumped up, growling.

"Don't use that word!"

"Why not?  Nothin' to be 'shamed of, is it?"  Pelvis looked honestly puzzled.  "I reckon there's worse words, don't you "Eisley, you kill me, you know that?"  Flint summoned up a tight smile, but his eyes were fierce.  ',I've nevey anybody so ... so dense before in my entire life."

"Dense," Pelvis repeated.  He nodded thoughtfully.  "How do YOU

mean that, exactly?"

"Thick-skulled!  Stupid!  How do you think I mean it? Flint's smile had vanished.  "Hell, what's wrong With you?

Have you been in solitary confinement for the last five or six Years?  Can , t YOU just shut your mouth and keep it shut for two minutes?"' "Course I can," Pelvis said petulantly.  "Anybody can do that if they want to.

"Do it, then! WO minutes of silence!"

 

Pelvis clamped his mouth shut and stared straight ahead.

Mama Yawned and sdtled down to sleep again.  -,Whose watch we usin'

to time this by?"  Pelvis asked.

"Mine!  I'll time it on my watch!  Startin' right now!"

Pelvis grunted and rummaged down in the sack, but there was nothing left but wrappers.  He upturned the I y ast ooHoo can to try to catch a drop or two on his tongue, then he crumpled the can in a fist.

"Kinda silly, I think."

"There you go!"  Flint said.  "You couldn't last fifteen seconds!"

"I'm not talkin' to You!  Can't a man speak what's on his mind?  I swear, Mr.  Murtaugh, you're tryin' your very best to be hard to get along with!

"I dont want You to get along with me, Eisley!" Flint said.

"I want YOu to sit there and zipper your mouth!  You and that damn mutt have already messed things up once, you're not gonna get a chance to do it again! "Don't blame that on Mama and me, now!  We didn't have nothin' to do with it! Flint gripped the steering wheel with both hands.&% red splotches on his cheeks.  Clint's hand rose up and clutched at the air before it fell back down again.

"Just be quiet and leave me alone.  Can you do that?

can "I "Sure I - Ain't like I'm dense or anythin .

"GOOd."  Flint closed his eyes once more and leaned his head back.

Maybe ten seconds later Pelvis said, "Mr.  Murtaugh?"

Flint's eyes were redrimmed when he turned them on Eisley, his teeth gritting behind his lips.

"Somebody's comin'," Pelvis told him.

Flint looked through the pines along the road.  A vehicle -one of only the dozen or so they'd seen on the road all day-was approaching from the direction of Vermilion.  In another few seconds Flint saw it wasn't a station wagon but a truck about the size of a moving van.  As the truck grew nearer, Flint made out the blue lettering on its side: BiuscoE PR G Co.  Under that was BATON RouGE, LA.  The truck rumbled past them and kept going south, took a curve, and was gone from sight.

"I don't think Lambert's comin'," Pelvis said.  "Should've been here by now if he was."

"We're waitin' right here.  I told you waitin' was a big part of the job, didn't I?"

"Y@," Fleivis @ "but how do you know he ain't been caught already?

We could sit here tdl crows fly back'ards, and if he's done been caught he ain't comin'."

Flint checked his wristwatch.  It was eighteen minutes until four.

Eisley was right; it was time to make a call to Smoates again.  But Flint didn't want to drive into Vermilion to use the phone, because if Lambert was coming, it would be across that bridge and Flint didn't care to be spotted.  It would be easier to take Lambert when he thought he was safe in the cabin rather than chasing him north on the highway.

Flint looked in the on the truck had gone.

There had to be some men of ci@tion farther south.  He unfolded his Louisiana road map, one of a halfdozen state maps he always kqA in the car, and found the dot of Vermilion.  About four or five miles south of that was another speck called Chandalac, and then Highway 57

ended three miles or so later at a place named LaPierre.

Beyond that was swampland all the way to the Gulf of Mexico.

The track WO to be going somewhere, and thae Md to be at least one pay phone down there, too.  Flint started the 

engine and eased the Eldorado out of its hiding place ignored Pelvis's question of "Where we headed?" and turned right, the sun's glare sitting like a fireball on the long black hood.

In the brutal afternoon light they could see the type of country they'd driven through in darkness: on both sides of the road the flat, marshy land was aitemateiy cut by winding channels Of gray water and then stubbled with thick stands Of Palmettos and huge ancient oak trees.  Around the next curve a brown snake that had to be a yard long was writhing on the hot pavement on Flint's side of the roa and he figured the truck had just crushed it a couple of minutes earlier.  Fris spine crawled as the car passed over it, and when he glanced in the rearview mu'ror he saw two hulking birds that must've been vultures swoop down on the dying reptile and start tearing it to pieces with their beaks.

Flint didn't believe in omens.  NevertheleW he hoped this wasn't one.

They'd gone maybe a couple of miles when the spiny woods ell way th w f a On the right side of the road and e sun glittered off a blue channel of water that meandered out of what aPPeared to be primeval swamp.  just ahead was a white clapboard building with a tin roof and a AM that said V ON MAMA & GRmmEs, and jutting off from sho.

was a pier where several small boats were tied up.  one WW

craft-a @P boat, Flint thought it was because of e th nets and various hoists aboard-had just arrived and its crew was tying ropes down to the pier.  And there sat the B

PrOcessing Company tr ck as well, n t t.

u @ e.

the clapboard building with its loading bay facing the pier.

Beside the marina, near a sun-bleached sign that adv live bait chewing tobacco, and fresh onions, stood a phone booth.

Flint pulled the car to a stop on a surface of crushed OYster shells.  He buttoned up his shirt and into his loose-fitting suit jacket.  "Stay here," he instructed Pelvis as he got out!!  "I'll be right back."  He'd taken three strides toward the phone booth when he heard the El dorado's passenger door creak open and Pelvis was climbing out with Mama tucked under his arm.  "Just go on 'bout your business," Pelvis said when Flint fired a glare at him.  "I'm goin' in there and get me some vittles.  You want anydiin'r' "No." Vittles, Flint thought.  Wasn't that what Granny fixed on "The Beverly Hillbillies"?  "Wait.  Yeah, I do," he decided.  "Get me a bottle of lemon juice, if they've got it.

And don't go in there and flap your lips about Lambert, hear me?

Anybody asks, you're here to do some fishin'.  Understand?"

"You don't think I've got a lick of sense, do your' "Bingo," Flint said, and he turned his back on Pelvis and went into the phone booth.

He placed a call through to Smoates's office.  "It's Flint," he said when Smoates answered.  "What's the situation on Lambert?"

"Hold on a minute."

 

Flint waited, sweat trickling down his face.  It had to be over ninety degrees, even as the sun began to fall toward the west.  The heat had sinned Clint, who lay motionles& The air smelled of the steamy, sickly sweet reek of the swamp, and his own bodily aroma wasn't too delicate, either.  He wasn't used to being unclean; a gentleman knew the value of cleanliness, of crisp white shirts and freshly laun@

underwear.  These last twenty-four hours had been a little slice of hell on earth, and this swampland Satan's paradise, too.  From where he was standing, Flint could see four men unloading cargo from the shrimp boat.

The cargo was umnish-brown and scaly, with long snouts bound shut by-copper wire, four stubby legs fastened together with wire as well.

Alligators, he with a start.  The men were unloading alhptors, each three or four feet long, from the deck of the boat and then carrying them to the Briwm Processing Company truck and heaving them into the back.  The men's workclothes were wet and muddy, the boat's deck heaped with maybe twenty or more live and squirming alhptors.  But there was a fifth man-slimmer than the others, with shoulder-length grayish-blond hair and wearing blue jeans and a Harvard T-shirt-who stood apart from the workers and seemed to be supervising.  As Flint watched, the man in the Harvard T-shirt glanced at him and the sun flared in the round lenses of his dark glasses.  The glance became a lingering stare.

"Flint?"  Smoates had come back on the line.  "Latest word's that Lambert's still on the loose.  iftere are your! "Down south.  Little hellhole called Vermilion.  I want you to know I'm standin' here watchin' a bunch of geeks unload honest-t@ live alligators off a boat."

"You ought to ask 'em if they need a hand," Smoates said with a wet chuckle.

Flint chose to let the remark pass.  "I came close to nailing Lambert last night."

"You're shittin' me!  He showed up at the ex-wife's house?"

"No, not there.  But I found him.  I think he's on his way here, too.  Probably holed up somewhere and gonna be on the move W" after dark."  Flint saw the man in the Harvard T-shirt still staring at him; then the dude motioned One Of the workers-a shirtless, shaven-headed wall of a black man who must've stood six-four and weighed close to three hundred Pounds-over to him and they started talking, their backs toward the phone booth, as the others continued to unload the alligators and throw them into the truck.  "Smoates," Flint said, "Eisley's drivin' me crazy.

Even God couldn't get him to shut his mouth.  I don't know what you saw in him, but he's all wrong for the job."

"So he talks a lot, so what?  That could be a plus.  He's got the ability to wear people down."

"Yeah, he's good at that, all right.  But he's slow upstairs.

He can't think on his feet.  I'd hate to be in a tight spot and have to depend on him, I'll tell you that.

"Forget about Eisley for a minute.  You ain't heard the news, huhr, What news?"

"Lambert's a double murderer now.  He killed a fella at a motel outside Alexandria 'round midnight.  Blasted him with a shotgun, and when the fella didn't die fast enough, Lambert beat him to death.  Stole his station wagon.  Cable TV's picked up the story, it's on every hour."

"He was in the station wagon when I found him.  I would've had him, but his ex-wife helped him get away."

 

"Well, sounds to me like Lambert's turned into a mad dog.  Man who's killed twice won't think nothin"bout killin' a third time, so watch your ass."

"He's in the grocery store right now," Flint said.

"Huh?  Oh, yeah!  Ha!  See, Flint?  Eisley's givin' you a sense of humor," "It's his lack of sense I'm worried about.  I've done all right at stayin' alive so far, but that was before you shackled him on me."

"He's gotta learn the ropes somehow," Smoates said.

"Just like you did."  He paused for a moment, then released a heavy sigh.  "Well, I reckon you're right.  Lambert's an awful dangerous skin to train Eisley on.  Neither one of you are any good to me in a grave, so you can call it quits and come on in if you want to."

Flint was knocked off his wheels.  He thought the earth might shake and the heavens crack open.  Smoates was offering him a way out of this nightmare.

"You still there, Flint?"

"lib ... yeah.  Yeah, I'm here."  His joy had been a short-lived thing.  He was thinking the unthinkable; he needed his share of the reward money for his pmbffi% debts, and if Lambert was coming to the cabin after dark, it would be foolish to give up and go back to Shreveport now.

Then again, Lambert might not even be in Louisiana anymore.  It was Flint's call to make.  He had the can of Mace and his brass knuckles in the car's glove compartment, and Clint's derringer was in its small holster against the sidn under his right arm.  The derringer's bullets didn't have much stopping power, but no man-not even a mad dog Vietnam vet-was going to do a whole lot of running or fighting with a hole through his kneecap.  "If Lambert shows up here," Flint said, "I believe I can take him.  I'll hang in until tomorrow mornin'."

"You don't have to prove anythin'.  I know what you can do.  But somebody as @ as Lambert could be awful unpredictable.vi Flint grunted.  "Smoates, if I didn't know you better, I'd think you were concerned about me. "You've been a damn fine investment.

Eisley's gonna turn out to be a good investment, too, once he gets the green worn off @." 

"oh, 1 see-Well, just so I know where I stand.'$ He wiped sweat from his eyebrows with his sleeve.  The longhaired man in the Harvard T-shirt was watching the others work again, and paying Flint no attention.  "I'll stay here awhile lonw-If Lambert doesn't show by six in the mornin I,ll start back .  09

"Okay, play it how you want."

"I'll check in again around dark."  Flint hung the phone back on its cradle.  He was drenched with sweat under his jacket and totally miserable.  Still, the game had to be played out.  He saw that EisleY hadn't returned to the car, and when he looked through a window into the store he saw Pelvis @(hng at the cash register eating an ice men sandwich as he talked to a fat red-haired girl behind the counter.  The girl wore an expression of rapture on her PudgY-cheeked face, and Flint gu@ it wasnt every day she had a customer like him.  Flint spotted a sign that said REST Rooms and there was an arrow pointing around the side Of the building.  He followed it and found two doors, one GE@ and the other GAU.  The Gem door had a hole where the knob should've been.  As he pushed through the door, he was aware of the sounds of distress the tru@-up alligators were making as they were being thrown into the 

truck, a combination Of guttural burps and higherPitched bleats.  He figured the thinp were going to Baton Rouge to wind up as shoes, belts, and purses.  Hell of a way to make a living, that was.

Flint @ in a small bathroom that smelled stroney of LYsol, but there were other more disagreeable odors wafting about as well.  One of the two urinals seemed to have moss growing in it, and the other held a dark yellow @ clogged with ciprette butts.  He didn't care to take a look into the toilet stall.  He chose the mossy urinal, which had a Tropical Nights condoms machine mounted on the wall above it, and he unzipped his pants and went about the task.

As he relieved himself, he thought about what Smoates had said: Man who's killed twice won't think nothin' 'bout killin'a third time.

So why, Flint wondered, am I still alive?

Lambert had just come from his second murder, and he wouldn't have had much to lose by a third, especially the execution of a bounty hunter who'd tracked him from Shreveport.  Why hadn't Lambert used the gun when he'd had the chance?  Maybe because he hadn't wanted his ex-wife and son to be witnesses?

It was selfdefense, Flint remembered the woman saying.

He's not a cold-blooded killer.

Lambert's turned into a mad dog, was Smoates's opinion.

Which was the truth?  I'll let the judge sort it out, Flint thought as he stared at the aged photo of a smiling, heavily made-up blond girl on the condom machine.  He looked down to shake and zip.

The edge of a straight razor was laid against the crown of Flint's penis, which suddenly and decisively dried up.

"Get the door."

The door bumped shut.

"Easy, Men.  Be cool, now.  Don't pee on my hand.  I wouldn't like it if you peed on my hand, I might get an bent ouua shape and this razor nught twitch."  The long-han-ed man wearing round-lensed sunglasses and the Harvard T-shirt was standing beside Flint; he had a soft, almost feminine voice with just a hint of a refined southern accent, but he was jabbefin as if he might be running on speed.

"Wouldn't want that, man, no you wouldn't.  Bummer to have all that blood shootin' out your stump.  Messy, messy, messy.  Virgil, find his wallet."

An ebony hand the size of a roast slid into Flint's jacket and went to the inside pocket, almost grazing Clint.

"Just look straight ahead, man.  Hold on to your joy stick, both hands.  That's right.  Car 54, where are you?"

"No badge," Virgil said in a voice like a cement mixer turning over.  I'@u'zona license.  Name's Flint Murtaugh.

Monroe address."

"Our man Flint!"  The razor remained where it was, a threat to three shriveled inches of Flint's flesh.  "Do not adjust the horizontal, do not adjust the vertical.  We are in control.  Talk to me."

"What's this all about?"  he managed to say though his throat had seized up.

"Beeeep!  Wrong answer!  I'm askin' the questions, kemo sabe!  Who are you and what're you doin' here?"

"I'm here to do some fishin'."

"Oh, yeahhhhh!  Fishin' he says, Virgil!  What's your nose tell us?"

Flint heard the black man sniffing the air next to his face.

 

"Don't smell like no fisherman," Virgil rumbled.  "Got kinda like a cop smell, but..."  He kept sniffing.

"Somethin' real funny 'bout him."

Flint turned his head to the left and looked into the dark lenses.

The Harvard man, who stood about the S=e height as Flint, was in his late forties or early fifties.  He was lean and sun-browned, gray grizzle covering the jaw of his deeply lined and weathered face.  His hair had once been sandcolored, but most of it was now nearing silver.

Part of his right ear looked as if it had been either chewed off or shot off.  His T-shirt with the name of that hallowed university was mottled with sweat stains, and his blue jeans appeared to be held together by crusty patches of grime.  Flint concluded his brief inspection by noting that the man wore TopSiders without sinks.  "I'm not a cop," he said, lifting his gaze again to the opaque lenses.  "I came down to fish for the weekend, that's all."

"Wore Your best suit to fish in, did you?  Come all the way here from Monroe just to hook a big mudcat?  If you're a fisherman, I'm Dobie Gillis."

"Ain't no fisherman." Virgil was standing on the other side of Flint, his broad bare chest smeared with 'Ptor mud.

His nose had wide, flared nostrils and he wore purple paisley shorts and Nikes on size thirteen feet.  "Fish won't bite, weather this hot.  Ain't been no fishermen 'round here all week."

"This is true," the man with the razor said.  "So, Flinty, what's your story?"

"Look, I don't know who you fellas are or what this is about, but all I did was come in here to use the bathroom.  If you want to rob me, go ahead and take my money, but I wish you'd put the razor away."

"Maybe it's you who wants to rob us."

'What?"

"I saw you on the phone, Flinty.  You reached out and touched somebody.  Who was it?  Couldn't have been Victor Medina, could it?

You one of his spies, FlintyT' "I don't know any Victor Medina.  I had to call my office."

"What line of work you in?"

"I sell insurance," Flint answered.

"Smellin' a lie," Virgil said, sniffing.

"The nose knows.  Virgil's got a mystic snout, Flinty.  So let's try it again: what line of work you in?"

Flint couldn't tell these two swamp rats why he was really there, they'd want the reward for themselves.  Anger welled up inside him.

"I'm an astronaut," he said before he could think better of it.  "What business is it of yours?"

"Ohhhhhh, an astronaut, Virgil!"  The man grinned, his greenish celebrity here!  What do you say about that?"

teeth in dire need of brushing.  "We've got us a "Say he wants it done the hard way, Doc."

"This is true."  Doc nodded, his grin evaporating.  "The hard way it shall be, then."

Virgil looked into the toilet stall.  Now it was his turn to grin.

"Heh-heb!  Somebody done forgot to flush!"

"Oh me oh me oh my!"  Doc pulled the razor away from i Flint's penis and closed the blade with a quick snap of his i i wrist, and Flint took the opportunity to zip himself up out of harm's way.  "I believe this is a job for an astronaut, don't you?"

"Surely."  Virgil took a step forward and gripped the nape of 

Flint's neck with one huge hand while the other grasped Flint's right wrist and wrenched his krm up behind his back 'Hey, hey!  Wait a minute!"  Flint yelled, true fear kicking his heart and pain shooting through his arm.  Clint had awakened and was thrashing under his shirt, but Virgil was manhandling Flint like a sack of straw into the toilet stall Though Flint grabbed the stall's door with his left hand and tried to fight free, Virgil made short work of at attempt by th sweeping his legs out from under him and forcing him to his knees on the gritty flOOr.  The hair rose up on the back of Flint's neck when he saw the brown mers in the slimy bowl and what might have been fist-size crabs down in the murk.  scuttling around "Yum-yum!"  Doc said.

"Candygram for Mongo!"

Virgil Pushed Flint'S face toward the toilet bowl.  The man's strength was awesome, and though Flint did his damnedest at resisting, all he could do was slow the inevitable.  He couldn't get to the derringer and neither could he find the breath to command mt to get it.  His 0 y h C' I'll ape was that he would pass Out before his face broke the scummY, clotted surface.

"sir?"

'Doc turned his head toward the husky voice behind him.

He gasped; Elvis Presley was standing there, framed by the hot w te are through the open doorw .  D pp g hay ac stood in and stunned as Pelvis Eisley reached up with his left hand g, and plucked off the sunglasses.  Doc blinked, his p-le een eyes overloaded with light.

" 'Scuse me," Pelvis sod, and he lifted his right hand the hand that held the red can Of Mace he'd taken from the Cadillac's glove compartment-and sprayed a burst of fine mist squarely into Docis face.

The reswt was immediate.  DOC let out a wmam that curled Pelvis's ducktail, and he staggered back, raking at his inflamed eyeballs.  In the toilet stall, Flint's nose was two inches away from disaster when the scream echoed off the t es and V 's hand left the back of his head.


Fling

il 'rg" ntiabbed an elbow backward into the man's chest, but Virgil just grunted and turned away to help Doc.

"Lord have mercy," Pelvis said when he saw the size of the black man who'd just emerged from the toilet swing.

Virgil took one look at Doc, who was down on the floor clutching his face with both hands and writhing in agony, then he stared at Pelvis as if seeing an alien from another planet.  The shock didn't last but three seconds, after which Virgil charged Pelvis like a mad bull.

Pelvis stood his ground and got off another spray of Mace, but Virgil saw it coming and he jerked his head to one side, throwing up a thick forearm to protect his face.  The spray wet his shoulder and burned like the furies of Hell, but Virgil was still moving and he hit 

his target with a body block that all but knocked Pelvis out of his blue suede shoes.

Pelvis slammed against the wall, his jowls and belly quaking, and Virgil chopped at his wrist and knocked the Mace out of his hand.  The stomp of a Nike crushed the can flat.

Virgil grabbed Pelvis by the throat and lifted him off his feet.

Pelvis's eyes bulged as he started choking, his fingers scrabbling to loosen Virgil's massive hands.

Flint had staggered out of the stall.  He saw Pelvis's face swelling with blood and he knew he had to do somethinganything-fast.

He yanked his shirt open, pulled the derringer from its holster, and cocked it.  "Leave him alone!"  Flint shouted, but Virgil paid no attention.  There was no time for a second try.  Flint @ped forward, pushing the derringers double barrels against the back of Virgil's left knee, and squeezed the trigger.  The little weapon made only a polite firecracker pop, but the force of the slug couldn't help but shatter the big man's kneecap.  Virgil cried out and released Pelvis, and he went down on the floor, gripping at the ruins of his knee.

"Gone pass out!"  Pelvis gasped.  "Lordy, I can't stand up!"

"Yes you can!"  Flint saw his wallet on the floor where Virgil had dropped it, and he snatched it up and then took Pelvis's weight on his shoulder.  "Come on, move!"  He kicked the door open and pulled Pelvis out with him into the scorching light.  The loading of the alligators was still proceeding, which made Flint think that the other three workmen had believed Doc's scream of pain to be his own.

The red-haired grocery girl hid probably been too scared to come look; either that, or screams of pain were commonPlace around there.

But then one of two workers carrying a squirming alligator along the pier saw them and let out a holler: "Hey, Mitch!  Doc and Virgil are down! The third an was on the boat, and he reached under his muddy YellOw shirt and Pulled out a pistol before he came running across the gangplank.

It was definitely time to vacate the premises.

Pelvis, who could hardly stand up one second, was in the next second a fairly impressive sprinter.  The man with the gun got off a shot that knocked a chunk of cinder block from the wall eight inches above Flint's head, and Flint fired the derringers other bullet without aiming though he knew he was Out Of range.  All the workmen threw themselves flat on the pier, the'gator landing belly-up.  Then Flint was running for the car, too, where Mama was barking frantically in the drivers seat.  He almost crushed her as he flung himself behind the wheel, and Pelvis did crush the sack of Twinkles, POtato chips, and cookies that occupied his own seat.  Flint jammed the key in, started the engine, and drove away from the store in reverse.  The man with the gun hadn't come around the corner yet.  Flint put the pedal to the metal, the engine still shrieking in reverse.

And then there was the gunman, skidding around the building's edge.  He planted his feet in a firing stance and took aim at the retreating car.  Flint shouted, "Get down! and Pelvis ducked his head, both arms clutching Mama.  But before the man could pull the trigger, the Eldorado got behind the cover of woods and Flint's heart fell back into his chest from where it had lodged in his throat.  He kept racing backward another fifty yards before he found a clear place on the weedy shoulder to turn the car around, then he gave it the gas again.

Pelvis had hesitantly lifted his head.  The first faint blue bruises 

were coming up on his neck.  "I come to the bathmom and heard'em in there!"  he croaked over the howl of wind and engine.  --Looked through the hole in the door and seen 'em tryin' to rob you!  I 'membered what you said 'bout the Mace blindin' a man!"

"They were crazy, that's what they were!"  Flint's face glistened with sweat, his eyes darting back and forth from the rearview mirror to the road.  The truck wasn't following.

He cut his speed to keep from flying off the dangerous curves into the marsh.  Clint was still writhing, as if he shared his brother's fury.  "Goddamned swamp rats, tried to drown me!"  Still the truck wasn't following, and Flint eased up on the gas some more.  Pelvis kept looking back, too, his face mottled with crimson splotches.  "I don't see 'em yeti" In another moment Flint realized-or hoped-the truck wasn't coming after them at all.  The dirt road where they'd been sitting watching for Lambert would soon be on the left.

It was time to take a gamble.  What were the odds that the truck was following as opposed to the odds that it was not?

Doc probably couldn't see yet, and Virgil was going to need a stretcher.  Flint put his foot on the brake as they approached the dirt road.

"What're you doin'?  You ain't stoppin', are you?"  Pelvis squawked.

"I'm here to get Lambert," Flint said as he backed off the highway into the shade of the weeping willows once more.

"I'm not lettin' a bunch of swamp rats run me off."  He got far enough down the road so as not to be seen by anyone coming from either direction, then he opened the glove compartment, brought out a box of bullets for the derringer, and reloaded its chambers.  He cut the engine, and they sat there, all four of them breathing hard.

A minute passed.  "That toy gun nught do fine in a pinch," Pelvis said, "but I wouldn't stake my life on it."  Flint didn't respond.

Five minutes went by, during which Pelvis kept mumbling to himself or Mama.  kiter fifteen minutes they heard a vehicle approaching from the south.  "Oh, Lord, here they come!"  Pelvis said, scrunching down in his seat.

The truck passed their hiding place at a lawful speed and kept going.  They listened to it moving away, and then its sound faded.

"I'll be."  Pelvis sat up, wincing as pain lanced his lower back.

If he hadn't been carrying such a Pad of fat around his midsection, he might be laid out on the bathroom floor right then.

"What do you make of that?

Flint shook his head.  A lot Of strange things had happened to him in his bountyhunting career, but this might have been the strangest.

What had all that been about?  Doc and Virgil hadn't been trying to rob him; they'd wanted to know who he was, why he was there, and who he'd been talking to on the phone.  "Damned if I can figure it out."  He slid Clint's derringer back into its holster.  "You all right?

"Hurtin' some, but I reckon I'ni okay."

Flint kept listening for a siren that would be an ambulance or police car.  If the cops showed up, they could wreck everything.  But he was starting to have the feeling that the swamp rats didn't care to see the police around, either.

Law-abiding citizens didn't usually carry straight razors and threaten the bodily arts and of strangers.  And what was all that about somebody named Victor Medina, and them thinking 

he might be there to rob them?

ROb them of what?  A truckload of live alligators?

It made no sense, but Flint hadn't come this distance to worry about some crazy 'gatormen.  He turned his attention back to snaring Lambert.  Stupid of Eisley to have lost the Mace; he should've held on to it, no matter what.  Without the Mace, the job was going to be that much tough "Mr.  Murtaugh, sirer ed

FLnt 100k at Pelvis, and saw that his face had turned milky white.

"Never seen a fella get shot before," Pelvis said, in obvious distress.  "Never been shot at, neither.  t to thinkin' 'bout it, and.  Go - - believe I'm gone have to heave. "Well, get out and do it!

Don't you mess up my car! "Yes sir."  Pelvis Opened the door, pulled himself out and staggered into the woods, and Mama leapt from the car after him.

Flint grunted with disgust.  Man who couldn't take a little violence and blood sure wasn't suited to hunt skins for bounty.  His own nerves had stopped jangling several minutes earlier, but he was going to see that toilet bowl in his nightmares.

Clint had settled down to rest again.  Flint looked into the crumpled sack of groceries, and he was gratified to find a small green bottle.  He uncapped the lemon juice and took a long, thirsty swallow.

Ever since he could remember, his system had craved acid.  He decided that in a few minutes he should walk up to the cabin and make sure Lambert hadn't arrived while they'd been gone.

Still there was no siren.  The police and ambulance weren't coming.

Alligators, he thought.  What made alligators worth protecting with a pistol?

Well, it wasn't his business.  His business was finding Lambert and taking him back to Shreveport, which he was determined to do.  He could hear Eisley retching out all that junk food he'd packed himself with.  Flint took another drink from the green bottle, and he thought that this was a hell of a life for a gentleman.

The small Skulls Dan was one of the first to reach the village.  The sky was stained yellow by drifting smoke, the air thick with the reek of burned slesh.

He heard the wailing, like the sound of muted trumpets.

He moved forward through the haze at a slow-motion pit, his M 16

clutched before him.  Sweat had stiffened the folds of his uniform, his heart thudding in his chest like 'distant artillery.  Someone was screaming up ahead: a woman's scream, hideous in its rising and falling.  The ugly smoke swirled around him, its smell stealing his breath.  He pushed past a couple of other grunts from his platoon, one of whom turned away and vomited on the dirt.

 

At the center of the village was a smoldering pile of twisted gray shapes.  Dan walked nearer to it, feeling the heat tighten his face.

Some of the villagers were on their knees, shrieking.  He saw four or five children clinging to their mothers' legs, their faces blank with shock.  Small orange flames flickered in the burned pile; nearby was a United States Marine-issue gasoline can, probably stolen from a supply dump, that had been left as a taunt.

Dan knew what had been set afire.  He knew even before he saw the small skulls.  Before he saw a crisped hand reaching up from the mass of bodies.  Before he saw that some of them had not burned to the bone, but were swollen and malformed and pink as seared pork.


iss

Someone clutched his arm.  He looked into the wrinkled, tear-streaked face of an old Vietnamese man who was jabbering with what must have been a mixture of rage and terror.  The old msin thrust his hand at Dan, and in the palm lay a tiny airplane formed out of tinfoil.

He understood, then.  It was from the Hershey bar's wrapper.  The Cong had circled around behind them, and had found this tinfoil toy as evidence of collusion with the enemy.  How many children had been executed was difficult to tell.  Flesh had melted and run together in glistening pools, bones had blackened and fused, facial features had been erased.  The old Vietnamese staggered away from Dan, still jabbering, and thrust his palm in an accusatory gesture at another marine.  Then he went to the next and the next, his voice breaking and giving out but his hand still going up to show them the reason for this massacre of the innocents.

Dan backed away from the burned corpses, one hand over his mouth and nose and sickness churning in his stomach.

Captain Aubrey was trying to take charge, ye@ for someone to shovel dirt over the flames, but his face was pallid and his voice was weak.  Dan turned his eyes from the sight, and he saw the young Bostonian with cornflower-blue eyes-Farrow-standing near him, staring fixedly at the fire as the Vietnamese elder thrust the tinfoil airplane into his face.  Then Dan had to get away from the smoke before it overcame him, had to get away from the smell of it, but it was everywhere, in his khakis and his hair and in his sidn.

He had to get away from this war and this death, from the mindless killing and the numbing horror, and as he ran into the rice paddies he was sick all over himself but the odor was still in his nostrus and he feared he would smell it for the rest of his life.

He fell down in the wet vegetation and pushed his face into the muck.  When he lifted his head, he could still smell the burned meat.

Smoke drifted above him, a dark pall against the sun.  Something strained to break loose inside and he was afraid of it.  If this thing collapsed, so, too, might the wall of willpower and bravado he'd been sheltering behind every moment, every hour, every day of his tour of The Small Skulls duty.  He was a good soldier, he did what he was told and he'd never gone south, never.  But With brown mud on his face and black despair in his soul he fought the awful urge to get up and run toward the jungle, toward where they must be watching from the lids of their snake holes, and once there he would squeeze the trigger of his M 16

until his ammo was gone and then they would emerge silently from the shadows and cut him to pieces.

 

'Never gone south-Never.  But he could feel himself trembling on the edge of the abyss, and he gripped handfuls of mud to keep from falling.

The feeling slowly passed.  He was all right again.  No, not all right, but he would make it.  Death and Cruel waste were no strangers in this land.  He had seen sights enough to make him wish for blindness, but he had to stand up and keep going her-ause he was a man and a marine and he was there to get the job done.  He turned over on his back and watched the smoke drifting, a dark scrawl of senseless inhumanity, a sickening cipher.  The wailing in the village behind him seemed to be growing more shrill and louder, a chorus of agony, though Dan clasped his hands to his ears louder louder though he squeezed his eyes shut and tried to neither think nor feel louder louder though he prayed for God to deliver him from this place and there was no answer but the wailing louder and louder and loud"Uk " he said.

He sat up, his face contorted.

"Jesus!"  somebody said.  A female voice.  --you 'bout scared the stew outta me!"

Wailing.  He could still hear it.  He didn't know where he was, his mind was still hazed with the smoke of Vietnam.  It came to him in another few seconds that he was no longer hearing the wailing from the village in his memory.  A police Carl he thought as panic streaked through him.  He saw a wi and started to get up and hobble toward it, but his joints had tightened and the pain in his skull was excruciating-He sat on the edge of what he realized was a bed, his hands pressed to his temples.

"I've been tryin' to wake you up for five minutes.  You were dead to the world.  Then all of a sudden you sat up so fast I thought you were goin' right through the wall."

He hardly heard her.  He was listening to the siren.

Whatever it was-police car, fire truck, or ambulance-it was moving rapidly away.  He rubbed his temples and tried to figure out where he was.

His brain seemed to be locked up, and he was searching desperately for the key.

.'You all right?"

Dan looked up at the girl who stood next to him.  The right side of her face was a deep violet-red.  A birthmark, terrible in its domination.  Arden was her name, he remembered.

Arden Holiday.  No.  Halliday.  He remembered the Cajun Country Truck Stop, a young man in a Hanoi Jones T-shirt, and a baseball bat studded with nails thunking down on the table.

"Brought you a barbecue," she said, and she offered him a grease-stained white sack.  "Restaurant's right across the road."

The smell of the charred pork made his stomach lurch.  He lowered his head, trying to think through the pain.

"Don't you want it?  You must be hungry.  Slept all day."

"lust get it away from me."  His voice was a husky growl.

"Please."

"Okay, okay.  I thought you'd want something' to eat."

She left the room.  His memory was coming back to him in bits and pieces, like a puzzle linking together.  A pistol shot.

The dying face of Emory Blanchard.  Reverend Gwinn and his wife's crullers.  The DeCaynes and a shotgun blast tearing the tire of his truck apart.  Fifteen thousand dollars reward.  Susan and Chad at Basile Park, and her telling him about the cabin in Vermilion.  The bounty hunter with the flashlight, and Elvis Presley hollering for Mr.

Murtaugh.

The girl, now.  He'd given her a ride to Lafayette to see a man at 

a nursing home.  Mr.  Richards, the man's name was.

No, no; it was Jupiter.  Old man, talking about somebody called the Bright Girl.  Faith healer, down in the swamp.

Take that mark right off your face.  You His hands, you gone have to steer her the right direction.

A motel in Lafayette.  That's where he was.  Slept all day, Arden had said.  The sun was still high outside, though.  He struggled to focus on his wristwatch's dial, and read the time as eight minutes after four.  His cap.  Where was his cap?  He found it lying on the bed beside him.  His shirt was stiff with dried sweat, but there wasn't much he could do about that.

He sat there gathering the strength to stand up.  He'd pushed himself yesterday to the limit of his endurance, and now he was going to have to pay the price.  His headache was easing somewhat, but his bones throbbed in raw rhythm with his pulse.  At last he stood up and staggered into the bathroom, where he caught a glimpse in the mirror of a white, sunken-eyed Halloween mask with a graying beard that couldn't possibly be his face.  There was a shower stall, this one thankfully with nO frogs hopping about, and Dan reached in and turned on the cold tap and then put his head under the stream.

"Hey!"  Arden had returned.  "You decent?"

He just stood there in the downpour, wishing he'd had the sense to lock her out.

"Got something' to show you.  Just take a minute."

The sooner he could get rid of her, the better.  He turned off the water, found a towel to dry his hair, and walked into the front room.

Arden was sitting in a chair at a round table next to the bed, a map spread out on the tabletop.  She still wore her blue jeans, but she'd changed into a fresh beige shortsleeve blouse.  "Wow," she said, staring at him.  "You really look beat."

He reached back and massaged the cramped muscles of his shoulders.

"I thought I locked that door before I went to sleep.  How'd you get mr' "I stood out there knockin'till my knuckles were raw.  You wouldn't answer your phone, either.  So I got an extra key from the lady at the front desk.  I told her we were travelin' together.  Look here."

"We're not travelin' together," Dan said.  He saw that what she'd spread out was his own Louisiana roadmap, taken from the station wagon.

"Here's LaPierre.  See?"  She put her finger on a dot where Highway 57 ended at the swamp.  "It's about twenty-five miles I south of Houma.  Didn't you say you were headed that way?'

"I don't know.  Did I?"

"Yes.  You said you were goin' somewhere south of Houma.  Not a whole lot down there, from the looks of the map.  Where're you headed?"

He examined the map a little closer.  LaPierre was maybe three miles past a town called Chandalac, which was four or five miles past Vermilion.  South of LaPierre the map showed nothing but Terrebonne Parish swamp.  "I'm not takin' you any farther.  You can catch a bus from here."

"Yeah, I guess I could, but I figured since you were goin' that way you'd help me-" "No, " he interrupted.  "It's not possible."

She frowned.  "Not possible?  Why not?  You're goin' down there, aren't you?"

"Listen, you don't know me.  I could be ... somebody you wouldn't want to be travelin' with."

"What's that mean?  You a bank robber or something'?"

Dan eased himself down on the bed again.  "I'll give you a ride to 

the bus station.  That's the best I can do."

Arden sat there chewing her bottom lip and studying the map.  Then she watched him for a moment as he wedged a pillow beneath his head and closed his eyes.  "Can I ask you a personal question?"

"Depends," he said.

"Somethin' wrong with you?  I mean ... are you sick?

You sure don't look healthy, if you don't mind my sayin'."

Dan opened his eyes and peered up at the ceiling tiles.

There was no point in trying to hide it.  He said, "Yeah, I'm sick."

"I thought so.  What is it?  AIDS?"

"Leukemia.  Brain tumor.  Worn out and at the end of my rope.  Take your pick."

She didn't say anything for a while.  He heard her folding the map up, or trying to, but road maps once unfolded became stubborn beasts.

Arden cleared her throat.  "The Bright Girl's a healer.  You heard Jupiter say that, didn't you?"

"I heard an old man callin' me Mr.  Richards and talkin'

nonsense."

"It's not nonsense!"  she answered.  "And you bear a resemblance to Mr.  Richards.  He had a beard and was about Your size.  I can see how Jupiter mistook you."

Dan sat up again, his neck painfully tight, and looked at her.

"Listen to me.  The way I figure this, you,re tryin' to track down a faith healer-who I don't think even existstO get that mark off your face.  If you're goin' on the tall tales Of SOME crazy Old Man, I think you're gonna be real disappointed."

"Jupitees not crazy, and they're not tall tales.  The Bright Girl's down there Just because you don't believe it doesn't make it not true."And just because YOu want to believe it doesn't make it true.  I don't know anything about you, or what you've been through, but seems to me YOU Ought to be seem' a skin doctor instead of @' to find a faith healer."

"I've seen dermatologists and pl@c sinclen."  Mden said icilY.."They all told me I've 90t the darkest port-wine stain they ever saw.  They can't prounse me they can get it all off, or even half of it off without scarrin' me up.  I couldn't afford the cost of the operations, anyway.  And you're right about not knowing anything about me.

you sure as hell don't know what it's like to wear this thing on your face every day of your life-people lookin' at You like you're a freak, or some kind of monster not fit to be out in public.  when somebody's talkin' to you, they'll try to look everywhere but Your face, and you can tell they're either repulsed or they're feelin'Pity for you.  It's a bad-luck sign, is what it is.  My own father told me that when I was six years old.  Then he left the house for a pack of cigarettes and kept on goin', and my picked up a bottle and didn't lay it down again until it killed her.  From then on I was in and out of foster homes and I can tell you none of 'em were paradise. She stopped her mouth tightening into a grim line.

"When I was fifteen, Arden went on after a long pause, "I stole a car.  got caught and put on a ranch for -troubled youth'

outside San Antonio.  Mr.  Richards ran it.  jupiter worked at the stable, and his wife was a cook.  It was a hard place, and if you stepped out of line you earned time in the sweat box.  But I got my high school diploma and made it out.  If I hadn't I'd probably be dead or in prison by now.  I used to help Jupiter with 

the horses, and he told me stories about the Bright Girl.  How she could touch my birthmark and take it away.  He told me where he'd grown up, and how everybody down there knew about the Bright Girl."  She paused again, her eyes narrowing as she viewed some distant scene inside her head.  "Those stories ... they were so real.

So full of light and hope.  That's what I need right now.  See, things haven't been goin' so good in my life.  Lost my job at the Goodyear plant, they laid off almost a whole shift.  Had to sell my car.  My credit cards were getting' me in trouble, so I put the scissors to 'em.  I went to apply for a job at a burger joint, and the fella took one look at my face and said the job was already filled and there wasn't anything comin' open anytime soon.  Same thing happened with a couple of other jobs I went lookin' for.  I'm behind two months on my rent, and the bill collectors are harkin' after me.  See ... what I need is a new start.  I need to get rid of my bad luck once and for all.  If I can find the Bright Girl and get this thing off my face ...

I could start all over again.  That's what I need, and that's why I pulled every cent I've got out of the bank to make this trip.  Do you understand?"

"Yeah, I do," Dan said.  "I know things are tough, but lookin' for this Bright Girl person's not gonna help you.  If there ever was such a woman, she's dead by now."  He met Arden's blank stare.  "Jupiter said the Bright Girl was livin' in the swamp long before his daddy was a little boy.  Right?

So Jupiter said she came to LaPierre when he was a kid.  He said she was a young and pretty white girl.  Young, he said.

Tell me how that can be."

"I'll tell you."  Arden finished refolding the map before she continued.  "It's because the Bright Girl never ages."

"Oh, I see."  He nodded.  "Not only is she a healer, she's found the fountain of youth."

"I didn't say anything about the fountain of youth!"

Anger lightened Arden's eyes but turned the birthmark a The Small Skulls shade darker.  "I'm tellin' you what Jup r Th ite told me e Bright Girl doesn't ever get old, she always stays young and pretty!"

"And you believe this?"

"Yes!  I do!  I-I just do, that's all!

Dan couldn't help but feel sorry for her.  "Arden," he said quietly, "you ever heard of something' called folklore?  Like stories about Johnny Appleseed, or Paul Bunyan, or ... YOU know, people whore bigger than life.  Maybe a long, long time ago there was a faith healer who lived down in that swamp, and after she died she got bigger than life, too, because people didn't want to let her go.  So they made up these stories about her, and they passed 'em down to their children.  That way she'd never die, and she'd always be young and pretty.  See what I'm sayinl?"

"You don't know!"  she snapped.  "Next thing you,ii be sayin' Jesus was a made-up story, too!"

"Well ' it's your business if you want to go sloggin' through a swamp lookin' for a dead faith healer.  I'm not gonna stop you.It

"Damn right you're not!"  Arden stood up, taking the map with her.

"If I w'as as sick as you are, I'd be hopin' I could find the Bright Girl, too, not sittin' there denyin' her!"

"One thing that'll kill you real quick," he said as she neared the door, "is false hope.  You get a little older, you'll understand that."

 

"I hope I never get that old."

"Hey," Dan said before she could leave.  "You want a ride to the bus station, I'll be ready to go after dark."

Arden hesitated with her hand on the doorknob.  "How come you don't want to go until dark?"  She had to ask another question that had bothered her as well.  "And how come you're not even carryin' a change of clothes?"

He thought fast.  "Cooler after dark.  I don't want my radiator boilin' over.  And I've got friends where I'm goin', I wasift't plannin' on stoppin'."

"Uh-huh."

He avoided her eyes because he feared she was starting to see through him.  "I'm gonna take a shower and get some food.  Not barbecue.  You ought to call the bus station and find out where it is."

"Even if I take a bus to Houma, I still have to get down to LaPierre somehow.  Listen," she said, determined to try "I'll pay you thirty dollars to take me there.  How about it?"

"No."

"How much out of your way can it be?"  Desperation had tightened her voice.  "I can do some of the drivin' for you.

Besides, I've never been down in there before and ... you know .

. . a girl travelin' alone could get into trouble.  That's why I paid Joey to drive me."

"Yeah, he sure took good care of you, all right.  I hope you get where you're goin', but I'm sorry.  I can't take you."

She @ept staring at him.  Something mighty strange was going on, she thought.  There was the broken glass in the back of the station wagon, the fact that he was traveling without even a toothbrush, and was it happenstance that he hadn't awakened until a shrieldng siren had gone past the motel?  I could be somebody you wouldn't want to be travelin' with, he'd said.  What did that mean?

She was making him nervous.  He stood up and pulled off his T-shirt.  She could see the outline of every rib under his pale skin.

"You want to watch me get naked and take a shower, that's fine with me," Dan said.  He began unbuckling the belt of his jeans.

"Okay, I'm leavin'," she decided when he pushed down his zipper.

"My room's right next door, when you get ready."  She retreated, and Dan closed the door in her face and turned the latch.

He breathed a sigh of relief.  She was starting to wonder about him, that much was clear.  He knew he should never have given her a ride; she was a complication he didn't need.

But right now there was nothing to be done but take his shower and try to relax, if he could.  Get some food, that would make him feel awhole lot better.  He started for the bathroom, but before he got there, curiosity snared him and he turned on the TV and clicked through the channels in search of a local newscast.  He found CNN, but it was the financial segment.  He switched the set off.  Then, after a few seconds of internal debate, he turned it back on again.

Surely he wouldn't have made the national news, but a local broadcast might come on at five and he'd find out if Lafayette had picked up the story.  He felt as grimy as a mudflap at a tractor pull, and he went into the bathroom and cranked the shower taps to full blast.

Arden had gone to the office to return the extra key.  The small-boned, grandmotherly woman behind the registration desk looked up 

over her eyeglasses from working a crossword puzzle in the Lafayette newspaper.  "Your friend all right?"

"Yeah, he is.  He was just extra tired, didn't hear me knockin'."

She laid the key down on the desk.  "Could you tell me how to get to the bus station from here?"

"Got a phone book, I'll look up the address."  The woman reached a vein-ridged hand into a drawer for the directory.

"Where you plannin' on goin'?"

"To Houma, first.  Then on down south."

"Ain't much south of Houma but the bayou.  You got relatives down there?"

"No, I'm on my own" "On your own?  What about your friend?"

"He's ... goin' somewhere else."

"Lord, I wouldn't go down in that swamp country by myself, that's for gospel!"  The woman had her finger on the bus station's address, but first she felt bound to deliver a warning.  "All kinda roughnecks and heathens livin' down there, they don't answer to no law but their own.  Look right here."  She picked up the newspaper's front page and thrust it at Arden.  "Headline up top, 'bout the ranger.  see it?"

Arden did.  It said Terrebonne Ranger Still Missing, and beneath that was a smaller line of type that said Son of Lafayette Councilman Giradoux.  A photograph showed a husky, steely-eyed young man wearing a police uniform and a broad-brimmed hat.

"Missin' since Tuesday," the woman told Arden.  "@n the big news here all week.  He went down in that swamp one too many times, is what he did.  Swallowed him up, you can bet on it."

"I'm sorry about that," Arden said, "but it's not gonna stop me from-" And then she did stop, because her gaze had gone to a story at the bottom of the page and a headline that read Second MurderAttributed to Shreveport Fugitive.  A photograph was included with this story, too, and the bearded face in it made Arden's heart freeze.

It wasn't the best quality picture, but he was recognizable.

It looked like a mug shot, or a poorly lit snapshot for a driver's license.  He was bare headed and unsmiling, and he'd lost twenty pounds or more since the camera had caught him.  Beneath the picture was his name: Daniel Lewis Lambert.

"They found his boat," the woman said.

"Huh?"  Arden looked up, her insides quaking.

'Jack Giradoux's boat.  They found it, but there wasn't hide nor hair of him.  I know his folks.  They eat breakfast every Saturday mornin' at the Shoneys down the road.  They thought that boy hung the moon, and they're gonna take it awful hard."

Arden returned to reading the story.  "I'd be mighty careful in that swamp country," the woman urged.  "It's bad people can make a parish ranger disappear."  She busied herself writing the bus station's address down on a piece of notepad paper.

Arden reft close to passing out as she realized what kind of man Dan Farrow-no, Dan Lambert-really was.  Vietnam veteran, had the tattoo of a snake on his right forearm.  Shot and killed the loan manager at a bank in Shreveport.  Shot and beat to death a man at a motel outside Alexandria and stole his station wagon.  "Oh my God," she whispered.

"Pardon?"  The woman lifted her silver eyebrows.

Arden said, "This man.  He's- "

... the man God sent Miz Arden.

Jupiter had said it.  You the man Godprovided to take Miz Arden to the Bright Girl.  You His hands, you gone have to steer her the right direction.

 

No, Dan Lambert was a killer.  This newspaper said so.

He'd killed two people, so what was to stop him from killing her if he wanted to?  But he was sick, anybody could look at him and tell that.  If he wanted to kill her, why hadn't he just pulled off the highway before they'd reached Lafayette?

"You say something'?"  the woman asked "I ... yeah.  I mean ... I'm not sure."

"Not sure?  About what?"

Arden stared at the photograph.  The man God sent.  She'd wanted to believe that very badly.  That there was some cosmic order of things, some undercurrent in motion that had brought her to this time and place.  But if Jupiter had been so wrong, then what did that say about his belief in the Bright Girl?

She reft something crumbling inside her, and she feared that when it fell away she would have nothing left to hold her together.

"You still want the address?"

"What?"

"The b@s station.  You want me to tell you how to get there?  It's not far."

The walls were closing in on her.  She had to get out of there, had to find a place to think.  'ICon I take this?"  She held the newspaper's page so the woman couldn't see Dan's picture.

"Sure, I'm through with it.  Don't you want the-I, Arden was already going out the door.

"Guess not," the woman said when the door closed.  She'd wanted to ask the girl if that mark on her face hurt, but she'd decided that wouldn't be proper.  It was a shame-, that Rirl would've been so pretty if she weren't disfigured ' - But that was life, wasn't it?  You had to take the bad with the good, and make the best of it.  Still it was a terrible shame.

She turned her attention again to the crossword puzzle.

The next word across was four letters, and its clue was "destiny."

The Truth Dan had stepped out of the shower and was toweling off when he heard someone speak his name.

He looked at the television set.  His face-his drivers license picture-was looking back at him from the screen.

He thought he'd been prepared for the shock, but he was wrong; in that instant he felt as if he'd simultaneously taken ,a gut punch and had icy water poured on the back of his neck.  The newscaster was talking about the shooting of Emory Blanchard, and the camera showed scenes of policemen at the First Commercial Bank.  And then the vision truly became nightmarish, because suddenly a distraught face framed with kinky red curls was talking into a reporter's microphone.

"He went crazy when he found out we knew who he was," Hannah DeCayne was saying.  . "Harmon and me tried to stop him, but he was out of his mind.  Grabbed the shotgun away from Harmon and blasted him right there in front of me, and then he-oh, dear Lord, it was terrible-then he started beaten' my husband in the head with the gun.

I never saw anybody so wild in my life, there wasn't a thing I could do!"

The camera showed the dismal Hideaway Motor Court in daylight, then focused on the crippled pickup truck.  There was a shot of blood 

on the sandy ground.  "DeCayne was pronounced dead early this morning at an Alexandria hospital," the newscaster said.

Dan's knees gave way.  He sat down on the edge of the bed, his mouth agape.

"Police believe Lambert may be on his way to Naples, Florida, where his nearest family member lives .  . ."

Christ!  Dan thought.  They'd brought his mother into this thing now!

". - - but there've been reports that Lambert's been seen both in New Orleans and Baton Rouge.  Repeating what we understand from Alexandria police, Lambert may be traveling under the name Farrow, and he should be considered extremely dangerous.  Again, the First Commercial Bank of Shreveport has put a fifteenthousand.

dollar reward on Lambert, and the number to call with information is 555-9045."  The photograph of Dan came up on the screen again.

"Lambert is fortytwo years old, has brown hair and brown eyes and s@-"

Dan got up and snapped the TV off.  Then he had to sit down once more because his bones reft rubbery and his head was reeling.  Anger started boiling up inside him.  What kind of damned shit was that woman trying to shovel?  No, not trying, she was doing a pretty good job of it, fake tears and all.  Dan saw what had happened.  The bitch had killed her husband, and who was going to call her a @?  He sensed the net starting to close around him.  Who would believe he hadn't murdered DeCayne?  Pretty soon the newscasts were going to make him out to be a bloodthirsty fiend who killed everybody in his path.  With his picture on TV, the reward, the police looking for the station wagon-what chance did he have of getting to Vermilion, much less out of the country?

He clasped his hands to his face.  His heart was beating hard, the pulse pounding at his temples.  How much farther could he get?  Even traveling with the shield of darkness he knew it was only a matter of time now before the law found him.  And his time, it seemed, was fast ticking away.  Should he try to keep going, or just give it up and call the police?

What was the point of running anymore?  There war, no escaping prison; there was no escaping the disease that was .chewing his life away.  Gone south, gone south, he thought.

Where could you run to when all roads were blocked?

He didn't know how long he sat there, his eyes squeezed shut and his head bowed, his thoughts scrambling like mice in mazes.  There was a tentative knock at the door.  Dan didn't say anything.  The knock came again, a little louder this time.

"Go away!"  he said.  It had to be her.  Or the police.  He'd find out soon enough.

A long silence followed.  Then her voice: "I ... want to talk to you for a minute."

"Just go away and leave me alone.  Please."

She was silent, and Dan thought she'd gone.  But then he heard a rustling at the bottom of the door and something slid under it into the room.  It was a newspaper page.

Dan had the feeling that the bad news was about to get worse.  He put the towel around his waist, went to the door, and picked up the page.  There at the lower right was his picture, the same photo he'd 

seen on television.  Second Murder Attributed to Shreveport Fugitive, the headline read.  He reached out, unlatched the door, and pulled it open.

Arden took a backward step, half of her face pale with fear, and she lifted a tire iron she'd taken from the back of the station wagon over her head.  "Don't touch me," she said.  "I'll knock your head in!"

They stared at each other for a few seconds, like two wary and frightened animals.  At last Dan said, "Well, you've got my attention.

What'd you want to talk about?"

"That's you, isn't it?  You killed two people?

"It's me," he answered.  "But I didn't kill two people.  Just the man in Shreveport."

-Oh, is that supposed to make me feel better?"

"Right now I don't give a damn what you feel.  You're not the one goin' to prison.  I guess you've already called the police?"

"Maybe I have," she said.  "Maybe I haven't."

"You saw there's fifteen thousand dollars reward on me, didn't you?  That ought to be enough to get your birth mark off.  See?

This must be your lucky day."

"Don't try to rush me," she warned.  "I swear I'll hit you."

"I'm not rushin' anybody.  Where am I gonna go wearin' a towel?

You mind if I get dressed before the police get here?"

"I haven't called 'em.  Not yet, I mean."

"Well, do what you have to do.  I figure I'm through runnin'."  He turned his back on her and went to his clothes, which were lying on a chair near the bathroom door.

Arden didn't enter the room.  She watched him as he 'dropped the towel and put on his underwear and socks.  His body was thin and sinewy, the vertebrae visible down his spine.  His muscles looked shrunken and wasted.  There was nothing physically threatening about him at all.  Arden 'lowered the tire iron, but she didn't cross the threshold.  Dan put on his T-shirt and then his jeans.  He sat down in the chair to slip his shoes on.  "I didn't kill the man in Alexandria,"

he told her.  "For what it's worth, his wife did it and she's blamin'

me.  Yeah, I did steal their station wagon, only because the damn woman shot my pickup truck's tire out.  She blasted him with a shotgun, aimin' at me, but when I left there he was still alive.  She beat him to death and she's tellin' the police I did it.  That's the truth."

Arden swallowed thickly, the fear still fluttering around in her throat.  "The paper said you went crazy in a bank.  Shot a man dead.

That you're supposed to be armed and dangerous.  "

"They got the crazy part right.  Bank was repossessin' my truck.

It was the last thing I had left.  I got in a fight with a guard, the loan manager pulled a pistol on me, and ... it @just happened.  But I'm not armed, and I never was carryin' a gun.  I guess I ought to be flattered that they think l' in so dangerous, but they're wrong."  He sat back in the chair and put his hands on the armrests.  "I meant it about the reward money.  Ought to be you who gets it as much as anybody else.  You want to go call the law, I'll be right here."

Her common sense told her to go to her room and use the phone there, but she hesitated.  "How come you didn't give yourself up after you shot that man?"

"I panicked.  Couldn't think straight.  But I was tellin' you the truth about the leukemia.  The doctors don't give me a whole lot of time, and I don't care to pass it in prison."

"So how come you're just gonna sit there and let me, turn you in?"

"Somebody will, sooner or later.  I thought I could get out of the country, but ... there's no use in tryin' to run when your name and face is plastered all over TV and the newspapers.  It's just hurtful to 

my family."

"Your family?  You married?"

"Ex-wife.  A son.  I stopped to see'em in Alexandria, that's why I was stayin' at that damn motel.  I was headin' to a place called Vermilion.  Cabin down there I was gonna hide in for a while, until I could decide what to do." He shook his head.  "No use in it."

Arden didn't know exactly what she'd expected, but this wasn't it.

After she'd digested the newspaper story, she'd gone to the station wagon to search it, looking for a gun.

She'd found the tire iron in the back and in the glove compartment a couple of old receipts-for froglegs, of all things-made out to Hannah DeCayne from the Blue Gulf Restaurant.  The hell of this thing was that the fifteen thousand dollars would bail her out of her financial troubles and buy her a car, but after the bills were paid off there still wouldn't be enough left for the plastic surgery.  The doctors had told her there would have to be two or more operations, and they couldn't promise what the results would be.  But here was fifteen thousand dollars sitting in front of her if she wanted it.

"Go on," Dan said.  "Call 'em, I don't care."

"I will.  In a minute."  She frowned.  "If you're so sick, why aren't you in a hospital?"

"Ever set foot in a V.A. hospital?  I was in one for a while.

People waitin' to die, hollerin' and cryin' in their sleep.  I wasn't gonna lie there and fade away.  Besides, most days I could still work.  I'm a carpenter.  Was, I mean.  Listen, are you gonna call the police, or do you want to write my life story?"

-Arden didn't answer.  She was thinking Of what it had felt like when she was joy-riding in that car she'd stolen!speeding from nowhere to nowhere, tYing to outrace reality -and the state troopers' car had rDared up behind her with its siren wailing and the bubble light awhirl-She remembered the snap of cuffs on her wrists, and the sharp, dark terror that had pierced her tough fuck-you attitude.  She'd had a lot to learn in those days.  If it hadn't been for a few people like Mr.  Richards and Jupiter and his wife, the lessons would've fallen like seeds on stony ground.  Stealing a car was a lot different from committing murder, of course, and maybe Dan Lambert belonged in prison, but Arden wasn't sure she was the one to Put him there.

"One thing I'd like to do for myself," Dan said while she was pondering the situation.  He stood up, causing Arden's heart to start thumping again, and he went to the telephone on the table beside his bed.  He dialed the operator and asked for directory assistance in Alexandria.

"Whore you callin'?"  Arden's knuckles were aching, she was gripping the tire iron so hard.

"I'd like the Police department," he said to the Alexandria operator when the call clicked through.  "The main office at City Hall."

"What're you doin'?"  Arden asked, incredulous.  "Givin' -Yourself up?"

'tQuiet," he told her.  He waited until a voice answered.

rg rr di spe @"Alexandria police, Se rant Gil Pa a ne akin'."

"Sergeant, my name is Dan Lambert.  I think You people are lookin'

for me."

 

There was no reply, just stunned-or suspicious silence.  Then: "Is this a joke?"

"NO joke-Just listen.  I didn't kill HarmOn DeCayne.  I saw wi gu

his 'fe shoot him with that shot n, but when I left there, he was still alive.  She must've decided to beat him to death and blame it on me.  See what I'm sayinl?"

:"Uh ... I'm ... ho d on just a minuI'l nn t you to-It 1 te I co ec "No!"  Dan snapped.  "You pass the phone, I'm gone!  I'm tellin' you, that woman killed her husband.  You check the shotgun for fingerprints, you won't find one of mine on it Will you do that for me?"

"I-I'll have to let you talk to Captain-" "I'm through talkin'."

Dan hung up.

"I can't believe you just did that!  Don't you know they'll trace the call?"

"I just wanted to start 'em thinkin'.  Maybe they'll check for prints and ask that damn woman some more questions.

Anyway, they don't know it wasn't a local call.  There's enough time for you to turn me in."

"Do you want to go to prison?  Is that it?"

"No, I don't want to go to prison," Dan said.  "But I don't have a whole hell of a lot of choice, do I?"

Arden had to do the next thing; she had to test both herself and him.  She took a deep breath, crossed the threshold into his room, and closed the door behind her.  She stood with her back against it, the tire iron ready if he jumped at her.

He raised his eyebrows.  "Takin' a risk being' in a room alone with me, aren't you?"

"I'm not sure yet.  Am I?"

He showed her his palms and eased down on the edge of the bed.

"Whatever's on your mind," he told her, "now's the time to tell me about it."

"All right."  She took two steps toward him and stopped again, still testing both her own nerves and his intentions.  "I don't want to turn you in.  That's not gonna help me."

"Fifteen thousand dollars is a lot of money," he said.

"You could buy yourself-" "I want to find the Bright Girl," Arden went on.  "That's why I'm here.  Findin'the Bright Girl and getting'this thing off my face is all I'm interested in.  Not the money, not why you killed some man in Shreveport."  Her intense blue gaze didn't waver.

"I've seen her in my dreams, only I never could tell what she looked like.  But I think I'm close to her now, closer than I've ever been.  I can't give it up.  Not even for fifteen thousand dollars."

"It would pay for an operation, wouldn't it?"

"The doctors can't say for sure they can get it off.  They say tryin' to remove it could leave a scar just as bad as the birthmark.

Then where would I be?  Maybe war off, if se that's even possible.  No, I'm not doin' it that way, not when I'm so close."

 

"You're not thinkin' straight," Dan said.  "The doctors are your best chance.  The Bright Girl ... well, you know what I think about that story.  "

"I do.  it doesn't matter.  I want you to drive me to LaPierre."

He grunted.  "Now I know you,re Out Of Your mind!  Look I who you're talkin' to.  I killed a man yesterday.  I ve got a stolen car sittin' out in the parkin' lot.  You don't know I wouldn't try to kill you if I could, and you're wantin' to travel with me another ninety miles down into the swamp.

Wouldn't you say that might be Pushin' your luck?"

"If You were gonna hurt me, You would've done it 'between here and the truck stop.  I believe you about what happened at the motel.

There's not a gun in the car, and You'renotcarryin'one.I'vegota reiron,andlstillthinki ti could outrun you."

"Maybe, but you can't outrun the police.  Ever heard of aidin' and abettin' a fugitive?"

"If the police stop us," Arden said, "I'll say I didn't know who you were.  No skin off your teeth to tell 'em the same thing.

Dan looked at her long and hard.  He figured she ' d had a rough life, and this obsession with the Bright Girl had grown

stronger as things had started falling apart-He saw only disappointment ahead for her, but he was in no position to argue.  She was right; it was no skin off his teeth.  "You sure about this?"

"Yes, I am."  The truth was that she hadn't decided he was worth trusting until he'd made the call to Alexandria.  Still, she was going to hang on to the tire iron awhile longer.

He stood up and walked toward her.  It flashed through her mind to retreat to the door, but she stayed where she was.  She knew from experience that once you showed fear to a horse, the animal would never respect you again; she knew it was true with people, too.  He reached out for her, and she lifted the tire iron to ward him off.

He stopped.  "My cap," he said.  "It's on the chair behind YOU."

"Oh."  She stepped aside to let him get it.

Dan put his cap on and checked his wristwatch.  Five thirty-four.

Outside the window the shadows were lengthening, but it wouldn't be full dark until after seven.  "I'll want to travel the back roads," he told her.  "A little safer that way, but slower.  Less likely to run across a state trooper.  I hope.  And I'm not gonna jump you, so you can put that thing down."  He nodded toward the tool in her hand.  When she didn't lower it, he narrowed his eyes and said, "If you don't trust me now, just think how you're gonna feel in a couple of hours when 

we're out in the dark and there's nobody around for miles."

Arden slowly let her arm fall.

"Okay, good.  I'd hate to sneeze and get my brains knocked out.

You got any deodorant?"

'Hub?"

"Deodorant," he repeated.  "I need some.  And toothpaste or mouthwash, if you've got either of those.  Aspirin would help, too."

"In my suitcase.  I'll bring it over."

"That's all right, I'll go with you," Dan said, and he saw her stiffen up again.  "My room, your room, or the car, what does it matter?"  he asked.  "Better be certain you want to do this before we get started."

She realized she was going to have to turn her back on him sooner or later.  She said, "Come on, then," and she went out the door first, her stomach doing slow flipflops.

In Arden's bathroom Dan applied ron-on deodorantand he'd never thought the day would come when he'd be using Secret-and then he wet a washcloth, put a glob of Crest on it, and scrubbed his teeth.  Arden brought him a small first aid kit that contained a bottle of Tylenol, a tube of skin ointment, some adhesive bandages, and a bottle of
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eYedrOPS- "You must've been a girl scout," Dan said as she shook two aspirin onto his palm.

" Joey always said I missed MY callin', that I should've been a nurse.  That's because I took care of the band when they had hangovers or were too strung out to play.  Somebody had to be responsible."

Dan swallowed the Tylenol tablets with a glass of water and gave her back the first aid kit.  'll need o get me f t so ood and coffee somewhere.  Weld better not stick around here too much longer."

..I'm ready."

'it was six o'clock by the time the bill was paid and they were Pulling away from the motel.  Arden kept the tire iron on the seat near her right hand, and Dan decided not to make an issue of it.  Not far from the motel Dan turned into a McDonald's and in the drive-through bought three hamburgers, a large order of fries, and a cup of coffee.  They sat in the parking lot while he ate, and Dan unfolded the roadmap and saw that Highway 182 was the route to follow through the towns Of New Iberia, Jeanerette, Baldwin, and on to Morgan City, where Highway 90

would take them deeper into the bayou country to Houma.

"Where're you gonna go?",Arden asked when he'd finished the second burger.  "After you take me to LaPierre, I mean.  You still gonna try to get out of the country?,"I don't know.  Maybe."

"Don't you have any relatives You could go to?  Are your 

-parents still alive?

"Fatliees dead.  My mother's a ive, but she's old d I I an don't want to get her messed up in this.  It'll be hard enough on her as it is."

 

"DOES she know about the leukemia?"

"No.  It's my problem."  He speared her with a glance.

"What do you care, anyway?  You hardly know me."

She rugged.  "Just interested, I - You're e ri t sh guess th rs killer lever met. .

Dan couldn't suppress a grim smile.  "Well, I hope I'm the last one you meet."  He offered her his french fries.  "Take some."

She accepted a few and crunched them down.  "You don't really have anywhere to go, do you?"

"I'll find a place."

Arden nodded vacantly and watched the sun sinking.  The Bright Girl-a dream without a face-was on her mind, and if she had to travel with a wanted fugitive to reach that dream, then so be it.  She wasn't afraid.  Well, maybe a little afraid.  But her life had never been easy, and no one had ever given her a free ticket.  She had nowhere to go now but toward the Bright Girl, toward what she felt was the hope of healing and a new start.

I know who you are, she recalled Jupiter saying to the killer beside her.

You the man God sent Miz Arden.

She hoped that was true.  She wanted to believe with all her heart it was.

Because if Jupiter could be so wrong about Dan Lambert, he could be wrong about the Bright Girl, too.

Dan finished his food and they started off again.  Four miles south of Lafayette, they passed a state trooper who'd pulled a kid on a motorcycle over to the roadside.  The trooper was occupied writing a ticket and they slid by unnoticed, but it was a few minutes before Arden stopped looking nervously back.

The light was fading.  Purple shadows streamed across the road, and on either side there were woods broken by ponds of brackish water from which tree stumps protruded like shattered teeth.  The road narrowed.  Traffic thinned to an occasional car or pickup truck.  A sign on stilts said KEEP YOUR HEART IN ACADIANA OR GET YOUR-there was the crude drawing of a mule's hind end here-out.  Spanish moss festooned the trees like antebellum lace, and the mingled odors of wild honeysuckle and Gulf salt drifted on the humid air.  As the first stars emerged from the darkening sky, heat lightning began to ripple across the southern horizon.

Dan switched on the headlights and kept an eye on the rearview mirror.  The heat lightning's flashes reminded him of the battle zone, with artillery shells landing in the
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distance.  He had the eerie sensation of traveling on a road that led back into time, back into the wet wilderness of a foreign country where the reptiles thrived and death was a silent shadow.  He was afraid of what he might find-or what might find him-there, but it was the only road left for him to go.  And like it or not, he had to follow it to its end.


Black Against Yellow 

It was just after nine o'clock when the station wagon's headlight beams grazed a rust-streaked sign that said V ION 5 MI UAC 12 mi @RRE i 5 mi.  "Almost there," Dan said, relief blooming in him like a sweet flower.  Arden didn't answer.  She'd opened her purse two miles back and taken from it the pink drawstring bag, which she now held in her lap.  Her fingers kneaded the bag!s contents, but Arden stared straight ahead along the cone of the lights.

"What's in that thing.?"  Dan asked.

"Huh?"

"That bag.  What's in it?"

"Nothin' special," she said.

"You're sure rubbin' it like it's something' special-" "It's .  . .

just what I carry for good lucl" "Oh, I should've figured."  He nodded.

"Anybody who believes in faith healers has to have a good-luck charm or two lyin' around."

"If I were you, I wouldn't be laughin'.  I'd think you'd want to find the Bright Girl as much as I do."

"There's an idea.  After she heals me, she can go back to Shreveport with me and raise Emory Blanchard from the dead.  Then I can get right back to where I was, beggin' for work."

"@ if you want to.  All I'm sayin'is, what would it hurt for you to go with me?"

"It would hurt," he said.  "I told you what I think about false hope.  If there really was a Bright Girl-which there's not-the only way she could help me is to crank back time and bring the man I killed back to life.  Anyway, I said I'd take you to LaPierre, and that's what I'll do but that's all.  " "What're you gonna do, dump me out on the street once we get there?"

"No, I'll help you find some@lace to spend the night."  He hoped.

The last motel they'd passed was ten miles behind them in the small town of Houma.  Since the woods had closed in on either side of the road, they'd seen the scattered lights of only a few houses.  They had left civilization behind, it seemed, and the bittersweet smell of the swamp thickened the air.  If worse came to worst and a motel or boardinghouse couldn't be found anywhere near Lapierre, Dan had decided to offer Arden lodging at the cabin and then he'd take her on into town in the morning.  But only if nothing else could be found; he didn't like having somebody depending on him, and the sooner she went on her way the better he'd feel about things.

They crossed a long, concrete bridge and suddenly they were passing through the hamlet of Vermilion.  It wasnt much, just a few card houses and closed-up stores.  The only Place that was lit up with activity was a litae dump called Cootie's Bar, and Dan noted that the four pickup trucks parked around the place all had shotguns or rifles racked in the rear windows.  This did not help Dan's hopes of finding a decent motel room for Arden.  He had the feeling that a woman alone in this territory could find herself pinned to a pool table, and a man with a fifteen-thousanddollar reward on his head would be torn clean apart.  He drove on through Vermilion, luckily attracting the attention of only a couple of dogs who stopped scrapping over a bone to get out of the road.

As they drew away from town, Dan watched the odometer.  Susan had said the turnoff to Gary's cabin was three miles past the bridge, on the left.  It ought to be coming up any minute now.  He didn't plan on stopping there yet, but 

he wanted to make sure he found it.  And then, yes, there it was, a dirt road snaking off to the left into the woods.  Good.

Now at least he knew where he'd be resting his head tonight.

He passed the tumor, and neither he nor Arden saw the black Eldorado hidden close by.

!Pelvis was asleep and snoring with Mama sprawled out on his chest when Flint saw headlights approaching.  As darkness had fallen, Flint had pulled the car closer up the dirt road to the highway's edge, and he'd kept vigilant watch while Pelvis had drowsed, awakened to prattle about Elvis's pink Cadillac and love of his mother's coconut cakes, and then drowsed again.  Flint could have counted on one hand how many cars had passed, and none of them had even slowed at the turnoff to the cabin.  This one, though, did slow down, if almost imperceptibly.  But it didn't turn, and now here it came on the southbound road.  Still, Flint's heartbeat had quickened, and Clint felt the change and responded with a questioning twitch under his brother's sweat-soaked shirt.  Flint turned the key in the ignition and switched on the single headlight as the car began to glide past their hiding place.

The beam jabbed out and caught the rust-splotched station wagon.

Flint saw a blond-haired woman sitting in the passenger seat; she glanced toward the light, her eyes squinted, and Flint made out that the entire right side of her face seemed to be covered with an ugly violet bruise.  He couldn't see the driver's face, but he saw a head wearing a dark blue baseball cap.  Then the station wagon had gone out of the light.  Flint's breath hissed between his teeth; it was the same car Lambert had driven out of Basile Park.

He started the engine.  Pelvis sat up bleary-eyed and rasped, "Whazhappenin?"

"He's here.  Just passed us, goin' south."  Flint's voice was calm and quiet, his heart pumping hot blood but his nerves icy.  "He didn't turn, but that's him all right.  Hold the mutt."  He put the engine into gear and eased the Eldorado onto the road, turning right to follow Lambert.  The station wagon's taillights were just going around a curve.  "There's a woman with him," Flint said as they gained speed.  "Could be a hostage.  Looks @ he might've beaten her up."

"A hostage? Pelvis said, horrified.  His arms were clamped tightly around Mama.  "My Lord, what're we gonna do?"

"What we came for."  They rounded the curve, and there was the station wagon forty yards ahead.  "Hang on," Flint said.  His foot pressed down on the accelerator, a cold smile of triumph twisting his mouth.  "I'm &anna run the sonofabitch off the road."

The light suddenly hitting them had startled Arden as much as it had Dan.  "You think that was a trooper?"  she asked, her voice shaky as they started into the curve.

"Could've been.  We'll find out in a minute."

"He's pullin' out!"  She had her head outside the window.

"Comin' after us!"

Dan watched the rearview mirror.  No siren yet, no flwhing light.

He kept his speed steady, the needle hanging at rift-There was no need to panic yet.  Might've been just somebody parked on a side road getting stoned.  No need to panic.

"Here he comes!"  Arden yelled.  "Pickin' up speed!"

Dan saw the car coming around the curve, closing the distance between them.  The car had only one headlight.

 

One headlight ' A knot the size of a lemon seemed to swell in Dan's throat.

The bounty hunters' black Cadillac had one headlight.

But no, it couldn't be!  How the hell would Flint Murtaugh and the Elvis clone have known where he was going?  No, it wasn't them.  Of course it wasn't.

He heard the roar of their engine.

Arden puned her head in, her eyes wide.  "I think he's gonna-"

Ram uv, she was about to say.  But then the headlight was glaring into the rearview mirror and the Cadillac was right on their bumper and Dan tried to jerk the station wagon to one side but he was a muscle-twitch too late.  The Cadillac banged into their rear with threatening authority, then abruptly backed off again.  The station wagon's frame was shivering, but Dan had control of the wheel.  Another curve was coming up, and he had to watch where he was going.

The Cadillac leapt forward again with what sounded like an angry snort, and once more banged their rear bumper and then drew back.

"He's tellin' me to pull over!" Dan said above the rush of the wind.

He glanced at the speedometer and saw the needle trembling at sixty.

"Who is it?  The police?"

"Uh-uh!  Couple of bounty hunters are after me!  Damned if I know how they found me, but-" "Comin' fast again!"  Arden shouted, gripping onto the seat back.

This time the Cadillac s driver meant business.  The knock rattled their bones and almost unhinged Dan's hands from the shuddering wheel.

The Cadillac didn't back away, but instead began shoving the station wagon off the road.  Dan put his foot on the brake pedal and the tires shrieked in protest, but the Cadillac was too strong.  The station wagon was being inexorably pushed to the roadside, and now somedung clattered and banged under the front axle and the smell of scorched metal came up through the floorboard.

The brake pedal lost its tension and slid @ to the floor, and Dan realized the brakes had just given up the ghost.

Whoever was driving, Murtaugh or the imitation Elvis, they wanted to play rough.  Dan was damned if he'd let those two have him without a fight.  He lifted his foot from the dead pedal and jammed it down on the accelerator, at the same time twisting the wheel violently away from the roadside.  A gout of oil smoke boomed from the exhaust pipe, and the station wagon jumped forward, putting six feet between its crumpled rear bumper and the Cadillac's @. 

Dan swerved back and forth across the road, trying to cut their speed and also to keep the Cadillac from shoving them again.  They passed what looked like a marina on the right and then the woods closed in once more on both sides of the pavement.  A SPEED Limff 45 MPH sign pocked with bullet holes swept past.  The Cadillac roared up on them, smack their left rear fender before Dan could jerk the wagon aside.  Now the road began a series of tight twists and turns, and it was all Dan could do to keep them from flying off.  He dared to look at the speedometer and saw that it too had gone haywire, the needle flipping wildly back and forth across the dial.

"Slow down!"  Arden shouted.  "You'll wreck us!" He pulled up on the emergency brake, but there was no tension in that either.  Whatever 

had fried underneath the car had burned out the brake system, which probably had been hanging together with spit and chicken wire anyway.

"No brakes!" he answered and then he fought the car around the next sharp curve with the cadillac on his tail, his teeth clenched and his heart pounding.  WmmmE To C @c a Wp announced, and they were through a one-block ship of' ed stores in a blast of engine noise and whirlwind of sandy grit.  On the other side of Chandelac, the road @tened out and overhead huge oak @ locked b The suddenly veered into the left lane and cavae up beside Dan, and Dan looked into the puffy face of an aged Elvis Presley, who was holding on to his bulldog with one arm and waving him to pull over with the other.

Dan shook his head.  The Elvis impersonator said some.

thing to M , probably relaying Dan's answer.  Murtaugh then delivered lug next response by slamming the Cadfflw bioadside against the statwn wagon.  Arden had been holding back a but the collision of metal knocked it loose.  Dan felt the right-side tires slide off the pavement and into the weeds.  He had no choice but to hit the accelerator and try to jump ahead of Murtaugh, but the bounty hunter stayed with him.  Dan thought they must be going seventy miles an hour, the woods blurting past and the station wagon's engine moaning with fatigue.  The road curved to the right, and suddenly there were headlights Coming in the left lane.  Murtaugh instantly cut his speed and dnfw back behind Dan, who took the curve on smoking tires.  They rocketed past an old Ford crawling north, and as soon as they were out of the curve the Cadillac was banging on Dan's back door gainHe darted a glance at Arden, saw her hunched forward with the pink drawstring bag clenched between her hands.  "I told you not to travel with me, didn't I?"  he yelled, and then he saw in the rearview mirror the Cadillac trying to pull alongside him.  He veered to the left, cutting the bounty hunter off.  Murtaugh swung the Cadillac to the right, and again Dan cut him off.

"He's not gonna let you get up there!"  Pelvis shouted over the windstorm.  -His hair was a molded ebony still life.  He saw the swdometer and blanched.  "Lord God, Mr.  Murtaugh!  We're goin'

seventy-" "I know how fast!"  Flint yelled back.  The station wagon's beat-up rear fender was less than ten feet ahead.  Lambert had stopped using his brakes.  Either the man was crazy, or demonically desperate.

Flint pressed his foot down on the accelerator and the Cadillac's battered front fender again slammed into Lambert's car.  This time some serious damage was done: white sparks exploded from underneath the station wagon, a piece of metal coming loose and dra&Ong the concrete.

As Flint let the Eldorado drift back he saw Lambert's left rear tire start shredding apart.  "That got ium!"  Flint crowed.  "He'll have to pull over!"

Within seconds the tire had disintegrated into flying fragments and now the wheel rim was dragging a line of sparks.  But Lambert made no move to pull off, and the man's stupid stubbornness infuriated Flint.  He twisted the wheel, his knuckles white and Clint's hand seizing at the air, and he veered into the left lane and powered the Eldorado up alongside Lambert to deliver the coup de grace.

Dan saw Murtaugh coming.  The big black car was going to knock them into the next parish.  His heart had been gripped by a cold fist when he'd felt the rear tire going, but actually the drag was slowing them down.  Still, here came 

Murtaugh up alongside, and what the Cadillac was going to do to them wouldn't be pretty.

He swung the car to the left and bashed the Cadillac so hard he heard the frames of both cars groan in discordant harmony.  Murtaugh returned the favor with a broadside blow, and suddenly Dan's door tore off its rusted hinges and fell away.  Both cars whammed together in the center of the road, what remained of the station wagon's left side buck;ling inward like a stomped beer can.

. Dan's speed was falling past sixty, the engine making a harsh lug-lug-lugging.  He smelled burned rubber and hot metal, and ahead on the road a halfdozen ravens leapt up 'from the roadkill on which they were feasting and scattered with enraged cries.  He looked at the dashboard and saw the needle on the water temperature gauge vibrating at the far limit of the red line.  Murtaugh hit him again, his own car being reduced to rolling wreckage and steam swirling from the Cadillac's hood, and the impact knocked the station wagon across the right lane onto the shoulder.

Dan heard Arden's breath hitch.

'They hit a sign, black against yellow, that he had only an instant to read before it was crushed down.

IPANGEROus BRIDGE, IOmpH.

With a boom and a burst of escaping steam from 'm the volcanic radiator the hood flew up in front of the windshield.  Dan twisted the wheel to get on the pavement again, but the rear end fishtailed out of control.  Three seconds later they hit something else that cracked like a pistol shot, and abruptly Dan felt his butt rise up off the seat and he knew with sickening certainty that the station wagon had left the road.  Branches and vines whipped at the top of the car, he heard Arden scream again, and his own mouth was opening to cry out when they came down, the station wagon hitting water like a fatman doing a graceless bellyflop.  Dan had the sensation of his body being squeezed and then stretched by the impact, his skull banging the roof and bright comets of red light streaking behind his eyes.  He heard what sounded like a

wall of water crashing against the hood and wind shield, and the engine sizzled and moaned before it began an iron-throated gurgling.  Dazed at the quickness of what had happened, his head packed with pain and his consciousnessfiagging,Dan satinthedarknessstillgrippingthesteering wheel.

His feet were submerged.  Water had sloshed up through the floorboard and was flooding over the crumpled still where the door had been.  He thought the car was sinking, and the terror that swept through him cleared away some of the haze.  He turned his head-his neck muscles felt sprained-and made out the girl lying sprawled on the seat.

He couldn't leave her there, and though he thought he was moving as fast as he could, it seemed like a slow-motion nigh ; he got his arms around Arden and pulled her with him out of the car, stepping into knee-deep water bottomed with mud.  The girl was a dead weight.  Dan lost his footing and splashed down with her.  Her face went under, and he turned over on his back to support her so her head was above water.

She didn't struggle or sputter, but she was breathing.  The taste of blood was in Dan's mouth.  The darkness was closing in again, but he felt a slow current flowing around his body.  It came to him that the current, as weak as it might be, must be flowing south to the Gulf, however far away that was.  He knew for sure that if he passed out, both of them would drown.  The bounty hunters.

Where were they?  Somewhere close, that was for sure.  He couldn't hesitate any longer.  Dan began pushing himself and Arden through the muddy water, giving them up to the current's southward drift.

 

Corridors and Walls ' "They went olp" Pelvis had yelled.  "Smack off the bridge!"

Flint had fought the Eldorado to a stop fifty yards past the wooden bridge.  Steam was hissing around the hood, the radiator ready to blow.  Mama was barking her head off, Clint was whipping in a frenzy, and Pelvis was yelhng in Flint's ear.

"Shut up!  Just shut your mouth!"  Flint shouted.  He put the car in reverse and started backing to the bridge.  The structure, except for the broken railing the station wagon had torn through, was festooned with orange reflectors.

they were still twenty yards from the bridge when the engine shuddered and died, and Flint had to gaide the car off into the weeds on the right side of the road.  "Get out!"  he told Pelvis, and then he popped open the glove compartment, removed his set of handcuffs and their key, and put them into his suit jacket's inside pocket.  He got out, clint's arm still ftffing or(>und outside his shirt, then he shrugged into his jacket and unlocked the trunk.

"He never even slowed down, did he?"  Pelvis was jabbering.

"Never slowed down, went right-off that bridge like he had wings!"

"Take one of these."  Flint had pushed aside a pair of jumPer cables and a toolbox and brought out two red cylinders that were each about twelve inches long.

Pelvis recoiled.  "What is that?  Dynamite?"

Flint closed the trunk, set one of the cylinders on the hood, and yanked a string attached to the end of the cylinder in his hand.  There was a sputter of sparks as the friction fuse ignite,d, and then the cylinder grew a bright red glow that pushed back the night in a fifteen-foot radius and made Pelvis squint.  "Safety flare," Flint said.  "Don't look at the flame.  Take the other one and pull the fuse."

Pelvis did, holding Mama in the crook of his arm.  His flare cooked-up a bright green illumination.

"Let's see what we've got."  Flint strode toward the snapped r@, and Pelvis followed behind.

The bridge was only two feet above water.  There was the station wagon, mired to the tops of its wheels and glistening with mud.  Flint could see the driver's seat.  Lambert wasn't in it.  Flint reached into his shirt with his left hand, slid the derringer from its holster, and then switched the gun to his right hand and the flare to his left.  He lifted the flare higher, searching for movement.  The bridge spanned a channel that was maybe ten or twelve feet wide, with thickets of sharptipped palmettos and other thorny swamp growth protruding from the wateron either side.  He saw no dry land out there; neither did he see Lambert or the woman with the bruised face.  Leaning over, he shone the flare under the bridge, but Lambert wasn't there either.  "Damn it to hell," he said as he eased off the bridge into the morass.  He started slogging toward the car, the flare sizzling over his head, and then he stopped and looked back when Pelvis didn't join him.  "Are you waitin'

for a written invitation?"

"Well ... no sir, but ... my shoes.  I mean, they're real blue suede.  I paid over a hundred dollars for 'em."

"Tough.  Get in here and back me up!"

Pelvis hesitated, his face folded in a frown.  He looked down at his shoes and sighed, and then he got a good grip on Mama and stepped into the swamp.  He flinched as he felt the mud close over his hound 

dogs.

His derringer ready, Flint shone the flare into the car.

Water was still filling up the floorboard.  He saw something floating in there: Lambert's baseball cap.  In the backseat was a suitcase, and the red glare revealed a purse on the passenger side.  He said, "Clint!  Take!"  and pushed the derringer into his brother's hand.  Then he leaned in, retrieved the purse and opened it, finding a wallet and a Texas drivers license made out to Arden Halliday with a Fort Worth address.  The picture showed the face of a young woman with wavy blond hair.  Her face might have been valuable on the freak-show circuit: the left side was pretty enough, but the right side was covered with a dark deformity that must've been a terrible birthmark.  In the wallet were no credit cards, but it held a little over a hundred dollars and some change.

"I swear, that's some trick!"  Pelvis said, staring at Clint's hand with the derringer in it.  "Can he shoot that thing?"

"If I toll him to."  Flint slid the license and the money into his jacket, then he returned the wallet to the purse and the purse to the car.

"He can understand you?"

"I've trained him with code words, same as trainin' a dogClint!

Release!"  Flint took the derringer as Clint's fingers loosened(L He scanned the swamp while he moved the light around, making the shadows shift.

"Bet you wish he could talk sometimes."

"He'd say he's as sick of me as I am of him.  Get your mind back on your business.  Lambert couldn't be far away, and he's got the woman with him."

"You think we ought to-" "Hush!"  Flint snapped.  "Just listen!"

Pelvis, as much as he loved to hear the voice of his idol coming from his own throat, forced himself to be quiet.

Mama began to growl, but Flint gave Pelvis a bel@-anddamnation look and Pelvis gently scratched under her chin to silence her.  They listened.  They could hear the swamp speaking; a drone of insects pulsing like weeping guitars; something calling in the distance with a voice like a handsaw; little muffled grunts, trills, and chatters drifting in the oppressive beat.

And then, at last, a splash.

Flint whispered, "There he is."  He moved past the car and stopped again, the water up to his knees.  He offered the flare toward the darkness, shards of crimson light glinting off the channel's ripply surface.  He could feel a slight current around his legs.  Lambert was tired and probably hurt, and he was taking the path of least resistance.

"Hey, Lambert!"  Flint shouted.  It could've been his imagination, but the swamp seemed to go quiet.  "Listen up!"  He paused, his ears straining, but Lambert had stopped moving.  "It's over!  All you're doin' is diggin' yourself a deeper hole!  Hear me?"  There was no answer, but Flint hadn't expected one yet.  "Don't make us come in there after you!"

Dan was crouched down in the water forty yards ahead of the two bounty hunters' flares.  He was supporting Arden's head against his shoulder.  She hadn't frilly come to, but she must have been waking up because her body had involuntarily spasmed and her right hand, balled into a fist, had jerked up and then splashed down again.  Dan didn't recall striking his face on the steering wheel, but his nose reft 

mashed and blood was trickling from both nostrils.  Probably broken, he'd decided; it was all right, he'd survived worse punches.

Pain drummed between his temples and his vision was clouded, and he'd almost blacked out a couple of minutes before but he thought he was past it now.  He had backed up as far as he could against the right side of the channel, where gnarly vegetation grew out of the muck.

Something with thorns was stabbing into his shoulder.  He waited, breathing hard as he watched the two figures in their overlapping circles of red and green light.

"Show yourself, Lambert!"  the one named Murtaugh called.  "You don't want to hurt the woman, now, do you?"

He thought of leaving her, but her head might slip under and she'd drown before they reached her.  He thought of surrendering, but it had occurred to him that at his back was a wilderness where a man could disappear.  It was in his mind @ a fixed star to head south with the current and keep heading south, and sooner or later he would have to reach the Gulf.

Murtaugh said, "Might as well give it up!  You're not goin'

anywhere!"

The cold arrogance in the man's voice sealed Dan's decision.  He was damned if he'd give up to those two money-hungry bastards.  He began pushing himself and Arden away from them, the bottom's soft mud suckingat his legs.  Arden gave a soft moan, and then water must have gotten in her mouth because her body twitched again and her arms flailed, causing another splash, and then she started coughing and retching.

Murtaugh sloshed two strides forward and threw the flare toward the noise.  Dan watched the red light spin up in a high arc, illuminating twisted branches bearded with Spanish moss, and the flare began coming down.  There was no hiding from the light; as it bloomed the water red around him, Dan stood up and with the strength of desperation heaved Arden's body over his shoulder in a fireman's carry.

He heard the Elvis impersonator yell, "I see Him."  Dan was struggling through the mire when the flare hit the surface behind him.

It kept burning for four seconds more before the chemical fire winked out.  He managed only a few steps before his knees gave way and he fell again, dowsing them both, and Arden came up choking and spitting.

In her mind she'd been sixteen again, when she'd lived on the youth ranch.  She'd been riding full-out on one of Jupiter's horses, and suddenly the animal had stepped into a gopher hole and staggered and she'd gone flying over his head, the treacherous earth coming up at her as fast as a slap from God.  But water, not Texas dust, was in her eyes and mouth now-, she didn't know where she was, though the pain in her head and body told her she'd just been thrown from horseback.  A flickering green light floated in the darkness.

She heard a man's voice whisper, "Easy, easy' I've got you!"

and an arm hooked under her chin.  She was being pulled through water.  There was no strength in her to resist.  She reached up to grasp hold of the arm, and she there was something gripped in her right fist and it was vitally important not to let go of it.  Then she remembered what it was, and as that came clear, so did the memory of a black-and-yellow sign that said DANGEROUS BRIDGE, I @. 

Flint took the flare from Pelvis and bolstered his d@

passenger.  "He won't get far.  Come on."  He slogged after their quarry, his shoes weighted with mud.

"Mr.  Murtaugh ... we're not followin' him in there, are we.

Flint turned his face, his eyes deep-socketed and his skin a sepulchural shade.  "Yes, Eisley, we are.  We're gonna rag his tail all 

night.if we have to.  That's the job.  YOU wanted an audition, now, by God, you're gonna get it."

"Yes sir, but .  . . it's a swamp, Mr.  Murtaup-h.  I mean ...

you saw those 'Ra ors today, and that big who@per of a snake Pt lyin' in the road.  What're we gonna do when the light burns out?"

"It'll last half an hour.  I give Lambert twenty minutes at most."

He'd considered rushing Lambert, but.  decided it was safer to wear him down.  Anyway nobody was going to do much rushing in this mud.  "I don'@ think he's got a gun, but he must be carryin' some kind of weapon.  A knife, maybe.  If we crowd him too close, he might get crazy and hurt the girl."

Pelvis's sweat-shiny face was a study of Tupelo torment.

"I don't want to get anybody hurt.  Maybe we ought to go find the law and let 'em take it from here."

"Eisley," Flint said gravely, "no bounty hunter worth a shit goes cryin' to the police for help.  They hate us, and we don't need them.

We let Lambert get away from us, there goes the fifteen thousand dollars and the girl's life, too, most likely.  Now, come on."  He started off again, and again stopped when Pelvis didn't follow.  Flint nodded.  "Well," he said, "I figured it.  I knew you were nothin' but a windbag.

You thought it'd be easy, didn't your, "I ... didn't know I was gonna have to wade through a swamp full of 'gators and snakes!  I've got Mama to look out for

Flint's fuse had been sparking; now, like the flare's, it ignited his charre.  "God damn-it!"  he shouted, and he sloshed back to @tand face-to-jowls with Pelvis.  "You got us in this mess!  It was you who couldn't keep your mutt quiet back in the park!  It was you who lost the Mace!  It's been you who's messed up my rhythm-my life-ever since Smoates
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hung you around my neck!  You're an insult to me, understand?  I'm a professional, I'm not a freak or a clown like you are!  I don't give up and quit!  Hear me?"  His voice ended on a rising, stabbing note.

are was downcast.  A drop of Pelvis didn't answer.  His f sweat fell from his chin into the quagmire that was almady leaching the blue dye from his mail-order shoes.  In his arms, Mama's bulbous eyes stared fixedly at Flint, a low growl rippling in her throat.

Flint's anger turned incandescent.  He reached out, if grabbed Mama by the scruff of her neck, and jerked her away from Pelvis.  Mama's growling had increased, but her ferocity was a bluff-, she began yelping as Flint reared his arm back to throw her as hard and far as he could.

Pelvis seized Flint's wrist.  "Please, Mr.  Murtaugh!"  he begged.

"Please don't hurt her!"

Flint was a heartbeat away from flinging Mama farther into the swamp, but he looked into Pelvis's eyes and saw a termr there beyond any he'd ever glimpsed.  Something about Eisley's face had shattered.

It was like watching an Elvis mask crumble and lying behind it the face of a frightened, simpleminded child.

 

"She don't mean no harm."  The voice was even different now-th him all wa , some of e Memp s huskiness had f en away.

"She's all I got.  Please don't!" Flint hesitated, his arm still flung back.  Then, just that quickly, his anger began to dissolve and he realized what a mean, petty thing he'd been on the verge of doing.

He thrust the shivering dog back at Pelvis and looked away, the muscles working in his jaw.  Pelvis enfolded Mama in his arms.  "It's all right, it's all right," he said, speaking to the dog.

"He won't hurt you, it's all right-" Flint turned away and began following the Channel - He felt sick to his stomach, disgusted at himself and at Eisley, too.  There was no doubt about it now, the man was making him crack up.  Then he heard splmhing behind him, and he glanced over his shoulder and saw Eisley following.  It would've been better, Flint thought, if Eisley had gone back to the car and waited.

It would've been better for Eisley to 
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leave this ugly, miserable work to somebody who was more suited to it.

Clint's hand rose up and the little fingers stroked at the stubble of beard on his brother's usually c@4=ped chin.

Flint swatted Clint's hand away, but it came willfwly up again to feel the hairs.  He pinned the hand down against his chest with his right arm, and Clint fought him.  It was a silent and internal war, sinewy muscles straining, and Flint felt Clint's head jerk as if trying to tear itself and the malformed lump of tissue and ligaments it was attached to finally and completely free.  Flint staggered forward, his mouth a tight line and his eyes set on the darkness yet to be traveled through.  A feeling of panic rose up, like Clint's c@y hand, and seized his throat.  He would never find the clean white mansion of his birth.

Never.  He could pore through magazines of splendid estates and drive through the immacWate streets of wealthy enclaves in town after town, but he would never find his home.  Never.  He was lost, a gentle of breeding cast out on the dirty current, fated to slog through the mud with the Pelvis Eisleys of this world breathing buttermilk breath on the back of his necil It seemed to Flint now, in the spell of this @c, that he'd always been searclung for a way out of one swamp or another: the dismal, humiliating grind of the freak shows, his overwhe@g gambling debts, this soul-@ job, and the freak-obsessed lunatic who jerked his strings.  His life had been a series of swamps populated with the dregs of the earth.  Grinning illiterates had taunted him, hard@ prostitutes had shrieked and fled when they'd discovered his secret, chiklren had been reduced to fearful tears and later, probably, he'd crept into their nightmares.  For a few dirty do@ he'd used the brass knuckles on some of Smoates's loan customers, and he couldn't say that from time to time it hadn't been a pleasure using that festering rage inside him to pummel promptness into unfortunate flesh.  He had kicked men when they were down.  He had broken ribs and noses anded inside at the sound of What was one more swamp to be slogged through, with all that mud already stuck to his shoes?

He had taken a wrong turn somewhere.  He had taken many wrong turns.  Wasn't there some way out of this filth, back toward the road that led him to the clean white mansion?  Dear God of deformities and wretchedness, wasn't there some escape?

He knew the answer, and it made him afraid.

The cards have been dealt.  Play or fold, your choice.  It's late in the game, very ve?y late, and it seems you're running out of chips.

Play or fold.  Your choice.

Flint stopped.  He felt the blood burning his face.  His mouth opened and out swelled a shout that was bitter anger and pain, w4Dunded pride and feverish determination an bound up and twisted together.  At first it was a mangled, inhuman sound that scared Pelvis into believing a wild animal was about to leap at them, and then words exploded out of it: "Lambert!  I'll follow you till you drop!  Understand?

Until you drop!"

The swamp had hushed again.  The sound of Flint's voice rolled away across the wilderness like muffled thunder.

Pelvis stood a distance behind Flint in the green flare light, both his arms clutching Mama close.  Slowly, the insect hums and buzzes and strange chattering birdcalls weaved together and grew in volume once more, the dispassionate voice of the swamp telling Flint who was master of this domain.  When Flint drew a long, ragged breath and continued 

wading southward with the sluggish current, Pelvis got his legs moving, too.

Flint held the flare high, his eyes darting from side to side.

Sweat was trickling down his face, his clothes drenched with it.

He heard splashing ahead, but how far, it was hard to say.

The channel took a leftward curve, and suddenly Flint realized the water level had risen three inches above his knees.  "Gettin' deeper,"

Pelvis said at about the same time.

"Gettin' deeper for him, too," Flint answered.

The mud gripped their shoes.  Pelvis watched the surface for gliding shadows.  The air was rank with the odors of wet, rotting vegetation, and breathing it left the sensation of slime accumulating at the back of the throat.

Behind them, the two edges of disturbed darkness the light had passed through first linked tendrils, grew joints, and then silently sealed together again.

Up ahead, barely twenty yards beyond the light's range, Dan was down in the water with Arden.  She was fully conscious now, though her vision kept fading in and out, and she could remember everything up until when they'd hit the seaming sign; her bell had been rung hard, a bloody inch4ong gash just past her hairline where her head had glanced off something on the dashboard, a cut inside her mouth, and a bruised chin, courtesy of a flying knee.

Dan could see the blotch of dark wetness in her hair.  He figured she might have a concussion, and she was lucky she hadn't smashed her skull.  "I want you to stay right here," he whispered.  "They'll take you back with 'em."

"No!"  She'd spoken too loudly, and he put his finger on her mouth.

"Comin' for you, Lambert!"  Murtaugh called.  "Nowhere else to run!"

"No!"  Arden whispered.  "I'm all right!  I can keep goin'!"

ce righ .Listen to me!"  He had his la t up against hers.  "I'm headin' into the swamp, just as deep as I can get!  You've gone far enough with me!"  He saw the flare-lit figures wading slowly and steadily nearer.  In another minute the light would find them.

"I'm gain'with you," Arden said.  "I'm too close to turn back."

She was out of her mind, he decided.  Her eyes had taken on the shine of religious fervency, like those of the walking wounded who flocked, desperate for a healing miracle, to televi ion evangelists.

She had come to the end of her rope and found herself dangling, and now all she could think to do was hold on to him.  "Stay here," he told her.  "Just stay here, they'll get you out."  He stood up and began sloshing southward, the water up to the middle of his thighs.

Arden saw the circle of green light approaching, and the two fipres at its center.  Her distorted vision made, them out to be monsters.  She tried to stand up, slipped, and fell again.

Dan looked briefly back at her and then continued on.
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Arden got her feet planted in the mud and pushed herself up, and then she started fighting to reach Dan with the light glinting on the frothy water just behind her.

r @0?"

"He's tirin'out," Flint told Pelvis.  "Hear him 't The splashing was over on the right, and Flint angled toward it.

 

Pelvis suddenly jumped and bellowed, "Oh Jesus!"

Flint whipped the flare around.  "What the hell is it?"

"Somethin' swam by me!"  Pelvis had almost dropped Mama in his jig of termr- "I think it was a snake!" Flint's gaze searched the water, his own skin s@ to crawl.  The light showed something dark and about three feet long, sinuously moving with the current.  He watched it Until it slithered beyond the light.  "Just keep goin'," he said, as much to himself as to Pelvis, and he started wading ag 'nThe sound of splashing had quieted, but Lambert couldn't go on much longer.  .

Dan looked back.  Arden was still straining to catch up with him, but shed found her balance and her strides were careful and deliberate.

The water was almost at her waist.

to and go on, but like a flash of ock e He stww turn sh th moment took him spinning back in time.

He remembered a night patrol, and a wide, muddy that cut through the jungle.  He remembered the crossing, and how almost all but the grunts guarding the rear-of which he was one-had climbed up a slippery bank when the first white flare had exploded over their heads.  The enemy had gotten around behind them, or had come up from hidden snake holes.  "Move it, move it, move it!"

somebody began yelling as the second white from Popped.

The rifles started up, Dan was standing in kn muck and tracers were zipping past him out of the jungle.  Other grunts were running and falling, trying to scramble up the bank Within an instant the situation became as all combat did in that jungle: a confused, surrealistic montage of shadows fleeing from the flarelight, blurred motion, as bullets thunked into flesh.  He couldn't move; his legs were frozen.

Figures were falling, some up, some thrashing in the mud.  It seemed pointless to move because the others were getting cut down as they tried to climb up the bank, and if he stood still, if he stood very very still with the tracers passing on either side of him, he might make himself disappear from the face of this hellish earth.

Someone gripped his shirt and yanked him.

"Go, " a voice urged; it was not a shout, but it was more powerful than a shout.

Dan looked at the man.  He had the gaunt, sunken-eyed face of a hard-core veteran, a man who had seen death and smelled it, who had killed after hours of silent stalking and escaped being killed by inches of miraculous grace.  He had a blond beard and eyes of cornflower blue, only the eyes seemed ancient now and lifeless.  They had been lifeless since that day months ago at the village.

"Go," Farrow said again.  Farrow, who since that day had retreated into himself like a stony sphim, who suffered in silence, who always volunteered with a nod for the jobs no other grunt would dare take.

And now, in this little cell of time, Dan saw something glisten and surface from Farrow's eyes that he hardly recognized.

It might have been joy.

Farrow pushed him hard toward the bank, and the push got Dan moving.  Dan reached the bank and started up it, clawing at vines and over the bodies of dying men.  He dared to look over his shoulder, and he saw a sight that would stay with him all his days.

Farrow was walking to the other side, and he was sprayfiring his M

16 back and forth into the jungle.  Dan saw the enemy's tracers start homing in on Farrow.  The young man did not pause or cringe.  One bullet hit him, then a second.

Farrow kept moving and firing.  A third bullet knocked him to his knees.  He got up.  Somebody was shouting at him to come back, for the 

love of God come back.  Farrow staggered on, his M 16 tearing down the foliage and scattering blackclad figures.  Either the weapon choked or the clip was gone, because it ceased firing.  There was a stretch of silence, broken by the cries of the wounded.  The Cong had stopped shooting.  Dan saw Farrow jerk the clip out and pop another one in.  He took two more steps and his M 16 blazed again, and then maybe four or five tracers came out of the jungle and hit him at once and he was knocked backward and splashed down into the muddy water that rolled over him like a brown shroud.

All of it had taken only a span of seconds, but it had taken years for Dan to digest whilt he'd seen.  Even so, it still sometimes came up to lodge in his throat.

He watched Arden pulling herself toward him, as resolute in her decision as Farrow had been in his.  Or as crazy, Dan thought.  There had been no doubt in his mind that Farrow had gone quietly insane after that day at the vine, and had been-whether he was aware of it or not-searching for a way to commit suicide.  How the death of those children had weighed on Farrow was impossible to say, but it must've been a terrible burden that ultimately led him to choose a slow walk into a dozen VietCong rifles.  If Farrow hadn't taken that @ Dan and at least three other men might have been cut to pieces.  Dan's life had been spared, and for what reason?  for him to be tainted by the Agent Orange and later pull the trigger that killed an innocent man?  For him now to be standing in this swamp, watching a girl with a birthmarked face trying to reach him?  Life made no sense to him; it was a maze construded by the most haphazard of hands and he, Arden, the bounty hunters, all humanity @, were blindly searching its corridors and banging into walls.

She was almost to him.  The green flarelight was chasing her.

"Give it up, LamberLI" Murtaugh shouted.  "It's no use!"

Maybe it wasn't.  But the girl believed it was, enough to trust a killer.  Enough to fight her way into the unknown.

Enough to make Dan think that if he had half of her desire, he might find his way through this wilderness to freedom.

He waded to meet her and caught her left hand.  She looked at him with an expression of amazement and relief Then Dan started pulling her with him, racing against the oncoming light.

The Most Dangerous Place Though Flint still couldn't see Lambert or the girl, he knew they must not be more than fifteen or twenty yards beyond the light's edge.

He was moving as fast as he could, but the channel was hard going.  The water had crept up toward his waist, and it had occurred to him that if it deepened to his chest, Clint would drown.  He was dripping sweat in the hot and clammy air.  In another moment he heard Pelvis's lungs wheezing like the pipes of an old church organ.

"Mr.  Murtaugh!"  Pelvis gasped.  "I'm gonna have to ...

have to stop for a minute.  Get my breath."

"Keep movin'!"  Flint told him, and he didn't pause.

The wheezing only worsened.  "Please ... Mr.

Murtaugh ... I gotta stop."

"Do what you want!  I'm not stoppin'!"

Pelvis fell behind, his chest heaving.  Oily beads of sweat were trickling down his blood-gorged face, his heart furiously pounding.

Flint glanced back and then continued on, step after careful step.

Pelvis tried to follow, but after a halfdozen more strides he had to stop again.  Mama had sensed his distress and was frantically licking his chin.  "Mr.

 

Murtaugh!"  Pelvis called, but Flint was moving away and taking the light with him.  Terror of the dark and of the things that slithered through it made Pelvis slog forward once more, the blood pulsing at his temples.  He couldn't get his breath, it was as if the air itself were waterlogged.  He wrenched one foot free from the mud and put it down in front of him, and he was pulling the other one up when his throat seemed to close, &rkness rippled amss Ms vision, and he fell down into the water.

Flint heard splashing and looked back.  He saw the mutt, paddling to keep her head up.

Pelvis was gone.

Flint's heart jumped.  "Christ!"  he said, and he struggled back toward the swirling water where Pelvis had submerged.

The dog was trying to reach him, her eyes wide with panic.

Bubbles burst from the surface to Flint's left, followed by a flailing arm, and then Pelvis's butt broached like a flabby whale.

Flint got hold of the arm, but it slipped away from him.  "Stand up, stand up!"  he was shouting.  A dark, dripping mass came up from the water, and Flint realized it was Pelvis's hair.  He grabbed it and pulled, but suddenly he -found himself gripping a pompadour with no head beneath it.

A wig.  That's what it was.  A cheap, soaked and sopping wigAnd then something white and vulnerable-looking with a few strands of dark hair plastered across it broke the surface, and Flint'

dropped the wig and got his arm underneath the 'man's chin.  Pelvis was a weight to be reckoned with.  He coughed out a mouthful of water and let go a mournful groan that sounded like a freight train at midnight.

"Get your feet under you!"  Flint told him.  "Come on, stand up!"

Still sputtering, the baldheaded Pelvis got his muddy suedes planted.  "Mama!"  he cried out.  "Where is she?"

She wasn't far, yapping against the current.  Pelvis staggered to her and scooped her up, and then he almost fell down again and he had to lean his bulk against Flint.  "I'll be all right," Pelvis said between coughs.  "Just gotta rest.  Few minutes.  Lord, I thought ...

thought my ticker was givin' out."  He lifted a hand to his head, and when his fingers found nothing there but pasty flesh he looked to Flint, his face contorted with abject horror, as if he indeed might be about to suffer heart failure.  "My hair.' Where's my hair.?"

He started thrashing around again,.  searching for it in the froth.

"It's gone, forget it!"  Flint registered that Pelvis's naked head was pointed like a bullet at the crown.  On the sides and back was a fringe of short, ratty hairs.  Flint spotted the wig floating away like a lump of Spanish moss, and he sloshed the few feet to it and plucked it up.  "Here," he said, offering Th( it to its master.  Pelvis snatched it away from him and, holding Mama in the crook of an arm, began wringing the wig out.  Flint might've laughed if he hadn't been thinking of how far Lambert was getting ahead of them.  "You okay?"

Pelvis snorted and spat He was trembling.  He wiped his nose on his forearm and then carefully, reverently, replaced the wet wig back on his skull.  it sat crooked and some of its wavy peaks had flattened, but Flint saw relief flood into the@ the Pelvis like a soothing drug, the man's tormented face relaxing.  "Can you go on, or not?"  Flint asked.

 

chai "Gimme a minute.  Heart's beatin' awful hard.  See, I get wan dizzy spells.  That's why I had to quit my stage show.  Is it on cher!

straight?"

and wht "Crooked to the right-" Pelvis made the adjustment.  "I passed out onstage last year.  Oldie Goldie's Club in Little Rock.

They took me to hay the hospital, thought I was about to croak."  He paused to draw a few slow, deep breaths.  "Wasn't the first time.  Word went 'round, and I couldn't get no more jobs.  Gimme a Mu minute,  I'll be fine.  Can you breathe?  I can't hardly breathe this air."

"You weigh too much, that's your trouble.  Ought to give wei ly I up all that junk you eat."  Flint was staring down the channel, gauging the distance that Lambert must be putting aft do: his between them.

The going had to be hard on Lambert, too, but he'd probably push himself and the girl until they both gave out.  When he looked at Pelvis again, Flint thought that mi tai the wig resembled a big, spongy Bnllo pad stuck to the man's head.  "I'll give you three minutes, then I'm goin' on.

Then You can either stay here or go back to the car."

on Pelvis didn't care to lose the protection of Flint's light.  "I him!  can make it if you just go a step or two slower."

"I told you it wasn't gonna be easy, didn't I?  Don't fall down and drown on me, now, you hear?"

"Yes sir."  His misshapen wig was dripping water down his face.

"I reckon this washes me up, huh?  I mean, with Mr.

Smoates and the job and all?"

"I'd say it does.  You should've told him about this, it would've saved everybody a hell of a lot of trouble."  Flint narrowed his eyes and glanced quickly at the flare.  Maybe they had fifteen minutes more light.  Maybe.  "You're not cut out for this work, Eisley.  Just like I'm not cut out to ... to dress up like Elvis Presley and try to impersonate him."

"Not impersonate," Pelvis corrected him firmly.  "I'm an interpemtor, not an impersonator.l.

"Whatever.  You ought to cut out the junk food and go back to it."

ll'that's what the doctor told me, too.  I've tri@ but Lord lmows it ain't easy to pass up the peanut butter cooldes when you can't sleep at three in the mornin'."

"Yes, it is.  You just don't buy the damn things in the first place.  Haven't you ever heard of selfdiscipline?"

"Yes sir.  It's something' other folks have got" "Well, it's what you need.  A whole lot of it, too."  He checked his watch, impatient to get after Lambert.  But Pelvis's face was still flushed, and maybe he needed another minute.  If Pelvis had a heart attack, it'd be hell dragging that bulk of a body out of the swamp.  Flint had become acutely aware of the flare sizzling itself toward exhaustion.

He watched Mama licking Pelvis's chin her stubby tad wagging.  A pang of what might have been envy hit him.

"How come you carry that mutt around everywhere?  It just gets in the way."

Oh, I wouldn't leave Mama, no sir!"  Pelvis paused, stroking Mama's wet back before he went on in a quieter voice.  "I had another dog, kinda like Mama.  Had Priss for goin' on six years.  Left her at the vet one weekend when I went on the road.  When I got back ... the place was gone.

Just bricks and ash and burned-up cages.  Elwmcal fire, they said.

Started lhte at night, nobody was there to put it out.

They should've had sprinklers or something', but they 

didn't."  He was silent for a moment, his hand stroking back and forth.  "For a long time after that ... I had nightmares.

I could see Priss burnin' up in a cage, tryin' to get out but there wasn't no way out.  And maybe she was thinkin' she'd done something'

awful bad, that I didn't come to save her.

Seems to me that would be a terrible way to die, thinkin' there was nobody who gave a damn about you."  He said his gaze to Flint's, his eyes sunken in the green glare.  "That's why I wouldn't leave Mama.  No sir."

Flint turned his attention to his watch again.  "You ready to move?"

"I believe I am."

Flint started off, this time at a slower pace.  Pelvis drew another deep breath, whooshed it out, and then began slogging after Flint.

Ahead, Dan stiff gripped Arden's hand as they followed the channel around a m"e.  He glanced back; they'd outdislanced the light, and he thought the bounty hunters must've stopped for some reason.  His eyes were getting used to the dark now.  Up through the treetops he could see pieces of sky full of sparkling stars.  The water was still deepening, the bottom's mud releasing bursts of gaseous bubbles beneath their feet.  Sweat clung to Dan's face, his breath rasping, and he could hear Arden's lunp straining too in the steamy heat.

Something splashed in the water on their left-, it sounded heavy, and Dan prayed it was simply a large catfish that had jumped instead of a ptoes tail st@ a set ofjaws toward them.  He braced for the unknown, but whatever it had been it left them alone for the moment.

Looking back once again, he could see the @n light flickering through the undergrowth.  They were still coming.

Arden looked over her shoulder, too, then concentrated on getting through the water ahead.  Her vision had cleared, but where she'd banged her skull against the dashboard was raw with pain.  She was wearing out with every step; she felt her strength draining away, and soon she was going to have to stop to catch her breath.  She wasn't on the run; it was Dan the bounty hunters were after, but when they'd take him away they'd take the man she had come to believe was her best hope of finding the Bright Girl.  From a deep pla within her the voice of reason was speaking, trying tote her that it was pointless to go any farther into this swamp, that a wanted killer had her by the hand and was leading her away from civilization, that she probably had a concussion and needed a doctor, that her brain was scrambled and she wasn't thinking straight and she was in the most dangerous place she'd ever been in her life.  She heard it, but she refused to - listen.  In her right hand was clutched the small pink drawstring bag containing what had become her talisman over the years, and she fixed her mind on Jupiters voice saying that this was the man God had provided to take her to the Bright Girl.  She had to believe it.  She had to, or all hope would come crashing down around her, and she feared that more than death.

"I see a light," Dan suddenly said.

She could see it, too.  A faint glow, off to the right.  Not electricity.  More like the light cast from a candle or oil lamp.

They kept going, the water at Dan's waist and above Arden's.

Shapes emerged from the darkness.  On either side of the channel were two or three tarpaper shacks built up on wooden platforms over the water.  The light was coming from a window covered with what looked like waxed paper.

The other shacks were dark, either empty or their inhabitants asleep.  Dan had no desire to meet the kind of people who'd choose to 

live in such primitive arrangements, figuring they'd shoot an intruder on sight.  But he made out something else in addition to the shacks: a few of them, including the one that showed a light, had small boatsfishing skiffs-tied up to their pilings.

They needed a boat in the worst way, he decided.  He put his finger to his lips to tell Arden to remain silent, and she nodded.

Then he guided her past the shack where the light burned and across the channel to the next dwelling.  The skiff there was secured by a chain and padlock, but a single paddle with a broken handle was lying down inside it.  Dan eased the paddle out and went on to the third shack.

The boat that was tied there held about six inches of trash-filled water in its hull.  There were no other paddles in sight, but the leaky craft was attached to a piling only by a plastic line.

In this case beggars couldn't be choosers.  Dan spent a moment untying the line's slimy knot, then he pulled himself as quietly as he could over into the boat though his foot thumped against the side.  He waited, holding his breath, but no one came out of the shack.  He helped Arden in.  She sat on the bench seat at the bow, while Dan sat in the stem and shoved them away from the platform.  They glided out toward the channel's center, where the current flowed the strongest, and when they were a safe distance away from the shack, Dan slid the stubby paddle into the water and delivered the first stroke.

"Grave robbers!"  a woman's voice shrilled, the sound of it startling Dan and making goose bumps rise on Arden's wet arms.  "Go on and steal it, then, you donkey-dick suckers!"

Dan looked behind.  A figure stood back at the first shack, where the light burned.

"Go on, then!"  the woman said.  "Lord's gonna fix your asses, you'll find out!  I'll dance on your corms, you maggoteaters!"  She began spitting curses that Dan hadn't heard since his days in boot camp, and some that would've curled a drill sergeant's ear hairs.

Another voice growled, "Shut up, Rona!" It belonged to a man who sounded very drunk "Shut your hole, I'm sleepen' over here!"

"I wouldn't piss on your face if it was on fire!"  Rona hollered across the channel.  "I'm gonna cook up a spell on you.  Your balls gonna dry up like little bitty black raisins!" "Awwwww, shut up 'fore I come over there and knock your head out your ass!"  A door whacked shut.

Dan's paddling had quickened.  The woman continued to curse and rave, her voice rising and falling with lunatic cadence.  Then she retreated into her hovel and slammed her own door so hard Dan was surprised the place hadn't collapsed.  He saw the light move away from the window, and he could imagine a wizened, muttering crone in there stooped over a smoking stewpot with a goat's head in it.

Well, at least they had a boat though they were sitting in nasty water.  The phrase up Shil Creek came to him, but they did have a paddle.  When he glanced back again, he no longer saw the green flare's glow.  Maybe the bounty hunters had given up and turned away.

If so, good riddance to them.

Now all he could do was guide this boat down the center of the bayou and hope it would lead them eventually out to the Gulf.  From there he could find somewhere safe to leave the girl and strike out on his own again.

He didn't like being responsible for her, and worrying about that knock she'd suffered, and feeling her hand clutch his so hard his knucides cracked.  He was a lone wolf by nature, that's how thinp were, so just as soon as he could, he was @ rid of her.  Anyway, she was 

crazy.  Her obsession with the Bright Girl made Dan think of something he'd seen on the news once: hundreds of people had converged from across the country to camp out day after day in an Oklahoma oomfield where a farmer's wife swore the Virgin Mary had materialized.  He remembered thmiang how desperately those people had wanted to believe in the wisdom of a higher power, and how they'd believed that the Virgin Mary would appear again at that same place with a message for mankind.

Only she'd never showed up, and the really amazing thing was that none of those hundreds of people had regretted coming there, or felt betrayed or bitter.  They'd simply felt that the time wasn't right for the Virgin Mary to appear again, but they were certain that sometime and somewhere she would.  Dan couldn't understand that kind of blind faith; it flew in the face of the wanton death and destruction he'd witnessed in 'Nam.  He wondered if any of that multitude had ever put a bullet between the eyes of a sixteen-year-old boy and felt a rush of exultation that the boy's AK-47 had jammed.  He wondered if any of them had ever smelled the odor of burning flesh, or seen flames chewing on the small skulls.  If any of them had in his boots, had stood in the duty silver ram and seen the sights that were seared in his mind, he doubted they would put much faith in waiting for the return of Mary, Jesus, or the Holy GhosL Dan paddled a few strokes and then let the boat drift.

Arden faced southward, the warm breeze of motion blowing past her.

The water made a soft, chuckling sound at the bow, and the bittersweet swamp was alive with the hums and clicks and clacks of insects, the occasional sharp keening of a night bird, the bass thumping of frogs and other fainter noises that were not so identifiable.  The only light now came from the stars that shone through spaces in the thick canopy of branches overhead.

Dan started to look back, but he decided not to.  He knew where he'd been; it was where he was going that concerned him now.  The moment of Emory Blanchard's death was still a bleeding wound in his mind, and maybe for the rest of his days it would torture him, but the swamp's silken darkness gave him comfort.  He felt a long way from the law and prison walls.  If he could find food, fresh water, and a shelter over his head-even the sagging roof of a tarpaper shackhe thought he could live and die here, under these stars.  It was a big swamp, and maybe it would accept a man who wanted to disappear.  An ember of hope reawakened and began to burn inside him.  Maybe it was an illusion, he thought, but it was something to nurture and cling to, just as Arden clung to her Bright Girl.  His first task, though, was getting her out, then he could decide on his own tion.

The boat drifted slowly onward, embraced by the current flowing to the sea.

Pelvis held Mama with one arm and his other hand gripped the back of Flint's soggy suit jacket.  The gin flarelight had burned out several minutes before, and the night had closed in on them.  Pelvis had been asidngbegging was the more correct term-Flint to turn back when they'd heard a woman's voice hollering and cursing ahead.  As they'd slogged on through the stomach-deep water, Flint's left hand slid under his shirt and supported Clint's head; their eyes had started acclimating to the dark.

In another moment they could make out the shapes of the tarpaper shacks, a Uot moving around inside the nearest one on the right.  Flint saw a boat tied up to the platform the shack stood on, and as they got closer he made out that it 

had a scabrous-looking outboard motor.  It occurred to him that Lambert might be hiding in one of the darkened shacks, waiting for them to move past.  He guided Pelvis toward the flickering light they could see through a waxed-paper window, and at the platform's edge Flint said, "Stay here" and pulled himself up on the splintery boards.  He paused to remove the derringer, then he pushed Clint's arm under his shirt and buttoned up his dripping jacket.  He held the derringer behind his back and knocked at the shack's flimsy door.

He heard somebody scuttling around inside, but the knock wasn't answered.  "Hey, in there!"  he called.  "Would you open up?"  He reached out, his fist balled, to knock a second time.

A latch slammed back.  The door swung open on creaking hinges, and @from it thrust the business end of a sawed-off shotgun that pressed hard against Flint's forehead.

"I'll open you up, you dog-ass lickin' sonofabitch!"  the woman behind the gun snarled, and her finger clicked back the trigger.

Flint didn't move; it swept through his mind that at this range the shotgun would blast his brains into the trees on the other side of the bayou.  By the smoky light from within the shack, Flint saw that the woman was at least six feet tall and built as solidly as a truck.

She wore a pair of dirty overalls, a gray and sweatstained T-shirt, and on her head was a battered dark green football helmet.  Behind the helmet's protective face bar was a forbidding visage with burning, redrimmed eyes and skin like saddle leather.

"Easy," Flint managed to say.  "Take it easy, all I want to do is ask-" "I know what you want, you scum-sucker!"  she yelled.

"You ain't takin' me back to that damn shithole!  Ain't getting' me in a rubber room again and stickin' my head full of pins and needles!"

Crazy as a three-legged grasshopper, he thought.  His heart was galloping, and the inside of his mouth would've made the Sahara feel tropical.  He stared at the woman's ' grimynailed finger on the trigger in front of his face.  "Listen," he croaked.  "I didn't come to take you anywhere.  I just want to-I, "Satan's got a silver tongue!"  she thundered.  "Now I'm gonna send you back to hell, where you belong!"

Flint saw her finger twitch on the trigger.  His breath froze.

"Ma'am?"  There was the sound of muddy shoes squeaking on the timbers.  "Can I talk to you a minute, ma'am?"

The woman's insane eyes blinked.  "Who is that?"  she hissed.

"Who said that?"

"I did, ma'am."  Pelvis walked into the range of the light, Mama cradled in his arms.  "Can I have a word with you, please?"

Flint saw the woman stare past him at Eisley.  Her finger was still on the trigger, the barrel pressing a ring into his forehead.  He was terrified to move even an inch.

Pelvis offered up the best smile he could find.  "Ain't nobody wants to hurt you, ma'am.  Honest we don't."

Flint heard the woman draw a long, stunned gasp.  Her eyes had widened, her thin-lipped mouth starting to tremble.

"You can put that gun down if you like," Pelvis said.

"Might better, 'fore somebody gets hurt."

"Oh, " the woman whispered.  "Oh my Jesus!"  Flint saw tears shine in her eyes.  "They ... they told me ... you died."

"Huh?"  Pelvis frowned.

"They told her you died!"  Flint spoke up, understanding what the madwoman meant.  "Tell her you didn't die, Elvis!"

"Shut your mouth, you Satan's asshole!"  the woman ranted at him.

"I'm not talkin' to you!"  Her finger twitched on the trigger again.

"I do wish you'd at least uncock that gun, ma'am," Pelvis said.

 

"It'd make an awful mess if it was to go off."

She stared at him, her tongue flicking out to wet her lips.

"They told me you died!"  Her voice was softer now, and there was something terribly wounded in it.  "I was up there in Baton Rouge, when I was livin' with Billy and that bitch wife he had.  They said you died, that you took drugs and
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slid off the toilet and died right there, wasn't a thing nobody could do to save you but I prayed for you I cried and I lit the candles in my room and that bitch said I wanted to burn down the house but Billy, Billy he's been a good brother he said I'm all right I ain't gonna hurt nobody."

"Oh."  Pelvis caught her drift.  "Oh ... ma'am, I ain't really-I, "Yes you are!"  Flint yelped.  "Help me out here, Elvis!"

"You dirty sonofabitch, you!"  the woman hollered into his face.

"You call him Mr.  Prestey!"

Flint gritted his teeth, the sweat standing out in bright oily beads on his face.  "Mr.  Presley, tell this lady how I'm a friend of yours, and how hurtin' me would be the same as burtin' you.  Would you tell her that, please?"

"Well ... that'd be a lie, wouldn't it?  I mean, you made it loud and clear you think I stand about gut-high to an ant."

"That was then.  This is now.  I think you're the finest man I've ever met.  Would you please tell her?"

Pelvis scratched Mama's chin and cocked his head to one side.  A few seconds ticked past, during which a bead of sweat trickled down to the end of Flint's nose and hung there.  Then Pelvis said, "Yes'm, Mr.

Murtaugh's a friend of mine.  " The woman removed her shotgun from Flint's forehead.

Flint let his breath rattle out and staggered back a couple of steps.  "That's different, then," she said, uncocking the gun.

"Different, if he's your friend.  My name's Rona, you remember me?"

"Uh .  . ."  Pelvis glanced quickly at Flint, then back to the madwoman.  "I ... believe I .  . ."

"I seen you in Biloxi."  Her voice trembled with excitement.

"That was in-" She paused.  "I can't think when that was, my mind gets funny sometimes.  I was sittin' in the third row.  I wrote you a letter.

You remember me?"

"Uh .  . ."  He saw Flint nod.  "Yes'm, I believe so."

"I sent my name in to that magazine, you know that Tiger Beat magazine was havin' that contest for a date with you?  I sent my name in, and my daddy said I was the biggest fool ever lived but I did anyway and I went to church and prayed I was gonna win.  My mama went to live in heaven, that's what I wrote in my letter."  She looked down at her dirty overalls.  "Oh, I-I must look a fright!"

"No ma'am," Pelvis said quietly.  "Rona, I mean.  You look fine."

"You sure have got fat," Rona told him.  "They cut your balls off in the army, didn't they?  Then they made you stop singin' them good songs.  They're the ones fucked up the world.  Put up them satellites in outer space so they could read people's minds.  Them monkey-cock suckers!  Well, they ain't getting' to me no more!"  She tapped her helmet.  "Best protect yourself while you can!"  She let her hand drop, and she looked dazedly back and forth between Flint and Pelvis.

"Am I dreamin'?"  she asked.

 

"Rona?"  Flint said.  "You mind if I call you Rona?"  She just stared blankly at him.  "We're lookin' for somebody.  A man and a woman.  Did you see anybody pass by here?"

Rona turned her attention to Pelvis again.  "How come they tell such lies about you?  That you was takin' drugs and all?  How come they said you died?"

"I ... just got tired, I reckon," Pelvis said.  Flint noted that he was standing a little taller, he'd sucked his gut in as much as possible, and he was making his voice sound more like Elvis than ever, with that rockabilly Memphis sneer in it.  "I wanted to go hide someplace."

"Uh-huh, me, too."  She nodded.  "I didn't mean to burn that house down, but the light was so pretty.  You know how pretty a light can be when it's dark all the time?  Then they put me in that white car, that white car with the straps, and they took me to that place and stuck pins and needles in my head.  But they let me go, and I wanted to hide, too.  You want some gumbo?  I got some gumbo inside.  I made it yesterday."

"Rona?"  Flint persisted.  "A man and a woman.  Have you seen them?"

"I seen them grave robbers, stearin' his boat."  She motioned across the channel.  "John LeDuc lived there, but he died, Stepped in a cottonmouth nest, that's what the ranger said.

Them grave robbers over there, stearin' his boat.  I hollered at 'em, but they didn't pay no mind."

"Uh-huh.  What do you get to if you keep followin' this bayou?"

"Swamp," she said as if he were the biggest fool who ever lived.

"Swamp and more swamp.  'Cept for Saint Nasty."

"Saint Nasty?  What's that?"

"Where they work on them oil rigs."  Rona's gaze was tied on Pelvis.  "I'm dreamin', ain't I?  My mama comes and visits me sometimes, I know I'm dreamin' awake.  That's what I'm doin' now, ain't that right?"

"How far is saint Nasty from here?"  Flint asked.

"Four, five miles."

"Is there a road out from there?"

"No road.  Just the bayou, goes on to the Gulf."

"We need a boat," he said.  "How much for yours?"

"What?"

"How much money?"  He took the opportunity to slip the derringer into his pocket and withdraw the wet bills he'd taken from the girl's wallet.  "Fifty dollars, will that cover the boat and motor."

"Ain't no gas in that motor," she told him.  "That ranger comes 'round and visits me, he brings me gas.  His name's Jack, he's a nice young fella.  Only he didn't come this week.  "

"How about paddles, then?  Have you got any?"

"Yeah, I got a paddle."  She narrowed her eyes at Flint.  "I don't like your looks.  I don't care-if you are his friend and he's a dream I'm havin'.  You got something' mean in you.  "Sixty dollars," Flint said.  "Here's the cash, right here."

Rona gave a harsh laugh.  "You're crazier'n hell.  You better watch out, they'll be stickin' pins and needles in your head 'fore long."

"Sooner than you think, lady."  He shot a scowl at Pelvis.

"Mr.  Presley, how about openin' those golden lips and helpin' me out a little bit?"

Pelvis was still thinking about two words the madwoman had uttered: Cottonmouth nest.  "We sure do need your boat, 

Rona," he said with genuine conviction.  "It'd be doin' us a big favor if you'd sell it to us.  You can even keep the motor, we'll just take the boat and paddle."

Rona didn't reply for a moment, but Flint could see her chewing on her lower lip as she thought about the proposal.

"Hell," she said at last, "you two ain't real anyhow, are you?"

She shrugged.  "You can buy the boat, I don't care."

"Good.  Here."  Flint offered sixty dollars to her, and the woman accepted the cash with an age-spotted hand and then sniffed the wet bills.  "We'll need the paddle, too," he told her, and she laughed again as if this were a grand illusion and walked into her shack, the interior of which Flint could see was plastered with newspaper pages and held a cast-iron stove.  Flint told Pelvis to help him get the motor unclamped from the boat's stem, and they were laying it on the platform when Rona returned-without her shotgunbringing a paddle.

"Thank you, ma'am," Pelvis said.  "We sure do 'predate it."

"I got a question for you," Rona said as they were getting into the boat.  "Who sent you here?  Was it Satan, to make me think I'm losin' my mind, or God, to give me a thrill?"

Pelvis stared into her leathery face.  Behind the football helmet's protective bar her deep-socketed eyes glinted with what was surely insanity but might also have been-at least for a passing moment-the memory of a teenaged girl in her finest dress, sitting in the third row of a Biloxi auditorium.

He worked one of the gaudy fake diamond rings from a finger and pushed it into her palm.  "Darlin'," he said, " you decide."

Sitting in the stem, Flint untied the rope that @red the boat to the platform and then pushed them off with the paddle.  Pelvis took the bow seat, Mama warm and drowsy against his chest.  Flint began to stroke steadily toward the center of the channel, where he got them turned southward.

He felt the current grasp their hull, and in another moment they were moving at about the pace of a fast walk.  When Pelvis looked back at the woman standing in front of her decrepit shack, Flint said acidly, "Made yourself another fan there, didn't you, Mr.  Presley?"

Pelvis stared straight ahead into the darkness.  He pulled in a long breath and slowly released it, and he answered with some grit in his voice.  "You can pucker up and kiss my butt."

Home Sweet Hellhole In the starfire dark Dan and Arden drifted past other narrower bayous that branched off from the main channel.

They saw no other lights or shacks, and it was clear that their detour off the bridge had left LaPierre miles behind.

When the mosquitoes found them, there was nothing they could do but take the bites.  Something bumped hard against the boat before it swam away, and after his heart had descended from his throat, Dan figured it had been an amorous alligator looking for some scaly tush.

He got into a pattern of paddling for three or four minutes and then resting, and he and Arden both cupped their hands and bailed out the water that was seeping up through the hull.

He said nothing about this to Arden, but he guessed the boat was a rusty nail or two from coming apart.

Most of the pain had cleared from Arden's head.  Her vision had stopped tunneling in and out, but her bones still ached and her fingers 

found a crusty patch of dried blood in her hair and a lump so sore the lightest pressure on it almost made her sick.  Her purse and suitcase were gone, her money, her belongings, her identification, everything lost.

Except her life, and the drawstring bag in her right hand.  But that was okay, she thought.  Maybe it was how things were supposed to be.  She was shedding her old skin in preparation for the Bright Girl's touch.  She was casting off the past, and getting ready for the new Arden Halliday to be born.

How she would find the Bright Girl in this wilderness she didn't exactly know, but she had to believe she was close now, very close.

When she'd seen the light in the shack's window back there, she'd thought for a moment they might have found the Bright Girl, but she didn't think-or she didn't want to think-that the Bright Girl would choose to live in a tarpaper hovel.  Arden hadn't considered what kind of dwelung the Bright Girl might occupy, but now she envisioned something like a green mansion hidden amid the cyp@ trees, where sunlight streamed through the high branches like liquid gold.  Or a houseboat anchored in a clear, still pool somewhere up one of these bayous.  But not a dirty tarpaper shack.  No, that didn't suit her image of the Bright Girl, and she refused to believe it.

She strained to see through the darkness, thinking-or wishing-that just ahead would be the glow of another lantern and a cluster of squatters' shacks, somebody to help her find her way.  She glanced back at Dan as he slid the paddle into the water again.  The man Godprovided, Jupiter had said.  She'd never have left the motel with Dan if she hadn't been clinging to Jupiters instincts about him.

Jupiter had always been a mystic; he had the sixth sense about horses, he knew their temperaments and their secret no-es.

If he said a docile-looking animal was getting ready to snort and kick, it was wise to move away from the hindquarters And he knew other things, too; if he smelled rain in the midst of a Texas drought, it was time to get out the buckets.

He read the sky and the wind and the pain in Arden's soul; she had come to realize during her years at the youth ranch that Jupiter Krenshaw was connected to the flowing currents of life ira a way she couldn't fathom.  She had trusted and believed him, and now she had to trust and believe he'd been telling her the truth about the Bright Girl, and that he'd seen something in Dan Lambert that no one else could recognize.

Sho had to, because there was no turning back.

'They drifted on, the skiff being drawn along with the slow but steady current.  They passed evidence that others had come this way: a few abandoned and crumbling shacks, a wharf jutting out over the water on rotten pilings, a wrecked and vine 4mped shrimp boat whose prow was jammed between the trunks of two huge moss trees.

Dan felt meanness overtalang him, and he caught himself dozing off between stretches of paddling.  Arden likewise had begun to close her eyes and rest, fighting thurst but not yet ready to drink any of the water they were gliding through.

Dan let himself sleep for only a few minutes at a time, then his internal alarm went off and roused him to lmep the boat from drifting into the half-submerged trees on either side.  The water was probably eight or ten feet deep, he figured.  Their boat was still in the slow process of sinking, but he went to work bailing with his hands and Arden helped him until their craft had lightened up - ' .

 

Dan noted that the branches overhead were g to unlock and draw apart.  In another M=ty minutes or go-a little over an hour since they'd set off in the boat-the bayou merged into a wider channel that took a long curve toward the southwest.  Heat hotnmg shin2mered in the @, and an oomional fish jumped from the channel's ebony surface and sped down again.  Dan looked at the water in the boat and decided it wasn't wise to think too much about what might be the depths, =Mng those fish want to grow wings.  He paddled a few strokes and then rested again, the muscles of his back starting to cramp.

"You want me to paddle awhile?"  Arden asked "No, I'm all right."

R@ the paddle across his knees, he let the current do the work.  He scratched the welts on his forehead where a couple of mosquitoes had been feasting, and he sorely missed his baseball cap.  "How about you?

You hangin' in?"

"Yeah."

"Good."  He listened to the quiet sound of the hull moving through the water.  "I sure could use a cold sixpack! I wouldn't kick a pizza out of bed, either."

"I'H take a pitcher of iced tea with some lime in it," she said after a moment of defibemtion.  "And a bowl of strawberry ice cream."

-A

Dan nodded, looking from side to side at the dense walls of foliage that lined the bayou.  Yes, he decided; a man could get lost in here and never be found.  "This ought to take us out to the Gulf, sooner or later," he said.  "Could be daylight before we get there, though."  He made out ten forty-four by the luminous hands of his watch.  "Once we clear the swamp, maybe we can find a fishin'camp or something'along the coast.  Could be we can find a road and flag a car down, get you a ride out of here."

"Get me a ride out?  What about you?"

,Never mind about me.  You took a pretty hard knock on the head, you need to see a doctor."

"I don't need a doctor.  You know who I need to find."

"Don't start that again!"  he warned.  "Hear me?  Wherever Lapierre is, were long past it.  I'm getting' you out of here, then you can do what you please.  You ought to get back to Fort Worth and count yourself lucky to be alive."

"And how am I gonna do that?  I lost my purse and all my money.

Even if I could find a bus station, I couldn't buy a ticket."

,I've got some money," he said.  I-Enough to buy you a bus ticket, if you can hitch a ride back to Houma."

l,yeah, I've sure got a lot to go back to," she answered tersely.

'"No job, no money, ncythin'.  @ Soon I'll be Out on the street.  How do you think I'll do at a shelter for the homeless?"

"Youll find a job, get back on your feet."

,Uh-huh.  I wish it was that easy.  Don't you know what it's like out there?"

-yeah," he drawled, "I believe I do."

She grunted and allowed herself a faint, bitter smile.  "I pess so.  Sorry.  I must sound like a whinin' fool."

--Times are hard for everybody.  Except the rich people who got us into this mess."  He listened to the distant call of a night bird off 

to the left, a lonely sound that tugged at his heart.  "I never wanted to be rich," he said.  "Seems to me, that's just askin' for more problems.  But I always wanted to pull my own weight.  Pay my bills and take pride in my workThat's what was important to me.  After I got back from

come this way: a few abandoned and crumbling shwks, a wharfjutting out over the water on rotten pilings, a wrecked and vine@Ped shrimp boat whose prow was i between the of two huge moss trees.  Dan felt weariness over@ him, and he caught himself dozing off between hours of padftn.  Arden likewise had begun to close her eyes and rest, fighting @ but not yet ready to drink any of the water they were gliding throug)L Dan let himself sleep for only a few minutes at a time, then his mtemal alarm went off and roused turn to keep the boat from dnftmg into the half-submerged trm on either side.  The water was probably eight or ten feet deep, he figured.  Their boat was still in the slow process of but he went to work bailing with his hands and Arden helped him until their craft had lightened up Dan noted that the branches overhead were to unlock and draw apart.  In another twenty minutes or so-a little over an hour since they'd set off in the boat-the bayou merged into a vnder channel that took a long curve toward the southwest.

Heat lightning shimmered in the sky, and an occasional fish jumped from the channel's ebony surface and sped down apm.  Dan loolmd at the water in the boat and decided it wasn't wise to think too much about what might be the depths, making those fish waM to grow winp.  He paddled a few strokes and then again, the muscles of his back starting to cramp.

"You want me to paddle awhiier' Arden @ "No, I'm all right."

Resting the paddle across his lmem heletthe nt do the wort He scratched the welts on his forehead where a couple of mosquitoes had been feasUM

and he sorely missed his baseball cap.  "How about.  you?  you hangin'

in?"

4ty ."


eah to

" @."  He lilftened the quiet sound of the hull moving through the 

water.  "I sure could use a cold sixpack!  I wouldn't kick a pizza out of bed, either."

"I'll take a pitcher of iced tea with some lime in it," she said after a moment of deliberation.  "And a bowl of strawberry ice cmm."

Dan nodded, looking from side to side at the dense w of foliage that lined the bayou.  Yes, he decided; a man could get lost in here and never be found.  "This ought to take us out to the Gulf, sooner or later," he said.  "Could be daylight before we get there, though."  He made out ten forty-four by the luminous hands of his watch.  "Once we clear the swamp, maybe we can find a fishin' camp or something'along the coast.  Could be we can find a road and flag a car down, get you a ride out of here."

"Get me a ride out?  What about you? "Never @ about me.  You took a pretty hard knock on the head, you need to see a doctor."

"I don't need a doctor.  You know who I need to find."

"Don't @ that again!', he warned.  "Hear me?  Wherever LaPierre is, we're long past it.  I'm getting' you out of here, then yet' can do what you please.  You ought to get back to Fort Worth and count yourself lucky to be alive.

 

"And how am I gonna do that?  I lost my purse and an my money.

Even if I could find a bus station, I couldn't buy a tic@*

"I've got some money," he said.  "Enough to buy you a bus ticket if you can hitch a ride back to Houma."Yeah, I've sure got a lot to go back to," she answered tersely.  "No job, no money, nothin'.  Pretty soon I'll be out on the sftd.  How do you think I'll do at a shelter for the homeless?"

"You'll find a job, get back on your feet."

"Uh-huh.  I wish it was that easy.  Don't you know what it's like out there?"

"Yeah," he drawled, "I believe I do."

She grunted and allowed herself a faint, bitter smile.  1-1

guess so.  Sorry.  I must sound like a whinin' fool."

"Times are hard for everybody.  Except the rich people who got us into this mess."  He listened to the distant call of a night bird off to the left, a lonely sound that tugged at his heart.  "I never wanted to be rich," he said.  "Seems to me, that's just askin' for more problems.  But I always wanted to Pull my own weight.  Pay my bills and take pride in my work.

That's what was imporunt to me.  After I got back from 'Nam, I had some tough tim@s, but things were workin' out.

Then ... I don't know."  He caught himself from going any further.

"Well, you've got your own road to travel; you don't need to walk down mine."

"I think we're both headin' in the same direction."

"No, we're not," he corrected her.  "How old are your, "Twenty-seven."

"The difference between us is that you've got your whole life ahead of you, and I'm windin' it down.  Nobody said livin' was gonna be easy or.  fair, that's for damn sure.  I'm here to tell you it's not.

But you don't give up.  You're gonna get knocked down and beat up and stomped, but you don't quit.  You can't."

"Maybe you can," Arden said quietly.  "I'm @ of being' knocimd down, beaten up, and stomped.  I keep getting' up, and something' comes along to knock me down again.  I'm tired of it.  I wish to God there was a way to ... just find some peace- "

"Go back to Fort Worth."  He slid the paddle into the water and began pushing them forward again.  "Somethin's bound to open up for you.  But you sure don't belong in the middle of a swamp, tryin' to find a faith healer."

"Right now I don't know where I belong, I don't think I ever have known."  She was silent for a moment, her hands woriang around the pink drawstring bag.  "What was your best timer, she asked.  "I mean, the time when yoi; thought everything was right, and you were where you wein supposed to be.  Do you know?"

He thought about it, and the longer he thought the @er the question became to answer.  "I guess.  . . maybe when I'd firstjoined the marines.  In boot camp, on @ Island.  I had a job to do-a mission-and I was getting' ready for it.

Things were black and white.  I thought my country needed me, and I thought I could make a difference."

"You sound like you were eager to fight."

"Yeah, I was."  Dan paddled another stroke and then paused.  "I @

being' over there the first couple of months.

At first it seemed @ I was doin' something' important.  I didn't like to idll-no man in his right mind does-but I 

did it because I was fightin' for my country.  I thought.  Then, later on, it all changed.  I saw so many boys get killed, I couldn't figure out what they were dyin' for.  I mean, what were we tryin' to do?  The VietCong didn't want my country.  They weren't gonna invade us.  They didn't have anything we needed.  What was that all about?"

He shook his head.  "Here it's been over twenty years, and I still don't know.  It was a hell of a lot of wasted lives is what it was.

Lives just thrown away.

"It must've been bad," Arden said.  "I've seen a couple of movies about Vietnam, and it sure wasn't like Desert Storm, was itr' "Nope, it sure wasn't."  Movies about Vietnam, he thought, and he lowered his head to hide his half-smile.

He'd been forgetting that Arden was all of four years old when he'd shipped to 'Nam.  "

"My best time was when I was livin' on the youth ranch, she said.

"It was a hard place, and you did your chores and toed the line, but it was all right.  The others there were like I was.  All of us had been through a halfdozen foster homes, and we'd screwed up and gotten in trouble with the law.  It was our last chance to get straight, I guess.

I hated it at first.

Tried to run away a couple of times, but I didn't get very far.

Mr.  Richards put me to work cleanin' out the barn.  There were five horses, all of 'em old and swaybacked, but they still earned their keep.  Jupiter was in charge of the stable, that's where I met him."

"You think a lot of him, don't you?"

"He was always kind to me.  Some of those foster homes I was in ... well, I think solitary confinement in prison would've been better.

I had trouble, too, because of ... you know ... my mark.  Somebody looked at me too long, I was liable to lose my temper and start throwin' plates and glasses.  Which didn't make me too popular with foster parents.  I wasn't used to being' treated like I had sense."  She shrugged.  "I guess I had a lot to prove.  But Jupiter took an interest in me.  He trusted mo with the horses, started lattin' me feed and groom 'em.  After a while, when I'd wake up early mornin's I could hear'em callin'for me, wantin'me to hurry up.  You know, all horses have got different personalities and different voices, not a one of 'em alike.  Some of 'em come right out of the stall to meet you, others are shy and hang back.  And when they look at you they don't care if you're ugly or deformed.  They don't judge you by a mark on your face, like people do."

"Not all people," Dan said.

"Enough to hurt," she answered.  She looked up at the stars for a moment, and Dan went to work with the paddle once more.  "It was a good feelin', to wake up and hear the horses caRin'.you," she went on.  "It was the first time I ever felt needed, or that I was worth a damn.

After the work was done, Jupiter and I started havin' long talks.

About life, and God, and stuff I'd never cared to think much about.  He never mentioned my mark; he let me get to it in my own time.  It took me a while to talk about it, and how I wished more than anything in the world I could be rid of it.  Then he told me about the Bright Girl."

Dan said nothing; he was listening, but on this subject it was hard not to turn a deaf ear.

"I never really expected I'd ever be lookin' for her," Arden said.

"But the way Jupiter talked about her ... she seemed like somebody I'd 

know, if I ever found her.  She seemed so real, and so alive.  I mean, I know it sounds crazy for somebody to live so long and never get old.

I know the faith healers on TV are frauds tryin' to squeeze out the bucks.  But Jupiter would never have lied to me."  She caught Dan's gaze and held it.  "if he said there's a Bright Girl, there is.  And if he said she can touch my mark and take it away, she can.  He would never have lied.  And he was right about you, too.  If he said you're the man God sent to help me find her, then I be-" "Stop it!"  Dan interrupted sharply.  "I told you I didn't want to hear that"-bullshit, he almost said, but he settled on-"junk."

She started to fire back a heated reply, but she closed her mouth.

She just stared at him, her eyes fixed on his.

Dan said, "You're chasin' a fairy tale.  Where it's gotten you?

Do you think you're better off than before you left Fort Worth?  No, you're worse off.  At least you had some money in the bank.  I don't want to hear any more about the Bright Girl, or what Jupiter told you, or any of that.  Understand?"

"I wish you understood."  Her voice was calm and controlled.

"If-when-we find her, she can heal you, too."

"Oh, Christ!"  He.closed his eyes in exasperation for a few seconds.  When he opened them,.Arden was still glowering at him.  "You could argue the horns off a billy goat, you know that?  There is no Bright Girl, and there never wa.V. It's a made-up story!"

"That's what you say."

He saw no point in going around in circles with her.

"Right, that's what I say," he muttered, and then he concentrated on putting some elbow grease into the paddling.  The current seemed to have gotten a little faster, which he thought must be a good sign.  He was hungry and thirsty and his headache had returned, pounding with his heartbeat.  Dried blood was in his nostrils, he'd lost his much-p@

baseball cap and his muscles-what remained of them, that is-were rapidly wearing out.  The water was rising in the bottom of the boat again, and Dan put aside the paddle for a few minutes while he and Arden cupped their hands and bailed.  Then he shook off the sleep that was closing in on him and-paddled them down the center of the bayou with slow, smooth strokes.  He watched Arden's head droop as she fell asleep sitting up, and then he was alone with the noises of the swamp.

After a while his eyelids became leaden and he couldn't keep them open.

The heat pressed on him, lulling him to sleep.  He fought it as hard as he could, but at last his weariness won the battle and his chin slumped.

He jerked his head up, his eyes openingThey had drifted toward the left of the channel and were almost in the branches.  Dan steered them toward the center again, and then he heard the sound that had awakened him: a muffled thudding like the heartbeats of a giant.  Ahead and to the right, electric lights glinted through the thick woods.

Dan looked at his wristwatch and saw that another hour had elapsed since they'd entered the wider channel.

"What's that noise?"  Arden asked, waking up almost as quickly as he had.

"Machinery," he said.  "I think we're comin' to something'."

Around the next curve the trees had been chopped away on the right to make room for a hodgepodge of weatherbeaten clapboard structures built on platforms over the water.  Electric lights cast their glary circles on a dock where an assortment of motor skiffs and two houseboats were tied up.  On the dock were gas pumps and an attendant's shack, also lit up with electricity supplied from a rumbling generator.

 

Plank walkways connected the buildings, and Dan and Arden saw two men standing in conversation next to the gas pumps and a couple of other men on the walkways.  A rusty barge loaded with sections of metal pipe, coils of wire, and other industrial items was anchored past the dock at a concrete pier where a long building with corrupted aluminum walls stood, the legend WAREHOUSE # I painted in red across the building's doorway.  Beyond the warehouse loomed oil storage tanks and twelve or more spidery derricks rising up from the swamp.  The giant heartbeat-the sound of pumps at work-was coming from that direction.

The entire scene-a large, mechanized oil-pumping station, Dan had realized-was almost surrealistic, emerging as it had from the dark wilderness.  As he steered them toward the dock, he saw a pole that held a tired-looking American flag and next to it was a sign on stilts that announced sr.  NAsTAsE, LA.  HOME swEET HELLHOLE.  On the supporting stilts were a number of other directional arrows with such things as NEW 0 NS 52 MI BATON RouGE 76 mi and GAL@ON 2o8 mi.

painted on them.  One of the men on the dock picked up a line and tossed it to Arden as they approached, then he hauled them in.  "Hey there, how you doin'?"  theinan asked in a thick Cajun patois.  He was a husky, florid-faced gent with a red beard and a sweatstained bandanna wrapped around his skull.

"Tired and hungry," Dan told him as he carefully stood up and helped Arden onto the dock.  "Where are we?"
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"Fella wanna know where he am," the Cajun said to other man, and both of them laughed.  "Friend, you must in some sad shape!"

Dan stepped onto the timbers, his spine unkinking.  "I mean how far from here to the Gulf?"

"Oh, blue water'bout tree mile."  He motioned south with a crusty thumb.  His gaze lingered on Arden's birthmark for a few seconds, then he diverted his attention to the waterlogged skiff.  "I seen some crackass boats before, but that'un done win the prize!  Where ya'll come from?"

"North," Dan said.  "Anyplace to get some food herer "Yeah, cafe's over there."  The second man, who spoke with a flat midwestern accent, nodded in the direction of the clapboard buildings.  He was slimmer than his companion, wore a'grease-stained brown cap with a red GSP on the front-a company logo, Dan figured-and had tattoos intertwining all over his arms.  "They got gumbo Emd hamburgers tonight.  Ain't too bad if you wash 'em down with enough beer."

A door on one of the houseboats opened, and another man emerged, buckling the belt of his blue jeans.  He wore a company cap turned backward.  Behind him, tape-recorded rock music rumbled through the doorway and then a woman with bleached-blond hair and a hard, sunburned face peered out.  "Okay!" she said with forced cheerfulness.

-All-night party, boys! Who's next?"

"I believe I am."  The man with tattooed arms sauntered toward the houseboat.

"Non, mon ami.  " The Cajun stepped forward, seized his companion by shirt back and pants seat, and, pivo@ lifted him off his feet and flung him from the dock.  With a curse and squall the unfortunate flyer hit the water and slummed its surface like a powerboat before he went under.

"I believe you was!"  the Cajun hollered as his friend came up spitting.  "Hey, Lorraine!"  he greeted the bleached blonde.  "You got sweets for me?"

"You know I do Tully.  Get your big al' ass in here."  She 

narrowed her eyes'at Arden.  "New chickie, huh?"  She gave a throaty laugh.  "You gonna need a little makeup, darrin'.

Well, good luck to you."  TulIy lumbered into the houseboat, and Lorraine closed the door behind them.

It was time to move on.  Dan ventured along one of the walkways, heading toward the buildings, and Arden followed close behind.  The place made Dan think of a Wild West frontier town, except it had been built up from the muck instead of being carved from the desert.  It was a carpenter's nightmare, the structures cobbled together with pressure-treated pineboards and capped by rusted tin roofs.

Electrical cables snaked from building to building, carrying the juice from generator& The walkways were so close to the water that in some places reeds stuck up between the planks.

There was a store whose sign announced it as R.J'S GROCERY and next to it was a little narrow structure marked sr.  NAnAsE posr oFRcE.  A Laundromat with three washers and dryers and two pool tables was lit up and doing business.  Dan noted that the men they saw gazed hungrily at Arden's body, but when they looked at her face they averted their eyes as quickly as Tully had.

St.  Nastase, Dan had realized, most likely never closed down, to accommodate the crews who were off shift.  Dan figured that the men here had siped on with the company for three or four months at a stretch, which meant prostitutes in houseboau could make some money plying their trade.  It occurred to him that Lorraine had thought Arden was a "new chickie" because the only women who dared to go there were selling sex, and he was unaware of it but Arden had come to the same conclusions about ten seconds ahead of him.

In another moment they heard the mingled music of a fiddle and an accordion.  The smell of food caught their nostrils.  Ahead was a building with a sign that said simply cAn.  The place had a pair of batwing doors, like a western saloon.  The music was coming from within, accompanied now by whoops and hollers.  Dan figured this could be a hell of a rowdy joint, and again he wished Arden wasn't around because he was going to have to be responsible for her safety.

He said, "Stick close to me," and then Arden followed him a .

through the batwings, her right hand clenching the pink drawstring bag.

The cafe was dimly lit, blue-hazed with cigarette smoke, and at the ceiling a fan chugpd around in a futile attempt to circulate the humid, sweat-smelling air.  Hanging from the ceiling as well were maybe three hundred old, dirty brown caps with red GSP logos.  At rough plank tabla sat twenty or more men, a few of them clapping their hands in time with the jerky, mucous music, while four of their fellows danced with ladies of the evening.  The fiddler and accordionist both wore company caps, and a thick-shouldered black men got up from his table, sat down at a battered old piano, and began to beat out a rhythm that added to the merry clamor.

Some of the men glanced eagerly at Arden, but they looked away when Dan put'his arm around her shoulders.

He guided her toward a bar where metal beer @, canned soft drinks, and bottles of water were on display.  Behind it, a horned-looking man with glasses, a beard, and slicked-back dark hair was drawing beer into mugs, sweat stains on ins red-chocked shirt and a cigar stub gripped 

between his teeth.

"Can we get sam@' to eat?"  Dan asked over the noise, and the bartender said, "Burgers a buck apiece, gumbo two bucks a bowl.  Take the gumbo, the burgers taste @ dog meat."

They both decided on the gumbo, wtuch the bartender ladled from a grease-filmed pot into plastic bowls.  Arden asked for a bottle of water and Dan requested a beer, and as the bartender shoved trays and plastic spoons wrapped in cellophane at them, Dan said, "I'm @, to get this girl out of here.  Is there a road anywhere nearbyr, "A road?"  He snorted, and the tip of his cigar glowed red.

"Ain't no roads outta St.  Nasty.  Just water and mud.  She a workin' girl?"

"No.  We're passin' through."

The bartender stared at Dan, his eyes slightly magnified by the @

and he removed the cigar from his mouth.

"Passin' through," he @ted incrediflously.  "Now I've heard it all.  Ain't no man comes here unless he's drawin'pay from Gulf States Petro, and no woman unless she's tryin' to get a man to spend it on her.  Which insane asylum did ya'll get loose from?"

"We had an accident.  Went off a bridge north of UPierre.

We got a boat, and-" Dan stopped, because the bartender's eyes had gotten larger.  "Look, we're just tryin' to get out.  Can you helpr us?"

"Supply boat from Grand Isle oughta be here tomorrow afternoon.

I'd say you could hitch a ride with one of these ladies, but they'll be stayin' the weekend.  Today was payday, see.  Fridays and Saturdays, all these sumbitches wanna do is get drunk and screw wheu their shifts are over."  He pushed the cigar stub back into his mouth.  "You come all the way from LaPierre?  Jesus, that's a hell of a hike!"

"Hey, Burt!"  a man yelled.  "Let's have our beers over here!"

"Your legs ain't broke!"  Burt hollered back.  "Get off your ass and come get 'em, I ain't no slave!"  He returned his attention to Dan.

"An accident, huh?  You want to call somebody?  I got a radio-telephone in the back."

"I'm lookin' for a woman,".  Arden said suddenly.  "The Bright Girl.  Have you ever heard of her.9" "Nope," Burt replied.  A man with a prostitute in tow came up to get his beers.  "Should I have?"

"The Bright Girl's a healer.  She lives in the swamp somewhere, and I'm tryin' to-" "Arden?"  Dan caught hold of her elbow.  "I told you to stop that, didn't I?"

She pulled loose.  "I've come a long way to find her," she said to Burt, and she heard the sharp, rising edge of desperation in her voice.

Burt's eyes were blank, no idea of what she was talking about at all.

Arden felt panic building inside her like a dark wave.  "The Bright Girl is here, somewhere," she said.  "I'm gonna find her.  I'm not leavin' here until I find her."

Burt took in the birthmark and looked at Dan.  "Like I asked before, what asylum did ya'll bust out of?"

"I'm not crazy," Arden went on.  "The Bright Girl's real.  I know she is.  Somebody here has to have heard of her."

"Sorry," Burt said.  "I don't know who you're talkin'a-" "I know that name.  Is Arden turned her head to the left.  The prostitute who stood with the beer-swiller had spoken in a nasal drawl.  She was a slight, rawboned girl wearing denim shorts and a faded orange blouse.

Maybe she was in her early twenties, but her high-cheekboned, bucktoothed face had been @ maturely aged by scorching sun and harsh 

salt wind.  Lines were starting to deepen around her mouth and at the corners of her dull, chocolate-brown eyes, and her peroxided hair cut in bangs across her forehead hung lifelessly around her bony shoulders.

She stared with genuine interest at Arden's birthmark as her escort paid for two beers.  "Jeez," she said.

"You got fucked up awful bad, didn't ya?"

"Yes."  Arden's heart was pounding, and for a few seconds she felt on the verge of fainting.  She said the edge of the bar with her free hand.  "You've heard of the Bright Girlr' "Uh-huh."  The prostitute began to dig at a molar with a toothpick.  "Woman who healed people.

Used to hear 'bout her when I was a little girl."

.'Do you know where she is?"

"Yeah," came the answer, "I do."

As Dan and Arcten had been-walking into the cafe, the man who'd just gone for an unwilling swim sat on the dock in a puddle of water, watching another boat approach.

There were two men in the boat.  He couldn't quite trust his eyes.

The man who was paddling wore a dark suit and a white shirt, which was not quite the normal attire out here at St.  Nasty.  The second man-well, maybe it was time to swear off the beers, because that sonofabitch Burt must be mixing the brew with toxic waste.

When the boat bumped broadside against the dock, Flint stood up and stepped out.  His mud-grimed suit jacket was buttoned up over his dirty shirt, the pale flesh of his face mottled with red mosquito bites, his eyes sunken in weary purple hollows.  He stared at the battered and water-filled skiff tied upjust beside them, a single broken paddle lying in it.  Nobody would've traveled in that damn thing unless

they'd been forced to, he reasoned.  "How long have you been sittin' here?"  he asked the drenched man, who was watching Pelvis clamber out of the boat with Mama.

"You gotta be kiddin!"  the man said, unable to take his eyes off Pelvis.  "What is this, Candid Camera?"

"Hey, listen up!"  Flint demanded, his patience at its bitter end.

Clint-who was equally as tired and crankyjerked under his shirt, and Flint put an arm across his chest to hold his brother down.  "I'm looking for a man and a woman.  Shouldn't have been too long since they got here."

He nodded at the sinking boat.  "Did you see who that belongs to?"

"Yeah, they're here.  Sent 'em over to the cafe."  -He couldn't help but stare at Pelvis.  "I know we're hurtin' for entertainment 'round here, but please don't tell me you're on the payroll."

"Where's the cafe?  Which direction?"

"Only one direction, unless you can walk on water.

Scratch that," he decided, and he motioned at Pelvis with his thumb.  "Maybe he can walk on water."

Flint started off toward the clapboard buildings, and Pelvis followed, leaving the man on the dock wondering what the next boat might bring.  Others they passed stopped to gawk at Pelvis as well, and he started drawing catcalls and laughter.  "Hey!"  Flint called to two men @ding in the shadows next to the Laundromat/poolroom.  "The cafe around here?"

One of them pointed the way, and Flint and Pelvis went on.  Flint reached into his pocket and put his hand on the derringers grip.

"Who the hell are they?"  the man who'd pointed asked his friend.

The second man, who had a long, vulpine face and closecropped brown hair, ran his tongue across his lower lip.  He wore faded jeans and a dirty yellow shirt with the tail hanging out, and the sweat on his 

flesh stitl smelled of swamp mud and alhptors.  "Friends of Doc's,' he said quietly.  "I believe he'd like to see 'em again.  Here."  He slid a small packet of white powder into the other man's hand.

"Keep your money.  Just do me a favor and watch those two.

All right?"

"Sure, Mitch.  Whatever."

"Good boy."  Mitch, who still had the pistol he'd fired at Flint in his waistband, turned away and hurried to his motorboat, his mouth split by a savage grin.

 

The King Bled Crimson "Yeah," came the prostitute's answer.  "I do."  She continued to probe with the toothpick as Arden's nerves stretched.

"Dead.  Must be dead by now.  She was old, lived in a church on Goat Island."

"That's bull!"  Burt said.  "Ain't nobody ever lived on Goat Island!"

"Was a church there!"  the prostitute insisted.  "Blew down in a hurricane, back fifteen or twenty years!  The Bright Girl was a nun fell in love with a priest, so they threw her out of her convent and she come down here and built a church to repent!  That's what my mama said!"

"Angle, you didn't have no mama!"  Burt winked at the girl's customer.  "She was hatched, wasn't she, Cal?"

"Right out of a buzzard's egg," Cal agreed, his voice slurred by one too many brews.

Angle jabbed an elbow into Cal's ribs.  "You don't know nothin', fool!"

Arden tried to speak, but her throat had seized up.  The word dead was still ringing in her head like a funeral bell.

"Goat Island," she managed.  "Where is it?"

"Don't do this," Dan warned, but he knew there was no stopping her.

"Way the hell out in Terrebonne Bay," Burt said.  "Good ten miles from here.  Got wild goats runnin' all over it, but there sure ain't never been no church out there."

"My mama wasn't no liar!"  Angle snapped.  "Youw even born 'round here, how do you know?"

"I been huntin' on Goat Island before!  Walked the length and width of it!  if there'd ever been a church there, I think I would've seen some ruins!"

"Miss?"  Dan said to the prostitute.  "You say the Bright Girl was an old woman?"

"Yeah.  My mama said she seen her when she was a little girl.

Came to Port Fourchon to see my mama's cousin.  His name was Pearly, he was seven years old when he got burned up in a fire.  Mama said the Bright Girl was crippled and walked with a white cane.  I reckon that was"-she paused to calculate-"near thirty years ago."

"Uh-huh."  Dan felt Arden's body tensing beside him.

But he decided he had to go the next step, too.  "What about Pearly'.?  Did your mama say the Bright Girl healed him?"

"No, I recollect she said the Bright Girl took him with her in a boat."

I.To where?"

"Goat Island, I reckon.  She never saw Pearly no more, though.

Mama said she figured he was too bad off for even the Bright Girl to heal.  But that was all right, 'cause the Bright Girl made sure he wasn't scairt when he went to heaven."

"Come on, baby!"  Cal grabbed Angie's thin arm and tugged at her.

"Let's dance!"

"Wait!  Please!"  Arden's anguished voice cut to Dan's heart.  "Is she buried out there?  Have you seen her grave?'; "No, I ain't seen her grave.  But she's dead.  Got to be dead after all this time."

"But you don't know for sure, do you?  You're not certain she's dead?"

The prostitute stared at Arden for a few seconds and then pulled 

free of Cal's hand.  "I'm certain as I need to be," she said.

"Ohhhhh."  She nodded as things came clear to her.

"Ohhhhh, I see.  You was lookin' for the Bright Girl to heal your face.  Is that right?"

"Yes."

"I'm sorry, then.  Far as I know, she's dead.  I don't know where she's buried.  I can ask some of the other girls.  Most of lem were born 'round here, maybe they'd know."

"Let's dance!"  Cal yawped.  "Forget this shit!" Both women ignored him.  "I'd like to see the church," Arden said.  "Can you take me?"

"No, I can't.  See, I would, but I don't have my own boat.

It's Lorraine's boat, and she don't take it nowhere but between here and Grand Isle."

"Hey, listen up, scarface!"  Cal slurred at Arden, his voice turning nasty.  "I'm rentin' this bitch by the fuckin' hour, understand?

I don't have no time to waste-" "Come over here a minute."  Dan reached out, grasped Cal's wrist, and drew him closer, beer slopping to the floor from the mug in the man's hand.  Dan's face was strained with anger, his eyes hard and shiny.  "The ladies are talkin'."

"Mister, you let go of me or I'm gonna have to knock the shit outta your ears!"

.'No fightin' in here!"  Burt warned.  "You wanna fight, get out back!"

"You're drunk, friend."  Dan kept his face close to Cal's, his arm low across the man's body so the beer mug wouldn't come up and smash him in the teeth.  "Don't let your mouth get you in trouble."

"It's all right," Arden said.  The remark wasn't anything she hadn't heard before.  "Really it is."

She suddenly caught a strong whiff of body odor and swamp mud.

Someone wearing a dark suit stepped between her and Dan.  She thought of vulture wings sweeping onto a dying jackrabbit.

"Lambert?"  A quiet voice spoke in Dan's ear.  At the same time, Dan felt the little barrel of a gun press against his ribs.

"The game's over."

Dan jerked his head around and looked into the pallid face he'd seen by the flashlight's glare in Basile Park, only now it was blotched with mosquito bites.  His heart jumped and fluttered like a trapped bird.

Flint said, "Take it very, very easy.  Nobody needs to get hurt.

Okay?"
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Beyond Murtaugh, Dan saw, s@ the Elvis Presley impersonator holding his squirming bulldog.  The music had faltered and ended on a soawked note from the squeezebox.  'The Presley clone as suddenly the center of attention, and he started drawing whistles and laughter.

Flint glanced quickly at the girl and saw that what he'd thought was a massive bruise was in fact a deep violet birthmark.  "You all right, Miss Halliday?"

"I'm fine.  Who are-" $he realized then who it must be, and that he'd looked through her purse back where they'd gone off the bridge.  p>

"My name is Flint Murtaugh.  Fella," he said to Cal, "why don't you take your beer and move along?"

"I was fixin' @ whip this bastard's ass," Cal answered, unsteady 

on his feet.

"I'll take care of him from here on out."

"Anytime, anywhere, anyplace!"  Cal sneered in Dan's face, and then he grabbed Angie's arm again and jerked her onto the dance floor with him- "Well, shit a brick!" he hollerrd at the musicians.  "How 'bout some goddamn playin'?"

The fiddler started up again, then the accordionist and the piano pounder joined in.  Men were still laughing and gawking at Pelvis, who was trying his best to stand there and appear oblivious to the @ty. 

His wig had started to slip, its glue weakened by the swamp water, and he reached up with a quick hand and straightened it.

"What the hell is that?"  Burt grinned around his cigar stub.  He hadn't seen the derringer Flint pressed against Dan's side, which was how Flint wanted it.  "Is it animal, veg'table or mineral?"  He spouted smoke and looked at Flint.  "I swear to God, this is turnin' out to be a circus!

Where'd ya'll come from?"

"We're with this fella hero," Flint answered.  "Just got left behind a little ways."

"Your friend's dressed up for Halloween early, ain't her' .'He's a big Elvis fan.  Don't worry about him, he's harmless."

"Maybe so, but these sumbitches in here sure smell blood.

Listen to 'em howlin'!"  He moved away down the bar to draw a beer for another customer.

"Hey, Elvis!"  somebody yelled.  "Get up there and shake that fat ass, man!"

"Give us a song, Elvis!"  another one called.

Flint didn't have time to concern himself with Eisley's situation.

He knew something like this was bound to happen sooner or later.  But the important thing was that Daniel Lewis Lambert was standing right in front of him, and the derringer was loaded and cocked.  "Did he hurt you, Miss Halliday?"

"No."

"You were lucky, then.  You know he's murdered two people, don't you?"

"I know he killed a man at a bank in Shreveport.  He told me about that.  But he said he didn't kill the man in Alexandria, and I believe him."

"You believe him?"  He darted another glance at her.  "I thought he took you as a hostage."

'No," Arden said, "that's not how it was at all.  I came, with him of my own ri-re will."

Either she was crazy, Flint fipred, or somehow Lambert had brainwashed her.  But she wasn't his concern, either.  He kept the gun's barrel jammed into Lambert's ribs.  "Well, you ran me a good chase, I'll give you that."

Dan didn't answer.  His heart had stopped pounding, and now there was ice in his blood.  He was looking at a closed door about ten feet away.  Maybe beyond it was a bathroom with a window, and if he could get in there and lock the door to buy himself a few seconds, he might still get away.

"Face the bar and put your hands flat on top of it."

Dan obeyed, but his attention was still fixed on the door.

If he could get out a window into the swamp, then he could ...

Could what?he asked himself He was dead tired, hungry, and thirsty.  His strength was gone.  He doubted if he'd had the energy to trade a punch or two with Cal, much less swim through 'ptor-infested water.  As Flint quickly frisked him, wanting to attract as little 

notice as possible and helped in this regard by the loud and raucous attention being thrown at Pelvis, Dan realized that cold reality had just slapped him across the face.  He had come to his senses as if awakening from a fever dream.

There was nowhere else to go.  His run was over.

"YOu @ your pink Cadillac, Elvis?"

"Hell, get up there and sing something'!"

"Yeah, and it better be damn good, too! Pelvis had P@ rough rooms before, where the drunks with burning eyes would boll up out of their seats, wanting to either grab the microphone away from him or show their girlfriends that the King bled crimson.  This room right down there with the worst of them, and Pelvis tried to pay no mind to the jeering, but the shouts began s@ his pride.

"You ain't no Elvis, you fat shit!"

"What'cha got in your arms there, Elvis?  Your girlfriend?"  TIW

was followed by a barrage of barking and laughter that owned out the struggling musicians.

Flint saw the situation going out of control, but any man who wanted to look and talk like a dead hillbilly had to take his licks.  He @ kept his focus on Lambert, who-he was surprised to find@Od no weapons, not even a "Empty your pockets.

.'What're you go* do?"  Arden asked.  "Rob him?"

"No.  Lambert, u must have a way with the women.

First Your ex-wife stands up for you, now her.  She doesn't know the real you, Om shet' Dan Put his wa On top of the bar, then a few will doffu bills and son* change.  He found the y k picture Chad had given @, wrmued up by the swamp water.

"Howd you find Oler, Font fhPPed tOe wallet open and felt for judden men blader..  "I heard @our ex-wife tell you about the cabin.

I've been waitin' for you all day." Flint picked up the damp picture and looked at it.  "Your son?

SIY if re&.

"See, that's where you up.  you should never have gone to that pari If you'd steered clear of Alexandria, you 
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wouldn't be lookin'at a double murder conviction.' He slid Dan's wallet and the money into his coat, which was still buttoned to hide Clint's occasional muscle twitches under his shirt.  "You can keep the picture."

Dan returned it to his pocket.  "That man was alive when I left the motel.  His wife killed him, and she's blamin' it on me.

"Nice try.  Tell it to the police and see what they think."

"He already has," Arden spoke up.  "He called the Alexandria police while we were in Lafayette.  He told 'em to check the shotgun for his fingerprints."

"Uh-huh.  He tell you he did that?"

saw him do it."

"And he was probably talkin' to a dial tone, or a recorded message, or he had his finger on the cutoff switch.  Lambert, put your hands down in front of you and grip.'em together."

"You don't need to cuff me," Dan said flatly.  "I'm not goin'

anywhere."

"Just shut up and do it."

"I'd like to eat my gumbo and drink a beer.  You want to feed me?"

He turned around and stared into the bounty huntet's chilly blue eyes.

Murtaugh looked as worn-out as Dan felt, his face gaunt, his dark hair with its lightningwhite streak oily and uncombed.  A dozen mosquito bites splotched his @ed cheeks and chin, and he had to scratch two of them even as he kept the derringer pressed into Dan's side.  "I won't run," Dan said.  "I'm too tired, and there's no use in it."  He read the distrust in the tight crimp of Murtaugh's thin-lipped mouth.  "I give you my word.  All I want to do is eat some dinner and rest."

"Yeah, I know what your word is worth."  Flint started to reach into his pocket for the handcuffs, but he hesitated.

Lambert had no weapon, and he did look exhausted(L This time, at least, there was no woman between them who knew taste kwan do.  Flint said, "I swear to God, if yo@to get away, I'll put a bullet through your kn let the lawyers sort it out.  Understand?"

Dan nodded, convinced that Mur he promised.

then.  &t."

A skinny man in a OSP cap and overalls Pelvis's arm.  "Hey, You!" he said.  Pelvis saw the man was missing most of his front teeth.  His eyer, were red and heavy-lidded, and the'reek of beer and gumbo on his breath was enough to make Mama whimper.  "I knew Elvis," the man wh@ "Elvis was a ri-en' a mine.  And you big or turd, you sure as hell ain't no Elvist" Pelvis felt the hot blood twe@ his jowls.  Hoots and @ter were flying at him like jagged spears.  He waumd to the blond woman with the birthmark on her face and said in an anger-tensed voice, "Excuse me, would you hold my dog,"

he said.  "Would you hold her for just two or three minutes?"  He pushed Mama into her arms.

"Eisle@' Flint snapped.  "What're you doinr' "I've got my pride.

They want a song, I'm gonna give'em a "No, you're'qot!"  But Pelvis was already walking toward the music@ @mving the intoxicated jeers and "Eisleyl" Flint shouted.  "come back here!"

 

The music@ played their Cajun stomp as Pelvis aped,*nd then the whoops and honers ncocheted off the tm E Burt had come back down the bar, and he yelled at Fhn@"Your friend ain't gonna need a burial plott Ain't gonna be nothin' left to bury!"

"He's a fool is what he is!"  Flint seethed, still holding the gun low  in @ Dan's ribs, but in the dim and smoky light Burt didn't see it.  Wink Arden held on to the bulldog, the though of what Angle had told her battering around in her men4 Dan took his first bite of gumbo and in it almost set his tongue on Dog,r, Pelvis asked the band.

He got three heads to smvel.  "How 'bout'I Got a Woman'?

'H@break Hotel'?  'A Big Hunk o' L4Dye"?"  There were negative reactions to all those.  Pelvis felt sweat ooll@ around his coria.  "Do you know any Elvis songsr'


the hot

fire.
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"All we play is zydeco," the accordionist said.  "You know.  Like 'My Toot-Toot' and 'Diggy Liggy Lo.' "Oh, Lord," Pelvis breathed.

"Don't just stand there, Elvis!"  a shout swelled up from the others.  "You ain't dead, are you?"

Pelvis turned to face his audience.  Sweat was running down under his arms, his heart starting to pound.  He lifted his hands to quiet the jeering, and about half of it stopped.

"I have to tell you fellas I usually accomp'ny myself on the git-tar.  Anybody got agit-tar I can use?"

"This ain't fuckin' Nashville, you asshole!"  came a reply.

"Either start singin' or you're gonna go swimmin'!"

Pelvis looked over at Flint, who just shook his head with pity and averted his gaze.  Then Pelvis stared out at the roughnecks, the butterflies of fear swarming in his stomach.

"Start croakin', you big fat frog!"  somebody else hollered.  A drop of sweat rolled into Pelvis's left eye and burned it shut for a couple of seconds.  Suddenly a bowl of gumbo came flying up from one of the tables and it splashed all over the front of his muddy trousers.  A wave of laughter followed, then somebody began to bray like a donkey.

Pelvis stared down at his mud ted brown sueo'shoes, and he thought of how those men in there didn't k@aw the many hours he'd spent watching Elvis movies, lear*ing the King's walk and talk and sneer-, they didn't kno* how many nights he'd listened to Elvis records in ah little room, catching every phrase and nuance of that voice, that voice of the American soul.  They didn't know how much he loved Elvis, how he worshipped at the shrine of Gmceland and how his wife had called him a stupid fat loser and run off with all his money and a truck driver named Boomer.

They didn't know how he had suffered for his art.

His public was calling for him.  Ranting at him, to tell the truth.  Pelvis squared his shoulders, tucked his chins, and turned away from the audience.  He said to the piano pounder, "Yc)u miad if I sit there?"  and he slid onto the chair when it was gladly vacated.  Pelvis cracked his knuckles, looked at the dirty keyboard with its sad and broken ivories, and then he put his fingers down and began to play.


k

 

A strain of classical music came from the rickey-tick piano.  The room was shocked silent, and no one was shocked more than Flint.  But only Flint recognized the music: it was the stately opening chords of Chopin's Prelude Number Nine in E major, one of the soul-soothing pieces he Hstened to daily on his car's cassette player.

They let him play about ten seconds of it before they regained their senses.  Then a second bowl of gumbo hit the piano and a half of a hamburger flew past Pelvis's head and a roar of dissatisfaction went up like a nuclear bwa.  "We don't want that damn shit!"  yelled a man with a face as mean as a scarred fist.  "Play us something' with a tune!"

"Hold your horses!"  Pelvis shouted back "I'm just limberin' up my fingers!"  He was as ready as he would ever be.  "All right, this here's called 'A Big Hunk o' L4Dye'."  And then his hands slammed down on the keyboard and the piano made a noise like a locomotive howling through a tunnel in red-hot, demon-infested, sex@pping, and godforsaken Hades.  His fingers suttered up and down the keys in a blur of motion, the sound's power kicking all the jeers and hollers right out the swinging doors.  Pelvis threw his head back, sweat shinii4on his face, his mouth opened, and he started bellowing a@ut asidng his baby for a bigga bigga jaw had dropped in mimic Elvis, but different; though rockabflly Memphis in a rusty chain saw that and unearthly more akin to the ison-Watching Eisley beat that Jerry Lee Lewis and beaning and then rumble the floorboards onstage Eisley was a lousy ruby was a lousy diamond.

Though Flint hated that kind of redneck thunder, though it made the skin crawl on the back of his neck and made him long for a good set of earplugs, it was clear that Pelvis Eisley bigga hunka love.

Flint's mouth was amazement.  Eisley's: his singing voice was there were husky ton it, there was also the suddenly broke mt(

high-bigga hunka operatic wail of Roy piano to pieces like a his voice mttle the ceiling again, Flint realized Elvis, but that was In was no imitator of a dead star.  The man, whether he knew it or not, was an honest-to-God original fireball.

Dan followed a spoonful of the spicy gumbo with a drink of beer, and he regarded the Presley clone flailing at the piano.  Hunka, hunka big ouill'love, the man was growling.

Mwmugh's gun had pulled a few inches away from Dan's ribs.  The bounty hunter's focus was riveted on his companion.  It flashed through Dan's mind that if he was quick enough, he could bring the beer mug down across the side of Murtaugh's head and run for the back door.

Do it, he told himself.  Hit the bastard and run while there's still time.

He took another swallow of the bitter brew and held the mug ready to strike.  On his foreum the ropy muscles tensed, making the tattooed snake undulate.

Silent Shadow Asecond passed.

Do it!  he thai Murtaugh's skull t A third and fou No.

It was a strong N No, Dan deci misery.  There'U be Murtaugh's head suddenly swiveled, and the pale blue eyes fixed on him.

Dan lifted the mug to his lips and drank the rest of his beer.

"Your friend's not half bad."

Flint looked at the glass mug and then his gaze returned to Dan's 

eyes.  He had the fearing that danger had just slid past like a silent shadow.  "You're not thinkin'of doin'something' stupid, are you?"

"Nope."

"If you don't want to wear the bracelets, you'd better not be.  I want to keep this as quiet and clean as I can."

Dan had wondered why Murtaugh was doing his best to hold the gun out of sight, and why he hadn't told the bartender who he was.  "You afraid somebody else'll snatch me away from you if they find out about the money?"  "People hear what I do for a livin', they don't usually welcome me with hearts and flowers."

stared at the place on the blow.

by.

of reason.

and I've caused enough Al

"Listen, I didn't mean to kill Blanchard," Dan said.  "He drew a gun on me.  I had the guard's pistol in my hand, and "Do us both a favor," Flint interrupted.  "Save it for the judge."

Pelvis finished the song with a wail and a series of chords that threatened to demolish the piano.  As the last notes were dying, another thunderous noise rose up: the whooping and applause of his audience.  Pelvis blinked out at them, stunned by the response.  Though he used to play piano in a blues band when he was a lanky boy with a heedful of wavy hair and big ideas, he was accustomed to standing behind an electric guitar, which he couldn't play very well but after all it was the King's instrument.  He was used to hearing club managers telling him he needed to rein his voice in and keep it snarly because those high tenor notes didn't sound like Elvis at all, that's what the customers were paying for, and if he wanted to be a decent Elvis impersonator, he was way off the mark.

Here, though, it was obvious they were starved for entertainment and they didn't care that he wasn't twanging an electric guitar or that his voice wasn't as earthy as the King's.  They started shouting for another song, some of them beating on their tables with their fists and beer mugs.

",M ank you, thank you kindly!"  Pelvis said.  "Well, I'll d .  o you another one, then.  This here's'it's Your Baby, You Rock It'."  He launched off on another display of honky-tonkin' fireworks, and though his hands were stiff and he knew he was hitting a lot of chims, all his training was coming back to him.  The fiddler picked up the chords and began sewing them together, and then the accordion player added ajumpy squeal and squawk.

"Hey!"  Burt shouted at Flint over the music.  "He done any rt=r&?"

"Not that I know of."

"Well, he ought to!  He don't sound much like Elvis, but a fella plays a piano and sing like that, he oughta-doings .  be some records!  Make himself a lotta money that .W!"

 

"Tell me," Flint said, "how do we get out of here?  Back to a road, I mean?"

"Like I told him"-Burt nodded at Dan-"supply boat from Grand Isle'll be here tomorrow afternoon.  That's the only way out."

"Tomorrow eternoon?  I've got to get this man to-" He paused and tri@@ it again.  "We need to get to Shreveport as soon as we can."  @

"You'll have to@wait for the supply boat.  They'll take you to Grand Isle, b4t that's still a hell of a long way from Shreveport.  See, @re ain't no roads 'round here for miles."

"I can't stay here\all night!  Christ almighty!  We've got to get back to-"Civili@ation, he almost said, but he decided it wouldn't be wise.  "Shreveport," he finished.

"Sorry.  I've got a radio-telephone in the back, if you need to let anybody know where you are."

Smoates needed to know, Flint thought.  Smoates needed to hear.

that the skin was caught and on his way back.

Smoates would be asleep right now, but he wouldn't mind being awakened to hear-Hold it, he told himself.  Just one damn minute.  y should he be in such a rush to call that freak-lovin' bastard?

Right now he, Flint, was in control.  He didn't have to run and call Smoates like some teenager afraid of his father's paddle.  Anyway, if Smoates hadn't weighed him down with Eisley, he would have finished this thing yesterday.  So to hell with him.

Flint said, "No, I don't need to call anybody.  But what are we supposed to do?  Stay here until the boat comes?"  He didn't know if he could stand smelling his own body odor that long, and Lambert wasn't a sweet peach either.  "Isn't there someplace I can get a shower and some sleep?"

"Well, this ain't exactly a tropical resort."  Burt's cigar stub had gone cold, but he still kept it gripped between his teeth.  Now he took it out and looked at the ashy tip, trying to decide if it was worth another match.  "You talkin' about one place for all of you?  Or you want something' separate for the lady?"

"I'm not sleepin' in a room with them!"  Arden was still dazed and heartsick by what she'd heard about the Bright Girl.  In her arms the little bulldog longingly watched Pelvis.

"I'd rather sit in here all night!"

. "How much money you got?"  Burt asked Flint, and raised his eyebrows.

"Not much."

"You got a hundred dollars?"

"Maybe."

"Okay, here's the deal," Burt said.  "The big boys-the execs-keep a couple of cabins to stay in when they come visit down here.  They don't want to get dirty stayin' in the barracks with the workin' crews, see.  I know who can pick the locks.  Fifty dollars apiece, you can have 'em for the night.  They ain't much, but they've got clean cots and they're private."

"There's fifty dollars in my wallet," Dan offered.  Sleep on a cot-clean or dirty, he didn't care-sounded fine to him.

It occurred to him that this was the last night he'd sleep without bars next to his mattress.  "I'll pay for her cabin."

"Yeah, it's a deal."  Flint brought out Dan's wallet and his own and paid the money.

"Fine.  Wait a minute, lemme listen to this here song," Pelvis had started a slow country-western teaderker called "Anything That's Part of You."  His audience sat in rapt, respectful silence as the broody piano chords thumped and, Pelvis's voice soared up in a lament that was painful enough to wet the eyes of hardcase roughnecks and bayou trash 

prostitutes.  "I swear," Burt said, "that fella don't need to try to be Elvis.  You his manager?"  He looked at Flint.

.'No.  "

"HelL I'll be his mqnager, then.  Get out of this damn swamp and get rich, I won't never look back."

"Arden?"  Dan had seen the corners of her mouth quivering, her eyes glassy with shock.  It was going to be tough on her, he knew.  She'd put so much blind faith into finding the Bright Girl, she'd sacrificed everything, and now it was over.

"You all right?"

She didn't answer.  She couldn't.

Shadow "You mind ?"  he asked Flint, and the bounty hunter obvious distress and moved from between Dan stood close to her.  His heart ached for her, and he to put his arm around her shoulders but he didn't what comfort he could give.  "I'm sorry," he said.  "I wish could've found what you wanted."

"I-I can't belie she's dead.  I just can't."  Her eyes suddenly glistened just as quickly she blinked them away.  The hi her chin.  "I can't believe it.

Jupiter wouldn't h wrong.  "

"Listen to me," Dan said firmly.  "Startin' from this minute, here and now, you're gonna have to go back to reality.  That means back to Fort Worth and getting' on with your life.  However bad things look, they've got to get better." "I don't think so' "You don't know what tomorro's gonna bring.  Or next week, or next month.  You've gotta go day by day, and that's how you get through the rough spots.  Beheve me, I've been 'there."

Arden nodded, but the Bright Girl was a candle she could not bear to extinguish.  It struck her how selfish she'd been, consumed by her own wishes.  From the moment the man in the dark suit had set foot into this cafe, Dan had been on his way to prison.  "Are you all right?"

she asked.

"I beheve I am."  He offered her a faint, brave smile when inside he felt as if he'd been hit by a tractor-trailer truck "Yeah, I'm all right.  This was gonna happen sooner or later."  His smile faded.  "I saw my son, I said what I needed to say without bars between us.

That's the important thing."

He shrugged.  "At least where I'm goin' I'll have a roof over my head and hot food.' Won't be much worse than the V.A.

hospital, I guess.  Anyhow-" His voice cracked, and he had to pause to summon the strength to continue.  "Like I said, you go day by day.  That's how you get through the rough spots."

"Miss?"  Burt put his elbows on the bar and leaned toward her.

Pelvis had finished the slow, sad number and was getting up from the piano to take his bows, sweat dripping from schins."Iknowwhocouldtellyouiftherewasever anybody livin' on Goat Island or not.  Cajun fella they call Little Tmin.  He was born 'round here.  Sometimes he takes the execs huntin' and fishin'.  Sells us fish and game for the cafe, too, so he gets all 'round the swamp.

If anybody would know, it'd be him."

"Arden?"  Dan's voice was quiet.  "Give it up.  Please."

She wanted to.  She really did.  But she was desperate and afraid.

This would be her @ chance, and she would never come this way again.

Even finding the Bright Girl's grave would be an answer, though not the one she wished for.  She said, "Where is he?"

"Lives on a houseboat, anchored 'bout a mile south of here.  Keeps 

to himself, mostly."  He stared at her birthmark, his gaze following its ragged edges.  "I've got a motorboat, and I'm off shift at six A.M.

I need to run down there to see him anyhow, put in an order for some catfish and turtle meat.  If you want to go, you're welcome.  And I can carry two people, if you want to go along."  He was speaking to Dan.

Dan saw the need in Arden's eyes; it was a painful thing to witness, because he knew she stood at the very edge of sanity.  He had to turn away from her, and when he heard her say "I'll go alone," it was clear to him that she'd placed one foot over the precipice.

"Okay, then.  Whatever suits you.  Hey, fella!"  He grinned at Pelvis, who was making his way to the bar through a knot of backslappers.  "You 'bout knocked hell outta that piano, didn't you?"

Pelvis said, "Thank you, ma'am" as he took Mama back into his arms, and Mama trembled with love and attacked his face with her tongue.  He was breathing hard, and he felt a little dizzy, but otherwise he was okay.  Sweat was pouring off him in rivers.  "Can I have some water, please?"

"Comin' right up!"

"Mr.  Murtaugh?"  Pelvis smiled broadly.  "I think they like me."

"You were all right.  If you care for that kind of music.

Here, wipe your face."  He pulled a handftd of paper napkins out 0

were hoflerin'?"

"Uh-huh.  Well, step down offyour pedestal and listen: we can't get out of here till tomorrow afternoon.  We have to wait for a supply boat from Grand -Isle.  How the hell we're supposed to get back to the car I don't know, but that's how things are.  ti "At least we got him@ didn't we?"  Pelvis nodded toward Dan, who'd gone back to eating his gumbo.

We, my ass, Flint was about to say, but Burt stuck his bearded face over the bar again.  "You play betteen you look, if you don't mind me sayin'."

I.Sir?ll "You know.  The Elvis thing, with the judo moves and all.

That's what I expected."

"Well, all them songs I sang were ones Elvis done," Pelvis explained.  "And I do them moves in my show, but I couldn't cause I was sittin'at the piano.  Like I said, I usually play the git-tar."

"You want my advice?  I'm gonna give it to you anyway.

Don't hide behind Elvis.  You don't need it, a fella can pound them @ and sing like, you do.  Hell, you oughta go to Nashville and show 'em what you can do."

"I been there.  They told me I didn't sound enough like Elvis.

Told me I couldn't play git-tar as good as him, neither."

"Well, hell!  Don't try to sound like him!  Don't try to look like him, or talk like him, or nothin'!  Seems to me there was just one Elvis, and he's dead.  Can't be another one.  If I was you, I wouldn't touch a guitar again so long as I lived.  I wouldn't wear my hair like that, either, and you oughta lose fik or sixty pounds.Get yourself lean and mean, then go see them Nashville cats.  You play for them like you did here, you're gonna be makin' yourself some money!  Hey, do me a favort" Burt reached for a napkin and pulled a pen out from 

it to him.  "You're not gonna pass Pelvis took the bottle of it, then he poured some in "Didja hear the way they beside the cash register.  "Here.  Sign me an autograph, just so I can say I spot@ed you first.  Sign it To My Friend Burt Dunbro."

"You ... want my autograph?"  Pelvis asked, his cheeks reddening with embarrassment.

"Yep.  Right there.  To My Friend Burt Dunbro."

He put the pen to napkin and wrote what the man asked.

Then he started PelvHe stopped.

"What's wrong?  Pen jammed up?"

There was just one Elv@ he was thinking, and he's dead.

Can't be another one.

Maybe there shouldn't be.

It had been fifteen years since he'd played piano in front of an audience.  And that was before he'd dressed himself up as the Kin& studied the records and movies and hip thrusts, bought the wig, the blue suede shoes, the regalia.  It was before he'd let himself get fat on the Twinkles and peanut butter cookies and cornbread sopped in buttermill It was before he'd decided that who he was wasut good enough, and that he needed something much larger to cling to and hide inside.

But what if ... what if ...

What if he'd given up on his own talent too early?  What if he'd let it go in favor of the Elvis disguise because he wasn't sure he was worth a damn?  What if... what if... ?

Oh, Lord, it would be so hard to give it up now and try to go back It would be impossible to strike out on his own, without the King to help him.  Wouldn't it?

But Elvis was dead.  There couldn't be another one.

"Hold on, I'll find a pen that writes," Burt offered.

"No," Pelvis said.  "This ones fine."

He was terrified.

But he got the pen moving, and with a hammering heart and a dry throat he scratched out Pelv and beneath it wrote Cecil Eisley.

It was one of the hardest things he'd ever done in his life, but when he was finished he felt something inside him start to unlc bit.  Maybe in an hour he would regret name.  Maybe tomorrow he would deny right now-this strange and wonderfill -he felt ten feet tall.

come over here!"  Burt called.  The mean-faced who didn't care for the classics came to the bar.  Burt gave him twenty dollars and quietly told him what he wanted done.  "Ya'll go on with GriW, he'll take care of you," Burt said to Flint, and to Arden he added, "Six o'clock.  I'll see you here."

"Let's go, Lambert."  Flint pushed the gun into Dan's side again.

"Take it nice and easy."

The two cab' Grill led them to were about a hundred Ins yards from the other structures of St.  Nasty, up on a platform facing a cove of smooth black water.  Grill produced a kMe penknife and pulled up its thin blade to slide into the first cabin's door lock.  It took four seconds to open the door.  "I better check for snakes," he said before he disappeared into the darkness within.  Two minutes later a generator rumbled to life around back and then elmfic lights 

flickered on.  "No snakes," he announced when he returned to the door.

"Just a skin."  He held the long gossamer thing up to show them.

"Who's sleepin' in this one?"

When neither of the bounty hunters responded, Arden up her courage and said, "I guess I am."  She c the threshold.  The pine-paneled interior was hot, humid, and smelled of mold.  There was a broken-down plaid sofa, a couple of standing lamps that appeared to have been purchased from a garage sale sometime in 1967, and a latchen area with a rusty stove and sink.  A hallway went back to what must be the sleeping area and-hopefully-an indoor bathroom.  It would do for a few hours, until six o'clock.

"Shower and toilet's between the cabins," Grill said.

"Pipes are hooked to a ci@, but I wouldn't drink the water.  And you'd best keep the front and back doors locked.

Lots of feras 'round here can't be trusted."

Arden closed the door and locked it, then she pulled the sofa over in front of it.  She found a switch that operated a ceiling fan, and turning it on helped cool the room some.

When the lights were on I in the second cabin, Grill came out grinning.  "Looky here!' He raised his right arm to show Dan, Flint, and Pelvis the thick brown snake his hand had seized, the head squeezed between his fingers and the coils twined around his wrist.  "Big al'sumbitch moccasin.  Found him sleepin'under a oat.  Ya'll step aside."  He reared his arm back and flung the reptile past them into the water.  It made a heavy splash.  "Okay, you can go on in."

Flint guided Dan through the door first.  The place was basically the same as the first cabin, a moldy-smelling assemblage of cheap furniture, pine-paneled walls, and a floor of rough planks.  Pelvis entered @, his eyes peeled for creepy-aawlies.  "Thing 'bout moccasins," Grill said, "is that for every one you see, there're three or four you don't.

They'll keep to themselves if you don't step on 'em, but I wouldn't let that dog go nosin' 'round, hear?"

"I hear," Pelvis answered.

"Tough luck for that girl, huh?  I mean, the way her face is.

Awful hard to look at, but hard not to look at, too."

"Thanks for lattin' us in," Flint told him.  "Good night."

"Alhighty.  Don't let the bedbugs bite.  Nor nothin' else."

Grill chuckled a little to himself, slid his hands into the pockets of his blue jmm, and started walking back in the direction they'd come.

Flint closed the door and latched it.  "Here, keep this on him."

He gave Pelvis the derringer, then he took the cuffs and their key from his pocket and unlocked them.  "Hands behind you."

"I'm gonna have to go pee in a minute," Dan said.

"Hands in front of you," Flint corrected him.  "Grip 'em together."

"I gave you my word I wasn't gonna run.  You don't have to-I, "Your word's not worth fifteen thousand dollars, so shut up."

Flint snapped the cuffs around Dan's wrists and put the key inside his suit jacket.  Dan saw a peculiar thing happen: the front of the man's shirt suddenly twitched, as if Murtaugh had just hiccupped.  He recalled that he'd seen the same thing when Murtaugh was on the ground in Basile Pgrk, just before the Elvis clone had started hollering.  He had the bizarre sensation that there was 

more to Murtaugh than met the eye.

"Watch him for a minute," Flint told Pelvis, and he walked back through the hallway to find out what the rest of the cabin held.

"Don't try nothin', now," Pelvis said nervously, holding a sleepy Mama and aiming the derringer at Dan's belly.  "I'll shoot if I have.

to."

"Just take it easy."  Dan could tell that the man was uncomfortable holding the gun, and though it looked like a peashooter, it could still do a lot of damage at such close -range.  He decided silence would only increase the man's tension before Murtaugh returned.  "What's your name?"

"Ce-" No, maybe he'd be ready to let go of it someday, but not yet.  "Pelvis Eisley."

"Pelvis, huh?"  Dan nodded; it figured.  "Excuse me for sayin'

this, but you and Murtaugh don't fit.  You been partners long?"

"TWO days.  He's @bin' me the ropes."

An amateur, Dan thought.  "This is your first bountyhuntin'job?"

.'That's right.  My very first."

"Seems to me you'd do better playin' piano in Nashville than doin'

this kind of work."

"Eisley, don't talk to him."  Flint came back in.  What he'd found had been two grim rooms, each with two iron-framed, bare-mattreswd 00ts.  He hadn't failed to notice that the legs Of the Cots Were standing in water-filled coffee cans to keep insects from climbing up them.  If this was the executive quarters, he would have hated to see the work crew's barracks; then again, the cabin didn't look like anyone had been there in quite some time.  But all he wanted was a few hours Of sleep, and he didn't need a Hilton hotel pillow.

Flint took the derringer back from Eisley.  "Come on, Lambert.

You want to do your business, let's get it done."

Through a rear window he'd seen a tin-roofed shed that he figured must be where the shower and toilet were.  The generator was sending juice to an electric bulb burning over the shed's door, but stepping in was going to be an act of either raw courage or sheer desperation.

Arden had @y forced herself-out of despemtionto walk into the shed.  Fortunately, there was a light bulb inside as well as outside, but Arden approached the toilet with trepidation.  There were no water moccasins coiled up inside, as she'd feared, but it wasn't the cleanest in the world.  She did what she had to do, used a roll of tissue that could have sniped paint off metal, and got out as fast as she could.

In the room in which she'd chosen to sleep, she had put the pink drawstring bag atop a battered old pine chest of drawers.  Now, under the single dirty light bulb that burned at the ceiling, she opened the bag and removed what was held within.

One after the other, she lined up five little horses side by side.

They had been bought at a (hine store in Fort Worth.  They wemn't much, but they were everything.  Five horses: two brown, one black, one gray.  The paint was chipping off them, revealing the red plastic they were molded from.  She knew their secret names, and they watched over her.  They reminded her of a time when she'd been happy, when she could believe the future was vnde-open spaces, even through the Texas dust and gnt and the hard work that had to be done.  They reminded her that once upon a time she had been needed.

She sat on the edge of a cot and stared at the small pwfic figures, her eyes @ and tired.  She was wrecked, and she knew it.  But her thoughts were still cuchng that flame, circling, circling.  The Bright Girl.  A touch from the Bright Girl, and she would be healed.  Jupiter said so.  Jupiter wouldn't have lied to her.  No.  A touch from the 

Bright Girl, and the mark-the ugly bad-luck mark that had tormented her all her life and caused her father to walk out the door and never come back and her mother to fall under the weight of the bottle-would be taken away.  The Bright wasn't dead.

The Bright Girl was forever young and pretty, and she carried the lamp of God.  Jupiter hadn't lied.  He hadn't.

But what about Dan?  He couldn't go any farther.  If he was the man God had provided to take her to the Bright Girl, then why was he being wrenched away from her.9 She'd thought about trying somehow to get him away from the bounty hunters, but what could she do?  And she'd seen it in his face, them in the cafe-he was sick and weary of running, and he could not go on.  You His hands, she remembered Jupiter saying.

But what if Jupiter had been wrong?

Six o'clock, she thought.  Six o'clock.  She had to press that number into her mind so she could sleep for three or four hours and then get up in time.  She had to forget about Dan, had to let him go.

As much as she wanted, she couldn't help him.  Now she had to help herself, and it seemed to her that the morning would be her last chance.

Where she would go and what she would do if she found the Bright Girl's grave, she didn't know.  She couldn't think about it, because that way led to black despair, She lay down and stared at the ceiling.

The five ho@, her @man, would watch over her during the night.  She Might dream of waking up, and hearing them pawing and snorting for her in the barn, saying hurry come to uy huny we will neyer hurt you we will never hurt.

At last, mercifully, her eyes closed.  She listened to the rumble of the generator, the @p of frogs, and the chitterings of insects and night birds, the heavy thudding heartbeat of the Oil-Pumping machinery in the distance.  She was afraid of what daylight might bring; she was equally afraid of knowing and of not knowing.  A single tear trickled down the cheek on the deep-violet-birthmarked side of her face-S@ came for her, and took her away.

Pelvis had gone outside to let Mama answer nature's call.

While he was out there, he unzipped and added some water to the cove.  After Mama was finished, he picked her up anded back inside, and that was when he saw a match flare on the plank walkway that led back over the swamp grass and rushes to the center of St.  Nasty.  He saw the orangedaubed face of a man as the match touched the tip of a cigarette, and then the match was flicked out into the water like a little comet.

He watched the cigarette's tip glow as the man inhaled.

Then the glow vanished.-Either the man was cupping the cigarette in his hand or he'd walked away, it was hard to ten in the dart Pelvis stood there, stroking Mama for a moment, but when she let out a few exhausted yaps at something that rustled in the watery weeds under the platform, he decided it was time to get back inside.  He wondered how many snakes must be watching him, and the thought made him shudder as if someone had just stepped on his grave.

The sound of Scales "I'm goin' to take a shower,', Flint told pelvis when he walked through the door.  "I want you to sit.in there and

 

watch him, hear.9 Take the gun and just sit there.  I'll be back in a few minutes."  He'd taken Dan to the shed and found a gnmy cake of soap in the cramped little shower stall.

Though he had no towel, he couldn't bear his own body C)dor any longer.  He started to turn away, but he had to ask a burning question.

"Eisley, where'd you learn the Chopin piece?"

I.Sir?

"The Chopin piece.  The classical music you played.

Where'd you learn itT, "Oh, that was something' my piano teacher taught me.

Mrs.  Fitch was her name.  Said it was a good quick finger workout and 'cause you had to think about what you were doin' it calmed you down.  I reckon it did the trick for my n@es." 

"I never would've thought you could play classical music."

Pelvis @gged.  "No big thing.  Them fellas pooted in their pants 

like everybody else.  You go on and take your shower, don't worry 'bout Lambert."

Flint left the cabin, not quite sure he would ever again listen to his tape of Chopin preludes with quite the same reverence.

Pelvis went into the bedroom Flint had chosen for himself and found the killer lying on one of the cots, his right hand cuffed to the iron bed frame.  Pelvis sat down on the other cot, laid Mama aside, and held the derringer aimed at Dan.

"I wish you wouldn't do that," Dan said twenty seconds later, when it was clear Eisley meant to point the gun at him until Murtaugh returned.  "I'd hate for that to go off."

"Mr.  Murtaugh told me to.  watch you."

"Can't you watch me and aim that gun somewhere else?"

"I could.  I don'tWant to."

Dan granted and allowed a slight smile.  "You must think I'm a big bad sonofabitch, huh?"

"You killed two men.  That don't make you an angel in my book."

Dan started to sit up, but he thought better of making any quick moves.  "I didn't.kill the man at that damn motel.  His wife did it."

"His wife?  Ha, that's a good one!"

"He was alive when I left there.  His wife had already shot him in the gut with a shotgun, aimin'at me.  She beat him to death after I was gone.  Maybe she was mad at him because I got away.  "

"Uh-huh.  I reckon somebody else popped up and killed that fella at the bank, too.  And you just happened to be standin' there."

"No," Dan said, "That one I'll bear the blame for."

Surprised to hear it."

Dan cupped his left hand under his head and stared up at the ceiling.  A moth was going around and around up there, searching for a way out.  "Blanchard had a family.  It wasn't his fault things are how they are.  There's no way on earth I can live with what I did, so I might as well die in prison."

Pelvis was silent for a moment.  The derringer had wandered.  He'd never met anybody who'd committed murder before, and he found his nervousness being replaced by curiosity.  "What'd that fella do to you was so bad you had to kill him?"  he asked quietly.

Dan was watching the trapped moth beating itself against the stark, bare light bulb.  He was too tense to sleep yet, and 

the room was too hot.  "I didn't go to that bank meanin' to do it," he answered.  "Blanchard was takin' my pickup truck away from me.

It was the last thing I had.  I lost my temper, a guard came in, and we fought.  Blanchard pulled a pistol on me.  I had the guard's gun, and ... I squeezed the trigger first.  Didn't even aim.  I knew Blanchard was finished when I saw all that blood.  Then I got in my truck and ran."

Pelvis frowned.  "You should've stayed there.  Maybe pleaded selfdefense or something'."

"I guess so.  But all I could think about right then was getting'

away-t9

"How 'bout the girl?  We thought you took her hostage.  Is she ...

kinda off in the head?"

"No, she's just scared."  Dan explained how he'd met Arden, and about her belief in the Bright Girl.  "In the mornin' she wants to go find some Cajun fisherman called Little Train.  He's supposed to live in a houseboat a mile or so south of here.  That fella who runs the cafe's takin' her.  I don't have the right to tell her not to go, and I don't think she'd listen to me, anyway."  An idea struck him, and he angled his face toward Eisley.  "You could go with her."

"Me?"

"Yeah.  They're leavin' at six."  He managed to twist his cuffed wrist around so he could see his watch.  "Going' on two-thirty.  You could go with her, make sure she's all right.

If the supply boat doesn't come till afternoon, you'll be back in plenty of time."

"Back from where?"  Flint peered through the doorway, his hair still wet.  He had carefully and methodically scrubbed the grime from his and his brother's flesh.  It had been torment to buckle the sweat-stiff miniature shoulder holster against his skin and then put on his swamp-tainted clothes again.  Under his once-white shirt Clint was sleeping, but Flint could feel the soft bones shift every so often deep in his constricted guts.

"He was askin' me to go with the girl," Pelvis said.

"Burt-y'know, from the cafe-is gonna take her at six O'clock to see a Cajun fella lives a mile south.  She's tryin' to find a-"

"Forget it."  Flint took the derringer from him.  "We're not nursemaids.  I don't know what her story is, but we're leaven' here on that supply boat and she can go with us or not, it's up to her."

"Yes sir, but if it's just a mile off, I'll be back before-"

"Eisley?"  Flint cut him off.  "The girl's crazy.  She'd have to be crazy to come down here knowin'who Lambert is.  Get up off there, I've gotta lie down before I fall down."

Pelvis cradled Mama in his arms and stood up.  Mama awakened and gave a cranky growl, then her bulbous eyes closed and she went limp again.  Flint lay down on the cot.

Springs jabbed his back through the thin mattress, but he was so tired, he could have slept on a bed of nails.

"Arden shouldn't go off in the swamp with somebody she doesn't know," Dan pressed on.  "It doesn't matter what you think of her.  She could still get in a lot of trouble."

"She's not our business.  You are."

"Maybe that's so, but she needs help."

"Not from us."

"Not from you, I guess."  Dan looked up at Pelvis.  "How about it?

Would you-" "Hey!"  Flint sat up again, his deep-sunken eyes redrimmed 

and angry.  "He doesn't have any say-so about this!

I'm callin' the shots!  Now, why don't you shut your mouth and get some sleep?  Eisley, you go on, too!"

Pelvis hesitated.  The electric lights, and theirpools ofshadow, gave him little comfort.  Severaltimes already he had imagined he'd caught a slow uncoiling from the corner of his eye.

"How come Mama and me have to sleep in a room by ourselves?"

"Because there're only two cots in here, that's why.  Now, 90 on!"

"That was an awful big snake that fella found.  I wonder which cot it was under."

"Well, I'll tell you what," Flint said.  "You and the mutt can sleep in here.  Just curl up on the floor between us, maybe that'll make you feel safer."

"No, I don't think it would."

"The lights are on.  All right?  Nothin's gonna crawl out and get you with the lights on."

Pelvis started to retreat to the other room.  It seemed a vast distance away from the protection of Flint's derringer.

He paused again, his face furrowed in thought.  "Mr.  Murtaugh, don't you think it'd be wrong if we knew something' might happen to that girl and we didn't try to help her?"

"She can take care of herself."

"We don't know that for sure.  Lambert says she's from Fort Worth, and she don't have any way to get home."

"It's not our problem, Eisley."

"Yeah, I know that and all, but ... seems to me we oughta have a little feelin' for her situation."

Flint glared at Pelvis with a force that seemed to scorch the air between them.  "You haven't learned a thing from me, have you?"

"Sir?"

"Bounty hunters don'tfeel-You start feelin', and you start Gettin'

interested.  When you start getting' interested, you start letting your guard down.  Then you wind up with a knife in your back.  If the girl wants to go see some Cajun swamp rat, it's her business.  She knows the supply boat's leavin' in the afternoon.  If she wants to be on it, she will be."  He held Pelvis's gaze a few seconds longer, then he lay back down, the derringer in his right hand.  "I've met all the swamp rats I care to, in case you've forgotten the marina."

"No, I ain't forgotten."

"I'd say we were lucky to get out of that alive.  while you're with me, I'm responsible for you-much as I hate it-to you're not gain'off in the swamp with some crazy girl and end up getting' your throat cut.  Now go to sleep."

Pelvis chewed on Flint's logic, his brow still creased under his lopsided wig.  Dan said, "She's not crazy.  She's a decent person.  I wish you'd help her."

"Lambert?  One more word from you, and you're gonna spend the night with both arms between your legs and a sock stuffed in your damn mouth!"

"Sorry," Pelvis told Dan.  "I can't."  He summoned up his courage and went into the other room, where he laid Mama down on the cot and then settled himself beside her.  He lay very still, listening for and dreading the sound of scales slithering across the planked floor.

Dan's head had been aching, a slow, insistent throb, for the past two hours.  The pain kicked in again, getting between him and sleep.

He would have given his left nut-whatever it was worth these days-for a bottle of Tylenol.  Strangely, though, it was a relief his running was 

over.  He didn't have to be afraid anymore of what might be coming up behind him.  The idea of getting out of the country, he realized now, had always been an illusion.

Sooner or later he would have wound up in handcuffs.  He would learn to deal with prison in the time he had left.  He was just sorry Arden had gotten mixed up in this.

Dan thought Murtaugh was asleep, but suddenly the bounty hunter shifted on his cot and said, "What the hell made that girl come down here with you, anyway?"

"She believes there's a faith healer livin' in here somewhere.

Called the Bright Girl.  She thinks that if she finds the Bright Girl, she can get that birthmark off her.face."

"A faith healer?  Like Oral Roberts?"

"A little quieter, I reckon.  And poorer, too.  I don't believe in such things, myself."

"I don't either.  It's a shakedown for the rubes."  Carnival talk, he realized as soon as he'd spoken.

"Arden's desperate," Dan said.  "She found out who I was, but she still wanted me to bring her down here.  She doesn't have any money, no car, nothin'.  Lost her job.  She's convinced herself that if she finds the Bright Girl and gets that mark off, her bad luck'll be gone, too, and her whole life'll change."

"To you, desperate," Flint said.  "To me, that's crazy."

"I guess people have believed stranger things."

Flint was silent.  He and Dan suddenly heard a noise like a buzz saw starting up, followed by a swarm of enraged bees trapped in a tin bucket.  Pelvis was snoring.

"Yeah, I knew that was comin'," Flint sighed.  He shifted again, trying to get comfortable.  The heat was squeezing sweat from his pores, and his body was exhausted, but his mind wasn't ready to shut down and let him sleep.  "Lambert, where'd you think you were gonna run to?"

"I don't know.  anywhere but prison."

"I'm surprised you got as far as you did.  You've been all over the TV and newspapers.  Is that why you killed the fella at the motel?

Was he about to turn you in?"

"I told you I didn't do that.  His wife did."

"Come on, now.  You can level with me."

"I didn't kill him, I swear to God."

"Uh-hub," Flint said with a knowing half-smile.  ,I've heard that from a lot of guilty bastards."  He recalled what Lambert's taste kwon do-loving ex-wife had said in the park: It was selfdefense, he's not a cold-blooded killer.  Another question came to him that he had to ask.

"Why didn't you shoot me?  When you had my gun, and I was on the ground.

Why didn't you just blow my brains out?  You didn't want to kill me in front of your family, rightt' "Wrong.  I didn't want to kill you, period."

"You should have.  If I'd had the gun and you'd been the bounty hunter after my ass, I would've shot you.  At least blown away your knees.  Didn't you think of that?"

"No."

Flint turned his head to look at Dan, who had his eyes closed.  Of the twenty or so felons-mostly bail @rs and small-time criminals, with a couple of real bad @ in the bunch-Flint had tracked over his seven years in the employ of Eddie Smoates, this one was different.  There was some@g about Lambert he couldn't decipher, and this fact greatly agitated him.  If Lambert had just finished killing the man at the 

motel before he'd come to Basile Pgxk-if he was a "mad dog," as Smoates had said-then he would have had nothing to lose by putting a couple of bullets through Flint's knees, which was the fastest way to keep anybody from chasing after you.  And why hadn't Lambert kept the gun?

Why had he been carrying no weapons at all?  Why had he brought the girl with him and not planned to use her as a hostage?  It just didn't make sense.

It was selfdefense, he's not a cold-blooded killer.

Cold-blooded or not, Flint thought, Lambert was a killer.

Maybe Lambert had just snapped or something.  Maybe he hadn't gone into that bank wanting to kill anybody, but the fact was that Lambert was worth fifteen thousand dollars and Flint wanted his share of it.

Bottom line.

He listened to Lambert's deep and steady breathing.  He thought the man was asleep, but he was going to keep the gun in his hand all night.  Though Lambert couldn't get out of that cuff, he might go crazy, try to drag the cot across the space between them and attack Flint.  It had happened before.  You never knew what set killers off, and the quiet ones were the most dangerous.

Flint closed his eyes.  In the other room, Pelvis's snoring had taken on the sonic charm of a cement mixer, and now Mama gave a little yip yip yip in her sleep.

It was going to be pure pleasure to say good riddance to those two.  He needed a fat hillbilly and a flea-bitten mutt hanging around him like he needed a fourth arm.

He thought of Pelvis's performance, which had been okay if you liked that kind of low-down caterwauling.  He thought of the bartender saying Hell, I'll be his manager, then!  Get out of this damn swamp and get rich, I won't never look back.

And then he knew he must be asleep, because he was looking at the clean white mansion of his dreams.

There it was: the beautiful rolling green lawn, the huge stai@-eass window, the multiple chimneys.  The sight of it thrilled his soul with majestic wonder.  It was the mansion of his birth, the clean white mansion that existed somewhere in this land far from the dismal grime of his life.  Hebegan to walk across the lawn toward it, but as always he couldn't get any nearer.  It always drew away from him no matter how fast or how long he walked.  He could hear his shoes-his shining, polished black wingtips-pressing down the velvet blades of grass.  He could feel the summer breeze on his face, and see his shadow walking ahead of him.  He would have to walk faster.  But again the white mansion receded, a beautiful taunt.  Inside that mansion lived his mother and father, and if he could only get there, he could ask them to take him in, he could tell them he forgave them for giving him up when he was a three-armed .  baby with a fleshy knot on his side that had an extra mouth and set of nostrils in it.  He could show them he'd grown up to be a man of taste, of manners and good breeding, and he could tell them he loved them and if they took him in he would promise-he would swear to God-that he would never cause them reason to be ashameBAM!

The explosion blasted Flint out of his dream.  As the mansion was swept away in a heartbeat, he sat up with a jolt, his eyes bleary and the derringer held in a white-knuckled grip.  His first thought was that Lambert had gone crazy and was trying to ding the cot over to W at him with his free hand.

Dan was sitting up, too, his mind still shocked by the noise that 

had shattered his deep and dreamless sleep.  The handcuff was cutting into his right wrist.  He and Flint looked at each other, both of them dazed.  Mama had started barking, and Pelvis was making-a sputtering noise as he struggled back to the land of the living.

Suddenly someone came into the room.

"They're in here!  Got a gun!"  a man shoutecl A figure lunged at Flint.  He had no time to think to fire; his arm was seized, a hard blow hit him on the shoulder, and he cried out as pain streaked down to the tips of his fingers.

The derringer was ripped from his hand, and a wiry arm went around his throat.  He started thrashing, but the arm squeezed his larynx and took the fight out of him.  Another man entered the room-a man in a dirty yellow shirt and blue jeans-and he said, "That's the bastard shot Virgil.

Hey, Doc!  In here he i:o."

Al the mention of those names Flint felt panic clutch his heart.

Doc walked in.  Sauntered, actually.  He was still wearing his Harvard T-shirt, but he had on chinos with patched knees.  His round-lensed sunglasses had been exchanged for glasses with clear lenses.  Doc grinned, showing his greenish teeth.  His long gray-blond hair was pulled back into a pan@il and with a rubber band.  "Gomer says hey," he said.  "You men motherfucker, you."  He reached out and clamped a hand onto Flint's chin.  "Now, you didn't think we were gonna let you hit and run, did you?"

Flint didn't answer, he couldn't, because his lips were crushed together.

Doc's head swiveled.  still grinning widely, he looked at Dan and his gaze found the handcuff.  '-Well, what's this all about now, huh?

Who're you, friend?"

"Dan Lambert."  The haze of weariness hadn't quite cleared yet; everything was still weirdly dreamlike.

"I'm Doc-Pleased to meet ya.  Monty, bring ol' Elvis in here with us!" In another few seconds Pelvis was hurled through the doorway and he slammed down to the floor on his hands and knees.  Behind him entered a heavyset man with narrowly slit eyes, crew-cut hair, and a bristly brown beard and mustache.  The man was holding a snarling and kicking@

Mama by the scruff of her neck.  "Look what i got me! he announced.

"Please..."  Pelvis's face was stricken with terror, his eyes swollen.

"Please, that's my dog," "No it ain't," Monty said.  "It's mine.

"He ain't had a dog since @ week, when he got hungry after midnight."  Doc put a combat-booted foot on one of Pelvis's shoulders.

"Down, boy!"  he said, and he shoved Pelvis flat to the floor.

"MY ... throat," Flint gasped at the man who had an arm pressed into his larynx.  "You're ... crushin, my throat."

"Awwwwww, Our man Flint can't hardly talid Ain't that a bitch?"

Doc shook his head with mock pity.  "Best ease up on @." 

The arm loosened.

"We wouldn't want to hurt either one of you fine fdw," Doc went on.  "Not till we ga a chance to @oo on your balls, I mean.  Then we'll get down to some hurtin'."

"What's goin' on?"  Dan said.  "Who are your, "I'm me.  Who are you?"

"I told you.  My name's-" "No."  Doc put a forefinger against Dan's mouth.  "Who are you, as in why are you wearin' a handcuff?"

"Listen," Flint said, and he heard his voice tremble.

"Listen, all right?"

Doc bent toward him and cupped his hands behind his ears.

"There's been a mistake," Flint said.

 

"Mistake, he says," Doc relayed to the others.

"Fuckin' big mistake" the man in the yellow shirt said.

"You shot a friend of ours.  Crippled him.  Ain't no good for nothin' now."

"Shhhhhh," Doc whispered.  "Let the man weave his noose, Mitch."

If there was ever a time for the truth, this was it.  Pinpricks of sweat glistened on Flint's face.  He said, "I'm a bounty hunter.

Workin' out of Shreveport.  Both of us are."  He nodded toward Pelvis.

"The man in handcuff is a wanted killer.  Fifteenthousand-dollar bounty on his head.  We followed him down here, and we're takin' him back."

"Oh, first you're an astronaut, now you're Mr.

WantedDead-or-Alive."  Doc looked at Dan.  "That the truth?"

Dan nodded.

"I can't hearrrrrr youuuuuu!"

"It's true."  Dan realized this man was two bricks shy of a load, but what had really set off his alarms was the fact that he'd seen a .45 automatic pushed down into the waistband of the man's chinos at the small of his back The big bearded bastard named Monty had a holster on his hip with a pearl-handled .38 in it, and the man who gripped Flint's throat wore an honest-to-God Ingrain submachine gun on a strap around his left shoulder, the derringer he'd wrenched away from Flint now held in his right hand.

"You killed somebody?"  Doc's eyebrows went up.

"Two men," Flint answered.  "When we were at the marina ... I was callin' the man I work for.  In Shreveport.

to let him know where we were."

"Where you were," Doc said quietly, "was on our territory."

Pelvis had gotten up on his hands and knees once more, his eyes turned tearfully toward the man who held Mama.

"Get down, I said!"  Doc's punt cheeks burned red, and he jammed Pelvis to the floor with a boot again.  "You stay down until I say you can move!  Where's that fuckin' spray you shot me with, now, huh?  I'll ram my fist up your fat ass and jerk your pts out, hear me?  Hear me?"

"Ye-yes sir."  Pelvis's body was starting to shake.

"Where you were," Doc repeated, speaking to Flint in a voice that was eerily calm after his outburst, "Was in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Okay, I admit it! I m@ up!  Okay?  I thought you might've been somebody else.  But when this bastard down here hurt me, and you crippled one of my friends, you crossed the line with me.  I can't let that pass."  He shagged.  "It's a hormone thing."

"I thought you were tryin' to kill me!"  Flint said.  "What was I supposed to do?"

"You were supposed to take what we gave you, @tYAnyhow, if you'd told us who you really were instead of pullin' that smart-ass bullshit, you wouldn't be hip-deep in hell, now, would you?"  He held his palm out and wriggled his fingers.  "The key."

"What key?"

"To the cuffs.  Come on, give it up."

Flint hesitated.  Doc smoothly pulled the automatic from Ins waistband, clicked the safety off, and pressed the barrel against Flint's forehead.  On the floor Pelvis gave a muffled groan.  "Give it up easy," Doc said, his eyes icy behind the glasses, "or I'll take it the hard way.  Your choice."

Flint reached into his pocket-"Slowwwwwwly," Doc warned-and he put the key in the man's palm.  Doc took two backward MM, turned toward Dan, and slid the key into the cuffs lock.  He twisted it and Dan heard the mechanism click open.  "Fly free, brother," Doc said.

Dan unlatched the cuff from his wrist.  Flint's face had become a blooded study in anguish.  "Listen ...

 

please ... he's worth fifteen thousand dollars."

"Not to me, he's not.  Not to any of us."  Doc opened the other cuff and gave them and the key to hitch.  "See, man, we've all been there.  There and back, on the long and twisty road.  We don't give a shit for policemen, or jails.  Least of all for bounty hunters.  On your feet."

The man behind Flint hauled him off the cot.  Again Doc placed the automatic's.  barrel to his forehead.  "Mitch, shake him down."

"Wearin' an empty holster under his right arm," Mitch said as he frisked Flint.  "And he's got something' - .  . holy Jesse!"  Mitch jumped aside as if his hands had been scorched, his eyes wide with shock.  "It moved!"  He fumbled under his shirt and pulled out a blue-steel revolver.

"It moved?  What moved?"  Doc tore the front of Flint's suit jacket open.

And they all saw it: a serpentine shape twisting and writhin beneath Flint's shirt.

Doc reached toward him, meaning to rip the shirt open, but before he could do it, Clint pushed free: first the small fingers and hand, followed by the slim, milky-white and hairless arm.

Doc stood very, very still.  Everyone in the room was very, very still.  Dan was starting to wonder what might've been in that gumbo he'd eaten.

Clint's hand clenched at the air.  Flint knew what would happen next; his shirt would be torn right off his back.  To prevent that indignity, he undid the rest of the buttons and opened his shirt for them all to have a good look, his face tightening with rage because their eyes had taken on that old familiar glint of ravening fascination he'd suffered so many times before.

"Goddamn!"  Doc whispered.  "He's a fuckin' freak!"

"My brother Clint."  Flint's voice was toneless, dead.

"Born this way.  Here's his head.  See?"  He drew his shirt wider to show them the ' fist-size lump of Clint's eyeless face at his side.  "I used to work the carnival circuit.  Alive, alive, alive," Flint said, and a dark and terrible grin split his mouth.

"Ain't never seen nothin' like that before," Monty observed.  He still held Mama-who'd given up on her snarling but was still kicking to get loose-by the scruff of the neck.

'@n a girl with three tits before, but nothin' like that."

ain't real!"  The man who'd gripped Flint's throat and taken away the derringer had backed halfway across the room.  "It's a trick!"

"You touch it and find out!"  Mitch snapped.

Doc pushed Clint's hand with the automatic's barrel as Flint's insides trembled.  Suddenly Clint's fingers closed around the barrel, and Doc gave a quiet laugh.  "Farrrr out!"

He carefully worked the pistol's barrel free.  "He'd like to see this, wouldn't he?  He'd get a rush out of it."

"Damn straight, he would," Monty agreed.  "He'd laugh his ass off."

Doc finished the job of frisking Flint, then-satisfied the bounty hunter had no other weapons-he spun the .45

around a finger and pushed it back into his waistband.  "Get up, Elvis.  We're goin' for a boat ride.  Mitch, cuff 'em together."

"Not me!  I ain't touchin' that bastard!"

"You pussy."  Doc took the handcuffs and snapped Pelvis's left wrist to Flint's right.  The key went into a pocket of his chinos.

 

"Where are you takin' 'em?"  Dan asked, standing up from the cot.

"Brother Dan, you really don't want to know.  Just call this a gift and let it go at that.  Now, if I were in your shoes-He glanced down at them.  "I'd steal some new ones.  Those are about shot, kemo sabe.  But if I were you, I wouldn't stick too long 'round here.

Wouldn't be prudent."

"Can I have my dog, please?"  Pelvis sounded close to sobbing.

"Please, can I have her back?"

"I told you, it's my dog now!"  Monty rumbled.  He held Mama up and shook her.  "Have it with some bacon and eggs come daylight."

One second Pelvis was a begging sack of sad flesh; the next second he was a juggernaut, leaping forward, his teeth gritted in a snarl, his unchained hand straining for Monty's throat.

Monty jerked Mama out of Pelvis's reach and hit him, hard and fast, with a scarred fist right in the mouth.  Pelvis's head snapped back, his knees giving way, and as he fell he almost dragged Flint down with him.  Mitch was laughing a high-pitched giggle, Mama was snarling again, and Doc said, "Get up, Elvis!"  He grabbed a handful of pompadour, pulled, and wound up with a wig daioing from his fingers.

"Shit!"  he laughed.  "This fucker's comin' apart!"

Pelvis was down on his knees, his head bent forward, and drops of blood were dripping on the planks.  His back heaved, and now it was Dan's turn to be speared with anguish.  He didn't know what to do; he didn't know if there was anything he could do.  Flint shot a glare at Dan that said Look what you got us into and then he bent beside Pelvis and said, "Hang on.  Just halag on.

"Stand him up, bounty hunter."  Doc planted the wig backward on Pelvis's naked pate.  "Let's go!"

"Why don't you leave him alone?  He's not right in the head, can't you see that7" "Ain't right in the teeth, ya mean," Monty said, and he grunted a laugh.

It was all Flint could do not to go for the bastard's throat himself, but he knew it would do no good.  "Come on, stand up," he said.  "I'll help you."  He had to struggle with Pelvis's weight, but then Pelvis was standing on his own.  Flint didn't want to look at the man's face.  Some of the blood had dripped onto Clint's fingers and Flint's shirt.

"Out," Doc told them, and Monty gave them a shove toward the back door he'd kicked down.  Dan stood, watching them go, the wheels spinning and smoking in his brain.

Doc lingered behind the others.  "Either of those men you killed a cop?"  he asked.

It made no sense at this precarious point to tell Doc he'd killed only one man, and that by sheer bad luck.  "No."

"Next time try for a cop."  Doc walked out of the cabin into the dark, whistling a happy tune.

And Dan stood alone.

Crossbones A pounding noise brought Arden up from the slow current of sleep.

She looked out the window.  Still dark.  What was that noise?  Louder, more insistent than the machinery.  It took her another few seconds, her head still cloudy, to realize somebody was at the front door.

"Arden!  Open up!  It's me!"

Dan's voice.  She stood up-slowly, a struggle against stiff muscles.  When she was on her feet, she had to pause as dizziness made 

the room spin around her.  "Wait!"  she called.  She limped to the door, then she had to use those same stiff muscles to push the sofa aside.  Finally the latch was undone and Dan came in.

His face glistened with sweat, his eyes wild.  "What is it?"

she asked.  "I thought the bounty hunters had you-" "They're gone.

Somebody came and took 'em away."

"Took 'em away?  Where to?"

"I don't know.  Takin"em by boat somewhere.  Four men.

I haven't seen so much firepower since 'Nam."

"What?"

"The four men.  I thought they were gonna shoot 'em right there, but then they saw Murtaugh's arm ... I mean, his brother's arm."

"What are you talkin' about?"

He knew he was sounding as crazy as a broken shutter in a windstorm.  He had to calm down, take some deep breaths.

He pressed his fingertips against his temples.  "Four men broke into our cabin and took 'em away.  To where, I don't know, but the one who was the boss said something' about a boat ride.  They were all packin' guns."  He started to tell her about Murtaugh's little secret, but he decided she wasn't ready for that yet.  "They didn't want me, but they sure as hell marched Murtaugh and Eisley out of there."  He looked at his watch.  Five-thirteen.  "Come on, we've gotta tell somebody about this!"

"Wait a minute," she said.  "Just a minute."  She squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them again, trying to clear some of the cobwebs.  Dan saw that sleep had lightened her eyes and that the birthmark had changed color @ like the rough skin of a chameleon, to a deep blue-tinged purple.

"The bounty hunters are gone, rightt' 4-Right."

"Then .  . . that means you're free, doesn't it?"  She ran a hand through the unruly waves of her hair.  Her fingers found the painful, blood-crusted knot where her head hill been banged in the car.  "They tried to break your neck, and mine, too.  Why should you care about 'em?"

It was a good question.  Maybe he shouldn't give a damn.

Maybe he should go on as if Murtaugh and Eisley had never existed.

He didn't know what he could do.  Nothing, most likely.  But at the very least he could tell somebody.  Burt at th ' car ce e e had a radio-telephone.  That was the plato Dan said, "They were just doin' their job, the best they could.

I've already caused two murders, I can't be quiet when I know there're gonna be two more."  He tined toward the door.  "I'm goin' to the cafe."

"Hold on," she said.  He was right, and she was ashamed Of her pettiness.  The bounty hunters might have wanted to take Dan away from her before she found the Bright GirL but the time had come to think clearly.  "Give me a minute."

She Went into the room where she'd slept and put the five little plastic horses back into the pink drawstring bag.  When she'd finished, she turned around and there Dan was, standing in the doorway.  He'd seen what she kept in that bag, and he remembered her telling him about the horses she'd been responsible for at the ranch.  It struck him what she'd said at the Rest Well Inn about her job with that band Joey the punk had been in, the Hanoi Jones.  Somebody had to be responsible.

He thought he understood something more about her in that moment.

 

It was at her core to be responsible, to feed and care for the old swaybacked and broken horses, to watch over a band of drunk hell-raisers, to offer a first-aid kit io a man she knew was a wanted killer.  Joey always said I missed my callin, that I should've been a nurse.

The horses, he realized, must have reminded her of that time in her life when she had cared about something, and been cared for.  His heart hurt, because it came clear to him how alone she must feel, and how desperate to find a place of belonging.  He turned his face away.

"Don't laugh," Arden said as she drew the bag tight.

"I'm not laughin'.  You ready?"

She said she was, and they left the cabin.  Outside, in the stifling wet heat, the night's last stars glittered overhead, but to the east there was the faintest smudge of violet.

It took Dan and Arden six or seven minutes to wend their path back across the walkways and through the spmwl of clapboard buildings to the cafe.  Except for the noise of genemtors and the incessant pumping of machinery from the direction of the derricks, St.  Nasty had quieted considerably.  A few men were still in the poolroom, but the walkways were deserted.  The cafe's dim lights remained lit, though, and when Dan pushed through the batwing doors, there was Burt, smoking another cigar stub as he swept the planked floor, the tables pushed back against the walls.  Behind the bar a second man was scrubbing beer mugs in a metal sink full of soapy, steaming water.

"Mornin'," Burt said, but he kept to his task.  "Ya'll want some breakfast, you'll need to go to the chow hall over by Barracks Number Two.  Start servin' at five-thirty."

"Yeah, if you like them fake eggs and turkey-shit sausage," the man behind the bar said.

"These folks are with CociL" Burt told his com@on.  "1

swear, you should've heard him beatin' that-" "Four men broke into our cabin," Dan interrupted.

"Maybe twenty minutes ago.  They all had guns, and they took Murtaugh and Eisley with 'em."

Burt stopped sweeping, and the other man stared at them through the steam "The one in charge called himself Doc.  Wore his hair in a ponytail.  I don't know what it was all about, but I think somebody needs to know."

Burt chewed thoughtfully on his cigar.  "Can I ask you a question, mister?  What the hell are ya'll mixed up in?"  He held up his hand as if to ward off the answer.  "Wait, forget it.

Maybe I don't want to hear it."

"I thought You could NH somebody on the radio-telephone.  The law, I mean."

"Ha!"  Burt glanced over at the other man.  "The law he says, Jess!  He ain't from around here, is he?"

"Must be from New York City," Jess said, and he returned to his scrubbing.

"Parish ranger used to check in on us every now and . ."  Burt leaned on his broom.  "They found his boat over on Lake Tambour.  Not a sign of him, though.  They won't never find him."

"Yeah, he's gone south," Jess said.

Dan looked sharply at him.  "What?"

"Gone south.  That's Cajun talk for being' dead."

"See-" Burt pulled the cigar from his mouth.  "What'd you say your name was?"

"Dan."

 

"See, Dan, it's like this: you look on a map of the country, you see this swamp down here and it stall looks @ it's part of the United States, right?  WelL the map hen.  ThS down here is a world all to its ownself.  It's got its own , its own industries, its own ... welt I wouldn't call em @ exactly.  Codes would be more like it.  Yeah, codes.

The first one is: you don't mess with me, I don't mess with you.

Livin, and woridn' down here ain't easy-I, "Tell me about it," Jess groused.

-and so you do what you have to do to slide by.  You don't stir up the water and get it all muddy.  You don't throw over anybody else's boat, or spit your tabacca in their gumbo.  You just live and let live.

Get my drift, Dan?"

"I " think so.  You're sayin' you don't want to call the law.

"That's half of it.  The other half is that by the time the law gets here-by boat from Grand Isle-those two fellas are gonna be dead.

And that's a damn shame, too, 'cause Cecil had some talent" He pushed the cigar back into his mouth, drew on it, and returned to his sweeping.

"Isn't there somebody here who could help?  Don't you have any police around here?"

"We've got what we call peacekeepers," Jess told him.

"Company pays 'em extra.  Five mean sonsofbitches who'll take you out behind a warehouse and whip your ass till there's nothin' left but a grease stain."

"Yeah."  Burt nodded.  "The peacekeepers make sure nobody robs anybody, or stuff like that.  But I'll tell you, Dan, not even the peacekeepers would want to tangle with those fellas you just seen."

"You know who they were?"

"Uh-huh."  He aimed a glance at Arden, who was standing behind Dan.  "Still want to see Little Train?"

"Yes, I do."

"I'll be ready in a few minutes, then."  He swept cigarette butts and other trash into a dustpan and dumped the debris into a prbage bag.

"You decide to go along, too?"  The question was directed to Dan.

He felt Arden staring at him.  "Yeah," he answered.  "I'll 90, t(v."

"Ya'll don't want to eat breakfast first?"

"I'd like to go ahead as soon as we can," Arden said.

"Okay, then.  Lemme see what I've got over here."  Burt went behind the bar.  "Some coffee left in the percolator, but I reckon it would strip the taste buds off your tongues.  Oh, here you go.  How about these?"  He came up with two Moon Pies in their wrappers and two small bags of potato chips.

"Want something' to drink?  You paid for the cabins, I'll throw this in free."

"I'll try the coffee," Dan said, and Arden asked for a can of 7-Up.  Burt brought them the Moon Pies and chips, then he went back to get th' drinks.  Dan still felt dazed by what e he'd experienced, and he couldn't let it go.  "Those men.  Do you know who they are?"

"I know of 'em.  Never seen 'em before, myself.  Don't want to, either."  Burt pushed a spigot and drew black, oily-looking coffee from a cold percolator into a brown clay cup.

"Who are they, then?"

"They're fellas you don't want to be talkin' about."  Burt brought 

the coffee and the can of 7-Up.

"Damn straight." Jess had begun drying the beer mugs.

"Plenty of ears in the walls 'round here."

Dan drank some of the coffee and wondered if a layer of swamp mud might not be at the bottom of the percolator, this stuff was even tougher than Donna Lee's high octane, b%t it gave him a needed kick in the brain pan.  He remembered the smack of the big man's fist hitting Eisley in the mouth, a sickening sound.  He remembered the drops of blOOd on the planks.  Nothin's gonna crawl out and get you with the lights on, Murtaugh had told Eisley.

But Murtaugh had been wrong.

Dan found himself wondering what having an extra arm hanging from your chest and a baby-size head growing from your side would do to a man.  It sure would twist you.  Maybe make you mean and bitter.  What kind of a life had Murtaugh led?  That sight alone had been enough to knock Dan's eyes out.  He'd like to see this, wouldnt he?  Doc had said to Monty.  He'd get a rush out of it.

Who had Doc been talking about?

He drank the coffee and ate the potato chips first, then he devoured the Moon Pie.  His guts felt all knotted up.  Eisley had seemed all right.  A little strange, yes, but all right.

Murtaugh was a professional doing a job.  It was nothing Personal.

Fifteen thousand dollars was a lot of money.  Hell, if he was a bounty hunter, he would've gone after it, too.

Dan had already caused the death of two innocent people.

Now two more were going to die because of him.  The torment of watching Emory Blanchard bleed to death, and knowing he was the one who'd pulled that trigger, came back to him full force.  He couldn't stand the thought of Murtaugh and Eisley somewhere in the dark, destined to be either beaten or shot.

And what could he do about it?

Forget about them?  Just let it go?

If he did, how in the name of God could he ever call himself a man again?

"I'm ready," Burt said.  "My boat's at the dock."

The aluminum motor skiff had room for three people, a fourth would have had to straddle the Evinrude.  "Throw the lines off!" Burt directed Dan as he got the engine cranked.

Then Burt steered them away from the dock They picked up speed and followed the bayou south past another warehouse and an area where several dredgers and floating cranes were tied up.  The air smelled of petroleum and rust, the light turmng lavender-gray as the sun began to rise.

Arden sat at the front of the boat, her body bent s4htly forward as if in anticipation, the warm wind blowing through her hair.  Dan watched her hand kneading the drawstring bag.  After a few minutes he looked back and saw the derricks of St.  Nasty receding against the violetsky.  Then he looked forward again, toward whatever lay ahead.

The boat growled on through the dark-brown foamy water.  On either side of the bayou, half-submerged trees and vegetation boiled up in a wild variety of green fronds, @ moss, spindly m&, gold-veined fans, and razor-edged saw grass.  Here and there flowers of startling red, yellow, or purple had opened their petals amid the tangle of thorns or rigid palmetto spikes.  Burt tapped Dan's shoulder and pointed to the right, and Dan saw a four-foot-long alligator sitting on the decaying length of a fallen tree, a crumpled white heron in its jaws.

As they followed the bayou farther away from St.  Nasty, the smell of crude oil and machinery was left behind as well.

 

The sun had started throwing golden light across the water and through the thick boughs, and the cloudless sky was changing from gray to pale blue.  Dan could feel the humid heat building, fresh sweat blotching his dirty T-shirt.  Occasionally they passed th'e entrances to other, narrower channels, most of them choked up with swamp grass and duck weeds.  Dan smelled sweet wild honeysuckle mingled with the earthier aroma of rotting vegetation.  They rounded a bend in time to see a dozen white herons flying low across the water, then the birds disappeared amid the trees.  The sunlight was strengthening, sparkling off the tea-wlored surface, and the early beat promised misery by nine o'clock.

Burt turned them into a bayou that wound off to the left from the main channel.  They'd gone maybe fifty yards when Arden saw a piece of board with a skull and crossbones crudely painted on it in white nailed to a treetrunk.  She got Burt's attention and motioned to the sign, but he only nodded.  A second skull-and-crossbones sign was nailed to a tree farther up the bayou, this one in red.

"'Little Train don't care much for people!"  Burt told Dan over the motor's snarl.  "It's okay, though!  He trusts me, we get along all right!"

The bayou's green walls closed in.  Thirty feet overhead the tree branches merged, breaking the light into yellow shards.  Burt reduced their speed by half and steered the curve of another bend where the mossy tree trunks were as big around as tractor tires.  And there, ahead of them in a still and silent cove, was Little Train's house.

Technically it was a houseboat, but from the looks of the vines and moss that had grown over its dark green sides, like fingers enfolding it into the wilderness, it hadn't been moved for many years.

it had a screenedin porch that jutted out over the water, and up top was the hooded lid of a stovepipe chimney.  Next to the houseboat was a short tin-roofed pier on which stood a halfdozen rusty oil drums, an old bathtub, a clothes wringer, and various other bits and pieces of unidentifiable machinery.  On the other side of the pier was an enclosed floating structure fifty feet in length and fifteen feet high, also green-painted and its sides and roof overgrown with vines.  Dan could see the crack between a pair of doors at the end of the structure and he figured another boat must be stored within.

"I'll drift up against the pier, if you'll jump out and tie us,"

Burt said as he switched the motor off, and Dan nodded.  When they were close enough, Dan stood up, found his b@ce, and stepped to the pier.

Burt threw him a rope secured to the skiffs stem and Dan tied it up to one of the wooden posts that supported the roof.  When he grasped Arden's wrist in helping her out, Dan could feel her pulse racing.  Her eyes had taken on that fervent shine again, and her birthmark had become alihost bloodred.

"Hey, Little T@n!"  Burt shouted at the houseboat.  "You got some visitors!"

There was no response.  Up in the trees, birds were chirping and a fish suddenly jumped from the cove's water-a flash of silver-and splashed back again.

"Hey, Train!"  Burt tried again.  He stood on the pier, not daring to set foot without invitation on the Astroturfed walkway that connected it to Little Train's home.  "It's Burt Dunbro!  Come to talk to you!" "Who you are I be seem', fou, " rumbled a surly, heavily accented voice from a screened window.  "Who they are?"

"Tell him," Burt urged quietly.

"My name's Dan Lambert."  Dan could see a figure beyond the 

screen-the blur of a face-but nothing more.

"This is Arden Halliday."

Silence.  Dan had the reefing the man was studying Arden's birthmark.

Arden shared the same sensation.  Her right hand had squeezed tightly around the drawstring bag, her heart slamming.  "I need your help," she said.

"He'p," the man repeated.  "What kinda he'p?"

"I'm ... tryin' to find someone."  Her mouth was so dry she could hardly speak.  "A woman called the Bright girl."

There was another stretch of silence for Dan and Burt, but Arden was almost deafened by her heartbeat.

Burt cleared his throat.  "Ol' gal at the cafe told her this Bright Girl used to live in a church on Goat Island.  Said she'@ in a grave out there.  I said I been huntin' on Goat Island, and far as I know nobody ever lived on it."

Little Train did not speak.

"What do you say?"  Burt asked.  "Anybody ever lived on Goat Island?"

"Non, " came the answer.

Arden winced.

"I told her that.  Told her you'd know if anybody would.

Hey, listen: I need to put in an order for a hundred pounds of cat and fifty pounds of turtle.  What can you deliver by next Tuesday?"

"The Bright Girl," the man said, and hearing him say it sent a chill up Arden's spine.  "For her you're lookin', ay?"

"That's right.  I'm tryin' to find her, because-" "My own two eyeballs broke, they ain't.  Come from where?"

.'Huh?"

"He wants to know where you're from," Burt interpreted.

"Texas.  Fort Worth, I'm from," she said in unconscious eliulation of Little Train's Cajun patois.

"Huuuuwheee!"  he said.  "That distance, you gotta believe mighty hard.  Ay?"

"I do believe."

"This what you believin'," he said, "is wrong."

Arden flinched again.  Her hand was white-knuckled around the bag.

"Bright Girl on Goat Island, non, "Little Train continued.

"Was a church out there, never.  Who you think she may be, she ain't."

"Wait," Dan said.  "Are you sayin' .  . . there really is a Bright Girl?"

"Sayin' oui.  Sayin' non,.  too.  Not who this girl come from rex-ay-ass to find."

"Where is she?"  Arden's throat clutched.  "Please.  Can you take me to her.?"

There was no answer.  Both she and Dan realized the blurred face was gone from the window.

A door on the screened porch skreeked open, and Little Train stood before them.

 

@A

Elephants and Tigers His gravelly voice through the window screen had made him sound as if he might be a seven-foot-tall Goliath.

Instead, Little Train stood barely five-six, only four inches taller than Arden.  But maybe he had the strength of a giant, because Dan figured he carried at least a hundred and sixty pounds on his stocky, muscular frame.  Little Train wore a faded khaki T-shirt over a barrel chest, and brown trousers whose cuffs had been scissored off above a well-worn pair of dark-blue laceless sneakers.  His forearms appeared solid enough to pound nails.  The bayou sun had burned Little Train's skin to the color of old brick, and it looked as rough.

His jaw and cheeks were silvered with a three-day growth of beard, his hair a pale sandpaper dust across the brown skull.

Beneath his deeply creased forehead his clear gray eyes were aimed at Arden with a power that almost knocked her back a step.

"Ya'll come on in," he offered.

Dan crossed the Astroturfed plank first, then Arden and Burt.

Little Train went ahead into the houseboat, and they followed him across the porch into a room with oak-planked walls and oak beams that ran the length of the ceiling.  On the floor was a threadbare red rug that instantly charged Dan's memory: it had a motif of fighting elephants and tigers, and it looked like one of a thousand the street-corner businessmen had hawked from rolling racks in Saigon.


The

furnishings also had an Oriental-Vietnamese?  Dan wondered-influence: two intricately carved ashwood chairs; a bamboo table with a black meW tray atop it; an one lamp with a rice-paper shade; and a woven tatami neatly rolled up in a corner.  A shortwave radio and microphone stood on a second bamboo table next to a shelf of hardback and paperback books-Through another doorway was a small galley, pots and pans hanging from overhead hooks.

"MY Place," Little Train said.  "Welcome to it."

Dan was struck by the cleanliness and order.  There was the ever-present smell of the swamp, yes, but no moldy stench.  In the black metal tray on the first bamboo table were three smooth white stones, some pieces of dried reecl-, and a few fragile-looking bones that might have been fish, fowl, or reptile.  Mounted on one wall was a variety of other objects: a huge round hornet's nest, wind-sculpted pieces of bleached driftwood, an amber-colored snakeskin, and the complete skeleton of a bird with its wings outspread.  Then #he knew for sure what held suspected, because he saw a group Of framed Photographs on the wall above the shortwave set.  He walked across the Saigon-special rug for a closer inspection.  They were snapshots of a boat's crew, bare-chested young men wearing steel helmets and grinning or ruing upraised middle fingers from their stations behind .5@iber machine guns and what looked to be an 81millimeter mortar.  There were pictures of a muddy brown river, of the garish nightlights of Saigon, of a cute Vietnamese girl who might have been sixteen or seventeen smiling and displaying the two-fingered V of a peace sign to the camera.

Dan said, "I was a leat emeck.  Third Marine.  Where'd you catch it?"

"Brown water Navy," Little Train replied without hesitation.

 

"Radarman first class, Swift PCF."

"These pictures of your boat?"  The Swift PCF patrol craft crews, Dan knew, had taken hell along the constricted waterways of 'Nam and Cambodia.

"The verra one."

"Your crew make it out?"

Jus, me and the fella sittin' at the mortar.  Night of May sixteen, 1970, we run into a chain stretched 'cross the river.

Them black pajamas waitin' on the bank, ay?  Hit us with rockets.

I went swimmin', back fulla shrap."

"You never told me you were over there in Vet'nam, Little Train!"

Burt said.

He burned his gaze at the other man.  "Never you ask.  And bon ami, I tell you plenty time: call me Train.  " "Oh.  Okay.  Sure.  Train it is."  Burt shrugged and cast a nervous grin at Arden.

"Please," Arden said anxiously.  "The Bright Girl.  Do you know where she is?"

He nodded.  "I do."

"Don't tell me you know where her grave is.  Please tell me she's alive."

"For you, then: oui, alive she is."

"Oh, God."  Tears sprang to her eyes._- "Oh, God.  You don't know how ... you don't know how much I wanted to hear that."

"Whore you talkin' about, Train?"  Burt frowned.  "I never heard of any Bright Girl."

"Never you needed her," Train said.

"Can you take me to her?"  Arden asked.  "I've come such a long way.  I don't have any money, but ... I'll sign an IOU.

I'll get the money.  However much you want to take me, I swear I'll pay you.  All right?"

"Your money, I don't want.  Got everting I need, I'm a rich man."

"You mean ... you won't-" "Won't take no money, non.  Who tell you 'bout the Bright Girl way up there in Fort Worth rex-ay-ass?"

"A friend who was born in LaPierre.  He saw her when he was a little boy, and he told me all about her."

"Oh, them stories.  That she's a young beautimous girl and she don't never get old or die.  That she can touch you and heal any sickness, or cancer ... or scar.  Your friend tell you all that?"

"Yes."

"So you believe mighty hard, and you come all the way down here to ask her touch.  'cause that mark, it hurt you inside?"

"Yes."

Train reached toward her face.  Arden's first impulse was to Pull away, but his gaze was powerful enough to hold her.

His rough brown fingers gently @ the birthmark d th,e,n, drew back- "YOU strong-hearted?"  he asked.

... think I am. "Either am or not.tt "I am," she said.

Train nodded.  "Then I take you, no sweat."

Dan couldnt re ai il an ll to re m n sent any longer.  "Don't e h .

e 's nO such Person!  There can't be!  I don't care if she's supPosed to be some great miracle worker, no woman can hve a hundred Years and still look like a young girl! ." say I take her to see the Bright Girl. Train's voice was calm.  "I say, too, the Bright Girl 

ain't who she come to find."

f-l

'What?"  Arden shook her head.  "I'm not followin, you.

"When we get there, you see tings clear.  Then we find out how strong you heart.

Dan didn't know what to say, or what kind of tricks this man was trying to Pull.  None of it made any sense to him.

What had to gnaw at him again was the fate of Murlaugh and Eisley.  He couldn't stand the thought that his Pulling the trigger in Shreveport had resulted in the death of Harmon DeCayne and now, most likely, the two bounty hunters.  There would be four murders on his head, and how could he live with that and not go insane?  He remembered what Burt had said about Train, back in the cafe: He ets " , 9 a round the swamp.  If anybody would know, itd be him.  ."men Dan had to asil were two other men with us.  We were at St-Nasty.  Around five o'clock, four men with gain broke in Our cabin and took 'em away.  The one in charge was called Doc.  Do you know-

"Oh, shit!"  Burt put his hands to his ears.  "I dont wanna hear this! I don't wanna know nothin' about it!"

"Hush up!"  Train's voice rattled the screens.  "Let 'im talk!"

"I'm not stayin' around for this!  No way!  Ya'll have fun, I'm getting' back up the bayou!"  Burt started out but paused at the door.

"Train, don't do nothin' stupid!  Hear me?  I'll be expectin' the cat and turtle by Tbesday.  Hear?"

"Go home, bon ami, " Train said.  "And to you safe passage."

"Good luck," Burt told Dan, and he went out and crossed the gangplank.  Train walked past Arden to a window and watched Burt untie his boat, climb in, and start the engine.

"He's okay," Train said as Burt steered the motor skiff back up the narrow bayou the way they'd come.  "Hard-workin' fella."

"He knows who Doc is, doesn't he?"

"Oh, oui.  And so do I."  He turned away from the window; his face seemed to have drawn tighter across the bones, his eyes cold.  "Tell me the tale, ay?"

Dan told him, omitting the fact that he was wanted for murder and that Murtaugh and Eisley were bounty hunters.

He omitted, as well, the fact of Murtaugh's freak-show background.

"Doc said he was takin' 'em somewhere by boat.  He had some kinda score to settle with 'em, but I'm not sure what it was."

Train leveled that hard, penetrating stare at Dan.

"Friends of you, they is?"

"Not friends, exactly."

"Then who they is to you?"

"More like.  . . fellow travelers."

"Where was they travelin' to?"

Dan looked at the elephants and tigers in the rug.  He could feel Train watching him, and he knew there was no use in lying.  Train was no fool.  He sighed heavily; the only path to take was the straight one.  "Flint Murtaugh and Pelvis Eisley are their names.  They're bounty hunters.  They tracked me down here.  I met Arden in a truck 

stop north of Lafayette and brought her with me."

"I came because I wanted to," Arden said.  "He didn't force me."

"Bounty hunterr" Tn" repeated.  "What crime you did?"

"I killed a man. Train didn't move or "He worked at a bank in Shreveport.  There was a fight.  I lost my head and shot him.  The bank's put fifteen thousand dollars reward on me.@ Murtaugh and Eisley wanted it." "Huuuuwheeee," Tn" said sol'dy.

"You can have the reward, I won't give you any trouble.

Can You call the law or somebody on that shortwave @, "I ready tell you, I don't need no money.  I,m rich, liviie as I do.  I love this swamp, I grew up in it.  I @ to fish and hunt.  What I don't eat, I sell.  I boss myself.  I go like thousan' doba in my Pocket-pooj.7

There go my riches & Then I want an(ything fifteen thousan' dalu, but no more there is.  No, I don't need but what I got. He frowned, the @es deepening around his eyes, and he mbbed hir, silvered chin.  "If them bounty hunters after you, how come for you wanna heP 'em?  HOw come you even tellm' me this?"

"They dont deserve to be murdered, that's why! They haven't done anything wrong! "Hey, W Calm down.  Flyin' you head off ain't heP

nobody."  He motioned toward the porch.  --Yaii go out there, set, and take the breeze..  I'll be there direct."

"What about the shortwave? "Yeah, I could call the law way over to Gran, ile.  Only @ is, they ain't gonna find you ... fella travelers," he decided to say.  "Likely they dead a'ready.  Now go on out and so ytsefflt There wasn't much of a breeze on the porch, but it was a little cooler there thin made the boat.  Dan was too jumpy to sit, though Arden settled in a wicker chair that faced the cove.  "You're goin' with me, aren't your' she asW him "We're so close, you've got to go with me."

"I'll go.  I UM don't believe it, but I'll go."  He stood at the =M, looking out at the water'sUM surface.  "@- he said.  "There's gotta besom@, somebody can do!" "Oui, YOU can take a smaller of this here."  Train came OntO the POrch-He had uncWW a small metal @ and he

offered it to Dan.  "Ain't 'shine," he said when Dan hesitated.

"It's French brandy.  Buy it in Grand Isle.  Go ahead, ay?"

Dan accepted the flask and took a drink.  The brandy burned its flaming trail down his throat.  Train offered the flask to Arden, and when she shook her head he took a sip and sloshed it around in his mouth before swallowin& "Now I gonna tell you 'bout them men, so listen good.  They got a placebout five mile southwest from here.  Hid real fine.

I ain't got an eye set for it, but I come up on it when I'm huntin'boar near Lake Calliou.  They been there maybe tree month.  Set up camp, brung in a prefab house, build a dock, swimmin' pool, and all whatcha like.  Got a shrimp boat and two of them expenseeve cigarettes.

You know, them fast speederboats.  Then they put bob wire 'round eveeting."  He swigged from the flask and held it out to Dan again.  "I hear from an al' Cajun boy live on Calliou Bay them men be poachin"ptor.  Season don't start till September, see.  Ain't no big ting, it happen.  But I start to windin'in my head, how come they to poach 'ptor.?  Somebody owns hisse'f two of them cigarettes, he got to poach 'ptor?  Why's that so, ayT' He took the flask back after Dan had had a drink.  "Ol' boy says he seen lights at night, boats comin' and goin' all hours.

 

So I go over there, hide my boat, and watch through my dark vision binocs 'cause I eat up with curious.  Took me two night, then I see what they up to."

"What was it?"  Arden asked, pulling her thoughts away from the Bright Girl for the moment.

"Freighter in the bay, unloadin' what look like grain sacks to the shrimp boat.  All the time the two cigarettes they circlin' and circlin' 'round, throwin' spotlights.  Andhuuuuwheee!-the men in them boats with the like of guns you never did saw!  Shrimp boat brung the @

sacks back in, freighter up anchor and went."  He had another swig of Napoleon's finest.  "Now what kinda cargo unloaded by night and be that worth protection?"

"Drugs," Dan said.

"That's what I'm figurin'.  Either the heroin or the cockaine.

Maybe both.  All them miles and miles of swamp coast, the law cain't hardly patrol a smidgen of it, and they boats in sorry shape.  So these fellas bringin' in the dope and shippin' it north, likely takin' it up by Bayou du Large or Bayou Grand Calliou and unloadin' at a marina.  Sellin' some of it at St.  Nasty, too.  Burt's the one found out fella named Doc Nyland was hangin"round the poolhall, givin' men free samples to get lem interested.

Peacekeeper tried to do r-omethin' about it, he went missin'.  Only ting is, I cain't figure why they poachin' the lptors.  Then-boom!-it hit me like a brick upside my head."  Train capped the flask.

"They worry somebody gonna steal them drugs away from lem.  Worry so much they gonna be hijack they gotta figure a waY to move 'em safe.

So what they gonna do, ay?  They gonna put them drugs somewhere they cain't be easy stole."

His mouth crooked in a wicked smile.  "Like inside live ptors."

"Inside 'em?"

"Sans doute!  You wrap that cockaine up in metal foil good and tight, then you jam it down in them bellies with a stick!

How you gonna get it out unless you got a big knife and a lotta time to be cuttin'?  That'd be the goddangest mess you never did saw!"

"I'll bet," Dan agreed.  "So what are they doin?  Shippin' the 'ptors north to be cut open?"

"Oui, puttin"em on a truck and takin"em to a safe place.

Even if them 'ptors die of bad digestion 'fore they get where they goin', the cockaine still protected in there."

I&ylm so, but I can't understand how Murtaugh and Eisley got mixed up with a gang of drug runners.  Is Doc Nyland their leader?"

Train shook his head.  "I sinn somebody else over there, look like he was bossin'.  Fella don't wear no shirt, showin' hisse'f off.

Standin' by the pool, them irons and weight bars layin' eveewhere.  His girlfrien', all she do is lay there sunburnin'.  I'm figurin' he's the honch."

Dan looked out through the screen at the water.  The sun was up strong and hot now, golden light streaming through the trees.  A movement caught his attention, and he saw a moccasin undulating smoothly across the surface.  He watched it until it disappeared into the shadows.  It seemed to Dan that in this swamp the human reptiles were the ones to be feared most of all.  He lifted his forearm and stared at his snake tattoo.

Once, a long time ago, he had been a brave man.  He had done without hesitation what he'd thought was the right thing.  He had walked the world like a giant himself, before time and fate had beaten him down.

Now he was dying and he was a killer, sick at heart.

 

He felt as if he were peering into a snake hole, and if he reached into it to drag the tinng out, he could be bitten to death.  But if he turned his back on it like a coward, he was already dead.

An image came to him, unbidden: Farrow's face and voice, there on that terrible night the snipers' bullets had hissed out of the jungle.

Go, held said.  It had not been a shout, but it was more powerful than a shout.

Go.

Dan remembered the glint of what might have been joy in Farrow's eyes as the man-a citizen of Hell, one of the walking damned-had turned and slogging back through the mud toward the jungle, firing his M 16

to give Dan and the others precious seconds in which to save their own lives.

Farrow could not live with himself because he'd gone south.  There in the v@e of Cho Yat, his simple mistake with the rod-wrapped chocolate bar had resulted in the death of innocents, and Farrow had decided-in the muddy stream, at that crisis of time-that he had found an escape.

Dan had once been a Snake handler, a good soldier, a decent man.

But he'd gone south, there in that Shreveport bank, and now he was a citizen of hell, one of the wa& damned.

But he knew the right thing to do.

It was time to go.

"You brai getting' hot," Train said in a quiet voice.

"You have guns."  It was a statement, not a question.

"lWo rifles.  Pistol."

"HHow many men?  "

Train knew what he meant.  "I count eight last time.

Maybe more I don't see."

Dan turned to face him.  "Will you take me?"

"No!"  Arden stood up, her eyes wide.  "Dan, no!  You don't owe them anything!"

"I owe myself," he said.

"listen to me!"  She stepped close to him and grasped his arm.

"You can still get away!  You can find-" "No," be interrupted gently, "I can't.  Train, how about it?"

"They'll kill you!"  Arden said, stricken with terror for him.

"Oui, " Train added.  "That they'll try."

"Maybe Murtaugh and Eisley are already dead."  Dan stared deeply into Arden's eyes.  It was a strange thing, but now he could look at her face and not see the birthmark.

"Maybo they're still alive, but they won't be for very long.  If I don't go after 'em-if I don't at least try to get 'em out of there-what good am I?  I don't want to die in prison.  But I can't live in a prison, either.  And if I don't do something, I'll carry my own prison around with me every hour of every day I've got left.  I have to do this.  Train?"  He directed his gaze to the Cajun.  "I'm not askin' you to help me, just to get me close enough.  I'll need to take one of the rifles, the pistol, and some ammo.  You got a holster for the pistol?"

"I do."

"Then you'll take me?"

Train paused for a moment, thinking it over.  He opened the flask again and took a long swig.  "You a mighty strange killer, wantin' to get killed for somebody tryin' to slam you in prison."  He licked his lips.  "Huuuuwheeee!  I didn't know I was gonna get dead today."

"I can go in alone."

"Well," Train said, "it's like this here: I knew a fella, name of Jack Giradoux.  Parish ranger, he was.  He come by, we'd have a talk 

and eat some cat.  I don't tell him about them men 'cause I know what he'll have to do.  I figure not to rock the boat, ay?"  He smiled; it was a painful sight.  The smile quickly faded.  "If he don't,find 'em, I figure, he don't get killed.  He was a good fella.  Few days ago fisherman find Jack's boat on Lake Tambour.  That's a long way from where them men are, but I know they must've got hold of him and then towed his boat up there.

Find his body, nobody ever will.  Now I gotta ask myself, did I done wrong?  When they gonna find out I know about 'em and come for me, some night?"  He closed the flask and held it down at his side.

"Lived forty-five good year.  To die in bed, non.  Could be we get it done and get out.  Could be you my death angel, and maybe I know sooner or later you was gonna swoop down on me.  It's gonna be like puttin' you hand in a cottonmouth nest.  You ready to get bit?"

"I'm ready to do some bitin'," Dan said.

"Okay, leatherneck Okay.  With you, I reckon.  Got Baby to carry us, maybe we get real lucky."

"Baby?"

"She my girl.  You meet her, direct."

"One more thing," Dan added.  "I want to take Arden where she needs to go first."

"Non, impossible.  Them men five miles southwest, the Bright Girl nine, ten mile southeast, down in the Casse-Tete Islands.  We take her first, we gonna be losin' too much time."

Dan looked at Arden, who was staring fixedly at the floor.

"I'll leave it up to you.  I know how much this means.  I never believed it ... but maybe I should have.  Maybe I was wrong, I don't know."  Her chin came up, and her eyes found his.  "What do you say?"

"I say-" She stopped, and took a deep breath to clear her head.

So many things were tangled up inside her: fear and jubilation, pain and hope.  She had come so far, with so much at stake.  But now she knew what the important thing was.  She said, "Help them."

He gave her a faint smile; he'd known what she was going to decide.  "You need to stay here.  We'll be back as soon as-@9

"No."  It was said with finality.  "If you're goin', I am, twit "Arden, it might be rougher'n hell out there.  You could get yourself killed."

"I'm goin'.  Don't try to talk me out of it, because you can't."

"Clock's tickin'," Tiain said.

"All right, then."  Dan felt the urgency pulling at him.

"I'm ready."

Train went into a back room and got the weapons: a Browning automatic rifle with a four-bullet magazine, a Ruger rifle with a hunters scope and a five-shell magazine, and in a waist holster a Smith & Wesson 9men automatic that held an eight-bullet clip.  He found extra magazines for the rifles and clips for the automatic and put them in a faded old backpack, which Arden was given charge of.  Dan took the Browning and the pistol.  Train got a plastic jug of filtered water from the galley, slung the Rugees strap around his shoulder, and said, "We go."

They left the houseboat and Train led them to the vine-covered floating structure next to the pier.  He slid open a door.  "Here she sets."

"Jesus," Dan said, stunned by what he saw.

Sitting inside was Train's second boat.  It was painted navy gray, 

the paint job relatively fresh except for patches of rust at the waterline.  It resembled a smaller version of a commercial tug, but it was leaner and meaner, its squat pilothouse set closer to the prow.

The craft was about fifty feet long, and thirteen feet high at its tallest point, a tight squeeze in the oil-smelling, musty boathouse.

It had not the gentle charm of an infant, but the armorplated threat of a brute.

Though the machine-gun mounts and the mortar had been removed and other'civilian modifications made to the radar mast, Dan recognized it as a Swift-type river patrol boat, the same kind of vessel Train had crewed aboard on the deadly waterways of Vietnam.

"My baby," Train said with a sly grin.  "Let the good times Reptilian The sun had risen on a small aluminum rowboat in the middle of a muddy pond.  In that rowboat Flint and Pelvis sat facing each other, linked by the short chain between their cuffed wrists.

At seven o'clock the temperature was approaching eightyfour degrees and the air steamed with humidity.  Flint's shirt and suit jacket had been stripped off him, Clint's arm drooping lethargically from the pale, sweat-sparkling chest.

Beads of moisture glistened on Flint's hollow-eyed face, his head bowed.  Across from him, Pelvis still wore his wig backward, his clothes sweat-drenched, his eyes swollen and forlorn.  Dried blood covered the split sausage of his bottom lip, one of his lower teeth gone and another knocked crooked, tendrils of crusty blood stuck to his chin.  His breathing was slow and harsh, sweat dripping from the end of his nose into a puddle between his mud-bleached suedes.

Something brushed against the boat's hull and made the craft lazily turn around its anchor chain.  Flint lifted his head to watch a five-foot-long alligator drift past, its snout pushing through the foul brown water.  A second alligator, this one maybe three feet in length, cruised past the first.

The cat-green eyes and ridged skull of a third had surfaced less than six feet from the rowboat.  Two more, each fourtooters, lay motionless side by side just beyond the silent watcher.  Flint had counted nine alligators at any one time, but there might be others asleep on the bottom.  He couldn't tell one from the-other, except for their obvious size differences, so he really didn't know how many lurked in the sludgy pond.  Still, they were quiet monsters.  Occasionally two or three would bump together in their back-and-forth l@ driftings and there might be an instant's outburst of thrashing anger, but then everything would calm down again but for the rocking of the boat and the thudding hearts of the men in it.  Flint figured the ariptors were prisoners here just as he and Pelvis were.

The pond looked to be sixty-five feet across, from one side of a half-submerged, rusty barbed-wire fence to the other.

Beyond the alligator corral's heavily bohed gate was a pier where two cigarette speedboats-both of them painted dark, nonreflective green-were Wed, along with the larger workboat Flint had seen unloading the reptiles at the Vermilion marina.  Eight feet of the pier was built out over the corral, and at its end stood a bolted-down electric winch Flint figured was used to hoist the alligators up onto the workboat's deck.  During the thirty-minute journey to this place in one of the speedboats, Monty had gleefully ripped the jacket and shirt 

off Flint's back and taken the derringer's holster.  Then, when they'd reached their destination, Doc and the others had debated for a few minutes, what to do with them until "he"-whoever "hell waswoke up.

Their current situation had been dreamed up by Doc, who got Mitch to row them in the aluminum skiff through the corral's gate while Monty had followed in a second rowboat.  There had been much hilarity from a group of men watching on the pier as Mitch had thrown a concrete brick anchor over the side and then got into the boat with Monty, leaving Flint and Pelvis at the end of their chain.

The party had gone on for a while-"Hey, freak!  Why don't you and Elvis get out of that boat and cool yourselves off?"-but the men had drifted away as the sun had come up.  Flint understood why; the novelty had faded, and they'd known how hot it was going to get out here.

Every so often Mitch, Monty, or some other'bastard would stroll out to the

pier's end to take a look and throw a remark at them that included the words "freak" or "motherfuckers," then they would go away again.

Since Pelvis had been smashed in the mouth, he'd not spoken a single word.  Flint realized he must be in shock.  Monty had taken Mama with him, and the last time the bearded sonofabitch had come out to check on them, the little bulldog wasn't in his arms.

Flint could smell meat cooking.

Being burned was more like it.

The pier continued on past the boats to a bizarre sight: a large suburban ranch house with cream-colored walls, perched on wooden pilings over the water.  The place looked as if it had been lifted up off the'mowed green lawn of the perfect American town, helicoptered in, and set down to be the envy of the neighborhood.  There was a circular swimming pool with its own redwood deck, one of those "aboveground"

pools sold in kits; here the pool was not above ground, but on a platform above swamp.  On the pool's deck was a rack of barbells, a weight bench, and a stationary cycle.  Next to it was another large deck shaded by a blue-and-white-striped canvas awning, and on the far side of the house the platform supported a television satellite dish.

Other walkways went off from the main platform, connecting the house to three other smaller wooden structures.

Cables snaked from one of them to the house and the satellite dish, so Flint reasoned it stored the power generator.  Though the alligator corral, the pier, and the swimming pool were out under the full sun, most of the house was shaded by moss-draped trees.  Around the house and the corral and everything else the swamp still held green dominion.  Flint could see a bayou winding into the swamp beyond the farthermost of the three outbuildings, and there were red buoys floating in it to mark deeper passage for the workboat's hull.

His survey of the area had also found a wooden watchtower, about forty feet high, all but hidden amid the trees at the bayou's entrance.

Up top, under a green-painted cupola, a man sat in a lawn chair reading a magazine, a rifle propped against the railing beside him.

Every few minutes he would stand up and scan all directions through a pair of binoculars, then he would sit down again and return to his reading.

"We," Flint said hoarsely, "are in deep shit."

Pelvis didn't speak; he just sat there and kept sweating, hir, eyes unfocused.

"Eisley?  Snap out of it, hear me?"

There was no answer; A little thread of saliva had spooled down over his wounded lip.

 

"How about sayin' something'?"  Flint asked.

Pelvis lowered his head and stared at the boat's bottonl Flint sniffed the air, catching the smell of burned meat.  it struck him that that bastard Monty might be hungry again, and he Pelvis was probably thinking the same thing he was: Mama was on the breakfast grill.

"Hey, we're gonna get out of this," Flint tried again.  He thought it was the most idiotic thing he'd ever said in his life.  "You can't go off and leave me now, hear.7" Pelvis shook his head, and he swallowed with a little dry, clicking noise.

Flint watched another alligator gliding past, so close he could have reached out and poked it in the eye if he cared to lose a hand Well, that'd be an right; held still have two.

Hold on, he told himself Hold on, now.  Control yourself.

It's not over yet, they haven't shoveled the dirt over you.

Hold on.  "I'll bet this is all a big mistake," he said.  "I'll bet when that fella wakes up, he'll come see us and we'll tell him the story and he'll shoot us on out of here."  His throat clenched up.  "I mean, scoot us out of here."  Eisley's silence was scaring the bejesus out of him, making him start to lose his own grip.  He'd gotten so used to the man's pro@ the silence was driving him crazy.  "Eisley, listen.

We're not givin' up.  Pelvis?  come on, talk to me."

No response.

Flint leaned forward, the sun beginning to scorch his back and sweat to his eyebrows.  "Cecil," he said, I'm gonna slap the crap out of you if you don't look me in the face and say somethin'." ' But it was no use.  Flint closed his eyes and put his uncuffed hand against his forehead.  At his chest Clint's arm suddenly twitched and the hand fluttered, then it fell motionless again.

"What'd you call me?"

Flint opened his eyes and looked into the other man's face.

"Did you call me Cecil?"  Pelvis had lifted his head.  His split lip had broken open again, a little bloody fluid oozing.

"Yeah, I guess I did."  A rush of relief surged through him.

"Well, thank God you're back!  Now's not the time to crack up, lemme tell you!  We've got to hang tough!  Like I said, when that fella wakes up and we tell him what a big mistake all this is-" "Cecil, "

Pelvis whispered, and a wan smile played across his crusty mouth.  Then it passed.  His eyes were very dark.

I think ... they're cookin' Mama," he said.

"No, they're not!"  Hold on to him!  Flint thought in desperation.

Don't let him slide away again!  "That fella was just pullin' your chain!  Listen now, get your mind off that.

We've got other things to think about."

"Like what?  Which one of us they're gonna kill first?"  He squinted up at the sun.  "I don't care.  We ain't getting' out of this."

"See?  That's why you never would've made a good bounty hunter.

Never.  Because you're a quitter.  By God, I'm not a quitter!"  Flint felt the blood pounding in his face.  He had to calm down before he had a heatstroke.  "I said I was gonna get Lambert, and I got him, didn't I?"

"Yes sir, you did.  I don't think neither one of us is gonna be spendin' much of that reward money, though."

"You just watch," Flint said.  "You'll find out."  He was aware of his own wheels starting to slip.  Control!  he thought.

Control was the most important thing.  He had to settle himself down before the pressure of this situation broke him.  He enfolded Clint's clammy hand in his own, and he could feel their common pulse.

"Self@scipline is what a bounty hunter needs.  I've always had it.

 

Ever since I was a little boy.  I had to have it to keep Clint from jumpin'around when I didn't want him to.  Jumpin' around and makin'

everybody look at me like I was a frea]L Self@pline is what You need, and a whole lot of it."

"Mr.  Murtaugh?"  Pelvis said in a soft and agonized voice that had very little of Elvis in it ' "We're gonna die today.

Would you please shut up? Flint's brain was smoking.  He was burned up.  His pail skin cringed from the raw sunlight, and there was water, water everywhere, but not enough to cool himself in.  He licked his lips and tasted sweat.  An alligator nudged ala@ side the boat, a long, scraping noise that made the flesh of Flint's spine ripple.  He needed to get his mind fixed on something else-anything else.  "You'd be worth a damn," he said, "if you had a manager."

Pelvis stared at him, and slowly blinked.  "What?"

"A manager.  Like that fella said.  You need a manager.

Somebody to teach you selfdiscipline, get you off that damn junk food.  Get you to stop tryin' to play Elvis and be Cecil.  I heard what he said, I was standin' right there.-"Are you ... Sayin' what I think you're sayin'T, "Maybe I am.  Maybe I'm not." Flint reached up, his fingers trembling and wiped the beads of sweat from his eyebrows- "I'm just sayin' you've got a little talent to beat the piano, and a good manager could help you.  A good businessman Somebody to make sure you got paid when you were supposed to.  You wouldn't have to be a singer, You could be in somebody else's band, or play backup on records or whatever.

There's money to be made in that line of work, isn't there?"

"Are YOU crazy, Mr.  Murtaugh?"  Pelvis asked.  "Or am I?"

"Hell, we both are!"  Flint had almost shouted it.  Control, he thought-COntrOl- @ the sun was @ fierce.  A Pungent, acidic reek-the smell of swamp mud and Ptor droppings-was up off the water.

"When we get out of here-winch we will, after we talk to whoevees in charge around here-there's gonna be tomorrow to think about-You're not cut out to be a bounty hunter ... and i,ve been lookin' for a way to quit i ' t for a long time.  I'm sick of the ugliness of it, and I was never getting' anywhere.  I was just goin' around and around, like ... like a three-armed monkey in a cage," he said.  "Now, it might not work.

Probably won't.  But it would be a new start, wouldn't-" "Gettin'

awful hot out here, ain't it?"

The voice caused both of them to jump.  Monty was walking along the pier, splotches of sweat on his shirt He was holding a plate of food, and he was chewing on some stringy meat attached to a small bone.

"Ya'll ain't gone @mmin'yet?"

Neither Flint nor Pelvis spoke.  They watched the big, brown-bearded man chewing on the bone in his greasy fingers.

"Don't feel much like talkin', do you?"  Monty glanced quickly up at the sun.  Then he threw the bone into the water beside their boat.

The splash drew the attention of the alfiptors, and three or four of them quickly converged on the spot like scaly torpedoes.  Water swirled, a tail rose up and smacked the surface, and suddenly an underwater disagreement boiled up, two reptilian bodies thrashing and the rowboat rocking back and forth on the muddy foam of combat.

"Them boys are hungry this mornin'."  Monty started sucking the meat from another bone.  "They'll eat anydamnthing, yknow.  Got cast-iron stomachs.  Bet they'd like to get their teeth in you, freak.

Bet you'd be a real taste sensation."

The alligators, finding no food on their table, had stopped squabbling.  Still, they crisscrossed the pond on all sides of the 

boat.  "Don't you men think this has gone far enough?"

Flint asked.  "We've learned our lesson, we're not comin' back in here anymore."

Monty chewed and laughed.  "Well, that's right.  'Course, you ain't leavin', either."  He flung the second bone in, and again the reptiles darted for it.  "Hey, Elvis!  You want some breakfast?"

Pelvis didn't answer, and Flint saw his eyes glazing over . n.

"It's realllll good.  Lotta meat on them bones, I was surprised.

Want to try a bite or two?"  He held up a hunk of white meat, and he grinned through his beard.  "Woof!    Woof!"

he said.

Pelvis shivered.  A pulse had started beating hard at his temple.

"Hang on."  Flint grasped Pelvis's arm.  "Steady, now."

"I think he wants the rest of it, Mr.  Freak.  Here you go, Elvis!

Arrrruuuuuu!"  And as he howled like a dog, Monty tossed the rest of the plate's meat and bones up into the air over the corral.

Before the first piece of meat or bone splashed the surface, Pelvis went crazy.

He lunged over the rowboat's side.  The chain of the handcuffs connecting their wrists jerked tight, and with a shout of terror Flint was pulled into the water with him.

For the last mile and a half Train had cut the Swift's husky double@esels to one-fourth speed-about seven knots-to keep the noise down.  Now he switched off the engines and let the Swift coast along the narrow bayou.  "@in' close," he said behind the spoked wheel in the pilothouse.  Dan stood at his side, and Arden had found a benchseat to park herself on toward the stern.  "She gonna run minute or two, then we doin' some wadin'."

Dan nodded.  The rifles, Pistol, and the ammunition backpack had been stowed away in a locker at the rear of the pilothouse.  After leaving the cove Train had brought them along a whes of channels at speeds approaching twentyeight knots, the Swift's upper limit.  Before them, birds had flown and alligators had dived for @. Train had told 

Dan his real name was Aloin Chappelle, that he'd been born on a train between Mobile and New Orleans, but that he was raised in Grand Isle, where his father had been a charter fisherman.  During his tour of duty in Vietnam his parents had moved to New Orleans, and his father had accepted a consultingjob with a company that built fishing boats.

Train had the swamp in his blood, he'd said.  He had to live there, in all that beautiful wilderness, or he would perish.  Held known that the Swift boats-based on the desip of tough little utility craft used to ferry supplies out to oil derricks in the Gulf of Mexico-were built by a contractor in the town of Berwick, which Dan and Arden had put through forty miles north of Houma.

In 1976 he'd bought the armorplated bulk of a @lus Swift and started the three-year labor of restoring it to a worthy condition.  Baby could be sweet as @ one day and a raging foul-term@ bitch the next, he'd told Dw but she was fast and mmble and her shallow draft was ideal for the bayous.  Anyway, he loved her.

"Takin' us in there," Train said, motioning with a lift of his chin toward another channel that wound off to the left "Gonna get Flint, so tell the lady if she hear some thumps, we ain't gonna wind us up ass-deep and sinkin'."

Dan went back to relay the message.  Train steered Baby into the channel with a steady hand and a sharp eye.  Tree branches scraped along the sides and half-submerged M& and swamp @ parted before the 

prow.  @rad the ma tiucken4 cutting the light to a dark green muril The Swift was slowing down now to the speed of a man's walk and Train came out of the pilothouse and picked up a rope with one end secured to the forward deck and at the @wing, end an iron grappULng-hooL The boat shuddered, something bumping along the lmel.  Train threw the hook into the underbrush, pulled hard on the rope, and it went taut.  In another few seconds Baby eased to a stop.

They got ready.  Dan was sweating in the fierce wet heat, but he wasn't afraid.  Maybe just a little.  In any case, the job had to be done.

"L=ve the pistol here," Train said as Dan took it from the locker.

"She might be gonna need it."

"Me?"  Arden stood up.  "I've never fired a gun in my Iffel"

"Ever'fin got a number-one time."  Train popped a clip into the automatic.  "I'm gonna tell you 'bout this safety et can hil catch here, so you pay a mind.  You g you'self a erw e we gone, only two fellas to save you neck be Mr Smith and Mr.  Wesson.

Ay?"

Arden decided it would be very vnse to pay close attention.

"Take tree relm&.  We need more'n that, we gonna be haulm'butt," Train told Dan after Arden's quick lesson was done.

Dan took three of the Browning's box magazines from the backpack, put one in each front pocket and the third in a back pocket.  Train did the same with the Ruger's ammo, then he put on a gray-and-green camouflage-print cap.

" "3out quarter-mile -from here, them fellas be," he said as he slung the Ruger barreldown to his right shoulder so water wouldn't foul the firing mechanism.  "They got guns enough to blow the horns off Satan: rifle, shotgun, machine gun, ever' damn kinda gun.  So from here on we mighty careful or we mighty dead."

While Dan strapped on the Browning rifle, also barreldown, Train opened a jar of what looked like black grease and streaked some under his eyes.  "Don't want no glare blindin' you when it come time to take a shot.  You misspoofl.  That's all she wrote."  He handed the grease to Dan, who applied it in the same fashion.  Then Train got his face right up in Dan's, his eyes piercing.  "We get in a knock-ass firelight, am I gonna can count on you?  You gonna stick it to t em, no second thought?  By the time you got second thought, you be twice dead.

Ay?"

"I'll do what I have to," Dan said.

"They got a man spyin' for 'em in a tower, up where he can see the Gulf and the bayou one turn 'round.  They got a big metal pte blockin'

the bayou, and a bob wire fence I round the whole place."  He nodded toward the forbidding wilderness, thick with spiky palmettos, hanging vines, and cypress trees.  "We gonna go through there.  Ain't got no serpent-bite kit, so keep both them eyeballs lookin'."

"I viiii.ll "If we see us two dead bodies layin' out, we comin'

straight back quiet as sinners, on Sunday.  Then I make a radio call to Gran' Isle.  Okay?"

"yeah @n eased over the transom and lowered himself into the water.

The swamp consumed him to the middle of his chest.

"Dan?"  Arden said as he started to go over.  Again her tangled emotions got in the way of her voice.  "Please be careful," she managed to say.

 

"I was wrong to let you come.  You should've stayed at Train's place."

She shook her head.  "I'm where I need to be.  You just worry about getting' in and back" Dan went into the water, his shoes sinking through three inches of mud.

"Listen up," Train told Arden.  "You might gonna hear some shootin'.  We don't come back half-hour after them shots, we ain't comin'.  Radio's up on a shelf over the wheel.

Got a fresh battery, you'll see the turn-on switch.  We don't come back, you need to start callin' for he'p on the mike.

Tam through them frequencies and keep cauin'.  That don't bring nobody, you got the water jug, the pistol, and you two legs.  Ay?"

"Just so you know."  Train turned away and started moving.

Dan paused, looking up at Arden's face.  The deep-purple birthmark was no longer ugly, he thought.  It was @ the unique pattern of a butterfly's wings, or the color and markings of a seashell never to be exactly duplicated in a thousand years.

"I'll be back," he @ and he followed Train through the morass.

When they'd gotten out of Arden's earshot, Train said quietly, "Them febas kill us, they gonna find her, too, eventual.  What they'll do I ain't gonna think on."

Dan didn't answer.  He'd already thought of that.

"Just so you know," Train said.

They waded on, and in another moment the wilderness had closed between them and Baby.

Nasty brown water had flooded Flint's eyes and mouth, choking off his shout of terror.  Pelvis was @ beside him, insanely @ to get across the'ptor corral at the man who'd chewed Mama's flesh.  Flint felt Clint's arm thmsh, his brother's bones squirming violently inside his body.  The thought of Clint's infant-size lungs in water and drowning opened a nightmarish door on gruesorae possibili ties.  He started fighting to get his balance as he'd never fought in his life.  He got his legs under him, and his shoes found a bottom of mud and mess that could be described only as gooshy.

He stood up.  His head and shoulders were out of the water.

Still, Clint was -trapped below.  Pelvis was standing up, too, his muddy wig hanging on by its last piece of flesh-colored tape, a strangled, enraged scream shredding his throat.  With a surge of pa r that Flint had never we dreamed the man possessed, Pelvis starting dragging him through the water to reach the pier.

Monty was laughing fit to bust a gut.  "It's show time, boys!"  he hollered toward the house.

Flint stepped on something that exploded to life under his feet and scared the pee out of him.  A scaly form whipped past them, its tail thrashing.  The tail of a second alligator slapped Pelvis's shoulder, and he grunted with pain but kept on going.  All around them the pond was a maelstrom of reptiles fighting for the meat and bones Monty had just thrown in.  Flint saw one of them coming from the left, its snout plowing through the foam and its catslit eyes fixed on him.

Even as Pelvis kept hauling him, Flint struck out with his unhindered left arm at the thin& which looked large enough to make two suitcases and a handbag.  He struck the surface in front of its snout, but the splash was enough to make it wheel away, its tail whacking muddy water 

into the air.  Then Pelvis was hit at the knees by an underwater beast and he was knocked off his feet, the alhptor's barklike flesh coming up from the depths for an instant, which was long enough for the crazed Pelvis to give a bellow and pound at it with his free fist.  The startled reptile skittered away with a snort, pushing a small wave before it.  With his feet under him again, Pelvis dragg@ Flint onward.

Two of the beasts were going at it fang to fang over a chunk of meat, their noisy combat drawing the attention of four or five others.

A battle royal erupted, the monsters fighting on all sides of Pelvis and Flint.  But more alligators were rising up from the bottom, and others were speeding in to graze past them as if to test how dangerous this particular 
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food might be before they committed their jaws to a bite.

Pelvis was singlemindedly pulling Flint toward the pier, while Flint was doing everything he could to keep the alligators away: kicking, slapping the water with the flat of his hand, and shouting gibberish.

But now the alligators were getting bolder.  Flint managed to jerk the shoe from his right foot, and he used that to hammer the surface.

And suddenly a horrible, thick body with gray mollusks clinging to its hide erupted from the water beside him, a pair ofjaws wide open and hissing.  Flint slammed his shoe down across the alligators skWL going for an eye, and the jaws snapped shut.  The head whipped to one side and its rough scales flayed the skin off his left arm from wrist to elbow.  A mollusk's shell or some growth with a sharp edge did its work as well, and suddenly there was blood in the water.

"Get 'em out! Get 'em out, goddamn it!"  somebody shouted.

They had reached the piers end, which was three feet above the pond.  Pelvis, his wig gone and his contorted face brown with mud, was trying to grip the timbers and pWI himself up, but not even his maddened strength could do it with Flint on the other cuff.  Blood floated on the surface around Flint's arm, and he saw at least four alligators coming across the corral after them, their tails sweeping back and forth with eager delight.

To the Edge There was the racket of an electric motor and a chain rattling.

"Grab it!  Both of you, grab it!"

The winch's hook and chain had been lowered.  Pelvis and Flint clung to its oversize links as a beggar might grasp hundred-dollar bills.  The motor growled, and the chain began to hoist them up.

Hands caught them, pulling them onto the pier.  Below Flint's muddy shoe and sock, three alligators slammed their snouts together.

they started fighting in the blood-pink foam, and as their bodies hit the pilings the entire pier trembled and groaned.

But now Flint and Pelvis had solid wood under their feet.

Flint could smell his blood; it was coming from a blue-edged gash across his left forearm and dripping from his hand to the planks.  He staggered, about to pass out, and he found himself clutching Pelvis for support.  Through a haze he looked at the choppy pond and saw two alligators battling for something between their jaws that appeared to be a mud@d, scruffy bird.  It took him a few seconds to realize it was Pelvis's wig.  He watched with a kind of strange fascination as the two monsters ripped it apart and then each of them submerged with a souvenier of Memphis.

His chest heaving, Pelvis stared slack-jawed at the faces of Doc, Monty, Mitch, and two other men he didn't recognize.

Doc was wearing his sunglasses again.

&"

"Crazy as hell, man!"  Doc was blasting Monty.  "I don't want 'em dead till he sees 'em!"

"Well, shit!"  Monty fired back.  "How was I supposed to know they were fool enough to jump outta the-" Flint had felt Pelvis's body tense.  He thought of a hurricane about to wreak death and destruction.

Pelvis pulled back his right fist and then drove it forward like a fleshy piston into Monty's nose.  With a gunshot pop of breaking bones the blood spewed from Monty's nostrils all over Doc's Harvard T-shirt.

 

Monty staggered back, his eyes wide and amazed and the blood running into his beard as if from a faucet.  One step.

Two steps.

And into the corral, right on top of the reptiles fighting below the end of the pier.

"Oh, Jesus!"  Doc shouted, blood on the lenses of his sunglasses and spotting his cheeks.

"Monty!"  Mitch hollered, and he ran to operate the hook and chain.

But the sense had been knocked out of Monty, and maybe that was for the best because he might have been unaware exactly of his position.  One of the other men Pelvis hadn't recognized drew a pistol and started shooting at the alliptors, but they had already taken hold of Monty, one with jaws crunched into his left shoulder and another gripping his right leg.  The winch's chain came down, but Monty didn't reach for it.  The alligators started shaidng him the way Pelvis had seen Mama shake one of her teddy bears.  He recalled, in his dim cell of thinking at the moment, that the stuffing had come out everywhere.

So, too, it was with Monty.

Now Mitch had pulled his pistol and was firing, too, but the taste of blood and living meat had driven the creatures to a frenzy.  More of them were racing over for a share.

During the shooting, amid the thrashing bodies and the gory splashing, at least two bullets went into Monty.  Maybe he was dead before his bones started to rip from their sockets.

Maybe.

Doc didn't want to see any more.  He'd known Monty was finished when he went in there, bleeding like that and with the 'gators already so riled up.  He'd seen them go after the ranger, so he'd known.  He turned away, removed his dark glasses, and slowly and methodically began to wipe the blood off the lenses with a clean part of his T-shirt.  His fingers were trembling.  Behind him Mitch threw up into the corral.

"Bummer," Doc said, mostly to himself.

He took the handcuff key from his pocket.  He unlocked the cuffs and let them fall.  Pelvis blinked at him, still dazed but his fury spent.  Flint grasped his injured arm and then pitched to his knees, his head hanging, Doc reached back, drew the .45 from his waistband, cocked it, and laid the barrel between Pelvis's eyes.  "You're next,"

he said.  "Walk to the edge."

Pelvis was already brain-blasted; seeing that man eat Mama for breakfast had done him in.  He knew what was waiting for him, but without Mama-without his adored companion-life wasn't worth living.  He walked to the edge.

Below him was something the alligators were still tearing at.  It was getting smaller and smaller.  It had a beard.

Doc stood behind him and put the automatic's barrel against the back of his naked head.

"Do it!"  Mitch urged.  "Put him down!"

Flint tried to stand, but he could not.  He was near fainting, the smell of blood and mud and 'ptor filth was making him sick, the harsh, hot sun had drained him.  He said, "Eisley?"  but that was all he could say.  He hadn't reft Clint move since they'd come out of the water, but now the arm gave a feeble jerk and Clint's little lungs heaved like a hiccup deep in the folcrs and Oassages of Flint's intestines.

Doc put his other hand up to shield his face from flying bits of bone and brain matter.  Ms finger tightened on the triggerHe heard a gurgling noise.

He looked around, and saw brown water trickling from the mouth on the bizarre baby head that grew from the freak's side.

 

Flint heard boots clumping on the pier.  There was the sound of bare feet on the planks as well.

Doc saw who was coming.  He said, "Takin' care of business, Gault.

Shondra don't need to see this."

"What's goin' on?"  Flint heard a woman's irritated voice ask.  A young woman, she sounded to be.  "Noise woke us the fuck up.  Who was hollerin' so much?"

"Shondra, you best stay put.  Monty went in."

The slide of bare feet stopped, but the boots kept walking.

"Bastard here killed him!"  Mitch said.  "Doc was fixin'to blow his brains out!"

"These are the two from the marina."  Doc was talking to whoever wore the boots.  "This one got me in the eyes with the spray.  One over there shot Virgil."

The boots approached Flint.  They stopped beside him, and Flint lifted his head and saw they were made of bleached beige snakeskin.

"Dig that third arm, man.  Got a little baby head growin' out his ribs, too.  Gen-yoo-me it-eak from freak city.  I ain't seen nothin'

like him since I ate a bag of magic mushrooms in Yuma, spring of 'sixty-eight.  Damn, those were the days!"

Shondra gave an ugly snorting sound.  "I wasn't even born then."

Doc might have laughed through clenched teeth.

With an effort Flint looked up at the man in the snakeskin boots.

The individual was an exercise junkie.  Or a steroid freak.

Or maybe he just loved himself a whole lot.  Because the muscles of his exposed chest, shoulders, and arms were massive swollen lumps that strained against the tanned flesh, the connecting veins standing out in blood-pumped relief, the visible ligaments as tight as bundles of piano wire.

The man wore blue jeans with ripped-out knees, a piece of rope for a belt cinching his narrow witist, and he had a red neckerchief tied loosely around his throat.  His face was a hard, chiseled slab of brown rock with a dagger-sharp chin and sunken cheeks, the facial flesh cracked with a hundred deep lines caused by what must have been years of serious sun-worship.  The pure ebony of his commanding eyes, his
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thick black brows, and his curly black hair, the sides swirled with gray, gave him a distinctive Latin appearance.  Flint guessed his age at late thirties or early forties, but it was difficult to tell since his body was young but his face was sun-wrinkled.

Standing several yards behind him was a blond girl who couldn't have been older than twenty.  She was barefoot, wearing denim cutoffs and a black bra.  She, too, appeared to be a slave to the sun, because she was burned a darker brown than the man.  Her golden hair cascaded over her shoulders and she had icy blue eyes.  Flint thought she was almost beautiful, as beautiful as any Hollywood starlet, but there was an ugly, twisted set'to her collagen-plumped lips, and those eyes could burn a hole through metal.

And right now he felt like a little crumpled piece of tin.

The muscle man stared down at Flint with just a hint of interest, as if he might be viewing a particularly creepy insect, but no more than that.  Shondra spoke first.  "Damn, Gault!  Look how white he is!"

Gault motioned at Doc with a twirling forefinger.  Doc understood the command and lowered the automatic, then said, "Thin around!"  to Pelvis.

Pelvis did, his eyes deep-socketed and his face and bald head 

still painted with ghastly mud.

"This is the fucker thought he was Elvis Presley," Doc said.

Gault's face remained impassive.

"You know who they are?  Bounty hunters.  Can you believe it?

From Shreveport.  They had a guy in cuffs back there at St.  Nasty.

Said at the marina they were calhn, the man they work for.  Anyway, they were taidn' their prisoner in to get a reward.  I set the guy loose, figured it was my good deed for the month."

Gault's eyes went to Flint and M=ed to Pelvis.

"I thought you'd want to see 'em, 'specially the freak.  Do You want me to kill 'em now, or what?"

Gault's jaws tensed; muscles that seemed as big as lemons popped up on his face and then receded again.  At UM his mouth opened.  His teeth were unnaturatiy white.  ',How much," he said in a voice that had no discernible accent but perfect diction, "were they planning on earning as their reward?"

"Fifteen'thousand."

Gault's face settled into stone again.  Then, very suddenly, he laughed without smiling.  When he did smile, it was a scary thing.  He laughed a little louder.  "Fifteen thousand!"

he said, obviously finding the figure an object of humor.

"Fifteen thousand dollars, is that all?"  He kept laughing, only it became a low and dangerous sound, like a knife being sharpened.  He looked at Shondra and laughed, and she started laughing, then he looked at Doc and laughed and Doc started laughing.  Pretty soon it was a real laff riot.

Flint, grasping his wounded forearm and blood still oozing through his fingers, said, "Mind tellin' us what the hell's so funny?"

Gault laughed on for a moment longer, then his smile was abruptly eclipsed.  He said, "The pitiful amount of cash that a human being will throw his life away in pursuit of" He reached into a pocket of his jeans with his right hand.  Flint heard something click like a trigger being cocked, and he steeled himself for the worst.  Then Gault's hand emerged holding one of those spring-loaded wrist exercisers, which he began to squeeze over and over again.  "If a man should die, he should die for riches, not petty change.  Or for forbidden knowledge.  That might be worth dying for.  But fifteen thousand dollars?  Ha."  The laugh was very quiet.  "I don't think so."  Click ... click ... click went the springs.

"I don't know what's goin' on here.  I don't care, " Flint said.

"Nobody would've gotten hurt if that goon hadn't tried to drown me in a toilet bowl."

Gault nodded thoughtfully.  "Tell me," he said.  "You were born the way you are, yes?  You had no control over the way your chromosomes came together, or how the cells grew.

You had no control over your genetics, or what quirk back in your family line caused your situation."  He paused for emphasis.  "No control," he repeated, as if seeing to the heart of Flint's pain.  "You must know, better than anyone could, that God set up tides and winds, and sometimes they take you one way and then blow you the other, and you have no control.  I think a tide took you to that marina, and a wind blew you here.  What's your name again?"

"His name's Murtaugh," Doc said.  "The other one's Eisley."

"I didn't ask you."  Gault stared fixedly at the Harvard man.  "I asked him.  Didn't I?"

 

Doc sod nothing, but he looked stun& He pushed the .45

back into his waistband with the air of a petulant child.  "My shows are on.  You want me, I'll be watchin' my shows."  He trudged back along the pier toward the area that was shaded by the blue-and-white-striped awning.  As Doc @ her, Shondra wrinkled her nose as if she smelled something bad.

Gault walked to the pier's edge, where Pelvis still stood.

He locked down at what the alligators were whittling to the size of a wallet.  His hand worked: click ... click ... click Sinews were standing out in the wrist.  "All the my@es, spilled out," he said.  His other hand pressed against Pelvis's chest.  Pelvis flinched; the man's fingers seemed cold.

"Monty always was a glutton.  Now look how thin he is.  You know, You could stand to lose some weight yourself "All right, that's enough."  Flint clenched his teeth and tried to stand up.  He couldn't make it the first time.  He saw Gault grinning at him.  Mitch stepped forward and aimed his pistol at Flint's head, but Gault said, "No, no!

Let him alone!"

Flint stood up.  Staggered, almost fell again.  Then he had his balance.  It was time to face ugly reality.  "If you're gonna kill us-which I guess you are-then how about doin' it humanely?"

The clicking of the springs had ceased.  "Are you begging, Mr.

Murtaugh?"

"No.  I'm askin'."  He glanced distastefully at the corral.

"A bullet in the head for both Of us, how about that?"

YOU mean you're not going to stall for time?  Try to hold out false hope?  Or tell me if I let you go you'll never, never, never Speak of this to any soul on earth?"

"It's hot," Flint said.  "I'm tired, and I'm about to fall down.

I'm not gonna play games with you."

"Don't care to gamble that I might be in a lenient mood today.?"

Gault lifted his eyebrows.

Flint didn't answer.  Don't bite!  he told himself.  He wants you to bite so he can kick you in the teeth.

"Maybe you're a New Ager?"  Gault asked.  "You believe in reincarnation, so your death today would be just another rung on the cosmic ladder?"

"I believe in re'carnation," Shondra said.  "Gault and me were lovers in ... you know, that old city that got swallowed up in the sea?"

"Atlantis," Gault supplied.  He winked quickly at Flint.

g,worics every time.vt Flint licked his parched lips.  "How about some water for us?"

"Oh, I'm forgetting my manners.  I was raised better than that.

Come on, then.  rime for my workout anyway.

Shondra, go to the kitchen and get them a pitcher of ice water.

Bring me a protein shake.  Chop chop."  She hurried off obediently, and then Gault motioned for them to follow and started walking toward the awning-shaded area.  Flint was weak from his wound and the heat, but he took hold of Pelvis's elbow.  "Hang on, all right?"  Pelvis, in a state of shock, allowed Flint to guide him after the clumping snakeskin boots, and the other men, their pistols drawn, followed behind.

"Non, " Train whispered as he lowered the Ruger, "can't get no 

clean shot off.  Wouldn't he'p'em none if I could.  We gonna have to move in closer."

Dan's heart was slamming, but his mind was calm.  He and Train were standing in the chest-deep water seventy yards from the fenced-in alligator corral, at the edge of where the swamp's vegetation had been hacked away.  They had gotten over a barbed-wire fence in the water thirty yards behind them, and their hands were cut up some but they would heal.  It had been a difficult slog from the Swift boat; Dan felt his strength ebbing fast, but he had to keep pushing himself onward.  His father, the quitter, had not raised a quitter.

They'd come out of the underbrush in time to see Flint and Eisley standing on the pier with men holding guns and the muscular, shirtless "boss" Train had spotted on his last visit there.  Dan had seen that both the bounty hunters were covered with mud, Eisley had lost his wig, and an aluminum rowboat floated at the center of the 'gator corral.  No telling what they'd been through, but at least they were alive.  How long that would be was uncertain.  Flint and Eisley had just followed the muscle man toward the house, with the other men-the pistol-bearing "soldiers"-behind them.

"Fella up in that watchtower, leanin' back in his chair readin' a .  . . ohhhhh, that naughty fella, him!"  Train had aimed the Ruger and was looking through the'scope.  "Got a nfle to his side.

Walk'em-talk'em on the floor.  Flair of binocs."  He took his eye away from the lens.  "We gonna have to cross the open, get us around that 'gator pen."

'dRiglit."

"Might try to circle 'round the house.  Get up on the platform in back.  You with me?"

" Ye@." 

"Okay.  We go, slow and quiet."

"Hey, Gault!"  Doc called from his lounge chair in front of a large color television set on metal casters.  "Look what's on Oprah today!  Talkin' 'bout crack in the grade schools!"

"Chicago?"  Gault didn't look at the screen.  He was busy pumping iron: a thirty-pound barbell in each hand, his biceps swelling up, veins, moving under the skin.  A light sheen of sweat glistened on his chest and face.

"No, she's in Atlanta this week."

"The Samchuk brothers'll have that market cornered in three years."  Gault kept lifting the barbells up and down with the precision of a machine.  "If the Jamaicans don't kill them first."

Sitting a few feet away at a wrought-iron table with a blue glass top, a bloody towel pressed to his forearm wound, Flint had a flash of understanding.  "Is that what this is about?  Drugs?"

"My business," Gault said.  "I supply a demand.  It's no big thing."

They wein on the platform under the striped awnmgPelvis was sitting across the table from Flint, his hands held to his face.  In more chairs arranged around Flint and Pelvis sat Mitch and the two other men with pistols.  A waudetalkie and an Ingrain machine gun sat on a white coffee table in front of a sand-mlored sofa, along with copies of House BeautiAl, Vogue, and Soldier of Fortune nes.  Flint had seen on closer inspection Gault's own house was not so beautiful; it was a prefabjob, and the swamp's humidity had warped the walls @ damp cardboard.  Some of the joints were splitting apart and had been reinforced with strips of duct tape.  Click ... click ... click-the sound wasn't coming from 

Gault's squeezevip, but from the remote control in Doc's hand.  In the five minutes they'd been sitting here, Flint had watched Doc almost incessantly going through what must be hundreds of channels brought in by the satellite dish.  Doc would pause to watch quick fragments of things like Mexican game shows, "F Troop," "The Outer Limits,"

professional wrestling, infomercials with a manic little Englishman running around a studio selling cleaning products, "The Flintstones,"

NM videos, ranting, wildeyed preachers, soap operas, and then the remote control would click rapidly again like the noise of a feeding IOCUSL At the most, Doc had a seven-second attention span.

Flint eased the towel away from his wound and winced at the sight.

The gash was four inches long, its ragged blue edges in need of fifty or sixty stitches.  An inch and a half lower and an artery would have been nicked.  Thick blood was still oozing, and he pressed the towel-which Gault had given him from a hamper beside a rack of free weightsback against the wound.

Doc said, "Hey!  It's your man, Flinty!  Gault, that's the killer I let go!"

Flint looked at the television set.  Doc had paused at CNN

to watch gas bombs dispelling a prison riot, and on the screen was either a mug shot or driver's license photo of Dan Lambert.  "That's him, right?"  He turned the volume up with the remote.

bizarre turn i n the case of Daniel Lewis Lambert, who is being sought in the slaying of a Shreveport, Louisiana, bank loan manager and had also been wanted in connection with the death of an Alexandria motel owner.

Under questioning by Alexandria police last night, the slain man's wife admitted it was actually she who had beaten her husband to death."

A mug shot of a sullen4ooking woman with wild red hair came up on the screen.  "Hannah DeCayne told police-" "Boring!"  Doc changed the channel.

"Wait!"  Flint said.  "Turn it back!"

"SLTew you."  "Star Trek" was on now, Kirk and Spock speaking in dubbed Spanish.  "Beam me up, Sccecottie!"

Doc said excitedly, talking to the television set.

Flint figured the remote control in Doc's head never stopped clicking.  He stared at the blue glass of the tabletop, this news another little ice pick from God in the back of his neck.  If Lambert had been telling the truth about the motel owner, then was the murder at the bank an accident or an act of selfdefense?  If Lambert was such a mad-dog killer, why hadn't he picked up the pistol and used it at Basile Park?  In spite of the situation, in spite of the fact that he knew he and Pelvis were going to die in some excruciating way after Gault finished his workout, Flint had to laugh.  He was going to die because he'd gone south hunting a skin who was basically a decent man.

"Something's funny?"  Gault asked, his labor ceasing for the moment.  . I "Yeah, it is."  Flint'laughed again; he reft on the verge of tears, but he laughed anyway.  "I think the joke's on me, too.@, "Who thefuck messed up the kitchen?"  Shondra, looking both angry and more than a bit queasy, came through an open sliding glass door, carrying a tray with a plastic pitcher, two paper cups, and frothy brown liquid in a milk-shake glass.  She set the tray down between Flint and Pelvis.

"There's all kinda guts and hair in the garbage can, 'bout made me puke!  Blood smeared all over the countertop, and somebody left the fryin'pan dirty!  Who the hell did it?"

 

"Monty," Mitch said.  Evidently Shondra's wrath was a thing to be feared.

"Well, what'd he fry?  A fuckin' polecat?"

"Fellas dog there."  Mitch pointed at Pelvis.

"Another one?"  Shondra made a disgusted face.  "What's wrong with that fool, he's gotta be ratin' dogs and 'coons and polecats?"

"Go ask him, why don't you?"  Doc had torn his eyes away from the television.  "I'm tryin' to watch 'Dragnet,' if you'll keep it down!"

"You're not watchin' anything, you're just burnin' out that clicker!  Gault, why don't you get rid of him?  He makes me so nervous, I'm like to jump outta my skin every time he opens that dumb mouth!"

"Yeah?"  Doc sneered.  "Well, I know the only thing that has to get stuck in your dumb mouth to shut you up!  I was with Gault long before you came along, girlie pearlie, and when he throws you out, I'm gonna kick your little ass back to your white-trash trailer!"

"You ... you ... you old man!"  Shondra hollered, and she picked up the milk-shake glass and reared her arm back, froth flying.

"No," Gault said quietly, pumping iron again.  "Not that."

She slammed the glass down on the tray, her face a pure image of hell, picked up the plastic pitcher, and flung it at Doc, water splashing everywhere.

"Look what she did!"  Doc squalled.  "She's tryin' to blow the TV

out, Gault!"

'And I'm not cleanin' up that damn mess, neither!"  she roared at all of them.  "I'm not cortin' that damn stinkin' garbage out and getting' that mess on me!"  Tears of rage and frustration burst from her eyes.  "You hear?  I'm not doin' it!"  She turned and, sobbing, fled back into the house.

'Your Academy Award's in the mail, baby!"  Doc shouted after her.

Gault stopped lifting the barbells and put them on the floor.  He looked at Flint, smiled wanly, and said with a shrug of his thick shoulders, "Trouble in paradise."  Then he drank half of the protein shake, blotted the sweat from his face with the red neckerchief, and said, "Brian, go take the garbage out and clean the kitchen."

"Why do I have to do it?"  Brian had neatly cut light brown hair, wore steel-rimmed glasses, and a chrome-plated revolver sat in a holster at his waist.  He looked about as old as a college senior, wearing a sun-faded madras shirt and khaki shorts, black Nikes on his feet.

"Because you're the new boy, and because I say so."

"Heh-heh-heh," giggled the Latino man sitting next to him; he wore a Yosemite Sam T-shirt and dirty jeans, his blue-steel Colt automatic in a black shoulder holster.

"You want to laugh, Carlos, you go laugh while you're moppin' the kitchen floor," Gault said.  Carlos started to protest, but Gault gave him a deadly stare.  "Move now.  " The two men went into the house without another word.

"I wouldn't let that bitch snow me," Doc said.

"Shut up about her."  Gault finished his shake.  "I wish you two would bury the hatchet."

"Yeah, she'll bury a hatchet in me if I dowt bury one in her first."

"Children, children."  Gault shook his head, then he crossed his swollen arms and stared at the two bounty hunters.  "Well," he said, "I guess we need to take care of business.  What would you think if I'd offer to cut your tongues out and chop your hands off.?  Would you rather be dead, or not?"  He looked at Clint's arm.  "In your case, it would be a triple amputation.  How does that sound?"

 

"I think I might faint with excitement," Flint said.  Pelvis was mute, his eyes shiny and unfocused.

"It's the best offer I can make.  See, I told you I was in a lenient mood.  Doc's the one who screwed things up."

"I'll be glad to cut his tongue out and chop off his hands," Flint said.

Gault didn't smile.  "Forbidden-knowledge time: we've been having trouble from a competitor.  His name is Victor f Medina.  We were trucking some merchandise in crates when we first moved our base here.  He found out the route and took it away from us.

So we had to come up with alternative packaging.  The stomachs of live alligators do very well."

"I came up with that idea!"  Doc announced.

"When Doc saw you making your phone call," Gault went on, "he-unfortunately-lost his composure.  He thought you might've been working with Medina, setting up another hijack.  Doc doesn't always reason things out.  He was stupid, he was wrong, and I apologize.  But you put a valuable man out of action.  A knee injury like that ...

well, there's no health insurance in this business.  A doctor would get very suspicious, and we would have a money leak.  So Virgil, like a good horse, was laid to rest and you are to blame.  Now Monty is gone.

I have to hire new people, run them through security, train them ...

it's a pain.  So."  He walked to the coffee table and picked up the Ingrain machine gun.  i will make it quick.  Stand up."

"Stand us up yourself," Flint told him.

"No problem.  Doc?  Mitch?"

"Shit!"  Doc whined.  "'The Flying Nun's just started!"

But he got out of his chair, pulled his gun, and Mitch likewise stood up with a pistol in his hand.  Doc hauled Flint to his feet but Mitch struggled with Pelvis and Gault had to help him.

There was fresh sweat on Gault's face.  "End of the pier," he said.

Too Damn Hot ("There, we get up," Train said as he waded chest-deep toward a walkway at the rear of the prefabricated ranch house.  Dan followed, not mired quite so deeply as Train because of their difference in heights, but he was giving out and he envied Train's rugged strength.

Train slid his rifle up on the walkway, then grabbed the timbers and heaved himself out of the water.  He took Dan's Browning and gave him a hand up.

"YOU all right?"  Train had seen the dark circles under Dan's eyes, and he knew it had been a rough trek but the other man was fading fast.

"I'll make it."

"You sick, ain't you."  Train wasn't asking a question.

"Leukemia," Dan said.  "I can't do it like I used to. gh t "Hell, who can?"  They were standing about el t fee from the rear entrance, which was a solid wooden door behind a screen door.  The rear of the house was featureless except for a few small window.  Back here the platform was narrow, but it widened as it continued around the house.

Train looked along the walkway they stood on.  Behind them was more swamp and a large green metal incinerator on a Platform fifty feet from the house.  "Okay," Train said.

"Look like this the way we go-I, He stopped abruptly.  They heard 

voices from beyond the doors, getting closer.  Someone was coming out.


Train

pressed his body against the wall ten feet away on the right of the door and Dan stood an equal distance away on the left, their rifles ready.  Dan's heart pounded, all the saliva dried up in his mouth.

The inner door opened.  "Yeah, but I'm not stayin' in the business that Ion&" A young man wearing wire-rimmed glasses, a madras shirt, and khaki shorts emerged, both arms around a Rubbermaid garbage can.  On the side of it were streaks of what looked like blood.  "I'm gonna make my cash and get out while I can."  He let the outer screen door slam shut at his back and he started walking toward the incinerator, a pistol in a holster at his waist.

Train was thinking whether to rush him and club at him with the rifle's butt or push through the screen door when the young man suddenly stopped.

He was looking down at the walkway.  At the water and mud on the planks where they'd pulled themselves up.  Then he saw the footprints.

And that, as Dan knew Train would've said, was all she wrote.

He spun around.  Sunlight flared on his glasses for an instant.

His mouth was opening, and then he was dropping the garbage can to go for his gun.  "Carlos!"  he yelled.

"There's somebody out he- "

Train shot him before the pistol could clear leather.  The bullet hit him in the center of his chest and he jerked like a marionette and was propelled off the walkway into the water.

A startled Latino face appeared at the screen.  The inner door slammed shut.  Then: pop pop pop went a pistol from inside, and three bullets punched holes through wood and screen.  Train started shooting through the door, burning off four more shells.  As Train wrenched the magazine out and pushed another one in, Dan ftred twice more through the punctured doors, and then Train rushed in and with a kick knocked them both off their hinges.

"Gault!  Gault!"  the man named Carlos shouted.  He had overthrown a kitchen table and was crouched behind it, his pistol aimed at the intruders.  Train saw the table, and then a bullet knocked wood from the door jamb beside his head and he twisted his body and threw himself against the outside wall again.  A second shot cracked, the bullet tearing through the air where Train had stood an instant before.

" @ult!  " @as wa I s screaming it now.  "They're breakin' in!"

At the sound of the first shot Gault stopped in his snakeskin boots.

He knew what it had been.  No doubt.

"Rifle!"  Doc said.  They were all standing about midway between the awning-shaded area and the alligator corral.

Pop pop pop went a pistol.

"It's Medina!"  Mitch shouted.  "The bastard's found us! "Shut up!"  Gault heard more rifle shots.  Carlos was shouting his name from the house.  His face like a dark and wrinkled skull, Gault turned around and put the Inp= gun's barrel to Flint's throat.

"Gault!"  Carlos cried.  "They're breakin' in!"

Two seconds passed.  Gault blinked, and Flint saw him deciding to save his ammo for the big boys.  "Mitch, stay here with them! Doc, let's go!"  They turned and ran along the pier for the house.  Mitch leveled his pistol at Flint's chest, just above Clint's arm.

Another pistol bullet thunked into the doorjamb.

had sweat on his face.  Dan shoved his rifle in and fired without 

aiming, the slug smashing glass.  Carlos got Off two more mpid-fire shots and then his nerve broke.  He ftW up and, howling in fear, left the relative sat@ of his makeshift shield to run for the kitchen door.  He was almost there when he slipped on a smear of dog's blood on the linoleum tiles and at the same time Train shot at him.  The bullet snaked into the waff as Carlos fell.  Carlos twisted around, his gun coming up.  Dan Pulled the Browning's trigger, blood burst from Carlos's side, and he doubled up and writhed on the floor.

As Train ran into the kitchen and kicked Carlos's Pistol away, Dan pulled the empty magazine from his rifle and popped in another one.

The next room held a dining table and chairs, a jaguar's skin up as a wall decoration, and a small chandelier hanging from the ceiling over the table's center.  A hallway went off to the left, and another room with a pool table and three pinball machines was on the right.

Train and Dan started across the dining room, and suddenly Dan caught a movement and a dark-tanned blond girl wearing cutoffs and a black bra emerged from the hallway.  Her icy blue eyes were puffy and furious.

She lifted her right hand, and in it was gripped an automatic pistol.

She let go an unintelligible, hair-raising screech and Train was swinging his rifle at her when the automatic fired twice, booming between the walls.

The first bullet shattered glass in one of the pinball machines, but the second brought a cry from Train.

Train's rifle went off, the bullet breaking a window beside the blond girl.  Dan had his finger on the trigger and the gun leveled at her, but the idea of killing a woman crippled him for the fastest of seconds.  Then the girl scurried back into the hallway again, her hair streaming behind her.

Everything was moving in a blur, time jerking and stretching, the smell of burnt rounds and fear like bitter almonds in the smoky air.

Train's cap had fallen off, and he staggered against the wall with his left hand clutched to his right side and blood between his fingers.

There was a shout: "Jesus, it's that damn guy!"

Dan saw that two men had come into the game room through another doorway.  One he recognized as the longhaired man named Doc, the other was a tanned bodybuilder who had a walkie-talkie in one hand and an Ingrain machine gun in the other.  Before the muscle man could aim and fire, Dan sent two bullets at them but Doc had already flung himself flat to the floor and at the sight of the rifle the @nd man-the "boss,"

Dan remembered Train sayinghurtled behind the pool table.

It was getting too damn hot.

"Go back!"  Dan shouted to Train, but Train had seen the Ingrain gun and he was already retreating.  They both scrambled through the kitchen's entryway two heartbeats before the Ingrain gun chattered and the woodwork around the door exploded into flying shards and splinters.

Mitch jumped when he heard the distinctive noise of Gault's gun.

He had moved Flint and Pelvis so they were between him and the house, his back to the swamp and the bounty hunters facing him.  Flint had seen @ult snatch the walkie-talkie off the coffee table and yell something into it, and then the man in the watchtower-the same one, Flint realized, who'd half strangled him at St.  Nasty and had taken the derringer away-had strapped his rifle around his shoulder and started descending a ladder.  Now the man was just reaching the walkway between the tower and the house.

 

Mitch was scared to death.  Beads of sweat trickled down his face, his hand with the revolver in it shaking.  He kept glancing back and forth from the bounty hunters to the house, wincing at the sounds of shots.

Pelvis suddenly psped harshly and put a hand to his chest.

Mitch's pistol trained on him.

Oh my God!  Flint thought.  He's havin' another attack!

But Pelvis was looking at something past Mitch's shoulder, his eyes widening.  He let out a bawling holler "Don't shoot us!"

Even as Flint realized that was the oldest trick in the book and it could never work in a million years, the terrified Mitch swung around and fired a shot at brown water and moss-covered trees.

Pelvis slammed his fist into the side of Mitch's head and was suddenly all over the man like black on tar.  Stunned, Flint just stood there, watching Pelvis beat on him with one @ling fist while the ottrer hand trapped Mitch's gun.  Then the revolver went off again, its barrel aimed downward, and Flint got his legs moving and his fists, too.  He attacked Mitch with grim fury.  Mitch went down on his knees, his facial features somewhat rearranged.  Pelvis kept hammering at the man like someone chopping firewood.  Mitch's fingers opened, and Flint took the pistol.

Footsteps on the planks.  Someone running toward them.

Flint looked, his pulse racing, and there was the man from the watchtower unslinging his rifle.  The man, a wiry little bastard in overalls, stopped thirty feet away and @ his rifle from the hip.  Flint heard the sound of an angry hornet zip past him.  Then it was Flint's turn.

The first bullet missed.  The second struck the man in the left shoulder, and the third got him a few inches below the heart.  The man's rifle had gotten crooked in his arms, and now his finger spasmed on the trigger and a slug smashed the windshield of one of the cigarette speedboats.  Then the man went down on his back on the pIm"

his legs still moving as if trying to outdistance d@.  Flint didn't fire 

the last bullet in the gun.  In his mouth was the sharp, acidic taste of corruption; he'd never killed a man before, and it was an awful thing.

Now, however, was not the time to fall on his knees and beg forgiveness.  He saw that Pelvis's fists had made raw hamburger out of Mitch's mouth, and Flint seized his arm and said, "That's enough!"

Pelvis looked at him with a sneer curling his upper lip, but he stepped back from Mitch and the half-dead man fell forward to the pier.

They had to get out, and fast.  But going through the swamp meant that Clint would surely drown.  Flint wanted the derringer back.  He ran to the dead man's side, knelt down, and started going through his pockets.  His fingers found the derringer, and something else.

A small ring with two keys on it.

Keys?  Flint thought.  To what?

Flint remembered this man had been driving the cigarette boat that had brought them here.  Which of the two boats had it been?  The one on the right, not the one with the broken windshield.  He didn't know a damn thing about driving a boat, but he was going to have to learn in a hurry.

He pushed the derringer into his pocket and stood up.

"Cecil!"  he yelled.  "Come on!"

 

in the kitchen, the doorway splintered to pieces and blood 

staining the side of Train's shirt, Dan knew what had to be done.

"Go!"  he said.  "I'll hold 'em off."

"The hell with that!  Runnin', I ain't!"

"You're dead if you don't.  I'm dead anyway.  Get out before they come around back."

An automatic fired, the bullet chewing away more of the door frame.  The girl was at work again.

"Don't let them get to Arden," Dan said .

Train looked down at his bleeding side.  Rib was busted, but he thought his guts were holding tight.  It could've been a whole lot worse.

The Ingrain gun chattered once more, slugs perforating the walls, forcing Dan and Train to crouch down.  Dan leaned out, burned the other two shots in that magazine, and then popped his last four bullets into the Browning.

"Okay," Train said.  He put his bloody hand on Dan's shoulder and squeezed.  "Us two dinosaur, we fight the good fight, ay?"

"Yeah.  Now get out."

"I'm getting'.  Bonne chance!"  Train ran for the back door, and Dan heard him splash into the swamp.

He was in it for the long haul now.  When the automatic fired again, the bullet shattered dishes stacked in a cul)board.  Dan heard shots from out front, but surely Train hadn't had time yet to get around the house.  Where the hell were Murtaugh and Eisley?

"Come outta there, man!"  Doc shouted.  "We'll tear down the wall to get you!"

Dan figured his voice was meant to hide the noise of someone-the muscle man, probably-either reloading or crawling across the floor.

Dan gave Train six or seven more seconds, then he fired a wild shot through the doorway and took off for the rear.  He jumped from the platform into water already chopped up by Train's departure.  They'd hear the splash and be after him with a vengeance.  He headed directly back into the swamp, through a tangle of vines and floating garbage spilled from the can the young man had
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dropped.  Three steps, and on the fourth his shoe came down on the edge of a root or stump and his ankle twisted, pain knifing up his calf.

Gault had heard the second splash and had gotten up from the floor beside the pool table, ready to storm the kitchen, when there came another noise from out front.  The flurry of gunshots had been enough to worry about, but now he heard the rumbling bass notes of one of the cigarette boat's engines trying to fire up.  "Get back there after them!"

he yelled to Doc.  "Try to take one alive!"  Then he sprinted for the living room and the sliding glass door that opened onto the platform.


I

'Can't you get it goin'?"  Pelvis was sitting in the white vinyl seat beside Flint, who felt he could have used two more arms to operate the complicated instrument panel.

"Just hang on and be quiet!"  The key was turned in the ignition switch, red lights were blinking on some of the gauges, and the engine growled as if it were about to catch, but then it would rattle and die.

They had untied the boat's lines, and were drifting from the pier.

 

Pelvis held the revolver they'd taken from Mitch.  He'd seen one bullet remaining in the cylinder.  His knuckles were scraped and bleeding; he'd been coming out of his stupor for several minutes before he'd attacked Mitch, the immediacy of their situation having cleared his head of despair for Mama, at least for right now.  As Flint struggled to decipher the correct sequence of switches and throttles, Pelvis looked back over his shoulder and his stomach lurched with terror.

Gault was roming.

The muscle man had just emerged from the house.  He stopped, some of the tan draining from his face at the sight of his two downed associates and the bounty hunters trying to escape in a speedboat.

"The Flying Nun" was still playing on the television screen.  Gault staggered, as if he were beginning to realize his swamp empire was crumbling; then he came running along the pier, a rictus of rage distorting his face and his finger on the Ingrain's trigger.

"Trouble!"  Pelvis shouted, and he fired the revolver's last bullet, but it was a wild shot and Gault didn't slow down.

Then Gault squeezed off a short burst as he ran, the slugs marching across the pier and chewing holes across the speedboat's stem.

"Down!"  Flint yelled, frantically trying to start the engine.  "Get down!"

Crack, crack-I another weapon spoke, and suddenly Gault was gripping his right leg and he stumbled and fell to the planks.

A man neither Flint nor Pelvis had ever seen before had come out from under the pier at the speedboat's bow, and he was standing in the chest-deep water, holding a rifle with a telescopic sight.  He fired a third time, but Gault had already crawled over to the far side of the pier and the bullet penetrated wood but not flesh.  Then the man shouted to Flint, "I'm drivin'!"  and he threw the rifle in and pulled himself over the boat's side, his eyes squeezed shut with pain and effort.

Flint didn't know who the hell he was, but if he could operate this damn boat, he was welcome.  He scrambled into the back and picked up the rifle as the man got behind the wheel.  "Cover us, you better!"

the man yelled; he pulled a chrome lever, hit a toggle switch, and twisted the key.  The boat barked oily blue smoke from its exhausts, its engine damaged by the Ingrain's bullets.  Flint saw Gault getting up on one knee, lifting his weapon to shoot.  There was no time to aim through the scope; he started firing and kept firing, and Gault flattened himself again.

The engine boomed, making the boat shake.  The rifle in Flint's hands was empty.  Gault raised his head.  The man behind the wheel grabbed a throttle and wrenched it upward, and suddenly the boat's engine howled and the craft leapt forward with such power Flint was throvm across the stem and almost out ottlie boat before he could grab hold of a seat back.  The man twisted the wheel, a mare's tail of foamy brown water kicking up in their wake.  A burst of Ingrain bullets pocked the churning surface behind them.

The boat tore away toward the bayou, passing the vacant watchtower, as both Flint and Pelvis held on for dear life.

Around a bend ahead, blocking the channel, stood a puuy submerged pair of gates made of metal guardrails and topped with vicious coils of concertina wire.

Train chopped the throttle back.  "Somebody get on the bow!"

 

Pelvis went, stepping over the windshield as the boat slowed.

"You see a way to get that gate open?"  Train asked.

"Bolt on this side, oughta be!"

"I see it!"  The boat's engine was muttering and coughing as Train worked the throttle and gear lever, cutting and giving power until the bow bumped the gate.  The bolt, protected by a coating of black grease, was almost down at the waterline.  Pelvis lay at the prow and leaned way over; he had to struggle with the bolt for a moment, but then it slid

from its latch.

Train gave the engine power, and as Pelvis crawled back over the windshield, the bow shoved the gates apart through bottom mud.  He smelled leaking gasoline.  The oil gauges showed critical overheating, red caution lights flashing on the instrument panel.  "Hang you on!"

Train shouted, and he kicked the throttle up to its limit.

Dan heard a pistol shot.  Water splashed three feet from his right shoulder.

"Put the rifle down!  Drop it or you get dropped!"

Dan hesitated.  The next shot almost kissed his ear.

He let the rifle fall into the water.

"Hands up and behind your head!  Do it!  Turn around!"

Dan obeyed.  Standing on the walkway that led between the house's rear entrance and the incinerator were Doc and the girl, both of them aiming their guns at him.

"I saw you on television!"  Doc said.  His face glistened with sweat, his hair damp with it.  His sunglasses had a cracked lens.

"Man, how come you want to fuck us up like this?  Huh?  After I turned you loose?"  He was whining.  "Is that how you reward a fuckin' good deed?"

"Get up here!"  the girl snapped, motioning with her automatic.

"Come on, you sonofabitch!"

Dan eased back through the vines, the pain of his injured
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ankle making him inch.  From the other side of the house there were more shots and the growl of a speedboat's engine.

"Where're Murtaugh and Eisley?"

"Get your ass up here, I said!"  The girl glanced at Doc.

"You turned him loose?"

"Those two bounty hunters had him in handcuffs, back at St.

Nasty.  Takin' him to Shreveport.  I let him go."

"You mean ... it's 'Cause of you all this happened?"

"Hey, don't gimme me any shit now, you hear?  Come on, Lambert!

Climb up!"

Dan tried.  He was exhausted, and he couldn't make it.

"I'm not gonna tell you again," the girl warned.  "You get up here or you're dead meat."

"I'm dead meat anyway," Dan answered.

"This is true," Doc said, "but you can sure lose a lot of body Parts before you pass on from this vale of tears.  I'd try to make it easy on myself if I were you."

Playing for time, Dan grasped the planks and tried once more.  With an effort of will over muscle, he got his upper body out of the water and lay there, gasping, on the walkway.

"Shiti" the girl said angrily.  "You're the damnedest fool in this world!  How come you didn't kill him and forget about it?  Your mind's 

getting' senile, ain't it?'$ "You'd better shut your mouth."  Doc's voice was very quiet.

"Wait till this sinks in on Gault.  You wait till he figures Out it's your fault all this happened.  Then we'll see whose ass gets kicked."

Doc sighed and looked up through the trees at the sun.  '41

knew this minute would come," he said.  "Ever since you homed in, I did.  Kinda ilad it's here, really."  He turned his pistol toward Shondrals head and with a twitch of his trigger finger put a bullet through the side of her skull.  She gave a soft gasp, her golden hair streaked with red, and as her knees buckled she fell off the walkway into the swamp.

"I just took out the garbage," he told Dan.  "Stand up."

Dan got his knees under him.  Then he was able to stand, 
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pain.

"Move," Doc said, motioning with the gun toward the house.

"Gault!"  he hollered.  "I got one of'em alive!"

They went through the destroyed kitchen, the shot-up dining room, and the bullet-pocked game room.  Dan limped at gunpoint through a hallway and then entered a living room where there were a few pieces of wicker furniture, a zebra skin on the floor, and a ceiling fan turning.

A sliding glass door opened onto the awning-covered platform, where the screen of a large television on wheels was showing a Pizza Hut commercial.

"Oh, Lord!"  Doc said.

Gault was on the platform.  He was lying propped up by an elbow on his side, a trail ofblood between him and the place on the pier from where he'd crawled.  The right leg of his jeans was soaked with gore, his hand pressed to a wound just above the knee.  Next to him lay his Ingrain gun.  Sweat had pooled on the planks around his body, his face strained, his ebony eyes sunken with pain and shock.

"Don't touch me," he said when Doc started to reach down for him.

"Where's Shondra?"

"He had a pistol hid!  Pulled it out and shot her clean through the head!  I knew you wanted him alive, that's why I didn't kill him!

Gault, lemme help you up!"

"Stay away from me!"  Gault shouted.  "I don't need you or anybody!"

"Okay," Doc said.  "Okay, that's all right.  I'm here."

Gault gritted his teeth and pulled himself closer to Dan.

The snakeskin boot on his right foot was smeared with crimson.

"Yes," he said, his eyes aimed up at Dan with scorching hatred.

"You're the man."

"How was I supposed t ' o know he was gonna come here?"

Doc squawked.  "He's supposed to be a killer, killed two fuckin'

men!  I thought he'd be grateful!"  He ran a trembling hand across his mouth.  "We can start over, Gauh.  You know we can.  It'll be like the old days, just us two against the world.  We can build it all again.

You know we can."

Gault was silent, staring at Dan.

Dan had seen the bodies lying on the pier.  The one farther away was still twitching, the nearer one looked to be stone-cold.

He saw that one of the speedboats was gone.

"What happened to Murtaugh and Eisley?"

"You came here"-Gault was speaking slowly, as iftrying to understand something that was beyond his comprehension-"to get two men who were.  taking you to prison?"

"He must be crazy!"  Doc said.  "They must've been takin, him to a loony prison!"

"You destroyed ... no, no."  Gault stopped.  His tongue flicked out and wet his lips.  "You damaged my business for that reason, and that reason alone?"

"I guess that's it," Dan said.

"Ohhhhh, are you going to suffer. Gault grinned, his eyes dead.

"Ohhhhh, there will be trials and tribulations for you.

Who brought you here?"

Dan said nothing.

"Doc," Gault said, and Doc doubled his fist and hit Dan in the 

stomach, knocking him to his kneer,.

Dan gasped and coughed, his consciousness fading in and out.  The next thing he knew, a bloody hand had gripped his jaw and he was f@to-face with Gault.  "Who brought you herer' Dan said nothing.

"Doc," Gault said, and Doc slammed his booted foot down across Dan's back.  "I want you to hold him down,-Gault ordered.  Doc sat on Dan's shoulders, pinning him.

Gault pressed his thumbs into Dan's eye sockets, the muscles of his forearms bunching and twisting under the flesh.  "I will ask you once more.  Then I'll tear your eyes from your head, and I'H make you swallow them.  Who brought you here?"  .  , Dan was too exhausted and in too much pain to even manufacture a lie.  maybe it was Train who'd gotten away in the speedboat, he hoped.  Maybe Train had had time by now to Put the fire to the Swift's furnace and get Arden far from this hell.  He said nothing.  away "You poor, blind fool," Gault said almost gently.  And then his thumbs began to push brutally into Dan's eye sockets, and Dan screamed and thrashed as Doc held him down.

Suddenly the pressure relaxed.  Dan still had his eyes.

"Listen!" Gault said.  "What's that?"

There came the sound of rolling thunder.

Dan got his eyes open, tears running from them, and tried to blink away some of the haze.  Doc stood up.  The noise was getting steadily louder.  "Engine," Doc said, his pistol at his side.  "Comin' up the bayou, fast!"

I "Get me another clip!"  There was desperation in Gault's voice.

"Doc, help me stand up!"

But Doc was backing away toward the television set, his face blanched as he watched the bayou's entrance.  Behind him, the Flying Nun was airborne.

Gauh struggled to stand, but his wounded leg-the thighbone broken-would not allow it.

With a full-throated snarl, all pistons pumping, Train's armorplated Baby came tearing past the watchtower, veered, and headed directly at the platform.

Doc starting firing.  Gault made a amgling, cursing noise.  Dan grinned, and heaved himself up to his kneees.

The Swift boat did not slow a single knot, even as bullets pinged off the bow's armor.  It hurtled toward the platform, a muddy wake shooting up behind its stem.

Dan saw what was going to happen, and he flung himself as hard and far as he could to one side, out of the Swift's path.

In the next instant Baby rammed the platform and the piling cracked with the noise of a hundred pistols going off.

The pilings trembled and broke loose, the entire house shuddering from the blow.  But Train kept his fist to the throttle and Baby kept surging forward, ripping through the platform, shattering that sliding glass doors, through the living room, through the prefab walls of Gault's dream house, and bursting out through the other side.  Train jammed the engine into reverse and backed the Swift out between the two halves of the house, and as he cleared the broken walls the insides began to fall out: ahemorrhage of animal-skin-covered furniture, brass lamps, faux marble tables, pinball machines, exercise equipment, chairs, and even the kitchen sink.

 

Dan clung to one half of the platform as it groaned and shivered, the walls of the house starting to collapse into the water.  On the other half Doc saw the television set ro@ away from WM its plug still connected and.  the =mn so showing the images to which he was addicted.

He dropped his Pistol, his s@ses gone and his face stricken with crazed terror.  He flung both arms around the television in a desperate embrace, but then the pl@ beneath his feet slanted as the foundation pilings gave way.  The set rolled DOC right into the water, and there was a quick snap, crackle and pop and his body stiffened, smoke tinging his head like a dark halo before he went under.

"Dan!  Dan! Grab my hand!"

It was Arden's voice.  She was @ding at the bows railing, reaching for him as the boat began to back away from the splintered wreckage.

Dan clenched his @, drawing up his Im reserves of strength.  He jumped off the Platform, missing Arden's hand but grabbing hold of the railing, his legs dangling in the water.

"Pull him upt Purl him up!"  Train shouted behind the pilothouse's bullet-glass.

Some@ seized Dan's legs and wrenched at him.

The fingers of one hand were puned from the @ He was hanging on with five digits, his shoulder about to come out of its socket. He looked back, and there was Gault beneath him, Patches of the man's skin and face scorched in a gray, scaly pattern by the electrical shock, frozen nerves drawing his iPs into a @'s-head rictus, one eye rolled back and showing chalky yellow.

Gault made a hissing,noise, the muscles twitching in his arms.

Another arm slid down past Dan's face.

In its hand was a derringer.

The little gun went off A hole opened in Gault's throat.  Bright red blood fountamed up from a severed artery.

Other arms caught Dan and held him.  Gault's head rose, his mouth open.  His hands loosened and slid down Dan's legs.  The muddy, churning water flooded into his mouth and filled up his eyes, then his head disappeared beneath its weight.

Dan was pulled up over the railing.  He saw the faces of Murtaugh and Eisley, and then Arden was beside him and there were tears in her beautiful eyes, her birthmark the color of summer twilight.  Her arms went around him, and he could feel her heartbeat pounding against his chest.

He put his arms around her, too, and hung on.

Then the darkness swelled up around him.  He felt himself falling, but it was all right because he knew someone was there to catch him.

A@e@'s Island Dan opened his eyes.  He was lying on the deck in the shadow of the pilothouse, the engine vibrating smoothly and powerfully beneath him, the blue sky above, the sound of the hull pushing deep water aside.

A wet rag was pressed to his forehead.  Arden looked down at him.

"Where are we?"  he whispered, hearing his own voice as if from a great distance.

"Train says we're in Timbalier Bay.  We're gain'to a place called Avrietta's Island.  Here."  She'd poured some of the filtered water into the cup of her hand, and she supported his head while he drank.

Someone else-a man without a shirt-knelt beside him.

Hey, al' dinosaur you.  How you doin'?"

"All right.  You?"

Train's face had paled, purplish hollows under his eye& "Been 

better.  Hurtin' a little bit.  See, I knew being' ugly as ten miles of bad road's gonna pay off for me someday.  That al' bullet, he say I getting' in afnd out mighty quick, this fella so ugly. "You need to get to a hospital."

"That's where we bound."  Train leaned a little closer to him.

"Listen, you gonna have to start associatin' with some more regular fellas, you know what I be sayin'?  I take one look at that little bitty hand and arm movin' 'round on that fellas chest, my mouth did the open wide.  Then I look at that little bitty head hangin' down, and I like to bust my teeth when I step on my jaw.  And that other fella-the quiet one-he look in the face like somebody I seen, but no way can I figure where."

"It'll probably come to you," Dan said.  He felt his consciousness-a fragile thing-fading away again.

"How'd you get 'em out?  The speedboat?"

"Oui.  Skedaddled outta there, fired up Baby and huuuuuwheeee!

she done some low-level flyin'."

"You didn't have to come back."

"For sure I did.  You rest now, we gonna get where we goin' in twenty, thirty minute."  He patted Dan's shoulder and then went away.

Arden stayed beside Dan and took one of his hands in hers.  His eyes closed again, his senses lulled by the throbbing of the engine, the langaid heat, the aroma ana caress of the saltwater breeze sweeping across the deck.

They passed through clouds of glistening mist.  Sea guns wheeled lazily above the boat and then flew onward.

"There she is!"  Train called, and Arden looked along the line of the bow.

They had gone by several other small islands, sandy and flat and stubbled with prickly brush.  This one was different.

It was green and rolling, shaded by tall stands of water oaks.

There were structures of some kind on it.

As the boat got nearer, Flint stood at the starboard siderail watching the island grow.  He was wearing Train's T-shirt because he felt more comfortable with Clint undercover and because the sun had blistered his back and shoulders.  Train had come up with a first-aid kit from a storage compartment and Flint's arm wound was bound up with gauze bandages.  He had taken off his remaining shoe and his muddied socks and tossed those items overboard like a sacrifice to the swamp.

Next to him stood Pelvis, his bald pate and face pink with sunburn.

Pelvis hadn't spoken more than a few words since they'd gotten aboard; it was clear to Flint that there was a whole lotta thinkin'gain'on in Pelvis's head.

Tiuin turned the wheel and gwded them around to the Avrietta'3 Island island's eastern side.  They passed spacious green meadows.

A herd of goats was running free, doing duty as living lawn mowers.  There was an orchard with fruit trees, and a few small whitewashed clapboard buildings that looked like utility sheds.  And then they came around into a natural harbor with a pier, and there it was.

Flint heard himself gasp.

It stood on the green and rolling lawn, there on a rise that must have been the island's commanding point.  It was a large, clean white mansion with multiple chimneys, a fieldstone path meandering between water oaks, and weeping willow trees from the harbor to the house.

Flint's heart was racing.  He gripped the rail, and tears burned his 

eyes.

It was.  It was.  Oh God, oh Jesus it was ...

not.

He realized it in another moment, as they approached the pier.

There was no stained-glass window in front.  The house of his birth had four chimneys; this one had only three.  And it wasn't made of white stone, either.  It was clapboard, and the paint was peeling.  It was an old antebellum mansion, a huge two-storied thing with columns and wide porches.  The rolling emerald-green lawn was the same as in his dreams, yes.  A few goats were munching the blades down.  But the house ... no.

He still had a star to follow.

"Mr.  Murtaugh?"  Pelvis said in a voice that was more Cecil's than Elvis's.  "How come you're cryin'?"

"I'm not cryin'.  My eyes are sunburned, that's all.  Aren't yours?"

"No."

"Well," Flint said, and he rubbed the tears away.  "Mine are$ .

I Train had cut their speed back.  The engine was rumbling quietly as they drew closer.  So far they'd seen no one.  Arden had left Dan to stand at the bow, the breeze blowing through her hair, her eyes ashine with hope.  In her right hand was gripped the pink drawstring bag with her little plastic horses in it.

"I been wonderin'," Pelvis said.  "'Bout what you offered."

"And what was that? Flint knew, but he'd been shrinking from the memory.

"You know.  'Bout you being' my manager and all.  I sure could use somebody to help me.  I mean, I don't know how successful I could be, but-I, "Chopin you're not," Flint said.

"He's dead, ain't he?  Both him and Elvis.  Dead as doornails."

He sighed heavily.  "And Mama's dead, too.  It's gonna take me awhile to get over that one.  Maybe I never will, but ... I figure maybe it's time for Pelvis to be put to rest, too."

Flint looked into the other man's face.  It was amazing how much more intelligent he looked without that ridiculous wig.  Dress him up in a nice suit, teach him how to talk without mangling English, teach him some refinements and anners, and maybe a human being of worth would come out of there.  But then, it would be an almost impossible task, and he already had a job as a bounty hunter.  "I don't know, CeciL"

Flint said.  "I really don't."

"Well, I was just askin'."  Cecil watched the pier approach.

"You gonna take Lambert back to Shreveport?"

"He's still a killer.  Still worth fifteen thousand dollars."

"Yes sir, that might be true.  'Course, if you decided here pretty soon you wanted to like ... give it a try at being' my manager, helpin'

me get on a diet and get some work and such, then you wouldn't be a bounty hunter anymore, would you?"

"No," Flint said softly.  "I guess I wouldn't."  A thought came to him, something the man at the cafe in St.  Nasty had said, speaking about Cecil: Hell, I'll be his manager, then.

Get out of this damn swamp and get rich, I won't never look back Maybe he could walk away, he thought.  Just walk away.

From Smoates, from the ugliness, from the degradation.  He still had his gambling debts and his taste for gambling that had gotten him so deep in trouble over the years.  He couldn't exactly walk away from those things-those faults Avrletta's island 

th -but if he had a purpose and a plan, he could work em out eventually, couldn't he?

Maybe.  It would be the biggest gamble of his life.

He found himself stroking his brother's arm through the T-shirt.

Clint was as famished as he was.  As tired, too.  He was going to sleep for a week.

Get out of this damn swamp andget rich, I won't never look back.

He had never been able to get out before, he realized, because he'd never had anything to go to.  what if ... ?  he wondered.

What if.7

Maybe those two words were the first steps out of any swamp.

"Comin' close!"  Train called.  "Jump over and tie us up, fellas!"

As Flint and Cecil secured the lines to cleats, Train stepped onto the pier and walked to an old bronze bell supported on a post ten feet high.  He grasped the bell's rope and began to ring it, the notes rolling up over the green lawn and through the trees toward the white house on the hill.

In just a few seconds three figures came out of the house and began to hurry down the path.

They were nuns, wearing white habits.

"Sister Caroline, I sure'null got some hurt people here!"

Train said to the one in the lead as they reached the pier.

"Got a fella with a hurt leg, one with an arm needs lookin' at.

And I do mean lookin' at.  Believe I could use a Band-Aid or two myself, ay?"

"Oh, Train!"  She was a sturdy woman with light brown eyes.

"What's happened to you?"

"Gonna tell you all 'bout it later.  Can you put us upo"We always have room.  gaster Brenda, will you help Train to the house?"

"No, no, my legs ain't broke!"  Train said.  "Tend to that man lyin' there!"

Two of the nuns helped Arden get Dan up on his feet.

Sister Caroline rang the bell a few more times, and two more nuns emerged to answer the call.

"What is this place?"  Arden asked Sister Caroline as Dan was taken off the boat.

The other woman paused, staring at the birthmark.  Arden moved so their eyes met.  "This island is the convent of the Order of the Shining Light," Sister Caroline answered.

"And that"-and she nodded at the white mansion-"is the Avrietta Colbert Hospital.  May I ask your name?"

"It's Arden Halliday."

"From?"

"Fort Worth, Texas."  Arden turned to Train.  "I thought you told me the Bright Girl lived here!"

"The Bright ... oh, I see."  Sister Caroline nodded, glancing from Arden to Train and back again.  "Well, I prefer to think we are all bright ... uh ... women."  She gave Train a hard stare.  "Does she know?"

"Non.

"Know what?"  Arden asked.  "What's goin' on?"

"We shall see," Sister Caroline said flatly, and she turned away to direct the others.

Dan was being walked up the path supported between two nuns, one a young girl maybe twenty-three, the other a woman in her fifties.  The shadows of the oak and willow trees were deliciously cool, and a quartet of goats stood watching the group of pilgrims pass.

"Just a minute," someone said, beside Dan.

The nuns stopped.  Dan turned his head and found himself 

face-to-face with Flint Murtaugh.

Flint cleared his throat.  He had his arms crossed over his chest, in case Clint made a spectacle of himself.  These fine ladies would get a shock soon enough.  "I want to thank you," Flint said.

"You saved our lives."

"You did the same for me."

"I did what I had to."

"So did l," Dan said.

They stared at each other, and Flint narrowed his eyes and looked away, then returned his cool blue gaze to Dan.

"You know what I ought to do."

"Yeah."  Dan nodded.  Everything was still blurry around the

edges; all of this-the morning's events, Gault's strong Avrietta's Island hold, the gun battle, the Swift severing of the house in two, this green and beautiful island-seemed like bits and pieces of a strange dream.  "Tell me what you're gonna do."

"I think-" Flint paused.  He had careful considerations to make.

He held a man's future in the balance: his own.  '41

think ... I'm gonna get out of this damn swam " he saicl p "Pardon me, Sisters."  He looked up the path at the man walking alone.  "Cecil, can I talk to you, please?"  He left Dan's side, and Dan saw Murtaugh put his hand on Eisley's shoulder as they began to walk together.

The closer they got to the house, the more in need of repair Dan saw it was.  He counted a halfdozen places where rainwater must be leaking through loose boards.  A section of porch railing on the first floor was rotten and sagging, and several of the columns were cracked.

The place needed repainting, too, otherwise the salt breeze and the damp heat would combine to break down the wood in a very short time.

He bet the old house had termites, too, chewing at the foundation.

They needed a carpenter around here, is what they needed.

Dan tried to put weight on his injured ankle, but the pain made him sick to his stomach.  He was getting dizzy again, and his head was pounding.  The blurred edges of tuw got still more blurry.  He was about to give out, and though he fought it, he knew the sickness eventually had to win.

"Sisters?"  he said.  "I'm sorry ... but I'm real near passin'

out."

"Train!"  the older one shouted.  "Help us!"

As Dan's knees buckled and the darkness rushed up at him once more, he heard Train say, "Got him, ladies."  Dan felt himself being lifted over Train's shoulder in a fireman's carry before he passe@ @ut completely, and Train-weak himself but unwilling to let Dan hit the ground-took him the last thirty yards to the house.

Late afternoon had come.

Arden was freshly showered and had slept for five solid hours in a four-poster bed in the room Sister Caroline had brought her to, on the antebellum mansion's first floor.

Before her shower another nun about Arden's age had brought her a lunch of celery soup, a ham salad sandwich, and iced tea.  When Arden had asked the young woman if the Bright Girl lived here, the nun had given her a tentative smile and left without a word.

On the way to this room they'd passed through a long ward of beds.

Most of the beds were in use.  Under ceiling fans and crisp white sheets lay some of the patients of the Avrietta Colbert Hospital: a mixture of men, women, and children, white, black, and Latino.  Arden 

had heard the rattling coughs of tuberculosis, the gasping of cancerous lungs, the slow, labored breathing of people who were dying.

The nuns moved around, giving what comfort they could.

Some patients were getting better, sitting up and talking-, for others, though, it seemed the days were numbered.  Arden heard a few Cajun accents, though certainly not all the patients were of that lineage.  She was left with the impression that this might be a charity hospital for the poor, probably from the Gulf Delta area, and that the patients were there because no mainland hospital would accept them or-in the case of the elderly ones who lay dying-waste time on them.

The same young nun brought Arden a change of clothes: a green hospital gown and cotton slippers.  Not long after she'd awakened there'd been a knock at the door, and when she'd opened it there stood a tall, slim man who was maybe in his mid-sixties, wearing a pair of seersucker trousers, a rumpled white shortsleeve shirt, and a dark blue tie.  He'd introduced himself in a gentle Cajun accent as Dr.

Felicien, and he'd sat down in an armchair and asked her how she was feeling, was she comfortable, did she have any aches or pains, things like that.  Arden had said she was still tired but otherwise fine; she'd said she had come here to find the Bright Girl, and did he know who she meant?

"I most think I do," Dr.  Felicien had said.  "But I gonna have to beg off and leave that for later.  You try to get yourself some more sleep now, heah?"  He'd gone without answering any ftu-ther questions.

Avrietta's island A fan turned above her bed.  Her window looked out toward the Gulf, and she could see waves rolling in.

Shadows laY across the lawn.  She had figured this room belonged to a doctor or someone else on the staff.  When she went in the small but spotless bathroom to draw water from the faucet into a Dixie cup, she looked at her face in the mirror, studying her birthmark as she had a thousand times before.

She was very, very d.

What if it had been a lie?  All along, a lie?  Maybe Jupiter hadn't been lying, but he'd just been plain wrong.  Maybe he'd seen a young and pretty blond woman in Lapierre when he was a little boy, and maybe later on he'd heard the myths about a Bright Girl-a faith healer who could cheat time itself-and he'd mixed up one with the other?  But if there was a Bright GirL then who was she, really?  Why had Train brought her here, and what was going on?

She lifted her hand and ran her fingers along the edges of her birthmarl What would she do, she asked herself, if this muk-this bad-luck stain that had ruined her life-had to remain on her face for the rest of her days?  What if there was no magic healing touch?  No ageless Bright Girl who carried a lamp from God inside her?

Closing her eyes, Arden leaned her face against the mirror.  She'd reft she was so close.  So very close.  It was a cruel trick, this was.

Nothing but a cruel, cruel trick.

Someone knocked at the door.  Arden vmnt to open it, thinking that it was probably Dr.  Felicien with more questions or the young nun.

She opened the door and the face that looked at her both startled and horrified her.

It belonged to a man..  He,had neatly combed sandy-brown hair on the right side of his head, but on the left side there were just tufts of it.  A terrible burn and the subsequent healing Process had drawn the skin up into shiny parchment on that left side, his mouth twisted, the left eye sunken in folds of scar tissue.  The left ear was a melted nub and the man's throat was mottled with burn scar.  His nose, though 

scarred, had escaped the worst of the damage, and the right side of his face was almost untouched.  Arden stepped back, her own face mirroring the shock she felt, but at once that feeling changed to shame.  If anybody understood what it meant to look at someone shrink away from you in a display of ill manners and idiocy, it was she.

But if the man was bothered by her reaction, he didn't show it.

He smiled.  He was wearing dark blue pants, a blue-striped shirt, and a bow tie.  "Miss Halliday?"

Arden remembered she'd told Dr.  Felicien she was unmarried.

"She wants to see you," the burn-scarred man said.

"She?  Who?"

"Oh, I'm sorry.  I forget that everybody 'round here doesn't know her name.  Miz Kathleen McKay.  I believe she's who you've come to find."

"She's-" Arden's heart slammed.  "She's the Bright Girl?"

"Some would call her that, Imagine.  If you'd like to come with me?"

"Yes!  I would!  Just a minute!"  She crossed the room and got the little pink bag from atop a dresser.

On the way out they went through another ward toward the rear of the hospital, and in passing the man spoke to the patients, calling their names, giving some encouragemcul, throwing a joking remark here and there.  Arden couldn't help but see how the patients-even the very, very sick ones-perked up at this man's presence.  She saw their faces, and she saw that not one of them flinched or showed any degree of distaste.  It dawned on her that they didn't see his scars.

Arden followed him away from the house and along another fieldstone path that led toward a grove of pecan trees.  "I hear you had a time findin' us," the man said as they walked.

"Yes, I did."  She figured Dr.  Felicien or somebody had gotten the whole story from either Dan or Train.

"That's a good sign, I think."

"It is?"

"Surely," he said, and he smiled again.  "It's not far, right Avrletta's Island through here."  He led her under a canopy of interlocking tree branches, and just on the other side was a small but immaculately kept white clapboard house with a screenedin front porch.  Off to one side was a flower garden, and a Plot Of vegetables as well.  Arden felt faint as the man walked up the front steps and opened the door to the screened porch.

He must have noticed her condition, because he said, "Are you all right?"

"I'm fine.  Just a little light-headed."

"Breathe deep a few times, that oughta help."

She did, standing at the threshold.  And suddenly she realized who this fire-scarred man must be.  "What's ...

what's your name?"  she asked.

"Pearly Reese."

She had known it, but still it almost knocked her knees out from under her.  She remembered the prostitute at the cafe in St.  Nasty saying that the Bright Girl was an old wovnan who came to Port Fourchon to see my mama's cousin.  His name was Pearly, he was seven years old when he got burned up in afire.  Near thirty years ago, she'd said.

The Bright Girl took him with her in a boat.

"Do you know meT' Pearly asked.

 

"Yes I do," she said.  "Your second cousin helped me get here.

"Oh."  He nodded, even if he didn't quite understand.  I-I @ that must be a good sign, too.  You ready to meet her.?"

"I am," Arden said.

He took her inside.

The Bfl!ght Girl (:)nce inside the door, Pearly called, "Miz McKay7 I brought her!"

"Come on back, then!  I know I look a fright, but come on back anyway!"

It had been the raspy voice of an old woman, yes.  Dan had been right, Arden realized as the first hard punch of reality hit her.

There was no such thing as a woman who could stay young forever.  But even if Jupiter had been mistaken about that part of it, the Bright Girl could still have the healing touch in her hands.  She was terrified as she followed Pearly through a sitting room, a short hallway, and then into a bedroom.

And there was the Bright Girl, propped up on peachcolored pillows in bed.  Sunlight spined through lacecurtained windows across the golden pine-plank floor, anct above the bed a ceiling fan politely murmured.

"Oh, " Arden whispered, and as tears came to her eyes her hand flew up to cover her mouth so she wouldn't say something stupid.

The Bright Girl was, indeed, an elderly woman.  Maybe she was eightyfive, possibly older.  If her hair had ever been blond, it was all snow now.  Her face was heavily lined and age-spotted, but even so, Arden could tell that in her long-ago youth this woman had been lovely.

She was wearing a white gown, and now she reached to a bedside tale for a pair of wire-rimmed eyeglasses.  The movement was slow, and her mouth tightened with pain.  The fingers of her hand were all twisted and malformed, and she had difficulty picking the glasses up.  At once Pearly was at her side, but he didn't put the glasses on her face for her.  He steadied her hand so her gnarled fingers could do the work.

Then she got the glasses on, and Arden saw that behind the lenses there was still fire in the Bright Girl's pale amber eyes.

Like lamps, Arden thought.  Like shining lamps.

"Sit."  The Bright Girl lifted her other hand, the fingers just as twisted, and motioned toward a flower-print armchair that had been turned to face the bed.  The elderly woman's voice trembled; either from palsy or being nervous, Arden didn't know.  Arden sat down, her hands clutching the pink bag in her lap, her heart galloping.

"lzmonade," the Bright Girl said.  Her breathing, too, looked painful.  "Want a glass?"

"I ... think I would."

"I can put a shot of vodka in it for you."  The Bright Girl, surprisingly, had a midwestern accent.

"Uh ... no.  Just lemonade."

"Pearly, would you?  And I will take a shot of vodka in mine."

The two women were silent.  The Bright Girl stared at Arden, but Arden wasn't sure where to park her eyes.  She was so glad to have found this person, so glad to finally be there, but she was feeling a crush of disappointment, too.

The Bright Girl wasn't who Jupiter had said she was.  The as ai Bright Girl could not cheat time, and she wasn't a f th healer.  If she had a healing touch, then why hadn't she been able to smooth the scars on Pearly's face?  Tears burned Arden's eyes again; they weir the bitter 

tears of knowing she had been wrong.

The Bright Girl-at least the time-cheating, never-aging, faith-healing part of her-was a myth.  The truth was that the Bright Girl was a rather small, frail, white-haired eightyfive-year-old woman who had gnarled fingers and labored breathing.

 


T

"Don't cry," the Bright Girl said.

"I'm all right.  Really."  Arden wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.  "I'm-" She stopped.  The floodgates were about to burst.  It had all been wrong.  It had been a cruel, cruel trick.

"Go ahead if you want to cry.  I cried my eyes out, too, that first day."

The tears had begun trickling down Arden's cheeks.  She sniffled.

"What do you mean ... you cried, too?"

"When I came here and found out."  She paused, her breathing stntined.  "Found out the Bright Girl couldn't just put her hands on me and take it all away."

Arden shook, her head.  "I'm not ... I don't understand.

Take what away?"

The old woman smiled slightly.  "The pain.  The Bright Girl couldn't heal me of the pain.  That I had to do for myself."

"But ... you're the Bright Girl, aren't you?"

"I'm a Bright Girl."

"Are you ... are you a nun?"

"Me, a nun?  Unh-unh!  I raised too much hell when I was a young girl to be a nun now!  The thing is, I enjoyed raising hell.  Seeing my father"-again, she had to pause to regulate her breathing-"squirm when the police brought me home.

We didn't get along so very well."

Pearly came in, bringing a plain plastic tray with two jelly-jar glasses of lemonade.  "Take this one," he said, giving Arden a glass, "unless you want your head lmocked off.  Miz McKay @s the occasional libation."

"I wish you would quit that!  Over thirty damn years," she said, speaking to Arden, "and he still calls me Miz McKay!

= idmim .

Like I'm some weak little old flower that j m the"-a breath, a breath-"slumps in the noonday sun! My name is Kathleen!"

"You know I was raised to respect my elders.  Don't drink that down too fast, now."

"I'll gulp it in a second if I want to!"  she snapped, but she didn't.  "Let us be alone now, Pearly.  We have to talk."

"Yes ma'am."

I.There he goes with that southern-fried crap again!  Go out and pee on the flowers or something!"

Pearly left the room.  The Bright Girl gripped her glass with both hands, drew it to her wrinkled mouth, and sipped.

"Ahhhh," she said.  "That's better."  She glanced up at the ceiling fan that turned above them.  "I never could get used to this heat down here.  For a time I thought I couldn't stand it, that I was going to have to get back"-a breath, then another-"to Indiana.  That's where I'm from.  Evansville, Indiana.  You said you're from Fort Worth?"

"Yes.

"Well, that's good, then.  Hot in Texas, too."  She sipped her vodka-laced lemonade again.  "That's some birthmark you've got there."

Arden nodded, not knowing how to respond.

 

"You came here to be healed, didn't you?"

"Yes."

"And now you're sitting there thinking you're the biggest.

Biggest fool who ever put on panties.  You came down here to be healed by a young, pretty girl who never ages.  Who people say lives forever.  You didn't come here to"breathing again, her lungs making a soft hitching noise"listen to an old woman spit and snort, did you?"

"No," Arden had to admit.  "I didn't."

"I came to be healed, too.  My 'condition,' as my father put it"-she nodded toward a walker by the bed-"used to be able to get around on a cane, but ... I can hardly stand up on the walker now.

I've had severe arthritis since I was a young girl.  About your age, maybe younger.  My father was from old money.  The family's in banking.

Very social dogs, they are.  So when the lovely daughter can't dance on her crippled"-a pause-"crippled legs at the social events, and when the white gloves won't slip over her twisted fingers, then.  Then the specialists are called.  But when the specialists can't do very much, then lovely daughter becomes a pariah.  Lovely daughter spends more and more time alone, growing bitter.  Drinking.  Screwing any boy who.

Boy who'll have her.  Lovely daughter has several ugly public scenes.  Then one day lovely daughter is told she will have a 

 


T

companion, to watch her and keep her out of trouble.  Being enlightened bastards, we have hired a sturdy, nonthreatening woman of color who doesn't.  Doesn't know what she ought to be being paid."

Kathleen McKay drank from the glass once more, her gnarled fingers locked together.  "That woman of color ... was born in Thibodoux.

That's about fifty miles up Highway One from Grand Isle.  We used to share a bottle of Canadian Club, and she told me wonderful stories."

Arden said, "I still don't under-" "Oh, yes, you do!"  Kathleen interrupted.  "You understand it all!  You just don't want to let.  Let go of the Hiusion.

I've been sitting right where you are, talking to an old, used-up, and dying woman.  In this very bed.  Her name was Juliet Garrick, and she was from Mobile, Alabama.  She had one leg three inches shorter than the other.  The one before her ... well, I don't remember.  Some wicked deformity or another, I'm sure.  Are you positive you don't want a shot of vodka?"

"I'm sure," Arden said.  Her heart had stopped pounding, but her nerves were still raw.  "How many ... how many Bright Girls have there been?"

"Cemetery's not far.  You can go count for yourself.  But I think the first two were buried at sea."

Arden still felt @ crying.  She felt like having a cry that would break the heart of the world.  Maybe she would, later.

But not right now.  "Who was the first one?"

"The woman who founded the hospital.  Avrietta Colbert.

Her journals and belongings and things are in a museum between the chapel and where the sisters live.  Interesting, gutsy lady.

Strong-willed.  Before the Civil War she was on a ship with her husband, sailing from South America to New Orleans.  He was a rancher.

Wealthy people.  Anyway, not far from here a storm blew up and smashed their ship.  Smashed their ship in these barrier islands.  She washed up here.  The legend goes that she vowed to God she would build a church and hospital for the poor on the first island that would have her.  This one did, and she did.  There's a photograph of her over there.  She was a beautiful young blond woman.  But her eyes ... you can tell she had fire in her."

Arden sighed.  She lowered her head and put a hand to her face.

"The sisters came here sometime in the forties," Kathleen went on.

"They manage the place, pay the staff, make sure all that work's done."  She finished her lemonade and very carefully put the glass down on the bedside table.  "All of us-the Bright Girls, I mean-came from different places, for different reasons.  But we all have shared one very, very important thing."

Arden lifted her head, her eyes puffy and reddened.

"What's that?"

"We believed," Kathleen said.  "In miracles."

"But it was a lie.  It was always a lie."

"No."  Kathleen shook her white-crowned head.  "It was an illusion, and there's a difference.  What the Bright Girl could do-what she was-became what people wanted to believe.  If there is no hope, what reason is there to live?  A world without miracles ... well, that would be a world I wouldn't care to live in."

"What miracles?"  Arden asked, a little anger creeping in.

"I don't see any miracles around here!"

Kathleen leaned forward, wincing with the effort.  Her cheeks and 

forehead had become blushed with anger, too; she was a scrapper.  She said three short, clipped words: "Open.  Your.  Eyes."

Arden blinked, surprised by the strength in the old woman's voice.

"No, you can't get your birthmark healed here!  Just like I couldn't get my arthritis healed, or Juliet Garrick couldn't get her short leg lengthened!  that's junk!  But what's not junk"-a breath, a breath, a breath-"not junk is the fact that I can walk through those wards.  Through those wards, hobbling on my walker.  I can walk through them and people who are dying sit up they sit up in their beds and they smile to see me and for"-a gasp-"for a few minutes they have an escape.

They smile and laugh as if they've touched the sun.  For a few precious, precious minutes.  And children with cancer, and tuberculosis, and AIDS, they come out of their darkness to reach for my hand, and they hold on to me.

On to me like I am somebody, and they don't mind my ugly fingers.

They don't see that Kathleen McKay of Evansville, Indiana, is old and crippled!"  Her eyes were fierce behind the glasses.  "No, they hold on to the Bright Girl."

She paused, getting her breath again.  "I don't lie to them," she said after a moment or two.  "I don't tell them they can beat their sicknesses, if Dr.  Felicien or Dr.  Walcott don't say so first.  But I have tried-I have tried-to make them understand the miracle the way I and Sister Caroline see it.  That flesh is going to die, yes.  It's going to leave this world, and that's the way life is.  But I believe in the miracle that though flesh dies, the spirit does not.  It goes on, just like the Bright Girl goes on.  Though the women who wear that title wither and pass away, the Bright Girl does not.  She lives on and on, tending to her patients and her hospital.  Walking the wards.

Holding the hands.  She lives on.  So don't you dare sit there with your eyes closed and not look at what God is offering to you!"

Arden's mouth slowly opened.  "To .  . . me?"

"Yes, you!  The hospital would survive without a Bright Girl-I guess it would, I don't know-but it would be.  Be terribly changed.

All the Bright Girls over the many years have held this place together.

And it's not been easy, I'll tell you!  Storms have torn the hospital half to pieces, there've been money problems, equipment problems, troubles keeping the.  The old buildings from falling apart.  It's far from perfect.  If there wasn't a Bright Girl to solicit contributions, or fight the oil companies who want to start drilling.  Drilling right offshore here and ruin our island.  Keep our patients awake all night long, where would we be?"

She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the pillow.

"I don't know.  I do know ... I don't want to be the last one.  No.  I won't be the one who breaks the chain."  She sighed, and was silent with her thoughts.  When she spoke again, her voice was low and quiet.

"The Bright Girl can't be any damn pushover.  She's got to be a fighter, and she's got to do the hard work as best she can.  Most of all"-Kathleen's eyes opened-"she can't be afraid to take responsibility."

Arden sat very still, her hands gripping the drawstring bag.

"Maybe you're not the one.  I don't know.  Damn, I'm tired.  Those sisters over there, praying and praying at the chapel.  I told them.  I said if she's coming, she'll be here.  But maybe you're not the one."

Arden didn't know what to say.  She stood up from her chair, but she didn't know where to go, either.

"If you stayed," Kathleen said, "if you did what had to be done.

. . I could promise you no one here would even see that birthmark.  It 

would be gone.  They'd see only the face behind it."

Arden stood in a spill of light, caught between what was and what could be.

"Go on, then."  Kathleen's voice was weary.  "There's a radio at the hospital.  The ferry can get here from Grand Isle in half an hour.

I know the man who owns the marina.  He can find a ride out for you, take you up Highway One to Golden Meadow.  Catch the bus from there.

Do you have money?"

"No."

"Pearly!"  Kathleen called.  "Pearly!"  There was no response.

"If he's not outside, he's probably walked along the path to the barn.

Go over there and tell him I said to give you fifty dollars and call the marina for you."

"The barn?"  Arden's heart was pounding again.  "What's ' 'in the barn?"

"Horses, of course!  Those things have always scared the skin off me, but Pearly loves them.  I told him, when one of them kicks him in the head one day, he won't spend so much time over there."

"Horses," Arden whispered, and at last she smiled.

"Yes, horses.  Avrietta Colbert's husband was a rancher.

They were bringing horses back from South America on their ship.

Some of the horses swam here, those started the herd.  We raise and sell them, to make money for the hospital."  Kathleen frovmed.  "What's wrong?"

Arden's eyes had filled with tears.  She couldn't speak, her throat had clutched up.  Then she got it out: "Nothing's wrong.  I think ... I think everything's right."

She was crying now, and she was half blind.  But she realized at that moment that never before had she seen so much, or so clearly.

He was sitting in a chair on the upper porch, the blue shadows of twilight gathering on the emerald lawn.  A crutch leaned against the railing beside him.  He was watching the sun slide toward the Gulf, and he was thinking about what had happened an hour ago.

The ferryboat had come from Grand Isle.  He'd been sitting right there, watching.  Two men and Sister Caroline had left the hospital, walking down the path to the pier.  One of the men was bald and fat, but he walked with his shoulders back as if he'd found something to be proud of about himself The other man, tall and slim and wearing a dark suit and a new pair of black wingtips someone on the staff had brought him yesterday from the mainland, had stopped short of getting aboard the ferry and had looked back.

Dan had stared at Flint Murtaugh, across the distance.

Nothing had remained to be said.  They'd still been cautious around each other during the last three days, both of them knowing how much he was worth as a wanted fugitive.  Dan figured the idea of all that money still chewed at Murtaugh, but the fact that Dan had gone after them when he could have cut and run was worth much, much more.

Then Murtaugh had turned away and stepped onto the ferryboat.

Sister Caroline had waved to them as the boat's lines were cast off.

Dan had watched the boat get smaller and smaller as it carried Eisley and Murtaugh onward to the rest of their lives.  He wished them well.

"Hey, al'dinosaur, you.  Mind if I plop?"

"Go ahead."

Train had walked out onto the porch.  He drew a wicker 

chair up beside Dan and eased himself into it.  He was still wearing a green hospital gown, much to his displeasure.  His bullet wound-a grazed gash and a broken rib-was healing, but Dr.  Walcott had insisted he stay for a while.  It had been two days since Dan had seen Arden, whom he'd caught a glimpse of from the window beside his bed, walking around the grounds with Sister Caroline.  Arden hadn't been at lunch in the hospital's small cafeteria, either.  So something was definitely going on, and he didn't know if she'd found her Bright Girl or not.  One thing was for sure: she still wore her birthmark.

"How the leg feel?"

"It's getting' along.  Dr.  Felicien says I almost snapped my ankle."

"Hell, you coulda done worse, ay?"

"That's right."  Dan had to laugh, though he would see Gault's mottled face in his nightmares for a long time to come.

"Yeah.  You done good, leatherneck.  I won't never say no more bad tings 'bout marines."

"I didn't know you ever said anything bad about marines."

"Well," Train said, "I was getting' to it."

Dan folded his hands across his chest and watched the waves rolling in and out.  When the breeze blew past, he saw some paint flake off the sun-warped railing.  This was a peaceful place, and its quiet soothed his soul.  There were no televisions, but there was a small library down on the first floor.  He felt rested and renewed, though he couldn't help but notice there was a lot of carpentry work needed on the aging structure.  "How loug have you known about this place?"

"Years and years.  I bring 'em cat and turtle.  Who you tink carted the goats here from Goat Island?"

"Did you tell 'em about me?"  he had to ask.

"Sure I did!"  Train said.  "I told 'em you was a fine al' fella."

Dan turned his head and looked into Train's face.

"Ain't it true?"  Train asked.

"I'm still a wanted killer.  They're still lookin' for me."

"I know two men who ain't.  They just got on the boat and gone.

"

Dan leaned forward and rested his chin on his hands.  "I don't know what to do, Train.  I don't know where to go."

"I could put you up for a while."

"In that houseboat?  You need space just like I do.  That wouldn't work."

"Maybe no."  Both of them watched a freighter in the shimmering distance.  It was heading south.  Train said, "The steamers and workboats, they come in, unload, and load again at Port Sulphur.  Ain't too very far ways from here.  Some of them boats lookin' for crew.  You up to workin'?"

"I think I could handle some jobs, if they weren't too tough."

"I tink you could, too.  Maybe you take some time, decide for y'self Couple a' day, I'm goin' back home.  Maybe you stick 'round here week, two week, we gonna go do us some fishin', little dinosaur-talkin', ay?"

"Yeah," Dan said, and he smiled again.  "That'd be great."

"I take you to a lake, fulla cat-huuuuwheeee!-big like you never did saw!"

.'Dan?"

They looked to their left, toward the voice.  Arden had come out on the porch.  Her wavy blond hair shone in the late sunlight, and she was wearing a clean pair of khakis and a green-striped blouse.  "Can I talk to you for a few minutes?

 

Alone?"

"Oh, well, I gotta shake a tail feather anyhow."  Train stood up.

"I'll talk at you later, bon ami.  " "See you, Train," Dan said, and the Cajun walked back through a slatted door into the hospital.  Arden took his chair.  "What've you been up to?"  Dan asked her.  He saw she no longer carried her pink drawstring bag.  "I haven't seen you for a while."

"I've been busy," she said.  "Are you okay?"

"I believe I am."

She nodded.  "ll's a beautiful place, don't you think?  A beautiful island.  Of course ... that's not sayin' it doesn't need work."  She reached out to the railing and picked off some of the cracking paint.  "Look there.  The wood underneath that doesn't look too good either, does it?"

"No.  That whole railin' oughta be replaced.  I don't know who's in chargd of the maintenance around here, but they're slippin'.

Well"-he shrugged-"they're all old buildin's, I guess they're doin' the best they can."

"They could do better," Arden said, looking into his eyes.

He had to bring this up.  Maybe he'd regret it, but he had to.

"Tell me," he said, "did you ever find out who the Bright Girl is?"

"Yes," she answered, "I sure did."

Arden began to tell him the whole story.  Dan listened, and as he listened he could not help but think back to his meeting with the Reverend Gwinn, and the man giving him the gift of time and saying God can take a man along many roads and through many mansions.  It's not where you are that's important, it's where you're goin' that counts.

Hear what I'm sayin?

Dan thought he did.  At lut, he thought he did.

It occurred to him, as Arden told him her intention to stay on the island, that Jupiter had been right.  He had a lot to think about in the time ahead, but it seemed that he had indeed been the man God had sent to take Arden to the Bright Girl.  Maybe this whole thing had been about her and this hospital from the beginning, and he and Blanchard, Eisley and Murtaugh, Train and the drug runners, and all the rest of it had been cogs in a machine designed to draw Arden to this island for the work that had to be done.

Maybe.  He could never know for sure.  But she had found her Bright Girl and her purpose, and it seemed also that he had found his own refuge if he wanted it.

He could never go back.  He didn't want to.  There was nothing behind him now.  There was only tomorrow and the day after that, and he would deal with them when they came.

Dan reached out and took Arden's hand.

Out in the distance, on the shining blue Gulf, there was a sailboat moving toward the f@r horizon.  Its white sails filled with the winds of freedom, and it ventured off for a port unknown.

ROBERT R. McCAMMON is the author of twelve novels, including Gone South, the New York Times bestsellers Boy @ Life, Swan Song, Stinger, and The Wolfs Hour; Mine, Baal, Bethany @ Sin, The Night Boat, They Thirst, Usher @ Passing, and Mystery Walk.  He is the author of a collection of short stories, Blue World, and contributing editor for The Horror Writers of America Present Under the Fang, a collection of vampire stories.  Mr.  McCammon is a native of Birmingham, Alabama.
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One.
 



The man who had come to New Orleans on the afternoon train from Shreveport walked across the lobby of the Hotel Sanctuaire with a slow gait. He was carrying a heavy burden. From his high-backed chair in the shadowed corner Trevor Lawson smoked a thin black cheroot and watched him with slightly narrowed blue eyes, and he thought Here is the man who needs me.
David Kingsley, his name was. Of the Kingsley lumber family in Shreveport. Very wealthy, very powerful in Louisiana politics. But right now, at this moment in the evening of July 15th, 1886, David Kingsley had the slumped shoulders and bleary unfocused eyes of a weak pauper.
Lawson was surprised that the man had come alone. A quick glance around told him that indeed Kingsley—a slim man wearing a black suit, a white shirt with a bow tie and a black derby hat—had entered the red-carpeted lobby in a state of solitary submission to the power that bade him arrive here upon the hour of nine o’clock. It was time for the introduction. Lawson tapped ash from his Marsh-Wheeling cigar into the green glass ashtray on the table beside him and then rose to his full height of three inches over six feet.
“Mr. Kingsley,” said Lawson, in a voice of gray gunsmoke and amber whiskey with a trace of Alabama wilderness, “I am here.”
“Thank God!” the man said, upon seeing what he hoped was a light in the darkness. And Lawson just smiled slightly at this painful statement of thanks, and motioned for Kingsley to take the red-cushioned chair at his side.
In the rainwashed city of New Orleans the gas lamps hissed, the barkeeps offered exotic drinks from potion bottles of many colors, the restaurants served Creole and Cajun fare that put heat into the stomach, blood and loins, sweet ladies paraded and posed before young gentlemen seeking an evening of delight, laughter rose up from shadows and then fell back into darkness again, horse-drawn carriages moved here and there in no particular hurry as if the night had no beginning nor end, guitar and piano music spilled into the puddled streets from rooms made golden by candlelight, the timeless river washed against the piers and pilings of exquisite decay, and the brick walls that had stood in the reign of the Ibervilles still stood in defiance of sun, wind, the dampness of the swamp and the hands of modern men. It was a magic and mystical city, wild in its freedoms and sacred in its charms. Yet for David Kingsley and the man named Lawson, it was a place for an urgent and hushed conversation, because a young woman’s life hung in the balance.
Kingsley removed his derby. His hair was dark brown and going gray on the sides, and gray flecked his mustache. He took his seat, looked nervously around the lobby at the few other people there engaged in quiet talk, and he cleared his throat as if to speak but did not speak. Lawson sat down and waited. He calmly smoked his cheroot. If Lawson had learned anything in the past number of years, it was how to remain still and silent. His blue eyes were intense and clear. His steady gaze conveyed both self-control and the keenest edge of danger. He was lean and rawboned and appeared to be about thirty, but age mattered nothing to him now. He had blonde hair combed back from the high forehead and left shaggy at the neck. He was clean-shaven; one interesting effect of his condition was that he no longer had to shave. Another was that he could throw his Eye into a human head to read the secrets there, though often they were only shadows of things that used to be, and misshapen moments that lived in the soul like deformed dreams, difficult to decipher.
He wore black trousers, a cream-colored jacket, a pale blue shirt, a darker blue cravat and a waistcoat decorated in a pattern of blue and gray paisleys. On his feet were ordinary black boots, scuffed by hard circumstances. To his left, hanging on a hook beneath a painting of an ivy-covered Vieux Carré wall, was his black felt Stetson hat with a cattleman’s crease. It sported a thin band made from rattlesnake scales. This night he wasn’t wearing his gunbelt, but close at hand on the left side beneath his jacket was a double-barrelled Remington Model 95 derringer with a mother-of-pearl grip, just in case of particular difficulty.
“Tell me,” said Lawson, as he exhaled a plume of smoke. Through the haze his eyes were watchful. He had received a letter from David Kingsley two weeks ago, had digested that as best he could, and sent back his business card. On the plain white card, beneath his name and the address of the Hotel Sanctuaire, was the line All Matters Handled. And below that: I Travel By
Night.
Kingsley nodded. He looked dazed, in need of more than just a listener. “I’d like a whiskey,” he managed to say.
Lawson raised his hand to get the attention of Tolliver, one of the Negro waiters who tended to the lobby. Kingsley ordered a straight shot of whiskey and Lawson asked for his usual drink of rye, simple syrup and orange bitters. Tolliver went off to the bar, and Lawson continued to smoke his cigar and wait for the story.
Kingsley shifted in his chair. There was no need for Lawson to send his Eye out; the man was ready to talk. “As I said in my letter…I received a…certain message after my daughter was taken. Here it is.” He reached into his coat and brought out a folded piece of paper, dark-stained and mottled. It appeared to be more lizard skin than paper. Lawson accepted it from Kingley’s hand, opened it, and read what was written there in elegant penmanship:
Your daughter is very beautiful, Mr. Kingsley. Very charming indeed. And worth money to you, I’m sure. She is being well-looked after. To return her to you, I require gold pieces in the amount of six hundred and sixty-six dollars. She is being held in the town of Nocturne, which is reached from the hamlet of St. Benadicta. It will not be on the map. If you try to bring authorities into this matter, I fear your lovely Eva will come to some harm. Therefore my instructions to you are these: Inform only one man of this, and send him to me with the gold. His name is Trevor Lawson and he resides in the Hotel Sanctuaire on Conti Street in New Orleans. He is what you might call an ‘adventurer’. Send him to me, Mr. Kingsley, and your daughter shall be released unharmed but perhaps wiser to the ways of the world. I shall expect to welcome Mr. Lawson before July has ended.
The letter was signed, with a flourish: Yours Truly, Christian Melchoir.
“I see,” said Lawson. He refolded the paper and ran his fingers across the texture. The stains had been made by dirty water. Swamp water, most likely. He was sure he would find on the map of Louisiana that St. Benadicta was a small town whose fishing wharves fell off to the muddy unknown. And Nocturne? Oh yes…the music of the night.
Tolliver brought their drinks on a black lacquered tray. Lawson tipped him a silver dollar. When Tolliver left them, Lawson took a small red bottle from the inside of his coat, uncorked it and poured a spool of thick, crimson liquid into his drink. “My extra ingredient,” he said to Kingley’s curious appraisal, but he said no more. He recorked the bottle, put it away and clinked his glass against the other man’s. “To the business at hand,” Lawson offered, “and to a successful conclusion.”
“God help my daughter,” said Kingsley, as he downed the shot.
“God may not be in this lobby tonight,” Lawson answered, after he had taken a sip of his elixir. “But I hope I will do.” He swirled the drink around in the glass and watched the crimson form sinuous shapes. “Do you know the name Christian Melchoir?”
“No. Do you?”
“I do not. However, he seems to know me.” Of course they had spies everywhere. They knew where he was, that was no stretch of the imagination. “You said in your letter that your daughter was taken on her way to the theater? She was alone in her carriage, I believe you said?”
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“And the abduction was after dusk?”
“Yes, the sheriff thinks it happened around eight o’clock. Eva was running late. She was supposed to meet two friends in front of the Armitage.”
“The sheriff doesn’t know about your communication from Christian Melchoir?”
“No. From what it said…I didn’t dare.”
“Hm.” Lawson took another drink of his ruddy fortification. “For the best, I think. I have no doubt Miss Eva might be…shall we say…in grave circumstances if these instructions aren’t obeyed.”
“I don’t fathom this.” Kingsley stared at the floor for a moment, and Lawson could guess what the man was going to say when he spoke again. “You know…I would think it very peculiar, my daughter being taken by this bastard—whoever he is—and then writing me to request you bring the ransom money. And why six hundred and sixty-six dollars in gold? I am presuming you require a not insubstantial fee?”
“My fee will be two thousand dollars,” Lawson replied.
“Ah. So you might understand how…excuse me for thinking this…you might be involved somewhat more in this situation?”
“I do understand.” Lawson let that sit for a few seconds, while he sipped his drink and then drew again on his cigar. He blew smoke toward the gas-lit chandelier at the ceiling. “I can tell you, sir,” he continued with a calm stare into Kingsley’s eyes, “that I know nothing of your daughter’s kidnapping…except to say that this Christian Melchoir wants me, and is using your Eva as a device. Now…I could say I wouldn’t go to Nocturne—wherever that is—and deliver this ransom for you, and I would be free not to deliver myself to whatever is waiting. I would think that might be the safest decision for myself. I suspect you would never see your daughter again. But,” he shrugged, “I am perhaps what this letter suggests. An adventurer. Also I have a great curiosity, and like all of us I have bills to pay. I will tell you also…that I will go and deliver this ransom for you, and I will do my best to return your daughter in a whole state.” It occurred to Lawson that one could never fully return to a whole state after exposure to the Dark Society, but he couldn’t yet present that to Kingsley. “I’m presuming you have the portrait of Eva I asked you to bring?” He waited for Kingsley to nod. “Then if you’ll also bring the gold pieces and leave them at the desk in the morning, I’ll pick them up and be on my way tomorrow at nightfall.”
“Very well.” Kingsley still looked stunned, as was his right for a man whose nineteen-year-old daughter, the younger of his two, had been stolen away en route to a Shreveport theater. “I have to ask, though…what do you mean, this man wants you? And you say you don’t know him?”
“I know his kind,” was the reply.
“What would that be?”
“Evil to the bone,” said Lawson. “Go back to your hotel and rest. You look as if you need it. Bring the items I’ve asked for. Then catch the train for home. You can pay me when I’ve returned Eva to you.”
“Don’t you want at least half your payment?”
“No.” It was not worth saying that if he didn’t return from Nocturne, the money would be useless to him. He stood up, took his Stetson hat from the wallpeg and put it on. He finished his drink with a final swallow. “I’ll walk you out, sir.”
On Conti Street, the wet night air smelled of sassafras and coffee. Across the way, Sam Bordine’s coffee shop was in full operation, roasting beans on the premises. Carriages trundled back and forth. Candles showed in windows above the street, and figures stood on balconies watching what was to be seen. Lawson stood with Kingsley under the red awning over the Sanctuaire’s entrance, surveying the passage of people, horses and carriages.
“Thank you,” said Kingsley, reaching out to shake Lawson’s hand. Lawson took the offered hand and saw Kingsley wince just a little. The night was warm, but Lawson’s hand was cold. Lawson released the grip as fast as he could without being rude. “Maybe I shouldn’t agree to this,” Kingsley added, as he stood unconsciously rubbing the hand that had just been affected with a chill. “But do I have a choice?”
“You do not,” Lawson said, which was the truth.
Kingsley nodded. Lawson drew on his cheroot once more, blew a smoke ring into the air and surveyed the street. He caught the quickest glimpse of a figure on the right, pulling itself back around the corner of Conti and Royal streets; he had registered a tall, thin man in a black tophat and long black duster, the man’s face indistinct.
“Tell me this,” Kingsley ventured, his expression a mix of personal pain and professional puzzlement. “About your business card. Why does it say, ‘I Travel By Night’?”
“My habit,” was the measured response. Lawson’s gaze swept past the corner and again caught the merest shape of a face under a tophat, leaning forward and now quickly pulling back once more. “I have a skin condition that prevents me from enjoying sunlight. It’s been many years since I’ve been afflicted.” He smiled faintly behind his veil of smoke, aware that he was extraordinarily pale for a rugged-looking man and that a tracery of blue veins showed at his temples. “Unfortunately,” he said, “the cure is…somewhat distant.”
“I’m sorry,” the other man offered, and now it was clear he had decided he must be on his way, either because he had to trust his daughter’s life to a man he hardly knew or that the cold touch of Trevor Lawson’s hand was slowly moving up his forearm. “Well then…I’ll say goodnight, sir. What you require will be brought to the front desk in the morning.” He paused on the edge of walking away. “I don’t understand this business with Christian Melchoir or why it involves you and my Eva, but…I thank you for helping me.”
“My pleasure,” Lawson answered, and thought My fate.
David Kingsley walked on. He turned to the left, going to the northeast on Royal. Lawson spent a moment striking a friction match and relighting a cheroot that had never gone out, the better to watch from behind a cupped hand as the tall thin man in the black tophat and duster left his place of concealment and strode after the departing Kingsley, firing a single quick glance at Lawson before he moved out of sight.
So, Lawson thought as he smoked, their spy is in pursuit. Then I shall also go in pursuit, he decided, and I will see what this spy is made of.
He walked to the corner of Conti and Royal and turned left, walking neither too fast nor too slowly, just ambling along. He passed beneath the yellow glow of a gas lamp, which revealed upon his pallid face the thin-lipped smile of a predator.



Two.
 



Trevor Lawson saw the two men ahead on Royal Street. First the top-hatted stalker and then David Kingsley, derby-hatted and freighted down with his burden of worry. The stalker was following Kingsley to his hotel, which Lawson knew from a previous letter was the very luxurious St. Roman on Dumaine Street. Lawson figured the stalker might be also going to report to someone else that the meeting between Kingsley and himself had taken place, and thus in time the unknown Christian Melchoir would know that ‘the adventurer’ was on his way.
Lawson realized of course what he was walking into. He knew what they wanted. But if it meant finding out anything about LaRouge…then it was a risk worth taking.
The problem was not getting into Nocturne. Oh no, they would welcome him there. The problem would be in getting out.
As they said in Alabama, his home state, if you’re gonna jump into that fryin’ pan, make
sure you’re plenty oiled up.
He intended to be.
He kept himself at a leisurely pace. The stalker had long legs, but was also holding himself back as not to get too close to Kingsley’s shadow as thrown by Royal’s ornate green gaslamps. As they strolled deeper into the Vieux Carré, the traffic of pedestrians and carriages dwindled. The St. Roman was only a block ahead. Lawson had smoked his cheroot down to its nub, and now he paused to flick it into a puddle of rainwater. The hiss that followed—as soft as it was—made Kingsley’s stalker suddenly look back over his shoulder. Lawson saw the deep-sunken eyes glint. The man darted away onto St. Ann Street in a black swirl, heading northwest toward Dauphine.
Ah! Lawson thought, with a measure of satisfaction. He wants a chase! Being a gentleman, Lawson could not refuse such an invitation. He tied the leather chinstrap of his hat into place, for he’d lost valuable Stetsons before and this one suited him very well.
He propelled himself forward and turned onto St. Ann. How this was done was child’s play to him, but to anyone else he would have appeared a phantom figure in a blur of clothing, passing by like a cool breeze with breathtaking speed. He was not running, nor was he expending a great amount of energy; he was moving with the night, as part of the currents of the night, and using the power that had been given to him by the woman—the creature—he so desperately sought.
He would go to the ends of the earth to find LaRouge. He would assault the gates of Hell itself to get at her, for he knew that territory very intimately. He had lived there, since the month of April in the year of 1862.
But for now, he was determined not to let his quarry slip away…for the man ahead was also a phantom figure in a blur of clothing, but Lawson’s eyes—red-centered now, and shining like a cat’s—marked the stalker’s progress as if they were still strolling, as if other passersby were frozen in place like so many full-sized daguerreotype photographs.
Lawson saw the man turn swiftly to the right upon Bourbon Street, one hand up to hold the tophat from flying off his head. Lawson kept pace, a blur following a shadow. They crossed Bourbon and turned left onto Dumaine. At the corner they frightened a carriage horse that snorted and reared and made the already-besotted driver think he’d caught a quick glimpse of French Quarter specters that called for another cup of rum.
Halfway between Dumaine and Burgundy, where patterns of ivy decorated yellow walls and lamps of many colors flickered in garret windows, the top-hatted man suddenly turned to his right and leaped a seven-foot-tall wrought-iron gate with speartips at the top. It was done smoothly and soundlessly, but a gray cat saw it and, scrowling, scrambled for the cover of a maidenhair fern. Lawson reached the gate within three seconds. A courtyard lay beyond with a fountain at its center. There was a scrabbling noise from above, and Lawson’s red-centered eyes caught sight of the top-hatted man climbing up over a balcony twenty feet above the courtyard and then springing up like a spider to catch the roof’s gutter and pull himself over the edge. By that time, Lawson was already going over the gate in a smooth leap of his own. He sometimes snagged clothing doing this, leaving tatters of shirts or—more regrettably, bits of trousers—left behind, for no one was perfect all the time…but in this case he came over the speartips into the courtyard still fully clothed, and next he sprang up off the bricks to grasp hold of the balcony’s railing and haul himself over. A small dog began to bark furiously beyond the window curtains. Lawson was already going up onto the roof, and crouching there to smell the air for the friction of movement.
He had not been born this way. No one was. It was lost in the mists of time who the first one had been and what agreement had spawned such a condition, but now they were legion. It had occurred to Lawson on many occasions just such as this, when all his senses quivered on the alert, the black ichor burned in his veins and his eyes saw through the dark as if they themselves were spirit lamps, that he had never felt more alive. As a lover of the night, he caressed with his senses the sinuous dark. He had been torn apart as a man in 1862 and reformed as something both more and less. He had no choice about what he was; his choice lay in what he was to do with himself, and in what he sought. But even in his darkest moments, when he felt so distant from humanity and so lonely for a warm touch that he might scream to wake the dead, he had to think that this was a gift. Sent from Satan, yes…but indeed, a gift.
He wished to return it to its sender, as the riverboat gamblers might say…“in spades”.
He looked out across the sea of roofs beneath the vault of stars, where the last of the surly rainclouds were drifting into tatters. There was no sight of the top-hatted stalker, in among the sharp peaks and edges and the multiple chimneys. But Lawson knew he must be here somewhere, for the spy had brought Lawson up to this high place for them to be alone. Lawson figured the man intended to kill him. It was a matter of pride for some.
Lawson moved forward, cautiously and carefully, along a roof’s peak. A carriage passed by on Dumaine Street about sixty feet beneath him, the horse’s hooves clip-clopping on the cobbles. Somewhere below, a bottle shattered. Lawson wished he had something to drink, and not just the little weak “tea” from his Japanese bottle that had once held the ashes of a warlord’s heart. No, tonight he desired the stronger elixir.
He had crossed the apex of one roof and was continuing across a second, past a pair of darkened garret windows in the shape of diamonds, when a figure rose up from behind a red brick chimney to his right.
Lawson stopped his advance. The tall thin man in the top hat stood staring at him, a faint breeze stirring the folds of the man’s ebony duster. Lawson caught the red centers of the man’s eyes; they were brothers, of a fashion.
“I suppose you know me,” said Lawson, his voice easy.
The stalker did not speak for a few long seconds. Then, in a rasp as if from a parched throat: “I know you. What you are. And I will tell you that Christian Melchoir will reward me very well for your death.”
“Your reward, sir,” answered the vampire in the Stetson hat, “will be delivered to you in Hell.”
The other removed his top hat to reveal slicked-back black hair and an elongated and strangely pointed head. When he grinned, the fangs slid out like those of a rattlesnake. “You may go first, sir,” he hissed, “and prepare the way.”
So saying, he revealed himself further. He was still grinning as his legs and arms lengthened and thinned and the black duster flew away from the changing body like the wings of a raven. The flesh darkened to the color of a bruise in the space of several seconds. There was the noise of bones cracking and reshaping. Ripples of pain shot across the shapechanger’s damp face because nothing in this world—or even the world to which this creature belonged—was born in the absence of agony. The features flattened, the chest bulged and grew large as an armor plate, the hands became dark-nailed claws and the feet on the ends of the grotesque spidery legs stepped out of their boots. The face was still barely human, the red-centered eyes narrowed to slits. As the body shook off its trousers and shirt and black silk ascot and became yet more spider-like the lower jaw unhinged and thrust forward and the vampiric fangs in the upper jaw snapped and tore at the air.
By instinct Lawson’s own face tightened, his mouth opened and the fangs slid out. He was already reaching in a blur for the derringer beneath his jacket. He brought the gun out and cocked the hammer, and just that fast the man-spider scrabbled forward and a dark forelimb stubbled with spiky growths whipped out. It caught Lawson’s forearm and knocked the weapon aside just as the derringer fired. Trailing blue flame, the bullet shot away toward the stars.
And then the nightmare was upon him.
It enveloped him with its foreclaws and, gripping him around the back, lifted him up off the roof. The fanged mouth in the misshapen face came at Lawson’s throat, going for the ichor that gave life to death; Lawson got his left elbow up and slammed it against the creature’s jaw with a force that would have broken the neck of an ordinary human, but this was a member of the Dark Society and so was both far beyond and far beneath humanity. Still, the man-spider blinked and fell back, stunned. A claw shifted position and grasped the wrist of Lawson’s gunhand before he could put the weapon to action again. Lawson’s arm was trapped by tremendous strength, his body still lifted into the air, and with his other fist he struck desperately into the creature’s face with all the power given him by the Devil’s brood.
It was not enough.
Though Lawson was a creature of the night himself, and some might—certainly would…say he was a monster, he was still human enough to possess organs and bones, and these could be ruptured and broken. He would not be killed in this way, but the pain would be fierce and he would be debilitated for a time until everything healed together again. He was hard to kill, but he was not invulnerable. He was aware of this as his body was squeezed by the thing’s other spidery foreclaw and he felt the vertebrae of his spine pop. He felt the pressure at his ribs and at his chest. He took a breath of the heated air between himself and the monster and held it. The head darted forward again, the fangs questing for his throat. Lawson kicked into the monster’s midsection with a force that would’ve knocked a carriage onto its side, interrupting that particular attempt to draw ichor. The man-spider staggered back to the edge of the roof above Dumaine but still wouldn’t let Lawson go. He kicked into its midsection once more, like kicking into a chunk of concrete. They danced back and forth atop the roof in a macabre roundabout. Lawson heard the Japanese bottle in his coat pocket shatter. Wetness spread. The smell of blood was overpowering, a heady incense, and for an instant the man-spider blinked and its hold on Lawson’s gunhand faltered.
Lawson cocked the derringer, held its barrel against the thing’s dark forehead and pulled the trigger.
The creature’s head snapped back, its jaws opened and the rattlesnake vampiric fangs were exposed in all their gleaming glory. But Trevor Lawson knew they would not be tasting blood—or in his case, ichor—ever again.
Still, the man-spider didn’t fully understand yet. Its strength was still undiminished. The narrow red-centered eyes stared at him with something akin to humor and ablaze with hatred. Then the head began to swell and the face to warp, and one of the eyes imploded and went black like a dying comet. The open mouth gasped around the fangs, which began to turn the color of cinders.
The creature’s grip loosened enough for Lawson to fight free. He dropped to the roof, thinking that if anyone was in the room below they had gotten a noise like a drum parade over their heads. He crawled up to the roof’s apex and sat there, watching the creature shiver and writhe and begin to crack apart like old pottery. Cracks rippled across the agonized face and crisscrossed the chest. Between the cracks glowed a pulsing red heat like a glimpse beyond the iron gates of Hell. The monster held its claws before the fissured face, as the single eye sought to fathom what was happening; the left claw was already falling apart in whorls of gray ashes. The remaining eye went dark. With a high-pitched shriek that was no longer the sound of any human being, the dissolving man-spider scrabbled toward Lawson as if to take a last bite of revenge, but its knotty legs were coming apart. Lawson kicked the thing in the chest as it reached him.
It staggered backward, and backward again, and as it flailed at the air it fell from the rooftop and, falling toward the stones of Dumaine Street, it cracked into dozens of small pieces. There was a fall of ugly gray ash upon Dumaine. All that remained for the streetsweeper to find and wonder about was the pair of black socks that lay mysteriously full of ashes.
Lawson pulled a few deep breaths into lungs that were losing their power to draw air. He put the empty derringer away and removed a cheroot from the inside of his coat. He found it half-crushed. Tearing it in two, he threw the crushed half aside and lit the survivor with a friction match. He sat and blew smoke rings and listened to dogs howling in the aftermath of the creature’s eerie shriek. He decided it wouldn’t do to sit here too long. Some of the windows would surely be opening soon. It was time to descend into the shadows, his home away from home.
Lawson got up. His vertebrae popped back into place; it was a good feeling. His chest felt a little smashed and the muscles of both shoulders throbbed, but he was all right. His cream-colored jacket, however, was a bloody disaster from the broken Japanese bottle, which had cost him a pretty gold piece from a Royal Street antiques vendor. Damn, he thought. But what he was trying to do was keep his mind from the fact that he’d never seen a member of the Dark Society quite like that one before, and it was more than a little disturbing to realize how their shapechanging was becoming so…the word would be advanced. Then with the cigar between his teeth and his fangs back in their sockets where polite vampire gentlemen kept theirs, Lawson took a first step and nearly fell on his southern comfort. He had to get his balance and his focus back before he went any further. It took him a minute or so. He had somewhere to be, and continuing across the roof to find the nearest balcony and the easiest way down he left puffs of smoke behind him like the trail of ghosts that haunted his memory.



Three.
 



When Lawson reached the wooden gate that had an image of a kneeling Jesus carved upon it, his mouth was bloody. The blood had run down his chin; he’d used a handkerchief to try to clean up, but it was useless. His willpower was going. It was a battle he had fought long and hard, every day of this cursed life, but he knew that—like Shiloh in that Bloody April—it was a battle he was bound to lose.
The gate was unlocked, and opened onto a stone path that led through a garden. Crickets chirped in the grass and other insects whirred and sang softly in the trees. It was a place of peace, but there was no peace in what remained the human part of Trevor Lawson’s soul. He followed the path past a white-painted church with a steeple and belltower and then to a small house next to the church, where he walked up upon the darkened front porch and pulled a cord that rang a little silver bell within. He waited, smelling the blood that stained him. His stomach lurched, but his veins sang. In another moment gas lamps came on inside the house, showing through the windows, and a figure in a dark blue robe with a red sash approached the door. The figure held a pair of tapers in a candleholder. When the door was opened, the candleglow fell upon Lawson’s gore-smeared face.
“Oh,” said the elderly man, with a pained frown. His hair was a white cloud, his face deeply wrinkled, his chin wide and square and his nose a magnificent statement of God’s ability to create an oversized monument out of flesh. “I’m suspecting that’s not blood from a cow, is it?”
Lawson shook his head.
“Come in,” said the man. “Don’t drip.”
“It’s mostly dried.” Lawson answered, as he crossed the threshold. The door was closed behind him. Lawson stood in a comfortable sitting-room with several overstuffed chairs and a brown sofa. Above a fireplace was hung a white crucifix, the sight of which made Lawson’s eyes burn and water, so he chose to look away. That, too, was getting worse.
“You,” said Father John Deale, “look a mess.” He sighed heavily. “We’ll get you cleaned up, but…oh Lord, your jacket. Ruined, of course. Do I dare to ask…who supplied your meal tonight?”
Lawson took his Stetson off. He ran a hand through his shaggy blonde hair. He felt a hundred years old, but in truth he was only fifty two. Though he appeared to be nearer thirty, his age before his rebirth had been twenty-seven. “There was a drunkard lying in a doorway on Dauphine Street,” he said, his gaze cast to the smooth-planked floor. “A middle-aged man, sleeping. I wanted to walk past. I tried.”
“Not very successfully, I see,” said Father Deale, setting the candleholder on a sidetable.
“No, not very.” Lawson hung his hat upon a wall rack. His eyes were flinty. “He just…was there, and he smelled of bourbon and cigar smoke, and his blood was fresh. I did try to walk past, but…” His gaze, imploring, went to the priest. “Yes, I nearly killed him. Dragged him into an alley and drained him almost dry, so that I could live. And that’s my story, isn’t it?”
“For now. But you have the power to write a new one.”
“With red ink?” asked Lawson. His bloody smile would have terrified anyone in New Orleans, but Father Deale knew him. Father Deale supported Lawson as he could, for Lawson in spite of all appearances was on the side of the angels.
“Blue ink, in time. With a regular pen and not…these.” The priest waved an age-spotted hand in front of his own mouth, indicating the eye teeth. Of which his were entirely normal. “Come into the bathroom, let’s get your mess cleaned up.”
When the job was done, the blood wiped away and Lawson’s jacket and shirt removed and replaced by an indigo shirt from Father Deale’s closet, the priest guided Lawson back to the sitting room. He poured Lawson a glass of Medoc, and himself the same. Lawson sank into a chair, recalling the first time he had staggered to this man’s door nearly two years ago, in a similar bloodied condition, to fall upon his knees and beg for forgiveness. The priest had listened in silence to the vampire’s story, and at last had given him a prayer not only of forgiveness but also of strength. And thus had their friendship—and partnership, in a way—begun, as Father Deale had become Lawson’s connection to the daytime world, his support in tribulations like this one, and his hope that one day he might throw off this heavy burden and find his way back to the sun.
But to do that, Lawson would have to find—and kill—the vampire he knew as LaRouge. There had been many trails, but always she slipped the moment. The Dark Society protected her, for she was their deathless and beautiful Queen.
“Christian Melchoir,” said Lawson, after a few sips of the Medoc. “Whoever he is, he knows me. He has a young woman in a swamp town called Nocturne. Kidnapped her. I’m to deliver the ransom.”
“A trap, of course.” The priest had situated himself in another chair across from his visitor.
 

 
“I have to go. Into what…I don’t know. But I have to.” Lawson drank from his glass again. It wasn’t the exlixir of life for him but it was a very good substitute, just as were the bottles of cattle blood that Father Deale supplied to him from the slaughterhouse in Algiers across the river. For religious purposes, the priest told the slaughterhouse manager. Nobody asked any questions, the blood was bought and paid for. Cattle blood served its purpose of keeping Lawson alive, but after a time of that he found his senses dulled and his appetite for the human substance as demanding as the need for any opiate, yet the drinking of human blood awakened his senses to their fullest. The longest he’d ever gone without opening a human vein was three months, which had reduced him nearly to a hobbling husk.
“Will you come out of there, is the question,” said Father Deale, with a lifting of his thick white eyebrows. “And you know the Dark Society will never let a human woman go free. She’s likely already been turned.”
“Possibly.” Lawson saw some blood under the fingernails of his left hand that the washcloth had missed. Now that he was full, the sight was repellent. He closed the hand into a fist. The priest’s understanding of the Dark Society was not just through Lawson’s experience. He had had his own encounter with otherworldly forces when he was a younger man, in the now-forgotten town of Blancmortain, in western Louisiana. Over the long hot summer of 1838, John Deale had been witness to the deaths of ten townspeople due to snakelike bites on the throat and the draining of blood. That had caused the citizens of the little farming community to panic and pack up, leaving Blancmortain for whatever force wished to live there.
“Something happened tonight,” Lawson went on. “I know I almost murdered someone. That’s not what I mean. I had…an encounter with something. A vampire, yes…but more. I’ve seen shapechangers before, but never one like that.” He took one more drink and set the glass aside. Across the room, a pendulum clock chimed the hour of two. “I think as they age, they become more adept at it. I think…something of their spirit…their essence…is involved. This one…was very strong. If I hadn’t had the bullets…well, thank God—and you—for those.”
“Pleased to do my part. How are you set?”
“I’m fine with the Colt, but I’ll need a box more for the derringer.”
“All right. You’re leaving on this mission soon?”
“Tomorrow night.” Lawson glanced at the hands on the clock. “Tonight, I mean.”
“What you need will be ready for you by sundown. Shall I have it sent to the hotel?”
Lawson nodded. That was the usual arrangement.
“Is there anything else I can help you with?”
Lawson thought about it. He looked at the crucifix above the mantel, and again his eyes watered and burned. He had not been very religious before his conversion, but now he longed for the healing touch and mercy of God yet he felt so distant from it. He considered that this feeling grew stronger in the vampire tribe until it became pure rage toward anything Good in this universe. He pulled his gaze away from the Cross. “I may need,” said Lawson after another moment, “something else. Let me think. I’m going walking in awhile, by the river. I’ll write you what I need before dawn and have the note sent to you in the morning.”
“All right. I’ll do what I can.”
That was all Lawson could ask. Both of them knew he might not come back from this nest of the Dark Society called Nocturne. But both of them also knew he had no choice but to go.
He stood up and retrieved his black Stetson. “Thank you, Father,” he said quietly. “As always…your help is much appreciated. I’ll leave you now.”
Father Deale stood up as well. He reached out and touched Lawson’s shoulder, then drew his hand back because the vampire in the room had flinched slightly. “You’re in pain?”
“Bruises,” said Lawson. He smiled grimly. “But yes…always in pain.” He waited for the priest to open the door. He took one more look at the crucifix, held it as long as he could, and then looked away. “Thank you, John,” he said.
“I’ll pray for you.”
“Pray for a young woman named Eva Kingsley,” Lawson answered, putting the Stetson on his head. “Pray for her soul and her sanity. Good morning to you.” He started to go out, but a thought—a question—occurred to him that caused him to hesitate. He frowned, staring into the priest’s dark brown eyes. “Do you think I’m the only one who fights back?” 
Father Deale took a moment in replying. “I think,” he said, “you’re the only one who fights back who has survived so long. That’s why they so desperately want you destroyed.” Lawson went out the door, onto the path that led through the garden, and into the night.
He walked at a human pace, a solitary figure no longer absolutely human.
The night was his territory, his world, his blessing. It was also his grief and his prison. Away from the glare of the sun that hurt the eyes and burned the flesh, he was aware of the perfume of the night breezes, the stillness of the dark, the protection he enjoyed between the hours of dawn and dusk. This was his time, yet he longed to walk in the daylight and to witness the sun’s movement. How he missed the shadows of midday! His flesh could not bear such fierce fire, even on a cloudy day. His rhythm and habits now were dictated by the creature within, the monster that LaRouge had created. He was a construction still of heart and lungs, of bone and muscle. Yet he felt his humanity drifting away from him, night after night. When he drew the black curtains shut across the windows of his suite at the Hotel Sanctuaire and lay in the bed that was also draped with black curtains, he thought he might as well be positioning himself in a grave. He was always cold. He could never fully rest. Some part of himself reviled the other. He was caught in the midst of transformation, knowing that over time he would lose all his humanity and become a creature of blood need, not caring who he had to slaughter to get it. His body was changing; the strength and quickness were welcome attributes, yes, but it was in small things that he realized he was on a certain path to becoming a monster. He could still drink a little wine and liquor, but straight water made him sick. He peed maybe a shot glass full of murky brown liquid every few days. Food turned his stomach. He would never have believed, in his previous life, that he could have tracked his progress from man through the deepening clutches of vampirism by how little he pulled the chain on his toilet.
He was dying, of course. Becoming one of them, totally and truely, was a death in life. But he couldn’t give up; he couldn’t lie down in that grave and let them win. It was not in the nature of a captain of the Nineteenth Alabama Infantry Regiment, who had both taken blood and shed blood at the battle of Shiloh. It was not in the nature of Trevor Lawson, once a young Alabama lawyer and a valued husband and father.
He walked the night. He walked along the curve of the Mississippi. He walked through the silent streets of early morning, as he pondered the future. By the time he returned to the Hotel Sanctuaire, went to the front desk and wrote Garrison, the night clerk, a note to be delivered to Father John Deale at the Church of the Apostle St. Simon, the sun was a faint blush in the eastern sky. Lawson stood outside as long as he could, watching the light strengthen. Then he pulled his hat down low over his eyes and went up the stairs to his room, where he double-locked the door, closed the heavy black window curtains, took off his clothes and settled his pale naked body upon the bed. His bruises would fade quickly; they always did. He drew the black curtains around the bed and by habit touched the ebony leather-tooled gunbelt with the two backward-holstered Colt .44s that lay next to his right side. Now he could sleep.
Before he drifted off into dreams of again walking in the hot summer sun, his shadow striding in front of him like a taunt, Lawson heard the first of the street-vendors down on Conti Street begin their distinctive morning calls. It was a woman, calling in a musical sing-song voice, “Apples, sweet apples, apples for sale.”
Lawson reluctantly let go of his hold on the daytime world. He sank away, in his soft grave beyond the curtains black.



Four.
 



On the road to St. Benadicta, astride his muscular chestnut horse Phoenix, Lawson listened to the sounds of the night and warily scanned the forest beneath the brim of his black Stetson.
He wore a black suit, a white shirt and a crimson waistcoat. At his waist was the ebony holster with the two backward-facing Colt .44s. The Colt on the right had a rosewood grip and the Colt on the left had a grip formed of yellowed bone. Each pistol held six slugs. The gun on the right side held regular lead bullets, while the one on the left did not.
The moon was a white scythe above the treetops. Phoenix moved at a brisk walk. Lawson figured another couple of hours to St. Benadicta. If his estimation of speed and distance was correct, he would be beating daybreak by about an hour. There would be the problem of shelter; there always was that problem, but Lawson had solved it many times before. In his saddlebags were two folded-up black curtains, thick enough to wrap himself up in and have a comfortable outdoor sleep if he could find a suitable slice of shadow that didn’t move too much. Usually there was a room available, for enough money. And he never slept like the dead anyway; if anyone burst the lock and got into his room with evil intent, even in midday, they wouldn’t be leaving the same way they’d entered .
He listened to the churrings and clicks and rustlings of the nighttime forest, as Phoenix continued along the trail leading southwest into the bayou country. Lawson was alert but relaxed; he was confident in his ability to survive, yet he knew not to push his luck.
He had what he needed. Father Deale had been resourceful. Now it was up to Lawson to see things through. Tonight, before he’d left New Orleans, he’d had a further insight into the priest’s desire to help him. A letter had come to the Hotel Sanctuaire with the requested package.
Lawson, the letter had begun in smoothly flowing blue handwriting. I expect you’ll find good use for these. I hope you’ll return in one piece, along with the young woman. God protect her soul, I pray she’s survived. I wanted to tell you that I consider it an act of God that you came to me in confession that night. I’ve told you about my time in Blancmortain, when I was married and a teacher in the school there. I’ve told you about the people who were found dead in that summer of 1838, drained of blood with the fang bites at their throats. What I’ve not told you, and what I choose to tell you now, is that in addition to the ten who were murdered in that fashion, four others disappeared. Among them was my wife, Emily. She came home one night at the end of that summer, Lawson. She came to my window, and she begged to come in because she was so cold. I almost let her in…almost. She was a wretched sight, half-naked, dirty and blighted and her face dark with dried blood. By that time they were feasting on other towns. By that time I knew what she was…what she’d been turned to. When I refused to let her in, Emily cursed me. No demon could voice the curses she threw at me. No horror could be more horrible than that, because Emily had been pregnant with our child and now she was a thin, ragged nightmare. It went on and on, until the sun came up. I packed and left that day. I am a different man now, because some of the man I used to be stayed in Blancmortain, holding hard to a crucifix he took off the wall. He is suffering there still, in that little house where no one dares live.
I know what used to be my Emily is still out upon the world. She may be with the others in Nocturne, or she may be in another town far from there, living like an animal and a monster. But I have hope for you, Lawson, and if I have hope for you I also can find some hope for Emily. That she can come back to me, as she was before? Hardly. She will always be twenty years old. Isn’t that the most terrible joke, Lawson? That if survives on blood, she will always be young? My hope for you is that you can find your way back to humanity. My hope for her is that she can be released from that existence, and die in the grace of God. I want you to release her if you find her, Lawson. If you can. I want you to do this for me, and for her. You do the mercy, and I will take care of the grace. For all three of us, suffering as we are.
God be with you, Lawson. I know you travel by night. He does too.
And the missive was signed, Your friend, John.
Phoenix went on. The moon moved across the sky. The forest pulsed with life unseen, though Lawson caught the occasional shape of an animal out in the dark. The ground was still firm, not yet swampy. Above his head the canopy of trees blotted out the stars. Lawson had the small oil-painted portrait of Eva Kingsley—painted two years ago, when she was seventeen—in his head; he would know her when he saw her, if she was not much changed.
Forward…
He was drowsing a bit, letting Phoenix lead the way. He could smell the damp of morning in the sultry air.
Forward, Nineteenth Alabama…!
And just that fast, it was upon him.
It had been a confused meeting of weary soldiers, on that early evening of April 6th, 1862, with the sun sinking down over the bloody forest and fields of Shiloh and the red-tinged Owl Creek swamp. “Forward, Nineteenth Alabama!” had been the cry sent up by a young Confederate captain who’d been a lawyer not so long before, but who had enlisted to do his duty for the Southland, been trained and stationed at Mobile for three months. He and his men had first seen the “elephant” this morning, as the grays attacked the blues to push them back into the swamp’s embrace. The day’s fighting had been long and brutal. Captain Lawson had already received the graze of a rifle ball across the meat of his right shoulder and a hole in his hat. The balls sounded like hornets as they passed, a deadly hum and whine that ended with the cries of many young men falling to their knees with their brains spilling out or the blood pooling where they lay. Waves of gunsmoke floated through the trees. In some places soldiers were nearly face-to-face in the deepening gloom before they recognized the colors of the enemy and pulled their triggers or swung their swords. Forward went the men of the Nineteenth Alabama, and forward to meet them in the darkening thickets came the men in Union blue.
Shots erupted along the ragged line. Fire and sparks flew into the tormented air. Lawson squeezed off a shot from his Navy Colt and was answered by a rifle slug that nearly kissed the right side of his face. Cannonfire boomed in the distance, cavalry horses shrieked and fell, and with his next step Lawson found himself boot-deep in a young soldier’s entrails as the Union soldier sat on his knees and tried dazedly to push the red coils back in where they belonged.
“On the left! Riders on the left!” someone shouted. Lawson saw the enemy cavalry coming from that direction between the trees, sabers carving the air. He got off a shot and saw a man in an officer’s uniform grasp at his throat and topple. The rebel soldier three feet to Lawson’s left lost the top of his head to a gleaming saber, and Lawson fired into the rider’s face but the horse was quickly past him and gone.
“Forward! Forward!” Lawson shouted, but what they were going forward to he did not know. Those were the orders. Forward, ever forward, and not a step back until the Yanks are neck-deep in the Owl Creek swamp. This day and now into the dusk he had seen carnage beyond his imagining. He had thrown up his guts, but at least they were still in his body.
Over the riflefire and shouting and the sound of horses and men being killed he heard the cannons speak in their deadly tongues of flame, and suddenly the blasts began on all sides. Plumes of dirt and broken rocks shot into the air. “Forward!” Lawson hollered, but he knew no one could hear. He staggered onward, with maybe a dozen of his men around him, and with a few paces taken they broke through the burning underbrush and into a hail of Union lead.
Soldiers fell to Lawson’s left and right. One man grabbed at his arm as he went down, shot through the lung and bubbling blood. Lawson fired into the haze of smoke, the Colt kicking in his grip. A fierce pain stabbed his right thigh above the knee and stole his breath. A second slug hit him squarely in the left shoulder and knocked him back. He fell into the thicket of vines and thorns, and there he lay as the battle raged around him, his lungs hitching and his vision fading in and out. He told himself to get up, to rejoin the fight, and as he tried a body fell across him and pinned him down. Horses without riders thundered past. The cannons spoke again from a distance, and once more the earth exploded.
In this maelstrom of death and destruction Trevor Lawson sank down into what felt like a hole lined with velvet black. His eyes closed, and his body shivered as he slept.
He awakened in the dark, with the sounds of pain around him. He smelled blood and sulphur. The murmurs of wounded and dying men rose up from the forest like whispered hymns. Occasionally someone cried out or sobbed. Lawson could no longer hear the noises of battle. The cannons were silent. Frogs croaked from bloodied ponds and crickets chirped in the gore-smeared weeds. Lawson felt the throbbing pain of his bullet wounds. He thought his left shoulder might be broken, for he couldn’t move that arm. He was aware that he yet gripped hard to the Colt. Was it still loaded? He didn’t know. The body that lay across him twitched. Lawson could smell whiskey on the man’s mouth. Confederate or Yank, he knew not, but the man was still breathing. Also the wounded soldier had a beard like the pride of a hog’s bristle-brush. Lawson needed to push the man off, to roll him over, anything to get free. With one working arm it was going to be difficult. The man muttered something that sounded like Lemons, Rolly in his delirium, and Lawson wanted to say Get off
me, you damned fool.
He was aware, then, that there was movement among the fallen soldiers.
There was no light. No candle-lit lanterns searching for those who might survive the night, to be loaded onto wagons and taken to the field hospital. There was no light, but there was movement.
Lawson turned his head to the left as much as he could. He could barely breathe with this bearded ox lying across him. He narrowed his eyes, scanning the dark. Yes…someone was moving among the bodies. More than one, it appeared. The figures were nearly blurred, moving like ghosts yet they were not spirits of the dead, for Lawson saw them crouch down and they became solid enough in their stillness. He counted five, and possibly there were more he could not see. He thought they might be camp followers looking for their lovers, for indeed three were women in long and dirtied gowns. He started to call out for help, to proclaim I am alive, but before he could summon the breath to speak…
…someone reached down and wrenched the bearded ox’s head backward. Lawson saw long clawlike fingernails caked with dirt. The bearded man’s throat was exposed; his eyelids fluttered, as if he were awakening from his wounded slumber. Then suddenly there were two figures crouching down on either side, a man and a woman both thin and wild-haired. The man wore a mud-stained dark suit, the woman a dirty light-colored gown with what appeared to be fabric roses at the bosom.
Lawson saw the woman open her mouth wide, and wider still. Something unhinged in the jaw and the lower teeth thrust forward. Two curved fangs descended from the upper teeth, and in a blurred rush of desperation of need or hunger she bit into the bearded man’s throat on one side while the man’s descended fangs plunged into the other side. Their eyes burned red at the centers, as if embers glowed there from the hearth of Hell.
Their bodies shuddered. The bearded man’s eyes opened and rolled backward in his head to show the whites. His face contorted in silent agony. The two creatures continued to feed from his throat, making slurping and sucking noises. Tendrils of blood ran. The male creature’s hand drifted out and stroked the woman’s tangled hair, as if this moment was the essence of the greatest love between them.
Lawson made a noise. Maybe it was a gasp of shock or a whine of horror, he didn’t know. But in the next instant the red-centered eyes of the two things were upon him, and as they pulled away from the offered throat blood drooled from their fangs. They sat on their haunches, observing him as one might observe a nice piece of juicy steak, the next object of their banquet.
With the cold sweat of fear on his face Lawson lifted his right arm, cocked the Colt and fired a bullet into the male creature’s forehead.
The noise was deafening and caused some of the other creatures to shriek, an unholy sound of keening banshees. The thing that had just been shot sat staring at Lawson, his red eyes unblinking, his forehead slightly caved in and a hole smoking where the bullet had passed. Then he grinned, as if this were just the best of entertainments.
At the edge of madness Lawson shot the woman in the face. Her nose splintered into pieces like a china cup breaking and her head rocked back with a force that might have snapped a human’s neck, but then she righted herself and her hand with its broken and filthy nails came up to touch the ragged hole. An expression of dismay flickered across the noseless and bloody-lipped visage, and she said to her companion in a voice like the whisper of dry wind through dead reeds: “Oh, Ezekiel, he has made me ugly.”
Lawson shoved his right shoulder against the body that lay across him. He squirmed out from under the weight, as the wound at his thigh sought to drag him again down into a dark pool of pain. He was having none of it. Though gunshot in two places, Trevor Lawson realized that if he stayed in this place he would be consumed by these demons, and whether this was real or a fiction of his fevered brain made no matter. He wanted to, and intended to, live. Once free of the man’s weight Lawson scrabbled like a broken crab across the ground, across bodies living and dead and pieces of bodies. He heard the high, ringing laughter of the things behind him, and he dared not look. With an effort that made the breath of agony whoosh from his lungs and fresh sweat jump from his pores he got up on his feet and, crashing through the bullet-riddled underbrush, he fled for his life.
They were after him fast enough, because he could hear their laughter all around him. One of them nipped at his left ear, like an evil kiss. A woman in a grimy green dress danced before him, making him change direction. A man in a formal suit, a tophat and a black waistcoat used a cane with a dog’s head on it to strike lightly and mockingly at his face. Something that was missing its legs—a nightmare figure in the tatters of a Confederate uniform—came at him from the underbrush on its hands and stubs, its eyes glinting red and its fangs snapping at the air. A hand stroked the back of his head, almost in pity. A tongue licked his cheek, and Lawson smelled blood on the thing’s mouth.
In that instant he almost lost his mind.
They were all around him, converging on the hobbling cripple who thought he might awaken in Alabama on a summer morning with the sun already hot in the trees and none of this—none of this—would have ever happened. He would go to the breakfast table in the house in Montgomery and meet his two angels, Mary Alice and Cassie, and there would be no more war or thoughts of war and no more horror upon horror.
Yet here, in this woods of Shiloh in the dark of a starless night, Trevor Lawson toppled over a fallen tree and went to the ground like a hunted beast. He crawled as best he could, and feeling them about to fall upon him he twisted around and fired the Colt and fired again but this time the hammer clicked on an empty chamber and all was lost.
Whether it was men or women or both who flung themselves upon him, he did not know. Whatever they were, they were strong and they were hungry. They were going for his throat, but he was being bitten on shoulders and chest, through his uniform and into the flesh. They were licking the blood of his wounds with their tongues and forcing the wounds wider with their fangs. They were on him like worms on an apple, like ants on a piece of sugar candy; they swarmed him. He fought back, striking left and right with his Colt, for the revolver had become simply a blunt instrument. But though he fought and kept fighting he knew in his soul he was doomed because his blood was running and the fangs were sinking into his throat on both sides.
Abruptly one figure was thrown aside and then another. There was a mewling sound from bloodied mouths. The mass of creatures moved back, shoulders hunched like whipped dogs.
“I want this one,” said the woman in red.
It had been nearly a whisper, but even so it carried force. She stood over Lawson, staring down upon him. A sweep of her hand pushed back her waves of black hair, and Lawson saw the beautiful high-cheekboned face of a fallen angel. She was regal in her evil; she wore it as grandly as she wore her earth-stained crimson gown. She smiled at him, a smile of triumph and need…and then in a blur of red she was at his throat.
He tried to push her away, tried to club at her with the Colt, but it was useless. He was weak and depleted; everything was becoming hazy and dreamlike. He felt the flow of his blood going into her, and he shuddered. He was growing cold. Still she drank of him. His mind was sluggish, but he realized he was being carried away by the blue canoe of death on its lazy current and he could no longer fight back. It was a matter of time now…a matter of time…
And then she drew back just short of taking him all, and he heard her as if from a great distance saying This one goes with us and he was picked up and carried through brush and thorns and scraped by treebark. Until he lost his senses and sank down again into the dark, and that was how it had begun.
Forward, Lawson thought as he rode Phoenix toward St. Benadicta and lit a cheroot. Always forward. His match flared in the dark. He was aware that his breathing was changing. It was becoming shallower, tighter, as if his lungs were becoming ever smaller. He wondered if his organs would in time shrivel and die, until he was a true creature of the Dark Society, and then he would have no more need of breathing the air of the human world.
That would happen if he became reliant solely on human blood. But the truth was, the desire for human blood was growing stronger and stronger in him, and unless he found LaRouge and killed her soon…and consumed from her the black ichor that ran through her veins as the blood of the vampire…he was doomed to eternal life as a monster of the night.
Right now, though, he was a gunslinger and adventurer who handled all matters for a price, and right now he had enough lungs left to enjoy one of his favored Marsh-Wheeling cheroots. He was alive and still mostly human. Mostly. He had a job to do, and that was enough for right now.



Five.
 



Lawson felt the sun sinking. Always it was so, and never could he explain to Father Deale what that sensation was. Even wrapped like a mummy in his black curtains and hidden under bedsheets or sometimes under the bed or in a closet, he felt the sun sinking. With his eyes closed and his body in its state of sleep, he sensed the change of light in the hours, and then in the evening when the sun had almost gone he quickly came fully and often hungrily awake.
So it was, on this first night in St. Benadicta. The man in the black Stetson and the black suit with the white shirt, the crimson waistcoat and the gunbelt that holstered two backward-facing Colt pistols could never have been taken to be what he really was. When he walked down the stairs of the boarding-house and onto the dirt street—the only street—of St. Benadicta, the sun was nearly a memory and stars had begun to sparkle in the sky. No one would have thought that indeed he had secured a room early this morning and had slept not in its rather moldy bed but in its much more moldy closet, away from the broken shutters that allowed in a little too severe a sun for the gentleman’s comfort.
His first drink of the evening had been cattle blood from a small Japanese bottle similar to the one that had broken in his coat the night before. He’d bought six of the things, all from the same Royal Street antiques dealer. It pleased him to be in possession of things of beauty, especially if they were functional.
He walked in the direction of the saloon, which was a flimsy wooden structure near the docks. The town, as much as it was, ended at the edge of the swamp. Logging boats and barges were tied up for the night. He would need a rowboat himself, for later. At the moment he needed information, as the gnarled old woman who ran the boarding-house had only told Lawson in her thick Cajun accent that Nocturne was “no mo’”.
Fiddle music came from the direction of the Swamp Root, the name painted on the bar over the batwing doors. Yellow lantern light spilled out. Loggers staggered around, supported by flouncy women. Across the way was another building with Pleasure Palace painted in red on its front. It seemed to Lawson that St. Benadicta held only two activities for these lumberjacks when they weren’t sawing timber in the morass out there. He avoided a collision between himself and a drunken bulk of a man who was being helped across the street by an equally drunk and bulky woman, and then he pushed through the doors into the Swamp Root.
The place was crowded, smoky and noisy and altogether disagreeable, but it was the only bar in town. Above Lawson, a couple of dozen old axeheads had been driven into the timbers and left there to grow red skins of rust. A bartender was busy pouring hard liquor and beer for thirsty and very loud patrons. The fiddler was doing his best, but every third note seemed to be a cat’s squall. No one minded. Women wearing patchwork gowns and with feathers in their hair hung on the arms of florid-faced men who were spending their pay unwisely and too well. Lanterns hung from ceiling hooks and the candlelight jumped off broken teeth and the glint of coins. Lawson took a long look around. There were no vampires in here, only humans in need. He stepped up to the bar, caught the bartender’s attention and asked for a small shot of whiskey, best in the house.
It came in a glass that was sufficiently clean. “We don’t want no trouble, sir,” said the bartender, as he set the whiskey down. His voice was nervous and he had a cocked left eye.
“No trouble,” Lawson answered, with an attempt at a reassuring smile. He was aware that he looked the part of trouble, and that his pallid and rawboned appearance spoke of graves and death. When the Colts were in full view, so much the more. He was confident of his speed and his aim, and confident that no man would take him on without paying a price, and those confidences also spoke in his silence.
“A question for you,” Lawson said as he put upon the bar the coin for his drink. “I’m looking for a town called Nocturne, south of here. Heard of it?”
“No sir. Ain’t been here very long.”
“Thank you anyway.” Lawson looked at the heavy-set man on his right. “A town called Nocturne. Heard of it?”
“Don’t know nothin’ ’bout that,” was the rather addled reply, for a nearly empty bottle of rotgut stood at his pleasure.
“A town called Nocturne?” Lawson asked the gray-bearded and wiry man on his left. “South of here? Do you know it?”
“Ain’t nothin’ south a’here,” the man answered in a voice that might have put to shame the grind of a heavy bandsaw cutting through the hardest cypress. “Swamp and more swamp, is all.” He took a swig from his mug of cloudy brown beer. “You got the city smell on ya. New Aw’luns?”
“That’s right.” Lawson mused on how many smells he could perceive in the Swamp Root, and how few of them were pleasant. The blood smell in here was nearly overpowering, that and cheap cigars, sweat, the smell of unwashed bodies and clothes, the tang of the sour beer and the sharp whiskey, and the occasional fragrance of feminine essence as one of the women brushed past.
“What’re you doin’ here, then?” The man took stock of Lawson’s clothes and, being an intelligent fellow, came to a conclusion. “You ain’t no lumberjack.”
“No, I’m not.”
“Oh, I got it! You’re one of them! Am I right?”
Lawson maintained a slight smile. “One of them, sir?”
“You got a brother back there.” The man motioned with a scarred thumb toward the rear of the Swamp Root. At a round table under the glow of lanterns sat a group of six gamblers playing cards. They were being watched by an interested audience of both loggers and whores. The ‘brother’ this man referred to was a broad-shouldered gent in a tan-colored suit and a Stetson the same hue, cocked at a jaunty angle. In front of him on the table was an impressive amount of currency and coins. The other players were all raggedy lumberjacks who had obviously been enticed to join this game by… “A cardsharp,” said the man. “Comin’ in here on payday and takin’ candy from the babies. Ain’t no use tellin’ ’em, they ain’t gonna listen.”
“Hm,” said Lawson, watching the cardsharp gently lay down what appeared to be a winning hand, for the others groaned and slapped their cards aside. Two of the loggers had had enough and left the table, but their places were quickly taken and the game continued. “Is he fleecing the sheep?” Lawson asked.
“Not so you’d know it. He loses enough to gull ’em. Never gets down so far he can’t climb back up, though. Little babies, thinkin’ they’re gonna leave that table with some money for Mona. Heh! But listen here, ain’t you one of his breed?”
“No, not his breed.” Lawson was already picking up his shotglass and moving away. “But I don’t like cheaters, so I think I’ll go watch the game.”
“Not sayin’ he is for sure. That kinda thing’ll get you killed, and he is wearin’ a six. But get in there and gull him, if you can. You look like you’re able.”
Lawson made his way back. If anything, he might find someone who knew Nocturne. As he neared the table, he saw the cardsharp glance up quickly from the cards at his approach and then back to business again. But in that brief instant Lawson had seen a broad apple-cheeked face with a cleft in the chin, thick reddish eyebrows and below them deep-set dark eyes. The man had a friendly, easy and relaxed composure, but also in that brief instant Lawson had seen a black glimmer of warning in the eyes and a tightening of the beefy shoulders, the message being approach me with caution.
That was like a summons to Trevor Lawson, who sipped at his whiskey and brought up his predator’s smile.
He took a position alongside the table, where he could watch everyone. They were playing Five Card Draw with deuces wild. The cardsharp raised the pot to two hundred dollars and then folded. On the next hand, he was the first to fold. Lawson watched the man lose forty dollars on the following hand to a pair of tens and a deuce. The cardsharp removed his hat, mopped his brow with a handkerchief and then returned the hat, and that was when Lawson saw how he kept the cards up his sleeve. The man was very quick and very smooth, but he was not quicker and smoother than the vampire’s eye. The next hand he won sixty dollars by way of two jacks and two deuces.
One of the other loggers decided retreat was the better course of valor and left the table. “Join in?” Lawson asked, and everyone but the cardsharp nodded. Lawson said, “Thank you,” and took a seat opposite the man.
“Five dollars to play, friend,” the cardsharp said without meeting Lawson’s gaze. Lawson put down his money, and the game continued.
The fiddler scratched on. The bartender poured beer and whiskey. Two men got in a fight and went crashing through the batwing doors into the dirt. The game went on, with Lawson up by twenty dollars and everyone but the cardsharp doing reasonably well. Biding his time, Lawson thought. And sizing me up as well.
In the yellow light, the floating cigar, cigarette and pipe smoke and the fetid mist that rose from the water and drifted into the saloon, Lawson was aware that someone else had entered the Swamp Root and had come back to watch the game. He smelled her before he saw her. She was maybe twenty-four or twenty-five years old. She brought with her the aromas of lavender, leather, lemon soap and hot blood. When he gazed into her eyes he saw two bits of hard black charcoal, aimed at him. Her full-lipped mouth looked like it could bite the head off a water moccasin. She was tall and lithe and had light brown hair tied back in a ponytail. On her head was a dark green jockey’s cap. She wore a gray skirt and a black riding jacket over a white-and-green checked blouse. Her chin was firm and square and her nose was sharp and tilted up at the tip. Then Lawson took appreciative note of the intricately-tooled wheat-colored gunbelt slung on her slim waist, holding a couple of dozen bullets and a Remington revolver with a mother-of-pearl grip.
Lawson lost the following hand to a thin lumberjack with maybe six teeth in his head and black hair that had been cut under a soupbowl. The cardsharp paused to have a sip of his own whiskey, and his eyes too found the young woman who’d just arrived. A few other men came forward to test the air, and finding it too rare for them they retreated, especially when the  new arrival casually rested a black-gloved hand on the butt of her pistol.
“I’m Neville Brannigan,” said the man across the table from Lawson. “From Houston, Texas.” He offered a hand that was the perfect size to be slipping cards in and out of sleeves.
“Is there any other Houston?” Lawson asked, shaking the man’s hand in a quick, firm and cold grip. He saw Brannigan’s eyes narrow. “Trevor Lawson, from New Orleans.” Lawson wondered if Brannigan had really been introducing himself to the young woman with the six-shooter.
“Might I ask what business you have in St. Benadicta?”
“Passing through.” It was Lawson’s turn to deal. He spent a moment squaring the deck. “Looking for another town, actually. Ever heard of a place called Nocturne?”
“No. And I will say, Mr. Lawson, that there is nowhere from here to pass through to. This is as far as civilization goes.”
“Anyone else heard of Nocturne?” Lawson asked the others at the table, and got either the shaking of heads or blank stares. “Well, then,” he said, “I suppose it’s hidden.” He offered the deck to the man on his left to cut. “But I’m sure I’ll find it.”
“What about this particular Nocturne is so appealing to you, sir?” Brannigan opened a silver cigarette case and removed a freshly-rolled stick. He used his thumb to fire the match.
“I have business there. In fact, I’m expected. Now…about yourself…you are a mainstay here? Or also passing through?”
“I am an entertainment here,” was the smooth reply, accompanied by a cloud of smoke. “I make the circuit of the logging towns, to give these fine men something on which to focus their energies besides the obvious. In that way I do my part for the common good.” He smiled, showing a gold tooth at the front of his mouth. The smile didn’t last very long, and was replaced by a narrowed-eyed expression of curiosity. “You are very pale, sir. Why is that?”
“I have an unfortunate condition,” said Lawson, as he prepared to deal. “Also…like you, Mr. Brannigan…I work at night. Same game?”
“Absolutely,” said the cardsharp, tapping ashes upon the floorboards.
When the cards were dealt, Lawson had a queen of spades, a four of clubs, a six of clubs, an ace of diamonds and an ace of hearts. Brannigan instantly raised the ante to fifty dollars, which made two of the other players fold. Lawson saw the raise and raised another fifty. Brannigan saw the raise and studied his cards with a blank expression. The other two loggers at the table folded. Brannigan took one card, Lawson discarded his clubs cards and took two. He wound up with a queen of spades, an ace of diamonds, an ace of hearts, a ten of hearts and a seven of spades. Not very good, he thought…but good enough.
“Fifty dollars,” said Brannigan.
“Fifty, and raise fifty,” replied the vampire from New Orleans.
“Really?” Brannigan smiled across the table, but his eyes were cold. “Well…it’s getting a little hot in here, gents.” He laid his cards down face-up, took his handkerchief from his breast pocket and started to take his hat off to wipe his forehead.
“Mr. Brannigan?” said Lawson, in a voice that commanded the cardsharp’s attention. When that happened, Lawson threw his Eye.
Lawson wasn’t sure how he did this, only that when he wanted to—and the need was there—it was simply a matter of a little mental concentration. In fact, it was getting easier. He envisioned a flaming eyeball pushing itself out of his forehead, and travelling across the distance of a few feet to the forehead of another man, where it winnowed itself in and disappeared, still burning. And there in the man’s brain it threw a light, as it moved through the corridors of memory. These corridors might have been the hallways of a haunted house, for Lawson had learned that all men carried their ghosts. Many of these spirits were sad, many were hideous to look upon. The flaming Eye moved within Neville Brannigan’s head, and Brannigan wore a crooked smile and his own eyes had glazed over. The cardsharp’s hand was still reaching for his hat. Lawson saw quick images of Texas prairie and ramshackle farmhouses surrounded by tumbleweeds and blowing dust. He thought this was more Lubbock than Houston, and maybe Brannigan had reason to lie about his hometown. He saw a farmhouse on fire and a woman holding a child to her breast as she fled through the dust. He saw a shadowy figure advancing across a room that had a picture of Jesus hanging on the wall, and in the shadowy figure’s hand was a knife. He saw a man on his knees, bleeding from the mouth and nose, and a knife going into the back of the man’s neck. He saw a black horse rearing up, and a whip swinging out, and he heard a woman’s scream that chilled the dying marrow of his bones. He saw cards by the hundreds, and faces around the tables, and he saw a young boy with curly blonde hair being beaten by the butt of a pistol in a small dank room where light itself seemed a stranger.
It was not Lawson’s intent to interpret these ghosts. They just existed here, in this man’s mind. By trial and error, Lawson had also learned that the Eye served the purpose of searing with its flames his victim’s strength of will. With the Eye roaming free in a man’s memory, that individual was reduced to a mass of flesh whose mind belonged to the vampire.
“Show us your hidden cards,” said Lawson.
Brannigan was still smiling crookedly, his eyes beginning to twitch and water. He was yet strong, and he was trying to resist.
“Show us,” Lawson repeated, “your hidden cards.” His gaze was impassive, his voice slow and deliberate. “Show us now.”
Brannigan trembled. His mouth opened as if to protest, and the gold tooth sparked light. But he did not speak, for his senses had abandoned him.
He reached into his left sleeve and brought out an ace of spades, which fell from his fingers onto the table. Reaching into his right sleeve brought a deuce of clubs fluttering down.
“I’ll be damned!” growled one of the lumberjacks. “Lookit! Bastard’s been cheatin’ us!”
“Silence,” Lawson said, a quiet but firm command that was best obeyed. “Mr. Brannigan, show us your hand.”
It seemed the cardsharp wanted to twist his head to both sides, but his neck seemed too tight. His face was sweating. His fingers trembled as he turned his cards over. He revealed a five of clubs and a five of diamonds, a four of hearts, a jack of diamonds and a ten of clubs.
Lawson turned his cards over, and stared into Brannigan’s watery eyes. He brought his own flaming Eye back from the haunted hallways, and said, “I think a pair of aces wins this pot, sir.”
The flaming Eye left Brannigan’s forehead and floated across the table back into Lawson’s possession. The cardsharp had turned nearly as pale as the vampire. He shuddered and made a sick moaning noise, as if he were about to puke all over the table, the cards, the money and everything. Lawson raked the money toward himself before it could be vomited upon.
The lumberjacks were standing up, red-faced and angry. Brannigan was staring dumbly at his cards, and at the two cards that had been hidden. “What…happened?” he asked, a thread of saliva breaking over his lower lip. “My God…what happened…?”
“You skunked us, you bastard!”
“Sonofabitch, we don’t suffer cheaters!”
Something seemed to click in the cardsharp’s brain. Brannigan looked across the table at Lawson, and at the pile of money, and suddenly the man snarled like an animal and he was standing up, throwing his chair backward. His right hand went into his coat. Lawson saw the holster and the revolver there, and the man was fast but Lawson was supernaturally faster. He already had the Colt with the rosewood grip up in Brannigan’s face before the cardsharp’s six could clear leather.
“Let’s not get too angry,” Lawson said quietly. “Bad for the health.”
Brannigan’s hand left his pistol. Then he remained still, his fearful gaze fixed on the business end of Lawson’s gun.
The fiddler had ceased his squalling. The place had hushed and all attention was focused on the little drama at the card table. One of the loggers who’d stood up shouted, “Damn him, he stole more’n a hundred dollars of my money! I say he swings!”
“Yeah, hang the bastard!” another one hollered.
“Now look what you’ve started,” Lawson said to the hapless cardsharp. He also stood up, and noted that the young woman with the holstered six-shooter had moved back into the throng and was gone. “Hold on, all of you!” he told the crowd as they moved forward. “Maybe he can pay his way out of a lynching? Nasty way to leave this earth. Mr. Brannigan, if I were you I’d give up every cent of the money I won. Put it on the table. Then put your gun on the table, turn around and walk out of here, get your horse and go. The sooner the better.”
“Hell, no!” shouted the first lumberjack who’d wanted a hanging. “He cheated us, he gets a damned necktie party!”
Brannigan was already emptying his pockets. Coins and bills were flung to the table, followed by the man’s gun.
Lawson kept his Colt somewhere between Brannigan and the crowd. “You don’t want to hang anybody tonight, gents,” he said easily. “Your money’s here. Collect it as you please. But killing this man because he was stupid and greedy? Get the law down here on you? No. I say let him walk.”
“Well, then…break his legs, is what I say!” yelled a black-bearded behemoth who looked like he could do this deed with one hand.
“Let him walk,” Lawson repeated, staring into the man’s fierce blue eyes. He restrained throwing his own burning Eye until he had to. “Want him out of town now? Then step back and let him go. Take your money and be pleased to have it.” He paused, waiting to deflect anymore threats, but none came. He hated cheaters, but he didn’t care for a lynch mob either. “Mr. Brannigan, you see the way out. I’d go while you can.”
The cardsharp cast Lawson a look that may have been either grudging thanks or a faceful of hatred, but he got himself moving. A few men blocked his way and caused him to either move around them or squeeze between. On the way past the bar someone threw their beer in his face, and someone else added a glistening yellow egg of spit to his cheek. Then Brannigan was out the batwing doors and gone, the fiddler started up again and the noise did too and Lawson put his gun away and gathered up his own money. He took a beer that was sent to him from the bar, sipped it and set it aside because it wasn’t to his taste. He needed a little cattle blood to make it palatable. He spent awhile talking to some loggers about finding Nocturne and none of them knew the place. Where to rent a boat? he asked, and was told to look for McGuire at the dock.
Lawson left the Swamp Root and headed for the water. The darkness of the swamp beckoned him. He was walking past the stable when the image of a picture of Jesus hanging on a wall jumped into his mind. He smelled beer and caught a figure coming up from a shadow to his right, and as he whirled around with a speed no human could match the knife in Brannigan’s hand went for his neck.
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By the time Lawson thought of what he should do, he was doing it. His arm came up in a blur and grasped the cardsharp’s knifehand to stop the fall of the blade, and he prepared himself to throw the fool through the nearest window.
But before he could put that thought into action, a pistol shot cracked and the knifeblade broke in front of Lawson’s face. A second shot, delivered on the powdersmoke of the first, lifted Brannigan’s hat off his head and sent it spinning. Brannigan bleated with terror, all intent to do harm forgotten. He wrenched desperately to get free of his captor, who had ducked low to avoid any more flying lead. Then Lawson let Brannigan go and the man ran for his life, in the opposite direction of the swamp. Lawson aimed a kick at his tail, but the cardsharp’s speed of terror beat the vampire’s half-hearted vengeance and so Brannigan scurried away into the night whimpering like a little lost child.
From a crouched position, Lawson drew both pistols and surveyed the darkness. He saw the gray gunsmoke hanging in a narrow alleyway. Just that fast, the vampire gunslinger sped forward to the mouth of the alley, where he flattened himself against a wall of rough planks. Nothing moved beyond. He heard the noise of shouting. People were coming to find out what the shooting was about. Lawson eased into the alley, both revolvers ready, but his red-centered eyes detected no threat. Damnation, he thought. Somebody shooting at me or at Brannigan? Whoever had pulled the quick-fire trigger, they were gone.
And so too, he decided, he ought to be.
He slipped away and became one with the dark. He holstered his guns, but kept his eyes aimed. In another few minutes he rounded a roughhewn building and found himself at the dock where the logging boats were tied up. Beyond lay the absolute darkness of the swamp, but on the dock was a cabin that showed lamplight through the windows. Lawson knocked at the door and waited.
It opened with a billow of sour whiskey smell into Lawson’s face. A wizened old man with a scraggly white beard and white eyebrows that jumped like angry snakes peered out, a blue jug of Rose’s Whiskey gripped in his hand. He was bald, his head blotched with age spots burned in by the sun. A razor scar began at the left side of his mouth and progressed nearly to the ear. His nose had been broken more than twice. He wore a faded and ragged pair of overalls, his chest bare and showing a boil of white hair. He narrowed his dark little eyes. “Whazzit?” he asked, in a voice like the grating of stone against stone.
“McGuire?”
“I am. Who’re you?”
“Trevor Lawson, from New Orleans. You’re the dockmaster here?”
“Dockmaster?” McGuire gave a nasty chortle. “I watch the boats at night. Work on ’em some if they need work. Keep the records of who goes out and where they’re goin’. That make me a dockmaster?”
“It does.”
“Then,” McGuire took a swig of his liquor, “I reckon I is.” He offered a thin-lipped smile that lasted only a few seconds. “What’re you wantin’ with me?”
“I need a boat. A small skiff, something with two oars. Got anything that’ll do?”
McGuire hesitated, as if thought he hadn’t heard this right. “A skiff,” he repeated. “You’re from New Orleans and you come here to this damned shit-hole to take a skiff out into Hell’s Acres? What’s your business? Runnin’ away from a nuthouse?”
“I’m sane,” Lawson answered, though sometimes he doubted it. “I’m looking for a town called Nocturne.”
McGuire laughed, but his eyes weren’t in it. “Now I know you’re an in-sane idjit! Ain’t no town called Nocturne out there! And I know that swamp, as much as any man does. Much as any man wants to know it!”
“No town called Nocturne?” Lawson prodded. “You’re sure of that?”
The dockmaster took another drink of what was most likely both his courage and his pride. “Sure there ain’t one now. Nocturne was wiped out near sixteen years ago.”
“Ah.” A ray of light in this eternal midnight, he thought. “Wiped out how?”
“Hurricane. Came tearin’ in from the Gulf and flooded the town. That was August of 1870.”
Lawson nodded. “May I come inside for a few minutes?”
“No!” came the quick response. “This is my home! I don’t suffer no idjits here.”
A hand into a pocket and the production of a five-dollar gold piece made McGuire put down the jug he’d been lifting to his mouth.
“Come right on in,” said the dockmaster, opening the door wider. He took the gold piece as Lawson entered, and then closed the door behind.
The place was a hermit’s heaven. All the furniture—chairs, table, bed—looked to have been hammered together by a crooked man using a crooked hammer. There stood a cast-iron stove rimmed with rust. On the planked floor was a red rug that looked like a dog had been chewing on it, but there was no dog. The walls were bare boards and even the lamplight looked dirty.
“My castle,” said McGuire, with just an edge of sarcasm. “Welcome to it.”
Lawson had seen worse. He’d been trapped in worse. He decided not to sit. “Nocturne,” he said. “Tell me where it is.”
“Out there.” McGuire hooked a gnarled thumb toward the swamp. “Off the main channel to the west, about five miles as the crow flies. What the hell you wantin’ with Nocturne?” His eyes studied Lawson’s clothes. “New Orleans gent. But somethin’ ain’t right with you, is it?”
“No,” said Lawson.
“You smell funny. Cold, like a grave.”
“My nature,” was the answer, delivered calmly and quietly. “Everyone else I asked about Nocturne tonight didn’t know it. Why do you?”
“I used to live there, bucko.” McGuire sat down at the crooked table. He set the jug aside and placed the gold coin before him so he could admire it. “Got anymore of these?”
“Enough for a skiff with two oars.”
“I reckon you do. Drink?” He tapped the jug with two knuckles.
“Not my brand. I want to leave for Nocturne within the hour.”
“Now there’s a story in this!” McGuire grinned wickedly across the lamplit room at the vampire. “Goin’ to Nocturne at night? Goin’ to a ghost town in the dark of the swamp? Holy Mary, you did get out a nuthouse window, didn’t you?”
“I’m sane enough,” said Lawson. But barely so, he thought. “You say Nocturne is a ghost town? Destroyed by a hurricane? What else?”
McGuire took a long drink and turned the gold coin between his fingers. “Not all destroyed. Some of the mansions are still there, but they’re half-ate up by the swamp. See, Nocturne was built on higher ground. Well, it was higher ground then. Fella who built it was a strange sort. A young man from a rich family. Came into the loggin’ business to compete with his father, they had a kinda rivalry goin’ on. Young fella was a little out of his mind, is what all us jacks figured. Well…maybe a lot out of his mind. We heard his father was a bully, ragged that young fella all the time about bein’ worthless. So he spent money, time and labor buildin’ an opera house and concert hall out in the swamp. Buildin’ big mansions for himself and his business partners, but they didn’t stay very long when they saw what he was doin’. Tryin’ to build another New Orleans, make a port out of it. Puttin’ all his money in makin’ a fancy town where the ’gators used to drop their eggs and the snakes coiled in the mud by the hundreds. Then that hurricane hit.” McGuire angled the coin so lamplight touched it and laid the color of gold across his scarred face. “Oh, Almighty God…that was a blower,” he said quietly. “A monster, that thing was. Flew in on black wings, it did, in the middle of the night. Brought the swamp and the creatures of the swamp right into those workmen’s houses, into those company stores, into that church and school and the opera house and concert hall and right into those mansions. Everything that wasn’t blowed away or flattened was flooded. The dock and all the equipment destroyed. It was like…a punishment from God, for pushin’ too far. You know what I’m sayin’?” He looked to the vampire for understanding.
“I do,” said Lawson.
“I thought you would. You’ve got the look on you.”
“And what might that be?”
“The look of somebody who knows what it’s like to be punished by God,” said McGuire. “I have been too. Lost my wife and a fine son in that storm. At dusk one day I was fifty, and at daybreak the next I was eighty. But time heals every hurt, they say. You believe that?”
Lawson was silent, because he didn’t know what he believed.
“Yeah,” said McGuire, who reached again for the jug of Roses, “I’m still waitin’ too.” When he finished drinking, he ran a hand over his face and sat staring at the wall for a moment as if he’d forgotten he had company in his castle. Then he said, “Twenty dollars, I’ll give you a skiff with two oars. You won’t make Nocturne tonight, though. Tomorrow sometime. That’s best, you don’t want to try to get there in the dark, you’ll never find it. I’ll get you a boat with a torch holder, fix you up. That’ll help. When you wantin’ to leave?”
“An hour at the most. I have to get some things from my room.”
McGuire cocked his head to one side, as if to get a better view of his visitor. “All right, what’s your business ought to stay your business…but I’m damned if I can figure out what this is about.”
“I need to go to Nocturne.” Lawson was already reaching for the gold coins. “That’s all you have to know. I’ll return the boat when I can. I’d also like you to draw me a map of how to get there. I’ll pay extra for that. Oh…one other thing: the name of the young man who founded Nocturne. Would that name be Christian Melchoir?”
“That’s right,” said McGuire. “How’d you know?”
“I suspected. It seems Mr. Melchoir has an affinity for the place he created. He wants to give it..shall we say…a new life.” Lawson walked forward and placed the coins on the table. “One hour,” he said. “I thank you for your help.”
“Thank me when you get back.”
Lawson left that statement unanswered. He departed McGuire’s cabin and, walking warily with an eye to the shadows and his hands ready to draw his Colts, he returned to the boarding-house. It didn’t take him very long to get ready. He had what he needed, and what Father Deale had secured for him. Everything was in the saddlebags and he had two folded-up black window curtains. He would need these, if he was caught by the daylight out there. The thought didn’t disturb him too much; if he was contained by the sunlight, so would they also be. He left the boarding-house and returned to McGuire’s cabin, where the old logger who knew the punishment of God was waiting for him out front with a flaming torch. They walked together along the dock to where a few battered skiffs were tied up amid the larger workboats and barges, and McGuire pointed out the boat Lawson was to take. At its stern was a wooden socket where the torch could be placed. McGuire slid the torch in and put two oars in the oarlocks.
He climbed back up on the dock. He looked out into the darkness. Behind them and at a distance, the fiddler was still playing at the Swamp Root. Lawson heard the laughter of men and women who lived in another world.
“You sure you want to do this?” McGuire asked.
“I’m sure I have to do it.” Lawson turned and scanned the vista of the dirty little town at his back. He was being watched; he was certain of it. Maybe one of the Dark Society was here, checking his progress. He stepped into the boat and put down his saddlebags and the folded black curtains. He didn’t bother to remove either his coat or his Stetson, because even though the night was sultry and the swamp steamed, he no longer broke a sweat. He settled himself on the plank seat and took up the oars.
“Good luck,” said McGuire as he untied the skiff’s rope that bound it to the dock.
“Thank you, sir,” Lawson answered, and then he began to row between the larger workboats toward the great dark expanse of the swamp. The torch burned at his back, but whether the light was welcome or not was an open question. He kept rowing slowly and steadily, as the town fell away behind. The fiddler’s music and the sound of civilization faded away. The humming, chirring noise of the swamp—a true nocturne—rose to meet him.
He had a map drawn by McGuire in his coat pocket. He’d already looked it over, but there was time for further study later. In another few minutes the channel curved to the right and the last lights of St. Benadicta were hidden by the tangle of underbrush and moss-draped cypress trees. Lawson paused to let the boat drift and to light up a cigar using the torch. He exhaled smoke with his dwindling breath. He noted swarms of mosquitoes, but none would bite him; he wasn’t warm enough for their tastes, and he figured that for the biting insects here he already exuded a smell of the dead.
His time, he realized full well, was running out.
He continued rowing, as the swamp enveloped him.
Something keened from a tree to his left. The darkness pulsed. Lawson smoked his cheroot and stared forward.
Shapes seemed to emerge from the night. They were the phantoms of what had been. He saw his boyhood home in Alabama and a favored dog that used to run with him. He saw a lake near his house where the fishing was always good. He saw a patch of forest and a cemetery where his ancestors lay, and who might have ever thought that he had a chance at eternal life if he only gave up his humanity and joined completely and totally with the Dark Society?
It was the stuff of nightmares, this death in life.
He had twice gone to visit his wife and daughter, after the events at Shiloh. He had twice gone to the house in Montgomery, in the concealing night, to press himself against a window and wish himself back with his loved ones. The first time, in a driving thunderstorm, the flash of a bolt of lightning had revealed him, and Cassie must have awakened and seen him through the glass, for her scream had sent him running. The second time, years later, he had followed Mary Alice on an evening in May, and noted that she had aged and was walking more slowly, and under the paper lanterns at a festival in the park she met the young woman Cassie had turned into. Also at that park was a handsome young man who held Cassie’s hand, and Lawson’s daughter held the hand of a little blonde-haired girl in a pink frock, and perhaps this was among the most cruel moments because everyone was so happy and the brass band’s music was bright and the world had kept turning while Lawson fought the demons.
He had not stayed long at the festival. He had not let himself get very close to Mary Alice, or Cassie, or the young man his little girl had married and the child who was his grand-daughter. He had stayed far apart, in the darkness, and he had shivered because he smelled so much warm blood and he was so in need. And at last he had fled that scene of happiness and torture, and thought that somewhere in the family cemetery his gravestone was probably there but his grave was empty, for he was one of the more than three thousand missing or captured soldiers at Shiloh who had never come home.
That night he had almost drained to death a vagrant at the trainyards, but he had stopped short of killing the man. After that, he had to find out how strong he was, and how much he could endure, for he was not a monster and did not intend to become one.
Lawson kept rowing, and as the dark water chuckled around him and the insects flew about him but did not bite for his ichor was a bitter wine, he knew he was on his way to an evil destination where evil creatures sought to destroy him with a young girl’s life in the balance.
But he travelled by night. It said so on his business card, along with All Matters Handled. He had been a lawyer, a husband and father, a soldier, and now…a vampire fighting to hold onto what remained of his humanity, and by doing so putting himself in harm’s way for many humans who needed his help, for he was truly an ‘adventurer’ now, to keep his wits and his mind sharp and what remained of his human heart beating.
He would not give up the rest of himself to Christian Melchoir or any denizen of the Dark Society without a battle that would fracture the world. When he passed away from this earth, he desired to die as a human, and there was only one way.
Grim and determined, Lawson travelled on toward morning.
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He heard the boat coming long before it reached him. He heard the slide of the oars and the movement of the green water. He waited, wrapped up in his black shrouds in the shadows of the cypress trees, as the boat neared. In another moment he smelled above the foulness of the swamp the aromas of lavender, leather, lemon soap and hot blood. He knew then who had been watching him last night, and now following him. He waited, one hand on the Colt with the rosewood grip, for her to bring her skiff nearly alongside. Then all was silent except for the gurgle of gas bubbles rising from the bottom and the croaking of hundreds of frogs in their slimy soup. He knew she was sitting there looking at him, trying to make heads-or-tails of this. He tensed only a little bit, when he heard her slide her six from her holster and cock it, but she noted the movement.
“Come out of there,” she commanded.
He yawned under his veil.
“Did you hear me? Come out!”
“It’ll take me a minute or two,” Lawson answered. “You won’t let that shooter go off, will you?”
“Just do what I say.”
“Yes, ma’am. Forgive me if I’m a little cranky. This is not my best time of the—”
She fired a shot into the air that made birds shriek in the trees and for a few seconds silenced the frogs.
“Day,” Lawson finished. He released the Colt’s grip, winnowed his hands out and began to unwrap himself. Though he was covered by deep shadow, the glare of sun off the water was painful to him. It was, at best, a needles-and-pins sensation that grew more painful by the minute and at worst was the sensation that his flesh was being burned off his bones. He moved slowly and carefully to free himself, as his joints were sore. His temples throbbed and his teeth ached. When his head—minus his Stetson—emerged from the shroud, he saw the young woman draw back through the dark-tinted goggles that gave a measure of protection to his eyes. Even with the dark lenses, he had to narrow his eyes against the glare; they felt dried-out and tormented by small pieces of grit.
Lawson got his shoulders and the rest of his arms free. He sat up in his boat, which was roped to the nearest cypress. The pistol in the girl’s hand was aimed at his chest. She had on the same clothes and dark green jockey’s cap she’d been wearing in the Swamp Root, except now they were wet with sweat. The eyes in her otherwise attractive face were the same hard bits of coal. She was wearing her pair of black leather gloves to guard her hands against the rough wood of the oars. She was the type of woman, he mused, who came prepared. “Well,” Lawson said, his vision filmy in the glare. He worked up a smile from the tight muscles of his pallid face. “Here we are.”
“Yes,” she replied.
“That’s all? You’re not going to ask me why I’m wrapped up like this and sleeping in my boat at…what time is it? Ten o’clock?”
“Near enough.”
“I’ll ask you some questions, then. You fired a shot that broke the gambler’s knife, yes? And then shot the hat off his head? Very good shooting. You must be an expert. But why do that? Because you thought he was going to kill me? And you wanted me alive? Slow me down if I’m going too fast.”
“You’re on the tracks,” she said.
“Your name is…?”
“Annie Remington.”
“Hm,” said Lawson. “That’s a Remington Army pistol in your hand. I’m suspecting that’s a professional name. You’re a trick shooter? Travel for the company?”
“Maybe.”
“Your real name is…?”
She paused for a moment, but Lawson already knew what she was going to say. “Ann Kingsley.”
He nodded. “Eva’s older sister. I saw her portrait. You do resemble each other. Your father told you everything? So you came here to make sure of exactly what?”
“I came here,” said Ann Kingsley, staring directly into the orbs of Lawson’s goggles, “to find out what kind of game you’re playing with my sister’s life.” The Remington pistol never wavered. “How you got my father—a sensible man—to agree to this, I have no idea. But I’m not letting you out of my sight. And I sure as hell didn’t want that gambler killing you last night before I had a chance to kill you…if I have to.”
“I see,” said the vampire. He scratched his smooth chin. “You think I had something to do with Eva’s kidnapping?”
“I don’t know what I think. I just know I’m burrin’ to your saddle.”
“That’s a complication I’d rather not have.”
“Do tell.”
Lawson considered his position. The gunshot would hurt and might break a bone or two, but he’d survive it. He could rush her and take the gun, if this sunlight wasn’t sapping his strength and speed. He could send his Eye into her head and command her to hand the pistol over, but he thought she might put up some strong resistance. He would win, in the end, but still…
Maybe she ought to keep her little piece of power, he decided. Could be useful, before all was said and done.
But still…
“You have no idea what you’re dealing with,” he said, which sounded like the most hackneyed statement ever made but was in this case horrifically true. “You don’t want to stay around me, Miss Kingsley. And you surely do not want to go to Nocturne.”
“Do tell again,” she replied, with a derisive curl of her upper lip.
“Mercy me,” Lawson said. “I suppose you won’t take it on faith that I had nothing to do with all this, and that I intend to pay the ransom and return your sister unharmed?” Relatively speaking, he thought. What she’d witnessed might have already driven her mad. Or…she might have already been turned.
“I don’t have that much faith. Or stupidity. Explain to me why you of all people were asked to take that ransom money in. Why?”
“Lucky,” said Lawson.
“Don’t think that’s just it. Think there’s a whole lot more you’re not telling.”
Lawson reached for his hat and put it on, because even in the shadow the sun was scorching his head. His skin was prickling, getting painful. “I’m going to wrap myself up again and go back to sleep. If you’ll leave me alone, I’ll wake up around sundown. Then we’ll talk some more. Agreed?”
“No.” Her gaze studied the black curtains. “Why aren’t you sweating?” she asked. “And why are you…sleeping in the daytime, wrapped up in those?”
“A long story,” was the answer.
“I have time. So do you.”
“No, I really don’t.” He managed a grim smile. “You see, I’m in pain right now. It’s still manageable…but I’ve got to get covered up. My skin. It’s not suited to the sun. The longer I stay exposed—even in this shade—the worse the pain becomes.” He paused to let that sink in. “Will you show me a little understanding?”
“I don’t understand any of this,” Ann said. But then some of the hardness left her eyes and she lowered the six. “You’re very…strange,” she offered.
“Strange. Tired. And hurting.” He removed the Stetson and began to fold himself back into the black wings. “Please don’t take it on yourself to go any further from here. You need me more than you know.” It had occurred to him that though the citizens of Nocturne were also nightwalkers and were surely in their own cocoons and hiding places until sundown, there might be snares in the swamp left ready to trap the unwary daytime visitor, be it a curious logger or a politician’s daughter. He would hate for someone as pretty as Ann Kingsley to wind up with a faceful of metal spikes. “Swear it,” he added.
“I’m not swearing anything.” Even though she’d said it with force, she immediately softened her tone. “I said I’m not letting you out of my sight. I meant it.”
“That’s good.” Lawson had almost submerged himself into the shroud again, except for his goggled face. “I hope you enjoy fighting off mosquitoes until sundown. If I were you, I’d go back the way you came and leave this to me.”
“I’ll stay,” she said, “and fight.”
“No doubt you will. You might want to get some sleep, if you can. It may be a long night.” So saying, he folded the curtains over his face and left Ann Kingsley to her own designs.
He slept in the way of vampires, one part deeply tranced and gathering strength for the night, another part on edge, senses questing, fearful of the pain of sunlight like a darktime insect. He’d had much time to think, and considered that this pain was as much mental as it was physical; it was the pain of a body losing its fluids and withering up toward the death in life, yes, but it was also the pain of separation from light and life, and the more religious the person had been the more the shame and agony of what he or she had become.
Lawson shifted in his edgy trance, his senses telling him that time was moving and the sun also but that Ann Kingsley was still there, dozing in her skiff and swatting with a gloved hand at the bugs that bit her face. In the haunted halls of his own memory he saw the little ruined town where the creatures had taken him that night after the battle at Shiloh. He saw the farmhouse where they took him down into a root cellar and roped his wrists and ankles to an iron bedframe and a thin, gore-stained mattress, and standing back they allowed the evil angel in red to approach with a single candle that illuminated her vulpine face. Sitting beside him on the mattress, she had traced with a fingernail his jawline and the slope of his nose, and she had leaned forward and whispered in his ear in her French-accented voice of dead reeds and dust, “I am called LaRouge, and I have lived for a very long time. Do you know how long?”
Of course he couldn’t answer. He had been nearly bled dry already. He made a noise like the bleat of a sheep, but no sense.
“One hundred and forty-one years,” she’d said, defying the fact that she appeared to be no more than twenty. Her bruise-colored tongue had emerged from her mouth, shivered like the tail of a rattlesnake and scraped like sandpaper along his cheek. When she was done with that, she smiled at him with her blood-crusted lips and her eyes shone green in the solitary light. “I have enjoyed many,” she’d confided, whispering yet. “I have turned many, from what they were to what I wished them to be. Oh, some gave themselves to me willingly, for the gift I could return to them. Some fought, as you did. But you see…it’s a losing battle. What is your name, soldier?”
He couldn’t speak his name, and wouldn’t even if he had had the power of speech.
It was then he felt her Eye enter his head and roam the mansion he had built of his life, and he writhed because she was everywhere, all the scenes of his life had her in them somewhere, as if she had been there all along but an invisible presence even at his own birth, when he walked the roads of his childhood, at his wedding, at the birth of his daughter, when he worked in his office scribing legal documents on a dark blue blotter, when he had gone to the Court House and volunteered to fight for the South. She was there when he wrote his name on the crisp piece of yellow paper.
“Trevor Lawson,” whispered LaRouge, her crusted lips up close to his ear. “You’re a very handsome man. You’ve had a fine life, haven’t you? A very noble life. Well, Trevor…I’m going to make you my finest creation.”
Such was the beginning of his fall from humanity, as much as into a bottomless pit.
Darkness upon darkness. Lying half-conscious and half-drained, roped to the iron bedframe. And night after night LaRouge descended upon him, and drank him nearly to death, and afterward cooed in his ear and traced circles upon his chest with fingernails dark with graveyard dirt.
“This is how it happens,” said Corporal Nibbett, the legless Confederate who had actually lost his limbs after he’d become infected with vampirism. Out on a battlefield with the others, going from throat to throat in the settling dusk…and then the cannons had opened up and the balls had come sizzling in, and… “Lopped my legs off, quick as you please,” Nibbett had said, his seamed and chalky face grinning in the candlelight. The corporal—an ex-blacksmith from Georgia—came down sometimes, slithering himself along the stairs and then the dirt, to talk awhile in the presence of the gentleman captain from Alabama. “Just felt a burnin’, and it was over. Ain’t gonna grow ’em back, though. Wish I could. But done is done, I reckon.”
In his state of blood-drained shock, the gentleman captain from Alabama could not answer.
“How goes old Bobby Lee?” Nibbett asked. And, to the silence, replied, “Gonna lick them Yanks yet. But ya know…don’t matter much, now. Patrick and Gordy…they’s both Yanks. Lil’ Priss, she’s a Yank. Campfollower. No, don’t matter much, now.” He slapped the stub of a leg. “Boy howdy, we’re all on the same damned side now, ain’t we? Fightin’ again’ them. You know. Them who’s wantin’ us to die. Oh, it’s a war all right. Been goin’ on a long time, but most don’t know it. Us agin’ them. As old as time, that’s what LaRouge says. Oh, she’s likin’ you, Cap’n. Say she was a woman of some wealth, back a ways.” He leaned forward, his red-centered eyes ashine. “Some of them older ones, they call her Queen LaRouge. She speaks French. Seems like that’s the right language for a queen to be speakin’. Damn, I am gettin’ me some hungry. It just falls on you. Just troubles you, and you got to have it.” His dirty right hand crawled like a spider upon Lawson’s chest. “Feel that heart beatin’, movin’ that blood. Ohhhh…yessir. I can smell that sure as I used to smell Maudie’s bacon a’-fryin’ in the mornin’. You got yourself some holes in that neck, Cap’n! She’s been workin’ you somethin’ good! Oh, I smell that blood, yessir. Smell that life. Lemme just take a lick a’ that, one lil’ ole lick!”
The gentleman captain from Alabama could not refuse.
“This is how it happens,” Nibbett had said, close to Lawson’s ear. “You think you’re in a bad dream. You think all is lost. She drinks the blood out of you…slow, slow…and everytime she drinks from you it takes you closer. Oh, you won’t believe what you can do, when she gets done with you. When she turns you. From bein’ a blood-puppet to bein’ strong and fast, and never gettin’ no older. And the things you know, and the things you can see…well, it’s all revelations. Now look at me, a’sittin’ here with no legs. I ought to be dead by now, but I ain’t. Near ’bout can’t die. Oh, I hear the older ones say they’s ways, but…I hear that heart beatin’, Cap’n. You are a strong young horse, ain’t you? Another lil’ lick…just one. If LaRouge saw me doin’ that…well, she would tear me to pieces and that would finish me. Cut my head off, I reckon that would do it. See, we don’t have blood no more. Not like you. The older ones call it ichor. I don’t understand it all, but that’s what makes us different. Better. You’ll see. You’ll feel it in you, and you’ll know. Only thing is…I used to like the mornin’ sun so much. Used to like to watch it rise over the field and burn the mist off. Now…” He shrugged his thin shoulders. “Ain’t nothin’,” he said.
Lawson slept in his root cellar prison, and awakened, and slept. He was aware of figures hovering around him, curious at his progress from human into one of them. He was aware of the woman in red over him, and her face contorting as she opened her mouth wide and wider still and the curved fangs slid out.
“Gonna be turned soon,” said Nibbett, sitting next to the pallid captain on one of his many visits. “Two or three more times oughta do it. Drink you down to nothin’ so’s you can be filled up again. Feel them fangs start to grow, they’ll just slide out when you need ’em. Then we’ll take you huntin’. Lots of good game ’round here, the two-legged kind. You go in so fast, they never know what hits ’em. You’ll learn, Cap’n. Then you’ll see what it’s like to be one of us, and you’ll know them revelations.”
Trevor Lawson had looked up into Nibbett’s face, there in the light of the single candle, and forced the words from his bleached lips. “Human. Will I…ever be human again?”
“Not a blood-puppet no more, no. Not after you’re full turned.” Nibbett had frowned. “Well…there’s a way, I hear…but you won’t want to. After you feel and see and you are, you won’t care to go back. Only way…is to drink the ichor from the one who’s turned you. Drink it all down. Then you go back to what you were, and you age. Hell, some of ’em would turn to dust, if that was to happen. Ain’t gonna be a thought in your head though. All that goes away. You’ll see. Trust an ol’ rebel, Cap’n. Once you get turned…you ain’t ever gonna want to go back.”
Lawson came back from memory, and from sleep. He felt the sun sinking, felt the world cooling toward night. His time. When he winnowed out of the black curtains he found Ann Kingsley still in her boat, which she’d also roped to a cypress. She was bleary-eyed and bug-bitten, had obviously also been sleeping, and she held her pistol on him.
The sun was almost gone. The stars were coming out, and the night creatures of the swamp were awakening. Lawson removed his dark-tinted goggles. He stretched his body and removed himself from the rest of his protective shroud.
“I’m ready,” he said. “Can you keep up with me?”
“I can.”
He doubted it, but they didn’t have very far to go, according to McGuire’s map. The torch had burned itself out; no need to relight it, because they knew he was coming. “All right,” he told her, as he got the rope free and pulled it back into his skiff. He took up the oars. “Follow me.”
Into what? he wondered. Certain destruction? What was he going to do about her? Cast his Eye and make her go back? It wasn’t that simple. The spell didn’t last that long, and not over distance. He was responsible for her life now too, it seemed.
“Interesting choice of a career for yourself,” he told her. “How did the daughter of a wealthy politician become a trick shot artist working for Remington?”
“I’ve always been a good shot,” she answered after a short pause. “I wasn’t raised to be fancy. I was raised to take care of myself, and to be…quick to act and determined, when I have to be. Which is why I’m here. Also, I suppose…I like challenges.”
Lawson thought, as he rowed ahead of her and she followed, that he owed her something. She had come this far and she was ready to fight for the life of her sister, but she didn’t know what she was getting into. Maybe it was time to break his silence and tell her.
He let the boat drift until she caught up beside him. The sickle moon was rising over the treetops, and the branches of trees reached out on all sides over the water. The drone of the swamp had just begun.
Lawson paused to light a cigar. He blew a plume of smoke, and through it he said, “For your information, and it will certainly be a challenge to your belief…I am a vampire, Miss Kingsley, and you are following me into the world of the Dark Society.”
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Miss Kingsley said nothing. The water hissed around her oars.
“A vampire,” Lawson repeated. “Do you know what that is? A creature no longer human? Well, in my case…partly so. I am hanging on to what I was, as hard as I can. That means drinking animal blood instead of human blood. I can’t digest very much else. I can’t bear very much sunlight, which is why I sleep during the day protected in my shroud. I am between worlds, let us say. Are you still with me?”
Miss Kingsley still said nothing. Both their boats drifted under the horned moon.
“I was wounded on the battlefield at Shiloh on the sixth of April, 1862,” Lawson went on, easily, as if he were talking about the smells of wild honeysuckle or the muck of the mire. “A feast of vampires caught me. I was taken to where they lived. Existed,” he corrected. “A female who called herself LaRouge turned me into one of them, over a period of time. I found out from one of the others that if you can drain the ichor—the vampiric fluid—from the creature who turned you, you may become human again. Whether that’s true or not, I don’t know. He didn’t either. When they took me out hunting the first time, I had to kill one of them to get away. His name was Nibbett, and I cut his head off with a butcher knife in a farmhouse. It was not a pretty scene. They came after me, of course. They were fast. But I was desperate, and I was determined, and I jumped from a bridge into a river and I was gone. After that…a horror story. A story of a hungry creature, in agony at what he was becoming. Then he became a starving creature, until he began to rip the throats out of cattle and swine from farm to farm. That will keep you alive, he found out, but you begin to weaken without the human blood. You begin to…dwindle. But Nibbett was right about the revelations.” Lawson looked up beyond the treetops at the stars, and saw them blue and burning and beautiful as no human eye could ever behold. He saw the swirls of the evening breeze like the cool green phosphoresence of ocean waves. He saw the azure shine of the eyes of animals peering back at him from the underbrush on either side of the channel, and looking into the face of Ann Kingsley in the moon-touched dark he could see her as clearly as if the lamp of the heavens was turned directly upon her expression of combined solemnity and incredulity.
“I have become an adventurer for my livelihood,” Lawson continued. “I will go where I am summoned, and do the task I am asked to do, for payment. I choose who I will work for, and why. It all becomes night work, eventually. I have hunted and brought to bay the killers of a judge in Texas. I have bested a gunfighter in Wyoming who terrorized a town for extortion money. I have tracked three escaped convicts and their hostages through the snow in North Dakota. I have brought a cunning fox of a blackmailer to justice in San Francisco, and in Chicago I put an end to a maniac who lured young women and rewarded their love with a razor blade. And in all that time and in those places and many more, I looked for signs of the Dark Society’s presence. I searched for news of the drained bodies they would leave behind, and I searched the places I thought they might be hiding. Several times I found them by following their trails, and we had our battles. I’ve killed quite a few, and they’ve nearly killed me. By then they knew what I wanted. Once—last March in Kansas City—I even found LaRouge. She was cleaned-up and quite beautiful. I got close enough in a saloon to touch her, and she looked into my face with fear. Her horde closed in on me and tried to tear me to pieces. I had to get away for my life…such as it is. But she fears me because she knows what I desire, and that I won’t give up. And she is right.” Lawson punctuated this with a slow spool of smoke and a tense smile through it. “So this Christian Melchoir has taken your sister on the command of LaRouge,” Lawson said. “To bring me to them, in a place they control. They knew I would have to come, because she might be there.” He regarded the cigar’s burning tip. “If she might be there…any chance at all…I have to risk the trap. And it will be a trap, Miss Kingsley. Your sister may not be fully human any longer. She may have been turned. Oh…and the six hundred and sixty six dollars in gold coins?” Lawson tapped one of the saddlebags with a boot. “The Number of the Beast in the Book Of Revelations. I suppose that in their opinion, I am the Beast. The traitor who wishes to destroy them…so it’s fitting they should demand I bring that amount into their midst. They have little need for the gold; they want me…my ichor, my flesh, my bones, my body ripped into a hundred thousand pieces and scattered to burn in the noonday sun.” He slid the cigar back into his mouth and sat staring at Ann without expression. “I’m sure you have questions,” he said.
Ann Kingsley lifted her pistol, cocked it and took aim at Lawson’s head. Her eyes had become very wide.
Lawson smoked his cigar with his shrinking lungs and calmly surveyed the scene. “Do you know,” he said, “why I have two guns?”
She didn’t reply. Her hand was shaking, just a little bit.
“The Colt on the right with the rosewood grip is to defend myself against humans. It’s usually loaded with regular lead slugs. But this Colt on my left, with the grip of bone…is to defend myself against my own breed. It’s loaded with bullets of pure silver, blessed with holy water by a priest friend of mine. The effect of this bullet, fired into a vampire’s skull, is to burn the creature’s body and reduce it to a fine ash. Why this works, I do not know, but my friend wished me to use it due to some experiences he had.” Lawson shrugged. “I can tell you that it works very well. Before I left St. Benadicta I loaded both .44s with the silver bullets. I also carry a derringer with the same silver-and-holy-water slugs. Again…it works. And thankful I am that it does, because I would likely be dead by now.” He tapped ashes into the water, as both his boat and Ann’s drifted southward with a slow current. “Fully dead,” he added. “That is not my plan.”
Ann Kingsley spoke. Her voice sounded ravaged.
“You are insane,” she said.
Lawson answered, “The lead bullets from your .44 won’t kill them, but they don’t like to be wounded or have a bone broken. It hurts them, for a short time. Human blood helps them regenerate any injury. Except a severed arm or leg,” he added, thinking of Nibbett. Though if Nibbett had lived long enough and drank enough of the human elixir, even those might have regrown in some misshapen form or fashion. “I carry extra silver bullets in my holster and in my saddlebags. I’ll give you some, if you like.”
“Madness,” Ann whispered.
Lawson sensed it before it happened. Something was out there, about shoulder-high, over the channel. He put his hand out and touched the rusted chain that hung from tree-to-tree. Then the bells hidden in the trees rang. There were about six of them, a couple small and high-pitched, the others more of a funeral tone. The sound of the bells echoed off along the passage.
Lawson lifted the chain over his head so both his skiff and Ann’s could glide under. “We’ve just announced ourselves,” he said quietly. “What I’ve told you is the truth. The Dark Society is the underworld of vampires and…other creatures. They have existed for a very long time. You should go back, Ann. Leave this to me.” He paused, hoping for a breakthrough. “What’s your decision?”
She didn’t answer for a few seconds. Lawson thought she may have lost her voice. Then: “I’m going to save my sister, and you may be insane but I am not.”
“All right.” Lawson let the chain drop when Ann’s skiff had cleared it. They continued to drift. He considered showing her his fangs. In truth, the warm blood smell of her was working on him. Best to keep the fangs in their sockets, he decided. If she wanted to go into what was ahead…so be it.
“Row,” he told her, as he picked up his oars and began. She put her pistol aside, and followed him.
In another few minutes they heard distant music.
It was the music of fiddles and cellos, punctuated by the rattle and bang of tambourines. It was coming from around the next bend, where willow trees drooped into the water and cypress roots thrust from the muddy earth. Lawson kept rowing, and to her credit the young woman did not falter. “I believe we’ve reached Nocturne,” Lawson said, as they rounded the bend and saw what lay before them.
The upper floors of what must have been magnificent mansions loomed from the swamp. Gabled roofs were covered with moss and thick stone columns descended into the mire. The high steeple of a church stood beyond these structures, crooked like a dunce’s cap that had been knocked awry. At its summit was a Cross that seemed to be about to fall from its prominence into the despair at its bottom. Dark and glassless windows observed the world. Yet not all the windows of these mansions were dark. One that showed two floors above the surface of hundreds of waterlillies was lighted by candles, and it was from this remnant of Nocturne’s glory that the music wafted. Like the church steeple, the house itself was a little crooked, as if it had shifted on its uncertain foundations. Cracks in the lichen-blotched walls had been filled in by thick vines that might well be holding the house together. Several boats, including a larger vessel that looked like some kind of logger’s workcraft with a barracks aboard, were roped to the mansion’s columns. It occurred to Lawson that there was probably some swamp town other than St. Benadicta the vampires had come through, to get these boats and spirit Eva Kingsley down. Most likely they had feasted on the inhabitants of that town and either left it for the vultures or turned whomever it pleased them to.
It was merry music. The Dark Society was having a party this night.
He suspected he would be the guest of honor, and also the party favor.
He heard Ann give a quiet gasp, and he thought that she was beginning to realize what realm she had indeed entered.
“I’ll take those bullets,” she said.
Lawson opened one of his saddlebags, got out the box of silver slugs that Father Deale procured for him from a bullet maker in West New Orleans, and gave Ann a handful. He winced slightly. “Starting to burn my fingers,” he explained. Ann quickly unloaded her lead slugs and replaced them with the deadly silver angels. The remainder went into the ammo loops of her holster.
“Not that I believe you,” she told him. “I’m not saying that.”
“Of course,” he replied. He began rowing again and she followed. He aimed his boat through the mass of waterlillies toward the candlelit mansion, and now he saw that the way in was through a large window of the second floor. Part of it had been broken away to allow the entrance of more small boats, which were moored within. Candlelight from a huge overhead chandelier glinted off the water that had flooded the house, and Lawson saw upon the walls the dark stains and patterns of rot. A staircase led up from the murky depths to the floor above. The music was bright and festive. Figures passed by the windows of the third floor, some holding burning tapers.
Lawson rowed his skiff through the opening into the diseased mansion, and after a short hesitation to confirm her courage the young woman rowed in after him.
Lawson looked up the staircase. It opened into a larger chamber above. He took his saddlebags, got out of his boat and stepped onto the nearest and dryest riser, which sagged under his weight. He helped Ann out. They stood on the rotten stairs peering up. Ann’s Remington was gripped in her hand. Lawson was ready to draw a pistol at any second.
A figure holding a double-wicked candleabra came through the doorway and stood at the top of the stairs. It was a girl maybe sixteen or seventeen years old—at least in appearance…wearing a moldy green gown. She had long blonde hair and an attractive oval face and she smiled at them as if they were precious to her. “Come up!” she urged. “Oh, do come up!”
Lawson spent a moment tying their boats to the bannister. He felt Ann shiver at his side. He looked into her face and felt the warmth of her blood pulling at him; he could almost hear her heartbeat, and the rush of the delicious fluid through her veins. “Listen to me,” he said tersely. “Stay beside me. If one gets too close, shoot it in the head…whatever it looks like: man, woman or child.”
“Ya’ll come on up here this instant!” said the young girl, with a born-to-the-plantation petulance. And then, to whomever was beyond the chamber’s entrance: “He’s brought us a pretty!”
“Oh…my God…” Ann whispered.
Too late for that, Lawson thought. Way damned too late.
For the vampire gunslinger and his pretty, it was time to join the party. He started up the rotten staircase, which trembled beneath him. Ann got herself moving, and together they ascended toward the gathering.
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“We’ve been waitin’ for you!” said the blonde female with a fierce grin, as Lawson and Ann reached the top of the stairs. At closer range, her eyes were sunken in and glinted with red in the candlelight and the front of her dress was dark with dried blood. Lawson could feel Ann shrinking back.
“Steady,” he told her, as much for himself as anyone. They were both a long way from home.
The music was becoming more frantic and ragged. Within the chamber that stood before them, candles burning on wall sconces illuminated the figures at this demonic festival, their shadows thrown large upon the moldy green walls. To the tune of vampire musicians playing two fiddles, a bass violin and a pair of tambourines, the gathering danced and whirled across the rot-stained boards, some moving so fast they were only ghostly blurs. By Lawson’s quick count, there were between thirty and forty creatures of the night at this fandango. There was nearly an equality of men and women of various ages in appearance, yet Lawson knew appearances could be deceiving in this regard. A few pallid children clung to the legs of what might be their mothers, indicating a sorry and sad history for that particular family. The women in their dirty gowns twirled and the men in their mud-stained suits pranced back and forth. Eyes that sparked red in the light of the flickering tapers were aimed quickly in the direction of Lawson and his charge, and just as quickly averted.
The young blonde vampire leaned forward to sniff Ann’s hair. Ann cringed away with a start and brought her six up into firing position. The girl laughed and snatched the dark green jockey’s cap from Ann’s head. Putting it on her own head, the less-than-human creature darted away to join the dancers, the speed of her departure blowing the tapers dead in her candleabra.
“I neglected to tell you,” said Lawson, “how fast they…we…are. Take a good long look. You may never see such a sight again.” If you live after seeing this one, he thought grimly.
The music urged the vampire dancers to further exertions. As they spun around the chamber, in which mounted upon the walls were rotten gray tapestries that had become part of the decor of swamp decay and twisted vines that had burst their way through from the outside, they became almost indistinguishable from each other, their blood-fed bodies merging one with another in the blurring of their motion.
Lawson smoked his cigar and watched the dancers. He was aware that at the center of the chamber, and at the center of the ring of bodies, was a single chair. And in that chair was roped the body of a woman, dressed in dirty clothes, with a black hood over her head. The head was slumped forward, the body slack.
“Is that…Eva?” Ann whispered. “Dead?”
“I don’t know,” Lawson answered, though he expected the worst. The Dark Society was not going to allow any of them to walk out of here.
The blonde female vampire who wore Ann’s cap suddenly came out of the ring, grinning and whirling around and around like a human top. She got up close to Ann and stopped her motion, and she smelled Ann’s hair and neck and in the next instant her body shivered with desire and her mouth opened wide. Her lower jaw unhinged, the fangs slid out and her eyes of cornflower blue flamed with bloodneed as she gripped the back of Ann’s neck and thrust her mouth toward the woman’s throat.
Before Ann could react, Lawson shot the creature in the side of her head. The noise of the shot made the music abruptly skreech to a halt and the ring of dancers froze in their steps. As the blonde vampire staggered back, her mouth open in an O of shock and her body already beginning to break apart and burn from the inside out, Lawson calmly plucked the jockey’s cap from the thing’s head. He gave it to Ann, and said, “Ready your six, but don’t move.”
The vampire’s long blonde hair caught fire and sizzled away in a matter of seconds. Her face rippled and turned black as it burned. She clutched at her throat as if recalling the moment of her turning, and as she spun around and around in a mad and agonized parody of the dance her eyes sank inward and burst into black pools that bubbled and smoked before they became dried craters, her burned facial features imploded, and her head began to wither like a grape left out in the blazing sun. From the ruin of the mouth and the collapsing throat came a piercing scream of rage. Lawson had heard such a scream before, but he knew this sight and this sound must be nearly knocking Ann to her knees. With the passage of four more seconds, an empty green gown stained dark with old blood fell upon a pile of ashes and a pair of ashy brown shoes.
Silence ruled.
It was broken by someone clapping.
“Impressive!” said a man from amid the ring. “Im…pressive!” He continued clapping as he came forward, easily, without fear, from the throng. “I had heard you had a weapon that…shall we say…gave you an advantage, but this…ah, quite a show!”
“Thank you,” Lawson replied. He kept his drawn Colt, the one with the grip of yellow bone, ready at his side. “Would you like to see another example of it?”
“No need! Let’s just call it a nice magic trick, eh?” He stopped and spread his arms wide. “Well, brother Lawson…how do you like my town?”
“A little damp,” said Lawson. “A little musty. I think it’s just a matter of time before it slides into the swamp.”
“True,” Christian Melchoir replied. He frowned, and with a toe of a black boot prodded at the empty green gown and the ashes of a dead vampire. “Painfully true. But it won’t happen this night! This night…we celebrate!”
“Celebrate what?”
“Your homecoming. Your chance to rejoin your tribe, sir. And look, you’ve brought us a peace offering. Musicians!” Melchoir turned toward them. “Please keep playing! Everyone, dance as you like! We are here to bring brother Lawson back into our fold, so please…make him feel welcome!” As the musicians began scratching out a tune again, Melchoir grinned at his new guests. “Did you tell this blood-puppet everything? Did you prepare her? Oh, that must have been quite the moment!”
Lawson was content to say nothing and smoke his cigar. He was taking stock of Christian Melchoir. The man was tall and lean and dressed in a swamp-stained gray suit with a dark blue shirt and a lighter blue paisley waistcoat. He appeared to be about twenty-five years old, his pale face smooth and unlined. He had curly black hair and a high-cheekboned face with a long angular nose and a cleft in his chin. His grin was ferocious and hungry, his eyes cool gray under gracefully-arched eyebrows. He gazed from Lawson to Ann and back again, as a few of the vampires continued their dance around the woman in the chair and the others watched the confrontation with a nervous interest, for the sudden extermination of the blonde vampire had served to focus their attention on a small item of mortality they had forgotten about in their present condition.
“Well,” said Lawson, as he blew smoke into the steamy air. “I’ve come to pay you the ransom you requested. First I want to see Eva’s face.”
“We’ll get to that, if you insist upon it.”
“I want Eva back.” Ann aimed her Remington at Melchoir’s head. The gun was miraculously steady, though her voice was certainly not. “I want her untied now.”
“Tell your pretty,” said Melchoir with a fixed smile, “that she does not give orders here. And please lower that gun before anyone else is damaged.” He motioned toward someone amid the watchers. A bald, big-shouldered and barrel-chested vampire in a filthy white shirt and black trousers walked a few steps to Eva’s side, slid a derringer from his pocket and placed the little pistol’s barrel against her right temple. The body stirred and the head gave a startled jerk.
“She has come to no harm yet,” Melchoir went on. “We want you, Lawson. Of course you know that. Very brave of you to come here, but why bring a blood-puppet?”
“She’s the girl’s sister. I couldn’t stop her.”
“Not so good with the powers of persuasion then, are you?” Melchoir came forward two more paces before he stopped again, warily eyeing Ann’s six-shooter and Lawson’s Colts, the one in his hand and the other still holstered. “We have thirty-eight of us here tonight,” he offered. “Um…pardon me, thirty-seven now. Do you have that many of those magic bullets in your guns? I don’t think so. You can destroy some of us, surely. But…” He opened his mouth wide to show his fangs, which were particularly large and curved. “These will win,” he said when the fangs had slid back into their sockets again. “Eventually, they will win everything.”
“First you built a town that slid into the muck. Now you want to build a world?”
“We want to keep our Society alive and…healthy, so to speak. That means…well, you know what it means.”
Lawson did. It meant the blood hunts by night and the destruction of one farmhouse family after another…and the destruction of one small town after another…and more and more, until…when?…the end of time? He spewed out a slow crawl of smoke. “That’s where you and I differ,” he said. He took stock of the chamberful of vampires, as the music continued to play and the dancers ringed around the girl in the chair. There were too many to shoot; even as fast as he was, he couldn’t kill them all. He thought: If you’re gonna jump into that fryin’
pan…
“My town,” said Melchoir. “Our world. You can still be part of it, Lawson. There’s no need for your dubious quest.”
“There’s a need.”
Melchoir gave a slight and menacing smile that quickly faded. “You can’t go back. You can only go forward, as what you are. Don’t you understand that yet?”
“I understand I’m not like you yet. Before I get there, I’ll—”
“Shoot yourself with one of those bullets?” Melchoir came another two paces nearer. Lawson noted that two vampires—an older, rugged-looking man and a young dark-haired woman—were edging closer on the left, and on the right were two young males, also getting closer. All of them wore filthy clothes stained with the gore of many victims. “Shouldn’t you do that now, then, and save yourself some time?”
“I’ll wait,” said Lawson. Beside him, Ann still held the six-shooter aimed at Melchoir, though she was also aware of the four creatures converging on them.
“My father used to say that to me.” Melchoir’s face had become tight, his cheekbones standing out in relief in the pallid, yellowish flesh. “In that great big white house on the river. He used to say…‘Christian, you should shoot yourself now and save yourself some time’. Wasn’t that so very kind of him? Well…I showed him what I was made of. I stood up to him. Many times I did. And when he said I was a failure and I would always be a failure, I said I would show him I could not only beat him to the ground in the business…but I would do it from a town I had built from impossible earth. Nocturne, my night song. My great creation.” The tight face tried to smile, but it was only a strained half-smile and it was terribly ugly. “You have come home, Lawson. We want to embrace you.”
“I’m sure you do,” said Lawson, who watched the four vampires coming ever nearer. Lawson decided to wait no longer. He shot one of the two young males in the head, and as the music halted again and the throng watched in horrified fascination the creature burned away in his nasty clothes and fell to ashes. On the left, the older male vampire propelled itself forward with incredible speed. Ann fired a shot at the thing but put a hole only in the far wall because the monster had become nearly invisible. As it fell upon Ann and its fangs slid out toward her throat, Lawson shot it just above the left eye and it gave a high-pitched shriek and staggered back, its face already darkening and beginning to ripple and implode.
“Everyone stay calm,” said Christian Melchoir, as ashes flew about the chamber and more dirty and blood-stained clothes littered the floor.
Lawson threw one of his saddlebags at Melchoir’s feet. “Your payment in gold is there. Count it if you please, it’s in a leather pouch. We’re taking Eva Kingsley, and we’re leaving.”
“Are you, now?”
Lawson clenched the cigar between his teeth, the Colt with the bone handle gripped in his right hand. “We are. Move aside.”
Melchoir lifted his hands, and moved aside.
“Walk with me,” Lawson quietly told Ann. “Don’t stumble. Don’t fall.” It was the advice he would have given anyone who found themselves in a snakepit. He moved forward and she went with him as close as a second skin.
“You are wrong to be hunting LaRouge,” Melchoir said as they passed him. “She doesn’t like it. None of us like the fact that you are murdering your own kind. She demands that you cease your pointless wanderings and fully join us, or you will have to be destroyed.”
Lawson said nothing. He and Ann were nearing the circle.
“Let them pass,” said Melchoir, and they opened a place for Lawson and Ann to enter. Once they were within the circle, it closed again. The big vampire with the derringer moved to one side, and Lawson thought he would have to kill this one next.
Ann rushed to her sister. The body in the chair trembled, as if with anticipation.
Lawson said, “Wait.” The sound of his voice stopped Ann from touching the black hood. He came over beside her, and when he was there the figure in the chair began to smoothly stand up and the ropes that had been loosely tied but not knotted fell away and the slim hands rose up to remove the black hood, and there…
…there stood before him the creature with waves of black hair and the beautiful face of a fallen angel. She was still regal in her evil; she still wore it grandly and proudly, though this night she did not wear crimson yet her black eyes held crimson in their depths like pools of flame.
“Hello, Trevor,” LaRouge whispered, smiling faintly as she glided toward him. “I think you’ve been looking for me?”
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Lawson’s first impulse was to lift his gun to her head…but he did not, for he could not. She was his death-in-life and his life-in-death, and he could not send her whirling away into fire and ash. Not, at least, until he had drained her black ichor…
“My sister!” Ann’s voice was frantic. “Where’s my sister?”
“Turned,” said Christian Melchior, who had come into the circle at their back. “And turned out. Lawson…you had to know we weren’t going to give her over to you. You came here hoping to find LaRouge. Isn’t that true? And why? To destroy her? Or to join with her?”
Lawson stood his ground as LaRouge’s face neared his. Her hand came out and stroked his cheek. “Beautiful boy,” she whispered. “Never aging. Strong and fierce, forever. Living wild and free. You have been searching for me, not because you desire to kill me, non.” Her fingers moved across his lips. “Because you desire me,” she said. “There is no going back to what you were. That is a foolish dream, and not your destiny.” Her tongue, black as a serpent’s spine, came out and licked along his jawline. “Your destiny is here with us, Trevor. With me. I am fascinated by your fight against what you are, and what you will become. I’ve never known anyone like you. But you have been so…so disobedient. So naughty. Killing your own kind, and why? You are no longer human, Trevor. Accept that. It will be so much better.”
Lawson managed to speak, with an effort. “I am…still human. I am.”
“No, you are not,” she whispered in his ear. “You are much more than human. And in time…when you give yourself fully over…you will learn to be a god.”
A gun was cocked.
The barrel of a Remington pistol was placed against LaRouge’s head.
Slowly, as if enmeshed in the most hideous dream, Lawson reached up and pushed the barrel away.
LaRouge smiled.
“We will turn this one together,” she told him. “Or would you rather kill her now? I’ll let you decide. But please make a quick decision, because I am very hungry.”
Lawson felt the conflicting tides move within him. He smelled the blood of ages on LaRouge’s breath. He smelled the ruination of souls and the dirt of the grave. A god, he thought. Able to live forever, strong and fierce. Forever young, at least in appearance…forever wild and free.
She was right there, in front of him, and she was offering him eternity as she knew it to be.
With a slow hand he unbuttoned his black coat.
Then he unbuttoned his crimson waistcoat.
With the burning end of his Marsh-Wheeling he lit the end of the fuse that was revealed. The fuse was connected to eight sticks of dynamite, four on each side, in a small leather harness that hung around his neck and against his shirt. It was what he’d asked Father Deale to procure for him, before he left New Orleans. He could image the priest asking to buy eight sticks of dynamite from a supplier. But Father Deale was nothing if not persuasive, and the items had been waiting for him in a box at the front desk.
The fuse sparked and sizzled.
LaRouge looked at it, her eyes widening. There was enough explosive to blow her and every creature in this chamber to pieces that could never, ever find their way back together again.
Lawson said, “I came here plenty oiled up.”
“What?” LaRouge whispered, rage beginning to surface in her voice.
He looked at Ann.
“Get out,” he said, and handed her the second Colt. “However you can.”
Then Lawson grabbed hold of LaRouge, pinning her arms at her sides, and in that instant when all the vampires of the Dark Society were stunned by a man who had chosen death over undeath, he let his own rage rise up from the depths. His mouth opened, the lower jaw unhinged and the fangs slid out, and he bit into LaRouge’s throat where the ichor ran black and thick. He tasted her, the most bitter wine he had ever sipped, and then he drank her in great swallows. By his estimation he had less than a minute before the fuse burned to the first stick.
Many things happened at once, in the wake of this shock. LaRouge fought wildly. She was strong, and as she hissed and struggled she and Lawson staggered left and right as if locked in their own dance. Some of the vampires drew back and others rushed forward. Ann shot the burly bald vampire in the head, aimed a shot at Melchoir and missed because he was already a moving blur advancing on her. Another shot missed again, even at a range of only a few feet, and then Ann was running for the nearest window. An arm caught her around the neck and pulled her back, and as she twisted to face her attacker she saw it was not Melchoir but a young boy who might have been sixteen years old, his tangled hair the color of sawdust, his face bony and his eyes aflame. Dried blood caked the front of his blue-checked shirt. His fangs strained for her throat, and she put the Remington up under his chin and fired into his head the fifth of her six silver angels in that cylinder.
Melchoir had abandoned his attack on Ann Kingsley for bigger game.
He hit Lawson like a steam engine. In spite of that, Lawson held onto LaRouge and his gun and continued to drink, as the fuse burned down and the seconds ticked past and LaRouge tried to get her arms up to throw him aside or plunge her claws into his eyes but she could not.
As the vampires came at Ann with tremendous speed, she fired the last of her Remington’s ammunition into their midst and then opened up with the Colt. Two of them were hit and began to sizzle and break apart, which made the others draw back. Ashes flew in the flickering yellow light, but there were too many. The window was at Ann’s back; she was about to jump, and then she froze as she witnessed a transformation from a nightmare world.
Christian Melchoir was changing. His body color darkened, like that of a chameleon on a gray rock. His skin rippled into scales. His forehead thickened, his jaw lengthened, his hands became knotty claws. Something twitched and moved at his back, under his gray suit coat. His body became thickly muscular in a span of seconds. With the ripping of cloth two ebony wings burst from beneath his shirt and waistcoat and suit coat, and unfolding they made him appear to be a huge gnarled and muscular bat, even as his head seemed to sink into his shoulders and his face became animalish, his mouth opening and the fangs tearing at the air.
She fired a silver angel at him, but he was already gone.
Melchoir hit Lawson with a force that lifted the vampire gunslinger off his feet and tore him away from LaRouge, leaving grooves in her flesh that leaked the ink-black ichor. He lost his hold on his pistol and it skidded away across the planks. LaRouge staggered back as Melchoir’s claws closed around Lawson’s shoulders and bit into the flesh, and just that quickly the bat-creature’s wings beat the air and thrust both of them through a window on the other side of the room, out of the ruined mansion and into the night before Ann could take aim again.
LaRouge’s burning gaze fell upon Ann Kingsley.
Ann lifted the Colt to fire. She was aware of blurred shapes coming at her from all sides, aware that she could get off one shot before the others took her.
She remembered Lawson saying, as if pleading it to himself, I am still human. I am.
Ann turned to the left and shot a thin, ragged and gray-haired female vampire who’d been just about to reach her. The woman gave a shrill cry of what might have been terror as she blackened and broke apart, her eyes bursting like blisters and a gout of blue fire coming from her mouth.
Ann had an instant to see LaRouge advancing on her, grinning like a death’s-head, and then Ann turned and jumped through the window into the swamp below.
In the air over Nocturne, Lawson twisted his body around to grab hold of the shape that Christian Melchoir had shifted himself into. The fuse was still sizzling; maybe he had twenty seconds. Melchoir tried to sling Lawson downward, the ebony wings beating furiously, but Lawson hung on. They spun in a mad circle, another crazed dance in midair. Lawson made an attempt to get his body up onto Melchoir’s shoulders, but the wings beat at him and the creature was too strong.
Lawson’s back slammed into something that nearly broke his spine. Melchoir had crashed him into the church’s steeple. The impact made the crooked Cross topple from its mount into the water thirty feet below. Melchoir pulled him back again, and once more rammed Lawson into the steeple with a force that cracked ribs and made the gunslinger cry out with pain. The third time Lawson was crashed against the steeple, a clawed hand reached down and crushed out the burning fuse. Lawson grasped hold of the steeple’s roof tiles and strained for breath as the bat-creature in Melchoir’s clothes hovered before him in triumph, its wings thrashing the air.
“My town,” came the ragged, otherworldly voice from the distorted vocal cords. “Our world.”
“Wrong,” Lawson rasped, his back and ribs pulsing with pain. “You’re about to leave…both of them.” As he hung onto the steeple with one arm, he lifted the pearl-handled derringer he’d taken from its pocket inside his coat.
Lawson fired a silver bullet into the creature’s head just below the right eye. The shot echoed out into the night.
Melchoir’s wings drew him backward. As the body convulsed and the red fissures broke open and the vampire’s life essence was destroyed by the silver and the holy water, one wing collapsed while the other continued to beat, which put Melchoir in a circle going around and around the steeple. Lawson lay back, nearly exhausted, the bitter taste of LaRouge’s ichor in his mouth and the veins of his body itching as if coming back to life, his face feverish, his nerves on fire.
He watched Christian Melchoir burn. Watched the face collapse inward. The eyes remained fixed upon him, it seemed, until they burst and ran in rivulets down the cheeks. The mouth was open in a soundless oath of surprise. Lawson watched the chest and arms and back shrivel, watched the wings crumble to ash and fall away, and then the smoking torso and the misshapen head still with a mat of crisped hair turned to ashes, and all that was left of the creator of Nocturne and the savior of the creature called LaRouge fell into the swamp along with his clothing.
Lawson listened.
There was no more music here.
He could still see candlelight in the mansion beyond. If Ann had been taken…
He didn’t wish to think about that. He didn’t wish to think. He had lost his prized Stetson, which made him a little angry. He had one more cigar, and luckily this had survived being fully crushed. He had several more friction matches. He decided he would have a smoke, if he could risk blowing up his dynamite waistcoat. It was a risk worth taking. He was still alive; he meant to stay that way, as long as he could, but he did enjoy a good cigar. His movements were slow and labored, but at least he could move.
Yes, there was music, after all.
The sound of the swamp rose up to him. The sound of frogs and crickets, of birds and ’gators, of life in every puddle and pond and knothole and leaf.
Nothing came after him. He lay against the crooked dunce-cap steeple and smoked his cigar and relished for a moment his safety. He could see the blue shimmer of the stars. He could also see, to the east, the faint glow of the sunrise.
Lawson smiled grimly. Caught on a church steeple, with maybe three or four broken ribs and a spine that had nearly been snapped. Caught here with the sun coming up and eight sticks of dynamite on his chest. Father Deale would get a good laugh out of this one.
There was still enough fuse left to blow himself up, if he pleased. There was one more silver bullet in the derringer. He could go that way too, if he wished.
He would think about that, he decided, when he finished his cigar. And maybe he would watch the sun rise, as well. Burn his eyes out with its beauty, this last time.
He heard a distant voice, calling “Christian? Christian?”
It was a woman’s voice, accented with French. Her voice. “Christian?” she called, a third time. But no one answered, and LaRouge ceased calling because she had heard the shot and must’ve known he was dead.
Would they leave the party now? Lawson wondered. Get in their boats and go away? And go where? Or would they hide here in the daylight and leave when the sun sank again? He could imagine them going back in a little armada to whatever swamp town they’d conquered and consumed, and from there out into all points of the compass, out into the Big Country with all it promised for the vampire, out into the world of ordinary mortals and unsuspecting humans who knew nothing of the Dark Society and so were unprepared when they came in the night.
After awhile a man called for Christian, again from the distance. And once more, with a little chill of fear in the voice: “Christian?”
He is not here, Lawson thought. He is no longer among you. But I am still here, and I am not leaving yet.
Lawson watched the stars fade and the night turn ruddy to the east. He explored his sensations of broken ribs and bruised spine. There was a great deal of pain. It would fade in time—three or four days, maybe—as everything healed, but right now the pain was fierce. He chewed on the end of his cold stogie and considered that pain was the human’s friend; it taught lessons, if one embraced it as a hard taskmaster. But one could learn from such lessons, and Lawson intended not to let them go unheeded.
He did not wish to die in this half-life, in this half-world between vampires and humanity. The sunlight was harsher to them than to he, so…yes…they would be hiding somewhere near, and likely had already begun preparations for their daytime sleep.
Soon he was going to have to decide what to do. Time advanced; the sun was coming up as a scarlet fireball through the cypress trees and weeping willows. He felt its early heat in the still and steamy air. He felt its power prickling his skin. In another hour or so it would be as if the fiery hand of God was pressed against him. He was going to have to find some shelter, if he had to crawl into the church’s belltower and curl up there around his broken ribs.
The night fled, and the sun strengthened.
The noise of the swamp became a harsher buzzing, as armies of insects reacted to the growing light and heat. Lawson crawled to the edge of the roof, moving painfully and slowly, and leaned over. There was a glassless window a few feet down. The sunlight was getting yellow now, the glare off the green water burning his eyes. He was going to have to turn himself into the correct position and get his boots on that window ledge, then lower his body through. The pain in his back and ribs were robbing both his strength and his power of will. The sun was hot, adding to his pain. His eyes were nearly blinded. It was going to be a hard descent, though only a matter of maybe four or five feet.
He was ready. He had to go now, before this pain worsened.
“Lawson! Lawson!”
He heard her voice, off somewhere to his left, and what remained of his heart leapt. Wherever she’d been hiding, she had heard the derringer shot too. He could barely see without the dark-tinted goggles. He shouted, “I’m here! Up on the steeple!”
There was a moment’s pause. Then: “I see you!” He squinted against the glare and could make her out also. Ann was rowing a skiff up underneath him, and she looked to be covered with gray mud.
“Can you get down from there?” she called. “Can you jump?”
“Maybe,” he said. It was thirty feet and would be a painful landing for him, even in the water. “Here! I’m going to drop this!” With an effort he removed his coat and waistcoat and got the leather harness and the sticks of dynamite off, lifting it over his head. “Get underneath it so it doesn’t get wet. You ready?”
“I am.”
Lawson dropped the harness over and it landed in the boat. “Matches, too. In the waistcoat pocket on the right. Have to keep those dry.” He folded the waistcoat up and dropped it into the boat. He wished he had a rope to lower himself. Maybe there was one in the belltower, but the sun was burning him and his senses were going and he felt panic start to gnaw at him. He was going to have to jump, take the pain and get into that boat. Then find some shelter. He thought sure Ann would be dead by now. There was no time for further deliberation, he had to go.
Lawson gritted his teeth, got his body turned boots first and pushed himself off the roof.
It was bad, but the sunlight promised worse. He came up from the water and with Ann’s help pulled himself over. He huddled in the boat, careful not to wet either the dynamite nor the waistcoat. “Shelter,” he said hoarsely. “I’m burning.”
Ann nodded and began to row toward the nearest half-submerged mansion, a structure with a partly-collapsed roof and green vines and moss covering its facade. “They came after me,” she said, her face and hair coated with dried mud and mud freighting her clothes. Her voice was quiet and measured; it was the voice of a woman fighting shock. “Three of them. I swam. Got down in the mud. I stayed there as long as I could. Then I moved to another place. Down in the mud. I found a place I could hide. Lifted my face just a little above the water. Just a little. So I could breathe. They came after me, but I didn’t move. For a long time. Then they went away. I saw them in their boats. Some left, but some stayed. They’re hiding in these houses. My sister…they turned Eva into one of them, didn’t they?”
“They did,” said the vampire, who shivered as he burned.
“They’re in these houses. All around us. Are they sleeping?”
“They are,” said Lawson.
“Will they wake up in the daylight?”
“No. They’re not like me. I can stand it…a little bit. Will you please hurry?”
“I will,” she promised.
They glided into the cool shadows of the ruined mansion. Sunlight did stream through the windows, but there were trapped corners of velvet darkness. And in those corners were boats with bodies lying in them, wrapped up in protective material such as sailcloth, blankets and—as Lawson had used—window or bed curtains. In this one room alone there were four bodies lying in three boats, their skiffs tied one to another and anchored in place.
Lawson and Ann sat in their skiff in the green gloom, one battling his pain and the other fighting both her shock and grief.
The young woman’s gloved fingers drew her pistol from her holster and began to load it with silver bullets from the ammo loops. Lawson’s Colt with the rosewood grip, grimy with mud, was stuck down in her waistband. Her hands shook a little. “My gun’s dried out,” she said. “I cleaned it as best I could. Do you want me to kill them?”
“Yes,” he answered.
“Do you want to see their faces before I do it? The woman…LaRouge. You don’t want me to kill her, do you?”
“She won’t be here,” he said, relieved by the coolness and the shadows. “She knows Christian Melchoir is dead. She suspects I’m still alive. So wherever she is…she’s somewhere else by now.”
“You’re not going to give up looking for her, are you?”
“Give up?” Lawson asked. He stared at the other boats, and the sleepers. “No. I’m not ever giving up.” He saw one of the bodies twitch, as if enduring a bad dream. Maybe they knew they were in danger; maybe they would make an effort to rise from their sleep, even as the bullets were delivered. But today belonged to the angels.
“I’m sorry about your sister,” he said. “I’m sorry she was caught up in this. I’m sorry…for everything.” Even as he spoke, he smelled the fragrance of Ann’s warm blood. He figured the sleepers did too, and they dreamed of sinking their fangs deep and drinking their fill. Maybe he might dream that of Ann, too. Maybe he was more vampire than he wished. Maybe.
Maybe.
“After you finish with the bullets,” Lawson said, “there’s the dynamite. I think Nocturne should be returned to the swamp. What do you say?”
“I say…” Her fierce black eyes in the mud-covered face peered at him. “I want to find my sister, and if she’s anything like them…I want to set her free. I can’t bear the thought of my Eva…like that. But no one will believe us, will they?”
“Not many, but a few will.”
“Where will you start looking for LaRouge?”
“I think they’ve overtaken another town at the edge of the swamp. I’ll find it. That’s where I’ll start.”
Ann set the six-shooter in her lap. She chewed on her bottom lip, as some of the bodies writhed in their shrouds.
“It seems to me,” she said quietly, “that you need somebody to help you.”
“I wouldn’t ask anyone on this earth to do that. Not knowing what’s out there waiting.”
“It seems to me,” Ann went on, “that you need somebody who can travel by day.” Lawson was silent.
He thought the young woman had lost her mind. That this experience with the Dark Society had done her in. That she was deep in shock and had confused a challenge with a walk into the world of nightmares.
“I can’t go back to what I was,” she said, and as she stared at him two tears ran down through the dried mud on her cheeks. It was the sadness of loss, Lawson thought. It was the sadness of knowing what evil could do. “You know that. Nothing can be the same for me, ever again.” She lifted the pistol. “I can shoot. I can fight. I can avenge my sister. Will you let me help you?” It was night work, Lawson thought. It all came down to night work, except…today was different. Today the sunrise had brought him something new. He didn’t know how much to trust himself with Ann. He was still clinging to humanity, yes, but the vampirism was slowly overtaking him…and the need for human blood was getting stronger.
I travel by night, he thought. Yet it was true…he could use someone who could walk freely in the daytime world. With Ann, he might stand a greater chance of finding LaRouge, drinking her ichor and becoming fully human once more…if that was even possible, and not just a myth given to him by a legless Confederate corporal.
Lawson needed rest. He needed to take the shroud of one of these vampires after they’d been reduced to dust, wrap himself up as if in the wings of a darktime creature and sleep. He and Ann could start moving in the twilight, when his pain was lessened and his resolve firmed.
He felt he had many miles to go in this quest. He felt he had to endure many more horrors, many more trials and tribulations to fight what had been thrust upon him. He was sure Father Deale would like to meet Ann Kingsley. And if the future was uncertain, at least Lawson would know he had another gun on his side.
Ann was waiting for a reply, in this chamber that held equal measures of light and dark just as did life itself.
Lawson wished he had a cigar. He would buy a box of them, once he got back to New Orleans, and in the next few days after his bones had healed and his bruises were gone he would sit on a roof and ponder the stars, and count himself lucky to be alive even in this world where the Dark Society thrived.
Ann was waiting for a reply.
Lawson had taken many chances and trusted much to Fate. He decided to take one more chance, and trust to Fate now more than ever. The vampire gunslinger spoke.
The word he said, both gratefully and sadly for he knew what terrors awaited them, was: “Yes.”    
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Eat Me
BY ROBERT R. McCAMMON

A question gnawed, day and night, at Jim Crisp. He pondered it as he walked the streets, while a dark rain fell and rats chattered at his feet; he mulled over it as he sat in his apartment, staring at the static on the television screen hour after hour. The question haunted him as he sat in the cemetery on Fourteenth Street, surrounded by empty graves. And this burning question was: when did love die? 

Thinking took effort. It made his brain hurt, but it seemed to Jim that thinking was his last link with life. He used to be an accountant, a long time ago. He’d worked with a firm downtown for over twenty years, had never been married, hadn’t dated much either. Numbers, logic, the rituals of mathematics had been the center of his life; now logic itself had gone insane, and no one kept records anymore. He had a terrible sensation of not belonging in this world, of being suspended in a nightmare that would stretch to the boundaries of eternity. He had no need for sleep any longer; something inside him had burst a while back, and he’d lost the ten or twelve pounds of fat that had gathered around his middle over the years. His body was lean now, so light sometimes a strong wind knocked him off his feet. The smell came and went, but Jim had a caseload of English Leather in his apartment and he took baths in the stuff. The open maw of time frightened him. Days without number lay ahead. What was there to do, when there was nothing to be done? No one called the roll, no one punched the time-clock, no one set the deadlines. This warped freedom gave a sense of power to others; to Jim it was the most confining of prisons, because all the symbols of order—stoplights, calendars, clocks—were still there, still working, yet they had no purpose or sense, and they reminded him too much of what had been before. As he walked, aimlessly, through the city’s streets he saw others moving past, some as peaceful as sleepwalkers, some raging in the grip of private tortures. Jim came to a corner and stopped, instinctively obeying the DON’T WALK sign; a high squealing noise caught his attention, and he looked to his left. Rats were scurrying wildly over one of the lowest forms of humanity, a half-decayed corpse that had recently awakened and pulled itself from the grave. The thing crawled on the wet pavement, struggling on one thin arm and two sticklike legs. The rats were chewing it to pieces, and as the thing reached Jim, its skeletal face lifted and the single dim coal of an eye found him. From its mouth came a rattling noise, stifled when several rats squeezed themselves between the gray lips in search of softer flesh. Jim hurried on, not waiting for the light to change. He thought the thing had said  Whhhyyy?  and for that question he had no answer. 

He felt shame in the coil of his entrails. When did love die? Had it perished at the same time as this living death of human flesh had begun, or had it already died and decayed long before? He went on, through the somber streets where the buildings brooded like tombstones, and he felt crushed beneath the weight of loneliness. 

Jim remembered beauty: a yellow flower, the scent of a woman’s perfume, the warm sheen of a woman’s hair. Remembering was another bar in the prison of bones; the power of memory taunted him unmercifully. He remembered walking on his lunch hour, sighting a pretty girl and following her for a block or two, enraptured by fantasies. He had always been searching for love, for someone to be joined with, and had never realized it so vitally before now, when the gray city was full of rats and the restless dead. 

Someone with a cavity where its face had been stumbled past, arms waving blindly. What once had been a child ran by him, and left the scent of rot in its wake. Jim lowered his head, and when a gust of hot wind hit him he lost his balance and would have slammed into a concrete wall if he hadn’t grabbed hold of a bolted-down mailbox. He kept going, deeper into the city, on pavement he’d never walked when he was alive. 

At the intersection of two unfamiliar streets he thought he heard music: the crackle of a guitar, the low grunting of a drumbeat. He turned against the wind, fighting the gusts that threatened to hurl him into the air, and followed the sound. Two blocks ahead a strobe light flashed in a cavernous entrance. A sign that read THE COURTYARD had been broken out, and across the front of the building was scrawled BONEYARD in black spray paint. Figures moved within the entrance: dancers, gyrating in the flash of the strobes. 

The thunder of the music repulsed him—the soft grace of Brahms remained his lullaby, not the raucous crudity of Grave Rock—but the activity, the movement, the heat of energy drew him closer. He scratched a maddening itch on the dry flesh at the back of his neck and stood on the threshold while the music and the glare blew around him. The Courtyard, he thought, glancing at the old sign. It was the name of a place that might once have served white wine and polite jazz music—a singles bar, maybe, where the lonely went to meet the lonely. The Boneyard it was now, all right: a realm of dancing skeletons. This was not his kind of place, but still… the noise, lights, and gyrations spoke of another kind of loneliness. It was a singles bar for the living dead, and it beckoned him in. Jim crossed the threshold, and with one desiccated hand he smoothed down his remaining bits of black hair. 

And now he knew what hell must be like: a smoky, rot-smelling pandemonium. Some of the things writhing on the dance floor were missing arms and legs, and one thin figure in the midst of a whirl lost its hand; the withered flesh skidded across the linoleum, was crushed underfoot as its owner scrabbled after it, and then its owner was likewise pummeled down into a twitching mass. On the bandstand were two guitar players, a drummer, and a legless thing hammering at an electric organ. Jim avoided the dance floor, moving through the crowd toward the blue-neon bar. The drum’s pounding offended him, in an obscene way; it reminded him too much of how his heartbeat used to feel before it clenched and ceased. This was a place his mother—God rest her soul—would have warned him to avoid. He had never been one for nightlife, and looking into the decayed faces of some of these people was a preview of torments that lay ahead— but he didn’t want to leave. The drumbeat was so loud it destroyed all thinking, and for a while he could pretend it was indeed his own heart returned to scarlet life; and that, he realized, was why the Boneyard was full from wall to wall. This was a mockery of life, yes, but it was the best to be had. 

The bar’s neon lit up the rotting faces like blue-shadowed Halloween masks. One of them, down to shreds of flesh clinging to yellow bone, shouted something unintelligible and drank from a bottle of beer; the liquid streamed through the fissure in his throat and down over his violet shirt and gold chains. Flies swarmed around the bar, drawn to the reek, and Jim watched as the customers pressed forward. They reached into their pockets and changepurses and offered freshly-killed rats, roaches, spiders, and centipedes to the bartender, who placed the objects in a large glass jar that had replaced the cash register. Such was the currency of the Dead World, and a particularly juicy rat bought two bottles of Miller Lite. Other people were laughing and hollering—gasping, brittle sounds that held no semblance of humanity. A fight broke out near the dance floor, and a twisted arm thunked to the linoleum to the delighted roar of the onlookers. 

“I know you!” A woman’s face thrust forward into Jim’s. She had tatters of gray hair, and she wore heavy makeup over sunken cheeks, her forehead swollen and cracked by some horrible inner pressure. Her glittery dress danced with light, but smelled of gravedirt. “Buy me a drink!” she said, grasping his arm. A flap of flesh at her throat fluttered, and Jim realized her throat had been slashed. “Buy me a drink!” she insisted. 

“No,” Jim said, trying to break free. “No, I’m sorry.” 

“You’re the one who killed me!” she screamed. Her grip tightened, about to snap Jim’s forearm. “Yes you are! You killed me, didn’t you?” And she picked up an empty beer bottle off the bar, her face contorted with rage, and started to smash it against his skull. 

But before the blow could fall a man lifted her off her feet and pulled her away from Jim; her fingernails flayed to the bones of Jim’s arm. She was still screaming, fighting to pull away, and the man, who wore a T-shirt with  Boneyard painted across it, said, “She’s a fresh one. Sorry, mac,” before he hauled her toward the entrance. The woman’s scream got shriller, and Jim saw her forehead burst open and ooze like a stomped snail. He shuddered, backing into a dark corner—and there he bumped into another body. 

“Excuse me,” he said. Started to move away. Glanced at whom he’d collided with. And saw her. 

She was trembling, her skinny arms wrapped around her chest. She still had most of her long brown hair, but in places it had diminished to the texture of spiderwebs and her scalp showed. Still, it was lovely hair. It looked almost healthy. Her pale blue eyes were liquid and terrified, and her face might have been pretty once. She had lost most of her nose, and gray-rimmed craters pitted her right cheek. She was wearing sensible clothes: a skirt and blouse and a sweater buttoned to the throat. Her clothes were dirty, but they matched. She looked like a librarian, he decided. She didn’t belong in the Boneyard—but, then, where did anyone belong anymore? 

He was about to move away when he noticed something else that caught a glint of frenzied light. Around her neck, just peeking over the collar of her sweater, was a silver chain, and on that chain hung a tiny cloisonne heart. 

It was a fragile thing, like a bit of bone china, but it held the power to freeze Jim before he took another step. 

“That’s… that’s very pretty,” he said. He nodded at the heart. 

Instantly her hand covered it. Parts of her fingers had rotted off, like his own. He looked into her eyes; she stared—or at least pretended to—right past him. She shook like a frightened deer. Jim paused, waiting for a break in the thunder, nervously casting his gaze to the floor. He caught a whiff of decay, and whether it was from himself or her he didn’t know; what did it matter? He shivered too, not knowing what else to say but wanting to say something, anything, to make a connection. He sensed that at any moment the girl—whose age might be anywhere from twenty to forty, since Death both tightened and wrinkled at the same time —might bolt past him and be lost in the crowd. He thrust his hands into his pockets, not wanting her to see the exposed fingerbones. “This is the first time I’ve been here,” he said. “I don’t go out much.” 

She didn’t answer. Maybe her tongue is gone, he thought. Or her throat. Maybe she was insane, which could be a real possibility. She pressed back against the wall, and Jim saw how very thin she was, skin stretched over frail bones. Dried up on the inside, he thought. Just like me. 

“My name is Jim,” he told her. “What’s yours?” 

Again, no reply. I’m no good at this! he agonized. Singles bars had never been his “scene”, as the saying went. No, his world had always been his books, his job, his classical records, his cramped little apartment that now seemed like a four-walled crypt. There was no use in standing here, trying to make conversation with a dead girl. He had dared to eat the peach, as Eliot’s Prufrock lamented, and found it rotten. 

“Brenda,” she said, so suddenly it almost startled him. She kept her hand over the heart, her other arm across her sagging breasts. Her head was lowered, her hair hanging over the cratered cheek. 

“Brenda,” Jim repeated; he heard his voice tremble. “That’s a nice name.” 

She shrugged, still pressed into the corner as if trying to squeeze through a chink in the bricks. Another moment of decision presented itself. It was a moment in which Jim could turn and walk three paces away, into the howling mass at the bar, and release Brenda from her corner; or a moment in which Brenda could tell him to go away, or curse him to his face, or scream with haunted dementia and that would be the end of it. The moment passed, and none of those things happened. There was just the drumbeat, pounding across the club, pounding like a counterfeit heart, and the roaches ran their race on the bar and the dancers continued to fling bits of flesh off their bodies like autumn leaves. He felt he had to say something. “I was just walking. I didn’t mean to come here.” Maybe she nodded. Maybe; he couldn’t tell for sure, and the light played tricks. “I didn’t have anywhere else to go,” 

he added. 

She spoke, in a whispery voice that he had to strain to hear: “Me neither.” 

Jim shifted his weight—what weight he had left. “Would you… like to dance?” he asked, for want of anything better. 

“Oh, no!” She looked up quickly. “No, I can’t dance! I mean… I used to dance, sometimes, but… I can’t dance anymore.” 

Jim understood what she meant; her bones were brittle, just as his own were. They were both as fragile as husks, and to get out on that dance floor would tear them both to pieces. “Good,” he said. “I can’t dance either.” 

She nodded, with an expression of relief. There was an instant in which Jim saw how pretty she must have been before all this happened—not pretty in a flashy way, but pretty as homespun lace—and it made his brain ache. “This is a loud place,” he said. “Too loud.” 

“I’ve… never been here before.” Brenda removed her hand from the necklace, and again both arms protected her chest. “I knew this place was here, but…” She shrugged her thin shoulders. “I don’t know.” 

“You’re…”  lonely, he almost said.  As lonely as I am. “…alone?” he asked. 

“I have friends,” she answered, too fast. 

“I don’t,” he said, and her gaze lingered on his face for a few seconds before she looked away. “I mean, not in this place,” he amended. “I don’t know anybody here, except you.” He paused, and then he had to ask the question: “Why did you come here tonight?” 

She almost spoke, but she closed her mouth before the words got out. I know why, Jim thought. Because you’re searching, just like I am. You went out walking, and maybe you came in here because you couldn’t stand to be alone another second. I can look at you, and hear you screaming. “Would you like to go out?” he asked. “Walking, I mean. Right now, so we can talk?” 

“I don’t know you,” she said, uneasily. 

“I don’t know you, either. But I’d like to.” 

“I’m…” Her hand fluttered up to the cavity where her nose had been. “Ugly,” she finished. 

“You’re not ugly. Anyway, I’m no handsome prince.” He smiled, which stretched the flesh on his face. Brenda might have smiled, a little bit; again, it was hard to tell. “I’m not a crazy,” Jim reassured her. “I’m not on drugs, and I’m not looking for somebody to hurt. I just thought… you might like to have some company.” 

Brenda didn’t answer for a moment. Her fingers played with the cloisonne heart. “All right,” she said finally. “But not too far. Just around the block.” 

“Just around the block,” he agreed, trying to keep his excitement from showing too much. He took her arm— she didn’t seem to mind his fleshless fingers—and carefully guided her through the crowd. She felt light, like a dry-rotted stick, and he thought that even he, with his shrunken muscles, might be able to lift her over his head. 

Outside, they walked away from the blast of the Bone-yard. The wind was getting stronger, and they soon were holding to each other to keep from being swept away. “A storm’s coming,” Brenda said, and Jim nodded. The storms were fast and ferocious, and their winds made the buildings shake. But Jim and Brenda kept walking, first around the block and then, at Brenda’s direction, southward. Their bodies were bent like question marks; overhead, clouds masked the moon and blue streaks of electricity began to lance across the sky. 

Brenda was not a talker, but she was a good listener. Jim told her about himself, about the job he used to have, about how he’d always dreamed that someday he’d have his own firm. He told her about a trip he once took, as a young man, to Lake Michigan, and how cold he recalled the water to be. He told her about a park he visited once, and how he remembered the sound of happy laughter and the smell of flowers. “I miss how it used to be,” he said, before he could stop himself, because in the Dead World voicing such regrets was a punishable crime. “I miss beauty,” he went on. “I miss… love.” 

She took his hand, bone against bone, and said, “This is where I live.” 

It was a plain brownstone building, many of the windows broken out by the windstorms. Jim didn’t ask to go to Brenda’s apartment; he expected to be turned away on the front steps. But Brenda still had hold of his hand, and now she was leading him up those steps and through the glassless door. Her apartment, on the fourth floor, was even smaller than Jim’s. The walls were a somber gray, but the lights revealed a treasure—pots of flowers set around the room and out on the fire escape. “They’re silk,” Brenda explained, before he could ask. “But they look real, don’t they?” 

“They look… wonderful.” He saw a stereo and speakers on a table, and near the equipment was a collection of records. He bent down, his knees creaking, and began to examine her taste in music. Another shock greeted him: Beethoven… Chopin… Mozart… Vivaldi… Strauss. And, yes, even Brahms. “Oh!” he said, and that was all he could say. 

“I found most of those,” she said. “Would you like to listen to them?” 

“Yes. Please.” 

She put on the Chopin, and as the piano chords swelled, so did the wind, whistling in the hall and making the windows tremble. 

And then she began to talk about herself: She had been a secretary, in a refrigeration plant across the river. Had never married, though she’d been engaged once. Her hobby was making silk flowers, when she could find the material. She missed ice cream most of all, she said. And summer—what had happened to summer, like it used to be? All the days and nights seemed to bleed together now, and nothing made any of them different. Except the storms, of course, and those could be dangerous. By the end of the third record, they were sitting side by side on her sofa. The wind had gotten very strong outside; the rain came and went, but the wind and lightning remained. 

“I like talking to you,” she told him. “I feel like… I’ve known you for a long, long time.” 

“I do too. I’m glad I came into that place tonight.” He watched the storm and heard the wind shriek. 

“I don’t know how I’m going to get home.” 

“You… don’t have to go,” Brenda said, very quietly. “I’d like for you to stay.” 

He stared at her, unbelieving. The back of his neck itched fiercely, and the itch was spreading to his shoulders and arms, but he couldn’t move. 

“I don’t want to be alone,” she continued. “I’m always alone. It’s just that… I miss touching. Is that wrong, to miss touching?” 

“No. I don’t think so.” 

She leaned forward, her lips almost brushing his, her eyes almost pleading. “Eat me,” she whispered. Jim sat very still. Eat me: the only way left to feel pleasure in the Dead World. He wanted it, too; he needed it, so badly. “Eat me,” he whispered back to her, and he began to unbutton her sweater. Her nude body was riddled with craters, her breasts sunken into her chest. His own was sallow and emaciated, and between his thighs his penis was a gray, useless piece of flesh. She reached for him, he knelt beside her body, and as she urged “Eat me, eat me,” his tongue played circles on her cold skin; then his teeth went to work, and he bit away the first chunk. She moaned and shivered, lifted her head and tongued his arm. Her teeth took a piece of flesh from him, and the ecstasy arrowed along his spinal cord like an electric shock. 

They clung to each other, shuddering, their teeth working on arms and legs, throat, chest, face. Faster and faster still, as the wind crashed and Beethoven thundered; gobbets of flesh fell to the carpet, and those gobbets were quickly snatched up and consumed. Jim felt himself shrinking, being transformed from one into two; the incandescent moment had enfolded him, and if there had been tears to cry, he might have wept with joy. Here was love, and here was a lover who both claimed him and gave her all. Brenda’s teeth closed on the back of Jim’s neck, crunching through the dry flesh. Her eyes closed in rapture as Jim ate the rest of the fingers on her left hand—and suddenly there was a new sensation, a scurrying around her lips. The love wound on Jim’s neck was erupting small yellow roaches, like gold coins spilling from a bag, and Jim’s itching subsided. He cried out, his face burrowing into Brenda’s abdominal cavity. 

Their bodies entwined, the flesh being gnawed away, their shrunken stomachs bulging. Brenda bit off his ear, chewed, and swallowed it; fresh passion coursed through Jim, and he nibbled away her lips—they  did taste like slightly overripe peaches—and ran his tongue across her teeth. They kissed deeply, biting pieces of their tongues off. Jim drew back and lowered his face to her thighs. He began to eat her, while she gripped his shoulders and screamed. 

Brenda arched her body. Jim’s sexual organs were there, the testicles like dark, dried fruit. She opened her mouth wide, extended her chewed tongue and bared her teeth; her cheekless, chinless face strained upward—and Jim cried out over even the wail of the wind, his body convulsing. They continued to feast on each other, like knowing lovers. Jim’s body was hollowed out, most of the flesh gone from his face and chest. Brenda’s lungs and heart were gone, consumed, and the bones of her arms and legs were fully revealed. Their stomachs swelled. And when they were near explosion, Jim and Brenda lay on the carpet, cradling each other with skeletal arms, lying on bits of flesh like the petals of strange flowers. They were one now, each into the other—and what more could love be than this? 

“I love you,” Jim said, with his mangled tongue. Brenda made a noise of assent, unable to speak, and took a last love bite from beneath his arm before she snuggled close. 

The Beethoven record ended; the next one dropped onto the turntable, and a lilting Strauss waltz began. 

Jim felt the building shake. He lifted his head, one eye remaining and that one sated with pleasure, and saw the fire escape trembling. One of the potted plants was suddenly picked up by the wind. “Brenda,” 

he said—and then the plant crashed through the glass and the stormwind came in, whipping around the walls. Another window blew in, and as the next hot wave of wind came, it got into the hollows of the two dried bodies and raised them off the floor like reed-ribbed kites. Brenda made a gasping noise, her arms locked around Jim’s spinal cord and his handless arms thrust into her ribcage. The wind hurled them against the wall, snapping bones like matchsticks as the waltz continued to play on for a few seconds before the stereo and table went over. There was no pain, though, and no reason to fear. They were together, in this Dead World where love was a curseword, and together they would face the storm. The wind churned, threw them one way and then the other—and as it withdrew from Brenda’s apartment it took the two bodies with it, into the charged air over the city’s roofs. They flew, buffeted higher and higher, bone locked to bone. The city disappeared beneath them, and they went up into the clouds where the blue lightning danced. 

They knew great joy, and at the upper limits of the clouds where the lightning was hottest, they thought they could see the stars. 

When the storm passed, a boy on the north side of the city found a strange object on the roof of his apartment building, near the pigeon roost. It looked like a charred-black construction of bones, melded together so you couldn’t tell where one bone ended and the other began. And in that mass of bones was a silver chain, with a small ornament. A heart, he saw it was. A white heart, hanging there in the tangle of someone’s bones. 

He was old enough to realize that someone—two people, maybe—had escaped the Dead World last night. Lucky stiffs, he thought. 

He reached in for the dangling heart, and it fell to ashes at his touch. 



        
            
                
            
        

    
NIGHT CALLS THE GREEN FALCON
by



Robert R. McCammon

CHAPTER ONE : NEVER SAY DIE

He was in the aeroplane again, falling towards the lights of Hollywood.

Seconds ago the craft had been a sleek silver beauty with two green-painted propellers, and now it was coming apart at the seams like wet cardboard. The controls went crazy, he couldn’t hold the stick level, and as the aeroplane fell he cinched his parachute pack tighter around his chest and reached up to pop the canopy out. But the canopy was jammed shut, its hinges red with clots of rust. The propellers had seized up, and black smoke whirled from the engines. The plane nosed towards the squat, ugly buildings that lined Hollywood Boulevard, a scream of wind passing over the fuselage.

He didn’t give up. That wasn’t his way. He kept pressing against the canopy, trying to force the hinges, but they were locked tight. The buildings were coming up fast, and there was no way to turn the aeroplane because the rudder and ailerons were gone too. He was sweating under his green suit, his heart beating so hard he couldn’t hear himself think. There had to be a way out of this; he was a never-say-die type of guy. His eyes in the slits of the green cowl ticked to the control panel, the jammed hinges, the dead stick, the smoking engines, back to the control panel in a frantic geometry.

The plane trembled; the port-side engine was ripping away from the wing. His green boots kicked at the dead rudder pedals. Another mighty heave at the canopy, another jerk of the limp control stick – and then he knew his luck had, at long last, run out. It was all over.

Going down fast now, the wings starting to tear away, Klieg lights swung back and forth over the boulevard, advertising somebody else’s 

premiere. He marked where the plane was going to hit: a mustard-yellow, five-floored brick building about eight blocks east of the Chinese Theatre.

He was going to hit the top floor, go right into somebody’s apartment. His hands in their green gloves clenched the armrests. No way out … no way out …

He didn’t mourn for himself so much, but someone innocent was about to die and that he couldn’t bear. Maybe there was a child in that apartment, and he could do nothing but sit in his trap of straps and glass and watch the scene unfold. No, he decided, as the sweat ran down his face. No, I can’t kill a child. Not another one. I  won’t. This script has to be rewritten. It wasn’t fair, that no one had told him how this scene would end. Surely the director was still in control. Wasn’t he? “Cut!” he called out, as the mustard-yellow building filled up his horizon. “Cut!” he said again, louder – then screamed it: “CUT!”

The aeroplane crashed into the building’s fifth floor, and he was engulfed by a wall of fire and agony.

CHAPTER TWO : AN OLD RELIC

He awoke, his flesh wet with nightmare sweat and his stomach burning with the last flames of an enchilada TV-dinner.

He lay in the darkness, the springs of his mattress biting into his back, and watched the lights from the boulevard – reflections of light – move across the cracked ceiling. A fan stuttered atop his chest-of-drawers, and from down the hall he could hear the LaPrestas hollering at each other again. He lifted his head from the sodden pillow and looked at his alarm clock on the table beside his bed: twenty-six minutes past twelve, and the night had already gone on forever.

His bladder throbbed. Right now it was working, but sometimes it went haywire and he peed in his sheets. The laundromat on the corner of Cosmo Street was not a good place to spend a Saturday night. He roused himself out of bed, his joints clicking back into their sockets and the memory of the nightmare scorched into his mind. It was from Chapter One of ‘Night Calls the Green Falcon’, when he couldn’t get the plane’s canopy up, because he didn’t like close places. The director had said, “Cut!” and the 

canopy’s hinges had been oiled and the sequence had gone like clockwork the second time around.

The nightmare would be back, and so would the rest of them – a reel of car crashes, falls from buildings, gunshots, explosions, even a lion’s attack.

He had survived all of them, but they kept trying to kill him again and again. Mr. Thatcher at the Burger King said he ought to have his head looked at, and maybe that was true. But Mr. Thatcher was only a kid, and the Green Falcon had died before Mr. Thatcher was born.

He stood up. Slid his feet into slippers. Picked his robe off a chair and shrugged into it, covering his pyjamas. His eyes found the faded poster taped to the wall: NIGHT CALLS THE GREEN FALCON, it said, and showed an assemblage of fist fights, car crashes and various other action scenes. IN TEN EXCITING CHAPTERS! the poster promised. STARRING

CREIGHTON FLINT, ‘THE GREEN FALCON’.

“The Green Falcon has to piss now,” he said, and he unlocked the door and went out into the hallway.

The bathroom was on the other side of the building. He trudged past the elevator and the door where the LaPrestas were yelling. Somebody else shouted for them to shut up, but when they got going there was no stopping them. Seymour the super’s cat slunk past, hunting rats, and the old man knocked politely at the bathroom’s door before he entered. He clicked on the light, relieved himself at the urinal and looked away from the hypodermic needles that were lying around the toilet. When he was finished, he picked up the needles and put them in the trash can, then washed his hands in the rust-stained sink and walked back along the corridor to his apartment.

Old gears moaned. The elevator was coming up. It opened when he was almost even with it. Out walked his next-door neighbour, Julie Saufley, and a young man with close-cropped blond hair.

She almost bumped into him, but she stopped short. “Hi, Cray. You’re prowlin’ around kinda late, aren’t you?”

“Guess so.” Cray glanced at the young man. Julie’s latest friend had pallid skin that was odd in sun-loving California, and his eyes were small and very dark. Looks like an extra in a Nazi flick, Cray thought, and then returned his gaze to Julie, whose dark brown hair was cut in a Mohawk and decorated with purple spray. Her spangled blouse and short leather skirt were so tight he couldn’t fathom how she could draw a breath. “Had to use the bathroom,” he said. Didn’t that just sound like an old fool? he asked himself. When he was forty years younger, such a statement to a 

pretty girl would have been unthinkable.

“Cray was a movie star,” Julie explained to her friend. “Used to be in …

what did they call them, Cray?”

“Serials,” he answered. Smiled wanly. “Cliff-hangers. I was the –”

“I’m not paying you for a tour of the wax museum, baby.” The young man’s voice was taut and mean, and the sound of it made Cray think of rusted barbed-wire. A match flared along the side of a red matchbook; the young man lit a cigarette, and the quick yellow light made his eyes look like small ebony stones. “Let’s get done what we came here for,” he said, with a puff of smoke in Cray Flint’s direction.

“Sure.” Julie shrugged. “I just thought you might like to know he used to be famous, that’s all.”

“He can sign my autograph book later. Let’s go.” Spidery white fingers slid around her arm, and drew her away.

Cray started to tell him to release her, but what was the use? There were no gentlemen anymore, and he was too old and used-up to be anyone’s champion. “Be careful, Julie,” she said as she guided the man to her apartment.

“My name’s Crystal this week,” she reminded him. Got her keys out of her clutch purse. “Coffee in the morning?”

“Right.” Julie’s door opened and closed. Cray went into his room and eased himself into a chair next to the window. The boulevard’s neon pulse painted red streaks across the walls. The street denizens were out, would be out until dawn, and every so often a police car would run them into the shadows, but they always returned. The night called them, and they had to obey. Like Julie did. She’d been in the building four months, was just twenty years old, and Cray couldn’t help but feel some grandfatherly concern for her. Maybe it was more than that, but so what? Lately he’d been trying to help her get off those pills she popped like candy, and encouraging her to write to her parents back in Minnesota. Last week she’d called herself Amber; such was the power of Hollywood, a city of masks.

Cray reached down beside his chair and picked up the well-worn leather book that lay there. He could hear the murmur of Julie’s voice through the paper-thin wall; then her customer’s, saying something. Silence. A police car’s siren on the boulevard, heading west. The squeak of mattress springs from Julie’s apartment. Over in the corner, the scuttling of a rat in the wall. Where was Seymour when you needed him? Cray opened his memory 

book, and looked at the yellowed newspaper clipping from the Belvedere, Indiana  Banner of March 21st 1946, that said HOMETOWN FOOTBALL

HERO HOLLYWOOD BOUND. There was a picture of himself, when he was still handsome and had a headful of hair. Other clippings – his mother had saved them – were from his high-school and college days, and they had headlines like BOOMER WINS GYMNASTIC MEDAL and BOOMER BREAKS TRACK MEET RECORD. That was his real name: Creighton Boomershine. The photographs were of a muscular, long-legged kid with a lop-sided grin and the clear eyes of a dreamer.

Long gone, Cray thought. Long gone.

He had had his moment in the sun. It had almost burned him blind, but it had been a lovely light. He had turned sixty-three in May, an old relic.

Hollywood worshipped at the altar of youth. Anyway, nobody made his kind of pictures anymore. Four serials in four years, and then –Cut, he thought. No use stirring up all that murky water. He had to get back to bed, because morning would find him mopping the floor in the Burger King three blocks west and Mr. Thatcher liked clean floors.

He closed the memory book and put it aside. On the floor was a section of yesterday’s LA  Times; he’d already read the paper, but a headline caught his attention: FLIPTOP KILLER CHALLENGES POLICE. Beneath that was a story about the Fliptop, and eight photographs of the street people whose throats had been savagely slashed in the last two months.

Cray had known one of them: a middle-aged woman called Auntie Sunglow, who rocketed along the boulevard on roller skates singing Beatles songs at the top of her lungs. She was crazy, yes, but she always had a kind tune for him. Last week she’d been found in a trash dumpster off Sierra Bonita, her head almost severed from her neck.

Bad times, Cray mused. Couldn’t think of any worse. Hopefully the police would nail the Fliptop before he – or she – killed again, but he didn’t count on it. All the street people he knew were watching their backs.

Something struck the wall, in Julie’s apartment. It sounded like it might have been a fist.

Cray heard the springs squalling, like a cat being skinned alive. He didn’t know why she sold her body for such things, but he’d learned long ago that people did what they had to do to survive.

There was another blow against the wall. Something crashed over. A chair, maybe.

Cray stood up. Whatever was going on over there, it sounded rough.

 

Way too rough. He heard no voices, just the awful noise of the springs. He went to the wall and pounded on it. “Julie?” he called. “You all right?”

No answer. He put his ear to the wall, and heard what he thought might have been a shuddering gasp.

The squall of the springs had ceased. Now he could hear only his own heartbeat. “Julie?” He pounded the wall again. “Julie, answer me!” When she didn’t respond, he knew something was terribly wrong. He went out to the corridor, sweat crawling down his neck, and as he reached out to grip the doorknob of Julie’s apartment he heard a scraping noise that he knew must be the window being pushed upward.

Julie’s window faced the alley. The fire escape, Cray realised. Julie’s customer was going down the fire escape.

“Julie!” he shouted. He kicked the door, and his slipper flew off. Then he threw his shoulder against it, and the door cracked on its hinges but didn’t give way. Again he rammed into the door, and a third time. On the fourth blow the door’s hinges tore away from the wood and it crashed down, sending Cray sprawling into the apartment.

He got up on his hands and knees, his shoulder hurting like hell. The young man was across the untidy room, still struggling with the reluctant window, and he paid Cray no attention. Cray stood up, and looked at the bed where Julie lay, naked on her back.

He caught his breath as if he’d been punched in the stomach. The blood was still streaming from the scarlet mass of Julie Saufley’s throat, and it had splattered across the yellow wall like weird calligraphy. Her eyes were wet and aimed up at the ceiling, her hands gripped around the bars of the iron bed-frame. Without clothes, her body was white and childlike, and she hardly had any breasts at all. The blood was everywhere. So red. Cray’s heart was labouring, and as he stared at the slashed throat he heard the window slide up. He blinked, everything hazy and dreamlike, and watched the young blond man climb through the window onto the fire escape.

Oh God, Cray thought. He wavered on his feet, feared he was about to faint. Oh my God …

Julie had brought the Fliptop Killer home to play.

His first impulse was to shout for help, but he squelched it. He knew the shout would rob his breath and strength, and right now he needed both of them. The LaPrestas were still fighting. What would one more shout be?

He stepped forward. Another step, and a third one followed. With the rusty agility of a champion gymnast, he ran to the open window and slid 

out to the fire escape.

The Fliptop Killer was about to go down the ladder. Cray reached out, grasped the young man’s t-shirt in his freckled fist, and said hoarsely, “No .”

The man twisted towards him. The small black eyes regarded him incuriously: the emotionless gaze of a clinician. There were a few spatters of blood on his face, but not many. Practice had honed his reflexes, and he knew how to avoid the jetting crimson. Cray gripped his shirt; they stared at each other for a few ticks of time, and then the killer’s right hand flashed up with an extra finger of metal.

The knife swung at Cray’s face, but Cray had already seen the blow coming in the tension of the man’s shoulder and as he let go of the shirt and scrambled backwards the blade hissed past.

And now the Fliptop Killer stepped towards him – a long stride, knife upraised, the face cold and without expression, as if he were about to cut a hanging piece of beef. But a woman screamed from an open window, and as the man’s head darted to the side Cray grasped the wrist of his knife hand and shouted, “Call the po –”

A fist hit him in the face, crumpling his nose and mashing his lips. He pitched back, stunned – and he fell over the fire escape’s railing into empty space.

CHAPTER THREE : A RED MATCHBOOK

His robe snagged on a jagged piece of metal. The cloth ripped, almost tore off him, and for three awful seconds he was dangling five floors over the alley, but then he reached upward and his fingers closed around the railing.

The Fliptop Killer was already scrambling down the fire escape. The woman – Mrs. Sargenza, bless her soul – was still screaming, and now somebody else was hollering from another window and the Fliptop Killer 

clambered down to the alley with the speed and power of a born survivor.

Cray pulled himself up, his legs kicking and his shoulder muscles standing out in rigid relief. He collapsed onto his knees when he’d made it to the landing’s safety. He thought he might have to throw up enchiladas, and his stomach heaved, but mercifully there was no explosion. Blood was in his mouth, and his front teeth felt loose. He stood up, black motes buzzing before his eyes. Looked over the edge, gripping hard to the railing.

The Fliptop Killer was gone, back to the shadows.

“Call the police,” he said, but he didn’t know if Mrs. Sargenza had heard him, though she disappeared from her window and slammed it shut. He was trembling down to his gnarly toes, and after another moment he climbed back into the room where the corpse was.

Cray felt her wrist for a pulse. It seemed the sensible thing to do. But there was no pulse, and Julie’s eyes didn’t move. In the depths of the wound he could see the white bone of her spine. How many times had the killer slashed, and what was it inside him that gave him such maniacal strength? “Wake up,” Cray said. He pulled at her arm. “Come on, Julie.

Wake up.”

“Oh, Jesus!” Mr. Myers from across the hall stood in the doorway. His hand went to his mouth, and he made a retching sound and staggered back to his apartment. Other people were peering in. Cray said, “Julie needs a doctor,” though he knew she was dead and all a doctor could do was pull the bloodied sheet over her face. He still had her hand, and he was stroking it. Her fingers were closed around something; it worked loose and fell into Cray’s palm.

Cray looked at it. A red matchbook. The words GRINDERSWITCH BAR

printed on its side, and an address just off Hollywood and Vine, three blocks over.

He opened the red matchbook. Two matches were missing. One of them had been used to light the Fliptop Killer’s cigarette, out in the hallway. The Fliptop Killer had been to the Grinderswitch, a place Cray had walked past but never entered.

“Cops are on their way!” Mr. Gomez said, coming into the room. His wife stood at the door, her face smeared with blue anti-ageing cream.

“What happened here, Flint?”

Cray started to speak, but found no words. Others were entering the room, and suddenly the place with its reek of blood and spent passions was too tight for him; he had a feeling of suffocation, and a scream flailed 

behind his teeth. He walked past Mr. Gomez, out the door and into his own apartment. And there he stood at the window, the brutal neon pulse flashing in his face and a red matchbook clenched in his hand.

The police would come and ask their questions. An ambulance without a siren would take Julie’s corpse away, to a cold vault. Her picture would be in the  Times tomorrow, and the headline would identify her as the Fliptop Killer’s ninth victim. Her claim to fame, he thought, and almost wept.

I saw him, he realised.  I saw the Fliptop. I had hold of the bastard. 

And there in his hand was the matchbook Julie had given him. The bartender at the Grinderswitch might know the Fliptop. The bartender might  be the Fliptop. It was a vital clue, Cray thought, and if he gave it up to the police it might be lost in shufflings of paper, envelopes and plastic bags that went into what they called their evidence storage. The police didn’t care about Julie Saufley, and they hardly cared about the other street victims, either. No, Julie was another statistic – a ‘crazy’, the cops would say. The Fliptop Killer loved to kill ‘crazies’.

Julie had given him a clue. Had, perhaps, fought to keep it with her dying breath. And now what was he going to do with it?

He knew, without fully knowing. It was a thing of instincts, just as his long-ago gymnastic training, track-and-field and boxing championships were things of instincts. Inner things, that once learned and believed in could never be fully lost.

He opened the closet’s door.

A musty, mothball smell rolled out. And there it was, on its wooden hanger amid the cheap shirts and trousers of an old dreamer.

It had once been emerald-green, but time had faded it to more of a dusky olive. Bleach stains had mottled the flowing green cape, and Cray had forgotten how that had happened. Still, he’d been a good caretaker: various rips had been patched over, the only really noticeable mar a poorly-stitched tear across the left leg. The cowl, with its swept-back, crisply winglike folds on either side of the head and its slits for the eyes, was in almost perfect condition. The green boots were there on the floor, both badly scuffed, and the green gloves were up on the shelf.

His Green Falcon costume had aged, just like its owner. The studio had let him keep it, after he came out of the sanatorium in 1954. By then serials were dying anyway, and of what use was a green suit with a long cape and wings on the sides of its cowl? In the real world, there was no 

room for Green Falcons.

He touched the material. It was lighter than it appeared, and it made a secret – and dangerous – whispering noise. The Green Falcon had made mincemeat out of a gallery of villains, roughnecks and killers, every Saturday afternoon in the cathedrals of light and shadow all across America. Why, then, could the Green Falcon not track down the Fliptop Killer?

Because the Green Falcon is dead, Cray told himself. Forget it. Close the door. Step back. Leave it to the police.

But he didn’t close the door, nor did he step back. Because he knew, deep at his centre, that the Green Falcon was not dead. Only sleeping, and yearning to awaken.

He was losing his mind. He knew that clearly enough, as if somebody had thrown ice water in his face and slapped him too. But he reached into the closet, and he brought the costume out.

The siren of a police car was approaching. Cray Flint began to pull the costume on, over his pyjamas. His body had thinned, not thickened, with age; the green tights were loose, and though his legs were knotty with muscles, they looked skinny and ill-nourished. His shoulders and chest still filled out the tunic portion of the costume, though, but his thin, wiry arms had lost the blocky muscularity of their youth. He got the costume zipped up, worked his feet into the scuffed boots, then put on the cape and laced it into place. The dust of a thousand moth wings shimmered gold against the green. He lifted the gloves off the shelf, but discovered the moths had enjoyed an orgy in them and they were riddled with holes. The gloves would have to stay behind. His heart was beating very hard now. He took the cowl off its hanger. The police car’s siren was nearing the building.

Cray ran his fingers over the cowl, which still gleamed with a little iridescence, as it had in the old days.

I shouldn’t do this, he told himself.  I’m going crazy again, and I’m nothing but an Indiana boy who used to be an actor …

I shouldn’t …

He slipped the cowl over his head, and drew its drawstring tight. And now he saw the world through cautious slits, the air coming to his nostrils through small holes and smelling of mothballs and … yes, and something else. Something indefinable: the brassy odour of a young man’s sweat, the sultry heat of daredevilry, maybe the blood of a split lip incurred during a fight scene with an over-eager stuntman. Those aromas and more. His stomach tightened under the green skin.  Walk tall and think tall, he 

remembered a director telling him. His shoulders pulled back. How many times had he donned this costume and gone into the battle against hoodlums, thugs and murderers? How many times had he stared Death in the face through these slits and walked tall into the maelstrom?

I’m Creighton Flint, he thought. And then he looked at the faded poster that promised a world of thrills and saw STARRING CREIGHTON FLINT, ‘THE GREEN FALCON’.

The one and only.

The police car’s siren stopped.

It was time to go, if he was going.

The Green Falcon held the matchbook up before his eye-slits. The Grinderswitch was a short walk away. If the Fliptop Killer had been there tonight, someone might remember.

He knew he was one stride away from the loony bin, and if he went through that door dressed like this there was no turning back. But if the Green Falcon couldn’t track down the Fliptop, nobody could.

It was worth a try. Wasn’t it?

He took a deep breath, and then the one stride followed. He walked out into the hallway, and the residents gathered around Julie Saufley’s door saw him and every one of them recoiled as if they’d just seen a man from Mars. He didn’t hesitate; he went past them to the elevator. The little numerals above the door were on the upward march. The policemen were coming up, he realised. It would not be wise to let them see the Green Falcon.

“Hey!” Mr Gomez shouted. “Hey, who the hell are  you?”

“He must be nuts!” Mrs LaPresta said, and her husband – in a rare moment – agreed.

But Cray was already heading towards the door marked STAIRS. The cape pinched his neck and the mask was stuffy; he didn’t remember the costume being so uncomfortable. But he pulled open the door and started quickly down the stairway, the matchbook clenched in his hand and the smell of Julie’s blood up his nostrils.

He was puffing by the time he reached the ground floor. But he crossed the cramped little lobby, went out the revolving door and on to Hollywood Boulevard where the lights and the noise reminded him of a three-ring circus. But he knew full well that shadows lay at the fringes of those lights, and in those shadows it was dangerous to tread. He started walking west, 

towards Vine Street. A couple of kids zipped past him on skateboards, and one of them gave a fierce tug at his cape that almost strangled him. Horns were honking as cars passed, and ladies of the night waved and jiggled their wares from the street corner. A punk with his hair in long red spikes peered into Cray’s eyeholes and sneered, “Are you for  real, man?” The Green Falcon kept going, a man with a mission. A black prostitute jabbed her colleague in the ribs, and both of them hooted and made obscene noises as he passed. Here came a group of Hare Krishnas, banging tambourines and chanting, and even their blank eyes widened as they saw him coming. But the Green Falcon, dodging drunks and leather-clad hustlers, left them all in the flap of his cape.

And then there was the Grinderswitch Bar, jammed between a porno theatre and a wig shop. Its blinking neon sign was bright scarlet, and out in front of the place were six big Harley-Davidson motorcycles. Cray paused, fear fluttering around in the pit of his stomach. The Grinderswitch was a place of shadows; he could tell that right off. There was a meanness even in the neon’s buzz. Go home, he told himself. Forget this. Just go home and –Do what? Vegetate? Sit in a lousy chair, look at clippings and reflect on how lucky you are to have a job sweeping the floor at a Burger King?

No. He was wearing the armour of the Green Falcon now, and why should he fear? But still he paused. To go into that place would be like walking into a lion’s den after rolling around in fresh meat. Who was Julie Saufley, anyway? His friend, yes, but she was dead now, and what did it matter? Go home. Put the costume back on its hanger, and forget. He looked at the door, and knew that beyond it the monsters waited. Go home. Just go home.

CHAPTER FOUR : ONE-EYED SKULLS

He swallowed thickly.  Walk tall and think tall, he told himself. If he did not go in, the very name of the Green Falcon would be forever tainted.

Pain he could take; shame he could not.

He grasped the door’s handle, and he entered the Grinderswitch.

The six motorcycle owners, husky bearded men wearing black jackets 

that identified them as members of the ONE-EYED SKULLS gang, looked up from their beers. One of them laughed, and the man sitting in the centre seat gave a low whistle.

The Green Falcon paid them no attention. Bass-heavy music pounded from ceiling-mounted speakers, and on a small upraised stage a thin blonde girl wearing a g-string gyrated to the beat with all the fervour of a zombie. A few other patrons watched the girl, and other topless girls in g-strings wandered around with trays of beers and cheerless smiles. The Green Falcon went to the bar, where a flabby man with many chins had halted in his pouring of a new set of brews. The bartender stared at him, round-eyed, as the Green Falcon slid onto a stool.

“I’m looking for a man,” Cray said.

“Wrong joint, Greenie,” the bartender answered. “Try the Brass Screw, over on Selma.”

“No, I don’t mean that.” He flushed red under his mask. Trying to talk over this hellacious noise was like screaming into a hurricane. “I’m looking for a man who might have been in here tonight.”

“I serve beer and liquor, not lonely hearts club news. Take a hike.”

Cray glanced to his left. There was a mug on the bar full of GRINDERSWITCH matchbooks. “The man I’m looking for is blond, maybe in his early or mid-twenties. He’s got pale skin and his eyes are very dark – either brown or black. Have you seen anybody who –”

“What the hell are you doin’ walking around in a friggin’ green suit?”

the bartender asked. “It’s not St Patrick’s Day. Did you jump out of a nuthouse wagon?”

“No. Please, try to think. Have you seen the man I just described?”

“Yeah. A hundred of ’em. Now I said move it, and I’m not gonna say it again.”

“He took one of those matchbooks,” Cray persisted. “He might have been sitting on one of these stools not long ago. Are you sure you –”

A hand grasped his shoulder and swung him around. Three of the bikers had crowded in close, and the other three watched from a distance.

A couple of go-go dancers rubbernecked at him, giggling. The bass throbbing was a physical presence, making the glasses shake on the shelves behind the bar. A broad, brown-bearded face with cruel blue eyes peered into Cray’s mask; the biker wore a bandana wrapped around his skull and a necklace from which rusty razor blades dangled. “God Almighty, Dogmeat. There’s somebody  inside it!”

 

The biker called Dogmeat, the one who’d whistled as Cray had entered, stepped forward. He was a burly, grey-bearded hulk with eyes like shotgun barrels and a face like a pissed-off pit bull. He thunked Cray on the skull with a thick forefinger. “Hey, man! You got some screws loose or what?”

Cray smelled stale beer and dirty armpits. “I’m all right,” he said, with just a little quaver in his voice.

“I say you  ain’t,” Dogmeat told him. “What’s wrong with you, comin’

into a respectable joint dressed up like a Halloween fruitcake?”

“Guy was just on his way out,” the bartender said. “Let him go.” The bikers glared at him, and he smiled weakly and added, “Okay?”

“No. Not okay,” Dogmeat answered. He thunked Cray’s skull again, harder. “I asked you a question. Let’s hear you speak, man.”

“I’m … looking for someone,” Cray said. “A young man. Blond, about twenty or twenty-five. Wearing a t-shirt and blue jeans. He’s got fair skin and dark eyes. I think he might have been in here not too long ago.”

“What’re you after this guy for? He steal your spaceship?” The others laughed, but Dogmeat’s face remained serious. Another thunk of Cray’s skull. “Come on, that was a joke. You’re supposed to laugh.”

“Please,” Cray said. “Don’t do that anymore.”

“Do what? This?” Dogmeat thunked him on the point of his chin.

“Yes. Please don’t do that anymore.”

“Oh. Okay.” Dogmeat smiled. “How about if I do this?” And he flung his half-full mug of beer into Cray’s face. The liquid blinded Cray for a few seconds, then washed out of his mask and ran down his neck. The other One-Eyed Skulls howled with laughter and clapped Dogmeat on the back.

“I think I’d better be going.” Cray started to get up, but Dogmeat’s hand clamped to his shoulder and forced him down with ridiculous ease.

“Who are you supposed to be, man? Dogmeat asked, feigning real interest. “Like … a big bad superhero or somethin’?”

“I’m nobo –” He stopped himself. They were watching and listening, smiling with gap-toothed smiles. And then Cray straightened up his shoulders, and it came out of him by instinct. “I’m the Green Falcon,” he said.

There was a moment of stunned silence, except for that thunderous music. Then they laughed again, and the laughter swelled. But Dogmeat didn’t laugh; his eyes narrowed, and when the laughter had faded he said, “Okay, Mr Green Falcon sir. How about takin’ that mask off and … like …

 

let’s see your secret identity.” Cray didn’t respond. Dogmeat leaned closer.

“I  said, Mr Green Falcon sir, that I want you to take your mask off. Do it.

Now.”

Cray was trembling. He clenched his fists in his lap. “I’m sorry. I can’t do that.”

Dogmeat smiled a savage smile. “If you won’t, I will. Hand it over.”

Cray shook his head. No matter what happened now, the die was cast.

“No. I won’t.”

“Well,” Dogmeat said, softly, “I’m really sorry to hear that.” And he grasped the front of Cray’s tunic, lifted him bodily off the stool, twisted and threw him across a table eight feet away. Cray went over the table, crashed into a couple of chairs and sprawled to the floor. Stars and rockets fired in his brain. He got up on his knees, aware that Dogmeat was advancing towards him. Dogmeat’s booted foot drew back, the kick aimed at the Green Falcon’s face.

CHAPTER FIVE : THE STAR AND



QUESTION MARK

A shriek like the demons of Hell singing Beastie Boys tunes came from the speakers. “Christ!” Dogmeat shouted, clapping his hands to his ears.

He turned, and so did the other One-Eyed Skulls.

A figure stood over at the record’s turntable near the stage, calmly scratching the tone-arm back and forth across the platter. The Green Falcon pulled himself up to his feet, and stood shaking the explosions out of his head. The figure let the tone-arm skid across the record with a last fingernails-on-chalkboard skreel, and then the speakers were silent.

“Let him be,” she said, in a voice like velvet smoke.

The Green Falcon’s eyes were clear now, and he could see her as well as the others did. She was tall – maybe six-two or possibly an inch above that – and her Amazonian body was pressed into a tigerskin one-piece bathing suit. She wore black high heels, and her hair was dyed orange and cropped close to her head. She smiled a red-lipped smile, her teeth startlingly white against her ebony flesh.

 

“What’d you say, bitch?” Dogmeat challenged.

“Gracie!” the bartender said. “Keep out of it.”

She ignored him, her amber eyes fixed on Dogmeat. “Let him be,” she repeated. “He hasn’t done anything to you.”

“Lord, Lord.” Dogmeat shook his head with sarcastic wonder. “A talkin’

female monkey! Hey, I ain’t seen you dance yet! Hop up on that stage and shake that black ass!”

“Go play in somebody else’s sandbox,” Gracie told him. “Kiddie time’s over.”

“Damned right it is.” Dogmeat’s cheeks burned red, and he took a menacing step towards her. “Get up on that stage! Move your butt!”

She didn’t budge.

Dogmeat was almost upon her. The Green Falcon looked around, said, “Excuse me,” and lifted an empty beer mug off a table in front of a pie-eyed drunk. Then he cocked his arm back, took aim, and called out, “Hey, Mr Dogmeat!”

The biker’s head swivelled towards him, eyes flashing with anger.

The Green Falcon threw the beer mug, as cleanly as if it were a shotput on an Indiana summer day. It sailed through the air, and Dogmeat lifted his hand to ward it off, but he was way too late. The mug hit him between the eyes, didn’t shatter but made a satisfying clunking sound against his skull. He took two steps forward and one back, his eyes rolled to show the bloodshot whites, and he fell like a chopped-down sequoia.

“Sonofabitch!” the brown-bearded one said, more in surprise than anything else. Then his face darkened like a stormcloud and he started towards the Green Falcon with two other bikers right behind him.

The Green Falcon stood his ground. There was no point in running; his old legs would not get him halfway to the door before the bikers pulled him down. No, he had to stand there and take whatever was coming. He let them get within ten feet, and then he said, in a calm and steady voice, “Does your mother know where you are, son?”

Brown Beard stopped as if he’d run into an invisible wall. One of the others ran into him and bounced off. “Huh? ”

“Your mother,” the Green Falcon repeated. “Does she know where you are?”

“My … my mother? What’s she got to do with this, man?”

 

“She gave birth to you and raised you, didn’t she? Does she know where you are right now?” The Green Falcon waited, his heart hammering, but Brown Beard didn’t answer. “How do you think your mother would feel if she could see you?”

“His mother wouldn’t feel nothin’,” another of them offered. “She’s in a home for old sots up in Oxnard.”

“You shut up!” Brown Beard said, turning on his companion. “She’s not an old sot, man! She’s just … like … a little sick. I’m gonna get her out of that place! You’ll see!”

“Quit the jawin’!” a third biker said. “We gonna tear this green suit apart or not?”

The Green Falcon stepped forward, and he didn’t know what he was about to say but lines from old scripts were whirling through his recollection like moths through klieg lights. “Any son who loves his mother,” he said, “is a true American, and I’m proud to call him friend.”

He held his hand out towards Brown Beard.

The other man stared at it, and blinked uncertainly. “Who … who the hell  are you?”

“I’m the Green Falcon. Defender of the underdog. Righter of wrongs, and champion of justice.”  That’s not me talking, he realised.  It’s from Night Calls the Green Falcon,  Chapter Five. But he realised also that his voice sounded different, in a strange way. It was not the voice of an old man anymore; it was a sturdy, rugged voice, with a bass undertone as strong as a fist. It was a hero’s voice, and it demanded respect.

No one laughed.

And the biker with the brown beard slid his hand into the Green Falcon’s, and the Green Falcon gripped it hard and said, “Walk tall and think tall, son.”

At least for a few seconds, he had them. They were in a thrall of wonder, just like the little children who’d come to see him during the public relations tour in the summer of 1951, when he’d shaken their hands and told them to respect their elders, put up their toys, and do right: the simple secret of success. Those children had wanted to believe in him, so badly; and now in this biker’s eyes there was that same glimmer – faint and faraway, yes – but as clear as a candle in the darkness. This was a little boy standing here, trapped in a grown-up skin. The Green Falcon nodded recognition, and when he relaxed his grip the biker didn’t want to let go.

 

“I’m looking for a man who I think is the Fliptop Killer,” the Green Falcon told them. He described the blond man who’d escaped from the window of Julie Saufley’s apartment. “Have any of you seen a man who fits that description?”

Brown Beard shook his head. None of the others offered information, either. Dogmeat moaned, starting to come around. “Where is he?”

Dogmeat mumbled. “I’ll rip his head off.”

“Hey, this joint’s about as much fun as a mortician’s convention,” one of the bikers said. “Women are ugly as hell, too. Let’s hit the road.”

“Yeah,” another agreed. “Ain’t nothin’ happenin’ around here.” He bent down to help haul Dogmeat up. Their leader was still dazed, his eyes roaming in circles. The bikers guided Dogmeat towards the door, but the brown-bearded on hesitated.

“I’ve heard of you before,” he said. “Somewhere. Haven’t I?”

“Yes,” the Green Falcon answered. “I think you probably have.”

The man nodded. Pitched his voice lower, so the others couldn’t hear: “I used to have a big stack of Batman comics. Read ’em all the time. I used to think he was  real, and I wanted to grow up just like him. Crazy, huh?”

“Not so crazy,” the Green Falcon said.

The other man smiled slightly, a wistful smile. “I hope you find who you’re lookin’ for. Good luck.” He started after his friends, and the Green Falcon said, “Do right.”

And then they were gone, the sounds of their motorcycles roaring away.

The Green Falcon glanced again at the bartender, still hoping for some information, but the man’s face remained a blank.

“You want a beer, Greenie?” someone asked, and the Green Falcon turned to face the tall black go-go dancer.

“No, thank you. I’ve got to go.” To where he didn’t know, but the Grinderswitch was a dead end.

He had taken two steps towards the door when Gracie said, “I’ve seen him. The guy you’re after.” The Green Falcon abruptly stopped. “I know that face,” Gracie went on. “He was in here maybe two, three hours ago.”

“Do you know his name?”

“No. But I know where he lives.”

His heart kicked. “Where?”

“Well … he might live there or he might not,” she amended. She came 

closer to him, and he figured she was in her late twenties but it was hard to tell with all the makeup. “A motel on the Strip. The Palmetto. See, I used to … uh … work there. I was an escort.” She flashed a quick warning glance at the bartender, as if she just dared him to crack wise. Then back to the Green Falcon again. “I used to see this guy hanging out around there. He comes in here maybe two or three times a week. Asked me out one time, but I wouldn’t go.”

“Why not?”

She shrugged. “Too white. Amazin’ Grace doesn’t have to go out with just anybody. I choose my own friends.”

“But you remember seeing him at the Palmetto?”

“Yeah. Or at least somebody who fits that description. I’m not saying it’s the same guy. Lots of creeps on the Strip, and those hot springs motels lure most of them one time or another.” She licked her lower lip; the shine of excitement was in her eyes. “You really think he’s the Fliptop?”

“I do. Thank you for telling me, Miss.” He started towards the door, but again her husky voice stopped him.

“Hey, hold on! The Palmetto’s about ten or twelve blocks east. You got a car?”

“No.”

“Neither do I, but there’s a cab stand down the street. I’m just clocking out. Right, Tony?”

“You’re the star,” the bartender said, with a wave of his hand.

“You want some company, Greenie? I mean …” She narrowed her eyes.

“You’re not a crazy yourself, are you?” Gracie laughed at her own question.

“Hell, sure you are! You’ve  got to be! But I’m heading that way, and I’ll show you the place if you want. For free.”

“Why would you want to help me?” he asked.

Gracie looked wounded. “I’ve got civic pride, that’s why! Hell, just because I strut my butt in this joint five nights a week doesn’t mean I’m not a humanitarian!”

The Green Falcon considered that, and nodded. Amazin’ Grace was obviously intelligent, and she probably enjoyed the idea of a hunt. He figured he could use all the help he could get. “All right. I’ll wait while you get dressed.”

She frowned. “I  am dressed, fool! Let’s go!”

 

They left the Grinderswitch and started walking east along the boulevard. Gracie had a stride that threatened to leave him behind, and his green suit drew just as many doubletakes as her lean ebony body in its tigerskin wrapping. The cab stand was just ahead, and a cab was there, engine running. A kid in jeans and a black leather jacket leaned against the hood; he was rail-thin, his head shaved bald except for a tuft of hair in the shape of a question mark on his scalp.

“You got a fare, kid,” Gracie said as she slid her mile-long legs in. “Move it!”

The kid said, “I’m waitin’ for –”

“Your wait’s over,” Gracie interrupted. “Come on, we don’t have all night!”

The kid shrugged, his eyes vacant and uninterested, and got behind the wheel. As soon as the Green Falcon was in, the kid shot away from the kerb with a shriek of burning rubber and entered the flow of westbound traffic.

“We want to go to the Palmetto Motel,” Gracie said. “You know where that is?”

“Sure.”

“Well, you’re going the wrong way. And start your meter, unless we’re going to ride for free.”

“Oh. Yeah.” The meter’s arm came down and the mechanism started ticking. “You want to go east, huh?” he asked. And without warning he spun the wheel violently, throwing the Green Falcon and Gracie up against the cab’s side, and the vehicle careened in a tight U-turn that narrowly missed a collision with a BMW. Horns blared and tyres screeched, but the kid swerved into the eastbound lane as if he owned Hollywood Boulevard.

And the Green Hornet saw a motorcycle cop turn on his blue light and start after them, at the same time as a stout Hispanic man ran out of a Chock Full O’ Nuts coffee shop, yelling and gesturing frantically.

“Must be a caffeine fit,” Gracie commented. She heard the siren’s shrill note and glanced back. “Smart move, kid. You just got a blue-tailed fly on your ass.”

The kid laughed, sort of. The Green Falcon’s gut tightened; he’d already seen the little photograph on the dashboard that identified the cab driver.

It was a stout Hispanic face.

“Guy asked me to watch his cab while he ran in to pick up some coffee,”

the kid said, with a shrug. “Gave me a buck, too.” He looked in the 

rearview mirror. The motorcycle cop was waving him over. “What do you want me to do, folks?”

The Green Falcon had decided, just that fast. The police might be looking for him since he’d left the apartment building, and if they saw him like this they wouldn’t understand. They’d think he was just a crazy old man out for a joyride through fantasy, and they’d take the Green Falcon away from him.

And if anyone could find the Fliptop Killer and bring him to justice, the Green Falcon could.

He said, “Lose him.”

The kid looked back, and now his eyes were wide and thrilled. He grinned. “Roger willco,” he said, and pressed his foot to the accelerator.

The cab’s engine roared, the vehicle surged forward with a power that pressed the Green Falcon and Gracie into their seats, and the kid whipped around a Mercedes and then up on to the kerb where people screamed and leapt aside. The cab, its exhaust pipe spitting fire, rocketed towards the plate-glass window of a lingerie store.

Gracie gave a stunned little cry, gripped the Green Falcon’s hand with knuckle-cracking force, and the Green Falcon braced for impact.

CHAPTER SIX : HANDFUL OF STRAWS

The kid spun the wheel to the left, and the cab’s fender knocked sparks off a brick wall as it grazed past the window. Then he veered quickly to the right, clipped away two parking meters, and turned the cab off Hollywood on to El Centro Avenue. He floorboarded the gas pedal.

“Let me outta here!” Gracie shouted, and she grasped the door’s handle, but the cab’s speedometer needle was already nosing past forty. She decided she didn’t care for a close acquaintance with asphalt, and anyway the Green Falcon had her other hand and wasn’t going to let her jump.

The motorcycle cop was following, the blue light spinning and the siren getting louder. The kid tapped the brakes and swerved in front of a gasoline truck, through an alley and behind a row of buildings, then back on to El Centro and speeded southward. The motorcycle cop came out of 

the alley and got back on their tail, again closing the gap between them.

“What’s your name?” the Green Falcon asked.

“Me? Ques,” he answered. “Because of –”

“I can guess why. Ques, this is very important.” The Green Falcon leaned forward, his fingers clamped over the seat in front of him. “I don’t want the policeman to stop us. I’m –” Again, lines from the scripts danced through his mind. “I’m on a mission,” he said. “I don’t have time for the police. Do you understand?”

Ques nodded. “No,” he said. “But if you want to give the cop a run, I’m your man.” The speedometer’s needle was almost to sixty, and Ques was weaving in and out of traffic like an Indy racer. “Hold on,” he said.

Gracie screamed.

Ques suddenly veered to the left, almost grazing the fenders of cars just released from a red light at the intersection of El Centro and Fountain Avenue. Outraged horns hooted, but then the cab had cleared the intersection and was speeding away. Ques took a hard right on to Gordon Street, another left on Lexington and then pulled into an alley behind a Taco Bell. He drew up close to a dumpster and cut the headlights.

Gracie found her voice. “Where the hell did you learn to drive? The demolition derby?”

Ques got himself turned around in the seat so he could look at his passengers. He smiled, and the smile made him almost handsome. “Close.

I was a third unit stunt driver in  Beverly Hills Cop II. This was a piece of cake.”

“I’m getting out right here.” Gracie reached for the door’s handle. “You two never saw me before, okay?”

“Wait.” The Green Falcon grasped her elbow. The motorcycle cop was just passing, going east on Lexington. The siren had been turned off, and the blue light faded as he went on.

“Not in the clear yet,” Ques said. “There’ll be a lot of shellheads looking for us. We’d better sit here a while.” He grinned at them. “Fun, huh?”

“Like screwing in a thornpatch.” Gracie opened the door. “I’m gone.”

“Please don’t go,” the Green Falcon said. “I need you.”

“You need a good shrink is what you need. Man, I must’ve been crazy myself to get into this! You thinking you could track down the Fliptop!”

She snorted. “Green Falcon, my ass.”

 

“I need you,” he repeated firmly. “If you’ve got connections at the Palmetto, maybe you can find someone who’s seen him.”

“The Fliptop?” Ques asked, his interest perked again. “What about that sonofabitch?”

“I saw him tonight,” the Green Falcon said. “He killed a friend of mine, and Grace knows where he might be.”

“I didn’t say that, man. I said I knew where I’d seen a guy who looked like the guy who’s been coming into the Grinderswitch. That’s a big difference.”

“Please stay. Help me. It’s the only lead I’ve got.”

Gracie looked away from him. The door was halfway open and she had one leg out. “Nobody cares about anybody else in this city,” she said. “Why should I stick around and get my ass in jail … or  worse?”

“I’ll protect you,” he answered.

She laughed. “Oh, yeah! A guy in a green freaksuit’s going to protect me! Wow, my mind feels so much better! Let me go.” He hesitated, then did as she said. She sat on the seat’s edge, about to get out. About to. But a second ticked past, and another, and still she sat there. “I live on Olympic Boulevard,” she said. “Man, I am a  long way from home.”

“Green Falcon, huh?” Ques asked. “That what you call yourself?”

“Yes. That’s …” A second or two of indecision. “That’s who I am.”

“You got information about the Fliptop, why don’t you give it to the cops?”

“Because …”  Why not, indeed? he asked himself. “Because the Fliptop’s killed nine times, and he’s going to kill again. Maybe tonight, even. The police aren’t even close to finding him.  We are.”

“No, we’re not!” Gracie objected. “Just because I saw a guy at a motel a few times doesn’t mean he’s the Fliptop! You’ve got a handful of straws, man!”

“Maybe I do. But it’s worth going to the Palmetto to find out, isn’t it?”

“You just don’t want to go to the cops because you’re afraid they’ll pitch you into the nuthouse,” Gracie said, and the way the Green Falcon settled back against the seat told her she’d hit the target. She was silent for a moment, watching him. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” he said, because he knew it was. “I …” He hesitated, but they were listening and he decided to tell it as it had been, a long time ago.

 

“I’ve spent some time in a sanatorium. Not recently. Back in the early ’fifties. I had a nervous breakdown. It … wasn’t a nice place.”

“You used to be somebody, for real?” Ques inquired.

“The Green Falcon. I starred in serials.” The kid’s face showed no recognition. “They used to show them on Saturday afternoons,” Cray went on. “Chapter by chapter. Well, I guess both of you are too young to remember.” He clasped his hands together in his lap, his back bowed.

“Yes, I used to be somebody. For real.”

“So how come you went off your rocker?” Gracie asked. “If you were a star and all, I mean?”

He sighed softly. “When I was a young man I thought the whole world was one big Indiana. That’s where I’m from. Some talent scouts came through my town one day, and somebody told them about me. Big athlete, they said. Won all the medals you can think of. Outstanding young American and all that.” His mouth twitched into a bitter smile. “Corny, but I guess it was true. Heck, the world was pretty corny back then. But it wasn’t such a bad place. Anyway, I came to Hollywood and I started doing the serials. I had a little talent. But I saw things …” He shook his head.

“Things they didn’t even know about in Indiana. It seemed as if I was on another world, and I was never going to find my way back home. And everything happened so fast … it just got away from me, I guess. I was a star – whatever that means – and I was working hard and making money, but … Cray Boomershine was dying. I could feel him dying, a little bit more every day. And I wanted to bring him back, but he was just an Indiana kid and I was a Hollywood star. The Green Falcon, I mean. Me.

Cray Flint. Does that make any sense to you?”

“Not a bit,” Gracie said. “Hell,  everybody wants to be a star! What was wrong with you?”

His fingers twined together, and the old knuckles worked. “They wanted me to do a public relations tour. I said I would. So they sent me all across the country … dressed up like this. And the children came out to see me, and they touched my cape and they asked for my autograph and they said they wanted to grow up just like me. Those faces … they gave off such an innocent light.” He was silent, thinking, and he drew a deep breath and continued because he could not turn back. “It was in Watertown, South Dakota. April 26th, 1951. I went on stage at the Watertown Palace theatre, right after they showed the tenth and final chapter of ‘Night Calls the Green Falcon’. That place was packed with kids, and all of them were laughing and happy.” He closed his eyes, his hands gripped tightly 

together. “There was a fire. It started in a storeroom, in the basement.” He smelled acrid smoke, felt the heat of flames on his face. “It spread so  fast.

And some of the kids … some of them even thought it was part of the show. Oh God … oh my God … the walls were on fire, and children were being crushed as they tried to get out … and I heard them screaming: Green Falcon! Green Falcon!” His eyes opened, stared without seeing. “But the Green Falcon couldn’t save them, and fourteen children died in that fire. He couldn’t save them. Couldn’t.” He looked at Ques, then to Gracie and back again, and his eyes were wet and sunken in the mask’s slits.

“When I came out of the sanatorium, the studio let me keep the costume.

For a job well done, they said. But there weren’t going to be any more Green Falcon serials. Anyway, everybody was watching television, and that was that.”

Neither Ques nor Gracie spoke for a moment. Then Gracie said, “We’re going to take you home. Where do you live?”

“Please.” He put his hand over hers. “I can find the Fliptop Killer. I know I can.”

“You  can’t. Give it up.”

“What would it hurt?” Ques asked her. “Just to drive to that motel, I mean. Maybe he’s right.” He held up his hand before she could object. “

Maybe. We could drive there and you could ask around, and then we’ll take him home. How about it?”

“It’s crazy,” she said. “And  I’m crazy.” But then she pulled her leg back in and shut the door. “Let’s try it.”

The Palmetto Motel was a broken-down stucco dump between Normandie and Mariposa, on the cheap end of Hollywood Boulevard. Ques pulled the cab into the trash-strewn parking lot, and he spoke his first impression: “Place is a crack gallery, folks.” He saw shadowy faces peering through the blinds of second-floor windows, and blue firelight played across a wall. “Bullet holes in a door over there.” He motioned towards it.

“From here on we watch our asses.” He stopped the cab next to a door marked OFFICE and cut the engine.

“It’s sure gone to Hell since I worked here,” Gracie said. “Nothing like addicts to junk a place up.” Not far away stood the hulk of a car that looked as if it had been recently set afire. “Well, let’s see what we can see.”

She got out, and so did the Green Falcon. Ques stayed behind the wheel, and when Gracie motioned him to come on he said nervously, “I’ll give you moral support.”

“Thanks, jerkoff. Hey, hold on!” she said, because the Green Falcon was 

already striding towards the Office door. He grasped the knob, turned it, and the door opened with a jingle of little bells. He stepped into a room where lights from the boulevard cut through slanted blinds, and the air was thick with the mingled odours of marijuana, a dirty carpet, and …

what else was it?

Spoiled meat, he realised.

And that was when something stood up from a corner and bared its teeth.

The Green Falcon stopped. He was looking at a stocky, black-and-white pit bull, its eyes bright with the prospect of violence.

“Oh shit,” Gracie whispered.

Soundlessly, the pit bull leapt at the Green Falcon, its jaws opened for a bone-crushing bite.

CHAPTER SEVEN : THE WATCHMAN

The Green Falcon stepped back, colliding with Gracie. The pit bull’s body came flying towards him, reached the end of its chain and its teeth clacked together where a vital member of the Green Falcon’s anatomy had been a second before. Then the dog was yanked back to the wall, but it immediately regained its balance and lunged again. The Green Falcon stood in front of Gracie, picked up a chair to ward the beast off, but again the chain stopped the pit bull short of contact. As the animal thrashed against its collar, a figure rose up from behind the counter and pulled back the trigger on a double-barrelled shotgun.

“Put it down,” the man told the Green Falcon. He motioned with the shotgun. “Do it or I swear to God I’ll blow your head off.” The man’s voice was high and nervous, and the Green Falcon slowly put the chair down.

The pit bull was battling with its chain, trying to slide its head out of the collar. “Ain’t nobody going to rob me again,” the man behind the counter vowed. Sweat glistened on his gaunt face. “You punks gonna learn some respect, you hear me?”

“Lester?” Gracie said. The man’s frightened eyes ticked towards her.

“Lester Dent? It’s me.” She took a careful step forward, where the light 

could show him who she was. “Sabra Jones.” The Green Falcon stared at her. She said, “You do remember me, don’t you, Lester?”

“Sabra? That really you?” The man blinked, reached into a drawer and brought out a pair of round-lensed spectacles. He put them on, and the tension on his face immediately eased. “Sabra! Well, why didn’t you say so?” He uncocked the shotgun and said, “Down, Bucky!” to the pit bull.

The animal stopped its thrashing, but it still regarded the Green Falcon with hungry eyes.

“This is a friend of mine, Lester. The Green Falcon,” she said with all seriousness.

“Hi.” Lester lowered the shotgun and leaned it behind the counter.

“Sorry I’m a little jumpy. Things have changed around here since you left.

Lot of freaks in the neighbourhood, and you can’t be too careful.”

“I guess not.” Gracie glanced at a couple of bullet holes in the wall. Flies were buzzing around the scraps of hamburger in Bucky’s feedbowl. “Used to be a decent joint. How come you’re still hanging around here?”

Lester shrugged. He was a small man, weighed maybe a hundred and thirty pounds, and he wore a Captain America t-shirt. “I crave excitement.

What can I say?” He looked her up and down with true appreciation.

“Life’s being pretty good to you, huh?”

“I can’t complain. Much. Lester, my friend and I are looking for somebody who used to hang around here.” She described the man. “I remember he used to like Dolly Winslow. Do you know the guy I mean?”

“I think I do, but I’m not sure. I’ve seen a lot of ’em.”

“Yeah, I know, but this is important. Do you have any idea what the guy’s name might have been, or have you seen him around here lately?”

“No, I haven’t seen him for a while, but I know what his name was.” He grinned, gap-toothed. “John Smith. That’s what all their names were.” He glanced at the Green Falcon. “Can you breathe inside that thing?”

“The man we’re looking for is the Fliptop Killer,” the Green Falcon said, and Lester’s grin cracked. “Do you know where we can find Dolly Winslow?”

“She went to Vegas,” Gracie told him. “Changed her name, the last I heard. No telling where she is now.”

“You’re lookin’ for the Fliptop Killer?” Lester asked. “You a cop or somethin’?”

“No. I’ve got … a personal interest.”

 

Lester drummed his fingers on the scarred countertop and thought for a moment. “The Fliptop, huh? Guy’s a mean one. I wouldn’t want to cross his path, no sir.”

“Anybody still around who used to hang out here?” Gracie asked. “Like Jellyroll? Or that weird guy who played the flute?”

“That weird guy who played the flute just signed a million-dollar contract at Capitol Records,” Lester said. “We should all be so weird.

Jellyroll’s living uptown somewhere. Pearly’s got a boutique on the Strip, makin’ money hand over fist. Bobby just drifted away.” He shook his head.

“We had us a regular club here, didn’t we?”

“So everybody’s cleared out?”

“Well … not everybody. There’s me, and the Watchman.”

“The Watchman?” The Green Falcon came forward, and the pit bull glowered at him but didn’t attack. “Who’s that?”

“Crazy old guy, lives down in the basement,” Lester said. “Been here since the place was new. You won’t get anything out of him, though.”

“Why not?”

“The Watchman doesn’t speak. Never has, as far as I know. He goes out and walks, day and night, but he won’t tell you where he’s been. You remember him, don’t you, Sabra?”

“Yeah. Dolly told me she saw him walking over on the beach at Santa Monica one day, and Bobby saw him in downtown LA. All he does is walk.”

“Can he speak?” the Green Falcon asked.

“No telling,” Lester said. “Whenever I’ve tried talkin’ to him, he just sits like a wall.”

“So why do you call him the Watchman?”

“You know the way, Sabra.” Lester motioned towards the door. “Why don’t you show him?”

“You don’t want to see the Watchman,” she said. “Forget it. He’s out of his mind. Like me for getting into this. See you around, Lester.” She started out, and Lester said, “Don’t be such a stranger.”

Outside, Gracie continued walking to the cab. The Green Falcon caught up with her. “I’d like to see the Watchman. What would it hurt?”

“It would waste my time and yours. Besides, he’s probably not even here. Like I said, he walks all the time.” She reached the cab, where Ques was waiting nervously behind the wheel.

 

“Let’s go,” Ques said. “Cars have been going in and out. Looks like a major deal’s about to go down.”

“Hold it.” The Green Falcon placed his hand against the door before she could open it. “If the Watchman’s been here so long, he might know something about the man we’re looking for. It’s worth asking, isn’t it?”

“No. He doesn’t speak to  anybody. Nobody knows where he came from or who he is, and he likes it that way.” She glanced around, saw several figures standing in a second-floor doorway. Others were walking across the lot towards a black Mercedes. “I don’t like the smell around here. The faster we get out, the better.”

The Green Falcon stepped back, and let her get into the cab. But he didn’t go around to the other door. “I’m going to talk to the Watchman,”

he said. “How do I get to the basement?”

She paused, her eyelids at half-mast. “You’re a stubborn fool, aren’t you? There’s the way down.” She pointed at a door near the office. “You go through there, you’re on your own.”

“We shouldn’t leave him here,” Ques said. “We ought to stay –”

“Shut up, cueball. Lot of bad dudes around here, and I’m not getting shot for anybody.” She smiled grimly. “Not even the Green Falcon. Good luck.”

“Thanks for your help. I hope you –”

“Can it,” she interrupted. “Move out, Ques.”

He said, “Sorry,” to the Green Falcon, put the cab into reverse and backed out of the lot. Turned left across the boulevard, and headed west.

And the Green Falcon stood alone.

He waited, hoping they’d come back. They didn’t. Finally, he turned and walked to the door that led to the Palmetto Motel’s basement, and he reached for the knob.

But somebody came out of another room before he could open the door, and the Green Falcon saw the flash of metal.

“Hey,  amigo,” the man said, and flame shot from the barrel of the small pistol he’d just drawn.

 

CHAPTER EIGHT : YOURS TRULY

The Hispanic man lit his cigarette with the flame, then put the pistol-shaped lighter back into his pocket. “What kinda party you dressed up for?”

The Green Falcon didn’t answer. His nerves were still jangling, and he wasn’t sure he could speak even if he tried.

“You lookin’ for a score or not?” the man persisted.

“I’m … looking for the Watchman,” he managed to say.

“Oh. Yeah, I should’ve figured you were. Didn’t know the old creep had any friends.” Somebody called out, “Chico! Get your ass over here,  now!”

The man sneered, “When I’m ready!” and then he sauntered towards the group of others who stood around the Mercedes. The Green Falcon went through the door and into darkness.

He stood on a narrow staircase, tried to find a lightswitch but could not. Two steps down and his right hand found a lightbulb overhead, with a dangling cord. He pulled it, and the lightbulb illuminated with a dim yellow glow. The concrete stairs descended beyond the light’s range, the walls made of cracked grey cinderblock. The Green Falcon went down, into a place that smelled as damp and musty as a long-closed crypt. Halfway down the steps, he halted.

There had been a sound of movement, over on the right. “Anyone there?” he asked. No answer, and now the sound had ceased. Rats, he decided. Big ones. He came to the bottom of the stairs, darkness surrounding him. Again he felt for a lightswitch, again with no reward.

The smell was putrid: wet and decaying paper, he thought. He took a few steps forward, reaching out to both sides; his right arm brushed what felt like a stack of magazines or newspapers. And then the fingers of his left hand found a wall and a lightswitch, and when he flicked it a couple of naked bulbs came on.

He looked around at the Watchman’s domain.

The basement – a huge, cavernous chamber – might have put the periodicals department of the LA Public Library to shame. Neat stacks of 

books, newspapers, and magazines were piled against the walls and made corridors across the basement, their turns and windings as intricate as a carefully-constructed maze. The Green Falcon had never seen anything like it before; there had to be thousands – no, hundreds of thousands – of items down here. Maps of Los Angeles, Hollywood, Santa Monica, Beverly Hills and other municipalities were mounted on the walls, tinged with green mould but otherwise unmarred. Here stood a stack of telephone books six feet tall, there were multiple stacks of old  Hollywood Reporters.

The place was an immense repository of information, and the Green Falcon was stunned because he’d never expected anything like this. A bank of battered filing cabinets stood against one wall, more newspapers stacked on top of them. There had to be thirty years of accumulated magazines and papers just in this part of the basement alone, and the chamber stretched the length of the motel. He couldn’t restrain his curiosity; he went to one of the filing cabinets, which had precise little alphabet letters identifying their contents, and opened a drawer. Inside were hundreds of notebook pages covered with what appeared to be licence-plate numbers and the make and colour of the cars that carried them, all written in an elegant, almost calligraphic handwriting. Another drawer held lists of items found in various trashcans at scores of locations and dates. A third drawer bulged with pages that seemed to record the routes of pedestrians through the city streets, how long to the second they stayed in this or that store or restaurant, and so forth.

And it dawned on the Green Falcon that this was exactly what the Watchman did: he watched, recorded, filed away, all to the service of some bizarre inner logic, and he’d been doing it for years.

Something moved, back beyond the room in which the Green Falcon stood. There was a quick rustling sound of papers being disturbed … then silence. The Green Falcon wound his way through the maze, found another lightswitch that illuminated two more bulbs at the rear of the basement.

Still more periodicals, maps and filing cabinets stood in that area of the basement as well, but there was a cot, too, and a desk with a blue blotter.

And a man in a long, dirty olive coat, huddled up with his back wedged into a corner and his Peter Lorre eyes looked as if they were about to pop from their sockets.

“Hello,” the Green Falcon said quietly. The man, grey-bearded and almost emaciated, trembled and hugged his knees. The Green Falcon walked closer and stopped, because the Watchman was shaking so hard he might have a heart attack. “I’ve come to talk to you.”

The Watchman’s mouth opened in his sallow face, gave a soft gasp and 

closed again.

“I’m looking for someone you might help me find.” The Green Falcon described the man. “I think he might be the Fliptop Killer, and I understand a man fitting that description used to come around here. He might have been friends with a girl named Dolly Winslow. Do you know the man I’m talking about?”

Still no response. The Watchman looked as if he were about to jump out of his skin.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m the Green Falcon, and I wish you no harm.”

The Watchman was so terrified there were tears in his eyes. The Green Falcon started to speak again, but he realised the futility of it. The Watchman was a human packrat, and Amazin’ Grace had been right: there was nothing to be gained here.

He almost took off his mask and threw it aside in disgust. What had made him think he could track down the Fliptop? he asked himself. A red matchbook from a dead girl’s hand? A glimpse of the killer’s face, and an ill-founded yearning for a counterfeit past? It was ridiculous! He was standing in a motel’s dank basement with a drug deal going on over his head, and he’d better get out of here as fast as he could before he got his throat cut. “I’m sorry to have bothered you,” he told the Watchman, and he started walking towards the stairs. He heard the Watchman gasp and crawl across the floor, and he looked back to see the man rummaging with frantic speed inside an old mildewed cardboard box.

This is no place for me, the Green Falcon realised. In fact, there was no place at all left for the Green Falcon, but Cray Flint’s mop was waiting at the Burger King.

He kept going to the stairs, burdened with rage.

“Dear Davy,” the voice rang out. “I am sorry I can’t come to Center City this summer, but I’m working on a new mystery …”

The Green Falcon stopped.

“… and I’m very busy. I just wanted you to know that I appreciate your letter, and I like to hear from my fans very much. Enclosed is something I want you to have, and I hope you’ll wear it with pride. Remember to respect your elders, put up your toys, and do right …”

He turned, his heart pounding.

“Yours truly, The Green Falcon.” And the Watchman looked up, smiling, from the yellowed, many-times-folded letter in his hands. “You signed it,”

 

he said. “Right here. Remember?” He held it up. Then scrambled to the box again, rummaged and came up with an old wallet covered in multi-coloured Indian beads. He flipped it open and showed what was pinned inside. “I kept it, all this time. See?”

The plastic button said THE GREEN FALCONEERS. “I see.” Cray’s voice cracked.

“I did right,” Davy said. “I always did right.”

“Yes.” The Green Falcon nodded. “I know you did.”

“We moved from Center City.” Davy stood up; he was at least six inches taller than the Green Falcon. “My dad got a new job, when I was twelve.

That was –” He hesitated, trying to think. “A long time ago,” he decided. A frown slowly settled on his deeply-lined face. “What happened to you?”

“I got old,” the Green Falcon said.

“Yes sir. Me, too.” His frown started to slip away, then took hold again.

“Am I still a Falconeer?”

“Oh, yes. That’s a forever thing.”

“I thought it was,” Davy said, and his smile came back.

“You’ve got a nice collection down here.” The Green Falcon walked amid the stacks. “I guess gathering all this takes a lot of time.”

“I don’t mind. It’s my job.”

“Your job?”

“Sure. Everybody’s got a job. Mine is watching things, and writing them down. Keeping them, too.”

“Have you actually read all these papers and magazines?”

“Yes sir. Well … most of them,” he amended. “And I remember what I read, too. I’ve got … like … a Kodak in my brain.”

Did he mean a photographic memory? the Green Falcon wondered. If so, might he recall the man Gracie remembered? “Davy,” he said, in his heroic voice, “I’ve come to you because I need your help. I’m trying to find the Fliptop Killer. Have you heard of him?”

Davy nodded without hesitation.

“Can you think of a man like the one I described? A man who was a friend of –”

“Dolly Winslow,” Davy finished for him. “Yes sir. I remember him. I never liked him, either. He laughed at people when he didn’t think they 

were looking.”

So far, so good. The Green Falcon felt sweat on the back of his neck. “I want you to concentrate very hard, like a good Falconeer. Did you ever hear the man’s name?”

Davy rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand, and his eyes took on a steely glint. He walked to a filing cabinet, bent down and opened the bottom drawer. Looked through dozens of envelopes. And then he pulled one of them out, and he brought it to the Green Falcon. On it Davy had written: 23. “Dolly’s room,” he said. “He cleaned his wallet out in her trash can one night.”

The Green Falcon went to the desk and spilled the envelope’s contents out on the blotter. There was a torn-open Trojans wrapper, two dried-up sticks of Doublemint gum, a few cash register receipts, a ticket stub to a Lakers game, and …

“His name’s Rod Bowers. It’s on the library card,” Davy said. “His address, too.”

The library card had been torn into quarters, but Davy had taped it back together again. And there was the name and address: RODNEY E.

BOWERS, 1416D Jericho Street, Santa Monica.

“That was over a year ago, though. He might not be there now,” Davy said.

The Green Falcon’s hands were shaking. Davy had taped together another piece of paper: a receipt that had been torn into many fragments.

On that receipt was the name of a business: The House of Blades. On December 20th, 1986, Rodney Bowers had bought himself a Christmas present of a John Wayne Commemorative Hunting Knife.

“Did I do right?” Davy asked, peering over the Green Falcon’s shoulder.

“You sure did, son.” He grasped the younger man’s arm. “You’re …” He said the first thing that came to mind: “The number one Falconeer. I have to go, now. I’ve got a job to do.” He started striding, his pace quick, towards the stairs.

“Green Falcon, sir?” Davy called, and he paused. “I’ll be here, if you ever need my help again.”

“I’ll remember,” the Green Falcon answered, and he climbed the stairs with the taped-together library card and the House of Blades receipt gripped in his hand.

He went through the door into the parking lot – and instantly heard 

someone shouting in Spanish. Somebody else was hollering from the second floor, and there were other angry voices. The man named Chico was standing next to the Mercedes, and suddenly he drew a pistol – not a cigarette lighter this time, but a .45 automatic. He shouted out a curse and began firing into the Mercedes, glass from the windshield exploding into the air. At the same time, two men got out of another car, flung themselves flat on the pavement, and started spraying Chico with gunfire.

Chico’s body danced and writhed, the .45 going off into the air.

“Kill ’em!” somebody yelled from the second floor. Machine-gun fire erupted, and bullets ricocheted off the concrete in a zigzagging line past the Green Falcon.

Oh my God! Cray thought. And he realised he’d come out of the basement into the middle of a drug deal gone bad.

The two men on the pavement kept firing. Now figures were sprinting across the parking-lot, shooting at the men on the second floor.

Machine-gun bullets cut one of them down, and he fell in a twitching heap. The Green Falcon backed up, hit the wall and stayed there – and then a man in a dark suit turned towards him, a smoking Uzi machine-gun in his hand, his face sparkling with the sweat of terror. He lifted the weapon to spray a burst at the Green Falcon.

CHAPTER NINE : HELL OR HIGH WATER

A black-and-white streak shot across the parking lot, and the pit bull hit the gunman like a miniature locomotive. The man screamed and went down, the Uzi firing an arc of tracers into the sky. And Lester ran past, stopped almost in front of the Green Falcon, fired a shotgun blast at another man and then skidded on his belly behind the protection of a car.

The Green Falcon ran towards the street – and was almost struck by a cab that whipped into the lot with a shriek of burning rubber.

Ques hit the brake, and Gracie shouted, “Come on, fool!” as she threw the door open. The Green Falcon heard a bullet hiss past his head, and then he grasped the door and hung on as Ques reversed out of the lot and sped away on Hollywood.

Gracie pulled the Green Falcon in, and they got the door closed, but 

Ques still kept a leaden foot on the accelerator. “Slow down!” she told him.

“We don’t want the cops stopping us!” He didn’t respond, and she slapped him on the question mark. “SLOW DOWN!”

Ques did, but only by a little. “They had guns,” he said shakily. “Real guns!”

“What’d you expect drug dealers to carry? Slingshots?” She looked at the Green Falcon. “You in one piece?” He nodded, his eyes huge behind his mask. “We were circling the block, waiting for you to come out. We figured you’d never get out of this neighbourhood alive. We were almost right, huh?”

“Yes,” he croaked.

“Welcome to the big city. You find the Watchman?”

“I did.” He drew a couple of deep breaths, could still smell the gunsmoke. “And something else, too.” He gave the library card to Ques.

“That’s where we’re going. I think it’s the Fliptop Killer’s name and address.”

“Not  that again!” Gracie protested. “Man, we’re taking you home!”

“No. We’re going to Santa Monica. You don’t have to get out of the cab if you don’t want to – in fact, I’d rather you didn’t. But I’m going to find the Fliptop, with you or without you.”

“It’ll be without me, all right,” she answered, but the way he’d said that let her know he was through talking about it. The man had a mission, and he was going to do it come hell or high water. She settled back into her seat, muttering, and Ques turned towards the Santa Monica Freeway.

The address was near the beach, so close they could smell the sea. The building was dark-bricked, one of those old Art Deco places that probably used to be a hotel when Santa Monica was young. Ques pulled the cab to a halt in front of it and cut the engine.

“I want both of you to stay here,” the Green Falcon said. “I’m going in alone.” He started to get out, but Gracie caught his arm.

“Hey, listen. If the Fliptop’s really in there, this is the time to call the cops. No joke.”

“I don’t know that he’s in there. It’s an old library card; he might have moved. But if he’s there, I’ve got to see his face for myself. Then we can call the police.”

“She’s right,” Ques told him. “Listen, it’s crazy to go in there. You don’t have a gun or anything.”

 

“The Green Falcon,” he said adamantly, “never carries a gun.”

“Yeah, and the Green Falcon’s only got one life, fool!” Gracie didn’t release her grip. “Playtime’s over. I mean it. This isn’t some old serial, this is real life. You know what reality is?”

“Yes, I do.” He turned the full wattage of his gaze on her. “The reality is that … I think I’d rather die as the Green Falcon than live as an old man with a screwed-up bladder and a book of memories. I want to walk tall, just once more. Is that so terrible?”

“It’s nuts,” she answered. “And  you’re nuts.”

“So I am. I’m going.” He pulled loose from her and got out of the cab.

He was scared, but not as much as he thought he’d be. It wasn’t as bad as indigestion, really. And then he went up the front steps into the building, and he checked the row of mailboxes in the alcove.

The one for apartment D had BOWERS on it.

Apartments A, B, and C were on the first floor. He climbed the stairs, aided by a red-shaded light fixture on the wall, and stood before Apartment D’s door.

He started to knock. Stopped his hand, the fist clenched. A thrill of fear coursed through him. He stood there, facing the door, and he didn’t know if he could do it or not. He wasn’t the Green Falcon; there was no such entity, not really. It was all a fiction. But Julie’s death was not a fiction, and neither was what he had been through tonight to reach this door. The sane thing was to back off, go down those stairs, get to a phone and call the police. Of course it was.

He heard a car’s horn blare a quick tattoo. The cab, he thought. Ques, urging him to come back?

He knocked at the door, and waited. His heart had lodged in his throat.

He tensed for a voice, or the sudden opening of the door.

The stairs creaked.

He heard the cab’s horn again. This time Ques was leaning on it, and suddenly the Green Falcon knew why.

He turned, in awful slow-motion, and saw the shadow looming on the wall.

And there he was: the young blond, dark-eyed man who’d slashed Julie’s throat. Coming up the staircase, step by step, not yet having seen the Green Falcon. But he would, at any second, and each step brought them closer.

 

The Green Falcon didn’t move. The killer’s weight made the risers moan, and he was smiling slightly – perhaps, the Green Falcon thought, musing over the feel of the blade piercing Julie’s flesh.

And then the Fliptop Killer looked up, saw the Green Falcon at the top of the stairs, and stopped.

They stared at each other, standing not quite an arm’s length apart. The killer’s dark eyes were startled, and in them the Green Falcon saw a glint of fear.

“I’ve found you,” the Green Falcon said.

The Fliptop Killer reached to his back, his hand a blur. It returned with the bright steel of the hunting knife, taken from a sheath that must fit down at his waistband. He moved fast, like an animal, and the Green Falcon saw the blade rising to strike him in the throat or chest.

“It’s him!” Gracie shouted, as she burst into the alcove and to the foot of the steps.

The killer looked around at her – and it was the Green Falcon’s turn to move fast. He grasped the man’s wrist and struck him hard in the jaw with his right fist, and he felt one of his knuckles break but the killer toppled backwards down the stairs.

The man caught the railing before he’d tumbled to the bottom, and he still had hold of the knife. A thread of blood spilled from his split lower lip, his eyes dazed from a bang of his skull against a riser. The Green Falcon was coming down the steps after him, and the Fliptop Killer struggled up and backed away.

“Watch out!” the Green Falcon yelled as Gracie tried to grab the man’s knife. The killer swung at her, but she jumped back and the blade narrowly missed her face. But she had courage, and she wasn’t about to give up; she darted in again, clutching his arm to keep the knife from another slash. The Green Falcon tensed to leap at the man, but suddenly the killer struck Gracie in the face with his left fist and she staggered back against the wall. Just that fast, the man fled towards the front door.

The Green Falcon stopped at Gracie’s side. Her nose was bleeding and she looked about to pass out. She said, “Get the bastard,” and the Green Falcon took off in pursuit.

Out front, the Fliptop Killer ran to the parked cab. Ques tried to fight him off, but a slash of the blade across Ques’ shoulder sprayed blood across the inside of the windshield; the Fliptop Killer looked up, saw the man in the green suit and cape coming after him. He hauled Ques out of 

the cab and leapt behind the wheel.

As the cab’s tyres laid down streaks of rubber, the Green Falcon grasped the edge of the open window on the passenger side and just had an instant to lock his fingers, broken knuckle and all, before the cab shot forward.

Then he was off his feet, his body streamlined to the cab’s side, and the vehicle was roaring north along serpentine Jericho Street at fifty miles an hour.

The Green Falcon hung on. The killer jerked the wheel back and forth, slammed into a row of garbage cans and kept going. He made a screeching left turn at a red light that swung the Green Falcon’s body out from the cab’s side and all but tore his shoulders from their sockets, but still the Green Falcon hung on. And now the Fliptop Killer leaned over, one hand gripping the wheel, and jabbed at the Green Falcon’s fingers with the knife. Slashed two of them, but the Green Falcon’s right hand darted in and clamped around the wrist. The cab veered out of its lane, in front of a panel truck whose fender almost clipped the Green Falcon’s legs. The killer thrashed wildly, trying to get his knife-hand free, but the Green Falcon smashed his wrist against the window’s frame and the fingers spasmed open; the knife fell down between the seat and the door.

Beachfront buildings and houses flashed by on either side. The cab tore through a barricade that said WARNING NO VEHICLES BEYOND THIS

POINT.

The Green Falcon tried to push himself through the window. A fist hit his chin and made alarm bells go off in his brain. And then the Fliptop Killer gripped the wheel with both hands, because the cab was speeding up a narrow wooden ramp. The Green Falcon had the taste of blood in his mouth, and now he could hear a strange thing: the excited shouts of children, the voices of ghosts on the wind. His fingers were weakening, his grip about to fail; the voices, overlapped and intermingled, said  Hold on Green Falcon hold on …

And then, before his strength collapsed, he lunged through the window and grappled with the Fliptop Killer as the cab rocketed up on to a pier and early-morning fishermen leapt for their lives.

Fingers gouged for the Green Falcon’s eyes, could not get through the mask’s slits. The Green Falcon hit him in the face with a quick boxer’s left and right, and the killer let go of the wheel to clench both sinewy hands around the Green Falcon’s throat.

The cab reached the end of the pier, crashed through the wooden railing, and plummeted into the Pacific Ocean twenty feet below.

 

CHAPTER TEN : NIGHTMARE



NETHERWORLD

The sea surged into the cab, and the vehicle angled down into the depths.

The Fliptop Killer screamed. The Green Falcon smashed him in the face with a blow that burst his nose, and then the sea came between them, rising rapidly towards the roof as the cab continued to sink.

The last bubbles of air exploded from the cab. One headlight still burned, pointing towards the bottom, and for a few seconds the instrument panel glowed with weird phosphorescence. And then the lights shorted out, and darkness claimed all.

The Green Falcon released his prey. Already his lungs strained for a breath, but still the cab was sinking. One of the killer’s thrashing legs hit his skull, a hand tearing at his tunic. The Green Falcon didn’t know which was up and which was down; the cab was rotating as it descended, like an out-of-control aircraft falling through a nightmare netherworld. The Green Falcon searched for an open window but found only the windshield’s glass. He slammed his fist against it, but it would take more strength than he had to break it.

Cut, he thought. Panic flared inside him, almost tore loose the last of the air in his lungs.  Cut! But there was no director here, and he had to play this scene out to its end. He twisted and turned, seeking a way out.

His cape was snagged around something – the gear shift, he thought it was. He ripped the cape off and let it fall, and then he pulled his cowl and mask off and it drifted past him like another face. His lungs heaved, bubbles coming out of his nostrils. And then his flailing hands found a window’s edge; as he pushed himself through, the Fliptop Killer’s fingers closed on his arm.

The Green Falcon grasped the man’s shirt, and pulled him through the window too.

Somewhere below the surface, he lost his grip on the Fliptop Killer. His torn tunic split along the seams, and left him. He kicked towards the top with the legs that had won a gold medal in his junior year swim meet, and 

as his lungs began to convulse his head broke the surface. He shuddered, drawing in night air.

People were shouting at him from the pier’s splintered rail. A wave caught him, washing him forward. The rough surface of a barnacled piling all but ripped the green tights off his legs. Another wave tossed him, and a third. The fourth crashed foam over him, and then a young arm got him around the neck and he was being guided to the beach.

A moment later, his knees touched sand. A wave cast him on to shore, and took the last tatters of his Green Falcon costume back with it to the sea.

He was turned over. Somebody trying to squeeze water out of him. He said, “I’m all right,” in a husky voice, and he heard someone else shout, “The other one washed up over here!”

Cray sat up. “Is he alive?” he asked the tanned face. “Is he alive?”

“Yeah,” the boy answered. “He’s alive.”

“Good. Don’t let him go.” Cray snorted seaweed out of his nostrils. “He’s the Fliptop Killer.”

The boy stared at him. Then shouted to his friend, “Sit on that dude ’til the cops get here, man!”

It wasn’t long before the first police car came. The two officers hurried down to where Cray sat at the edge of the land, and one of them bent down and asked his name.

“Cray Fl …” He stopped. A piece of green cloth washed up beside him, was pulled back again just as quickly. “Cray Boomershine,” he answered.

And then he told them the rest of it.

“This guy got the Fliptop!” one of the kids standing nearby called to his friend, and somebody else repeated it and it went up and down the beach.

People crowded around, gawking at the old man who sat in his pyjamas on the sand.

The second police car came, and the third one brought a black go-go dancer and a kid with a question mark on his scalp and a bandage around his shoulder. They pushed through the crowd, and Gracie called out, “Where is he? Where’s the Green Fal –”

She stopped, because the old man standing between two policemen was smiling at her. He said, “Hello, Gracie. It’s all over.”

She came towards him. Didn’t speak for a moment. Her hand rose up, and her fingers picked seaweed out of his hair. “Lord have mercy,” she 

said. “You look like a wet dog.”

“You got that sucker, didn’t you?” Ques watched the cops taking the Fliptop, in handcuffs, to one of the cars.

“We got him,” Cray said.

A TV news truck was pulling on to the beach. A red-haired woman with a microphone and a guy carrying a video-camera and powerpack got out, hurrying towards the centre of the crowd. “No questions!” a policeman told her, but she was right there in Cray’s face before she could be restrained. The camera’s lights shone on him, Gracie and Ques. “What happened here? Is it true that the Fliptop Killer was caught tonight?”

“No questions!” the policeman repeated, but Gracie’s teeth flashed as she grinned for the camera.

“What’s your name?” the woman persisted. She thrust the microphone up to Cray’s lips.

“Hey, lady!” Ques said. The microphone went to him. “Don’t you recognise the Green Falcon?”

The newswoman was too stunned to reply, and before she could find another question a policeman herded her and the cameraman away.

“We’re going to the station and clear all this mess away,” the officer who had hold of Cray’s elbow said. “All three of you. Move it!”

They started up the beach, the crowd following and the newswoman trying to get at them again. Gracie and Ques got into one of the police cars, but Cray paused. The night air smelled sweet, like victory. The night had called, and the Green Falcon had answered. What would happen to him, Gracie and Ques from this moment on, he didn’t know. But of one thing he was certain: they had done right.

He got into the police car, and realised he still wore his green boots. He thought that maybe – just maybe – they still had places to go.

The police car carried them away, and the TV news truck followed.

On the beach, the crowd milled around for a while. Who was he?

somebody asked. The Green Falcon? Did he used to be a somebody? Yeah, a long time ago. I think I saw him on a rerun. He lives in Beverly Hills now, went into real estate and made about ten million bucks, but he still plays the Green Falcon on the side.

Oh yeah, somebody else said. I heard that too.

And at the edge of the ocean a green mask and cowl washed up from the foam, started to slip back into the waves again.

 

A little boy picked it up. He and his dad had come to fish on the pier this morning, before the sun came up and the big ones went back to the depths. He had seen the cab go over the edge, and the sight of this mask made his heart beat faster.

It was a thing worth keeping.

He put it on. It was wet and heavy, but it made the world look different, kind of.

He ran back to his dad, his brown legs pumping in the sand, and for a moment he felt as if he could fly.



The End
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